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Book One: 
Slave to the Empire

	 

	 

	
1 
 

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

	“Sit down.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“What am I?”

	“You are my master.”

	“And how will you serve me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“I’m pleased you believe so, Master.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Fucking you?”

	“Yes.”

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

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

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

	“Of course not, Master,” I whispered. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Of course, Master.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Yes,” I breathed. “Yes, of course.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“A compromise, perhaps?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“What I believe is that this isn’t the place for such a conversation,” Master said as he tugged gently at my collar. “For now, I have plenty of others to speak with. Let’s go.”
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	The next afternoon, Master officially received a request from Duke Arland to borrow my services, and by evening the deal was struck: I would visit his family’s estate in Sanctum the night his wife was scheduled to arrive from Riverboro. Master was obviously pleased at the news, and I should have been, too—it confirmed that my earlier performance had gone just as well as I’d hoped. But for every part of me that was ecstatic about living up to Master’s expectations, another part was terrified at the prospect of being left alone inside the estate of a stranger and his infamously depraved wife. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Sharela grunted. “As you say.”

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

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

	“My lord?” I asked. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“I will try.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“At once, Your Excellency.” 

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

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

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

	And I was not going to let him down. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Good. That’s what I like to hear.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Elara, my lady,” I managed. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Luriel nodded. “Good. Take Gorbuk back out to the pen with the others, and make certain no one else bothers us for the night.” She smiled as she looked upon me again, and a nervous shiver rippled down my spine. “We’re going to be quite busy.”
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	Having spent most of my life inside the modest estate of a minor noble in Mavarinth, I had always been fascinated and a little terrified by the tales of the Grand Dukes’ and their wanton excesses and debauched parties. And so when Master Kristoff had first purchased me and taken me back to Stormcrest, I had anticipated a never-ending spree of elaborate dinners, festive galas, and even depraved orgies. The reality couldn’t have been farther from the truth. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Two years ago, my lady.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Here?” he asked. “Before dessert?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Luriel shrugged. “Does it matter?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Of course, mistress.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Already done,” Arland said. 

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

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

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

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

	I shook my head. “No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	And I couldn’t wait for Master to wield me again. 
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	As promised, Larric retrieved me from the Arland mansion the next morning. I’d barely gotten any sleep by that point; while the duke had passed out just after midnight, Luriel had kept me awake and at her mercy until nearly dawn. By the time she’d joined her husband in bed I had curled up on the floor in exhaustion. The scowling handmaiden had eventually retrieved and dressed me before shoving me out the door like part of the morning garbage. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Good.”

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

	“Is something wrong, Master?” I asked. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“What are we going to do?” I asked. 

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

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

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

	Master slowly lifted his fist from the nightstand and glanced down to the bloodied splinters jutting out of his knuckles. “They will,” he growled. His dark eyes eventually flicked back to me, and a cold, vengeful smile crawled across his lips. “You will make certain of it.”
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	Slowly, seductively, I swung my leg across Master Kristoff’s waist. His fingers tickled their way down my sides, and I moaned in delight as I felt the tip of his cock press against my smoldering entrance. He was already rock hard; he had been ever since I’d slipped into his bedchamber and undressed for him. I didn’t know whether or not he’d taken any of his other servants during my week-long absence, and frankly I didn’t really care. What mattered was that right now we were back together, and as I reached down and eased him into me I knew that at long last I had finally come home. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“How convenient for you,” Luriel grumbled. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Shut up, Darian,” Luriel growled. 

	“Er…yes, darling.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“They’re also criminals.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	The bodyguard blinked. “Me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“If you say so,” Larric said quietly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“As you say.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Only to his friends and close allies.”

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

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

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

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

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

	“Of course.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	The faeyn woman nodded. “Yes, master.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Except for me. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Yes, master.”

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

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

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

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

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

	“So am I,” Larric murmured as he stepped over grabbed ahold of my leash. “So am I.”
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	“Leaving already, sir?” one of the house guards said as Larric and I walked back toward the line of horses waiting outside the tower. It appeared as though they’d only just finished setting up a small camp to wait for us. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Unbound.

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Try channeling again and I’ll slash your throat,” he snarled. “Now hold on—we’re getting out of here in case more of them show up. His Excellency needs to know what happened.” I felt his muscles tense as he grabbed onto the reigns. “And then he has some explaining to do.”
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	We rode hard and fast, and for the first several minutes I clutched my arms tightly around Larric’s waist and attempted to breathe normally. It didn’t work. I squeezed my eyes shut, but all I could see over and over again was a plume of Aetheric fire spraying from my fingertips and searing flesh from bone. I still didn’t understand how I had done it. Master had never taught me how to manipulate flame or lightning; such overtly destructive techniques were ostensibly the exclusive province of the Tel Bator. But somehow I had just managed to kill a man on pure reflex…

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“What is it?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	I was, but not in the way I’d hoped. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Thank you, Your Excellency.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	I blinked. “Master…?”

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

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

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

	The bodyguard looked at me again, and I wondered if he noticed the newfound terror behind my green eyes. “Thank you again, my lord,” he said. “I’ll be certain to make the most of it.”
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	The house servants drew a bath for me the instant I shuffled back into the mansion, and as I melted into the tub I closed in my eyes and prayed to the Triad that all of this had simply been a bad dream. They didn’t respond, of course, nor did the long-forgotten gods of my people when I dared whisper their name. I felt more vulnerable than when I’d been standing at the auction block at Stormcrest. And worse, for the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt completely and utterly alone. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“You would let me kill me without a fight, wouldn’t you?” he whispered. “He really has broken you. No spirit, no will…just unquestioning obedience.”

	He held the blade in place for what felt like a lifetime before finally grunting and pulling it away. “Pathetic,” he spat. His other hand shifted up and grabbed my chin until I was forced to look at him. “Do you even realize the power you wield? Do you understand how dangerous you could be? The Faedari rebels would butcher half the villages in Veshar to get their hands on another Unbound. You could run to them and live like a goddess…and yet you stay here and allow Kristoff to whore you out to every noble in Sanctum with a sovereign to his name. Why?”

	“I…”

	Larric snorted. “You love him, don’t you? Or you’re so broken that you think you do. It’s remarkable, really—he doesn’t even need the collar to keep you in line. Maybe the reason you elves are so supple is that you lack a spine.”

	I wanted desperately to speak, to say something, anything, in my defense…but I couldn’t. He was right, and deep down I knew it. 

	“I always thought you were especially doe-eyed, even for a slave, but now…I think I’ve seen hounds with more dignity.” He scoffed and put his hand on my back. “Bend over.”

	I swallowed heavily and lowered my elbows onto the table. He shifted in behind me and leaned down over me, and a moment later I felt the cold steel of knife press against my throat once more. I was trembling so hard I actually feared I might cut myself. 

	“Do you really think I’d let you touch me?” he said in disgust. “You’re pathetic. The only reason I’m not going to slit your throat is that the Empire needs you alive. We won’t survive this war, not with Lucian in charge. For now, I’m willing to do whatever is necessary to secure the support of the Quorum and challenge the Emperor.” He leaned in closer until his lips were nearly touching my ear. “You had best hope that doesn’t change.”

	The pressure on my back released as he removed the knife and stood. I heard him shuffle over to the door and grab the handle. “Lord Kristoff will expect you to stay the night, and I’m not going to insult him by refusing his gift. You can sleep on the bed upstairs if you want. I’ll return in the morning and take you back to him.”

	With that, he was gone. I wasn’t sure how long I leaned against the table, arms quaking against the wood, but eventually I slumped backward and curled into a ball on the floor. I should have been overjoyed, or at the very least relieved—he wasn’t going to kill me or turn me into the Covenant or reveal that he knew my secret to Master. He wasn’t even going to fuck me. 

	But somehow, being abandoned like this actually felt worse. Not because of how callously he’d treated me or how harshly he’d berated me…but because he was right. I was pathetic. I was broken. Here I was, a channeler blessed with an inborn power so fearsome that the Covenant hunted down and killed anyone born with the gift. They legitimately believed that if enough of us were allowed to roam freely across Calhara, we would tear down the Empire and throw the entire world into anarchy. 

	I wielded this great power…and yet I allowed myself to be controlled. I allowed myself to be enslaved. The Covenant might have called me Unbound, but the chains I’d wrapped around myself were far stronger than any cuffs or collar the Artificers could craft. I was bound—not to the Covenant, but to my own cowardice. 

	I lied there on floor, sobbing quietly to myself, until deep into the night.
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	Master Kristoff wasn’t at the mansion the next morning when I returned from Larric’s quarters, a fact I found both disconcerting and relieving all at once. The former because it fed my ever-growing sense of estrangement from him, and the latter because I really had no idea what I was going to tell him. Should I inform him that Larric knew I was Unbound? Should I reveal that his bodyguard had allowed me to cry myself to sleep on the middle of his floor without laying a finger on me?

	The long, empty hours of the next few days gave me plenty of opportunity to debate both questions and more. I hardly saw or spoke to anyone, Master included. He didn’t summon me a single time—not to prepare me for our forthcoming trip to Korvale, not to check up on my continued progress as a channeler, not even to bend me over his desk and relieve himself. I avoided the barracks completely for obvious reasons, and other than mealtime I mostly remained alone in my quarters reading or practicing my channeling techniques. I was tempted numerous times to replicate the gout of flame I’d somehow conjured during the bandit attack, but I was never able to muster the nerve to try something so dangerous again. Courage, it seemed, was never going to be my strong point. 

	On the morning of the third day, Master finally summoned me to the conference room. I half-expected Arland and Farrow and half the other minor nobles in the city to be there, but when I opened the door I saw it was just him. 

	“Ah, good,” he said, beckoning me over. “Come here.”

	I slid over next to his chair and waited patiently as he frantically scribbled something onto a scroll. After another few minutes he set the stylus down and smiled as he clasped my hands. 

	“How are you feeling, my dear? All rested and ready to travel?”

	“Yes, my lord,” I told him. “I am ready to serve.”

	His smile faded ever so slightly, and he pulled me down onto his lap. “You look worried. Is something wrong?”

	“No,” I lied. “I’m simply anxious to begin our trip.”

	He grunted and placed his hand on my cheek. “I know I haven’t been able to make much time for you lately, but these past few days have been more hectic than I’d anticipated. Duchess Farrow continues to be too obstinate for her own good, and I needed to finalize terms with the Artificers.”

	“I understand.”

	He eyed me for a long moment, probably trying to decide if I was telling him the truth or not, before his hands slipped inside my loose robes and curled around my back. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about the ambush on the road. Larric has been uncharacteristically vague when it comes to details. Did something else happen I should know about?”

	The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Was this a test of some sort? Had Larric revealed what had happened after all? I’d had the better part of three days to prepare for this conversation, and yet still I had absolutely no idea what to say… 

	“I don’t believe so, master,” I replied so softly I feared my voice would break. “It was…terrible. I thought they would kill me for sure.”

	He squeezed me reassuringly. “You were the safest one there. They wouldn’t dare risk harming their prize.”

	I nodded but remained silent, and his smile eventually returned. “Though you’re very fortunate I decided to send Larric with you. Otherwise you’d probably still be in a slaver’s wagon somewhere on the road to Rivani. I hope you thanked him properly the other night.”

	“He…seemed content enough,” I managed. “I find him difficult to read.”

	“You and I both,” Master muttered. “In retrospect, I’m a little surprised he was willing to take you. I’m sure you’ve noticed that he’s not overly fond of your people. But I suppose all men have needs, in the end.”

	“Yes,” I whispered. As far as I could tell, Master really didn’t know anything—not about how Larric had treated me or about his discovery of my powers. I wondered dimly if that might not have been a good thing after all. A part of me just wanted to spill my guts right now and get it over with. 

	But another part, a growing part, realized something far more important. Even Master, the man who knew best how dangerous I was, still didn’t consider me a threat. He didn’t bother peeking into my mind to see if I was lying to him; he accepted my explanations without question. He trusted me implicitly. 

	And it was in that moment I realized our relationship really had changed. Not because of his obsessions or schemes or growing detachment—not because of him at all. What had changed was me. For the first time since he’d purchased me I had lied straight to his face…and now I realized I could do it again if I had to. Or even if I just wanted to. 

	“On that note, Larric should be stopping by in a few minutes to discuss the trip,” Master said with another squeeze. “But in the meantime, there is one last thing I wanted to show you.”

	Gripping me tightly, he hoisted me off his lap and sat me down on the edge of his desk. I frowned, unsure of his intentions, until he untied the sash holding my robe together and then gently pushed my knees apart. 

	“I really haven’t been paying you enough attention if you’re wearing these again,” he said playfully as his fingers brushed against my knickers. 

	“I’m sorry, master,” I replied. “I didn’t know—”

	“It’s fine,” he assured me with a warm grin. He unfastened the front of his trousers and worked his cock free. It was only semi-hard, but when I reflexively reached down and curled my fingers around the shaft that quickly changed. “There is a technique I learned several years ago that I never taught you,” he went on as I continued to stroke him. “It’s very powerful, but frankly I had trouble imagining where and when you might use it.”

	I tilted my head quizzically. “I don’t understand.”

	“It’s not something you can hide,” he explained. “Your partner will know the moment you channel the spell. The only reason I’m teaching you now is because your powers are growing so quickly. I suspect you might be able to figure out a way to adapt the technique somehow.”

	I remained as confused as ever, and I’m sure it showed on my face. Master just smiled and readjusted me closer to the edge of the desk. I started to lean back to make it easier for him, but to my surprise he cupped a hand around my back and held me upright even as he lifted my feet up onto my shoulders. With his other hand he slid my knickers out of the way and then pressed the tip of his cock against my smoldering entrance. 

	“Brace yourself,” he warned. “This won’t be like anything you’ve ever felt before.”

	The Aether stirred around him, and I felt him reach out to touch my mind. For an instant, I feared he might attempt to read my thoughts and ensure I wasn’t hiding anything from him after all, but thankfully this particular spell wasn’t about intrusion—it was about joining. Our thoughts and emotions swirled together, and a wave of dizziness threatened to steal my consciousness away…

	But then the discomfort passed, and my body tingled in anticipation as the tip of his cock slipped into me. I leaned back my head and moaned softly, but between the waves of delighted contentment I couldn’t help but notice that something was…different. Master had taken me a thousand times over, but it had never felt like this before. It was only then, after another wave of pleasure washed over me, that I realized this new sensation wasn’t actually coming from my body at all. 

	It was coming from his. 

	“It’s called an empathic bond,” Master said, his own voice shaking as he tried to process the new sensations. “I feel what you feel, and you feel what I feel. Not metaphorically—I mean that quite literally. Here, like this.”

	On cue, he thrust into me another inch…and I actually cried out as a shockwave of pure ecstasy shuddered through me from my toes all the way to my lips. Master was right; I had never experienced anything like this before. And in that moment of pure euphoric delirium, I couldn’t imagine ever experiencing anything like it again. 

	I could feel his cock as if it were my own—every tingle, every twitch, every inch of impossibly warm wetness as he slid deeper inside me. For a single instant, I knew what it felt like to be a man…and yet I simultaneously retained my own senses. His pleasure was mine, and my pleasure was his…and I had no idea how in the world he didn’t immediately climax inside me.

	“You see,” he breathed. “There really is nothing like it.”

	I didn’t answer. I couldn’t answer. Instead I just locked my feet behind his neck and grabbed his waist to try and pull him in deeper. He obliged, and soon he was buried inside me to the hilt. My vision went black, my breath caught in my throat…and I realized that if I died in that moment I probably wouldn’t have had a single regret. 

	“You can use this knowledge,” Master’s voice said from what seemed like a thousand miles away. “Even without channeling the spell, you can understand precisely what they’re feeling. You can understand why you’re so irresistible…and you can use that knowledge to control them.” 

	“Please,” I begged. “Please fuck me.”

	His strong hands held me upright when all I wanted to do was fall backward. “I’ve always been worried about overusing this technique, even with you,” he told me. “The one who showed it to me said it was as addictive as lotus and every bit as dangerous. I think she was right.”

	“Please,” I pleaded again. “Please…”

	He released his grip, and I collapsed onto the desk. Grabbing my waist for leverage, he slammed into me again and again, and this time I couldn’t even scream in delight. I couldn’t make any noise at all; it was like my muscles had been completely paralyzed. All I could do was flop in rhythm with his thrusts and reel at the sensations bombarding my every nerve. My vision blurred and my eyes rolled back into my head, I could almost visualize myself in Master’s place. 

	I felt his cock twinge in appreciation as it pounded deeper and deeper into me; I felt his testicles contract as they prepared to flood me with his seed. I felt every strain of his thigh muscles and every beat of his quickening heart. But most of all, I felt his power. Not as my owner or even as the Grand Duke, but as a man. I had always been adept at reading men’s desires and giving them what they wanted, but now the last veil of doubt had been pulled away. And Master had been completely right: I would be able to use this knowledge to control them. 

	Just not right now. 

	“Fuck me!” I yelled so loudly I could hear my voice echo off the high ceiling. Under different conditions, Master probably would have been amused…but I could feel in his mind that he was barely able to concentrate himself. Finally he reared back his head and shouted in triumph as he spent deep inside me. Before today I had only been able guess at what a man must have felt like when he released, but now I understood. The spasms of his cock, the abrupt weakness in his knees…it all washed over me in a glorious, euphoric epiphany. And my own climax followed swiftly on its heels. 

	I had no conception of how long I lied there fully splayed, head slumped over the back of the desk, but I was dimly aware of voices speaking in hushed tones. Eventually I felt a pinch on my thigh, and my eyes shot open and slowly refocused. 

	And standing there, staring at me from near the doorway on the opposite side of the room, was Larric. 

	I wrenched my back as I bolted upright, and a pained yelp escaped my lips before Master grabbed my arms and held me in place. He smiled in amusement.

	“You can stay,” he told the other man. “I’m finished with her anyway, and we have much to discuss.”

	He helped me off the desk, and I struggled to get my wits about me as I frantically tried to pull my robe back together. I was covered in sweat; it looked like I’d just sprinted across the entire courtyard naked during a thunderstorm. I’d never been this disheveled, not even after a three-hour session with the most virile noble lord. I had heard of people having autoscopic experiences before, typically when they had smoked too much dry lotus, but in this case it seemed like it was actually true. I’d been so intimately connected with Master that I almost felt like a stranger inside my own skin. 

	“I’ve made all the necessary preparations for the trip to Skyfall,” Master said once he’d refastened his trousers and poured himself a drink. “With luck, putting a face on our struggles here in Sanctum will be all it takes to persuade him of the righteousness of our cause.”

	Larric nodded stiffly as his eyes flicked between us. And for perhaps the first time, when they settled upon me they didn’t seem filled with revulsion. I had no idea why, given what he’d just witnessed. 

	“As you’ve said before, with the fall of Balagarde he’ll have no choice but to accept that Korvale isn’t as impenetrable as he’d like to believe,” Larric replied after a moment. “And since there’s virtually no chance that Duchess Zarene will join the Quorum, we can easily promise him a portion of her lands once the war is over. He won’t be able to resist the prospect of controlling a slice of Rivani.”

	Master downed his glass in a single gulp and then smiled. “I knew you had a firm grasp on the situation. I’m sure you’ll be able to convince him given enough time.”

	Larric’s lip twitched fractionally. “I beg your pardon, my lord?”

	“I’m sending you to negotiate with Duke Darkstone,” Master told him. “You’ll get a proper escort this time: two-dozen men, including a handful of orc warriors from Arland’s auxiliary forces. Even the Black Lions wouldn’t risk hitting a convoy with that much protection.”

	The bodyguard glanced between the two of us in confusion, and I felt my breath catch in my throat. Master couldn’t be serious, could he? He’d been planning this trip ever since we’d fled from Stormcrest. Darkstone’s allegiance was the final piece in aligning the Quorum against the Emperor…how could he possibly not wish to go himself?

	“My lord,” Larric’s voice piped in when mine failed, “I don’t understand.”

	“I realize it’s a bit sudden, but sadly there’s nothing for it,” Master said as he sank into his desk chair. “Besides, you’ve proven yourself a capable diplomat already by convincing Verne and the Artificers to aid us, and given what we have to offer Darkstone shouldn’t be any more difficult.”

	The bodyguard’s cheeks tightened almost imperceptibly, and he took a step forward closer to the desk. “With all due respect, Your Excellency, I’ve never even met Duke Darkstone before. And from everything you’ve told me about him, he’s ambivalent about the Covenant at best. I don’t he’ll respond well to a former Inquisitor.”

	“You said the same thing about Verne, and that worked out just fine.”

	“That was different,” Larric insisted. “And to be blunt, the stakes are considerably higher here. Darkstone’s support is vital to your plans, and you’re a dramatically better negotiator than I am. I don’t understand why you would wish me to travel in your stead.”

	“Two reasons,” Master said. “First, your fallout with the Covenant will be a tremendous asset. Aemond will be absolutely delighted to discuss the hypocrisy of the Hierophant and the prelacy with you. It will ingratiate you to him almost immediately. And second…” He took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. “The bottom line is that I simply can’t afford to be away from Sanctum for three weeks, not with the situation as delicate as it’s become. I can’t take the risk of Farrow or Arland doing something stupid while I’m gone.”

	Larric set his jaw and glanced away. I could tell he was angry, but I could also tell that he was fighting to control it. Yet again I didn’t understand why he was willing to show Master such loyalty. Larric could have easily refused the request, and even if Master threw him out of the estate it wasn’t as if a warrior of his skill wouldn’t be able to find work elsewhere. I had seen those skills in person, and I had no doubt that any noble in the city would have been more than happy to hire on his services. 

	But Larric wasn’t going to refuse, no matter how much he might have wanted to. Just like how he hadn’t sold us out to the Covenant despite the fact it probably would have put him back in the Hierophant’s good graces. There was obviously more to his relationship with Master than either of them let on. But as much I yearned to know more, right now I had bigger problems to deal with. 

	Namely, the fact that I was about to spend the next three weeks away from Master Kristoff for the first time since he’d purchased me. 

	“You still wish me to accompany him?” I asked into the tense silence. 

	“Absolutely,” Master said, flashing me an empty smile. He could have told me this when I’d first come in, but he hadn’t. Obviously he wasn’t interested in my opinion on the matter. And just as obviously, he was once again placing faith in my unswerving loyalty. “Aemond Darkstone’s harem is something of a legend across Calhara, but I know he’s always interested in meeting new, well-trained avenari. I’m sure he’ll adore you.”

	I nodded but didn’t reply. Three weeks without Master. Three weeks alone with Larric…

	“I will need to make preparations,” Larric said eventually. “And I will need documents to prove—”

	“Everything is already prepared,” Master interrupted as he tapped the stack of parchment on his desk. “You’ll be given proper treatment in every village and town you stop on along the way. And we can discuss some of the particulars tonight over dinner.”

	The other man nodded stiffly. “As you wish. I will return later.”

	“Good, I’ll see you then.”

	Larric spun on a heel and left, and once the door shut behind him Master wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me back down onto his lap. “I know this isn’t what you expected, but unfortunately it’s just the way things must be,” he told me. “But there’s no need to worry. Larric will look after you, and Darkstone will no more be able to resist you than Arland or anyone else.”

	“I hope so,” I whispered. 

	He squeezed my arm reassuringly. “You’ve accomplished so much these past few months it’s almost hard to believe…and I expect you aren’t nearly done yet. Now go and meet with Sharela. I’ve had her prepare a number of new outfits for you that should suit Aemond’s tastes.”

	“As you wish, my lord,” I said. “I live to serve you.”

	“I know,” Master replied, smiling. “I know.”
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	Two days later, our caravan set out for Korvale. I prepared myself as best I could for the long trip, which included borrowing several of Master’s history books as well as his entire collection of Rantavari’s dramas. The long-dead playwright was popular all across Calhara, but he was virtually a legend in his homeland of the Vale. My hope was that his works my give me some additional insight into the local culture…and more importantly, keep my mind off the fact that I was just a few feet away from a man who completely and utterly reviled me. 

	Thankfully, Larric didn’t choose to ride inside the carriage with me after all. He stayed outside on his horse with the rest of the men, and at times I felt almost like the Hierophant herself with such an enormous escort surrounding me. Still, after what had happened during our trip to the Infintium, I obviously understood why Master had wanted to take precautions. It certainly made me feel more secure. 

	The journey itself proceeded largely as I’d expected. I spent the days alone reading, napping, or simply enjoying the shifting scenery outside the window, while at night I was typically offered a modest bed in whatever small town or village we stopped at along the road. The local barons leaned over sideways to provide Larric with every luxury they could afford during our stay, which was a testament to the lingering influence of a Grand Duke—even one who had been driven from his home. On the first night I’d been terrified that Larric might offer me up to the rest of the soldiers like a piece of mutton, but he didn’t. I would have liked to believe that Master Kristoff had ordered him otherwise, but I suspected he’d given his bodyguard broad authority to treat me as he saw fit during this trip. I probably should have been thankful that Larric found me so repulsive; it meant he was perfectly content to stuff me inside my own room every evening and otherwise leave me alone. 

	We passed into Abenwreath on the morning of the third day, and on the end of the seventh we crossed the Peakway Bridge and entered Korvale itself. Up to that point I had largely been in awe of the disparate towns, villages, and even Legion-controlled forts we’d passed along the way. They had given me an entirely new perspective on the size, breath, and general diversity of the Empire. However, the Vale itself was easily the most impressive sight yet, from the towering, jagged edges of the Salt Peaks to the north to the lush, seemingly endless green hills to the south. At a glance it appeared to be the perfect combination of the rocky majesty of Glorinfel and the more temperate climes of Rivani…and I could suddenly understand why its ruler seemed content to hide behind his mountainous walls and remain detached from the troubles of the rest of the world. 

	From what I’d read about Korvale’s history in Master’s library and the books I’d brought along for the trip, the natives of the Vale—called the Kor—had been one of the last human ethnicities to join with Sanctus Veshar on his crusade to destroy the elves and unite Calhara under a single banner. That tradition of independence lingered on today, and the current Duke, Aemond Darkstone, was evidently the embodiment of those values. He rarely visited Sanctum or communicated with the rest of the Quorum, and unless Korvale’s interests were directly threatened he preferred to remain within Skyfall and reap the rewards of the thousands of iron and silver mines scattered across his duchy. It would be our goal—my goal—to change that. 

	But first we had to get there, and on the final night of the trip the confrontation I’d feared since the beginning finally happened. We set up camp in Reskin, a small mining town at the base of the Ember Peaks, and the local baron loaned Larric an entire wing of his impressive mansion for the evening. But before I could scurry off into one of the side rooms and vanish for the evening, Larric called me back into the main chamber. 

	“Yes, my lord?” I asked as I stepped over toward him. “Is there something you need?”

	“There is,” he said, gesturing toward the plush chair opposite him. “Have a seat.”

	For a fraction of a second I considered feigning fatigue or illness or even injury, but of course that was absurd. Instead of dreading this moment, I should have just been thankful he’d waited the entire trip before springing it upon me. Maybe that was the whole problem; after a week of being left almost completely alone, I’d actually managed to convince myself that I could go this entire trip without speaking to the man. 

	But instead of conjuring up a nonsense excuse, I merely nodded and slinked over to the chair. The cushions were just as comfortable as they looked, and I crossed my legs and tried to appear calm. Larric was as difficult to read as usual, perhaps even more so considering how half his features were currently cast in shadow. I wondered distantly if the overly dim illumination was intentional; it didn’t look like he’d bothered to stoke the fireplace in some time. 

	“I trust you’ve prepared yourself for tomorrow,” Larric said after a moment. “Duke Kristoff had a rather specific set of instructions for how he wished you to dress and behave on our arrival.”

	“I am ready,” I assured him. “Duke Darkstone will not be disappointed.”

	The man grunted softly as he twirled something small between his fingers. It was a ring of some sort, assuming he was following the same pattern as the last few nights. I had no idea what it looked like; I’d only caught a glimpse here and there. But he always seemed to have it with him, just like he always seemed to be wearing his armor. I had started to wonder if he slept in it, too.

	“So how do they work, anyway?” he asked after a long pause. 

	I blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Your powers,” he clarified. “The Covenant always taught us that every Unbound had the capacity to pry into your mind and manipulate your perceptions. It wasn’t until many years later that I realized it wasn’t true at all. Most of the young adepts we captured couldn’t control their abilities in the slightest—some even managed to harm themselves when they attempted to channel.”

	I tried to swallow but found that my mouth had gone dry. I had wondered when he’d wish to speak of my powers again. Evidently that moment was now…but if nothing else, at least we were far enough away from Sanctum that it would be difficult for him to turn me over to the Covenant. There would obviously be a temple in Skyfall, but from what I’d read Korvale was probably the least devout duchy in the Empire. 

	Larric cocked an eyebrow when I didn’t respond. “I assume you never had a similar experience?” he prompted.

	“No,” I said, clearing my throat. 

	“Ah. You mentioned before that you had learned to channel before Kristoff purchased you. When did you first realize you were Unbound?”

	“Not until I was almost fourteen,” I told him. It still seemed odd to discuss this so openly with him, but it wasn’t as though I had any choice. “I had cut myself working in master Kurwick’s garden, and when I clutched at the wound something just…happened.”

	He clasped the ring tightly in his palm and closed his hand into a fist. “You were able to mend the wound?”

	“Eventually, yes. At first I just felt an odd tingling sensation, almost like I’d stuck my hand in a tub of warm water. It was only later I realized I was feeling the Aether as it flowed through me.”

	“And I assume you didn’t tell anyone?”

	“No. I didn’t want to believe it at first. I knew what would happen to me if anyone found out.” I bit down on my lip as I opened the long-forgotten mental dam and allowed the memories to wash back over me. “But I couldn’t ignore it, no matter how much I tried. The Aether was a part of me whether I wanted it to be or not. After a while I realized I could feel it all the time—I had just grown so accustomed to it I didn’t notice it anymore. It allowed me to do things I knew shouldn’t have been possible. Heal scrapes and bruises in an instant, hear another’s thoughts if I so much as brushed against their arm…”

	“Spray fire from your fingertips,” Larric added mildly. 

	I closed my eyes and swallowed. “I had never done that before the ambush. I didn’t even know I could do that.”

	“Then you’re luckier than you know. Every adept we tracked down always had a clearly visible display of their power—fire, lightning, something like that. But I always knew it was the ones we couldn’t see who were the real threat. A ball of conjured flame can kill a dozen men, but a secret plucked from mind of a prelate or a duke could destroy an Empire.”

	I nodded but didn’t reply. I’d never thought of it that way before, but he was probably right. The common people feared the likes of the Tel Bator for their ability to destroy enemy barricades or blast through the walls of a castle, but they were probably near the bottom of the channeler castes for a reason. The priests learned to heal wounds and manipulate minds, and ultimately those were far more powerful skills. As Master had once told me, the ability to destroy meant little without the wisdom and temperance to control. 

	“So your owner never knew what you were, then?” Larric asked after another pause. 

	“No,” I told him. “He paid very little attention to me unless I overcooked something.”

	“That seems hard to believe. Faeyn slaves are rare enough in Mavarinth, and potential avenari are rarer still. I’m surprised he didn’t just hire a normal servant.” He paused and eyed me strangely for a moment. “He never took you? Not even once?”

	I shook my head. “No, never. I always expected him to…change my duties once I came of age, but he never did.”

	“So Kristoff really was your first then. That explains a great deal…”

	I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, but I nodded absently in response. A small part of me still expected him to drag me off to the Inquisitors at any moment…but it seemed less and less likely as the seconds ticked by. For months he had looked upon me with absolute revulsion, and less than a week ago he’d been visibly disgusted at the thought of laying a hand on me. But something had changed between then and now. His eyes were contemplative, not damning. His entire body language seemed to have shifted from hostile to curious. And I had absolutely no idea why. 

	Perhaps he’d resigned himself to the fact that Master intended to use him as his chief negotiator, or perhaps he’d simply realized that I wasn’t a threat to him or the Empire despite the magic in my blood. Or perhaps I just didn’t understand him at all. At this point, that seemed the most likely explanation. 

	“Did you ever know your parents?” he asked. 

	“No, I don’t remember them,” I said. “Master Kurwick told me I came from a breeder somewhere across the border in Sorthaal, but he never elaborated beyond that. My first memories are from Mistress Grolaine’s slave house, and she sold me to Kurwick when I was eight.”

	He nodded thoughtfully. “She’s still in business, as far as I know. Or was, before the invasion. At this point I wouldn’t be surprised if everyone with the means has already fled across the border to Sorthaal…”

	I swallowed again and took in a calming breath. I had no idea if I’d ever get another chance to ask him this question, and now seemed like as good a time as any…

	“If you were an Inquisitor,” I managed, “weren’t you able to channel, too?”

	His cheek twitched. Like most of his tells, the movement was almost imperceptible, even more so with the long shadows covering half his face. But it was definitely there…and he seemed more pained than surprised. 

	“Yes,” he said, his voice a grave whisper. “All Inquisitors swear fealty to the Triad and bind themselves to the Godstone.”

	“And they took that away from you.”

	His pale blue eyes finally latched onto me, and I felt stark naked despite the thick robe slung over my shoulders. “The Covenant does not allow traitors to retain their powers any more than it allows them to keep their sword or armor.”

	Traitor. The word seared into my mind as I conjured up a thousand wild possibilities of what he crime he might have committed to deserve such a label. The Inquisitor at the Infintium had called him an exile, but surely a traitor was worse. Which tenets of the Covenant had he violated? I had always assumed they simply executed any servants who dared turn against the teachings of the Levinthian…

	Before I could turn my musings into a question, Larric abruptly stood from his chair and circled around behind me. For a moment he remained silent, and it took a supreme effort on my part to remain patient and not swivel around to face him. 

	And then suddenly his hands brushed against my arms and pulled the robe from my shoulders. A chilling draft prickled my bare skin, and I wondered nervously if he finally intended the claim the prize Master had offered him a week earlier…

	“Kristoff trusts you implicitly,” he said, his tone surprisingly conversational despite my near nudity. “Not many nobles allow their slaves to wander without an obedience collar, and certainly not a valuable one like an avenari. He gives you your own bedchamber, he allows you to read anything you wish from the library…and he even lets you practice your dark magic in the safety of his study.”

	“I am very lucky,” I replied. Another cold draft pricked at my back, and I struggled to repress a shiver. “Master has been very kind to me.”

	“Other than sending you off to fuck half the city, anyway.”

	My lip quivered. What was he getting at? What did he want me to say? Was he trying to bait me into revealing something?

	“I gladly serve Master however he wishes.”

	Larric grunted. He was just behind my ear now; I could feel the warmth of his breath against the back of my neck. “That’s what I don’t understand. You serve him, but you clearly don’t have to. With your powers, you could easily escape the mansion and flee the city. You could find the Faedari. You could fight with them to try and free your people, but you don’t. Why?”

	“I…” My throat went dry and took my voice with it. He must have been testing me. I couldn’t think of any other reason why he’d choose to confront me tonight after he’d had so many other opportunities. “I serve because I am a loyal subject of the Empire. I would never join the heretics.”

	“But they want to help you. You wouldn’t be a slave anymore. Don’t you want freedom?”

	“It is my place to serve,” I told him. “It is the only way my people can find penance in the eyes of the gods.”

	Larric remained silent for a moment, his breath continuing to tickle my skin, before he finally snorted and stepped back around in front of me. “This is what the Covenant doesn’t understand. They see every Unbound as an uncontainable threat, but there are methods of control besides the Godstone. Here you are, gifted with almost unimaginable power, and yet it never occurs to you to use it. You are sapped and docile. You are broken.”

	I lowered my chin and remained silent. I didn’t know what he expected me to say. Perhaps he didn’t expect me to say anything. He just stood there glaring at me, the temporarily forgotten revulsion blazing in his eyes once again. I could almost feel the disgust pouring off him. 

	His hand flicked down to his belt, and when it returned it was holding a knife. Somehow I managed not to jump or even recoil as he leaned in closer to me. He reached down and grabbed ahold of my knickers before crisply slicing the band and letting the remnants fall to the floor. I was now completely naked. 

	“Kneel.”

	I did as he asked without a second thought, and I waited expectantly for him to open his trousers and present me with his manhood. But he didn’t. He just stood there, the same as before, staring at me like I was something he’d scraped off his boot. Finally I couldn’t stand it anymore, and I reached out to touch his belt—

	“I never said you could touch me,” Larric said, his voice as cold and dark as the fading winter. “I never said you could do anything.”

	“Forgive me, my lord,” I groveled. “I just…”

	He snorted again before curling his fingers through my hair. He then abruptly squeezed and jerked my head backward until I was forced to look up at him. “This is all you know, isn’t it? You can’t even conceive of a life where you’re not swallowing cocks or bending over tables. I’d say it’s pathetic…but really I think it’s just sad.”

	He released his grip, then leaned over to his satchel and retrieved my leash and cuffs. He hadn’t fastened it onto my collar the entire trip—he had never needed to—but now he leaned in and snapped the leather strip firmly into place. 

	“It’s time for you to get some rest,” Larric said under his breath as he hauled me back to my feet. “I’m sure Duke Darkstone will make fine use of you. Just like I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.”

	He pulled me into the small side chamber with the single bed and pushed me face-first onto the mattress. I heard the clink of metal as he adjusted my cuffs and fastened my wrists behind my back, and he even latched my ankles together before tying my leash off on one of the bed poles. 

	“I assume you prefer it this way, yes?” he asked snidely as he checked to make certain the bonds were secure. “I wouldn’t want you to be tempted to use your power to escape.”

	He glared down at me for a moment longer, probably wondering if I’d be willing to protest even the smallest amount. But I didn’t. I just closed my eyes and laid there locked in place, and eventually he grunted and left the room.

	A week ago, I had curled into a ball on the floor of his room and cried myself to sleep. But tonight was different. Tonight I didn’t allow despair to overwhelm me. Tonight I simply laid there, strapped nude and motionless to the bed, rolling Larric’s words over and over in my mind. 

	I really could have escaped. I could have charmed one of the other guards and commanded them to unbind my restraints. I could have used my powers to blend in with the townsfolk, at least for a while, and then I could have found the Faedari rebels and joined up with them. But I didn’t want any of that…and, like Larric, I wasn’t sure why. 

	Did I serve Master Kristoff because he was my owner, or because I had convinced myself that I loved him? Did I refrain from using my powers because I was scared of the Covenant, or because I was scared of taking control over my own destiny? Was I a slave because the Empire demanded it, or because had I simply learned to enjoy the collar around my neck?

	I had so many questions, but the more I thought about them the more I realized how terrified I was of the answers. Because if Larric was right, then I wasn’t really a slave to the Empire after all. I was a slave to doubt. I was a slave to fear. 

	I was a slave to myself. 
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	Skyfall was the dark reflection of Stormcrest. 

	I’d heard that saying countless times over the years from the nobles back home, and I’d probably read half a dozen variations of it in the historical texts. But as we curled around the base of the Ember Peaks the next morning and got our first look at Korvale’s largest city, I decided that conventional wisdom was, as increasingly seemed to be the case, wrong. 

	Where Stormcrest was a mighty fortress built atop the mountains at the center of Glorinfel, Skyfall was a mighty fortress built into the mountains. According to legend, long ago a great rock had fallen from the heavens and landed at the heart of these ridges, shattering the jagged crests and carving out a massive crater of flame and ash. They had been dubbed the Ember Peaks for that reason, and sitting comfortably within them, tucked neatly away behind virtually unscalable ridges and snow-covered cliffs, was Skyfall. 

	In a sense, the city was a perfect microcosm of Korvale. While the province was isolated from the outside world by mountains and oceans, Skyfall was isolated from the rest of the Vale by the Ember Peaks. The result was a fractured population with far more diversity and far less unity than any of the other imperial provinces. If not for the fact that the vaeyn had conquered Balagarde, I doubted that Master would have actually bothered sending an envoy. But now, with the enemy disturbingly close to his border, perhaps Duke Darkstone could finally be convinced to join the Quorum. 

	Not that I was overly concerned with our mission at this point. Larric had placed me on one of the horses rather than inside the carriage today, and he’d actually gone so far as strap me into the saddle. My hands were free to clutch the reins, but my ankles remained shackled and slung over the side together. I was tired and uncomfortable, and I remained haunted by the ghosts of the previous night. Rationally, I knew I needed to prepare myself for our meeting with Darkstone…but I just couldn’t bring myself to focus. 

	We reached one of the guard towers outside the city gates by early evening, and a small unit of soldiers wearing the black-gold tabards of Korvale approached us. They weren’t with the Imperial Legion, I noticed. In fact, now that I thought about, I hadn’t seen any legionnaires in at least two days…

	“Greetings, my lord,” one of the guards said with a stilted bow. I didn’t recognize the rank insignia inscribed on her baldric, but presumably she was some type of officer. “His Excellency Duke Darkstone welcomes you to the Vale.”

	“Thank you,” Larric replied politely. Having gone through this process probably a hundred times with other soldiers over the past week, his responses were almost involuntary. “Duke Kristoff sends his regrets that he was unable to make this trip himself, but I speak in his stead.”

	“Yes, His Excellency was informed of the change of plans. He welcomes Duke Kristoff’s representatives nonetheless.” The woman’s helmet tilted to the side, and through her narrow visor I could see a pair of hazel eyes fasten upon me. “By His Excellency’s orders, however, I must request that you remove all restraints from your avenari immediately…as well as those from any other slave you may have brought with you.”

	Larric froze in place, his brow furrowing in confusion. This was definitely not a part of the standard greeting routine. “I beg your pardon?”

	“I know it is an unusual request, my lord, but His Excellency’s orders were quite clear,” the guard said. “He promised to explain why once we reach the palace.”

	Larric glanced over to me and then back to the other two dozen guards fanned out behind us. At least ten of the others Arland had lent us were slave soldiers drawn from Duke Arland’s auxiliary army, including the six barrel-chested orc warriors. They weren’t overtly shackled, of course—soldiers would have been pretty useless with the feet locked together—but they were all wearing obedience collars. 

	“Is this the new law of the land in Korvale?” Larric asked. “Because if so, I’ve never heard of anything like it before.”

	“We received the orders in anticipation of your arrival, my lord,” the woman told him. “I understand your concern, but I’m afraid we must insist.”

	Having seen Larric in action, I had a feeling he could have killed every one of these soldiers by himself if he needed to. But presumably there were reinforcements stationed inside the tower, and of course there was also the inconvenient fact that butchering a squad of Darkstone’s loyal soldiers probably wouldn’t have been the most auspicious way to open our negotiations. And so after another few seconds of deliberation, Larric simply nodded. 

	“If this is His Excellency’s wish, then so be it,” he said, signaling to his other men. “Were you planning on escorting us to the city gates?”

	“Yes, my lord,” she confirmed. “For your added protection, of course.”

	“Of course,” Larric murmured. The other house guards set to removing the collars from the slave soldiers, and one shuffled over and did the same with mine. A few minutes later, with all the restraints safely stored inside the carriage, we continued onward to Skyfall itself. And the entire time I felt a dark, warning chill rippling down my spine. 

	What was Duke Darkstone up to? I couldn’t imagine a single reason why he would possibly want Master Kristoff’s slaves released. There was no obvious political angle, nor was there an obvious betrayal angle. If all he wanted was to kill us, he could have easily ordered his men to attack us on sight. But no, there must have been something else going on here. Something that none of us had prepared for…

	Half an hour later, we reached Skyfall’s impressive main gate, and half an hour after that we had crossed through the city proper and were making our way up the long, winding path to the palace. Darkstone’s guards had kept the streets clean and orderly for our arrival, and several different processions greeted us along the way. It was a sufficient amount of pomp and fanfare for the arrival of a Grand Duke’s envoy, if only just. I started to wonder if perhaps Darkstone was simply trying to send us a message before we arrived…but if he was, I had no idea what it was trying to say. The only thing I did notice was the complete and total lack of visible slaves on the streets. No avenari, no orc warriors, no groll laborers…I didn’t see a single member of those races at all, in fact.

	By the time we reached the palace I was anxious to the point it actually hurt. I half-expected his royal guards to pull out their crossbows and shoot us as we dismounted and made our way up the steps, but again they remained motionless. Duke Darkstone himself stood at the center of the staircase flanked by two heavily armored guards. He was in his mid-fifties, a bit younger than Duchess Farrow but almost two decades older than Master Kristoff or Duke Arland, and his long hair and trim beard had grayed in a dignified, regal manner. He was a touch overweight but not massively so, and his near solid black outfit was complemented by a golden sash and a smattering of glimmering jewels. 

	“On behalf of Grand Duke Gabriel Kristoff, ruler of Glorinfel, I greet you, Your Excellency,” Larric said as he knelt on the top step. I followed his lead, as did the rest of our procession. “We have been humbled by your people’s hospitality and generosity. My name is—”

	“Larric Aresi,” Darkstone interrupted in a deep, bellowing voice, “born twenty-eight years ago inside the Temple of the Triad in Balagarde. At just thirteen years of age you began your training as a Covenant Inquisitor, and your exceptional skill and devotion was noted all through the ranks of the prelacy. At eighteen you were given your first assignment to watch over the Artificers at the Infintium, and at twenty-one you were sent back to the front lines along the Sulinor border to hunt down renegade Unbound attempting to flee into vaeyn territory.”

	Somehow, Larric’s expression remained neutral. “I am honored that His Excellency has taken the time to learn so much about me,” he said. 

	“Oh, there’s more,” Darkstone said, his lips curling in a faint smirk. “At twenty-five you were involved in the infamous ‘incident at Daragar’ where you were sent to kill a vaeyn warlock suspected of breaching the Aether and summoning demons into our realm, but somehow everything went wrong. You found out that this warlock was doing nothing of the sort; she was, in fact, fighting against a pack of demons. You decided to help her, but of course the Covenant would never tolerate one of their chosen warriors aiding a vaeyn Unbound, not even if she was actively fighting demons. You were charged with ‘Aetheric Malfeasance’ and exiled from the service of the Triad.”

	I swallowed heavily and studied the side of Larric’s face. This time his expression definitely cracked. A dozen different emotions flickered across features, but the one that stuck was simple confusion—confusion which I thoroughly shared. 

	Darkstone chuckled at the man’s discomfort, and he waved his hand for us to rise. “Don’t worry; there’s no need to be alarmed. Everything I described puts you in my good graces. It’s no secret that there’s no love lost between myself and the Hierophant, and the fact that she was so willing to exile one of her best people only aids my cause. I’m glad that Gabriel decided to send you to speak for him.”

	“I’m…pleased to hear you say that, Your Excellency,” Larric managed. “Perhaps it will allow us to reach a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

	“I’m sure it will, but first there’s someone else you need to meet,” Darkstone said, his smirk morphing into a full-blown smile. “The circumstances of our negotiations have changed…just like the circumstances of his war.”

	A flicker of movement from the shadows behind the duke caught my eye, and a tall, slender figure seemed to materialize from inside the darkness. Long locks of shimmering white hair spilled across her shoulders, and even though I couldn’t see her features from inside the cowl of her thick cloak, I knew her identity purely from the form-fitting purple-back armor sheathing her figure like a leather glove. It was the same armor I had seen on the battlefield the night Stormcrest had fallen; it was the same armor that had seared into my memory as vividly as if the attack had happened yesterday. 

	It was the armor of a vaeyn shadow knight. 

	“Hello again, Larric,” the woman said as she pulled back her hood. “We have much to discuss.”
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	“There is no greater test for our courage—no greater trial for our faith—than the plague of the gray-skinned heretics who dwell beneath our feet. The blood of false gods flows in their veins. The corruption of demons poisons their hearts. The Triad demands their obedience, and one day they shall kneel beneath the glory of Veshar. Only then will they be purified. Only then will they be free.”

	—excerpt from the Levinthian, holy text of the Imperial Covenant, on the nature of the vaeyn

	 

	“Hello again, Larric. We have much to discuss.”

	The female vaeyn emerged from the shadows and slowly descended the palace steps. Even though her features were concealed by the thick cowl of her cloak, long locks of shimmering silver-white hair spilled down across her shoulders. Her form-fitting purple-black armor seemed to absorb the light around her, and the mesh-like scales clung to her lithe frame so tightly it was like she was draped the freshly flayed skin of a demon.

	She was, without a doubt, the absolute last thing I had expected to see upon arriving in Skyfall, the mountainous capital city of the Imperial province of Korvale. The presence of any vaeyn would have been surprising, even a captured prisoner or slave. But this woman was neither. She was a Shadow Knight, one of the elite warrior-assassins of the vaeyn Matriarch Queen…and just looking upon her tall, athletic figure filled me with equal parts awe and dread. 

	“Lady Karethys informed me that the two of you are already acquainted,” Grand Duke Aemond Darkstone said, his voice piercing the awkward silence like a thunderclap shattering the stillness of a quiet night sky. “My hope is that this will allow our negotiations to proceed more smoothly.”

	The armored man standing next to me remained silent. He was Larric Aresi, the guard-captain of Grand Duke Kristoff’s personal army and my stand-in master for the duration of our trip here to Korvale. He had been a domineering presence in my life ever since Kristoff had hired him, but in all that time I don’t think I’d ever seen him speechless before this instant. Not that I could blame him—I still couldn’t bring myself to accept what my eyes were showing me. If Master Kristoff knew that the vaeyn were here…if Emperor Lucian knew that the vaeyn were here…

	I swallowed heavily and forced my muscles to stop quivering. A Shadow Knight was the absolute last thing I’d expected to find here at Duke Darkstone’s palace in Skyfall, but her presence didn’t fundamentally change my mission. Master Kristoff had sent me here to persuade Darkstone to join the other Grand Dukes in opposing the Emperor. Together, a united “Quorum” could depose Lucian and put an end to the misbegotten war that had already ravaged our home in Glorinfel. I could still complete my mission whether a vaeyn was here or not. 

	“Our encounter in the north seems like a lifetime ago,” Karethys said, coming to a halt a few steps above Larric. Her voice was soft and husky all at once, and her accent was thick but perfectly understandable. “I hope you haven’t completely forgotten.”

	“No,” Larric replied hoarsely. “No, of course not.”

	“Lady Karethys informed me of what really happened,” Duke Darkstone said, smiling in amusement at his guest’s obvious discomfort. “She told me that two of you worked together to destroy a warlock and his demonic servants…and she also told me how the Hierophant herself expelled you for deigning to work with a dark elf in any capacity. I can’t imagine a more stark demonstration of the moral rot infecting the Covenant and the Empire.”

	Larric opened his mouth but nothing came out. I couldn’t even begin to fathom how or why he had associated with a vaeyn in the past, and so instead I forced myself to relax and continue studying this woman instead. She was tall and statuesque, and she moved with the same casual, fluid grace I had seen in Master’s other warriors, particularly Larric. Her violet eyes glowed ever-so-faintly beneath the cowl of her cloak, and the long braids of her hair were practically glistening in the sunlight. I had never seen an elf carry herself with such power and confidence before, especially when standing alone in front of so many Imperial nobles…

	In the two and a half years since Master Kristoff had purchased me at auction, I had spent more time pouring through historical records than most Imperial scholars. He had insisted that I become as educated as the men and women I was destined to serve, and I was beyond grateful for the opportunity. Few Imperial slaves were taught to read, let alone given intense tutelage in history, politics, and philosophy. But of all the passages in all the books, I had probably read the ones about the vaeyn a hundred times over. The so-called “dark elves” were exotic and mysterious. My people, the faeyn, had been conquered by the humans centuries ago…but the vaeyn had never yielded to the Empire. They had battered back dozens of incursions by the Imperial Legion, and they even held firm against the Veshari religion spread by the Hierophant and her Covenant. The vaeyn were free, deadly, and fearsome. And yet I had never stood so close to one until this very moment. 

	“I know you weren’t expecting to find me here,” Karethys said, her voice tinged with amusement, “but I hope we can rekindle the spirit of cooperation before this war claims any more lives.”

	“So do I,” Larric replied. His jaw was tight and his face remained pale. If I didn’t know better, I would have assumed I was looking upon a completely different man. The Larric I knew was stoic and unflappable to a fault. 

	“Duke Darkstone has suggested a number of interesting proposals for temporary partnership between our peoples. I hope your master will be amenable.”

	Larric cleared his throat and seemed to center himself. “Duke Kristoff seeks an end to hostilities and the return of his rightful lands. If he can achieve these goals with a peaceful accord, all the better.” 

	“Good,” Darkstone said, glancing between the two of them and smiling. He obviously enjoyed tipping Larric off-balance, and even though they’d never met in person I wondered what rumors Darkstone had heard about the former inquisitor…and about me. “Before we begin, allow me to give you a tour of Skyfall. We can discuss details over dinner this evening.” 

	“Of course,” Larric murmured. “Lead the way, Your Excellency.”

	Chuckling softly, Duke Darkstone signaled for his men to escort us the rest of the way up the stairs. I followed as closely as I could to Larric without actually pressing into him, and it was all I could do not to gasp at the size and grandeur of the palace. The enormous, multi-level structure loomed over the city below like a dragon perched atop a mountain. A score of flags and banners fluttered in the wind, and a surprising fanfare of trumpets heralded our approach. 

	In some ways, Darkstone’s estate was even more impressive than the Imperial Palace. Skyfall as whole was certainly more authentic than Sanctum. The walls and columns had clearly been carved out of the original mountain rather than hauled halfway across the continent by slaves, and I wondered distantly just how much the Vale had changed over time. Before the rise of the Empire, modern Korvale had consisted of several smaller nations, and Skyfall had once been the capital of the influential kingdom of Tauros. Perhaps the God-Kings of old had ruled from this very throne…

	After providing us with a brief tour of his estate, Duke Darkstone led us into a wide, marble hall with a long conference table. Two young nobles—one male and one female—were waiting inside Judging from their ostentatious style of dress and similar age, I assumed they were Darkstone’s children…or I would have, if Master hadn’t informed me otherwise before the trip. The young woman was actually the duke’s new wife, while the man was his son from a previous marriage. She had just turned twenty, while he was only nineteen. I could only imagine the scandal this situation would have triggered if Darkstone spent any time in Sanctum. 

	“Allow me to introduce my lovely wife, Cassandra,” he said as we approached. “I think she’s still upset that Gabriel wasn’t able to attend the wedding.”

	The Duchess stepped forward and smiled warmly. She was short and slender with long blond hair and sparkling blue eyes that were so common among the native Kor. 

	“Not upset, just disappointed,” she chuckled lightly. “The Kristoff family has quite the reputation in the Vale. His forefathers have done business here for generations.”

	“My lady,” Larric said, bowing. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

	“You honor me. It’s not every day we receive a former Inquisitor. I’ve heard so much about you.” Her smile widened, and her eyes studied his athletic figure with all the subtlety of a huntress sizing up her prey. If her husband was at all bothered by her shameless leering, however, he didn’t show it. 

	“This is my son, Varyl,” Darkstone went on. “He has been debating whether or not to join the Legion, despite my wishes to the contrary.”

	The young man nodded fractionally, though he was barely paying attention to Larric. His eyes had been locked onto me from the first moment I’d entered the room. He had just turned nineteen, according to Master, and I wondered distantly how many avenari his father had already purchased for him…

	“Greetings, Captain,” he said with a forced smile. “Welcome to Skyfall.”

	“He’s the only boy among three sisters,” Darkstone said, “though they have all since married and settled elsewhere in the Vale.” He paused for a moment then gestured back toward the conference table. “In any event, we’ll have plenty of time for pleasantries later. For now, there are many things we need to discuss.”

	“We will see you later, dear,” Duchess Cassandra said, squeezing her husband’s hand even though she continued staring at Larric. “And you too, Captain.”

	The two of them left the room, and I wondered briefly if Larric might order me to wait outside as well. I had seen other faeyn tidying up in the palace, but none of them had been wearing shackles. Had Darkstone actually freed them or was he simply putting on a show for the benefit of Karethys?

	“I’m sure this is all a bit overwhelming, especially after a long trip,” Darkstone said, gesturing for them to take a seat at the table. Several servants—all human—rushed in and filled the table with fresh fruits and drinks before vanishing again. “I’m sure a vaeyn Shadow Knight was the last thing you expected to find here. Especially one you knew personally.”

	“It’s certainly…different,” Larric managed. His eyes flicked over to me as if he couldn’t decide if I should stay or go, but Darkstone merely chuckled and waved a dismissive hand. 

	“Your servant is welcome to attend,” he soothed. “Or I can show her to your quarters, if you’d prefer.”

	“Perhaps you should ask her opinion,” Karethys said, pulling back her cowl now that we were out of the bright sun. “Though I suspect you don’t allow her to speak very often.”

	Larric blinked awkwardly, unsure of how to respond. “She is—”

	“You’ll have to forgive our guest,” Darkstone interrupted with a forced smile. “We’ve been negotiating in secret for months now, and while I’ve assured her that Korvale has worked tirelessly to resist the Covenant’s edicts on bondage, the rest of the Empire is not so…enlightened.”

	Karethys’s violet eyes latched onto me for the first time, and if I didn’t know better I would have sworn she was staring directly into my soul. My first temptation was to grab onto Larric’s arm; my second was to beg for forgiveness and ask to be dismissed. But somehow I managed to retain my composure and remain silent. 

	“Elara is an avenari,” Larric said eventually, “and a gift to His Excellency on behalf of Duke Kristoff.”

	“As I suspected,” Karethys said, her lip twisting in obvious disgust. “Still, at least you were honest. You know me well enough to realize I have no patience for petty deception.”

	“I remember,” Larric murmured. His body language abruptly shifted. I doubted that anyone else was attuned enough to notice, but I could feel his tension-level abruptly drop. Was some kind of secret meaning in her words? 

	Karethys glanced back over to me. “Since no one else is likely to ask your opinion: do you want to stay here with your master or retire to your chambers?”

	“I…” I managed, struggling to find my voice. “I would rather stay here with Master Larric.”

	“Then it’s settled,” the vaeyn said. She held her eyes on me for a moment longer before she finally took a seat across the table between her two guards. “There is much to discuss. Where does His Excellency wish to begin?”

	Darkstone settled into the mock throne at the head of the table and sipped from his goblet. “I see no reason to mince words, so I’ll get right to the point: this war is an abomination, and the Emperor who ordered it is a fool.”

	Larric cocked his head in surprise. Even when uttered from the lips of a Grand Duke, such words were treason. Like all Veshari Emperors, Lucian Patravian was the living incarnation of Sanctus Veshar, patron god of the Empire—at least according to the Covenant. The Grand Dukes were given considerable latitude in the rule of their own provinces, but ultimately the Emperor’s word was still law. And speaking so poorly of the Covenant’s chosen in public was an offense punishable by death.

	Not that Master Kristoff and his allies hadn’t done the same many times. But Darkstone didn’t even know Larric, and he had never positioned himself as a direct ally of Master Kristoff, either. He was obviously confident enough not to fear any sort of retribution…

	“The Empire has enough problems without provoking the vaeyn,” Darkstone went on. “Orc and groll tribes gather strength all across the continent, and the Imperial City is racked with rebellion and infighting. The Covenant, clutching to the scraps of its waning influence, can’t even control its laborers in the Infintium…”

	“Master Kristoff has expressed similar concerns,” Larric replied neutrally. 

	“No doubt,” Darkstone said. “Gabriel has suffered the most from Lucian’s foolishness, which is precisely why I wished to speak with him. We haven’t always seen eye-to-eye on everything, but we are now faced with a once-in-a-generation opportunity. We must act.”

	Larric let out a deep breath as one of the servants poured him a glass of wine. He waited until she had disappeared before he spoke. “As I’m sure you’ve heard, the Quorum has been deliberating on this very question. They have come to a…different decision.”

	“They hate the Emperor, and they could be persuaded to move against him,” Darkstone said. “But they don’t believe this war can be ended so easily, even if Lucian is removed from the throne. Is that about right?”

	“Something like that,” Larric murmured. He was obviously surprised that Darkstone knew anything about this—Master Kristoff’s letter had been rather vague on key points. But all the Grand Dukes deployed spies throughout Sanctum, of course, and Darkstone’s must have been especially competent. “Whatever else you may think about Emperor Lucian, he was cunning enough to secure the loyalty of the Hierophant and the Prelature before invading Sulinor. The Covenant sees this as a holy war—they will not support a truce until vaeyn corpses litter the battlefield.”

	“Then they will die,” Karethys said flatly. “Your ‘religion’ has been the scourge of Calhara for generations, and we will not—”

	“There’s no need to overreact just yet,” Darkstone soothed. “We are merely discussing the situation as it stands.”

	I could feel the vaeyn’s anger rippling through the Aether. I didn’t dare summon my powers openly, not in the presence of three Shadow Knights, but I didn’t need telepathy to sense the obvious. Since the time of Sanctus Veshar, the Covenant had branded all the non-human races as chattel, but the elves’ natural affinity for channeling had always made us their primary nemesis. The conquest of Sorthaal and the subjugation of the faeyn were still considered the faithful’s greatest achievements.

	Larric’s concern was that after centuries of Covenant sermons depicting the dark elves as demon-worshipping, blood-thirsty savages, there could be no real compromise. This was a holy war, a righteous war, and that meant the Legion was duty-bound to fight until the bitter end. 

	“My guess is that Gabriel sent you here to convince me to send my armies to Sanctum,” Darkstone said into the silence. “He and the rest of the Quorum want to replace Lucian, and with new leadership he believes we can turn the tide against the vaeyn.”

	“That’s largely correct,” Larric said. “Duchess Zarene fully supports the Covenant, obviously, and Duchess Farrow isn’t yet convinced we can successfully oppose Lucian. But Kristoff believes the latter will come around soon, and he already has Duke Arland’s full support. With the aid of Korvale’s soldiers, we believe we’ll have enough men to force Lucian’s hand.”

	Darkstone grunted and folded his hands in his lap. “Mere soldiers won’t be enough to force the Emperor to do anything. Kristoff underestimates the power and influence of the Covenant, as always.”

	“Perhaps,” Larric conceded. “But you’re clearly not content with the current situation. What is your alternative?”

	“Reaching out to our enemies rather than our ‘friends,’” Darkstone said with a smug smirk. “The vaeyn are the victims here, Captain. They don’t want this war any more than we do—but unlike us, they might be able to stop it.”

	Larric turned toward Karethys. “How?”

	She leaned back in her seat, her violet eyes glimmering in thought. “I have no love for your Emperor, obviously,” she said, “but he is not the real source of your problems. Hierophant Vexius holds him on a tight leash, and as you’ve just said, the Covenant believes this is a holy war. Nothing will change unless we can dispel that belief.”

	“Which is obviously easier spoken about than accomplished,” Darkstone added, “but the bottom line is that Vexius is our true enemy. She must be destroyed if this war is to come to an end.”

	“I hope you’re not suggesting we murder the Hierophant.”

	“Of course not. Transforming her into a martyr is the worst outcome I can imagine. The Covenant would rally behind her memory and insist on burning Sulinor to the ground. Thankfully, there’s more than one way to destroy an enemy….”

	Larric paused as he bit into an apple. He was stalling, of course. He had been taken completely by surprise here, and he was desperately trying to figure out how to proceed. “Such as?”

	“Vexius has been mired in scandals ever since she ascended to her position a decade ago,” Darkstone continued. “Her reputation is vulnerable, but waging a campaign against her would take too long. What we need is leverage—leverage our new vaeyn friends have been more than willing to provide.”

	Karethys smiled thinly. “Our spies have learned a great deal about the inner workings of the Covenant, both from our operations in Sanctum and from recent conquests. Many of the prelates despise Vexius, and not all of them are war-mongers. With careful manipulation, we can turn them against her. They will discredit her for us, and we can use the chaos of her political downfall to put an end to this war.”

	Larric frowned. “And that’s it? That’s all you want?”

	“The Matriarch Queen will require other concessions, of course,” Karethys replied matter-of-factly. “Your Legion attacked us, and there are many factions in Sulinor who would prefer we destroy you than negotiate. But they can be appeased.”

	“Kristoff will be restored to power in Stormcrest,” Darkstone said, “but he will need to cede territory. Balagarde and the eastern coastline will likely remain in vaeyn control.”

	Larric grunted. “You don’t seriously believe he’ll accept those terms.”

	“He won’t have a choice,” Karethys said. She locked eyes with him for a long moment before she flicked her wrist dismissively. “But we can negotiate minor details later. The point is my people are willing to call an end to hostilities, but only if you agree to replace Hierophant Vexius and institute certain reforms.”

	“Reforms,” Larric murmured. “Such as?”

	“I am not naïve enough to believe your entire society can change overnight, but we will not tolerate the brazen enslavement of our cousins forever.” Karethys’s eyes flicked over to Elara. “Your Covenant must change, or a long-term peace will never be possible.”

	“As a show of good faith, I have already taken steps to further protect faeyn slaves here in Korvale,” Darkstone said. “It’s a small step but an important one. I’m confident that given time, we apply pressure to a new Hierophant and enact positive reforms.”

	I felt my brow furrow in disbelief, and I was suddenly glad that no one was paying any attention to me. I still didn’t dare touch the Aether in the presence of so many other channelers, but even without my telepathy I didn’t believe a word Darkstone was saying. Everything Master Kristoff had told me about the man implied that he was a staunch traditionalist. His relationship with the Covenant had always been frosty, but that didn’t make him a reformer. On the contrary, it just meant that he was annoyed they exerted so much power in his personal domain…

	“This is a lot to take in,” Larric said after a moment. “And frankly, I’m not sure how Duke Kristoff would respond to any of this.”

	“He’ll come around when he understands the alternatives,” Darkstone said. “Reclaiming most of Glorinfel is better than reclaiming none of it, after all.”

	Larric nodded but didn’t reply. He obviously wasn’t convinced by any of this either, but he must not have been sure how to respond. Instead he finished his fruit and continued studying Karethys.”

	“I don’t expect us to resolve everything today,” Darkstone went on, flashing everyone a soothing smile. “But I did want to get everything out on the open right away. No one will benefit from deception here. If we’re going to save to the Empire, we must carve a path forward…together.”

	“Of course,” Larric said, forcing his own smile. “Ultimately, we all share similar goals.”

	“Indeed.” Darkstone finished his drink and placed the goblet back down on the table. “I’m sure you are exhausted after your trip, but I wished to discuss a few minor issues before we retire. Then we can continue fresh tomorrow.”

	Larric nodded. “Very well. Please, continue.”

	The discussion continued for perhaps another hour, though the vast majority of the conversation was more about subtle verbal jockeying than anything of substance. Darkstone clearly just wanted to evaluate Larric as a negotiator so he could properly tailor his arguments tomorrow. Karethys, for her part, seemed content to watch the men duel and interject only when necessary. She spent most of the time staring at Larric and occasionally me. I wished I knew her true agenda. 

	Once the meeting adjourned, Darkstone ordered his men to escort us to our chambers. The luxurious suites put the master bedroom in Stormcrest to shame. The art, the furniture, the rugs—at a glance, I saw wonders from at least a dozen overseas nations. The Numenese silk alone was probably worth more than Larric’s armor…

	“We’ll have a feast tomorrow evening,” Darkstone said. “Tonight I assume would you rather relax a bit.”

	“Very thoughtful, Your Excellency,” Larric replied, smiling. He strode into the center of the suite and shook his head at the painting over the bed. “Is this an authentic Garravio?”

	Darkstone nodded and smiled. “Yes. Nearly eight-hundred years old, give or take a decade. I would have preferred to purchase the ‘Veil of Stars,’ but the Elerians weren’t willing to negotiate. I’m actually supposed to ship this back in a few months…but we’ll see what happens.” He chuckled and gestured to the adjacent room. “Your associate is welcome to stay here. I assumed you would want an adjoining suite.”

	“That will work out splendidly, thank you,” Larric said. 

	“Then I will say ‘goodnight’ to you, Captain. If you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask one of the servants.”

	The Duke bowed and vanished around the corner. Karethys stayed in place for a moment, her face unreadable, before she followed. Larric waited a full minute before he closed the door and let out a deep breath. 

	“Merciful Triad…” 

	My head swam with a thousand different questions, but I decided to wait and allow him to speak. I had no idea what he was going to expect of me now that the situation had proven so…complicated. 

	“Kristoff’s lucky he didn’t come here,” Larric went on, turning. “He’ll never agree to any deal with the vaeyn. The situation would have deteriorated quickly.”

	“What are you going to do?” I asked. My voice was hoarse, having barely spoken a single word all day. 

	Larric shook his head. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But something’s not right. We need to figure out what they really want.” He paused and eyed me up and down. “I know Kristoff sent you here to manipulate Darkstone, but he might not allow that to happen. Be careful.”

	I nodded sheepishly. “Is…is there anything I can do for you, my lord?”

	“No,” he murmured. “Go ahead and enjoy your suite. The guards should bring up the rest of our supplies soon.”

	“As you wish, my lord.”

	I bit down on my tongue and did as he ordered. I even shut the door behind me to give him some privacy. It was still early and I wasn’t tired yet, but I knew I shouldn’t complain. I had fully expected to be down on all fours with Darkstone’s cock inside me at this point, but now…now I legitimately had no idea what was going to happen. Even if Darkstone was merely pretending to abhor slavery, with the vaeyn looking over his shoulder he might never have the opportunity to take me. And if he didn’t take me, I wouldn’t be able to slip into his mind. I wouldn’t be able to convince him to agree to Master Kristoff’s proposal or uncover his darkest secrets…

	Sighing, I plucked a peach from the table and sat down on the edge of the bed. Mere moments after I finished the last bite, the door opened and our caravan guards delivered my luggage. One of Duke Darkstone’s servants helped them unpack, and she hung up the various dresses and gowns inside the armoire. It was an odd sensation to watch a human perform my job for me, but she insisted that I relax and enjoy myself. The guards, for their part, couldn’t help but toss me disgusted glares. I had a feeling that their accommodations weren’t nearly as elaborate despite the fact I was a mere slave. 

	They finished quickly, but just moments after the door shut behind them another knock sounded on the wood. Frowning in confusion, I turned the handle and peeked around the corner—

	“Good evening, my lady,” the Duke’s young son, Varyl, said from the other side. “I hope my father has made you comfortable.”

	“Y-yes,” I stuttered in confusion. “Everything is lovely.”

	“I’m glad to hear it. He glanced past me into the room. “Do you mind if I come in for a moment?”

	“O-of course not, my lord.”

	I stepped backward, and he casually sauntered inside. “I wondered if Kristoff’s hound would keep you at his side all night,” Varyl said with a grunt. “Things must be very different in Glorinfel if he’s willing to grant his avenari such leeway.”

	I frowned. “My lord?”

	His smile widened as he pushed the door shut…and then, without warning, he abruptly grabbed me about the waist and clamped a hand over my mouth. 

	“Scream and I’ll break your pretty neck,” he warned. “Do you understand?”

	Varyl’s grip was like iron. He might have only been nineteen, but he was strong and powerfully built. There was no way I could fight him off, so I didn’t even try. Instead I merely nodded. 

	“Good,” he said, relaxing his grip on my mouth. His arm remained locked around my waist, however, and I could feel the heat from his breath on the back of my long ears. Eventually he scoffed in disgust. “I can’t believe my father put you up in one of the royal suites. A worthless elf whore treated like a bloody princess…”

	I gasped in surprise as he pushed me up against the nearest wall. I could feel his swelling manhood against my leg, and I wondered if he might take me right here. With his free hand, he pulled down my low-cut dress and freed my breasts. 

	“I know you’re supposed to be a gift for my father,” Varyl said, “but he rarely fucks his own slaves these days. He’s old and tired and has too much on his mind. Even I fuck his new wife more than he does.” He chuckled softly as he pinched my nipple between his fingers. “He wants to play nice with the dark elves, so for the next few days we all get to pretend you’re an honored guest rather than a stupid cunt. It’s disgusting.”

	He pressed harder against me, and after fondling my breasts for another few seconds he lowered his arm and slipped his hand beneath my dress. His fingers crawled up my thigh before they finally settled against my sex. 

	“Gods, you’re actually wet,” he said with a snort. “You see? I knew you were a whore. You probably can’t wait to spread your legs for every noble in the Vale. Well…you’ll get your chance.” He leaned in close enough that his lips tickled my earlobe. “Just remember that once the vaeyn bitch is gone, you’re mine. Kristoff might not even want you back once I’m finished…but I doubt he cares. Plenty of other elf sluts to go around.”

	Varyl held me in place as he slipped the tips of his finger inside me. After chuckling for another few seconds at my obvious discomfort, he finally released his grip and pulled away. 

	“See you soon,” he taunted, stepping back to the door. He twisted the handle, but just before he left he glanced over to the armoire. “Oh, and by the way…you won’t need any of those. I prefer my whores naked.”

	With that, he strode out of the room and shut the door behind him. I stood in place for several long seconds as my mind slowly caught up to what was happening. Master had warned me that the Darkstone family was legendarily depraved, but I hadn’t expected this…

	Still, I was perfectly accustomed to dealing with men who got off on their own power. Lord Varyl was young and probably thought he was special and unique…but all men believed that, no matter their position or influence. And after they had dominated and humiliated me, their egos would swell even as their cocks deflated. 

	But ultimately, I was the one who had been in control all along. I read their minds, I controlled their thoughts…I transformed them into my puppets even as I gorged on their seed. And if I never got the opportunity to manipulate Duke Darkstone, his son would suffice. He would tell me everything I needed to know, and one way or another Master Kristoff’s plan would come to fruition. 

	I would make certain of it. 
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	I spent the next several hours after Varyl’s visit lying on the bed and allowing the Aether to flow through me. My mind and senses stretched out across the palace, though the lingering threat of being identified as an Unbound kept me in check. I treated the exercise as a form of meditation rather than an overt attempt to learning anything. A focused mind was a dangerous mind, Master was fond of saying, and I needed to be both focused and dangerous if I had any hope of succeeding here. 

	I was just about ready to finally retire for the evening when I heard the unmistakable sounds of movement from the adjacent suite. Larric had been silent for hours now, and I initially assumed he had merely woken to fetch some water. But his footsteps were too cautious and measured for a man who was half-asleep. It was almost like he was stalking someone…

	Frowning, I slipped out of my sheets and swung my legs off the bed. A human probably wouldn’t have even heard Larric at all, but my elven senses were keen, especially after I had just been channeling so intently. I listened for a few more seconds, and I knew something was seriously wrong when I heard the faint ring of metal. He had retrieved a weapon, probably a simple knife, and he was tiptoeing toward the door leading into the hallway. 

	Biting down on my lip, I crept toward the door connecting our suites. I pressed my ear against the wood and held my breath, wondering if I should just press it open and ask what was wrong. When he remained still for several more seconds, I turned the handle and peeked inside. His chamber was dark aside from a small, ever-glowing lantern on the far wall, but I could just barely make out his half-dressed figure as he approached the door with a knife in hand. I opened my lips to speak—

	At which point the shadows themselves seemed to come alive. 

	I had never seen anything like it. The tendrils of darkness writhed and twisted, and the skin on my arms prickled as a surge of power rippled through the Aether. Soon a humanoid figure appeared, and it pounced upon Larric like a great cat leaping from the underbrush. 

	I had seen his impressive warrior skills first-hand when we had been ambushed by bandits outside the Aetherium just a few weeks earlier. He had scythed through a half a dozen men like grass, and I had trouble imagining anyone getting the better of him—at least, until this moment. 

	The shadowy figure coiled around him and knocked the knife from his grip. He reflexively dropped into a crouch and spun around to strike with his elbow, but the figure had already vanished. He paused and blinked and in confusion while the shadows coalesced behind him. The figure reappeared and grabbed him again, and before I could even gasp Larric was pinned tightly against the wall. 

	Seconds passed like minutes as my mind struggled to accept what had just happened. But as the shadows finally calmed, the figure’s identity became clear: it was Lady Karethys, and she was calmly holding a blade against Larric’s throat. For an instant, I thought she was going to kill him—he was pinned and helpless, and I opened my mouth to scream—

	And then she laughed. 

	It was as husky as her speaking voice but laced with impish guile, almost like a child who had just spooked a friend. The blade in her hand vanished, and she pressed against him until her lips were almost touching his ears. 

	“You’ve gotten sloppy,” she whispered. “All the time away from the Covenant must have dulled your reflexes.”

	“Maybe,” Larric replied. “Or I’m just better at baiting traps.”

	Their bodies became a blur of motion, before my mind could process what was happening he managed to flip her around and slam her back against the wall. His hand had produced a second knife from somewhere, and the metal glinted in the dim light as he pressed it against her throat. 

	“Not bad,” Karethys said, her violet eyes flickering. “But with shadows this deep, I could escape whenever I wished.”

	“I know,” he said. “But I’m betting you won’t.”

	They stared at each other for a long moment, and my breath caught in my throat. There was nothing I could to help Larric if she attacked; my budding magic was no match for a vaeyn Shadow Knight. And the guards might not even listen to an avenari slave if I tried to summon them…

	Then, without warning, Larric tossed his knife aside. He glared at Karethys for several more seconds…at which point he leaned forward and kissed her. 

	I had to blink twice before I believed what I was seeing. I had difficulty imagining Larric embracing anyone, let alone a dark elf…but this was a kiss of passion in every sense of the word. Her right hand gripped the back of her head and pulled him in closer while her left dropped to his waist and frantically tore open his trousers…

	By the time I’d accepted what my eyes were showing me, Larric had slipped his hands beneath her leather skirt. Karethys leapt up into his arms and clamped her legs around his waist…and then sighed in delight as he thrust inside her. Her ruby lips curled into a smile as she locked her ankles together behind him, and soon he was pounding her against the wall so hard one of the nearby paintings fell off its hooks. 

	Deep down, I knew I should have backed away and returned to my bed. The longer I stayed and watched, the greater the chance I would be discovered. I had no idea how Larric would react if he spotted me. His relationship with this woman was obviously a secret. Master Kristoff never would have hired a bodyguard who had a vaeyn lover. Fraternizing with a dark elf was more than just treason—it was sacrilege against the will of the Covenant. 

	But no matter how much I told myself to walk away, I couldn’t. My body was frozen, not in terror but in wonder. A human and an elf embracing out of passion rather than dominance…

	After a few more moments of intense pounding, Larric clenched his teeth and growled as he spent inside her. They shared a long, breathless kiss before he pulled her off the wall and relaxed his grip on her thighs. Karethys didn’t relent, however; she kept her legs locked around his back as firmly as a vise, and when their lips finally parted I could feel the Aether coiling around her. Their bodies vanished in a writhing cloud of shadows…and then they were suddenly lying atop his bed a few yards away. 

	“Darkstone will have men stationed nearby,” Larric warned between gasps. “If they discover you here—”

	“I’ve taken precautions,” Karethys interrupted, roughly pushing him down on his back. “You’ll need a better excuse than that if you want time to recover.”

	He smiled up at her. The expression was so strange, so unexpected, that my breath actually caught in my throat. It was almost like I was looking at a completely different man than the one I had known for the last few years. Larric Aresi rarely showed emotion of any kind, but this…this was a genuine smile filled with warmth and compassion. 

	He reached up and helped her remove the straps of her breastplate. It took several minutes of work interspersed with deep kisses, but eventually the floor was littered with armor plates and undergarments. After a bit of light coaxing from her tongue, his cock swelled upright again…at which point she swung her leg over his waist and mounted him. 

	Even bathed in the dim light, Karethys was, without a doubt, the most exotic woman I had ever seen. Her statuesque figure was the perfect embodiment of feminine power: lithe but powerful, muscular but sleek. Her gray-blue skin contrasted starkly with her vibrant violet eyes, and the right side of her body was covered with elaborate, faintly glowing tattoos designed to ward off demonic possession. Watching her back flex and arch was almost memorizing. I had never imagined an elf wielding such control and power before…

	I was used to watching men take their partners roughly. I was used to the desperate thrusting and breathless exultations. I was used to them doing whatever was necessary to bring themselves pleasure. But this…this was different. I had so rarely witnessed sex between equals. It was enthralling. It was glorious. 

	Eventually Karethys bucked atop him as she climaxed, and mere moments later Larric groaned as he spilled deep inside her a second time. Once her glowing eyes finally reopened, she smiled as she leaned down and brought their lips together. They kissed passionately, hungrily, and I began to wonder if they would release before morning. But eventually she pulled away and dragged her fingernails across his bare chest. 

	“Right where we left off,” Karethys whispered. “I was worried that all your time as a house guardsman would make you fat.”

	Larric snorted and clenched his hands around her taut waist. “I was worried that all your time on the front lines would make you even more of a bitch.”

	“We both know that’s not possible.”

	Larric smiled. I almost couldn’t believe it at first—I had never seen such a radiant glow on his face before. He looked like a completely different person…

	“Vaeyn women know we want, and we aren’t afraid to take it,” Karethys told him with a wry grin. “I know that’s intimidating to you Imperial boys…”

	His hands squeezed more tightly around her waist as he tackled her onto the mattress. I wondered if he might take her for a third time, but apparently even a former Inquisitor’s endurance had limits. Instead they spent the next several minutes locked in a passionate embrace.

	“I missed you,” Larric whispered. The softness of his tone was as unrecognizable as the warmth on his face. “When you stopped returning my letters after the fall of Stormcrest, I wondered if something had gone wrong…”

	“I’ve been…occupied,” Karethys replied. “Once I confirmed that our plan had worked and you survived the attack, I knew you’d be cooped in Sanctum for a while anyway. And we agreed earlier that you wanted time to see how Kristoff reacted so we plan accordingly.”

	“I needed a few weeks, not the better part of a year,” Larric said, leaning backward and gently pushing her legs down. “You don’t know what it’s like living on the inside.”

	“You mean being surrounded by wealth and decadence? Having your whims catered to by an army of helpless elves?”

	“That’s not fair and you know it,” he told her. His smile vanished, and the cold, humorless Larric I was used to returned. “Every day, I’m one misstep away from execution. And maintaining my cover requires certain…compromises.”

	“Like whoring Kristoff’s top slave around Sanctum? How often does the girl share your bed, I wonder?”

	“You have no idea what you’re talking about. Elara is…” He swallowed and shook his head. “She’s not what you think.”

	The vaeyn’s eyes narrowed. “Explain.”

	“You first,” Larric said. “You could have warned me that you’d be here. You could have told me what you were planning.”

	Karethys sighed and crawled out from beneath him. “You’re right. I’m sorry, I just…” She paused for a moment and seemed to compose herself. “Seeing you with an elf slave on your arm makes me sick, but I know that’s not fair to you. You have to do what’s necessary to survive.”

	They sat together in silence, and it was all I could do to remain quiet. The fact that Larric was friends with a vaeyn Shadow Knight was strange enough; the fact that he was lovers with a vaeyn Shadow Knight was almost unbelievable. But the more they spoke, the more lost I became. Who was he, really? Was he even loyal to Master Kristoff? Was his entire position as a bodyguard some kind of ruse? A thousand potential explanations looped through my mind, but I forced myself to ignore them and remain focused. What had started out as seemingly harmless voyeurism had suddenly transformed into accidental espionage. 

	Part of me wanted to race back to my bed and bury my head beneath my sheets. The more I learned here, the harder it would be for me to conceal the knowledge from Larric. And I didn’t know how he would respond if he knew I’d learned his secrets. The less I knew about any of this, the better. 

	But it was already too late to walk away, and deep down I realized that. I had already done more than dip my toe in the water; I had plunged in head-first. My only hope was to learn the truth—the full truth—so I could return to Master Kristoff and tell him everything. 

	“I knew that reconnecting would be difficult,” Karethys said eventually. “But the time has finally come for us to take action. I just need to know why you agreed to come here.”

	“Duke Kristoff insisted,” Larric told her. “There’s nothing more to it.”

	“And what does he want?”

	“Exactly what I told Darkstone: Kristoff and the Quorum need Korvale’s soldiers. They can’t depose the Emperor without support.”

	Karethys nodded and pulled her knees close to her chin. “So the plan worked. The Empire is finally ready for civil war…”

	“I wouldn’t go that far,” Larric warned. “The other Dukes won’t waggle a finger if we can’t get everyone on board. Lucian is still powerful, despite his missteps.”

	“I assumed as much, which was why I couldn’t say ‘no’ when one of Darkstone’s agents approached me during the winter. I knew we couldn’t afford to pass up this opportunity to stoke the fire.”

	“You do realize he’s full of shit, I hope.”

	“I’m not a fool, Larric. Darkstone may hate the Emperor and the Covenant, but he couldn’t care less about my people or the faeyn. He just doesn’t want an army of Shadow Knights marching over the Salt Peaks and razing his cities.”

	Larric sighed and cross his arms. “You still haven’t told me why you’re even here. What deal are you really trying to make? What the hell is going on?”

	“I’ve been mostly honest,” Karethys told him. “I told Darkstone that we’d need concessions to stop the fighting, and that’s true—we have our own bloodthirsty political factions who see this war as the perfect opportunity to stamp out the Covenant once and for all. But the reality is that the Empire still outnumbers us twenty-to-one. The Legion is fat and lazy from years of peace, but that will change soon enough.”

	She sighed a brushed a loose strand of silver-white hair from her eyes. “Darkstone wants chaos in the Covenant so that he can depose the Hierophant with one of her weaker, more malleable prelates. We want that too—we’re just planning to spread the chaos a bit farther. Division in Covenant, division in the Quorum…civil war is the only chance for my people to survive.”

	Larric’s eyes narrowed. “There’s more to it than just sowing chaos,” he said after a moment of silence. “Your people were ready for this. No one expected Glorinfel to fall so quickly, not even me—and I knew what was coming.”

	“Unlike impatient humans, we have the capacity to plan ahead,” Karethys replied with a wry smile. 

	“That’s not going to work. You can’t distract me that easily.”

	“You’re sure?” she asked, sliding an arm under the sheets next to him. I couldn’t see exactly what was happening from this angle, but by the way he reacted it wasn’t difficult to guess. “It’s still early—”

	“I’m serious,” he said, grabbing her wrist and pulling her arm aside. “If you want my help, you need to tell me what’s really going on.”

	Karethys stared at him for a few seconds before she finally released a long sigh. “I located a new ally in Sanctum. Someone with resources and connections beyond anything we could have hoped for. His people infiltrated the Legion, sabotaged outposts, bribed minor nobles…by the time he was finished, Glorinfel was a sandcastle just waiting to be washed away.”

	“I see,” Larric whispered, frowning. “Vaeyn spies could never act so openly, and the Faedari rebels don’t have enough influence or leverage to pull off something on that scale. So who is this person? A nobleman? Another Inquisitor?”

	“It might still be dangerous for you to know his identity. If Kristoff or the Covenant forces you to talk—”

	“They won’t,” Larric assured her. “And I can’t help here if I don’t know the truth. We need to work together here, or neither of us will make it out of Korvale alive.”

	“You overestimate Darkstone,” she muttered. “But you’re right, you deserve to know. The trouble is, I don’t think you’ll believe me if I tell you.”

	“Try.”

	Karethys hugged her knees a second time. “Emperor Lucian.”

	I inhaled so sharply that I would have been spotted instantly if Larric hadn’t done the same. “You can’t be serious.”

	“I warned you,” she said, smiling faintly. “It sounds crazy, I know. But he’s not the man you think he is. He’s not the man anyone thinks he is.”

	Larric rubbed a hand across his mouth. I could feel his mind churning through the possibilities without even trying. “What is that supposed to mean?”

	Karethys sighed and seemed to brace herself. “He’s Unbound.”

	This time, the color completely drained from Larric’s face. I thought he might actually fall over; I certainly would have, if I weren’t already crouched on the floor. 

	“That’s impossible,” he said eventually. “The Covenant would never allow it.”

	“The Covenant is clueless, obviously,” Karethys told him. “Their ‘tests’ to reveal Unbound are nonsense—you know this first-hand. The only people they identity as Unbound are political rivals or other dissidents the Hierophant wants out of her way.”

	Larric passed across the room for at least a minute before he finally sat back down at the edge of the bed. “You’re saying the ‘living god’ of the Covenant is a heretic. Do you have any idea what that means? If the people found out…”

	“The Covenant’s moral and political authority would evaporate like morning dew. The Quorum would turn against them, and so would every noble family in the Empire.”

	“It would be worse than that,” Larric murmured. “The prelates and their priests have been demonizing the Unbound since the dawn of the Empire. Sanctum would burn. The people would riot and try to tear down the city.”

	“A secret of that magnitude is both a curse and a weapon,” Karethys said. “Lucian knows this…and he plans to use it.”

	Larric sighed and shook his head. “You’re going to have to start at the beginning. How in the hell did you even contact the Emperor? How do you know any of this?”

	She leaned back onto the pillows and folded her hands in her lap. “You’re aware of the rumors surrounding his ascension.”

	“That had his father killed? Of course.”

	“Not just that,” Karethys said. “I mean the specifics.”

	“Some of the nobles believe Emperor Rikus was poisoned. The Covenant priests seem to think he was killed with magic. And of course there’s the rumor than Lucian hired a vaeyn assassin to…” Larric’s eyes narrowed. “Please tell me that you didn’t kill him.”

	“I didn’t,” Karethys assured him. “You really think I would have kept something like that from you?”

	“Considering what else you’ve revealed tonight, yes,” Larric replied with a grunt. “So what actually happened to Rikus?”

	“Lucian did hire one of my people, but not someone in the service of the Matriarch. I don’t even know her real name.”

	“A mercenary, then?”

	“Not exactly. Apparently she was a member of the Adorei Kel.”

	Larric hissed between his teeth. I had heard the name before, but all I knew for certain was that the Kel were an old and reviled cabal of vaeyn warlocks. According to the Covenant, they were fond of summoning and enslaving demons …but the Covenant said that about all dark elves, so I had no idea what was true and what was hyperbole.

	“For once, it’s actually possible that all the rumors are true,” Karethys went on with a wry smile. “A vaeyn did assassinate Emperor Rikus, and she probably used poison and dark magic in the process. I wouldn’t be surprised of Lucian has nurtured some of the rumors.”

	“But why?” Larric asked. “An heir killing his father to steal the throne is hardly new, but usually the heir tries to hide his involvement. Why would Lucian want people to know? The Dukes and the Court already despise him.”

	“Exactly. For once, this isn’t about power—this about destroying the Empire from within.”

	Larric rubbed at his face again. “This is insane. It doesn’t make a damn bit of sense.”

	Karethys reached out and touched his arm. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but there’s more. You need to hear it.”

	“I’m listening,” he rasped. 

	“I wasn’t in contact with Lucian until just a few weeks before the attack on Stormcrest,” she explained. “Or at least, I didn’t know specifically until who I was working until then. We had been receiving information from someone in Sanctum for a long time, but he kept his identity a secret. Once I learned the truth, everything changed.”

	She took a deep breath and scooted up next to him. “The bottom line is that Lucian is Unbound. I don’t know how he learned what he was or if he’s spent much time refining his abilities, but they’re real. He believes the Covenant is the source of almost all the Empire’s evils, and he wants to destroy it.”

	“Which I suppose makes sense, given than they’d burn him alive if they ever learned the truth,” Larric murmured. “But do you trust him?”

	“As much as I trust anyone.”

	“So ‘no,’ then.”

	Karethys smiled thinly. “I trust what he’s done for us so far. The victories we’ve had in this war wouldn’t have been possible without his help. And I can’t see any other endgame for him if he’s just deceiving us.”

	Larric pursed his lips. “The Faedari don’t know anything about this. I’ve been in contact with several other cell leaders, and they still consider Lucian their mortal enemy.”

	“They don’t know that he’s involved,” she confirmed. “Not yet. But he supports their cause as fervently as you and I do. He sees elven slavery—all slavery—as an abomination manufactured by the Covenant.”

	“I see,” Larric whispered. 

	Once again I could feel his mind churning through the possibilities, and mine did the same. I could scarcely wrap my head around Larric having a dark elf lover, let alone him being a member of the Faedari. He had treated every faeyn in Stormcrest with scorn—particularly me! Everyone knew he hated our people, including Master Kristoff…

	“Now that I’ve found you again, we can finally start coordinating,” Karethys said. “This treaty with Darkstone is the perfect opportunity to—”

	She abruptly paused and turned her head. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to listen or if someone was communicating with her through the Aether. 

	“Someone’s coming,” she warned. “It’s the Duchess.”

	Larric jaw clenched. “What the hell does she want at this hour? Dammit.” He glanced down at the pieces of armor strewn around the floor “I can try to—”

	“We’ll speak again later,” Karethys interrupted. In an astonishing display of agility, she leapt off the bed and scooped up her discarded armor. The room’s long shadows gathered around her like living tendrils…and then she vanished. 

	Larric’s clothing remained behind, of course, and he wouldn’t have an easy time explaining why he’d undressed so frantically. Rebuffing Duchess Cassandra outright would be considered quite rude, and he couldn’t risk upsetting her before such an important negotiation. I had no idea what he was going to do…

	“Elara,” he breathed, abruptly turning on a heel and dashing straight toward me. 

	My heart froze in my chest. His human eyes probably couldn’t see me lurking in the darkness, but if he found me crouching here with the door cracked open…

	I lunged back toward my bed, praying to any god willing to listen that he didn’t hear or see me. I dove under the sheets and flung them over me like a child who had been caught staying up past her bedtime. 

	“Elara!” he beckoned as he tossed open the door. “Get over here.”

	“My lord?” I asked, leaning upward and struggling to keep my voice steady. “Is there something—?”

	“Get over here!” he repeated in a stiff growl. 

	Even if I hadn’t known what was going on, the tone and power of his voice would have compelled me to obey. I raced over toward him, and he roughly slung his arm around my waist and carried me into his room. With a single, violent motion he ripped open my gown open and then threw me down on his bed. I squeaked in surprise and wondered if he might actually try to mount me…but then a knock sounded from the door, and he reached down to retrieve his trousers. 

	“One moment,” he said, injecting his voice with breathless irritation. Once his lower half was covered, he let out a deep breath and strode over to the door. 

	“Oh!” Cassandra gasped. I could see her eyes peek past his bicep and latch onto me. “I apologize for interrupting, Captain. I had no idea you were…indisposed.”

	“It was a long trip,” he replied with a grunt. “I just needed to work out certain…frustrations.”

	“I see,” Cassandra said, smiling devilishly. “If you like, I could summon my handmaidens. They’re quite adept at relieving tension.”

	Larric chuckled softly. “I appreciate the offer, my lady, but I’m fine. Besides, this one needs to earn her keep.”

	“She will, trust me.” The Duchess eyed me for a moment before placing her hand on his thick arm. “Again, I apologize for interrupting, Captain. I look forward to speaking with you in the morning. My husband is obsessed with business, but there’s so much of Skyfall you’ve yet to see…”

	“Goodnight, my lady,” he said.

	She squeezed his arm a few more times before she finally backed away and nodded. “Goodnight, Captain.”

	Once the door closed, Larric spun on a heel and let out a long, slow breath. He remained still for several seconds, and I wasn’t certain what I should do. As far as I could tell he hadn’t noticed me snooping, and between Karethys’s revelations and the Duchess’s bizarre interruption, he was probably too distracted to worry about me. Sometimes being invisible was an advantage, just like Master Kristoff had taught me during my avenari training. 

	Eventually Larric strode back over to the bed and looked at me like he’d forgotten I was even there. I hadn’t moved an inch; I was still splayed half-naked across the ruffled sheets. 

	“Were you asleep?” he asked. For the first time I could remember, he looked genuinely concerned about my well-being. 

	“Yes,” I lied.

	His blue eyes studied me carefully, and I wondered if he had belatedly realized that my door had been cracked. If so, it wouldn’t take him long to figure out what had happened, and I didn’t want to suffer through the interrogation of a former Inquisitor…

	“D-do you wish to have me, my lord?” I asked, pulling open the rest of my tattered gown and slowly sliding off my knickers…

	His hand flashed out and grabbed my wrist. In that instant, the old Larric returned. His expression and voice hardened, and he looked upon me with disgust rather than curiosity. 

	“No,” he said. “Return to your room. You’ll attend the Duchess’s breakfast with me in the morning.”

	“Y-yes, my lord,” I replied, swinging my legs off the bed and scampering away without another word. This time I shut the door behind me, though I didn’t bother to slip on another gown. I let the scraps fall to the floor, and by the time I curled under the sheets I was almost naked. I closed my eyes, but I knew there wasn’t a chance in the void I’d actually fall asleep with so many revelations looping through my mind. 

	The Emperor was working with the vaeyn. Larric sympathized with the Faedari Rebellion. Everything I thought I’d known had suddenly been turned on its head. I didn’t know what to think, and I certainly didn’t know what to do. 

	So instead I cried. I cried until my pillow was soaked, and when I tossed it aside I cried until the next one was too. Over the last few months, I had learned more about Imperial politics than I’d ever dreamed possible. The lurid affairs, the petty backstabbing, the grandiose themes—I had seen them all in the minds and memories of noblemen and noblewomen across Sanctum. But this was different. These weren’t the type of secrets that could bring down a random noble.

	They were the type of secrets that could bring down an empire. 
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	I only managed an hour or two of sleep by the time the first rays of dawn finally pierced the curtains. Larric woke early—or perhaps he also didn’t sleep—and he ordered me to wash up before he escorted me down to Duchess Cassandra’s overly extravagant breakfast gala. She silenced anything resembling negotiation or serious conversation, preferring instead to coerce her guests into trifling small talk. The result was one of the most awkward social experiences I had ever been a part of despite the fact everyone seemed content to ignore me. 

	Everyone, that is, except for Lady Karethys. The vaeyn woman asked for my opinion on virtually every topic, though she demonstrated little interest in my actual words. She merely enjoyed watching the faces of Darkstone’s court nobles as they were forced to listen to the opinions of a slave. Under different circumstances, I might have found her behavior amusing…but my stomach was too twisted into knots for me to take joy in anything. 

	Once the negotiations restarted in earnest, Duke Darkstone cleared the room of all servants and associates. His guards escorted me back to my room, and I spent virtually the entire afternoon curled into a ball trying to figure out what in the void I was going to do next. 

	If I told Larric that I’d overheard him, he would respond in one of two ways: either he would relax his cover and attempt to convert me into joining the Faedari with him…or he would kill me. I couldn’t imagine any other likely incomes. Once I had some more time to deliberate, however, I decided that the former was a much more likely outcome than the latter. Larric must have cared about the plight of elves in Calhara, otherwise he wouldn’t be involved with the Faedari. The rebels’ entire purpose was to end Imperial bondage and destroy the Covenant, and my powers as an Unbound would obviously be very valuable to them. Under this theory, Larric’s frigid attitude toward me over the years must have been an act. Some of his off-handed comments actually made more sense now than they had at the time…

	But logical or not, I couldn’t bring myself to see Larric as a potential ally. If he was working with the Faedari, that meant he was working against Master Kristoff. If I could just keep this secret until we returned to Sanctum, I could warn master about this conspiracy and perhaps avert disaster for the entire Empire. 

	And betray your own people in the process, I scolded myself. What other slave would pass up the opportunity for freedom? What other Unbound would pass up the opportunity to flee the Covenant?

	The questions echoed through my head all day, and I never reached any satisfactory answers. I had avoided thinking about the Faedari for most of my life. The Empire considered them criminals, and the Covenant considered them heretics. Even Master Kristoff, in his most generous mood, had never voiced a word of support for the rebels. He had no love for the Emperor or the Hierophant, but he considered slavery an integral part of the Empire. The nobility could survive without avenari—there were no shortage of prostitutes in Calhara—but the Imperial economy would collapse without the labor of groll and orcs.

	Eventually I pushed the questions aside and convinced myself to focus on my original duties. Master Kristoff had sent me here to learn whatever secrets I could about Darkstone, and I had already done that and more. I just needed to keep my fears under control until I returned to Sanctum. Then I could tell Master the truth, and he would protect me from whatever chaos followed…

	One of Darkstone’s guards came to fetch me about an hour before dusk, and he escorted me down to the dining hall where everyone was enjoying another evening of food, drink, music, and verbal sparring. Karethys spared me unnecessary public attention this time, though after dinner she did manage to confront me alone while the others were locked in conversation. 

	“Elara,” she said with a nod. “I wanted to ask you something while we have a moment to ourselves.”

	“Of course, my lady,” I replied. “How may I serve you?”

	“You don’t need to call me ‘lady’ and you certainly don’t need to serve me.” Her violet eyes studied me for a moment before she sighed. “It makes me ill to think what they’ve done to you.”

	I swallowed heavily and struggled to hide my growing anxiety. “I don’t understand.”

	“That’s what is so disheartening,” Karethys murmured. “Do you have a surname?”

	“I…have never been given one.”

	“So you probably never met your parents or your siblings.”

	“I have no memory of them if I did.”

	Karethys nodded and glanced back over her shoulder. “One of these days, you will. You and all the others like you.”

	“My lady?” I asked, confused. 

	“Forget it,” she said, smiling and touching my arm. “We’ll speak again soon.”

	She stepped away and returned to her vaeyn comrades, and I couldn’t help but frown in confusion. I was surprised she was willing to openly display her disgust at my bondage, though I probably shouldn’t have been at this point. She had made her feelings on the matter perfectly clear to everyone in the palace. 

	The rest of the evening passed without incident. Larric and I returned to our chambers about an hour before midnight, and once we were alone inside he let out a deep breath and turned to face me.

	“Did anyone bother you this afternoon?” 

	“No, my lord,” I told him. “I was left alone in the chamber all day.”

	“Well, expect that to change tomorrow,” he said. “The vaeyn will be departing in the afternoon, and Darkstone has assured me that we will have a ‘proper’ celebration tomorrow night once they’re gone. I suspect he’ll have something special in mind for you.”

	I nodded and thought back to Lord Varyl’s visit the previous night. “His son seemed more interested in me than he did.”

	“Yes, Varyl is a wretched little thing. Half his father’s cunning and twice his depravity, if rumors are to be believed.” Larric’s face twisted in disgust. “Though frankly, his wife concerns me the most. I’m not sure I even want to know what she’s planning.”

	“She seems…young,” I said. “I don’t know any noble in Sanctum with a spouse the same age as their children.”

	“The priests would object, and the Hierophant would throw a fit. But he’s effectively pushed the Covenant into the countryside and out of Skyfall.” Larric pursed his lips and paused a moment. “If you prefer, I could tell him that you’ve taken ill until we’re ready to leave.”

	I struggled to keep the surprise off my face. This was the closest Larric had ever come to sounding genuinely concerned about my well-being. “Master Kristoff sent me here to entertain Grand Duke Darkstone. He will be disappointed if I fail to obey him.”

	Larric stared at me for a long moment, and I wondered if he might chastise me again like he had on the road during our trip here. “We both know he sent you here to extract information with your magic,” he said eventually. “Darkstone has plenty of secrets for you to find, but don’t underestimate him. He’s a channeler himself, and a powerful one if the stories are to be believed. I’ve also learned enough already that Kristoff will have his hands full.”

	I nodded idly and wondered what he meant. He hadn’t given any other signs that he knew of my eavesdropping, so I could only assume he was referring to the negotiations. “I will be careful, my lord,” I whispered. “Thank you for your…concern.”

	Larric grunted and turned away. “I don’t think I’ll ever understand you. How can you stand there and submit with a smile?”

	“I am a slave. The Triad demands my obedience.”

	“Right,” he muttered, pacing across the room and dropping down at the end of his bed. “If all goes well, we’ll be returning home soon.”

	I shuffled in place. My brain was screaming at me to retire to my room lest I reveal my secret, but as usual curiosity got the better of me. “I did not expect the negotiations to conclude so quickly.”

	“Neither did I. There’s a lot more going on here than Kristoff expected. Than anyone expected.” He sighed again and glanced back over to me. “Go ahead and get some sleep. If you change your mind by morning, just let me know.”

	“Thank you, my lord.”

	I turned around and retreated into my chambers. This time I made certain the door was closed behind me. For a while I laid atop the sheets in the dark, once again deliberating the true nature of Duke Kristoff’s bodyguard. My lingering doubts about him were starting to fade at almost the same pace the lingering doubts about myself were gaining strength. 

	Later, once I’d forced my mind to settle, I felt a ripple of power shudder through the Aether. Standing, I crept over to the door and pressed my ear against the wood to confirm my suspicions. Karethys had definitely returned, and the two of them were once again speaking in hushed voices. This time I avoided temptation to snoop, however. Instead I returned to the bed and slipped under the covers. Whatever happened tomorrow, I knew I would need a full night’s sleep to be ready for it. 

	 

	***

	 

	By midday, the vaeyn envoy had gathered at the palace steps in preparation to depart. Duchess Cassandra had spared us another of her awkward breakfast gatherings, fortunately, and her husband had taken the time to finish up their negotiations instead. I didn’t know the exact terms of their deal yet, considering I had once again been left out of the proceedings, but judging from the tension in Larric’s expression I suspected he wasn’t particularly happy about the details. What that meant, of course, was anyone’s guess. 

	While her men finished loading supplies on their horses, Karethys stepped over to Larric to say her final goodbyes. “I hope we’ll have the opportunity to work together again, Captain,” she said with a fractional nod. Her hood was back up now that we were outside, and I could barely make out the thin smile on her lips. “Hopefully this time the Covenant won’t be able to punish you just for speaking with me.”

	“If all goes as planned, they’ll have much bigger problems to deal with,” he replied mildly. “Assuming we can trust you to keep up your end of the bargain.”

	“You have my word as a Shadow Knight.”

	Larric grunted. “Not many Imperials would take such a pledge seriously.”

	“No,” she conceded. “But then again, you are not most Imperials.”

	They stared at each other in silence for a moment, and I marveled at their ability to project an aura of cool suspicion anytime they spoke in public. I could see the truth behind their eyes, but I doubted anyone else would notice. 

	“Thank you again for your hospitality, Your Excellencies,” Karethys said, offering a formal bow to the Duke and his family. “The Vale is every bit as gorgeous as we’d been lead to believe, and Skyfall is a testament to your wise and enduring leadership.” 

	“Your honor us, my lady,” Duke Darkstone replied. “Once the darkness of the Covenant has been lifted, I hope to host your people again in the future.”

	“I look forward to it.” Karethys eyed each of the Darkstone’s one last time before she stepped back over to me. I wondered if she would intentionally make a scene again, but instead she merely smiled and placed a gauntlet-covered hand on my shoulder. “Tenna lye ento omenta, desh’iriai.”

	I smiled. I was always surprised when anyone spoke faeyn in public, but her words were pleasant: “until we meet again, sister.” I wondered if she meant them literally or as a simple polite parting. Either way, I could tell that her compassion—and concern—was genuine.

	With a final pat on my arm, she stepped away and mounted her steed. We watched in silence as they ambled down the palace steps and out into the street through a procession of royal guardsmen. Once they vanished from sight, Duke Darkstone immediately released a long, drawn-out sigh. 

	“What a charming people,” he muttered. “You have no idea how difficult it’s been to put up with them for an entire week…”

	Larric turned and frowned. “My lord?”

	“I’ve met Asgardians with better social graces, and I’m not even sure they know how to use silverware,” Cassandra added. “Then there’s the smell, of course. I swear, you can taste their stink for hours after they’ve left a room, especially the males. We’ll be cleaning the palace for a month…”

	“I can’t believe you were ever willing to fight alongside one, even against warlocks,” Darkstone said. “You must be a very patient man indeed.”

	Larric’s cheek twitched. “Pragmatism is a virtue among soldiers.”

	“Yes, I suppose so.” Darkstone eyed the other man for a moment and smiled. “You almost look surprised, my friend. Please tell me you don’t actually believe I’m about to sign an alliance with the bloody vaeyn.”

	“I assumed you had another card up your sleeve,” Larric replied carefully. “And that we would make arrangements once the vaeyn were gone.”

	Darkstone grinned. “I admit, I was worried when I received Kristoff’s missive. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to trust an intermediary with such a delicate situation. But when Lady Karethys explained your shared history to me, I knew everything would work out for the best. You were the perfect man to help earn her trust.” 

	Larric returned the smile. “Then I suppose the real question is what you intend to do with it.”

	“Most of what I told her is true, as I’m sure you know,” the Duke explained. “Emperor Lucian and the Covenant must be opposed, and the vaeyn are the perfect tools for the job. The chaos they sow will present us with a grand opportunity to steer our Empire back on the proper course.”

	“That vaeyn bitch is delusional is she believes we’re going to release their cousins,” Lord Varyl sneered. “What would elves even do with themselves, squat in the ghettos and shit themselves while—”

	“That’s enough,” Darkstone interrupted, shooting his son a cool glare before glancing back to Larric. “I’m sure you understand what he’s trying to say. Without orcs to mine the mountains and faeyn to plow the fields, every province in the Empire would collapse almost overnight. The Covenant could disintegrate tomorrow and it wouldn’t change anything.”

	“Karethys surely understands this,” Larric said. “The vaeyn may be savages, but they’re not fools.”

	“No, but it doesn’t matter. Their hatred of the Covenant will make them our willing tools regardless. We’ll set them free in Sanctum and allow them to challenge the Hierophant and cripple Lucian, but once they’re no longer useful we’ll drive them back underground like the rats they are.”

	Larric raised an eyebrow. “They will not relent easily. Lucian thought them easy prey, and now most of Glorinfel burns.”

	“Lucian is a fool…but I understand your point. Thankfully, I have other means to ensure their destruction when the time is right.”

	“Your Excellency?”

	Darkstone chuckled and placed an arm around his wife’s shoulder. “A conversation for another time, I think. We’ve focused on business far too long, Captain. Tonight we celebrate!” 

	“You won’t be disappointed,” Duchess Cassandra said, her blue eyes sparkling. “I’ve prepared something special for you. I guarantee you will retire sated.”

	Larric smiled again. It looked genuine enough on the surface, but I could tell it was forced. “I look forward to it.”

	“I’m expecting a number of other visitors tonight from across the Vale, including Baron Ornosa and his wife.” Darkstone said. “They’ll be disappointed that Gabriel didn’t make the trip personally, but I’m sure you’ll get along just fine.”

	“Speaking of Kristoff, I know he intended this avenari as a gift,” Cassandra said. “I apologize for my husband’s rudeness. We’ll make proper use of her tonight, I promise.” She snapped her fingers and summoned one of the guards. “Make certain she’s prepped for the festivities tonight, but keep her separate from the other slaves. I don’t want her spoiling the fun.”

	“Yes, my lady,” the man said. He walked behind me, and I resisted the urge to jump when his strong hands clamped around my arms. 

	“I doubt she even knows what to do with herself after holding her legs closed for two days,” Duchess Cassandra said, stepping forward and pinching my chin. “Don’t worry, my dear. Tonight you’ll have ample opportunity to demonstrate your skills.”
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	I was perfectly accustomed to the subtle humiliations of “gift-wrapping,” wherein local servants prepared me for the individualized tastes of their masters. The range of preferences was truly staggering, and not just in terms of the different ways they wanted me to dress or wear my hair. Some nobles, like Grand Duke Arland, were content to leave me unrestrained, and others went so far as to engage me in real conversation before we retired to their bedchambers. But there were plenty on the opposite extreme as well, and on more than one occasion I’d spent the entire evening tied up like a hog with a blindfold over my eyes and a cock buried in my ass. 

	The moment the Duchess’s handmaiden touched me, I knew tonight would be more like the latter than the former. The woman dragged me away from Larric and back into the palace before depositing me inside a dim, quiet room. I was left alone for the better of an hour, and I had just started to wonder if they’d forgotten me when she barged back through the door carrying a small case of supplies. 

	She was not gentle. After tearing me out of my old dress, she quickly took my measurements then pushed me face-first onto the bed. I remained as still as possible while she rubbed uncomfortably hot oil over my body, and she flipped me over and made certain my flesh glistened from my chin to my toes. I expected her to touch-up my makeup next, and technically she did…but apparently Duke Darkstone preferred a much heavier, more intense look than I was used to. My lips and cheeks practically glowed red by the time she’d finished, to the point my face was almost unrecognizable when I glanced into the mirror. 

	“The young lord Varyl likes to see smears,” the handmaiden answered my unspoken question. “He also likes ponytails so he has something to grab onto. Trust me, you’ll look like a weeping whore by the time he’s done with you.”

	I started to respond, but she shoved a gag into my mouth and tied me to the bed before I could speak. She left the room again, but this time she returned just a few minutes later with my new outfit. The garment wasn’t actually a dress—it was essentially a leather thong attached to a transparent silken skirt. My breasts remained uncovered.

	After adding a few final touches to my makeup, the handmaiden tied my wrists behind my back and fastened a collar around my neck. The accompanying leash was fairly long, and she tugged on it several times to make sure it was tight enough to cause me discomfort. 

	“You’ll wait here until they’re ready,” she told me. “If you don’t want to get lashed, make sure you keep your eyes down.”

	She shut the door behind her, and I closed my eyes and took a calming breath. I couldn’t help but be nervous about Lord Varyl, but if I could convince him to take me back to his chambers I would probably be all right. The Aether would defend me…I just couldn’t risk channeling in public. 

	An hour or so later, a pair of royal guardsmen opened the door and escorted me into the main dining hall. I couldn’t believe how much the palace had changed just since this morning—the halls were now filled with faeyn slaves. Even the ones I recognized from before were wearing different clothing. All the males and nearly all the females were topless, and they didn’t lift their eyes from the floor. 

	The dining hall itself had also changed. The main table had been replaced by a rectangular arrangement of smaller tables, creating a rough “C” shape around the center of the room. The reason was immediately obvious—there were already dozens of nobles gathered in the room, and Darkstone had simply needed more seating. 

	Larric was standing next to the Grand Duke’s throne at the head of the table along with the rest of the royal family. Other lesser nobles ranging from barons to minor lords were scattered about the room. I recognized a few of families by their coat of arms, but none were particularly relevant outside provincial politics besides than the Ornosas. Their patriarch, Baron Gaylen Ornosa, controlled several port cities along the eastern coast and exerted an enormous amount of influence over Imperial trade policy as a result. According to Master Kristoff, his family had long-standing ties to the Darkstones. 

	The guards escorted me toward the throne, and I did my best to keep my head bowed while still taking in as many of the sights as possible. Dozens of faeyn slaves were busy setting the tables and organizing the furniture before dinner. I appeared to be the only avenari, however, which made me more nervous than anything else. 

	“Ah, Kristoff’s pet cunt has finally returned,” Duchess Cassandra sneered as she sipped at a glass of wine. She was wrapped in a white, skin-tight gown that probably cost as much as ten of her slaves. “Is he trying to convince us to buy or is he just hoping to get on my husband’s good side?”

	“Elara isn’t for sale,” Larric said, flashing a polite smile. “She’s merely a gesture of his good will.”

	Cassandra grunted as she stepped in front of me and pinched my right breast. We were nearly the same height, but her gem-studded heels allowed her to tower over me. “Five thousand sovereigns says I can convince you to leave her here with us…”

	“There’s no better way to motivate my wife than to tell her she cannot have something,” Duke Darkstone commented with a chuckle. “The same can be said for my son, actually.”

	I could feel Lord Varyl’s breath on the back of my neck as he paced behind me. I half-expected him to grab me around the waist and throw me down on the table, but apparently he was slightly more reserved in public. 

	“Nothing easy is worth having,” Varyl said after a moment. “You’re the one who taught me that lesson.”

	“True, though there are always exceptions,” Darkstone replied mildly. He sat down in his throne and beckoned me over. I crept forward until he placed his hand on my back and lowered me down onto his knee. “The mundane can be still beautiful at times, and you, my dear, are anything but mundane…”

	“His Excellency is most kind,” I whispered.

	Darkstone chuckled and gently lifted my chin with his fingers. “Don’t hide those gorgeous eyes of yours. I’d pay a thousand sovereigns just for them.” He curled his left arm around my waist and pulled me all the way into his lap. My legs hung over his, and he traced his fingers up and down my bare thighs. “You’ll dine with me this evening, my dear. How does that sound?”

	“Wonderful, my lord,” I told him, smiling as warmly as I could. It wasn’t entirely disingenuous—I could feel Varyl’s heated glare on my back as his father pulled me away. I doubted that Darkstone was actually trying to protect me, but I was still thankful for the reprieve. 

	“I do wish that Gabriel had been able to attend himself,” Baron Ornosa added. The middle-aged, heavy-set man barely seemed to have noticed me at all. His eyes had been fixated upon Duchess Cassandra ever since I had first spotted him. “I know he would appreciate the reprieve from the Imperial Court. I can’t imagine living in Sanctum and dealing with those haughty shits every day.”

	“You wouldn’t survive for ten minutes with that mouth of yours,” Darkstone jested. “Remember, the Veshari are so much cultured than us ‘provincials.’”

	Everyone nearby shared a mirthful chuckle. I had sensed Darkstone’s animosity toward the Sanctum elite from the moment we’d arrived, but the aura of disdain was practically palpable here. Master had explained to me that the various provinces were always engaged in a simmering culture war. The closer a noble’s proximity to Sanctum, the more he believed in the superiority of his own tastes. 

	After another few minutes of idle chat, one of the servants rang a bell as the others brought out the first course. The guests quickly took their seats, and I had to consciously fight the impulse to lick my lips as the smell of stew wafted through the chamber. I suddenly regretted the fact I’d eaten so well these last few days off leash. I could normally ignore food when necessary, but now…

	“Would you like a bite, my dear?” Darkstone asked. He chuckled when I blinked in confusion. “It’s all right. My chef is the best in the Vale, as I’ve sure you’ve noticed.”

	“I-I am fine, my lord,” I stuttered. “You are very kind to offer.”

	“A gentleman always acts with courtesy, even toward his possessions,” he said. “It’s a pity that so many of my contemporaries refuse to see this.” His fingers crawled up my thigh until they reached my waist. “This is something your dark elf cousins refuse to understand. Bondage does not necessitate mistreatment. In the Vale, our miners are given ample food and rest. Our field hands are endowed with great responsibility. Even our avenari enjoy plenty of luxuries unheard of in other provinces.”

	Darkstone grunted. “Just because the Triad created your people to serve does not mean they created you to be miserable. There is grace in subservience to your betters. I’m sure you agree.”

	“Absolutely, my lord,” I replied carefully. “I take great joy in bringing my master pleasure.”

	He chuckled again as he ran one of his fingers between my breasts. “My father warned me that I should never trust a woman while her tits were in my face. But with you I think I’ll make an exception.”

	I smiled and leaned my chest closer to him. “Is there anything in particular I can offer you, Your Excellency?”

	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet,” he told me. “Relax and enjoy the festivities. I’m sure you’ll find the performance…inspiring.”

	I followed his eyes to the empty area between all the tables and wondered what he meant. But then, just as the guests began to feast, the doors on the opposite side of the chamber opened and revealed three naked faeyn males carrying a thick purple-brown cushion between them. My brow reflexively furrowed in confusion. 

	Before I could even guess at their intentions, they strode into the gap between the tables and set the cushion down, then abruptly turned and stood in front of Duchess Cassandra’s seat. Now that they were standing closer, I could see small branding marks on their necks that matched the coat of arms of three of the families in attendance this evening. 

	“Since this is the first gala of the year, my wife has been granted the choice of sire this evening,” Darkstone whispered into my ear. “They all seem impressive enough to me. Which would you choose, I wonder?”

	“Um,” I stammered, my mind reeling at the strange ritual. The Duchess looked upon each of the men with thinly veiled boredom as she sipped at her stew. 

	“You’ve never even been taken by one of your kind, have you?” Darkstone asked with a soft chuckle. 

	“N-no, my lord,” I managed. “Such couplings are forbidden without Covenant approval.”

	“Ah yes, of course. Still…you must have a preference.”

	I wondered if this was some kind of test, but if so I had no idea what he was hoping to learn. “The one on the right. He seems the most…sturdy.”

	Darkstone nodded. “I imagine my wife will have a different preference…”

	Duchess Cassandra was only a few feet away, but I doubted she could actually hear us whispering over the din of conversation and silverware. Eventually she pointed at the men in rapid succession—first the middle, then the left, then the right—before returning her eyes to Larric and whispering something into his ear. The faeyn men bowed, then quickly spun on the heels and knelt down in front of the cushion. 

	A few moments later the door opened again, but this time a naked faeyn woman stepped forward. A long mane of red hair draped down her shoulders nearly to her waist, and I didn’t see any markings on her body, including her stomach. It was only then I finally understood. 

	The males were here to attempt to impregnate her, and the Duchess had chosen the order in which they would copulate. In Sanctum, such a choice would be handled in private…but Darkstone obviously enjoyed flaunting his lack of Covenant supervision whenever possible. This display was meant as both a show of power and as a visual feast for his guests. 

	I shook my head in wonder as the woman reclined on the cushion and slowly spread her legs. The male Duchess Cassandra had selected glanced back over his shoulder, nodded to the royal family, then crawled forward and placed his lips upon the woman’s quim. She rested her hand on his head as he feasted upon her, and I could see his cock swelling in anticipation. 

	Some of the guest chuckled or jeered, but most appeared downright enthralled. I certainly was. In Glorinfel and in Sanctum, breeding was private but still monitored. Any faeyn coupling needed to be approved by the Covenant, and the slaves’ owner or owners were supposed to monitor the act. Both parties wore masks or hoods to conceal their identities, and the males always mounted females from behind. Once he spilled his seed, the male was taken away and rarely exposed to the same female again. 

	According to Master Kristoff, the Covenant feared potential relationships or familiar bonds between slaves. Children were raised communally, typically by sterilized or crippled females, before they were taken to auction upon their fourteenth birthday. The process was so common, so regimented, that I had difficulty conceiving of any alternatives…which was probably the point. 

	“She’s ready,” Darkstone commented. He tapped the small bell at the edge of his throne, and the male immediately lifted his head and prepared to mount the female instead. He buried himself inside her with a single thrust, and several of the guests cheered him on as the servants cleared their plates and prepared the meal’s next course. 

	I watched, mesmerized, as the male settled into a comfortable rhythm. The female locked her ankles around his waist and placed her hands upon his back. The coupling was so passionate I wondered if they’d known each other beforehand. The more likely possibility was that they had instructed by their owners to give the Grand Duke’s guests a good show. 

	Once the male spilled inside her, he paused a moment to catch his breath before he stumbled off to the side and slumped back on his haunches. The second male swiftly took his place and thrust back into the female as their human owners looked on. Just from reading their expressions, I could tell that most of them were caught somewhere between amusement and titillation. None of them showed even the slightest hint of remorse.

	I knew I shouldn’t have been surprised, given everything I’d seen since moving to Sanctum. But somehow, I still was. And for perhaps the first in my life, I was actually disgusted as well. 

	“Kristoff has kept you ripe, I noticed,” Darkstone said, placing his hand against my bare belly. “He must intend to breed you someday.”

	“Yes, my lord,” I confirmed. 

	“Are you excited by the prospect of becoming a mother?”

	“I…have not given the matter much thought.”

	“Well, I’m sure you won’t have to worry about it for some time yet. Gabriel would be a fool to retire you so young.”

	I smiled politely and brought my hand up to idly stroke the back of his hair. I belatedly realized that he still hadn’t eaten anything, and when the servants retrieved the first round of dishes and set out another, they didn’t set anything in front of him. I wondered if this was normal behavior for a host in the Vale.

	Once the third faeyn male mounted the female, Baron Ornosa glanced back over his shoulder to the throne and flashed Darkstone a smile. “You know, I should probably be insulted that your wife picked my breeder last. But she’s so gorgeous I can hardly be upset.”

	Cassandra chuckled as she speared a piece of venison off her plate. “He’s clearly sturdy and patient—perhaps his seed will win the day.”

	“Perhaps,” Ornosa replied. “Regardless, my wife probably has a few uses for him.”

	“Not the stallion you used to be?” the Duchess teased.

	“We hardly even see each other these days, to be honest. She’s been on holiday overseas for the past two months. I had to bring Isela here just to keep me company.”

	He gestured toward one of the faeyn servants currently refilling the drinks at another table. She was probably a hundred years older than the rest of us, though she could have easily passed for a forty-something human woman. She was draped in a surprisingly elegant, floor-length gown, and she wasn’t wearing a collar or any other restraints that I could see. 

	“You still keep her in service after all these years?” Darkstone asked. “I thought you put her in charge of your whole estate.”

	“I did, but that’s not what I meant.” Ornosa grunted and took another sip of his wine. “She’s actually quite the conversationalist, if you can believe it. I think I have more in common with her than my wife…”

	“Don’t let an Inquisitor hear you say that,” Cassandra chided. “They’d be irritated enough that you taught her to read.”

	“Yes, well—”

	“Who is she?” Lord Varyl interjected. His eyes were locked onto the woman as she flitted between tables. 

	“Erm,” Ornosa stammered. “Isela’s been in my family for over eighty years.”

	The corner of Varyl’s lip twitched in amusement. “Really?”

	“She was actually a gift from my father on my sixteenth birthday, if you can believe it. I still remember returning to my room after the party. There she was, tired up in the center of my bed.” Ornosa smiled wistfully. “You have no idea how many times I took her those first few weeks. Young men and their insatiable desires…”

	Cassandra chuckled. “My husband tried with that Varyl, but apparently one slave wasn’t enough. Perhaps after he’s properly married…”

	Varyl didn’t even seem to hear her. His eyes remained fixated on Isela. “Why did you keep her so long?”

	Ornosa shrugged. “Loyalty, I suppose. After serving three generations of Ornosa men, she knows what she’s doing.” He waved a hand. “Once I grew tired of her, I bred her for a few years. Three children, all of which fetched a high price at market. She’s since been branded, of course, so now I allow her to manage the house and keep any new stock in line. Honestly, at this point I don’t think I’d trade her for anything.”

	“A hundred years old, and she barely looks a day over thirty,” Cassandra muttered. “Why the gods blessed them with such longevity is beyond me.”

	“All the better to serve us, my dear,” Ornosa said, patting her on the leg. 

	“I want her,” Varyl declared. 

	The baron raised an eyebrow. “She’s…been retired for years, boy. And look around—there are plenty of others to—”

	“I want her,” Varyl repeated more firmly. “Right now.”

	Ornosa glanced back toward Darkstone. “Aemond?”

	“The heart wants what it wants,” the Grand Duke said with a smirk. “So does the cock, as it turns out.”

	The other nearby guests chuckled, though Ornosa didn’t seem nearly as amused. He paused for a minute before waving the woman over. “As your guest for the evening, I suppose it would be rude to refuse such a simple request.”

	“Do you need something, my lord?” Isela asked. 

	“Yes, in fact,” Ornosa said. “It would seem that the young Lord Darkstone has taken a liking to you. He wishes to—”

	“Bend over,” Varyl interrupted, standing. When the woman blinked in confusion, he placed a hand on the small of her back and shoved her down atop the table. She gasped in surprise, and the young man glanced over to the Duchess. “Mother?”

	Sighing, Cassandra patted her mouth with a napkin before she reached over and helped him unfasten his trousers. If anyone was surprised to see Darkstone’s twenty-year old wife freeing the cock of his nineteen year-old son, their expressions didn’t show it. Even Larric managed to keep the disgust off his face. 

	“Whatever are we going to do with you?” Cassandra asked as she stroked his cock with one hand and pushed aside Isela’s gown with the other. “Take her cunt, at least. There’s no reason to give the good baron a heart attack.”

	Varyl smiled as he thrust into the woman, and Cassandra merely chuckled and returned to her food. All the guests seemed content to continue eating dispute the banging silverware and grunts of exertion. Once he spilled inside her a dozen thrusts later, her slapped her buttocks and signaled for one of the guards. 

	“Take her back to my room,” he instructed. “Clean her up and tie her to the bed. I want her ready for me when I’m bored with the party.”

	For a moment, Baron Ornosa looked like he might actually protest. But he must have thought the better of challenging the Grand Duke’s son, and so instead he remained silent. Isela glanced over to him pleadingly, but he merely sipped at his drink and avoided her eyes. 

	“You should feel blessed, my dear,” Darkstone whispered into my ear. “She may have just spared you a night with my son.”

	I smiled faintly but didn’t reply. At this point, a part of me actually wanted to be alone with Lord Varyl. Not to satisfy any of his perverse pleasures, but to pierce his mind and humiliate him…

	“I hope the food is to your liking, Captain Aresi,” Darkstone said, raising his voice enough that Larric could hear him. “I’ve always found Veshari cuisine somewhat bland, but Gabriel believes we’re spoiled by foreign spices.”

	Larric glanced back over his shoulder and smiled. “The venison is perfectly cooked. And whoever decided to add Ikaran feska root is brilliant.”

	“The body of a warrior, but the tastes of an artisan,” Duchess Cassandra said, squeezing Larric’s arm and grinning. “You really are a fascinating man, Captain.”

	He returned her smile, but I could see his legs twitch in discomfort. “I was stationed at a port in eastern Glorinfel for almost a year. Several of the taverns bought huge stocks of feska every season, and I haven’t been able to get any since.”

	“You can thank Baron Ornosa’s trade contracts for that,” Darkstone said, nodding to his friend. “Eat up, but save some space for dessert. Once you’re finished, my wife has arranged a special performance for us.” He smiled widely and ran his leg up my thigh again. “I guarantee you’ll enjoy it.”
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	The faeyn “breeders” had finished their performance by the time dessert arrived, and I could feel the room’s tension level swell with each passing second. The guests were clearly anticipating something special. Similar parties in Sanctum typically ended with some kind of sprawling orgy involving dozens of slaves and myriad partner swaps, but I suspected that Duke Darkstone wouldn’t be content with anything so “mundane.” There also weren’t nearly enough slaves present to satisfy all the guests, and there was no way in the void they would be content to fuck their own spouses. Imperial nobles simply didn’t behave that way. 

	It wasn’t until after dessert that Darkstone finally revealed his plan.

	“Now that everyone’s had a bite of cake, I believe it’s time for the main course,” he announced, drawing amused snickers across the room. “I will note in advance that all of this was my lovely wife’s idea. Sometimes her youthful perspective can be quite refreshing.”

	Cassandra smiled and curled her arm around Larric’s once again. She had spent at least three-quarters of her time this evening chatting with him, usually in a soft enough voice that I hadn’t been able to make out her words. Not that I needed to—the hunger in her blue eyes was so palpable I was surprised she hadn’t mounted him halfway through dinner. 

	“I knew everyone would be on edge after spending so much time speaking with the vaeyn savages up close,” she told him. “Consider this your well-earned release.”

	She gestured toward the guard by the western exit. He opened the large double door, and a moment later a parade-style line of eight faeyn slaves—four males and eight females—sauntered into the room. Under normal circumstances, their entry wouldn’t have been particularly impressive. I had witnessed plenty of more ostentatious processions at other estates, after all, even considering the fact that all of them were stark naked. But it wasn’t their glimmering collars or wrist shackles or nudity that was unique—it was the fact their skin had been painted a familiar shade of gray-blue. 

	“If the Legion had won even a single victory recently, I would have paid handsomely for real vaeyn prisoners,” Darkstone commented, his lips curling into a self-satisfied smile. “But in the interim, this will have to do.”

	My mouth dropped open in surprise. I had attended plenty of masked balls and costumed galas, but usually the nobles were the ones who dressed up. I could scarcely imagine how much work and preparation had gone into preparing these slaves while keeping them hidden from a palace full of guests…

	“My husband said you had worked with Lady Karethys before,” the Duchess whispered into Larric’s ear. Her voice was practically giddy with delight. “You might as well fess up—did you ever fantasize about putting that vaeyn cunt in her place? “

	Larric returned her smile. “On occasion.”

	“There’s no need to be coy,” Cassandra teased. Her left hand, notably, began crawling across his lap until it settled upon the bulge in his trousers. “You’re a soldier of the Empire and a trusted advisor to one of the Grand Dukes. That bitch should have been down on her knees begging to please you.”

	The slaves continued filing around the table. Apparently they had each been assigned to a particular guest in advance, and one of the females stopped in front of Larric. She was tall and surprisingly athletic; I had a feeling that was precisely why she had been selected for him. Her hair had been dyed silver and styled into a ponytail, but unlike most of the others there was no brand on her belly. Evidently she was young and still ripe. 

	“Like my husband said, I wish we could offer you the real thing,” Cassandra said, patting Larric’s bulge a few more times before she uncrossed her legs and stood. She sauntered around the faeyn girl and smiled wickedly. “But I suppose this cunt will have to do.” 

	After squeezing the slave’s back and buttocks several times, she held out a hand and beckoned to her servants. One of the men rushed over and handed her a black whip. The Duchess wasted no time in uncoiling her toy and then cracking it across the slave’s back. 

	“On your knees!” she hissed. “Now!”

	The slave closed her eyes and sank down in front of Larric. I could see the internal battle raging behind his eyes. Considering what I’d learned about him these past few days, he almost certainly didn’t want to be here. But it wasn’t as though he could refuse Darkstone’s gift outright, not if he wanted to maintain his cover. Especially not in such a public setting…

	I swallowed heavily and glanced around room. The other guests had essentially broken into small groups with their own slaves. Most were still prodding or otherwise tormenting their gifts, but some weren’t so patient. One of the male faeyn already had his head forcibly buried beneath the skirts of a noblewoman, and one of the females was already down on all fours with a cock in her mouth and another in her ass. 

	“I’m certain you are more skilled than any of them, my dear,” Darkstone whispered into my ear as he watched the proceedings with amusement. “Kristoff’s father always had a keen eye for talent. I’ve no doubt his son is just as discerning.”

	“Do you wish to have me now, my lord?” I asked. 

	“Soon enough,” he said, sipping at his drink. “But I wouldn’t be much of a husband if I didn’t allow my wife to enjoy herself first, would I?” 

	I glanced back to Duchess Cassandra as she lashed the kneeling faeyn slave one more time. The whip’s enchantment prevented it from breaking skin or even leaving lasting marks, but the girl’s back and buttocks still glowed bright red beneath her body paint. 

	The first thing these savages need to learn is how to properly worship their betters,” Cassandra said, extending her foot in front of slave. The girl obediently leaned down and kissed her toes. “Wouldn’t you agree, Captain?”

	“It’s a lesson they’ll learn quickly, I’m sure,” Larric said, his eyes flicking about the room. “You don’t have your own slave, my lady?”

	Cassandra grinned. “I told my husband that I wanted to share this one with you. I hope that’s not a problem.”

	Larric glanced back to Darkstone briefly then returned his eyes to the Duchess. “Of course not, my lady.”

	“Please, call me ‘Cassandra,’” she replied, sliding down into his lap. Her left knee slowly nudged his legs apart and then pressed against his manhood. “You’re our guest of honor. I want to make certain you enjoy yourself.”

	She leaned in closer to him, her smile widening as her right hand slowly began fiddling with the buttons of his tunic. After she’d opened a few, she leaned in to kiss him…at which point he abruptly recoiled and grabbed her wrist.

	“My lady—”

	“My husband doesn’t mind, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she said, winking back at Duke Darkstone. We had a perfect view from his throne—there were only three or four yards away from us. “In fact, he’s been looking forward to this nearly as much as I have…”

	Larric smiled awkwardly. “I see.”

	Cassandra chuckled as she leaned in and kissed him. He responded in kind, though it looked more like he was merely trying to survive rather than reciprocate. Left alone for a few minutes, she probably would have devoured him right then and there.

	Eventually she pulled away and helped him to his feet. Her hand opened the front of his trousers as she nibbled at his chin. “I’ve never seen a warrior’s cock before,” she whispered into his ear. “I’m sure it’s every bit as marvelous as I’d hoped…”

	She gasped in delight when his semi-erect manhood finally sprung free. Her fingers delicately worked at the shaft, and as her eyes widened in delight I wondered if she might drop to her knees and swallow him right then and there. But apparently she wasn’t willing to debase herself in public just yet. Instead she grabbed the faeyn slave’s leash and tugged the other woman forward. 

	“Taste him, cunt,” she ordered. “You should feel honored to feast on such a magnificent cock…”

	The faeyn leaned forward and obeyed her mistress. She swallowed Larric’s cock to the hilt, and Cassandra grabbed the base of the other woman’s skull and forced her to remain still. The Duchess grinned sadistically. 

	“If only I could fed you to Karethys during the negotiations,” she mused, half-giggling. “Her lips would have been far more useful wrapped around your cock than spouting useless drek…”

	After a few more seconds Cassandra finally granted the faeyn a brief reprieve to catch her breath, but shortly thereafter she shoved Larric’s cock back down the slave’s throat. Soon he was openly face-fucking the girl while the Duchess egged him on. She clawed open his tunic and scratched at his finely chiseled chest, and the more aggressive she became, the wider her husband smiled. 

	With my legs hanging across his lap, I could feel Darkstone’s cock swelling beneath his trousers. Cuckolding was as a practice was widespread throughout the Imperial Court, but I had never witnessed anything so dramatic in person. I wondered idly how long the Duke had been planning this encounter. His wife had been leering at Larric from the first moment he’d walked up the palace steps…

	On impulse, I slid my hand across his trousers and began unfastening his belt. When he didn’t stop me, I freed his now swollen cock and slowly began stroking him as watched the nearby show. Larric was rapidly approaching a climax, but when he closed his eyes and clenched his teeth, Cassandra abruptly released her grip on the slave’s head and shoved her down to the floor. 

	“She is unworthy of your seed,” the Duchess said, grinning hungrily as she twisted Larric around and backed up against the table. “Give it to me. Now!”

	This time, Larric didn’t hesitate. In a single, smooth motion he hoisted Cassandra up onto the table, tore open her gown, and placed his cock at her smoldering entrance. She screamed so loudly when he thrust inside that half the room turned to look…which was, I imagined, the whole point. 

	“I hope he has exceptional endurance,” Darkstone said. His breaths had become increasingly labored as I stroked him. “She’ll demand his company all evening. As for you…”

	He gestured with his chin, and I knew exactly what he wanted. Releasing my grip on his cock, I shifted in his lap until I could properly straddle him. I guided his manhood to my quim and slowly eased him inside me. 

	“Take me, my lord,” I whispered as I wrapped my arms around his neck and leaned in close. “I am yours.”

	He gripped my slender waist and took full control of my movements. He clearly wasn’t in any hurry; he struck a slow, methodical rhythm and seemed to savor each and every thrust. I was surprised at the strength of his hands, especially for a man of his age and modest build, and I wondered how long he would attempt to hold out. But when his eyes finally rolled back in delight, I knew I had him. It was finally time to get to work. 

	Taking a deep breath, I reached out and channeled the Aether. Its familiar warmth coursed through me, and I could suddenly feel the ebb and flow of emotions throughout the room. The longing, the ecstasy, the release…all of it washed over me like a tidal wave, and I struggled to retain my bearings and focus upon the man in front of me. His mind was disciplined; I immediately knew that piercing his defenses would prove difficult. 

	And then, just as I started to press into his thoughts, his eyes abruptly reopened and fastened upon me. For a terrifying second I thought he might have detected my intrusion, but then I realized it was something else.

	“Now that we’re better acquainted, my dear,” he said, his voice surprisingly calm despite his rapid breathing, “I wonder if there’s something else you could do for me.”

	I forced a smile despite my confusion. “Anything, my lord.”

	“You’ve spent years in Glorinfel and then Sanctum with Duke Kristoff,” Darkstone said. “I’m sure you know a great deal about him. I want you to show me everything.”

	He lifted his hands and placed them on my cheeks…and I suddenly felt the Aether stir and ripple through him. He had just summoned his own magic, and how he was trying to pierce through my defenses and peer into my thoughts. 

	My breath caught in my throat. Master Kristoff had warned me that Duke Darkstone was a Bound channeler despite his cool relationship with the Covenant. I had expected him to pose a unique challenge for my abilities, and I had explicitly waited to channel until this moment for fear that he might discover my true identity. But it had never once occurred to me that he might be interested in reading the mind of a mere slave…

	The turnabout was equal parts ironic and horrifying. I was caught completely off-balance, and Darkstone nearly penetrated my mind before I even realized what was going on. I knew I couldn’t defend against his intrusions overtly, lest he realize I was Unbound…but I also couldn’t allow him to freely rummage through my mind and learn the truth that way, either. Ultimately, I had only one real option: I had to trick him into believing he’d gotten what he wanted. And that meant allowing him inside. 

	Intentionally or not, his mental thrusts were almost perfectly synchronized with his physical exertions, and I mock gasped in pleasure as he began to probe my memories. Instead of blocking him out, however, I guided him down a pre-determined path. I concocted a completely fictitious history between myself and Master Kristoff and allowed Darkstone to touch and sample the memories as if they were the real thing. 

	I had no idea if the ruse would even work, and if it didn’t I knew there was a good chance I would end up with my neck in a noose. But I also knew I didn’t have a choice. I continued writing my mental story as quickly as he could consume it, praying all the while that he would lose interest once he realized I didn’t know anything…

	And he did. After another minute of probing, he released his grip on the Aether and withdrew from my mind. I didn’t dare press into his at this point—it was obviously far too risky. Instead I thrust my breasts into his face and concentrated on giving him as much physical pleasure as he could handle.

	His cock erupted inside me mere moments later, and I arched my back and played along as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Apparently my illusion worked—he didn’t attempt to probe me a second time, and as his cock wilted he seemed to lose interest in me entirely. 

	“Thank you, my lord,” I breathed into his ear. “Please, allow me to serve you again…”

	“That won’t be necessary, my dear,” Darkstone said, smiling tiredly and holding my chin in his hands. “I’m an old man these days.”

	“I promise I can make you feel young,” I teased, sliding my hands down to his waist. “I can—”

	“No,” he told me, gripping my wrists. His entire disposition had changed now that he’d failed to learn anything useful from me. A minute ago, I had been potential leverage against one of his political rivals. Now I was just another slave in his already vast collection. 

	“What does my lord require?” I asked.

	“You’ve already satisfied me, but I’m sure Gabriel would want you to earn your keep.” He flashed me an empty smile and gestured with his left hand. I glanced back over my shoulder and marveled at the sprawling orgy covering virtually the entire room. Larric and Duchess Cassandra, meanwhile, had shifted from the table to the floor for their second bout. His muscular back dripped with sweat as he mounted her from behind. 

	Lord Varyl, by contrast, was almost eerily silent. He stood and watched the proceedings from a few yards away, and his eyes smoldered with rage as he glared down at Larric. One of the painted slaves was busy fellating him from her knees, but he seemed completely disinterested. 

	“Varyl,” Darkstone beckoned. “I’m finished with her—take her if you wish.”

	“Finally,” the young man muttered. He pushed the slave off of him and waved over one of the guards. “Put her in my room with the other one. I’ll be along shortly.”

	Before I could reply, the guard grabbed my leash and pulled me off the Grand Duke’s lap. I frowned in protest but realized resistance was pointless—Darkstone clearly had no more interest in me. Had he planned to hand me over to his son the whole time?

	Not that it made a difference. Darkstone probably thought I was terrified, but I wasn’t. For all the young man’s bluster, Varyl wasn’t a channeler. He represented my best chance to learn this family’s dirty secrets. And once we were in private, there was nothing he could do to stop me.

	 

	***

	 

	Baron Ornosa’s slave, Isela, was already tied to Lord Varyl’s bed when I arrived. Her wrists and ankles were bound to the bedposts, leaving her spread-eagled across the crimson sheets. She glanced up when the guards pushed me inside, though she didn’t seem particularly surprised that Varyl had brought in another slave. Considering how many decades she had been serving the nobles of Korvale, she had probably seen almost everything at this point. 

	The guard pushed me down to my knees and tied my leash to one of the posts, then abruptly left and returned to the dining hall. He was probably expecting some kind of reward for watching over the ongoing orgy, or perhaps he figured he’d be allowed to participate at some point. Either way, I didn’t want to think about it. Right now I just needed to focus on the Aether and prepare a surprise for the youngest Darkstone…

	Varyl barged inside a few minutes later, and he smiled at each of us in turn as he finished his liquor and set the glass down on his desk. “Old memories, hmm?” he sneered as he sauntered in front of his bed and studied Isela. “Unless Ornosa was lying about his younger years.”

	Isela stared up at him but remained silent. Eventually Varyl snorted and began unbuckling his trousers. 

	“Well, was he?” the young man demanded. “Is this how he fucked you the first time?”

	“Y-yes, my lord,” she managed. 

	“Three decades shoving your cock into the same old cunt. I can’t believe he didn’t sell you off at the first opportunity. I’ve only taken you once and I’m almost tired of you already.” Varyl snickered as he stepped out of his trousers and pulled off his tunic. Despite his scorn—or maybe because of it—his cock was rock hard. “You’re not even that pretty, to be honest. Kristoff’s little slut here is much more beautiful. I’m surprised Ornosa was willing to breed you.”

	He knelt down onto the bed and pushed Isela’s thighs even farther apart. “I see you’ve already rejected the present I gave you earlier,” he said, commenting on the wet spot on the bedding where his seed had leaked out of her. “It’s not polite to refuse a gift from the Grand Duke’s son, you know. I suppose this time I’ll have to leave it somewhere else. Think you can keep it inside that ass of yours?” He snickered and crawled up over her chest until his manhood was dangling over his lips. “Maybe I’ll just make you wear it tonight. Send you back to your master with a real man’s seed on your face…”

	“My lord,” I interrupted. “Please…allow me to satisfy you.”

	Varyl turned and glared down at me. “I never gave you permission to speak. This is why cunts should always be gagged.”

	“I know, my lord, but…” I looked up at him longingly. “The night we arrived you promised you would take me. Please…please let me taste you.”

	An older or wiser man might have at least been suspicious of my intentions despite the fact I was shackled and ostensibly helpless. But a young male like Varyl, consumed as he was by his own ego and power, never paused for a second to wonder if I was telling the truth. Like the Covenant, he undoubtedly viewed my people as naturally obsequious. He believed the gods had designed us to take satisfaction in servitude, so my sudden desire to please him didn’t seem strange in the least. 

	“My father didn’t wear you out, then?” he asked with a snort. “I can’t believe the old codger was even able to get hard.”

	He slid off the bed and stepped over to me until his cock was nearly touching my lips. I remained still and awaited permission even as I reached out to the Aether and allowed its power to course through me…

	“Open those pretty lips,” Varyl ordered. “I’ll give you want you want.”

	I smiled and leaned forward. My tongue caressed the tip, and I slowly took him inside me—

	At which point I summoned the Aether and pierced his mind. 

	His defenses were fragile, even for a non-channeler. After just a few seconds I could read his thoughts, and after a few more I could control them completely. His memories flooded over me, and by the time his cock touched the back of my throat I knew everything he did. 

	He knew more than I expected but less than I hoped. Duke Darkstone kept his plans reasonably private, but Varyl knew the basic truth: all his father really wanted was power. Darkstone was the eldest and wealthiest Grand Duke, and he believed he could leverage an Imperial civil war into an opportunity to become Emperor. Kristoff’s crippling defeat in Glorinfel was an unexpected boon; Darkstone believed it would make his rival desperate. He wasn’t wrong, of course, and I still wasn’t sure what, if anything, Kristoff could do to stop him. 

	Just as importantly, Varyl didn’t know anything about the Emperor’s true identity as an Unbound, nor did he have any particularly interesting insights about the vaeyn. He was exactly what he seemed: a sadistic young man with too much power and too little vision. All he really wanted was to fuck his slaves and occasionally his stepmother. 

	I decided to grant his wish. Instead of implanting a subtle suggestion in the back of his mind—a technique I used to great effect with many of the nobles in the Imperial Court—I tested the limits of my powers and took full control of his mind. I convinced him that he was savagely mouth-fucking me even as I pulled away and spit out his cock. He continued thrusting in mid-air, his hands clasping at nothing as his eyes rolled back into his head. 

	I smiled in satisfaction when his seed splattered against the wall instead of my throat, and as his exhausted body crumpled over on the floor I implanted an entire evening of illusory delights in his consciousness. When he woke in the morning, he would believe he’d fucked both of us multiple times. In reality, he was about to spend the entire night cuddled into a half-comatose ball. 

	“My lord?” Isela asked, leaning upward as far as her restraints would allow. “Merciful Triad!”

	I closed my eyes and swore under my breath. As usual, once I’d started channeling I had grown overconfident and all but ignored my surroundings. Varyl wouldn’t remember any of this, but Isela would—and that could prove every bit as dangerous.

	“It’s all right,” I soothed, swallowing heavily and stretching out through the Aether. “He’ll be fine. Just relax…”

	Sensory manipulation was much easier when making physical contact, which was precisely why I’d so desperately wanted Varyl to touch me first. I could still read and influence thoughts from a distance, but overt changes to memories were much more difficult. Considering I was still tied up, however—and considering the guards would expect to find me that way in the morning—I didn’t have any other choice. 

	Thankfully, Isela’s mind was nearly as malleable as Varyl’s, and it didn’t take long to convince her that he’d decided to spend all night playing with the younger avenari instead. She leaned back and relaxed, pleased to be freed from her other domestic duties for the evening, and eventually she even fell asleep. 

	I did not. I stayed awake through the night, carefully monitoring Lord Varyl’s thoughts and making sure my illusions stuck. By the time the guards retrieved us in the morning, he was so thoroughly enamored with my skills I was surprised he didn’t demand to follow us back to Sanctum. I also implanted a lingering suggestion that other avenari would never truly satisfy him again, and that he would only find real pleasure in the arms of Duchess Cassandra…

	I smiled as the guards escorted me back to my room. Varyl might not have known as much as I’d hoped, and there was still the unresolved matter of Larric and Emperor’s secret identities. But for one moment, at least, I felt completely in control. I was a slave, yet I was more liberated than nearly any other channeler. I was an elf, yet I was more powerful than nearly any human. 

	I was Unbound. And no one, not even the Covenant, would ever be able to take that away from me. 
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	I spent the first hour of morning relaxing inside the warm tub in my room. By the time I finally decided to dry myself off, Larric had begun preparations for our return to Sanctum. He stepped into my room right after I’d dressed and eyed me up and down.

	“Did Varyl harm you?” he asked, his expression neutral. 

	“No, my lord,” I said. “He was…agreeable.”

	Larric studied me for a moment before he inched closer. “Ornosa’s avenari also appeared uninjured. I overheard her saying that Varyl focused his attentions almost exclusively upon you.”

	“He did.”

	“Then you should be in a great deal of pain right now,” Larric said. “And I should be demanding that Duke Darkstone compensate Kristoff for damages to his property.”

	I stared up at him but remained silent. I wasn’t quite sure where he was going with this, exactly, though I could detect a trace of concern behind his otherwise cool tone. 

	“You used your magic,” he reasoned, lowering his voice. “Didn’t you?”

	I considered denying it but ultimately decided there was nothing to gain. “I did, yes,” I admitted. “But the young lord woke satisfied. Nothing else should matter.”

	“Unless you were discovered, of course. Then we’d both be dead.” He paced over toward the window and sighed. “I’m not blaming you. I never would have allowed him to take you if I didn’t believe you could defend yourself.”

	My eyebrows lifted. He sounded downright compassionate again, just like he had before the Duke’s gala. Perhaps this would become a habit…and perhaps I should have just told him what I knew about him and Karethys. But I didn’t. 

	“Hopefully you learned something useful from him,” Larric went on, “though I doubt Darkstone shares many of his secrets with his son. He certainly doesn’t with his wife.”

	“I hope you enjoyed your evening with Duchess Cassandra.”

	He grunted and turned back around, and I swore I caught a hint of a smile on his lips. “She was satisfied, which is all that is really important. I’m just thankful we’re getting out of here.” He glanced over to the door and nodded. “We’ll be leaving shortly, but I’m supposed to attend another breakfast first. It’s probably best if you remain here.”

	“I understand, my lord,” I replied, resisting the urge to smile back. “I will await your return.”

	No one bothered me while he was gone, and just over an hour later we were standing outside the palace with our caravan and guards prepared for the journey. Larric kept me close at his side as he exchanged final pleasantries and goodbyes. 

	“Before you leave, there is one more thing,” Duke Darkstone said, a coy smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I haven’t seen Gabriel in a long time, not since his father died years ago. I wondered if you’d be willing to deliver a special gift for me.”

	Larric nodded. “Of course.”

	“Wonderful.” Darkstone turned and signaled to his guards. Two of them stepped into one of the nearby watchtowers, and they emerged a few seconds later carrying a prisoner between them. Her head was covered by a sack, and she was wrapped in a formless brown tunic that made it nearly impossible to distinguish her features. Her arms and legs were obviously shackled, however, given how awkwardly she stumbled forward. I could feel her terror without even trying.

	“Your Excellency?” Larric asked. 

	“My men caught her lurking around the Salt Peaks several weeks ago,” Darkstone said, his smile widening. “I was tempted to trade her back to the vaeyn, but I didn’t want to risk Lady Karethys overreacting. I also considered presenting her at the gala last night, but…” He chuckled. “Well, I have a feeling that Gabriel will better enjoy an unspoiled prize.”

	Darkstone abruptly removed the sack. Underneath was a young vaeyn woman, her mouth plugged by a leather gag. Her long, unkempt silver hair was plastered across her gray forehead, and her sensitive eyes squinted away from the sudden brightness. She didn’t appear to be injured, but I could see her jaw quivering in terror at what was about to happen…

	“She never revealed her name, though it’s hardly relevant at this point,” Darkstone said. “As far as we can tell she’s just a regular scout, not even a ranger and definitely not a Shadow Knight. Still, she’s supple enough…and knowing Gabriel’s tastes, I’m sure he’ll appreciate her.”

	“I think you’re right,” Larric said, smiling and pacing around the woman. His expression was appropriately lecherous, though I could see the disgust behind his eyes. Hopefully no one else would notice. “She remains unbroken?”

	“Yes. I didn’t want to deprive my old friend of the pleasure.” Darkstone signaled again, and this time his guards stripped off her tunic and left her naked aside from her thin undergarments. The Duke ran his fingers along the intricate tattoo covering the right side of her body. “It’s a pity they blemish themselves. Another sign of their barbarism.”

	“Gabriel might enjoy the thought of taming a savage,” Duchess Cassandra suggested. She flashed Larric a playful grin. “I have a feeling you might as well.”

	“Yes, feel free to enjoy her along the way—the gift is as much for you as him.”

	“Thank you, Your Excellency,” Larric replied. “I don’t know what to say.”

	“Just remind him that we hold the fate of the Empire in our hands,” Darkstone said. “And think of this as a reminder that the vaeyn cannot be trusted.”

	His men hoisted the woman up into the carriage, and Larric beckoned for me to sit next to her. When she struggled, Darkstone produced a control rod and tapped a button on the side. A surge of Aetheric energy jolted from her collar into her muscles, and she collapsed down on the floor right in front of me, paralyzed. 

	“I hope we see each other again soon,” Darkstone said, handing Larric the rod and flashing him a wry smile. “Long live the Emperor…well, not that long.”

	Larric returned the man’s smile. “Glory to the Empire.”

	We set out a few minutes later, and I spent the next several minutes staring down at the helpless vaeyn woman. Her eyes—a radiant shade of crystal blue—slowly refocused as she recovered from her collar’s “corrective” stun blast. She looked up at me, and I desperately wanted to touch her face and try to console her. But with my hands bound behind my back, there was nothing I could do. 

	An hour or so later, once we had cleared the gates of Skyfall and entered the countryside, Larric climbed back into the carriage with us. The vaeyn woman glanced up to him in horror, but he quickly put his fingers to his mouth and made a shushing motion. 

	“I promise I won’t harm you, but you need to stay quiet for a bit longer,” he told her. 

	She clearly didn’t believe him, but she just as clearly didn’t have a choice but to listen. 

	“My name is Larric Aresi,” he said, leaning down next to the woman. “Do you know Lady Karethys?”

	She stared up at him, a dozen separate emotions flickering across her face as she tried to decide whether or not she should believe him. Eventually she nodded. 

	“Good,” Larric said. “I know this will sound strange, but…” His eyes flicked to me, then back down to her. “We are allies. I had no idea you were being held captive or I would have done something sooner.” He pursed his lips and gesturing with his chin toward the carriage’s covered window. “Darkstone said his men captured you in the Salt Peaks. Was he correct that you are a scout?”

	She hesitated for several seconds before nodding again. 

	“Then I’m sure you’re aware of several paths through the mountains to Glorinfel,” Larric said. “I realize it’s not ideal, but there’s no way we can escort you all the way home. And if you’re still here by the time we reach the border…” He sighed and ran a hand through his short hair. “If all goes well, we’ll roll into a small village tonight. There’s no wall or fence, and you should be able to escape in the forest easily enough. From there, you’ll you have to find your way through the Peaks and back to your people.”

	The woman had almost completely frozen in place. She obviously couldn’t decide if he was telling the truth or just toying with her. 

	“I wish I could do more,” Larric told her. “I should be able to get you some basic equipment, at least. Do you understand what I’m offering?”

	The woman swallowed heavily but nodded again. I locked eyes with her and did my best to appear calm and reassuring. 

	“I know this sounds crazy, but just hold on and try to relax,” he soothed, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I promise I’ll get you out of here.”

	He glanced at me one last time before he slipped back out of the carriage and returned to the horses. I allowed the silence to linger for a few seconds before I let out a deep breath and leaned down. 

	“He’ll help you,” I said, speaking as softly as I could. “He’s not what he seems.”

	The woman stared up at me, clearly surprised that I was willing and able to speak with her. Hopefully, the words of a fellow slave would carry more weight than those of an Imperial soldier. 

	“He’s worried about the other guards,” I went on. “They are loyal to Duke Kristoff, and they won’t allow him to let you go. That’s why he wants to wait until after nightfall when they’ve retired for the evening.”

	After another long pause, she took in a deep breath and nodded in understanding. I could feel her mind slowly settling, and I was tempted to demonstrate my channeling ability with some kind of overt display. The vaeyn were much more comfortable with magic than humans, after all, and she might have been more inclined to believe me if she realized I was an Unbound. But the risks were too great, and so instead I remained still and silent. 

	The carriage stopped for a break around mid-day, and Larric allowed me to step outside and stretch my legs. At this point, the other guards barely paid me any attention—they were too busy leering at the vaeyn. They spoke openly and unapologetically about their desire to “fuck an infidel.” I forced myself to remain calm as Larric freed my hands and offered me several pieces of fruit. 

	“I know you’re confused right now,” he said once the other men had fed the horses and started to pack up, “but I need you to do something for me.” 

	“Of course, my lord.”

	“When we’re back on the road, give her this,” he ordered, handing me several strips of salted meat wrapped in cloth. “Instruct her not to make any noise while her gag is off—she doesn’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to herself. Do you understand?”

	I nodded. “Yes.”

	“Good.” He eyed me up and down, and for an instant I recognized the softer Larric that had appeared during his meeting with Karethys. But then his eyes hardened and the regular Larric returned. “Let’s get moving.”

	We started moving a few minutes later, and I opened the piece of cloth and showed the meat strips to the vaeyn. She looked up at me expectantly. 

	“If you’d like to eat, I can remove your restraints,” I told her, keeping my voice as soft as possible. “But you need to stay still and quiet. If you struggle, the guards will just start watching you more closely.”

	She nodded in understanding, and I leaned down on a knee and unfastened her gag. She didn’t scream, thankfully. I was tempted to unlock the shackles around her wrists, but that would probably only embolden her to try something stupid. Besides, it wasn’t like I had the key anyway. 

	I eased one of the strips into her mouth, and after taking a small first bite she practically wolfed down the others. Had Darkstone even fed her since her capture? 

	Once she was finished, I smiled down at her and retrieved the gag. More than anything, I wanted to have a conversation with her…but I knew that wasn’t possible. And depending what Larric had planned, it might never be. 

	“We can’t afford to speak,” I told her. “But my name is Elara.”

	“Ralyne,” she whispered back. Her accent was much thicker than Karethys’s had been. “Thank you.”

	I smiled and reattached the gag. We traveled the rest of the way in silence, though I allowed myself to channel the Aether and brush against her surface thoughts. She remained anxious and scared, of course, but I could also feel a fresh surge of hope. I prayed that Larric wouldn’t disappoint her… 

	We rolled into the mining village of Reskin just after nightfall, and once again the local baron was more than willing to share his impressive mansion with the Grand Duke’s entourage. Larric made the appropriate arrangements while the two of us remained in the carriage. He wasn’t shy about displaying me, of course, but he clearly didn’t want to cause a stir by unveiling a vaeyn.

	Eventually he opened the door and ordered the two of us to hop out. The stables were nearby, though I didn’t spot any other onlookers aside from our own guards. As a precaution, Larric still tossed a hood back over Ralyne’s head before he ordered two of the guards to escort us inside the adjacent mansion. We were quickly ferried into a familiar room, at which point one of the men shoved Ralyne down onto the wooden floor. With her feet and wrists shackled, she quickly lost her balance and tumbled over onto her side with a muffled grunt. 

	“Worthless elf slut,” the man sneered. “How many legionnaires do you think she’s killed?”

	“Too many,” his shorter partner replied. “At least she’ll finally get what’s coming to her.”

	“Are you kidding? You’ve seen the way Kristoff treats this one.” He waved a gauntlet-covered hand in my direction. “Good food, private room…she’s practically a baroness. All she has to do is spread her legs once in a while.”

	The shorter man grunted. “You never got a chance to peek inside Darkstone’s party.” He chortled as he watched Ralyne squirm away until she bumped into the wall. “But you might be right. I doubt the Captain’s happy about it, either. You know how much he hates the gray-ears.”

	“Maybe he’ll let us have a taste,” the first guard replied before he glanced back toward me. “But I’d settle for a night with this one. What do you think, cunt? You want to—?”

	“I ordered you to escort them to their room, not stand around like a couple of drunken legionnaires,” Larric said from the doorway. As always, I was amazed at how quietly he could move even while clad in armor. “Go and secure the horses. Once everything’s taken care of, you can hit the taverns.”

	The two men shared confused looks before the shorter one finally found his voice. “How many men should we keep on duty, sir?”

	“Have a few of the orcs guard the perimeter around the city, but the rest of you can have the night off,” Larric instructed. “You worked hard in Skyfall, and you haven’t had an opportunity to relax since we left Sanctum.”

	“You’re…you’re certain, sir?” 

	“Yes. The local baron keeps more guards than farmers in Reskin. I’ll be fine.” He flicked his chin toward the door. “Go on.”

	The two men left a moment later, their spirts clearly heightened. Larric waited a few minutes before he let out a deep breath and glanced down at Ralyne. 

	“Just stay put for a bit longer. I need to take care of some things, but once the men are occupied we’ll get you out of here. All right?”

	The vaeyn nodded slowly. Her anxiety had returned in full force, but his words seemed to help. After spending more time around him, I wasn’t surprised. He could be incredibly convincing and sincere when he wanted to.

	Larric didn’t keep us waiting long. He returned less than an hour later and beckoned for us to follow him. We slipped into the adjacent hallway, and I was struck by how empty the mansion was. The last time we’d been here, the estate had been crawling with guards and servants. Larric must have organized some kind of distraction to aid our passing…

	We reached the village’s outskirts a few minutes later, and once we were clear he leaned down and removed our ankle restraints so we could walk more quickly. He left our leashes on, however, probably to allay the suspicions of anyone who happened to spot us from a distance. We then scurried past Reskin’s outermost farmsteads and pressed north into the open plains. Behind us, the Ember Peaks blocked out fully half the night sky, though remarkably Skyfall itself was still plainly visible. The farther we traveled, the more the mountains began to resemble a giant, slumbering monster silhouetted in starlight…and the more the glowing pyres atop Skyfall’s towers resembled a pair of beady, sinister orange eyes squinting down at us. 

	I had no idea how far we actually walked, but it must have been at least two or three miles before Larric finally brought us to a halt. He finally unfastened Ralyne’s leash and collar, though he left mine attached. 

	“This as far as I can take you and still get back in time,” he told her. “It’s not perfect, but you should have enough distance from the settlement that no one will be able to catch you. Just head straight north as best you can. You should reach the edge of the Salt Peaks in a few days.”

	She nodded stiffly, and he reached behind her and worked at her wrist cuffs. He allowed her a moment to stretch before he finally removed the gag as well. 

	“Why are you doing this?” she asked, her voice so soft it nearly splintered into the breeze. 

	“The less you know, the better,” Larric replied, tossing me yet another strange glance. I still had no idea why he had even brought me out here, other than the fact he might not have wanted to leave me alone. “All you need to understand is that I’m a friend of Lady Karethys.”

	“But that’s…” Ralyne shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

	“You don’t need to. Like I said before, this is your only chance. Once we reach the Imperial checkpoint tomorrow, the Covenant soldiers will want to officially brand you like every other elf slave. The magic will allow them to track you.” He sighed and unfastened the bundle of furs strapped to his back. Inside was a wide assortment of supplies and weapons. “Hopefully these clothes fit you well enough. I couldn’t afford to buy any armor without drawing suspicion, but I did find a bow and a decent sword.”

	She stared at him for another long moment before she leaned down to study the weapons. “I don’t even know what to say,” she breathed. “You are an Imperial soldier but you’re willing to give me weapons?

	“I hope you don’t have to use them, but you might not have a choice. Game is fairly sparse in this area, but travelers are common. Steal whatever you need to survive, but…” He grunted. “Don’t take any unnecessary risks. You won’t find many other sympathizers here.”

	Ralyne lifted the sword and stared down the length of the blade. “I understand.”

	“Good,” Larric said. He swept his eyes around the area then let out a heavy sigh. “We need to get back. Ilhari kyorl dos.”

	“Bel’la dos, abbil,” she replied, smiling for the first time. “I will not forget your kindness.”

	Larric smiled and nodded, then grabbed back onto my leash and turned—

	“Captain!” a deep voice called out from the shadows. “Captain, what in the void is going on?”

	I gasped and turned as a trio of men emerged from the high grass to the west. Even in the near darkness, my elven eyes allowed me to make out the features of Master Kristoff’s guardsmen. I had no idea how they’d managed to follow us without being spotted, but I probably shouldn’t have been so surprised—they were all Legion-trained scouts, after all, and they had been selected specifically for their tracking skills. 

	Ralyne swore under her breath as they approached. In panic, she dove for the bow and quiver lying on the ground, but before she could lift the weapon a crossbow bolt pierced the dirt near her hand. She leapt backward and froze in place.

	“Make another move for that weapon and Duke Kristoff will have to settle for a broken toy,” one of the men warned. “On your knees, bitch!”

	“Stand down, Veneti,” Larric said, turning crisply on a heel. His voice was as cold and commanding as ever. If he was at all worried about having his hand caught in the proverbial treat jar, he was hiding it well. “This isn’t your concern.”

	“I’m afraid it is, Captain,” the guardsman replied. The other two men fanned out and surrounded us, their hands dropping to their swords. “I thought you were behaving strangely all day, and when you said we could take the night off I knew something was wrong. You’re never that soft.”

	Larric crept forward and lifted his hands. “This isn’t what you think, kid.”

	“I certainly hope not. Because it looks like you’re letting this dark elf cunt escape into the countryside.”

	“I am, but there’s a reason for it,” Larric said, creeping forward another few inches. He had released his grip on my leash, and I had already dropped to my knees and curled into a ball. Not that they were paying me any attention—their eyes kept flicking between Larric and Ralyne.

	“A reason you didn’t feel like sharing?” one of the other men, Bentos, asked. 

	“At Duke Darkstone’s request,” Larric told him. “This woman isn’t really a gift for Master Kristoff—that was all a ruse for the benefit of the duke’s family and guards. She is actually a messenger. He wanted her to deliver a secret missive to her people at Balagarde.”

	The soldiers all frowned at one another. I could tell that they wanted to be loyal to their captain, but they were even more loyal to Duke Kristoff—or at least, to his gold. 

	“I’m sorry, sir, but that doesn’t make any sense,” Veneti said after a moment. “Duke Darkstone was quite clear that this bitch is a gift for Kristoff.”

	“You weren’t involved in the negotiations, so I don’t expect you to understand the nuances,” Larric said. “Thankfully, understanding isn’t your job. I’m in charge of this mission—that’s all you need to know. Now stand down.”

	Veneti let out a deep breath and shook his head. “I’m afraid you’ll have to do better than that, Captain. We can’t just let you release a vaeyn soldier into the countryside.”

	Larric glanced between them, and he let out a heavy sigh. His entire body seemed to sink. “No, I suppose you can’t,” he murmured. “Well, for what it’s worth…I’m sorry. This isn’t personal.”

	And then he moved. 

	A few weeks ago, back when we’d been ambushed by bandits on our way home from the Aetherium, I had finally seen Larric’s skills in action. He had torn through a whole squad of men with almost supernatural ease, and I’d belatedly understood why Kristoff had appointed him as guard-captain. But those bandits, however numerous, hadn’t been elite soldiers. They hadn’t been clad in Aetherium-forged armor or been trained by the Imperial Legion. Veneti and his men were superior warriors in every conceivable way. 

	And yet it made no difference. In a frantic blur of motion, Larric drew a throwing knife from somewhere within his baldric and whipped it at Veneti. The blade pierced the man’s thin breastplate and sent him reeling to the ground. Bentos gasped in shock, and it was last sound he ever made. Larric drew his sword and cut the man down before he even knew what was happening. The third soldier managed to draw his own blade and parry two quick slashes before Larric abruptly dipped down and swept out the back of his legs. The man hit the hard ground with a dull thud, and before he could right himself Larric impaled him through the chest. 

	“Captain…” Veneti gasped as he choked on his own blood. He struggled to lift his crossbow, but before he could pull the trigger Larric dropped into a crouch, drew another throwing knife from his boot, and hurled it through the other man’s throat. 

	For several long, terrifying seconds, the plains were completely silent. I cowered in place, my hands and knees quaking, before a horrified shriek finally escaped my lips. Blood had splattered across my gown; some had even spackled my left cheek. I didn’t know whose it was, but I couldn’t drag my eyes away from the dead guardsmen who had protected me on so many trips through Sanctum…

	“It’s all right,” Larric soothed between labored breaths. He leaned down and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I’ll explain everything shortly, but right now you just need to trust me, okay?”

	Once again, his voice was so strong, so confident, that I couldn’t help but believe him. I could see the genuine compassion behind his blue eyes. This was the Larric I had seen in Skyfall with Karethys. This was the Larric that both terrified and intrigued me. 

	“Ilhari inbal ka’lith,” Ralyne whispered into the silence. She had retrieved the bow and nocked an arrow, though she wasn’t pointing it at anything. “What are you?”

	“A friend,” Larric told her. “Now go. I doubt anyone heard the commotion, but I’d rather not take chances.”

	Ralyne’s eyes fixated on the fresh corpses one last time before she leaned down and retrieved the rest of the supplies. With a final nod, she dashed off into the darkness and vanished. 

	“Come on,” Larric beckoned, shifting his grip and helping me to my feet. “We need to get back before the last one sounds an alarm. They probably left him to guard our mansion just in case.”

	“What are you…?” My voice cracked and gave out, and I forced myself to draw in a deep breath and relax. “What are you going to do to me?”

	“I won’t harm you. And I promise I’ll explain everything soon.” Once I was standing and stable, he leaned down over the dead soldiers and rummaged through their belongings. “We’ll have to ride through the night. The baron won’t know what happened. He’ll probably assume we were kidnapped and initiate a search. Hopefully Ralyne has enough of a head start…”

	After pocketing a few items off the soldiers, he glanced back over his shoulder and offered me his hand. Dimly, I wondered what would happen if I refused or simply ran off into the darkness. Would he chase me? Would he kill me? This man had terrified me for the better part of two years now, and the only thing I knew about him for certain was that he wasn’t working for Master Kristoff. Whoever he was—whatever he was—he was almost assuredly the most dangerous man I had ever met. 

	And he might have been my only hope. 
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	Midnight had come and gone by the time we returned to Reskin. The village itself was as sleepy as ever, and thankfully the mansion was no different. Larric kept us in the shadows until we reached the stables, at which point he tossed a saddle on one of our horses and instructed me to wait for him to return. He vanished into the mansion only to return a few minutes later with a grim look on his face. I didn’t even want to know what he had done to the remaining guardsmen.

	After loading up the horse with supplies, he helped me onto the saddle behind him. We slipped back into the shadows and avoided the main road out of town, and soon we were riding at nearly full speed through the pale moonlight. I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around Larric’s waist, praying to the old gods that I hadn’t made a terrible mistake. 

	We didn’t stop until the first rays of dawn broke across the eastern horizon behind us. Larric steered us toward a small creek, and once he helped me dismount he quickly began assembling a camp. I laid on the grass in silence, knees clutched closely to my chest. I was so anxious I barely even noticed the fatigue weighing at my eyes or the pangs of hunger tearing at my stomach. 

	“I know you have questions,” Larric said once he’d started a fire. Springtime in Korvale was warmer than Glorinfel, but not by much. A chilly morning breeze had already begun sweeping across the plains. “I had hoped to keep you sheltered from this a while longer, but circumstances being as they are…”

	He sighed heavily and glanced over to me. With my hair ruffled and my gown covered in dirt in blood, I must have looked like a complete mess. Then again, it wasn’t like he hadn’t seen me in more compromising positions…

	“I’m not the man you believe me to be,” Larric went on. “I’m part of a group that seeks to depose the Emperor and—”

	“I know,” I whispered.

	His brow furrowed as he studied me. “What?”

	“You are a Faedari agent posing as Master Kristoff’s bodyguard,” I went on. “You are secretly working with the vaeyn to bring down the Empire from within.”

	His blue eyes narrowed. “You stole this from my mind?”

	I shook my head. “No.”

	“Then how—” He cut himself off and sucked in a deep breath. “Karethys…” he rasped. “You overheard us speaking in my room.”

	“Yes.”

	A full spectrum of emotions crossed his face before he finally snorted. “Kristoff chose you as a weapon because he knows slaves are invisible. No one pays them any attention, even those of us who should know better.” 

	“I-it wasn’t intentional at first, but—”

	“It’s all right,” Larric soothed. He grunted again and prodded the fire. “Kristoff sent you to Korvale to gather secrets. Apparently you’re even better at it than he thinks.”

	I remained silent and hugged my knees more tightly against my chest. I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d expected him to react to the news my eavesdropping, but he seemed genuinely unconcerned. 

	“If last night had never happened,” he said after a moment, “I assume you planned to tell Kristoff everything?”

	“Yes,” I confessed. 

	“And now?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Larric nodded and I sighed wearily. “If he learns that I’m sympathetic to the Faedari, he’ll turn me over to the Covenant in a heartbeat. But I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that.” He grunted and leaned back against the stump behind him. “If he learns the truth about the Emperor—that Lucian is an Unbound secretly working with the vaeyn—I can’t even begin to imagine what would happen.”

	“Chaos,” I murmured. 

	“To put it mildly.” Larric stared at the fire for several minutes before he finally met my eyes again. “I suppose there’s no reason to keep you in the dark at this point. You might as well know everything.” He sighed and seemed to brace himself. “Darkstone mentioned how Karethys and I first met. It was all an accident. The Covenant had assigned me to hunt down a vaeyn warlock that was operating just over the border in Sulinor. As it turned out, Karethys had been sent to hunt the same man—but he wasn’t a vaeyn. He was a human and a former channeler who had been exiled by the Covenant. Once the Hierophant had stripped him of his magic, he’d turned to demonology instead.”

	Larric’s lip twisted at the memory. “Anyway, Karethys and I ended up working together to find and stop him. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized how deep the lies of the Covenant ran. The vaeyn don’t worship demons—they fight them better than anyone. And they’re definitely not savages or barbarians.”

	“But they harbor Unbound,” I whispered. 

	“Yes, they do,” he said. “Though I wouldn’t describe it as ‘harboring.’ They fully integrate Unbound into their society. Many serve as Shadow Knights or artificers.”

	I licked at my dry lips and forced my muscles to relax. “Karethys is one of them?”

	“Yes, and a very powerful one at that. I was still a Bound channeler when we first met, and I’d never seen the Unbound as anything other than monsters. I assumed she was also Bound to her Matriarch-Queen, but then she showed me the truth…”

	He sighed again. “The Covenant only knew a fraction of what happened between us, but they excommunicated me they moment I returned to Sanctum. They stripped away my channeling ability and tossed me out onto the streets. In retrospect, I’m fortunate they didn’t simply kill me for the ‘crime’ of working with a vaeyn.”

	“So you turned to the Faedari for help,” I reasoned. 

	“Not exactly. The details aren’t all the important, but suffice to say I began to sympathize with their position. I began to see through the Covenant’s lies, and I could no longer turn a blind eye to the abuses of your people.” He paused for moment, and his eyes grew distant as he stared into the flames. “The truth is that they’re terrified of you. Your people and the vaeyn—all elves—are far more likely to be born Unbound. You have a natural connection to the Aether, and they find that gift threatening. Sanctus Veshar, whoever he really was, understood that his Empire could only endure if it found a way to control magic. Worship of the Triad isn’t just a religion—it’s a chain around the necks of everyone in Calhara.”

	I opened my lips to respond but realized I had nothing to say. If anyone in Sanctum heard him speaking these words, they probably would have killed him on the spot. Even Master Kristoff would have been appalled. 

	“You’ve never thought about it that way, have you?” Larric asked after a moment. “You’ve been a slave your whole life, and you’ve never once considered trying to escape and join the Faedari.”

	I slowly shook my head. “They’re rebels and instigators. They murder innocent people and threaten the safety of the Empire.”

	He frowned and shook his head. “Those are Kristoff’s words coming from your lips. Surely you don’t actually believe that. The Faedari are fighting for the freedom of your people!”

	Again I remained silent. After staring at me for nearly a minute, he finally sighed and rubbed a hand across his face. 

	“It’s not your fault,” he said. “You grew up in bondage. You’ve been indoctrinated since birth. But you don’t have to be a slave, Elara. Not to Kristoff or anyone else.”

	I swallowed heavily and closed my eyes. “What are you going to do with me?”

	He paused and glanced off to the west. “My plan was to take you back to Kristoff and tell him that our caravan was ambushed again. I figured that once he learned about Darkstone’s ‘alliance’ with the vaeyn, he’d be too distracted to investigate his dead guardsmen. But now…” Larric grunted. “Now I’m not sure. You could compromise my identity. You could tell him everything about me, and he’d believe you.”

	“So now you’re going to kill me?”

	Larric winced like I’d physically struck him. “You really think I would do that? After I risked everything to release a vaeyn slave I don’t even know?”

	I lowered my head and closed my eyes. “I…I don’t know what to think.”

	He sighed again. “There’s another option. You don’t have to go back to Sanctum with me. I can tell Kristoff that the bandits killed most of the guards and stole you. He’ll be furious, obviously, but he’ll also be powerless. And the political situation in Sanctum is about to become so heated he won’t have the time or the resources to search for you.”

	I wondered if that were actually true. The Master had great plans for me—I was his secret weapon against his rivals. Without my magic, he would have almost no chance of gaining enough leverage on the other member so of Quorum to accomplish anything. 

	Still, Master had been willing to cut ties with other assets when necessary, and as much as I wanted to believe otherwise, that’s all I was to him—an asset. A tool. A slave. For a time he had treated me so well that I’d imagined an emotional connection that didn’t actually exist. 

	“Where would I go?” I asked softly. 

	“I have a contact inside a town just over the border in the Wreath,” Larric said. “The Faedari move around often, but I believe they still have a camp there. They would welcome and protect you.”

	“I can’t…” I swallowed heavily. “I can’t leave Master Kristoff.”

	Larric shook his head. “Why?”

	“Because he takes care of me. He protects me.”

	“He uses you, Elara. There’s a difference.”

	“He could have turned me over to the Covenant when he realized what I was,” I whispered. “Instead he protected me.”

	“Only because it served his interests.” Larric sighed and jabbed another stick in the fire. “Look, I’ll be the first to admit that he treats you better than most Imperial slaves, even other avenari, but that hardly makes him worthy of praise. He has no right to own you.”

	I squeezed my knees together so tightly it actually hurt. “You don’t think the Faedari would do the same?”

	Larric frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“I know they try to kidnap Unbound before the Covenant can find them,” I said. “They transform them into weapons.”

	“That’s hardly the same thing. They save Unbound for certain death and teach them how to defend themselves. They don’t command them to fuck every wretched noble in the Empire.” He ran a hand through this short hair. “I know Kristoff has taught you how to control and channel your magic, but you are a font of untapped power. The Faedari have access to your people’s ancient teachings from before the fall. They could transform you into a powerful sorceress.”

	“What if that’s not what I want? What if I just want to return to Sanctum?”

	He studied me again. I could see the tension in his eyes and face, but they were mostly buried by a wall of resolve. “That’s not an option,” he said. “I can’t take the risk that you’ll tell Kristoff everything. There are many more lives than mine at stake here.”

	“I won’t tell him anything. I promise.”

	“Maybe not willingly, but he is a channeler. He could find out the truth in other ways.”

	I bit down on my lip and ordered myself not to panic. When I actually paused for a moment and tried to be objective, I understood his position perfectly. I couldn’t understand why I felt so compelled to return to Master Kristoff. But the bottom line was that I did. More than anything, I just wanted to be back in his estate.

	“You don’t trust me,” I whispered. 

	“I don’t know you,” Larric said. “Not the real you, anyway. All I’ve ever seen is this mannequin Kristoff built to please himself.”

	He sighed and paced around the fire for a few long minutes. “Look, you don’t want to be in Sanctum anyway,” he told me. “There’s a storm coming—a bloody, destructive tempest unlike anything the Empire has ever seen. If Lucian really does want to destroy the Covenant, then we’re on the cusp of a civil war. No one will be safe, especially not a vulnerable Grand Duke like Kristoff. The other families will descend on him like a pack of jackals, and you could end up in the personal harem of someone worse than Varyl.”

	“You don’t know that.”

	“You’re right,” Larric admitted softly. “You could just as easily end up skewered on a pike right next to Kristoff. And that assumes you never get exposed by the Covenant.”

	I closed my eyes and buried my head in my hands. I knew he was right. I knew that returning to Sanctum would be walking straight into the manticore’s den. But I didn’t care. I wanted to see my Master again. I wanted him to promise that he would take care of me. I wanted him to tell me that everything would be all right.

	Most of all, I wanted to believe him. 

	“You should eat something,” Larric said, opening his pack and tossing me a bundle of dried meat. “I’m sure you’re tired, but we can’t afford to rest yet, not until we’re closer to the border. I want to make sure there’s plenty of distance between us and the remaining guards just in case they try and track us.”

	I stared down at the rations but didn’t move. Even though I’d barely eaten over the past two days, I had no appetite. I just wanted to sit here and pretend this trip had never happened. I wanted to pretend I didn’t know anything about Larric or the vaeyn or the Emperor. I just wanted to serve in ignorance…and the thought made me sick to my stomach. 

	My thoughts flashed back to the gala where I had dominated the son of a Grand Duke. I had wormed into his mind and transformed him into my puppet. Never in my life had I felt more powerful, more in control, than in that moment. Yet here I was, barely over a day later, moping by the side of a fire and wishing desperately for my master to tug on my leash. It didn’t make any sense. I didn’t make any sense. 

	“I’m going to refill our water and clean up a bit,” Larric said into the silence. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

	I watched him strip off his armor and explore along the side of the creek. He eventually vanished into the trees, and I wondered if he might be testing me. I wasn’t restrained—I could have easily dashed off in any direction and tried to escape. But I knew I wouldn’t, and Larric probably did too. Some days I was a slave and others I was sorceress, but the harsh reality was that most of the time I was simply a coward. 

	And that, I feared, might be the one thing that never changed. 
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	Two days later, we crossed the Peakway Bridge and entered the Wreath. We passed through the Imperial checkpoint without incident, and Larric steered us into a nearby settlement, Lakewatch, just before nightfall. The sprawling town was coiled around the water’s edge like a serpent. While it lacked a genuine defensive wall, Lakewatch was clearly more than just a simple village. Legion soldiers guarded the road leading into and out of the main square, though there were less of them than I’d expected. Most had probably already been called north to defend Abenhold or otherwise serve on the front lines. 

	After tying up our horse and flipping a few coins to the stable hands, Larric led us toward the large fishery dominating the eastern side of the settlement. The stench was nearly overpowering; I suddenly wished Larric hadn’t shackled my hands so that I could pull something over my nose. My mind flashed back to my childhood in Mavarinth with my first master. He had sent me to the local market often, and the scent of blood and cleaned fish still reminded me of the docks and all merchants desperately trying to sell the morning catch…

	Larric led us into a nearby tavern, and we quickly took a seat on the open balcony overlooking the water. To my surprise, I found the rustic view and rural ambiance surprisingly charming. I had spent the vast majority of my life inside large cities, after all, and there was something particularly peaceful about this place. 

	Or there would have been, if not for all the sideways glances I was already garnering. 

	“Most of these people can’t afford an orc slave, let alone an avenari,” Larric whispered after he’d signaled the barmaid. “And frankly, I’m not sure how often they receive wealthy travelers.” He sighed. “I was worried that you might attract the wrong kind of attention, but there’s nothing for it. Just keep your eyes down and stay quiet.”

	I nodded and did as he instructed. The barmaid approached our table a few seconds later. 

	“Greetings, my lord,” she said, bowing. “We are honored by your presence in our humble establishment.”

	“I’m sure you are,” Larric replied, placing just the right amount of haughty disinterest into his voice. “I’ve heard that you prepare several unique dishes. Prepare me one.”

	“Um,” the woman stammered. “I’m…not sure what you mean, my lord. We just serve whatever fish was—”

	“Spiced korlock with a side of fresh lemon,” he interrupted. “If you don’t have any, then I’ll take my business elsewhere.”

	I could feel the woman’s thoughts shift. Her nervous anxiety had swiftly been replaced by calm recognition. 

	“I believe we still have a few left from the afternoon catch,” she said. “Would you care for a drink as well?”

	“A bottle of Ember port, white if possible. Scamper down to the winery if you have to.”

	“I will, my lord,” she said, nodding. 

	He didn’t have to wait long. She returned with a bottle and a glass barely a minute later, and his dinner arrived just a few minutes after that. The pungent spices caused my mouth to water almost immediately, but it was a welcome change from the stench of ale and raw fish. Larric ate in silence, and he had cleaned half his plate before he reached underneath and retrieved the small scrap of paper the barmaid had left for him. 

	“They’re still here, good,” he whispered. “You’ll be safe soon.”

	To stay in character, Larric finished most of his dinner before he ordered the barmaid to dispose of the scraps rather than allow me a bite. He enjoyed another glass of wine, then dropped a few coins on the table and grabbed onto my leash. Most noblemen were proud to show off their avenari to one another, but they were especially proud to lord their privilege over the common folk. He made certain to parade me across the entire establishment, and I kept my eyes lowered in proper deference. 

	Night had fallen by the time we stepped back outside, and Larric quickly got us off the streets and into the shadows. I followed dutifully even as my heart began racing inside my chest. I’d spent the last two days trying to convince myself that everything would be all right. The Faedari were my people, after all, and they wouldn’t shun me for my abilities. I might even learn new channeling techniques and become a more powerful sorceress.

	But the arguments still rang hollow no matter how many times I repeated them. As insane as it was, I still wanted to see Master Kristoff again. Soon enough, however, that path would be closed to me forever. 

	And there was absolutely nothing I could do about it. 

	Biting down on my lower lip, I followed Larric past the northernmost pier in town. We crossed into the surrounding forest, and a few hundred yards later we approached a small waterfall where the lake was draining out into a river. There was a small boat lodged into the rocks nearby, and I caught a glimmer of movement beneath the running water.

	“There’s someone ahead,” I warned, stifling a gasp. 

	“I know,” Larric replied. “They’ve been watching us since we left town.”

	He brought us to a halt near the edge of the river, at which point he unshackled my wrist bindings and removed my leash and slave collar. I hadn’t spotted anyone yet, but that didn’t mean much given that the night’s overcast had effectively blotted out the moon. I couldn’t hear anyone, either, but the waterfall was loud enough that anything short of raised voices would have been impossible to discern. We were effectively blind and deaf…yet Larric didn’t seem concerned.

	“Elu shala, mellonamin,” he said in the faeyn tongue. “Nae saian luume.”

	“You speak as though we have met, stranger,” a male voice said from across the riverbank. My eyes flicked up just in time to spot a shadow itself detach from a larger boulder and step forward. “Your face is unknown to us.”

	“I have never been to this part of the Wreath, but I know many of your allies in Veshar,” Larric explained. “They told me I could find allies here if necessary. Were they wrong?”

	“That remains to be seen,” a second voice, female, added from off to my right. I whipped my head around and gasped in surprise—

	And then a small ball of magical light materialized in front of the waterfall. The soft glow illuminated the speakers as well as if they’d been carrying a lantern. They were both faeyn, and they were both clad in dark leather armor. They were also both clutching loaded crossbows. 

	“Who are you?” the woman asked. “Speak quickly—we cannot afford to linger.”

	“I am Larric Aresi,” he told them. “But names are meaningless. I’m sure you’d rather have this.”

	He reached into his pocket and withdrew a ring—the same ring he’d been wearing since the first day I’d met him. I had never understood its significance, but when he held it up in the light both faeyn seemed to visibly relax. 

	“Mellonamin,” the woman whispered. “I apologize for our suspicion, but—”

	“You don’t need to explain,” Larric said, smiling. “I know your time is short, so I’ll skip right to the point. We need your help. Specifically, she needs your help. Her name is Elara, and she’s been the personal avenari of Grand Duke Kristoff for several years.”

	The faeyn woman’s eyes widened. “And you rescued her?”

	“More or less,” he whispered. “I’ll spare you the details, but suffice to say I want to leave her here under your care. This may be the only chance she’ll ever get to escape her master’s yoke. She needs your protection.”

	The two faeyn shared a glance before the male’s eyes flicked back to me. “She is being pursued by the Covenant?”

	“Not yet,” Larric said. “The Duke is expecting us by the end of the week, but that should give you plenty of time to move her if that’s what you wish. She isn’t branded—they have no means of tracking her.”

	“Still, sheltering the avenari of a Grand Duke is a great risk,” the female pointed out. “Many eyes will turn upon us.”

	The corner of Larric’s mouth twitched. He obviously hadn’t expected to face any resistance. “You would deny her refuge, then?”

	The male faeyn sighed and lowered his weapon. “No, of course not. It’s just, with the war…” He sighed. “Hiding has become more and more difficult. The Hierophant’s Inquisitors have been scouring the countryside for vaeyn spies, and we’ve been forced to move many times. You’re fortunate we kept one of our agents in town.”

	Larric nodded and glanced back over his shoulder into the darkness. “I’m afraid the problem will get worse before it becomes better. There’s a civil war brewing in Sanctum, and the Covenant’s authority will be tested.”

	“Civil war?” the woman asked. “What do you know?”

	“A great deal, but this isn’t the time or place. I’ll inform my contacts in Veshar when I return.” He placed his hand on my back. “Just please, get her somewhere safe.”

	The faeyn shared another glance before the female smiled and stepped close enough to offer me a hand. “We’ll do what we can. I just hope—”

	I had absolutely no time to react. In one second the faeyn woman was speaking to me, and in the next an arrow whistled past my ear and struck her in the throat. Blood sprayed across my face and into my eyes, blinding me, and I shrieked in terror as I reflexively dropped to the ground. 

	The next few moments were an indistinct blur of motion. Battle raged around me as I frantically attempted to wipe the splatter from my eyes. Another volley of arrows spewed out from the darkness, and I was vaguely aware of the male vaeyn shouting a warning before his body collapsed face-first into the river. I heard the ringing of steel as Larric drew his blade, then several indistinct dull thuds followed by grunts of pain. By the time I could finally see, he was slumped over on the dirt in the front of me, three separate arrows protruding from his armor. He wasn’t moving. 

	I screamed. We were close enough to Lakewatch that everyone in town surely heard me, but I wasn’t calling for aid. I was right and truly terrified, even more than when we had been besieged by bandits near the Aetherium. I had no idea what was happening, but I was absolutely convinced that an arrow would pierce my heart any instant. 

	“Quiet,” a male voice ordered from the darkness. I was too scared to obey, but fortunately I ran out of breath and fell over instead. A heartbeat later three men strode into view just as the glimmering light by the waterfall began to fade. Two of them were clad in dark leather and carrying nocked bows, while the third was encased in crimson plate mail and gripping an unsheathed blade. I would have recognized his armor anywhere; the mere sight of it froze my breath inside my throat. 

	This man wasn’t a soldier or a bandit. He was a Covenant Inquisitor.

	“Are there any others with you?” he asked. His voice was so deep I could have sworn the earth trembled beneath me.

	I raised my hands and shook my head. Larric still hadn’t moved, and as far as I could tell he wasn’t breathing. I couldn’t sense his thoughts, either, but I was so terrified I doubted I could channel if my life depended on it. 

	“You’re lucky that you aren’t carrying a weapon or you’d be dead too,” the man sneered. “I’m guessing you must have run away from your master and fled into the arms of these murderers.”

	One of the archers knelt down next to me and retrieved my fallen leash. He snorted, then quickly grabbed me by the throat with one hand and tore open my blouse with the other. “She’s not branded. She could be—”

	“Wait a moment,” the Inquisitor warned as his eyes fastened upon Larric. “I know this man…” He shook his head and hissed between his teeth. “Oh, shit. Get one of the healing salves. We need to try and keep him alive.”

	“Sir?”

	“He’s one of ours, or used to be,” the Inquisitor said. “Now he’s Grand Duke Kristoff’s personal bodyguard.”

	“But that’s…” The archer shook his head and dropped me back on the ground. “What in the void is he doing here?”

	“Helping the rebels, obviously.” The Inquisitor’s face twisted in disgust as one of his underlings reached into a pouch and retrieved a salve. “The Hierophant excommunicated him for cooperating with a vaeyn. I always knew he was a traitorous aeynshok…”

	“Then why do you want him alive?” the second archer asked. He remained behind the others, his eyes narrowed as they searched the horizon for movement. “The rebels obviously have an encampment around here somewhere. We should spread out and—”

	“The Hierophant will want to make an example of him, and there’s a good chance he can lead us to other camps,” the Inquisitor interrupted. “Besides, do you have any idea how much the other dukes will reward us if we can prove that Kristoff’s right-hand is a traitor?”

	The first archer chuckled. “Good point. Someone’s going to want his castle once the Legion drives back the gray-ears.”

	I bit down on my lip so hard I tasted blood. Everything had fallen apart in a matter of a seconds. When I closed my eyes, I could envision the Covenant torturing and beheading Larric in front of thousands of cheering supplicants. I could see them implicating Master Kristoff and stripping him of his land and titles. 

	And then I could see them learning the truth about my powers and burning me in a pyre at the center of Sanctum. 

	“These wounds are deep—I guess I shouldn’t have aimed for his heart,” the first archer snickered. “We need to get him back to the priests before he bleeds out. Salves won’t be enough.”

	“Fine,” the Inquisitor said, standing. He stepped over to the dead faeyn woman and kicked her corpse into the river. Her lifeless eyes seemed to stare straight at me as she floated past. I had to clasp my hands over my mouth to keep from screaming. 

	“We should warn the other groups to fan out and look for stragglers,” the second archer said. 

	“We will in a few minutes.” The Inquisitor shifted his eyes back to me and lifted his blade. He smiled as the tip neared my belly. “As for you, my dear…associating with the Faedari is punishable by death.”

	“She might know more about Kristoff and his lapdog,” the first archer said. “The prelates will want to question her.”

	The Inquisitor’s grin widened. “By the time this over, you’ll wish we’d have just killed you right here.” 

	I stared down at the sword pricking my belly, and all I could see in the polished steel was the faces of the bandits who had ambushed us outside the Aetherium. We had barely survived the attack. Larric had feigned an injury to gain an advantage over them, but that wasn’t going to happen this time—a veritable river of blood was already trickling out from beneath his armor. He might very well die in the next few minutes. And then I would be alone. 

	Alone…and doomed. 

	“Pick him up and get him back to town,” the Inquisitor said, stepping back and sheathing his sword. “And give me her leash so I can—”

	“No!” I shrieked. 

	All three men turned to look at me. Gritting my teeth, I reached out to the Aether and allowed its warmth to flow through me. My hands flicked up from the dirt, and fire crackled inside my palms.

	“Unbound,” the Inquisitor breathed. 

	It was the last word he ever spoke. 

	A cone of fire sprayed outward from my hands and engulfed all three Covenant soldiers. I could barely even hear their shrieks of agony above the roar and crackle of the ravenous flames. The forest lit up like the sun had just descended on top of the waterfall, and for a single perfect moment I was a living conduit of the Aether. It empowered me. It sustained me. 

	And then I let out a breath, and it was gone. My hands dropped back down to my sides, and darkness once again consumed the forest. The only sources of light were the three smoldering bodies flickering like scattered campfires across the water’s edge. 

	I don’t know how long I sat there trembling in silence, my breaths deep and unsteady despite the ash and smoke flooding my nostrils. But eventually I willed myself to crawl forward toward Larric. The flames had missed his body, mercifully, but his breaths were staggered and his heartbeat was weak. Swallowing heavily, I touched his wounds and reached out to the Aether once more. 

	The warmth passed from my hands to his flesh, and the rejuvenating energies slowly sealed the wounds around the arrows in his chest. I was no priest, obviously, but Master had taught me several basic healing techniques. All I could do was stop the bleeding and pray that Larric was strong enough to survive. 

	Once I’d finished, I leaned back on my haunches and forced myself to take several long, calming breaths. I didn’t even want to look upon the charred corpses of the men I’d just killed, but the lingering flames had now begun to spread across the dry ground toward the nearby tree line. I resisted the impulse to stomp them out; whatever else happened, I was going to need the distraction. When I listened carefully, my elven ears could make out the sounds of commotion from Lakewatch. It probably wouldn’t take long for the townsfolk to send guards up the hill to investigate, which meant that we couldn’t afford to stay here any longer. If Larric and I were going to survive, we needed to move. 

	Swallowing heavily, I wrapped my hand around his waist and tried to pick him up…and immediately recognized the futility of a one-hundred ten pound elf trying to lift an armored man nearly twice her size. I settled on dragging him instead, and somehow I managed to move him away from the growing flames and further up the hill. 

	Not that it would make a difference in the long-term. Our horse was all the way back in town, and without him there was no way we could escape. The Inquisitor’s reinforcements were probably on their way already. They would find us eventually, and even if they didn’t know exactly what had happened they would almost certainly interrogate me. Sooner or later they would figure out the truth.

	“Merciful Triad,” I breathed, frantically searching the nearby area for inspiration. Short of tossing Larric into the river and hoping the current would carry us to safety, there was nothing I could do.

	The current…

	I belatedly remembered the boat we had spotted tucked beneath the waterfall. It was barely larger than a raft, but it was still better than nothing. Grimacing, I grabbed onto Larric’s arm and dragged him back toward the riverbank. The boat was still there, thankfully, and it was light enough that I was able to break it free of the rocky riverbed without too much trouble. Larric’s body was a bigger problem. Even with the help of the Aether it was nothing short of a miracle that I got him onboard without capsizing, and once he was safely inside I leapt on top of him and let the current do the rest. 

	The entire time we were floating I expected more Covenant agents to emerge from the shadows. When they didn’t, I wondered if other Faedari might intercept us instead. But astoundingly, no one bothered us as we slowly floated away, and I leaned down atop Larric’s chest and watched the flames slowly spread. Soon an impenetrable blanket of smoke obscured the horizon, and I prayed to any god willing to listen that the townsfolk were able to tame the pyre before it spread. 

	But for now, there was nothing I could do besides lean down against Larric’s chest and pray for salvation. 
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	“You’d better go ahead and bite down, girl. I guarantee this is going to hurt.”

	Antione Torelius, High General of the Imperial Legion, unleashed a sadistic chortle as he slid his cock further into my ass. I didn’t cry out or whimper. With the Aether coursing through me, my body was resilient enough to endure his assault…and even it weren’t, I had already wormed into his mind and convinced him that he was being far more aggressive than he actually was. From his point of view, he had been ravaging me with his thick member for almost an hour while his other two avenari slaves watched from their knees. In reality, his stubby cock had only been inside me for a few minutes, and I was reasonably certain I could make him spill his seed in an instant. I would have done so already if not for the Imperial soldier watching us. 

	“Not many other slaves would have demonstrated such loyalty,” Legate Maxos commented. He was standing at the side of the tent, his arms folded across his chest as he watched his superior have his way with me. “She could have left her guardian to bleed out in the woods, but she didn’t.”

	“Not every elf is an ungrateful wretch,” Torelius replied, slapping my ass so hard it stung. “Isn’t that right, cunt?”

	“Yes, Master,” I mumbled through my gag. 

	The general chuckled as he squeezed his thick hands around my waist and settled into a comfortable rhythm. I couldn’t move even if I’d wanted to; my wrists and ankles were shackled together behind me, and the cushion he’d bent me over was so stiff it was practically crushing my sternum.

	“Sometimes it’s important to remember why we fight,” Torelius said through clenched teeth. “The Gods put us on this world to civilize the lesser races. And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

	“It’s a pity we can’t just breed them out,” Legate Maxos said. “We would have been rid of them a generation ago.”

	“Nonsense. I consider it yet another gift from the Gods—and further proof these barbarians were meant to serve us.” 

	Torelius groaned in delight, and I could feel his cock swelling in anticipation of a climax. To help him along, I sobbed into my gag and wriggled in discomfort. He actually wanted me to struggle; the first few times he’d taken me after I’d stumbled into the Imperial camp, I’d put up a show of resistance and he’d climaxed inside me almost immediately. 

	“No blood,” Maxos commented. “I’m surprised.”

	“I’ve given her plenty of practice over the past few days,” Torelius replied giddily. “That’s the difference between an avenari and a whore. Half the fun is breaking her in before you sell her off.”

	The legate snorted derisively. “You don’t think Kristoff will be upset?”

	“I don’t give a fuck what Kristoff thinks. Neither does anyone else these days. If he’s smart, he’ll get down on his knees and thank me for returning her to him at all.”

	“Considering his attitude toward the Legion, I doubt he’ll even speak to you. Frankly, I don’t understand why you aren’t planning on keeping her.”

	“Because unlike most of the Grand Dukes, I still have a sense of honor.” Torelius grunted again as his thrusting intensified, and he grabbed onto my hair and wrenched my head backward as he spent himself deep inside my bowels. I whimpered before he leaned down and placed his mouth at my ear. “What do you say, cunt?”

	“Thank you, Master,” I told him, though again my words were unintelligible. 

	“Loyal and appreciative,” Maxos commented. “At least Kristoff teaches his slaves proper protocol.”

	Torelius held himself inside me for a few more seconds before he finally pulled away and stood. The other two avenari immediately crawled over to him. One began cleaning his cock with a damp cloth while the other retrieved his flowing red robe and gently placed it over his shoulders. 

	“If you’re really so intent on relinquishing her,” Maxos said, “you should at least share her with some of the other officers first. Kristoff will be even more upset…but isn’t that the point?”

	Torelius burst into a throaty laugh as one of the avenari handed him a bottle of liquor from the stash near his bed. Half the homes in Sanctum were smaller than the inside of his command tent; I couldn’t even imagine how many slaves he must have brought with him just to lug his personal effects from battlefield to battlefield. If nothing else, spending a week alongside a regiment of legionnaires had completely altered my perspective on the soldiers of the Empire…

	“That’s the third time you’ve suggested that today,” Torelius commented. “If you want her for yourself, there’s no shame in asking.”

	Maxos looked down upon me with all the contempt of a man who had just stepped in a pile of dung. “I’m perfectly content to leave her with you, General. But you did promise me one of the others.”

	“So I did.” Torelius took another swig from his bottle before he glanced between the other two women. His eyes eventually settled on one kneeling in front of him. “Take her. She’s yours for this evening.”

	“I prefer blonds.”

	The general laughed again. It was every bit as disgusting as the last time. “Fine. I suppose I do owe you one at this point.” He gestured to the blond avenari, and she immediately shuffled over to Maxos. He grabbed her leash and yanked her in close before he cupped his hands around her naked breasts. 

	“How fresh is she?”

	“Nineteen and eager to please. She was a gift from Duchess Zarene, if you can believe it. I should probably send her something in exchange one of these days. I’ve been hoping we could capture one of the dark elf males for her. Zarene has always enjoyed a challenge.” Torelius grunted and waved his hand. “In any event, if you’re in a sharing mood and any of your men wish to partake, you have my permission.”

	Maxos ran his hand through the slave girl’s long hair. “How many, sir? The unit’s been out here for months…”

	Torelius smiled toothily. “What do you think, girl? How many cocks can you take in one night? Five? Ten? Fifty?”

	“As…as many as you desire, my lord,” she stammered. 

	I closed my eyes and bit down so hard on the gag I was surprised it didn’t break. If I had been here alone, I might have risked channeling the Aether and bursting myself free. I could have burned down the tent and roasted both of these men to ash before the rest of the soldiers overwhelmed me. Even the Tel Bator channelers in the camp wouldn’t have been able to extinguish the flames in time. 

	But I wasn’t here alone. Larric was still recovering in the healer’s tent, and any disobedience on my part would threaten his safety. If they so much as suspected that he was harboring a renegade Unbound, they would drag him before the Covenant priests and have him flayed alive. They needed to believe that he was an innocent servant of Duke Kristoff just like I’d told them. So far the deception was working perfectly, and we were scheduled to arrive in Sanctum sometime tomorrow. I just needed to bite my lip and ignore their humiliations a bit longer…

	“We’ll see how the evening goes, then,” Legate Maxos said after a moment. Gripping the girl’s leash more tightly, he nodded one last time to Torelius before he dragged her out of the tent. 

	“You’re both lucky he’s not interested in brunettes,” the general commented between swigs of his liquor. “I am a much more compassionate master, I assure you.”

	He chuckled to himself again as the avenari kneeling in front of him finished washing him. Her fingers curled around his flaccid member as she slowly and dutifully massaged it back to life. 

	I closed my eyes and let out a deep, calming breath. When our raft had drifted into an Imperial war camp following the brief battle at Lakewatch, I had told the legionnaires that we’d been ambushed by Faedari rebels. They hadn’t required much convincing. By that point, the Covenant had already found the charred bodies of the Inquisitor and his men. They had also found the dead Faedari near the water, which all but confirmed my story. The very idea of an Unbound avenari was so absurd I doubted they’d ever considered me a threat. 

	Mercifully, the Legion healers had been able to stabilize Larric quickly, and two days later we’d been sent to a major Imperial encampment farther north in the Wreath. The soldiers had handed us over to High General Torelius, who had just finished his inspection of the front lines. Now, the better part of a week later, we had finally reentered Veshar and were nearly back to the Imperial capital. 

	Larric still hadn’t regained consciousness, but it was nothing short of a miracle that both of us were still alive. I had been repeating that to myself over and over all week in the hopes it would help me endure Torelius’s company. It hadn’t worked yet, and I had a feeling it never would. 

	“You know, you still haven’t told me what you were doing in the Vale,” Torelius commented after a moment. “I find it curious that Kristoff would send the captain of his guard and his favorite slave to meet with Duke Darkstone. They’ve never gotten along particularly well.”

	I mumbled into my gag, and he chuckled and gestured toward me. The other avenari crawled over and unfastened the leather straps holding the device in place. Once it popped free, she quickly shuffled back and continued stroking him. 

	“Master Kristoff sent us to Skyfall as part of a diplomatic entourage,” I said, choosing my words carefully. 

	“To what end?” Torelius asked. 

	“I…I do not know, my lord. I was not privy to their conversations.”

	He grunted derisively and shook his head. His cock had finally begun to stiffen at his avenari’s touch, and he pushed her hands aside and grabbed the back of her head. She dutifully parted her lips and took him deep into her mouth.

	“I’m surprised,” he said, his voice strained. “Last I heard, you’ve fucked half the nobles in Sanctum. You sure you weren’t under the table sucking someone off during any of their meetings?”

	“N-no, my lord,” I assured him. 

	“So you’re even more worthless than I thought. Why I am not surprised?”

	I closed my eyes as he gripped his avenari’s head more tightly and began pumping in and out of her throat. I allowed the Aether to flow through me, and I reached out and brushed against his thoughts. Now that I wasn’t being observed directly, I could probably pierce his mind without fear of repercussions. Torelius was a soldier, not a channeler, and he had no defense my magic. I could command him to shut up and stand silently in the corner. I could compel him to lie down on his bed and retire for the evening. I could probably even cripple his ability to feel pleasure and leave his cock as wilted as a dead rose for the night, but as amusing as the thought was I feared he might take out his anger on the other avenari. 

	Besides, direct manipulation remained difficult without physical contact, and I decided it still wasn’t worth the risk. Not with Larric still in jeopardy. Not with Master Kristoff still unaware of everything that had happened. 

	“If I had to guess, your master is more desperate for support than ever,” Torelius said breathily. “He realizes that no one gives a damn about him now that he has lost most of his land. He was probably begging Darkstone to give him soldiers.”

	If you only knew the truth, I thought to myself. With Duke Darkstone and the Emperor secretly supporting the vaeyn—at least for now—there was good chance that Torelius and his men would end up dead before all of this was over. A few months ago, I would have been horrified at the thought. But now…

	Now I could imagine a vaeyn shadow knight slipping into the general’s tent and lopping his head from his shoulders. And a part of me was delighted by the prospect. 

	“Darkstone’s a cunning old codger, but he’s always been loyal to the Legion,” Torelius said. “His eldest daughter is a legate in the Fourth Army, did you know that?”

	“I believe he mentioned it at one point, my lord.”

	“She’s a smart girl. Good with a sword, even better at whipping young conscripts into shape. And she has such marvelous tits, too—something you start to appreciate after spending so much time around elf cunts.”

	His avenari began pleading for air as he thrust deeper and deeper into her throat, but Torelius didn’t seem to care. Eventually he grabbed the base of her skull and held her in place even as her fingers clawed at the back of his legs in desperation. 

	“I heard Darkstone’s new wife is so young she could be his second daughter,” he went on. “I bet she has nice tits too…but the old man probably still fucked you at least once, didn’t he?”

	I gritted my teeth and nodded. I could feel the avenari’s desperation, and I started pressing deeper into Torelius’s mind in case I needed to stop him… “Yes, my lord.”

	“Figures. What about his son, Varyl? I’ve heard he’s quite the little spoiled shit.”

	“I served him as well, my lord,” I lied. My memory flashed back to my brief encounter with the young lord. I had ultimately taken control of Varyl’s senses and overwhelmed his perceptions. He’d spent the entire evening living in a fantasy world while his physical body writhed around on the floor. Perhaps it was time that Torelius shared the same fate…

	“Well, soon enough you’ll be able to say you’ve tasted the seed of every noble family in the Empire,” Torelius said, finally shoving his avenari away. She flopped backward on the floor and gasped for breath. He chuckled derisively, then knelt down behind me and placed his swollen cock at my nether entrance. “I’m sure your ancestors would be proud.”
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	After the fall of Stormcrest, the sight of Sanctum’s impenetrable walls had filled me with relief. The soldiers and watchtowers had represented safety and stability, and I’d been confident that no matter how hard the vaeyn fought or what dark magic they conjured, they would never be able to harm us again. I had curled into Master Kristoff’s arms like a toddler seeking solace from the monsters in her closet, and he had soothed me with assurances that one day we would be able to return home. 

	Now, everything was different. The vaeyn no longer seemed so terrifying, and Sanctum’s walls no longer seemed so sturdy. The presence of thousands of auxiliary soldiers and hundreds of legionnaires no longer comforted me. At best, I saw them as hapless men and women doomed to die in defense of a society that cared nothing for them. At worst, they were nascent versions of General Torelius just waiting to abuse their power and delight in their own decadence…

	Back in Skyfall, I had seen a dark but righteous rage behind the eyes of Larric and Karethys. I hadn’t fully understood it at the time, but after spending several days with Duke Darkstone and his son—and then several weeks with Torelius and his officers—I think I finally did.

	The Empire wasn’t just walls and soldiers. It was injustice and suffering. It was death and oppression, not just of my people but of so many others. The vaeyn and the Faedari wanted to destroy it. 

	And for the first time in my life, I think I did too. 

	“Civilization at last,” Torelius whispered as the carriage finally rolled through Sanctum’s main gate. “I’ve had enough of the wildlands for a decade.”

	“We’ll need to return soon, General,” Legate Maxos told him. “Assuming the Emperor approves your new offensive.”

	“Lucian will heed my counsel, as always. But I don’t need to be on the front lines to oversee our progress directly—that’s what you are for.”

	Maxos grunted but remained silent. I tried my best to ignore them and stare out the window instead. I was shackled to the seat opposite the men along with his other avenari slaves. All three of us were bound in a similar manner—we could barely move our arms or legs, and he’d even gone out of his way to seal our mouths with the most uncomfortable gags he owned. I was a bit surprised he hadn’t gone so far as to blindfold us…

	Eventually we approached Master Kristoff’s estate in the Royal Quarter, and I closed my eyes and whispered a silent prayer to any god that happened to be listening. As nervous as I was about trying to hide the truth about Karethys and the Faedari from Master Kristoff, anything was better than spending another minute with Torelius. And the thought of sleeping in my own bed again almost brought me to tears….

	“Are you actually going to give him what he wants?” Maxos asked as the carriage came to a stop just inside the gate. 

	“We’ll see how grateful he is first,” Torelius replied with a grunt. He flashed me a dark smile as he stepped out of the carriage and closed the door behind him. I had to lean back slightly, but from this angle I could see Master Kristoff striding across the courtyard with a pair of his house guards. Even from this distance, my keen faeyn ears allowed me to overhear them without any trouble. 

	“Welcome back to Sanctum, General,” Master Kristoff said. He didn’t bow or even nod. “I heard you have something that belongs to me.”

	“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Your Excellency,” Torelius sneered. “I must admit, you look a bit…out of sorts.”

	Kristoff’s eyes were so cold I actually had to repress a shiver. The two men had never gotten along, I knew, and the total collapse of the Imperial Legion in Glorinfel had only soured their relationship further. Kristoff blamed Emperor Lucian for the war, but he blamed Torelius for the incompetence of the men and women fighting it. 

	“Where are my soldiers, Antione?” Kristoff demanded. “Where is my property?”

	The general snorted. “I don’t know why I expected you to be more gracious. After all, you’ve never truly appreciated the contributions of the Legion or its stewards. Perhaps that’s why your men were routed so thoroughly at Stormcrest. Never underestimate the importance of morale.”

	Even without telepathy, I could feel Master seething from here. He had never concealed his contempt for Torelius, not even in the presence of the other Grand Dukes or High Generals. If his plans to overthrow Emperor Lucian ever came to fruition, one of his first decrees would be to string up Torelius and everyone who served with him. 

	“Curiously, your slave seems to appreciate you much more than your soldiers,” the general went on. “Like I said in my missive, she brought your guard-captain to one of our camps on the border of the Wreath. If she’d waited any longer, he would be dead.”

	“But you’re certain he’ll survive?”

	“Nothing in life is certain, Your Excellency. But my healers believe he’ll recover as long as he wakes soon. If not…”

	“What about Elara?”

	Torelius chuckled softly. “You even call her by name, how charming. She served me well—so well that I intend to keep her as payment.”

	“Unacceptable. You will return her immediately.”

	I couldn’t actually see the general’s face from this angle, but I could perfectly visualize the smug grin on his fat lips. “I knew I shouldn’t have expected gratitude from you. You’ve never appreciated the contributions of the High Generals.”

	“I will the instant any of you actually contribute anything,” Kristoff replied tartly. 

	Torelius took a step forward. “If you ever want to see your precious castle again, I suggest you change your attitude, Your Excellency. I’m the one Lucian trusts—I’m the one who determines when and where the Legion will strike.”

	“And you’re doing such a wonderful job of it so far.” Kristoff glanced over to the carriage and caught my eye. “Return my property. Now.”

	For a moment, I feared Torelius might actually refuse. According to Imperial law, the High Generals were appointed by the Grand Dukes and not the Emperor, which meant that Kristoff could theoretically have Torelius demoted, especially with the aid of Duke Arland or Duchess Farrow. In principle, of course, politics were almost always more important than the law, and Master Kristoff was in a weaker position than half the landed gentry. Torelius could probably refuse and drag this out for some time…

	“Look at Kristoff squirm,” Maxos whispered next to me. “Pathetic. You must have gotten tired of fucking a broken man.”

	I couldn’t respond with the gag in my mouth, but he wasn’t actually interested in my opinion anyway. I closed my eyes and swallowed, wishing once again that I’d had the courage to kill Torelius and his lackeys when I’d had the chance. I could have engulfed them in flame just like the Inquisitor outside Lakewatch, and it would have been worth watching them burn even if the Tel Bator channelers had killed me just a few moments later…

	“Perhaps a compromise is in order,” Torelius said eventually. “I propose an exchange: you can choose any one of my other girls, but I wish to keep yours for a bit longer. I’m not finished with her just yet.”

	“No,” Kristoff replied. “Hand her over, and you’ll be duly compensated.”

	“Compensated with what? Coin you no longer possess?”

	“You’d rather I involve the magistrate? Or the rest of the Quorum?”

	“I would, actually,” Torelius said. “I’d love to see you explain to them why one pitiful elf cunt is worth so much trouble. What’s so special about her, Gabriel? Why do you protect her?”

	“She’s mine,” Kristoff declared, his voice so cold it sent another shiver down my spine. “This is your last chance, Antione. Hand her over.”

	Again, I found myself wondering if Torelius would actually refuse. The man’s pettiness knew no bounds, and he was right that none of the other nobles would understand why a Grand Duke would make such a fuss over a single slave, even a trained avenari. 

	“Very well,” Torelius said. “As a loyal servant of the Empire, I respect the property of my hallowed peers. You will find she is unharmed…more or less.”

	Chuckling under his breath, Maxos abruptly pushed open the carriage door and grabbed my leash. My ankles were bound so tightly I could barely walk, and I nearly collapsed face-first to the ground as he dragged me forward. But thankfully I managed to keep my balance, and Master Kristoff’s eyes lit up when he saw that I was all right.

	“What about my guard-captain?” he asked. 

	“Ah, yes.” Torelius made a gesture with his hand, and several of his other soldiers escorted Larric’s stretcher toward the mansion. “A weaker man would have already died. His Inquisitor training must be keeping him alive.”

	The jab was clearly intended to annoy Master Kristoff and reveal that Torelius knew about Larric’s past. It just as clearly didn’t have any discernable effect. 

	“Thank you, General,” Kristoff said. “That will be all.”

	Torelius smiled thinly. “Just remember that you owe me a favor, Gabriel. And I always collect on my debts.”

	He signaled to his men, and without any further theatrics he stepped back into his carriage and rode away. Several of the house servants rushed up to take Larric inside the mansion while Master Kristoff turned his attention to me. 

	“Merciful Triad,” he breathed, cupping his hands around my chin and removing my gag. “Are you all right?”

	“Yes, my lord,” I breathed. 

	He started at me for several long seconds, his eyes boring into mine. I had imagined this moment dozens of times during the journey from the Wreath, and I genuinely hadn’t known how he would react. After the bandit attack near the Infintium, I had naïvely expected him to be joyous. Instead he’d been relieved but cold; mere moments later he’d offered my body to Larric in exchange for protection such a valuable investment. Looking back, that moment more than any other had finally shattered any illusions I’d harbored about his true affection for me. I wasn’t his lover or his partner—I was a tool. And tools could easily be discarded once they had served their purpose…

	“Thirty men,” he said, his mouth twisting like he was chewing nails. “I send thirty men to protect you and still they weren’t enough.”

	“We reached Skyfall safety,” I told him. “But on the return—”

	“I know,” he interrupted. His hands squeezed at my shoulders, but he didn’t unclasp my wrists or remove my collar. “I received a missive from Baron Vilmark of Reskin the day after you disappeared. He found half your guards in the tavern and the other half dead outside of town. His men tried to pursue but lost your trail.”

	I bit down on my lower lip, wondering what specifics Master Kristoff had already learned. I knew I needed to choose my words carefully. “We were attacked by Faedari rebels and forced to flee,” I explained. “Larric and I barely escaped. He thought we’d be safer moving quickly down the road rather than returning to town. We made it into the Wreath before they caught up with us.”

	Kristoff’s cheek twitched slightly. “How did they even know you were there?”

	“I-I don’t know, my lord,” I lied. “Duke Darkstone gave Larric a vaeyn prisoner as a gift. The attackers seemed more interested in freeing her than anything.”

	Kristoff glanced back over his shoulder to the door where the servants had carried Larric inside. “You should have left him to die in woods.”

	I blinked in confusion. “My lord?”

	“I grow tired of failure,” he said, his jaw clenched. “All around me, those I trust with vital tasks prove their incompetence time and time again. It’s maddening.” He sucked in a deep breath and finally swiveled his head back around to face me. “I already asked Baron Vilmark to hang the surviving guards. Thankfully, most of them were slaves.”

	I opened my mouth to reply but remained silent. Watching Larric cut down his fellow house guards in front of me had been difficult enough, but now our escape had cost even more lives. The slave soldiers, human and orc alike, had been born into servitude just as I had…

	“What about Darkstone?” Kristoff asked. “I’ve received no envoys or missives from Skyfall since you left. Were you able to slip into his mind? Did you convince him to send troops?”

	“N-not exactly, Master,” I stammered.

	“What do you mean, ‘not exactly?’ Did he agree to join the Quorum or not?”

	His tone was so cold, so venomous, that I struggled not to cower in fear. I had seen him angry before, but never with me…and never like this. What had happened in the weeks since we’d left? What had changed so dramatically?

	“I wasn’t able to enter his mind,” I rasped. “His magic was too strong.”

	“So you gave up? You learned nothing?”

	“No, I…he tried to penetrate my mind as well. He wanted to learn about you and your plans.”

	“Did he succeed?”

	“No, my lord. I blocked him out, but I thought it was too risky to try and charm him.” I forced myself to swallow again. “There’s more you need to know. Duke Darkstone has made a secret pact with the vaeyn. There was already a shadow knight at Skyfall when we arrived.”

	Kristoff’s entire body froze in place. “What?”

	“Apparently Darkstone had been negotiating with the dark elves for some time. He promised to aid them in overthrowing the Covenant, ending slavery through the Empire…and even killing the Emperor.”

	This time, Master Kristoff was the one who couldn’t find his voice. His eyes flickered between confusion and rage. Out of habit, I was tempted to try and share everything with him telepathically…but in this case I knew that wasn’t an option. I couldn’t take the risk that he’d learn the truth about Larric or the Faedari. 

	“Darkstone isn’t planning on honoring his agreement,” I went on. “But he believes the vaeyn can be useful allies in the short term. He wants their help to overthrow Emperor Lucian and weaken the Covenant, but when the time is right he plans to use the chaos and take the throne for himself. If you aid him, he pledged to restore all your lands and liberate Stormcrest.”

	Kristoff released his grip on my arms and paced off to the side. “That fool,” he spat. “He has no idea what he’s doing. He has no idea who he’s dealing with!”

	“He seemed confident.”

	“Of course he’s confident! The Vale is shielded by mountains on all sides. The rest of the Empire could burn to ashes while he sits there smirking on his bloody throne.”

	I watched in silence for a moment as he continued stomping back and forth. “Larric can tell you more when he awakens,” I said. “He was present for all the negotiations.”

	Kristoff’s head abruptly whipped back around. “You weren’t there with him?”

	“I-I wasn’t usually allowed in the room, Master. As I said, Duke Darkstone was able to block my intrusions and—”

	“I sent you there with one goal, Elara,” Kristoff interrupted as he stepped back in front of me. “I told you to get me Darkstone’s support by any means necessary.”

	“I’m sorry, Master. I did everything I could, I swear!”

	His eyes continued boring into me for several long, uncomfortable moments. “Did you?” he asked, placing his hands on my shoulders again. “Did you really?”

	“Yes, Master!” I pleaded. “Please…please, forgive me.”

	“Then show me what happened,” he said, shifting his hands up to cup my cheeks. “All of it.”

	The Aether surged between us, and he thrust into my mind. Whether out of submissive habit or raw shock, I wasn’t prepared to resist him. I unwittingly shared everything I’d learned about Darkstone, including the details of his bizarre orgy and my telepathic manipulation of his son, Varyl. Memory by memory, he relived every second of my experience in Skyfall…

	But there were some things I absolutely needed to conceal. Larric’s knowledge of my condition, his relationship with Karethys and the Faedari…if Master Kristoff learned the truth, I didn’t know what would happen. But Larric would almost certainly never wake up again…

	“You’re holding back,” Kristoff whispered. “Why?”

	“I don’t know what you mean, Master. I—”

	“Don’t lie to me,” he snapped. “Never lie to me!”

	With that, he reared back and slapped me across the face so hard I toppled over. For a few seconds, my brain couldn’t even accept what had just happened…but then the pain burned across my cheek and I knew it was real. Kristoff had never struck me before. He had never hurt me at all except as part of a greater lesson. Until this instant, I didn’t even think he was capable of such a thing…

	“You disappoint me, Elara,” he breathed, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. “I expected more. I expected better.”

	I couldn’t have replied even if I’d wanted to. Tears blurred my vision and sobs choked my throat. 

	“It’s my fault, I suppose,” Kristoff murmured. “After all your accomplishments, I assumed you were ready for a greater challenge. I assumed you’d be able to handle yourself even without my supervision. Obviously, I was mistaken.”

	He balled one of his hands into a fist, and I feared he might strike me again…but then he grabbed my leash and roughly hoisted me back to my feet. He pulled on the leather so hard it began to choke me, and he brought his free hand up to my cheek. 

	“Show me everything,” he demanded. “Now!”

	He sliced through my mental barriers so forcefully, so completely, I could have sworn he’d just hammered a nail through my forehead. My mouth dropped open and I cried out in equal parts fear and pain. I could feel him probing around searching for the truth, and images of Larric and Karethys suddenly flashed in my mind…

	“What?” he gasped, his voice hoarse. “What the hell is going—?”

	Kristoff froze in place, and the words died on his lips. His body began convulsing like he’d just been struck by lightning. His fingers clawed into my cheek hard enough to draw blood, and he threw his head back as if he might scream…

	And then suddenly, inexplicably, I had control. Not just over his mind, but over his whole body. My consciousness had become intertwined with his…and I could do absolutely anything I wanted. 

	I have no idea how long I stood there frozen in place, but eventually I realized what was happening. Like an expert swordsman, I had parried his attacks out of sheer mental muscle memory, and my mind had performed a masterful riposte. Master Kristoff had taught me almost everything I knew about telepathy and the Aether in general, but he wasn’t Unbound. He had limits. He had weaknesses. 

	I did not. 

	I gasped and sucked in a deep breath. We were still standing outside in the middle of the estate courtyard, but mercifully no one else was nearby. The guards were far enough away that it probably just looked like he was holding onto my face. With my wrists and ankles shackled, I would have appeared completely helpless.

	But I wasn’t. In a very real sense, I never would be again. The Aether was a far more powerful weapon than chains or swords. It could kill as well as control. I could have made Kristoff kneel at my shackled feet. I could have even made him set me free. But instead I forced myself to take a calming breath and consider my next few actions very carefully…

	You can’t escape without Larric, I reminded myself. If you leave him here, he’ll be as doomed as if you’d left him bleeding out at Lakewatch. You have to hold on until he wakes up. 

	Biting down on my lip, I slowly but surely relaxed my control over Master’s mind. Despite the voraciousness of his attack, he still hadn’t learned anything particularly threatening. All he’d seen was Larric and Karethys speaking, and all he knew for certain was that they’d been acquainted before Skyfall. By itself, that knowledge probably wasn’t dangerous…and it would give me the leverage I needed to let him believe he’d at least learned something I’d previously been holding back.

	“Shit,” Kristoff hissed as he abruptly pulled away. He blinked in rapid succession as his consciousness slowly reasserted itself. After a few more seconds of confusion, he glanced back up at me and shook his head. 

	“Master, I’m sorry,” I blubbered. I could feel the tears stinging my eyes and wetting my cheeks. “I did everything I could. Please…”

	“I know you did,” Kristoff said, straightening his back and composing himself. For an instant, I could see a faint glimmer of the man I remembered from Glorinfel—the man who had treated me more like his partner than his slave. “Like I said, it’s my fault. I should have known you weren’t prepared for a task like this. I should have prepared you better.”

	He swore again and glanced around the courtyard to see if anyone was watching. “The situation in Sanctum has deteriorated rapidly. I need the armies of the Vale now more than ever. But if Darkstone won’t help us….” His eyes lost their focus for a moment, but eventually they fixated back upon me. “There may still be a way you can make this up to me. But perhaps I need to approach your training differently.”

	“I will do anything for you, Master,” I lied. “Please, give me another chance.”

	His hand touched my cheek, and he smiled so faintly it was almost imperceptible. My tears intermingled with the blood and started to sting. 

	“You’ll get it,” he said, leaning in to kiss me. His lips were colder than the iron shackles around my wrists. “I promise.”
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	The instant I reentered the mansion, one of the house servants grabbed my leash and escorted me to the bath. They removed my restraints and set to scrubbing me, but as much I normally enjoyed the cleansing soaps and hot water on my skin, this time my mind refused to settle. All I could think about was Larric and the choice I’d made to bring him here. 

	Had it all been a horrible mistake? Should I have taken my chances with my own limited healing magic and tried to nurse him back to health? Should I have tried to find another way to contact the Faedari?

	They were all meaningless questions at this point, of course. The reality was that we were back here in Sanctum, and for better worse we were going to have to live with my decision. I just needed to find a way to speak with him when he awakened. I needed to warn him that Kristoff knew about his relationship with the vaeyn…

	After the servants gave a long bath and extensive preening, the house tailor and quasi-mistress, Sharela, appeared to fit me into a simple gown. If she was at all pleased that I’d returned, she certainly didn’t show it. She was as curt and callous as ever. Once I was dressed, she led me back to my bedchambers and practically shoved me inside. She locked the door behind me, and I closed my eyes and let out a deep breath—

	“Hello. You must be Elara.”

	I must have hopped an entire foot off the ground. Another faeyn woman was sitting at the desk on the right-hand side of the room. When I gasped in surprise, she immediately leapt to her feet and waved her hands apologetically. 

	“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she stammered. “I-I didn’t meant to startle you.”

	“It’s all right,” I soothed, clutching at my chest. “I, uh…I wasn’t expecting anyone to be in here.”

	“Gods, I should have known. Master probably didn’t have a chance to tell you.” She smiled pleasantly and lowered her head. “My name is Astanya. I’m so happy to finally meet you.”

	I reflexively smiled back. “What, um…” I paused and studied the room. The small office and library on the right seemed undisturbed, but she had clearly been using the living space on the left for several days. The linens had been changed, and some new clothes were hanging inside the armoire. “What are you doing here?”

	“Master purchased me at auction two weeks ago,” Astanya explained, her voice filled with unmistakable pride. “He said you might need a bit of time to adjust. I can’t believe a Grand Duke had only one avenari serving him. You must be very skilled.”

	I blinked in confusion. Master Kristoff owned many other slaves, of course, but most of them were laborers or soldiers. The thought of him purchasing another avenari…I had never even considered the possibility until this moment. 

	“I’ve been fortunate,” I murmured. “Times have been difficult since we fled Stormcrest.”

	“I can’t even imagine. All those horrible savages climbing over the walls…”

	I nodded absently and tried to pull myself together. So far, returning home hadn’t been anything like I’d expected. It seemed impossible that so much had changed in such a short period of time…

	“You must be exhausted from your trip,” Astanya said into the pause. “Master said he sent you to Skyfall to entertain Grand Duke Darkstone.”

	“He did, yes.”

	“What was it like? I’ve heard so much about the Vale, but until recently I’d never left Rivani.”

	“It was…intense,” I managed. “So much has happened I’m still trying to sort everything out.”

	“I’m so sorry, I don’t mean to overwhelm you,” Astanya apologized. “There’s a pot of tea on the fire. Would you like some?”

	I pursed my lips and glanced around the room again. This must have been some kind of test. Master Kristoff couldn’t have possibly replaced me so soon. Whatever else I might have been to him, I was still his avenari. He’d never even implied that he might need another…

	“No, thank you,” I said, forcing another smile. “I think I’ll just lie down for a while.”

	“Of course, please. Master said he’d summon me soon anyway. You’ll have plenty of peace and quiet.”

	Astanya smiled again and returned to the desk. I kept watching her even as I stumbled over to the bed. She was slightly shorter than me with shoulder-length, braided blond hair and sparkling blue eyes. Her silver-blue sari was decidedly Rivani in design, and judging from her tanned skin she’d spent a great deal of time outdoors. She was so pretty I had a hard time believing her former master would have wasted her on labor work, but stranger things had happened. 

	All in all, none of her traits were particularly rare or shocking…except for the fact there was no tattoo on her bare navel. Like me, she was still ripe…which meant she should have been worth a fortune. 

	A fortune Master Kristoff no longer possessed. 

	“I still can’t get over how much space he gives us,” Astanya said once she sat back down at the desk. “And all these books! I don’t know why he’d waste them in the slave’s quarters.”

	I shifted my eyes to the desk. She had opened a single book, the Elmare Nostra, an incredibly long and detailed history of the “Rebirth” following the Godswar well over two thousand years ago. According to Master Kristoff, it was widely considered a seminal tome among modern historians. This particular copy hadn’t even been translated—it was written in faeyn. 

	“You can read our tongue?” I asked, not bothering to hide my surprise. 

	“Oh…no,” Astanya replied sheepishly. Her cheeks flushed slightly. “But I enjoy the illustrations. Old maps, people…I know it’s a bit silly.”

	“I don’t think it’s silly at all,” I told her. “It’s one of my favorites. I believe Master has a translated copy here somewhere if you’d prefer.”

	She turned and looked at me, confused. I was about to ask why when the truth belatedly hit me. Her problem wasn’t that she couldn’t read faeyn—she couldn’t read anything. 

	I almost slapped myself in the face. Of course she couldn’t read; I was one of very few faeyn in the Empire who’d been privileged enough to learn the Imperial tongue, let alone the language of my people. I felt my cheeks flush in embarrassment. 

	“I’m sorry, I…” I took a deep breath and shook my head. “I wasn’t trying to—”

	“It’s all right,” Astanya soothed. “I hope I serve him well enough that he’ll teach me one day.”

	I sank down onto the bed as sudden welling of rage rose up inside me. I wasn’t sure why this of all things triggered it, given all the harsher injustices I’d just witnessed and endured in the Imperial camp on the way here. But for some reason looking upon this sweet woman—a woman who could have easily been me if not for the grace of the gods—made me want to go back in time and do everything I could to find the Faedari rebels. It made me want to burn down this whole bloody mansion and half of Sanctum along with it.

	Astanya turned back to her book, and somewhere in her blue eyes I saw a reflection of myself. She was cheerful and eager-to-please. She had probably been delivered from a far worse master, and she was genuinely enthused to serve someone who treated her with a modicum of respect. She would spread her legs or swallow his seed or do anything else he asked, and afterward she would gladly thank him for the privilege…

	“Are you certain you’re all right?” she asked. “I didn’t upset you, did I?”

	“No, not at all,” I assured her, forcing a smile. “I was just thinking…perhaps if I spoke to him, Master Kristoff would allow me to teach you.”

	Astanya smiled at me again. It was incredibly infectious—I could see why Master Kristoff would want her. The thought made me even angrier. 

	“I would enjoy that very much,” she said. “Though I’m not sure I’d be a good student…”

	I started to respond, but before the words could escape my lips the door abruptly opened and one of the house guards burst inside. He tossed a quick glance at me, then turned and faced Astanya. “Master Kristoff wishes to see you now.”

	“Of course,” she said, leaping to her feet and straightening her sari. Before she left, she flashed me one last smile. “It was wonderful meeting you, Elara. I’ll see you in the morning.”

	The guard shut the door behind her, and I was finally alone. I closed my eyes and tried to let the anger seep out of me, but it didn’t work. All I could imagine was Astanya kneeling before Master Kristoff. Just a few months ago, the thought would have filled me with jealousy—and he undoubtedly assumed it still would. But right now it just made my rage simmer into a boil. 

	The hours passed slowly, though by the time the clock struck midnight I’d finally allowed my body to melt into the pillows and relax. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized just how much I had missed my own bed—or any bed, for that matter. Torelius had mostly forced me to sleep on the hard ground, sometimes without any blankets…

	Once I was certain Astanya wouldn’t be returning for the evening, I slid of the bed and approached the door. The guard had locked it again, and short of setting the wood aflame I had no means of opening it myself. But when I closed my eyes and stretched out with the Aether, I could sense another guard outside perhaps thirty feet away down the corridor.

	I knew that trying to manipulate him would be dangerous. After today, I couldn’t even imagine how Master Kristoff would react if he caught me. But I also knew that I had to warn Larric about what was going on, otherwise all the rest of our secrets were in jeopardy. So rather than lie back down and hope for the best, I banged my fist against the wood. 

	“Please, I need help. Is someone out there?”

	The guard, apparently half-asleep judging from his abrupt emotional shift, quickly raced over. “What’s going on?”

	“I fell and cut myself,” I lied. “Please, I-I need to see one of the healers.”

	I heard him swear under his breath and mutter several slurs against elves as he fiddled for his keys. Once the door opened, he leaned his head inside and frowned at me. “What the hell are you—?”

	Before he could move away, I reached out and touched his cheek. His mind was weak and easy to pierce; within a few short seconds I had all but taken control of his entire body. Wiping his memories of the past few seconds was just as trivial.

	If anyone asks, I’m asleep in my chambers, I told him. Now return to your post and await my return.

	He half-nodded, half-blubbered a reply, and once he’d returned to his perch by the wall I shut and locked the door. Now I just needed to reach Larric and pray to whatever gods were listening that I could find a way to wake him…

	Swallowing heavily, I turned and flit across the estate in my bare feet. With the aid of the Aether, I had no trouble avoiding the rest of the house guards or the few servants who were still awake. I avoided the temptation to try and touch Master Kristoff’s mind just in case he sensed my intrusion and realized what I was doing. Instead I headed straight down into the basement where he practiced his channeling techniques…and just as I suspected, Larric’s body was there waiting for me. 

	I plucked the only lit glowstone from the wall and approached. He looked roughly the same as he had for the past several days—pale, gaunt, and generally sickly. Judging from the various empty tinctures along the wall, the local apothecaries had tried waking him to no avail. I wondered how long Master Kristoff would bother keeping this up. The instant he stopped using healing magic, Larric would dehydrate and eventually starve…

	That’s why you’re going to wake him now, I told myself. He saved your life more than once. It’s time to return the favor. 

	I set the glowstone down next to him and placed my right hand upon his bare chest. I knew almost nothing about healing magic—Master Kristoff had only taught me the very basics. But no one had taught me anything about conjuring fire, either, and I’d figured that out on my own. Perhaps if I was desperate enough, perhaps if I wanted it enough, the secrets of the Aether would just come to me…

	After the first few minutes of trying, my hopes began to fade. After several minutes more, it was gone entirely. I could stand here by Larric’s side all night and not accomplish anything, and I scolded myself for even making the attempt. The tears flowed so easily I couldn’t stop them if I tried. So I didn’t. 

	It wasn’t until much later, long after my eyes had dried and I’d finally stopped whimpering, that I realized I was approaching this the wrong way. If the Imperial healers hadn’t been able to wake him, then an untrained channeler like myself didn’t have a prayer in the Void. But there was another option. Maybe it wasn’t his body that required healing—maybe it was his mind. 

	Closing my eyes, I slid my hand from his chest up to his clammy forehead. I knew from experience that he had one of the most disciplined minds I’d ever touched, almost certainly as a side-effect from his training as a Covenant Inquisitor. I also knew that many of his mental barriers remained intact even while he was unconscious, as I’d learned when I’d tried to communicate with him following our battle outside Lakewatch. But now, weeks later, the vast majority of them had finally begun to erode…and after spending a few minutes pushing against them, they collapsed entirely. 

	Larric, I called out. Larric, it’s me. Please, I need you. Wake up!

	I couldn’t hear his voice or communicate with him directly, but I could sense…something. His consciousness was there, buried beneath a mental fog so thick I could scarcely feel anything on the other side. I pushed harder, deeper, until his mental dam suddenly burst. A flood of images and memories washed over me so quickly I couldn’t breathe…

	But it was all there. He was all there, bared naked before me. I could feel his hopes and fears. I could feel his pleasure and pain. I could feel his love for the people of the Empire despite their flaws. I could feel his love for Karethys despite the fact they’d been kept apart. I could feel his passion for the Faedari cause and his fears that he would fail them. 

	Along with his fears that he would fail me. 

	I balked at the realization and nearly lost my connection entirely. But when I dove in deeper, I could see how much he cared. A terrible guilt had been gnawing at him ever since Master Kristoff had bought me at market. He had wanted to free me, but he knew he couldn’t. He had to maintain his cover as a Faedari agent in the hopes he could learn vital intelligence about Kristoff and the rest of the Imperial Court.

	It wasn’t until he’d learned I was Unbound that everything had changed. He’d acted like he hated me, but in truth he was just testing me…and myself. He hadn’t known what to do until the events at Skyfall had forced his hand…

	Larric, I repeated, reaching as deep as I could into his subconscious mind. Larric, please wake up. WAKE UP!

	His body twitched so violently it actually knocked me backward. I had to blink several times before my eyes refocused on reality, almost like I had just awakened from a deep dream too…

	“Elara…”

	I smiled and leaned forward as he attempted to sit up. Some of the color had returned to his face, though he still looked incredibly weak. “It’s all right,” I soothed. “We’re safe. Just stay still.”

	His eyes darted about the room, and I could tell he was having trouble figuring out where we were. He’d smacked the glowstone off the stretcher, and without it his human vision was practically worthless. 

	“We’re in Sanctum,” I said, retrieving the stone. “We’re back in Kristoff’s estate.”

	“What?” he gasped, bolting upright. “Why would you—?”

	“Please, don’t move,” I implored him. I placed my hand on his sternum and tried to push him back down. “You’ve been unconscious for almost three weeks. Do you recall what happened?”

	A dozen different expressions flickered across his face before he finally swallowed and let out a deep breath. “Yes. We were outside Lakewatch and we were attacked.”

	“A Covenant Inquisitor found us. He killed the Faedari and nearly killed you. I barely managed to get you on the raft and escape.”

	Larric blinked in disbelief. “What?”

	“It will be easier to show you,” I said, offering him my hand. 

	He stared at me blankly for a moment, and I could tell he was desperately trying to come to grips with reality. But eventually he nodded and took my hand…at which point I pushed back into his mind and showed him everything that had happened since—the ambush, my counterattack, our trip down the river and back to Sanctum. In the span of a few heartbeats, I shared several weeks’ worth of memories…and by the time I had finished, all he could do was swear under his breath. 

	“Merciful Triad…”

	“I know it’s not what you wanted, but I didn’t know what else to do,” I whispered apologetically. “You were dying, and the Imperials were the only ones who could help you.”

	He slumped back on the bed, and his eyes lost focus as they stared up at the ceiling. I stood quietly at his side while he tried to process what I’d shown him. Had our positions been reversed, I probably would have sat there for an hour trying to fit everything together. But if I’d learned anything about Larric these past few months, it was that he was capable of handling anything, especially the unexpected. 

	“You should have left me and searched for other Faedari,” he said after a moment. “They had a camp nearby—they would have found you eventually.”

	I shook my head. “I couldn’t just let you die.”

	Larric sighed and closed his eyes. “Of course you could. You don’t owe me anything, Elara.”

	“I owe you everything. You’ve saved my life time and again.”

	“After allowing Kristoff to ruin it. You should have saved yourself.”

	I could feel the guilt pouring off of him, and I placed my hand upon his chest again. “I saved you, and it was my decision. I don’t regret it.”

	Larric shook his head, but after a few seconds he touched my hand and squeezed my fingers. I squeezed back. 

	“I don’t know what to do now,” I admitted. “Master Kristoff is…different. He was furious that we failed.”

	“The more desperate he gets, the more unhinged he’ll become,” Larric replied. “Without the armies of the Vale, he won’t have enough soldiers to challenge Emperor Lucian. He’s impotent and he knows it.”

	“And now he knows about you and Karethys,” I rasped, shaking my head. “I didn’t want to tell him, but he knew I was holding back. I had to give him something or he might have—”

	“It’s all right,” Larric soothed, squeezing my fingers again. “He already knew the Covenant excommunicated me for cooperating with a vaeyn. He just didn’t know her name or any of the specific details.”

	I pursed my lips. “You don’t think he’ll be upset?”

	“Of course he’ll be upset. All his grand schemes are slowly falling apart.” Larric sighed and leaned up again. He glanced down as if he’d only just realized our hands were still linked, and he quickly relaxed his grip and pulled away. “He, um…he won’t be able to do anything.”

	I grinned coyly at his discomfort. He obviously wasn’t used to appearing vulnerable; he wasn’t used to showing any kind of emotion at all. 

	“So Kristoff knows Darkstone made a pact with the vaeyn to try and destabilize Sanctum and throw the Covenant into chaos,” Larric went on, clearing his throat. “But he doesn’t know any details about Karethys or that Emperor Lucian is apparently an Unbound.”

	I nodded. “I have no idea what he’ll do now. I doubt he’ll be able to convince the other Grand Dukes to ally with the vaeyn, even temporarily. And there’s no way any of them will agree to make Darkstone the new Emperor.”

	“No, definitely not.” Larric let out a deep breath as his eyes flicked back and forth in thought. “Kristoff could stick with the Quorum and hope there’s enough chaos at some point that they can strike, or he could abandon Arland and Farrow and ally with Darkstone instead.”

	“Arland especially has already taken great risks to help him,” I said. “If Master Kristoff turns again him, I can’t imagine what would happen.”

	“Bloodshed. Backstabbing. Just another day in the Imperial Court.” Larric grumbled in the back of his throat. “No, Kristoff only has one real option here—he’ll have to wait and see who makes the next move.”

	“Do you think the vaeyn will actually attack the city?”

	“I don’t know. I have no way to contact Karethys. Not as long as we’re trapped here in Sanctum.” Larric turned and looked at me. “We need to get out of here. We need to find a way back to the Faedari.”

	I glanced away and closed my eyes. Six months ago, the mere mention of the Faedari rebels was enough to terrify me. I saw them as murderers and traitors. Even as recently as Lakewatch I had still harbored plenty of doubts about joining them. I would never have met with their operatives if I’d been alone. 

	But now, just a few weeks later, everything had changed. I was legitimately angry rather than just confused or anxious. My hands trembled in rage when I thought about the mistreatment of my people, but I wasn’t content to just lie around and seethe. I actually wanted to do something about it. The only lingering question was what. 

	“I could try to sneak us out of the estate,” I whispered. “But you’re still weak and need rest.”

	Larric grunted in discomfort as he tried to stretch his muscles. “Even if I were healthy, we couldn’t just walk out the door. And there’s no way we can leave Sanctum without help. I’ll need to try and contact one of the rebel operatives in the city.”

	“You know where they are?”

	“Not specifically, but I know how to get them a message.” Larric sighed and locked his eyes on me again. “It might take a few days or even weeks. We’ll need to hold tight until then.”

	“I understand,” I whispered. “I wish there had been another way to save you, but—”

	“Don’t blame yourself,” he said, grabbing my hand and squeezing it once more. “For anything.”

	I smiled down at him. All my lingering regrets about returning to Sanctum evaporated when he smiled back. 

	“I should get back to my quarters,” I whispered. 

	“Right,” Larric agreed. He released my hand and glanced away, but even in the dim light I caught the slightest flush of color in his cheeks. “I’ll wait a few hours before I call the guards and let them know I’m awake. Kristoff will want to speak with me right away.”

	I nodded. “No doubt.”

	“It might be difficult for us to meet in private, but I’ll let you know if and when I contact the rebels. Just…just take care of yourself in the meantime.”

	“I will,” I promised. I placed my hand on his shoulder one last time, but he didn’t turn and look. A part of me was glad. If he had smiled at me again, I might not have been able to force myself to walk away…

	I made it all the way back to my chambers before I allowed myself to pause and breathe normally. I hadn’t been this relieved in a long time. As bizarre as it sounded, Larric was the only person in the world I knew I could trust…

	Sighing, I slipped under the covers and closed my eyes. The lingering echoes of his touch tickled across my flesh until I finally fell asleep. 
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	I slept as deeply as I had in months, and no one disturbed me until well after dawn. I awakened with a start to the smell of fresh bread, and when I rolled over I saw Astanya sitting at the desk with a small plate of biscuits and fruit. 

	“Good morning,” she said, flashing me a wide smile. “I would have woken you earlier but you seemed so peaceful. Besides, I figured you could use the rest after your trip.”

	I wiped the fog from my eyes and nodded. I had needed the rest—badly. “I did, thank you,” I told her, smiling back. “I can’t believe I didn’t hear you come in…”

	“I tried to be quiet,” she said, offering me the plate. “Master Kristoff said he wouldn’t call for you before noon.”

	“Ah.” I bit into a piece of fruit. It was surprisingly difficult not to throw manners to the wind and gorge myself. I’d barely eaten anything on the trip to Sanctum. General Torelius rarely fed his slaves more than once a day, apparently, even his avenari. 

	“You’ll be happy to know that Captain Larric finally regained consciousness sometime last night,” Astanya informed me. “One of the servants came to wake Master Kristoff just before dawn.”

	“Thank the Triad,” I breathed. “Will he be all right?”

	“Master Kristoff seemed to think so, but he sent me back here once they started talking.”

	I nodded and did my best to appear relieved. It wasn’t difficult—the hard part was concealing my growing anxiety. If Master Kristoff didn’t believe Larric, or if he overreacted and used his magic to discern the truth…

	Larric can take care of himself. Right now, you just need to bide your time and be patient. There’s nothing else you can do for him. 

	The mental scolding didn’t really help, but I kept at it anyway. I needed to be calm and collected whenever Master Kristoff summoned me again, otherwise our plan would crumble before it even began. He could never learn the truth about Karethys or the Faedari. Just like he could never learn that I was finally willing to betray him.

	“You were brave to save him,” Astanya said after a moment. “I don’t know if I could have done the same. I would have been so scared…”

	“I just did what I had to,” I told her, hoping she didn’t press for details. “I knew the healers could save him.”

	She smiled again and stood. “Well, I should draw a bath. I was waiting for you to get up first.”

	She rifled through the wardrobe as I ate, and I watched as she selected another outfit. As strange as it felt to suddenly be sharing my once private quarters, it felt even stranger to imagine Master Kristoff spending an entire evening with another woman. I could smell the sex upon her, but just like before the thought didn’t make me jealous—it made me angry.

	Astanya departed a few moments later, and I used the privacy to reach out to the Aether and calm my nerves. I felt like a different person whenever its power was coursing through me, even when I wasn’t channeling with any specific purpose. It was almost like sliding into a warm bath of pure magic. 

	I was more or less composed by the time Astanya returned, and we spent the next several hours in idle conversation. As much as the lingering territorial part of me wanted to resent her, I didn’t. The more I spoke with her, the more I liked her. And the rage inside me continued to swell. 

	Master Kristoff summoned me just after noon, and the house guards escorted me to the estate’s large conference chamber. I half-expected them to bind my wrists and attach one of the slave collars, but they didn’t. They simply dropped me off inside the room and then sealed the double doors behind me. 

	“You’ve already heard the good news about Larric, I trust,” Kristoff said from behind his desk. He was busy writing something and didn’t look up. 

	“Astanya told me, yes. He will recover, then?”

	“It’s difficult to say,” Kristoff replied noncommittally. When the heartbeats passed by and he didn’t elaborate, I was tempted to press him on the issue…but then he abruptly set down his quill and stood. “I spoke to him about Skyfall and Darkstone. We even had a nice little conversation about his secret dark elf fetish.”

	I didn’t reply. At this point, I figured the less information I volunteered, the better. 

	“The Covenant exiled him for daring to work with a heretic, even one who was helping him hunt down a warlock.” Kristoff scoffed. “I never thought anything of it at the time. In fact, I hired him as quickly as possible knowing he would be desperate. And I never regretted that decision until now.”

	“If not for Larric, the bandits outside the Infintium would have killed me,” I said. “And he’s the only reason I survived Korvale. He was wounded in my defense.”

	Master Kristoff studied me for a few moments before he finally beckoned for me over. My thoughts flashed back to the last day before our caravan had departed. He had taken me roughly right here on the edge of his desk, and he’d even shared a new channeling technique with me. Ever since then, my telepathy had been much stronger. I wondered distantly if it was a side effect of the experience. 

	“This vaeyn shadow knight, Karethys,” Master Kristoff said, “I doubt it’s a coincidence that she was the one the Matriarch sent to negotiate with Darkstone.”

	I shrugged. “I do not know, Master.”

	“You never spoke with her?”

	“Only briefly.”

	“Then I assume you also never had the chance to penetrate her mind and learn anything.”

	“No, Master, I’m sorry,” I told him. He seemed much calmer than when I first arrived, but I could still feel the rage boiling inside him. 

	“It’s probably for the best,” he said after a moment. He signaled for me to sit on the desk, and I obeyed without hesitation. His traced his fingers across my bare knee and down my calf. “Shadow knights are powerful channelers, and there’s a good chance she would have noticed your intrusion. I’m more concerned that Larric learned so little. At least you have an excuse for your failure.”

	“I’m sure he did his best, my lord. He was just as taken aback as you that Duke Darkstone would be willing to cooperate with the vaeyn.”

	Kristoff eyed me curiously, the corner of his mouth curling into a half smile. “I’m surprised you’re willing to defend him so readily. He’s never treated you particularly well.”

	I shrugged again and opened my legs a bit wider for him. “As I said, I owe him my life.”

	“Indeed. Still…” He leaned forward and placed a hand on each of my knees. “You’re loyal by nature, I think. The Covenant tells us that elves naturally derive pleasure from servitude, but I’ve always been skeptical of that claim. You are a unique gem, Elara. Beautiful, loyal, submissive…you’re everything an elf should be.”

	“You honor me, my lord,” I whispered. He stood, and I leaned backward in anticipation of him lifting my feet onto his shoulders and taking me—

	But then he abruptly pushed my legs back together and paced halfway across the room. 

	“It’s precisely because you are so loyal,” he went on, casually pouring himself a glass of brandy, “that I plan to give you a chance to atone for your failure in the Vale. Despite everything that’s happened, I still have an opportunity to turn this situation to my advantage.”

	My brow furrowed as I twisted around to face him. I had no idea what else he thought I could accomplish. I’d already convinced Duke Arland to become his ally, along with the artificers in the Infintium and many of the other nobles in Sanctum. Darkstone was simply out of our reach, and neither Duchess Farrow nor Duchess Zarene would be interested in receiving me…

	“The political situation has changed since you left,” Kristoff explained as he pivoted back around and took a sip from his glass. “Duke Arland and his wife have consolidated their forces at Sorthaal’s southern border. They could march across the Wreath and lay siege to Sanctum in a week, possibly less. As you can imagine, this provocation hasn’t gone unnoticed by the Legion or the Covenant. They put more and more pressure on Arland by the day, and he, in turn, puts more pressure upon me.”

	“But he can’t simply order his men to attack without help.”

	“No, they would be slaughtered and everyone knows it. Duchess Farrow thought he was a fool for responding to my call for aid so quickly, but apparently your ministrations were even more effective than I anticipated—both Arland and Luriel have been steadfast allies.”

	He took a second, longer sip as his eyes glazed over. “If she’d had her way, Farrow would have continued dragging her feet until Darkstone was fully committed and marching across the Vale. But apparently time finally caught up with her.”

	I frowned in confusion. “My lord?”

	“She’s dead,” Kristoff said. “A week after you left she took ill, and a few days later she passed in her sleep.”

	“Merciful Triad,” I whispered. I had no particular love for Duchess Farrow, especially considering I’d only seen her in person twice. But my mind immediately started spinning theories about who could have been involved in her death. The vaeyn? Emperor Lucian? Someone else?

	“Her son, Bolvir, is now Grand Duke of the Wreath,” Kristoff said. “He’s naïve and foolish, but he does understand that the Empire cannot survive with Lucian on the throne. He’s sided with me in the Quorum, and he’s already begun consolidating his mother’s armies and resources. With the three of us united, we can place considerably more pressure on the Emperor and the Hierophant.”

	“But they still won’t call off the war,” I whispered. “And they won’t dedicate the Legion to liberating Glorinfel.”

	“No, of course not. Which means that for the moment, we’re stuck in something of a stalemate. We can’t make a move without Darkstone, but the Emperor and Zarene can’t make a move on us without triggering an all-out civil war.” 

	“Then what will you do?” I asked, genuinely curious about what he had planned. “If you accept Duke Darkstone’s offer, he promised to convince the vaeyn to abandon Glorinfel.”

	“A promise he has no intention of keeping, and even if he did I don’t particularly care,” Kristoff nearly spat. “No, there’s no point in allying with Darkstone now. Larric told me all about this ‘treaty’ he signed with the vaeyn. The Quorum will never agree to it. If they even whispered about working with the dark elves, the Covenant would dispatch Inquisitors to hunt them down. The Empire would descend into civil war overnight.”

	My thoughts flashed back to Karethys and Larric speaking about her people’s ultimate objective. The vaeyn wanted to see an Imperial civil war, of course; it was the only way they could ever win. But she’d also suggested that Emperor Lucian seemed to want the same thing…

	“The only sensible course of action is to turn Darkstone’s plan on its head,” Kristoff went on after he swigged down the final gulp of his liquor. “He believes he can sit back behind his mountains and play all sides against the middle. But I think he underestimates the fervor of the Covenant—and possibly the ruthlessness of our young Emperor.”

	I shook my head. “I don’t understand, my lord.”

	Kristoff smiled and set the empty glass down on the desk next to me. “I’m going to tell Lucian about Darkstone’s plan—all of it, in great detail. And I won’t stop with him. By the end of the month, every bard and gossip and town crier in the Empire will be whispering about the Vale’s treachery. The public will demand that Lucian take action.”

	“Even though the Legion continues to lose ground to the vaeyn?” I asked. 

	“It won’t matter. Like I said, Aemond underestimates the pettiness of the Hierophant and her Inquisitors. He doesn’t believe they’ll go after him in the middle of a war, but he’s wrong. And once they do, the Emperor’s forces will be split. The Quorum will finally have its chance to strike.”

	I nodded. “In other words, just because Darkstone won’t support you directly doesn’t mean you can’t still make use of his power.”

	Kristoff smiled at me. “I’m glad you’ve learned something, at least. Politics, like war, are a fluid thing. With careful manipulation, nearly any obstacle can be transformed into an advantage.”

	I smiled back, but there was no emotion behind it. Everything he’d just said made perfect sense…except for the fact he only knew part of the story. He had no idea that the vaeyn were working with the Faedari—and he certainly had no idea that the Emperor might have been, too.

	“All of which brings me back to you.” Kristoff placed his hands upon my knees again. “Your redemption will be difficult but gratifying. If you succeed, you may very well save the entire Empire.”

	“Your wish is my command, Master. What do you desire of me?”

	“It’s simple,” he said, leaning in so close our lips nearly touched. “I want you to fuck the Emperor.”

	 

	***

	 

	My breath caught in my throat. I sat there, thoroughly bewildered, as Master Kristoff chuckled and paced away again. By the time he broke the long silence, he had already poured himself a second glass. 

	“I know it’s not what you expected,” he said, grinning. “A few months ago, I was convinced it would never come to this. I assumed I could corner Lucian without ever engaging him directly. But like I said, politics are a fluid thing. We must learn to adapt if we are to survive.”

	“Master?” I rasped. 

	“Lucian won’t be nearly as vulnerable a target as Arland or the artificers or any of the lesser nobles,” Kristoff went on. “He’s always been a difficult man to read and an even more difficult man to impress. He rarely meets with anyone outside of the Covenant, and my spies tell me he doesn’t own a single avenari.”

	“Why?”

	“I’m not certain, but I suspect it’s because he despises your people just like his father did. Of course, that never stopped Rikus from accumulating a harem the size of a village…” Kristoff flicked his hand contemptuously. “In any event, Lucian seems to prefer humans, especially young noblewomen. At the start of every month, he brings in several unmarried girls from across the Empire and essentially locks them inside the palace. By the time he returns them to their parents, nearly all of them are ripe with child.”

	I struggled to repress the sudden wave of nausea rising in my stomach. “He doesn’t wed them?”

	“No, and it’s quite the scandal in the Imperial Court. Evidently the Covenant has spent a fortune trying to cover it up, and one of my spies in the palace said that the Hierophant herself secretly slipped priests into the palace so they could place a spell upon the women and prevent pregnancy. Apparently it hasn’t been effective—many of the women are happy to carry the Emperor’s child.”

	I shook my head in disgust when he wasn’t looking. “But why?”

	“Because their families have everything to gain. Think about it: if a family’s daughter gives birth to a child of the emperor, they gain a tremendous amount of political leverage. The Covenant could cover up a few bastard children easily enough—in fact I’m sure they’ve done just that for a long time. But ten children? Twenty? Dozens?” Kristoff shook his head. “In a few years, the political chaos would tear the Empire apart.”

	I frowned and glanced away. Was that Lucian’s plan? To cripple the Imperial Court with scandal? If so, it didn’t make any sense. The Empire was already on the verge of a civil war, and there had to be a hundred better ways for him to destroy the Covenant if that really was his goal. No, this sounded more like the sick fetish of a powerful man than a grand political scheme. 

	I closed my eyes and bit down on my bottom lip. I had seen and endured many injustices since our move to Sanctum, but this particular abuse turned my stomach. I wasn’t completely sure why, given that I’d witnessed worse during my few days in Skyfall. And on a personal level, I had just spent the better part of two weeks being degraded and humiliated by General Torelius. I had plenty of rage inside me without worrying about the Emperor impregnating random noblewomen. 

	Still, there was something particularly disturbing about it. Perhaps I was surprised because Lucian was ostensibly on the side of the Faedari. Was Karethys wrong about him? Was there something else going on that I wasn’t aware of?

	“In any event, the point is that Lucian won’t be like any other challenge you’ve faced,” Kristoff said. “Arland wanted you on your knees ten seconds after you met him, and I’ve no doubt that Bolvir would happily fuck you for hours given the chance. But Lucian will be different. You’ll have to seduce him. You’ll have to convince that you’re more than just a random slave.”

	He gulped down his second glass of brandy and sauntered back over to me. “And you will, won’t you?”

	“I…I will do my best, Master,” I whispered. 

	“Your best won’t be enough. I overestimated your abilities with Darkstone. I will not make that same mistake again.” Kristoff eyed me up and down. “We’ll continue your training this evening. Sharela will dress you appropriately.”

	I nodded slowly. “I understand, Master.”

	“No, you don’t,” he said, his smile fading. “But you will. Now go.”

	He glanced away and returned to his drink. I stared at his back for a moment, a hundred lingering questions dying on my lips, before I finally hopped off his desk and left the room. The house guard standing outside silently escorted me back to my chambers. I followed in a stupefied daze, wondering what in the name of the Triad I was going to do next…

	“Back already?” Astanya asked when the door opened and I slipped inside. She was sipping at some tea and repairing the stitches on an old dress. 

	“He wanted to talk to me about Captain Larric,” I lied. My thoughts were so scattered I really wished I could be alone for a while. But apparently I wasn’t going to get that opportunity very often anymore. 

	“I know he’s ecstatic that you both survived. He’s lost so much recently…I can’t imagine how hard it must be for him to suffer like this.”

	Astanya glanced back down to her needle and thread, and I felt my face scrunch in reflexive disgust. Not at her, of course, but at the words she’d spoken. She meant what she said—she really did feel for Master Kristoff’s “suffering.” Just like me, she had fully embraced her submission. I had no doubt that she’d even convinced herself to draw pleasure from serving him. 

	“He’s always been strong,” I whispered. “I’m sure he’ll find a way to get through this.”

	“Now that you’re back, we can help him together,” Astanya said, flashing me another smile. “Perhaps we’ll get a chance tonight. He said he had something special planned.”

	“I, uh…I suppose we’ll see, won’t we?”

	I sat back down on the bed and tried to force my mind to settle. Astanya engaged me in conversation every now and then, but thankfully she didn’t seem like the type of person who was bothered by extended silence. I used every spare moment to try and figure out just what in the void I was going to do next. 

	On the surface, allowing Master Kristoff to hand me over to the Emperor seemed like a terrible mistake. The part of me that regretted returning to Sanctum in the first place was now practically ordering me to flee the city and return to the Faedari as soon as possible. But another part—a growing part, strangely enough—argued that this was an opportunity I simply couldn’t afford to pass up. Not for Master Kristoff, necessarily, but for me. What if Karethys didn’t know as much about Lucian as she thought? What if I could discover information that was valuable to my people?

	My people…

	Just a few months ago, I never would have used that phrase. But sitting here now, looking at Astanya, I was more convinced than ever that I needed to find a way to contact the Faedari rebels again. But even if Larric could make that happen, I would be far more valuable to them if I possessed intimate information on Emperor Lucian.

	I closed my eyes and sank back into the cushions on the bed. No matter what path I chose here, the bottom line was that I needed to speak with Larric again as soon as possible. Unfortunately, if Master Kristoff had a new training regimen in mind, I probably wouldn’t get another opportunity tonight or perhaps even the night after that. I needed to figure out a way to leave this room without alerting Astanya or any of the house guards…

	By the time I’d finally concocted a semi-plausible plan, the problem was solved for me. One of the guards arrived with orders to take Astanya to the bath and the tailor, and I knew from experience that meant she’d be gone for at least an hour, possible more. I waited a few minutes after she’d departed, and once I was convinced she wouldn’t return I reached out to the Aether and repeated my memory-altering performance from last night. The lone guard in the hall was a different man, but he proved every bit as easy to charm—as were all the others on my path to the barracks. By the time I arrived, I had woven false memories into minds of four different men. I felt rather like a ghost flitting across the estate.

	Larric was alone in his room when I arrived. He already looked much better than he had last night. The color had returned to his skin, and he seemed to be moving more or less normally as he paced back and forth between the fireplace and his desk. I considered knocking on the door, but rather than make any more unnecessary noise I simply pulled it open and darted inside instead. 

	“Elara,” he gasped, his hand instinctively reaching for a sword that wasn’t there. “What the hell are you doing here?”

	“No one spotted me, don’t worry,” I assured him. “I know I can’t stay long, but I needed to speak with you.”

	Larric let out a deep breath and relaxed his muscles. “Kristoff is furious about Darkstone, far more than I expected. And apparently Duchess Farrow died while we were—”

	“I know,” I interrupted. “He told me what happened, and he’s come up with a new plan.”

	“That was fast. Last night he seemed more interested in screaming and assigning blame than anything else.”

	“He believes he can turn the Emperor and the Covenant against Darkstone. He seems to think that will give his Quorum the distraction they need to strike even without additional help.”

	“Because a three-way war wasn’t enough?” Larric grunted and sat down. “His sanity has been waning for months, but at this point he’s completely unhinged. I’m not even sure I want to know what he has planned.”

	I clasped my fingers together and swallowed heavily. “He wants to send me into the Imperial Palace.”

	Larric’s brow furrowed. “What? Why?”

	“Because he believes I can seduce Emperor Lucian and learn his true plans.”

	“Merciful Triad,” Larric breathed. He rubbed his fingers against his temples. “Well, that settles it, then. We need to get out of here as soon as possible.”

	“Last night you seemed to think that would be difficult.”

	“It will. The Faedari don’t have a permanent base of operations in Sanctum—it’s far too dangerous. Contacting them will take time. I haven’t even written a missive yet, let alone delivered it.” 

	“Master Kristoff plans to start training me again tonight,” I told him. “I have a feeling he’ll want to send me within the next couple of days.”

	Larric’s cheek twitched. “Then we’ll have to do this ourselves. Somehow…” He paced over toward the small window on the opposite edge of the room. Several of the house guards were outside training. “You made it all the way here in broad daylight without anyone noticing you?”

	I nodded. “It wasn’t difficult. I just have to touch their minds and wipe away their recent memories.”

	He hissed softly between his teeth. “Now you understand why the Covenant is so fearful of the Unbound….” He paused for a moment before he shook his head again. “Slipping out of estate is one thing, but actually leaving the city is quite another. You won’t be able to charm the Inquisitors watching the gates, and there’s no way in the void we can fight through them all.”

	“Then maybe I should meet Lucian.”

	Larric glanced back over his shoulder. “You’re not serious.”

	“Karethys said he was an ally,” I reminded him. “She said he hates the Covenant as much as anyone.”

	“She also said she didn’t trust him,” Larric countered. “Just because he’s Unbound doesn’t mean he’s on our side. He’s never officially allied with the Faedari or the vaeyn—he was just leaking them information to cause a civil war.”

	I held my eyes on the fireplace for a moment before I turned back to him. “If all that’s true, then shouldn’t we learn more about him? Shouldn’t we figure out what side he’s really on?”

	“I would love to, but not like this. It’s not worth the risk—you’re too important.”

	Larric turned and glanced back out the window, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away from him. I could hear the raw emotion in his voice. He wasn’t just making a cold tactical calculation here; he was truly worried that something might happen to me. And I wasn’t sure how to respond. 

	For the last few years, I had believed that Master Kristoff felt the same way. He genuinely seemed to care about me, and over time I had come to care for him. It wasn’t until recently that I’d finally realized it was all just an illusion. Kristoff saw me as a tool, not a person; he saw me as his slave, not his lover. He had manipulated me, and in a disturbing way I had gladly allowed myself to be deceived.

	But now…now it was like everything I’d ever known had been turned upside down. Suddenly Kristoff’s true agenda had become clear, and I found myself looking upon the entire world differently, including Larric. He wasn’t the cold, elf-hating former Inquisitor I’d believed him to be. He was a Faedari agent fighting to destroy a corrupt Empire from within. And for reasons I doubted I’d ever understand, he actually did care about me. 

	“Whatever time I spend at the palace will give you an opportunity to find us a way out,” I whispered into the silence. “Who knows, maybe Lucian really is on our side. Maybe he’ll help us.”

	Larric’s shoulders sagged as he pivoted around. “I wouldn’t count on it. Remember, this is the same man who assassinated his own father. And if even a fraction of the rumors about his personal life are true…”

	“Do you think Karethys is making a mistake cooperating with him?”

	“I think Karethys is doing what she believes is best for her people. I don’t blame her for that, but sometimes desperate people make hasty decisions that will haunt them later.”

	I studied him for moment. “You almost sound like you don’t trust her, either.”

	“She is a loyal shadow knight serving the Matriarch Queen,” Larric said. “Her duty to Sulinor and the vaeyn always come first.”

	I detected the faintest trace of resentment in his voice along with the obvious affection. I almost wanted to ask him if he loved her, but I couldn’t summon the courage. It was probably for the best. 

	“Do you know anything else about the Emperor?” I asked instead. “Something you haven’t told me?”

	“I have suspicions, if that’s what you mean,” Larric said. “But I don’t actually know Lucian at all—almost no one does. That alone gives me pause. He could be completely insane.”

	“All the more reason to learn more about him, just in case.”

	Larric dragged a hand through his short hair and sighed. “Elara—”

	“You just said there’s no way out of Sanctum,” I interrupted. “So let me do this. Let me see if Lucian really can be our ally. Imagine what it would mean for the rebels.”

	He stared at me for a long moment, his pale blue eyes narrowed in confusion. “What’s this really about?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You seem determined to do this despite the danger. Why?”

	I took a deep breath and sat down on the edge of his bed. I’d been asking myself this same question all day, and I still didn’t have a particularly good answer. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I just…I feel like I need to.”

	“Because Kristoff wants you to? You don’t owe him anything.”

	“I know, and that’s not why.” I pursed my lips as my thoughts flickered to Astanya and Torelius’s avenari and all the other elves I’d watched suffer over the past month. “If the Faedari are going to have any chance, they need as much information as they can get. I’d feel useless showing up at their doorstep without anything to offer.”

	“They’ll take you in in a heartbeat.”

	“Because I’m Unbound? There are thousands of other faeyn in this city who need their help.”

	“That’s part of it, yes,” Larric conceded. “There aren’t many Unbound faeyn left in the world, and the Covenant controls every other channeler in the Empire. You would be an invaluable asset.”

	“Master Kristoff believes that, too.”

	“It’s not the same thing,” Larric insisted. “The rebels won’t force you to do anything. You’ll be free to make your own decisions.”

	I met his eyes again. I could only imagine how valuable an Unbound—any Unbound—would be to a magic-starved group like the Faedari. They undoubtedly had to steal Imperial supplies just to feed their soldiers and heal their wounded, and they could never seriously threaten the Empire without channelers of their own. I sincerely doubted that their leadership would be willing to marginalize someone like me. 

	Still, the thought didn’t bother me nearly as much as it had just a few weeks ago. I wasn’t a solider and never would be, but that didn’t matter. I could help in many other ways…and maybe I saw this as a good starting point.

	“Then I’ll make my own decision now,” I told him. “I’ll play Kristoff’s game and meet with Lucian. In the meantime, you’ll figure out a way to get us out of Sanctum.”

	Larric continued studying me, his face unreadable. “You’ve changed.”

	“I know,” I murmured. “I had to.”

	He paced over in front of me, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “It happened fast, but I suppose it always does,” he said. “For me it was that mission in the north with Karethys. When I saw what the vaeyn what were really like—what I saw what she was really like—I wasn’t able to look at anything the same way again. Sometimes all it takes is recognizing one lie to make the truth seem so clear.”

	I nodded slowly. The silence between us only broke when he belatedly realized he’d rested his hand upon my knee. He awkwardly jerked away and pivoted back around to stare out the window. 

	“I’ll try to get a message out,” he said, clearing his throat. “If we’re lucky, someone will get back to us in the next few days.”

	“The Green Gala is five days away,” I replied. The skin on my leg tingled like his fingers had been charged with electricity. “I suspect that’s when he’ll take me to the palace.”

	“I doubt the rebels can organize an escape by then, but it’s possible.” His head tilted back and forth as he stretched his neck. “If not…”

	“If not, I’ll manage.” I uncrossed my legs and stood. The tingling didn’t go away; it rippled up my thighs and across my hips. “You should get some rest. I’ll try and check on you again before I leave.”

	He nodded but didn’t turn. “Just be careful. Speaking with me is risky, for both of us.”

	“I know.”

	There were a dozen other things I wanted to say and a hundred other feelings I wanted to sort out. But I knew this wasn’t time, and so instead I slipped out of room and crept back to my chambers. Whatever Master Kristoff had prepared for me tonight, I intended to be ready for it. 

	 

	 

	
5 
 

	Just like I’d anticipated, Astanya wasn’t there I returned. I used the solitude to relax and mentally prepare myself for whatever trials were ahead. When she hadn’t come back by nightfall, however, I started to wonder what was going on. Eventually I stretched out with my telepathy until I found her, and as far as I could tell she was already with Master Kristoff…

	Before I could learn anything else, Sharela appeared at my door and beckoned me to follow her to the dressing room. Her two servants stripped me naked the instant I was inside. After giving me a hard scrubbing, one set to braiding my hair while the other applied makeup. By the time they were finished, I was a perfect little avenari doll. 

	“Arms out,” Mistress Sharela ordered as she finally returned with my outfit for the evening. The top was a string halter with golden tassels that covered my breasts but little else, while the bottom was a flowing, see-through skirt that was far too long—or was, before I stepped into the matching shoes. Master Kristoff typically preferred me barefoot while I was in the estate, but like most men he also enjoyed the shape of my slender calves when I wore heels. 

	Sharela seemed about as interested in the fitting process as a chef who’d prepared the same dish a thousand times before. She had been so consistently cold since Kristoff had purchased me that I actually wondered where she’d come from. Had she always worked with the Kristoff family? Had she been horribly mistreated over the years? Did she have personal grudge against the faeyn or was she merely embittered by her years of service?

	A few months ago, none of those questions would have even occurred to me—or if they had, I wouldn’t have truly cared about the answer. But now I was genuinely curious. I wanted to see the tapestry of her life unfold. I wanted to understand how living in the Empire could corrupt a peasant as easily as a duke. I wanted to understand each and every injustice, no matter how large or small. 

	I could have gotten the answers from Sharela easily enough. An untrained mind was an open book, as it were, and I had no doubt that I could explore most of her memories without physical contact. I could probably even alter her perception of me and transform her into the sweetest woman I’d ever met. 

	But I didn’t. I wasn’t entirely sure why. 

	The entire grooming process took the better part of an hour. Once I was “ready,” Sharela handed me back to the guard. He escorted me across the estate to Kristoff’s bedchamber, and as I walked my thoughts flashed back to all the previous times I’d made this journey. I used to get excited at the prospect of serving him. Just imagining my lips or quim bringing him pleasure had been enough to make my skin tingle and my toes curl. 

	A small part of me still felt that way. For all his failings—failings I noticed more with each passing day—Master Kristoff wasn’t General Torelius. He wasn’t Aemond or Varyl Darkstone, either. He had provided me with freedoms and opportunities that no other man in the Empire would have considered. I owed much of my growth as an individual and nearly all of my growth as a channeler to his generosity. No matter what happened over the next few days, I told myself I needed to remember that. 

	“Elara is ready, Your Excellency,” the guard said after he wrapped his knuckles against the door. 

	“Good,” Master Kristoff replied. His voice was strained and almost breathless. “Send her in.”

	The guard opened the door. I slinked inside, fully expecting him to be waiting for me on his bed—

	And my mouth immediately dropped open. 

	In the years since Master Kristoff had purchased me at market, I had only seen him take another woman twice, and both had been before he’d discovered my powers and started training me as a real avenari. I had trouble imagining him with a human noblewoman, let alone another elf slave…and yet here he was right in front of me, thrusting furiously into Astanya with the vigor of man half his age.

	She was bent over his desk, her ankles shackled to the wooden legs and her wrists bound tightly behind her back. Her leash had been looped through a buckle on the far side, effectively pinning her cheek against the wood…not that she would have been able to move her head anyway, considering how tightly his left hand was holding her down. She was looking right at me, and her blue eyes glittering in ecstasy.

	“Come here,” he ordered between labored breaths. He pointed at the Talishite rug just a few feet away from him. “Get on your knees.”

	I obeyed out of pure reflex as my mind continued reeling. Once I’d been still for a few moments, Kristoff resumed his frantic thrusting. He tugged on Astanya’s leash with his right hand, effectively choking her like he’d done so many times with me. 

	“Who am I?” he asked, leaning his lips down to her ear. 

	“You are Gabriel Kristoff,” she gasped, “Grand Duke of Glorinfel.” 

	“What am I?”

	“You are my master.”

	He smiled tightly as he buried his cock to the hilt. “Who are you?”

	“I am no one.”

	“What are you?”

	“I am your slave, Master,” she managed, her voice barely a croak as he tugged her leash even harder. “I am your loyal elf cunt.”

	“Yes, you are,” he said. “Now take your reward.”

	Kristoff threw back his head as he spent himself inside her. Astanya gasped in delight even as she struggled for breath. Her eyes closed and her back arched as a climax washed over her, and I knew from experience that she wasn’t feigning. I could feel his magic coursing through her, enhancing her pleasure and conditioning her to enjoy submission. He had done exactly the same thing with me not so long ago. I could still remember whimpering in terror as he penetrated me for the first time…but I could also remember the waves of ecstasy wash over me as he reached into my mind and broke my resistance. 

	“Thank you, Master,” Astanya whispered. “Please…take me again.”

	Kristoff grunted as he leaned up and slipped out of her. He allowed himself a moment to catch his breath before he released his hold on her leash and pulled it free of the buckle so she could stand again. Once she was upright, he spun her around to face him. He leaned in and kissed her deeply, and I watched as his seed slowly trickled down her thighs. 

	“Later, my dear,” he said, smiling. “Retire to the antechamber. I will call for you when I’m ready again.”

	“Yes, my lord,” Astanya replied obediently. She flashed me a coy smile, then sauntered across the room and vanished into the adjacent chamber. 

	“Such a marvelous girl,” he said. “Young and eager to please.”

	He grunted again before he shuffled over in front of me. I didn’t need to read his mind to know what he wanted; I leaned forward and took his rapidly wilting cock into my mouth. The taste of his seed was so familiar it was almost comforting.

	“She was a gift, if you can believe it,” Kristoff said. He gave me a few more seconds to clean him off before he pulled away and paced over to one of the wall cabinets. “A noble from Rivani sent her along with his regards. I immediately assumed she was a spy, of course. Duchess Zarene steadfastly supports the Covenant, and she was the one who hired mercenaries to capture you outside the Infintium.”

	I nodded idly and as I cleaned my lips with my tongue. “I remember. You recognized the leather in their armor.”

	“Cured thacedon hide. It’s almost impossible to find outside the Basin.” He smiled approvingly as he poured himself a drink. I couldn’t help but notice the size of the glass and the number of empty bottles in the cabinet. Master Kristoff had always enjoyed his liquor, but his consumption seemed like it had increased fivefold since I’d returned. “Zarene knew I was assembling the Quorum, and she knew that you were one of my most vital tools. She failed to take you away, and I assumed that Astanya was her ironic riposte.”

	My eyes flicked over to the antechamber door. “But you don’t believe that anymore?”

	“No. I pierced her mind and rummaged around for the truth. She’s exactly what she seems.” Kristoff took a sip from the glass and winced as it burned on its way down. “Apparently the noble who sent her was hoping to gain the Quorum’s favor. Zarene detests him, and so he wanted to throw his lot in with the rest of us.”

	“An interesting coincidence,” I murmured. 

	“Sometimes fortuitous things actually do happen, even in Sanctum.” He stared back down at me. “Astanya kept me company while you were gone. And she will continue to do so until you prove yourself to me again.”

	“My lord?” I asked. 

	Kristoff smiled and ran his fingers through my hair. “I know you’re upset, my dear. I can feel it inside you. You had a rough time in the Vale, and now you’ve returned to find that I’ve replaced you.”

	“I…I just want to make you happy, Master.”

	“I know,” he whispered. “And you will…the moment you complete your mission in the Imperial Palace.”

	I didn’t gasp or inhale sharply, but an epiphany struck me nonetheless. I finally understood why Astanya was really here. I finally understood why he’d locked me in my chambers and disrupted my normal routine. I finally understood why he’d wanted me to watch him fuck another woman. 

	Control.

	The realization dislodged an old memory from the deep recesses of my mind. Master Kristoff had been speaking with one of his friends in Stormcrest before the fall, and I’d overheard them from the next room. Kristoff had reminded his friends that there were many ways to ensure obedience among his slaves. There were millions of them across the Empire, far too many to fit with specialized enchanted collars. Most slaves could be brought in line with threats or intimidation, he’d argued, but with avenari in particular he recommended a different approach. 

	You have to break them, body and soul, he’d said. With the females especially, you need to convince them that you are their protector. Once they see you as their savior, they will beg you to crawl between their legs.

	That was what this was about. Kristoff feared that his control over me might have been waning, and he knew how difficult it would be to seduce Emperor Lucian and acquire the information he wanted. But instead of whipping or intimidating me like one of his thuggish peers, he had decided to use guilt. I knew from experience how effective the tactic could be, because he’d been completely right all those years ago. He had broken me, body and soul. And I had begged for him to crawl between my legs almost every night, just like Astanya did now. 

	“I know you’re terrified,” Kristoff said into the silence as he slowly paced around behind me. “I know you’re not convinced you can do this. Lucian will be a challenge unlike anything you’ve faced before.”

	“I will make you proud, Master,” I whispered. “I swear.”

	“I’ve no doubt that you’ll try. I’m just not convinced you have it in you to succeed.” He placed his hands upon my shoulders and crouched down so his head rested atop mine. “And I’m not sure you appreciate the risk I’m taking in giving you another chance.”

	I frowned. “Master?”

	“Thus far, we’ve managed to keep your true identity hidden. Even Darkstone didn’t realize that you were a fellow channeler. But sooner or later, that secret will come out. I’ve known that from the beginning.”

	He slowly and gently pulled my brown hair back. The pale skin on my neckline was practically glowing in the mirror. 

	“Once that day comes, I’m dead,” Kristoff told me. “A dozen Inquisitors will show up at my door, and I’ll be dragged to the gallows in a heartbeat…or worse.”

	“That won’t happen,” I assured him. “I’m always very careful.”

	“I know you are, but still…” He smiled into the mirror, and the warmth of his breath made my skin crawl. “Zarene knew you were important, and she’s hundreds of miles away. Torelius knows too, and he was almost willing to steal you just to find out why. Eventually, someone will press hard enough and figure out what’s really going on.”

	I heard the faint scraping of steel on leather, and a moment later his right hand appeared in front of me holding a knife. It took every ounce of willpower I could muster to remain still. 

	“My father always told me that it’s vital to press your advantage,” Kristoff whispered, “but it’s equally important to know when to cut your losses.”

	His left hand abruptly clutched my hair, and his right pressed the cold steel against my throat. For a split second I feared he might go through with it. My body completely locked up, and I stared into the mirror and watched my green eyes widen in terror…

	“You really would let me do it, wouldn’t you?” he asked, his lips resting near my ear. 

	“I am yours, Master,” I mumbled. “Now and forever.”

	Kristoff smiled as he looked at us in the mirror, and he pressed the knife against me hard enough that a small trickle of blood ran down the length of my neck and between my breasts. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “I care about you, Elara. I always have. I want to protect you, but I need to be certain that you understand the risks. I need you understand what’s at stake.”

	“I do, my lord,” I assured him. “I’m so sorry I failed you.”

	“I know you are. That’s why you’re still here.” He stared at us for another few seconds before he finally grunted and tossed the knife aside. “Just remember your place and your purpose, and nothing will stand against us.”

	He kissed my cheek before he stood and returned to his drink. The instant he was facing the other direction, I closed my eyes and let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. The terror shuddered through my body actually sickened me; fear was precisely the response he was hoping to evoke. And now that I could see the truth so clearly, I remembered all the other times he’d tried something similar—albeit less drastic—to ensure my obedience. This was bondage of the mind rather than the body, and it was every bit as effective. 

	“Now that that’s settled,” Kristoff said, downing the rest of his glass, “it’s time to focus on the task at hand. Like I told you earlier, Emperor Lucian will pose a new challenge for you. Every other noble you’ve dealt with already wanted to stick their cock in you. Lucian will be ambivalent at best or outright hostile at worst. You’ll have to convince him that you’re worth his time.”

	I swallowed heavily and forced myself to glance away from the mirror. The thin stream of blood on my pale skin was oddly memorizing. “As long as I can get close to him, I shouldn’t have a problem. He’s not a channeler.”

	“You can’t afford to treat magic as a crutch. After Korvale, this should be even more obvious. Before you can do anything, he needs to desire you. He needs to yearn for you.”

	Kristoff grunted softly. “There’s an old saying: ‘the greatest desire is that which is denied.’ A man like Lucian has never been denied anything, which will make you all the more irresistible to him.”

	I shook my head. “How can I deny him? He’s the Emperor.”

	“First you need to understand what’s like to want something and not get it. Tonight will be that demonstration.” He glanced back over his shoulder and snapped his fingers. “Astanya?”

	The antechamber door opened, and the other woman stepped back into the room almost immediately. She had obviously cleaned up some, though her dress was still in shambles. Her eyeshadow and lipstick remained smeared as well, which I knew from experience was something Master Kristoff—and many other Sanctum nobles—seemed to love. 

	“My lord?” she prompted.

	“Come here,” he beckoned. “Get on your knees.”

	Astanya glanced between me and the discarded knife as she sauntered across the room. I could see the concern flicker across her face, but the moment she sank to her knees in front of him an eager smile lit up her face. She coiled her fingers around his cock and gently kissed the tip. 

	“I’m grateful to serve, Master,” she proclaimed. “How do you wish to have me?”

	“We’ll see where the night takes us,” Kristoff said, brushing a strand of hair from her eyes. 

	And so I watched. I watched as another woman brought his cock back to life with her tongue and mouth. I watched as he threw her onto her back and took her as forcefully as I’d ever seen. I watched as he kissed her lips while he spent himself deep inside her. 

	Every motion, every action, was designed to inspire envy…but instead they only summoned rage. Astanya spent much of the night shackled to the desk or bed or even floor, but those weren’t the bonds keeping her in place. The mental restraints were just as real and just as powerful. I made a promise to myself that before I fled this place with Larric, I would find a way to break them. 

	No matter the cost. 
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	The next three days were an indecipherable blur of sex, castigation, and self-reflection. Master Kristoff continued trying to instruct me in the art of “longing desire,” mostly by forcing me to watch him take Astanya in nearly every way imaginable. She spent almost every minute of every evening on her back or her knees, and by the time he was finished with her she would either be filled with or covered by his seed. He never allowed me to touch him or myself during any of the festivities. Release, he insisted, would only be allowed once I’d proven myself and earned his favor once more. 

	Still, that didn’t stop him from making me an active participant in every exercise. He would often bind us together so that I could feel her body’s undulations as he ravaged her. Before she swallowed his cock, he would place us back-to-back and tie our arms together; before he took her ass, he would restrain me beneath her so I could watch him vanish into her folds. Once he even had her recline in my arms while he hoisted her ankles atop his shoulders and pounded into her. 

	He kept her with him each night after he dismissed me. I was always tempted to sneak away and visit Larric while the rest of the mansion slept, but I didn’t take the risk until the third night. When I arrived, we avoided having another argument about my plans to meet with Lucian, though I could see the lingering worry in his eyes. He promised to continue trying to contact the Faedari, though so far he hadn’t been successful. I prayed he would get lucky by the time I returned.

	On the fourth day, Master Kristoff made final preparations for us to attend the annual Green Gala marking the start of spring. I spent most of the morning and afternoon with Sharela as she fit me into several potential new gowns, but by evening I was escorted back to his room so he could select his favorite. 

	“The party won’t be anywhere as large as the Winter Gala,” Kristoff said as he circled around me and evaluated the first outfit. “All the noble families from Sanctum will attend, of course, but I’m not sure about anyone else. The death of Duchess Farrow will keep most nobles from the Wreath away, and obviously Darkstone and Zarene will stay home. I’m not even sure they’ll send any proxies.”

	I lifted my arms to the side as Sharela tightened my corset. Evidently Lucian was fond of this particular design. “You don’t think they’ll send spies?” I asked.

	“Everyone in attendance will be a spy in one form or another,” he said with a grunt. “You know that by now.”

	I nodded but remained silent. I was tempted to complain that I could hardly breathe, but of course that was the whole point of the outfit. The only real question was whether I’d be wearing cuffs and/or a gag. 

	Once Master Kristoff was satisfied, he shooed Sharela away and closed the door behind her. “Emperor Lucian rarely socializes with anyone in a public setting, as I’m sure you noticed at the Winter Gala,” he said. “But I plan to confront him on his throne just before dinner. I will offer you as a gift without pretense and make certain that all nearby parties—including the spies of our rivals—overhear my offer.”

	“You’re already worried that they’re suspicious of me,” I pointed out. “Won’t they react if they believe you’re trying to manipulate the Emperor?”

	Kristoff grinned. “I’m counting on it. At the very least, Darkstone and Zarene will be confused, and with luck I’ll be able to use that against them at some point. It’s vital to keep your enemies off-balance at all times.”

	I nodded absently. “What if the Emperor refuses your gift? You said he has no use for avenari.”

	“He might at first, but I’ll insist. It’s possible that he’ll dismiss you to the kitchen or the like as a sign that he’s not interested, so you’ll just need to play along until you have the opportunity to speak with him. Whenever that happens, you must be ready to pounce.”

	“I will,” I promised.

	“I know,” Kristoff said, placing his hand on my cheek. “Now return to your room and get some rest.”

	“Of course, Master.”

	I was halfway to the door before he spoke up. “Oh, and tell Astanya that I’m ready for her again. Make certain she’s wearing her sapphire gown.”

	The words were meant to be a final dagger in my back, but I merely turned and smiled pleasantly. “Yes, my lord. Good night.”

	I spent the rest of the evening alone in my chambers. With Astanya gone, I took the opportunity to practice some channeling techniques, including conjuring small bursts of fire. Thus far, all my experience with overtly dangerous magic had been reflexive rather than trained. Outside the Infintium and then again at Lakewatch, the flames had simply materialized in my in hands. I couldn’t consciously explain how I’d done it; the techniques seemed almost innate. Master Kristoff had always focused his lessons on subtler spells, for obvious reasons, but I started to wonder if he’d been holding me back. What if my powers could evolve beyond telepathy? What if I could harness the destructive forces of magic like the Legion’s Tel Bator channelers?

	I wasn’t convinced I actually wanted to know the answer, but for tonight I was content to let my imagination bloom. The Aether had a way of soothing my mind that nothing else could hope to match, and I allowed its warmth to course through me for hours until the clocks struck midnight. At that point I knew I should have tried to get some sleep in preparation for the gala, but instead I decided to make one last trip to see Larric. 

	Despite the late hour, he was standing in the estate courtyard practicing with a sword when I arrived. He didn’t notice me as I slipped through the shadows, and I actually paused to watch him for a few minutes before I announced my presence. He darted back and forth across the stone, blade in hand, almost like he was dancing rather than fencing. His movements were shockingly graceful and oddly mesmerizing. I probably shouldn’t have been so surprised, considering how I’d seen him scythe through other warriors twice his size. But he’d projected such an imperious personality for so long that I sometimes forgot he was a completely different person…

	He eventually stopped and returned his sword to the weapon rack. He retrieved his crumpled-up tunic and wiped off his face, and once he moved beneath one of the hanging lanterns I noticed that his skin had returned to its normal color. A few days of food and rest had obviously done wonders for him. 

	I managed to catch his attention just before he reentered his quarters in the guardhouse. He glanced about to make certain no was watching, then quickly gestured inside. 

	“I was hoping you’d come by again,” he said, shutting and locking the door behind him. “I wanted one last chance to convince you that this is a mistake.”

	“You won’t,” I said. “Not unless you have an escape plan ready.”

	Larric sighed and tossed his tunic across the room. The lights in here were dim, but I could still see the beads of sweat glistening on his bare shoulders and back. If his muscles had atrophied at all during his injury-induced slumber, they certainly didn’t show it. The view reminded me of Skyfall where I’d watched him take Duke Darkstone’s young wife on the floor right in front of me…

	“I haven’t heard from the rebels yet,” he said. “And I haven’t come up with any other way to get out of here. Kristoff’s men keep a close eye on me—it’s even riskier for you to visit than before.”

	“If they spot me, they won’t remember it a few seconds later,” I told him. “Has he given you any new orders? Did he say whether or not you were going to accompany us to the gala?”

	“He’s barely spoken to me at all. And when he did, he made sure to express his disappointment. He doesn’t just blame me for our failure to recruit Darkstone. Now that he knows about Karethys…well, he sees me differently. He may never trust me as his bodyguard again.”

	I crossed my arms and bit down on my bottom lip. The only reason I’d slipped that information was because I didn’t believe it would be harmful. Evidently I’d been mistaken. 

	“He has no proof of anything.”

	“That hardly matters,” Larric murmured. “I went from being his infallible Guard-Captain to an unknown variable practically overnight. I wouldn’t be surprised if he releases me altogether.”

	“Then what would we do?”

	“Not much would change, honestly. I can find us a way out of here regardless.” He shook his head. “I always knew this would happen eventually. If anything, I’ve kept this position longer than I expected. The rebels figured I’d last a few months at most.”

	I watched him pensively as he applied a poultice to his left arm. Healing magic had long since closed his flesh, but some of his muscles must have still ached. Swinging a sword around probably hadn’t helped. 

	“I never asked, but…did someone assign you as Master Kristoff’s bodyguard or was this all your idea?”

	“Information is the most valuable currency,” Larric said. “That’s true everywhere, as far as I can tell, and I knew that having access to a Grand Duke would be a huge boon for the rebels. Kristoff was the most accessible, and I was confident I could get close.”

	I nodded pensively. The Faedari rebels had been little more than specters haunting the Empire for most of my life. Most people considered them thieves at best and mass murderers at worst. Imperial and Covenant officials demonized them at every opportunity, and I’d grown up assuming they killed slaves as often as soldiers. 

	I knew differently now, but I still had very little concept of what the rebels actually did on a daily basis. And I had absolutely no idea how they were organized or who was in charge…

	“Do the Faedari have a leader?” I whispered. “Someone you report to?”

	“It doesn’t work like that,” Larric said, wincing when he removed the poultice. “The group operates in small, scattered cells so no one individual can compromise everything. Otherwise a Tel Bator channeler could read a prisoner’s mind and learn everything in a heartbeat. Several early cells were snuffed out just like that.”

	“If they don’t communicate, then how can they organize?”

	“They communicate, just not directly. Those rebels we met outside Lakewatch wouldn’t have known anything about what was going on in Sanctum, but they would have been able to put us on the right trail. It’s…well, it’s a little hard to explain, and you shouldn’t stay here long.”

	“You’re right,” I whispered, glancing over to the window. “I just wanted to check in before I left. I don’t know what to expect or what might happen.”

	Larric turned back around to face me. “You really don’t have to go through with this,” he reminded me. “I can figure something else out.”

	“I’ll be fine,” I assured him, smiling. 

	As usual, his expression was difficult to read. I desperately wanted to peek into his thoughts, even for just a second. 

	“I’ve passed a lot of information to the rebels over the years,” Larric said. “But getting you to them is the only thing that really matters.”

	I frowned. “I’m not that important. Just because I’m Unbound doesn’t mean—”

	“Being Unbound has nothing to do with it,” he interrupted. “You’re just…” He trailed off and sighed. “You don’t deserve this life. You never did.”

	“Does anyone?” 

	“No. I guess that’s the point, isn’t it?”

	On impulse, I reached out and touched his cheek. A year ago, I would have been terrified that he’d break my arm. Even a few months ago, I would have been scared that he’d strike me or otherwise humiliate me. But today I knew I was safe. Today I could appreciate the sensation of his stubble against my palm. Today I could enjoy the warmth of the smile peeking through his stoic façade.

	Today I could summon the courage to lean forward and kiss him. 

	I couldn’t explain why I did it. One moment we were looking at one another, and in the next I was standing on my tiptoes and pressing my lips against his. For a few awkward heartbeats I thought he might push me away as his hands curled around my waist, but then his fingers squeezed and his mouth parted…

	I couldn’t tell if we embraced for five seconds or five hours. The world faded into the Void like a forgotten dream. My rage at the treatment of my people, my concern about meeting the Emperor, even my anxiety about an unknown future—they all melted away. All I cared about was our kiss and the inexplicable electricity coursing through me. 

	Eventually Larric did push me away, but his hands were so soft and his movements were so gentle he almost seemed like a different person. We stared at each other for a long, breathless moment before he abruptly turned away. 

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “That was…you should get back before someone notices you’re gone.”

	“I know,” I murmured. He was right, of course…but I didn’t care. I still wasn’t sure what had just happened. All I knew was that I would have given almost anything for it to happen again. 

	I slipped out the door without saying another word. My thoughts were still a scattered haze by the time I reached my bedchambers; I couldn’t even remember the details of the journey when I tried. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, but it didn’t help. I put some water on the fire and made some tea, but that didn’t help either. I hadn’t been this addled since the night Stormcrest had fallen. 

	When I finally slid into bed and closed my eyes, all I could see was Larric’s face. Yet again my memories flashed back to Skyfall and the night I’d caught him with Karethys. I could perfectly visualize their taut bodies wrapping around each other. At the time, I’d been so confused and awe-stricken that I’d barely noticed the strange feeling in my gut. But when I’d seen and overheard them a second time, the feeling had returned. 

	For a while I thought it was simple envy. A part of me had wanted to be her, and not just because she was so strong and confident and darkly beautiful. The way Larric had brought her such obvious pleasure, the way his movements had been as much about her as him…I had never seen anything like it before. They had been more than just partners—they had been equals. And I desperately wanted to experience that for myself. 

	But then I’d watched him with Duchess Cassandra at the party, and I’d realized my feelings went beyond mere envy. I didn’t just resent the way he took her—I resented the fact he was in a position to take her at all. For the first time in my life, I had actually been jealous of another woman. I had wanted Larric Aresi for myself. 

	None of it made any sense, of course. Even at this very moment I barely knew anything about him. He had transitioned from monster to savior in the span of a few hours, and I still wasn’t completely sure if I should trust him or the Faedari. But this had nothing to do with logic or sensibility. 

	It had everything to do with the bizarre and inexplicable realization that I might have been in love with him. 

	The thought crashed back and forth through my mind like an emotional battering ram. I tried to control my breathing and focus, but my body refused to cooperate. My heartbeat thundered in my ears and my skin tingled like I’d just conjured a current of electricity. Even channeling the Aether didn’t help. If anything, it made the problem worse. My mind stretched out across the estate all the way to the barracks, and if I concentrated I could actually feel him at the fringes of my consciousness…

	And then the bedroom door abruptly opened. I hopped at least a foot off the sheets and had to stifle a scream with my hand. Astanya popped into the room, her hand over her chest as she looked at my apologetically. 

	“Merciful Triad,” she breathed. “I’m sorry—I didn’t meant to wake you.”

	“You didn’t,” I managed, forcing a smile. “I just…I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

	She smiled back as she shut the door. Even in the dim candlelight, I could see how disheveled she looked. Her dress was practically in tatters, and several patches of her skin were red from bindings. I hadn’t expected her back tonight, but Master Kristoff had obviously returned her as one final reminder that this mission was my only chance to claw back into his good graces. 

	“You must be nervous,” Astanya whispered as she tiptoed over to her bed. “I would be. I can’t even imaging walking into the palace, let alone looking upon the Emperor…”

	“I’m trying not to think about it,” I lied.

	“Master wouldn’t be taking you with him if he didn’t believe in you. He knows how skilled you are.”

	I frowned as I slumped backward, hoping the shadows would conceal my expression. How much had Kristoff actually shared with Astanya? There was no way he would have told her that I was Unbound.

	“I, uh…I haven’t had the chance to apologize,” she went on before I could put my confusion into words. “I know it’s been strange having me here, and I hoped you weren’t upset that Master has been spending so much time with me.”

	“You don’t need to be sorry,” I told her, and meant it. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

	Astanya sat down on the edge of her bed. I couldn’t quite make out her face, but I could see the silhouette of her long blond hair spilling across her shoulders. “I just…I know he hasn’t been treating you well the past few days.”

	“He just wants me to be focused so I can impress the Imperial Court.” I snorted softly. “If anything, I was worried about you. You don’t seem like you’ve gotten much sleep.”

	“Almost none,” she said, chuckling coyly. “I’m so grateful he purchased me. It’s so much nicer here than in Rivani…”

	“I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” I soothed. “Master had always been loyal to those who serve him well.”

	The candlelight glinted off her smile as she removed her jewelry and curled under the sheets. She seemed genuinely happy, but more than ever I found myself wanting to try and smuggle her out of here once Larric contacted the Faedari. There were thousands of other faeyn in the city and I knew we couldn’t free them all…but the thought of leaving her behind with Master Kristoff made my stomach turn. He was already different than the man who’d purchased me, and each failure was nudging him farther and farther over the edge. How would he treat her once he realized I’d betrayed him? After his reaction to the news in Korvale, I could easily envision him taking his rage out on his servants…

	I closed my eyes again and let out a long, slow breath. I couldn’t afford to worry about Astanya right now, and I definitely couldn’t afford to think about Larric. My date with Emperor Lucian was only a few hours away, and I had a feeling it was going to change everything. 

	One way or another.
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	While the Imperial Court hosted innumerable smaller gatherings and parties throughout the year, there were only four official seasonal galas the nobility was expected to attend. Having experienced the Winter Gala for the first time myself just a few months ago, I assumed I had a vague idea of what to expect when we arrived at the palace this time. I was wrong. 

	The courtyard and adjacent streets were still filled to the brim with the Covenant’s Inquisitors and the Emperor’s Praetorian, but the palace itself seemed almost empty. At a glance, I doubted even half the invited nobles were in attendance. I didn’t see any banners from Glorinfel or Korvale or Sorthaal, and even the attendees from the Basin and the Wreath were relatively sparse. Almost everyone here was a native of Veshar, which meant they already lived in Sanctum. It also meant that I already knew most of them, given how vigorously Master Kristoff had deployed me after I’d successfully seduced Duke Arland. 

	Still, the decorations in and around the palace were truly impressive. I had never seen so many flowers—both native and imported—outside of a greenhouse, and delicate vine-patterns stretched across the walls and even stairwells. Nearly all the paintings and sculptures represented the “Rebirth,” an era of restoration following the first Godswar over a millennia ago, though naturally they all seemed to imply that humans had rebuilt the world rather than the faeyn. Most of the history books in Master Kristoff’s archive argued the exact opposite. 

	More staggering was the raw number of slaves in display both in the courtyard and inside the entry foyer. They weren’t just elves and orcs, either—some of the nobles had brought chagari and groll all the way from Torsia. The Green Gala had evolved into one of the primary slave-trading events, due in no small part due to the Covenant’s insistence that it should also herald the start of “breeding season.” Owners would seek healthy, virile males to couple with their young females, all under the supervision of the Hierophant and her Inquisitors. Those that weren’t chosen for whatever reason were often sterilized and thrown back on the market at a fraction of the price. 

	I did my best to suppress my disgust and focus on the task at hand. Sharela had fitted me into the leather corset and accompanying skirt, and just like I’d expected Master Kristoff had shackled my wrists behind my back. He hadn’t bothered with a gag, though he had ordered me to don a festive half-mask that covered my face from the nose up. I noticed that many of the other avenari were dressed in a similar manner, mostly as a means of distinguishing them from those that were actively up for sale. I didn’t bother asking why this particular tradition had taken hold; I suspected I didn’t want to know the answer. 

	“Chin up, eyes down,” Master Kristoff scolded as we strode through one of the numerous wide, winding hallways curling around the Grand Ballroom. “If anyone makes an offer to purchase you, just follow my lead.”

	“Yes, Master,” I replied obediently. 

	We passed two large chambers on either side of the corridor, and even with my eyes lowered I still caught a glimpse of the activities inside. Both were filled with lesser nobles attempting to sell off their avenari. The left chamber was filled mostly by men who were laughing and drinking while their female slaves shuffled around on the floor fellating them. The right chamber was filled mostly by noblewomen who were also drinking and laughing while they evaluated the flaccid cocks of their male slaves. 

	Eventually Master Kristoff stopped to talk with some of his peers, nearly of whom made an offer to purchase me. The magical seeds of loyalty I’d planted in their minds months several months ago had fully bloomed. They remembered my visit to their estates as vividly as if they’d just taken me last night, and they were desperate to repeat the experience. Even more importantly—at least as far as Kristoff was concerned—they were willing to continue ceding to his requests for supplies and soldiers in the hopes they could stay in his good graces. 

	Only one of his contacts remained stubbornly neutral, and so Master Kristoff decided to give him another sample. I dropped to my knees and swallowed the man’s cock, and by the time his seed filled my throat I had already reached into his mind and wrapped him around my proverbial finger. We left him standing in one of the side rooms, breathless and considerably poorer. 

	An hour before the main feast was scheduled to begin, one of the Emperor’s Praetorians stomped through the crowd and approached Master Kristoff. The man’s heavy, black-red armor and matching cape was purely ceremonial, but when he drew close I could tell that his massive halberd was not. The ax-blade atop the staff glinted hungrily in the sparkling ballroom lights. 

	“His Supreme Majesty is prepared to meet you now,” the man announced. His deep, gruff voice perfectly matched his wide frame. 

	“Excellent,” Master Kristoff said. “Where shall we—”

	“Follow me.”

	The Praetorian turned on a heel and marched toward one of the giant spiraling staircases leading to the palace’s upper levels. Master Kristoff probably should have been annoyed at the treatment; no one, not even one of the Emperor’s personal guards, had the right to speak so dismissively to a Grand Duke. But making a scene here would only prevent him from getting what he wanted, and so instead he grumbled softly under his breath and tugged on my leash as he followed. 

	There were still a handful of nobles gathered on the wide balcony overlooking the ballroom floor. Most of them were the more military-minded families who were less interested in slaves than in the ongoing war. I spotted several Legion officers I recognized from my return trip from the Wreath, including Torelius’s second-in-command, Legate Maxos. He didn’t seem to notice me, thankfully, but when the Praetorian stopped us at the center of the gold carpet I spotted the fat general himself waddling toward us. 

	“Hello, Gabriel,” Torelius said, a sardonic smirk smeared across his lips. “I didn’t think you’d make an appearance tonight.”

	“At this point you should be quite accustomed to being wrong,” Kristoff replied tartly. 

	The general chuckled, though I could hear the quiet menace in every breath. “Here for the auction, then? Don’t tell me you’re finally ready to sell this cunt after all the trouble I went through to bring her back to you.”

	“I have a long overdue appointment with Lucian. I believe it’s finally time we got serious about the future of the Empire.”

	Torelius snorted so loudly I was surprised he didn’t choke on his drink. “Your allies are conspicuously absent tonight. Do you really believe His Majesty will give a damn what you have to say?”

	“If he cares about preserving his throne, then yes,” Kristoff said matter-of-factly. “It’s long past time anyone has given him real advice. The sycophants of the Imperial Court have done enough damage, don’t you think?”

	Even without glancing upward, I could envision the rage rippling across the general’s face. “I can’t decide whether you’re brave or foolish,” Torelius said. “Your little whore won’t help you here. I don’t know why you even—”

	He cut himself off when the massive double doors at the end of carpet abruptly swung open. A small entourage of Praetorians—six on each side—marched forward and spread out along opposite sides of the carpet. Behind them strode the Emperor himself. 

	I had only seen Lucian Patravian in person once, back at the Winter Gala. Even then, I’d been shocked by his physical appearance. I’d expected him to be overweight like Torelius, but instead he’d more closely resembled a taller, more muscular version of Larric. Looking upon again now, nothing had changed.

	Lucian stood at least six and a half feet tall, enough to make him tower over all but a few of his Praetorian. His arms, left bare by a sleeveless leather breastplate, were thicker than my legs, and his crimson cloak was woven from the finest Numenese silks. While shorter hair was the current fashion for men of the Imperial gentry, Lucian kept his long. Braided blond locks dangled all the way down to his shoulders like one of the fabled Asgardian warriors I’d seen in ancient Torsian paintings. 

	“Your Majesty,” Master Kristoff said with a deep formal bow. I kept my eyes fastened upon the floor and remained still. “It’s been far too long.”

	“That’s certainly debatable,” Lucian replied. His tenor voice was vaguely melodic and tinged with amusement. “You never spoke those words to my father. I know the two of you never quite got along.”

	Kristoff chuckled pleasantly. “We never quite saw eye-to-eye, it’s true.”

	“He hated you—and your father, in fact. Even when I was a boy, I never understood why he left you in power.”

	An awkward pause settled over the balcony and the small pockets of nearby nobles, and I saw Master Kristoff’s feet shuffled slightly inside his boots. He had expected Lucian to be a bit standoffish, just like he was with everyone…but he definitely hadn’t anticipated such open hostility. 

	“Well, I suppose neither of us can truly speak for our fathers,” Kristoff said eventually. “Perhaps we should concentrate upon our relationship instead.”

	Lucian snorted. “We don’t have a relationship, Gabriel. And we’re never going to, not since you decided to raise an army against me.”

	If I didn’t know better, I would have thought that one of the Tel Bator channelers had suddenly conjured a blizzard and lowered the temperature of the atrium by half. The awkward silence between the nobles became downright suffocating, and out of the corner of my eye I spotted several of them slowly creeping away. With everyone so distracted, I probably could have reached out to the Aether without being noticed, but I knew it wasn’t worth the risk with so many Inquisitors around. 

	“I’m not certain what you’re referring to, Your Majesty,” Master Kristoff replied eventually. “My armies in Glorinfel were destroyed when the dark elves poured out from the depths of Sulinor. Thousands were captured, and they’re still waiting for your Legion to rescue them.”

	Lucian shook his head. “Your allies aren’t here with you tonight. You won’t engender any sympathy by playing the victim.” He paused and turned. With my eyes down, I could see his distorted reflection in the tiles as he swept his eyes across the balcony. All nobles who were subtly scurrying away abruptly froze in place. “Your men died because the Triad willed it. They were regrettable but necessary sacrifices on the Empire’s path to salvation.”

	Master Kristoff stirred in place again, clearly taken off-guard. “They died because of the Legion’s incompetence, not the will of the gods. High General Torelius knew Stormcrest would be the vaeyn’s first target, and yet he refused to send reinforcements no matter—”

	“The gods do not make mistakes, Gabriel,” Lucian replied matter-of-factly. “Stormcrest never would have fallen to the heretics if we hadn’t angered the Triad with our inaction. For decades we’ve allowed the vaeyn infestation to fester right beneath our feet. We cannot tolerate their sacrilege any longer.”

	Another silence fell across the balcony. If not for the bards playing in the ballroom below, I probably could have made out the individual heartbeats of each of the nearby nobles. Master Kristoff’s body remained still, but his grip on my leash had tightened enough that my collar was making it more and more difficult to breathe…

	“I have never been opposed to confronting the vaeyn, Your Majesty,” Kristoff said eventually. “But the gods will not win this war for us. We need competent commanders and a sound strategy.”

	Lucian crept forward a step. “What we need is unity—unity that you and your allies have threatened.” He abruptly turned toward Torelius. “General: feel free to tell everyone what your scouts have discovered.”

	“Of course, Your Majesty,” Torelius said, not bothering to conceal his smug satisfaction. “There are nearly ten thousand slave soldiers assembled at the border of Sorthaal and another five thousand just across the river in the Wreath. They are led by Duke Arland’s personal commanders and have refused to cooperate with Legion officers.”

	“Perhaps the fall of Glorinfel taught Duke Arland and Duchess Farrow the folly of trusting the Legion to defend their homes,” Kristoff suggested bitterly. “You still haven’t been able to stop the vaeyn advance. Some have even suggested that a dark elf assassin was responsible for Farrow’s death!”

	The nearby gasps were audible, if only just. I wasn’t sure if the nobles were shocked at the accusation or the fact Master Kristoff was defending himself so forcefully. In the history of the Imperial Court, I doubted that more than a handful of people had ever stood up to the Emperor in public, not even the Grand Dukes. 

	“There’s no point in playing games, Gabriel,” Torelius snarled. “Your ‘Quorum’ is directly threatening the sanctity of the Covenant and the safety of the Empire. You should all be strung up in the gallows and—”

	Lucian lifted his hand and silenced the other man. “That’s enough, General. Leave us.”

	Torelius frowned and turned. He opened his mouth as if to protest but then clearly thought the better of it. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

	The general strode off the balcony down to the ballroom, and several of the other nobles tried to use his exit as cover for their own. But Lucian held them in place with pointed glares. He clearly wanted an audience for this, and Master Kristoff, for all his cunning, had just as clearly walked into a trap. 

	“Unlike my father, I have little patience for pleasantries and even less for disobedience,” the Emperor said. “The Kristoff family has been a vital part of Imperial politics for generations. I’ve no wish to throw that away. We are living through an era of great instability, and the people can only handle so much change.” 

	He stepped in so close to Master Kristoff I thought he might actually strike him. “But there is something you must understand, Gabriel,” Lucian went on. “The only reason you are still alive is because I wish it. The only reason you still have a place to live is because I wish it. All of that could change in a single heartbeat.”

	Venom dripped from his every word, and I genuinely had no idea how Master Kristoff would respond. But he didn’t back down. Instead he threw his head back and laughed. 

	“If you want to skip the politics, I’m more than happy to oblige,” he growled. “Let’s be completely honest, shall we? The vaeyn are winning this war—a war that you started. Now the provinces are allying against you. Sorthaal and the Wreath have already slipped through your fingers, and Korvale will be next. Arland and Farrow are just the first. Darkstone won’t support you, and the Legion cannot afford to fight a two-front war with the vaeyn and the Vale. Your position isn’t nearly as strong as you believe.”

	Lucian’s eyes narrowed fractionally, but eventually his lips curled into a tight smile. “My father might have loathed yours, but he did respect his ambition. Just as I respect yours.” He grunted and paced away a few steps, his fingers tapping the pommel of his ceremonial sword. “But you have overplayed your hand, Gabriel. The Hierophant and her Covenant have declared this a holy war. The Triad demands that we purge Calhara of the vaeyn heretics. There will be no retreat, no surrender, and no negotiation. Until the Matriarch Queen kneels before me, there can never be peace.”

	“How many thousands of Imperial soldiers are you willing to sacrifice for that to happen?” Kristoff asked. “How many of our people must die before you admit your mistake?”

	“The loyal dead live forever in the Triad’s grace. No price is too great when eternity is the reward.” Lucian’s smile widened. “I understand why you are afraid, but the gods demand sacrifices of us all. You must have faith.”

	Master Kristoff’s lip twitched in disgust, but even with his thoughts clouded by rage and frustration he wasn’t willing to blaspheme in public. Spatting with the Emperor was bad enough, but openly speaking out against the Covenant was something else entirely. 

	“I will permit you to keep your land and your property, such as they are,” Lucian said. “I will even allow you to keep your title for the time being. In exchange, you will speak with your allies and convince them to abandon this foolish crusade. They will turn their armies upon our enemies, and if the Triad wills it you see your homeland liberated in the summer campaign.”

	“And if I refuse?”

	The Emperor chuckled. “I am the Sword of the Covenant and the Rightful Heir of Sanctus Veshar. The gods themselves have chosen me to rule. To deny my will is to covet oblivion.”

	“Even you cannot afford to fight all of us at once.”

	“I will stand against anyone and everyone who threatens my great Empire,” Lucian said. “I’m giving you a choice, Gabriel. You can either join me and share in the spoils of our victory…or you can die irrelevant and alone.”

	Master Kristoff’s grip tightened again, and I actually had to adjust my neck to breathe normally. No one seemed to notice or care. 

	“I will speak with the others,” Kristoff said. I didn’t need to rely on telepathy to know he was lying. “Perhaps I can still convince them to see reason.”

	“I certainly hope so, for their sakes,” Lucian replied evenly. “Now leave my palace and be gone from me sight. You will not see me again until you are successful.”

	Kristoff remained in place for several seconds, and I wondered if despite everything that had happened he might still offer me as a gift. If not, I had no idea what would happen. Larric obviously wouldn’t have been able to organize an escape yet. What would Master Kristoff do with me? Would he blame me for this failure somehow? Would he finally snap and kill me like he’d threatened the other night? When I closed my eyes, I could actually feel the cold steel dragging across my throat…

	“Good day, Your Majesty,” Kristoff said with a shallow nod. “Enjoy the celebration.”

	He jerked my leash so hard I nearly tripped as he pivoted on a heel and strode away. We were halfway back to the stairwell when the Emperor spoke up again. 

	“One last thing, Gabriel,” he said. “Your avenari—you intended to offer her as a gift, I assume.”

	Kristoff stopped and glanced back over his shoulder. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

	“I see. You should know by now that I have little use for elven whores.”

	“Elara isn’t like other faeyn,” Kristoff said. “General Torelius can attest to that.”

	“He already has.” Lucian took a few steps forward. “So have many others in my court—enough that I’m genuinely curious what makes this particular cunt so special.”

	Kristoff smiled thinly and held out my leash. “Then I gladly loan her to you so you can decide for yourself. The Sword of the Covenant deserves nothing less.”

	I kept my eyes lowered even as I inhaled sharply. Had Master Kristoff been planning for this reaction all along? I knew he was a skilled actor and manipulator, but his frustration had seemed so perfectly authentic…

	“Such a generous offer,” Lucian said, stopping just a few inches in front of me. “But I’m afraid I must decline.”

	Kristoff hesitated for a moment before he lowered his hand. “Your Majesty?”

	“I have no interest in borrowing a used slave from anyone. This is my Empire—and she, like all her heretical kin, are already mine by divine right.”

	Lucian lifted his chin, and a second later one of his Praetorians stomped over and wrenched my leash from Kristoff’s grip. He scowled as if he wanted to protest, but the Emperor lifted his hand and demanded silence. 

	“Remember my offer, Gabriel,” Lucian said. “Succeed, and perhaps I’ll return your slaves as well as your land.”

	I glanced up for a fraction of a second just to see Master Kristoff’s face. His jaw was clenched in impotent rage, but when he met my eyes I saw the faintest glimmer of recognition. Despite the public embarrassment, he had gotten exactly what he’d wanted. I was in the Emperor’s hands, and just as importantly Lucian believed he had won. This was truly a master stroke, whether Kristoff had planned it or not. 

	“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Kristoff said. With a final half-bow, he turned and stormed off. 

	“The feast will begin soon,” Lucian announced into the silence. “Everyone should move to the ballroom.”

	The nobles, already eager to leave, quickly turned and followed in Kristoff’s wake. Thirty seconds later, only the Emperor and his guardsmen remained. 

	“I must commend you, sire,” the Praetorian holding my leash smirked. “I’ve never seen Kristoff so humiliated.”

	“Humiliated men are often the most dangerous,” Lucian replied soberly. “I want eyes on his mansion at all times. If anyone leaves or enters, I wish to know about it.”

	“It shall be done, sire.” The Praetorian jerked my leash hard enough I yelped. “What about this one? Shall I deliver her to your quarters?”

	“I have no interest in avenari. Not even this one.”

	“But you said—”

	“She’s here because Kristoff values her,” Lucian explained. “He needs to remember his place.”

	The Praetorian chuckled softly. “Shall I take her to the barracks then? My men will gladly find out what makes her so special.”

	“No, not yet. Strip her down, put her in the stocks, and stick her in one of the viewing suites. I’ll decide what to do with her later.”

	“As you wish, sire.”

	With a contemptuous snort, the Praetorian half-pulled, half-dragged me through the double doors and into the private section of the palace. He choked up on my leash so high it wrenched my neck to the side, but he seemed more amused than concerned. My vision was so spotty by the time we crossed the corridor that I couldn’t have retracted our steps even if I’d wanted to. 

	The guard left me in the hands of two elderly faeyn slaves. They were almost certainly old enough to remember the fall of Sorthaal and the subjugation of our people…

	I never had the chance to ask. On the Praetorian’s orders, they stripped me naked and stuck my head and hands into a pillory facing the bizarre wall-sized window on the far side of the room. The other side of the glass was dark enough that I couldn’t make anything out, and before I could ask one of them fed a long, phallic gag down my throat. They departed in silence a few moments later. 

	Once the door closed behind them, I closed my eyes and tried to focus on breathing through my nose. This wasn’t how I’d envisioned my first meeting with Lucian, but it sounded like he did plan on speaking with me at some point. That meant I’d get at least one opportunity to find out if Karethys had been right about him. If he really was a secret ally of the Faedari, he wouldn’t mistreat me or send me away. If he wasn’t…

	Well, if he wasn’t then I needed to be prepared to do whatever was necessary to seduce him. This wasn’t like Korvale or the Infintium or Duke Arland’s estate. Imperial law wouldn’t protect me here. Master Kristoff and Larric couldn’t save me here. I was completely and utterly alone. 

	Distantly, I wondered if that was why I’d insisted on coming here in the first place. Perhaps all I really wanted was an opportunity to prove myself. Or perhaps I was just a fool. 

	Either way, I would find out soon enough. 
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	Hours passed in darkness. The suite was so well insulated I couldn’t hear a peep from the party just a few hundred feet away, and eventually I stretched out through the Aether to see if I could sense anything. I didn’t want to reach too far, given the presence of so many Inquisitors, but I could feel the general shifts in mood from the partygoers. At first, most were anxious and a bit weary, but as the night progressed their collective mood started to improve. I allowed myself to practice focusing on specific individuals as an alternative to focusing upon my stiffening muscles and general discomfort. 

	The gala had mostly wound down by the time someone reactivated the glowstones, but the light, strangely enough, didn’t emanate from behind me—it came from the other side of the window. After I blinked away the sudden afterimage, I realized I was looking down upon an enormous, elaborate bedchamber. It was a least three times the size of Master Kristoff’s, and the bed at the center was probably large enough to accommodate a half dozen people. Seven other windows were festooned around the room in a circle, though I couldn’t actually see into any of them particularly well. This must have been what Lucian meant when he called this a “viewing room.” I had never seen anything quite like it. 

	I was still boggling at the design when the bedchamber door opened and Emperor Lucian strode inside. Behind him were three human women—all young and dressed for the gala. I remembered what Master Kristoff had told me about Lucian’s alleged penchant for young noblewomen, and it didn’t take long for him to prove that everything I’d heard was true. 

	The women fawned over him with a zeal that would have made most avenari jealous. As a group, they slowly and seductively stripped him of his breastplate and cloak. He tore open one woman’s dress and began suckling at her breasts while another sank to the carpet and worked his cock free. They descended upon the bed mere moments later, and the orgy that followed was every bit as raw and bestial as anything I’d witnessed in Korvale.

	Lucian took each of the women at least once over the next several hours, and he always made it a point to spill as deeply inside them as possible. During his downtime, the women entertained each other while he watched, and I found myself wondering if they’d even known each other beforehand. By the time his almost superhuman recovery finally floundered, I swore I could actually smell the sex through the glass. They all passed out in an intermingled heap, and the glowstones dimmed not long after. 

	At some point I managed to fall asleep despite my restraints, though the rest was fitful and confused. When morning finally came, I started to wonder how long Lucian might keep me in here to watch him. Once it was bright enough to see again, however, I realized that while the noblewomen were still sprawled across the bed, the Emperor himself was gone. The door to my suite opened not long after, and loud, booted footfalls echoed through the room. 

	“Well, well,” a familiar voice said. “I wondered what Lucian had done with you.”

	I closed my eyes and bit down on the gag as General Torelius walked up behind me. It never occurred to me that he might actually stay in the palace. I reached out to the Aether and channeled its power through me just in case he decided to touch me again. I didn’t even care about the risks at this point—there was no way in the void I was going to put up with him again, not even in the seat of Imperial power…

	“I saw your master flee the gala with his tail tucked between his legs,” Torelius said, slapping my ass hard enough I actually yelped. “What a waste. All that fuss to get you back only to lose you a few days later.”

	He chortled giddily. The pillory prevented me from turning around, but I could see the outline of his reflection in the glass as he sauntered over to the armoire a few yards away. I couldn’t tell what was inside from this angle, but he perused the shelves with obvious glee. 

	“I sold all three of my girls last night,” he went on. “Two of them went for almost double what I paid last year. The breeders are desperate for ripe stock this season. It’s a shame Lucian didn’t put you right back on the market—can you imagine Gabriel’s face when some slack-jawed, inbred shit from the Wreath ended up buying you? I’d pay a thousand coins to see that.”

	He finally retrieved something from the shelf. I only realized it was a scourge when he uncoiled the short leather strands with a sharp crack. 

	“Lucian promised me a new girl by morning, but frankly this is so much better,” Torelius sneered. “I wasn’t finished with you, not by a long shot. Perhaps this will finally give me the opportunity to learn why Gabriel thinks you’re so bloody special….”

	He lashed my left thigh. I closed my eyes and bit down again, but it still felt like he’d poured liquid fire on my skin. He directed a second lash at my other hip and a third at the small of my back. 

	“I assume Gabriel took you at least once after your return,” the general taunted. When I didn’t respond, he lashed the whip across my ass. “That was a question, cunt! Answer me.”

	I garbled something unintelligible into the gag, which only made him laugh harder. After a few more strokes, he shuffled forward close enough that he could unfasten the straps holding the phallus in place. 

	“I’m surprised you haven’t learned to speak with a cock in your mouth yet,” Torelius chided. “Then again, I doubt Kristoff’s wilted little stem gave you much practice…”

	I gasped for air as he pulled the phallus from my mouth and tossed it upon the floor. My throat was so parched I couldn’t even swallow. 

	“Relax, I’ll give you something to wet those lips soon enough,” he snickered. “Now answer my question: did Gabriel fuck you after I dropped you off?”

	“Yes, my lord,” I managed through clenched teeth. I called upon the Aether to dull the pain, but it was still distracting enough I wasn’t sure if I could pierce his mind unless he actually touched me. My only other option was to try and destroy the pillory and break myself free, but I’d never attempted anything like that before…

	“How many times?”

	“My lord?”

	The whip cracked across my lower back. “It’s a simple question,” he growled. “How many times did he fuck you?”

	I pressed my eyes shut. The real answer was zero, of course, but I knew that’s not what he wanted to hear. So instead I thought of Astanya. “Over a dozen times, my lord.”

	“Really? How pathetic. He probably couldn’t even afford a replacement while you were gone, and Triad knows he couldn’t seduce a real woman to save his life.” Torelius slowly dragged the leather tails across my upper back. “You can learn a great deal about a man by the way he treats his whores. Tell me: where does he leave his seed when he’s finished with you?”

	“Inside me, my lord.”

	“Never upon those perky tits of yours?”

	“Sometimes.”

	Torelius grunted as he dragged the tails across my bare quim. “What about your pretty little lips and cheeks?”

	“Rarely, my lord.”

	“Well, then I think it’s time you were properly marked by a real man,” he said. “But first I want you to describe everything Gabriel did to you in perfect detail.”

	“What?”

	He cracked the whip across my back. “You really are dull, aren’t you? It’s not complicated. Tell me the first thing he did to you. Did he shove his cock down your throat? Did he bend you over his desk and take your ass?”

	My eyes fluttered open as I channeled the Aether to my fingertips. “He took me upon his bed, my lord.”

	“That’s a lie—even Gabriel isn’t that boring.” Torelius grunted contemptuously, I heard him fiddle with the buckle on his belt. “I want details. I want to know exactly how you debased yourself like the worthless whore you are!”

	He raised the scourge to strike me again, and I prepared to unleash a blast of energy to shatter my restraints—

	“General Torelius,” a harsh female voice called from the hallway. 

	“I’m occupied,” he growled back. “If you have a message, give it to me—”

	“That slave is the Emperor’s property,” the woman interrupted. Her reflection was difficult to make out, but I could tell she was wearing the black-red armor of a Praetorian. “You were never given permission to touch her.”

	“You dare?” Torelius hissed. “I am the High General of the Imperial Legion!”

	“His Majesty’s servants have already arranged entertainment for you at breakfast,” the Praetorian told him calmly. “Two fresh girls are already waiting for you downstairs.”

	The general grumbled something under his breath and tossed the scourge aside. “I demand an audience with your master as soon as possible.”

	“I will pass your message along, sir.”

	After slapping my ass a final time, Torelius stormed out of the room like a petulant child. I let out a deep breath and released my hold on the Aether. I couldn’t believe I was actually grateful for the intervention of a Praetorian…

	“His Majesty apologizes for your treatment last night,” the woman said as she stepped up behind me and unlocked my restraints. “But the deception was necessary to quell the concerns of the nobility. He cannot be seen treating one of your people without scorn, especially not during a public event.”

	She helped me stand up and offered me a robe. I gently slipped it on, wondering what in the void was going on. The fact that the woman’s face was completely concealed by her helmet didn’t make reading her any easier. 

	“Please,” she implored, “follow me.”

	She escorted me back into the hall and led me back through the long, pristine corridors. They were even emptier than last night—I didn’t spot anyone aside from a few other Praetorian. Eventually she nudged me toward a silver-plated door, and when she pushed it open my mouth nearly fell to the floor. 

	The room was twice times the size of Master Kristoff’s bedchamber and probably five times as ostentatious. On my left was an enormous marble tub filled with steaming hot water. Straight ahead of me was an antique table and sitting area with baskets full of fresh fruit. On my right was an open wardrobe with enough clothing to outfit half the noblewomen in Glorinfel. The outfits ranged from practical to elegant to seductive, and a cursory glance revealed that almost all the fabric had been imported from wealthy Torsian nations. Even more impressively, I could feel a faint Aetheric aura emanating from nearly every dress—they were probably enchanted to contract or expand to perfectly fit the wearer. 

	“His Supreme Majesty was certain you’d appreciate a hot bath,” the Praetorian said. “When you’re finished, feel free to wear anything you like. I’ll be outside when you’re ready.”

	She started to leave, but I managed to pull my eyes away from the wardrobe and turn before she closed the door. “I don’t understand,” I whispered. “What does he want from me?”

	“Only your attention,” she told me. “He has wanted to meet you for some time, and he hopes his hospitality will convince you that he is not your enemy. Now please, indulge yourself.”

	Before I could think of another question, she closed the door behind her. I stood in place for long moment, wondering if all of this was just a particularly vivid dream. But once my brain started functioning again, I pivoted back around and forced myself to evaluate the situation. This might have been some kind of test—the Emperor could have easily been watching me from behind one of the many mirrors. But if he was, I had no idea what he hoped to gain. The more likely explanation was that Karethys had been telling the truth about the Lucian’s loyalties. Perhaps he really was sympathetic to the Faedari. If so, this could have been his first attempt to prove it to me. 

	Either way, I decided not to waste this opportunity worrying about it. Tossing my robe aside, I stepped over to the bath and held my hand above the tub. The heat felt so good I immediately flung my legs over the edge and melted into the water. Within seconds I was completely renewed. My entire body tingled from toe to chin, and my mind felt more at ease than when I practiced one Master Kristoff’s meditation techniques. I could have stayed here for hours without batting an eyelash. 

	The secret was the enchanted gemstones embedded in the marble. Without them, the water couldn’t stay this warm for long. They were in high demand among the nobility, but they were so ludicrously decadent and expensive that only the Grand Dukes and a handful of others could possibly afford them. Master Kristoff had owned a few, but he’d been forced to leave them behind when we had abandoned Stormcrest. I had forgotten just how much I missed this. 

	Eventually I convinced myself I should probably move, in no small part due to the increasingly insistent rumbles in my stomach. I wrapped myself in a towel and picked some fruit off the table as I perused all the dresses and gowns in the wardrobe. Sharela probably would have passed-out just looking at them, and I had a feeling that most of the noblewomen in Sanctum would have paid a fortune just to swap places with me for an hour. Some would have gone so far as to deem a slave’s presence around such finery as sacrilege. The thought actually made me smile.

	My skin was completely dry by the time I settled on an outfit. Rather than picking something purely elegant or purely seductive, I chose one of the turquoise saris woven from a mix of Numenese and Talishite silk. It was clearly designed for a taller human woman, but the instant I clasped the belt the enchantment within triggered. I watched in the mirror as the cloth molded around my slender figure. The skirt dangled just below my knees, while the top left my arms and navel bare. 

	I wondered distantly if Sharela would have made the same choice. For the last several years she had dressed me almost every day, especially when Master Kristoff had anything interesting planned. Ripe faeyn females were so valuable they almost always displayed their tattoo-free stomachs, and I was tempted to reconsider my choice just to make a point. But the bottom line was I that I liked my appearance, and it was strangely satisfying to make the decision for myself even if the end result was the same. 

	I granted myself another five minutes to finish a last piece of fruit before I reopened the door. The Praetorian was still waiting outside. 

	“I’m ready,” I said. “Where are we going?”

	“His Supreme Majesty wishes to meet you in the Cartarium,” she replied. “Please, follow me.”

	We wound through several more corridors and two flights of stairs before we reached the palace’s uppermost level. A massive, wall-length window provided a startling view of Sanctum. The Aetherium, the Grand Temple of Veshar, the Legion Citadel—they were all visible from here, along with dozens of other important buildings. By decree of Lucian’s father, Rikus, no structure in the city could rise higher than the palace, and after seeing this I could understand why. 

	Across from the window was another silver-plated door, and the Praetorian gestured inside. “The Emperor will be along shortly.”

	I nodded and crept forward. The chamber was completely dark at first, but the glowstone sconces lit up once I actually stepped inside. The walls were covered in paintings and sculptures, at least half of which predated the Empire by centuries, but the floor itself was completely devoid of furniture. The stone tiles were painted, however, and after a few moments I realized it wasn’t just another mural or random pattern—it was an enormous map of Calhara. 

	The scale was truly staggering. Landmarks, cities, towns, even villages…everything was there, down to the smallest detail. But the longer I studied it, the more I realized that some of those details weren’t accurate. The provincial borders were completely missing…

	“For almost twenty years, this room served as my father’s ever-growing harem,” the Emperor’s tenor voice echoed across the chamber. “He brought in slaves from every region in the world. Crell and Solarian, Yamatan and Talishite, human and elf…he was never particularly discerning. If the gods consider variety a vice, then my father is surely rotting in the blackest part of the Void.”

	I glanced back over my shoulder as Lucian strode through the doorway. His crimson cape billowed behind him, and he had donned his sleeveless leather breastplate and matching greaves. Out of pure reflex, I dropped to a knee and lowered my head. Slaves weren’t even supposed to look upon him, let alone make any sort of eye contact. 

	“I ordered the renovation even before my official coronation,” Lucian went on. “It took the laborers almost four months to complete construction, and the Artificers needed another two to add the final touches. But the results speak for themselves, wouldn’t you agree?”

	“I…” I stumbled in an attempt to find my voice. The serenity I’d found in the bath just minutes earlier evaporated the instant I saw him. “It is quite magnificent, Your Majesty.”

	He grunted softly. “Few of my slaves have ever seen the Cartarium. Fewer still understand its purpose. But I suspect you might be the exception.”

	I remained silent as he paced around me. I had no idea what to say or how to react. Back in Master Kristoff’s mansion, I’d planned out a dozen different strategies for approaching this conversation. As intimidating as the Emperor was, I had managed just fine with other powerful men like the Grand Dukes. But now that I was actually here, I felt completely unprepared. Lucian was one of the youngest members of the Imperial Court, yet he projected an aura of power unlike anything I’d ever experienced…

	“That was a question, in case I was unclear,” Lucian said mildly. “Do you understand what this is?”

	I swept my eyes across the floor. “It is a map of the Empire, Your Majesty.”

	“A child could have told me that much. Surely you can do better.” He approached close enough to me that I could see his boots, and I could feel the weight of his glare upon me when I didn’t respond. “I’m disappointed, Elara. A mutual friend said you possessed remarkable inner strength, and in my experience she is rarely mistaken.”

	I swallowed and bit down on my lower lip. He couldn’t have offered me a stronger cue, and this was my chance to take it. 

	“You have spoken with Lady Karethys,” I whispered as I slowly tilted my chin upward. It was a testament to the power of my avenari training that forcing myself to make eye contact was so difficult. But when I did, Lucian merely smiled and offered me his hand. 

	“She told me all about your ‘negotiations’ with Duke Darkstone in the Vale,” he said, slipping his fingers into mine. “She also told me the truth about you—a truth I had already suspected for some time.”

	“Your Majesty?”

	His smile widened. “Kneeling is a sign of submission…but our kind should never submit to anyone. Rise.”

	After releasing a final calming breath, I slowly rose to my feet. His hand was incredibly warm, and I was certain he could feel me trembling. 

	“Most slaves who dare look upon their Emperor are punished,” Lucian said. “But as I said, our kind can never be slaves. Not to the Covenant, not to Empire, and especially not to the Aether. We are Unbound—our will is made reality.”

	I was tempted to continue feigning ignorance. I was even more tempted to outright deny him. But resistance was obviously pointless. If he planned to turn me over to the Covenant, he didn’t need my confession to do it. He was their chosen avatar. 

	“She told me about you,” I whispered. “Not directly, but I overheard her speaking with my…erm…handler.”

	“You mean the Faedari operative posing as the bodyguard of one of the Grand Dukes,” Lucian said. “Yes, I know all about Larric as well. Karethys is quite fond of him, and she doesn’t express that sentiment toward many humans. Particularly males.”

	He chuckled softly and lifted my other hand in his. He studied me for a long moment, but for one of the few times in my life I knew I wasn’t being appraised for my beauty. His eyes seemed to be looking through me rather than at me. 

	“Karethys told you about my abilities?” I asked softly. 

	“No,” Lucian said. “She doesn’t know the truth, or at least she didn’t until we last spoke. But I had my suspicions before Kristoff dispatched you into the Vale. When my spies first informed me that he was using his new avenari to gain support from the rest of the Quorum, I assumed he was plotting something. But when Arland and the Artificers and others joined him so rapidly, I knew there was more going on. Your master is a fraction as clever as he believes, and he has never been a particularly shrewd negotiator.”

	“And you didn’t wish to stop him?”

	“Why would I? He’s doing exactly what I want.”

	My brow furrowed. “Karethys said you secretly wished to start a civil war between the provinces and destroy the Covenant in the process.” 

	“What I want is to save this world from the fools who control it,” Lucian said flatly. “The Covenant is the locus of their power. Without it, the Empire as we know could not exist.” 

	“But you’re the Emperor. You can already do anything you wish.”

	“If only that were true,” he murmured. “I’m sure Gabriel taught you enough about politics to realize that no one man, not even me, can truly control the Empire. There are many factions vying for power—the gentry, the Legion, the Covenant, even the Artificers—and coalitions are only maintained by tenuous promises and even more tenuous threats of violence. I am going to change that.”

	My eyes drifted back down to the map below our feet. “That’s what this is,” I whispered. “Your vision of an Empire without borders, without provinces.”

	“It’s the beginning of my vision,” Lucian clarified. “Once the Covenant is destroyed and the old coalitions crumble, there will no longer be a need for borders or provinces or Grand Dukes. We won’t even need a Legion.”

	I wandered over Stormcrest on the map and glanced back up to him. “That’s why you’re doing this? To consolidate power?”

	He snorted and shook his head. “You misunderstand, Elara. I am not a petty duke seeking a larger duchy. I—we—are Unbound. The Covenant preaches that we are heretics who deserve death, but we both know that’s a lie. They fear us because they cannot control us. It is a lesson repeated time and time again throughout the ages.”

	“How do you mean?”

	“I’ve no idea what Kristoff taught you about history, but Calhara was very different place a few centuries ago,” Lucian said as he sauntered over to the Sorthaal Highlands on the map. “The world was still recovering from the Second Godswar where Unbound channelers in Torsia rose up against their chains. The devastation was widespread and brutal. Millions died in the fighting. Entire cultures were changed forever.”

	He paused and gestured down. “Your people still ruled Sorthaal, and they worshipped a long dead goddess named Anvira. But most of their channelers were Unbound. Just like the vaeyn, they were never afraid to harness the power the Aether had gifted them. Their civilization thrived while human kingdoms rose and fell across the world.”

	“Until Sanctus Veshar destroyed it,” I whispered. “I have read the stories.”

	“What you’ve read is almost certainly nonsense,” Lucian grumbled. “In the modern world, the power of the Aether can only be channeled by two types of people: the Unbound and those given access to the Godstone by the Covenant. Your former master is one of the Bound, as is Duke Darkstone. Their power was gifted to them by the Covenant and can be stripped away at any moment.”

	I nodded slowly. “But they have no way to control us. That’s why the Inquisitors are so intent on hunting us down.”

	“Precisely. It’s a simple enough truth, I know, but so many in this city refuse to see it…” He snorted softly shook his head. “The real question that no one dares ask is why the Godstone is capable of creating channelers. Where does its power come from? How can the Covenant control it so easily?”

	“The stone contains the souls of the Triad,” I said. “The gods grant power to those they deem worthy.”

	“Those are the words inscribed in the Levinthian and parroted by the Hierophant,” Lucian said. “The truth is more complex.”

	He opened his right hand and conjured a small ball of blue flame into his palm. “What if I told you that Sanctus Veshar and his allies weren’t really gods?” he asked softly. “What if I told you that they, like many before them, were merely extremely powerful Unbound?”

	“I…I don’t know,” I murmured. “Why would you believe that?”

	“Because I have read books besides the Levinthian. I have studied histories beyond those contained in the library of the Paravel Divintium. The vaeyn are a source of great wisdom for those willing to listen, and they know the truth far better than any Covenant priest.” 

	Lucian snapped his hand shut and extinguished the flame. “In the ancient past, a handful of Unbound humans discovered that they could imbue their supplicants with a fraction of their power, allowing them to channel the Aether. Over time, these Unbound essentially became living gods. They ruled the world, and their followers slaughtered one another in their name.”

	My eyes narrowed in confusion. I had never heard anything like this before, but I didn’t sense any overt deception from him. Of course that only meant he believed what he was saying. He still could have been wrong. 

	“Sanctus Veshar was one of those Unbound,” Lucian went on. “So were the other members of the Triad, most likely. They forged our Empire, and before they died they infused the Godstone with their power. They knew that their worshippers could use it as a leash to control all future channelers—except other Unbound. For that, they created the Covenant.”

	I frowned in thought. “To demonize us, you mean.”

	“Yes. What better way to control potential rivals than to brand them as heretics? They believed the rage of the masses would keep us from ever rising up and destroying what they had created.”

	I shook my head and closed my eyes. This all sounded so ludicrous I didn’t even know how to respond. Still, I couldn’t deny that a part of me found it fascinating. And it did make a twisted kind of sense…

	“Why are you telling me all of this?” I asked. 

	“Because I want you to understand my vision of the future,” Lucian said. “I want you to understand the ramifications. Our people are more than just innate channelers, Elara.”

	He smiled and placed his hands upon my shoulders. “We are living gods—and it is long past time we reclaimed what is rightfully ours.”
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	I stood there in silence for several seconds, wondering if Lucian was mad or merely delusional. His words went beyond idle rumination; they were downright sacrilege. The Levinthian was crystal clear on the subject of the Aether: it was a dangerous force that could only be harnessed by those loyal to the Triad. These “Bound” channelers swore fealty to the Hierophant, and their power could be stripped at any time if they disobeyed. The Inquisitors, the Tel Bator, the nobles who dabbled in magic—they were all Bound to the Godstone, and through it the Covenant. 

	Master Kristoff begrudged their control. He had spoken of it often while he’d trained me, and I had no doubt that many others felt the same way. Duke Darkstone would likely have his abilities severed the instant he formerly declared the Vale’s independence, and so would every other channeler in his court. The price of dissent was so steep it had held the Empire together for generations. Part of the reason Kristoff had wanted to gather such a large army was because he knew the Quorum’s forces would be at a tremendous disadvantage without magic of their own. 

	Still, none of that contradicted Lucian’s story. If anything, it made his words sound even more plausible. The Covenant’s war against the Unbound was as political as it was religious, and Larric had told me that one of the reason they hated elves so much was that we were more likely to be born Unbound. That was why the rules for faeyn breeding were so stringently enforced…

	“I understand it’s a lot to take in,” Lucian said into the silence. “It took me years to uncover the truth and nearly as long to accept it. Then I met Karethys and everything changed.”

	I glanced back up to him. “How did the Emperor meet a vaeyn?”

	“It wasn’t long after your friend Larric encountered her and was exiled from the Covenant. When I heard the reports, I knew the Inquisitors were lying and decided to investigate myself.” He chuckled softly. “She could have killed me quite easily. I had only just started to unlock my powers, and I had no idea what a shadow knight was really capable of. But thankfully she realized I was the Emperor’s son, and she suspected I would be far more useful as a hostage than a corpse. Once she learned I was Unbound…well, everything else just fell neatly into place.”

	I suddenly wished Larric were here. I had the feeling he didn’t know Karethys quite as well as he thought…or at least, he didn’t know everything she’d been up to. I made a mental note to ask him about it later. 

	“The two of you plotted out a way to trigger a civil war,” I whispered. “And you’ve been working together ever since.”

	“Not always directly, but yes,” Lucian confirmed. “The vaeyn are fearsome but not prolific. She knew they could never survive an offensive war against the combined might of the Empire. If the provinces were set against each other, however, they could do a tremendous amount of damage in a short amount of time…as you have seen first-hand.”

	I nodded absently. At this point, the fall of Stormcrest seemed like a lifetime ago. I had almost been a completely different person. When I thought back to the days just after Master Kristoff had purchased me, the memories almost seemed like they belonged to someone else…

	“So you fed them enough information that could conquer most of Glorinfel,” I whispered. “You knew it would drive Master Kristoff back to Sanctum and cripple the nobility’s trust in the Legion.”

	“Indeed,” he said, gesturing down to the border between Sulinor and Glorinfel. “We knew that Stormcrest was the ideal target. The Kristoff family has always had a strained relationship with the High Generals, and I suspected I could use him to create a rift between Torelius and the Grand Dukes. Still, I would be lying if I claimed I’d expected things to proceed so smoothly. I assumed the Legion would need to suffer many more defeats before Gabriel could muster the Quorum.” He grinned. “I never counted upon you.”

	I wasn’t entirely sure why, but his approving gaze made me feel more vulnerable than if I’d been naked on my knees in front of him. I hugged my arms across my chest, but it didn’t help. 

	“How long did you expect it to take?” I asked quietly. 

	“A year, at least,” Lucian said. “Several seemed far more likely. The vaeyn are tremendously patient, you understand—one of the many advantages of living so long. Karethys knew I was young, and she was content to wait decades for our scheme to unfold, if necessary. We made a number of contingency plans just in case Gabriel wasn’t as malleable as we hoped.”

	I thought back to Master Kristoff’s comments about Lucian’s fetish for young noblewomen and the hedonistic display I’d witnessed last night. “Children,” I whispered. “You planned to birth as many Unbound children as you could.”

	He chuckled softly and clasped his hands behind his back. “Once again you impress me—though I do apologize for last night’s performance. Placing you in the stocks was necessary to keep up appearances in front of the court. Still, I hope you found the view…compelling.”

	“Master Kristoff said the Covenant was worried about your offspring,” I said. “But they don’t know that you’re Unbound.”

	“No. But Unbound or not, imagine the political chaos if dozens of noblewomen suddenly gave birth to the Emperor’s offspring.” Lucian snickered. “The Imperial Court would devour itself. The entire social hierarchy of the Empire could collapse.”

	“Surely someone here has noticed what you’re doing.”

	“Of course they have. The priests have been attempting to shield my ‘guests’ with an Aetheric enchantment to prevent pregnancy, and under normal circumstances they would succeed.”

	“But you’re Unbound, so you can dispel the enchantment,” I reasoned. Considering all the other injustices I witnessed on daily basis, it seemed silly to worry about young noblewomen who were clearly grateful for the opportunity to bed their Emperor. But for whatever reason, my stomach still churned in disgust. 

	“In a few months, the palace will be beset with claims of new heirs,” Lucian said. “In a year, it will be drowned by them. And if any of my children happen to be Unbound…well, all the better.”

	I pursed my lips. “What about the women? Do they know the priests are trying to shield them?”

	“Of course not. They would resist if they did. You need to understand where they’re coming from: the girls and their families are desperate for status in the court. They crave my attention and yearn for my seed.” Lucian smiled. “Though I admit…I quite enjoy giving it to them.”

	I glanced away and tried to conceal my growing unease. His plan made sense, of course, and he was probably correct about the damage it would cause in the long-term. But thinking about it made me feel sick nonetheless. 

	“I still don’t understand exactly what you want,” I said after a moment. “An Empire where the Unbound don’t fear the Covenant?”

	“I want an Empire without the Covenant,” Lucian said. “The Hierophant preaches that humans are the true stewards of this world, but we both know that’s nonsense. Chagari, elf, orc, human—it doesn’t matter. The only true power is the Aether, and those of us that can wield it must take our rightful place as its rulers.”

	A cold shiver slowly wormed its way down my spine. There was no mistaking the veiled menace in his words. “What about everyone else?”

	He studied me for several seconds before he chuckled again. “You’ve lived in servitude all your life. You’ve been degraded and humiliated almost every day…yet you’re actually worried about the people who’ve held your leash for so long?”

	“I don’t wish to hurt anyone,” I stammered. 

	“You hurt those bandits outside the Infintium,” he pointed out. “You hurt the Inquisitor who tried to capture you near Lakewatch.”

	I felt my cheek twitch. I knew I shouldn’t been surprised that he knew so much, but the shiver in my spine transformed into a full-blown shudder. 

	“Don’t mistake my meaning—you absolutely did the right thing,” Lucian added. “If anything, you’ve shown remarkable restraint. You could have murdered your master months ago. Gabriel is a competent channeler, but he’s not Unbound.”

	“Master Kristoff has done a great deal for me,” I said. “He taught me to read, he taught me how to control my magic…he could have given me over to the Covenant at any time, but he didn’t.”

	“Only because he believed you were useful to him. Don’t mistake self-interest for charity.” Lucian grunted and shook his head. “I understand why you still feel some degree of loyalty to him. He’s conditioned you to serve him, body and soul. That’s a leash you must learn to break for yourself.”

	He paused for a moment and eyed me up and down again. “What I’m offering you is a chance for true freedom, Elara. A life without collar or leash or scorn. From here at my side, you can help me shape the future of the Empire…and the future of our people.”

	“You don’t even know me,” I whispered. 

	“I know what you are, and that’s enough,” Lucian said. “The Levinthian tells us that it is humanity’s divine right to subjugate the lesser species. It says that the strong should naturally rule over the weak. There’s truth in those words, but strength has nothing to do with race and everything to do with blood. The Aether is part of us both, and there is no stronger bond in the entire world.” He slowly paced toward me. “Together we can learn to channel magic just like the Triad. Together we can empower armies of loyal followers and bring true, lasting stability to Calhara and beyond!”

	When I continued recoiling from him, he stopped and smiled. “Perhaps what you really need is a demonstration.”

	Lucian gestured back toward the chamber door, and the Aether stirred as he pulled them with telekinetic force. The female Praetorian on the other side turned to look, and he bade her to join us with a wave of his hand. 

	“Since the dawn the Empire the Praetorian Guards have protected the Veshari Emperor from all threats,” Lucian said. “Their training is every bit as brutal as that of the Inquisitors, possibly more so. They willingly eschew virtually every pleasure of the flesh, and they are taught to resist telepathic manipulation. They are incorruptible and indomitable.”

	The woman took up a position next to him and stopped. Lucian acknowledged her with a nod. 

	“The Covenant believes they are kept ‘pure’ because they are never subjected to the temptations of the Aether,” he said. “I disagree.”

	On cue, the Praetorian lifted her hand and conjured sparks of Aether power to her palm. I gasped and backpedaled out of pure reflex. I knew she wasn’t bound to the Godstone, otherwise the Covenant would have already know about Lucian’s true power. Which meant that either she was also Unbound…

	Or Lucian was right. Her power was coming from him. 

	“If you concentrate,” Lucian said, “you’ll see the tether stretching between us.”

	My eyes flicked over to the Praetorian woman as I reached out to the Aether. I could feel its power swirling around her, but I wasn’t certain what he meant by a “tether.” She seemed identical to every other channeler I’d met. 

	“Here,” Lucian prompted, offering me his hand. “Let me show you.”

	I reached out and touched his skin. A piece of his mind cracked opened, and I inhaled sharply as a deluge of thoughts and emotions washed over me. The tether he mentioned materialized in the air almost like a ghostly tendril grasping out through the Aether. Lucian was like a fountain of magic showering his power upon anyone he wished…

	I withdrew my hand. I could feel prickles in my skin even as I backed away. After a few more seconds the Praetorian stopped channeling, but Aetheric energy continued crackling around the Cartarium like we were standing amidst a great thunderstorm. 

	“I believe she’s seen enough,” Lucian said, smiling. The Praetorians nodded, then returned to her watchful perch outside the chamber. 

	“It seems…impossible,” I whispered. 

	“I know. I thought the same for a while. Karethys told me that only a handful of Unbound ever master the technique, but I wouldn’t be at all surprised if you were one of them.”

	I let out a deep breath and bit down on my lower lip. The tingling sensation had only now started to fade. “Why would you say that?”

	“Because you’ve bent half the nobles in this city to your will in the span of a few short months,” Lucian said. “Because Gabriel sees you as the ultimate political weapon. He’s not wrong. The Covenant is right to fear us.”

	His smile widened as he stepped closer to me. “Consider again what I’m offering you, Elara. You will have power far beyond any of the people who’ve ever controlled you. The people of the Empire will stop seeing you as an elf or a slave—they will see you as a goddess.”

	I hugged my arms together again. This was all happening so quickly. I didn’t know what to think, and I definitely didn’t know what to do. 

	“And if I refuse?” I asked. 

	Lucian shrugged. “Then I will return you to your former master. If you would prefer to kneel rather than rule, there’s nothing I can do for you.”

	“But I know your plans. I know your secret.”

	“A secret no one will believe coming from the lips of an elf,” he said flatly. “The instant you leave this palace, your voice loses all value. I am the only one in the Empire who can protect you.”

	I swallowed the anxious lump rising in my throat. “What about the Faedari rebels?”

	Lucian grunted derisively. “They can’t help you. They can’t teach you how to control your power; they can’t grant you a place in the corridors of power. I understand why you might have some affection for them, but you need to be realistic. They’re a thorn in the side of my rivals, nothing more. If you really want to help them, you’ll join me in destroying the Covenant. You could even empower some of them as your servants as you wish. You could restore the dignity of your people one loyal supplicant at a time.”

	I paced across the outline of Sorthaal. “Somehow I doubt that’s what they would want.”

	“It doesn’t matter. They don’t matter.” Lucian sighed. “I understand that you’re overwhelmed right now, Elara, but soon enough you’ll realize what’s truly at stake. The Aether itself must have given you this power for a reason. There’s no turning away from destiny.”

	My eyes flicked back over to meet his. I couldn’t bring myself to trust him yet, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. The world he described, the vision he had just laid out…I didn’t want anything to do with it. I honestly wasn’t sure what I was anymore, but I knew I wasn’t a leader—and I certainly wasn’t a goddess.

	Still, despite the lingering knots in the pit of my stomach, I reminded myself that I had learned even more than I’d hoped. I had confirmed that the Emperor was Unbound, and I knew precisely what he was up to. The fact that nothing had gone the way I’d anticipated didn’t make a difference. I just needed to get back to Larric and tell him everything…

	“I need time,” I whispered. “You’ve given me a great deal to consider.”

	“You’re welcome to stay as long you like,” Lucian said. “And don’t worry—I’ll make sure Torelius doesn’t bother you again. My Praetorian can conceal you from the other nobles. You’re free to do anything you wish as long as you stay beneath my wing.”

	“His Majesty is most generous.”

	He flicked his hand to the side. “You don’t need to call me that. Emperor, avenari…the Aether cares nothing for titles. All that matters is we can both hear its clarion call. It binds us together in a way no one else could possibly understand.”

	I nodded slowly. “Still, I…I think I would prefer to return to Master Kristoff. At least for a while.”

	Lucian studied me in silence for several long moments. “If that is your wish,” he said. “Just remember that I won’t be able to protect you—and recognize that my offer will not last forever.”

	The threat in his voice was veiled but unmistakable, but at this point I didn’t really care. I needed to speak with Larric, and bringing him back to the palace with me would only entrap us both. Besides, I had a feeling he wouldn’t be any more receptive to the Emperor’s “vision” than I was…

	“I understand,” I murmured.

	“Then I’ll summon a carriage for you immediately,” Lucian said. “I’ve no doubt that Gabriel will be delighted by your swift return.”

	“I know he will,” I agreed. “And I won’t tell him anything.”

	Lucian smiled faintly. From the glimmer in his eyes, I suspected he knew exactly what I was planning. He simply didn’t care. He wasn’t disappointed in the least—on the contrary, he was supremely confident that I would regret my decision and return in short order. 

	“I’ve never met anyone quite like you, Elara,” he said, touching my shoulders again. I felt a rush of energy as the Aether crackled between us. “There’s so much we can teach other. I hope you’ll join me soon.”

	I smiled back. “You won’t have to wait long for my answer. I promise.”
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	The female Praetorian escorted me outside the palace less than an hour later. We maneuvered through a series of hidden passages that allowed us to completely avoid the rest of the palace guards and servants along the way. They were so pristine I assumed Lucian had ordered their construction shortly after he’d taken the throne, and he probably wanted to prove that he could hide me from the prying eyes of the gentry. But that wasn’t the part of his plan that concerned me. I had no doubts about his competence—if anything, I was more worried because of it. His cunning made it all the more likely that his terrifying vision of the future might actually come to pass…

	Once the Praetorian helped me inside the carriage, I closed my eyes and began mentally rehearsing how I would explain all of this to Larric. Calling it “overwhelming” was a tremendous understatement. I had just learned a score of secrets, any one of which could literally tear the Empire apart overnight if they were whispered into the right ears. I wondered what the Faedari would do with this information, if anything. I wondered if Karethys and the vaeyn actually knew the full depth of Lucian’s scheme. 

	I wondered if they believed he was as mad as I did. 

	I was still completely flustered by the time we arrived at the estate, but I took a deep breath and forced myself to relax in preparation of what was to come. One of the house guards rushed toward me after I stepped out of the carriage. I couldn’t tell if he was more surprised by my presence or the fact I wasn’t wearing a collar or leash. 

	“By the bloody void,” he rasped, eyeing me up and down. “Where is your collar?”

	“The Emperor removed it,” I told him. I saw no point in lying. 

	The man’s brow furrowed in confusion. He was obviously more worried about protocol than he was about me running off—none of the men here had ever seen me as a threat. “Well, His Excellency will be pleased to see you,” the man said as he grabbed my wrist. “This way.”

	“No.” 

	He froze in place, so stunned he couldn’t even speak. It had probably never occurred to him that I would ever refuse a command. 

	“Take me to the barracks,” I ordered, reaching out to the Aether and penetrating his mind. I was tempted to command him to stand here and wait for me, but with the other gate guard’s observing us I knew I needed to be a bit more subtle. “Do you understand?”

	“Yes,” he mumbled. “Yes, of course.”

	He led over to Larric’s quarters without further fuss. After he released his grip on my arm, I glanced around the courtyard one last time before I cracked open the door and slipped into the room. 

	It was empty. 

	I hissed between my teeth. He must have been inside the mansion meeting with Master Kristoff. Hopefully that meant the two of them were back on decent terms. Larric would probably have a much easier time reaching his rebel contacts without anyone looking over his shoulder…

	“Captain Aresi is gone.”

	I whipped my head back around to the doorway. The charmed guard was standing there, his face still blank. 

	“What do you mean?” I asked. “Where is he?”

	“The Inquisitors took him away.”

	My stomach dropped so hard I nearly lost my balance. “What?”

	“He and Duke Kristoff began arguing after the Green Gala last night,” the guard said. “He ordered the captain restrained and sent a runner to the temple. A squad of Inquisitors arrived a few minutes later.”

	“But…” My voice died as my throat turned to stone. A tremor rippled through my body and caused my knees to wobble. I wanted to argue and protest, but when I rummaged through the guard’s memories I could see he was telling the truth. He hadn’t been close enough to the confrontation to hear anything, but he’d watched from a distance as Master Kristoff and Larric had screamed at each other. Eventually Kristoff had called for the guards, and they’d swarmed over Larric in a group. Strangely, he hadn’t fought back. 

	“I need to speak with the master,” I breathed. “Take me to him.”

	The guard nodded helpfully. “Of course.”

	He led me through the mansion straight toward the conference chamber. My mind conjured up dozens of terrifying scenarios about what the Covenant had already done to Larric, but I forced myself to stay calm and wait until I had all the details. Once we arrived, I ordered the guard back to his post and waited until he was out of sight. I knew I should have taken a few more seconds to compose myself and decide precisely what I wanted to say, but I was too anxious to wait. Biting down on my lower lip, I pushed open the door and strode inside. 

	“Elara?” Master Kristoff breathed from behind his desk. “How the…? Merciful Triad, what the hell are you doing here?”

	“The Emperor released me,” I said, closing the door and creeping farther inside. 

	“So soon?” he gasped. “What happened? What did you learn?”

	“First you need to tell me what happened to Larric,” I demanded. “The guard outside said you turned him over to the Covenant.”

	Kristoff blinked in surprise. I had never spoken to him so forcefully before, and he was clearly taken aback. “What did you just say?”

	“Where is Larric?” I repeated. “Did you really call the Inquisitors on him?”

	For a moment his expression was so blank I thought the guard might have actually been mistaken about what had happened. But after a few more seconds Kristoff finally grunted and leaned back in his chair. 

	“So I was right after all. Of course…”

	“Right about what?” I asked. “Where is he?”

	Kristoff started directly at me as he folded his arms across his chest. “Larric is gone. And he won’t be coming back.”

	“Why?” I breathed, my hands balling into fists. “Why would you give him to the Covenant?”

	“Because he betrayed me. And so did you.”

	My heart stopped mid-beat. “What?”

	Kristoff snorted softly and shook his head. He no longer looked surprised or confused in the slightest—on the contrary, he looked like a man who’d just had an epiphany. “I knew Larric was lying about what happened in the Vale,” he whispered. “I knew there was more going on than a random bandit attack that left nearly a dozen trained soldiers dead. He learned the truth about you, didn’t he? He learned that you were Unbound.”

	My first instinct was to deny it, but when I opened my mouth my voice refused to cooperate. 

	“If any other man had realized what you were, he would have immediately turned you over to the Covenant,” Kristoff went on. “He would have turned me in, too…but Larric didn’t do either. Now why do you think that is?”

	When I didn’t respond, Kristoff snorted again and stood. “Your memories told me that Larric knew this vaeyn shadow knight before he met her again at Skyfall. He brushed her off as an ‘acquaintance of circumstance,’ but I knew he was lying. He respected her. He cared for her. Despite years of fevered insistence that he loathed elves, the truth is that he’s an aeynshok, isn’t he? He secretly loves your kind.”

	Kristoff swiveled around the side of his desk as his eyes narrowed dangerously. “I think he also cares about you—and after he saved you at the Infintium, you started caring for him too, didn’t you? Why else would you drag his half-dead body to an Imperial camp? Why else would you be so concerned for his health after he arrived?” He shook his head again and snickered. “Why else would you have risked sneaking out of your chambers to meet with him in the middle of the night?”

	I forced myself to swallow. “I-I…”

	“I can’t believe that you of all people would grow so overconfident,” Kristoff said, shaking his head. “Did you really believe you could conceal your movements from me? I taught you everything, Elara. I am your master!”

	“My lord,” I mumbled out of reflex. “I have never—”

	In a single smooth motion, Kristoff lunged forward and backhanded me across the face. I crumpled to the floor like an empty sack. Tears burned in my eyes and blood streamed in my mouth. 

	“How else have you betrayed me, I wonder?” Kristoff growled as he loomed over me. “What other secrets have you been keeping from me?”

	He grabbed the collar of my dress and jerked me upward so rapidly something in my neck popped. I flailed at him with my left hand, but he easily grabbed my wrist and wrenched it hard behind my back. 

	“All this time I was wrong about you,” Kristoff spat into my ear. “I thought you were loyal. I thought you appreciated all the freedoms I’ve given you. Without me, the Covenant would have burned you in a pit years ago. Without me, you’d be another useless, illiterate whore!”

	With a vicious growl, he shoved me forward and bent me over his desk. I tried to wriggle free from his grasp, but I was no match for his strength. Soon both of my hands were pinned behind my back as his full weight pressed down upon me. 

	“You’re going to tell me everything you’ve been hiding from me, starting with whatever happened in palace last night,” Kristoff hissed. “Why did the Emperor let you go? What did you say to him?”

	“M-master, please—”

	“Tell me!” he demanded. “You betrayed me again, didn’t you? That’s the only reason he would have let you go. You must have told him everything about my plans!”

	“I swear, I didn’t tell him anything.”

	He lifted me up and slammed me against the table hard enough that it knocked the breath from my lungs. “You treacherous cunt,” he snarled. “I shouldn’t trust a word that comes from your mouth. Why would I when I could just tear the truth from your memories?”

	Kristoff thrust into my mind. My meager defenses crumpled in an instant, and I shrieked in terror as he brutally and indiscriminately pilfered through my most intimate thoughts. In the span of a single heartbeat, everything was laid bare before him—Larric’s relationship with Karethys, the truth of what had happened at Lakewatch, even my growing sympathies for the Faedari rebels. I couldn’t mentally block him out or physically throw him off.

	But as Emperor Lucian had reminded me, I was still Unbound. And that meant I was never truly helpless. 

	Calling out to the Aether, I unleashed a dissonant telepathic scream. Normally Master Kristoff’s defenses would have absorbed the brunt of the blast, but with our minds joined so completely he had relaxed his own mental barriers. The scream hit him like a truncheon across the face, and he cried out in shock and stumbled backward. The instant his grip on my wrists faltered, I flipped around on the desk and extended my palms toward him. The Aether burned around me, and my hands erupted in a geyser of magical flame. 

	The bandits outside the Infintium hadn’t stood a chance against such power. Even the Inquisitor at Lakewatch hadn’t been able to defend himself against such a potent surprise attack. But whatever else he might have been, Master Kristoff was still an experienced channeler. Even as he staggered backward he erected a shimmering, protective disc in front of him that harmlessly directed the flames aside. 

	“Impossible…” he breathed when my assault finally faltered. His eyes widened in horror behind his Aetheric shield. “I never taught you…how could you have learned that technique?”

	In between frantic gasps for breath, I bit down on my lip and unleashed another assault. Once again the flaming torrent failed to penetrate his barrier, but this time the residual splash ignited portions of the carpet and ceiling. By the time I finally collapsed backward in exhaustion a choking cloud of smoke had begun filling the air. 

	“Triad forgive me,” Kristoff stammered. “I should have known you couldn’t be controlled. I should have killed you at the first sign of disobedience!”

	He lunged forward and grabbed me by the throat. I tried to fight him off, but I was too weak. I tried to conjure another burst of flame, but I was too exhausted. I was completely helpless…and I knew I was going to die. 

	“You were supposed to be my weapon!” he roared as he flung me off the desk and held me in the air. “You were supposed to be my vengeance! You are a slave! And I am your master!”

	His grip tightened until I couldn’t breathe. I continued flailing helplessly at his arm as I slowly asphyxiated…

	And then door behind us abruptly burst open. A red haze clouded my vision, but I caught a glimpse of a lone figure striding forward into the room, a heavy crossbow in hand. At first I assumed it was one of the guards coming to rescue Kristoff from the spreading fire…but then I recognized the slender frame and long blond hair. 

	“Astanya?” Kristoff gasped. “What are you—?” 

	Before he could finish the sentence, Astanya lifted the weapon and fired. The pressure on my neck suddenly released, and I collapsed to the floor in a gasping heap. I coughed and clutched at my throat as I watched Master Kristoff frantically try to regain his balance despite the bolt jutting out of his shoulder. 

	“You stupid bitch!” he growled. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

	His hands crackled with magic, and he pointed at her as if he were about to blast her to cinders—

	But he was already too late. Astanya charged across the room with the speed and fury of a lightning bolt, and just before she reached him she twisted her body sideways and kicked him squarely in the chest. He flew backward and crashed into his desk hard enough to scatter its contents across the floor. He wheezed in pain and attempted to recover, but when he tried to stand Astanya flipped behind him and kicked out the back of his knees. 

	“Lle n’harwa aeyn au!”

	Before I could move—before I even realized what was happening—she wrenched back his head and promptly slit his throat. 

	My mouth dropped open in a silent scream as he toppled to the floor. In between breathless gurgles Master Kristoff glanced up at me one last time, eyes wide in horror, before he collapsed into a pool of his own blood. 

	“We must leave,” Astanya said, tossing the knife aside. She strode over and offered me her hand. “Come on.”

	“What…” I breathed, trembling. “How?” 

	“The Faedari have been watching you for some time, Netharine. I will explain later, but right now I need to get you to safety.”

	My head continued shaking, but she didn’t give me time to think. She grabbed my hand and hoisted me to my feet with surprising strength. I barely even recognized her—this wasn’t the same meek, fragile woman I’d shared a room with. She moved with the unwavering, fluid grace of a hardened warrior. 

	“You’re free, Elara,” Astanya told me, her blue eyes were warm and determined all at once. “No human will ever give you orders again.”

	I coughed again as the smoke filled my nostrils, and I glanced down to Master Kristoff’s unmoving body. He was staring off into the nothingness, his face permanently frozen in terror. 

	He hadn’t been wrong earlier. He was the only reason I’d evaded the Covenant. He was the only reason I’d learned to control my abilities. He had given me everything, and in return I had betrayed him. 

	And yet looking down upon his corpse, I didn’t feel even the slightest pang of guilt. 

	“We need to leave,” Astanya repeated. “We have to get out of Sanctum before they catch us.”

	“The Covenant took Larric,” I whispered. “I can’t leave without him.”

	“We won’t,” she vowed, smiling and squeezing my hand. “You have my word.”
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Prologue 
 

	Fire. Blood. Death. 

	Gabriel Kristoff, Grand Duke of Glorinfel, was dead. A river of blood gushed from his neck, and when I stared down into the dark pool I could see the reflection of my gaping green eyes. They were shocked but not horrified; they were confused but not sad. It was more difficult to convince myself that he was dead than it was to convince myself that I was still alive. 

	“Take my hand, Elara. We have to leave—quickly!”

	I dragged my eyes away from the pool and back to the faeyn woman standing behind me. Astanya’s dress was torn, and her face was spackled with Kristoff’s blood. A part of me still couldn’t believe what I’d just seen. A few days ago, I’d watched as Master Kristoff had dominated her in every way imaginable. He’d rammed his cock so far down her throat she had nearly passed out. He’d fucked her ass so hard she had nearly screamed herself hoarse. And each and every time, he’d splattered her with his seed and marked her as his property. 

	Astanya had been so slight, so fragile…and yet I had just watched her disarm and then subsequently murder Master Kristoff with the calm, cold efficiency of a professional assassin. I had absolutely no doubt that if she’d wanted to, she could have killed me, too. 

	“Please, Elara,” she begged. “We’re out of time.”

	I took her hand. She dragged me through the estate at a full sprint, ash choking our lungs and billowing clouds of smoke following in our wake. I must have unleashed an even more powerful spell than I’d realized; the flames were devouring the mansion so quickly they almost seemed alive. By the time we escaped, the house servants had fled into the courtyard even as the guards charged in to try and stop the blaze. No one spared a glance at our passing. 

	“Just stay low and follow me,” Astanya whispered into my ear. “I will lead you to safety, Netharine. I swear it.”

	She flit between the shadows with the grace of a prowling cat, her blue eyes flicking back and forth as they drank in her surroundings. Distantly, I wondered how many other times she had done this. How many other Imperial nobles had she killed? Had she been a Faedari agent her whole life, or had they sent her here specifically to find me? 

	I didn’t know the answers, but the bottom line was that she was the only one in Sanctum who could save me from the Covenant—and the only one who could help me rescue Larric. 

	Two guards were still stationed at the gate by the time we arrived, and neither of them were disciplined enough to watch the streets while their master’s estate burned. When Astanya brought us in close, I assumed she would take us up the steps and use a rope to scale down the wall while no one was paying attention. I was wrong. 

	Both men were dead less than a second after she released my hand. She slit the first guard’s throat before he even knew she was there, and she hurled her dagger into the face of the second just as he pivoted toward her. I tried to turn away but couldn’t; my eyes locked onto their still-twitching corpses while Astanya dashed over to the portcullis lever. The grinding of the pulleys was barely even audible over the screams from the courtyard. 

	And then we were gone. I was convinced that every step we took beyond the mansion would be our last. The Imperial Army’s legionnaires, the Covenant’s Inquisitors, the Emperor’s Praetorian…I knew in my heart that one of them would spot us sooner or later, and when they did they would cut us down and that would be the end of it. 

	But they never did. I didn’t understand why the gods had suddenly taken pity on us, but just when my heart was about to burst from anxiety Astanya yanked me into an alleyway and opened the door of a nondescript, two-story house. There were no candles or glowstones lit inside, and I closed my eyes for fear of what might leap from the shadows…

	“We’ll be safe here,” she assured me, locking the door and squeezing my trembling arm. “I promise.”

	Her words should have soothed me, but they didn’t. I doubted anything could. I collapsed onto the floor, my hands shaking and my face streaked with tears. In the darkness, I could see the grim visage of Master Kristoff’s face staring at me as his life’s blood seeped from his throat. 

	You will be my weapon, Elara, he had told me so many times. You will be the one that helps me save the Empire. You will be the one that helps me save all of Calhara!

	For a time, I’d believed him. Just like I’d believed that he truly cared for me. Just like I’d believed he thought of me as more than his elf slave. But he never had, not even for an instant. I had never been anything more than his tool, his weapon, his perfectly obedient cunt. 

	Now he was dead. And I was nothing. 

	“You don’t have to be afraid, Elara,” Astanya assured me. All I could see in the darkness was the silhouette of her blond hair and the faintest flicker of her blue eyes. “I will take care of you.”

	She embraced me until I stopped shaking, but no matter how hard she squeezed the tears refused to dry. 

	“You’re with your own people now, Netharine,” Astanya breathed into my ear. “At last, the revolution can finally begin.”
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	I awoke atop a soft bed in an undecorated, gently lit room. The smell of lilacs wafted in through the cracked window, and I could hear the muffled voices of a street-side merchant and his customers. For an instant, the previous night’s escape seemed like a dream—I half-expected to see one of Master Kristoff’s house servants dusting the shelves on the other side of the room. But when I tossed aside my blanket and swung my legs over the edge of the bed, I remembered everything with perfect clarity. 

	And I knew that my life had just changed forever. 

	“Easy, easy,” Astanya said as she dashed over to my side. “I don’t think he inflicted any real damage, but you did hit your head a few times.”

	I blinked the haze from my vision and studied her. She barely resembled the haggard, blood-splattered assassin who’d saved my life the night before…or the meek, subservient avenari I’d known before that. Her hair was drawn back into a functional ponytail, and she was clad in form-fitting leather armor. Behind her was pile of weapons—swords, bows, arrows, even a few other suits of armor—all clearly stolen from the Legion. 

	“Where…” I cleared my throat and wet my dry lips. “Where are we?”

	“A safe place.” Astanya glanced over to the open window. “The Emperor’s Praetorians are out in full force today after the murder of a Grand Duke, but they’re patrolling the central districts. No one will bother us here.”

	I closed my eyes and let out a long, slow breath. “Faedari,” I managed. “You’re one of them.”

	She nodded and smiled. “Yes, and I’ve been waiting my whole life to find someone like you.”

	“What?” I breathed. “Why?”

	“You are one of the Netharine,” she said as if it were obvious. “The gods have granted you powerful magic so you can save us.”

	A knot twisted in the pit of my stomach. “You think the gods made me Unbound?”

	“Not the human gods—our gods. We’ve all been waiting for them to send another.”

	“Another? There are others?”

	“Precious few,” Astanya said somberly. “Most are captured and identified by the Covenant long before we can save them. But you…everyone was hoping I could get to you first.”

	“You were there for me all along?”

	“Of course. They sent me to find and protect you. I wasn’t planning on making my move so soon, but we ran out of time.”

	“How?” I asked breathlessly. “How did you know? Larric?”

	Astanya shook her head. “The vaeyn Shadow Knight, Karethys. She sent us a message over a month ago just after you left Skyfall.”

	I placed my palms against the mattress as my thoughts flashed back to my time in Korvale. Karethys, a Shadow Knight of the Matriarch-Queen, had been in Skyfall representing her people before Grand Duke Darkstone. She had also been a secret ally of Larric and the Faedari, though I didn’t know much more than that. 

	“She knew I was Unbound?” I asked. “But she never saw me cast a spell!”

	“Perhaps Larric told her the truth, or perhaps she figured it out on her own,” Astanya said with a shrug. “The vaeyn have far more experience with Netharine than we do. She’s one herself, after all.”

	I nodded idly. “Larric probably told her. He knew that she’d try to protect me.”

	Astanya smiled and placed her hand on my knee. “The important thing is that I reached you in time. Once we figure out a way to escape Sanctum, we’ll be able to keep you safe from the Covenant.”

	I pushed aside my memories of Korvale and shifted all my attention back on the present. “I can’t leave,” I told her. “Not without Larric.”

	Astanya’s smile slowly faded. “We’re trying to figure out a way to rescue him, but we’re not even sure he’s still alive.”

	“He’s alive,” I said with more certainly than I felt. “And we have to save him.”

	She stared at me for a long moment, her face unreadable, before I heard a shuffling sound from the hallway. I almost leapt off the bed when a faeyn man appeared in the doorway. 

	“I’m afraid there’s no way into the Temple of the Triad or the Aetherium,” he said. “Not without placing our people in even more danger.”

	“This is Fargoth,” Astanya told me. “He’s the leader of the Faedari cell here in Sanctum.”

	“What’s left of it,” the man muttered, stepping forward. Unlike the two of us, he had the tanned, weathered skin of someone who’d spent a great deal of time outdoors, probably as a laborer. He was wearing a suit of Imperial leather armor beneath his black cloak, and I could see the glint of metal from several weapons on his belt. “After the last purge, there aren’t many of us left. And there’s no way in the void we could possibly deal with all the Inquisitors guarding him. Once they realize the two of you aren’t among the dead, they’ll start looking you—for us. Every faeyn in the city will suffer.”

	Astanya abruptly stood and glared at him. “Elara is Netharine. It is our duty to save her—at any cost.”

	Fargoth shook his head and sighed. “You weren’t supposed to blow your cover so quickly. Not until we had more people in position!”

	“Kristoff was about to kill her! I didn’t have a choice.”

	“Is that true?” he asked, glancing over to me. “Or did her bloodlust get the better of her again?”

	“H-he attacked me,” I said. “He would have killed me.”

	Fargoth grunted. “If one pitiful Imperial noble can kill you that easily, what use are you to us?”

	“Faarea!” Astanya hissed. “You will show her the proper respect!”

	His lip quivered and his eyes burned, but he eventually sighed and turned away. “I apologize. I know you’ve been through a great deal, but you have to understand what’s at stake. We had only just begun to make progress again before the Inquisitors rooted most of us out. Now…” He paused and glanced back at me. “We need to get you out of the city as quickly as possible. The vaeyn are waiting for us near the border of the Wreath.”

	“I’m not going anywhere without Larric,” I said. “I owe him my life. I won’t abandon him now.”

	Astanya nodded and smiled. “Then we’ll figure something out.”

	Fargoth turned back to her. “We can’t—”

	“We’ll figure something out,” she repeated more forcefully. “I’ll help Elara extract him myself if I have to.”

	He sighed and shifted his hands down to his hips. “Fine. I’ll contact our other operatives in the city, but I can’t promise anything. The vaeyn won’t wait for us forever.”

	“They might be able to help,” Astanya suggested. “They have a few agents in the city, and Karethys should be arriving soon. She won’t want to abandon Larric any more than Elara.”

	“We’ll see,” Fargoth murmured. He tossed me another look, then turned on a heel and slipped back out of the room. I heard another door open and close a moment later.

	“You’ll have to forgive him,” Astanya said, sitting back down on the bed next to me. “He’s a good man and he means well, but…well, the recent purge rattled him. For a while there, the war offered a lot of us hope. The Empire seemed like it was on the brink of civil war, and Fargoth was convinced we could exploit it. Then he got greedy.”

	I pursed my lips. “He lost someone.”

	“We’ve all lost people, but he’d just gotten married. His wife was pregnant, and she was ecstatic about giving birth to a free child. I’m sure you can imagine how rare that is.” Astanya sighed, and her expression sank. “His wife was one of the first people taken by the Inquisitors. She’s still alive, but after she gives birth they’ll probably kill her and sell her child to the highest bidder. That, or she’ll spend the rest of her life in some random nobleman’s harem.”

	I closed my eyes and struggled not to be sick. I wasn’t even thinking about Fargoth—I was remembering the pair of faeyn Larric and I had met outside Lakewatch. They had taken a risk to meet us, and in the blink of an eye an Inquisitor had appeared and murdered them. 

	How many others will die for me before this is over? How can any one person be worth this kind of sacrifice?

	“Things will be different once we’re away from Sanctum,” Astanya said. “We can’t save everyone, but…well, the vaeyn have promised to help us. With their help, we might finally be able to destroy the Empire.”

	I forced myself to swallow and reopen my eyes despite the tears sliding down my face. “There are things you need to know,” I whispered. “Things about Emperor Lucian.”

	“We already know all about him, believe me. He murdered his father, and now he’s gone mad with power. The vaeyn don’t even need to attack—all they need to do is sit back and watch while his machinations destroy the Empire from within.”

	“It won’t be that simple,” I said. 

	Astanya studied me for a long moment. “I didn’t expect you’d learn much when Kristoff sent you to meet with him. I almost intervened to help you escape before you left. Please tell me he didn’t hurt you.”

	“No, not exactly. Lucian met with me personally. He told me things…” I paused and met her eyes. “He is Unbound.”

	She blinked. “What?”

	“He demonstrated his power to me. He already knew what I was, and he wanted me to help him.”

	“But that’s…” she trailed off. “How is that possible?”

	“Karethys already knows. She’s been working with him, or perhaps just manipulating him. I don’t know for certain.” I swallowed again. “Lucian may be mad, but there’s a method to his insanity. He wants to destroy the Empire—at least, the Empire as it is now.”

	Astanya stared at me in silence, probably trying to figure out if I had gone mad myself. I didn’t blame her. I still hadn’t had time to work through everything. It felt like a century had passed since I’d been standing in the Imperial Palace speaking with Lucian, but the meeting had taken place just yesterday. 

	“He’s using the war as a means of removing his enemies and crippling the Covenant,” I went on. “Once they’re gone, he plans to remake the Empire and place Unbound in charge of everything. He even offered me a place at his side.”

	“You?” Astanya breathed. “An elf?”

	“He doesn’t seem to care about race. He sees the Aether as some kind of god. He says it chose to give me this power, and that’s all he cares about.” I pressed my lips together and eyed her again. “He also knows a channeling technique I’ve never seen before. He was able to share a fraction of his power with one of his Praetorian guards. She was able to channel as if she’d been bonded to the Godstone.”

	“You saw this?” Astanya asked. “You’re sure it wasn’t a trick?”

	“It wasn’t a trick. He said he’d spoken about it with Karethys.”

	“She’s never mentioned any of this. Not that I’ve heard.”

	“I only know what he told me, but I don’t think he was lying. He seemed convinced that she would be a partner in his new Empire—and so would I.”

	“That can’t be true,” Astanya breathed. “I’ve met Karethys. She hates the Empire more than anyone, and she would never betray the vaeyn.”

	I shrugged. “Maybe she isn’t. Maybe she’s just using him to tear down the Empire and the Covenant from within.”

	Astanya stared off into the distance for a moment, her blue eyes glimmering in thought. “If Lucian is Netharine, it changes everything. Perhaps the gods sent him to save us from the Empire as well.”

	My brow furrowed as I studied her profile. I knew almost nothing about her, obviously—just a few hours ago I had assumed she was merely another avenari. But I could see the hope in her eyes…and the faith. The Covenant had always treated the Faedari as heretics for violating the laws of the Triad, but I had no idea where or not the rebels were actually religious. Master Kristoff’s history books spoke briefly of the old faeyn gods, but their worship had been outlawed shortly after the original conquest of Sorthaal. 

	“I don’t know if the gods sent him,” I whispered, “but just because he hates the Covenant doesn’t mean he’s on our side.”

	Astanya tilted her head to face me again. “I need to speak with Karethys about this. She must know more.”

	“Do you have a way to contact her?”

	“Not directly, but she’s supposed to arrive here soon. She was planning on meeting us at the rendezvous point near the border in a few days.”

	“In a few days, Larric will be dead,” I said. “She knows him—I’m sure she would be willing to help.”

	Astanya shrugged. “Maybe. He’s been a loyal ally to the Faedari for many years now. We owe him a great deal.”

	A thousand questions popped into my mind about Larric’s past, but I knew this wasn’t the time to ask. If we could somehow find a way to rescue him—and if we could somehow find a way to escape Sanctum—then perhaps I’d finally be able to get some answers. But until then, I needed to keep my attention focused on the here and now. 

	“I’ll speak with Fargoth and the others,” Astanya said into the silence. “If we’re going to make our move, it will need to be soon. Perhaps even as early as tonight.” She paused and nibbled at her lip. “I’d still feel better if we could slip you out of the city before we try anything. If something goes wrong, we can’t afford—”

	“I’m going to help,” I told her. “I don’t care how, but I want to be there.”

	She smiled and nodded. “All right. I’m sure your magic will be useful. Maybe you can just burn down the whole Aetherium.”

	I smiled back at her. She held my gaze for several seconds before she abruptly leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. “You should get some more rest, Netharine. And don’t be afraid. No human will ever harm you again.” Her eyes glimmered dangerously. “I will make certain of it.”
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	I wasn’t able to fall back asleep for several hours, and even when I did I wasn’t unconscious for long. I spent the rest of the morning and most of the afternoon staring up at the ceiling, mentally reliving the last few days one conversation at a time. It didn’t just feel strange and unbelievable—it felt like someone else’s life. 

	When I stood up and looked in the mirror, I still saw the terrified young woman Master Kristoff had purchased at auction in Mavarinth. I still saw the loyal, obedient avenari that had catered to his every whim. But when I stared long enough, I saw the cunning enchantress who had seduced and manipulated half the nobles in Sanctum. I saw the deadly sorceress who had incinerated bandits and Inquisitors. 

	I saw a powerful young faeyn woman who, for the first time in her life, had a chance to finally be free. If only she knew what that meant. 

	I sighed and returned to peeking out the window instead. There was no point in fretting about any of this, not until I rescued Larric and we escaped Sanctum together. I needed to stay calm if I wanted to be of any use to the Faedari. If Astanya was right, my magic—what little I understood of it—might be the difference between victory and defeat. I made a promise to myself that I wasn’t going to let her down. 

	She and Fargoth returned not long afterward, but their expressions were so different I couldn’t tell if they’d brought good news or bad. 

	“Larric,” I whispered. “Is he alive?”

	“Alive and as well as can be expected,” Fargoth confirmed. He looked even grumpier than he had this morning, as hard as that was to believe. “He’s still in the Temple of the Triad, unfortunately, and I doubt they’ve been gentle during their interrogations. But one of our sympathizers in the Covenant revealed that the Inquisitors are under orders to keep him alive—orders that come directly from the Hierophant herself.”

	“She’s scheduled to arrive from Rivani tomorrow,” Astanya added. “That’s probably why the Inquisitors have been so active these past few weeks. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tries to publicly chastise Emperor Lucian.”

	“If she’s coming tomorrow, doesn’t that mean we should make our move tonight?”

	Fargoth shook his head. “We can’t. It would take an army to break into the temple, and after Kristoff’s death every Praetorian in the Empire is out on the streets.”

	“But we have to—”

	“There’s another way,” Astanya interrupted, placing a calming hand on my shoulder. “We also received some information from one of our agents in the Legion. According to him, General Torelius was practically slobbering over himself with joy when he heard about Kristoff’s demise. He’s planning to throw a ‘secret’ celebration for his political allies tomorrow night…and Larric will be the main source of entertainment.”

	I frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“Torelius will have him publicly tortured or possibly even executed,” Fargoth said gravely. “Larric is an ex-Inquisitor, an alleged vaeyn sympathizer, and Kristoff’s former bodyguard. Even if they don’t break him and learn more about his connections to us, he still has plenty of enemies.”

	Astanya scoffed and crossed her arms. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the Hierophant herself is there. She’s always been one of Torelius’s biggest supporters. They’ll chortle over Kristoff’s ashes and make plans for the future.”

	I closed my eyes and tried to repress a sudden wave of nausea. Of all the Imperial nobles who’d bedded me these past few months, Torelius was the only one I could still feel inside me. He was a brute, pure and simple. A part of me wished I’d lashed out and killed him when I’d had the chance back in the palace, consequences be damned. 

	“The good news is that we should be able to slip into the party,” Astanya went on. “There will be plenty of guards, of course, but nowhere near as many as the Temple or the Aetherium. Torelius will only invite his closest allies and a small retinue of their underlings.”

	“That doesn’t mean it will be easy,” Fargoth said, “and frankly I’m not convinced it’s worth the resources or the risk. We could still leave the city tonight and meet up with the vaeyn by nightfall tomorrow.”

	“We could, but we’re not going to,” Astanya told him. They had probably argued about this a hundred times before they’d spoken to me.

	“How can I help?” I asked. “There has to be a way.”

	“I’d still rather you stayed back here just in case. If something goes wrong…” Astanya shrugged. “Larric has been a good ally, and I don’t mind taking a risk to get him back. But you are Netharine—the future of our people rests on your shoulders.”

	“I know you believe that, but I’m not so sure.” I sighed and crossed my arms. “Besides, if my powers can’t help you with something like this, then what good are they?”

	Astanya held her eyes on me for a long moment before she smiled again. “You must really care about him.”

	“I barely know him, honestly,” I admitted. “But he risked everything to protect me. I owe him the same.”

	“All right,” she said, reaching out to touch my arm. “Fargoth and I spoke with one of our contacts this afternoon. She’s a noble here in Sanctum.”

	“A human noble working with the Faedari?” I asked breathlessly. 

	“She’s been a sympathizer for many years, probably after watching the way her husband treated his house slaves. When he died a few years back, she reached out to us.”

	“Her name is Ryleen, and her family has been a strong supporter of the Legion and General Torelius for many years,” Fargoth explained. “She hates him, naturally, but there’s a good chance she’ll receive an invitation to his party. Astanya—and potentially you—could pose as her slaves for the occasion.”

	“Torelius will recognize me in an instant,” I pointed out. “So will half the others in the room.”

	“Thankfully, that shouldn’t be an issue,” Astanya said. “You know how depraved Torelius is; costumes will be plentiful and creative. All the slaves will be wearing masks.”

	I nodded idly. Costume parties were about as commonplace in the Empire as legionnaires. My mind flashed back to Skyfall where Duke Darkstone had painted his faeyn slaves to look like vaeyn…

	“Even if we blend in, how will the two of us be able to get him out of there?” I asked. 

	“We’ll have help,” Astanya said, tossing a quick glance at Fargoth. “We spoke to our vaeyn contacts. Torelius will be hosting the party at his private villa just outside the city on the lake. In addition to his legionnaires, he typically employs several dozen mercenaries to handle the estate’s security. The vaeyn believe they can replace a few of those mercenaries with disguised Shadow Knights. They’ll gain access to the villa and be in perfect position to arrange an escape route for us.”

	I blinked. “Is that even possible?”

	“It’s possible but extremely dangerous,” Fargoth said. “If anything goes wrong, this will be a disaster. We’ll be outnumbered and completely surrounded.”

	“If everything goes right, we’ll be able to save Larric and potentially eliminate several important Imperial targets,” Astanya countered. “Besides, Lady Ryleen has been trying to get out of the city for a while now. It’s become too dangerous for her to stay, and the situation will only get worse over time.”

	“Yes, I can scarcely imagine the anguish of a wealthy human woman forced to live in an estate filled with slaves,” Fargoth muttered. His eyes eventually latched onto me. “No offense, mellonamin, but I certainly hope you’re worth all the trouble. Otherwise a lot of good people are going to die for no reason.”

	He glared at Astanya one last time before he turned and strode out of the room. She watched the door close behind him and sighed. 

	“I’m sorry the two of you had to meet under these circumstances,” she whispered. “He’s a good man. Without him, I’d still be trapped in Rivani serving a master far worse than Duke Kristoff…”

	I nodded soberly. “I know this is dangerous, but I can’t—”

	“You don’t have to justify anything to me,” Astanya said, stepping forward and placing her hands on my shoulders. “Loyalty is a rare thing in this world when it’s not enforced by a collar. You want to protect your friend…and so I do.”

	She smiled, and I could see the resolve in her eyes. She meant every word she said—she truly believed that I was some kind of divine prophet sent to deliver my people from bondage. It was sheer lunacy, of course, but she clearly took it as an article of faith. I probably should have felt honored or at least humbled…but instead it made me feel sick. 

	This woman had almost certainly endured more hardship than I had over the past few years. And after watching her in action, she’d obviously spent a great deal of time learning how to fight. She had done far more for our people than I had, and probably more than I ever would. And yet here she was, willing to throw her life away for me on the promise of a future I couldn’t possibly deliver. 

	“There’s not much we can do at this point besides wait for Ryleen to contact us,” Astanya went on, tilting toward the window. “I wish we could go outside, but it’s too dangerous. We’ll just have to hide in here for a little longer. Are you hungry?”

	“No, but I should probably eat,” I murmured. When I glanced down at my stomach, I belatedly realized there was still dried blood and soot on my dress. The memories of last night flooded back over me, and I had to take a deep breath and remind myself that all of this was real…

	“I can get you fresh clothes and some water from the well,” Astanya said. “A cold bath is better than no bath, right?”

	“I can heat the water myself.”

	“I wouldn’t mind seeing that.” She paused for a moment and squeezed my arm again. “I’ll be back soon. Just relax and we’ll talk more later, okay?”

	I forced a thin smile and nodded. Astanya smiled back, then pivoted on a heel and left. I spent the next few minutes trying to pull myself together again, and I’d more or less succeeded by the time she returned. The bath did the rest. 

	Astanya watched with childlike fascination as I heated the water with conjured fire from my palm, and she asked my dozens of questions about my abilities. I explained as best I could, which wasn’t much given how little I understood the Aether myself. Still, she enjoyed my stories of seducing nobles and plucking the deepest, darkest secrets from their minds while their cocks spilled deep inside my throat or bowels. 

	“Unfortunately, there’s not much else to do here,” Astanya said as I slid into the dress she’d provided. “I should have stolen some of those books you like from Kristoff’s library.”

	I chuckled despite myself. “That would have been nice.”

	Her smile slowly faded. “You know, not everything in the mansion was an act. I really would like to learn how to read someday. Maybe once we’re out of Sanctum you could teach me.”

	“Of course,” I told her. “I’d like that very much.”

	“I wish you could teach me magic, too, but I guess that’s not the way it works.” 

	I nodded solemnly as my thoughts flickered back to my meeting with Emperor Lucian. He had empowered one of his Praetorian with the ability to channel the Aether, and he seemed to believe that I could learn that technique as well. I didn’t see how, but if it was possible then perhaps I really could share this gift with my people. Perhaps I really could make a difference…

	“If I teach you to read, you should show me how to use one of those,” I said, gesturing toward the pile of weapons in the corner. 

	“I could, though I’m not sure why you’d need a sword,” Astanya replied with a shrug. “Steel seems like a poor substitute for the Aether.”

	“How did you learn? Did the Faedari rescue you at a young age?”

	Her expression sank slightly. “I didn’t actually join them until a few years ago. Before then…well, I was actually taught by a human, if you can believe it.”

	I frowned. “Your master taught you to fight?”

	“Gods no. One of his daughters did.” Astanya paused and sighed. “It’s a long story, but my first master purchased me as a child just after his second son was born. I was meant to be a gift for the two boys once they came of age. The instant the younger one turned sixteen, I spent almost every night face down in his bed. Or his brother’s, depending on their moods.”

	My stomach turned. It wasn’t a new story, of course—I’d heard similar variations a hundred times over the past few years. 

	“The older sister was always kind to me,” Astanya went on. I wasn’t even sure if she’d heard me or not. “Her name was Sabille. At the time, I thought she pitied me, but it was more than that. In Rivani, it’s still rare for a daughter to inherent her family’s wealth, and she had a plan for me to help her out. 

	“Sabille had enlisted with the Legion and spent several years training. It’s illegal to teach slaves how to use a weapon, obviously, but she thought it was worth the risk. After a few months, she finally revealed her plan: she wanted me to murder her brothers so she would be the only heir.”

	“What?” I rasped. “That’s…”

	“More normal than you might think,” Astanya finished. “Anyway, one night after the brothers and a bunch of their friends had finished with me, I grabbed one of his father’s swords from the mantle and slit their throats while they slept. I fled into the hills, but Sabille led an expedition to ‘avenge’ her brothers. They would have found me if the Faedari hadn’t.”

	My mouth fell open. “I’m so sorry.”

	She cocked a blond eyebrow at me. “Why?”

	“Because it’s…that’s terrible.”

	“It’s a far better fate than most of our people endure,” Astanya said matter-of-factly. “There were thirty other faeyn slaves in that estate with me. Most of them had been there for decades, and they will die helpless in the fields after a lifetime of labor and rape. They’ll never have the chance to pick up a weapon and defend themselves. I did.”

	She grunted softly and glanced away. “I’ve killed plenty of other humans since, and I don’t regret it for a moment. Hopefully I’ll kill plenty more before the end. And no matter what happens—no matter how many times they torture or rape me—they can only kill me once. I’ve already won…and so have you.”

	I slowly shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

	“I hope you never have to. And you won’t, if I have anything to say about it.”

	Astanya brought her hand to my cheek. She stared at me intently for several seconds, her blue eyes glittering, before she gently ran her fingers through my hair and across the tip of my pointy ear. When I didn’t push her away, she eventually leaned forward on her tip toes and kissed me.

	I kissed back. Her lips were smooth and her tongue was sweet. I could feel the passion in her breath and desperation in her fingertips, and when I reached out to the Aether I was almost overwhelmed by the flood of emotions pouring off her. It wasn’t love, exactly—we barely knew each other, after all—but it was something close. Reverence. Respect. Things I’d never felt from anyone who had ever kissed me before. 

	When she finally pulled back, she smiled and nibbled at my neck until her lips reached my earlobe. “I want to make you feel like a goddess,” she whispered. “Do you trust me?”

	“Yes.”

	“Good.” 

	Her hands clasped around my waist as she pushed me toward the bed. Even now that I knew more about her, I was still surprised by her strength. She could have restrained me as easily as a male if she’d wanted to. 

	She did. After leaning me down onto the mattress, she grabbed both my wrists with her left hand and pinned them back behind my head. Her lips returned to mine, and she began grinding her knee against my inner thighs. My body reacted before my mind caught up: my breath quickened, my legs parted, and my quim tingled in anticipation. I hadn’t felt like this since Master Kristoff had taken me before Skyfall…

	Astanya’s free hand tickled its way across my thighs and pushed my thin dress up and out of the way. I gasped when her fingertips brushed my quim, and I yelped when slid one of them inside me. 

	“The instant I saw you, I knew Karethys was right,” she breathed. “I knew you were the one. I knew you would save us.” She smiled and slipped a second finger inside me. “I prayed to our gods to give me the strength to save you. Then I prayed for them to give me the blessing of serving you.”

	She licked her way down my neck until her tongue reached my breasts. The fabric was so flimsy she had no trouble freeing them, and she nibbled gently at my nipples as her fingers thrust rhythmically into my quim. A wave of ecstasy shuddered through me, and I almost climaxed on the spot when her thumb rubbed across my clit. 

	I was only half-conscious by the time she shuffled down far enough to replace her fingers with her mouth. Her tongue was as soft as velvet, and I couldn’t help but squeeze her head with my thighs. My hands, now free, reflexively plunged into her blond hair and held her firmly against me. 

	I had pleasured plenty of women while in Master Kristoff’s service. I had tasted their quims and drank of their nectar, often their while husbands took me from behind. But I had never personally been pleasured by a woman…and I couldn’t believe what I’d been missing. 

	I climaxed so hard I had to bite my hand to keep from screaming—we obviously couldn’t afford to have the neighbors investigate. My teeth actually broke the skin, but if anything the pain only made me orgasm harder. By the time I finally came down, Astanya was hovering mere inches in front of my face, her lips and mouth wet with my juices. She kissed me again, and I locked my ankles around her waist and dug my nails into her back. 

	“Let me bring you, too,” I said into her ear. She was still fully clothed, but I managed to worm my hands beneath her skirt…

	“No,” Astanya insisted, grabbing my wrists before I delved any further. “This is about you, Elara.”

	I shook my head. “But—”

	“Please, let me do this,” she begged. “Let me show you long I’ve waited for this moment.”

	As someone who’d spent her entire life pleasing others, my first impulse was to resist. I wanted to taste her; I wanted to feel her thighs writhe and squirm on my shoulders as I brought her to climax. But I could see the raw determination in her bright blue eyes. And so instead of fighting her, I smiled and leaned back on the bed. 

	She didn’t waste any time. Her tongue was back on my clit in a heartbeat, and she ate me ravenously, insatiably, even as she plunged her fingers back into me. I ended up shoving one of the bedsheets into my mouth as a gag to keep me quiet. But despite my delirium—despite the joy pouring off her into the Aether—a part of me still wanted to return the favor. Thankfully, I had the perfect way to do that. 

	“Do you trust me?” I asked, smiling as I grabbed the sides of her head. 

	Astanya’s eyebrows arched even as her open mouth glistened. “Of course.”

	“Good.”

	I reached out through the Aether and touched her mind. Master Kristoff had taught me the “sensory joining” technique right before I’d left for Skyfall, and I couldn’t imagine a better time to practice. I fused our nerves and sensations together, linking us so we could experience one another’s pleasure. 

	Astanya was confused at first, and for a heartbeat I feared I’d made a mistake and ruined everything. But it didn’t her long to realize what was happening, and once she did she redoubled her efforts. Every time her tongue lashed my slit we both shuddered in delight; every time her finger plunged deeper into my quim we arched our backs in ecstasy. And when I climaxed a second time, she had to bite my inner thigh to keep herself from screaming. 

	For the rest of the day, Astanya rotated between snuggling into my arms and kissing my lips or snuggling between my legs and kissing my quim. By the time night finally arrived, I was so exhausted I could hardly move. Everything felt so far away. The Faedari, Larric, Master Kristoff…they could have all been a fevered dream. 

	“We really should have stopped inside the mansion’s toy room before we fled,” Astana cooed into ear from behind. “If I had one of his false cocks, I’d gladly fuck you all night.”

	I touched her cheek. “I think I would have liked that.”

	“I would have made sure you did.” She pressed against me so tightly I could feel her nipples against my back and her breath on my neck. “Once we’re finally out of the city and safe with the others, I can show you my collection.”

	I glanced back over my shoulder and arched an eyebrow. “You’ve done this before?”

	“As often as possible,” she said with an impish smirk. “I’ve spent my whole life fucking men for the glory of the Empire. I’m going to spend the rest of it fucking women…for me.”

	I grinned. “I suppose that makes sense.”

	“By day, you can teach me how to read. By night, I can bend you over something and fuck you until morning. How does that sound?”

	I smiled and kissed her again. When I finally pulled away, she leaned up and glanced over to the door. “You’ll have a lot of suitors, you know. Eventually, you’ll face a lot of pressure to have as many children as possible just in case they also have the gift.”

	I frowned. “You mean they’ll want to breed me?”

	“They won’t force you to do anything,” Astanya corrected. “And if they try, they’ll have to answer to me.” She stared straight ahead for a moment, her expression suddenly serious, before she flicked her wrist dismissively and smiled again. “Anyway, once we rescue Larric the two of you will have plenty of time to get…reacquainted. Don’t worry about that.”

	I leaned up and shook my head. “It’s not like that. We’re…I don’t know, but I need to—”

	“There’s no reason to play coy,” she teased. “According to Karethys, he’s an excellent lover with a magnificent cock. And any man who can impress her is something special, believe me.”

	Chucking to herself, Astanya stood from the bed and stretched her arms. “We should probably get cleaned up before Fargoth gets back. Hopefully he was able to contact Lady Ryleen without any trouble. She’s our only way into General Torelius’s party.”

	I nodded idly as the cold reality of the world slowly reasserted itself. By this time tomorrow, we would have either rescued Larric and escaped Sanctum or been captured by the Covenant and executed. When it came right down to it, there weren’t any other options. 

	“I have an idea,” Astanya said. “I’ll get some water and draw a bath. All you have to do is heat it up with your magic…and join me.”

	I smiled. We might not have escaped Sanctum just yet, but for one more night, at least, I could pretend I knew what it was like to be free. 

	“You have a deal.”
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	By noon the next day, our plan was fully in motion. Fargoth had contacted Lady Ryleen, and she had confirmed her invitation and agreed to help us infiltrate Torelius’s villa. Meanwhile, the vaeyn had begun moving their disguised guards into position and arranging a proper escape route. Posing as Ryleen’s slaves would allow us to sneak out of Sanctum easily enough, but the real test would be escaping the province of Veshar before anyone caught up to us. If everything went as planned and we managed to spring Larric from the villa, we’d still have to travel over fifty miles on foot before we reached the border of the Wreath. It wasn’t going to be easy. 

	As Fargoth explained the details of the plan, a voice in the back of my mind kept begging me to reconsider the whole thing. If Ryleen could sneak us out of the city, Astanya and I would essentially be free. We could ride her carriage all the way to Sorthaal, rendezvous with the Faedari, and leave all of this behind us. But if we went through with this—if we committed all our resources to rescuing one man—then we ran the risk of losing everything. At best, we would still have to flee the villa and sprint north before the Legion caught up with us. At worst…

	Well, at worst we’d all be imprisoned or killed. And there was a good chance we wouldn’t even know the mission had failed until it was too late. If the vaeyn weren’t able to infiltrate the villa, we would be walking straight into General Torelius’s lair without any backup. I would have to watch them torture and possibly execute Larric in person, and I wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing about it. Even with the element of surprise, Astanya and I weren’t going to be able to overwhelm dozens of soldiers and mercenary guardsmen on our own. 

	Fargoth shared my concerns and added about a hundred of his own, but Astanya was convinced that we would succeed. Off-hand, I couldn’t tell how much of her confidence was strategic vision and how much was blind fanaticism. Either way, it didn’t really matter. This was the only chance we were going to get, and I intended to make the most of it. 

	After we reviewed the basic details in the morning, we changed into slave-appropriate clothing and made our way across Sanctum to Lady Ryleen’s estate. I expected the trip to be terrifying—the Inquisitors and Praetorian were still out in full force, and there was a nontrivial chance they would recognize me. But we only had to travel a few blocks before Ryleen’s carriage picked us up and ferried us the rest of the way. 

	Her estate was modest relative to the average Imperial noble living in the capital, though it was still quite nice. Her servants maintained a lush garden in both the front and back of the property, and a wall of trees made the house almost invisible from the street. The added privacy made me feel a bit better about our chances. Ryleen herself, unfortunately, did not. 

	“I almost told your boy ‘no’ when he contacted me,” she blurted out less than a second after her doorman had escorted Astanya, Fargoth, and I into her chambers. “I’ve been begging your people to get me out of this city for months, but instead you want to me stroll into the viper’s lair and pray to the Triad he hasn’t figured out what’s going on. And for what? No one man is worth this kind of risk. I thought you of all people would understand that.”

	“Larric Aresi has vital intelligence about Imperial operations all over the Wreath and Skyfall,” Astanya explained calmly. I knew she was exaggerating, but I wasn’t certain how much. “Liberating him will be a tremendous victory. But remember, this isn’t just about him—it’s an unprecedented opportunity to strike at Torelius and several other Imperial higher-ups before we relocate.”

	Ryleen snorted contemptuously. She was only forty, but she had a gaunt, cronish quality that made her look at least ten years older. I knew virtually nothing about her beyond what Astanya had already told me, but anyone who had been willing to risk her life to stand against the Empire this long deserved respect. Outright traitors didn’t tend to evade the Covenant for long. 

	“Butter me up all you like, girl, I know exactly who this man is and why the dark elves are willing to help,” Ryleen said. “He’s that Shadow Knight’s toy, her little human pet, and she wants him back. That’s all there is to it.”

	“If Karethys were here in person, she would tell you otherwise,” Astanya said. 

	“She has told me otherwise,” Ryleen countered. “I just don’t believe her.”

	The woman sighed and sauntered over to inspect us. Her gray eyes eventually settled on me. “So you’re Kristoff’s favorite cunt, eh? It figures. He’s the only Grand Duke stupid enough to think he could hide an Unbound slave from the Covenant.”

	“I appreciate the risk you’re willing to take for us, my lady,” I said. “If there were any other way, we’d—”

	“You can’t butter me up, either,” Ryleen interrupted. “Fargoth said you also refused to leave without Larric, and for some reason all your friends are convinced you’re some kind of messiah. If it were up to me, they’d have knocked you out and stuffed in a carriage while we got the hell out of here.”

	“I think you’ve made your feelings quite clear,” Fargoth muttered. “Perhaps we should focus on the mission rather than complaining.”

	Ryleen grunted. “Well, the two of you have the easy part,” she said, gesturing to me and Astanya. “All you’ll need to do is put on a dress, wear a mask, and suck any cock Torelius’s toadies stick in front of you. I’m the one who has to convince them that I’m thrilled to be there.”

	“I’m confident you’ll manage somehow.”

	My head whipped around at the sound of a new voice. A small, concealed door had opened behind one of Ryleen’s shelves, and a tall, silver-haired woman with luminescent violet eyes had appeared from the shadows. 

	“I thought you left hours ago,” Ryleen grumbled. “Don’t have preparations to make?”

	“I do, and I will,” Karethys said calmly. She stepped into the room and smiled faintly as she appraised us. “I just wanted a chance to meet my collaborators in person once again.”

	Just like when I’d first met her back in Skyfall, I found Karethys both terrifying and alluring all at once. Her black-purple armor clung to her statuesque figure like a glove, and she had the innately imperious glare of someone who was used to being obeyed without question. Her pointed ears and sharp facial features were distinctively elven, but her height and gray skin set her apart from the rest of us. She was, without a doubt, one of the most darkly beautiful women I’d ever met. 

	“My lady,” I said, bowing my head for lack of any alternative. 

	She snorted. “You don’t need to bow, abbil. I’m your ally, not your mistress.”

	“It’s wonderful to meet you again,” Astanya said, smiling. “I’m glad you’ve decided to aid us. Without your help—”

	“Without her help, we’d already be on our way out of the city,” Ryleen interrupted. “Instead we’re about to risk our lives for no reason.”

	“The chance to destroy a disgusting pig like Torelius should be all the reason you need,” Karethys replied. “We have a chance to strike a blow against Imperial leadership—a blow that might very well push the Empire into civil war.”

	“I’ve heard that before,” Ryleen said. “Somehow it never happens.”

	“It will this time, I assure you.”

	Ryleen muttered something under her breath as she paced back to her chair. She wasn’t actually mad at us, of course; she just wasn’t convinced we could actually pull this off without getting ourselves killed. I could feel her anxiety shuddering through the Aether.

	“I was glad to hear that you made it out of Skyfall intact,” Karethys said, turning back to me. “And you managed to free one of my people in the process. Ralyne sung your praises the moment she returned to us.”

	I nodded pensively. Ralyne had been a “gift” from Duke Darkstone to Master Kristoff, but Larric and I had set her free shortly after we left the capital. In a way, that act of defiance had started everything. Afterward, Larric had revealed his true loyalties to me, and he’d even tried to hand me over to the Faedari before we returned to Sanctum. 

	“Darkstone plans on betraying your trust,” I said. 

	“Of course he does,” Karethys replied matter-of-factly. “So does Emperor Lucian and everyone else I’ve worked with inside the Empire. That’s how the rivvin function.”

	“Rivvin?” I asked. 

	“Humans,” Astanya said. 

	Karethys grunted again and crossed her arms. “They outnumber us ten to one. We can’t possibly defeat them unless they defeat themselves first. Thankfully, that’s exactly what they’re going to do.”

	I nodded slowly and pursed my lips. There were about a thousand questions I wanted to ask her—about Larric, about the Emperor, about the Aether and the Unbound—but I couldn’t decide where to start. 

	“I’m less concerned about winning the war than I am about surviving the night,” Fargoth said after a moment. “Are you certain your men can handle this?”

	“Four of my warriors are already in position at the villa,” Karethys said. “We infiltrated Torelius’s staff weeks ago, but we haven’t had an opportunity to exploit our position until tonight. All we’ll need is a distraction and whatever backup you can provide.”

	She turned back to me and placed her hand on my shoulder. “Larric told me a bit about you. He said that Kristoff had taught you some telepathy, but I doubt he taught you how to fight.”

	“He didn’t,” I confirmed. 

	“Then what good are you supposed to be?” Ryleen asked. “Are you sure you’re not going to stab yourself while trying to help?”

	“She’s Unbound,” Astanya said pointedly. “She’s the one who burned down Kristoff’s mansion. I’ve no doubt she’ll find a way to make herself useful.”

	Karethys squeezed my shoulder. “Are you certain you wish to come? I have other agents in the city that could—”

	“I’m going,” I insisted. 

	She stared at me for a moment, her violet eyes narrowed, before she abruptly smiled. “Then it’s settled. Just do your best to remain inconspicuous until my men strike. Once they do, it will be your job to grab Larric and get him out of there.”

	“I hope you’re not planning to stay long,” Fargoth said. “There’s an Imperial garrison less than a mile from the villa. They’ll be able to call for reinforcements quickly enough.”

	“We’ll be in and out long before they get there,” Karethys assured him. “Our people will be waiting for us in the Amareskan Fjord. I wish they could get closer, but we can’t take the risk. We’ll have to trudge through the forest and try to stay ahead of any Imperial trackers.”

	“By the bloody void,” Ryleen muttered. “This plan gets worse and worse all the time.”

	“I should get back to my warriors and make final preparations soon,” Karethys said, ignoring the comment, “but I wanted to make certain everyone knows their role.”

	“We still have time,” Astanya said. “Let’s review.”

	And so we did. Fargoth and Karethys went over phase of the plan, then repeated it several more times until we had committed everything to memory. Ultimately, Ryleen was right about my role—it wasn’t that complicated. Astanya and I were mostly going as backup to help the disguised vaeyn operatives. We discussed a number of potential contingencies with my magic just in case something went awry, but we couldn’t plan everything. Improvisation was going to be vital. 

	Despite that uncertainty, my anxiety faded the longer we spoke. I belatedly realized that I had a lot more experience with espionage than I’d given myself credit for. Master Kristoff had sent me on dozens of missions across Sanctum, after all, and they all involved deception. I’d hidden my powers from dukes, lords, and everything in between—in the final analysis, this party wouldn’t be that different. 

	Beyond tonight, however, there was still the matter of the Karethys and all the questions I wanted to ask her. Just as she turned to leave, I finally confronted her. 

	“Before you go, I need to ask you something,” I said, my voice brittle. For whatever reason, she intimidated me more than the Inquisitors. “Emperor Lucian…when I met with him, he—”

	“There’s a lot we still need to discuss,” Karethys interrupted. “About Lucian, about Darkstone, about the Faedari…” She grunted and smiled tiredly. “I don’t know what all Larric has told you, but we’ve been planning this for a long time. I imagine you’ve only just assembled the first pieces in a much larger puzzle.”

	“You could say that,” I whispered.

	“Well, the rest is going to have to wait,” she said. “But I promise, once we’re safe in Sorthaal I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

	It wasn’t the answer I wanted. It wasn’t even the answer I expected. I wanted to press her on it, but I could tell from her expression that any efforts would be futile. 

	“When Larric told me the truth about you, I hoped he’d be able to get you to the Faedari,” Karethys went on. “Your people need all the help they can get. Even an untrained Unbound can will be a tremendous asset.”

	“I certainly hope so,” I murmured. 

	Her smile widened. “For now, you’ll just have to trust me, abbil. I won’t abandon Larric any more than you will.”

	I smiled back. I didn’t trust her, actually—there were still far too many unanswered questions. But I was confident that she wouldn’t betray Larric, and for now that would have to be enough. 

	“I’ll see you all tonight,” Karethys said, stepping back into the hidden doorway. The long shadows began to writhe and twist around her like the darkness itself had come alive…and then she was gone. 

	“She should have taught you that trick before she left,” Ryleen muttered. “You’d be a lot more useful to us.”

	I had seen Karethys shadow-walk before back in Skyfall; she could instantaneously shift her physical body from one place to another so long as both were shrouded in darkness. I had no idea how such a thing was even possible, but it was yet another reminder that I knew almost nothing about magic beyond the few channeling techniques Master Kristoff had taught me. 

	“We need to prepare our costumes,” Astanya said, placing her hand on my arm. “And just in case, I think we should spend some more time committing our escape route to memory. It would be embarrassing to rescue Larric and then get lost in the forest.”

	I let out a long, slow breath and mentally buried my growing trove of questions about the Aether and Karethys. The truth would have to wait a bit longer. 

	“Good idea,” I said. “Let’s get started.”
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	After spending another hour studying the escape plan, Astanya and I finally moved on to preparing our costumes. Lady Ryleen had already procured several dresses for the occasion. At a glance, they were little more than high-neck halter bras with matching panties covered by loose, diaphanous silver skirts. Knowing General Torelius, I wasn’t surprised—he preferred his avenari “naked and available” whenever possible.

	Ryleen also provided us with a pair of decorative, half-moon ceramic masks that covered everything from our forehead to our nose. I would have preferred something even more concealing—I didn’t want General Torelius to have even the slightest chance of recognizing me—but his demands on the invitation were quite specific. All avenari were expected to wear masks and spend the bulk of the evening bent over tables or scuttling around on their knees. 

	Fargoth, for his part, was dressed like one of the house servants. The position would allow him to smuggle in useful supplies, and he planned to head out several hours ahead of us in order to get into position. Despite his earlier protestations about the danger of the mission, I could sense his raw determination. He didn’t trust my power yet, and he certainly didn’t revere me the same way Astanya did, but he did have full confidence in his other allies—including the vaeyn. 

	“You’ve wanted to take the offensive for a long time now,” Astanya told him just before he left. “Consider this a first strike.”

	“If we manage to kill Torelius, I apologize in advance for ever doubting you,” he replied with a grunt. 

	“Who knows? With the Hierophant in town, several other important Covenant officials might be in attendance. History will remember this as the turning point in the revolution.”

	Fargoth flashed her a tight smile. “There are days I would trade anything for a fraction of your faith, mellonamin.”

	Astanya smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “We’ll see you soon.”

	“Lakilea ri’nothien,” he replied back. Then squeezed each other hand’s for a moment before his eyes flicked over to me. “I hope you’re ready for this, Netharine.”

	“I am,” I told him, and meant it. I was still nervous, of course, but I was also more determined than ever. Not just because I wanted to save Larric, but because I knew how important this could be for the Faedari. Astanya’s faith must have been infectious. 

	We didn’t end up leaving the mansion until several hours after nightfall. Torelius’s underground villa was about a mile outside the city, and we encountered our first potential hiccup when we reached the eastern gate. Security had been greatly tightened, for obvious reasons, though the guards cared a great deal more about who was entering Sanctum than leaving it. Still, Astanya and I were wanted fugitives, and it was always possible that they’d order us to remove our masks and perform a search…

	Thankfully, Lady Ryleen’s silver tongue was more than enough to get us through without any questions, and we were past the gate and onto the road after a short delay. Once we’d put some distance between ourselves and the wall, I glanced out the window toward the sparkling cityscape and wondered if I would ever set foot in Sanctum again. 

	“It’s gorgeous, especially if you can’t see past the lights and glamour,” Astanya commented. “Just like the Empire.”

	“I was a different person before Master Kristoff brought me here,” I whispered. “It was a different world before he brought me here.”

	“It’s the same world, believe me. You just finally learned to see it for what it really is.”

	I nodded. She was right in more ways than one. Almost everything I thought I’d known was wrong. The Faedari, the vaeyn, Larric, even Emperor Lucian…they were all different than I’d been led to believe. The entire Empire was different than I’d been led to believe.

	Sighing softly, I leaned away from the window and closed my eyes. I could daydream and ruminate later; right now I needed to mentally prepare myself for the trials ahead. 

	We reached the villa about an hour later, and judging from the number of carriages and horses outside, the party had already begun. That had been Ryleen’s preference all along. The less time we had to fraternize, the less chance anyone would figure out what we were up to.

	“Torelius will be annoyed that you two are ‘for sale’ rather than just gifts, but it’s the only way to keep you from getting dragged off by someone’s horny son every few minutes,” Ryleen said as she fastened our collars into place. Our matching leashes were a bit shorter than usual, meaning we wouldn’t be able to stand more than a few feet behind her at any given time. “Hopefully the fat bastard will be too busy with others to fuss about anything.”

	“I’m sure a few of the guests will still want a sample,” Astanya said. “Refusing will only draw unwanted attention.”

	“Yes, well, if this friend of yours is so important then sucking a few cocks should be a small price to pay for his freedom,” Ryleen muttered. “And don’t be surprised if they want to splatter those pretty masks of yours. It’s a badge of pride to be the first one to mark an avenari, at least in this social circle.”

	“We’ll be ready for anything,” Astanya assured her.

	Ryleen grunted and attached a set of silvery bracelets to each of our wrists. I could sense the dormant magical enchantment inside them without even trying. With the proper command word, each bracelet would generate a small but powerful magnetic attraction that pulled them together, effectively transforming them into standard handcuffs. They were a popular item for large parties where the guests had a wide variety of tastes. Plenty of Imperial nobles liked their avenari “hands-free,” while others preferred them tightly restrained. Torelius himself definitely fell into the latter camp. He’d fucked me dozens of times when I’d been in his command tent, and my wrists had always been shackled.

	For the moment, Ryleen kept our hands bound right in front of us. It was appropriate middle-ground that would allow a potential buyer to either release or further restrain us when he made her an offer. Or, more likely, when he wished one of us to give him a “sample.”

	A handful of other guests had arrived about the same time, and once we were ready Ryleen escorted us forward so she could mingle. I didn’t recognize anyone here, thankfully, but I knew that wouldn’t last. A few of the noblemen expressed a passing interest in us, but only one carried out a real inspection. He smacked our asses, groped our breasts, and even shoved his fingers in our mouths to check our teeth. The fact we were both ripe seemed like a major selling point, but Ryleen deftly shifted his interest away to other matters while she slowly led us into the villa.

	Security was lighter than I’d expected, at least here at the entrance, but the hairs on the back of my neck stood up regardless. A single Inquisitor stood in front of the checkpoint, his eyes sweeping calmly over each and every guest. Behind him was a tall, broad man dressed in ceremonial Legion armor that I instantly recognized.

	“Lady Ryleen,” Legate Maxos said, bowing. “The general will be ecstatic that you’re here. He didn’t think you’d be able to attend.”

	I swallowed heavily beneath my mask and ordered myself to stay calm. I should have known that Maxos would be here—he was Torelius’s chief toady, and he had seen me every single day for weeks during our trip from Lakewatch back to Sanctum. 

	“I delayed my trip to the Basin,” Ryleen replied calmly. “When I heard the news, I just knew Antione would have something special planned. I wouldn’t dare miss it.”

	Maxos smiled as he leered at us. I made sure to keep my eyes and chin low; even with the mask, there was no guarantee he wouldn’t recognize me. Maxos knew my face and features as well as anyone, and he’d seen me naked dozens of times while his master mounted me. If not for my brown hair, he probably would have fucked me himself on more than one occasion. His lust for blondes was quite legendary…

	“Is this one for sale?” he asked, reaching out and brushing Astanya’s hair. 

	“They’re both for sale, actually,” Ryleen said. “I was hoping your master would be interested in fresh breeding stock. They’re both ripe and certified.”

	Maxos briefly examined our bare, un-tattooed stomachs before his eyes returned to Astanya. “He might, but you know how he thinks. If you want to make a sale, he’ll want to see their tits. Probably fuck them, too.”

	“Yes, of course,” Ryleen replied knowingly. “Still, what’s the point in a masquerade without a bit of mystery, hmm?”

	Maxos snorted. “Personally I’ve never understood the appeal. I know what I want, and there’s no point in hiding it.”

	His hands traced their way down Astanya’s shoulders and arms before they settled on her taut waist. She helpfully moved her bound wrists out of the way so he could get a good look. 

	“Not bad,” he said, nodding. “How much are you asking?”

	“Five thousand,” Ryleen told him. “Negotiable, of course, and I plan to keep her around until the end of the month. But after that…”

	Maxos whistled. It was a high price for a ripe avenari, though not so high as to draw suspicion. The hope was that it would dissuade any potential buyers, but judging from the twinkle in the Legate’s eyes we might have underestimated his lust for blondes. 

	“What’s so special about her?” he asked. 

	“Aside from the obvious, she’s quite enthusiastic,” Ryleen said. “You’re free to try her out later, if you wish, but I’m a bit late and would—”

	“For five thousand, I’ll try her out right now,” Maxos demanded. “Agreed?”

	Ryleen almost protested. I could see it in her eyes and feel it in her thoughts. But then Astanya flashed us both a warning glare, and the decision was made. 

	“As you wish, of course,” Ryleen said with a shrug. “Shall we head inside?”

	“No need—if she’s worth that kind of coin, this won’t take long.” Maxos grabbed Astanya’s shoulders and smiled. “On your knees, cunt.”

	She sank down onto the floor as Maxos unbuckled his trousers and freed his swollen cock. I wanted to do something—I wanted to reach into Maxos’s mind and convince him to leave Astanya alone—but I couldn’t take the risk. Not with the Inquisitor staring right at us. 

	“What about her hands?” Ryleen asked. 

	“Get them out of the way,” Maxos said, stroking his cock to its full length and slapping it against Astanya’s mask in anticipation. “She won’t need them.”

	Ryleen spoke the command word for the wrist bracelets then pulled Astanya’s hands tightly behind her back. Once they were properly pinned, the noblewoman spoke the word a second time and locked them in place. 

	“I’m ready for you, my lord,” Astanya cooed. 

	“I never told you to speak,” Maxos said. “And I don’t give a damn whether you’re ready or not. Open your mouth.”

	Astanya barely had time to obey before he thrust his member between her lips. In my experience, most Imperial nobles preferred to let their avenari do all the work; they often saw fellatio as a pure test where they could show off the skills of their preferred slaves. During my initial training, Master Kristoff had often made a game of it: hands, no-hands, on my knees, on my back…he had enjoyed a variety of positions, but he’d almost always allowed me to control the motions and set the pace. 

	Maxos couldn’t have been more different. The instant his cock hit the back of Astanya’s throat, he grabbed the sides of her head and began fucking her face. At first I feared she might gag or choke—I’d seen first-hand how badly he treated his slaves who weren’t up to the challenge, and I feared for Astanya’s safety. But she gorged herself on his full length with practiced ease, and her blue eyes remained fasted on his even as the corridor filled with slaps and gurgles. 

	“Break her and I’ll charge you double,” Ryleen warned.

	“If I break her, she’s not worth five thousand in the first place,” Maxos protested between labored breaths. I doubted he’d last long, but every time he slammed into her I winced in horror. Astanya truly believed I was some kind of savior for our people, but I’d been reduced to a harmless spectator while a human savagely rammed his cock down her throat. 

	You have to do something. You can’t just let him treat her like this!

	Gritting my teeth, I reached out and placed my bound hands on Maxos’s back. I began to rub him sensuously, hoping it would give me the distraction I needed to reach into his mind—

	“I never said you could touch me, cunt!” he growled. He jabbed me with his elbow so hard I stumbled backward, and when my right heel caught on a loose stone I lost my balance. I couldn’t properly brace myself with my wrists locked together, and when I hit the floor my mask almost flipped off my face. 

	“She’s just eager to help,” Ryleen said, grabbing my leash and helping me up. I could see the anger in her eyes—she knew how closely I’d come to costing us everything. 

	Maxos wasn’t paying attention. He shifted his grip to the back of Astanya’s skull and held her so tightly against him that her mask pushed into his stomach. I watched in horror, waiting for her to gag on his cock, but she somehow she remained perfectly still. When she finally started gurgling for breath, Maxos grinned and closed his eyes. I wondered if he might actually be willing to choke her, especially when she began to thrash and shuffle on her knees…

	I was a heartbeat away from blasting him with my magic when he finally released his grip and let her sag backward. He didn’t let her get far, however; he immediately grabbed a fistful of her hair and held her close as he pumped his cock with his free hand. He erupted just a few seconds later, splattering her mask with jet after jet of his seed. By the time he was spent, the decorate engravings on the ceramic were barely visible through the viscous liquid. 

	“I’ll take her,” Maxos said, pushing his wilting cock back through Astanya’s lips so she could clean him off. 

	“Good,” Ryleen replied. “I’ll have her delivered to your family estate at the end of the month.”

	He smirked in satisfaction. “Enjoy the party, my lady. Just be careful with my property.”

	Ryleen helped Astanya back to her feet and placed her bound wrists back in front of her. She didn’t bother cleaning off the mask, however. With luck, the fresh seed dripping from Astanya’s face and breasts would dissuade others downstairs from taking their turn. 

	We shuffled past the Inquisitor to the long, winding staircase that led down into the villa’s “dungeon” where the actual party was being held. Once we were out of earshot of the guards and the other guests, Ryleen turned and glare at me.

	“What in the bloody void were you thinking?” she growled. “If he recognized you, we’d all be dead!”

	“I know,” I breathed. “I just wanted to—”

	Astanya touched my arm and squeezed. “You can’t afford to risk yourself for me, Netharine,” she said softly. “I know why I’m here, and I know what must be done. Completing the mission is all that matters.”

	I wanted to argue, but the intensity of her glare kept me silent. I didn’t understand why this bothered me so much—I’d endured plenty of more demeaning tasks while in the service of Master Kristoff. I’d spread my legs for dozens of nobles in Sanctum, and I had willingly given myself over to Torelius and the Legion just to get Larric the healing he required. Sucking the cock of one measly legate wasn’t even comparable. 

	But for whatever reason, this felt different. Perhaps I’d just reached my wits end. Perhaps now that I knew the truth about my powers and the Empire, I couldn’t stand playing the game any longer. 

	“Just pull yourself together so we can survive the next few hours,” Ryleen said. “I guarantee that someone down there will want to fuck you, too, so you better be ready to bend over or kneel or whatever else they want. You’re the whole reason we’re here.”

	“I know,” I said. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

	Ryleen sighed and tugged at our leashes to continue forward. While we walked, Astanya stretched out with her hands and squeezed mine. Her resolve was so unbreakable I couldn’t help but be inspired. 

	One down, dozens to go, I thought to myself. The real test, naturally, would be Torelius himself. Hopefully Ryleen would be able to keep us a safe distance away from him until the vaeyn were ready to spring their trap. If not…

	Well, if not then brutes like Maxos were going to be the least of our problems. 
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	When we finally reached the bottom of the spiral staircase, my eyebrows lifted in surprise at the size and expansiveness of Torelius’s private “dungeon.” The chamber was probably three times the size of the actual villa above ground, and for an ostensibly secret celebration he hadn’t been particularly selective about his company. There were at least fifty nobles in attendance, many of whom I recognized, and probably close to two hundred people in total including the various Legion officers, Inquisitors, bards, and slaves. Hiding such a gathering from the Emperor and his allies seemed like an impossible task, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Torelius was stupid or merely arrogant. 

	The chamber was essentially one giant circle with a dozen small cubbies evenly spaced about the sides. The central area featured several long tables filled with fruit and drink, and the fountain at the center was nearly as ostentatious as the ones outside the Imperial Palace. The nobles ate and drank freely, and most had broken off into small groups where they laughed, bartered, or simply mingled. Slaves flit around the area like bees, offering fresh food, drink, or fellatio to their masters. It was like a pale shadow of the Winter Gala with minor players replacing the scions of the Imperial Court. 

	The cubbies were both more intimate and more “active.” Most of the avenari slaves were following closely behind their owners like Astanya and I, but plenty were already hard at work. Off to our left, a red-haired woman was being spit roasted by a pair of noblemen, and judging from her smeared cosmetics and seed-splattered skin, they probably weren’t the first to have her that way. One cubby over, four young noblewomen were toying with a naked male faeyn and smacking or whipping him every time his tongue or fingers did something that displeased them. 

	None of that was out of the ordinary, of course. All things considered, it was actually quite tame compared to other Imperial parties I’d attended. The only thing that really stood out were the three slaves—all faeyn women—pilloried just a few yards away from the dinner table. They were clad in matching white corsets and skirts as well as expensive makeup and finery, but as far as I could tell no one had so much as laid a finger on them.

	“I really thought Larric would be here already,” Astanya murmured as we crossed the room. “Torelius, too.”

	“Antione is always late to his own gatherings—it makes him feel important,” Ryleen explained. “He probably has Larric with him for maximum effect.”

	“What if he doesn’t?” I asked, a fresh knot of anxiety twisting in the pit of my stomach. “What if he never brings him to the party?”

	“He will,” Astanya assured me. “We just need to be patient.”

	Ryleen nodded. “I need to mingle or I’ll attract attention. Be prepared for anything.”

	She escorted us along by our leashes, and I made it a point to keep my head lowered even as my eyes continued searching the room from behind my mask. There were only six official guards in the chamber, all standing in the gaps between the alcoves. If everything had gone as planned so far, half of them were vaeyn warriors in disguise. Their thick armor and closed helmets concealed their identities perfectly, however, and I was tempted to reach out through the Aether and read their thoughts. But I couldn’t take the risk of channeling so openly, especially not with multiple Inquisitors in the room. 

	I was able to identify Fargoth dressed in his attendant’s garb. He was busy serving drinks, and he carefully avoided making eye contact with us. The fact that he was here and in position made me feel a bit better, but the knot in my stomach refused to stop twisting. Something had already gone wrong here—I was certain of it.

	Ryleen exchanged pleasantries with several of the nobles, and Astanya and I endured their taunting and groping with practiced ease. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck bristled every minute Torelius remained absent, and when the massive clock on the northern wall struck midnight I was almost ready to panic. We could always abort, of course—Ryleen could make up an excuse to leave without causing too much of a fuss. But we’d never get another chance to save Larric, and the vaeyn who had already committed might not be able to withdraw as easily…

	“Pull yourself together, girl,” Ryleen scolded once our voices could be drowned out by a nearby bard. “I thought you were experienced?”

	I closed my eyes. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “It’s just…”

	“Save your excuses,” Ryleen said pointedly before she glanced over to Astanya. “You promised me she could handle this.”

	“She can,” the other woman said. “I’m sure the General will be here soon.”

	Ryleen sighed and sipped at her wine. “If not, we’ll have to—”

	“Another ripe slave,” a male voice commented from next to us. “Is she unsullied as well?”

	I turned, and it took every scrap of willpower I could muster not to yelp. One of the Inquisitors was standing next to us—a tall, dark-haired man I recognized from my very first trip to the Imperial Palace. His name was Jodai, and he was yet another of Torelius’s political allies. 

	“Unfortunately no,” Ryleen said, flashing him a smile. “Though I guarantee she’s still an excellent purchase if you’re in the market.”

	“The church provides me with everything I need,” Jodai replied matter-of-factly. He circled around behind me. “You’d be surprised how many potential avenari we must confiscate because they lack the proper documentation. More and more of your kin seem to believe they can conduct their own breeding programs without the Hierophant’s authority.”

	I closed my eyes and bit down on my lower lip. At one point while we’d been putting on our costumes, Astanya had suggested wearing fake navel tattoos. Sterilized slaves were considerably less valuable, after all, but we’d ultimately decided that it wasn’t the risk of someone noticing the forgery. Perhaps we’d been mistaken…

	“I assure you, I have everything I need back at my mansion,” Ryleen said. “I have no interest in breeding her, but General Torelius has a certain fondness for young, ripe avenari. I thought he might wish to purchase her.”

	Jodai shrugged. “Perhaps, though with the prize his men just delivered to him I doubt he’ll need any fresh meat for a while.”

	Ryleen cocked an eyebrow at him. “Prize?”

	“Oh, yes, “Jodai said. “A unique specimen that will make him the envy of the gentry from here to Rivani.”

	“Unique? What, does she have an extra tit or something?”

	The Inquisitor chuckled. “You’ll see soon enough. He’ll be along with her shortly, I suspect.”

	I had no idea what he was talking about. There were literally dozens of female avenari in the villa, and many of them were young, ripe, and pretty. What else could Torelius have that was so special? 

	Jodai smirked when he turned toward Astanya and noticed the semen still smeared across her mask. “The Legate’s work, I assume?”

	“Yes, he decided to purchase her,” Ryleen confirmed. “Though she’s still mine until the end of the month.”

	“You’ve no idea how much that tempts me to get some use out of her,” Jodai said, smacking Astanya’s ass so hard her skin turned red. “There won’t be much left of her by the time he’s finished.”

	“Good thing that will be his problem soon, not mine.”

	Jodai’s smile turned dark. His hand squeezed her buttocks, and I half expected him to bend her over the nearest table right then and there. If I did, I wasn’t sure how I’d respond. I couldn’t stand the thought of her someone else ravaging her while I had to stand there helplessly yet again.

	“Well, girl, lucky for you I don’t fuck elf cunts,” Jodai said, smacking her ass again. “The Gods tell us that you’re unclean, after all.”

	“Perhaps you should remind the rest of the guests,” Ryleen replied, gesturing with her head toward one of the alcoves. 

	The Inquisitor grunted. “Perhaps the Hierophant will do just that one day soon,” he murmured, “but for now it seems our friend has finally arrived. If you’ll excuse me…”

	I turned and followed his gaze as subtly as I could. There, strolling into the chamber via a hidden door along the southern wall, was General Antoine Torelius. Somehow, he managed to look more and more decadent every time I saw him. His ceremonial armor was even more elaborate and less functional than normal. In addition to his oversized epaulets and gaudy baldric, a long, crimson cape draped down to the floor behind him. The golden metal of his breastplate glistened so brightly his slaves must have been polishing it all day, and the mask he’d chosen was a perfect replica of one worn by the five generals who had served directly under Sanctus Veshar during his conquest of Calhara. It might have even been one of the original masks, for all I knew. 

	“He has all the subtlety of a battle-crazed orc,” Ryleen muttered. 

	“I don’t see Larric,” I whispered as the rest of entourage walked in behind him. “What if—?”

	“Patience,” Ryleen scolded. “And keep your head down. If he recognizes you, we’re all dead.”

	I bit my lip and tilted my chin down against my chest. I could still see the doorway out of the corner of my vision, and when the last of Torelius’s soldiers sauntered in without Larric, my stomach sank. 

	He’s already dead. You’ve put all of these people’s lives at risk for nothing! 

	“My friends,” Torelius said, lifting his arms and surveying the crowd. My heart skipped a beat when he glanced in our direction, but he didn’t seem to notice anything unusual. “I am beyond grateful for your presence here this evening. I know that some of us have had our differences over the years, but I also know that we all share a common enemy.”

	“Don’t you mean ‘shared,’ General?” one of the nobles asked. 

	A chorus of chortles swept through the guests, and Torelius himself smiled widely and nodded. “You’re right, of course. The Kristoff family has been a blight on the Empire for generations…but no more. Gabriel’s death presents with a truly unique opportunity. Our Empire has suffered greatly this past year, but with your help I’m certain we can steer this ship back on its proper course.”

	Most of the guests cheered, though their applause wasn’t as enthusiastic as I’d expected. Half the people here probably hated Torelius as much as we did; they simply saw his coat tails as their only viable path to power. 

	“We have much to discuss in the coming days—and even more to plan,” Torelius went on. “But this is a night for celebration. This is a night where we enjoy the bounty of the gods and the spoils of war they have provided for us.” He sauntered over to the pilloried slaves near the center of the room and placed his hand upon their bare buttocks. “For my loyal vassals and patrons, I offer you these ripe, unsullied beauties for your enjoyment. Have as much fun with them as you wish—they won’t be worth nearly as much tomorrow!”

	This time the cheers were a bit more raucous, and a fresh wave of nausea washed over me. I knew there was nothing we could do for the three women—not yet, anyway—but the more Torelius spoke the more I was tempted to unleash my power and burn him to cinders right then and there.

	“But before you indulge yourselves,” he said, raising his hands as several of the noblemen stood and approached the pillories, “I have yet another gift for you. We all know that Gabriel Kristoff was a fool and a traitor, and we’re delighted that the gods have finally punished him for his sins. But there is another traitor among us who is still alive, and he is my true gift for you tonight.”

	Torelius gestured behind him. A few seconds later a pair of legionnaires emerged from the concealed door hauling a shackled man between them. 

	Larric. 

	I gasped despite myself. I hadn’t expected them to treat him kindly, obviously, but this was even worse than I’d imagined. He’d been stripped completely naked, and there were whip marks all across his back and legs. He was barely conscious; his head sagged back and forth as they dragged him near the center of the room. Another set of soldiers arrived carrying a new pillory, and they made a show of thrusting the prisoner’s arms and neck through the holes.

	Torelius turned back to the ground. “Allow me to introduce Larric Aresi, former Inquisitor of the Triad and former captain of the Guard for Duke Kristoff. He was a good man once. He was a loyal servant of the Covenant and of the Empire.”

	The general paced in front of the prisoner and scowled. “You may have heard the stories about his encounter with a vaeyn warlock several years ago,” he went on. “He spun a ludicrous tale about ‘cooperation’ and ‘battling a common enemy,’ but everyone knew he was lying. The Hierophant stripped of him of his position and his powers, but in her infinite mercy she offered him exile rather than execution.” Torelius stopped and spit on Larric’s face. “In return for her leniency, he joined the Faedari rebels and betrayed the Empire. Now, at long last, he will finally face justice.”

	The cheers grew dark and onerous. The nobles craved blood just like they were watching a fight in the gladiator pits. I knew from experience that the vast majority of the men and women here had never set foot on a battlefield; their lives had been blissfully free of hardship or struggle. Somehow that made the almost feral bloodlust in their eyes even more disturbing. 

	Torelius pulled a long, serrated dagger from his belt and twirled the blade in his fingertips. “The Hierophant wanted him executed immediately, but thankfully my friends in the church were able to buy him a bit more time.” He winked at Jodai and the other Inquisitors in attendance. “Now more than ever, our precious Empire needs unity. And for us to have unity, everyone must understand the price for betrayal.”

	He paced back over to Larric and pressed the flat of the blade against his neck. I flinched reflexively, and the Aether surged through me. I refused to allow Torelius to harm Larric even if I had to blow our cover—

	“This extends beyond rogue Inquisitors and deserting soldiers, of course,” the general went on, slowly an unexpectedly retracting the blade. “Kristoff may have been the first to turn his back against the Legion, but he was hardly the last. Duchess Farrow followed in his footsteps, and many others have since—including, regrettably, one of the people in this very room.”

	Torelius turned and looked right at us. My heart stopped in my chest, and every muscle in my body froze. 

	“Lady Muriel Ryleen,” he said. “We haven’t spoken in some time. I’m so glad you were able to attend.”

	“General?” Ryleen replied. I could feel the sudden trepidation in her thoughts, but to her credit her body and voice remained perfectly calm.

	“According to your house servants, you were supposed to be at your family’s estate in Rivani by now. I’m honored you decided to cancel your trip just to attend tonight’s festivities.”

	Every single person in the chamber scowled at her. Even the nobles in the alcoves stopped toying with their avenari and turned to watch the proceedings. Ryleen, for her part, merely furrowed her brow in confusion. 

	“I delayed my departure a few days,” she said. “Is there a problem, General?”

	“I’d ask you to tell me, but sadly we both know that would be waste of time. Instead I’ll get right to the point.” Torelius swept his eyes across the chamber, a smug, self-satisfied smirk plastered on his face. Knowing him, he had probably been practicing this speech in front of his mirror all afternoon. “When the Hierophant arrived in the city, she told me a great deal about the growing unrest in Rivani. Her agents—loyal men and women serving the Covenant—recently raided a Faedari base on the southern coast and uncovered some very interesting information.”

	“General, I don’t understand what—”

	“Evidently, the good baroness has been providing our enemies with sensitive information for several years now,” he interrupted. “She disguised her role well, of course, but the Hierophant agreed with me that the evidence can only lead to one inexorable conclusion.”

	“Evidence?” Ryleen breathed. “What ‘evidence’ are you talking about? I have been a loyal servant of the Empire my entire life!”

	As the other nobles began to slowly back away from us, I risked a quick glance over to Astanya. She’d barely moved; her head remained bowed, and her hands rested calmly in front of her. When her blue eyes eventually flicked up to meet mine, they weren’t filled with panic like I expected—they were as calm and patient as normal. Behind her mask, I saw her lips mouth a single word: patience. 

	“I might have believed that if I hadn’t seen the documents myself,” Torelius went on, unfettered. He slowly sauntered toward us, his dagger still flipping back and forth between his hands. “Even then, I might have at least given you the chance to exonerate yourself…but then my associates informed me that you didn’t come here alone.”

	He stopped directly in front of us, and after he glared at Ryleen for a few more seconds his eyes gradually drifted over to me. “You didn’t really believe you could just walk in here with Kristoff’s prized cunt and get away with it, did you?”

	Ryleen shook her head. “What in the bloody void are you talking about?”

	This time, her voice was trembling. She knew it was too late…and so did I. 

	“I’d recognize those marvelous green eyes anywhere,” Torelius said. “So would half the men in this room, I’d wager. Why don’t we find out?”

	Before I could move or speak, he backhanded me across the face. My mask shattered, and I hit the ground so hard I skidded for several feet until I crashed into one of the support columns. Without the protection of the mask, I had no doubt that my nose would have broken; even with it, the pain was so intense my vision went black. By the time I recovered, one of the nearby guards grabbed onto my arms and wrenched them behind my back. 

	“You see? I knew they’d remember your face,” Torelius said as a series of awed gasps rippled throughout the chamber. “They never found her remains in Kristoff’s estate. Nor did they find the remains of her co-conspirator.”

	Another of his soldiers grabbed onto Astanya from behind and forced her to her knees. The man tore off her semen-splattered mask and hurled it across the room. 

	“My adjutant recognized you the instant you arrived,” Torelius said. “You should consider yourselves fortunate that he decided to have some fun with you before he killed you.” He snorted and pivoted back to the crowd. “We all knew that Gabriel Kristoff was a fool, but as it turns out we actually overestimated him. He unwittingly invited a Faedari agent into his estate…and she murdered him.”

	Another round of gasps rippled through the room. In desperation, I tried to struggle free of the guard’s hands, but then I felt the cold steel of a blade at my throat. 

	“No one will miss Gabriel, of course, but that’s hardly the point,” Torelius said, shifting his focus back upon Ryleen. “These two cunts never could have escaped the Covenant without your help, and now you’ve smuggled them into my home. Why? Do you want them to try and kill me, too?” 

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Ryleen protested. “You have to believe me!”

	“No, I don’t,” the general muttered. He signaled to his men, and they quickly rushed forward and grabbed her as well. “Tonight is a night for justice. Four traitors, four executions…all for the entertainment of my loyal friends.”

	The gasps and hushed murmurs were swiftly replaced by raucous cheers. Some were motivated were bloodlust, but most, I imagined, were motivated purely by fear. Everyone in this room had secrets—secrets I’d seen when I’d reached into their minds—and they were all terrified that Torelius would turn his eyes on them next. Inquisitors needed an Inquisition, after all, and I had no doubt that the Hierophant and her goons would attempt to use this to her advantage. 

	But right now, I didn’t care about the politics or long-term implications. I cared about the man holding me in place; I cared about the fact that Larric was barely fifteen feet away from me and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. 

	“You’re making a mistake,” Ryleen hissed. “My family will never stand for this!”

	“Your family will do exactly as they’re told,” Torelius said. “Assuming they want to live, anyway. Now gag her. I’ve no interest in listening to the words of a traitor.”

	His soldiers obeyed. They locked her wrists and ankles behind her with shackles, then quickly shoved one of the slave gags into her mouth. She continued thrashing in place, her eyes wide in terror, until one of the soldiers smacked her to the floor. 

	“As for you, little cunt,” Torelius whispered as he leaned down over me. “I always knew there was something wrong with you. Gabriel was far too overprotective—he practically threw a fit when I said I wanted to keep you. Why? If he cared about you so much, why would you betray him? Was that your plan all along?”

	I wanted to kill him. I didn’t care about the consequences now; without the knife at my throat I would have tried to channel and take out as many of his people as I could before overwhelmed me. But I couldn’t cast a spell without my hands, and I was so angry I couldn’t focus on anything besides the general’s fat, disgusting face. 

	“I could tell him to cut off your tits,” he said. “I could tell him to slice off those stupid mongrel ears of yours. But there’s no point, is there? One way or another, you’ll tell me everything I need to know eventually. My cock will make certain of it.”

	He leaned away, chortling sadistically as he waved toward the back entrance yet again. “Before the festivities begin, I have one last surprise. We all know that the Legion has suffered significant losses this year, and we all know that the vaeyn are not to be underestimated. They are cunning and ruthless, and they’ll stop at nothing to ravage our cities and defile our temples.” His grin widened. “But now I’m here to report that we’ve achieved our first major victory. Two days ago, I ordered the First Legion to advance into eastern Glorinfel to reclaim some of our lost territory…and my men succeeded. Fort Gransius is now back under our control.”

	The nobles cheered, and this time it was completely genuine. Whatever their true feelings about Torelius, they all hated the vaeyn. 

	“The victory was not without plunder,” Legate Maxos put in from across the room. “For the first time in this war we were able to take prisoners—prisoners that will allow us to show the world once and for all that the Veshari Empire reigns supreme. Those who oppose us shall die…or submit to the will of the Triad.”

	Once again his men emerged from the back entrance, and once again they had a prisoner with them. My heart sunk in my chest, and I almost screamed despite the knife at my throat. 

	“I present to you tonight’s grand spectacle,” Torelius said. “A proud Shadow Knight of Sulinor. The very warlock Larric conspired with all those years ago.”

	I gritted my teeth in disbelief. Like Larric, Karethys had been stripped naked, gagged, and bound at her wrists and ankles. Her gray skin remained unblemished, however, at least aside from the glowing magical tattoos covering the right side of her body. Her luminescent violet eyes pulsed with impotent rage, and I could see her arm and leg muscles flex as she struggled against her restraints. 

	“The tide of this war has finally turned, my friends,” Torelius said, his dark smile as wide as I’d ever seen it. “And it’s time for all of us to properly enjoy its spoils.”
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	While the general’s men hauled Karethys forward, I closed my eyes and tried to convince myself that none of this was real. I must have been dreaming. I must have still been back in the safe house with Astanya curled up next to me. There was no way everything could have gone this badly. There was no way our plan could have failed so miserably. 

	And yet…

	A loud thump forced me to reopen my eyes just as the general’s men slammed Karethys face-first onto the dining table. While one man held her cheek flat against the wood, the other shackled her ankles to the legs of the table, forcing her knees apart. They left her wrists bound tightly behind her back.

	“The vaeyn must learn the same lesson as their fair cousins,” Torelius said, snapping his fingers off to the side. A pair of avenari immediately rushed over and began removing his armor. “The gods placed them on this world to submit. And in submission, they will ultimately find joy and purpose. They will abandon their heretical ways. They will seek forgiveness for their sins. And the Triad, in their infinite wisdom, will grant all their children absolution.”

	The nobles nodded in agreement, and some even clapped softly when the avenari finally freed the general’s cock from his trousers. The head was so stiff and swollen it looked like it could burst at any instant. His slaves scattered away once their work was done, terrified that they might inadvertently set him off and ruin his moment. 

	“But before absolution, there must be judgment,” Torelius said, slowly sauntering up to the table behind Karethys. “And with judgment comes punishment.”

	He placed his hand upon the dark elf’s back and slowly traced his fingers from her shoulder blades all the way down to her ass. Her body trembled with rage while his shivered in anticipation. When he jabbed the tip of his cockhead into her nether entrance, I was surprised he didn’t erupt all over her back. 

	A collective gasp rippled through the onlooking crowd, and Torelius’s eyes drifted over to Larric. The former Inquisitor was barely conscious now, but I could see the recognition in his eyes. He knew what was going on, and he knew he was powerless to stop it. All of us were. 

	Tears streaked down my face, and it was in that instant I decided I would rather die right here and now than allow Torelius to rape her. I writhed and struggled against my assailant, fully expecting him to slit my throat when I refused to submit—

	“Chu set, mellonamin,” he whispered into my ear. “I’navaste naa yassen lye.”

	My heart froze. Why in the void would an Imperial soldier speak elven? And why would he—

	And then, without any warning whatsoever, three of the villa’s guards turned and smashed the glowstones mounted on the walls between the alcoves. Half the chamber went dark, and the instant the shadows draped over Karethys she disappeared. 

	My mouth fell open. She had shadow-walked somewhere; my eyes scanned the room for her even as the rest of the general’s guards drew their weapons…

	“What?” Torelius yelped. His hands fell flat against the dinner table, and his cock twitched in mid-air. “Where in the void—?”

	He never finished the sentence. The tip of a sword abruptly burst through his chest, spraying the table with blood. A collective gasp shuddered through the chamber, and when he finally collapsed to his knees everyone could see Karethys standing behind him. 

	“Olot dos!” she hissed. 

	The moment Torelius’s body hit the floor, the knife at my throat vanished. I turned just in time to watch the guard who’d been holding me draw his crossbow and fire at one of the other soldiers. The scene repeated all around me—the men who had smashed the glowstones also drew their own weapons and fired, killing several of the Imperials before they even knew what was happening. In the blink of an eye, the chamber descended into a violent, chaotic melee.

	My body screamed at me to scramble for cover even while my mind tried to process what was going on. There was only one explanation, of course—the vaeyn had managed to infiltrate the villa after all, and their disguises had been far more effective than mine. In the span of just a few seconds, they had killed or wounded most of the general’s soldiers. Their only real challenge would be Jodai and the other Inquisitors. They had all shielded themselves in Aetheric barriers, drawn their weapons, and charged at the intruders to prevent them from reloading. 

	“Elara!” Astanya called out as she slid down next to me. The man who’d been holding her was lying nearby in a pool of blood. “Go and untie Larric. I’ll cover you!”

	Before I could reply, she pounced across the room and tackled a terrified Imperial noble. The old man clearly wasn’t a warrior, and she just as clearly didn’t care. Astanya ripped the ceremonial dagger from his belt and slashed open his throat, then promptly lunged toward another target while he was still flopping on the floor like a dying fish. 

	For several long, horrifying seconds, I was paralyzed. My thoughts flashed back to the bandit attack outside the Aetherium. I’d stood there, frozen in terror, as Larric had carved through our assailants one by one. I’d never had any real combat training, obviously, and every time I’d been forced to defend myself I had acted out of pure instinct. 

	This time needed to be different. Gritting my teeth, I willed myself to ignore the distractions and dash toward Larric. He was still barely conscious, but the men who’d been guarding him were now frantically trying to swarm the naked, tattooed vaeyn woman who had just impaled their master. My hands fiddled with the pillory locks; I knew exactly how to open them, but my fingers refused to stop trembling. I bit down on my lip so hard I tasted blood, and I screamed at myself to calm down and focus—

	Just before I freed his hand, a pair of cold steel gauntlets grabbed onto my arms and violently hurled me away from the pillory. I tumbled across the floor and only stopped when I crashed against another support column. Bracing my left hand on the floor, I leaned up to see Legate Maxos looming over me, his sword drawn and ready. 

	“You treacherous cunt!” he snarled. “I knew I should have killed you the moment you walked in the door!”

	Time slowed to a halt as the steel tip of his blade speared toward my heart. I couldn’t move; I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t do anything at all, but somehow I felt the Aether explode inside me anyway. A shimmering barrier materialized around me, sheathing my body in a mantle of protective energy. Maxos’s sword should have skewered me against the support column, but instead it deflected harmlessly aside as if I were clad in a suit of plate mail. 

	“What?” he gasped. “How…?”

	Before he got an answer, I saw Lady Ryleen charge him from out of the corner of my eye. She slammed into him hard enough that he lost his balance and tumbled over. While he was stunned, she plucked a fallen sword from the corpse of a dead guard then lunged forward to finish him off. 

	It was her last mistake. Just before she impaled him, Maxos spun around and parried her wild thrust with the practiced precision of a trained soldier. Her sword skittered out of reach, and he back-handed her across the face before she could recover. She hit the ground even harder than I had, and before she could recover Maxos plunged his blade through her back. 

	“Wretched aeynshok,” he spat. “Triad damn you!”

	I screamed. Rage flowed through me as easily as the Aether, and it burned away the last paralyzing mental tethers holding me in place. 

	“When I’m finished with you, I will find your friend,” Maxos growled as he whirled around, blood dripping from his sword. “I will hold her down and rape her until she learns her place!”

	Once again he reared back and thrust his sword at my chest, but this time my instincts took over. The Aether crackled in my palms, and I blasted him with a white-hot cone of fire. Shrieking in shock and pain, he recoiled and dropped his weapon as the flames seared his flesh. By the time his body finally crumpled to the floor, he was barely recognizable as human. 

	Larric. You have to help Larric!

	The stench of death filled my nostrils; the sounds of battle filled my ears. My jaw and skull were both pounding, and I wanted nothing more than to run out of here screaming and never look back. But when my eyes returned to Larric, I crawled to my feet and lunged back over to the pillory. I ripped open the locks, and he immediately slumped into my arms and groaned. Even stripped naked, he was too heavy for me to carry. He needed to be strong enough to walk or this wasn’t going to work.

	“Larric,” I breathed into his ear. I channeled the Aether through my hands and cast the strongest healing spell I could manage. It wasn’t much, unfortunately, and most of his wounds were internal. I might not have been skilled enough to actually help him…

	“Elara?” he gasped as his blue eyes abruptly fluttered open. “What are you—?”

	“We have to get out of here, and you have to trust me,” I told him. “Can you stand?”

	He swallowed and nodded. “I think so.”

	“Then we need to go!”

	I slung his arm over my shoulder and started walking toward the back exit the vaeyn had ostensibly cleared for our escape. All around us, the party had devolved into an outright massacre. Bloody corpses were strewn across the floor, including at least two of the disguised vaeyn. Most of the nobles had fled upstairs, but those who had remained behind—either because they were slow or because they’d foolishly stood their ground—had all been killed. For the moment, Karethys and her people had everything under control, but from the noises above I knew more soldiers were on the way. With the element of surprise gone, the vaeyn infiltrators were now badly outnumbered. 

	Even still, the carnage was surreal. One naked dark elf with a sword had cut down so many Imperials that her glowing tattoos were barely visible through the blood. I could feel the Aether pouring off her, shielding her as well as any armor.

	“Come on, let’s go!” Astanya shouted from behind me. Her dress was as tattered and bloody as a midwife’s rag, but she seemed unhurt. She rushed over and slung Larric’s other arm over her shoulder to help. “Jukatta, I really wish he could walk…”

	“I can,” Larric insisted, clenching his jaw and bracing himself. He’d finally snapped out of his pain-induced stupor; his eyes were flicking around the chamber and drinking everything in. A bit of color had returned to his skin, and his weight left my shoulders.

	“More guards are on the way,” Astanya warned. “We’ll stay and cover your escape as long as we can.”

	I glanced up as another group of legionnaires charged down the stairs. Karethys and her surviving men fired a quick volley from their crossbows, but the soldiers caught most of the bolts with their shields. The two groups clashed in melee a moment later, and I knew were out of time. 

	“I’ll see you at the rendezvous,” Astanya promised. “Now get moving before—”

	Her voice abruptly cut out as her eyes bulged open and her body went stiff. My brow furrowed in confusion, and I leaned forward to see if she was all right…

	And then she slumped to the floor, a crossbow bolt jutting out of her back. 

	“No!” I shrieked, diving to my knees. Lying prone ten feet behind her, a now-empty crossbow clutched in his wobbly hand, was General Torelius. 

	“For the Empire,” he rasped, blood bubbling from his mouth. “You will not…you will never…”

	He was seconds from death. The most powerful healing magic wouldn’t have been able to staunch his wounds; it was nothing short of a miracle that he was still conscious. But even if he’d collapsed right then and there—even if I’d been able to watch his lungs gulp down their final breath—it wouldn’t have been enough. I had been suppressing my rage for so long that when it finally exploded, no force in the world could have contained it. 

	I thrust my palms forward and unleashed a torrent of crackling green energy from my fingertips. It wasn’t merely fire or electricity; it was raw, primal Aetheric power. The jagged bolts disintegrated everything they touched—clothing, flesh, even stone—but not before Torelius’s screams echoed across the walls one final time.

	Karethys and her vaeyn turned to see what was happening even as they engaged the legionnaires, and under different circumstances the distraction might have even cost them their lives. But not this time. Once Torelius was gone, I directed my assault toward the stairs. The bolts sought out targets almost like they were living tendrils of pure energy; they arced from my fingertips and burned through the soldiers’ shields, armor, and flesh. Soon there was nothing left of them besides scattered piles of black ash. 

	“Netharine…”

	I released my hold on the Aether and glanced down at Astanya. Larric had rolled her over into his arms, but her face was pale and blue her eyes were distant. Blood trickled from her lips even as she smiled at me one last time. 

	“They can only kill me once,” she whispered. “I still win.”

	“Astanya,” I gasped, dropping back down to the floor and touching her cheeks. But it was already too late. 

	“Wun aphyon sel’nosst,” Karethys said from behind me. I whipped my head around to look at her, my eyes stinging from tears. “She was right about you, abbil.”

	There were a thousand things I wanted to say. There were a thousand things I wanted to scream. But when my mouth opened, nothing emerged by silence. 

	“Get her out of here,” Karethys said to Larric. “We’ll stay behind and rescue as many of the slaves as we can.”

	“Right,” he said, nodding and placing his hand on my arm. His skin was warm, his grip was strong, and his eyes were more reassuring than anything I’d seen in a long time. “Come with me, Elara. We’ll mourn for her later. We’ll mourn for all of them later.”

	We ran. I did not look back.
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	The vaeyn had cleared the villa’s tunnels just like they had promised. When Larric and I finally peeked above ground, a dozen small rafts were waiting for us on the shoreline along with a pair of Karethys’s soldiers. They were crouched atop the bodies of the estate guards who had wandered too close. 

	Without waiting for an explanation, they escorted us onto one of the rafts and pushed us out into the lake. The water was calm, mercifully, and the moonlight sparkled on the surface almost like it was lighting our path to freedom. I focused all my concentration on helping Larric paddle. My arms felt like they were about to fall off by the time we reached the center of the lake, but I kept stroking nonetheless—partially because I wanted to reach the rendezvous as soon as possible and partially because the muscle pain helped distract me from the horrors I’d just witnessed. 

	I wouldn’t have been especially surprised if there had been an Imperial battalion waiting for us on the other side. A small part of me actually looked forward to it. I would have been glad to unleash everything I had at them, and I wondered morbidly how many more humans I could kill before they finally struck me down. But thankfully the world didn’t nourish my shock-induced nihilism, and there wasn’t a soul in sight when we finally reached land. We stumbled off the raft and rushed into forest, and we traveled several miles inland before I finally collapsed from exhaustion. 

	“We should be well ahead of their reinforcements by now,” Larric said when he flopped down in the dirt next to me. Despite the fact he was clutching his chest and wincing between breaths, he looked far healthier than when he’d been trapped in the pillory. “They’ll send hounds and riders eventually, but we should have some time.”

	When I didn’t respond, he reached out and placed his hand on my forearm. I could feel his pain and fatigue but also his bewildered gratitude. He still didn’t know exactly what had happened, but I was too weak to explain. And now that we finally had a moment of downtime, the gravity of the situation crashed down on me all at once. I shivered. I cried. I dug my fingers into the soil and clawed aimlessly at the dirt. 

	It could have been an hour or a month or a year before the tears finally stopped. Larric held me tightly in his arms the entire time. 

	“I don’t even know where to begin,” he whispered into the long silence. 

	“Kristoff is dead,” I rasped. 

	“What? How?”

	“The Faedari sent Astanya to protect me. When Kristoff tried to hurt me, she killed him.”

	Larric murmured something unintelligible. It almost sounded like a prayer. “She helped you escape and contact the vaeyn,” he reasoned. “They should have gotten you out of the city right away. Why in the void did they send you after me?”

	“Because I told them to,” I said. “I wasn’t going to leave without you. I had to get you away from the Covenant before…before…”

	His hand rubbed at my back. “I don’t understand. Why would you take that kind of risk for me?”

	I slowly pushed myself up into a crouch and rubbed my sopping nose with the back of my hand. “You saved my life.”

	“Elara, you dragged me from Lakewatch all the way to a Legion camp in the Wreath. You offered yourself to Torelius just so his healers would help me. You don’t owe me anything!” 

	“You would have done the same for me,” I said, finally mustering the courage to look at him. “I wasn’t going to let them hurt you.”

	Larric shook his head and slumped against the nearby tree. “I’m not worth it, believe me,” he muttered. “You should have left me behind.”

	“Maybe. But that was my choice to make.”

	He stared at me for a long moment, his face unreadable. His emotional walls were still too difficult for me to penetrate without physically touching him, but his eyes were as soft as I’d ever seen them. 

	Silence fell over us again, and I glanced away and focused on my breathing. My pulse gradually settled, and after another few minutes I finally allowed myself to reflect on everything that had just happened. I saw Astanya’s lifeless face looking up at me, but her eyes were filled with hope rather than fear. She didn’t regret what she’d done for an instant. She had believed in me—a woman she hardly knew—right to the bitter end. 

	The thought made me nauseous with guilt. 

	“We’re supposed to rendezvous at the base of the Amareskan Fjord near the border of the Wreath,” I said several minutes later. “There’s a vaeyn battalion camped in the hills. They’ll escort us northwest to a Faedari base in Sorthaal. After that…I don’t know.”

	“I didn’t know they had a base in Sorthaal,” Larric murmured. “Maybe they’re ready for another offensive.”

	I swallowed again when my memories flashed back to the battle in the villa. The energy I’d summoned, the people I’d killed…it almost felt like I’d been inside someone else’s body watching everything unfold. I knew I still had a great deal to learn about my powers, but I’d never imagined I could unleash anything so destructive. 

	“I bet the general was quite happy to learn about Kristoff’s death,” Larric commented. “I overheard some vague comments while they were torturing me, but I was too distracted to understand the context. When Torelius finally showed up, he said he planned to have me executed in front of his friends. I wasn’t sure why—I just assumed he was being a sadistic bastard like usual.”

	“There’s more you need to know,” I said softly. “A great deal has happened, far more than seems possible for just a few days.”

	“All right,” he murmured, craning his neck and glancing behind us. “I suppose now’s the best time.”

	I nodded and braced myself. There was no elegant way to explain everything, so I decided that I might as well just give him the basics. “The last time I saw you, Kristoff was about to send me off to meet with Emperor Lucian.”

	“He had me arrested that night. I spent a lot of hours inside my cell wondering what had happened to you. I was afraid that Lucian had turned you over to the Covenant. I kept expecting them to drag you in front of me and…” Larric’s lip twitched. “I feared the worst.”

	“Lucian didn’t harm me,” I said. “Quite the opposite, really. He wasn’t what I expected. He’s…well, he’s Unbound.”

	Larric blinked. “What?

	I sighed. I’d had almost exactly the same conversation with Astanya just a few days ago, and she’d reacted the same way. “He’s been working with the vaeyn to sabotage the Empire from within,” I explained. It sounded more ludicrous every time I spoke the words aloud. “He wants them to destroy the Covenant and the Grand Dukes so that he’ll have total control. Once they’re gone, he plans to rebuild a new Empire…one where the Unbound rule everything and everyone.” 

	“That’s…” Larric shook his head. “That’s completely insane.”

	“There’s more,” I murmured. “He’s also discovered a way to empower his closest servants. He doesn’t need the Covenant to channel the Aether. He can create his own army of channelers, and there’s nothing they can do to stop him.”

	Larric’s mouth opened then abruptly closed. I understood his confusion—my face had probably looked exactly the same when the Emperor had described his plans to me. The Godstone had been the foundation of the Covenant’s power since the founding of the Empire. With it, they controlled access to magic; no one could channel the Aether without their consent and oversight. Except the Unbound, of course, which was precisely why they hunted down and destroyed us at every opportunity. 

	“I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it first-hand,” I said. “But I did. It’s all true.”

	“And Karethys is just going along with this?” Larric asked. 

	“I don’t know. I barely had a chance to speak with her or any of the other vaeyn. I just know what Lucian told me.” I shrugged. “But you said that the vaeyn see the Covenant as the real power in the Empire. Perhaps it’s an alliance of convenience. Lucian didn’t seem bothered that I was an elf. In fact, he almost seemed happy about it for whatever reason. He told me that he doesn’t care about race—he just cares about the Unbound uniting together.”

	“What are you up to, abbil?” Larric whispered, running a hand back through his hair. 

	I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What does that mean?”

	“Karethys. She’s up to something. She’s always up to something.” Larric sighed. “Back in Skyfall, she warned me that there was more going on here than I realized. She also said she’d find a way to tell me everything sooner or later.”

	“So why didn’t she? You two are obviously close.”

	“Our relationship is…complicated.”

	He didn’t elaborate. I wanted to press, but I knew that now wasn’t the time. Perhaps later, when we weren’t still running for our lives… 

	“None of this really changes anything, at least not right now,” Larric added eventually. “We still need to reach the rendezvous as quickly as possible.”

	I nodded. I still felt tired and drained, but I knew that sitting here beneath this tree for a few more minutes wasn’t going to change that. We’d have to stop again eventually, but the more distance we put between us as the Imperials, the better. 

	“Astanya had me study the escape route before we left,” I said. “I think I recognize this area. The forest line is only a few more miles north, and we could find a copse or stream or something to rest at for a while.”

	“Good idea,” Larric replied, standing. I saw him grimace in at the movement despite his best efforts to hide his pain. “Once we’re deeper inside the forest, the hounds will have more trouble tracking us.”

	I followed closely behind him. Every time my legs or feet ached, I made a promise to myself: I was not going to squander this opportunity. Astanya and Ryleen had bought me freedom with their lives, and I was going to find a way to honor their memories. 

	I had to. 

	 

	 

	
8 
 

	Dawn had long since passed by the time we reached the edge of the Telvalien Forest. The mental image of Astanya’s map was still fresh in my mind, and I knew we could have reached the rendezvous a half a day earlier if we merged with the only road in this part of the countryside. But Larric agreed that cover was more valuable than speed—even if the Empire weren’t searching for us, a pair of mostly naked people traipsing about the wild would draw attention—and so we wound our way through the underbrush and pushed ahead for several more hours. 

	I would have gladly continued even longer, but when we reached a wide, clear water stream Larric decided it was probably the best and safest place for us to rest for several miles. Before I could agree, he approached the water’s edge and collapsed into the dirt. 

	I rushed forward and dove down next to him. “Jukatta!”

	“It’s all right,” he said. His face had completely drained of color, and when I touched his arm I could feel his pain coursing through the Aether like an electric current. 

	“No, it’s not,” I told him. “Stay still…maybe there’s something I can do for your wounds.”

	His teeth gritted so hard I was surprised they didn’t break. “I’ll be fine, I just need to—”

	I cupped my hand over his mouth and helped him lean up against a tree stump. “You should have told me what was going on! We could have stopped hours ago.”

	Larric started to protest, but apparently he couldn’t muster the energy. “Maybe you’re right.”

	I shook my head and placed my palms on his bare chest. Aside from the bruises on his stomach and the lash marks on his back, I couldn’t find any visible wounds. Taking a deep breath, I gently probed around with my fingertips in search of a sore spot…

	“The damage is internal,” Larric breathed. “Something’s broken and probably bleeding. The weapons the Inquisitors use for torture…” He swallowed and shook his head. “There’s nothing you can do, not all the way out here.”

	“You don’t know that for certain,” I protested. I cringed every time my fingertips crossed over one of his bruises. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how many times they had struck him. And I didn’t want to imagine what other torments he’d endured… 

	“I’m weaker than I thought,” he said gravely. “You should go on ahead. You can’t afford to slow down with—”

	“Shut up,” I told him, settling one palm on either side of his stomach. “Let me concentrate and see what I can do.”

	Larric sighed. “Elara…”

	“I told you to be quiet,” I repeated. “Stop whining and let me help you.”

	Drawing in a deep breath, I reached out to the Aether and allowed its energies to flow between us. I only knew a few restorative channeling techniques—Master Kristoff had just taught me the very basics—but considering how rapidly my other powers had been growing I saw no reason why my healing skills couldn’t also. Besides, it wasn’t as if there was anything else I could do. We didn’t have any poultices or salves, and I couldn’t exactly drag him to another Legion camp.

	For lack of any other ideas, I focused on his pain and tried to follow the sensations to their source. The path was long and winding, but I could feel something beyond his flesh and bone. It was almost like a hard knot in a long piece of rope, and I was reasonably confident I could unravel it if I was careful enough.

	“Argh,” he grunted. “What are you doing?”

	“Trying to help,” I murmured. “It might be uncomfortable, but…well, you’ll just have to trust me.”

	“I do.”

	My eyes flicked up to his. His face was still creased, and his discomfort and fatigue were obvious. But I didn’t see or sense even the smallest twinge of anxiety. He really did trust me. 

	Flashing him a tight smile, I glanced back down to his chest and started unwinding the knot as gently as I could. Every once in a while he would since in pain, but he never pulled away or tried to make me stop. I knew it was dangerous to attempt something like this without the proper knowledge, but I also knew I didn’t have a choice. Either the Aether would guide me, or all of this would have been for nothing. 

	I don’t know how long I sat there channeling, but once I finished a wave of relief wash over Larric like I’d dumped a bucket of cold water on his head. His breathing steadied, his pain faded, and he touched the outside of my arms in appreciation. 

	“Better?” I asked. 

	He nodded slowly. “Yes. I didn’t know you could…”

	“Neither did I,” I admitted, flashing him a faint smile. “Everyone has always underestimated me. Myself most of all.”

	Larric smiled and touched my cheek. His hands were so warm it sent a shiver of delight through my skin. My tattered dress was so thin and flimsy it didn’t trap much heat, and now that we’d stopped moving I belatedly realized just how chilly it was out here. Larric should have been in even worse shape; he was still buck naked, after all. 

	“Kristoff used to say that it can sometimes take a few hours for healing techniques to have their full effect,” I said. “You should lie here for a while and maybe try to sleep.”

	“Never argue with your healer.” Larric’s eyes stayed on mine for another moment before he abruptly cleared his throat and glanced away. “You’re probably exhausted now too.”

	“Not really,” I teased. “I’m not as helpless as I appear, you know.”

	He smiled, though he didn’t look at me again, at least not directly. Every few seconds his gaze would return to my hands on his chest. I had completely forgotten they were there, but now that I remembered I still didn’t want to move them. I enjoyed the warmth of his skin and the tautness of the muscles. I especially enjoyed the fact it was making him so uncomfortable. 

	On impulse, I began kneading my way down from his sternum. He winced when I reached his belly. 

	“Another sore spot?” I asked. 

	“No, it…” Larric grimaced and shook his head. “It just tickled. I think I’ll, uh…I think I’ll be all right now.”

	This time, his gaze shifted past my hands. At first I thought he’d spotted something on the ground, but then I realized his eyes were fixated on his lower body. 

	Specifically, on his rapidly stiffening cock. 

	We had been so focused on putting distance between us and Sanctum that I’d never really stopped to appreciate the absurdity of our situation. We had no clothes, no horse, no supplies…this had to be one of the saddest excuses for an escape in history. 

	Still, it wasn’t all bad. As long as I was physically touching Larric, I could read his surface emotions quite easily. His endless gratitude for what I’d done, his latent anxiety about the road ahead…and behind them both, locked away behind a thick wall of conflicting emotions, his quietly smoldering lust. 

	Smiling, I continued kneading my fingers down his stomach until they reached his waist. I could feel him struggling to control himself, but no matter how hard he tried he couldn’t prevent his cock from swelling to its full length. 

	“Elara…” he warned. 

	“I just want to be certain I didn’t miss a spot,” I whispered. 

	One by one, my fingers crawled up onto his throbbing shaft while my thumb slowly curled around the base. I had always appreciated his toned body even back when I’d been terrified of him, and his cock was every bit as impressive as his taut abdomen and thick biceps. I had watched it slip into the folds of other women like Karethys and Duchess Cassandra of Korvale, and I’d felt a twinge of jealousy each time he’d brought them to climax with his skillful thrusts. 

	“Elara, this…this isn’t right.” Larric placed a hand on my forearm and tugged gently, but I refused to budge. “We need to stay focused.”

	“I know what you want,” I cooed. “You can’t hide it from me—I can feel it.”

	“What I want is to get back on the road,” he said, finally yanking hard enough to pull my fingers away. “Please…let’s just move on.”

	“You still need to rest,” I said. “And I’m going to help.”

	I wriggled out of his grip and crawled forward until my lips were less than an inch from his. I could feel the heat of his breath; I could feel the beat of his heart. His hands clutched either side of my trim waist, and I wondered if he might actually push me away. 

	When he didn’t, I leaned forward and kissed him. My arms locked around his neck until my elbows nearly touched, and his fingers crawled up my sides until they reached the thin halter covering my breasts. For the first time since we’d met, his true thoughts and emotions poured over me. 

	“When Kristoff first brought me home to the mansion, I thought you despised me,” I whispered when I finally pulled away. “You looked at me like I was dirt, but it was all act. It’s always been an act. You thought I was—”

	“Beautiful,” Larric murmured. “You’ve always been beautiful.”

	With the Aether coursing between us, I could see the truth in his memories. Behind every glare, every contemptuous snort, had been a deep, intractable sorrow. Sorrow that he couldn’t protect me—sorrow that he’d been forced to play the role of Kristoff’s goon. 

	“I would have taken you away if I could,” he told me, his voice so soft it almost shattered in the breeze. “I would have taken all of you away. But I was just one man, and I told myself that in the long term, I could save a lot more lives by playing along.” He grimaced. “Then I’d watch him parade you around the estate like a pet. I’d hear him drag you into his quarters and…”

	I kissed him before he could finish. This time, however, I unlocked my arms and slowly crawled my way back down his chest with my left hand. His cock was already trembling by the time my fingers curled back around the shaft. 

	He gulped so hard his neck bulged. “Elara, we can’t—”

	I placed my right hand over his lips. “Like you said, never argue with your healer.”

	After flashing him a coy smile, I crawled the rest of the way down his body and slipped the tip of his cock between my lips. I closed my eyes, half expecting him to flood my throat with his seed, but I should have known better. His fingernails scratched my back as he groaned in pleasure, and I felt the last strands of his resistance evaporate like water on smoldering steel. He wanted me. He craved me. And it was finally time to show him just how much I craved him, too. 

	I gorged myself on his cock. Slowly at first, like I was worshipping an idol with my tongue and lips, but then quickly when the taste and passion overwhelmed me. I had no trouble taking him deep into my throat despite his impressive length, and he pawed at my hair and back, hesitant to take control and guide me. Not that he needed to—the Aether whispered his desires to me more clearly than words. 

	He wanted to restrain me. He wanted to dominate me. But a lifetime of guilt and self-imposed penance made him hold back. He was the only man I’d ever met who wanted to treat me like an equal rather than a slave, and the thought nearly brought me to tears. 

	Still, the bizarre truth of the matter was that, deep down, I wanted to be dominated. I wanted him to restrain me; I wanted him to fill my throat and bowels and quim with his seed whenever and however he wanted. I didn’t want to be anyone’s elf cunt—I wanted to be his elf cunt. 

	One day, I hoped, I would be able to explain all of that to him. But right now I just wanted him inside me. 

	I gasped when his cock burst free from my lips, the shaft glistening with saliva, and I quickly twisted my hips and flung my left leg over his chest to straddle him. Larric didn’t balk or hesitate; he grabbed my waist with both hands, and he looked deep into my eyes as I steered his cock inside my burning quim. 

	I shuddered so violently I was surprised I didn’t reopen his wounds. My mind drifted, lost in bliss, and he finally seized control. He ripped open the back of my halter and freed my breasts, then yanked me forward and took them into his mouth. My yelp of delight echoed through the forest, but I didn’t care if every soldier in Sanctum heard us. All that mattered was the feeling of his cock buried deep inside me. 

	My thighs strangled his waist, and my hips milked his member as his fingernails dug into my waist. When my breath caught in my throat as another climax shuddered through me, I instinctively reached out to the Aether and pushed into his mind, sharing my pleasure with him just as I’d done with Astanya. 

	It instantly pushed him over the edge. He cried out as his cock erupted inside me, and every muscle in his body spasmed like I’d just blasted him with a bolt of lightning. By the time I finally came down my skin was glistening with sweat, and I slumped forward and devoured his lips as hungrily as I’d devoured his cock. 

	When I finally pulled back and met his eyes again, I was simultaneously exhausted and renewed. I could have fallen asleep right there in his arms, or I could have marched halfway across Calhara. 

	“All right,” I whispered, cupping his chin in my hands. “Maybe now you should get some rest.”

	Larric smiled and ran his hand through my hair. “That’s an interesting healing technique.”

	“I guess I should have tried it back in Lakewatch and saved us all some trouble.”

	He chuckled softly. It might have been the first time I’d ever heard him laugh. 

	“Maybe you should have,” he murmured, his eyes glimmering. He pulled my lips back to his, and as we kissed I kept my thighs clamped tightly around his waist. His cock had mostly wilted inside me, but I didn’t care. I’d seen his stamina first-hand; I knew he’d recover quickly with the proper motivation. 

	“I know we can’t stay here much longer,” I said when our lips finally parted again. “They’ll catch up to us eventually.”

	Larric nodded in agreement. “The faster we reach the rendezvous, the better.”

	“Yes. The only question is whether you feel strong enough to walk.”

	He smiled impishly, his fingers working their way down my back to my waist. “Soon,” he said. “I might need just a bit more encouragement.”

	“I see,” I cooed, slowly bucking my hips against him once more. I could feel his cock stirring back to life inside me. “Then I suppose I should get started immediately.”
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	The midday sun had reached its peak by the time we finally started walking again. My legs ached even more than before we’d stopped, but the rest of my body had so much energy I probably could have sprinted all the way to Sorthaal. We washed ourselves off in the nearby stream before we set out, and I cast aside the last remnants of my tattered dress. The fabric wasn’t offering me any protection anyway. 

	We made excellent progress over the rest of the afternoon despite our frequent “breaks.” An hour after we set out, I pushed Larric against a tall oak, sank down to my knees, and inhaled his cock until he spent deep in my throat. A few hours after that we discovered another crystal-clear stream, and he bent me over a stump and took me from behind while we stared at our reflections in the water. 

	Intellectually, I knew we were being ridiculous—the Empire was undoubtedly chasing us, and every minute we weren’t moving was a minute they were gaining ground. But for whatever reason, I couldn’t bring myself to care. Every time I thought about the massacre in the villa my eyes watered and my heart sank, and the only way I could think of anything else was to look back at Larric and smile. 

	When night finally did fall, however, we both focused our efforts on making as much progress as possible. I knew from the scattered landmarks that we were close to the Amareskan Fjord, which meant we were also close to the rendezvous. We probably could have waited until morning to finish the trek, and a part of me wanted nothing more than to spend an entire night beneath the stars with my legs clamped around Larric’s waist. But if Karethys and the others had escaped, they probably weren’t far behind us. It was even conceivable that they’d taken a slightly different route and already passed us.

	“I’ve been here before,” Larric whispered as we passed into a large, lush copse of trees. I could hear the water rushing through the nearby inlet even though we couldn’t see it yet. “It was probably five or six years ago. The Covenant had sent us to pursue some rebels who were trying to catch a ship and escape to sea.” He grunted softly. “I suppose that’s a little ironic.”

	I nodded idly, resisting the impulse to ask him what had happened to the rebels. One day, I hoped to learn more about his time as an Inquisitor, even the parts that would be difficult to hear. But that would have to wait. 

	“The camp should be less than a mile away,” I said. 

	“And yet I haven’t spotted any scouts,” he murmured, his eyes flicking back and forth across the trees. The half-moon wasn’t providing much illumination, and his human eyes were probably struggling to see much of anything. 

	“Is that unusual?”

	Larric shrugged. “Yes and no. Any vaeyn squad will definitely have lookouts, but the odds of seeing them are…”

	He trailed off, his brow creasing, before he abruptly reached out and grabbed my wrist. I tried to follow his gaze but didn’t notice anything. 

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Boot prints,” he said, crouching and pointing at a patch of ground less than ten yards ahead of us. “The vaeyn would never be sloppy enough to leave such an obvious trail.”

	The hairs on the back of my neck started to tingle. “Karethys could have brought others with her from the villa. They could have passed through here a while ago.”

	Larric shook his head. “She was trying to rescue slaves. They wouldn’t leave prints like this.” He pursed his lips in thought. “We can’t stay here. We might as well keep moving, but stay as low to the ground as possible.”

	“All right,” I whispered. For the first time since our escape I wished we had clothes. “I’ll follow right behind you.”

	We crept ahead another for another minute or so before I spotted a small camp just over hill. I pointed without saying anything, hoping his human eyes could see the tents, and he immediately put his hand on my back and pushed me down into the grass. His eyes narrowed and his ears perked up. In the span of a heartbeat, he had transformed back into the hardened warrior that had terrified me for so long. He studied our surroundings with the feral intensity of a beast that had just sensed an approaching predator.

	I held my breath and reached out to the Aether. I didn’t sense anyone nearby, but there was…something. It wasn’t a conscious mind, exactly, but there was a residual turbulence, almost like the wake of a large fish that had just passed through the water. The camp itself had been abandoned; the fire was nearly spent, and the tents were empty. I didn’t see any abandoned weapons or equipment, either. 

	“The vaeyn were here, but they must have left a while ago,” I said. “Maybe they went ahead without us. Maybe the others got here first and they—”

	Larric shook his head. “That’s not a vaeyn camp.”

	I paused. “How do you know?”

	“Because they wouldn’t bother with a campfire. They can see perfectly fine in the darkness.”

	“Right,” I whispered, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment. I should have figured that out for myself. “What about bandits?”

	“There aren’t any roads, and without roads there’s no merchant traffic.” Larric sighed softly and shook his head. “That’s a Legion camp, probably for a small scouting squad.”

	The anxious knot in my stomach twisted. I refused to believe that the Imperials would catch up to us now. We were out of Sanctum; we were almost out of Veshar altogether. We had come too far and sacrificed too much to get caught now.

	“The Tel Bator channelers probably sent word ahead to all the border garrisons,” Larric reasoned. “Still, they have a lot of ground to cover. The odds that we’d run right into them…”

	“Do you think they captured the others?” I asked. “They could have learned about the rendezvous from Karethys or her men.”

	“Maybe,” Larric murmured. His body was tensed like a coiled snake, and his hand kept twitching around his belt in search of a sword that wasn’t there. 

	“What should we do? I don’t know how to reach the Faedari base without help.”

	“We can’t stay here,” he said gravely. “We’ll backtrack a bit and maybe run into the others if they’re still behind us.”

	I nodded reflexively. The odds of us running into Karethys and the others seemed even worse than the odds of us randomly stumbling into a Legion patrol, but I kept that thought to myself. Larric was probably just trying to make me feel better. As strange and surreal and wonderful as the last twenty four hours had been, we wouldn’t be able to survive without supplies much longer. And the longer we were forced to wait, the more likely we’d be discovered.

	“This way,” Larric said, grabbing my hand. 

	We hopped up into a crouch and scurried through the grass, staying as low as we could while still keeping our balance. The cool night air blew through my hair, and the scattered branches and rocks pricked at my bare feet. I tried to keep my mind focused on the present, and I reached out through the Aether again to see if I could sense anyone nearby—

	The sudden flash of light in front of us was so intense I screamed and covered my eyes. I tumbled to my knees, completely blinded by the afterimage, but I heard the unmistakable sound of soldiers readying their weapons nearby. 

	“Move and die, traitor!” a deep male voice growled. 

	I almost ignored him. My panic transformed into rage, and my rage transformed into hate. Despite my blindness, I was tempted to unleash every spark of power I could muster in their general direction. I knew I wouldn’t be able to destroy all of them, but anything seemed better than just allowing them to capture us…

	“Go ahead and try it, elf cunt. Just give me an excuse to put you down.”

	As my blindness faded, I could make out the shadowy silhouettes of at least ten Imperials fanned out around us with swords or crossbows in hand. The speaker, a Tel Bator channeler, had his hand thrust outward as he projected a shimmering Aetheric barrier to protect himself. They knew exactly who I was and what I was capable of. The only thing I didn’t understand was why they hadn’t killed us already. 

	“Tie her up and gag her,” the officer ordered. “The Emperor wants her alive and unbroken.” His eyes flicked over to Larric. “He doesn’t care about the male. Shoot him.”

	“No!” I shrieked, thrusting out my hands and conjured flames to my fingertips. The Imperials took aim with their crossbows, and I knew there was no way I’d be able to breach their barrier before they shot me—

	And then, without any warning whatsoever, the channeler screamed and collapsed forward. Before I could move—before I could even blink—I heard the unmistakable whoosh of something streaking past my head. A barrage of crossbow bolts arced out from the darkness and struck the Imperial soldiers. Half of them were cut down in the first volley, and several more were taken out before they could dive for cover. The survivors managed to roll clear of the barrage, but an instant later I felt a surge in the Aether as a pair of armored vaeyn shadow-walked next to us and charged at the Imperials with swords drawn. 

	Ten seconds later, it was all over. 

	“It took you long enough,” a familiar female voice said from behind me. I turned to see Karethys emerge from the shadows, her purple-black armor glinting in the moonlight. “We expected you hours ago.”

	“It was a long trip,” Larric replied as he stood. Despite what had just happened, he looked as calm and stoic as ever. “You could have had your people pick us up right outside of Sanctum.”

	“Too dangerous,” she offered a hand and helped me up. “Besides, I knew you and Elara could manage. We gave you a head start.”

	Larric grunted. “I doubt you would have moved as quickly if you’d just been tortured by the Covenant for a few days.”

	“That almost sounds like an excuse. The tough Inquisitor I met years ago never whined so much.”

	He rolled his eyes but flashed her a thin smile. “Yeah, well, I must be getting old.”

	Back in Skyfall, I’d felt a twinge of jealousy when I had seen the way the two of them looked at each other, and considering how many times we had made love over the past few hours I probably should have felt that same way again. But I didn’t. 

	“You could have told us you were here,” he said. “Why’d you wait so long?”

	“We had to get into position,” Karethys told him. “The Imperials showed up about an hour after I arrived, but I wanted to wait until after nightfall to engage them.”

	Larric frowned. “He said they were sent here by Emperor Lucian. I thought you were working with him?”

	“Not exactly.”

	When she didn’t elaborate, he crossed his arms. “Then perhaps it’s finally time you came clean and told me what’s really going on here.”

	“I will, but we need to get moving.” Karethys said, turning back to me and cocking an eyebrow at my nakedness. “We have some clothes in our carriage. We’re still quite a ways from Sorthaal, but at this point the patrols won’t be able to catch us.”

	I swallowed and glanced back over my shoulder to the dead soldiers. The rage inside me had faded, and for once it wasn’t replaced with shock and horror at the carnage. I was starting to get used to death. The thought was so disturbing I actually shivered. 

	“Your people are waiting for you, Elara,” Karethys said, snapping me out of the reverie. “You’re one of the only Unbound faeyn that has ever escaped.”

	Escaped.

	For the first time in my life, the word had real meaning. I had really done it—I had actually escaped Kristoff and the Covenant and the Empire. My collar was gone, my shackles were broken…and I was finally going to rejoin my people. 

	I should have felt relieved. I should have felt elated. But even now, all I could see were the faces of the people who had died so that I could live. And I made yet another promise to myself that I would not squander their gift. 

	“There have to be more like me,” I whispered. “But even if there aren’t, there are thousands of others who need our help.”

	“They’ll get it eventually,” Larric assured me. 

	“Yes,” I said. “I’ll make sure of it.”
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	~Dramatis Personae~

	 

	The House of Kristoff

	Elara: Faeyn female, avenari slave

	Gabriel Kristoff: human male, Grand Duke of Glorinfel

	Larric Aresi: human male, Kristoff’s bodyguard

	Astanya: Faeyn female, avenari slave

	 

	The Imperial Court

	Lucian Patravian III: human male, Emperor of the Veshari Empire

	Antoine Torelius: human male, High General of the First Army

	Legate Maxos: human male, adjutant to Torelius

	Inquisitor Jodai: human male, Covenant Inquisitor

	Luriel Arland: human (Talishite) female, wife of Duke Arland. 

	Bolvir Farrow: human male, son of Duchess Farrow

	 

	The Imperial Grand Dukes

	Kathryn Farrow: human female, Grand Duchess of Abenwreath

	Darian Arland: human male, Grand Duke of Sorthaal

	Aemond Darkstone: human male, Grand Duke of Korvale

	Jora Zarene: human female, Grand Duchess of Rivani

	 

	Imperial Citizens

	Muriel Ryleen: human female, Imperial noble

	Tacitus Verne: human male, First Artificer of the Infintium

	 

	Vaeyn Soldiers

	Karethys: vaeyn female, Shadow Knight of the Matriarch Queen

	Ralyne: vaeyn female, scout

	 

	 

	~The Imperial Provinces~

	 

	Abenwreath: Also known as “the Wreath,” Abenwreath curls around the central province of Veshar and is known for its vast fields and farms. 

	Glorinfel: Once the ancestral home of the near-extinct dwarves, Glorinfel is a snowy, mountainous region in northeast Calhara. 

	Korvale: Also known as “the Vale,” Korvale is a fiercely independent province almost completely isolated from the rest of the Empire by vast mountain ranges. 

	Rivani: A warm, tropical province, Rivani is the center of power for the Covenant and the most important trade center in the Empire. 

	Sorthaal: Once the ancestral home of the Faeyn, Sorthaal is a sprawling mass of forests and hills known for its natural beauty. 

	Veshar: The central province of Calhara is home to Sanctum, the imperial capital and the home of the Emperor and the Imperial Legion. 

	 

	~Terms~

	 

	Aeynshok: slang for “elf-lover,” considered a grave insult

	 

	Artificers: the lowest caste of Bound channelers who create enchanted armor and weapons for the Legion. 

	 

	Bound: The vast majority of channelers in the Empire are granted their powers in a Covenant ritual that binds them to the “Godstone,” a crystal said to house the souls of the Triad. Through the stone, these “Bound” channelers are able to touch and manipulate the Aether, but the Covenant is capable of severing this connection at any time. 

	 

	Calhara: The second largest continent in the world of Obsidian, Calhara is under near total control of the Veshari Empire. 

	 

	Channeler: The all-purpose name for someone who has the ability to manipulate the Aether. 

	 

	Covenant: The central religious organization in the Empire. They control and regulate the use of the Aether. 

	 

	Faeyn: the name for the fair-skinned elves who once ruled most of Calhara. The seat of their empire was Sorthaal, now an imperial province.

	 

	Hierophant: The highest-ranking priest in the Covenant. Her power rivals that of the Emperor. 

	 

	Inquisitors: The chief enforcers of the Covenant. The Inquisitors’ primary purpose is to root out and destroy Unbound. 

	 

	Levinthian: The holy text of the Covenant. 

	 

	Numen: A large country within Torsia known for its fine silks and berries. The Numenese reject the rule of the Triad and instead worship their immortal leader known only as the “Shadow King” to outsiders. 

	 

	Sanctus Veshar: The founder of the Empire and conqueror of Calhara. The Covenant preaches that Veshar ascended to godhood along with his wife and his top lieutenant. Together they make up the Triad. 

	 

	Sorthaal Highlands: The ancient home of the Faeyn, now an imperial province under the rule of Duke Darian Arland. 

	 

	Sulinor: The home of the Vaeyn located in the far northeastern corner of Calhara. 

	 

	Talisham: A country located in the scorching desert region of Torsia and ruled by a powerful theocracy under the leadership of the Pah. 

	 

	Tel Bator: Legion soldiers trained to channel the Aether. 

	 

	Unbound: A few rare individuals are born with the ability to channel Aether without being bonded to the Godstone. They are known as Unbound, and they are hunted and executed by the Covenant whenever they are found. Elves of all ethnicities are slightly more likely than humans to possess this ability, and it is incredibly rare in the other sentient races. 

	 

	Vaeyn: the name for the gray-skinned elves of Sulinor. They are among the last free elves in the entire world, and the Covenant has long branded them demon-worshippers and heretics. 

	
        
            
                
            
        

    

  Same universe as Amazon's Pledge but on a different continent. The story does not impact any other books aside from a few minor cultural references.


  Chapter One


   


  “Twenty bits and I open this door for you gentlemen. Thirty and I tell one of our fine wenches to fetch you a hot meal and a cold drink.” The tall, muscle-bound Kolathi guard smiled and opened his palms. “A hundred and that same wench will crawl under the table and suck your cock while you eat. What do you say?”


  The group of sailors chortled as they rifled through their coin purses. They were a pathetic and loathsome lot, but that hardly made them unique in a border city like Last Hope. The streets were filled with mercenaries and sailors who had nothing better to do with their leisure time than drink the best swill they could find and fuck the cheapest whores they could afford. 


  I desperately wanted to hate them, but as First Wife Lysandre so often reminded me, these people were beneath our contempt. Even during peacetime, the Dragon Brides had more important things to do than harass drunks or lechers. And this day was anything but peaceful. 


  Once the sailors finally paid their dues and stumbled inside, I stepped out of the alleyway and approached the brothel entrance. The Kolathi glanced up at me, his eyebrows arching in confusion at the sight of my heavy cloak and deep hood. 


  “It’s been a long time since one of the Grayhand Monks made his way to our illustrious establishment,” the man snickered. “Getting bored of sitting in empty caves and staring up at the sky? Don’t worry, friend—one of my girls will have your pecker up and about in—”


  His voice died in a horrified gasp when I abruptly pulled back my hood and revealed the opaque porcelain mask covering my face. For a moment, I wondered if he might actually piss his trousers right then and there.


  “Ja kozel!” he blurted out in his native tongue. “You are not welcome here!”


  “I am Asha Kadan, Dragon Bride of Narthil and loyal servant of the Onyx Throne,” I told him. “I am welcome everywhere.”


  He swallowed heavily, and somehow his pale blue skin became even paler. “Last Hope is a free city. Your master has no authority here.”


  “My master is the last true Dragon God and the rightful Emperor of Varellon. His authority is boundless.” I slowly ascended the steps, my turquoise eyes boring into him through the narrow slits of my mask. “I am looking for someone. You are going to help me find him.” 


  I could feel a ripple of terror spread behind me in the streets. Dragon Brides were a rare sight anywhere in the Reach these days, let alone across the border in the Deadlands. My sister-wives were spread too thin already, and the First Wife believed it was more important for us to ensure the stability of Narthil than to try and police the frontier. 


  She may have been right, but I was following up on a hunch. And judging from this guard’s reaction, my instincts had served me well yet again.   


  “I doubt that any of our patrons would interest you,” the Kolathi man blubbered. “We’re very discerning about our clientele, and we would never—”


  “Harbor fugitives?” I asked. “Protect known Vin Aetheri sympathizers?”


  The man nearly choked on his own spit, and I grinned beneath my mask. I had precious few memories of my childhood, but I recalled being terrified of Kolathi brutes just like him. Thanks to their towering frames and bestial strength, the monstrous giant-men ruled the slums and warrens of most cities almost by default. My family had been endlessly threatened and intimidated by Kolathi-led street gangs until Emperor Kamir had claimed me as his bride. Now, all these years later, this thug was no more threatening to me than an ant beneath my boot. 


  “If you’d like, I can fetch Master Garaad for you,” the guard said after a moment. “I’m sure he would be happy to discuss anything you wanted.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” I said once I reached the top of the staircase. I made a show of casting aside my cloak just to ensure that every gawker in the street got a good, long look at my armor and the glowing white latticework of tattoos covering my right arm and navel. “No one else will enter or leave this establishment until my business is concluded—is that clear?”


  “A-as you wish, my lady,” he stammered. “Please, just finish your business here and leave.”


  I glared down at him for another moment, the fingers of my right hand idly tapping the handle of my sword until I could see the sweat beading on his brow. To some of the onlookers in the street—particular the foreigners—the sight of an eight-foot tall Kolathi male groveling before a five-and-a-half-foot-tall human woman would have been absurd. Most of Last Hope’s citizens would know better, of course. Even if they had never actually set foot in Narthil, they were surely familiar with the Dragon Brides and our power.


  Once I was convinced he was properly cowed, I stepped past him and pushed my way into the brothel. It was as loud and raucous as I’d expected; the debauchery easily rivaled the seediest whorehouse back home in Narthil. Drunken sailors and mercenaries, lotus-addled caravan riders and Deadlander scavengers—they were all there in more or less equal measure. Lord Garaad, the establishment’s bloated Basarn owner, had been driven out of the country three separate times thanks to his dual penchant for smuggling and slaving. With a single glance around the main floor, I identified a half-dozen illegal drinks and herbs from Luvani firewine to Thantric lotus, and I highly doubted that he paid any of his topless wenches more than a few coppers for every cock they drained. 


  I only managed three steps before a startled, horrified silence cascaded across the room. Half of the customers probably crossed the border on a fairly regular basis, and the looks on their faces when they saw my mask and armor could only be described as existential dread. But the other half—those who only knew the Dragon Brides by reputation—actually looked even more terrified. 


  “Soren Drell,” I announced, using my sorcery to amplify the volume of my voice. “He is here among you—or was, until recently. Anyone who tells me where this man is will curry the favor of Emperor Kamir. Anyone who tries to hide him will suffer the Dragon God’s wrath. Now speak!”


  I didn’t expect anyone to help me immediately. Not because they were loyal—virtually everyone in this cesspool would sell their own mothers for a dozen coppers—but because sometimes fear took while to worm its way through the bloodstream. I knew I would have to make an example of someone, and thankfully one of mercenaries near the door “volunteered.”


  The man swung his legs out from beneath his table as surreptitiously as he could, his eyes flicking between me and the exit when I crept forward another step. He was either too drunk or too stupid to realize I could see his reflection in the window, not to mention the dozens of empty steins scattered across the bar. When he finally made his move and lunged for the doorknob, I casually extended my left arm and allowed my master’s power to flow through me. 


  A wave of telekinetic force lifted the mercenary from the ground and slammed him against the door hard enough that the wood splintered. He yelped pitifully as the air wheezed from his lungs, and several of the wenches screamed and dove behind the bar. When some of the customers tried to join them, I warned them off with a cold glare. 


  “I am not leaving until someone tells me where I can find Drell,” I said. “Neither is anyone else.”


  “He’s in the back with some of the other girls!” one of the wenches blurted out from beneath a table to my right. Her hand was still wrapped around a sailor’s cock, and her lips were wet with saliva and semen. “He came with a friend, a Retharri mutt calling himself Nolax. He’s right over—”


  Before the girl could finish her sentence, the Retharri tried to run. I whipped my head around just in time to watch the man leap out of his chair and sprint for the window. At the same time, I heard several surprised, girlish shrieks from the back rooms as Drell also scrambled to escape. I knew I wouldn’t be able to reach him before he slipped outside, but I wasn’t worried. None of these traitors were going to escape the wrath of the Dragon God tonight. 


  Extending my right hand, I channeled the master’s power through my fingertips and unleashed a single crackling bolt of purple-white lightning. The arcing blast struck Nolax in the chest a heartbeat before he reached the window. I didn’t channel enough energy to kill him, but the electricity surged though his body and momentarily paralyzed his muscles. His legs seized up mid-stride, and he toppled forward and smashed his head into the windowsill before he flopped over onto his back, unconscious. 


  Another ripple of stunned silence shuddered through the brothel. Sparks of electricity continued crackling up and down Nolax’s body for several moments, and the acrid stench of singed flesh burned my nostrils. I was tempted to stick around for a bit longer just to make certain they understood the price of crossing my master, but my target was already getting away. 


  “Do not allow him to leave until I return, or you will be punished,” I commanded, swiveling my eyes around the bar. “All of you.”


  Spinning on a heel, I turned and glared at the thug still flattened against the door by my magic. I flung him aside like a ragdoll, then pushed the door back open and stormed outside. The Kolathi guard was nowhere to be seen, unsurprisingly, but locating Drell was even easier than I had hoped. I saw him dash into a narrow alleyway behind the brothel, his hands still frantically trying to secure his belt and breeches. He had perhaps a hundred yard lead on me, and he likely assumed that between the cover of night and Last Hope’s labyrinthine roads he could escape my pursuit without much trouble. 


  If so, it would his last mistake. The Dragon God granted his wives many gifts, including the ability to see through darkness as easily and vividly as if it were light. I watched him vanish into the alley, and I knew exactly where he would try to flee. I had committed every road, every corner, and every building in this city to memory on my way here. All that preparation was about to pay off. 


  Gritting my teeth in determination, I broke into a flat sprint. My master’s power coursed through my muscles, bolstering my speed and stamina far beyond the limits of a normal human. I didn’t try to cut Drell off at the alley’s back entrance, nor did I try and block him from turning into the adjoining streets. From an onlooker’s perspective, it probably didn’t seem like I was chasing him at all. It wasn’t until I reached the massive fountain in the center of the market plaza that I finally came to a halt and unsheathed my sword. 


  The few drunken louts who were still outside at this hour scrambled into the shadows at the sight of me, and by the time my target emerged from another alley the two of us were completely alone. 


  “Soren Drell,” I called out. I channeled a spark of power into my sword, and a moment later the steel began glowing brightly enough to illuminate most of the plaza. “You are hereby charged with murder, theft, and treason against the people of Narthil. By the order of the Dragon God, you are to submit and return with me to Thalamar for judgment.”


  Drell’s first reaction was sheer disbelief. His second was reflexive terror. For an instant, I thought he might actually turn around and dart back into the alley, but then his body language suddenly and inexplicably changed. He stood straight up and sauntered forward, a dark smile on his lips. 


  “You’re late, little bride—I expected you days ago,” Drell said. His voice was as calm as if he were reading off the inventory from a ship’s manifest. “Then again, I also expected my people to warn me once you’d entered the city. Apparently you’re more cunning than the average dragon whore.”


  “Throw down your weapons and surrender,” I demanded. “I will not ask again.”


  “Good. That will save us both some time.”


  My brow furrowed in confusion, and I was happier than ever for the mask concealing my features. Either he was an incredibly good actor or he wasn’t intimidated by me in the slightest. The sheer arrogance was astonishing…


  “You could make this easy on yourself,” Drell went on. “I promised Garaad that he could have you, but if you surrender and come along quietly I can probably convince him to seek his vengeance elsewhere. Assuming you didn’t actually kill anyone in the brothel…”


  “You’re mad,” I hissed. “Or you’re stalling.” 


  Drell shook his head. His dark eyes were bizarrely arresting, and he was considerably younger than I’d expected. “I’m trying to offer you a way out,” he said. “I don’t even know you, girl, and I don’t particularly enjoy killing children even when they’re wearing that mask.” 


  I opened the fingers of my free hand, and lightning crackling in my palm. “One way or another,” I said, “you will kneel before the power of the Dragon God!”


  Thrusting out my palm, I unleashed another crackling bolt of purple-white lightning. The marketplace flashed like a storm had just gathered in the skies above, and I expected Drell to crumple into a twitching heap just like his cohort back in the brothel. 


  Instead, he casually raised his own hand and absorbed the blast. 


  “Your ‘god’ may have taught you magic, but I know for a fact he’s also filled your head with lies,” Drell said, his voice still impossibly serene even as the sparks of energy dissipated harmlessly in his palm. “He is not the only source of power in this world, and you, my dear, have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.”


  My mouth fell open in disbelief. I’d heard rumors that the Vin Aetheri had discovered a new source of magic, of course; they claimed that their leader, the so-called “Conduit,” was a font of sorcerous energy every bit as powerful as my master. The First Wife had dismissed their claims as pure propaganda, however, despite all the rumors about renegade sorcerers infesting the Deadlands and the Reach. I hadn’t questioned her judgement, but now that I had actually seen one in action…


  There is only one true source of power in this world, my instructors had told me over and over again at the academy. The Dragon God freed Narthil from the yoke of the Avetharri, and only through his will can Varellon be delivered from the barbarians of the Deadlands and the petty tyrants of the Five Kingdoms.  You and you sister-wives have been chosen to channel his might. Your obedience—your sacrifice—is all that stands between this world and annihilation. 


  “Please, surrender,” Drell said into the long pause. “I promise I’ll find a way to protect you.”


  “I don’t need protection,” I growled. “I wanted to bring you back alive, but I’m sure my master will settle for your smoking corpse!”


  I unleashed yet another torrent of energy, and this time I didn’t hold back. I channeled enough power to burn him to a crisp rather than merely incapacitate him. My tattoos glowed so brightly they lit up the marketplace, and I clenched my teeth and shielded my eyes with my sword…


  It still wasn’t enough. Drell’s face twisted in concentration and his brow beaded with sweat, but somehow he absorbed the arcing blasts. When the sparks finally faded, he shook his head and sighed. 


  “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I wish we could have found you before that monster you call master.”


  He turned and vanished back into the shadows. When I charged forward in pursuit, I caught a flicker of movement from the other side of the marketplace. A gang of musclebound thugs—at least a dozen in total—rushed out of the darkness from all directions to box me in. I recognized a few of them from the brothel, but the rest had likely gathered while Drell had stalled me. They were an eclectic mix of races, from human to Basarn to Avetharri. Their single unifying trait was the fearless, sadistic scowl on their faces.


  “Stand aside!” I ordered, magically amplifying my voice just like back at the brothel. “Anyone who interferes will be executed as a traitor to the Onyx Throne!”


  “You’re not in Narthil anymore, Dragon Whore,” one of the men sneered. “Your husband can’t protect you here!”


  As the thugs continued closing in on me, I risked a quick glance over at the speaker. He was standing at the edge of the market, his face half concealed in the shadows, but I would have recognized Lord Garaad’s chubby cheeks and crooked nose anywhere. 


  “The Dragon God’s power is everywhere,” I said. “All who stand against him will—”


  “You can’t intimidate them, you stupid cunt,” Garaad snarled. “They’ve killed your kind before, and they’re as sick of your master as I am.”


  I swallowed heavily and tightened my grip on my sword. “Take another step, and you are all as good as dead.”


  Garaad chortled. “They’re going to break you in half, girl, and once they’ve had their fun they’re going to mount your head on a spike and nail your tits to the wall. Everyone in Last Hope will finally understand who really rules the Deadlands.”


  The thugs charged. Few conventional war colleges taught their students to fend off so many opponents at once for obvious reasons, but the Dragon Bride academy was anything but conventional. I had been swarmed by groups of my sister-wives many times, partially to teach me how to handle a mob but mostly to teach me how to endure pain. My sisters had broken my bones and sliced open my flesh more times than I could count, but my regenerative magic could heal almost any wound. 


  These men weren’t going to give me time to regenerate, of course, but then again they also weren’t as well-trained as my sister-wives. All in all, I considered it a fair trade. 


  Before the first group of thugs pounced on me, I opened my free hand and blasted the fountain behind me with a stroke of lightning. The bolt wasn’t powerful enough to damage the stone on its own, but the brilliant crash was so bright it blinded several of my opponents just before they could swing their weapons. I had bought myself a second of reprieve, possibly two, and I intended to make the most of it. 


  Whirling to my right, I decapitated a staggered human as he desperately tried to blink the afterimage from his eyes, and before his head hit the ground I lunged to my left and impaled a Kolathi brute straight through the chest. Several other thugs tried to pounce on me while I wrenched my blade free, but a heartbeat before they struck I called upon my master’s power and sheathed myself in crackling bubble of pure electrostatic energy. The instant their blades touched the barrier they screeched and stumbled backwards as a current rippled through the steel and paralyzed their muscles. They were only stunned for an instant, but once again it was more than enough—I scythed them down before I tucked myself into a ball and rolled away across the uneven cobblestones of the plaza. 


  Any sane, sensible band of street thugs would have run screaming after four of their companions had been butchered in a span of ten seconds. Evidently, Garaad’s men were neither. They continued swarming over me, and all I could do was stay light on my feet and remember my training. 


  You are part warrior, part sorceress. Pain cannot slow you. Magic cannot stop you. You are an instrument of my divine will. Remember this, my Dragon Bride, and you will be invincible. 


  I grit my teeth and lunged forward. With my bloody sword clutched in one hand and a spark of magic crackling in the other, I carved through Garaad’s thugs like a dervish of death and deliverance. My movements were fluid but powerful—I was faster and stronger than any of them despite my slender frame and modest reach. I knew when to press my advantage and allow my armor to absorb a hit, and I knew when to dodge and retreat so that my opponents would overextend. Soon my mask was so splattered with blood that I could barely even see, but my dance was as much about intuition as reflex. The thugs never stood a chance. 


  “What in the void are you waiting for?” Garaad screamed as the last of his men joined in. “Shoot her! Shoot her!”


   I turned just in time to see a trio of crossbowmen rush up to their master and take aim. I didn’t bother diving for cover—before they could fire, I reared back and threw my sword at the closest one. The blade whirled through the air with the accuracy of a throwing dagger a fraction of its size, and it impaled the marksman just as he pulled the trigger. His companions balked when they saw him fly backwards, and their own shots soared well wide of their target. 


  It was their last mistake. 


  Thrusting out both of my hands, I unleashed every spark of power I could muster in a torrent of superheated lightning. Drell might have been able to block my attacks, but these men weren’t so lucky. In less than a second, my magic burned them to shrieking cinders. 


  Garaad’s red, puffy face completely drained of color. He stared at the corpses of his men in disbelief, and I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if he pissed himself right then and there. I knew he would recover eventually—he was a crime lord, after all, and he’d surely seen plenty of carnage in his lifetime. But I had no interest in giving him a chance to escape. 


  With the master’s power still coursing through me, I reached out and gripped him in a telekinetic vise, then violently hurled him across the plaza until he smashed into the fountain. He collapsed back into the water just in time to watch the statue crack in half and collapse on top of him. 


  “You bitch!” he snarled between unintelligible whimpers. “You can’t do this to me! I swear I’ll see you dead for this!”


  “You are alive for precisely one reason,” I said, wiping the blood from my mask with the back of my hand. “You are going to tell me where Drell and his Vin Aetheri friends are hiding.”


  Garaad glared up at me between frantic pants. His shoulder was clearly dislocated, and the statue appeared to have crushed his legs. “I’m not telling you anything!” he growled defiantly. “When my men find out what you’ve done, they’ll—”


  “Do what?” I asked, glancing back over my shoulder to the pile of corpses and blood-sodden street. “Help you? Die for you? I doubt that very much.”


  He blubbered something else in his native language before he shook his head. “Your master has tried to kill me before. I always get my vengeance!”


  I sauntered over to him and braced my boot on the edge of the fountain. “Not this time. Tell me what I want to know, or you will rot alongside your men in the void.”


  Garaad chortled to himself even as he spit up a wad of blood. “Your master won’t survive the winter. Don’t you understand? His own servants are turning against him! The Vin Aetheri knew you were coming!”


  He either delirious or lying—the thought of a Dragon Bride willingly cooperating with the Vin Aetheri was so preposterous I didn’t even know where to begin. Only a handful of my sister-wives even knew I was here…


  Grimacing beneath my mask, I extended my arm and reached out to my sword on the other side of the marketplace. The blade was still lodged inside a corpse, but my telekinesis wrenched it free. The moonlight glinted off the steel as it soared through the air and into my waiting hand. 


  “The Vin Aetheri are doomed,” I said. “And every traitor who stands with them will bow before the might of Emperor Kamir.”


  “You have no idea what’s coming for you,” Garaad breathed, his lips curling into a sadistic smile. “The Conduit has awakened. She will destroy your master and every last one of his dragon whores!” 


  I pointed my sword at his face. A droplet of blood dripped from the tip onto his forehead. “This is your last chance. Where is Drell hiding?”


  “To the void with you, cunt!” Garaad spat.  


  The fingers on my free hand crackled with magic, and I touched the touched the flat of my blade. Electricity surged up and down the steel as if the sword were a lightning rod. Garaad clenched his jaw in anticipation of my final thrust, but I had no intention of stabbing him. A man who had wrought so much suffering across Narthil didn’t deserve a quick death. 


  “So be it,” I murmured, dipping my crackling blade into the water. It was an even better conductor than I’d hoped. 


  By the time he finally stopped convulsing, the air reeked of fresh blood and seared flesh. I could feel the eyes of the townsfolk watching me from the shadows, wondering if I was about to turn and come after them next. But I wasn’t a murderer or a criminal—I wasn’t a thoughtless brute like Garaad who left death and misery in his wake. 


  I was a loyal servant of my people and the Dragon Emperor who ruled them. I was a fearless warrior of justice and order. I was the last line of defense against the barbarism of the Deadlands and the tyranny of the Five Kingdoms.   


  I was a Dragon Bride of Narthil. And one way or another, I would help my master redeem this world before it fell into darkness. 


   


  



Chapter Two
 
Considering how brazenly I had disobeyed orders by crossing into the Deadlands, I didn’t expect a heroine’s welcome when I returned home to Thalamar. I was not disappointed. 
“And so the prodigal bride returns,” First Wife Lysandre scolded me from across the pier. “You ignore my commands, you fail to capture your target, and you leave a river of blood and death in your wake. I still can’t decide whether your insolence or your incompetence offends me more.”
Bracing myself for the inevitable barrage of recriminations, I stepped off the boat and slowly approached my mistress. Her withering gaze was as intimidating as ever, especially since she never bothered wearing a mask here on the private pier behind the palace. Her arms were crossed, and her flowing white robe spilled out across the dock. From a distance, she could have been a wandering priest or monk. 
Up close, her concealed armor and tattoos betrayed her true identity. She was the most powerful woman in all of Narthil, and little happened here in Thalamar without her knowledge or consent. Those who allied themselves with her were often blessed with riches and opportunity; those who defied her often found a Dragon Bride looming over the corpses of their loved ones. 
Lysandre had never been particularly fond of me, not even when I’d dominated my fellow acolytes at the academy. I doubt she would have been impressed if I’d dropped Soren Drell’s head at her feet. 
 “My disobedience is inexcusable, and my failure is unacceptable,” I said, dropping to a knee at her feet. “I humbly submit myself for punishment.”
The First Wife scoffed in disgust. After nearly a week on horseback and another on a longboat, I’d had plenty of time to rehearse my apology. In the end, however, I had decided to dispense with any excuses and endure whatever torment Lysandre thought appropriate. I may have been young, but I was still a Dragon Bride. I wasn’t going to flee from my responsibilities like a groveling acolyte. 
“I read your letter,” she said after a moment. “What I don’t understand is why you felt compelled to send a courier rather than return home yourself.”
“I had hoped that I could follow Drell’s trail and apprehend him in the mountains outside the city,” I explained. “Unfortunately, he and the Vin Aetheri covered their tracks well, and I didn’t wish to travel any deeper into the Deadlands without your approval.”
“You didn’t have my approval to travel anywhere,” Lysandre reminded me tartly. “You were supposed to patrol the border and return home. Our husband may have taken a liking to you, girl, but you are not his wife just yet.”
I nodded, still unwilling to lift my chin and face her directly. “You are right, mistress.”
“Of course I’m right. That’s the whole bloody point.”
Lysandre sighed, and for a long, harrowing moment she remained completely still. I had known all along that she would respond like this. She was the one who had taught me nuances of fear, after all. The anticipation of pain was often worse than the pain itself, she had explained, and she wanted her underlings to envision the whips cracking their backs or the needles piercing their flesh. 
She should have known I couldn’t be manipulated so easily. I wasn’t a little girl anymore. I didn’t fear pain or punishment. The only thing I truly dreaded was failing our divine husband, and the fact I already done so was torture enough. 
“Rise, sister,” Lysandre said. 
Swallowing heavily, I slowly stood and looked upon my mistress. As always, her flawless olive skin and piercing green eyes were even more arresting up close. Despite the fact she was in her mid-forties, she didn’t look a day over thirty. The master’s power shielded all of us from the ravages of age.
“If it were up to me, you would spend a night in the pillory and another on the rack,” she said after a pause. “You are a Dragon Bride, a chosen enforcer of the Emperor’s divine will. You exist to obey him—and through him, me.”
She sighed heavily and paced in front of me, the heels of her armored boots clicking on the wood. “Unfortunately, our husband has decided that the normal rules do not apply to you. There will be no punishment. In fact, His Majesty seems quite pleased by your performance.”
I blinked in confusion. “Mistress?”
“Lord Garaad was a blight on Narthil, and his demise was long overdue. But His Majesty was most impressed by your initiative in pursuing the Vin Aetheri at any cost. He wishes to reward your perseverance.”
I blinked again, unsure of how to respond. I had spent the entire trip back to Thalamar assuming I would spend at least a day beneath the whip for my failure. But if the Emperor had personally intervened on my behalf…
“It’s no secret that I have never fully understood what he sees in you,” Lysandre went on. “You’re a skilled duelist and a powerful sorceress, but you’re still young and inexperienced. You answer every problem with brute force, and you’ve yet to master the subtleties of politics.” She reached into the folds of her robe and withdrew the letter I’d sent ahead. “You barely advocated for yourself in your own report. If not for my other spies in Last Hope, I never would have known how many of Garaad’s thugs you dispatched.”
“You have always preached brevity, mistress,” I said. “I only included the most important details.”
“Like I said, you don’t understand the subtleties of politics,” she murmured. “You killed over a dozen of Garaad’s thugs at once. How many of your fellow Brides would have survived such an ambush?”
“I-I do not know.”
Lysandre scoffed. “Very few. You have great power, girl, but you have no idea what to do with it. Appearances matter even when they should not. It is not enough for our enemies to fear you—your sisters should as well.”
“I see,” I whispered for lack of anything better to say.
“No, you don’t…but you will.” Lysandre sighed again and gestured towards the end of the pier. “Walk with me. Something else weighs upon your mind.”
I nodded and tried to collect my thoughts. This debriefing wasn’t going at all like I’d expected, but Lysandre was right—I did have something else to tell her. “If your spies informed you of the battle, perhaps you already know how it ended,” I said. “Drell didn’t escape because he outwitted me—he escaped because he is a sorcerer.”
I thought she might halt in place or the very least stumble. She did neither. 
“Yes, I know.”
I stopped instead. “I don’t understand. How could—?”
“The Vin Aetheri claim that the Conduit is the source of their power,” Lysandre said. “This is nonsense, of course, but every charlatan needs a shill. The rebels use Drell’s power to sell their lies and recruit fools into their ranks.”
“But if his power isn’t coming from the Conduit, then who…?”
She paused and studied me for a moment. “I do not know,” she admitted. “It is a troubling development, to say the least…but also one that I’ve known about for some time.”
“How long?” I stammered. “Does His Majesty know?”
“Calm yourself, sister,” Lysandre admonished. “We had never even heard of Soren Drell until last year, but the Vin Aetheri have been around for over a decade. I suspect that his ‘powers’ are some kind of clever chicanery.”
“They were no illusion, I assure you. He absorbed an attack that should have killed him—twice!”
“Did he retaliate? Did he weave any other spells?”
“No. Garaad’s men swarmed me after he attacked.”
Lysandre nodded slowly and started walking again. “Varellon is littered with relics from the Dragon War, as you know. The Avetharri left behind many strange devices when their empire crumbled. It is conceivable that the rebels unearthed something powerful in the Deadlands—an enchanted artifact that can mimic the powers of a true sorcerer, for example.”
My brow furrowed, but I didn’t reply. It wasn’t the most ridiculous theory I’d ever heard—she was right about the many relics scattered across the continent and the Deadlands in particular. Before the dragons rose up against them, the Avetharri were said to have been powerful mystics and sorcerers. They certainly could have created a device capable of absorbing magical energy.
But I had seen Drell’s power with my own eyes, and I wasn’t convinced that he’d deceived me. Still, the alternative was truly terrifying. What if the Conduit really could grant her followers power like a dragon? What if the Vin Aetheri had been telling the truth all along?”
“In any event, I have concealed this revelation from your sisters for rather obvious reasons,” Lysandre went on. “I do not wish to cause a panic, and you shouldn’t either. You will not speak of this to anyone. Do you understand?”
I nodded obediently. “Yes, mistress.” 
“Good.”
Lysandre held her eyes on me for another few moments before she glanced back to towards the palace. Two of our sisters were guarding the rear door, but they were still well out of earshot. Otherwise, the dock was empty. 
“There’s something else, wasn’t there?” she prompted. 
“Yes,” I said, wetting my dry lips. “Vin Aetheri knew I was coming. The only reason Drell escaped is because Garaad had time to plan an ambush.” 
“Their operatives must have spotted you approaching the city,” Lysandre mused. 
“I don’t think that’s possible, mistress. I was very careful to avoid any roads and settlements after I crossed the border.”
“Not careful enough, obviously.”
I swallowed again. “Garaad told me that one of the master’s servants had betrayed him.”
The First Wife cocked a black eyebrow. “And you believed him?”
“Not at first,” I murmured. “But I had a great deal of time to think on my way back to Thalamar. I mentally retraced my steps just like you taught me, and I don’t believe that anyone could have spotted me and alerted them.”
“Well, you’re obviously mistaken,” Lysandre said. “Unless you’re accusing someone on the Council of Wives of treason.”
“I’m not accusing anyone,” I insisted. This was dangerous territory, and I almost regretted bringing it up altogether. No one would ever believe a mere Bride’s accusations over one of His Majesty’s full Wives, even if they were the only ones who actually knew I’d crossed into the Deadlands. 
“You must have made a mistake somewhere,” Lysandre said after a moment. “That, or Garaad simply reacted more quickly than you expected. In any event, he was obviously just attempting to confuse you. The Vin Aetheri have had great success sowing dissention among the ranks of the army, and I suspect they’re attempting to do the same with our sisters. Thankfully, they’ll find that we are not so easily manipulated.”
“As you say, mistress.”
Lysandre turned and studied me for a moment, her expression unreadable. “If there’s nothing else, other matters require my attention. In the meantime, our husband wishes you to return to your chambers and await his visit.”
My breath caught in my throat. “Now?”
“Now…and likely the rest of the night.” Lysandre’s almost imperceptible smile returned. “As I said, he wishes to reward you for your loyal service.”
A tingle of anticipation rippled across my skin. I hadn’t felt the master’s touch in almost a month now, and I had feared he wouldn’t want to see me again after my failure in Last Hope. That thought more than any other had left me broken and weary on the long ride home. 
Lysandre leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. “Go now and please him,” she said. “We will speak again in the morning, sister.”
“Of course, mistress,” I replied. “I live to serve the Emperor.”
I offered her a final bow before I turned and strode towards the palace. This pier was cordoned off from the rest of the castle by thirty-foot high walls and numerous magical defenses, and only Dragon Brides could enter the hidden door. The normally invisible glyphs in the pristine white stone flared to life in my presence, and the tattoos along my arm began glowing in unison. Placing my palm flat against the intricate symbols, I waited for the loud clink of the locks sliding open before I stepped inside. 
The palace was mostly empty at this time of day aside from a handful of Wyrmguard and a smattering of other servants. The Council of Wives would have stopped taking petitioners hours ago, and the other lords and ladies of the court had likely retired to their own estates by now. I didn’t even see many of my sister-wives on the way to my chambers; they must have still been on duty elsewhere in the city. 
While the palace was the largest building in Thalamar, my actual quarters were quite modest. There was only enough space for a bed, an armoire, and a few other necessities. I didn’t even have my own wash room; only His Majesty’s Wives enjoyed anything more than basic amenities. I was tempted to visit the communal basin and bathe, but I didn’t want to keep the master waiting. Besides, I knew how much he enjoyed seeing me in my armor. 
I locked the door behind me before I unfastened my scabbard and propped my sword against the wall. After setting my mask down upon the armoire, I stared at myself in the mirror like I was looking upon a stranger. Even here in the palace, I was forbidden to show my true features to anyone besides my master and my sister-wives. There were times I wondered if my might eventually forget my own face. 
You have your father’s turquoise eyes and your mother’s lustrous black hair, Lysandre had told me all those years ago during one of her few moments of genuine warmth. They would be very proud of you, Asha. Your sacrifice will guarantee your family’s freedom and prosperity for generations to come. 
I had to take her word for all of it, of course. Like most of my sisters, I had almost no memory of my parents. All I knew for certain was that they had been given land and gold in exchange for their five year-old daughter. Considering how difficult life could be in Narthil, they had probably been ecstatic when the Wives had come knocking on their door. 
Blinking away the reverie, I untied my ponytail and let my dark hair spill down across my shoulders. The master could visit at any moment, and I wanted to be certain I was ready for—
“Welcome home, my beloved bride. The palace echoes with tales of your deeds in the north.”
I let out a long, slow breath and resisted the urge to glance behind me. No one, not even his most revered Wives, had the authority to look upon the Dragon God without his express permission. 
“My lord honors me with his presence,” I said, taking a step away from the armoire and lowering my hands to my sides. “I humbly apologize for my failure and beg for your forgiveness.”
I heard the faintest rustle of movement behind me, and once again my tattoos flared to life. The door remained locked—mere wood and stone were no obstacle for a dragon. When he shifted into his human form, he could move anywhere he wanted inside the palace with a flick of his finger. 
“There is nothing to forgive, my dear.” His voice was like a dark, velvet whisper from the shadows. “You have served me well.”
“I…thank you, my lord,” I replied. “I only wish I could have—”
“Drell and his followers will face justice soon enough,” he interrupted. “What matters is that none of your sister-wives were willing to leave the safety of Narthil, but you saw an opportunity and pursued it. I commend your intuition and your zeal.”
I tried to swallow, but my throat had gone so dry I was surprised I could speak. Compliments from the First Wife were rare enough, but compliments from the master were practically unheard of. My heart began pounding inside my chest. Was this even real? Was this all some kind of strange trick?
I felt his presence approach from behind me, and I closed my eyes when he ran his fingers though my long hair. He kissed the back of my neck, triggering a rash of goosebumps all the way down my spine. His lips were like lightning on my skin. I could feel the currents of his power coursing from his flesh into mine.  
“Do not allow the envy of your sisters to distract you,” he said as his breath tickled my earlobe. “Many have grown complacent. Others are more concerned with their personal comfort and status than serving their lord and master.”
A soft moan escaped my lips, and it took all my self-control not to melt into a quivering mass on the floor. His touch was intoxicating; the days directly following one of his visits were always excruciating, like coming down from a lotus-induced euphoria. I wasn’t sure if it was related to our sorcerous bond or not, but he obviously wanted all his wives to crave his touch and yearn for his return. 
And so we did. Each and every one of us.
“Time and again, you have demonstrated your loyalty and your skill,” the king continued after a brief pause. While his left hand remained on my shoulder, his right traced down my side until it settled upon my bare stomach. “You alone seem to recognize the gravity of the Vin Aetheri threat.”
I forced myself to swallow and rediscover my voice. “I fear that their numbers are growing, my lord, despite the official reports from the east. The Conduit’s lies have begun to take hold all across the Reach and the Fold. I suspect they’ve even gained the support of some Deadlander tribes.”
“Do you know why?”
I took a deep breath and reminded myself that this wasn’t a trap. If he doubted my loyalty for any reason, I would already be dead. “In some cases, the people believe that we don’t care about them. They think we’ve abandoned them to the monsters and savages of the Deadlands. Others have been seduced by the lies of our enemies and their operatives. I almost pity them.”
“You pity those who would turn against their master?”
“Sometimes,” I admitted, hoping desperately that I hadn’t angered him. “Their lives are difficult—especially on the frontier—and our enemies are cunning and resourceful.”
“You believe we should forgive them, then?”
“No, my lord,” I said, shaking my head. “Whatever their reasons, they are traitors. I would gladly execute them all in your name.”
He chuckled softly in my ear. “I know you would.”
His lips returned to my neck, but this time I felt them part until his fangs pierced my flesh. A searing hot stream of blood trickled down my throat, and when I glanced down I watched it flow down between my breasts and beneath my armor. The master was no vampire, obviously, but the ritual that had bonded me as his bride had also given me the strength of his dragon blood. It made me stronger, faster, and more durable than a normal human.
The “feast” was merely his way of claiming me, of reminding me that I was forever bonded to his power. After the first few seconds, it didn’t even hurt—on the contrary, the pleasure was so intense I had to slump back into his arms to keep from collapsing altogether. I couldn’t believe how much I craved him, how much I needed him. He had visited me three nights in a row before my journey north, and I had sustained myself for weeks with the memory of his touch. But suddenly it wasn’t enough. 
“I am yours, my lord, body and soul,” I breathed. 
“Show me.”
Nodding obediently, I began to unbuckle the straps of my armor. I had been trained to don my equipment in less than a minute even while blindfolded, and I was confident I could remove it in half the time. But in this case, I wasn’t in any hurry. I slowly and seductively stripped one piece at a time, starting with my gauntlets and moving on to my knee-high boots and cropped breastplate. Once I was fully nude, I tilted my head and examined myself in the full-length mirror on the wall. Other than a single glowstone on a sconce above my bed, my glowing tattoos were the only source of light in the room. My master was little more than a blur of shadows looming over her shoulder. 
“So young,” he cooed, brushing my hair again. “So beautiful.”
His hands burrowed beneath my arms until they gently cupped my breasts, and for the first time I felt his swollen member press against my back. I wanted nothing more than to whirl around and take him into my mouth; I wanted to feel his power throb inside me until his gratitude spilled down my throat. But I didn’t dare act without his permission, and so instead I moaned softly and allowed myself to melt into his arms. 
“I am glad my body pleases you, my lord,” I said. “It is yours, however you wish to have it.” 
“Then kneel before your master.”
His hands never left my breasts even as I slowly sank down to my knees and then leaned forward on my palms. He crouched over me, his breath tickling my neck and his cock throbbing against my quim. I was so slick he could have slipped inside me with the smallest twitch of his pelvis.
“I shall reward you for your service,” he whispered into my ear, “but first, you must prove your loyalty to me once again. You must show me that you are still worthy of my power.”
“My body is your weapon and your sanctuary,” I said, reciting my oath. “I will enforce your will and submit to your desires. I am your loyal priestess. I am your humble servant. I am your Dragon Bride.”
He nudged the tip of his cock into my quim. I had to bite my lip and dig my fingernails into the carpet to keep myself from crying out. This was a test, not of loyalty but of restraint. For whatever reason, he wanted to see how well I could control myself. I refused to disappoint him.  
“I have many wives who are eager and willing to please me,” he said. “What do you offer that they cannot?”
I licked at my dry lips and looked down at my reflection in the small pool of blood gathered in the floor. The flesh on my neck had already regenerated shut, but a few remaining droplets trickled from my throat and breasts. 
“I offer you obedience, my lord,” I said. “I will follow your orders without question.”
“And if I order you into battle?”
“Then I will fight.”
“And if I order you to die?”
“Then I will die whispering your name into eternity.”
“Good…but not good enough,” he said, withdrawing his cockhead. My quim burned when I could no longer feel him, and it took every ounce of willpower I could muster not to plead for him to fuck me. “Words are too easy, my dear. I need something more…tangible.”
I swallowed and forced myself to concentrate. My years in the academy had taught me a great deal more than just swordplay and magic. Dragon Brides were also expected to master the arts of seduction, both to please our master and our sister-wives. I didn’t understand why he was testing my skills now, but ultimately it didn’t matter. I needed to offer him something new, something special…
“I offer you my life, master,” I said. “Right here, right now.”
He paused in anticipation. “How?”
Lifting my right hand, I stretched out with my magic and telekinetically plucked one of my many toys from the shelf. An iron collar flipped into my hand. 
“If my body cannot please you, then I am not worthy of your power,” I said, clasping the metal around my neck. “And without your power, I am nothing.”
I smiled when I felt his cock throb in approval. He couldn’t hide his own excitement from me—I knew he wanted to take me, to claim me, to remind me that I belonged to him and no one else. Once the collar was locked into place, he tugged the leash hard enough that the barbs pinched into my throat. 
“I am yours, my lord,” I rasped. “Always and forever.”
He plunged into me. I gasped in delight with the last puff of air in my lungs, and the cascade of euphoria nearly caused me to black out entirely. Even without the collar, I doubted I would have been able to breathe. 
He took me roughly, mercilessly, more like he was conquering an enemy than rejoining with a lost lover. The collar became a vise, tightening its grip on my throat with every thrust. I didn’t try to break free even when my eyes filled with black spots. I had meant every word I’d said.
If my body could not please him, then I was not worthy of his power. 
Just when my vision finally started to go black, his lips kissed the back of my ears. “When the forces of this world turn against you, it is my power will sustain you in this life and the next,” he breathed. “Remember this, my bride, and be reborn.”
I had no idea what he meant, but just before I lost consciousness and slipped into oblivion I realized I could see the glowing outline of my tattoos even when everything else had gone dark. I focused on their power and let it envelop me…
And then suddenly, inexplicably, my vision returned. The collar had sealed off my throat and deprived my lungs of air, but I belatedly realized that I didn’t even need it—I didn’t anything at all besides my master’s touch. 
In that moment, his cock erupted inside me. His triumphant cries filled my ears, and I clawed into the carpet as another wave of ecstasy shuddered through me. By the time I recovered he had already unlatched the collar and let it fall to the floor. Air flooded back into my lungs, and when I glanced back down at my arm I watched as the glow in my tattoos slowly faded. 
“My precious, loyal bride,” he breathed as he slowly withdrew his cock from inside me. “You have served your king well.”
“My lord is most kind,” I replied, surprised that my voice even worked. 
“Soon you will serve me again. Your hunt is not yet over.”
My brow furrowed. “My lord?”
“All across Narthil, my enemies gather in the darkness,” he said. “For many years they have whispered their heresies from the safety of the Deadlands, but the echoes of their sedition have finally reached the walls of my palace. I hear them plotting against me, and now more than ever I must rely upon the strength of my loyal Wives.”
I licked at my dry lips. “The Vin Aetheri…you believe they are here in Thalamar?”
“I know they are here. Their lies have reached many ears, the army, the Wyrmguard, even some of your sister-wives. Our people have lost faith in their master.”
“But that seems impossible,” I breathed. “My sisters would never betray you.”
“If only that were true,” he whispered. “Despite their best efforts, the Council of Wives has been unable to purge this infestation. They have grown complacent. A new generation—a new perspective—is needed to destroy these rebels and restore the sanctity of the Onyx Throne. That is why I have chosen you, my young Dragon Bride. You will the harbinger of my will. You will be the herald of my glory. You will find those who dare stand against me, and you will destroy them in my name.”
“Of course, my lord,” I said. “I live to serve you.”
“And you will, in more ways than one,” he said, his hand curling around my waist until it settled upon my belly. “You are strong and ripe, my dear. Carry out my will, and I shall plant the seed of Narthil’s future inside you.”
My mouth hung open. I didn’t even know how to respond. As far as I knew, only Lysandre had ever borne the king a child, Crown Prince Jorel. The idea that the master would bless me, one of his meager Brides, with such responsibility…
“I-I don’t know what to say, my lord,” I stammered.
“You don’t need to say anything,” he assured me as he ran his fingers through my hair. “All you need to do is obey.”
When I felt his cock stiffening against my leg, I promptly lowered my face to the floor, tucked my wrists behind my back, and presented my sodden quim to him. “I am yours, my lord.”
The tip of his cock nudged back inside me, but before he buried himself all the way he abruptly withdrew and pressed into my nether entrance instead. I whimpered in anticipation as he eased himself into my bowels. 
“Yes, you are,” he whispered. “Always and forever.”                    
 
 
 



Chapter Three
 
I awakened sore and groggy but more rejuvenated than I’d been in months. The master had left me sometime after I had fallen asleep in his warm embrace. The visible wounds he’d inflicted on me over the course of the night—the bite and claw marks, the whip lashes—had all regenerated thanks to the power coursing through my tattoos. 
Unfortunately, the pain of withdrawal didn’t heal nearly as easily.   
Dawn hadn’t yet cracked the horizon, but I didn’t bother activating a glowstone or weaving a spell and summoning a globe of light. Instead I there in the darkness, my chin slumped against my chest, as I struggled to fight off the phantom ache shuddering through my body. My withdrawal hadn’t been anywhere near this brutal after the last time the master had shared my bed. Then again, I hadn’t spent nearly as long pleasuring him then, either. When I closed my eyes, I could still feel his hands squeezing my waist, his lips nibbling at my neck, his cock thrusting into my quim…
This is even worse than a lotus high. When Charisse finally gets back, she’s going to find all of this bizarre and hilarious.
I had no idea how long it took to pull myself together, but by the time I reopened my eyes the first rays of sunlight were splintering in through the window. Taking a deep breath, I stood and lumbered into the washroom. It was immediately clear from the reactions of my sisters that they all knew our husband had shared my bed last night. It was equally clear that someone—probably Lysandre—had informed them of my failure to apprehend Soren Drell. Their bitter glares and mocking whispers just reminded me how much I had enjoyed the last few weeks on the road.
I ate alone in the commissary as usual before I returned to my chambers to dress and don my armor. To my surprise, Charisse was standing outside waiting for me. Her face instantly lit up.
“There you are,” she said, rushing forward and squeezing my shoulders. “I had no idea you got back last night. Why in the void didn’t you tell me?”
“I didn’t have time,” I replied. “I was…occupied.”
She cocked a blonde eyebrow but didn’t say anything until we’d slipped into the room and shut the door behind us. “He came to you last night?”
I nodded and grinned sheepishly. “He came inside me last night, more than once.”
“I bet he did,” Charisse said with a snort as she glanced around the room. It was a mess—half the toys were still on the floor, including my whip and collar. Her eyes fixated upon the dried pool of blood. “Looks like you might have had a little too much fun.”
“If you’ve taught me anything, it’s that there’s no such thing as too much fun.”
She smirked. “So you did learn something. That’s good to know.”
I chuckled and leaned forward to kiss her. Her lips were soft and her tongue was even softer. If we’d had more time, I had no doubt that Charisse would have already pushed me onto the bed and crawled between my legs to welcome me home.
The two of us were almost the same age, having been recruited as potential Brides barely a week apart. We’d become friends almost immediately, and I never would have survived the academy without her. We had learned everything together, from magic to swordplay to sex. Dragon Brides weren’t allowed to lay with any male besides our husband and his son, but carnal relationships with our sister-wives were common and encouraged. Charisse and I had been lovers since puberty.  
“Well, at least now I know why everyone around here was so pissed off this morning,” Charisse said after she finally pulled away. “What about your mission? I take it you didn’t find Drell or the Vin Aetheri?”
“Not exactly,” I murmured. Other than the Council of Wives, Charisse was the only one knew the details of my mission into the Deadlands. She wasn’t supposed to know, of course, but I always told her everything. In a palace filled with my “sisters,” Charisse was the only one who truly felt like family.
“Meaning what?” Charisse asked. 
“Meaning I can tell you about it later when we have more time,” I said. 
“You damn well better. If I’d known you were coming back, I would have already told Jirrah to reserve us some whores and a nice room at the Velvet Shadow. She just hired a new retharri with red hair…I’m telling you, that girl’s tongue will set you on fire.”
I grunted. “Maybe we should try someplace a little quieter.”
“I just spent a week on patrol duty in Vantriss with three of the most insufferable cunts in the palace. Someone is going to fuck me tonight, and not all of us are lucky enough to get visits from the king.”
I chuckled despite myself. “All right, fine. I can meet you there later. But I have no idea what Lysandre has planned for me today.”
“I’ve been assigned back to the docks, so I’ll probably finish early and get started without you,” Charisse said. “If you’re late, don’t get upset when they run out of wine.”
“I won’t,” I promised.
“We’ll see.” Grinning again, Charisse leaned in for another kiss. If she weren’t already dressed, I would have been seriously tempted to pluck a phallus from the shelf and take her over the armoire. Sadly, we were just going to have to be patient. 
Ten minutes later, I reported for duty at Lysandre’s office. The daily roster was posted outside, and about a dozen of my sisters and several of the other Wives were mulling around the Council war room. I didn’t bother checking the list to see if I’d be assigned somewhere; I turned straight into Lysandre’s office.
And promptly froze in my tracks when I saw Crown Prince Jorel standing inside next to her. 
“My father’s chosen Bride,” he said, crossing his arms and snorting softly. “Just as unimpressive as I remember.”
“Close the door,” Lysandre instructed before I could reply. I nodded obediently and sealed us in. 
“Mistress?”
“His Majesty seems pleased with your performance last night,” she said, leaning back in her chair and crossing her legs. Based on their body language, I had obviously interrupted a heated conversation, probably about me. 
“I certainly hope so,” I said, my eyes flicking over to the prince. I hadn’t seen him in almost six months, but he looked as annoyed as ever. He was tall and brutish with his mother’s eyes and most of his father’s power. Like all half-dragons—often called “Wyrmidons” by foreigners and Deadlanders—he could take on the shape of a human or a dragon whenever he liked. When combined with his sorcery and near invulnerability, he was more than a match for the strongest warrior—including any Dragon Bride. 
“It’s a shame he wants to keep you to himself,” Jorel said, a dark smile on his lips. “Perhaps once he’s bored with you I’ll see what all the fuss is about.”
“I live to serve any who carry the Dragon God’s blood,” I told him, trying my hardest to sound honest. 
“Yes, you do. Though my mother wonders if you might need a reminder of that soon.”
He took a step forward and loomed over me, his thick silver breastplate glittering in the dim lightning. Jorel had spent most of this year in Vantriss ostensibly learning the ins and outs of statecraft under the tutelage of Fourth Wife Zarona, and virtually every one of my sisters had been relieved by his absence. The fact he was the only other male in the kingdom with the authority to look upon our true faces and give us orders was bad enough, but the fact his mother was fond of deploying him as a “weapon” was the real problem. 
Jorel was set to turn twenty shortly before my own birthday, but in just a few short years he had developed a number of appetites. He abused his power at every opportunity, harassing or outright humiliating any Bride who dared sleight him. Our bodies belonged to him just as much as his father, and he was fond of letting us know it. Worse, whenever somewhere dared stand up to Lysandre, she would often send Jorel to “set us straight” with a series of demeaning visits, sometimes in front of our fellow Brides. 
I still remember when he showed up in the academy late at night, a drunken sixteen year-old boy with the authority to do anything he wanted. I’ll never forget the sound of Third Wife Havala’s whimpers when he bent her over the dinner table and took her right in front of her students. All of us had been terrified of her until that night, but after seeing her crouched on her knees, enslaved by the lust of a prince half her age…none of us ever looked at her the same way again.
“That’s enough,” Lysandre admonished, gesturing for her son to back away. I could tell that she was searching me for any sign of weakness, but as usual I didn’t back down. Even Jorel wouldn’t directly challenge his father. 
“Do you have an assignment for me today, mistress?” I asked once he’d returned to his perch next to her desk. 
“I do, in fact. Or rather, His Majesty does.” She leaned forward and plucked a rolled-up scroll from her desk. “Early this morning, he instructed me to commence an operation I’ve been planning for the past several months. Your encounter with Soren Drell in the Deadlands has convinced him that we need to embrace new tactics to deal with the Vin Aetheri threat.”
I nodded and recalled what the master had told me last night, though I wasn’t certain how much of our conversation I should share. I couldn’t imagine the look on her face if I told her that he saw me as his personal harbinger—or that he wanted me to bear him another child. Jorel was his only son, and Lysandre was the only Wife who had ever been blessed with motherhood in centuries of rule. 
“He informed me that I would be undertaking a new mission on his behalf,” I said, splitting the difference. “However, he did not provide me with many details.”
“Of course he didn’t,” Lysandre muttered. I couldn’t tell whether she was annoyed with me or him. “The short version is that thanks to my son’s recent efforts in Vantriss, we finally have a means of infiltrating the Vin Aetheri. One of our Brides will assume a false identity, join their ranks, and dismantle their organization from within.” She paused and eyed me for a moment. “Needless to say, this will be the most important mission we have undertaken in years, possibly decades. Success will bring stability and order back to Narthil after years of chaos. Failure may cost us our only opportunity to destroy the rebels before they plunge the entire kingdom into civil war.”
“I understand,” I said solemnly. 
“Do you?” Lysandre asked, her face as hard and cold as I’d ever seen. “The Bride who undertakes this mission must be cunning, quick on her feet, and subtle. I’m not convinced you are any of those.”
“With all due respect, mistress, you—”
“You are strong and powerful,” she interrupted. “If I knew where this ‘Conduit’ was hiding and wanted her dead, I would send you to kill her. But infiltration isn’t about thuggery. You are an enforcer, a brute, and I fear that placing the future of Narthil in the hands of a nineteen year-old is a grave mistake.”
I clenched my hands behind my back. “Then I suppose I should be thankful this decision isn’t up to you.”
Jorel took a threatening step forward. “You dare disrespect the First Wife?”
“I do not answer to the First Wife,” I told him as calmly as I could manage. “I answer to your father—and so do you. Both of you.”
The temperature in the room dropped with each passing second. I knew they couldn’t actually hurt me, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t do everything in their power to make my life miserable. Still, I refused to back down. The Dragon God himself had faith in me—in the end, nothing else mattered. 
“You’re right, of course,” Lysandre said after a moment, a fraudulent smile tugging at her lips. “I had originally chosen Bride Rhyssa to carry out this mission due to her superior experience, but I’m confident you’ll perform just as well.”
“What exactly do you have planned?” I asked, ignoring the sarcasm. 
Jorel glared at me for several more seconds before he eventually pointed at the massive map of Narthil hanging on the office’s western wall. It was incredibly detailed; every significant settlement, road, and outpost in the kingdom was drawn to scale. Tiny figurines represented which soldiers and Dragon Brides had been assigned to each garrison. 
“I learned a great deal during my time in Vantriss, including how and where the rebels operate within the city,” he said. “They have deals with almost every smuggling cartel and piracy ring, and they’ve been able to recruit everyone from foreign mercenaries to escaped slaves to displaced refugees.”
“How is that possible?” I asked. “Why hasn’t Fourth Wife Zarona stopped them?”
Jorel scoffed and glanced back at his mother. “This is what we’re supposed to work with? She doesn’t understand—”
“The Vin Aetheri haven’t survived this long by being sloppy,” Lysandre interrupted coolly. “You read the reports when you were at the academy. You must understand how difficult they are to pin down. The Conduit may be their leader, but the vast majority of the cell leaders we’ve captured have never even met her. That’s why I sent you after Drell in the first place—he may be the only man in Narthil who actually knows where the Conduit is hiding.”
“I see,” I murmured. We had been taught plenty about the rebels at the academy, of course. The Council considered them as grave a threat as the Five Kingdoms and the Deadlanders outside our borders. Still, I’d always had trouble wrapping my head around their continued success. My master commanded an army of nearly two-hundred thousand soldiers, not including the Dragon Brides or his Wyrmguard. How could a handful of scattered mercenaries and peasants possibly compete with that?
“I’ve long assumed that the rebels have been receiving aid from the Heathen Kingdoms,” Lysandre went on after a moment. “Jorel has confirmed that this is indeed the case. King Sorokar in particular has been funneling supplies through the Deadlands into the eastern part of Narthil. Vantriss is one of the major hubs, and they have received so many weapons that I suspect some kind of massive attack is imminent.”
“A thousand swords, plus enough grain to supply an army through the winter,” Jorel added. “That’s why they’ve begun a new recruiting push. Not just for escaped slaves and refugees, but for real fighters. Foreigners, mercenaries, pirates—the rebels don’t care as long as the person knows how to swing a sword and follow orders.”
“Which brings us back to you,” Lysandre said. “With a bit of work, I’m convinced we can transform you into an attractive recruit. You’re one of the best duelists in all of Narthil, and they’ll gladly take on someone with your skill.”
“Assuming Drell doesn’t recognize me,” I said. “I spoke to him.”
“Yes, but he didn’t see your face. Putting together a disguise is the easy part—the challenge is building a convincing enough cover identity that they don’t kill you on the spot.”
“Fortunately, we’re in luck,” Jorel said, gesturing back to the map. “The Trelathi Corsairs are one of the most influential pirate confederacies in the Crescent Sea, and they also happen to be renowned fencers. More importantly, we know that at least a quarter of their captains are women. A Trelathi recruit won’t have to explain how or where she learned to fight.”
“I encountered one of their crews a year ago while I was assigned to the docks,” I said, my eyes narrowing as I searched my memory. “They were crude but tough.”
“One of their ships is scheduled to dock at Habelor in two weeks,” Lysandre said. “You are going to intercept them, kill them, and then take the identity of the captain’s first mate. While the ship burns, you’ll swim to shore as the only survivor out for revenge against the people who murdered your crew. The Vin Aetheri will scoop you up, and you’ll have a chance to infiltrate their ranks and tear them apart from the inside.” 
I nodded idly as I considered the possibilities. It was an ambitious plan, to be sure, but I knew I could do it. Dragon Brides weren’t mere thugs, like Jorel believed. Assassination, espionage, seduction—we were trained in all of them from the time we were little girls. 
Still, I hadn’t actually been on a deep cover mission since I’d graduated from the academy two years ago. The Council knew my strengths, and they had been comfortable deploying me as an enforcer all over western Narthil. Disguise and deception had always been Charisse’s specialty more than mine…
“If you squander this opportunity, do not expect my father to forgive you,” Jorel said. “He has plenty of other wives, and a new class will be graduating soon. I’m sure it won’t be long until one of them catches his eye.”
“I will not fail the Emperor,” I assured him, meeting his glare with one of my own. ”But I need more details.”
“You’ll have them…in time,” Lysandre said. “We still have preparations to make, but for now I just wanted you to know the basics. You’re going to spend most of this week training at the academy.”
I frowned. “What kind of training?”
“If you’re going to take on the role of a Trelathi Corsair, there are many things you need to know about their organization and relationships. Thankfully, our sisters in Vantriss have all the information you need. Your job will be to memorize it.” Lysandre paused for a moment. “There’s also the matter of your fencing techniques.”
“You just said I’m one of the best duelists in Narthil,” I reminded her. “I dominated my class at the academy—I won’t have any difficulty proving myself to a bunch of starving rebels.”
I knew the words were a mistake the instant they escaped my lips, but apparently I was already growing weary of her condescension. Just because I was an instrument of the master’s power didn’t mean I couldn’t still take pride in my abilities. I had worked hard to hone my body into a weapon.  
“Your ‘class’ at the academy was one of the worst in decades,” Jorel hissed. “Climbing over the bodies of the weak does make you a champion. That blonde friend of yours, the one who spends more time in brothels that on duty…she wouldn’t have survived any normal year, let alone—”
Lysandre silenced him with a glare. “Confidence will keep you alive, my dear, but arrogance will get you killed. The instant you adopt one of our combat stances the Vin Aetheri will know exactly where you learned to fight. You’ll need to learn some eastern fighting styles if you want to survive.”
I pursed my lips and felt my cheeks warm in embarrassment. She hadn’t been casting doubt on my skills, but I had taken the bait anyway. Charisse always said my pride would get me into trouble. 
“Instructor Vaylin is expecting you shortly. You’ll train with her all afternoon while I finish organizing everything we have on the Corsairs and the Vin Aetheri cell in Vantriss.”
“As you say, mistress.”
Lysandre eyed me for a moment before she leaned back in her chair again. “When you returned yesterday, you mentioned your fears about a potential informant in the palace. I dismissed your concerns out of hand…but evidently His Majesty shares them.”
The echoes of their sedition have finally reached the walls of my palace, the master’s words echoed through my mind. I hear them plotting against me.
“You will not speak about this mission to anyone, not even the other Wives,” Lysandre went on. “Do you understand?”
“Of course, mistress.”
“That includes your blonde friend,” Jorel said. 
“I will not tell anyone,” I insisted, resisting the urge to leap to Charisse’s defense. The prince had always detested her for reasons I couldn’t fathom.
“Good,” Lysandre said. “Instructor Vaylin doesn’t know the full details of the mission, and neither does anyone else. She believes we’re planning a new offensive against the Corsairs, which a good enough cover for the moment. The navy will supply a ship to intercept the Corsair captain, but they won’t know any details beyond that. If we do have a mole, their ability to pass on information will be limited.”
“We need to try and expose them,” I said. “There must be some way to—”
“His Majesty already has a plan in motion,” Lysandre interrupted. “You need to focus on your own mission. There is no room for error here, Asha. We may not get another opportunity like this for some time. “
I nodded solemnly. “I understand.”
“Then we’re finished here for now. Report to Instructor Vaylin immediately. I will inform you when I’ve compiled our reports on the Corsairs.”
“As you command, mistress,” I said, offering her a full bow. I left the room and made it halfway up the stairs before I sensed Jorel following me. Bracing myself for the worst, I stopped once I reached the top and slowly turned around. 
“Is something wrong, my prince?”
“Yes,” he said. “You.”
He stepped in close enough that I had to lift my chin to maintain eye contact. At six and a half feet tall, he towered over me and every other Dragon Bride, but I had never given him the satisfaction of backing down or averting my gaze. Despite his power and authority, I had always found his mother far more intimidating.
“You made your opinion quite clear,” I said after a moment. “You don’t believe I’m capable of handling this mission.”
“I’m not sure you’re capable of handling any mission,” Jorel growled. “I don’t know what my father sees in you. The years must finally be taking a toll on his mind.”
“The Dragon God is immortal, and his power is infinite. You dare to question his wisdom?”
Jorel scoffed. “You really are a loyal cunt, aren’t you? Stupid…but loyal. That must be all father cares about these days.” The prince smiled darkly as dragged his knuckles across my breastplate. “Though I suppose a nice pair of tits never hurt. I wonder: does he even look at you when he takes you, or does he just bend you over like a hound?”
  I swatted his hand away and turned, but before I could leave he grabbed my shoulder and slammed me up against the wall. “Have a care, Dragon Bride,” he hissed. “Perhaps you need a reminder that everything my father owns also belongs to me.”
“You are not emperor yet,” I said, resisting the urge to strike him. I couldn’t possibly overpower him, not even with the master’s power coursing through me. Besides, he wanted me to start something—it would give him all the excuse he needed to throw me off this mission and maybe even lock me in the dungeon. 
“How lucky for you,” Jorel said eventually. He held me up against the wall for another moment before he relaxed his grip and backed away. “If you fail in this task, you had better hope the Vin Aetheri kill you. Because if they don’t, I will.”
I stood there stiffly while he stormed away, more resolved than ever to reward my master’s faith in me. The Dragon God still ruled Narthil, and I was his loyal Bride. I was not going to fail him. Not now, not ever. 
Taking a deep breath, I turned and continued towards the academy. 
 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
The academy was smaller than the palace but no less opulent. The walls had been chiseled from pure white marble, and the bannisters and fountains were inlaid with gems and precious metals. There were at least twice as many servants as acolytes, all of whom were female. Aside from His Majesty and the Crown Prince, no man was allowed inside the academy under punishment of death. 
The facility had everything young acolytes needed, from the dormitories to the commissary to the training grounds and the libraries. I had spent virtually my entire life within these walls, though I’d only been in here a handful of times since I’d passed my trials two years ago. I was surprised how hard the old memories hit me when the gate slowly cranked open. Some of them, like my time with Charisse, brought a wistful smile to my lips. Most of the rest did not. 
I walked through the entry foyer and into the central training yard where twenty of the older acolytes were busy honing their martial combat skills. At a glance, the girls here all were fifteen or sixteen, which meant that in a few months they would be ready to face their own trials. I wondered if any of them truly knew what that meant. Charisse and I had been completely blind-sided when Instructor Vaylin had explained the stakes: twenty acolytes, paired off into couples for a final duel. The winners were promoted to Dragon Brides. The losers—other girls I had spent literally every single day with for a decade—were all dead.
 I can still see her face when I close my eyes. Her name was Torah, and she had more freckles than anyone in our class. When we were seven, we got in a fight over an apple and both ended up caned.  When we were ten, we played a different prank on Charisse every day for a whole month. When we were fifteen, I kissed her for whole hour after the lights went out. When we were sixteen, I drove my sword through her gut and watched her bleed out in front of me while Lysandre congratulated me on my victory. 
Burying the memory was even harder than I expected, but I refused to show weakness in front of the acolytes. As always, I had to remind myself that all this brutality wasn’t borne from cruelty or sadism, but unfortunate necessity. Narthil had many enemies, and the corrupt rulers of the Five Kingdoms would stop at nothing to destroy my master and enslave all of Varellon. The Dragon Brides were the last line of defense between hope and oblivion. Sacrifices had to be made. 
“Sister Asha,” Instructor Vaylin greeted me, a cold smile on her lips. “You honor my students with your presence.”
“The honor is mine, mistress,” I replied. “I’m eager to learn from you again.”
She leaned forward and kissed me. Our sarcasm probably wasn’t obvious to the acolytes, but I could see the derision in her eyes and taste it on her lips. Vaylin had hated me ever since I’d defeated her in a sparring match not long before my graduation, and I could tell she still hadn’t let it go. 
“I was surprised when the First Wife asked me to train you again,” Vaylin said when she finally pulled away. “You were the best duelist in your class. Have your skills waned already?”
I forced a smile. “No. But as you are so fond of saying, a true warrior never stops learning.”
“Indeed,” she said, eyeing me up and down. “Hopefully you can teach my students something in the process. I’m sure they’re eager to see one of their contemporaries in action. Come—let me introduce you.”
I nodded and followed her. In many ways, Vaylin was the personification of the perfect Dragon Bride. Tall, statuesque, and whipcord lean, she had mastered every melee weapon imaginable from swords to polearms and everything in between, and she could channel the master’s power to enhance her strength and reflexes to superhuman levels. She was also quite lovely—as a young girl, I had envied her long blonde hair and high cheekbones. 
She had been a brutal and relentless teacher, but I’d always had something of a soft spot for her when I reflected on just how much she had taught me over the years. And I would never forget the look on her face after I smacked her down in the battle circle. In her ten years as the academy’s martial instructor, no one else had ever defeated her before or since…
“Lysandre wants me to teach you some Luvani fighting styles,” Vaylin said once we reached the center of the yard. The acolytes were still busy sparring with each other and barely paid us any attention. “I can’t imagine why. Luvani techniques offer precious few advantages these days.”
“I’m not sure,” I lied. I didn’t know if Vaylin was trying to bait me into revealing more about my mission or not, but I decided to play it safe and just feign ignorance. 
“Well, Luvani techniques emphasize speed and balance over brute force. They’re still a favorite of pirates and mercenaries, but they waste our natural strength. The master’s power gives us many advantages.”
“Yes, though it never hurts to understand your enemies.”
“Indeed.” Vaylin eyed me for a moment, a dark twinkle in her eye. “I suppose we might as well get started.”
She pivoted around to face the acolytes and cracked the end of her staff against the ground. Their collective discipline, as always, was impressive. Every girl spun around in near unison, even the ones who were obviously in pain thanks to defeats in the battle circle. They looked so innocent, so young, that for a moment I couldn’t believe only three short years had passed since I had been one of them…
“As promised, today the First Wife has arranged a special presentation for you,” Vaylin said. “You will learn by watching one of your future sister-wives in combat. She was the top student in her class, though I suspect that several of you could make short work of her.”
I clenched my jaw and forced myself to stay calm. The girls were all staring at me, some with awe and wonder but a most with genuine contempt. I could only imagine what Vaylin had already told them about me. My hands clenched behind my back so tightly I almost crushed my own fingers. 
“You’ve already met her sparring partner,” Vaylin said, gesturing to the opposite side of the courtyard. “Bride Rhyssa has kindly offered her services once again.”
My stomach sank. I had originally chosen Bride Rhyssa to carry out this mission due to her superior experience, Lysandre’s words looped through my head. It was precisely then, when Rhyssa strode up to the edge of the battle circle, that I realized I had just walked into a trap. 
“Lysandre said you were going to teach me Luvani fighting styles,” I said, trying desperately not to clench my teeth. “She never said anything about an audience.”
“Unlike you, Rhyssa continued her training after graduation,” Vaylin said. Her expression remained neutral, but I could see the sadistic twinge in her eyes. “She is proficient in all the eastern fighting styles, including Luvani. And as for the audience…” She shrugged. “I would never pass up an educational opportunity.”
I turned and glared at Rhyssa. She almost my exact height and weight with the short brown hair, amber eyes, and olive skin that were so common in the Fold. She was only a few years my senior, and she had crushed her class nearly as thoroughly as I had crushed mine. Such competition made us natural rivals for the master’s affections, and the fact he apparently abandoned her when I had come of age only made the situation worse. 
“We’ll start by seeing if you remember any of the Karissian techniques,” Rhyssa said, grabbing a crystalline practice sword from the rack and tossing it towards me. “Single blade, quick footwork, developed for women and small men.”
I caught the handle in mid-air and stared down at the dull blade. The weight, the texture, even the smell—they all threatened to unlock another drove of memories I preferred to keep buried. 
The day one of the older students broke three of my fingers. The night I got caught training with Charisse after curfew and ended up pilloried for a whole day. The week I spent naked and alone in the mountains armed only with this dull sword to defend and feed myself…
“Remember, a Dragon Bride’s strength is not merely her magic and devotion, but her strength and adaptability,” Vaylin said. “By the time you are finished here, you be a master of each and every weapon behind me. They all have a place and a purpose, but you will not always have the luxury of preparation. You must learn to adapt. You must learn to compensate and overcome any disadvantage. Sisters Asha and Rhyssa will now demonstrate.”
She nodded at Rhyssa, and the other woman retrieved a spear from the rack before she turned back around to face me. I smiled knowingly when she settled into a defensive posture. So this was their plan: Vaylin and Rhyssa wanted to humiliate me in front of the acolytes. Lysandre might not have even known what they were doing—the First Wife was many things, but pettiness was usually beneath her. Vaylin and Rhyssa, on the other hand…
Still, if that was the game they wanted to play, then so be it. Rhyssa was good, but not that good. Superior reach wouldn’t be enough to save her. 
“Begin,” Vaylin said. 
I immediately lunged forward and took the offensive, swatting aside the tip of her spear and attempting to score a quick hit. She didn’t fall for it, of course—she knew how aggressive I was, and she was probably content to wait for me to make a mistake and overextend. Unfortunately for her, I had no intention of letting that happen. 
I exploited every opening she gave me without sacrificing my own defenses. The practice blade sparked whenever it struck her armor, jolting her with enough electricity to simulate the pain of a real wound. None of my hits were particularly severe on their own, but the cumulative effect was enough to slow Rhyssa down and disrupt her footwork. I pushed even harder, switching to a two-handed grip and slamming my blade down into the center of her weapon—
At which point her muscles surged with magic and she promptly hurled me aside like an ogre swatting a goblin. I crashed into the sand at the edge of the battle circle and wheezed as the air rushed from my lungs. Gritting my teeth in annoyance, I kicked out my legs and used the momentum to flip back to my feet. Rhyssa was smiling almost giddily, and I tapped into my power and flooded by own muscles with magic…
“Stop!” Vaylin scolded. “No sorcery, just weapons.”
I turned and glared at her. “But she just—”
“The point of this lesson is to demonstrate how a fully-trained Dragon Bride can adapt to an unfair situation,” Vaylin reminded me. “That is why Lysandre sent you here, isn’t it? To learn how to fight without relying upon magic?”
I could almost hear the jaws of her trap swinging shut. Defeating Rhyssa when she had superior reach was one thing; defeating her when she could call upon the master’s power and I could not was quite another. She would be twice as fast and three times as strong.
Still, I had no intention of conceding, and I wasn’t about to run back to Lysandre with my tail tucked between my legs. I wasn’t out of tricks just yet…
“Come on, then,” I said, offering her a brief salute with my blade. 
Rhyssa lowered her spear and charged. I barely managed to spin out of the way before she impaled me, and she followed up her lunge with an arching, head-level whirl that forced me to duck and roll halfway across the ring. She pressed her attack, refusing to give me a heartbeat of respite, and it was clear that she expected me to adopt a defensive fighting style—any sane warrior would have when faced with a stronger, faster opponent. My only hope of winning was to survive as long as possible and pray she gave me opening. 
But I wasn’t fighting this duel to win, at least not anymore, and I certainly wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of slowly beating me down in front of twenty gawking acolytes. Rhyssa could have her victory if she wanted it. All I cared about was making sure she bled a little in the process. 
I maintained my aggressive posture, thrusting and slashing with a two-handed grip even though I couldn’t possibly break through her guard. She punished me every time I overextended, and her jabs were so powerful they nearly pierced my armor. Electricity surged through my muscles every time she struck, but I grit my teeth and pushed past the pain. I fought on and on even when she swept out my legs and nearly skewered me into the ground. 
It wasn’t until at least a minute later, when my right leg had been rendered almost useless, that Rhyssa’s arrogance finally got the better of her. I saw her eyes glimmer in anticipation of breaking me with one last humiliating strike, and I even shifted to a one-handed grip and let my left arm sag to lure her in. She lunged forward and smacked the sword from my fingers, then thrust straight for my exposed chest—
And missed. With the last of my strength, I whirled inside her reach and slammed my left elbow into her jaw hard enough to crack bone and knock out at least two of her teeth. I heard the acolytes’ collective gasp even over Rhyssa’s pained shriek, and I couldn’t help but smile as I pummeled her breastplate with my gauntlets. I tried to tackle her, but I knew it was already too late. Once she recovered, she trivially broke my grapple and threw me across the battle circle like a ragdoll. My left wrist snapped the instant I hit the ground, and by the time I stopped rolling my vision had nearly gone black. I still felt her looming over me like a black cloud of rage, and I wondered distantly if she might actually try to kill me…
“Enough!” Vaylin shouted. 
The pain in my arm was so intense I had no business smiling, but I did anyway. The red spots clouded my eyes eventually faded, and when I rolled over I had the satisfaction of watching Rhyssa picking her teeth out of the sand. 
“The master’s power can destroy your enemies or shield you from harm,” Vaylin said as she turned back to the acolytes. “But it is your faith and determination that will allow you to triumph even when you are overmatched. Trust your training. Trust your sisters. But most of all, trust that the master has chosen you to serve him for a reason. Now go—we’ll discuss this further tonight.”
I remained prone in the sand as the girls walked off to the commissary. Most of them avoided looking at me, but the knowing smiles of the ones who dared make eye contact made the whole thing worth it. They were old enough and smart enough to know what had just happened. Hopefully they were also old enough and smart enough to see through the Vaylin’s bullshit. They could trust in their training and their master, but their sisters…
Well, they would all learn the limits of sisterhood soon enough. 
 
 



Chapter Five
 
The healers in the academy infirmary didn’t set my wrist, bandage the cuts on my arm, or even apply salves to the numerous electrical burns beneath my armor. They weren’t cruel or capricious—each of these women had helped me numerous times during my long years of training—they simply recognized that my regenerative powers would heal me far faster than traditional medicine.  
They left me alone and naked inside a dark chamber where I could focus without distraction. My tattoos flared to life as I channeled the master’s power, and bit by bit, inch by inch, my flesh began to mend. I had suffered far worse injuries than this many times before, often thanks to Vaylin’s brutal and unforgiving lessons, though my body didn’t bear a single scar or blemish. Regenerative sorcery might have been more subtle than the ability to burn a man to death with lightning, but ultimately it was far more powerful. 
The chamber door slid open just a few moments before I’d planned to leave, and the First Wife casually strolled inside. She didn’t activate the glowstones on the wall scones; she merely paced around me in the darkness, the glow from my tattoos reflecting off her armor. 
“Instructor Vaylin told me what happened,” Lysandre said with barely concealed contempt. 
“I can explain, mistress,” I replied. “She attempted to—”
“You don’t need to explain anything. Vaylin and Rhyssa have needed a lesson in humility for some time now. Embarrassing them in front of the acolytes brings me more pleasure than you know.”
I blinked in surprise. “Mistress?”
“Those two have been licking each other’s cunts for so long they’ve forgotten their place. The Vin Aetheri are practically on our doorstep, and all they care about is their petty personal squabbles.” Lysandre grunted derisively. “I told you before you that’d eventually have to open your eyes to politics if you want to survive long enough to become a Wife. That time may be coming sooner than you think.” She sighed and shook her head. “I’m not sure you appreciate just how rare it is for our husband to take an active interest in our work. Selecting you for this mission wasn’t just unexpected—it has sent shockwaves across the palace. The Wives are not used to having anyone look over our shoulders.”
“I’m not sure I understand,” I whispered. “I thought you spoke to the master quite often.”
“I do, but most of the Wives do not.” Lysandre paused and studied me. “It’s difficult to explain, and I don’t wish to overburden you before your mission. But suffice to say, our husband has not been directly involved in Narthil’s governance for many years. He shares his power with us, and he occasionally shares our bed. My fellow Wives have grown accustomed to this arrangement.”
Many have grown complacent. Others are more concerned with their personal comfort and status than serving their king and country.
The master’s words echoed through my mind. This must have been what he’d meant. Lysandre and the other Wives had become intoxicated on their power, and now they weren’t happy that he had reasserted his dominance. What I didn’t understand was why he had allowed this happen in the first place. He was the Dragon God—his power sustained all of us. Why hadn’t he intervened earlier?
“The important thing is that you put Vaylin in her place, and she won’t dare step out of line again,” Lysandre said. “You’ll begin your actual training tomorrow.”
I nodded. “I understand, mistress.”
She placed her hands on my shoulders and studied me. Her hands squeezed at my biceps before her fingers slowly traced along my tattoos. “Perhaps I’ve underestimated you after all. You have the body and spirit of a warrior. It’s a rarer combination around here than you realize.”
“Mistress?” I asked, shaking my head.
She shook her head. “Never mind. I want you back in my office tomorrow morning. If this plan is going to work, your mind will have to start doing as much as work as your muscles. We have a lot of ground to cover.”
“I will be there, mistress,” I told her. “The master chose me for this mission—I will not let him down.”
“I know,” Lysandre whispered. She stared at me for a moment longer before she learned forward and kissed me on the lips. It was a passionless embrace, as always, though her tongue was more vigorous than normal. When she finally pulled away, her hands shifted from my shoulders to my breasts. “I trust you’re going to meet with that friend of yours later.”
“Charisse? I intend to, yes. Unless you have something else planned for me…?”
Lysandre shook her head. “No, you’ve done enough for one day. Enjoy yourself tonight, sister. Fuck her hard and fast—you may not get another opportunity for some time.”
With that, she turned on a heel and strode out of the room. I stared blankly into the darkness for several minutes after she had left, wondering what in the hell I had just gotten myself into. 
 
***
 
Thalamar had as many brothels as any other major city in Narthil, and the vast majority of them were cesspools of crime and filth. Some, like the Pale Grace, at least put on the pretense of being a legitimate establishment, while others catered exclusively to wealthier and more “distinguished” clientele. Charisse’s favorite, the Velvet Shadow, was one of the latter. 
The muscle-bound guards didn’t even ask my name when I approached—they merely smiled and opened the door for me while dozens of noblemen and women waited patiently outside for their turn. Unlike most businesses in town, Dragon Brides were welcomed here with open arms. The owner, a shrewd Avetharri woman named Jirrah, knew how important it was to cultivate a relationship with powerful people, and she’d long ago decided that complimentary service was a small price to pay for the loyalty of the king’s enforcers. I knew for a fact that virtually all of my sister-wives frequented this place, though none as much as Charisse.
The lower level was more of a gambling room than a brothel. Serving boys and girls—mostly retharri slaves—brought food and drink to the customers, and bards and dancers frolicked on the stage each and every night. I’d always enjoyed the music more than anything, personally, though some of that was because I knew how much the performers enjoyed their craft. The majority of them were freemen rather than slaves. 
I spotted four other Dragon Brides among the crowd. I couldn’t identify them with their masks on, but I knew that none of them were Charisse. She was probably upstairs already. 
“Mistress Asha,” Jirrah greeted me as she seductively sauntered through the crowd. She was as radiant as always—her crimson gown exposed nearly as much flesh as it covered, and her heels were so high my ankles ached just looking at them. “It is so wonderful to see you again!”
“Thank you,” I replied, taking her hands and gently squeezing her long fingers. Like all Avetharri, she was tall and slender with ghostly white skin, long pointed ears, and luminescent blue eyes. 
“Mistress Charisse is already waiting for you upstairs, love.”
I grunted. “She may be upstairs, but I doubt she waited.”
Jirrah chuckled. “She took one of my new girls up with her already. Do you want one of your own? If not, I’m sure I could spare a few minutes.” Her fingers traced across the tattoos on my arm and eventually settled on my exposed navel. “You know how much I love a woman in armor…”
I smiled and ran my fingers through her long black hair. She was a professional, of course, and I wasn’t so foolish as to believe she really cared about me. Still, she was the first woman who had shared my bed besides my sister-wives, and if I closed my eyes I could feel her soft, loving kisses nibbling their way from my thighs to my quim…
“I may take you up on that later, but for now I just need to see Charisse,” I said. 
“Of course, love,” Jirrah said, pinching my belly and planting a kiss on my cheek. “If you need more privacy, just let me know. As always, I am here to serve.”
I watched in quiet awe as she gracefully flit from customer to customer in the tavern, a different smile on her lips for each and every one of them. If I wanted to successfully infiltrate the Vin Aetheri, I probably just should have spent more time here watching her. I was the one in a mask, but she wore a thousand faces on a daily basis. 
Shaking my head, I ascended the stairs and maneuvered through the long hallways to the private rooms in the back. They were exclusively reserved for the Dragon Brides—even the wealthiest nobles weren’t able to bribe their way inside. Only one was current in use, and the burly Kolathi guard standing outside smiled politely and unlocked the door for me.  
I wrapped my knuckles on the wood a single time before I turned the knob and peeked inside. The scene before me was almost exactly what I had expected: Charisse was lying back on one of the plush couches, stark naked aside from her mask. A retharri girl was busy at work between her legs, and another whore—a male, surprisingly—was watching patiently from the other couch.
“Full room,” I murmured. “Perhaps I should come back later.”
“There you are!” Charisse exclaimed breathlessly. “I thought you’d be here hours ago.”
“It’s more difficult for some of us to get away than others,” I replied dryly. “But I’m glad to see you started without me.”
“I was going to wait, but then Jirrah showed me her new girls.” Charisse patted the cheek of her whore. “Looks at these tits! You really think I could resist her for long?”
I grinned. “Honestly I’m just surprised you haven’t mounted her yet.”
“All in good time.” She patted the couch and beckoned me over before she glanced back at her whore. “Come on, girl, you almost had me…”
I nestled into the cushions and watched the show. The retharri girl was quite pretty, and she feasted on Charisse’s quim with a vigor that might have eclipsed my own. I tended to avoid Jirrah’s whores, personally—I had no doubt that they were clean, but the retharri had a hard enough time in Narthil these days without me forcing them into more “complimentary” work. As the offspring of a human and an Avetharri, they were outcasts almost by nature. I’d never met a single one who had grown up in anything resembling a normal family. 
I idly stroked the blonde hair spilling out of Charisse’s mask, and just before she climaxed I reached out and began kneading her breasts with my right hand. I would have preferred to kiss and massage them with my lips, but that wouldn’t be possible until we were alone and could remove our masks. Regardless, my touch was enough to push her over the edge. 
Charisse cried out and clamped her thighs so hard she nearly choked the poor retharri girl. When she finally came down, she gently touched the whore’s sopping face and smiled. “Very good. I’ll be sure to tell Jirrah that you’re a keeper.”
“Thank you, mistress,” the girl said, bowing her chin. “It is my pleasure to serve.”
“Cute and obedient—my favorite combination,” Charisse said. “Why don’t you show my friend here what you can do?”
The girl turned and smiled at me. “Of course, mistress. Please, allow me to—”
“That won’t be necessary,” I interrupted. “I think I’d rather have some privacy, if you don’t mind.”
“We have all night,” Charisse reminded me. “And she’s really quite good.”
“I’m sure she is, but you are the one I came to see.” I pinched her nipple and smiled. “I made you a promise earlier, remember?”
She grinned. “All right, but first I want to introduce you to someone. This magnificent piece of meat here is named R something. Rubel, Ruben…”
“Rubis, mistress,” the male calmly standing at the back of the room said. I had almost forgotten he was even here. 
“Whatever,” Charisse said, flicking her wrist dismissively. “The point is that he’s perfect, and I thought you might enjoy a show.”
I arched a curious eyebrow when he stepped forward into the light. He was a full-blooded Avetharri like Jirrah, though his eyes were a stunning shade of violet. His nearly hairless body was so taught and muscular I could have easily mistaken him for a swordsman under different circumstances. 
“He’s quite nice,” I admitted, “but I’m not sure—”
“Patience,” Charisse hushed me, placing her finger on my lip. “Show her what you’ve got, boy.”
Rubis nodded and removed the sarong draped across his lower body. His cock was already hard and ready.
“See?” Charisse said, an impish glint in her eye. “Don’t you just want to kiss it?”
I turned and frowned at her. “You know we’re forbid—”
“We’re obviously not going to,” she cut in before I started quoting our oath at her. “But just because we can’t fuck him doesn’t mean we can’t still have some fun, right?” She giggled and pointed at the retharri girl still knelt on the floor. “Take her.”
“As you wish, mistress.”
Rubis didn’t hesitate. He knelt down behind the girl, planted his hands on her hips, and buried his cock in her quim before I fully realized what was going on.
“Now that is how a man is supposed to fuck,” Charisse said. She nibbled on her lip and pulled my left hand down to her quim. “Isn’t it wonderful?”
I shook my head in wonder. Not at Rubis or his performance, but at my friend. She’d always had an insatiable appetite, even back when we were teenagers first learning the art of seduction at the academy. At one point or another, she had probably tasted every single one of our other sisters. 
“Keep those eyes on me, girl,” she said after a moment, grabbing the retharri’s chin and holding it up. “I’m doing you a favor here. Better him than some fat lecher downstairs, eh?”
The girl smiled between whimpers. “Yes, mistress.”
“Good,” Charisse said, glancing back at the male. “Now fuck her like you mean it. I want to see her squirm. Just make sure you don’t leave a drop inside—I want to see her covered.”
I frowned again. “You can’t—”
“He knows the punishment if he spills on me,” Charisse said. “I’ll cut off his cock myself.”
I almost ordered him to stop. We might not have been technically breaking our oath, but this was clearly beyond the bounds of what our master intended. If the Lysandre or any of the Wives saw us like this, they would surely have us both whipped…
Before I could muster the will to protest, Rubis frantically withdrew his cock and erupted. He sprayed the girl’s back all the way from her hair to the base of her spine, and Charisse cried out as another climax shuddered through her. I shook my head in quiet awe as she slowly came down. 
“See? I knew he’d be a great performer,” she said. “I’d ask him to stick around and fuck her ass next, but I can tell you’re already getting nervous.”
“Charisse…”
“It’s all right,” she soothed, as she leaned up and touched the girl’s face again. “Get out of here, both of you. And make certain we’re not disturbed.”
The whores nodded obediently and scrambled out of the room. Once the door locked behind them, I finally removed my mask and tossed it onto the table. 
“What was all that about?”
She grunted. “It was fun. That’s the whole reason we come here, remember? It’s the only place in the whole damn city where we can relax and enjoy ourselves.”
“If Lysandre finds out you invited a male in here, she’ll—”
“Oh, for the love of…” Charisse sighed and sat up. “Relax, Asha. Not all of us get to be the master’s favorite. The rest of us have to find other ways to entertain ourselves.”
My expression sank, and I suddenly wished I’d left my mask on. The bitterness in her voice was as unmistakable as it was surprising. I expected jealous glares from the rest of my sisters, but never from Charisse…
She sighed and cupped my cheeks in her hands. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that,” she whispered. “I just…it’s been strange not having you around these past few weeks.”
“I missed you, too,” I whispered, forcing a smile. 
Charisse leaned forward and kissed me. As usual, her tongue made the rest of the world fade into the background. Her fingers worked at the straps of my armor, and once she’d cast off my breastplate she wriggled her way into my lap and straddled me. 
“I don’t think we’ve ever been apart this long,” she said when she finally pulled away. “I thought for sure you’d get in trouble. Lysandre was spitting fireballs the whole day after she got your letter and heard that you’d crossed the border.”
“If it were up to her and the Council of Wives, I’d probably be in the stocks for a few days,” I said. “Thankfully, our husband had a different perspective.”
Charisse grinned and shook her head. “You must be a better cocksucker than I thought to have him wrapped around your fingers so thoroughly.”
I rolled my eyes. “It has nothing to do with that. He’s just…” I paused and shook my head. I’d come in here with the intention of telling her everything, but maybe that wasn’t such a good idea after all. She was already jealous enough without knowing that the master wanted me to bear his child…
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Charisse said, chuckling. “I wish he’d give me a chance to show him what I could do. That, or at least let me practice on Rubis some….”
I grinned back and kissed her again. By the time I pulled away, she managed to worm her hand inside my knickers and slide a finger into me. As always, I instantly slickened at her touch. 
“I was going to have you explain in slow, excruciating detail all the ways he fucked you last night,” Charisse purred into my ear. “But you’ve obviously got something else on your mind.”
“It can wait,” I told her. “You look hungry.”
Her eyes glimmered. “Starving.”
She pushed me back onto the couch and licked her way down my stomach to my smoldering quim. More than anyone else in the world, she knew exactly how and where to touch me, and the instant her tongue replaced her fingers my muscles seized up like she had just channeled a bolt of lightning into my spine. I squealed in delight and clamped my thighs around her face.
She brought me twice before she finally let up. I collapsed into the cushions, more exhausted than after my sparring match with Rhyssa this morning. My skin was glazed in sweat from head to toe, but Charisse didn’t mind. She slowly crawled her way back up until she could rest her cheeks upon my breasts. 
“A bruise?” she asked when her fingers touched a tender spot on my left flank. “How could possibly still have a bruise from the Deadlands? Or is this from last night?”
“Neither,” I said. “Vaylin had me fight Rhyssa in front of the acolytes today.”
“She actually scored a hit on you?” Charisse snorted. “The last time the two of you fought, you had her flat on her back in about ten seconds.”
“Vaylin didn’t allow me to use my sorcery,” I explained. “She wanted me to ‘show the acolytes how a Dragon Bride fights when she’s overmatched,’ but really they were both just pissed that the king chose me to replace Rhyssa on a mission. They wanted to humiliate me.”
“Those cunts,” Charisse growled. “Please tell me you at least got in a few hits.”
“More than a few,” I said with a dark grin. “She’ll be regenerating some teeth tonight.”
“Good, I hope it hurts.” Charisse scoffed and shook her head. “Unbelievable. I’ve always hated that bitch.”
I nodded. Rhyssa had overseen some of our training sessions when we had been on the verge of graduation. She had explicitly avoided fighting me for fear I would humiliate her. Charisse hadn’t been so lucky. 
“Well, the thought of you beating her into a pulp has me hot again,” she said after a moment. “Why don’t you give me all the details while you fuck me?”
 I snickered and glanced over at the expansive toy shelf along the wall. I had no idea where Jirrah had found half this stuff, but Charisse and I had experimented with almost everything at one point or another. Tonight I settled on something simple, however—I reached out with my power and telekinetically pulled one of the leather phalluses into my hand. 
“Almost as good as the real thing,” Charisse said as she ran her fingers down the shaft.  “I hope you remember how to use it.”
“I was only gone a few weeks,” I said with a grunt. “I still know where the tip goes.”
“Prove it,” she teased as she helped me lean up and attach the harness. “What mission did you replace Rhyssa on, anyway? It must have been important if she got that upset about it.”
I paused as I fiddled with the straps. “We can talk about it later.”
Charisse cocked a blonde eyebrow. “Not anymore. Now you’ve really got me interested.”
I sighed. Lysandre had specifically ordered me not to tell anyone about the mission, but that had never stopped me from spilling my guts to Charisse before. We didn’t keep secrets from one another. Besides, for all I knew I could be gone for weeks or months. She would never forgive me if I kept her in the dark that long. 
“The Emperor is sending me to infiltrate the Vin Aetheri,” I said.
“Wait, what?” Charisse gasped, leaning back up. “How?”
“They’ve been recruiting heavily out of Vantriss the past few months,”’ I explained, reflexively keeping my voice down. Between the loud music, the jeering patrons, and the heavily insulation in the walls, the odds that anyone could hear us were practically zero. Nevertheless, I preferred to be cautious. “Lysandre believes she has a way to get me in.”
“Can you refuse?” Charisse asked. 
“Why would I?”
“Because it’s bloody suicidal, that’s why. You’ve heard the stories—you know what will happen if you get caught.”
“That’s why I won’t get caught.” I said matter-of-factly. “But even if I do, I can handle myself. I took down Garaad in Last Hope—I can take down a few rebels.”
Charisse swore under her breath and shook her head. “You’re not invincible, Asha.”
“No, but I’m the strongest Bride in the city and the Emperor knows it.”
She stared at me for a moment, her brow furrowed. “This isn’t a game. I was just in Vantriss, remember? It’s even worse than the Council says. Half the city is in open rebellion, and Fourth Wife Zarona is a feckless rube.”
I frowned. “It’s really that bad?”
“Last Hope is a beacon of order by comparison. All the Deadlanders and refugees were scared enough of Garaad that they didn’t let their feuds spill out into the streets. There’s no central authority in Vantriss.”
“What about the army? General Seborim has—”
“Half the soldiers are in the pocket of the merchant houses, and the rest are bought off by the smuggling cartels. Aside from a few knights, Seborim doesn’t trust his own men. He’s been begging Lysandre to send more Brides into the city for months now.”
I shook my head. “So why hasn’t she?”
“Because Narthil is a big country, and we’re already spread way too thin.” Charisse grunted. “You saw what it was like in the north before you crossed the border. There are only a few hundred of us—we can’t spare more than a handful for each settlement. Five or six Dragon Brides can’t police a hundred thousand people. Honestly, half the reason Vantriss is still standing is because Prince Jorel was there for the past month, but now that he’s gone…”
“He was pushing hard for this mission,” I said. “He and his mother aren’t convinced we’ll ever get a better opportunity.”
“Maybe he’s right, but that doesn’t mean you have to be the one to take the risk.” Charisse shook her head. “Seriously, honey—tell Lysandre you’ve changed your mind.”
“The master chose me for this mission,” I reminded her. “I will not turn my back on him.”
She flopped back down on the couch and sighed. “You’re frustrating as hell sometimes, you know that?”
I pursed my lips. “If Vantriss is really is so bad, why hasn’t the Emperor taken action himself? He could crush every gang in the city and restore order overnight.”
Charisse stared at me for a long moment, her eyebrows arched in disbelief, but she finally grunted and rubbed at her forehead. “Sometimes I forget that you live in a different world than the rest of us.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“Look, just forget it,” she murmured. “You were right—we can talk about this later. I want to feel you inside me.”
Charisse wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me closer. The phallus tickled her quim, but I didn’t thrust inside.
“I need to know,” I whispered. “What did you mean?”
She closed her eyes. “We’ve had this argument a thousand times. It’s nothing new.”
I slipped out of her embrace and paced away from the couch. We had fought about plenty of things growing up, of course—all friends did—but I knew exactly what she was talking about. While I had always been the believer, Charisse had always been the skeptic; while I memorized and repeated every word the Wives had taught us, Charisse had always questioned their wisdom and doubted their facts. She eventually learned to lie when necessary, but I knew that her faith in our husband wasn’t nearly as strong as mine. 
“You still doubt him,” I said. “You think he’s ignoring Vantriss because he lacks the power to change it.”
“I think he lacks the power to change a lot of things,” Charisse whispered as she leaned up. “Honey, we both know that half of what they taught is in the academy is bullshit.”
I clenched my jaw. “Please, don’t say that.”
She sighed again. “Asha, if you’re going to try and infiltrate the Vin Aetheri, you need to pull your head out of your tits and look around. They’re gaining support because people are starting to realize they’re telling the truth.”
I whirled around and glared at her. “What?”
Charisse raised her hands defensively. “I’m not saying I support them—the master knows how many of those fuckers I’ve killed over the past year. I’m just saying that they’re not completely insane. I have no idea who or what this “Conduit” of theirs is, but honestly it doesn’t even matter. The point is that the Emperor isn’t the only source of magic in the world. We know it, the Vin Aetheri know it, the Council of Wives knows it…”
“That’s heresy,” I rasped. 
“Oh, please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Honey, you know I’m loyal. Without the Emperor, my parents probably would have starved to death by now. And who knows, I might have been one of those girls sucking cocks downstairs. But just because we’re indebted to him doesn’t mean we have to close our eyes and stick our fingers in our ears. Kamir is a dragon, but so are King Sorokar and Queen Telsara and every other ruler of the Five Kingdoms. He’s powerful, yes, but he’s not any more of a god than the rest of them.”
I glanced away and tried to swallow the sudden wave of bile in my throat. If any of the Wives heard Charisse speaking like this, they would cut out her tongue and flay off her tits. If the master heard her speaking like this…I didn’t even want to imagine what he might do. 
Lysandre had taught us the basic history of Varellon a thousand times over. Once, the Avetharri had ruled the entire continent, right up until the Dragon Gods had arrived and punished them for their wicked ways. As the new order had taken shape, the gods had divided Varellon into six kingdoms, each ruled by a different great wyrm. Now, centuries later, Kamir was the only true dragon who still lived. Sorokar and the others were half-breeds who had betrayed their parents. That was why our master had closed off Narthil from the rest of Varellon for the past few decades. The master was biding his time until he was prepared to strike and reclaim the Onyx Throne from the pretenders that surrounded him on all sides. 
Charisse had never believed any of it. Or at least, none of the important parts about our master in particular. Talking about it had always made me sick. I didn’t understand how she could get through the day without faith…
“Asha, none of this matters right now,” she said. “The Vin Aetheri might be right about a few things, but they’re still monsters. We still need to destroy them, and we still need to unify Narthil. I’ve never once said that the master doesn’t deserve to rule. I just don’t understand why he insists on filling our heads with bullshit.”
I closed my eyes and forced myself to take a deep breath. “I wish you wouldn’t talk like this.”
Charisse stood and crept up behind me. Her hands wrapped around my waist and squeezed. “I’m sorry I brought it up,” she whispered. “I just, well, I’m worried about you. The Vin Aetheri are dangerous, especially this Soren Drell bastard. I’ve heard stories…he’s as brutal as a cartel boss but twice as smart.”
My eyes fluttered back open. “He’s also a sorcerer.”
She released her grip and backed away. “What?”
“He countered my sorcery in Last Hope,” I said, turning around to face her again. “It’s the only reason he escaped.”
Charisse bit down on her lip and nodded slowly. “Well, I suppose that makes sense. He’s supposed to be the Conduit’s right hand, and her whole claim to power is that she’s another source of magic.”
“When I told Lysandre, she deflected. She said he’d just found some kind of ancient Avetharri relic that absorbed magic.”
“Do you believe her?”
“No,” I admitted. “I’ve tried not to think about it, but…” I swallowed heavily. “How else could he possibly be a sorcerer if he hasn’t been imbued with the power of a true dragon?”
Charisse sighed again and touched my shoulders. “Look, honey…I don’t claim to know the truth of everything, but obviously there’s something else going on here. That’s why you shouldn’t take this mission. Let Rhyssa jump into the fire and see what happens.”
“No.”
Charisse stared at me for a long moment, her face unreadable, until she finally smiled tiredly and nodded. “All right,” she said. “I should have known better than to think I could talk you out of anything. You’d try and carve your way through a whole army if someone said you couldn’t.”
“I do enjoy a challenge.”
She snorted softly and kissed me. “I’m sorry I ruined the mood,” she said when she finally pulled away. “We could always head downstairs and gamble some or—”
Charisse yelped in surprise when I shoved her so hard she flew backwards and landed back on the couch. The confusion in her eyes was quickly replaced by lust when I pounced on top of her and wedged myself between her legs. 
“You got me angry,” I said as I grabbed her wrists and pinned them behind her head. “I think that means I need to punish you.”
She smiled impishly. “Promise?”
I thrust the phallus inside her. I fucked her quim until she screamed my name and clawed open my back. And then, while she was still coming down and struggling to catch her breath, I flipped her over and fucked her ass. By the time I was finished with her, there was no way in the void she would have been able to walk back to the palace without her regenerative magic. 
Charisse wouldn’t have had it any other way. 
 
 
 



Chapter Six
 
I awoke in Charisse’s arms when the first rays of sunlight filtered in through my chamber window. We eventually stumbled into the communal basin and cleaned up, and we had just enough time to eat breakfast in the commissary before she had to suit up and report for duty on the other side of the city. I started my day in the First Wife’s office, and Lysandre provided me with a stack of reports on Vantriss, the Trelathi Corsairs, and all current known Vin Aether activity in the region. 
Reading through the scrolls was enlightening if not particularly exciting, and I welcomed an afternoon training break. This time, Vaylin didn’t attempt to humiliate me. She did her job and taught me several different Luvani fighting styles, and together we were able to demonstrate proper footwork and fundamentals to her acolytes without relying on our sorcery. 
I left the academy sweaty and satisfied with my performance, and after cleaning up a second time I spent the last few hours before dusk rifling through Lysandre’s reports. Committing the various people and places to memory wasn’t difficult; all Brides learned tricks to enhance our recall as part of our espionage training. I was confident I could pass any test Lysandre threw at me, and by nightfall I left my reading behind and traveled to the Velvet
Shadow to meet up with Charisse. 
“I figured you’d be back upstairs with that new retharri girl already,” I said. “Or did I wear you out?”
“Not even close, honey,” she said with a snort. “Before we get started, there’s someone else I want you to meet first.”
“A competitor for Rubis?”
“No.” Charisse glanced back and forth around the street as a new wave of patrons shuffled in the door. She tugged on my arm and led me further back into an adjacent alley. “I know there’s no way I can convince you to give up this mission, but I thought I might be able to help.”
I frowned beneath my mask. “You didn’t tell anyone, did you?”
“Of course not. But my patrol was easy today, and it gave me a lot of time to think.” She paused and lowered her voice even more. “You told me that Garaad and his thugs ambushed you in Last Hope. They knew you were coming.”
“That’s right. I still don’t know how.”
“I’m hoping we might be able to find out. I know a guy, a smuggler…if anyone knows who has been leaking information to the rebels, it will be him.”
I stared at her silhouette, wishing I could see past her mask. This wasn’t at all what I’d expected. She must have been even more concerned about me than she’d let on. 
“Who is he?” I asked.
“Just someone I’ve done a little business with off and on for the past six months. It’s probably better if you don’t know the details.”
I blinked in disbelief. “You’re working with a smuggler?”
“Calm your tits, honey,” Charisse said, touching my arm. “He moves people, not weapons. I wouldn’t exactly call him a good person, but he’s a useful informant. And right now, that’s exactly what you need.”
I continued staring at her for a long moment, trapped somewhere between surprise and outright disbelief. Smugglers weren’t just another type of criminal in Narthil—they were an infestation. Ever since the Emperor’s decree that sealed the country’s borders a few decades ago, smuggling cartels had popped up in every major port and city. They mostly brought in illegal foreign goods, but recently the Brides had been focused on stopping shipments of weapons and armor to the Vin Aetheri. His Majesty believed that the jealous rulers of the Five Kingdoms were attempting to equip the rebels to do their dirty work for them. 
“I assume Lysandre has no idea you’re in contact with this man,” I said after a moment. 
“Of course not,” Charisse replied. “Look, you need to relax. All I want to do is ask him some questions, and if you’re with me it will make things even easier, all right?”
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “You really think he’ll know something?”
“I think it’s worth a try. Wouldn’t you rather know if you’re about to walk into another trap?”
The answer was “yes,” of course, but that didn’t actually make me feel better. I had never enjoyed her casual disregard for the rules, not even when it had just been sneaking out of our chambers and stealing cookies as children.  But the risks were manageable, and if there was even a chance this man knew who had betrayed me to Garaad and the Vin Aetheri…
“All right,” I said. “We’ll do it your way.”
“We’ll be fine, trust me,” Charisse soothed. “And we’ll still have plenty of time for fun afterwards. I was thinking we should invite Jirrah into the room with us.”
I snorted. “You really are one of a kind.”
“Because I always have the best ideas?”
“Because you can go from being serious to ridiculous in the span of one sentence.” I almost touched her arm but resisted the obvious show of affection in public. “I still don’t know how you do it.”
“I just like to remind myself what’s actually important in life. Like a pretty pair of glowing Avetharri eyes looking up over your mound while she eats your quim.” Charisse bumped into me with her shoulder. “Even better if my best friend is fucking her ass at the same time.”
I sighed. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”
She led me to a warehouse on the northernmost side of the docks, the so-called “Iron District” where dozens of smelters transformed the raw metal from the Skyshear Mountains into useable ingots. The heat was often more oppressive than the smell, and after a few minutes I wanted nothing more than to climb on up onto the roof just to feel the cool night air on my skin. 
“So do you want to tell me anything about this guy before we meet him?” I asked, crossing my arms and studying the nearby buildings. Charisse knew this part of the city much better than I did—she was still sent on patrols in this district regularly, whereas I’d barely set foot here in the past year.
“His name is Qellek, and he’s a Gosarn,” she said. “That’s really all you need to know.”
“Okay. How do you want to handle this?”
“He’ll run if he sees us coming, so we’ll need to be quick.”
I frowned. “I thought you said you had a relationship with him?”
“I do—he’s scared shitless of me.” Her mask kept shifting back and forth as if she were looking for something in particular. “He’s a snake. A useful and pathetic snake, but he’s still a snake.”
“What do you want me to do, exactly?”
“Just follow my lead and let me do the talking. If he tries anything crazy, feel free to terrorize him.” 
“I can handle that much.”
“I’m counting on it.” She paused and nodded after a moment. “Well, at least we know he’s still here.”
“How can you tell? I don’t hear anything.”
She pointed at the chimney. “See the tiny puffs of green smoke? It’s a signal to his contacts. It means he has room for another shipment. He probably stuffed a bunch of refugees onto a ship and sent them off a few hours ago.”
“How do you—? Never mind, I don’t even want to know.”
“You’re right about that.”
I shook my head in wonder. I hadn’t seen Charisse on duty in so long I sometimes forgot she wasn’t always the flirty, insatiable glutton I’d spent all night with. She could be as clever as any of our other sisters when she wanted to be. 
“You want to smash in through the roof?”
“Too loud—we don’t want to make a scene,” she said. “There’s a hidden entrance off the scaffolding over there. We’ll drop in and hope he’s not entertaining any guests.”
Nodding, I approached the nearby ladder and climbed up onto the wooden scaffolding festooned around the eastern and southern sides of the warehouse. We crept along the planks as quietly as we could manage, and every few steps I furtively glanced down into the street to make certain we hadn’t attracted any unwanted attention. Dragon Brides had the authority to go anywhere we wanted, obviously, but I still didn’t want to raise suspicion. Ideally, none of our sisters would ever know we’d been here. 
Charisse stopped in front of a section of the wall that looked indistinguishable from the rest of the building. She ran her fingertips along a gap between a pair of wooden planks, then pushed the panel and triggered a mechanism inside. The panel popped up and slid open, revealing a hole just large enough for us to walk through. 
The noise was probably enough to alert anyone inside, so Charisse immediately charged through the gap. I followed her lead, thankful as always for my ability to see clearly in the dark. The warehouse interior was even more shocking than I’d expected—I spotted plenty of barrels, crates, and other storage containers scattered across the lower level, but there were also a half dozen cages with iron bars. All of them were open and empty at the moment, but judging from the bed rolls and open ration containers it was obvious they had been filled with people not long ago. 
“He’s making a break for it,” Charisse hissed. She broke into a flat sprint and leapt down from the elevated platform onto the main floor below. It was at least a thirty foot drop, but she used her powers to dampen the fall and land on her feet. It was only then that I spotted our target dashing through a row of crates towards the rear entrance. 
I leapt down in the opposite direction to try and cut him off, but I needn’t have bothered. Charisse grabbed the man in a telekinetic grip and slammed him against the wall before he got anywhere close to escaping. 
“Come on, Qellek,” she said, striding menacingly towards him with her hand outstretched and her tattoos glowing. “You know better than to try and run from me.”
“Lady Charisse,” he croaked. “I didn’t know—”
“You know now,” she interrupted. “Does that mean you’re going to behave?”
He turned and eyed me warily. Like all Gosarn, his mixed parentage was obvious. His skin was a paler shade of red than the average Basarn, and his forehead ridges were considerably less pronounced. His eyes were brown instead of yellow or orange, though he was probably still able to see as well in the darkness as Charisse or I could. 
“She’s with me, but she’s not going to hurt you,” Charisse assured him. “Unless you don’t answer my questions, of course. Trust me: she’s a lot less patient than I am.”
I didn’t glower or cross my arms or even draw my sword. I just stood stiffly in place and allowed sparks of electricity to crackle at my dangling fingertips. 
“I don’t understand,” he blurted out. “I haven’t done anything! I thought we had a deal!”
“We do, and I’m not here to arrest you,” Charisse soothed. “I just need answers to a few questions.”
His eyes flicked between us so rapidly I was a little surprised he didn’t soil himself. He eventually nodded, and Charisse slowly released her grip and lowered him to the ground.
“You don’t have to worry about any of your girls,” Qellek said, keeping his arms raised defensively while he regained his balance. “I sent them all off on a ship this morning. They’ll reach the Deadlands by the end of the week.”
I resisted the urge to shoot a quizzical glare at Charisse. She never said she was involved with this in any way…
“I appreciate it,” she said. “But right now I’m more interested in what’s going on in Last Hope.”
Qellek frowned. “You know I don’t do business with Garaad anymore.”
“That’s good, because he’s dead,” I said, searching his face for a reaction. 
He blinked. “You’re certain?”
“We’re certain,” Charisse confirmed. “You didn’t know?”
“I’ve heard whispers but that’s all!” Qellek insisted. “Like I said, I don’t do business there anymore.”
“Nothing you’d tell me about, anyway.” Charisse took a menacing step forward. The tattoos on her arm were still glowing, and I could feel the master’s power coursing through her. “Here’s the deal: one of my sisters was in Last Hope about a week ago. She was pursuing a Vin Aetheri rebel, and they somehow knew she was coming.”
Qellek swallowed nervously. “Perhaps they followed her. They have operatives scattered all across the Reach.”
“Maybe,” Charisse said, casually placing her hand on his shoulder. “Or maybe someone tipped them off—someone here in Thalamar.”
His eyes bulged wide. “I didn’t do anything! I would never—”
“Calm down, I’m not blaming you,” she soothed. “If I honestly believed that you had placed one of my sisters in jeopardy, I would have already strung you up and cut off your balls.” She let him stare at the glowing latticework on her hand for a moment before she smiled. “Still, I bet you know something you’re not telling us.”
Qellek shook his head. “I don’t know anything, I swear!”
“You’re lying,” I said, allowing another spark of electricity to leap between my fingers. 
“I’m not! I just…” He swallowed again and visibly braced himself. “I don’t know anything about an ambush, but it doesn’t surprise me. Like I said, the Vin Aetheri have spies all over Narthil.”
“I’m sure they do, but this is different,” Charisse pressed. “This mission was a secret. No one knew about it until the last moment.”
“Someone in the palace did,” he murmured as he visibly braced himself. “Look, I can’t give you any names, but I do know that the rebels have been receiving aid from someone in Thalamar for a long time now. I’m talking years.”
I frowned. “What kind of aid are you talking about?”
“Everything,” he said. “Food, weapons, healing poultices…enough to supply an entire army.”
“That’s impossible,” Charisse breathed. “I check most of the cargo manifests on this dock myself. There’s no way in the void someone could have stolen an army’s worth of supplies without anyone noticing.”
“I don’t think they’re stolen, at least not from here. They’re mostly foreign goods smuggled into Narthil and routed through Last Hope.”
I turned and faced Charisse. “Who is paying for all this?”
“I have no idea,” Qellek lamented. “Like I said, I don’t know any details and I don’t work with those people anymore. I just hear…chatter.”
“Maybe you should listen a little harder,” Charisse suggested. She paused for a moment then removed her hand from his arm. “If you can get me specifics—anything—I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”
The Gosarn paused for a few moments before he finally nodded. “Your generosity has always been appreciated, my lady, but what you ask is impossible. It’s too dangerous.”
“You’re a smuggler in the capital of Narthil,” I pointed out. “Danger doesn’t seem to bother you.”
“This is different,” Qellek said. “Taking risks to help my people escape is one thing. Taking risks to help your Emperor…that is quite another.”
I tried to step forward and loom over him, but Charisse held me back with her forearm. “You want the rebels to win?”
“No matter who wins a civil war, the poor and the weak are the ones who will lose,” Qellek said. “I do not trust the Vin Aetheri or their Conduit, but I know the price for crossing them. Their magic is every bit as powerful as yours.”
I scoffed. “You’re delusional if you believe that anyone can stand before the might of the Dragon God.” 
“Just do what you can and remember my offer,” Charisse said. “If things get any worse around here, you’ll be grateful for my friendship.”
“I already am, my lady.”
Charisse grunted and gestured towards the main entrance. I followed her out, a hundred different questions rattling through my mind. I couldn’t decide if I actually wanted answers to them or not. 
“Well, at least that wasn’t a complete waste of time,” she said once we were back outside. “Assuming he’s telling the truth, anyway.”
“Do you trust him?” I asked.
She snorted. “Of course not. I don’t think he’s actually lying, but that doesn’t mean he couldn’t be misinformed. If someone in the palace really is supplying the rebels…”
“Let’s assume he’s right for a moment,” I suggested. “Hiring foreign smugglers, paying for food and weapons and poultices—only a handful of families in the entire city could afford something like that.”
“But it would explain how the Vin Aetheri are still around after all these years,” Charisse murmured. “The trouble is, none of those families knew anything about your trip to Last Hope.”
“Someone could have told them.”
“By someone you mean the Council of Wives. You know how insane that sounds, right?”
I nodded solemnly. “When I was with him the other night, His Majesty warned me not to trust my sisters. He’s already suspicious.”
“That’s a harrowing thought,” Charisse murmured. “Dragon’s blood, what have you gotten us into this time?”
I turned and studied her silhouette as we walked. “I could ask you the same thing. Qellek’s not just an underworld contact for you. What did he mean when he said ‘you don’t have to worry about any of your girls?’”
She sighed and came to a halt as we reached the middle of the bridge. “It’s nothing bad,” she assured me. “I’ve just…well, I’ve been helping him find urchin girls around the city. Retharri mostly, but some Gosarn too.”
“Finding them for what?” 
“They don’t have a future in this city, Asha,” she told me. “At best, they end up working on their backs for someone like Jirrah. At worst…”
I swallowed and shook my head. “You’re helping him? Charisse, if anyone found out they’d—”
“Have me drawn and quartered in the city square,” she finished. “I know, believe me. But the truth is that half-breeds have no place here. At least in the Deadlands they’ll have a fighting chance. The tribes don’t care what color your skin is or whether or not your eyes glow.”
“They also don’t care if you join the Vin Aetheri!” I snapped. “You could be feeding them recruits!”
“Keep your voice down,” Charisse scolded. The bridge was mostly empty, but she was right to be concerned. “Look, they’re little girls, Asha. Seven, ten, maybe twelve at the oldest. They’re exactly where we would be if our parents hadn’t given us to the Academy.”
“We’re human.”
“Yeah, so imagine how much worse it must be for them.” She snorted and shook her head. “If not for the Brides, you’d probably be tilling a farm trying to get some rich boy to marry you. I’d probably be sucking cocks for Jirrah. It’s not fair.”
I glared at her for a long moment, trying to decide I should be enraged or proud. I’d always known she was a sap—her empathy had nearly gotten her killed at the Academy a dozen times over—but sometimes I forgot just how stupid she could be too. 
Stupid…and brave. 
“Yell at me if you want, but try and get it out of your system before we get back to the palace,” she said. “I’m not in the mood to argue.”
I shook my head. “I’m not going to yell.”
“So what, then? Just glower judgmentally?”
“Actually, I was thinking about how much I want to kiss you.”
She blinked. “What?”
“We have a lot to figure out about what’s going on,” I said, touching her arm. “But I’m going to spend the next few hours licking you until you scream.” 
I could feel her grin even if I couldn’t see it beneath her mask. “So you’re not mad.”
“I’m mad enough that it will be extra fun,” I said. “Does that count?”
“At times like this I remember exactly why I love you,” Charisse said. “Come on, we better get to the Shadow while I’m still wet…”
She turned to dash across the bridge. I glanced up, and it was only then that I saw the wall of heavily-armored men approaching our position from the other side. Their resplendent golden armor and purple tabards clearly identified them as the Emperor’s Wyrmguard.
“Oh, shit,” Charisse murmured. 
I nodded gravely. Where the Dragon Brides were the Emperor’s enforcers and spies, the Wyrmguard were his personal guardians. They rarely left the bowels of the palace outside of the rare occasions when their master made a public appearance—or when, like today, they were escorting Crown Prince Jorel instead. 
“What do you think he wants?” Charisse asked. “He’s coming right for us.”
“He could be heading into the docks for all we know,” I said, wishing it were true. “If he bothers us, just let me do the talking.”
“He hates you, Asha.”
“He hates almost everyone, but he knows he has to respect me. It will be all right.”
We were halfway across the bridge when Jorel raised his hand for us to stop. He sauntered a few paces ahead of his guards before he signaled for two of them to scatter the remaining bystanders and give us some privacy. 
“And here I thought I’d find the two of you in a whorehouse with a retharri cunt-licker between your legs,” he spat. “What are you doing here?”
“We are Dragon Brides, my prince,” I reminded him. “We go where we please, when we please.”
“Only if I allow it,” he said. “Or have you forgotten your place already?”
“Our place is at your father’s side, now and forever.”
I made certain to keep my back straight and my eyes locked on his. I couldn’t intimidate him, obviously, but he wasn’t my intended audience. His men could hear us just fine, and they needed to understand their master’s limitations. Namely, that even though he technically outranked us, the Brides were not afraid of him or his power. 
“My mother would be disappointed that you’re not busy reviewing the scrolls she gave you,” Jorel said after a moment. “Almost as if you’re not taking your new assignment seriously.”
“Your mother has full confidence in my abilities. And more importantly, so does your father. Perhaps you should bring your concerns to him.”
A dark smile tugged at his lips. “I will, don’t worry. But in the meantime, I’m actually more interested in your friend here. You’ve been off duty for hours, yet here you are back on patrol again. Why?”
“Merely ensuring the district’s stability, my prince,” Charisse told him. “There were several skirmishes earlier today. I wanted to make certain that none of the cartels attempted to take advantage of the darkness.”
“I see,” Jorel murmured. “I heard about one of your confrontations, actually. Bride Marvina said you personally chased down and incapacitated a well-known lotus smuggler.”
“I did, my prince. He was no match for the Dragon God’s power.”
“The Dragon God’s power requires a worthy vessel. You performed well and should be rewarded for your efforts.”
Charisse paused for a moment. “My prince?”
“My father always rewards his Brides for their excellent service,” Jorel went on, his dark smile returning. “Unfortunately, he’s been rather preoccupied with your friend of late. I suppose I shall have to start rewarding your sisters in his stead.”
A cold tingle shuddered down my spine when I finally realized where this was going. He wasn’t here to confront us about Qellek or the Velvet Shadow—he was here to try and humiliate me in the only way he could.
Namely, by humiliating Charisse instead. 
“Your honor me, my prince,” Charisse said. Her voice hadn’t changed, but I could see her hands twitch anxiously at her sides. “Once we return to the palace, I would be happy to—”
“There’s no need to go anywhere,” Jorel interrupted. “You’ve already waited several hours for your reward, after all. Why delay any longer?”
She cocked her head in confusion. “I’m not sure I understand.”
“It’s really not that complicated, my dear.” He stepped forward and brushed the back of his hand across her mask. “Get on your knees. Now.”
“You can’t be serious,” I breathed. “Here? In the middle of the—”
“This is none of your concern, Sister Asha,” Jorel interrupted.  “I gave your friend a command, and I expect her to obey.”
I wondered if Charisse might resist. A part of me desperately hoped that Charisse would resist. But there was absolutely nothing we could do here and she knew it. Only Lysandre could overrule him, which was precisely why he had tracked us halfway across the city…
“Of course, my prince,” Charisse said, slowly dropping to her knees. “I live to serve the Dragon God and all who share his blood.”
“That’s right, you do,” Jorel agreed. He reached out and traced his fingers along the edges of her mask. “We just need to get this out of the way…”
I glanced behind him to the row of Wyrmguard soldiers barely ten feet away. “You can’t!” I growled through my teeth. “Not in public!”
“Don’t worry, I won’t let anyone see your pretty face, my dear.” Chuckling softly to himself, he stepped in close enough to block her from his guards’ view, then slowly removed her mask. “Ah, yes. You’ve grown even more beautiful than when I last looked upon you in the academy.”
He turned and handed me her mask. “Be a dear and hold this for a minute, would you?”
I glared down at his offering, my hands trembling at my sides. I wouldn’t have taken it if not for the pleading look on Charisse’s face.   
“There you go,” Jorel said. “Now get started, dear. Show me what else you learned at that academy of yours.”
“Yes, my prince,” Charisse said, forcing a smile as she reached into his trousers. His cock was already straining against the seams by the time she worked it free. It was every bit as thick and imposing as his father’s.
Jorel grinned when she took him into her mouth. “Such full, lovely lips. You were born for this, I think. It’s a pity my father has allowed you to waste your talents.”
Charisse began to stroke him more forcefully while she licked at the tip, but he abruptly grabbed her wrist and shook his head. “Not like that, dear,” he scolded. “You know what you need to do.”
After nodding and forcing another smile, she took him deeper and deeper until he was buried all the way into her throat. I couldn’t believe she didn’t gag, especially when he placed his hand at the base of her skull and held her in place.
“Once I ascend to the Onyx Throne, there will be some changes at the academy,” Jorel said between labored breaths. “No weapons, no armor, no combat training. I don’t even see the purpose of the library, frankly. I’ve never understood my father’s obsession with wasting the natural talent of the most beautiful girls in Narthil. My wives will never leave the palace. This is their true purpose.” He turned to face me. “Wouldn’t you agree?”
I bit down so hard I was surprised I didn’t break any teeth. I belatedly realized that my right hand was hovering about the handle of my sword, and my left was already clenched into a fist. 
“Do it,” Jorel taunted. “Nothing would make me happier.”
I almost took the bait. I knew I couldn’t kill him, but there was a part of me that believed his father would magically appear in the skies overhead and discipline his son. But it didn’t happen, of course, and I instead I was left to seethe helplessly while he had his way with my best friend. 
“You’re quite good at this, dear,” Jorel said, turning back to Charisse as he started thrusting more forcefully. “Even better than I would have thought. Maybe I’ll visit your chambers later and give your cunt some attention, too.”
He grabbed her hair in both hands, and soon her slurps and gags were so loud they echoed up and down the bridge. There weren’t any citizens nearby, mercifully, but I could only imagine what the Wyrmguard soldiers were thinking right now. Jorel didn’t just want to humiliate me and Charisse—he wanted to cripple the authority of the Dragon Brides in general. 
“Time for your reward,” he blurted out. “Receive the blessing of the Dragon Prince!”
Jorel barely managed to withdraw his cock before he erupted. His seed splattered across her face one jet after another. By the time he was spent, Charisse was covered from chin to forehead. He stood in place for a long moment, proudly inspecting his handiwork, before he cleaned himself off with a handful of her blonde hair. 
“Honestly, I think you’re even more beautiful now,” he said. “I doubt anyone would recognize you in your new mask, but I suppose we shouldn’t take our chances. Here, let me help.”
He plucked her mask from my grip and pressed it back onto her face. By the time he’d fastened the straps back in place, his seed was dripping from her chin and oozing out from the narrow holes around her nose and eyes. 
“See? All better.” He chuckled softly as he readjusted his trousers. “You may rise, my dear.”
“Thank you, my prince,” Charisse said, standing. I could see her muscles trembling, but otherwise she had somehow maintained her composure.  “Do you require anything else?”
“I’m satisfied…for the moment. You may return to the palace.” He waited for her to turn before he abruptly grabbed her wrist. “Just make certain you are alone in your chambers around midnight. I think I’ll pay you a visit. Oh, and make sure you’re naked. I’m a busy man and I’d rather not waste any time.”
“Of course, my prince.”
She offered him a final bow then continued across the bridge. I tried to follow but couldn’t. I still wanted to scream at him. I still wanted to strike him. Failing that, I wanted to draw my sword and kill every single one of the soldiers under his command. But I eventually quelled my rage enough to turn away and storm after Charisse. 
We walked together in silence. I couldn’t muster the strength to speak, and her eyes remained locked straight ahead. No one dared cross our path. 
“He won’t get away with this,” I said eventually. “I promise you that.”
Charisse did not reply.  
 



Chapter Seven
 
Charisse went straight back to her quarters. I followed in the hopes I might console her, but I knew there was nothing I could do. Not without attacking this problem at its source. 
While she cleaned up and seethed in private, I stormed through the palace to Lysandre’s office. No one else was waiting outside her door, thankfully. If anyone had tried to stop me, I might have actually killed them. I had never been so engaged in my entire life. 
“Ah, there you are,” Lysandre said as she glanced up from her desk. “I stopped by your quarters to check on your progress earlier. Imagine my surprise to find out you were gallivanting across the city rather than catching up on your reading. If you want to survive this mission, I suggest you start—”
“Your son humiliated Charisse in front of his men,” I growled, slamming my palm down onto her desk so hard the wood nearly splintered. “The people of Narthil are supposed to fear us—you’ve told me this a hundred times. But how can we possibly maintain order when the Crown Prince makes a mockery of our sisters in plain view of the public?”
Lysandre stared back at me for a long moment, her green eyes glimmering. As a little girl, I’d been so terrified of her wrath that a single stray glare had made me cower in my bunk. Even as a teenager, I’d never once considered lashing out at her for fear of retribution. 
But right now, I didn’t care about any of that. My arms were still quivering with rage, and it took all of my self-control to keep from screaming at the top of my lungs. 
“You forget yourself, sister,” she said eventually, her voice as cold and bitter as the winter wind. “Crown Prince Jorel is the rightful heir to the Onyx Throne. This palace and everything within it belongs to him, including you and your sisters. Your swords and your sorcery, your tits and your cunts—they are all his to command.”
I slammed my hand down a second time. This time the wood did actually splinter around my knuckles. “He sabotages our authority!” I growled. “You cannot expect us to—”
My voice cut out. Not out of fear or hesitation, but because my lungs no longer obeyed my commands. When I instinctively tried to clutch my throat, I belatedly realized that I couldn’t control my arms, either. Somehow, my entire body had been paralyzed…
“I expect you to perform your duties,” Lysandre said, slowly bringing herself to her feet. As she moved, I caught a glimpse of the glowing tattoos beneath the folds of her robe. “That means obeying the Crown Prince as if he were your Emperor. If he commands you to die, you will draw your blade and plunge it into your own heart. If he commands you to fuck, then you will gladly lie down and spread your legs. You may be His Majesty’s favorite for the time being, but that does not make you special. You are still a Dragon Bride, and more than anything else that means you must obey.”
Her eyes continued boring into me as I struggled to break her grip. I had no idea how she was doing this, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. The First Wife was privy to every sorcerous secret, no matter how dangerous. As usual, I had only realized my mistake after it was too late. 
“Still, my son must learn his place,” Lysandre went on. “The Dragon Brides are his greatest weapon, and wasting their talents is foolish.”
I crumpled to the floor when she abruptly released her grip on my body. My lungs pleaded for air, and my muscles felt as drained and weak as if I’d just fought my way across a battlefield. 
 “You are here to protect your friend,” Lysandre said, crossing her arms as she loomed over me. “I sometimes wonder if your emotional attachment has become a liability. Charisse may be your lover, but she is not your wife or your Emperor.”
I licked at my dry lips and propped myself up on my elbow. I wasn’t even sure if I could stand yet, but I desperately wanted to leap up and strangle her. Thankfully, the non-suicidal part of me kept the rest in check. 
“She is a loyal Bride and servant of the Dragon God,” I managed. “She deserves to be treated with respect.”
For a fraction of a second, I swore I saw a smile tug at Lysandre’s lips. “You wouldn’t be the first to allow your feelings for a sister to get in the way of your duties.” She stared down at me for a moment longer before she finally offered me a hand. “Come. I want to show you something.”
I started at her hand for a moment, confused, before I allowed her to help me up. The worst of my weariness seemed to wane, and she gestured for me to follow. She escorted me out of her office and through the long, winding corridor towards the throne room where the Council of Wives heard petitioners and debated policy all day. I braced myself for the inevitable barrage of chastisement when she dragged me in front of the others and told them what I’d done…but then Lysandre abruptly turned to her right and led me down a separate hallway. A few moments later we reached a familiar golden door guarded by one of His Majesty’s towering stone golems. 
“The catacombs?” I asked, more bewildered than ever. 
“A history lesson,” Lysandre said, holding out her hand and touching the glowing rune at the center of the golem’s chest. The creature slowly shuffled off to the side, the gems embedded in its eye sockets still glowing with sorcerous power. 
I hadn’t set foot in the Hall of Remembrance for many years, but it was as grim and solemn as I remembered. Every single one of His Majesty’s Brides was buried down here, each with their own portrait and sarcophagus. Those who had ascended to Wives were given an even more grandiose display in the center of the hall, often with a life-size statue chiseled by the most talented sculptors in Thalamar. I had never stopped to count the individual tombs, but I knew there were thousands of women buried down here—enough to span a dozen generations of Dragon Brides all the way back to the founding of Narthil at the end of the Dragon Wars. 
Lysandre led me towards one of the statues I remembered seeing when I’d been here last: Aranya, the previous First Wife who had been assassinated by the Vin Aetheri about a decade earlier. Her death had been the insurgent group’s first major “victory,” and they had been gradually gaining in strength and membership ever since. 
“I assume you barely remember her,” Lysandre said. “You had only been here a few years, and she never took much of an interest in the acolytes until they were older.”
“She caned me once when I tried to smuggle an extra pastry into my room,” I said. “I’m not sure I ever spoke to her again after that.”
“Consider yourself fortunate. She would not have tolerated your willful streak as I do.”
 Lysandre glared at the statue for another moment before she shuffled over to an empty sarcophagus nearby. She placed her hands upon the cold stone, and I watched in silence as a dozen different emotions vied for supremacy on her face. I had never seen her like this before. She almost looked…vulnerable.
“You and I are more alike than anyone realizes,” she said. “When I was first brought to the Academy as a child, I struggled to adapt to life here. The only reason I survived was because of one of my sisters. Her name was Shandris, and she was easily the most talented acolyte in our class.”
“I’ve never met a Bride by that name.”
“That’s because she died almost twenty years ago. This was supposed to be her grave.”
My brow furrowed in confusion. “I don’t understand.”
“Aranya despised the two of us,” Lysandre said, glancing back over her shoulder to the statue. “She was cold, imperious, and brutal. I’m sure that reminds you of someone.”
“Not at all,” I murmured.
Lysandre almost smiled again. “Aranya thought we were weak. In her eyes, our relationship made us vulnerable. She believed that our feelings for each other would inevitably get in the way of our duties, and she tried to cast us out of the order because of it. Fortunately, His Majesty disagreed.”
“Shandris and I quickly became his favorites,” she went on. “He summoned us to his chambers almost every night, and sometimes he’d even have both of us together. We didn’t know why, but we enjoyed his affection…and the jealousy it instilled in our sisters. I’m sure you understand.”
I grunted softly. A part of me did draw strength from their envy, even if I didn’t always consciously think about it. Charisse thought I had a massive chip on my shoulder, and she was probably right. I’d always been annoyed at how little respect I’d been given at the academy despite my superior abilities. The master’s attention was the ultimate validation. 
“A few months later, His Majesty made Shandris and I an offer we couldn’t refuse,” Lysandre went on. “In exchange for our undying loyalty, he would plant the seed of Narthil’s future within our bellies. You can only imagine First Wife Aranya’s rage when she learned that we, mere Dragon Brides, had been chosen to bear the Dragon God’s children.”
My lips parted, but I managed to stifle a gasp. Carry out my will, and I shall plant the seed of Narthil’s future inside you…
“Nine months later, we each gave birth to a healthy child,” Lysandre said. “You can scarcely imagine the people’s joy. After almost three centuries of rule, their king and guardian had finally sired potential heirs to the Onyx Throne. Aranya, unsurprisingly, was less enthused.”
I glanced back to the unmarked sarcophagus. I had no idea that Prince Jorel had a brother…or rather, a half-brother. 
“I’m sure you’re asking yourself how this is possible,” Lysandre said softly. “How could Narthil have two heirs when my son is the only Crown Prince? 
“Aranya,” I reasoned. “She betrayed you?”
“She betrayed everyone,” Lysandre said, folding her arms across her chest and pacing away again. “It took her almost two years, but she eventually got her vengeance. She convinced everyone, even our beloved king, that Shandris was a traitor. I tried to defend her, of course, but Aranya had thought of everything. The Council of Wives acted quickly. They dragged Shandris and her shrieking child to the throne room and promptly beheaded them in front of every Dragon Bride in Thalamar.”
My stomach turned. “Dragon’s mercy….”
“He didn’t spare any that day or on many days since,” Lysandre said bitterly. “The public was never told of Shandris’s true fate. The heralds announced that her ship had been destroyed in a storm just off the coast of Vantriss, and the Council of Wives arranged an elaborate funeral procession. Here in the catacombs, her tomb was left unmarked and empty. Her corpse—and that of her son—were cast into the sea.”
My eyes flicked back to the empty grave. I’d never heard of any of this before, though my family lived far enough to the east that they often missed news from the capital. Still, my parents must have known about the death of a prince. I probably just didn’t remember—I had only been a toddler at the time, after all. I couldn’t even remember my own parent’s faces at this point…
“Aranya’s deception was never punished,” Lysandre went on eventually. “I committed myself to avenging Shandris’s death, but the Vin Aetheri got to her first. They murdered Aranya and several other Brides during the Rukatha Massacre almost ten years ago to this day.”
“I remember that,” I whispered. I’d only been nine at the time, but I could still recall the instructors dragging us out of bed and telling us what had happened. Many things changed in the following days. Vaylin had taken over as chief instructor, for one, but Lysandre had also become the new First Wife. She had taken a much more active role in the training of acolytes, and defeating the Vin Aetheri had soon become our singular focus. 
“I’ve never spoken of this to anyone before today,” Lysandre said, turning back around to face me. “The reason I’m telling you now is because I want you to understand the dangers of attachment. Cherish your friendship. Draw strength from your sister. And never take what you have for granted.”
I nodded slowly. I had never seen the First Wife like this before. She seemed bizarrely…human. 
“I also want you to understand that not everything in this palace is always as it seems,” Lysandre added, placing her hand on my shoulder. “The Dragon God’s attention is glorious but unpredictable. I am pleased he has chosen you as his new avatar, but you need to be careful. Do not believe for a moment that his affection will last forever.”
I didn’t know how to respond, so I remained silent. Was she threatening me? Was she warning me? This was all so unexpected I couldn’t tell.
“You’re nineteen years old and you’re already one of the strongest among us,” Lysandre said. “In time, I doubt anyone will be able to challenge you. My son would be wise to respect you and those you consider friends. One day, he will rely upon your counsel—and your power.”
“Thank you, mistress,” I managed. 
She grunted. “I don’t expect you to understand all of this now, but you will. In the meantime, I will tell my son to keep his distance. And as for you, I sent more reading to your chambers. Prepare yourself—your skills will be tested sooner than you think.”
 Lysandre leaned in to kiss me again. There was an odd desperation on her lips and tongue, and when she finally pulled away she turned back around and faced the empty grave. I walked back to the stairs, my mind racing with a thousand questions.
 Just before I closed the door, I could have sworn I heard a sob.
 
***
 
Inexplicably, Charisse wasn’t in her chambers when I returned from Lysandre’s office. She wasn’t in the communal bath or the commissary either, and I started to fear the worst before I spotted one of our other friends, Valeera, mulling about the corridors.
“There you are,” Asha called out. “I’ve barely even seen you since you returned from the Dead—”
“Where’s Charisse?” I asked. “Do you know?”
“Erm,” she mumbled, clearly taken aback by my urgency. “I assumed she was with you—or rather, I assumed you were with her. She bolted out of here about twenty minutes ago.”
“Do you know where she was headed?”
“The Velvet
Shadow, obviously. That’s why I figured you’d be there with her.”
I paused and frowned. Why in the bloody void would she be headed to the Shadow now? Jorel told her to stay in her quarters, and she had no idea that I’d spoken to his mother.  
“Is something wrong?” Valeera asked. “Chari looked a little manic, even for her.”
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. Charisse had every reason to be upset about the way Jorel had treated her, but I really hoped she hadn’t gone and done something stupid. Though honestly, I didn’t even know what that would be at this point…
“Well, I’m sure you can catch up with her,” Valeera said. “You want me to come along?”
“No, it’s probably nothing,” I soothed, forcing a smile. We exchanged a few pleasantries, at which point I set out for the Velvet Shadow one more time. Business was as booming as normal, but Jirrah didn’t come to greet me at the door. Once I learned that Charisse was indeed here, it didn’t take me long to figure out why. 
I dashed upstairs to the private rooms, but by the time I arrived the scene was already unfolding: Madam Jirrah was naked and kneeling on the floor, her face buried deep between Charisse’s legs. Her wrists were bound behind her back, and the young retharri whore, Rubis, was thrusting furiously into her bowels.
None of them noticed me. Rubis was busy struggling not to spill, and Jirrah was just as busy struggling to try and breathe. Charisse’s eyes were closed, and she had a cold, wicked smile on her lips that I’d only seen a handful of times before. 
My first impulse was to try and stop them, but it was already too late. Rubis frantically pulled out and sprayed his seed across Jirrah’s pale back, and Charisse was deep in the throes of her own climax. I shut the door behind me and waited, wondering just what in the bloody void had gotten into my friend’s head and wishing I didn’t know the answer. 
“Not bad, whore,” Charisse said as she grabbed a clump of Jirrah’s hair and roughly pulled back her head. The woman’s face was glistening, and her normally immaculate eye shadow was smeared down her cheeks. “How’d you like getting ass-fucked by your own half-breed slave, eh? Maybe if you treated him better he would have used some oil first.”
“Charisse,” I said, my hands balling at my sides. 
She hopped in the seat when she noticed me for the first time, but she didn’t reply for a few seconds. “Give us some privacy,” she said eventually. “You can go back to work, Rubis, but your mistress isn’t done just yet.” Charisse pinched the Avetharri’s pale cheeks. “You look like shit, but I suppose that’s all right. Have one of your girls fetch the biggest phallus you have, and make sure she fits you with a gag, too. I don’t think you’ll be speaking much the rest of the night.”
“My lady, I still have other business to attend to tonight,” Jirrah pleaded. “I will happily—”
“I don’t care about your business or your opinions,” Charisse interrupted, her fingertips crackling with electricity. “Phallus and gag. Understood?”
Jirrah flinched. “Yes, mistress.”
“Good. Now go.”
She nodded and left the room, a haunted look in her glowing blue eyes. I flashed her a sympathetic glance, but she completely ignored me. 
“What the fuck was that about?” I growled. “Why are you treating Jirrah like—?”
“Like a whore?” Charisse asked. “Because that’s what she is. I am a Dragon Bride, and she is a whore. It’s important to remind her of that every once in a while.”
She leaned up and grabbed a bottle of wine off the nearby table. It was nearly empty, and I doubted she’d shared it with anyone else. 
“Why did you even come here?” I whispered. “I told you to sit tight while I spoke to Lysandre.”
“Because I was bored and wanted to fuck someone,” Charisse said. “So what did the First Cunt say?”
I sighed and folded my arms over my chest. “She agreed that Jorel stepped out of line. He won’t be stopping by tonight. Hopefully, he’ll just start avoiding us altogether.”
Charisse took another swig. “I’m so glad all we had to do was run and tattle to his mother. Are we Dragon Brides or children?”
“Chari…”
“Don’t,” she growled. She glared at me hard for a long moment before she finally hurled the empty bottle against the wall. I caught it in a telekinetic grip a split second before it shattered. 
“You know how much I wanted to hurt him,” I said as I gently lowered the bottle to the floor. “For a moment there I almost drew my sword.”
“I know. I’m glad you didn’t.” 
Charisse closed her eyes and clenched her fists. No tears slid down her cheeks, however—we’d had that particular impulse beaten out of us at the academy. Vaylin had taught us to channel our rage into more useful things, like fighting and fucking. 
“If the Emperor really wants to earn back the loyalty and reverence of his people, he needs to start by doing something about his son,” she added after a moment. “Does he even know how Jorel acts?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. 
“Well, then you maybe you should talk to him. You’re the only one he ever visits anymore.”
“Maybe I will.” I thought about sitting down on the couch with her, but I knew it wouldn’t help. She didn’t need or want my pity right now. What she did need—what all of us needed, frankly—were answers to a lot of uncomfortable questions. 
Starting with why our husband had become so distant and reclusive when his kingdom was on the verge of falling apart.   
“Lysandre told me something else while I was there,” I said into the pause. “Have you ever heard anything about a Bride named Shandris?”
Charisse finally reopened her eyes. “She was a traitor, I think. She was executed and tossed into the charnel house with all the failed acolytes.”
“Not exactly,” I murmured, wondering where she’d even heard that rumor. I shouldn’t have been so surprised—she always seemed to know more about palace scuttlebutt than I did. “Lysandre said that she and Shandris were best friends, and that about twenty years ago they both gave birth to a prince.”
Charisse frowned and leaned up. “What?”
“That was my reaction,” I said. “Apparently Jorel had a half-brother, but the child was killed along with his mother when she was charged with treason.”
“That’s…” Charisse shook her head. “Why would Lysandre tell you this?”
“I don’t know exactly, but she claims that Shandris was framed by the previous First Wife. It’s all very strange, like something you’d hear about in King Sorokar’s court in Abethaal.” 
Charisse pursed her lips. “Well, I have heard about Aranya. Several of the older Brides are convinced that Lysandre’s the one who shivved her in the back. They think the Vin Aetheri were just a scapegoat.”
“Do you believe them?”
“You have met Lysandre, right? She’d slit anyone’s throat if it gave her the slightest boost in power. You know that.”
“Maybe, but…” I paused and sighed. “When she was telling me all of this, she seemed…well, genuinely upset.”
“I’m sure she did. She is the one who taught us how to lie properly at the academy.”
The memories flashed in my head: weeks spent mastering the body language of every race in Narthil, months spent training my own face not to betray my emotions…and then, of course, the final test. We had all been dumped in different settlements just outside the kingdom. The goal had been to earn the trust of a local and get ourselves back to Thalamar in one piece—not a simple task with closed, heavily-patrolled borders. I had ended up “cheating” by using force instead of guile. I had intimidated a local merchant and threatened his family until he paid a smuggler to slip me across the border. Once we arrived, I’d killed the smuggler and dropped his corpse in front of local garrison as a trophy. I could still remember the horrified stares of all those soldiers when they looked upon me, a sixteen year-old girl, like I was some sort of unstoppable monster…
Charisse had completed the trial the “proper” way. While I was a far better swordswoman and sorceress, she had always excelled at the more subtle arts. Somehow, she had seduced an enemy soldier and convinced him to give up everything to be with her in Narthil. She’d eventually dropped his corpse at the garrison as well. 
“I remember,” I said eventually. “You were a good student.”
“For once,” Charisse muttered. “All I’m saying is that you shouldn’t believe everything Lysandre tells you. And we need to assume she had some ulterior motive for telling you about all of this in the first place.”
“I have no idea what she hoped to gain.”
“Who knows? Maybe she just wants to get on your good side now that you’re the master’s favorite.”
I nodded absently. I didn’t buy that explanation for a moment. One line kept looping through my head over and over: carry out my will, and I shall plant the seed of Narthil’s future inside you. If he really had told Lysandre the same thing twenty years ago, what did that mean? Did he understand that Jorel was a monster? Did he want to start over and replace his own son?
“You were right before,” I murmured. “I need to speak with Kamir before I leave for Vantriss.”
“You could always head down to his chambers and demand to see him,” Charisse suggested. “If the Wyrmguards refuse, just kill them. I won’t shed any tears.”
I sighed again. “This is all my fault. Jorel is using you to get to me. If I hadn’t—”
“I’ll be fine, honey,” Charisse assured me. “I know you forget sometimes, but I’m not a delicate snowflake. Jorel doesn’t actually scare me. He wouldn’t bother trying to undermine my authority if he weren’t at least a little bit concerned about what I could do.”
I knew she was just trying to hide her pain, but I still respected her for it. I might have been more powerful than her in every measurable way, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t tough. She was a Dragon Bride, not a peasant girl. 
“Besides, I still have full authority over his goons,” Charisse went on. “If any one of them so much as snicker in my presence, I’ll cut off his balls and leave them on Jorel’s desk.”
I grunted softly. “How about you come back to the palace with me tonight? You can fuck me if you want.”
Charisse glanced over at the pieces of her armor and clothing strewn about the room. “What if I’m not done with Jirrah yet? You could join in.”
“Jirrah will still be here tomorrow, and so will Rubis,” I said, stepping forward and offering her my hand. “Come on, let’s go home.”
She stared up at me for a moment before she finally nodded. “Fine, but you’re going to have to help me get dressed. The wine is finally kicking in, and I’m not even sure I can walk right now.”
Cherish your friendship. Draw strength from your sister. And never take what you have for granted.
“I’ll take care of you,” I promised as Lysandre’s words echoed through my head. “Always.”
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
The next several days were a blur of reading, training, and fretting in roughly equal portions. Prince Jorel obeyed his mother and left Charisse alone, mercifully, and she threw herself back into her duties and tried to pretend nothing had happened. We spent our nights in the private rooms of the Velvet Shadow, either wrapped around each other or one of the retharri girls. As always, Charisse was far more domineering when she was frustrated, but I didn’t mind. I could take her punishment far better than Jirrah. Besides, role-reversal was a nice change of pace every now and then, and I’d almost forgotten how good it felt to be tied up beneath her all night.
At the end of the week, however, Lysandre informed me that our quarry was on the move. The Trelathi Corsair ship we were planning to ambush had set sail from the east, and she was already making arrangements with the navy to intercept the vessel and begin the first stage of our plan to infiltrate the Vin Aetheri. In other words, I was now officially out of time. 
I was more eager than anxious. I’d already mastered the Luvani fighting styles taught to me by Vaylin, and I’d read over Lysandre’s reports so many times I could close my eyes and rattle off relevant names and details for hours. Impersonating a pirate and joining the rebels was going to be easy. The part I was worried about was back here in Thalamar. 
The night before I was scheduled to depart, I finally made the decision I’d been dreading all week: I was going to approach the master’s lair and beg for an audience. Even his Wives rarely disturbed him in his den, and we had been taught over and over at the academy that the master chose when and where he wanted to visit his servants. He was a dragon, after all—mortal concerns were often beneath him, and he possessed a clarity of vision we humans lacked. 
Still, I knew it wasn’t completely unheard of for Brides or Wives to request an audience, and I had to hope he would be pleased to see me. I was honestly a bit surprised he hadn’t visited me at all after my first night back in the city. As far as I knew he hadn’t visited any of my other sisters, either, which meant he might not have left his chambers at all. There was only one way to find out. 
I left my quarters and journeyed deep into the bowels of the palace. The spiral staircase seemed to wind downwards forever, and nearly all of it was cloaked in darkness. When I finally reached the bottom, I took a moment to breathe in the warm, acrid air seeping in through the enormous stone door warding the master’s cavern. All of Thalamar was built atop an ancient, dormant volcano, and the master slumbered somewhere within its warrens.
Two golden-armored Wyrmguards were standing outside the door, their polearms held stiffly at their sides. They didn’t acknowledge my presence in the slightest, and by the time I was standing in front of them I was almost convinced they had been replaced by golems.  
“I realize this is unusual,” I said, “but I’d like to request an audience with—”
“The Emperor has been expecting you, Sister Asha,” the guard interrupted. “You may enter.”
The two men leaned down and turned the winches next to them. The gears cranked so loudly it echoed through the cavern and back up the stairs. A burst of hot air blasted through the door the instant it opened, tousling my hair and warming my skin. The cavernous chamber would have been completely dark if not for the pools of glowing magma along the side.
Bracing myself for the worst, I stepped inside. The cavern was even larger than I’d imagined—it stretched for thousands of feet in every direction, and the ceiling was at least two hundred feet high. Massive, obsidian-crusted stalagmites speared upwards from the floor all over, creating something of a rocky forest in between the pools of lava. The heat was so oppressive I feared I might actually cook inside my armor. 
Here goes nothing. 
Once the guards closed the door behind me, I removed my mask and set it down upon the floor, then set to unfastening the straps of my breastplate. I knew how much my master enjoyed seeing me in my armor—and watching me slowly remove it—but this was about respect, not seduction. I wanted him to know that I wasn’t keeping secrets from him.
Once I had fully disrobed, I tiptoed across the cavern and focused on taking deep, hearty breaths. My skin was already slick with perspiration, and I had to step quickly to avoid burning the soles of my feet. By the time I’d taken forty paces, I was panting; by the time I’d taken a hundred, I was scared I might actually pass out. It was only then that I saw the shadows in the back of the cavern move and writhe, and I immediately dropped to my knees and bowed my head. 
“My lord,” I said. “I submit to your power and humbly beg you to grant me an audience.”
For a moment, the only sounds that greeted my ears were ones I had not heard for a long time: the rustle of his long trail dragging across the floor, the clicking of his massive claws against the stone, the snarls of his reptilian nostrils drinking in the smoldering air…
I desperately wanted to look upon look upon the majesty of his true form, but I knew it was forbidden. He only revealed himself to his full Wives, and even then such an occasion was quite rare. I had to rely upon the many mosaics and paintings scattered across the palace.  
“My beautiful Bride,” he said in deep, booming voice that was barely recognizable. “Your soul carries many burdens, and you come before me with questions.”
“I apologize for my impatience, my lord,” I said, swallowing heavily, “but I did not know where else to turn.”
Another burst of hot air blasted my face, and this time the wooziness nearly overwhelmed me. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep this up without losing consciousness. 
“You are worried about the treachery you have sensed among your sisters,” he said eventually. 
I swallowed and nodded. “Yes, my lord. But if I may be so bold…I am even more worried about the behavior of your son.”
“My son…” The master’s voice echoed through the cavern for a moment. “Jorel has become powerful, but he does not yet understand his place in this world.”
I bit down on my lip. Suddenly, the thought of complaining about the Crown Prince’s treatment of my best friend seemed almost…petty. Here I was kneeling before the Dragon God, and all I could think of was defending Charisse’s honor. 
“He loathes me, my lord,” I managed. “I do not know why. He seems to loathe you as well…”
“My son is confused. And I fear he will never find the clarity he needs to lead Narthil into a new era.” I felt movement directly in front of my face, and I could tell he had lowered his massive head right next to mine. “That is why I have chosen you, my Dragon Bride. Narthil will have another heir to lead it into the future.”
“His Majesty honors me,” I breathed. “I do not know what I have done to earn such trust.”
“It is not what you have done—it is what you will do. I have foreseen your victory over the dissidents. I have foreseen your victory over the traitors who infest my palace. Together, you and I will forge a new future for Narthil. We shall unify our people, and then we shall march to claim the Onyx Throne that is rightfully mine.”
I smiled. It might have just been a side effect of the heat delirium, but a wave of hope washed over me. Perhaps I should have come to speak with him even earlier. 
“There is something else you must know,” the master said after a moment. “Something I have been keeping from you—from all of you—for a very long time.”
“Master?”
“Look at me.”
My hands trembled as I slowly opened my eyes. When I finally saw his true form looming in front of me, my breath caught in my throat. 
He was easily the most astonishing creature I had ever seen. His scales were a lustrous black as if he had been carved out of pure obsidian, and his orange-red eyes glowed like a pair of tiny suns inside his enormous head. His wings sprawled out into the darkness so far I could barely even see the tips, but he must have had a two-hundred foot wingspan. My entire body was only marginally larger than one of his claws, and for the first time in my life I truly appreciated how small and insignificant all of us were compared to the might of the last true dragon. 
“My lord,” I whispered, forcing myself to glance away. “I am not worthy of your presence.”
“You are my loyal bride, Asha,” he said. “Do not look away.”
I swallowed again and forced my eyes back up. He was so majestic it didn’t even seem real or possible. Why would such a creature care about any of us? Why would he care about me?
“Now more than ever, you wonder how Narthil has fallen into disarray,” the master said. “You wonder why I have not destroyed these rebels and brought order back to all of Varellon.”
I nodded sheepishly. “Yes.”
“Many have asked the same question. Their voices grow louder with each passing day. They see the chaos on the streets here in Thalamar. They see the crime and violence in places like Vantriss. They do not understand why their Dragon God does not save them.”
His reptilian eyes narrowed as he lifted his head directly above me. “The answer is just as distressing as you’ve imagined. I no longer have the power to save our people on my own.”
I shook my head and wiped the sweat from my brow. “I do not understand, my lord. You are a god!”
“I am weakened,” he said, his voice a low whisper. “The Conduit that leads the Vin Aetheri rebels, the pretender who rises against me…I do not know how, but she has a found a way to siphon my power.”
I sank back on my haunches. “So it is true,” I murmured. “She has found another source of magic.”
“She does not and cannot wield the full power of a dragon,” the master said, “but the longer she endures the weaker I become. My strength remains great, but I can no longer risk leaving the protection of Thalamar. Not until you, my bride, have dealt with this threat.”
His head leaned forward again until his maw was only an inch in front of me. “You must find the renegade sorcerer, Soren Drell,” he told me. “He will lead you to the Conduit, and then you will use my power to destroy them both. Then, and only then, shall you and I be free to rebuild Narthil together.”
“I understand, my lord,” I assured him. “I will not fail you.”
“I know,” he said. He orange-red eyes studied me for several long seconds before his enormous maw curled into a smile. “So young and beautiful. Every time I slumber I almost forget…”
He lifted a claw and touched my face. I closed my eyes and smiled back even though I could feel my consciousness slipping away. My hair was completely plastered across my forehead and shoulders, and the sweat had even begun to sting my eyes. 
 “Remember the lesson I taught you,” he said. “As long as my power flows through your veins, it shall nurture and sustain you.”
I nodded and thought back to our previous meeting. Even when the collar had squeezed my throat and deprived my lungs of air, I had been able to call upon the master’s power. I tried to copy the same technique again here…and to my delight, it worked once again. My tattoos glowed like they were tiny rivers of energy flowing across my naked body, and after a few moments I could barely even feel the heat. 
“My power will always be there for you, my lovely bride,” the master said. “You need only embrace it. You need only embrace me.”
 “I am yours, my lord, always and forever.”
“Then let me show you something else…”
The claws of his right hand abruptly curled around my body. He lifted me off the ground, gingerly cradling me in his grip as his enormous wings began to flap. A vortex swirled beneath him, drying my skin almost instantly, and I gasped when he suddenly vaulted up into the air. 
We soared across the top of the cavern, my mouth gaping wide in awe. I could only imagine what it must have been like to float inside the clouds, completely untethered to this dreary world, but we only traveled a few thousand feet before he set us back down next to a shimmering pool of water. The luminescent vegetation along the rim bathed the entire area in a soft blue light. 
“It’s…it’s beautiful,” I whispered. 
“It is yours,” the master said, opening his hand for me. “Cool yourself.”
Smiling, I slipped out of his grip and into the pool. The water was warm, at least compared to the cold deluge I was accustomed to in the communal basin, but it was still a great relief from the oppressive heat of the cavern air. I dunked myself beneath the surface, and when I reemerged I felt completely rejuvenated. 
“This place,” I breathed, slicking back my long hair. “I had no idea it even existed.”
“Precious few do. I have not brought one of my wives here in many years.”
I grinned and started to turn around, but then I saw the master’s reflection in the water. He was no longer a dragon.
“In all of Narthil’s history, there have never been more than six Dragon Wives at the same time. They rule this land in my stead, and I entrust them with great power and even greater responsibility. But new threats require new weapons to defeat them, and you, my dear, will soon become my greatest weapon of all.”
I slowly glanced back over my shoulder. Before today, I had never seen his true dragon form or his human form. He had taken me dozens of times since I’d come of age, but always from behind. Only his wives knew what he looked like…until now. 
He was as tall and muscular as I’d envisioned, and his hands and arms were as large and powerful as any man I’d ever seen. His jet-black hair was long and straight, and his orange-red eyes and vertical pupils betrayed his inhuman heritage. The only part of him I recognized definitively was his phallus, having tasted it more times than I could count. It was already hard and throbbing, and a shiver of delight cascaded through me when I realized the sight of my meager human body still excited him. 
“The Council will not approve,” he said, reaching out and gently cupping my breasts in his hands. “They fear change. They fear you.”
“The Council cannot stand against the will of a god,” I replied. 
The master smiled and studied my face.  “No, they cannot. They suspect that I have been weakened, but they do not know the truth. And they never will.”
He shifted his hands to my cheeks and brushed my wet hair from my face. I wondered if he might actually kiss me for the first time, but he tapped my shoulders and nodded instead. Grinning in anticipation, I sank down to my knees in front of him. The shallow water stopped just below my breasts, and I readily opened my mouth for him. 
“Once the Conduit is defeated, I can finally restore my house to order,” he said, easing the tip of his cock between my lips. “I have slumbered for too long, and my servants have grown weak and decadent in my absence, including my son. I shall need to make an example of some of them…”
Another delighted shiver rippled through me as I lathered the tip of his manhood with my tongue. I had almost forgotten the taste of true power. Normally his face would have been shrouded in magical shadows as I pleasured him, but this time I could finally see his eyes and read his expressions. My entire body ached for him, and I surreptitiously snuck my left hand back beneath the water to massage my quim. 
He soon became more aggressive, clutching the base of my skull and pushing himself in deeper. I never broke eye contact with him no matter how deep he plunged. I refused to squander this opportunity to please him face-to-face; I wanted him to know, unequivocally, that he could use me any way he wanted. To the outside world I was a proud warrior and fearsome sorceress, but when kneeling before my husband I was nothing more than a vessel for his pleasure. Exactly like a proper wife should be. 
Mere moments before he spilled his divine nectar down my throat, he abruptly withdrew and took a step backwards. I remained frozen in place, my lips wet and yearning and as I eagerly and expectantly awaited his next command.
“You are nearly ready,” the master said, a proud smile touching his lips. “But you must be properly christened before your ascension.”
 He opened his right palm, and my tattoos flared back to life. The air rumbled in my ears and the water stirred around my flesh, and I suddenly stood up out of the water. At first I thought he might have been holding me in some kind of telekinetic grip, but then I belatedly realized I could no longer command my own muscles. Somehow, he had taken complete control over my body. He was a puppeteer, and I was his marionette.
“My power courses through all my brides,” the master said. “But you, my dear, are a truly exquisite vessel. You require a special blessing…one that will make you nearly immortal.”
His fingers stretched open, and the flesh on the right side of my body began to tingle. I watched in awe as the glowing latticework of tattoos on my left side gradually spread across my entire body. 
“No matter what happens, always remember that you are mine, Asha,” he said. “My power sustains you. My will guides you. And soon, my seed will grow within you.”
He stepped forward and placed his hands on my waist. I smiled up at him, awe-stricken and overwhelmed, and he leaned down to kiss me. 
His lips were lightning and his tongue was fire. I could feel his power everywhere—on my skin, in my tattoos, even flowing in my blood. It was exhilarating. It was intoxicating. And if he didn’t fuck me soon, it was going to drive me completely insane. 
I leapt up into his arms and locked my legs around his waist. He carried me to the edge of the pool and gently set me down at the ledge, the head of his cock pulsing against my quim. As he leaned me backwards, I touched the base of his shaft and guided him inside me.
“Take me, my lord,” I breathed when our lips finally parted. I wrapped my around his neck and held him close even as he thrust into me. “Claim me as yours!”
He did. He fucked me viciously, ferociously, as my cries echoed through the cavern. I had never felt so content—I had never felt so complete—as when his cock spilled his divine seed deep within me. 
“My Seventh Wife,” he said, brushing the damp strands of hair from my eyes. “My secret wife. The one who will save our people from oblivion…” He smiled and touched my belly. “The one who carries the future of Narthil within her.”
 
 




  Chapter Nine


   


  “I still can’t believe you’re going through with this.”


  I smiled and ran the cloth over my blade one final time before returning it to its sheath.  “Yes, you can. You knew all along I wouldn’t back down.”


  “Still,” Charisse mumbled. “I almost want to storm down to Lysandre’s office and demand I go with you.”


  “If she finds out that I told you anything about this mission—”


  “I know, I won’t say a word,” she said, raising her hands defensively. “Maybe I’ll get lucky and the Council will send me back to Vantriss. We could catch lunch sometime.”


  I snorted and turned. “I’ll be fine. The master will protect me, remember?”


  “I remember, believe me.”


  Charisse was sitting cross-legged on my bed watching me assemble my gear before I set out for the docks. I’d had called her in here after our morning meal to tell her everything that had happened last night, but even after hearing the details she wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as I was. I didn’t blame her—mere words couldn’t express what I’d felt in the master’s cavern. 


  “We might not see each other again for a long time,” she whispered. “Maybe ever, if this plan is as insane as I think.”


  I flashed her another smile and gave her a long, deep kiss. “You may not have faith in the master, but you should at least have faith in me.”


  “You know I do. If you were just charging into battle I wouldn’t feel so bad, but this…” She touched my cheek. “You’re a warrior, Asha, not a spy.”


  “I am a Dragon Bride—that makes me both,” I reminded her. “I passed all the same trials you did, remember?”


  “Barely,” she murmured. “Just promise me you won’t blow your cover by stabbing the first person who insults you.”


  I chuckled softly. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get the job done. Who knows? Maybe they’ll take me straight to the Conduit and I’ll be able to end this rebellion once and for all.”


  “Or they’ll string you up and hang your body from the ramparts.” Charisse sighed again and cupped my cheeks in her hands. “If you do get yourself killed, I promise I’ll slit the throats of every rebel in the damn country.”


  “That’s oddly comforting,” I said, squeezing her wrists. We kissed even longer this time. I could feel the anxiety on her lips, and I suddenly wished I could spend all day in bed with her just to say goodbye. 


  “I don’t know why, but this didn’t seem real to me until just this moment,” she said eventually. “You had better come back.”


  “I will,” I promised. 


  She stared into my eyes for what felt like a small eternity before she finally grunted and smiled. “Well, maybe when you’re gone the master will finally start visiting the rest of us again. If he thinks you are a good cocksucker, he has no idea what he’s missing.”


  I laughed and smacked her in the arm. “I think he’s a fool for not taking us together,” I said. “When I get back, I’ll try to convince him to invite you.”


  “We could put on show for him. I guarantee we’ll get his dragon cock up in ten seconds flat.”


  I brushed my hand through her hair. “I love you.”


  “I love you, too,” Charisse said. “Now get out of here before I really throw a fit.”


  I kissed her lips and squeezed her shoulders one last time before I finally turned and left the room. I would have walked with her the whole way to the docks, but I didn’t want to give Lysandre a reason to believe I might have shared our plans. Instead I traveled alone, and when I arrived the First Wife was already waiting for me. 


  “Captain Lorne’s crew is nearly ready,” she told me when I approached. “The Prowler is a fine ship, more than a match for a Corsair frigate.”


  I nodded and studied the docked vessel. It was a standard Narth warship with three fully-rigged masts and a catapult mounted high in the aft quarter. Below decks, a wooden panel concealed thirty heavy crossbows imbued with enough magic to punch through the hull of any smaller ship. Captain Lorne typically sailed with a much larger crew, but Lysandre had ordered him to bring only fifty of his best men. With my help, they wouldn’t need the extra manpower to successfully board an enemy ship. 


  “What does he know, specifically?” I asked. 


  “Only that his mission is to destroy the Corsair ship and recover some valuable cargo on board,” Lysandre told me. “I already told him you’d be taking the dinghy to Habelor once you’re finished. He doesn’t need to know any more than that. I suggest you stay in your quarters and out of sight until the mission is complete.”


  “I understand, mistress.”


  She turned and appraised me for a moment. “You spoke with His Majesty again last night.”


  “I did, yes.”


  “I’m glad to see him taking a more active role for a change. He has enormous confidence in you, girl. I hope it is not misplaced.”


  “It isn’t,” I assured her. “I will do what needs to be done.”


  I could feel her smiling beneath her mask. “You possess the knowledge and the skill. I suppose we’ll finally learn whether or not you possess the cunning as well.”


  She touched me briefly on the shoulder then pointed towards the ship. I stepped across the pier and nodded at the captain when I approached. Lorne was a bull of a man with a thick shock of black hair and more scars that a battered wooden shield. 


  “Lady Asha,” he said, offering me a crisp salute. “Welcome aboard the Prowler.”


  “Thank you, Captain. The First Wife assures me that you and your men are more than capable of carrying out this mission.”


  He scoffed. “Pirates don’t concern us. We’ll destroy that ship and get you your cargo, I guarantee it.”


  “I’ll hold you to that,” I said, putting just a hint of menace in my voice. Lorne and his crew were veteran soldiers who had almost certainly fought more battles than any nineteen year-old Dragon Bride, but it didn’t matter. I was in charge here, and I knew how important it was to ensure everyone here understood that. 


  We set off less than an hour later, and I joined the captain on the main deck as we slowly left the harbor. His men were already keeping their distance, which was fine with me. The less I had to interact with them, the better. 


  “I’ve arranged quarters for you below decks, my lady,” Lorne told me. “My men will not bother you.”


  “If they do, they’ll be returning home without all their fingers. The Dragon God himself is counting on us.”


  “He will not be disappointed.”


  “Good.”


  I remained up top until the Prowler had cleared the bay and drifted out into open waters. I had almost forgotten how much I enjoyed sea travel. The smell was bad, the company was generally worse, and the constant swaying didn’t do my stomach any favors. But despite all of that, I still loved the warmth of the sun on my skin and the feel of the salty wind blowing though my hair. Sadly, the trip from Thalamar to Vantriss wouldn’t allow me much time to enjoy either. 


  I spent the majority of the three-day trip locked in my quarters rifling through every bit of information Lysandre had given me on the Trelathi Corsairs and the local Vin Aetheri cell. People, names, major events—I had already committed them all to memory, but I wasn’t willing to take any chances. The smallest detail could prove vital for my mission. I needed to be prepared for anything. 


  I only ventured outside at night, and once I even cleared the upper deck so that I could remove my mask and feel the breeze on my face. For the most part the soldiers and servants left me alone, though the retharri slave girl the captain kept as a pet went out of her way to make certain I had everything I needed. I allowed her to pleasure me the second night of the trip, mostly out of pity rather than lust. Spending an evening with her tongue on my quim had to be far more enjoyable than servicing the stems of three dozen soldiers.


  By the third day, I was itching for an excuse to fight. We took up position just south of the tiny island of Habelor, a popular supply port for every ship sailing along the Crescent Coast, especially smugglers and pirates. At this point, all I could do was hope that Lysandre’s reports were accurate. If the Corsair ship didn’t swing this way soon, I would miss the Vin Aetheri recruiting window and have to start all over from scratch…


  Thankfully, my fretting was for naught. The Corsair ship appeared right on schedule, and Captain Lorne and his men snapped into action with calm, calculated precision. We lured the enemy in with fake smoke and empty survival rafts, and by the time the pirates knew what was happening it was already too late. Sword for sword, Narth soldiers were more than a match for any pirate, and the power of my sorcery made the battle a forgone conclusion. I cut down their initial borders, blasted a gaping hole in their hull, and then swung over to their ship while they were still trying to put out the fires. 


  My target, First Mate Trevlyn, was every bit as impressive as Lysandre had led me to believe. She was tough and well-trained, and without the master’s power bolstering my muscles she would have had a real chance of besting me in a duel. 


  With the master’s power, of course, she was no threat at all. 


  I dragged her bloody corpse into the captain’s cabin, mostly to intimidate him and see how cooperative he could be. He helpfully pointed out everything of value on the ship, and he led me into Trevlyn’s
quarters so I could snatch up some appropriate clothing and jewelry for my costume. When I informed him that his pitiful blubbering wouldn’t save him from the Dragon God’s wrath, he fell to his knees and openly begged for his life. He didn’t stop until he was hanging from the crow’s nest by his broken neck while his ship burned to embers around him. 


  Once I’d scavenged everything I’d needed from the wreckage, I returned to the Prowler and boarded the dinghy. Lorne was smart enough not to ask what I’d taken, and his men were too distracted at the prospect of plunder to even notice me drifting away. 


  All right, it’s finally real, I told myself as I rowed away from the battle. The master is counting on me. I am not going to let him down. 


  The Prowler slowly faded into the mists, and I angled the dinghy towards the closest lighthouse. The tides were going to work in my favor for once; I just needed to paddle every once in a while to stay on course for the island. I used the extra time to shed my Dragon Bride armor and assemble my tattered Trelathi Corsair costume. Most of Trevlyn’s clothing fit better than I expected, though I had never worn this much leather in my life. Her boots, breastplate, and skirt were all made from the hide of a trelga, which made them incredibly soft and supple but not particularly resilient. I was more thankful than ever that I’d learned a few Luvani fencing styles—I was going to have to be light on my feet if I wanted to survive without my normal armor and magic. 


  The strangest part of all was removing my mask. I hadn’t realized how naked I would feel without it, and the sensation was only going to get worse when I walked into a crowd of people. Anonymity was like a second set of armor for a Dragon Bride. Controlling my facial expressions and body language was going to be more important than ever. I also had to conceal my tattoos, of course, but that was easier than it seemed. They wouldn’t glow as long as I didn’t actively draw upon the master’s power, and between clothing and cosmetics the dormant markings were easy enough to conceal. 


  Midnight had long since passed by the time I washed up on the shore. I scuttled the boat and maneuvered my way towards the settlement, silently thankful that no one tried to accost me. The locals would hear about the battle soon enough, and the wreckage of the dinghy would be enough to validate my story for anyone who cared enough to investigate. I stashed my old armor in the pre-arranged drop point—it was far too valuable to simply discard—and stumbled into the closest dockside tavern. 


  This is what I trained for. I just have to hope that Lysandre’s information was accurate. 


  I spent the entire evening in character spreading my story just like we’d planned. I was the only survivor of a doomed Corsair ship brutally attacked by the Narthil navy, and I was hell-bent on seeking revenge against the bastards who had murdered my crew. I didn’t take flak from anyone—in the first two hours alone I punched at least five thugs, some out of spite and some out of fake, drink-induced rage. By morning everyone on the island knew about the battle, and I booked passage on the first ship heading across the gulf to Vantriss. 


  Based on Charisse’s description, I half expected the city to be on fire when I arrived. It wasn’t, at least not overtly, but it didn’t take me long to realize she hadn’t been exaggerating. Official city watch patrols were sparse, and I didn’t spot a single Dragon Bride anywhere on the docks. For all intents and purposes, the district was run by a pair of competing smuggling cartels, and I dropped the names Lysandre had given me to try and set up a meeting with a Vin Aetheri contact. All told, I spent the better part of two days fishing for leads before I finally got a bite. 


  The rebel contact in question was a full-blooded Avetharri man named Tanellor. Lysandre hadn’t known quite as much about him as the other names on the list, but I wasn’t willing to wait any longer. I set up a meeting through one of his goons, and later that night I arrived in an alley on the south side of the city according to his instructions. 


  A pair of enormous, grumpy-looking Kolathi thugs were standing on either side of the entrance to the alley. They weren’t carrying any visible weapons aside from their melon-sized fists, but the marksmen hiding on the rooftops above were holding heavy crossbows. I made a conscious effort not to stare—no normal human should have been able to spot them—but thanks to my superior vision I also noticed a half a dozen other thugs lurking in the shadows further down the alley behind the main guards.


  Dragon’s breath, this place has more muscle than a city watch precinct tower. I drew in a deep breath and braced myself for the worst as Charisse’s prescient warning looped through my thoughts. Brute strength wasn’t going to help me here—for once, I was going to have to rely solely upon my wits. Hopefully they were up to the challenge 


  “I’m here for Tanellor,” I announced as I approached the Kolathi. When they glared at me in response, I revealed the ivory tooth clutched in my palm. “I was told to show you this.”


  Several of the marksmen on the roof shuffled closer to the edge, and out of the corner of my eye I saw one of them take aim. My combat instincts threatened to take over, but I forced myself to remain calm and still. Diving for cover now would just guarantee a barrage of bolts in my direction…


  “Inside,” the brute on the left said. “Wait with others.”


  “Thanks,” I said, injecting as much sarcasm into my tone as possible. I strode past them into the alley, hoping that sheer swagger would assuage any lingering doubts about my identity. None of the marksmen made any sudden moves, but I could feel their eyes and crossbows tracking me. At least that meant I was in the right place.


  The narrow alley eventually opened up into wider, roughly rectangular area filled with more burly guards as well as about dozen other people I assumed were potential recruits. They were a diverse lot, at least in terms of race if not hygiene. Basarn, Gosarn, Retharri, humans…I spotted several of each beneath the shadows of their hoods and cowls. Some were obviously mercenaries or pirates, but most looked like guttersnipes or escaped slaves. All of them were huddled around a large trash fire for warmth and light. 


  “The Avetharri’s not here yet, luv. Might as well grab a seat before you freeze your arse off.”


  I turned and glared at the speaker. He was sitting atop an old wooden crate facing the fire, his fingers outstretched and shaking like a lotus addict. A gray hood concealed most of his features aside from his mouth and stubble-pocked chin. 


  “He’s already late,” the man went on. “If he doesn’t show up soon I’m out of here.”


  “You don’t sound very committed,” I told him. “Aren’t you here for the cause?”


  He scoffed and was promptly rewarded with a coughing fit. “Most of these folks are,” he said eventually. His Karissian accent was strange to my ears—immigrants from that part of Varellon were almost unheard of in Narthil. “They’d wait around all night just for a chance to sniff the Conduit’s arsehole. They think she’s the only one in the whole bloody world who can save them.”


  I glanced around to the others. Between the natural background din of the docks, the crackling of the fire, and the low murmurs of conversation, I wasn’t sure if any of them could hear us or not. 


  “I take it you don’t agree,” I said. 


  “Never trust a lizard who thinks herself a dragon,” he muttered. “Honestly though, I don’t give a damn who or what she is. She could be a blind leper for all I care. As long as she gives me a chance to put a blade in the gut of the Emperor’s whores, I’ll do whatever she wants.” He hacked up another wad of phlegm and pointed at the cutlass on my belt. “Trelathi, right? You must have your own scores to settle.”


  “Plenty.”


  “Well, the way I figure it vengeance is a better motivator than loyalty anyway, right?”


  My brow creased as I studied him. None of the other potential recruits were paying any attention to us, and the marksmen on the rooftops hadn’t moved a muscle. But the anxious knot twisting in the pit of my stomach refused to go away.  


  “One of the Emperor’s wives sank my ship and murdered my crew,” I said after a moment. “She’s going to pay for that, one way or another.”


  “I bet she will,” he murmured. “A lot of these folks have a grudge against those whores, too. I hear there was a massacre up north about a month ago. A single Dragon Cunt butchered a dozen refugees just trying to flee into the Deadlands. Can you believe it?”


  “Of course I can. They’re monsters.”


  “True, but I almost pity them sometimes. Stolen from their families as children, fed lie after lie about the world…and I’m sure it can’t be comfortable getting bent over and fucked by a dragon.”  


  The hairs on the back of my neck started tingling. There was something strange about his voice and mannerisms, and out of the corner of my eye I swore I saw a flicker of movement from the shadows…


  “Everyone’s scared of their power, but it’s not like they’re invincible,” the man went on. “They make mistakes just like everyone else, and their arrogance is astounding.”


  I took a step backwards when I saw the marksman on the rooftops abruptly shift their aim towards me. The other would-be recruits around the fire were suddenly alert and focused as well. Most had drawn thin blades from inside their clothing; others were holding small, previously-concealed hand crossbows. All of them were pointed directly at me. 


  “Still, you are courageous, I’ll give you that,” the cloaked man said. “You’re a more convincing pirate than I would have expected, but did you really think I wouldn’t recognize those sparkling turquoise eyes?”


  Before I could move away, the man reached up and pulled back his hood. The dark eyes and youthful face beneath confirmed what I already knew. 


  “I gave you a chance to surrender back in Last Hope,” Soren Drell said, dropping his Karissian accent and hacking cough. “This time, I’m afraid I’ll have to insist.”


  The instant my hand twitched in the direction of my sword, a trio of crossbow bolts whistled past my ears and struck the crates behind me. The Kolathi guards shuffled forward to close off my only potential escape, and several more armed rebels emerged from out of nowhere. 


  “You know what happened to Garaad and his men,” I said, trying and failing to stay calm. “I will kill every last one of you Vin Aetheri scum!”


  “Not today,” Drell replied, standing. He didn’t have a weapon, but his hands crackled with sorcerous energy. “There’s no way out of here.”


  I almost reached for my sword anyway. My eyes flicked about the alley in search of any means of escape, no matter how fleeting. But even if I could somehow dodge the barrage of crossbow fire—even if I could somehow take cover or dive into melee and force the rebels to fight me hand-to-hand—there was no way in the void I could kill them all and deal with Drell’s magic. I had no idea how powerful he was, but he didn’t need to be my equal to stop me. Not here, not now. 


  “The Conduit has wanted to meet you for some time,” Drell said, a smug, satisfied smile tugging at his lips. “One way or another, you will kneel before your new mistress soon, Dragon Bride. I will make certain of it.”


   


  To Be Continued (nope)
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  Drow Language Primer


  All terms are explained during the story, but
here’s a quick, dirty cheat sheet just in case:


   



  Dalninil:
sister


  Darthiir: surface elf


  Kenoth we’ha: a “fake
cock” worn by females


  Ky'ostal nauvith: a
chastity belt


  Niskaru: half-human,
half-elf hybrid. Considered a grave insult among the drow.


  Pau’tharii: A collar used
for interrogation that doubles as a sex toy


  Rivvil: human, plural is
rivvin.


  




  The plot is self-contained, but one of the many characters returns in The Amazon’s Pledge. In a way, this series acts like her “origin story”


  Web of the Spider Queen




  Act One: The Dark Mistress


   



  “Enter.”


  The iron door swung open, and a drow warrior
strode halfway across the dimly-lit chamber before obediently
dropping to a knee. “Priestess Varassa, your scouts have returned
from their raid upon the surface.”


  Sighing in annoyance, Varassa set down her
stylus and glared at her quivering supplicant. “Do you think me
deaf, male? I heard the palisade gate open, and your men tromped
through the camp like a band of ogres. Perhaps you should tell me
something I don’t know before I have your skin flensed off.”


  “I…I apologize, priestess,” the male
blubbered. “I am not worthy of your presence.”


  “Yet again you tell me something I already
know,” Varassa muttered. She rarely bothered to learn the names or
faces of the male warriors assigned to her by the Matron Mother,
but this idiot was clearly from the newest batch of reinforcements.
At this rate, he wasn’t going to survive a week. “Last chance.”


  “The scouts didn’t discover any signs of
enemy encampments, priestess, but they did capture two surfacers
near one of the ancient temples in the hills.”


  Varassa cocked one of her white eyebrows.
Now that was actual news. In the three months since the
Matron Mother had ordered the construction of this outpost, the
most interesting thing Varassa and her regiment had discovered was
a previously unknown exit to the surface just a few miles away.
Initially, she had hoped her warriors would find a village to
raid—or at the very least some new captives to amuse her—but thus
far they hadn’t discovered anything besides empty fields and
forests.


  “Who are these captives?” she demanded. “Are
they anyone of importance?”


  “Not as far as we can tell,” the warrior
said. “One is a human male, and the other is a half-breed female.
We caught them copulating inside the temple ruins.”


  Varassa laughed. Of course, that made
perfect sense: the ancient temple was dedicated to some long-dead
god of family or matrimony or some other surface nonsense. The
fools had probably decided to mate there in the hopes of being
blessed…or perhaps they were simply adventurous. Either way, this
was the most promising turn of events in recent memory.


  “You’ve already moved them into the dungeon,
I trust?”


  “Yes, mistress. The scout commander awaits
you there.”


  “Excellent,” Varassa said, standing. “You
are dismissed, male. Inform your commander that I shall meet with
him shortly.”


  The warrior departed with a crisp nod, and
Varassa strode over to the nearby equipment rack. She rarely
bothered wearing her armor while in camp, but today she decided to
make an exception. The prisoners were likely terrified already—the
fearsome reputation of the drow had spread far and wide across the
surface—but she wanted to ensure they knew precisely who was in
charge here.


  With practiced ease, she slipped out of her
priestly vestments and strapped on her adamantine breastplate and
matching chain skirt. Like all drow-forged metal, the armor was
both supple and resilient…though given the power of the magic at
her command, it was also largely redundant. A true servant of the
Spider Queen didn’t need to rely on mere metal to protect her, and
as a result Varassa had designed the pieces more for form than for
function: the low-cut breastplate hugged her gray-blue skin in all
the right places, and she’d cut out a tiny section around her navel
in order to proudly display her spider-shaped tattoo. The chain
links of her skirt ended halfway down her thigh, and her knee-high
boots were a weapon unto themselves. The six-inch heels allowed her
to tower over the males sworn into her service.


  Once she was certain all the straps and
buckles were properly secured, Varassa tied her long white hair up
into a ponytail and then sauntered out into the base camp. As
usual, her underlings kept their distance. She was in charge of
nearly a hundred warriors and wizards, and all of them knew better
than to impede her progress for even an instant. Thankfully, the
trip only took a few minutes, and the lone guard outside the
dungeon opened the gate for her without a single word.


  Varassa spiraled down the staircase, and the
whispers of conversation below immediately cut off at the sound of
her heels clicking against the stone. The dungeon area wasn’t
particularly large—her wizards had shaped the entire sixty-by-sixty
area with their magic in less than a day—and they hadn’t bothered
with any individual cells. An empty rack and pillory rested just
inside the room along with a single bed and table. Three of her
warriors waited within, and they’d already bound and gagged the
captives.


  “Hail, priestess,” the scout commander said
with a half bow. “I bring you gifts from the surface.”


  Varassa smiled and nodded. The human male
was young, perhaps twenty seasons at most, and his rusty brown hair
and matching eyes made him look even younger. He was clearly in
excellent physical condition, however, and his thick arms and broad
chest were impressive. He was also a full head taller than her
warriors, which Varassa found particularly amusing.


  The female was a niskaru, a
mixed-blood mongrel of surface elf—darthiir—and human.
Still, she seemed to have inherited the best features of both
races. Her body was slender but curvaceous, and her blonde hair and
green eyes were quite arresting. She might have been a bit older
than the male, but it was difficult to tell for certain.


  Yes, Varassa thought to herself, this was
indeed going to be fun.


  “Kneel before your mistress, worms,” the
scout commander ordered in the surface tongue. He pushed both
prisoners to their knees, then switch back to the drow language.
“The male was carrying a sword, but the female was unarmed. We did
find a small pouch of spell components hidden inside her
belongings, however.”


  “A fledgling wizardess, then,” Varassa
commented. “Interesting. She doesn’t look particularly bright, but
perhaps that is simply her darthiir blood peeking
through.”


  The woman didn’t react. She probably didn’t
even speak the drow tongue and had no way of discerning a random
word from a racial slur. But that was all right. By the time this
was over, Varassa would teach this pathetic half-breed slut
everything she needed to know…


  “Our initial interrogations revealed little
of interest,” the scout commander said. “They seem like worthless
villagers, but we assumed you would wish to probe their minds
yourself.”


  “How very wise of you, male,” Varassa said
approvingly. “I reward those who demonstrate competence and
loyalty.”


  She stepped in closer and eyed each of the
prisoners up and down. Burdened by their weak eyesight, they
probably couldn’t even see most of the chamber—the lone glow-stone
against the far wall was barely as strong as a candle—but it was
vital that they look upon their new mistress.


  “Still, I doubt they know anything of use,”
she went on. “They are likely just foolish children who made the
mistake of leaving the safety of their homes.”


  One of the other warriors drew his knife,
which instantly elicited a panicked yelp from the female. He
grabbed her chin and placed the blade at her throat. “Shall I kill
them, then, Priestess?”


  “No, not yet,” Varassa said, raising a hand.
She stopped directly in front of the captives and smiled down at
them. They might not have understood her words, but judging from
their widened eyes, sweaty temples, and trembling muscles, they
understood their situation quite clearly. They knew their lives
hung in the balance, and they knew Varassa was the one who would
decide their fate.


  “I have grown bored these last few weeks,
and I will give them the opportunity to amuse me,” she went on.
After glaring down at them with her glowing red eyes for a few more
seconds, she eventually nodded towards the warriors. “You may
leave—all of you.”


  The two warriors glanced at each other in
confusion, but their commander merely nodded and signaled for the
others to follow. He obviously knew better than to question a
female’s orders, no matter how bizarre they may have seemed—that,
or he already knew her particular tastes in dealing with prisoners.
Varassa made a mental note to learn his name later. Now, however,
it was time for some much needed entertainment.


  “I will speak in your disgusting language so
that you might understand me,” she said in the most common surface
tongue. Judging from the shift in their expressions, they
recognized her words just fine. “I am Varassa, revered priestess of
the Spider Queen and second daughter to the Matron Mother of
Vel’shannar. You are now my slaves, and if you wish to survive you
will do exactly as I command. Do you understand?”


  The male nodded immediately, but the female
merely whimpered into her gag. She definitely needed to be taught a
lesson, if for no other reason than to stop being such a disgrace
to their shared gender.


  “Fortunately for you, I am more generous
than other drow you may have encountered. I believe in rewarding
loyalty…and submission. Obey me, and you will be treated well.
Disobey me, and I will feed you to the driders.”


  Varassa inched closer to the male and loomed
over him for a moment before tilting up her chin. “Slave:
stand.”


  His face twitched in confusion, and for an
instant she wondered if she might have overestimated his ability to
understand her. But then he hastily leaned forward with a knee and
hoisted himself to his feet.


  “Good,” she said. “Very good. My second test
is even simpler. For this, you must merely trust me.”


  Reaching down to her belt, she slowly
unsheathed her dagger. The black blade glimmered with a faint
crimson light, a tell-tale sign of the powerful enchantment
coursing through the metal. She could plunge the tip into his chest
and siphon away his very life-force in an instant…but instead she
pressed the flat of the blade against his cheek.


  “I am going to cut free your gag,” Varassa
told him. “You must remain perfectly still, otherwise I could scar
that beautiful face of yours. You trust your new mistress,
right?”


  His throat twitched and he swallowed
heavily, but eventually he nodded an affirmative.


  “Excellent. Now stay still.”


  Varassa gently slid the blade between the
thin wire and his skin. She made certain to take her time; she
wanted him to feel the cold metal drag across his throat. But to
his credit he didn’t even flinch, and once she was satisfied she
sliced the wire. He coughed as the gag fell from his mouth and
dropped to the floor.


  “Again you have pleased me, slave,” Varassa
said. “You should be glad.”


  “I am, mistress,” he managed. Despite his
youth, his voice was deep and smooth…and now that he was back on
his feet, she could fully appreciate his height and musculature. He
towered over her despite her heels; drow males really were quite
pathetic by comparison.


  “What is your name, slave?”


  “Um…Weylin, mistress.”


  “Weylin,” she repeated, allowing her tongue
to test the odd syllables. It certainly wasn’t the worse surfacer
name she had ever heard. “And what is your female’s name?”


  He swallowed again as he turned and looked
down upon the girl next to him. “Solemi, mistress.”


  “So, her family chose a darthiir name
after all, then. Such a pity.” Varassa wrinkled her nose. This
niskaru was irritating her more and more by the minute.
Hopefully there was more to her. “I have a few simple questions for
you, Weylin, and I expect you to answer them.”


  “I won’t betray my people,” he replied, his
jaw clenching. “No matter what you do to me.”


  Varassa cocked an eyebrow. “Really,” she
whispered, not bothering to conceal her amusement. “I have broken
much stronger men than you, rivvil, and you should know that
I enjoy a challenge. I suggest you not tempt me further.”


  Chuckling, she dragged the tip of her blade
down his tunic and methodically sliced it open. The cloth easily
fell aside, and she nodded in approval at his chest muscles. They
were every bit as well-formed as she had hoped.


  “Still, I appreciate your spirit,” she went
on. “And fortunately for you, I don’t care about your pathetic
village. My questions are more personal.” She stepped in close
enough that she could feel his breath. “How old are you?”


  “Um,” he murmured. “Twenty seasons,
mistress.”


  “I see. And how many women have you
bedded?”


  Weylin coughed. “I’m sorry…?”


  “It’s not a difficult question,” Varassa
said. She cut open the rest of his tunic, then paused her dagger
right above his trousers. “How many women have you fucked?”


  “J-just one, mistress,” he managed.


  “Really? Just Solemi here?”


  He nodded and glanced at his mate again.
“Yes.”


  “I see. How about her, then? Do you know how
many men have taken her?”


  “N-no one else, mistress,” Weylin said,
clearly confused. “Not that she’s told me.”


  “How pathetic,” Varassa sneered at the girl.
“Only one male in your whole life? Surely even a mongrel could have
claimed many others by now.”


  Solemi grunted something into her gag, and
Varassa snorted contemptuously. During her limited study of surface
cultures, she had been horrified to learn that many human societies
ascribed to inane notions of “exclusivity” with their sexual
partners. The entire concept was insulting. A worthy female chose
and discarded her lovers at a whim; she cared nothing for the
approval of others. Surfacer culture was truly barbaric.


  “Perhaps you are simply a remarkable lover,”
Varassa mused after a moment, “and Solemi here has seen no reason
to claim others. What do you think?”


  “I…I don’t know, mistress,” Weylin replied.
“I try to please her.”


  “As well you should, male. Perhaps we should
take a look at what you have to offer.”


  With a flick of her wrist, Varassa slashed
open his belt, and Weylin gasped as his trousers dropped
unceremoniously to the floor. To her delight, his cock was every
bit as beautiful as she had hoped. It was already semi-erect, too,
and she smiled knowingly. He clearly liked what he saw—and why
wouldn’t he? Surface females were frumpy and pathetic compared to a
favored priestess of the Spider Queen.


  “Wonderful,” she said. Flipping her dagger
on its side, she reached down and gently placed the flat of the
blade beneath his quivering member. He flinched apprehensively,
obviously fearing she was going to castrate him, but Varassa placed
her fingers soothingly against his lips. After a few moments, his
cock swelled until he was rock hard. “I told you that I don’t harm
my slaves unless they disobey me. Besides, you have nothing to be
ashamed of. Any female would be rightfully proud to claim such a
majestic phallus as her own.”


  Weylin coughed again. “T-thank you,
mistress.”


  Varassa chortled in amusement and glanced
back down to Solemi. Her green eyes gaped in horror; she probably
couldn’t understand how her lover had become aroused so readily
after having been taken prisoner. Her stupidity and weakness was
truly nauseating. Perhaps now would be the best time to put her in
her place.


  “Come closer, slave,” she beckoned to
Weylin. “Stand here over your mate.”


  The man slinked forward a few steps, but not
close enough. Scoffing under her breath, Varassa grabbed his arm
and yanked him over until his erect cock dangled directly in front
of his lover’s lips.


  “Since you are clearly too pathetic to
control your male, he is going to be the one who controls
you,” Varassa told Solemi before glancing back to Weylin.
“What do you think of that, slave?”


  “I...” he stuttered. “I don’t understand,
mistress.”


  “I’m offering this worthless cunt to you,”
she told him. “Do you want her? If not, I’ll just have my guards
feed her to the driders and that will be the end of it.”


  “No!” Weylin gasped. “I want her. I…I’ve
always wanted her.”


  “Very well, then. Serve me obediently and
faithfully, and you can bury your cock inside her anytime you wish.
First, however, I think it’s time you officially marked your
territory…”


  Smiling wickedly, Varassa shifted her dagger
into her left hand and then reached out with her right to touch his
waist. Her fingers leisurely crept down his leg, and she traced her
long nails along the bottom of his testicles. Solemi garbled
something into her gag as her lover’s cock continued to throb
directly in front of her, but Weylin’s breathing had already begun
to accelerate. This wouldn’t take long.


  “There is one catch, of course,” Varassa
said, her fingers slowly and torturously curling around his shaft.
She nestled in closely enough to him that her armor-covered breasts
pressed against his flank, and her left arm reached around his
waist with the dagger still clutched in her hand. “You cannot
climax until I give you permission. Otherwise, you will have
disappointed me. And I’m sure you know how I feel about
disappointment, yes?”


  Weylin closed his eyes and nodded but
remained silent. It was clearing taking every ounce of his
willpower not to erupt right this instant, and again Varassa’s
smile widened.


  “As for you, cunt,” she said, shifting her
eyes to Solemi. “You will stare directly at your lover’s cock. You
will not flinch away or close your eyes—if you do, you will be
punished severely. Do you understand?”


  Solemi nodded. Her entire body was trembling
in place, and Varassa wondered distantly if the girl had ever
tasted her lover’s seed before. If not, she would soon. By the time
her training was finished, she would be down on her knees begging
for more of it.


  “Good,” Varassa said. “Then let us
begin.”


  Slowly, deliberately, she began to stroke
Weylin’s cock. It really was quite gorgeous, and a part of her was
tempted to kneel down and take him into her mouth right this
instant. But a drow priestess didn’t prostrate herself before any
male that way, and certainly not for a mere rivvil. She only
fellated her lovers once they had sufficiently pleased her, and she
hadn’t found a worthy partner in far too long.


  Later, perhaps, she would indulge herself
and taste him right in front of his mate. The possibilities were
endless, and she had precious little else to occupy her attention
at this outpost.


  “Not yet,” Varassa whispered into Weylin’s
ear when she felt his climax approaching. “Not until I give you the
command.”


  His face scrunched as he desperately tried
to control himself, and she began to stroke him harder. Drow
males—or at those who survived into maturity—had remarkable sexual
endurance. They knew that the only way to secure their future was
to please a powerful female, and the smart ones learned to temper
their base urges and control their bodies. Human males, on the
other hand, were almost the complete opposite. As the rulers of
their society, they were free to care only about their own
pleasure.


  The thought made Varassa’s stomach churn,
and she hoped that Weylin was an exception. But there was only one
way to find out.


  “Tell me something, slave,” she whispered
into his ear. “When you fuck Solemi, where do you spill your seed?
On her? Inside her?”


  “In-inside her,” he managed, his eyes still
closed.


  “I see. And you aren’t concerned about
getting her pregnant?”


  His brow twitched. “She protects herself
with magic.”


  “I thought I sensed an enchantment upon
her,” Varassa commented. “We’ll have to remove that later then,
won’t we?”


  Solemi’s eyes gaped open wider, and the
priestess grinned.


  “What about her mouth?” she asked. “Have you
ever spent yourself down her throat?”


  “Just…just once, mistress.”


  “But never on her, correct?”


  “Never, mistress.”


  “Even better, then,” Varassa said, pumping
him as hard as she could. “This will be a perfect introduction to
her new role.”


  “Mistress,” Weylin pleaded. “I can’t…”


  “You wish to cum, slave?”


  “Yes. Yes…please.”


  “Very well. You have my permission to mark
your mate.”


  The words had barely left her lips when she
felt his entire body convulse. The first spurt splattered across
Solemi’s forehead, and the second struck her directly in the nose.
The rest Varassa carefully aimed at the half-breed’s cheeks. By the
time Weylin’s cock was spent, Solemi’s face was coated with his
seed…and most surprisingly of all, the girl had kept her promise
and not flinched away.


  “Look at her,” Varassa ordered. “Look upon
your lover, slave.”


  Eventually Weylin swallowed and opened his
eyes. Solemi was staring at him, her expression a mixture of horror
and rage…but also a trace of acceptance. Was she ready to undertake
her new role already? Probably not just yet, but she would be
soon.


  “She is yours now,” Varassa said. “You own
her just as I own you. How does that make you feel?”


  “Powerful, mistress,” he managed between
breaths. “It makes me feel powerful.”


  She smiled and released his flaccid member.
“As well it should.”


  He might have just been saying what she
wanted to hear, of course, but that was all right. He would have
the chance to prove himself soon enough. As he recovered from his
climax, his cheeks began to flush red. Was he embarrassed? Guilty?
If so, that would need to change…but there was no rush.


  “You have passed your first test, slave,”
Varassa told him. “The second is even easier: you will remain her
and watch over this cunt for me while I deal with some business in
the camp. Do not allow her to clean herself—I want her to wear your
seed as a reminder of her weakness. Do you understand?”


  Weylin nodded sheepishly. “Yes,
mistress.”


  “Good. Then I shall see you again soon…and
our lessons can continue.”


   





  Act Two: Domination


   



  Varassa spent the next hour meeting with her
scout commander discussing his latest foray to the surface, and by
the end she’d even learned the male’s name: Maliveth. His
supplicants were far less relevant, of course, though they did
provide her with a detailed map of the surface region surrounding
the ancient temple above. Soon, perhaps, she could convince the
Matron Mother to move their outpost further south, and they would
be within easy reach of nearly a dozen villages and small
rivvin settlements. One of them might have even been Weylin
and Solemi’s home.


  For now, however, the region was secure, and
she ordered Maliveth and his men to relax for the next few days.
None of them was foolish enough to ask her any further questions
about the new prisoners, though she did remind them that no one was
to enter the dungeon without her permission. She wanted her new
pets to remain unspoiled for as long as possible…


  After conducting the evening ritual at the
Spider Queen’s shrine, Varassa finally returned to the dungeon. She
once again spiraled down the staircase, and the clicking of her
heels echoed off the stone walls. All the glow-stones had been
suppressed at her orders, and the prisoners had been sitting in
complete darkness or several hours now. She half-expected them to
leap out from the shadows and attempt to overpower her—after all,
any self-respecting drow would have used this opportunity to mount
an escape. But thankfully they weren’t drow, and they clearly knew
better than to challenge her rule.


  “Hello again, my pets,” she said as she
rounded the corner and approached them. “Are you ready to serve
your mistress again?”


  Weylin nodded even though he couldn’t see
her. Varassa smiled and whispered a word of magic, and a heartbeat
later a tiny ball of light materialized in the air at the center of
the chamber. The surfacers blinked and squinted as their weak eyes
struggled to adjust. Solemi hadn’t moved an inch; she remained
crouched on her knees, immobilized by her restraints. Weylin’s seed
had dried against her cheeks and clothing, and Varassa nodded in
approval. The niskaru looked exactly like the pathetic
surface slut she was. That was good—she was about to be given
another lesson in submission.


  “Excellent,” Varassa said. “I’ve heard that
young rivvil males possess considerable sexual endurance—is
this true?”


  “I…I’m not sure, mistress,” Weylin
managed.


  “How can you not know your own body?” she
asked, stepping back over to him. She reached out and cupped his
testicles in her fingers, and his flaccid member almost immediately
came to life in her palm. “There, you see? I knew you wouldn’t
disappoint me.”


  He clamped down on his lip, trapped
somewhere between arousal and terror, and Varassa chuckled in
amusement.


  “For now, however, your task is merely to
watch,” she told him, releasing her grip. “It is time for me to
give your lover the attention she deserves.”


  Varassa turned on a heel and stepped back in
front of Solemi. The girl was still quivering, though whether her
muscles trembled in fear or rage was difficult to tell. Her eyes
were filled with roughly equal parts of both.


  “Actually, there is one more task you can
perform for me, Weylin,” Varassa said, unsheathing her dagger.
“Take this.”


  Weylin’s cheek twitched. He was probably
trying to decide whether or not this was a trap, but eventually he
stepped forward and took the offered blade.


  “I want you to disrobe your mate,” Varassa
ordered. “Quickly…and completely.”


  He hesitated for a moment, but just before
she scolded him he gently took the blade and then leaned down over
his lover. At first, he started unclasping the straps of her blouse
by hand, but Varassa shook her head and nodded to the knife.
Swallowing heavily, Weylin began to surgically cut piece after
piece of cloth until the woman’s blouse and skirt completely fell
away.


  Surprisingly, Solemi’s niskaru body
was even more attractive naked. The subtle curve of her hips was a
perfect complement to her sleek, slender frame. Her breasts were
slightly larger than Varassa’s, and evidently some of Weylin’s seed
had trickled down to the girl’s nipples before drying against her
skin.


  “Do you wish me to remove her bindings as
well?” Weylin asked gingerly.


  “Not just yet, no,” the priestess said,
retrieving her dagger from him. “She must earn the right to speak.
She’s clearly never been taught how to behave as a proper female,
and so that duty now falls to me.” Varassa turned back to Weylin.
“Help her up onto the bed. I want her on her back.”


  Nodding, Weylin gently squeezed Solemi’s
arms and helped her stand despite the bindings around her wrists
and ankles. He then shuffled her backwards and laid her down upon
the dungeon’s only mattress.


  “Very good, slave. You are free to watch,
but you will not touch yourself.” Varassa grinned in amusement at
his rock-hard member. She could probably make him erupt with a
single tug or lick. “Not until I give you the order.
Understood?”


  “Of course, mistress,” he managed.
“Y-you’re…you’re not going to hurt her, are you?”


  “I will do whatever is necessary to teach
her proper behavior. Now go and stand in the corner.”


  He nodded and obeyed, and Varassa paced back
in forth in front of the bed. After letting Solemi’s imagination
run wild for a few moments, the priestess leaned down and used her
dagger to slice open the restraints binding the other woman’s
feet.


  “These won’t do at all,” Varassa said. “I
can’t afford to let you get used to having your knees together, not
with what I have planned for you.”


  The priestess whispered the words to another
spell, and soon a pair of shimmering spider-silk bands draped down
from the ceiling. Solemi gasped in fear—with her weak eyes, she
probably assumed there was an actual spider lurking somewhere on
the ceiling.


  “I wouldn’t go to all this trouble just to
feed you to one of the Spider Queen’s pets,” Varassa chided.
“Though if you don’t grow a backbone soon, I will seriously
consider it.”


  The silken bands slowly reached down and
curled around Solemi’s ankles. Once their grip was secure, Varassa
flicked her wrist. The strands stretched back up to the ceiling,
tugging the girl’s legs with them until she was fully splayed at
the edge of the bed.


  “You should feel honored, cunt,” Varassa
said, pivoting and slowly striding over to the various torture
implements arranged along the opposite wall. After fingering
several of the most disturbing devices, she selected a small,
slender razorblade. “I am going to help remove a fraction of the
human taint from your flesh.”


  Solemi’s eyes widened in terror, and Varassa
made sure to hold the metal in the light long enough for the other
woman to get a good look at it. Solemi wriggled in place, but with
her ankles suspended in the air and her wrists pinned behind her
back, there was absolutely nothing she could do.


  Grinning, Varassa knelt down between
Solemi’s legs. The girl obviously kept herself reasonably
well-groomed, but Varassa saw no reason not to finish the job.
Summoning a quick spell to her lips, the priestess blew a thin
stream of air across Solemi’s pink folds. The girl’s flesh prickled
in response to the heat, and a moment later a glimmering sheen of
magical liquid spackled across her pubic hair.


  “Just don’t flinch,” Varassa warned. “I
wouldn’t want to hurt you.”


  The razor had been enchanted specifically
for this purpose; the blade cut away Solemi’s remaining hairs
easily and smoothly despite her pathetic whimpering. After just a
few minutes the task was complete, and Varassa leaned closer to
inspect her handiwork. She gently ran her tongue across the girl’s
dripping slit, eliciting an immediate gasp of shock and
pleasure.


  “Tell me, slave,” Varassa whispered between
lashes of her tongue. “Has your lover ever knelt before you like
this?” Solemi muttered something incomprehensible into her gag, and
Varassa turned and cocked an eyebrow at Weylin. “She seems
distracted. Have you pleasured her with your lips before?”


  “Um,” he muttered. “N-no, mistress.”


  “What?” Varassa nearly spat. “She
swallowed your cock before you proved yourself to her? What a
disgrace. Her needs should always come first.” She snorted.
“Perhaps your backwards culture never told you what you’re missing.
Allow me to demonstrate…”


  The priestess lashed her tongue across
Solemi’s quim, and the girl nearly writhed out of her restraints.
Even the lowliest drow male learned the power of ulis’quarra
the moment he reached maturity. For many, skill with the tongue was
their only means of pleasing a powerful female and ascending
through the ranks. Varassa tested all her lovers this way, male and
female alike, and she had learned some of the techniques herself
over the years. Solemi had clearly never experienced anything like
it, and her body shuddered with climax less than a minute after
Varassa had set to work.


  With a final kiss at the girl’s quivering
slit, Varassa leaned forward and placed her right hand upon
Solemi’s bare stomach. “Do you enjoy your mistress’s touch,
slave?”


  In between fevered breaths, Solemi nodded a
meek affirmative. Tiny beads of sweat dappled her belly, and goose
bumps had appeared all across her pale skin.


  “Good,” Varassa said. “There’s just one
problem: I never gave you permission to cum.”


  Twisting her fingernails, the priestess
unleashed a spell into the girl’s belly. Solemi convulsed like she
had just been flogged, but no marks appeared on her flesh. The pain
was instant but illusory; it would cause no permanent damage unless
Varassa willed it.


  “The next time you disobey me, the
punishment will be more severe,” she warned, standing. “But let’s
test your obedience in a different way. Weylin?”


  “Yes, mistress?” he called from behind her.
Even without looking, she could feel his cock trembling in
anticipation.


  “Remove her gag. It’s time to hear your
lover’s sweet voice.”


  He stepped forward and did as she commanded.
Solemi coughed and licked at her lips the instant her mouth was
finally free.


  “Do you have anything you wish to say to me,
dear?” Varassa asked. “Any threats you’d like to levy now that your
voice has returned?”


  For an instant, the girl looked like she
might snap back. But instead she merely shook her head. “No,
mistress.”


  Varassa snorted. “Of course not. I
understand your male giving in so easily—he knows his proper place.
But you…” She shook her head in disgust. “You’re not even a
slave—you’re just a pathetic cunt, pure and simple.”


  Solemi looked up at her in horror and
confusion. She didn’t understand, of course. The human’s
indoctrination had long since set in; as a female, Solemi already
believed she was weak and subservient. Varassa didn’t even need to
break her.


  “I was planning on giving you the honor of
fucking you personally, but you’re not even worth my time,” the
priestess sneered. “But I suppose that’s all right. The males here
could always use a new toy…”


  Varassa opened her right hand, and with an
abrupt crackle of magic a shimmering, semi-translucent whip
appeared in her palm. Just like the pain spell, the whip wouldn’t
cause any permanent damage, but over the decades she’d found that
many of her slaves responded better to a visible physical
implement.


  “According to your lover, you’ve never been
taken by another man,” Varassa said. “Is that true, cunt?”


  Solemi nodded. “Yes, mistress.”


  “Really? Surely you could have seduced
others in that time.”


  “I…I only ever wanted Weylin.”


  Varassa scoffed. “Now I know you’re lying.
Even you aren’t that pathetic.”


  She menacingly dragged the ethereal whip
across the floor, and with an abrupt crack she lashed Solemi’s bare
breasts. The girl shrieked in pain, but the red lines across her
flesh vanished nearly as quickly as they’d appeared.


  “Never lie to your mistress, cunt,” Varassa
said. “Now answer me again: how many men have you fucked?”


  Solemi closed her eyes and tried to hold
back the welling of tears. “Three.”


  “Three?” Varassa gasped, glancing back to
Weylin. “And you never told this one, did you?”


  “No, mistress.”


  “I see. So three men have crawled between
your legs?”


  “Yes.”


  “How many have spilled their seed down your
throat?”


  The girl’s cheeks twitched. “Five.”


  “Five?” Varassa gasped, legitimately
surprised. “Well, Weylin, it seems like you’re innocent little farm
girl enjoys being on her knees even more than her back.”


  His expression withered. He was clearly
upset…but thankfully, his distress didn’t seem to be affecting his
cock in the least. He still looked like he was on the verge of
bursting.


  “Five cocks in your mouth,” Varassa
whispered. “How many have taken your ass?”


  Solemi winced. “None.”


  “Really? You are certain?”


  “Yes, mistress. I swear it!”


  “Interesting,” Varassa mused. “Well, I think
we know exactly how you can properly claim her then, don’t we,
Weylin?”


  The male’s face was still darkened with
confusion, but behind his wide eyes she could see the tiniest
glimmer of indignant rage. That was good—the stronger his reaction,
the more amusing this would be.


  “Come here, slave,” Varassa ordered
dismissing her whip. “You’ve been patient, and it’s time to claim
your reward.”


  Weylin stepped closer, and she pivoted in
behind him and curled her fingers about his cock once more. She
stroked him slowly, teasingly, before standing on her tiptoes and
placing her lips at his ear.


  “I want you to fuck her, Weylin. Not gently,
not lovingly, but forcefully. I want your cock buried so
deep she whimpers with every thrust.” Varassa smiled as she nibbled
at his earlobe. “But you will not cum, not until I give you my
permission. Do you understand?”


  He swallowed. “Y-yes, mistress.”


  “Good.”


  Nudging him forward, she placed the tip of
his member at Solemi’s freshly-shaven entrance. Varassa held him in
place for a few seconds, and he stared down at his lover. Another
glimmer of indignant rage sparkled in his eyes, and the instant the
priestess removed her hand he slammed into Solemi with an almost
feral grunt.


  “She’s not whimpering, slave,” Varassa
scolded. “You had best get to work.”


  He did. Grabbing tightly onto Solemi’s trim
waist, he began to pound her relentlessly, savagely, until the
slapping of their flesh echoed across the chamber. The girl groaned
in a heated mix of pain and pleasure, and for an instant Varassa
was tempted to replace the gag…or perhaps order Weylin to shove his
cock down her throat instead. But as amusing as it was to imagine
the half-breed choking on his manhood, Varassa decided against it.
In the end, this would be a much more powerful lesson.


  Kneeling down next to the bed, she raked her
fingernail’s across the girl’s belly. The tell-tale tendrils of
magic clung tightly to Solemi’s pale flesh. In drow society, it was
the males who were responsible for ensuring their
sterility—sometimes forcibly, if they were born of a weak
bloodline. But the surface cultures unsurprisingly thrust that
burden upon their females, and Solemi had likely learned the
technique the moment she had come of age.


  “Yes, I can see your enchantment now,”
Varassa whispered. “We might as well remove it now before things
truly get interesting…”


  Whispering a few quick words of magic, she
dispelled the protective ward. Weylin glanced up in confusion, and
his rhythm slowed.


  “I never told you to stop, slave,” Varassa
scolded him. “Fuck her harder.”


  He obeyed, and a sheen of sweat soon formed
across his arms and forehead. He closed his eyes and bit down on
his lip in a valiant effort to control himself…but it was clear he
wasn’t going to last much longer.


  “You may withdraw,” Varassa said, sliding
back over behind him. His cock nearly erupted even as he pulled
out, and she had a feeling that a single touch of her finger would
set him off…but it wasn’t time for that yet. She still had one
final task for him this evening.


  “Think back for a moment about what your
lover revealed to you,” Varassa whispered into his ear. Her fingers
tickled their way back to his testicles, but she made certain to
give his cock a few more seconds of respite. “Imagine her spreading
her legs for other men before you—men she claimed didn’t exist.
Imagine her kneeling before them and taking their cocks into her
mouth.”


  On cue, she curled her fingers about his
member. She half-expected him to explode right then and there, but
fortunately for him he maintained control.


  “How does it make you feel, Weylin?”


  “Angry, mistress,” he managed. “I
feel…betrayed.”


  Varassa grunted. “If you were a drow I would
castrate you for harboring such a sentiment. Our males know better
than to assume a female owes them anything.” She smiled and began
to stroke him again. “But you’re not a drow, and neither is this
cunt here. Would you like to punish her?”


  Weylin closed his eyes and nodded.
“Yes.”


  “Good. You might not have been the first to
claim her throat or cunt, but her ass is right there waiting for
you…”


  Whispering another word of magic, she
adjusted the webbing and yanked Solemi’s ankles up another few
inches. Varassa then tugged on Weylin’s cock until the swollen head
was perfectly lined up with his lover’s nether entrance. She could
have easily conjured a bit of grease to smooth his entry, but he
was still reasonably slick from Solemi’s juices. And besides, the
whole point was to make the girl squirm…


  “Take her,” Varassa commanded. “Punish
her!”


  Weylin eased the head of his cock inside,
and Solemi instantly yelped in pained protest.


  “No!” she gasped. “No, you can’t—”


  “I never gave you permission to speak,
cunt,” Varassa interrupted. “Would you prefer it if I summoned one
of my warriors down here to take you instead? Or perhaps I should
unpack one my many wonderful toys and fuck you myself. I have an
ogre cock I think you might appreciate…”


  Her whimpers fell silent, and Varassa
smiled. Despite her pathetic mewling, the girl clearly enjoyed
being used this way. Her darthiir blood made her weak…


  “All the way in, Weylin,” Varassa
instructed. “I won’t let you finish until you’re all the way
in.”


  He eased deeper and deeper with each thrust,
and Solemi closed her eyes and bit down on her lip. Sauntering back
over to the girl’s side, Varassa re-conjured her magical whip…but
this time she shortened it to barely a third of its previous
length. She then dragged the shimmering cord across Solemi’s
stomach and breasts.


  “Do you feel sorry for lying to your lover?”
Varassa asked. “Do you wish you’d told him the truth?”


  “Yes,” the girl gasped. “Yes, I’m
sorry!”


  “Then you’ve learned nothing. No female
should ever apologize for her conquests.”


  “But…” she mumbled as Weylin drove into her
again. He had nearly buried himself to the hilt already. “Please
stop, mistress! I can’t…”


  “Can’t what? Can’t take him all the way? I
doubt you had that problem with your other lovers. I think what you
need is a distraction.”


  Varassa lashed the girl’s breasts. Solemi
yelped in pain…but then quickly groaned in ecstasy as the whip’s
magic set in. Pain became pleasure, pleasure became pain…everything
would swirl inside her into an indecipherable blur. Varassa lashed
a second time and then a third before Solemi shuddered with an
impending climax.


  “You may finish whenever you like, cunt,”
the priestess said. “Prove your true nature by squealing like a
whore.”


  Varassa lashed one final time, and Solemi
convulsed in a powerful orgasm just as Weylin buried his cock deep
in her bowels. His face contorted in pleasure, and it was clear he
wouldn’t last much longer…


  “Mistress,” he managed. “Mistress, I
can’t…”


  Varassa snorted in amusement and returned to
his side. “You may finish too, slave,” she said. “But not inside
her—she hasn’t been properly marked just yet.”


  He pulled out, and Varassa once again took
ahold of his member. This time she didn’t even need a single stroke
to set him off; he erupted instantly. The first jet fired all the
way to Solemi’s chin before splattering across her lips, while the
second landed almost precisely between her breasts. The third and
fourth sprayed across her belly, and only then did his cock finally
fall silent.


  “Very impressive,” Varassa said. She traced
the tip of her finger across Solemi’s neck and lips, scooping up
Weylin’s still-smoldering seed and shoveling it into the girl’s
mouth. “Taste him, cunt. Understand his power…”


  It took a few seconds, but eventually the
girl licked the priestess’s finger dry. Soon Solemi’s mouth was
nearly filled.


  “Swallow,” Varassa commanded. “Now.”


  The girl obeyed, and Varassa nodded in
approval. She then turned to the nightstand by the bed and selected
one of the open-mouthed gags stashed inside.


  “I doubt Weylin here has any more interest
in what you have to say,” Varassa said as she propped up the girl’s
head, “but he may still have a use for your tongue and throat.”
Once the gag was securely in place, she turned back to Weylin. “You
have pleased me again, slave, and for that I offer you this cunt.
You may use her anyway you wish tonight.”


  The male looked up at her, but his confusion
quickly transformed into delight. “Thank you, mistress.”


  “My underlings will feed and bathe you in
the morning,” Varassa told him. “I shall return tomorrow night…and
then your final trial shall begin.”


   





  Act Three: Submission


   



  As usual, Varassa woke up alone. Before
retiring for the evening, she had summoned her scout commander,
Maliveth, to her bedchamber. He had demonstrated reasonable skill
at ulis’quarra, especially compared to the bumbling males
the Matron Mother typically assigned to this outpost, and just as
importantly he was smart enough not to overstay his welcome. One of
these days she would reward his service—she might even grant him
the honor of spilling inside her—but even a chosen servant of the
Spider Queen couldn’t ignore her duties forever, and right now it
was time to get back to work.


  After treating herself to a long bath in the
steaming pools, Varassa donned her armor and then shared a small
morning meal with the three acolytes serving beneath her. The
steamed sha’veska stalks were nowhere near as delicious as
the freshly-picked ones from the temple garden in Vel’shannar, but
thankfully her new cook had the good sense to conceal their wilting
flavor by mixing his mediocre ingredients together in a stew. Now
more than ever, Varassa longed to serve in an outpost where supply
shipments weren’t so few and far between.


  Once the meal was finished, she took a quick
lap around the base-camp and supervised a handful of training
activities before making her way to the Spider Queen’s shrine.
Under her close direction, the acolytes performed their daily
rituals satisfactorily, though Varassa could tell they were all
hankering to sacrifice one of the new surfacers as soon as
possible. Most of their bloodlust was borne of simple jealousy, of
course; they were envious of their mistress’s new playthings. But
Varassa really hadn’t offered the goddess any gifts in quite some
time, and sooner or later the Spider Queen would likely demand
blood from someone or something. Perhaps, Varassa mused, she would
ask the scout commander to choose his weakest warrior as an
offering soon…


  Evening rolled around quickly, and after
another brief meal of mushrooms and greens, Varassa was finally
free to return to the dungeon. The guard had rotated from the
previous night, but he looked every bit as bored as his
counterpart.


  “Priestess,” he said, dropping to a knee as
she approached.


  “Have my pets misbehaved?” she asked.


  “No, mistress. They have not attempted
escape.”


  “You left the gate unlocked as I
ordered?”


  “Yes, but they made no attempt to
leave.”


  Varassa grinned. “You fed and bathed
them?”


  “The male, yes,” the guard confirmed. “The
female was left alone, as you instructed.”


  “Excellent. You have pleased me, male.
Continue to do so, and perhaps I shall grant you an hour alone with
her.”


  His lip twisted in disgust. “I have no wish
to touch a niskaru whore…”


  “You would refuse a gift from me?” Varassa
asked, her voice cooling dangerously.


  “N-no, of course not, Priestess,” he blurted
out, realizing his mistake. “I will serve as you require.”


  “I should hope so. This camp has no room for
a disobedient male. If I give you the order to fuck that mongrel, I
expect your cock to be inside her as quickly as you can open your
trousers. If I order you to clean the prison floor with your
tongue, I expect you to be on your knees and licking before I
finish the sentence. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Priestess Varassa,” he said, nodding.
“I meant no disrespect.”


  “Good. Now I intend to visit our prisoners.
Make certain I am not interrupted.”


  Varassa strode into the dungeon without
waiting for a reply. The scene below was nearly identical to the
way she’d left it: Solemi remained prone on the bed, wrists
fastened behind her back and legs splayed in the air. Weylin’s
dried seed covered her from chin to cunt at this point, and there
were enough new splotches that he had clearly taken her several
more times during the night. He stood up the instant Varassa
rounded the corner.


  “Good evening, my pets,” she said. “I trust
you slept well?”


  “Yes, mistress,” Weylin told her as he
shuffled to the center of the room and took a knee. He had clearly
learned his place after just a single day; apparently not all
surface males were as obstinate and prideful as she’d been led to
believe.


  Smiling, Varassa conjured her shimmering
whip and approached him. The sudden illumination, dim though it
was, forced him to blink awkwardly for a few seconds before he
leaned down and kissed the tip of her boot.


  “Good boy,” she said. “Did you have fun with
your mate after I left you? Did you punish her further?”


  “Yes, mistress.”


  “I thought as much,” Varassa said, rubbing
her fingers through his hair. After a moment she pivoted back
around and stepped over to the bed. “What about you, cunt? Did you
enjoy being used like the whore you are?”


  Solemi muttered something into her gag, and
Varassa grunted in amusement before dragging her whip across the
girl’s breasts. Once again her pale surface flesh prickled in
anticipation.


  “I’m sure you did,” Varassa said. “You
surfacers will be much happier when you finally accept your proper
place beneath our heel. But until then…”


  She flicked her wrist and lashed the whip
across Solemi’s stomach, then again across her tits and cunt. The
girl writhed in pain and then pleasure as the red marks gradually
faded.


  “Rise, Weylin,” Varassa ordered. “Come
here.”


  He stood and stepped up next to her. Just
yesterday, he had winced at the sight of his lover squirming in
discomfort; today he didn’t even flinch.


  “You’ve performed so well that I’ve decided
to reward you early,” Varassa said as she slipped in behind him.
She gently placed the whip in his right hand. “Strike her, Weylin.
Punish her for the lies she has told you.”


  He seemed hesitant at first, but after a few
seconds his strong hand closed about the grip. He dragged the
shimmering tendrils across Solemi’s legs, and with an abrupt flick
he lashed the inside of her thighs.


  “That’s a start, but she deserves more,”
Varassa whispered into his ear. Pivoting behind him, she once again
curled her left hand around his waist and slowly began to stroke
his hardening member. “Think of all the cocks she’s taken inside
her…think of all the seed she’s swallowed.”


  Weylin struck Solemi harder this time, and
Varassa spurred him on until the girl’s thighs and stomach were
nearly glowing red. A climax shuddered through the niskaru
whore even as she yelped in pain, and a sheen of sweat soon covered
her flesh.


  “Very good,” Varassa said, nibbling at his
ear. With a word of magic she dismissed the whip and then released
her grip on his now-throbbing member. “That was merely your first
prize of the day, my pet, but another still awaits you.” She
pivoted back around in front of him and smiled. “You may remove my
armor.”


  He blinked in confusion. “Mistress?”


  “You do know how armor works, yes?” she
asked. “I’m giving you the pleasure of removing mine. I suggest you
begin immediately.”


  “O-of course,” he managed. Slowly but
surely, he unbuckled the straps on the back of her breastplate. The
last time she had captured pleasure slaves, she had forced them to
wait nearly a week before granting them the privilege of seeing her
naked. But she liked these two, and there was no shame in reminding
a half-breed of her physical inadequacies. All told, it took him
the better part of five minutes to remove the major pieces and set
them down against the wall, and eventually all that remained were
her matching spider-silk bandeau and thong—and her boots, of
course, but those weren’t going anywhere.


  “You may remove the cloth as well,” Varassa
told him. “The boots stay.”


  Nodding nervously, Weylin unfastened her
bandeau and freed her perfect breasts. He stared at them for a
moment, clearly mesmerized, before leaning down and unclasping the
sash around her waist. Unlike the niskaru whore, Varassa’s
quim required no grooming; her ebon folds were smooth and hairless.
She made sure to give her slaves several seconds to appreciate the
sleek, slender figure of their new goddess. Her blue-gray skin was
unblemished aside from her navel tattoo, and Weylin’s cock
instantly twitched in appreciation.


  “Do you like what you see, slave?”


  “Yes, mistress,” he said, swallowing. “You
are…radiant.”


  “I’m sure that’s a compliment on the
surface, and so I’ll forgive your poor choice of words,” Varassa
muttered. “As penance, however, you shall give me a kiss.”


  Again he paused in surprise before standing
and leaning in towards her lips.


  “Not there, fool,” she scolded. She lifted
her right leg and braced the heel of her boot against the nearby
table, then pointed to the ground with her finger. “Prove your
worth to me from your knees like a good male.”


  With an anxious nod, he knelt back down and
slowly brought his lips and tongue to her quim. His inexperience
was painfully obvious—Varassa probably would have executed any drow
male who demonstrated his level of meandering incompetence—but
Weylin’s raw enthusiasm nearly made up for his lack of skill. He
clearly wanted to please her, and for the moment that was all she
cared about. The beginnings of a climax stirred deep insider her,
but before the euphoria could swell she placed her fingers in his
hair and pushed him away.


  “You have pleased me again, slave,” she told
him, “which means that it is time for your final reward. Stand and
give me your hands.”


  This time his confused pause lasted only an
instant before he returned to his feet and offered his hands to
her. Lowering her leg back to the floor, Varassa took his wrists
and twisted them around behind his back. Once they were secure, she
conjured a restraining cord to hold them in place.


  “Don’t worry: you haven’t offended me,” she
soothed. “But you won’t need these today. You see, I come bearing
good news—for both of you. In my infinite mercy, I have decided to
give you the opportunity you’ve been waiting for: if Weylin here
performs just one simple task for me, I shall allow both of you to
return to your homes on the surface.”


  The lovers glanced at one another, clearly
unsure of whether or not they should believe their mistress.
Varassa could almost feel the hope pouring off them, particularly
Solemi…and she couldn’t help but grin in response. Yes, this was
definitely going to be amusing…


  Sliding over to the bed, she sat down next
to Solemi and crossed her legs. “I do not jest—my offer is quite
genuine,” she assured them. “You have pleased me so far, and I
always reward obedience.” Opening her palm, she conjured a tiny,
crystalline hourglass and twirled it right above Solemi’s head. “My
task is quite simple,” she went on, running her free fingers
through the girl’s hair. “Weylin here is going to lie down upon
this bed, and then I am going to fuck him. If he can hold out long
enough for this glass to empty—just a few minutes—then both of you
will be free to go. I will order my men to return you back to the
temple where they found you, and you will never hear from us
again.”


  Varassa’s smile widened. “If, on the other
hand, he cannot control himself…then the two of you shall remain
bound to me. What do you think?”


  Solemi quivered but remained silent. Weylin
didn’t respond either, though his cock did seem to grow another
quarter inch…


  “I should probably mention that none of my
slaves has ever met this challenge,” Varassa went on. “Perhaps you
will be the first.”


  She allowed the two of them to think about
her offer for a moment before standing and cutting free the webs
holding up Solemi’s ankles. Her legs dropped awkwardly to the
floor, and Varassa grabbed ahold of the girl’s collar and spun her
around until she was positioned length-wise on the bed just below
the headboard.


  “You will have pleasure of watching us,
cunt,” Varassa said. “Perhaps you will even learn something in the
process.”


  Chuckling in amusement, the priestess
conjured another set of restraints and bound Solemi’s ankles
together as they dangled off the side of the bed. From here, she
would have a perfect view of the proceedings.


  “Perfect,” Varassa said, glancing back over
her shoulder to Weylin. “Take her place on the bed, slave. I want
you on your back.”


  Swallowing heavily, he sat down on the edge
of the bed and then sprawled backwards until his brown hair brushed
against Solemi’s stomach. Varassa stepped back over to him and
smiled at the sight of his glistening flesh and rock-hard member.
It was hard to believe they had only been dragged here yesterday
afternoon; it felt like she’d been waiting for this moment forever.
Most of her slaves took weeks if not months to fully break, but
Weylin here had been groveling at her boot within minutes. Under
normal circumstances, she might have been disappointed…but not
today. Not with such a glorious prize awaiting her.


  Slowly, teasingly, Varassa placed her knee
on the bed and then slowly slung her leg over his waist. His cock
throbbed in anticipation, and she leaned forward and gently ran her
tongue along the back of his shaft. She could have easily swallowed
him right then and there, and a part of yearned to see just how
quickly she could make him erupt…but if everything went as planned,
she would have plenty of opportunity to taste him later.


  “Remember our agreement,” she whispered,
dangling the hourglass just above his head. “You need only endure
for a few moments, and then you and Solemi will be free to leave. I
will even grant a small head start…”


  Varassa reached over the headboard, making
sure to lower her breasts just above Weylin’s face, and then
dangled the hourglass above the girl’s abdomen. “If the glass
falls, our deal is void,” Varassa explained. “I suggest you remain
as still as possible, cunt…unless you would also like to stay with
me.”


  With a wicked smile, Varassa flipped the
hourglass over and nestled it into Solemi’s navel. The sand
immediately began filtering through.


  “As for you, Weylin,” Varassa went on,
stretching down close enough that the tip of his member rubbed
against her smoldering entrance. “You should be aware that if you
stay, I shall shower you with gifts. Your cock shall find refuge
inside the warmest, wettest sheath you can imagine. I shall allow
you to serve me, and in return I will show you pleasure that will
light a fire in your dreams from now until the Spider Queen claims
your soul.”


  Varassa kissed him softly even as her right
hand began to ease him inside her. “Perhaps a demonstration is in
order…”


  A stifled gasp escaped his lips, and she
gave him a moment to acclimate before sinking down onto him.
Despite her best efforts to remain in control, she was already so
wet that she had no difficulty accommodating his impressive girth.
Soon he was buried to the hilt, and she had to bite down on her lip
to suppress her own climax. She hadn’t taken a cock inside her in
weeks, and none of her male warriors was blessed with such a
gorgeous instrument.


  Placing her palms against Weylin’s chest,
Varassa began to grind her hips against him. He whimpered in
delight, and he clenched his teeth in a futile effort to control
himself. The hourglass was almost half empty already, but there was
no way in the Abyss he would be able to hold out that long…


  After a few more thrusts, she once again
leaned down next to his ear. “What do you think, slave? Do you wish
to return home with your lover here? She might decide to leave you
the moment you reach the surface. You may never have another chance
to slide your cock into that beautiful little ass of hers.”


  Varassa grinned and glanced up to Solemi.
Despite being immobilized, the girl was still quivering in her
restraints. She clearly wished to leave, even if she’d secretly
enjoyed every moment of her bondage. The question was whether or
not Weylin was strong enough—or cared enough—to save her.


  “If you stay with me, you can have her
whenever you like in any way that you like,” Varassa told him
between breaths. “Your cock won’t be dry for an instant unless you
wish it. But you had best make up your mind soon—time is running
out.”


  The hourglass ticked away, and Varassa
clamped her thighs so tightly about his waist it hurt. She rode him
as hard and fast as she could, and the bed squeaked as its feet
dragged across the stone. She bit down on her lip as his cock
throbbed inside her—


  And then Weylin erupted. He cried out in
helpless exultation, and Varassa finally allowed herself to join
him. A tremor of ecstasy shuddered its way from her toes all the
way to her lips, and the world went dark as every muscle in her
body seemed to contract at once. When her vision finally turned,
she saw the hourglass teetering atop Solemi’s belly…and it wasn’t
yet empty.


  Varassa had won. Just like always.


  “You’ve made a wise choice, my pet,” she
said breathlessly. “I knew you’d wish to stay with your
mistress…”


  Leaning her head down, she kissed him for a
long, heated moment before pulling away and lifting herself off
him. His cock slid out of her, but it wasn’t completely flaccid as
she’d expected—he really did have remarkable endurance, and with
the aid of her magic he would probably mount him again in just a
few seconds…


  But there was no reason to rush. Their time
together was just beginning, after all, and she still had so many
delights left to show him.


  “It would seem that your lover would rather
stay here with me, cunt,” Varassa said as she shuffled over to
Solemi and swung her leg across the girl’s body instead. She
lowered her quim down directly atop Solemi’s open mouth just as
Weylin’s seed began to seep out of her. “You might as well get used
to tasting him…and me. We’re going to have so much fun
together.”


  Varassa smiled even as the girl squirmed
helplessly beneath her, and she reached out and raked her
fingernails across Weylin’s muscular chest. It was a pity that
humans aged so rapidly. She could imagine keeping him around for a
long time.


  “As for you, my dear,” she whispered, “your
journey has only just begun. Now tell me: who is it that owns
you?”


  “You, mistress,” he breathed. “I am your
humble slave.”


  “Yes,” Varassa said, grinning in delight as
she clamped her thighs about the niskaru’s face. “You are
mine…now and forever.”


   





  Slaves of the Spider Queen


   





   



  Act One: Depravities of the First Daughter


   



  “I can scarcely imagine the shame you must
have felt upon receiving this assignment,” General Laetharys said,
her red eyes glittering in amusement as she looked down upon the
small encampment beneath her. “You must have enraged the Spider
Queen for the Matron Mother to banish you to this backwater
outpost…”


  Priestess Varassa curled her ruby lips into
a well-practiced smile. “If I had truly angered the Goddess, we
wouldn’t be having this pleasant conversation. She continues to
favor me, as always.”


  “Of course,” Laetharys murmured. As usual,
the general didn’t bother to hide the venomous sarcasm in her tone.
“Still, many of the other priestesses back home view your
assignment as a grave insult. You are the Second Daughter of the
Matron Mother, after all. You should be overseeing one of the
shrines at Vel’shannar or perhaps even leading our armies on the
surface.”


  “Mother knows that this chokepoint is vital
to Vel’shannar’s security, and she has entrusted me with its
defense. Besides, rumor has it that you are the one who has
fallen out of favor. Why else would the First Daughter and revered
High General be stuck on a routine inspection tour of backwater
outposts?”


  This time, Laetharys’s lips curled upwards.
Her smiles had always been cold and cruel, but thankfully she was
clever enough to realize when she’d been outmaneuvered. Verbal
fencing had never been her specialty. She was a warrior through and
through, and the Spider Queen had blessed her with countless
victories over their enemies. Her relationship with the Matron
Mother had soured recently, however, and Laetharys had been ordered
to inspect each of the city’s military outposts as a form of
punishment. Today she was here to evaluate Varassa’s garrison…and
to antagonize her hated sister in any way she could.


  After spending several hours passively
sniping at one another while surveying the encampment, the two
women had finally retired to Laetharys’s chambers for the night.
They were currently enjoying a glass of wine while standing on the
balcony overlooking the warriors and servants below. Inside the
rocky chamber behind him, four male warriors—two of Varassa’s and
two of Laetharys’s—watched in silence from their positions along
the far wall.


  “You must be terribly bored this far from
home,” Laetharys said after a moment. “No fighting pits, no
pleasure house…you barely even own any slaves.”


  “I’ve taken more recently, including some
very amusing surfacers,” Varassa replied as she finished her glass
and gestured back inside. “A young rivvil male and a
niskaru female.”


  Laetharys’s nose twitched in disgust. “You
keep them alive? I would have fed them to the driders, especially
the mixed-blood whore.”


  “As I said, they are surprisingly amusing.
The male in particular is a prime specimen. And the female…she’s
pathetic, of course, but she entertains me nonetheless.”


  Varassa sat down at the dining table and
crossed her slender, leather-sheathed legs. Normally she would have
already shed her armor at this late hour, but a visit from the
First Daughter triggered certain social protocols. Not that Varassa
minded; her outfit was designed for fashion and comfort rather than
protection. After all, metal—even adamantine—was a poor substitute
for the protective power of the Spider Queen’s magic.


  Her cropped hauberk was more of a halter
than a real breastplate at this point. She nearly always kept her
upper back bare to display the spider tattoo between her shoulder
blades, and she took a similar approach with the smaller design
encircling her taught navel. The chain links of her skirt ended
halfway down her thigh, and her black, knee-high boots were both
supple and surprisingly comfortable. She’d recently extended the
stiletto heels another inch to ensure she towered over the males
sworn to her service.


  Laetharys’s outfit was more pragmatic, if
only just. Her low-cut armor cupped her breasts together perfectly,
and a long skirt of studded leather straps hung down over her
shapely legs. The rest of her tall, athletic frame was encased in
curve-hugging metal plates that were as thin as parchment but
stronger than steel. The symbol of House Hu’nate was emblazoned in
multiple places, including the helmet she had already set atop the
table.


  “I was forced to leave most of my slaves at
the last garrison,” Laetharys said as joined her sister at the
table. “A recent string of duergar attacks killed many of their
servants and left them vulnerable. Vel’shannar can’t supply them
with reinforcements for weeks, so I decided to show them pity.”


  “How very unlike you,” Varassa commented
with a wry smirk.


  Laetharys scoffed and flicked her wrist
dismissively. “I punished the males responsible for the security
breach. I doubt they’ll risk angering me again, otherwise the
public floggings will become public castrations.”


  “Mm,” Varassa grunted. “If you’re bored,
dalninil, allow me to summon my surface slaves. I promise
they’ll amuse you.”


  “If you insist,” Laetharys said with feigned
nonchalance as she poured herself another glass. “Though I doubt
I’ll find them as entertaining as you.”


  Varassa signaled her guards and resisted the
urge to smile. Laetharys’s had a long history of copulating with
surface slaves—a history she had taken great pains to conceal from
her sister. Priestesses of the Spider Queen were free to act as
they wished, of course, but Laetharys’s actions always endured
higher scrutiny than her underlings. As the First Daughter and the
High General of Vel’shannar, she enjoyed immense political
power…but she had also accumulated more rivals than anyone else in
the city.


  That was the real reason the Matron Mother
had assigned Laetharys here. Her sexual appetites were a source of
immense speculation and even scorn throughout Vel’shannar, and
Varassa had been tasked with separating rumor from fiction. She had
been looking forward to this for weeks—every priestess yearned for
the opportunity to humiliate their rivals in front of the Matron
Mother. The fact Laetharys was her blood sister made the prospect
that much more delectable…


  The warriors returned a few minutes later
with the slaves closely in tow. On most days, Varassa didn’t even
bother with overt restraints. After six months of service, her
slaves were so thoroughly broken that escape never even crossed
their minds. But with her sister here Varassa had ordered her pets
fitted with wrist and ankle chains as well as a leash for
guidance.


  “The niskaru’s name is Solemi,”
Varassa said, gesturing to the willowy blond half-elf. Her father
was a surface elf—a darthiir—while her mother was a human—a
rivvil. “She was fledgling wizardess at one point, though I
suspect she spent more time at the academy on her knees than
reading books.”


  Laetharys hissed in disgust. “Surface whore,
giving males pleasure rather than demanding their obedience…”


  “Indeed.” Varassa stood and sauntered over
to the slaves. The clicking of her stiletto heels on the
stone was so loud it echoed across the chamber. “Still, she learned
and accepted her place quickly. I daresay she’s even quite
skilled…”


  Solemi didn’t react, though that was hardly
surprising considering she still didn’t understand the drow tongue.
Her body was a perfect testament to the best features of her mixed
parentage, from her almond-shaped green eyes and lithe frame to her
supple breasts and delicate ass. She was currently naked aside from
the ky'ostal nauvith, a special harness that covered and
protected her bald quim. The device marked her as off-limits to the
rest of the encampment. The males could spill upon her as they
wished, of course—and they did often, given how frequently she
returned to her bedroll covered in their seed—but her holes were
officially limits without Varassa’s permission.


  “I can see why you might find her
worthwhile,” Laetharys said, her eyes twinkling again. “What of the
male?”


  Varassa gestured for him to step forward.
“His name is Weylin. He was a farmer of some sort, I believe,
though I’m sure he’s already forgotten that life of tedium.”


  She placed her fingers upon his biceps and
squeezed in appreciation. His powerful frame put her own warriors
to shame, and she enjoyed keeping him naked if only to remind them
of their inadequacy. His ky'ostal nauvith was different than
Solemi’s; it cupped tightly around his cock and was designed to
prick him if he became erect without her permission. For a time,
she had left the device unlocked so the other females could enjoy
him at their leisure, but demand had proven so great she’d since
changed her mind. His cock was now exclusively hers…or had been,
until tonight.


  “I admit, I’ve rarely seen a rivvil
with such an impressive physique,” Laetharys said, standing. “You
have trained him, I assume?”


  “Yes, and he took to it almost immediately,”
Varassa replied. She cupped her left hand around Weylin’s chin and
smiled at him while her right unlocked his harness. “Like any male,
he just needed proper discipline.”


  “By the Goddess,” Laetharys breathed as his
cock fell free. “What a gorgeous stem!”


  She reached down and curled her fingers
around the base of his member. It remained flaccid, just like
Varassa had trained him. She would have to reward him later, and
she had the perfect gift in mind…


  “Such control,” Laetharys whispered. “He
grows on command?”


  Varassa nodded and tapped him on the
shoulder to signal her approval. “Yes. Behold.”


  Slowly but surely, his cock swelled to its
full length in her sister’s hand. She stroked it approvingly and
smiled.


  “I underestimated you, dalninil,”
Laetharys said. “I imagine he fucks like a wild beast…”


  “He has proven to be a fast learning in all
things.” Varassa gestured to Solemi. “If you want a demonstration,
he can take her right now.”


  Laetharys stared down at Weylin’s cock for
another few seconds before the corner of her lip twitched upwards
in a smile. “Actually, I have something even more amusing in mind.
I did bring one slave along that you might enjoy. He’s a surfacer
and a mongrel himself—half rivvil, half orc. Since you lack
a fighting pit, I assumed he’d be worthless as entertainment. But
perhaps we can arrange a different type of fighting spectacle…”


  She signaled to her guards, and they left to
retrieve the slave. In the interim, Laetharys ran her fingertips
across every inch of Weylin’s body, all while keeping her other
hand locked firmly around his member.


  “I assume you don’t allow him to spill
without permission.”


  “Of course not,” Varassa said. “A male
without control is useless, regardless of his other qualities.”


  “It’s almost a pity,” Laetharys whispered as
she finally released her grip. “If he’d erupted, I would have loved
to cut off his cock and take it home with me.”


  “Enjoy him as you wish, but remember that
he’s valuable.”


  Laetharys snorted. “You actually care for a
rivvil?”


  “I protect my property,” Varassa clarified.
“Besides, as you’ve pointed out, there’s precious little else here
for entertainment.”


  “True enough.” The general crossed her arms
and grinned. “Have you ever allowed him to spill inside you?”


  “On occasion, when he’s earned the
privilege.”


  “My sister, enjoying the seed of a
rivvil…” Laetharys grunted. “Mother would be shocked by your
decadence.”


  “Given the size and diversity of her harem,
I sincerely doubt that. I’ve also heard rumors that you’ve enjoyed
your fair share of surfacers…”


  “Never for long. They bore me quickly.”
Laetharys snickered and pinched Weylin’s chin between her fingers.
“What do you think, slave? Should I allow you inside me?”


  “I will do whatever pleases you, Mistress,”
he replied dutifully.


  “Yes, you will,” she told him. “Now kneel,
worm.”


  Weylin obediently slumped to his knees in
front of her, and after briefly running her fingers through his
hair Laetharys pushed his head down to the floor. He kissed her
foot just like Varassa had taught him.”


  “It must have been such a joy to break him,”
Laetharys whispered.


  “Absolutely,” Varassa said, smiling again. A
few moments later, the chamber door reopened as her sister’s
warriors returned. Striding in front of them was a towering
human-orc hybrid clad in a gladiator-style fur kilt. His massive
arms and legs were unshackled, but when he stepped closer Varassa
noticed the magical obedience collar fitted around his thick
neck.


  “Magnificent, isn’t he?” Laetharys asked. “I
found him protecting a surface village about a month ago. We
assumed he was the spawn of one of the locals, given the frequency
of orc raids, but apparently he was a member of a mercenary company
the villagers had hired as protection.”


  Varassa stepped forward and studied the
beast. He was probably time and a half the size of Weylin, and
scars decorated his torso and arms. Full-blooded orcs were
revolting savages, but this one’s human blood had served him well.
Other than his musculature and pale green skin, he could have
passed for a rivvil.


  “Does he have a name?”


  “Probably, but it wasn’t worth remembering,”
Laetharys sneered. “I never expected him to survive so many battles
in the pit, and he’s so stupid he barely understand the surface
dialect, let alone ours.” She snorted and squeezed his imposing
bicep. “Still, I’ve taken to calling him ‘Havrok.’ It sounds
appropriately guttural.”


  “Indeed,” Varassa murmured. The half-orc’s
eyes fastened upon Solemi, and they glittered with unmistakable
lust.


  “You like her, hmm?” Laetharys asked,
relaxing her fingers across his broad chest. “Good. I would like to
play a game, one that should definitely amuse my sister—assuming
she doesn’t mind sharing her toys.”


  Varassa placed a hand on her hip. “What did
you have in mind?”


  “A contest of wills.” Laetharys withdrew a
studded collar from her belt and winked. Stepping behind Solemi,
she wrapped the leather strap around the girl’s slender neck. “It’s
a pau’tharii, a fantastic little device I purchased at one
of our northern outposts.”


  “I’m not familiar with it,” Varassa
admitted.


  “The metal studs are enchanted,” her sister
explained. “Essentially, they function like a modified hourglass.
The collar will squeeze tighter and tighter every second unless
commanded to stop. A very useful interrogation tool, as you can
imagine…but the garrison commander showed me a number of other uses
she had invented.”


  “Interesting,” Varassa said. “But I already
told you that I don’t want my property damaged.”


  “She won’t be, assuming she’s as good as you
claim,” Laetharys soothed. “I propose a contest: my orc slips his
cock between your girl’s lips, and she has ninety seconds to coax
him into spilling his seed down her throat. If she succeeds, he’s
yours to do with as you please. If she fails…” She smiled wickedly.
“Well, if she fails then the driders get a meal and I get your
rivvil male.”


  “Hardly a fair deal, considering I stand to
lose two slaves to your one.”


  “I’m open to a counter offer,” Laetharys
said, grinning as she played with Solemi’s hair. “Really, I just
want to see this niskaru cunt suffer…”


  Varassa paced around the half-orc and
pondered the arrangement. Considering what she had planned for
later, this opportunity was almost too perfect to pass up…


  “I accept your terms, on the condition that
if my slave wins I also get to ask you a question.”


  Laetharys arched a white eyebrow in
surprise. “A question?”


  “One you wouldn’t normally answer,” Varassa
clarified. “A secret in exchange for a slave.”


  “My sister, always plotting something.”
Laetharys shrugged. “Very well, I accept your agreement. I have
nothing to hide.”


  “Good.” Varassa returned to her seat and
crossed her legs. She beckoned Weylin over, and he so slowly
crawled underneath her outstretched hand. “I’m ready when you
are.”


  Nodding, Laetharys switched to the surface
tongue. “On your knees, cunt.”


  Solemi obeyed despite the concern on her
face. Her eyes had been locked on the half-orc for a while now; she
had obviously guessed what was coming.


  “Don’t worry, my dear,” Laetharys said as
she unfastened and removed the gag over the girl’s mouth. “We’ll
replace this with something else soon. Let me show you.
Havrok?”


  The half-orc grinned toothily as he pulled
aside his kilt and revealed his massive, throbbing manhood. It was
even longer and thicker than Weylin’s, and it had probably been
erect since the first moment he had seen Solemi.


  “When I press this button here,” Laetharys
said, placing her fingers on the collar, “you will have about a
minute and a half of air to finish him off. If he hasn’t spilled
down your throat by then...well, then my sister will lose one of
her precious slaves. Do you understand, cunt?”


  “Y-yes, mistress,” Solemi whispered.


  “Wonderful. And make sure you don’t swallow
right away—I want to see you taste him.” Her red eyes flicked up to
Havrok. “I expect you to contain yourself and make this difficult.
Succeed and perhaps I’ll even finish you myself.”


  The brute nodded and stepped forward until
his cock was nearly touching Solemi’s lips. Laetharys paused for a
moment, her smile as wide as Varassa had ever seen it, before she
pressed the button on the collar. “Begin.”


  Solemi instantly swallowed the tip of his
cock and began lathering it with her tongue. Havrok’s hands
twitched at his sides—he clearly wanted to grab the girl’s head and
throat fuck her, but his restraint was impressive for a gladiator.
Instead he clenched his jaw and glanced away in an attempt to
distract himself.


  “Such vigor!” Laetharys commented, returning
to her seat. “I see what you mean about her being
well-practiced.”


  Varassa nodded idly and grinned. Solemi had
already entered full-on cock worship mode: she was staring up at
the orc even as he desperately tried to avoid eye contact. He
wouldn’t be able to resist forever. She might not have had access
to her spell components, but her lips were every bit as powerful as
magic. Just a few days ago she’d been ordered to service one of the
camp’s most experienced scout commanders, and his seed had been
dripping from her face barely a minute later.


  “Concerned for your former mate?” Laetharys
asked, glancing at Weylin in sadistic amusement. “I figured you of
all people would appreciate her skill and expect her to
triumph.”


  He swallowed heavily, clearly unsure how to
respond. “I…I believe she will, mistress.”


  “You don’t sound very confident about that.
Here—let’s take your mind off her troubles.” Tugging on his leash,
Laetharys dragged him in front of her and propped one of her
metallic boots on his shoulder. She parted the leather straps of
her skirt with one hand and grabbed his head with the other. Soon
his lips and tongue were feasting upon her quim while she watched
the show.


  “Shall I free his hands?” Varassa
offered.


  “No,” Laetharys breathed. “He will be mine
soon, and the skill of his mouth will determine whether he lives or
dies.”


  “You may be getting ahead of yourself,
sister.”


  With the collar pinching tighter and tighter
every second, Solemi abruptly leaned forward and took the orc’s
entire cock down her throat. He groaned in pleasure despite his
best efforts to resist, and his meaty hand continued hovering right
behind her head as if he might take control at any second. He
certainly would have spilled already if she could’ve used her
hands, but Solemi was surprisingly clever. She knew that to an
orc—especially a sex-starved gladiator—the mere image of a
kneeling, helpless elf girl between his legs would probably be
enough to push him over the edge. She just needed to convince him
to look upon her as she gorged on his manhood…


  After bobbing up and down the length of his
shaft for another few seconds, she abruptly leaned backwards and
spoke in the orcish tongue. “Brask du ishi kurv,” she
rasped. “Vlog’ush conduul askaandreth kolli.”


  The orc’s eyes instantly flicked down to her
in surprise, and the moment he did so she swallowed him to the
hilt—all while staring up at him like an adoring pet. His will
broke in an instant, and he finally clutched her skull and began
thrusting violently into her willing mouth.


  Varassa smiled in delight. She spoke enough
orcish to understand the basic translation: “I am nothing but a
weak elf cunt. Inject me with your seed and claim me as your
trophy.” Once again, her little niskaru had proven she was
full of surprises.


  “Havrok,” Laetharys grunted once she finally
realized what was happening. Weylin had already drawn her halfway
to climax. “Havrok!”


  The orc paid her no heed. He continued
thrusting brutally, savagely, until he threw back his head and
unleashed a roar of triumph. His cum flooded Solemi’s mouth, and
once he finally came down he pushed her away and stumbled backwards
as if he’d only just realized what had happened.


  The half-elf, short of breath and on the
verge of suffocation, turned with her lips held open to reveal the
fruit of her labor covering her tongue. Varassa nodded
appreciatively and turned to her sister.


  “I would appear that your gladiator lost his
first match,” she taunted. “Now speak the command word and release
the collar.”


  Laetharys glared at Solemi, her expression
trapped somewhere between pleasure and rage. “Your rivvil
hasn’t finished me yet.”


  “That wasn’t part of the agreement,” Varassa
said. “Speak the command word.”


  “You almost sound worried, sister. You’ve
already claimed my orc. Isn’t that enough?”


  Solemi closed her eyes and twitched in
place. She couldn’t even swallow with the collar clasping so
tightly.


  “Laetharys!” Varassa shouted, leaping to her
feet.


  “Kivas,” her sister whispered. The
collar instantly released, and miraculously Solemi managed to gulp
down the orc’s seed before she gasped for breath and collapsed
forward. At this point, Laetharys was barely even paying attention.
She closed her eyes and lost herself in Weylin’s efforts. Soon she
bucked against him as a climax spurred by equal parts pleasure and
sadism washed over.


  “Well, that was amusing,” Laetharys said
breathlessly, yanking on Weylin’s hair and pulling him off her.
“Still, it’s almost a pity that your faith was rewarded. If you
were mine, I would grant you the privilege of pleasuring me
daily.”


  Weylin licked at his lips and glanced back
over his shoulder to Solemi. He remained silent, but Varassa could
see the relief on his face.


  “I’m so pleased you enjoyed yourself,
sister.”


  Laetharys grunted as she lifted her leg from
Weylin’s shoulders and readjusted her skirt. She allowed herself a
few more seconds of bliss before she pushed him away with a
stiletto heel and then stood.


  “I expected more from you, Havrok,” she said
in the surface tongue as she glared at the recovering half-orc. “I
should have known better than to trust in the restraint of a
mindless brute. Perhaps I’ll have you castrated for your
impertinence.”


  “He’s mine now, sister,” Varassa reminded
her. She snapped her fingers and signaled her guards to take him
away. “I’ll find a use for somewhere, but for now I’ll let him
rest.”


  “Hmph,” Laetharys muttered. Once Havok was
gone, she focused her attention back to Solemi. “You know, I do
think you were right about this one,” she said, grinning wickedly
as the half-elf continued gasping for air. Her skin was flushed,
and a single trickle of orcish seed dripped down her chin and slid
between her breasts. “She’s more cunning than she looks, isn’t she?
I think I’ll keep her in my chamber tonight and have some fun…”


  Varassa chuckled softly. “Let’s plan on
something tomorrow instead. We’ll make a whole evening of it.”


  “Very well,” Laetharys conceded. “I can
scarcely wait to fuck her ass…”


  “You’ve always enjoyed that particular
spell.”


  “Growing a cock has its benefits, especially
when unburned from typical male weakness.” Laetharys shrugged and
dragged her fingertips across Solemi’s lips. “Though I might use a
kenoth we’ha instead. I don’t want her to believe she’s
pleasuring me in any way. I just want to feel her squirm and listen
to her whimper…”


  “I understand,” Varassa replied with a
knowing nod. Her sister almost never bothered with a kenoth
we’ha—a false cock—when she was fully capable of conjuring a
real one with transmutation magic. No, Laetharys’s admission spoke
to a greater weakness—one Varassa fully intended to exploit. Just
not until tomorrow, when everything was prepared…


  “Make certain you bring this one, too,”
Laetharys said, gesturing towards Weylin. “I want to see him in
action.”


  “Everything will be taken care of, sister,”
Varassa said. “The First Daughter deserves a special
celebration.”


  The general’s red eyes narrowed. “You’re
right, I do. I would hate to deliver a scathing report to mother.
She’s not as patient as she used to be.”


  “Indeed.” Varassa grabbed the leashes of her
slaves and tugged them to their feet. “I will leave you for
tonight, but remember the terms of our bargain.”


  “Ah, yes, the question you wanted answered,”
Laetharys said. “I admit, you’ve piqued my curiosity. What do you
wish to know?”


  “I’ll ask you tomorrow. We’ll have more time
for a real conversation.”


  The general snorted. “Play whatever games
amuse you, sister. Just remember that I am the First Daughter. I
could make your life miserable with a snap of my fingers”


  “How could I forget,” Varassa murmured,
gesturing to her guards with her chin. “I will see you in the
morning.”


   





  Act Two: Secrets Among Sisters


   



  The last day of General Laetharys’s
inspection was spent evaluating the discipline and training of the
outpost’s soldiers. She organized skirmishes, tested reaction time
and formation strength, and even stabbed a few males to make sure
the local acolytes understood the necessity of triage. By
mid-afternoon, she began pitting individual soldiers against
captured beasts.


  Varassa knew she should have been furious.
Unlike so many of her peers in the clergy, she actually valued the
lives of her soldiers and had no interest in wasting skilled assets
over petty rivalries. But fortunately her males fought valiantly,
and her magic ensured that none of them were permanently crippled.
In a final act of spite, Laetharys even summoned Havrok, the
half-orc gladiator, with the clear intention of getting him killed
to deny her sister the pleasure of stealing one of her slaves. But
he fought even harder than the rest, and the only soldiers who died
were the general’s own men. Laetharys swiftly cancelled the rest of
the exercises and quietly seethed the rest of the day.


  A few hours later, Varassa finished the rest
of her duties before setting off for her sister’s chamber on the
opposite side of the encampment. Weylin and Solemi, freshly primped
and bathed, followed closely behind her. Weylin’s upper body had
been oiled to the point it was virtually glowing, and he had also
been fitted with a new gag and blindfold. Solemi, for her part, had
been touched up with cosmetics—her soft pink lips and subtle blue
eyeshadow were quite striking, especially considering what she
normally wore on her face. Her current gag included a six-inch
leather cock dangled down her throat as a warmup, and her wrists
were still clamped tightly behind her back.


  Laetharys’s guards allowed them inside and
swiftly sealed a canvas flap behind them. While the area inside was
less spacious than Varassa’s permanent accommodations, it was still
fully furnished with a bed, a dining table, and an empty slave
cage. The glowstones inside the wall sconces were surprisingly
bright; Varassa actually had to shield her sensitive eyes for a
moment as she stepped inside.


  “Ah, there you are,” Laetharys said, leaning
up from her bed. She was wrapped in an exquisite, glittering silver
gown and had obviously just finished bathing herself. One of her
male servants was kneeling at the side of her bed and massaging her
bare feet. “You promised me a night of rapacious
entertainment.”


  “And you shall have it,” Varassa promised.
She glared down at the male servant, and he hopped to his feet and
skittered out of the room without a single word of protest. “My
pets will serve you however you desire.”


  Laetharys sauntered over to the slaves, her
eyes glimmering hungrily. After this afternoon’s humiliation, she
was clearly looking forward to taking out her frustrations on the
surfacers. “You’re certain you won’t be bored without them,
sister?”


  “I’ll manage. Besides, you are my guest of
honor. And I feel terrible about your losing out bet.”


  “I’m sure,” Laetharys murmured. She dragged
her nails down Weylin’s glistening chest then turned her attention
to Solemi. “Such a glamorous little whore,” she said, cupping the
girl’s cheek. “Don’t worry, you’ll be down on all fours soon
enough.”


  “Can I get you anything else?” Varassa
asked. “I have a wide selection of…implements…that might
make your evening even more amusing.”


  “You’ve done more than enough, sister. Now
leave me alone and let me relax.” Laetharys paced around Solemi and
pinched her buttocks. “And you needn’t worry about their safety—I
won’t kill them unless they disobey me. Or displease me.”


  “Of course,” Varassa replied with a curt
nod. She turned as if to leave but then stopped herself and pivoted
on a heel. “One last thing, actually. I realized earlier this
afternoon that I still haven’t asked you my question.”


  Her sister sighed tiredly. “You really are
testing my patience, dalninil. If you want to ask me
something, then ask.”


  “Very well.” Varassa took a step forward and
crossed her arms. “When did the Spider Queen abandon you?”


  As a priestess and prominent political
figure, Laetharys had been well-trained in the art of deception,
including how to control her body language. But her reaction here
was so pronounced that her idiot half-orc would have recognized
something was wrong. Her red eyes popped open and her dark gray
skin lightened an entire shade.


  “What are you talking about?” she snapped,
trying to mask her fear behind a veil of annoyance.


  “I’m talking about the fact you haven’t cast
a single spell since you arrived,” Varassa said, smiling darkly.
After biding her time for several days, the time had finally come
for her to strike. “My sister, the honored Firstborn Daughter, has
never hesitated to call upon the Goddess’s power at the slightest
provocation. And yet I haven’t seen you flense one of the males or
humiliate one of the acolytes. Last night at dinner, you didn’t
even conjure ice for your wine.”


  Laetharys turned and glared. “Is this some
pathetic attempt at humor? I should have you flogged for you
insolence!”


  “You could try, but your warriors won’t heed
your call. I made certain the other priestesses sound-proofed this
chamber—an enchantment you should have easily detected.” Varassa
grinned and conjured a ball of magical energy into her palm.
“Without magic, even a warrior of your skill is no match for me.
The Spider Queen’s power still courses through me…and she has
commanded me to teach you a lesson in humility.”


  “You stupid bitch,” Laetharys snarled. “I
knew you were plotting something the moment I arrived. I should
have ordered my males to—”


  “Vilas!” Varassa whispered a word of
magic, and the ball of light in her palm exploded in a brilliant,
blinding burst. Her sister hissed and recoiled, but before she
could recover Varassa blasted her with a hammer of raw force.
Laetharys flew backwards and crashed down onto her bed like she’d
been flicked aside by an ogre.


  “Mother has long suspected you were hiding
something,” Varassa said, chuckling in amusement as her stilettos
clicked across the floor. “Rumors have already swirled
around you, particularly about your…unorthodox appetites.
But you were always so successful, so skilled, that no one could
risk questioning you.”


  She reached down to her belt and retrieved a
thin scroll. “Unfortunately for you, some of your commanders were
not as loyal as you believed. They began filing disturbing reports
about your failures—failures you have hidden from mother.”


  Laetharys’s upper lip twitched. “What are
you talking about?”


  “Defeats on the surface, sister,” Varassa
said. “Small skirmishes, mostly, but also several larger
engagements where you lost valuable soldiers and equipment…and then
concealed the truth.”


  At this point, Laetharys was actually
trembling with rage. She wasn’t accustomed to military defeat any
more than she was accustomed to being outmaneuvered politically.
Yet both had now happened in rapid succession. For the first time
in her life, her mistakes were finally beginning to pile up…and
Varassa could think of nothing more glorious than digging through
them one by one.


  “You dare hurl accusations at me!” Laetharys
growled in a final act of defiance. “I am the First Daughter. I am
a revered priestess of the Spider Queen!”


  Varassa shook her head as magic continued
crackling between her fingertips. “Not anymore. The Goddess has
forsaken you, sister. And I am here to offer you deliverance.”


  Laetharys abruptly vaulted upright and
lunged for her sister’s throat…but she never made it. Tendrils of
semi-translucent, magical webbing grasped outwards from beneath the
bed and ensnared her arms and legs. Within seconds she was pinned
flat on her back, and despite her considerable strength she was
completely immobilized.


  Her red eyes blazed with hatred, but behind
the impotent fury was something far more telling: fear.
Laetharys, the great warrior-priestess, victor of countless battles
on the surface and the Underdark, had finally been defeated. And it
was all Varassa could do not to giggle in delight.


  “There’s no point in struggling,
dalninil,” she taunted, pacing around the bed and running
her fingers across the webs. “If I wanted you dead, I’d have
already slit your throat and paraded your bleeding carcass about
the camp. The Spider Queen doesn’t wish to harm you—she wants to
redeem you.”


  “There is no redemption in the eyes of the
Goddess!” Laetharys blurted out. “Failure means death.”


  “Not always. You have been a worthy servant
for many decades, and she believes you still have a place at the
forefront of her armies. But first, you must atone for your sins.”
Varassa leaned down and smiled. “The first is arrogance. The second
is deception. We will deal with each one after the other.”


  Laetharys hissed between her teeth. “What do
you want me to do, sister? Beg? I would rather die.”


  “That can still be arranged,” Varassa said.
“Either way, I promise I will break you. By the time this is
over, you will be kneeling at my feet.”


  “Never!”


  Varassa shrugged. “Given the extent of the
Spider Queen’s displeasure, do you really believe our mother would
bat an eyelash if I allowed each and every one of my soldiers to
take their turn with you right now? Do you think she would care if
I allowed them to flood your quim and bowels with their lowborn
seed?”


  “You wouldn’t dare!” Laetharys spat.


  “There are nearly two hundred female
soldiers here. Would you prefer I give you to them? I doubt you’d
survive the night…”


  Laetharys roared and continued thrashing
against her restraints, but the webs of the Spider Queen weren’t so
easily broken. After spouting a vicious array of curses, she
finally clenched her jaw and settled on glaring at her sister
instead.


  “That’s better,” Varassa said. “The sooner
you accept the Goddess’s punishment, the sooner she’ll bless you
with her power.”


  Her sister’s cheek twitched. “And what does
the Spider Queen demand, specifically?”


  “The night is young, my dear
dalninil. We have plenty of time to explore our options.”
Varassa grinned and leaned down over Laetharys’s face. “The
important thing you need to remember is this: serve me well, and
I’m certain the Spider Queen will offer you redemption. Serve me
poorly and you will spend every night with a different soldier’s
cock in your ass. Do you understand?”


  “Yes,” Laetharys rasped. “I will…I will
endure whatever torments the Goddess requires.”


  “Good. Who knows? You might even enjoy the
attention. According to your guard-captain, you enjoy playing the
servant.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I interrogated him yesterday before
dinner,” Varassa explained. “The Spider Queen’s power compelled him
to answer truthfully. He described your various appetites in full
detail. Shackling yourself inside a pillory as your closest guards
took turns with you, kneeling in front of them and begging them to
spill over your body…it was all quite fascinating.”


  Her sister’s jaw trembled with rage. “I will
flay him alive!”


  “He was merely serving his Goddess, as all
drow should,” Varassa said. “But we will deal with your
self-deception later. For now, there’s the matter of punishing your
arrogance…”


  Grinning, Varassa turned and paced over to
her waiting slaves. They were clearly confused—they couldn’t
understand a word of what she was saying, and they obviously hadn’t
expected their mistress to assault her own sister.


  “The time has come for your reward,” she
said, switching to the surface tongue. She stepped over to Solemi
and caressed the girl’s cheek. “You have served me well these past
few months, my little niskaru cunt. And your recent
performance earned me new slave. Well done.”


  “T-thank you, mistress,” Solemi breathed. “I
only wish to please you.”


  “You have, many times. And now your loyalty
shall be rewarded.”


  Varassa leaned forward and kissed the girl
on the mouth. Her lips were soft and warm, and after a few moments
of confused hesitation Solemi kissed back. Varassa rarely showed
this kind of intimacy with anyone, especially her slaves, but it
had been a long time since she’d tasted the tongue and lips of
another woman. A part of her wanted to order Solemi onto her back
so she could fuck her right here, but that could wait until later.
This was about Laetharys’s punishment, not her own selfish
pleasure. It just so happened that the overlap was
considerable.


  “My sister planned to take you for hours,”
Varassa whispered as she pulled away. “I doubt you’d have been able
to walk straight by morning. Instead…how about I offer you the same
opportunity?”


  “Mistress?” the girl asked, clearly
confused.


  “You’ve never worn a cock and taken another
woman, have you?”


  “Er, n-no, mistress.”


  “Then it’s time I broadened your
horizons.”


  Varassa reached down to the ky'ostal
nauvith covering the girl’s genitals. With a quick twist of the
appropriate strap, the harness unlocked and the two-inch “plugs”
that had been pressing into Solemi’s ass and quim slid free.


  “You’re already wet just thinking about it,
aren’t you?” Varassa asked, sliding a finger into the girl’s folds
and marveling at the slickness. Solemi had accepted her servitude
with remarkable speed, but it would be interesting to see how she’d
react once her role was reversed…


  “Mistress…” Solemi breathed.


  “Enjoy that, do you?” Varassa teased as she
gently slid in another finger. The girl’s knees were practically
quivering. “One of these days, I may grant you the pleasure of my
tongue. But for now, I have something else in mind.”


  She withdrew her fingers and placed them in
Solemi’s mouth so she could taste herself. Once the half-elf had
licked them clean, Varassa reached back down and whispered a word
of magic. A spark of energy leapt from her fingernails to Solemi’s
trembling quim, and the girl gasped in surprise and fear.


  “Trust your mistress,” Varassa whispered.
She wrapped her free arm around the other woman’s waist and held
her tightly. “Receive my gift.”


  The magical transformation was slow but
steady. Solemi’s quim pinched together then gradually began to push
outwards like something was emerging from beneath her skin. Within
seconds, a long, flaccid cock took shape.


  “Don’t worry—the change is temporary,”
Varassa soothed. “But for as long as I maintain the spell, you will
experience every sensation as if were a male. Behold…”


  She curled her fingers around the
newly-formed flesh, and a heartbeat later it sprung to attention in
her grip. She chuckled even as Solemi gasped in delight.


  “I’m tempted to let you spill just so you
understand the sensation,” Varassa said. “But I see no reason for
you to waste your seed on the floor when my sister is just a few
feet away…”


  Placing her hand on the small of the girl’s
bare back, Varassa nudged Solemi forward until she was standing at
the edge of the bed. Her new cock dangled directly over Laetharys’s
body.


  “Vis cath duthrel!” her sister swore.
“You cannot allow this!”


  “I will allow anything the Goddess
commands,” Varassa said, “and you will too if you ever wish your
powers returned. Now close your mouth or I’ll find something to
fill it.”


  “You wouldn’t dare!”


  Varassa glanced back over her shoulder to
Weylin. He was standing still in the shadows just past the bed, his
cock as hard as she had ever seen it. If his hands weren’t bound,
she would have ordered him to stroke himself and deposit his cum on
Laetharys’s lips. Still, there may have been an even more
delightful solution to this dilemma…


  “When you first arrived, I told you that
your obedience would be rewarded,” Varassa told him. “I promised
your cock a warm, wet sheath whenever it yearned for a home. Have I
disappointed you?”


  “N-no, mistress,” he stammered,
confused.


  “Well, then enjoy another gift. My sister’s
viperous mouth remains disastrously unfilled.” Varassa smiled down
at her sister. “Correct that problem for me, will you?”


  “Of course, mistress,” Weylin said. She
could see the giddiness in his smile as he crept forward and pushed
his cock towards her lips.


  “Touch me and I will castrate you,
rivvil!” Laetharys growled.


  “Tsk, tsk, sister,” Varassa warned.
“If you behave, I’ll allow you to drink his seed and conceal your
shame. If you don’t, you’ll be wearing it while I parade you around
the camp.”


  For a moment she thought Laetharys might
actually argue the point, but thankfully her sister was smart
enough to know when she was beaten. She leaned her head back until
it was dangling off the bed, and Weylin quickly thrust the tip of
his manhood between her lips. Without his hands to guide her head,
he had to rely on his hips to do the work. Soon he was fucking her
throat with surprising vigor.


  “Redemption through submission, sister,”
Varassa taunted. “I’m sure you’ll understand soon enough. Now, as
to other matters…”


  Chuckling softly, she pulled a knife from
her belt and expertly cut apart her sister’s gown and
undergarments. She pushed the fabric aside and revealed Laetharys’s
taught, glistening flesh.


  “Perfect, as usual,” she whispered. Her
fingers returned to Solemi’s cock, and she slowly began stroking
the magical member as she pointed it at her sister’s belly.


  “Mistress,” Solemi breathed into her ear.
“Mistress I can’t…”


  “Enjoy the sensation, dear,” Varassa
soothed. “Let yourself go whenever you must…”


  Overwhelmed by the new sensations and the
sight of her mate face-fucking a drow priestess, Solemi’s cock
erupted barely a heartbeat later. The first spasm shot a line of
sizzling seed across Laetharys’s chest all the way to her
cock-gorged throat. The second splattered across her navel, and the
third and fourth dumped a pool directly above her quim. Varassa
continued stroking until the flesh grew flaccid in her fingers.


  “It’s a remarkable feeling, isn’t it?”
Varassa asked. “Their cocks give them such power, and yet they are
also slaves to them.”


  After releasing the rapidly deflating
member, she stretched out to gather a pool of cum from her sister’s
belly. She placed her fingers in Solemi’s mouth, and the girl once
again licked them clean. Smiling, Varassa leaned forward and shared
another long, deep kiss. She tasted the seed on the Solemi’s
tongue, and she was unexpectedly beset by a primal yearning for
more…


  But that could wait. Laetharys’s punishment
had only just begun.


  “Male endurance is often fickle, as you
know,” she said. “I imagine you feel like you can lie down and
sleep right now.”


  Solemi nodded. “Yes, mistress.”


  “Well, there’s no time for that yet. The
Goddess demands your continued service…”


  She returned her fingers to the magical cock
and cast another spell. It rose almost immediately, and Solemi
inhaled sharply.


  “Wonderful,” Varassa whispered. She grinned
and gestured towards Weylin with her shoulder. “I think your mate
is particularly impressed.”


  His cock was buried to the hilt in
Laetharys’s throat now, and his testicles slapped against her nose.
Judging by the strain on his face, he could have spilled at any
moment…but he knew he needed to control himself until he received
permission. His rhythm slowed even as the once-mighty general
beneath him struggled to breathe.


  Giggling sadistically, Varassa returned her
attention to Solemi. The girl continued staring down at her
hardening cock as if she still couldn’t believe it was a part of
her.


  “You should feel it throb in your hands,”
Varassa said, reaching down and unclasping Solemi’s wrist cuffs.
The girl immediately curled her delicate fingers around the shaft,
and her eyes widened in delight.


  “It feels…incredible,” she breathed. “I-I
don’t know what to say.”


  “Just enjoy the moment. If you perform well,
I’ll consider casting the spell upon you again sometime. Perhaps
I’ll even allow you to slip inside me for a few moments…”


  Solemi’s green eyes flashed open. “Mistress,
I don’t deserve such a prize.”


  “True, you’re still just a weak,
surface-born cunt.” Varassa smiled and leaned in close to the
girl’s ear. “But you’re my surface-born cunt, aren’t
you?”


  “Yes, mistress,” the girl replied. “I live
to serve you.”


  “I know. And now it’s time you partake of
your gift.”


  Varassa gestured at the nearby webs. At
present, they were almost like the silken tendrils of a sea
creature reaching out from beneath the bed to hold her sister in
place. But once her magic brought them to life, a few of the
strands sprung upwards and attached themselves to the ceiling.


  “You can pull on these tendrils to control
her position,” she explained. She tugged on one of the strands, and
it gradually pulled Laetharys’s shapely legs upwards. “She is your
prize—claim her as you see fit.”


  Solemi reached out and gingerly adjusted the
strands. For a time, Varassa feared the girl might be too gentle,
but once she mastered the controls she abruptly tugged the strands
and wrenched Laetharys’s legs apart. Soon her sister was splayed
open like two-copper whore.


  Grinning devilishly, Varassa slipped in
behind Solemi and wrapped her right hand around the magical cock
while her left cupped at the girl’s breasts. She guided the
swelling tip up to her Laetharys’s bald, gaping quim.


  “The sensation will be overwhelming at
first,” Varassa said. “Indulge yourself, but do not lose control.
Remember how she treated you. Remember that she wanted to make you
whimper. I want you to do the same to her. Fuck her like an
animal—fuck her like a slave.”


  Solemi nodded and thrust forward. The
cockhead slipped into Laetharys’s gray folds, and her sister’s body
shuddered—not with rage, but with delight. Varassa could see the
waves of pleasure wash over her. As improbable as it seemed, the
First Daughter of Vel’shannar was a submissive at heart, and a part
of her was enjoying this.


  “Mistress…” Solemi gasped as her eyes
fluttered shut. “It’s…”


  “Remarkable, I know,” Varassa said, easing
the cock in deeper. “Imagine that Weylin felt this the first time
he took you…and I bet he spent himself almost immediately.”


  Solemi smiled even as she closed her eyes
and bit down on her lip. She was barely able to contain herself. If
she hadn’t spilled just a few minutes earlier, she would have
filled Laetharys’s quim the instant her cockhead peeked inside.


  “Focus on the sensations and remember,”
Varassa whispered. She slowly withdrew her hand and allowed the
girl full control. “Once you understand male passions, you will
understand them. And with understanding comes power.”


  Once Solemi stabilized enough to control
herself, she began thrusting in earnest. Varassa fondled the girl’s
perfect breasts and kept their bodies pressed tightly together. She
felt her own excitement building, and once again she was tempted to
summon her own cock and take Solemi in the ass. But she scolded
herself to be patient and watch.


  After another minute Varassa pulled away
entirely, and Solemi became more and more aggressive with each
passing second. Soon she was hammering into Laetharys with the raw
power and barbarism of an orc gladiator three times her size. She
tugged on the webbing until Laetharys’s legs were stretched
backwards so far her feet touched Weylin’s shoulders.


  “Harder,” Varassa prompted. “The Spider
Queen demands submission. Take her! Claim her as your own!”


  Solemi groaned in delight. Her green eyes
took on an almost feral glint as she stared down at the helpless
drow woman beneath her. For months now she had been the servant,
and the sudden role reversal was clearly driving her mad. She
pounded her grey-skinned toy ruthlessly, relentlessly, until her
face suddenly twisted in delight—


  And then she threw her head backwards and
exploded inside Varassa’s quim. Weylin, taking her release as his
signal, did the same. Laetharys struggled to consume his full load,
and thin lines of seed dribbled out of her mouth and down her face.
Once he was spent, he pulled away and collapsed to his knees,
breathless. Solemi joined him just a few moments later.


  Laetharys, for her part, couldn’t contain
her excitement…or shame. Her body was spackled with sweat, and
Varassa could feel the pleasure and humiliation washing over her
sister all at once. She clapped and stepped forward to help Solemi
off the floor.


  “Yet again you please me,” Varassa said,
stepping forward and wrapping her arms around the girl’s slender
waist. Her cock had already wilted, and her knees were so weak
Varassa had to hold her upright. “How did it feel?”


  “Like nothing I ever imagined, mistress,”
Solemi breathed.


  “So you enjoyed my present?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “Continue to obey me, and I may grant
another gift in the future.” Varassa smiled as she slowly unraveled
the spell. The magical cock continued wilting until it vanished
altogether, and once it was gone she gently slipped a finger back
into the girl’s quim. “What are you?”


  “I am your slave, mistress. Your cunt.”


  “And who owns you?”


  “You, mistress,” Solemi managed between
gasps. “Always you…”


  “Good. Then kneel.”


  Solemi slunk down to her knees, and Varassa
ran a hand through the girl’s blond hair before she nodded in
approval and glanced back over to her sister. All drow took
pleasure in the degradation of their rivals, especially when those
rivals happened to be their sibling. Looking upon Laetharys’s
bound, cum-splattered body was almost enough to make Varassa climax
on the spot. Solemi’s first load had almost dried already, leaving
a ghostly while trail from Laetharys’s navel to her chin. Weylin’s
load was still fresh and smoldering atop her face.


  If her soldiers could see her like this for
even a moment, her command would forever be ruined. She was a
whore, not a general. She was a slave, not a priestess. The thought
almost made Varassa summon the whole outpost into the tent just so
she could watch their reactions.


  “I hope you’re not exhausted yet, sister,”
Varassa taunted. “Your penance has only just begun.”


   





  Act Three: Truth and Submission


   



  Varassa spent the next several minutes
alternating between snickering at her sister’s degradation and
casually sliding her fingers into Solemi. The girl was like wax in
her hands now; she climaxed a second time, and once she finally
came down she practically begged for permission to eat her
mistress’s quim. But instead Varassa merely kissed her again, and
after a few more minutes of a surprisingly intimate embrace, she
designed it was time for Laetharys’s second and final lesson of the
night.


  “I hope you’ve recovered, sister,” Varassa
said, standing and looming over the bound general. “It’s time for
the next phase of your punishment.”


  She breathed a word of magic, and once again
the webs responded to her command. The silken strands stretched and
shifted until they plucked Laetharys off the bed. Soon she was
propped upright a few feet above the floor, her arms and legs
stretched wide. Solemi’s cum began to slowly leak from her quim and
dribble down her legs.


  “It’s unfortunate your seed can’t take
root,” Varassa said, retrieving a rapidly drying glob with her
finger and pushing it back in. “Not without additional spells, at
least. Still, it’s amusing to imagine what kind of horrid mongrel
you’d create, isn’t it, dalninil?”


  Laetharys didn’t reply. She seemed frozen
somewhere between rage and delight.


  “Your seed would work just fine, however,”
Varassa went on, glancing down to Weylin. “Without magic to protect
her, her womb is vulnerable. She’s not ripe for another few days
yet, but if she fails to learn her lesson swiftly enough…”


  She chuckled and paced around her sister.
She was tempted to conjure her whip—she hadn’t used it in some
time, not even on her slaves—but she had a different plan in mind.
Pain wouldn’t break her sister. Pleasure, on the other hand, would
be even more humiliating…


  “While the first trial punished you for your
arrogance,” Varassa said, “this trial’s only concern is the truth.
All souls are bare before the might and wisdom of the Spider Queen,
but a priestess’s burden goes even further. She must be honest with
herself…and more importantly, with her goddess.”


  “I have never deceived the Spider Queen,”
Laetharys whispered. “Not once!”


  “Haven’t you?” Varassa countered. “The
Goddess rewards strength, not weakness. She desires powerful
females who take what they want, not feckless cunts who allow males
to claim them.”


  Her sister’s jaw clenched. “You don’t
understand. It’s not like that.”


  “I understand perfectly, dalninil.
You are the First Daughter, the pride of Vel’shannar. You have any
male you desire with the snap of your finger, but the truth is that
your appetites are not becoming of a priestess. At heart, you are
as weak and submissive as the niskaru kneeling behind
me.”


  “I am nothing like her!”


  Varassa chuckled as she dragged two
fingertips down her sister’s taught, bare belly. “Remember, I have
heard the stories from your men. And now the Spider Queen has shown
me the truth in visions. I have seen you on your knees with cocks
stuffed down your throat. I have seen you on your back, bound and
helpless, as male after male spills upon you. Worst of all, I have
seen you enjoy it. I have seen you beg for it.”


  Her fingers drifted past Laetharys’s navel
and stopped directly above her nether folds. “The truth,
dalninil,” Varassa went on, “is that you have the body of a
great warrior-priestess….and the soul of a mewling cunt.”


  Without warning, she slid her fingers into
her sister’s quim. Laetharys’s reaction was as swift as it was
powerful. Her entire body shuddered with a long-delayed climax. The
webs holding her in place were nearly unbreakable, yet they were
barely able to contain her thrashing. By the time convulsions
stopped, she was a breathless, sweat-soaked mess.


  Varassa slowly withdrew her fingers, and she
leaned in close enough their lips were nearly touching. “You see?
Who else but a cunt would spend at her sister’s touch?”


  Laetharys’s eyes slowly fluttered open.
“What do you want from me?”


  “It’s not about what I want,” Varassa told
her. “It’s about what the Spider Queen wants.”


  “Then what does she want?”


  “The truth, uttered from your lips. Nothing
more.” Varassa called upon the Goddess’s power and cast another
spell. A shimmering, reflective disc materialized a few yards in
front of them. It was a mirror, for all intents and purposes,
angled to allow Laetharys to look upon herself in her current
state. A few seconds later, a narrow pillar of pale crimson light
cast down from the ceiling to the floor and completely engulfed the
general. “Any lies from this point onward will be punished. Do you
understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good.” Varassa paced behind her sister and
leaned up next to her left ear. Weylin and Solemi watched intently
from the other side. “We’ll start simple. Who are you?”


  “I am Laetharys Hu’nate, First Daughter of
Vel’shannar and Revered Priestess of the Spider Queen.”


  “What are you?”


  Laetharys paused. “I just told you,
I’m—”


  She winced and cried out as the pillar of
light intensified. All drow hated bright light as a matter of
course, given that their eyes were accustomed to the impenetrable
blackness of the Underdark. But the pain riddling the general’s
body was a result of the Spider Queen’s rage, not the pillar’s
luminosity.


  “I’ll ask again,” Varassa said, dragging a
long fingernail down her sister’s spine. Laetharys really did have
an exquisite figure, especially when viewed from behind. She was
the perfect mix of curves and muscle, power and femininity. “What
are you?”


  “I am…” Laetharys’s voice quivered as she
swallowed heavily. “I am a cunt.”


  Varassa smiled. “You enjoy being
helpless?”


  “Yes.”


  “You enjoy being dominated?”


  “Yes.”


  Varassa inched closer and slid her arms
around her sister’s waist. Her hands crept up their way up
Laetharys’s abdomen until they cupped around her breasts. “And what
do you want right now, dalninil?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If I could give you one thing, what would
it be?” Varassa could feel Laetharys’s body quivering. “Remember,
the Goddess is listening. So what do you want? Your armor?”


  “No,” Laetharys breathed.


  “Your weapon?”


  “No.”


  “Your freedom?”


  Laetharys’s entire body shuddered. “No.”


  “Then what?” Varassa asked, squeezing her
sister’s breasts. “What do you want more than anything?”


  Laetharys swallowed and shook her head. “I
want you to fuck me.”


  “Then for once,” Varassa breathed
into her ear, “I will listen to my older sister.”


  Stepping backwards, Varassa whispered a word
of magic. The webs stretched and shifted, and soon Laetharys was
suspended parallel to the floor with her wrists pinned tightly
behind her back. Her legs were stretched open wide, giving Varassa
a perfect view of her sister’s bald, smoldering cunt.


  “Slaves,” Varassa said. “Come.”


  Weylin and Solemi instantly leapt to their
feet and dashed to her side before dropping to their knees again.
Varassa placed a hand on each of their heads and nodded in
approval.


  “Remove my armor,” she commanded. “I won’t
have need of it for the rest of the evening.”


  They swiftly set to work, having performed
this task together many times before. Weylin helped unstrap and
remove her breastplate while Solemi worked off her skirt and
knickers. Her boots and leggings stayed on, as usual. She only
removed her heels when she retired for the evening or didn’t need
the height.


  “You are radiant as always, mistress,”
Solemi said. Under different circumstances, the girl’s
obsequiousness could have sounded forced or just downright
pathetic, but Solemi wasn’t a mere sycophant—she meant what she
said. Her green eyes glittered with adoration as she awaited her
next command.


  Varassa brushed the half-elf’s cheek as she
cast another transmutation spell. Moments later, a magical member
sprouted from her quim and gradually sprung to attention. Solemi
watched with fascination and even reached out to touch the shaft
before she caught herself.


  “May I, mistress?” she almost pleaded.
“Please, allow me to prepare you.”


  “Very well. You may—”


  The girl didn’t need any further
encouragement. In the span of a single heartbeat she dropped to her
knees and eased the cockhead between her lips. The warmth and
tightness of her nubile mouth was incredible, but it was her
intensity that truly set her apart. After teasing the tip and
caressing the shaft with her tongue for a few seconds, she abruptly
swallowed all eight inches to the hilt before flicking her eyes up
to its owner in search of approval.


  Varassa could have easily spent right there.
The mere sight of the pretty half-elf eagerly gorging herself on
such a large cock had been enough to send Havrok over the edge
yesterday, and for good reason. Solemi was so eager, so passionate,
that Varassa wanted to grab her blond hair and thrust until she
spilled down her throat. This was exactly why the girl was so in
demand amongst the guards. She had evolved from a trembling captive
to a cock-worshipping slave in just a few short months.


  But somehow, Varassa contained herself.
Later, after she’d fully broken her sister, she would have plenty
of time to enjoy her slaves. But right now the Spider Queen
demanded her service…and so was only too happy to comply.


  Smiling downward, she gently pushed Solemi
away. The girl sank back on her haunches, obviously disappointed.
Varassa chuckled softly and curled the fingers of her right hand
around her cock’s rigid shaft. Breathing another word of magic, she
coated the tip in a thin sheen of magical grease.


  “You may deceive your rivals and the enemies
of the drow,” Varassa said, stepping up between her sister’s
splayed legs. “But you must deceive yourself or the Spider Queen.
Do you understand the scope of your crime, cunt?”


  “Yes,” Laetharys breathed. Her eyes were
fixated upon the mirror across the chamber.


  Varassa nodded and pressed the tip of her
cock into her sister’s quim. The heat was so intense it was almost
painful. She left it there for a moment before she grabbed her
sister’s ponytail and jerked her head backwards. “Do you understand
and accept the scope of your punishment?”


  “Yes!”


  “Then there’s only one more thing I need to
know,” Varassa leaned forward until her lips were nearly touching
Laetharys’s pointed ears. “Where do you really want me to
fuck you?”


  Laetharys’s face trembled as she stared upon
her helpless body in the mirror. “In the ass,” she mewled. “Fuck me
in the ass. Please.”


  “With pleasure.”


  Varassa shifted her cock upwards to her
sister’s nether entrance and eased herself inside. As intended, the
magical grease provided just enough lubrication to allow her entry
but not enough to completely numb the pain. Laetharys yelped and
trashed in her restraints, trapped somewhere between agony and
ecstasy, before a violent climax shuddered through her.


  “Embrace truth, dalninil,” Varassa
whispered, “and the Goddess shall reward you.”


  Once she was buried to the hilt, Varassa
held her cock in place for a few moments before she began thrusting
in earnest. With each and every penetration, she could feel the
Spider Queen’s sadistic joy washing over her. The Goddess granted
her all the endurance she needed to punish Laetharys without
succumbing to her impossibly warm, tight sheath. Seconds passed
like minutes, minutes passed like hours, and Varassa finally
focused upon the mirror and smiled at the beautiful sight.


  Bound and helpless, her face scrunched in
joy and her breasts bouncing freely beneath her, the First Daughter
of Vel’shannar was the living portrait of a whore. And standing
behind her, bathed in the pale crimson light, Varassa was the
powerful, statuesque avatar of the Goddess dispensing justice. The
thought sent a shiver of delight cascading through her body, and
she felt her magical member throb in response. With one hand on her
sister’s hair and the other on her buttocks, Varassa thrust one
last time before she allowed herself to release.


  Her eyes closed and her toes curled inside
her boots. Her muscles and joints trembled like she had just
grabbed onto a lightning elemental, and he had no idea how many
times her cock spasmed before it fell silent. She tumbled
backwards, breathless, and she would have collapsed upon the floor
if Weylin hadn’t been there to catch her.


  “Mistress?” he gasped. “Are you all
right?”


  Varassa smiled and nodded. A different slave
might have taken the opportunity to escape or even harm her. But
these surfacers were more than just her slaves now. They were her
loyal subjects, as valuable and obedient as any of her warrior or
acolytes. And they had so much left to explore together.


  “I’m fine,” Varassa said, smiling as her
glistening seed began to seep from her sister’s ass. “In fact, I
have never felt better…”




  Bound to the Spider Queen


   





   



  Act One: The Matron’s Gift


   



  “Another battle; another victory,” Arveth
Hun’ate, Matron Mother of Vel’shannar, said approvingly. “A dozen
of my best male commanders have tried and failed to destroy that
surface fort over the past decade. And yet you, my daughter,
succeeded in your very first attempt.”


  “Never send a male to do a female’s job,”
Priestess Varassa, newly-appointed First Daughter, replied with a
self-satisfied smirk. “You should have realized this all along,
dear mother.”


  “Your sister led two separate squads into
that fort. She wasn’t any more successful than the men.”


  “True, though at this point it’s obvious to
everyone that Laetharys is far more comfortable on her knees than
on the battlefield…”


  The Matron Mother’s red eyes glimmered in
amusement as she peered over the edge of the balcony to the
gladiator pit below them. Almost on cue, the large portcullis
cranked open and revealed Laetharys standing on the other side. The
former general sauntered forward, the high heels of her armored
boots clicking loudly upon the stone floor.


  “Many of my advisors believe she should be
cast into the drider pits,” Arveth commented. “Others believe she
should spend a year or two gorging herself on cocks in a brothel as
penance.”


  “It’s not really penance if she enjoys it,”
Varassa pointed out. “You still believe the Spider Queen is willing
to forgive her?”


  “We shall know soon enough.”


  Laetharys continued forward until she
reached the center of the chamber. There, a single column of pale
crimson light shone down from the ceiling, and the Second Daughter
stopped and closed her eyes as she waited for the Spider Queen’s
judgment. If she were sufficiently enraged, the Goddess could smite
her supplicant right then and there, but Varassa doubted that would
be her reaction today. For all her sister’s faults, Laetharys had
loyally served Vel’shannar for many years, and the Spider Queen was
sometimes willing to show mercy towards females who had properly
atoned for their indiscretions.


  And Laetharys had definitely atoned. Varassa
had made certain of it.


  She smiled wistfully as the memories washed
over her. For the last several months, Laetharys had essentially
been her slave. The once great general had spent almost every day
on her back or on her knees, and she’d become intimately familiar
with the cocks and quims of every soldier in the garrison. Even
Varassa’s surface slaves, Weylin and Solemi, had been given
permission to treat Laetharys as their personal cunt. Solemi in
particular had been brutal; the young niskaru had genuinely
delighted in humiliating the other woman at every opportunity.
Varassa had actually started to wonder if the girl had some dark
elf blood in her after all…


  “I’m still surprised you didn’t kill her,”
Arveth commented as they awaited the Goddess’s judgment. “None of
your other sisters would have hesitated if the situation were
reversed.”


  Varassa shrugged. “Her death would have only
amused me once—her degradation amused me countless times. Besides,
I am the First Daughter now, and all of Vel’shannar has
benefitted from my ascension.”


  The Matron Mother nodded, her eyes
glimmering in amusement once again. “You have learned the game
well, my child. Our people revel in your victories.”


  Varassa shifted her attention back to her
sister. Slowly but surely, the pillar of light began to change
color from crimson to violet, signaling that the Spider Queen was
willing to forgive her servant if Laetharys completed the final
part of the ritual.


  “It appears you were right, mother,” Varassa
said. Her voice practically dripped with disappointment, but it was
forced. As amusing as it would have been to watch the Goddess
eviscerate her hated sister, the coming debasement would probably
be even more enjoyable.


  Arveth turned and tapped one of the glowing
crystals on the wall. A moment later, the door behind them opened
and a heavily-armored male soldier stepped inside.


  “How may I serve you, Matron?” he asked.


  “The Goddess has judged my daughter worthy
of forgiveness,” Arveth replied. “Summon your men. They will
perform the final rite and ensure she does not soon forget her
indiscretions.”


  The male tried and failed to conceal his
smile. His name was Captain Nym, and he had served under Laetharys
as her chief adjutant for many years. She had treated him badly—as
was her right, given his inferior gender—and he had undoubtedly
been praying to the Spider Queen to grant him an opportunity for
revenge. That was precisely why Varassa had denied him access to
her sister all these months. Males didn’t deserve vengeance,
especially not when they were only enduring the scorn they
deserved.


  “I shall summon them at once,” Nym replied
eventually. “Glory to the Dark Mother!”


  He turned and left so quickly Varassa barely
had time to scoff. “Perhaps we should select another soldier to
complete the rite,” she suggested. “Certainly there is another male
under her command worthy of such an honor?”


  “Protocol is quite clear on this matter,”
Arveth said. “Besides, Nym has served you well, has he not?”


  “Well enough,” Varassa conceded. Since her
ascension to First Daughter, she had inherited the services of Nym
and his squad. They had always performed adequately if not
exceptionally, and she had rewarded the captain for his efforts.
Each time, he’d pleaded for the chance to ravage Laetharys…and each
time, Varassa had forced him to settle for Solemi instead. The
niskaru had swallowed his seed on at least a half a dozen
occasions by now.


  Sighing wistfully, Varassa crossed her arms
and shifted her attention back down to the ritual below. The
portcullis opened again as several dozen naked male warriors
marched inside and fanned out in a wide circle around the edges of
the arena. Most of them were able to contain their excitement, but
some were not—their cocks were already hard and throbbing at the
prospect of penetrating their former general. Had Varassa been
conducting the ceremony, she would have punished them for their
lack of discipline. Unfortunately, her mother didn’t seem to
care.


  A few moments later, two priestesses filed
in behind the warriors. They stepped up behind Laetharys and began
to slowly strip her armor piece by piece. To her credit, the Second
Daughter didn’t flinch; she was obviously ready to accept the
Goddess’s final punishment. Varassa wasn’t surprised—if anything,
her sister was probably looking forward to this. The weak-willed
slut enjoyed being dominated, and the mere thought of the atonement
ritual was probably enough to slicken her quim in anticipation. Not
that Nym was likely to choose that particular hole as his first
target…


  “Enjoy this victory, my daughter,” Matron
Arveth said into the long silence. “The Spider Queen’s favor is a
fickle thing, and if you’re not careful you will find yourself in
your sister’s place one day.”


  Varassa arched a white eyebrow at her
mother. “Unlikely. The Goddess has no reason to doubt my
loyalty.”


  Arveth didn’t exactly smile, but the corner
of her lip did twitch fractionally. “Many curious rumors have
reached my ears these past few months, including some rather
disturbing revelations about your surface slaves.”


  “Such as?”


  “Some of your subordinates are concerned
that you’ve grown too attached to them, particularly the
niskaru female.”


  Varassa scoffed. “They entertain me, as
proper slaves should. When that ceases to be true, I shall dispose
of them.”


  “I see,” Arveth whispered, clearly not
convinced. “Just to be certain, perhaps I should have them
sacrificed as part of the ritual. I’m sure the Dark Mother would
appreciate your gift.”


  It was a trap, of course, if not a
particularly subtle one. If Varassa protested too fervently, she
would only deepen her mother’s suspicions; if she said nothing, she
would appear weak. She needed to strike a proper balance.


  “I will not surrender my property to atone
for my sister’s failures,” Varassa said. “If the Goddess yearns for
a sacrifice, Laetharys owns several of her own slaves.”


  “True enough,” the Matron admitted. “Still,
you should heed my words carefully. I would hate to see the new
First Daughter suffer the same indignities as the old…”


  Varassa snorted softly. Her mother would
have loved to see both her eldest daughters suffer. Veiled
threats and not-so-subtle slights were the primary currency of the
Spider Queen’s priesthood, after all, and Arveth was well aware
that one day soon her children would attempt to destroy her. Such
was the way of the drow.


  For now, however, they could enjoy
Laetharys’s fall together. Varassa shifted her attention back down
to the arena as the priestesses finally finished stripping off her
sister’s armor. Once she was completely naked, Laetharys whispered
a short prayer to the Goddess before she sank down to her knees and
leaned forward. The soft violet light glinted off the gray-blue
skin of her lower back and arched buttocks. Her sleek, athletic
frame was as beautiful as ever, and many of Nym’s soldiers clearly
agreed. One by one, their once flaccid cocks hardened at the sight
of the prostrate female.


  In near unison, the priestesses mouthed the
words to a spell and conjured long, silken strands of nearly
unbreakable webbing. They bound Laetharys’s wrists flat against
ankles, effectively rendering her helpless, before they uttered the
last few phrases of the ritual and slowly backed away.


  The seconds ticked away in silence, and
Varassa spotted several of the soldiers idly stroking their cocks
as they waited for permission to indulge themselves. Their red eyes
glimmered excitedly, hungrily, like they were a pack of
feral beasts surrounding a fresh kill. By the time Captain Nym
finally entered the arena, several of the males appeared ready to
burst. If not for the threat of punishment from the onlooking
Matron Mother, they probably would have tugged themselves to climax
already.


  The captain, for his part, stepped up
directly behind Laetharys and smiled at the bound, naked female
laid bare before him. He didn’t touch or strike her, though from
the way his fingers were twitching he probably wanted to do both.
Instead he waited for the priestesses to methodically strip off his
armor just like they’d done with Laetharys.


  “Captain Nym’s skills are well-known on the
battlefield,” Arveth commented. “What about the bedchamber?”


  Varassa shrugged. “He’s competent.”


  “Enough for you to reciprocate?”


  “Of course not,” Varassa replied with a
snort. She hadn’t ordered Nym to pleasure her in some time, and she
almost never allowed any male to spill inside her. That’s what
Solemi was for.


  “Well, he seems…enthused,” the Matron
commented with a wry smirk. “I doubt he’ll last long.”


  Varassa nodded in agreement. The outline of
Nym’s cock was plainly visible even before the priestesses removed
his trousers. He’d probably been rock-hard ever since Arveth had
given him permission to perform the ritual. Now his impressive gray
member was visibly throbbing in anticipation.


  “The Goddess calls upon you to deliver final
restitution for the crimes of her servant,” Matron Arveth called
out, her magically amplified voice echoing across the arena. “Are
you prepared to enact the Spider Queen’s will?”


  “I am, Matron,” the captain replied.


  “Then under the watchful eye of the Dark
Mother, the Rite of Z’ress Ilhar is yours, should you wish
to claim it.”


  Nym’s lips curled into a cruel smile. The
Rite of Z’ress Ilhar was the ultimate recompense for an
aggrieved male. In addition to penetrating the guilty female, the
man had permission to release his seed inside her quim. The normal
spells protecting Laetharys’s womb had already been replaced by a
fertility enchantment that would virtually ensure her impregnation.
She would then be required to carry his child to term and surrender
it to the male and his family as one final act of penance.


  But Varassa suspected that Nym was more
interested in swift revenge than long-term humiliation, and if he
didn’t spill inside her sister then none of his men would be
allowed to, either. They would be forced to relieve themselves in
her other holes…which was probably what most of them preferred,
anyway.


  “You honor us, Matron,” Nym said. “But my
men and I must humbly decline your offer. We would prefer to mete
out a…different punishment.”


  “Do as you will,” Arveth told him. “The body
of the Second Daughter is yours.”


  After bowing his head in gratitude, Nym
strode forward until the tip of his cock brushed against
Laetharys’s glistening slit. He could take her for however long he
desired, and until he spilled his men would be forced to wait their
turn. He clearly enjoyed the feeling of control, both over his
warriors and over the hated female beneath him. Varassa had
attended dozens of these ceremonies over the years, and in some
cases the aggrieved male had drawn out his release for hours.


  Nym wasn’t anywhere near that patient.
Placing one hand upon Laetharys’s back and the other upon the shaft
of his cock, he adjusted his aim and pointed the tip at her nether
entrance. One of the priestesses offered to apply oil, but he
naturally refused. This had nothing to do with comfort and
everything to do with power.


  Varassa grinned at her sister as she closed
her eyes and grit her teeth in preparation. The pitiful slut would
enjoy being sodomized, of course, and despite Nym’s eagerness he
could never hope to compete with the cruelty Laetharys had endured
from Solemi. Just a few weeks ago, the niskaru girl had
conjured a magical cock and penetrated Laetharys for almost five
hours straight—and that was after she’d spent the previous
two lodged down the former general’s throat.


  Still, Nym was determined to make Laetharys
squirm…and he succeeded. He buried his cock in her ass with a
single, brutal thrust. A half-squeal, half-shriek escaped the
Second Daughter’s lips and echoed across the arena. The captain
held himself deep for several seconds, smiling sadistically as his
hand slowly crawled up her back and grabbed ahold of her long,
tightly-braided ponytail. With an abrupt jerking motion, he
wrenched her head backwards and settled into a slow but methodical
thrusting rhythm.


  “Pathetic,” Varassa spat. “She’s enjoying
every second of this. Just look at her!”


  The Matron Mother smiled. “How long do you
think he’ll last?”


  “Not long. Without proper supervision, males
are nothing more than beasts. They fight and fuck and die.”


  Varassa was proven correct almost
immediately. The more her sister squealed and writhed, the harder
Nym pounded her. Within twenty seconds, the smacking of their flesh
was so loud it was all anyone could hear; within thirty, his red
eyes had rolled completely back into his head. He spilled deep in
her bowels just a few moments later, and Laetharys’s pained cries
quickly transformed into euphoric gasps. By the time the captain
finally withdrew, his cock had already wilted. The priestesses
waited until his seed began to trickle down the general’s legs
before they nodded up towards the balcony.


  “Shoava,” Arveth said.


  The soldiers swarmed over Laetharys like a
pack of starving hounds. Within seconds, she had one cock jammed
down her throat and another speared up her ass. These males were
even less interested in restraining themselves than their
commander. Some only managed a few thrusts before they spilled, and
none lasted more than a few minutes. Surprisingly enough, however,
most of them had enough control to withdraw before they erupted.
Nym must have instructed them to spill on Laetharys rather
than inside her, and the results were truly impressive. In the span
of a few minutes, the general’s back, ass, and face were completely
covered in the fresh, smoldering seed of the men she had once
commanded.


  “How much time do you plan to give them?”
Varassa asked. No matter how much she despised Nym or the other
males, the sight of her humiliated sister was genuinely arousing.
If Weylin or one of her other slaves were here, he would already
been kneeling in front of her with his tongue on her clit.


  “As long as they wish,” Arveth said. “I
imagine most will tire shortly, but if they don’t…” She shrugged.
“There’s no need to rush the Goddess’s punishment.”


  “True enough.”


  The Matron Mother turned and studied her for
a moment. “Before you leave, I do have another gift for you.”


  Varassa arched a white eyebrow. “Is that
so?”


  “Yes. I dispatched scouts to the surrounding
areas near your surface raid, and they captured several stragglers.
One in particular put up a tremendous fight. They planned to
sacrifice him this evening, but I’ve decided to give him to you
instead.”


  “I already own a rivvil male,
mother.”


  “I know, and I’ve heard he’s quite the
specimen. But I suspect you’ll enjoy this one even more…”


  The door behind them opened, and two of the
matron’s guards stepped inside carrying a shackled human male
between them. He was taller than Weylin and every bit as impressive
physically. Varassa could tell he was a seasoned warrior from the
size and shape of the thickly muscled arms sprouting out of his
sleeveless tunic. His stubble-pocked jaw was wide and square in the
best human tradition, and his blue eyes were as pale as the
sapphire necklace dangling inside Varassa’s cleavage.


  “I admit, I’m intrigued,” she said with a
devilish grin. The man’s eyes fluttered rapidly as they struggled
to adjust to the room’s dim lighting, but eventually they settled
upon her. Strangely enough, he seemed more angry than afraid. She
wondered if that meant he was brave or merely ignorant.


  “Don’t worry—he’s not just another random
farm boy,” Arveth said. “The symbols on his weapons and armor
betrayed his true identity. So does the tattoo on his back.”


  Arching her eyebrows again, Varassa stepped
forward and pulled down the man’s loose collar with her fingernail.
There, inscribed deep in his flesh, was a familiar symbol that was
terrifying and stimulating all at once.


  “Paladin,” she breathed. “A Knight of the
Silver Fist.”


  The Matron Mother snickered. “It has been
many years since the knights last attempted to challenge us. The
Spider Queen would relish such a powerful sacrifice...but I suspect
she’ll be just as happy to see him crushed beneath your heel.”


  Varassa smiled and pressed her tongue hard
against teeth. She had always enjoyed breaking surfacers, but
this…this might have literally been the opportunity of a lifetime.
The prospect of corrupting something so pure, so righteous,
sent a shiver of delight through her entire body…


  “I take it you approve, then?” Arveth
asked.


  “I don’t know what to say, mother,” Varassa
whispered. “I’m surprised you don’t wish to keep him for
yourself.”


  “You are the First Daughter now. You need to
prove yourself capable of handling exceptional challenges…even
entertaining ones.”


  Varassa chuckled softly as the knight glared
daggers at her. She could feel his scorn and hate. Without his gag,
he would have been screaming threats at her; without his
restraints, he would have been trying to strangle her. The paladins
of the surface considered themselves the arbiters of truth and
justice in their world, but naturally they were hypocrites. They
were just as vulnerable to the temptations of the flesh as any
other rivvil, and once Varassa found his weakness she would
exploit it.


  “By the time I’m finished with him,” she
whispered, “he’ll be on his hands and knees begging for
release.”


  “Will you give it to him?” Arveth asked.


  Varassa smiled. “We’ll just have to find
out, won’t we?”


   





  Act Two: Oathbreaker


   



  “Ultrinnan!” the drow warrior
exclaimed as he triumphantly slammed the tiny marble statuette down
upon the table. “Twice in one hour. I thought you were supposed to
be good at Sava?”


  “I prefer to focus my skills on things on
that actually matter,” his partner replied bitterly. “If you spent
half as much time practicing your swordplay as playing this stupid
game, you wouldn’t still be a footslogger.”


  The two men continued bickering for several
more minutes while the female half-elf sitting between them calmly
waited for them to finish. Solemi had learned a tremendous amount
about drow culture these last few months, including most of their
language. Very few of Mistress Varassa’s underlings cared whether a
slave understood them or not, but every once in a while Solemi
liked to surprise them. Sometimes the right word whispered into an
earlobe was all it took to make a thrusting man spill inside
her.


  Not that she had a lot of opportunities to
use her mouth for talking these days. Access to her velvety throat
had quickly become a precious commodity in their old outpost, and
now that they had moved to Vel’shannar there were thousands of new
soldiers yearning to sample the First Daughter’s favorite pet.


  The mistress had sent her here as a reward
to this unit for their loyal service in a recent surface raid.
Solemi had spent most of the last few days greedily imbibing the
seed of any cock dangled in front of her lips, but at this point
the squad’s two highest-ranking officers had decided to turn it
into a game.


  “Shut up and take your silvers,” the second
male, Bralas, grumbled once he’d clearly lost the debate. “Are you
going to buy another minute or should we play another round?”


  His counterpart, Sabal, grunted and abruptly
stood. “I think I’ll buy five, just to make you wait.”


  “It’s your coin to waste,” Bralas sneered.
“I doubt you’ll last more than two.”


  Sabal chuckled as he opened his trousers and
gestured for Solemi to return to the floor. She had already tasted
him once today—the errant splatter of his first offering had long
since dried on her chin and breasts—but she was fully confident in
her ability to please him again. She scuttled out of the seat and
eagerly sank down to her knees in front of him.


  “Open your lips, slut,” Sabal ordered. His
cock was already semi-erect, and though it quickly began to harden
after he smacked it against her cheeks several times. “Better catch
your breath while you can.”


   


  “She has no idea what you’re saying, fool,”
Bralas chided. He reclined backwards and placed his cupped his
hands behind his head so he could watch the show. “The mongrel
probably doesn’t even remember her own name anymore.”


  “I don’t know, sometimes I think she’s
smarter than she looks.” Sabal dragged his cock across Solemi’s
lips, but when she opened them up to swallow him he abruptly
grabbed a patch of her blond hair and wrenched her head backwards.
“What’s your name, girl?”


  Solemi smiled up at him, her green eyes
wide. “Cunt.”


  “See?” Sabal said with a snort. “She knows
enough.”


  “I’ve never seen such a pathetic creature,”
Bralas scoffed. “Must be her darthiir blood.”


  “I doubt her rivvil blood is any
stronger. She’s…”


  He trailed off when Solemi unexpectedly
stretched out her tongue and licked the head of his cock. His grip
on her hair relaxed slightly, and she leaned forward like a
starving beast pleading for an out-of-reach meal.


  “Please,” she begged until she could gently
kiss the tip. “Please, master.”


  Sabal stared down at her, his head shaking
in bewilderment even as his member hardened into an iron rod.
“Unbelievable,” he breathed. “It’s like one of the wizards cast a
spell upon her.”


  “Perhaps they did,” Bralas said.


  “No, I don’t think so. This one is different
than any of the other slaves. I don’t think she’d run away even if
we set her free on the surface.”


  Solemi continued stretching towards his cock
until her lips touched the tip. “Please, master,” she repeated.
“Let me taste you.”


  “Fine,” Sabal said. “Open wide.”


  Grabbing the base of her skull with his
hand, he abruptly shoved his cock through her lips and down her
throat. There was no subtlety to his movements, no gentle build-up
towards a consistent rhythm. He simply held her still and brutally
fucked her face.


  And Solemi loved every moment of it.


  For a several seconds, the only sound in the
small chamber was a garbled mix of gurgles and slaps. She didn’t
choke, and she definitely didn’t panic. She kept her green eyes
locked upon his no matter how hard or how deep he thrust. One of
the first things Mistress Varassa had taught her was how to
properly open her throat for a cock, and Sabal’s wasn’t even close
to the largest she’d ever taken. She wondered if he might
eventually slow his pace if only to prove his comrade wrong and
last a few extra minutes, but she didn’t feel like giving him the
chance. She had a reputation to maintain, after all, and she knew
exactly what would tip him over the edge.


  Reaching around him with her arms, she
placed her hands upon his buttocks and helped him thrust into her
even harder. She could see the euphoria in his face and feel it in
his throbbing member, and once his knees started to buckle she
squeezed her nails into his flesh and held him as tightly against
her as she could. His cock penetrated her so deeply she nearly
gagged, but she knew the sound of her frantic choking combined with
the warmth of her throat would push him over the edge. And it
did.


  “Xas!” he blurted out as he erupted.
His first salvo fired straight into her gullet, and his second
splattered the roof of her mouth. His last few spasms coated her
tongue and lips before he staggered backwards and nearly collapsed
to the floor.


  “That wasn’t even a minute!” Bralas chided.
“Such a waste of coin…”


  Sabal wasn’t listening. He stumbled back
against the table and panted breathlessly while his red eyes
remained fixated upon Solemi. She made a long, dramatic show of
swallowing his offering before she leaned down and began to lap up
the few remaining dribbles on the floor.


  “Dear Goddess,” Sabal breathed. “She must be
some kind of demon.”


  “Oh please,” Bralas snorted. “Just because
you’re too weak to resist her doesn’t prove anything. She’s a
disgusting niskaru cunt. I can’t believe you can look upon
her without wilting.”


  “If she’s so disgusting, prove it. Let her
taste you and see if you can resist.”


  Bralas shrugged, though from the sudden
twinkle in his eye this was clearly what he’d wanted all along.
“Fine,” he said, standing and lowering his own trousers. “Get over
here, slut. You better not be full yet…”


  After licking up the last bit of Sabal’s
seed, Solemi crawled forward on her hands and knees. Bralas’s cock
was shorter but thicker, and she couldn’t wait to—


  “That’s enough,” a stern male voice called
from across the room. An armored soldier strode forward, and Solemi
instantly recognized his tabard as that of House Hun’ate. He must
have been one of Mistress Varassa’s personal guards.


  “Wait your turn, wael,” Bralas
growled. “I’m not finished—”


  “The First Daughter wishes her property
returned,” the guard interrupted, his hand dropping down to the
sword on his belt. “Release her. Now!”


  Bralas muttered something under his breath,
but he wasn’t willing to challenge anyone representing the First
Daughter. Varassa’s word was absolute in Vel’shannar unless it was
rescinded by the Matron Mother herself.


  Once the two men had backed away, the guard
leaned down and clamped a leash around Solemi’s neck. He didn’t
bother asking her to stand; he merely jerked on the cord and yanked
her to her feet.


  She followed closely at his side as he
escorted her out of the camp and across the city. Vel’shannar was
truly enormous, especially compared to the small border outpost
she’d lived in for the past few months. Drow civilization in
general was far more expansive than anything she’d ever dreamed of;
she still found it difficult to believe that so many people lived
down here without the sun. Her half-elven eyes allowed her to see
through the shadows more easily than Weylin, but not by much. Other
than the patches of luminescent fungus or the soft glow of the
occasional enchanted torch, she was completely shrouded in darkness
most of the time.


  At first, the near constant blindness had
terrified her. Random drow could reach out from the shadows and
accost her whenever they wish…and they still did, quite frequently.
Mistress Varassa had eventually fitted Solemi with a ky'ostal
nauvith, a type of chastity belt that plugged both her ass and
quim, but males had still been free to fuck her face instead. She’d
been grabbed and forced to her knees so many times the memories all
blurred together. Once it had taken her almost two hours to walk
across the small outpost…


  Even after the mistress had ordered her
mouth off-limits to all but her most celebrated servants, the males
still had permission to spill upon her at their leisure. Some were
content to push her down on all fours and spray her back, but most
preferred to leave their seed on her cheeks or lips in order to
“mark her” as communal property. That behavior had only grown more
common since she’d moved to Vel’shannar.


  At this point, she had learned to relish her
role as the most highly-coveted prey in the city. It gave her a
perverse kind of power over so many of the males here, particularly
the ones who hadn’t earned sufficient favor with the First
Daughter. Even when they grabbed her by the hair and stroked
themselves to climax on her face, Solemi still felt like she was in
control. Until her mistress gave them a key to the ky'ostal
nauvith, their lust would go unquenched.


  Today, however, no one was willing to bother
her while she was accompanied by one of the mistress’s champions,
and they made excellent time crossing through the outer warrens and
into the central market hub. In addition to the drow civilians,
there were thousands upon thousands of slaves scattered all across
the city. Surface races only made up a small fraction of the total
population; most were deep dwarves, orcs, or other races that also
lived underground.


  Eventually they reached the grand Hun’ate
estate, the Matron Mother’s palatial mansion that was effectively
the center of power in Vel’shannar. Solemi had never seen so many
servants or guards in one place, not even when she had visited one
of the great coastal cities of the surface. Matron Arveth knew the
other houses were constantly plotting against her rule, and she was
fully prepared to defend against any attack. Mistress Varassa had
also added her own soldiers to the mix now that she had moved in
permanently.


  “It took you long enough, male,” Varassa
scolded the guard once he finally led Solemi through the great hall
to the First Daughter’s personal chambers. “You’re lucky I didn’t
order the assassins to hunt you down.”


  “I apologize, mistress,” he said, bowing his
head. “This surface cunt walks slowly and—”


  “That surface cunt is worth more to me than
a hundred of you,” Varassa interrupted. “Now get out of my sight
before I have you flogged.”


  He disappeared without another word, and
once he shut the door behind him Varassa smiled and stepped in
close enough to place her hand on Solemi’s arm.


  “You enjoyed yourself, I hope?” she asked.
“My soldiers made certain you got your fill?”


  “Yes, mistress.”


  “Hmm I can see that…” Varassa ran her
fingers over the dried seed splattered copiously across Solemi’s
neck and breasts. “Well, I hope you’re not too exhausted to help me
this evening. My mother gave me a new slave, and you are going to
help me break him.”


  “Of course, mistress,” the half-elf replied
with an eager nod. “Anything you desire.”


  Varassa grinned and placed a hand upon her
hip. As always, she was breathtaking even in her armor. Her cropped
breastplate hugged her chest so closely it might as well have been
a second layer of skin, and the silver pendant in her navel was a
perfect complement to the circular spider tattoo inscribed on her
bare stomach. Her skirt was made of a fine metallic mesh that ended
well above her knees, and her slender legs were framed in a pair of
high leather boots with six inch stilettos.


  “You did such a wonderful job with my
sister,” Varassa said. “You should have seen her during the ritual.
She was a panting, quivering mess. She couldn’t wait for all those
soldiers to take her. You taught her that, my dear.”


  Solemi’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment.
Praise from the mistress was a rare thing, though it had grown more
and more common since they had moved to Vel’shannar. “Thank you,
mistress.”


  “You deserve it. You’re an obedient, loyal
cunt.”


  Varassa chuckled softly as she retrieved a
key from her belt. She unlocked the ky'ostal nauvith and
then slowly removed the cock-shaped plugs from Solemi’s ass and
quim. As usual, the half-elf felt a rush of euphoria as the cool
air touched her holes, and she whimpered softly as a shiver of
pleasure tingled across her naked flesh.


  “Draw a bath and clean up,” Varassa ordered.
“Use your magic if you want—I’m sure you’ve missed it these past
few days.”


  “I did, mistress.”


  Varassa grunted and handed her a pouch of
spell components. “Matron Arveth wouldn’t approve of me allowing
one of my slaves to cast spells, but she’s a fool. Once I
inevitably replace her, we won’t have to worry about concealing
your powers. Serve me well enough and I might even command one of
the wizards to tutor you properly.”


  Solemi smiled at the thought. Back home on
the surface, she had been studying illusion and transmutation
magic, but she’d never learned much beyond the basics. Varassa had
taught her a few new spells, however, including how to temporarily
transmute her flesh into a real cock. She had used it to fuck the
mistress’s sister dozens of times over the past few weeks, and the
experience had given her even more insight into the primal desires
of the male mind and body. Learning how to coax her own cock into
spilling had made her even better at coaxing others.


  One day, she hoped the mistress would allow
her to feel the warmth and tightness of her perfect drow quim, but
even Weylin had only been permitted inside her a few times. Perhaps
helping to break in this new slave would earn Solemi enough favor
to make a request…


  “Go on,” Varassa said, gesturing towards the
stairs. “There’s a special dress for you on the table. I think
you’ll enjoy it.”


  Solemi dashed up the stairs and immersed
herself in the tub. A magical enchantment kept the waters
perpetually warm and clean, and as always she tried to strike a
balance between thoroughness and haste. Mistress Varassa would want
her clean and refreshed, but she also didn’t tolerate unnecessary
delays.


  A few minutes later, she was standing in
front of the chamber’s only mirror to ensure she was presentable.
The “dress” the mistress had provided wasn’t really much of an
outfit; it was essentially a metallic bra and panties paired up
with a long, translucent turquoise skirt. She desperately wanted to
try on one of the seemingly infinite pairs of shoes in the closet,
but Varassa had expressly forbidden it.


  “Mistresses wear heels; cunts wear nothing,”
she had said many times. One day, Solemi hoped to change all that.
But not today.


  Varassa was already waiting for her in the
“dungeon” when she arrived. In addition to an enormous,
cushion-stuffed bed, the chamber also had a pillory, a rack, and a
wide selection of scourges, whips, and other similar toys. The
ceiling was most interesting part of all—it was essentially one
giant mirror molded into the shape of an enormous spider.


  “There you are, just in time,” Varassa said
with a dark smile. She’d attached a whip to her belt, and a
half-filled wine glass was dangling from her fingers. “The servants
were about to deliver our new friend…”


  The door on the opposite end of the room
opened, and a pair of drow soldiers escorted in a bound human man
with a cloth bag covering his head. He was shirtless, but his lower
body was still covered by a ragged pair of trousers. Solemi’s quim
slickened at the sight of him, especially his thick arms and
perfectly-sculpted chest. If his cock was even half as impressive
as his biceps, she looked forward to kneeling in front of it all
night...


  The soldiers marched him in front of the
bed, at which point Varassa called down several webs from the
ceiling and bound his hands above his head. She made certain to
suspend him high enough that he had to stand on his tip-toes in
order to reach the ground.


  “Leave us,” she said, switching to the
surface tongue so that the prisoner could understand her. The
guards nodded and left, and Varassa slowly paced around the hanging
man while she finished her glass of wine. The click of her
heels on the floor was methodical and deliberate; sometimes the
sound was enough to break her prey before she even touched
them.


  “So, what do you think?” she asked. “Is he
worth breaking, or shall I trade him for something better at the
market?”


  Solemi crept forward and placed her right
hand upon the man’s chest, then slowly traced her fingers along the
outline of his muscles. He was roughly the same size and build as
Weylin but even more chiseled, and judging from the scars on his
abdomen he was also a veteran of many battles.


  “He is exquisite,” Solemi said, resisting
the urge to press her lips against his flesh and taste him. Instead
her eyes drifted down to this ragged trousers and the mystery
concealed beneath. “What of his stem?”


  “Is there ever anything else on your mind?”
Varassa chided. “But you’re right, of course. It’s hardly fair to
ask your opinion without showing you the main course.”


  She tugged at the webs and hoisted the man
into the air several more feet. He muttered something
unintelligible—he must have been gagged beneath his hood—and
struggled against his restraints. When his legs started thrashing
like he might try to kick his captors, Varassa calmly conjured
another strand of webbing and tied his ankles together. She then
continued lifting him upwards until his belt was level with
Solemi’s eyes.


  “Go ahead and unwrap your prize, dear,”
Varassa said. “But you’re not allowed to play with it just
yet.”


  Grinning, Solemi reached up and unfastened
his belt buckle. When his trousers plummeted to the floor, she
immediately gasped in shock. Even flaccid, his cock was
magnificent. It was wider and thicker than Weylin’s, enough that
she genuinely wondered if the man had some orc blood flowing in his
veins. It took all of her willpower not to grab onto the shaft and
swallow it right then and there. If the mistress weren’t watching
her carefully, she would have at least leaned in close enough to
massage the tip with her tongue and coax him to life…


  “Patience,” Varassa scolded. “This one will
be especially willful, I promise. I doubt that even your lips could
make him spill without some added encouragement.”


  Solemi frowned in confusion. “Mistress?”


  Varassa laughed. “You’re actually
offended, aren’t you? You can’t abide the idea of a male
resisting you for more than a moment.” She sauntered behind Solemi
and leaned down to whisper into her ear. “More proof that you’re a
natural-born cunt.”


  The half-elf smiled as the mistress gently
nibbled at her earlobe. Miraculously, the cock dangling in front of
her remained flaccid. Most men would have instinctively swelled by
now, whether they wanted to or not.


  “You see, he’s not just another random piece
of clay for us to mold,” Varassa said. “He is a disciplined warrior
and champion of your surface gods.”


  “A paladin?” Solemi gasped. “Down here?”


  “Yes, a ‘Knight of the Silver Fist’ is what
they’re called, I believe. An absurd title if I’ve ever heard
one.”


  Solemi’s eyes opened wide and her breath
caught in her throat. She hadn’t noticed it before, but the man’s
perfect body actually did look familiar. And his cock…she
had almost forgotten it after all these years…


  “You seem concerned,” Varassa whispered into
her ear. “Don’t tell me you’ve lost interest already.”


  “No, mistress,” Solemi insisted. “I
just...can I please see his face?”


  The First Daughter arched a curious eyebrow.
“You’ve never cared what a male looked like before. Not the top
half, at least.”


  Solemi forced herself to swallow and remain
calm. After spending several months down here, the memories of her
life on the surface had all but evaporated. But if this man was who
she thought he was, then everything was about to flood back over
her…


  “Still, I suppose there’s no harm in it,”
Varassa continued with a shrug. Her eyes glimmered in amusement at
her slave’s sudden discomfort. Did she know the truth already, or
was she merely guessing?


  Varassa waited another few seconds before
she tugged at the webs and lowered him back down. Once his toes
touched the ground again, she tore off the hood and flicked it
across the room.


  Solemi’s knees instantly went weak, and she
nearly lost her balance. The paladin was indeed gagged, but his
square jaw, dark hair, and trim beard were exactly like she
remembered. His blue eyes fixated upon her even before they fully
adjusted to the dim light.


  “Derec,” she whispered.


  “So you do know him, don’t you?”
Varassa asked, her voice almost giddy. “Goddess be praised, this
couldn’t be more perfect…”


  The paladin muttered into his gag, but
Solemi couldn’t bring herself to look at him for more than a few
seconds. Just as she’d feared, all the memories of her past life
suddenly flooded back over her. What would he think of her? What
would he think of what she had become?


  “How well did you know him?” Varassa asked
after a moment.


  “W-we grew up in the same village,
mistress,” Solemi replied. “We were…friends.”


  “Is that so?” Varassa dragged her fingernail
across the paladin’s chest hard enough that it left a red line in
its wake. “What is his name?”


  She licked at her suddenly dry lips. “Derec
Montabon.”


  The mistress scoffed in disgust. “Definitely
a rivvil name,” she sneered. After pacing around him one
more time, she stopped in place and glanced back at Solemi. “When
my men first delivered you to me, you revealed that you hadn’t
always been faithful to Weylin. Was this male one of your
‘indiscretions?’”


  Solemi nodded slowly. “Yes.”


  The mistress chuckled as she reached up and
clutched Derec’s chin between her fingernails. “How curious. I
thought paladins lived by a very strict code. Aren’t you supposed
to be pure and chaste?”


  Derec glared at her but didn’t bother
speaking into the gag. His arm muscles flexed and unflexed as he
continued testing his restraints, but Solemi knew from experience
that the webs were unbreakable without magic.


  “So what exactly was your ‘indiscretion,’ my
dear?” Varassa asked. “Did you fuck him?”


  “No,” Solemi whispered.


  “Why not?”


  “Because he…” She wet her lips again and
lowered her eyes to the floor. “He said it would violate his
oath.”


  “I see. But you wanted to, yes? You were
desperate to spread your legs for him, weren’t you?”


  Solemi nodded. “Yes.”


  “Then he must be even more willful than I
thought. I doubt that many other surface men have ever resisted
your charms.” Varassa grunted. “Still, I’m confused. His oath
forbade him from fucking your cunt but not your throat?”


  “He told me the code was…ambiguous,” Solemi
said. “I don’t know the truth. I’ve never read the scripture or the
Knight’s Code.”


  “And you’re better off for it, no doubt.
Still, I suspect he was lying to you.” Varassa smirked and tapped
Derec’s chin with her fingernail. “Were you lying, male? Did you
deceive this poor girl just to get her on her knees? Perhaps we
should hear what you have to say for yourself.”


  Varassa unstrapped the gag and tossed it
onto the bed. Derec coughed and wet his lips as he shot her a
baleful glare.


  “I won’t tell you anything, drow witch!” he
hissed. “If you don’t release us right now, the Silver Fist will
match down here and purge this entire city!”


  Varassa stared him for a long moment, her
expression completely blank, before she finally threw back her head
and laughed in his face. “My dear, stupid paladin. You actually
believe that, don’t you?”


  “We are the sword of the gods!” he growled.
“We will purge your evil from the—”


  Derec’s voice caught in his throat when
Varassa suddenly curled her fingers around his cock. “Go on,” she
said, smiling as she began to leisurely stroke the shaft. “Please,
tell me exactly how you’re going to smite me.”


  The paladin’s eyes dropped down to her hand.
“I…” he stammered. “I will not allow your evil to endure. I will
resist whatever dark spells you place upon me!”


  “Who said anything about magic?” Varassa
asked, leaning in so close their lips nearly touched. “We’re just
having a pleasant conversation.”


  Solemi watched in amazement as his cock
inevitably began to swell. Derec closed his eyes and mouthed a
silent prayer to his god, and she could see his jaw tense as he
struggled in vain to resist.


  “Now, I asked you a question before,
paladin,” Varassa breathed into his ear. “Did you lie to this sweet
girl just to get her on her knees?”


  “I will not speak with an evil drow harlot,”
Derec insisted.


  Varassa stopped stroking him and placed her
free hand on his cheek. “I suggest you choose your words more
carefully, male,” she said coldly. “If any of my soldiers called me
a harlot, I would have them sacrificed in the spider pit.”


  “I’m not afraid of you, whore,” Derec
insisted. “Threaten me, torture me, kill me…I will never
break!”


  Solemi clamped her hand over her mouth and
shook her head at him. No one ever spoke to a drow female like
that, especially not the First Daughter. He was going to get
himself killed—


  “Very well, male,” Varassa said after a
moment. She began stroking him again, and she glanced back over her
shoulder to Solemi. “Fetch my jaluk’elg.”


  Solemi swallowed heavily as she scampered
over to the wide shelf on the dungeon’s northern wall. The mistress
proudly displayed all her toys here, including her vast array of
whips and scourges, but at the center of the collection was curved,
serrated knife. Her “male killer,” as she called it, had castrated
scores of impudent drow who had displeased her.


  “Thank you dear,” Varassa said as Solemi
handed her the blade. She twirled it in front of Derec’s face for
several seconds, then abruptly lowered it down to his erect cock.
“I don’t need to kill you to break you, paladin. Not when I can
harvest the most impressive part of you so easily.” She gestured
back to the shelf and the impressive collection of
dintares—false cocks—resting atop the mantle. “There’s an
empty space on the left, you see. One simple spell is all it takes
to preserve your legacy for decades…”


  Derec winced as she pushed the blade harder
against his testicles. Sweat beaded on his brow, and for the first
time Solemi saw his muscles actually start to tremble.


  “Who knows? I might even use it tonight,”
Varassa said. “In fact, I think I’ll fuck Solemi with it right in
front of you. She wanted you inside her before. Better late than
never, I suppose.”


  She yanked his cock to the side and started
to cut—


  “Wait!” Derec yelped. “Please, don’t!”


  Varassa’s eyes twinkled devilishly. “And why
not, male? You’re still a paladin even without your sword,
right?”


  Derec closed his eyes and nibbled on his
lip. “I lied to her. I lied to Solemi. Is that what you want to
hear?”


  “It’s some of what I want to hear,”
Varassa replied. She didn’t remove the blade, but she did start
stroking his cock again. A single drop of his seed emerged from the
tip and trickled down the swollen head. “Lying to deceive a female
is commonplace in your backwards culture, but I’m surprised you
were willing to violate your Code. I thought a paladin’s word was
his bond. Why did you do it?


  “Because…” Derec licked at his lips and
glanced over at Solemi. “Because I was weak. She was so beautiful,
and I wanted to be with her.”


  The mistress grinned. “There, was that
really so difficult?” She chuckled and glanced back to Solemi.
“Come here. Kneel in front of him just like you used to.”


  Solemi nodded and sank down to her knees in
front of him. The webs were holding him high enough in the air that
his cock was just above her eye level, but she when she stretched
and tilted up her chin she could almost reach it…


  “Not yet,” Varassa chided. “I want him to
remember what the sight of you begging for him looked like.”


  The mistress continued her slow, delicate
rhythm, and Solemi stared up at the dripping stem and waited for it
to explode upon her. But as much as she yearned to taste him again,
for Derec’s sake she hoped he had better control. Varassa would
punish him severely if he spilled without permission. It might even
cost him his manhood.


  “I could give you to her again right now,”
the mistress said, angling his cock down towards Solemi’s waiting
lips. “Would you like that?”


  Derec grimaced. “No.”


  “You’re lying. I can feel you getting harder
and harder every second.”


  “It is forbidden,” he said through clenched
teeth.


  “Then you regret what you did with her?”


  “Yes.”


  “Interesting,” Varassa said, raising an
eyebrow at the kneeling half-elf. “Tell me: how many times died you
fellate him?”


  Solemi searched her memory. “Once a week,
sometimes twice.”


  “That often? How long did this go on?”


  “A few months, at least.”


  “That doesn’t sound like a man filled with
regret,” Varassa said with a snort. “That sounds more like a
hypocrite.”


  “It was years ago!” Derec protested. “I was
young and foolish.”


  “No doubt.” Varassa’s fingers clasped more
tightly around his shaft as her stroking rhythm intensified. “Well,
you’ll be pleased to know that Solemi has learned a great deal
since you last met. She’s the most coveted slut in all of
Vel’shannar. My male soldiers beg me to let them fuck her.” Varassa
chuckled again. “What would bother you more, I wonder: knowing how
many others she’s tasted…or knowing just how much she savors every
last drop?”


  “You witch!” Derec growled. “I’ll make you
pay for—”


  Once again his voice cut off when she
pressed her blade against his testicles. He closed his eyes and bit
down on his lip hard enough that Solemi saw a trickle of blood.


  “How did he conceal your excursions from his
fellow knights?” Varassa asked after a moment.


  “We would meet in the church cellar whenever
he could escape his duties for a few hours,” Solemi said.


  “Let me guess: he never offered to taste you
in return, did he?” Varassa asked.


  “No, mistress.”


  “Of course he didn’t,” Varassa spat. “For
that alone I should remove his cock. Perhaps his tongue, too.”


  Derec kept his eyes fastened shut, and his
cheeks continued twitching as she struggled to repress his fear—and
his arousal. The head of his thick member had swollen so large
Solemi expected it to fire any second. She even opened her mouth
and stretched out her tongue to catch his seed just in case…


  And then Varassa abruptly removed her hand
and stopped stroking him. “You can keep your sword for now, male,
but now I know exactly where this evening is going to begin.”


  Glancing up to the webs holding him upright,
she used her magic to lower him until his feet touched the floor.
His cock actually brushed against Solemi’s lips on the way down,
and it took all her willpower not to swallow him right then and
there. She thought the mistress might untie him, but instead
Varassa shoved him down onto the bed. The instant he hit the
mattress, the webs binding his limbs writhed outwards and latched
onto the bedframe, effectively pinning him flat on his back. His
cock, still as hard as ever, jutted up towards the ceiling.


  “Stand up, cunt,” Varassa ordered. “And come
here.”


  Solemi leapt to her feet and dashed to her
mistress’s side. Varassa smiled and wrapped an arm around her
slender waist.


  “Our noble and righteous paladin is finally
going to fulfill his duty after all these years,” she said. “I will
give him precisely one chance to please you. If he fails…” She
shrugged and twirled the jaluk’elg in her hand. “I will
avenge you.”


  With her free hand, she removed Solemi’s
panties and let them fall to the floor. Her fingers then crawled
down the girl’s body until they reached her waiting quim.


  “Always slick, always ready,” Varassa
breathed. “Go. Claim your long overdue reward.”


  Nodding appreciatively, Solemi climbed onto
the bed and swung her leg over Derec’s body. She scuttled backwards
until she was properly straddling his face, then slowly lowered her
dripping quim down over his mouth.


  “I’m not known for my patience, paladin,”
Varassa said, sitting down at the end of the bed and crossing her
long legs. She reached back and placed the flat of the
jaluk’elg against the shaft of his cock where he could see
and feel it. “I suggest you get started.”


  Solemi gasped in delight when his tongue
flicked gently across her smoldering slit. Derec obviously didn’t
have much if any experience, but right now she didn’t care. Every
time his tongue slipped inside her, she felt like she’d been struck
by a bolt of lightning. Her thighs clamped around his head so
tightly she doubted he could even breathe.


  “Don’t make it too easy for him,” Varassa
chided. “He owes you so much more.”


  Solemi wanted to obey, but she had already
lost all semblance of control over her body. A small climax
shuddered through her, then another when she leaned forward and
placed her hands upon the bed for support. His cock was suddenly in
front of her again, closer now than ever, and she wanted it so
desperately she almost didn’t care how the mistress would react.
There mere thought of his seed sliding down her throat was enough
to push her to the brink of another climax…


  “You want to taste him, don’t you?” Varassa
asked, tapping her blade against the shaft.


  Solemi nodded. “Yes, mistress.”


  “Do you know why?”


  “Because I’m a cunt.”


  “No. You are my cunt.” Varassa
grabbed the girl’s chin and tilted it sideways until they were
facing each other. “But you are also a female. Do you know what
that means?”


  “It means…” Solemi swallowed heavily. “It
means I am powerful. It means I should take what I want.”


  “Yes,” Varassa agreed, smiling and tossing
aside her blade. “Take what you want, when you want,
without shame or pause. If you long for his cock, then claim
it.”


  Solemi didn’t hesitate. She lunged forward
and choked down Derec’s member all the way to the hilt. She wanted
to savor him; she wanted to gorge on him. But the instant his
cockhead touched the back of her throat, he exploded. His cry of
release would have been deafening if it weren’t muffled by her
quim. He thrashed against his restraints with the animalistic fury
of a stuck rothé, and he flooded her throat with his seed. His cock
spasmed so many times she feared she might drown, but after waiting
this long to taste him again she wasn’t about to waste a single
drop. Instead she closed her eyes and relaxed her jaw as another
shivering climax cascaded through her


  “Don’t swallow,” Varassa ordered. “Show me
what you wanted so badly.”


  Solemi dutifully withdrew, making sure to
keep her lips clamped so tightly around Derec’s wilting member that
nothing escaped. Once she leaned back upright, she reopened her
mouth and proudly displayed the white, frothy fruit of her
labor.


  Varassa grinned and traced a finger along
the girl’s damp lower lip. “I have never tasted the seed of a
paladin,” she admitted. “Share with your mistress.”


  She leaned forward and kissed her slave.
Solemi was surprised at first, but she quickly and enthusiastically
melted into her mistress’s embrace. Derec’s bounteous offering
flowed freely between their intermingling tongues. Solemi had no
idea how long they remained locked together, but she heard Derec
muttering a prayer of forgiveness as he watched the two women
compete for his primal nectar. His cock twitched back to life
almost instantly.


  Eventually, Varassa pulled away and
seductively swallowed her portion of the prize. Solemi followed her
example.


  “My precious little niskaru cunt,”
Varassa whispered smiling. “Whatever would I do without you?”


   





  Act Three: Loyalty


   



  Solemi wasn’t an expert on drow culture by
any stretch of the imagination, but she knew from personal
experience and first-hand observation that the average priestess
almost never kissed her slaves. Varassa rarely did, either, but
Solemi had always appreciated the rare occasions when her mistress
broke protocol. Her tongue, her breath, her touch—Solemi could feel
the power in all of them. It was like kissing an ebony goddess.


  This time, she was reasonably sure that
Varassa was only indulging her to further arouse Derec, but Solemi
didn’t mind. Whatever her mistress’s reasons, the half-elf was
content to enjoy herself for as long as she could.


  When Varassa finally pulled away, she bade
Solemi to slide off of Derec and wait at the foot of the bed. She
then tugged on the web restraints and hoisted him up off the
mattress until he was suspended about five feet above them. He
clenched his jaw and closed his eyes, and Solemi could tell he was
trying to regain his composure and forget everything he’d just seen
and felt. But despite his paladin training, his willpower still
faltered. His cock remained hard and ready, and she swore it grew
even larger when Varassa suddenly twirled the webs and flipped him
over so he was facing down at the bed.


  “You have only one more task this evening,
male,” the mistress said. “You will watch, you will learn…and you
will not spill another drop of your marvelous seed.” She gently
touched the tip of his cockhead as another tiny bead of semen
threatened to leak out and dribble down upon the sheets. She licked
her finger clean, then flashed the paladin a dark smile. “I trust
you understand?”


  “You will pay for what you’ve done to her,
drow,” Derec said through clenched teeth. “I swear it.”


  “Swear all you like,” Varassa replied with a
shrug. “In the end, you will obey all the same.”


  After winking at Solemi, the mistress
strolled back over to her toys and retrieved a small, black collar
from the shelf. The device was similar to a pau’tharii, a
type of magical choker that could contract and asphyxiate the
victim on command. Just a few months ago, Laetharys had placed one
upon Solemi as part of a bet with her sister…


  “You failed your first test of willpower
quite dramatically, my precious little knight,” Varassa said as she
returned to the bed. “I suggest you try harder this time.”


  She slid the collar over his erect cock and
testicles. Once it was properly in place, she uttered a magical
command word…and Derec instantly yelped as the device clamped
around his member like a vise.


  “You’re free to stay as excited as you
like,” Varassa told him as she slowly dragged her fingernail across
the length of his shaft. “If you spill again, however…well, let’s
just say that I won’t need to bother with the
jaluk’elg.”


  Derec’s lip quivered as he tilted his head
down so he could see his own cock. “What do you want from me,
witch?”


  “I just told you,” she said with a snort.
She calmly retrieved the gag he’d come in with and promptly stuffed
it back into his mouth. “Now be quiet like a good male while the
females have their fun.”


  Varassa continued staring at him for almost
a full minute as the fingers of her right hand danced playfully
across his cockhead. When he didn’t spill, she laughed sadistically
and began to undress. Solemi had seen this strip tease many times,
and if it still made her quim smolder she couldn’t imagine how
uncomfortable it must have been for Derec. Varassa started with her
breastplate, unfastening the buckles and gradually revealing the
grey flesh of her perfect, perpetually-perky drow breasts. A dark
grin tugged at her lips as the paladin’s eyes drifted from her
taught stomach up to her ample bosom. She gave him several seconds
to appreciate the view before her hands crawled down her hips and
gently pushed down her leather skirt. Her hairless quim was even
more tantalizing; Solemi could practically taste its sweet juices
on her tongue even now…


  As usual, Varassa didn’t dare remove her
boots, but once she was otherwise naked she gestured for Solemi to
hop back onto the bed. The half-elf eagerly obeyed.


  “After all this time, I think you’ve earned
another reward, my dear,” Varassa whispered, pushing open Solemi’s
knees and crawling between her legs. “What’s the one thing you want
more than anything else? Tell me, and it shall be yours.”


  The mistress leaned down enough that their
nipples eventually touched, and Solemi had to bite down on her lip
to prevent another climax from shuddering through her. Since her
arrival here in the Underworld, she had been tied up, gagged, and
whipped more times than she could count. She had been humiliated,
degraded, and debased on an almost daily basis. Drow seed had been
pumped into every one of her holes and spilled onto every inch of
her flesh. She was a cock whore. She was a cum slut.


  And she didn’t feel the least bit ashamed
about it. As Varassa had told her, she should have been proud to be
female. It was her right to take whatever she wanted, whenever she
wanted it. And right now, there was nothing she wanted more than to
be fucked by her mistress.


  “Fuck me,” Solemi breathed, locking her
ankles around Varassa’s back. “Fuck your niskaru cunt.
Please!”


  Varassa grinned and touched her cheek. “As
you wish. Let me select a dintare…”


  Solemi shook her head. “No. Please,
mistress—fuck me with your cock. Your real cock. I want you
to feel you inside me. I want to give you pleasure!”


  “Very well,” Varassa said, her smile
widening. She whispered a word of magic, and a few seconds later, a
long, gray phallus sprouted from her flesh. It was even thicker and
harder than normal, and Solemi’s toes curled at the thought of it
slipping inside her…


  “Yes,” she gasped, reaching out to touch the
shaft and guide the head into her. “Please, fuck me now!”


  Varassa was more than happy to oblige. For
the next several hours, she proceeded to pound Solemi in every hole
and in every conceivable position. The Spider Queen’s power granted
her supernatural endurance, but Varassa seemed determined to test
her limits. She spilled inside Solemi’s quim, up her ass, and all
over her breasts and face. By the end of the evening, the girl was
a sweaty, seed-splattered mess.


  Derec was forced to watch it all from
directly above them, and on more than one occasional Solemi could
tell he almost climaxed and triggered the pau’tharii.
Somehow he managed to contain himself, however, though a single
stray touch probably would have set him off.


  Varassa left him suspended even when she
dimmed the magical candles and rolled over. Solemi wanted to remove
the device and grant him release, but she didn’t. Instead she
merely snuggled up into her mistress’s bosom and relaxed until she
finally fell asleep.


   



  ***


   



  The passage of time was almost impossible to
track in the depths of the Underworld, but Solemi doubted she got
more than a few hours of sleep before Mistress Varassa woke up and
slid off the bed.


  “I must perform the morning ritual at the
temple, but I’ll be back soon,” she said as she retrieved her
clothing and armor. “Clean up and fetch yourself something to eat
if you wish, but don’t touch him. He’ll need his strength if he
wants to survive this evening.”


  “Yes, mistress,” Solemi replied. “I eagerly
await your return.”


  Varassa grinned. “I know.”


  Once she was gone, Solemi slinked over to
the empty washbasin on the opposite side of the room. She knew that
Derec was awake, but she forced herself to avoid eye contact with
him. A fresh wave of shame and doubt washed over her. She had
genuinely cared for him once, and his opinion still mattered to her
no matter how much she tried to convince herself otherwise. After
last night, she feared he would look upon her with disgust or
perhaps even contempt…


  Shaking her head, Solemi buried the thought
and focused upon her magic. She conjured water to fill the basin
with one spell and then heated it with another. Her skin
appreciated the warmth, and she soaked herself for several minutes
before she finally snapped her fingers and cast another simple
cantrip. The magic animated the brushes on the nearby bench,
causing them to lift up into the air and scrub her down just as
vigorously as if a real person had been holding onto them.


  Her skin was practically glistening by the
time she conjured a few bursts of air to dry herself off, and she
brushed her hair and applied the smallest touch of makeup before
she slipped back into to the main bedchamber. Mistress Varassa
hadn’t returned yet, but Derec was obviously still there.


  And he was staring right at her.


  This time, she found it difficult to look
away. His blue eyes weren’t filled with judgment—they actually
looked genuinely warm and caring. She couldn’t understand why,
after last night’s performance. Surely he found her disgusting
now…


  “I’m sorry,” she managed. “I wish you you’d
never come here.”


  Derec muttered something into his gag. When
she didn’t reply or move towards him, he did it again.


  Solemi tossed a wary glance towards to the
doorway. She had no idea how long Mistress Varassa would be gone,
but if she returned and saw that her slave had disobeyed her direct
orders…


  Swallowing heavily, Solemi tiptoed over to
the bed and reached up to his gag. Her fingers hovered above the
strap for a few seconds before she finally worked up the courage to
remove it.


  “Oh, thank the gods,” Derec breathed.
“Quick, cut me down before that drow bitch returns. I can get you
out of here.”


  Solemi froze in place. “I can’t do
that.”


  He blinked in confusion. “What? Why?”


  “Mistress ordered me not to touch you. I
shouldn’t have even removed your gag.”


  “She’s not your ‘mistress,’ Solemi. Gods,
what have these monsters done to you…”


  She glanced down to the gag in her hand. A
part of her was tempted to strap it back on, but she didn’t. “I
wish you hadn’t been captured,” she said. “You knew the drow lived
in this place. You shouldn’t have come anywhere close to them.”


  “I had to once I learned they’d taken you
captive.” Derec paused and licked at his lips. “Solemi, the High
Priest divined that you were still alive. He used scrying spells to
pinpoint your location.”


  “But that’s...” Solemi trailed off and shook
her head in confusion. “I’ve been down here for a long time. Why
was he still looking for me?”


  “Because he cares about you. We all do.”
Derec craned his neck until he could see the door on the opposite
side of the room. “Weylin is here with you, right?”


  “Y-yes,” she confirmed. “He’s somewhere in
the city. One of the other priestesses requested his services for a
few days.”


  Derec’s lip curled in disgust. “These
monsters will pay for what they’ve done. I swear it.”


  “You don’t understand,” Solemi whispered.
“Things are—”


  “It doesn’t matter,” he interrupted. “You
need to cut me down so we can escape.”


  “Escape? But that’s not possible.”


  Derec smiled tightly. “Yes, it is. I allowed
myself to be captured, Solemi.”


  Her breath caught in her throat. “What?
Why?”


  “To rescue you, of course. I didn’t use any
of my abilities after they apprehended me, so they have no idea
what I’m capable of. But trust me: my powers can get us out of
here. I just need you to cut me free.”


  Solemi stood in place, mouth agape, as her
mind reeled with the possibilities. She couldn’t believe he’d
allowed himself to be captured. Even for a paladin, that was
completely insane. One man couldn’t possibly stand against an
entire city filled with drow…


  “Solemi, listen to me,” Derec’s voice cut
into her reverie. “I know you’re frightened, but I promise I can
get you out of here. You just need to cut me down.”


  Nodding reflexively, she reached up to the
webs and cast the spell Mistress Varassa had taught her. The
otherwise unbreakable strands became malleable in her grip, and she
helped Derec slip his feet and then his hands free. When he finally
dropped down on the bed, he immediately unfastened the
pau’tharii clasped around his cock.


  “Gods take you,” he spat, throwing the
device across the room. He shook his head as he mouthed the words
to a healing spell. His hands glowed with a faint blue light, and
he touched his sore, stretched-out muscles and sighed. “I can’t
believe they were stupid enough to trust you with magic. I never
knew you were such a convincing actress.”


  “Derec, I—”


  “You don’t have to explain anything,” he
told her, squeezing her shoulders. “I know she’s made you do
terrible things, but you only did what was necessary to survive.
Once we’re back home, the priests will help you atone.”


  “Atone?” she asked. “But I—”


  “Hush now,” he soothed, placing his hand
over her lips. “I’ll protect you—I promise.”


  Derec turned and dashed across the room
without waiting for her to reply. He scowled at seemingly endless
shelves of whips and other toys, and Solemi was a bit surprised he
didn’t smash the furniture with his bare hands. Varassa didn’t keep
any real weapons in here, naturally, but Derec eventually grabbed
one of her staves and shrugged.


  “This will have to do,” he said, twirling
the long piece of wood in his hands. His muscles swelled in
anticipation of battle, and he seemed to have forgotten his own
nakedness. “Come on and get behind me. If we move quickly, we might
be able to…”


  He trailed off when he heard the soft,
rhythmic clicking of stiletto heels approaching from the other side
of the door. His hands grabbed the staff hard enough that his
knuckles went white.


  “Mistress Varassa,” Solemi breathed.


  “And I here I thought dark elves were
supposed to be stealthy,” Derec muttered. “Just stay back. Once I
kill her, this will be even easier.”


  “But—”


  “Get back!” he hissed as he dashed over
beside the door and waited to strike.


  Solemi shuffled back towards the bed as an
anxious knot twisted in her stomach. She knew she shouldn’t have
cut him free. She shouldn’t have even removed his gag…


  The seconds ticked by until the door finally
swung open and the mistress stepped inside. Her eyes lit up in
confusion when she saw the empty webs dangling down from the
ceiling, and she turned just in time to watch Derec swing the staff
down towards her head—


  At which point Solemi blasted him with a
burst of conjured air.


  The spell wasn’t strong enough to seriously
hurt him—she had never learned any magic that powerful—but it was
still enough to knock him off-balance and send the staff careening
out of his grip. He bumped against the wall and caught himself
before he fell over, but by then it was already too late. Varassa
turned towards him, her blue eyes blazing.


  “Stop!”


  The command was laced with magical power.
Normally Derec’s paladin abilities would have shielded him against
compulsion spells, but Varassa was the First Daughter of
Vel’shannar. The power of the Spider Queen coursed through her, and
even he was unable to resist. His body froze in place like he’d
been turned into a statue.


  “I underestimated you, male,” Varassa said
after a moment. Her eyes flicked between the paladin and the fallen
staff. “A mistake I will not make again.”


  “I will destroy you, witch!” Derec growled.
“Your dark magic can’t protect you forever.”


  “The power of the Spider Queen is more than
a match for one pitiful knight,” she growled back. She glared at
him for a few more seconds before her expression abruptly softened.
“But who needs magic when you have such loyal servants?”


  Derec managed to crane his neck back just
enough to look upon Solemi. His eyes gaped wide in surprise. He
could scarcely believe that she had betrayed him…


  “Why?” he rasped. “Why would you defend this
monster?”


  “Because…” Solemi swallowed the lump of
guilt rising in her throat. “Because she is my mistress, and I am
her loyal cunt.”


  He stared at her blankly, his head shaking
in disbelief, as Varassa threw back her head and laughed.


  “You poor, stupid paladin,” she chided. “So
arrogant. So foolish. You never considered the possibility that she
actually wants to be here, did you?”


  “You’ve done something to her,” Derec
rasped. “You’ve poisoned her mind!”


  “I have opened her mind,” Varassa
corrected. “She was a cunt before, and she’s a cunt now. I merely
taught her to embrace the truth. You, on the other hand, still need
a great deal of work.” She snorted and placed her hands on her
hips. “Kneel before me, male.”


  “Never!” he spat.


  “Kneel!”


  This time, her voice echoed with the power
of the Spider Queen, and Derec grimaced as he unwittingly dropped
to his knees. Varassa circled around him, waiting to see if he
could resist her command, before she smiled and gestured for Solemi
to come over.


  “I knew you’d be a special challenge,
paladin, but I realize now that I can’t break you,” Varassa said.
“Not without destroying you, and that wouldn’t be as fun as it
sounds.”


  Derec snorted. “Then you might as well kill
me.”


  “You misunderstand. I am not going to
break you.” Varassa grinned and slid her arm around Solemi’s waist
once the girl drew close. “She is.”


   



  ***


   



  An hour later, Derec was once again tied
flat against the bed. To Solemi’s surprise, however, Varassa hadn’t
gagged him or reattached the pau’tharii to his cock.
Apparently she had something else in mind.


  “He’s only just started to realize that
there’s no way for him to escape,” the mistress said. “You can see
it in his eyes and face—it never once occurred to him that this
idiotic attempt a ‘rescue’ would fail. The arrogance of surfacers
is truly astonishing.”


  Solemi nodded nervously. The two of them
were standing by the mistress’s armoires on the opposite side of
the room. Varassa had switched to speaking the drow tongue so that
he wouldn’t be able to understand them.


  “What will you do with him?” the half-elf
asked.


  Varassa shrugged. “Any other priestess in
this city would have sacrificed him the moment he rebelled. And I
must admit, I’m still tempted to add his cock to my growing
collection.” She chuckled and cupped her hand over Solemi’s
hairless quim. The tip of her middle finger began to gently massage
the girl’s clit. “I could fuck you with it tonight, if you wanted.
You’d finally get to feel it inside you after all these years.”


  A soft gasp escaped Solemi’s lips when she
imagined his perfect cockhead disappearing into her folds. She had
wanted him for years, even more than Weylin at times…


  “But you still don’t want to see him harmed,
do you?” Varassa asked. “Be honest.”


  “I don’t, mistress,” Solemi breathed. “I’m
sure you can teach him obedience, given enough time.”


  “I could, but he’s your
responsibility now, remember? He will become the slave of a slave.
Let’s get you ready.” Varassa removed her hand and turned towards
the armoire. “I had the tailors prepare this for you shortly after
we arrived in the city. I was planning on waiting a bit longer
before I gave it to you, but your recent performance demonstrates
that you’re more than ready.”


  She reached into one of the drawers and
retrieved a gleaming white halter-style corset with small,
sparkling gemstones embedded in the fabric. Solemi smiled and
reflexively ran her fingers across the silk.


  “It’s gorgeous,” she breathed.


  Varassa grinned as she slipped it over the
girl’s arms and helped her tie up the sides. The corset was cropped
just above her navel, leaving her stomach bare, while the top
squeezed and lifted her small breasts. After spending several
months topless or outright naked, Solemi appreciated the
support.


  The mistress finished the outfit with a
matching white sarong slung across the girl’s waist. Rather than
provide her with knickers, however, Varassa instead retrieved a
ky'ostal nauvith. The one Solemi was normally forced to wear
had two cock-shaped plugs to fill both her holes, but this version
was a more conventional “chastity belt” with only a single
member.


  “Mistress?” Solemi asked.


  Varassa held open the sarong and pressed the
plug against the half-elf’s quim, then delicately pushed it up
inside her. Solemi was already wet enough that there was virtually
no resistance.


  “If you’re as clever as I think you are,
you’ll know exactly what to do with this when the time is right,”
Varassa said with a devilish smirk. “Do you remember how I
convinced Weylin to stay here?”


  Solemi nodded. “Yes.”


  “Then you should do the same.” Varassa
reached back to her shelf of toys and retrieved a small hourglass.
“Take this. Either you can convince him the same way…or I’ll have
no further use for him.”


  “I understand, mistress,” Solemi whispered.
She glanced back over her shoulder to Derec. “I’ll give him an
offer he can’t refuse.”


  “Good. There’s just one last thing…” Varassa
stepped over to her personal walk-in wardrobe, and when she
reappeared she was holding a pair of white, thigh-high leather
boots with five inch heels. “Do you remember what I told you about
these?”


  “Mistresses wear heels; cunts wear nothing,”
Solemi said.


  “Exactly. You’re still my cunt, of course,
but tonight you’re also going to be a mistress.”


  Smiling, Solemi slid her feet into the boots
one at a time. They were a perfect fit; the mistress had probably
enchanted them with some type of magic. Solemi enjoyed the way they
hugged her legs and flattered her hips…but most importantly, she
enjoyed the power they conferred. It wasn’t just the added
height, either. Something about wearing them made her feel like a
completely different person. Confident. Alluring.


  Dominant.


  “Go,” Varassa said, smiling. “Show me what
you’ve learned.”


  “I will, mistress. I promise.”


  Gulping down a final deep breath, Solemi
turned and sauntered back across the wide chamber to the bed. A
shiver of delight shuddered through her each and every time her
heel clicked upon the floor, and by the time she reached the bed
she was so wet she half-expected the ky'ostal nauvith to
slide right out of her. Derec turned and stared at her once she
drew close, his expression a mix of confusion and sadness.
Apparently he wasn’t mad at her for what she’d done. He believed
she was a victim, and he still would have “rescued” her if he had
the chance.


  He couldn’t understand that she didn’t
want to be rescued. Not anymore. She was exactly where she
was supposed to be.


  “I wish I hadn’t been forced to stop you,”
Solemi said, placing the hourglass atop the headboard. “I shouldn’t
have untied you. I never wanted to hurt you.”


  “Solemi, please,” he begged the moment she
removed his gag. “I can still help you. Cut me free and we
can…”


  He tailed off when her free hand crawled
down his chest and settled upon his cock. Even flaccid, he was
easily large enough for her fingers to curl around his shaft.


  “I used to wonder why you rejected me,” she
whispered. “You said your oath didn’t allow it, but I think we both
knew that was a lie all along. Plenty of the other knights had
mistresses, whether they admitted it or not.”


  Derec glanced down to her hand and
swallowed. “Solemi…”


  “I wondered if you were maybe disgusted by
my mixed blood,” she went on, ignoring him. “Plenty of folks in
town called me a mongrel, and the knights were the worst of the
bunch. I figured they wanted to see you with a human girl.”


  “Solemi, that had nothing to do with it,” he
insisted. “You were beautiful—you still are—but I couldn’t violate
my oath.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him. “But you never
seemed to care about that when I was sucking your cock.”


  Derec’s cheek twitched. At this point, his
member had already swelled to its full length in her hand. She had
to avoid looking at it, otherwise she might not have been able to
resist the urge to take him into her mouth again.


  “I was weak, just like I said before,” he
breathed. “I never should have taken advantage of you that
way.”


  “You weren’t,” Solemi told him. “Don’t you
understand? I wanted you, Derec. I wanted to feel you in my
mouth. I wanted to taste you on my tongue. That was my choice.” She
smiled at him. “I would have spread my legs for you anytime you
wanted. You could have bent me over that basin in the church and
taken me from behind or—”


  “Solemi!” he gasped. “Stop this, right now.
If you let me go we can still get out of here.”


  “I’m not going anywhere, Derec. This is
where I belong.”


  His brow furrowed in confusion. “How can you
say that after what they’ve done to you?”


  She sighed. “I know you’ll never understand,
but that’s all right. You don’t need to. The important thing is
that Mistress Varassa said you’re my slave now—if I choose
to let you go, she’ll honor my wishes.”


  “But…” His eyes flicked over to the doorway
where Varassa was watching them. “You’re serious?”


  “I am,” Solemi assured him. “If you want to
go, you can go.”


  Derec glanced down to her hand as she
continued stroking his member. “Then stop this game and cut me
free!”


  “I will, but there’s still one thing I need
to do first.” She smiled and touched her free hand to his cheek.
“I’m going to fuck you.”


  He blinked on confusion. “What?”


  “I’ve wanted to feel you inside me for so
long,” Solemi whispered. “Before, you had to choose between me and
your oath, and you chose the latter. You told Mistress Varassa that
you don’t regret your decision.”


  “Solemi, I—”


  She placed a finger against his lips to
silence him. “I’m not blaming you. I’m just not sure I believe you,
so I’m going to give you another chance. You can choose to be with
me…or you can choose to go back home to the Silver Fist.”


  “I won’t leave here without you,” Derec
insisted.


  Solemi grinned. “We’ll see.”


  She released her grip on his cock and slowly
slung one of her legs up onto the bed to straddle him. Judging from
the rapid movements of his eyes, he clearly appreciated the
view—her smiling face, her cradled breasts, her bare belly—and she
gave him a moment to wonder about her intentions before she leaned
forward and pressed her lips against his. He returned her kiss,
apprehensively at first but then more and more passionately the
longer she stayed close. She could feel his arms and legs
struggling against the restraints, and she could feel the head of
his cock throb when it brushed against her inner thigh. By the time
she finally pulled away, it was so hard she was surprised he didn’t
spray all over her stomach.


  “Solemi, you know I care about you,” Derec
panted, “but I’m not going to play one of that drow whore’s
games.”


  “Varassa has nothing to do with this,”
Solemi said. “It’s just between you and me. Now, do you want to
stay or leave?”


  “You know the answer. There’s nothing you or
anyone else can say to make me stay in this accursed place.”


  “Then all you have to do is prove it.”


  Smiling seductively, Solemi reached down to
the ky'ostal nauvith filling her quim and gradually pulled
the cock-shaped plug free. She dangled it in front of his face for
a moment before she nibbled at the tip and tasted her own
juices.


  “The drow have a contest,” she said. “The
juul mir’rath, a trial of truth and willpower. If you’d
really rather return to the surface than stay with me, you should
pass quite easily. If not…”


  Derec shook his head. “Solemi, this is
madness! You must—”


  His mouth froze in place as she lowered the
ky'ostal nauvith down in front of his lips. “Open.”


  “You can’t be serious,” he stammered.


  “Open!” she repeated, her voice so loud, so
commanding, it actually echoed off the walls of the dungeon. “If
you really want to leave, you must pass this trial.”


  Derec stared at her for several long
seconds, his brow furrowed in confusion and fear, before he finally
reopened his lips. Solemi gently pushed the plug into his mouth and
down his throat before she fastened the straps into place.


  “Now I’m inside you,” she cooed. “Just like
you’re going to be inside me.”


  He gargled unintelligibly as she reached
down and placed the tip of his cock at her smoldering entrance. She
slowly sank down onto him, closing her eyes and arching her back as
a fresh wave of pleasure cascaded over her. Her skin tingled, her
nerves flared, and she bit down on her tongue so hard she was
surprised she didn’t draw blood.


  Once her first climax passed and she could
fully savor the feeling of his manhood inside her, she reopened her
eyes and glanced back down at him. It was clearly taking all of his
willpower not to erupt, and she chuckled playfully as she placed
one hand on his chest and another on the nearby hourglass.


  “One minute,” Solemi breathed. “That’s the
price of your freedom. Prove you can last one minute inside me, and
I’ll let you go right now.”


  Derec glanced up to the headboard as she
flipped over the hourglass. He stared at the falling sands for a
moment before he abruptly closed his eyes and grit his teeth in a
desperate effort to control himself. Solemi could still feel him
throbbing inside her, and she knew there was a nontrivial chance
that he would burst even if she remained completely still. But this
was no longer about his pleasure—it was about hers. He had lied to
her. He had manipulated her. He had been perfectly content to spill
his seed down her throat over and over again without ever returning
the favor. Tonight, that was going to change. Tonight, he was going
to become her plaything.


  Tonight, she was going to transform from a
cunt into a mistress.


  “The truth is, I enjoyed tasting a lot of
different males in town,” Solemi breathed into his ear as she
leaned forward over him. She clamped her thighs as tightly as she
could around his waist before she began “milking” him with her
hips. “The texture of their cock on my lips, the warmth of their
seed on my tongue, the rush of power as I watched their eyes close
and their knees buckle…”


  Derec whimpered and thrashed as sweat beaded
on his brow. He was going to spill at any second. His oaths, his
paladin training, his desperate desire to escape—in the end, none
of them mattered. He was still a male, and males were weak.


  “I would have done anything for you back
then,” Solemi told him. “I still will even now. If you stay here
with me, you’ll be my slave and I’ll be your slut. You can have me
any way you want, any time you want. No oaths, no duty, no false
promises…just your cock inside my mouth and cunt and ass.”


  His eyes flicked back open and glanced up to
the hourglass. It was over half empty now, but Solemi knew he
couldn’t hold out any longer. Especially not if she gave him one
last push.


  “All you have to do is give me what I want,
Derec,” she breathed into his ear as she rode him as hard and fast
as she could. “Cum for me, Derec! Cum inside your half-elf
slut!”


  The paladin screamed as he exploded, and
Solemi climaxed the instant she felt him twitching inside her. A
tremor of ecstasy shuddered its way from her toes all the way to
her lips, and the world went dark as every muscle in her body
seemed to contract at once. When she came down a few seconds later,
the last of the sand grains finally slipped through the
hourglass.


  “Congratulations, my little cunt,” Varassa’s
voice said from behind her. “It looks like you’ve earned yourself a
new pet.”


  “Thank you, mistress,” Solemi managed
between labored breaths. “I don’t think I’m done with him just
yet.”


  “I should hope not,” Varassa said, smiling
wickedly as she eyed the paladin. “Even the most disciplined pet
needs to be properly broken before it can be trusted. And I suspect
this one will still take a great deal of work.


  Solemi ran her fingers along Derec’s
perfectly-sculpted chest muscles. “Then I suppose I should get
started right away.”


   





  Vengeance of the Spider Queen


   





   



  Act One: Wizard Training


   



  “That’s it, just keep concentrating,”
Golerys Relvani, Archmage of Vel’shannar, said between labored
breaths. “Illusion magic is just like stoking the forge. If you
lose your focus for a split second, you can ruin hours and hours of
work.”


  Solemi nodded. Her left hand quivered with
exhaustion as it continued tracing arcane patterns in the air; her
right hand quivered with excitement as it continued stroking
Revlani’s cock beneath the table. He was almost ready to burst, but
she slowed her rhythm to try and stall his climax as long as
possible. She might still need his guidance before her performance
was over, and she knew from experience that he would be useless for
several minutes after he spilled.


  “He likes it when they put up a struggle,”
Relvani said. “You should try and wriggle away from him.”


  Solemi’s eyes narrowed at the crystal ball
resting on the table in front of them. Within the globe they could
see into the apprentices’ quarters as clearly as if they were an
insect on the wall. Right now the Archmage’s top pupil, a young
drow male named Vilur, was madly fucking an illusory double of
Solemi. The doppelganger was bent over a table, her arms pinned
behind her back, as he yanked on her blonde ponytail and thrust
deeper and deeper into her quim.


  Maintaining such a detailed illusion from
this distance was far more taxing than she’d ever imagined. Sweat
beaded on her brow, and she was starting to feel light-headed from
her consciousness being tugged in two separate directions. But
despite the strain, she couldn’t deny that the experience was
incredibly empowering…and arousing. She had never watched herself
being fucked before, obviously, and if her fingers weren’t busy
with Relvani’s cock they almost certainly would have been stuffed
inside her quim.


  “He’s losing interest,” the Archmage warned.
“You had best do something quickly, girl.”


  Solemi bit down on her lip and refocused the
spell. Her doppelganger began trying to squirm away from Vilur,
causing him to pull her ponytail so hard she yelped in
discomfort.


  “I’m not done with you yet, cunt,” the
apprentice growled into her ear. “Stay still or I’ll fuck your ass
instead!”


  With one hand in her hair and the other
grabbing her throat, he started pounding the illusion so
relentlessly Solemi was surprised the table didn’t break. The
doppelganger wasn’t just a figment of his imagination; it was every
bit as tangible as Solemi herself so long as she maintained the
spell. She could even shift a portion of her own consciousness into
the clone if she wanted. Her quim was currently plugged by a
ky'ostal nauvith—a drow chastity belt—but when she closed
her eyes she could feel Vilur’s cock slamming into her. The
pressure of his hand on her throat, the warmth of his breath on her
back, the slap of his thighs against her skin…they all seemed as
real and visceral as if she was bent over that table herself.


  “Xas!” Vilur screamed as he finally
erupted. Solemi gasped in delight when she felt his seed splatter
the inside of her doppelganger’s quim. An unexpected climax washed
over her, weakening her knees and forcing her to catch herself on
the table before she lost her balance. Her concentration faltered,
and her grip on the real world might have even slipped away
completely if the archmage hadn’t suddenly cried out in release
himself. She recovered just in time to watch the first volley of
his seed shoot out across the floor, but she dropped to her knees
and opened her mouth just in time for his second salvo to splash
across the bridge of her nose. When her lips engulfed his cock a
split-second later, he grabbed onto the back of her head and held
her in place so she could drink the rest.


  “You’re getting better at this, my dear,”
Relvani breathed after he’d recovered. “But I warned you not to
break your concentration…”


  Solemi glanced back over her shoulder after
she finished licking him clean. Her illusion had dissipated now
that she’d lost control of the spell, and Apprentice Vilur was busy
scowling and the splotches of semen on his floor. It would only
take him a moment to realize he’d been tricked, and she wondered if
he would storm through the tower and try to find her…


  “Leave him to me,” Relvani said, smiling and
running his fingers through Solemi’s hair. He snapped the fingers
of his free hand, and the image in the crystal ball faded away. “I
was trying to teach him some defensive magic anyway. This will be a
good lesson on how to resist illusions.”


  “Thank you, master,” Solemi told him.
“You’re very kind.”


  Relvani snorted. “That’s not something many
drow want to hear.”


  She gently pushed his wilted cock back into
his trousers. “Maybe not, but you’re different than the
others.”


  “Not as much as you might think,” he
murmured. He lowered his hand from her hair to her cheek and
gestured towards the semen dripping down her nose. “I should get
you a cloth so you can—”


  “That’s all right,” she soothed, smiling
seductively and licking a dribble from her upper lip. “Mistress
Varassa says I should always wear it with pride.”


  He patted her cheek and chuckled. “You
really are something special, girl. If I were younger, I don’t
think I’d ever let you leave this tower.”


  “Do you have more for me?” Solemi asked, her
fingers eagerly returning to his trousers…


  “No, no,” Relvani said, squeezing her hands.
“But I’m sure we’ll come up with something fun the next time you
visit. I have plenty of other apprentices—I’d love to see how you
handle them.”


  Solemi grinned. It hadn’t taken her long to
realize that the Archmage was a voyeur. He had dozen of crystal
balls and other scrying devices scattered throughout the Tower of
Wizardry, and they allowed him to watch far more than his
apprentices. The female soldiers were his favorite, but he kept his
arcane “eye” on several of the priestesses as well.


  Varassa was a notable exception—he probably
wasn’t willing to risk the wrath of the First Daughter if he was
caught snooping. Still, he’d watched Solemi pleasuring plenty of
other drow in this city, and when she’d arrived at the tower and
asked for training he’d immediately leapt at the opportunity. Their
early lessons had involved barely any training, naturally—he’d
probably fucked her twenty times in the first few days alone—but at
this point she had been able to learn far more about magic than
she’d ever dreamed possible.


  Placing her hands around the back of
Relvani’s neck, Solemi slowly inched forward and straddled his lap.
She was completely naked aside from the ky'ostal nauvith.
The Archmage had made it clear from the beginning that he “wasn’t
about to teach any surface cunt magic unless he could see her
tits.” Thanks to her human blood, her breasts were considerably
larger than most drow females, and he seemed to enjoy fucking them
every bit as much as her quim.


  “I can’t thank you enough, Master Relvani,”
she said. “My tutors on the surface…they never wanted to teach me
anything useful.”


  “I doubt they knew anything useful,”
the Archmage replied with a contemptuous snort. “Nearly every
surface mage I’ve met has been little more than a glorified hedge
wizard. Your people are always so terrified of ‘misusing their
power’ that never learn how to do anything interesting.”


  “You’re probably right.” He was
exaggerating, of course, but she didn’t particularly care. Putting
up with his bluster was a small price to pay for access to his
knowledge.


  “Of course I’m right,” Relvani grumbled. “I
almost always am, no matter what the females say.” He muttered
something under his breath and wrapped his arms around her slender
waist. “You’re smarter than most of them combined, you know. I
doubt the priestesses could learn half these spells in twice the
time.”


  “Thank you, Master,” Solemi beamed. Honest
praise was rare here in the Underworld. “I-I don’t know what to
say.”


  “It’s barely a compliment, trust me. Females
have everything handed to them in this blasted city. The moment
tits sprout from their chest the temple takes them in and heaps
power upon them. They never learn to work for anything.” He shook
his head in disgust. “You may be a mixed-blood cunt, but at least
you’ve earned something in your life. How many cocks did you have
to suck before the First Daughter agreed to let you visit me?”


  “I’ve lost count,” she admitted.


  Relvani grunted. “Maybe that’s what the
priestesses need. They’d probably be a lot smarter if they had to
spend a few decades scuttling around on their knees before the
Spider Queen loaned them her power. But that’s obviously never
going to happen…”


  Solemi smiled. She was tempted to kiss him,
but drow males weren’t particularly fond of such intimacy,
especially from mixed-blood slaves. Besides, she didn’t want to
risk having any of the seed on her face drip onto him.


  “I’m sure Mistress Varassa will allow me to
return soon,” she told him. “Perhaps she’ll even allow me to remove
the ky'ostal nauvith again.”


  “I doubt that very much,” Relvani said. “Now
that she knows I want it, she enjoys denying it to me. I’m
surprised you haven’t figured out how she thinks.”


  Solemi had figured it out, of course.
Varassa had been using the half-elf as leverage ever since they’d
moved to Vel’shannar. At first she had been a prize for loyal
soldiers and stewards, but over time it had become more and more
difficult to curry the First Daughter’s favor. Solemi was now in
such high demand that even the ky'ostal nauvith wasn’t
enough to protect her. Varassa had ordered a tattoo of the House
Hun’ate coat of arms branded onto Solemi’s stomach. The symbol was
a warning to all the males of the city: whereas before they’d at
least been able to spill upon her any time they wished, she was now
officially off-limits without Varassa’s direct permission.


  “Anyway, as long you bring these magnificent
tits of yours, you can visit whenever you like,” Relvani said,
squeezing her breasts and pinching her nipples. “Now get going,
dear. And make sure to practice whenever you can.”


  Solemi giggled playfully as she hopped off
his lap and strode out of the room. Nearly every other wizard in
the tower tossed her a lustful gaze as she passed through the
laboratories and libraries on her way out. This was the real reason
she had left the Archmage’s seed on her face; she’d wanted all of
his underlings to see it. Their simmering jealousy, their burning
desire—they gave her power. The drow here hated humans
nearly as much as they hated surface elves, and yet most of them
would have given almost anything to have her right now. It was
exhilarating.


  Once she finally left the building, she
shoveled the rest of the semen into her mouth and then continued
back home. The Tower of Wizardry was only a few blocks away from
the House Hun’ate estate in the heart of Vel’shannar, and there
were hundreds of other drow on the streets going about their daily
lives. Solemi could hear them much better than she could see them,
naturally; other than the sporadic patches of glowing fungus or the
occasional dim lantern, the world beneath the surface was
completely shrouded in darkness. Even though it was no longer
necessary, she found herself squinting into alleys and peering
through long shadows to try and spot and would-be assailants
lurking at the corners of her limited vision. She knew that her new
stomach tattoo would protect her from them, but the habit remained
nonetheless.


  At first, Solemi had actually been a bit
disappointed by the transition. She had grown quite fond of her
role as highly-coveted prey. Just walking from building to building
in the city had been an adventure; there were always plenty of
young, lust-riddled drow males skulking in the shadows just waiting
for an unaccompanied slave to stroll past. Usually they were
content to hold her down and spray her face with their seed, but
sometimes they would actually fuck her mouth and spill down her
throat. On rare occasions they would discover that the ky'ostal
nauvith wasn’t plugging both her holes, and in that case they
would eagerly ravage her two or three times before they finally let
her go.


  Her forays across the city were much less
interesting these days. Still, she had grown fond of the additional
power the tattoo had given her. The males were still watching
her—she could feel their presence even if her eyes couldn’t pierce
the darkness—and so she always made it a point to strut as slowly
and seductively as possible wherever she went. One day, she hoped
that Mistress Varassa would finally allow her to wear heels. Then
all these men would truly become putty in her fingers…


  Solemi was halfway back to the Hun’ate
estate when she spotted a flicker of movement from the shadows
behind her. By the time she turned her head, an arm had already
locked around her neck and yanked her into the darkness. As usual,
she didn’t bother fighting back—she simply allowed her muscles to
go limp as she waited for her assailant to realize his mistake.
When the man dragged her all the way into the deep alleyway,
however, she started to grow concerned. The drow weren’t a shy
people, and molesting slaves wasn’t a crime. All the previous men
who’d caught her had been perfectly content to shove her down and
spill over her in plain view of the public. The whole point was to
demonstrate their dominance, after all.


  “I admit, a part of me wants to order him to
slit your pale throat right here,” a female voice said from
somewhere nearby. “No one would stop him. Some of them would
probably even enjoy watching a surfacer bleed out.”


  “I’m the property of House Hun’ate,” Solemi
blurted out. “You can’t—”


  “I am a part of House Hun’ate, and I
can do whatever I wish with its property,” the mysterious female
interrupted. “Have you forgotten me already?”


  Solemi’s eyes popped open wide. No, it
couldn’t be. Not after all this time…


  A pair of fingers snapped, and the male
holding her by the throat abruptly spun her around and relaxed his
grip. It was so dark back here that Solemi couldn’t see more than a
few feet in front of her, but she watched in horror as a familiar
figure stepped out of the shadows in front of her.


  Laetharys, Second Daughter of
Vel’shannar—the woman Solemi and Weylin had spent weeks humiliating
at Varassa’s command.


  “So you do remember me. Good.” Laetharys
snorted and folded her arms across her chest. “I realize that
surface cunts are incomprehensibly stupid, but you struck me as
slightly more clever than most.”


  Solemi gulped and tried to back away.
Unfortunately, she just bumped into the armored male standing right
behind her. She was trapped and helpless…and Laetharys knew it.


  The last time they’d seen each other had
been almost six months ago under very different
circumstances. Solemi could remember the scene quite vividly: she’d
had her magically-conjured cock stuffed down the drow’s throat
while Weylin had relentlessly fucked her ass. Laetharys had
essentially been their plaything for several weeks, and they’d
humiliated and degraded her at every opportunity. After the
atonement ritual, the Spider Queen had restored her servant’s
priestly powers, and the Matron Mother had dispatched her
recently-redeemed daughter on several important missions far away
from the city.


  But apparently she had returned, and now
Laetharys looked more like the powerful warrior who had led the
city’s armies to numerous victories. Her tall, slender frame was
encased in a black, curve-hugging breastplate and a matching
metallic skirt. Just like her sister, she preferred to wear heels
whenever possible, though her knee-high greaves were marginally
more functional than Varassa’s leather boots.


  All in all, the Second Daughter was equal
parts sleek, sexy, and lethal—the perfect vision of a drow
warrior.


  “I assumed my sister would have had you
sacrificed by now,” Laetharys went on. “But apparently she’s grown
rather fond of you. Marking your as her pet, allowing you strut
around the city without bindings…and now letting you study magic
with the Archmage himself.” She scoffed contemptuously. “No
niskaru mongrel should be granted this kind of freedom, yet
so many of the weak males in this city would pay a king’s ransom
for the chance to spill inside you. It’s disgusting.”


  Solemi remained still and silent. No matter
how badly the average drow treated her here, she hadn’t genuinely
feared for her safety in a long time. No one, not even the most
impudent male, dared to risk Mistress Varassa’s ire. She had
castrated—and occasionally even sacrificed—plenty of her underlings
for less egregious offenses.


  But Laetharys wasn’t just another random
rebellious male; she was still the third most powerful person in
Vel’shannar behind her mother and sister, and her reputation for
cruelty had only grown since her powers had been restored. Solemi
had no protection against her, especially not when Varassa was
still several blocks away…


  “Killing you would infuriate my sister,”
Laetharys said as she slowly drew a dagger from her belt.
“Disfiguring you would probably throw her into a frenzy. I could
scar you so badly that even the Spider Queen’s healing power
couldn’t restore your beauty. Every cock in this city would wilt at
the sight of you.”


  Solemi tried to retreat again, but this time
the male standing behind her grabbed onto her arms and held her
still. The Second Daughter crept in closer, the dagger twirling
back and forth between her long fingers. She dragged the flat of
the blade across Solemi’s throat, then abruptly sheathed it back in
its scabbard. In its place, she withdrew a black, jewel-studded
collar with a short leash.


  “You’re lucky that I thought of an even
better way to humiliate Varassa,” Laetharys said, a wicked smile
tugging at her lips. “And you, my little mongrel cunt, are going to
help me.”


   





  Act Two: Betrayal


   



  The whip cracked across the paladin’s naked
flesh, drawing an angry red line from between his shoulder blades
all the way down to the small of his back. There was no blood or
blistering; the whip was magically enchanted to inflict pain
without lasting injury. Still, if this broken rivvil didn’t
start behaving himself soon, Varassa might have to switch from this
toy to one of her real torture devices…


  “I ordered you to wilt, male,” she growled
from behind his left ear. He was currently suspended from the
ceiling, his arms bound tightly above his head and his toes barely
scraping the cold stone floor. “I have no use for a cock-slave that
cannot obey simple commands.”


  Derec Montabon, former Knight of the Silver
Fist, closed his eyes and bit down on his lip as Varassa cracked
her whip across his back a second and then a third time. She smiled
as his muscles tensed and sweat beaded along his skin. From his
tall, muscular physique to his long, throbbing member, he was
easily the most perfect rivvil specimen she’d ever seen,.
He’d been her prisoner for several months now, and she’d only
allowed him to clothe himself a handful of times.


  “I’m still waiting,” she said, her stiletto
heels clicking loudly upon the floor as she sauntered back in front
of him. His cock remained at half-mast despite his best efforts to
cage his lust. Varassa wasn’t making it easy for him; she had even
stripped down to her black leather corset and knickers, and she’d
placed a full-length mirror in front of him so that he’d be forced
to watch each and every one of her movements. She also hadn’t
allowed him to spill in almost two weeks, mostly because she
enjoyed seeing him squirm.


  It wasn’t a fair contest, obviously, but the
drow didn’t believe in fairness. He was her cock-slave now, and
cock-slaves needed to learn control. Otherwise, he was no better
than a mindless orc.


  “I’m trying, mistress,” Derec breathed.
“Please, if you just let me close my eyes…”


  “Absolutely not,” Varassa insisted. “When I
loan you to the other priestesses, they will be merciless. They
will expect you to rise and fuck without spilling, and once you’ve
brought them to climax they will expect you to wilt and return to
your corner.”


  She smiled seductively as she freed her
perky gray breasts from her corset. “I’m doing you a favor here,
male,” she cooed. “A cock-slave who cannot perform is useless, and
slaves that are useless quickly become sacrifices to the Spider
Queen. Surely you understand that by now.”


  Derec nodded nervously. “Yes, mistress.”


  Varassa pressed her bosom against his chest
and traced a fingernail across his taught stomach muscles. “If
you’re still not sure about this, you’d best let me know now. I can
send you back to the arena whenever you like. You’ve performed
quite well so far, and I’m sure you could earn me plenty more coin
before one of the beasts finally kills you.”


  As always, she was tempted to begin stroking
him. She enjoyed the control, the power, the sensation of his
swollen cock between her fingertips…it was one of her favorite
torture techniques for a very good reason. But she wasn’t trying to
break or humiliate him today—this training really was vital if he
intended to survive here in Vel’shannar. Skilled cock-slaves were
in even higher demand than obedient cunts, and the fact that Derec
was a fallen paladin would entice the females of the city even
more…


  “I can do this, mistress,” he promised. “I
will not fail you.”


  “I should hope not,” Varassa said, settling
her hand upon his belly. “I’m offering you the chance to sheathe
your manhood inside the most attractive and powerful females in the
world. Your surface whores are a pale shadow of drow beauty,
wouldn’t you agree?”


  He nodded again and swallowed. “Yes,
mistress.”


  “Who knows? One day I might even take you
inside me. I doubt you’d last ten seconds.”


  Varassa smirked and glanced down to his
semi-rigid stem. She expected him to stiffen at her words despite
his best efforts to control himself. His warrior discipline had
served him well in the arena but failed him completely in the
bedchamber thus far.


  But today was different. Even as Derec’s
chest muscles quivered at her touch, his cock slowly but surely
wilted. It never became completely flaccid, but that was fine.
Cock-slaves needed to walk a dangerous and delicate line between
extremes; drow females enjoyed seeing their pets stiffen in their
presence, but they also demanded total obedience. Varassa’s other
rivvil servant, Weylin, had already proven himself time and
again, but she hadn’t known what to expect with Derec. If he could
be conditioned even half as well, he would become one of the most
potent weapons in her arsenal. After all, there was nothing more
arousing to a proper drow female than bending an otherwise powerful
male to her will.


  Varassa doubted that a single one of her
political rivals would be able to resist him. Even she was
struggling with it—her quim had been slick and ready for hours, and
a part of her wanted to mount him right here and now. But as
always, she reminded herself that Derec, just like her other pets,
were all part of a much larger and longer game.


  One that would culminate in her ascension
from First Daughter to Matron Mother of Vel’shannar.


  “Impressive,” she breathed into his ear as
her fingernails clawed at his chest. “Perhaps you’re finally
willing to accept your role.”


  “I am your loyal servant, mistress,” he
rasped between clenched teeth. “Now and forever.”


  “Yes, you are,” Varassa said. She held onto
him for another moment, if only to appreciate the sweat and strain
of his gorgeous muscles, before she leaned away and readjusted her
corset. “You’ve performed well, but there’s more to a cock-slave
than restraint. Many of the other priestesses will wish to sample
the sweet seed of a paladin, but unfortunately they’re even less
patient than I am. They will expect you to give them what they want
at a moment’s notice.”


  She cupped his chin in her hands and smiled
up at him. “Spill for me, male. Now.”


  Derec blinked in confusion. “But,
mistress—”


  “They won’t sully themselves by touching
you,” Varassa explained. “Not until you’ve proven yourself, at
least.”


  He swallowed heavily even as his cock slowly
twitched back to life. Once again, she had to resist the temptation
to wrap her fingers around the wide, throbbing shaft. Considering
how much time had passed since she’d allowed him to release, he
would probably erupt at the slightest touch. But the other females
wouldn’t stoop to helping him—they would merely snicker at his
struggles as they conjured up inventive new ways to punish his
failure.


  “The hourglass empties, male,” she warned.
“I gave you a command.”


  Derec grit his teeth as his eyes fixated
upon their reflection in the mirror. He was staring straight at
her, and she wondered what depraved fantasies were looping through
his mind. He obviously lusted for her—all males did—but perhaps she
could offer him a small bit of aid just to push him over the
edge…


  Grinning, Varassa channeled the Spider
Queen’s power and wove a simple illusion into the mirror. Their
reflection was quickly replaced by the face of her loyal
niskaru cunt, Solemi. She and Derec had been lovers on the
surface, and Varassa had allowed the girl to play with him for
several weeks before he’d been sent to fight in the arena. They’d
barely seen each other since, but Varassa could sense his lingering
lust. Even after everything that had happened, he still pined for
her.


  “Serve me well, and you can have her
whenever you wish,” Varassa told him. “Her lips, her quim, her
ass…they’ll all be yours. Just spill for me now, male. Spill across
her sweet, smiling face!”


  Derec twisted in his restraints, desperate
to free his hands so he could guide himself to release. His stem
was as rigid as she’d ever seen, and a small bit of seed had
started bubbling up from the slit. But no matter how hard he tried,
he clearly wasn’t going to erupt without a bit more encouragement.
Thankfully, there was one more thing she could try that the
priestesses would likely do as well.


  Sliding a few feet away from him, Varassa
lifted the whip in her left hand and cracked it across his
back.


  He exploded instantly. Three full salvos of
seed splattered across the mirror, and another three still shot far
enough to hit the frame. By the time he finished, the false
reflection of Solemi’s face was hardly even visible.


  “Good enough, for now,” Varassa said,
dispelling the illusion and striding back in front of him. She
reached down to his wilting stem and scooped up a tiny bead of his
seed onto her fingertip before pressing it onto her tongue. The raw
heat alone sent a shiver from her lips to her quim. He truly was
delicious, and there were times when she didn’t even want to
consider sharing him.


  Amidst her reverie, she heard the dungeon
door crack open. Solemi slipped inside, and based on her cheerful
gate and wide smile she must have completed yet another lesson with
Archmage Relvani. She was topless, as usual, though she wore a
ky'ostal nauvith beneath her translucent skirt to protect
her quim and ass. Her breasts weren’t even covered in seed—a few
months ago, that would have been a rare sight indeed. But Varassa
had branded the girl’s belly with a House Hun’ate crest as a
warning, and the males of the city had been rightfully cowed by
their fear of the First Daughter’s retribution should they spill
upon her property without permission.


  The only noticeable change in Solemi’s
appearance was the gem-studded black choker around her neck. It was
considerably more elaborate than her normal slave collar, and it
already had a short leash attached.


  “Over here, cunt,” Varassa beckoned. The
girl practically skipped across the chamber, her green eyes
flicking between Derec and the dripping mirror.


  “Mistress,” she said, bowing her head
submissively.


  “I see the Archmage had some fun with you
after all.” Varassa lifted the girl’s chin and belatedly noticed
the splotch of dried seed on her nose. “And apparently he gave you
a present as well?”


  “Yes, mistress. He wanted to replace my
collar after he broke it during training.”


  Varassa grunted. “More vigor than I would
expect from an old man. Hopefully he taught you something between
thrusts.”


  “He’s very knowledgeable, mistress,” Solemi
said. “He’s impressed with how much I’ve learned about illusion
magic.”


  “Good. Do you think you’re ready to disguise
yourself with a glamor like we discussed?”


  “Almost. Master Golerys said I only require
one or two more lessons.”


  “I’m sure he’ll come up with a reason to
keep you visiting longer than that.” Varassa shrugged. “Not that it
matters. If he can teach you what you need to know, I’ll let him
fuck you as often as he wants.”


  “Of course, mistress,” Solemi whispered. Her
eyes returned to Derec, though she remained quiet.


  “He’s also been taught a lesson today. If
you’d arrived a few minutes earlier, you could have taken the
mirror’s place.”


  The niskaru’s eyes lit up. “I would
have enjoyed that.”


  “Believe me, I know,” Varassa murmured. As
much as she had relished breaking Derec and Weylin before him,
Solemi was undoubtedly her greatest success. The girl was
everything a cunt should be: passionate, submissive, and
unflinchingly loyal. Most mistresses would have needed magic to
engender this kind of fanatical obedience, but Varassa hadn’t
needed to weave a single charm spell. Solemi had fully embraced her
role—she probably couldn’t imagine herself as anything else at this
point.


  The other priestesses would have been
horrified to learn that the Archmage was giving her lessons in
illusion magic. Slaves were not allowed to cast spells for obvious
reasons, and the Matron Mother would be furious if she ever learned
about her daughter’s plans. But the Spider Queen rewarded cunning
and ruthlessness, not blind obedience to custom or law. Once
Solemi’s powers were fully developed, she would be an even more
powerful weapon in Varassa’s arsenal.


  Still, the girl wasn’t quite ready yet, and
it was always important to remind cunts of their proper place.


  “I’m going to retire to my chambers,”
Varassa said. “But you, my dear, have a mess to clean up.”


  Solemi’s eyes lit up again. “Of course,
mistress.”


  The girl practically sprinted over to the
mirror and dropped to her knees. Derec watched her, mouth agape, as
she meticulously licked his cooling seed from the glass. His member
twitched back to life almost immediately.


  “The cock-slave will remain here overnight
while he ponders the day’s lessons,” Varassa said. “If he grows too
excited by your performance, you may discipline him appropriately.
He’s not allowed to spill again without my permission.”


  Solemi turned towards the nearby collection
of whips, a beady strand of seed on her tongue, and smiled. “I
understand, mistress.”


  “Good.” Varassa watched in amusement as
Derec’s cock continued to rise. Despite Solemi’s natural
submissiveness, she was a harsh, punishing mistress when given the
opportunity. She’d been downright brutal with Laetharys and equally
cruel with her former lover. The girl might have been a half-blood
mongrel, but she understood what it meant to be a drow better than
many of the pure-bloods here in Vel’shannar.


  “In fact, perhaps you should remain here
with him all night,” Varassa said. “If he can last until morning,
we’ll move onto the next phase of his training. If not, I’ll have
to send him back to the arena for another bout.”


  Derec turned towards her, his face twisting
in horror. She almost felt insulted—she was the mistress here,
after all, and he should have been far more terrified of her than
he was of a meager niskaru cunt. Varassa briefly considered
ordering him back to the arena regardless, if only to remind him
that she was the one who held his life in her hands…


  But that was probably an overreaction. If he
truly feared Solemi, then resisting her charms was the ultimate
test. Varassa had a feeling he would fail in dramatic fashion—the
girl would probably show up in her quarters ten minutes from now
completely drenched in his seed.


  Grinning, Varassa turned and strode over to
the spiral staircase leading up out of the dungeon. She heard the
whip crack behind her, and she was tempted to hide in the
shadows and listen for a few minutes while Solemi humiliated the
ex-knight. Sadly, Varassa had some actual work to finish tonight
that was long overdue.


  The role of First Daughter carried a great
deal of responsibility, especially after the Matron Mother had
placed her in charge of their upcoming campaign on the surface. She
needed to review the latest plans from her military advisors and
make any necessary adjustments. If everything went smoothly, her
forces would be prepared to march on a major surface settlement as
early as next month. The victory would dramatically raise her
profile all across the underworld, and it would give her that much
more political leverage when she finally usurped her mother and
took her rightful place as the ruler of Vel’shannar…


  Several hours and a dozen tedious reports
later, Varassa was reclining on her plush divan with her heeled
boots propped up on a cushion. She’d summoned Weylin the instant
she’d finished reading, and he was busy massaging her long, slender
calves with his skilled hands. Despite all the attention Derec
received these past few months, Weylin remained her most capable
and loyal cock-slave. Everything about him was slightly smaller—his
arms, his chest, his stem—and he lacked the added intrigue of being
a fallen knight. But his physique was still far more impressive
than any drow male, and his control was almost supernatural. His
cock could wilt or grow on command, and he was as skilled with his
tongue as Solemi was with her lips. He had tasted the primal nectar
of every priestess in Vel’shannar at least once.


  Varassa would probably breed him at some
point, if only for the considerable coin his seed would command.
Their sister cities to the north and east had very few
rivvil slaves, and enterprising owners were always looking
to create their own supply. The rivvin might have had short
life-spans, but they were still better at physical labor than the
truly disgusting darthiir.


  She allowed herself the indulgence of
nodding off to his expert ministrations and only woke when his
thumb brushed against her quim. She inhaled sharply and glanced
down as he rubbed the last of the oil onto her stomach and inner
thighs.


  “How shall I please you, mistress?” he
asked.


  Varassa squeezed at his bulging arm muscles.
“Your hands deserve a rest, I think.”


  Weylin nodded and sank down beside her. With
practiced ease he hoisted her legs up onto his shoulders, then
slowly shuffled forward until her heels were dangling over his back
and his lips were touching her quim. The heat of his breath nearly
set her off, and when his tongue vanished inside her dark folds she
actually cried out and closed her eyes as the first tremor of a
climax shuddered through her. Emboldened by her delight, he pushed
closer until her knees were touching her shoulders and her heels
were dangling above her head.


  Varassa wasn’t sure how long he knelt there
eating her, but his tongue’s endurance was every bit as impressive
as his cock’s. He never complained and never let up. Not that he
should have—any proper male, especially a rivvil, should
have been flattered by the chance to feast on the quim of a drow
female. Weylin relished every second like a proper cock-slave.


  Somewhere amidst her second climax, she
heard the dungeon door crack open. Solemi slinked inside, her chin
lowered. In one hand she clutched a long, curled whip; in the other
she held a short leash attached to Derec’s collar. He was crawling
on his hands and knees like a hound, and his skin was so red it was
practically glowing.


  Varassa grinned and pushed Weylin aside as
she swung her ankles off his shoulders. “What is this?”


  “He failed his test, mistress,” Solemi said,
jerking at the leash and briefly choking Derec. “Twice.”


  Varassa laughed. She really should
have stayed to watch the girl work. The paladin looked completely
drained and broken. Solemi, for her part, was sodden with sweat—her
naked torso glistened in the dim light, and long strands of her
blonde hair were matted against her face. She looked like she’d
just sprinted across the whole city…or like she’d just fucked every
soldier in the garrison.


  Most interestingly, she seemed to have
removed the choker the Archmage had given her and placed it around
Derec’s neck instead. It was clearly too tight, and Solemi just as
clearly didn’t care. Whatever pathetic surface romance the two of
them had once enjoyed had long since evaporated. At this point, the
girl would have gladly strapped on Varassa’s largest dintare
and fucked the paladin in the ass if she were given the
opportunity.


  “Well, I guess he’ll be returning to the
arena for another bout then, after all,” Varassa said. “I admit,
I’m a bit surprised you didn’t go easy on him, knowing what was at
stake.”


  Solemi dragged Derec up to the carpet
encircling the divan, then placed her foot on his back until he
slumped down flat on his chest. “He is a cock-slave, mistress,” she
said matter-of-factly. “He must learn his place.”


  “True enough,” Varassa said, chuckling
again. “Though I admit, a part of me wonders if you are starting to
forget yours.”


  “Mistress?” Solemi asked.


  “I’ve given you far more leeway than my
other slaves. Perhaps you’ve started to believe you are above
them.”


  “Of course not, mistress,” Solemi insisted.
She released her hold on Derec’s leash and sank to her knees. “I am
your loyal cunt, now and forever.”


  Varassa pressed the tips of her fingers
together and studied the niskaru. Aside from the beads of
perspiration, her skin was remarkably unblemished. That was
surprising—there was no way in the abyss the girl would have wasted
Derec’s seed by letting him spill upon the floor or mirror. She
must have swallowed it all instead.


  “As you know, the Matron Mother would never
approve of how I’ve treated you,” Varassa said eventually. “Neither
would any of the priestesses. The idea of a slave being allowed to
learn and cast spells…”


  Solemi lifted her green eyes from the floor.
She wasn’t exactly trembling, but she did seem unusually nervous.
“I am grateful for the faith you’ve placed in me, mistress. If you
believe I have failed you in some way, please tell me and I will
make amends.”


  “It’s not a matter of failure, my dear. It’s
a matter of understanding your place. No matter what
responsibilities I entrust to you, no matter what gifts I lavish
upon you…you are still just a cunt. Easily ignored and even more
easily replaced.”


  “Y-yes, mistress. I understand.”


  “We’ll see. Perhaps we should return to
basics for a while, just in case.” Varassa beckoned with her
finger. “Remove your skirt and come here.”


  Nodding anxiously, Solemi stripped off the
shimmering, translucent skirt dangling over her legs then slinked
over to her mistress. She was completely naked aside from the
ky'ostal nauvith between her legs, but that was easily
remedied.


  “Your old friend has been overshadowed
recently,” Varassa said as she leaned over to the nightstand and
retrieved the small key stashed within. “I can’t think of anyone
better to remind you of what you are.”


  The girl moaned as Varassa unlocked and them
removed the plugs from her quim and ass. She was already sopping
wet, as expected.


  “On the floor,” Varassa commanded. “Present
yourself for him.”


  Solemi dropped down on all fours and thrust
her ass into the air like a proper slut. Derec, still lying a few
feet away from her, frowned in confusion.


  “Good,” Varassa cooed as she crossed her
legs and glanced over to Weylin. His lips and chin were still
glossy from her juices. “She’s all yours, dear.”


  He grinned as he circled around the divan
and squatted down to mount the half-elf. His cock swelled to its
full length almost immediately, and he glanced up after he pressed
the tip against her nether entrance.


  “Take her,” Varassa said. “Spill as quickly
or slowly as you like.”


  Grabbing ahold of the niskaru’s trim
waste, Weylin promptly thrust inside her to the hilt. The
ky'ostal nauvith had left behind a trace of magical
lubricant, but Solemi still cried out in discomfort. It wouldn’t
last, of course—the girl would probably climax before he did—but
Varassa still smiled at the sound anyway. As Weylin settled into a
rhythm, she swiveled her legs around and placed her right heel on
the back of Solemi’s head to hold her in place.


  “Harder,” Varassa prompted.


  His eyes glinting with lust, Weylin began to
thrust harder and harder until his legs were smacking the back of
Solemi’s thighs. The girl’s cries of pain transformed into moans of
delight, and Varassa wondered if she should intervene further. She
glanced over to the carpet where the whip had fallen next to
Derec…


  And belatedly realized that the paladin was
no longer there.


  “What?” she blurted out, sitting up and
glancing about the chamber. She had no idea how he could have
possibly—


  And then suddenly, inexplicably, she felt a
metal choker clasp around her neck. Before she could respond—before
she could even blink—her head was violently jerked backwards as
someone pulled on the leash. She flopped backwards on the divan,
and once her head hit the cushions she saw Derec standing right
behind her, one hand on the choker’s leash and the other pinning
down her left arm.


  “Nau’shevi,” she hissed. Opening her
free hand, she called out to the Spider Queen…


  And nothing happened.


  “A gift from your sister,” Solemi said,
leaning up and pushing a surprised Weylin off of her. The anxiety
in the girl’s voice had vanished, and her green eyes burned with an
almost feral glee. “She wanted you to know that she hasn’t forgiven
your treachery.”


  Varassa growled and attempted to cast
another spell, but no how much she pleaded the Spider Queen refused
to answer her call. It was only then, as Derec pinned her against
the divan with insulting ease, that she realized what Laetharys had
done.


  “It’s a suppression collar—the same kind you
use to neuter captured surface spellcasters,” Solemi explained.
“Your sister just had it refurbished to look like a standard slave
leash.”


  “You treacherous cunt!” Varassa hissed.
“Release me or I swear I’ll—”


  Derec clamped a hand over her mouth and held
both her wrists together with the other. She bucked and trashed in
his grip, but without her magic she was no match for his size or
strength.


  “Jal khaless zhah waela: ‘all trust
is foolish,’” Solemi said. “That’s what Laetharys wanted me to tell
you. But really, this isn’t about trust. It’s not about revenge or
punishment, either.”


  The niskaru sauntered forward and
picked up the fallen whip. She gently dragged the tail across the
floor directly in front of her mistress’s gaping eyes.


  “You’ve taught me so much about the joy of
submission these past few months.” Solemi added, her lips curling
into a sadistic smile. “It’s long past time for me to return the
favor.”


   





  Act Three: Turnabout


   



  Solemi watched in gleeful silence as Derec
held Varassa face-down into the cushions of her plush divan. The
mere sight of the haughty drow being rendered helpless was enough
to send a shiver of delight throughout the half-elf’s body. She had
been dreaming of this moment for months, but she never thought it
would actually happen until Laetharys had revealed her scheme this
afternoon.


  “What the hell is going on?” Weylin breathed
from behind her.


  “There’s been a change in leadership,”
Solemi told him. “From this point on, I am the mistress of this
house…and this drow slut is my loyal cunt.”


  He glanced between the two of them, his brow
furrowing. “But how can you—?”


  Solemi cracked the whip in front of him. “I
never said you stand, cock-slave. Get back on your knees.”


  Weylin froze. For a moment she wondered if
he was actually so brainwashed that he would come to Varassa’s aid,
but thankfully he took a knee and lowered his head instead. “I
apologize…mistress.”


  Solemi smiled. There was something
especially satisfying about barking commands at a male whose cock
had been stuffed in her ass just a few minutes earlier.


  “Derec and I discussed this in the dungeon
while you were up here,” she said. “Lady Laetharys has provided us
with a unique opportunity, and I’m not about to waste it. We’re
going to spend the next few days teaching her sister precisely what
it means to be a cunt.”


  Weylin glanced between them again. “One of
her guards will check on her sooner or later. How will we—?”


  “The guards won’t be a problem,” Solemi
assured him. “Just leave everything to me.”


  “Y-yes, mistress,” he managed, clearly
confused. “As you say, of course.”


  She chuckled and nodded towards Varassa with
her chin. “Help your fellow cock-slave tie her up.”


  Weylin nodded and shuffled over to Derec.
The two men proceeded to hogtie their former mistress, and Solemi
could scarcely keep from giggling at Varassa’s struggles. Just a
few minutes ago she’d been a powerful priestess capable of
literally killing them with a glance, but now she looked as feeble
as a child. Her sleek, athletic elven frame was simply no match for
a pair of muscular human males.


  Solemi had learned a great deal about
herself these past few months. She had happily embraced her
submissive side and relished in her role as a cunt, but she had
also savored the few moments where she had been given real power.
During her time punishing Laetharys, she had realized that there
was only one thing she enjoyed more than being on her knees:
humiliating, degrading, and dominating other females.


  “You won’t need these anymore,” she said,
leaning over Varassa and pulling off her knee-high boots.
“Mistresses wear heels; cunts wear nothing.”


  Varassa snarled into Derec’s hand as two men
continued their work. They bound her arms between her back so
tightly she had to thrust out her chest, and they folded back her
bare legs until her ankles were touching her forearms. Once her
limbs were secure, Weylin latched the collar’s short leash around
her feet, effectively yanking back her neck and forcing her to look
straight ahead.


  Thanks to her elven flexibility, the pose
was uncomfortable but not seriously damaging; thanks to her drow
pride, she writhed and thrashed the entire time. She only stopped
cursing when Derec finally shoved a gag into her mouth, though even
afterwards her blue eyes continued burning with impotent rage.


  “I’ve been waiting for this a long time,”
Derec said once he finished tying off the last knot. He stroked his
cock and slapped it against her left buttock.


  Solemi cracked her whip against his arm and
drove him back. Like Weylin earlier, the paladin’s face twisted in
confusion.


  “Not yet,” she told him. “We discussed
this.”


  “I know, but she’s right here! I’m not going
to—”


  She cracked the whip again, and this time it
left a bright red line across his chest. He yelped and staggered
back.


  “You will do exactly as you’re told and
nothing else,” Solemi said. “Otherwise I’ll hang you in the gibbet
and leave you to watch while we have all the fun. Do I make myself
clear?”


  Derec clutched at his irritated skin and
scowled at her. He could easily overpower her as well, obviously,
though she could also snap her fingers and cast a charm spell upon
him if she really wanted to. He wouldn’t be able to resist her
magic, not since his paladin powers had faded. But if Varassa had
taught her anything, it was that a true mistress didn’t need to
rely on magic or even bindings to compel males to obey her. Sheer
force of will was enough.


  “Of course, mistress,” Derec breathed after
a moment. Like Weylin, he sank back to his knees and bowed his
head. “Forgive me.”


  She glanced between the two males and
allowed them a moment to bask in her authority. She knew she
wouldn’t be able to string them along forever, of course. They
would each want their own taste of vengeance against the woman who
had enslaved them, even if she had shown them unfathomable
pleasures along the way. And Solemi planned to give it to them…just
not quite yet.


  “It’s funny,” she said, returning her
attention to Varassa. “For all your posturing, all your discipline,
you never even considered that we might turn against you. If the
Spider Queen wasn’t disgusted before, I’m sure she is now.”


  Solemi chuckled and leaned down until their
lips were nearly touching. “But that’s not even the most disturbing
part. All this time, you’ve allowed your pride to get in the way of
your pleasure. I know how enamored you are with Derec’s cock, but
you could never bring yourself to allow a rivvil inside
you.” She kissed the tip of the drow’s gray nose. “Well, I promise
to save you from yourself. By the time we’re finished, you know
exactly how it feels to have him fuck every one of your holes. He
and Weylin will stretch your quim and ass, and you’ll wear their
seed like a mask.”


  Varassa groaned and thrashed again. Even
with her arms and feet tied behind her back, she somehow still
projected an aura of defiance. Her rage was as palpable as the
incense hanging in the air.


  “Before we get started, I do want to assure
you this isn’t what you think,” Solemi said. “I don’t want revenge,
and I don’t want you to suffer. Why would I? You’ve taught me so
much these past few months. I’ve learned more about myself than I
ever imagined.” Her voice dropped down to a dulcet whisper. “You
were right about me all along. From the first moment you captured
us, you could see the truth inside me. You knew it wasn’t about
forcing me to submit—it was about showing me how much I
wanted to submit. You unlocked something inside me that I
didn’t even know was there. I am a cunt, plain and simple. I love
being on my knees. I love gorging on cocks and sucking them dry. I
love being treated like a worthless slut.”


  Solemi reached out and brushed several loose
strands of white hair from the dark elf’s eyes. “I think you will
too, given time. You sister already does, and the two of you are
more alike than you want to admit.”


  Varassa snarled something into her gag—a
threat, no doubt, though it was impossible to tell for certain. Her
muscles flexed and unflexed as she thrashed in place restraints,
but once again her struggles were futile.


  “Before we start, though,” Solemi said, “I
wanted to show you one of the tricks I learned from the Archmage. I
think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”


  Leaning back up, she began to slowly and
deliberately trace the spell pattern in the air while she recited
the proper incantation. Magic crackled all around her, and a few
moments later she felt a spark of energy leap from her fingertips
and engulf Varassa. Bit by bit, the drow’s appearance began to
change: her dark gray skin whitened, her blue eyes turned green,
and her long ears shrunk to about half their normal length. After a
few more seconds, she no longer looked like a dark elf at all.


  Instead, she looked like an exact duplicate
of Solemi.


  “Perfect,” the half-elf breathed as she
admired her work. Seeing herself helpless and bound like this sent
another shiver of delight from her toes to her quim, and she
quickly scampered away to drag one of Varassa’s many full-length
mirrors closer to the divan. “You’ll need to see it for yourself to
believe.”


  She wheeled the mirror over, and the instant
Varassa saw herself she practically screamed into the gag. The rage
in her eyes drained away…and was quickly replaced by abject
terror.


  “There’s nothing to be afraid of—it’s just a
simple glamor,” Solemi soothed. “It should ensure the obedience of
your guards, however. They would never cooperate if they saw you
like this. Someone does need to be able to give them orders,
though…”


  Solemi quickly wove another similar
illusion, but this time she placed it upon herself. The spell had
the exact opposite effect of the last— her pale skin turned gray,
her green eyes turned blue, and her long ears grew to full length.
Soon she was a perfect doppelganger of Varassa, and she couldn’t
resist staring at herself in the mirror and appreciating every
detail.


  “What do you think, my little niskaru
cunt?” she said, smirking at the change in her voice. “Will any of
your other servants be able to tell the difference? Your mother
could, certainly, but we won’t be going anywhere near her.” Solemi
glanced over to the males. “What do you think?”


  “It’s flawless,” Weylin breathed. His cock,
notably, had already swelled to its full length. Like Derec, he was
probably fantasizing about finally getting the chance to fuck
Varassa’s ass.


  “I agree,” the paladin added. “I had no idea
you were capable of something like this.”


  “No one does,” Solemi said. “Varassa was
counting on it, in fact. She thought I’d be able to manipulate her
rivals and increase her station. I still might, someday. But first,
I think it’s time I dressed the part.”


  Solemi sauntered over to the wardrobe on the
far side of the chamber. As always, she was awed by the sheer
breadth of Varassa’s collection. Most of the finery had been woven
here by local tailors, but some had clearly been made by human and
elf slaves—or perhaps pillaged during a surface raid. Solemi could
have spent hours and hours rifling through all the shoes and
dresses, and she promised herself that she would do exactly that
later. But right now, she already had her perfect outfit in
mind.


  Smiling, she sat down and slipped on a pair
of thigh-high black stockings. The small gaps in the fabric allowed
her gray legs to peek through almost like she were wearing
fishnets, and she loved the feel of the spider silk against her
smooth skin. She paired them with a short black leather skirt and
cropped halter that left her arms and navel exposed, but the most
important piece, naturally, was the knee-high boots she had stolen
off Varassa’s feet.


  “I could alter the glamor and change my
appearance, but somehow it’s just not the same,” Solemi said,
turning back to the males. “Wouldn’t you both agree?”


  They nodded in near unison. Derec had
actually began stroking himself in anticipation; Weylin, as usual,
was demonstrating far more restraint.


  “I knew I couldn’t trust you to be patient,”
Solemi scolded. She retrieved the whip and strode towards him. Her
quim tingled in delight every time her heel clicked on the floor.
“You really are going to need more work once this is over.”


  Derec frowned. “But I—”


  She cracked the whip across his chest again.
He toppled over on his side, wincing and lifting his hands
defensively in front of him.


  “Please, mistress,” he begged. “It won’t
happen again, I swear.”


  Solemi loomed over him and pondered striking
him again anyway. These boots really did make her feel like a
goddess, and watching a strong male cower in front of her was more
arousing than she’d anticipated. A hundred possibilities looped
through her mind, each more deliciously degrading than the last.
But she’d had a starting point in mind for several days, and there
was no reason to change it now. Besides, it would be the perfect
opportunity to test out her new disguise.


  “I’ll return shortly,” she said, glancing
between the two men. “Stay exactly where you are and keep your
hands off your cocks. I promise you’ll each get your chance with
her soon…but her first lesson in obedience will be taught by
someone else.”


  She turned on a heel and sauntered towards
the exit. Like all powerful drow, Varassa surrounded herself with a
score of guards, though she typically kept them outside her
personal chambers. One in particular was her default “message
runner,” and Solemi found him standing at his post despite the late
hour.


  “I have need of you, male,” she spat, doing
her best to imitate Varassa’s inflection. The glamor could disguise
the sound of her voice, but not the language or speaking pattern.
Thankfully, she’s grown nearly fluent in the drow tongue.


  “I live to serve you, mistress,” the guard
groveled as he took a knee. If he was at all surprised to see her
outside at this hour, his expression didn’t show it. “What does the
First Daughter command?”


  “My half-orc slave, Havrok, is being kept in
the pit for next arena match,” Solemi said. “I want you to fetch
him for me.”


  “As you command, mistress,” the guard
replied, his eyes lingering on her bare thighs and midriff. For a
moment Solemi wondered if there was a problem with her glamor, but
then she realized he was merely leering at her.


  “Do you like what you see, male?” she asked,
lowering a hand to her hip.


  His red eyes blinked in surprise. “O-of
course, mistress. Your beauty is unmatched.”


  “True, but I don’t recall giving you
permission to appreciate it. I suggest you fetch my slave quickly,
lest I burn out your eyes for their impudence.”


  “I apologize, mistress,” he blubbered as he
lowered his head and kissed the tow of her boot. “Please…it will
not happen again.”


  “I should hope not,” Solemi said, repressing
a smile. She couldn’t wait to test her illusions on all sorts of
targets in the city—guards, gladiators, perhaps even some of the
weaker priestesses. The Matron Mother and plenty of others would
almost certainly see through her disguise, but the vast majority of
Vel’shannar’s population would not. She could cause a great deal of
chaos—or have a great deal of fun. Before this was over, she was
tempted to give every male in the city a chance to fuck the First
Daughter…


  The guard scurried off a few moments later,
and Solemi didn’t have to wait long for him to return with Havrok
in tow. The half-orc hadn’t changed a bit since she’d last seen
him. He stood almost seven feet tall—at least a head taller than
Derec and Weylin—and scars covered his torso and arms. Other than
his size and his pale green skin, however, he could have passed for
a human in many surface settlements.


  She was intimately familiar with every part
of his body. He’d fucked her dozens of times since her arrival,
often as a reward for winning a skirmish in the arena. She was his
favorite prize in the entire city—he’d once passed up and entire
night with three female human slaves just for the chance to shove
his cock down Solemi’s throat for ten minutes. He was spectacularly
and unapologetically brutal, even compared to the local drow males.
While they enjoyed concocting elaborate new methods of degrading
and humiliating her, Havrok just treated her like a piece of
meat.


  And Solemi loved him for it.


  “Welcome back, my wonderful little grunt,”
she said as she approached him. “I hear you won yet another victory
yesterday.”


  “Tiny beasts,” he replied in a broken,
barely understandable version of the drow tongue. “Die quick.”


  She smiled and gestured for the guard to
leave them. “I’m glad to hear it. Unfortunately, your recent fights
have been so easy that my men haven’t seen fit to reward you. It’s
time we changed that.”


  It was difficult to know exactly how much he
understood, but based on his toothy smile he must have at least
gotten the gist. “Pretty elf,” he said. “Fuck pretty elf?”


  “Soon,” she promised. “Come, follow me
inside.”


  Solemi led him into the bedchamber, and she
watched in quiet amusement as his eyes lit up at the sight of the
hogtied half-elf lying flat on the divan. Varassa’s eyes, by
contrast, widened in abject horror.


  “Pretty elf,” Havrok breathed. Mere seconds
later, his patchwork trousers rustled as his member swelled beneath
the fur.


  Solemi chuckled. “Let’s get you ready, shall
we?”


  She unfastened his oversized belt buckle and
let his trousers drop to the floor. The moment she saw his
horse-like cock spring to attention, she had to resist the urge to
dive to her knees and swallow it whole. She could almost feel his
hands pulling her hair and grabbing the base of her skull; she
could almost feel herself gasping desperately for air as his orcish
seed flooded her throat.


  But now wasn’t the time for idle fantasies.
Taking a deep breath, Solemi buried her lust and tried to ignore
the yearning tingle in her quim.


  “I need your help for a moment,” she said,
grabbing ahold of his cock and leading him over to Varassa as if it
were a leash. “As you can see, your elf friend has been rather
disobedient these past few days. I need your help to ensure she
remembers her place.”


  “Pretty elf,” Havrok repeated.


  “Yes, but there’s a way you can make her
even prettier, I think.”


  She angled his cockhead until it was mere
inches from the drow’s lips, at which point she began slowly and
deliberately stroking him. It didn’t take long for Varassa to
realize what was about to happen—and the moment she did, she
started thrashing at her restraints once more.


  “Do you remember the first time your
soldiers brought Weylin and I before you?” Solemi asked her former
mistress. “Do you remember what you made him do? At the time, I
thought you were just trying to drive us apart, but eventually I
realized it was much than that. You wanted him to degrade me. You
wanted him to mark me as his own. But even more than that, you
wanted to give me my first taste of my new life as your cunt. I
thought it appropriate that I begin your training the same
way.”


  Solemi smiled as Havrok’s breathing grew
faster and faster. If she released her grip for a moment, she had
no doubt that he would tear off Varassa’s gag and bury his cock in
her throat before she could gargle a single word of protest. Later,
Solemi might let him do just that…but not quite yet.


  “When I first arrived, you had to break me
of my inhibitions,” she went on. “But that won’t be enough for you.
You’re not constrained by ridiculous surface notions of
chastity…but you are constrained by your pride. It prevents you
from experiencing all sorts of wondrous pleasures. Think about
it—how many times have you appreciated Derec’s cock only to deny
yourself the joy of feeling it pierce your quim? How many times
have you licked his seed from my lips only to deny yourself the joy
of feeling him spill upon your tongue?”


  Solemi shook her head. “For all your power,
all your beauty, the truth is that I pity you. You deny yourself so
many pleasures just to sate your stubborn pride. In your mind, a
proper drow female would never allow a male to spill upon her
without permission…and she would absolutely never allow an orc
mongrel’s seed anywhere near her tongue.” Solemi smiled and stroked
at Havrok’s cock so hard he began to groan. “Here—allow me to show
you a small taste of what you’ve been missing.”


  The half-orc’s orgasm was less of an
eruption than an outright explosion. His first volley was so thick
it splashed across Varassa’s forehead and splattered all the way
down to her lips. His second and third were barely smaller; they
completely doused her nose and cheeks. Even his fourth volley had
enough strength to paint her chin and neck.


  Solemi climaxed instantly. It took all her
strength just to maintain her balance. She had watched herself
being fucked in a mirror many times over by now, but this…this was
different. Seeing her own nose and lips covered in orcish seed,
knowing that behind the illusion was the proud, haughty face of the
First Daughter…her free hand reflexively slipped beneath her skirt,
and she sank two of her fingers into her bare, sopping quim.


  It wasn’t enough. Releasing her hold on
Havrok’s wilting cock, Solomi leaned forward and licked Varassa’s
face from chin to forehead. She held the half-orc’s seed on her
tongue long enough that she could appreciate the heat and thickness
and taste...and then she closed her eyes and gulped it down like it
was her last meal.


  “More?”


  Solemi’s eyes fluttered back open to see
Havrok’s semi-rigid member dangling barely an inch from her lips.
She knew from experience that he could be back at full strength in
almost no time, and every fiber in her being was screaming at her
to let him grab her head and face-fuck her all night. But as her
post-climax haze faded, she finally returned to her senses and
realized how badly she had broken character.


  The real Varassa never would have
lost her composure like that. Havrok wouldn’t tell anyone, of
course, but any of the cities guards, soldiers, or clergy would
have instantly grown suspicious. Solemi would have to be more
careful in the future.


  “Not right now,” she managed. “But you
should be proud—I think she’s more beautiful than ever.”


  Varassa was trembling with rage, which
somehow made the seed dribbling from her nose and cheeks even more
arousing. Havrok didn’t even seem to notice. He shuffled around
behind Varassa, pushed her knees apart, and flopped his member atop
her slender buttocks. It was rapidly stirring back to life at the
prospect of reaming his favorite half-elf plaything in the ass.


  “Fuck elf now?” he asked.


  Solemi almost let him do it. The thought of
Varassa squirming in discomfort while his seed dried on her face
was nearly enough to trigger another climax, but she once again
reminded herself that this wasn’t about punishment. Varassa had
taught her how to embrace her deepest, darkest desires, and now
Solemi was going to return the favor.


  “Not now,” she said, standing and taking in
a deep breath. “Win the championship round for me, and you can have
her ass any time you like. Until then, you’ll just have to be
patient.”


  His eyes were so focused, so hungry,
that she was concerned he might ignore her. But eventually his fear
of Varassa triumphed over his lust, and he grumbled something
unintelligible as he stomped away to retrieve his trousers.


  “It feels wonderful, doesn’t it?” Solemi
asked, smearing the remainder of his seed around the drow’s face.
“The heat, the smell, the power—knowing that he’s just
marked you as his.” She licked her fingers and stood. “That first
night, you left me alone in the darkness. You thought it was a good
first step in making me understand my new role…and you were
right.”


  She turned and beckoned at Derec and Weylin.
They hopped to their feet and scrambled over without
hesitation.


  “Take her to the dungeon,” she ordered.
“Bind her to the bed, just like she did with me. And don’t clean
her off under any circumstances—that may be the most important step
of all.”


  Solemi grinned as her cock-slaves untied
Varassa’s legs and helped her to her feet. Her blue eyes glared
daggers at both of them, but they didn’t seem to notice or care.
They dragged her away kicking and growling, their naked cocks
throbbing in anticipation at what their new mistress had planned
next.


  Breaking Varassa’s pride was going to take
time—potentially a very long time—but considering the prize,
Solemi was more than willing to wait.


  “Come, my dear,” she said, turning back to
Havrok. “It’s time we sent you back home. But don’t worry…I promise
you’ll get to see your pretty elf friend again soon.”


   



   





  Act Four: Conquest


   



  Solemi spent the rest of the night soaking
in Varassa’s enchanted tub and sleeping in her enormous bed, but
once morning arrived she knew it was time to put her illusions to
the rest. The First Daughter was a powerful figure, after all, and
the Matron Mother herself might intervene if Varassa ignored her
daily responsibilities for too long. But Solemi was confident she
could maintain the ruse for at least a few days—long enough,
hopefully, to show her former mistress exactly what she’d been
missing.


  Solemi spent the first part of the day
outside the Grand Temple of the Spider Queen lecturing new
acolytes. The First Daughter wasn’t expected to actually train
them, thankfully, but she’d learned more than enough of the
Goddess’s dogma to fake her way through basic introductions. When
any of the women dared to question her words, she swiftly whipped
them into submission.


  Her military duties proved considerably more
difficult. Solemi didn’t know the first thing about tactics or
strategy, and she feared that opening her mouth would be every bit
as damning as if they saw through her glamor. But mercifully,
Varassa had just signed off on a number of orders the previous day,
and as a result the officers were largely content to deliver their
initial reports and leave. All Solemi needed to do to avoid making
a fool of herself was glare at them judgmentally.


  The entire experience was even more surreal
when she considered how many times she’d sucked off every male in
this room over the past few months. Colonel Nevris in particular
was especially fond of her—just a few weeks ago she’d spent the
better part of three days tied up in his room while he whipped her
back and fucked her from behind. Without her disguise, she would
have been on her knees crawling from cock to cock gulping down one
volley of seed after another…but with it, she was in complete
control.


  The submissive part of her brain warned her
against taking unnecessary risks while she was cloaked in an
illusion. But the dominant part—the part that was growing stronger
by the day—screamed at her to get some form of recompense from the
males who’d harvested so much pleasure from her flesh.


  Dominance won. After the meeting adjourned,
she ordered Colonel Nevris to strip and kneel before her while the
other officers watched. His lips and tongue spent the next twenty
minutes glued to her quim, and when she came down from her second
climax she made certain that every part of his face glistened with
her juices.


  She didn’t return to the First Daughter’s
chambers until late afternoon. Derec and Weylin were already
waiting for her by then, and they had already set the rest of her
plans in motion. After sharing a quick meal, the two men helped her
peel off her armor and slide back into the leather halter/skirt
outfit she’d worn the night before. Both of them were practically
chomping at the bit in anticipation—their cocks were so hard she
was actually concerned they might not last long enough to do their
jobs. But then she reminded herself that they both had remarkable
powers of recuperation, and there was also no real downside to them
spilling as much as they were physically able. Their seed, more
than anything, would pave Varassa’s path to enlightenment.


  She left them waiting just outside the door
as she spiraled her way down the dungeon staircase. The First
Daughter was lying spread-eagled on the bed, her wrists and ankles
bound tightly to the frame. Even in the dim lights, Solemi could
see Varassa’s blue eyes turn and glare at her with the intensity of
the mid-summer sun.


  “Your acolytes at the temple send their
regards,” Solemi teased as she sauntered over to the side of the
bed. “I had to whip a few of them into shape, but they’re trying
their best.”


  Varassa snarled into her gag. Havrok’s seed
had long since dried onto her skin at this point, and combined with
her smeared eyeshadow and lipstick she looked like a true whore.
Solemi had seen herself in a similar position countless times.


  “In any event, I think I’ve cleared my
schedule—well, your schedule, really—for the next few days,”
Solemi went on. “We’ll have plenty of time to test your limits. But
first I assume you have something to tell me…”


  She reached down and carefully unstrapped
the gag in Varassa’s mouth. The instant the ball popped free, the
drow growled and gasped for breath.


  “You treacherous cunt!” she snarled. “I will
peel off your flesh and feed your corpse to the driders!”


  “I knew you wouldn’t respond to one
session,” Solemi said, “but hopefully after tonight you’ll change
your mind and allow yourself to have some fun.”


  Varassa’s jaw clenched. “The Spider Queen
will feast on your soul. You’ll spend eternity having your ass
fucked by every demon in the abyss!”


  Solemi sighed and paced over to the shelf
filled with all manner of different gags. Open, closed…even ones
fitted with false cocks. “Havrok really enjoyed visiting you last
night. If he wins his next fight, I think he’ll have earned an hour
alone with you. Maybe two.” She retrieved the gag with the longest,
thickest cock before she returned to the bed. “This will help you
prepare for him. Believe me, he won’t be gentle…but that’s all part
of the fun.”


  “By the Goddess, I swear I’ll ki—”


  The protests were cut short when Solemi
jabbed the false cock between Varassa’s lips. It took a few
seconds, but eventually her throat opened to accommodate the full
length.


  “You’ll be uncomfortable for a while, but I
promise you’ll thank me later,” Solemi said as she fastened the
gag’s straps around the back of the drow’s head. “I’m sure you
remembered how much I choked the first time. I’ll spare you the
same fate.”


  Varassa’s glare remained as baleful as ever,
but for the first time there was also a hint of genuine fear behind
her eyes. As the daughter of the Matron Mother, her entire life had
been defined by control and obedience. Now she was terrified of
letting go.


  “You don’t need to be afraid,” Solemi
whispered, placing a hand on the other woman’s cheek. “I will keep
your true identity hidden. Every drow male who walks down those
stairs will believe they’re fucking me, not you. They’ll still fear
you when this is over.”


  She dragged the fingers of her right hand
between Varassa’s breasts and down her stomach until they reached
her naked quim. Solemi held them still for a long moment before she
began to slowly and deliberately massage the drow’s clit.


  “You should feel liberated, don’t you see?”
Solemi asked. “You can enjoy yourself in ways you never imagined
possible. Deep down, I know you yearn to be treated like a whore
sometimes. Every woman does. Why not embrace it? Why not enjoy
it?”


  Solemi softly kissed Varassa’s nose as two
of her fingers slipped inside the drow’s rapidly-slickening quim.
It didn’t take long for Varassa’s breath to hasten, though she
still refused to close her eyes and enjoy the sensation. But that
would change, given time.


  Smiling, Solemi began nibbling her way down
her mistress’s face and neck. Her lips didn’t stop until they
reached Varassa’s soft, perky breasts. The half-elf sucked them
into her mouth as her tongue encircled the nipples. Her own quim
began tingling with delight when she felt Varassa’s stomach heave
and her skin dampen. Her mind could resist this all she wanted, but
her body told a very different tale.


  “A part of me wants to conjure my cock and
fuck you all night,” Solemi breathed as she licked her way back up
to Varassa’s ear. “You’ve never allowed me inside even though I
know I could please you. I fucked your sister so hard she was
begging for me by the end. Even Weylin couldn’t get the same
screams from her after that.”


  She nibbled on the mistress’s earlobe until
she had almost reached climax. Just before Varassa finished, Solemi
withdrew her fingers and rubbed them across the drow’s purple
lips.


  “You’ll need your strength,” she cooed.
“Especially once you see the surprise I’ve brought you.”


  Solemi slid off the bed and skipped over to
the stairwell. She whistled with her fingers, and a few seconds
later she heard the door above crack back open. When Derec and
Weylin arrived, they weren’t alone—they were escorting another drow
female between them.


  Laetharys.


  “Hello, my darling sister,” she taunted.
“I’m so pleased you’re enjoying my gift.”


  Varassa snarled into her gag, which only
made Laetharys throw back her head and laugh. When she cast aside
her thick black cloak, both Derec and Weylin gasped at the outfit
beneath. She was clad in her signature leather corset, as usual,
but she had completely eschewed panties. Her bald, bare quim was on
full display between her thigh-high boots and gartered
leggings.


  “I promised your servant here that I would
help her escape to the surface if she aided me,” Laetharys said.
“All she needed to do was slip that collar onto you, and I would
have been willing to let her and these delicious males go. But I
should have known she wouldn’t want that, not anymore. Why return
to such a banal, repressed existence beneath the sun when she could
stay right here and play with us?”


  She stepped closer to the bed and traced her
long fingernails up Varassa’s leg all the way to her quim. “And
you’re already wet, too,” Laetharys added. “Could it be that my
proud, domineering sister is secretly a submissive slut?”


  Solemi chuckled softly. Laetharys had
already undergone her own transformation. After her atonement, she
had reclaimed the mantle of Second Daughter and seized many of her
old responsibilities. But she hadn’t allowed her pride or misandry
to deny herself pleasure—she was confident enough to order around
the males of this city by day and still allow them to treat her
like a cunt at night.


  “Well, as much as I’d like to strap on a
dintare and start thrusting,” Laetharys said, “I assume you
had something else in mind for my sister. We shouldn’t allow these
wonderful males of your to go to waste.”


  “We won’t, trust me,” Solemi said. “I know
how you and your sister both love games. Varassa once promised
Weylin and Derec that she’d free them if they could resist the
temptation to spill before an hourglass emptied. They both failed,
but their efforts were still entertaining. Tonight we’re going to
try something similar.”


  Nodding at his cue, Derec stepped over next
to the bed. He unshackled Varassa’s arms one after the other, and
before she could wriggle free he wrenched them behind her back and
tied her wrists together. He then unfastened her legs and dragged
her to her feet.


  “You won’t need a gag for this,” Solemi said
as she retrieved a short, multi-barbed scourge from a nearby shelf.
“If you speak out of turn you, however, you will be punished. And
if that’s not sufficient, I’ll simply turn you over to your sister
for the night. I suggest you consider your options carefully.”


  Derec unfastened the gag’s straps while
Weylin slowly pulled the false cock from Varassa’s throat. She
coughed and licked at her lips once her mouth was finally free, but
her blue eyes continued blazing.


  “By the Goddess, I will destroy you both,”
she spat. “Your suffering will be—”


  Solemi cracked the scourge across Varassa’s
breasts. The drow shrieked in surprise and pain, but when she
started cursing Solemi cracked the whip a second and then a third
time. Eventually Varassa clenched her teeth together and glared in
silence.


  “Strike her again,” Laetharys goaded. “I
want to see her tits glow…”


  “This is my dungeon now, cunt,”
Solemi said, pivoting around on a heel. “Only I give commands
here.”


  Laetharys scowled at her, a reflexive burst
of drow indignance flashing in her eyes. But then her expression
abruptly softened, and her lips curled into a devlish smile. “Of
course, mistress. I eagerly await your punishment.”


  Solemi gestured at Weylin. “Bend her
over.”


  Grabbing ahold of the leash, Weylin dragged
Laetharys over to the bed and pushed her head down onto the
mattress. Her perfect gray ass jutted up into the air even father
thanks to her heels, and Solemi wasted no time in cracking the
scourge across the woman’s cheeks and upper thighs. After a few
moments her gray skin had turned almost completely red. Laetharys
didn’t cry out a single time, at least not in pain…


  “Any more outbursts and I’ll choose one the
unenchanted versions,” Solemi warmed. “Even the priestesses won’t
be able to heal the scars.”


  Varassa glared balefully at Solemi and
contemptuously at her sister, but for once her mouth finally stayed
shut.


  “Shall we get ready, mistress?” Derec asked,
clearly eager for the contest to begin.


  “Very well,” Solemi said. “Take your
positions.”


  On cue, Weylin pulled Laetharys back to her
feet then laid down flat on the bed, his already-hard cock pointing
straight up in the air. Derec joined him a moment later, though the
fallen paladin laid down with his head on the opposite side. The
bed was wide enough that their arms didn’t even touch.


  “The rules are simple enough,” Solemi said
to Varassa. “You are going to mount Derec’s cock here, and your
sister is going to mount Weylin’s. You will ride them until they
spill inside you.”


  “I will do no such thing,” Varassa spat.
“And if you try to force him upon me, I promise that the Spider
Queen will—”


  Solemi struck her again, and again, and
again. By the time she finished, the First Daughter’s stomach and
breasts were glowing as brightly as her sister had wanted.


  “I won’t need to force him upon you,” Solemi
went on as Varassa grimaced and bore the pain. “You will fuck him
as hard as you’ve dreamt about since your men first dragged him
down here—and will enjoy every moment of it.”


  The First Daughter scowled. “Are you
insane?”


  Solemi smiled. “I’m giving you a choice,
just like you gave both of them. It’s very straight-forward: if you
can coax Derec into spilling inside you before your sister can do
the same with Weylin, I will gladly remove the suppression collar
and restore your magic.”


  Varassa’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “The
instant you remove this collar, I will destroy you—all of
you!”


  “I know. So the question is: will you play
the game or not?”


  Solemi nodded at Laetharys, and the drow
woman practically pounced onto the bed. She straddled Weylin and
eagerly guided his swollen cock into her sodden quim. A soft moan
escaped his lips once he was fully buried inside her, and he
shifted his hands up to her trim waist once she started riding him
in earnest.


  “No touching,” Solemi scolded, whip in hand.
“You know the rules.”


  Weylin dropped his hands back to his sides
and bit down on his lip. Laetharys barely seemed to notice; her
eyes rolled back into her head as she bounced up and down on his
cock.


  Solemi touched Varassa’s shoulder. “You’d
better get started soon. I haven’t allowed him to spill today—I
doubt he’ll last long.”


  The First Daughter glanced between her
sister and Derec. Her face became a battleground of pride and
pragmatism, hauteur and lust. Solemi legitimately didn’t know which
path Varassa would choose; she had been thirsting for Derec ever
since her soldiers had dragged him before her, but she’d always
refused to let herself be taken by a mere surfacer. Solemi hoped
this was the perfect bait…and a vital step on her mistress’s
journey to submission.


  “You would never honor your bargain,”
Varassa whispered. “You’re not suicidal enough to remove this
collar, not after what you’ve done.”


  “Maybe I’m not convinced you’ll actually
kill me. Maybe I think you’ll just punish me instead.” Solemi
pressed her lips into the other woman’s ear. “And maybe I’m looking
forward to it.”


  Varassa shook her head. “You’re mad.”


  “I’m exactly what you made me, mistress.
Stay here at my side if you wish. Derec will be disappointed, but I
won’t force you to mount him. Just be aware that this contest is a
one-time offer. If your sister wins…” Solemi shrugged and glanced
back to the impressive collection of false cocks on a nearby shelf.
“I may have promised her the right to fuck you with each and every
dintare in this room. It’s your choice, of course…but either
way, I win.”


  Varassa glanced back over at her sister.
Laetharys’s hips were bucking and swirling now as she tried to milk
Weylin’s seed. She wasn’t allowed to touch him, but she had leaned
forward enough that she could whisper into his ear. Judging from
his expression, her words might have been even more arousing than
her quim.


  “Vith’nindol,” Varassa hissed.
Clenching her teeth, she surged forward and leapt up onto the bed.
Derec’s cock twitched in excitement, and he slipped it into her
quim the instant she swung her leg over his waist and straddled
him.


  The view was so perfect it was almost
surreal: two powerful drow sisters facing each other just inches
apart, each riding the human male beneath them with the reckless
abandon of high-priced whores. Solemi couldn’t have planned this
better if she’d had a decade to prepare. Especially since she still
had one final surprise to reveal…


  “Give me your seed, male,” Varassa demanded
as she leaned forward like her sister. “Give me your seed and I
promise you a lifetime of ecstasy. Wealth, power, privilege…any
female in this city will be yours.”


  Derec was clearly enjoying the tightness of
her quim, but it just as clearly wasn’t going to matter. With the
way Weylin’s chest was heaving, he wasn’t going to last more than a
few seconds at most…and Laetharys knew it.


  “Spill for me, male!” she shouted. “Spill
your rivvil seed deep inside my drow cunt!”


  Weylin’s face clenched as he began to
erupt—


  At which point Varassa abruptly leaned to
the side and kicked her sister in the chest. Laetharys tumbled off
the bed in a cursing heap, and Weylin’s cock, still slick with her
juices, remained rock-hard but contained.


  “Now, male!” Varassa growled as she leaned
forward and engulfed Derec’s cock with her mouth. The unexpected
tactic caught him completely by surprise and sent him over the
edge. Just seconds after his cock touched the back of her throat,
he exploded.


  His first volley went straight into her
gullet, while his second glanced across her lips and cheek as she
pulled away to prove her success. The rest of his offering ended up
splattering across his own chest or dribbling down his shaft.


  “Ultrinnan!” Varassa exclaimed,
turning back to Solemi. She smiled triumphantly, the seed proudly
dripping from her lips like a vampire who’d just claimed her blood
meal. “Victory is mine!”


  Solemi took a step forward but remained
silent. A few moments later, Laetharys began laughing manically
from the floor.


  “You haven’t changed at all, sister,” the
Second Daughter said as she rolled back to a crouch. “So proud, so
arrogant…and yet so blind to the truth.”


  Varassa’s eyes narrowed as she glanced
between the two women. “I won your little contest. You never said
anything about interfering with my sister!”


  “You’re right—I didn’t,” Solemi confirmed.
“The Spider Queen demands that her servants exploit every possible
advantage.”


  “Then remove the collar,” Varassa ordered,
“or she will burn you to cinders for breaking our agreement!”


  “I haven’t broken anything. The terms of our
deal were quite clear: if you could coax Derec to spill before
Weylin, I would remove your collar and set you free.”


  “Exactly! And that’s what…” The First
Daughter trailed off as she belatedly realized her mistake.
“No…”


  Solemi smiled as she whispered several words
of magic. The two males lying upon the bed shimmered briefly…and
suddenly swapped locations as her illusion faded away.


  “You’re wearing the wrong man’s seed on your
lips, sister,” Laetharys taunted. She reached out and grabbed
Derec’s still hard cock. It was slick with her juices, but he
hadn’t spilled. “Apparently you taught the paladin better control
than you realized.”


  “No!” Varassa screeched. “No, this isn’t
possible!”


  “The great and mighty First Daughter of
Vel’shannar deceived by the illusions of her own half-breed cunt,”
Laetharys said between sadistic giggles. “Even without your magic
you should have been able to see through her glamor. But you’ve
grown weak, my dear sister. You trust far too easily.”


  Varassa turned and snarled at Solemi.
“Mongrel whore! You will remove the collar this instant or
I’ll—”


  “You’ll do what, exactly?” Laetharys
interjected. “Kick and scream like a child? Whine and complain like
a pathetic rivvil?” She snorted contemptuously. “You were
beaten yet again, sister. It’s time to accept your failure and
repent.”


  “I will do no such thing. I am the First
Daughter of House Hu’nate! You will obey me or suffer!”


  Laetharys shook her head and grabbed ahold
of Varassa’s chin. She wiped the dribbling clumps of semen from her
sister’s face, then stretched out her fingers and watched the
sticky strands spread between them like viscous spider webs. “When
you first confronted me about seeking atonement, you told me that I
needed to accept my punishment if I ever expected the Goddess to
forgive me. Now it’s time for you to do the same. The sooner you
accept that this is the path the Spider Queen has chosen for you,
the sooner she’ll set you free.”


  Varassa’s face continued twisting and
writhing with rage, but for the first time Solemi could see a tiny
spark of resignation behind her eyes. Perhaps she was finally
starting to realize that there was no guarantee the Spider Queen
would restore her powers even if the collar were removed. She had
been beaten—twice—but whining about failure wasn’t the drow
way.


  “Elendar lu dro’xun,
dalninil,” Laetharys said. “Endure and survive.”


  Varassa seethed in silence for at least
another minute before she finally swallowed. “What do you want
now?”


  Laetharys snickered. “Only the prize I was
promised,” she said, reaching down and smacking Varassa’s buttocks.
“Your wonderful, tight ass.”


  “And you shall have it,” Solemi said. “But
not just yet.”


  “What? We had a deal!”


  “I promised you her ass—I never promised you
would have it first.”


  Laetharys flashed her a dark smile. “Such a
clever little cunt,” she said approvingly. “Perhaps they’re some
drow in you after all, abbil.”


  Solemi smiled again. “I’d like to think
so.”


  “Take her first if you wish, then,”
Laetharys said, squeezing her sister’s chin again. “I look forward
to seeing the resignation on her face when you claim her.”


  “You’ll have an excellent view, I promise.
Because you also owe Derec something as part of our
arrangement.”


  Laetharys chuckled and glanced back over her
shoulder to Derec. “You wish to claim your prize now, male?”


  The paladin nodded and leaned upwards. His
cock, still slick with her juices, was as hard as ever. “I do."


  Laetharys reached out and caressed the head
of his stem. “Well, you did prove yourself capable. I half-expected
you to explode the instant I mounted you. I suppose there’s no
reason to let such a marvelous cock go to waste.” Winking at her
sister, Laetharys shuffled over to the carpet at the foot of the
bed. She sank down on all fours and arched her back to present
herself like a hound in heat. “Come, dalninil. There’s
plenty of room for both of us.”


  “Go on,” Solemi prompted, cracking her whip
in the air. “Kneel and accept your mistress’s punishment.”


  Varassa’s eyes burned with equal parts
disgust and hatred, but after another few seconds she finally
shuffled over to the carpet and knelt down in front of her sister.
She remained upright and defiant, however, until Solemi stepped
behind her and placed the heel of her boot in the small of the
other woman’s back.


  “Down,” Solemi ordered. “Offer yourself to
me.”


  Varassa slowly leaned forward, though with
her hands still tied behind her back she couldn’t brace herself on
her elbows. She eventually toppled forward onto her chin,
triggering a fit of cruel laughter from his sister.


  “By the Goddess, look at you,” Laetharys
taunted. “The mighty First Daughter reduced to a groveling whore
with her ass in the air and cum smeared across her face.”


  “I will have my vengeance,” Varassa
hissed. “This city will be mine!”


  “You’ll have to speak up—I can’t hear you
with your lips on the floor.” Laetharys laughed again before she
finally glanced back towards Derec. “What are you waiting for,
male? Get over here and fuck me already.”


  The paladin nodded and crouched down behind
her. He pressed the head of his cock against her nether entrance
then glanced up to Solemi for final permission.


  “We’ll take them together,” she said, gently
pushing down her leather skirt and wriggling her hips until it
dropped to the floor. She whispered a word of magic, and a moment
later her quim transformed into a long, slender cock. She briefly
considered changing the size and shape—she could have easily copied
Havrok’s massive orc stem or perhaps even something larger—but she
settled on her normal member for now. Varassa was the one who’d
first taught her this spell as a means of punishing her sister,
after all.


  “You’re going too easy on her,” Laetharys
said, eyeing the shelf filled with false cocks. “I plan on using
every piece in her collection.”


  “You can use whatever you wish,” Solemi
replied. “But I want her to know that it’s my seed flooding her
bowels.”


  Her eyes fluttered shut when she pressed the
tip into Varassa’s waiting anus. She had been imagining this moment
for so long that it was difficult to hold back. She could have
easily stroked herself to an explosive climax in a few short
seconds, but this event was too important to waste. It was a
transition, of sorts—for both of them.


  “Tell me your name,” she ordered.


  Varassa glanced back as far as she could
with her face mushed against the floor. “What?”


  “Tell me your name,” Solemi repeated. She
started to pick up the leash but then decided to grab a handful of
the drow’s white hair instead. “Your real name.”


  “I am Varassa Hu’nate, First Daughter
of—”


  Solemi tugged on the hair so hard the drow’s
head snapped back. “That’s not your name anymore. Not until you’ve
atoned before the Spider Queen.”


  “Go on, sister,” Laetharys chided. At this
point, their faces were barely an inch apart on the floor. “It’s
time to embrace your destiny.”


  Varassa hissed softly. “I…I am a cunt.”


  “Yes, you are,” Solemi said, easing her cock
inside another inch. “And who owns you?”


  “You do, mistress.”


  “Then serve me…and find redemption in the
arms of the Goddess.”


  Solemi thrust in deeper. Varassa’s ass was
so hot, so tight, that almost any male would have already erupted
inside her. But Solemi wasn’t a male, and her magic gave her
considerably more control over her cock. She managed to control
herself until she was buried all the way to the hilt.


  Varassa clamped down on her lip, determined
not to give her mistress the pleasure of crying out. It wasn’t pain
that was riddling through her body, however—it was a near-endless
well of dormant, untapped pleasure. Solemi could feel it.


  “When you gave me to her, she bent me over
like this for hours at a time,” Laetharys said. “She was brutal and
relentless. Thankfully, it didn’t take me long to realize I enjoyed
it.” She glanced back over her shoulder to Derec. “Fuck me, male.
Fuck me now!”


  Derec waited for a nod of approval from
Solemi before he finally slipped his cock inside. It didn’t take
him nearly as long to find a rhythm, and Laetharys’s eyes almost
immediately rolled back into her head.


  “You see what you’ve been missing, sister?”
she breathed. “Just give in and let it wash over you…”


  Varassa remained silent, but Solemi
continued tugging on her hair even as she made eye contact with
Derec. “Still upset you didn’t return to the surface?”


  The paladin grinned. “Not at all.”


  “Good. Because there’s more where this came
from—I promise.”


  Solemi bit down on her lip as she pushed
harder and deeper with every thrust. Just a few short months ago,
she’d been little more than a naïve, fledgling wizardess living a
life of blissful ignorance beneath the sun. But here in the
darkness, she had finally discovered her true self. She was part
elf and part human…but more importantly, she was part cunt and part
mistress. And only now, when she had embraced them both, was she
finally complete.


  “I can’t hold back any longer,” Derec said
between frantic breaths.


  “Then don’t,” Solemi told him. “Let yourself
go.”


  She reached out and took his hand. They
spilled in near unison, and their cries of pleasure rang out across
the dungeon and up through levels above. Beneath them, two of the
most powerful women in Vel’shannar shuddered with their own climax
as they too realized their destiny.


  “Ultrinnan,” Solemi whispered as her
cock sprung free and her seed trickled down Varassa’s leg. “All
glory to the Spider Queen.”


   





  

    
      
    

  




  



  
  
 
The prequel to The Amazon’s Pledge, this is an “origin story” for the relationship between Valuri and Jorem.


    


  

    Prologue


     


    The fugitive sorcerer crossed through the shadow-infested
alleyway, his dark eyes flitting back and forth with the casual paranoia of a
man who had lived his entire life on the run. In many parts of the world he
would have been treated like a living god, but here in Vorsalos, the crown
jewel of the Shattered Coast, his gifts only made him prey. 


    My prey, specifically. And it was long past
time for my hunt to begin. 


    I crept along the edge of the rooftop above him,
the soft patter of my footfalls completely drowned out by the rain. I had no
trouble following him when he dipped into an adjacent alley and vanished into
the rising fog. I knew precisely where he was going, for one, but even if he
unexpectedly changed his route I didn’t need my eyes to track him. His
Aether-infused blood was like a beacon in the darkness; I could actually feel
the latent magical energy pumping through his veins. If I ever got close
enough, I would probably be able to smell it, too. My mouth was already
watering at the prospect of a fresh meal.


    You’re better than this, Valuri. Keep your
hunger under control—if he commands half the power you think he does, you’ll be
able to sate yourself soon enough. 


    Grinning in anticipation, I vaulted from one
rooftop to another. The sorcerer emerged from the fog exactly where I knew he
would, and I continued my pursuit. I had been stalking him for almost a week
now, and I had already memorized his habits and routines. Last night he had
spent his entire evening drinking and gambling at one of the seedy taverns on
the edge of the district, but tonight he would be visiting the brothel. Once
inside, he would meet up with a blonde whore named Rayna, share a glass of wine
with her at the bar, and then take her back to her room and fuck her senseless.
He would emerge a few hours later, drained and drunk, before stumbling back to
his home in the cistern.


    If I hadn’t known anything else about him, I would
have assumed the sorcerer was every bit as pathetic as the other dregs
infesting this part of the docks. But he wasn’t actually a drunk or a whoremonger—at
least not during the day. He spent the vast majority of his time as a
healer-for-hire aiding the many children, immigrants, and refugees who had
nowhere else to go. Devoted worship of the gods was rare in Vorsalos, making
the demand for magical healing incredibly high. A sorcerer with the proper
skills could make piles and piles of coin, assuming he offered his services to
the rich and powerful. This man did not. 


    Not anymore, at least. 


    The brothel is just around the corner. It’s now
or never. 


    I took a deep breath and braced myself as the
sorcerer made a final turn into yet another alley. He would be completely alone
and isolated for the next half a minute or so, which meant it was finally time
for me to strike. I drew the slender crossbow from the holster on my left hip
and mentally counted off the seconds until he passed beneath me. Once I was
staring directly down at his head, I vaulted off the roof and dropped down
behind him—


    At which point he whipped around, sank into a
crouch, and shot me with a crossbow I hadn’t realized he’d been holding. 


    The bolt pierced my leather armor with ease, and
the sheer force of its impact ruined my carefully-planned fall. I landed flat
on my back in a deep puddle, and my skull cracked the cobblestone hard enough that
my vision went back. I clutched my chest and cried out in pain, shocked at just
how much blood was already hemorrhaging from the wound. Any normal human woman
would have bled out on the street in a matter of minutes…but thankfully, I
wasn’t a normal human woman. 


    I was a Senosi Huntress. 


    Clenching my jaw, I ripped the bolt from my chest
and leaned up just as the sorcerer sprinted clear of the alley and lunged into
the street. My vision was clouded and my head was still spinning, but I wasn’t
worried. I plucked one of the slender green crystals from my belt and crushed
it in my palm. My Senosi hunger greedily devoured the latent magic energy
stored within, and the pain in my head and stomach faded away. 


    “Clever boy,” I said, glancing over at the sorcerer’s
discarded crossbow. Hunts were always more interesting when the prey put up a
fight; I would have been genuinely disappointed if I had taken him down so
easily.


    Flipping back to my feet, I rushed into the street
and did my best to ignore the panicked shouts of the people when they spotted
my glowing green eyes. If they hadn’t known I was a Huntress before, they
certainly did now. The demonic visage we gained after feeding was genuinely
terrifying. If only we could grow real wings…


    I raced forward at superhuman speed, dodging or
leaping over anything that got in my way. I felt more than saw the sorcerer
duck into a side street, but rather than follow him I vaulted up onto another
rooftop and tried to cut him off instead. He didn’t shoot me with another concealed
crossbow when I landed this time, though he did whirl around and blast a pile
of nearby refuse with a jet of sorcerous flame. The smoke stung my eyes and
slowed my pursuit more than the actual heat. Gritting my teeth in frustration,
I rushed forward and tackled him from behind, knocking him flat against the
ground. 


    But he still didn’t relent. He slipped out of my
grip as much from luck as actual skill, and he drew a dagger from somewhere in
his boot and plunged it into my chest. Blood rushed up in my throat, but this
time my strength didn’t falter when he attempted to run away. I wrenched the
dagger from his grip, slammed him against the nearest building, and clutched my
fingers around his neck. 


    “Not bad,” I said, spitting a wad of blood on the
pavement. “Not bad at all.”


    “Vampire bitch,” he hissed. “Just get it over
with!”


    “You misunderstand. I’m not going to kill you,
sorcerer…not yet, anyway.” I tightened my grip enough that he had to wheeze for
air but not enough to actually choke him. “Your name is Jorem Farr, yes? The
same Jorem Farr who used to work for the Lecasi Brotherhood?”


    “What?” he rasped. 


    “The Lecasi Brotherhood,” I repeated. “You used to
run errands for them in exchange for protection from the Inquisitrix. But I
heard you had a bit of a falling out with the boss, and now you’ve gone
independent. Is that true?”


    As his face twisted in confusion, I quickly
glanced around to see if anyone was close enough to listen. Thankfully, the
commoners were so terrified of me that they were giving us a wide berth. I
needed to be careful. If my Senosi sisters found out what I was planning, even
through word of mouth…


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he
spat. 


    “Of course you do,” I said. “Sobren Lecasi, the Brotherhood
kingpin responsible for every petal of lotus in this city…you’ve done plenty of
business with him in the past, and I bet you know exactly where I can find him
now. If you help me out, the Inquisitrix might be willing to show you mercy.”


    “Get fucked, you heartless cunt,” he spat.


    I sighed. “Disappointing, but not unexpected. Men
are always defiant at first. Perhaps you just need a bit more time to think
about it.” I squeezed hard enough that he finally started to asphyxiate in
earnest. “I’m trying to help you, Mister Farr. None of my sisters would be this
merciful, I promise. I’m doing you a favor.”


    I threw him to the ground. While he choked and
gasped for air, I drew my second crossbow and inspected the poison-tipped bolt.



    “I would much rather you help me freely,” I said,
taking aim. “But if you don’t…well, let’s just say that I’m looking forward to
breaking you, sorcerer. I’m a patient girl, and in the end I always get
my way.”


    I pulled the trigger. 


     


  




  



  

    1


     


    The sorcerer awakened with a start once the
antitoxin finally hit his bloodstream, and he struggled against his restraints
so violently I was a little surprised he didn’t dislocate his shoulder. The
candlelight was too dim for him to see much of anything beyond the bed, but his
eyes eventually found me sitting in shadows nearby, my legs crossed and my
booted heel bobbing idly in the air. 


    “Good morning,” I said. “Your head may hurt a bit,
but don’t worry—the poison won’t linger in your system much longer.”


    “You bitch!” he growled. “What the hell do you—?”


    “Speaking is a privilege I can easily revoke,” I
said, holding out the gag clutched in my right hand. “Now that we have some
privacy, I was hoping we could have a civilized conversation. Remember: I don’t
want to hurt you. I’m here to make you an offer, Mister Farr—or do you prefer
Jorem?”


    He swallowed heavily and tugged against his
restraints again. With the poison clouding his mind, he had probably only just
realized the precariousness of his situation. I had stripped him completely
naked, and his wrists and ankles were tied securely to the edges of the bed. No
one else would bother us in here—I had transformed this seemingly dilapidated
shack into my own personal safe house on the docks. Even my Senosi sisters were
unaware of its existence.   


    “Look, I don’t know anything,” he said, the first
tendrils of genuine fear seeping into his voice. “I’m no threat to anyone!”


    “Neither of those statements are true,” I replied
mildly. “You possess first-hand knowledge about a topic of great interest to me,
and you are also a grave threat. You are a sorcerer, Jorem…and a powerful one
at that.”


    I slowly stood from my chair and paced over to the
side of the bed. My eyes weren’t glowing anymore, unfortunately, but that was
all right. I was past the point of wanting to scare him. There were far more
interesting ways of keeping a man’s attention.


    “There’s no point in trying to downplay the
strength of your abilities,” I said, slowly dragging my finger across his bare chest.
He had a perfect physique, as far as I was concerned. His muscles were nicely
defined without being bulky. “I can feel the Aetheric energy coursing through
your veins.”


    He bit down on his lip and watched my finger, his
expression a mix of terror and confusion. Like any other sorcerer in Vorsalos,
he had undoubtedly heard tales about how his fellow channelers were treated by
my Senosi sisters at the Castarium. His mind was probably racing with
nightmarish images of cackling Huntresses gelding male after male. 


    Fortunately for him, I had no interest in taking
his cock. Quite the contrary, in fact.


    “There are two ways we can do this,” I said. “One
is messy, painful, and generally quite unpleasant. But the other…” I traced my
fingers along the shaft of his flaccid member and watched in delight as it
almost immediately sprang to attention. “The other will be more enjoyable for
both of us.”


    “What the fuck?” he hissed, trying and failing to
move away. “You sick, twisted bit—ah!”


    He yelped when I abruptly squeezed his testicles.
I clutched them just long enough for him to recognize what I could do before I
began rubbing them softly instead.


    “You want to leave this city,” I said after a
moment. “You want to flee to Highwind or Silver Falls or somewhere else where
sorcerers are allowed to run amuck. I understand. Honestly, I even sympathize. Why
stay here when you have to be constantly looking over your shoulder for someone
like me?”


    Once his cock was fully erect, I began slowly massaging
the long, throbbing shaft with my thumb. His member was every bit as impressive
as the whores had led me to believe; my hand looked almost tiny by comparison. 


    “You want your freedom—I understand perfectly,” I
went on. “I also happen to be in a unique position to help you. All I’m asking
for in return is a little bit of help finding a man you already despise.”


    Jorem swallowed again, and he bit down on his lip
in a feeble attempt to temper his lust. “Getting to someone like Sorbren Lecasi
isn’t as easy as knocking on the right door.”


    “I am aware of the challenges,” I replied, tracing
my index finger up to the swollen head of his cock and then back down again. “I’m
also aware that he recently returned to Vorsalos after an extended trip to
Greygale. You may not know precisely where he is, but I bet you can get me
close.”


    He grimaced and closed his eyes, and I had the
satisfaction of feeling him stiffen to the point he almost exploded. I dared
not look at his stem too closely—my Senosi hunger was already threatening to
overwhelm me. I could hear his pulse pounding in my ears; I could feel the
blood surging through his thick member. And most of all, I could sense the
latent magical energy threatening to burst like a geyser. 


    I honestly wasn’t sure how long I would be able to
hold out. While siphoning energy from charged vatari crystals was technically
enough to sustain me, it wasn’t the same as feeding off a pure, fresh source. Blood
was a delicacy in the Castarium; the other Senosi would sometimes capture a
sorcerer and slowly drink him dry over a period of several weeks. But it wasn’t
the only bodily fluid teeming with Aetheric energy. I had always preferred
another, more easily replenishable source…one which had the advantage of being
far more entertaining to extract. 


    “All I’m asking for is a temporary alliance,” I
went on, sliding my thumb to my forefinger so I could finally start stroking
him in earnest. “In return, I’ll put you on the next ship to Highwind myself.
You’ll finally be free to channel the Aether like all the other heathens.”


    “How do I…?” He trailed off and bit down on his
lip when I started stroking him more quickly. “How do I know you’re telling the
truth? How do I know you won’t stab me in the back the instant you get what you
want?”


    “Honestly? You don’t.” I shrugged and pulled at
the ties of my leather corset until my cleavage was practically spilling out of
my blouse. “I’d give you my word, but I know it wouldn’t carry much weight with
you. So in the end, you’ll just have to trust your instincts.”


    Jorem licked at his lips, and I saw his eyes
fasten onto my breasts. I leaned forward another half an inch to give him a better
view. 


    “And if I refuse?” he asked. 


    “Well, then I’d have no choice but to hand you
over to my Senosi sisters at the Castarium,” I said. “They won’t be nearly as gentle
as I will.”


    “That’s not much of a deal.”


    “On the contrary, I guarantee it’s the best deal a
sorcerer in this city is ever going to get,” I told him. “I’m offering you
freedom, Jorem. And all you have to do in exchange is help me take down a man
who has already stabbed you in the back once.”


    He grimaced. “You’re insane.”


    “It’s part of the job,” I replied dryly. “You
don’t have to make a decision just yet, of course. There are a few other perks
to our arrangement that you should be aware of…”


    Grinning, I leaned over his waist and kissed the
head of his cock. The tiniest drop of seed had already bubbled up from the tip,
and I greedily licked it up and tolled it across my tongue. My Senosi hunger
consumed the trace amounts of magical energy within, but it only whet my
appetite. Soon I wouldn’t have any more control over my body than he did over
his. While his cock had involuntarily hardened at my touch, my quim had
involuntarily slickened at his taste. At this point I wouldn’t have been able
to stop myself from feeding even if I had wanted to. When I closed my eyes, I
could almost feel his cock slipping between my lips and his cum burning its way
down my throat into my belly…


    Not yet, I scolded myself. He needs to
earn that honor. 


    It took every scrap of willpower I could muster, but
rather than opening my mouth and swallowing his cock whole I leaned away and
began stroking him harder instead. He tried to resist, but like all men his
body eventually betrayed him. His hands clenched into fists at his side, his
head jerked backwards, and his pelvis bucked like a wild stallion. 


    “That’s it,” I whispered. “Spill for me like a
good little sorcerer…”


    The first jet fired so high I was surprised it
didn’t hit the ceiling, and I giggled gleefully when the second and third blast
were nearly as powerful. By the time the eruptions finally stopped, my hand and
half his stomach were covered in his seed.


    “Good boy,” I cooed. “That’s a very, very
good boy…”


    My heart skipped a beat when I looked at the viscous,
smoldering mess covering my fingers, and once the musky scent flooded my
nostrils my hunger flared out of control. My eyes dilated, my mouth watered,
and I shoved my hand into my mouth before I consciously realized what was
happening. As the searing seed slid down my throat, I began massaging my aching
quim through my trousers. An involuntary climax shuddered through me, and my
entire body seized up like I had just been jabbed with a cattle prod. 


    “What the fuck?” Jorem breathed. 


    I barely even heard him. Aetheric energy coursed
through my body just like when I had fed off the charged vatari crystal earlier
this evening. My eyes began to glow more brightly than the nearby candles, and
my dormant tattoos flared to life beneath my skin. The euphoric rush from the
crystal had passed in seconds, but this…this would last much longer. And I planned
to enjoy every moment of it. 


    I licked my hand bare then leaned forward and
returned to the source. His cock remained surprisingly rigid, which made it all
the easier for me to suck every last drop from the head and shaft. Once I was
sure it was dry, I began lapping up the thick, rapidly-cooling strands
splattered across his chest. He continued muttering under his breath, but
despite his feeble protestations I knew he loved every second of this. Why
wouldn’t he? Was there a single man in the multiverse would honestly didn’t
want a woman to worship his cock and his seed?


    I glanced up and looked into the mirror behind me
before I swallowed the last mouthful. People often compared the Senosi to
vampires for obvious reasons, but right now I looked far more like a succubus.
My eyes glowed, my mouth frothed over with seed, and my blouse had been pulled
down so far my tits were spilling out. 


    Some women would have been embarrassed. I was not.
I loved everything about being a Senosi. The power, the prestige, the sex…


    I licked my lips clean and swallowed as I dug my
nails deep into his chest. My toes curled so hard they almost split open my
boots, and my quim was burning so hot I would have gladly fucked any man who
walked in the door. As my consciousness drifted away I lost all sense of time. Though
judging from the way Jorem was staring and panting, I couldn’t have been out
long.  


    “You see?” I asked, patting his stomach. “I’m
offering you much, much more than just freedom.”


    “This is insane,” Jorem breathed. “You’re
insane.”


    “No, I’m just a hungry girl.” 


    I smirked as I brought my eyes returned to his
magnificent stem. Ever since I had first tasted the seed of a sorcerer I had
been hooked. Blood was all well and good—I had sunk my teeth into plenty of
necks and arms over the past few years—but there was nothing in the world like
freshly-spilled seed. The heat, the headiness, the raw, untapped energy…


    I also wasn’t ashamed to admit how much I enjoyed having
power over men. They were every bit as malleable as a loyal hound when one
applied the proper methods of persuasion. Males weren’t allowed in the
Castarium, and I had spent the vast majority of my formative years surrounded
by other women. But we weren’t forbidden to copulate—on the contrary, the
Inquisitrix encouraged us to treat men as disposable pleasures of the flesh.
The vatari bonding ritual that gave us our powers also made us infertile and
virtually immune to diseases, so it wasn’t as if we faced any risks. 


    Not that I allowed men to spill inside me very often.
It seemed like such a waste when I could taste them instead. 


    “This is the best offer you’re going to get,” I
repeated, slowly dragging my fingers across his legs until they reached his
testicles. I began gently massaging them again, being extra careful to avoid
brushing his withered stem. Jorem’s breathless whimpers assured me he enjoyed
my touch. “So tell me, sorcerer: where will I find Sobren Lecasi?”


    Jorem clenched his hands into fists at his side. I
could see the ongoing battle raging across his features, but I knew I had
already won. To this day, I’d never met a man capable of refusing an offer when
his balls were literally in my hands…


    “As far as I know, Sobren returned to the city
about a week ago,” Jorem said. “The Brotherhood has been having trouble in
Highwind. Apparently the Knights of the Silver Fist have been cracking down on
lotus smuggling hard, so he went there to personally manage the organization
for a while. Now he’s back to clean house here.”


    I arched an eyebrow at him. “Meaning what?”


    “Meaning that when the cat is gone, the mice will
play. Sobren has plenty of competition inside the family, but none of his
siblings or cousins is half as smart or a third as ruthless. He also happens to
be the only sorcerer, and he’s never been afraid to flaunt his powers. Even
your Senosi sisters have never scared him.”


    “Then he is a fool.”


    Jorem eyed me for a long moment, his face suddenly
unreadable. “What makes you think you’ll have any more luck than the dozens of
others who’ve gone after him?”


    “Because I have never failed to capture my prey
before, and I don’t intend to start now.” I smiled thinly. “I also have you.
None of the other Senosi would ever dare reach out to a sorcerer. If the
Inquisitrix knew that I had made a deal with you, she would be furious.”


    “So why are you willing to take that risk now? I
understand that the Brotherhood is powerful, but surely you have plenty of
other targets who are every bit as despicable as Sobren.”


    “If you have a list of sorcerer friends you want
to share with me, I would be more than happy to take it off your hands.”


    He snorted contemptuously. “Yeah, I bet you
would.”


    “I’m not doing this just for glory, if that’s what
you’re worried about,” I told him. “You’re right about Sobren—he abuses his
sorcerous power, but so do plenty of others. The difference is that his
position and influence make him even more dangerous…especially now.”


    I paused and debated exactly how much I wanted to
tell him. He didn’t need to know the full truth in order to help me. 


    “He’s a cornered animal,” I said. “As I’m sure you
know, the Brotherhood has been slowly losing ground in Vorsalos for years, and
with all their recent setbacks in Highwind I suspect he’s getting desperate.
Desperate men are unpredictable and dangerous. Desperate sorcerers, on the
other hand…who knows what he’s capable of?”


    “A great many things,” Jorem murmured. 


    “Exactly,” I said, nodding. “You have lived in the
underworld your whole life, and you understand the tenuous balance here as well
as anyone. If Sobren starts a gang war to reclaim his lost territory, it’s
difficult to overstate the amount of damage he could inflict.”


    Jorem grunted. “That sounds like your problem more
than mine.”


    “It will be both our problems,” I
corrected. “I don’t expect you to care about the Inquisitrix or the Senosi or
even Vorsalos, but I know for a fact you care about all the other sorcerers
hiding in the warrens or the docks. That’s precisely why you hate the
Brotherhood so much. That’s precisely why you turned against them.”


    I leaned forward. “I understand how it works.
Whenever a child on the docks discovers his abilities, the Brotherhood shows up
and offers them ‘protection.’ If they refuse, Sobren turns them over to us; if
they accept, they’re indebted to the gang for the rest of their short lives.
You’re one of the few people to ever walk away without ending up dead at the
bottom of the ocean…though I suppose the night is still young.”


    Jorem’s lip twitched. “So now you’re here offering
me the same ‘protection’ but in reverse.”


    “I’m offering you freedom. There’s a
difference.”


    “Men like me wouldn’t need that kind of freedom if
your insane mistress would just leave us alone. And if she left us alone, the
Brotherhood couldn’t leverage it against us.”


    “Perhaps not, but then we’d have random sorcerers
roaming around the streets burning down buildings and warping minds and Escar
knows what else,” I said. “I know what you’re capable of, Jorem. You could
literally kill hundreds of people with the flick of your wrist. So could Sobren
Lecasi, by all accounts. The only reason he doesn’t is because we’ve driven him
into the shadows.” 


    “If your strategy was actually working, you
wouldn’t be here right now,” Jorem replied snidely. “You’ve studied sorcerers;
surely you realize how few of us can muster enough power to actually inflict substantial
damage. Most of the kids your ‘sisters’ drag to the Castarium can barely
conjure a puff of smoke in their palm.”


    I could see the rage and bitterness pouring off of
him. Most of the other Senosi would have simply laughed in his face, but I
didn’t find it very amusing. He wasn’t wrong—the vast majority of sorcerers
never learned to develop their powers beyond a few petty parlor tricks. But in
a massive coastal city with tens of thousands of people, several hundred would
inevitably carry the gift…and of those several hundred, several dozen would
inevitably master and abuse it. The Inquisitrix had risen to power precisely
because she offered a solution to a genuine problem. 


    And yet…


    You’ve always found the Castarium dungeons
disturbing. You’ve always found the methods of your sisters appalling. You’ve
allowed yourself to sympathize with your prey, the first and often last mistake
of any true huntress. Vorsalos cannot afford such weakness. And the Inquisitrix
will not abide it. 


    I bit down on my lip and glanced away. “This isn’t
about the Inquisitrix or the Senosi,” I said as much as myself as to him. “This
is about taking down a man who threatens your people as much as mine. You know
the old saying—sometimes enemies are often the most effective allies.”


    “Whoever said that was an idiot,” Jorem muttered.
“Look, I don’t know where Sobren is now, but I have a pretty good guess where
he will be tonight.”


    I raised my eyebrows and started massaging him
again. “I’m listening.”


    “His sycophants always throw him a party whenever
he returns from a trip. His lieutenants will try to assure him that they were
loyal while he was gone, and a bunch of newcomers will try and prove their
usefulness to the organization. It’s the same disgusting little horror show
every time.”


    “Where?”


    Jorem shook his head. “You can’t just barge in
there. The party will have more guards than the Castarium.”


    I leaned forward. “Where?”


    He sighed. “Beneath one of the houses on the
outskirts of the district. The place is basically an underground harem.”


    “A harem?”


    “Your mistress killed the bulk slave trade during
her crackdown, but there are still plenty of customers in Vorsalos. In some
ways, demand is higher now…and the Brotherhood is more than happy to fill the
void. They bring in new girls all the time. Islanders, southerners, even the
occasional elf.” Jorem’s face soured. “They’re Sobren’s personal favorite.”


    I nodded idly. Vorsalos had been a major hub in
the northern slave trade following the Winter War twenty years ago. The flood
of refugees and widows were easy prey for groups like the Brotherhood, and the
coin had made them incredibly powerful. But the Inquisitrix had destroyed most
of their infrastructure during her rise to power, and she had personally beheaded
so many slavers that the fort south of town had been renamed “Slaver’s End.” 


    Still, a niche market endured to this day, mostly
focusing on young women and girls rather than laborers. A few of my Senosi
sisters had actually been rescued from that horrible fate by the Inquisitrix.


    “Perhaps that’s our way in,” I mused. 


    Jorem blinked in confusion. “What?”


    “You’ve obviously been to one of these parties
before. The guards know you; I’m sure they will let you in again.”


    “Did you already forget that I told the
Brotherhood to fuck off? I haven’t done any work for them in months.”


    “But they didn’t kill you for walking away, which
means they still consider you a potential asset. Sobren won’t be the least bit
surprised when you come crawling back to him asking for a second chance.”


    A shadow fell across the sorcerer’s face, and I
could feel the knots of tension twisting in his stomach. “Maybe,” he muttered.
“But just because I can get in doesn’t mean you can.”


    “If the Brotherhood is trying to rekindle the
slave trade, I’m sure they’ll be happy to get their hands on a beautiful local
girl.” I snickered and crossed my legs. “If you think I’m Sobren’s type, maybe
he’ll even want to add me to his harem.”


    Jorem grunted. “He does like brunettes.”


    “Like all sensible men.”


    “But he mostly likes elves. You have the, uh…body…but
you don’t have the ears or the eyes.”


    “Eyes and ears are easy,” I said, rubbing his
testicles more vigorously. “You just need to get me close. Can you do that?”


    Jorem swallowed nervously. “Maybe. But I don’t
think you appreciate just how powerful Sobren is. You’re no match for him.”


    “He’s a sorcerer,” I replied mildly. “He can weave
whatever magic he likes.”


    “I don’t mean him personally—I mean the goons who will
be watching over him. They’re three times your size.”


    “Size is irrelevant. Well, most of the time…” 


    My fingers crawled their way over to his stem. It
had been gradually swelling back to life for the better part of a minute now,
and the head throbbed in anticipation when my fingers curled around the shaft.


    “You don’t understand,” Jorem said between
clenched teeth. “They’re not just random street thugs. He hires professionals
from all across the Northern Reaches.”


    I shrugged. “I’m stronger than any of
them…assuming I’m properly fed. If you’re willing to help me with that,
anything is possible.” I smiled and leaned down over his waist until my lips
were barely an inch from the swollen head. “Do we have a deal?”


    He bit down on his lip and hissed a stream of
curses. “Fine,” he said eventually. “But you had better hold up your end of the
bargain.”


    “I will,” I assured him. “Once Sobren is dead,
I’ll put you on a ship to Highwind myself. But until then, I suggest we
consummate our little alliance. It’s not every a day a Huntress and a sorceress
find common ground.”


    Jorem shook his head. “You really are the craziest
bitch I’ve ever met.”


    I smiled as I reached out with my tongue and
lathered the tip of his cock. I could feel the Aetheric energy welling up
inside him, and my toes curled in anticipation of another feast. But it was the
heady scent of his cock that set fire to my quim. I wanted it inside me so
badly I almost straddled him right then and there. For now, though, I just
needed to give him a taste of things to come…


    I gently kissed the swollen tip then slowly sucked
it between my lips. Jorem’s arms tugged at his restraints, and the gasp that
escaped his lips was so loud, so euphoric, that I was a little surprised
he didn’t paint the roof of my mouth right then and there. I took him in deeper
and deeper by the second, opening my throat as wide as I could to accommodate
his impressive length. He moaned and bucked in rhythm with my movements as I
pulled back, lathered the tip, then inhaled him once again. 


    On impulse, I reached out and unbuckled the strap holding
his right arm in place. I was genuinely curious what he would do. Blasting me
with magic would have been pointless, but he could have attempted to rip free
his other arm or perhaps even reach for one of my weapons. But instead, he did
exactly what I hoped: he stretched out, ran his hand through my thick black
hair, and held me tightly against him. 


    “Fuck!” he breathed. “Here it comes!”


    My fingernails dug into his flesh when the first
jet of his molten seed doused my tonsils. I climaxed even before I extracted
the magic; my muscles seized, my quim melted, and my eyes rolled back into my
head. Every glorious spurt sent another ripple of delight cascading down my
spine. 


    And then I fed. Once I’d finally collected his
entire offering, I pulled away and quickly lifted my head so the liquid could
pool in the back of my throat. While my body devoured every spark of magic
energy, I reflexively slipped my fingers underneath my belt and plunged them
into my sopping quim. I would have fucked anything that moved right now; a
dozen orcs could have burst through the door and I would have gladly sheathed
their massive green cocks one after another.


    “Shit,” Jorem breathed, half in relief and half in
amazement. “Did they teach you that trick in Crazy Bitch school?”


    My eyes fluttered open just long enough that I
caught another glimpse of myself in the mirror. More and more seed frothed out
from the corner of my lips and streamed down to my tits, and my tattoos were blindingly
bright. I had no idea if there was a limit to how much the vatari dust in my
skin could absorb, but I had to be getting close. Every glutton had her limits.


    I desperately wanted to discover mine. 


    “Some things we have to learn for ourselves,” I
said, swallowing every last drop. Even drained of magical energy, his seed was
still intoxicating.  


    Jorem continued shaking his head. “Well…now what?
You keep me chained up here until the party?”


    “As tempting as that is, I understand that all
males eventually need rest,” I said. “Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”
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    Jorem was untied and back out on the streets well
before dawn, and I wondered distantly if my Senosi sisters would be more
appalled by our temporary alliance or the fact I had released a rogue sorcerer into
the wild. He could have easily crawled back into the underworld or tried to
flee the city altogether, and there I was a nontrivial chance that I’d never
see him again. But if this alliance was going to work, I needed to know for a
fact that I could depend on him—a man who scurried back into the shadows now
would be useless when we finally caught up with Sobren Lecasi. 


    I sincerely doubted that would happen, though. I
had always been a good judge of character, and my Senosi training had further
honed my instincts. Jorem was desperate to escape, and he knew that I was his
best option in the long run. Smuggling oneself out of a city like Vorsalos
wasn’t nearly as easy as it seemed, especially without some kind of support.
For many people, the city’s walls were essentially a prison.


    I have him exactly where I want him. 


    I returned to the Castarium before daybreak, and
after a quick (and vague) report I returned to my chambers. Thankfully, the
Senosi weren’t mired in institutional bureaucracy like the army or city guard.
We had enormous operational independence, and aside from occasional meetings
with the Hand we were free to pursue our quarries however we wished. As long as
I dealt with Sobren quickly, I would probably be able to conceal my liaison
with Jorem.


    I was tired enough to sleep, which was surprising;
Senosi didn’t normally require as much rest as other humans, especially when we
had just fed. I wasn’t willing to go under just yet, however, given that my
quim was still burning. I briefly considered bringing myself off but found one
of my sisters instead. Her name was Lasille, and her eighteen year-old body was
a taut, sinewy paradise. She tasted every bit as good as I’d imagined, and
after a solid hour of tongue lashing and finger fucking we collapsed into a
sweaty pile and slept well into the afternoon. We bathed each other shortly
after waking, and I made mental note to find her again later. I had been so
focused on the Brotherhood these last few months that I hadn’t taken the time
to get to know the latest class of recruits. 


    Once I was alone and mostly sated, I finally
started organizing my costume for tonight’s festivities. I had known exactly
which dress I would wear the instant Jorem had mentioned Sobren’s “harem,” and
after slipping it on I spent several minutes appreciating the way the red silk
hugged my curves. It was also scandalously short—no noblewoman in Vorsalos
would dare be caught in such a thing—and the matching heels made my long legs
seem even longer. Every inch of the fabric screamed “bend me over and fuck me,”
which was exactly the message I wanted to convey. The rest was easy. 


    Elven ears were a simple matter of prosthetics, as
were a pair of lenses to color my white sclera. I probably wouldn’t pass for a
full-blooded elf, given my all-too-human face and breasts, but half-breeds were
nearly as coveted in the Northern Reaches. The highborne capital of Nelu’Thalas
was a long way from here, after all, and the surviving Avetharri elves of
Varellon were half a world away. 


    Once the lenses and ears were in place, I added
just enough makeup to complete the illusion. I took pride in the fact I was
every bit as skilled with a crossbow as I was with an eyeshadow brush. Disguises
were the hallmark of every assassin, and the Senosi were no different. For
every one of us skulking across the rooftops with our crossbows prepped and
ready, there were five more embedded in various organizations across the city.
Nobles, guild officers, sailors…despite our reputation, we weren’t just
mage-slayers. The Inquisitrix relied on us to be her eyes and ears as well as
her sword. 


    “Speaking of swords…” I murmured, striding over to
my stash of weapons. Senosi were trained in a wide variety of combat forms,
from fencing to archery and everything in between. I personally preferred my
crossbows, but this dress didn’t have space for a holster. My tiger claws were
out of the question, too. The blades were normally concealed inside my armored
gauntlets, but those didn’t exactly match the rest of my ensemble, either. Even
my slender throwing knives would probably be visible. 


    Thankfully, I still had another option. I pulled a
pair of long, slender needles from the shelf and used them to tie my raven hair
into a bun. To a casual observer, they would look like any other hairpins,
albeit longer and more stylish. But the tiny darts inside were coated with a
magical venom so potent it could anesthetize a troll. Sobren’s human thugs
wouldn’t stand a chance. 


    I completed the outfit with a gem-studded choker
that straddled the line between elegant and kinky. Several of the jewels were
charged vatari crystals, which would give me a reliable source of fuel in case
of an emergency. Just having them next to my skin was enough to give me
goosebumps. 


    After spending a few more minutes primping myself,
I snagged one of the thick cloaks from my armoire, tossed it over my shoulders,
and set back off into the city. The streets were crowded enough that blending
in wasn’t much of a problem; walking in these flimsy heels, on the other hand,
required more of my concentration than I expected. Night had already fallen by
the time I reached my destination, and a smile touched my lips when I spotted
Jorem loitering near the rendezvous. His clothing was a bit nicer than what
he’d been wearing the previous night. The long, gray coat looked good on him.  


    I paused and watched him for a few minutes before
I approached. He was anxious, judging from his incessant pacing and jittery
body language. Not that I blamed him in the slightest; my Senosi sisters
weren’t above using their feminine wiles to seduce young, randy male sorcerers.
Their tortured screams echoed through the Castarium far too often for my
tastes.


    I grimaced at the thought. I really should have
enjoyed watching our prey suffer. Just because I disagreed with some of the
Inquisitrix’s methods didn’t mean I had abandoned her ideology. Sorcerers were
dangerous, and male sorcerers doubly so. They couldn’t be trusted to control
their destructive, rapacious impulses. The Senosi weren’t perfect, but we were
a necessary evil—Vorsalos’s transformation was proof enough of that. Ten years
ago the Brotherhood had controlled half the city, and they’d organized their
slave orgies in broad daylight! Now they had been driven into the bowels of the
underworld, and soon enough my Senosi sisters and I would destroy them
altogether. 


    And all it will cost you is your soul. 


    I closed my eyes and hissed between my teeth. If I
was being honest with myself, my disagreements with the Inquisitrix went far
beyond her “methods,” otherwise I never would have forged an alliance—temporary
or otherwise—with a man like Jorem Farr. I genuinely wanted to help him escape,
and not just because I found him so attractive…though that certainly didn’t
hurt. In many ways, he was the perfect embodiment of everything that was wrong
with our blind anti-sorcery purge. He was dangerous, yes, but he had also spent
the last few months healing impoverished refugees in the slums. He deserved a
different fate than a raping, slaving murderer like Sobren Lecasi. If the
Inquisitrix wouldn’t give it to him, then I would. 


    After I fed off him again, of course. There was no
way in the abyss he was leaving this city before I gorged on his seed again. A
girl needed to have her priorities in order. 


    “You’re early,” I said, slinking out from the
shadows.


    Jorem whipped his head around so fast I was
surprised his neck didn’t pop. “You’re late,” he replied, eyeing my thick
cloak. “I hope you’re not expecting to get into a Brotherhood party dressed
like that.”


    “Are you sure?” I asked, pulling back my hood and
opening the cloak. “Not elven enough for his tastes?”


    His jaw hung open, and I could feel his sorcerous
blood pumping into his cock. I allowed him to leer for a solid thirty seconds
before I covered up. 


    “Not bad,” he squeaked, turning away before I
could see the bulge in his trousers. “Hopefully it’s enough to get us close. There’s
still a decent chance they’ll just try and kill me the moment I open the door.”


    “Let’s hope not…for your sake,” I said. “No
Sobren, no escape to Highwind.”


    Jorem pursed his lips and nodded. “I just realized
you never actually told me your name.”


    “You’re right, I didn’t.”


    He sighed. “So what am I supposed to call you?”


    “‘Mistress’ is probably appropriate, but Valuri is
also fine,” I said with a smirk. I didn’t actually need to be cagey—my name
wasn’t a secret. But I wasn’t about to pass up an opportunity to torment him. 


    “Valuri it is,” he replied. “This way. The
Brotherhood always starts these things early.”


    He escorted me down the street into a residential
area on the edge of the district. Guard patrols were common here, but I
wouldn’t have been surprised if the Brotherhood had paid off half the officers.
The city watch was far less corrupt now than when the Inquisitrix had risen to
power, but that didn’t mean it was nonexistent. Coin was still the one true
power in the multiverse. 


    “Here,” Jorem said, gesturing towards a nearby
building with his chin. “There’s an entrance in back.”


    I nodded and glanced back and forth across the
rooftops. I didn’t spot or sense any stalkers, but that didn’t necessarily mean
they weren’t there. I could already feel the weight of a dozen eyes settling
upon us. 


    “Let me do most of the talking,” he added. “If
things go south…well, I hope you can run in those heels.”


    I smiled and removed my cloak. His lips parted
again, and I could feel his heart pounding as he drank in my slender figure. If
I wasn’t worried about messing up my makeup and false lenses, I would have been
seriously tempted to drop to my knees, pin him against the nearest building,
and coax another steaming batch of his magical seed down my throat. Perhaps
later, when the glow of the vatari dust beneath my skin wouldn’t give me away. 


    “There’s also a real chance the boss isn’t
actually here,” Jorem added as he forcibly dragged his eyes away from me. “If
that’s the case…I don’t know what the hell we’re going to do.”


    “We’ll manage,” I assured him. “Even if Sobren
isn’t around, someone down there will know where he is. All we have to do is
get the right people to talk.”


    “You make it sound so easy.”


    “I can be very persuasive,” I said. “You and I are
working together, aren’t we?”


    He grunted. “In theory. The way I figure it,
there’s still a fifty-fifty chance I end up strapped to a table in the
Castarium surrounded by your cackling sisters.”


    I frowned at the sudden and unexpected knot
twisting in the pit of my stomach. I was genuinely upset that he didn’t believe
me. But why? He was a sorcerer, and I was a Senosi Huntress. Any rational
person in his position would have doubted me no matter how much I tugged and
sucked his cock. The fact he was here should have been good enough. 


    But it’s not, is it? The truth is that he is
your redemption—your proof that you aren’t really as deplorable as the rest of
your sisters. If he doesn’t believe you, then why should you believe yourself?


    “Let’s just get this over with,” Jorem said with a
sigh. 


    I slid my arm into his. “Lead the way.”


    We maneuvered through a narrow alley then looped
around the back of the building. Two of the largest, meanest-looking men I had
ever seen were guarding the hatch of a staircase leading underground. Neither
of them was wearing armor or carrying any visible weapons, though judging from
the numerous scars on their arms and faces they had clearly seen plenty of
battle. 


     “Farr,” one of them snapped in a deep, raspy
voice that almost sounded like he was breathing fire. “What in the bloody hells
are you doing here?”


    “What, I’m suddenly not invited to the big
parties?” Jorem asked with a snort. “I figured your boss would be more grateful
after I saved that shipment from the Glorfinger boys.”


     “He was grateful. That’s why he paid you.” The
speaker crossed his enormous arms and scowled. “You have a lot of guts showing
your face here after you walked away from the Waybrook job. One pretty little
cunt on a leash isn’t going to buy your way back into the boss’s good graces.”


    “No, but I figure it can’t hurt,” Jorem said.
“Consider her a ‘welcome home’ present.”


    The goons took turns leering at me, and I made
sure to clutch Jorem’s arm and keep my eyes on the ground. “You dig yet another
whore out of Maple’s barn uptown?”


    “She’s a dancer fresh off the boat from Greygale looking
for some extra work,” Jorem said, gently lifting my chin so they could get a
good look at my face. “The boss is always looking for new talent. I figured we
could maybe do each other a favor.”


    The second man took a step forward and examined me
more closely, especially my pointed ears. “Boss is busy these days. He doesn’t
have time to inspect all the merchandise himself. Now, if you just leave her
with us for a bit…”


     Jorem snorted. “The moment you touch her, she
loses half her value. No, I think I’ll introduce her myself, thanks. Now, are
you going to open the door or what?”


    The two idiots looked stupid enough that they
might actually put up a fight. My Senosi training kicked in, and I
instinctively mapped out all the ways I could kill them before they caused a
scene. The first one was close enough that I could drive one of my hair needles
through his neck before he screamed, but the second one was more difficult. I
would have to chop his throat to kill his voice before I pulled off my heel
and—


    “Get inside,” the first thug said. “Lucky for you
we’re in generous mood today.”


    “I always knew I was blessed by the gods,” Jorem
muttered. “Come on, sweetheart.”


    We descended the stairwell, and the metal door at
the bottom opened a moment later. A second pair of thugs that every bit as
burly and unhygienic as the last waved us inside, and the sweet, dulcet tones
of a female singer soon filled my ears. I had plenty of experience with
underground clubs—they had always been popular in Vorsalos thanks to the local
bard college—but this was far larger than I had expected. The main room alone
was probably a hundred feet wide and fifty deep, and it was packed wall-to-wall
with some of the best-dressed filth in the entire Northern Reaches.


    “So many slaves,” I whispered incredulously as my
eyes flicked back and forth between all the scantily-clad women attached to the
arms of powerful men. “How did they survive the purge?” 


    “Because organized crime isn’t something you can
just sweep under the rug even when you have a throng of assassins at your beck
and call,” Jorem mumbled. “The purge just transformed Vorsalos from a
destination to a port. Most of these girls won’t be here for long—someone will
slap them on a ship headed south soon enough. These days they’re mostly
islanders. Pirates snag them up and unload them here.” He shook his head. “The
Brotherhood isn’t stupid, no matter what you might think. These people are almost
always one step ahead of whoever is trying to stop the coin flow.”


    I cleared my throat and made certain to keep the reflexive
disgust off my face. Jorem hadn’t been wrong about calling this party an
“orgy.” At least half the guests were openly fucking right now, many with
multiple partners. The floors, the tables, the walls—everywhere seemed like
fair game. Apparently even the singer was on the menu: she had been stripped
topless, and her pale, perky tits were splattered with the seed of half a dozen
different men. Every time she finished a song someone new would lurch up onto
the stage, eagerly fuck her face, and then spray his offering on top of the
others. Thankfully she seemed to be enjoying herself.


    The dense layer of lotus smoke hanging in the air
was far less surprising. The vast majority of strains weren’t any more
intoxicating than ale or mead, but over the years the Brotherhood had found
plenty of ways to increase the addictive potency, often through magical
manipulation. I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if Sobren himself
had invented the process. 


    Jorem made it a point to schmooze with several of
the other guests near the entrance. Most of them knew him by reputation if not
by name, and they were all surprised by his youthful appearance. Apparently he
had run enough errands for the cartel that they all assumed he was ten years
older. Personally, I was far more impressed by his poise—I could feel his heart
pounding whenever he approached a new underboss, but somehow he always kept his
expression and body language firmly under control. 


    Further proof I picked the right man for the
job.


    I tried to remain as quiet and demure as possible,
but the men here didn’t make it easy. Every single one of them grabbed my ass
and ran his hand up my thigh, and a few were bold enough to squeeze my breasts.
One seemed to think he could bend me over a table and fuck my ass right then
and there, but Jorem deftly shifted the conversation before I had to break the
man’s arm. 


    He eventually led me over to an empty table in a
dark corner and gestured for me to take a seat. “This might have been easier if
you’d pretended to be a mercenary,” he grumbled as he took a quick sip from his
wine. “That dress is drawing too much attention.”


    I grinned and crossed my legs. “You like what you
see?”


    “It’s not about me,” he insisted even though he
seemed completely unable to take his eyes off my dangling heels. “The more
people scrutinize us, the more likely they’ll realize something is wrong.”


    “No one has doubted my disguise yet.”


    “That doesn’t mean they never will.” He pursed his
lips. “How in the bloody hell can you walk on those things, anyway?” 


    “Practice,” I said, stretching out my toe so he
could get a long look at my slender calves. “They’re more comfortable than you
think.”


    I let him stew for a minute, keenly aware of how
closely we were being watched. My fake elven ears were the only reason the
other men were keeping their distance—they knew that Jorem would be offering me
up as a prize to their boss. But eventually their lust would overcome their
good sense, and one of them would stumble over and offer me a “job” at a
brothel they owned.


    “You never asked directly about Sobren, and I
still don’t see him anywhere,” I commented. 


    “There’s nothing gangsters love more than being
fashionably late to their own parties,” Jorem said. “He’s probably nearby; he
might even be in one of the back rooms making an early deal with someone. But
I’m sure he’ll make an appearance eventually.”


    I nodded distantly. As entertaining as it was to
be the center of attention, I couldn’t afford to forget that I was on a mission
here. One of the most dangerous men in the Northern Reaches was nearby, and I
was the only one capable of ending his reign of terror for good. Fun would have
to wait. 


    “It will be more difficult to confront him here
surrounded by so many people,” I said, habitually mapping out a plan of attack.
Even if I’d had all my weapons, our odds here wouldn’t have been good. “If you
think he’s hiding in the back rooms, we should confront him there.”


    Jorem turned and looked at me like I was mad.
“That wasn’t the plan.”


    “Plans change,” I countered, standing and taking
his arm again. “His men will think you’re offering me up to him in private. I
doubt they’ll give us any trouble.”


    “What if they do?” he asked pointedly. “I still
don’t think you appreciate the type of person he hires to protect him. His
personal bodyguards will make those men outside look like schoolgirls.”


    “I can handle them,” I promised. “Don’t worry.”


    Jorem sighed, and I could feel the nervous flutter
of his heart. “Sobren might not even be here. There’s no way to know without—”


    “He’s here,” I said. “Now come on. It’s time to
fulfill your end of the bargain.”


    Jorem hesitated, and for a fraction of a second I
wondered if he might try something unbelievably stupid in a last ditch attempt
to back out of our deal. But then he abruptly nodded, took a deep breath, and
escorted me towards the back room behind the stage and gambling tables. 


    “Where do you think you’re going, kid?” one of
other brutes standing near the door called out when we got too close. 


    “I’m delivering a present to the boss,” Jorem
said, running his hand along my cheek again. “I’d let you try her out, but I
doubt he’d approve.”


    The brute snorted. He was every bit as burly as
the men in front—I honestly wondered if Sobren had discovered a way to
magically copy his favorite goons over and over. 


    “You can wait,” the man growled. “The boss will be
here soon.”


    Jorem smiled tightly, and I felt his blood pump faster
as he reached out to the Aether. My hunger flared up in response. For a Senosi,
standing next to an active channeler was like forcing a starving man to smell
freshly-baked bread. My mouth watered, and I had to consciously hold myself
back…


    “He’ll be happy to see me, I promise,” Jorem said
as he wove his charm spell. “Who knows? Maybe he’ll let you have some fun with
her once he’s finished.”


    The thug blinked a few times before he flashed me
a disgusting, mostly toothless smile. “Go on,” he said, grabbing a handful of my
flesh as we walked past. 


    “Nice work,” I said once we were alone. “Though
you just proved why people with your powers can’t be allowed to roam free.”


    “Next time I’ll just hand you over to him and run
the other way,” Jorem grumbled. “I figured you’d want to get in here without
making a scene. The closer we get to Sobren before everything goes to shit, the
better.”


    I could feel the tension building in his muscles, and
I found myself wanting to assuage his fears somehow. I didn’t understand the
impulse. I had never been fond of coddling anyone, not even my Senosi sisters.
So why in the abyss did I feel compelled to soothe a sorcerer?


    “Just hang back and stay calm,” I told him, plucking
the tiny charged vatari crystal from my necklace and crushing it in my palm.
The trapped Aetheric energy flowed through me, and the entire world suddenly
seemed like it was moving in slow motion. “I’ll take care of everything.”


    Taking a deep breath, I pulled one of the needles
from my hair and concealed the sharp tip in my palm just before we approached a
large metal door at the end of an otherwise empty corridor. The two men
standing outside weren’t dressed for the party—they were clad head-to-toe in
thick plate armor, and they pointed their halberds at us the instant we approached
the door.


    “Who the bloody hell let you back here?” one of
them growled.  


    “We have an appointment with your boss,” I said,
smiling and uncurling my arm from Jorem. “I’m supposed to entertain him before
the party.”


    The man snorted. “He has plenty of entertainment
already.”


    “That’s too bad,” I said, inching forward another
step until Jorem was behind me. “I guess I’ll have to entertain the two of you
instead.”


    I moved. I slipped inside the first man’s guard
before he realized what was happening, and I drove the concealed needle in my
palm into the narrow gap between his armor and gorget. A crimson geyser erupted
from his throat, but I was already spinning away before he could clutch at the
wound. 


    His partner was faster—the man managed to ready
his halberd and jab at me with the spike crowning the blade. My Senosi reflexes
were more than a match for even the quickest human, however, especially since I
had just fed. I dodged his attack, lunged inside his guard, and jabbed the
needle through the visor of his helmet. His horrified shrieks were so loud that
everyone in the party probably heard him, but we were past the point of
subtlety. Sobren Lecasi was just beyond this door, and nothing in the
multiverse would keep me from my prey. 


    “Oh, gods,” Jorem stammered, covering his face and
turning away from the gore. 


    “Just stay back,” I warned. I grabbed the door’s
iron handle and pulled with every ounce of my Senosi strength, ripping it off
its hinges as easily as if I’d been a stone giant. Bracing myself for the
worst, I tucked my legs into my chest and rolled inside. 


    The maneuver saved my life.  While I tumbled end
over end, I heard the click of multiple crossbows and felt the whistle
of air in my ears as the bolts streaked past my head. But when I finally popped
back to my feet, I was greeted by the weathered, bearded face of the most
wanted man in the whole city. As his thugs reloaded, Sobren Lecasi thrust out
his hand and conjured sparks of electricity—


    And then realized his mistake an instant before
the lightning left his palm. 


    “Senosi!”


    The word was as much of a command as it was a
revelation. He had evaded my sisters long enough to understand the danger of
our powers as well as anyone—he knew that if he blasted me, I would only grow
more powerful. But he also knew that his only alternative was to flee, and so
that’s exactly what he did. 


    Shifting his aim to the desk in front of him, he
unleashed a sudden gust of wind powerful enough to rip it from the floor and
hurl it towards me. I leapt straight upwards, but I was a fraction of a second
too slow—the desk caught my foot and tripped me in mid-air, and if not for my
Senosi durability I would have shattered my forearms when I crashed back to the
floor.


    Sobren had already dashed through a hidden door in
the back of the room by the time I regained my balance. I tumbled forward as another
crossbow bolt whooshed past my head, and I growled in annoyance when the
two remaining guards shifted to block my path. I looked up just in time to
watch the one who hadn’t fired line up a shot straight for my face—


    At which point a bolt of lightning arced across
the room and struck him squarely in the chest. He slammed into the wall and
slumped over, and I risked a quick glance back over my shoulder to see Jorem standing
there, his fingers still crackling with energy. Unfortunately, the last guard
had also noticed the new target. His repeating crossbow clicked as the
cartridge reloaded, and he pointed the weapon at the sorcerer and fired. 


    I have no idea why I did what I did. The
distraction gave me the perfect opportunity to lunge forward and kill the
guard, and I could have easily followed Sobren and probably overtaken him. The
safety of a fugitive sorcerer shouldn’t have been my concern—if Jorem died in
the pursuit of my real target, so be it. The Inquisitrix would have been
thrilled on two fronts. 


    But apparently I wasn’t willing to make that
sacrifice. I dove protectively in front of Jorem just in time for the crossbow
bolt to pierce my chest instead of his. The pain didn’t hit me until after I
had fallen to the ground, and when I glanced down I saw a veritable river of
blood hemorrhaging from my chest. I probably wouldn’t die—the charged vatari
crystal had given me more than enough strength to endure punishment that would
kill a normal human—but it was still a far more severe a wound than when Jorem
had shot me yesterday. I gasped for breath even as he blasted the last guard,
and in between long, languid blinks I saw him leaning down over me, his lips
moving as if he were trying to say something…


    And then the darkness overwhelmed me. 
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    I awoke atop a hard wooden table inside a dank,
dimly-lit room. When I tried to sit up, I belatedly realized that my wrists and
ankles were tied down. My first thought was that Sobren’s goons had captured
me, but I quickly dismissed the idea. The Brotherhood wouldn’t have bothered
taking a Senosi prisoner—they would have just slit my throat and dumped me off
the pier. 


    “You’re safe. For the moment, anyway.”


    I licked at my dry lips and craned my neck
backwards until I could see Jorem lurking behind me in the shadows. The two of
us were alone, as far as I could tell. 


    “I would have tried to heal you myself, but you’re
immune to restorative magic too,” he said, stepping forward just enough that I
could see his face. “Not that it matters. By the time I got you out of there
your wounds had already sealed shut. Sadly, your dress isn’t so lucky.”


    I flexed against my restraints. The leather straps
binding my wrists weren’t particularly thick, and under normal circumstances I
could have ripped them apart with ease. But regeneration took an enormous
amount of energy, and I was completely tapped. My skin was pale, my throat was parched,
and I had no doubt that my eyes were bloodshot. Worst of all, the pangs of my
Senosi hunger were getting worse and worse by the second. I could feel Jorem’s
heartbeat from here, and I would have given just about anything for a single
drop of his blood…


    “Sobren…” I rasped. 


    “He’s long gone. More of his thugs showed up after
you went under, but they weren’t prepared to face a sorcerer without their
boss.” Jorem grunted and shuffled forward until he was standing over me.
“Welcome to my home. It’s not exactly a palace, but thanks to your kind the
cistern is the only safe place to live.”


    I locked eyes with him. “Release me.”


    “You mean you can’t bust out yourself?” he asked,
folding his arms across his chest. “You ripped an iron door off its hinges.”


    “Because I had just fed,” I said, struggling to produce
enough spit to actually swallow. My throat felt it like was clogged with dust,
and my hands were trembling. If I didn’t feed soon, the tremors would spread
through the rest of my body.


    “I wondered about that,” Jorem said. “There are
all kinds of rumors in the underworld here. Some people say that when the
Inquisitrix wants to punish one of her Senosi, she doesn’t bother locking them
or whipping them. She just chains them up somewhere in the Castarium and lets
their hunger consume them from within. It sounds pretty nasty until you think
about the way they treat innocent sorcerers.”


    I tried and failed to swallow again. “I already
promised that I wouldn’t harm you as long you held up your end of the bargain.”


    “True, but that was before you started shaking
like a lotus addict.”


    “There is another charged crystal in my necklace,”
I told him. “What did you do with it?”


    “It didn’t make it,” he said. “Neither did that
needle you used to rip out the throats of all those men.”


    I hissed between my teeth. “Then I need your help.
Please, I only need a few drops…”


    “I’d rather keep my blood, thanks.” His lips
curled into a dark smile. “Do you have any idea how much coin I could make if I
turned you over to the Brotherhood right now? Or any other gang, for that
matter? I bet they would pay me just for the pleasure of watching you suffer.”


    I grimaced. I had never been one to panic even in
the midst of a losing battle, but suffering through the pants of Senosi hunger
was different. I would rather been stabbed to death by a thousand swords than left
to rot from within. 


    “If you wanted me dead, you could have just left
me with the Brotherhood,” I said, glancing down to the tattered remnants of my
dress. “Why did you bring me here?”


    “Why did you leap in front of that crossbow bolt?”
he countered. 


    I pursed my lips. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “A
moment of weakness, I guess.”


    “Apparently those are going around.”


    I struggled against my restraints again, acutely
aware of how closely this situation mirrored our first encounter last night. Turnabout
may have been fair play, but fairness was overrated. Winning was a lot more
fun. 


    Jorem grunted softly as he paced around me.
“Honestly, you look like you’re in pretty bad shape, but I’m really not
interested in bleeding myself out just so you can get a quick meal.”


    “All you have to do is cast a spell on me,” I
said. “A spark of electricity, a puff of flame…anything.”


    “I could do that, but channeling runs the
risk of getting caught by your sisters. You can all sense when a sorcerer draws
power from the Aether, can’t you?”


    “Yes,” I said, wondering how much I should
actually tell him. Our ability to track sorcerers through the Aether greatly
exaggerated—the Inquisitrix had started the rumor as a pure fear tactic. If
they all thought we’d show up at their doorstep when they wove a spell, they
would be much less likely to abuse their power. 


    In truth, our range was severely limited. My eyes
could piece any illusion and my skin could absorb a bolt of lightning, but I
couldn’t actually track a channeler across the city just because they had cast
a single spell. Jorem could have known that…or he could have been toying with
me. It was impossible to tell.  


    “Then I’m not sure what else I can do to help
you,” he said, tracing his fingers along the length of my forearm. The tiny
hairs on my skin stood at his touch, and my hunger cried out for the blood in
his veins. “I guess you’re out of luck.”


    He knows exactly what he can do, but he wants
me to beg for it. He wants to debase and humiliate one of the women who have
made his life a living hell. 


    I almost grinned despite myself. I should have
been furious, but for some twisted reason I actually respected him more
for playing me like this. It was exactly what I would have done—it was exactly
what I had already done. 


    “I saved your life,” I said. “I could have let
that man kill you.”


    “The only reason he was shooting at me was because
of you,” Jorem pointed out. “Sorry, sweetheart, but you don’t get to play that
card.”


    I bit down on my lip, imagining all the ways I was
going to get revenge on him later. The instant he fed me, I would have the
strength to break free…but of course he already knew that. The fact he was
still here meant he was just playing a twisted little game to amuse himself. 


    That should infuriate me, but instead it’s just
making me wet. Why?


     “You can do whatever you want to me,” I said,
spreading my knees as far apart as I could with the restraints. “But
please…please just give me what I need.”


    The faintest hint of a smile touched his lips. “And
what’s that?”


    “Your seed!” I shouted. “Please, give me your
seed!”


    His smile widened devilishly. “You’ve no idea how
much I wish my friends could hear that. A Senosi whore begging for her prey to
fuck her…”


    Jorem dragged his hands further up my thigh and
beneath my dress. I moaned uncontrollably when his fingertips traced along the
outside of my panties. 


    “Gods, you’re already soaked,” he said. “Do you
always get this wet when you’re hungry?”


    “Please,” I begged again. I pawed at the bulge in
his trousers with the tips of my fingers. “Please, just give it to me…”


    After staring at me for another moment, Jorem
abruptly ripped my panties in half and pushed my skirt all the way up to my
stomach. I kept my knees opened wide when he stripped off his trousers, and I
fully expected him—and I desperately wanted him—to dive on top of me and
ram his stiff, throbbing cock into my cunt. But he didn’t.


    He crawled up onto the bed, wedged himself between
my legs, and dragged his cock across the full length of my sodden slit. He
eased the tip inside slowly, tortuously, until I began to whimper so pitifully
it was genuinely embarrassing. A bloody sorcerer was humiliating me, but I
didn’t care in the slightest. If anything, it was just making my quim burn even
more. 


    “How can anyone this wet also be this tight?”
Jorem asked, clenching his teeth. “I guess if you have a figure like an elf,
you’re bound to have a cunt like one too.”


    “Please!” I gasped. “Please fuck me!”


    He ignored my protests and continued sliding into
my inch by throbbing inch. Once he had finally buried himself to the hilt, he
pulled back out and did it again. 


    “The way I figure it, you can’t feed if I don’t
cum, right?” he asked. “So I might as well take my time.”


    I tugged against my restraints, but I could have
sworn I was growing weaker by the second. I clenched and unclenched my
abdominal muscles, hoping to milk the seed out of him. But he kept up his slow,
languid pace, and every once in a while he even stopped to enjoy my smoldering
embrace.


    He couldn’t last forever, though, not even like
this. I felt a climax building within him, and I braced myself for the coming
flood. The things I was going to do to him once I had my strength back…


    “Fuck, I could do this all day,” he cooed. “You
ready for it, sweetheart?”


    I nodded frantically. “Yes. Yes, please!”


    “Well, too bad,” he said, abruptly pulling out and
pushing my knees together. “You’ll have to work a bit harder than that.” 


    He crawled up onto the table and straddled my
stomach. My breath caught in my throat, and my toes curled in anticipation at
what he might do. I didn’t completely understand why—I was the Huntress, and he
was the prey. I enjoyed being in control. I enjoyed watching his body twist and
writhe uncontrollably at my touch. I enjoyed the power of knowing how much a
man wanted me and how easily I could deny him. But this…I had never been a
man’s mercy like this before. 


    And I had never realized how much I liked it. 


    Without warning, Jorem grabbed the torn fabric of
my dress and ripped it open, freeing my breasts. I gasped uncontrollably when
his lips kissed my nipples, and then again when his hands squeezed them
together. All the while I felt his raging hard cock press deeper into my
stomach. I closed my eyes and bit down on my lip as the first tremors of a
climax shuddered through me…


    But then he stopped. My eyes fluttered back open,
and I saw him grinning down at me. He knew how desperate I was, and he seemed
determined to deny my release over and over.


    Clever boy.


    After leaving me paralyzed and breathless for
several seconds, he eventually shuffled forward until his cock was dangling
right in front of my lips. I could feel the blood rushing through the stem; I
could feel the first drops of seed yearning to escape the tip. And I had never
wanted anything more in my life. 


    “There’s only one way you’re getting fed today,”
Jorem said. “Do you still want it?”


    “Yes,” I whimpered.


    “Then beg for it. Tell me that you want my cock.”


    “I want your cock.”


    “Tell me that you need my cock.”


    “I need your cock!”


    He leaned forward and placed a hand on either side
of my head. “Tell me that you want me to fuck your face.”


    “Fuck my face!” I pleaded. “Fuck it like a cunt!”


    He did. The head of his thick member slipped
effortlessly between my lips, but he didn’t stop there—he kept pushing deeper
and deeper, utterly unconcerned by my gaping eyes or choking gurgles. I relaxed
my throat as much as I could when the tip slid past my tonsils, but he wasn’t
done. He pinched my nostrils shut and sneered. 


    “Air or seed…I wonder which one you need more?” he
asked. “I guess we’re about to find out.”


    He pounded me so hard the only sound I could hear
over my pleading gasps was the rhythmic slapping of his testicles on my chin. I
couldn’t move; I couldn’t breathe. I was completely at his mercy. 


    And I loved every second of it. 


    “Feeding time,” he blurted out, yanking his cock
free a moment before I suffocated. I gasped desperately for breath, wondering
why he hadn’t flooded my throat. I didn’t figure it out until he grabbed ahold
of his shaft and started frantically pumping right in front of my face.  


    I climaxed the instant the first searing jet splashed
against my cheek. Every muscle in my body seemed to heave at once, and I barely
even felt his second, third, or forth volley splatter across my nose and
drizzle down my lips into my gaping mouth. Desperate for sustenance, my Senosi
hunger began siphoning the latent magical energy from his seed before I even
knew what was happening. My quim burned, my toes curled, and my eyes rolled
back into my head. 


    “Holy shit,” Jorem gasped. 


    His voice echoed as if he were shouting across a
great distance. My mind left my body entirely. I had never been this euphoric
after feeding before, not even when I had been magic-starved for a week back at
the academy. His seed was so rich, so pure, that was like I was drinking
from a fount of pure Aetheric energy…


    My eyes finally flicked back open, and I could see
their luminous green reflection on the buckles of Jorem’s tunic. He reflexively
scooched backwards, his now flaccid cock drawing a line of residual seed
between my breasts. As his lust subsided, fear quickly took its place. 


    “Uh oh,” he muttered. 


    Snarling, I leaned up and snapped out of my
restraints with ease. 


    I leaned up and snapped through my restraints with
ease. He tried to leap off me, but I wasn’t about to let him get away so
easily. Grabbing onto the collar of his tunic, I whirled off the wooden table
and slammed him down in my place. He cried out in shock, but before he could
speak a word of protest I shuffled forward, swung my leg over his head, and
lowered my sopping wet cunt onto his face. 


    At this point, I was so hot that I would have
gladly suffocated him with my thighs if it forced his tongue into my slit for
even a fraction of a second, but thankfully he didn’t resist. He eagerly sucked
my clit into his mouth, and his tongue thrashed against me with every bit as
much skill and vigor as one of my Senosi sisters. I threw my head back and
cried out in pleasure even as I licked the beady strands of seed from my lips.


    When the last waves of ecstasy finally shuddered
through my body, I slumped forward and panted for breath. His semi-rigid cock
stirred just a few inches from my lips, and I stared down at it in wonder. I
had always enjoyed the brutish, primal sensation of a thick member sliding
through my lips and pounding my throat, but I couldn’t believe how much I had
enjoyed feeling its hot gratitude spackle my face. He had effectively turned my
body into a towel. It was so unbelievably degrading.


    Maybe that’s the point.


    “Gods damn it,” I said, holding my quim against
his face for another few moments before I finally lifted my leg and pivoted
around. His cheeks and lips were glistening with my juices, and we started down
at other, completely expressionless, for a solid thirty seconds. 


    And then we laughed. Together. 


    “I had a feeling you’d like it rough,” Jorem said.
“Bad girls always do.”


    I wiped the last bit of his seed from my face and
shoveled it into my mouth. Even drained of their Aetheric energy, the thick
strands were still intoxicating. He didn’t have a mirror nearby, so I could
only imagine how shamelessly whorish I looked right now. Hair tousled,
eyeshadow smeared, chin dripping…


    He slowly shook his head. “I admit, I didn’t think
you could feed that way. I figured I’d be able to have a bit more fun before
you escaped.”


    “It’s even easier to feed through the skin than
the mouth,” I lied. I wasn’t sure why, but it seemed like a reasonable excuse
for my back-breaking climax. What kind of girl had an orgasm just because a man
dumped his seed on her?


    Me, apparently. 


    Jorem watched in stunned silence as I licked
myself clean. I don’t know how much time passed, but he eventually slumped down
next to me and sighed. 


    “So now what?” he asked. “Sobren’s long gone, and
the Brotherhood is probably looking for us.”


    I paused and glanced around. The total lack of
sunlight down here made it impossible to tell how long I had been out. “What
time is it?”


    “Late morning, give or take. Long enough for them
to move everything of value out of that den…and to tell every bounty hunter in
the city that Jorem Farr brought a Senosi right to their boss’s doorstep.” 


    “We killed the guards, and from the sound of it you
caused a big enough ruckus to escape in the confusion. They might not blame
you.”


    “Every single person in that place got a nice,
long look at my face. They’ll remember, trust me.”


    “You were already on their bad side and you
managed just fine.”


    He snorted contemptuously. “I live in the fucking
cistern, sweetheart. Just because the Brotherhood wasn’t actively trying to
kill me doesn’t mean they were leaving me alone. They blacklisted me—I couldn’t
get a job in this city to save my life. Did you really think I was healing
refugees in the warrens out of the goodness of my heart?”


    I frowned as he ran his hands back through his
short hair. I felt legitimate sympathy for him, which was annoyingly out of
character for me. I wasn’t sure why, but I continued treating him differently
than every other man I’d ever met. Apparently a handsome face and a big cock
were all it took to get on my good side. 


    “Since I failed to help you bring in Sobren, I
assume you’re about to tell me that our deal is off,” Jorem went on. “Which
means I am officially fucked.”


    “The deal’s not off,” I assured him. “I’ve never
given up on a hunt before and I don’t intend to start now. We just need to come
up with a new plan of attack.”


    He eyed me curiously for a moment, his expression
unreadable. “Aren’t your superiors going to be pissed at you?”


    “No,” I said with far more confidence than I felt.
If the Brotherhood started spreading rumors about a known sorcerer like Jorem
Farr working with a Senosi, it wouldn’t take long for my sisters to put two and
two together. I needed to get ahead of this while I still could. “But I will
need to head back and give the Inquisitrix a report soon. In the meantime, you
can try and find another lead.”


    “Weren’t you listening?” Jorem asked, leaning up.
“Sobren will have every one of his goons out there looking for me. I’m fucked.”


    “Any sorcerer who has managed to survive in this
city for as long as you have must have some tricks up his sleeve,” I said. “And
I’m sure you still have a few contacts left. Otherwise maybe I should break off
our deal.”


    His eyes widened ever so slightly, and I could
tell he was still trying to decide whether or not he could trust me. I couldn’t
help but wonder what would ultimately make a bigger difference: the fact that I
had taken a crossbow bolt for him, or the fact he had just spilled a gallon of
his seed all over my tits and face. 


    “There might be one last thing I can try,” Jorem
said eventually. “But I’ll need a little time. Probably a few days at least.”


    “You have one,” I told him. “I’ll meet you
back here tomorrow morning.”


    “And if I don’t have a lead for you?”


    “Then you will no longer be useful to me.” I
paused and glanced down at his cock. “Not as useful as I’d like, anyway. Even
the best food gets stale after a while…and then you have no choice but to throw
it away.”


    His lip twitched as he struggled to decide whether
or not I was serious. “For the record, I still think you’re the craziest bitch
I’ve ever met.”


    I smiled. “Never forget it.”
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    I arrived back in the Castarium about an hour
later, and I headed straight for my personal chambers. I had planned to slip out
of sight as quickly as possible, but on the way I heard several of my fellow
Huntresses gossiping about the previous night’s events. Apparently the rumors
were spreading even faster than I’d thought. They whispered about an
assassination attempt on Sobren Lecasi, though they didn’t seem to know any
details beyond the fact that one of our kind was involved. That was
good…probably. 


    After cleaning up in my room—and confirming that I
did indeed look like a mess—I washed up again in the public bath before slipping
back into my regular armor. I probably should have tried to get some sleep
instead, but I wasn’t tired. Besides, I had to work to do. 


    I reopened my door, planning to head straight for
the Sentry Tower to see if the Spymistress had learned anything useful. But
before I even set foot in the corridor a tall, purple-robed woman rounded the
corner and raised her silver gauntlet. 


    “Huntress Valuri,” she said in a deep, gravelly
voice. “Her Exaltedness will be pleased to learn that you have returned.”


    I froze in place and bit down on my lower lip,
mostly to keep myself from swearing. I never liked dealing with the Sanctori
under the best of circumstances, let alone when they caught me at a
disadvantage like this. 


    “I am ready to serve, as always,” I said. “But I
just returned a few minutes ago, and I was hoping to—”


    “I am afraid Her Exaltedness is not willing to
wait,” the woman insisted. “You will accompany me to the audience chamber.
Now.”


    My heart skipped at least two beats. While the
Senosi were the Inquisitrix’s personal infiltrators and assassins, the Sanctori
were her bodyguards and enforcers. They were trained almost exclusively in
close-range combat, and they underwent the same vatari bonding ritual that we
did. They didn’t technically outrank us—we all served at the pleasure of the
Inquisitrix and her Hand—but ignoring the request of a Sanctori was…unwise, to
say the least. 


    “Of course,” I said, forcing a smile. “Please,
lead the way.”


    The woman turned on a booted heel, and I dutifully
followed her across the Castarium. Despite my best efforts to remain focused,
my mind raced through all the ways this could go horribly wrong. Did she know
about my failure last night? Did she know that I was working with a sorcerer?
Was she planning on punishing me for putting the Brotherhood on alert and
possibly ruining our one and only chance to cripple them for good?


    I had nearly worked myself into a frenzy by the
time we crossed the courtyard and arrived at the gate. Two more Sanctori opened
the door for me, their golden-tipped spears glinting in sunlight. I crossed
through the chamber quickly, wincing at the surprisingly loud click of
my stiletto heels reverberating off the walls, before I finally dropped to my
knees and bowed before my mistress. 


    “It is good to see you again, my child,” the
Inquisitrix said, her husky voice as cool and imposing as ever. “According to
your Senosi sisters, you’ve been quite busy of late.”


    “Yes, Your Exaltedness,” I replied. “Every day I
grow closer and closer to presenting you with Sobren Lecasi’s head.”


    “So you say—so many of your sisters have said. And
yet still he eludes all of you. It is…disappointing.”


    I forced myself to breathe steadily and keep my
eyes upon the floor. The Inquisitrix rarely raised her voice, but that didn’t
mean she wasn’t angry. Her rage had always been more like a smoldering ember
than an uncontrolled wildfire.


    “One of your sisters heard a rumor that a
Brotherhood gambling den was attacked last night,” she went on. “I assume you
are responsible?”


    “Yes, Your Exaltedness.”


    “I see. You may rise.”


    Taking a deep breath to brace myself, I slowly
glanced up and returned to my feet. The Inquisitrix remained motionless on her
throne, her sleek, silver gauntlets folded in her lap and her long,
leather-encased legs crossed. She was an imposing figure in her own right, and
not just because of the ceremonial blades jutting out from her shoulders or the
enchanted battle-robe encasing her statuesque figure. Few women in this part of
the world could match her imposing height, and none projected the same aura of
menace. Curiously, I had never actually seen her true face; she wore her
featureless silver mask wherever she went, a testament to the time she had
spent among the Dragon Brides of Varellon. The white streaks in her otherwise
red hair were the only clues hinting at her true age. 


    The Inquisitrix’s rule over Vorsalos was
unquestioned these days, but that hadn’t been the case back when I had been a
little girl. She had fought a long and brutal war against the other factions in
the city, and she had ultimately been victorious thanks to the support of the
people. A generation of murderous, pillaging men like Sobren Lecasi had made
sorcerers an easy target. She had leveraged that hatred and promised the people
of Vorsalos a cure. 


    Namely, us. 


    “Your sisters do not believe you are capable of
handling this man alone,” the Inquisitrix said after another moment. “After
your latest failure, I am inclined to agree.”


    “Sobren will not escape me again,” I promised. “I
still have a lead—his trail isn’t cold.”


    “Then perhaps your sisters should help you follow
it. Faith just returned, as did Nelthara. You could ask them to—”


    “I don’t need their help,” I replied a little too
quickly. Even though the Inquisitrix didn’t move, I swore I could feel the
temperature in the room dropping. “Adding another Huntress would only make this
more difficult. I just need a little more time.”


    The longer the silence lingered, the harder my
heartbeat pounded in my ears. If the Inquisitrix insisted that Faith or any of
my other sisters help me, then Jorem was finished. The instant they saw him
they would tie him and down and bleed him for information…and not in the fun
way. 


    I knew I shouldn’t have cared. He was still a
sorcerer, after all, and he had the power to ruin countless lives if left to
roam free. I had no business protecting him no matter how much I had enjoyed
fucking him or feeding off his seed. No cock was worth risking my position, no
matter how long and hard and perfect…. 


     “You have never failed me before, child,” the
Inquisitrix said after another long pause. “But there is always a first time.”


    She casually lifted her left gauntlet. My tattoos
abruptly flared to life, and my arms froze in place at my side. I tried to gasp
in shock only to realize I had no control over my lungs; I had no control over anything
below my neck. The vatari dust woven into my skin obeyed her and her alone. I
was effectively her puppet. 


    “Perhaps you need a reminder of where your
loyalties lie,” the Inquisitrix said. “Whom do you serve?”


    “You, mistress,” I mouthed, unable to summon
enough air to actually speak. “Always you.”


    “I have gifted you with powers beyond anything the
people of Vorsalos have ever known,” she said. “You are my Huntress. You are my
Champion. You are the unquestioning symbol of my authority. Do you understand
what this means?”


    I tried and failed to nod. My vision was already
spackled with black spots, and I could feel my consciousness slipping away
second by second. 


    “It means that I must trust you completely,” the
Inquisitrix said. “When you leave this chamber, you are my voice and my blade.
You are my instrument of justice and order. If we are going to save this world
from chaos, we must act as one. Always as one.”


    “Yes….mistress…”


    And suddenly, I was free. I collapsed onto my
hands and knees, frantically gasping for breath. The Inquisitrix hadn’t exerted
her control over me in several years, but it was a humbling reminder of the
limits—and the price—of my awesome power. 


    “I trust that you will not falter,” she said,
lowering her gauntlet. The rest of her body hadn’t so much as twitched; she
seemed more like an ice sculpture than a real person. “Not when we are this
close to victory.”


    “I won’t, Your Exaltedness,” I promised, my voice
sounding hollow to my own ears. “You will have Sobren Lecasi’s head soon. I swear
it.”


    “Very well. Then go, and do not return until you
have found your prey.”


    I bowed again, my entire body trembling beneath
her gaze. I stood and slinked out of the chamber, still gasping for the breath
when I passed the Sanctori and entered the courtyard. I didn’t dare look at or
speak to anyone on the way back to my room, at which point I slammed the door
behind me and glared into the mirror above my bed. 


    She doesn’t know about my deal with Jorem or
she never would have let me leave. But she obviously suspects something, and
that’s bad enough. You should just drag him back to the Castarium now and get
this over with. You should abandon this horrible plan before you get yourself
killed.


    “Fuck,” I hissed, closing my eyes and balling my
hands into fists. I had known from the beginning that Jorem was nothing but a
means to an end. If I’d had any sense, I would have allowed that Brotherhood
thug to shoot him last night. I could have pursued Sobren and ended his reign
of terror right then and there. How many people had he killed in the past few
decades? How many lives has he ruined? I could have avenged them all, but
instead I had decided to take a bolt for a man—a sorcerer!—who I barely even
knew. 


    Scowling, I drew my crossbow. I almost shot the
mirror off its hooks, but I snarled and chucked the weapon onto my bed instead.
What in the bloody hell had gotten into me? I never hesitated like this. I
never doubted myself like this. From the first moment the Sanctori had opened
the gates and walked me into the Castarium, I’d had a clear, consistent
purpose. 


    Unlike most of the other Huntresses, I hadn’t been
rescued from abuse or poverty or slavery. I had volunteered to join the
regime the instant I’d turned thirteen. I had always supported the Inquisitrix
and her quest for law and order, even back when I barely understood what those
things meant. Rogue sorcerers and their uncontrolled magic had done enough
damage to this city for two lifetimes.


    And yet…


    They aren’t all alike, no matter how much
easier that would be. Jorem Farr is not Sobren Lecasi. Whatever his motives, he
has probably saved more lives with his healing magic than any priest in
Highwind. Should he be killed for that “crime?” And what about all the other
children he mentioned, the adepts captured by groups like the Brotherhood and
forced into servitude? Did they deserve death and torment as well?


    And what about the Inquisitrix herself?


    I swallowed and glanced down at my bare midriff.
My tattoos had faded, but I could still feel a fragment of the Inquisitrix’s
power crawling around inside me. She was a sorceress too, obviously, though her
powers weren’t like any other channeler I had ever known. I should have been
immune to her magic, but somehow I was actually more vulnerable to it.
Didn’t that make her the enemy as well? Didn’t it make her a giant hypocrite,
at the very least?


    Does it matter? Without her, this city falls
back into chaos. Without her, even more vulnerable people will be tormented by
vile men like Sobren Lecasi. 


    “Without her,” I whispered, “I am nothing.”


     


    ***


     


    Vorsalos’s sprawling aqueduct system was
practically a second city. The labyrinthine tunnels had been a haven for
fugitives, slavers, and lotus smugglers for decades, and even the current
regime had never had the resources or personnel to properly flush all of them
out. Jorem had made his home in an out-of-the-way cubby that wasn’t actually on
any of the original designs, and I retraced my steps to avoid all the traps he
had placed along the way. 


    I arrived in the middle of the night several hours
before our scheduled rendezvous, partially because I wanted to surveil him and
partially because I really didn’t want to spend any more time in the Castarium
than I had to. I half expected him to be waiting at the door to his cubby with
a crossbow in his hand, but to my surprise he was actually sleeping like a
normal person. 


    So either he’s a total fool or he trusts me not
to murder him. And since I know that any sorcerer who has survived into his
twenties can’t be a fool… 


    I choked back another wave of self-disgust as I
camped in the shadows of the cubby and watched him. A few hours ago, I had
almost talked myself into striding in here and shooting him just to get the
Inquisitrix’s noose off my neck. I probably couldn’t find Sobren without him,
but at least then I could go and work with Faith or Nelthara or whoever
guilt-free. Failure was far more palatable than betrayal.


    But I wasn’t actually going to do that, of course,
especially now that I was here in person looking at him again. There was
something about him, something I couldn’t explain. From the first moment I had
started shadowing his movements across the city, I had felt a connection
with him. At first I had just assumed it was my hunger talking, but this went
beyond mere gluttony or even lust. I had been genuinely flirting with him at
that Brotherhood party, and not just because I enjoyed wrapping men around my
finger. I genuinely wanted him to trust me. I wanted him to like me. 


    What in the bloody hells was going on?


    “You’re early,” Jorem said into the silence. 


    I frowned, amazed that he had spotted me. “Did you
find another lead or not?”


    He rolled over and looked into the shadows where I
was hiding. “I did. It’s something of a long-shot, but I figure it’s better
than nothing at this point.”


    Taking a deep breath, I hopped down from my perch
and approached the side of his bed. He looked me up and down, his eyes flicking
between my cleavage and navel. 


    “Nice armor,” he muttered. “Though I guess if I
could survive a shot to the gut, I probably wouldn’t be shy about showing off
my belly, either.”


    I smiled despite myself. “You’d prefer the red
dress?”


    “Let’s just say it was a bit less threatening. What
I really miss are the glowing tats. Speaking of…” He leaned up and tossed off
his covers. “If you’re this early, you probably want some breakfast. I’d be
happy to help you again.”


    “I bet you would,” I said, forcing myself to stay
focused. Getting this close to him was a mistake; I could already feel the
Aetheric energy pumping through him, and it was making me ravenous. “You said
you had a lead. Let’s hear it.”


    Jorem snorted. “What, no foreplay this time?”


    “We don’t have a lot of time,” I insisted. “Sobren
could be planning to relocate again for all we know. If you still want your
ticket to Highwind, you better make this good.”


    “Right,” he muttered, still frowning in confusion
at my change in mood. He had probably expected me to barge in here and suck him
off again. 


    Gee, why would he possibly assume that?


    “I told you before how much Sobren likes elves,
especially purebloods,” Jorem went on. “Well, there’s an elven woman who runs a
vineyard north of town. Her name is Karawyn. I know for a fact he visits her
every few weeks.”


    “Interesting,” I said. “But do you really think
he’d share the location of Brotherhood safe houses with one of his mistresses?”


    “In her case, yes. They’re not just lovers—they’re
in business together. I wouldn’t call her vineyard a front, exactly, but the
Brotherhood uses her distributors to smuggle lotus into the city sometime. She
may not know all of his secrets, but I guarantee she’ll know something
worthwhile.”


    I nodded idly. “Have you met her?”


    “Not in person, no. Though after our little
incident in the club, that’s probably for the best. She won’t suspect me.”


    “If she’s in business with the Brotherhood, she’ll
have protection,” I said. 


    “Oh, so now you’re worried about Sobren’s
thugs?” Jorem sneered. “Where was all this caution when we were breaking into
his personal underground fortress?”


    I sighed. “This is different.”


    “Yeah, we won’t be completely surrounded. She’ll
only have one or two goons watching over her.” He folded his arms over his
chest. “What’s gotten into you?”


    “Nothing. I just don’t want to waste this opportunity.
We might not get another.”


    His eyes narrowed. “I realize I’ve only known you
for a whopping two days, but I like to think I’m a pretty good judge of
character. Especially with women who’ve worn my cum on their face.”


    I glared daggers at him, and I almost drew my
crossbow. But he just snorted again and shook his head. 


    “You happily walked into Sobren’s den wearing
nothing but a skirt and heels, and you were still acting like you were
completely invincible,” Jorem went on. “Now you’re worried about a few goons on
a farm in the middle of nowhere?”


    “You don’t—”


    “You’re scared,” he interrupted. “I wouldn’t have
thought it was possible, but here we are.” He paused and shook his head. “Let
me guess: your mistress learned about our little deal, and she wasn’t happy
about it.”


    “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I
replied far too quickly. I must have been even more flustered than I thought.
“If the Inquisitrix knew I was working with a sorcerer, she never would have
let me leave the Castarium. And you would be surrounded by a whole squad of my
sisters right now.”


    Jorem grunted and flopped back on his pillow. “So
instead you’re just going to do what I assumed you’d do all along: you’ll use
me to get to Sobren, then you’ll shoot me in the back of the head and leave me
in a ditch somewhere. Is that about right?”


    I had always been good at controlling my
expression and body language, but apparently he was even better at reading
them. It wasn’t just annoying—it was infuriating. 


    “I told you we had a deal,” I said. “Nothing has
changed other than the fact I’m running out of patience. Get dressed and we’ll
head out to meet this elf of yours.”


    His dark eyes remained locked on mine for what
felt like a small eternity before he finally leaned up and shrugged. “Sure,
sweetheart, whatever. It’s not like I have a lot of choice here.”


    “That’s right, you don’t. Now stop blabbing and
get ready.”


    Jorem snorted softly, but he did as he was told. I
watched in silence, trying and failing to ignore the knot twisting in the pit
of my stomach. I wasn’t sure if I had ever been this emotionally unbalanced in
my whole life. 


    As long as his lead pans out, everything will
be fine. You’ll be right back on the Inquisitrix’s good side, and you’ll be
able to help Jorem escape without anyone being the wiser. 


    If it didn’t pan out, of course…well, that was the
part I didn’t want to think about. 
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    We left the city through the north gate, and I
purchased a horse for us at the stables just outside. I chose to ride behind Jorem
in the saddle, figuring that he was the one who knew where he was going, but I
almost immediately regretted the decision. Sitting this close to him was making
me ravenous. Aetheric power swirled around his body like static electricity,
and when I wrapped my hands around his waist for support I could feel the
rhythmic drumming of his pulse. For once, I wished I was an actual vampire; I
would have loved to sink my fangs into his neck and drink until I was sated. 


    Of course, what I really wanted was to fuck him
again. And again. 


    And possibly again, if he was still conscious.  


    “How much farther?” I asked after Vorsalos had
finally vanished beyond the horizon. My sense of geography was terrible despite
the fact I’d lived here all my life. I was a city girl through and through.  


    “A few miles,” Jorem said. “Something wrong?”


    “No,” I lied, biting down on my lip. I had brought
a few charged vatari crystals with me, but I wanted to save them for when I
really needed a burst of energy. 


    “There’s not much else out here in the wetlands;
the nearest village is probably ten miles east.” He grunted. “If you need to
stop, we could—”


    “Just keep riding,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”


    I wasn’t. Five minutes later I was salivating in
anticipation, and twenty minutes later I was borderline delirious. My hunger
had never flared out of control like this before, not even when I walked
through the Castarium armory where we stored all the charged crystals. Jorem
was a living conduit of Aetheric energy, and I couldn’t bloody take it anymore.


    “Shit,” I hissed. 


    “What?” he asked. 


    “Sit up straight,” I told him, removing the
leather gauntlet from my right hand. “And lean back in the saddle.”


    He glanced back over his shoulder. “What are
you—hey!”


    With my left arm still wrapped tightly around his
waist, my right plunged into his trousers in search of his cock. I could
already feel the blood surging through him in anticipation. 


    “Just relax,” I said into his ear. “Keep your
hands on the reigns and stay still.”


    “You can’t be serious!”


    “Just relax,” I repeated, sliding my left hand up
his stomach to hold him in place. “Keep your eyes on the road.”


    I freed his stem and curled my fingers around the
thick shaft. He was already rock hard, just like I had expected, and I closed
my eyes and nibbled at his earlobe as I began stroking him. My quim was burning
again, and I was seriously tempted to swing my legs around and straddle him. I
absolutely would have if I had still been wearing a dress, but for now this
would have to suffice.


    “Fuck,” he gasped breathlessly. “We could just
stop riding for a minute, you know.”


    “I don’t want to waste any time.”


    I began pumping him in earnest, and he finally
reclined back against me like I’d wanted all along. Our horse continued walking
at a brisk pace, blissfully unaware, and I reflexively matched my rhythm to its
gait. 


    “Remember when I said you were the craziest bitch
I’d ever met?” Jorem panted. “You’re just proving me right.”


    “Do you want me to stop?”


    “No.”


    “I didn’t think so.” I nibbled harder at his ear
and dug my fingernails into his chest. “Now be a good boy and give me what I
want.”


    “Escar’s…something,” Jorem blurted out.
“Here it comes!”


    I quickly leaned up in the saddle and stretched
around him until my lips could reach his cock. He erupted the instant I
swallowed him, firing volley after volley of his molten seed straight down my
throat. He grabbed onto the back my head and held me firmly in place, though it
wasn’t as if I had planned on moving anytime soon. I siphoned every spark of
magical energy from his hot, viscous offering, and once I finished I swallowed
the entire batch in a single gulp. My body went limp from the aftershocks of
another climax, and if I hadn’t locked my boots into the stirrups I probably
would have fallen out of the saddle. 


    “Bloody hell,” Jorem gasped breathlessly. 


    As usual, I was barely paying attention. I could
feel the magic coursing through my tattoos, and I could see the reflection of
my glowing eyes on his skin. When I finally recovered, I lifted my head and
returned to my perch in the saddle behind him. 


    “Keep riding,” I ordered, licking my lips clean
and wrapping my arms back around his waist. “I want to get there as soon as
possible.”


     


    ***


     


    The vineyard was vastly larger than I had
expected. It stretched for at least a mile in every direction, and we had to
ascend a nearby hill to get a bird’s-eye view of the whole property. Karawyn’s
luxurious house was almost directly in the center. At this time of day, we
wouldn’t be able to get to her without being spotted by one of the many
laborers currently working the fields, let alone the dozen or so armored guards
patrolling the perimeter. 


    “You said she would only have one or two goons
watching over her,” I griped as I glanced through a spyglass to scout the area.



    “Something obviously changed,” Jorem murmured. 


    I lowered the spyglass and drew my crossbow.
Apparently nothing was going to be easy today. “I can take them out easily
enough. We can hide the bodies in the vines then move towards—”


    “Let’s not go crazy,” Jorem interrupted, placing
his hand on my wrist. “I realize a Senosi may find this hard to believe, but
not every problem has to be solved with killing.”


    My brow furrowed. “You prefer to use your magic?”


    “Magic isn’t always the solution, either,” he
said. “We could just, you know, go around.”


    I glanced back down to the house at the center of
the vineyard. “Without the cover of darkness, we’ll be spotted long before we
reach the door. I don’t want to wait.”


    “When we first met, you told me you were a patient
girl.”


    “I lied.” 


    He grunted softly. “All we need is a distraction.
A little fire on the edge of the property and they’ll all head over to check it
out.”


    “Not a bad idea, but I don’t have a tinderbox.”


    Jorem opened his hand, and a small ball of fire
blazed to life in his palm. “I’m a walking tinderbox, sweetheart.”


    “You just said that not every problem can be
solved with magic.”


    “I lied.”


    He flashed me an impish grin before he scampered
off down the hill towards a shed at the edge of the property. I snickered
despite myself. 


    It’s bad enough that he’s attractive. Why does
he have to be charming, too?


    I watched and waited as he crouched down behind
the shed and ignited the wood. He paused a few seconds to make sure the wind
wouldn’t extinguish the blaze—or accidently spread into the field—before he
raced back up to me. I heard shouting all across the property when the thick
black smoke began billowing up to the sky in earnest. 


    “There we go,” Jorem said, still grinning at his
own cleverness. “If we take a long loop around to the house, we should be able
to avoid contact.”


    “You’re smarter than you look,” I said. 


    “You’re crazier than you look,” he countered.
“Shall we get moving?”


    I nodded. “Lead the way.”


    His ruse worked even better than he thought. Every
Brotherhood thug ran off to investigate except one, and the man was still so
fixated by the smoke that I had no trouble sneaking up behind him and bashing
him over the head. I dragged the body behind the house just in case any of the
servants returned, then raced back to the front door and readied my crossbow.


    “This is one hell of a lock,” Jorem commented, his
hand glowing with magic. “I’ll need a minute to—”


    I smashed the handle off its hinges and rushed
inside before he could finish the sentence. A female voice yelped a few rooms
over, and I dashed through the entryway and vaulted over any furniture in my
way. The woman was already running by the time I caught up with her, but a
quick shot into the door in front of her convinced her to freeze in place. She
whirled around and threw up her hands.


    “No, please!” she shrieked. “I didn’t—”


    “If I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t have missed,” I
said, holding my weapon steady as the automatic reloader slid another bolt into
place. “You’re going to answer a few questions for me, and if I don’t like the
answers I’m going to hurt you. Do you understand?”


    “Whoa, whoa, slow down,” Jorem blurted out when he
rushed into the room with his hands up. “There’s no need to do anything rash
here.”


    I turned and glared at him. “You’re not helping.”


    “If you want gold, there’s some in the
nightstand,” the elven woman blurted out. “Just take it!”


    “We’re not here for gold,” Jorem said, inching
forward another step. “Look, let’s just cut through all the bullshit, all
right? We don’t have a lot of time, and I’ve recently established that my
friend here doesn’t have a lot of patience. There’s no way out of this for you
unless you cooperate. All we need is a little bit of information on the
Brotherhood.”


    Karawyn glanced between us, her arms visibly
trembling at her sides. “Then you might as well just kill me. I’m not telling
you anything.”


    I fired a quarrel into the table just behind her.
She hopped at least six inches in the air, and she nearly tripped over the
furniture in the process. 


    “Who said anything about killing you?” I asked.
“I’m Senosi. We always play with our prey first.”


    Jorem raised a hand and shot me a glare that said back
off. “You’ll have to forgive her,” he said. “As far as I can tell they
don’t teach manners at the Castarium.”


    “If you so much as touch me, he’ll come for you,”
Karawyn spat. “The Brotherhood still runs this city!”


    “We both know that’s not true,” Jorem said, his
voice still amazingly calm. “You’ve run this vineyard for decades, and your
elven memory is surely good enough to remember what things were like before I
was even born. The Brotherhood is a shadow of its former self, and sooner or
later my friend or one of her Senosi sisters will catch up with your lover and
put an end to the Lecasi family for good. Would you rather keep your business
or go down with a sinking ship?”


    The woman’s lip quivered. I could see her resolve
cracking as the seconds passed. The only question was whether or not she would
break before her thugs returned. 


    “I’m not here for you,” I said, picking up on
Jorem’s cue. “Before a few hours ago I didn’t even know you existed, and
neither does the Inquisitrix. If you tell us where Sobren is, I’ll make certain
she remains ignorant.”


    “It’s the best offer you’re going to get,” Jorem
added. “Believe me, she’s a tough negotiator.”


    Karawyn remained silent for another few moments
before she swallowed heavily. “He’s in the mine,” she said. “I don’t know how
long he’ll be staying there, but he has something planned. Something big.”


    “Which mine?” I asked, lowering my weapon. 


    “The vatari mine in the mountains to the east of
here,” the elf said. “I don’t know exactly where it is.”


    I frowned. “All the crystal in those mines was
extracted years ago. They’re abandoned.”


    “I assume that’s why the Brotherhood moved in,”
Jorem replied mildly. “Do you know how many men he has with him?”


    “A lot,” Karawyn said. 


    Jorem scoffed. “Figures. Anything else you want to
tell us?”


    “He stopped by yesterday to talk, and he warned me
about our slipping production. I thought he might kill me…” 


    “He sounds like a real charmer,” Jorem muttered,
glancing back over his shoulder to me. “Satisfied?”


    “She could be lying just to get us out of here,” I
pointed out. 


    “I’m telling you the truth, I swear!” Karawyn
insisted. “That’s all I know. Please…please, just get out of here!”


    My Senosi training demanded that I not to trust
her. Only pain reveals truth—my instructors at the Castarium had
hammered that lesson into my psyche for many years. But Jorem seemed to believe
her, and his instincts had already proven their worth several times since we’d
met. 


    “Thanks for the help,” I said, holstering my
weapon. “If you are lying, you had better start running now. I will return.”


    I nodded to Jorem, and the two of us slipped out
of the house before any of the Brotherhood goons returned. Once we reached our
horse a few minutes later, I turned and eyed my companion. 


    “You really believe that elf?” I asked. 


    “I wouldn’t have said so if I didn’t,” he replied
with a shrug. “Do all Senosi have trust issues?”


    “You could have used your magic,” I pointed out.
“I watched you manipulate the mind of the guard back at Sobren’s underground
club. You could have done the same thing with this woman.”


    “Probably,” Jorem admitted. “But I seem to recall
you chiding me after I did that last time. Something about ‘you just proved why
people with your powers can’t be allowed to roam free.’”


    “It’s true.”


    He grunted. “This may surprise you, but I don’t
actually like forcing people to do my bidding. I don’t like blowing people up,
either. I just do what I have to survive.”


    “The glib response of a lifelong criminal.”


    Jorem rolled his eyes and began untying our horse.
“Look, you’re obviously going to believe whatever you want, sweetheart, and
we’ve already established that I’m completely at your mercy here. I don’t see
the point in arguing about ethics with a Senosi.”


    I remained silent as he fiddled with the straps
and fed the horse an apple. He seemed genuinely resigned to his fate, whatever
that happened to be. It should have made me feel powerful, but it didn’t. 


    “You noticed something else while we were in
there,” I said eventually. “Something that made you trust her.”


    Jorem glanced back over his shoulder, eyebrows
arched. “What makes you say that?”


    “I don’t know. But I’m right, aren’t I?”


    He smiled thinly. “The first thing every crime
boss does when he returns from a trip is make certain that his allies haven’t
betrayed him. That vineyard had ten times the number of goons I was expecting,
far more than it actually needs. What does that tell you?”


    “That they weren’t there to protect the wine,” I
said. “They were there to watch her.”


    “Exactly. And if they were there to watch her, it
means she probably did something while he was gone. Maybe her production
slowed. Maybe she lost a shipment. Maybe she fucked one of his brothers. Who knows?
The point is that with the Brotherhood rotting from the inside, she had
probably started looking around for an out. Sobren knew it, and he wanted to
remind her who was in charge.”


    “Which means she was upset,” I reasoned. “And
probably looking for an excuse to stab him in the back.”


    Jorem’s smile widened. “See, I knew you were a
smart girl.”


    I felt a sudden rush of heat in my cheeks. “You
really are more cunning than you look.”


    “People say that about me all the bloody time,” he
muttered. “Do I really look like that much of an idiot? Wait—don’t answer
that.”


    I giggled then glanced away in embarrassment at
the girlish sound. Was I suddenly fourteen again? What had gotten into me?


    “All right, we should probably get moving,” Jorem
said, smacking the saddle. “It might take us a while to find this mine, unless
you know where it is.”


    “I do.”


    “Ah. Well, in that case it probably won’t take us
more than a few hours. We might have to wait around for nightfall to avoid
being spotted. I don’t know if my distraction trick will work a second time.”


    “We’ll figure something out.”


    He turned and looked at me, hearing the strange
tone in my voice. “Something wrong?”


    “Very.”


    His brow furrowed in confusion. “What are you—?”


    I lunged forward and kissed him. He froze in
place, nearly as stunned as I was. As much as I loved kissing women, I had
never bothered spending much time kissing men. It had always seemed like a
waste of time. I wasn’t interested in having my chin prickled with a beard, let
alone “romance” or “building an emotional connection.” I just wanted to fuck
them, and I knew they wanted to fuck me. It was so much easier when we
dispensed with all the annoying foreplay. 


    But when Jorem’s tongue slid between my lips, I
melted into his arms like hot butter. The heat of his breath, the softness of
his mouth…it was like he was trying to devour me. And by the gods, I wanted to
let him. 


    I pulled him down onto the ground on top of me. My
legs locked around his waist, and my hands clawed at his back until I eventually
managed to unbutton his tunic and slide my fingers along his sides. I dug my
nails deep into his flesh, knowing precisely how much it would hurt and hoping
he would return the favor. 


    He did. Growling like an animal, he grabbed my
wrists and pinned them behind my head. I playfully fought back, squeezing his
waist with my thighs and trying to wriggle free with my arms. He eagerly
accepted the challenge, bolstering his strength with the Aether until he could
overpower me with ease. My bare skin tingled at the magical energy coursing
through him, and my quim ignited in response. 


    “Fuck me,” I begged. “Fuck me right now!”


    Grinning devilishly, Jorem pulled off his belt
with one hand while he held mine in place with the other. Once it was free, he
used the leather band to tie my wrists together so tightly it hurt. And I loved
every second of it. 


    He grabbed and squeezed my breasts as he eagerly
sucked my nipples through his lips. I threw back my head and gasped,
breathless, fantasizing about how great it would feel to have his cock thrust
between my tits until he dumped a fresh, steaming load all over my face. The
mere thought of his smoldering seed on my skin made my cry out in release…


    “Easy, sweetheart,” Jorem cooed, smiling down at
me. “We’re just getting started.”


    He kissed me again, but this time his hands crept
down my sides until they found my belt. I eagerly kicked and thrashed to help
him tear the trousers from my hips (why the hell didn’t I wear skirts more
often?) then sighed expectantly when he pressed the head of his cock against my
quim.


    I was so wet he had no trouble burying his whole
length inside me with a single thrust. He fucked me slowly, sensuously, as if
he wanted to savor every moment. I kept my ankles locked tightly around his
waist, and I pushed and pulled my hips in rhythm with his movements so the
scalding walls of my quim could milk every drop of seed out of him. 


    “Harder!” I pleaded. “Fuck me harder!”


    He smirked down at me, his brow already beading
with sweat, as he grabbed the back of my calves and pushed my knees all the way
to my shoulders. I was flexible enough that it didn’t hurt in the slightest,
but he wasn’t done—he kept pushing down until my feet were over my head and my
ass lifted off the ground. He then grabbed my discarded belt and expertly used
it to bind my ankles to my wrists. 


    I was now completely at his mercy, and he knew it.
After getting a firm grip on my thighs, he began pounding into me without the
slightest bit of compassion or remorse. The slapping of our thighs echoed off
the trees along with my pleased whimpering, and waves of pleasured shuddered
through my body until my vision went black. He was treating my like a piece of
meat, and it was driving me mad. 


    “Gods, here it comes!” he warned. 


    “On me!” I begged. “Cum all over me!”


    He pulled out just in time. His cock erupted as
powerfully as ever, showering my stomach and tits with his seed. Just like when
he’d had me tied up in his den, I climaxed the instant I felt the warm splash
on my skin. I still didn’t quite understand why. He was effectively marking me
as his, which I should have found insulting at best. He was prey.  


    Apparently the Huntress likes being hunted. And
she loves getting caught best of all. 


    “Fuck,” Jorem breathed, slumping over like he had
just suffered a mortal wound. “Why are crazy girls always the best lay?”


    I smiled, completely lost in my own bliss. 
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    I didn’t fully come down for several minutes, but
when I did I felt as powerful and energized as I ever had before. Jorem was
still leaning back on his haunches looking at me, probably wondering if I would
be willing to destroy our belts to free myself. 


    I realize these things are designed to kill me,”
he said, dragging his fingertips across the rarely exposed tattoos on the back
of my thighs, “but I’ll be damned if they aren’t sexy as hell.”


    I smiled as I tried to lick some of the cooling
strands of seed from my cheek. “Were you planning on untying me anytime soon?”


    “Nah,” he said. “You seem pretty flexible.”


    I mock scowled at him. He had an impish glimmer in
his eye, and I wondered if he just wanted to leave me like this so I couldn’t
properly clean up.  


    “You do realize I can break out anytime?”


    “Sure,” Jorem said. “But why would you want to?”


    He leaned forward and brought his lips to my still
sodden slit. His tongue flicked across my swollen clit, and another wave of
pleasure shuddered through me. I had never met a man so eager and willing to
feast on a woman’s cunt after his own climax, but perhaps it was just further
proof that Jorem was different. 


    Perhaps it was just further proof that we made a
really, really good team.


    He brought me off again a minute later, at which
point he crawled all the way up to my body and leaned in to kiss me. The taste
of my own juices on his lips and tongue drove me wild, but it was more than
that. I actually just…liked kissing him?


    I could have stayed like this for hours, folded in
half with our tongues dancing together, but Jorem eventually leaned away and
unstrapped the belt buckles. While I stretched out my legs, he traced his
fingers across the slowly fading tattoos on my stomach. 


    “I guess if I want to see them more, I’ll have to
conjure up a little snack for you first,” he commented. 


    I chuckled. “Is that really so terrible?”


    “No,” he said. “Not at all.”


     We eventually cleaned ourselves up in a nearby
stream, playfully splashing each other like a pair of dopey, love-smitten
teenagers. It was so out of character for me that I felt like scowling at my
reflection in the water, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. This was fun—harmlessly,
helplessly fun. Was that really so terrible?


    It will be once you finish your mission and
have to kill him. 


    The thought swept in like a black storm cloud over
my mood, and I sighed and got dressed as quickly as possible. We hopped on the
horse and headed straight for the mine, and just like I planned we arrived not
long after sundown. 


    “I really hope you know where you’re going,” Jorem
commented when the terrain became a rocky, nearly impassable mess. “Because
there’s no way in the abyss we’d ever find this place in the dark.”


    “I’ve been here before,” I told him, surveying the
moon-shrouded silhouette of the mountain on the horizon. “There’s a trail, but
we’ll have to leave the horse again.”


    It took us almost half an hour to follow the
rocky, winding trail up to the actual mine, but the Brotherhood presence was
obvious long before that. The torches in the distance were the most obvious
clue, but there also footprints everywhere. They must have been moving people
in and out of his place with surprising regularity. 


    “Watch out for the traps,” I said, pointing to a
nasty spring-loaded clamp a few yards off the path. “I can’t imagine why anyone
would come out here, but they’re obviously not taking chances.”


    “Maybe that’s a sign that Sobren is here after
all,” Jorem mused. 


    “Probably.” I pursed my lips and tried to recall
the layout from memory. “This way. I think we can work our way around the
perimeter without being spotted.”


    A few minutes later, we were staring at the
entrance to the mine—and the dozen armed men the Brotherhood had guarding the
entrance. I didn’t doubt our ability to overpower them if necessary, but doing
so silently would be virtually impossible. And if any of them shouted a
warning, their boss would be long gone before we ever got close. I wasn’t going
to make that mistake a second time. 


     “You’re skilled enough with evocations,” I
whispered after we had crouched down behind a pile of rocks about thirty yards
from the entrance. “How are you at transmutation?”


    “I can’t wiggle my fingers and melt us a way
through all that rock, if that’s what you’re asking,” Jorem said. “The only way
in is straight past that horrible bottleneck, and who knows how many more men
they have inside.”


    “I’m not worried about the men—I’m worried about
the noise.” I sighed in frustration. “You know Sobren better than I do. What
are the odds he has an escape route built into the mountain somewhere?”


    “Is there anything higher than one hundred
percent?” Jorem replied dryly. “He’ll flee at the first sign of trouble. We
could roam the hills and try to find the exit, but that could take days.”


    “If not weeks,” I agreed. “Like you said, the only
way in is through.”


    “It’s too bad you ruined that red dress.”


    “Somehow I doubt the slave girl trick will work a
second time.”


    “It wouldn’t. I was just thinking how much I’d
like to see you in it again.”


    I snorted softly. “We could always wait, but
there’s no guarantee he’ll leave through this exit.”


    “Or that he won’t have fifty more thugs with him,”
Jorem agreed. “So what’s the plan, sweetheart?”


    “Back at the vineyard, you said that killing isn’t
always the answer.”


    “It’s not.” 


    “I’m about to prove you wrong.”


    “Uh…what?”


    “Follow me,” I said, grabbing his arm and tugging
him along. 


    We stayed low as we swung around to the western side
of the cavern where several Brotherhood thugs were loitering around some old
mining carts. Once they eventually ambled back to their companions in front of
the mine, I unsheathed the tiger claws concealed in my gauntlet and began
mentally mapping out the location of every perimeter guard. 


    “No…” Jorem whispered. “Please don’t tell me
you’re planning what I think you’re planning.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because it’s bloody insane!”


    “I guess you’ll just have to trust me, then. Now
be quiet and let me do my job.”


    After taking a final calming breath, I crept
towards the lone nearby guard as he lazily circled the perimeter. His mind was
clearly somewhere else, and I didn’t have the slightest bit of difficultly
sneaking up behind him, clasping my hand over his mouth, or slashing open his
throat. He died gurgling silently into my palm, and once he finally stopped
twitching I dragged his body into the bushes and concealed it as best I could. 


    I remained silent and alert for several seconds
afterwards just to make sure none of the other guards had heard anything. When
no one in the camp responded, I slinked back over to the mining carts and
signaled to Jorem. 


    “This is madness!” he hissed, his eyes flicking
down to the fresh blood dripping from my claws. “Escar’s mercy, we can’t—”


    I shoved my left hand into his mouth while my
right drew a charged vatari crystal from my pouch and crushed it in my palm.
Its energy washed over me, and I took another deep breath to steady myself.
Jorem was right about the relative sanity of this plan—the odds that this would
actually work like I imagined were somewhere around zero. But he and I had
already proven that we were a pretty good team, and there was nothing quite like
a suicide mission to put our skills to the test. Besides, the bottom line was
that this was probably the last chance I would ever get to catch Sobren Lecasi,
and I intended to make the most of it. 


    “Stay calm and quiet,” I said. “This will work. I
promise.”


    Before he could argue, I used my Senosi strength
to throw him into the mining cart. I dove on top of him, then pulled one of the
tarps over us and hit the release lever. The cart started rolling forward down
the track and into the mine. 


    I flattened myself as low as I could before anyone
spotted us, hoping that the guards would assume someone else had triggered the
track from deeper inside. No one cried out or shot at us, which seemed like a
pretty good first step. 


    I grinned down at Jorem as we rolled. With the
tarp slung over us, it was completely dark in here aside from my faintly
glowing eyes. I could see their reflection in his dark brown irises along with
his rising fear. He genuinely thought I was mad. 


    I was, of course, but not in the way he thought.
My smile widened, and I brought my lips to his as we continued picking up
speed. He kissed me back, tentatively at first but more passionately with each
passing second. I felt him reach out to the Aether and sheathe himself in a
protective mantle of energy, but he didn’t stop there. His fingers touched my midriff
while he channeled, allowing me to feed almost as easily as if his cock were
bursting in my mouth. I siphoned as much energy from as I could without
stripping away his power completely, and I even nibbled at his lip for a final
taste of his delicious, teeming blood…


    And then the cart came to an abrupt, crashing
halt. Frantic shouts echoed through the mineshaft, and I heard the ringing of
scabbards and the clod of armored boots all around us. I couldn’t tell if we
were surrounded by five soldiers or several dozen, but at this point it
honestly didn’t matter. 


     It was time to finish this. One way or another. 


    I vaulted out of the mining cart, drawing both
crossbows from my hips in mid-air. I only had a split second to take in our
surroundings before I landed, but it was more than enough. Eight Brotherhood
goons were fanned out across the passage, their faces and bodies lit by the
magical torches on the walls. We appeared to be at some sort of junction on the
track, and these men obviously hadn’t expected a cart to arrive at this hour.
They were suspicious enough to have their hands on their weapons, but not
suspicious enough to have them loaded and ready. 


    It was their last mistake. I fired a single shot
from each crossbow a microsecond before I hit the ground, killing two of the
guards before they even realized what was happening. I lashed out with my right
leg and kicked a third hard enough that half the bones in his body shattered
when he struck the wall, at which point I dropped into a crouch and tumbled
forward while the mechanical cartridge in my weapons automatically reloaded. Most
of the men had actually drawn their weapons by the time I sprang back to my
feet, but it didn’t save them. I shot two more of them before they could move,
then rushed forward to engage the rest hand-to-hand. 


    Even without my enhanced strength and speed, I was
more than a match for any one of them individually; with it, I probably could
have butchered an entire squad of these wretches without breaking a sweat. I
pounced between them in a blur of claws and feet, slashing open their flesh and
smashing their skulls into the rock one after another.  


    I only left one of them alive. After shattering
his arm at the elbow, I grabbed his collar, hoisted him up off the ground, and
slammed him against the cavern wall. 


    “Tell me where your boss is hiding, and I’ll let
you live,” I snarled.         


    The reflection of my demonic visage glinted in his
eyes, and I smelled the urine saturating his trousers before the wet splotches
appeared. 


    “The bunker!” the thug stammered. “He’s in the
bunker! Please…please don’t—”


    I tossed him to the ground and glanced back over
my shoulder. Jorem had crawled out of the cart, and his eyes were flicking back
and forth across the carnage. His fingertips crackled with unspent Aetheric
energy.


    “Bloody hell,” he rasped. “Are you sure you need
my help?”


    “Come on,” I beckoned, retrieving my crossbows. “Sobren
will have heard the ruckus. We need to move.”


    Barely a minute before my suspicions were
confirmed. As we charged through the mining tunnels, it quickly became apparent
that the alarm had already been triggered. Whether they had heard our battle or
found the body outside didn’t really matter. The point was that the hourglass
had been tipped, and time was now our enemy. 


    The “bunker,” as the Brotherhood thug had
described it, was little more than another junction in the tunnels warded off
by barricades and protected by a squad of soldiers. I was actually tempted to
go around, if for no other reason than killing them would waste time and give Sobren
an opportunity to escape. But then fate finally threw us a bone: just before
the Brotherhood soldiers raised their crossbows and fired, I spotted their boss
and one of his bodyguards dashing away down another of the tunnels behind them.



    “Not this time,” I hissed. “Jorem!”


    As I rushed forward, crossbows firing, Jorem
unleashed a barrage of sorcerous death. The fireballs exploded just a few yards
in front of me, detonating the barricades and showering the entire junction in
flaming debris. Two of the soldiers were instantly incinerated while several
more were merely doomed to stagger around shrieking as their flesh melted off
their bones. The rest were totally enshrouded in a thick black smoke, allowing
me to pounce forward and gut them one by one before they could retaliate. 


    I was already running at a full sprint when I
cleared the smoke and saw Sobren in the distance. He rounded a corner and
ordered his bodyguard to stay behind and stall me, which was as sure of a death
sentence as an official writ of execution. The man threw a pair of knives at me
as I ran, and one of them even pierced my armor and nicked by shoulder. But I
shot him in the chest twice before he could take cover behind a rock, and I
whipped around the corner so quickly I nearly lost my balance. 


    The brief stumble probably saved my life. The
instant I lurched forward and braced myself on my palms, a boulder whipped past
my head and crashed into the wall just behind me. I glanced up just in time to
see Sobren Lecasi standing fifty feet down the tunnel, his body teeming with
Aetheric energy. Apparently he wasn’t going to try and run after all. 


    He snarled like a raging maanka cat as he thrust
out his hand. I felt more than heard the telekinetic energy rip another chunk
of rock out of the wall next to me, and I regained my balance just in time to
try and lunge out of the way—


    Too late. The boulder smashed into my left flank
and pummeled me against the cavern wall, knocking the breath from my lungs and
dislocating my right shoulder. I wheezed silently as I slumped forward, biting
my lip to try and ignore the pain. 


    Apparently Sobren was smart enough to figure out
what most sorcerers could not. Attacking a Senosi with magic directly was
suicide—every gout of flame or stroke of lightning only made us more powerful. Attacking
us indirectly, however…well, a rock was still a rock, and the vatari dust woven
into my flesh couldn’t feast on its energy any easier than it could feast on an
arrow or a ballista bolt.  


    But I wasn’t out of the fight just yet. Growling
under my breath, I leapt back to my feet and charged forward again. My right
arm hung limply at my side, but the left was more than ready to carve him to
pieces. He hurled rock after rock at me, and my superhuman speed was the only
reason I was able to dodge them all. I leapt, I juked, I rolled…and suddenly he
was only a few feet away, his eyes glinting with rage…


    Then a final boulder slammed into my good arm,
hurling me across the chamber once again. The force of my impact shattered the
thin cavern wall, and I tumbled wildly into an adjacent chamber. The pain was
so intense I actually screamed. Both of my arms were broken, and I couldn’t feel
my hands. The dust covering my face and hair was so thick I could barely
breathe. 


    “Senosi cunt!” Sobren hissed as he stepped through
the gap in the crumbling wall. 


    I could feel the Aetheric energy coursing through
him, and I hungered for its power. With time, my flesh and bones would mend, but
Sobren wasn’t going to give me that chance. I was broken, pinned, and utterly
helpless…and he knew it.


    “Your mistress may have driven us underground, but
the Brotherhood will endure,” he said. “We always endure.”


    He kicked a loose stone at me and cackled when he
struck my forehead. Blood trickled down my brow, and I could barely see
anything. Thankfully, I didn’t need to—I could hear a whisper of movement
further down the tunnel, and my hunger could sense even more potential food on
the way…


    “Do you really think you’re the first Senosi to
come after me?” Sobren sneered. “Did you really think you could charge in here
all by yourself and kill me?”


    “No,” I rasped, licking the blood from my lips. “I’ve
learned that only a fool hunts alone.”


    He paused, a momentary frown of confusion
darkening his face—


    And then screamed when a blast of pure Aetheric
energy struck him in the side. He vanished from sight amidst the flashes of
flame and lightning from a sorcerous duel. A trace of feeling returned to my
left arm, enough that I could yank it free from the rubble and wipe the blood
from my brow. Grimacing, I tried to crawl out through the gap, but I was still
too weak. I held my breath when the flashes of magic finally stopped, wondering
if the next person I saw would be my savior or my executioner…


    “Bloody hell,” Jorem stammered. He was panting in
exertion, and his arm had been badly burned. But he still dove down next to me,
his brow creased with concern. “Are you all right?”


    I smiled and brought my trembling hand to his
face. “Never better.”


  




  



  

    Epilogue


     


    The sorcerer was standing in front of the cracked
mirror next to his bed, his short hair still wet from his quick dip in the
reservoir. He hadn’t shaved since our first meeting almost a week ago, but even
though I didn’t normally like facial hair the stubble on his cheeks actually
made him more attractive. It was annoying. Really annoying, in fact. How
much easier would my life have been these past few days if he’d been some kind
of hideous freak?


    He probably thinks exactly the same thing about
me. 


    “At some point you’re going to have to learn that
I can see you hiding back there,” Jorem Farr said. 


    “No, you can’t.”


    I had the satisfaction of watching him hop ever so
slightly at the sound of my voice. 


    “You randomly say something every hour or so to
see if I’m watching you,” I went on. “It’s a little paranoid, but also pretty
amusing when I don’t answer.”


    I could see him smirk even though he was trying to
hide it. “So you caught on to my little trick. Clever girl.”


    “I have my moments.”


    “How long have you actually been there?”


    “Long enough to watch you bathe. Do you always
sing like that?’


    Jorem finally turned around. “If you’re planning
on reneging on our deal, you might as well just shoot me and get it over with.”


    “If I was going to turn on you, do you really
think I’d make it that easy?”


    “Probably not,” he muttered. 


    Smiling, I slithered out of my hiding place near
the ceiling and dropped down to the floor. There was no way in the abyss he
could see me in the darkness without magically enhancing his vision, but to his
credit he didn’t so much as flinch when I emerged from the shadows with my
crossbow pointed directly at him. 


    “I assume your mistress was pleased?” 


    “Very,” I confirmed. 


    “How nice for her,” Jorem muttered. 


    “How nice for everyone, you included. A
loss for the Brotherhood is a win for Vorsalos.”


    “They’ll rebuild. Or they’ll just shift the bulk
of their operations to Highwind or Greygale.”


    “Perhaps, but not for a while. And in the
meantime, Sobren won’t be able to terrorize any more helpless people. You
deserve as much credit as I do…maybe more, if I’m being honest.”


    “I’ll pass on that, thanks. The fewer people know
my name, the better.” He leaned his palm back on his armoire in an effort to
look relaxed. “So, do you have my gold or not?”


    I pulled the trigger. The bolt lodged into the
armoire a fraction of an inch from his hand, and this time he hopped a full
inch into the air. Even better, the towel around his waist fell to the floor. 


    “It’s all there,” I said, nodding to the tiny coin
purse dangling from the bolt’s shaft. “I spoke to the captain of the Maiden’s
Fancy myself. He’s leaving for Highwind the day after tomorrow, and he
promised me he could fit you in.”


    Jorem glanced to the coin purse then back to me.
“It’s that simple?”


    “It’s that simple,” I assured him. “I’ll even
escort you to the ship, if you want, though I doubt it will be necessary. He’s
an experienced smuggler, and he usually works for us. None of my sisters will
give that ship a second look.”


    “I see,” Jorem whispered. His voice was hollow, as
if he was only now letting himself believe that my offer might have actually
been genuine. “So that’s it, then? You’re really done with me?”


     “I still have four more shots,” I said,
sauntering towards him. “If you dance around for me, I’ll give you another few
silvers.”


    He remained silent, his brow creased in thought. I
approached within a few inches of him, keeping my gaze firmly on his eyes
rather than his cock. It was surprisingly difficult. We had only just returned
to the city a day ago, and my Senosi hunger was already growing desperate for
another meal. Apparently Jorem was more addictive than dry lotus…


     “Look, I understand why you want to leave
Vorsalos, and I will fulfill my end of bargain,” I told him. “But there is
another option.”


    “I’m listening,” he said. 


    I let out a deep breath and tossed my crossbow
onto his bed. “You and I made a good team—a really good team. And there
are still a lot of dangerous sorcerers hiding in this city.”


    “I’m not going to help you hunt down my own
people,” Jorem insisted. “This was a one-time offer, sweetheart.”


    “I’m not interested in orphans or refugees or
random street vagrants just trying to get by,” I explained. “I’m talking about
bad people. People just like Sobren Lecasi—people that are just as much of a
threat to other sorcerers as they are to anyone else.” I smiled and nudged an
inch closer. “People I can’t handle on my own.”


    His dark eyes devoured me. “In exchange for what?”


    “More gold, if that’s what you want,” I said. “But
more importantly, I can offer you protection. I can shield you from my sisters
and keep you safe.”


    “And what happens when you decide I’m no longer
useful?”


    “Then I put you on that ship and say goodbye. But
in the meantime, you’ll be a whole lot richer and a whole lot safer here with
me. Just because there aren’t Senosi in Highwind doesn’t mean it’s some kind of
paradise. You’ll still be an outcast.”


    Jorem shrugged. “From what I hear, there are a
plenty of opportunities for a sorcerer to make coin out east. And I wouldn’t
have to rely on the charity of a woman I barely know who enjoys drinking
blood.”


    “It’s not your blood I’m after,” I said, inching
forward again. “And there are other benefits to our arrangement.”


    “Such as?”


    I finally glanced down to his cock. It was as hard
and ready as ever, and my mouth began to water uncontrollably just looking at
it. 


    “I’m not like other girls,” I said, gently
dragging my fingers along the shaft. “You don’t have to wine me or dine me. You
don’t have to listen to me complain about petty nonsense. And I honestly don’t give
a damn who else you fuck. You can go and shag that favorite whore of yours
tonight for all I care.”


    I glanced back up to his face and touched his lips
with my free hand. “But you know exactly what I need. I’ll never make excuses.
I’ll never say no. Any time, any place, any way you can imagine…as long as you
feed me, you can have me any way you want.”


    “That’s…that’s one hell of an offer,” Jorem
managed. 


    “You know I’m good for it,” I said. “But just in
case you’ve forgotten what’s at stake…”


    I locked my arms around his neck and kissed him. His
lips were like lightning and his tongue was like fire. I wanted every part of
him inside me. 


    I was so hot when I finally pulled away that my
arms and legs were actually shaking. And for once, it wasn’t just because of my
insatiable lust for magic. I wanted him—not my Senosi hunger, but me,
Valuri Sorvaal. I had never felt this way about a man before. I wasn’t sure I
had ever felt this way about anyone before… 


    “I feel like you’re trying to tip the scales,”
Jorem whispered.


    “Maybe just a bit.”


    He smiled and gently brushed my black hair. “This
is such a bad idea.”


    “Terrible.”


    “I’m going to regret this for the rest of my
life.”


    “Probably.”


    “Fuck,” he swore. “You never actually talked to
that ship captain, did you?”


    “Nope.”


    “You knew I couldn’t refuse.”


    “Of course not.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I’m a Huntress,” I said, slowly sinking
down to my knees in front of him. Once his cock was dangling in front of my
lips, I gently kissed the tip and smiled. “And I always get my prey.”


     


     


     


    Jorem and Valuri’s sexy adventures continue in The Amazon’s Pledge series!


     


     


  




  The plot is self-contained and only has minor references in other books. However, Khalina will probably get another story in the near future.


  The Priestess’s Gratitude


   


   




   


   


  


  Act One: The Rescue


   


  As usual, the orcish war band provided little challenge for a Knight of the Silver Fist. Sir Tirian Dravis hadn’t even bothered calling in backup from the garrison in Riverbend. He’d followed the trail north from the broken caravan and carved his way through the monsters’ entire lair by himself. 


  “Do you think there are any more of them, sir?” Corwin blubbered as he peered into another section of the dark cave.


  Dravis sighed in disgust. Well, he hadn’t done this all by himself—his idiot squire was technically here with him. But frankly, the feckless idiot was more of a danger to himself than any orc.  


  “Orcs don’t hide, fool. If they were here, they would have already tried to kill us.” Dravis rolled his eyes and wiped the blood from his blade. The magical jewel in the hilt was bright enough to illuminate the entire cavern—and temporarily blind all the orcs who’d been stupid enough to challenge him head-on. “Every orc in the bloody mountains probably heard your girlish screams.”


  “I…I never screamed, sir,” he protested. “You told me to wait in the back so I—”


  “Cowered like a woman? Believe me, I know.” Dravis shook his head in annoyance. All his triumphs, all his achievements, and the Highlord had still saddled him with a simpering idiot who could barely lift his own sword. “Look around. The prisoners must be around here somewhere.”


  “W-what if the orcs already ate them, sir?”


  “Those tracks were barely an hour old,” Dravis said, repressing an impatient sigh. “There’s no way in the abyss they managed to…”


  He trailed off when he aimed the light from his sword into another passage. He spotted several empty cages along the far wall, though they didn’t look like they had seen use in some time. But next to them, her brilliant green eyes reflecting in the light, was a young human woman.  


  “Never mind, Corwin,” Dravis said, smiling. “I found what we’re looking for.”


  Her mouth was gagged by a thick strip of leather, and her wrists and ankles were shackled together behind her. Miraculously, she didn’t appear wounded at all—her pale skin was clean and unblemished, and other than a bit of dirt her thick mane of red hair was similarly undisturbed. She was, without a doubt, one of the most beautiful women Dravis had ever seen…but it wasn’t until he got close enough to examine her clothing that he realized why the monsters had left her alone. 


  “An Eternal Priestess,” he whispered. “You must be from one of those monasteries in the hills.”


  Her green eyes fastened upon him, but she didn’t try to speak. She didn’t struggle, either, which probably meant she was so scared she couldn’t think straight. 


  “It’s all right, I’m here to rescue you,” Dravis said, setting his sword down on the ground in front of him and raising his hands. “I won’t hurt you, I promise.”


  He waited a moment to make certain she was calm before he leaned forward to unfasten her restraints. He had only seen an Eternal Priestess once, but plenty of the older knights had told him stories about their bizarre, cultish religion. They worshipped some kind of ancient fertility goddess, and they dressed like they held their services at a whorehouse. In addition to her leather thong and the thigh-high boots encasing her long, slender legs, the woman wore a tight, cropped bodice that squeezed her ample breasts and left her taught stomach bare. Her “robe” was made of the same dark leather, though it hung open wide more like a jacket or cloak.


  The orcs must have recognized the silver holy symbol dangling between her breasts. It was difficult to miss, and they had probably feared the wraith of her goddess enough to leave her alone. Dravis didn’t know if the Eternal Priestesses wielded any real magic or not, but right now he was far more interested in finding out if all the other rumors about their “religion” were accurate. 


  Specifically, the part where their goddess commanded them to mate with as many strong males as possible. 


  “There you go,” he said as he cut loose her gag. “Are you all right, sweetheart?”


  “Yes, thank you,” she replied. He couldn’t decide what was more alluring—her thick accent or her dark, husky voice. 


  “My name is Sir Tirian Dravis. I’m a Knight of the Silver Fist.” He smiled. “You’re lucky I stumbled by your caravan when I did.”


  “The Goddess herself must have sent you,” she said, smiling. Her teeth were so clean and perfect she must have possessed some real magic. “My name is Khalina.”


  “I’m pleased to meet you, Priestess,” Dravis said with a half bow. “Here, let me free your hands…”


  He leaned in closer and fiddled with the shackles behind her back. It was genuinely difficult to concentrate while he was this close to her; his eyes couldn’t help flicking down to her glistening breasts, and his nose couldn’t help breathing in her intoxicating perfume. Dravis had rescued plenty of lovely women from mortal danger over the years, but his cock had never stiffened so quickly in anticipation of their gratitude. 


  One way or another, he thought to himself, I am going to fuck the living hell out of this slut tonight. 


  “The shackles require a key,” Khalina told him. “I saw one of the green monsters carry it away.”


  “That shouldn’t be necessary,” Dravis told her as he leaned back and retrieved his sword. “My blade can cut through almost anything.”


  Her eyes studied the glowing steel. “It is quite impressive—and large. I doubt I could even lift it.”


  Dravis grinned. “Don’t worry. A revered priestess like yourself shouldn’t have to defend herself anyway. I’m surprised you didn’t bring a retinue of guards with you.”


  “My sisters and I are forbidden from traveling with males. Unless we are actively mating with them, of course.”


  “Of course,” Dravis whispered. “Do you, uh…do you mate with males often?”


  She shook her head. “I have never mated with a male before. I had hoped to find a worthy companion in Riverbend, but sadly none of the men I encountered were sufficiently virile.”


  His cock pressed so hard again his codpiece he had to adjust his stance. Gods, she’s a virgin, too. Could this possibly be any better?


  Dravis lifted his blade above the chains and prepared to chop. He almost didn’t want to—she looked so beautiful tied up that freeing her seemed like a waste. He consoled himself with the mental image of his cock thrusting between her magnificent tits later this evening.


  “Just hold still one moment, sweetheart,” he said. 


  His blade easily sliced through the crude iron, and it only took him a few moments to unbind her wrists and ankles. Once again, he marveled at how the restraints hadn’t left a single blemish on her skin. It seemed impossible. 


  “I didn’t find any other prisoners, sir,” Corwin said from the doorway. “I didn’t find any stolen supplies, either.”


  “Then you obviously didn’t look hard enough,” Dravis grumbled. “Khalina here is an Eternal Priestess. She must have brought—”


  “I was not traveling with any supplies,” she interrupted. “I already sold my goods in the nearby village, and I was heading back home to my sisters.”


  “Ah, of course,” Dravis said. “Here, let me help you up…”


  Her eyes sized up Corwin as she stood. “I did not realize you were accompanied by another strong male.”


   “That’s my squire—and trust me, he’s not that strong,” Dravis said. “In fact, he was just about to leave and tend to the horses, isn’t that right?”


  “Erm,” the young man blubbered as he stared at Khalina. “Y-yes, of course, sir.”


  Dravis sighed. Of all the missions to get saddled with a useless assistant… “He means well, but he’s not particularly bright.”


  “I am not interested in his intellect.”


  “That’s good because—”


  “I am only curious about his virility.”


  Dravis blinked. At first, he’d wondered if he was simply misunderstanding her strange accent, but she looked completely serious. “He’s, uh, he’s not particularly virile, either.”


  “A pity,” Khalina said, shifting her green eyes back to him. “I suppose you will have to suffice.”


  He cocked a curious eyebrow. “Meaning what?”


  “You are obviously a powerful warrior, Sir Knight. I have been attempting to acquire the seed of a worthy male for some time.”


  Dravis blinked again, trying to decide whether or not she was being serious. He’d bedded plenty of foreign women before, of course—just last week he’d spent the better part of two days on top of a brunette from Thaniskar—but even they weren’t usually so direct. Or so…strange. 


  “Well, I guess you’re in luck,” he said, forcing another smile. “Why don’t we get out of here and head back to the horses? Riverbend is just up the road, and they have a nice—”


  “There’s no need to leave until I have tested your seed,” Khalina said matter-of-factly. “If it is as fertile as I assume, I can escort you back to our monastery in the mountains. My sisters will be eager for you to inseminate them.”


  Dravis paused. Is she really this insane or am I just the luckiest son of a bitch in the world at the moment? “Your sisters will want to play too, huh?”


  Her eyebrows lifted in confusion. “I would never dream of keeping a hearty male to myself.”


  Of course you wouldn’t, you slut. “Well, then,” Dravis said, clearing his throat. “I, uh, I really thought you’d at least make me buy you some wine first.”


  Khalina’s red eyebrows lifted quizzically. “You do not need to buy me anything, Sir Knight. I merely wish to test your seed.”


  He smiled despite himself. “What exactly is this ‘test’ you’re talking about?”


  “I need to taste your semen,” Khalina said. She glanced down at his waist and cupped her hand over his codpiece. “Please, remove your armor so I can begin extraction.”


  “Wait, here?” he asked. “We should at least go outside.”


  Her eyes narrowed curiously. “Will you spill faster in the sunlight?”


  “I, uh…” Dravis grunted and glanced around the cave. “I mean, it’s a little dank in here, don’t you think?”


  “If the setting will delay your ejaculation, we can move,” she said. “Come.”


  She strode out of the room as if nothing strange had happened, and it took Dravis a moment to gather his wits. So yeah, she’s definitely crazy—but so what? She’s practically begging to suck my cock, and from the sound of it her sisters will want a piece of the action, too.  Who cares if she’s a few arrows short of a quiver? 


  Grinning, Dravis quickly dashed out of the room and followed Khalina through the cave. Watching her casually stroll past a bunch of dead orcs was one of the most surreal things he had ever witnessed—her swaying hips and confident stride were more than enough to pull his eyes from the carnage. Every time her robe swooshed, he caught a glimpse of her bare upper thighs and buttocks, and all he could think about was how good it was going to feel to fuck that tight little ass of hers…


  By the time they saw sunlight, Dravis’s cock was bulging against his armor so hard he was having trouble walking straight. He spotted Corwin down at the bottom of the knoll with their horses, far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to hear them but close enough that he would get a good show. 


  “You know, I think you’re right,” Dravis said as they stepped outside. “Maybe waiting until Riverbend is a bad idea…”


  Khalina turned around and smiled pleasantly. “Will this area suffice?”


  “It’s fine with me, sweetheart, but I figured you’d want to…”


  He trailed off when she abruptly sank down to her knees and pushed her long hair back over her shoulders. “There is no need for further delay. I am ready to taste your seed now, Sir Knight.”


  Dravis grunted as he quickly worked at the straps of his armor. Women had been throwing themselves at him ever since he’d joined the Silver Fist, but never like this. The sluttiest, most desperate tavern girls in Riverbend would still butter him up with wine or a meal before they spread their legs for him. Hells, even the priestesses of the love goddess back in Highwind expected a kiss or two before they choked on his cock. 


  Don’t complain, you idiot. She’s obviously not a nymph or succubus. She probably just grew up without a father and joined a cult instead of getting a job at the local brothel. What’s the big deal?


  His cock practically sprouted out of his trousers the instant he cast aside his codpiece. Khalina’s smile widened as she shuffled forward on her knees. 


  “Like what you see, honey?” Dravis asked. 


  “Yes. Your stem is quite impressive.”


  “Well, he’s all yours if you treat him right.”


  She scuttled forward until her lips were less than an inch from the cockhead. He could feel the heat from her breath on his shaft, and he was half-tempted to just grab the base of her skull and force himself down her throat. He had bedded plenty of women who would have wanted him to do exactly that…but then again, he was reasonably certain he had never met anyone else like her before. 


  She studied his cock like it was some kind of rare, priceless sculpture on display at the Highwind Museum. He could only assume that she had never seen an eight-inch member before. Still, the delay gave him another chance to appreciate her body up close and in the light. Her taught stomach, her perky tits, her long, shapely legs…


  Finding a woman with one of those features was easy enough. But all three at once? Well, that was something special.


  “I’m not sure what you’re waiting for, sweetheart,” he said eventually, “but all that seed you want to test isn’t going to come out by itself.”


  “I am thankful,” Khalina said. “I have always enjoyed the extraction process.”


  Before he could frown and process that strange sentiment, she wrapped her delicate fingers around the shaft and began stroking him. Dravis’s knees weakened, and he suddenly wished he had a wall to lean against. 


  “That’s it,” he cooed. “And don’t worry—I promise there’ll be enough left for your sisters, too. If they want a taste, all they’ll need to do is ask.”


  “They will require more than a taste.”


  Dravis chuckled again. “That’s what I like to hear. Now why don’t you give him a kiss? I mean, he did save you from those awful monsters.”


  Khalina leaned forward and kissed the head of his cock. When a tiny bit of pre-cum oozed out from the tip, she quickly licked it off her lips and rolled it around her mouth like it was some kind of rare vintage. “This is not a sufficient sample.”


  “There’s plenty more where that came from, believe me,” he said. “But you’ll have to—oh, shit!”


  He expected her to stroke his shaft a bit faster or perhaps even lick the tip some more to get him going, but apparently she wasn’t interested in foreplay. After removing her hand, she promptly opened her ruby lips, looked him in the eye, and swallowed his cock all the way to the hilt.  


  His knees trembled, and he might have lost his balance completely if she didn’t brace her hands on the back of his legs. Her long fingernails dug into his flesh, but he barely even noticed the pain. All he could feel was the warm, wetness of her throat and tongue. 


  “Fuck, sweetheart. Now that’s gratitude.”


  He ran his fingers through her hair and held her tightly against him. Khalina didn’t choke or gag or even gasp for breath; she remained completely still as if she could gorge on him like this forever. That mental image, plus the feel of her tongue cradling his shaft, was almost enough to make him spill right then and there. But Dravis resisted the urge and held back. This bitch might have been s virgin, but she obviously knew how to worship a cock. He was going to savor this as long as possible. 


  Just before he completely lost control, he tugged on her hair and pulled her back. She glanced up at him curiously when his cock sprang free from her lips, several strands of spittle dangling from her chin. 


  “You were prepared to spill,” she said, confused. “I do not understand.”


  “I just wanted to make sure you had enough air, sweetheart,” Dravis said, grinning and touching her cheek. 


  “I appreciate your concern, but you do not need to worry about me,” she insisted. “Now please, finish quickly.”


  She opened her mouth and leaned forward to swallow him again, but Dravis clenched her hair and held her in place. Fuck! I need a least a few more seconds or I’m going to flood her throat the instant she touches me.


  “What’s the rush?” he asked, stalling. “I thought you said you enjoyed this kind of thing.”


  “I do, very much,” Khalina said. “I am merely eager to determine whether or not you are sufficiently fertile for my sisters.”


  “I am, don’t worry. Now why don’t you do me a favor and open up that robe of yours? There’s no reason to hide such a lovely pair of tits.”


  “If you believe it will help…”


  She slowly pulled her bodice down until her breasts sprang free. They were even more perfect than he’d hoped. If she weren’t so weird and obsessed with his cock, he would have gladly leaned down and played with them for hours. 


  You’ll get your chance later. Just be patient and give the slut what she wants.


  “Better?” Khalina asked. 


  “Definitely.”


  “Good.” She placed her lips back on his cock, but before she inhaled him again she abruptly stopped and leaned back “If you wish to guide my movements, you may be as rough as you like. Strike me, spit on me, choke me—males often require additional visual stimulation, I am far more durable than I appear.”


  Dravis blinked. Is she serious? What in the bloody abyss is going on?


  “Prepare yourself,” she warned. “I shall make you spill now.”


  She slammed his cock back down her throat so hard he couldn’t believe she didn’t gag. He stood there stiffly for a moment, paralyzed, before he finally placed his hands on her head. Her green eyes looked up at him expectantly. 


  What are you waiting for? Give it to her! 


  Dravis grabbed two handfuls of her thick red hair and began face-fucking her in earnest. He almost lost it every time his shaft disappeared back between her ruby lips. She didn’t appear to have a gag reflex at all—no matter how hard he pushed, she didn’t choke or gasp or complain in the slightest. She didn’t even seem to blink. Her eyes remained locked onto him like two glimmering emeralds while she eagerly awaited her reward…


  He gave it to her. His cock erupted deep in her throat, but when he tried to hold her in place she squirmed back until the tip was just inside her lips. He splattered her tongue until it was completely white, and he couldn’t believe nothing leaked out the sides of her mouth. Dravis closed his eyes after the fifth and final spurt, but when he reopened them a few seconds later he could scarcely believe what he was seeing. 


  Her mouth remained open, and she was sloshing his cum around her mouth while her eyes rolled back into her head. When she eventually swallowed, a wide smile pulled at her lips. 


  “That’s a good girl,” Dravis said, touching her chin. “Did you enjoy your present?”


  “Your seed is as fertile as I’d hoped,” Khalina told him. “My sisters will be overjoyed.”


  He grinned and patted her cheek. “If they’re as pretty as you, sweetheart, I’d be happy to share.”


  “Excellent.” She abruptly stood and readjusted her bodice. “We should make haste to the shrine. If we leave now, we should arrive before nightfall.”


  “What’s the hurry?” he asked, grabbing her slender waist and pulling her in close. “I could start a fire, and I’d love to share some of the wine I bought in Riverbend.”


  “That sounds enjoyable, but we should really leave as soon as possible. My sisters will worry if I do not return shortly.”


  “Well, I’d hate for that to happen.” Dravis gently dragged his fingertips across her bare stomach down to top of her leather thong. “It just seems like a shame. I’d love to return the favor.”


  “Your desire to reciprocate pleasure is commendable but misplaced,” Khalina said. “While I am looking forward to prolonged coitus, my enjoyment is not necessary. Yours is paramount.”


  “You really are the perfect woman…”


  She cocked an eyebrow. “That is objectively untrue.”


  “Just a bad joke, forget it,” he said, shaking his head. He had never been a particularly religious man, but the gods must have been rewarding him for something. “You’re sure your sisters will like me?”


  “Absolutely. They will insist upon mating with you immediately.”


  Dravis whispered a prayer of thanks. “All at once, or…?”


  “All of us shall observe, if that’s what you mean, but Sister Basyle will insist upon being the first.”


  “That hardly seems fair. What about you?”


  “She is the senior priestess,” Khalina said. She paused a moment in thought. “Though I suppose you could request to inseminate me first.”


  “I could just ‘inseminate’ you right now,” Dravis said, squeezing her waist. “He’s ready to go again.”


  Her eyes dropped down to his throbbing cock, and her left hand curled around the shaft. “I wish we had time, but I suspect you will resist the urge to spill inside me for as long as possible.”


  Dravis grinned. “I plan to enjoy myself, if that’s what you mean. But I promise you’ll enjoy it to.”


  Khalina smiled up at him. “You are a curious male specimen, Sir Knight.”


  “You’re a curious specimen yourself,” he said, dragging his fingers through her hair again. “So what do you say? You want to start a fire and have some fun?”


  “Yes, but we must go.” She glanced down at his cock almost mournfully as she removed her hand. “The faster we ride, the faster you can begin insemination.”


  Dravis jabbed his tongue hard into his cheek when she began striding down the hill towards the horses. This was, without a doubt, the weirdest rescue he had ever been a part of. But like the boys at the garrison always said, the crazier the slut, the better the fuck. If that was even partially true, then tonight was shaping up to be one of the best nights of his life. 


   


   


  




  Act Two: The Eternal Sisters


   


  As it turned out, the shrine was only about five miles north of the orc cavern, much closer than Dravis had anticipated. He and Khalina rode calmly across the rocky ground, ostensibly out of concern for the horses but actually because he enjoyed holding her against him. She rode directly in front of him, and he spent most of the trip fondling her breasts and nibbling at her neck. She didn’t resist; if anything, she went out of her way to accommodate him by loosening the straps of her bodice so his hands could easily slip inside. His cock was hard again in record time, and every few minutes he seriously considering stopping, bending her over a rock, and fucking her right then and there. 


  But if his years of training in the Silver Fist had taught him anything, it was that patience was a virtue. Besides, he had an endless source of entertainment watching Corwin squirm uncomfortably in his own saddle. The kid probably would have exploded in his trousers if Khalina had looked at him for more than a few seconds straight. 


  The shrine itself was larger and more impressive than Dravis had expected. It was built into the edge of the mountain, and the enormous doorway was flanked on either side by a pair of female statues dressed almost identically to Khalina. Perhaps the woman who had founded their silly religion had just wanted to sell a lot of the same boots. If so, Dravis wasn’t complaining. 


  “Do we need to knock or anything?” he asked as they approached the stone door. It was getting dark quickly, but the magical brazier outside provided more than enough light to see. 


  “They know we’re here,” Khalina said. 


  He cocked an eyebrow at her. “How?”


  “We share a magical bond thanks to our faith in the Goddess. I can communicate with my sisters across great distances.” She smiled. “They are eager to meet you.”


  “Well, I’m eager to meet them, too,” Dravis said as the door began to slowly slide open. As long as they’re not old crones, anyway. If some eighty year-old High Priestess struts out here in the same outfit, I’ll take back every good thought I had about those boots and that thong…


  Two women were standing there when the door finally opened, and to Dravis’s delight neither of them were crones. On the contrary, they were just as young, beautiful, and supple as Khalina. 


  Because they looked exactly like her. 


  “Escar’s mercy,” Dravis breathed. “Triplets?”


  “You seem surprised,” Khalina said. “I informed you that they were my sisters.”


  “I didn’t know you meant it literally. But believe me, I’m not complaining.”


  “Welcome to the Shrine of the Eternal Lady,” one of the women said. “It has been many years since a virile male visited our home.”


  “I’m happy to make up for lost time,” he said, smiling. “I am Sir Tirian Dravis, Knight of the Silver Fist. Your sister here is lucky I happened by the wreckage of her caravan when I did.”


  “The will of the Goddess is not mere luck,” the same woman said. “She guided you to Sister Khalina in her time of need, and now Khalina has guided you back to us.”


  “Right…” Dravis murmured. So they didn’t just look identical—apparently they talked the same way, too. This whole thing would have been creepy as hell if his cock weren’t actively trying to burst out of his armor.  


  “My name is Sister Basyle, and this is Sister Selenya,” the woman said, smiling pleasantly. “Who is this other male that has accompanied you?”


  “Huh? Oh, that’s just my squire, Corwin. He’s here to…observe.”


  Selenya stepped in front of the younger man and eyed him up and down. “He is young and strong. Did you sample his seed as well?”


  “No,” Khalina said. “Sir Dravis questioned his virility.”


  “His virility and his skill,” Dravis said. “The kid’s still a virgin. He’ll explode the instant you touch him.”


  The faces of all three women lit up almost immediately. “You never mentioned this before,” Khalina said.


  “It’s not a good thing, believe me,” Dravis added hastily. “You ladies do want to enjoy yourselves, right?”


  “The Goddess does not require our enjoyment,” Selenya replied matter-of-factly.


  Dravis had to grab his jaw to keep it from falling open. What kind of women actually wanted a man to finish quickly? That might have been the most insane thing they’d said yet.  


  “She may not require it, but she doesn’t forbid it either, right?” he asked. 


  “No,” Khalina said. “In fact, the Third Chronicle of Sister Valera states that coital extraction is often more successful when a priestess is properly stimulated.”


  “Exactly,” he muttered, playing along. “And believe me: Corwin here isn’t going to ‘stimulate’ anything.”


  The young man turned and glared at him. “Sir, I—”


  “Shut up, squire,” Dravis said, flashing the idiot a stern glare. “Just set up a camp and wait out here with the horses. I’ll let you know when I’m finished with the, uh…negotiations.”


  For a moment it seemed like the kid might actually grow a spine and protest, but then he nodded and backed down as usual. “Of course, sir. I’ll just, uh…I’ll stay right here.”


  Dravis grunted and turned back to the priestesses. “Since that’s settled, perhaps we should head inside? It’s getting dark, after all.”


  Khalina glanced back and forth between Dravis and Corwin for a moment before she finally shrugged. “This way, Sir Knight.”


  The interior of the shrine was surprisingly austere, especially compared to the grandiose temples in Highwind. Even the smaller shrines in Riverbend had more furniture and decorations. Aside from a few paintings and sculptures on the walls, nothing in here suggested that this was even a place of worship. There was no central altar or seating for a congregation; there was no furniture at all aside from a single armless, backless divan situated directly in the middle of the main chamber. 


  “You girls aren’t exactly living a life of luxury out here,” Dravis commented. 


  “We have all that we need to survive,” Basyle said. “The Goddess relieves us of most mortal hungers. We want for nothing.”


  “Other than a strong male,” Khalina added. “You are the first man to have looked upon this statue in almost three years, Sir Knight.”


  “Please, call me Tirian, sweetheart,” Dravis told her. “I can’t tell you how honored I am that you’ve chosen me to…well….”


  “Sister Khalina explained to you why you are here, yes?” Basyle asked. 


  “More or less,” Dravis said. “She said you’d all be eager to meet me.”


  “We are,” Selenya said, touching his arm. “You are handsome and strong. My sister couldn’t have chosen a better specimen.” 


  He smiled back at her. She was wearing the tiniest bit more eyeshadow than her sisters, and he thought the extra color looked good on her. Still, he had a feeling it would look even better smeared down her cheeks after he throated her. It wasn’t the most gentlemanly sentiment for an honorable knight, but for whatever reason he desperately wanted to degrade these silly sluts. 


  By the gods, this is like a dream come true…


  “The Goddess commands all Eternal Priestesses to give birth to a daughter once every three years,” Basyle said. “Our coven’s cycle has just begun, and Sister Khalina was searching for a proper donor. Now that she has found one, you will inseminate each of us.”


  Dravis frowned. “Wait a second: you want me to get all three of you pregnant?”


  “Of course,” Khalina said as if it were obvious. “Why else would I have tested the virility of your seed?”


  “I thought you were just, you know, playing some kind of game.” He grunted and paused for a minute. “Look, I’d love to entertain you ladies, but I’m not really the fatherhood type.”


  “We do not need your assistance raising our daughters,” Basyle told him. “Once your seed takes root inside of us, we will have no further need of you.”


  “Uh…I see,” Dravis murmured. Warning bells started ringing in the back of his head. He’d heard similar promises before. After he’d bedded Duke Marchale’s daughter, she had shown up two months later with a swollen belly and demanded that he return and marry her. He’d been forced to request a transfer halfway across the continent just to get away from her, but that wouldn’t work a second time. 


  Still, these priestesses seemed genuine enough, and there was no way in hell he was going to walk out of here without fucking at least one of them. 


  “If this poses a problem, Sir Knight, please inform us now,” Selenya told him. “We will need to begin our search for another donor immediately.”


  “Oh, it’s no problem,” Dravis assured them. “I just wanted to make sure you knew where I stand.”


  Basyle smiled. “Excellent. Then let us begin.”


  She lifted her robe off her shoulders and tossed it to the floor, then immediately began unfastening the straps of her bodice. Before Dravis could say anything, Khalina and Selenya practically pounced on him from either side. While one unbuckled his breastplate, the other fiddled with his greaves. 


  “No wine, no music…I guess I shouldn’t be surprised,” he said. “Oh well.”


  They stripped off his armor with impressive speed, and Selenya’s eyes lit up when his cock finally sprung free. Her long fingers cradled the shaft, and she slowly sank down to a knee like she had been ensorcelled by a charm spell. 


  “I never should have doubted you, sister,” she breathed. “It’s magnificent.”


  “And it’s all yours, sweetheart,” Dravis said. “He’s ready and willing to serve.”


  Khalina touched his arm and nodded towards the divan. “You should start with Sister Basyle.”


  Dravis turned and studied the senior priestess. She was already topless, and he was delighted to see that her tits were every bit as round and wonderful as Khalina’s. His cock twinged at the thought of sliding into her, but he had another plan first. 


  “Sister Khalina informed me that she was a virgin,” he said, sliding his hand around her trim waist and pulling her in close. “How about the rest of you ladies?”


  “This will be my fourth birthing cycle,” Basyle said. “It will be Sister Selenya’s third.”


  Dravis whistled between his teeth. “So wait—you’re already mothers?”


  “Of course,” Selenya said. “This surprises you?”


  “Well, you sure as hell don’t look like it,” he size, looking them up and down again. “And I thought you were all sisters.”


  “We are all born of the Eternal Mother and share her face.”


  He shook his head. “You know what? I don’t even want to know. But the point is that I’d like to start with Khalina here.”


  He knew there was a chance he might offend them, but he didn’t really care. After five hours of riding in the saddle pressed up against this girl, his cock was desperate for release. 


  “If that is your wish,” Basyle said, shrugging. “You may proceed.”


  Khalina’s eyes widened in shock. “You really wish to have me first? I don’t know what to say…”


  “You don’t need to say anything, sweetheart,” Dravis said, pulling her in close enough to kiss her. Her lips mixed the awkwardness of a virginal farm girl with the raw intensity of a seasoned slut. It was a surprisingly enticing combination. He would have gladly stood there kissing here for a long time, but from the way her hands were clawing at his cock he knew he wouldn’t have the chance.


  Dravis gently plucked Khalina robe off her shoulders and tossed it on top of Basyle’s. His hands worked their way down her back and tugged at the straps of her bodice, but he was too late—Basyle had already rushed in behind her and started untying the laces. Selenya, apparently not wanting to be left out, knelt down and removed her sister’s thong. 


  “Normally I’d rather unwrap a present myself,” he said with an amused snort, “but I guess this will do.”


  Dravis took a step back and studied her again. Somehow she was even more perfect than he remembered. Her face, her tits, her bald, sopping cunt…he had never wanted to fuck anyone as much in his life. It took all of his willpower to resist the urge to tackle her onto the divan and slam his cock into her as hard and fast as possible. 


  “Leave the boots,” he said when Khalina began to remove them. “They won’t get in the way.”


  She shrugged. “As you wish. How shall we—oof!”


  She yelped as he pushed her back onto the divan. Rather than climbing on top of her, however, he spread her thighs and leaned down to kiss her quim. Her juices rolled over his tongue as he lashed her precious little clit, and her entire body convulsed like she had just been struck by lightning. 


  “What are you doing, male?” Basyle asked, leaning down next to the couch. “You cannot inseminate her with your mouth.”


  Dravis snorted. “I’m aware of that, sweetheart. But there’s more to sex than a hard cock and a wet cunt. Besides, I owe her one for earlier.”


  “You don’t owe me anything, Sir Knight,” Khalina breathed. “My pleasure is irrele…irrele….oh!”


  She cried out and seized up when he dragged his tongue across her slit and eased his right thumb inside her. He had always enjoyed tasting women, especially the young and naïve ones. Quim-licking was more powerful than a charm spell, in his experience—once his tongue brought a woman to climax, she would gladly drop her knickers for him at the drop of a hat.


  “Are you all right, sister?” Selenya asked when Khalina’s eyes rolled back into her head. 


  “She’s fine,” Dravis said. “And she’s about to get even better.”


  While Khalina was still half paralyzed by her climax, he licked his way up her stomach to her breasts. He sucked her nipples into his mouth one after the other, all while carefully positioning his cock at her smoldering entrance. 


  “Please…Sir Knight…” she breathed as her fingers clawed at his hair. “Please…”


  Dravis smiled and kissed his way up to her mouth. “I told you before, you can call me Tirian.”


  “Tirian,” Khalina rasped, locking her ankles behind his back “Please…please take me.”


  He grinned. There was nothing quite like watching a woman beg for your cock as if it was the only thing in the whole world she cared about. She would be screaming and delirious in seconds. 


  He eased the tip inside her. She was so tight it was unbelievable, even for a virgin, but thankfully she was also so wet it almost didn’t matter. Dravis was happier than ever that he’d spilled in her mouth earlier today, otherwise he would have exploded in ten seconds flat. Her cunt was a smoldering vise around his cock, and by the time he’d slipped in all the way he had to bite down on his lip and pause just to catch his breath. 


  “By the Goddess!” Khalina gasped into his ear. Her nails clawed into his back, and her thighs squeezed harder than seemed possible for a woman her size. “It’s even more wonderful than I imagined!”


  “We’re just getting started, sweetheart,” Dravis told her, swallowing and forcing himself to relax. He hadn’t felt this volatile since he was a fifteen year-old boy sticking his cock into the stable master’s daughter for the first time.  


  He squeezed at her hips and settled into a slow, methodical rhythm. It was still nearly too much for him; the walls of her quim were like a stone fire oven baking his cock. If he didn’t know better, he would have assumed he’d slipped into the wrong hole.


  “Fuck…” he breathed. “You are so god damn tight.”


  Khalina shifted her fingers to the back of his neck. She looked so happy and content it was almost disturbing. “You can take me rougher if you like,” she told him. “You won’t hurt me, I promise. You can do anything you want to me. Anything at all.”


  Dravis smiled down at her. What he wanted more than anything was to fuck her until she screamed, then promptly pull out and ruin her perfect pale face with his cum. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because she seemed too beautiful to be real, or maybe it was because he knew how badly she wanted him to spill inside her. 


  Would you just fuck her already? What in the hells are you waiting for?


  Dravis clutched onto her hips and started fucking her in earnest. She moaned at each and every thrust—not the fake, overwrought moans of a cheap tavern whore, but the desperate yelps of a woman whose body was quivering with delight for the first time. He knew he wasn’t going to last long no matter how hard he tried, so he focused all his efforts on giving her exactly what she wanted before he lost control…


  Khalina’s thighs clamped his waist, her nails clawed into his flesh, and her green eyes rolled back into her head. Dravis grinned in satisfaction. He had always enjoyed making a woman cum for the first time, from the desperate farm girls of Riverbend to the demure debutantes at the Winter Gala in Highwind. There was something special about knowing they’d never forget his face no matter how many other men they spread their legs for afterwards.  


  And of course, it also ensured that his bed was never empty whenever he was on the road. He had fucked and forgotten plenty of girls, but there was something special about seeing the twinkle in the eye of an old lover across the tavern, knowing that in a few minutes you’d have her face buried in a pillow and your cock stuffed up her ass…


  “By the goddess!” Khalina gasped when she finally came down. She looked up at him and dug her nails into his flesh so hard he was certain she drew blood. “I never knew…”


  “You are wasting time, sister,” Selenya said impatiently from next to him. “Allow him to spill already.”


  “There’s no need to be jealous,” Dravis said between pants. “The night is young, and I promise there’s more than enough of me to go around.”


  “Sister Selenya is right,” Khalina said, cupping her hands around his cheeks. “Please, Travian…please, spill inside me.”


  He grabbed ahold of her boot-sheathed calves and pushed them down until her knees were touching her chest and her feet were above her head. “You want it?”


  “Yes!”


  “Then beg for it.”


  “Please, fuck me!” Khalina almost screamed. “Give me your seed!”


  Dravis slammed into her so hard he was surprised the divan didn’t break. She insisted there was no way he could hurt her, and so he decided to put that theory to the test. His cock pounded into her like a hammer golem. The slapping sound of their skin echoed off the walls of the shrine, and he couldn’t believe she didn’t ask him to stop. On the contrary, the harder he thrust the more she seemed to enjoy it. He suddenly wished they had more time…


  “Oh, fuck!”


  He exploded inside her. Her quim squeezed with every spurt, almost like her body was reflexively milking as much cum out of him as possible. When his cock finally fell silent, it took all his remaining strength not to collapse on top of her and crush her into the cushions. 


  “Shauveena’s merciful tits,” he breathed. “So wet, so tight…it’s been a long time since I spilled that much, sweetheart.”


  Dravis leaned up just far enough that he could see her face. Her eyes were closed, and she looked like she was in some kind of trance. He grinned and chuckled softly. 


  “I’d ask if you liked it, but I think I already know the answer,” he said. 


  “It was wonderful,” Khalina whispered. She smiled up at him as her green eyes slowly fluttered open. “Thank you, Tirian.”


  “You’re more than welcome,” he said, brushing a long strand of red hair from her forehead. “Anytime you—what the hell?” 


  He pulled back when he realized that Basyle and Selenya were crouched down on either side of him right beside their sister’s splayed hips. Selenya reached out and gently cupped his testicles.


  “Careful there, darling,” Dravis warned. “What are you doing?”


  “Confirming that the insemination was successful,” she told him. “Please, withdraw your stem so we can complete the ritual.”


  He grunted and shook his head. Every time I start to think these sluts aren’t completely insane…


  “She’s inseminated, trust me,” he assured them. “I gave her all she could handle.”


  “Be that as it may, we still need confirmation.”


  Dravis threw up his hands. “Sure, why not.”


  He slowly eased his wilted cock of out Khalina, and he wasn’t surprised in the least when a thick white glob gushed out of her quim. Basyle and Selenya pounced into his place and gently folded their sister’s knees into her chest as if to make sure nothing else was lost…


  “It worked!” Khalina exclaimed after a moment. “A daughter grows within me!”


  “Uh…” Dravis mumbled. “You’re sure about that?”


  “There is no mistaking the truth,” Selenya said, smiling for perhaps the first time since he’d met her. “The Goddess has blessed us with another child!”


  “Right…” Dravis murmured as he slumped back onto the edge of the divan. The longer he stayed here, the more convinced he became that this “religion” of theirs was just another whacky cult. Still, if they were all as wet and tight as Khalina, he would gladly stay here as long as they wanted. 


  After all, they were a bunch of helpless priestesses, and he was an honorable knight. Duty demanded nothing less. 


   


   


  




  Act Three: The Sacrifice


   


  “So does your temple make wine or anything?” Dravis asked as he stood from the couch and stretched out his arms. “I could use a bit of refreshment here while I recover.”


  “Food and spirits are distractions,” Basyle said. “We are able to sustain ourselves on the Eternal Lady’s power alone.”


  He cocked an eyebrow and glanced around the chamber. There didn’t seem to be a kitchen or larder anywhere. “That’s one hell of a trick,” he murmured. “A little boring, but I guess it explains how you keep those slender figures.”


  “Please, lie down,” Basyle said, gesturing to the nearby rug. “I shall retrieve some holy oil.”


  “All right,” he replied. The rug was thicker and softer than it looked, and he casually leaned back on his elbows while Basyle stepped over to a nearby shelf and picked up a glass vial. She poured a few drops the liquid into her palm then swiftly rubbed her hands together like it was some kind of lotion. 


  “The magic will rejuvenate your stem,” she said as she leaned down next to him.   


  “What is…oh!” Dravis gasped as she began smearing the oil onto his cock. Somehow, the liquid felt cool and hot at the same time, and he closed his eyes and moaned as she stroked him back to life. 


  “Your stamina is impressive, Sir Knight. I suspect you still have much seed to offer.”


  “As much as you can handle, sweetheart,” he said. His eyes fluttered back open, and he found himself mesmerized by the slow, rhythmic movements of her long fingers on his shaft. “If you give him a little kiss, he’ll recuperate even faster.”


  Basyle arched a curious red eyebrow at him. “A kiss? Does that mean you wish me to fellate you?”


  Dravis snorted softly. He should have known that subtlety was a waste of time. “Hey—it couldn’t hurt, right?”


  She pondered his words for a minute then shrugged. “I suppose not.”


  “Then perhaps both of us should help, sister,” Selenya suggested, kneeling down on the opposite side of him. “Anything to expedite his recovery.”


  Dravis grinned as the two women took turns resuscitating his cock. While one licked the shaft, the other would slide the tip between her warm lips; while one took him all the way into her throat, the other would gently fondle his testicles. It had been a long time since two women had worshipped his cock like this, and their coordination and enthusiasm was borderline supernatural.  


  A part of him still couldn’t believe this was happening. Given time, he was reasonably sure he could convince these sluts to do just about anything he wanted. 


  “You know, you ladies should really build a shrine to your goddess in town somewhere,” he said. “I bet you’d get plenty of recruits. I’d be happy to help you, uh, test them out.”


   “We do not recruit acolytes,” Selenya said, licking a strand of saliva from her lips. “Our daughters will serve the goddess and create more daughters of their own.”


  Dravis frowned. “How does that work, exactly? I mean, what if you have a son?”


  “We cannot have sons,” Basyle told him as if it were obvious. “The goddess would not allow it.”


   “Ah,” he murmured, shaking his head. At some point, he really needed to stop asking questions. The answers were just getting weirder and weirder. “Well, less competition for me, I suppose.”


  “Your stem appears to be fully rejuvenated, Sir Knight,” Selenya said, clutching her hands around the shaft. “Which of us do you wish to inseminate next?”


  Dravis glanced between the two nearly identical women. “That’s a tough choice. I wouldn’t want either of you to feel left out…”


  They shared a quick glance. “If you are worried about offending us, don’t be,” Basyle said. “Our feelings are irrelevant. As the male, yours are paramount.”


  “Every time one of you says that my cock starts to throb…”


  She raised her eyebrows. “Shall I say it again?”


  Dravis chuckled softly. “How about you two ladies just undress for me, hmm? All that leather looks…uncomfortable.”


  “Our clothing is not designed for comfort,” Selenya said. “It is meant to enhance our features and stimulate virile males who look upon us.”


  “Consider me stimulated,” he murmured, slowly stroking himself while she unstrapped her corset and revealed her wonderful tits. They were the largest of all three sisters, if only by a hair. He mouth watered just imagining those nipples between his lips....


  “Shall we leave our boots on as well?” Basyle asked.  


  Dravis nodded. “Yeah…yeah, I think that’s a good idea.”


  “Very well.”


  He had to wet his lips while they stepped out of their leather thongs and revealed their bald, matching cunts. They kept their armbands on as well as their boots, which made him grin in appreciation. These girls might have been completely oblivious and naïve in some ways, but they knew how to get a man hard and keep him that way. 


  “Why don’t you both sit down here for a moment?” he asked, leaning up. “I’d like to take a closer look at you.”


  The two women knelt in front of him. His eyes flicked between their naked breasts, and he reached out and gently cupped one of Selenya’s in each hand. They were just as soft and supple as he’d imagined. 


  “Have you made a decision?” she asked. 


  Dravis shook his head, still mesmerizing by her pale pillows. Gods, what I wouldn’t give to fuck these wonderful tits right about now…


  “We barely even know each other, sweetheart,” he said. “How about we take our time and get better acquainted first?


  Selenya eyed him curiously. “I do not understand what personal knowledge has to do with our arrangement. I merely wish to acquire your seed in the most efficient manner possible.”


  “Yeah, well, efficiency is overrated,” Dravis said. “And to be honest, it would be a gods-damned crime to let these babies go to waste.”


  He leaned down and lashed his tongue across her right breast. Her entire body seized up, and he was worried she might actually push him away. But once he sucked her nipple into his mouth, her lips parted and a soft moan escaped her lips. 


  Gods, I almost feel bad for these sluts. They’ve obviously never had a man show them what it means to be a real woman. The things I could do to them, the things I could show them…maybe I’ll just spend the whole damn week here fucking them until they can barely walk.


  As he licked and sucked from nipple to nipple, Selenya’s moans became longer and more breathless. She placed her hand on the back of his head, lightly at the first but more desperate with each passing moment. Grinning, Dravis traced his fingers down her side and between her thighs until he reached her quim. He could smell her wetness before he touched her, and his fingertip slipped inside without the slightest resistance. 


  “See?” he whispered. “Sometimes it’s worth slowing down and enjoying yourself.”


  “This is not…necessary….” Selenya cooed into his ear even as her fingers clawed at his hair. “All I need...is your…”


  “Seed, yes, I heard you the first nine-hundred times. By the gods, I’ve never met women so averse to enjoying themselves before.” He shook his head and turned towards Basyle. “Scootch a bit closer, sweetheart. I don’t want you to feel left out.”


  She scuttled forward on her knees a few inches until he could easily reach both of them at the same time. While he continued nibbling at Selenya’s breasts and fingering her quim, he reached out to see if Basyle was as wet as her sisters. She was, of course, and he grinned as he slipped a finger inside her as well. 


  “You girls make me wish I had two cocks,” he said. “Or four hands…”


  Dravis was so focused upon the women in front of him he didn’t even notice when Khalina crept behind him. She had apparently recovered from her weird trance, and she placed her chin on his shoulder and slowly curled her fingers around his cock. 


  “I shall keep you stiff while you pleasure them,” she said into his ear. 


  “That’s very thoughtful of you.”


  “It is the least I can do for you, Tirian. You have given me a daughter.”


  “Right,” he mumbled. Selenya and Basyle were still enjoying themselves, but perhaps it was time to see just how far he would let them go. “Why don’t you lean back on the couch for me, hmm?”


  Selenya blinked out of her euphoria and nodded. “You wish to inseminate me, then?”


  “Not quite yet. But trust me, you’ll enjoy it just as much.”


  He slipped his fingers out of her quim and helped her crawl back up onto the divan. She reflexively spread her long, boot-encased legs for him, but Dravis smiled and pushed her knees back down. He crawled up onto the couch and straddled her waist, then gently eased himself down until his cock was resting between her heaving tits. 


  “There’s more than one way to make a man spill,” he said, taking hold of her breasts and creating a makeshift vise around his cock. “I’d hate to see these magnificent pillows of yours go to waste.”


   “I do not understand,” Selenya murmured when he started thrusting. “This seems incredibly inefficient.”


  “Again, it’s not always about efficiency. But if you want me to cook up another load for you, you’re going to have to play along.”


  Khalina pressed up against his back again. “I have heard of this technique. While I was visiting Riverbend, a boorish man approached me in the tavern and said he wanted to ‘fuck my tits and decorate my pretty face.’ Is this what he meant?”


  Dravis grunted. “Yep. I assume you didn’t let him.”


  “I did not. I tested his seed, but he was not as virile as I’d hoped.”


  The mental image of her sucking off some dolt in a bar was almost enough to make him spill right then and there, but he managed to contain himself. “Honey, you need me more than you think. There’s a lot I need to teach you.”


  “I’ve no doubt,” Khalina said. “Sister, you should squeeze your breasts together for him. It will create additional friction and drive him towards climax.”


  “Ah, of course,” Selenya said, removing his hands and replacing them with her own. She then opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue. “Is this better?”


  “Much,” Dravis said, pumping more fiercely. “But don’t worry—I won’t waste a single drop of seed. When I feel it coming, I’ll ram him inside you and give you what you want.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” Khalina said. “If you spill upon her skin, Sister Basyle can still perform a spell to fertilize her egg before your seed becomes inert.”


  Dravis blinked. “What?”


  “Khalina is right,” Basyle said, standing and strolling around just behind Selenya’s head. “You may ejaculate externally if that is your preference.”


  Khalina leaned in closer to his ear and wrapped her arms around his chest. “What she is means is that you’re free to decorate Selenya’s pretty face if that is what you wish.”


  “Well fuck, it is now…”


  His cock throbbed in delight. Every time it neared Selenya’s mouth, she licked at the tip with her tongue. Dravis was half tempted to jam it down her throat, if only for a moment, but then he glanced back down at her flopping tits and thrust even harder. A part of him wanted to ask how in the hell they thought they could get pregnant like this, but he kept his mouth shut. They were the ones obsessed with insemination—if this didn’t work, it was really their problem and not his. Just the thought of Selenya’s high cheekbones and ruby red lips splattered with his seed was almost enough to push him over the edge…


  “Please, I want to see you spill on my sister,” Khalina cooed into his ear as her fingernails dug into his chest. “Cover her with your seed!”


  “Anything for you, sweetheart…”  


  Dravis exploded with a scream and a shudder. His first jet blasted off Selenya’s upper lip and onto her nose; his second was even more powerful somehow, arching all the way up to her forehead and landing right between her sparkling green eyes. His third and fourth covered the rest of her lips and chin, while his fifth left glistening trails up her pale neck. 


  To Selenya’s credit, she didn’t wince or turn away or even shut her eyes. She just laid there in place, panting breathlessly and smiling so wide he couldn’t help but grin back. 


  “I had a feeling you’d enjoy that,” Dravis said, staring down at his handiwork with pride. For his third offering of the day, he’d still produced an impressive amount.


  “I can feel its energy, its power…” Selenya rasped. “Thank you, male.”


  “Anytime, sweetheart,” he said with a chuckle. These sluts might have been crazy, but at least they were the right kind of crazy. The hero worship, the naivety, the willingness to try new things…a man could get used to this.


  Dravis slumped off of her and sank into Khalina’s waiting arms. She gently ran the fingers of her left hand through his short hair while her right crawled back down to his wilting cock. She scooped the last few residual strands of semen from the tip and promptly shoveled them into her mouth. 


  “It remains potent,” she said. “Hurry, sister, before its strength wanes!”


   Basyle leaned up onto the couch and squatted down over Selenya’s head. For a moment, Dravis couldn’t actually believe what he was seeing, but then it happened—Basyle slid her hands down to her quim, held open the folds with her fingertips, and then slowly straddled her sister’s splattered face. 


  Exhausted or not, the site was enough to make his cock twinge yet again. But then Basyle’s eyes began to glow softly as she whispered the words to a spell, and a moment later she began scrubbing her cunt across Selenya’s face like it was a broom. 


  “What in the bloody hell?” Dravis breathed. 


  It was ludicrous and tantalizing at the same time. After about twenty seconds, Basyle abruptly stood. She clamped her hand over her quim and closed her eyes like she had just entered some kind of trance. 


  “I pray we were fast enough,” Selenya said, leaning up. Her cheeks and lips were wet with her sister’s juices, but all of his semen was gone aside from a few glistening pearls on her neck. 


  “You girls really need to take this act to Highwind,” Dravis muttered. “You could make a bloody fortune…”


  None of the priestesses even looked at him; Khalina and Selenya were both staring intently at Basyle. Eventually the senior priestess reopened her eyes and smiled. 


  “It worked,” she declared. “The goddess has blessed us with another daughter!”


  The other two women gasped in delight, and Selenya rushed forward to embrace her sister. Dravsis watched them for a moment, still perplexed, before he slumped back even deeper into Khalina’s arms. He felt like he had fought fifty orcs this morning rather than five. His body hadn’t been this weary in as long as he could remember, possibly ever, which was strange considering he’d definitely spilled more than three times in a day before. Just a few months ago he’d pumped four separate loads into the Knight-Commander’s daughter before he’d finally snuck out of her chamber in the middle of the night.


  Perhaps the magic in that oil of theirs was responsible. Whatever the case, he honestly wasn’t sure if he could fuck them again right now…


  Khalina continued stroking his hair. “You are everything I hoped for and more, Tirian.”


  “Just doing my duty,” Dravis said, reaching up to touch her cheek. “Protecting the fair damsels of the realm and all.”


  Her smile was so bright and innocent he almost forgot she was a crazy cultist who had practically begged him to fuck her throat thirty seconds after they’d met. “I do regret that I wasted time and energy testing your virility, though. I should have trusted my instincts and brought you the temple right away.”


  He frowned. “It wasn’t a waste of time or energy, believe me. And I know you enjoyed it, too.”


  “I did, very much. But if you hadn’t spilled so much seed in my mouth, perhaps you’d be less fatigued.”


  “I’ll be fine, don’t worry,” Dravis assured her. “I just need to relax a bit.”


   “Let me get the oil again,” Khalina said. “Once you’ve recuperated, you can inseminate Selenya.”


  “I’d love to, sweetheart,” he said, grabbing her wrist before she could turn away, “but I’m not convinced your little potion will be enough this time. You ladies are taking everything out of me!”


  Selenya turned away from Basyle and raced over to his side, her face creased in concern. “There must be enough left,” she said, touching his cock again. “Is there anything we can do to stimulate you?”


  “Oh, I can think about a thousand things,” Dravis murmured. Before his imagination could run completely wild, however, he just smiled and patted both women on their arms. “At this point, I think maybe it is just time you ladies did a bit of the work yourselves. You know, just to be fair.”


  Khalina and Selenya shared a confused glance. “What do you mean?”


  He grinned. “Let’s start by helping me lie down properly on this thing.”


  He shifted around on the divan until he was lying flat on his back. He was embarrassed at how much he needed to rely on them to move, but every muscle in his body had turned to mush. Thankfully they were stronger than they looked.


  “There we go,” he said, leaning his head back on the pillow. “I hate to say it, but I might just need a nap before we continue…”


  “That would not be wise,” Selenya warned.


  Dravis frowned. “What, are you planning on knifing me in my sleep?”


  “No.”


  He frowned up at the two women as they shared a look. He needed to stop forgetting who he was dealing with—he shouldn’t put anything past religious fanatics. Plenty of normal women had tried to stab him before, after all, though ironically that was usually because he’d spilled inside them…



  Still, he wasn’t actually worried. They were way too frisky and desperate to try anything, though he did have a feeling they were going to try and guilt him into sticking around and raising their “daughters” at some point, no matter how much they denied it. That was the exact moment when he was going to sprint for his horse and not look back. Hopefully Corwin was doing his job and keeping them ready. 


  “Just relax and allow the oil to work,” Khalina soothed. She ran her fingernails across his chest while Selenya began smearing more of the liquid across his cock. As before, it was strangely hot and cold at the same time, and he closed his eyes and let her fingers work their magic. 


  “I believe he still possesses sufficient seed to inseminate me,” Selenya said after a moment as she gently cupped his balls. “He will need to spill directly inside me, however.”


  “I hope that’s all right,” Khalina said, kneeling in close enough he could taste her breath. “I was actually looking forward to you decorating my face as well.”


  Dravis’s cock throbbed again. This time it almost hurt. “Another day, sweetheart,” he said, brushing the back of her cheek with his hand. “I promise I’ll make you look even more beautiful.”


  She smiled and leaned down to kiss him. Basyle and Selenya audibly gasped, which was strange as hell but easy to ignore when Khalina’s tongue entwined with his. Her lips were so warm and soft it was no surprise how good it had felt to slide his cock between them. She was so passionate, so loving, that he knew he’d been right with his prediction earlier: women never forgot the first man who made them cum. If he walked into this temple five years from now, she would probably tear off her thong and drop to her knees without a moment’s hesitation. 


  “Sister Khalina…” Basyle scolded. 


  Khalina finally pulled away. “I apologize. But he….are you certain we cannot keep him?”


  “You know the rules, sister. The Goddess commands us to do what needs to be done.”


  Dravis licked at his lips and frowned again. “What is all this about?”


  “I am not supposed to kiss you,” Khalina said solemnly. “We are forbidden to build an emotional connection with the fathers of our children.”


  “That’s…kind of fucked up, don’t you think?” he asked. “All the girls working at the Temple of the Love Goddess in Highwind would disagree.”


   “The Eternal Lady is not concerned with ‘love,’ only procreation,” Selenya said. “This does not normally concern our male donors. Are you different?”


  “Is that a trick question?” When all three women offered him a blank stare, he scoffed and shook his head. “What am I saying? Of course it wasn’t…”


  “Please, just focus on the task at hand,” Basyle said, finally shifting out of her weird trance and stepping back over to the divan. “Sister Selenya is not yet fertilized.”


  Dravis grunted and glanced back down to his half-wilted cock. “Well, I’m afraid that oil of yours might not be enough this time. You girls are going to have to get creative.”


  Selenya leaned down over his waist and began softly licking the tip. Basyle joined her a moment later, and Dravis felt a rush of blood flow back into his tired member. It wasn’t enough, however, and he didn’t understand why. The sight of two gorgeous red-heads worshipping his cock should have been more than sufficient to get him hard. How he could possibly be this exhausted already…


  Khalina stroked his hair and brought her lips down to his ear. “When I visited your city, I spent a great deal of time watching the women you call ‘whores’ coax the seed from their patrons. It was a fascinating experience.”


  “I’ll bet,” Dravis murmured. 


  “On occasional, physical stimulation proved insufficient. In these cases, the whore would often revert to speaking softly into the ear of her male, describing actions she had taken or was about to take with him.” 


  He grinned. “You mean dirty talk?”


  “A curious phrase, but yes. I have noticed that this technique appears to work on you as well.”


  “Well, there’s something special about a pretty girl whispering into your ear and describing all the ways you’re about to fuck her.”


  “I believe I understand,” Khalina said. “Truth be told, a part of me wishes that your seed had not taken root just yet. I would have enjoyed feeling you inside me again.”


  “I’d like that too, sweetheart.”


  “Even now I can still feel the echoes of your phallus twinging deep inside me,” she went on. “I wonder what it would feel like if you took me in a different position. Or to have you spill deep inside my bowels.”


  “We’ll just have to find out someday,” Dravis said, chuckling. Khalina was obviously the adventurous one in the group. He really needed to come up with a way to keep her around for a while. She wouldn’t start showing for weeks, after all. He could have a lot of fun with her in that time…


  “Many of the men I met in Highwind seemed obsessed with my ass,” she said. “Slapping it, groping it, constantly saying how much they wanted to fuck it…it was all very curious. The other women seemed bothered by their behavior, but I didn’t mind.”


  “Another reason you’re special, sweetheart. You’re…ahhh…” Dravis bit down on his lip and moaned as Selenya swallowed his cock all the way to the hilt. Apparently none of these sluts had a gag reflex. 


  “I imagine the other knights in your order must be quite virile as well,” Khalina said. “Do you think they would wish to fuck me?”


  “Honey, any man worth a damn would want to fuck you the moment he laid eyes on you,” Dravis said. His cock was finally hard again, but Selenya and Basyle didn’t seem interested in stopping. They bobbed down on him one after the other. The only thing that would have been more arousing is they had started kissing each other afterwards.  


  “When this is over, maybe I’ll take you back to Highwind,” Dravis said. “I have some friends in the order…they’d love to join in.”


  “That sounds wonderful,” Khalina replied. She appeared to be rubbing furiously at her quim, which almost made him cum right then and there. “You could take turns spilling upon me…or inside me. Either way, I believe I would enjoy it immensely.”


  “I’d make sure of it,” Dravis said, touching her chin. “But if your sister still wants some tonight, she had better mount me quick.”


  Selenya abruptly pulled her lips from his cock and smiled. Her mouth was dripping with spit, oil, and semen in roughly equal measure. “You are ready, male?”


  “Ready and willing.”


  She swung her long, slender leg over the divan and straddled him. Basyle helpfully guided his swollen cockhead to her sister’s waiting quim, and he slipped inside without the slightest resistance. 


  “Gods have mercy,” Dravis breathed. “How in the hell are you all so damn tight?”


  He still lacked the strength to thrust on his own, but thankfully he didn’t need to. Selenya took full control, bouncing atop his lap and churning her hips. The movement of her taught abdomen was mesmerizing, and no woman had ever rode him with such single-minded fervor. 


  Khalina nibbled on his earlobe and caressed his cheek. “Give my sister what she wants,” she cooed. “Fill her cunt with your seed!”


  “Fuck!” he gasped, clutching meekly at Selenya’s slender waist. “Take it, baby! Take everything I’ve got left!”


  Dravis grabbed frantically at the sides of the couch as his cock injected her with salvo after salvo of his seed. By the time he stopped spurting, his limbs were so weak they slid down Selenya’s legs and flopped onto the floor. 


  “Escar’s mercy,” he rasped. “You girls are killing me…” 


  Basyle and Selenya weren’t even paying attention. The former helped the latter off of him, cupping her quim as if to hold in his offering and then laying her back on the floor with her legs held high in the air. Strangely, Khalina didn’t move to help. Instead she swung her own leg over his chest and promptly leaned down to kiss him. 


  “Thank you,” she breathed. “Thank you so much…”


  If he weren’t so damn tired, he would have gladly flipped her over and fucked her again while her sisters did…whatever they were doing. But he could barely keep his eyes open, let alone get his cock hard again. 


  “I promise you’ll never forget us,” Khalina said, smiling down at him and brushing sweaty strands of hair from his forehead. “I’ve woven a spell to ensure your memory of this day remains strong and vivid. I don’t want you to regret your sacrifice.”


  Dravis licked at his dry lips. “Sacrifice? Honey, I didn’t sacrifice anything. Just give me a few hours rest and I promise I’ll be ready to go again.”


  Her green eyes turned mournful. “I’m afraid that is not true.”


  He grunted. “I know you’re young and naïve, but trust me: I have plenty of experience with this.”


  “No, you do not,” she said. “The fertility ritual siphons a great deal of energy from the male donor.”


  Dravis frowned. “What?”


  “In time, you will regain your physical strength. You will remain a powerful warrior and stalwart champion of your people.” Khalina touched his face again. “Your stem will not recover so easily, however. I’m afraid you have spilled for the last time.”


  “What are you…you can’t be…” He studied her face on the off chance she had suddenly developed a sense of humor, but she looked more solemn than when she’d been a prisoner in that cave. “What the hell did you do to me?”


  “The Goddess commands us to claim the seed of the most powerful males in the realm,” Khalina said. “Only then can we give birth to a new generation of daughters that are even stronger and wiser than us. When the cycle is complete and we have achieved perfection, the Eternal Lady will finally be reborn.”


  “Look, I don’t give a shit about your crazy dogma,” Dravis said, trying and failing to lean up. “This isn’t funny anymore—if you put some kind of spell on me, you need to reverse it. Now!”


  “I wish that were possible,” she lamented. “But you should take solace in the fact that you have aided the Eternal Lady. She will remember your sacrifice and reward you in the Beyond.”


  “You crazy cunt!” Dravis licked his lips and panted as his strength failed him. “I swear to the gods, I’ll…I’ll…”


  “Rest now, Tirian,” Khalina soothed. “And know that a part of you will live on inside me forever.”


  Dravis tried to reach out and touch her, but darkness overwhelmed him. He had no concept of how long he was unconscious, but he gradually became aware of a voice calling out to him from somewhere nearby. 


  “Sir? Sir, can you hear me?”


  Dravis’s eyes slowly fluttered open. The rocky ceiling above him was the same as before, albeit dimmer, and the air was musty and cold. It took him a moment to realize that he was still lying prone and naked atop the same couch. When he turned his head he spotted his squire, Corwin, leaning over him. 


  “What?” Dravis stammered. 


  “Oh, thank the gods you’re all right, sir!” Corwin said. “When you didn’t return to camp I started to get worried. I knew those witches weren’t to be trusted.”


  Dravis propped himself up on an elbow and glanced about the shrine. Khalina and her sisters were gone, and they appeared to have taken absolutely everything aside from this couch on their way out. Even the enormous statue of their goddess had been removed somehow. 


  “How long…?” he rasped. “How long was I in here?”


  “Almost three days, sir,” Corwin said. “When you didn’t come back the first night I wasn’t worried, but after the second…”


  “Three days? You idiot! They could have killed me!”


  “You made it quite clear that you didn’t wish to be disturbed, sir. Or share their affections.” The smallest hint of a smile touched his squire’s lips. “Thankfully, they didn’t steal your sword or armor.”


  Dravis leaned all the way up and tried to ignore the sudden wave of dizziness. His armor was indeed lying on the floor just where he’d left it. “Where did they go? Did you see them leave?”


  “No, sir. There are horseshoe prints in the sand outside the shrine, but there’s no way to track them across the rocky plains. I’m afraid the women are gone.”


  “No,” Dravis growled under his breath. “No, we need to find them! We need to force them to undo this curse!”


  “Curse, sir?” Corwin asked. “You seem unharmed.”


  Dravis glanced down at his cock—his shriveled, wilted cock. When he touched it, he couldn’t feel anything. It was like it wasn’t even there…


  He dropped down to a knee and clamped down on his lip. Khalina had been right about his memory. When he closed his eyes, he could relive every moment in the shrine. The shape of her body, the softness of her tongue, the warmth of her cunt…it was all there in perfect detail.


  Perfect, horrible, haunting detail. 


  “Get the horses,” Dravis croaked, trying and failing to swallow the fear bubbling inside him. Khalina’s words echoed through his mind: I’m afraid you have spilled for the last time.


  Corwin frowned. “I don’t understand, sir. Are you wounded?”


  “Just get them, you twit!” Dravis growled, cradling his dead cock in his hand. “I need to get to the healers in Riverbend as soon as possible.”


   


  




  The plot is self-contained, though Headmistress Telanya is an important player in The Amazon’s Pledge series.


  The Headmistress’s Punishment


   


   




   


   


  


  Act One: Caught on Crystal


   


  “My parents are going to disown me,” Liam muttered into the silence. “When they hear I’ve been expelled from the Academy, they’ll toss me out on the street. I don’t know what I’ll do. I don’t know where I’ll go!”


  “You won’t have to go anywhere,” Keldrys replied bitterly. “You’re the firstborn son of a wealthy family, and more importantly you’re human. Someone will give you a job, and eventually your parents will come around.” He scoffed. “If I get expelled, the Archmage himself will kick me out of Highwind. No one in this city will take pity on a dark elf!”


  “Can the two of you stop whining for one bloody second?” Sadira growled at them. “I told you, everything will be fine after tonight. We just need to sit here and be patient.”


  She shook her head and brushed a wayward lock of brown hair out of her eyes. The three apprentices were perched on the third floor of the library here at the Highwind Academy, just high enough that they could stare down at the lower level without being spotted themselves. If her instincts were right, the Academy Headmistress—a haughty high elf named Telanya—would be arriving at any moment. Sadira and her friends would then be able to confront their teacher in private and beg for a chance to retake their final trials. Telanya wouldn’t listen, of course—she was, without a doubt, the biggest cunt Sadira had ever met—but hopefully they wouldn’t have to rely upon the Headmistress’s mercy. Liam had brought along a memory crystal to record the conversation, and with a little luck and lot of cleverness the three of them might be able to trick Telanya into saying something embarrassing. Afterwards, they could threaten to show the crystal to the Archmage or the city council if the Headmistress still refused to give them a passing grade. 


  It was a longshot, to say the least. But it was also the only chance they had left. 


  Sadira repressed an anxious sigh. She and her friends were all fourth-year students, but none of them were particularly skilled with magic. Liam was the son of a city councilor, and his continued mediocrity was an unending source of shame for an otherwise well-respected family. Keldrys was a dark elf, a rare sight in Highwind or anywhere else on the surface, but the Archmage had taken pity on him and allowed him to enroll in the Academy. If he didn’t pass his trials, however, the more racist members of the city council—which was to say, virtually all of them—would demand he be banished back into the underworld. 


  Then there was Sadira herself. She had an easier time than Keldrys, but not by much—half-elves were as scorned in this city as any other “hybrid.” She had been forced to pay her own way into the Academy, largely by spreading her legs for drunken sailors at the brothel. If she couldn’t figure out a way to get her official mage certification, she would back on her knees by the end of the week. 


  “Even if she does show up, this isn’t going to work,” Keldrys said after a moment. His red eyes were narrowed into thin slits, and his arms were folded defiantly across his chest. “Do you honestly believe anyone on the city council will care what she calls us?”


  “No, but the Archmage will,” Sadira said, shifting in place and eventually crossing her legs. Her Academy uniform—a sleeveless blue blouse and matching skirt—were remarkably uncomfortable, even compared to the suffocating corsets and high heels she’d worn day in and day out at the brothel. “He gave you a chance when no one else would. Do you really think he’ll approve of his wife calling you a ‘gray dog?’ Or calling me a ‘half-breed whore?’”


  Keldrys shrugged. “I think she’ll have to say a lot worse for him to give a damn. I mean, he did just marry her. He must know what she’s like.”


  “He knows that he’s a sixty year-old human man with a wilting pecker, and she’s a beautiful high elf who’s apparently willing to fuck him anyway.” Sadira grunted. “Look, he still has to care about her public image, especially if she’s going to take his job when he retires. Giving a few students a passing grade seems like a small tradeoff.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Liam said. “And I really hope she doesn’t just turn us into toads the moment we suggest—”


  “Quiet,” Keldrys warned, his long gray ears perking up. “Someone’s coming.”


  A few seconds later, Sadira heard the unmistakable clicks of the Headmistress’s heels on the stone floor. Telanya appeared beneath them a few minutes later, still wrapped in the same hip-hugging light blue dress she had worn to class earlier in the day. Liam and Keldrys both gasped softly when they saw her, and their cocks probably stiffened beneath their robes. Not that Sadira could blame them. Telanya might have been an arrogant, frosty bitch, but she was also one of the most gorgeous and elegant women in Highwind. 


  Like most high elves, she was taller and slimmer than the average human female with high, stately cheekbones and flawless white skin. She tucked her long golden hair back in a tightly-braided ponytail that dangled halfway down her back, though her movements were so graceful and measured it barely even swished back and forth when she walked. Her blue eyes glowed ever-so-faintly, and her pouty lips were the perfect shade of red without a single trace of lipstick. The most arresting thing about her—in Sadira’s mind, at least—were her long, slender legs and the high heels encasing her feet. The shoes were probably worth more than most laborers made in six months, and thanks to her natural elven dexterity Telanya could effortlessly balance on the five-inch heels even while descending steps. 


  Every male student at the academy had been desperate to fuck her since she’d moved to Highwind last year. Sadira wanted to fuck her too, if for entirely different reasons. The thought of such a powerful, regal woman quivering beneath a lowborn half-elf was enough to slicken Sadira’s quim. 


  “All right,” she whispered. “We might as well get this over with.”


  Keldrys frowned. “Someone else is coming now. A man, I think.”


  Sadira shared a confused glance with Liam. They hadn’t expected anyone else to be here. Most of the students were already in bed, and the whole reason Telanya had come to the library this late was so she could quietly work on her research…


  A few heartbeats later, the second figure stepped into view. Sadira instantly recognized him as Boldruk, a half-orc who worked as one of the Academy’s night watchmen. He was yet another mongrel the Archmage had taken pity on—the only reason the brutish thug even had a job was thanks to his natural ability to see in the dark. 


  “Is he going to scold her for breaking in after hours?” Liam asked softly.  


  Sadira leaned in closer to the railing as Telanya pivoted around to face the half-orc, her lips curling in a rare smile. She whispered something unintelligible, and Boldruk grinned in return. 


  “Is she being nice to him?” Keldrys asked. “She’s never nice to anyone!”


  Sadira gestured for silence and continued watching, genuinely intrigued. Telanya treated everyone with contempt, especially half-breeds and lowborn. What could they possibly be saying to each other? Boldruk took another step forward until he was looming over her, but Telanya didn’t seem scared and he didn’t seem angry. It didn’t make any sense. 


  “What are they…?”


  Before Sadira could finish the sentence, the burly half-orc abruptly lunged forward, grabbed Telanya in his arms…and kissed her. 


  “Escar’s mercy,” Liam breathed, his mouth falling open. 


  Sadira couldn’t even bring herself to gasp. For several long, dizzying seconds, she refused to believe what she was seeing. It was impossible. It was unthinkable. 


  The haughty Headmistress of the Highwind Academy, wife of the Archmage and one of the most esteemed women in the city, was having an affair with a half-orc mongrel. 


  “Record this,” she breathed.


  Liam did a double take. “What?”


  “Get your crystal!” Sadira snapped. “Record this. Now!”


  He hesitated for a moment, still in shock, before he dug into his pouch and retrieved the memory crystal. It activated soundlessly, and Sadira glanced back down to the show below just as it was getting more interesting. The Headmistress hadn’t wasted any time—she had already squatted down in front of Boldruk, and her hands expertly reached into his trousers and freed his enormous green cock. 


  “Nau’shevi,” Keldrys muttered. 


  Sadira had no idea what he said, but she nodded anyway. Watching their teacher kiss an orc was strange enough, but watching her give his cock a tongue-bath was downright surreal. Telanya lathered the tip and the shaft with the skill and vigor of a high-priced whore, and a few minutes later she started easing him between her lips. Boldruk grinned, his tusks glinting in the dim light as he grabbed a handful of her blonde hair and took control. 


  Telanya’s highborn throat wasn’t large enough to take in his full length, but that didn’t stop her from trying. Her blue eyes widened with lust every time he thrust deeper, and whenever he pulled out to give her a respite she smiled up at him with the unbridled joy of a child playing with a new toy. If Sadira didn’t know better, she would have assumed the Headmistress had been replaced by a doppelganger. Every move she made was more out of character than the last. 


  Sadira eventually pulled her eyes away long enough to glance back at her friends. Unsurprisingly, the boys were barely able to contain their lust. They had both shifted position as their cocks grew inside their trousers, and Liam was clenching the railing so tightly his knuckles had gone white. If she weren’t around, she had no doubt that they would already be stroking their cocks. 


  She grinned at the thought. A part of her was tempted to help them out, especially Liam. The poor kid had been clumsily trying to get beneath her skirt ever since their first class together.  His parents didn’t even want him to be friends with a “half-elf gutter whore,” but he had always been sweet to her. While he wasn’t technically a virgin—Sadira knew for a fact that he’d fucked a few debutantes at the various noble balls—he was still painfully inexperienced. The look on his face when she’d told him she liked fucking men and women had been priceless. 


  Keldrys was a different story entirely. He’d spent the better part of the last century in the underworld being beaten and humiliated by the priestesses of the Spider Queen. While he was still a young man by elven standards, he probably had more sexual experience than everyone else in this city combined. His fantasies about Telanya were probably more about seeing her as a stand-in for all the other domineering women who had controlled his life. 


  “Please tell me the crystal is working,” Sadira whispered. 


  “It’s on,” Liam assured her. He still couldn’t tear his eyes away from the sight of his teacher gorging herself on orc cock.   


  “You boys can tug yourselves if you want, I don’t care,” Sadira said, grinning. “This is so fucking hot…”


  She made a show of reaching beneath her skirt and sliding her panties down to her knees. Grinning again, she gradually slipped a finger into her quim and shifted her attention back to the show down below. 


  “I always knew she was a slut—any woman who is that much of a cunt always loves taking it up the ass,” Sadira said. “Now come on, you dumb orc. Choke her with your—”


  “Quiet,” Keldrys scolded. “Her ears can hear better than ours.”


  “Not over the sound of her own gagging.”


  He glanced back down as Boldruk began slamming his cock in Telanya’s mouth more forcefully. They all watched intently, fully expecting the brutish orc to unload down her throat at any minute, before he unexpectedly released his grip on her head and let her sink back on her haunches. Telanya smiled, her perfect ruby lips glistening with spittle, before he abruptly grabbed her by the sides and flung her up onto the nearby desk. 


  The half-orc didn’t waste any time unwrapping his prize. He unfastened the lone halter strap behind her neck and allowed the top of her dress to fall off her shoulders, exposing her modestly-sized but deliciously perky elven tits. He sucked them into his mouth one after the other, all while simultaneously pushing up her skirt and positioning his spit-sodden cock at her smoldering quim. Telanya’s delighted moans echoed across the library while her impossibly long legs wrapped around Boldruk’s waist. Her heels looked even sexier dangling helplessly in the air…


   “What are you waiting for?” Sadira whispered as she furiously rubbed her clit. “Fuck her already!”


  He did. Boldruk slammed into Telanya with a bestial grunt, knocking several books off the desk. She leaned backwards and closed her eyes, her braided blonde ponytail hanging down to the floor. The orc fucked her so roughly, so brutally, that if not for her cries of ecstasy, a random observer would have assumed he was raping her. His thick hands eventually clamped around her throat and squeezed, all while her long, painted nails dug into the green flesh on his back. 


  Sadira braced one of her hands against the railing as a climax shuddered through her. She felt the eyes of her friends watching her, and the thought only made her cum harder. Shortly after she came down, Boldruk unleashed a feral roar and pulled his cock free mid spurt. He blasted Telanya’s stomach and tits with his searing hot seed, and once he was finished she promptly leaned forward to clean the head with her mouth. 


  “That should be more than enough,” Sadira said, leaning back from the railing and signaling for the boys to do the same. She felt even worse for them now—a stiff breeze probably would have made both of them explode in their trousers. It took an enormous amount of willpower for her to resist the urge to help them out. She hadn’t felt a cock throbbing in her hands for over a year, and apparently she missed it more than she realized.


  “By the gods,” Liam breathed, shuffling uncomfortably as he retrieved the memory crystal. “If the Archmage sees this…I can’t imagine what he’ll do.”


  “The Archmage, the city council…either way, she’ll be ruined,” Sadira said, smiling. “They may not care about casual racism, but I guarantee they’ll care about this.”


  Keldrys grinned darkly. “Then finally have what we need, then, don’t we? Passing a few mediocre students seems like a small price to pay for saving your marriage and career.”


  “Too small—you need to think bigger,” Sadira said, smiling back. “Something as damning as this deserves a better payment. We already know she’s having an affair with the night watchman. Maybe she’ll enjoy having an affair with a few of her students, too.”


  Liam blinked. “You don’t mean…”


  “Why not? We all have needs. Passing our trials is important, but the two of you also need to drain those cocks of yours.”


  Keldrys’s red eyes glimmered. “And what about you, abbil? What do you need?”


  “I just want to see that haughty bitch get the punishment she deserves,” Sadira said, chuckling softly and twirling the crystal in front of her eyes. “And she will, as long as you both do exactly what I say…”


   


   


   


  




  Act Two: Blackmail 


   


  “Are we absolutely sure we want to go through with this?”


  Sadira sighed. “That’s the third time you’ve asked in the past ten minutes. What in the abyss is wrong with you?”


  “Nothing, it’s just…” Liam swallowed anxiously as he peered around the corner again. “Do you have any idea how much trouble we’ll be in if this doesn’t work? What if she doesn’t care what’s on the crystal? What if she just turns us in to the city watch?”


  “You honestly believe she’s going to show this to anyone willingly?” Keldrys asked, mouth agape. “Pull yourself together, rivvil. Weren’t you paying attention last night?”


   “He was definitely paying attention,” Sadira said with an amused snicker. “How many times did you tug yourself when you got back to your quarters?”


  “I didn’t...that’s not the…” Liam sighed and shook his head. His cheeks were as red and puffy as tomatoes. Sadira almost felt bad for him—he’d probably jerked off a half dozen times last night while watching the recording on the crystal. Not that she’d acted any differently; she’d spent half the night fingering herself in anticipation of Telanya’s “punishment.” If it hadn’t been so late, she would have stumbled into the closest tavern and fucked the best-looking person she could find. A part of her still wanted to. 


  She grunted and leaned back against the wall. The three of them were waiting inside an empty classroom for Telanya to walk by. It wasn’t the most private place in the world, but it was the best they could come up with. They didn’t really have access to her anywhere else, and Sadira wanted to get their plan moving as soon as possible. Their end-of-semester review was only a few days away, so they needed Telanya to change their grades before then. 


  “We’ll be fine—trust me,” she soothed, placing her hand on Liam’s arm. “There’s way in the abyss she’ll be able to ignore what’s on that crystal.”


  “I know, but…” he paused and licked at his lips. “All I’m saying is that we could get in a lot of trouble. What if she turns all of us into toads or something? She’s one of the most powerful mages in the whole city!”


  “That’s why we made a copy of the crystal,” Sadira reminded him. “The courier is going to deliver it to the Archmage tonight if he doesn’t hear from us. Were you asleep when we were planning this or what?”


  “Are you surprised?” Keldrys asked. “Liam is human. He’s the only one Telanya doesn’t call a mongrel every day.”


  “I hate her just as much as you do,” Liam insisted. “I just…I don’t know, forget it.”


  “We’ll be fine,” Sadira repeated, squeezing his arm and flashing him her warmest smile. “In a few hours, she’ll be on her knees with her pretty lips wrapped around your cock. Just imagine that if you’re getting cold feet.”


  Liam grinned. “You think so?”


  “I’m sure of it,” Sadira promised. And maybe, just maybe, I’ll finally let you fuck me afterwards...


  “Here she comes,” Keldrys warned. “Let’s do this.”


  Sadira stepped around the corner and signaled for the two men to follow her. The hallway was almost empty at this point—most of the other apprentices had already headed for the commissary or the dormitories. She nudged Liam with her elbow to remind him to take the lead. 


  “Excuse me, Headmistress?” he asked. “If you don’t mind, my friends and I would like to have—”


  “Class let out thirty minutes ago,” Telanya interrupted. She glanced up from her book and eyed the three students with barely concealed disdain. “If you have questions, they can wait for tomorrow.”


  “I...uh….” Liam stammered. He froze in place when she continued walking past them…


  “This can’t wait,” Sadira said. “Not unless you want your husband to know what you were up to last night.”


  Telanya stopped mid-stride, the last click of her heels echoing down the empty corridor for at least ten seconds. “What did you say?”


  “Maybe it’s not that big of a deal. He might be impressed at how your far you can spread those long legs of yours, or maybe he’ll be disgusted when he sees Boldruk’s green orc cock sliding down your throat.” Sadira shrugged. “I don’t know him that well. It’s hard to say how he’ll react.”


  Slowly but surely, Telanya’s face drained of color. She pivoted back around, her blue eyes gaping wide. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. How dare you—”


  “You’ll have to do better than that,” Keldrys said, taking Sadira’s lead. “We recorded the whole thing on a memory crystal—a crystal that will be delivered to your husband in a few hours if you don’t do exactly as we say. Liam?”


  Clearing his throat, Liam reached into his spell component pouch and pulled out the tiny stone. He activated the memory matrix, and a moment later a small, translucent projection materialized just above his palm. In this particular scene, Telanya was flat on her back with her legs wrapped around Boldruk’s waist…”


  “Put that away,” Telanya growled. She glanced back over her shoulder to make certain none of the other students had seen anything. 


  “There’s a lot more, and remember that this is just a copy,” Sadira said. “If you try to destroy it, your husband will still get the original.”


  A dozen emotions flickered across the Headmistress’s face, starting with disgust and embarrassment but quickly moving on to rage and terror. But eventually the only thing left was resignation. 


  “What do you want?” she asked, her voice a brittle whisper. 


  “To pass our trials, for starters,” Sadira said. “We don’t need top marks, but we need better scores in order to graduate.”


  Telanya’s brow furrowed. “You louts can’t even remember Alwen’s Third Law of Transmutation! I can’t possibly—”


  “You’re the Headmistress,” Keldrys cut in. “You can write down whatever grades you want.”


  “Impossible. The people of Highwind trust that every mage who graduates from this academy understands the basics of spellcraft!”


  “You’re right, it would be a huge breach of trust,” Sadira said. “Kind of like fucking the night watchmen in the library while your naïve, trusting husband sits at home.”


  Telanya’s lip twisted in contempt. She waged another internal war with herself before she finally swore under her breath. “Fine, you’ll get your grades. Now give me that crystal!”


  Sadira waggled her finger. “Not quite yet. My friends want something else, too.”


  “What? Gold? Jewelry?”


  “You.”


  Telanya blinked. “I beg your pardon?”


  “We want you to give us a private lesson,” Keldrys said, grinning. “Tonight.”


  “A lesson? On what subject?”


  “The same one you taught Boldruk,” Sadira said. 


  Telanya’s blue eyes widened in horror. “You can’t be serious…”


  Sadira chuckled. “It’s not much to ask, given the circumstances. Just a few extra hours getting to know your students in a more intimate setting.”


  “Absolutely not! I won’t be touched by you filthy mongrels!”


  “Is that what you told Boldruk after he sprayed his seed across your tits?”


  “Keep your voice down!” Telanya hissed, glancing back over her shoulder again. 


  “No one will know what you did,” Keldrys soothed. “Not unless we tell them, anyway. So what’s going to be?”


  The Headmistress swallowed and muttered a string of elven curses. “You won’t get away with this.”


  “There’s no need to throw a fit,” Sadira said. “Look, it’s pretty simple. You give us passing grades, and you help each of my friends here have a little fun. That’s it!” 


  Telanya scowled. “You’re revolting.”


  “I’m not the one who smiles while she chokes on orc cock,” Sadira countered. “This could be a lot worse, Headmistress. Who knows? Maybe you’ll even enjoy it…” 


  The high elf’s face twisted in revulsion. For a moment, Sadira thought the woman might actually turn away and call their bluff. It was a terrifying prospect—the three of them would be completely screwed whether or not Telanya’s reputation ended up ruined. Liam would be disowned, Keldrys would be cast out of the city, and Sadira would be back on her knees at the brothel…


  “Fine,” Telanya whispered, glancing away folding her arms across her chest. “I’ll give you what you want.”


  “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Sadira asked. “I’ll even make it easy for you: all you need to do is drain each of their cocks once and the crystal is yours.”


  The Headmistress closed her eyes and swore again. “Just once.”


  “That’s right, nothing fancy. We saw you in action—you’re pretty good. Show enough enthusiasm and I bet they’ll be blasting that pretty face of yours in no time flat.”


  “You’re disgusting,” Telanya hissed. 


  Keldrys snorted. “You didn’t act disgusted last night. In fact, you seemed to love every minute of it!”


  The high elf’s face twisted again. “What’s in this for you, mongrel?”


  “The pleasure of watching you squirm,” Sadira said. “You’re also going to lick my cunt until your face is glistening. I hope that doesn’t disgust you, too.” She paused and grunted. “Actually, I hope it does.”


   Telanya closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Where?”


  “Tonight, at this address,” Keldrys said, handing her a scrap of paper. “Come alone or we’ll send the crystal to your husband. Call the city watch and we’ll send the crystal to your husband. Do you understand?”


  “You’ll pay for this,” the Headmistress warned. “All of you. I swear it.”


  “Maybe, but not tonight,” Sadira said. “Oh, and make sure you wear something nice. Maybe that white dress of yours with the matching shoes.”


  Telanya swallowed and buried the scrap of paper in her purse. “You had better bring the crystal—all of them, including the copies.”


  “We will, don’t worry,” Keldrys assured her. “A deal is a deal.”


  She scowled at them all for several more seconds before she finally turned and stormed off. Her heels clicked so loudly on the floor it was like she was walking on tiny daggers. 


  Liam let out a deep breath and slumped back into the empty classroom. “By the gods, this is actually going to happen. It’s actually going to happen!”


   “Keep your cock in your pants,” Sadira scolded, though she was still smiling. “That bitch may still try to worm her way out of this. We should check on the courier and postpone the delivery until midnight. If he doesn’t hear from us by then, he still delivers the crystal.”


  Liam nodded. “I’ll take care of it. I’m still not sure we should ever give her all the crystals, though. Once she has them all, we won’t have any leverage.”


  “He’s right,” Keldrys said. “The Headmistress is far too proud to simply let this go.”


  “That’s why we’re going to make a third copy this afternoon and keep it just in case,” Sadira told them. “Who knows? Maybe it will come in handy in the future.”


  Keldrys grinned wickedly. “I admit, I’ve never seen this side of you before, abbil. You’d fit right in with the drow females in the underworld.”


  “I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or not.”


  He shrugged. “They’re cunts, but they always get what they want in the end.”


  Sadira laughed. “Definitely a compliment, then. Come on, boys—we have to work to do before our big night.”


   


  ***


   


  “Why do I feel like half the city watch is going to barge through that door at any moment?” Liam whispered. “Maybe we should—”


  “All we need to do is wait,” Sadira assured him. “And you need to stand still and stop pacing.”


  He sighed and nodded. “Sorry, I just…I don’t know, I don’t trust her.”


  “This has nothing to do with trust and everything to do with leverage,” Keldrys said from his perch near the warehouse door. His drow night vision made him the perfect lookout. “We’re the ones in charge here, rivvil. Try not to soil yourself and ruin everything for the rest of us.”


  “What he means is that you just need to relax,” Sadira said, smiling and squeezing Liam’s arm. “I’d hate to see you get so nervous that you can’t get your cock hard.”


  The kid grunted. “That won’t be a problem, trust me.”


  “Good, because the way I see you owe me one.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “You’ve seen mine but I haven’t seen yours.” Sadira grinned seductively. “I’m looking forward to evening the scales.”


  Liam smiled back awkwardly. His anxiety had been getting worse every minute they spent in this warehouse. She’d found it cute at first, but he really did need to pull himself together. If she were a man, she had no doubt that her cock would have already been stiff in anticipation. Her quim was sopping as it was, and she’d had to perch herself atop a crate and cross her legs just to stay comfortable. 


  The boys hadn’t really dressed for the occasion, but she had. In addition to her short red skirt and matching low-cut blouse, she’d thrown on her own pair of heels. They weren’t quite as high as Telanya’s, but the four inch stilettos had always served her well back when she had been earning a living on her knees. Liam seemed to like them—she caught him sneaking a glance at her dangling legs every minute or so. 


  Wait until he sees the surprise you’ve prepared for Telanya…


  “She’s here,” Keldrys announced. “And she’s alone.”


  “I knew it,” Sadira said, grinning and hopping down from the crate. She hadn’t been this excited in as long as she could remember. It was so surreal she almost couldn’t believe it was happening. The Headmistress of the Highwind Academy, one of the most powerful people in the whole city, had officially been outsmarted by a trio of apprentices who had failed their trials…


  A loud creak echoed down the stairs as Telanya cracked opened the door and slipped inside. She quickly shut it behind her, clearly terrified that someone on the streets might see her. 


  “Right on time,” Sadira said. “I never expected anything less.”


  Telanya grimaced as her eyes flicked between them. She had worn her white dress just like they had ordered. The midriff-baring elven design was especially elegant thanks to the expensive gemstone in her navel ring, and the heels of her matching shoes were as ludicrously high as ever. She had even touched up her makeup since this afternoon. The extra dark eyeshadow looked good on her—she struck a perfect balance between “elegant” and “whore” that so many women struggled with. 


  “I’m sure this is a little rustic compared to what you’re used to,” Keldrys said, gesturing to the mostly empty building behind them, “but we figured you would appreciate someplace private and…discreet.”


  “Do you have the crystals?” Telanya asked. 


  “Right here,” Sadira said, opening her blouse just enough to reveal the thin piece of stone dangling between her breasts. “Before you ask, the second one is still set to be delivered to your husband first thing tomorrow morning. Once you live up to your end of the bargain, I’ll have it delivered to you instead.”


  The Headmistress scoffed. “You really expect me to trust you?”


  “I expect you’re smart enough to recognize you don’t have a choice,” Keldrys put in. “But don’t worry, we’re not ‘savage little mongrels’ despite what you think. Once we have our fun, this will all be over.”


  Telanya’s lips twisted, and her hands clenched at her side. But she knew she was beaten, and so she eventually swallowed and nodded. “Fine. Let’s get this over with.”


  “Oh, there’s no reason to pout,” Sadira said. “Any elf woman depraved enough to fuck an orc is surely depraved enough to have some fun with her students.”


  “How dare you!” Telanya hissed. “You’re revolting!”


  “Not as revolting as that fat orc cock you were sucking down like it was your last meal,” Keldrys teased as he gently traced his fingers over her pointed ear. “If you have a fetish for green skin, I promise you’ll enjoy gray, too.”


  “Get away from me, you lowborn wretch!” Telanya growled. 


  “Now, now, you’d better play nice or the deal is off,” Sadira warned. “You don’t want the poor old Archmage to have a heart attack when he sees his blonde beauty flat on her back screaming another man’s name, do you?”


   Telanya’s lip twisted again, but she remained silent. 


  “Glare all you want, I know you like it,” Sadira said. “I bet you’re already soaked just thinking about what my friends are going to do to you. In fact, I’ll make you a deal: if you’re still dry by the time Liam here gets you out of that dress, I’ll give you both crystals and end this right here.”


  Keldrys turned. “Sadira—”


  She silenced him with a gesture. “If you’re as wet as I think, then we get a bonus: you’ll have to drain their cocks twice each. What do you think?”


  “I think you’re a despicable lowborn whore who doesn’t deserve to call herself a mage,” Telanya hissed. 


  Sadira shrugged. “Then I guess I’m right. You are wet already, but you don’t want to admit it.”


  “No! The idea that I would ever be interested in something so…filthy…is absurd!”


  “So you’ll take my bet, then?” 


  Telanya’s cheek twitched almost imperceptibly. “Yes.”


  “Perfect,” Sadira said. She stood in front of the taller woman for a second, snickering devilishly, before she glanced over to Keldrys. “Hold her in place. Liam…why don’t you unwrap our present?”


  Liam glanced between his friends for a moment, confused, before he finally grinned. “With pleasure.”


  While Keldrys stood in front of Telanya and held onto her wrists, Liam shuffled behind her and unfastened the lone halter strap around her neck. The white fabric fell from her shoulders and promptly sank all the way to the floor. To everyone’s surprise, she wasn’t wearing a bra or panties underneath. Liam and Keldrys both gasped, and Sadira could almost see their cocks twinging beneath their robes. Telanya’s body really was unspoiled perfection, from her long legs to her taught stomach to her perky breasts. The way her heels stretched her calves and arched her back was icing on the proverbial cake. 


  “Time to settle our bargain,” Sadira said. She chuckled softly as she traced a single finger between the high elf’s breasts and then continued down her taught stomach. She only paused when her fingers approached Telanya’s quim. 


  The men stopped breathing—they were terrified that they were about to lose everything—but Sadira knew better. Years in the brothel had taught her exactly what to look for in both men and women. This slut wanted to be here whether she could admit it to herself or not. 


  “The moment of truth…” Sadira said. She slowly pushed her finger across Telanya’s clit and into her folds…and found a sopping wet paradise waiting for her. “Looks like I win.”


  She chuckled giddily and held her glistening finger up in the dim light. Once the boys had taken a good, long look, she sucked the tip into her mouth and cleaned it off with her tongue. High elves had a very distinctive taste, and Telanya was even sweeter than most. 


  “I knew it,” Sadira taunted. “You can’t hide the truth from me. You’re not even here for the crystals, are you? You’re here because you want this.”


  “You lowborn cunt!” Telanya growled. “How dare you!”


  Sadira chuckled again. “It’s not as uncommon as you might think. The bored noblewomen of this city are always looking for ways to amuse themselves. They pay good money to fuck handsome gladiators and soldiers. No one should be the least bit surprised that their haughty Headmistress is obsessed with orc cock.”


  Telanya’s brow creased in impotent rage, but she didn’t reply. Her quim really was glistening even in the room’s dim light. Sadira was tempted to kneel down and feast right now, but somehow she managed to contain herself. 


  “All right, boys, you heard the deal: two drains each,” she announced. “You can thank me later.”


  “I never should have doubted you, abbil,” Keldrys said, smacking his hand against Telanya’s naked ass. “You really do have the cunning of a drow matron.”


  “Any woman who’s wound that tightly in public is always a slut in private,” Sadira said. “But enough talk: it’s time we get her properly dressed and ready again. Kel?”


  The dark elf grinned and brushed the back of his hand across Telanya’s pale cheek. “I might have failed your class, but you’ll be pleased to know I’ve always been a natural with conjuration. Here, let me demonstrate…”


  He whispered the words to a spell, and an instant later a set of faintly-glowing manacles appeared in his hand. Telanya’s brow furrowed in surprise, but before she could move he clamped her wrists together behind her back. He pulled them so tight her shoulders reflexively rolled backwards, further puffing out her perky tits. 


  “What is this?” Telanya hissed. “Who taught you such a spell?”


  “No one here in Highwind,” Keldrys said, “but I brought a few dark elf tomes with me before I escaped to the surface. I couldn’t make any sense of them at first, but thanks your help I’m now considerably more…literate.”


  “Honestly, he’s doing you a favor,” Sadira said, crossing her arms and admiring his spellcraft. “You won’t even need to get your hands dirty. Your lips, on the other hand…”


  Keldrys laughed and slapped Telanya’s ass again. She winced, but a trail of goosebumps rippled across her skin.


  She’s enjoying every moment of this. If only she knew what else I had planned. 


  “Don’t forget the leash,” Sadira said. “And secure those ankles, too. Just in case.”


  Nodding, Keldrys conjured a glimmering magical collar that fit snugly around the high elf’s neck. Snickering at her discomfort, he knelt down and conjured a last set of restraints for her ankles. He latched them together so snugly that even an elf wouldn’t be able to walk without losing her balance, especially in her ludicrously high heels. 


  “Perfect,” Sadira said, nodding. “We should have hired a painter to capture the moment. I bet Boldruk would love to see you like this. I doubt anything can get an orc’s cock hard faster than a bound, helpless elf woman. You’re just missing one last piece. Liam?”


  The kid was shuffling back and forth to try and hide his erection. When she spoke his name, he abruptly froze and frowned. “Uh….what?”


  “I need your help with something,” Sadira said. “Don’t you think those red lips of hers would look even better wrapped around something?”


  “Um,” he stuttered. “Yes, absolutely.”


  She giggled at his discomfort. Teasing him was just too much fun. “I don’t mean your cock,” Sadira told him. “At least, not yet. How about we start with a gag instead?”


  The kid nervously licked at his lips. “Yeah, good idea. But I, uh…I don’t know how to conjure one.”


  “You don’t need to—I brought one with me. I just need your help getting it out.”


  Smiling seductively, Sadira lifted her right leg and braced the heel of her shoe against one of the nearby storage crates. Liam watched her, mesmerized and confused, until she lifted her skirt and revealed that she wasn’t wearing any panties. Instead she had plugged her bald quim with an enormous black phallus. 


  “Be a dear and take it out, would you?” she asked. 


  For the first several seconds, Liam struggled to pull his eyes from her quim, and when he finally did he glanced up at her like he’d only just realized she was speaking to him. His knees wobbled, and his fingers were trembling the entire time they reached towards the thin metal ring dangling from the plug. 


  “It’s all right,” she soothed, placing her hand on his shoulder. “Just pull gently.”


  He cleared his throat and nodded, then slowly pushed his finger through the ring and tugged. A shiver of delight cascaded through Sadira as the phallus slid out of her, and she gasped in delight when the thick head popped free. Liam stared at her glistening juices in disbelief. 


  He’s so hard I bet it actually hurts. Just the way it should be.  


  “It should fit nicely, don’t you think?” Sadira asked. “Here, I’ll make sure it goes in all the way.”


  She gingerly took the phallus from him, then turned back towards Telanya. The woman’s blue eyes gaped wide when she saw how long and thick it was. 


  “This wasn’t part of our deal!” she protested. 


  “Don’t worry, they’ll empty their cocks on you soon enough,” Sadira said. “Now open wide and make sure you relax that sensitive highborn throat of yours.”


  “You can’t be—mrph!” Telanya protested as the phallus slipped between her red lips. When she tried to wriggle away, Keldrys tugged on her ponytail and held her firmly in place. 


  “Go on,” the dark elf said. “Make her choke on it!”


  Sadira didn’t need any extra encouragement. Her quim tingled every time she eased the phallus in another inch. “If you’re going to taste the boys, you might as well taste me, too,” she taunted. “You didn’t really think I’d let them have all the fun, did you?”


  Having seen Telanya gorge herself on Boldruk’s cock, Sadira knew the other woman could take the phallus in all the way…and she did. Her nostrils flared as she frantically sucked in air, and small beads of sweat had appeared on her forehead. Her quim, notably, was wetter than ever.


  “I think she’s finally ready, gentlemen,” Sadira said, nodding and placing her hands on her hips. “Let’s show her those cocks of yours.”


  Keldrys untied his breeches and freed his long, gray member. He was already hard and ready—the head was so swollen it looked like it might burst at any instant. He curled his fingers around the shaft and began slowly stroking himself in anticipation. 


  Telanya eyes widened at the sight of him, and Keldrys snickered in amusement. “What’s wrong, highborn? We all know how much you like green cock. There’s nothing wrong with adding a little gray into your diet.”


  The Headmistress muttered something intelligible into her gag, which only made the dark elf chuckle louder. This role-reversal must have been immensely satisfying for him; in the underworld, he would have been the one tied up while cruel, capacious drow priestesses had their way with him. The way he told it, they rarely even allowed him to finish, and when they did it was usually on the floor or into his hand. “Drow women don’t swallow,” he’d said, “and unless they’re trying to conceive, they rarely give males the satisfaction of spilling inside them.”


  Sadira enjoyed the idea of being in power, but those women didn’t know what they were missing. On the rare occasion she fucked a man these days, she considered his climax her reward for a job well done. There was nothing quite like the feeling of a cock flooding your mouth with its searing hot gratitude. She had always enjoyed the taste, but more importantly she enjoyed knowing that it had been her tongue and lips and quim that had coaxed it out of her partner in the first place…


  She shook away the thought and glanced back towards Liam. “Your turn, honey. Let’s see what you have.”


  Liam nervously licked at his lips and fiddled with his own belt. She could tell that he remained flustered from her performance a few moments ago, and humans—especially rich ones—still had a great deal of taboos around nudity.  Plus, he was also probably worried that he’d wilt and lose his only chance to impress her. 


  Thankfully, that didn’t turn out to be a problem. His member was as hard and impressive as she’d hoped. Her first instinct was to dive onto her knees and examine it up close, but she managed to restrain herself. 


  “Not bad,” she said, her smile widening. “Not bad at all.”


  He grinned awkwardly. “I, uh, I…”


  “Don’t ruin it, honey. Come here.”


  Liam shuffled forward even as his brow furrowed in confusion. “I don’t…oh!”


  He yelped when she reached out and curled her fingers around the shaft. She was afraid he might start spurting uncontrollably right then and there, but mercifully he wasn’t quite as much of a neophyte as she’d feared. 


  “Just relax and enjoy,” she soothed before she turned to Keldrys and beckoned him over. He smiled and shuffled over so she could stroke his member with her other hand. “There we go. I want our Headmistress to get a nice, long look at the cocks that are about to paint her from head to toe.”


  With her throat completely filled, Telanya was breathing as hard as she could through her nostrils. Her eyes had fully dilated, and they flicked rapidly between the two throbbing members. 


  “Before we go any further, I think it’s important to remind you of your place,” Sadira said. “That’s what you always tell us ‘lowborn,’ isn’t it? We need to be put in our place?” She scoffed. “I also don’t trust them not to explode in two seconds and ruin my fun. So we might as well get the first volley out of the way, hmm?”


  Sadira squatted down on her heels between the two men until their cocks were at eye level. Neither of them could believe what she was doing, but they didn’t protest. They just stared down at her expectantly, genuinely wondering what their friend was going to do next—and probably realizing for the first time that they didn’t know her as well as they’d thought. 


  “I thought I should give you both a little warmup to tide you over,” she said. “You’ll have to wait a while for the main event.”


  Grinning impishly, Sadira leaned forward and licked Keldrys’s gray member. When his red eyes rolled back into his head, she took the tip into her mouth while her fingers continued stroking the shaft. She had sucked a lot of cocks during her years as a whore, and she’d learned that every man tasted a bit different. But she had never swallowed a dark elf’s seed before, and she was almost curious enough to coax him into spilling right here and now. 


  Don’t get ahead of yourself and ruin this. Just be patient and stick with the original plan. Besides, you can always blow him later if you’re really desperate.


  She worked Keldrys until he was almost ready to spill before she abruptly pulled back and turned her attention on Liam. She hadn’t been stroking him hard, but his shaft was throbbing in her fingertips. She could have made him explode in five seconds flat if she wanted. 


  “You better not cum and ruin my fun,” Sadira warned. “Just stay focused.”


  He continued nodding like an idiot even when she took him into her mouth. She closed her eyes, fully expecting him to flood her throat with his seed, but apparently he had more discipline than she thought. She was half tempted to cast an enchantment spell to read his mind—he was probably trying to imagine the least sexy thing in the world just to keep his cock from firing. 


  She lathered him up for most of a minute before she finally leaned away and glanced back to Telanya. “I thought about giving you a lesson, but after seeing you work those lips last night you obviously know how to suck a cock already,” she teased. “A lesson in humility, on the other hand…well, my friends will be happy to give you one of those.”


  Sadira aimed both men’s cocks at the high elf’s face and began stroking more intently. Neither of them would last long; the only question was which one would pop first and how far he would shoot. 


  “Go ahead and let loose,” she told them. “Don’t worry—before we’re done, I promise you’ll have your fill of her cunt. But she needs to be reminded why she’s here first. Tonight, she’s nothing more than target practice.”


  Sadira couldn’t wait to see how much they had saved up, and the thought of Telanya’s pretty face plastered with their seed was almost enough to make the half-elf climax right then and there. But what really had her hot was the power—not just over her friends, but also over such a powerful, elegant woman. Controlling men was easy, after all; a pair of tits and a sufficiently short skirt were all it took to wrap them around your finger. But the thought of dominating another woman—the thought of humiliating another woman…


  A wave of pleasure shuddered through Sadira. Her toes curled in her shoes, and she nearly lost her balance. Gritting her teeth, she started stroking the men as hard as she could and stared straight at Telanya. The high elf tried to flinch away, but thanks to the magical restraints she couldn’t actually move. Instead she just closed her eyes and waited for her searing hot bath…


  Keldrys exploded first. His opening salvo splattered diagonally across the bridge of Telanya’s nose, while his second struck her chin and neck. His third—still impressively strong—landed directly between her tits, and before he fired a fourth Liam erupted as well. 


  Sadira actually gasped at the size volume of his first blast. It almost completely covered Telanya’s eyes and forehead on its own, and the second doused her nose and lips. By the time the two men finished, the Headmistress looked like she had been showered by half a dozen drunken sailors. The sight of the seed dripping from her lips, nose, and tits was too much for Sadira. She fell forward onto her knees as a climax shuddered through her. 


  “That’s more like it,” Sadira whispered once she finally came down. The men were so weary they could barely stand. “Take a quick break. I’ll go ahead and clean her up so we can really get started.”


  While the two men stumbled backwards and leaned against the crates, Sadira scooted forward on her knees until she was barely an inch from Telanya’s face. Up this close, the high elf’s perfume mingled with the musky scent of the semen spackling her face and chest. Sadira gathered several globules from the other woman’s eyelids and shoveled them into her mouth. The heat alone almost made her climax again. 


  “I hope you enjoyed my first lesson,” she said. “Just remember our new deal: you have to drain them both twice. And since I’m the one who did all the work here…well, technically you’re still at zero.”


  Telanya growled into her gag, but Sadira just laughed as she continued licking the spatter from the other woman’s nose and lips. It had been so long since she’d tasted seed that she almost felt like a lotus addict smoking powder after trying to quit. She wanted to clean every single inch of this slut’s perfect body…


  Just be patient and pace yourself. The boys are getting a good enough show that they’ll be hard again in no time. This slut’s punishment has only just begun. 


  “You look beautiful,” Sadira teased. “I’m sure your husband would think so, too. Who knows, maybe his old pecker would get stiff at the thought of his lovely wife getting a cum bath from her students.”


  Telanya didn’t even bother muttering into her gag. She looked completely resigned and defeated…and her quim was swollen and sopping because of it. 


   Sadira grinned as she lapped up one final glob from the high elf’s chin. As much as she wanted to keep going, forcing the Headmistress to wear her student’s seed until it dried was ultimately far more humiliating. 


  And in the end, that’s what all of this was really about. 


   


   


  




  Act Three: Punishment


   


  “If you boys are feeling up to it, I think it’s time to get her ready for the main event.” Sadira glanced back over her shoulder to Keldrys. “Ready to work some more drow magic?”


  “Absolutely,” he said, leaning back up. He traced a pattern in the air and whispered several words of power in his native tongue. The magical restraints binding Telanya’s limbs began to glow, and she yelped in surprise when several long, rope-like tendrils materialized in the air above her. They stretched down and ensnared her arms and legs, then abruptly lifted her off the ground.


  “This spell was a favorite of my former mistress,” he said. “She would keep her slaves suspended for days at a time.”


  Sadira nodded in approval as he continued his incantation. After a few more seconds, Telanya was hanging parallel to the ground with her wrists and ankles pinned together like a bound hog. 


  “Most of the girls at the brothel loved braids like this,” Sadira said, grabbing onto Telanya’s long blonde ponytail. “It gives the men something to grab onto so they feel like they have even more control.”


  She pulled the braid as taught as she could before tying it the magical manacles. By the time she finished, Telanya could barely even move her neck. She had to look forward rather than down, and the pose had the additional side effect of forcing her to thrust her tits out even more. Some of the remaining seed on her breasts trickled down to her nipples before dripping to the floor, but thankfully the remaining splotches on her face were sticky enough to stay in place. 


  Keldrys circled around behind her to inspect his handiwork. He spread her knees apart a bit further to ensure they had unrestricted access to her cunt and ass, but otherwise his spell was perfect. Telanya was completely and utterly helpless, and her occasional thrashing struggles just made Sadira’s even wetter. 


  “I think she’s finally ready,” Keldrys said, positioning himself behind her. “I’ll go first.”


  “Not just yet,” Sadira said. “Fucking her is too easy. I’m going to make her beg for it first.”


  He cocked a black eyebrow. “You’re serious?”


  “It will be all the sweeter when you finally take her, trust me,” Sadira promised. 


  Keldrys grunted and started stroking his cock again. “You haven’t let us down yet, abbil. She’s all yours.”


  Sadira smiled and squeezed his shoulder. Once he backed away, she took a slow lap around Telanya and dragged a fingernail along the other woman’s legs and back. A trail of goosebumps followed swiftly in its wake. For several minutes, the only sound in the warehouse was the echo of her heels hitting the floor. 


  “I know how much you want this, but I’m willing to bet you’re still living in denial,” she said when she finally squatted back down in front of Telanya’s face. “That’s all right. By the time I’m finished, I promise you’ll be begging for dark elf cock.”


  Sadira reached out with her palms and cradled Telanya’s breasts. She fondled them gently took a few moments to appreciate their firmness before she finally pinched the nipples and let go.


  “I bet your husband loves nibbling on these. Boldruk sure did.” Sadira giggled devilishly. “I have something else in mind.”


  Drawing in a deep breath, the half-elf whispered the words to a spell. Tiny sparks of electricity crackled along her fingertips, and Telanya’s long ears perked up at the sound. 


  “I know you can’t see it, but that’s all right,” Sadira said. “You’re the one who taught us how to manipulate energy, remember? Don’t you trust your own lessons?”


  She touched Telanya’s breasts again, and the high elf’s entire body twitched and writhed in place as the electric current buzzed through her. It wasn’t enough to harm her, of course—not even close—but it terrified her enough that she started yelling into her gag. 


  “Oh, don’t be such a baby,” Sadira scolded. “I thought you highborn were supposed to be poised and proper all the time?”


  She shocked Telanya a second time and giggled sadistically at the other woman’s discomfort. Sadira knew how good it felt from personal experience—she and a fourth-year friend had gotten drunk one night and practiced the spells on one another. Sadira hadn’t climaxed that hard in a long time…at least, not before today. 


  “Be a dear and come over here, Liam,” she beckoned. “I need you to check and see how she’s doing.”


  He nodded and stepped over to her. Emptying his balls on Telanya’s face had apparently dispelled the worst of his anxiety; he didn’t hesitate in the slightest, and his wonderful cock was hard and ready to go. That was good—Sadira still had plans for him later. 


  At her direction, he shuffled around behind Telanya and dragged his fingers across her slit. He grinned and showed them all his glistening fingers. 


  “She’s gushing,” he said. 


  Sadira grinned. “Of course she is.”


  She grabbed the high elf’s nipples again and watched in delight as Telanya thrashed in place. Her eyes rolled back into her head, and she muttered into her gag so hard that spittle began leaking from the sides. Between her increasingly smeared mascara, the semen on her nose and cheeks, and now the saliva dripping from her lips, the Headmistress was a complete mess. And she loved every minute of it, no matter how much she protested. 


  “I’ll shock her cunt next, unless she’s finally willing to admit the truth,” Sadira said. “Let’s find out, shall we?”


  She unstrapped the gag and slipped her finger back inside the ring. Before pulling it out, she gently dragged the fingers of her free hand across Telanya’s soft, pale neck. With her hair pulled back so tightly, the outline of the phallus was actually visible in her throat. 


  “Boldruk’s orc cock isn’t the first oversized member you’ve inhaled, is it?” Sadira asked. “No, you’re a lot more experienced than you look. You’re what, a hundred and twenty? How many cocks have you swallowed in that time? How many men have filled this wonderful throat of yours, hmm?”


  Sadira tugged on the ring and began to withdraw the phallus. She made sure to take her time; she stopped inch or so and paused just to make Telanya sweat in anticipation. When the phallus finally popped free of her lips, the high elf coughed and gasped for air. 


  “You bitch!” she hissed between pants. “You dare use magic on me?”


  “I know it’s technically forbidden without a guild license, but I’m sure I’ll have one soon enough,” Sadira said. “Especially once you fix our grades.”


  Telanya’s face twisted. “I will never—urmph!”


  Sadira shoved the tip of the phallus back through the woman’s lips. “Now, now, you need to behave,” she scolded. “Remember, there’s only way to end this: all you need to do is admit to me how much you want these fine gentlemen to fuck you.”


  When Telanya tried to mutter a nasty reply, Sadira promptly conjured another spark of electricity and pinched the high elf’s nipples. The Headmistress didn’t stop thrashing for several seconds after the shock spell had worn off 


  “She might need a bit more incentive,” Sadira said, glancing back to Liam. “Why don’t you give her a taste of what she’s missing?”


  He paused for a heartbeat while he tried to figure out what she meant, but then his eyes sparkled in delayed recognition. “Right,” he said, taking a knee. She was suspended the perfect height for his mouth; all he had to do was lean forward to feast on her quim. He dragged his tongue across the full length of her slit, then gently pressed a pair of fingers inside. 


  Maybe this kid does have some skill. One of those rich debutantes must have taught him something after all. 


  Sadira withdrew the phallus again. Telanya gasped for breath the instant her mouth was empty, and her forehead creased with strain as Liam fingered her more vigorously. When his tongue returned to her slit, she had to bite down on her lip to stop whimpering. 


  “Why fight it?” Sadira asked, gently tracing the tip of the phallus across the high elf’s neck. “Just say the magic words and these fine gentlemen will show you what you’ve been missing.”


  “Never,” Telanya hissed. “You can shock me all you want, you twisted mongrel bitch.”


  “That’s true. I can.”


  Sadira gestured with her chin for Liam to lean back, and once he’d removed his fingers she pinched Telanya’s nipples and jolted them with another burst of electricity. The Headmistress yelped and moaned even while she thrashed—her body’s betrayal was nearly complete as she approached another climax. 


  “I think she just needs one final push,” Sadira said, glancing back at Liam. “Do you remember the spell?”


  He grinned, his lips still wet with her juices. “I do now.”


  He whispered the proper words of power, and energy sparked at his fingertips as they returned to Telanya’s quim. Her long ears perked up when they heard the unmistakable buzz of electricity, and she opened her mouth to protest—


  At which point she cried out in climax the instant he touched her clit. Sadira grinned in delight. She’s all yours now.


   Telanya had been a mess before she’d come down, but she was a downright disaster now. She panted breathlessly after Liam released his spell, her face covered in a mix of sweat, seed, and mascara. Her blonde braid had started to fray thanks to all the thrashing, and beads of perspiration had pooled on her back and stomach. 


  “He can bring you again,” Sadira said. “All you have to do is ask.”


  Telanya glanced back over to her. The last glimmers of resistance in her blue eyes had faded. She looked tired. She looked broken. She looked dominated. 


  “Just say the words,” Sadira prompted. “Beg for your student to fuck you.”


  The high elf swallowed. “Fuck me,” she muttered. 


  “Louder.”


  “Fuck me!” she screamed. “Fuck me now. Please!”


  Sadira smiled. “You heard her.”


  In a single smooth motion, Liam sprang to his feet, grabbed ahold of his cock, and nudged the swollen tip up to Telanya’s quim. But before he eased it inside, he glanced back to Sadira for confirmation. 


  You’re their mistress too, now. By the end of the day, he’ll do anything you ask.


  She nodded. “Take her.”


  Liam thrust inside without the slightest resistance. Telanya cried out again, and her entire body trembled as if she had been shocked. She wouldn’t last long—Sadira wouldn’t have been surprised if the other woman climaxed two or three times before Liam erupted. Now that the dam had been broken, all bets were off. 


  “If only the rest of our class could see you like this,” Sadira said. “Your face dripping with seed, your quim stuffed by your own student’s cock…imagine how many of the other boys would want to take their turn. I bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you? One young, stiff member after another…” 


  Telanya gasped as Liam started pounding her in earnest. The slapping of their skin echoed through the warehouse along with her increasingly pathetic, mewling whimpers. Sadira watched in delight, her quim tingling and her toes curling. She eventually reached her right hand down and starting massaging her clit. 


  “She’s ready for you too, Kel. Why don’t you teach her what a dark elf tastes like?”


  “A lesson that’s long overdue,” he said, shuffling up beside her again. He gave his gray cock another few strokes before he grabbed a loose patch of Telanya’s blonde hair and held her head in place.


  “Open up, highborn slut,” he ordered. 


  At first, it seemed like she might actually try to resist, but we pressed the gray tip against her lips she opened wide and let him thrust inside. Her stunted moans and whimpers were soon replaced by desperate gags and gurgles as Keldrys took full control. He fucked her mouth like a quim, assuming that the phallus/gag had already properly softened her throat. 


  That, or he simply didn’t care. Sadira wasn’t sure which one she founder hotter. 


  “This is what we need on crystal,” she murmured. “Imagine showing this to the whole class. Imaging showing this to the city council!”


  Telanya couldn’t even mumble anything with his cock ravaging her throat. Her eyes rolled back into her head, and from the way her body started twitching she was probably climaxing again. Liam wasn’t far behind.


  “Oh, gods!” he blurted out. “Here it comes!”


  “On her back,” Sadria told him. “Cover her!”


  He barely withdrew in time. His first salvo sprayed all the way up to Telanya’s hair, with half of it splattering across her bound ankles and wrists. The rest pooled on her buttocks and lower back. Sadira was just about to scuttle under the high elf and clean Liam’s cock for him when Keldrys also erupted. He didn’t pull out, unfortunately, but he must have unleashed an enormous load considering how quickly thick white strands began seeping out of Telanya’s lips. His cock eventually slipped out with an audible pop, and Sadira grabbed the high elf’s chin and forced her to keep her mouth closed. 


  “Swallow,” Sadira ordered. 


  When Telanya hesitated, Keldrys helpfully pinched her nose shut. She glanced up at him, confused and desperate, before she gulped down his offering and gasped for breath. 


  “I bet you never thought you’d have drow seed in your belly, did you?” Keldrys taunted as he released her nose and gently smacked her cheek. “It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity. The next batch is going straight into that highborn cunt.”


  He chuckled as he examined Liam’s handiwork. A steady trickle of the kid’s semen was dribbling off her ankle and down her slender calves. Sadira barely resisted the urge to clean it off. She needed to move on to the final stage of her plan. So far, the boys had all but monopolized the fun, but they would need a while to recover after draining themselves again so soon. It was time for her to get what she really wanted…and teach Telanya one last lesson in submission. 


   


   


  




  Act 4: Release


   


  “Go ahead and rest up for a few minutes,” Sadira told the boys once they had come down all the way. “But first let’s get her back on her knees where she belongs.”


  Keldrys nodded and whispered the words to another drow incantation. He reassumed control of the magical restraints suspending Telanya in the air, and he gradually lowered her back down to the cold warehouse floor. A moment later she was upright on her knees again, and Sadira reached behind and untied her braid so she could actually look forward. 


  “It’s time for the two of us to have a bit of fun while the boys reload,” Sadira said. “You’re obviously an experienced cock-sucker, but what about slit-licking? Did you have a lot of practice back home?”


  Telanya looked up at her, another internal battle raging on her face about whether or not she should cooperate. A part of her obviously still felt betrayed by how much she was enjoying all of this.  


  “I know you highborn are supposed to train for decades before your people consider you a real wizard. That’s a lot of time spent hanging around a bunch of other young elves.” Sadira gently lifted the other woman’s chin so she couldn’t look away. “How many of your fellow students did you fuck?”


  Telanya looked up but remained silent. 


  “I bet it was dozens,” Sadira said. “Maybe even hundreds. We’re always told that your people are carefree and open, but ever since you arrived in Highwind you’ve been acting like a priestess—and not one of the good ones like at the Love Goddess temple or those crazy Eternal Priestesses. It must be hard for you to keep your legs shut after all those carefree years at home.”


  “That’s probably why she likes that disgusting half-orc so much,” Keldrys commented. 


  “I bet you’re right,” Sadira agreed. “Our poor little highborn slut has been trapped in a boring shell. You should thank us for letting you out.”


  Telanys’s eyes fixated on the crystal dangling between Sadira’s breasts. “You’ve had your fun,” she said. “Now give me the memory crystal and let me go.”


  “Now, now, you still have to drain their cocks one more time each,” Sadira scolded. “And you will. But first, it’s my turn.”


  Grinning, she reached down to her waist and slowly pushed her skirt down off her hips. It fell to the floor, and she stepped out of it one heel at a time. She could feel the boys watching her intently, which was the point—her quim tingled at the thought of them hardening. She might not have been a statuesque high elf like Telanya, but her human blood gave her a fuller figure and larger tits. 


  “Liam, be a dear and help me with my straps, would you?” she asked. 


  He eagerly stepped up behind her and fiddled with the strings of her blouse. His hands were trembling like a teenager trying to unfasten a bra for the first time. On impulse, she curled her fingers around the shaft of his cock and idly stroked him while he worked. 


  “Thanks, sweetheart,” she said, flashing him a sultry smile when he finished. She held onto his cock for another few seconds before she winked and tossed her blouse to the floor. 


  His gorgeous teacher is tied up in front of him, and all he’s thinking about is how much he wants to fuck me. I can see it in his eyes. 


  Sadira turned slowly enough to give the boys a good look before she stepped in front of Telanya. “I hope you didn’t fill up on Keldrys. There’s still more food on the table.”


  Sadira pressed her quim into Telanya’s face. Thanks to her heels, she was at the perfect height, and the instant the high elf opened her mouth Sadira lifted her left leg and draped it over the other woman’s shoulder. 


  “Eat, slut.”


  Telanya plunged her tongue into Sadira’s slit with surprising force, and she quickly proved that she was, in fact, just as good at cunt-licking as she was at cock-sucking. 


  Fuck, she’s even better than I’d hoped. But the best part is that I can feel the men watching me. Their hungry eyes, their rigid cocks…they want to fuck me almost as much as her now. 


  A small climax shuddered through Sadira, and she grabbed the back of Telanya’s skull and held her firmly in place as she dragged her sopping slit back and forth across the high elf’s lips. Once her face was properly glistening, Sadira stepped away and caught her breath. 


  “Not bad,” she breathed. “If I trusted the boys to hold back any longer, I’d keep you down there for a few hours. But I have something even more fun in mind.”


  Sadira squatted down and retrieved her phallus/gag from the floor. She attached it to the harness she’d brought along and created her own strap-on. Once it was securely in place, she curled her fingers around the shaft and glanced over to Keldrys.


  “You ready to fill her highborn cunt with drow seed?”


  “I’ve been ready for months,” he said, his glowing red eyes glinting with lust. 


   “Good,” Sadira said. “Lie down on the floor for me and I’ll get her ready.”


  While he reclined on the floor, his gray cock sticking straight up into the air, Sadira cast a spell to manipulate the magical restraints. She unfastened Telanya’s wrists from her ankles but didn’t set them free; instead Sadira tucked them upwards along the other woman’s upper back. A human would have been in tremendous pain, but Telanya’s elven dexterity made her limbs more flexible. Still, the Headmistress had to thrust out her chest even farther to compensate, and the pose was clearly uncomfortable. 


  “That’s better,” Sadira cooed approvingly. “You’re so much lovelier tied up, did you know that? If I were your husband, I’d have you bound and gagged the instant you came home every night.”


  “Get over here,” Keldrys beckoned. “It’s time to earn that crystal.”


  With her ankles finally freed, Telanya shuffled forward on her knees until she was straddling him. Keldrys nudged the tip of his cock into her slit, and his eyes rolled back into his head as she sank down onto him. Her hips started to buck, but before she could settle into a rhythm Sadira pushed her forward. 


  “All the way down,” Sadira ordered. “I want your tits in his face.”


  Telanya did as she was told. Soon was parallel to the floor, and Keldrys reached up and squeezed her breasts while his tongue lashed her nipples. Sadira let him enjoy himself for about a minute before she took hold of her phallus and positioned herself behind Telanya. It was finally time to claim the prize she had been waiting for all day. 


  “Brace yourself, highborn,” Sadira warned. “This is going to hurt.”


  While Keldrys’s cock remained stuffed inside Telanya’s quim, Sadira eased the phallus up to her nether entrance. If she weren’t concerned about reducing her friend’s enjoyment, she would have been tempted to take the elf’s ass raw. But instead she cast a simple grease spell upon the tip of the phallus before she slowly eased it inside. 


  “Take it all, you slut!” Sadira taunted. She grabbed onto Telanya’s braid and tugged, jerking her head back even as her tits rubbed in Keldrys’s face. “You’re ours now!”


  She thrust with the phallus in unison with Keldrys as much as possible, stuffing Telanya’s bowels and cunt at the same time. She was tight but not impenetrable; she’d obviously had plenty of cocks up her ass before, probably including Boldruk’s. The thought made Sadira thrust even harder until the high elf’s whimpers transformed into pleading grunts. 


  Liam stepped forward a few minutes later, eager to feed Telanya his cock so he could explode down her throat rather than on his own hand, but before he penetrated her lips, Sadira reached out and grabbed his arm. 


  “She doesn’t deserve to taste you,” Sadira said, smiling seductively. “Get behind me.”


  He looked at her for a moment, confused, before he belatedly realized what she wanted. He skipped around behind her so quickly he almost tripped, but thankfully he regained his pose the instant he squatted down and nestled his cock up against her quim. 


  Sadira glanced back over her shoulder and smiled. “Fuck me.”


  Liam’s cock slipped inside her easily and completely, and she closed her eyes and bit down on her lip as he synchronized his thrusting with hers. Every time his cock plunged into her quim, her phallus burrowed deeper into Telanya’s ass. And every time her phallus burrowed deeper into Telanya’s ass, Keldrys’s cock thrust deeper into the Headmistress’s cunt.


  It was harmony. It was bliss. It was the lesson Sadira had wanted to teach Telanya all day.


  “Fuck!” 


  Everything she’d been holding back—every moment of deprivation—came rushing to the surface in a single, full-body climax. Her toes curled in her shoes, her fingers dug into Telanya’s waist, and the walls of her quim squeezed Liam like a vise. The entire world seemed to vanish into a cloud of pure bliss, and she was only vaguely aware of Liam’s cries as he spilled deep inside her. 


  When she finally recovered, she slumped into his lap and let the phallus slip out of Telanya. She leaned back over her shoulder and kissed him. He really was a lot better at this than she’d expected. 


  “I see you still had plenty left for me,” Sadira said, glancing down to her quim as his seed began trickling out of her. She caught a glob on her fingers and placed it on the tip of her tongue, mostly for his benefit, before she swallowed and grinned. “Pretty good endurance for a rich kid.”


  He smiled back. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”


  “I guess so.” She held her eyes on him for a few more seconds before she glanced back to Keldrys. “Looks like you had plenty to spare, too.”


  The dark elf grunted tiredly as he leaned up. “There’s still more where that came from. Who knows? Maybe she’ll acquire a taste for drow that she’s been filled up.”


  Sadira laughed and stood. Telanya still hadn’t moved; she remained flat on her back with her legs spread and Keldrys’s seed dripping down her quim and legs. She looked completely spent and defeated…but she wasn’t technically done just yet. 


  “Well, here’s the thing,” Sadira said. “She promised you both two drains each, but Liam here still has one left. Think you can finish her off?”


  “That won’t be necessary,” Telanya said, her eyes fluttering open. “My husband will be more than happy with what he’s seen already.”


  Sadira shared a confused glance with the men. “What?”


  “He’ll have enough material to last for several weeks, I imagine,” the Headmistress replied calmly as she leaned back up onto her knees. “Especially once you provide him with the Boldruk recording.”


  “Wait,” Liam muttered, shaking his head. “What are you talking about?”


  Telanya scoffed. “Silly child. You didn’t really think this was for my benefit, did you?”


  She breathed a word of power, and a surge of magical energy washed over the warehouse, unraveling Keldrys’s binding spell and liberating her from her restraints. She stood straight up for the first time since she arrived, an amused smile on her ruby lips. 


  “Impossible,” Sadira gasped. “How could you—?”


  Her voice cut off when Telanya flicked her right hand and cast another spell. A pair of faintly glowing magical manacles materialized in the air and clasped around Sadira’s wrists before she could move. They jerked upwards a second later, pulling her arms over her head and hoisting her off her feet. She screeched in surprise when her toes were suddenly dangling six inches off the ground, but no matter how hard she struggled she couldn’t pull her hands free. 


  “You honestly thought you could overpower me so easily?” Telanya asked. “I’ve been studying magic longer than you have been alive.”


  Liam and Keldrys were still stunned in place, and the Headmistress didn’t give them a chance to recover. Her hands crackled with magic and her lips whispered more incantations. Another set of bindings clamped around Keldrys’s ankles and launched up towards the ceiling until he was hanging upside down. When he tried to trace a spell in the air with his hands, she promptly immobilized them with another set of manacles.


  “So much for dark elf magic,” she scoffed. “It’s no wonder your females dominate you.”


   Liam, finally snapping out of his shock-induced stasis, leapt to his feet and conjured a glimmering mantle of energy to shield himself from her magic. In their abjuration classes, such spell armor could thwart all but the most powerful offensive spells. 


  Telanya took one look at him and laughed before she whispered a word of power. Liam crumpled to the floor like an empty sack, trapped in a magically-induced slumber. 


  “Pitiful,” she said. “And from such an influential family, too. Thankfully for him, he’s more physically adept than I would have expected. I’m sure I can find some use for him.”


  “Release us!” Sadira demanded. 


  Telanya cocked a blonde eyebrow. “Or what? You’ll give my husband that memory crystal?” She snorted. “You silly half-breed cunt. I don’t care if he sees it—he already asks me to record every encounter with Boldruk. He’ll love watching me perform from a different angle.”


  Sadira’s mouth dropped open. She couldn’t believe it. She refused to believe it. The Archmage was a powerful and kindly man. How could he also be a cuckold?


  “Without magic, I’m afraid his cock is rather listless these days,” Telanya lamented. “Even with it, he often needs something extra special to help him out. He knows he’s too old to please me, but he enjoys watching me work.” She reached down and tapped the small gemstone on her navel ring. “That’s why I recorded everything here today, you see. He’ll absolutely love the way you treated me. I couldn’t have asked for a better performance.”


    Sadira shook her head and glanced down to Keldrys. He looked similarly speechless—and terrified. 


  “You won’t be graduating from the Academy, I’m afraid,” Telanya said. “And when the city watch learns that you tried to blackmail me, they’ll want to toss you in the dungeon.” She sauntered forward in front of Sadira and squeezed the half-elf’s cheeks. “I doubt you’d last long in there, my dear. How many cocks do you think you could service in a day, hmm? Twenty? Thirty? A hundred?”


  Sadira swallowed heavily. “You can’t do this…”


  “I can…but I won’t,” Telanya said. “You may be terrible mages, but I suspect you’ll be amusing enough pets. With the proper charm spell, I’m sure I can convince the guards to release the three of you into my care while you serve your sentence. My husband will be absolutely thrilled to watch these virile young men ravage you over and over.”


  She snickered as she sauntered forward and dragged a pair of fingers across Sadira’s slit. She coated them in Liam’s seed, then flicked the glob across the half-elf’s cheek. 


  “Don’t worry, my dears—just because you’re failing out of the Academy doesn’t mean you have to stop learning,” Telanya said, a dark smile tugging at her lips. “I promise: your Headmistress still has plenty left to teach you.”


   


  




  The plot is self-contained, but Ranger-General Serrane appears a few times in The Amazon’s Pledge.


  The Ranger-General’s Submission


   


   




   


   


  


  Prologue


   


  I sometimes have trouble remembering what my life was like before I became a cunt.


  The transformation hadn’t happened all at once, of course. It wasn’t as if one night I’d sank to my knees and thought “Serrane, you’re going to inhale as many thick, throbbing cocks as you can handle. They are going to dump their loads down your throat and on your face, and you are going to love every second of it.” My gradual descent into submission had just kind of happened bit by bit, day by day, delicious swollen member by delicious swollen member. And all those intermediate steps had led me inexorably towards the moment I found myself in right now. 


  “Give it to me!” I begged, a heady mix of slobber and seed dangling from my chin. “Fuck my mouth like it’s just another cunt!”


  The tan, muscle-bound farm boy didn’t need any further encouragement. He rammed his thick member between my lips and down into my throat. I had no trouble taking him in all the way, thanks in no small part to the fact I was currently lying on my back with my head dangling off the table and my long, straight hair spilling out over the floor. A second farm boy, every bit as bronze and brawny as the first, had crawled between my splayed legs and started fucking my ass almost a minute ago. I doubted he would last much longer, given how hard he was panting and how frequently his cock was throbbing. He would be the third man to flood my bowels this evening, which was actually fewer than I’d anticipated. The other ten had decided to inject their seed straight into my quim or down my throat. 


  Frankly, I didn’t have a preference. Only two things mattered to me on a night like this: one, that every man in the room left the party drained and contented; and two, that more of them saw fit to empty their balls on me than the woman splayed out on the table next to me.  


  I couldn’t actually turn my head to look at her with the farm boy’s cock thrusting past my tonsils, but I knew that Aluriel was enjoying herself every bit as much as I was. The last time I’d seen her, she’d had so much seed splattered on her face and tits that she had almost been unrecognizable. Something about her taut, athletic wood elf body just screamed “spill all over me,” which had actually been the driving impetus for tonight’s special rules: every man who wanted to finish inside an elf whore had to choose me, while everyone who wanted to finish on one had to choose Aluriel. 


  The men were allowed to spill more than once, of course, which so far had meant that most of them had deposited their first load on her before they had shifted over to fuck me. The arrangement suited me just fine. They lasted much longer on their second and third go-arounds, and I enjoyed the added benefit of knowing that it had been the heat of my body that had brought them over the edge. Besides, when all was said and done I would have the chance to lick Aluriel clean anyway. The men would pay double to see that. 


  “Oh, fuck!” the farm boy buried in my ass cried out. He pumped his seed deep into my bowels, and my empty quim burned with another climax as his friend shot a simultaneous load straight into my gullet. When he pulled out, a single searing strand of seed dribbled across my nose and forehead. 


  “Escar’s mercy!” the second kid gasped. “I should have moved to the city years ago. Are all elf girls sluts like this?”


  “I wish!” another of the men blurted out to a raucous round of chuckles. Most of them were long since spent at this point, but a few of the younger ones were still willing to go another round. I barely had time to catch my breath before yet another hard cock was dangling in front of my eyes. 


  “More,” I begged, licking the last bit of seed from the tip of my nose. “Please!”


  By the time the new cockhead plunged into my throat, another filled my quim as well. I was so wet and well-used at this point that he slid right in, and I clamped my thighs around his waist and squeezed to make certain he knew he was welcome. 


  Tonight had vastly exceeded my expectations so far, and I could scarcely believe there had been a time in my life when the very idea of this “party” would have horrified me. For the last five years I had served as the Ranger-General of Highwind, the most populous city-state in the Northern Reaches. I was a proud warrior, a lethal archer, and the respected commander of over a thousand loyal scouts and rangers. I loved my work and took it very seriously. 


  It just so happened that I also enjoyed being tied up and used like a disposable fuck-toy whenever possible. 


  For many years I hadn’t been able to reconcile those two seemingly incompatible identities. After all, how anyone possibly be a fearsome elven ranger during the day and transform into a submissive, cock-hungry slut at night? It had seemed ludicrous. It had seemed downright impossible. 


  Thank the gods I had finally found a way. 


  “Open up, bitch! Here it comes…”


  As yet another man’s seed coated my tongue and drizzled over my lips, I realized just how much I owed Aluriel. Without her guidance, none of this would have been possible. She was the one who had first opened my mind—she was the one who had first shown me the existential joy of submission.


  “Hey, I think you missed a spot!”


  With my mouth finally free of cock, I tilted my head towards her and swallowed the last man’s bountiful offering. I could barely even see her face or tits through all the seed, but one last farm boy was currently jerking himself to climax over her belly. She was already looking at me, her lips spread wide and her green eyes sparkling with delight. 


  Tomorrow morning we’d be back at work protecting the city of Highwind from gnolls and orcs and other monsters of the wildlands beyond the walls. We would be warriors. We would be rangers. We would be two of the deadliest women in the region, let alone the city. 


  But not right now. For the rest of the night, we were nothing more than warm holes for male amusement and eager sponges for their seed.  


  We were cunts. And we wouldn’t have had it any other way. 


   


   


   


  




  Chapter One: Revelations


   


  The arrow soared across the grassy field, the soft whistle of its flight completely drowned out by the ongoing melee. Its golden fletches glinted in the sunlight, and the magical enchantment coursing thought its shaft kept its trajectory straight despite the buffeting winds. Almost a hundred yards later, the tip struck one of the attacking gnolls directly between its oversized shoulder blades, knocking the creature face-first into the blood-sodden dirt. 


  I had already fired two more shots before the first landed. The gnolls, distracted by the chaos of battle and their own frenzied bloodlust, only had a split second to react. It wasn’t enough. 


  “There’s another band approaching from the north,” Aluriel warned, her keen wood elf eyes squinting off in the distance. 


  “Take them,” I said. “I’ll defend our people.”


  Clutching my bow tightly in my right hand, I used my left to vault myself up onto the saddle of my horse, Whisper. A single kick of the stirrup was enough to start him charging towards the ongoing fray, and I guided him with my knees while I nocked another arrow and took aim. 


  “Felo’tala!”


  Aetheric energy coursed through the limbs of my bow, and a moment later the arrowhead burst into flames. I released the string, hoping that the primal fear of fire would be enough to convince the rest of the gnolls to leave their victims alone. The arrow struck another of the beasts through the chest, piercing his heart and immolating his fur in a radiant orange burst.  


  His friends, regrettably, didn’t seem to care. 


  I grimaced and kicked Whisper into his fastest gait. My scout patrol was only about a hundred yards ahead at this point, but all of my soldiers were already wounded or unconscious aside from Lieutenant Vander. As skilled as he was with a blade, he wouldn’t be able to fend off the last three gnolls by himself. And if Aluriel couldn’t distract or delay the reinforcements pouring out of the forest…


  She will get the job done—she always does. Just focus on the problem in front of you. 


  Reaching out to the Aether, I conjured and loosed another flaming arrow. I didn’t hit any of the three gnolls, but I wasn’t trying to. The arrowhead detonated when it struck the ground, blanketing the area in a billowing cloud of gray smoke. Vander used the distraction well, spinning into the choking mist and hacking down one of the gnolls before it could track his movements. The other two beasts turned and braced themselves for a charge by the incoming rider. 


  Unfortunately for them, I had no intention of engaging them in melee. Nocking another arrow, I vaulted sideways off my horse and fired in mid-air. The shot struck one of the gnolls in the neck, and he roared and flailed backwards as a fountain of blood erupted from his throat. His partner, rightly horrified, hunkered down behind his battered shield just in case the rolling elf woman tried to shoot him, too. 


  At which point Vander’s sword erupted from inside the creature’s chest, skewering him from behind. The gnoll slumped over, dead, just as I hopped back to my feet. 


  “Brace yourself,” I warned, whirling about into a crouch. “More are on the…”


  I trailed off when I glanced back towards the forest’s edge. The gnolls were already retreating, though Aluriel continued firing from horseback and picking off as many of the beasts as she could. She had racked up an astonishing body count in a short period of time. I knew I shouldn’t have been so surprised—my adjutant was easily the second best archer in Highwind, and probably the best from horseback. What Aluriel lacked in sorcerous ability she made up for sheer athleticism. 


  While she finished chasing off the rest of the gnolls, I signaled for Vander to help me check on our wounded. Miraculously, all of our scouts had survived. A few had suffered serious wounds, but thankfully even my limited healing magic was able to stanch the bleeding and stabilize them until they could return to the city. 


  “I doubt the gnolls will be back for a while,” Aluriel said once she’d returned and dismounted. “We blooded their noses badly enough that they’ll probably hide in the forest until winter.”


   “We got lucky,” I said, turning and glaring at Vander. “Especially you, Lieutenant. What in the abyss were you thinking? I specifically ordered you not to pursue anyone past the ridgeline!”


  Vander swallowed and visibly braced himself. “I’m sorry, General. I just…I really thought we could take them out before they reported back to the main group.”


  “And instead you walked right into a trap. Unbelievable. Unacceptable.”


  The young man nodded and lowered his eyes. He was a normally a good kid, all things considered—he was a skilled fighter and scout, and he usually had a cool head on his shoulders. But like so many human males his age, his ego occasionally got the better of him. He had probably spotted the gnolls over a hill and started daydreaming about the prospect of regaling some bawdy tavern slut with stories of his “glorious triumph.” 


  Monster-hunting was apparently a potent aphrodisiac in human-dominated cities. There were times when I was convinced the only reason any young males ever signed up to become a ranger or paladin was so they could bluster their way beneath the skirts of as many women as possible. 


   “You are a Duskwatch Ranger, Lieutenant, not a glory-seeking Knight of the Silver Fist,” I chastised him. “We don’t recklessly charge into battle and put our fellow soldiers at risk. We calmly evaluate all our options, and then we strike when and if the time is right. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, General,” he assured me. “I’m sorry, General.”


  I grunted but continued glaring at him. He was a good-looking kid, despite his idiocy. Tall and whipcord lean, he had the body of a runner and the reach of a swordsman. He kept his brown hair short—a rarity amongst the male rangers—and he always had just enough scruff on his square jaw to add about five years to his twenty-something face. 


  “I’ll remind him of his place, General,” Aluriel offered, grabbing Vander’s shoulder and dragging him away. She didn’t stop until they were well out of earshot, but I still watched her silhouette as she dressed the kid down. 


  Unlike Vander and his squad, Aluriel was completely reliable. She always obeyed orders, and she never let her ego get in the way of the mission.  There was a reason I had made her my second-in-command long before I had taken her my lover. 


  Short, supple, and slender, Aluriel was a physical paragon of her people. Her brown hair dangled just below her ears, and her almond-shaped eyes were a piercing shade of green. Back home in Nelu’Thalas, our people were often rivals; highborn like myself saw wood elves as little more than savages. I had treated her like one myself when she had arrived in the city last year, and I’d regretted it the instant her soft tongue had first slipped between my lips. 


  “Round up the horses and get the wounded in their saddles,” I ordered, turning away from the shouting match and facing the rest of my men. “I want to be back in Highwind before nightfall.”


  We met my deadline with at least half an hour to spare, and I made certain the injured received the attention they needed in the temple infirmary. As annoyed as I was with Vander for putting his men in such a difficult position, they were still my rangers. Their safety was ultimately my responsibility, and I had no interest in seeing them suffer. We could discuss their performance later, after they had all recovered. 


  Aluriel wasn’t so generous. She used the extra time to further scold and discipline Vander and the other mostly healthy men. I knew how much they all despised her, but that only made me respect her more. Like any good adjutant, she was willing to take the heat in her general’s place. In the long run, it was better for morale. 


   After a short meeting with Highlord Kastrius, the commander of the Silver Fist, I finally returned to my office in Duskwatch Tower. Aluriel followed and locked the door behind her. 


  “It could be worse, all things considered,” she said, tossing her bow and quiver onto the nearby couch. “We didn’t suffer any permanent casualties, and we won’t have to deal with the gnolls for months.”


  “Maybe not, but we still can’t afford to get soft,” I said. “Vander and his men need to be punished.”


  Aluriel grinned slyly, dispelling the aura of grim determination that always surrounded her when we were on duty. “You’re unbelievably sexy when you’re angry, did you know that?”


  I snorted and sighed. “I’m being serious. With all the new recruits coming in, it’s more important than ever to enforce discipline.”


  “I know that. It doesn’t change how much I love that wicked twinkle in your eye.” She sauntered forward until she was standing barely an inch in front of me. “It makes me want to hold you down and fuck you all night.”


  Aluriel leaned in and kissed me. Her lips were so soft and warm they melted my lingering annoyance in a heartbeat. As our tongues embraced, she placed her hands around my bare midriff and pulled us closer together.


  “You really are insatiable,” I whispered when she finally leaned away. 


  “We survived a battle, and every one of our men made out alive,” Aluriel said. “Seems like as good a reason as any to celebrate.”


  I grunted softly. “I could summon one of the servants and have them bring us up some food.”


  “Why? I have all I can eat right here.”


  She shifted her hands down to my thighs and promptly lifted me up onto the edge of my desk. I leaned back on my palms and let her get to work, knowing full well how dangerous it was to get between Aluriel and her meal. Her slender fingers dexterously pushed up my leather skirt, and before long she had stripped off the silken thong beneath. My bald quim tingled in anticipation as she gently pushed apart my thighs and dove in for the kill. 


  All the day’s strains and worries evaporated on the tip of her tongue. I propped my leather boots up her shoulders as she ate, marveling once again at her voracity and skill. We had only been lovers for a few months now, but she already knew exactly how to make my spine tingle and my toes curl. I bit down on my lip as a climax shuddered through me, thankful as always for the sound-proofing spell Headmistress Telanya had woven into the walls at my request. 


   Aluriel was smiling up at me when I finally came down, her lips glistening and her face smushed between my slender thighs. “I wish the men could see you like this. They think you’re stern and serious all the time. They don’t know the real you at all.”


  “And I plan to keep it that way,” I told her, still breathless. “I need their respect, not their friendship.”


  “There’s no reason you can’t have both. Look what happened when you reached out to me.”


  “You’re a rare exception. You’re also not a man, which makes all the difference.”


  Aluriel grinned as she slipped a finger inside me. My thighs clamped even harder around her cheeks. “You should give men a chance again sometime,” she said. “Not many of them know to properly eat cunt, but there’s no substitute for a nice, hard cock now and then.”


  “I’ll pass, thanks.”


  “You can’t tell me you don’t miss it every once in a while. You said you had plenty of lovers back in Nelu’Thalas.”


  “I did, but that was a long time ago,” I said, biting down on my lip as she eased another finger inside me. There were times when I genuinely wondered if she was just concealing her sorcerous powers; her ability to know what I wanted was downright supernatural. 


  “Well, I still think you should try getting back in the saddle at some point,” Aluriel said. “Or maybe not. Once you try the real thing again, you might get sick of me.”


  I smiled back. “I don’t think that’s possible.”


  “Probably not,” she agreed with a wink. “Now lean back and let me finish my dessert.”


  I reclined onto the desk as her tongue returned to my folds. She brought me again in less than a minute, and by the time I came down I was a sopping, exhausted mess. Ten minutes with Aluriel was more draining than a three-day excursion through the forest.


  “You should come over tonight,” I breathed when she finally crawled onto the desk and straddled me. “I think I owe you at least ten favors at this point.”


  “I’m not keeping score,” she replied, leaning down to kiss me. I had no idea why, but tasting myself on her lips and tongue always drove me wild. Thankfully, she wasn’t shy about sharing. 


  “I’ll leave the back door open, like usual,” I breathed. “I doubt anyone will see you.”


  Aluriel leaned up and brushed aside a long stand of my blonde hair. “I actually can’t tonight. I have a date.”


  “A date?”


  “Yeah, with a man,” she said, chuckling. “You know, one of those things you hate.”


  “I like men just fine,” I protested, propping myself up on my elbows. “You should be careful, though.”


  Aluriel arched one of her dark eyebrows. “I’m the best shot in this whole city, present company included. You know I can take care of myself.”


  “That’s not what I meant. Everyone in Highwind knows who you work for. They might try to exploit our relationship.”


  “You sound like a paranoid dwarf worried about the goblins coming after his gold,” Aluriel said, grunting and hopping off the desk. 


  I sighed and leaned up. “All I mean is that people in positions of power can’t afford to live normal lives. If any of the soldiers see you out partying, they’ll—”


  “Think I’m a regular woman who likes to have fun when she’s not working?” Aluriel interrupted. “It’s not a crime to actually live your life once in a while.”


  “I know, but…” I sighed and shook my head. “It’s hard enough to convince a bunch of twenty year-old human males to respect a woman, let alone an elf. We can’t afford to show weakness.”


  “They’re overeager boys, not a pack of feral orcs.”


  “Is there any difference?”


  Aluriel scoffed. “First, our soldiers smell a lot better. Second, some of them have really nice bodies…”


  I groaned and rolled my eyes. “Forget I said anything.”


  Aluriel placed her hand on my leg. “You are way too hard on yourself. Even the Ranger-General of Highwind is allowed to have a life outside of work. Do you really think Highlord Kastrius and his knights sit around reading their holy tomes all night? Trust me, his warriors are some of the biggest sluts in town.”


  “Escar’s mercy,” I muttered, burying my face in my palm. “I can’t believe we’re seriously having this conversation.”


  Aluriel snickered. “All I’m saying is that it wouldn’t kill you to let yourself go once in a while. Let your hair down, put on a nice dress, maybe suck a few cocks behind the tavern…”


  I lowered my hand and glared at her. “What in the hells are you—”


  “I’m just kidding,” she said, snickering and slapping my naked thighs. “You make it way too easy.”


  I grunted and pushed her back far enough I could hop off the desk. “I should really demote you for insubordination.”


  “You can, but we should get a pillory moved into your house first. You keep me there as a prisoner for a few days.” Aluriel winked and her impish smile grew wider than ever. “Come on, that was funny.”


  “Go and enjoy your date,” I said. “Just make sure you get enough sleep. I want you to lead another patrol through the forest tomorrow and clean up any gnoll stragglers.”


  “I’ll be rested and ready to go, General,” she said with a mock salute. “Don’t worry about me.”


  I sighed and retrieved my thong. Aluriel and I were so different I often wondered how we were friends, let alone lovers. The fact that she was one of a handful of elves in a city with a hundred thousand humans didn’t hurt, but that wasn’t what had drawn us together. I respected her competence and martial skill—and her lean, supple body, if I was being completely honest—but we viewed the world very differently. She took her responsibilities and position seriously, of course, but the instant we were off-duty it was like she became a completely different person. 


  “Let’s do something tomorrow night instead,” she said, tracing her fingers along my stomach. “I’m sure the proud Ranger-General is eager to start repaying all the favors she owes me.”


  I smiled despite myself. As annoying as her frivolity could be sometimes, it was still infectious. I placed my hands on the back of her head and pulled her in for another long, deep kiss before I finally let her go. She sauntered out my office, and I sat down and behind my desk to finally get some work done. 


  After half an hour of trying and failing to concentrate long enough to read through the latest reports my scouts in the north, I tossed the scrolls back on the table and sighed. I couldn’t stop thinking about Aluriel. Our relationship wasn’t exclusive by any means—I knew she spent plenty of time with her head beneath the skirts of other women in town—but for whatever reason the thought of her being with a man tonight was…different.  


  I wasn’t jealous. I knew full well that an attractive high elf like myself could have basically any man she wanted, but the point was that I didn’t want them. I had sworn off men since moving here from Nelu’Thalas, not because I wasn’t interested but because relationships were far too complicated and draining. Humans were obsessed with marriage and monogamy, neither of which I found remotely appealing. I had at least a hundred prime child-bearing years left anyway—what was the rush?


  Still, I couldn’t deny that her offer of a night on the town did have some appeal. It just wasn’t an option for a woman in my position, and it never would be. I had known and accepted that when I’d taken this position a few years ago. Life was filled with trade-offs, and in the grand scheme of things this was an easy one to make. 


  Then why are you sitting here thinking about Aluriel flirting with someone else? Why are you getting hot imagining her slowly sinking down to her knees and wrapping her lips around a thick, throbbing cock? 


  “I need to go home,” I said to no one in particular. Biting down on my lip, I slung my bow and quiver onto my back then scooped up the scrolls and bolted for the door. I had just turned the handle and started to leave when a glimmer on the floor caught my attention. Aluriel’s glittering belly jewel was lying there in front of the desk—it must have fallen off when she’d been crouched in front of the desk. 


  I leaned down and picked it up with my free hand. With luck, I could probably still catch her before she went out. She considered it a good luck charm and would almost certainly want to wear it tonight.


  It carries an enchantment that protects me in battle, but it’s even better in bed, she had told me the first time I’d commented on it. Here, let me show you…


  I grinned at the thought. We really were different people, but perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing after all. 


  “Consider this payment for one of your favors,” I whispered, rising back to my feet and striding out of the office. 


  A few of my rangers looked surprised when I left the garrison before midnight, but they all knew better than to ask where I was going. Aluriel wasn’t wrong; my soldiers really were afraid of me. It made her uncomfortable, but she couldn’t argue with the results. The Duskwatch had been an undisciplined mess before I had taken command, and in a few short years I had whipped them into an elite fighting force every bit the equal of the Knights of the Silver Fist. The people here trusted us, and the monsters of the wildlands feared us. We were everything rangers were supposed to be. 


  You’re also lonely as hell, and if not for Aluriel you probably would have moved back to Nelu’Thalas already. Maybe she has a point. Maybe you do need to reach out to some of these people. 


  Scowling in annoyance at myself, I mounted Whisper and kicked him into a canter once we were out on the street. Night fell a few minutes before I reached her house, but my elven eyes could see almost as well in moonlight as humans could during the day. 


  Otherwise I never would have spotted Lieutenant Vander sneaking through the bushes behind her house.


   I froze in place and tugged Whisper to a halt. Aluriel lived in the Artisan District, a bustling, modest section of the city that was generally safer than the slums or the docks but nowhere near as well-patrolled as the wealthy Redwater District. Most of my rangers lived here, actually, including Vander. Though I doubted they ever saw each other—the two of them had been at each other’s throats for months now, and today’s little skirmish had almost certainly soured their relationship even further. 


  Today’s skirmish—that’s what this is about, isn’t it? He must be pissed at her for dressing him down in front of his squad, and now he’s going to try and get back at her somehow.


  “Le’thos,” I swore, sliding out of the saddle and leading Whisper to the edge of the road. Vander had made it up to the house by now, and he was in the process of opening one of the windows and sneaking inside. A part of me still couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Vander might have been reckless and cocksure, but I still thought he was a good man. I never would have allowed him to become a ranger otherwise. The idea that he would actually try to retaliate against one of his commanding officers was almost unbelievable. 


  And yet…


  “Stay here,” I said, patting Whisper’s head and removing my swords from his saddle. The twin elf-forged blades—Gwathren and Dain—thrummed in anticipation when I attached their shared scabbard to my belt. It was conceivable that Vander was just trying to pull off some kind of juvenile prank on Aluriel as a petty act of revenge, but I wasn’t about to take that risk. If he attempted to harm her, a court martial would be the least of his problems. 


  Gritting my teeth, I crouched low and dashed across the street into the woods. The enchantment in my boots silenced my footfalls, and I made sure to duck beneath the branches and avoid rustling the leaves—I had trained Vander personally, after all, and he knew exactly what to look and listen for. I reached the windowsill a few seconds later, and I heard a male voice coming up from her basement. Vander wasn’t exactly shouting, but he wasn’t trying to be quiet, either. Was he talking to Aluriel? Had she discovered his intrusion already? If so, she was probably going to beat the hell out of him—unless he got the jump on her, she was more than a match for him with a sword.   


  Frowning, I hopped through the window and slinked across the kitchen to the trap door covering the basement. Vander had shut it behind them, but it wasn’t locked. I lifted up the edge and slithered through the gap, then gently set it back down. 


  It was that exact moment my ears decided to betray me. 


  “I’m ready for you, master. Please, fuck me! Fuck my tight elven cunt!”


  My breath caught in my throat at the sound of Aluriel’s voice. I froze in place, unwilling to accept what I’d just heard. 


  “You have to earn my cock, bitch!” Vander practically shouted. “Kiss it. Worship it. Show me how you can’t live without it!”


  A loud slap echoed up the stairs, followed by an incredibly familiar moan of pleasure from Aluriel. My brain finally snapped out of its stasis, and I dashed down the rest of the way down the stairs. My view was still obstructed by a wall when I reached the bottom, but when I carefully peered around the side my mouth dropped open and my breath froze in my lungs. 


  Aluriel was stark naked on a chair in the center of the room, her ankles and wrists tied together behind her head. Her cheeks and tits were glowing red with hand marks. Vander loomed over her, his trousers open and his thick cock bulging in his right hand. If not for the words I’d heard her utter just a few seconds ago, I would have assumed he was raping her. 


  “Kiss it!” Vander repeated. 


  Aluriel leaned forward as far as she could with her restraints. Her lips kissed the tip of his cock, and a moment later her tongue emerged and began lathering the tip. Her green eyes, round and wide, remained locked on his face like a hound waiting patiently for her master’s next command. 


  I shook my head and crouched down behind a stack of empty crates. I didn’t sense any magic, but this had to be some kind of illusion…


  “Good girl,” Vander said, brushing a stray hair from her face. “Now tell me how much you want it. Tell me how much you need it.”


  “Please, master,” she begged. “Please, give me your cock. Feed me with it. Choke me with it. Treat my throat like a cunt!”


  I cupped my hand over my mouth to mute my horrified gasp. I couldn’t accept what I was hearing. I couldn’t cope with what I was seeing. It was literally unbelievable.


  “I suppose you’ve earned a little taste,” Vander said, clasping onto her hair with both hands. “Open wide, slut!”


  He practically slammed his thick member between her lips. There was no way for her to resist with her hands and feet tied up in the air behind her; all she could do was gasp and gurgle while his cock pounded her throat and his testicles slapped against her chin. 


  I almost leapt out from behind my cover and tackled him. I probably would have if not for the fact I could tell how much she was enjoying it. Her toes and fingers curled in their restraints, and on the rare occasions he pulled back and allowed her to breathe she was smiling up at him like he was a god. It was disgusting. It was disturbing. 


  It was…arousing?


  My quim was practically on fire, and squeezing my thighs together didn’t seem to help. I didn’t understand what was happening. What in the abyss was wrong with me?


  “Are you ready, cunt?” Vander asked between labored breaths. 


  “Yes, master,” Aluriel gasped, her lips and mouth covered in spittle. “Please, let me taste your seed!”


  “Oh, no,” he said, shaking his head while he stroked his shaft barely an inch in front of her nose. “You have to earn the right to drink my seed. After the way you acted today, I think you need to be reminded of who is in charge here. Now keep those pretty green eyes open wide!”


  His cock erupted over the bridge of her nose, splattering seed all over her cheeks. She continued staring at him, visibly elated as he pumped strand after strand onto her face. It dribbled down to her lips and chin, and some even ended up smeared across her tits and belly. Her hands and feet writhed as a climax shuddered through her. 


  “I own you, slut,” Vander said, stepping away to evaluate his handiwork. “Now what do you say?”


  “Thank you, master,” Aluriel replied. 


  “That’s a good girl.” He looked down at her approvingly as he rubbed the still swollen head of his cock against her sopping quim. “I should leave you like this, you know. I should walk away and let General Serrane find you hanging here drenched in my seed. What do you think about that?”


  He slapped her face again, and she squealed in delight. I couldn’t take it anymore. I ducked back down behind my cover and tried to force myself to calm down. As hard as it was for me to accept what I was seeing, it was even harder to accept how unbelievably wet it was making me. 


  You want to go over there, don’t you? You want to join in. You want to lick the seed from your best friend’s face while he fucks you in the ass.


  I bit down on my lip and silently dashed back up the stairs before they spotted me. I was practically panting by the time I escaped the house and returned to Whisper, not from exertion but because I found myself unable to breathe properly. There was something wrong with me, and I had no idea how to explain it. 


  I curled up into a ball on my bed the moment I returned home. My hands were shaking, my lungs were rattling, and my quim was dripping. The instant I slipped a finger inside myself, I climaxed so hard I had to bury my face in the pillow to avoid worrying my neighbors. I was embarrassed and disgusted, but I couldn’t stop. I brought myself again and again, and every single climax was more intense than the last. But no matter how hard I came, I couldn’t quench the fire between my legs.


  I didn’t know if anything could. 


   


   


  




  Chapter Two: Denial


   


  “Vander’s unit didn’t find a single gnoll anywhere on their patrol. Given how badly I scolded him yesterday, I imagine he was pretty thorough. I doubt we’ll have to worry about those disgusting furballs until next year.”


  I couldn’t even bring myself to look at Aluriel while she delivered her report. I just continued staring straight ahead as we slowly meandered down the dirt path leading out of the small outpost at the forest’s edge. The Duskwood sprawled out before us, its thousand year-old oaks shrouding everything below in long, ominous shadows. 


  “Hey, you awake?” she pressed, nudging her hip against me. “Do you want to send out another patrol or just take his word for it?”


  “We’ll take his word for it,” I said, my voice sounding hoarse to my own ears. 


  “Okay,” she murmured. “I guess we can focus our efforts on the Shattered Peaks to the west. The orcs have been regrouping of late, and frankly the Knights of the Silver Fist could use our help. Their dipshit squires keep running off and getting themselves killed, and even their knights are having trouble recently. I heard that Sir Dravis was wounded a few weeks back. He’s been stuck in the temple with some kind of rare affliction.”


  “Mm,” I murmured. 


  I could feel her eyes on the side of my face. “Is something wrong? You’ve been quiet all morning.”


  Taking a deep breath, I reached into one of my belt pouches and retrieved her navel ring. “I found this in my office last night.”


  Aluriel smiled. “I was looking for that! Thank Shalassa you found it.”


  “I was surprised you didn’t come back for it. I figured you’d want to wear it on your date.”


  “I probably would have,” Aluriel admitted as I dropped it into her palm. “Most of the men around here seem to love belly jewels.”


  “I doubt they recognize it as a wood elf symbol of fertility. They just like seeing your stomach.”


  “You should talk,” she teased, gently smacking my exposed midriff with the back of her hand. “Anyway, I’m glad none of them know what it means. Trust me: the men don’t want me to be fertile.”


  “Obviously.”


  Aluriel stared at me for a long moment, her eyes narrowing as she slid the jewel pin back into her navel. “Is that what’s upsetting you? The fact I went out last night?”


  “Why do you think I’m upset?”


  “Because I’m not blind. Every time we spoke out on the plains today you choked up on your reins and squeezed your thighs around the saddle like you were about to kick Whisper into a charge.”


  I sighed and brushed a blonde lock out of my eyes. I had never been one to play coy or massage the truth—I preferred that my friends and soldiers be direct whenever possible. But I had stayed up all night thinking about how I could possibly broach this topic with Aluriel, and I had never developed an answer. 


  “You’re annoyed that I didn’t come home with you last night,” Aluriel said after a moment. “I promise, I’ll make it up to you tonight. I’ll bring some wine and oils…we’ll have so much fun you’ll have trouble walking straight in the morning.”


  I swallowed and tried to ignore the heat rushing into my cheeks. I might have preferred directness, but I was still a private person by nature. How in the bloody abyss was I supposed to talk about—?


  I froze in place when I caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye. My long elven ears perked up, and I touched Aluriel’s arm in a silent warning. We’d been so distracted that we had unwittingly drifted at least a hundred yards from the outpost.


  While keeping my eyes locked on the forest, I carefully plucked my bow off my back and nocked an arrow. I still couldn’t see anything, but I was convinced we were no longer alone...


  The movement was so subtle I almost missed it. The leaves on one of the trees to our left rustled as if a gentle breeze had swept through the forest, but the air today was completely still. I didn’t wait to check to my target—I immediately drew my bowstring and fired. 


  “Raskaaaaa!”


  The gnoll scream echoed through the Duskwood as my arrow pierced his shoulder and knocked him from his perch. The fall almost certainly killed him even if my shot hadn’t, but I didn’t have time to check. A dozen other gnolls emerged from the underbrush brandishing spears and axes. They charged. 


  Aluriel and I moved in unison as our instincts and training took over. We each fired off more shots as the monsters rushed towards us, killing three and crippling several others. Once the rest closed into range, however, we drew our blades and fought back-to-back just like we had practiced a hundred times before. 


  The Lin’faleel remained the preferred combat style of the blade dancers, and for good reason—few could match the natural dexterity of our people, and we spent decades studying warfare while our enemies typically only spent a few short months. Individually, the gnolls were no match for us; we scythed them down one by one as we danced in near-perfect harmony. But even as my sword drank deep of gnoll flesh, I knew we still weren’t safe. The savages couldn’t have possibly sneaked up on us so easily, especially in this number. 


  Not without the aid of magic. 


  I had just cleaved through the muzzle of yet another monster when I spotted the shaman lurking between a pair of oaks some twenty yards away. His hands glowed with dark power, and he unleashed a brackish bolt of green energy in our direction. Falling into a crouch, I parried the wild thrust of one gnoll while retrieving one of their cracked wooden shields with the other. I hoisted it in front of us just before the bolt struck—


  The explosion hurled me back at least ten yards, and I would have flown even further if I hadn’t crashed into a stump. The air rushed out of my lungs, and my vision blurred so badly I couldn’t actually see for several seconds. All I knew for certain was that the shield had disintegrated on my forearm and my sword had fallen somewhere mid-flight. 


  “Le’thos!” I hissed, rolling to my side as a precaution before I bounced back up into a crouch. Most of the gnolls were dead, but I was barely paying attention to them or the shaman at this point. My eyes remained locked on Aluriel’s bloodied, unmoving body a few yards away. 


  I couldn’t tell if she was alive or dead from this distance, but the sight of the blood on her forehead was enough to throw me into a frothing rage. As the shaman channeled another spell to finish us off, I rolled forward and drew the dagger in my boot, using the momentum of my tumble to hurl the weapon well beyond its practical range. The dagger whirled end-over-end at the gnoll’s muzzle…and then bounced harmlessly off the invisible magical barrier protecting him. 


  I swore again. With my bow, I could channel Aetheric energy through an arrow and pierce his defenses as trivially as a suit of regular armor. Without it, I was virtually defenseless. I waited in place as he finished casting his spell, cursing myself for getting distracted by something as stupid as—


  Without warning, an arrow whistled just past my ear and struck the shaman an instant before he finished his spell. His barrier dulled the impact enough to save his life, but only for a few seconds. Behind me, Vander and his men unleashed another salvo, dropping the remaining gnolls in a flurry of blood, fur, and magic. A few seconds later, it was all over. 


  I dove on top of Aluriel and let out a silent prayer to the gods that she was still alive. Healing magic flowed through my fingers and into her flesh, knitting her wounds and slowly rousing her back to consciousness. 


  “Have your men establish a perimeter,” I called out. “Make sure that’s the last of them!”


  “Right away, General!” Vander called back. 


  I should have been proud of the skill and professionalism they demonstrated, considering I was the one who had trained most of them. But the world was so strange right now I wasn’t sure what to think. About much of anything. 


  I placed my hand on Aluriel’s forehead as her green eyes slowly fluttered open. “What…what happened?”


  “It’s all right,” I soothed, squeezing her arm. “We’re safe.”


  She licked at her lips and tried to glance past me. “You took them all yourself?”


  “We…had some help,” I said, glancing back towards Vander. “Come on, let’s get you back to camp.”


   


  ***


   


  “I guess it’s no wonder we didn’t see any sign of them in the north,” Lieutenant Vander said, his arms folded across his chest as he peered out the tent flap and into the forest. “They regrouped and swung south so they could attack our camp directly. I can’t believe it. They must have really been desperate.”


  “It almost worked,” I told him. I did my best to keep the frustration out of my voice—not at him, but at myself. Aluriel and I never should have wandered so far from the camp. Everyone knew it; Vander and his men were simply too polite—or too scared—to say anything. I had barely made eye contact with him this whole time, which he had probably interpreted as wounded pride sprinkled with a touch of embarrassment. He had no way of knowing the real reason. 


  Namely, that all I could see when I looked at him was the man who had spent the previous evening draining his cock all over my best friend’s eager, smiling face. 


  “Well, they can’t have many able-bodied warriors left at this point,” he said after a moment. “I’ll keep my men here for a few days just in case, but I doubt they’ll test us again.”


  “If they do, I have full confidence you can handle it.” I meant ever word. As much as I hated to admit it, Vander had just saved our lives. It was almost enough for me to forget all the scandalous things I’d watched him say and do to my best friend last night. 


  Almost. 


  “Thank you, General,” he replied, smiling. His eyes slowly drifted over to Aluriel in the corner. “Are you certain you don’t want me to send a runner back to town? I could have them fetch one of the temple healers and—”


  “She’ll be fine,” I assured him. “I’ll take her back myself shortly. If any of your men find anything else, I trust you to handle it.”


  He nodded crisply. “Of course, General.”


  I waited until he’d been gone for almost a full minute before I returned to Aluriel’s side. She had taken off most of her bandages; my magic combined with the healing salves had already returned some of her strength. 


  “One day he makes a huge mistake, the next day he is a hero,” Aluriel said with a wry smirk. “I guess that’s one way to get back in your commander’s good graces.”


  “Mm,” I murmured, sitting down on the cot opposite her and crossing my legs. 


  Aluriel snorted. “Please don’t tell me you’re still annoyed about last night. We almost got killed!”


  I sighed and glanced behind me to make sure none of the other rangers were within earshot. “I can’t just let something like this go.”


  “Are you serious?” she asked, leaning up. “Honey, we just—”


  “I saw you with Vander last night.”


  Her expression froze. “What?”


  “I saw the way you acted. I saw the way you begged.” I swallowed and shook my head. “I didn’t want to believe it at first, but…”


  The silence swelled between us, and for a moment I wondered if she might leap up and try to sprint away in embarrassment, her wounds be damned. I should have known better. Her lips curled into a smile, and she actually threw back her head and laughed. 


  “Shalassa’s sparkling tits,” she said, snickering. “You followed me home and snuck into my house?”


  “No,” I protested. “Well…yes, sort of.”


  She laughed even harder, and I felt my cheeks flush in anger. 


  “I wanted to give you your ring back before your date,” I explained, “but when I showed up I saw Vander sneaking into your house. I thought he might be trying to get back at you for the way you disciplined him.”


  “Oh, gods, this is too perfect.” Aluriel clasped her hand over her mouth. “You were trying to protect me.”


  “I was, right up until I saw…” I clenched my jaw and grit my teeth. “You’re not even embarrassed, are you?”


  Aluriel snorted. “Embarrassed? About what? I had a great time.” 


  “Unbelievable,” I breathed. “You were acting like a ten-copper harlot!”


  “For one, any harlot who got him off as many times as I did would have cost a lot more than ten coppers,” Aluriel countered. “For two, it wasn’t an act. That was one of the best nights I’ve had in months.”


  I turned away and struggled not to be sick. I should have known she would respond like this; it wasn’t nearly as out-of-character for her as I wanted to believe. Aluriel didn’t seem to have any shame as far as sex was concerned. She had fewer inhibitions than the priestesses of the love goddess. 


  “The real question is how long you hid there watching us,” Aluriel said after a moment. “I bet you stayed for a while, didn’t you? And I bet your quim was absolutely soaked by the time you left.”


  I whirled around and shot her a withering glare. “You slept with a soldier under your command!”


  “We didn’t sleep, trust me. Though I’m sure you stuck around long enough to notice that, too.”


  “This isn’t a joke!”


  “Honey, you need to relax,”Aluriel said, touching my arm. “It was just sex. Dirty, filthy, amazing sex.”


  I twisted out of her grip and grabbed onto her wrist. “You know the rules. You know why they exist. Do you really expect Vander to follow your orders after…after…?”


  “After he fucked me? I’m the one who sent him out on patrol today, remember? He didn’t question my orders for a heartbeat. He knows who’s in charge.”


  “He doesn’t respect you!” I growled. 


  “Says who? You?” Aluriel snorted and leaned back on her palms. “Honey, just because a man calls you a cunt and shoves his cock up your ass doesn’t mean he stops respecting you. It’s a game—it’s fun. Besides, he knows the rules. If he ever steps out of line while we’re on duty, I’ll whip him into shape. Trust me.”


  “I can’t trust you now—that’s the whole bloody point.” I released my grip on her arm and stood. “Can you imagine how Highlord Kastrius would react if he found out his knights were acting like this?”


  “His knights are some of the biggest sluts in Highwind!” Aluriel said. “They’ll happily fuck anyone who can spread their legs and say ‘praise Escar,’ believe me.”


  “I’m sure you know that first-hand.”


  Aluriel shrugged. “Yeah, I do. Am I supposed to be embarrassed about that, too?”


  “I’m starting to think it’s impossible for you to be embarrassed by anything.”


  She stared at me for a long moment, her green eyes narrowing in thought. “You’re not actually upset, are you? You’re just jealous.”


  “Jealous?” I growled. “About you acting like a whore?”


  “About the fact I’m actually willing to allow myself to have fun once in a while,” Aluriel said. “That’s the real reason you sat there watching us, isn’t it?”


  “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said through clenched teeth. “I am the Ranger-General of Highwind. I’m responsible for protecting tens of thousands of people!”


  “And you’re damn good at it,” she said, gesturing to the pyre of dead gnolls. “You’re also lonely. What you need is a nice, strapping young human man to hold you down, tie you up, and fuck this frustration right out of you.”


  I almost slapped her. A surge of indignant rage flooded through my veins, and I forced myself to turn and pace away to try and cool off. Striking her wouldn’t have made me feel better anyway, considering the one I was really angry with was myself. 


  Because deep down, I knew she was right. 


  You wanted to join them so badly last night. You wanted Vander to hold you down and tell you how worthless you were. You wanted him to slap you and spit on you while he used your body like a toy. You wanted to feel his cock pounding your quim. You wanted to feel his fresh, searing seed roll over your tongue and down your throat….


  “I’m going to leave the city for a few days and scout the Peaks myself,” I said eventually, my voice hoarse. “You’re in command until I return.”


  “What?” Aluriel gasped. “You can’t leave the city on your own. It’s too dangerous! If I come with we can—”


  “You should get some rest and recover from your wounds.”


  She blinked and leaned up. “But I’m fine! The healing magic will—”


  “Even healing magic isn’t instantaneous,” I said. “Take a few days to recuperate. We’ll speak after I get back.”


  I stormed out of the tent before she could protest any further. A single crisp whistle summoned Whisper from the trough, and I vaulted into the saddle and rode for Highwind. I had full confidence in her ability to lead the Duskwatch while I was gone, but even if I didn’t I still needed to get away. It was the only way I would ever find peace. 


  Sighing and curling my fingers around the reins, I started planning my foray into the west. 


   


  




  Chapter Three: Epiphany


   


  The Shattered Peaks were a seemingly endless sprawl of sloping hills and rocky crags that eventually transformed into an impassable, sky-touching wall of stone. Dozens of orc clans lived in the mountains, though they warred with each other so frequently they rarely had time to organize and attack Highwind or any of the surrounding villages. When they did, the city’s primary defenders—the Duskwatch Rangers and the Knights of the Silver Fist—had always rallied together to crush the invaders.


  That had been the ongoing cycle for the past hundred years or so, but things had changed since I had taken over the Duskwatch. I didn’t believe in “reactive warfare,” as the knights often called it, which was precisely why I had dedicated so many of my people to patrolling the mountains and actively sabotaging the orc clans before they could rally around a new leader. We didn’t have the numbers to actually storm through the endless caverns and wipe them out, but as long as we could keep them fighting each other we didn’t need to. None of the clans had been able to muster more than a token force over the past few years. 


  Despite my successes, however, my aggressive strategies remained controversial among the Highwind elite. The people of the city may have loved me, but the Knights of the Silver Fist did not. And they enjoyed showing their displeasure at every available opportunity. 


  Which is precisely why they had dispatched someone to find me the instant I had left the city on patrol. 


  I sighed and glanced down the rocky hill behind me as a lone knight and his horse maneuvered up the makeshift trail towards my camp. I was only two days into my scouting excursion at this point, and I was hoping to press on for at least another three before I looped back around and returned to Highwind. I was only marginally less frustrated now than when I’d left the city behind. All the hours alone with the wind and the trees and the rocks hadn’t been nearly as soothing as I’d hoped. Whenever I allowed my mind to wander, it always drifted back to Aluriel and Vander and all the things I’d seen in her cellar…


  “General!” the knight called out. “General Starwind!”


  I blinked out of my reverie and slung my bow over my back. I should have tried to hide the moment I’d spotted his mount on the horizon. Diplomacy was the absolutely last thing I’d wanted on this mission. I would have rather charged head-on into an army of a thousand orcs than play politics with a bunch of petty man-children who called themselves knights. Their naïve worldview was bad enough without thinking about all the depravities Aluriel assured me they were into. 


  Unfortunately, as Ranger-General I couldn’t afford to ignore politics completely, and after another minute of silence I shuffled down the hill. 


  “General Starwind,” the man said, removing his helmet and nodding. “Knight-Captain Julian Cassel, at your service.”


  “Captain,” I replied, eyeing him up and down. I disliked most of the knights I’d met on principle, but the fact that so many of them were objectively handsome was perhaps the most annoying thing of all. Cassel was somewhere in his mid-20s with dark blonde hair, a rugged line of stubble on his chin, and a powerful physique that made my sinewy arms look like twigs by comparison.  


  “Highlord Kastrius wanted me to remind you of the Council’s recent decision to avoid sending more patrols into the mountains,” Cassel said. “The other councilors are concerned that you may antagonize the various clan-leaders and give them a reason to unite against us.”


  “A reason to unite?” I growled. “They’re bloody orcs! They already want to kill us and—”


  “You don’t have to convince me,” Cassel said, smiling and raising his gauntlet. “I’m just the messenger. Personally, I think you and your boys have done an amazing job out here. The Peaks are safer now than they’ve been in decades.”


  I paused, my brow reflexively furrowing in confusion. I’d been bracing myself for a fight; I hadn’t expected him to agree with me.


  “To be perfectly honest, the Highlord is just annoyed that you are stealing all our potential glory,” Cassel went on. “Sir Dravis put down a few orcs in the lower hills last month, but otherwise you’re not leaving much for the rest of us. Folks are getting bored.”


  “Better bored than dead,” I murmured. 


  “Absolutely. Like I said, I think it’s great. The others are too young or too dumb to have figured that out just yet, but they will eventually.”


  I smiled back at him. Like most of his fellow knights, he projected an aura of earnestness that I found refreshing. When combined with his natural good looks, he would have been a hard man to argue with even if I had disagreed with him. 


  “Well, uh, I’m glad to hear it,” I managed eventually. 


  “I wanted to deliver his message myself because I thought it was important for you to know how many of us agree with you,” Cassel said. “The Duskwatch has improved tenfold since you took over.”


  I felt a rush of heat in my cheeks. I had never been good at receiving compliments, especially unexpected ones. 


  “Sorry, I’m blubbering,” he apologized. “Escar’s mercy, I probably sound like I’m trying to lick your boots.”


  “It’s all right,” I assured him. “I appreciate the sentiment.”


  Cassel’s grin widened. “Hearing about your exploits almost makes me want to turn in my shield and become a ranger.”


  “You’d also have to ditch the armor and the prayers to Escar.”


  “That’s all right. The metal starts to chaff after a while anyway, and honestly I’m not a particularly religious man.”


  I laughed. The sound was strange to my ears, but it made his youthful face light up in response. 


  “Anyway, I’m sorry for wasting your time,” he said. “I’m just glad I caught up to you before you vanished into the mountains.”


  “Don’t worry about,” I said. “I’ll be sure to let the Highlord know you delivered his message at the next Council meeting.”


  “As long as you don’t share my other commentary with him. Otherwise I’ll probably be on your doorstep begging to join the Duskwatch the next day.”


  I smirked. “Don’t encourage me.”


  He smiled back. His brown eyes surreptitiously drank in my slender elven frame, and they lingered on my breastplate and midriff just long enough for me to sense his arousal. But then an instant later he squinted away from the burning sunset on the horizon and let out a deep breath. “I, uh…I should get moving if I want to reach Riverbend before midnight. I’m supposed to train the garrison there for the next few weeks.”


  “You’re welcome to stay and eat with me if you like,” I said, surprised at how quickly the offer had rolled off my tongue. “The stew is on the fire right now.”


  “I can smell it,” Cassel said, licking at his lips. “But I really should get going. Thank you again, General. It really is an honor to finally meet you.”


  He offered me a quick salute before he pivoted around and eased his way down the hill to his horse. My smile faded a moment later. I couldn’t explain why, exactly, but seeing him leave felt like a punch to the stomach. It didn’t make any sense—I hadn’t even known he existed until a few minutes ago. He was quite literally a stranger. But for some reason, I really wanted him to stay and chat for a while…


  It’s not that complicated. You’re lonely—lonely and randy.  


  I grimaced at the thought. Gods, I couldn’t have really been that desperate, could I? Aluriel probably would have been down on all fours ten minutes after meeting him, but I wasn’t that kind of woman. 


  But you want to be. That’s the whole problem, isn’t it? You want to call him back, you want to flirt, you want to have him bend you over a rock and take you from behind…


  I growled under my breath and stormed back to the campfire. I almost wished I had brought some of my rangers along after all, though it wasn’t as if they would have been interested in chatting. I could practically guarantee that none of them would have tried to strike up a conversation with me. It wasn’t that didn’t like me—they simply didn’t know me. I intentionally kept them all at arm’s length.


  In other words, they are treating you like their commander, not their friend. You’re getting exactly what you wanted—congratulations. 


   The thought burned in my mind all through dinner and well into the night. It was still there when I finally curled up in my tent; it was still there when I slid a pair of fingers into my quim and failed to bring myself to a climax. 


  It was still there four days later when I returned to Highwind and stumbled into Aluriel’s house to beg for her for help. 


   


  ***


   


  “If I weren’t such a great friend, I’d probably hold a grudge over this kind of thing,” Aluriel teased as she snuggled into my lap. “Do you have any idea how much paperwork I had to do while you were away? Or how many times I had to tell the Council that I had no way to contact you?”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I just…I just had to get away for a few days. I know I dumped the burden on you.”


  “Well, thankfully your right-hand woman is perfectly capable of handling anything,” she replied with a smirk.


  I ran my hand up the silky smooth skin of her thigh and beneath her skirt. I was seriously tempted to slide a finger into her quim and fondle her right there, but I settled for a long, sweet kiss. I should have known she wouldn’t hold a grudge. She didn’t have a petty bone in her body.   


  “Look, honey, there’s only one solution to your problem and we both know it,” Aluriel said when we finally pulled apart. “You need some cock, and you need it badly.”


  I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Aluriel—”


  “No arguing until I’m finished,” she scolded. “Look, I get that you don’t feel like you can frolic around the city sucking off every knight that smiles at you while you’re the Ranger-General. And honestly…you’re probably right, as much as I hate to admit it. That’s why we need to approach this from a different angle.”


  “Meaning…?”


  “Meaning that anonymity is our friend. Meaning that if you don’t want to be Ranger-General Serrane all the time…why not act like someone else?”


  I stared at her for a long moment as I tried to figure out what she was up to. “What are you getting at?”


  Aluriel smiled impishly as she hopped out of my lap. “Do you remember how I told you that this belly ring holds an enchantment that protects me in battle?”


  I glanced down at the glimmering jewel. “I remember. You also said it made you better in bed.”


  “Yeah, well, I was a half-lying,” she admitted. “Let me show you.”


  She touched the gem and whispered a word of magic. Her body shimmered briefly, almost like she had stepped into a heat mirage, at which point her physical appearance changed right before my eyes. Her nose, her lips, her ears….they all morphed just enough that she no longer looked like my best friend. When she spoke another command word, her brown hair turned jet black and shortened several inches. 


  “Illusion magic,” I whispered.


  “Powerful illusion magic,” Aluriel said. Even her voice was slightly different. “Very few mages in the city are capable of seeing through the disguise.”


  My brow furrowed as I studied her new body. She had the same exact physique as before, though her tanned skin tone had lightened somewhat. “I thought appearance-changing items like that were illegal.”


  “Oh, they are. The Archmage thinks they’re dangerous, and he’s probably right. But it’s still possible to find them if you have the right connections.”


  “I’m not sure I want to know…” 


  Aluriel shrugged. “Do you remember that half-elf girl that got kidnapped by the drow a few years ago? The one from the village south of Riverbend?”


  “Solemi? Of course I do. I still can’t believe she managed to escape.”


  “Well, it turns out that she learned a great deal about magic in the Underworld. She’s an illusionist—a really powerful one, as far as I can tell. And she has taken to hosting certain…events…that I find entertaining.”


  “I definitely don’t want to know about those.”


  “You may someday,” Aluriel said with a wink. “Anyway, she’s the one who made this gem. I’m fairly certain I can buy another from her, especially if it’s for a good cause.”


  I swallowed and licked at my lips. “This is a terrible idea.”


  “Actually, it’s an incredibly good idea.” She tapped her stomach. “This is what freedom looks like, honey. We’ll make you a costume, and you’ll finally be able to go out and enjoy yourself without worrying about your reputation. It will fun!”


  I sighed reflexively as she crawled back into my lap, but I had to admit that I was intrigued. The prospect of pretending to be someone else for a night was incredibly liberating for some reason, but it still seemed…wrong.


  “If either of us got caught using an illegal magic item, we would—”


  “We’re not going to get caught,” Aluriel promised. “Besides, we’re rangers, not paladins—we only have to obey just laws, remember?”


  I grunted. A part of me wanted to reject this insanity out of hand, but the other part—the frustrated and lonely part—saw an opportunity that might never come again. I had to try this, at least. Otherwise I was only going to get more and more miserable by the day.


  “Fine,” I said. “If you can get your hands on another one, I’m willing to try it out. But I’m not sure what you expect me to do. I’m not just going to walk into a random tavern and fuck the first man I find.”


  “Of course not. This isn’t about sex, honey. It’s about letting go. It’s about having fun.” Aluriel shrugged. “If some young stallion happens to bend you over something and fuck you until you can hardly walk…well, we can consider that a bonus.”


  I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know how much I trust an illusion. If it breaks or someone sees through it…”


  “We’ll try it out where no one will recognize you anyway. How about Riverbend? It’s only a few hours away, and I know a guy who hosts some pretty interesting events.”


  “Events?”


  “Parties, honey. Fun, sexy parties.”


  “Okay, and then what?”


  “Then,” Aluriel said, her eyes twinkling, “you can just leave everything to me.”


   


   


  




  Chapter Four: Submission


   


  Riverbend was almost thirty miles southwest of Highwind, enough that we never could have made the trip in a single night without horses and magic. Thankfully, we had both. I cast a spell on Whisper to vastly increase his speed and endurance, and even though we didn’t leave Duskwatch Tower until nightfall, we still reached town almost an hour before midnight.


  Aluriel had managed to get a second gem of illusion, though this one came in the form of a jewel-studded choker rather than a navel ring. We tested it before we left, and I couldn’t believe how well it worked. I had been taught the basics of magic from the time I was a toddler, and I still couldn’t detect any flaws in the mirage. Assuming Aluriel’s story about where she bought it was true, this Solemi woman must have been an incredibly powerful illusionist. 


  Still, I was happy that we weren’t pressing our luck by trying it out in Highwind. I knew very few people in Riverbend, which had helped me muster the courage to go along with Aluriel’s plan. The fact that she had refused to reveal any specifics so far had me worried, but I forced myself to roll with it. I trusted my friend not to do anything too reckless. Mostly. 


  After tying up Whisper in the woods outside of town, we strolled into Riverbend wearing our disguises. Other than ogling at us as we walked by, the guards weren’t interested in harassing a pair of elven girls in riding gear, and Aluriel directed us to one of the inns were we bought a room and changed. 


  “You probably haven’t worn a dress since you left Nelu’Thalas, have you?” she asked.


  “I don’t think so,” I admitted. “I haven’t worn makeup, either, and I definitely haven’t worn heels.”


  “They’re not so bad,” Aluriel said as she slipped into one of the shoes she had bought for us. The five inch heels were absurd by any measure, but they did look good on her. I had already tried mine on a little while ago, and I had to admit they weren’t as uncomfortable as I’d remembered. 


  “Do the men you meet actually care about lipstick?”


  “You don’t need it, but it will drive them wild. A touch of black around the eyes and a touch of red around the lips…when a man sees you, all he’ll be thinking about is how nice it will be when you’re staring up at him with your mouth wrapped around his cock.”


  I snorted. “That’s not all men think about.”


  “Believe me, honey, it actually is,” Aluriel said. “Sometimes it’s annoying, but tonight it’s perfect.”


  After finishing my eye shadow, I stepped away from the mirror and appreciated my handiwork. The illusion magic in my earring could easily simulate clothing and cosmetics, but the less we asked it to conceal the better. It still felt strange to put makeup on a face that didn’t quite look like my own, but I used my blue eyes as an anchor. 


  The matching black dresses Aluriel had picked out for us were incredibly light and flimsy—not to mention scandalously short—but at least they didn’t restrict movement. She had tried to convince me to eschew my thong as well, but I wasn’t willing to cross that line just yet. One step and a time and all that. There was still a good chance that this would completely backfire. 


  “You look great,” Aluriel said, slinging her arm around my waist. “We look great.”


  “We look like sluts.”


  “Elegant isn’t the same thing as slutty.”


  I pulled up the back of her skirt a few inches and slapped her naked ass. “This isn’t elegant—it’s whorish.”


  “It’s fun,” Aluriel insisted. “You are here to enjoy yourself, remember?”


  “I feel silly.” I shuffled on my high heels. “And helpless.”


  “Being helpless is fun sometimes. Knowing he can do whatever he wants to you, knowing you’re just a collection of warm holes for his amusement…” Aluriel shivered in delight and squeezed at my waist. “But trust me, you’re more powerful than you realize right now. Once you see the way the men look at us, you’ll feel like an enchantress holding them under your spell.”


  “I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” I said, taking in a deep breath. Despite my growing anxiety and lingering embarrassment, my quim tingled in anticipation. At this rate, my thong would be soaked through by the time we reached our destination.


  “We need to get moving. I told my contact that we’d be there around midnight, and we’re already late.”


  “I still can’t believe you found a party in a town this small,” I said. “Who is this contact of yours, anyway?” 


  “You’ll find out in a minute. Come on!”


  We scurried across town as fast as we could while wearing heels, though Aluriel made sure to slow down any time passed someone on the street. Not many people were up and outside at this hour, thankfully, and we eventually reached the lakeside tavern where her contact was having his “party.” 


  “We’re not going in the front door, honey,” Aluriel said, grinning at my discomfort. From the noise alone I could there were a lot more people inside than I had expected, and a handful of drunken sailors were already leering and shouting at us from the porch. 


  We maneuvered around the building until we reached a set of stairs leading down to the tavern’s basement. Only one person was waiting for us near the door—a tall, dark blonde human male I instantly recognized from my trip into the Shattered Peaks.


  “Knight-Captain Cassel,” I murmured, freezing in place. “He is your contact here?”


  “Surprise!” Aluriel said, squeezing my arm. “You said you thought he was handsome.”


  “He is, but—”


  “Then this is perfect,” she went on. “You can flirt with him as much as you want, and he won’t even recognize you!”


  I tried and failed to swallow the anxious lump in my throat as we descended the stairs. What if he did recognize us? What if his knightly training allowed him to see through our disguises? I was quite certain that the embarrassment would literally kill me… 


   “Good evening, ladies,” he said when we reached the bottom of the stairs. The way his dark eyes hungrily drank in our half-naked bodies set my quim on fire. “You must be the sisters Aluriel was talking about.”


  “Faewyn and Laryssa,” Aluriel said, offering him her hand.


  He gently kissed her knuckles. “Such lovely names for even lovelier girls. Is it true you came all the way from Nelu’Thalas just to visit our sleepy little town?”


  “Aluriel promised us it’s not that sleepy,” my friend replied, flashing him her most seductive smirk. “I hope she wasn’t wrong.”


  Cassel grinned back. “Some of us know how to have fun. And trust me, the folks here are very welcoming to outsiders.”


  “That’s good to hear,” she cooed, tapping her fingertip against his lips. “I was starting to wonder if we’d even be able to find a place to stay…”


  “Oh, that won’t be a problem. The Order bought me a house on the docks not far from here. There’s, uh…there’s plenty of space for you and your sister.”


  “I guess it is true what they say about the Silver Fist, then. You really are chivalrous.”


  Cassel smiled and gently ran his fingers through her hair. “I live to serve, my lady.”


  From the way her eyes glimmered at him, I half expected her to drop to her knees and inhale his cock right then and there. But instead she chuckled again and backed away. “Of course, I doubt we’ll be able to stay here long. Our trip was very expensive.”


  “The good people of Riverbend are welcoming and generous,” he assured her. His thick hand slid down her back and squeezed her ass beneath her skirt. “Assuming you’re willing to give something back to the community.”


  “My sister and I love to work, don’t worry,” Aluriel said. “What do you normally charge in this fine establishment?”


  “Ten silver at the door on slow nights. Twenty if we have something special to offer.”


  She nodded. “Then tonight you should charge fifty.”


  Cassel grunted. “Well, you know I want to be accommodating, sweetheart, but I can’t just—”


  Before he finished, Aluriel leaned up on her tiptoes and began whispering something in his ear. I couldn’t make out her words even with my keen elven hearing, though from the reaction on his face and the sudden bulge in his trousers I didn’t have any trouble imagining the context.


  “Fifty it is, then,” he said, smirking. “I’ll just, uh…I’ll just need a few moments to get everything ready.”


  “Of course, mellonamin,” Aluriel said. “Now how about you let us inside and show us where we can freshen up?”


  Cassel nodded and placed a hand on each of our waists. “This way…”


  Based on the lighting and the clouds of smoke wafting out from the doorway, I was fully prepared to walk into a den of iniquity that was every bit as dank as the sleazy as the seediest Highwind brothel. I wasn’t disappointed. 


  The tavern itself was little more than a single room with a bar, a dozen tables, and an elevated stage right smack in the middle. The current performer was a twenty something human girl with a mediocre voice and enormous breasts, the latter of which were practically bursting out of her skin-tight bodice. The patrons—nearly all male and nearly all laborers, by the looks of them—were leering and jeering at her in roughly equal measure.


  “Nobles have more interesting depravities, but these salt-of-the-earth types have way more enthusiasm,” Aluriel whispered into my ear. She switched to Elven so only I would understand. 


  “I’m not sure what that means,” I admitted. 


  “It means that your average noble won’t be able to get hard without tying you up, putting you in a mask, and then playing some perverted little game. These men won’t bother with any bullshit. They’ll just throw you down and fuck the hell of you right then and there.”


  My quim tingled. “Which do you prefer?”


  “Both have their place, but sometimes it’s nice to be with a simple, honest man who just wants to stuff his cock inside you as quickly as possible.”


  I bit down on my lip and squeezed my legs together as we walked. My quim was so wet my knees were wobbling, and I didn’t know how far I could make it without tripping in these heels. Thankfully, Cassel gestured to an empty table near the entrance a few moments later. 


  “The two of you can have a seat while I make the necessary arrangements,” he said. “Enjoy some Riverbend drinks and hospitality.”


  “We will,” Aluriel said, planting a kiss on his cheek. She led me into one of the chairs against the wall so we could both face out into the bar and cross our bare legs beneath the table. “It’s important to give them a little taste whenever possible.”


   I nodded and smiled back. Almost everyone in the room had noticed our entry at this point, and they stopped paying attention to the bard almost immediately. They whispered amongst each other, and my keen ears could hear a few of them trying to figure out why a pair of nearly identical elf maidens had shown up in a small-town tavern. Their companions didn’t seem to care—all they could think about was how much they wanted to fuck us. 


  “I still can’t believe a Knight of the Silver Fist would be involved in something like this,” I murmured. 


  “I told you they were all sluts,” Aluriel said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. In most human cities out west the local knights at least pretend to honor their chastity vows. In this part of the world I’m pretty sure the Highlord buys every squire a whore to celebrate their knighthood.”


  “You seem to know this guy well,” I said, glancing towards the back room where Cassel had vanished. “You’ve slept with him before, haven’t you?”


  “No. Well, not yet.”


  I shook my head and turned back towards the stage. The bard had started glaring at us the moment she finished her last song, probably assuming—rightly—that our appearance would cost her tips. A few of the nearby men stuffed coins into her purse or between her ample breasts, at which point they smacked her ass and helped shuffle her off towards the back rooms. 


  “Don’t feel bad,” Aluriel said. “She’ll be helping us out soon.”


  “How? By singing?”


  “No, though I’m sure her mouth will be busy.”


  I grunted and crossed my legs more tightly together. Until this moment I hadn’t fully appreciated just how sheltered I’d been most of my life. I was a hundred years old—three or even four times older than most of the humans in here—but I’d spent virtually all that time in the forest, in the barracks, or on the battlefield. I had learned to appreciate some aspects of city life after moving to Highwind, but I never experienced anything like this despite the fact there were probably a hundred places just like it scattered all across the city. I should have been disgusted, and yet…


  It’s like the air is crackling with energy in here. All the heat, all the bodies…and every man in this room has been staring at me from the first moment I walked in. Back in the city they would all fear and respect me, but here…here they just see me as a piece of a meat. They’re thinking about my ruby lips wrapped around their thick members or my slender legs squeezing at their thrusting waists. They’re thinking about my pleading whimpers while they bend me over a table and pound their cocks into my ass…


  It was all so demeaning and degrading…and yet my quim was so slick in anticipation I could barely keep my legs still. 


   “So, what did you tell him back there?” I asked eventually. 


  “I promised we’d give him a good show,” Aluriel said coyly. 


  “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning I thought we should do something you’d be comfortable with, just to start,” she said. “You know, something we’ve done a bunch of times before.”


  “Something you have done a bunch of times before, or something I have done a bunch of times before?”


  “Something we have done a bunch of times before.”


  “Like what? Shoot some gnolls?”


  “Close,” Aluriel said, taking another sip of her drink. “We’re going to fuck.”


  My jaw fell open. “What?”


  “No time to explain,” she said, gesturing towards the stage with her chin. Cassel had emerged from the back room, and he was beckoning us over. 


  I shook my head. “But I don’t—”


  “Come on,” Aluriel said, grabbing my hand. “It will be just like we’re inside your office.”


  “We’re alone when we’re inside my office!”


  “Right, so this will be even better.”


  She dragged me out to the center of the stage. My heart was fluttering inside my chest, and I almost tripped several times thanks to our nonsensical shoes. Thankfully, no one seemed to notice. All the men in the room had gathered around the edges, most with drinks in their hands. 


  Aluriel turned towards me and gently wrapped her hands around the back of my neck. She pulled me in close until our lips were nearly touching and whispered to me in Elven. “Just pretend we’re alone for now and do what you’ve done a hundred times before. Trust me, they’ll love it.”


  Before I could respond, she leaned in and kissed me. Her tongue effortlessly slipped between my lips, and I closed my eyes and kissed her back. The crowd gathered around us seemed to fade into the background just like she’d promised, and I focused on tasting her breath and lips while my arms clasped around her back. 


  I wasn’t sure how much had passed when she finally leaned away, but from the rustling and murmurs in the crowd I could tell they were enjoying the show but impatient for more. Aluriel leaned back in and whispered into my ear.


  “Lift up my dress,” she said. “Keep them interested.”


  I trailed my hands down her back and buttocks until they reached the edges of her short skirt. Another audible gasp shuddered through the room as I lifted the fabric up to her waist and exposed her naked ass and quim. We kissed a second time, and Aluriel’s eyes twinkled in delight. 


  She loves this. I swear, she’s almost more comfortable here than in the damn forest!  


  “Now it’s time for a real taste,” she cooed when we separated again. She leaned backwards an inch, then slowly and seductively sank down to her knees in front of me. She pushed up my skirt and delicately removed my thong, revealing my bald quim to the audience. Once she was sure they’d gotten a good look, she leaned in and licked my sweltering folds.  


  I knew I should have been horrified at the thought of exposing myself to so many leering, strange men, but I was so damn wet I couldn’t think straight. I instinctively lifted my right leg and slung it over her shoulder, leaving the high heel of my shoe dangling in mid-air. My fingers clawed through her hair as I held her more tightly against me. 


  A soft moan escaped my lips, which all the men seemed to appreciate. A small climax shuddered through me, and I would have lost my balance completely if not for Aluriel’s steadying hand on my back. When I came down and opened my eyes, I noticed that men weren’t just leering anymore—at least half of them had withdrawn their cocks from their trousers and started stroking themselves. My eyes flicked between their throbbing members, and I couldn’t help but imagine how it would feel to leap off the stage and kneel before them, scuttling back and forth while I swallowed load after load until I couldn’t even breathe…


  A second climax struck me even harder than the first. Aluriel actually leaned away and helped me regain my balance before I completely topped over. Her wet lips glistened with my juices even in the dim light, and she smiled as she helped me sink down onto my knees right in front of her. 


  “I knew you’d love this,” she said in Elven. “But you had better pace yourself, honey. We’re just getting started…”


  She kissed me again, and this time I savored the taste of my own juices on her tongue. I wanted to return the favor so badly I almost pushed her over and crawled between her thighs right then and there, but while we embraced she started unfastening the back of my dress.  Once the straps fell from my shoulders she promptly pulled the rest over my head and flung it into the crowd. I returned the favor almost immediately before diving into her chest and suckling at her perky, woof elf nipples. 


  The crowd started cheering and egging us on more forcefully. Plenty of the men started shouting instructions directly, while others spouted all kinds of derogatory terms from “cunts” to “whores” and everything in between. I should have felt insulted and degraded, but for some reason I didn’t. On the contrary, the more disparaging the insults, the more my quim dripped in anticipation of another climax. 


  Eventually Aluriel did push me over onto my back, but rather than crawling on top of me directly she spun around and straddled my face. Her tongue returned to my quim as she lowered hers onto my waiting lips. We began feasting upon one another in unison, and I lost myself in the heat of her folds.


  It wasn’t until a few minutes later that I realized something else had changed within the crowd. The bard from earlier had returned, though she had ditched her corset and exposed her ample breasts. She was scuttling between the men on her knees, inhaling one cock while she simultaneously stroked two others just like I’d imagined myself doing a few minutes ago.


  Another fire burned between my thighs, and even Aluriel’s soft tongue couldn’t quench it. If anything, her ministrations were just making me hotter. She squirmed in delight above me when I plunged my thumb into her folds, but just when I was about to bring her to climax I saw one of the men in the audience push the bard out of the way and stride onto the stage with his cock in hand. 


  “Look at me, whore!” he said as he grabbed Aluriel’s hair and snapped her head back from my quim. “Look at me…ahhh!”


  His cock erupted like a geyser, showering her face with sticky, steaming globs of his seed. I wondered if Aluriel might lash out at him for grabbing onto her like that, but I felt a climax shudder through her body the instant his first volley splashed across her nose. Her athletic thighs clamped around my face so hard it actually hurt, and by the time she came down and allowed me to see again Knight Cassel was dragging the man off the stage.


  “N touching!” he scolded. “Not unless you have another fifty silvers!”


  Most of the men complained, though a few reached for their coinpurses. I was more fixated upon my friend. I could barely see her from here, but the reflection in the mirror above the bar was enough for me to watch her eyes close in bliss as her tongue frantically lapped up the rivers of white goo trickling down over her lip. Once she had cleaned off everything she could reach, she dove back down to my quim and started licking me with twice the enthusiasm. 


  Is this really happening? Am I actually doing this?


  I shook my head in disbelief. These men were going to treat us like dirty, disposable targets for their seed. I should have been horrified. I should have been furious. And yet with another man lurched onto the stage with his cock in hand, I reflexively opened my mouth and stretched out my tongue when he exploded. 


  Most of his offering splattered across Aluriel’s ass above me, but the last few jets spackled my cheeks and tongue. It was so hot it almost burned on my skin, and when I rolled a few beads over my tongue I remembered just how much I had missed the taste. Not the bitter, salty flavor, but the power it represented. 


  It didn’t take long before the other men started to join in. They stumbled onto the stage one, two, or even three at a time, their hands frantically pumping at their swollen cocks. Some were so excited they couldn’t even make it all the way up before they exploded, though they usually still managed to land a few thin, ropey strands across our writhing bodies. The others approached close enough that they could actually aim, usually at Aluriel’s back or cheeks. A few happily unloaded across her ass and watched with glee as it seeped down her legs and onto my face. I shivered with delight when the viscous beads finally reached my tongue.


  “You’re all paid up,” Cassel said. “Better hurry!”


  I glanced back to the mirror just in time to watch three more men lunge onto the stage. One by one they grabbed ahold of Aluriel’s hair, jerked back her head, and blasted her face at point-blank range—all while shouting disparaging slurs like cunt, whore, and plenty of others I didn’t even recognize. I couldn’t believe how thoroughly they covered her, and I couldn’t believe how smoothly she dove back down to my quim once they’d finished. She continued fingering and licking me like nothing else was happening around her. 


  I tried to return the favor but couldn’t match her concentration. My head was spinning, my quim was burning, and I had completely lost the ability to discern reality from fantasy. 


  “Oh, gods,” I blubbered as another climax swelled inside me. Just before my muscles seized and my thighs clamped around Aluriel’s face, one final onlooker leapt up onto the stage and crouched directly over me. 


  “Don’t worry, whore,” he said between labored breaths, “I won’t let your sister have all the fun!”


  His seed blasted my face in thick, steaming volleys, and by the time he’d finished I could barely even see through the viscous strands over my eyes. A climax hit me like an electric shock. I almost choked Aluriel with my thighs, and I screamed so loudly in delight I would have been mortified if I had any inhibitions left whatsoever. I was dimly aware of the crowd cheering; they howled in disbelief and how hard I was getting off.


  The next several minutes were a total blur. I remembered Aluriel helping me up, and I remembered the cheering men slapping our asses and tits while Cassel escorted us into the back room. Eventually Aluriel helped me up onto a table, and she licked the cooling strands of seed from my eyes and lips before she plunged her tongue back into my mouth. The taste of my own juices combined with the lingering seed of a dozen different men was enough to make my quim ignite yet again.  


  “Escar’s mercy,” Cassel exclaimed as he shut the curtain behind us. “Aluriel was right about you girls!”


  Aluriel continued kissing me for what felt like a small eternity before she finally pulled back and smiled. “So you made enough gold, then?”


  Cassel grunted. “Are you kidding? We pulled in more business in one night than we usually get in weeks. And once the rumors start to spread…well, I hope you’ll be willing to come back at some point.”


  “Maybe,” she said with a coy shrug as she pulled a strand of seed off her nose. 


  “Do you, uh…do you want me to find a towel?”


  “That won’t be necessary. We’re not quite done just yet.”


  Aluriel winked at me before she spun around and sank to her knees in front of Cassel. His trousers were bulging, and she made a show of staring up at him and smiling hungrily as she unfastened his belt and worked his impressive cock free. He gasped in delight as her tongue massaged the swollen head, but before she swallowed it completely she glanced back over her shoulder and beckoned me with her eyes. 


  I practically dove off the table and onto the floor next to her. I ran my tongue along the length of his shaft, savoring the taste and heat while she continued teasing the tip. After a few more seconds I couldn’t take it anymore—I nudged her aside, opened my lips wide, and swallowed him as far as I could. 


  “Escar’s…something!” Cassel cried out. 


  I barely paid attention to his words. All I cared about was the throbbing, aching member pressed against the back of my throat. I was woefully out of practice, but right now I didn’t care. I was determined to gorge myself on his manhood until he gave me the reward I so desperately craved. 


  “I think my sister felt a little left out,” Aluriel said, gently placing her hand on the back of my head. “You should let her know how much she was appreciated.”


  Cassel grinned. “Well, that sounds like the chivalrous thing to do, doesn’t it?”


  He began to fuck my mouth, slowly at first but then hard enough I had to claw my fingernails into his legs for support. My eyes rolled back deeper into my head with every thrust, and I slid a pair of fingers into my quim as Aluriel egged him on. It wasn’t long before he grabbed a shock of my hair and groaned like he was about to explode, but Aluriel didn’t let him—she quickly pushed him off of me and yanked my lips from his cock. 


  “Not like that,” she said, her green eyes glittering. “You need to fuck her. Right now!”


  Cassel didn’t need any further encouragement. He promptly scooped me up into his arms, slammed me down onto the table, and buried his cock in my quim. 


  “Oh, gods,” I blubbered. “Fuck me! Fuck me now!”


  I had no doubt that every man in the tavern heard my cries of ecstasy. I wouldn’t have been surprised if everyone in the whole damn town had heard me. But for the first time in as long as I could remember, I legitimately didn’t give a damn. I surrendered to the fire in my loins and clamped my legs around his back like a vise. He pounded into me ruthlessly, relentlessly, until I begged him to finish in more languages than he had years. 


  An overpowering climax shuddered through me long before he flooded my quim with his seed, and by the time my mind returned to my body Aluriel had already knelt between my thighs to lap the dribbles from my folds. Cassel collapsed backwards into the room’s only chair, his forehead covered in sweat and his face as pale as if he’d just fought a hundred orcs. 


  “Shalassa’s tits,” he said, gasping for air. “You really need to come back sometime.”


  “Oh, we will,” Aluriel promised, smiling in delight as she gently kissed my clit. “I guarantee it.”


   


  




  Epilogue


   


  “We’ve scoured the forest back and forth, General. There aren’t any gnolls within a week’s march of Highwind.”


  “Good,” I said, nodding and sweeping my eyes over Vander and his squad. “You’ve done well, Captain. Go ahead and round up the horses and return to the city. We’ll start refocusing our efforts back to the Shattered Peaks next week.”


  Vander’s brow creased. “Next week, my lady? But this week has only just begun.”


  “I know. You’ve all earned a bit of time off. Organize a rotation with your squad—leave two rangers here in the outpost at all times, but the rest can stay home and relax for a few days.”


  A palpable aura of joy rippled through the men and women of his squad, and he smiled and nodded appreciatively. “Thank you, General.”


  “Go on and get moving,” I said. “Meet me in my office tomorrow morning with a rotation schedule.”


   His rangers practically skipped away with joy. I grunted but remained standing by the fire, my eyes lost in its flickering embers. 


  “You’d better be careful or they might actually start liking you,” Aluriel teased once the others were out of earshot. “By your old logic, that means they’ll stop respecting you, too.”


  “The logic is still sound. I’m their commander, not their friend.”


  “I see. And here I thought you’d had some kind of epiphany after Riverbend.”


  I smiled despite myself. Nearly two weeks had passed since our adventures in the tavern, and Knight-Captain Cassel had already sent Aluriel two letters begging her to have her “friends” return for a repeat performance. He had guaranteed a hundred silvers a head up front—an astonishing amount of money for a town with a few thousand people, and considerably more than the Highwind Council paid me for a day’s work. 


  The fact I had quite literally whored myself out should have mortified me, but it didn’t. The coin was certainly nice, and Aluriel promised we could make a hundred times as much here in the city…but I’d barely spent a second thinking about the money. On the other hand, I had spent numerous hours every single night since our return fingering myself while remembering how good it had felt to let myself go for once. 


  “Lieutenant Vander and his men are going to have a lot of time on their hands this week,” I said. “I thought you might be able to arrange something fun.”


  Aluriel grinned, an impish twinkle in her eye. “I’m sure I can think of something. But you just said you want to be their commander, not their friend.”


  “Ranger-General Serrane needs to be their commander,” I said, “but I hear that two raven-haired elf twins were just spotted in the city. Perhaps Faewyn and Laryssa can find a way to raise our men’s spirits somehow.”


  “Perhaps. They’re pretty clever, those girls. And I hear they’re willing to try just about anything.”


  “Yeah,” I said, smiling back. “I think they finally are.”


   


   


  




  

    
      
    

  




  This entire series is vital and carries the main plot of the Highwind universe.


  1


   


  The boat smelled of sweat and misery with just a hint of stale cheese. I had no idea why, since I knew for a fact that the captain had emptied the ship’s larder in order to squeeze in a few more paying passengers. The trip east from Vorsalos to Highwind was only three days, after all, and nearly everyone around me seemed to have smuggled in a bit of bread or salted meat. Perhaps one of them was responsible for the pungent cloud assaulting my nostrils. I was tempted to conjure up a gust of wind to clear the air despite the fact that exposing myself as a sorcerer would almost certainly get me mugged. Or worse. 


  Grumbling under my breath, I flicked my eyes across the passenger deck for the hundredth time this morning. After two days locked inside this wooden box together, I should have been confident that none of these people were disguised Senosi Huntresses waiting to capture me. Growing up inside a city that treated sorcery like a plague had taught me to be cautious, however, and the Senosi were cunning and patient trackers. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the Grand Inquisitrix had planted of her minions aboard every passenger ship departing Vorsalos. 


  Still, if there was a Huntress here, she had done one hell of a job with her disguise. The vast majority of women on this ship were mothers with young children, and the rest were too old or too feeble to be a mage-killer. The only exceptions were the two amazons huddled together in the corner a few yards away.  


  I turned and studied them. Like anyone else who had grown up on the Shattered Coast, I had heard plenty of stories about the warrior-women of Nol Krovos, a large island some five hundred miles away to the west. Some people claimed that men weren’t allowed on the island at all, or that they were occasionally shipped in as “breeding stock” every few years before being dumped into the sea. I had long assumed that all those tales were preposterous flights of fancy from sex-starved Vorsalosian soldiers, but I didn’t know for certain. 


  These particular women had largely kept to themselves. They were both on the young side—I would have been shocked if they were much older than twenty—and they looked almost exactly like I had pictured them from the stories: tall and athletic, with hardened red leather breastplates and matching leather skirts. I had no idea what the hell they could possibly be doing on a ship to Highwind, but every time I turned towards them my cock unwittingly stirred inside my trousers. I’d always had a weak spot for tough women, and once again I had to resist the urge to close my eyes and imagine what it would feel like to have their long, powerful legs wrapped around my waist…


  By the gods, man, you really need to hire a whore when I get to Highwind. 


  I sighed and slumped back in my seat. As embarrassing as it was to admit, I hadn’t been with a woman in over three months, and the loneliness was slowly driving me crazy. I occasionally went to sleep fantasizing about what the Senosi looked like under their tight leather armor, which was so fucked up it defied all basic sense and reason. Who in their right mind got hard thinking about the women who wanted to kill him?


  Still, lust was probably a better vice than guilt, all things considered. My last lover had been thrown into the Inquisitrix’s dungeon for the crime of helping me, after all, and I wished there were some way I could help her. I also wished she were here right now, preferably on her knees with her ruby lips wrapped my throbbing cock…


  “Are you an apothecary?”


  My eyes shot open and I nearly fell out of my seat. One of the amazon women was suddenly standing over me, her bright blue eyes glimmering in the dim light. 


  “I, uh...” I blubbered, clearing my throat. “What?”


  She knelt down beside me. The sweet scent of her auburn hair—lilacs, perhaps?—flooded into my nose and made me forgot all about the mysterious stale cheese. 


  “You carry herbs in your pouch,” she said, “and you have the look of an educated man.”


  My mouth went dry. Barely anyone had spoken to me during the trip so far, and I hadn’t expected her of all people to buck the trend. “I, uh, no, I’m not an apothecary. I’m not much of anything, really.”


  Her brow furrowed. From a distance, I had found her passably attractive; in close, I realized she was downright gorgeous. Between her high cheekbones, her full lips, and her sinewy, athletic fame, she could have easily been mistaken for a statue of the war goddess. I had never been so attracted to a woman who could break me in half. 


  “Your eyes say differently,” she said, studying me. I couldn’t quite tell if she was sizing me up or planning to run me through. “You keep glancing towards my wounded sword-sister.”


  “I…well, I just wish I could help,” I stuttered, clearing my throat again. In truth, I hadn’t even realized that her partner was injured. “As far as I know there aren’t any healers on this ship, but I’m sure there will be in Highwind.”


  “She will not survive that long,” the amazon said gravely. “Hestiah’s strength wanes by the hour, and at this rate I doubt she will live to see the setting of the sun tonight.”


  I swallowed so heavily I almost choked. I wasn’t a master healer by any stretch of the imagination, but I knew enough tricks that I could probably keep this woman alive—assuming, of course, that I was willing to expose my true identity and be branded a pariah as a result. Keeping a low profile had been hard enough before a beautiful warrior-woman had started questioning me at point-blank range. Now half the people here were looking in our direction. 


  “I wish I could do something,” I murmured. “I’m sorry. Really.”


  Her eyes returned to mine. A wave of guilt crashed over me, making me so nauseous I almost keeled over right there. 


  “You fear for your safety,” the amazon said. “Your culture shuns sorcery, and you are worried about how the others will react.”


  I froze in place. How could she possibly…?


  “Nol Krovos is a land steeped in magic,” she went on. “I can sense it clinging to you, no matter how hard you try to conceal it.”


  I glanced about the cabin to make certain no one else had heard her words. “Look, I want to help,” I whispered. “But this ship is filled with—”


  “No harm will come to you while I stand at your side,” she said, placing her hand on my cheek and staring me straight in the eye. “I have been trained from birth to serve and protect those with magic in their blood. You need not worry.”


  I let out a long, slow breath. Saying no to a beautiful woman was never easy; saying no to a beautiful woman whose lips were two inches from yours was essentially impossible. Especially when your cock was so hard it was on the verge of pressing against her leg. 


  “All right,” I said, wondering if I had just willingly doomed myself to the gallows. “I’ll see what I can do.”


  I started to stand up, but she unexpectedly placed her hands on my shoulders and held me in place. “Know this, sorcerer,” she said. “If you save my sword-sister’s life, I will pledge mine to yours.”


  “Uh,” I mumbled. “What?”


  “With the gods as my witness, I vow to serve and protect you from this moment until my death.” She held me in place for several more seconds before she finally stood. “Now please, save her life if you can.”


  “I’ll try,” I promised. I stood from the wooden bench and shuffled across the row of passengers to where her friend was waiting. Her waning health was obvious once I drew close; her skin was incredibly pale, and her lips were almost purple. She eyed me warily as I approached. 


  “Je spadal, moshalim?” she asked in a strange tongue.


  “Kosee terah,” the amazon escorting me replied. She knelt down next to her wounded friend and glanced up to me again. “My name is Kaseya. This is Hestiah.”


  “Jorem,” I said, forcing a nervous smile. “Jorem Farr. I’m afraid I can’t promise anything. I’m not certain if I’ll be able to help your friend here or not.”


  “All we can ask is that you try,” Kaseya said. “The blood of the gods flows through your veins.”


  I snorted softly. “That’s not how the people back home would describe it…”


  I knelt over Hestiah and gently pulled open her bandages. There wasn’t much blood; the chest wound she’d suffered had probably closed days ago, and they had obviously applied enough healing salves to mend the flesh. The problem was the infection beneath the skin. 


  “Where did you get this wound?” I asked, an anxious tingle crawling down my spine. 


  “We were attacked two days ago in Vorsalos,” Kaseya said. “A woman in black leather fired a crossbow from the shadows. We do not know why.”


  “Black leather,” I rasped. “Let me guess: she was also wearing a hood and a red scarf.”


  The amazons shared a confused glance. “Yes,” Kaseya confirmed. “I managed to surprise her after her first shot. Our battle was brief, but I drove her back into the shadows.” She frowned. “You know this woman?”


  “Let’s just say I’m intimately familiar with the group she represents,” I said, resisting the urge to swear under my breath. I had no why one of the Senosi would attack a pair of amazons, but at this point almost nothing they did surprised me. The Inquisitrix effectively ruled Voralos at this point, and her personal assassins were growing bolder by the month. 


  “Can you help her?” Kaseya asked.


  “I think so,” I said, nodding. “These assassins typically coat their crossbow bolts with magical venom that prevents the blood from clotting. Even healing salves can’t stop it—they can seal up the flesh, but victims continue to bleed internally until they die.”


  Kaseya scowled. “Despicable. What kind of enemy fights with so little regard for honor?”


  “Most, in this part of the world,” I replied mildly. “The good news is that I’ve dealt with this venom plenty of times before. Just give me a moment…”


  I took a deep breath and reached out to the Aether. Its energy flowed through me like an invisible current, heightening my senses and unlocking a nearly infinite well of untapped power. My hands began to glow a soft green, and I heard several stifled gasps from nearby passengers. Magic might have been a common sight in Highwind and the rest of the Northern Reaches, but even the Academy wizards shunned or ignored true sorcerers. Channeling the Aether directly was dangerous, both to the channeler and to everyone around him. Most priestly and wizardly schools in the world taught their students to dilute the Aether’s power through arcane formulae and long incantations. They feared the consequences of unconstrained magic—and with good reason. The Aether was essentially poison, after all; its currents slowly corrupted and decayed the physical body of anyone who channeled their power. Even the most meticulous, careful sorcerers rarely lived past middle age. 


  The Aether would invariably kill me someday, too. Though I had always assumed that the pitchforks and ropes would get me first. 


  “The toxin has run deep,” I said, my eyes fluttering shut in concentration. “I can’t remove it, but I should be able to neutralize it.”


  When I touched the wounded amazon’s flesh, I could sense every ache and pain in her body just as if I were experiencing them myself. The sensations allowed me to narrow down the infected areas and target them with a surge of restorative energy. Once the poison had been purged, it was a trivial task to stop the bleeding and start the healing process. 


  I had learned this particular healing technique almost by accident as a child, and without it I never would have survived this long. Healing priests were rare and expensive in Vorsalos. Selling my services on the black market had been a reliable way to put food on the table.  


  “There,” I breathed, reopening my eyes. Hestiah’s skin had already regained a significant amount of its color. “It will take a few days to completely flush from your system, but I don’t think there’s any permanent damage. Just make sure you get some fresh food and water when we reach Highwind.”


  Hestiah smiled up at me, and her hand reached up and touched my cheek. “Thank you, moshalim. Kaseya was right about you—you do carry the blood of the gods.”


  “I’m just glad I could help,” I told her, patting her hand before anxiously glancing around the ship. I suddenly wished I knew more about enchantment magic. Wiping the memories of all these passengers would be incredibly useful right about now…


  “Maskari…” Kaseya breathed, touching my arm. The look in her eyes was so intense it actually made me uncomfortable. 


  “I don’t know what that means, but you should probably keep your friend here company for a while,” I said. The best thing for me to do right now was get out of everyone’s sight. If there was a Senosi hiding on this ship…well, at least I would die after impressing a pair of gorgeous amazons. There were worse things to write on an epitaph. 


  I patted both women on the arm before I stood and scurried across the passenger deck. The faster I got out of sight, the less likely any of these people would accost me…or so I hoped. Besides, I hadn’t visited the galley since yesterday, and even if this ship hadn’t stocked much food, I knew for a fact the captain had squirreled away some grog. 


  Ten minutes later, I was loitering on the quarterdeck with a half-empty bottle of mysterious red liquor in my hand. The private cabins here had been reserved for passengers who’d paid triple for the ship, but thankfully no one had ordered me to leave yet. Half of these people were probably asleep, and the others were playing cards or whispering quietly to themselves.


  I had just about finished the bottle when the deck door abruptly opened. Kaseya strode inside, her piercing blue eyes immediately latching onto mine. Strangely enough, she wasn’t armed; she carried a folded red cloth in one hand and a leather pouch in the other. 


  “Maskari,” she said. “You should not have run off.”


  “Uh, you might not want to leave your friend alone just yet,” I said, wondering why in the abyss she had followed me. She had the same intense look on her face as before. “She will need more time to fully recover.”


  “Hestiah is strong,” Kaseya said, approaching closer. “And I wish to complete the Maskari-Shan before we reach the city.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know what any of that means.”


  “I pledged my life to yours if you saved my sword-sister. You fulfilled your end of the bargain, now I must fulfill mine.”


  I took another sip from the bottle, trying to decide if this woman was crazy or serious. Or maybe both. 


  “Look, you don’t need to pledge anything, sweetheart,” I told her. “I appreciate the offer, but—”


  “The pledge has already been made,” Kaseya interrupted. She continued staring intently at me for a moment before she turned and peered into one of the nearby cabins. “We require privacy for the ritual. Come.”


  “I don’t—”


  Before I could finish, she pushed open the door to the nearest cabin. “My Maskari and I require this room.”


  The two well-dressed men playing cards inside practically jumped out of their seats. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  “You may return to your game later,” Kaseya repeated, stepping through the door. “Move, or be moved.”


  “Uh, let’s not do anything hasty,” I said, scrambling forward and touching her shoulder. “I’m sorry about all this, gentlemen, but she’s not from around here. We can—”


  “I will not ask again,” Kaseya said. “Move.”


  My breath caught in my throat. Forget the Senosi Huntresses—at this rate, the captain would just pitch us into the sea himself…


  The two men stood and snarled like they were about to argue, but apparently the feral glint in her eyes convinced them otherwise. They grabbed their cards and practically lunged out of the room, muttering under their breath but still cowering when they passed by the angry amazon. 


  “This cabin will suffice,” Kaseya said once they were out of sight. 


  I glanced down at the empty wooden bench inside the cramped room. “I still don’t understand what this is about.”


  “I will explain everything. Please, Maskari, have a seat.”


  Her expression had abruptly softened. I didn’t see any trace of the anger or determination I had seen before. Now she looked almost…desperate. 


  “All right,” I murmured, shuffling over to the bench. “But you’d better hope they don’t go complain to the captain.”


  “If they do, we will make them regret it. An amazon warrior and her Maskari are more than a match for any of the dregs on this ship.”


  I watched in idle fascination as she unfolded her red cloth upon the floor in front of me. From the golden tassels and detailed embroidery, I assumed it was some kind of prayer rug. She more or less confirmed my theory when she sank down to her knees on it a second later. 


  “Moshalim salah, v’morth kraan Maskari,” she whispered as if she were reciting some kind of incantation. She placed one hand on each of my thighs and closed her eyes as she repeated the incantation over and over. 


  A part of me wanted to stop her and ask for a translation, but another part—a rapidly-swelling part—was far more concerned about the proximity of her lips to the growing bulge in my trousers.  


  This is bad. This is really bad. She’s trying to perform some kind of serious cultural ritual here, and my cock is about to burst out of my pants and slap her on the chin. 


  My throat went so dry I had to swallow three times before anything happened. The more her lips moved, the harder it became for me to resist imagining what it would feel like to slip my stiff member between them. The fact she was already on her knees just made the situation even more difficult…


  Kaseya’s eyes finally reopened when she finished her incantation. “The gods have blessed our union,” she said. “We need merely complete the ritual.”


  “How?” I rasped.


  “You must don your tan’hema.” She reached into her leather pouch and produced a silver ring crowned by a small red gemstone. “The longer you wear it, the stronger our connection will become.”


  “Wait, this isn’t some kind of marriage thing, is it?” I asked, frowning. “I mean, no offense, but we don’t even—”


  “Amazon warriors do not marry,” Kaseya replied as if it were obvious. “Our duty to defend and serve our Maskari leaves little time for anything else.”


  “Uh…right,” I murmured, taking the ring. I could feel the latent magical energy in the metal, and the tiny fraction of my brain still capable of basic reason pleaded with me to give the thing back and get the hell out of here. I didn’t listen. I couldn’t listen, not with her perfect lips and perfect cleavage and perfect everything hovering an inch above my cock. 


  “The tan’hema symbolizes your dominance,” Kaseya said as I slipped the ring onto my finger. “The tan’ratha symbolizes my submission.”


  She reached back into her pouch and withdrew a golden, emerald-studded choker. Its magical aura was considerably stronger than the ring, and the metal was strangely warm when she laid it across my palms. 


  “Place it upon me, and I shall be yours,” Kaseya said, stretching out her neck and lifting her long auburn ponytail out of the way. 


  I stared blankly at her flawless skin, dumbfounded, until she arched an inquisitive eyebrow at me. 


  “I, uh…” I took a deep breath and tried to swallow again. At this point, I was nearly convinced that this was all one big hallucination. But on the off chance it wasn’t, I really needed to get my shit together…


  “Are collars not a sign of submission in your culture?” Kaseya asked. 


  “They are, but…” I shook my head. “You are not my slave.”


  “No, but you are my Maskari.”


  “You keep using that term, but I have no idea what it means.”


  Kaseya shrugged. “There is no perfect translation in your language. It is a term of endearment the Sisterhood bestows upon the sorcerers we pledge to serve. I suppose you could say it means ‘bond-mate,’ but that implies equality when there is none. ‘Master’ is perhaps more accurate.”


  “You definitely don’t want to call me that,” I said. “I am no one’s master.”


  “You can use whatever term you prefer. But you are my Maskari, and I am your loyal servant. Your will is my command.”


  Once again I could scarcely believe what I was hearing, but I could tell from the sober look on her face that she was being completely honest. This beautiful twenty-something woman was willingly offering herself up as some kind of bizarre slave/bodyguard to a man she had only just met. It was ludicrous. It was insane. Any half-decent, right-minded man in my position would have walked away and tried to get her some help. 


  Apparently I was neither, because I promptly slipped the choker around her neck and snapped it securely into place. 


  “It is done,” Kaseya said, smiling for the first time since I had met her. “I will not disappoint you, Maskari. I promise.”


  I smiled back, still painfully aware of the tent in my trousers. “All right. What’s next?”


   “The tan’ratha will take time to fully attune, but I can already feel an echo of your emotions.” Kaseya’s eyes narrowed in concentration as the emeralds embedded in her collar had started to glow faintly. “The sensations…they are almost overwhelming.”


  “You’re telling me,” I squeaked. At this point my cock was so hard it actually hurt. 


  Her eyes eventually fluttered back open, and for the first time she glanced down to the bulge a few inches beneath her chin. “You are aroused.”


  No shit!


  “Uh…sorry,” I managed. “It’s just, you know, this is all very—”


  “You do not need to apologize,” Kaseya said. “It is my duty to relieve you.”


  My mouth fell open again. “You can’t be…oh!”


  I yelped when she abruptly pulled open the fly of my trousers and exposed my raging hard cock. I almost exploded right there, and then again when she curled her index finger and thumb around the swollen shaft. 


  “Your stem is impressive,” Kaseya said. “I can sense that you have not spilled in some time.”


  “Yeah…yeah you could say that,” I replied, my voice so strained it was barely recognizable. It was taking every ounce of self-control I could muster not to erupt all over her face and hair. 


  “Do not worry. All amazons are trained to please their Maskari in preparation for the day we are eventually bonded.”


  Okay, this this has to be a hallucination. I’m not this lucky. No one in the god damn world could possibly be this lucky…


  “I…uh…” 


  “Do not strain yourself,” Kaseya said, squeezing my leg with her free hand. “I shall relieve you now.”


  After slowly stroking my shaft a few more times, she opened her red lips and wrapped them around the head of my quivering member. My hands grabbed the armrests of the wooden bench so hard I probably got a dozen splinters. I wanted to let myself go and flood her waiting mouth right then and there, but I kept telling myself over and over again that this was a once in a lifetime opportunity. A gorgeous amazon warrior was willingly and eagerly sucking my cock—I could live for a million years and this would probably never happen again. 


  “That’s…oh!”


   I tried to find the air to speak, but my lungs had apparently frozen in my chest. So instead I just sat there, breath shallow and mouth agape, as she lathered the swollen head with her tongue. I normally preferred it when a woman maintained eye contact while she pleasured me, but the way Kaseya was staring adoringly at my cock might have been even better. She was like a temple priestess worshipping an idol…or maybe a huntress yearning to devour her prey. 


  “I am eager to taste your life-force,” she said. “Keeping her Maskari sated is one of an amazon’s most important duties. I promise, I will become more efficient over time.”


  “Trust me…you’re doing fine,” I said between labored breaths. 


  Her eyelids fluttered in concentration while she continued licking up and down the length of my shaft. “I sense your true desire now. You wish me to take you deeper.”


  “What?” I stammered. “You don’t…oh, gods!”


  I crumpled back into the seat when she abruptly lunged forward and inhaled my cock all the way down to the hilt. Her hands reached around to my lower back and clawed into my flesh, effectively giving her full control. I didn’t even need to thrust—between the iron grip of her fingers and the vise-like seal of her lips, she was able to fuck her own face with or without my help. Her throat was like a damned volcano, and I knew I would be able to last much longer. All I had to do was glance down and watch my cock vanish between her lips one last time…


  “Shit!” I yelled so loudly my voice actually echoed off the wooden hull. I grabbed the base of her skull as I erupted, flooding the back of her throat with months upon months of pent-up frustration. Despite her best efforts to keep up, a few white streams leaked out the sides of her lips before I finished and collapsed.


   When my mind finally returned to my body, I belatedly wondered if she might be irritated about my lack of warning…but then I watched in delight as she leaned back on her haunches and swallowed everything I’d given her. I don’t know what it was, but the sight of a gorgeous, powerful woman thirstily guzzling down my seed had always made me hard. It was probably just another of my many character flaws.


  “By the gods,” I breathed, rubbing the back of my hand across my forehead. “That was…I don’t even know what to say.”


  “You do not need to say anything,” Kaseya said, pushing the last few strands of seed into her mouth. “You are my Maskari now. It is my duty to aid you whenever you require relief.”


  “Right…” I murmured. Sooner or later, I knew I would start to feel guilty about all of this. But right now…well, right now I could only assume that the gods were rewarding my charity. Maybe they weren’t all callous, indifferent bastards after all. 


  “I should return to Hestiah now,” Kaseya said, standing and retrieving her prayer rug. “Once we reach Highwind, you shall have my full attention again. I am sure you will require further relief.”


  “Yeah,” I breathed, eyeing her body up and down and wondering for the thousandth time how she could possibly be real. “You’re probably right.”
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  By the time the ship docked in the harbor, night had long since fallen over Highwind. I hustled out from below decks along with the other passengers, and my gaze, like theirs, was immediately drawn to the skyline I had heard so much about. While the docks themselves didn’t look all that dissimilar from those in Vorsalos, the rest of the city could have been a separate plane of existence. A dozen golden spires stretched up into the night sky, all attached to a different temple honoring one of the many gods here in the North, and the obelisks of the legendary Highwind Academy glowed like twin beacons warding off the darkness. Even from here and at this hour I spotted several of the city’s legendary defenders, the Knights of the Silver Fist and the Duskwatch Rangers. 


  But amidst my awe-stricken reverie, I reminded myself that appearance could be deceiving. The Inquisitrix could have easily sent word ahead to her Huntresses here in Highwind. Or she could have simply put out a bounty with any or all of the city’s notorious underworld guilds. Either way, I needed to be cautious.  


  “The city is quite beautiful.”


  I nearly leapt out of my boots when I realized Kaseya was standing right behind me, shield and bow slung over her back. Apparently I hadn’t just been hallucinating this morning…


  “Yeah, it is,” I managed. “You’re, uh…you’re sure you don’t want to stay with your friend?”


  She turned and frowned at me. “Hestiah will be continuing downriver. She has her own duties to attend to.”


  “And you just want to leave her alone?”


  “What I want is irrelevant,” she said. “I am pledged to serve you, Maskari. Wherever you go, I shall follow.”


  I nudged her off to the side of the boat away from the others. “Look, I really do appreciate the offer, and what you did this morning was amazing beyond words. But honestly, you don’t have to do this. I mean, we barely know each other, and I don’t want to take you away from your comrades.”


  Kaseya studied me for a long moment, her blue eyes glittering in the moonlight, and I feared she might actually get upset. But then she leaned forward and squeezed my arm. “We completed the ritual. I am bound to you, Maskari, from now until my death. The gods themselves will not allow me to abandon my pledge.”


   I sighed and leaned against the railing. Are you really going to stand here and try to convince one of the most beautiful women you’ve ever met not to follow you around? Are you bloody insane? She just sucked your cock ten minutes after meeting you! Besides, you’re going to need all the help you can get just to stay alive here…


   “All right,” I said, forcing a smile. “I just don’t want you to feel like you don’t have a choice here.”


  “I already made my choice, as honor demanded,” Kaseya said. “I am yours, Maskari. Now come, shouldn’t we be leaving this vessel?”


  I stared back at her for several second before I finally nodded. At this point, there were only two possibilities here: either I was either the luckiest bastard in this whole city or something horrible was about to happen. Or perhaps both. 


  We disembarked onto the pier, drawing annoyed scowls from the men we had displaced and terrified scowls from basically everyone else. Sorcery wasn’t technically illegal in Highwind, as far as I knew, but I was still concerned that some of these people might report me to the Mage’s Guild. Even if nothing ultimately came of it, I didn’t want to deal with hassle or the extra attention. Blending in was always the best short-term survival strategy. 


  “This way,” I said, tugging at Kaseya’s arm. “There has to be a decent inn around here somewhere…”


  There were plenty of inns, as it turned out, though I wouldn’t describe any of them as “decent.” Just like back home in Vorsalos, the worst dregs in the city always gathered on the docks. The main difference was that here the Highwind Guard actually seemed to care about crime, and there were enough knights and rangers about that I wasn’t scared of getting shivved right out in the open. Still, I had no interest in sleeping anywhere near here with or without a six-foot tall amazon warrior watching over me. 


  “The Artisan District is just through that gate, and the rooms probably aren’t that much more expensive,” I said, keenly aware of just how light my coin purse was at the moment. A few extra silvers might literally mean the difference between eating and not eating by the end of the week. 


  “This city is enormous,” Kaseya replied breathlessly. “That must be why you are so anxious.”


  I grimaced. This empathic connection of ours was going to get really annoying really fast. Then again, when I closed my eyes and imagined her head bobbing up and down on my cock…well, life was all about tradeoffs. 


  We reached the fringes of the Artisan District a few minutes later, and I marveled at the abruptness of the transformation. The architecture and street design looked like an entirely different city; I could only assume that this area had been built years later under the authority of an entirely different set of councilors. The streets were reasonably well-lit, too, which made the nervous knot in my stomach unwind a bit. One wayward glance at Kaseya revealed that she didn’t feel the same way. 


  “What’s wrong?” I asked. 


  “We are not alone,” she said, the fingers of her right hand tapping the handle of her sheathed sword. 


  I had spent virtually all of my teenage and adult years on the run from bounty hunters and assassins, so I knew better than to start wildly looking around. But I still reached out to the Aether and prepared myself just in case.  


  “How many?” I asked, continuing forward at the same leisurely pace. We were only a few hundred yards from the edge of the plaza, but that left more than enough time for someone to jump us. 


  “Three,” Kaseya said. “They have been shadowing us ever since the guards disappeared.”


  “What are you…?” I frowned and felt a rush of embarrassment in my cheeks. She was right—I hadn’t spotted a Highwind Guardsmen in several blocks now. I should have noticed earlier, but apparently sleep deprivation was taking its toll after all. 


  “One of them wields the same magic as the marksman who attempted to kill my sword-sister in Vorsalos.”


  I stumbled despite my best efforts to appear calm. “How do you know that?”


  “I can sense it,” Kaseya said. “All amazons are taught to feel the natural ebb and flow of the Aether in order to better serve our Maskari.”


  “That’s how you knew I was a sorcerer even before you talked to me on the ship.”


  “Yes.”


  I bit down on my lip. I had about a thousand questions I wanted to ask her about the nature of her particular gift, but they would have to wait until we weren’t being shadowed by a Senosi Huntress. “All right, well, we should slip into an alleyway and try to find cover until we reach the plaza. They won’t attack as long as we can—”


  “Amazons do not run,” Kaseya said. “Stay beside me, and I will protect you.”


  I opened my mouth to protest, but before anything came out Kaseya abruptly spun around, drew a dagger from her boot, and hurled it just past my shoulder. A stifled shriek echoed down the street, followed by a choked-off gurgle and several thumps as a body tumbled from the rooftops. I froze for a split-second, horrified, before my instincts took over. While Kaseya drew her shield and held it up in front of us, my hands crackled with sorcerous power. I conjured a protective mantle to defend myself, knowing full well that my spell armor would be worthless if we were indeed facing a Senosi Huntress…


  “Now!” a voice shouted from somewhere in a nearby alleyway. A gang of six thugs—three on either side—rushed at from the darkness, swords and daggers in hand. Kaseya pressed her back up against mine, and I felt a strange surge of energy through the ring she had given me. 


  Fight as one. 


  She hadn’t actually spoken the words, but her voice raced through my head regardless. I couldn’t explain how, exactly, but in that moment I knew exactly what she was about to do—and how my powers could best compliment her. 


  While she lifted her shield and drew her sword, I summoned a protective bubble around us, effectively walling us in behind a shimmering, semi-translucent barrier. One after another the thugs crashed into the bubble like birds slamming into a clear window, but when they stumbled backwards I dismissed the spell. Thanks to the ring, I knew that Kaseya was ready to work her own magic with blood and steel. 


  I had seen a lot of skilled fighters in my twenty-two years in Vorsalos, from the Crimson Knights of the Ravenguard to the Blademasters of the Sol-Shira monastery. I only needed to watch Kaseya for five seconds to realize she was easily their equal. She moved with the fluidity of an elven blade dancer and the power of an orcish brute, and even if there had been a dozen more thugs waiting for us I doubt they would have had a chance. Most impressively of all, she didn’t kill any of them—between her shield and the pommel of her sword, she was able to smash them all senseless. 


  I could have dealt with all them myself, of course, assuming I was willing to channel an enormous amount of power through me. The Aether’s corruptive backlash was a serious deterrent, however, and fireballing a bunch of half-starving thugs in the middle of the street didn’t exactly fit my strategy of “blending in.” Still, there was another more subtle way I could help Kaseya deal with our attackers…


  Above!


   The word seemed to echo between us, and the moment she bludgeoned the last thug into submission she turned to her left and broke into a flat sprint. She jumped—an impressive, athletic leap—and just as she reached her apex I stretched out with the Aether and telekinetically boosted her up onto the closest rooftop. 


  One of our shadows was still up there, and he yelped in shock when a towering amazon suddenly appeared in front of him. I heard a thud and a grunt, then watched his body tumble off the edge and land inside an empty wagon. 


  The third shadow was still unaccounted for, but when I pivoted around I spotted a lithe, leather-clad female figure darting across the rooftops on the opposite side. The moonlight offered me a quick glimpse of her hood and crossbow, confirming what I already suspected. Apparently one of the Senosi had chased me from Vorsalos…or had been waiting to catch me when I left the boat. What I didn’t understand is why she was retreating so quickly.


  Once the Huntress was out of range, I helped Kaseya down off the roof and admired her handiwork. None of the locals had made any move to interfere just yet, but it was only a matter of time before a knight or guardsman showed up.  


  “We should move,” I said, dismissing my spell armor. “Come on!”


   


  ***


   


  We entered the plaza less than a minute later. The crowds in the street were large and boisterous, and thankfully no one seemed to have noticed our little skirmish down the road. I kept us outside for a bit, mostly to ensure that we weren’t being watched or followed. This area was probably as safe as Highwind was going to get—I spotted three Knights of the Silver Fist milling about the revelers, and the guard patrols all included a guild wizard for magical lighting and support. Even the most overzealous Senosi wouldn’t be stupid enough to try anything here. 


  As the rush of combat faded, a score of unanswered questions started looping through my head. How had the Huntress organized an ambush on such short notice? Why in the hells had she hired local thugs rather than take us on herself? Why hadn’t she fired a single shot?


  Nothing about the ambush made any sense, when it came right down to it. Huntresses almost always stalked alone or in a small group, and they were nothing if not efficient. I was clearly missing half the pieces to this particular puzzle. 


  Shaking away the thought, I led us into one of the nicer inns and ordered a drink from the bar. There were at least two dozen other people here—mostly travelers from the looks of them—and they were louder and more raucous than I’d expected from such a relatively upscale establishment.   


  “Well, it only took twenty minutes for someone to try and kill me here,” I muttered in between sips. “Honestly, that’s longer than I expected.”


  Kaseya’s eyes continually swept about the room, and her stance reminded me of a coiled serpent just waiting for an opportunity to strike. From the moment we’d been attacked she had become an entirely different person—one that was much more like the amazon warrior I had expected, frankly. 


  “Why does this woman wish to kill you?” she asked after a moment.


  “She’s a Senosi Huntress, one of the Grand Inquisitrix’s personal assassins,” I said, keeping my voice as low as possible. “They believe all magic is evil, especially sorcery.”


  “Yet they employ magical poisons?”


  “Like all good cultists, they’re also raging hypocrites,” I replied dryly. “They’ve been pursuing me off and on since I was a teenager.”


  Kaseya’s eyes finally returned to me. “So they’re not very good at their job, then.”


  “I’ve gotten lucky…really lucky,” I said, debating just how much I wanted to reveal to a woman I hardly knew. “I also had some powerful friends willing to protect me.”


  “But not anymore?”


  “Not anymore,” I murmured. “That’s actually why I finally left Vorsalos. The people of Highwind aren’t particularly fond of sorcerers, either, but they’re perfectly comfortable with magic.”


  “What a strange society,” Kaseya said. “The Aether is the lifeblood of the gods. Males who can properly channel such power deserve obedience, not scorn.”


  I sipped at my drink and studied her profile. There were still about a million questions I wanted to ask her about Nol Krovos and her people’s culture, but I decided to shelve most of them for now. I was bloody exhausted from the trip, and a hot bath and real food were all I could think about.  


  “Will this Huntress continue stalking you?” Kaseya asked. 


  “You can count on it,” I said. “I bet you regret making this pact with me already, huh?”


  Her brow furrowed. “Why would you say such a thing?”


  “It was a joke…mostly,” I managed. “All I’m saying is that I’m not going to be the easiest person in the world to protect. You might have signed on for more than you can handle.”


  “I can handle anything, and I will not retract my vow.”


  “Right,” I whispered, chugging down the glass and setting it on the table. This woman might have been preposterously gorgeous and horrifyingly deadly, but if I decided to keep her around I was definitely going to have to work on her sense of humor. “Anyway, I don’t know why the Huntress let up. They aren’t usually squeamish about being outnumbered. And I’m really surprised she hired local help. Senosi typically work alone, even when they’re outside Vorsalos.”


  “I do not know enough about them to speculate,” Kaseya said.


  “Well, in any event you were damn impressive back there. And I can’t believe you took out so many without killing them.”


  “That was not my preference, but after I slayed the first one with my knife I sensed your displeasure,” Kaseya said. “You wanted them alive.”


  “How did you…?” I trailed off and glanced down at her collar. I hadn’t consciously thought about asking her to spare those men, but unconsciously…well, she was probably right. 


  “Killing your enemies is the only way to ensure they never return,” she said. “But it is not my place to question your wishes.”


  I poured myself another glass and shook my head. This bond of hers was growing more and more interesting by the hour. A part of me wanted to test her commitment and see exactly how far she would go to obey me. Would she hurt someone for me? Would she kill them? 


  Would she let me bend her over the barstool and fuck that sweet little ass of hers in plain view of everyone here? 


  I bit down on my lip and suppressed the thought before her collar caught wind of it. “The Senosi must have hired those thugs, and I doubt it cost her much,” I went on, clearing my throat. “You saw them—they weren’t exactly the most impressive warriors in the city. They were probably just desperate, half-starving gang members.”


  “Desperate men are the most dangerous,” Kaseya said. “They may attempt to harm you again.”


  I nodded, once again marveling at the abrupt shift in her attitude. “Regardless, we’re safe enough here. I’ll get us a couple of rooms so we can head upstairs and get some rest.”


  Her trance finally broke, and she turned and frowned at me in confusion. “Why would you purchase two rooms?”


  “Uh, I mean, I assumed you would want your own so you could…you know…have some privacy.”


  “I cannot protect you through walls,” Kaseya said matter-of-factly.


  “I suppose, but…” I sighed. “Please tell me you aren’t planning on staying up all night staring at the door.”


  “Of course not,” she said. “I assume you will also wish to fornicate.”


  I nearly spit the last of my liquor across the bar. “What?”


  “You have desired to copulate with me from the first moment we met, yes? I do not understand your confusion.”


  “I’m not confused, I’m just…” I quickly downed the last few drops in my glass and forced myself to breathe. 


  She has to be some kind of demon…or at the very least a magical construct created by a perverted wizard. Nothing else could possibly explain—


  “If this scrawny little twig ain’t enough for you, sweetheart, you just let me know.” A large, loutish brute of a man said from behind her. He lurched up to the bar and placed his hand upon her bare thigh. “A girl like you needs a real man who can…argh!”


  His voice cut off when Kaseya abruptly grabbed his wrist and wrenched it back until I heard an audible crack. The man crumpled to a knee, but before he could scream she smashed her elbow into his face and knocked him onto the floor. 


  “I do not understand your embarrassment,” she went on as if nothing had happened. “It is perfectly normal for a male to wish to fornicate with a female he finds attractive—and I know you find me attractive.”


  “I have eyes, so yes,” I muttered, glancing down to the unconscious man. A few of the other patrons had a chuckle at his expense, but no one made any move to help. 


  “Then you should purchase a room,” Kaseya said. “And I shall do my best to sate your desires.”


  Once again, I couldn’t help but ponder how a better man would have acted were he in my position. He would have refused her offer outright, or at the very least tried to learn a lot more about her culture and the nature of this bond before he did anything hasty. I, on the other hand, immediately gulped down the last of my drink, purchased the largest suite in the establishment, and raced up the stairs before my trousers split open. 


  I barely had time to close the door before Kaseya tossed down her equipment and dropped to her knees in front of me. My trousers joined her on the floor a split second later, and my cock hit the back of her throat a split second after that. 


  My hand reflexively gripped her long ponytail while she hungrily bobbed up and down my shaft. Just like before on the boat, she knew exactly what I wanted even before I did, and her tongue and lips were so warm and soft I didn’t stand a bloody chance. 


  “Oh, fuck!”


  I was a split-second from firing another load down her throat when she abruptly unexpectedly pulled away. My cock twitched in mid-air just above her lips, desperately yearning for her attention. Her blue eyes met mine, and she smiled innocently before she stood and sauntered across the room. 


  I almost grabbed my aching member and stroked myself to climax right then and there, but instead I just slumped against the door and watched in breathless anticipation of what Kaseya would do next. The suite was huge—it occupied a full quarter of the third floor, and it featured its own personal bathing pool thanks to Highwind’s legendary magical aqueducts. She stopped next to the water and began to slowly and seductively unstrap her armor while she studied the enchanted faucets.


  “This system reminds of the public bathing pools in the heart of Nol Krovos,” she commented. “Though I have never seen one indoors before.”


  Once I finally caught my breath and regained my balance, I stumbled forward and kicked my trousers off my feet. “The, uh, the aqueducts bring water into the city, and the Mage’s Guild designed a system to control the flow anywhere they like, even upwards.”


  “I can sense the magic,” Kaseya said. “It is quite impressive.”


  I stood in place, still dumbfounded, while she stepped out of her boots and leather breastplate. Somehow, her naked body was even more breathtaking than I had imagined. She was shaven completely bare, including her quim. Her long legs never seemed to end, and her ample breasts were the perfect shape and size. I had a thousand simultaneous thoughts about what I wanted to do to her, and I was terrified—and admittedly pretty aroused—about the fact her golden choker was probably revealing each and every one of them to her.


  She pivoted back around to face me, her blue eyes never leaving my face, and she began to slowly and deliberately remove the rest of my clothing. I was completely paralyzed. I doubted that even a full-blown enchantress could have woven such a powerful spell over me so quickly. The tip of my cock brushed against her belly while she stripped off my tunic, and it was nearly enough to make me burst all over her. 


  “Come,” Kaseya said, taking my hand. “I shall bathe you.”


  She led me into the pool. The water was almost three feet deep, easily enough to cover us up to our waists. She sank to her knees again once we were both inside, but she wasn’t just dunking her red hair—I watched through the rippling surface as she leaned forward and sucked my cock back through her lips. 


  I groaned so loudly that half the inn probably heard me. Watching her gorge herself on my manhood had been hot enough on its own, but for some reason the fact she was underwater was driving me completely insane….


  Yet again she pulled away just before I erupted, and when she resurfaced she shook her hair like nothing had happened. My balls ached so badly I nearly cried, and it got even worse as I watched the water slowly trickle down her perfect breasts and taught stomach.  


  “In Nol Krovos, our sorcerers learn to heat their baths,” Kaseya said. “Are you familiar with this technique?”


  “Yes,” I tried to say, but my voice was barely a rasp. “I mean, yes.”


  I forced myself to concentrate and channel the Aether through my palms. I directed a plume of flame straight at the water’s surface, and as the seconds I ticked by I felt the pool slowly warm around us. Kaseya used the delay to fetch a nearby cloth and the small bottle of bathing oil next to it. She gently rubbed across my chest with one hand while the other dipped beneath the water and started leisurely stroking my cock. 


  “This bond…it is even stronger than the Sisterhood led me to believe,” she whispered into my ear. “I can feel everything. Your mood, your wants, your needs…” 


  Her fingers were like magic on my shaft. Time and time again they would stroke me within an inch of climax then immediately slow down until I had recovered. 


  “Soon enough, I will be able to anticipate your desires well in advance,” Kaseya continued. “I promise, you will not be disappointed with my performance.”


  “I’m not,” I squeaked. “Believe me.”


  She smiled again. Her free hand untied the bands holding up her ponytail, and a moment later her wet auburn locks spilled down over her shoulders. 


  “I am yours, Maskari,” Kaseya said. “Any way you wish to have me.” 


  Her fingers left my cock again, and she slowly backed away until we were several feet apart. She stood there in place, the beads of water still dribbling down her naked body. The gem in her collar continued glowing softly as it read my mind and told her exactly what I was going to do next. 


  Gritting my teeth, I rushed forward, grabbed her by the waist, and slammed her against the edge of the pool. Her ankles locked around my back, and her powerful thighs clamped tightly around me as I nudged the swollen tip of my member between her slick folds. I slid into her so easily, so completely, that it was like the gods themselves had molded her quim into a perfect scabbard for my cock. 


  It was a minor miracle that I didn’t flood her right then and there, especially when her nails dug into my back and her lips cried into my ear. I thrust into her again and again, delighting in her pleased whimpers almost as much as the feel of the sweltering vise that was her quim. I only paused when I glanced down and saw a tiny trickle of blood on her leg. 


  “Are you…?” I swallowed. “Are you a virgin?”


  “No,” Kaseya said, smiling again. “Not anymore.”


  The contented smile on her lips brought me to the brink; knowing that I was the first man to have her this way pushed me over. My cock exploded like a cannon inside her, injecting her with salvo after salvo of my seed. My knees weakened, but she clasped her arms around my neck so that I could easily carry her down into the water along with me. 


   “The bond is now unbreakable,” she whispered, locking her thighs around me so tightly I couldn’t wriggle free even if I’d wanted to. “You are the first male to claim me. And you are the only one who ever will.”


  I felt like I had just run a lap around the whole city, and I was more thankful than ever for the cool water on my skin. “That was…wow.”


  “I will always be grateful for the opportunity to relieve you,” Kaseya said. “My body is your shield, but also your sheath. You are free to use any part of me whenever you like.”


  My mouth was so dry I was surprised I could speak, and I already felt my cock stirring back to life inside her. “Your society,” I said between pants. “This is really how it functions? All the amazons pledge themselves to a single man?”


  “Only for the Kari Vataya—the Red Sisterhood,” Kaseya said. “Sorcerers are special and must be cherished and protected at all costs. We sacrifice our lives and our bodies for the Maskari so that all of Nol Krovos can grow stronger.”


  “What about your sorceresses?” I asked. 


  She shook her head. “There aren’t any. The blood of the gods flows only through the male stem. It makes them dangerous and reckless, but also useful. That is why the Sisterhood must appease them by any means possible.”


  A million different thoughts raced through my head, not the least of which was how she could possibly believe that sorceresses didn’t exist. The Aether didn’t discriminate by race or gender or anything else as far as I knew. I had personally met several dozen sorceresses in Vorsalos alone. 


  I was also surprised by how little her culture seemed to match the stories I had heard about the fabled amazons. Everyone believed that Nol Krovos was an island filled with warrior-women, but apparently they had plenty of men and magic. I couldn’t decide if that made me want to visit more or less. 


  Regardless, I decided I could worry about the details of culture and history later, preferably when my rapidly-hardening cock wasn’t buried to the hilt inside a beautiful woman who had pledged herself to my service.


  “An amazon and her Maskari often spend a great deal of time alone together after their initial bonding ritual,” Kaseya said, slowly rotating her hips when she felt my member stirring back to life. “Some disappear together for days or even weeks while their connection strengthens.”


  “That sounds…intense,” I managed. 


  “It is an amazon’s duty to learn everything she can about her master’s body as well as his mind.” She grinned and squeezed her thighs even tighter around my waist. “It is also important for the Maskari to establish his dominance. We amazons are proud warriors, and it can take some time for us to learn our place.”


  Grinning, I grabbed her by the waist, spun her around, and bent her over the edge of the pool. She gasped when I slammed my cock into her from behind, and she actually moaned in delight when I grabbed a handful of her red hair and jerked her head back. 


  “I guess we should get started now, then,” I said. “We still have a lot of work left to do.”
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  I was alone in bed when I finally awakened, and my eyelids were so heavy I felt like I’d just been roused from a ten-year magical slumber. It certainly would have explained a lot about the past few days. Kaseya still made far more sense as a figment of my imagination than an actual woman in the real world. 


  I was a few seconds away from accepting my newest fantasy-makes-more-sense-than-reality hypothesis when I heard a squeak and a soft grunt from the other side of the room. I turned over—a longer, more laborious process than I wanted to admit—and spotted Kaseya hanging upside down from a wooden pole suspended over the bathing pool. Her legs were curled backwards over the beam to hold herself in place, and she leaned up and touched her knees with her elbows over and over again. I had seen plenty of soldier training regimens over the years, but nothing like this. 


  After completing a dozen repetitions, she took a ten second break before doing a dozen more. Just watching her was exhausting…or would have been, if not for the fact she was also stark naked.  


  I swung my own legs out of bed, keenly aware of the stiffness in my weary cock. I reflexively tried to cover myself, only to belatedly remember that Kaseya would already know exactly what I was feeling regardless. Hiding normal secrets from her was going to be difficult enough, but hiding my mood was already proving completely impossible. 


  “You slept soundly?” she asked, still facing the other direction.


  “Uh….yeah,” I managed. “What time is it?”


  “Two hours after sunrise. A servant came by and offered us food, but I turned him away until you were ready.”


  Kaseya stretched up to her knees again, but this time she grabbed onto the beam with her hands and let her legs fall free until she was right-side up again. She paused for a moment, then gently dropped into the water and dunked her head beneath the surface. Her lustrous mane of red hair was still untied from last night. 


  “Where did you get that wooden beam, anyway?” I asked. 


  “I inquired with the servants downstairs,” she said, grabbing a dry cloth and running it over her body. “They did not seem to understand my request at first, but they became far more amenable once I threatened violence.”


  “Wait, you did what?”


  “Do not worry—they are unharmed,” Kaseya soothed. She finished drying herself off, then slowly sauntered back towards me. Once she was standing in front of me, her eyes drifted down to my swollen cock. “I suspected that you might require additional relief in the morning.”


  I grunted. “Look, you really don’t need to do anything. I’m a man—I get hard all the time for basically no reason. You can’t be expected to—”


  “You are my Maskari,” she interrupted. “You should have stayed on the bed.”


  I frowned. “Why? What are you—oof!”


  I let out a loud and thoroughly emasculating yelp when she slammed her palms into my chest and shoved me back onto the bed. I barely had time to lean up on my elbows before she swung her leg over my waist and straddled me. 


  “A frustrated sorcerer is a danger to himself and everyone around him,” Kaseya said, gently easing my swollen cockhead into her waiting folds. “Your mind needs to be clear.”


  I yelped again when my cock slid into her, though this time it sounded a lot manlier. My hands clamped around her thighs as she began to rhythmically swirl her hips, and I could feel the walls of her quim milking me with every thrust. She leaned down over her, her long wet hair spilling across my face and chest, and offered me one of her perfect breasts. 


  A soft moan escaped her lips when I gently sucked her nipple into my mouth, and for the first time I wondered if she was finally doing something she wanted rather than something the magical collar was telling her I’d enjoy. With that thought in mind, I did my best to return a tiny fraction of the pleasure she had brought me. My tongue lashed across her breasts one after the other, and the sweet sound of her mewling whimpers was enough to bring me over the edge. 


  I spilled deep inside her, and for a moment I actually feared I might black out when she cried into my ear from her own climax. I was so drained that I slumped back on the pillows, half-dead and ready to sleep the afternoon away. 


  I shook my head and placed my hands back on her hips. “Gods, I don’t even know what to say at this point.”


  “If you are satisfied, then I have fulfilled my duty,” Kaseya said. 


  I shook my head as she leaned up. My shriveling cock remained inside her, and she made no move to slide off or dismount. 


  “Look, I understand this pledge is important to you, but it’s not fair for everything to be about me all the time.”


  “Then you do not understand my pledge,” Kaseya countered. “You are the Maskari. Your will and desires are absolute.”


  I sighed. “Can you at least tell me that you enjoyed yourself?”


  “Of course I did. The collar ensures that I experience your pleasure as if it were my own.”


  I arched an eyebrow at her. “Wait, so if I finish…you feel it too?”


  “I did not at first, but our bond is already strengthening,” Kaseya said. “I suspect that I will soon share your arousal and desire mutual release.”


  “Wow,” I breathed. “Whatever sorcerer invented these devices in your culture…I can’t decide if he was a genius or a real creep.”


  She frowned. “I do not understand.”


  “Never mind,” I muttered, leaning up and gently helping her off of me. I didn’t think I’d had anything left to give her after spilling inside her four separate times last night, but then I saw how much of my seed was trickling down her legs. 


  We returned to the pool, and I heated the water with sorcery again before I finally dunked my own head. As the minutes ticked by, I became more and more aware of how much I needed to enjoy this luxury while it lasted. I didn’t even have enough coin left for a second night, which meant I really needed to tell her the truth about why I had fled to Highwind…


  “Your mood darkens,” Kaseya commented. 


  I grunted. If this bond really is strengthening, then there’s no way you’ll be able to hide much of anything from her for long.
You might as well just come clean now.


  “Last night I told you that I decided to finally flee Vorsalos because I didn’t have any powerful friends left to protect me,” I said, bracing myself. “That’s not the whole truth.”


  Kaseya nodded. “I know.”


  “You’re probably wondering why I didn’t tell you the rest.”


  “As the Maskari, you are under no obligation to tell me anything,” she replied mildly. 


  I closed my eyes and pinched my nose. Every time I thought I’d shaken my guilt about treating her like a slave, she went and said something like that. 


  “For one, you should probably start calling me Jorem. For two, you deserve the truth,” I said. “You are not my slave. I don’t own you.”


  To my surprise, she didn’t immediately correct me. She just stared at me quizzically while she brushed her hair. 


  “These women that are chasing me, the Senosi…I used to help them out from time to time,” I said. 


  “I do not understand. You said they were trained to hunt and kill sorcerers.”


  “They are. But sometimes they needed help, and on occasion I was willing to provide it in exchange for coin.” I bit my tongue, realizing just how awful this sounded when I actually spoke the words aloud. “Anyway the point is that I had a…well, I had a relationship with one of them. She paid me and helped protect me from others. In exchange, I would occasionally help her track down and capture particularly dangerous sorcerers—the ones who were legitimately a threat to everyone else.”


  “But then something changed,” Kaseya reasoned. 


  “Yeah,” I murmured. “When the Inquisitrix discovered that we were working together, my friend disappeared. I never saw her again after that, and I suddenly had half the city looking for me. I needed to get out of there.”


  Kaseya swam across the water and placed her hands on my shoulders. “You do not have to worry now. I will protect you.”


  “I know,” I said, smiling. Her relentless attachment to this pledge of hers rotated between creepy and downright disturbing, but she had a genuine innocence about her that I couldn’t help but admire. “But the Senosi aren’t the only problem. Like I said, I also needed their coin. It’s hard to sell your services as a sorcerer with the Inquisitrix breathing down your neck.”


  “Your culture values coin too highly.”


  “Yeah, well, one problem at a time,” I muttered. “The point is that half the reason I came here is to try and find some work. After last night…well, let’s just say we won’t be staying in a nice room like this much longer.”


  Kaseya shrugged. “I do not mind sleeping beneath the stars. And I am more than capable of hunting enough game to provide for us.”


  “I’m sure you are,” I said. “And you wouldn’t even complain about it for a second, would you?”


  “No. Why would I?”


  “Let’s just say that in my experience, gorgeous women aren’t usually interested in hanging around with men who can’t afford to put food on the table or a roof over their heads.”


  “Then you have met some very foolish gorgeous women,” Kaseya said. 


  I grinned and ran my fingers through her hair. It seemed impossible, but I could feel my cock stirring beneath the waterline yet again. “Compared to you, every woman I’ve ever met seems foolish.” 


  She smiled and leaned in close enough that her nipples touched my chest, and I felt her hand brush against my cock and guide it back to the smoldering entrance of her quim. 


  “Would you like to fornicate again before we leave?”


  “Yes,” I said, grabbing her by the waist. “Yes, I would.”


   


  ***


   


  Two hours and another mind-blowing-but-belatedly-guilt-inducing copulation later, Kaseya and I were out on the bustling streets of Highwind. No one tried to kill us when we left the inn, either, which I always considered a promising sign for the day ahead. 


  “So many people,” Kaseya murmured next to me. “Even more than Vorsalos.”


  “Almost twice as many, as hard as that is to believe,” I said. “Highwind is pretty much the only mainland gateway to the Shattered Coast.”


  “Nol Krovos feels empty compared to this.”


  I turned and studied her profile. I had only known her for a day and a half, but I already considered her one of the most unflappable people I’d ever met. The crowd was clearly making her anxious, however, so I gently took her arm and nudged her off the main street. We gradually maneuvered our way back to the edge of the district where we had been ambushed last night, and just like I expected there were plenty of guardsmen stationed around the area. 


  “All right, I’m going to have a chat with one of these guys and see if I can learn anything,” I said, leading Kaseya into a nearby alleyway. “You should stay here. You’re a lot more…memorable. I don’t want one of the locals to point us out to the guards.”


  She eyed me warily. “I will do as you wish, of course, but I cannot defend you unless you are nearby.”


  “I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “What’s the range on this collar of yours, anyway? Will you still be able to sense my mood?”


  “The bond endures across great distances.”


  “I figured as much. If things go badly, you’ll still know when I’m in trouble.”


  Kaseya nodded. “Yes.”


  “Then just hold tight. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


  Taking a deep breath, I slipped back around the corner and approached the nearest guard. The scene of the battle had long since been cleared, naturally, but with luck one of these grunts would still have something useful to tell me about the identity of our attackers.


  “Lots of folks seem to be steering clear of this place today,” I commented from just behind the guard’s shoulder. “Something happen last night?”


  The man turned and scowled at me with his ugly, pock-marked face. “Mind your business. Move along.”


  I grunted and crossed my arms. “Sorry to bother you. I just wondered what was going on. I own a shop near the canal and I was hoping to—”


  “I said mind your business,” he growled. “If you don’t live here, then get the hell out.”


  I bit down on my lip and glanced around to see if anyone else nearby was paying attention to us. Fortunately the guards were fairly spread out, and the bustle of the nearby streets drowned out casual conversation quite easily. 


  All of which meant I had another option to get the answers I wanted. 


  “I just need to you ask you a few questions, friend,” I said, reaching out to the Aether and using its power to plumb the guard’s mind. “I promise it won’t take long.”


  The guard pivoted all the way around, still scowling, until my eyes met his and my magic took hold. I hadn’t figured out how to manipulate the minds of more than one person at a time  yet, unfortunately, but I had learned how to control one reasonably well. Manipulating idiots was an essential skill for anyone who wanted to survive on the fringes of society. 


  “Sure, no problem,” he said, smiling helpfully. Somehow it made him look even uglier. “What can I do for you, friend?”


  “I heard there was a fight here last night,” I said, gesturing back to the street. “Do you know who was responsible?”


  The man sighed and shrugged. “Just the usual. These guild wars are getting worse and worse every week.”


  I cocked an eyebrow. “‘Guild wars?’”


  “That’s what the boss is calling it. Ever since the Black Mistress took the reins of the Undercity, the old guilds have been struggling to unseat her. I think they were trying to waylay one of her shipments last night, but a couple of travelers stumbled into it by accident and fucked the whole thing up. Kind of funny, actually.”


  I nodded idly as I tried to pull the pieces together. They weren’t fitting particularly well just yet. “I heard there was a woman alongside these thugs. Lots of leather, a red scarf…do you know anything about her?”


  The guard snickered. “You sure you aren’t thinking about the brothel? Sounds like costume night.”


  I smiled back. “Maybe the one who mentioned her to me was just hallucinating.”


  “Probably, though the thugs here were working for someone, a foreigner I’d bet. The captain thinks that some of the other city-states are trying to take advantage of the chaos.”


  “I wouldn’t put it past them,” I murmured, my mind still racing through the possibilities. “What about this ‘Black Mistress?’ Anything you can tell me about her?”


  “Not really,” the guard said. “No one knows her name or background, but she practically transformed the Undercity overnight. She’s obsessed with magic—she’s been recruiting Academy drop-outs and Mage Guild exiles for months.”


  I felt both my eyebrows perk up. “Is that so?” 


  “She and her cronies have been selling their illegally enchanted goods all over the city. The Archmage is livid, of course.”


  “Of course.”


  “A lot of folks think she’s running some kind of slavery ring, too, but who knows?”


  I pursed my lips. The longer I maintained the charm spell, the more likely someone would notice—and the more potential damage I could cause to the victim’s mind. I didn’t have much more time. “Do you have any idea how to get in contact with the Black Mistress?”


  “No one does, as far as I can tell,” the guard. “The Undercity is a damn maze these days. Her people have thrown up illusions everywhere. The Knights of the Silver Fist sent a patrol down there last week, and even they couldn’t purge the spells fast enough to figure out where they were going. It’s going to take a lot more coin and effort than the Council is willing to invest right now.”


  “I see,” I said. “Well, thanks for help. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.”


  “No problem.” The man smiled again and clapped me on the arm. “We should get drinks sometime!”


  I grinned back. “I’d like that.”


  I rendezvoused with Kaseya a few minutes later, and I led her further down the street on the off chance the guard actually remembered our meeting and tried to do something about it. A true enchanter could probably prevent that particular side effect, but sorcery was inherently unpredictable. 


  “You seem…conflicted,” she said once we reached a reasonably private corner a few blocks away. “What did you learn?”


  “Apparently the reason that Senosi Huntress didn’t engage is because she wasn’t actually there for us,” I said. “She hired those thugs to ambush a shipment of illegal enchanted goods.”


  Kaseya’s face didn’t light up with surprise like I expected. She looked more relieved than anything, which I found odd…


  “A strange but fortuitous coincidence, then,” she said. 


  “In a way,” I said. “From the sound of it, there’s an ongoing power struggle between several different factions of the underworld right now. The strongest one is led by a woman they call the ‘Black Mistress,’ whose major crime seems to be harboring uncertified spellcasters and circulating illegal magical items.”


  “She sounds like a potential ally,” Kaseya said. 


  “Maybe,” I said, furtively glancing about in search of eavesdroppers. “I don’t know for certain, but I bet that Huntress was sent here by the Inquisitrix to try and help overthrow the Black Mistress. Not because she cares about Highwind, of course—she just knows that destabilizing the city is in Vorsalos’s best interests.”


  Kaseya nodded absently. I still thought her reaction was a little strange, and I made mental note to ask her about it later. 


  “The important thing is that apparently this Huntress isn’t after us,” I went on. “We may have smacked down her thugs, but it sounds like she has more important things on her plate right now. All in all, I’d say we’re reasonably safe for the moment.”


  “What about this Black Mistress? Do you wish to try and contact her?”


  “I don’t know how—yet.” I paused and considered our options. “Well, we still need coin regardless, and I suspect our best bet is probably some good, old-fashioned mercenary work. Assuming you’re up for it.”


  “You know I am, Maskari,” Kaseya said. 


  I sighed. “We talked about this. You can just call me Jorem.”


  “As you wish,” she said, smiling faintly. “Jorem.”


  “Better,” I said, grinning. “Before I left, a friend of mine recommended I check the official bounty boards maintained by the Highwind Guard. Most of the guilds won’t bother will small-time contracts, but it’s a decent way to make connections and prove your worth.”


  “To whom?” Kaseya asked. 


  It was a good question, probably even better than she realized. I had fled Vorsalos out of desperation, not because I’d concocted a grand scheme to acquire riches. I would have loved to study magic here, but from what I’d heard the Highwind Academy didn’t accept sorcerers. Apparently their current Headmistress—a haughty high elf, if my information was correct—was also a tremendous bitch. 


  I couldn’t hire myself out as a mercenary spellcaster for the same reason: every reputable business and guild in town required an Academy certificate up front. The only ones left were the “disreputable” businesses and guilds, which, to be fair, were the people I had the most experience dealing with anyway. 


  “I’m sure there are plenty of folks in this city willing to pay good coin for a competent sorcerer,” I said. “Especially one with an even more competent bodyguard.”


  I asked for directions from the nearest shopkeeper, and they directed me to the board near the district’s exit. The postings were even more numerous than I had expected. Some paid almost nothing, and plenty of others struck me as downright fraudulent. But perhaps that was just my Vorsalosian cynicism talking. 


  “If you cannot choose, perhaps you should consult the Aether for guidance,” Kaseya suggested.


  I turned and frowned. “How so?”


  She shrugged. “On Nol Krovos, experienced moshalim—sorcerers—will often call upon the Aether to reveal glimpses of the future.”


  “Unfortunately, that’s well beyond my abilities,” I said, squinting at the postings. “And finding a teacher was never in the cards.”


  “Perhaps you should return to the island with me someday,” Kaseya said. “My people are not fond of outsiders, but as my Maskari they would be compelled to allow you entry. Our moshalim could teach you a great deal.”


  “I bet they could,” I murmured. I wasn’t thinking about the sorcerers, of course. If the women there were even half as beautiful as Kaseya…


  “Fornication with another moshalim’s bond-mate is punishable by death,” she said. “Unless her Maskari permits it.”


  “Yeah, I didn’t mean…” I trailed off and closed my eyes. I really needed to learn to control my thoughts better. “Let’s just focus on picking out a job, okay?”


  Kaseya shrugged and glanced back at the board. “What about these? They all mention bandits on the North Road. Kidnappings, theft…”


  I glanced at the different postings and nodded. “The fact there’s more than one probably means they’re not all a hoax. The pay isn’t great, but maybe we’ll get lucky and be able to collect on more than one.”


  “It is also a chance to attain considerable honor,” she said. “Earn enough and perhaps the people of the city will begin to respect all moshalim.”


  I snorted, assuming it was a joke…but then I saw her face and belatedly remembered just how naïve she was. “Unfortunately, things don’t work that way here.”


  Kaseya turned. “You think I am foolish.”


  “No, I think you’re….” I trailed off and licked my lips. “I think Nol Krovos sounds like a nice place with good people, but the culture here is very different.”


  Her eyes flicked about the nearby market. “I shall trust in your wisdom, Jorem.”


  I grunted and plucked one of the postings from the board. In all my years scraping by in Vorsalos, I had never once imagined that I would be trying to eke out a living as a mercenary. I was a sorcerer—I had the power of the gods at my fingertips!


  But you don’t have Valuri or her coin. And you never will again, since you abandoned her to the Inquisitrix.


   Kaseya frowned at me. “Is something wrong?”


  “No,” I lied, the long-buried guilt rising in my stomach once again. I had managed to go almost a whole day without thinking of Valuri by name, but now there it was, burning a hole in my conscience. Even the company of a beautiful woman could only help me ignore what I’d done for so long. 


  “Something is upsetting you,” she said, touching my shoulder. “If you tell me, I can—”


  “There’s nothing you can do,” I told her. I forced a smile and gestured towards the city wall with my chin. “Come on, let’s get moving.”
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  The bounty posting directed us to a small shop near the northern gate. A Mage’s Guild symbol was emblazoned on a wooden placard outside, and the long-bearded, unkempt-robe-wearing owner fit the stereotype of the doddering old wizard so perfectly it almost made me suspicious. I was concerned he would pepper us with questions before giving us the details of the bounty, but thankfully he wasn’t much of a talker. He split his time evenly between gawking at Kaseya’s cleavage and leering at her long legs. 


  Thankfully, the bounty itself was rather straightforward. Apparently a guild caravan had been scheduled to arrive two days ago, but the Duskwatch Rangers found the carriage burned and upended on the road yesterday. The guild’s ongoing assumption was that bandits had stolen the cargo in order to trade it with Vorsalosian relic smugglers, a group of people I had far too much experience dealing with. 


  “Five thousand coins for the return of the supplies,” Kaseya said once we’d left the shop. “Is that a generous offer?”


  “It’s not quite enough for any big-time mercenaries to pursue, but it will make huge difference to us,” I told her. “We could live here comfortably for a year or two with that kind of coin.”


  “Then we should depart at once, yes? Unless we travel through the night, it will take us at least two days to make this trip on foot.”


  “Yeah, we just need to pick up some basic supplies first,” I said, running a hand back through my short hair. Something about this didn’t feel right, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Perhaps it was just the strange coincidence that the first decent job offer I’d found involved both magic and smugglers from Vorsalos. Was it too convenient, or was I just being paranoid like usual?


  Either way, I couldn’t really say no to this much gold. Not when my coin purse was so light a stiff wind would have blown it away. And of course, there was also another, less reputable option here…


  “If that guardsman was right and the Black Mistress deals in illegal enchanted goods, we could potentially use this cargo to buy our way into her favor,” I said. “We’d lose out on the coin, but having a powerful ally is a better bargain in the long run.”


  Kaseya frowned. “But you promised that old man you would recover his belongings.”


  “I know, but…” I glanced away and sighed. Considering how obsessed she was with following her own pledge, I should have known she wouldn’t respond well to the idea of backing out on an agreement. “Look, you’re just going to have to trust me, all right?”


  “Whether I trust you or not, I am bound to obey your commands,” she said. “Lead on.”


  I bit down on my lip. I really wasn’t comfortable with the idea of making her do something she didn’t want to do. As I kept telling her—and myself—she was not my slave. Sooner or later we were going to have to work that out. 


  For now, however, she was right that we needed to keep moving. After purchasing some basic supplies for the trip, we departed the city through the northern gate along with half a dozen caravans headed towards the mining villages in the mountains. I was actually surprised when the guards didn’t harass us; living in Vorsalos had apparently jaded me even more than I realized. Highwind was legendary for its adventurer guilds and mercenary bands, so I should have known that Kaseya and I wouldn’t look out of place.


  A few hours into the trip, I really started to regret the fact I couldn’t afford a horse, and an hour after that I became convinced that my legs were about to fall off. Unsurprisingly, Kaseya didn’t seem fazed in the slightest. She navigated with the map we’d purchased in town, diverting us off the road and into the forest whenever we could shave time off our trip. We encountered a few Duskwatch patrols as well, enough to make me feel reasonably safe about your detours through otherwise untracked terrain. I was far more worried about collapsing from exhaustion than being eaten by a bear. 


  I distracted myself from the pain and fatigue by imagining how good it was going to feel when I bent her over a rock and fucked her beneath the stars tonight. Assuming I had any strength left by that point.  


  Gods, you really are pathetic. All that power, all that potential, and you’ve stooped to taking advantage of a brainwashed girl from a backwards culture. 


  As the hours ticked by, Valuri’s scolding voice became a permanent fixture inside my head. She wouldn’t have approved of anything I’d done since leaving Vorsalos, and she would have been downright horrified about Kaseya. The two women had plenty of things in common—determination, grit, self-reliance, perfect tits—but in terms of personality they were essentially polar opposites. No one in their right mind would have ever described Valuri as submissive or obedient, and despite the fact I had fucked her hundreds of times and spilled in her mouth a few hundred more, she had always projected an aura of mystery I found irresistible. 


  Kaseya sensed my ruminations, but thankfully she eventually stopped asking what was bothering me. I could tell that my elusiveness was starting to bother her, however, and I spent the last few hours before nightfall building up the courage to tell her the whole story.


  We reached a cozy-looking copse just before the sun vanished beneath the horizon, and I decided it was probably the best place for us to set up camp for the evening. Kaseya immediately set to work acquiring wood for a fire while I circled the perimeter and checked for any signs of trouble. I inscribed a few wards at the edges of our camp just in case someone tried to sneak up on us, fully aware that they wouldn’t do a damn thing against a Senosi Huntress. They would work on bandits just fine, though, not to mention the random hungry bear or troll.  


  Once Kaseya had assembled enough wood, I ignited the pile with a burst of magical flame and sat down next to her on the bedroll. “Before we eat, there’s something I’ve wanted to tell you,” I said. “Something you deserve to know.”


  “You are not required to part with your secrets,” she reminded me.   


  “Maybe not, but I want to,” I said. “You’ve been so open with me…it only seems fair.”


  Her cheek twitched ever so slightly, enough that I suddenly wondered if she hadn’t actually been that open to me. But I decided to press on regardless. 


  “Back in town, I mentioned that I used to occasionally work for a Senosi Huntress,” I said. “That’s true, but it’s only part of the story. I didn’t just work for her. The two of us were close. Too close sometimes, honestly.”


  “She was the first woman you ever copulated with,” Kaseya said.


  “Uh…yeah, there’s also that,” I murmured. “Her name was Valuri Sovaal, and without her I never would have survived this long. She shielded me from the wrath of the Inquisitrix, but it was more than that. She taught me things….things I don’t think I could have learned from anyone else.” 


  “Did you love her?”


  I bit down on my lip. “I’m not sure I’d call it love, exactly. But let’s just say that we were an incredibly effective team. I had never met anyone like her before. I still haven’t.” I paused and pursed my lips. “We worked together for a little over a year before the Inquisitrix learned about our relationship. Everything we’d built, everything we had worked to accomplish…it all crumbled overnight. I saw the other Huntresses drag her away, and I was powerless to stop them.”


  Kaseya’s eyes narrowed in thought. No matter how much I struggled to control my mood, I had no doubt that plenty of my feelings were slipping through into her collar. “You feel guilty that you could not help her.”


  “Calling it ‘guilt’ doesn’t begin to cover it,” I said. “She took an enormous risk sparing me, and I owe her a debt I can never repay. But when those Huntresses took her…I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. My magic is virtually worthless against them, and I didn’t exactly have a lot of allies waiting around to risk their lives for a renegade sorcerer and his Senosi lover. There was nothing I could do.”


  I grunted and crossed my arms. “That was almost three months ago. By now she’s almost certainly dead, but not before the Inquisitrix tortured her. Just thinking about it makes me…”


  I closed my eyes and balled my hands into fists. I didn’t even hear Kaseya move, but a moment later her hands were gently squeezing my shoulders and her lips were barely an inch from mine. She didn’t say anything; she just held onto me and remained close. 


  “At the very least, Valuri deserves justice,” I whispered as I reopened my eyes. “I promised myself that one day I would return to Vorsalos and avenge her, but it was just a lie to dull the pain. I don’t think I can ever go back. All I can do is start over.”


  “I do not know much about the world beyond Nol Krovos,” Kaseya said, “but even my people fear the growing reach of this Inquisitrix. Hestiah and I were sent to Vorsalos to investigate the situation. We didn’t learn much before we were forced to flee.”


  “Well, you can bet that the Inquisitrix wouldn’t approve of your sorcerers or your culture in general,” I said. “She wants to purge the world of magic, but in the meantime she’s content to recruit and train women as channelers.”


  “Only women?”


  “Yeah. Ostensibly, she believes they are the only ones who can properly resist the ‘darkest temptations’ of the Aether.”


  Kaseya pursed her lips in thought. “I suppose that perception is not entirely dissimilar from that of our matriarchs. They believe that the moshalim are inherently deadly and unstable. We bond with them so that we can sate their desires and temper the darkest of their impulses.”


  “Well, in the case of the Inquisitrix, it’s all a big lie anyway. I’m not convinced that she actually cares about purging magic. All she wants is power, and she’s spent the last several decades amassing a cult to help her take over the city.”


  Kaseya shifted forward and wrapped her hands around my neck. “Perhaps you and I should return to Vorsalos someday. We could avenge your friend and destroy these Senosi at the source.”


  I snorted. “I think we might need an army first.”


  “Once they are fully bonded, an amazon and her Maskari are more than a match for any army,” Kaseya said.  


  I almost laughed before I realized she was serious. Her earnest confidence really was charming in its own way, assuming it didn’t end up getting us killed. 


  On impulse, I pulled her in for a long, deep kiss. My hands didn’t slide further beneath her skirt, nor did hers attempt to breach my trousers. We just held each other close for several long, breathless minutes, and when she finally leaned away we both smiled at each other for several long, breathless minutes more. 


  “Maybe I will return home one day,” I said eventually. “I just wanted you to know the full story.”


  “Thank you for telling me,” Kaseya replied. She stared at me for a long moment, her eyes glimmering in the firelight. “We should continue to strengthen our connection tonight. I promise that it will make you feel better.”


  “Of that, I have no doubt.”


  Kaseya smiled. “You should consider activating your ring. It will allow you to experience the full range of my emotions, just as I experience yours.”


  I held up my left hand and studied the ring she had given me. “So I get to activate or deactivate mine whenever I want, but you don’t.”


  “Correct. My collar cannot be removed.”


  “That doesn’t seem fair.”


  “It is not meant to be fair.”


  “Maybe it should be,” I said. “Here’s to equality…”


  I tapped the ring with my thumb. The tiny glyphs inscribed on the surface began to glow, and a moment later I felt a wave of emotions crash over me as if I had just smashed open a mental dam. Sorting through them was almost impossible, but amidst the deluge there was one that stuck out above all the others. 


  Specifically, her overwhelming desire for me to throw her onto the ground, mount her from behind, and fuck her ass until her cries of pleasure echoed throughout the forest. 


  She smiled devilishly when I met her eyes, and my cock hardened to full length in less than a second. The raw intensity of her lust was almost unbelievable. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who had spent the entire day fantasizing out what would happen when we finally set up camp for the night. 


  “Holy shit,” I stammered. “I don’t—”


  Kaseya leaned forward and kissed me. Her tongue pierced my lips at nearly the same moment her hand slipped into my trousers. Her fingers deftly worked my cock free, and she stroked me in perfect rhythm with the movement of our lips. I couldn’t believe how much she wanted this—she, Kaseya, not just her collar. 


  She wanted me to hold her down and fuck her as hard as I could. She wanted me to tame her, to dominate her, to remind her that even though she was a proud amazon warrior, I was the one in charge. Her taught, perfectly honed body was ultimately nothing more than a wet sheath for my aching cock. And it always would be. 


  Grabbing ahold of her wrists, I tossed her down into the dirt next to the fire as hard as I could. She gasped in surprise, but I could feel the ripple of excitement shudder through her body. I pounced on top of her before she could turn around or stand, effectively pinning her beneath me. 


  “Get your ass in the air,” I growled into her ear. “Now!”


  She obediently shuffled her knees forward, lifting her ass off the ground and presenting herself to me like a bitch in heat. I kept one hand pressed firmly against her head to hold her face flat against the ground while the other swatted aside the leather straps of her skirt and ripped apart the thong beneath. With a primal roar of conquest, I plunged my manhood straight into her sopping, smoldering cunt. 


  Her muffled squeal echoed off the trees, and once again I felt a shudder of pleasure cascade through her entire body. Our magical bond had essentially created an endless loop of ecstasy: my pleasure rippled through her, which then in turn rippled back through me. The rougher I thrust, the harder she whimpered; the harder she whimpered, the harder I thrust. Within mere moments I was pounding into her so violently that her ass and thighs had turned red. 


  But I wasn’t done yet. 


  I pulled out mere moments before I flooded her cunt with my seed. My glistening cock twitched in mid-air, enraged that I hadn’t given it the release it so desperately craved. I paused just long enough to catch my breath and regain control before I shoved her face even harder into the dirt. 


  “Spread your knees,” I ordered. “Give me your ass!”


  Kaseya did as I commanded, offering me the one hole I had yet to claim. I pressed my throbbing cockhead against her nether entrance, using my free hand to help guide it into her swollen inch by swollen inch. I could feel her pain and her pleasure all at once, and it only encouraged me to plunge deeper more quickly. Knowing that I’d been the first man to claim her virgin cunt made my cock twinge every time I thought about it, but there was something truly special about being the first man to fuck a woman’s beautiful ass. The pleading whimpers, the impossible tightness, the undeniable sense of power and domination…


  “Take it all!” I snarled, shifting my grip to her long ponytail. I wrenched it back every time I thrust, lifting her head and then slamming it down again. My inhibitions faded as my cock swelled. My guilt evaporated as her cries became more and more intense. 


  “Maskari!” Kaseya cried out. “I am yours!”


  I yanked her head back one final time as my seed flooded her bowels. My cock seemed to plunge deeper with every spasm, and by the fifth volley I was completely spent. I collapsed atop her yet again, pinning her flat against like a lioness who had just been dominated by the king of the pride. I remained there for several minutes until my cock had completely shriveled, and when I finally leaned up I was once again astonished at how much I had pumped into her. The viscous white stream trickling down her ass to her quim was already pooling on the ground. 


  I have no idea of how long I sat there on my haunches, marveling at the sight of the moonlight glinting off her body and wondering for the millionth time what in the multiverse I had done to deserve her. She turned towards me and smiled tiredly but contentedly. I was a big enough man to admit that I had enjoyed the company of whores in Vorsalos, and once I had even enjoyed the attention of a guild lord’s harem. All those women had been attractive and attentive, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I had thoroughly enjoyed filling them—and occasionally covering them—with my seed. 


  But Kaseya wasn’t a whore or a slave, not really. She had chosen this. She wanted this. Her smiles and pleased whimpers were the greatest gifts of all. 


  I crawled back over to her, and in response she lifted her ass and presented herself for me again. But I didn’t want her that way. I flipped her over onto her back, placed her ankles upon my shoulders, and pressed down until her knees were touching her chest. My lips hovered an inch above hers, and I waited for her to smile and placed her hands around my neck before I kissed her. My tongue slipped into her mouth at the same time my cock thrust into her quim. 


  I pumped her slowly, gently, as if she were the most important thing in the world. When her nails dug into my flesh and her body seized in climax, I flooded her with every drop of seed I had left. Our names echoed through the forest, screamed from one another’s lips. 


  I was her Maskari, and she was my amazon warrior. I had only known her for a week, and I already couldn’t imagine it any other way. 
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  As hard as it was to believe, Kaseya and I were actually able to walk mostly fine the next morning even without the aid of restorative magic. We made even better time than the previous day, actually, though I did have to deactivate my ring after only a few hours. Containing my own libido was difficult enough without hers amplifying it, and we did need to move fairly quickly if we wanted to reach the bandit’s stronghold by nightfall. Assuming it was real and not a hoax, anyway. 


  The map led us more or less in the right direction, and Kaseya’s tracking skills filled in the gaps when necessary. We passed the North Road around noon, though we didn’t spot any travelers or caravans. The boot prints in the nearby forest were still fresh, however, and based on their number alone I was fairly certain we had found the right trail. A few hours before nightfall, my suspicions were confirmed. 


  Unfortunately, so were my biggest doubts. 


  “That’s not an outpost,” I whispered. “It’s a bloody fortress.”


  Based on the description from the bounty, I had expected a ramshackle wooden fort built into the side of the mountain, not half of a damn castle. End to end, the walls stretched at least a hundred yards, though the size worried me far less than the battlements and the twin watchtowers. Even from here I could see at least nine men on the walls, and for all we knew there could have been fifty more inside the actual keep and courtyard. The only remotely encouraging sign was that the stone was old and crumbling, but it was probably more than sufficient to repel an assault from anything short of heavy siege equipment or powerful magic. 


  “I thought you said there were dozens of small mining villages along the edge of the mountains here,” Kaseya said, leaning down in the grass next to me. 


  “According to the map, there are,” I said. “Their militias wouldn’t have a chance in hell against fortifications like this. Then again, a patrol of knights wouldn’t have a chance against fortifications like this, either.”


  I slumped behind the knoll and swore under my breath. I hadn’t expected this to be as easy blasting a few thugs and recovering the stolen cargo, but this had devolved from “dangerous” to “suicidal” in record time.


  “Based on the tracks we found and the fact that these men haven’t attempted to rule any of the villages, I doubt there are more than fifteen or twenty warriors inside,” Kaseya said, her eyes narrowing in thought. “You shouldn’t be so concerned. “If we wait for the cover of night, we should be able to—”


  “We could be outnumbered twenty to one for all we know,” I interrupted. “I don’t care how dark it gets—we’re not overcoming those odds.”


  She frowned. “They are merely brigands. You are moshalim, and I am a trained amazon warrior. They will not be able to stand against us.”


  I sighed and rubbed at my temples. Last night I had found her earnest self-assuredness charming, but it had suddenly become a liability. “Look, I appreciate the vote of confidence, but we have to be realistic. The two of us can’t—”


  “I am as skilled with a bow as a blade,” Kaseya interrupted. “Once I remove the sentry in the eastern tower, your magic can propel me up onto the wall. I can easily eliminate their other spotters and catch the rest in their sleep.”


   I paused and studied her silhouette as she squinted out towards the fortress. I didn’t need to reactivate my ring to know that she wasn’t just blustering. She was fully convinced that she could sneak inside the fortress and discreetly murder a few dozen men in their sleep. My mind flashed back to a few years ago when Valuri and I had shared almost the exact same argument about an underground base filled with local gangsters. I was the one who constantly ran the risk of overchanneling the Aether and destroying himself, but apparently fate thought it was a good idea to repeatedly pair me off with beautiful, deadly, suicidally-confident women.


  “Getting you up onto the wall would be easy, true,” I admitted, “but I’m not just going to let you take on an entire fort full of brigands by yourself.”


  “It is the only way I can guarantee your safety,” Kaseya told me. “If I am overwhelmed, you will still be able to escape.”


  “Just because you pledged to serve me doesn’t make you expendable. If we’re going to do this, we’ll do it together.”


  “If that is your wish. But whatever our strategy, you should allow me to bear the brunt of the risk.”


  I couldn’t help but shake my head and grin at the sheer absurdity of the situation. Last night I had been holding her face-down in the dirt while I savagely fucked her ass, and now, barely half a day later, she was perfectly willing to charge into an enemy fortress and die on my behalf. It was ludicrous beyond reason. And yet here we were. 


  “Before we do anything, we should get a closer look at their numbers and defenses,” I said. “We can’t risk approaching on foot, but there’s a chance I can scry on them from here.”


  Kaseya turned to face me. “I did not realize you had mastered such magic.”


  “I haven’t, which is why I don’t know if it will actually work,” I said. “As a friend of mine used to say, I know a little about a lot of things. Sadly, in the real world that doesn’t seem as useful as knowing a lot about a few.”


  I closed my eyes and stretched out through the Aether. In my mind’s eye, I could see the field surrounding us almost like I had become a leaf on the wind, but moving my field of view closer to the fortress proved even more strenuous than I’d anticipated. I felt Kaseya stir next to me, and after a few moments she pressed her forehead against mine. 


  “I am no sorcerer,” she said, “but the moshalim on Nol Krovos often find that physical contact aids with their concentration.”


  “All right,” I whispered. It didn’t make any sense to me, but I wasn’t about to push her away for no reason. The flowery scent of her hair—how did it always smell so damn good?—greeted my nostrils and did actually help me relax. 


  It took a few more minutes, but I eventually I managed to stretch my senses all the way to fortress. Other than the nine sentries on the battlements, I only sensed a handful more inside the actual keep. They were all haggard and half-starving, and their weapons and armor were clearly scavenged and/or stolen. I made a mental note of the structural weaknesses in the stone and the locations of all their potential light-sources…


  “All right,” I said, opening my eyes. “There are fewer men than I thought, and they’re not equipped particularly well. I’m a little surprised they managed to steal cargo from guild wizards, honestly.”


  “Do you know if the supplies are still here?”


  “If they are, they’re probably inside the keep. I can’t stretch my senses that far.” I paused. “They certainly don’t look like they’ve received any kind of massive payment. I bet they’re still waiting for their buyer to show up.”


  “Then we arrived just in time,” Kaseya said. 


  “Yeah,” I murmured. Something about this didn’t feel right, and not just because we were so badly outnumbered. If the cargo the mages were delivering was at all valuable—and the five thousand coin bounty suggested it was—then why wouldn’t the guild have had more guards defending it? Even a few apprentices and a hired sword or two could have probably held off an ambush from this sorry lot. 


  Regardless, at this point it didn’t really matter. Our odds were a lot better than I’d first thought, and the bottom line was that I needed the coin—or a way to buy my way into the good graces of the Black Mistress. Either way, an opportunity like this might not present itself again for a while. 


  “All right,” I said. “We still have some time. All we need now is a plan.”


   


  ***


   


  We waited until a few hours after nightfall before we risked creeping closer to the fortress. Without the torch sconces on the battlements we wouldn’t have been able to spot the sentries, and even with them my eyes took quite a while to properly adjust. The cloudy sky had all but smothered the moon tonight, which Kaseya considered a good omen. I was reserving judgment until after we got through this alive. 


  “Not that I doubt your training,” I whispered as she drew her bow and nocked an arrow, “but I wouldn’t trust an elven ranger to make a shot from this distance in this lighting.”


  “I can see his silhouette,” she said. “The air is still and conditions are favorable. I have taken longer shots before.”


  I sensed the slightest hint of wounded pride in her voice. I had only known her for a few days now, but I could already tell that she was the kind of the woman who took failure as a personal insult. Valuri had been the same way; she had practically thrown a fit every time she’d missed a shot with her crossbow, no matter the range or wind. 


  Apparently I really did have a weakness for perfectionist women with smoldering hot bodies. Who knew?


  “If you miss, the whole fort will be after us,” I said, touching Kaseya’s arm before she could draw back the bowstring. “And if you don’t kill him outright, we’ll have the same problem.”


  She traced a finger down the limb of her bow. “This weapon was enchanted by one of our most powerful moshalim. Arrows fired from its string are designed to kill quickly and quietly.”


  I frowned and studied the weapon. I could feel the Aetheric energy coursing through the wood, though I couldn’t discern the exact nature of the enchantment. Artifice was well outside my realm of expertise. 


  “It’s still too risky,” I said. 


  Kaseya cocked a red eyebrow. “You have a different suggestion?”


  I pursed my lips and stared at the fort. The reasonable voice in my head was still yelling at me to turn and get out of here, but the impulsive voice—the one I usually listened to—had a better idea. 


  “I know a technique to enhance my own vision,” I said. “Normally it doesn’t work on anyone else, but maybe we can exploit this bond of ours somehow.”


  Taking a deep breath, I reached out to the Aether and tried to remember exactly how to weave this particular spell. It took a few minutes, but eventually my eyes sharpened to the point where I could see through the darkness almost as well as if it were broad daylight. The tower sentry, once an amorphous shadow, was now clearly a man leaning back against the battlements and struggling to ward off sleep. 


  “I can see him,” Kaseya said, her own eyes narrowing in concentration. “It is…remarkable.”


  “Then this is all you, sweetheart,” I said, releasing her arm. “Go ahead and show me what you can do.”


  She drew back the bowstring and took aim. Considering what was at stake, I should have been completely silent and focused on her target. But because I was pathetic and apparently insatiable, my eyes drifted down to her bare thighs as she braced herself on a knee. I couldn’t help but imagine her naked, thong-less quim beneath the leather straps of her skirt. If we got out of this in one piece, I promised myself that I was going to have an enormous amount of fun destroying that tight little ass of hers again tonight…


  Kaseya turned and lowered her bow. “Shall I relieve you again before we continue?”


  “What? No.” I sighed and rubbed at my forehead. “Sorry, I’m not trying to distract you. It’s just…you know.”


  I was reasonably sure I saw her smirk before she drew the bowstring again, but she turned away before I could be sure. I took a deep breath and forced my mind to stay clear. I really hated being a man sometimes. Not often, admittedly, and not for long. But still…


  The sudden twang of her bowstring refocused my attention. Her arrow arched through the night sky, its silver fletching glinting in the moonlight for a mere fraction of a second before it pierced the sentry’s neck. He died instantly and soundlessly thanks to the magic in her bow, though Kaseya still held up her hand and paused for a moment just in case anyone inside had noticed the shot. When we didn’t hear anything for half a minute, she pointed towards the wall. 


  I nodded and dashed along beside her, trying to keep as low and quiet as I could. As impressed as I was with her shot, I was even more astonished by the abrupt shift in her mood and demeanor. Just like when we had been attacked off the docks, she had transitioned from obsequious servant to hardened warrior in the blink of an eye. Yet again I was reminded of Valuri, and yet again my stomach clenched when I thought about how I’d abandoned her…


  Biting down on my lip hard enough to draw blood, I glanced up to the edge of the beleaguered battlements once we reached the fortress’s edge. Kaseya looked at me expectantly, and I nodded as I reached out to the Aether and cradled her body in an invisible fist of magical force. Taking another deep breath to aim and focus, I hurled her up onto the wall and held her in place until she confirmed her safety through our link. 


  Now just make sure you don’t fuck up and throw yourself all the way over the wall and into the courtyard. 


  Wincing at the memory of my last few failed attempts to fly, I repeated the same technique and launched myself up straight into the air. My aim wasn’t perfect—I almost crashed into the crenellations by being overcautious with my arc—but I managed to tumble when I hit the top of the battlements and roll safely into position.  


  Kaseya, for her part, leapt into action the moment she knew I was safe. Dashing towards the watchtower, she quickly checked the corpse inside before she scrambled to the door and lined up a shot at the other tower sentry. He was dead a full ten seconds before I caught up to her, but she wasn’t done: when one of the bandits from the courtyard unexpectedly ascended the steps towards the tower, she nocked another arrow and silently eliminated him as well.  


  Three shots, three horrifyingly accurate kills. Forget taking bounties—she could just join the Duskwatch Rangers and get promoted to captain in a few weeks. We could probably live comfortably off her salary. I could just sit at home reading all day, waiting patiently for her to shift to end so I could tie her up and fuck her until morning…


  “Are you ready?” Kaseya whispered. 


  “Yeah,” I rasped, reaching out to the Aether again. If the stench of blood and death couldn’t pull my mind out of the sewer, then maybe I really was hopeless. 


  I followed closely behind her as she crept towards the closest staircase, bow still in hand. Most of the bandits were still sleeping on the bedrolls in the courtyard, blissfully unaware of our presence. Killing them would be easy enough; I could conjure a fireball and vaporize most of them before they had a chance to react. But I wasn’t here to murder a bunch of starving bandits, even the ones that deserved it. I might have been a terrible person—my recent behavior with my accidental amazon slave seemed to corroborate this theory pretty strongly—but I still liked to believe I was a few shades better than a murderous psychopath. For now, at least. 


  Once we reached the ground floor and confirmed that no one was awake, we sneaked across the dirt courtyard all the way to the door of the inner keep. While Kaseya pressed her ear against the dilapidated wooden door, I reached out through the Aether to see if I could sense anyone nearby on the other side. I was only a dabbler with clairvoyant magic, just like with most channeling techniques, but I was reasonably confident in my ability to detect the presence of any magical items within a few dozen yards. 


  Which was precisely why the hairs on the back of my neck started to prickle when I sensed a person instead.


  Kaseya squatted down next to me and frowned when our bond relayed my growing anxiety. “I do not hear any additional sentries. What’s wrong?”


  “I can sense an Aetheric echo in there,” I told her. “But it’s from a person, not the supplies.”


  She creased her head in concentration. “Yes…I can sense it too. A prisoner? Perhaps one of the guild members who was escorting the caravan?”


  “Maybe, but if so we shouldn’t sense anything. Wizards don’t produce an Aetheric echo like sorcerers do.”


  “Perhaps one of the bandits is a rogue moshalim.”


  “Let’s hope not,” I said, hissing softly between my teeth. “All right, we’ll stick to the plan and have a look around.  We’ll head inside and—”


  The door to the keep suddenly burst open mid-word, slamming into Kaseya and knocking her into me. We tumbled together in an awkward ball of arms and legs before she somehow managed to vault off me and unsheathe her sword. I recovered my balance just in time to watch her charge the thoroughly shocked bandit and skewer her blade straight through his gut. 


  He did not die silently. His gurgling shriek echoed off the walls of the fortress, and we were suddenly out of time.


  “Oh, shit.”


  To their credit, the bandits sleeping in the courtyard were awake and armed in a matter of seconds, and the sound of frantic, booted footfalls rumbled from inside the keep as more men rushed out to see what the hell had just happened. Kaseya, as unflappable as ever, grabbed her shield off her back and braced herself for their charge.


  “Keep them at bay while I hold the door!” she shouted. 


  I swore under my breath as I sheathed myself in a glowing mantle of protective magic. I only had a few more seconds before I got swarmed, not nearly enough to muster enough power for a full-on assault. So instead, I improvised. 


  Extending both my hands, I blasted the ground in front of me with a gout of green magical fire until I had created a semi-circular wall around us. Most of the bandits dove away, terrified at the sight of magic, and between the rising smoke and the crackling flames we had decent cover for if and when they invariably overcame their fear. 


  Behind me, Kaseya had already clashed with a pair of bandits, scything down one and bashing the other with her shield. A third charged at her from the doorway, an enormous axe clutched in both his oversized hands. He swung across his body like he was chopping down a tree, but Kaseya expertly caught the wild attack with her shield, deflecting the axe rather than attempting to stop it head-on. The bandit careened off balance, allowing her to lunge inside his guard and thrust her sword through his chest. 


  I was just about to blast the battlements and scare off the survivors when an arrow whistled through the flaming wall and struck Kaseya in the shoulder. I froze in place, mortified, and time seemed to slow around me as she crumpled to a knee. A second shot followed the first, glancing harmlessly off my spell armor, but at that point I was barely even paying attention. The instant I saw blood hemorrhaging down her back, I screamed and unleashed my full power. 


  The Aether coursed through me like lightning through metal. I whirled about to face the other bandits, my entire body immolated in green, sorcerous flame. I hurled a fireball from each hand, detonating one on either side of the courtyard. The explosions were so loud they made my ears pop, and the force of the blasts hurled stone and flaming debris in every direction. By the time the ash settled and the air went still, there was virtually nothing left besides black heaps of smoldering bone. 


  I dove down next to Kaseya and clutched at her wound. She seemed completely oblivious to the pain. She was just staring wide-eyed at the destruction I’d wrought.


  “Moshalim…” she murmured. 


  “Just hold still,” I said, numbing her shoulder as best I could before I yanked the arrow free. She winced but didn’t cry out, and I channeled a burst of restorative energy into her wound. Her skin sealed shut after a few seconds, and as far as I could tell there wasn’t any lingering damage.


  “Such power, such devastation…” Kaseya murmured as if she were in some kind of trance. “This is why the Senosi fear you.”


  “One of many reasons,” I said, trying to ignore the stench of smoke and seared flesh. My hands and arms tingled painfully; the Aetheric backlash was already taking its toll on my body. “I’m sure you have the same problem with your sorcerers back home.”


  “Not like this,” she whispered. “Never like this…”


  I frowned, confused, before I heard a pleading whimper from somewhere inside the keep. “The prisoner,” I said, standing. “Can you walk?”


  Kaseya nodded and retrieved her sword. “I am nearly at full strength.”


  She led the way into the keep. I followed closely behind her, wondering if there was some way I could extend the protection of my spell armor to her. It had worked with my vision enhancing technique, after all. Perhaps I could find a way to exploit our bond in other ways. 


  The fortress interior was much smaller than it had appeared from the outside. Most of the original rooms had been crushed in cave-ins over time, though the original dungeon had apparently survived more or less intact. We followed the whimpers down a staircase, and a horrid, rotting scent assaulted my nostrils halfway down. 


  “In here,” Kaseya said. “Goddess be merciful.”


  I swept in behind her and examined the area. Half a dozen cells were arrayed around the rectangular room, all sealed by rusty iron bars. The source of the foul smell was obvious—two of the three current prisoners were dead. They were clad in the gray-blue robes of guild wizards, and they had clearly been tortured quite thoroughly before someone had finally slashed open their throats. 


  The final prisoner, a short human female, was alive and visibly unharmed aside from the fact she had been stripped naked. I winced when I thought about how many times these bandits had probably raped her, but I didn’t spot a single bruise or lesion anywhere on her body. 


  “Oh, thank the gods,” the woman gasped, glancing up through her tangled brown hair. “I knew the Archmage would send someone to rescue us eventually! I just…” She paused when she belatedly realized we weren’t wearing guild attire. “Wait, who are you?”


  “It’s all right—we’re mercenaries from Highwind,” I told her. “We’re not technically with the guild, but they are the ones who offered the bounty.”


  “Bounty?” she rasped. “But I heard the sounds of magic! I thought they’d sent a hundred wizards to fetch us!”


  “Not quite,” I murmured. 


  “Jorem is more than capable of handling the situation himself,” Kaseya said, dashing forward and fiddling with the lock. “Just remain calm and we will free you.”


  The woman seemed to freeze up the moment she heard my name, and it was only then, when she flicked the haggard strands of hair from her face, that I realized why. 


  I didn’t gasp or swear or do anything else so obvious, but I could actually feel some of the puzzle pieces in my mind slide into place. Suddenly this whole situation made a lot more sense.


  “Well whoever you are, I can’t thank you enough,” the woman went on. “They already killed Rogan and Donnel.”


  “You are fortunate they did not kill you, too,” Kaseya said, glancing back to me when she sensed the abrupt shift in my mood. I locked eyes with her and did my best to silently communicate that she needed to play along. 


  “I know,” the woman breathed. “It was horrible. I spent every minute just waiting for them to barge in here and rape me.”


  While Kaseya opened the door and helped the prisoner to her feet, I glanced around the rest of the dungeon. I didn’t see her clothing or equipment anywhere, nor did I see any sign of the missing guild supplies. 


  “Did they say why they didn’t touch you?” I asked. 


  "N-no, not specifically,” she stuttered. “I think they were planning to sell my off to slavers. One of them mentioned something about unspoiled females fetching a high price with the Black Mistress.”


  I nodded and resisted the urge to grin. To her credit, she was pretty good at thinking on her feet. That excuse probably would have persuaded me if I’d heard it a minute ago. 


  “The bounty said that you had valuable cargo with you,” I went on. “Do you have any idea where they kept it?”


  The woman shook her head as Kaseya threw a tattered cloak over her shoulders to hide her nakedness. “They already sold it yesterday. I don’t know who bought it, though—I could barely even hear voices from in here.”


  “Well, the important thing is that you’re safe,” I said. “Let’s get out of here in case they have any scout patrols on their way back.”


  We rushed out of the fortress in a hurry, though before we opened the main gate I surreptitiously retrieved a fallen dagger from one of the dead bandits and slipped it into my sleeve. I also made sure to keep our new friend in front of me the entire time. The way her eyes gaped at the flames and bodies outside suggested amazement and horror, but I knew better. She had probably known who I was the moment the first explosion had rocked the courtyard, possibly before. 


  Once we approached the edge of the forest a few hundred yards away, I signaled for a stop. Our new friend glanced between us, confused. 


  “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Did you see something?”


  “Only a face I recognize from back home,” I told her, smiling. “You know, I will give you some credit: you’re pretty good at this ‘damsel-in-distress’ thing. Though flashing your tits at us was probably overkill.”


  The woman froze in place. “What are you talking about?”


  “I’ll take a wild guess and assume you threw yourself in that cell the moment you heard the first explosions outside,” I went on. “The whole ‘unspoiled slave’ thing wasn’t a bad story, but there’s no way in the abyss a bunch of haggard, sex-starved bandits would have kept their hands off you this long. Yet here you are, without a single bruise or scratch.”


  She glanced nervously between us. “I don’t understand.”


  “That said, I probably would have fallen for the whole thing if I didn’t recognize you,” I said. “Lenara, right? As I recall, you spent a lot of time at the Castarium.” I glanced over to Kaseya. “It’s a lovely little place where the Senosi torture and humiliate male sorcerers, right before chopping off their balls and letting them bleed out in front of an audience.”


  Kaseya’s face twisted in horror. “Despicable…”


  “One of many reasons I’m not eager to return home,” I murmured, turning back to the naked Huntress. “Unlike you and your kin, I’m not a butcher. If you give us some information, we’ll let you go.”


  Lenara didn’t respond, and her face became an indecipherable wall. I knew almost nothing about her personally, but hopefully she wasn’t a complete fanatic. Some of her “sisters” were more reasonable than others, in my experience. 


  “First things first, why don’t you tell me what really happened here?” I asked. “Here’s my guess: you took control of this gang a little while ago, probably by emasculating and murdering their leader, at which point you directed them to intercept the Mage’s Guild caravan. You gave the supplies to another Senosi, probably to take them straight back to Vorsalos, but then you stuck around in the hopes of capturing or maybe even converting any of the wizards the guild sent up here on a rescue mission. Does that sound about right?”


  When Lenara remained silent, Kaseya drew her sword and placed the blade at the other woman’s throat. “Answer his questions.”


  “I would listen to her,” I said. “We were promised a lot of coin for this bounty, but since the cargo’s not actually here…well, I at least need you to give me some useful information. What does the Inquisitrix have planned in Highwind? What was in that shipment that is so important?”


  A few more long, heated seconds ticked by before Lenara’s lips curled into a smile. “I guess you really are as clever as Valuri said. I’m sure she’ll be pleased to know you escaped Vorsalos unharmed.”


  My entire body seized up like she had just blasted me with a bolt of electricity. “Valuri…she’s alive?”


  Lenara laughed. “Of course she is. Death would be far too merciful for a traitor. She’ll be the Inquisitrix’s pet for a while yet, I suspect.”


  I stumbled backwards as a fresh knot of guilt twisted in my stomach. Convincing myself that Valuri was dead was the only way I had been able to justify leaving Vorsalos behind. But if she was still there, if she was a still the Inquisitrix’s prisoner…


  I was so overwhelmed and distracted that my emotions bled through Kaseya’s collar and paralyzed her as well. She reached out in an effort to console me—


  And in that exact moment, Lenara struck. 


  She whirled around and kicked Kaseya’s arm, battering the sword from her grip. Before the amazon could regain her balance, Lenara deftly sank into a crouch and swept Kaseya’s legs out from under her, knocking her flat onto her back. The Senosi used the distraction to dive across the grass and retrieve the fallen blade. She rolled back to her feet, weapon clutched in both hands and a dark smile on her lips. 


  “The Inquisitrix has wanted your head for a long time, Jorem Farr,” Lenara spat. “She’ll reward me with a dozen slaves when I present it to her…and probably a dozen more when I mount the head of this amazon cunt along with it.”


  She abruptly lunged forward at Kaseya, and my instincts took over. Acting on pure reflex, I thrust out my hands and unleashed a coruscating beam of pure Aetheric energy. The assault would have vaporized any normal person even through the thickest armor, and it did blast Lenara several feet backwards and flatten her to the ground. But she immediately rolled back to a knee, and a moment later a score of glowing blue tattoos became visible beneath her pale skin as they fed upon my power. 


  “Fool,” she hissed, charging Kaseya again. 


  Fortunately my distraction had given the amazon just enough time to draw her shield and get back to her feet; unfortunately, it had just empowered Lenara with enough energy to double or even triple her strength. The Senosi were called “mage-killers” for a reason. Despite all my power—despite the fact I just wiped out a fortress filled with bandits—I was completely helpless against this woman. 


  But Kaseya wasn’t. Her shield intercepted attack after attack, even as Lenara drove her backwards across the grass with her magically-enhanced strength. Kaseya couldn’t actually win like this—it was taking every scrap of her training just to survive—but she was buying us some time. 


  “Go, Jorem!” she shouted. “Get out of here!”


  I had no doubt in my mind that she would have stayed behind to defend me as long as she could, knowing full well that eventually Lenara would overpower and kill her. But I had spent the better part of the last three months chiding myself for being a coward and abandoning Valuri to the Inquisitrix—I was not going to make the same mistake twice. 


  Mentally crossing my fingers, I reached out through the Aether again. I might not have been able to directly harm Lenara, but that didn’t mean my magic was worthless. I focused instead on strengthening Kaseya, bolstering her muscles and reflexes with Aetheric energy. Within a few seconds, I was confident that I had empowered her just as much as I had accidently empowered Lenara. 


  And given those odds, I would bet on Kaseya each and every time.


  The amazon counterattacked the moment she realized what I had done, fluidly shifting from a defensive stance to an offensive one in the span of a single heartbeat. Her shield became every bit as much of a weapon as a sword, battering Lenara backwards and forcing her to cede all the ground she had gained. The Huntress didn’t give up, of course—she was every bit as well-trained, and she nearly cleaved off Kaseya’s head with her backswing on three separate occasions. 


  But after another thirty seconds of skirmishing, Kaseya finally got the upper hand. She slammed the corner of her shield into Lenara’s gut, pummeling the air from her lungs and causing her to drop the sword. Kaseya rushed forward and snatched it out of mid-air, twirled it around in her free hand, and then plunged it straight through the Senosi’s bare stomach. 


  Lenara collapsed almost immediately, her eyes locked in disbelief at the handle of the sword jutting out of her gut. After another second her head slumped backwards and tilted towards the woman who had killed her. 


  “He doesn’t even know, does he?” Lenara whispered through her blood-splattered lips. “Ayrael…”


  Her head slumped to the side as she sank into oblivion. I had no concept of how long I sat there staring at her corpse before I swore under my breath and glanced up to Kaseya. 


  “Ayrael? Who is that?”


  “It is the name of the woman who attempted to kill Hestiah and I back in Vorsalos,” Kaseya said. 


  I frowned when she didn’t elaborate, and I was half-tempted to activate my ring and probe further. But right now we had bigger problems, and there was another name I was a lot more concerned about. 


  Valuri is alive. All this time you could have been thinking of a way to rescue her, but instead you gave up. You need to make this right.  


  I grimaced and let out a long, slow breath. “We have a serious problem. The Senosi don’t normally travel this far outside Vorsalos, but now we’ve seen two of them in as many days. The Inquisitrix is up to something here in Highwind—something big.”


  “I assume the Mage’s Guild will want to know what happened to their people and their supplies,” Kaseya said. “Perhaps they will reward us for the information.”


  “Maybe,” I murmured. “Either way, we need to get back to the city.”


  Kaseya nodded. “And then what?”


  “Then you and I are going to find a way to rescue Valuri from the Senosi,” I said. “No matter what it takes.”
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  Precious few sorcerers were morning people, in my experience. I didn’t have a precise explanation as to why, though it was probably because so many of us lived our lives on the run. Darting through the shadows and keeping odd hours took its toll on the body, and I used to dread the sunrise as much as an actual vampire. 


  My opinion had changed since I met Kaseya, however. I could only assume it had something to do with the fact I almost always woke up with my cock in her mouth. 


  “Oh, fuck!” I gasped when my eyes fluttered open and I saw her red hair bobbing up and down over my waist. As always, her throat was like a furnace; my member had already swollen to its full length. 


  I could tell from the sweaty beads on her flawless skin that she had been awake for a while now. She never skipped her morning exercise regimen, as far as I could tell, the finale of which was apparently crawling to her Maskari on all fours so she could drain his cock. I didn’t know if this was a longstanding amazon tradition or merely Kaseya’s personal interpretation of her “duties.”  Either way, I certainly wasn’t going to complain. 


  I closed my eyes and placed my hand on the back of her head to help guide her movements. We had spent the last two days on the road back to Highwind after fighting a Senosi Huntress, and other than Kaseya’s morning milking ritual we had mostly kept our hands to ourselves for a change. I had been distracted by my ruminations about the future. Who was this “Ayrael” person the dying Huntress had mentioned? How in the hell were we going to free Valuri from the Inquisitrix’s dungeons in Vorsalos? And perhaps most pressingly of all, what in the hell were we going to do for coin now that our bounty had fallen through?


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


  The warning was completely unnecessary, of course. Thanks to the golden collar around her neck, Kaseya already knew I was about to erupt, and our magical bond had deepened to the point where she felt every one of my emotions just as strongly as I did. Her back arched in climax the instant my seed flooded her throat, and by the time my balls had emptied I knew for a fact her quim would be gushing. 


  My arms collapsed to the side as she eagerly swallowed her breakfast. Afterwards, she diligently cleaned my cock off with her tongue then leaned back on her haunches and smiled.


  “Good morning, Jorem.”


  I grunted. “It is now.”


  She smiled contentedly. “Would you like to bathe in the stream before we depart?”


  I craned my neck towards the flowing water snaking through the forest behind us. We were only about ten miles out from Highwind at this point, which was close enough that we could reach the city well before midday.  A little delay wouldn’t be a problem, and the thought of watching the water sprinkle over Kaseya’s naked body was more than enough to motivate me for a swim. 


  “Definitely,” I said. 


  The stream was bitingly cold, enough that I might have been embarrassed by my wilting stem if she hadn’t just sucked me dry. We took a long, languid dip, and just like I expected the sight of the water dripping from her plump tits was more than enough to stir my manhood back to life. I escorted her towards the base of the nearby waterfall, bent her over a rock, and thrust cock back into her quim where it belonged. 


  I could barely make out her pleased whimpers over the hiss of the rushing stream, but I knew that every euphoric twinge shuddering through me was echoing through her as well. Our magical bond was truly remarkable—almost as remarkable as everything else that had happened to be over this past week. I had expected to arrive in Highwind with barely a copper to my name, and unfortunately that part was still true. But everything else, from meeting Kaseya to stumbling across a Senosi plot against the Mage’s Guild, had all been completely out of the blue. 


  A part of me just wanted to stay out here in the forest and fuck Kaseya for a week straight. She wouldn’t have complained; based on the little tidbits I had gleaned about her background, she probably enjoyed the idea of living free in the wild with her Maskari. But then I thought about Valuri, and a knot a twisted in the pit of my stomach. 


  That Huntress had no reason to lie to you back at the bandit’s camp. Valuri is alive, and she’s spent the past few months being tortured by the Inquisitrix because you were too weak and cowardly to do anything about it.  


  Grimacing, I grabbed a hold of Kaseya’s hair and slammed into her even harder. She was so perfect I almost felt guilty thinking about another woman, especially when my cock was buried to the hilt inside her tight, eager cunt. But this wasn’t just about sex—it was about proving to myself that I was a decent human being. 


  Well, maybe not decent. But as long as I was better than the Senosi, that was good enough. 


  “I want your ass,” I growled, pulling out and slapping her right cheek. “Give it to me!”


  I was so certain she would present herself that my breath actually froze in my throat when Kaseya abruptly leaned up and turned around to face me. 


  “No.” 


  I blinked. “What?”


  “Before we set out for the day, you should practice that spell you were working on earlier,” she said, stepping out of the stream and back onto the grass. 


  “But…” I stood in place and licked my lips, painfully aware of the desperate twinging in my cock. “Right now?”


  “All warriors must learn how to cope with distractions in battle,” Kaseya said, an impish smile tugging at her lips. “Now is as good a time as any to learn this lesson.”


  I sighed and stood. As tempting as it was to order her down on all fours and pump her bowels full of my seed, I decided to play along with her little game instead. For now, at least. 


  Closing my eyes, I reached out to the Aether. Once its currents began flowing through me, it became marginally easier to ignore both my raging erection and the image of Kaseya’s naked, dripping body. I conjured a suit of spell armor, sheathing my torso in a glimmering mantle of protective magic every bit as strong as a knight’s plate mail. This particular technique had probably saved my life a hundred times over the past five years; I had blunted swords, deflected crossbow bolts, and even absorbed the occasional blast of Aetheric energy. 


   I had never successfully extended the technique to another, however, though I assumed it was theoretically possible. The key, as far as I could tell, was to create an “echo” of the spell through my bond with Kaseya. I just needed to replicate the same methods I had used back at the bandit fortress with my vision-enhancing technique…


  I snapped out my trance when something unexpectedly struck my unprotected leg. Wincing, I opened my eyes and spotted Kaseya holding a handful of acorns. She was desperately struggling to hide a self-satisfied smirk. 


  “All warriors must learn how to deal with distractions in battle,” she repeated before whipping another acorn at me. “Also, your defenses appear to have some gaps.”


  I grunted and scowled. “You’re the last one to complain about not having leg armor. You don’t even—ow!”


  She giggled—one of the most pleasant sounds I had ever heard—before kneeling over to retrieve more ammunition. Now I was really tempted to fuck her ass, but I wasn’t about to let her win so easily. 


  Gritting my teeth, I reached out and attempted to create the magical echo again. She pelted me with one acorn after another, but before she could fling a third I finally solved the puzzle. A surge of power rippled through the Aether, and a shimmering mantle of energy materialized around her body. Her blue eyes widened in shock as she examined the armor. 


  “Incredible,” Kaseya breathed. “It’s truly weightless?”


  “And far more protective than that little skirt you wear,” I said. 


  Her expression sank. “The Red Sisters have worn leather skirts into battle for a thousand years!”


  “Yeah, well, mine will actually protect those long legs of yours. Unless they’re getting in my way.”


  Kaseya frowned. “I do not understand.”


  Grinning, I reached out and manipulated her spell armor, contracting its joints and tightening their fit around her body. She glanced down in confusion at her arms and legs when they were suddenly rendered immobile, but I wasn’t finished. Strengthening my telekinetic grip, I hurled her towards a nearby tree and pinned her face-first against the bark.


  I sauntered up behind her, appreciating the curves of her naked back and ass. She struggled against my magic, but the translucent magical armor held her firmly in place. I slapped her right buttocks hard enough to leave a mark before I nudged the tip of my still-swollen cock into her quim. She might have been even wetter than normal, as hard as that was to believe. Apparently a single night off was all it took to completely reset her libido.


  I activated my bond ring at the same instant I thrust all the way into her. Her lust crackled through me like a burst of static electricity, freezing me in place and nearly causing me to erupt right then and there. I had planned on fucking her slowly and gently for a while before I dismissed the spell armor and laid her down in the grass. But as usual, Kaseya didn’t want anything to do with slow or gentle. So instead I grabbed onto her waist and viciously slammed into her as if my cock was a hammer trying to nail her into the tree. 


  She climaxed twice before I flooded her quim with my seed, and I kept my body pressed tightly against hers for several minutes afterwards to enjoy the aftershocks shuddering through her flesh. When I finally stepped away, I took a moment to appreciate the beads of sweat on her back, the red streaks on her ass, and the trickles of semen seeping down her long legs. She really was mine, in body and soul. 


  I released my hold on the Aether and dismissed her armor. She backed away from the tree and turned, a coy smile on her face.


  “Once again, your design appears to have some gaps,” she said. 


  “Yeah, well, no armor is perfect,” I replied. “You just have to know where to aim.”


  “I see.”


  Wiping the beads of sweat from her brow, she leaned down and gave me a long, deep kiss. I seriously considered throwing her down in the dirt and taking her again, but we really did need to get moving if we wanted to reach the Highwind before noon. 


  “Enough practice for one day,” I said, pulling away and smacking her ass one last time. We moseyed back to the shoreline and got dressed, then out at a brisk pace in the hopes of making up lost time. But we only made it another mile before another acorn struck me in the back. 


  I turned and glared at her, actually a little annoyed…right up until I saw her bend over a wide tree stump and flick the leather straps of her skirt up onto her back. 


  “Maybe you’re right—this armor isn’t very protective,” Kaseya said, widening her stance and thrusting out her ass. “You should probably come have a look.”


  I did. Twice. 


   


  ***


                                                                                                                          


  We reached the northern gates of Highwind just after midday, and the guards didn’t give us any more trouble when we entered than when we had left. I still had trouble believing how different this city was than Vorsalos. The soldiers back home would have shaken us down and probably demanded a bribe before allowing us entry, especially if we had tried to enter with visible weapons. 


  “Now we just hope the Mage’s Guild is still willing to pay us something for our troubles,” I grumbled as we maneuvered through the boisterous streets. 


  “Considering the risks we took on their behalf, payment would be the honorable course of action,” Kaseya said.


  “Yeah, which is exactly why I wouldn’t count on it,” I muttered. “But who knows, maybe the world will surprise me for a change.”


  We entered the store where we had picked up the original bounty, but the lecherous owner—an old man who had spent our entire last visit leering at Kaseya—was nowhere in sight. In his place was a much younger, much sterner looking man who was also clad in a Mage’s Guild robe. His presence wouldn’t have been so distressing if not for the two Knights of the Silver Fist lurking in the back of the shop. 


  “Uh…hello,” I stammered, wincing at the nervous twinge in my voice. “We’re looking for Artificer Dieran.”


  “I’m sure you are,” the wizard said, gesturing towards the knights. An instant later, the armored men took a menacing step forward and placed their gauntlets atop the pommels of their sheathed swords. 


  I resisted the urge to turn and bolt out the door. “Is there a problem here?”


  “That depends on you and your…whatever she’s supposed to be,” the wizard said, eyeing Kaseya. He might have been the only man we’d encountered thus far who looked at her with scorn rather than lust. “I am Magister Rethon. I was sent here by the Highwind Council to investigate rumors that Artificer Dieran has been smuggling illegal magical goods into the city. He is currently awaiting the Archmage’s judgement inside the Grey Citadel.”


  “We don’t know anything about that,” I said, struggling to keep my expression neutral. “He hired us to retrieve supplies from a caravan that had been hijacked a few days north of the city. He showed us your symbol and wore your robes—we assumed he was working for the Mage’s Guild.”


  Rethon’s eyes narrowed. “Really,” he murmured. “And you didn’t consider it strange that he would hire bounty hunters to fetch his cargo rather than asking the guild to retrieve it for him?”


  I had found it odd, of course, but the coin had simply been too good to pass up. At least that meant I didn’t have to lie now. 


  “The old man offered gold—that’s all we were concerned with,” I said. “We’re mercenaries, not investigators.”


  “Mercenary work is one thing. Aiding and abetting smugglers is quite another.”


  I grunted. “Then I guess we’re in luck, because we didn’t end up helping him anyway. The cargo was already gone by the time we arrived.”


  Rethon took a step forward and examined the two of us more closely. He would have been a lot more imposing if not for his unbelievably stupid moustache. He looked like he’d summoned a rat onto his face, set it on fire, and then glued it to his lip for some reason.  


  “Is that so?” he asked eventually. 


  “Yes,” I said, debating just how much I should tell this idiot. At this point, I knew we weren’t getting paid; my only priority was getting out of this shop before we were thrown in the dungeon. “Apparently the bandits had already sold everything they’d stolen. We considered trying to pick up the buyer’s trail but ultimately decided to cut our losses instead.”


  “Yet you’re still here,” Rethon said. “Did you really expect Dieran to pay you for nothing?”


  “Not for the full contract, of course, but I thought he would want to know that the cargo had already been moved,” I said. “We also found the corpses of two guild wizards…presumably the men who were escorting the caravan in the first place.”


  The magister’s cheek twitched almost imperceptibly—just enough for me to know that he hadn’t been expecting my answer. “The bandits killed them?”


  “No, but the Senosi Huntress who was leading the bandits did,” I corrected. “If I had to guess, I would bet that cargo is on its way to Vorsalos right now. The Grand Inquisitrix has wanted to expand her reach inland for a while now.”


  Rethon grit his teeth and glanced back to the knights for a moment. “You encountered a Senosi Huntress?”


  “Briefly.”


  “And yet somehow the two of you survived. You must be quite skilled.”


  “Mostly just lucky,” I said, smiling thinly. 


  “Luck doesn’t being to cover it,” Rethon sneered, reaching into his belt pouch and producing a palm-sized gemstone brimming with Aetheric energy. A moment later a translucent, illusory projection of a twenty-something human male with short hair and dark eyes materialized in the air above the device. I recognized the person instantly.


  It was me. 


  “Jorem Farr, renegade sorcerer and fugitive,” Rethon said. “Wanted by the Grand Inquisitrix for a dozen crimes, if I’m not mistaken.”


  I grimaced despite myself, and I saw Kaseya’s muscles coil in preparation to strike. This had the potential to escalate quickly and disastrously. I needed to think on my feet…


  “Sorcery isn’t illegal in Highwind,” I managed, not bothering to concoct a bullshit story. As bad as this was, I had dealt with men like Rethon plenty of times in my life. He would have already tossed manacles on my wrists if he actually had the authority to do so. 


  “Being a sorcerer is not illegal, but unsanctioned Aetheric channeling is,” Rethon said. “Though I’m sure you’ve been quite careful during your time here in the city thus far.”


  I smiled again. “I’m not the one you should be worried about. The Grand Inquisitrix has a legion of elite, fanatical followers at her command, and if her minions are already roaming the countryside…well, then you have a problem on your hands.”


  “If I were you, I wouldn’t be so glib. The Archmage takes a dim view of sorcery—as does the Council. You need to watch yourself…and I suggest you avoid participating in any more ‘bounties’ on behalf of smugglers.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” I murmured. 


  Rethon scowled at me for another moment before he deactivated the gemstone and glanced over at Kaseya. “And what about you? We don’t see many of your kind here on the mainland.”


  “I am Jorem’s protector and bodyguard,” she said flatly.


  Rethon snorted. “An amazon bodyguard…how much is he paying you for that privilege?”


  “Nothing. He is my Maskari.”


  “Your what?”


  “We were going to split the contract fifty-fifty, but I guess we’re out of luck,” I interjected before she said anything incriminating. “Now if you don’t mind, we’ll be our way.”


  Rethon scoffed in disgust as he gestured towards the door with his chin. I took Kaseya’s arm and gently dragged her along behind me. We didn’t stop until we reached the Knight’s Lantern, the inn we had stayed at the last time we were in the city. I was tempted to charm the owner into giving us the suite again, but I settled for a quiet corner room on the second floor. The price was low enough that we would be able to stay most of the week before we were broke.


  “Well, that could have gone better,” I said, sighing and rubbing at my temples once we were safely inside.


  “Rethon is a dishonorable man,” Kaseya said. “Are all of these ‘wizards’ complete fools?”


  “No, but enough of them are that it’s a real problem.” I bit my lip and slumped down onto the room’s only bed. “Still, at least that conversation wasn’t a total waste. The Mage’s Guild has no idea what’s really going on here.”


  She cocked an eyebrow at me. “What do you mean?”


  “Rethon was surprised when I mentioned that the Senosi were involved,” I explained. “He thought Dieran was intentionally smuggling cargo for someone—probably the Black Mistress—and he assumed that the bandits were just normal thieves. He also assumed that the old man had just hired us on the side to try and quietly clean up his mess.”


  I paused and took a deep breath. “If I had to wager, I’d bet that the Highwind Council has no idea what the Inquisitrix is up to. They’ve been completely focused on shutting down the Black Mistress and trying to clean up the underworld.”


  Kaseya shrugged. “Do we know what the Inquisitrix is up to?”


  “Not specifically,” I admitted. “But whatever it is, I guarantee it’s not good. I’m more convinced than ever that we need to ingratiate ourselves to this Black Mistress. The Mage’s Guild will never be our allies, but sooner or later we’re going to need help from someone just to survive here.” 


  “What about your friend, Valuri?” Kaseya asked. “I thought you were intent upon rescuing her?”


  I sighed and attempted to swallow the sudden lump rising in my throat. “I am, but the two of us can’t just break into the Inquisitrix’s dungeon on our own. We’re going to need help.”


  “You and I are more formidable than you realize. And the more our bond strengthens, the more powerful we will become.”


  I grunted and smiled despite myself. Kaseya would have gladly attacked the Senosi Temple all by herself if I’d ordered her to do so. I could imagine it right now: a single amazon warrior charging straight at a hundred Huntresses, the sun glinting off her golden shield. It would have made for a great story. 


  Sadly, here in the real world such an assault would have been suicidal. A hundred Knights of the Silver Fist wouldn’t be able to penetrate the temple’s defenses, not without their magic. The Huntresses had taken over Vorsalos precisely because they could turn everyone’s greatest strength against them. 


  “There has to be a way to get in contact with the Black Mistress,” I said, glancing out the window at the night sky. “We just need to ask the right questions in the right places.”


   “Do you know where those places are?” Kaseya asked. 


  “No,” I admitted. “But I intend to find out.”


   


   


  




  2


   


  Four hours and several dozen hushed conversations later, Kaseya and I found ourselves standing outside the Silken Rose, a festive bordello catering to the wealthy noblemen of the Redwater District on the northwestern side of the city. Ostensibly, one of the “dancers” inside was something of an information broker working on behalf of the Black Mistress. I had encountered plenty of similar operatives in Vorsalos, and thanks to a few well-placed charm spells I was reasonably convinced that this lead would actually get us somewhere. 


  The problem, as usual, was that we still didn’t have much coin. I was already relying on my magic more than I wanted to, but unfortunately I didn’t see any other options. Maybe I would get lucky and my trail of illegal channeling would ingratiate me to the Black Mistress and her allies…


  “Males come here to exchange coin for coitus?” Kaseya asked.


  “Some women do too, though not nearly as many,” I said. “Not everyone is lucky enough to have their own loyal amazon.”


  “Mm,” she murmured. “Perhaps I should relieve you before we enter. Otherwise you may find it difficult to focus on the task at hand.”


  I snorted when I imagined her dragging me into the nearest alley and tugging me to a quick climax. There were times when I was convinced she viewed me more like a cow in need of regular milking than a man with an overactive libido.  


  “I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “They may have a problem with your weapons, though. They’ll ask you to leave them at the door.”


  “They can ask all they like,” Kaseya said. 


  I pursed my lips. “We can’t afford to cause a scene. Perhaps you should wait outside.”


  “I do not wish to leave you unprotected in such a dark place. Unless you would prefer to meet with the whores alone...?”


  “You don’t have to worry about that,” I said, grinning at the subtle hint of jealousy in her voice. “I’m not here for the girls.”


  “You misunderstand me. I am concerned for you safety. You are free to take as many lovers as you wish, Maskari. The male stem craves variety.”


  My mouth went dry. “You’re serious?”


  “Of course,” she said as if it were obvious. “If you do take another lover, however, I should be present during your copulation. In the event that she is incompetent, I will ensure that you are properly relieved.”


  “That’s good to know,” I murmured. Every once in a while I needed to remind myself just how insane our relationship was—and how thankful I was for it. Kaseya still seemed too perfect to be true sometimes. My natural cynicism warned me that sooner or later all of this was going to blow up in my face.


  Shaking away the thought, I led her up to the entrance where an attractive greeter and a decidedly unattractive bouncer were waiting for us. The former smiled at me; the latter scowled at Kaseya.


  “Good evening, my lord,” the greeter said. “Tonight’s entry fee is ten gold pieces. I am afraid your guardian will need to wait outside. We do not allow weapons or armor inside the Silken Rose.”


  “That’s unfortunate,” I said, flashing my warmest smile. “My friend and I have been looking forward to spending some of our hard-earned coin.”


  “I wish there were something I could do, but I’m afraid our rules are quite clear.”


  The bouncer took a menacing step forward in an attempt to intimidate Kaseya. She wasn’t impressed. 


   “I’m sure you can make one little exception,” I said, reaching out through the Aether and touching the woman’s mind. “In fact, you’re so happy to serve us that you’re not even going to charge an entry fee.”


  The woman’s brow creased ever so slightly before her smile returned. “Of course,” she said. “Please, go on in and enjoy yourselves.”


  The bouncer turned to face her, confused, before I reached out and clouded his thoughts as well. Neither of them proved particularly resistant to my magic—considering the heavy presence of the Mage’s Guild, I doubted they had to deal with renegade channelers very often. The proprietor probably had a magical advisor somewhere inside, however, so I knew I needed to be careful. 


  “Don’t worry: we won’t cause any trouble,” I assured them with a smile. I risked a quick glance back over my shoulder to make certain no one was watching us, then touched Kaseya’s arms and nudged her inside. 


  The brothel was louder, darker, and smokier than I had expected, but at least the current bard was good. The vast majority of the patrons were nobles or wealthy merchants—nearly all male—and at least half the tables seemed to have private dancers. The main stage was currently empty aside from the bard, though several servants were scrambling around to prepare it for another show. 


  I led Kaseya to an empty table as quickly as I could, mostly to lower the chance of anyone noticing her weapons. Her bow and shield weren’t nearly as obvious when propped up against the wall and cloaked in the room’s long shadows. One of the serving wenches—a voluptuous young woman with freckled cheeks—came over to greet us almost immediately.


  “Welcome to the Rose, darlin’,” she said, clearly talking to me but just as clearly transfixed by Kaseya. “Can I get you and your friend anythin’?”


  “We’re actually looking for Silhouette,” I said, desperately hoping that the man who had dropped her name wasn’t full of shit. “We’d like a private dance, if possible.”


  “You and about ten other guys, darlin’. She’s only around a couple of times a week these days. You might have to make an appointment.”


  I smiled. “I’m willing to pay double.”


  The wench eyed me up and down. “I’m sure that will move you up the list a little. Assuming I remember to give her the message…”


  “Why would you forget such a thing?” Kaseya asked. “It is a simple message to deliver.”


  I almost slapped my forehead. For all her virtues, she was as subtle as a brick to the face sometimes. 


  The wench grinned. “I have a lot on my mind, darlin’. I just need a little incentive to remember.”


  I repressed a sigh. I didn’t have the coin for a bribe, but I really didn’t want to get in the habit of charming every person we came across. Every time I channeled I made myself more of a potential target, and the unpredictable nature of sorcery something could always go seriously wrong…


  “Perhaps I can provide a different incentive,” Kaseya said. “If you do not deliver Jorem’s message, I will break one of your fingers. Is that sufficient?”


  The wench’s eyes shot open, and she belatedly noticed the weapons propped up behind our table. But before she could do anything, I reached into her mind and wove another charm spell. 


  “Please, just tell Silhouette that we need to have a few words with her,” I suggested. “It won’t take long.”


  The woman blinked a few times as the Aether twisted her mind and thoughts. I had just started to worry that I might have hurt her when she abruptly nodded and scurried off. 


  “I doubt your magic was required,” Kaseya told me. “She took my threat of violence seriously.”


  “I know—that’s the problem.” I sighed and ran a hand back through my hair. “Remember what I said about causing a scene? We really can’t afford to draw attention to ourselves. Perhaps you should just let me do all the talking.”


  She studied me in silence for a moment. “You are displeased with me.”


  “No, I’m just—” I paused and sighed again. “I’ve spent a lot more time dealing with these type of people than you have. It requires a certain amount of…finesse.”


  “I am sorry, Jorem,” Kaseya said. “I will defer to your judgment.”


  I bit down on my lip. I felt like I had just scolded a puppy. It was a patronizing comparison, I knew, but her naivety could be a real problem sometimes. And it was only going to get worse if we actually started working with an underworld figure like this Black Mistress…


  “You wanted to talk to me, honey?”


  I turned, and my mouth almost immediately fell open. I had known that Silhouette was a young half-elf, and given her line of work I had assumed she would be at least passably attractive. But there was nothing remotely “passable” about her—she was jaw-droppingly, cock-hardeningly gorgeous. 


   Her body was the perfect amalgamation of her heritage, which was a fancy way of saying she was indistinguishable from a full-blooded elf aside from her plump, human-sized tits. Her straight silver hair was cut just above her shoulder blades, and her green eyes pierced through the darkness like tiny emerald beacons. 


  “Uh, yeah,” I managed, clearing my throat. “You’re Silhouette?”


  “That’s right,” she said, gliding forward and perching on my knee. “Ana mentioned something about a private dance and a whole lot of coin.”


  I licked at my suddenly parched lips and struggled to pull my eyes off her black, thigh-high stockings and impossibly short skirt. When I finally succeeded, they just locked onto the thin silken bra cradling her breasts instead. 


  “Yes,” I replied even though I had already forgotten what she’d said.  


  “I charge a hundred gold an hour, honey, though if your friend wants to watch I’ll knock off ten,” Silhouette said, her voice a velvet purr. “If she wants to help out, I’ll knock off another twenty.”


  “That is a very generous discount,” Kaseya said. “Jorem desperately wishes to copulate with you.”


   Blood rushed into my cheeks at nearly the same rate it was flowing into my cock. “You’ll, uh, have to forgive her,” I stuttered. “She’s new around here and doesn’t—”


  “Honey, I can recognize an amazon when I see one,” Silhouette said with a giggle. “I’ve never met one in person before, though, and I’ve definitely never played with one. I always give discounts for new experiences.” She placed her hand on Kaseya’s leg. “I bet there are a lot of things you could teach me.”


  “Possibly,” the amazon replied. “I would also enjoy the opportunity to learn from a professional. I’m certain you could instruct me a wide variety of techniques to better please my Maskari.”


  My breath caught in my throat. What the hell had just happened? What had I just witnessed?


  “Then I think we have a deal,” Silhouette said. “Though you will understand if I ask for payment before we head upstairs…”


  I smiled, wishing more than ever that I was a wealthy man. I didn’t have a hundred gold coins—I didn’t have a hundred of any coins. And no matter how hard my cock was throbbing or how desperately my libido was begging me to charm this girl onto her knees, I wasn’t actually here for sex. I needed information, and she might have been the only one capable of providing it. 


  “On second thought, let’s forget the coin for now,” Silhouette said unexpectedly. “Why don’t we head upstairs where we can discuss the details?”


  She slid off my lap and held out her arm for me. I stood without even thinking about it, and before I knew what was happening we were halfway up the nearby staircase. Kaseya was walking right alongside us, her eyes vacant. She had also left her weapons behind, which was extremely out of character…


  It was only then, in a flash of panic, that I realized I had been right before—the proprietor did have a magical advisor on staff. And apparently that advisor just happened to be his most coveted whore. 


  You fucking idiot, what have you gotten yourself into now?


  I closed my eyes and tried to fight against the charm spell Silhouette had so subtly woven over us. Now that I was conscious of what she had done, it was easier for me to feel the Aetheric currents flowing between us. Unfortunately, sensing them and stopping them were completely different things. Even when I ordered my legs to stop moving they refused to obey. 


  “What…” I croaked. “What are you…?”


  “We’re almost there, honey,” Silhouette cooed. “Then we can have some fun without any distractions.”


  We entered one of the private suites a few seconds later, and the instant the door closed Silhouette’s eyes flashed with Aetheric power. Kaseya’s body abruptly stiffened as she snapped out of the spell clouding her thoughts. She drew the dagger concealed in her boot, lunged forward…


  And vanished. 


  “What the hell…” I stammered, glancing around the room. I could still feel Kaseya’s presence through our bond, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. Gritting my teeth, I reached out to the Aether and summoned its power to my hands—


  At which point Silhouette slammed me against the wall with a sudden burst of telekinetic force. Before I could recover, several magical, web-like strands of energy materialized in the air and pinned my arms above my head. 


   “It’s not every day a fellow sorcerer walks into my parlor,” the half-elf said, calmly sauntering forward until her lips were barely an inch from my face. “At least, not one stupid enough to channel the Aether in public. Poor Teresa downstairs is going to have a headache for hours.”


  I swallowed and forced myself to take a deep breath. Valuri had always warned me not to underestimate whores. In massive cities like Vorsalos and Highwind, they were often the keepers of dangerous secrets. I just hadn’t expected Silhouette to be the keeper of dangerous magic as well. 


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I never had any intention of harming anyone. I’m just here for information, and I was told that you are the only one who can help me.”


  Silhouette studied me carefully for a long moment, her green eyes glittering. Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t have minded being tied up in front of a woman this beautiful, but right now I felt like an idiot for getting caught flat-footed so easily. There was still a chance I could overpower her if I needed to, but I was more concerned about Kaseya.


  “Your amazon friend is safe,” Silhouette said. “She just can’t see us at the moment. The mind is the most powerful sexual organ, you see, but it’s also the most devious prison.”


  I closed my eyes and tried to reach out through our bond again. I could still sense Kaseya’s presence, but I couldn’t communicate with her. If I could somehow activate the ring, however, I might be able to help her break free of Silhouette’s spell…


  “You are new to Highwind, so perhaps you don’t understand just how badly the Archmage frowns upon sorcery,” Silhouette said. “And his wife, the Academy Headmistress…well, let’s just say she’s even less fond of us than he is.”


  “I’m from Vorsalos,” I told her. “Believe me—I know exactly what it’s like when powerful people despise you.”


  She studied me again. I didn’t get the sense that she was actually upset—she actually seemed more amused than anything. Of course, a cat probably also seemed amused when it was playing with its food…


  “I’m here because I’m looking for allies,” I said. “Rumor has it that there’s a new power in the undercity—a Black Mistress who welcomes people like you and I.”


  Silhouette smiled. “The Mage’s Guild considers her a criminal, and the Highwind Council considers her the greatest threat to the city’s security.”


  “That’s only because they’ve never encountered the Senosi. If they think the Black Mistress is bad for harboring sorcerers, just wait until the Grand Inquisitrix shows up and tells them that all magic is evil.”


  While Silhouette paced off to the side and considered my words, I channeled the Aether back through me and focused upon my ring. I couldn’t move my hand through the web, but I didn’t need to—a tiny bit of telekinetic force was all it took to depress the tiny crystal embedded in the side. A second later Kaseya’s emotions washed over me. She was enraged at being deceived, but otherwise I mostly just sensed confusion. 


  It’s all an illusion. Focus on my presence, and you should be able to pierce the veil.


  “The Black Mistress is always seeking worthy recruits,” Silhouette said after a moment. “Careless ones, however, are another matter entirely. Why would she be interested in risking her position to harbor someone like you?”


  “Because she needs me,” I said. I could feel Kaseya pushing through the illusion; I just needed to buy her a few more seconds…


  Silhouette snorted. “So you’re arrogant and reckless, then.”


  “I’m the only person in this city with the knowledge to help you defeat the Inquisitrix and her Senosi,” I said. “I’ll give you an example. A few days ago, a mage named Dieran was smuggling some illegal magical cargo into the city for you, but his caravan never arrived. The Duskwatch and the Mage’s Guild blame bandits, but I know the truth: the Senosi stole whatever it was you were transporting.”


  Her face barely moved, which I took as further proof of her professionalism rather than a sign of ignorance. “Go on.”


  “There’s not much else to say, other than the fact my amazon friend and I killed the Huntress responsible,” I said. “Unfortunately, the cargo is long gone. And now that you have the Inquistrix’s attention, you can look forward to her operatives raiding your shipments even more over the next few months. She controls all of Vorsalos, and now she’s focused on expanding her reach here.”


  Silhouette stopped pacing in front of me. “Interesting, assuming any of it is true,” she said. “But I hope you don’t expect me to help you based on random hearsay and conjecture.”


  “No,” I said, smiling. “I expect me you to help me because if you don’t, my friend is going to kill you.”


  I had the pleasure of watching Silhouette frown in confusion an instant before Kaseya reappeared and tackled the half-elf onto the room’s plush bed. In the span of two seconds, Silhouette was pinned face-down with her arms locked behind her back and a dagger at her throat. 


  “Even a mental prison can be opened with the right key,” I said, channeling the Aether back through my body. Without her standing over me, I had time to unravel her spell and free myself from the magical webs. “Now, how about we restart our negotiations from the beginning?”


   


  ***


   


  “Nau’shevi!” Silhouette breathed in an unfamiliar language. “How did you escape so quickly?”


  “Amazons are clever like that,” I said, rubbing at my unshackled wrists. “If I were you, I would be trying really hard to keep her happy right about now.”


  Oddly enough, Silhouette didn’t seem particularly concerned despite the knife pressing against her throat. If anything, she looked almost excited…perhaps even aroused. What in the hell had I gotten myself into?


  “I apologize for the deception,” the half-elf said after a moment. “But you did manipulate my assistant’s mind, and I had no other way of gauging your intentions.”


  “You can apologize by telling Jorem everything you know about the Black Mistress,” Kaseya said.


  “It’s all right,” I soothed. “I think maybe we all just got off on the wrong foot here. How about we relax and try again?”


  I gestured for Kaseya to stand down, and she grudgingly removed her knife from Silhouette’s neck. She kept the half-elf’s arms pinned behind her back, however, and remained pressed atop her.  


  “I’ve heard stories of the amazons and their bonding rituals,” Silhouette said, her eyes shifting over to my ring. “I can sense your connection now. It’s remarkably strong.”


  “Another reason your mistress should want to meet with us,” I said. “We’re in need of powerful allies, but I suspect she is, too.”


  Silhouette smiled. It was incredibly disarming, and I caught myself reflexively letting my guard down. She was good—there was no way around it. I had a feeling she had far more influence with the Black Mistress than she was letting on. 


  “A face-to-face meeting is possible, but it will take some time,” Silhouette said. “She’s a busy woman, and one can’t be too careful with the Mage’s Guild and Knights of the Silver Fist sticking their noses where they don’t belong.”


  “Naturally,” I replied. “Unfortunately, time is a factor. The Inquisitrix is currently holding a prisoner with incredibly valuable information on the Senosi’s current plans in Highwind. I’m not sure how long she’ll survive.”


  “Let me guess: this prisoner also happens to be a friend of yours.”


  I shrugged. “Does it matter? She’s a former Senosi Huntress with information you won’t be able to attain anywhere else. She’s also incredibly skilled and would make for another powerful ally.”


  Silhouette’s smile widened. “You really are an interesting man, aren’t you?”


  “I have my moments,” I murmured. “So, what do you say?”


  “I will get a message to my mistress tonight. I can’t make any promises, but with luck I’ll hear back shortly and contact you. I’m afraid that’s the best I can do.”


  Kaseya glanced back at me. Through our link I could feel her asking for permission to get more aggressive. But there was no point—this wasn’t exactly the deal I had been hoping for, but it was probably the best we were going to get.


  “All right—it’s a deal,” I said. “Just make sure she’s aware of the potential opportunities here.”


  “That is my job,” Silhouette said with a wry smirk. “Speaking of which, my time is quite valuable. You’ve cost me a great deal already. I have a client downstairs who would have paid a lot of coin for this kind of personalized attention.”


   “You’ll live,” Kaseya muttered. 


  I sighed and smiled back. “I’m sorry, but you know we can’t afford to pay you.”


  “I wasn’t asking for gold, honey,” Silhouette said, slithering out from beneath Kaseya’s grip. “Like I said before, a woman in my position values new experiences far more than coin. And I must say…I haven’t met someone so enticing in a very long time.”


  “Really,” I murmured, trying to remain skeptical even as my cock swelled back to life. I didn’t trust her, obviously, but I couldn’t just ignore her taught elven body and plump human tits. “Given your connections to the Black Mistress, I would have thought you’d get a fair amount of sorcerer clients in here.”


  “Oh, we do. But you’re not the one I’m talking about.” Silhouette placed a hand on Kaseya’s thigh. “I’ve never tasted an amazon before. What do you think, honey? You want to have some fun?”


  Kaseya blinked. “You wish to copulate with me?”


  Silhouette chuckled. “I’d like to start by licking that pretty cunt of yours. After that…who knows where the gods will lead us?”


  My cock had never gotten so hard after a rejection. And my voice had never dried up so quickly.


  “I do not even know you,” Kaseya said after a moment. 


  “What does that have to do with anything?” Silhouette asked with a snort. “I don’t know most of people who come through my door, but I guarantee they all have a good time.”


  Kaseya glanced over to me. “Jorem is the one who wishes to enjoy your services.”


  “Good for him.” Silhouette scoffed and slipped her hand further beneath the amazon’s skirt. “Look, if it makes you feel better he can fuck me too. But not until I’ve had a taste.”


  I opened my mouth to speak, but apparently my voice was still on holiday. Thankfully, Kaseya could sense my approval through our magical bond. 


  “Very well,” she said. “Though I am not certain how—”


  She didn’t even have a chance to protest before Silhouette flipped up the straps of her skirt and dove between her thighs. I was a bit surprised by how easily Kaseya gave in; she spread her legs and leaned back the instant Silhouette pulled her thong over her boots. If not for our bond, I might have assumed that the half-elf had woven another charm spell. But no, Kaseya was acting purely of her own accord, and her pleasure shuddered through our bond and nearly knocked me to my knees. 


  “Shit,” I whispered, leaning against the bedpost for support. Kaseya had told me that enjoyed the company of other women. It made perfect sense, given how she had been a virgin awaiting her Maskari for twenty long years. Still, I found it shocking to see the woman I had been relentlessly fucking for a week readily submit to another person. It was only when she made eye contact with me and winked that I realized what was really going on: she knew I had activated the ring, which meant she knew I would feel everything she felt. And most importantly, she knew how much it would drive me crazy. 


  Clever girl. 


  I freed my cock a split second before I erupted all over the inside of my trousers. I dove onto the bed and grabbed Silhouette’s slender waist, hoping she wouldn’t protest. I got my wish—she arched her back and readily presented herself to me. Smacking her ass in anticipation, I pushed up her skirt and grinned when I saw she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. Her tight elven ass was practically begging to be plugged, but I nudged the head of my cock into her smoldering quim instead. 


  “Here’s to a productive new relationship,” I said, thrusting all the way inside. I had never fucked an elf before—barely any of the fair folk lived in Vorsalos—but I had heard stories about their legendary tightness. For once, the rumors didn’t disappoint. The walls of her cunt cradled my cock so snugly it was almost painful. Thankfully she was gushing wet, and I slammed into her over and over while her tongue lathered Kaseya to climax. 


  I almost turned off my ring to protect myself from the sudden wave of euphoria, but instead I grit my teeth and enjoyed the sensation even while I fought to contain my load. Later, I promised myself, I would crawl between Kaseya’s athletic thighs and return one of the many favors she had already given me. But right now I really wanted to see how long I could hold out. 


  The answer, as it turned out, was not very long. Mere seconds after Kaseya’s climax faded I felt my own swell beyond my control. I slapped Silhouette’s ass hard enough to turn her cheeks red, and I was tempted to flip her taught little body over and deposit my seed all over her tits and chin. I settled on leaving my mess between her naked shoulder blades instead, however, and a split second before I flooded her cunt I pulled out and took aim—


  At which point Kaseya practically lunged forward over Silhouette, mouth agape, in an attempt to catch my offering mid-blast. She barely made it. My first volley struck her lips and cheek, but she gulped down the rest while I was paralyzed in a euphoric haze. I slumped backwards once I finished, amazed that she had found yet another way to surprise me. 


  “You know, it’s not polite to steal all the credit for another woman’s work, honey,” Silhouette snickered as she rolled over.


  “Jorem is my responsibility,” Kaseya said, licking her lips clean. “You should be grateful for his attention, no matter how limited.”


  The half-elf’s blonde eyebrows arched in disbelief, and I knew exactly how she felt. I still couldn’t quite believe that Kaseya was real either, not even after everything we had been through. 


  “I think I need to take a trip to little island of yours someday,” Silhouette said. 


  I grunted. “You and me both.”


   


  ***


    


  Kaseya and I were back out on the street ten minutes later, and I glanced back over my shoulder at the brothel just before we ducked into a nearby alley. All in all, the meeting had gone far better than I could have reasonably expected. We might not have had an official meeting with the Black Mistress yet, but at least we were finally on the right back. I had also fucked my first elf, which a few short months ago I would have considered my greatest accomplishment. Altering the fabric of reality with my mind was great and all, but a man still needed to have priorities. 


  “I suppose we might as well head back to the inn and get some sleep,” I suggested. “At this point, there’s nothing left to do but wait.”


  “Do you really believe she will arrange a meeting for us?” Kaseya asked. 


  “I think I made a convincing argument that we’re useful,” I said. “And I’m pretty sure she’s smart enough to realize we can be useful allies. I’m just not sure how their organization is structured or where the Black Mistress is hiding herself—or if she’s even real, for that matter.”


  Kaseya frowned. “Not real?”


  “The name could just be a title used by multiple people. Several of the crime guilds in Vorsalos functioned that way.” I shrugged. “In the end, I guess it doesn’t really matter. Either she reaches out to us or she doesn’t.”


  “And if she doesn’t?”


  “Then we start looking for help elsewhere,” I said. “Don’t bother asking if I have any ideas, because I don’t.”


  “I have faith in your abilities,” Kaseya said, smiling and touching my arm. “We will find a way to rescue your friend.”


  I smiled back. “You know, I’m glad you enjoyed yourself back there. Silhouette seemed pretty…skilled.”


  “She was. Even Hestiah could not bring me so quickly, and she has perfected her technique.”


  I bit down on my lip and tried to ignore the mental image of two tall, statuesque amazons crawling beneath each other’s skirts. It didn’t work—my cock had already started tingling back to life. It was a real problem considering how far we still had to walk before we got back to the inn. 


  “I am pleased that you enjoyed copulating with her,” Kaseya went on. “She is quite beautiful.”


  I swallowed and picked up the pace of my stride. “You really aren’t bothered by what happened?”


  “Why would I be?”


  “Let’s just say that most other women I’ve met are a bit more…possessive.”


  Kaseya shook her head. “We are not married, Jorem. I have explained this before.”


  “I know. It’s still hard to believe.”


  “I have pledged myself to you and you alone. No other stem is welcome inside me without your permission, but you are free to satisfy yours however you wish.” She paused a moment and matched my new stride. “I assume that once you rescue your friend, you will wish to copulate with her as well. I look forward to witnessing your reunion.”


  At this point, the bulge in my pants had officially become uncomfortable. “Believe me, I’m not complaining. I’m just trying to understand.”


  Kaseya shrugged. “Every time you desire to relieve yourself inside another woman, I see it as a challenge for my abilities. It means I need to improve.”


  “You really don’t—”


  “For example, I plan to drain you several times tonight,” she went on. “By morning, I doubt you will even remember that elf whore.”


  I bit down on my lip so hard I drew blood. Grabbing her hand, I took off in a flat sprint. We flew through the streets at record speed, and if I had known anything about teleportation magic I would have warped us onto our bed in the Knight’s Lantern and jammed my cock straight up her ass. Just like she’d predicted, I had already forgotten Silhouette and her tight elven cunt by the time we burst through the inn door and dashed towards the staircase in back. 


  We were halfway up the steps when the owner called out to me. “Wait a moment!” he said. “I have something for you here.”


  I paused and turned, half tempted to fling a fireball at his face just to shut him up. I really, really needed to get Kaseya into our room as quickly as possible…


  “Can it wait until morning?” I asked instead. 


  “I suppose, though the courier said it was important. Of course, they always say that, so who the hell knows?”


  A warning tingle abruptly shivered down my spine. “Courier?”


  “Yeah, the one who delivers messages?” the man said as if I were an idiot. He snorted and retrieved a scroll from behind the counter. “He came in here a few hours ago looking for your lady friend.” 


  Kaseya frowned. “He asked for me by name?”


  “Naw, just by description: the tall red-head with the shield and leather skirt. You’re hard to miss, sweetheart.”


  The tingle in my spine grew colder when I reached out and took the scroll. We had been back in Highwind for all of twelve hours, and before that we had only been inside the city for a day. I didn’t know anyone here and neither did Kaseya—why would someone have sent her a message? And how had they known where to find her?


  “Thanks,” I said, flicking a few coins on the counter and heading upstairs. By the time we reached the room and pushed open the door, my lust had completely evaporated in a cloud of confusion. 


  “Why are you so concerned?” Kaseya asked, her brow scrunched.


  I pulled open the scroll instead of replying. The message inside was short and straight to the point. 


   


  

    

      Your friend Valuri is alive. If you ever want to see her again, you will meet me on the Gallowstone Pier tomorrow evening at midnight. Bring your amazon pet with you and we will make a trade. 


    


  


   


  —Ayrael


   


  I lowered the scroll and paused for a moment to try and let my heartbeat settle. “That name,” I rasped. “The Senosi Huntress whispered it just before just before she died back at that bandit outpost.”


  When Kaseya didn’t reply, I glanced back over my shoulder. Her face had completely drained of color. I activated my bond ring, and the sudden rush of emotions was so intense it nearly knocked me off my feet. She wasn’t just surprised—she was mortified. It was only then that I remembered her strange reaction when we had first heard the name. I had been so focused on Valuri that I hadn’t pressed her on it.


  “You recognize the name,” I reasoned. “You said that Ayrael was the reason you and your friend Hestiah were in Vorsalos.”


  Kaseya swallowed and closed her eyes. “Yes.”


  “Why? Who is she?”


  “Someone who betrayed my people. Someone who betrayed me.”


  I frowned. “But the two of you were ambushed by a Senosi Huntress. How could one of them have possibly betrayed you? There aren’t any Senosi on Nol Krovos.”


  “No, there are not. But there is another amazon in Vorsalos.”


  I took a step back when the truth belatedly occurred to me. “Ayrael is an amazon,” I said. “And she joined the Senosi.”


  I hissed softly between my teeth. The Inquisitrix rarely recruited outside of Vorsalos, but there were exceptions. As far as I could tell, her only non-negotiable characteristic was gender. A trained amazon was a perfect fit for her cabal of highly-trained, psychopathic women. 


  “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” I asked. 


  “I was embarrassed. Ayrael’s betrayal has shames me.”


  “You personally?” I asked, shaking my head. “Why?”


  Kaseya sighed and finally reopened her eyes. “Because she is my sister.” 
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  “Your sister?” I breathed. “What are you talking about?”


  Kaseya’s face twitched. The surprise and fear I felt through the ring slowly transformed into guilt. 


  “Ayrael is my older sister,” she said. “Two years ago, she murdered her Maskari and fled Nol Krovos. We had had no idea where she went until one of our moshalim seers finally located her in Vorsalos. Hestiah and I were sent to investigate.”


  I leaned back against the wall as a thousand different questions looped through my head. None of the potential answers were particularly satisfying. 


  “We eventually confronted my sister, but even together we were no match for her new powers,” Kaseya went on. “Ayrael drove us off and nearly killed Hestiah. We escaped onto the ship where you found us a few days later.”


  I rubbed a hand across the three-day stubble on my chin. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”


  “I should have.”


  “That doesn’t answer my question.”


  Kaseya took a deep breath and glanced away. “My sister’s betrayal is source of great shame and dishonor, to me and my family. In all of our history, only a few amazons have ever broken their pledge and turned against their Maskari.”


  I studied her profile for several long, awkward seconds. I was reasonably sure she was still hiding something, but her guilt and shame were definitely genuine.  


  “I promised the Matriarch that I would not return home without my sister,” Kaseya went on. “My family’s honor cannot be restored until Ayrael faces judgment for her betrayal.”


  “Then why didn’t you stay in Vorsalos? Shouldn’t you have kept trying to stop her?”


  “I wanted to, but Hestiah’s wounds were too severe. I had heard rumors of the great healers living here in Highwind, so we boarded a ship and left as quickly as possible.” Kaseya closed her eyes. “My conscience could not abide Hestiah’s death, not after I begged her to aid me. She delayed her own Maskari-Shan ritual on my behalf.”


  “After I healed her, you could have turned around and headed back to Vorsalos,” I pointed out. 


  “We could have, yes, but …” Kaseya swallowed and eventually reopened her eyes. I could tell that it was taking almost everything she had not to break down in tears. “I was no longer convinced that I could defeat Ayrael, and I wasn’t willing to risk Hestiah’s life again. I sent her home with news of our failure. She will complete the Maskari-Shan and serve her own moshalim well.”


  I shook my head. “So what, you just gave up?”


  “No! I was just…confused. I truly believed that the gods would give me the strength to defeat Ayrael. When they didn’t…” Kaseya paused and visibly braced herself. “Our meeting was not mere coincidence, Jorem. You are moshalim, and you are being threatened by the same dark forces that have ensnared my sister. The gods have shown me another path forward—one that will result in the restoration of my family honor.”


  I pressed my tongue into my cheek. “Are you sure it was the gods and not you own guilt?”


  Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”


  “I think you were so quick to bond with me on that ship because you wanted to be a good little amazon and pledge yourself to a sorcerer,” I said. “You wanted to prove that you weren’t a traitor like Ayrael.”


  “I am nothing like my sister!” Kaseya insisted. “I respect our people’s traditions. I will never betray you, Maskari.”


  “Other than lying to me about all this, you mean.”


  She grimaced like I had just stabbed her in the gut. “I should have told you everything earlier. It was a mistake, but I will repay you. I promise. 


  Sighing in frustration, I turned and rubbed my face again. A part of me really wanted to be mad at her, but I knew it was completely irrational. She didn’t owe me anything, least of all her life story. Any “debt” she might have incurred from a bit of healing magic had long since been paid. 


  “Look, I’m not really upset,” I went on after a moment. “I didn’t tell you the truth about my relationship with Valuri and the Huntresses right up front, either. We still barely know each other.”


  I shook my head. The truth of the matter was that I had only met this woman a week ago, but I already couldn’t imagine doing any of this without her. I liked her, and not just because I woke up with my cock in her mouth every morning. I genuinely enjoyed her company. 


  “What’s done is done,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. “All that matters right now is that Ayrael is here in Highwind, and she has Valuri with her.”


  “My sister is using your friend as bait,” Kaseya said. “This is a trap.”


  “Obviously,” I muttered. “Do you remember that Huntress we spotted on the rooftops when we first entered the city? It wasn’t Ayrael or Lenara. Whoever she was, I bet she ran away so she could tell your sister that you were here. Then Ayrael decided that offering up Valuri was the best way to reel both of us in.” I took a deep breath and paused. “Still, if there’s even a chance I can rescue Val without breaking into the Inquisitrix’s dungeon, I have to take it.”


  Kaseya eyed me for a minute but then nodded. “You mean we have to take it,” she said. “How shall we proceed?”


  I smiled appreciatively. “We can scout the area before we commit to anything. Your sister won’t be able to bring an army along with her in the city. At worst, she’ll have hired some local muscle.”


  “Ayrael is dangerous enough on her own,” Kaseya warned. “I am no match for her.”


  I frowned. “I’ve seen you fight plenty of times. You could easily hold your own against any knight or ranger in this city. Your sister can’t possibly be that good.”


  “On Nol Krovos, she was widely considered the most gifted amazon warrior born in a generation. That was why she was pledged to such an important and powerful moshalim. Many believed they would lead our people into a new golden age.” Kaseya sighed. “But more importantly, Ayrael taught me almost everything I know. I will not be able to surprise her.”


  “And if she’s joined with the Senosi, she has probably learned some of their tricks, too,” I murmured. “My magic will be useless against her.”


  “Then there is no way we can defeat her.”


  I smiled. “For once, you aren’t giving us enough credit. I might not be able to blast her to cinders, but I can still manipulate our bond to empower you. I can make you stronger and faster, and there’s that new spell armor technique we’ve been practicing.”


  It took a few moments, but eventually Kaseya smiled back. “Perhaps you’re right.”


  “I’m not expecting this to be easy, and I know there’s a chance that Valuri isn’t even here,” I said. “But I have to try anyway. Who knows, maybe your gods are watching out for us. Maybe we’ll have a chance to solve all our problems at once.”


  “Do you really believe that?” Kaseya asked. 


  “No,” I said with a wry smirk. “But I’ve been wrong before.”


   


  ***


   


  I slept fitfully, mostly because I couldn’t convince my brain to shut the hell up. My thoughts were torn between concocting a battle strategy, worrying about Valuri’s health, and wondering what it would feel like to be beheaded by an amazon-turned-Senosi. I had always been something of a brooder, for better or worse, and I had a sneaking suspicion that my dark hair would turn gray before I hit thirty. Assuming I lived that long, anyway, which as a sorcerer and a fugitive seemed pretty damn unlikely. 


  I finally dozed off a few hours after midnight, and I awoke to the warmth of sunlight on my cheeks and the suction of Kaseya’s lips on my cock. My fingers rifled through her mane of red hair as I swelled in her mouth. I was so tired that I was tempted to have her stop, but as it turned out nothing got the blood pumping quite like morning fellatio. Besides, all I had to do was activate my ring for a moment to know how much she enjoyed this. She considered cock-sucking a skill in need of endless training no different than swordplay, and it would have taken a far better man than I to refuse the privilege of being her practice dummy.


   I fired my load down her throat a few minutes later, and thanks to the ring I got to enjoy the “aftershocks” of her climax as well. Kaseya dutifully cleaned up her mess, then crawled back up into my arms and laid next to me until I could finally muster the energy to move. 


  “Imagine if we had actually been paid for that bounty,” I commented as I stretched out and retrieved my tunic. “We could have rented the master suite for a month.”


  “The private bath was impressive, but I still prefer sleeping beneath the stars,” Kaseya said. “The streams outside the city are quite beautiful.”


  “That they are,” I murmured, wondering grimly if I would ever see them again. I harbored no illusions about the ease of the task facing us tonight.


  A few hours later, we arrived in the docks and began scouting out Gallowstone Pier. I didn’t see any obvious signs of Senosi activity, and as far as I could tell the Highwind Guard patrolled the area quite regularly. The Black Mistress and her illegal smuggling ring notwithstanding, this city didn’t have anywhere near as many street gangs or petty crime guilds as Vorsalos. 


  “Back home, a private dock like this would have at least a dozen mercenaries lurking in the shadows just waiting for someone to try and steal a shipment,” I murmured from our perch atop a building on the eastern edge of the pier. We had a perfect view of the entire area from up here. “Independent traders need a bloody army just to protect their goods.”


  “I do not understand how such a society can even function,” Kaseya commented. 


  “It doesn’t, not really. Though sooner or later, the Inquisitrix will probably crack down on the guilds as well. She found their infighting useful to distract her political opponents, but now that she doesn’t have any left…” I shook my head and pushed away the thought. “Anyway, it doesn’t look like anyone else here expects a crisis tonight. That probably means your sister hasn’t hired a bunch of local muscle to help her out.”


  “As I said before, Ayrael is still an amazon warrior,” Kaseya reminded me. “She may have betrayed her vows, but she will not allow others to fight her battles for her.”


  “Normally I would say we should use that against her. With enough coin we could hire our army of thugs and maybe surprise her.”


  Kaseya turned and frowned at me. “There is no honor in subterfuge.”


  I opened my mouth to reply but stopped myself. Every once in a while I still forgot who I was dealing with. If we did end up forging some kind of alliance with the Black Mistress, Kaseya was going to have a difficult time adapting to the realities of a world where “honor” had about as much value as rusted sword. But there was no point in getting ahead of myself and worrying about that now. 


  “We could simply ask the local authorities for help,” she suggested after a moment. “Surely all these knights would be interested in capturing a Senosi.”


   “I bet they would, but involving them adds all sorts of complications,” I said. “The Silver Fist wouldn’t just let us walk away with Valuri. There would be questions, interrogations, possibly long imprisonment…” I shook my head. “We need to do this on our own.”


  Kaseya nodded. “Then we will succeed. I will bring my sister to justice, and you will rescue your friend.”


  I smiled and placed my hand on her shoulder. As naïve and confident as she was, I knew she was nervous. The prospect of fighting Ayrael had legitimately shaken her. It had shaken me too, of course, mostly because I would be as helpless as an infant against a Senosi. I would have preferred to single-handedly fend off a horde of orc warriors, given the choice. 


  “Night will fall soon,” I said. “Come on—let’s find ourselves a place to hide out.”


  After a brief search, we located a secure vantage point atop an old building on the western end of the pier. The long shadows cloaked our position well, though it was difficult to see very far even with the aid of the moonlight and the magical lanterns scattered throughout the area. Thankfully, I didn’t have any trouble replicating the vision-enhancing spell I had used back at the bandit fort, and “echoing” the effect in Kaseya worked just as well. 


  A single rowboat sloshed in towards the pier about an hour before midnight, and thanks to my spell we had no trouble making out the lone passenger. Other than her blonde hair, Ayrael could have easily been mistaken for Kaseya’s reflection in a mirror. She was still wearing her leather amazon armor, too, which I found a little surprising for someone who was ostensibly an enemy agent attempting to blend in. 


  Kaseya is right—her sister probably does still consider herself an amazon, and she’s expecting an honorable fight or duel. Gods, there has to be some way to exploit that…


  I took a deep breath and watched as Ayrael tied the rowboat to the pier, wishing that I had enough gold to hire some mercenaries. Charming them wasn’t an option. I had never considered myself a particularly ethical person, but warping the minds of other men and getting them killed on my behalf was apparently a line even I wasn’t willing to cross. 


  You’re just worried the gods will judge you and take away Kaseya. You’d rather charge head-first into danger than give up your morning blowjob, admit it. 


  I scowled at thought. Not because it was wrong, but because it hit a little too close to home…


  “There, in the back,” Kaseya said, pointing. “Is that your friend?”


  I squinted towards the boat and swallowed nervously when Ayrael dragged a bound and gagged passenger out of the small boat. I hadn’t even seen her before; she must have been squished down pretty low in the dinghy. The sack over her head made it impossible to definitively identify her, but based on her slender frame it could have easily been Valuri. 


  “I can’t tell from here,” I said. “But it’s either her or another woman almost the same size.”


  “I do not believe my sister would deceive us in such a way,” Kaseya said. 


  “Ayrael murdered her Maskari and tried to kill you and Hestiah.”


  Kaseya didn’t reply. I could see the emotion battle raging behind her eyes. I had a feeling I’d only scratched the surface about how much Ayrael had meant to her…and how much her sister’s betrayal had stung. Unfortunately, we didn’t have time to work it out. 


  “Are you sure you can go through with this?” I asked. 


  “Never doubt an amazon’s resolve,” she said, staring straight at me. “I will do whatever is necessary to rescue your friend.”


  I nodded solemnly. “Just remember, once I have Valuri you can retreat. Ayrael won’t be able to pursue you through the city, not with all the knights and guardsmen in the district.”


  “An amazon does not retreat,” Kaseya said. “I will bring my sister to justice or die trying.”


  I placed my hand on her forearm. “What’s more important, your warrior’s honor or your pledge to me?”


  Her cheek twitched. “I will not disobey you, Maskari, but without my honor I am useless to you.”


  “You’re even more useless to me dead,” I said flatly. “With my help, I bet you can defeat her. But if not…” I shrugged. “Your sense of honor isn’t worth dying for.”


  “You say that because you do not understand it.”


  “I say that because honor is a luxury I’ve never been able to afford.” 


  I sighed and glanced back towards the docks. Ayrael had tied Valuri to a stump at the edge of the pier, and the amazon-turned-Senosi seemed content to wait patiently until we arrived. As loyal and committed as Kaseya was, I had no doubt that she would listen to me if I ordered her to retreat. I was less certain about whether or not she would forgive me for it later. 


  “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.”


  We slid down from our perch and looped through the shadows of the docks until we approached the long, narrow strip leading out to the correct pier. There were a handful of sailors and whores lurking about, but otherwise the whole area was empty. Having watched it all day, I was reasonably confident that Ayrael hadn’t arranged anything with the guards—she had just chosen this particular pier because it was in the middle of nowhere. 


  Just before we moved into view, I closed my eyes and stretched out through the Aether. Bolstering Kaseya was practically second nature at this point, though I held back on the spell armor for a moment. Nothing would draw attention to us quite like glowing mantles of magical energy. 


  Ayrael’s eyes locked onto us several seconds before we emerged from the shadows. The closer we approached, the more I was able to appreciate the subtle differences in her facial structure compared to Kaseya. Still, there was no question that the two women were related. 


  “I see the rumors are true, then,” Ayrael said. “You really did enslave yourself…and to a foreigner, at that.”


  She casually leaned against one of the wooden posts, but despite her calm demeanor I could tell she was coiled and ready to strike. Whatever else she might have been—whatever else she might have become—this woman was still unmistakably a warrior.


  “I have pledged myself to a worthy Maskari, just as all amazons should,” Kaseya said, coming to a halt a safe distance away. Her hand was gripping the handle of her sheathed sword so tightly her knuckles had gone white. 


  Ayrael snorted softly. “I’m sure he is pleased. Slavers often are.”


  There was no doubt in my mind that Kaseya would have lunged forward and attacked that second if I weren’t standing next to her. I did my best to remain calm and send soothing thoughts through our link. 


  “You said you wanted to make a trade,” I put in, creeping forward another step. I kept half my mind focused on the Aether so that I could summon my spell armor at a moment’s notice. “What is your offer?”


  Ayrael stared hard at her sister for several more seconds before she finally glanced over to me. “The Grand Inquisitrix has been interested in you for some time, Jorem Farr. You must be powerful—I can see why my sister was so eager to debase herself for you.”


  I forced a smile. Taunting one’s opponent was hardly a novel strategy, but it endured for a good reason. She really believed she could bait us into making a mistake. 


  “I bet you barely know anything about her,” Ayrael went on. “Did she tell you that she already confronted me in Vorsalos? Did she tell you that she failed, and that’s why she fled here to Highwind with her tail tucked between her legs?”


  “I know what happened,” I said. “Also know that you betrayed your vows and murdered your own Maskari.”


  Ayrael scoffed and glanced back to Kaseya. “Is that what you told him, sister? Unbelievable.”


  “It’s the truth,” Kaseya said.


  “No,” Ayrael spat. Her entire body seemed to stiffen, and her voice became dark. “The truth is that the Matriarch and the moshalim have been lying to us for centuries. The truth is that we are slaves, not warriors! They train us to fight, and then the instant we come of age they order us onto our knees!”


  Kaseya clenched her teeth. “We serve and protect the moshalim so that all of Nol Krovos will prosper.”


  “We serve and protect charlatans,” Ayrael said. “We serve and protect corrupted monsters!”


  “Magic is the blood of the gods,” Kaseya insisted. “It is their gift—”


  “It is their curse,” Ayrael hissed. “It is their taint. The Inquisitrix showed me the truth I suspected all along, sister. She has pierced the veil of lies draped over our eyes by the Matriarch. The moshalim are not to be served—they are to be destroyed, by any means necessary.”


   “Let’s all just pause and take a deep breath, shall we?” I said, raising my hands defensively and wondering why in the hell I had ever thought this was a good idea. “We’re just here for Valuri.”


  Ayrael’s blue eyes continued glaring daggers at her sister for another moment before she abruptly turned and pulled the sack off her prisoner’s head. Valuri looked weary and disheveled—her normally straight, shoulder-length black hair was a tousled mess—but otherwise she seemed unharmed.  


  “She knew you would come for her, given the chance,” Ayrael said. “The Inquisitrix didn’t want to part with such a valuable prize, but I convinced her that the exchange would be worth it.”


  I swallowed heavily and tried to calm the anxious knots twisting in my gut. The pleading look in Valuri’s bright green eyes was almost enough to make me sick. 


  “All right,” I said. “So what do you want?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” Ayrael said. “I want my dear sister back.”


  It had been obvious, of course, which was I’d never really had any intention of bargaining. Then again, I suspected she hadn’t, either. 


  “You are her Maskari now,” Ayrael went on. “You put the tan’ratha around her neck—you’re the only one who can ultimately set her free.”


  “She made the choice to bond with me,” I insisted. “I didn’t—”


  “Tell yourself whatever lies you need to soothe your conscience, moshalim,” Ayrael said. “But the truth is that you have taken advantage of my sister, and for that I will make you suffer.”


  “Enough!” Kaseya growled, unsheathing her sword. “Give us the prisoner, or we will take her from you.”


  Ayrael grinned. “My dear sister…nothing would please me more than watching you try.”


  Kaseya attacked. I barely had time to leap out of her way before she charged across the pier, her sword clutched in a two-handed grip. Ayrael waited until the last possible second to draw her own, and the two women clashed in a shower of sparks and steel. 


  Closing my eyes, I reached out through the Aether and conjured my spell armor, then quickly echoed the effect on Kaseya. The pier, suddenly bathed in light, would have drawn the attention of everyone on the docks even without the cries of exertion and ringing of steel. I had no idea how long it would take the authorities to respond, but it was immediately clear that despite the bolstering power of magic, Kaseya was badly overmatched. 


  I didn’t understand how it was possible. I had watched her fight and been awed by her technique, but compared to her sister she seemed like a child flailing helplessly against a master duelist. Ayrael effortlessly ducked and dodged in a deadly dance that was as mesmerizing as it was horrifying. She didn’t even bother clutching her sword in both hands; she simply folded her left arm behind her back like a fencer while she deflected her sister’s attacks. 


  If you don’t do something fast, Kaseya is going to get herself killed!


  Gritting my teeth, I waited until their melee had drifted up the pier before I dashed over to Valuri. As much as I wanted to unleash a bolt of lightning or a ball of flame, I couldn’t take the risk. I still didn’t know precisely how the Inquisitrix imbued her Sensosi with their magic-eating abilities, but if Ayrael truly bore the Mark of the Huntress then my sorcery would only empower her—and even a tiny enhancement to her strength or speed would almost certainly result in Kaseya’s defeat. The only reason she was still alive now was that it seemed like Ayrael was playing with her…


  “We need to run,” I blurted out as I dove in front of Valuri and grabbed the ropes binding her wrists behind her back. “If we can get off the pier we’ll probably bump into some knights or guardsmen that can slow her down.”


  I conjured a dagger-shaped beam of pure Aetheric energy into my hand and slashed her bindings. I was half-tempted to stab her, not because I wanted to harm her but because her own magic-eating powers would feed off my energy. But it was entirely conceivable that the Inquisitrix had already stripped of her abilities, and I didn’t want to risk hurting her for real. I cleaved apart her ankle binds next before swiftly pulling the gag from her mouth. 


  “You can walk, right?” I asked. 


  Valuri nodded. “Yes, no thanks to you.”


  I had already grabbed her arm and started to turn before my brain processed what she had just said. “What?”


  “You left me to rot in that prison!” she hissed. “You abandoned me!”


  My mouth went so dry it actually hurt to swallow. “I didn’t…I mean, I couldn’t…” I sighed and took a deep breath. “We can argue about this later. We need to get the hell out of here!”


  “You shouldn’t have come here, Jorem,” Valuri said, shaking her head. “But the Inquisitrix knew you wouldn’t be able to resist the bait.”


  The hairs on the back of my neck stood when I realized she still hadn’t moved. “Val, we have to go,” I said. “Please!”


  “You shouldn’t have come here,” she repeated. 


  Her hand moved so quickly it was a blur. She reached into her leather boot, drew a thin metal dart, and whipped it at me—all in a single, smooth motion. My spell armor would have deflected any normal weapon, but apparently her Senosi powers were still working just fine. The dart pierced my protective mantle and burrowed into my shoulder. By the time I reflexively clutched at the wound, the poison was already flooding into my veins. 


  “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” Valuri said, standing. “But I’m a survivor, Jorem, just like you.”


  I tried to respond, but my knees buckled and I collapsed onto the pier. Out of the corner of my eye I watched as Ayrael disarmed Kaseya and kicked her to the ground. She was finished. We were finished. 


  And there was nothing I could do about it. 
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  I had never been much of a stickler for rules. The entire concept of a “law-abiding citizen” had always seemed rather privileged to me, given that I carried my crime with me wherever I went. I embraced a more nuanced interpretation of right and wrong, and that flexibility had served me well over the years. 


  That said, I had always adhered to my own personal code. I tried not to use my magic on people unless it was absolutely necessary, and I went out of my way to avoid actively harming them unless they left me no other options. I also followed the simple but prudent guideline that a man should never wake up naked unless he was pressed against a beautiful woman. 


  At least until today. 


  “What the fuck…?” I gasped as my eyes fluttered open. My head felt like it had been bashed in with a shovel, and my vision was so blurry I knew I had been out for a while. But the real problem was that I was stark naked and hanging from the ceiling. 


  “Good morning, Jorem,” a voice said from somewhere nearby. “I’m glad you’re awake. Don’t worry—my sister will be along shortly.”


  I blinked as much of the fog from my eyes as I could before I glanced around and took in my surroundings. I appeared to be on board the lower decks of a ship. My hands were tied above my head, and I was currently dangling back and forth with the floor a few inches beyond my toes. My ankles had been bound as well, but I was far more concerned about the black metal ring clasped snugly around the base of my cock. 


  “I’m sure you recognize one of the devices from the Castarium back in Vorsalos,” Ayrael said, pacing around from behind me. “I hope it’s not too uncomfortable.”


  I bit down on my lip and desperately tried to swallow the lump of fear rising in my throat. It didn’t work. “What do you want from me?”


  Ayrael smiled. Her mouth was almost identical to Kaseya’s, which made the malice in her grin all the more disturbing. “Where to begin?” she asked, sauntering forward. “I suppose you could start by apologizing for what you’ve done my sister.”


  I closed my eyes and swore under my breath. This was bad. This was really, really bad. I didn’t even want to imagine what Ayrael had planned for Kaseya, but I knew exactly what she had planned for me. The Castarium was a grotesque “theater” back home where the Inquisitrix and her Huntresses would torment male sorcerers. The women would use whips, knives, even crossbows—anything to cause pain and leave open wounds. They would then siphon the residual Aetheric energy from the sorcerer’s blood, effectively feeding off him like a coven of vampires. Before their victim lost consciousness, however, the sated Huntresses would attach one of these devices to his cock, giggle at his discomfort…


  And then castrate him. 


  “Kaseya is the one who came to me,” I said, struggling not to blubber incomprehensibly. “She bonded herself to me after I—”


  “You put the collar on her,” Ayrael said. “You made her your toy. Now I am going to do the same to you.”


  She paced around me twice before she abruptly clutched my testicles in her hand. I whimpered and clenched my teeth, waiting in horror for the inevitable…


  “If I touch this crystal on my armband, your cock and balls will hit the floor,” she said, leaning up to whisper in my ear. “If you try and channel the Aether, your cock and balls will hit the floor. And of course, if you try and spill your tainted seed, your cock and balls will hit the floor.”


  “Please,” I begged. “I never wanted to—”


  Ayrael backhanded me across the face. “Maskari do not beg. I can’t believe my sister would pledge herself to someone so pitiful.” She scoffed in disgust and turned towards the door. “Thankfully, you will not be her burden for long.”


  The door to the lower deck burst open, and someone pushed a bound and gagged Kaseya inside. She was still wearing her armor, surprisingly, and other than her restraints she didn’t look any worse for wear. 


  “I was just getting to know your master, sister,” Ayrael said. “Suffice to say, I found him…lacking. I doubt the Matriarch would have approved.”


  Kaseya growled something unintelligible into her gag. I could see the fear in her eyes as well, though I wondered if her terror was merely an echo of my own. Her collar was still fastened tightly around her neck, after all. 


  “Aren’t you going to kneel before him?”Ayrael asked. “I’m sure you’ve already done it a hundred times by now.”


  The guard standing behind Kaseya kicked the back of her legs and knocked her down onto her knees in front of me. It was only then that I realized the guard was Valuri.


  My stomach sank even further when I saw the rage behind her piercing green eyes. The tiny spark of regret I had sensed in her back at the pier had completely evaporated. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what the Inquisitrix had done to her these past few months. He twin hand crossbows were holstered on her hips, and she was still wearing her Senosi armor—a black, corset-style breastplate and matching trousers, a flowing red cloak, and heeled, knee-high boots—which meant that her betrayal must have been forgiven. But surely the Inquisitrix’s clemency came at a high price…


   “Much better,” Ayrael said, smirking down at her sister. “The Inquisitrix is looking forward to meeting you. Once I have freed you from the Maskari-Shan, you too will be blessed with the Mark of the Huntress. You will be welcome in the ranks of the Senosi.” She grinned. “You’ll like it there, I think. Our sisterhood is not so different from the Kari Vataya on Nol Krovos, really. You will be surrounded by smart and powerful women, except they won’t all be glorified chattel waiting for a master to claim them.”


  Kaseya snarled, but she knew she was helpless. There was nothing either of us could do besides wait for the inevitable. 


  “You’ll have to prove yourself, of course,” Ayrael went on. “Her Huntresses are quite skilled, and the Senosi only accept the best. But I’ve no doubt that you will win them over eventually, and one day I guarantee you will thank me for what I’ve done. The rest of our sword-sisters will as well once you and I return to the island and cleanse the corruption of the moshalim once and for all.”


  She chuckled softly and glanced over to Valuri. “But first things first. Vorsalos is still a few days away, and Huntress Valuri promised to help me free you from the yoke of a man she knows all too well.”


  Valuri nodded and strode up next to me. “You have pledged yourself to a coward,” she spat. Normally she had one of the smoothest, most seductive voices I had ever heard…but right now it was drowned out by hate. “A man who turns his back on his allies the first chance he gets. Trust me: he would have thrown you to the wolves the instant he grew bored of you. Your sister and I are doing you a favor.”


  Valuri shuffled around behind me, and I closed my eyes and bit my lip in anticipation of her whipping me or stabbing me or something else just as brutal. I should have known better than to come after her. I should have known better than to assume she would be the same woman after the Inquisitrix had gotten to her…


  “We will both find our redemption in his cleansing,” Valuri said. Her arms snaked around my waist on either side, and she slowly removed the glove covering her left hand. Her long, pale fingers curled around the shaft of my cock, and despite my best efforts I began to swell at her touch.


  “Val, don’t,” I said. “Please…”


  “You’ve never complained before,” she said. “Don’t tell me you haven’t christened your amazon’s pretty face yet. Those bright blue eyes, those plump red lips…”


  I clenched my teeth so hard I was surprised they didn’t crack. Valuri’s fingers had always been magic; she had tugged and squeezed me to climax so many times I had lost count. The power of Kaseya’s collar might have given her supernatural insight over my needs, but Valuri had mastered them the old fashioned way. 


  “I’m sorry I couldn’t rescue you,” I said. “You know I would have risked everything if I’d thought there was even a small chance.”


  “Do I?” Valuri asked. “You fled the city the first chance you got, and I never heard a peep about you trying to mount a rescue.”


  “You were in the palace surrounded by hundreds of guards!”


  “All because I made the mistake of working with a sorcerer. In a way, I suppose I should be grateful. Your cowardice gave the Inquisitrix plenty of time to show me where I had gone wrong.”


  I hissed though my teeth as my cock continued to swell. Valuri was aiming the tip directly at Kaseya’s face, and Ayrael had swept behind her sister to hold her in place. 


  “His emasculation is your liberation, sister,” Ayrael said. “When his tainted seed and corrupted blood spill across your cheeks, they will wash away all your sins. You will finally be free to start anew.”


  “This is sick, Val!” I shouted when the magical clamp began tightening around the base of my cock. “This isn’t right! This isn’t you!”


  “I am a new me, reforged in pain and fire,” she said, stroking me even harder. “I’m not the same girl you met on Raven’s Bridge all those years ago.”


  My heart skipped a beat. Raven’s Bridge…I hadn’t met her on Raven’s Bridge. We had already known each other for months before we’d teamed up against a renegade wizard and his cabal of charmed cronies. It had been one of our greatest victories together. We had caught the idiots completely by surprise by pretending that she was my prisoner and—


  The truth hit my like a brick across the nose. I managed to keep myself from gasping, but my sudden burst of hope echoed through Kaseya’s collar and made her brow furrow in confusion. 


  “I guess not,” I croaked. “That girl wasn’t trapped by Senosi dogma. She could still think for herself.”


  “The truth isn’t a trap, Jorem,” Valuri replied. “It is the key that will set you free.”


  She began stroking me even harder, driving me towards a climax. I kept my face clenched as if I were trying to fight it, but deep down I let myself go. It was conceivable that she was being a sadist and trying to trick me into castrating myself, but I didn’t think so. I remembered what we had done on Raven’s Bridge—I remembered the trap we had set and the “key” we had used to spring our ambush. If she had done the same thing here, Kaseya and I might still have had a chance of getting out of this alive.


  “No,” I gasped as my climax approached. “Val, please!”


  “Do it!” Ayrael demanded, her hands clutching around her sister’s face. “Redeem yourself in the eyes of the Inquisitrix!”


  Valuri pumped me over the edge. I spilled with a panicked roar, splattering Kaseya’s upturned face with a thick barrage of seed. My blood, mercifully, did not follow. The cock ring didn’t budge; its blades remained firmly retracted. Valuri had already disabled it.


  “What?” Ayrael gasped, her sadistic delight morphing into confusion. She shoved her sister onto the deck and leaned forward to check the device—


  At which point Valuri sprung her trap. Her booted foot whirled out from behind me, kicking Ayrael in the chin and knocking her flat on her backside. Before the amazon could recover, Valuri drew the twin crossbows from her hips and fired. The bolts struck Ayrael squarely in her breastplate, easily piercing the tough leather at such short range. She shrieked in pain, and as blood spurted from her wounds I heard the distinctive whirring click of the crossbows’ automatic reloading mechanism snapping more bolts into place. Valuri fired off another pair of shots barely a second later, but Ayrael had already dove out of the way. I honestly thought she might charge straight at us despite her injuries, but instead she dashed back up the stairs and onto the upper decks. 


  “To arms!” she shrieked. “We are betrayed!”


   “Shit!” Valuri hissed while her weapons reloaded. “We need to get off this bloody ship!”


  Whirling on a heel, she took aim with her right crossbow and shot the rope binding my hands. I tumbled to the deck and grimaced in pain when I tried to move. My arms felt like I had just dipped them in lava. 


  “You can cry about how much it hurts later,” Valuri scolded, drawing a knife from her boot and slashing Kaseya’s restraints as well. “Right now you need to blast us a way out of this ship!”


  I clenched my jaw and reached out to the Aether. Concentrating on channeling was hard enough even when my muscles weren’t melting, but after a few moments I managed to flood my body with restorative energy and numb the worst of the pain. 


  “We cannot allow my sister to get away,” Kaseya said, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “She must pay for what she has done!”


  Valuri had already raced over to the door and fired several shots up the stairwell. A gurgling shriek echoed down from above, and an armored man clattered down the steps. He landed next to us, a crossbow bolt jutting from his neck and a pool of blood gathering around his corpse.  


  “There are twenty Vorsalosian soldiers up there!” Valuri warned, pressing herself against the doorframe for cover. “We can’t take them all!”


  “I can,” I said, my fingertips crackling with energy. Striding forward, my naked body sheathed in a protective mantle of pure Aetheric force, I unleashed a cone of flame directly up the stairwell. I continued moving step by step, my vision clouded by sulfurous smoke and my ears filled with horrified screams. A barrage of crossbow bolts greeted me when I emerged onto the top deck, but they all deflected harmlessly off my spell armor. 


  “Jorem, what the hell are you doing?” Valuri called out from behind me. “Are you bloody insane?”


  I ignored her. Even though I couldn’t actually see all my opponents through the growing clouds of smoke, I unleashed a fiery barrage in every direction I heard movement. Every blast rumbled with the intensity of a thunderbolt, rattling the ship and eventually splintering the masts to pieces. Once the sails were completely immolated, I turned and focused on the last voices I could make out—


  At which point a biting, dagger-like pain stabbed at my chest. My concentration faltered, my spell armor vanished, and I collapsed to a knee. The Aether, it seemed, had already had enough of me. I had overchanneled its power, and now I was paying the price. 


  “Ahh!” I cried out as a crossbow bolt streaked past my head. My vision threatened to blacken entirely before a pair of arms grabbed onto me and yanked me back down the stairs to the lower deck. My eyes stung from the smoke, and my nostrils flared at the stench of scorched flesh. But eventually I was able to make out Kaseya’s body looming over me protectively. 


  “We’ll drown or suffocate if we stay down here,” Valuri called out. “You have to blast open the hull so we can escape!”


  “I can’t,” I said through clenched teeth. “I can’t do anything.”


  “Well, then fuck it,” she hissed. “I guess we’ll go through.”


  I dropped to a knee as the two women raced around the deck, Kaseya to retrieve her weapons from the captain’s quarters and Valuri to find anything else remotely useful. The ship lurched and creaked—if we had been out in the middle of the ocean, we all would have been doomed. Since we were only in the river, we still had a chance to swim to safety. Maybe. 


  “Can you walk?” Valuri asked as she removed her red cloak and tossed it over my shoulders. . 


  “Yes,” I croaked, biting my lip even as the pain of overchanneling slowly faded. I hadn’t stressed myself this hard this quickly in a long time, and I had forgotten just how much it hurt. 


  “Then come on—we’re leaving.”


  With the two women at my side, we rushed up the stairs through the smoke and sprinted for the edge of the boat. I half expected Ayrael to be waiting there for us, bleeding but ready to cut us down before we could flee. She was nowhere in sight, however, and the rest of the crew was either dead or already in the water themselves. 


  We lunged off the edge. The river was choppy thanks to the gusty winds, and the glint of the afternoon sun on the waves was almost blinding. But once I saw that Kaseya and Valuri were next to me, I just put one arm after the other and focused on reaching the shoreline. Freedom had never felt so far away. 


   


  ***


   


  The swim was mercifully easier than I expected, though I still slumped against a tree in exhaustion the moment we were out of the water. Off in the distance, the Vorsalosian ship was little more than a brilliant pyre sinking below the horizon. 


  “Maybe you should consider listening to me next time,” Valuri panted, her black hair plastered across her face. “What the fuck were you thinking?”


  “What the fuck was I thinking?” I growled back. “You poisoned me! You tied me up and put a clamp on my cock!”


  “For one, I didn’t tie you up,” she corrected. “For two, I disabled the ring before I put it on you. And for three, that poisoned dart saved your life. How could you be stupid enough to walk into trap like that? Haven’t you learned anything?”


  “I was trying to save you! You would rather we left you to Ayrael?”


  “I would have rather you busted me out of the dungeon a few months ago. But apparently that was too much to ask.”


  I continued panting as I glared at her, trying to figure out why in the abyss I had risked my life to rescue her in the first place. “If you weren’t really working with Ayrael, then why didn’t you help us battle her at the docks?”


  “Because I was tied up and didn’t have my weapons,” Valuri said. “She didn’t completely trust me yet. I had to poison you first.”


  “Still, the three of us could have—”


  “The three of us would have ended up dead on the pier,” Valuri interrupted. “You’ve seen that woman fight. She’s a bloody force of nature, and that’s before she’s fed on magic recently.” 


  “We should track and pursue her while we can,” Kaseya said. Unlike us, she wasn’t even breathing heavily. Her eyes were focused on the horizon. “Ayrael’s injuries were serious. She could not have gotten far.”


  “She’s already gone,” Valuri said, shaking her head. “And if she isn’t, we still don’t want to find her. Not until we’re a lot better prepared.”


  Kaseya turned. “Ayrael is not invincible.”


  “Are you sure? Look, I appreciate your confidence, but you don’t know what she’s capable of.”


  “She is my sister!”


  “She was your sister,” Valuri corrected. “Now she’s a Senosi Huntress who mastered every single trick the Inquisitrix taught her in just a few months. Once she feeds, she’ll be patched up and back on our trail before sunrise, I promise. We need to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible.”


  Kaseya glared at the other woman for a long moment. “You are afraid of her.”


  “Of course I’m bloody afraid of her! I’ve seen what she can do first-hand.” Valuri snorted and crouched down next to me. “This little ruse was the only way I could get her guard down long enough to escape. Do you really think I set all this up just for fun?”


  “You certainly looked like you were having fun,” I muttered. “Even if you weren’t confident that we could beat her on the docks, we still could have run. She wouldn’t have been able to chase us through the whole city.”


  “I doubt we would have made it that far.” Valuri stared at me for a minute before her lips curled into a lop-sided smirk. “Besides, I owed you a bit of revenge. And it actually was pretty fun to put that ring on you and watch you squirm. Ayrael applauded the idea, and I was reasonably confident I could sabotage it correctly.”


  “Reasonably confident?” I hissed. “You mean you weren’t sure you’d actually disabled it?”


  “Sure enough to take the chance,” she said with a shrug.


  I scoffed. “Unbelievable. You haven’t changed a gods-damned bit.”


  “No, but that’s exactly why you love me.”


  Valuri leaned in and kissed me. I was tempted to throw her off, and I was even more tempted to choke her. But instead I kissed her back, and her tongue swirled together with mine so easily and so comfortably it was like she had never left. 


  “We need to go,” she whispered when she pulled away. 


  I licked at my lips and glanced past her shoulder to Kaseya. Just like with Silhouette, I reflexively felt guilty for touching another woman in her presence, but the amazon wasn’t even looking at us. She was staring off towards the burning ship, her blue eyes glazed over. 


  “We’ll figure out a way to stop Ayrael eventually,” I said. “But Val is right—we should head back to Highwind and regroup while we can.”


  “I will follow where you lead, Maskari,” Kaseya said. “I will never break my vow.”


  She abruptly turned and strode deeper into the forest, her bow drawn and nocked. Valuri cocked a black eyebrow in her direction. 


  “Once we’re safe, you really need to tell me the story about your redheaded love slave.”


  “She’s not my…” I sighed. “It’s complicated.”


  “Uh huh,” Valuri murmured, her eyes shifting to my crotch. “When were you planning on taking that off, by the way?”


  I groaned in disgust when I belatedly remembered the metallic band around my cock—and the fact that I was buck naked aside from Valuri’s cloak. 


  “Son of a…” I grabbed the ring and channeled a spark of Aetheric energy into my fingers. I didn’t want to burn or electrocute myself, but couldn’t think of any other way to remove the damn thing.


  “Don’t be an idiot—I’ll take care of you,” Valuri said, stretching out her left hand. A pair of long, serrated blades unsheathed from inside her gauntlet and extended beyond her fingertips. Having seen her Senosi “tiger claws” in action many times, I had no interest in allowing them anywhere near my crotch. 


  I grabbed her wrist. “I’ll take my chances with magic, thanks. You’ve done enough for one day.”


  “I could do a lot more,” she teased, retracting her claws and touching my wilted shaft with her free hand. “We were so rudely interrupted earlier.”


  I shook my head in wonder as my cock stiffened in her fingers. We had barely escaped death, we were on the run from an insane, nearly unstoppable amazon…and all I could think about was how easily she could tug me to climax again right here and now. I knew she wouldn’t, of course—she just wanted to torment me. Apparently we were going to pick up exactly where we had left off before she had been captured. 


  Snickering at my erection, Valuri abruptly removed her hand and gestured deeper into the forest. “Come on. We wouldn’t want your pet to get too far away.”


  I sighed and bit down on my tongue in frustration. This was going to be interesting, to say the least. I doubted there was a single man in history who genuinely wanted his lovers to meet one another. I wasn’t worried about Kaseya and Valuri gossiping behind my back while they discussed my inadequacies, though; I was worried they might actually try to kill one another. Valuri had a singular talent for getting under people’s skin, and Kaseya would be an easy target. They were a match made in the abyss. 


  Grimacing, I grabbed the cock ring and blasted it with Aetheric energy. The sparks hurt more than I liked, but the device did eventually fall off. I whispered a silent prayer of thanks to any god that might have been listening, then cursed them all a second later when I remembered that I was cold, wet, and naked. Apparently Valuri wasn’t the only one who enjoyed tormenting me for no discernable reason.


  “Bloody hell,” I murmured, dashing off after the girls as fast as my bare feet could carry me. 
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  The terrain on the western side of Highwind was far rockier than in the north or east, and trudging through the sparse forest and around the massive, craggy hills would have been annoying even if I had been dry and properly clothed. Considering I was wet and naked, the trip was a bloody nightmare. I sheathed myself in a thin Aetheric barrier, mostly to protect my feet, despite the fact it was a constant—and annoying—drain on my attention. 


  Kaseya was as sympathetic to my plight as Valuri was amused by it. My old “friend” snickered or outright giggled every few minutes, and I spent at least half my time fantasizing about my inevitable revenge. Almost every scenario involved some combination of my cock, her ass, and a set of strong amazon hands holding her down in the dirt. 


  A few hours later, after we had put several miles between us and the shoreline, I called for us to set up camp. Night had already fallen, and stumbling through the dark forest was as likely to get us lost as anything. We were probably still at least twenty miles away from the city, enough that we would have to spend most of the next day walking regardless. 


  “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky and bump into a merchant caravan tomorrow,” Valuri said when I sat down on a stump and pulled her red cloak as tightly around my body as I could. “Or maybe we’ll find a cabin with a hermit who’ll take pity on you. You just better hope his boots and trousers fit.”


  “We should stay as far off the road as possible,” Kaseya said. “Ayrael is an expert tracker.”


  Valuri grunted. “It was a joke, girl. You do have a concept of humor on that backward island of yours, don’t you?”


  “Yes, though I fail to see what is amusing about our situation. We narrowly escaped with our lives, and Jorem is incredibly uncomfortable.”


  “Oh, poor baby,” Valuri teased. “Maybe his slave should go kiss him and make it better?”


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” I growled. “Can’t you stop being a cunt for five bloody seconds?”


  “I could, but what would be the point?” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “The way I see it, you left me to suffer for three months. The least I can do is watch and laugh while you stumble naked through the forest for a few days.”


  Kaseya scowled at the other woman. “You are a truly unpleasant individual. I cannot understand why Jorem harbors so much affection for you.”


  “We can’t all be all be tall redheads who bend over on command,” Valuri replied tartly. “Did he even ask for your name before he slapped that collar on you and jammed his cock in your mouth?”


  “Enough,” I said, glancing between them. Kaseya seemed more confused than irritated at this point, though I knew it wouldn’t be long before one transformed into the other. Valuri had been sniping at her all day, and eventually the dam would burst. “Look, it’s late and we’re all exhausted. We should try and get some sleep while we can.”


  Kaseya’s eyes latched onto me, and I swore I could feel her reaching through our bond. “I will sweep the perimeter and ensure we are not disturbed.” 


  “You need rest too,” I reminded her. “I doubt your sister gave you a chance to relax on that ship.”


  “She did not, but I will be fine,” Kaseya insisted. She started to move away, but then stopped directly in front of Valuri. “If you attempt to harm him in any way, I will not hesitate to kill you.”


  Valuri grinned. “You’re welcome to try any time you like, sweetheart.”


  “I was not making a threat,” Kaseya said. “I was merely stating a fact.” 


  The two women glared at each other for several more seconds before Kaseya eventually turned and walked off. The instant she was gone, I closed my eyes and let out breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. 


  “I like her,” Valuri said. 


  I blinked. “What?”


  “I like her. She’s loyal, she’s smart…and Escar’s mercy, those tits! I bet you’ve had plenty of fun with those, haven’t you?” 


  I groaned. “Why do you insist on making this as difficult as possible?”


  “Easy is boring.” Valuri smirked as she sauntered over and wedged herself down onto the stump next to me. “Look, all I’m saying is that if we’re going to be a team again, you need to share your toys like a good little boy.”


  “Kaseya is not a toy.”


  “Really? How well did she know you before she sucked your cock?”


  “That’s not—”


  “How long did you wait before you fucked her ass?”


  “You can’t—”


  “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Valuri said with a snort. “I’m not blaming you. If some red-headed goddess had pledged herself to me, I would have had her crawl between my legs in a heartbeat.”


  I sighed again and rubbed vigorously at my temples. “Look, it’s complicated, all right? I met up with Kaseya when I was fleeing Vorsalos. I didn’t know about Ayrael, and I thought you were dead. I needed new allies to survive, and having an amazon at my side seemed useful.”


  “So the sex was just a nice bonus.”


  “I didn’t know anything about amazon culture or the nature of this Maskari bond at first. It all just kind of…happened.”


  Valuri grinned. “Is she any good?”


  I rolled my eyes. “Kaeya is skilled and honest and loyal. I’ve never met anyone like her before.”


  “That doesn’t really answer my question,” Valuri said, slowly swinging her leg over mine. She nudged her knee closer and closer until it was pressing against my crotch. “Is she any good?”


  I nodded as my cock started swelling again. “Yes.”


   “Better than me?”


  “What if I say ‘yes?’”


  “I’d know you were lying. Still, I can’t wait to try her out for myself…”


  Cupping my cheek in her hand, Valuri leaned in and kissed my lips. Her tongue was every bit as warm and soft as I remembered, and her fingernails dragged across my chest in exactly the right places. She was right that she had never needed magic to know exactly what I wanted. I had been wet clay in her hands from the first time we had kissed all those years ago.


  “Ayrael explained the nature of the amazon bond to me,” Valuri whispered when she pulled away and pressed her lips into my ear. “She said that her sister can feel anything you feel. Is that true?”


  “More or less,” I breathed.


  “Interesting,” she said as her fingers slipped through the folds of my cloak and curled around the shaft of my cock. “What if I made you spill right now? Would she feel it? Would that tight little cunt of hers get sopping wet?”


  “Yes.”


  Valuri chuckled as she nibbled at my ear. “Good. I can’t wait to taste it.”


  I clenched my teeth and moaned in delight. She wouldn’t allow me finish like this—it wasn’t her style. There was reason Kaseya enjoyed teasing me the same way; she could sense my desires, many of which had been carefully nurtured by Valuri over the years. 


  “It’s like having an audience everywhere you go,” she said. “Maybe she’ll even learn a few things. She seems like a smart girl, but everyone can benefit from the hands-on wisdom of a master.”


  I gasped when she abruptly released my cock and slid out of my lap. She squatted right in front of me, balancing herself on the high heels of her black boots, before she leaned forward and kissed the head of my member. Her green eyes never left mine even when her lips finally engulfed the shaft. While her tongue slathered me tip to hilt, her fingers sensuously kneaded my testicles.  


  I almost activated my ring just to know what Kaseya was feeling. Would she be jealous? Annoyed? I genuinely had no idea. A better man might have felt guilty about it, but once again I couldn’t hold myself to such a high standard. Or any standard at all, really. 


  Valuri leaned away a split second before I exploded. I had known she would stop, but that didn’t quench the fire in my loins. The head of my cock throbbed a quarter inch from her lips, desperate for her touch. She continued looking straight at me, amused by the strain on my face. 


  “You really haven’t changed, have you?” she asked. “So meek, so passive…I thought that a having your own slave girl would teach you to be more assertive. I guess no—erf!”


  She yelped when I abruptly lunged forward, grabbed the back of her head, and slammed my cock back through her lips. Her eyes widened, first in shock and then in rage, and I was half tempted to hold her in place while I bathed her throat in my seed. I could have easily spilled at a moment’s notice—her mouth was as hot and wet as any cunt—but perhaps this was an opportunity to set some new ground rules. 


  Grasping a handful of her black hair, I yanked her off my cock and shoved her onto the ground. She glared up at me, gagging and coughing in surprise, but before she could brace herself I dove on top of her, wedging myself between her legs and pinning her elbows behind her head. 


  “I’ve changed plenty,” I said, flooding my muscles with Aetheric energy and dramatically bolstering my raw strength. “I’m not interested in taking your shit anymore.”


  Valuri smiled even as she tried to wriggle free of my grip. She was an expert markswoman and one of the most agile people I had ever met, but I’d never had trouble overpowering her unless she had absorbed magic recently.  


  While my right hand held her wrists, my left worked at the straps of her leather corset and eventually freed her pale tits. Her legs clamped around my waist when my tongue lashed her nipples, and I felt her lock her ankles together behind my back. I hungrily feasted on her flesh, and all the while my free hand reached beneath her tunic and pulled her trousers down far enough to give my fingers access to her quim. Her folds were so slick they practically sucked my fingers inside her. 


  “Jorem…oh!” 


  Her eyes rolled back in her head as a climax shuddered through her, and her ankles unlocked behind me when her toes curled inside her boots. I used the momentary respite to tear her trousers all the way off, though as usual I left her boots in place. Her eyes had only just refocused when I pushed the head of my cock against her smoldering entrance. 


  “Make her feel it,” Valuri breathed. “I want to hear your amazon’s cries echoing through the forest!”


  I thrust my cock into her. The only cries I heard were Valuri’s, though when I toggled on my ring I could feel the echoes of my own lust cascading through Kaseya. She was out there in the forest nearby, struggling valiantly to stay focused on her patrol even as her Maskari fucked another woman’s cunt. 


  The thought nearly pushed me over the edge, but refused to relent so easily. I slammed into Valuri over and over as if she were a fencepost I was pounding into the dirt, and I could feel the shockwaves of every thrust rippling from my loins into Kaseya. The amazon eventually collapsed to her knees, unable to resist, and when I heard her distant cries echoing through the hills I lost control. 


  “Fuck!” I screamed, pulling out. As desperately as I wanted to fill Valuri’s quim just like I had done so any times with Kaseya, I knew from experience that my old lover had a different preference. My cock exploded, spraying Valuri’s tits and stomach with volley after volley of my smoldering seed. Mere seconds after I was finally drained, the green tattoos beneath her pale skin began to glow in the presence of my magic. The Aether wasn’t just in my blood, after all.


  I sank back on my haunches and watched her feed. Even her eyes started to glow beneath her fluttering eyelids. Most Senosi drew their sustenance from blood, but Valuri had always preferred this alternative. I was more than happy to oblige. I doubted I would ever grow tired of watching a beautiful woman descend into a euphoric trance after I had covered her with my seed. 


  Several minutes passed before she finally came down and reopened her eyes. Her green irises continued glowing even after her tattoos had faded back into her skin, and she smiled seductively as she gathered the few stray globules from her forehead and nose onto her fingers. After staring at the long, viscous strands for a moment, she pushed them into her mouth and rolled them across her tongue. 


  “So that girl hasn’t drained you completely,” Valuri whispered. “Good.”


  I grunted and slumped back on my elbows. “When I leaned you were still alive, I wondered if the Inquisitrix had taken away your Senosi powers.”


  “I don’t think she can. Not without killing me.”


  Valuri leaned up and smiled once she had cleaned off the rest of her face. The glow in her eyes was almost eerie in the darkness. I had always thought the Senosi were a little too close to succubi for my tastes, and right now she actually looked like a demon. 


  “For the record, I’m still upset you never tried to rescue me,” Valuri said. 


  I groaned. “Look, I already explained that—”


  “But I’ll get over it,” she went on, grinning. “Eventually.”


  “You’re too kind,” I muttered.


  “I missed this guy,” she said, gently nudging my wilted cock with the toe of her boot. “And you too, I suppose.”


  I smiled despite myself. I had missed her too, of course, and not just because of the amazing sex. I knew her better than anyone in the world, even the woman I was now magically bonded to. The thought of losing her to the Inquisitrix had driven me mad so many times these past few months…


  “Anyway, we do need some kind of plan when we get back into the city,” Valuri said after a moment. “Ayrael will be back, and she won’t be alone. The Inquisitrix has plans for Highwind.”


  “Do you know what, specifically?” I asked. 


  “Unfortunately, no. I hadn’t fully regained her trust just yet. The mission to capture you and Kaseya was my final test.”


  “I’m honestly surprised she was willing to give you a second chance. She doesn’t strike me as the forgiving type.”


  “She’s not,” Valuri murmured. “But she’s also not a fool. She recognized that I was a valuable asset, and more importantly she didn’t completely disapprove of my methods.”


  I frowned and leaned forward. “Your methods? You mean working with me?”


  “Publically, she was outraged. The fact that one of that of her best Huntresses had been secretly working with a renegade sorcerer was a major embarrassment. But privately…” Valuri shrugged. “You and I were doing a lot of good, even by her warped definition. I neutralized more dangerous channelers working with you than the rest of the Senosi combined.”


  I nodded solemnly. I had never been particularly proud of the arrangement I’d struck with Valuri; helping her hunt down and capture other people born with the Aether in their blood seemed like a betrayal of my own kin. But our targets hadn’t been beleaguered refugees or exiles like myself—they had been truly dangerous individuals who either couldn’t control their powers or didn’t want to. Only one of out a hundred or so humans was born with the gift, but in a city as large as Vorsalos that meant there were a lot of potentially dangerous people. Ignoring them simply wasn’t an option.  


  The problem was that the Inquisitrix had no interest in helping us—she wanted to exterminate us, pure and simple. 


  “I spent a lot of time trying to convince her that I wasn’t a traitor,” Valuri went on. “And she spent a lot of time cracking a whip on my back. I never broke though, not really. And when Ayrael told me about you and her sister, I was able to convince them that I would be the best bait to draw you out. I’m glad I was right.”


  I smiled. “Well, I’m glad the multiverse gave us another shot. We just need to figure out what to do with it.”


  She arched her black eyebrows. “I assume you’ve been working on a plan.”


  “Sort of. I’ve been trying to build some underworld contacts in the city. There’s a new player in town calling herself—”


  “The Black Mistress,” Valuri finished. “The Inquisitrix is obsessed with her for some reason.”


  “From what I can gather, she’s running a massive magical smuggling ring right beneath the noses of the Mage’s Guild. The Archmage and the Highwind Council believe it’s one of the biggest threats to the city at the moment.”


  “That definitely sounds like the type of person we should get to know,” Valuri said. “Have you had any luck?”


  “A little. We had an…encounter…with one of her operatives just before we got Ayrael’s message. I’m hoping that someone will reach out to us soon.”


  Valuri grinned. “And here I assumed you were spending every waking moment between the thighs of your new friend.”


  “You’ve always underestimated me,” I replied mildly.


  “Sometimes,” she conceded. Her smile widened, and she stretched out her foot again until the heel of her boot could rub against my cock. “But you do have a few redeeming qualities.”


  I grunted. “Only a few?”


  “One in particular.”


  Valuri continued teasing me with her heel for another moment before she shifted onto her knees and seductively crawled forward. The glow in her eyes was finally fading, but it was swiftly replaced by the feral glint of a huntress stalking her prey. I remained still, mesmerized by the sway of her seed-splattered breasts. Her nipples hardened when a gentle night breeze blew through the camp. 


  “It’s getting cold,” she said, gently cradling my testicles in her left hand. “Do you have another batch ready to warm me up yet?”


  “I always do,” I told her, running my hand across her cheek and through her straight black hair. “But you’re going to have to earn it.”


  “That’s all right. I’m a hard-working girl…and you know how much I enjoy a challenge.” 


  Valuri pressed her lips against mine, and while our tongues danced she shuffled into my lap until she was straddling me. I eased the rapidly-swelling tip of my cock back to her quim, and it effortlessly slipped back inside. 


   She fucked me slowly and sensually, lovingly and warmly, as if I were the last man left in the multiverse. I didn’t have to move an inch, but that was her plan. She wanted me to remember the taste of her tongue and the softness of her skin; she wanted me to savor the heat of her body and the tightness of her quim. She wanted me to admit just how much my cock had missed being inside her. 


  And most of all, she wanted me to convey every nibble, every touch, every spark of pleasure through my bond to Kaseya. The two women might have been polar opposites in a hundred different ways, but they were both determined and completive to a fault. Valuri wanted her new rival to know exactly what she was up against. 


  I didn’t mind. I could imagine far worse fates than having two beautiful, deadly women treat my body as their personal battleground. 


  “It’s almost ready for you,” I announced through clenched teeth. My cock was ready to burst at any moment. 


  Valuri smiled and leaned into nibble my ear. “Are you sure you made enough?”


  “Yes.”


  “Will it keep me warm?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then feed me, Jorem. Feed me with everything you have left!”


  Valuri hopped off my lap, laid flat on her back in front of me, and squeezed her breasts together to give me a target. The sight of her splayed body and open mouth immediately pushed me over the edge. I erupted all over her tits and face again just like she wanted, and the moment the first volley struck her skin her eyes rolled back into her head. By the time I finished I was so weak I could barely stay upright. Valuri, on the other hand, looked as energized as a vampire who had just sucked some poor fool dry. 


  “That’s better,” she breathed, dragging her fingertips across the thick, milky strands on her cheeks and nose. Mere seconds later, her dormant Senosi tattoos flared back to life beneath her skin. “No woman should have to sleep on an empty stomach.”


   


  ***


   


  I slept almost bizarrely well, considering we didn’t have bedrolls or cushions or anything else resembling basic creature comforts. Valuri had never been the snuggling type, either, so I didn’t fall asleep with her in my arms. The last thing I remembered was watching in sordid fascination as she feasted upon the invisible magic in my seed. 


  She wasn’t there when I woke, which almost caused me to panic before I saw Kaseya standing nearby, her eyes sweeping the horizon. “Your friend is cleaning up in the stream,” the amazon said. “If you wish to join her, I suggest you do so now. We need to get moving as soon as possible.”


  I cleared my throat and leaned up on my elbow. My eyelids felt like they had been tied down with sandbags, and my back ached like I had been sleeping on top of a sharp rock—which apparently I had been, as it turned out. 


  “Figures,” I muttered, grabbing the jagged stone and chucking it down the hill. When I turned back to face Kaseya, a fresh wave of guilt crashed over me. “I’m sorry about last night, by the way.”


  “You have nothing to apologize for, Jorem. I knew you would wish to copulate with your friend once you were reacquainted.”


  “Yeah, but…” I paused and wet my lips. “Did you even get any sleep?”


  “It would have been a serious tactical error for all of us to rest at the same time while we are being actively hunted by my sister,” Kaseya said. 


  “So in other words, no.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “I don’t know what happened. I meant to start a fire and place some wards, but I just…I completely passed out.”


  “The Senosi must have drained you quite thoroughly.”


  I bit down on my lip and studied her profile. Kaseya didn’t look or sound jealous, but there was no way in the bloody abyss my antics hadn’t annoyed her at least a little bit. I would have been upset if I’d been forced to feel her fucking another man all night. At least Silhouette had given both of us a piece of the action.  


  “I’ll figure out a way to make this up to you when we get to town,” I told her. “I promise.”


  “You do not need to—”


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “You deserve better than this. Escar’s mercy, you deserve better than me…”


  Kaseya finally turned. “I am not sure I will ever understand your need to saddle yourself with guilt.”


  “Join the club,” I murmured. 


  “Your friend brought you a great deal of pleasure—pleasure I was able to experience through our bond.”


  I cocked a curious eyebrow at her. “So…you enjoyed it?”


  “Of course I did. I was nearby—I’m certain you heard me cry out.”


  “Once or twice,” I said, grinning despite myself. 


  “The conditions were not ideal for a silent patrol, and I had some difficulty concentrating upon my work.” Kaseya smiled back. “Still, it was…pleasant. Your friend obviously knows what she’s doing.”


  “That she does.”


  “I am grateful that our bond can grant me the benefit of her experience.” Her smile turned almost dark. “I am also grateful that she has no means of benefitting from mine.”


  I frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”


  Kaseya set down her bow and offered me her hand. I took it, confused, as she helped me off the ground and led me over to a nearby stump. “Sit.”


  “I don’t—”


  “Sit.”


  I paused, tempted to activate my ring and figure out what she was up to, but I decided to give her the benefit of the doubt and do as she asked. “All right,” I said, tucking the cloak onto my backside so I could sit on it. “Now what?”


  “The sun woke you before I could this morning, Kaseya said, kneeling and pushing apart my knees. “An amazon does not neglect her duties.”


  My cock was in her mouth before I could respond. It hardened in mere seconds thanks to the loving caresses of her lips and tongue, and my hand instinctively clasped the back of her head. Her slurps and licks soon drowned out every other sound in the forest. 


  As my eyes rolled back into my head and my member swelled in her throat, I became convinced that I was, without a doubt, the luckiest son of a bitch in the entire Northern Reaches. Sure, I was being pursued by an insane amazon-turned-mageslayer who less than a day ago had tried to castrate me. Sure, I was almost out of a coin and had no legitimate gold-making prospects on the horizon. And sure, in all likelihood I would die at a young age, either to the blades of fanatics or the corruption of the Aether. 


   But in the here and now, two gorgeous women were vying to see who could milk me dry first. If Escar himself appeared in front of me offering eternal life and salvation in exchange for Kaseya and Valuri’s affections, I would have gladly told him to go straight to hell. 


  “Shit,” I gasped. “Here it comes!”


  I held her tightly against me as I pumped every drop I had left into her waiting mouth. Kaseya groaned from her own collar-induced climax the instant the first jet struck her tonsils, then again when I fired another four solid volleys down her throat. When my eyes finally refocused, I saw Valuri standing on the incline a few feet away from us.


  “And here I was thinking about picking berries for breakfast,” she said, crossing her arms and smirking in amusement. “Just make sure you don’t waste any, girl.”


  Kaseya slowly pulled away and licked at her lips. She flashed me a contented smile, then turn towards Valuri. “We should get moving. The longer we’re out here, the more likely my sister will catch up to us.”


  She grabbed her bow and shield and started down the nearby path. Valuri chuckled and reached out a hand to help me. 


  “She and I are going to get along great,” Valuri said, her eyes glimmering coyly. “I can feel it.” 


   


  ***


   


  We arrived back in Highwind a few hours before dusk. Rather than attempt to stroll through the gate naked, I sent the girls ahead to buy me some clothes. I was a little worried about leaving them alone together, given Valuri’s penchant for pointless antagonism, but to my surprise Kaseya didn’t get irritated even once. Her mood remained calm and focused, and a few times I even sensed mild amusement. That actually worried me more than if she had suddenly gone into a rampage. It belatedly occurred to me that Valuri could—and almost certainly would—tell Kaseya embarrassing stories about me all day. 


  The realization made my stomach flutter, and I was tempted to sprint through the gate and risk a public indecency charge just to separate the two of them before Valuri could completely sabotage Kaseya’s opinion of me. Thankfully they returned before I did anything incredibly stupid, though Valuri’s smile was far too smug for comfort… 


  “I hope you have a plan besides waiting for this half-elf whore to contact you,” she said as I laced up my new boots. “If Ayrael isn’t back in the city already, I suspect she will be soon. And we’re not exactly inconspicuous—she won’t have trouble tracking us down.”


  “It’s a huge city,” I reminded her. “There are plenty of places to blend in.”


  “You and I, maybe. But our friend here tends to stick out.”


  I glanced back at Kaseya and pursed my lips. Her amazon armor was pretty memorable on its own, and her pretty face and long, shapely legs practically guaranteed that every man she passed would remember her. 


  “I’m afraid Val is right,” I said. “We might have to get you a disguise.”


  “We purchased a few additional outfits,” Kaseya said, nodding towards the bag they had brought with them. “I can wear one, if necessary.”


  “That might not be a bad idea. You should probably change now before we head back in, actually.” 


  “I’ll help you with those straps,” Valuri said, winking at me as she helped Kaseya disrobe. My cock stirred inside my new trousers, but only for a moment. The girls had only brought back a few silvers, which meant that after dinner and a room tonight, we would officially be broke. 


  “It’s too risky to stay at the Knight’s Lantern again since Ayrael knew to contact us there before,” I murmured. “We’ll swing by the Silken Rose and see if Silhouette left us a message. If not, our best bet is probably the Iron District.”


  Valuri eyed me quizzically. “Which is what, exactly?”


  “The place with most of the city’s smelters and smiths. It’s heavily populated and we should be able to blend in easily enough.”


  “We cannot hide from my sister forever,” Kaseya said. “We need a plan to confront her.”


  “One problem at a time,” I muttered, eyeing her new outfit up and down. Seeing her wear a simple, no-nonsense blouse and skirt was incredibly bizarre. It also wasn’t particularly convincing—she still walked and moved like a soldier. For the moment, however, it would have to do. 


  Night had long since fallen by the time we returned through the gates. I wasn’t particularly worried about Ayrael or the Senosi catching up to us just yet, but we stuck to the main streets just in case. I had assumed that the Silken Rose would be incredibly busy at this hour, and I was proven right. Unfortunately, the long line of men standing outside weren’t customers. 


  They were Highwind Guardsmen. 


  “Oh, shit,” I hissed. 


  There were at least thirty soldiers fanned out in front of the brothel, including six Knights of the Silver Fist and three wizards from the Mage’s Guild. A small crowd had gathered nearby to watch and see what was going on. 


  “Why are they arresting the whores?” Kaseya asked, frowning at the sight of several half-naked women being escorted out in manacles. 


  “I’ll give you one guess,” I muttered. “Come on, we need to get out of—”


  “Hello again, Mister Farr. What a coincidence to find you here.”


  I swore under my breath as I slowly turned around. Strolling up behind us, flanked by guild wizards on either side, was Magister Rethon. 


  “Magister,” I said, struggling to keep my expression neutral. “Is something wrong? We just strolled by and noticed all the commotion.”


  “Yes, I’m sure you did,” the man murmured. He sized up Valuri and eyed the crossbows on her hips. “You have a new friend, I see. Another bounty hunter?”


  “One of my many talents,” she said with a smirk. “Are you looking to hire someone, honey?”


  “No,” Rethon replied, not bothering to hide his contempt. “I would actually like to thank Mister Farr here. Without his help, we never would have been able to track down and identify so many of the Black Mistress’s assets.”


  The hairs on the back of my neck pricked up. “What are you talking about?”


  “I didn’t buy your ‘explanation’ at Artificer Dieran’s shop, so I ordered my wizards to scry upon you for a few days and see what they could learn,” Rethon explained, a faint but unbelievably smug smile tugging at his lips. “You left quite an Aetheric trail, I must say—one that led right to a young woman calling herself ‘Silhouette.’ She didn’t want to talk at first, but I eventually convinced her that it was in her best interests to help us out.”


  My lip twitched despite my best efforts to stop it. This was bad. Not as bad as hanging naked from the ceiling with my cock in a vise, probably, but bad enough.


  “Evidently some of the other whores here have been working for the Black Mistress as well,” Rethon went on. “At least three of these women are guilty of channeling the Aether without an Academy license, including enchantment and illusion magic—very dangerous and very illegal. But of course, you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


  “Jorem is a sorcerer—of course he knows about such things,” Kaseya said. “Why would you ask such a pointless question?”


  I resisted the urge to smack my forehead. I really, really needed to work on her social skills…


  Rethon’s smug grin grew even wider. “What a charming young woman. Though I must say, you looked much better in that armored skirt of yours.”


  “I did not ask for your opinion,” Kaseya said. “And I do not require your approval.”


  The magister’s expression sank. “I am afraid that is no longer true, my dear. Perhaps the four of us should return to the Grey Citadel and have a private chat. I’m sure we could learn a great deal from one another.”


  “We’re a little busy, but if you ever have a job for us we’d be happy to stop by and talk about it later,” I said. “Now, if you’ll excuse us…”


  The two mages flanking him on either side stretched out their arms and whispered the words to a spell. An instant later, a pair of glowing magical manacles materialized in their hands. 


  “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear,” Rethon said. “That was not a request. By order of the Highwind Council, I am placing the three of you under arrest.”
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  “In hard times like this, it’s important to remember that things could be a lot worse.”


  All five of the other prisoners sharing my cell turned and glared at me. Collectively, they had about as many teeth as I did with probably five times as many scars. It wasn’t exactly the optimal tooth-to-scar ratio I looked for in potential allies, but a man in my current position couldn’t afford to be picky.


  “I’m just saying, we could have all been stripped naked and tied to the ceiling,” I went on, grinning. “Then they could have threatened to castrate us and handed our crazy, bitter ex-girlfriends the knife. I mean, that would be worse, right?”


  If their previous glares had been caustic, their new ones could only be described as “murderous.” Maybe, just maybe, a bunch of men who had just been arrested by the Highwind Guard and caged within the Grey Citadel weren’t looking to make new friends. 


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” one of the men snapped. He looked like he enjoyed eating rocks for breakfast, which at least would have explained his conspicuously poor dental hygiene. 


  “Just trying to lighten the mood,” I said. “It’s not—”


  “Shut the fuck up!” another of men growled. “Or I’ll break that pretty face of yours before your screams reach the warden’s ears.”


  I sighed and slinked back into the corner of the cell. Suffice to say, our little return trip to Highwind hadn’t gone according to plan so far. After Magister Rethon had arrested Kaseya, Valuri, and I outside of the Silken Rose, his men had tossed us into different cells here in the bowels of the Grey Citadel, Highwind’s maximum security prison for dangerous and magically deviant individuals. I hadn’t seen the girls for the better part of a day now, and for all I knew they had already been interrogated and released. It would be the height of irony for me to have finally rescued Valuri only to end up in a different prison with her on the outside…


  I had tried my best not to think about it. Kaseya wouldn’t abandon me so easily, but Valuri…well, it was entirely conceivable that she would just cut her losses and run. I still loved her and always had, but she could be a real cunt sometimes. It was part of her charm. 


  I sat silently in the corner for what felt like an epoch before I heard the shuffling of movement outside the cell. One of the grey-hooded guards approached the door, a jingling keyring in his hand. 


  “You have a visitor, sorcerer,” he said. “Keep your hands where I can see them. Try to channel and you’ll get to spend a week in the Vault.”


  “You don’t have to worry about me,” I said, resisting the urge to fire off another ill-timed quip. The guards here seemed even less interested in chatter than the prisoners.


  He opened the door and gestured for me to walk slowly in front of him. Even if I’d wanted to try and escape, channeling wasn’t an option. They had fitted with a suppression collar the moment I’d arrived, and when I closed my eyes I swore I could feel the vatari crystals embedded within actually siphoning the Aether out of me. They were the same stones that gave Valuri and the other Senosi their magic-eating powers. 


  The guard and I eventually reached dungeon’s processing area, a wide, plus-shaped chamber that acted as the final hub before prisoners were assigned a cell block that fit their “needs.” There were only a few other prisoners here at the moment, though I immediately recognized the slender, silver-haired half-elf in the skimpy skirt, thigh-high boots, and black bandeau. 


  Silhouette turned and looked at me, the faintest hint of a smile tugging at her lips. I couldn’t imagine why. Her hands were shackled behind her back, and as far as I knew the guards had arrested her and several of the other Silken Rose whores for conspiring with the Black Mistress. If anything, she should have been enraged to see me—Rethon and his goons had followed my Aetheric trail right to her doorstep, after all. 


  I didn’t say anything for fear of angering my escort, but when he randomly struck up a conversation with the other guards Silhouette leaned and whispered into my ear. 


  “I delivered your message.”


  My brow furrowed. “What?”


  “My employer wishes to meet you, now more than ever,” she went on, her voice a smooth purr. “Moonshadow Plaza, the Skittering Spider. Anytime you’re ready to talk.”


  My mouth opened but nothing came out. This was not the conversation I’d been expecting to have this morning…


  “Tell your amazon friend I’m looking forward to seeing her again,” Silhouette added. 


  Before I found my voice, my escort turned and gestured for me to follow. “Come on. Trust me: you don’t want to keep your visitor waiting.”


  He dragged me along behind him, and when I glanced back over my shoulder Silhouette had already turned away. I still wasn’t sure what to make of her words. I had assumed that her employer, the enigmatic Black Mistress, would have lost all interest in me the moment I’d been so stupid as to get myself and a bunch of her contacts in the city arrested. But Silhouette hadn’t seemed the least bit concerned about it—I could only assume that was a good thing. 


  I sighed and shook my head as the guard led me up a nearby staircase to the Citadel’s main entrance. We walked through a large, pristine marble corridor before he pushed me into a holding cell where visitors could safely meet with guests. To my relief, the girls were already waiting inside. 


  “Don’t try anything stupid,” the guard said, closing the cell door. “When your visitor arrives, stand clear of the bars and behave yourself. Otherwise you’ll—”


  “End up in the Vault,” I finished for him. “I heard you the first fifty times.”


  The man glared at me for a long moment, then abruptly turned and continued down the corridor. Valuri waited all of about five seconds before she started tearing into me. 


  “Two days,” Valuri said, crossing her arms and scowling at me. “We’ve been back together for two whole days and you already found a way to get us thrown in prison!”


  “Nice to see you, too,” I muttered. 


  “Did you forget that I spent the last three fucking months in the Inquisitrix’s dungeon thanks to you?”


  “How could he when you constantly berate him about it?” Kaseya asked. 


  Valuri shot the amazon a baleful glare. “We would have already been out of here if you had just let me sweet-talk that guard yesterday.”


  “You were lying to him.”


  “Of course I was lying to him! That was the whole bloody point!”


  “There is no honor in deception.”


  Valuri grimaced. “You challenged him to a duel, and when he refused you threatened to kill him if he didn’t let you see Jorem. Did you seriously think that would help?”


  “I knew he would be too cowardly to accept my challenge,” Kaseya said. “I thought I could intimidate him instead.”


  Valuri smacked her head and ran her fingers back through her black hair. “You see what I’ve had to deal with this whole time?” 


  “And here I was worried that the two of you wouldn’t get along,” I muttered, leaning against the back wall. 


  “This isn’t funny,” Valuri said, shifting her glare back to me. “And how the hell did you get caught in the first place? You honestly didn’t know that the Mage’s Guild was spying on you? Even after you met Magister Moustache the first time?”


  “I assumed I would notice if they started poking around, and Rethon seemed like he was just posturing,” I said, wincing at how lame the defense sounded to my own ears. “Besides, it wasn’t like we had much of a choice. We were running out of coin, and magic was the only way for us to find the information we needed.”


  “No, it was the lazy way for you to find the information you needed,” Valuri countered. “You’ve always relied on the Aether too much. If I hadn’t taken pity on you, the Senosi would have caught and killed you years ago.”


  I stood and got right up in her face. As usual, she didn’t flinch in the slightest. 


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I grumbled. “You have no idea how much I’ve restrained myself since coming to Highwind.”


  “Jorem, you nearly killed yourself by overchanneling on Ayrael’s ship.”


  “That’s… different,” I managed.  


  “Is it?” Valuri pressed. “Kaseya also told me that you roasted a few dozen bandits and nearly burned down a whole fortress in the wilds. Were you restraining yourself then?”


  “Our lives were at stake,” I protested. “I didn’t have a choice.”


  “Did you have a choice when you started charming whores and wenches and guards?” Valuri scoffed and shook her head. “Unbelievable. You spent your whole life as a fugitive in Vorsalos, Jorem. Since when did you get so stupid? I taught you better than that!”


  I started to respond but swore under my breath instead. She was right, of course—I had been more reckless than usual recently. I obviously should have been more careful after my initial confrontation with Rethon, too, but I hadn’t expected the wizards to be able to follow my Aetheric trail without my knowledge…


  I sighed and pinched at my nose. The other problem was that I had spent so many years traveling with Valuri that I had grown more dependent upon her Senosi abilities than I wanted to admit. As long as she was around, my channeling didn’t leave a trail—she could easily absorb any residual echoes of my magic. 


  “I still cannot believe your people would dare to imprison such a skilled moshalim,” Kaseya whispered. “They should be celebrating and harnessing your power, not trying to shackle it.”


  Valuri grunted. “You’re cute, honey, but here in the real world you can’t just give dangerous channelers a morning blowjob and expect them to behave. Sorcery is deadly and terrifying in the wrong hands. It needs to be controlled.”


  Kaseya frowned. “If you agree with your Inquisitrix, then why are you here helping Jorem?”


  “The Inquisitrix wants to chop the balls off male sorcerers and brainwash female ones into serving her,” Valuri replied. “Just because I can accept the reality that the Aether is dangerous doesn’t mean I embrace her whole worldview. She’s a crazy, psychopathic cunt with far too much power and influence.”


  I sighed again and gently pushed my forehead against the bars. “Look, we all just need to relax,” I said. “The two of you haven’t actually broken any laws.”


  Valuri scoffed. “What difference does that make?”


  “This isn’t Vorsalos—the rule of law actually matters here,” I told her. “I guarantee they’ll let the two of you go eventually.”


  “What about you?” Kaseya asked. 


  I shrugged. “I channeled the Aether without a license. I suspect they’ll want to lock me up for a little while.”


  “That is unacceptable. I will not leave your side, Maskari.”


  I grunted and smiled despite myself. I still wasn’t sure what to make of her fanatical loyalty, but I knew she meant every word. I also knew that I hadn’t fucked her in almost three days, and I desperately wanted to correct that oversight as quickly as possible. I was a honestly a little surprised she hadn’t dropped to her knees and tried to drain me the moment we’d been reunited, guards be damned. 


  “You’ll have to, at least for a while,” I said, lowering my voice and glancing back and forth down the nearby corridor. I didn’t see any signs of our “visitor” or anyone else yet, but I knew we still needed to be careful what we said. This was a prison run by wizards, after all—there were probably magical sensors all over the place in here.


  “What he means is that he’s expecting us to break him out,” Valuri said. “The irony is so thick I think I’m going to gag.”


  Kaseya frowned. “What? But how could we—”


  “Tsst,” I hissed through my teeth as I made a sealed lips motion with my hand. Val of all people should have known better.


  “There’s no one standing in the corridor, and their magical sensors won’t be able to hear me,” Valuri said, tapping her arm to remind us of her concealed Senosi tattoos. “I can say whatever I want—you too are the ones who need to be careful.”


  “You don’t know that for certain,” I warned. “This place is built to hold monsters with all kinds of horrifying abilities. Who knows what kind of lingering enchantments they have in place?”


  “I’m sure they’re all very impressive, but they still won’t be able to affect me.”


  “You’re certain?”


  “Certain enough,” she said, shrugging. “Like you said, I’ll probably be out on the streets soon. You’re the one who’s screwed.”


  I groaned. “Thanks, Val. It’s so great knowing you always have my back.”


  “I do not understand why you put up with her,” Kaseya said. “She is cold, capricious, and dishonorable.”


  “Oh, get over yourself, sugar tits,” Valuri said. “Maybe if you could keep your mouth shut we’d—”


  “Enough,” I said, glancing back out into the corridor. I wanted to tell them about my bump-in with Silhouette, but I couldn’t take the risk. “Do you have any idea who our visitor is?”


  “Someone important, judging from how the guards were reacting,” Valuri said. “Maybe you got the attention of the councilors. Or maybe even the Archmage himself.”


  I nibbled at my lip. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”


  “Well, let’s see: he hates Senosi, he hates sorcerers…the only one who is safe is Kaseya, at least until she blurts out something that gets us all into trouble.”


  I started to argue, but a moment later the door at the end of the corridor opened. A pair of Citadel guards stepped inside, and behind them I heard the unexpected but unmistakable click of high heels on stone. The footsteps approached slowly but deliberately, and I found myself holding my breath until a tall, statuesque high elf woman walked into view. 


  She was, without a doubt, one of the most stunning women I had ever seen. Like most elves, she had high, stately cheekbones and flawless white skin. She tucked her long golden hair back in a tightly-braided ponytail that dangled halfway down her back, though her movements were so graceful and measured it barely even swished back and forth when she walked. Despite her fairly conservative outfit—a hip-hugging, knee-length blue dress—the sight of her bright blue eyes and slender body was enough to make my cock twinge in my trousers. Her five inch heels and ample cleavage were enough to make it spring upright.


  “Leave us,” she said to the nearby guards. 


  “But, my lady, we should—”


  “Leave us.”


  The two men shared a nervous glance, then quickly scurried out of the room and closed the door behind them. 


  “The fugitive sorcerer from Vorsalos,” the elf woman said in a smooth, cultured voice once we were alone. “Interesting. I hope you are as knowledge as you say.”


  “So do I,” I squeaked, forcing an awkward smile. “My name is Jorem Farr. My friends and I—”


  “I know who you are,” she interrupted. “And just as importantly, I know who your friends are. Valuri Sorvaal, former Senosi Huntress and personal assassin for the Grand Inquisitrix. Kaseya Tal’Shira, amazon warrior from Nol Krovos.”


  I swallowed heavily, still trying to figure out exactly who we were dealing with. The woman’s elegant dress wasn’t exactly a Guild-issue robe or tunic, which meant she obviously wasn’t just some random lackey. Perhaps she was a full Magistrix like Rethon…or perhaps she was something else entirely. 


  “Impressive,” Valuri said. “If you know who we are, then you must know how useful we could be to someone in your position. I doubt many prisoners here warrant a personal visit from the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy.”


  I pursed my lips and resisted the urge to swear. No, this woman definitely wasn’t a random Guild lackey—Headmistress Telanya was the one of the most powerful and influential people in whole damn city. The rumor on the street was that she had come here from Nelu’Thalas just over a year ago, and she had married Archmage Beloran not long afterwards. I felt like any idiot for not realizing who she was the moment I’d seen her. As usual, I decided to blame my overeager cock for clouding my judgment…


  Telanya studied Valuri for several long seconds before she finally smiled. “Many wizards in this city would gladly see a Senosi Huntress hanged. They know what you stand for and what you represent.”


  “Fair enough, but I’m not here on behalf of the Grand Inquisitrix,” Valuri said. “Quite the opposite, in fact. My friends and I are hoping we can convince the fine people of your city that the Senosi threat is even greater than they realize.”


  “The people don’t need convincing,” Telanya replied. “The rabble is easily roused and frightened. The more difficult task will be persuading the Highwind Council to take action. They are so distracted by local politics that they refuse to see the true threat on the horizon.”


  “We know more about that threat than anyone,” I said, an excited flutter in my stomach. It seemed like there was an opportunity here, assuming we didn’t fuck it up. “I’ve spent my whole life avoiding the Senosi. Valuri knows the workings of the Vorsalosian elite than anyone. And Kaseya…well, she’s personally acquainted with the Inquisitrix’s new right-hand woman.”


  Telanya swept her eyes over us one by one. I couldn’t help but wonder how powerful of a channeler she was…or if she had the same attitude towards sorcerers that her husband did. The elves of Nelu’Thalas were far more accepting of all kinds of magic—perhaps that was why she was willing to speak with me. 


  I also couldn’t help but wonder what she looked like naked, but I did my best to bury that particular question before it got me into trouble. 


  “You have made some serious mistakes, Jorem Farr,” she said after a moment. “Using the Aether to manipulate the minds and memories of Highwind citizens is a serious crime. The Highwind Council will demand that my husband judge you harshly.”


  “But they don’t know anything about me just yet, do they?” I asked, sensing where she might be going with this. “And you want to make me an offer to keep it that way.”


  Her eyes focused upon me. “I am concerned about the safety of this city. As you said, the Senosi are a grave threat—one that many of my colleagues refuse to see. I think you may possess useful information on their strategy and capabilities.” She took a step closer to the bars. “I also think there may be something else you can do for me.”


  I smiled. “We’re listening.”


  “I’m afraid I cannot discuss it here,” she said. “The three of you will be released into my custody, and you will attend a dinner at our estate this evening. Once there, you will tell my husband and I everything you know about the Inquisitrix.” 


  “I would be happy to,” I told her, and meant it. My heart had started racing with in my chest. Fate, it seemed, hadn’t completely abandoned me just yet.


  “Good,” Telanya said. “The warden will release you shortly. My associates will meet you outside and make sure you are properly dressed for the occasion tonight.” She started to turn away but then pivoted back towards us a second later. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that I am taking a significant risk by clearing your name in this way. If you don’t end want to spend the rest of your lives rotting in a cell, I suggest you do exactly as I say from this point onward.”


  “We understand,” I assured her. “And we won’t disappoint you.”


  “We shall see.”


  Telanya turned and left the room, the clicking of her heels echoing through the stone corridor. When she started whispering something to the guards outside, I ran a hand across my face and glanced back to the girls. 


  “That was…unexpected.”


  “She’s desperate,” Valuri said, a dark smile on her lips. “I could see it in her face and hear it in her voice.”


  “She must be if she’s reaching out to a group of total strangers from a rival city-state,” I said. “What could the wife of the Archmage and the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy possibly want from us?”


  “I don’t know,” Valuri said. “But I can’t wait to find out.”


   


  ***


   


  The guard eventually introduced us to Telanya’s “associates” outside the Grey Citadel, and it was immediately clear that we were simply being handed off from one set of guards to another. Two of the men were Guild wizards, judging from their robes, and the third was a genuine servant who seemed positively giddy at the prospect of getting the three of us ready for the night’s festivities. 


  The girls reacted more or less exactly how I had expected: Kaseya was a good sport but found whole thing frivolous; Valuri griped constantly despite the fact she was clearly enjoying every minute of it. By the time we finished it was only an hour or so before nightfall, and the servant quickly bought us a carriage and pointed us toward the Archmage’s estate. 


  “I’m still not completely clear what you wish to accomplish,” Kaseya said once we finally had a modicum of privacy inside the carriage. 


  “Getting us out of a prison was a good start,” I said. “Getting you into that dress was a nice bonus.”


  Both women were undeniably radiant in their new attire. Kaseya had traded her red armor for a red dress, and the design had made my cock stir the moment I’d laid eyes on it. The long slit on the side of the floor-length skirt showed off her shapely legs, and the crisscrossing halter top gently cradled her breasts while leaving her back and navel exposed. She was even wearing heels, thanks to Valuri’s endless taunts. 


  The Huntress was wearing heels too, of course, but I honestly couldn’t imagine her feet without them. She had chosen a black dress with a much shorter skirt, and the way the fabric hugged her cleavage made it almost impossible for me to look at anything else. 


  “We have some privacy now,” Kaseya said, placing her hand in my lap. “Should I relieve you before we reach the estate?”


  I wish. 


  I would have given just about anything for ten minutes alone with her right now. I’d spent half my time in that cell worrying that the gods had only given her to me so that they could brutally steal her away a few weeks later. 


  “He’ll be fine,” Valuri said, scoffing and crossing her arms. “If anyone needs relief, it’s me. I haven’t fed in almost two days…”


  “Well, you’re not taking my blood,” I told her. 


  “It’s not your blood I want.”


  Kaseya glanced between us. “I can help you both, then. This won’t take long…”


  She began to reach into my trousers, but I grabbed her wrist and stopped her. “I’ll be fine,” I soothed. “We need to keep our heads here. I have no idea what kind of job Telanya plans on offering us, but we weren’t in any position to turn her down. She has gold and power. We could use both.”


  “Does this change your plan to try and work with the Black Mistress?” Kaseya asked. 


  I pursed my lips. “I bumped into Silhouette when I was being escorted up to the holding cell. She said that she had delivered our message and that the Black Mistress would contact us soon.”


  “Interesting,” Valuri said, her eyes lightning up. “Maybe we’ll get the chance to play these fools off each other.”


  “Maybe, but at the moment I think we just need to wait and see what Telanya has to offer us.” I paused and thought back to our brief meeting in the dungeon. “You knew who she was from the moment she walked up to our cell. I assume that means the Senosi have some kind of dirt on the Headmistress?”


  “The Inquisitrix has dirt on everyone,” Valuri said matter-of-factly. “All I know about Telanya is that she hasn’t been in Highwind all that long, and no one seems to know why a gorgeous highborne elf would marry a geriatric Archmage—other than the obvious, anyway. Being his trophy wife has given her a tremendous amount of power and influence with the Council. I assume she’s angling to become the new Archmage when the old man finally dies.”


  “Is the title hereditary?” I asked. 


  “Most powerful offices in Highwind are appointed by the Council, who are in turn appointed by the various noble families in the city. One can only assume she’s been building relationships to try and make herself the logical choice.”


  I nodded. “Interesting, though that doesn’t explain why she would want to hire us. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”


  “You say that this city is different than Vorsalos,” Kaseya said, “yet all I see is scheming and posturing by small-minded people.”


  “Welcome to civilization, honey,” Valuri said, patting the amazon on the leg. “You’re a long way from Nol Krovos.”


  We arrived at our destination a few minutes later, and our Guild escorts helped us out of the carriage and led us across a winding sidewalk to the Archmage’s estate. Having seen the wealth and decadence of the Vorsalosian elite first-hand many times, I wasn’t sure precisely what to expect here. The Inquisitrix had lavishly rewarded the nobles who’d supported her rise to power—their estates were filled with massive statues, gold-plated furniture, and scores of slaves. What they lacked, for obvious ideological reasons, was magic. And as it turned out, that made an enormous difference. 


  “Saarash,” Kaseya whispered. “Even our moshalim do not live like this…”


  “No one does,” I murmured. The path leading up to the estate was surrounded on all sides by a lush, kaleidoscopic flower garden that looked more like a painting than real-life…and that wasn’t far from the truth. I could feel the Aetheric currents rippling through air like static electricity, nourishing the plants and enhancing the colors of their petals. The garden wasn’t an illusion, but it wasn’t quite real, either. I had never seen or felt anything like it. 


  The small statues and fountains spread throughout the carefully-cultivated labyrinth were all carved from the pristine white stone common in the Shattered Peaks to the west. No one had used a chisel and hammer here, however; the craftsmanship was far too smooth and perfect for rough tools. Only the Aether could sculpt stone so precisely. 


  “I feel tingly just walking through here,” Valuri said. Her head was flicking back and forth like an addict who had just stumbled into new lotus den. “I could stand here and feed for hours…”


  “Try and contain yourself,” I warned, keeping my voice as low as possible. “The last thing we need is for your eyes and tattoos to start glowing.”


  “Maybe the old man will find it as sexy as you do.”


  “Maybe the old man will have you thrown back in the dungeon or burned at the stake,” I countered. “You of all people should understand how important this is.”


  “You don’t know what it’s like, Jorem. You’ve never had the hunger.”


  “I’ve known you long enough to understand,” I soothed, taking her hand. “Don’t worry—I’ll feed you when we’re out of here.”


  Valuri flashed me a coy grin. “Promise?”


  “As much as you want. Just try and hold yourself together until then.”


  We reached the entry foyer a minute later, and another set of guards opened the door for us. I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see that the interior of the estate was every bit as ostentatious as the garden. Everything inside, from the silver-plated bannisters to the pristine marble furniture, practically glowed with a latent Aetheric aura. The tingle in the air was even more concentrated in here. I was genuinely worried about Valuri—at this point her green eyes were completely dilated. She was even starting to wobble on her heels. 


  Thankfully, our hosts didn’t give us time to wander; Telanya and Archmage Beloran appeared just a few moments after we entered. The highborne Headmistress had wrapped herself in a flowing, sleeveless dress, and I had to consciously force myself not to leer at her perfect body. Her husband didn’t return the favor. The old man’s gray eyes locked onto Kaseya, and I wanted to vomit at the thought of his withered pecker stirring to life at the sight of her.



  “Archmage,” I said, offering the man a short bow. “We are honored by presence.”


  “You should be thanking my wife,” he said. “I’m not in the habit of inviting wanted criminals into my home, let alone men who waste their gift on whores.”


  I forced myself to smile rather than scowl. The man was taller than expected—though still several inches shorter than his wife thanks to her ludicrous heels—and his clothes remarkably plain for a man of his power and authority. He wore nearly the same gray-blue robe as the other Guild wizards I had seen in the city, though I could feel the power radiating from the enchantments woven into the fabric. 


  “I’m very thankful for her willingness to hear me out,” I said, nodding at Telanya. “I know you are wary of sorcerers, and for good reason. But I hope we can—”


  “I do not blame you for what you are,” Beloran interrupted. “You did not choose to be born with the Aether in your veins, and it’s not your fault that you can wield its power with the flick of your wrist. Do you blame the bear when it mauls a man in the woods?”


  “Uh, well, I suppose—”


  “Of course you wouldn’t,” the Archmage went on, flicking his hand dismissively. “You accept that the bear is as the gods made him. And that is exactly how I look at you and the rest of your ilk, Mister Farr. You are what you are, and we should not blame or shun you because of it.”


  I paused and let him speak. I had dealt with enough old, ostensibly “wizened” people to know when they were about to unleash a bitter tirade, and in my experience it was generally best to just relax and brace yourself for the inevitable.


  “That said, the danger you represent cannot be ignored,” he continued. “Just as we would not allow bears to rampage through our city, we cannot allow men who conjure flame from their fingertips to roam our streets without supervision. Every man and woman who wishes to learn the secrets of the Aether is welcome at our Academy, but those who are deemed unfit are forbidden to practice their craft until they complete their trials. We don’t teach them anything truly dangerous until we are certain they can be trusted. Your kind, unfortunately, cannot be restrained so easily.”


  Beloran eyed me up and down. “If you had grown up here, the Guild may have been able to teach you how to channel properly at a young age. You might have even been a licensed wizard by now. Unfortunately, I’m sure the Inquisitrix has filled your mind with propaganda. We are not tyrants or monsters. One of the main purposes of the Highwind Academy is to shield channelers from their own stupidity. Knowledge can be a terrible thing in the hands of a fool, and the Aether is greatest force multiplier in the multiverse. Without the Guild to temper the worst of our students’ impulses, this city would be a crater…or a graveyard.”


  “Nol Krovos has been ruled by sorcerers for centuries,” Kaseya said. “We do not kill each other, and they have not destroyed our island.”


  I grimaced, wondering if her bluntness would get us into trouble yet again. But instead the Archmage simply looked at her and smiled. 


  “I envy your people’s restraint, my dear,” he said, “but your island and its wonderful people aren’t like the rest of the world. Out here, men quickly become monsters without a steady hand to guide them.”


  “I see,” Kaseya replied. “Well, you can be assured that Jorem is not a monster. The first time I met him, he saved my sword-sister’s life with restorative magic.”


  “How kind of him,” Telanya said, an odd glint in her eye. 


  “Since then, he has only used his powers responsibly,” Kaseya added. “He has not harmed anyone outside of self-defense.”


  “Does that include the whores whose minds he manipulated?” Telanya asked. “Or the city guards he tricked into believing they were his friends?”


  “He did not inflict any permanent harm.”


  “Only because he was lucky—sorcery is inherently unstable,” Beloran said. “But even if it weren’t, he committed a very serious crime. If the rest of the Council were to learn what happened, they would promptly sentence him to many years in the dark solitude of the Vault.”


  “But they don’t know, and I assume that’s the reason we’re here,” Valuri put in. “You wouldn’t have invited us to dinner if you didn’t another offer to make.”


  Telanya smiled at the Senosi. “You’re right, of course. There are many things we need to discuss.”


  “But first, we have prepared some entertainment,” the Archmage said, his eyes still glued to Kaseya. He offered her his arm and gestured into the next room. “I think you’ll find it most enjoyable.”


  I held my breath, wondering if she might say or do something incredibly earnest and offensive, but instead she smiled pleasantly, took his arm, and followed him into the next room. The strangest part of all, however, was the fact that Telanya didn’t scowl at her husband for touching another woman. Instead she shuffled forward and took my arm as we strolled into the adjacent dining hall. 


  I put on my own pleasant smile and tried to ignore the warning bells ringing in my head. In my experience, the rich and powerful were almost always disturbed in one way or another, and it was already abundantly clear that there was something seriously wrong with these people. 


  Still, I enjoyed the sweet scent of Telanya’s perfume, and the warmth of her touch was enough to stoke the seemingly unquenchable fire in my loins. I needed to sit down as quickly as possible before the growing tent in my trousers became a problem…


  The dining hall was grand and sprawling, and the table at the center was large enough to accommodate several dozen guests. Telanya gestured for the three of us to sit down one side while she and her husband slid into chairs on the other. Servants appeared with trays a few seconds later, and I struggled to keep my mouth from visibly watering at the sight and smell of actual cooked food. I hadn’t eaten a legitimate meal in days.


  “Open one of the bottles from my collection,” Telanya said to one of the servants just before he poured wine into our glasses. “This is a special occasion, after all.”


  The servant’s eyes widened as if he couldn’t tell whether this was a test or not. “Uh…yes, yes, of course, mistress,” he blubbered. “W-which bottle?”


  “I assume you can’t read Elven.”


  “N-no, mistress.”


  Telanya sighed. “Then just pick one of the blue ones. Use your best judgment.”


  The servant nodded and swallowed.  He had the distinct look of a man who feared being transformed into a toad if he misbehaved.


  “Please, eat as much as you like,” Telanya said. “The Citadel isn’t known for its wholesome meals.”


  “Definitely not,” I said, plucking a stuffed scallop from the plate and resisting the urge to unceremoniously shovel it into my mouth. I had always been a fast eater, and the gnawing hunger in my gut wasn’t helping any. 


  “I arranged for one of the city’s famous dancing troupes to give a short performance tonight,” Beloran said. “They’re all licensed guild mages—I think you’ll be impressed at what they can do.”


  He clapped his hands once, and a moment later a quartet of flamboyantly costumed performers appeared from behind a curtain on the far side of the room. After offering us a quick bow, three of them began to dance while the fourth played a soft, soothing tune on her lute. It seemed like a fairly normal routine until the dancers began openly channeling the Aether. While one conjured ephemeral strands of purplish energy, the other did the same with brilliant plumes of orange-white flame. The woman standing between them dipped and dodged around the bursts in a genuinely mesmerizing pattern. 


  “This one has always been my favorite,” the Archmage said wistfully. “They call it ‘The Solstice.’”


  I nodded politely. The performance was genuinely enthralling, even for a man with rather simple and occasionally boorish tastes like myself. I still had difficulty paying attention for long, however. The hot food was distracting enough, but the hot high elf sitting on the opposite side of the table from me was a far bigger problem. Every few seconds my eyes would drift over to Telanya’s slender legs, and my mind refused to stop imagining all the ways I could wrap them around me. Silhouette was the only elf I had ever fucked, and her quim had been as tight as a human ass. I could only imagine what the hot, vise-like grip of a full-blooded elf cunt would feel like… 


  Escar’s mercy, what the hell is wrong with you? You have two gorgeous women on either side of you, but instead of thinking about what you’re going to do with them tonight, you can’t stop fantasizing about the highborne bitch who is just as likely to throw you back in the dungeon as offer you a job. You were in prison for less than a day and you’re already acting like you haven’t seen a woman in ten years.


  I bit down on my lip and shuffled in my seat. Given my ample experience, I should have mastered the art of sitting still with an erection a long time ago, but my cock refused to stop chaffing against my new trousers. I really hoped the Archmage didn’t have any mind-reading powers. Otherwise I was probably going to get us into a lot of trouble…


  While the performers executed another dizzying maneuver, Kaseya leaned over and brought her lips to my ear. “I told you I should have drained you earlier,” she said, the faintest trace of amusement in her voice. “I will take care of you later.”


  My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Unfortunately, turning away from Telanya didn’t even help, not when my eyes were immediately drawn to Valuri’s cleavage or Kaseya’s taught stomach. At this point, my damn libido was probably a bigger liability to our group than Kaseya’s blunt honesty or Valuri’s Senosi hunger.


  “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “It’s just that—”


  My voice cut off when Valuri’s hand unexpectedly touched my leg. Her fingers crawled up my thigh until they were resting atop my bulging member.


  “Val,” I hissed, keeping my voice as low as possible. “What are you doing?”


  She didn’t reply or even turn to face me, but wicked grin tugged at her lips. She casually leaned forward and placed her left elbow on the table while her right hand wormed into my pants and freed my aching cock. 


  I wanted to yell at her. I wanted to grab her arm and pulled her away. But even the slightest noise or movement could draw the attention of our hosts, and so instead I awkwardly leaned forward to try and hide my member beneath the table. 


  “It’s breathtaking,” Valuri said at full volume, causing me to wince. “We don’t have anything remotely like this in Vorsalos.”


  “I should think not,” Beloran said, turning his head to smile at her. “The Aether is deadly and dangerous, but in denying your people its power you also deny them its beauty.”


  I didn’t know how, but she managed to keep her upper body mostly still even while her hand furiously pumped my cock beneath the table. I shoved another roll into my mouth to try and hide the strain on my face, but mercifully the Archmage wasn’t paying attention to me. He started leering at Valuri’s cleavage almost like he had just noticed her for the first time. The fact that her tits were bouncing slightly thanks to her ongoing handjob only made her more alluring. 


  “Thankfully you’re young, and you still have plenty of time to enjoy the Aether’s many wonders,” the Archmage added. “Who knows, perhaps I’ll have the chance to show you sometime.”


  She flashed him her most seductive grin. “I’d like that.”


  I was more tempted than ever to knock her hand away, but she knew I couldn’t, not with him staring right at us. That had almost certainly been her plan all along. She might have loved tormenting me even more than she loved feeding off me.


  “You’re going to miss the finale, dear,” Telanya said, touching her husband’s arm. If she was the least bit concerned about his wandering eyes, she didn’t show it. I couldn’t imagine what kind of idiot would risk flirting with his female guests when he was married to an unspeakably gorgeous high elf. 


  Probably the same type of idiot who got hard staring at his female host when he already had a gorgeous Senosi lover and an equally gorgeous amazon bodyguard.  


  I grimaced at the thought. I really was irredeemable. 


  The Archmage eventually turned back around to watch the show, and the moment he was no longer looking at me I let out a soft moan and stopped trying to resist. My cock was ready to explode at any minute, and I figured it probably just better to get it over with at this point. 


  Just before she stroked me over the edge, Valuri subtly knocked a spoon off the table and leaned over like she was going to pick it up. Her eyes lit up in anticipation of feeding off my seed, and the moment her head dipped below the tablecloth she opened her mouth—


  At which point Kaseya lunged down and beat her to it. Her lips clamped over my swollen head like a warm, wet glove, and my seed promptly gushed into her eager mouth. I held as still as possible, desperate not to attract the attention of our hosts, and I watched as Valuri’s eyes narrowed in rage 


  Kaseya popped up a moment later, and her throat rippled as she swallowed everything I had given her. She then handed the Senosi her fallen spoon and smiled. 


  “You should know by now that I’m always eager to help,” Kaseya said. 


  In any other time and place, the way the women were glaring at each other would have sent a terrified chill down my spine. It was like watching a pair of master duelists size each other up as they paced around the battle ring. But in the here and now, Valuri’s jealous ire was just getting me hard again. 


  I stuffed my stem back into my trousers as surreptitiously as I could, and when the performers finished their dance and took a bow I was the first one to clap. 


  “Marvelous,” I said. “Truly marvelous.”
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  Dinner was served mere moments after the bards finished their performance, and Telanya’s terrified steward filled our glasses with a blue elven wine that was so sweet it was almost painful. I struck a balance between polite conversation and stuffing my face, and at times it almost felt like I was a ghost at the table. Beloran probed Kaseya for details about Nol Krovos, and she happily told him everything he wanted to know even when his eyes remained fastened on her breasts. Telanya took the almost exact opposite approach: her attention rarely left Valuri, and she endlessly quizzed the other woman about the Inquisitrix and the Senosi. I added useful information when appropriate, but for the most part I was content to eat and observe, in that order. 


  I also spent an absurd amount of time thinking about what was going to happen if and when we got out of here. Valuri would demand that I feed her, and afterwards Kaseya would probably want some attention too. She could deny being jealous all she wanted, but loyal amazon or not, she was still human. Just because she was willing to share me didn’t mean she actually wanted to. 


  It wasn’t until the servants removed our plates that the conversation finally shifted back to the matter at hand—specifically, why the two most powerful channelers in Highwind had decided to free us from the Grey Citadel. 


  “Now that you’ve all had the chance to settle, we have more important matters to discuss,” Telanya said, twirling her long finger around the edges of her empty glass. “Half the reason my husband and I decided to help the three of you was because we hoped you would be able to tell us more about our enemy to the west.”


  “I just explained that the Inquisitrix is hell bent on killing or converting every channeler in the Northern Reaches and conquering Highwind in the process,” Valuri said. “I’m not sure what else you need to know. The people of this city need to be ready for war.”


  Beloran
grunted softly. “Her armies are no match for ours. The Duskwatch and the Silver Fist have kept Highwind safe for generations.” 


  “Your knights and rangers are powerful, but they are not invincible,” Valuri told him. “The Inquisitrix has almost two-hundred Senosi at her beck and call, and she endeavors to train more every day. Combined with a conventional army, they can neutralize enemy channelers and transform your paladins into little more than glorified foot soldiers.”


  The Archmage leaned back in his chair. “You believe that is her plan, then? To weaken our defenses before launching a full-scale attack?”


  Valuri shrugged. “She’s a lot more subtle than that—and more patient. She will sow division in your ranks first. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that she’s been helping this ‘Black Mistress’ throw the city’s underworld into chaos.”


  “We’ve been considering that possibility for a while now,” Telanya replied gravely. “I wish we had proof of a connection—it might finally convince the Council to take the Vorsalosian threat seriously. Their fanatical focus on the Black Mistress has blinded them to other problems.”


  “There’s another connection you don’t know about it,” I said. “The Senosi have a new commander—another amazon from Nol Krovos named Ayrael.”


  Beloran frowned. “An amazon joining forces with the Senosi?”


  “It is an isolated incident,” Kaseya said. “Ayrael betrayed our people. She is the reason I was sent here.”


  “The point is that she’s very dangerous, and Highwind needs to be ready for anything,” I said, jumping in before Kaseya inadvertently revealed anything else. These people didn’t need to know that Ayrael was her sister or any other specific details. “She already tried to capture us once, and I’ve no doubt she’ll try again.”


  “To be blunt, I’m more interested in her plans for this city than her plans for you,” Telanya said. “I’m disappointed you don’t know more.”


  “Information was only half the reason you and your husband decided to reach out to us,” Valuri pointed out. “What’s the other half?”


  Telanya shared a long glance with her husband. “You’re right. I do need your help with something—something vitally important.”


  “Magister Rethon told us about your excursion north of the Duskwood about a week ago,” Beloran said. “By now, I’m sure you’ve figured out the truth: the Black Mistress had bribed Artificer Dieran and several other Guild mages to deliver the cargo to her rather than us.”


  I nodded. “But the Senosi stole it before it reached the city.”


  “Yes. You can see why this is a source of concern. The Mage’s Guild has spent decades carefully cultivating a pristine reputation. Our wizards are supposed to be beyond reproach, yet apparently several of them are in the pocket of the criminal underworld. If word of their treachery spread to the public…” 


  “The people might start to think that trained wizards and untrained sorcerers aren’t so different after all.”


  I regretted the words the instant they escaped my lips. I knew better than to let my bitterness overwhelm my good sense. I was here to impress these people, not insult them. Apparently Kaseya’s bluntness was rubbing off on me…


  “Something like that,” Telanya murmured. She smiled faintly, though I could see a dangerous glimmer behind her blue eyes. “The Senosi’s involvement adds several more wrinkles to our problem, especially considering the nature of the cargo in question. Tell me: what do you know about vatari crystals?”


  Valuri’s ears perked up. “They absorb Aetheric energy—they’re the source of the Senosi’s power. I don’t know all the specifics, but somehow the Inquisitrix crushes them into powder and then tattoos it beneath our skin.”


  “And without a steady supply, she would be unable to train new Huntresses,” Beloran said. “Her minions have been mining the crystals from the Shattered Peaks for decades, but a few years ago the Guild learned that the local deposits have nearly run dry. The Inquisitrix has been searching for new sources, and we have been trying to stop her.”


  I nodded solemnly as a few more pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. “You found other deposits, and you’ve been trying to mine them and store the crystals here in Highwind.”


  “Pure vatari is rare in this part of the world, mercifully, but we have located a few deposits in the north and east,” Telanya said. “We’ve kept their location secret for obvious reasons, and we’ve spread out deliveries and caravans to try and conceal our true intentions. But now that the Inquisitrix knows what we’re doing, I’ve no doubt that the Senosi will attempt to raid more shipments. This cannot be allowed.”


  “I heard whispers about a shortage when I was in Vorsalos, but I never had the chance to investigate the truth,” Valuri said. “This is huge—the Inquisitrix uses vatari dust in basically everything these days. Armor, weapons…the Senosi can’t function without it.”


  “We don’t know precisely when her supplies will run out, but the more we sabotage her resources, the more we embolden her enemies,” Telanya said. “An open war between our cities would be devastating. Starving her may be our best option of preventing it.”


  Kaseya frowned. “I do not understand. You said that the Black Mistress bribed your wizards into helping her, but from what we’ve learned this woman is interested in harboring refugee sorcerers and smuggling illegal magical items. What use does she have for this crystal?”


  The Archmage snorted. “I’m sure the Black Mistress would be more than happy to sell her plunder to the Inquisitrix in exchange for gold or slaves. What other motivation does a criminal need?”


   “She could also be trying to stock up on it in preparation for her own private war against the Mage’s Guild,” I reasoned. “Assuming the rumors about her having a personal vendetta against you and your wife are true.”


  The Headmistress’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly—the movement was so subtle I doubt that anyone else picked up on it. Had I struck a nerve?


  “I suppose that’s possible,” Telanya said after a moment. “Though if she truly believes she can stand against the full might of the Guild, she is delusional.”


  “Perhaps it’s just a backup plan in case something goes wrong,” I suggested. “I don’t know, but the point is that she definitely has a reason to get involved. And if word of this cargo’s importance gets around…”


  This time, it was Telanya’s cheek that twitched. “That is another reason I wish to hire you and your friends. You don’t have any connections in this city, but I know you all have personal reasons to hate the Inquisitrix. Helping us is in your best interests.”


  I frowned and studied her face. Something about her expression and tone of voice…


  “The Council doesn’t know you’ve been hoarding vatari crystals,” I reasoned. “That’s the reason you wanted to speak with us here and not in the Citadel.”


  Her lip twitched again. “You really are more cunning than you look, aren’t you?”


  “He gets that a lot,” Valuri muttered. “But you didn’t answer his question.”


  Telanya poured herself another drink. “No one on the Council knows anything about these crystals,” she said. “About a year ago, I proposed that we should attempt to starve the Inquisitrix’s supply, but at that point I had only been in the city for a short while. They didn’t trust me, and more to the point they didn’t want to antagonize Vorsalos. They refused to see the full nature of the threat before us.” 


  “As did I,” Beloran murmured solemnly. “It was the first of many times I learned not to question my wife’s wisdom.”


  Telanya wasn’t even looking at him; she was too busy scowling at her drink. “I can hardly blame you,” she said. “Your people have such short lifespans that you’re doomed to forget the past. Barely anyone in this city even remembers the War of the Three Cities, and the Council had to appoint another outsider as Ranger-General before they took the orc or gnolls threats seriously.”


  “Is that why you came here from Nelu’Thalas?” I asked. “To show all the ‘foolish humans’ the error of their ways?”


  Telanya eyes lifted to meet mine. “Outsiders often have an easier time seeing the truth than those around them. You and your friends of all people should appreciate this.”


  I smiled back. “We do. That’s why I’m optimistic about working together.”


  We held our gaze for a few long, tense moments before Valuri broke our trance. “So basically, the two of you are waging your own private war against the Inquisitrix. You steal all her crystals, and you hope that no one here has to suffer the consequences for their complacency.”


  “More or less,” Beloran said. “It may not be a perfect plan, but we don’t live in a perfect world.”


  “No,” I agreed. “We most certainly do not.”


  “You still haven’t said exactly what you want us to do,” Valuri said. 


  Telanya sipped at her drink as if she were giving herself one last chance to back out of her own plan. “There is another shipment of crystals en route to Highwind from Falcon Ridge
in the south,” she said. “I hired a band of mercenaries—the Falcon Guard—to protect the caravan, but I suspect they will need assistance.”


  “An amazon, a Senosi Huntress, a self-taught sorcerer…you are all dangerous and skilled in your way,” the Archmage said. “And more to the point, you know our enemies better than anyone.”


  “That we do,” I said, sharing a quick glance with the girls. “This sounds like something we can handle.”


  “Good,” Telanya said. “The Falcon Guard mercenaries are scheduled to reach the Highvale Pass four days from now. I want you to meet them there and ensure that the crystals reach the city.”


  “We should be able to make it with time to spare. Though given the risks involved…well, I assume you have some other form of payment in mind.”


  “Your freedom should be enough,” Beloran muttered. “But just so you understand the importance of this mission, we’ll pay each of you two thousand coins if the caravan reaches Highwind safely.”


  I tried and probably failed to keep the excitement off my face. Two thousand coins might not have been a fortune, but it was more than I had seen in a long time. Between the three of us, it was even more than we had expected from Artificer Dieran’s bounty in the north. 


  “Make it three and we have a deal,” Valuri said. 


  “Two, and we don’t throw you back in the Citadel,” Telanya replied coolly. “I’m even willing to give you a small advance, if you wish. But those are our terms.”


  I grabbed Valuri’s wrist to make sure she didn’t press the issue. “We accept,” I said. “You won’t be disappointed.”


  “I certainly hope not,” Telanya murmured, her eyes flicking between the three of us again. “I’m sure I don’t have to reiterate that you aren’t to discuss this mission with anyone, not even the other mercenaries.”


  “They don’t know what they’re guarding?” 


  “They believe the crystals are precious gems. They also believe they are delivering them to Lord Martel, a…like-minded associate of ours in the city. He will accept the crystals and provide payment upon your return.”


  “Leaving the two of you in the clear just in case the Council starts poking around,” Valuri said.


  Telanya smiled again. “That is the general idea, yes. The councilors need to be kept in the dark for their own good. Their involvement would only sabotage the greater war effort, and I’m certain that none of us want that.”


  “You aren’t at war yet,” Kaseya said. 


  “No, but we will be soon,” Beloran said. “And I intend to be ready for it.”


  I nodded in agreement. I had about a thousand different things I wanted to discuss with the girls right now, but I needed to wait until we were alone. If I knew her as well as I thought I did, Valuri would almost certainly be cooking up her own schemes as well…


  “Enough doom and gloom for one evening,” Telanya said after a moment. “You’ll need to set out tomorrow morning if you want to reach the rendezvous on time, but tonight you will be our guests. The servants have already prepared rooms for the three of you.”


  In other words, we don’t totally trust you yet, and we’d like to keep our eyes on you for another night to see if you slip up and reveal anything.


  “That’s very kind of you,” I said instead, forcing a smile. 


  “It’s still early, of course,” Telanya went on. “My husband wanted to show your lady friends some of the wonders he was talking about earlier…assuming they don’t mind.”


  “Of course not,” Valuri said, finishing her own drink. “Red and I would be honored.”


  Kaseya didn’t nearly as enthused about leaving my side, but I sent her a soothing ripple through our magical bond. The Archmage might have been an old, gross lecher, but even the most powerful channeler in the city wouldn’t be stupid enough to try anything with an amazon warrior and a Senosi Huntress. Besides, Valuri would undoubtedly use the privacy to learn as much as she could about the nuances of the situation. Huntresses were spies as well as assassins, and I’d never met a man she couldn’t manipulate. Including myself. 


  “Wonderful,” Beloran said, standing and offering the girls his hands. “Right this way, my dears…”


  He escorted them towards a door on the far side of the room, and Kaseya glanced back at me one last time before she vanished around the corner. I activated my ring to ensure that we’d be able to communicate no matter where the Archmage took them. 


  Just smile and nod and follow Val’s lead. She knows how to handle people like this.


  Kaseya didn’t completely trust Valuri yet, for obvious reasons, but I held out hope that they would eventually get along. As amusing as it was to watch them compete over the rights to my cock, in the long term we would all be a lot happier if they learned to share…


  “While your friends occupy my husband, I was hoping we could have a private chat,” Telanya said once the others were gone.


  I swiveled back around to face her. “Of course. What’s on your mind, my lady?”


  “Many things, none of which we should discuss here,” she said with a smirk. “There’s a more comfortable sitting room on the other side of the house.”


  I smiled back. “Lead on.”


  She stood and offered me her slender arm. As we strolled out of the dining hall, I couldn’t help but notice the sudden shift in her voice and body language. Her fingers began gently stroking my arm, and she nestled her hips against me so tightly it was actually a bit awkward to move—though still not nearly as awkward as it would be if my rapidly stiffening member didn’t start behaving itself. 


  We soon found ourselves inside a long, dimly-lit corridor that was remarkably pastoral compared to the rest of the estate. The decorations on the walls looked elven in design, and the paintings confirmed my suspicions. This wing of the house must have been her personal space. 


   “I wanted you to know that I do not share my husband’s innate suspicion of sorcery,” Telanya said as we moved. “My people have a much more enlightened view of magic. Sorcerers are as common in Nelu’Thalas as they are on Nol Krovos.”


  “I wondered about that,” I said. “Elves are demonized in Vorsalos, and not just the drow. Your people have the oldest channeling traditions in the world. Some of the Senosi see Nelu’Thalas as the source of the world’s corruption.”


  “Their ignorance is appalling but not surprising,” Telanya said. “The Aether is a weapon; it is no more inherently evil than a sword or a bow.”


  “A sword can kill dozens; a sorcerer can kill thousands,” I said. “That’s what the Inquisitrix would say.”


  “A sword also can’t heal the sick or sculpt stone or evoke otherworldly pleasures,” Telanya countered. “I’m not blind, Mister Farr. I saw the golden collar around your amazon friend’s neck. I know what it means.”


  “I, uh, well it’s hard to—”


  “You don’t need to explain,” she insisted. “I’ve always found amazon culture quite interesting. My husband does too, of course, as I’m sure you could tell by the way he was eyeing your friend.”


  I chuckled anxiously. “Kaseya is one of a kind.”


  “And completely loyal to you. Not many women would have risked doing what she did beneath the table earlier.”


  Somehow, I managed not to trip mid-stride. But I did stumble, and Telanya brought us to a halt and laughed. 


  “Elves have excellent vision, Mister Farr,” she said, running a finger along the tips of her ears. “And we have even better hearing.”


  I really thought I was going to suffocate. My throat closed off, my breath rattled in my lungs, and the embarrassed heat in my cheeks was so unbearable I was tempted to smash through the nearest door and dive out the window. 


  “It’s rare enough for an amazon to pledge herself to an outsider,” Telanya went on, placing her hand on my chest. “But somehow you’ve also earned the loyalty of that beautiful Senosi Huntress. You must truly be a remarkable man, Mister Farr.” She inched close enough that I could feel the warmth of her breath. “May I call you Jorem?”


  “Of course,” I squeaked, trying and failing to keep my eyes off her cleavage. My cock was so hard it was going to spear her in the belly if she encroached any closer. 


  “With two gorgeous, deadly women at your side, it’s a miracle you get anything done,” she went on. “You must be quite…skilled…for them to fawn over you so readily.”


  My throat was so parched I wasn’t sure if I could speak even I’d had something to say. I kept resisting the urge to glance over my shoulder—I couldn’t help but imagine the Archmage lurking in the shadows, just waiting for chance to polymorph me into a mouse. 


  “One of my friends in Nelu’Thalas had a saying,” Telanya went on. “Wizardry is like wearing a condom: it’s safe and practical and it gets the job done. Sorcery is like going bareback—it’s dangerous and stupid, but it’s a whole lot more fun.”


  “That’s….” I rasped, “That’s pretty good. You’ll forgive me for saying so, but it’s also not the kind of thing I’d expect to hear from the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy.”


  “Let’s just say that she’s a lot more fun in private than in public,” Telanya told me, her lips curling into a seductive smile that almost made my cock burst on the spot. She leaned forward another inch, and her eyes brightened when my erection pushed against her belly. “It looks like your lady friends didn’t quite finish the job…”


  Our lips touched, and our tongues were swirling together before I had a chance to stop and think about what I was doing. Not that it would have mattered—I had a handful of virtues, but patience, restraint, and basic good sense had never been among them. My hands settled on her hips while hers locked around my neck, and I was tempted to slam her up against the wall and fuck her tight little elven cunt as quickly as possible just in case my brain tried to reassert control…


   Kaseya can feel all of this, you idiot, and she’s standing right next to this woman’s husband. How do you think he’s going to react?


  The warning was almost enough to make me stop, but Telanya was actually the one who pulled away. She hungrily licked at her lips, and her knees wobbled like she was about to sink down in front of me and devour my cock. But then she abruptly came to her senses and gestured towards the door at the end of the corridor. 


  “Come,” she beckoned. “I have something else I need to show you.”


  As usual, I was able to recognize how a smart man would have taken this opportunity to get the hell out of here before he made a tremendous mistake. And also as usual, I ignored the warnings and pressed on. 


  Telanya placed her hand against the metal door, and the crystalline focus dangling between her perfect breasts began to glow softly. It was only then that I belatedly realized the door didn’t have a visible handle. When I concentrated, I could feel dormant clusters of Aetheric energy stored within a series of invisible glyphs. Such locks were difficult to break and even more difficult to create, and I wondered what she might be hiding on the other side. 


  A moment later, I had my answer. 


  “Please, step into my office,” Telanya said. 


  My breath caught in my throat, and my cock nearly burst out of my trousers. Her “office” looked like it had been stolen straight out of a brothel…or a dungeon. Every shelf on every wall was filled with “toys” ranging from manacles to phalluses to bizarre tools I didn’t even recognize. There was a wooden pillory on my left and an open cage on my right, but the crown jewel was the cushiony divan at the center that seemed more like a torture rack than a bed. 


  “Every instructor needs a place to discipline her students,” Telanya said, sealing the door behind me. “But then again, I suppose you never actually went to school, did you?”


  “No, but I suddenly wish I had,” I croaked. 


  She chuckled and pressed back up against me. “Wizards aren’t all bad, you see? And even sorcerers can learn to channel the Aether more effectively. Everyone can always stand to learn a bit more…control.”


  Her knee pressed into my crotch as she pinned me against the wall. Just before she could clamp her lips over mine again, I had a momentary flash of sanity and held her in place. 


  “Your husband…”


  “Is a wise and compassionate man,” Telanya said. “Unfortunately, his body has begun to betray him. He knows he cannot meet all of his wife’s needs, but thankfully he takes great pleasure in watching me play with my students…and a few select guests.”


  I glanced up to the tiny blue crystals mounted upon the walls every few feet. They were scrying stones—a properly attuned channeler could peer through them and watch whatever was happening on the other side. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they could record what they saw as well. 


  Like Val always says, rich people are inevitably hiding one depravity or another. Apparently the Archmage of Highwind gets off on being a cuckold. Who knew?


  Telanya kissed me again. Her right hand plunged inside my trousers and freed my aching, throbbing member, and this time I was certain she was going to sink to her knees and see just how deep she could take me. But after idly stroking me a few times, she pulled back just far enough that she could glance down and watch her long fingers work. 


  “Such a marvelous stem,” she cooed in approval. “It’s no wonder your lady friends wish to fight over it.”


  My thoughts shifted to the girls, and when I focused on the ring I could feel Kaseya’s arousal echoing my own. She didn’t seem embarrassed, thankfully, which hopefully meant she wasn’t keeling over right in front of the Archmage…


  “My husband has always fantasized about men overpowering me,” Telanya whispered into my ear. “Barbarians from beyond the White Ridge, orcs from within the Peaks, even gnolls from the heart of the Duskwood. He likes to imagine them pinning me down and having their way with me, one stiff, monstrous cock after another…”


  She chuckled softly as she nibbled at my ear. “But as a sorcerer, you’re more powerful than any of them, aren’t you? The Aether is in your blood. You can take whatever you want…you can take whoever you want.”


  Telanya abruptly backed away. Her seductive smile turned sadistic as she pulled a pin from her tightly-wound hair and let her long golden locks spill across her shoulders and down her back. “I know you want me, Jorem. Every man in this city does. I can feel their eyes on my body; I can feel their lust shuddering through their loins. They think about me when they fuck their wives and stroke their cocks.” She lifted her hands, and a surge of etheric energy crackled between her fingertips. “But none of them are strong enough to have me. Are you?”


  Swallowing heavily, I rushed towards her. My plan was simple: I was going to tackle her onto the bed, tear open her dress, and pound her little elven cunt so hard everyone in the estate would be able to hear her screams. But I only made it two steps before a wave of invisible force smashed into my chest and pinned me against the wall. 


  “Uh-uh,” she clucked, wagging her finger admonishingly. “I’m not that easy, Jorem. You have to prove your worth. Show me what you can do. Show me how much power you can muster!”


  Considering all the other insane shit that happened to me on a regular basis—like being magically bound to a sexy amazon warrior or falling in love with a cum-craving quasi-vampire huntress—I probably should have found the bizarre rape fetishes of a cuckolding elf socialite rather pedestrian. The feral glint in Telanya’s eyes was genuinely disturbing, however, and for a moment I was legitimately concerned for my own safety.


  But then the moment passed, and all I could think about was my raging erection and how desperate I was to stuff it inside this woman’s cunt. If that meant I needed to fight her first…well, so be it. I’d done crazier things for a good fuck. 


  Gritting my teeth, I reached out to the Aether and let its power wash over me. I knew I needed to be careful and not overchannel, lest I burn myself out and give her husband’s impotence a run for its gold, but I also knew that she was the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy and a powerful wizard in her own right. I wasn’t going to force her knees apart with a basic spell. 


  I summoned enough power to push back against her telekinetic grip, and the room actually started to rumble as we fought. The insane glimmer in her eyes only grew more intense, and I started to wonder if she would be just as happy to see me splatter against the wall as fuck her. She really was one messed up, crazy bitch. 


  And yet I had never wanted to sign up for classes more than I did right now. 


  With a groan of exertion, I summoned the full fury of the Aether’s power and unleashed my own wave of force. For a few seconds she held her ground, and I started to wonder if I would have to overchannel to beat her…but then she abruptly flew backwards and crashed down upon the bed. 


  I didn’t give her a chance to recover. Dashing forward, I lunged atop her, wedged myself between her slender legs, and clamped my hands around her throat. I couldn’t tell for certain, but I was reasonably sure she climaxed right then and there. 


  “Take me,” Telanya said. “Conquer me!”


  My cock was so hard I was fairly certain I could have stabbed straight through her dress, but instead I ripped the fabric straight down the seams from her cleavage to her skirt. A part of me cringed at the thought of destroying a dress that probably cost more coins than I had seen in a year, but she didn’t seem to mind—she cried out in joy when I got my first look at the perfect body hidden beneath. 


  I nudged the throbbing tip of my member against her bald quim, marveling at the smoothness of her skin. And when I thrust inside, I officially confirmed that all the rumors about elf cunts were true. I had to ease my cock inside swollen inch by swollen inch, and once I’d finally buried myself to the hilt I just wanted to close my eyes and relish her tight, sweltering grip as long as I could.  


  Telanya had other plans. The instant I relaxed, she started writhing beneath me as if she wanted to escape despite the unmistakable lust in her eyes. “You’ll never take me that easily, monster!”


  She wants to give her husband a show. Escar’s mercy, these people are really fucked up…


  I wasn’t a muscle-bound brute by any stretch of the imagination, but I probably had at least fifty or sixty pounds on her. Keeping her pinned was trivial, but I knew she wanted more. And so I happily gave it to her.


  Shifting my hands back to her throat, I squeezed in unison with my thrusts. Her whimpers became even more delighted despite her feeble protestations, and at one point she actually grabbed my wrists and encouraged me to choke her more forcefully. 


  If Val and Kaseya hadn’t drained me earlier, I probably would have exploded the instant I slipped into Telanya’s quim. But even now I knew I couldn’t hold out much longer. This woman might have been batshit crazy, but her beauty was undeniable. I wasn’t sure that I had ever wanted to pull out and paint my partner’s smiling face more than I did right now. 


  “You’re mine!” I said. “Take it all!”


  Just when I started to pull back, her ankles locked around my waist and her hands clawed at my back. “Inside,” she begged. “He always wants it inside.”


  It was already too late to argue. I cried out in release as I flooded her elf cunt, and through my ring I felt Kaseya collapsed to her knees as the echo of my climax shudder through her. By the time my stem wilted a stream of my seed was already trickling out of Telanya’s quim. I tried to pull away and lean over, but the elf held me firmly in place. 


  “You may have won the first battle, Mister Far,” she said into my ear, “but the night is still young…and the war has only just begun.”
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  I had no idea how late it was when Telanya’s servants escorted me to my room, but it felt like a week could have passed between now and dinner. The fact that Kaseya and Valuri were both still awake confirmed that I had only been gone a few hours, and the latter’s scowl informed me that they hadn’t found the evening nearly as entertaining as I had. 


  “I would ask what happened to you, but thanks to little miss mindlink here I have a pretty good idea,” Valuri grumbled. “She was practically writhing on the floor a few minutes ago.”


  “Yeah…sorry about that,” I murmured. “Telanya wanted to, uh, discuss the details of our arrangement.”


  Valuri rolled her eyes. “Unbelievable. Is it even possible for you to meet a woman without fucking her?”


  “Not in this city, apparently.”


  She crossed her arms and shook her head. “Well, while you were off pounding his wife, the Archmage gave us a little tour. I don’t think his hands left our hips the whole time, other than a few short trips to grab our asses.”


  “Gods, I’m sorry,” I said, rubbing a hand across my face. “I shouldn’t have left him alone with you.”


  “We can take care of ourselves,” Valuri said. “The important question is whether or not you learned anything while her legs were wrapped around your waist.”


  “I learned that she’s a screamer. And that she likes being choked.”


  “How useful,” Valuri muttered. “Besides, I could have told you that just by looking at her. She dresses like a cunt, she acts like a cunt…women like that always like being treated like a cunt, too.”


  “What does this have to do with anything?” Kaseya asked. 


  “Nothing,” I replied apologetically. She had every right to be annoyed. “Anyway, I gleaned a few interesting details.”


  I glanced around the room in search of any more scrying stones, but I didn’t see any. Valuri waved her hand dismissively.


  “I already checked—this place is clean,” she said. “It’s almost disappointing.”


  Kaseya’s brow furrowed. “You’re disappointed that our hosts have tiny shred of honor?”


  “It’s not about honor and it’s definitely not about decency. Powerful people have powerful guests. Either they don’t think we’re important enough to spy on, or they’re too incompetent to realize they should be.”


  The amazon shook her head in disgust. “Of course that’s how you would think.”


  “I’m not going to apologize for living in the real world, Red,” Valuri said. “But you’re cute when you’re indignant.”


  “Whether our hosts are spying on us or not, their coin is our best chance of getting back on our feet,” I interrupted before things got even more out of hand. I was man enough to admit that enjoyed their jealous competition for my attention, but I didn’t actually want them to fight. I had a feeling that our pending trip south was going to test the limits of our little trio…


  “Coin will not help us defeat Ayrael,” Kaseya said. “And if these crystals are important, my sister will be there.” 


  “She’s right,” Valuri said. “Vatari crystals are vital to the Inquisitrix’s plans. I guarantee she knows about the mines, and I guarantee she’ll send a squad to steal the shipment.”


  “Which is why I’m glad we won’t be facing her alone,” I pointed out. “We’ll have the Falcon Guard mercenaries with us.”


  “You really think a few mercenaries will make a difference?”


  “I think we need the gold, and just as importantly we need allies. Having the support of the Archmage and his wife will make our lives a lot easier.” I sighed and crossed my arms. “Besides, we also have leverage on them now. The Council doesn’t know anything about their secret mining operations or their vatari crystal stash. In the worst case scenario, we could always use that little tidbit against them.”


  “The Council probably doesn’t know their head wizard is a cuckold, either, but that’s not going to help us,” Valuri said. “Jorem, I know you just fucked her, but you need to think with your head and not your cock for once. Telanya and Beloran know we have leverage on them—do you really think they’ll just let us walk free?”


  I frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean the instant we do their dirty work for them, they slap the manacles back on us and bury us somewhere in the Citadel,” she said. “They’re not going to take the chance we’ll turn against them.”


  “This isn’t Vorsalos, Val.”


  “They’re powerful people, Jorem. And in the end, all powerful people care about is keeping that power. We are a threat to them, in more ways than one. The instant we’re not useful, they’ll bury us. Trust me.”


  I pursed my lips in thought. She was a cynic by nature, but that didn’t mean she was necessarily wrong. Quite the opposite, in fact—her suspicious nature had gotten us out of trouble more times than I could count. 


  “I do not trust them, either,” Kaseya said. “Perhaps we should still consider reaching out to the Black Mistress. Silhouette told you where to meet, right?”


  I nodded. “She did.”


  “Then we should consider our allegiances carefully. At least you know the Black Mistress will appreciate your sorcerous talents.”


  Telanya appreciated them pretty well a few minutes ago…


  “We don’t have any more reason to trust her, though,” I said. “There are no guarantees here.”


  “There never are,” Valuri replied mildly. “Look, Red and I barely ever agree on anything, so if we’re both telling you the same thing you might want to consider listening. This Headmistress is a bad girl—and not the good kind of bad like me.”


  “Maybe,” I murmured. “Anyway, for now we should try and get some sleep. She wants us to leave first thing in the morning.”


  “You’re lucky the Archmage gave me some baubles to tide me over,” Valuri said, pointing to a basket filled with Aether-infused gemstones. “Because you promised to feed me tonight.”


  “Maybe tomorrow.”


  She grunted and sat down on one of the beds. Kaseya joined me on the other one, and as I cradled her naked body in my arms a fresh wave of guilt washed over me. I could fuck another woman every single night and she would still dutifully crawl into bed with me. It wasn’t right—she deserved better. 


  As I blew out the lantern and closed my eyes, I promised myself I would make all of this up to her in the morning.  


   


  ***


   


  Against all odds I slept as lightly as I’d intended, and I woke before Kaseya had a chance to start her morning exercise regimen. It belatedly occurred to me that I had never actually seen her sleeping before, given that she always passed out last and woke up first. I gently ran my fingers through her red hair and smiled. She looked so calm and peaceful that I almost didn’t want to disturb her. But if she had taught me anything these last few months, it was that waking up didn’t always have to be a bad thing.


  Grinning, I traced my hands down her smooth legs and gently nudged her knees apart. She stirred but didn’t wake until my fingertips reached her inner thighs and settled upon her quim. 


  “Good morning,” I whispered.


  Her blue eyes fluttered open. “What…?”


  I leaned in and kissed her before she could speak, and I had the satisfaction of feeling her folds slicken as I slipped a finger inside her. I activated my bond ring, hoping that it would help guide my movements. Her surprise and grogginess washed over me, but they were quickly replaced by a wave of overwhelming lust. She wrapped her arms around my neck as I began to slowly massage her clit with my thumb.


  “Jorem…” she breathed. “I should…I should relieve you.”


  “Hush,” I scolded, kissing the tip of her nose. “I need to eat something first.”


  I smiled coyly as I nibbled my way down her neck. She moaned when my lips engulfed her nipples, then again when I slipped a second finger inside her. I really had ignored her breasts for far too long, and I spent the next several minutes eagerly correcting my mistake. 


  When a tiny, preemptive climax shuddered through her, the echo in my ring stiffened my cock and nearly forced me to spill right then and there. But I somehow managed to contain myself even as she lifted her leg and tried to encourage me to slip into her. I was suddenly thankful for all of Valuri’s lessons in patience and restraint over years. A younger version of myself would have grabbed Kaseya by the waist, flipped her over, and relentlessly pounded away until I exploded deep inside her cunt. 


  Escar’s mercy, that’s what the version of you two weeks ago would have done!


  Grimacing at my own selfishness, I licked my way down Kaseya’s taught stomach, kissed her belly, and then drifted down to her searing, sopping quim. Replacing my finger with my tongue, I lashed at her clit until her back arched like I had just blasted her with a stroke of electricity. 


  At this point, my cock was so hard I had to grab it with my left hand just to keep it from spearing into her side. I could have stroked myself over the edge in about five seconds flat, and if Valuri had been the one beneath me I probably would have done just that. Thanks to her unquenchable Senosi hunger, she enjoyed a hot morning bath more than any other woman I had never met. 


  But Kaseya wasn’t Valuri, and I could feel her yearning for something else entirely. After my tongue drove her to another near climax, I leaned back and finally nudged the rest of my body between her legs. Her ankles locked around my back even before my swollen member pressed against her folds, and when I eased my full length inside her she clutched my shoulder blades and clawed into my skin. 


  “Fuck me, Jorem,” she begged, her voice a hoarse whisper. “Fuck your Maskari!”


  I did. The warm walls of her quim welcomed my member like a returning hero, and she cooed into my ear with each and every thrust. I didn’t require a magical bond to know how much she wanted this; I didn’t have to feel her arousal through our link to know how much she needed this. And I was certain she didn’t require her collar to know how much I yearned to give it to her. 


  My thrusts became short and frantic as I pounded into her, but before I could cry out in release she grabbed the back of my head and pulled our lips together. I flooded her quim the instant our tongues touched. We kissed for so long afterwards that I felt the heat of the morning sunlight on my skin before my eyes opened and saw the light. 


  Kaseya’s smile was so bright and earnest it almost brought a tear to my eyes. “I am pleased that my body can still bring you relief.”


  “Always,” I assured her. “We were only apart for a day and I thought I might go crazy inside that cell.”


  “I know. I could feel it, but there was nothing I could to help.”


  I brushed a strand of sweaty hair from her forehead. If we had more time, I would have been seriously tempted to flip her over and take her ass, but I wanted to get moving as quickly as possible. With luck, we would be able to meet with Silhouette and see if the Black Mistress was willing to offer us a better deal for the cargo. If not…


  Well, if not we would cross that bridge when we needed to. One way or another, I had a feeling that everything was about to change. 


  I kissed Kaseya again, then reluctantly shifted off her and glanced over to the other bed. I half expected Valuri to be sitting there watching us with her chin propped up on her hands, but she was still doing her best impression of a lotus addict. She was completely sprawled across the bed, her straight black hair plastered across her face. 


  “We should clean up and get moving,” I said. “I suppose I’ll poke the bear…”


  Val woke easier than I expected, though she still looked like hell for several minutes afterwards. “Never feed on strange crystals or strange men,” she murmured, pulling back her hair. “You would think I’d have learned to take my own advice by now.”


  I smiled and kissed her cheek. “I have a trusted source you can feed from later,” I told her. “But right now, I just want to get out of here.”


  Unsurprisingly, the house servants were incredibly helpful, and they drew each of us an individual warm bath and even cooked us a meal. I greedily devoured everything in anticipation of our ration-fueled trek across the grasslands, and Kaseya did the same. Valuri spent most of the meal complaining about being separated from her equipment, which was both reasonable and prophetic—a pair of Citadel guards arrived mere moments after we finished with a crate containing our armor and weapons. 


  I wasn’t particularly attached to my gear, considering I’d had to buy an entire set of new clothes following our first run-in with Ayrael, but the girls cracked open the crate the instant it hit the ground. Kaseya clutched at her sword like it was a lost family member, and Valuri did the same with her crossbows.


  “Don’t worry, babies, I promise momma will shoot someone for you soon,” the Huntress said, kissing the wooden grips. “If one of those bastards so much as scuffed you, I swear I’ll burn this whole damn city to the ground…”


  I grunted and shook my head. They looked so happy I almost envied them. Still, I was rather fond of the fact I could never truly be disarmed. 


  Once the girls had donned their armor, we returned to the atrium where our hosts had first greeted us. The Archmage was nowhere in sight, but Telanya finally showed herself. Her fresh conservative clothing and tightly-knit ponytail almost made me forget the rambunctious, borderline manic woman I had hammered the previous night.  


  “Horses will be waiting for the three of you at the Whiteoak stable by the south gate,” she explained. “They’ll be saddled and equipped with supplies for your journey.”


  “My lady is most kind,” I said, offering her a quick bow. 


  Telanya nodded to another of her servants. “And here is the advance on your payment. Five hundred gold pieces—more than enough to see you through the next week, I imagine.”


  I took the offered coin purse and tried not to salivate. I had never been a wealthy man at any point in my life, but it was truly pitiful how quickly I had grown accustomed to poverty since I’d arrived in Highwind. At least things were finally looking up…assuming we made it back to the city in one piece, anyway. 


  “Once you return, you will be delivering the cargo to Lord Martel’s estate just southeast of town,” Telanya explained. “Remember, the mercenaries believe they are working for him and him alone. You are not to mention our names to anyone.”


  “We understand,” I assured her. 


  “Good. The Falcon Guard’s captain is a man named Romar Koth. He will be expecting reinforcements, but he does not know who you are. You will need to show him this symbol to confirm your allegiance.”


  I held out my hand and took the small medallion. “The coat of arms is from the Mantel family?”


  “Very good,” Telanya said. “Once you’ve joined forces, you should make haste north. I’ll expect your return by the end of the week.”


  “You’ll get your cargo, don’t worry,” I promised. “Afterwards, I hope we’ll be able to discuss our future arrangements. We do have a common enemy, after all.”


  “That we do.” The high elf eyed us all for another moment before she gestured towards the door. “I look forward to your return. Do not let me down, Mister Farr.”


  A few minutes later were finally back outside the estate, and once her guards moved out of sight I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. 


  “I still can’t believe you fucked that woman,” Valuri said. “Actually, scratch that—I can’t believe you fucked her and left us with her lecherous husband.”


  “You’re not going to let me live that down for a long time, are you?”


  “I wasn’t planning on it, no.”


  I sighed and glanced around the streets. The morning air was even sweeter than normal, and the sun felt surprisingly good on my face. “Her stable boys are probably expecting us,” I said. “If we’re going to meet with Silhouette, we need to do it quickly.”


  “I will make certain we are not followed,” Kaseya said. “I do not trust that elf to leave us alone.”


  “You’re learning already, Red,” Valuri replied, playfully bumping the other woman’s arm. “We’ll make you into a cynic yet.”


  “Come on,” I said. “I think it’s this way.”


  Moonshadow Plaza wasn’t anywhere near as ominous as it sounded. The area was essentially just a sprawling marketplace nestled between several other districts, and I assumed it was named after the enormous statue of the Moon Goddess
looming over her considerably more modest temple. In the afternoon, its massive shadow easily shrouded the entire area. 


  “So I take it this half-elf whore didn’t happen to mention what kind of business we’re looking for?” Valuri asked when we arrived. “A tavern, a shop…?”


  “She only gave me a name,” I said. “We didn’t have a lot of extra time to chat.”


  “Perhaps it is another brothel,” Kaseya suggested. 


  “I really hope the Skittering Spider isn’t the name of a brothel.”


  “I hope it’s not a tavern or an inn, either,” Valuri commented. “If she works for the Black Mistress, maybe it’s a front business. The horrible name just means customers never stop by.”


  “Maybe,” I murmured, examining the area more closely. Like most places in Highwind, the plaza was bustling with people from all walks of life, but since the girls had both draped cloaks over their shoulders they weren’t drawing nearly as much attention as normal. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched…


  “That’s it,” Valuri said, gesturing across the street to a small building with a rickety placard outside. I could barely make out the engraved letters, though the spider painted on the side was easily recognizable. 


  “I do not see anyone inside,” Kaseya said. “The door may not even open.”


  I pursed my lips in thought as we approached. “Well, we should probably—”


  “Read your fortune, stranger?” a soft, familiar voice asked from behind me. “You look like a man who walks in destiny’s shadow.”


  I turned and glanced behind us. There was an old woman selling knickknacks on the corner, and she was smiling at me from beneath a dark hood. I probably would have ignored her completely if the voice weren’t so familiar…


  “That sounds like something an old witch would say, doesn’t it?” the woman asked. “I’m really trying to get this character down.”


  I frowned, confused, until I stretched out through the Aether. I could feel magical currents enshrouding her like a second cloak, masking her true identity beneath a thick veil of illusion magic. The longer I looked at her face, the more its true form took shape. She wasn’t an old crone at all; she was a youthful, green-eyed half-elf with lustrous silver-white hair.


  “I assume this is your contact,” Valuri said, her arms crossed. Thanks to her Senosi powers, she had probably seen through the illusion instantly. 


  “Yes,” I managed, tossing a furtive glance back over my shoulder to make sure no one was watching us. “Nice outfit.”


  “Believe me, I prefer my other one, too. But in my line of work, I need to wear whatever face needs to be seen.” Silhouette turned towards Kaseya and grinned even wider. “Hey, lovely. Nice to see you again.”


  The amazon nodded. “I am pleased you were not detained in the dungeon.”


  “They couldn’t prove anything,” Silhouette said, waving her hand dismissively. “They never can.”


  “This is little rendezvous is a little more public than I expected,” I said. “Maybe we should head inside a chat for a few minutes?”


  “Oh, there’s no need for that. Not yet. Just come a bit closer and pull up a seat.”


  I frowned at the lone wooden stool in front of her stand. “Uh, I really don’t think we want anyone else to hear what I have to say.”


  “That’s why you’re not going to say it,” Silhouette said matter-of-factly. “Please, sit down.”


  I shrugged and did as she asked. The girls stepped forward and formed a wall behind me just in case. 


  “The Mistress already knows all about Telanya’s little secrets,” Silhouette said, idly moving her little fortune tokens across the table between us. “And I know that high elf wouldn’t have risked her neck to let you out of the Citadel unless she wanted something in return.”


  “Okay,” I murmured, my eyes narrowing suspiciously. 


  “You don’t need to tell me the details because I don’t want to know them. All that matters is that you’re going to have a choice soon. You can either side with the people who see our powers as a liability, or you can side with the ones who will embrace them.”


  I grunted softly. “One of those sides happens to be offering quite a lot of coin. Is your mistress willing to make a deal?”


  “Coin is good. Solidarity is better.”


  “So that’s a no, then,” Valuri muttered. 


  Silhouette’s eyes flicked up to the Senosi. “A war is coming. You know that better than anyone, Huntress. You can take your coin and flee to Silver Falls or Falcon Ridge or even Nol Krovos, but it will still catch up to you eventually. The only question is who you want at your side when the fighting begins.”


  “That’s not much of an answer,” I said.


  “It’s the message I was told to deliver,” Silhouette replied coolly. “I’ll be here when you get back. Come and find me if you want to chat again.”


  I stared at her for a long moment, desperately trying to read her intentions. But whatever else Silhouette might have been, she was obviously a professional. Her face was an unreadable wall. 


  “Now if you don’t mind, honey, I have other customers waiting,” she said, gesturing behind us. There was no one there, but I received the message loud and clear. I stood and bade the girls to follow. 


  The plaza was a quarter mile behind us before Valuri broke the silence. 


  “So what in the hell was that about?” she asked. “I’ve met monks that were less cryptic.”


  “It’s a test,” I said. “The Black Mistress wants to know whether we’re in this for coin or the cause.”


  “‘The cause’? You mean defeating the Inquisitrix?”


  “I mean sorcerer solidarity, but obviously the war is also part of it.” I pursed my lips in thought. “I’m starting to realize the politics here are a lot more complicated than I thought.”


  “What was your first clue?” Valuri asked with a snort. “Look, you know I want to beat the Inquisitrix more than anyone, but that doesn’t mean I want to sign up with a coven of underworld sorcerers, either.”


  “You’d rather work with Telanya and the Archmage?”


  “I’d rather get paid. And at least we know they have plenty of coin.”


  “This is more important than gold,” Kaseya said. “I do not trust Telanya or her husband.”


  Valuri cocked a black eyebrow. “But you trust a shadowy crime boss you’ve never met? That silver-haired whore must have licked your pussy good.”


  “I do not trust Silhouette or her mistress, either,” Kaseya said. “None of these people possess any honor. Perhaps we would be better off going after my sister alone.”


  “Your family problems are the least of my concerns, Red,” Valuri muttered. “This is about survival, and if we’re going to survive we need resources—that includes gold.”


  Kaseya glared at the other woman for several seconds. “If all you want is to survive, there is no reason for you to stay here. You must want vengeance against my sister and the Inquisitrix.”


   “Your sister can rot in the abyss. The Inquisitrix…” Valuri sighed. “Look, I grew up in Vorsalos. I’d like to see the city free as much as anyone. But I’m not interested in getting myself killed for anyone’s ‘cause.’ If we can’t find reliable allies here, we should move on.”


  “You really don’t have any honor, do you?” Kaseya said. 


  “Oh, please. Pull your head out of Jorem’s trousers and—”


  “Enough,” I said, grabbing both their shoulders in warning. “We can debate this later. Right now we need to get on the road and start heading south if we want to make the rendezvous.”


  “So you still want to side with Telanya?” Valuri asked. “Please tell me it’s not because you fucked her, because if I remember correctly you fucked that little half-elf back there too.”


  “This has nothing to do with sex,” I said, sighing and pinching my nose. “I need some time to think. But right now, Telanya’s offer is the best one we’ve got. Once the cargo is safe and back in Highwind…then we can decide what to do with it.”


  Valuri shrugged. “I’d say you’re the boss, but that only applies to Red and her collar here.”


  I sighed again. “Why do you always have to make things so difficult?”


  “Because you wouldn’t have it any other way,” she said, leaning forward and kissing me on the cheek. “Now come on. We don’t want those stable boys telling Telanya we were late.”
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  The stable hands had three fine Harusean mares ready and waiting for us when we arrived at the gate, and another set of Telanya’s house servants had already packed up the saddles with water and supplies. I wasn’t used to this kind of service; I almost felt like genuine nobility for the first time in my life. Kaseya was the best and most experienced rider between the three of us, and she quickly took point as we left the city and started down the southern road. 


  The fertile grasslands here were every bit as lush and rolling as the ones to the north. The entire region was pockmarked with farms and villages, many of whom were still scrambling to harvest their crops before winter. Windmills and grain silos were a common sight, as were patrols of Silver Fist Knights and Duskwatch Rangers. Highwind was the breadbasket of the whole region, after all, and protecting the farmlands was as vital as manning the city’s battlements. Even Vorsalos relied heavily on imported grain; the Inquisitrix was fortunate that her eastern neighbors were still willing to sell her food. If open hostilities ever did erupt between the two cities, the death toll from starvation alone would be unconscionable. 


  Vorsalos was far from the only threat, of course. Gnolls infested the Duskwood, and dozens of bloodthirsty orc tribes roamed the Shattered Peaks. Civilization only endured at the tip of the spear, the old saying went, and I was thankful for the knights and rangers even if most of them probably wanted to toss me in the dungeon.


  “It’s strange seeing these people as allies after spending the last ten years learning how to kill them,” Valuri commented after we passed a Silver Fist patrol. 


  “I wouldn’t call them allies just yet,” I murmured. “From what I’ve heard, they’re not exactly fond of my kind…and they’re definitely not fond of yours.”


  “The Inquisitrix has a scouting report on every single officer of consequence. Her spies believe the paladins are weak and complacent…not to mention randy as hell.”


  I cocked an eyebrow. “Randy? You’re serious?”


  “You wouldn’t believe some of the stories I’ve heard. Secret orgies, weird rituals with priestesses of the love goddess…it’s almost unbelievable.”


  I grunted. I had never understood why anyone with an ounce of sanity would join a knightly order. The likelihood of dying on some godforsaken battlefield was bad enough, but the vow of chastity might as well have been a suicide pact. Then again, the Ravenguard Knights back in Vorsalos weren’t exactly paragons of virtue, either—they had been some of the biggest whoremongers in the whole bloody city. 


  “The rangers are a different story,” Valuri went on. “Telanya was right about what she said at dinner—everything changed when the council appointed a new Ranger-General. Serrane drove the rest of the orc clans deep into the Shattered Peaks and practically exterminated the gnolls in the Duskwood.”


  “Sounds like a fun woman,” I murmured.


  “Apparently she’s another blonde-haired, blue-eyed elf, so I’m sure if the two of you met you’d be fucking within the hour.”


  I sighed. “Look, last night was…I don’t even know what happened.”


  “The same thing as always,” Valuri shrugged. “You followed your cock around like it’s a compass.”


  “You’ve never been the jealous type before.”


  She scoffed. “I’m not the one you need to worry about. Though I heard you tried to make it up to Red this morning. I’m sorry I missed it.”


  I glanced over at Kaseya. She was far enough of ahead of us that she was probably out of earshot. “We’re…she’s…it’s complicated,” I managed. 


  “Uh huh,” Valuri said. “Look, you can play with your toys however you want, but I’ll tell you right now I’m going to be famished tonight. You had better be ready.”


  With that, she trotted ahead. I glanced between my two partners, wondering if I should be terrified or eager for camp tonight. My stomach settled on the former; my cock chose the latter.


  We followed the main road the rest of the day, mostly because I doubted the Senosi would risk an ambush on such a heavily-patrolled path. I didn’t expect the knights and rangers to thin out until we got closer to Lake Dunarthe, and when they did I planned to weave our way through the thick grass and empty fields. Some of the local farmers might get annoyed if we trampled their crops, but I didn’t want to make our enemies’ job any easier than I had to. 


  Ayrael and her Huntresses were out there somewhere. I could feel it. 


  We kept a leisurely pace until nightfall, at which point we made camp inside a cozy little copse of trees about a mile west of the road. The autumn air was getting cooler by the day, and I helped Kaseya gather wood for a fire. I ignited the logs with a burst of flame from my palm, then leaned back on my bedroll and imagined all the possible ways this scheme of Telanya’s could go horribly wrong. 


  “What are the odds that the caravan has already been ambushed by the time we arrive?” I mused, folding my hands behind my head and staring up at the stars. “The Inquisitrix has spies all across the region. She must know about the vatari mines near Falcon Ridge. She could have already sent a squad to intercept the mercenaries.”


  “Maybe, but if so I didn’t hear anything about it,” Valuri said as she unholstered her crossbows and sat down next to me. “She has spies in Falcon Ridge, but not many…and she doesn’t usually risk sending the Senosi that far. Besides, ambushing the caravan early just means a longer jaunt back to Vorsalos, and a longer jaunt to Vorsalos means more chances for a third party to get involved. The Highvale Pass has been plagued by bandits for a long time, and so have the Grey Moors.”


  “Still, if she waits too long she’ll have to deal with the Silver Fist and the Duskwatch,” I pointed out. 


  “My sister will not care who stands in her way,” Kaseya commented. She was still looming over the fire and eyeing the reflection of the flames on her sword. “Ayrael will wait until the challenge is greatest before she strikes.”


  “That does sound like her,” Valuri conceded. “She may be a force of nature, but she’s not too bright.”


  Kaseya turned. “Because she prefers to fight head-on?”


  “That’s one reason.”


  “I suppose you would prefer to shoot your enemies in their sleep.”


  “It’s certainly a lot safer that way.”


  Kaseya groaned in disgust. “I shouldn’t have expected anything less from an assassin.”


  “Glory is all well and good, Red,” Valuri said, reclining her head back onto my chest and crossing her legs. “But winning is even better.”


  “Victory is meaningless without—”


  “I had a disturbing thought earlier,” I interjected, hoping to change the subject before they choked each other. “We still don’t know who the Black Mistress is, or even if she’s a single person. But what if it’s even worse—what if the Black Mistress is a Senosi operative?”


  “I’ve been nursing that thought for a while,” Valuri said. “It’s definitely the Inquisitrix’s style—she did almost exactly the same thing a decade ago in Vorsalos. You remember the endless guild wars and the final purge.”


  “Too well,” I murmured. I had only been twelve or thirteen at the time, but the battle for control over the city’s smuggling rings and lotus cartels had been bloody and brutal. Outcasts like myself had depended upon a certain stability in the underworld in order to survive, and originally I remembered welcoming the idea of someone consolidating power to stand against the corrupt nobles. But once everyone realized the Inquisitrix was the one taking over…well, the few other sorcerers I’d had known hadn’t lasted long. It was nothing short of a miracle that I’d managed to survive long enough to meet Valuri. 


   “I tried to pry some details out of Ayrael while we were sailing to Highwind, but she still didn’t trust me,” Valuri said. “I doubt she’s a very good liar, though, and it seems unlikely that the Inquisitrix would conceal such an important part of her plan from her new champion.”


  I dragged my thoughts from the past and placed my hand on Valuri’s shoulder. “So you don’t think the Inquisitrix is involved?”


  “Oh, I’m sure she’s involved in way or another, but I don’t think she or any of the other Senosi are secretly the Black Mistress. I think it’s more likely that she’s just trying to manipulate the situation from the shadows.”


  “That seems like a safe bet regardless,” I said, nibbling at my lip. “I had another thought today, too. It’s probably crazy, but what if we’ve already met the Black Mistress and don’t even know it. What if we’re working for her right now?”


  Kaseya turned and eyed me warily. “You mean Telanya?”


  I nodded. “Yeah.”


  “Now that’s an interesting thought,” Valuri said. “What’s your reasoning?”


  “She arrived in the city less than a year before the current conflict started, so the timing is convenient,” I said. “But beyond that, it also seems to fit her general interests. Most of the city believes she married the Archmage purely to gain power. Ruling the underworld would be another step in the same direction.”


  “She’s also lying to the Highwind Council and hoarding these vatari crystals,” Valuri added. “She clearly has her husband wrapped around her finger, too—that must give her access to all kinds of resources. The trouble is, she’s not a sorceress.”


  “No, but she does have a much more sympathetic attitude towards them than the Archmage,” I pointed. “I, uh, learned that during our private conversation.”


  Valuri grunted. “Maybe if you’d fucked her harder she would have screamed her secret identity into your ear.”


  “She also has a much more tolerant attitude towards sorcerers, and her position in the Highwind Academy would give her direct access to young people with the gift,” I said, ignoring the jibe. “A lot of pieces fit, if you really start to think about it.”


  “If you’re right, it would also explain some of Silhouette’s strange behavior,” Kaseya mused, her eyes flicking back in thought. “She didn’t want us to tell her the details of what happened during our meeting at the mansion, but if Telanya is her mistress then she already knows.”


  I nodded. “I considered that, too. Maybe this is all some kind of elaborate test. Telanya wants to see if we’ll try and bring this cargo to her or the Black Mistress, knowing she’ll get ahold of it either way.”


  “Or we’re crazy and overthinking this,” Valuri said. “You and I have certainly made that mistake before.”


  “True enough,” I murmured. “Either way, we’re not going to get all the answers tonight. We should try and get some sleep so we can leave first thing in the morning. I’d rather get to the pass early and scout out our options before the caravan arrives.”


  Valuri rolled over and faced me. “You’re not sleeping for a while yet,” she said, clamping her hand over my crotch. “I’m not going to bed on an empty stomach.”


  “We have bigger problems to deal with right now,” Kaseya scolded.


  Valuri grinned. “There’s no need to be sour, Red. You can help out if you want, but you’re not stealing my prize this time.”


  “This has nothing to do with Jorem,” the amazon said. “In a few days we will be fighting side-by-side, but we have not trained together. I do not know your capabilities or weaknesses.”


  “Good point. I guess I’ll have to give you a hint.” Valuri pointed at her crossbows. “I shoot people with these things. When that doesn’t work, I stab them with my claws. Any further questions?”


  “Many,” Kaseya said. “It is still early. We should spar.”


  “Hold on a minute—you should really let me sell tickets first,” I said with a grunt. 


  Kaseya’s brow furrowed. “Allowing potential enemies to analyze our fighting styles would be a mistake.”


  “That’s not what I…never mind.”


  Valuri chuckled and leaned back even harder on my chest. “What are you hoping to learn, anyway? It’s not that complicated. You’ll stab them, Jorem will blast them, and I’ll shoot them.”


  “Kaseya can also shoot them,” I added. “Up north, she was picking bandits off the battlements in the dead of night.”


  “That is not the point,” Kaseya said, sighing in frustration. “Jorem and I can fight together effectively thanks to our bond, but I cannot anticipate your movements until I have seen you fight.”


  “Your sister said almost the exact same thing during her Senosi training,” Valuri said. “I was still locked up at the time, but some of the other Huntresses told me about it. They said that Ayrael spent the first week or so watching and learning.”


  “We are taught to study and adapt to our opponent’s movements as well our allies,” Kaseya said. “I’ve no doubt that Ayrael was able to defeat your comrades quite handily afterwards.” 


  Valuri snorted. “Your sister is good, but the Senosi aren’t exactly pushovers. She had a lot to learn from us, too.”


  “Do I detect a hint of wounded pride?” I asked with a smirk. 


  She elbowed me in the gut. “Pride has nothing to do with it. Red just needs to understand that amazons aren’t the only warrior-women in the world.”


  “Sounds like pride to me.”


  Valuri elbowed me again, which only made me chuckle harder. She was a master at getting under people’s skin, but like most bullies she couldn’t stand it when the tables were turned. 


  “If my sister has learned your techniques, then it is all the more important for me to learn them, too,” Kaseya said. “Please, show me.”


  I grinned when Valuri abruptly hopped up. She had weak spots just like anyone else, and it was amusing as hell to watch another woman exploit them so easily.  


  “I’ve never been much of a teacher,” Valuri said, flicking out her arms and unsheathing the concealed tiger claws in her gauntlets. “You better hope you’re a quick learner.”


  She lunged forward and slashed wildly with her right hand, forcing Kaseya to hop back and catch the attack on the edge of her blade. I assumed the amazon would retreat and attempt to retrieve her shield, but instead she settled into an almost casual two-handed grip. The two women slowly circled around each other, their eyes locked in silent struggle like a pair of stags fighting over the right to mate with a prized female. 


  I probably should have felt emasculated by the comparison, but I was too mesmerized by their dance to care. Besides, I was planning on fucking on the winner…and then probably the loser…and then probably the winner again. The night was young.


  Valuri eventually lunged forward again, striking with both hands in rapid succession. Kaseya parried one with her sword and dodged the other before she attempted a dizzying twirl-riposte of her own. Valuri deftly crouched beneath the slash, then kicked the other woman’s vulnerable flank, knocking Kaseya backwards and nearly tripping her in the process. 


  “Too slow,” Valuri taunted, a satisfied smirk on her lips. 


  “I agree,” Kaseya said. “With more sensible footwear, you would be considerably faster.”


  The Senosi’s smile vanished. “My boots are perfectly—”


  Kaseya struck before Valuri could finish the sentence. Sparks flew off their weapons, and the shrill ring of grinding steel echoed across the plains. I probably should have been more worried about the noise, but I couldn’t look away. Their movements were so graceful and deadly I should have been horrified…but because I was me, my cock just got harder and harder instead. 


  After about a minute, it became clear even to me that Kaseya wasn’t trying actually to win. I was reminded of her battle with Ayrael on the Highwind docks—her sister had been toying with her, just like she was doing with Valuri now. The difference was that Valuri quickly grew frustrated and made a mistake. 


  She landed next to me a few seconds later, her lip bleeding from an elbow to the face. Kaseya didn’t gloat—she actually retreated a step and settled back into a defensive stance to wait for her opponent’s next move. 


  “Feed me,” Valuri demanded, wiping her lip with her arm. 


  I frowned. “Your hands seem busy. I suppose you could use your mouth.”


  “Not that way!” she growled. “Blast me with something!”


  I glanced up to Kaseya. The amazon’s face was unreadable, but she didn’t object. Sighing, I opened my palm and reached out to the Aether. Sparks of electricity crackled at my fingertips, and I angled them towards Valuri and zapped her with a quick burst of energy. Her eyes fluttered shut, but when they reopened a moment later they were glowing bright green. 


  Vaulting back to her feet, Valuri pounced at Kaseya like an enraged tigress. The tides quickly turned—Valuri was now faster and stronger than any human, and it didn’t take long for her to overwhelm her opponent’s defenses. Valuri caught Kaseya’s sword with her claws, ripped it free of the amazon’s grip, and then promptly kicked the other woman flat onto her back. 


  “That’s more like it,” Valuri said, straddling the amazon and pressing her claws against the other woman’s throat. She held them in place for a long moment before she finally grinned and retracted them back into her gauntlets. “I hope you learned everything you needed.”


  “Not quite yet,” Kaseya said. “There are still a few things I need to know.”


  Without warning, the amazon abruptly shifted her weight and rolled over, expertly reversing Valuri’s pin and ending up on top of her. Valuri yelped in surprise, but before she could fight back Kaseya nestled deeper between the Huntress’s legs, pushed her hands out of the way….


  And kissed her. 


  I wasn’t sure how to respond at first. Surprise? Bewilderment? Instantaneous, unapologetic arousal? My cock selected the third option before I could even think about the other two.  It swelled so quickly I had to lean up and reshuffle my legs before it became too uncomfortable. 


  Kaseya didn’t hold back, and Valuri didn’t resist in the slightest. Within seconds the women were frantically pawing at each other’s bodies like old lovers who hadn’t seen each other in months. I couldn’t believe how forcefully Kaseya stripped off Valuri’s trousers or how quickly she plunged her long fingers into the Senosi’s quim. 


  “Don’t mind me,” I murmured. “I’ll just be sitting over here by the fire…”


  I doubted that they even heard me. When their lips parted, Valuri’s ecstatic moans echoed through the still night air, and her head slumped backwards when the amazon slipped a third finger into her. I couldn’t help but wonder how many other times Kaseya had pleasured her fellow Red Sisters like this back on Nol Krovos, just like I couldn’t help but wonder how many times Valuri had been pleasured by her fellow Senosi back in Vorsalos. I suddenly regretted not spending more time learning about scrying magic when I was younger. The sights I could have seen…


  Amidst my reverie, Kaseya leaned down and began to feast upon Valuri’s quim. The amazon’s tongue and fingers were like fire on other woman’s slit, and I wasn’t sure I had ever heard Valuri cry out so loudly even after being fed. A part of me wondered if this was just another maneuver in their ongoing competition—whose training had really been the best, Senosi or amazon? If I knew Valuri at all, she would respond in kind soon enough. This little dance of theirs could go on for hours. 


  A true gentleman would have been content to watch and wait for an invitation before he joined them. Thankfully, I had never learned proper manners. 


  Grinning, I pulled my throbbing cock from my trousers and scooted forward behind Kaseya. Over the last few weeks I had become quite an expert at pushing aside the straps of her leather skirt, though I was really starting to get annoyed at how often her thong got in the way. It was genuinely tempted to order her to stop wearing the damn thing altogether.


  Once I had pulled it down to her knees, I nudged the tip of my cock against her smoldering quim. She was wet and ready, just like I expected, though I wondered how much of her arousal was merely an echo of mine. Probably not much—when I turned on my ring, I could feel the intensity of her hunger. She genuinely wanted to fuck Valuri. It was a feeling I knew all too well. One moment I would want to strangle her, and in the next…


  Well, in the next I would still want to strangle her, but I would also want my cock buried in her ass while I squeezed. 


  I slipped into Kaseya with a relieved groan, and the red-hot walls of her quim opened for their rightful conqueror. I settled into a comfortable rhythm, impressed that she could concentrate on fingering and tonguing Valuri despite euphoric currents shuddering through her. She really did have the discipline of a warrior. 


  A few moments later, Valuri moaned from another climax and clutched at the back of Kaseya’s head, pulling the amazon more tightly against her. I caught a quick glimpse Valuri’s face, and she smiled up at me and winked in silent acknowledgement that she was winning her own battle here—she was finally getting the chance to share my toy with me. 


  The thought sent a jolt of energy through my member, and I rammed into Kaseya over and over as my own climax approached. Just before I spilled inside her, the amazon spun around and pulled away from me. My cock dangled in mid-air, desperate for attention, but she quickly grabbed it with both hands and pumped it towards Valuri. I exploded mere seconds later, showering the Huntress’s tits and chin with a half dozen thick ropes of seed. 


  Valuri descended into a trance as she fed upon my magic. Her eyes began to glow even as they rolled back into her head, and the tattoos on her arm were bright enough to light up the copse even without a campfire. 


  “She said she was hungry,” Kaseya said, smiling up at me before she began cleaning off my cock. 


  I smiled back and gently ran my fingers through her red hair. “Very considerate of you,” I whispered. “I suppose it’s important that we all learn to share.”


   


  ***


   


  I awoke to the sound of soft moans and smacking lips, and I was confused when my eyes fluttered open and didn’t see Kaseya’s tongue eagerly massaging my cock. She wasn’t sitting next to me at all, in fact, and I had to muster the energy to turn over before I spotted her lying on top of Valuri. The two women were kissing passionately, and Kaseya had two fingers buried inside the Huntress’s quim.


  “An even better view than a sunrise…” I murmured as I reached down and started slowly stroking myself to life. I was glad to see that the girls were finally getting along. Apparently all they’d needed to do was try and kill each other.


  Valuri’s body eventually seized up, and a frantic, high-pitched moan escaped her lips. It was a delightful sound I’d heard many times over the years, and her toes curled an instant later as a climax shuddered through her. 


  “Dammit, Red,” she breathed, clutching at the amazon’s hair. “I really wish I had a cock so I could fuck you right now…”


  Kaseya smiled and gently kissed the other woman on the nose, then promptly crawled over to me and began licking the head of my swollen member. I had no idea if this behavior was going to become a permanent fixture of our mornings from now on or not…but I wouldn’t have been upset if it did. 


  I was stiff and throbbing in the back of the amazon’s throat by the time Valuri finally recovered and propped herself up on her elbows. She grinned impishly and scooted forward until she was close enough to smack Kaseya’s upturned ass. 


  “This really doesn’t seem fair,” Valuri said. “Amazons need love too, right?”


  She leaned down and began licking Kaseya’s slit from behind. When I closed my eyes and activated my ring, I could feel the echoes of my bliss shuddering through Kaseya and merging with her own. They swirled together in a harmonious symphony, ultimately intensifying both. My seed flooded her mouth just seconds later. 


  I had only just come down when Kaseya succumbed as well, and I grinned contently when she closed her eyes and cried out. It was a truly wonderful sight…or was, right up until I saw the faint glow of Valuri’s green tattoos beneath her skin. 


  “What?” I murmured, leaning forward. 


  Valuri didn’t respond. She was trapped in the ecstasy of her feeding trance. But that didn’t make any sense unless...


  “Val, what’s going on?” I asked. “Val!”


  Her eyes continued fluttering beneath her eyelids for several seconds before they finally refocused. “Holy shit, Red,” she breathed. “Why didn’t you tell me you tasted that good?”


  I leaned forward and grabbed her arm. “Val, how are you feeding?”


  She grinned. “How do you think? This girl has magic in her blood…and elsewhere.”


  “What?” Kaseya gasped, spinning around. 


  “You have the gift, Red. You’re a channeler.”


  “That is not possible,” Kaseya insisted. “Amazons cannot be sorcerers.”


  Valuri snorted. “Of course they can. Even orcs can be born with the gift if they’re lucky enough.”


  Kaseya shook her head. “You do not understand. The pact my people made with our gods…only men can be born with magic in their blood. And only properly-trained amazon warriors can serve them.”


  I bit down on my lip and resisted the urge to swear under my breath. I remembered Ayrael’s ranting screed from the Highwind docks and her boat—she had insisted over and over again that their moshalim sorcerers were liars who had manipulated the amazons into serving them. Even at the time I had known that some of Ayrael’s words were true…but perhaps I had underestimated just how many. 


  “I don’t know what to tell you, Red, but you definitely have the gift,” Valuri said, finally sitting up. “Though I’m happy to take another sip if you want to be sure…”


  “It’s not possible,” Kaseya repeated, rolling away and reaching for her equipment. “We have already wasted too much time. We should get moving.”


  She moved away to prepare the horses before we could argue. I watched her for a moment, wishing I could do or say something to help. I still couldn’t quite believe what had just happened, but Valuri’s Senosi powers didn’t lie—Kaseya was a sorceress, whether she wanted to accept it or not. 


  I sighed and reached for my trousers. Later, I promised myself, we would sit down and try to work this out. But right now…well, right now she obviously needed time to process all of this. 


  And so did I. 


   


  ***


   


  The three of us barely spoke for the first hour of our trip, and before I could break the silence a storm swept in and began battering the road with sheets of rain. Without anywhere obvious to take cover, we pressed on as best we could. The horses were less than thrilled, to put it mildly, and I almost wished we had chosen to travel on foot. But by mid-afternoon we finally reached one of the villages surrounding Lake Dunarthe, and I steered us towards the stable and shelter as quickly as I could. 


  Thanks to the nearby road the inn was the largest building in the whole village, though it was still a pale shadow of the smallest, dingiest flophouse in Highwind. Still, the locals were happy to see our coin and even happier to see the two beautiful women on my arm. They gave us the largest room at a reasonable price, and the wenches fetched us us fresh food and water and record speed. I tossed them a few extra silvers in the hopes it would buy us some extra privacy. 


  “If nothing else, the rain should wash away our tracks,” Valuri said after we’d settled in and started drying out our clothes. “Not that it’s going to matter once we all catch a fever and die.”


  “We’ll be fine,” I assured her, stretching out my trousers in front of the fire. “I’m more worried about the horses. We might want to consider leaving them here. I was planning on avoiding the road the rest of the way, and they aren’t going to be much use if this weather keeps up.”


  “So instead of them slipping and breaking a leg, we’ll get to slip and break a leg. Fantastic.”


  “I’m sure they have a cobbler who will sell you some sensible boots.”


  “Oh, shut up,” Valuri grumbled. She glanced back over her shoulder, assuming Kaseya would join in on the heel bashing, but the amazon had barely spoken a word since we’d arrived. She was sitting naked next to the fire and idly brushing her long red hair. 


  “Hey, anyone home?”


  Kaseya turned towards me a moment later as if I called her name across a great distance. “I apologize, Maskari. I was…distracted.”


  I smiled and knelt down next to her. “I’m the one who should be having trouble concentrating,” I said, gently cupping her bare breast.


  “Do you wish me to relieve you?”


  “No, not right now,” I said. “But I think we should talk.”


  Kaseya sighed and glanced back into the flames. “I do not understand what happened. It is not possible for a female to become moshalim.”


  “Red, there are sorceresses are over the Northern Reaches,” Valuri said. “That Silhouette girl, for one.”


  “She is not an amazon.”


  “It doesn’t make any difference.”


  “It makes all the difference.”


  I sighed and slung my arm over her shoulders. “Kaseya, you’re acting like this is a death sentence, but it’s not. It just means we have another thing in common!”


  She closed her eyes and remained silent. I sighed and rubbed at her shoulders. 


  “Look, I’m as surprised as you are. Most people born with the gift figured it out the hard way—they have scary visions or hear their friends’ thoughts or set their houses on fire. The fact that nothing has happened to you in twenty some years…” I shrugged. “I don’t know what it means, but it’s not a bad thing.”


  “You do not understand.”


  “I’m the sorcerer—I understand better than anyone.”


  “No,” Kaseya insisted. “You do not understand because this proves my sister right.”


  I grimaced. “Because she said the moshalim were lying to you?”


  “Yes. And if they lied about this…what else could they be lying about?”


  “Anything and everything,” Valuri said. “It’s not fun when you find out you’ve spent your whole life in service of liars and monsters, is it?


  I whipped my head around and glared at her. “You’re not helping.”


  “It’s the truth. The sooner she comes to accept it, the better.”


  “The moshalim are not monsters,” Kaseya said. “They’re just…”


  I squeezed her shoulders again when she trailed off. “Maybe you should come lie down for a bit. I’ll fetch us some more tea and food.”


  “I would prefer to remain by the fire.”


  I sighed and nodded. Personally, I was excited by this revelation—I couldn’t wait to try and discover what if any natural abilities she might have—but I was trying to hide my enthusiasm for her sake. She didn’t need the collar flooding her with my giddiness right now. Back in Vorsalos, I had known a priest who had lost his faith one day, and the result had been…well, tragic didn’t begin to cover it. He had never been the same person afterwards. 


  Valuri had gone through a similar transition when she had turned against the Senosi, though her natural cynicism had shielded her from the worst of it. Kaseya wouldn’t be so lucky.


  I stood and gestured for Val to follow me into the adjoining room where the wenches had drawn us some water. She gently shut the door behind us and crossed her arms over her chest. 


  “She’ll be fine, Jorem. She’s a tough girl, and this isn’t actually bad news.”


  “I know,” I said. “I’m just a little worried about what might happen if we run into her sister out here.”


  “You weren’t worried already?” Valuri asked. “You did see Ayrael fight before, right?”


  “Yeah, and we won’t stand a chance unless all of us are ready and focused.” I pursed my lips. “I suppose there’s nothing we can do about it anyway, but I’m worried. People do strange things when their whole world starts collapsing around them.”


  “You’re especially cute when you’re all warm and compassionate,” Valuri said with a smirk. “But seriously: she’ll be fine.”


  I smiled back. “You’re just happy you have another place to feed.”


  “Ecstatic is more like it. Everyone loves a little variety now and then.”


  I snorted. “You really are a glutton.”


  “And yet I keep my perfect figure,” she said, bumping her hip against me. “The world isn’t fair.”


  I glanced back into the main room where Kaseya was still sitting. “No,” I murmured. “It most definitely is not.”
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  The storm was still raging outside when we fell asleep, though I found the rhythmic patter of the rainfall against the window oddly soothing. The room only had one bed, which meant I was greeted in the morning by a naked Kaseya in my arms and a naked Valuri pressed up against my back. I might have actually enjoyed the sensation more than waking up with my cock in their mouths, as hard as that was to believe. 


  Not that I really had to choose. Valuri, eager to feed, stroked me to full length barely a minute after I first stirred, and Kaseya dutifully took me into her throat once I was ready. Just before I burst, she pulled away and pumped my load all over Valuri’s tits and stomach, and while the Senosi rolled around in gluttonous, post-coital bliss, Kaseya and I cleaned up and organized our equipment. 


  The amazon didn’t say a word about sorcery or the moshalim or anything else related to our discovery, and I respected her silence. She seemed completely focused on the task at hand, which was probably for the best. Still, I dreaded our next encounter with her sister. I had no idea how Kaseya would react to another round of Ayrael’s taunts. I wasn’t looking forward to getting chopped in half, either, but for whatever reason the threat of painful death seemed paltry by comparison. Relationships were strange like that. 


  The roads and fields were so muddy and slick that we left our horses at the stable and braved the path south on foot. On Kaseya’s suggestion, we hugged the edge of the lake south as long as we could before we eventually veered southeast towards the pass. She called out all the most obvious ambush points as we passed, and I made a mental note of each of them in anticipation of our return trip. I really hoped these Falcon Guard mercenaries were worth the gold Telanya was paying them…


  We camped one last time on the plains before reaching the Highvale Pass early the next morning. That gave us almost half a day before the scheduled rendezvous, which was exactly what I’d hoped for all along. The rocky terrain between the mountains featured a thousand potential ambush points, and I wanted to ensure that the Senosi weren’t already waiting for the caravan. While I stretched out with my magic and searched for any signs of Aetheric echoes, Kaseya swept the area for tracks and Valuri set up traps in a few choice locations. We spent so much of our time traveling and fucking around—often literally—that I had almost forgotten how well our skills complimented each other. 


  By midafternoon we found ourselves a comfortable perch along the ridge where we could watch the whole pass, and we settled in and took turns keeping watch. A few hours before sunset, we finally found what we were looking for.


  “There they are,” Kaseya announced, squinting through the spyglass. “I see five soldiers on each side plus the driver and three horses.”


  Valuri flipped over and shielded her eyes against the sun. “What are the odds they start shooting at us the moment we approach them?” 


  “Too high,” I murmured, taking the spyglass. The carriage was larger than I expected and probably heavier too, considering the size of the mighty draft horses pulling it along. The soldiers on either side were traveling on foot while their leader steered from the saddle. 


  “They certainly look professional enough,” Valuri commented. “Expensive armor and weapons, elaborate tabards…no one would ever confuse them with any of the rag-tag companies back home.”


  “Should we move out to greet them?” Kaseya asked. “The longer we wait, the more suspicious they’ll become of us lurking in the ridgeline.”


  I let out a deep breath and nodded. This was all going precisely according to plan so far, but I still couldn’t unwind the anxious knots twisting in my stomach. Something just didn’t feel right…


  “Let’s go,” I said. “But keep your guard up.”


  We shimmied our way down the hill and slowly maneuvered through the rocky path back to the road. When we finally emerged into direct view of the mercenaries, I was careful to ensure that we were plainly visible for a solid quarter mile before the caravan reached us. Unsurprisingly, the guards stopped the wagon and sent a man ahead to greet us. 


  “Identify yourself!” he called out, his hand clenched around the handle of his unsheathed sword. 


  “Our employer thought you could use some backup,” I said, holding out the symbol Telanya had given me. “We’re here to help.”


  The man stopped a good fifty feet away from us, his eyes squinting at the symbol. I could barely see his face beneath his upturned visor, but I could tell he was one ugly son of a bitch. 


  “Lord Martel promised to send a whole squad.”


  “Well, we’re all that’s coming,” I said. “But we pack a punch, don’t worry.”


  After staring at us for another moment, he made a hand signal to the rest of the caravan before he approached closer. “Two women and a fop with a ruffled shirt,” he sneered. “And here I thought Martel was taking this seriously.”


  “Well, he did hire you,” Valuri said. “So evidently not.”


  It was hard not to wince. It was even harder not to elbow her in the gut. 


  “We can handle ourselves just fine, don’t worry,” I said, opening my palm and summoning a crackling ball of Aetheric energy. “The boss thought you might need a little extra firepower.”


  To his credit, the man didn’t recoil at the sight of magic. He just stared at us in contempt for another moment before the wagon finally caught up. 


  “They’re your problem—you deal with it,” he muttered to the driver. 


  The man in the saddle—a thirty something human with short hair and an out-of-place appreciation for basic hygiene compared to his companions—chuckled softly and held out his hand. 


  “The name’s Koth,” he said. “Romar Koth. Sorry for the rough greeting—we just needed to make sure who we were dealing with.”


  “I understand completely,” I assured him, shaking his offered hand. “I’m Jorem. Kaseya is the one in red; Valuri is the one in black.”


  Koth nodded at each of them and grinned. “It’s not often you see a man wandering the pass with two beautiful, heavily-armed women on his flank.”


  “He’s just lucky,” Valuri said. “Incredibly, unbelievably lucky.”


  “So it would seem,” the man replied dryly. “You’re Vorsalosian, huh? I haven’t heard that accent in a while.”


   “I’m sure it’s a little strange given the nature of the danger you’re expecting,” I conceded, “but who better to fight your enemy than someone who knows how they think?”


  “Fair enough.” Koth eyed the rest of his men and signaled for them to fan back out around the caravan. “You’ll have to forgive my soldiers for leering. Some of them haven’t seen a woman in weeks…and most of them have never seen an amazon.”


  “They can stare all they like, so long as they do their jobs,” Kaseya said matter-of-factly. “I noted all the most likely ambush points during our trip south from Highwind We’ll pass through two high-risk areas before we stop tonight—your men need to be prepared.”


  Koth chuckled. “They will be. Lord Martel hired the Falcon Guard because we’re the best. And with the help of an amazon and a sorcerer, I’ve no doubt we’ll succeed.”


  I smiled back at him. Something about his calm demeanor had already set me on edge. Mercenary captains weren’t usually smooth talkers, in my experience, though I was probably extra biased against the man purely based on his point of origin. Falcon Ridge was called “Buccaneer’s Bay” for good reason—the city’s king had been murdered by a coalition of pirate captains about ten years ago, and those men were still in power as far as I knew. The Ridge was a cesspool of crime and corruption.


  Not that Vorsalos was any different. 


  “We had hoped to clear the pass by sundown, so we should really keep moving,” Koth said after a moment. His eyes flicked between Valuri and Kaseya. “There’s an open seat in the saddle if one of you lady friends would like to rest her legs a bit...”


  “I cannot effectively watch for an ambush up there,” Kaseya said. “I will take point.”


  “You go ahead and do that, Red,” Valuri said, smiling wryly as she climbed up next to Koth. “My feet have been aching all day.”


  Kaseya scoffed. “Why am I not surprised by your laziness?”


  I clamped my hand over her mouth. “We’ll both take point,” I said. “We’ll have plenty of time to chat tonight.”


  Koth grinned again. “I look forward to it.”


  I took Kaseya’s wrist and escorted her in front of the wagon as the horses started moving again. She was at least savvy enough to wait until we were out of earshot before she questioned me. 


  “I am sorry for upsetting you, Jorem,” she said. “But there are times when her habits are too maddening to ignore.”


  “Val’s not being lazy,” I said. “She wants to ride next to their captain so she can loosen his tongue and figure what he’s up to.”


  Kaseya blinked. “Shouldn’t she be paying attention to the roads and helping us spot an ambush?”


  “She trusts us to do that. In the meantime, she’ll feel out our new friends and tell me what she thinks tonight.” 


  Kaseya paused in thought for a minute. “Perhaps I have underestimated her.”


  I grinned. “Everyone always has. Even the Inquisitrix. Even your sister.”


  “I had assumed your previous attraction to her was purely physical, but perhaps I was mistaken,” Kaseya said. “In any event, we have other duties to attend to. My sister is out there somewhere.”


  “Yeah,” I murmured. “I bet she is.”


   


  ***


   


  The Senosi didn’t attack us at either point Kaseya had marked dangerous. They didn’t attack us at all, in fact, which made me more and more nervous the more I thought about it. We were still at least twenty miles south of Lake Dunarthe, but by tomorrow we would be back in in the lower grasslands and much more likely to stumble into armed Silver Fist patrols. Our enemies wouldn’t wait that long to strike. If they were going to hit us, it would be soon—possibly even overnight.


  “Perhaps I should stay awake just in case,” Kaseya suggested as the Falcon Guard mercenaries began setting up camp for the evening. “These men seem relatively competent, but I do not trust them to spot an ambush before it is too late.”


  I nodded and blew a thin stream of air between my teeth. She wasn’t wrong, of course, but I didn’t relish the thought of walking another hundred plus miles to Highwind without getting any sleep. Then again, even if I did fall asleep out here, it wasn’t like Kaseya would be able to wake me the same way as usual…


  “I hope you two had fun,” Valuri said, sauntering over to us. “I certainly had an enlightening day.”


  “Stimulating conversation?”


  “Let’s just say he’d lick dung from my boots if I asked him to.”


  Kaseya frowned. “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning she has him wrapped around her fingers,” I said with a knowing smirk. “Let me guess: he thinks he’ll be fucking you by the time we reach Highwind.”


  “He think he’ll be fucking me tonight,” Valuri corrected. “He thinks I’ll be having his babies by the time we reach Highwind.”


  I snickered despite myself. I almost regretted not being able to hear their whole conversation. Valuri could convince a monk to abandon his life-long vow of chastity in about ten minutes, given the chance. 


  “From your tone, I assume you were lying to him,” Kaseya said. “Did your deception have a purpose besides cruelty?”


  “Only if you think it’s valuable to know about the people you’re working with,” Valuri replied tartly. “Whatever else Koth may be, he’s a natural bullshitter. I can’t even remember half the things we talked about.”


  “Not necessarily the skill I’d expect from a mercenary commander,” I commented. 


  “He obviously manages the business side of things for the Falcon Guard,” Valuri said. “I’m pretty sure about four-fifths of what he told me was nonsense, but I get the feeling he was probably a smuggler or con-artist who realized he could make more coin going legit.”


  “Charming,” I muttered. 


  “On the plus side, I’m fairly certain his soldiers know what they’re doing. They should be useful enough if we get into a fight.”


  “I agree,” Kaseya put in. “They are reasonably competent, and their equipment is in excellent shape.”


  “You could tell all that just from watching them walk for a few hours?”


  “Yes,” the amazon replied as if it were obvious. “I have spent my life training as a warrior, Jorem. I know what to look for.”


  “I’ll take your word for it,” I said, glancing around. “I do know that they don’t have any channelers, wizards or otherwise. I haven’t decided if that’s good or bad yet.”


  “It depends how many actual Senosi we run into,” Valuri said. “Anyway, you two get some shut-eye if you want. I’m going to sit down and try to win some gold.”


  “Cards?” I asked. 


  “They think they’re good at sejaak. I’m about to prove them wrong.”


  I grinned as she sauntered back over to the mercenaries. Hopefully they wouldn’t hold a grudge when she cleaned them out…


  “We should probably try sleeping one at a time,” I said. “We could…”


  I trailed off when I saw Kaseya staring hard at the carriage across camp. A couple of the mercenaries were perched on top as nighttime lookouts, but I didn’t see anything sense out of the ordinary. 


  “Something wrong?” I asked. 


  “I do not know,” she murmured. “When I look at the carriage, I feel…strange.”


  “Strange how?”


  “It is difficult to explain. It’s like I’m looking at something that isn’t really there.”


  “It feels strange to me too, but that’s because of the vatari crystals inside. The Aether essentially doesn’t exist around it.”


  Kaseya grimaced. “It must be something else. I do not have your powers.”


  I frowned and studied her profile for a few moments. “Just because you’ve never directly tapped into the Aether doesn’t mean you’ve never felt its presence. Back when we first met, you said you could sense magic clinging to me. You said that ‘all amazons are taught to feel the natural ebb and flow of the Aether to better serve their Maskari.’”


  She nodded slowly. “We are.”


  “Well, that ability has to come from somewhere,” I said. “What if all your Red Sisters are connected to the Aether?”


  “That is not possible.”


  I wanted to argue, but this didn’t seem like the right time or place. Still, perhaps I’d found another pressure point I could nudge later…


  “That carriage is filled with mined crystal, right?” Kaseya asked, her eyes narrowing.


  “That’s the idea,” I said. “Why?”


  “If vatari crystals absorb Aetheric energy, shouldn’t a large collection of them absorb a greater amount?”


  I frowned, wondering where she was going with this. “Presumably, yes.”


  “Then why is the aura around the carriage so small?”


  I turned and followed her gaze again. When I stretched out, I could feel the gap in the Aether around the wooden sides of the carriage. But it was small—much smaller than it probably should have been, now that I thought about it. 


  “That’s a good question,” I said, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling up. “A very good question in fact. Thankfully, we have our own vatari expert nearby…”


  I signaled for Valuri to come over, and she quickly detached herself from her game. “This better be important,” she huffed. “I had three Sovereigns and Dragon in that hand.”


  “Gambling can wait,” I said. “How much do you know about freshly-mined vatari crystal?”


  She blinked. “You mean other than the obvious?”


  “Is its power cumulative? If there was a lot of it—say, a whole wagon full—do you think it would project a larger dampening field than normal?”


  Valuri glanced back over her shoulder to the carriage. “I don’t know. I’ve never had to worry about it since I can’t channel anyway. Why, do you sense something?”


  “No, which is the problem,” I said. “I can feel a bubble around the carriage, but it’s small—much smaller than I’d expect given how must we’re supposed to be hauling.”


  “Interesting,” she murmured. “I wish I had a definitive answer, but I don’t. What are you thinking?”


  “It’s probably nothing,” I said, wishing I believed it, “but remember our conversation about Telanya?”


  “You mean our theory that she might be moonlighting as a crime boss?”


  “That’s the one. What if this is some kind of setup?”


  Valuri shook her head. “To what end?”


  “I hadn’t thought that far ahead just yet.”


  “Well, she literally had us locked up at the Citadel—if she wanted us dead or out of the way, she wouldn’t have let us out in the first place.”


  I hissed softly between my teeth. “Good point.”


  “Perhaps you were right about this being a test,” Kaseya said. “She may have ordered the mercenaries to escort a smaller load in order to see whether or not the Senosi are aware of the shipment.”


  “A trial run,” Valuri murmured, nodding. “Normally I’d say such a thing was too expensive, but she obviously has plenty of gold. I’ve heard worse theories.”


  “It does make some sense,” I mused. “She’s basically using us as bait to try and draw out the Senosi without risking much of the cargo. Clever and ruthless.”


  “Those are two of the words I’d use to describe her,” Valuri said. “I suppose the only question is whether or not the mercs realize what’s going on.”


  “You’re the one who chatted with them most of the day,” I reminded her. “What do you think?”


  She frowned. “It’s hard to say. Like I mentioned earlier, their leader is a tough nut to crack. But just because he’s a good bullshitter doesn’t necessarily mean anything sinister. He’s expecting to fight and he’s confident in his men.”


  “Hopefully it’s not misplaced,” I murmured. Even though Kaseya’s theory made perfect sense, the nervous knots in my gut refused to untangle. Something was wrong here—I was sure of it. 


  “I’ll see if I can learn anything else while playing cards,” Valuri offered. “But in any event, at least one of us should be awake at all times. Maybe two.”


  “Definitely two,” I said. “I’m not willing to take any chances.”


   


  ***


   


  Against all odds, the mercenaries behaved themselves overnight. All three of us managed to snag at least a few hours of sleep, and Valuri won a pouch full of gold at sejaak, I was frankly a bit surprised she didn’t find the cutest merc and fuck him in his tent just for kicks, but apparently none of them were up to her standards. That, or she was just as on edge as I was. I blasted her with a few sparks of Aetheric energy to sustain her for the rest of the day, and we set out not long afterwards. 


  Yet again we weren’t ambushed in any of the obvious places, and yet again that made me even more nervous. The next day was even more of the same—nothing. Once Lake Dunarthe was firmly behind us and we officially entered the southern grasslands, however, I started to wonder if we had all been wrong about this whole thing. Maybe the Senosi didn’t know about the caravan. Maybe this would be the easiest gold I had ever made in my life. 


  I had almost convinced myself to believe that when we rolled over a steep hill and spotted a group of armored riders about a mile away across the plains. A Silver Fist banner rippled in the air above them.  


  “Looks like our lucky day,” Koth said from his perch up on the carriage. “The knights probably have a camp nearby. We can stay with them tonight and head the rest of the way into the city tomorrow.”


  He cracked the reins and pushed us forward. The sinking feeling in my stomach refused to settle. 


  “I guess Telanya’s ‘test run’ was a complete waste of time,” I murmured. “Unless the Inquisitrix has as army hiding in the grass somewhere, I doubt the Senosi will risk striking us this close to Highwind with so many knights around.”


  “Probably not,” Valuri agreed. “I can’t believe it—I really thought we’d run into Ayrael by now. Or at the very least another pack of Huntresses.”


  I nodded. “Maybe you and I have gotten too cynical in our old age. Maybe the gods really don’t hate us.”


  “Now I’m really nervous. Those knights are probably orcs in disguise.”


  I snorted softly, but when I glanced over to Kaseya she was frowning and shielding her eyes from the sun. “I thought the Knights of the Silver Fist were considered elite mounted cavalry.”


  “They are,” I said.


  “Then why don’t their horses have any barding?”


  I frowned and shielded my own eyes. Even from this distance, I could still tell she was right. The knight’s horses were saddled, but that was about it. 


  “That’s…odd,” I muttered. Even the horses we’d seen in town usually had some form of protection, cosmetic or otherwise. Pageantry was as synonymous with knighthood as a lance and sword in this part of the world.   


  Valuri immediately drew her crossbow and peered through her scope for a better view. I lifted my spyglass and did the same. 


  “That’s not Silver Fist armor, either,” she said. “No inscriptions, no emblazoned insignia anywhere…a few of them aren’t even wearing helmets or plate.”


  “They could be Duskwatch,” I said. “Maybe they’re—”


  The words died on my tongue when I finally caught a glimpse beneath the hood of one of the riders. The long blonde ponytail, the piercing blue eyes, a nearly perfect copy of Kaseya’s features…


  The truth hit me like a brick to the face. This wasn’t a “test run” organized by Telanya; it was a trap set by Ayrael and the Senosi. They had already bought off the Falcon Guard and stolen the original cargo—that was why the carriage’s aura was so weak. The crystals were probably halfway to Vorsalos by now…


  “Oh, shit,” I hissed.


  “Something wrong?” Koth asked, glancing back over the edge of the carriage. “Don’t tell me the knights have a bounty out for you or something.”


  “Not exactly,” I rasped. I could feel the eyes of the other mercenaries upon us. The moment they started shouting, Ayrael and her warriors would charge straight for us. We’d only have a few minutes before we were completely swarmed…


  “So what’s the matter, then?” Koth asked. “You look…upset.”


  “Nothing,” I said, forcing a smile. “I just think it’s time we part ways.”


  Reaching out to the Aether, I thrust out my hand and unleashed a bolt of crackling Aetheric energy directly into the carriage’s wheel. The horses shrieked, the wooden frame collapsed, and Koth was violently hurled out of the saddle. 


  “Get down!” I screamed, dropping to a knee and sheathing myself in a mantle of spell armor. The mercenaries had already drawn their weapons, and they were just about to pounce when I blasted the man directly behind me. The greenish-white beam of energy vaporized half his torso, killing him before he even hit the ground. 


  The other mercs wouldn’t be dispatched so easily. I would have been completely overwhelmed in another second or two, but thankfully the girls were already moving. Kaseya dashed in front of me, bashing her shield into the skull of one mercenary and slashing open the throat of a second. Valuri drew her second crossbow and fired, dropping two more of the men just as I unleashed another blast. In the span of five seconds, we had already taken out half of Koth’s men…but unfortunately, they were about to get backup. 


  The mercenary captain dragged himself to his feet and blew into a small horn. The baritone cry rang across the grasslands as clearly as a trumpet, and the unmistakable pounding of hooves rolled in the distance like approaching thunder. The hourglass had officially tipped over. 


  “Get the horses!” I shouted at Kaseya after she had smashed another mercenary to the ground. “We can’t escape without them!”


  I unleashed another spell before she could respond. Placing my hand against the ground, I ignited the grass in front of us and then wildly spun around, conjuring a wide ring of fire around the caravan to keep our horses from fleeing and to give us some cover. While Kaseya scrambled to steady the panicked beasts, Valuri sprayed bolt after bolt over my shoulder. A few of the mercenaries closed into melee range, their shields held high, at which point she holstered her weapons and unsheathed her hidden claws. She whirled between the heavily-armored men like a dervish, and I was yet again reminded of both the beauty and the horror of Senosi martial arts. Her claws and body were soon covered in a mist of gore. 


  Just as she scythed down the last mercenary, Koth vaulted over the toppled carriage and slammed into her flank like a battering ram. He probably had at least a hundred pounds on her, and she tumbled end over end and nearly rolled into my wall of fire. The mercenary captain then drew his blade, an elaborate silver sabre, and prepared to slice her in half. 


  But I was ready. Whirling around again, I unleashed another beam of crackling energy. The blast was easily powerful enough to disintegrate half his body….and yet the instant it struck him, a patch of glowing green tattoos appeared beneath his skin. 


  “Uh oh,” I rasped. 


  I didn’t even know there was such a thing as a male Senosi, but apparently Koth was more than just another of the Inquisitrix’s hired goons. The energy of my spell rippled through his body, bolstering his strength and speed to superhuman levels. Fortunately, he didn’t turn and finish off Valuri. 


  Unfortunately, he turned and charged at me. 


  My spell armor cracked and shattered when his sabre thrust towards my chest, and I managed to dive away just far enough to avoid being decapitated. I couldn’t avoid the backswing of his off-hand, however, which smacked me so hard I flew at least ten feet through the air before I crashed into the toppled carriage.


  The fact that none of my bones shattered on impact was incredibly lucky; the fact I remained conscious was nothing short of a minor miracle. My vision darkened and my head pounded, and I was reasonably sure a piece of broken wood had speared into my side. The battle around me became an indecipherable haze of screams and movement. I was vaguely aware of Koth charging towards me, and just before he skewered me on his sword a red blur leapt to my defense. Blinking frantically, I managed to clear my vision just in time to watch Kaseya fencing the empowered captain. A memory of our fight in the north seared into my head—back then, Kaseya had been completely overpowered by another Senosi until I had bolstered her with my own magic. Sadly, I didn’t have any strength left to help her again…


  A moment before Koth hacked through the amazon’s defenses, a trio of wicked-sharp claws erupted through his back. Valuri appeared behind him, her eyes glowing green. 


  “Now, Red!”


  While Koth was stunned, Kaseya shifted to a two-handed grip, swept her sword across his body, and sliced his head clean off his shoulders. It was simultaneously the most disgusting and relieving thing I had ever seen. 


  “Jorem!” Kaseya called out, grabbing my hand and pulling me to my feet. A fresh spike of pain stabbed into my gut, and I belatedly confirmed that a chunk of wood had indeed buried itself inside me. My tunic was already stained with blood.


  “We’re out of time,” Valuri hissed. “Get the horses!”


   My vision began to cut in and out, and my consciousness waned along with it. In one second I was lying there bleeding to death, and in the next Kaseya had somehow gotten me up onto one of the draft horses. She wrapped my arms around her waist in the saddle as we surged forward. Arrows whistled past us one after another, and when I peered back over my shoulder I saw Ayrael and her men charging around the walls of smoke from my firewall. We had a lead on them, but it wasn’t going to last. Here in the open grasslands two dozen miles from the city, we had nowhere to run. 


  Gritting my teeth, I summoned all the energy I could muster into one final spell. I knew I couldn’t hurt Ayrael herself, but I didn’t need to. Thrusting out a hand, I unleashed a jagged blast of energy directly at the ground in front of their horses. Mounds of dirt erupted all around them, tripping their horses outright or causing them to buck wildly and throw off their riders. The whinnying shrieks were audible even over the thundering clomps of our mount’s hooves. 


  I didn’t have time to celebrate. The Aether seared in my veins as the backlash from ovechanneling threatened to set my very blood on fire. I clutched Kaseya’s waist more tightly, holding on for dear life as we vaulted over a narrow crevasse. My vision was so clouded by pain and loss of blood that I could barely see anything at this point, but through the clouds of dirt I caught a glimpse of a single unharmed rider, her blonde ponytail fluttering in the wind as she watched us escape. She did not pursue. 


  A thin smile touched my lips just before the darkness claimed me. 
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  The pain when I awoke was less intense than I feared, but still bad enough to make me groan and grimace. “What…?”


  “There you are,” Valuri’s voice called from somewhere. “You better wake the fuck the up, Jorem. You need to heal yourself!”


  Darkness greeted my eyes when they finally fluttered back open, and until I spotted the moon hanging in the sky I genuinely feared I might have been blind. My right side burned like I was on fire, though when I clutched at the wound I felt the warm stickiness of fresh blood. 


  “We’re safe for the moment. My sister gave up the chase.”


  I heard Kaseya before I saw her leaning over me. I had no idea where we were, though the scent of grass still flooded my nostrils. When I eventually mustered the strength to lean up, I saw the lights and towers of Highwind far in the distance.


  “Well, shit,” I muttered. 


  “You’re lucky to be alive,” Valuri said. “If not for Red here, you never would have made it this far.”


  “Healing salve,” Kaseya explained, touching my forehead. “It stanched the bleeding, but it’s not strong enough to mend the wound.”


  Nodding, I took a deep breath and reached back out to the Aether. It flowed through me almost tepidly, as if it were afraid of triggering another backlash. But I still mustered up enough energy for a healing spell, and when I touched my wound the pain diminished almost instantly. 


  “You were right about Koth being a con artist,” I muttered. “I guess he was even better than you thought.”


  Valuri grimaced as she squeezed my arm. “He wasn’t a real Senosi, but he had obviously undergone a similar ritual. I can’t believe the Inquisitrix would give that kind of power to a man.”


  “I can’t believe a lot of things right now. How the hell we’re still alive, for one.”


  Kaseya touched my cheek. “I am sorry I could not protect you. This is my fault.”


  “You didn’t do anything wrong, believe me,” I assured her. “You were amazing. You both were.”


  “Not amazing enough,” Valuri said, scowling in frustration. “I should have seen through Koth’s bullshit right away.”


  “It doesn’t matter now. We’re alive—that’s what counts.”


  She sighed and pursed her lips. “We’re about twenty miles out from the city. I know you need some rest, but if you’re up to it I think it would be safer to get inside the walls if at all possible.”


  “At least until the Headmistress realizes we do not have her cargo,” Kaseya said. “She does not strike me as the forgiving type.”


  “This is all her fault,” Valuri said. “The Senosi obviously stole the cargo at the source, which means those mercs had already been compromised. Telanya was a fool to trust them. How the hell has she built an underworld empire making that kind of novice mistake?”


  I wasn’t sure if it was the blood loss, the head wound, or just a random, well-timed epiphany, but the moment the words left Valuri’s mouth the last piece of the puzzle finally clicked into place.


  “We should get back to the city,” I said, leaning up. “Telanya still needs to know what happened.”


  Kaseya frowned at me. “You are certain?”


  “Val is right—this fuckup was mostly her fault, and the bottom line is that we’re still going to need her help if we want to take down your sister and the Inquisitrix.”


  Valuri nodded. “I imagine the crystals swung west through Seawatch. The Archmage has connections all over the region—maybe he can contact his allies there and try to intercept the shipment before it ends up on a boat.”


  “Maybe,” I murmured. The fate of the vatari crystals was suddenly the last thing on my mind. “The healing magic is working. I just need some help getting up onto the horse.”


  Kaseya frowned at me, clearly sensing my revelation. “There’s something else on your mind.”


  “It’s just an idea I had,” I said, smiling. “It’s not fully-formed yet, but it will be soon.”


  “I know that look,” Valuri said. “And I don’t like it one bit.”


  I touched her shoulder. “We’re going to skip Lord Martel and go straight to the source.”


  “You want to walk up to the Archmage’s estate at this hour? I doubt his guards would even let us inside.”


  “We don’t need the Archmage,” I said. “It’s time to cut through all the bullshit. I guarantee Silhouette will still be awake at this hour, and I’ll demand our long overdue meeting with the Black Mistress.”


  Valuri’s eyes flicked back and forth across my face as she studied me. She knew me well enough to recognize when I was plotting something even without the aid of a magical collar. “You think Telanya’s more likely to be in her secret den at this hour?”


  “Something like that,” I said. “Now come on—let’s get moving. We have some bad news to deliver.”


   


  ***


   


  Midnight had long since come and gone by the time we entered the gates, and the city’s streets were quieter than I’d ever seen. We handed off our horses to Telanya’s people at the stable then promptly veered towards Moonshadow Plaza. My side still ached like hell, and even with magic I knew it would take days to fully heal. But I could walk just fine on my own now, and at the moment that was all that really mattered. 


  Thanks to all the brothels and taverns, the plaza was busier than almost anywhere else we crossed through. We maneuvered through the loose crowds to the Skittering Spider, and I searched in vain for an “old woman” reading people’s fortunes. I was a few seconds from giving up and busting in the door when I heard a voice behind me. 


  “You’ve certainly looked better. Trouble on the roads, sweetheart?”


  I glanced back over my shoulder and spotted a slender woman in Duskwatch Ranger garb lurking beneath the overhang of a boarded-up building. I could barely see anything beneath the thick cowl of her hood, but when I reached out to the Aether and concentrated the illusion slowly began to fade away. 


  “Impersonating rangers now?” Valuri asked. “That seems dangerous. And pointless.”


  “Dangerous things are fun, and fun things and never pointless.” Silhouette pulled back her hood and the illusion crumbled entirely. Other than her silver hair and supernaturally seductive smile, she suddenly looked like any other half-elven woman in the city. “Is there something I can do for you lovelies?”


  “I think it’s finally time we meet your boss,” I said. “The situation with the Senosi is even worse than we thought. There’s a war coming, and if our people want to survive we need to stick together.”


  Silhouette glanced between us for a second before she smiled again. “The Mistress has been eager to meet you for a while. I suppose now is as good a time as any.”


  She beckoned for us to follow. I fully expected her to lead us to a sewer grate or concealed cistern or somewhere else that was perfectly functional but almost laughably cliché. Instead she led us into the dark alley behind the Skittering Spider and brought us to an abrupt halt. 


  Valuri’s hands reflexively dropped to her crossbows as she studied the nearby rooftops. “Hell of a spot for an ambush.”


  Silhouette turned and cocked a silver eyebrow. “If the Black Mistress wanted you dead, you never would have escaped the Grey Citadel. You just need to be patient.”


  “Patient for what? I can see right through your illusions, you know—there’s nothing here.”


  “Not all illusions are magic.”


  As if on cue, the ground beneath our feet unexpectedly trembled. I threw out my arms to keep my balance, and Silhouette chuckled softly at our discomfort as the small, square-shaped piece of stone we were standing on began to sink underground. Vorsalos had plenty of lifts—they were necessary without the magical infrastructure of a proper Mage’s Guild—but I had never ridden one this fast, quiet, or perfectly concealed. 


   We descended into total darkness. Even without actively stretching out my senses, I could feel powerful Aetheric currents swirling around us. But when I tried to conjure flame into my palm, it extinguished almost immediately.


  “The undercity is protected by numerous powerful enchantments,” Silhouette said when the lift abruptly came to a halt. “Even the Silver Fist cannot find us. Every time they send a search party, their knights become lost in an illusory labyrinth.”


  “Good thing we’re not paladins,” Valuri said. 


  I heard her draw in a deep breath, and an instant later her eyes and tattoos began to glow brightly enough to pierce through the shadows. I could actually feel her feeding; she sucked in the magical currents like a living tornado sucking up water. For a few moments my eyes could see just fine—we were standing inside a cavernous stone chamber with three distinct exists—but then the shadows promptly returned and swallowed everything. 


  “A dozen Senosi might be able to shatter our wards,” Silhouette said. “But a lone one will only earn herself a quick meal.”


  A small luminous orb appeared in her palm, almost like she had plucked a mote of moonlight from the heavens. It only banished the shadows in small area around us, but at least it was enough to see where we were going. 


  “Come,” she said, smiling again. “We are almost there.”


  I glanced back and forth at my companions. Kaseya looked as vigilant as ever, though somewhat surprisingly she seemed more intrigued than anything. Valuri, for her part, wasn’t amused at all. Here in the dim light, her glowing eyes and tattoos made her look more like a succubus than ever. But unlike in the Archmage’s estate where her hunger had taken over, something about these particular magical currents must have been unappetizing. I made a mental note to ask her about it later. 


  I heard the sound of voices and laughter a few minutes before Silhouette finally brought us to our destination. The instant we crossed beneath a bizarre archway, the veil of shadows surrounding us dissipated. We found ourselves standing on a walkway overlooking a huge, sprawling area that genuinely looked like someone had plucked out a piece of Highwind and plopped it down here. Hundreds if not thousands of people casually went about their business below as if we had just walked into a parallel version of the Moonshadow Plaza above. 


  “Some of the newer folks have taken to calling it ‘Darkwind,’ though that’s a touch ominous for my tastes,” Silhouette said as she leaned against the railing. “It is more of a safe haven—a place where people like us can gather without the condemnation of the Mage’s Guild or the judgement of the Council.”


  “All of these people are sorcerers?” I asked breathlessly. 


  Silhouette chuckled. “No, of course not. Some are wizards who failed out of the Academy, while others are priests of gods that aren’t recognized by the Highwind elite. But most are simply outcasts. Half-orcs born after the Winter War two decades ago, dark elves who fled from the tyranny of the Spider Queen’s priestesses in the Underworld, Roskarim barbarians from beyond the White Ridge...” She grinned. “Some are even refugees from Vorsalos like yourselves. The only thing we all have in common is that Highwind doesn’t want us.”


  “You are not describing the same city I heard about in Nol Krovos,” Kaseya said. 


  “When the Black Mistress arrived in here last year, she quickly realized that the truth of the city was far different that its mythos,” Silhouette said. “Highwind may be a beacon of light compared to Vorsalos or Falcon Ridge, but that doesn’t mean it is free of corruption. With a few exceptions, most of the city’s institutions have been rotting for a very long time. The War of the Three Cities may have ushered in an era of peace, but arrogance and complacency have wrought just as much damage as any band or orcs or gnolls. And I fear it’s about to get worse.”


  “It is,” Valuri said gravely. “That’s why we need to speak with your mistress. Is Telanya normally up at this hour?”


  Silhouette turned and cocked an eyebrow. “Telanya?”


  Valuri snorted and crossed her arms. “There’s no reason to play coy anymore. We already figured it out. The Headmistress has been waging her own private war against the Inquisitrix, often without her husband’s knowledge. What better way to do that than to build her own little underworld empire.”


  “Telanya isn’t the Black Mistress,” I said. The girls both turned to stare at me like I had gone crazy. 


  “What are you talking about?” Valuri asked. “We’ve been over this.”


  “Yeah, and we were wrong,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Earlier, you said you didn’t understand how someone who had carved out her own underworld Empire could have been outmaneuvered by the Senosi so easily. Telanya trusted foreign mercenaries like the Falcon Guard, assuming gold alone would secure their loyalties. And worst of all, she didn’t secure her source of vatari at the source. Someone smart enough to build all of this wouldn’t make mistakes like that, but an arrogant, wealthy high elf who has never really gotten dirt on her hands might.”


  Valuri shook her head. “But if it’s not Telanya, then who…?”


  All three of us turned to look at Silhouette at the same time. The half-elf’s face remained completely impassive. 


  “‘I wear whatever face needs to be seen,’” I whispered. “That’s what you said to me before we left. I feel like an idiot for not recognizing it earlier. All the illusions, all the deception…and of course, you’re actually a sorcerer. You have far more reason to need a refuge than a pampered woman like Telanya.”


  Silhouette eyed me for several more seconds, and I started to wonder if I had just made another huge mistake. But then a knowing smile tugged at her lips, and she took a deep breath and stood up straight. Even though nothing about her physical appearance actually changed, the sudden shift in her body language was so pronounced I could have sworn I was looking at a completely different woman. 


  “I had a feeling you were smarter than you looked, Jorem Farr,” the Black Mistress said. “And I know that you and I are going to accomplish great things together.”
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  Barely a month had passed since I’d fled
Vorsalos, the crazy cult capital of the Shattered Coast, but it
felt like a completely different lifetime. Over the last few weeks
I had been magically bonded to an amazon warrior (and fucked her),
rescued my old lover (and fucked her), entered into a business
arrangement with the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy (and
fucked her), and learned that an otherwise unassuming half-elf
whore was apparently the city’s underworld crime boss. Oh, and
naturally I had fucked her once, too.


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


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


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


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


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


  “Something like that, yes.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Meaning what, exactly?” I asked.


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


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


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


  The sweet scent of bath oils greeted my nose
inside, and I whistled softly as I my eyes drank in the sights and
sounds. The chamber was essentially one big circle with numerous
cubbies evenly-spaced along the walls. The ceiling was quite high
despite the fact the spire had several floors—probably six or seven
at least—all of which were connected by a winding staircase near
the back wall. This particular level appeared to be something of a
public bathhouse.


  To my left, crystal blue water drizzled down
from a natural fountain into a central basin that fed at least
eight other distinct pools. Dozens of people—at least half of whom
were stark naked—were currently bathing or swimming or otherwise
relaxing in the water. To my right, dozens of other folks were
enjoying baths of pure steam from the eruptions of
magically-enhanced geysers.


  “It’s beautiful,” I whispered, genuinely
impressed. “And not at all what I expected to find in an underworld
lair.”


  Silhouette grinned. “The dark places of the
world are often the most beautiful, so long as you know where to
look.”


  “What does that mean?” Kaseya asked.


  “It means she spent time with the drow,”
Valuri said, her eyes narrowing as she examined the fountains. I
followed her gaze to an elven man with grey skin, white hair, and
smoldering red eyes sitting near the side of one of the pools.


  I gasped as I belatedly solved my own
mystery. A few years ago, Valuri and I had hidden in a network of
caves beneath Vorsalos. We had later learned that the passageways
had been built by the drow—that was where I had seen this
type of architecture before. The dark elves had abandoned the caves
a long time ago, but many of the structures remained intact,
including a spire magically sculpted from this same purplish
rock.


  “You are very perceptive,” Silhouette said,
one of her silver eyebrows arching in surprise. “I would not have
expected a Senosi Huntress to know much about the drow.”


  “I don’t, but I’ve seen this type of
architecture before,” Valuri said. “And everyone in the Northern
Reaches had heard stories of raiders from the Underworld kidnapping
surfacers and taking them as slaves.”


  Kaseya’s brow creased with concern. “You were
a slave?”


  “Yes,” Silhouette confirmed. “I was captured
by a dark elf raiding party just outside Riverbend a few years ago.
Not long afterwards, a priestess of the Spider Queen claimed me as
her personal pet.”


  “Gods have mercy,” the amazon breathed. “I am
sorry.”


  Silhouette touched her arm. “It wasn’t as bad
as it could have been. My mistress was harsh, but I learned a great
deal about myself down there. My strengths, my weaknesses….my true
desires.”


  I raised an eyebrow and shared a glance with
Valuri. We had fled to Highwind in search of some kind of normalcy,
but the people here were proving to be anything but. The Archmage
was a cuckhold, the Headmistress had a rape fetish, and apparently
the city’s most powerful crime boss had enjoyed being a drow slave.
Perhaps there was something in the water here…


  Then again, Valuri was basically a
semen-sucking vampire, so none of us really had any room to
judge.


  “I also had the chance the opportunity to
study magic without the same cultural taboos and restraints as
people here on the surface,” Silhouette went on. “I was a fledgling
channeler when I was captured, but thanks to the drow I learned I
could be much more. They nurtured my natural abilities, and I
eventually grew powerful enough to escape.”


  “You’re incredibly fortunate,” Valuri said.
“I’ve never heard of someone escaping the Underworld before.”


  “I had help, of course. And many of those
same allies still serve me now.” She paused at the center of the
chamber, and a brief, wistful smile touched her lips.
“Unfortunately, things in Riverbend weren’t the same when I
returned. My family and friends barely recognized the woman I had
become, so I quickly moved to the city. And it didn’t take me long
to realize that Highwind had changed as well…and not for the
better.”


  “Is that your goal here?” I asked. “To make
things better?”


  “It wasn’t…at least not at first,” Silhouette
conceded. “But when I saw how our fellow sorcerers are treated, I
wanted to establish a haven for them. And then once I learned about
the Inquisitrix…well, it became obvious that a simple haven wasn’t
enough. The Highwind Council, the Silver Fist, the Mage’s
Guild…none of them are prepared for the war that is to come. They
may shun people like us, but ultimately we are the only ones
capable of saving them.”


  I glanced back over my shoulder to the “city”
outside. “Do you consider these people your soldiers? Are you
building an army?”


  Silhouette shook her head. “Highwind
has an army. What it lacks are leaders willing to see the
situation for what it is. Archmage Beloran and his wife understand
the gravity of the threat better than most, and Ranger-General
Serrane is cunning and competent. But defeating the Inquisitrix
will require more than a few brave souls willing to stand against
the Council.”


  Valuri eyed the other woman pointedly. “So
what is it going to require?”


  “Powerful allies, for one,” Silhouette said.
“Allies like a former Senosi Huntress with intimate knowledge of
the Inquisitrix and her servants. Allies like an amazon warrior
whose sister sits at the enemy’s right hand.”


  Kaseya’s mouth opened. “How do you…?”


  “Information is my profession, honey,”
Silhouette said. “I know all about Ayrael’s rebellion against her
people, and I know that so far you have been unable to stop
her.”


  I glanced between the two women for a moment.
“Okay, so that’s why you need Kaseya and Valuri. What about
me?”


  Silhouette smiled and patted my cheek.
“You’re the pretty face, of course. We can always use another one
of those around here.”


  Valuri chortled. “I changed my mind—I like
this place after all.”


  “This is a haven for sorcerers,” Silhouette
went on. “You have a strong connection to the Aether—one of the
strongest of anyone here, I think. And your bond to Kaseya is…well,
it is unlike anything I have encountered before.”


  “Still, you just said that a few brave souls
weren’t going to be enough,” I pressed. “So what’s the rest of your
plan?”


  “I’m afraid we’re at a point where the only
way to save this city’s institutions is to destroy them. Hopefully,
whatever arises from the ashes will be strong enough to save
us.”


  “That sounds like one hell of a gamble,”
Valuri said, her laughter fading and her eyes narrowing.


  “Doing nothing is a far greater risk,”
Silhouette said. “You understand better than anyone how
ill-equipped we are to deal with an army of mage-slayers.”


  “Sure, but that doesn’t mean—”


  Silhouette held up a hand. “We have many,
many more things to discuss, but for now you should all get some
rest. Your travels have no doubt been draining, and Jorem’s wounds
need time to heal.”


  I paused for a moment, recognizing a polite
dismissal when I heard one. I briefly considered pressing the issue
but decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. It was late, we were
tired, and at least for the moment we were probably safe.


  “It’s not that bad,” I said, touching my
side. “I just need a few days to relax.”


  “Then that’s exactly what you will receive.”
Silhouette touched my arm again before she beckoned towards the
public baths. “My assistants will ensure you are well-fed and
comfortable. I am needed elsewhere at the moment, but I promise I
will return soon. Please, enjoy yourselves.”


  She smiled at each of us in turn, then
promptly turned and strode away while her servants—one male and one
female—took her place. The man was tall, muscular, and so
objectively handsome that just looking at him made me question my
own masculinity. The woman, perhaps even more surprisingly, was a
drow.


  “This way, please,” she said in a
thickly-accented voice. “The steam baths will wash away your
troubles.”


  “I bet they will,” I murmured, eyeing her up
and down. She was naked, just like many of the others currently
enjoying the baths, and I couldn’t help but marvel at her slender
elven frame, glistening gray skin, and bright blue eyes. She had a
spider-shaped gemstone in her navel, and when she turned to escort
us I noticed the similarly designed spider tattoo on the small of
her back. I assumed they were religious symbols. Had this woman
been a prisoner along with Silhouette? I didn’t know enough about
dark elf culture to speculate.


  “Just try and stay focused for once,” Valuri
said into my ear as we walked. “I have a bad feeling about all of
this.”


  “You have a bad feeling about most things,” I
countered.


  “I’m serious. Something’s not right here. We
need to be cautious.”


  “Don’t worry,” I soothed, placing my arm over
her shoulder even as my eyes remained glued on the mesmerizing sway
of the dark elf’s hips. “I know what I’m doing.”


   



  ***


   



  “You can thank me later for not returning to
Telanya,” I said, leaning back against the edge of the pool “Forget
living in a mansion—this is the life.”


  “Gods, you really are pathetic sometimes,”
Valuri muttered. “This isn’t a bloody brothel.”


  I glanced back over my shoulder and scowled
at her. She was still sitting up on the ledge above the pool, fully
clothed and alert. She had spent the past twenty minutes glaring at
everyone who walked by like a bitter old miser guarding his last
coin.


  “No, it’s even better,” I said. “It’s
free!”


  She rolled her green eyes and continued idly
tapping her fingers against the handle of her crossbow. Most of the
people down here were already giving her a wide berth thanks to her
Senosi powers, and she seemed determined to drive them even further
away.


  “There is nothing wrong with being cautious,”
Kaseya said. She was wading in the pool next to me, though hadn’t
allowed herself to fully relax, either. “I appreciate your
vigilance.”


  “Thanks, Red,” Valuri said. “I appreciate
being able to see your tits, so I guess in the end we’re all
even.”


  I sighed and leaned back even further. The
nameless dark elf servant was busy bathing me with a cloth while
the towering human man was doing the same with Kaseya. I had paid
for a similar service at a brothel once. When I closed my eyes, I
could hear the whore’s soft little whimpers when I fucked the
living hell out of her afterwards. I had paid her double for her
enthusiasm.


  This drow was more skilled and more
attractive, though, and her exotic nature certainly didn’t hurt.
When she eventually set aside her towel and snuggled up next to me,
I wasn’t the least bit surprised to feel her fingers curl around
the shaft of my cock.


  “You have an impressive stem for a
rivvil,” she said. “Would you like to spill inside me?”


  Before I could do anything besides blubber
incoherently, I heard a loud smack and yelp beside me. I turned to
see Kaseya twisting the male servant’s arm with one hand and
grabbing him by the throat with the other.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” she
growled.


  “I was…just trying to…please you…” he
stammered.


  “You are not my Maskari. I did not
give you permission to touch me there.”


  “I am…sorry…please!”


  She released her grip. “Your services are no
longer required. Leave us.”


  For a moment I thought he might actually
argue the point, and he tossed a quizzical glance to Valuri. She
grinned and shook her head.


  “You’re cute, honey, but you should probably
go before Red here really gets mad,” Valuri said. “Maybe I’ll come
and see you later.”


  The servant nodded and hoisted himself out of
the pool. The moment he was gone, Kaseya snuggled in next to me and
placed her hand upon my chest. I smiled and turned towards the
drow.


  “You should probably go, too,” I said.


  “She can stay,” Kaseya said, shifting her
eyes to the other woman. “Jorem was enjoying your attention.
Please, continue. I may be able to learn something from your
technique.”


  The dark elf smiled—a wide, wicked grin that
suddenly made me fear for the safety of my stem—before she began
stroking me again. She was unmistakably talented. Her long gray
fingers would constantly change their speed and pressure, and her
thumb could occasionally rub across the swollen tip. I had a
feeling that she had used this particular skillset to great effect
in the Underworld…


  She expertly delayed my climax over and over
again, and Kaseya watched the whole thing as intently as if she
were learning a new fencing technique. As my arousal rippled
through her collar, she began slowly grinding her quim against my
leg. When she abruptly moaned in release, racked by the waves of
her own climax, I felt a sudden rush in my cock and threw my head
back—


  The dark elf seemed content to watch me erupt
straight up into the air like the geysers on the other side of the
cavern, but Kaseya had other plans. She dunked her head beneath the
water line and clasped her lips over my cock the instant I burst.
As usual, I grabbed a clump of her red hair and held her in place
as I painted the back of her throat with my burning seed.


  “You really are something else, Red,” Valuri
commented from above us.


  Kaseya swallowed and swung her legs onto my
lap as she locked eyes with the drow. “Thank you for the lesson.
You may leave us now.”


  “As you wish, abbil,” the dark elf
replied, an amused glimmer in her eye.


  After the three of us were finally alone,
Kaseya swung her leg over mine and straddled me beneath the water.
“This is not so different from when you claimed me for the first
time. Do you remember?”


  “I’m pretty sure I’ll never forget,” I
whispered, leaning forward to kiss her.


  “If you two are going to fuck, the least you
can do is save some of the good stuff for me this time,” Valuri
muttered. “If I’m taking watch first tonight, I’ll need the extra
energy.”


  I reclined my head back on the edge of the
pool so I could see her. “You’re really that paranoid?”


  “You’ll forgive me for not trusting the
master illusionist who has surrounds herself with local
sycophants.”


  I grunted softly. “I never said we should
trust her. We shouldn’t trust anyone in this city, given
what we’ve learned. But I don’t honestly believe that Silhouette is
interested in harming us.”


  “Interests change.” Valuri sighed and crossed
her arms. “Look, aside from the fact that her ‘escape from the
drow’ story is almost certainly bullshit, I don’t particularly care
for her little spiel on how she’s planning on saving Highwind from
itself.”


  I remembered her strong reaction earlier, but
then I had completely forgotten to mention it—probably because I’d
had an attractive dark elf giving me a massage and a handjob.


  “The city needs saving, or at least
protecting,” I pointed out. “I mean, isn’t that half the reason
we’re here? We want to stop the Inquisitrix, and this is the best
place to find allies.”


  “That’s all well and good, but it’s not what
I’m talking about,” Valuri said, lowering her voice. “Not of that
struck you as odd? Not even the part where she said she needs to
‘destroy the city’s institutions in order to save them?’”


  I opened my mouth to reply but stopped
mid-word when I belatedly realized what she meant. “You’re talking
about Vorsalos.”


  “The Inquisitrix used almost those exact same
words for years,” Valuri said. “When I was growing up in the Senosi
learning how to fight and kill channelers, the instructors would
constantly talk about the ‘revolution’ and how the city needed to
be burned to the ground before it could be rebuilt. Look where that
led.”


  “Just because the words are the same does not
mean the intentions are as well,” Kaseya pointed out.


  “I know that,” Valuri said. “I still find the
similarities…unsettling.”


  “It’s a fair point, but I think we’re getting
ourselves,” I told her. “We haven’t signed up for anyone’s
‘revolution’ just yet. For now, Silhouette seems able and willing
to help us. Given our shocking lack of alternatives at the moment,
I think we should let this play out for a while.”


  “You just want to fuck her again.”


  “It’s a potential bonus, I’ll admit, but it’s
not the reason I think we should stay.”


  “Uh huh,” Valuri murmured, glancing back out
into the commons. “You two have fun. I’m going to poke around and
see what else I can learn around here.”


  I nodded. “Just try not to get under anyone’s
skin yet. I’d rather not have to fight our way out of here,
too.”


  “No promises.”


  Valuri slipped away into the shadows outside,
and I was once again reminded just how silently she could move when
she wanted to. I didn’t even hear a single click of her heeled
boots on the stone outside.


  “I cannot fault her for being suspicious,”
Kaseya said after a moment. “We are surrounded by liars and
thieves.”


  “We’re surrounded by refugees who’ve had to
rely upon lies and theft to survive,” I countered. “It’s not the
same thing.”


  “Perhaps not,” she conceded. “Still, I
appreciate Valuri’s vigilance. She is far more complex than
I originally thought.”


  I grinned. “You’ve no idea how happy I am
that the two of you can get along.”


  “I’ve never met another woman like her
before.”


  “Nor have I,” I said, studying the amazon.
Her blue eyes twinkled with concern for an ally, but I could also
see the unmistakable glimmer of lust. I probably should have been
at least a little bit jealous, but instead my cock throbbed at the
thought of watching the two of them eat other again. I was a man of
simple tastes.


  “For now, let’s just give Val some space,” I
said, reaching up and brushing several wet locks of red hair from
Kaseya’s eyes. “It was a long day, and we almost got ourselves
killed trying to protect nonexistent cargo. I’d say that calls for
a few hours of relaxation.”


  I lifted one of her ample breasts to my mouth
and sucked her nipple between my lips. My cock had already sprung
back to life, and I used my free hand to guide the tip inside her.
I fit so snugly, so perfectly, that I wondered why in the bloody
abyss I even bothered fucking other women.


  “I want you to spill inside me,” Kaseya
breathed into my ear. “But I am concerned about leaving Valuri
without sustenance.”


  I licked her other nipple and chuckled. It
really was adorable how quickly she had taken to Val. We were like
a pack now, and Kaseya was worried about protecting—and
serving—both of us.


  “She’ll be fine,” I said. “Val always has a
way of extracting whatever she needs.”


  I left out the part where she was able to
feed off of Kaseya now, too. The amazon still wasn’t comfortable
with that reality, and this wasn’t the time to press her on it.


  “She is quite resourceful,” Kaseya said,
smirking as she began grinding her hips against me. The walls of
her molten hot quim cradled my cock so tightly I probably would
have spilled if I hadn’t already done so a few minutes ago. “And I
enjoy helping you feed her.”


  “Good,” I managed between increasingly
frantic breaths.


  “But right now, I want to enjoy a moment
alone with my Maskari,” she cooed into my ear. “Assuming he
doesn’t mind.”


  I grinned as I hoisted one of her nipples
back to my lips. “Not in the slightest.”
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  Without daylight as a guide, I had no idea
how long I slept after I filled Kaseya’s quim and passed out with
her in my arms. The only thing I knew for certain was that Valuri
was there when I woke, and to my astonishment Kaseya was still
unconscious on top of me.


  “You must have fucked her pretty hard to keep
her under like that,” Valuri said when she realized I was awake.
“Good thing I’m here to protect the two of you, eh?”


  I cleared my throat and leaned up. Kaseya and
I had managed to drag ourselves out of the pool and onto a towel,
but we hadn’t actually made it to a private room. We were alone
inside the cubby, and as far as I could tell no one had come in
here and bothered anything. Still, it had been irresponsible of us
both to fall asleep, even for a little while. Someone could have
easily snuck in here and shivved us while we were defenseless…


  “It was a long trip,” I groaned. “And in case
you forget, I did get impaled on that wagon yesterday. At least, I
think it was yesterday…”


  “Zor kalah,” Kaeya said, lifting her
head. “I did not mean to sleep.”


  “It’s all right, Red—I got you covered,”
Valuri said, smirking as she sat down in one of the chairs and
propped her boots up on the table next to the empty glasses of
wine. “I’m still wary about this place, but I’m reasonably sure
they don’t actually want to hurt us.” Her face soured. “Of course,
I didn’t think Koth and his Falcon Guard goons wanted to hurt us,
either, so maybe my intuition isn’t as keen as it used to be.”


  I smiled sympathetically. Knowing Val, it
would be a long time before she forgave herself for getting fleeced
by the mercenaries. They had led us right into Ayrael’s clutches,
and we had eagerly followed along like lambs to the slaughter. It
was hard to believe that fight had been less than a day ago, but
then a sudden twinge of pain in my side reminded me of the details.
We were lucky to be alive and even luckier to be free.


  “Anyway, I was only gone a few hours,” Valuri
said, pouring herself a glass. “My snooping wasn’t especially
productive, but I did learn that this place is a lot larger than we
thought. There are thousands of people living down here and space
for several thousand more.”


  I leaned up and began channeling another
healing spell into my sore flank. “How is Silhouette keeping all of
them supplied?”


  “That part I don’t know,” Valuri lamented.
“Stealing food can only get you so far. If I had to guess, she
probably has a private deal with some of the farmers in the plains.
There’s also a lot of fungus and lichen.”


  My mouth twisted. “That’s disgusting.”


  “What do you think the drow eat?”


  “Good point,” I murmured, leaning up and
peering out of the cubby. Silhouette must have instructed her
servants to give us as much privacy as we wanted. There were plenty
of other people lounging about by the pools outside, but they were
all keeping their distance.


  “I couldn’t get a firm answer out of anyone,
but I don’t think our new ally will be back until tonight at the
earliest,” Valuri said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s moving
her people around to keep a closer eye on the Archmage and his
wife. They’ll have learned about their missing cargo by now.”


  “And discovered that our bodies weren’t among
the wreckage,” I muttered.


  “They might assume we were captured. Or
they’ll follow our tracks and realize we were chased most of the
way back to the city.”


  “Or Telanya will think we just stole the
cargo and gave it to the Black Mistress,” I said. “Regardless, it’s
only a matter of time before she hires a bounty hunter to try and
find us. She doesn’t strike as the forgiving type.”


  “We did not betray her,” Kaseya pointed out.
“We attempted to complete the contact and would have done so if my
sister had intervened.”


  “Yeah, well, I doubt Telanya or Beloran will
see things that way,” Valuri muttered.


  “So why don’t we tell them? Silhouette must
have a way of getting messages to important people. She could
explain that the Senosi stole the cargo, and that we are merely
seeking shelter.” Kaseya shrugged. “Telanya may not believe it, but
we are not actually her enemies, are we?”


  “Not really,” I admitted. “That’s a good
idea, actually.”


  She cocked a red eyebrow at me. “Why do you
sound so surprised?”


  I opened my mouth but nothing came out.
Valuri filled the silence with an impish giggle.


  “He doesn’t appreciate how clever you are,”
the Huntress said. “Though in his defense, subterfuge isn’t
normally your area of expertise.”


  “I do not consider that an insult.” Kaseya
looked at me for a moment and smiled. “But I am also a fast
learner.”


  I grinned back at her. She really was, in
more ways than one.


  “I did learn a few other interesting
tidbits,” Valuri said, sipping at her glass. “Everyone around here
is eager to confirm Silhouette’s story about her captivity in the
Underworld. They say she eventually turned the tables and enslaved
her own mistress.”


  I whistled softly. “Do you believe them?”


  “I’m not sure, but I buy it more now than I
would have a few hours ago. You remember that dark elf servant with
the magic fingers? I think she’s a former priestess of the Spider
Queen.”


  “That would explain the tattoos,” I said,
pursing my lips in thought. I didn’t know much about the drow
religion, but the priestesses of their Spider Queen had a
reputation for being cruel and domineering. For some insane reason,
that made me want to summon the servant back here so I could fuck
her senseless. I really was messed up in so many ways…


  “I also met a man who claims to be one of
Silhouette’s childhood friends from Riverbend,” Valuri went on. “It
took a little convincing, but I eventually got him to share some
juicy tidbits.”


  I grunted. “You fucked him, didn’t you?”


  “I wish,” she muttered. “He might have been
even more gorgeous than that blonde servant Red almost choked. If
we end up staying here for another day or two, I might arrange to
take both of them at once…”


  I rolled my eyes. She was probably just
teasing me, though I certainly wouldn’t put it past her.
Historically, she had almost as much difficulty keeping her
trousers on as I did. At first I’d been unbelievably jealous, but
she had quickly made it clear that she wasn’t a “one man” type of
girl. Thankfully, she had never expected me to be a “one woman”
type of man, either, and back in Vorsalos she had loved
hearing about my conquests, especially while I was fucking her.


  We’d always had a weird relationship, to be
sure, but as long as I was willing to kiss her softly, fuck her
roughly, and spray my magic seed on her tits ad face, she seemed
perfectly content. And not surprisingly, so was I.


  “So what did this guy actually tell you?” I
asked.


  “Mostly boring stuff about growing up in a
fishing town,” Valuri said. “But after a while he did let her real
name slip: Solemi.”


  “Solemi,” I echoed. “That certainly sounds
like an elven name.”


  “Definitely. Anyway, the main takeaway is
that she got a lot of the people here out of tough spots. And
despite all the rumors in town, I don’t see any evidence that she’s
running a secret slave trade or anything like that. I wouldn’t be
surprised if almost every salacious rumor we heard topside was pure
bullshit.”


  “Probably,” I said. “So does that mean you
trust her now?”


  “Of course not. I just don’t think we have
any better options right now. At least we’re probably safe down
here.” Valuri grunted and finished her glass. “But make no mistake:
sooner or later Silhouette is going to ask us to do something for
her, and I have a feeling we’re not going to like it.”


  “That seems like a pretty safe bet, given the
circumstances.” I sighed softly. “Well, for the moment we might as
well get some sleep and relax while we can. I’m still pretty
tired.”


  “You can sleep all you like,” Valuri
said, swinging her legs off the table. She kicked off her boots,
scuttled up behind Kaseya, and gently cupped her hands over the
amazon’s breasts. “Red and I still need to have some fun.”


  Kaseya grinned and leaned back over her
shoulder. The two women shared a long kiss, and I couldn’t resist
the urge to toggle on my ring so I could feel everything. Kaseya’s
lust struck me so hard I actually had to brace myself to stay
upright—I knew she had come around with Valuri, but I hadn’t
realized just how much…


  I was rock hard long before Kaseya had
stripped off Valuri’s armor and clothes, and I started actively
stroking myself when they jumped back in the pool together. They
kissed and ground against each other for what felt like an hour
before Val suddenly sunk down to her knees and brought her lips to
the amazon’s tits.


  I was genuinely still tired, and my wound
absolutely needed more time to heal. But I doubted there was a
single man in the entire multiverse who could fall asleep with two
beautiful women making love right in front of him. And if there
was…well, I wanted to meet him so I could punch him in the face and
ask what the fuck was wrong with him.


  I closed my eyes and imagined my cock
penetrating one tight, wet cunt after another. I imagined grabbing
a hold of Kaseya’s red hair and relentlessly fucking her throat; I
imagined sliding my cock between Valuri’s tits until I erupted all
over her sweet smiling face.


  But when my eyes popped back open they
weren’t greeted by two beautiful, naked women kissing each other in
a pool—they weren’t greeting by much of anything at all besides an
impenetrable white wall of sleet.


  “What the hell?”


  I almost panicked when I glanced down and saw that I
was apparently standing straight up inside an enormous snow drift.
I jerked away, wondering if Silhouette’s dark elf servant had
slipped something into the wine, before I realized the snow wasn’t
actually cold. My breath caught in my throat, and my brain refused
to put two and two together for at least a solid minute.


  I was dreaming. Or, more specifically, I was inside
an Aetheric dreamscape.


  Like most sorcerers, I had unwittingly been sucked
into plenty of dreamscapes as a child. The Aether would sometimes
intrude upon our consciousness, often when we were sleeping but
sometimes when we were wide awake. Usually there was a trigger,
like physical contact with a powerful enchanted relic, but
sometimes the visions just happened—and this, apparently,
was one of those times.


  I forced myself to swallow and relax. Priests from
every religion in the world coveted these kinds of experiences as
windows in the minds of their god, but every sorcerer I had ever
known treated dreamscapes like a plague—they were often brief,
usually nonsensical, and almost always terrifying.


  But I already knew that this one would be different.
When my breathing finally returned to normal, I tried to shuffle
forward through the wall of sleet. Dark, humanoid shapes began to
appear at the corners of my vision, and I eventually realized I was
looking at the outline of two people having a conversation in front
of a log cabin. One was tall, broad, and distinctly masculine; the
other was almost as tall but distinctively feminine. They appeared
to be speaking, but the wind in my ears drowned out all sound
besides the storm.


  “Hello?” I called out.


  I continued forward and wiped the snow from my eyes.
I still couldn’t make out many details, but I could see that the
two figures were arguing about something. After another few moments
the woman backhanded the man across the face. He flipped over and
crumpled onto the ground before her, at which point she drew a
long, slender sword from her waist.


  I started jogging forward in an effort to pierce the
veil, but the sleet refused to relent. I couldn’t even tell if I
was making any progress; their silhouettes never seemed to get
larger no matter how far I moved. The woman brought her sword to
the man’s throat, but just when I thought she was going to
decapitate him she kicked him onto her back instead.


  It was only then, for seemingly no reason at all,
that I finally emerged from within the sleet. A small village
materialized around me: twenty, perhaps thirty ramshackle huts all
nestled snugly around a frozen lake at the heart of a narrow
valley. I didn’t recognize the location, but the blonde, statuesque
female figure had become annoyingly familiar over these past few
weeks.


  “Ayrael.”


  Her name soundlessly escaped my lips as she loomed
over her victim, a sinewy old man covers in thick furs. She glared
at him contemptuously for several seconds before she abruptly
sheathed her sword, turned on a heel, and stormed off through the
snow. The man watched her go, a thin line of blood trickling from
his chin.


  Time was all but impossible to discern in the
dreamscape, and I had no idea whether I was witnessing the past,
present, or future. All I knew for certain was that this was a hell
of a lot more vivid and specific than any other vision I’d ever
had. Whether that was good or bad I couldn’t say.


  The sleet began to swirl around me again, and a dense
fog followed it on the wind. An instant before everything vanished
into a blinding white cloud, the old man turned and looked directly
at me.


  “The sister,” he said, his voice perfectly clear
despite the storm. “You must bring her to me.”


  My throat went dry. “What?”


  “Bring the sister to me,” the man repeated. “Or die
along with the rest of our people.”


  The dreamscape shattered. I inhaled sharply, and when
my eyes snapped open I realized I was back in the real world again.
I was slumped on the cushion next to the pool with both girls
looming over me.


  “Jorem?” Kaseya asked, her face creased with concern.
“Jorem, are you all right?”


  “More or less,” I rasped, wincing at the sudden
pounding on the back of my skull. I must have fallen over and hit
my head. “What the hell happened?”


  “You were standing next to the pool with your eyes
closed and your cock in your hand,” Valuri said. “I had just
started feasting on Red here when you collapsed.”


  “When you fell over, I couldn’t sense anything from
you,” Kaseya asked, her hand squeezing mine. “I thought you were
dead.”


  “That’s…weird,” I muttered. After what I had just
happened I was a bit wary about reaching out to the Aether, but the
pain in my head was getting worse. I tentatively channeled a
healing spell to numb the soreness.


  “What happened?” Valuri asked. “Do you even
know?”


  “I had a vision,” I told them.


  “A vision? You mean like prophecy?”


  “I wouldn’t go that far. I’m still trying to figure
out what it all meant.”


  Kaseya touched my cheek. “When we first met, you told
me you lacked the gift of foresight.”


  “I do, generally speaking,” I said. “I’ve never had
much success with divination magic, and I’ve definitely never been
sucked into a dreamscape while standing upright before.”


  “You used to have those strange hallucinations while
you were sleeping,” Valuri said. “Remember that time you freaked
out and accidently swatted me in the nose?”


  “I do now,” I murmured, wincing as the memory washed
back over me. Maybe that was why she didn’t like to cuddle anymore.
“Most sorcerers have visions now and then, but they aren’t usually
so…vivid.”


  Valuri shrugged. “Well, what did you see?”


  I swallowed heavily and took a deep breath. “I was
somewhere in the mountains—don’t ask me which ones. It was cold and
snowing, and there was a small fishing village on a lake inside a
valley. A man and a woman were arguing, but I couldn’t make out
their voices.”


  “Did you recognize them?” Kaseya asked.


  “Not the man,” I said. “But the woman was your
sister.”


  The color drained from her face. “Ayrael? You are
certain?”


  “She’s pretty easy to recognize at this point,” I
muttered. “She beat up the old man and then stormed off. Just
before the vision ended, he looked right at me and said that I need
to ‘bring the sister to him,’ otherwise all our people are
doomed.”


  “Charming,” Valuri said. “You’re sure you don’t know
him?”


  “Pretty sure,” I told her. “But I get the feeling
he’s the one who pulled me into the dreamscape.”


  “Is that even possible?”


  “I have no idea,” I admitted. “It’s possible to send
message through the Aether, obviously. Maybe this was just a more
aggressive version?”


  Valuri frowned and leaned back on her haunches. “If
that’s true, he must also be a sorcerer. That would explain why
Ayrael would be attacking him, but why wouldn’t she just kill
him?”


  I threw up my hands. “I have no fucking clue. But he
seemed to know who I was, and he was definitely asking me to bring
Kaseya to him.”


  “I do not understand,” the amazon whispered. “I do
not know any other sorcerers on the mainland, and he was obviously
not one of the moshalim.”


  “Not unless there are snowy mountains on Nol Krovos,”
I said. “For all I know this was a vision of the future and hasn’t
actually happened yet. I don’t see how it could be the
present—Ayrael was just outside Highwind yesterday, and she
couldn’t have possibly made it up into the mountains already.”


  A flicker of recognition crossed Kaseya’s face. “When
Hestiah and I were sent to find her, we were told that she had been
sighted near the Frozen Tear just north of Highwind. That would
have been about two months ago.”


  “So maybe this was a vision from the past,” I
reasoned. “Still, the mountains in the north stretch for hundreds
of miles. I have no idea where this village could be.”


  “If this sorcerer was trying to communicate with you,
you’d think he would leave better instructions,” Valuri grumbled.
“Do you think you could reach out to him again?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, sighing. “Maybe? This is way
beyond anything I’ve ever attempted.”


  A long silence settled over us as we tried to process
what had just happened. None of us seemed to get anywhere.


  “Silhouette is basically an information broker,”
Valuri said after a moment. “She’s also a powerful sorceress. If
anyone might know something about this, it’s her.”


  “Maybe our little alliance will pay off even faster
than we hoped.” I snorted softly and leaned back on the cushion. “I
have to say, that was…unsettling. And not just because I cracked my
skull.”


  “Well, you also managed to completely kill the mood,”
Valuri grumbled. “I hope you’re happy.”


  I snorted. “I’m sure the two of you can find another
excuse to have some fun.”


  I turned to Kaseya, but her eyes were oddly distant.
I couldn’t blame her. Having a vision about her sister was bad
enough, but the fact the old man had very clearly wanted me to
involve Kaseya somehow…well, it was all very confusing.


  “All right, well, maybe we should actually get some
real sleep for when Silhouette gets back,” Valuri suggested. “I’m
sure the servants will have prepared a room for us. Maybe we’ll
even get one of these houses to ourselves.”


  “You’re probably right,” I said.


  “I will get dressed and locate the dark elf
handmaiden,” Kaseya said. She didn’t even wait for a reply before
she scrambled over to her discarded clothes and armor. She was
dressed and ready in record time.


  “She seems especially shaken,” Valuri commented. “You
think she knows something she’s not telling us?”


  “Possibly,” I admitted.


  “Can’t you use that fancy ring of yours and find
out?”


  “Maybe, but I’d rather not.”


  Valuri grunted. “You’re no fun. She has to feel what
you feel all the time, right?”


  “It’s…complicated,” I managed. “She’s probably just
upset about the fact her sister was involved. I would be, in her
position.”


  “True enough,” Valuri said, shifting her eyes towards
the exit from the cubby. “Seriously though, your timing was
horrendous. I was about to feed like crazy from that sweet cunt of
hers.”


  I sighed. “And you think I’m pathetic.”


  “You’re really going to deny it?”


  “No.”


  “I didn’t think so.” She smiled and leaned down to
give me a kiss. “I am still hungry, though. It’s bad—I can already
feel my arms shaking.” She glanced back over her shoulder, and her
hand gently cupped my testicles. “Red will probably be gone a few
minutes at least. Think you can whip me up a quick batch to tide me
over before she gets back?”


  I grinned. My cock stiffened at roughly the same rate
my headache faded. “I’m always willing to try.”


   



   





  3


   



  Kaseya took a bit longer than we expected to
fetch one of Silhouette’s servants, which gave me plenty of time to
conjure up a fresh load for Valuri. She was still lying on her back
in a feeding trance, thick globs of my seed dribbling from her lips
and chin, when the dark elf servant entered the cubby. The woman’s
silver-white eyebrows arched in surprise.


  “She’ll be fine,” I said, fastening my belt.
“Though maybe I should just carry her…”


  I hoisted her into my arms and followed the
servant up the winding staircase in the back of the chamber.
Apparently Silhouette wasn’t going to bother putting us up in a
house on the “streets” outside—she was just going to give us a nice
room inside her personal palace.


  The upper levels continued to remind me of
the drow caves back home. The high ceilings, the smoothly-sculpted
purple stone, the wide arches over every doorway—they were all
eerily familiar. The furniture and decorations were just as exotic;
the art styles on display were clearly not human, and the silk
fabrics on the beds and cushions were almost certainly spun from
the enormous (and terrifying) spiders native to the Underworld.


  “Well, this definitely isn’t creepy at all,”
Valuri muttered after I set her down. Her eyes were still glowing,
and she still hadn’t bothered to wipe the globs of semen from her
face. “She does realize these people enslaved her, right?”


  Kaseya frowned at her. “What do you
mean?”


  “If you were taken captive by orcs for a few
years, would you return home and redecorate your house with skulls
and spikes everywhere? I’d think you would want to do everything in
your power to forget the whole experience.”


  “It is strange,” I admitted, running my hand
along the bedsheets. They were ridiculously soft. “But we
can’t really complain. A room this nice would cost a fortune
topside.”


  “Mm,” Valuri murmured. Feeding must have
revived her suspicious streak.


  “The amount of dormant magical energy in this
place is astonishing,” Kaseya commented as she studied the rest of
the room. “Do you think any of this was crafted by hand?”


  “I doubt it,” I said, flopping down on the
bed. It was every bit as comfortable as it looked. “I don’t know
much about the drow, but from everything I’ve read they don’t have
any of the same taboos against magic as folks on the surface. Who
knows, maybe they have artificers whose sole purpose is to carve
furniture all day.”


  She nodded idly as she dragged her fingertips
across the paintings. I could see the strain on her face, and I was
tempted to ask her to describe exactly what she was feeling. But
she still didn’t have any interest in discussing her nascent
sorcerous abilities, so I let the matter rest.


  Bring the sister to me, or die along with the
rest of our people.


  “Well, I’m going to get some sleep,” I said
as images from the dreamscape washed back over me. I’m a little
drained for some reason.”


  “I can’t imagine why,” Kaseya muttered. She
gently scooped some of seed from Valuri’s chin into her mouth, then
smiled when the Huntress began suckling at her fingers.


  “You two have some fun,” I said, turning away
before I became enraptured by their antics again. Maybe if I closed
my eyes I could reconnect with the vision and get some more
answers…


  I didn’t. No matter how hard I stretched out
through the Aether, the dreamscape refused to suck me back in. It
was probably a blessing in some ways. I fell asleep instead, and
when I awoke several hours later the wound in my side already felt
much better. I treated it with another healing spell, plucked some
fresh fruit from the nightstand, and passed out again not long
afterwards.


  The girls were awake and chatting softly when
I finally got up for good, and we didn’t have to wait long before
the servants brought us a full meal. A few hours later, our hostess
finally returned.


  “I apologize for my extended absence,”
Silhouette said as she glided into our room. She was wearing a
snug, floor-length silver robe that was so thin it almost looked
more like a dress. “I hope my people have treated you well.”


  “They’ve been very helpful,” I replied with a
smile. “How are things topside?”


  “About as well as can be expected. The Silver
Fist is investigating the ambushed caravan, and I made sure to let
the appropriate people know what really happened. I admit, I’m
genuinely curious how the Council will react they learn about a
Senosi attack this close to the city.”


  “What about Telanya and the Archmage?” Valuri
asked. “Have they put out a bounty on us yet?”


  Silhouette shook her head. “My people will
ensure that they know what really happened as well. I doubt they’ll
be inviting you over for dinner again, but I don’t think they’ll be
overly worried about tracking you down, either. The loss of their
shipment is a far bigger problem—especially if the Council learns
about their secret vatari smuggling operation.”


  A warning bell rang in the back of my mind.
“You’re blackmailing them.”


  Her green eyes sparkled. “I’ve simply made it
clear that the Archmage and the Headmistress of the Highwind
Academy have higher priorities than tracking down one rogue
sorcerer and his accomplices—especially since the three of you had
nothing to do with stealing the crystals.”


  I grunted softly and shared a meaningful
glance with Valuri. “Well, I suppose we should be thankful. I
didn’t realize you would go to such lengths to protect us. It’s not
like we’ve done anything for you yet.”


  “Like I told you before, I have no doubt that
we will accomplish many great things together,” Silhouette said.
“But for that to happen, I needed to ensure that you were safe
first. I am a firm believer in protecting my investments.”


  Her words were smooth and her smile was soft,
but I could sense an unmistakable aura of quiet menace behind them
both. Just because she wore the face of a young, bright-eyed woman
didn’t mean that was who I was dealing with. She knew
exactly what she was doing, and every time we spoke it
became more and more obvious just how calculating she really
was.


  I should be terrified of this woman. So why
is my cock getting hard again?


  “I’m, uh, I’m glad to hear it,” I said,
clearing my throat. Maybe she had placed another charm spell on me
and I didn’t even know it…


  “One way or another we’re going to need each
other before this is over,” Silhouette said. “I’m happy to let you
stay here as long as you like, but the three of you don’t strike me
as the type to just wait around while their enemies gather at their
doorstep.”


  “Here it comes…” Valuri muttered, crossing
her arms.


  Silhouette arched one of her silver eyebrows.
“I beg your pardon?”


  “This is the part where you finally ask us to
do something. I’ve been waiting for the other boot to drop from the
moment you led us down here.”


  “You misunderstand—I am no one’s
taskmistress. As I said before, Darkwind is a sanctuary for the
exiled and the oppressed. I don’t give these people a list of
chores to earn their keep. Everyone helps out willingly, and our
growing community is stronger for it.”


  “Uh huh.”


  I was tempted to elbow Val in the gut.
“You’ll have to forgive her,” I said. “She’s always grumpy after a
nap.”


  Silhouette smiled and laughed. “I don’t blame
you in the least for being suspicious. All I meant was that the
moment I hear anything about Ayrael, I will be sure to let you
know.” Her eyes shifted over towards Kaseya. “I suspect you have a
score to settle with your sister.”


  “Yes, I do,” the amazon confirmed. “But she
is powerful.”


  “When the time comes to face her, you will
not have to do so alone,” Silhouette promised. “I have my people
searching for her right now. I have been attempting to retrace her
steps over the past several months, and the trail has led to
some…unexpected places.”


  The hairs on the back of my neck suddenly
tingled. “Such as?”


  “She’s been almost everywhere in the region,
but especially the north,” Silhouette said. “That was where I first
became aware of an amazon working with the Inquisitrix, actually.
One of my people spotted her near the Frozen Tear a few months ago.
He had no idea who or what Ayrael was at first, but the elite squad
of Vorsalosian scouts following her around was suspicious. She and
her minions were searching the mountains for something.”


  Both Kaseya and Valuri shot me a meaningful
glance, and the tingle in my neck became a full-blown shudder. “Do
you know what?” I asked.


  Silhouette’s eyes glimmered in recognition of
my strange reaction, but she didn’t press me on it. “Not
specifically. At first I assumed she was scouring the mountains for
new vatari deposits, but my top lieutenant in Icewatch believes
Ayrael was actually looking for someone rather than
something. There are a few small fishing villages nestled in the
valleys up there. He is investigating as we speak.”


  I nodded slowly, debating whether or not I
should tell her about my vision. I decided there probably wasn’t
much harm in it, at least not at the moment.


  “There’s an old man who lives up there,” I
said. “Gray beard, surprisingly muscular figure for his age. His
hair is too light to be a Roskarim.”


  One of Silhouette’s silver eyebrows twitched.
“You know of this?”


  “Not exactly,” I said, swallowing and bracing
myself against the wall. “I had a vision not long ago—an Aetheric
dreamscape where I saw Ayrael fighting with an old man in the
mountains. He seemed to want me to find him.”


  “You are a seer?” she asked, taking a step
closer. “I had no idea.”


  “I’m definitely not a seer—this vision was a
lot more detailed than anything I’m used to.” I pursed my lips. “I
don’t claim to understand everything I saw, but this can’t be a
coincidence.”


  “I should think not.” Silhouette reached out
and touched my cheek for a moment. I could feel her clawing through
the Aether for answers. “I will send a message to my ally in
Icewatch. Perhaps he can solve this mystery for us.”


  “I hope so,” I whispered. I had a feeling
things weren’t going to be that easy, but perhaps that was just my
innate pessimism talking. I wasn’t accustomed to having allies with
actual resources who could do things on my behalf…


  “From the first moment I spotted you in the
Rose, I knew you would be an interesting man, Jorem Farr,”
Silhouette said, cupping her hand around my chin.


  I could feel Valuri’s eyes roll even though I
wasn’t looking at her. “He’s not that interesting, believe
me.”


  “For now, there’s nothing left for us to do
but wait,” Silhouette said, ignoring the comment. “I didn’t
actually come up here for business. I was hoping we could all get
better acquainted.”


  “Really,” I said, my hands instinctively
falling to her slender waist. “And here I was hoping for the exact
same thing.”


  I heard the smack of Val’s hand
striking her forehead but did my best to ignore it.


  Silhouette smiled at me for another moment,
her eyes practically begging me to kiss her, before she
unexpectedly pivoted away and touched Kaseya’s arm. “I was
especially hoping to spend some more time with your amazon
companion. You enjoyed our time together in the Rose, didn’t
you?”


  “Yes,” Kaseya confirmed. “You are quite
skilled.”


  “I’m glad you think so.” The half-elf’s eyes
glimmered again. “There’s something else I would like to show you—a
technique I’m convinced you’ll appreciate.”


  Kaseya turned towards me as if she were
asking for permission. “We have time,” I said, waving my hand.
“Enjoy yourself.”


  “Your friends are welcome to watch, of
course,” Silhouette said. “I’ve no doubt they’ll enjoy the
show.”


  She stretched up on her tiptoes and brought
her lips to the amazon’s. I couldn’t explain why, exactly, but the
sight of two women kissing had always made me stiffen faster than
just about anything else. By the time Silhouette’s fingers began
fiddling with the straps of Kaseya’s breastplate, my cock was
almost ready to burst.


  “I need to sit down,” I breathed,
backpedaling and sinking down in one of the room’s plushy chairs.
Valuri rolled her eyes, but she followed and sat down in my lap
regardless. A few seconds later she began grinding her calves over
the lump in my trousers.


  While Kaseya gently ran her hands through
Silhouette’s silver hair, she opened her eyes just enough to wink
at me. She could feel my arousal, and she knew how much I loved
watching her and Val go at it. Now she was going to give her
Maskari a show.


  The women stripped each other piece by piece.
Just like when we had first met her back at the Silken Rose,
I couldn’t help but notice how Silhouette’s body combined the
sleek, slender frame of an elf with the plump, perky breasts of a
human. I desperately wanted to lie her down, straddle her stomach,
and fuck her tits until I left a hot, steaming load all over her
pretty elven face.


  Val’s grinding grew more intense with every
article of clothing Silhouette removed. Once the other women were
both naked, she replaced her calves with her hand.


  “Fuck,” she whispered. “You better still have
something left to give me…”


  “Have I ever let you down?” I asked.


  “There’s always a first time.”


  Silhouette finally pulled away and smiled,
then gently led Kaseya to the thick carpet and floor cushions
decorating the other side of the room. “I can’t wait to taste you
again,” she cooed, leaning down just enough to lash her tongue
across the amazon’s nipples. “But while I was in the Underworld, I
learned the importance of playing with your food.”


  She opened her right hand and reached out to
the Aether. A clump of white, faintly glowing webbing appeared in
her palm, and I suddenly remembered how she had pinned me against
the wall back in the Silken Rose. The dark elves were
obsessed with spiders and their webs—I should have made the
connection earlier.


  Before Kaseya fully realized what was
happening, Silhouette took her strong arms and pinned them tightly
behind her back, then fastened them together with the magical
webbing. The pose forced Kaseya to thrust out her already ample
breasts—it looked just uncomfortable enough to be incredibly
hot.


  “It’s a start,” Silhouette said, a truly
devilish smile on her lips. “Now get on your knees.”


  Kaseya blinked. “What?”


  “Get on your knees,” the half-elf repeated.
Her voice echoed across the room, and I could feel the power of the
Aether behind her words. “Now.”


  The amazon obeyed as if she were in a trance.
The moment she touched the ground, a soft moan escaped Valuri’s
lips. Her fingers quickly and desperately wormed their way into my
trousers to free my cock.


  “Good girl,” Silhouette said, tracing her
finger along the edge of Kaseya’s jaw. “Now show me what you
learned on that island of yours.”


  The half-elf shuffled forward until her quim
was less than an inch from the amazon’s face. Kaseya eagerly
stretched out her tongue and began lashing the bald slit up and
down. Grinning in approval, Silhouette lifted her slender leg and
slung it over the other woman’s shoulder, then grabbed a handful of
red hair and closed her eyes.


  “Fuck…” Valuri breathed, grabbing her belt.
“Get this shit off of me.”


  She didn’t need to tell me twice. I helped
her tear off her boots and trousers in record time, and I traced my
fingers up her smooth, pale legs all the way to her smoldering
cunt. She was already soaked, which didn’t surprise me in the
least. We might have had very different personalities, but she was
the only woman I’d ever met whose quim could slicken even faster
than my cock could harden.


  As I plunged a finger into her, the nails on
her left hand clawed into my shoulder. Her right returned to my
cock, and she was slowly and torturously stroking me as only she
could. I knew from experience that we could both keep this up for a
long time if we wanted to. And we usually did.


  “Mmm…” Silhouette moaned, snapping my
attention back to the show. “Not bad. Not bad at all…”


  She continued holding Kaseya against her for
another minute before she lifted her leg and pulled away. The
amazon’s face was glistening with her juices.


  “I want to taste you, but there’s something
else I wanted to show you first,” Silhouette said. “I know another
spell I guarantee you never saw on Nol Krovos.”


  Her devilish grin returned as she lowered her
right hand in front of her quim and reached out to the Aether. The
air around her wet slit began to shimmer, and I watched in
disbelief as a hard, thick cock inexplicably sprouted from inside
her.


  “By the gods,” Valuri whispered. “It’s…it’s
actually real.”


  I swallowed and forcibly dragged my eyes
away. “What?”


  “I can see through illusions, Jorem. That
cock is real.”


  I turned back and stared. I had automatically
assumed that the master illusionist had just crafted an illusory
phallus…but apparently Silhouette knew some actual transmutation
magic, too.


  Kaseya looked even more bewildered than we
did. The swollen head dangled a breath away from her lips, and her
mouth kept opening and closing like she couldn’t decide what to do
with it.


  “I had a feeling you’d like it,” Silhouette
snickered. “Now open wide.”


  Once more Kaseya obeyed without question, and
the half-elf slowly fed her magical cock through the amazon’s lips
and deep into her throat. Having watched her gorge herself on my
own member countless times, I probably shouldn’t have found the
sight of Silhouette face-fucking her so arousing. But I did.


  “Take it, Red,” Valuri said. “Take it
all…”


  I don’t think I had ever properly appreciated
how deep Kaseya could swallow a cock until this moment. Once
Silhouette had pushed her member all the way in, she grabbed the
amazon’s red ponytail and began thrusting in earnest. Kaseya’s loud
gurgles and muffled moans filled the room and inexorably pushed me
towards a climax.


  “Shit,” I gasped. “It’s coming.”


  “Not yet,” Valuri growled. “Get inside
me!”


  She pivoted around in my lap and swung her
leg all the way over until she was straddling me. Her quim was so
wet my cock slipped inside her without the slightest bit of
resistance.


  “You better not finish before I do,” she
warned, grabbing the back of my head and pulling my face into her
tits. She wasn’t even looking at me; her green eyes remained
completely fixated on the show even while she fucked me with her
hips.


  I had just about reached my limit when
Silhouette withdrew her now glistening member. “Perfect,” she said,
brushing Kaseya’s chin again. “Now I’m going to fuck that sweet
little cunt of yours.”


  The amazon froze and balked away. “You
cannot.”


  Everyone in the room seemed to pause at once.
Unsurprisingly, Silhouette was the first to find her voice.


  “What?”


  “My body is for Jorem’s stem alone,” Kaseya
said. “I cannot and will not sheathe another.”


  “It’s okay,” I croaked. “Seriously.”


  Kaseya shook her head. “It is a clear
violation of the Maskari-Shan pact.”


  “Oh, for the love of…” Val smacked her
forehead. “Red, what the hell is wrong with you?”


  “I cannot break my vow.”


  Silhouette touched her face again. “I am
familiar with your culture’s pledge. It promises that you will not
sheathe any male stem other than your Maskari.” She grinned.
“But as you know, I am not a man and this is not a male stem.”


  Kaseya stared blankly ahead, and I
legitimately had no idea what she was going to say. Did amazons
care about technicalities? Were they as fond of fudging the rules
as the rest of us?


  I got my answer a second later when she
suddenly flopped forward on the carpet and thrust her ass straight
up into the air. Silhouette darted behind her without the slightest
pause, and she roughly slammed her cock into the amazon a split
second later.


  “Now fuck her,” Valuri groaned. “Fuck her
until she begs for more!”


  Silhouette clearly had plenty of experience
taking other women. She thrust with the raw intensity of an orc
barbarian twice her size. While her right hand repeatedly slapped
Kaseya’s ass, her left grabbed the amazon’s red ponytail and yanked
it back as hard as she could.


  This is exactly what Kaseya looked like when
I fucked her from behind the first time. So powerless. So helpless.
So breathtakingly beautiful. The way she yelped in delight, the way
her eyes rolled back into her head, the way her tits slapped
against the floor…


  “Oh, gods,” I breathed. “Here it comes!”


  “Not yet!” Valuri said, clutching my throat
so hard I couldn’t breathe. “Not…yet…ooh!”


  She climaxed so hard I felt the seizure
shudder through her body like an earthquake. Her red hot quim
clamped around me even tighter, begging me to spill. But I knew how
much she would want me to splatter her stomach and tits…


  “Inside,” she said, biting my earlobe while
she choked me even harder. “Cum inside me, Jorem. Now!”


  I was already firing before she finished the
sentence. I painted the walls of her quim with at least half a
dozen volleys, amazed that she actually wanted it inside her. I
relished the rare opportunity, clutching her tightly against me so
I could feel the remaining tremors of her climax. Once I finally
came down, I roughly kissed her lips and grabbed a thatch of her
black hair.


  Silhouette’s cry of exultation finally
snapped us both out of our trance. We separated and glanced back
just in time to watch her pull out and drench Kaseya’s back with
blast after blast of seed. I didn’t understand how it was even
possible for a transmuted cock to spill like that, but in the heat
of the moment I didn’t really care. It was so unbelievably hot to
see the amazon crouched forward, arms pinned, her back and hair
soaked in someone else’s cum.


  “I knew you’d enjoy it,” Silhouette said, her
eyes sparkling. “They always do…”


  Kaseya looked broken and exhausted, but also
completely content. Valuri actually chuckled softly as she gathered
up some of the seed seeping out of her and placed it on her tongue.
“Red’s not the only one…”


  I smiled as her eyes and tattoos began to
glow. Having allies really was a rare and wonderful thing after
all.
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  Bring the sister to me, or die with the rest
of our people.


  Despite how drained I was when I passed
out—despite the fact I slept so soundly than an earthquake probably
wouldn’t have dragged me back into the waking world—the strange
sorcerer’s ominous words continued looping through my mind all
night. I saw the snow covered peak and the tiny fishing village
from a great distance, but no matter how hard I tried I could never
get any closer. I swore I could actually feel someone reaching out
to me, but every minute that ticked by they grew farther and
farther away…


  I was finally yanked back into the waking
world by the now familiar sound of soft moans and smacking lips,
and I wasn’t surprised in the least to find both Kaseya and Valuri
crouched over my waist and taking turns nibbling at my swollen
cock. It was still a bit sensitive from last night, and I was
almost tempted to ask them to stop and give me a day to
recover.


  Almost. Somehow I still had sufficient
reserves to glaze Valuri’s tits and neck before I slumped back into
my pillow. The girls shared a kiss and a giggle, and Kaseya
eventually started her exercise regimen while the Huntress fed.


  “You know, maybe we should reconsider our
vendetta against the Inquisitrix,” Valuri said as she gently ran
her fingers across the tiny hairs on my chest. She had pressed up
against me, her leg slung lazily over my waist. She was being
uncharacteristically snugly; I couldn’t even remember the last time
she had wanted to cuddle after sex.


  “You think so?” I asked, clearing my throat
in an effort to find my voice.


  “All I’m saying is that we escaped the lion’s
den, and a life of idle luxury doesn’t sound so bad,” she said. “I
can hang up my crossbows, Red can put down her sword…we’ll just lie
around drinking, smoking, and fucking all day.”


  I grunted as I traced my fingers along the
soft skin of her silky smooth leg. “You’d get bored.”


  “Not for a long while. Red is still full of
mysteries for me to explore, and I haven’t gotten tired of your
apprentice just yet.”


  I cocked an eyebrow. “My apprentice?”


  “Yeah, this guy,” Valuri said, gently cupping
my cock in her hand again. “Though I guess I should start calling
him ‘your master’ instead considering how often you listen to
him.”


  I mock sighed and slapped her thigh. “You’re
unusually snarky this morning.”


  “That’s a lie—I’m always snarky. I’m just not
usually this pensive to go along with it.” She nipped at my earlobe
and giggled. “Anyway, I’m just saying…we’ve never really talked
about how we could just try and start over and forget about all of
this. We could just ride to Silver Falls or Falcon Ridge.”


  “We could,” I admitted, “but we both know
that’s not going to happen. We still have a score to settle.”


  Val’s eyes slowly drifted over to Kaseya. The
amazon, apparently unfazed by the pounding she had taken from
Solemi last night, was busy with her morning exercise regimen. She
was still stretching out her legs while performing some kind of
hand-stand that seemed borderline impossible.


  “Red does most of all, I suppose,” Valuri
murmured. “You know, I kind of hope this vision of yours was just a
random hallucination.”


  “It doesn’t seem likely, given what
Silhouette said,” I pointed out, debating whether or not I should
mention that I’d heard the old sorcerer’s voice in my head all
night.


  “No, it doesn’t,” Val murmured. “But I really
don’t like the idea of you suddenly having visions.”


  “Because it will make me all-powerful and you
don’t want competition?”


  She grunted. “Because the Aether isn’t to be
trusted.”


  I frowned. “You make it sound like it’s a
person.”


  “That’s how the Inquisitrix sees it. Back
during my training, she used to tell us how the Aether had a will
of its own. She didn’t think it was fully conscious, exactly, but
she was convinced it was alive. And like all living things,
its base instinct is to consume and grow.”


  I didn’t respond right away. Every once in a
while I forgot just how much she distrusted magic. She didn’t hate
sorcerers out of principle like the rest of the Senosi, obviously,
but she wasn’t naïve about the risks we posed, either. Just like
how city guardsmen only ever saw people at their worst, her Senosi
training had focused on truly deviant and depraved individuals who
probably deserved at least some of what was coming to him. The
experiences still shaped her worldview whether she was aware of it
or not.


  “I don’t know,” Valuri murmured after a
minute. “The whole idea of being fed visions by some random,
invisible energy field gives me the creeps.”


  “Me too,” I agreed.


  “One of these days, Red is going to have to
confront her own powers, you know,” she went on, lowering her
voice. “Maybe Silhouette could help her with that. She’s obviously
skilled, and the two of them seem to have a pretty strong
connection.”


  I grunted. “Because of last night?”


  “That’s part of it. I don’t know, I just
think it might be useful to have an outsider give her the same
message.”


  “You just want Silhouette to teach Kaseya how
to grow a cock so she can fuck you with it.”


  Valuri shrugged. “Would that really be such a
bad thing? You’d get to sleep in more often.”


  I snickered and gently pushed her off me.
“I’m going to hit the pools and clean up.”


  We spent most of the day relaxing and
exploring the rest of Darkwind, and the day after that was more of
the same. My wound completely healed in the interim, thankfully,
though I came perilously close to tearing open a bunch of new ones
when I fucked the girls one after the other. Kaseya took an
immediate liking to Silhouette’s chains and other assorted toys,
and I got the distinct feeling we were going to involve a lot more
healing magic in the near future…


  On the third day, Silhouette finally returned
with real news, and unfortunately my earlier prediction proved
right: solving this new mystery was going to be a lot more
complicated than we thought.


  “My contact learned more than I expected,
though not quite as much as I’d hoped,” Silhouette said, her voice
and expression more grave than I had ever seen. She sank down into
one of the room’s cushy chairs and crossed her legs. “Thankfully,
he was able to find and identify the man Ayrael was searching
for.”


  “Let me guess: the old man is another
sorcerer who escaped from Vorsalos,” Valuri said.


  “That was my assumption, too, but it turns
out we were both wrong. The sorcerer is an exile, but not from
Vorsalos.” Silhouette’s eyes shifted to Kaseya. “He is from Nol
Krovos.”


  The amazon’s eyes immediately narrowed. “That
is not possible. None of the moshalim have left the island
since…” She paused, and the color slowly drained from her face.
“Zalheer.”


  Valuri and I shared a confused glance when
she didn’t elaborate. “Should we know that name?” I asked
eventually.


  “He is a powerful sorcerer who was banished
from Nol Krovos almost fifty years ago,” Silhouette said when
Kaseya remained silent. “Evidently he’s been living as something of
a hermit in the mountains for many years. Most of the hunters and
fishermen who live there are refugees from the Winter War—people
who aren’t welcome in Highwind but don’t want to be crushed by the
Roskarim barbarians beyond the White Ridge.”


  I glanced over at Kaseya, but her face was
still creased in shock. “Do you know anything else about him?”


  “Not much, unfortunately,” Silhouette said.
“My agent wasn’t actually able to reach the village—the area around
Therascor’s Peak is infested with ice trolls. But he was able to
speak with some of the merchants who occasionally ferry supplies up
from Icewatch. They said that Zalheer’s magic is the only reason
the villagers are still alive. Apparently he has been acting as
their protector for some time.”


  “That’s impossible,” Kaseya said, her head
snapping up. “Zalheer would never help anyone.”


  An awkward silence settled over the room. The
amazon eventually sighed and began pacing back and forth.


  “Zalheer hates our people every bit as much
as Ayrael does,” Kaseya said, her voice brittle. “Everyone on Nol
Krovos assumed he died years ago. Once she learned that he was
still alive, she probably tried to forge an alliance with him.”


  “But she’s a Senosi now,” Valuri pointed out.
“Why would she ally with a sorcerer?”


  “Because she probably assumed he would help
her lead an attack on the island.” Kaseya paused in place for a
moment and shook her head. “The Matriarch still speaks his name as
a curse and a warning. He is the last and only moshalim to
turn.”


  “Turn how?” I asked. “Abusing his power like
us mainlanders?”


  Her eyes met mine. “He raped and murdered
another moshalim’s amazon, then later attempted to murder
his own.”


  I grimaced, suddenly wishing I hadn’t been so
glib. “Oh.”


  “When the other sorcerers tried to confront
him, he struck them down one by one. He was not banished—he
destroyed much of the island before he was finally overwhelmed and
forced to flee.”


  “That certainly doesn’t sound like a man who
would spend decades defending refugees in the mountains,” Valuri
commented. “Or the person you saw in your vision.”


  “Helping those people could be some kind of
personal penance,” I said. “When people get older, they
sometimes—”


  “No!” Kaseya growled. “This is obviously some
kind of trick. He sent you that vision to deceive you.”


  I frowned. “To what end?”


  “I don’t know. Does it matter?” She spun away
and seethed quietly for a few seconds before she finally regained
her composure. “He must be working with Ayrael. He’s using himself
as bait to draw us out.”


  Valuri frowned. “You did have your vision
just a few hours after we escaped. It’s not the craziest theory
I’ve ever heard.”


  “I suppose not,” I said, turning back to
Solemi. “How reliable is this information from your contact?”


  “Very,” she said. “He spoke with several
local merchants, and they all repeated similar stories. They
believe Zalheer is a good man protecting desperate people.”


  “He could have twisted their minds for all we
know,” Kaseya said. “Zalheer is a murderer and a monster, nothing
more!”


  “He was fifty years ago,” I said. “That
doesn’t mean he’s the same man today.”


  She turned and shot me a glare so withering I
actually backpedaled a few steps. “You don’t know what you’re
talking about,” she spat. “None of you do!”


  For a moment I actually thought she might
punch her fist through the wall or perhaps even my face. But then
she clenched her jaw and took a deep breath, and the worst of her
rage seemed to melt away.


  “Zalheer is not our ally and never will be,”
she insisted. “If my sister asked for his aid against Nol Krovos,
I’ve no doubt he would help her.”


  “That may be true, Red, but why would she
even ask for his help in the first place? Vorsalos has the largest
fleet of warships on this side of the Broken Sea. No offense, but
the Senosi could lay siege to Nol Krovos with or without one
sorcerer’s help.”


  “My people would crush them,” Kaseya said
flatly. “Even with his help, they are no match for an army of
amazons and their Maskari.”


  No one had the courage to argue the point in
front of her, though I could tell we were all having the same
thought: unless there were a lot more amazons than we realized, Nol
Krovos would be completely overwhelmed by even a fraction of the
Vorsalosian fleet. Once the Senosi neutralized the
moshalim…well, the result would be the same as if they
neutralized the Silver Fist and the Mage’s Guild here.


  Which was to say, the Inquisitrix and her
armies would slaughter everyone wholesale.


  “I’m no expert on interpreting dreamscape
visions,” I said into the silence, “but I could feel Zalheer’s
desperation even from here. I really don’t think he was trying to
deceive me.”


  Valuri eyed me curiously. “Are you saying you
want to investigate? What if Red is right and this is a trap?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Kaseya said. “If Zalheer
is still alive, then he has escaped justice for far too long. I
will make him pay for his crimes myself.”


  Once again we all looked at her in silence
for a moment. I had never seen her react this viscerally to
anything before.


  “What if Ayrael is waiting for us?” I asked.
“We’re still not ready to face her.”


  Kaseya swallowed heavily. “Honor demands that
I bring him to justice. If my sister wishes to stand at the side of
another traitor, so be it. I will drag both of their bodies back to
Nol Krovos.”


  I tossed Valuri a wary glance. If Zalheer
really was a monster, she and her Senosi powers could still take
him down easily enough. But Ayrael was a different beast entirely.
The three of us together might be able to defeat her,
assuming we had ample warning and time to prepare. But if she had a
sorcerer with her—or, gods forbid, a bunch of Vorsalosian
soldiers…


  “I suppose he probably has a lot of useful
information whether he allied with your sister or not,” I said
after a moment. “And there’s no way to get our hands on it without
trudging up there ourselves.”


  I couldn’t tell for certain, but I was
reasonably sure I saw the corners of Silhouette’s mouth twitch
upwards in a smile. All she had done was drop a single piece of
information, and now the three of us were planning a fact-finding
mission up into the mountains on her behalf. She wouldn’t have to
risk herself or her assets, but she would learn everything she
wanted to know anyway.


  Perhaps her secret identity as the Black
Mistress wasn’t so hard to believe after all.


  “If you wish to investigate, my ally in
Icewatch should be able to provide you with the exact location of
the village in the mountain valley,” Silhouette said after a
moment. “Derec is a Knight of the Silver Fist—he will have full
access to the fort’s patrol schedule and scouting reports.”


  Valuri snorted softly and crossed her arms.
“You have one of the knights wrapped around your finger, huh?”


  “Several, actually,” the half-elf replied
matter-of-factly. “Derec is an old friend and very reliable. If you
need anything, he’ll do whatever he can to help.”


  “I’m sure he’ll be a great help,” I said,
forcing a smile. The thought of leaving the city again almost made
me nauseous. The threat of death by the Senosi or capture by the
Archmage’s bounty hunters was bad enough, but it was also going to
be witch-tit cold up north. Trudging through fresh snow in search
of an old, murderous sorcerer sounded about as much fun as
fireballing my own cock.


  The things we do for love.


  “We should leave first thing in the morning,”
Kaseya said. “We’ll need supplies.”


  “My people will take care of everything,”
Silhouette promised. “I’ll send word ahead to Derec that you’re
coming. He’ll be eager to meet all of you, I’m sure.”


  I nodded idly. “Yeah, I’ll bet.”


  We spent the next few minutes hashing out the
details, but I was only half paying attention at that point.
Zalheer’s warning started looping through my mind again, and I
reached out to the Aether and tried to discern whether or not this
whole thing was just an elaborate ruse. I couldn’t sense any
deception, that didn’t really mean anything. I wasn’t an actual
clairvoyant, and I definitely wasn’t a seer.


  Still, my instincts told me that there was
more to this than any of us realized—and that whatever the truth
was, we needed to know it.


  Once Silhouette had left us to attend to her
other duties, Valuri sighed and touched Kaseya on the shoulder.
“Are you really sure you want to do this, Red?” she asked. “We have
no idea what we’re going to find up there.”


  “I know that we’ll find a monster, and that
it is my duty to kill him,” Kaseya said flatly. She paused a
moment, her blue eyes darting between us. “If you do not wish to
help, I am willing to go alone. I will deal with Zalheer and return
as quickly as possible.”


  My jaw dropped in surprise. “What?”


  “This is an amazon matter,” Kaseya said.
“Perhaps I should deal with it on my own.”


  “But Jorem is your Maskari,” Valuri
said, shaking her head. “I thought you two were supposed to be
inseparable now.”


  The amazon’s cheek twitched. “He has made it
clear on many occasions that I am free to do as I will.”


  “Of course you are,” I said, my mouth still
drooping open. Up until now I wasn’t certain there was anything
that would make her leave my side. “But if this is that important
to you, I’m not going to sit here and let you take all the
risks.”


  “Zalheer needs to pay for what he has done,”
Kaseya said. “If he can help us learn more about my sister’s plans,
all the better.”


  “Then we’ll deal with him together,” I told
her, placing my hands on her shoulders. “We’re a team now—and a
pretty damn good one.”


  Kaseya smiled warmly. “Yes, we are.”


   



  ***


   



  We spent the rest of the day preparing for
our unexpected journey, and Silhouette’s people provided us with
all the food, water, and warm clothing we would need. Horses
wouldn’t be useful in the mountains, obviously, but she still
arranged rides for our initial journey to Icewatch. I couldn’t help
but remember our similar arrangement with Telanya just a few days
ago. Hopefully this trip wouldn’t end with us falling into yet
another trap…


  Morning came quickly and painfully. After an
almost frantic breakfast of berries and bread, Silhouette escorted
us out of the illusory maze protecting her lair, and an hour or so
later we were on the road north of Highwind. For once, the sight of
the city’s shimmering spires fading into the horizon actually made
me feel safer. The more time we gave Telanya to forget about us,
the better.


  The first day of the trip was long but
uneventful. The biggest surprise was the sheer number of caravans
we passed along the way. I had assumed that the farmers in the
plains here had already harvested their crops this deep into
autumn, but apparently they still had plenty of grain left to sell
to the worried city folk. The Guild sages weren’t expecting a
particularly rough winter this year, but weather was a fickle beast
here in the north. It was entirely conceivable that the whole
region would be covered in snow before we returned to Silhouette.
By the time we set up camp on the second night of the trip, the air
had turned cold enough that I almost would have preferred to
snuggle with the girls rather than fuck them.


  Almost.


  “Oh, shit…” I breathed as my cock slipped
into Kaseya from behind. She was bent over on all fours in front of
the fire, and I had pinned her arms behind her back with a pair of
shimmering magical manacles. My left hand clutched at her long
ponytail while my right repeatedly smacked her bare ass.


  “Come on, fuck her!” Valuri breathed into my
ear. She was pressed up so tightly against me I could feel her
nipples poking into my back. Her hands raked across my chest while
she nibbled at my ear. “Give her what she wants!”


  I slammed into the amazon’s cunt over and
over again, and I could feel the shockwaves of every thrust
rippling through our bond. Even now, after I’d fucked her dozens of
times, I couldn’t help but marvel at how much she loved being taken
like this.


  And she really, really loved the fact that
another woman was helping me dominate her.


  “You better not be empty after Darkwind,”
Valuri taunted. The fingers on left hand reached between my legs
and clutched my testicles from behind while the fingers on her
right continued clawing at my chest. “It’s freezing out here, and
it’s going to be even colder in the mountains. You better make
enough to keep me warm.”


  I bit down on my lip. “This batch isn’t
yours.”


  “I’m willing to share,” she said, licking at
my earlobe. “Fill her up, Jorem. Inject her sweet little cunt with
your seed!”


  I yanked on Kaseya’s ponytail, fully prepared
to explode at any moment. But surprisingly, her climax actually
struck first. Valuri’s words must have pushed the amazon over the
edge; her entire body seized up, and she screamed so loudly I
wouldn’t have been surprised if it woke the farmers down the road.
My cock was already firing by the time the echo of her pleasure
crashed over me, and Valuri moaned into my ear with every spurt.
She didn’t even give me time to recover after I was spent; she
almost violently pulled me out of Kaseya before she replaced my
cock with her mouth. As my seed hemorrhaged from the amazon’s quim,
Valuri’s tongue promptly lapped it up. Her tattoos flared to life
and bathed the whole camp in their eerie green glow.


  “Fuck,” I repeated, slumping back onto my
bedroll and enjoying the view. Val’s hunger only seemed to have
grown after watching Silhouette fuck Kaseya. I couldn’t even
imagine how ravenous the Huntress would be if she could learn to
conjure a magical cock of her own—I doubt we would have been able
to travel more than a mile at a time before the girls called for
another fuck break.


  At the moment, Val was probably hoping that
Kaseya would eventually embrace her sorcerous powers and learn to
conjure her own cock. Personally I was a little conflicted. I
wanted Kaseya to acknowledge her abilities, and I definitely
wanted to watch her hold down and fuck another woman. But I was
starting to get a little worried that the whole thing might make me
obsolete…


  “You seem distracted,” Kaseya commented a few
minutes later after she had stretched out next to me. “You are
typically more relaxed after coitus. Did I not perform
adequately?”


  I grunted. “You were wonderful, like always,”
I assured her. “The proof is inside you…well, what’s left of it,
anyway.”


  She tilted her head. “Then what is the
problem?”


  I sighed and nervously licked at my lips. I
had been planning on bringing this up for a while, and now was
probably as good a time as any. But that didn’t mean she was going
to like it.


  “This isn’t something you want to talk
about,” I said, “but maybe it’s worth trying to see if we can
awaken your powers.”


  Kaseya’s expression soured. “I already told
you: I do not—”


  “Lying to yourself isn’t going to help anyone
in the long run,” I interrupted. “There’s Aether in your blood,
Kaseya. You need to learn to accept it.”


  She glanced away and scowled up at the moon.
“You said yourself that you’ve never heard of a sorcerer whose
powers waited this long to manifest. Even if I do possess this
‘gift,’ perhaps it is too weak to be of consequence.”


  “You can already sense the presence of
Aetheric echoes. That may not be as dramatic as lighting a house on
fire, but it’s still magic. We might be able to build on it
somehow.”


  Kaseya sighed softly. “I will do as you
command, Maskari.”


  “It’s not about what I command,” I
said, placing my hand over hers. “Look, you’re a warrior,
right?”


  “You know I am.”


  “Well, good warriors are always searching for
new skills that will give them an advantage over their opponents,
right? How is this any different?”


  Her blue eyes studied me for a long moment.
“What is it you wish to try?”


  “Nothing crazy,” I said. “Let’s start with
something simple—something we’ve tried a bunch of times
before.”


  Taking a deep breath, I reached out to the
Aether and sheathed myself in a protective mantle of energy, then
echoed the spell upon her. The glowing, translucent barrier of
energy lit up the entire camp, and Valuri even snapped out of her
feeding trance long enough to see what we were doing.


  “All right,” I murmured. “Can you feel the
magical currents rippling between us?”


  Kaseya closed her eyes and nodded. “Yes.”


  “And you’ve always been able to sense these
currents, right?”


  “Not always. My sword-sisters and I learned
the technique during our training many years ago.”


  “Wait, your instructors taught you this
technique but never acknowledge it had anything to do with the
Aether?”


  “They said it was a gift from the gods,”
Kaseya explained. “The ability to feel magic was imperative for us
to properly serve our future Maskari masters.”


  “Did any of the other girls struggle with
it?”


  “A few. But they eventually learned.”


  I nodded and pursed my lips. It wasn’t a
completely ridiculous explanation, of course. There were three ways
to channel the Aether, the so-called Three Corridors of magic:
divinity, sorcery, and wizardry. Personally, I had always found the
first one to be the most mysterious and disturbing. I had never
been a religious man, not even as a child. I didn’t doubt that the
gods existed—something was obviously giving the paladins of
the Escar and the rangers of Shalassa their powers—I just wasn’t
convinced that the source of divine power was a bunch of invisible
men and women living in the sky.


  Regardless, it was at least conceivable that
the amazonian gods were the ones providing them with their limited
powers. It would explain how all of Kaseya’s sword-sisters could
feel Aetheric currents, though it wouldn’t explain why she could
sate Valuri’s hunger. The Senosi could disjoin any type of magic,
but they could only feed on sorcerers. Neither priests nor wizards
had any Aether in their bodies.


  “Close your eyes and concentrate on those
currents,” I said after a moment. “Focus on their ebb and flow
between us. Focus on the way they resonate through our bond and
gain strength. Can you feel it?”


  She fell silent for a moment. “Yes.”


  “Good. Now try and manipulate them. Imagine
they’re a stream running down a hill—place your hand inside the
water and force the current to go around you.”


  “Jorem…”


  “Just try,” I pleaded. “See what
happens.”


  Kaseya took a deep breath, and I watched as
her forehead creased with strain. I couldn’t feel anything—if she
was reaching out, her efforts were too weak for me to notice.


  “Nothing is happening,” she said, her eyes
blinking open. “I told you: I am not a sorceress.”


  “Yes, you are, honey,” Valuri said, propping
herself up on her elbows. Semen was still trickling from the
corners of her mouth—if she had fangs, she really would have looked
like a vampire right now. “Spread those long legs for me again and
I’ll prove it to you.”


  Kaseya turned. “You already fed.”


  “Yeah, but I’m always happy to eat again,
depending what’s on the menu.”


  “It’s all right—we can let this go,” I said,
releasing my hold on the Aether. An instant later, the barriers
protecting us faded. “I’m not going to force you to try something
that makes you uncomfortable.”


  “Unless it’s anal,” Valuri snarked.


  I rolled my eyes at her. “This is
serious.”


  “Yeah, well, so is anal.”


  “Thank you, Jorem,” Kaseya said, touching my
cheek. “I do not wish to be difficult or upset you, but I do not
want anything to do with this.”


  “That’s all right,” I said, and meant it. I
had a feeling she would come around eventually, but eventually
didn’t have to be tonight.


  “Good,” she said, leaning in to kiss me.
“Valuri is wrong, by the way.”


  I sighed. “Her Senosi powers—”


  “Not about that,” Kaseya said, leaning away
and reclining back onto the bedroll. She grabbed her thighs and
gently pulled her knees up against her chest until her feet were
straight up in the air. “Anal does not make me uncomfortable.”


  I grinned and slowly stroked my cock back to
life. I had no idea if this was just a gambit to change the
subject, but after looking down at her perfect, cream-colored ass,
I honestly didn’t care.
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  From a distance, Icewatch was every bit as
imposing as I had been led to believe. The outer wall— a towering
stone monstrosity sealing off the wide gap between the mountains
like a dam—was visible for dozens of miles across the snow-dappled
plains, and the jagged castle at its center rolled into view not
long after. The fortress had been built over a century ago to
protect the people of Highwind from the Roskarim barbarians of the
White Ridge, though for the past several decades it had also served
as a bulwark against a potential attack from Vorsalos. Even
bolstered with magic, no army in the region was strong enough to
punch through.


   


  That was the conventional wisdom in Highwind,
at least, though as we drew closer I realized that, as usual,
conventional wisdom only told part of the story. The fortress was
still enormous and imposing by the time we reached the gate, but it
looked far less invincible than it had from a distance. The outer
wall was cracked and crumbling in numerous places, and only about
half the defensive towers were still functional.


  The condition was even worse on the other
side, if the rumors I’d heard in Vorsalos were to be believed. The
Roskarim had laid siege to Icewatch for almost three months near
the end of the Winter War, and most of the damage they’d inflicted
had never been repaired. It was hard to understand why, given
Highwind’s wealth and the historical importance of the fortress,
but after Highlord Kastrius and the Silver Fist army had
slaughtered the Roskarim clan-lord and a third of his army at the
Battle of Bleak Hollow, the Council had obviously decided that the
barbarians were no longer a threat. Repairs were time-consuming and
expensive, and people had an astonishing capacity to ignore
non-imminent threats in my experience, especially when their
personal holdings weren’t on the line. Complacency and entropy were
the two most powerful forces in the multiverse.


  “If the Inquisitrix does start a war, she
won’t shy away from attacking this place,” Valuri commented as we
waited for our turn to enter. “A few trebuchets could crack that
wall open in an afternoon.”


  “I still don’t think she’s the ‘march an army
across the region’ type,” I said. “She conquered Vorsalos from
within. She probably believes she can do the same thing with
Highwind.”


  “The more you describe this woman, the more
cowardly she seems,” Kaseya scoffed.


  “You won’t get any argument from us.”


  The guards eventually let us inside, though
not before they thoroughly searched our wagon. The Council was
probably worried about weapon and artifact smugglers, but I
wondered if anyone here knew about the secret battle for the
region’s vatari crystals. Some of these men couldn’t have been in
Telanya’s pocket, for all we knew. The thought made me more
grateful than ever for our disguises.


  The castle interior was a bit livelier than I
expected, given the temperature and location. A handful of
merchants had set up permanent shops inside the walls to try and
sell their goods to the soldiers, and there was a large inn
catering to the travelers passing through the mountains. The
brothel—owned by Silhouette—was even harder to miss: the music and
laughter from the three-story structure echoed through the whole
damn courtyard.


  “Five thousand men on the walls, maybe twenty
whores to keep them all occupied…” Valuri commented. “Those women
have got to be sore.”


  “At least they’re well compensated,” I
murmured. “I bet Silhouette gives them a bonus for every secret
they coax out of an officer.”


  “I certainly hope so.” Valuri sighed and
peered around the courtyard. “Her contact should be inside. Shall
we get this over with?”


  I nodded as I glanced around. I had never
been particularly comfortable around soldiers, Vorsalosian or
otherwise, and a full-blown military fortress like Icewatch was the
worst of the worst. Everything about this place made my skin crawl.
The faster we finished our business here, the better.


  “Yeah,” I murmured. “Let’s go.”


  I felt bizarrely at home when we actually
entered the brothel, which probably said more about the true nature
of my character than I wanted to admit. The ground floor had a
stage, several gaming tables, and a genuinely astonishing number of
half-naked women. Evidently I had grossly underestimated the
whore-to-soldier ratio here.


  The man we were looking for was easy to spot,
given that he was the only one still wearing his Silver Fist armor.
He was a few years older than me with a trim beard and long, dark
hair. His face lit up in a welcoming smile when he noticed us, and
he waved us over to his table in the corner.


  “Solemi said you would be hard to miss,” he
said when we drew close. “Please, have a seat. Sir Derec Montabon,
at your service.”


  “It’s nice to meet you,” I replied with a
crisp. “I’m Jorem. Behind me are Valuri and Kaseya.”


  “A knight in a brothel,” Kaseya murmured, her
brow creased in confusion. “Don’t your vows prevent this kind of
behavior?”


  Sir Derec snorted. “You really are new around
here, aren’t you? Our code is a bit more lenient than some
of the orders to the south.”


  “In other words, the paladins out here are
about as chaste as we are,” Valuri said, flashing him a seductive
smirk. “I think we’ll get along nicely.”


  He smiled back, his blue eyes drinking in her
cleavage. “I’ve no doubt we will.”


  “Silhouette—sorry, Solemi—said you could help
us track down Zalheer,” I said, trying to steer the conversation
back to business. I didn’t normally get jealous when she flirted
with other men, but this guy was a little too handsome for his own
good. Bloody paladins…


  “I can point you in the right direction,”
Derec said as his eyes slowly shifting back to me. “As far as I
know, he’s still in the fishing village up in the mountain valley
just past Therascor’s Peak. It’s not an easy trip in the best of
times, and with all the trolls riled up…” He shrugged. “Normally
I’d suggest you wait a few weeks to see if they scurry back into
their holes, but I know how much Solemi wants information on the
Inquisitrix’s new Hand.”


  “Do you know anything about her?” I
asked.


  “Only what Solemi has told me. I never
actually saw Ayrael up there myself—the knight-commander rarely
lets me leave the fort.”


  “Then how do you possess all of this
information?” Kaseya asked.


  Sir Derec smiled. “The old fashioned way—I
talk to people. Icewatch isn’t a major trade hub or anything, but
the merchants who pass through have plenty of stories. The only
trick is figuring out which ones are worth listening to.”


  “So you’ve never actually met Zalheer,” I
said.


  “No. The old man hasn’t left the valley for a
long time, apparently. All the merchants who normally head up that
way are assuming he’ll deal with the trolls eventually. Apparently
his magic is something to behold. He’s the only thing keeping the
refugees safe from the trolls and the Roskarim.”


  “Whatever you have heard about Zalheer is a
lie,” Kaseya hissed. “I promise you that he is not protecting
anyone. He is a monster.”


  Derec frowned at the sudden intensity in her
voice. “Well, according to—”


  “He is a monster,” the amazon repeated. “And
I will be the one who finally brings him to justice.”


  I had never been more thankful for background
noise. Otherwise I could have heard a pin drop on our table.


  “We just really need to find him,” I said,
forcing an awkward smile. “We have a lot of questions, and any help
you can give us would be appreciated.”


  Derec nodded slowly as he dragged his eyes
away from the angry amazon. “Normal maps aren’t much use up in the
mountains, but I did snag this for you.” He pulled a rolled-up
scroll from his belt and sprawled it out across the table. “It’s a
little crude, but the landmarks should point you in the right
direction. We haven’t had any major storms yet, so the path itself
should be reasonably clear.”


  “This will help a great deal, thanks,” I
said, smiling again. “We’ll probably grab something to eat then
head out. It’s still early, and I’d rather get there sooner rather
than later.”


  “You should really stay the night—camping in
the mountains isn’t as fun as it sounds.” Derec smiled and turned
back to Valuri. “Besides, this place isn’t as boring as it seems.
There are plenty of ways to have fun and pass the time.”


  “Really,” Val said, leaning her arms across
the table. “Such as…?”


  The paladin grinned. “Well, we could—”


  “We really can’t afford to waste any time,” I
interjected, smacking Val’s leg beneath the table. I wouldn’t have
been surprised if she actually wanted to fuck him, but I also
wouldn’t have been surprised if she was flirting purely to taunt
me.


  “I agree,” Kaseya said, taking the map and
rolling it back up. “Thank you for your time, Sir Derec. We
appreciate your help.”


  She stood and made her way back towards the
exit without waiting for us. I was genuinely starting to dread
encountering Zalheer. Even if it wasn’t an elaborate trap—even if
his message had been completely genuine—I was worried that Kaseya
might just rush forward and impale him without giving him a chance
to explain himself…


  “I’ve never met an amazon before, but I see
they are just as driven as I’ve been led to believe,” Derec
commented after a moment.


  “That’s one way to describe them,” I
murmured.


  “Every merchant I’ve spoken to is genuinely
scared of the Inquisitrix’s Hand.”


  “They should be,” Val told him.
“Everyone should be.”


  Derec nodded. “When she and her soldiers were
here, they carved a bloody swath through the pass. I can’t believe
there any trolls left. Some of the fortress’s scouts saw the
results of her handiwork first hand. What they described
was…harrowing. No one should be able to inflict that much
damage without the help of the Aether.”


  “She’s not just an amazon—she’s a Senosi now,
too,” Val reminded him, the faintest hint of wounded pride in her
voice. “You and your friends better get used to it. If the
Inquisitrix gets her way, you’re going to be facing a lot more
Huntresses soon.”


  “Hopefully it won’t come to that,” Derec said
gravely. “Anyway, I wish you luck on your journey. The Mistress has
full confidence in your abilities.”


  “Good to know,” I murmured. “Thanks
again.”


  We caught up with Kaseya outside a minute
later. She was staring off to the east, her eyes locked onto the
distant mountain peak even though the mountains were cloaked in
fog.


  “According to this map, we should be able to
reach the Peak by nightfall,” she said. “If we hurry, we might even
be able to reach the village.”


  She started walking away before we had a
chance to respond. I let out a deep breath and glanced down to
Valuri.


  “Well, I’m excited. How about you?”


  “Thrilled,” she muttered. “Why I am less
scared about trolls than I am about Red?”


  “Because you and I are more alike than either
of us want to admit,” I said, squeezing her arm. “Come on. We might
as well get this over with.”


   



  ***


   



  Trudging through the mountains was every bit
as fun as I’d imagined. The so-called “trail” was less of a path
than a deathtrap, complete with slick terrain, random rock falls,
and the occasional ice troll. I couldn’t imagine any merchant with
a sliver of sanity making this trip more than once a year, and even
then he would have needed to hire a wizard or ranger just to
survive. The three of us wouldn’t have lasted a day without
Kaseya’s survival skills and my magic.


  “This right here is why I’m proud to be a
city girl,” Valuri said as she warmed her hands over the campfire
that night. “Who in their right mind would ever want to live like
this?”


  “Somehow, I doubt many of these people have a
choice,” I told her, glancing back over my shoulder. Therascor’s
Peak was easily visible in the bright moonlight, and in theory our
destination was only a few miles down the cliff on the other side.
“The Roskarim rule everything north of here, and you know how they
feel about outsiders.”


  “There are a dozen villages around the Frozen
Tear. Why not head south and join them?”


  “Because the people on that side of the
mountains don’t want them, either,” I said. “For all its other
virtues, Highwind has never been particularly welcoming of war
refugees. These folks are still considered too savage for the
genteel masses. They’re basically trapped between two
civilizations.”


  “And Zalheer is hiding among them,” Kaseya
murmured.


  Valuri I turned in unison. The amazon was
standing off to the side behind us, her eyes locked onto the Peak
in the distance. Her intensity hadn’t waned in the slightest since
we left Icewatch. I could actually feel the anger swelling inside
her even without activating my ring.


  “He better be, otherwise we’re all freezing
our asses off for nothing,” Valuri said, nestling up against me
more tightly. For once, her Senosi powers were working against
her—I couldn’t use my magic to shield her from the worst of the
cold like I could with myself and Kaseya. As long as I was
conscious and focusing, we didn’t really even need the thick furs
or coats.


  “He is there, and he will tell us everything
he knows about my sister,” Kaseya said, her voice as bitter as the
wind. “Then he will kneel and face justice for his crimes.”


  I frowned. “You can actually sense him out
there, can’t you?”


  Kaseya frowned and turned as if she only just
remembered that she wasn’t alone. “What?”


  “I can feel you reaching out through the
Aether,” I explained. “I can’t sense anything, but I bet you
can.”


  Her lip twitched. “I sense a presence,
yes.”


  I wanted to tell her how remarkable that was;
I wanted to explain that most sorcerers I’d known had trouble
sensing other channelers beyond a few hundred feet, let alone miles
away. But I knew she still didn’t want to hear anything about her
powers.


  “You need to be ready for what he has to
say,” I whispered. “You might not like it.”


  “I am certain I will not like it,”
Kaseya said matter-of-factly. “I am just as certain that I will
kill him anyway.”


  I pressed my tongue hard into the back of my
teeth. Even without the influence of her collar and my ring, I felt
like I had connected with her more deeply than I had with almost
anyone else I’d ever met. I couldn’t explain why, precisely, but
when I kissed her—and especially when I fucked her—everything in
the world just felt right.


  But we were still very different people with
very different life experiences, and at times like this I was
reminded how much more I had in common with Valuri. Growing up in
the same city was part of it, but it was really more about a shared
culture than location. The streets of Vorsalos taught
everyone to be selfish and cynical. Charity was rare, and survival
was all that mattered.


  I knew precious little about daily life in
Nol Krovos, but Kaseya’s entire worldview was obviously framed by
an honor-bound code of justice that was completely foreign to us.
She was sincerely motivated by an alleged crime committed against
her people thirty years before she was born. It was difficult to
understand, to say the least.


  Still, a part of me couldn’t help but respect
her for it. I bet Valuri did too, in her own way.


  The three of us took turns keeping watch, and
we were up and on the move just after sunrise. I fed Valuri with a
spark of magic from my fingertips rather than a blast of seed from
my cock, and we made excellent time despite the horrid terrain and
wandering monsters. The small village in the valley rolled into
view not long after we curled around the edge of the Peak.


  “That’s it,” I declared, bracing myself
against a large stone outcropping.


  “Obviously,” Valuri said. “I don’t think
there are many other settlements up here.”


  “I mean that’s the village I saw in the
dreamscape,” I explained. “The houses, the lake…it’s all exactly
the same.”


  “That’s a good thing, right? It means you’re
not crazy. Or at least, you’re not as crazy.”


  I pursed my lips in thought. “I know other
channelers have visions all the time, but this is new to me.
It’s…weird.”


  Valuri shrugged. “I just hope the old man is
still here.”


  “He is,” Kaseya said, her eyes narrowing in
thought. “But something’s wrong.”


  I frowned and examined the nearby area. The
path was a bit wider here, and we were surrounded by a thatch of
frozen bushes and tall pines. The permafrost beneath our boots had
a bit more traction than normal, but it was still a long, slick
path down to the lake.


  “You sense something?” I asked.


  “We’re being watched.”


  I glanced back over my shoulder to Valuri and
raised my hand in warning. Her brow creased as she reflexively drew
her crossbows. We all paused, but even after listening carefully
for a good thirty seconds I didn’t hear anything.


  “Trolls aren’t this quiet,” I murmured.
“Neither are orcs, generally.”


  “They’re not orcs—they’re men,” Kaseya said.
“And they have a channeler with them. Can’t you feel it?”


  I frowned and reached out through the Aether.
I didn’t detect anything nearby, but that didn’t necessarily mean
anything. Her senses were far sharper than mine, whether she wanted
to admit it or not. Perhaps she—


  My thought was interrupted by the
high-pitched whistle of an arrow streaking towards my head. It
would have splattered my skull across the snow if Kaseya hadn’t
hoisted her shield in front of me at the last second. She
immediately whirled around and deflected two more arrows before my
eyes finally locked onto a glimmer of movement behind me. Three
large male figures wearing pure white camouflage leapt out from the
nearby bushes and charged at us, gleaming axes in hand.


  “Roskarim!” Valuri shouted, firing a pair of
bolts just over my shoulder. They dropped one of the men midstride,
but the others kept coming. And a heartbeat later, four more
emerged from behind us.


  I reflexively clawed out to the Aether, but
before I sheathed myself in spell armor I dropped flat to a knee
and thrust out my hands. A concussive wave of force rippled out
from my body in all directions, smashing into the ambushers and
flattening most of them against the ground. The impact wasn’t
strong enough to actually hurt them—I needed more than a split
second to channel enough power for that—but in theory it would buy
us a few seconds to react.


  And with Valuri and Kaseya at my side, I knew
that a few seconds would be more than enough.


  The Huntress tucked herself into a tight ball
and rolled away from the barbarian attackers before they could
regain their footing. Her crossbows reloaded themselves while she
tumbled, and when she vaulted back to her feet she fired two more
quarrels, striking one man in the leg and another in the throat.
Kaseya, for her part, was more concerned with protecting her
Maskari. She crouched above me as more arrows streaked
towards us, and she somehow managed to catch all of them on her
shield despite the fact they were coming from completely different
angles.


  I really wanted to pause for a moment and
figure out what in the hell was going on. How did a pack of
Roskarim barbarians get up here without leaving any tracks? Why
were they attacking us? How in the bloody hell had Kaseya sensed
them?


  Unfortunately, time was not our ally, so
rather than lying around pondering the nature of the multiverse I
snapped into action. The Aether surged through me, and I sheathed
Kaseya and I in a protective mantle just like usual. And thank the
gods I did—an instant later, one stray arrow slipped past her
shield and struck her in the leg. The metal head expended all its
force piercing her spell armor, and by the time it reached her skin
it barely left a scratch.


  “We have to get to cover!” she cried out.


  “There is no cover!” Valuri hissed.


  She was right, of course. The bushes and
pines weren’t enough to protect us from much of anything. We were
caught completely out in the open, and a single step in the wrong
direction could result in a long, painful tumble down to the
valley…


  I grimaced even as I reared back and
channeled a jagged torrent of energy towards our attackers. The
crackling bolts electrocuted the men where they stood, freezing
their muscles in place before stopping their hearts altogether.
Before their bodies had even hit the ground, I whirled about and
unleashed a gout of flame from my other hand, searing the men
behind me—


  At which point something struck me squarely
in the back and sent me tumbling down the frozen path. I managed to
grab onto a rock just before I skidded off the side and toppled
half a mile straight down into the lake below, and when I glanced
up my eyes latched onto yet another Roskarim standing on the path
behind us. He was covered in furs and leather armor just like the
rest of his warriors, but I could feel the Aether swirling around
him. Apparently he was the channeler Kaseya had sensed.


  “Kal roska daan!” he screamed,
unleashing a coruscating beam of purplish energy directly at
Kaseya. She caught the blast on her shield at the last second, but
the impact still pushed her backwards and nearly caused her to
trip. A few feet away, Valuri was trapped in a frantic melee with
several other barbarians; her claws were out and covered in blood,
but she wouldn’t be able to get free soon enough to neutralize the
channeler and save us.


  “No!” I shrieked, reaching out to the Aether
and desperately trying to muster enough power for another spell.
Energy gathered at my fingertips, but the barbarian was already
directing another blast towards Kaseya—


  He never finished channeling his spell.
Without warning, a stroke of lightning surged down from atop the
Peak, enveloping the barbarian in a crackling flash so bright it
almost burned my eyes right out of their sockets. As I rapidly
blinked in a desperate but futile effort to clear the afterimage, I
heard several more blasts strike the path as if the gods themselves
had decided to smite the Roskarim. Kaseya cried out an
indecipherable warning, and Valuri screamed something as well. But
by the time I could actually see, the battle was already over.


  Kaseya was hunkered over me again, her shield
hoisted protectively in front of us. Valuri was only a few yards
away, her eyes glowing green and her claws dripping with blood.
They were both staring up at an old man as he slowly levitated down
from one of the rocky ledges above us. He was clad in thick furs
just like the Roskarim, but he clearly wasn’t one of them.


  “That’s close enough!” Valuri warned, holding
her blood-drenched claws in front of her face.


  The man slowly pulled back his hood once his
boots touched the ground. His long hair and beard were completely
white, and he had the weathered skin of someone who had spent the
vast majority of his long life outdoors beneath the sun.
Physically, he was the same sinewy man from my dreamscape, but here
in person he radiated an aura of power unlike anything I had ever
seen before. The Aether clung to him like a second cloak.


  “Zalheer,” Kaseya spat.


  “The sister,” he said, a visible wave of
relief unfurling his wrinkled brow. “You have finally come. We are
nearly out of time.”


  I frowned suspiciously. “Time for what?”


  The old man’s eyes lingered on Kaseya for a
long moment before they turned back to me. “To save our people. To
save the Aether itself. The Vaer Tal’Shira will destroy
everything if she is not stopped.”


  I shook my head. “The what?”


  “The Daughter of Destiny,” Kaseya translated.
“My sister.”


  “If not confronted, she will poison the
Aether and leave this world in utter darkness,” Zalheer said. “And
you are the only one who can stop her.”
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  A long silence settled over the mountain.
Snow whipped across my face and the stench of burned flesh filled
my nostrils, but I barely even noticed them. I couldn’t take my
eyes off the man in front of me, and I couldn’t concentrate on
anything besides the waves of power rolling off him.


  “Please, it is not safe here,” Zalheer said,
breaking the silence. “The Roskarim infest this mountain, and more
will come soon.”


  I pulled my eyes away from him and glanced
back over my shoulder to the Peak. “What are they doing up
here?”


  “Ensuring that I cannot leave.”


  My head snapped back around. “Why would a
bunch of snow barbarians care about you?”


  “Because the Vaer Tal’Shira ordered
them to keep me here until she returns.”


  “Wait a second,” Valuri said, inching
forward. “You’re saying Ayrael has a bunch of barbarians on her
side now, too?”


  “She has all the barbarians on her
side,” the old man said. “The clans have united under her
banner.”


  My mouth fell open. “How is that possible?
The Roskarim are tundra nomads. They won’t follow anyone.”


  “They do now.”


  I turned towards Valuri, but she didn’t have
anything to offer me besides a confused shrug. It didn’t seem
possible—the barbarian hordes hated everyone south of the
White Ridge. They had warred with the Three Cities off and on for
hundreds of years. Their invasion during the Winter War was just
the latest in a long history of skirmishes.


  “My sister wouldn’t keep you alive unless you
were useful to her,” Kaseya said, her voice low and cold. “You
agreed to help her attack Nol Krovos, didn’t you?”


  “No, though she is convinced that I will
eventually change my mind,” Zalheer said. “She is mistaken.”


  I nodded absently, the scene from my first
vision looping over and over in my head. Ayrael had spared him, and
I hadn’t understood why at the time…


  “I promise I will explain everything, but we
do not have much time,” Zalheer went on. “If you will just follow
me to the village, I will—”


  “We’re not going anywhere with you,” Kaseya
said, taking a menacing step forward. “You’re going to tell us
exactly what we want to know, or my Senosi friend will rip out your
heart right here and now.”


  I winced. “Kaseya, maybe we should—”


  “No!” she growled. “I will not be deceived by
this monster. If he has something to tell us, he had best make it
quick.”


  Zalheer let out a long, tired sigh. “I know
what Lysara has told you about me. Your sister explained everything
in great detail.” His shoulders slumped, and I could actually see
his aura diminish in the Aether. “I do not expect you to trust me.
All I ask is that you give me the opportunity to explain
myself.”


  “I do not need an explanation,” Kaseya said.
“I do not need to hear any of your lies!”


  “Calm down for a second, Red,” Valuri
pleaded. “There’s no harm in letting him speak.”


  Kaseya’s head whipped around so quickly her
frozen ponytail nearly smacked me in the face. “Are you serious?”
she hissed. “You saw the power he commands. He could kill us in an
instant if we let our guard down!”


  “If he tries anything, he’ll be dead before
he hits the ground,” Valuri said, retrieving one of her crossbows.
“If he met your sister, then he already knows he’s no match for a
Senosi.”


  “Val’s right,” I said, keeping my voice as
soft as possible. “You don’t have to trust him. You don’t have to
believe him. But the whole reason we’re here is to at least listen
to what he has to say.”


  As the seconds ticked by and her rage didn’t
subside, I legitimately wondered if she might just rush forward and
kill him right then and there. I had never seen her like this
before, and even though she had pledged to obey me I doubted I
could have commanded her to do anything right now.


  “I will listen,” she said eventually. “But do
not let your guard down, not even for an instant.”


  “I don’t plan on it,” Valuri said with a dark
grin. “Come on, old man. Show us to your village, and keep your
hands where I can see them.”


  Zalheer nodded, and it seemed like it took
all the willpower he could muster to drag his eyes from Kaseya. “Of
course. Please, follow me…”


  He turned and started down the path. The
girls followed right behind him, but I took one last look at the
Roskarim bodies littering the snow around us. I might have been
able to fend them off on my own if I had overchanneled—I had done
exactly that a month ago at the bandit fort and then again on
Ayrael’s ship after we had been taken prisoner. But the process had
left me weak and drained both times, and I always ran the risk of
triggering a serious backlash—one that could potentially cripple or
even kill me. Plenty of sorcerers had vaporized themselves while
trying to harness so much power at once, and all of us shortened
our lifespans tremendously even when we succeeded.


  Yet Zalheer didn’t look winded in the
slightest, and somehow he had survived to his seventies—an almost
unprecedented accomplishment for a sorcerer. Kaseya must have been
right about the power of the moshalim. I couldn’t even began
to imagine what kind of channeling techniques this man had mastered
over the years…


  Taking in a final deep breath, I started down
the path. The trip was basically a prisoner escort. Kaseya kept her
sword drawn the whole time, and Valuri pointed one of her crossbows
at the old man’s back. I started to get worried that the other
villagers might panic when they saw us, but the closer we
approached the more empty the place looked.


  “The Roskarim are this close to your
doorstep, but you haven’t even built a palisade?” I asked, glancing
between the ramshackle houses. “How do the people here expect to
defend themselves?


  “They don’t,” Zalheer said. “I am the only
one left.”


  I froze in place. “Wait, what?”


  “The barbarians took the other villagers
months ago. By now the men and boys will have been integrated into
their army. The women were likely taken farther north to serve as
breeding stock.”


  “Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed. “I thought
you were supposed to be their protector?”


  Zalheer stopped and turned. “I watched them
for almost twenty years. But when the Vaer Tal’Shira
arrived, my magic failed me. I was powerless to stop her.”


  “And yet here you are without a scratch,”
Kaseya said, her jaw still clenched. “How convenient for you.”


  “As I said, she is convinced that I will join
her crusade against the Matriarch.”


  “Why didn’t you?” Kaseya asked sharply. “You
could have finished what you started fifty years ago!”


  Zalheer paused and gestured towards one of
the nearby houses. “I will explain everything, I promise. But we
should move inside the wards. The barbarians know better than to
approach without the Vael Tal’Shira at their side.”


  He turned and continued down the last stretch
of the path. Valuri and I both looked at Kaseya for guidance. I
could see the war raging across her face—a part of her still wanted
to kick the old man to his knees and behead him for his crimes
right then and there. But thankfully her reasonable side won yet
another battle, and she pressed onward.


  Once we actually reached the village, I
finally understood why the Roskarim had learned to stay away. There
might not have been a palisade or any armed lookouts, but Zalheer
had inscribed dozens of warding glyphs all around the settlement.
They were nearly invisible to the naked eye, but when I reached out
through the Aether I could feel them brimming with an unbelievable
amount of dormant energy. What I didn’t understand was how he could
maintain so many of them at once. The sheer amount of concentration
required was…well, impossible, to put it mildly.


  “Nice little welcome you have prepared here,”
Valuri said, learning down and placing her hand upon one of the
glyphs. The resulting detonation would have almost certainly
vaporized any normal person, but her eyes began to glow as she fed
upon the dormant energy and effectively disarmed the trap. She
wasn’t actually hungry, of course—she just wanted to remind Zalheer
of exactly what he was dealing with.


  “I admit, I did not expect you to be
traveling with one of the Corruptor’s minions,” the old man said.
“In my visions, the two of you were always traveling alone: Kari
Vata and Maskari, their bond growing stronger with each
passing day.”


  “I can’t decide if that’s creepy or
romantic,” Valuri muttered. “Since you’ve apparently been spying on
them, I think I’ll go with the former.”


  “You called out to me through the Aether,” I
said, as we stepped up onto the porch of his house. It was and
surprisingly spacious compared to most of the others, and when he
pushed open a door I saw the embers of an old fire still smoldering
inside. “You wanted to summon me here even though you’ve admitted
it’s exactly what Ayrael wants. Why?”


  The old man gestured for us to take a seat at
the dining table. Other than the fireplace and cooking pot, the
downstairs almost looked like the floor of a library. Bookshelves
lined nearly every wall, and I spotted a few more atop the stairs
on the second level.


  “Jorem asked you a question,” Kaseya said,
jabbing her sword towards his chest. “You will answer it—now!”


  Zalheer eyed her blade, but again I didn’t
see even the slightest flicker of fear cross his face. “I already
told you,” he said. “I called out to you because the Vaer
Tal’Shira is the only hope of destroying the corruptors and
saving the Aether.”


  “You keep using that word,” Valuri said.
“Isn’t Tal’Shira your last name?”


  Kaseya’s lip quivered almost imperceptibly.
“Amazons do not take the names of our parents—surnames are bestowed
upon us by the moshalim. When my sister was born, the seers
believed she was the most powerful amazon born in a generation. She
is Vaer Tal’Shira: the Daughter of Destiny.”


  I frowned. “But you share the name.”


  “Only after her banishment,” Kaseya said.
“The moshalim believed that I would be the one to find her
and bring her to justice.”


  “And for once, they are correct,” Zalheer
said. “Though as usual, they are unwilling or unable to look beyond
a single thread to the entire tapestry. Your sister is an
inconvenience, to be sure, but she is not the true enemy.”


  Valuri snorted. “An ‘inconvenience?’
You just said she stomped your ass and wiped out this entire
village. Not that you seem particularly broken up about it.”


  “Why would he be?” Kaseya asked. “He is a
rapist and a murderer.”


  Zalheer’s expression sank, and for a moment
he looked like she had actually stabbed him. “Somehow after all
these years, I made the mistake of assuming that Lysara would
forgive me. I knew I could never return home, but I couldn’t
imagine the scope of the lies she would tell about me. I thought
that perhaps she would simply allow me to be forgotten.”


  “Forgotten?” Kaseya hissed. “You are the only
moshalim to ever turn against our people!”


  The old man shook his head. “I never turned
against anyone, my dear.”


  Kaseya’s arm twitched, but before she lunge
and skewer him through the heart I grabbed onto her shoulder. “Let
him speak,” I said. “This is what we’re here for, remember?”


  “We will get no answers from him,” she spat.
“Only lies.”


  Valuri glanced between the two of them and
crossed her arms. “Why don’t we take it slowly for a minute, huh?
Who the hell is this Lysara person you keep mentioning?”


  “Fifty years ago, I was her Maskari,”
Zalheer said. “Today she is the Matriarch of Nol Krovos.”


  An anxious knot twisted in the pit of my
stomach. From the first moment Solemi had mentioned Zalheer, I had
assumed there would be more to his story. I already knew for a fact
that Kaseya had been fed a whole boatload of lies during her
childhood. Her people couldn’t even accept the fact that she was a
sorceress! I saw no reason to believe that they had told the truth
about a renegade moshalim like Zalheer, either.


  Which wasn’t to say I trusted him, of course;
I simply wanted to hear his side of the story. But now that we were
actually standing here, I was started to dread Kaseya’s inevitable
overreaction…


  “I did not kill any of our people, Kaseya,”
he said, his shoulders slumping as if he were physically carrying
the weight of his memories behind him. “I could have—a part of me
even wanted to—but I didn’t. Not even after what they did to
Marcella.”


  I frowned. “Marcella?”


  “The amazon he raped and murdered after she
was pledged to someone else,” Kaseya said.


  “You don’t understand,” Zalheer growled.
“That is not—” He paused and took a deep, calming breath. “That is
not what happened.”


  “Then tell us your version,” Valuri
prompted. “And you’d better make it good. Red here is chomping at
the bit to throw you off this mountain.”


  “Marcella was Lysara’s closest friend,”
Zalheer said. “They grew up together; they trained together. Once
they were old enough, they even became lovers while they waited for
the Matriarch to select their Maskari. The three of us were
all the same age, and we knew we were likely to be paired soon.
After we completed our respective trials, we spent a lot of time
together as a group. That is when Marcella and I fell in love.”


  He sighed and braced himself against the wall
before his eyes eventually locked upon me. “If you are Kaseya’s
Maskari, then you must know something about our traditions.
Amazons are not permitted to take male lovers who are not their
bond mate. He is to be her first and only lover until she dies in
his defense or is otherwise rendered incapable of fulfilling her
pledge.”


  “I’m familiar with the custom,” I mustered,
my mind flashing back to the first time I had slipped inside Kaseya
and unwittingly claimed her virginity. The thought made my cock
stir, which further proved my shamelessness. I could probably get
hard at a funeral with sufficient motivation. What the hell was
wrong with me?


  “Let me guess: the two of you started fucking
before she was actually pledged to anyone,” Valuri put in with her
characteristic lack of tact.


  Zalheer’s cheek twitched. “We became lovers,
yes. We honestly believed that the Matriarch would bond us together
anyway—we already possessed a powerful connection.”


  “Except she didn’t.”


  “No, she didn’t,” he replied softly. “I
didn’t realize it until later, but Lysara had grown deeply jealous
of our relationship. Somehow, she convinced the Matriarch that I
should be her Maskari instead, and she arranged for Marcella
to pledge herself to a brute named Korek.”


  Zalheer’s lip quivered in rage. “We were more
surprised than anything at that point. We wanted to contest the
Matriarch’s decision, but of course that wasn’t possible. So
instead we promised each other that we would never speak about what
had happened between us. We had a duty to Nol Krovos.”


  He shrugged. “For a time, I thought
everything might actually work out. Lysara was a loyal amazon and
served me well. But then I saw the way Korek treated Marcella. He
would throw her down and take her in the middle of the street. He
would publically humiliate her over and over again. He didn’t treat
her as a precious gift and loyal companion—he treated her like a
pet.”


  “You lie!” Kaseya hissed. “The
moshalim would never allow that to happen.”


  “They didn’t approve of his behavior, but
they did nothing to stop him,” Zalheer said. “He was a skilled
channeler, you see, and most of the elders believed he would sit on
the council with them one day. He probably would have, too, if he
hadn’t learned that Marcella was a sorceress.”


  Kaseya’s face drained of color. “What?”


  Zalheer turned back to me. “I don’t know
whether she told you or not, but on Nol Krovos only males are
thought to possess the gift of sorcery. The moshalim have
always explained this with nonsense—they say the gods empower the
amazons with great strength and martial skill but shield them from
the corruption of the Aether. They are meant to use their bodies to
soothe the moshalim and temper our worst impulses.”


  “That hardly seems fair,” Valuri
muttered.


  “Of course it isn’t fair—it’s not supposed to
be.” The old man grimaced in disgust. “Once Korek learned the
truth, he severed his bond with Marcella and demanded she be
executed as a heretic.”


  “Executed?” I stammered. “For
what?”


  “For the crime of having the Aether in her
blood,” Zalheer said. “The others said it marked her as a heretic.
Some believed it meant she was possessed by a demon.”


  “That’s insane!”


  “Insanity repeated enough times through
enough generations is often indistinguishable from the truth.”


  Valuri grunted. “You’re not wrong about
that.”


  “I refused to accept the moshalim’s
decision,” Zalheer went on. “I begged Marcella to leave Nol Krovos
with me. I wanted to flee to the mainland and live together in
peace. I thought she would agree, but honor makes a far sturdier
prison than iron bars.” He visibly braced himself. “She allowed
them to pass their judgement. And when I saw the smoke from her
burning body billowing from the gallows, my heart cried out for
vengeance. I wanted to destroy them—I wanted to destroy them all.
But instead I left and vowed that I would never allow an innocent
sorcerer to suffer Marcella’s fate again.”


  A sickening silence settled over us, but
eventually Kaseya stepped forward and glowered at him. “You lie,”
she rasped. “The gods would never permit such a transgression.
You’re the one who killed Marcella. You killed them all!”


  Zalheer sighed. “I will not attempt to
convince you of things I cannot prove. All of this happened a very
long time ago.”


  “But there is proof,” I said, my brow
creasing in thought. “Kaseya is also a sorceress.”


  Her head whipped around to face me. “I told
you that I am not—”


  “You can only lie to yourself for so long,” I
interrupted. “You can sense the Aether, Kaseya. You could feel
Zalheer’s presence long before he showed up to help us. Why do you
think that is?” I shook my head and turned back to the old
sorcerer. “Marcella wasn’t the only one with the gift, was she? I
bet most of the amazons have it.”


  “Not most,” Zalheer said. “All.”


  I swallowed. “All?”


  “It is the great secret of Nol Krovos, buried
by centuries of moshalim lies and Matriarch complicity. I
don’t claim to know why or how the tradition began, but the members
of the Red Sisterhood are selected to serve because they can
sense the Aether.”


  “I don’t understand,” Valuri said. “What is
the point?”


  “Isn’t it obvious? The moshalim fear
their power. By selecting the most powerful amazons and neutering
them with the tan’ratha collar, they eliminate their
competition. They are allowed to rule Nol Krovos without question.”
His grey eyes focused upon Kaseya. “They have enslaved you without
shackles. You are all prisoners of your own minds.”


  “You are delusional,” she whispered, shaking
her head. “You whisper the same poison as my sister.”


  “Ayrael is a bitter woman consumed with
vengeance,” Zalheer said. “But that doesn’t mean she is wrong about
everything. She stumbled upon many of these truths herself—they are
what drove her from Nol Krovos.”


  “Enough!” Kaseya growled. She glared at him
for another long moment before she swiveled back to me. “Listen to
more of his lies if you wish, Maskari, but I will not.”


  With that, she stormed out of the room. I ran
a hand back through my hair and swore under my breath.


  “Great,” I muttered. “Just great.”


  “Do you think we should go after her?” Valuri
asked. “I’m a little worried she might do something stupid.”


  “She just needs some space,” I said, hoping I
knew what I was talking about. People did crazy and unpredictable
things when their core beliefs were shattered. I had watched
several priests lose their faith right in front of me over the
years, and the result was never pretty.


  “She will either learn to accept the truth,
or she will be destroyed by it,” Zalheer said.


  I whipped my head around and shot him a
withering glare. “Thanks. You’re a big help.”


  “I wish it did not have to come to this, but
we simply do not have time to wait for her to adapt,” he said
gravely. “The forces of the Corrupter gather even now, and they
will make their move far sooner than anyone in your city
believes.”


  I took a deep breath and shifted my attention
back to the old man. He could have been lying; he could have been
working with Ayrael directly, for all we knew. His entire story
could have been pure bullshit designed to lull us into a false
sense of security. But I didn’t think so. If her people were
willing to lie to Kaseya about her powers, I saw no reason why they
wouldn’t be willing to lie about plenty of other things as well.
Even if Zalheer had spun his story for our benefit, I had no doubt
that it was more accurate than the version had told us earlier.


  In my experience the simplest explanations
were almost always the correct ones. And this situation was no
different.


  “You said that this ‘Corruptor’ will poison
the Aether and the world in darkness,” I said. “You know something
about the Inquisitrix’s plans?”


  “I know enough,” Zalheer murmured. “I felt
the shadow of her presence long before I could give it a name. She
is a spider sinking her fangs into the Aether until her venom can
spread across the world.”


  “Colorful,” Valuri commented. “What the fuck
does that actually mean?”


  “I assumed you of people would know. You are
her spawn—you carry her corruption in your veins.”


  “I know that she wants to conquer Highwind
and rule the Northern Reaches, but that’s not exactly news to
anyone,” Valuri said. “I also know she’s a raging hypocrite who has
no problem with magic as long as it serves her purposes. There are
plenty of sorcerers in Vorsalos—they’re just all women, and they
all serve the Inquisitrix.”


  “Then you do understand,” Zalheer said.
“Good.”


  My eyes flicked between them. “Well, I
don’t!”


  “The Inquisitrix has no intention in
neutering the power of sorcery in the world—she wants sorcery to be
the only power in the world.”


  I blinked. “You lost me.”


  Zalheer grunted and paced back towards the
still-smoldering fire pit across the room. He opened his hand, and
a split second later the embers reignited. “After I fled Nol
Krovos, I spent several decades traveling the mainland and studying
your channeling techniques. Your people’s understanding of the
Aether is…misguided, to say the least.”


  “Then feel free to enlighten us, oh wise
one,” I sneered, folding my arms over my chest.


  “Your people believe in the Three
Corridors—divinity, sorcery, and wizardry. In their minds, the
Aether is a branching river, and there are three ways for them to
drink. Wizards tap into the river’s streams and channels, knowing
the waters will be still but safe. Priests stand upon solid ground
and wait for the river to come to them. Sorcerers like us simply
jump into the abyss and its deepest point and hope we are not
dragged under with the tide.”


  “Another colorful analogy,” Valuri sneered.
“I still don’t know what the fuck this has to do with the
Inquisitrix.”


  “He’s saying she wants to block the river’s
flow,” I reasoned. “To dam it up so there are no more streams or
reservoirs to tap into. The only path will be to take the
plunge.”


  Zalheer nodded, and the ghost of a smile
touched his weathered face. “Yes. You see? You do understand.”


  “Not really,” I muttered. “Let’s assume
that’s true for a minute—how would this even be possible? The
Inquisitrix isn’t an actual goddess, last time I checked.”


  “No one is a goddess. Not anymore.” The old
man’s smile faded. “In my travels across the world, I encountered
many faiths and many gods. Some believe every god is unique; others
believe they are all aspects of the same divine beings. But I
believe the truth is more complicated.”


  “Please tell me you’re not going to bore us
with a sermon,” Valuri said.


  “No,” Zalheer said. “I cannot preach about a
faith that does not exist. If the gods were ever truly real, they
have long since passed on from this realm. We should be more
concerned about the power they have left behind.”


  “The Aether,” I replied. “I’ve heard of
channelers who believe the Aether itself is divine. You’re one of
them?”


  “What I believe is that the Aether is the
only source of power in this world that matters,” Zalheer said.
“Divinity is an illusion meant to console the foolish and the
damned.”


  I folded my arms across my chest. “Look, I’m
not a religious man, and I love mocking the gods as much as the
next heretic. But I have seen priests wield real power.”


  “You have seen them mimic the powers of
wizardry or perhaps even summon the powers of sorcery without even
knowing it.”


  I frowned. Of everything he’d told us so far,
this was the least convincing theory on its surface. That didn’t
necessarily mean he was wrong, of course. The gods didn’t exactly
frolic around in broad daylight for everyone to see.


  “This is all very fascinating,” Valuri said
impatiently, “but what the hell does it have to do with the
Inquisitrix?”


  “If the gods are not real—or at the very
least if they do not have the power we assume they do—then the
Corruptor can destroy the Corridors without opposition,” Zalheer
said.


  “Okay,” I murmured, “but you still haven’t
explained how.”


  He took a deep breath. “When I was a child,
the moshalim told me tales of how the people of Nol Krovos
were the chosen of the gods. We were given great strength and power
so that we could shield the world from its own excesses.” He
grunted. “It’s nonsense, of course, but like all legends there is a
tiny kernel of truth hidden within the drivel. Nol Krovos may not
be the island of the gods, but it is the ocean from which the
currents of the Aether feed. Buried deep beneath our home is the
Fount of Velhari, a wellspring of tremendous power. This nexus of
energy is unlike anything I have ever felt or seen on the mainland.
I have long suspected that it is the source of our unique gifts.
How else can we explain why so many of us are born with such a deep
connection to the Aether? Even the highborne elves do not produce
sorcerers at the rate we do.”


  “An interesting theory,” I said, “but it
still doesn’t answer my question.”


  “Only a few of our people even know about the
Fount, but Ayrael is one of them,” Zalheer said. “She has passed
this knowledge on to her new mistress.”


  “That doesn’t sound good,” Valuri
grumbled.


  The old sorcerer’s eyes turned and fixated on
her. “I do not know much about the crystal the Corruptor bonded to
your flesh, but if she were repeat such a ritual on the Fount it
would be like injecting toxin straight into a man’s heart. The
Fount will pump the venom through Aether, poisoning our power at
its source.”


  The knot in my stomach twisted. I tried to
remind myself to take all of this with a grain of salt, but that
didn’t make me feel any better.


  “I do not claim to know precisely what will
happen, but I have my suspicions,” Zalheer said. “At a minimum, the
Aether will contract as if afflicted by a great drought. Its
streams and currents will evaporate, forever collapsing your Three
Corridors. Wizardry will become impossible. Your priests and gods
will be exposed as feckless frauds. Even sorcery may be forever
crippled to all but those with the strongest natural connection to
the Aether.”


  I closed my eyes and leaned back against the
wall. Even while my mind screamed warnings about trusting this man,
my instincts told me that he was telling the truth—at least insofar
as he understood it. It didn’t seem possible, but the situation
really was even worse than I’d thought…


  “Earlier you said that Kaseya is the only one
who can prevent this,” Valuri said. Her suspicious streak put mine
to shame, but I could tell that even she was buying into this.
“What can she do that others can’t?”


  “Our people still believe she is the Daughter
of Destiny,” Zalheer said. “They will listen to her; they will
trust her. She needs to warn them about the Fount.”


  Val shrugged. “You want her to be your
glorified courier pigeon? That’s it?”


  “I also believe she is the only one capable
of defeating her sister,” Zalheer added. “Tal’Shira twins are
rare—there has not been another pair born in this century. Our
people believe they are imbued with divine power, but even if you
don’t believe in the gods it is obvious that they are special.
Perhaps their power comes from the Fount, or perhaps it is mere
circumstance. Either way, my visions have been quite clear:
together, the Tal’Shira and her Maskari will destroy the
Corruptor.”


  “Well, if some crazy old man’s visions told
him that, it must be true.” Valuri rolled her eyes and turned to
face me. “Have you heard enough yet? Should I call Red back in here
to gut him?”


  I knew she was being intentionally
belligerent in an effort to get him angry—it was her reliable,
time-tested technique to make people lose their cool and slip
up—but I really wasn’t in the mood for it right now. Even if
Zalheer was half full of shit, the other half was still genuinely
disturbing.


  “I think we should give her a few minutes,” I
said, gently running my thumb across my bond ring. I was genuinely
scared to turn it on. “In the meantime, I still have a lot of
questions.”


  Zalheer nodded. “Then ask. You may never get
another chance.”


   



  ***


   



  I never actually summoned the courage to
activate my bond ring, but after another twenty minutes of
interrogating Zalheer I left him Valuri’s care and went outside to
try and find Kaseya. I found her standing near the edge of the
frozen lake, her snow-spackled red hair fluttering in the wind.
Behind her, the sun was busy melting into an orange smear on the
horizon.


  “Are the fish biting?”


  Kaseya didn’t turn. “How would I know
that?”


  “I, uh…it was a joke,” I mumbled, wincing at
my own awkwardness. Why am I so bad at coping with actual
emotions?


  “You left Zalheer with Valuri?”


  “She won’t let him out of her sight, don’t
worry,” I said. “She can handle him.”


  “I know.”


  I took a deep breath and let the awkward
silence linger for a few moments. When I drew close, I finally
noticed the half-frozen tear stains on her cheeks.


  “I could feel you worrying about me,” she
said. “You don’t need to. I will be fine.”


  I nibbled at my lip and eyed my ring again.
When I finally mustered the courage to activate it, I braced myself
in anticipation of being drowned in a wave of sorrow. But instead I
felt…peace.


  “I think I knew the truth even back when
Matriarch Lysara first sent Hestiah and I after my sister,” Kaseya
said. “Ayrael was the best our people had to offer. She was
honorable and loyal and powerful. She would not have murdered her
Maskari without cause. She would not have turned against our
traditions unless she had a good reason.”


  Kaseya let out a long, slow breath. “When I
confronted her in Vorsalos, she tried to tell me the truth. She
tried to explain how she discovered the secret history of our
people—how she had learned the moshalim were keeping things
from us. I didn’t listen because I didn’t want to
listen.”


  I started to reply but immediately thought
the better of it. This was something she needed to work through on
her own. The best thing I could do was listen.


  “Ayrael must have learned the truth about
Zalheer and Marcella by then,” Kaseya went on. “Maybe she already
knew—maybe that was what finally turned her against us. I don’t
know. I suppose it doesn’t really matter now.” She abruptly turned
to face me. “You were right before, you know. After you learned
that Ayrael was my sister, you said that I was quick to bond with
you because I wanted to prove that I wasn’t like her. I wanted to
pledge myself to a Maskari and convince myself that I was a
proper amazon. But what if the whole idea of a ‘proper amazon’ is a
lie? What if everything I’ve been taught is a lie?”


  I swallowed and bit down on my lip. I had a
feeling this was ultimately where things would lead.


  “My sister joined the Inquisitrix out of fear
and misguided rage,” Kaseya went on, “but that doesn’t mean she’s
wrong about everything. The moshalim are corrupt. The
Maskari-Shan and the tan’ratha…maybe it is all
nonsense.”


  I nodded slowly. “Maybe you should remove the
collar.”


  Her eyes flicked back up to me, and she
vehemently shook her head. “No.”


  “But you…” I paused and cocked my head. “You
just said the tradition is probably nonsense.”


  “It is, and I may have been desperate and
misguided when I formed a bond with you.” Kaseya’s face lit up into
a smile. “But that doesn’t mean it was a mistake.”


  “I don’t…I’m not sure I understand.”


  “Meeting you was still the important thing
that’s ever happened to me,” Kaseya said, reaching out and cupping
my cheeks in her hands. “You have been kind, you have been patient,
and you have a good heart even if you don’t want to admit it.”


  “‘Good’ is a bit of a stretch,” I said. “I
mean, I’m not exactly a—”


  She kissed me before I could reply. The
warmth in her lips spread through my whole body, and after a few
seconds I had completely forgotten about the cold.


  When she eventually pulled away, her blue
eyes glimmered with the reflection of the setting sun. “You are
still my Maskari,” she said. “Not because my people wish
it—because I wish it. This is my choice. You are my
choice.”


  I smiled back. I had no idea how to respond,
but one of the many advantages of our bond was that I didn’t need
to.


  Kaseya kissed me again, and this time I
didn’t want to let her go. The heat between us grew so intense I
could feel sweat beading on my skin despite the prickling cold. I
didn’t want to let her go even when the sun finally vanished
beneath the horizon and darkness descended upon us.


  When she eventually pulled back for air, her
eyes glimmered just a few inches from mine. “I love you,
Jorem.”


  “I love you, too.”


  The words came so easily, so automatically,
that their meaning didn’t fully register until several seconds
later. I hadn’t said them out of reflex—I had said them because I
actually meant them. The entire concept was so foreign to me I felt
completely paralyzed. I loved Val too, of course, and I knew she
loved me back. But she was almost as emotionally stunted as I was,
as hard as that was to believe, and it wasn’t like we had ever said
the words.


  But now I had. And for reasons I couldn’t
fathom, I felt like a great weight had been lifted from my
shoulders.


  Kaseya leaned forward to peck my cheek, then
stretched up on her tiptoes until her lips were brushing against my
ear. “I want you to fuck me, Jorem,” she whispered between clenched
teeth as she nibbled at my earlobe. “I want you to fuck me harder
than you ever have before.”


  Up until now, my cock had actually been
behaving itself for once. But in the span of a single heartbeat, it
grew to full length and practically speared her in the stomach.


  “Please, Jorem,” she begged. “Please hold me
down. Please spill inside me. Please fuck me!”


  Grabbing onto her thighs with either hand, I
hoisted her up into my arms and slammed her into the snowbank
behind us. I kissed her so deeply I could barely breathe, and her
ankles locked around my waist as I struggled to open my trousers
and free my cock. The bitter winds didn’t chill my exposed flesh in
the slightest; the primal heat of her body enveloped me from head
to toe. I grabbed on the flaps of her skirt, fully expecting to
wage yet another battle with her annoying thong…


  Only to realize it was no longer there. I
pulled away in confusion, but she quickly grabbed onto my chin and
smiled at me.


  “I know how much you hate it,” she said,
nudging my swollen member into her waiting folds. “You are my
Maskari, Jorem. My body is yours, whenever you wish to have
it.”


  I grinned in delight as I slowly eased into
her. She locked her arms around my neck and her ankles around my
waist.


  “Harder,” she pleaded into my ear. “As hard
and fast as you can!”


  I happily obliged. Within seconds I was
pounding her so furiously I couldn’t believe the snow bank didn’t
crumble around us. Our gasps and moans echoed across the frozen
water, and soon she was screaming my name at the top of her lungs.
Through my ring, I could feel exactly what she wanted—which, as I’d
learned, was almost always exactly what I wanted, too. Speed.
Power.


  Dominance.


  This was more than just sex. Back when I had
first taken her virginity less than a day after we’d met, she had
told me it was part of the Maskari-Shan bonding ritual. I
had needed to claim her as my own and demonstrate that she would
never need a cock besides mine. But this felt like the ritual’s
final verse. After today—after she had truly and freely chosen me
as her Maskari—I needed to claim her one last time before
our bond could truly be complete.


  And so I did the only way I knew how. As a
final wave of ecstasy crashed over me, I pulled my cock from her
quim, shuffled up to her waist, and marked her with my seed. Her
stomach, her tits, her face—by the time I was finished, she was
positively drenched in my masculine power.


  “Jorem…” she gasped as another climax
shuddered through her.


  I smiled down at her. Somehow, she looked
even more beautiful with my life’s essence smeared across her
cheeks. She wasn’t just my lover or my bond-mate; she was my
perfect, beautiful amazon.


  And she always would be.


   



  ***


   



  Kaseya and I were gone for so long I
genuinely wondered if we’d return to a house splattered in the old
sorcerer’s guts. Valuri wasn’t a particularly patient woman under
the best of circumstances—I wouldn’t have been the least bit
surprised if Zalheer had done or said something to enrage her. But
thankfully she had managed to keep her cool, and when we opened the
door and stepped inside she greeted us with an arched eyebrow
rather than blood-stained claws.


  “I’d ask how your conversation went, but I
have a feeling you didn’t do much talking,” she snarked.


  “We, uh, we worked things out,” I said.


  Val rolled her eyes. “Uh huh. For a while
there I thought I heard a bunch of coyotes howling outside, but
then I remembered that Red here is a screamer.” She flashed the
amazon a wry smirk. “You really should have fixed your hair,
honey.”


  Kaseya reached back and quickly removed her
hairband, causing her wet, tangled red locks to spill across her
back and shoulders. Valuri just snorted and glanced back at me.


  “Why is it that every time you get into an
argument, you end up fucking your way out of it?”


  “Not every time,” I protested. “But
when things are tough, we all fall back on what we’re best at.”


  She groaned and propped her feet up on the
table in front of her. “Well, Beardy here has been lousy company.
He’s been sitting in front of the fire meditating for hours.”


  “I am asking Aether for guidance,” Zalheer
said, his eyes still closed.


  “Yeah, and how’s that going?”


  He slowly reopened his eyes. “Not as well as
I’d hoped.”


  “Big surprise there,” Valuri muttered. “Look,
I know we came here to kill this guy, but he’s almost too pathetic
to bother.”


  “We’re not going to kill him,” Kaseya said.
“But we need his help—I need his help.”


  Zalheer stood and eyed her for a moment, his
face unreadable. “There is little more I can tell you about your
sister that I haven’t already told your companions.”


  “We don’t need more information—we need your
expertise.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I felt your
presence halfway across the mountain. You may be the most powerful
sorcerer in the entire region. If anyone can teach me how to unlock
my abilities, it is you.”


  He smiled for the first time since we’d met
him. “I will do whatever I can,” he promised. “I only pray we are
not too late.”
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  Having never had a real master myself, I
wasn’t entirely sure what sorcery training was supposed to look
like. We didn’t need to master arcane formulae like wizards or
memorize prayer tomes like priests, so I assumed the process was
more about “learning by doing” than traditional study. Not that it
would have mattered in our current situation—Zalheer was convinced
that our time was limited, so his only real choice was to throw
Kaseya into the proverbial fire and see what happened.


  “Take a deep breath and focus upon my aura,”
the old man instructed. “Can you feel it?”


  “Yes,” Kaseya said. “I’m having trouble
sensing anything else.”


  The two of them were sitting cross-legged in
front of the fire, their eyes closed and their faces creased in
concentration. The entire house was filled with the musky scent of
the strange incense Zalheer had tossed into the flames. It wasn’t
helping, as far as I could tell, and the itch in my nose was making
it more difficult to concentrate. Maybe that was the point?


  “Keep your attention focused on me for now,”
Zalheer said. “But every few seconds, try and increase your field
of perception just a bit. Imagine you’re slowly opening your eyes
to a bright light and don’t want to let all of it in at once.”


  Kaseya nodded. “I can sense Jorem"


  “Of course you can—he’s wearing your bloody
ring!” Valuri said.


  “Stay quiet,” I scolded her. “This is
serious.”


  “Meh,” she grunted, propping her boots up on
my lap. I placed my hands on her slender calves and squeezed. I
understood her skepticism, and I genuinely felt bad for her. It
wasn’t just that she had never felt the touch of the Aether like
the rest of us—she had been completely inoculated against it as a
teenage girl. Add to that almost two decades of brainwashing
convincing her that magic was evil…


  I sometimes took for granted just how
miraculous it was that she had chosen to work with me, a rogue
sorcerer, in the first place. And just because she had turned
against the Inquisitrix and the Senosi didn’t mean she had suddenly
embraced magic as the solution to all our problems. A lot of this
still probably seemed like nonsense to her.


  “Now shift your attention to the fire,”
Zalheer said. “Ignore the smell of the smoke; ignore the heat on
your skin. Focus on the smoldering embers. Focus on the raw energy
as it consumes the air and wood around it.”


  Kaseya shook her head. “I don’t understand.
The fire isn’t alive. I can’t feel it in the Aether.”


  “You’re not trying to sense it—you are simply
trying to study it. When your Maskari summons flames to his
fingertips, he is not creating real fire. He is merely using the
Aether to mimic the power and energy of the natural world.” The old
sorcerer let out a deep breath. “The Aether is many things—energy,
life, thought—but at its most basic level it is like molten steel
waiting to be shaped by a hammer. With time, you can learn to forge
it into virtually anything you want—not just flame or lightning,
but almost any physical substance you can imagine.”


  “Like a big fat cock,” Valuri whispered.
“Silhouette really, really needs to teach her that one.”


  I clamped my hand over her mouth and squeezed
her leg again. I was half tempted to tell her to go upstairs and
try to sleep, but it wasn’t like she would actually listen.


  “Return your focus to the flame,” Zalheer
said. “Visualize it in your mind. Memorize every feature as it were
the face of a stranger. Can you see it?”


  Kaseya nodded. “Yes.”


  “Good. Now open your palm and reach out to
the Aether. Use its power to copy what you have just seen.”


  “How?”


  “It will show you everything you need to
know. Allow its currents to wash over you, but keep your focus upon
the flame.”


  I opened my own hand and summoned a small
wisp of fire into my palm. Energy manipulation had always been
simple for me. Fire, frost, lightning—I’d never had trouble with
any of them. Healing magic had come almost as easily, but charm
spells had taken a lot more work. Beyond that, I hadn’t mastered
much of anything…and I did sometimes wonder how much I’d stifled my
own potential by never searching for a teacher. Not that I’d ever
really had the chance—in Vorsalos, it had never been worth exposing
myself as a rogue sorcerer in the hopes of learning a few more
tricks.


  From the look of strain on Kaseya’s face, I
could she was struggling with his instructions. I wasn’t surprised.
If she’d had a natural affinity for this type of channeling, her
abilities would have almost certainly revealed themselves by
now.


  “It’s not working,” she said, reopening her
eyes. “I can feel the Aether, but I have no idea what to do with
it.”


  “That’s all right,” Zalheer assured her. “I
just wanted to see what would happen. It’s difficult to know where
your strengths lie when you’ve been forced to repress your talents
for so long.”


  “She can sense Aetheric currents far better
than I can,” I said. “Why not work on that skill?”


  “How is sensing magic going to help us defeat
Ayrael?” Valuri asked. “She’s Senosi—you can’t track her any more
than you can track me.”


  “I can track you just fine.”


  Val frowned. “What?”


  “I can sense a void where you’re supposed to
be,” Kaseya said. “It’s cold, but there are tiny specks of
warmth…almost like body heat left behind on an empty chair.”


  “That’s impossible,” I murmured. “Her legs
are in my lap and I still can’t sense her any more than I can that
pot over there.”


  “Curious,” Zalheer whispered. “I cannot sense
her, either. The vatari crystals in her skin absorb Aetheric energy
and conceal her life energy.”


  “Not all of it,” Kaseya said. “I’ve always
noticed it a little bit, but it’s stronger now.”


  I grunted and smiled. “I told you, everyone’s
a natural at something.”


  Zalheer pursed his lips in thought. “What
else can you tell me about her?”


  “Not much,” Kaseya said. “She has piercing
green eyes and cute black hair, and she wears the most ridiculous
boots I’ve ever seen.”


  Valuri smacked her forehead. “Oh, for the
love of…”


  Kaseya smirked. “There’s nothing else to
sense. I just know where she is.”


  “Perhaps we can build on that in time,”
Zalheer said. “If the vatari crystals aren’t absorbing all
the Aetheric power around her, then perhaps…”


  I shook my head when he trailed off. “Perhaps
what?”


  “It seems unlikely, but perhaps there is a
way to harm the Senosi with magic after all,” he added. “A gap in
their armor, so to speak.”


  “I seriously doubt it,” Valuri muttered,
crossing her arms. “And before you ask, you’re not using me as a
test subject.”


  “I’m sure they wouldn’t dream of it,” I said
with a grin.


  Zalheer continued his lessons for another few
hours, and Kaseya listened attentively. Unsurprisingly, she didn’t
have any further breakthroughs. Training like this could take
weeks, months, or even years to really set in, which was a real
problem considering that none of us had any intention of staying
here that long. Still, anything was better than nothing. I was just
happy that she finally seemed interested in embracing her
powers.


  When we finally retired for evening, Zalheer
offered us his guest room upstairs. I wasn’t particularly worried
about the old man murdering us in our sleep anymore, but Val
insisted on taking watch regardless. I waited until Kaseya had
passed out to sneak into the hallway and confront the paranoid
Huntress.


  “You know, you could come to bed,” I said,
approaching her chair and rubbing her shoulders from behind. “At
this point I’m reasonably sure he’s not going to kill us.”


  “Reasonably sure doesn’t cut it,” Val replied
mildly. “Besides, I wouldn’t mind having some time alone to think.
None of this is going like I expected so far.”


  “Me, either. I assumed the stories about
Zalheer were bullshit, but I still figured he’d be at least
partially insane.”


  “You don’t think he is?”


  I grunted. “I think he’s worried. I also
think most sorcerers die long before they’re forty, so he’s had an
extra few decades of Aetheric currents whispering in his ears. I
doubt anyone comes out of that completely unscathed.”


  “Mm, remind me to get rid of you after a few
more years, then. I really don’t want to have to deal with your
Aether-addled brain.”


  “You’re too kind,” I said, brushing my hands
through her black hair. “You’re not upset about earlier,
right?”


  Valuri turned. “Upset about what?


  “Just that Kaseya and I were out…you
know.”


  “Jorem, you’ve fucked her in front of me
dozens of times,” Val said. “Why would I care that you plowed her
into a snow drift?”


  “I just…” I paused and licked at my lips. “I
love her. You know that, right?”


  “I just said I’ve watched you fuck her dozens
of times.”


  “Yeah, but that’s not what I mean. It’s not
just the sex. It’s…”


  Val turned and faced me, a coy grin on her
lips. “She’s special.”


  I nodded. “We have a connection, and not just
because of the stupid collar. I’ve never met anyone like her
before.”


  “So you think I’m jealous.”


  “I don’t want you to be,” I said, and meant
it. “I want you to know that I love you, too.”


  “Please don’t get sentimental. You know it
makes me sick.”


  “I’m serious. I love you and I always have.
Nothing has changed.”


  For a moment I thought she actually might
slap me, but then she leaned forward and kissed me instead. “I love
you, too, idiot,” she said. “I can’t believe you made me say
it.”


  I mock clutched at my chest. “I’m a romantic
at heart.”


  “I’ll remember that next time you’re fucking
her face so hard she can barely breathe.” Val’s green eyes
twinkled. “I like her too, you know, and as long as we’re all
willing to share I don’t care about anything else.” She paused for
a moment. “Though if Red learns that cock-growing spell from
Silhouette, I’m locking myself in a room with her all day.
Agreed?”


  I chuckled and kissed her again.
“Agreed.”


  “Good. Now go and get some sleep.”


  I smiled and started to turn away, but before
I took a step her hand reached out and grabbed my waist.


  “Actually, I’m getting a little tired and
could use a quick boost,” she said, pawing at the front of my
trousers. “Anything left in the spigot?”


  I grinned and helped her free my cock.
“Always.”


   



  ***


   



  We were all awake shortly after dawn, and
following a quick breakfast of fish and eggs Zalheer led us out to
a clear, flat area at the center of the village. A bit of grass
peeked through the snow here, enough that our footing wasn’t quite
as unstable.


  “If your Senosi friend is willing to help us,
there’s something else I would like to try,” Zalheer said.


  “Does it involve fire magic?” Valuri asked,
her hands hugging her body beneath her coat. “Because it’s still
cold as fuck out here.”


  “I want to further test her ability to sense
your presence in the Aether,” Zalheer explain. “On Nol Krovos, the
moshalim are all but forbidden to participate in physical
combat. Our amazons are expected to defend us, should the need ever
arise. But there are many other channeling traditions across the
world, including those that focus upon the blending of sword and
spell. These sorcerers use the Aether to enhance their physical
abilities beyond that of any normal warrior.”


  “Jorem is already able to bolster me through
our bond,” Kaseya pointed out.


  “Good. The moshalim have used similar
techniques for decades to great effect. But I want you to try
something different.” Zalheer reached into his pouch and produced a
blindfold. “I assume the Matriarch still trains potential amazons
in kaal’vess?”


  Kaseya nodded and took the cloth. “Of
course.”


  “Then this should be even easier for you,”
Zalheer said. “I want you to spar with your friend using only the
Aether as your guide.”


  “How original,” Valuri muttered, lowering her
hands and unsheathing the tiger claws in her gauntlets. “What is
this supposed to prove?”


  “Nothing. It is merely an opportunity for her
to further hone her senses.”


  The whole concept of fighting while blind
seemed incredibly silly to me, but I kept silent. Kaseya didn’t
seem to mind at all—she put on the blindfold and calmly drew her
sword as if she had done this a thousand times before. And knowing
her, she probably had.


  “Now, reach out through the Aether just like
you did last night,” Zalheer said. “Focus on your friend’s
presence. Track her movements as if you were the huntress and she
was the prey.”


  “Not bloody likely,” Valuri muttered. She
circled around the amazon for several seconds before she abruptly
lunged forward with an almost casual swipe of her claw. Kaseya
easily caught the attack on her shield, then repositioned for
another attack. Valuri repeated her assault from a few different
angles, but the result was always the same.


  “You rely upon your ears, not the Aether,”
Zalheer said.


  “That is how I was trained,” Kaseya told him,
her forehead still creased. “I hear her breathing. I hear the
crunch of her ridiculous heels in the snow.”


  Valuri groaned. “When we get back to town,
I’m making you wear thigh-highs for a week.”


  “Try again,” Zalheer said. “This time, your
physical senses will betray you.”


  I felt rather than heard the rumble in the
Aether. It took me a few seconds to realize what had happened, but
then I finally noticed that I couldn’t hear either of the girls
even though they were both still shuffling through the snow. It was
only when I closed my eyes and reached out myself that I could feel
Zalheer dampening all the vibrations around us. I didn’t understand
how it was possible, but he had effectively created a sound-proof
dome for several yards in all directions.


  Valuri noticed what was happening before I
did. Her lips curled into a wry grin, and she leapt forward in
another attack. This time, Kaseya was much slower—she only caught a
fraction of the claw strike on her shield, and the impact knocked
her off balance. Valuri, sensing her opponent’s weakness, deftly
dropped into a crouch and swept the amazon’s legs out from under
her.


  “It will take some getting used to,” Zalheer
said, temporarily suppressing his spell, “but you were obviously
able to sense something.”


  “Yes,” Kaseya grumbled, vaulting back to her
feet. “I know what to look for now.”


  “Good,” Zalheer said. “Again.”


  He resumed his spell, and I once again
marveled at how such a feat was even possible. But before I could
try to reach out and understand it, Kaseya’s body abruptly went
rigid, and she signaled for the old sorcerer to stop.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  She tore off her blindfold and shifted her
eyes up to the Peak. “We are not alone.”


  I barely had time to turn before the
bellowing cry of war horns thundered in the distance. My eyes
latched onto movement near the area where we’d battled the
barbarians, and a moment later I spotted a group of fur-clad
warriors riding enormous gray-white wolves.


  “Roskarim,” I whispered. “I thought you said
your wards would deter them from attacking the village.”


  “They normally do,” Zalheer said.


  “Then what…?” I trailed off as the answer
belatedly struck me. “Ayrael.”


  My lungs seized and my heart skipped several
beats. We had known all along that she might come after us, of
course, but none of us thought she would chase us all the way up
here—especially not so quickly…


  “How?” Valuri breathed. “How the hell did she
get here already?”


  “Because this was all a trap,” Kaseya said,
her eyes narrowing. “And Zalheer was the bait.”


  I sank my incisors into my lip. It was all
both painfully obvious and painfully irrelevant in retrospect.


  “We need to get the fuck out of here!” Valuri
shouted.


  “You can head east out of the village,”
Zalheer said, pointing. “There’s a path not far from here that will
eventually lead you down the mountain to the Frozen Tear. The
wolves won’t be able to follow.”


  “We’re not going anywhere,” Kaseya said, her
voice cold. “Not this time.”


  I shot her a long, blank stare. “We’re no
match for your sister. We knew that before we even came out
here!”


  “I am not running away from her again.”


  “Red, this is crazy,” Valuri said, her eyes
flicking up to the mountain pass. “We came here for information,
and we got it. Now it’s time to go!”


  Kaseya shook her head. “She butchered these
villagers. I will not allow her to harm anyone else again. One way
or another, this ends here.”


  I wanted to argue. I wanted to scream until I
could talk some sense into her. Failing that, I wanted to tackle
her and drag her along with us for her own good.


  But it was already too late. We were out of
time.


  The war horns grew louder as the wolf riders
emerged from the tall pines sheltering the pass. They fanned out
into a straight line, shoulder to shoulder, and stopped just before
they crossed Zalheer’s invisible wards. We were still several
hundred feet away from them, but I reflexively sheathed myself in
Aetheric armor and echoed the spell on Kaseya. A few moments later
a red-cloaked rider emerged from the center of the pack, her blonde
ponytail billowing out behind her.


  “Okay,” Valuri said, drawing her crossbows.
“We’re completely fucked.”


  Kaseya strode forward, slowly at first but
gaining speed with every step. I followed behind her, suddenly
wondering if falling in love with an amazon warrior had really been
such a great idea after all…


  “Hello again, sister,” Ayrael called out as
we approached. “I’m surprised you didn’t turn tail and run again. I
wanted to make sure you had ample warning.”


  I swallowed heavily and tried to steel
myself. The barbarians were scary enough, and their wolves were
even more horrifying—the bloody things were as long as horses, and
their yellow eyes glimmered like they were peering into my soul.
Then there was Ayrael herself, a tall, statuesque beauty who was
somehow more terrifying than all the damn wolves put together.


  “I will never run from you again,” Kaseya
said. “You have too much to answer for.”


  Ayrael snorted softly. “I see you’ve finally
met the old man. Good. I was hoping the two of you would have the
chance to chat. I wanted you to hear someone else explain why the
moshalim are not to be trusted.”


  “This isn’t about the moshalim,”
Kaseya said. “It’s not about Matriarch Lysara. It’s not about Nol
Krovos at all. This is about you and the despicable person you’ve
chosen to follow.”


  Ayrael’s smug grin actually widened. “You
don’t understand what you’re talking about, sister. You don’t know
anything about the Inquisitrix. You don’t know anything about what
we’re trying to accomplish.”


  “I know you want to destroy Nol Krovos. I
know you want to poison the Aether at its source.” Kaseya shook her
head. “I know that whatever your true intentions, thousands of
people will suffer and die because of them.”


  “In the short term, perhaps,” Ayrael
conceded. “But in the long run, we are going to build a better
world. A world without lies and secrets—a world uncorrupted by
wicked men. A world where young amazons are not transformed into
chattel without them even knowing it.” Her face twisted into a
scowl. “The Inquisitrix understands our suffering better than you
can imagine, Kaseya. She has lived it. She has endured it.
And now, with me at her side, she finally has the power to break
the world that has broken us.”


  “Even now, you do not understand the darkness
your mistress will unleash,” Zalheer said. “In time, the shadow
will eclipse you as well.”


  Ayrael turned and stared at him as if she had
just noticed he was there. “I will make you a deal, sister,” she
said. “If you and the old man come with me, your friends are free
to go.”


  “Hah!” Valuri snorted. “Yeah, that’s
convincing. Jorem is a sorcerer, and I’m a rogue Senosi. There’s
nothing in the multiverse that would convince her to ‘let us
go.’”


  “You are not nearly as important as you
believe,” Ayrael sneered. “And as for your Maskari…I am
doing both of you a favor, whether you realize it or not. The
choice is yours, sister. Come with me now, or I will kill both of
them anyway and drag you back to Vorsalos myself.”


  Kaseya shifted her grip on her sword and
settled into an obvious combat stance. “You can’t defeat all three
of us. Not even with the aid of your lackeys.”


  Ayrael smiled and opened her palm. I could
feel a tangible pull in the Aether as she reached out with her
Senosi powers and began siphoning the energy from Zalheer’s wards.
Her eyes began to glow so brightly it was almost blinding, and I
didn’t even want to imagine how powerful she had just become.


  “Beware the old man—he killed dozens of you
last time,” she said, unsheathing her sword. “Leave the rest of
them to me.”


  She charged. Valuri immediately fired her
crossbows, but Ayrael effortlessly caught the bolts with her
shield. Forcing myself not to panic, I focused all of my
concentration on bolstering Kaseya in the hopes of giving her a
small chance…


  But then the Roskarim were upon us. The
warriors charged, axes drawn and thirsting for blood, while their
channelers remained behind and hurled spheres of crackling energy
towards myself and Zalheer. The old man conjured a protective,
dome-shaped barrier around us just in time—the incoming spheres
splattered harmlessly against the shield. Unfortunately, the
barrier wouldn’t do anything to stop the charging barbarians or
their mounts.


  Thrusting out my hands, I repeated the tactic
I had used to thwart Ayrael’s ambush just outside of Highwind. A
focused burst of Aetheric energy erupted from my fingertips,
tearing up the snow-covered dirt and effectively creating a flaming
trench directly in front of the riders. At least half of them
tripped and fell in—the men’s surprised screams and the wolves’
pained yelps echoed across the village—but the rest managed to leap
through the dirt and flames and continue their charge.


  “Uh oh,” I muttered.


  I didn’t even have time to flinch before the
wolf slammed into me. My vision became an indecipherable white blur
as I soared through the air, then it went completely black when I
finally hit the ground and rolled through the upturned dirt.
Without my spell armor, I probably would have been crippled; even
with it, the air rushed out of my lungs and left me a gasping
mess.


  But I refused to give up. Rolling back to my
feet, I desperately tried to maintain my bolstering spell on Kaseya
while I simultaneously launched a sphere of flame from my hand. The
fireball detonated in between two of the riders, throwing them from
their saddles and igniting the white fur of their mounts. The
animals’ agonized shrieks wrenched at my soul, but I couldn’t
afford to feel sympathy—not when we were quite literally fighting
for our lives.


  Gasping for breath, I took a split second to
survey the battlefield. Zalheer was hovering in the air, his hands
crackling with lightning as he assaulted the Roskarim channelers.
He was like a living conduit of Aetheric power—it would have been
awe-inspiring if we weren’t so badly outnumbered. A few hundred
feet away, Kaseya and Valuri were still busy battling with Ayrael.
As usual, the Hand of the Inquisitrix seemed like she was toying
with them. She fended off their attacks one after another while she
continuously flipped back and forth between snow drifts, never
allowing herself to be pinned down or cornered.


  But to their credit, the girls weren’t making
it easy. Valuri moved in for a strike, matching Senosi strength
with Senosi strength, while Kaseya spun around and attempted to
flank her sister. When it didn’t quite work, they tried again a few
seconds later. They had truly become a synchronized fighting team
these past few weeks…


  Still, it wasn’t enough. Just when the girls
looked like they finally had Ayrael cornered, the exiled amazon
lashed out with a surprise attack, bashing her shield into Valuri
and then striking her with a powerful kick. The Huntress soared at
least ten feet through the air before she smashed into one of the
nearby houses and disappeared in a pile of snow and splintered
wood.


  “Defend the Tal’Shira!” Zalheer shouted as he
blasted another of the barbarians crawling out of the flaming
trench.


  I didn’t need any further encouragement.
Dragging myself back to my feet, I trudged past the incinerated
corpses of the nearby riders and focused all my power on Kaseya.
The sisterly duel was downright mesmerizing. They flitted across
the snow in a graceful, deadly dance as the high-pitched clash of
their sword rang out across the village. Kaseya was clearly putting
up more of a fight than her sister expected—I actually saw visible
strain on Ayrael’s face for the first time. But even my untrained
eyes could tell she was still going to win unless I did something
drastic.


  Taking another deep breath, I summoned the
Aether to my hands. I might not have been able to strike Ayrael
directly, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t help. I pointed at the
house just behind the two women, and a scintillating bolt of energy
arced from my fingertips and struck the awning, blasting it free of
its frame and sending the whole thing crashing down right atop
Ayrael. She glanced up just in time to watch the frame collapsing
on top of her, and I saw her sword hack upwards at the falling wood
before she also vanished in a cloud of debris.


  Kaseya, embracing her moment of respite,
glanced back over at her shoulder at me between breaths. “You have
to blast her, Jorem,” she said. “You have to strike her with
everything you have.”


  I froze in place. “What? But that will
just—”


  Before I could finish, Ayrael burst out of
debris and flipped back to her feet. Her eyes were still glowing
bright green, and I watched in horror as the lacerations on her
arms and cheeks healed before my eyes.


  “Your Maskari is truly clever,
sister,” she said, casting aside her shield and shifting to a
two-handed grip. “But we both know he cannot stop me. No one
can.”


  “Do it, Jorem,” Kaseya said. “You have to
trust me.”


  He lunged forward and met her sister
blade-to-blade. I genuinely had no idea what she was thinking, and
there wasn’t time to activate the ring and find out. All I knew was
that the moment I blasted Ayrael, she would feed off my magic and
become even more powerful. What possible purpose would that
serve?


  Trust me, Jorem. I know what I’m doing.


  As her words rippled through our bond, I bit
down on my lip and summoned all the power I could muster. The
Aether burned in my veins and seared through my muscles; I could
feel its power strengthening me and crippling me at the same time.
Overchanneling would almost certainly leave me broken, but Kaseya
must have had a good reason…


  I screamed as I unleashed another surge of
pure Aetheric energy. The coruscating bolts struck Ayrael, briefly
knocking her backwards. Any normal person would have been
completely vaporized, but the vatari crystals in her flesh drank
greedily, siphoning away the magic before it could harm her. I felt
my strength waning even as hers waxed.


  And then suddenly, for seemingly no reason at
all, I could feel her presence in the Aether. It was faint and
cloudy, almost like looking through a smudged window, but the more
I concentrated the more vivid the sensations became. Soon I could
see the ripples of her life force, the pounding of her heart…and
the impossibly tiny gaps in her Senosi armor.


  Ayrael screamed in pain. For the first few
seconds I didn’t believe what my ears were telling me, but then I
felt an unexpected rush of power shudder through me. The bolts of
energy crackling from my fingertips became a torrent, and I watched
as Ayrael dropped her sword and flew backwards like she had just
been struck by a gale force wind. She skidded across the snow and
didn’t stop until she reached the rocky plateau on the southern
cliff of the village.


  An awed silence descended across the
battlefield, and I glanced down at my hands in bewilderment. I had
never channeled that much power before; I didn’t even think it was
possible to channel that much power before. My forearms
tingled like they had fallen asleep, but there didn’t seem to be
any other consequence from overchanneling.


  I didn’t understand what the hell had just
happened until I glanced up at Kaseya. She was crouched in the
snow, her brow creased in concentration. It was only then that I
felt the surge of power still rippling through our magical bond…and
I finally understood.


  “Unbelievable,” I whispered. While I had
spent most of the battle bolstering her, she had finally discovered
a way to bolster me. Through the power of our bond, she had
absorbed half the backlash from overchanneling, effectively
allowing me to channel twice as much power. And her keen Aetheric
senses had enabled me to pinpoint and target Ayrael’s
weaknesses…


  “Jorem,” Kaseya breathed through clenched
teeth. “Zalheer…”


  I turned back to the old man. He was barely
visible through the field of smoldering bodies and the clouds of
smoke, but apparently the barbarians had finally overwhelmed him.
One of the riders had slung the insensate sorcerer onto the back of
his mount, and the surviving Roskarim appeared ready to
retreat.


  “No,” I growled, stretching out my hands
again and letting the Aether flow through me. “You
can’t—argh!”


  I collapsed face-first into the snow as a
jolt of pain shot through my whole body. My muscles seized up, and
my breaths came in shallow rasps. Kaseya staggered to my side, but
by the time she touched my arm the worst had already passed.
Apparently I hadn’t completely avoided an overchanneling backlash
after all.


  “Dammit,” I hissed, clawing back to a crouch.
The Roskarim had already made it back to the pass, and we had no
way to pursue them. “We need to find Val.”


  The words had just left my mouth when she
dragged herself out of the nearby rubble and snarled. She was
covered in soot, and her face was streaked with tiny cuts. The
splotches of blood on her legs were thick and disturbing; I would
have been mortified if not for the fact she could regenerate almost
any wound even faster than I could magically heal them.


  “What the hell happened?” Val asked. “Where
is she?”


  I pointed over to the cliff as Kaseya and I
helped each other to our feet. I could hear Ayrael’s body sizzling
long before I spotted her, and the acrid stench of flesh flooded my
nostrils even before that. I could barely believe she was still
alive—my attack had practically seared off the left side of her
face.


  “No,” she blurted out. “No, this isn’t
possible! I am Senosi. I am an amazon. You are nothing!”


  “It’s over, sister,” Kaseya said, raising her
sword. “Even your mistress can’t protect you from us.”


  Ayrael’s head whipped around, and she shot
her sister a baleful glare. I could already see the melted flesh on
her cheeks healing itself. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You
don’t know the truth!”


  Kaseya sighed. “Order your men to return with
Zalheer, and we’ll show you mercy.”


  Ayrael glanced up to the mountain pass, a
bitter sneer tugging at her lips. “This isn’t over. Tell Matriarch
Lysara I’ll be seeing her soon.”


  With that, she braced herself against the
rocks, dragged herself to her feet…and dove off the edge of the
mountain.


  She had already vanished from sight by the
time we raced forward to look. The drop was more of a jagged slope
than a true cliff, though the odds of anyone surviving the tumble
were practically zero—unless that person happened to be a
regenerating Senosi.


  “Dammit,” I hissed.


  Valuri shook her head. “I don’t understand.
How the hell did you burn her?”


  “It’s a long story,” I murmured, craning my
neck back towards the pass. “I’ll explain on the way.”


   



  ***


   



  Realistically, there was no way in hell we
could possibly catch up to the Roskarim riders. We all knew that,
but we pushed forward anyway for some reason. Maybe we were banking
on the barbarians making a wrong turn and getting stuck in a snow
drift. Maybe we were just holding out hope that Zalheer would wake
up and break himself free.


  Or maybe we just didn’t know what else to
do.


  “We might be able to reach Icewatch by
nightfall if we push it,” I said as we circled around the Peak.
“It’s all downhill from here.”


  “Yeah, and then what?” Valuri muttered,
shivering beneath her furs. Her wounds had healed some time ago,
but her Senosi powers still had no answer for the cold. “The
Roskarim are probably heading north to rejoin their war bands in
the White Ridge.”


  “Or they will head west and try to bring
Zalheer to Vorsalos,” Kaseya said.


  “Actually, yeah, that’s almost certainly it.
I still can’t believe the Inquisitrix would ally with the
barbarians, but even if she did it’s not like she’d trust them with
an important prisoner.” Valuri swore under her breath. “He’ll be
strapped down on one of her torture racks by the end of the week,
and there isn’t a damn thing we can do about it.”


  I wanted to argue with her, but my arms were
still tingling and I couldn’t muster the energy. She was right:
barring a miracle, there was absolutely nothing we could do. I had
finally met a master sorcerer willing to train us, and less than a
day later I had managed to get him captured by the Inquisitrix.


  “Silhouette has spies all over the region,” I
said. “I’ll bet she has people in Vorsalos, too. Maybe they’ll be
able to help him.”


  “Maybe,” Valuri replied, her voice suddenly
tight. “But what do you think she’s going to do about that?”


  She pointed north as we curled around the
Peak. From here, we could see for dozens and dozens of miles in
every direction, including deep into the White Ridge. On the way up
we hadn’t noticed much of anything aside from a few campfires and
the occasional beast, but now there was an enormous, undulating
black wall gathering on the horizon. If the sky had been any
murkier, I might have mistaken it for an immense cloud of fog…at
least until the pounding of the war drums began echoing off the
mountains.


  “Gods have mercy,” Kaseya breathed. “Are
they…”


  I nodded silently. I had never actually seen
a fully mobilized army with my own eyes. Vorsalos only had a few
thousand soldiers activated at a time, and they were almost never
stationed inside or around the actual city. I had only seen
paintings and illustrations depicting massive battles, and I’d
always assumed they exaggerated most of the details—particularly
when orcs and barbarians were involved.


  Obviously, I had been mistaken.


  “My instructors used to insist that the
Roskarim were a bigger threat than the Highwind Council wanted to
admit,” Valuri said. “The only thing keeping them in check was
chaos—the tribes couldn’t organize under a single leader. After the
Winter War, everyone assumed that would remain the case for a
generation.”


  I swallowed and nearly choked. It was
impossible to get an accurate count from this distance, but there
had to be at least twenty thousand barbarians out there, far more
than any other standing army in the Northern Reaches. From the
looks of it, they were already marching towards Icewatch.


  “Escar’s mercy,” I breathed. “They’ll
outnumber the Silver Fist twenty to one.”


  “Remember when we were convinced that the
Inquisitrix was playing the long game?” Valuri asked. “Remember
when we thought she would be willing to wait years and years to
slowly undermine the Highwind Council and throw the city into
chaos?”


  “The Duskwatch scouts will have surely
spotted them by now. They’ll have already put out a call for
reinforcements.”


  “And what difference do you think that’s
going to make?” Valuri shook her head. “My plan to run south and
leave all this shit behind is looking better and better.”


  “For once,” I rasped, “I think you may be
right.”


   



   



   





  

    
      
    

  




  1


   



  Nearly every man I’d ever met, from the
wealthiest noble scion to the most downtrodden orphan, had spent at
least part of his youth dreaming about one day becoming a soldier.
As boys, we all imagined wearing polished armor and brandishing
enormous swords; as adolescents, we imagined fucking all the women
who would inevitably swoon over our glorious conquests. And then
finally as men, we realized that war was actually hell, and no
sword or armor or cunt in the world was worth having your guts
ripped out.


  “How the hell do you even organize that many
men?” I whispered as I stared out at the undulating horde of
Roskarim warriors. They were marching across the snowy foothills of
the White Ridge towards the gatekeeper fortress of Icewatch.


  “You promise them gold and spoils,” Valuri
muttered from next to me. “And a whole lot of rape.”


  My lip twitched in disgust. The sun was
rapidly sinking into the horizon, bathing the distant army in a
soft crimson glow. The Roskarim were still several dozen miles
away, far enough that they wouldn’t reach the fortress for at least
another day or two depending on how many catapults they were
dragging along with them. The barbarians may have been “primitive”
by the standards of Highwind, but that didn’t make them any less
threatening. Like the orcs of the Shattered Peaks, the Roskarim
understood war…and they never grew out of their child-like wonder
for death and pillage.


  “We should keep moving,” Kaseya beckoned from
further down the hill. “Sir Derec will want to know everything we
learned about my sister.”


  I nodded and reluctantly turned back towards
the path. We had been trudging through the mountains for a solid
twelve hours now without a single stop to eat, piss, or rest. For
the first several hours Kaseya had held out hope that we would be
able to catch up with the Roskarim wolf riders who had captured
Zalheer, but at this point even she realized the chase was over.
The old moshalim sorcerer would soon be at the mercy of the
Inquisitrix and her Senosi, and there wasn’t a damn thing we could
do about it.


  Kaseya’s newfound powers were the only good
news we’d gotten on this trip. Not only had she discovered that she
could sense the presence of Senosi, she could also identify the
weak points in their Aetheric resistance. Through our shared bond,
I had been able to channel far more power than ever before, and I
had actually wounded her sister, Ayrael. In time, I might even be
able to kill a Senosi…assuming a crumbling, undermanned fortress
could repel the largest army the Northern Reaches had seen in the
better part of two decades. I wasn’t holding my breath.


  We arrived at the fortress about an hour
later, and it was depressingly obvious that the situation might
have been even worse than we’d feared.


  “I guess this is what happens when a
forgotten garrison finally faces a real threat,” Valuri commented
as we maneuvered through the chaos engulfing the main bailey. “You
would think they’d be better prepared. Some of these people are old
enough to have fought in the Winter War.”


  I nodded in silent agreement. It wasn’t as
bad as it could have been, certainly—the battlements were manned,
the catapults were loaded, and the defenders were reasonably
well-equipped. The problem mostly came down to numbers…or the
distinct lack thereof. Five hundred soldiers couldn’t hold this
castle against ten thousand no matter how well trained or
provisioned.


  Still, the leadership structure here was also
clearly stretched well beyond capacity. I hadn’t a clue how armies
were organized beyond the very basics, but it seemed to me like
they didn’t have nearly enough officers to go around. The squires
and servants running back and forth across the courtyard looked
more like decapitated chickens than professional warriors. I could
only hope they would settle down in time.


  “We need to find Sir Derec,” I said,
squinting as I swept my eyes back and forth across the castle. “If
he’s still lounging about the whorehouse, I’m going to punch him in
the face.”


  “He’s not,” Kaseya said, gesturing off to our
left with her chin. The man in question was busy speaking with
several other Silver Fist knights near the southern watchtower. “He
seems occupied. Perhaps we should wait?”


  “We really don’t have the time,” I lamented.
“Come on.”


  Thankfully, we didn’t have to interrupt him
and make the situation even more awkward. He spotted us approaching
and dismissed his men before we moved within earshot.


  “Thank Escar you’re all right,” Sir Derec
breathed, nodding and smiling at each of us in turn. “When our
scouts spotted the Roskarim prowling through the mountains, I
feared the worst.”


  “We made it out…mostly,” I muttered. “You’re
the one with the real problem.”


  He nodded gravely, and his eyes drifted over
to the main gate. “Reinforcements are already on the way. Highlord
Kastrius is planning to lead a thousand knights and a dozen guild
wizards himself.”


  “Only a thousand?” Kaseya asked. “You’ll
still be badly outnumbered.”


  “The Highlord couldn’t convince the Council
to spare any more men, at least not yet.” Derec pursed his lips.
“They have far more confidence in Icewatch’s walls than I
do…probably because I’ve actually seen them with my own eyes.”


  I glanced back over my shoulder to the
crumbling stone. On our way here, Valuri had commented that if war
with Vorsalos ever came, the Inquisitrix wouldn’t hold back in
attacking such a transparently vulnerable position. Her words had
been more prophetic than any of us realized.


  “Have the Roskarim sent any messages or made
any demands?” I asked.


  “No, and I don’t expect them to,” Derec said.
“They’re savages—conversation isn’t really their style. I just
don’t understand how in the bloody abyss they managed to organize
the tribes again.”


  “Ayrael,” Kaseya said. “They are here because
of Ayrael.”


  The knight turned to face her, a shadow
falling over his annoyingly handsome face. “But that’s…” he trailed
off and shook his head. “That’s not possible. Why would barbarians
follow an amazon?”


  “I doubt they’re ‘following’ her—they
probably just struck a deal with the Inquisitrix,” I said. “We
don’t know all the details, but apparently she forged an alliance
with them several months ago. They’ve probably been amassing their
forces and preparing for an attack ever since.”


  Derec hissed softly, his brow creased in
thought. “Solemi needs to know about this. So does the Council, for
all the good it will do.” He paused and swore under his breath. “I
wish we knew more. Something about this still doesn’t feel
right.”


  “A lot of things about this don’t seem
right,” I muttered. “Anyway, long story short: the Roskarim
captured Zalheer, and we’re trying to catch up with them. I don’t
suppose you happened to see them ride by?”


  “I’m afraid not,” the knight lamented. “Damn.
Did you even have a chance to speak with him?”


  “We did, and he told us a few things about
Ayrael,” I said, avoiding specifics for the time being. “You were
right that he’s on our side, and we could use his help. I don’t
even want to think about what the Inquisitrix has planned for
him.”


  Derec bit down on his lip. “I wish I could
help, but there’s nothing I can do with an army on our doorstep.
This may sound harsh, but he is probably on his own. You should get
back to Highwind and tell Solemi everything you learned.”


  “I agree,” Valuri said. “The sooner we get
out of here, the better.”


  Kaseya turned and glowered at her. “You would
abandon a comrade so easily?”


  “First, Zalheer isn’t a ‘comrade’—he’s an old
kook who you wanted to skewer less than a day ago. Second, Pretty
Boy here is right—there isn’t a bloody thing we can do for the old
man right now.”


  “Is that how you felt when Jorem didn’t
attempt to rescue you from the Inquisitrix?”


  A cold, awkward silence settled between the
two women. It might have been the first time in my life I had ever
seen Val rendered speechless, even for a moment.


  “This isn’t quite the same thing,” I managed,
not sure whether I believed it or not. “And regardless, the point
is that the Inquisitrix will use this chaos to her advantage. I
guarantee she’ll have something planned for Highwind while the
Roskarim throw themselves against the wall here. All things
considered, I would rather be back in the city where we can make a
real difference.”


  Derec glanced between us, sensing the obvious
tension. “It won’t be easy, but I can probably wrangle up some
fresh horses for you,” he said. “If you ride hard, you could—”


  “We can’t just leave,” Kaseya repeated.
“Zalheer is still out there, Jorem. I can feel him.”


  I met her eyes and studied her face. I
couldn’t sense anything, but I had no doubt that she could. My
current assumption was that the Roskarim were planning on dragging
the moshalim back to Vorsalos so the Inquisitrix could
torture the secrets of Nol Krovos out of him, but maybe defeating
Ayrael had fucked up their plans somehow.


  “We’ll think about it,” I said after a
moment, turning back to Derec. “I’m sure you need to get back to
your men anyway.”


  The knight nodded. In addition to his
irritatingly good looks, he was also cunning enough to recognize a
polite request for privacy when he heard one. “I’ll be around if
you need me,” he said. “I doubt anyone’s going to be getting much
sleep around here for a while.”


  After offering us a short bow and an abridged
salute, Derec disappeared into the chaos of the courtyard. I let
out a heavy sigh and rubbed my fingers across the three-day stubble
peppering my chin.


  “Staying here is a terrible idea,” Valuri
said, her voice oddly tense. “And both of you are smart enough to
know it.”


  “We’ll stay the night and see if we have an
epiphany,” I said before an argument could break out. The girls had
grown rather fond of one another over these past few weeks, but
that didn’t mean that their personalities were suddenly compatible.
Valuri’s cool pragmatism and Kaseya’s sense of duty went about as
well together as peppercorn on a pastry.


  “Fine,” Val said, flicking her wrist
dismissively. “I’ll meet you back at the inn later. I’m going to
lurk around here for a bit.”


  I cocked an eyebrow. “What do you think
you’re going to find?”


  “I don’t know. That’s the point.”


  She strode away before I could press her for
details. I watched her vanish into the crowd of soldiers and slowly
shook my head.


  “I really wish you hadn’t reopened that old
wound,” I whispered.


  “Was I wrong?” Kaseya asked.


  “That’s not really the point,” I said,
swallowing the lump in my throat. “Come on, let’s buy a room and
get something to eat. I’d rather not stare down the apocalypse on
an empty stomach.”


   



  ***


  


  Icewatch only had one inn, and right now it
was probably the calmest place in the whole fortress. The travelers
and merchants who normally filled the beds had already bolted back
to Highwind, and that was unlikely to change as long the Roskarim
remained a threat. I was honestly a little surprised that the
innkeeper and her husband hadn’t boarded the place up and left
themselves. They probably didn’t have anywhere else to go.


  I paid them double the normal rate, half out
of pity and half to make sure we got the best room available. It
didn’t hold a candle to the suite at the Knight’s Lantern,
of course, but that was hardly a fair comparison. After a full day
on the road without with a break, comfy beds and a hot meal were
more than enough.


  Kaseya didn’t even bother eating before she
sat down in front of the fire and started probing the Aether for
any trace of Zalheer. I considered joining her and trying to help,
but I knew there wasn’t a whole lot I could do. I couldn’t bolster
her in the same way she could bolster me…at least not yet. Though
even if I could, I was so bloody tired I probably wouldn’t have
bothered anyway.


  I passed out halfway through my glass of
wine, though I awoke not long afterwards to the sight of Valuri
unbuckling my belt. Kaseya, strangely, was nowhere to be seen.


  “What…” I groaned, sitting up and blinking
the fog from my vision. “Did you learn anything?”


  “Only that this place is probably even more
fucked than we thought,” she grumbled. “Icewatch isn’t just short
on men. Apparently the Highwind Council has been using it as their
personal doghouse for a while now.”


  “What?” I asked as she almost violently
ripped my trousers from my legs.


  “Almost everyone up on the walls is being
disciplined for one reason or another,” Val explained.
“Incompetence, insubordination, desertion…you name it. Instead of
throwing them in the dungeon, they get sent here for a few months.
And now they’re the only thing standing between Highwind and a
horde of angry barbarians.”


  “That’s…not good,” I murmured. “The Highlord
and his army better get here soon.”


  “I seriously doubt it will make a difference.
The Inquisitrix is right about one thing—peace has made Highwind
soft.”


  With my clothes out of the way, she hopped up
on the bed and began furiously stroking my flaccid member to life.
I noticed that she hadn’t eaten the food we had set out for her,
but that wasn’t exactly surprising. My cock was holding the only
meal she cared about.


  “Come on, you’ve had all day to recuperate,”
Valuri said, licking at her lips. “Don’t tell me you’re finally
tapped.”


  “No, but I would appreciate a little wining
and dining first,” I grunted. “I’m not your personal spigot.”


  “Red was busy chatting with the innkeeper
downstairs, so you’re all I’ve got. Come on…”


  Grinning impishly, I grabbed onto her
shoulders and threw her down onto the bed. Normally, her Senosi
strength would have been more than enough to overpower me, but she
was obviously drained from the day’s journey. I had no trouble
straddling her waist or pinning her arms behind her head.


  “You could at least try asking politely,” I
scolded her. “Something like ‘hey, Jorem, I’m hungry. Would you
mind helping me out?’ Or maybe try: ‘hey, Jorem, I’m hungry. Will
you please cum on my pretty little face?’”


  “Fuck off,” Val growled, struggling pitifully
against my grip. “This isn’t funny.”


  “Actually, it’s hilarious.” I leaned down far
enough to kiss the tip of her nose, snickering the whole time. I
knew her well enough that I had mentally catalogued the various
stages of her hunger. Despite her weakness and mildly bloodshot
eyes, she was still a long way off from being truly desperate.
There was no better time to torment her.


  “I really hate you sometimes,” she
protested.


  “You know what they say: hate is the truest
form of love.”


  “Literally no one has ever said that.”


  I shrugged and kissed her. Her body might
have been drained and listless, but her tongue was not. Within
seconds she was practically attacking me, and it wasn’t until I
felt a sudden spike of pain that I belatedly realized what she was
doing.


  “Ow!” I hissed, pulling away and licking at
my lower lip. I could taste blood from where she’d bitten me, and
when I glanced down I watched her roll the red liquid across her
tongue like she really was a vampire. Her tattoos didn’t start
glowing, but the bloodshot streaks in her eyes did fade away.


  “Much better,” Valuri breathed. “Now give me
what I really want.”


  She was still too weak to escape, but the
impish glimmer in her eyes told me she didn’t want to. I mock
glared at her for a moment before I finally released her arms and
grabbed the strings of her corset. I had struggled to properly
remove it for a long time after we’d met. My clumsiness had earned
plenty of derisive chortles over the years, but at this point I
could tear it off as easily as my own shirt. Once her pale tits
were free, I slouched forward and sucked her nipples into my mouth
one after the other.


  “This still isn’t what I want,” she protested
even as she moaned in delight.


  “I’m a sorcerer, not a psychic.”


  She smacked me gently with her free hand.
“Jorem…”


  “I want to hear it,” I said, leaning up and
grinning down at her. “Tell me what you want. Tell me what you
need.”


  Valuri clutched my head in both hands and
grabbed hold of my short hair. Her green eyes glimmered with lust.
“Give me your cum, Jorem. Give it to me now!”


  “See? Was that really so hard?”


  Shuffling forward, I straddled her stomach
and speared my cock between her tits. She helpfully pushed them
together for me when I started thrusting, and she opened her mouth
and stretched out with her tongue so she could lick the swollen
head whenever it drew close. I hadn’t fucked her like this in a
long time, and I’d forgotten just how much I’d missed it. While I
usually preferred the smoldering embrace of her throat or cunt,
there was something uniquely satisfying about fucking a woman’s
tits. Maybe it was just the foreknowledge that I was about to treat
her pretty face like my own personal handkerchief.


  “Come on,” she begged, her eyes glimmering.
“Cover me. Drench me!”


  I leaned forward and braced my hands on the
headboard for leverage. I could already feel a climax approaching,
but I made sure to pace myself and drag this out as long as
possible. I had always been enamored by the way Val’s eyes in
particular looked at my cock. When I fucked Kaseya’s tits—or mouth
or cunt or ass—her face warmed with genuine affection. She happily
played the role of the attentive lover; half her joy came from
knowing how much pleasure her lips and body were giving me.


  But with Val, everything was different. She
always looked at me desperately, hungrily, even if I had just fed
her a few minutes ago. She didn’t just want my cock; she
needed my cock. It was quite literally the only thing
sustaining her on a regular basis.


  “Please,” she begged, her lips open and
parched. “Please, cum all over me, Jorem!”


  I exploded mid-thrust, blasting her nose and
forehead with a searing hot jet of seed. The second and third
volleys barely lost any strength; I painted her cheeks, nose, and
lips before the last few spurts splattered across her chin and
neck. I doubt she actually felt any of it—her entire body seized up
and entered a feeding trance the instant the first blast struck her
skin.


  A few final dribbles oozed from the head of
my cock, which I promptly smeared all over her tits. “Gods, you
look like such a whore right now,” I said, watching as her glowing
eyes rolled back into her head. “A really terrifying, demonic
whore…”


  If Valuri heard me, she didn’t react. She
just laid there twitching spastically, and I slowly traced my
fingers along her tattoos. I sometimes wished they were visible
more often—the ones on her stomach in particularly were incredibly
sexy. I kissed her belly while I gradually slipped off her boots
and trousers.


  “Fuck,” she said eventually, lifting her
fingers to the mess on her face. “I guess that fight this morning
took more out of me than I thought…”


  “Well, you did get kicked through a house,” I
reminded her. “Then you walked twelve hours through the mountains
on heels.”


  Val grunted and shoveled several globs of
seed into her mouth before it cooled. “I don’t think I’ll ever be
able to forgive the gods for making you taste so good.”


  “According to some people they’re not even
real. Maybe I’m just naturally delicious.”


  “That’s even worse.”


  “Then maybe you just have bizarre
tastes.”


  “Just shut up and fuck me already, would
you?”


  Grinning, I pushed apart her knees and
lowered my lips to her already sodden quim. I lashed her clit with
my tongue while I eased my left ring finger inside her. Her soft
moans and euphoric convulsions stirred my cock back to life in less
than a minute. I didn’t scoot up and fuck her right away, though—I
wanted to get her off at least once with my tongue just to remind
her exactly what she was missing.


  “Escar’s….fuck!” she cried out, grabbing my
hair with her hand. Her slender thighs squeezed my head so hard it
actually hurt, and I belatedly remembered how easily she could
crush me with her Senosi strength. I was fortunate she had enough
control to hold back.


  When she finally came down and relaxed her
grip, I licked my way up her taut belly and crawled between her
legs. Thanks to her superhuman agility, I was able to grab her
calves and push them all the way down to the bed until her feet
were flanking her head. I took a moment to appreciate her
glistening, gaping cunt before I slammed the head of my cock inside
her.


  Valuri screamed so loudly that half the
fortress probably would have heard her if not for the chaos
outside, and her nails clawed into my back hard enough to draw
blood. I might have been annoyed if it wasn’t so damn hot. Instead
I pounded her so relentlessly, so ruthlessly, that any
normal woman—even Kaseya—would have begged me to stop.


  Senosi durability had its advantages.


  “Give it to me,” she begged, her eyes glowing
like hot green coals. “Give me everything you have left!”


  “It’s going inside you where it belongs,” I
taunted.


  “What?” she gasped. Her eyes widened in
horror like a teenager who was afraid of getting pregnant. “You
better not!”


  “I’ve seen you feed from it before,” I said,
slamming into her so hard the bedframe creaked. “I bet you’ve been
lying to me this whole time, haven’t you? You’re just a slut who
likes wearing my cum on her tits.”


  I was just teasing her to try and get a rise
out of her—the only thing better than fucking a hot, hungry Senosi
was fucking a hot, hungry, angry Senosi—but then her
expression abruptly shifted, and I realized I had unintentionally
struck a nerve.


  “Holy shit, I’m right, aren’t I?” I gasped.
“You don’t actually need me to cum on you!”


  Her lip twitched. “It makes it easier for me
to feed.”


  “No, it doesn’t,” I said, snickering so wide
I stopped pumping her altogether. “It’s never made a damn bit of
sense, but I just went along with it anyway.”


  “Because you like it,” Valuri said, digging
her nails into my again. “So what the hell are you complaining
about?”


  She made an excellent point. I slammed into
her again, even harder than before. The bed squeaked and shuddered
in rhythm with the slapping of our flesh. I almost couldn’t believe
she had been lying to me for years just so I would pull out and cum
all over her. And yet for some reason I couldn’t explain, I loved
her even more because of it.


  “Fuck!”


  I barely had a chance to grab my cock before
it started firing. This load might have been even bigger than the
last one, as hard as that was to believe, and by the time I
finished spurting Val looked like a whore who had just been
gangbanged by three different men. My seed was everywhere—her lips,
her chin, her tits, even her eyelids. And I’m not sure I had ever
seen her happier.


  “Shalassa’s sweet tits, you are a mess,” I
breathed, falling over next to her. “And you fucking love it, don’t
you?”


  “Shut up,” Valuri said, licking a stray glob
from her lip. “Why don’t you make yourself useful and tell the
innkeeper to draw me a hot bath.”


  “You just had one.”


  She sighed. “Fine, I’ll do it.”


  “As funny as that would be, it’s probably not
a good idea.”


  “Why? Worried I’ll give the old maid a heart
attack?”


  “Yeah, but not because of the mess,” I said.
“You look like a bloody demon right now.”


  “Oh, right,” Valluri muttered. “Well then get
your ass down there and start the water. And make sure you heat it
up.” She paused and shrugged. “You should probably find out what
the hell is taking Red so long, too. I bet she’s gushing all over
the floor.”


  I stood and nodded. Now that I thought about
it, Kaseya really had been gone a long time. A sudden surge
of panic rippled through me, and I activated my ring and stretched
out through the Aether. I felt her presence downstairs in the
common room. She wasn’t hurt or scared…on the contrary, she was
preternaturally calm.


  “She’s still downstairs,” I said, standing
and collecting my trousers. “I’ll be back.”


  I found her sitting cross-legged and alone in
front of the fire, her eyes closed and her body strangely rigid.
The innkeeper gave me a strange look, probably because my hair was
a mess and she’d heard Valuri screaming.


  “Your other girl has been sitting like that
for an hour,” the old woman said.


  “She’s…pensive,” I muttered, trying to ignore
the sudden rush of heat in my cheeks. Loud sex was amazing in the
heat of the moment, but afterwards it was always embarrassing as
hell. “Can you, uh…can you draw a bath?”


  “Already started,” she said, gesturing down
the hall before she disappeared back into the kitchen. If I hadn’t
paid her double, I had a feeling she would have thrown us out.


  Shaking away the thought, I swept up behind
Kaseya and touched her shoulder. As far as I knew, she had shared
in almost every climax I’d had ever since I’d fastened the
tan’ratha collar around her neck. She should have been busy
trying to catch her breath and put out the fire in her quim…


  “Hey, you home?”


  She didn’t move. Frowning in concern, I
crouched down next to her and reached out to the Aether. I could
feel a strange swirl of energy encircling her almost like she was
sitting at the center of localized storm. I had never encountered
anything like it.


  “When you said you wanted to meditate, I
didn’t realize you meant turning into a statue,” I said, pinching
her skin. When she still didn’t move, I swallowed nervously and ran
a hand through her hair. “If this is some kind of magic, maybe Val
can disjoin it. I’ll go and—”


  I never finished the sentence. In one moment
I was touching Kaseya, and in the next I was standing inside a
strange bluish cavern I had never seen before. I had to blink
several times to make certain I wasn’t hallucinating, and it took
me almost a minute to realize I was trapped in another
dreamscape.


  “What the hell?” I muttered, my head whipping
back and forth. The cave surrounding me was enormous—a pair of
fully-grown dragons could have rolled around in here without
bumping into one another. The stone looked blue thanks to the
ominous, glowing crystal formations lining the walls.


  “We’re beneath Nol Krovos. This is the Fount
of Velhari.”


  My head whipped around so quickly I probably
would have broken my neck if any of this were real. Kaseya was
standing about twenty yards away from me across the cavern, her
eyes locked onto something in an adjacent cubby.


  “What the…?” I swallowed and forced myself to
breathe. “How the hell are you doing this?”


  “I’m not,” she said. “I was pulled into this
place when I tried to stretch my senses out across the White Ridge.
I didn’t know why first, but then I realized it was because of
Zalheer. He was reaching out to me…”


  I paused and shuffled closer to her,
struggling to let all of this sink in. “So he’s alive, then.”


  “For the moment,” Kaseya said. “He is badly
injured, and he doesn’t believe we can help him. He’s surrounded by
a thousand Roskarim warriors.”


  I swore under my breath. “Does he know what
they’re planning?”


  “Not precisely. I’m not even convinced that
he’s conscious.” She sighed. “I suspect they are waiting for Ayrael
to return before they try and move him.”


  “So basically, it’s just as bad as we
thought,” I grumbled. “Fantastic.”


  “He wanted to make certain we saw this just
in case,” Kaseya said.


  Once I drew closer to her, I could finally
peer into the adjacent cavern. It was filled with a huge,
shimmering pool of liquid that may have been the most beautiful
thing I had ever seen. At the center was another glowing
crystalline structure that almost looked like a tree. I could sense
the Aether pouring off of it; the emanations shuddered through the
cavern like a tremor.


  “It almost feels…alive,” I rasped.


  “I think it is,” Kaseya said. “When I reach
out, I can hear it speaking to me.”


  I braced myself against the stone and
stretched out with my senses. I had heard stories of Aetheric
“wells” before—in the distant past, some ancient empire or another
had created nexuses of power where they could bolster their
channeling abilities to unfathomable levels. I didn’t understand
the why or the how, but this seemed like it confirmed their
existence, at the very least.


  “If the Inquisitrix performs her vatari
ritual here, she will collapse the Three Corridors,” Kaseya said.
“We cannot allow her to succeed.”


  I nodded slowly. I had absolutely no bloody
clue how the three of us were going to stop her, of course, but it
wasn’t as if we had ever allowed a total lack of plan to stop us
before.


  “Do you know how to get out of here?” I
asked.


  “Yes. Take my hand.”


  I did as she asked, and a moment later the
two of us were lying in front of the fire at the Icewatch inn. I
blinked and coughed, and when I leaned up I saw Valuri staring down
at us, her black eyebrows cocked. Her hair was set from a bath, and
she was wrapped up in a towel.


  “What in the bloody abyss was that about?”
she asked. “Did you smoke some lotus while I wasn’t looking?”


  “I wish,” I muttered, helping Kaseya to her
feet. “We had another adventure in a dreamscape.”


  Val’s expression darkened. “Zalheer?”


  “I don’t know how, but he showed us the Fount
of Velhari. I think he wanted us to see that it was real before the
Inquisitrix got her hands on him.”


  “Do you know where he is?”


  “Exactly where we thought,” I said. “Right in
the middle of a few thousand angry barbarian warriors.”


  “There must be another way to free him,”
Kaseya said. “Vorsalos is still a long way away. We could wait
until they leave the barbarian camp then intercept them on the road
somewhere.”


  “Assuming we can keep tracking him. And
there’s the little problem of running into your sister yet
again.”


  “We know her weakness. We can defeat
her.”


  “Maybe, but I’m more worried about the fact
she could have a hundred Roskarim with her this time.” I sighed and
shook my head. “We can’t storm into their camp, and we can’t really
afford to wait around, either. We need to let your people know
about the Inquisitrix’s intentions before it’s too late, and the
Black Mistress is the only one we know of who’s capable of sending
messages to the island. She might even be able to get us a ship,
too, given enough time.”


  “I know, but we cannot simply leave Zalheer
behind,” Kaseya said, more firmly this time. “We have to find a way
to free him.”


  I sighed. I should have known that delaying
this argument a few hours wouldn’t actually solve anything.
“Kaseya…”


  “If Zalheer is right about the Fount, we’re
going to need his help,” she pressed. “And not just because there’s
so much more he can still teach us about sorcery.”


  “You feel guilty about what your people did
to him.”


  “No, I’m enraged about what my people
did to him,” Kaseya said. “I feel guilty about how readily I
believed their lies.”


  I gently cupped her cheek. “It’s not your
fault. How could you have possibly known any better?”


  “I could have listened more closely to my
sister. I could have asked more questions.”


  “Well, it doesn’t really matter now,” I told
her. “We can’t be certain that Zalheer’s story is any more accurate
than the one you were told.”


  “It is, and you know it,” Kaseya said. “We
can still use his help, Jorem.”


  She wasn’t wrong, obviously. Whatever else
the old sorcerer might have been, he was powerful. He could push
himself far beyond what I’d ever thought possible without suffering
an Aetheric backlash, and he had mastered channeling techniques
from across the world. Leaving him to the wolves—literal and
proverbial—would be wasting an opportunity that might never come
again.


  But none of that made the prospect of
rescuing him from a horde of angry barbarians any more appealing. I
glanced over to Valuri for help, expecting that she would leap to
my defense. But apparently the amazon’s taunts had really gotten to
her earlier—the Huntress glanced away and avoided eye contact
altogether.


  “We could head out tomorrow and try to scout
his position,” she said. “The Roskarim are only about a day away
according to the scouts here. Tomorrow night they’ll probably
establish a final camp a few miles north of the wall.”


  My jaw dropped open. “You want to try and
sneak around an entire army and pray we don’t get caught?”


  “Red and I have trained for this type of
thing, and you have your magic. As long as we’re not stupid, we can
probably stay out of sight.”


  Kaseya smiled. She had probably been
expecting to fight both of us over this. “If we are caught, we can
retreat back to the fortress. They won’t be able to pursue without
exposing themselves to the archers on the wall.”


  “And what if he’s being held in a tent right
smack in the middle of their camp?” I asked.


  “Then my claws are going to get especially
bloody,” Valuri said. “Either way, we need to know for certain. It
seems wrong to go to all this trouble and then walk away.”


  I sighed and smacked my hand into my
forehead. “This is just revenge for leaving you behind in Vorsalos,
isn’t it?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “Great,” I grumbled under my breath. “Just
great.”
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  We eventually stumbled back to our room and
went to sleep, and the next day at the fortress passed mostly
without incident. Just before dusk, we joined the soldiers on the
wall to watch as the barbarian army finally marched into view
around the edge of the mountain. The sound of their war drums
echoing off the mountains was even more unsettling than I
imagined.


  “I hope your reinforcements get here soon,”
Valuri whispered.


  “They should arrive first thing tomorrow
morning,” Derec said. “I doubt the Roskarim will attack in the dark
after a full day’s march.”


  “We’d better hope not.”


  I sighed and leaned against the battered
crenellations. As a boy, I had envisioned standing atop a castle
and facing down a giant army just like this. Nothing was more
glorious to ten year-old than winning a battle against impossible
odds, especially when his imagination conveniently made him
invulnerable. The reality, I reminded myself yet again, wasn’t
nearly as glamorous.


  “If we’re really going to do this, now is the
time,” I said. “Assuming you still sense Zalheer.”


  “He is alive but unconscious,” Kaseya
confirmed. “I suspect they are wary of his magic. Without my sister
to contain his power, they have resorted to beating him into
submission.”


  “I guess they’re called barbarians for a
reason,” Valuri muttered. “Come on, let’s go. We’ll keep our
distance until nightfall.”


  Leaving Icewatch was easy with Derec’s help,
though all the soldiers on the battlements stared down at us like
we were insane for voluntarily leaving the protection of the walls.
They weren’t wrong, of course, and I spent most of the trip
imagining all the horrible ways this “plan” of ours would
inevitably go wrong. The majority of them involved being swarmed by
more barbarians than I could count, but I left room from the
possibility that we’d get eaten by frost wolves or ice trolls or
any of the other monsters native to the Ridge.


  But thankfully the Roskarim were still far
enough away that we could easily snake along the edge of the
Shattered Peaks and avoid skirmishing with their forward scouts.
The weather mostly cooperated, too—it was still cold as fuck, but
at least we didn’t stumble into a blizzard.


  I couldn’t sense Zalheer’s presence until we
were almost on top of him, but Kaseya continuously assured us that
she knew where she was going. We reached the fringes of the
barbarian encampment about an hour after nightfall, at which point
we tied up our mounts, tucked ourselves deeper into the hills for
cover, and pulled out the spyglass.


  “I really hope you don’t expect to spot him
with that thing,” Valuri grumbled. “He could be inside any one of
those tents.”


  “He’s over there,” Kaseya said, pointing
north even though her eyes were closed.


  I swiveled the spyglass. The tent in question
was a little larger than most of the others, but there was no
obvious indication that the barbarians were using it as a makeshift
prison. Not that I doubted Kaseya in the slightest—I could feel her
certainty through our bond.


  “Well, it’s not the worst place they could
have picked,” I said.


  “It’s bad enough,” Valuri said. “The wolves
will sniff us out if we get anywhere close, and I guarantee they
have a spotter somewhere up on that hill. One puff into his warhorn
and we’ll have half the army swarming over us.”


  I pursed my lips in thought. The tent was
fairly close to the edge of the encampment, but Val was right to be
concerned. A dozen frost wolves were tied to an enormous dead tree
trunk not far away, and their handlers were keeping a close watch
on the whole area. The Roskarim were also smart enough to dig
drenches and erect a quick palisade just in case the Icewatch
defenders attempted a surprise cavalry charge.


  Still, the situation definitely could have
been worse. We wouldn’t have to sneak past a thousand sleeping
barbarians or fight our way through a horde of sentries. I only
counted about eight barbarians in close proximity to Zalheer, and
only one was wearing the creepy, ceremonial bone mask marking him
as a shaman.


  “I can eliminate the spotter and sneak up to
the tent,” Kaseya said. “The two of you can cover my escape.”


  “Don’t be stupid,” Valuri scoffed. “They’ll
spot you before you get halfway there.”


  “One person can move much more quietly than
three.”


  “Yeah, no kidding.” Valuri sighed and visibly
braced herself. “That’s why I’m going to take care of it.”


  We both turned and looked at her, mouths
agape. “What?” I asked.


  “I’ve been training as an assassin since I
was eight years old,” Valuri said. “I can handle a few
barbarians.”


  I started to protest but stopped myself
before I said anything stupid. Objectively, she was correct—Kaseya
was a warrior, not an assassin. But I was still surprised by Val’s
willingness to go along with this plan in the first place, let
alone take all the risks herself. Kaseya must have wounded her
pride even more than I’d realized.


  “You don’t have to do this,” I said. “There
must be another way to—”


  “There’s no other way,” Valuri interrupted.
“This old fool had better be worth it.”


  She glanced between us for a moment, then
silently drew one of her crossbows and slithered off down the hill.
I knew where she was going and I still had trouble tracking her
movements in the darkness. The odds that any of the barbarians
would see her were low…at least until she started shooting
them.


  “Her behavior is confusing,” Kaseya whispered
after a moment. “Has she always been this unpredictable?”


  “Pretty much,” I said, smiling.


  Shaking her head in confusion, Kaseya
surreptitiously drew her bow and nocked an arrow. I knew from
experience that she was almost as skilled of an archer as she was a
duelist. Back when we’d taken that Mage’s Guild bounty last month,
she had picked off several bandits with deadly precision. Just
remembering it was disturbing...and strangely arousing.


  “She did not properly articulate her plan,”
Kaseya said. “How are we supposed to support her if—?”


  I cupped my hand over her mouth. “Just watch
and wait.”


  We stayed as low and quiet as we could, our
frozen breath billowing out in front of us. I wished I knew more
about illusion magic; I could have cloaked us in a thick shroud of
shadows or perhaps even made us invisible altogether. I was
surprisingly bad at the “subtler” side of channeling, when it came
right down to it. If only the Roskarim would clump together in a
nice little pack for me to fireball them…


  “I do not understand the purpose of those
devices,” Kaseya said, pointing beyond the prisoner tent to a row
of strange, reinforced wooden crates that almost looked like
battering rams. I had never seen anything like them before.


  “I don’t know what they’re supposed to be,” I
admitted. “I suppose you could fill them with people and drag them
along like sleds?”


  “To what end?”


  I shrugged. “Shielding them against arrows,
maybe?”


  She didn’t reply, but I could tell she wasn’t
convinced. We could both sense a faint Aetheric aura clinging to
the wood; whatever the crates’ purpose, they had apparently been
enchanted.


  I shook away the thought and glanced back to
the sentry on our left. Val was taking so long I started to wonder
whether or not she would even bother with him, but just before I
turned away again the man crumpled and vanished from sight. I
didn’t hear or see anything—in one moment he was standing there,
idly pacing back and forth across the snow, and in the next instant
he was simply gone.


  I blinked in confusion, wondering if I had
missed something, before I spotted Val sneaking through the trench
towards the prison tent. She kept impossibly low, crossbow in one
hand and tiger claws in the other. My hands clutched the rocks
nervously in anticipation of the barbarians spotting her, but they
never did. She waited patiently for one of them to loop around
behind the tent by himself before she struck.


  I had never seen anyone move so quickly. The
instant the warrior was out of sight of his companions, she vaulted
out of the trench, fired a crossbow bolt into his throat, and then
silently rolled forward to catch his corpse before it hit the
ground. When another of the Roskarim wandered near her a few
seconds later, she gave him a fraction of a second to see the
bloody corpse and freeze in place before she speared her claws
through his heart and clutched her hand over his mouth to muffle
his dying scream.


  “Zor kalah,” Kaseya whispered, her jaw
hanging open.


  I nodded in silent agreement, boggling at the
bizarre juxtapositions in my daily life. In one moment I would have
Kaseya bent over her rock, bound and helpless while I fucked her
ass, and then ten minutes later I would watch her scythe her way
through men twice her size. It was the same with Valuri—it was hard
to imagine that this lethal assassin was the same woman who had
spent all of last night begging me to glaze her head to toe in my
seed.


  After piling the bodies atop each other
behind a bush, Valuri scrambled up to the side of the tent and
waited. There were still six more of the barbarians in close
proximity to the tent, and I doubted that even she could eliminate
all of them without raising an alarm. I started glancing about the
encampment for inspiration, wondering what Kaseya and I could
realistically do to help out. But apparently the amazon already had
an idea.


  I turned just in time to watch her draw back
her bowstring and fire. The arrow arced through the darkness, its
whistling flight completely drowned out by the crackling campfires
and chortling soldiers right up until it struck a pile of barrels
about twenty yards away from the tent. All the Roskarim turned at
the loud thump, and four of them rushed over to investigate
when the barrels fell over and started spilling ale across the
snow.


  Valuri only waited for them to take a few
steps before she struck. She spun around the tent and pounced atop
the only shaman, ripping open his throat just like she had done
with the other guards. The last Roskarim sitting next to him still
heard the commotion, however, and when he turned and gasped I
feared the whole plan was about to collapse in front of us. But
somehow Valuri managed to throw something at him, striking him in
the forehead and stunning him just long enough for her to draw and
fire her crossbow right into his gaping mouth.


  I couldn’t believe that none of the other
barbarians noticed, but apparently the threat of losing a cask of
ale was enough to completely occupy their attention, at least for
the moment. Valuri didn’t bother hiding the second batch of bodies;
she immediately dashed into the prison tent and disappeared.


  “Zalheer is barely conscious,” Kaseya
whispered. “She might have to carry him.”


  I bit down on my lip, my fingers twitching in
anticipation. Valuri’s Senosi strength was more than sufficient to
lift a man twice her size, but the noise would be a real
problem…


  She emerged a moment later, the
moshalim slung over her shoulder. I couldn’t make out any
details from here, but he seemed like he was in pretty bad shape.
Without access to a vatari collar to suppress his power, they had
apparently decided to just beat him to a pulp instead. My breath
caught in my throat as they stumbled away from the tent and towards
the trench at the edge of the camp.


  “I can’t believe it,” I breathed. “She’s
actually going to make it.”


  It was, almost without question, the stupid
thing I had ever said. The instant the words left my mouth we heard
a sharp cry in the distance followed by the inevitable blast of a
Roskarim warhorn. We were officially out of time.


  “Help Val get him onto the horse and start
riding,” I said, gulping down a steadying breath and reaching out
to the Aether. “I’ll create a distraction.”


  “I will not leave your side,
Mask—”


  “Go!” I shouted, leaping out from behind our
cover. “I know what I’m doing.”


  I didn’t, of course, but that wasn’t really
the point. The time for subtlety was over.


  Before the Roskarim could organize, I hurled
a trio of fireballs just past the prisoner tent. The explosions
churned up a cloud of dirt and flaming debris, but I knew that this
time a wall of smoke and fire wouldn't be enough to shroud our
escape. We needed a much bigger distraction.


  Pivoting to my right, I extended my arm and
unleashed a bolt of lightning at one of the trees where the
barbarians had tied up their wolves. The trunk splintered with a
deafening crack, and the strained groan of the tree falling
echoed for hundreds of yards across the snowy fields. The giant
wolves might have been trained for war, but they were still
animals—the fire and explosions sent them racing in all directions
across the camp.


  I had exactly two seconds to stand around
basking in my own cleverness before an arrow whistled past my face.
I dropped into a crouch and turned just in time to see a dozen
Roskarim with bows dashing through the clouds of smoke in an effort
to get a clear shot at me. These people might have been rapacious
savages, but they definitely weren’t cowards. I had to give them
that.


  Sheathing myself in a mantle of spell armor,
I hurled another fireball towards the archers. Two of them vanished
in the flaming cloud, their bodies completely incinerated by my
magic, while the others scattered and attempted to regroup. My arms
were already twinging with exertion, and I knew I ran a serious
risk of overchanneling if I continued pushing myself. But I also
knew that any Roskarim I killed here wouldn’t be able to attack
Icewatch later, so I conjured another fireball and another…


  “Jorem, get out of there!”


  Valuri’s voice snapped me out my rampage just
in time. Several more arrows whistled past me, and one struck my
spell armor. The force of the impact knocked me off my feet and
flattened me against the snow. A rock jabbed into my back, knocking
the wind from my lungs, and as I struggled back to my feet I could
feel more and more barbarians rushing towards me. My luck, it
seemed, had finally run out.


  Grimacing, I vaulted back to my feet and
tried to run, but thanks to the darkness, the snow, and the
continual barrage of arrows, the barbarians were still gaining
ground. I risked a quick glance back over my shoulder, gaped in
horror when I saw how close the savages were encroaching—


  And then yelped in surprise when Kaseya
grabbed me by the arm and hoisted me up onto her mount. I landed
stiffly in the saddle behind her, still struggling for breath, as
she kicked the horse’s flank and sent him bolting forward. I did
everything I could to shield us from attack, echoing my defensive
barrier on Kaseya. Arrows still whipped past us one after another,
and I waited for the inevitable shriek of our horse followed by us
being thrown from the saddle…


  But it never came. The rain of arrows
eventually stopped, and the shouts and screams of the Roskarim
gradually faded into the distance. We didn’t pause until I could
actually see the torches atop the walls of Icewatch.


  “What the hell were you thinking?” Valuri
snapped. “How many times are we going to have to pull your ass out
of the fire?”


  “I had everything under control,” I assured
her, hopping down out of the saddle and rushing over to Zalheer.
The old sorcerer’s face was badly bruised, but he was smiling
nonetheless.


  “The Vaer Tal’Shira and her
Maskari,” he croaked. “I knew I was right about you…”


  “What about the Senosi who actually saved
your ass?” Valuri grumbled. “This is the thanks I get?”


  “We need to get him inside the walls,” I
said. “Let’s wave Derec’s flag and hope no one else tries to kill
us tonight.”


   



  ***


   



  My fears that the Roskarim might retaliate by
attacking the fortress outright proved unfounded, and Sir Derec and
many of the other defending soldiers were flabbergasted by our
success. So was I, of course, but I didn’t want to ruin the
mystique by admitting how narrowly we’d avoided capture…or
death.


  Derec offered us access to the Silver Fist
healers in the fortress infirmary, but I assured him that my own
restorative magic would be up to the task. I wasn’t an outright
lie—I had always been a competent healer—but the truth was that I
didn’t want an audience. Whatever Zalheer had to say, I wanted us
to be the ones who heard it first.


  Unfortunately, his wounds were worse than I
had anticipated. The barbarians had fitted him with a vatari
crystal collar after all, but apparently they hadn’t completely
trusted its magic suppressing power without Ayrael around. His
skull was cracked and badly bruised, and it took all the power I
could muster to reduce the swelling and accelerate the healing
process. When my arms started to tingle again, I backed off and
took a break. He wasn’t in bad enough shape that I wanted to risk
overchanneling.


  “This would not have been possible without
your help,” Kaseya murmured to Valuri, breaking their long silence
while they watched me work. “Thank you.”


  Valuri grunted softly and leaned against the
wall. “I wasn’t sure if you’d approve. Stabbing people in the back
isn’t particularly honorable.”


  The amazon’s face twitched uncomfortably.
“No, it is not. But perhaps it was necessary.”


  I glanced over at Valuri and silently begged
her not to push the issue any further right now. Amazingly, she got
the message…and even more amazingly, she went along with it.


  Zalheer coughed a moment later, and I leaned
forward to help steady him when his eyes fluttered back open.
“Easy,” I soothed. “Try not to move your head.”


  The moshalim’s eyes flicked between us
but eventually settled on Kaseya. “The Vaer Tal’Shira…” he
breathed. “The Aether told me you would come.”


  “I am not the one you should be thanking,”
Kaseya said. “She is the one who rescued you.”


  “You can take the credit,” Valuri replied.
“I’m still not convinced this was a good idea.”


  Zalheer turned to face her. “You are brave to
have turned against the Corruptor and her minions. Thank you.”


  Val grunted. “Yeah, well, you had better be
worth the trouble. The Roskarim are about to burn this place to the
ground, and who the hell knows what the Inquisitrix has planned for
Highwind.”


  “Nothing good,” the moshalim said.
“But your focus must remain on Nol Krovos. Our people need to know
what’s coming for them.”


  “Unfortunately, it’s not quite as easy as
hiring a random ship,” I said. “Not many people sail that way
normally, and your people aren’t the most hospitable hosts.”


  “You must find a way. They will listen to
warnings from the Vaer Tal’Shira.”


  “I wish I shared your confidence,” Kaseya
murmured.


  I nodded gravely. “Regardless, the Black
Mistress is still our best chance. With luck she’ll have the
resources and connection to get us a ship, or at the very least a
messenger.”


  “Then you should return to Highwind,” Zalheer
said, leaning back on his pillow. “Time is short, and the Fount of
Velhari must be protected.”


  “We’ll do what we can,” I said, though I
genuinely had no idea what that would entail. Even though I had
seen the Fount in a dreamscape, I still wasn’t completely convinced
that the old man knew what he was talking about.


  That’s because you don’t want to
believe it. If you do, then you have to take responsibility for
preventing it, and responsibility has never really been your
thing.


  I grimaced at the thought, suddenly wishing I
had taken Valuri up on her offer and run away from this nonsense. A
little jaunt to the south was sounding better and better by the
day—it would be a lot warmer, for one, and we would almost
certainly live longer, too. We could sit around fucking and
drinking all day…what could possibly be better?


  “For now, you should rest,” I said, standing.
“I’ll come and check on you in the morning.”


  The old man seemed like he wanted to insist
we travel on to Highwind without him, but he couldn’t quite muster
the strength. He closed his eyes and slumped back onto the bed, at
which point I nodded for the girls to follow me out into the
hall.


  “How soon do you think he will be well enough
to travel?” Kaseya asked.


  “Not for a few days at least,” I said.
“Without a healer, I doubt he would have survived the trip to
Vorsalos. He’s lucky we showed up when he did.”


  “Then we have a problem,” Valuri said. “The
Roskarim could attack tomorrow morning, and we don’t want to be
here when that happens.”


  Kaseya grit her teeth and glanced out the
nearby window to the flickering torches in the courtyard behind us.
“Then perhaps we should help them fight.”


  Valuri blinked. “You can’t be serious.”


  “Why not? All three of us are skilled
combatants in our own way. We could make a tremendous
difference.”


  “These fools are outnumbered ten to one!”
Valuri reminded us. “Even if the reinforcements show up, they’ll
still be outnumbered at least five to one!”


  “Leaving Zalheer to wolves seems pointless
considering the risk we just took to rescue him,” I said, scarcely
believing the words coming out of my own mouth. “Besides, Ayrael
probably hasn’t returned yet. The barbarians might wait for her to
attack.”


  Valuri scowled at me. “And what if they
don’t?”


  I let out a long, deep breath. Kaseya’s
idiotic sense of honor must have been rubbing off on me more than
I’d realized. That, or I was slowly going insane. The latter seemed
more and more likely by the day.


  “If they don’t then Kaseya is still right,” I
whispered. “I guarantee the two of you are a better shot than any
of the dregs here, and if I’m being honest, sorcery is perfectly
suited for this kind of thing.”


  Valuri slowly shook her head. “Who are you,
and what the hell did you do with Jorem Farr?”


  “Look, we don’t have a lot of options,” I
said. “I say we stick for another day, maybe two. If Zalheer’s in
better shape and the barbarians haven’t attacked yet, we turn tail
and head straight to Highwind.”


  “And if the Roskarim attack and kill us
all?”


  “Well, then you’ll have yet another thing to
hold against me when we meet in hell.”


  She was still shaking her head, too
flabbergasted to even speak, when Kaseya abruptly rushed forward
and kissed me. Her lips were so warm and her skin was so soft it
was easy to forget we had been fighting for our lives just a few
hours ago.


  “If we’re going to stay and fight, then you
need to be properly drained before battle,” the amazon said into my
ear. “Otherwise you can’t be expected to concentrate on your
magic.”


  “That’s a really good point,” I breathed,
kissing her again.


  Valuri groaned and rolled her eyes. “Oh, for
the love of…”


  She didn’t finish, but even if she had I
wasn’t listening. Kaseya dragged me away from the room we’d set up
as infirmary towards the one we claimed for ourselves, and she
kicked open the door without even bothering to glance behind her.
Back in Vorsalos, I had known an old warrior who’d once told me to
fuck every woman I could find after a big battle, lest I forget
what I was fighting for in the first place. He had also told me to
fuck them before a big battle, just in case I didn’t survive
long enough to do so afterwards. I had always considered it good
advice…and tonight, it applied double.


  Kaseya’s armor was on the floor long before
we reached the bed, and my cock was stuffed deep into her sopping
cunt barely a second after her head hit the pillow. Thanks to her
collar, she didn’t ruin the moment by trying anything fancy—she
knew that all I really wanted this instant was to pound her into
the bed and fill her quim with the day’s pent-up seed.


  And that’s exactly what I did. I pumped my
load as deep into her as I could, clutching at her throat with one
hand and holding one of her calves up on my shoulder with the
other. She climaxed right along with me thanks to our bond, and as
always I enjoyed her soft, out-of-character moans and whimpers.


  Or I did, right up until Valuri’s boot
smacked me in the side of the head.


  “Ow!” I yelped, turning and glaring at her in
the doorway. “What the hell?”


  “If you’re going to drag me into more of this
hero nonsense, the least you could do is save me a few drops,” she
grumbled, untying the straps of her corset.


  “There’s plenty more where that came from,
believe me,” I said, rolling into my side and catching my breath.
“You should know that by now.”


  “I was talking to Red,” Valuri replied
tartly. She tossed her corset across the room and dove onto the
bed. Kaseya hadn’t even come down yet before Val’s tongue slithered
into her quim. When my seed started trickling from the amazon’s
slick folds, the Huntress was right there to lap it up.


  I will never, ever, get tired of this.


  Grinning, I shuffled around behind Valuri and
pulled off her other boot. Her trousers took a bit more work thanks
to her belt and crossbow holsters, and I once against lamented her
distaste for skirts. Still, the sight of her sleek legs and ass was
worth the trouble, and my smile widened when I ran my fingers along
her delicate slit. She was so wet my hand was soaked after a single
pass.


  I leaned forward and replaced my fingertips
with my tongue. Of all the lessons she had taught me over the
years, proper cunt-licking technique was almost certainly the most
valuable. I flicked my tongue across her clit, slowly at first but
more intensely with each thrusting of her hips. I slipped one
finger inside her followed by another, and between my efforts and
her natural feeding euphoria, her entire body locked up as if my
tongue were electrocuting her.


  “Fuck!” she screamed so loudly I couldn’t
help but wince. I smacked her ass hard enough to leave a mark, but
I doubted she could even feel it. Her mind had effectively left her
body for the foreseeable future.


  After another few lashes from my tongue, I
leaned back far enough to appreciate the glowing tattoos beneath
her skin. I wasn’t sure I’d ever understand why I found them so
arousing, but my cock was already hard and ready to conjure up
desert. I eased the tip into her dripping quim, and I thrust a half
a dozen times to get the shaft slick and ready before I pulled out
and adjusted my aim.


  “Do it,” Kaseya said, grabbing the other
woman’s arms to hold her in place. “Take her ass, Jorem!”


  Gripping Valuri’s slender waist with one hand
and my cock in the other, I gently pushed the tip into her nether
entrance. Her bowels cradled my shaft as tightly as an elven cunt,
and if not for the slickness of her juices I doubted I could have
pushed more than an inch or two inside. Val’s feeding trance was so
intense she didn’t even seem to notice at first, but once I was
halfway in her mind finally returned to her body.


  “What the hell?” she gasped. “I never
said—”


  Kaseya grabbed the back of Valuri’s head and
pulled it back to her quim, then promptly locked her thighs to hold
the other woman in place. The amazon nodded at me to proceed, her
blue eyes glimmering devilishly.


  Gods, I love her.


  I slammed the rest of my cock inside with a
single thrust, delighting at Valuri’s muffled cry of shock. Once I
had a firm grip on her waist with both hands, I began thrusting in
earnest. She cursed and bucked against me, but Kaseya happily held
the Huntress in place even I slapped her ass cheeks hard enough to
leave a mark.


  Val loved every second of it, of course. Hers
was the first ass I had ever fucked, and I distinctly remembered
her climaxing three times before I finally spilled deep in her
bowels. We repeated our efforts every single night that week at her
request; she had enjoyed it so much I had genuinely started to
wonder if she would ever let me fuck her cunt again.


  “Harder, Jorem!” Kaseya shouted. “Fuck her
harder!”


  I began hammering away in earnest, and Val’s
increasingly desperate groans only spurred me on. With any other
woman I would have been genuinely concerned about hurting her, but
not with a Senosi—the magic in my seed would cauterize her wounds
the instant I spilled. Superhuman durability had its benefits.


  “Take it!” I yelled, grabbing a handful of
her black hair. “Take it all!”


  My cock fired mid-thrust, and I could tell
from the body-shuddering power of each spurt that I unloaded at
least as much into Valuri as I had with Kaseya, possibly even more.
My theory was confirmed a second later when I slumped back on the
floor and watched a white, viscous stream trickle down her
thighs.


  “Fuck…” I breathed, wiping a sheen of sweat
from my brow.


  Valuri remained frozen in place for a moment,
her body wracked with convulsions, before Kaseya pulled her up far
enough that they could kiss. I leaned back on my elbows and
appreciated the view of their bodies mingling together while my
seed hemorrhaged down their legs.


  Sure, staying here in Icewatch might have
been a mistake, and sure, there was a good chance that one or all
of us were going to end up dead tomorrow. But right this moment,
there was nowhere in the multiverse I would rather be.
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  I awoke in a pile of sticky bodies and
smacking lips, which was more or less the norm these days whenever
we were fortunate enough to sleep under a roof. The girls took
turns swallowing my cock right up until Valuri vigorously stroked
me to climax all over Kaseya’s waiting tongue. They shared a wet,
seed-swapping kiss before we drew a bath and cleaned ourselves
up.


  Zalheer was conscious and stable this
morning, though even after another healing session I was still
worried about him braving the open road. At this point, were just
going to have to wait and see what happened with the Roskarim.


  “I half expected their catapults to start
firing before sunrise,” Valuri commented once we were out in the
courtyard. The battlements were all covered in a thin, wet layer of
snow.


  “It’s nice of them to wait for help to
arrive,” I said. “Who ever said barbarian hordes couldn’t be
considerate?”


  Sir Derec, the Icewatch officers, and about
half the castle’s soldiers were currently gathered by the southern
gate. Highlord Kastrius and his army were expected at any time, and
the entire fortress seemed to hold its collective breath when the
sentries finally blew their horns and cranked open the gate.
Everyone here, from the lowliest servant to the proudest paladin,
knew that their fate depended upon the reinforcements on the other
side.


  Thankfully, the Highlord didn’t disappoint.
His Silver Fist knights remained in perfect formation as they
marched inside, their blue banners fluttering in the wind and their
silver armor glistening in the sunlight. Even the barding on their
horses looked like it had been freshly polished. Behind them, clad
in far less visually stunning grey-green cloaks, was a squad of
Duskwatch Rangers.


  “A couple of days ago, a force this size
would have looked pretty intimidating,” Val commented, her arms
crossed like usual. “But after you’ve seen an army of ten thousand
barbarians, a few hundred knights don’t seem nearly as
impressive.”


  I nodded solemnly. Soldier for soldier, the
paladins and rangers were obviously far superior to the average
Roskarim warrior; even without the Aether, they could probably
overcome two to one odds. But superior training and equipment still
had its limits.


  “Sir Derec said that the Silver Fist was
sending a thousand men,” Kaseya commented. “I count less than five
hundred.”


  I bit down on my lip. She was right—this army
was less than half the size Icewatch was expecting. “That’s…not
good.”


  “Twenty coins says the Senosi attacked a
higher-up back in the city and the Council panicked,” Valuri said
gravely.


  “I’m definitely not taking that bet,” I
whispered. “At least Highlord Kastrius is still with them. That has
to count for something.”


  The leader of the Silver Fist was surrounded
by a wall of men and horses, though the armor on his steed was so
bright and ostentatious I could have spotted him from miles away. I
didn’t know much about him personally aside from the fact he was
one of the great heroes of the Winter War. He had allegedly
defeated the last Roskarim warlord in a duel, though I remained
skeptical. Growing up in Vorsalos had poisoned my ability to take
the alleged exploits of powerful people seriously.


  “I’ll be damned,” Valuri said. “General
Serrane came along, too.”


  I followed her gaze to a trio of rangers on
the far right side of the formation. At a glance they didn’t look
any different than the rest, but then one of them pulled back her
hood and revealed a thick, wild shock of blonde hair and a
delicate, pointed pair of ears. Her blue eyes were so bright I
could see them glimmering from here.


  “She is the leader of the Duskwatch?” Kaseya
asked. “Why isn’t she wearing insignia or a baldric like the
Highlord?”


  “Because she’s not an idiot,” Valuri said.
“Why make yourself a target for no reason?”


  I smiled thinly. I knew even less about
Ranger-General Serrane Starwind than I did about the Highlord. She
had taken over the position a few years ago, and she seemed like
the “black sheep” of the Council—not just because she was an elf in
a city of humans, but because she was apparently a lot more hawkish
than her compatriots. It probably shouldn’t have been so surprising
to see her on the front lines.


  “Derec wanted to introduce us,” I said. “I
suppose now is as good a time as any.”


  Valuri turned and smirked at me. “Will you be
able to keep your cock in your trousers?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Oh, I don’t know, maybe that she’s a
beautiful blonde elf and you are…you.”


  “I can contain myself for one conversation,”
I said, rolling my eyes. “Probably.”


  It wasn’t until we maneuvered our way down
into the courtyard that I realized how badly I had been mistaken.
Regrettably (but not that regrettably), the Ranger-General
was far more attractive than I had realized. Her high cheekbones
and sharp features were truly stunning up close, and her
tightly-fit leather armor snuggled her sinewy elven body like a
glove. Her breastplate was cropped a half inch above her belly,
leaving just enough of her taut stomach exposed to make my cock
stir uncomfortably.


  Once again, Val knows you better than you
know yourself.


  “General Serrane,” I said when we drew close.
“It’s an honor to meet you.”


  She turned to face us, one of her blonde
eyebrows arching. “And you are…?”


  My lips parted but nothing came out. I
suddenly realized that I had nothing to say, and a warm rush of
embarrassment flooded into my cheeks.


  “Mercenaries hired by Sir Derec,” Valuri
said. “He thought you might have a use for us on the wall.”


  “Ah,” Serrane said, sizing us up in a single
glance. Her eyes settled on Kaseya. “You must be the amazon I’ve
heard rumors about.”


  “Very likely,” the other woman confirmed. “I
pledge my blade and bow in Icewatch’s defense.”


  The elf arched one of her thin eyebrows.
“Good. I’ve heard stories about the skill of your people. I look
forward to seeing them in action.” She turned back to Valuri.
“Those crossbows won’t have enough range to hit anything that isn’t
already up on the wall.”


  “I’ll manage just fine,” Valuri said coolly.
“This idiot is the one you have to worry about.”


  I almost melted beneath Serrane’s gaze. She
looked the same age as Kaseya in human terms, but her eyes had the
wizened, judgmental glint of someone who had probably seen more
battles than everyone in this castle put together.


  “You’re a sorcerer,” she said.


  “I am,” I croaked, wondering how in the
bloody hell I could be intimidated and aroused at the same
time.


  “The Highlord won’t approve, but that’s his
problem,” Serrane said. “We’re going to need magic to survive this.
Just make sure you don’t lose control. If a single one of my people
ends up scorched because you can’t aim…”


  “I understand,” I told her. “You don’t have
anything to worry about.”


  “Good.”


  She eyed me for another moment before I
spotted Sir Derec rushing over to us. “Ah, there you are,” he
called out. “General Serrane…it’s an honor to finally meet you.
Thank Escar the Council decided to send you, especially since this
is only half the number of men we were expecting.”


  “The Council didn’t send me,” Serrane
corrected. “I’m here against their express wishes. I knew they
would underestimate this threat…and honestly, I’d rather fight a
thousand barbarians than a listen to Archmage Beloran and Constable
Mannick bicker for the thousandth time.”


  “A woman after my own heart,” Highlord
Kastrius said from behind us. He was at least half a head taller
than me with steely gray hair and a meticulously trimmed beard. The
sword slung crossways over his back was probably larger than
Valuri.


  “My lord, these are the mercenaries I was
telling you about,” Derec said.


  “I have eyes, son,” Kastrius replied dryly.
“Just because I despise politics doesn’t mean I ignore them. I’ve
heard plenty of rumors about Mister Farr and his…unique
companions. Amazon warriors and Senosi turncoats aren’t common
sights on the streets of Highwind.”


  I forced a smile, unsure of how I was
supposed to take any of that. He didn’t look upset, but I wondered
if Archmage Beloran had mentioned our earlier business arrangement.
Probably not, actually—Telanya hadn’t wanted anyone else to know
about her secret vatari crystal stash, even an ostensible ally like
Kastrius.


  “They can hold a bow and they’re willing to
fight,” Serrane said. “Right now that’s all that matters.”


  The Highlord’s lip twitched. “I may as well
be blunt, Mister Farr. My men aren’t fond of outsiders, and neither
am I. If the situation here were less desperate, the Silver Fist
would never place our trust in a rogue sorcerer, let alone an
assassin trained by one of our enemies.” He grunted. “But the
situation is desperate, and Icewatch needs all the help it
can get.”


  “We will defend this fortress with our lives
if need be,” Kaseya said. “The farmers in the plains must be
protected. You have my word.”


  Everyone turned and looked at the amazon like
she was from another plane of existence. But one glance at her face
was all it took to confirm she meant what she said, no matter how
melodramatic it sounded. In many ways, Kaseya was probably a better
paladin than most of the knights here. She was as honorable and
true to her word as anyone I’d ever met, even when it was
annoyingly inconvenient…


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Kastrius said with a
crisp nod. “The Council has ignored the Roskarim threat for far too
long, and it’s our job to prevent the people of the Reaches from
paying the price. I’ll make certain you have a place along the wall
with the Duskwatch. They’ll need every bow they have, and magical
support will be welcome.”


  “If I may be so bold, my lord,” I asked, “did
the Council explain why they didn’t send more knights?”


  Serrane snorted contemptuously. “There’s
nothing to explain. The Mage’s Guild, the Duskwatch, the Silver
Fist—we are pledged to defend the Northern Reaches, not just
Highwind. But Constable Mannick and Councilor Vaneros don’t seem to
understand that.”


  I nodded in understanding. I had never met
either of the other men, but it wasn’t difficult to understand
their sympathies. As constable, Mannick was in charge of the
Highwind Guard—his concerns were inherently more local than either
of the others. Vaneros was the “people’s voice” on the Council,
which was a fancy way of saying that he probably didn’t give a damn
about Icewatch or the north, either.”


  “They’re afraid,” Kastrius went on, his dark
eyes settling on Valuri. “About a week ago, Senosi assassins
murdered three Guild wizards in their homes. A few days later, they
did the same with two of my knights. We have no idea how many
Huntresses are in Highwind, but it almost doesn’t matter. The
nobles are terrified, and the councilors who represent them are
more than willing to transform that terror into action. They want
Highwind secured, and they don’t care about barbarians or a
fortress filled with criminals.”


  “But you do,” Valuri said.


  “Of course I do,” Kastrius growled. “I was
here when these monsters broke through the last time. Thousands of
men died to hold them at Bleak Hollow and turn the tide. I will not
allow their sacrifices to be in vain.”


  In general, I had precious little respect for
men of authority, largely thanks to my Vorsalosian-bred cynicism.
But strangely enough, I didn’t doubt this man’s sincerity for a
second. Like Serrane, I had a feeling that he would have come here
whether the rest of the Council wanted him to or not.


  “We still have a lot of work to do,
Highlord,” the Ranger-General prompted. “The barbarians could
attack at any moment.”


  Kastrius nodded. “And we will be ready for
them.”


  After offering us a final curt nod, the two
of them began barking out orders to their soldiers. Derec flashed
us a smile before he followed them away.


  “Well, this is unfortunate,” Valuri
muttered.


  I eyed her curiously. “Why is that?”


  “General Serrane…now that I’ve met her, I
kind of want to fuck her too.”


  I snorted when Val playfully elbowed me in
the ribs. Not that I doubted her sincerity—she wasn’t quite as
enamored with elves as I was, but we both shared a weakness for
sleek, athletic women. There was a reason she liked Kaseya so
much.


  “We should join the others on the wall,” the
amazon said. “We need to familiarize ourselves with the skills of
our allies.”


  I sighed and rubbed at my face, still amazed
that we had volunteered to join in this insanity. I had fled to
Highwind in search of freedom and opportunity, but never in a
million years had I thought I would join the city’s army, even for
a single battle. Fate was fickle mistress, the old saying went. I
guess we were about to find out whether or not she was petty and
vengeful, too.


   



  ***


   



  “So far, everything about being a soldier is
just as bad as I imagined,” I murmured as I crouched down beneath
the snow-dappled crenulations and sighed. “The blind obedience, the
oppressive boredom, the terrible smell…oh, and I could also do
without the nagging suspicion that I’m going to die at any
moment.”


  The girls shared a knowing glance and rolled
their eyes in near unison. “You wouldn’t have survived a day in the
Senosi Academy,” Valuri chided.


  “Or the amazon training grounds,” Kaseya
added.


  “I choose to take that as a compliment,” I
said. “But seriously though, why in the hell did we ever agree to
do this?”


  “Because we’re idiots,” Valuri said,
slouching down next to me. “There’s no other explanation.”


  I smiled and gently bumped against her
shoulder. We hadn’t even done that much today—General Serrane had
stuck us up here on the western wall, and other than the occasional
drill we had mostly been standing around waiting for something to
happen. At one point I had been so bored that I had almost
volunteered to help build fortifications in the courtyard, but I
knew we had been quarantined up here for a reason. The Guild
wizards remained leery of fighting alongside a sorcerer, and most
of the other soldiers were so starved and randy that they couldn’t
keep their eyes off my companions. I didn’t completely blame them—I
would have rather been back in the inn fucking the girls, too.


  “There’s still a good chance the Roskarim
won’t attack tonight,” I said, as much as myself as to anyone.
“They could lay siege for days or weeks.”


  “I doubt they are that patient,” Kaseya
said.


  “They may not be, but the Inquisitrix is,”
Valuri pointed out. “The barbarians might not even need to attack
to get what she wants.”


  I cocked an eyebrow. “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning that just by rallying the Roskarim,
she’s drawn five hundred knights away from Highwind, not to mention
two of the city’s most important leaders.” Valuri sighed.
“Something terrible is about to happen, Jorem. I can feel it.”


  “Yeah,” I murmured. “I think you’re
right.”


  We huddled together against the wall,
silently imagining all the horrible things that could happen to us
at any moment. It had been one of my favorite mutual pastimes while
living under the shadow of the Inquisitrix.


  “The drums have changed,” Kaseya said after a
moment, her eyes narrowing as she squinted north. “Perhaps they are
finally preparing to advance.”


  Taking a deep breath, I leaned back up and
peered over the crenellations. The Roskarim army remained almost a
mile away, well out of range of our archers. The distant sea of
torches and shadowy silhouettes were still disturbing, however, and
the intermittent echoing of their war drums off the nearby
mountains wasn’t doing my sanity any favors.


  “I don’t see movement,” I said. “I bet
they’re going to sit out there for a few nights just to try and
intimidate us.”


  “It’s working,” Valuri muttered. “Half the
soldiers look like they’re about to shit their trousers at any
moment.”


  I followed her gaze along the wall. General
Serrane and her Duskwatch Rangers were spread out across the
various archer groups, and they all looked calm and professional.
Everyone else, on the other hand…


  “They will steel themselves when battle
finally comes,” Kaseya said.


  “You really believe that?” I asked.


  “If they don’t, they will die. And so will
we.”


  I snorted, assuming she was trying to be
funny…but then I realized she was deathly serious. Ever since we’d
climbed up on the wall she had fully readopted her no-nonsense,
“hardened amazon warrior” persona just like she always did when
battle was imminent. I wished I could make that transition half as
easily. I was so anxious I felt like I had accidentally detonated a
fireball inside my own stomach.


  “They’re moving their siege weapons into
position!” General Serrane called out across the battlements.
“Wizards: at the ready!”


  I braced myself against the wall and squinted
out across the snowy plains. My human eyes still couldn’t make out
much of anything, but I trusted her elven ones. The Mage’s Guild
wizards has been preparing for this eventually all day.


  The minutes ticked by in silence while a few
hundred of the distant torches crept closer to the wall. The
catapults slowly became visible as the half-moon rose in the night
sky, and the barbarians loaded the weapons with spongy, oily
boulders. I braced myself, my heart pounding in my ears, as their
shaman conjured wisps of fire and ignited the oil.


  “Oh, shit,” I muttered.


  The catapults fired a moment later, and we
all watched helplessly as the flaming boulders streaked towards us.
Most crashed down short of the wall, but a few were perfectly on
target. Just before impact, the Guild wizards conjured a protective
bubble of Aetheric energy across the entire length of the wall,
shielding us beneath a sparkling blue dome. The boulder smashed
into the barrier and exploded, showering everyone below in tiny,
smoldering bits of debris.


  “Zor kalah!” Kaseya gasped as the
barrier faded. “We cannot retaliate from this distance!”


  “That’s the point, Red,” Valuri said,
scowling and lifting her head back above the battlements. “This is
when we hope they run out of ammunition before they open a
breach.”


  I forced myself to take a deep breath as the
catapults reloaded. From the bits and pieces of conversation I’d
heard earlier, General Serrane had planned to send a small sortie
against the attackers in an attempt to sabotage their catapults,
but the Highlord had warned her against it. Without more men, he
wasn’t comfortable risking even a small number of his elite
soldiers.


  I understood his logic, but the thought of
sitting here doing nothing while their catapults bombarded us over
and over again was about as appealing as bashing my skull against
the battlements. I had always secretly assumed that I wasn’t cut
out for war. This confirmed it.


  “Incoming!”


  The General’s voice reached my ears a split
second before the Roskarim fired another volley. The result was
roughly the same as the first. Most of the flaming boulders
shattered upon the barrier, though a few more crashed into the wall
beneath us. The stone rumbled as if we had been struck by an
earthquake, and I genuinely wondered how long these old stones
could hold out…


  “These wizards aren’t going to last long,”
Valuri warned, peeking her head back up. “Look at them—they’re
already tired.”


  We were still segregated from most of the
other soldiers, which meant they were far enough away that I
trouble reading their features through the smoke and fog. But their
body language more than made up for it—I recognized channeling
fatigue when I saw it. If the Guild had sent twice as many wizards
this wouldn’t be a problem…


  “We can’t just sit here and wait to get
pulverized,” Valuri said. “We need to—”


  “Quiet,” Kaseya hissed, holding up her hand.
Her brow furrowed, and I could feel her reaching out through the
Aether. “Something is wrong…can you feel it?”


  I pursed my lips and stretched out my senses.
I didn’t detect any strange Aetheric echoes, but I did hear a
distant thumping that sounded oddly familiar, almost like banners
flapping in a stiff wind.


  “Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed. “What the
hell is that?”


  I reopened my eyes and focused on the
horizon. Thanks to the moonlight, I could make out several blurry,
black blots rising over the edge of the mountain. At first I
thought the shadows were just playing tricks on me, but then a
monstrous, high-pitched shriek rang out across the battlements.


  “Wyverns,” I gasped. “No one said they had
wyverns!”


  I watched in silent horror as four of the
huge, dragon-like creatures slowly took form. Every one of them had
a rider on its back—probably a Roskarim shaman—which would have
been bad enough on its own. But then I spotted the large,
rectangular crates from the barbarian camp clutched in their
talons, and I belatedly understood.


  “They’re filled with Roskarim warriors,” I
breathed. “The wyverns are going to drop them over the wall!”


  I swore under my breath and turned, planning
to sprint over to General Serrane and tell her what was happening.
But she had already figured it out for herself, and she was
frantically reorganizing her rangers to target and fire at the
wyverns before they got any closer. The wizards tried to adjust as
well, but they didn’t have time—another volley of flaming boulders
was already on its way.


  “Get down!” I screamed, grabbing onto the
girls and tackling them to the stone. The wizards, distracted by
the new threat, couldn’t erect their barrier in time. The fortress
trembled as the boulders smashed into the walls and battlements,
and the closest group of archers to our right screamed in panic a
second before they were pulverized. As smoke and ash flooded my
nostrils, I reached out to the Aether and conjured my own
protective mantle in the hopes it would protect us…


  “Jorem, the wyverns!” Valuri’s voice cut
through the cacophony. “You have to stop them!”


  Gritting my teeth, I rolled back into a
crouch and squinted against the stinging smoke. All four
wyvern-riders were swooping hard towards the fortress in order to
take advantage of the chaos. A few arrows arced through the air to
meet them, but most deflected harmlessly off the beasts’ thick
brown scales. Even the ones that struck true wouldn’t be enough to
actually slow the creatures down.


  Which mean that this battle—and probably the
entire fate of Icewatch—was now officially up to me.


  The Aether surged through my arms, and I felt
Kaseya open our bond like she had done back in the mountains,
transforming her body into a reservoir of additional power I could
tap into without running the risk of overchanneling. I hurled
fireball after fireball as if I were a hill giant tossing stones.
The first detonation struck the lead wyvern dead-on, vaporizing its
head and neck and sending its rider and crate spiraling into the
wall. The other wyverns instantly scattered, though the barrage of
explosions still seared their wings and scales. One rider
completely lost control and actually fell out of his saddle, an
another was unexpectedly struck in the neck by an arrow. I turned
just in time to see General Serrane leaping through the flames on
the wall, nocking and firing more quickly than seemed elvenly
possible…


  And then it was too late. One of the
riderless beasts still lurched over the walls and released its
payload. The enchanted crate slammed down onto the battlements and
skidded into one of the towers before it shattered open, freeing
the swarm of Roskarim warriors inside. They charged out into the
fortress in search of prey. A moment later, another crate followed
the first, though this one landed in the courtyard and crushed
several hapless knights beneath it. Highlord Kastrius barked out
orders in an attempt to organize the defenders, but I couldn’t
afford to split my attention and see if they would hold the
line.


  Swearing again, I whipped my head around and
glared at the last wyvern rider as it streaked over the wall. I
hurled another pair of fireballs, one from each hand, and struck
the beast squarely in its flank. The explosion was so bright I
could barely make out anything aside from the now-flaming crate
landing deeper in the fortress. More barbarians poured out, though
the immolated wyvern and rider crashed into a tower and vanished in
a disgusting cloud of gore.


  “They’ll head for the gate to try and open it
from the inside,” Valuri said, drawing her crossbows. “I need a
boost!”


  I opened my palm and blasted her with a quick
spark of energy. The instant her eyes began glowing, she vaulted up
onto the stone railing along the stars and slid down towards the
courtyard, firing the entire time. She caught a few of the
barbarians by surprise before they clashed with the Silver Fist
knights, but there were plenty more targets to choose from.


  “She will need help,” Kaseya said, sliding
her bow onto her back and drawing her sword. “Come on!”


  I didn’t have a chance to argue before she
dashed down the steps and joined in the fray. I reached back out to
the Aether and bolstered her strength and speed, keenly aware of
the warning tingles in my muscles. Every spark of power I mustered
from this point on ran the risk of overchanneling, but it wasn’t
like I had much of a choice. Val was right—if we couldn’t hold the
gate, Icewatch and everyone inside its walls was doomed.


  While the girls joined in the frantic melee
below, I focused my efforts on the stragglers. Balls of flame and
strokes of lightning erupted from my palms, blasting any Roskarim
caught out in the open without cover. Overall, we still had an
overwhelming advantage in numbers; the barbarians had only been
able to pack about a hundred warriors across the various crates.
But the sheer shock of their landing combined with the ferocity of
their attacks had tipped the scales, and the two surviving wyverns
plucking our archers from the walls wasn’t helping. Biting down on
my lip, I summoned two more spheres of flame into my hands and
waited for the wyverns to loop back and present themselves—


  At which point yet another volley of flaming
boulders rained down upon the fortress.


  I didn’t even have a chance to panic before I
saw the meteor appear above the wall and streak towards me. I dove
out of the way and reinforced my magical defenses, praying to any
god who happened to be listing that it would be enough.


  It wasn’t. My vision blurred as the explosion
hurled me through the air, and if not for my spell armor I had no
doubt that I would have ended up a bloody smear on the wall. I
wasn’t sure exactly what happened—in one second I was flying end
over end, flames and smoke enshrouding my face, and in the next I
was lying face-first in the dirt with my head pounding like I had
just had my skull bashed in by a shovel. When I finally mustered
the strength to lift my head, I saw a Roskarim warrior charging
straight for me, his mighty greataxe clutched in both hands. I
tried to conjure a fireball, but I couldn’t concentrate through the
pain. I opened my mouth and screamed instead, waiting for the
darkness of oblivion to claim me…


  Just before the man chopped me in half, an
arrow burst through his chest. Wincing at the spray of blood, I
rolled out of the way an instant before sheer inertia propelled his
corpse into the wall behind me. I frantically wiped the back of my
hand across my brow to clear my eyes, fully expecting to see Kaseya
standing in front of me. But to my surprise, there was a blonde elf
woman there instead.


  “If you can’t get that wyvern out of the sky,
we’re all dead,” General Serrane growled, offering me a hand. “Now
get up!”


  She yanked me back to my feet with surprising
force. Wiping the blood from my eyes, I searched for any signs of
Valuri and Kaseya. The former was still crouched up on the stairs
firing her crossbows at any barbarian who exposed himself, while
the later was charging towards me from across the courtyard. Her
armor was smeared in blood, though thankfully very little of it was
hers.


  “Here it comes,” Serrane warned. “Take it
down!”


  The last of the Roskarim wyverns whipped past
overhead as it dove towards the few surviving defenders on the
battlements. The rangers fired to no avail—their arrows still
couldn’t penetrate the beast’s flesh. Serrane fired a shot at the
rider instead, piercing his leg and effectively pinning him to his
mount. But it still wasn’t enough.


  Sucking in a deep breath, I reached out to
the Aether and channeled every spark of power I had left into a
single bolt of lightning. The crackling blast burned straight
through the wyvern’s chest, disintegrating half its internal organs
and killing it instantly. The creature’s momentum carried it
straight into the eastern watchtower, and the rider’s eyes gaped in
terror as Serrane’s arrow held him fast to his saddle.


  Unfortunately, I didn’t have the strength
left to watch and wait for the dust to settle. My muscles seized
and my lungs burned as the Aetheric backlash finally overwhelmed
me, and the last thing I remembered before losing consciousness was
Kaseya’s warm hands cradling my face.


   



  ***


   



  I had no idea how long I was unconscious, but
when my eyes fluttered back open I could still hear war drums
pounding in the distance. But since I didn’t hear the clattering of
swords or the cries of the wounded, I could only assume we had
repelled the first wave of attackers.


  “We really need to work on your endurance,”
Valuri’s voice said from somewhere behind me. “That’s not something
I ever thought I’d say about you.”


  I groaned and leaned up as my vision cleared.
I was pressed up against the wall not far from where I had
collapsed, and Val was crouched down next to me. The flames in the
courtyard had been extinguished, mercifully, though the sheer
number of corpses littering the area made my stomach turn. The
scent of blood and ash burned my nose, and I had to clamp a hand
over my face just to breathe.


  “Red is up on the wall coordinating the
survivors with General Serrane,” Val said, squeezing my arm and
pointing back to the battlements. “We haven’t spotted any more
wyverns, and the catapults stopped firing a while ago. Hopefully
they’re done for the night.”


  I grit my teeth and forced myself to turn
away from the carnage. “Why would they let up now?”


  “I’m not sure. They might not have enough
ammunition to actually punch through the wall, or they may have
more crates and wyverns on the way.” She shrugged. “Serrane thinks
this was just an opening volley to see how much damage they could
inflict. Since they couldn’t open the gate, they’ll just pound the
drums and try to terrify the survivors for a while.”


  “Like you said, it’s working,” I
muttered.


  “Yeah, and it’s only going to get worse.” Val
sighed and gestured to the bodies. “At first count, there are at
least a hundred dead and twice that many too wounded to fight,
including many of the Guild wizards. Without more reinforcements,
this place is doomed.”


  I swore under my breath. “What are the odds
that Highlord Kastrius will call for a retreat?”


  “Low,” Valuri said gravely. “He’s dead.”


  My breath caught in my throat, and I studied
her face to make sure she wasn’t cracking one of her ill-timed dark
jokes. But the solemn look in her eyes confirmed she was telling
the truth.


  “Escar’s mercy,” I breathed


  “A few of the Roskarim broke through the
rearguard and charged into the barracks,” Valuri said. “Kastrius
and Sir Derec followed them to try and defend the servants and
wounded who were hiding inside. Stupid paladins…”


  I swore again. “Derec didn’t make it
either?”


  “He did, actually. He said the Highlord saved
his life.” Val shook her head and sighed again. “Morale is going to
crumble whether Serrane wants to admit it or not. She strikes me as
the type of woman who would rather die than surrender, especially
now.”


  “She knows that if the fortress falls, every
village from here to Highwind is as good as dead,” I said. “You
can’t blame her for that.”


  “I wasn’t,” Valuri whispered. “But you and I
both know we can’t afford to stick around here much longer. If Red
wants to warn her people about Ayrael’s plans, we have to get back
to Highwind. It’s the only way.”


  I knew she was right. I had known she was
right from the very beginning, actually, but that didn’t make this
any easier. As bad as things were right now, they would have been
even worse if we hadn’t been here. Icewatch probably would have
fallen, and Highwind might have lost their Highlord and their
Ranger-General in a single attack.


  Perhaps we had just delayed the inevitable.
Perhaps ten thousand barbarians would throw themselves at the wall
in a few hours, and everything we had done would have been
pointless. There was no way to know.


  “For now, we should get back up on the wall,”
I said, stretching out my arms and grimacing at the strange
juxtaposition of numbness and pain. “Tomorrow isn’t here just
yet.”
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  “Forget learning ancient moshalim
channeling techniques,” I grumbled. “If we survive this, Zalheer is
going to teach us how to channel a silence spell.”


  When the Roskarim drums continued pounding
for the second consecutive hour following the wyvern attack, I
genuinely started to question the limits of my own sanity. Every
echoing beat felt like a miniature earthquake in my skull, and I
was half tempted to take the girls and charge straight into their
lines just to get this over with. Hell couldn’t possibly be this
annoying.


  “She’s here,” Kaseya whispered. She was
crouched down next to the battlements again, her forehead creased
in concentration.


  “What?” I asked. “Who?”


  “Ayrael. I can sense her presence amongst the
army.”


  “Well, that’s just wonderful,” Valuri
muttered. “You two better have enough energy left to fight her when
she personally leads their next charge.”


  The words had barely escaped her lips when
the war drums abruptly changed their rhythm. On cue, the distant
wall of torches began crawling forward like a giant, undulating
mass of flame and flesh. The Roskarim gradually picked up speed as
they drew closer, the moonlight glinting off their sharp axes.


  “Archers: to the wall!” General Serrane’s
voice rang out across the fortress. The Icewatch defenders and her
surviving rangers lined up along the battlements, and Kaseya and
Valuri followed suit.


  “It’s been a while since I used one of
these,” Val said as she lifted the bow she’d been given.


  “If you fire in their general direction I’m
sure you’ll hit something,” I replied, grimacing. I had mostly
recovered from overchanneling earlier, but my arms and fingers were
still tingling. I honestly wasn’t sure how long I would be able to
keep this up…


  “Archers: nock!” Serrane shouted. “Draw!”


  I held my breath and watched as the
barbarians charged closer and closer. They weren’t riding wolves or
hiding behind a wall of shields; they were just running forward and
screaming like a horde of bloodthirsty orcs. I wondered distantly
if Ayrael had tried to teach them better tactics or if she simply
didn’t care how many of them died.


  “Fire!”


  A volley of arrows streaked through the night
sky and rained down upon the charging Roskarim, maiming or outright
killing dozens of their warriors. But the dead were swiftly
trampled into the dirt by the living, and the screams of the
wounded were completely drowned out by a new wave of battle
cries.


  “Nock! Draw! Fire!”


  The defenders unleashed another salvo, but no
matter how many barbarians died it didn’t seem to thin their
numbers in the slightest. Still, the more we killed here the fewer
we would have to deal with when—


  “Get down!”


  I glanced up just in time to watch the
distant catapults fire another salvo of flaming boulders. The
surviving wizards conjured a barrier, but there weren’t enough of
them to cover all the gaps. I reached out to the Aether to try and
help…


  But it was already too late. The boulders
crashed into the fortress, showering the battlements in even more
oily, flaming debris. Most of the archers in the group next to us
were crushed outright, and I completely lost sight of the
Ranger-General amidst the smoke and chaos.


  “Watch the ladders!” Kaseya cried out,
dropping her bow and drawing her sword. “Hold the line!”


  I brushed enough soot from the eyes to watch
as the barbarians began erecting siege ladders to climb the walls.
Apparently they hadn’t needed shields after all—they had simply
allowed their catapults to cover for them.


  “Fuck this,” Valuri snarled, casting aside
her bow and drawing her crossbows instead. She leaned over the
crenellations and began shooting the barbarians while they tried to
climb. “Do something, Jorem!”


  I dashed next to her and peered down the
wall. The barbarians were swarming over the ladders, and I doubted
I would ever have a better opportunity to inflict this much damage.
Taking a deep breath, I reached out to the Aether and conjured a
flaming sphere in my palm, then leaned forward and hurled it at the
base of the ladder. In theory, the explosion would kill dozens of
Roskarim and destroy their only means of ascending the walls.


  In practice, the fireball was snuffed out
before it ever came close to its target.


  “What the hell…?” I breathed.


  I leaned back as an arrow whistled past my
head, and I belatedly sensed the presence of several Roskarim
channelers amidst the throng of warriors. Now I understood why
their shaman hadn’t been blasting our archers—they had seen me kill
their wyverns, and now they were holding back their power to
counterspell me before I could inflict any more damage.


  “You’ve never been impotent before,” Valuri
hissed, leaning back over and firing two more shots after her
crossbows reloaded. “What the hell is going on?”


  “Their shamans are countering me,” I said. “I
can’t—”


  I didn’t have time to finish the sentence
before the first wave of brutes vaulted over the wall. Kaseya met
them head on, decapitating one with her sword and bashing another
with her shield. But as the smoke from the boulders slowly cleared,
I realized there were far more ladders than I’d feared. The Silver
Fist knights rushed up to defend the archers and wizards, but I
knew they wouldn’t be able to hold out for long.


  Gritting my teeth, I dove away from the wall
to give me some space, then reached out through the Aether and
focused on empowering the girls instead. Kaseya was already holding
her own, but with my help she became a whirling dervish of
destruction, scything down barbarian warriors twice her size one
after another. I gave Valuri a quick boost as well—a single spark
of energy from my fingertips gave her all the power she needed to
rampage across the battlements like a tiny, green-eyed
demoness.


  The deadly grace and skill of my companions
was as horrifying (and weirdly arousing) as normal, but even as the
corpses piled up on the wall I knew we were still losing ground. A
quick glance to my right confirmed that the defenders on the
eastern wall had already been overwhelmed, and General Serrane was
struggling to hold back the tide in the center. Her enchanted bow
conjured shimmering arrow after shimmering arrow at the slightest
touch of her fingers to the string, but even unlimited ammunition
couldn’t overwhelm unlimited targets.


  It was at that exact moment, when I truly
felt the cold fingers of death clasping at my throat, that the
fortress’s main gate exploded inwards.


  A roar of triumph shuddered up from below,
and I turned just in time to watch the barbarians ooze around the
edges of their battering ram and pour into the courtyard. The
Silver Fist knights roared back and charged, and the two forces
collided in a blur of steel, blood, and screams.


  “Damn it,” I hissed, glancing back over my
shoulder to the girls. They were still battling atop the ladder and
more or less holding their own, but if the men in the courtyard
were overwhelmed this would all be for nothing. Still, I did have
an opening I didn’t have before. As long as the shaman couldn’t see
me, they couldn’t counterspell me. This might have been my last
chance to make a difference.


  Reaching back out to the Aether, I conjured
another fireball in my hand and chucked it at the battering ram.
The wooden frame exploded in a shower of flaming splinters,
crushing the barbarians as they tried to squeeze through and
effectively blocking off their reinforcements—at least for a few
moments. I shifted my attention back to the ongoing melee and tried
to pick any clear targets I could. It wasn’t as difficult as it
could have been—the knights were already staring down three-to-one
odds, and despite their skill and magic they were slowing falling
back. I detonated a fireball in one cluster of Roskarim, then
unleashed a bolt of lightning at another…


  Jorem!


  I felt Kaseya’s pained cry through the
Aether, and I turned just in time to watch a pair of barbarians
tackle her to the ground. I blasted one off and then another, but
even when she wriggled free of their seared bodies even more took
their place. It was like we were trying to hold off a swarm of
locusts.


  The amazon eventually recovered and leapt
back to her feet, but I knew it was already too late. The dam had
broken and the tide had turned. Serrane had lost control of the
wall’s center, and the barbarians were pushing through the flaming
wreckage to storm the courtyard in overwhelming numbers. Barring a
miracle, we were mere moments from death.


  This is all your fault. You could have
left days ago. You could have argued harder for Kaseya to leave
Zalheer behind. You are her Maskari; she would have obeyed
you even if she disagreed. Her disappointment would be a small
price to pay compared to getting her killed out here in this frozen
shithole a thousand miles from home…


  She cried out again when a spear pierced her
leg, and I looked up just in time to watch a Roskarim swing his axe
for her neck—


  And then the entire fortress rumbled as a
dozen strokes of lightning crashed down from the sky and burned the
Roskarim to cinders.


  The initial flash was so bright the
afterimage nearly blinded me, but I wasn’t alone. Every barbarian
on the battlements cried out and clutched at their faces—the ones
that were still alive, anyway. A storm of death and lightning
scoured the walls clean and flooded my nostrils with the horrid
scent of burned flesh. I craned me neck over my shoulder, fully
expecting to see the god of storms himself floating above the
courtyard.


  Instead, I saw Zalheer. The old
moshalim was indeed floating above the ground, and his hands
and eyes crackled with all the might and fury of a thunderstorm. I
thought I had seen the full scope of his power back in the
mountains. I had obviously been mistaken.


  For the Vael Tal’Shira! he called out,
his voice bellowing through the Aether itself. For Nol
Krovos!


  Another blast scorched down from the heavens,
even stronger than the last. By the time I finally blinked the
afterimage from my vision the walls were little more than a
smoldering graveyard. The Roskarim ladders had been charred to
cinders, and I didn’t see any more men pouring in through the main
gate. The knights were still locked in tight with the stragglers,
but they fought with renewed vigor. Man for man—woman for
woman—they hacked down the attackers with the fury of Escar
himself. I risked a quick glance over the wall while I crawled
towards Kaseya, and I was rewarded with the most beautiful sight I
could imagine.


  The barbarians were retreating.


  “I’ll be damned,” Valuri rasped, slumping
down against the wall next to me and panting for breath. “The old
man did it.”


  I nodded absently. At least two thirds of the
Roskarim were still alive, but their spirit was broken. I didn’t
blame them—if I had just watched the sky rain death upon my
friends, I would have turned the hell around too.


  “Where’s Ayrael?” I asked, belatedly
realizing that we hadn’t actually seen her.


  “Already gone,” Kaseya whispered. “She rides
south for Vorsalos.”


  “Either she’s scared to face us again or she
doesn’t care whether or not the Roskarim win,” Valuri said. “I’ll
guess the latter. The Highlord is dead, and this place is a
disaster. The Inquisitrix already got the chaos she wanted.”


  I pursed my lips as I channeled healing magic
into Kaseya’s leg to close the wound. I didn’t even want to think
about the long-term implications of what had just happened. We were
alive, and for now that was the only thing that mattered. I just
didn’t understand how it was possible for one man to cause so much
devastation, especially with the enemy channelers actively
countering his spells…


  “He is dying, Jorem,” Kaseya said.


  I blinked and shook my head. “What?”


  “Zalheer,” she murmured, pointing across the
courtyard. The moshalim was no longer levitating through the
air. He was slumped against a broken barricade in the courtyard,
his old body struggling for breath.


  I raced down off the wall to reach him,
leaping over the countless corpses and pushing through the noxious
clouds of smoke. I feared that his wounds from earlier had
reopened, but when I drew close I realized the problem was much,
much worse.


  “Find the Fount of Velhari,” Zalheer rasped.
“Stop the Corruptor.”


  I opened my mouth to reply but realized I had
nothing to say. He already looked like a corpse. His thick veins
were visibly pulsating beneath his pale flesh, and his eyes were
bloodshot and distant. He hadn’t been struck down by a Roskarim
spear or axe—he had been struck down by the Aether itself.


  I swore under my breath. I had never actually
seen a sorcerer overchannel himself to death before. The price of
power was pain and death, the old saying went. Mortal bodies were
never meant to serve as a direct conduit for the Aether, and every
spell took its toll on us in one way or another.


  Yet Zalheer had somehow lived a long and full
life anyway for reasons I still didn’t understand. It was only now,
at the end, that the Aether finally claimed its prize.


  “Serve and protect the Vaer
Tal’Shira,” the old man told me. “Respect her pledge. Honor her
sacrifice. Love her from now until the end.”


  His hand touched mine, and I felt him slip
something into my palm. I glanced down to see a slender, faintly
glowing stone brimming with Aetheric energy.


  “Marcella…” he breathed.


  And then he was gone.


   



  ***


   



  Every story I’d ever heard about glorious
battles as a child, whether over a campfire or in the pages of an
old book, described the victory celebrations as much or more than
the actual carnage. The drinking, the laughing, the fucking—the
stories all made it sound like the revelry started the instant the
last body hit the ground. And naturally, they never spent more than
a few sentences talking about the dead aside from how their
companions would honor them with food and song.


  The reality, unsurprisingly, was a hell of a
lot more depressing.


  The girls spent the next few hours helping
with the cleanup while I joined the fortress’s healers in the
triage tents. We saved as many lives as we could, and by mid-day I
had finally recovered from the shock of everything that had
happened. Unfortunately, I suspected that the nightmares would last
for many years to come.


  “They’ll be rifling through the bodies for
days,” I said from our perch on the battlements overlooking the
courtyard. “The knights will want a ceremony to honor their
dead.”


  “As well they should,” Kaseya said.


  I nodded in silent agreement. Dawn had
finally cracked over the horizon a few minutes ago, and the
surviving defenders had already started the grim work of separating
dead friends and foes. A corpse pyre was already burning on the
eastern side of the bailey.


  “I wish we could bring his body back to Nol
Krovos,” Kaseya added into the silence. “We’ll have to settle for
bringing his ashes instead.”


  I glanced down to where Zalheer’s body had
been laid out alongside many of the other fallen defenders in
preparation for cremation. By any objective standard, we had barely
known the man. We had met him less than a week ago! But for some I
still felt sick every sick every time I looked at his corpse.
Whatever else he may have been—whatever else he may have done—he
had saved our lives. If there was any justice in the multiverse,
the amazons would at least have the decency to bury his remains on
Nol Krovos. Sadly, I didn’t expect things would be that easy.


  “He left me this,” I said, pulling the
slender crystal from my pocket. “I’m not certain, but I think it’s
a Dal’Rethi training stone.”


  Valuri frowned and shook her head. “A
what?”


  “A teaching device created by the Avetharri
thousands of years ago. This might predate the Dragon War.”


  I sighed when both girls looked at me like I
was speaking gibberish. “The Avethian Empire stretched across this
whole region back before humanity had founded a single kingdom. The
Avetharri fought a long, bloody war against the dark elves that…” I
paused and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Never mind. The point is
that the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers were elite soldier-sorcerers who
served and protected their emperor. Almost every modern channeling
tradition is based off of their teachings. None have ever achieved
similar mastery, not even the moshalim.”


  “The old man did say he spent decades
traveling the world searching for different channeling traditions,”
Valuri said. “Do you know how that thing works?”


  “Not a clue,” I admitted. “Most Avethian
relics have been lost to history, even among the Highborne of
Nelu’Thalas. But there is one person who might know something about
it.”


  “If you say ‘Telanya,’ I swear to every god
in the multiverse I’ll choke you right now.”


  I grunted and slipped the stone back into my
pocket. I knew I probably should have been more fascinated by
Zalheer’s gift, but at the moment we far bigger problems to deal
with. According to Kaseya her sister was on the move back to
Vorsalos, and the Inquisitrix’s fleet would probably be setting
sail for Nol Krovos soon…


  I blinked out of my reverie just in time to
watch General Serrane and Sir Derec approach us from across the
battlements. They both looked as haggard as I felt, though Serrane
still moved with a supernatural grace and poise I found genuinely
comforting. Hopefully the rest of the soldiers did too.


  “I wanted to thank you personally for
everything you’ve done,” she said. “All of you. Without your help,
we would have been overrun hours ago during the first wave.”


  “Gratitude is nice, but coin would be even
better,” Valuri said. “Who am I kidding? We don’t get paid for
anything anymore…”


  Serrane eyed her curiously. “The Council will
reward you generously. I will make certain of it.”


  “If they don’t, I’m sure there are plenty of
other concerned citizens in Highwind who will,” Derec said with a
coy wink. “Not all the nobles were eager to abandon this
place.”


  “Faint praise indeed,” Serrane muttered. She
glanced around the carnage, as solemn look on her face. “This blood
is on their hands. And we’ve no guarantee the Roskarim won’t
regroup and try again.”


  “If history is any indicator, they break when
their leader falls,” I said. “During the battle, we saw the
Inquisitrix’s Hand flee west around the Shattered Peaks. Sooner or
later I suspect the barbarians will figure out they were just lambs
led to the slaughter.”


  “Perhaps,” Serrane said. “In the meantime, I
will stay here and continue organizing a defense and conducting
repairs. I don’t expect you to stay. Sir Derec mentioned you have
other business back in Highwind.”


  “We do,” I confirmed. As much as I wanted to
tell her everything—preferably during a quiet, private dinner—I
knew better than to overshare. No one here needed to know that we
were agents of the Black Mistress or that the Inquisitrix planned
to attack Nol Krovos. Not that they would believe us…or care. The
amazons were barely even real to most of these people.


  “As much as we could still use your healing
magic, you might as well leave now before it grows dark,” Serrane
suggested. “I will contact the Council and make sure they
understand the importance of your contribution.”


  “I’ll tell them again myself in a few days,”
Derec said. “I’ll be escorting the dead back home. The Highlord
deserves a proper burial...and so do all the others.”


  “Yes, they do,” Kaseya said flatly. She
eventually pulled her eyes away from the bodies and touched General
Serrane on the shoulder. “Without your leadership, none of these
soldiers would still be alive. I am proud to have fought alongside
you.”


  The elven woman smiled and clutched Kaseya’s
forearm. She said something in Elven, and Kaseya replied in her own
language. They shared another glance, then offered each other a
parting bow.


  Once Serrane was out of earshot, Valuri
chuckled and crouched down behind me where she could whisper. “At
this rate, Red is going to fuck her before you do.”


  I sighed and turned back to Derec. “We’ll get
back to Solemi as soon as possible. I really hope she can arrange
for a ship to take us to Nol Krovos.”


  “So do I,” the knight replied gravely.
“Though to be honest, I’m more worried about what’s going to happen
with the Council. Kastrius was the glue holding them together.”


  I studied his profile as he glanced back over
his shoulder to the Highlord’s coffin. Something in his voice was
odd, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what…


  “The Highlord died defending the innocent,”
Kaseya said. “There is no greater glory.”


  “True enough,” Derec replied. Something
flickered across his face, but I wasn’t able to pin it down before
he turned. “I’ve tried to convince General Serrane to return, but
that’s not going to happen for a while. She won’t leave until she’s
certain the Roskarim are routed.” He sighed and shook his head. “In
any event, I wish you luck on your journey. I would offer you
horses, but I don’t think we have any left to spare.”


  “We’ll be all right,” I said, forcing a tight
smile. The longer I sat here surrounded by death and destruction,
the more I wanted to run through the gate and out into the open
plains. The freezing winter wind would still feel less
oppressive.


  “Then I’m sure I’ll see you soon,” Derec
said, shaking my hand. “Give Solemi my best.”


   



  ***


   



  We didn’t actually leave Icewatch for several
more hours. Kaseya had to gather Zalheer’s ashes from the pyre, and
I decided to do a final round of triage in the healing tents to
make ensure that no one else would die from their wounds. Once I
was certain that everything was stable, we grabbed as many supplies
as we could carry and set out. Even though we only had a few hours
of daylight left, I was overjoyed to be out on the open road.


  I expected camp that night to be a somber
combination of quiet reflection and barely-restrained tears. We had
only narrowly escaped oblivion, after all, and I swore the cold
touch of death was still lurking in my shadow. But once the tents
were propped and the campfire was lit, we all realized that
survival was pointless if we refused to feel alive. And so the
celebration finally began in earnest.


  Within minutes of igniting the campfire, I
had a bottle of whiskey in my hand and Kaseya’s tits in my mouth.
She bounced up and down on my lap, her quim cradling my cock and
her thighs straddling my waist, while she and Val shared a wet,
heated kiss fueled as much out of desperation as lust. I fucked
both of them as long and hard as I ever had before, in every hole
and in every position, as if each thrust were a giant middle finger
to the gods of darkness and death. I was mostly sober when I
injected my first load deep into Kaseya’s cunt, but I was entirely
drunk when I fired the next one all over Valuri’s face.


  I was vaguely aware of the girls entertaining
each other afterwards, but I slept like a brick until well after
sunrise the next day. I doubt I would have noticed if the entire
remainder of the Roskarim army trampled over me. Every muscle in my
body ached, and my head was still pounding.


  Amazingly, the girls were in even worse
shape. Kaseya was still lying face down on her pillow, her untied
red hair spilled out across half the tent, while Valuri was curled
up beneath me for warmth. I snorted softly and slid my arms around
the Huntress’s waist, then pressed my face into her black hair and
finally let myself cry.


  I wasn’t entirely certain whether the tears
were born more out of relief or shock or outright sadness, but they
flowed more easily than they had in as long as I could remember. At
the very least, I knew they were a response to the shockwaves of
death I still felt shuddering through the Aether. I had killed men
before, of course, but I had never watched so many perish around me
at the same time. The echoes of their death clung to me somehow,
and no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t push them away. It made
me want to pour more whiskey down my throat and never channel
again.


  “I see you’re handling your liquor about as
well as Red here,” Valuri said after a moment. “What the hell are
you whimpering about?”


  I sighed and rubbed the tears from my face.
“I don’t know, maybe I’m experiencing genuine human emotion for
once. You should try it sometime.”


  “Sounds exhausting,” she muttered, squirming
around to face me. She stared at me for a long moment, her green
eyes brimming with more sympathy than she would ever dare put into
words. “We’re alive, we’re safe…things could be a hell of a lot
worse.”


  “I know, it’s just…” I sighed and shook my
head. “We’ve scraped by plenty of times before, but this feels
different somehow. Maybe it was just seeing the power Zalheer could
unleash…and seeing the power the Aether could unleash back upon
him.”


  Valuri slowly ran her fingers through my
short hair. “That or you’re just upset you never had the chance to
fuck Serrane.”


  I groaned and rolled my eyes. “You could at
least try to be serious once in a while.”


  “I have tried before. I’m just not very good
at it.”


  She grabbed the sides of my head and forced
me to look her in the eyes before she kissed me again. Her tongue
wrapped around mine, and I shared in her breath for several minutes
before she finally pulled away.


  “You’re worried that the next time you
overchannel, you’ll suffer Zalheer’s fate,” she reasoned.


  “It’s always a risk,” I said. “I’ve been
lucky so far.”


  “Then maybe I need to start keeping you in
check. Every third fireball I’ll jab my claws into your ribs and
the suck the Aether out of you.”


  I snorted but smiled despite myself. I knew
she wasn’t actually trying to be difficult; this was her awkward
way of trying to make me feel better. She had never been the
lovey-dovey type and never would be. But she was definitely the
“let’s fuck until you feel better type,” and she deftly wriggled
her legs out from beneath me and clamped the around my waist. My
cock swelled to life against her, and she gently nudged the tip
into her quim.


  “That’s better,” Valuri breathed as her hips
began slowly bucking against me. “If you’re going to overchannel
yourself to death soon, we better start having you feed me two or
three times a day while you still can.”


  I dragged my fingers along the silky smooth
skin of her outer thighs. “At that rate, there won’t be much left
for Kaseya.”


  “Red will make due, I’m sure. Besides, once
you’re gone I plan to transfer ownership of that collar. I’ll be
her Maskari if it means I get to feed off her sweet little
cunt whenever I want. I doubt we’ll even miss you.”


  I slammed into her hard enough that she
actually squealed in surprise, which only encouraged me to fuck her
even harder. Half of me wanted to kiss the cute, impish smirk on
her lips; the other half wanted to slap it off her face in
frustration. It was basically the perfect distillation of our
relationship.


  “For the record, I never doubted that we’d
win,” she said between gasps for breath. “Not even for a
moment.”


  “You’re so full of shit,” I sneered.


  “I’d rather be full of cum.”


  “Did…did you really just say that?”


  “My secret’s out—you know I can feed wherever
you put it.” Her grin turned downright devilish. “So you might as
well spill inside me.”


  I snorted and pinned her arms beside her head
as I pounded her in earnest. Her fingernails dug into my flesh, and
I pumped everything I had as deep inside her as I could.


  “Good boy,” she cooed into my ear just like
she used to back when we had first met. She had been a much more
ruthless mistress back then, all things considered.


  I remained on top of her and watched in idle
fascination as her eyes rolled back into her head and her tattoos
began to glow beneath her pale skin. I traced my fingers along the
ones on her belly, and I softly kissed her breasts until she
finally came down.


  Kaseya didn’t stir until I had slumped over
on my side, and when she leaned up she looked like she had just
fought an ogre in the gladiator pits. “Matriarch’s mercy,” she
breathed. “I overslept. I’m sorry.”


  “I took care of him, don’t worry,” Val said.
“Someone doesn’t know how to hold her liquor.”


  “I know how to…it was something in the…”
Kaseya swallowed and licked at her lips. “Zor kalah, I think
you’re right.”


  We shared a chuckle before Valuri started
shivering and dug through our supplies for her clothes. “I’m pretty
sure there’s a stream around here, but it is way too fucking cold
for a bath,” she said. “We should probably get moving as soon as
possible.”


  “Yeah,” I agreed, rubbing at my face. The
echoes in the Aether seemed to have fallen silent for a few moments
at least, and I hoped they would continue to fade the farther away
from Icewatch we traveled. “We still have a long way left to
go.”
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  Two days and a hundred or so miles later, the
shining spires of Highwind finally appeared on the horizon. The
roads this close were even busier than when we had left; word of
the Roskarim attack had undoubtedly spread all across the
Lastharvest Plains, and anyone with the means was still seeking
solace inside the city walls. I started to worry that we might be
denied entry—the line of caravans and refugees was almost half a
mile long at this point—but then one of the guards spotted us and
waved us forward.


  “The Mistress said you’d be back soon,” the
young man said. “Come on; let’s get you inside where it’s
warm.”


  I nodded and followed, clamping my hand over
Kaseya’s mouth before she could say anything that got us in
trouble. I felt as bad as she did leaving all these people out here
in the cold, especially when we were only being allowed inside
thanks to grift, but we did need to speak with Solemi as soon as
possible. Besides, favors like this were half the reason we had
been seeking a powerful ally here in the first place…


  Once we were actually inside the gates, the
abrupt shift in the city’s collective mood became even more
obvious. There were at least twice as many guardsmen on the streets
but half the number of regular people. The weather probably
accounted for part of it—winter had descended even more swiftly
than normal this year—but news of the barbarian invasion had
obviously reached the common folk as well.


  “I wonder if they know about Kastrius,”
Valuri whispered as we led our horses through the streets. “Or that
the Roskarim retreated.”


  “Probably ‘yes’ on both counts,” I said.
“Serrane will have told the rest of the Duskwatch everything with
her calling crystal, and I’m sure they’re received plenty of
messenger hawks, too.”


  “Mm,” Valuri murmured, her eyes darting back
and forth around the streets. “Why do I get the feeling a bunch of
other horrible things have happened since we left?”


  “Because you have basic reasoning and
observational skills,” I replied dryly. “Let’s just focus on
getting to Darkwind. Solemi can fill us in and hopefully get us
that ship.”


  “I still think there’s a decent chance we’ll
have to walk to Greygale and bribe someone to take us. And by bribe
I mean threaten, because it’s not like we’re burdened with a bunch
of extra gold.”


  “The Ranger-General did say that the Council
would pay us,” Kaseya pointed out.


  “Yeah, I wouldn’t hold my breath on that,” I
said. “Come on.”


  We left our horse when Solemi’s people at the
nearby stable then attempted to maneuver our way towards Moonshadow
Plaza and the hidden entrance to Darkwind inside the Skittering
Spider. The heavy patrols forced us into several detours,
however, and we eventually ended up on the edge of the plaza where
an austere, middle-aged man clad in the armor of a city guardsmen
was addressing a crowd of several hundred people.


  “…cannot afford to take any more risks,” he
was saying, his deep voice echoing down the street. “Every day the
gates remain open is another opportunity for more Senosi assassins
to slip into our city. Until the Vorsalosian threat has been dealt
with, Highwind will remain closed.”


  Valuri pulled the cowl of her cloak more
tightly around her shoulder. “Who the hell is that supposed to
be?”


  “Constable Mannick, I think,” I said. “I
don’t really know anything about him other than the fact he’s in
charge of the Highwind Guard. Well, that and Serrane seems to
dislike him.”


  “As of tonight, I will also officially be
enacting a curfew for all citizens,” Mannick went on. “No one is
allowed on the streets after sundown unless they are accompanied by
one of my Guardsmen.”


  The crowd erupted in a bizarre combination of
cheers, jeers, and outright screams of protest, mostly from
merchants upset about their places of business. I didn’t blame
them, but I also didn’t want to be here if the crowd got out of
hand…


  “The death of Highlord Kastrius, a true hero
of Highwind, should be a clarion call to action,” Mannick shouted
over the protests. “For too long the feckless nobles of the city
have counted their riches while the people in the streets suffer.
For too long they have refused to spend a single coin bolstering
the Guard or building a real army to protect us. Icewatch stands
today thanks to the selfless bravery and sacrifice of good men and
women, and Highwind will only stand tomorrow if even more of those
brave men and women answer the call.”


  “I can’t tell if he’s trying to conscript an
army or start a revolution,” Valuri muttered.


  “Both.”


  We all turned to face a hooded, elderly woman
standing behind us. A single lock of silver hair spilled out from
the shadowy cowl of her hood.


  “The good constable has lived in the shadow
of better men ever since he was offered a seat on the Council,” she
went on. “But with the death of Highlord Kastrius, the
assassination of Councilor Vaneros, and the prolonged absence of
Ranger-General Serrane…well, his voice has grown much louder. And
for better or worse, the people of Highwind are desperate to listen
to someone—anyone—who promises to keep them safe.”


  I was just about to ask her who she was when
the truth belatedly struck me. The Aether swirling around her, and
I felt like an idiot for not realizing the truth immediately.


  “Glad to see you’re still finding the time to
catch some fresh air once in a while,” Valuri said.


  “A woman in my position can’t afford to hide
in the shadows forever.” Solemi—aka “The Black Mistress,” aka
“Silhouette”—lifted her chin and flashed us all a warm smile.
“Thank the gods you made it back to the city in one piece. With all
the rumors floating around about what happened in Icewatch…well, I
feared the worst.”


  “We’re alive, and the north lives to fight
another day,” I said, smiling back. “Unfortunately, we lost a
potential ally along the way.”


  “Derec mentioned that Zalheer gave his life
to protect Icewatch,” Solemi replied solemnly. “Such an incredible
act of bravery for a man who had been forced to live in exile for
so many years…”


  “He sacrificed himself so that I might return
to Nol Krovos and save my people from the Inquisitrix,” Kaseya
said. “You must help us return to the island as soon as
possible.”


  Solemi arched both her silver eyebrows. “Sail
to Nol Krovos? That…” She shook her head. “That may not be easy as
you think.”


  “I’m sure we’ll figure something out, but we
probably shouldn’t do it here,” I said, tossing a furtive glance
around the plaza. “Things seem a lot less stable than when
we left.”


  “The Senosi have struck at the very heart of
the city. The old order is collapsing in on itself more quickly
every day.” Solemi paused and glanced about the plaza. “Come—we
have much to discuss.”
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  A half an hour later, we had successfully
navigated Darkwind’s labyrinthine illusions and arrived in the
Black Mistress’s underground palace. I gave her the shortest
possible explanation of everything we had learned along the way,
from Ayrael’s relationship with the Roskarim to the Inquisitrix’s
alleged plan to poison the Aether and collapse the Three Corridors.
It all sounded even more preposterous aloud than it did in my head,
which was no small feat. Nevertheless, Solemi took everything in
stride. I expected nothing less from a powerful sorceress who had
built her own shadow empire.


  “It’s almost unbelievable,” Solemi whispered
as we strolled past the hot pools and steaming geysers festooned
around the edges of the structure. “You are certain that this Fount
of Velhari exists?”


  “Zalheer was,” Kaseya said. “He showed it to
me in a vision, and he claims that it is one many such nexus points
of energy built by the Avetharri elves in the distant past.”


  “You’ll forgive my skepticism, but there are
many powerful channelers in the Northern Reaches. Why haven’t they
sensed it?”


  “Maybe some of them have and they don’t know
it,” I said. “If the Fount has always been there, they may not
realize how different the Aether will feel without it. How would
any of us know what darkness looked like if we lived in a place
where the sun never set?”


  “An interesting point,” Solemi said. “Still,
you must admit that it all seems a little…strange.”


  “It does, yes,” I admitted, choosing my words
carefully. “But I saw the Fount in the Kaseya’s vision, and I have
felt its power for myself. Its presence would also go a long way
towards explaining why the amazons have such a strong connection to
the Aether.”


  “Even if it’s not real, Ayrael and the
Inquisitrix believe it is,” Valuri added. “They’ll attack Nol
Krovos one way or another.”


  “She has already inflicted tremendous damage
here with just a handful of her agents,” Solemi said. “Knights,
rangers, priests, and now a councilor…the Senosi have thrown
Highwind’s entire political order into chaos in a matter of weeks.
They’ve been so effective that I’ve honestly wondered why the
Inquisitrix bothered waiting so long.”


  “I assume she wanted to divert as many of the
city’s forces north as possible,” Valuri suggested. “She had to
know that a resurgent barbarian threat would draw Kastrius north
and probably Serrane, too.”


  “And assuming her real target is Nol Krovos,
it means she’s effectively bogged down all her potential enemies in
a single stoke,” I added. “No one’s going to lift a finger to stop
the Vorsalosian fleet with the Roskarim threatening the north and
the Senosi running rampant across Highwind.”


  “Would anyone have offered to help my people
regardless?” Kaseya asked pointedly.


  “No offense, Red, but your people haven’t
exactly been open to alliances before,” Valuri said. “The amazons
never lifted a finger during the War of the Three Cities or Winter
War or any other conflict in the last…I don’t know,
forever.”


  “I was not defending my people’s mistakes,”
Kaseya said. “My only point is that Inquisitrix didn’t need to
bother separating those who are already divided.”


  “Maybe not, but if she does poison the Fount
and collapse the Three Corridors, the chaos outside right now will
only be the beginning,” I said gravely. “Every city in the Northern
Reaches will be ripe for conquest. And even if their governments
don’t collapse outright, their people will be looking for a strong
leader.”


  Valuri nodded. “The Inquisitrix is just
repeating the same tactics that won her control of Vorsalos years
ago. Beating back the Roskarim was a huge victory, but it’s not
enough.”


  Solemi sighed softly when we entered her
quasi throne room at the center of the spire. “Unfortunately, I’m
not sure there’s anything we can do about that right now,” she
said, sitting down and crossing her legs. “Hiring a ship to sail to
Nol Krovos is a difficult prospect at the best of times. I’m afraid
your people are not overly hospitable towards outsiders.”


  “I am not an outsider,” Kaseya said.


  “No, but whoever owns the ship you hire will
be.” Solemi pursed her lips in thought. “I do have an old friend in
Greygale who owes me a favor, but it will take time to contact him
and make arrangements.”


  “How much time?” I asked.


  “Several days at best. A few weeks is more
likely.”


  “We cannot afford to wait that long,” Kaseya
said. “Perhaps we should travel to Seawatch ourselves and try to
convince one of the local captains to help.”


  “We don’t have the coin for that, and even if
we did there’s no guarantee we’d find anyone,” I said soberly.
“What about a message? Considering you’re the one who told the
amazons about Ayrael in the first place, you must have a way to
speak with them.”


  “I don’t have a calling crystal linked to Nol
Krovos, if that’s what you’re asking,” Solemi said. “But I do know
a merchant who can send a messenger hawk. If you write a short
letter, I should be able to get it delivered by the end of the
week.”


  “I suppose that’s better than nothing,” I
murmured. “Though I doubt you’ll be able to convince the Matriarch
to take any drastic actions without meeting her in person.”


  Kaseya shook her head. “There must be another
way. If my sister reaches the island before us…”


  “We’ll figure something out,” I promised. “We
always do.”


  “I apologize that I can’t do more,” Solemi
said. She sounded sincere, but that didn’t mean much considering
she always sounded sincere.


  “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky,” Valuri
put in. “The Inquisitrix could always dispatch her fleet to
Highwind instead.”


  “I know you’re being sarcastic, but a naval
attack through the river would be costly and pointless,” I said.
“The ships would be bottlenecked. The Guild wizards could torch
them before they ever got close. A water conquest of Highwind has
never really been feasible.”


  “Yeah, well, before a few days ago a land
invasion of the north during winter didn’t seem particularly
feasible either,” she countered. “The Roskarim thought
otherwise.”


  I grunted softly. I could hear the subtext
behind her words: Val, like me, desperately wanted to believe that
Zalheer had just been a crazy old man spouting nonsense. Sooner or
later we were going to have to come to terms with the truth.


  “I’ll reach out to my contacts now and see
what I can do,” Solemi said, “but in the meantime, Highwind could
still use your help.”


  Valuri snorted and crossed her arms.
“Highwind…or you?”


  “Of late, they are one and the same,” the
half-elf replied with a wry grin. “The Senosi threaten everything,
and you know them better than anyone.”


  “Knowing about them and stopping them are two
very different things,” Valuri countered.


  “She’s right, though,” Kaseya said. “Jorem
and I have discovered a way to exploit their weaknesses. We may be
the only ones capable of defeating them before it’s too late.”


  “Uh, let’s not get ourselves,” I said,
raising my hands defensively. The last thing I wanted to do right
now was volunteer to wage another war on behalf of a city I still
didn’t really consider home.


  “The knights and wizards are powerless,
Jorem,” Kaseya said gravely. “We need to do something.”


  “Like what? Wander around the city and hope
the Senosi are stupid enough to attack us?”


  “I can track them through the Aether.
Together we might be able to find and stop them before they can do
any more harm.”


  I opened and closed my mouth several times
before anything came out. She wasn’t wrong about her
capabilities—it was entirely conceivable that the three of us
could, in fact, hunt down and expose any Senosi hiding in the city.
The problem was that doing so was about the last thing in the
universe I wanted right now. After all the shit we went through at
Icewatch, I really, really didn’t want her to start volunteering us
for more mercenary work.


  “Red does make a good point,” Valuri conceded
after a moment. “Even if we can’t root them all out, at the very
least we could put them on the defensive. I know they think—we’re
used to being huntresses, not prey.”


  Kaseya eyed me for a long moment, and I was
painfully aware of her ability to sense my mood. “You don’t
agree.”


  “Let’s just say I’m not thrilled about the
idea of wandering about the city like vigilantes,” I murmured.
“Besides, leaving Darkwind is dangerous. The Archmage and his wife
still hate us, you know. If their people spot us—”


  “There may be a way to solve both problems at
once, actually,” Solemi interjected. “Archmage Beloran’s position
on the Council is increasingly tenuous. Unlike his wife, he has
never been a particularly shrewd politician, and the death of his
closest ally has left him isolated and vulnerable. Until the nobles
can agree on replacements for Highlord Kastrius and Councilor
Vaneros, Beloran and Constable Mannick effectively rule the
city.”


  “And I’m guessing they hate each other,”
Valuri reasoned.


  “You guess correctly. The city is divided,
but Beloran’s status as a hero of the Winter War has shielded him
from his own missteps…so far, at least. But if something scandalous
were to come to light—say, a secret plot by the Archmage and his
wife to acquire and hoard all the vatari crystals in the
region—then much of Beloran’s support would evaporate.”


  I grimaced. “Leaving that demagoguing idiot
in charge of the city.”


  “Precisely,” Solemi said. “I have my problems
with Beloran, but despite his many faults he is obviously
preferable to Mannick. If the Constable has his way, the city will
remain in total lockdown. The farmers in the plains will be left to
fend for themselves, and his guardsmen will become little more than
thugs.”


  “Until the other guilds inevitably fight
back. I doubt the knights or rangers will just go along with a man
they don’t like.”


  “Precisely. If we want to keep Highwind from
descending into civil war, we need the Archmage’s reputation to
remain intact.”


  “How can we possibly help him?” Valuri
asked.


  “While you were gone, one of my people
discovered the location of his vatari crystal stash,” Solemi said.
“He and Telanya weren’t able to recover the stolen cargo from the
caravan you escorted, but they still have a surprisingly large
cache here in the city. With the Senosi growing bolder by the day,
I fear that they may attempt to steal it. If my people were able to
find it….”


  “Then the Senosi will eventually, too,”
Valuri reasoned. She swore under her breath. “I don’t particularly
care about that old letch’s reputation, but we need to prevent the
Inquisitrix from getting her hands on any more crystals.”


  “Surely the Headmistress and the Archmage are
aware of this vulnerability,” Kaseya said.


  “They’re not stupid, obviously, but their
options are limited,” Solemi said. “The Highwind Guard is on full
alert these days, and moving the crystals runs the risk of being
discovered by the Council. If that happens, who knows how Constable
Mannick will respond? He’s always been an ambitious man, and fate
has culled most of his rivals for him.”


  “Even if he found the crystals, do you really
think the people would turn against Beloran?” Valuri asked. “He’s
the Archmage—he’s a hero of the Winter War!”


  “Anything is possible when people are this
afraid. And like I said, Beloran has never been a particularly
competent politician. Even many of his own wizards dislike him. His
power base could collapse at a moment’s notice.”


  “What about Telanya?” I asked.


  “She’s smarter than her husband, obviously,
but she’s also a foreigner who married into political power,”
Solemi said. “Many of the nobles already distrust her. She will
share her husband’s fate.”


  Valuri groaned and rubbed at her temples.
“What a bloody mess…”


  “My thoughts exactly.”


  I sighed and paced back and forth in thought
for a moment. “You have connections all over the city, and I know
for a fact you have smugglers who can move illegal magical items in
and out of the city. Maybe this is an opportunity to forge a little
alliance. If we can help sweep Beloran and Telanya’s problem under
the rug, maybe they won’t hate us quite as much for betraying
them.”


  Solemi smiled. “Your cleverness never fails
to impress me, Jorem.”


  Val rolled her eyes and scoffed in disgust.
“He just wants to impress that blonde bitch so he can fuck her
again. There’s nothing clever about it.”


  “One of these days you could at least
consider giving me credit for something,” I grumbled.


  “Unlikely.”


  I sighed and glanced back to Kaseya. I could
see the concern in her eyes—not about the nuances of Highwind
politics, but about her imperiled homeland. If we had a ship I
would have gladly hopped aboard and left all this nonsense behind,
but that simply wasn’t an option. Not yet, and possibly not
ever.


  “I suppose we might as well see what we can
do,” I murmured. “Do you have any ideas?”


  “As you said, I do have people who are
capable of moving the crystals more or less discreetly,” Solemi
said. “It will time to assemble a team, though. For now, perhaps we
should just keep watch on the warehouse. If the Senosi attempt to
steal the crystals, you can intervene. If not…well, if not
hopefully I’ll be able to fetch a ship for you before too
long.”


  “I’ve heard worse ideas,” Valuri said. “By
our usual standards, at least. Which isn’t really saying
much…”


  I snorted “Well, we still have a few hours
before nightfall. We might as well make the most of it.”


   



  ***


   



  “Why the hell did we ever leave this place?”
Valuri asked as she sank down into the steaming hot spring. “We
could have spent the last two weeks bathing, swimming, and fucking
all day every day. What were we thinking?”


  “That’s a good question,” I murmured, closing
my eyes and basking in the warmth of the water. We had only been
gone a few weeks, but it felt like years. Everything was changing
so quickly…


  “Well, if we only have a few hours I plan to
make the most of it,” Valuri said. She dunked her head beneath the
water, then popped up and pointed to one of the nearby servants.
“You’re the one who gave Red a massage last time, right? The one
whose arm she almost broke?”


  The young, muscle-bound man nodded and
stepped forward anxiously. “Y-yes, mistress,” he blubbered.


  “Don’t worry: you can touch me wherever you
want as long as you know what you’re doing.” Val popped up out of
the pool and slapped the man on the arm. “How’s your cock?”


  Before he could respond, she pulled off his
towel and shrugged at his semi-rigid member.


  “Good enough, I suppose,” she said. “At least
he’s already awake. I’m not a patient girl.”


  She beckoned him over to one of the stone
slabs near the wall and laid face down so he could begin his
massage. I snorted and shook my head.


  “I’ve never met another woman quite like
her,” Kaseya said, pressing up against me.


  “And I doubt you ever will,” I murmured.


  The amazon gently touched my chin and pulled
my head back to face her. “It feels like it’s been forever since we
had a moment alone together.”


  “Not since the snow drift,” I said, grinning
as I pulled her into my lap. Her legs parted around me, and a
moment later she was straddling me beneath the water. “I don’t
think you’ve ever screamed so loudly…or had your hair so messed
up.”


  “I should drain you at least once before we
stalk the Senosi tonight,” Kaseya said. “You will need to be
focused.”


  “You know, it seems like you are the
one who needs draining these days,” I teased, flicking my tongue
across her nipples when she pushed her breasts into my face.


  “I am a warrior. I require a steady stream of
conquests.”


  I chuckled as I feasted on her magnificent
tits. As she reached beneath the water and helped me slip inside
her, I couldn’t imagine ever tiring of the taste of her flesh…or
the warm embrace of her quim. Grinning, I activated my bond ring
and allowed her pleasure to wash over me.


  “Whenever we do finally get to Nol Krovos,” I
breathed into her ear as her hips began milking me, “I’m tempted to
see if the moshalim can make the bond ring permanent. It’s
not really fair that you can feel my emotions all the time but I
can’t feel yours.”


  “It’s not supposed to be fair.”


  “That what you always say, but still.” I
smiled at up at her and pushed a strand of red hair from her face.
“I want our relationship to be different.”


  Kaseya smiled back. “I have been thinking
about something similar. I don’t know if it’s even possible, but I
wondered if the moshalim could change my collar.”


  “Change it?” I asked, running my finger over
the slender strip of metal. “How?”


  “What if I could add another bond?” she
asked. “What if I could connect myself to Valuri, too?”


  My cock twinged inside her, and not just
because her hips were squeezing me so tightly. The idea of being
her being our mutual Maskari was incredibly hot…but almost
certainly a terrible idea.


  “Peeking into Val’s mind is the path to
madness,” I said. “I don’t think anyone wants to know what’s going
on in there.”


  As if on cue, the Huntress cried out in
pleasure. I glanced back over my shoulder and saw her legs propped
up on the servant’s shoulders while he devoured her quim.


  “You may be right,” Kaseya said. “I doubt
it’s possible anyway, given the vatari in her flesh. Still…I
thought you’d be amused by the idea.”


  I clutched at her moving hips. “You weren’t
wrong.”


  Her smile widened. “There is something I’ve
wanted to try. The time just never seemed right while we were on
the road.”


  “If you learned how to transmute yourself a
cock I’m not interested,” I told her. “Val, on the other hand…”


  Kaseya grinned. “Nothing quite that advanced.
The only thing I’m good at is enhancing my own senses and
stretching out across the Aether.”


  “Well, it’s a pretty useful skill to have,” I
said. “And I bet you’ll grow more powerful over time.”


  “We shall see. But I was thinking back on our
experiences with Solemi the last time we were here. She’s an
illusionist, and when it comes right down to it illusions are all
about senses, right?”


  “More or less, yeah.”


  “Well, if I can expand my own senses, then
perhaps I can learn to manipulate those of other people.”


  “Seems like it’s worth investigating,” I
said, wondering where she was going with this. I was as enthralled
by her nascent sorcerous abilities as anyone, but right now I
really just wanted to bend her over the side of the pool and paint
the walls of her quim…


  “I figure there’s no better way to test it
out than with my Maskari, given that we already have a
strong connection. Can I try? I promise it will be worth it.”


  I was really tempted to say no, just for the
little power trip of knowing she had obey me. Would it have been
petty? Sure. But would it have made me explode inside her? Almost
certainly.


  “Go ahead,” I said instead. “What are you
going to try?”


  Kaseya smiled. “Just close your eyes and
leave that to me.”


  I did as she asked. She placed her hands on
the sides of my head, and I felt a surge of power through our bond
as she reached out to the Aether and channeled its energy through
us. I legitimately had no idea what she was doing, but after about
a minute I felt her abruptly lean back.


  “All right. Take a look and tell me if you
like what you see.”


  When I reopened my eyes, my jaw almost
dropped to the floor. Somehow, someway, the woman straddling my lap
was no longer Kaseya.


  It was Ranger-General Serrane.


  “What…?”


  “So it worked, then,” she said. Her voice was
the same as normal, but her appearance was completely different.
She was a bit shorter, a bit slimmer, and whole a lot more
elven. Her ears, her eyes, her hair, her cunt…they were all
different.


  “It’s unbelievable,” I rasped.


  “I left my breasts about the same…I had a
feeling you wouldn’t mind,” she replied with an impish grin. “It’s
all yours, Jorem. Whatever you want to do with her, you can now do
with me.”


  I grabbed a hold of her slender elven waist,
and I was a fraction of a second away from throwing her up onto the
edge of the pool and hammering the living hell out of her before I
realized how grossly unfair this was.


  “This isn’t right,” I said, rubbing at my
eyes. The illusion remained as strong as before. “I want to be with
my amazon.”


  “That’s sweet, but there’s nothing wrong with
craving variety,” she told me. “Would it help if I admitted that to
me, you look like Sir Derec right now?”


  I blinked. “Are you serious?”


  “Who knows? I guess Val is finally rubbing
off on me.”


  “I’m not sure I’m ready for you to have a
sense of humor.”


  “You’ll adapt,” Kaseya said, leaning close
enough to whisper in my ear. “Now fuck me, Jorem. Fuck my tight
little elven cunt!”


  I happily obliged. My fingers dug into her
thighs as I hoisted her up on the edge of the pool and pounded into
her over and over. The illusion held, miraculously, and through our
bond I could tell she was enjoying the game every bit as much as I
was—especially when I hoisted her calves up on my shoulders and
took full control.


  This time, it was actually her climax that
pushed me over the edge. While her face—or rather, Serrane’s
face—scrunched in delight, I promptly pulled out and fired my load
across her stomach and tits. The trip south hadn’t drained me as
much as I’d feared; I conjured up a veritable river from her neck
all the way to her belly button. But I also made certain to save
the last volley for her lips and cheeks. Something about the sight
of my seed smeared across a proud, pretty elven face made the
illusion even more perfect…


  “When we first met, I promised you that I
would keep getting better,” Kaseya said, licking a white, viscous
strand from her lips. “I hope you’re not disappointed.”


  I smiled and ran my fingers across her smooth
legs. “Not even for a moment.”
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  Leaving Darkwind after only a few hours of
rest was one of the most difficult things I had ever done, but
somehow we managed to pull ourselves together and trudge back to
the surface just before nightfall. As I’d expected, the streets
were as busy as ever thanks to Constable Mannick’s new curfew.
People were scrambling to finish their normal business, and the
Highwind Guard was out in full force in an effort to move them
along and get everyone indoors. At first, the crowds made it a bit
easier for us to avoid notice, but the closer we drew to our
destination the more we had to flit between the shadows. Our long
cloaks and deep hoods may have concealed our identities, but they
only made us look more suspicious when we were off by
ourselves.


  “Sense any nearby Senosi?” I asked while we
walked.


  “No, but it takes a great deal of focus,”
Kaseya replied. “I will need to stop and concentrate.”


  “Well, let’s find this warehouse first, then.
I’d rather not linger anywhere too long.”


  Most of the city’s storage facilities were on
the docks, for obvious reasons, though the various crime guilds had
always maintained their own caches in the poorer parts of the city
as well. Or at least, I assumed they did because that’s
exactly how the gangs in Vorsalos had always worked. They kept
their dirty secrets as far away from the authorities as
possible.


  Beloran and Telanya had apparently taken the
complete opposite approach. Their vatari crystals were stashed in
the basement of a mansion located in the Redwater District, the
wealthiest part of Highwind. Guard patrols were heavy, the streets
were well-lit, and crime was practically non-existent. On top of
all that, the house genuinely looked like someone still lived
there.


  “I guess I’ll give that blonde bitch Telanya
a little credit,” Valuri said once we had hunkered down in a narrow
alley nearby. “This is definitely not this first place I would
start searching for a secret warehouse. How in the bloody hell did
Solemi’s people find this place?”


  “That’s a good question,” I said. “A
really good question, actually. Why didn’t any of us think
to ask it back in Darkwind?”


  “I guess we were all too busy staring at her
tits,” Valuri muttered, scowling and shaking her head. I knew her
well enough to understand that she was more annoyed with herself
than the rest of us. This type of skullduggerous, cloak-and-dagger
stuff was her specialty, not ours.


  “I’m not sure how they got the crystals in
here without being noticed in the first place, but getting them out
won’t be easy,” I commented. “The patrols in the area have probably
tripled after all the assassinations.”


  “I can feel the crystals,” Kaseya whispered,
her eyes narrowed into thin slits. “They’re in the basement.”


  I reached out through the Aether, but I
didn’t sense anything until I activated the bond ring and used
Kaseya as a conduit. Once I did, the cold, empty presence of the
crystals was unmistakable.


  “At least they haven’t been stolen yet,” I
said. “That puts us one step ahead of where we were with the Falcon
Ridge caravan.”


  Valuri snorted softly. “Don’t remind me.”


  Kaseya’s eyes slowly fluttered back open, and
she took a deep breath and braced herself against the wall. Her
face went completely pale; she looked like she was about to pass
out.


  “Hey, take it easy,” I said, leaning down and
touching her arm. “Trust me: you really don’t want to
overchannel. The backlash isn’t as fun as it looks.”


  “I want to keep searching,” Kaseya murmured.
“But it’s very…overwhelming.”


  “We’ll be here all night—you’re allowed to
take a break,” I said, squeezing her shoulder. “It’s important to
come up for breath once in a while.”


  “We have company,” Valuri announced. “Looks
like a few Mage’s Guild fops and…oh, shit.”


  I followed her gaze down the street to our
left. A pair of youngish wizards in gray-blue robes rounded the
corner, trailed closely by an older man in similar attire. He was
dressed so unassumingly for his station that I probably wouldn’t
have recognized Archmage Beloran if I hadn’t met him in person.


  “What is he doing here?” I whispered,
crouching down even lower. “Why in the bloody hell would he leave
the protection of his mansion with Senosi assassins on the
prowl?


  “Maybe he’s planning on moving the crystals
after all,” Valuri suggested. “Though even if that’s true, I don’t
know why he would be out here himself. He can’t be that
stupid.”


  I frowned in confusion as we watched Beloran
speak with a few seemingly random people on the street. In theory,
this district was still the safest place in Highwind, and most of
the rich people living here had connections—direct or indirect—with
the Council. The curfew would almost certainly be optional for
them. Perhaps Beloran was just playing politics and attempting to
assure the locals that everything was under control. I couldn’t
conceive of any other possible explanation…


  “It’s a decoy,” Valuri said after a moment, a
knowing smirk tugging at her lips.


  I turned and frowned at her. “What?”


  “I couldn’t tell until he got closer, but
he’s cloaked in illusion magic. The Guild must be trying to bait
out potential assassins.”


  “Not just assassins. Catching thieves is
almost as important.”


  I whipped my head around just in time to
watch the air behind us shimmer with the tell-tale traces of an
invisibility spell. Before we could react, the magical shroud faded
and revealed a familiar figure.


  “Don’t bother trying anything,” Headmistress
Telanya said, Aetheric energy crackling at her fingertips. “I could
summon fifty guards before you turned the corner.”


  My breath froze in my throat. I
couldn’t believe she had sneaked up on us so easily; apparently we
had been more distracted than I realized.


  “Nice to see you again,” Valuri said, her
voice surprisingly calm. “But if you want to fuck Jorem and
embarrass your husband one more time, you don’t have to sneak
around. You can just ask.”


  Telanya stepped forward, a furious sneer on
her face. Somehow, it didn’t diminish her otherworldly beauty in
the slightest. I had almost forgotten the mesmerizing power of her
blue eyes, high cheekbones, and sleek elven body. She was encased
in a blue battle robe that was layered in protective enchantments,
though the design was still almost painfully chic. The fabric
clutched and cradled her perky breasts, and the long slit on the
right side showed off her slender legs and heeled, knee-high
boots.


  “I didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to
stay in Highwind after you betrayed us,” Telanya hissed.
“Apparently you’re not as clever as I thought.”


  I raised my hands diplomatically in the hopes
of making Kaseya relax. It didn’t work—the amazon’s sword remained
drawn and pointed at the elf.


  “We didn’t betray you,” I said, trying to
keep my voice as low as possible. “Your vatari crystals had already
been stolen before we rendezvoused with the caravan. Those
mercenaries you hired—”


  “I know exactly what happened,” Telanya
interrupted. “Koth and his men were paid off by the Inquisitrix,
they tried to set a trap for you. It was a disaster.” She paused,
and I could see the pent-up rage ripple across her face. “I regret
that you were placed in such a dangerous situation, but you still
could have come back to me. I would have paid you! Instead you
crawled into the arms of Highwind’s most notorious criminal!”


  “We sought shelter from the only person I was
sure wouldn’t toss us back in the Grey Citadel,” I countered.
“You’ll forgive us for not trusting in the mercy of the Guild that
already imprisoned us once.”


  “And just in case you haven’t heard the news,
we risked our lives defending Icewatch from the Roskarim,” Valuri
added. “Without our help, the plains would be completely overrun by
now.”


  Telanya’s lip twitched almost imperceptibly.
“What?”


  “Feel free to ask the Ranger-General whenever
she returns,” I said. “Look, I’m not happy about what happened to
your caravan either, but we’re not monsters and we didn’t really
betray you. We’re actually here to help you and your
husband.”


  Her blue eyes narrowed. “Help us? How?”


  “It’s only a matter of time before the Senosi
discover where you’re hiding the crystals. We’re here in case they
make their move tonight.”


  Telanya scoffed. “You honestly expect me to
believe that?”


  “You’re a smart woman, so yes,” I said
matter-of-factly. “What do you think we’re doing? Trying to steal
them for ourselves?”


  “Of course! I’m sure the Black Mistress can’t
wait to sell them to the Inquisitrix.”


  I sighed. “You really don’t have any idea
what’s going on here, do you?”


  “I know enough,” Telanya insisted. “But don’t
worry—you’ll have the chance to explain yourselves once you’re back
inside the Citadel. Guards!”


  I barely had a chance to flinch before a
quartet of soldiers clad in armored robes and faceless masks
materialized in the shadows behind her. They weren’t wizards or
city watchmen; they were the Archmage’s personal bodyguards,
spellsword trained in both combat and magic.


  And their glowing, enchanted swords were
pointed directly at us.


  “If you surrender now there’s still a chance
I can convince my husband to show you mercy,” Telanya said.


  “You’re making a big mistake,” I told her,
reaching out to the Aether and preparing myself as best I could.
“We can still help you if you let us.”


  “You can help me by putting down your weapons
and getting on your knees,” Telanya said. “Now!”


  I clenched teeth and glanced between the
soldiers. There was no way in hell I was going to let them lock us
up in the Citadel again, but this wasn’t going to be easy…


  “Those aren’t your bodyguards,” Kaseya said,
her brow creased in concentration. “They are Senosi in
disguise.”


  Telanya arched her blonde eyebrows. “What are
you—?”


  The Senosi sprung their trap. I didn’t even
have time to flinch before one of them spun around, drew a dagger
from somewhere inside her sleeve, and slashed open the throat of
the spellsword standing behind her. While the man gurgled and
clutched at his wound, she whirled around and hurled the dagger
right into his partner’s face. The enchanted steel pierced his mask
and burrowed into the man’s skull, killing him instantly. Before
either of their bodies hit the ground, the second Senosi lunged
forward, grabbed Telanya, and placed her dagger at the
Headmistress’s throat.


  “You wretch!” Telanya hissed, kicking and
struggling feebly in the other woman’s grip. Her hands crackled
with magic, but when sparks of energy leapt from her fingertips and
struck the Senosi’s arm, it only made the Huntress more
powerful.


  “Struggle all you like—I’m famished,”
the Senosi said, tightening her grip. Her glowing tattoos were
finally visible on the exposed flesh beneath her sleeve. “If anyone
else moves, she dies.”


  “Why would you assume we give a damn about
the bitch who just threatened to arrest us?” Valuri asked, flicking
out her arms and extending the tiger claws concealed in her
gauntlets. “The moment her corpse hits the ground, Red and I here
will tear the two of you apart.”


  The other Huntress chuckled as she unsheathed
her own claws. “I knew we would run into you eventually, sister. It
will be an honor to finally deliver your traitorous head back to
the Inquisitrix.”


  “Not just the head,” the other woman said.
“She’ll want you to suffer first. She’ll strap you to a rack and
let your hunger consume you from the inside.”


  “Why wait?” Valuri asked. “You can fight me
right now.”


  While the scowling women all sized each other
up like qelvarks circling their prey, I tried to figure out what
the hell I could possibly do. Blasting the Senosi without Kaseya’s
help would only make them stronger, and there wasn’t much else I
could—


  Jorem!


  I froze in place when Kaseya’s voice echoed
through my mind. I didn’t risk making eye contact with the
Huntresses on full alert, but I did twitch my thumb and activate
the bond ring on my fingers.


  We can stop them together, she said.
Use my senses as a tether.


  Swallowing heavily, I reached out through the
Aether and focused upon the Senosi holding Telanya hostage. She and
her kind were normally a cold, black void of nothingness, but
through Kaseya I could sense tiny gaps in the vatari dust tattooed
into her skin. I was reasonably confident I could exploit them just
like I’d done with Ayrael, but I didn’t have a clear shot…


  Follow my lead, Maskari. Together,
we cannot fail.


  “Last chance,” the lead Huntress said,
tightening her grip on Telanya. A tiny bead of blood began
trickling from the elf’s throat. “Put down your weapons and
surrender, or the Headmistress dies.”


  “Fine,” Kaseya said. “Please, do not harm
her.”


  Valuri turned, her face scrunched in horror.
“Red, what the hell are you doing?”


  “What needs to be done.”


  The amazon slowly sank to her knees and
gently placed her sword on the ground…and then abruptly swiveled to
the side and angled the shield still fastened to her back.


  Now!


  Thanks to our bond, I reacted even before the
word fully formed in my brain. Thrusting out my right hand, I
unleashed a crackling bolt of pure Aetheric energy. I still didn’t
have a clear shot at the Huntress from where I was standing, but
thanks to Kaseya I didn’t need one—the blast struck her shield,
reflected off the enchanted metal, and blasted the lead Senosi
right in the back. The Huntress shrieked half in pain, half in
surprise as she lost her grip on her dagger and collapsed to the
ground, her armored robe smoldering. Her partner turned, her eyes
wide in shock.


  She never had a chance to recover. Valuri
pounced forward like a crazed maanka cat, claws unsheathed, and the
two Huntresses rolled across the street. I summoned more energy to
my fingertips while Kaseya retrieved her sword, but we needn’t have
bothered. After a brief flurry of hands and feet, Valuri kicked her
opponent against the wall and drove her claws through the other
woman’s heart.


  “We need to get out of here,” she said,
wrenching her blood-drenched hand free. “They’ll have
reinforcements nearby.”


  “Traitor…” the other Huntress hissed from the
ground. The acrid stench of her seared flesh filled my nostrils as
she struggled to crawl with her one good arm. “You can’t…you
won’t…”


  The moonlight glinted off Kaseya’s blade, and
an instant later the Senosi’s severed head was rolling across the
street. I glanced away from the gore and bit down on my lip.
Considering how many men I’d burned alive with my magic over the
years, I didn’t understand why blood still made me so
squeamish.


  “Escar’s mercy,” Telanya breathed. “I don’t…I
can’t…”


  “Keep your tits in your blouse, blondie,”
Valuri said, grabbing the Headmistress by her arm and hauling her
back to her feet. “We need to go. Now!”


  We vanished into alleys as quickly as we
could, which was no small feat considering how few of them there
were in this part of town. I still didn’t know the streets well
enough to navigate particularly well, but thankfully Telanya
eventually snapped out of her shock long enough to help.


  “My estate is that way,” she said, pointing.
“The guards will stop us unless…”


  Telanya took a deep, calming breath then
touched the arcane focus dangling between her breasts. I felt a
surge of power as she shrouded us within another invisibility
spell. Only Valuri remained unaffected.


  “Nothing like being the only target…” she
hissed, retracting her claws before anyone on the street noticed
the blood. “I’ll follow from the rooftops. Go!”


  Without waiting for a response, she vaulted
straight up onto the closest building—an impossible jump for any
normal human—and disappeared into the shadows.


  “I always forget that she can do that,” I
said. “Let’s go.”


   



  ***


   



  Trying our best to strike a balance between
safety and speed, we slithered through the Redwater District and
arrived at the Archmage’s estate about twenty minutes later.
Telanya had more or less composed herself at that point, though the
haunting look behind her blue eyes remained. I wondered distantly
if she had ever actually seen death up close before. If only we
could all be so lucky…


  “This is close enough,” she announced,
dismissing her invisibility spell when we approached the last turn
before her street. “My husband and his guards will be waiting for
me.”


  “I don’t expect you to thank us,” I said
dryly. “But maybe you can at least admit that we’re still your
allies.”


  Telanya scoffed, scowled, and crossed her
arms all in a single breath. “We are nothing of the sort.”


  “Fine,” I grumbled. “Then how about you at
least acknowledge that we aren’t your enemies?”


  Why did I ever agree to fuck this woman? More
importantly, why in the hell does a part of me want to fuck her
again right now?


  “I’m willing to accept that you didn’t openly
betray us,” Telanya said. “But I will never—”


  “I hate to interrupt, but we have a problem,”
Valuri cut in.


  “What are you…?”


  I trailed off when I followed her gaze around
the corner. The Archmage’s enormous, fenced-in estate was well-lit
and filled with guards just like we’d expected. But apparently the
guards weren’t there to protect Beloran—they were there to arrest
him.


  “Oh, shit,” I hissed.


  I had to blink twice to believe what I was
seeing. I spotted at least twenty Highwind Guardsmen outside the
estate along with several Guild wizards and a handful of Silver
Fist knights. Two of the guards were presently escorting Archmage
Beloran out of his own house, and his hands were secured behind his
back by manacles. The old man’s face was twisted into a bitter
scowl, and his eyes burned like hot coals in their sockets.


  “Faarea!” Telanya hissed. “What in the
bloody hell do they think they’re doing?”


  She leapt forward as if to run to her
husband, but I grabbed her arm and held her firmly in place. “If
you march up there, they’ll arrest you too,” I warned.


  She tried and failed to wriggle out of my
grip. “They wouldn’t dare!”


  “Just like they wouldn’t dare to arrest the
Archmage?” Valuri countered. She shook her head and swore under her
breath. “You’ve been outplayed, sweetheart.”


  “But this…” Telanya clenched her jaw, and I
felt her arms start to tremble. “This is impossible!”


  “It’s a coup,” I said, a dark tingle rippling
down my spine as the pieces slowly started falling into place.
“With Kastrius and Vaneros dead, Serrane in Icewatch, and your
husband in prison, the Council only has one member left.”


  The color drained from Telanya’s face.
“Constable Mannick? But how…?”


  “The Senosi already knew where your crystals
were hidden,” Valuri said. “They could have stolen them at any
time, but from their perspective this is even better. They must
have tipped-off Mannick—I bet he has a squad of men raiding your
warehouse right now. They’ll find the crystals and accuse your
husband of treason for lying to the Council. Who knows, he might
even be able to convince people that Beloran was conspiring with
the enemy.”


  “That’s preposterous!” Telanya protested.


  Beloran has never been a particularly shrewd
politician, and the death of his closest ally has left him isolated
and vulnerable.


  “It won’t sound preposterous to the public,”
I said, Solemi’s prophetic words echoing through my mind. “People
are terrified, and your husband doesn’t have a power base left to
defend him. Even if Mannick can’t prove that Beloran was working
with the Senosi, hiding a secret stash of crystals looks
bad—really bad.”


  Telanya swallowed heavily. “I have allies in
the nobility and at the Academy. I can fight this.”


  “Not from inside the Grey Citadel you can’t,”
I told her. “We need to get you somewhere safe.”


  Her eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Safe?
While trapped in the clutches of the Black Mistress?”


  “Believe me, if there were another option I’d
take it in a heartbeat. But at least Mannick won’t be able to find
you in Darkwind.”


  “More guardsmen are on their way,” Kaseya
warned. “And I sense the presence of more Senosi nearby…”


  “Then we’re out of time,” I said, squeezing
Telanya’s arm again. “You have to come with us, Headmistress. I’m
sorry, but it’s the only way.”


  I watched a dozen separate emotions flicker
across her face. Her jaw clenched, and the flash of fury in her
eyes was so intense I was genuinely worried she might transform me
into a toad. Just because she was a wizard didn’t mean she couldn’t
muster a tremendous amount of power—a blast of energy from her
fingertips could incinerate flesh just as easily as a blast from
mine. But just before her anger overwhelmed her, she hissed a
vicious-sounded elven swear and clenched her delicate hand into a
surprisingly terrifying fist.


  “Take me to your mistress,” Telanya said.
“Perhaps it’s time we made a deal.”


   



   





  7


   



  Telanya spent most of the trip into Darkwind
marveling at the web of illusions and our ability to navigate them,
but I could also tell she was busy planning out exactly what she
was going to say to our benefactor. I actually found myself pitying
her, which was annoying for a whole host of reasons, but the bottom
line was that she hadn’t actually wronged us. I believed her when
she said she still would have paid us after our failed caravan
escort. Her biggest sin was being outmaneuvered by the Senosi, and
we couldn’t really hold that against her, all things
considered.


  But the longer we walked in silence, the more
my mind conjured up all sorts of other conspiracy theories about
what we had just witnessed. Each one was even more disturbing than
the last, but I had a nagging suspicion that a few of them were
about to confirmed very soon…


  “What is this?” Telanya gasped when we
finally arrived in Darkwind. Her eyes flicked around the enormous
cavern in disbelief.


  “A second city for those the powerful have
forsaken,” Kaseya said. “I believe that includes a number of your
former students.”


  The elf’s cheek twitched. “The Academy has
high standards for a reason. If we taught every idiot in the city
to channel the Aether, we would have—”


  “This really isn’t the time to rehash old
arguments,” I said. “The point is that the Highwind elite abandoned
a whole lot of people, and a bunch of them ended up down here. The
Black Mistress has given them hope when no one else would. And
before you ask, no, she isn’t running a secret slaving ring,
either. I don’t think she’s forcing anyone to stay down here.”


  “Coercion comes in many forms,” Telanya said.
Her brow furrowed when we approached the main palace. “This is a
drow structure…”


  “There are many more like it deeper in the
cavern,” a voice called out from the shadows of a nearby street.
Solemi appeared a moment later, several of her attendants in tow.
“The dark elves ruled this part of the Underworld for many
centuries, but many of the cities here were evacuated about the
time Highwind was constructed.”


  “You,” Telanya rasped. “The girl who escaped
from the drow…”


  “After years of enslavement,” Solemi said.
“Many things in Highwind changed while I was gone, and
unfortunately very few of them were for the better.”


  The Headmistress shook her head in disbelief.
“You are the Black Mistress?”


  Solemi shrugged. “That’s one of the
faces I wear these days. The title is a bit ominous, but it has
served its purpose well enough.”


  “Unbelievable,” Telanya whispered. “Half the
Council was convinced you were a Senosi operative. Some of the
nobles thought you were the Inquisitrix in disguise!”


  “I am skilled with illusions, but even I
would have trouble wearing the face of someone I’ve never met or
seen,” Solemi replied mildly. “She is my enemy as much as yours,
after all.”


  “I find that hard to believe. Your people
have been smuggling magical artifacts to her for months.”


  “I’m afraid you are grossly misinformed,
Headmistress. The Aether flows through my veins as surely as it
does through Jorem’s here. Why would I wish to aid a madwoman who
despises all channelers?”


  “All male channelers,” Telanya said.
“She has quite the soft spot for sorceresses.”


  “Regardless, I can assure you that the
Inquisitrix is no friend of mine,” Solemi said. “Unless you somehow
believe that our friends here—including the rogue Senosi—are all
secretly working for the Inquisitrix too.”


  Telanya glanced back to us. “I’m not entirely
sure what to think.”


  “The Senosi tried to assassinate her near the
vatari warehouse,” I said. “We helped her get away, but when we
returned to her estate the Highwind Guard was busy arresting
Archmage Beloran. Constable Mannick must have already known about
the crystals.”


  “So we were too late,” Solemi said.


  “That’s one way to put it,” Valuri muttered.
“Another is that the city is now effectively under martial law.
Someone better get a messenger hawk to the Ranger-General before
everything goes completely to hell.”


  “Serrane isn’t a politician, and frankly no
one outside the Duskwatch will care what she has to say,” Telanya
said. “If Mannick honestly believes he can keep my husband inside
the Grey Citadel without starting a civil war between the Guild and
the Guard and the Silver Fist…well, he’s clearly lost his
mind.”


  Solemi shook her head. “I’m afraid the
constable has accrued more power than you realize. He will be able
to keep your husband out of the game for a while—long enough, I
suspect, to consolidate his influence and make sweeping changes in
the city.”


  “Unless you can help her,” Kaseya said.


  The half-elf smiled ever-so-faintly, and my
heart began thumping in my ears as all my crazy conspiracy theories
finally collapsed into a single coherent epiphany. I swallowed
heavily as my mind raced through the details…


  “We may be able to come to an arrangement,”
Solemi said. “I have allies in the Citadel and the Guard, and
Constable Mannick himself owes me a few favors. It’s possible I
could convince him to let your husband go.”


  For the most part, I didn’t need to take
direct action at all, Solemi’s words echoed through my mind.
I merely helped the ‘proper’ authorities in their search. The
Silver Fist and the Highwind Guard deserve much of the credit.
Ask any knight on the street—they’ll gladly take credit for
destroying the Grim Fangs and the Lecasi Brotherhood and every
other gang that used to plague the city. I provided them with all
the information they needed to win their little crime war.


  My mouth fell open, and the pounding my chest
became so loud I could barely hear anything else. Kaseya turned and
looked at me, her face creased with concern…


  “Of course the constable owes you a favor,” I
whispered. “You’re the reason he’s so popular these days. You
helped him crush all the gangs, and in the process you gave the
people another hero—one to replace the men who fought in the Winter
War.”


  Everyone turned to look at me like I was
speaking a completely different language.


  “What in the abyss are you talking about?”
Telanya asked.


  I swallowed heavily and resisted the urge to
punch myself in the face. Just like when I had finally realized
that Solemi was the Black Mistress, in retrospect all of this felt
incredibly obvious.


  “She’s the one who told Mannick about the
crystals,” I said, staring directly at the half-elf. “You knew he
would arrest the Archmage—hell, maybe you even told him to
arrest the Archmage. You probably assumed Telanya would be with
him, but it doesn’t really matter now that we brought her right to
you. Either way, you knew the arrest and the resulting scandal
would give you leverage over them both. There are only two
councilors left, and both of them will be in your pocket.”


  Solemi didn’t reply. She didn’t move at all;
her face had become an unreadable mask. Even the air around us
seemed to freeze in place.


  “You’ve said all along that your purpose is
to fix Highwind,” I went on. “You said that when you escaped from
the Underworld, you planned to use the lessons you’d learned to
change this whole region for the better. And then you said that the
only way to save the city’s institutions was to destroy them.”


  I hissed between my teeth and glanced over to
Valuri. “You were right to be suspicious. Don’t you get it? In the
span of a few months, she has completely crippled the city’s
government. Two of the councilors are dead, one is a hundred miles
away, and the other in the prison. The only who’s left now is the
man she’s been feeding information to for the better part of a
year.”


  Valuri’s green eyes flicked between the two
of us. “She couldn’t have been responsible for all of that. The
Roskarim—”


  “Presented her with a unique opportunity, and
she took it,” I said. My heart was still pounding, but at this
point it was as much from certainty as nervousness. “She didn’t
have to create a crisis to benefit from it, but think about it:
when would she ever have a better time to make her move than when
two of the councilors were out of the city and a third was mired in
a scandal that could ruin him?”


  “Especially if she suspected that the
Roskarim would win, or at the very least keep Serrane and Kastrius
occupied for a good long time,” Valuri reasoned, crossing her arms.
“Derec was right there. If he had a calling crystal, he could have
told her everything that was happening on a moment’s notice.”


  I turned back to Solemi as an even darker
realization struck me. “The Highlord died defending innocent people
deeper in the castle,” I murmured. “Everyone said that Sir Derec
was the only one with him when it happened, and somehow he’s the
one who came back completely unscathed. I wonder, was it a Roskarim
blade that felled the Highlord, or what it one of his own men?”


  “I would choose your next words carefully,
Jorem,” Solemi said. Her voice was so cold, so dark, that she could
have been a completely different person. “Allies in Highwind are
rare, especially for Senosi and renegade sorcerers.”


  My hands balled into fists at my side. “What
about Councilor Vaneros? Did the Senosi kill him…or did you?”


  We all stood there in the oppressive silence,
and I swore I could feel the shadows behind us swelling with her
allies. If I’d had an ounce of sense, I would have kept my mouth
shut until the girls and I were alone again, but of course that
wasn’t how my brain worked. And now I wondered if I was going to
pay the price for my arrogance.


  “You are weary from battle, and you haven’t
had sufficient time to rest,” Solemi said eventually. “Exhaustion
is impairing your judgement, so I’m willing to forgive you…for
now.”


  “You didn’t answer his question,” Kaseya
said.


  Solemi’s eyes bored into me for a long before
she turned to face the amazon. “I have good news for you,” she
said, a wicked smile tugging at her lips. “While you were topside,
I reached out to my contacts in Greygale. Apparently they are
willing to sail you to Nol Krovos after all. I simply need to give
them the word.”


  A bitter lump of bile rose up in my throat as
the jaws of her trap closed around us. I should have known
better—we should have known better. In desperation, we made
a deal with a demon. And now, at long last, the payment was
due.


  “The Headmistress and I have much to discuss
about the future of Highwind—I’m pleased you were able to save her
from the Senosi,” Solemi said. “But you shouldn’t linger here any
longer than is absolutely necessary. In fact, you may wish to ride
west tonight. The sooner you arrive, the sooner you can set sail
and warn your people about the Inquisitrix and her fleet.”


  “And the sooner you can close your fist
around Highwind,” Kaseya murmured.


  “We all have our priories, my dear,” the
Black Mistress said. “It’s time for you to decide where your true
loyalties lie.”
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  Chapter One


   


  The North burned. Two days had passed since the Roskarim horde had broken upon the walls of Icewatch, but the barbarian army still hadn’t scattered the way I’d hoped. Some of the tribes had begun fighting one another over who should take the blame for their failure, and a few had dispersed into the mountains. But there were still thousands of armed, angry men out in here in the White Ridge, and I had no doubt in my mind that sooner or later they would muster the courage to attack once again. 


  And when they did, every single man, woman, and child in Icewatch was going to die. 


  I grimaced as I slowly nocked an arrow and peered down at the Roskarim wolf rider beneath my cliffside perch. I held my breath as I took aim, knowing full well that the other five barbarian warriors around my target would charge my position the instant I fired. I mentally mapped out my plan of attack: I would take the two on the right first, and with luck I would be able to draw my sword before the rest could maneuver up the ridge…


  I was a split second from taking the shot when Aluriel placed a hand on my arm and gestured further down the path with her chin. Four more Roskarim had emerged from the snow-covered trees, and one of them was wearing the bone mask of a shaman. 


  I bit my lip and lowered my bow. If the two of us had any sense, we would have already been sprinting back across the cliff towards Icewatch. We were only ten miles out from the fortress, and with the aid of a camouflage spell I was confident we could lose any pursuers with relative ease. The problem was that I didn’t want to run—I wanted to fight. We needed to keep the Roskarim off-balance, and the only way to do that was to harass their outlying patrols and convince them that our forces were stronger than they actually were.


  “I will take the shaman,” I whispered in Elven. “You take the rider.”


  Aluriel nodded dutifully, though I could see the concern in her almond-shaped green eyes. We were already outnumbered four to one, and for all we knew there could have been fifty more Roskarim hiding in the frozen forest nearby. But thankfully she understood the stakes of our mission, and she wasn’t the type to back down from a challenge. I never would have taken her as my lover otherwise. 


  Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and reached out to the Aether. The ancient runes etched into the limbs of my bow flared to life, and they helped me channel additional power. I didn’t even need to draw from my quiver when I pulled back the string—a glowing Aetheric arrow materialized at my fingertips, and I leaned back over the cliffside and took aim at the shaman. I could sense the faint shimmer of his protective barrier; he was cagey enough to keep his defenses up just in case enemy scouts were on the field. But while the protective spell would have saved him from Aluriel, it wouldn’t save him from me.


   “Naur!” 


  We fired. My shimmering arrow pierced the shaman’s barrier and seared through his chest like a tiny stroke of lightning. He was almost certainly dead before his skull mask shattered on the ground, and I quickly shifted my aim to his companions. A second one died before he realized what was happening, but the third managed to lift his shield and drop to a knee, unaware that my Aetheric arrows could burn through metal as easily as magic. His corpse convulsed on the ground for several seconds as the lingering electrical current crackled though his iron armor.


  Aluriel was just as efficient: her first shot struck the wolf rider cleanly in his throat, knocking him from his saddle and causing his mount to bolt off into the forest. She killed two more in rapid succession as the rest dove for cover behind nearby rocks and trees. 


  Under normal circumstances, I would have gladly held my ground and waited for them to make their move; we had the clear advantage in elevation, weaponry, and skill. But given how many other Roskarim were in the area—and given how far voices could carry through the trees and across the tundra—we simply couldn’t afford to wait. 


  “Cover me,” I said, sweeping my legs over the edge of the cliff. 


  “Serrane, you can’t—”


  I didn’t bother waiting for her reply. With the Aether still coursing through me, I conjured a stiff gust of wind to slow my thirty yard fall from our perch. I still rolled when I landed, mostly to keep a small profile, and one of the Roskarim was stupid enough to peek out from behind his cover with a throwing axe in hand. My arrow—a normal wooden one this time—pierced his forearm and sent him flopping to the ground and clutching at his crippled limb. I continued dashing forward, tossing aside my bow and drawing my twin elven blades from their shared scabbard on my left hip. Unsurprisingly, the surviving barbarians almost immediately rushed out to greet me. 


  Their arms were huge and their weapons were even larger, but they had half my speed and a tenth of my training. The first one took a wild sweep across his body, hoping to slice my head from my shoulders, but I easily rolled beneath his swing and slashed a wicked gash in the unprotected flesh on his upper thigh. The second was more cautious; he paused and waited for me to make the first move. Unfortunately for him, I never had the chance: Aluriel shot him in the head the instant I flushed him out of his cover. 


  The last barbarian should have been smart enough to flee, and if he had I would have let him go. But apparently he was too stupid or too emasculated to recognize a rout when he saw one, so he screamed and charged me with his spear instead. Bracing myself for his attack, I hopped up onto a nearby rock, bolstered my legs with a surge of Aether-enhanced strength, and vaulted up and over him. He barely had time to stop his momentum and turn before I decapitated him. 


  I forced myself to breath normally and listen for reinforcements as I studied the carnage. Two of the Roskarim were still alive, and I intended to leave them that way. Their comrades needed to understand that lurking this close to Icewatch was a dangerous proposition. Fear was only possible deterrent; perhaps the sight of their maimed comrades would convince the horde to disperse altogether. 


  Not bloody likely. 


  After wiping my blades on the snow, I retrieved my bow and dashed towards Aluriel. Her eyes were flicking back and forth across the copse in search of movement. 


  “Everyone within a mile must have heard their screams,” she said. “And that wolf is probably dragging the body back to whatever camp they came from. We need to get out of here.”


  “I know,” I told her, grabbing the piece of parchment I had prepared and tying it to an arrow. I fired it into a nearby tree before sliding the bow over my back. 


  “You honestly think they’ll heed your warning?” Aluriel asked. “I doubt more than a handful of them can even read.”


  “Those that can will spread the message. It’s the best we can do for now.”


  I turned and began jogging along the ridgeline. I would have given just about anything to be able to ride Whisper back home, but I had left him tied up in the fortress stables. Stealth had been more important than speed under the circumstances. It still was. 


  We made excellent time, especially considering the rocky terrain, though I had to call upon the Aether to bolster my stamina on more than one occasion. The fact that Aluriel was able to get by without a magical crutch annoyed me more than it should have.


  “I guess we didn’t kick the hornet’s nest after all,” she said once the crumbling walls of Icewatch finally rolled over the horizon. “For a while there I honestly thought they’d send a few dozen wolf riders after us.”


  I leaned over and tried to catch my breath. “They’ll come,” I said. “It’s only a matter of time.”


  “Yet you still want to send me back to Highwind. Are you sure it’s a good idea?”


  I sighed and slouched against a rock. I didn’t really want to send her away, but it wasn’t as if I had any chance. The North had been engulfed in chaos for months, and with the death of Highlord Kastrius—leader of the Knights of the Silver Fist—that chaos would quickly spread to the city. Like me, Kastrius was a member of the Highwind Council; unlike me, he was a legendary hero of the Winter War. The public would take his death hard. Fear would set in quickly, and demagogues across the city would try to fill the vacuum of power. 


  I probably should have returned to Highwind myself. I was the Ranger-General of the Duskwatch—the city depended on my rangers to protect them against the gnolls of the Duskwood and the orcs of the Shattered Peaks. My mere presence could make a tremendous difference. 


  But I was a warrior long before I had become a politician, and I wasn’t about to leave the defenders of Icewatch to fend for themselves. We had barely held the line during the battle, but the mercenaries who had helped us—a sorcerer, an amazon, and a former Senosi Huntress of all people—had already left. A handful of beleaguered defenders were all that remained.  


  And if Icewatch did fall to the Roskarim hordes, a few dead knights would be the least of Highwind’s problems. The barbarians could rampage across the Lastharvest Plains and drive thousands upon thousands of people from their homes. We needed to hold the line. We had to hold the line. 


  And we would, even if I had to see to it myself. 


  “You’ll set out first thing in the morning,” I said. “The Council needs to know exactly what’s going on here.”


  Aluriel shrugged. “If the Highlord’s death doesn’t convince them to send help, I have no idea what will.”


  “If they’re stubborn, you still have the authority to pull a few dozen rangers from the Duskwood. Make sure they get here as soon as possible.”


  She nodded solemnly. “I’ll do what I can. But I still don’t like the idea of you staying here alone.”


  I reached out and squeezed her hand. “Come on, let’s get inside the walls. It will be dark soon, and I’d rather not freeze to death.”


   


  ***


   


  For better or worse, the people who actually lived in Icewatch were convinced that the Roskarim had been defeated, and life had already started returning to normal. Merchants had returned to the small market near the southern gate, and the servants and laborers who actually kept the “town” running were busy cleaning up the courtyard and repairing the damage. 


  Least surprisingly of all, the brothel had reopened its doors, and the girls inside were offering discounts to any soldiers who had survived the battle. In a bizarre way, they were probably doing more for the fortress than the men struggling to repair the wall. Desertion rates were usually high after such a bloody battle, but I don’t think we had lost a single soldier. Morale was probably at an all-time high. 


  “If you’re going to insist I head back to the city, we should do something fun tonight,” Aluriel said as we strolled across the snow-swept courtyard. “Rumor has it the Black Mistress owns the whorehouse—you know her girls will be fun.”


  I grinned. “We just spent the whole day fighting barbarians and sprinting across the tundra. Don’t you want to get some rest?”


  “Nothing gets the blood pumping quite like a brush with death,” she said. “Though spending a few hours with some young, strapping knights is a close second.”


  I shook my head and followed her eyes over to a small group of Silver Fist knights congregating by a cooking fire. The fact they weren’t already inside the brothel was shocking. 


  “I’m supposed to meet with the Watch Commander first thing in the morning,” I told her. “We’ll just have to wait until I get back to Highwind.”


  “Oh, come on! That’s a terrible excuse and you know it.” Aluriel stepped in closer and dragged her finger across my chin. “You haven’t fucked me in weeks!”


  “Keep your voice down,” I admonished, stepping away and glancing around. Our relationship wasn’t common knowledge, and I intended to keep it that way.  The rest of the Council was already upset with me; the last thing I needed was an inquisition about the fact I was sleeping with my second-in-command. 


  “We can put on our costumes if it would make you feel better,” Aluriel said, switching to Elven. “I bet the locals would appreciate a visit from a pair of sexy, fun-loving elf sisters.”


  “I’m sure they would,” I murmured, glancing back up to the brothel on the hill above us. For the last six months or so, we had been spending our nights on the town dressed up as “Faewyn” and “Laryssa,” a pair of raven-haired elf sisters who would do just about anything for a bit of coin. Aluriel had come up with the idea as a way to allow me to have fun without compromising my position on the Council or my ability to command the Duskwatch. No one could know that Ranger-General Serrane Starwind—one of the most respected and powerful women in the entire region—secretly enjoyed spending her nights out on the town being sodomized by farmers, sailors, and anyone else with coin and a stiff cock.



  So far, the plan had worked perfectly.  We had “performed” in towns and cities all across the Northern Reaches, usually in seedy taverns and brothels but occasionally in more public settings. I had swallowed more seed and pleasured more cocks in the past six months than in several decades back home in Nelu’Thalas, and I couldn’t deny that the experience had been incredibly…liberating. 


  But then the Roskarim threat had gotten too serious to ignore. I hadn’t donned my Faewyn costume in several weeks, and I had started to wonder if I should put the whole thing behind me. I had gotten my kicks and had my fun. Perhaps it was time to let it all go. 


  “I know that look,” Aluriel said. “You’re feeling guilty again, aren’t you?”


  I sighed. “No.”


  “You’re a terrible liar.”


  “We have more important things to worry about than sating our libidos,” I told her. 


  “Tell that to our knight friends,” Aluriel said. “They’re the randiest bastards in the whole Northern Reaches, and they seem to do their jobs just fine.”


  I chuckled despite myself. Aluriel was easily the most insatiable woman I had ever met. The “old” me never would have deigned to associate with someone so…free-spirited. But then she had kissed me one night while we’d been camping in the Duskwood, and after she’d spent an hour with her head between my legs I couldn’t imagine ever going on patrol without her again. She had opened my eyes to all kinds of pleasures I had denied myself. I hadn’t realized how lonely I had been since leaving Nelu’Thalas…or how well a bunch of rough, anonymous sex could fill that void. 


  “Some of us don’t need a daily dose of cock to do our jobs properly,” I said. 


  “I don’t need a daily dose of cock,” Aluriel protested. “Four or five times a week is plenty.”


  I rolled my eyes. “This is the real reason I’m sending you back to Highwind. I don’t think you could survive a week out here.”


  “Not if you’re going to be a sourpuss. I think you’re getting nervous again. You’re worried someone is going to figure out that Highwind’s ice-cold Ranger-General is actually the biggest slut in—”


  I grabbed her wrist before she could finish. “I told you to keep your voice down!”


  “Honey, you are hopeless,” Aluriel said. “What’s the point in all this fighting if you don’t get to fuck all the cute knights afterwards?”


   I groaned and took a step away from her before anyone saw us touching. I had worked hard to build and maintain a very particular reputation since coming to Highwind. The people of the Northern Reaches were normally quite suspicious of outsiders, but I had demonstrated my skill and competence and risen through the ranks in just a few short years. My rangers respected me, and my enemies feared me. I wasn’t willing to jeopardize that for anything.


  The problem is that she isn’t wrong. You’ve had more fun in the past few months than in the past ten, and you’re doing your job better than ever. Faewyn might not really exist, but she has been a life-saver. 


  “Speaking of cute knights,” Aluriel said, her eyes shifting back to the cooking fire. “You didn’t tell me your special friend had been assigned here.”


  I frowned and followed her eyes back to the small cooking fire in the courtyard. Another knight had joined the group, but this one wore a captain’s crest on his tabard. His armor was clean and polished; he obviously hadn’t been here for the battle. The Silver Fist must have sent a few more soldiers to replace Sir Derec and the others who had left with the Highlord’s body…


  “I didn’t know,” I whispered. The mere sight of the tall, dark blonde newcomer triggered an anxious flutter in my stomach. “I thought he was still assigned to Riverbend.”


  “Evidently not,” Aluriel said, a mischievous smile on her lips. “How lucky for you.”


  I nibbled at my lower lip. The Knight-Captain’s name was Julian Cassel, and he was every bit as handsome as the first time Aluriel had introduced me to him six months ago. His square jaw was pockmarked with the perfect amount of stubble, and the sight of his muscular arms sent a delighted shiver down my spine. When I closed my eyes, I swore I could actually feel his strong hands on my thighs…or even better, clasped around my throat.


  “I know that look,” Aluriel teased. “You’re already soaked, aren’t you?” 


  I smacked her shoulder and glared at her. I still hadn’t noticed anyone lurking nearby, and I doubted any of the humans here spoke Elven. Still, even soft voices could carry surprisingly far across the mostly empty courtyard…


  Aluriel giggled impishly. “How many times have you slept with him?”


  “I don’t know,” I lied. “A few.”


  “Honey, I just said you’re a terrible liar.”


  “I’m not like you. I don’t keep count.”


  “Does that mean ten times? Twenty?”


  I pressed my tongue hard into my cheek. “Probably closer to thirty.”


  “Thirty times in six months!” Aluriel said. “I knew you liked him. How many times have you sneaked into his quarters in the Citadel to suck his cock in the middle of the night?”


  Three times now. I wish I had done it more.


  “Is there a point to this inquisition?” I asked instead.


  “Only that if he knew who you were, the two of you might be able to have a real relationship,” Aluriel said. “There wouldn’t be anything scandalous about a knight and a ranger spending time together. It’s not like the public would need to know that you love it when he binds your wrists, gags your mouth, and takes you up the a—”


  “Sometimes I honestly wonder how we are even friends,” I groused. 


  She smirked “Because I know how to get you off in thirty seconds flat.”


  “You overestimate yourself, as usual.”


  Aluriel’s eyes twinkled. “Is that a challenge?”


  I scoffed but smiled anyway. There was no doubt in my mind that she would eagerly push me against the wall and eat me right here if I let her. She had essentially zero inhibitions, as far as I could tell, and the fact it would cause a scandal was only a bonus in her mind. “Chasity is a human virtue,” she liked to say. Elves were polyamorous by nature; we happily fucked anyone we wanted to whenever we wanted to, and we rarely wed. 


  Whenever we were in costume, Aluriel was usually overjoyed when someone called the guards on us—she was always more than happy to help them “see reason.” That exact scenario had played out the last time we were in Greygale. Three guards had been sent to arrest us for “indecency,” and they had all ended up fucking her face in the tavern basement. By the time they had finished with her, she had been so drenched in their seed I had barely recognized her…


  “Look, all I’m saying is that you should go over there and talk to him,” Aluriel said. “Let him know how glad you are that he’s here.”


  “No,” I insisted. 


  “No? Why?”


  “Because General Serrane doesn’t fraternize with her troops.”


  Aluriel rolled her eyes. “Honey, I wasn’t saying you should go over there and suck his cock. Just say ‘hi’ to him.”


  “Why?”


  “So that he knows you’re aware of his existence. So that you can maybe start forming a relationship with the real you.” She shrugged. “So that maybe later tonight you can have your calves perched up on his shoulders while he squeezes his big, strong hands around your neck.”


  I sighed and glanced away. “You know that’s never going to happen.”


  “Not as long as you insist on being miserable whenever you’re not in costume,” Aluriel said. 


  “I can’t afford to take the chance that he might recognize me,” I murmured. “The illusion barely disguise our voices, and I spoke to him about a week ago.”


  “Escar’s mercy,” she breathed. “You’re paranoid!”


  “I have to be. There’s too much at stake.”


  “Only in your mind.” Aluriel placed her hand on my arm and squeezed. “You can’t live like this forever, honey. The whole point in using the magical disguises was to give you confidence so you could eventually let yourself go. This ‘Faewyn’ character can’t last forever. At some point Serrane Starwind needs to have some fun, too.”


  “Maybe,” I murmured, glancing back to the gaping hole in the crumbling wall. “But not until the Roskarim threat is over.”


  “The way things are going, that could be a long time. But regardless, they’re not going to attack in the next few hours. If you’re heading out into the tundra tomorrow, the least you can do is have some fun tonight.”


  I sighed and brushed a stray blonde lock of hair from my face. As difficult as it was for me to admit, I really did want to go over there and speak with Cassel. He seemed like a genuinely interesting man, but I’d never had much of a chance to get to know him. For some reason, neither of us was ever in the mood to talk when I was dressed up as Faewyn…


  The other hard truth was that I had never been particularly good with men. Order my rangers around was one thing, but simple concepts like flirting and small talk continued to elude me. Even growing up in Nelu’Thalas I had never been a social butterfly; I had always been too focused on my work and duty to bother with social niceties. 


  Maybe that’s why you never had any friends back home. Maybe that’s why you left it all behind and came here to live among humans. 


  “I’ll talk to him,” I said eventually. 


  Aluriel smirked. “Good. I’ll come with so I can—”


  “Alone,” I added pointedly.   


  “Oh, fine,” she muttered, flicking her wrist dismissively. “I guess I’ll find some way to busy myself in the meantime.”


  I grunted softly and shook my head. Here I was, an adult woman in charge of an army of scouts and soldiers, and I was still acting like a schoolgirl seeking a first kiss. It was beyond embarrassing. Sometimes I swore I was a completely different person when I was wearing my Faewyn disguise. I wouldn’t have hesitated to stride right up to Cassel and beg him and all his friends to have their way with me. 


  A part of me desperately wanted to put on my costume right now. All my fears and anxieties would melt away, and I would get to spend the entire night on my back looking up into his dark eyes as he took me over and over again. My toes curled in my boots at the thought of him thrusting into me…


  I bit down on my lip and shook away the reverie as Cassel said something to his men and began walking across the courtyard. If I wanted to speak to him alone, this was my chance. 


  “Here goes nothing,” I whispered. Drawing in a final deep breath, I braced myself for the worst and moved to intercept him. 


  “General Serrane,” he said, offering me a crisp salute. “It’s an honor, ma’am. Knight-Captain Cassel, at your service. We met once before when—”


  “I remember you, Captain,” I assured him, trying my best to smile like a normal person. It felt incredibly forced, and the butterflies in my stomach refused to stop. “I wasn’t expecting reinforcements for a while yet.”


  He smiled back. “I’m not sure I’d consider one man ‘reinforcements,’ but I’ll take it as a compliment.”


  The butterflies fluttered so hard my knees threaten to buckle. “You’re, uh…you’re alone?”


  “Unfortunately, yes,” Cassel said. “I had just been stationed in one of the villages at the edge of the Peaks, but when I heard what happened I knew I needed to be here. There’s a lot more glory to be had fighting barbarians than defending farmers.”


  “This isn’t about glory, Captain. We’re here to defend the border and save as many lives as we can.”


  “Er…yes, of course, General. Sorry, I, uh…I didn’t mean to suggest…”


  I grit my teeth so hard it hurt. You’re here to flirt with this man, and the first thing you do is berate him? What the hell is the matter with you?


  “It’s all right,” I soothed. “I’m glad you’re here—the Watch and I can use the help. These old walls have seen better days.”


  “Yes, they have,” he agreed, studying the crumbling battlements. We stood there in awkward silence for what felt like a small eternity, and I balled my right into a fist in frustration. 


  Why are you making this so difficult? Just say something—anything! It’s not like he’s a stranger—you’ve sucked his cock more times than you can count. You’ve worn his seed on every part of your body.


  “Well, you have quite the reputation as a warrior, Captain,” I said after a moment, tilting into the long shadows so he couldn’t see my arm trembling. “I’m looking forward to seeing you in action.”


  Cassel smiled again, though this time it seemed forced. “I’ll do my best not to disappoint you, General. I’m honored to be here.”


  I tried to smile back, but my cheeks felt so flushed I could barely stand it. I was three times this man’s age and probably had ten times his experience—why the hell was I so anxious? Why the hell did I even care what he thought?


  “Are you, um…?” I muttered as I struggled to swallow the lump in my throat. “Are you supposed to be on duty tonight, Captain?”


  His eyebrow arched slightly in confusion. “Is anyone ever off-duty in Icewatch? I was planning on meeting with some of my men and touring the fort a bit, then turning in early. Unless there is something specific you need…?”


  Ask him if he wants to grab a drink in the tavern. Hell, ask him if he wants to go over some troop reports in your office. Just ask him to do something.


   “Not tonight, Captain,” I said instead. My heart was pounding my ears so hard I feared I might pass out. “I’ll speak with you in the morning.”


  “Of course, General,” he said, offering me a confused and stilted half-bow. “Anything you need.”


  I forced another smile, then turned and dashed away as quickly as I could without making a fool of myself. I couldn’t actually breathe until I had rounded a corner where he couldn’t see me. 


  “Well, that was…something,” Aluriel murmured as she materialized from the shadows. 


  “Don’t,” I growled, bracing my hand against the wall. “Just don’t.”


  “Sera, honey, it shouldn’t be this difficult to talk to a man you’ve slept with a few dozen times,” she said, placing her hand on my arm. 


  “I haven’t slept with him,” I said. “Faewyn has.”


  Aluriel blinked. “Uh, honey…”


  “I know how it sounds,” I told her. “And I know it shouldn’t make such a big difference, but it does. It’s like I’m a completely different person when I’m cloaked in that illusion.”


  “But you’re not. And you can’t keep leading a double life forever. Sooner or later you’re going to have to learn how to live as Serrane again.”


  “Maybe,” I said. “But not tonight.”


  Aluriel arched a brown eyebrow at me. “I know that look. What are you planning to do?”


  “Exactly what you wanted me to,” I said. “I’m going to head to my quarters, put on my costume, and beg him to fuck me.”


  “I see,” she said, smiling and pushing a tongue into her cheek. “Does Faewyn want her sister’s help on this adventure?”


  “No,” I said. “Peering around the corner until I spotted Cassel heading up the hill towards the brothel. “She’ll handle this one all by herself.”


   


  ***


   


  Five minutes later I was alone in my temporary quarters above the barracks, and a minute after that I was standing naked in front of the full-size mirror next to the dressing table. I had never been oblivious to how easily the mere sight of my sleek elven figure could arouse men. I felt their eyes upon me wherever I went, even in the Duskwatch Tower back in Highwind. My rangers were smart enough to sneak their peeks when they thought I wasn’t looking, but for a long time even their sideways glances had still annoyed me. I had wanted them to fear and respect me, not lust after me. 


  That was never the case when I was Faewyn. I didn’t just appreciate their lecherous eyes—I yearned for them. I loved watching them struggle to hide their erections; I loved seeing the raw, primal hunger in their eyes. And even when they were finally buried to the hilt inside me, I loved knowing that they would dream about the impossible grip of my tight elven cunt for the rest of their short lives. 


  Aluriel was right that I wouldn’t be able to keep up this charade forever. If I wasn’t careful, someone would eventually see through my disguise and ruin everything. Faewyn needed to go away soon, and I needed to figure out how Serrane could take her place. 


  But not just yet. 


  Grinning, I retrieved the magical choker from my pack and clasped it around my neck. When I tapped the tiny gem at its center, I could actually feel the shift in the Aetheric currents as the powerful illusion magic trapped within washed over me. In the span of a few seconds my blonde hair turned black, my blue eyes turned brown, and nose and lips shifted ever-so-slightly. I couldn’t believe how comfortable I had grown looking at the reflection of a different woman…or how much I wished I could be like her all the time. Faewyn felt as real as Serrane sometimes, as bizarre as that seemed. She lived a unique, separate life free of expectations and responsibility. And that freedom wasn’t just liberating—it was downright intoxicating. When Aluriel had originally suggested the idea, I had thought she was crazy…but now I couldn’t imagine functioning without it. 


  I smiled as I dabbed on a bit of lipstick. The magical disguise didn’t include makeup, but even if it did I would have worn some anyway. There was no faster way to shatter an illusion than to skimp on important sensory details. As Aluriel liked to say, a little bit of lipstick on a man’s cock went a long way. 


  I slipped into a scandalously short black dress and matching heels, then dashed over to the window and cracked it open. I couldn’t afford to be spotted strutting around the garrison like this without drawing suspicion, so I waited until the back streets were clear before I lowered myself down. The heels complicated my landing, but I still managed well enough. I’d had enough practice wearing them over the past month that I was reasonably sure I could fight a pack of gnolls in them if necessary. 


  It only took me a few minutes to track the Knight-Captain into the brothel, and he was already several cups deep. He was laughing with some squires and flirting with one of the whores. She was passably attractive and probably needed their coin; it almost made me feel bad for what I was about to do. 


  Almost. 


  Smiling, I strode across the bar and placed my arm on Cassel’s shoulder. He turned mid-laugh, but when he saw me his face lit up in surprise. 


  “Hey,” he stammered as he eyed me up and down. “I…what are you doing all the way up here in Icewatch? It isn’t safe for…”


  He trailed off when I pushed a bundle of cloth into his hand. I smiled up at him, my tongue pushed seductively into my cheek, until he opened his fingers and realized he was holding my thong. 


  His friends were every bit as dumbstruck as he was, but I didn’t wait for them to regather their wits. I turned and sauntered towards the stairs leading down into the cellar, my hips swaying rhythmically back and forth thanks to my heels. I could feel their eyes feasting upon me, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit how much I liked it. I spent so much of my life as a hunter that I sometimes forgot how fun it was to be prey.


  I calmly descended the steps, knowing that Cassel wouldn’t be far behind. The only question was whether he would come alone or bring his friends with him. Grinning in anticipation, I scampered over to the empty wooden table between the wine racks, hopped up on the edge, and crossed my long legs. 


  The Captain didn’t disappoint me; the cellar door cracked open barely ten seconds later, and I heard the sound of enough booted footfalls to know that I had indeed brought the squires with him. Apparently he was a good commander after all; a leader knew how to take care of his men. 


  All three of them were deathly silent as they approached me, and I allowed my feet to dangle delicately in the air until they were standing right in front of me. At that point I smiled and locked my eyes on Cassel, then slowly uncrossed my legs and leaned back on my palms to give them a clean, unobstructed view of my quim. 


  “Escar’s mercy,” the redheaded squire on the left breathed. He was having trouble standing straight, and his other young friend, a dapper black-haired squire, was having the same problem. He swallowed so hard I was surprised he didn’t choke on his tongue. 


  Thankfully Cassel had enough composure for both of them. After casting aside his gauntlets, he took a knee in front of the table and placed his hands on my calves. He traced his fingers up to my knees and then halfway up my thigh, appreciating the smoothness of my skin, before he nudged my legs further apart and leaned in to kiss my quim. 


  His tongue was like lightning on my clit. I clamped down on my lip and grabbed his hair, desperate to keep him from escaping. Not that he wanted to—he had demonstrated his love of slit-licking the second time we met, and I wasn’t embarrassed to admit it was one of the reasons I kept going back to him. He was even better than Aluriel, which up until recently I would have sworn was impossible. 


  “Ooh!” I cried out as I leaned all the way back onto the table. I clamped my thighs around his forehead when his tongue plunged inside me, and I closed my eyes and squealed as a long overdue climax shuddered through me. Cassel didn’t pull away, though—he dutifully continued his feast, and I knew he would bring me again in just a few moments. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure the two squires could last that long.


  I beckoned them over. I had never seen two men tear off their trousers more quickly; within ten seconds I had two hard, gorgeous cocks dangling in front of my mouth. I took one in each hand and began slowly stroking their shafts. They groaned and clenched their teeth in near unison, and I half-expected to get a face full of seed for my efforts. But apparently their knightly training gave them just enough discipline to hold out—at least for now.


  I leaned up and kissed the redhead’s cock. He moaned again, and I stared straight at him as I lathered the swollen tip with my tongue. I could see a lifetime’s worth of sexual fantasies dancing across his face—how many times had he stroked himself to climax imagining an elf maiden on her knees in front of him? How many times had he dreamt about her worshipping his cock and begging for his seed? The thought sent another climax shuddering through me, and I clamped my thighs even harder around Cassel’s head. 


  “Fuck me!” I begged. “Fuck me now!”


  The Knight-Captain eventually wriggled free, and I watched in gleeful anticipation as he stood and unbuckled his trousers. But before he could slam into me, the black-haired squire ran out of patience. He grabbed the side of my head, pulled me towards him, and shoved his cock down my throat. 


  Six months ago, I would have almost certainly gagged. But after our first outing as Faewyn and Laryssa, I had begged Aluriel to teach me how to relax enough to swallow a full stem. I had used the technique countless times since—many of the men I played with enjoyed fucking my mouth almost as much as they enjoyed fucking my cunt. And I had never been more grateful for the experience than this moment.


  “Take it all, slut!” he snarled as he grabbed two thick handfuls of hair. “Take it…oh, shit!”


  I clenched the sides of the table as his seed flooded my throat. He obviously hadn’t spilled in a while; I struggled to keep up with the sheer volume of each spurt. But I kept my eyes locked on him anyway, knowing that he would remember the sight of a beautiful elf maiden inhaling his cock for the rest of his life…


  He practically keeled over once he’d finished, and I barely had time to swallow before Cassel pushed my legs apart and nudged the tip of his cock into my quim. He looked down at me as if he were asking my permission, and in response I licked the seed from my lips, locked my ankles behind his back, and pulled him deeper inside me. 


  As always, he fit so perfectly I couldn’t help but cry out in ecstasy. He fucked me slowly, rhythmically, and my whimpers were so pathetic I would have been embarrassed if I weren’t so delirious. When his strong hand squeezed my tits, I almost lost it. 


  “Oh, gods,” the redhead stammered. I belatedly realized I had completely forgotten about him, and when I turned I saw him frantically stroking himself and tilting to the side so he would explode across the floor instead of me. Was he really that inexperienced, or was this some kind of misguided chivalry?


  Either way, it was unacceptable. I reached out to grab his cock, and I pointed it right back where it belonged—namely, me. I knew he wouldn’t last long enough for me to swallow him, so instead I opened my mouth and stuck out my tongue to give him a more tempting target…


  He erupted so forcefully it nearly bowled me over. The first two volleys struck my lips and tongue, but the rest splattered wildly across my cheek, nose, and forehead. I forced myself to keep my eyes open—again, I wanted to make sure that this moment would sear into his memory for decades. 


  “Escar’s…oh, gods…” 


  He practically fell over when he finished, and I smirked as I licked even more seed from my lips and glanced back up at Cassel. Now that his men were out of the picture, he shifted his hands from my tits to my throat, and he squeezed harder and harder with every thrust. Tiny black specs soon filled my vision, but they only made my quim burn hotter. 


  “More!” I rasped. “Give me more!”


  Cassel slammed into me so hard I honestly thought the old wooden table would snap, and I had no doubt that everyone on the main floor heard his scream of triumph when he finally exploded inside me. Every one of his desperate spurts rippled through me like a tremor. My toes curled, my thighs clamped even harder around his waist, and my hips continued milking him until he collapsed atop me in exhaustion. 


  I caught my breath a few moments before he did, and I dragged the fingers of my left hand through his hair while the fingers of my right gathered the thick, rapidly cooling strands of seed from my nose and cheeks. I could only imagine how whorish I looked right now; I shuddered in delight at the mental image. Yet again, Faewyn had liberated me from my own mental prison. She offered me freedom in a way nothing else ever could. And I was determined to enjoy it as long as possible.



  “I hope you’re not finished yet,” I said, lifting Cassel’s chin and smiling at him as I licked my seed-covered lips. “These squires of yours still have a lot to learn.”


  He smiled back. “They do indeed.”


  “I’ve heard that good commanders lead by example,” I said, dragging my nails across his chest. “Why don’t you show them the way?” 


   


   


   


   


  




  Chapter Two


   


  “All of them?” Aluriel breathed. “You took all of them at once?”


  I shrugged as I finished pinning my hair back behind my ears. “You’re the one who told me to enjoy myself.”


  “I’m not complaining! Honestly, I’m impressed.” She smirked and wrapped her hands around my midriff from behind. “Though now I am annoyed you didn’t invite me...”


  “I’m sure you found another way to entertain yourself.”


  She kissed the back of my neck in the exact perfect spot to send a tingle down my spine. “I returned to my quarters and read through scouting reports until I fell asleep.”


  I scoffed. “No, you didn’t.”


  “Yes, I did!” Aluriel insisted. “Right after I tracked down that cute night watchman and sucked him off behind the battlements. Unfortunately, he didn’t last very long…”


  I laughed and placed my hands on top of hers. The sun had already broken over the mountains to the east, and I was scheduled to meet with Watch Commander Lurkin in a few minutes. I had only slept about two hours last night, but I wasn’t the least bit tired. On the contrary, my skin was still tingling and my quim was still burning. The hot bath I’d just taken might have washed the seed from my body, but when I closed my eyes I could feel their hands on my thighs and cocks in my throat. Those young men—I didn’t even know their names!—had used me like their personal sex toy for hours, and I had loved every moment of it. 


  But now it was time to get back to work. Faewyn was gone, and if I had any sense I wouldn’t bring her back for a good long while. 


  “Take care of Highwind while I’m gone,” I said, pivoting around to face Aluriel. “And beware the circling vultures. With Highlord Kastrius dead, Archmage Beloran will have trouble standing his ground against the others.”


  “I’ll keep the home fires burning,” Aluriel promised. “I’m more worried about you. I don’t trust anyone else here to watch your back.”


  “I’ll be fine,” I promised, leaning down to give her a long, deep kiss. As much as her antics annoyed me sometimes, I really did love her. This would be the first time we had spent more than a few days apart in almost a year. 


  “Just promise me you won’t go out there alone,” Aluriel said when our lips finally parted. “It’s too bad that amazon and her friends left the fort so quickly. We could still use their help.”


  “Never rely on mercenaries for long,” I said. “Anyway, the garrison here is thin enough without me poaching anyone else for scouting duty.”


  Aluriel sighed. “And you think I’m impossible to reason with.”


  “I work better and faster alone.”


  “Then I guess it is a good thing you got all the companionship you needed last night.”


  “Not all of it,” I said, kissing her again. I was seriously tempted to lift her up onto the table and feast on her sweet quim one last time before she left, but I was already running late. I made a silent promise to myself that whenever I finally returned to Highwind, I was going to strap on a phallus and fuck her senseless. 


  I escorted her down to the stables, and shortly thereafter she and a small convoy of travelers trotted south towards Highwind. I watched them ride until they had faded into tiny specks on the horizon before I turned and strode across the fortress to the remnants of the main gate. Watch Commander Lurkin and a few of his men were waiting for me, as was Knight-Captain Cassel. I took a deep breath and braced myself. I had never spoken to him as Serrane so soon after Faewyn had paid him a visit. I really, really hoped I wasn’t making a horrible mistake...


  “Good morning, General,” Cassel said with a bow. He looked just as exhausted as I should have felt. “We were just discussing the latest reports.”


  “A thousand barbarians at Donath’s Crossing and another five hundred near Velek’s Pass,” Lurkin murmured. His pale, moon-shaped face looked like it had just seen a ghost. “Escar knows how many they could have at Dawn’s Reach by now. If they attack us again, there’s no way in the abyss we can hold out.”


  “We’re going to have to, at least until the Council agrees to send us more men,” I told him. “I dispatched my second-in-command to petition them in person.”


  Lurkin snorted. “If they couldn’t be bothered to send soldiers before, why would you expect them to send more now?”


  “I don’t, at least not for a good while—that’s precisely why it’s important for us to rebuild our defenses as quickly as possible.” I glanced off to our left where one of the Roskarim catapults had blasted a gaping hole in the wall. “I know your men are working as hard and fast as they can, but it might not be enough. That’s why we need to send out sorties to keep the enemy off-balance—and to deter them from regrouping altogether.”


  “No offense, General, but you can’t honestly expect us to go on the offensive when we barley have enough soldiers left to hold the line.”


  “I expect you to do whatever is necessary to hold this fortress,” I replied matter-of-factly. 


  Lurkin’s cheek twitched. “Is that why you felt the need to kick the hornet’s nest yesterday?  Attacking their outlying sentries will only make them angry!”


  “It will make them afraid, which is the whole bloody point,” I said, turning to glare at the balding, middle-aged man. “The longer the Roskarim survivors lurk out there in the tundra uncontested, the more confident they’ll become. And the more confident they become, the more likely they’ll be back at our doorstep. We have to convince them that coming anywhere close to Icewatch is a death sentence.”


  The other watchmen looked at me like I was completely insane, and I honestly couldn’t blame them. The men and women the Council had assigned to defend Icewatch weren’t exactly knight or ranger material. The fact that any of them had survived the battle was nothing short of miraculous. But the bottom line was that sitting back and waiting for the Roskarim to return was a suicide pact, whether they wanted to admit it or not. 


  “If you want to throw your rangers to the wolves, be my guest,” Lurkin said. “But I’m not about to order my men to leave their posts and charge into a horde of angry savages.”


  “Your men will do whatever the General says,” Cassel said, crossing his thick arms over his chest. “She is in command here.”


  Lurkin scoffed. “I am the Watch Commander here, Captain. I don’t care what the Council says, I am not about to throw away the lives of my men to sate the bloodlust of some elf who—”


  Cassel grabbed the other man’s collar so quickly and so forcefully I actually hopped in my boots. “Get a hold of yourself, man,” the captain said, his eyes boring into Lurkin’s face. “General Serrane doesn’t even have to be here. With the Highlord dead, the Council is probably screaming for her to return home, but she has decided to stay with us because she knows how important this is. I suggest you listen to her.”


  I had to resist the urge to smile. Maybe Aluriel was right—maybe I really would like Cassel once I got to know him better. 


  Lurkin, for his part, seemed just as impressed. He swallowed heavily and cleared his throat. “I…I apologize, General,” he managed. “We appreciate your help, we really do. Escar knows that you and the Highlord are the only councilors that would ever risk your own skin like this. But if you try and order my men out into the Ridge, I can’t guarantee they’ll go…or that they won’t run off the moment they’re out of sight.”


  I nodded and gestured for Cassel to put him down. “I understand your concerns, Commander. Are there any men here you would trust to get the job done?”


  Lurkin shrugged. “A few, perhaps.”


  “Then that will have to be enough,” I said. “I’ve already drafted several simple routes they can take. They’ll stay low, strike hard, and leave enough traps in their wake to slow down any pursuit. As for the main force…” I shielded my eyes against the morning sun to the east. “I will head to Dawn’s Reach myself.”


  For a moment, I honestly wondered if both men might faint. Cassel recovered first.


  “Are you certain that’s a good idea, General?” he asked. “Your own rangers spotted the highest concentration of Roskarim just beyond the Crystal Flats. If you head all the way to Dawn’s Reach, you’ll be—”


  “As you just reminded the Watch Commander, I am in charge here, Captain,” I said pointedly. “We lost too many good men defending this fortress, and I don’t intend to lose any more. We must convince the clans to scatter farther beyond the Ridge.”


  “Be that as it may, Highwind cannot afford to risk its Ranger-General,” he protested. “Not now, not after what happened to Highlord Kastrius.”


  “I’ve been fighting orcs and gnolls and barbarians for longer than your grandparents have been alive,” I reminded him. “I will manage.”


  Cassel stared right at me, and I wondered distantly how strange it would be to get into an argument with a man who had mounted me over a table just a few hours ago—and who didn’t know it. 


  “Be that as it may, I would feel much better if you at least took one of my knights along with you for support and protection,” he said after a moment. 


  “I’m afraid that knights and scouting do not mix, Captain,” I said. 


  “I will find the one who is lightest on his feet,” he said. “And who can function without his armor weighing him down.”


  I open my mouth to protest but stopped myself at the last instant. I could almost hear Alurel’s warning voice in my head. She wouldn’t want me to go alone, and she was probably right. Still, the thought of dragging some bull-headed Silver Fist recruit across the tundra was almost enough to make me hop on Whisper and ride back to Highwind. 


  “As you wish,” I said. “I plan to depart in an hour. In the meantime, Commander Lurkin will pick his best people and deploy them.” 


  “Of course, General,” Lurkin murmured. “I sincerely hope you’re right about this.”


  “If I’m not, we’re all doomed anyway,” I replied dryly. “Now get moving. Every person in the North is counting on us.”


   


  ***


   


  I was packed and ready an hour later, and I was seriously tempted to set out into the Ridge without waiting for Cassel to assign me a partner. I respected the Silver Fist well enough—they were excellent cavalrymen and front-line soldiers, and most of them were capable battle healers as well. But I had no doubt in my mind that the least competent of my Duskwatch Rangers would still be a better scout than any knight who was stationed here in Icewatch. 


  Still, I decided to humor Cassel, if for no other reason than to make him happy. At this point, I just hoped he didn’t pick some chatty twenty year-old squire who would insist on trying to flirt with me the whole damn trip. 


  “General,” the knight-captain called out as he approached the gate. “Ready to set out?”


  I glanced back at him and frowned. He was clad in a suit of studded leather armor, and he had a heavy pack slung over his back along with his enormous great sword. I almost didn’t recognize him at first—to date, I had only seen him covered in plate armor…or naked. 


  “I’ve been ready,” I said, leaning my head to peer behind him. “I thought you said you wanted to send one of your knights with me.”


  “And I am,” he said with a faint smirk. “You’re looking at him.”


  My first assumption was that he was joking—I still had almost no idea where or not he had a sense of humor. But it only took a moment to realize he was telling the truth. 


  “Like you said, knights and scouting usually don’t mix,” Cassel said. “But I’m reasonably light on my feet, and as you can see I ditched my armor in the barracks. I’m ready to go whenever you are.”


  If I actually took a moment and thought about it, I probably could have come up with a dozen reasons why this was a terrible idea —and that was without considering the fact that I had been sleeping with him in costume for almost six months. My stomach fluttered nervously, and my throat went so dry I had to cough and glance away. 


  “Are you all right?” he asked, his brow creased in concern. 


  “Yes, I just…” I closed my eyes for a fraction of a second and mentally braced myself before I glanced back up at him. “We’re the two highest-ranking officers in this fortress. One of us needs to stay here and keep an eye on Lurkin.”


  “Realistically, both of us should stay here and keep our eyes on Lurkin,” Cassel corrected. “But like you told him earlier, we don’t really have much of a choice if we want to hold the line here. We need to scare the Roskarim, and the best way to do that is to hit them hard and fast.” He flashed me another lop-sided smirk. “Well, I hit hard and you’re pretty fast.”


  My brain was screaming at me to say “no,” but I could hear Aluriel’s voice in my head screaming “yes!” right back. Normally I tried to avoid listening to her imaginary advice, since it was usually just as bad as the real version. But in this case I honestly didn’t know how I could refuse without upsetting him, and that was something I absolutely didn’t want to do. 


  This is a terrible idea and you know it. There has to be a better way to have a first date than flitting across a barbarian-infested tundra. 


  “Fine,” I said instead. “I just hope you can keep up.”


  “I’ll find a way,” Cassel said. “After you.”


   


  ***


   


  Thankfully, the first leg of our journey wasn’t nearly as harrowing as I had feared. We didn’t encounter a single Roskarim patrol before we reached the edge of the Crystal Flats, and Cassel actually held his own quite well. I was so used to scouting with Aluriel that I probably moved faster than we needed to, but the knight-captain kept my pace and never once complained. 


  Still, every once in a while I caught him grimacing when he thought I wasn’t looking, and I grinned at the thought of him trying to impress me. Was he determined to defend the honor and competency of the Silver Fist, or was this just a bit of old-fashioned macho pride? 


  Either way I found it charming, especially since I knew for a fact he was more sleep-deprived than I was. Elves could function much better on two hours of rest than humans, especially human males who had spilled three or four times the night before…


  “We can stop here for a bit,” I called out. “That cluster of pines over there should give us plenty of cover.”


  “I’m all right to keep going if you are,” Cassel said, trying and failing to conceal how hard he was breathing. 


  Well, that answers that. This is definitely macho pride. 


  “We might as well eat something before we try and cross the Flats,” I said. “Once we start, we won’t be able to stop until we’re all the way across—there’s very little cover.”


  Cassel nodded. He furrowed his brow like he was disappointed, but I could see the relief in his eyes. “You’re the expert, General.”


  I led him over to the trees, and once we were safely in cover we retrieved some rations from our packs. I stood the vast majority of the time while we ate, mostly so I could pretend I was keeping a lookout. In truth, I was just terrified to say anything. I didn’t even know where to begin. 


  You should be embarrassed by how bad you are at this. Ask him about his family. Ask him about the knights. For the love of Shalassa, ask him about something.


  “I’m surprised you weren’t called back to Highwind,” I said. “The rest of the Council seems intent on leaving as few people in Icewatch as possible.” 


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if I get a recall order soon,” Cassel replied as he gnawed at a piece of dried meat. “Everyone down south seems convinced that the threat has passed.”


  “It’s not,” I said, glancing back out to the Flats. “Only nobles who spend their entire lives behind the city walls could jump to that conclusion.”


  He nodded solemnly. “For what it’s worth, the Highlord believed you. I know that the two of you didn’t always get along, but he respected you.”


  “And I respected him,” I murmured. “He was a good man. I’m concerned about who might replace him.”


  When Cassel didn’t respond for several seconds, I turned back around to face him. He had paused mid-bite, and I could see the shroud of sorrow darkening his features. 


  Nice job again, Sera. For all you know, he was one of the Highlord’s best friends. What a great way to break the ice and make this little foray even more awkward…


  “The Silver Fist will call a conclave soon,” Cassel said eventually, shaking his head as if he was dragging himself out of a bad dream. “I honestly have no idea who they’ll nominate.”


  “Will you have a say?” I asked. 


  “Yes, though I haven’t spent much time thinking about it. A part of me is still in shock.” 


  I winced. “I’m sorry for bringing it up.”


  “Oh, don’t be. It’s an important question. You obviously want to know who will be sitting on the Council with you.” He flashed me a weary smile then glanced back at his food. “Kastrius was the one who trained me. It was a rare honor—he hadn’t taken on a new squire since the end of the Winter War. He taught me how to wield a sword and channel the Aether…I hope I haven’t disappointed him.”


  “You have an excellent service record,” I said. “To be honest, your skills seemed wasted in a place like Riverbend.”


  Cassel grinned. “Guard duty is never glamorous. But at least in Riverbend I didn’t have to worry so much about politics. As long I helped keep the peace and scare off bandits, the locals were overjoyed to have me around.”


  The fact that he had been running an underground brothel certainly hadn’t hurt, but I kept that observation to myself. I finally opened my rations, and I avoided stepping in any more conversational traps before we pack up and continued across the Flats. This leg of the trip was much harder than the first, largely because the bitter wind seemed determined to freeze us in our tracks. But I was able to shield us both in a warding spell that blocked out the worst of the cold, and I spent an embarrassing amount of time rehearsing potential conversation starters for when we set up camp this evening. Somehow, each one was more cringe-worthy than the last. 


  This is yet another reason it’s so much easier to be Faewyn. She doesn’t have to bother with small-talk and flirting—she just finds a man, drags him somewhere quiet, and takes his cock down her throat. Nothing could be simpler.  


  I grimaced at the thought and tried to keep my mind focused on the task at hand. We didn’t encounter any living Roskarim, thankfully, but we did encounter plenty of dead ones. Most had probably died from their wounds while limping away from the battle, though some were probably victims of clan infighting. As morbid as it sounded, I actually wished we had found even more bodies. The fact there were only a few dozen suggested that at least one of the clan leaders had survived and taken control of the horde. That was bad news for Icewatch, and it made our mission even more vital.


  We cleared the Flats with about an hour to spare before nightfall, and I directed us as deep into the frozen forest as I could before we stopped to set up camp. While Cassel gathered some wood, I surveyed the perimeter and assembled a few crude traps just in case the Roskarim had sentries nearby. 


  “Dawn’s Reach is only about ten miles further north,” I said once I had finished my sweep and returned to camp. “If the horde has gathered anywhere, it’s there.”


  “I can’t wait to see what they have waiting for us,” Cassel said. “Do you have any ideas on how to engage them?”


  “A few,” I replied, grinning at his furious attempt to start a fire with a tinderbox. His technique wasn’t terrible, but the kindling was far too wet to ignite. “Take a step back.”


  He glanced up. “What?”


  Grunting, I lifted my bow and reached out to the Aether. An arrow of pure flame appeared at my fingertips, and Cassel yelped and dove out of the way as I shot it into the kindling. The fire roared to life, and I casually propped my bow against a tree and leaned in close to warm my hands. 


  “That’s cheating!” he grumbled. “And here I thought you were supposed to be the master survivalist.”


  “Being a survivalist means using every tool at your disposal,” I replied matter-of-factly. “Though I could kick some snow onto it and let you try and start it again if you prefer.”


  He grunted and shuffled back towards the heat. “Maybe you can teach me that trick someday. Silver Fist channeling techniques are practical enough, but they’re not very useful outside of battle.”


  “Dal’Rethi techniques aren’t easy to learn. The archery ones in particular require a great deal of patience and a properly-enchanted weapon.” 


  Cassel arched an eyebrow at me. “Are you saying I’m too dumb to figure it out or too human to figure it out?”


  I froze. “Neither. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”


  “I’m just teasing,” he said with a reassuring wink. “I know all us humans probably seem like restless children to you.”


  “Not all the time,” I murmured, my stomach fluttering again. All the conversation starters I had rehearsed this afternoon evaporated like so much snow tossed onto the campfire. 


  “Well, that’s a relief,” Cassel said. He took off his gloves and stretched out his fingers over the fire. “I know it’s not polite to ask a human woman her age, but I assume you’re old enough to be my grandmother?”


  I nodded and smiled thinly. “Thereabouts.”


  He whistled softly through his teeth. “And you look like you could be my age, maybe even younger. It’s hard to wrap my dumb human head around.”


  I laughed, and his face immediately brightened at the sound. “You know, it may surprise you to hear this, but most people I know find you very…intimidating. I doubt they’d believe me if I told them I made you laugh.”


  My smile slowly faded. “I’m not a golem, Captain.”


  “I know, it’s just…” Cassel shrugged. “It’s difficult to explain. You always seem so confident and self-assured, like no matter what problem Highwind is facing you’ve stared it down a dozen times before. And then there’s the fact that you’re, uh…well…”


  Both of my eyebrows shot up. “I’m what?”


  “You’re…” He grunted and smiled. “Well, let’s just say I don’t think there’s another woman in the Northern Reaches quite like you.”


  I felt my cheeks warm even though he wasn’t looking at me. I wasn’t sure why, exactly—I knew that most men found me attractive. But for some reason having him say it made my stomach flutter again.  


  You’re out here in the middle of nowhere camping beneath the stars. It would be so unbelievably easy to crawl over and kiss him. He wouldn’t resist—in fact, he is probably already hard. You could spend your second night in a row with him inside you, but this time you wouldn’t have to pretend. This time he would know exactly who was crying out his name when he spills deep inside you. 


  “Sorry, I know that’s not appropriate,” Cassel said, clearing his throat. “Honestly I’m just grateful you let me come with you. I promise I won’t let you down, General.”


  “I know you won’t,” I rasped. 


  What in the abyss are you waiting for? He’s the one who is flirting with you—he’s the one who is making this easy. All you need to do is reciprocate!


  I closed my eyes and forced myself to breathe. Even if I did want to try being myself for once, this was not the right time. For one, we were probably surrounded by a few thousand barbarians, and we needed to keep our wits about us. For two, I had just slept with him as Faewyn last night. I was taking a big enough risk just talking to him, but if I kissed him he would almost certainly put the pieces together. 


  And no matter how much I may have liked him, I couldn’t afford to take that risk. Even a rumor about Faewyn’s true identity would completely compromise my ability to lead the Duskwatch. 


  “Well, I guess we should eat something,” Cassel said into the awkward pause. “Unless you have another fancy spell you want to show me, we’ll have to—”


  Snap!


  I raised my hand and called for silence. The noise had come from the trees just west of our camp, and I held my breath and listened as closely as I could. Forests were filled with random sounds, especially frozen ones where the trees would periodically snap thanks to the freezing temperatures. But I swore I could hear something breathing nearby, and I casually reached back and grabbed my bow.


  Cassel shook his head in confusion; his human ears probably couldn’t hear anything strange. Thankfully he was aware enough to keep silent as I reached back and plucked an arrow from my quiver. I would have been shocked if a Roskarim scout had been cunning enough to disarm my makeshift traps, but stranger things had happened. The moonlight was so dim that even my elven eyes were having trouble piercing the long shadows, so I reached out to the Aether and tried to enhance my senses even further…


  Too late. 


  The skarl roared a split second before it emerged from the darkness and pounced straight at me. My instincts took over, and I narrowly dodged its first swipe—its glistening claws missed my throat by less than an inch. It still slammed into me with the full force of its 400 pound frame, however, and I went flying backwards at least ten yards before I skidded across the frozen dirt and crashed into the trunk of a hollow tree. 


  Gritting my teeth, I glanced up and watched the cat-like beast swat Cassel aside like a ragdoll before it rushed towards me, its fully dilated yellow eyes glinting in the moonlight. I tried my best to ignore the shooting pain in my shoulder as I nocked an arrow, and I barely mustered the strength to lift my bow as it charged. Dark spots clouded my vision, but my aim was true regardless—I struck the skarl cleanly in its exposed underbelly. 


  The beast didn’t even stutter. It was so focused on the kill that it relentlessly closed the gap between us and lunged. I parried the first claw with my bow and managed to duck under a second, but its third swipe slashed a trio of bloody lines across my right leg. Shrieking in pain, I tried and failed to roll away before the skarl’s massive tail slammed into my side and sent me flying yet again.  


  I knew I was dead. My bow had slipped out of my grip, and the pain was so intense I was effectively paralyzed. I barely managed to roll over in time to watch the white beast lurch towards me and open its maw—


  At which point a gleaming silver great sword cleaved the skarl’s head from its body. The beast’s momentum carried it past me, and the thud of its corpse slamming into a tree echoed across the forest. 


  “Escar take you,” Cassel growled as he dove down next to me. “Are you all right?”


  “I’ll be fine,” I stuttered, clenching my teeth so hard I was surprised they didn’t crack. I made the mistake of looking down at my leg. The blood had already stained the snow so thoroughly it looked like I was lying on red sand.  


   “Shit,” Cassel hissed. “Just hold on, I should be able to stop the bleeding. I just need you to…General? General!”


  His voice faded into oblivion as darkness claimed me.  


   


  ***


   


  The pain was gone when my eyes fluttered back open. My first assumption was that I must have died and dissipated into the Aether, but as my vision gradually returned I realized I was lying next to the campfire. Judging from the position of the moon in the sky, I hadn’t been out for more than an hour or so. 


  “Easy,” Cassel said, placing a firm hand on my arm. “You lost a lot of blood, and even healing magic takes time to work.”


  I leaned up just enough to see the cloth wrapped around my right leg like a tourniquet. “Le’thos!” I hissed. “How in the abyss did a skarl get so close without us noticing?”


  “I don’t know, but you’re lucky it didn’t rip your whole leg off,” he said. “You’re also lucky I happen to be one of the best healers in the Silver Fist.”


  I grunted and touched the bandages, which I belatedly realized had been torn from my already-ruined trousers. The skin was a little sore to the touch, but his healing spell had already mended the flesh and muscle. “Impressive,” I said, and meant it. “Maybe if you teach me this trick, I’ll teach you some Dal’Rethi techniques.”


  “You have a deal,” Cassel said, smiling down at me. “But for now, just lie back and relax. I want to put some salve on the wounds—it will keep the pain and the swelling down overnight.”


  “I…all right,” I murmured, glancing around. The remnants of my trousers were lying next to the fire. Without the blanket he had placed beneath me—or the furs had had thrown over my legs—I would have been freezing even with the fire. Of course, the cold was the last thing on my mind…


  At least your thong is intact. You know, the one you shoved in his face yesterday. You had better hope he was too distracted to recognize the design. 


  “I had the alchemists make up a fresh batch before we left just in case,” Cassel said as he retrieved the small jar and gathered some of the clear jelly on his fingers. While his left hand removed the tourniquet, his right began massaging the salve over my knee and thigh. It felt good. 


  Too good.


  This is bad. How many times has he run his hands up Faewyn’s thighs? How many times has he clutched onto them while pounding her against the wall? He’s going to figure it out sooner or later, and when he does you’re never going to be able to look at him again…


  “I-I can do it,” I said, my voice hoarse.


  Cassel cocked an eyebrow at me. “You need to relax and save your strength,” he chided. “Unless you’d rather be lying here all tomorrow afternoon.”


  I nibbled at my lip and swallowed when his fingers traced even farther up my thigh. My quim was burning again, and there was no way he hadn’t noticed the goosebumps on my skin. Hopefully he would just chalk them up to the cold…


  A few minutes ago you were bleeding to death, and now you’re so aroused you can barely see straight. What’s the matter with you?


   “There,” Cassel said. His fingers stopped moving, but they remained firmly parked on my upper thigh. “We should put more on after a few hours. Ideally you’d lounge around for a day or two, but given the circumstances…”


  He leaned over me to study his handiwork more closely, and no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t stop myself from trembling. It wasn’t just the heat from his touch; the way the firelight glinted on his stubble and framed his powerful jaw made him even more handsome. Before I realized what was happening I reached out and placed my hand on his cheek. He turned to look at me, his face silhouetted in the moonlight.


  And then he kissed me. Everything about him was the same as last night—his lips, his tongue, his hands—and yet for some inexplicable reason they all felt different. His lips were warmer, his tongue was more passionate, and his hands were even stronger. 


  Everything felt more…real.


  Because you are actually you this time. No costumes, no illusions. Serrane wants him, and Serrane is finally going to have him. Just let yourself go.


  Injured or not, my legs wrapped around Cassel’s back and pulled him down on top of me. I could feel the yearning bulge in his trousers—not for Faewyn the flighty elf slut, but for me. He wanted me. 


  And I wanted to give myself to him. I wanted to be a sheath for his cock; I wanted to be soil for his seed. Despite all the times I had been with him, I had never fully realized how perfectly his wide, muscular body was a foil for my sinewy elven frame. While his hands clutched at the straps of my thong, mine clawed into his back. I could feel his pulse quicken as his manhood throbbed against my quim, and I couldn’t wait to feel him back inside me where he belonged…


  “Wait!” I called out, pushing him away.


  Cassel gasped and shook his head. “What? Did I hurt you?”


  “No.” I tried to swallow, but the lump in my throat refused to budge. 


  What the fuck are you doing? Why are you stopping?


  “This just…” I blubbered. “This isn’t appropriate.”


  He stared down at me and blinked, a mixture of confusion and frustration on his face. His entire body trembled, and I could feel his manhood yearning for release. It would be so easy for me for me to unbuckle his belt, take his cock in my hand, and ease him inside me…


  What are you waiting for? Aluriel’s voice screamed in my ear. This is your chance, honey. Tell him how you feel. Better yet, show him how you feel. Wrap those long legs of yours around his back and beg him to fuck you until you can’t see straight.


  I almost listened to her. But the other voice in my head—the voice of reason—reminded me that we had a job to do out here. And if Cassel hadn’t figured out that I was Faewyn yet, he surely would if we made love right now. The memory of last night had to be fresh in his mind; I simply couldn’t take the risk. 


  “Gods, I’m sorry,” Cassel said, pulling away and struggling to compose himself. “I don’t know what I was thinking…”


  “It’s…it’s all right,” I assured him, pressing my knees back together. My quim was burning so hot I could barely sit still. If he had stayed pressed against me for one more second I doubt I would have been able to resist. 


  “It’s really not. I shouldn’t have presumed.” He rubbed at his face and handed me the salve. “You should be fine until morning, but if you start to feel any swelling…”


  He released his grip on the jar and practically dove across the snow to the opposite side of the campfire. The awkward silence quickly became unbearable, and he cleared his throat and stood. 


   “I’ll, uh…I’ll go and survey the perimeter just in case there are any more of those things nearby,” he said. 


  I nodded hastily. “Don’t wander too far or you’ll stumble into my traps.”


  “Right,” he murmured. His hand clenched and unclenched at his side one more time before he stumbled away. Once he vanished into the trees, I swore under my breath and collapsed back into the snow. 


  You really have a way with men, don’t you?


  I honestly wondered if I would ever see him again. Perhaps he was so humiliated he would flee from here to Falcon Ridge. Perhaps he would just vanish into the sea altogether. Goddess knew a part of me wanted to sprint straight into the Roskarim camp. Death couldn’t possibly be as painful as the embarrassment I felt right now. 


  “Aluriel was right,” I said, throwing the blanket back over my legs. “I really am hopeless.”


   


   


   


   


  




  Chapter Three


   


  Nothing had changed by the time Cassel returned. The awkwardness hung in the air like a thick, noxious fog that made it hard to breathe and impossible to talk. If I hadn’t been so exhausted from the previous night, I probably wouldn’t have slept at all. 


  My leg felt more or less normal by the time we set out, though after about an hour of walking the magically-knit muscles began to protest more vigorously. Cassel was right that I should have spent the whole day in bed, but even if we hadn’t been surrounded by Roskarim I wouldn’t have been willing to sit silently with him all day. By that point, the embarrassment might have literally suffocated me. 


  We approached the mighty slope known as Dawn’s Peak about an hour before midday, though I made sure to keep us inside the cover of the forest as long as possible as we skirted around the edge. As bizarre as it was, I was actually thankful for the chance at some action—anything to give us an excuse to forget about last night and start talking again. 


  Well, anything but this.  


  “Escar’s mercy,” Cassel breathed as he sprawled out next to me on the snow. “There have to be thousands of them out there.”


  “Close to five, by my count,” I said, biting down on my lip as I peered through my spyglass. “Many of them weren’t at the first battle.”


  “How can you tell?”


  “Their armor has different clan symbols. I suspect they’re holdouts who didn’t want to follow the Inquisitrix’s lackeys into battle.”


  I sighed and pursed my lips. Ayrael, the amazon warrior who had led the Roskarim during the initial siege, was a true enigma. My rangers had been attempting to track her movements for months, but we barely knew anything about her other than the fact she called herself the “Hand of the Inquisitrix.” Still, the fact she had managed to consolidate the barbarian tribes was nothing short of miraculous. The Roskarim were every bit as violent and factional as the orcs of the Shattered Peaks. 


  “Why do you think the holdouts would emerge now?” Cassel said, panning his eyes across the tents and campfires dotting the ascent to the Peak. “If anything, this seems like their chance to conquer their rivals.”


  “That’s exactly what they’re doing,” I told him. “Do you see those sectioned-off circles on the eastern side of the camp?”


  “Yes.”


  “Those are challenge rings for ceremonial combat. And judging from all the blood, there have been a lot of challenges.”


  I felt him grimace even without looking at them. “Meaning what?”


  I sighed and lowered the spyglass. “Meaning that the holdouts challenged the surviving leaders for control of the horde and probably won. Now they’ll try and solidify their authority in the only way they know how.”


  “By crushing Icewatch,” Cassel murmured. 


  I nodded gravely. “The only way to truly prove their worth is to succeed where their predecessors failed.”


  “And if that’s their motivation, I can’t imagine anything is going to dissuade them from attacking.” Cassel hissed between his teeth. “We have to get a message to the Council. We have to convince them to send us more men.”


  “It’s too late for that,” I whispered. “The Roskarim could march south tomorrow for all we know. Highwind couldn’t get reinforcements to Icewatch for at least a week, probably two.”


  Cassel’s cheek twitched. “Even if the walls were still intact we couldn’t repel an army this size, not with the men or equipment at our disposal.”


  “No,” I agreed. “Which is why you and I need to stop them here and now.”


  He responded with a solid ten seconds of stunned silence. “You have to be kidding.”


  “I wish I were,” I said. “At the very least, we need to figure out a way to slow them down. Sowing chaos should be relatively easy if they’ve just had a change in leadership. The last time the Duskwatch engaged the orcs tribes in the Shattered Peaks, we tried to—”


  “You and I aren’t the Duskwatch, General,” Cassel interrupted. “Unless I misheard you, we’re outnumbered five thousand to two.”


  I turned and studied him. “And here I thought paladins were immune to fear.”


  His face soured. “Very funny. But seriously, there’s nothing we can possibly do against an army that size.”


  “I’m not suggesting we charge over the hill and try to carve our way through them,” I said. “But there are other ways to sabotage an enemy. We’ll just have to be clever.”


  Cassel wheezed and turned back to the Roskarim. “Do you have any ideas?”


  I pursed my lips. “Finding and burning their food supply is the obvious choice, but given that they had to retreat once I suspect they’re already running low. Their warriors are probably starving, which means the new clan-lord will have yet another reason to attack sooner rather than later.”


  “If I had a dozen knights we could do some real damage,” Cassel said, pointing towards the front of the encampment. “They barely even have a palisade. We could ride through their lines and kill hundreds of them before they knew what was happening.”


  I nodded gravely. A dozen of my rangers could do a lot of damage too, but there didn’t seem to be much point in thinking about what could happen considering—


  “Wait a second,” Cassel said, his eyes narrowing. “From what I was told, you destroyed all their siege weapons during the battle.”


  “Their siege weapons and their wyverns,” I said. “I’d like to take credit, but the mercenaries who fought with us did most of the damage. The crazy old sorcerer they brought with them practically routed the barbarians by himself.”


  Cassel pointed. “Then what do you make of those?”


  I picked up my spyglass and followed his gaze past several of the large tents. A few dozen of the barbarians were busy moving a group of catapults out from behind a rocky ledge that had been obstructing my view.


  “Le’thos,” I whispered. “Without the guild wizards to protect us…”


  “Those catapults will burn Icewatch to the ground all by themselves,” Cassel finished. 


  I grimaced at the thought. During the first attack, the Roskarim had deployed wyverns to drop soldiers over the fortress walls, but mercifully we hadn’t seen any more of the winged beasts. Still, the catapults would be bad enough. Channeling a barrier strong enough to protect a target the size of Icewatch would require a few dozen wizards—wizards we no longer had. Only a few of the Mage’s Guild members had survived, and all but two of those had already been recalled to Highwind. 


  “The catapults would be far less effective without shaman to ignite the boulders,” I said. “But somehow I doubt we can sneak around their camp and surgically assassinate all their channelers.”


  “No, but maybe we can figure out a way to destroy those things,” Cassel said. “You could ignite them with Aetheric arrows easily enough.”


  “Assuming I can get in range,” I said. “And assuming we can figure out a way to escape before a thousand bloodthirsty savages hunt us down.”


  “We’d obviously need a distraction. A big distraction.”


  I frowned and let out a long, slow breath. “Even if we destroyed all four catapults and got out of here, it wouldn’t be enough. They’ll overwhelm Icewatch with or without siege weapons.”


  “Yes, but it might slow them down. Or make them think twice about this whole attack thing.”


  “Maybe,” I whispered. 


  My eyes narrowed as I continued watching the camp. The catapults eventually stopped moving, and a few minutes later a tall, musclebound warrior wearing an elaborate suit of scale armor—probably made from the hide of a wyvern—emerged from the ground to inspect the weapons. I reached out to the Aether and enhanced my vision until I could make out the tribal tattoos inscribed on his enormous biceps. Yet again, they were different than the ones we had seen during the first battle. 


  “Forget the food and the catapults,” I said. “There’s only one way we can scatter the tribes back into the Ridge.”


  “And that is?” Cassel asked. 


  “We have to kill their new leader.”


  He blinked. “Oh, that’s all.”


  “I’m serious,” I told him. “Even if the clan-lord won by ritual challenge, his grip over the other tribes will remain tenuous until he leads them to a major victory. If we kill him, there will be even more infighting. And it’s possible they will just scatter altogether.”


  “I understand the reasoning,” Cassel said. “I’m just not sure how you to intend to kill one man amidst an army of thousands.”


  “I’m not going to kill him,” I said, smiling as an idea began to form in my mind. “You are.”


  The knight-captain’s brow furrowed even harder. “How?”


  “Simple,” I said, flashing him a devious smile. “You’re going to challenge him for leadership of the clans.”


   


  ***


   


  I didn’t give Cassel the details of my plan until we had circled all the way around to the eastern side of the Roskarim encampment. Avoiding the barbarian sentries was relatively easy—the tall pines and jagged hills gave us plenty of cover, and I cloaked us both in a camouflage spell that further obscured our movements. Keeping our distance from the wolf-riders and shaman proved a bit more difficult, but we eventually hunkered down in a dried thatch of pine needles nestled between an enormous, fifty year-old tree. 


  I hadn’t actually intended on keeping him in suspense; I had just needed a bit more time to mentally work out the details and figure out whether or not this borderline insane gambit was worth the risk. But after about an hour of silent debate with myself, I decided that this was the only way we could possibly break up the horde and protect Icewatch. Abandoning our mission now would have been tantamount to dooming thousands of villagers in the Lastharvest Plains to rape, mutilation, and death. The rest of the Highwind Council might be able to live with that decision, but I could not. 


  “All right, here’s the deal,” I said, peering through the spyglass and surveying the camp again. “The Roskarim may be savages, but they still have a loose code of honor. Clan-Lords aren’t allowed to refuse challenges to their authority. As long as we can convince him that you are a fellow warrior, he’ll be honor-bound to fight you for control of the clans.”


  “I figured out the first part by myself,” Cassel muttered. “It’s the second part I don’t understand. I can’t just throw on some furs and pretend I’m a Roskarim. For one, I still have all my teeth. For two, I actually bathe once in a while. For three—”


  “You’ll obviously need a disguise,” I interrupted. “And I just so happen to own a device that can conceal your true appearance.”


  His eyes narrowed. “You’re an illusionist, too?”


  “No,” I said, trying to think up a compelling lie. “But I brought several old Avetharri relics from home when I traveled here to Highwind. I’m no artificer, but I should be able to modify the illusion to make you appear like a Roskarim.”


  Cassel glanced back to the camp and remained silent for several seconds while he chewed it over. “I spot at least six of their shaman just from here. Won’t they be able to see through a simple illusion?”


  “It’s not simple,” I assured him. “But more importantly, their shamans aren’t known for their mastery of subtle channeling techniques. I highly doubt that they have experience with detecting or piercing illusions.”


  “So you honestly think I can just walk up there, call out the leader, and beat him in a duel?”


  “I think it’s our best option,” I said. “And if we time things right, I can cover you from the ledge up there. Once we’re ready I’ll kill the scout and take his place. I should have a clear shot at half the encampment.”


  Cassel shook his head. “The Highlord always said you were relentless to a fault.”


  “Kastrius is the one who killed the last true Roskarim clan-lord during the Winter War.”


  “Yeah, because they clashed on the battlefield. This is different.”


  “It’s also our only chance to scatter the horde before they can march,” I reminded him. “Even barbarians can only endure so much chaos. They’ll return home to defend their own clans, I guarantee it.”


  “That’s one hell of an ‘if.’ For this to work, a thousand things will have to go right.”


  “Which is still better odds than I would give our soldiers at Icewatch,” I told him. “You are a paladin, right? Doesn’t that mean you automatically have a martyr complex?”


  He rolled his eyes. “Being a paladin doesn’t automatically make a person suicidal.”


  “My experience with the Silver Fist suggests otherwise,” I replied dryly. “But if you don’t think you can handle him, just say so. I can disguise myself as a Roskarim man and challenge him.”


  Cassel winced and glanced away. “No offense, but have you seen guy? He’s like a walking tree, and you’re…not.”


  “I have been studying swordplay for longer than your grandparents have been alive,” I reminded him tartly. “I can handle one malnourished barbarian.”


  He pressed his tongue hard into his teeth, clearly distressed. A lot of men I knew would have reacted out of sheer macho pride and insisted they defend the elven woman from the giant barbarian, but I wasn’t actually trying to manipulate him. I was willing to do whatever it took to scatter the clans, even if it meant standing toe-to-toe with a man three times my size. 


  “This is insane,” Cassel breathed after a moment. “But if you’re intent on going through with it…I guess our best chance of success is to have you up here covering me with your bow.”


  I grabbed and squeezed his arm. “We just need to control the terrain and give ourselves an escape route.”


  He nodded, and I watched his jaw set into stone. As much as I enjoyed mocking the Knights of the Silver Fist, they did have plenty of redeeming virtues. No matter how long the odds, I knew Cassel would ultimately steel his nerves and fight to the bitter end. And so would I.


  “We’ll want the cover of darkness no matter what happens,” I said. “That gives us about six hours to reconfigure the illusion gem and set some traps.”


  Cassel nodded slowly. “All right. Just tell me what I need to do.”


   


  ***


   


  Avoiding the Roskarim sentries was more difficult this time, mostly thanks to bad luck—they had three separate groups return from patrol while I was outside the camp assembling some makeshift traps, and I barely managed to take cover in time. The second part of my plan was even more dangerous: I had to skulk inside the palisades to the pen where they had tied up their mounts. Normally, approaching the giant wolves would have been suicidal—they could smell the scent of an outsider despite my camouflage, and they were trained to alert their masters. 


  But influencing beasts was one of the first ranger tricks I had ever learned, and before I drew close I reached out through the Aether and touched their primitive, instinctual minds. After assuaging their initial fears, I convinced them that I was a member of their pack, and I fed them a bit of dry meat from my pack for good measure. In theory, I probably could have set them loose and sown plenty of chaos, but I had bigger plans for them later. 


  Reconfiguring the illusion gem turned out to the most difficult part of our preparations—what I assumed would be a relatively simple task ate up almost two hours. For possibly the first time ever, I wished I could have summoned Headmistress Telanya to help out. She was insufferably haughty sometimes (and she resented the fact that I was “wasting” my sorcerous blood as a “mere” ranger), but she knew far more about artifice than I did. Like most elven rangers, the Dal’Rethi archery and fencing techniques had occupied most of my attention. 


  Cassel had never technically seen the illusion gem before—the veil made the choker look like a silver necklace—but I still set him to work manufacturing some basic vine and thorn traps while I removed it from the choker and tinkered with it. He had a lot on his mind right now, obviously, so hopefully the stress would prevent him from making any connections between me and Faewyn.


  How can you possibly still be worried about being unmasked when the two of you are about to attempt a reckless, borderline insane gambit that has a good chance of getting both of you killed? If you had any sense at all, you would spend the next few hours with your lips wrapped around his cock just in case you never get another chance. 


  When night finally fell, we moved back into position on the eastern side of the camp and took a last few minutes to mentally prepare ourselves. Maybe the voice in my head was right—maybe I should have just told him the truth right now. At best, he would find the whole ruse charming and we could have some quick, rough sex before we charged off to our doom. At worst…


  Well, at worst his opinion of me would sink through the floor and we would charge off to our doom anyway. This was probably the perfect time to come clean, but I wasn’t going to do it. Deep down, I would rather try and fight off a few thousand barbarians than admit I had an alter ego. 


  And that was objectively stupid. 


  “Here goes nothing,” Cassel said, clipping the gem to his belt. He tapped it once, and the illusion slowly transformed his features. His proportions remained similar, but his hair and face shifted until he was unrecognizable. 


  I nodded approvingly. “Not bad.” 


  “Assuming they don’t ask where I got a sword like this. Or why my armor is so much better than theirs.”


  “Just be glad you didn’t wear your Silver Fist plate mail,” I said, tossing him the fur cloak we had stolen from the camp. His leather armor was well-made, but it probably wouldn’t raise many eyebrows as long as it was partially covered. “All we have to worry about now is your acting ability.”


  “If there is one thing paladins are known for, it’s their ability to lie convincingly,” Cassel muttered. “I still can’t believe you convinced me to do this.”


  “It will work,” I said so firmly I almost believed it. “And when it does, the Silver Fist will be so impressed they’ll make you Knight-Commander.”


  Cassel grunted. “Great, so I’ll get to spend all my days in the Citadel reading through reports.”


  “It’s not all bad. At least you’d be in Highwind more often. We could…”


  He turned and arched his thick illusory eyebrows at me. “We could what?”


  We could see each other more often. We could go and get lunch in the market. We could fuck in your office. This isn’t difficult, Serrane. What is your problem?


  “We could attend most of the same boring meetings,” I said instead. “I, uh…I guess that’s not very motivating.”


  “I don’t know, a lot of folks are afraid of you,” Cassel said. “I can think of worse things than watching you terrorize mid-level bureaucrats all day.”


  I chuckled and turned away. Why does he have to be handsome and charming? This would be so much easier if he’d turned out to be an asshole whenever he had his clothes on.



  “I don’t suppose there’s a point in waiting any longer,” Cassel said. “We know the clan-lord is somewhere on this side of the camp. It’s now or never.”


  “Then let’s make certain we can communicate,” I said, reaching out the Aether and touching his forehead. Since he was also a channeler, it was relatively easy to establish a temporary link between us. At the very least, we would be able to communicate brief messages to one another through the Aether. 


  There, I told him.


  He blinked and nodded. I’ve never done this with anyone who wasn’t a knight before.



  “There’s a first time for everything,” I said aloud. “Just remember what I told you about the ritual and you’ll be fine. Good luck, Captain.”


  “You, too, General,” he said, clasping my hand. “Escar watch over us.”


  With that, he shuffled out of our cover and began maneuvering through the trees towards the entrance to the camp. Assuming the perimeter sentries left him alone, he would be able to approach and challenge the clan-lord in a few minutes. In theory, that would give me plenty of time to get into position. 


  Taking a final deep breath, I drew the concealed dagger from my boot, crawled out from our little nest, and began creeping up the snow-covered hill nearby. The Roskarim sentry at the top looked incredibly bored, but I knew I couldn’t afford to underestimate him. If he spotted me, this would all be for nothing.


  I slithered within fifteen yards, then ten, then five. He glanced back and forth occasionally, but for the most part his eyes remained locked on the camp. 


  He died without ever seeing his killer. My left hand clasped around his mouth at the same instant my right plunged the dagger through his lungs, and I flipped him face-down in the snow to further muffle his final protests. Once he finally stopped twitching, I plucked the bow from my back and took his place at the top of the hill. 


  Just in time. 


  Well, the sentries haven’t tried to kill me yet, Cassel said through our link. I guess that’s a good sign.



  I squinted out at the camp. Even my elven eyes were having trouble picking him out in the dim moonlight. Where are you?


  About thirty yards from the challenge circle. I haven’t spotted the clan-lord yet.


  I finally latched onto him as he passed by a group of barbarians sitting around a fire. They didn’t even seem to notice him wandering by; the open nature of the encampment would probably work to his advantage, at least initially. Once the fighting started, unfortunately, the Roskarim would find it that much easier to swarm us. 


  I see you, I told him, reaching back and drawing an arrow from my quiver. Everything looks calm at the moment. Just get to the challenge ring and stoke the fire.


  Right. He paused, and I could actually feel his tension through the Aether. If by some miracle I live through this, remind me to call your bluff and let you do this next time. 


  I smiled. This will work, I promise. I have your back.


  Cassel made it all the way to the ritual brazier without incident, though a few of the nearby warriors turned and looked at him when he pulled the fire salts from his pouch. After several days of challenges, most of the warriors probably assumed—and hoped—that the bloodshed was finally over. 


  Here goes nothing, Cassel said, tossing the salts into the brazier. The rocks inside ignited almost immediately, and the smoke from the blue flames quickly billowed out across the camp. I nocked the arrow to my bowstring as I swept my eyes back and forth across the area. I highly doubted that anyone would attack a potential challenger outright, but it was always possible…


  That got their attention, Cassel said. 


  Good. Now stoke the embers with your sword and shout the challenge just like I told you. 


  “Rok tal’os!” he shouted so loudly I could hear him from almost two hundred yards away. “Matah ros’aklah!”


  Cassel plucked the great sword from his back and plunged it into the flames. A mighty blue plume burst up from the brazier every time he stabbed the embers, and within a few seconds every conscious Roskarim warrior within about fifty yards was staring at him. 


  Again, I said. 


  “Rok tal’os!” Cassel repeated. “Matah ros’aklah!”


  Slowly but surely a few groups of warriors began lumbering towards him. They looked more confused than excited, which wasn’t entirely unexpected. Everyone here probably assumed that the last of the challengers had been fed to the wolves by now. 


  These guys don’t look happy, Cassel said. A few of them look like they’re going to grab their weapons. 


  My fingers twitched along the bowstring. Ignore them unless they attack you.


  Okay…and what if they do?


  Kill them. Interfering with a ritual challenge is sacrilege.


  Great, he muttered. And what if their friends get mad?


  Kill them too. You’ll be fine unless one of the shamans tries something. And even if they do, that’s why I’m up here. Just focus on the flames and keep screaming.


   Cassel obeyed, albeit reluctantly, and after another minute he was surrounded by a ring of Roskarim almost three men deep. At this point, I already wasn’t sure I could adequately cover him if they all decided to attack. I just had to hope that the clan-lord would show himself soon…


  A final group of barbarians gathered around the brazier, and some of the men in front finally mustered the courage to attack. Three of them rushed straight at the interloper, spears in hand, and with their superior reach and numbers they would have posed a serious threat to any normal soldier. But Cassel was a trained Knight of the Silver Fist, and he was more than up to the challenge. 


  He rolled away from their charge with seemingly impossible grace for a man his size, and he cut one of the barbarians down with a brutal, chest-high slash that splattered blood across the other two. One of the men was smart enough to stumble away and retreat at that point, but the other was not. Cassel’s backswing nearly chopped him in half.


  Son of a bitch, he snarled. What happens when they realize they can all just charge me at once?


  We’ll be all right, I soothed, still scanning for any sign of the clan-lord. If this doesn’t work, there’s always the backup plan. 


  Backup plan? What backup plan?


  The one where you run like hell and I kill as many of them as I can behind you.


  Escar’s mercy, he breathed, jabbing the fire again. This was such a terrible idea…


  I bit down on my lip as I continued surveying the camp. I spotted a few shamans in bone masks approaching the brazier, but I still didn’t see the clan-lord himself. Had I miscalculated that badly? I couldn’t understand how a new leader could have possibly solidified his position so quickly and so thoroughly that his shaman would put down a challenge in his stead. But if he had…


  If he had, then my hubris was about to get Cassel killed. 


  Shit, I hissed. All right, you need to get out of there before any more of them show up. I’ll fire at the wagons to the east and set them on fire. The distraction should—


  Wait, Cassel interrupted. I see our boy coming right now. 


  My eyes flicked to the north, and when I squinted through the smoke I finally spotted the clan-lord approaching the challenge ring. The closer he got, the more intimidating he looked. His wyvern-hide armor was genuinely impressive, and the axe slung over his back was taller than I was. 


  Stoke the fire again, I said. 


  Cassel shoved his sword bank into the brazier. “Rok tal’os! Matah ros’aklah!”


  Another group of warriors looked like they were about to charge him, but then the clan-lord pushed his way through the horde and stepped into the challenge ring. A stunned silence fell over the crowd, and they all retreated several steps. 


  What an ugly son of a bitch, Cassel said, spinning around and clutching his blade in both hands. Now what?


  Raise your weapon and say the words just like we practiced, I said. 


  Even my elven ears couldn’t actually hear him, but I was confident he would pull it off. The linguistic part of the challenge was the least important—body language was all that really mattered, and he was doing a fine job.


  Knowing that didn’t stop my heart from pounding in my chest, of course. Realistically, there was no way I could actually help Cassel win a duel at this point. If the challenge ring had been closer, I would have just taken out the clan-lord and ended this myself. But a two hundred yard shot through darkness and smoke was beyond even my abilities. 


  I can’t tell if he’s buying it, Cassel said, his mental “voice” thick with tension. The fact he’s wearing a skarl skull on his head isn’t helping. 


  Take your helmet off, I said. 


  What? Why?


  It will demonstrate that you want to face him eye-to-eye, warrior-to-warrior.


  I could feel Cassel’s hesitation, but I saw him remove his helmet anyway. Okay, now what?


  Toss it to the ground and challenge him again. 


  He flung the helmet into the crowd and screamed at the clan-lord. Most of the onlookers seemed impressed. Unfortunately, the barbarian leader himself did not. 


  He doesn’t care, Cassel said. I thought you said he wasn’t allowed to refuse a challenge!


  He’s not supposed to, I replied. The shamans should be upset with him.


  They seem a lot more upset with me!


  “Le’thos,” I swore. I had expected some hiccups, but this was not going at all how I planned…


  My breath caught in my throat when the clan-lord suddenly reached for his axe. For a split second, I thought that all of our fears had been misplaced—I thought he was finally going to accept the interloper’s challenge. But then he inexplicably stopped, barked something at his warriors, and walked away. Every single one of the Roskarim clutched their spears like they were about to attack. 


  In other words, Cassel was going to die. And it would be my fault. 


  Oh, shit, Cassel hissed. 


  I lifted my bow and drew the string. I knew I had exactly one chance to salvage the mission and save him. It probably wouldn’t work. It almost certainly wouldn’t work, actually, but it was still our only hope. 


  “Felo’tala,” I whispered. 


  I fired. It was, without a doubt, the most important shot I had taken in the last several years. It may very well have been the most important shot I had taken in my entire life. The stakes couldn’t be overstated: if I missed, the clan-lord would disappear into a throng of barbarians, Cassel would be swarmed and killed, and every soldier stationed at Icewatch would die. The flight of one simple arrow would determine the fate of thousands upon thousands of people. 


  And it did, by splitting the clan-lord’s skull in half. 


  The enormous man crumpled into the snow like an empty sack, and it felt like the multiverse itself came crashing to a halt. The barbarians were paralyzed by the sight of their dead leader; Cassel was paralyzed by the sight of his dead opponent. No one believed what their eyes were telling them, least of all me. 


  But my warrior’s instincts screamed at me to move, and I snapped out of my paralysis a fraction of a second before anyone else did. 


  Run!


  I didn’t have time to wait and see if Cassel listened. Reaching out to the Aether, I conjured a flaming arrow to the bowstring and fired at the tent right behind the challenge ring. The linen flaps instantly ignited, and the terrified shrieks grew louder and louder as I loosed arrow after arrow at the rest of the camp. Panic spread even more quickly than the flames, but I knew I was running out of time. I could feel the eyes of the perimeter sentries tracking me…


  I rolled down the hill a split-second before three separate arrows stabbed into the frozen dirt behind me. I knew there was no point in trying to pinpoint the archers; they could have been spread out across a huge area for all I knew, and every instant spent searching was an instant I exposed myself to more fire. I would just have to hope that the darkness and rising smoke would cover my movements. 


  Crouching low, I dashed down the hill and towards the rough path we had planned to use for our escape. The nearest sentries were still trying to figure out what in the hell was going on. Their bows were drawn and nocked, but they couldn’t decide whether to run towards the commotion or search for whomever or whatever had set the tents on fire. 


  That indecision cost them their lives. Dropping to a knee, I shot both men in rapid succession, then swiveled on a heel and fired an explosive arrow at a nearby wagon filled with pillaged sundries. The detonation was even larger than I expected—flaming pieces of wood and metal showered a twenty-yard wide area and drove a dozen more Roskarim from their tents and bedrolls. 


  The path is clear. Hurry!


  It was only after I sent the message that I realized our link had been broken. A lump formed in my throat, but I reminded myself that silence didn’t necessarily mean he was dead. Maintaining a mental connection through the Aether wasn’t easy, and at this point he was almost certainly focusing all his concentration on battling through the horde. He was alive—I just needed to buy him more time. 


  “Le’thos,” I hissed. Gritting my teeth, I nocked another arrow and dashed into the camp. It didn’t take long for the panicked warriors to notice the elf woman flitting through the smoke. I shot two more of them just before they grabbed their weapons, then conjured another explosive arrow and fired at a nearby barrel of lantern oil. The explosion bought me just enough time to lunge out of sight behind a nearby rock. 


  I could practically feel the sands in the hourglass slipping away. Every second I lingered would make it that much more difficult to escape before we were overwhelmed, and to make matters worse my arms were starting to tingle from channeling so many spells in such a short period of time. Pretty soon I would have to rely entirely upon normal arrows, which simply wasn’t going to cut it when they closed in on me.  


  “Fuck it,” I snarled, throwing my bow over my back and drawing the twin blades from my hip. If I couldn’t shoot my way to Cassel, I would just have to carve my way to him instead. 


  Gritting my teeth, I leapt out from behind the rock and began scything my way through any barbarians that got in my way. While the Roskarim had the obvious advantage in strength and numbers, they had obviously never fought anyone with blade dancer training before. I whirled from target to target, never lingering in any one spot for more than a second. When I parried their vicious attacks, my fluid stance—the Lin’faleel—allowed me to turn their own brutality against them. I bent like a supple reed in a storm, then sprung back with twice the power as I sliced them apart. 


  But every time one barbarian crumpled, another quickly took his place. I was almost to the challenge ring now, but the Roskarim numbers seemed endless. I slashed open the throat of one after another until my armor was splattered with blood, but they still kept coming. Eventually the corpses had piled around my feet faster than I could move past them, and when I tripped and stumbled to a knee I knew it would be a fatal mistake. A mighty axe swept towards my head before I could lift my weapons and block—


  And then an enormous silver sword speared through the man’s chest. 


  “Escar take you!” Cassel growled as he flung the corpse from his blade. The knight-captain‘s armor was splattered with even more blood than mine, but at a glance I couldn’t tell how much of it was his. He quickly offered a hand to help me up. “I thought you were supposed to be covering me from the hill?”


  “I was, but you looked like you needed more help,” I said, bouncing to my feet and standing back-to-back with him as more barbarians closed around us. 


  “So now you’re trapped down here with me,” Cassel grumbled. “Fantastic. You should have run when you had the chance!”


  Another Roskarim lurched out of the smoke and tried to chop me with his axe, but I easily parried the blow with my left blade then stabbed him through the gut with the right. 


  “The Duskwatch doesn’t leave its soldiers behind,” I snarled. “We’re not paladins.”


  I heard him cleave down two more men behind me. “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  “It means that martyrdom is a poor substitute for survival.”


  Cassel snorted. “Well, don’t worry. I’m pretty sure we won’t be surviving this either. Not unless you have a brilliant new escape plan.”


  “The original one will work just fine.”


  “What part of being completely surrounded is fine?” 


  I grinned as I slashed another barbarian who got too close. “We’re just lining them up for our cavalry to trample.”


  “Cavalry?” Cassel asked. “What cavalry?”


  I took a deep breath and reached out through the Aether. “This one.”


  A cacophony of keening howls pierced the air, and the Roskarim barely had time to turn before their own wolves burst free of their pen and began rampaging across the camp. I couldn’t truly control them—or at least, not this many of them—but my connection to their bestial minds was more than strong enough to send them into a frenzy. And the fact that half of them were starving certainly didn’t hurt. 


  “Escar’s mercy!” Cassel gasped, lowering his blade as the barbarians around us scattered in panic. “How…?”


  “Come on!” I said, grabbing his wrist. 


  We sprinted down the path out of the encampment, trampling any Roskarim stupid enough to get in our way. The smoke had become so thick my eyes were stinging, so I promptly closed them and reached out through the Aether instead. I called out to one of the nearest wolves, and I soothed his feral mind until he was willing to approach us. He was still wearing his saddle, fortunately, and I leapt up onto his back and beckoned for Cassel to do the same. 


  “Are you kidding?” he stammered, turning and hacking another barbarian. “What if it’s hungry?”


  “Get on!” I demanded, and mercifully Cassel finally hopped up in the saddle behind me. 


  We rode so hard I doubted that even Whisper could keep up. A few arrows streaked past our heads, and I saw a few of the sentries trying and failing to wrangle their own mounts to pursue us. But as the camp gradually rolled into the fire-lit horizon, an exhausted smile tugged at my lips. 


  We had done it. Against all odds, we had done it. Icewatch might have a hope in hell of surviving yet. 


   


   


   


  




  Chapter Four


   


  We abandoned the wolf a few miles later, and after giving him some water and dried meat for his troubles we started running across the Crystal Flats on foot instead. I could have easily passed out right then and there, but I still wanted to put as much distance between us and the Roskarim as possible. We didn’t stop until the sun had cracked over the horizon. 


  “Escar’s…fuck, I don’t know,” Cassel said, tossing his sword on the ground and collapsing on his back beneath a tree. “We’re alive. How in the bloody hell are we alive?”


  I tossed my bow and scabbard onto the ground and flopped down next to him. As difficult as it was to catch my breath, the burning muscles in my leg were far more annoying. I had almost certainly reopened last night’s wounds. 


  “You fought well,” I said, and meant it. “Very well.”


  Cassel snorted softly. “All I did was stab some people who were next to me. You’re the one who shot a guy in the head from two hundred yards away.” He slowly shook his head. “Gods, I still can’t believe it.”


  “To be honest, neither can I.”


  He clapped his hand over mine. “When the bards in Highwind start singing about it, the Council will be forced to build you a statue. Kastrius got one when he killed the last Roskarim warlord.”


  I shook my head. “You’re the one who was brave enough to walk into the camp. I’m just the one who almost got you killed.”


  “I knew the risks. It was a good plan.” Cassel chuckled. “Okay, well, it wasn’t a good plan, exactly, but it was the only one we had. And it worked…more or less.”


  “Only because we got lucky. I should have known they would see through the disguise.” I sighed. “If I had missed they would have killed you. I’m not sure I ever would have forgiven myself for that.”


  Cassel rolled his head to face me, and his fingers squeezed mine. “Hey, we won, remember? I just wish I’d brought a cask of ale with us so we could celebrate.”


  I smiled and squeezed back. It felt like we laid there forever catching our breath, and I closed my eyes tried to ignore the fire in my leg. Considering what we had accomplished—considering that by all rights we should have been dead—a little personal discomfort was a small price to pay.


  “Say what you will about the cold and the snow and the people who live here,” Cassel murmured after a moment, “but I’ll be damned if the sunrises aren’t pretty.”


  I reopened my eyes and glanced up at the crimson horizon. The view really was majestic without all the lights and buildings from the city, especially with the greenish aurora winding across the sky like some kind of celestial serpent. 


  “The forenya me'a,” I whispered. “The ancient Avetharri believed it was the Aether made manifest in the heavens.”


  “Whatever it is, it’s beautiful,” Cassel whispered. 


  He squeezed my hand again. I was so tired and sleep-starved I could have easily passed out right then and there if not for the pain in my leg. The longer I laid here the more my thigh felt like I had dipped it in lava. 


  Cassel must have heard me wince. “Is your leg bothering you?”


  “I’ll be fine,” I insisted.


  “That’s a ‘yes’ if I’ve ever heard one,” he muttered. “And you think I have a martyr complex.”


  “I just need to put on a bit more salve.”


  “Considering how far we just ran across the tundra, I doubt it,” Cassel said. “You should have been lounging around for a few days to let the muscles heal. A bit of salve won’t cut it.”


  I grimaced, remembering what had happened the last time he’d touched me. You can’t let him do this. Not now, not after you’re still high from a battle. Not when you’re lying together under the sky…


  “I can handle it,” I insisted. “Besides, you took a few bruises yourself. You should worry about them.”


  “And I will once I’m done with you,” Cassel said. “No more excuses, General. The heroine of Highwind can’t be seen limping back to Icewatch. It just won’t do.”


  I started to protest again, but then he placed a hand on my shoulder and held me firmly in place. I bit down on my lip as he removed my boot and opened up the ragtag stitching holding together my trousers. The warmth of his hand on my skin sent a shiver down my spine.


  “None of the gashes reopened, but the swelling is even worse than I expected,” he said as he closed his eyes and reached out to the Aether. His hand grew warmer and warmer as he channeled healing magic into my flesh. “How’s the pain?”


  “Better,” I rasped. My leg was basically numb at this point. My quim, unfortunately, was not. 


  “We still need to get the swelling down or you won’t be able to walk in another hour or two,” Cassel said. He reached back and retrieved the salve from his pack, but his cheeks flushed when he opened the lid as if he had belatedly remembered what happened the last time. “Just, uh…just make sure you rub enough of it in.”


  “Maybe you should do it,” I said. “I’d rather not take any chances.”


  His eyebrows lifted in confusion, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if mine did to. What the hell are you doing, Serrane? He gave you an out—why didn’t you take it?


  “If you want, sure,” Cassel said. “Just, um…just try and relax.”


  I bit down on my lip as he began gingerly smearing the salve up and down the length of my thigh. When I closed my eyes, I swore I could feel his hands on every other part of my body, too. My waist, my belly, my breasts…


  “I can’t believe you ran all the way across the Flats like this,” he said, gently massaging my knee. 


  I swallowed and nodded. “I’ve endured worse.”


  Cassel smiled. “It’s difficult for you to let other people help you, isn’t it?”


  No, it’s difficult for me to let you help me. The more you touch me, the better the chance you’ll realize I’m the same woman who has debased herself in front of you over and over again…


  “I prefer to be self-sufficient,” I said instead.


  “There’s nothing wrong with self-reliance. But after today I’d say we’re a pretty good team.”


  His fingers began crawling towards my inner thigh. It felt good—too good. He was stoking the fire in my quim without even touching it. 


   You can stop him. You need to stop him. 


  “Yes, we are,” I said. 


  “When we get back to Highwind, I’d still like you to try and teach me a few of those channeling techniques,” Cassel said. “We could spar if you wanted, too. Your footwork is pretty impressive.”


  His fingers moved within an inch of my quim, and my legs reflexively parted for him. Stop him, Serrane. Stop him now!


  “I’d like that,” I said, my voice trembling. 


  “Who knows? Maybe I’ll accidently teach you something.” He smiled again, and two of his fingers gently slipped beneath my thong. “I may be young, but I still know my share of tricks.”


  Stop him. Stop him! STOP HIM!


  He leaned down over me until his lips were barely six inches from mine, and he gently eased his fingertips inside me. “Do you want me to stop?” he asked. 


  I shook my head. “Absolutely not.”


  I grabbed the back of his head and kissed him. The fire in my quim spread across my entire body, and when he slid his fingers all the way inside me I clawed his back so hard I was surprised my nails didn’t pierce right through his armor. He knew exactly where and how to touch me.


  In that moment, I knew there was no going back. There would be no more games, no more tricks, no more silly deceptions. He wasn’t going to fuck Faewyn—he was going to fuck Serrane. And I was going relish every second of it. 


  Once I finally told him the truth. 


  “Wait!” I said, abruptly pulling away. 


  He looked down at me, stunned, and I could see the confused worry in his eyes. He feared he had done something wrong—he feared that I was going to push him away again. 


  “There’s something I need to tell you,” I said, swallowing. “Something you definitely need to know.”


  Cassel shook his head. “What?”


  I took a deep breath and braced myself. I had known all along that this wouldn’t be easy, but I hadn’t realized it would be harder than taking on an army of barbarians. 


  “That illusion gem we used to create your costume,” I said, my voice trembling more and more with each word. “For the past few months I’ve been using it to disguise myself. I’m…” 


  I swallowed again, and I couldn’t help but imagine him running off the moment I spoke the words. But it needed to be done, and I would just have to live with the consequences.


  “I’m…” I stuttered, locking eyes with him. “I’m Faewyn.”


  Cassel stared right back at me. “I know.”


  My heart stopped, and my breath turned to ice inside my lungs. “What?”


  “I’m a Knight-Captain of the Silver Fist,” he said matter-of-factly. “We’re trained to see through the illusions, even powerful ones created by illegal items sold by the Black Mistress.”


  My mouth fell open. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t do anything. I was completely paralyzed, and I would have given literally anything to be somewhere—anywhere—else. 


  “I haven’t told anyone,” he assured me. “It’s none of their business.”


  My fingers dug into the frozen dirt, and my entire body started shaking. Cassel frowned and cupped both of his hands over my cheeks. 


  “It’s all right—there’s nothing to be ashamed of,” he assured me. “I get it, believe me. You are the leader of the Duskwatch and a member of the Council…and on top of that, you’re an outsider in a city full of humans. You’re under an enormous amount of scrutiny, and you probably feel like you can’t even sneeze without the gossipmongers harassing you. That’s no way for anyone to live. You needed a way out, and you found one.” 


  The embarrassed heat in my cheeks was so intense I couldn’t believe I didn’t pass out. My mind was screaming at me to run right back into the heart of the Roskarim army. Being slashed to pieces seemed a thousand times less painful than this…


  “You have no idea how good it made me feel to know that you kept picking me of all people,” Cassel said. “I couldn’t understand why, but I was determined to make sure you enjoyed yourself. It seemed like the least I could do—any man with half a brain would sell his soul just for a chance to be with you.” He smiled. “I’ve been desperate to get to know the real you, and now that I’ve had a chance…well, somehow she’s even more beautiful.”


  Cassel leaned down and kissed me again. My mind was still reeling and my body was still shaking, but moment by moment, nibble by nibble, my muscles stared to unthaw. My arms wrapped around his neck and my legs wrapped around his waist. 


  How could he have known this whole time? How could I have been so deluded to think I had fooled him? How much time have we wasted with this stupid little game?


  Another wave of embarrassment threatened to wash over me, but then I felt the bulge in his trousers press up against my aching quim. If he didn’t care about what I had done, then why should I? There was no scandal here. We were two consenting adults, and that was the only thing that ever should have mattered. 


  Cassel pulled back after another moment, and he brushed a blonde lock from my face and smiled. “Now relax and stop squirming for a moment,” he said. “I’m trying to eat here.”


  Smiling impishly, he leaned away and brought his lips to my quim. I cried out the moment his tongue lashed my clit and again when his fingers slipped back inside me. I couldn’t understand how he was so good at this—he was one quarter my age!—but apparently enthusiasm was just as important as skill. He desperately wanted to please me, and he had succeeded time and time again. He brought me so hard I was surprised I didn’t snap my own back in half.


  He eventually glanced up from his feast, obviously quite pleased with himself. I grabbed his arms and pulled him back on top of me. My toes curled in delight when I tasted myself on his lips and tongue, and my hands wriggled between us until they reached his trousers. When I sprang his cock free, I guided it into my burning slit. 


  He moaned in delight when he finally plunged into me, and once again my nails dug into his back so hard he was lucky he was still wearing his leather breastplate. I had felt him inside me a dozen times before, and yet somehow this was different. This was better. 


  This was real. 


  “Oh, gods!” I gasped, locking my ankles behind his back. Faewyn had been with plenty of men these past few months, but for Serrane it had been a very long time. I pulled him down until his chin was on my shoulder, and I churned my hips to meet him thrust for thrust. 


  “You are so tight,” he breathed into my ear. “You’re so…perfect.”


  I could feel the last of my inhibitions melting away with each and every thrust. I didn’t care that I wasn’t in disguise. I didn’t care that he knew my darkest secret. I didn’t care about anything besides the thick human cock relentlessly pounding my elven cunt. 


  “Harder,” I begged, nibbling at his earlobe. “Fuck me harder!”


  Cassel clutched my slender waist and hammered into me so hard we cracked the permafrost. My pitiful whimpers echoed his euphoric moans, and I could feel him rapidly losing control.  


  “Here it comes!” 


  He started to pull away, but my arms and legs locked around him so tightly he couldn’t escape if he tried. I desperately wanted to feel his cock pumping inside me…


  And I got my wish. Cassel didn’t just spill—he injected me with volley after volley of his seed, and every single twitch sent a shudder of delight ripping through my body from my tits to my toes. My skin hadn’t tingled this much in ages, not even after Aluriel and I had spent an entire night on our backs or on our knees. It wasn’t just that it was “real,” whatever that meant—it was that it was honest. Faewyn was dead, but Serrane was very much alive. 


  And she couldn’t have been happier. 


   “Escar’s mercy,” Cassel panted. “You feel so good…”


  I kissed him again. For one perfect moment, I didn’t care about the Roskarim or Icewatch or anything else. All that mattered was his heat of his body pressed against mine.  


   


   


   


   


  




  Epilogue


   


  “Enter.”


  The door to Knight-Captain Cassel’s new office opened, and I heard the clod of heavy plate boots upon the wooden floor. “Sir,” a young knight—Broderick, if I remembered the voice correctly—said in a crisp but tentative tone. “I have the latest scouting reports from the Flats. I’ve been looking for Ranger-General Serrane, but I can’t seem to find her anywhere.”


  “She’s probably out on her own patrol somewhere,” Cassel said, gently placing his hand on my head beneath his desk. “Give me the short version.”


  “Our scouts described the old Roskarim camp as a ‘bloodbath,’” Broderick said. “There are hundreds of bodies and dozens of burned wagons and tents.”


  “Any sign of where they went?”


  “The tracks lead in almost all directions. Our best guess is that they scattered further north in the Ridge. Only a few groups were headed anywhere near us, and all of them were small—probably a handful of wolf riders or outcasts.” Broderick grunted in amazement. “You did it, sir. It’s a bloody miracle!”


  “General Serrane deserves most of the credit,” Cassel said. “I was mostly just there to watch her back.”


  Broderick leaned his gauntlets on the desk. “I highly doubt that, sir. But either way, at least you had a nice view to keep you warm.”


  “That’s not very a professional attitude, Lieutenant.”


  The other man snorted. “Oh, come on, Julian. You spent how many days alone with her? Is she really as much of a bitch as everyone says?”


  Cassel smiled thinly. “She’s quite personable, actually.”


  “Really,” Broderick said, leaning forward even more. “How well did you get to know her, exactly?”


  “Enough to realize that the Council should listen to her advice more often. She’s a one-woman army.”


  “That’s it?”


  Cassel shrugged. “What else do you want? We were trying to save the fortress, in case you forgot.”


  “I know you better than that, sir,” Broderick said. “You must have tried to lay on the charm at least once.”


  “Unlike everyone else in the Silver Fist, I am actually capable of staying focused on my mission.”


  The other man snorted. “Uh huh,” he muttered. “She rejected you, didn’t she?”


  Cassel sighed. “You delivered your report, Lieutenant. Don’t you have anything better to do?”


  “I knew it,” Broderick said, laughing. “You’ve been grouchy ever since you got back, and I’ve never seen the two of you in the same place at the same time.”


  “As usual, you have an overactive imagination,” Cassel muttered. 


  “You probably annoyed her so much she decided to go and kill a hundred barbarians out of spite. That, or she just hates humans.” He leaned over the table again. “You should have told her you have experience. I mean, we must have fucked those slutty elf sisters a dozen times. They always seemed satisfied when we finished with them.”


  “Get out of here.” 


  Broderick snickered. “I wonder where those sluts are now. One of the squires said Faewyn was around earlier in the week?”


  “She’s gone,” Cassel said. “Honestly I’m not sure she’ll ever be back.”


  “A pity,” Broderick grumbled. “Gods, she had such a perfect little ass…”


  “Get out of here.”


  “Oh, fine.” The knight-lieutenant turned to leave but abruptly stopped at the door. “Since we’re not under threat of imminent death anymore, some of the boys and I thought we’d hit the brothel again tonight. Apparently there are a couple of new girls in town. I figure we should get to know them while they’re still working for half price. You want to join us?”


  “Tempting, but I really need to catch up on all this paperwork,” Cassel said. “The Council wants fresh reports every day.”


  Broderick grunted. “Escar’s mercy, you must have really upset her. Are you sure she didn’t kill the real knight-captain and return with a doppleganger?”


  Cassel sighed. “If you do see the general, please send her my way. I need her signature on a few things.”


  “I will.”


  After the door closed behind him, I silently counted to ten before I removed my mouth from Cassel’s cock and leaned up from under his desk. “‘Quite personable,’” I said, licking at my sodden lips. “You think I’m ‘quite personable?’”


  “I didn’t want to oversell it,” he protested. “Our relationship is none of their business.”


  “No, but you don’t have to lie on my account,” I said, slowly dragging my tongue up the length of the shaft. If I hadn’t already sucked him off once this morning, he absolutely would have spilled by now. “You can go ahead and brag to your friends if you want.”


  Cassel grunted as he ran his fingers back through my hair. “I’m a Knight of the Silver Fist. I would never kiss and tell.”


  “Uh huh,” I murmured, slowly lathering the swollen tip. “From what I can tell, you Silver Fist boys never talk about anything else.”


  “Well, we are the rightful defenders of Highwind. We should be…” He groaned and threw his head back when I swallowed him whole. “We should be rewarded from time to time.”


  I held his cock as deep as I could down my throat until he was a split second from erupting, at which point I abruptly popped up and leaned back on my haunches. As much as I wanted to taste his thick gratitude again, I felt like playing with my food a bit first. 


  “Well, whenever you do finally tell them, just make sure to include all the details,” I said as I slowly stood up, turned around, and bent over the edge of his desk. The riding heels on my thigh-high leather boots lifted my ass to face level, and my armored leather skirt was short enough he would definitely be able to tell that I hadn’t bothered wearing a thong.


  “Details,” Cassel rasped, sliding his hands up my bare thighs until they reached my aching quim. “What kind of details?”


  “The filthy ones.” I nibbled at my lip and closed my eyes when he slipped a finger inside me. “Tell them how hard you fucked me. Tell them how tightly my elven cunt gripped your cock.”


  Cassel leaned forward and ran his tongue across the length of my sodden slit. I gripped the edges of his desk so hard my knuckles turned white, and it took all my self-control not to cry out so loudly that every soldier in Icewatch would have heard me. 


  “Tell them how good it felt to spill inside me,” I whimpered. “Tell them how good it felt to spill on my tits over and over again until you had nothing left.”


  Cassel stood, and I felt the thick head of his swollen cock press against the smoldering entrance to my quim. His hands feathered through my long, splayed blonde hair and wound it together into a ponytail. “I could tell them how the huntress secretly likes being the prey,” he said. “I could tell them how, at the end of a long day, there’s nothing she wants more than to be treated like a cunt.”


  He yanked hard on the ponytail, snapping my head back as he thrust into me. This time I couldn’t help but cry out, and he slapped my ass so hard it left a mark. 


  “They won’t believe a word of it, of course,” Cassel said as he leaned down over me and nibbled at my long ear. “But then, that’s the whole point, isn’t it?”


  I grinned as he slammed into me over and over again. In truth, this might have been the first time in my life that I truly didn’t give a damn what anyone else believed. I was exactly who I was meant to be: Serrane Starwind, Ranger-General of the Duskwatch and a member of the Highwind Council. I was the exact same person when on the battlefield or when bent over a desk. It was the most liberating feeling in the multiverse.


  And from this point forward, I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
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  The Silver Sea stretched all the way to the
horizon, and the setting sun cast an eerie, crimson reflection on
its shimmering surface as if the sky itself were bleeding onto the
waves. A few minutes later, I watched a seagull soar listlessly
across the whitecaps before it spontaneously died and plummeted
beneath the surface.


  The priestesses of the water goddess back in
Greygale would have almost certainly considered it a bad omen, but
I couldn’t imagine a more perfect metaphor for our situation. The
stupid bird had probably just wanted to come home, and nature’s
response had been to strike it dead in mid-flight. I anticipated a
similar greeting when we finally arrived at Nol Krovos.


  “Be honest,” I said, taking another swig from
half-empty whiskey bottle in my hand. “When we used to talk about
fleeing Vorsalos and the Inquisitrix, did you ever imagine we’d be
responsible for handing Highwind over to another evil witch?”


  Valuri sighed. “You’re pouting again. You
know I hate when you get like this.”


  “I’m not pouting,” I insisted. “I’m
brooding.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “Well, you see…one is very childish and
annoying. The other is very manly, and women go crazy for it.”


  “Not this one,” Valuri muttered.


  I took another swig and grimaced as the
liquor burned its way down my throat. “You never gave me an
answer.”


  “Because it was a stupid question. We didn’t
hand the city over to Solemi, Jorem.”


  “Are you sure?”


  She sighed. “We made a deal with the only
person who was willing to help us. It was the right decision at the
time, and honestly we barely gave her anything in return.”


  “Other than Telanya, you mean.”


  “That blonde bitch would have ended up locked
in the Grey Citadel without us. Instead she has fighting chance to
make a deal and stay in the game.”


  “And we left her to fend for herself,” I
said. “We bolted the instant things got tough.”


  “We took our one and only chance to sail to
Nol Krovos and warn the amazons about Ayrael,” Valuri said. “You
and Red are the ones who wanted to do this—you’re the ones who
believe Zalheer’s story about the Fount of Velhari. This is more
important than Highwind politics.”


  My lip curled. “Then why doesn’t it feel like
it?”


  “Because you don’t handle your liquor as well
as you used to,” Valuri said, snatching the bottle from my
hand.


  “I’m handling it just fine. I wanted to get
drunk, and now I am. What’s the problem?”


  She groaned and grabbed my arm. “Come on,
let’s get you below decks. If you’re going to be this pathetic, I’d
rather you not do it in public.”


  I grunted and cast one final longing glance
at the horizon. We had left Highwind over a week ago, though we’d
only been out a sea for a few days. I was still a little surprised
that Solemi’s contact in Greygale—a haggard captain named
Ferroc—had made good on his promise to sail us to Nol Krovos. I’d
half-expected he and his crew to try and shiv us the instant we
rolled into town…


  Initially I had found the open sea peaceful,
but by the first night the guilty knot twisting in the pit of my
stomach had returned in full force. Val was right that we hadn’t
actually helped Solemi out all that much. Almost everything we had
attempted in Highwind had been a bust, from losing the vatari
crystal shipment to rescuing Zalheer. And it wasn’t as if we were
personally responsible for getting Highlord Kastrius killed or
Archmage Beloran imprisoned. If anything, we were more responsible
for keeping Ranger-General Serrane alive, and in theory she
might prove the most potent obstacle to Solemi’s attempted
coup.


  None of those pesky facts helped assuage my
guilt in the slightest, however, and every time I closed my eyes I
saw the horrified look on Telanya’s face when she’d realized we had
essentially delivered her straight into the den of the lioness. I
couldn’t help but think about all the people who had been in our
position back when the Inquisitrix had risen to power in Vorsalos.
Had they made similar deals? Had they realized what they were doing
before it was too late?


  “Jorem, we saved thousands of lives at
Icewatch,” Valuri said, grabbing my chin and tiling it down to face
her. “Without our help, there might not be a city left for anyone
to fight over. What else were we supposed to do?”


  I sighed and dragged my fingers through my
hair. “I don’t know,” I murmured. “I suppose that’s part of the
problem.”


  “Right now we need stay focused on what’s
really important. Red has been spending every day trying to open
that Dal’Rethi stone Zalheer gave her, and you’ve just been sitting
around moping. At the very least we could be locked in our quarters
fucking like crazy.”


  I snorted and smiled despite myself. “You’ve
been feeding off Kaseya so much I haven’t felt needed.”


  “I just thought you could use a break. Even
the deepest well needs to be replenished from time to time.”


  “Yeah, well, right now all this replenishing
has left me with a horrible headache,” I grumbled. “I really need
to lie down.”


  She helped me descend the steps to our shared
cabin on the lower decks. Kaseya wasn’t there, strangely; she must
have been fiddling with the Dal’Rethi training stone in one of the
cargo holds. I thought about using the bond ring to reach out to
her but decided I was way too drunk to help.


  “On one hand, I really hope Red opens that
thing and learns the secret to taking down her sister and the
Inquisitrix,” Valuri said as she pushed me down onto the edge of
the bed. “On the other hand, I’m still not really comfortable with
the idea that she could help you find and exploit my
weaknesses.”


  I snorted. “You really think I’d use my magic
to hurt you?”


  “No, you’re too pathetic for that,” she said
dryly. “I just prefer to have the power to kick your ass whenever I
want.”


  “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”


  Valuri grinned as she leaned forward and gave
me a kiss. She bit me just enough to draw blood, and she smiled
devilishly as she rolled the liquid across her own lips.


  “Personally, I’m looking forward to seeing
how the rest of the amazons compare to Red,” she said. “Imagine all
those armored skirts and long legs…”


  “And all the big, scowling moshalim
they’ve been pledged to,” I said.


  “Men with magic don’t scare me,” she said.
“Besides, if we’re there to tell them that their whole civilization
is built on a lie…well, who better to break them from their habits
than another woman? Give me a minute between their legs and I
guarantee they’ll forget all about their Maskari.”


  I grinned. “There’s just one problem with
that: you haven’t been able to break your own addiction to
cock.”


  “My one true weakness,” she lamented. “I’m
just lucky my dealer stays close by.”


  She kissed me again, then slowly sank to her
knees in front of me. Her hands traced down my chest until they
finally settled on the bulge in my trousers. “You and Red met on a
ship like this. I had her tell me all about it the other day while
I was feeding on her.”


  I smiled at the memory. I’d truly had no idea
what was waiting for me when that tall, gorgeous amazon had knelt
down next to me and begged me to heal her sword-sister…


  “She described everything in vivid detail,”
Valuri said as her fingers expertly unfastened my belt buckle. “It
reminded me of the first time we met.”


  “You mean when you stalked me across half the
city, pummeled me unconscious, and tied me up?”


  “Mostly the next part.”


  I gasped softly when she freed my cock, but
she didn’t touch it. She kept her lips close enough that I could
feel the warmth of her breath, and her fingers idly traced along
the edge of the shaft without actually making contact.


  “I can’t imagine how hard you must have
gotten when you clamped that collar around her neck,” Valuri said,
her eyes glimmering as I swelled to life in front of her. “I bet
she could have made you spill without even touching you. That’s
what I would have done.”


  I licked at my suddenly dry lips. “Believe
me, I know.”


  “Let me guess, it went something like this:
‘I’m yours forever, Jorem,’” Valuri said, mimicking Kaseya’s voice
and accent. “‘Now watch as my perfect tits spill out of this
ridiculous breastplate…’”


  “You may want to work on your
impression.”


  “The voice isn’t the important part.”


  She parted her lips and swallowed the tip of
my cock. While her tongue lathered the head, the fingers on her
left hand began slowly kneading my testicles. I closed my eyes and
moaned softly, fully aware that Kaseya would be sensing every lick,
nibble, and stroke. When I activated my bond ring, I could sense
her arousal as keenly as my own. I could feel her stumble down to
her knees and slide her fingers into her burning quim.


  “I bet Red’s collar is driving her crazy
right about now,” Valuri said with a smirk as she ran her tongue
back and forth along the shaft. “She’s already soaked, isn’t
she?”


  “Yeah,” I croaked.


  “Then you should let her know I’m just
recreating your first time together.”


  Digging her fingernails into the back of my
thighs, Valuri opened her mouth and swallowed me all the way to the
hilt just like Kaseya had done all those months ago when we had
first met. I moaned and got a firm hold of her black hair,
marveling as always at her apparent lack of a gag reflex. I knew
how much Val enjoyed tormenting Kaseya from a distance; she had
been gleefully exploiting our shared arousal ever since we had
rescued her. She had always been something of an exhibitionist
anyway—the number of times we had fucked in public back in Vorsalos
was staggering when I thought about it. But this was even more
intense. It was like some kind of bizarre psychic voyeurism, and it
made her so hot I knew for a fact that her panties were
drenched.


  Valuri gasped when she finally came up for
air, and she continued stroking me so hard I almost erupted all
over her face right then and there. “Oh, Maskari,” she said
in her terrible Kaseya impression, “I promise to serve and love you
forever. Now please, fuck my tight little virgin cunt and make me
yours!”


  I grabbed onto her shoulders and threw her up
onto the bed. She yelped in surprise when I grabbed onto her belt
and ripped her panties and trousers off in a single motion.


  “Please, Maskari, fuck me with your
big cock,” she said, still smirking. “Show me what it means to be a
tall, gorgeous red-head with perfect tits and the body of a
goddess.”


  I wedged myself between her legs and pressed
the tip of my swollen cock against her slit, but I didn’t thrust
inside even when she locked her ankles behind my back. Instead I
grinned and grabbed her wrists.


  Don’t give her what she wants,
Kaseya’s voice said into my head.


  You have something else in mind?


  Do you remember our first time in the
forest?


  “All too well,” I murmured.


  Valuri frowned in confusion, but before she
could speak I flipped her over and braced my hand on the base of
her skull to hold her face against the pillow. After slapping her
ass several times with my free hand, I pushed her knees apart and
wedged the tip of my cock into her ass.


  “What the hell are you—?”


  I cut off her feeble protests by pushing her
face even harder into the pillow. She struggled in my grip, but she
hadn’t fed in some time. I had no trouble overpowering her.


  She can take it, Kaseya said. Fuck
her, Jorem. Fuck her just like you fucked me.


  I slapped Val’s ass again as I pushed my way
inside. Every time she struggled, I just held onto her harder. Her
pain quickly transformed into bliss, however, as her masochistic
Senosi impulses took over. She cried out in joy once I’d finally
buried myself all the way to the hilt.


  I slammed into her again and again, lost in
the smoldering, vise-like grip of her bowels. I had to carefully
throttle back my movements; after several days at sea without the
warm sheathe of Kaseya’s cunt or Valuri’s throat, my cock was ready
to explode at any moment.


  “Fuck,” I groaned, shifting both my hands to
the back of Val’s head to smother her even deeper into the pillow.
I wasn’t the first man who had taken her ass, but I knew that I
would be the last. She never allowed herself to be this vulnerable
with anyone else. I might not have been her Maskari, and she
might not have pledged herself to me.


  But here in the bedroom, I was still the man.
And she was still my bitch in heat.


  “Fuck,” I yelled, unable to hold back any
longer. I pumped her bowels full of my seed, and once my cock
finally stopped spurting I grabbed her hair and jerked her head
back. “Feed off of that!”


  Val was too busy gasping for breath to
respond, and a moment later her eyes and tattoos began to glow. I
grinned and pushed her back into the pillow as I slowly pulled out,
marveling at the thick white strands hemorrhaging out of her. She
almost always looked like a whore when I finished with her, but
this was truly something else: freshly-fucked and out of breath,
her hair disheveled and her ass held high in the air.


  Why had I let myself go three days without
this again?


  I felt Kaseya’s own climax through our bond,
and I started planning all the ways I would fuck her senseless
later. Right after I took a little nap.


   



  ***


   



  I was more or less sober when I finally
returned to the land of the living, though my headache had gotten
worse to compensate. I was also starving, which probably meant that
I’d been out for quite a while. I wouldn’t have been surprised if
it was already dark outside.


  I lurched out bed with an embarrassingly
laborious groan, but before I could kneel down and retrieve my
trousers Kaseya appeared in the doorway.


  “I unlocked the stone,” she declared. “You
need to see this, Jorem.”


  I blinked in surprise. “You’ve been working
at that thing for days. What finally did the trick?”


  “It is difficult to explain. You need to see
it for yourself.”


  She stepped into the room and placed the
Dal’Rethi stone on the center of the table. It didn’t look any
different than before; it still glowed with a faint inner light,
and I could feel the currents of Aetheric energy thrumming inside
it. But then Kaseya closed her eyes and concentrated, and a moment
later a soft, otherworldly female voice filled the room.


  “Ve lorae ce lyun.”


  “The language sounds Elven,” I breathed,
stepping up behind her. “But I don’t recognize any of the
words.”


  “It is an original Avetharri dialect,” Kaseya
said. “I doubt more than a handful modern elves can even speak
it.”


  “Taas lyonah ce potaal.”


  I bit down on my lip. “Well, that’s
unfortunate. I wonder if Zalheer understood it.”


  “He might not have needed to.”


  Kaseya touched the top of the crystal, and
the luminescent glow inside subtly shifted. I was about to ask what
she was doing when a small, illusory image of an elven man
materialized at the center of the table. He was clad in light
flexible golden armor, and he held a slender crystalline sword in
both hands. After a moment, he began whirling about in a series of
deliberate, fluid maneuvers that looked more like the moves to a
dance than any fencing technique I had ever seen.


  “I recognize several of these forms,” Kaseya
said. “The basic foundations are common in many amazon fighting
styles.”


  “I guess that shouldn’t be surprising,
considering the source,” I murmured. “Still, I was hoping for more
than a few old fencing lessons.”


  “Just wait,” she said, touching my arm.


  I frowned, skeptical, but continued watching
anyway. After demonstrating another few motions, the projection
abruptly shifted. This time the elven man was unarmed, at least
initially. But when he thrust out his right hand, a shimmering
blade of pure Aetheric energy abruptly sprouted from his palm. An
instant later he repeated the same technique with his other hand,
and soon he was whirling back in forth in another dizzying dance
that made me nauseous just thinking about it.


  “You told me that the Dal’Rethi had a unique
ability to combine sword and sorcery,” Kaseya said. “I have never
seen anything like it.”


  “No one alive today has,” I murmured. The
longer I watched the dance, the more I understood that the motions
were as much about fencing as they were about channeling. In
between parries and ripostes, the Blade Dancer would leap back and
unleash bursts of flame or lightning from his swords almost like
they were focusing his power.


  “He eventually conjures a shield,” Kaseya
said. “It is even more concentrated than your spell armor. He seems
capable of deflecting anything.”


  “It’s fascinating,” I said, “but I’m not sure
how useful it will be since we can’t understand a damn thing he’s
saying.”


  “The longer I watch it, the more it makes
sense to me. It’s difficult to explain…” Kaseya sighed and shook
her head. “Zalheer must have given you the crystal for a
reason.”


  “I’m sure he did, but—”


  I cut myself off when I heard shouting from
the upper decks. I belatedly grabbed my clothes, wondering if we
had come under attack, but the voices sounded more surprised than
frantic. I had one leg in my trousers before Valuri appeared in the
doorway, her brow creased with concern.


  “You’re going to want to see this,” she said
gravely.


  We were topside less than a minute later, and
every single one of the crew members on the main deck was already
staring out into the distance. Despite the darkness, it was
immediately obvious why.


  “Zor kalah,” Kaseya hissed. “We’re too
late.”


  I swallowed heavily and braced myself against
the ropes. The billowing sails of dozens of Vorsalosian warships
were visible on the moonlit horizon, complete with the red-gold
banners I had seen day after day while growing up.


  “Jensen counts fifty-two ships, give or
take,” the ship’s captain, a bearded, willowy man named Ferroc,
said from behind me. “Thankfully, they don’t seem to be in much of
a hurry.”


  “I’m less worried about the ships than I am
about those bloody things,” Valuri said, pointing upwards.
“Look.”


  The sky was mostly clear, but as the
moonlight filtered through the wispy, diaphanous clouds I caught
the occasional glimmer of movement. If not for our recent battle at
Icewatch, I might not have recognized what I was seeing so
quickly.


  “Now we know where the Roskarim got their
wyverns,” I muttered.


  Getting a precise count under these
conditions was impossible, but I spotted at least a dozen of the
dragon-like beasts circling over the water. From this distance,
their moon-cast shadows almost looked like sea monsters flitting
back and forth beneath the waves.


  “But where in the bloody hell did they all
come from?” Valuri asked. “The breeders in the mountains only
produce a few a year!”


  “I don’t know, but I hope the amazons are
better equipped to handle them than the soldiers at Icewatch.”


  “The moshalim are more than a match
for a few flying beasts,” Kaseya said, a hint of wounded pride in
her voice. Despite everything we had learned from Zalheer, her
faith in her people’s prowess remained unshaken.


  “Unless the Senosi break them first,” Valuri
replied. She hissed between her teeth and glanced over at Ferroc.
“We might want to tuck in the sails. If one of those things spots
us—”


  “Without the sails, we’ll drift right into
that armada by morning,” Ferroc said. “I’ve half a mind to turn
around and head straight back to Greygale.”


  “The Black Mistress won’t be happy about
that,” I warned him.


  “The Black Mistress is two hundred miles
away, and those Vorsalosian galleons are right there,” Ferroc
countered.


  He stared hard at me for a moment, and I
started to wonder if I might need to weave an enchantment spell on
him before he did anything stupid. But he eventually grunted and
crossed his arms over his chest.


  “Those beasties must have spotted us by now,”
he said. “If they wanted to sink us, they would have already
attacked.”


  Several of the nearby crewmen shot him a
surprised look. Apparently Ferroc wasn’t normally this brave. Had
coin changed his mind, or was he more afraid of the Black
Mistress’s wrath?


  “You were right about the sails,” Valuri put
in. “We should stay on course and push as hard as we can. The
faster we get to Nol Krovos, the better.”


  “We’ll put them behind us, don’t worry,”
Ferroc said. “I just hope her people are willing to protect
us.”


  I glanced back over to Kaseya when I
belatedly realized that she hadn’t spoken for a while. She was
still gazing off at the fleet, her forehead creased in
concentration. I stepped up behind her and touched her
shoulder.


  “What is it?”


  “Ayrael,” she whispered. “She’s on one of
those ships.”


  I grimaced. I couldn’t sense anything, of
course, at least not until I activated my bond ring and used her as
a conduit. It took a minute, but I clawed out through the Aether
until I could feel her sister’s strange, void-like aura.


  “You’re certain it’s not another Senosi?”


  “I am certain,” Kaseya said. “But there are
dozens of them as well.”


  Valuri cocked an eyebrow. “Dozens?
There are only a few hundred Senosi in total, unless she’s spread
the gift around a hell of a lot more in the past few months.”


  “Which seems unlikely, given the vatari
shortage,” I said.


  “The Inquisitrix must have emptied Vorsalos.
She’s committed everything to this attack.”


  “She knows about the Fount.”


  Valuri hissed softly between her teeth. “And
here I was still holding out hope that the old man was wrong about
all of this. I guess not.”


  “I wish he were still here to help us,”
Kaseya said. “No matter how much trouble it would have caused with
my people.”


  “I have a feeling that by the time this is
over, they’re going to wish he was here too,” I said gravely,
watching the ominous shadows of the wyverns dance across the waves.
“One way or another, life on Nol Krovos is about to change.”
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  We outpaced the Vorsalosian fleet easily
enough, and by dawn the wyverns and warships had completely
disappeared over the horizon. Captain Ferroc predicted that we
would reach Nol Krovos by the end of the day, so I returned below
decks and tried to get some more sleep. It wasn’t easy; my stomach
twisted into knots every time I thought about speaking with the
Matriarch. Kaseya insisted that her people would respect me—she had
chosen me as her Maskari, after all, and that alone would
make me “one of the tribe” whether I was an outsider or not. Plus,
her friend Hestiah would have already told them what happened, so
it wasn’t as though our relationship would be a surprise.


  The problem was that we weren’t just visiting
the island for some kind of Maskari honeymoon—we were
planning on walking right up to the Matriarch and telling her that
she was full of shit. Even if she accepted the truth about the
Fount of Velhari and the imminent attack from Vorsalos, that didn’t
mean she would want to hear anything else Zalheer had told us. I
would have preferred to deal with one problem before the other, but
I wasn’t convinced that would be possible. When we brought up the
Fount the Matriarch would almost certainly ask us about the source
of our information, and the instant we mentioned Zalheer I imagined
a lot of swords being drawn and shields being readied…


  I eventually buried the worst of my fears and
managed to catch a few more hours of sleep before I got up for
good. Valuri was still lying face down in the bed, her hair and
limbs spilled unceremoniously across the sheets. I smiled and
gently kissed her shoulder before I left to find Kaseya.


  Through our bond, I tracked her down in the
cargo hold where I found her mimicking the techniques from the
Dal’Rethi stone. I watched in silence for a while, appreciating the
form and grace of her movements.


  “You know, you should probably try and get
some sleep before we reach the island,” I said once she had
finished a set. “There’s still time.”


  “Not enough,” Kaseya muttered, lowering her
blade and wiping the sheen of sweat from her brow. “The fleet will
not be far behind us. Even if Matriarch Lysara is willing to
listen, she won’t have much time to prepare the island’s
defenses.”


  “Your people have their own ships, and you
said yourself that many of the moshalim possess the gift of
foresight. I bet they’ll have their defenses ready.”


  “Perhaps, but they will not understand the
true scope of the danger my sister represents.” Her face hardened.
“I’m not certain they can.”


  “They will after we explain it to them.
Hopefully.”


  Kaseya sighed and closed her eyes. “What if
they refuse to heed our warnings about the Fount? What if they try
and turn us away…or worse?”


  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we can only
do so much. If they don’t want to listen…”


  Her cheek twitched. “I wish Zalheer were
still with us, if only to see the Matriarch’s face when she laid
her eyes on him again.”


  “I’ve been thinking about this a lot over the
past few days,” I said. “We need to have a plan for how we’re going
to bring this up. We can’t just stroll off the boat and say ‘hey,
nice to meet you…by the way, everything you believe about sorcery
is bullshit.’”


  Kaseya frowned. “I will not lie to my
people.”


  “I’m not saying you should lie. I’m just
saying we need to pick and choose our battles carefully.” I nibbled
at my lip, wishing I had been smart enough to come up with a plan
for this conversation ahead of time, too. “Look, our first
priority is to defend the Fount. Everything else will have to wait
until we’ve held off the Vorsalosian fleet.”


  “So you do want me to lie,” Kaseya murmured.
“You want me to hide my sorcery. You want me to conceal what we
know about how Matriarch Lysara treated Zalheer and Marcella all
those years ago.”


  “I want to avoid spitting in the Matriarch’s
face on the eve of a battle,” I corrected. “We’re not going to have
a lot of time before Ayrael’s fleet shows up. Do you really want to
be arguing about the moshalim when those wyverns start
dropping soldiers on the island?”


  “I am a warrior, Jorem. I am capable of
fighting more than one battle at a time.”


  I blinked. “You can’t seriously think
that—”


  “I will not allow Lysara’s lies to poison the
minds of any more young amazons,” Kaseya said flatly. “For all we
know, every single one of them can touch the Aether. They need to
understand their potential. They need to understand how they have
been betrayed by their own people!”


  I opened my mouth to argue but promptly
decided against it. She wasn’t really quarreling with me; she was
just waging an internal war with herself out loud. It wasn’t
surprising. Her entire worldview had been smashed to pieces, and it
wasn’t like she’d had a lot of time to work through all the
implications.


  Still, it was difficult to overstate the
stakes here. If we strode off the boat and started calling the
Matriarch a liar, Ayrael and her fleet would be the least of our
worries. We needed to be methodical about this if there was any
hope of defending the Fount. The social and political struggles of
one little island paled in comparison to the horror the Inquisitrix
could unleash upon the world.


  “I do not see how we can tell them about the
Fount without mentioning Zalheer,” Kaseya said after a moment. “And
the instant we mention Zalheer, Lysara will dismiss our
concerns.”


  “They don’t need to know where we got the
information,” I said. “It’s not like we have proof either way.
We’ll just need to find and show them the Fount in person.
Hopefully they’ll be able to draw the right conclusions on their
own.”


  “What if the moshalim already know
about the Fount but don’t care?”


  I pressed my tongue hard into my cheek. I had
considered that too, and the implications were…not good. “Perhaps
they simply don’t understand its full power,” I said. “We’ll just
have to explain it to them. Val will be there—she’ll be able to
demonstrate what the Senosi are capable of. Assuming they’re
willing to listen.”


  Kaseya sighed. “When I left Nol Krovos, I
promised that I would not return without my sister. Some of the
other amazons will no doubt insist that I have already forfeited my
honor.”


  “That’s…dumb,” I said, trying and
failing to come up with a less offensive description. Though in my
experience, warrior cultures deserved all the scorn they could get.
“We can explain that we fought Ayrael multiple times. We can
explain her new powers and how we have a way to defeat her.”


  “I am not convinced that such details will
matter.”


  “They’ll have to,” I said. “Otherwise this
whole trip will have been for nothing.”


  Kaseya’s eyes lost their focus as they stared
at the Dal’Rethi stone. “Even if we are victorious and repel the
Inquisitrix, the consequences will be dire once they learn the
truth about my sorcery. I do not know if I will be able to shield
you from their wrath.”


  “One imminent catastrophe at a time,
sweetheart,” I replied dryly. “I’m sure we’ll figure something out.
Maybe we can shout the truth at them from the safety of the ship.
If they get pissed, we’ll just pull up the anchor and cut our
losses.”


  She arched a red eyebrow at me. “While there
are many things about you I admire, your sense of humor
remains…bizarre.”


  “It’s an acquired taste,” I said. “Just ask
Val.”


  Kaseya smirked and pinched my chin. “Speaking
of Valuri, did you enjoy your reenactment last night?”


  “You know I did.”


  “As much as the first time?”


  I snorted. “That’s a trap question if I’ve
ever heard one.”


  “Not at all. You are my Maskari,
Jorem. If you say yes, I’ll know that I need to continue improving
my craft.”


  “That still sounds like a trap question to
me.”


  Kaseya smiled and kissed me on the lips. “You
know that I love Valuri, too.”


  “I would hope so, given how many times she’s
eaten you out these last few days.”


  “She is my friend, my sister in battle, and
my lover. I am overjoyed when her body brings you pleasure.”


  “Why do I sense a ‘but’ coming?” I
murmured.


  Kaseya leaned in close enough that her knee
was rubbing against my crotch. “But you are my Maskari,” she
said. “Your safety is my responsibility. Your pleasure is my
purpose. When you are lonely, it is my embrace you should seek…and
when you are aroused, it is my body you should crave.”


  I swallowed heavily. “Well, when you put it
that way…”


  She leaned up on her tiptoes and kissed me.
Her tongue was as soft and smooth as ever, and thanks to our bond
she predicted my movements and desires with flawless precision. I
placed my hands on her thighs and hoisted her up into my arms,
planning to carry her back to our cabin where I could fuck her in
private. But the moment I started moving towards the door, she
pulled away and shook her head.


  “Here,” she said. “Take me here.”


  I swallowed. “The door is wide open. One of
the crew could—”


  “Fuck me, Jorem,” she insisted, placing her
hands on my lips. “Fuck me right here.”


  As usual, I didn’t need to be asked twice. I
hoisted her up onto the closest crate as she locked her ankles
behind my back. Her tongue plunged back into my mouth as her hands
worked at my belt. She freed from cock with practiced ease, and I
had never been happier for her decision to stop wearing a thong. It
took me less than five seconds to bury myself inside her, and five
seconds after that whimpered moans were echoing throughout the
bowels of the ship.


  I slammed into her so hard the crate almost
broke. As much as I loved fucking her tight ass—as much I loved
fucking her sweet mouth and sweltering throat—at the end of the day
there was still nothing as satisfying as the hot, wet grip of her
perfect amazon cunt. The primal feeling of conquest, the natural,
inexorable desire to spill my life’s essence inside her…


  “Inside me!” she begged as she chewed at my
ear. “I want every drop inside me!”


  “Shit!” I blurted out.


  As my cock erupted, I had to clamp my hand
over her mouth to keep the entire Silver Sea from hearing her
orgasm. I didn’t have a problem with Ferroc and his men knowing how
often I fucked my companions, but I didn’t want him to throw us
overboard out of jealousy or spite, either.


  “Maskari…” Kaseya breathed as she came
down. I slowly withdrew, my legs already wobbling from exertion. I
leaned forward enough to kiss her again, but when I pulled away I
could actually feel her strength waning.


  “I said you needed to get some sleep,” I
teased.


  She smiled faintly, tiredly, as if she were
the most content woman in the world. I hoisted her back up into my
arms and carried her to the cabin for real this time, and she was
asleep even before I had a chance to lay her head down on the
pillow.


  “And you always say I’m the one who
needs to be drained before bed,” I replied, patting her cheek.
Valuri still hadn’t moved either—she was every bit as sprawled out
as before. I watched them sleep for several minutes, still
wondering what I had possibly done to deserve the affection of two
beautiful women. Perhaps the horrors of the battle at Icewatch had
been my penance…or perhaps the coming battle for Nol Krovos would
be even worse.


  You really are a cynic. Why can’t you just
sit back and relax for once?


  Sighing, I closed the cabin door and returned
to the half-empty cargo hold where Kaseya had been practicing. The
Dal’Rethi stone was still sitting there atop the crates, though
apparently it had deactivated itself during our little
interlude.


  “At least you aren’t a peeping mystery
stone,” I muttered. “The sad thing is…I bet someone somewhere has
made a device like that. Or maybe you didn’t have creepers back in
your day.”


  I snorted and reached out to retrieve it, but
the instant before my fingers touched the stone the engravings
began glowing again.


  “Ile istimae dagora vassen illen
Mas’Kari.”


  I froze in place as the disembodied female
voice echoed throughout the hold. “What did you say?”


  The stone remained silent. I stood there for
several long seconds, wondering if my mind was playing tricks on
me. I wasn’t drunk, I wasn’t tired…had I heard what I thought I’d
heard?


  “If you can understand me,” I whispered, “I
really need you to repeat what you just said.”


  “Ile istimae dagora vassen illen
Mas’Kari. Maa ar’ istima.”


  “Maskari,” I whispered. “Well, I’ll be
damned…”


  The stone abruptly reopened and projected a
new translucent image. The lone elven instructor was replaced by
two different swordsmen, one male and one female. They fought
back-to-back, their motions perfectly synchronized as if they were
separate parts of a greater whole. When one stopped to unleash a
gout of flame or stroke of lightning, the other assumed a defensive
position. And when one lunged forward to strike with his or her
sword, the other whirled around to flank their opponent.


  The image repeated itself over and over, and
the longer I watched the more everything made sense. The spells,
the movements, even the fencing techniques…it didn’t seem possible.
I barely knew how to properly cut beef with a knife, let alone
swing a sword. Yet if there had been one lying nearby, I was
reasonably confident that I could pick it up and mimic each and
every one of these moves…


  “Damn,” I said, turning away and wiping at my
eyes. This thing was downright mesmerizing, perhaps literally. I
couldn’t sense any enchantment magic, but that didn’t necessarily
mean anything. This stone was easily the most advanced example of
Aetheric artifice I had ever seen. It made all the baubles and
trinkets in Archmage Beloran’s mansion look like apprentice-level
craftsmanship by comparison. Perhaps it could inject
knowledge straight into my head. If so, the possibilities were
endless.


  “While you’re at it, you might as well teach
me how to cook, too,” I said. “What do you think?”


  The image repeated itself again, but the
stone remained silent.


  “Figures,” I murmured. “I suppose even
Avetharri artifacts have their limits.”


  “Mas’Kari.”


  I winced. It almost sounded like the damn
thing was scolding me. Maybe there was an ancient elven grandmother
trapped inside. I could imagine her ghostly finger wagging at
me.


  “You want me to watch? Fine, I’ll watch.” I
crossed my arms and let out a deep breath. “Just remember that
we’re all counting on you to show us the secret to stopping the
Inquisitrix. You’d better not disappoint us.”


  I watched the image again and again until my
eyes started to glaze over. Even the most graceful dance in the
world couldn’t hold my attention forever. Sighing, I stood and
reached out for the stone—


  And then, for seemingly no reason at all,
everything changed.


  My eyes fluttered wildly, and when they
refocused I was no longer sitting on top of a wooden crate in the
cargo hold—I was standing on the beach of a horizon-spanning
tropical island.


  “What the hell?”


  I twisted around, trying to discern whether I
had fallen asleep or been sucked into another dreamscape. The sun
felt warm enough on my skin, and when I leaned down and grabbed a
handful of sand it strained through my fingers just like normal.
Everything here felt as real as when Zalheer had shown me a vision
in the frozen mountains. But who was responsible for this little
jaunt?


  “Kaseya?” I called out. Strangely enough I
couldn’t sense her at all, not even when I touched my bond ring. My
consciousness must have been drifting. Was this all coming from the
Dal’Rethi stone? There didn’t seem to be any other obvious
explanation…


  Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to
concentrate and catch my bearings. As gorgeous as this beach was, I
didn’t see much of a point in aimlessly wandering around on
illusory sand. Fortunately, I didn’t have to—once I stretched out
with my senses, I felt an irresistible pull in the Aether, almost
like I was being tugged along by an invisible leash.


  I followed its call, and a few moments later
I arrived at a wide cave mouth farther up on the shore. I could
feel the power stirring inside, but my eyes were drawn to the
bodies littering the entrance. Their features were shrouded in
shadows, but the red leather armor and broken spears marked them as
amazon warriors.


  “Is this supposed to be the future?” I asked.
As always, there was no response.


  Gritting my teeth, I turned back to the mouth
of the cave and stepped inside. This was exactly the same place
Kaseya and I had seen not long ago. The luminescent rocks, the
shimmering water, the buzz of energy prickling the tiny hairs on my
neck…


  The Fount of Velhari.


  In the ancient past, this Fount had merely
been one many nexus points of Aetheric power connecting the vast
reaches of the Avetharri Empire before the Dragon War had burned it
all down. But none of that explained why the stone had brought
me here.


  I continued walking through the narrow
passages, and I made a concerted effort to commit as much of the
terrain as possible to memory. It wasn’t easy; the glowing crystals
looked almost identical to one another. But I pressed on
regardless, and I eventually reached the cavern Kaseya had shown me
before. The wide, spacious chamber resembled a crystalline forest,
and the shallow pool of liquid on the ground was practically
humming with power.


  This time, however, I was not alone. I
spotted two shadowy figures at the center of the chamber, both
female. Their features were shrouded in shadow just like the bodies
outside, but one of the women was shackled to the largest
crystalline “tree” at the center of the pool. The other woman—a
tall, sleek, armored figure—loomed nearby. Energy crackled in her
palm.


  “Ayrael,” I said.


  The figure turned to look at me. I stepped
forward, my hands clutched at my sides as I struggled to pierce the
shadowy veil. But just before her features came into view, she
unleashed a blast of energy at the crystals. The room shuddered,
the ground quaked, and I glanced up just in time to see a jagged
chunk of stone plummeting towards my head—


  And then I was back on the ship standing in
front of the Dal’Rethi crystal.


  “Okay,” I whispered, glancing about to make
certain I had returned to the real world. “What the hell was the
point of that?”


  “As the Betrayer falls, the Daughter
rises. Her rage is the harbinger of ruin, and her wrath shall usher
in a new age of despair.”


  My eyes narrowed at the stone. The voice had
been the same as before, and it had spoken in the same strange
elven dialect. But this time, for seemingly no reason at all, I
understood every word.


  “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked.


  The stone did not reply.


   



  ***


   



  I was sitting in the chair at the end of the
bed, my eyes fixated on the Dal’Rethi stone, when the girls finally
stirred back into consciousness. Valuri moved first. After groaning
like a long-dead mummy, she favored me with a weary,
what-the-hell-are-you-doing look.


  “There’s something unsettling about a
sorcerer staring vacantly into a relic filled with ancient
knowledge,” she murmured. “If you tell me that thing is whispering
dark secrets into your mind, I will shoot you.”


  “Do weird visions count as dark secrets?”


  “Absolutely.” She pursed her lips. “I was
just being sarcastic, but if you’re serious…well, you had better
hand me my crossbow.”


  She leaned up, and the movement jostled
Kaseya enough that her eyes fluttered open as well. This was
probably the first time on our whole trip that either of them had
woken up without the other one licking their quim.


  “The stone,” Kaseya murmured. “Is something
wrong?”


  “Not exactly,” I said. “When I went to pick
it up a few hours ago, I was sucked into another dreamscape.


  She abruptly leaned up. “What did you
see?”


  “I was in the Fount of Velhari,” I said,
taking a deep breath to try and collect my thoughts. “It was just
like Zalheer showed us. The glowing crystals, the currents of
energy…but this time, there were bodies everywhere.”


  “Of course there were,” Valuri grumbled. “Why
would you ever have a vision of something happy?”


  “Did you recognize anyone?” Kaseya asked.


  “No, but they were obviously your people.
Amazons, moshalim…they had all been cut down.” I paused and
swallowed. “And then I saw your sister standing in the shadows, her
hands glowing with Aetheric power. Before I could reach her, she
unleashed some kind of spell…and everything crumbled around
me.”


  Val flopped back onto her pillow. “Wonderful.
So now even this bloody stone thinks we’re going to fail.”


  “Portents aren’t always prophecy,” I said.
“And prophecies aren’t always right. I think the stone was trying
to warn me. It kept repeating Avetharri words I didn’t recognize,
but then suddenly they all made sense. ‘As the Betrayer falls, the
Daughter rises. Her rage is the harbinger of ruin, and her wrath
shall usher in a new age of despair.’” I sighed and shook my head.
“I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean.”


  “It seems pretty clear to me,” Valuri said.
“The amazons call Ayrael the Betrayer, and Kaseya here is the
Daughter of Destiny. So congratulations, Red: apparently you’re
going to kill your sister then go mad with power.”


  I shot her a glare. “This is serious.”


  “I know, I’m being serious. How else
would you interpret it?”


  I opened my mouth but didn’t respond. I
didn’t have another interpretation. I just really wished that I
did.


  “You believe it was a warning rather than
prophecy,” Kaseya whispered.


  “It certainly felt that way, but what do I
know?” I muttered. “I almost hurled the damn thing into the ocean
right then and there.”


  “We could always just turn around,” Val
suggested. “There’s an old Vorsalosian saying I’ve always been
rather fond of: ‘fuck fate. Fuck it right in the face.’”


  I glared at her again. “That’s not a
saying.”


  “No, but I’ve adopted it as my personal
slogan anyway,” she muttered. “Look, all I’m saying is that you
shouldn’t worry so much about a glorified magic pebble. So-called
prophets are wrong all the time, and the Avetharri couldn’t have
been that smart.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “They’re pretty much all dead, aren’t they?
The only survivors live on as chattel in Varellon. I bet they
didn’t see that coming.”


  I rolled my eyes and rubbed my hand across
the impressive stubble on my chin. “I’m not saying we should panic.
I’m not saying we should do anything. But it seemed worth
mentioning.”


  “Her rage is the harbinger of ruin,” Kaseya
echoed. “I have been growing angrier and angrier ever since we
learned the truth about the Fount from Zalheer. I have spent many
hours pondering how to confront the Matriarch.”


  “Perhaps this is another reason to pick and
choose our battles,” I said. “Or maybe it’s bullshit. Who
knows?”


  I wasn’t even certain that Kaseya had heard
me. Her eyes flicked back and forth in thought, and I could feel
her internal struggle through my bond-ring. I probably should have
ended the conversation right then and there, but there was one last
thing I needed to tell them…


  “The voice in the crystal said something
else,” I murmured. “Before it showed me the vision, it kept
repeating a single word: Mas’Kari.”


  “That’s…unsettling,” Valuri murmured.


  “It kept showing me a projection of two
people fighting—a man and woman, back to back. The implications are
interesting, to say the least.”


  Kaseya leaned up and frowned at the stone.
“Did it demonstrate any techniques?”


  “Some, but I was honestly more interested in
the terminology.” I pursed my lips. “I’ve picked up a few of your
words by now. Kari Vataya—Red Sisterhood.”


  She nodded. “Yes.”


  “So the Kari means ‘Red.’ But
Maskari means ‘bond-mate.’”


  “The terms are more complicated,” Kaseya
said. “We call ourselves ‘Red Sisters’ to mainlanders because it is
easier for them to understand. There is no literal translation.”
She frowned and ran a hand back through her bed-tousled hair.
“Perhaps ‘unified sisters’ is closer to the true meaning.”


  “What about the Mas part?”


  “It is not a word by itself.”


  Valuri grunted. “Is there a point in this
linguistics lesson?”


  “Only that most modern languages and cultures
are derived from Avetharri traditions, especially in this part of
the world,” I said. “The elves were using the same term, but for
them it meant something completely different. In the image, the man
and woman were both sorcerers, and they were fighting together as
one. It just seems like yet another thing that has been
reinterpreted over the years.”


  “We can add it to the list of ways to
antagonize the Matriarch,” Valuri muttered.


  Kaseya leaned against the headboard and
swallowed. “Ever since we met Zalheer, I have been eager to return
home. But now…” She glanced up at me, her eyes glossy with tears.
“I fear what we will discover almost as much as I fear how we will
be received.”


  “Yeah,” I whispered, glancing back over my
shoulder at the stone. “I know exactly what you mean.”
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  The three of us were wide awake on the main
deck when we finally approached Nol Krovos. Several dozen warships
encircled the island, suggesting that the amazons did indeed know
about the encroaching Vorsalosian fleet. Unfortunately, those same
ships didn’t seem particularly interested in allowing us to land.
When the lead ship fired a volley of flaming arrows into the water
next to us as a warning, I grew concerned that Ferroc might turn us
around altogether. But the crew mostly kept their cool, and we all
watched with bated breath as one of the other ships approached. The
ballista mounted on their foredeck could have sunk our measly
transport in a single shot, to say nothing of the moshalim
they undoubtedly had aboard as well.


  Captain Ferroc attempted to flag the other
ship’s down and profess his benevolent intentions, but once we
could actually see the amazon warriors aboard it was clear they had
no interest in speaking with an outsider, even one who had made the
trip before. Without Kaseya, we almost certainly would have found
ourselves rotting at the bottom of the sea.


  But with her, mercifully, the amazons
were more than willing to talk. They were beyond ecstatic at the
return of the “Daughter of Destiny,” and she only had to
speak with them for a few minutes before they happily agreed to
escort us to the shore. I belatedly regretted that I hadn’t spent
more time trying to learn their language. Hopefully Kaseya’s
mastery of the regional trade language was the rule rather than the
exception…


  We boarded a dinghy after we reached shallow
water and rowed the rest of the way to shore. A large, impressive
envoy was waiting for us, including several dozen amazon warriors
armed with gleaming bows, spears, and shields. None of the women
looked anywhere near old enough to be the Matriarch, but one did
look familiar.


  “Hestiah!” Kaseya said when we drew close,
her lips curling into a wide smile. “She stands with her new
Maskari.”


  “At least someone here owes us a favor,” I
murmured. The man standing next to Hestiah was so tall and muscular
I felt emasculated from a hundred yards away. He was showing more
skin than the women—his moshalim robe was little more than a
hardened leather war skirt and a matching baldric. For the first
time in my life, I was incredibly overdressed.


  “I’m going to love it here,” Valuri said,
sliding up next to me in the dinghy. “How many of these amazons are
bound already?”


  “Only half are wearing collars,” Kaseya
said.


  Val licked at her lips. “And not all of the
men are wearing rings, either. I assume that means they are
unbound?”


  “Yes.”


  “Don’t encourage her,” I warned. “If the
Fount really is responsible for making all of your people
sorcerers, the latent energy hanging in the air is going to make
her delirious.”


  “I can already feel it.” Val closed her eyes
and took a deep breath. “This place really is paradise.”


  I sighed. “Just try not to violate any major
cultural taboos until we’ve been here for at least a few hours,
okay?”


  “No promises.”


  We eventually rowed up to the shore, and a
few of the amazons rushed forward to help us drag the dinghy onto
the rocks. I drew in a final deep breath, bracing myself for any of
the thousand potential ways this could go horribly wrong. Life in
Vorsalos had taught me the importance of always having an exit
strategy, but fleeing simply wasn’t going to be an option here. We
were locked onto this island; if everything fell apart, there was
nowhere left for us to run.


  At least you’ll die doing what you love:
being chased around by heavily-armed, sexy women who can beat the
living hell out of you.


  “The Vaer Tal’Shira returns,” Hestiah
said when we approached. Her accent was a bit thicker than
Kaseya’s, but her words were perfectly understandable. “And with
her Maskari, no less.”


  “It’s nice to see you again,” I replied for
lack of anything better to say.


  She smiled and approached so close it took
all of my willpower not to glance down at her impressive cleavage.
“I owe you my life,” she said, placing her hands on either side of
my head.


  “It’s, uh, it’s really not a big deal,” I
managed. She was considerably more attractive than I remembered
from the boat, probably because she had been on the verge of death
at the time. Her red hair was a shade or two lighter than Kaseya’s,
and her light brown eyes stood out as remarkably unique compared to
all the fair-haired, blue- and green-eyed women around her.


  “Moshalim should be proud of their
power, and yours is greater than most,” she said, smiling. I felt
like she was undressing me with her eyes, which was strange for a
whole host of reasons—not the least of which was that her own
Maskari was standing right next to her. But she eventually
removed her hands and turned to face Valuri instead.


  “Before you ask, yes, I’m a Senosi,” Val
said. “But you don’t—”


  “We know exactly what you are,” Hestiah said,
her smile fading. “The moshalim foretold your arrival weeks
ago.


  I arched my eyebrows in surprise. “You knew
we were coming?”


  “The Aether whispers the truth into our
ears,” Hestiah’s Maskari interjected. “The past, the future,
the present…all are echoes within its infinite currents.”


  “I…see,” I murmured, resisting the urge to
make a snide comment. Valuri, naturally, didn’t have the same
discipline.


  “Do you also know about the fleet that’s
about to burn this place to the ground?” she asked, gesturing
behind us to the horizon. “Because it doesn’t look like you’ve done
much to fortify your position.”


  “What she means is that we’re not here for a
social visit,” I said, tossing her an annoyed glare. “Kaseya wanted
to warn you about—”


  “We know,” Hestiah said, waving her hand
dismissively. “The Betrayer leads foreigners to our shores in the
hopes of destroying us. She will fail. With the true Vaer
Tal’Shira and her Maskari back at our side, our victory
is assured.”


  My lips parted, but I couldn’t summon the
will to actually speak. If I had been talking to anyone else, I
would have assumed they were toying with me. But I had a sneaking
suspicion that Kaseya’s literalism was the norm here on the Nol
Krovis.


  “You must all be weary from your long
journey,” Hestiah said, turning back to Kaseya and taking her
friend’s hand. “We have much to discuss, but we should sit and
enjoy ourselves first. We have prepared a feast in honor of your
return.”


  Kaseya blinked in confusion. “A feast?”


  “Yes. You’ve had to endure mainlander cuisine
for far too long.”


  “Far be it for me to turn down a free meal,
but…” I licked at my lips and pointed my thumb over my shoulder.
“Those ships will be here soon.”


  “But not tonight,” Hestiah assured me. She
looked vaguely amused, like a mother speaking to a small child.
“Fear not, moshalim: Nol Krovos has weathered a thousand
years of storms and fury. The Betrayer will meet her end on our
shores like so many others before her.”


  “I feel better already,” I murmured.


  “As you should. The Vaer Tal’Shira’s
moshalim should not be burdened by doubt.”


  Kaseya swept her head back and forth across
the gathered warriors. “Where is Matriarch Lysara?”


  “She is organizing the defenses on Nol
Pratos,” Hestiah said. “She and the Mosh’Dalar shall return
tomorrow.”


  Valuri crossed her arms. “Let me get this
straight: you foresaw us coming, you know you’re about to be
attacked by the entire Vorsalosian fleet…and your leader isn’t even
here?”


  “Pash kolar’etan,” the sorcerer behind
her said. “Molth koladu!”


  “It’s all right, Maskari,” Hestiah
soothed. “Everything will be clear in time, I promise. Please, my
friends: just relax and follow me.”


   



  ***


   



  Few mainlanders had ever visited Nol Krovos
and returned to speak about their journeys. Even men who ran
regular shipments of supplies like Captain Ferroc almost never set
foot on the actual island. However, those that did inevitably
described the amazons’ mysterious home as the most beautiful place
they have ever seen.


  It took me all of thirty seconds to agree
with them.


  I had never seen such a vibrant diaspora of
colors that didn’t clash, from lush greens to brilliant golds and
all hues in between. Everything here, from the smallest shrub to
the largest building, seemed to have been crafted and placed with
tremendous care. Even the smells were heavenly. Kaseya and Hestiah
had probably almost choked to death when they first stepped onto
the reeking docks of Vorsalos.


  “I have never been this creeped out by warm
hospitality in my entire life,” I muttered to Valuri as we ascended
a pair of pristine marble steps that looked like they were immune
to dirt. “Why do I feel like someone is going to jump out of a bush
and stab us at any moment?”


  “You’re a pessimist by nature,” she
replied.


  “So you feel the same way, then.”


  “Obviously.”


  I flashed her a knowing smirk. I could tell
that she was on edge, though only part of that due to her nagging
suspicions. The latent Aetheric energy in the air was growing
stronger and stronger the closer we got to the heart of the city,
and I was fully expecting Val’s eyes and tats to start glowing at
any second. Hopefully the natives wouldn’t overreact. So far the
amazons were all smiles when they looked upon Kaseya and all scowls
when they turned to Valuri.


  Still, the fact they hadn’t thrown any of us
in the dungeon yet was promising. And perhaps it would be easier to
broach sensitive topics with Hestiah rather than the Matriarch. If
not, this was going to be a long, awkward meal.


  “You have no idea how delighted I was when
the Mosh’Dalar foretold your coming,” Hestiah said as we walked.
“The more time passed without hearing from you, the more worried I
became.”


  “This ‘Mosh’Dalar’—I assume he is the
Matriarch’s bond mate?” I asked.


  “Yes. I apologize, but I do not know a proper
mainlander translation.”


  “It is a title, like ‘Archmage’ or perhaps
‘Sorcerer-King,’” Kaseya said. “How long ago did he make his
proclamation?”


  “Several weeks,” Hestiah said. “His vision
was quite clear: the Daughter of Destiny would return to save Nol
Krovos from the lies of the Betrayer.”


  “No pressure, Red,” Valuri muttered.


  “You said you were worried about me,” Kaseya
went on, ignoring the comment. “Was that because I had bonded
myself to a mainlander?”


  “No,” Hestiah replied with a smirk. “I was
concerned that no matter what else happened, you would return to
Vorsalos without me and attempt to apprehend your sister.”


  “And you feared I wasn’t up to the
challenge.”


  “I feared that her allies had taught her new
abilities.” Hestiah pursed her lips and glanced over at Valuri.
“The moshalim have difficulty scrying upon these ‘Senosi.’
They have not been able to locate the Betrayer, not even when I
told them were to look.”


  “Ayrael is the Hand of the Inquisitrix,”
Valuri said. “She underwent the same vatari ritual as the rest of
us. She’s virtually immune to magic—including scrying.”


  “Then it is as we feared,” Hestiah murmured.
“Even now, the Mosh’Dalar cannot sense the Betrayer’s presence in
the oncoming fleet. But he is convinced she will lead the attack
upon our shores herself. Her rage will be her undoing.”


  I shared a quick glance with Kaseya. Even
without our bond, I would have been able to sense her hesitation.
She wanted to explain to Hestiah that she could sense
Ayrael’s presence…but doing so would reveal her sorcerous powers
and trigger the exact conversation I wanted to avoid until this
battle was over.


  A few minutes later, we arrived at an
enormous, pyramid-shaped building that seemed like some kind of
festival hall. Strangely, there were no walls or fences; the
structure was nearly undefended aside from a few spear-wielding
guards. The townspeople walked freely about the grounds as if it
were any other building in town. I had never seen anything
so…open.


  I probably shouldn’t have been surprised,
given the general layout of the city. While Vorsalos and Highwind
were broken into numerous districts separated by purpose and often
social class, Nol Krovos was a single flowing community. I couldn’t
even tell if they such a thing as “rich” and “poor.” It certainly
didn’t seem like it.


  I thought about consulting with Valuri, but
one look at her face confirmed that she was struggling to keep her
hunger in check. At this rate, there was no way we’d be able to
make it through dinner before she adopted her Senosi visage.


  My own hunger flared up as well, though it
had nothing to do with magic and everything to do with the sweet
scent of bread and meat wafting on the breeze. I was practically
drooling by the time we entered the festival hall.


  “I hope you find something to your liking,”
Hestiah said, gesturing towards the head of the table. “Please,
have a seat.”


  When all was said and done, about a dozen
people joined us at the table. Hestiah and her Maskari—named
Jarec, we were belatedly informed—sat next to us at the end almost
like a prince and princess at a wedding feast. I had about a
million questions I wanted to ask about proper customs and
protocol, but I couldn’t resist the urge to stuff my face instead.
Growing up on a coastal city I had practically lived on fish, but
nothing on the Vorsalosian docks compared to this.


  “Shalassa’s sweet lips,” I stammered between
bites. “Did you eat like this every day as a kid?”


  “Not quite this lavishly,” Kaseya replied
with a grin. “But more or less, yes.”


  I shook my head in disbelief as another bite
of spiced halibut dissolved on my tongue. With food like this
delicious and this bountiful, I didn’t understand how everyone here
stayed so bloody trim. I would probably gain fifty pounds in the
first year.


  “Your friend does not seem to agree,” Hestiah
said, gesturing towards Valuri with her glass.


  “It’s not the food,” the Huntress replied,
clenching her jaw. “It’s just…”


  I placed my hand on her arm. “We might as
well get this over with,” I soothed. “You’re not going to be able
to hold out forever.”


  “Fuck,” she hissed, squeezing my hand. A
moment later the tattoos below her neck flared to life. There was
an audible gasp at the table, punctuated by stifled shrieks when
her green irises began blazing like tiny demonic gemstones.


  “The Senosi feed on magic,” I explained,
keeping my voice as calm as possible. “This island is teeming with
latent power. There’s nothing she can do.”


  “Zor kalah,” Hestiah breathed.


  “She won’t harm anything,” Kaseya soothed.
“I’m sure you told the others what we witnessed in Vorsalos.”


  “Yes,” Hestiah whispered. “To think that your
sister would willingly desecrate her body in such a way…”


  “The Senosi will have great power if they
manage to reach the shore,” I said. “They’ll be stronger and faster
than any human.”


  I stroked my hand through Val’s hair. She
looked about as delirious as if I had just spilled all over her
face and tits. Hopefully she would be able to stop after she had
her fill.


  Jarec leaned over to Hestiah and said
something I couldn’t translate. He did not look amused.


  “Valuri is our ally and friend,” Kaseya said
firmly. “I consider her my sister-in-arms.”


  Hestiah nodded slowly and raised a hand at
her Maskari. “Then that is all I need to hear.”


  Jarec looked horrified, but he remained
silent. Everyone else at the table watched intently as Val
eventually blinked and slumped forward.


  “Sorry,” she said, panting. “If anything, you
should take it as a compliment. This place is…magical.”


  I grunted and patted her on the back. “This
is one of the reasons we’re so concerned,” I said. “Your
moshalim will not be able to stop the other Huntresses, and
with this kind of power they’ll make short work of your warriors,
too.”


  “The gods will protect us, just as they
always have,” Jarec insisted. “You should not speak of that which
you clearly do not understand.”


  I hesitated, unsure of how to respond. Aside
from his strange hostility, he was also more difficult to
understand than the others. Since the moshalim almost never
left the island, I could only assume they had little need to learn
mainlander languages.


  “You will treat my Maskari with the
respect he deserves,” Kaseya insisted. “He is moshalim.”


  “He is a mainlander,” Jarec said, shifting
his annoyed glare at Valuri. “And he is tainted by the
Fas’Tarah!”


  “Why do I get the feeling that’s not a term
of endearment?” the Huntress muttered.


  “It means ‘eater of magic,’” Hestiah said.
“And it is inappropriate. The Daughter of Destiny says that this
woman is a friend, and she has chosen this man as her
Maskari. That is more than enough to earn both of them our
respect.”


  Jarec seethed quietly in place. This was
closer to the reception I had actually expected, and I had a
feeling we would be in for more of the same when the Matriarch and
the Mosh’Dalar arrived tomorrow. Hopefully I was mistaken.


  I continued nibbling at my meal, unwilling to
allow the awkward silence to ruin my appetite. This fish was far
too good to waste. The drinks were amazing, too—who knew that fruit
could make alcohol taste even better?—and after we finished the
final course Hestiah invited us to peer down upon the city from the
elevated balcony on the southern side of the palace. Her
Maskari did not join us.


  “You can see that we are not as defenseless
as we may appear,” Hestiah said, gesturing with her drink. “These
Senosi will find it difficult to breach our fortifications.”


  I nodded idly as my eyes swept back across
the wall surrounding the city. I wasn’t sure I had ever seen so
many siege weapons in my life. Ballista, catapults, trebuchets…they
were all clearly designed to fire upon encroaching ships if
necessary. There was enough room on the battlements for thousands
of archers as well, though at the moment I didn’t see more than a
hundred or so.


  “Impressive,” I said, and meant it. “But what
about the rest of the island? The middle part there doesn’t look
nearly as well protected.”


  Hestiah’s face twitched, and I feared I had
accidentally stumbled over a trap. “That is Nol Pratos. The
Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar are organizing their defenses
as we speak.”


  I frowned. Nol Krovos was essentially shaped
up like an upside down “U” with a smaller, circular island tucked
in between its long “arms.” From this height, we could actually see
far enough to make out some of the buildings…and they did not
appear nearly as immaculate as this festival hall.


  “They don’t seem to have a wall,” Valuri
commented, “or much in the way of towers, for that matter.”


  “They do not require fortifications,” Hestiah
said. “We shall protect the Fas’Gor, as always.”


  I frowned and leaned against the balcony.
“Let me guess, that stands for magic…something?”


  “Those without magic…the Unblooded,” Kaseya
said, her voice strained. “The males are born without sorcery, and
the females are unable or unwilling to join the Red
Sisterhood.”


  “I see,” I murmured. In other words, it was
the home of men and women who couldn’t channel the
Aether—assuming our theory about the amazons all being sorcerers
was true.


  “So paradise has a slum after all,” Valuri
said. “You just gave it a fancy name instead.”


  I winced. Of all the times for her to
abandon tact…


  “Nol Pratos is not a ‘slum,’” Hestiah
insisted. “I have been to your city. I have seen your people living
in filth and squalor.”


  Valuri shrugged. “I’m just saying, even from
here it’s obvious that place isn’t nearly as shiny. There’s
probably a reason for that.”


  “The Unblooded possess everything they
require,” Hestiah said. “They have food, they have shelter, and if
they are fortunate enough, the gods will bless their children with
the power to join us here on Nol Krovos.”


  There were about a hundred things I wanted to
say, but somehow I managed to keep my mouth shut. Hestiah probably
wouldn’t know the answer to the truly important questions anyway.
Did anyone here realize the Fount was responsible for their
sorcery? Did anyone know that the females possessed the gift as
well as the males?


  “Well, in any event they’re probably the
lucky ones,” Valuri said. “Ayrael will be focusing all of her
attention here on Nol Krovos.”


  “Perhaps,” Hestiah murmured.


  Kaseya eyed her friend curiously for a long
moment. “Something is wrong,” she whispered. “Something you are not
telling us.”


  “There’s no point in lying,” Valuri said. “If
Red here has taught me anything, it’s that your people aren’t very
good at it.”


  Hestiah glared at the Senosi for a moment,
then shooed several nearby onlookers away so we had some privacy on
the balcony. “A moshalim and his amazon were killed on Nol
Pratos this week,” she said gravely. “They were not the first.”


  “That’s…not good,” I managed, a sudden
tightness clutching at my throat. “I get the feeling that murders
aren’t very common around here.”


  “They were not murdered,” Hestiah said. “They
were assassinated.”


  I blinked in surprise. “Assassinated? By
whom?”


  “Senosi,” Valuri reasoned, her eyes narrowing
at the distant island. “They were killed by Senosi, weren’t
they?”


  “We cannot be certain,” Hestiah said, “but
they were killed by the small arrows fired by your weapons.”


  “Well, considering I haven’t seen a single
other crossbow since we landed, I’d say that’s a pretty good
lead.”


  “How is this possible?” Kaseya breathed. “How
could the Senosi have reached Nol Pratos without the
moshalim’s knowledge?”


  “Is it really that surprising?” I asked.
“Their sorcery can’t track Huntresses, and we watched the
Inquisitrix employ exactly the same strategy in Highwind. She sends
her operatives ahead so they can destabilize the local
government.”


  Kaseya turned back to Hestiah. “I thought it
was strange that the Matriarch and Mosh’Dalar weren’t here to greet
us if they knew we were coming. They aren’t in Nol Pratos to
organize the defenses—they’re attempting to reestablish order.
That’s why the walls are almost empty.”


  Hestiah sighed and nodded slowly. “Yes. The
Unblooded have been discontented for some time, but the Matriarch
was not worried until they became violent. Now…now they appear
willing to fight.”


  “But they do not possess any weapons.”


  “They did not,” Hestiah said. “They do
now.”


  I hissed softly between my teeth. “So the
Senosi didn’t just send a few Huntresses. They brought weapons as
well.”


  “How is this possible?” Kaseya asked. “How
could they have docked a ship upon the island?”


  “I do not know, but the rebellion will not
last,” Hestiah said. “Even with spears and crossbows, the Unblooded
are no match for the Kari Vataya.”


  “They don’t have to be,” I pointed out. “They
just need to pull enough resources away that Ayrael’s fleet can
land unopposed.”


  “That will not happen. The Mosh’Dalar’s
vision was quite clear: the Daughter of Destiny will return and
save Nol Krovos from the lies of the Betrayer.”


  “Prophecy is a tricky thing,” I murmured. “It
doesn’t always turn out the way you think.”


  Hestiah swallowed heavily as her eyes
returned to the distant island. “I have already told you too much.
It is not my place to share the secrets of Nol Krovos. The
Matriarch will soothe your worries tomorrow.”


  Valuri folded her arms across her chest.
“Yeah, I’ll bet she will.”


  “Come, we have prepared entertainment,”
Hestiah said, gesturing back into the dining hall. “You have only
seen a fraction of the beauty Nol Krovos has to offer.”
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  By the time night finally descended upon the
island, I was so full of fish and wine that I could have easily
passed out in the middle of the street. But my mind refused to
settle, and I spent the entire walk to our guest chambers
concocting nightmare scenarios about Ayrael’s forthcoming invasion.
We had no way of knowing exactly when the Vorsalosian armada would
arrive, but it could have been as early as tomorrow.


  “We have made some changes since you left,
Mistress Kaseya,” our escort, a dainty blonde who couldn’t have
been older than seventeen or eighteen, said as we wound our way up
the spiraling staircase on the outside of the building. “Still, I
trust you will find everything in order.”


  Kaseya’s eyes brightened when we approached
the doorway. Behind the diaphanous curtains was a room so large and
spacious it put the suite back at the Knight’s Lantern to
shame. The bed was wide enough it could probably accommodate four
people, and the sheets looked so expensive I was suddenly
embarrassed by all the places I had forced Kaseya to sleep.


  “This was all yours, Red?” Valuri asked, her
mouth falling open.


  “She is the Vaer Tal’Shira,” our
escort replied matter-of-factly. “She deserves nothing less.”


  “It already feels like a lifetime ago,”
Kaseya whispered.


  “In a way, it was. You are reborn with your
Maskari.”


  Valuri rolled her eyes but turned away before
anyone else saw the sour look on her face. I grinned despite
myself.


  “If you need anything else, please do not
hesitate to ask,” our escort said. “Lady Hestiah was adamant that
you receive anything you might require.”


  “Thank you,” Kaseya said, taking the girl’s
hand and planting a warm kiss on her cheek. She said something I
didn’t understand, and the servant left with a wide smile.


  “You could have asked her to stay,” Valuri
muttered, biting her lip and leering down the stairs.


  I slumped against the wall and let out a
breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “We have other problems
to deal with,” I reminded her. “That didn’t go as badly as I
feared, but it didn’t go as well as I’d hoped, either.”


  “It went badly enough,” Valuri grumbled. “If
paradise is in open rebellion, the Senosi have been here longer a
few weeks. They’ve probably been sowing dissent for months.”


  “To be honest, I doubt it took that much
effort,” Kaseya said. “Even before I left, there were rumors about
Nol Pratos. The Fas’Gor—the Unblooded—have not been
treated well for some time. Ayrael knew that as well as anyone, and
now she is exploiting it.”


  “The armada could be hours away—your people
can’t afford to be fighting a war on two fronts,” I said.


  “No, but at this point I doubt there’s much
we can do about it,” Valuri said. “We’ll just have to focus on the
main battle like we planned all along…assuming the Matriarch and
her boy are willing to accept our help. No one down there seemed
overly thrilled about working with a Senosi or about you bonding
with a mainlander.”


  “They will learn to live with their
prejudice,” Kaseya said. “I am far more concerned about our other
revelations. They still do not know the truth about Zalheer or my
sorcery.”


  “And I still think we need to keep it that
way as long as possible,” I told her. “Like Val said, we’re already
talking about fighting a war on two fronts. We can worry about
overthrowing your whole culture after we’ve held the
beach.”


  “I do not wish to deceive my sisters-in-arms,
Jorem.”


  “You’ll get used to it,” Valuri muttered.


  “No, I will not,” Kaseya said pointedly. She
paced across the room and ran her fingertips along the edge of one
of the large paintings hanging from the wall. It depicted a
sprawling battlefield of fire and blood where a handful of amazon
warriors were standing firm against a faceless enemy.


  “If we are right about the power of the
Fount, then every Red Sister on Nol Krovos wields the gift, and
every woman on Nol Pratos does not,” Kaseya went on. “This
segregation cannot be an accident. Someone must know the
truth.”


  “We don’t disagree,” I said, choosing my
words carefully. “We’re just worried about the here and now. I
don’t want Nol Krovos to burn any more than you do, but if Ayrael
reaches the Fount and collapses the Three Corridors…” I shook my
head. “She’ll be damning people all across the world.”


  Kaseya sighed. “On my honor, I will not allow
that to happen.”


  “The truth will come out,” I said. “We just
need to be patient. I can’t imagine that more than a handful of
people are involved.”


  “I’ll bet both my crossbows that this
Mosh’Dalar fellow knows, and probably the Matriarch too,” Valuri
said. “There must be evidence somewhere if Ayrael learned
the truth about Zalheer and Marcella.”


  “This doesn’t seem like the kind of secret
you write down in a journal for any idiot to read,” I said. “Though
it really does beg the question of how your sister learned the
truth in the first place.”


  “I will ask her myself,” Kaseya said. “Right
before I drive my sword through her heart.”


  I shared a long, sideways glance with Valuri.
We might not have been connected with a magical bond, but we could
communicate more in a single look than most people could in a whole
conversation.


  “Well, as much as I would love to prowl
around the city and see if I can find anything interesting, I have
a feeling that our hosts will be watching us like hawks,” Valuri
said. “That said, I’m still going to sneak out for a bit and run my
own little test on the locals.”


  “Just don’t get caught skulking around the
rooftops,” I warned.


  “Who said anything about skulking? Did you
see all those pretty little unbound amazons wandering around the
commons?” She glanced down over the balcony, her green eyes
glinting hungrily. “So young, so taut, so teeming with magical
energy…”


  I grunted. “Can’t you sate yourself from the
air in this place?”


  “You can sate yourself with gruel, but you
eat spiced halibut instead,” she countered.


  “You realize that feeding off the locals
won’t make you any more popular with the moshalim,
right?”


  “How else are we going to test our theory
about the amazons being sorcerers?” Val grinned and made a licking
motion with her tongue. “Besides, almost everyone loves my tats the
first time they see them.”


  “Tattoos are rare on Nol Krovos,” Kaseya
pointed out.


  “So I’ll be even more exotic, then,” Valuri
said with a wink. “You kids have fun. I’ll be back later.
Probably.”


  I grunted softly as she dashed off down the
staircase. “Well, at least one of us will have fun tonight.”


  “Hestiah and I used to spend hours upon hours
up here when we were younger,” Kaseya said, a faint smile touching
her lips at the memory.


  “The view is breathtaking,” I murmured.
“There’s nothing like it in Vorsalos. When I stared out at the sea,
all I’d see—and smell—were impoverished fishmongers gutting the
day’s catch.”


  “We would discuss everything we had learned
that day during our training regimen,” she went on. Her eyes were
so glazed over I wasn’t even sure she’d heard me. “Afterwards we
would try and guess which moshalim apprentice we would be
bonded to.”


  I grinned. The thought of her gossiping about
marriage prospects like a normal teenage girl was amusing for some
reason.


  “Did you have a favorite?”


  “Yes. Though at the time, we were honestly
more enamored with one another.” Kaseya traced her finger along the
edge of the balcony. “I still remember all the times I lifted her
up onto the wood and reached beneath her skirt.”


  I shuffled awkwardly in place as my cock
twinged at the mental image. “Right here in the open?”


  “Of course. My people do not have the same
taboos against nudity and sex that you do.”


  “Evidently not,” I murmured, peering over the
balcony. Down to our left, two young amazon warriors were kissing
deeply while their hands eagerly removed one another’s armor. Down
to our right, an amazon was on her knees with her Maskari’s
cock pumping in and out of her mouth. I saw similar scenes
unfolding no matter where I looked. Apparently once the sun set,
this island turned into one giant orgy.


  Not that I was complaining.


  “Now that Hestiah is bound, I fear I may
never taste her again,” Kaseya said, her eyes distant. “Especially
once we finally tell her the truth about Zalheer.”


  “She’s been your friend for a long time,” I
said. “I find it hard to believe that she would abandon you just
because you told her something she doesn’t want to hear.”


  “You do not understand our ways. And you
cannot understand our code of honor.”


  “Maybe not, but I have faith in your ability
to set things right.” I smiled and squeezed her arm. “If you’ve
been anywhere near as loyal to your friends here as you have to us,
then I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”


  Kaseya smiled. Her blue eyes twinkled in the
starlight, and she gently wrapped her arms around my neck. “Do your
instincts that always tell you the right thing to say, or have you
simply found a new way to exploit our bond?”


  “The first one sounds more impressive, so
let’s go with that.”


  She leaned in and kissed me. Her lips were so
soft and warm they nearly melted me right then and there. “I am
going to drain you tonight,” she whispered, pulling back just
enough to speak.


  “I had hoped you might.”


  “Tomorrow will be busy, and you’ll need to be
focused. Three times should do the trick.”


  I grunted and smiled. “Three times?”


  “I will take you with my mouth first,” she
said, nibbling at my lip again. “I want to make certain I taste as
much of you as possible.”


  My cock stirred in my trousers. “And the
second?”


  “My cunt, of course. I want you to spill as
deep inside me as possible.”


  “I should have enough strength left for
that,” I said, running my hand through her hair. “But what if I’m
still not finished?”


  Kaseya pulled me close enough that she could
nibble in my ear. “Then you will fuck me in the ass,” she cooed.
“Right here on the balcony so everyone in the city will be able to
watch me submit to the might of my Maskari.”


  “You know…I think I like this plan.”


  “I knew you would.”


  She kissed me again. Her tongue enveloped
mine, and she pushed me back against the balcony railing, her leg
frantically grinding against my stiffening member. I was just about
ready to tap her shoulders and guide her down to her knees when I
heard the sound of footsteps from the stairs. Another amazon
warrior walked by, an amused, knowing smirk on her lips. I
belatedly remembered just how public this balcony really was, and I
realized how important that was to Kaseya. The fire in her quim was
growing hotter by the second. Apparently her exhibitionist streak
wasn’t limited to screaming in the bowels of a ship; she
desperately wanted me to fuck her out here in front of as many
people as possible.


  I could see the truth in her mind: she wanted
everyone here to know that she was mine, unequivocally and
unconditionally. She wanted me to parade her around like a trophy.
Given the chance, she would have gladly strut around the whole
promenade with my seed spackled across her lips and dripping down
her thighs.


  Who was I to deny her?


  After another solid minute of grinding,
Kaseya finally pulled away and sank down in front of me. Her blue
eyes stayed locked on mine as she unbuttoned my trousers, and I
could already imagine how amazing it was going to feel when my cock
plunged down her hot, velvety throat…


  “I’m glad to see you’re settling in.”


  I glanced up to see Hestiah appear at the top
of the staircase behind us. She had a half-empty glass of wine in
her hand and a wry, playful smile on her lips. She had also
exchanged her armor for a flowing cropped halter dress that seemed
ready to fly off her athletic body at the slightest gust of
wind.


  “I had a feeling you’d wish to show your
Maskari our spot,” she said while sauntering forward. “What
do you think of the view?”


  “It’s good,” I squeaked, keenly aware that my
swollen cock was now exposed for all to see.


  Hestiah glanced down and grinned.
“Impressive. I guess not all the rumors about mainlanders
could be true.”


  Kaseya hopped back to her feet and grabbed
her friend’s hand. “I’m glad you’re here. With all that’s going on
I thought—”


  “The burdens of the present have already cost
us an afternoon,” Hestiah said. “They should not cost us an evening
as well.”


  “You’re right,” Kaseya said, squeezing her
friend’s hands and leaning in for a kiss. What started as a soft
peck on the lips quickly became something more; within seconds they
were pawing desperately at one another.


  And then there was me, leaning against the
railing with my trousers on the floor and my cock flapping in the
breeze.


  Rather than interrupt them like a selfish
jackass, I did the next best thing: I concentrated upon the bond
ring and enjoyed Kaseya’s sensations as if they were my own.
Hestiah was a passionate kisser, and it wasn’t hard to figure out
where Kaseya had learned many of her techniques. But beyond the
lust, I also felt the unmistakable love of two people who had spent
their entire lives together.


  When their lips finally parted, they
whispered words in one another’s ears—words I couldn’t translate.
But when they both turned and looked at me like I was a piece of a
meat, it wasn’t difficult to discern the context.


  “Hestiah’s Maskari has granted her
lospalor while we are here,” Kaseya said.


  “Uh…what?” I muttered.


  “Freedom to associate with other
males,” Hestiah said, touching my cheek and then slowly tracing her
hand down the length of my tunic.


  I struggled desperately to keep my cock from
twitching in anticipation. I failed miserably.


  “That’s a thing he can do?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Hestiah said as if it were obvious.
She eyed me as intently as she had on the beach. “Only from the
waist up, though, of course.”


  “Of course,” I rasped.


  Kaseya grinned and turned to her friend. “I
have learned more than I ever thought possible these past few
months. There are so many things I wish to show you.”


  Hestiah smiled back. “Then we should get
started as soon as possible.”


  I swallowed reflexively when the two of them
stepped forward and sank down to their knees in unison. My cock was
harder than ever, and I had to squeeze the railing behind me to
keep from exploding the moment Kaseya kissed the tip. I nearly lost
control anyway when Hestiah leaned in and ran her smooth tongue
across the shaft.


  “Escar’s mercy…” I breathed.


  Kaseya and Valuri had repeatedly teamed up on
me over the past few months, and they had driven me crazy each and
every time. But there was always something special about the
unfamiliar, and watching a beautiful woman I barely knew bathe my
cock with her tongue was always a genuine treat. Hestiah’s beauty
didn’t hurt—her brown eyes and flawless olive skin were a perfect
combination. The fact that she was “protected” made her all the
more desirable. When my cock finally disappeared between her puffy
lips, all I could think about was how badly I wanted to spill all
over her…


  Hestiah swallowed about half my length while
she gently fondled my testicles. I resisted the urge to grab the
back of her skull and force myself in deep—that would have to wait
for at least a few minutes. I didn’t know her limits yet, and I
didn’t want to spoil the mood by being overly aggressive. Besides,
Kaseya could sense exactly what I wanted. One way or another, I had
doubt that my cock would be buried deep inside an amazon’s throat
before this was over.


  “It’s like we used to practice,” Hestiah said
when she finally pulled away and licked at her lips. “Just a lot
bigger.”


  “That only makes it better,” Kaseya said.
“Amazon warriors live to overcome challenges.”


  “Yes, we do.”


  The two women kissed again, but this time
Kaseya began slowly stroking my shaft to hold my interest. Not that
it was necessary—the sight of their tongues swirling together an
inch in front of my cock was more than enough to keep it hard as a
rock.


  “We used to imagine a game,” Kaseya said,
smiling up at me with an impish twinkle in her eye. “After we were
bonded, we would both bring our Maskari to this spot in
broad daylight. Then we would announce our contest to everyone in
the market below: whichever one of us could make our
moshalim spill first would win. The loser would be mocked by
the entire community.”


  “Then we would kneel before them and begin,”
Hestiah said. “Men from all over the city would come to watch. They
might even place bets!”


  “I’m sure they would,” I said through
clenched teeth. They had barely touched me, but I was already
having trouble maintaining control. Imagining this little contest
of theirs was going to push me over the edge. The sun glinting off
their pretty faces, the people below cheering on their efforts,
their tongues and lips covered with the fruit of their labor…


  “We also promised that we would share
everything,” Kaseya said. “This is the next best thing.”


  Hestiah slipped the swollen head between her
lips again, then locked her brown eyes onto mine as her tongue
flicked across the tip. She began bobbing her head up and down,
taking me deeper and deeper every second until Kaseya finally
grabbed the back of her head and forced the issue. I couldn’t
believe how hard she pushed, her face lit up in glee at the same
time Hestiah’s eyes widened in surprise. A few strokes later I
buried all the way in, and I let out a primal grunt as I felt an
imminent climax approaching.


  “Give it to her, Jorem,” Kaseya egged me on.
“Give her everything you have!”


  All it took was one final glance down at
Hestiah’s pretty face, heaving tits, and sparkling eyes before I
exploded. I assumed I wouldn’t have much left to spill after
filling both girls on the boat yesterday, but as usual I
underestimated myself. I pumped five distinct volleys down her
throat, and she took them all with remarkable poise and grace.
Kaseya climaxed next to her as my pleasure shuddered through her
collar.


  Hestiah kept me in her mouth for several
seconds after I had spilled, and when she finally leaned back she
left her lips open to show me the full extent of my copious
offering. Rather than swallow, she turned to Kaseya and gave her
friend a long, passionate kiss. They seemed utterly unconcerned
about the tiny white trickles escaping their lips.


  “Shit,” I rasped, bracing myself against the
balcony again. We had already gathered an audience—about a dozen
young amazons and a few unbound moshalim were watching from
below. Some of them decided to join the fun; the girls pushed the
sorcerers back against the closest wall or door and gorged
themselves on cock, often in teams.


  This really was paradise.


  “Who would have thought that mainlanders were
so virile?” Hestiah said when she finally broke their kiss.


  Kaseya grinned. “They are full of
surprises.”


  Hestiah glanced back at my wilted cock. “What
about his stamina?”


  “It’s just as impressive.”


  “Good,” she said, her brown eyes twinkling.
“I want to help him fuck you.”


  They started kissing again, but this time I
knew it was at least partially for show. Kaseya slowly and
sensuously slipped Hestiah out of her dress, and Hestiah promptly
returned the favor. The sight of their athletic bodies intertwined
was more than enough to stir my manhood back to life, especially
when they began suckling on one another’s nipples. Though when
Kaseya began slipping her fingers into Hestiah’s quim, I started to
wonder if they had forgotten about me altogether…


  “Take her from behind,” Hestiah said between
breathless pants. “Take her hard and fast.”


  I didn’t need to be told twice. I leaned down
and grabbed Kaseya by the arm, roughly hoisting her back to her
feet and then pushing her hard against the balcony railing. She
yelped in delight, then quickly spread her legs and presented
herself for me. Our audience down below had grown even larger now,
and they had a fantastic view of the Daughter of Destiny’s head and
tits hanging over the edge.


  My cock slipped into her smoldering quim with
ease, I didn’t hold back—I grabbed her ponytail, smacked her ass,
and slammed into her with the fury of a barbarian warlord claiming
his plunder. Hestiah slid in behind me, her hands wrapped around my
waist and clawing at my chest as she nibbled my ear


  “Fuck her harder, mainlander,” she cooed.
“Show us all that she’s yours!”


  The feeling of her plump breasts and smooth
stomach on my back almost pushed me over the edge right there. I
knew I wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer despite the fact I
had already spilled, and every time Hestiah’s fingernails dug into
my chest I drew closer. I would have given just about anything in
that moment to fuck her too, but apparently even paradise had its
limits.


  Barely.


  “Fuck!” I yelled, slapping Kaseya’s ass again
as I buried myself balls deep.


  “Maskari!”


  The word echoed up and down the marketplace,
followed swiftly by my cries of pleasure as I erupted for the
second time. I pumped her molten cunt full everything I had left,
and I even felt Hestiah shudder in climax behind me when she
plunged a finger into herself. This time, the wave of weakness that
crashed over me was so intense I probably would have fallen over if
Hestiah didn’t hold me up.


  “Rest now,” she breathed into my ear as she
helped prop me up against the balcony again. “We aren’t finished
yet.”


  She kissed me on the cheek before she slipped
back over to Kaseya and knelt behind her. As my seed hemorrhaged
from my bond-mate’s quim, Hestiah was there to lap up every drop.
It was so unbelievably hot it didn’t even feel real.


  “Where’s that servant girl when you need
her?” I whispered. “I could really use a drink.”
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  One of these days, I assumed I would grow
tired of waking up with my cock in a woman’s mouth. Today was not
that day.


  “Ohhh,” I moaned as my eyes fluttered open
and my fingers reflexively combed through the hair of the head
bouncing up and down on my lap. I assumed it was Kaseya or perhaps
even Hestiah, but I realized my mistake before my vision cleared.
“I assumed you’d have fed enough for all the amazon girls last
night.”


  “I did,” Valuri said, dragging her tongue up
the length of my shaft before she abruptly pulled away and curled
up next to me on the bed. “I just wanted to wake you up so we could
talk about it.”


  I sighed and glanced down at my throbbing
stem. “You really are a bitch sometimes.”


  She shrugged. “I’m sure Red will be back to
finish you off soon enough. In the meantime, we have a lot to
discuss.”


  “Then I’ll leave your mouth free.”


  I rolled on top of her. She was naked,
thankfully, so I had no problem wedging myself between her slender
legs and pushing the head of my cock against her quim. I gently
slipped inside, and she eagerly locked her ankles behind my back
when I started fucking her in earnest.


  “You learned something interesting, I take
it?” I asked between breathless pants.


  “I just confirmed what we already assumed,”
she replied, closing her eyes and wrapping her arms around the back
of my neck to pull me closer. “There are a lot of sorcerers on this
island.”


  “Amazons, you mean?”


  “I licked three different girls, and I had no
trouble feeding off of each and every one of them.”


   


  I snorted softly. “You talked your way
beneath three skirts in one night?”


  “It wasn’t difficult. The black hair makes me
exotic here. They all wanted a taste.”


  “Uh huh,” I said, pumping harder.


  “I sampled a few young, dashing
moshalim, too. They were more than willing to help in my
experiment.”


  “You’re insatiable.”


  “Yeah. Jealous?”


  “A little.”


  “Good.” She smiled and kissed me as she
dragged her fingernails down my back. “Think of this way: I fucked
three women and a couple of men, but I’m still back in here in the
morning yearning for your cock. What does that tell you?”


  “That you’re an unrepentant slut?”


  “And you love it, don’t you?”


  I thrust into her hard enough that her eyes
rolled back in her head, and a few thrusts later I lost control. I
pulled out mid spurt, and despite last night’s festivities I still
had enough left to paint her stomach and tits with a fresh,
steaming batch of Senosi fuel before I slumped onto the bed and
strongly considered falling back asleep.


  “The Fount may give all these gorgeous men
their power, but they still can’t cook like you do,” Valuri said as
she shoveled a thick, vicious glob into her mouth. “I will never
stop resenting you for it.”


  I smiled and watched her feed for a minute
before I belatedly activated my bond-ring and searched for Kaseya.
Hopefully I hadn’t made her climax in the middle of an important
conversation…


  Jorem.


  Sorry, Val was hungry, I said through
our link. Is everything all right?


  I have not been able to locate my sister. The
fleet must still be too far away.


  “Apparently Kaseya still can’t sense Ayrael,”
I said. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”


  “The armada must be waiting for something
before they close in,” Valuri reasoned.


  I nodded gravely and glanced out the window.
Even mornings were amazing here. Fresh bread and slow-cooking meat
smelled a lot better without the distinct undercurrent of sewage,
as it turned out.


  You and Val should get cleaned up. The
Matriarch will be here soon.


  “Right,” I said aloud. “Why do I get the
feeling this is going to be a long day?”


  There were so many bathing pools here the
island that it put Solemi’s underground sauna to shame. And to top
it off, most of them were filled with unbelievably attractive
eighteen and nineteen year-old girls who had absolutely no shame
about showing off their sleek, tanned bodies. If I hadn’t just
spilled all over Val, my persistent erection would have been
completely out of control.


  Unsurprisingly, though, they seemed every bit
as interested in my Senosi counterpart. Without me as a chaperone,
Val probably would have spent the whole afternoon “testing” even
more girls. Dragging her back to Kaseya and the others was like
trying to get a starving hound to ignore a fresh slab of meat.


  We eventually ended up back in the dining
hall for breakfast before Hestiah informed us that the Matriarch
and the Mosh’Dalar had returned to the city. My stomach immediately
clenched into a knot, and through our bond I could sense that
Kaseya felt just as anxious but for entirely different reasons. I
was worried that the truth would get us beheaded; she was worried
that a lie of omission would violate her code of honor.


  Suffice to say, we had slightly different
priorities.


  Hestiah and several other amazon warriors
escorted us across the market plaza and the artisan’s square to the
enormous silver-gold spire at the heart of the city. The local
translation was the “Throne of the Gods.” I assumed it couldn’t
possibly live up to its name, and I was right. But it came really,
really close.


  The entire building could have been poured
rather than forged. The walls, the ceiling, even the twin thrones
atop the elevated platform—they all looked like liquid gold or
silver solidified with Aetheric power. And they might have been
exactly that, for all I knew. The latent energy of the Fount was so
overwhelming I was having trouble distinguishing one aura from
another.


  The sheer number of golden-armored,
spear-wielding amazons in the throne room was as intimidating as it
was impressive. They were all just as tall, sleek, and
deadly-looking as Kaseya, and I risked a quick glance over at
Valuri to make sure she wasn’t drooling. Thankfully, she seemed
more or less in control of her hunger, at least for the moment.


  I half expected a herald to introduce us, but
mercifully the amazons’ taste for pomp and circumstance was limited
to the visual rather than the verbal. Two of the guards crossed
their spears in front of the twin thrones at the heart of the
chamber, signaling for us to stop. Matriarch Lysara sat on the
right, her legs casually crossed despite the elaborate armored
boots sheathing her calves and thighs. She looked at least ten
years younger than Zalheer even though they were ostensibly the
same age; living on Nol Krovos was obviously less taxing than
wandering the world as an outcast. Her blonde hair had turned
silver, but the lines on her face were hard to see until she
smiled.


  The man on the left, the Mosh’Dalar, had aged
almost as gracefully. He wore a similar open robe as the rest of
the moshalim, and his tanned, perfectly sculpted chest made
me want to wretch out of envy. Nearly every one of his fingers was
adorned with an elaborate ring, though most appeared purely
ornamental. The power of his tan’hema was obvious even from
here, however; I could sense the Aetheric energy flowing between it
and the Matriarch’s golden choker.


  “At last, the Vaer Tal’Shira returns
to her rightful place at my side,” Matriarch Lysara said. Her voice
was smooth and husky, and her accent was barely noticeable at all.
“Welcome home, my child.”


  “Thank you, Your Eminence,” Kaseya replied.
“But I lament that I have returned empty-handed. You charged me
with capturing the Betrayer, and I have failed. I have dishonored
you and all of Nol Krovos.”


  “Yes, you have,” the Mosh’Dalar said in a
deep, raspy tone. “You must now redeem yourself by defeating her
and the mainlander filth who follow her to our shores.”


  His tone was so sharp I couldn’t help but be
taken aback. Judging from the Matriarch’s stern glare, she hadn’t
expected his vitriol, either.


  “The Aether has brought her back to us for a
reason, as you well know,” Lysara said. “The Betrayer’s defeat is
finally at hand, and at long last our chosen daughter will fulfill
her destiny.”


  The Mosh’Dalar remained silent. His dark eyes
burned into Kaseya as if he were peering into her soul, and when he
finally turned them upon me I honestly wondered if I might
spontaneously combust.


  “But enough of that,” Lysara said, forcing a
smile. “We dishonor ourselves by ignoring our guests. I am Lysara,
Matriarch of the Red Sisterhood. This is my Maskari and the
leader of the moshalim, Tanathel.”


  “We’re honored to meet both of you,” I saw,
offering them a half bow. I could already feel the blood rushing
into my face; I had always hated dealing with authority figures. I
never knew how to stand, what to say, or where to put my bloody
hands.


  “And we are honored to finally meet Kaseya’s
Maskari. Hestiah told us all about you, Jorem Farr.”


  “Not too much, I hope,” I replied with a dry
smirk. When no one smiled back, I raised my hands defensively. “Uh,
sorry. Bad joke.”


  If the window had been closer, I would have
seriously considered diving through the glass and plummeting to my
death just to escape the awkward silence. Instead I just tried not
to wilt.


  “It is rare for a Red Sister to bond herself
to a mainlander,” Lysara said. “I hope you will respect our
traditions.”


  “I’ll do the best I can,” I said, offering
her a bow. “Allow me to introduce—”


  “The Fas’Tarah,” Tanathel interrupted.
“The eater of magic.”


  “I normally go by ‘Valuri,’ but I’ve been
called worse names,” Val snarked. She wasn’t trembling at all; her
arms were folded casually across her chest, and she looked as calm
and vaguely disinterested as ever. I would have given just about
anything for a fraction of her poise right about now.


  “You are brave to approach our shores given
the many crimes of your mistress,” Tanathel said, his dark eyes
narrowing dangerously.


  “She is the friend and companion of the
Vaer Tal’Shira,” Hestiah said from behind us. “Surely that
is enough to—”


  “You speak out of turn,” Tanathel growled.
“We are discussing the Aether, not the art war. The opinions of a
female are neither requested nor required.”


  Hestiah lowered her head, chastened, as her
own Maskari stepped up behind her and placed his hand upon
her collar as if to remind her who was in charge. I could feel
Kaseya’s annoyance, and I feared how she would respond. It was
already taking all of her willpower to keep from bringing up
Zalheer and the Fount…


  “Sorry to burst your bubble, chief, but this
female magic-eater has a lot of important information about the
people who want to burn down your island,” Valuri said. “You are a
warrior culture, right? Don’t you want to know more about your
enemies?”


  The Mosh’Dalar turned and glared at her, and
he actually started to stand before Lysara placed a soothing hand
on his arm. “There is no need for hostility,” she said. “Hestiah is
right—any friend of Kaseya’s is a friend to Nol Krovos.”


  Tanathel swiveled his glare to her, clearly
annoyed, but apparently he wasn’t willing to challenge the
Matriarch directly. I suddenly wished I knew more about the subtle
power dynamics at play here. Their relationship must have been
different than the average amazon and moshalim.


  “It is a dark time for Nol Krovos, and recent
tensions have made patience a rare virtue,” Lysara said. “But we
welcome all allies, both old and new, in our fight against the
Betrayer and her minions.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Valuri said, “because
you’re not ready to deal with the Senosi, not in the numbers Ayrael
will be leading.”


  “The Matriarch offers you a hand of
friendship, and you repay her generosity with insults?” Tanathel
asked.


  “I’m not trying to insult you—I’m trying to
help you,” Valuri insisted. “I doubt you can even comprehend
the kind of power you’re dealing with. Red here is a great
warrior—her training was even better than mine. But the Senosi
aren’t going to fight fair. They feed on Aetheric energy, as I’m
sure you know, but they won’t even need to drain your
moshalim. This entire island is teeming with magic. They can
feed from the bloody air.”


  She closed her eyes for a moment, and when
they reopened a second later they were blazing like two tiny
pinpricks of emerald flame. Every guard in the room clutched her
spear more tightly, and I was worried Val’s demonstration would be
even more poorly received than during last night’s feast…


  “With this much energy, I could slaughter
half your guards before they even knew what was happening,” Valuri
said. “Raw skill might win in a fair fight, but not when the odds
are this stacked against you.”


  “She speaks the truth,” Kaseya interjected
before the Mosh’Dalar could reply. “The Senosi are more dangerous
than an enemy we have ever faced, and my sister has learned their
techniques. That is why I could not stop her.”


  “An amazon warrior does not make excuses,”
Tanathel said.


  “It’s not an excuse—it’s a fact,” Valuri
countered. “Nol Krovos is not prepared for this storm.”


  They continued glaring at each other for
several seconds, and I tried to read Lysara’s face and guess how
she might react. We hadn’t even said anything truly controversial
yet. I couldn’t imagine how her hot-headed Maskari would
react if we brought up Zalheer and the Fount…


  “No enemy has set foot upon Nol Krovos for
hundreds of years,” Lysara said after a moment. “The Betrayer and
her minions will not be the first. We shall sink their ships and
slay their beasts, and then you will defeat your sister and finally
bring her to justice. The Mosh’Dalar’s visions are clear.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Valuri said. “But I do
wonder: if your sorcerers can see the future so clearly, why are
your own people rebelling against you?”


  Another awkward silence settled over the
room, and this time Tanathel actually leaned forward in his chair.
“Yet again Lady Hestiah has spoken out of turn. You told the
mainlanders about Nol Pratos?”


  Hestiah nervously wet her lips. “My lord,
we—”


  “You would have preferred she lie to us?”
Kaseya asked sharply. “Deception is not our way.”


  The Matriarch raised her hand before her
bond-mate could speak. “You have a right to know the truth, of
course,” she said. “The Fas’Gor have become
unsettled, yes. But to call their protest a rebellion is a
gross exaggeration.”


  “That’s not what your acolytes told me last
night,” Valuri said.


  The Matriarch’s eye twitched
ever-so-slightly. “What?”


  “I had several…encounters…with your
sorcerers-in-training last night,” the Huntress went on. “They said
that the situation in Nol Pratos is far worse than most of the
people here have been led to believe. They said the reason we
haven’t seen more soldiers here is because half of your army is out
trying to pacify the rebels.”


  Tanathel’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “No
moshalim would ever speak to a mainlander, let alone a
Fas’Tarah!”


  “You’d be surprised how persuasive I can be,”
Valuri replied mildly. “They’re smart kids, but since you haven’t
bound them to an amazon yet…well, let’s just say they’re very
interested in female attention, and they’ll gladly spill their guts
to get it.”


  For an instant, I actually wondered if the
Mosh’Dalar might leap out of his seat and attack her. But instead
he quietly simmered in place and turned to the Matriarch. Her
expression revealed more than words ever could.


  “So it is true, isn’t it?” I asked. “You’re
fighting a war on two fronts.”


  Lysara’s eyes locked onto mine. Whatever
goodwill I’d bought through my relationship with Kaseya was
evaporating at an alarming rate. “You may have bonded with one of
the Red Sisters, but that does not mean you are one of us yet,” she
replied coldly. “Do not presume to understand that which does not
concern you.”


  “It concerns me, which means that it
now concerns him,” Kaseya replied tartly. “We came here to help,
but we can’t do that until you accept that the situation is even
worse than you feared.”


  “It isn’t an accident that you’re having
problems with this little insurrection at the same time that
Ayrael’s fleet is preparing to attack,” Valuri said. “I would bet
anything that she’s had Senosi on Nol Pratos for months. We’re not
just assassins—we’re also agitators and saboteurs when the needed
arises. If your ‘Fas’Gor’ already had doubts, my fellow
Huntresses will have no problem exploiting them.”


  “That is not possible,” Tanathel insisted.
“We do not allow mainlanders on our shore.”


  “That is simply not true,” Kaseya said.
“Several merchants like Captain Ferroc deal with our traders
regularly.”


  “A few Senosi could have easily slipped
aboard and blended in with the populace,” I added. “This is exactly
what’s been happening in Highwind and plenty of other cities
throughout the Northern Reaches. Before she makes her move, the
Inquisitrix dispatches her Senosi to rile the populace and sow
chaos throughout the local government.”


  The Matriarch’s expression flickered yet
again. The longer this conversation went on, the easier I could
spot the chinks in her armor. She wasn’t nearly as certain about
any of this as she was letting on. Unfortunately, I still hadn’t
decided whether that was a good or bad thing just yet.


  “Surely the moshalim would have sensed
the presence of any Fas’Tarah among us before now,” she
said.


  I gestured towards Valuri. “One of them is
standing in front of you right now. Do you sense anything?”


  “I will hear no more of this,” Tanathel said,
standing. “I knew it was a mistake to allow mainlanders onto the
island. I do not care if this man is her Maskari or not. He
has clearly poisoned her judgement and—”


  “You did not answer the question,” Lysara
said. Her voice was cold and dark, like a bitter wind rolling
across the slopes of the Shattered Peaks. “Can you sense this
Senosi’s presence or not?”


  He shot her a withering glare, and I once
again wondered about the true power dynamics at play between them.
Lysara may have worn a collar, but she clearly wasn’t his
underling. Was that out of custom or law? Or was it just the simple
reality that she was the leader of their army?


  “You would side with this Fas’Tarah?”
Tanathel hissed.


  “I am not siding with anyone. I simply asked
you a question.”


  The sorcerer’s jaw clenched as he turned back
to Valuri. “I sense…nothing.”


  “Because there’s nothing to sense,” I said,
glancing back at the Matriarch. “Look, I understand that this is a
delicate topic, but we don’t have a lot of time to waste here. If
the Senosi have already turned your own people against you, then
the situation is even worse than we feared. You can’t afford to
have half your forces trying to hold back an angry mob when those
ships and wyverns arrive tomorrow.”


  “We could try and track down the agitators,”
Valuri said. “I might not be able to sense them, but I know how
they think.”


  I turned and flashed her a subtle grin.
Kaseya could sense the Senosi, but Val had cleverly avoided
mentioning that little tidbit. She really was too clever for her
own good sometimes…


  “It is too late for that,” Kaseya said. “The
damage is already done.”


  “True,” I said, “but without leadership they
might—”


  “I don’t mean the damage done by the Senosi,”
Kaseya corrected. “I mean the damage done by us. We have
ignored the people of Nol Pratos for generations. We have cast them
aside and placed them in a pen like animals, and we offer them
nothing in return.”


  I swore I could actually feel the temperature
in the room drop by a few degrees. The Mosh’Dalar looked like he
was about to burst; the Matriarch, for her part, looked like
someone had just punched her in the gut.


  “What are you saying, my child?” she
asked.


  “I’m saying that we have no right to condemn
them. I’m saying that we have no right to rule over them.”


  “The gods have given us that right,” Tanathel
said. “Why else would they have imbued us with such power?”


  Kaseya shook her head. “The gods didn’t do
that. The Fount of Velhari did.”


  This time, the temperature in the room
dropped several dozen degrees. The sheer shock of her words
was the only reason the Mosh’Dalar didn’t lash out. Like the
Matriarch, he had been stunned into silence.


  Sensing my apprehension, Kaseya sent a ripple
of determination through our bond. Evidently she had decided that
this was the time to have it out with Lysara after all.


  I really, really hoped she wasn’t
mistaken.


  “How do you know that name?” Lysara
whispered.


  “Does it matter?” Valuri interjected before
Kaseya could reveal anything else. “The point is that the Fount is
real, and it’s the only reason the Inquisitrix cares about Nol
Krovos. Ayrael isn’t here to burn your city to the ground—she’s
here to corrupt the Fount’s power.”


  “She learned about it before she escaped the
island,” I added. With luck, they would assume we had discovered
the truth from Ayrael and not press us about Zalheer or Kaseya’s
sorcerous abilities. “When she found her way to Vorsalos, the
Senosi were like a match made in the abyss. Their leader, a woman
who calls herself the Inquisitrix, has been waging a decades-long
war on the mainland to magic, and the Fount is the perfect target.
You’ve seen how the Senosi can devour magic—imagine if she’s found
a way to adapt that ritual.”


  “You speak of that which you do not
understand,” Tanathel said. “Just because you carry the gift does
not make you moshalim. You are untrained and untested.”


  “What the hell does that have to do with
anything?” Valuri snapped back. “This isn’t about Jorem—this is
about protecting the source of your power!”


  “Our power comes from the blood of the gods.
It cannot be corrupted by mainlander filth.” He turned to the
Matriarch. “I have heard enough. Other matters require our
attention.”


  “What could possibly be more important than
this?” I asked. “We’re talking about—”


  “We shall adjourn for now,” Lysara
interrupted. “I am pleased that you have returned, my child, and I
am honored to meet your Maskari. But the Mosh’Dalar is
right—we still have many preparations to make. Please, return to
your chambers. We shall speak more later.”


  It was, without a doubt, the most awkward and
abrupt dismissal I had ever heard in my life…but it was also coldly
calculated. There was a subtle glimmer in the Matriarch’s eye, and
I could tell she didn’t want to finish this conversation in front
of an audience—perhaps not even in front of the Mosh’Dalar.


  “As you wish, of course,” Kaseya said,
picking up on my lead through our bond. “Whatever else may happen,
my sword and shield stand with Nol Krovos. I will not allow my
sister to destroy us.”


  “I know,” the Matriarch said. She favored us
all with a cool, wary glance before she gestured for the guards to
escort us away. We were almost back to the festival hall when
Valuri finally leaned up to my ear.


  “So what in the hell was that about?” she
asked.


  “I’m not sure,” I told her. “But I have a
feeling we’re about to find out.”


   



  ***


   



  “No offense, Red, but I’ve seen less
delusional people in the Vorsalos Asylum,” Valuri said once we were
back in our room. “They have no idea what they’re up against, and
they seem determined to ignore everything we say. We haven’t even
hit them with the good stuff yet!”


  “I know,” Kaseya whispered. Her arms were
crossed, and she was staring out the window into the sprawling
streets surrounding the hall.


  “So what in the hell are we supposed to do
now, sit around and wait for Ayrael and her armada to show up?”


  “We may not have a choice.”


  Valuri hissed between her teeth. “I realize
we’ve only known each other for a few months, but you’ve never
given up this easily before.”


  “I am not giving up. I will battle my sister,
and I will either destroy her or die trying. That is my
destiny.”


  “Oh, well, I feel a whole lot better
already.” Val glanced over at me. “Can you talk some sense into
her?”


  I sighed and took a seat next to the bed. “We
knew this wouldn’t be easy. They have no reason to trust us, and
they obviously don’t want to listen to what we have to say.” I
paused and pursed my lips in thought. “We did learn something
useful, though: there’s a rift between the Matriarch and the
Mosh’Dalar.”


  “More like a giant gaping chasm,” Val said.
“She may be naïve and deluded, but he’s a raging asshole.”


  “It’s more than that. There was something
about her reaction when we mentioned the Fount…” I shrugged. “I
have a theory.”


  “Escar save us…”


  “I’m serious. There’s more going on here than
a little spat between the commoners and the aristocrats. I’m just
worried we won’t have enough time to figure it out.”


  “I’m worried about those ships and
wyverns and Senosi,” Valuri said pointedly. “None of this political
bullshit is going to matter when Ayrael makes landfall. She’ll
carve her way straight to the Fount, and I’m not convinced there’s
a damn thing any of these people can do about it.”


  Kaseya turned. “My people are stronger than
you think. The Matriarch was right about one thing—no enemy force
has set foot on Nol Krovos in centuries. Our fleet will not fall
easily.”


  “But they will fall. You know that as
surely as I do, Red. With all the power in this place, the Senosi
will be invincible.”


  “There is still time,” Kaseya whispered. “I
could attempt to teach them the breaching technique Jorem and I
perfected.”


  Valuri snorted. “You really think that
asshole on the throne will listen to you? We mentioned the Fount
and he kicked us out ten seconds later. I don’t even want to
imagine what he’d say if we bring up your sorcery.”


  “He will order your arrest,” a voice said
from the doorway. “Given time, he might even order your
execution.”


  We all turned, and my heart skipped a dozen
beats when Matriarch Lysara appeared in the doorway. She was alone,
mercifully, but I had no doubt that there were a dozen amazon
warriors awaiting her command outside.


  “Matriarch,” Kaseya said, standing. “We
were—”


  “I’m afraid I deceived you earlier, my
child,” Lysara said. “I am not gladdened by your return. In fact, I
have feared this moment for some time.”


  I forced myself to breathe and swallow,
hoping that my instincts from earlier had been correct. If
not…well, if not I had absolutely no idea what the hell was about
to happen.


  “The moshalim believe that you will
defeat the Betrayer,” Lysara said. “But they also believe the cost
of your victory will be Nol Krovos itself.”


  “What?” Kaseya rasped.


  “The Daughter of Destiny will return to
destroy the Betrayer,” the Matriarch went on, “but her rage is the
harbinger of ruin, and her wrath shall usher in a new age of
despair.”


  My mouth went so dry I almost choked. The
Dal’Rethi stone had spoken the exact same words…


  “Most of the moshalim do not
understand what this means,” Lysara said. “But I do. And I think
you know why.”


  I shared a quick glance with Valuri, and I
saw a reflection of my own thoughts in her face. Bit by bit, the
pieces of this puzzle were finally sliding into place.


  “You already know the truth about the Fount,”
I said. “You already know that Kaseya is a sorceress.”


  Lysara sighed softly, and her unnaturally
youthful face suddenly looked old. “The blood of the gods flows
through all our veins,” she said. “But we have forsaken their
gift…and now, at long last, I fear they have sent you to punish
us.”


  I pressed my tongue hard into the back of my
teeth, a thousand different questions looping through my head. We
had assumed all along that someone must have known the
truth, but we hadn’t expected them to admit it so readily.


  “I don’t understand,” Kaseya breathed. “How
long have you known this?”


  “Long enough,” Lysara replied softly.


  “Then why didn’t you tell us? Why didn’t you
tell me?”


  “Because the truth is not always a boon, and
lies are not always a curse.” The Matriarch gestured behind her to
city beyond the window. “Lies built this paradise, Kaseya. Lies
have maintained our strength and culture. Lies have allowed us to
protect the Fount in secret for a hundred generations.”


  “That’s a glib rationalization if I’ve ever
heard one,” Valuri muttered.


  “But it all makes sense now,” I whispered as
I mentally assembled a few more puzzle pieces. “When we were in the
throne room, I couldn’t understand how you wielded so much power
over the Mosh’Dalar even though you’re wearing his collar around
your neck. I thought that maybe the relationship between the
Matriarch and her bond-mate was different; I thought that maybe you
were supposed to be more than just his submissive bodyguard. But
then I realized that wasn’t it at all. He wasn’t afraid of you
because you were the Matriarch. He was afraid of you because you
knew something—something you could hold over him.”


  I turned to Kaseya. “Don’t you see? The
Matriarch isn’t supposed to know the truth. But since she
does, her own Maskari is afraid of her. Imagine what would
happen if she revealed that every amazon could wield the
Aether?”


  “You’ve been leveraging that secret over him
for years,” Valuri said. “I can’t decide if I should be horrified
or impressed.”


  “Just because you are friends with the
Daughter of Destiny does not mean you understand our way of life,”
Lysara said. “You are still mainlanders.”


  “Mainlanders or not, we’re right,” I said.
“I’m going to take a wild guess that you’ve known the truth ever
since you banished Zalheer.”


  Her eyes abruptly narrowed. “What?”


  “We met Zalheer in the mountains north of
Highwind,” Kaseya said. “He told us all about what you did. We know
that you tried to steal him away from his love, Marcella, and that
you had her executed for being a sorcerer.”


  For a moment, I thought Lysara might actually
be sick. “That is not possible. Zalheer has been dead for many
decades.”


  “Yet another thing you were wrong about,”
Valuri said. “I should really start making a list so we don’t
forget anything.”


  “He’s the one who told us about the Fount,” I
said. “He was convinced that the Inquisitrix would corrupt its
power and collapse the Three Corridors. We would have brought him
here with us, but…” I shook my head. “He overchanneled himself to
death defending a mainlander fortress filled with innocent people.
Without him, none of us would be here right now.”


  Lysara was so still she could have been a
statue. I didn’t know what she had intended to accomplish here, but
she obviously hadn’t expected us to know about Zalheer and
Marcella. I could almost see the walls of her world crashing down
inside her mind.


  “He told us the truth, didn’t he?” Kaseya
asked. “You forced him to become your Maskari out of
jealousy, and then you executed the woman he loved!”


  “Marcella was the key,” I reasoned. “That was
when you first learned the truth about the Fount and what it was
doing to your people. But rather than expose the lies of the
moshalim, you went along with them. And then a few decades
later, Ayrael—your supposed Daughter of Destiny—discovered the same
truth you had buried.”


  “If you already knew, you could have sided
with my sister,” Kaseya whispered. “You could have taken the
opportunity to finally expose the moshalim, but you didn’t.
Why?”


  Valuri snorted. “Isn’t it obvious? By that
point, exposing the sorcerers would have meant exposing herself.
Everyone would have realized she had executed her friend and
banished Zalheer for completely bullshit reasons. So instead she
tried to silence your sister just like she silenced Marcella.”


  “It must all seem to clear to you,” Lysara
said, her voice a brittle whisper. “In your eyes, we are all
monsters. Everything is so very…simple.”


  “Isn’t it?” Valuri asked.


  “This island and its people have prospered
for a hundred generations,” Lysara said. “While the mainlanders
butcher one another over gold and spoils, we remain strong and
unified. We aid one another. We serve one another. And we
have built a paradise every bit the equal of the ancient
Avetharri.”


  “The people of Nol Pratos don’t seem to think
they’re living in a paradise,” I pointed out.


  “They have for many years. But now…” The
Matriarch swallowed, and the color in her cheeks slowly returned.
“I almost didn’t send you after Ayrael. I feared that she would try
to turn you against us, and I feared that you would be all too
willing to listen. But after her fall, the moshalim declared
you the Daughter of Destiny. You were the one fated to save Nol
Krovos and ensure another century of peace.”


  “And if the moshalim were wrong about
Ayrael, you couldn’t afford to let them be wrong about Kaseya,
too,” I said. “Otherwise the people might start to lose faith in
their prophetic leaders.”


  “I’ll give you credit, lady,” Valuri
murmured. “I always thought the Inquisitrix was a shrewd
manipulator, but she’s a bloody amateur compared to you.”


  Lysara’s eyes flicked between us. “I had
hoped that the prophecies surrounding your return were mistaken,
and I wanted to speak with you myself, away from the eyes of the
moshalim, just to make sure. But I see now that the
Mosh’Dalar is right. You will bring ruin and despair. Not of out of
wrath or hate, but out of blind, misguided righteousness. You have
allowed the lies of the Exile to poison your mind and corrupt your
heart.”


  A bitter knot twisted in my stomach.
Apparently my instincts had been wrong about her after all.


  “I should have listened to my Maskari
and ordered our fleet to send your ship to the bottom of the sea,”
Lysara went on. “Our people would have never needed to know what
happened to you. And once we defeated the Betrayer on our own, they
wouldn’t have cared. Order would have been restored, and peace
would have been assured for another generation.”


  “A peace built upon a house of lies and
oppression,” Kaseya whispered.


  Lysara stared at her for a long, aching
moment. “But a peace nonetheless.”


  She whistled sharply, and a few seconds later
a half-dozen of her golden-armored, spear-wielding amazon guards
appeared in the doorway. I reflexively opened my palm, and Aetheric
energy crackled between my fingertips.


  “Take them to the dungeon,” Lysara ordered.
“Use the back passages—I do not want them seen until the battle is
over. We shall continue our conversation after the Betrayer’s
defeat.”


  Valuri unsheathed her tiger claws. “I hope
you have lot more soldiers waiting outside. Otherwise you’re going
to get a first-hand demonstration of what the Senosi are capable
of.”


  I summoned flame in my palms, and I conjured
a protective barrier around myself and Kaseya. I didn’t want to
hurt these people if I didn’t have to, but there was no way in the
abyss I was going to—


  I froze in place when Kaseya abruptly tossed
her sword upon the floor. “I will not raise a weapon against my
fellow amazons. They are not my enemy.”


  Valuri’s mouth fell open. “You picked a
terrible time to develop a sense of a humor, Red.”


  “Put your weapons down,” Kaseya said. “We are
not going to harm my people.”


  I shook my head. “Kaseya…”


  “I am serious, Jorem. I will not fight them,
and neither will you.”


  The Matriarch smiled thinly and gestured for
her warriors to advance. I retreated a step, the flames crackling
in my palms as I frantically tried to come up with a reason not to
unleash hell and get the fuck out of here.


  Trust me, Jorem. You just have to trust
me.


  The flames vanished, and I let out an
exasperated sigh as one of the amazon women grabbed my wrists and
pulled them behind my back. Valuri stared at the two of us like we
were completely insane, and I could tell she spent a few seconds
deliberating whether or not she could kill everyone in this tower
by herself. But she eventually hissed in disgust and retracted her
claws.


  “When Ayrael burns this whole damn island to
the ground, you’ll wish we forced them to see reason,” she
spat.


  “This isn’t about reason,” Kaseya said. “It
is about honor.”


  “You say that like it’s a good thing…”


  “Take them,” Lysara said.


  The women holding Valuri and I nudged us
forward with their spears, but the one behind Kaseya hesitated.
“But, Matriarch,” she murmured. “The Vaer Tal’Shira…the
moshalim’s prophecy…”


  “The Daughter of Destiny has made her
choice,” Lysara said gravely. “Nol Krovos will face the Betrayer
alone.”
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  “Well, I certainly hope you’re happy, Red,”
Valuri grumbled. “Instead of gloriously dying on the front lines of
another hopeless battle, we get to gloriously rot in these cells
until your sister marches in here and murders us.”


  Kaseya remained silent. She was bound and
shackled in the cell next to me, though she hadn’t struggled a
single time since the Matriarch’s guards had dragged us down here.
I didn’t want to hurt these people any more than she did, but I
also didn’t want to sit here helpless while the Inquisitrix and her
fleet conquered the island.


  Valuri had it worse than we did. She was
locked in her own fortified cage with bars so thick even a
fully-empowered Senosi couldn’t rip them apart. Not without
alerting the guards at the end of the hall, anyway.


  “What if Ayrael is right?” Kaseya whispered
into the long pause. “What if Nol Krovos isn’t worth saving?”


  I sighed. “Please tell me you have an actual
plan for getting out of here besides wallowing in uncertainty.”


  “If Zalheer had still been with us on the
transport, the Matriarch would have ordered the fleet to sink our
ship,” Kaseya said as if she hadn’t heard me. “She never would have
allowed us to explain ourselves.”


  I leaned my forehead against the bars of the
cell, resisting the impulse to twitch my thumb and activate my bond
ring. Flooding my head with her emotions right now would only make
this more difficult.


  “It’s hard to know anything for certain,” I
said. “I’m honestly surprised they let us blaspheme as long as they
did. I really thought the Matriarch was going to rebel against the
Mosh’Dalar and make some kind of deal with us. She’s clearly shaken
by this prophecy.”


  “You mean the one that states how Red here is
the only one who can defeat Ayrael?” Valuri asked.


  “And that in doing so, Kaseya will throw the
island into chaos.” I pursed my lips. “Given the choice, powerful
people will always choose to protect their power above all else. We
saw that over and over again in Vorsalos. It’s better to be the
captain of a sinking ship than a deckhand on a sailing one.”


  Kaseya shook her head. “That makes no
sense.”


  “Power is power, honey, even in paradise,”
Valuri said. She sighed, and her expression softened. It was a rare
sight. “Look, I know you’re disappointed. I know you wanted to
believe that your people could see reason. But I really, really
hope you didn’t tell us to stand down just because you’re
upset.”


  “I will not attack my amazon sisters,” Kaseya
said. “Not now, not ever.”


  “Then I guess we’re fucked.” Valuri swore
under her breath. “We really should have left Highwind when we had
the chance. We could have been lounging around in Falcon Ridge by
now…”


  Kaseya paused again before she eventually
slouched back against the bars. “Lysara may not even believe I am
the Daughter of Destiny. She changed her mind when Ayrael turned
against her. She probably only gave me the title to save face.
Otherwise the moshalim would look foolish.”


  “Yet another reason not to rely on the whims
of prophecy,” Valuri muttered.


  “Or perhaps they’ve simply misinterpreted the
warnings,” Kaseya said. “What if my sister is the Daughter of
Destiny and the Betrayer? What if she will save the island
by destroying it?”


  I inhaled sharply, and I leaned up so quickly
I accidentally bashed my head against the bars. What if everyone
has been misinterpreting this prophecy the whole time?


  “Are you all right?” Val asked. “I’ve seen
that face before…”


  I licked at my lips and wished my hands were
free to rub my throbbing skull. “I’m fine,” I murmured. “But I
think Kaseya’s right: we’ve been looking at this the wrong
way.”


  Both girls stared at me, confused. I wanted
to explain it to them, but a few pieces of the puzzle stubbornly
refused to slide into place. With a bit more time, I was convinced
I could figure it all out.


  Unfortunately, by then it would almost
certainly be too late.


  “Never mind,” I said, glancing over to the
two guards standing neat the door. I was a little surprised they
were even allowing us to speak. They had probably just been given
orders to keep their distance. I couldn’t imagine they had any
reinforcements nearby given the imminent landfall of the
Vorsalosian fleet. Not that it mattered—we weren’t going to be
bursting free of our restraints anytime soon. They weren’t embedded
with vatari crystals to sap away my strength, but they were
reinforced with magic to the point they were virtually unbreakable.
Even with the bolstering presence of the Fount, I doubted I could
muster enough power to melt iron.


  “I suppose we should take some solace in the
fact the Mosh’Dalar knows about the Fount,” Valuri murmured into
the silence. “Unless he’s a complete moron—which is still
possible—he’ll at least assign some guards to watch it.”


  “In the dreamscape, the cavern entrance was
littered with bodies,” I said. “The amazons won’t be able to defend
it even if they try. There’s no force on this island capable of
stopping Ayrael and her minions.”


  “Besides us,” Kaseya said, closing her eyes.
“Besides me.”


  Another long silence lingered between us
until I felt a small, almost imperceptible tremor beneath my feet.
I frowned and concentrated until it happened again and again.


  “What the hell is that?” I asked.


  “Siege weapons, maybe?” Valuri asked.
“Ayrael’s fleet must have finally arrived.”


  “The battle has begun,” Kaseya confirmed. “I
can sense the moshalim drawing power from the Fount.”


  I grimaced. “Hopefully they’re smart enough
to target the ships and wyverns and not the Senosi. Maybe
they’ll—”


  “Fighting has also erupted on Nol Pratos,”
Kaseya interrupted. I could feel her clawing out through the Aether
with her increasingly powerful senses. The close proximity of the
Fount was undoubtedly bolstering her abilities as well. “The rebels
are attempting to break through the Matriarch’s forces. They
possess superior numbers.”


  “But no sorcerers,” I said. “When the
moshalim inevitably retaliate, it will be a massacre.”


  I swore under my breath. This was so much
worse than I had expected I honestly didn’t know what we would do
even if we miraculously broke free. The three of us couldn’t defeat
a whole fleet of ships, and none of us had the stomach to fight a
bunch of peasants who had effectively been cordoned off into a
slum.


  Kaseya’s body abruptly stiffened. “Zor
kalah.”


  “What now?”


  “She is here.”


  “Ayrael?” I asked. “That’s not surprising.
You did sense her back on the—”


  “She’s not with the fleet, Jorem,” Kaseya
said, turning to face me. “She is here on the island right
now.”


  My jaw sagged. “You’re certain?”


  “Her presence is unmistakable,” Kaseya said,
her eyes fluttering back and forth in concentration. “She is
approaching the heart of the city from the south right now. I sense
several other Senosi with her.”


  “How in the bloody hell did they slip past
the blockade?” Valuri asked.


  Kaseya shook her head. “I do not know.”


  “Well, shit,” Val grumbled. “If she’s not
even bothering to lead their forces at sea…”


  “Then it means everything else is just a
distraction,” I finished for her. “Son of a bitch. She’s not going
to bother burning the fleet and stomping your army—she’s heading
straight for the damn Fount!”


  My words hung in the air like a fetid wind as
we slowly began to realize just how badly we had failed. All the
sacrifices we had made just to reach Nol Krovos, all the efforts we
had made to try and warn them about what was coming…


  And now, at the end, none of it would make a
damn bit of difference. It was as if we had jumped into game of
krisark with only a third of our pieces. This battle was over
before it had begun.


  What if everyone has been misinterpreting
this prophecy the whole time?


  “Well, Red,” Valuri muttered, “if you have a
secret plan to get us out of here, now is the time.”


  “I do not,” Kaseya whispered.


  “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Remind me to
never—”


  The main prison door abruptly opened, and all
three of us turned and listened as booted footfalls echoed down the
stairwell. The guards turned, apparently just as surprised as we
were to have a visitor, and they lowered their spears and took a
step away from the archway before the mysterious newcomer stepped
into the light. She was tall and fully armored, but it was her
familiar brown eyes that made my heart skip a beat.


  “I need to speak with the prisoners,” Hestiah
said. “They may possess important information about our
attackers.”


  The guards shared a quick glance. “No one is
allowed to be down here, my lady. Please, return to your post.”


  Hestiah scowled and stopped in front of them.
“I don’t have time to argue! Our sisters are dying out there, and
these mainlanders can help!”


  “The Matriarch’s orders were quite clear,”
the first guard said as she gripped her spear more tightly. “Leave.
We will not ask again.”


  “Fine,” Hestiah said with a sigh. “Then I
apologize for what must be done.”


  She grabbed the spear of the amazon on the
right, jerked the woman forward, and placed a slender blade at her
throat. The other guard leapt back several feet and lowered her
weapon, but she didn’t advance.


  “I have no desire to kill one of my
sisters-in-arms,” Hestiah said, snatching up the cell keys with her
free hand. “But if you do not release the prisoners right now, I
will have no choice but to send you to the abyss.”


  “Traitor!” the free woman hissed.


  “The only traitors here are the ones who
would willingly imprison the Vaer Tal’Shira,” Hestiah said.
“Go and open those cells. Now!”


  The amazon clutched her weapon more tightly.
“I would rather die than dishonor myself!”


  Hestiah sighed. “I’m afraid you have already
done that.”


  Rearing back, she slammed her hostage into
the nearby wall then lashed out with a high, arching kick so
dexterous it made my groin ache just watching it. Hestiah became a
blur of movement, and a few seconds later she was standing over two
pummeled, insensate bodies. She rushed towards us a moment later,
keys at the ready.


  “Hestiah…” Kaseya gasped as her cell swung
open. “Why?”


  “I do not claim to understand what is
happening,” her friend said, “but I trust my sword-sister with my
life.”


  Smiling, Kaseya grabbed the other woman by
the cheeks and kissed her. They held on to each other so long I was
tempted to clear my throat and remind them they weren’t alone. But
eventually they parted, and Hestiah opened my cell and removed the
shackles from my wrists.


  “How did you manage to get in here?” I asked,
rubbing at my sore wrists. “I thought all the amazons were out
guarding the shore.”


  “They are,” she confirmed. “But when you
never arrived I knew something wrong. I tried to find the
Matriarch, but she wasn’t there, either.”


  “What?” Kaseya asked. “Where is she?”


  “I do not know, but she and the Mosh’Dalar
were together. I can only assume they returned to Nol Pratos, but I
do not understand why.”


  “There’re not on Nol Pratos,” I said, rubbing
at my wrists. “I’d bet anything they’re at the Fount right
now.”


  Hestiah shook her head. “The Fount?”


  “The entire reason Ayrael is here,” Kaseya
said. “We don’t have time to explain the details, but my sister
believes she has found a way to destroy the source of our power.
She cannot be allowed to prevail.”


  “Then we should return to the shore as
quickly as possible,” Hestiah said. “The blockade is holding, but
with your help we could—”


  “Ayrael is already here,” Kaseya interrupted.
“I don’t know how, but she has landed on the island without anyone
being the wiser. We need to stop her.”


  Hestiah blinked, a dozen different questions
flickering across her face. But her loyalty to Kaseya quickly
overwhelmed her confusion, and she took in a deep breath and
nodded. “I will fight at your side, from now until we return to the
gods. Just tell me what I need to do.”


  Kaseya squeezed the other woman’s arm. “For
now, just follow us. I believe it is time for me to face my
destiny. One way or another.”


   



  ***


   



  When we emerged from the prison, I feared
that we would have to fight our way past even more amazons and
moshalim before we could actually go after Ayrael. But
Hestiah was right that every available warrior had already been
deployed on the shore or on Nol Pratos, so the city was practically
empty. The children and the elderly had locked themselves in their
homes, and the laborers were nowhere to be seen. The emptiness was
almost eerie, and the gathering clouds on the horizon made it even
worse. The bustling, sun-kissed paradise we had strolled through
just yesterday had transformed into a gray, shadowy ghost town.


  “So if you don’t even know what the
Fount is, I assume you can’t tell us where it is either,”
Valuri grumbled as we moved.


  “I cannot,” Hestiah lamented.


  “Assuming my vision was accurate, it’s not
far from the shoreline,” I said.


  “In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re on a
bloody island. Being ‘near the shore’ doesn’t exactly narrow things
down.”


  “You’re the one who eats magic,” I reminded
her. “Can’t you trace the power to its source?”


  “Can a dog find a single piece of meat inside
a butcher’s shop?” she countered.


  “I don’t know, probably. Are you a dog in
this scenario?”


  “Oh, shut the fuck—”


  “Ayrael must be headed in that direction, and
I can still sense her presence,” Kaseya interrupted before Val and
I choked each other. “This way.”


  As she led us through the city, I did my best
to mentally prepare myself for the battle to come. We had defeated
Ayrael back in the mountains abount a month ago, and we had
defeated several Senosi back in Highwind just a few weeks ago. But
fighting them all at once…


  Well, it wasn’t going to be easy, to put it
mildly. And even if we somehow won and defended the Fount, there
was still the question of the Vorsalosian fleet and the army of
peasants from Nol Pratos. What in the abyss were we supposed to do
about all of that? How were we going to survive the wrath of the
Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar?


  As you’re so fond of telling Kaseya, it’s
time to focus on one existential crisis at a time.


  A cold raindrop pelted my face as we jogged
through the market square, and the drizzle wasted little time
evolving into a downpour. Even the wind picked up; the gusts became
strong enough to catch Kaseya’s ponytail and flutter the long folds
of my cloak.


  “As far as bad omens go, this one might be a
little too on the nose,” I said, shielding my eyes against the
rain.


  “I thought you said the Fount was somewhere
on the shore?” Valuri asked.


  “It is.”


  “Then why is Red leading us up there?”


  I shielded my eyes against the rain and
looked up at the long, winding staircase ahead of us. At the top of
the hill was an immaculate, splendorous building crowned by four
silver spires. It looked remarkably like one of the elven
structures I had seen in a painting at Telanya’s estate back in
Highwind.


  I would have gladly taken a few seconds to
appreciate its beauty if not for the corpses scattered about the
top of the hill.


  “Zor kalah,” Hestiah whispered. “The
moshalim...”


  Even from this distance, their cause of death
was obvious. Most of the bodies still had crossbow bolts jutting
out of them, and the few that didn’t were lying in rain-diluted
pools of blood. Judging from the scorch marks on the steps, they
had attempted to defend themselves with magic…and had quickly
learned the true power of the Senosi.


  “Ayrael is inside the temple,” Kaseya said,
her eyes narrowed.


  I bit down on my lip. “How many
moshalim are normally here?”


  “Most will have already been deployed with
the fleet or on Nol Pratos,” Hestiah said.


  Valuri shook her head. “Why would she bother
attacking the temple when she could just go and destroy the Fount?
It doesn’t make any sense.”


  “No, it doesn’t,” I whispered. What were we
missing?


  “Whether we stop her here or at the Fount
makes no difference,” Kaseya said. “Come on.”


  Once we were halfway up the steps, I risked a
quick glance towards the northern horizon. The battle on the sea
was finally visible from this altitude, though the rolling fog and
billowing clouds of smoke made discerning specific details
virtually impossible. Brief flashes of light punctuated the fiery
detonations of magic, and every once in a while I would catch a
glimpse of a burning ship lurching listlessly across the waves. The
strange part was that I didn’t see any wyverns. I wondered what
they were—


  “Look out!” Hestiah warned.


  I heard the wyvern before I saw it. A deep,
bellowing roar thundered just above us, and I actually lost my
balance and toppled onto the steps before I had a chance to glance
back over my shoulder. The dragon-like beast dipped low enough that
I could actually see into its disgusting maw, and for an instant I
thought it might attack us directly. But then I belatedly realized
it had already dropped its payload at the base of the winding
staircase below. The magically-reinforced troop crate shattered,
and several dozen creatures burst out from the wreckage. Not
Vorsalosian soldiers—creatures.


  Specifically, the hulking, ten-foot tall cave
trolls common to the Shattered Peaks.


  “Oh, bloody hell…” I swore.


  The monsters scattered the instant they were
free. Half started rampaging through the lower city, apparently
determined to inflict as much damage as possible while on a quest
for food. The rest charged up the steps directly towards us.


  Swearing again, I reached out to the Aether
and conjured a thick wall of fire about a dozen steps below me,
hoping to block off their path and force them to go around. But
apparently they were so hungry—or so stupid—that they rushed
through the roaring flames instead. Arrows and crossbow whipped
past my shoulder as all three women fired down at the encroaching
monsters, and between their deadly aim and my fireballs we severely
thinned the herd.


  Two survivors pressed on, however, and the
pounding rain extinguished the flames searing their flesh. When the
first one lurched towards me, I switched up my tactics to account
for all the water. Sparks of lightning leapt from my fingertips,
striking the beast in the torso and freezing it in place when the
electrical current jolted through its limbs. The women didn’t waste
any time—the troll quickly became a pincushion of arrows and bolts,
and it tumbled back down the stairs in a gurgling heap.


  Unfortunately, the last one couldn’t be
stopped so easily. It rushed up the other side of the stairs, its
disgusting, mottled flesh melting off its bones even as it slashed
wildly with its claws. I backpedaled as quickly as I could, but I
tripped and fell onto my ass just as it lunged in for the kill.


  I shrieked in terror, fully expecting to have
my face ripped off, before a red streak burst into the corner of my
vision. Kaseya intercepted the troll’s attacks with her shield then
flipped away and smashed it in the jaw. After a few surgical
strikes with her sword—and several more arrows from Hestiah and
Valuri—the beast toppled back down the steps to join its
incinerated comrades. The stench of scorched flesh was so vile I
honestly wondered if it would kill me faster than
overchanneling.


  “We have plenty more where those came from,”
a voice called down from the top of the steps. “They’re disgusting
creatures, but they will serve their purpose. Not unlike the
wyverns or the Roskarim.”


  I rolled back to my feet and wiped the rain
out of my eyes. Ayrael was standing there at the top of the steps,
her sword impaled through the chest of another moshalim. She
was carrying him around like a hog on a stick.


  “You disappoint me again, sister,” she said.
“I thought you would be here. With all that you’ve learned, I
honestly wondered whether you would defend the moshalim
temple or not.”


  She jerked her sword forward, and the corpse
slid off the tip and toppled unceremoniously down the stairs. By
the time it stopped a few feet in front of us, I was finally able
to identify the body.


  Mosh’Dalar Tanathel.


  “No…” Hestiah hissed. “You will pay for
this!”


  Before any of us could move, she nocked an
arrow and fired. Her aim was true; despite the gusts of wind, the
arrow streaked directly at Ayrael’s forehead. But an instant before
her skull was split cleanly in two, she caught the shaft in mid-air
with her free hand.


  My jaw sagged. I had seen Valuri accomplish
some pretty remarkable feats after she had just fed. Leaping up
onto rooftops, sprinting across a street in the blink of an eye,
regenerating from wounds that would killed a troll, let alone a
human…


  But I doubted that even she could have
reacted so quickly. We were only about a hundred feet away, and the
arrow had been in the air for less than a second. Even a Sol-Shira
monk couldn’t pull that off.


  “The only traitors here are the frauds who
lived in this temple,” Ayrael said, snapping the arrow in half and
tossing it to the ground. “But like all wicked men, their arrogance
and complacency will be their undoing. The fires of justice will
purge them from history.”


  I glanced behind her to the rising column of
black smoke billowing out of the temple. Had she really come here
first purely out of spite? If so, it might have been our first
genuine stroke of luck since we had arrived on the island. We could
theoretically stop her before she ever had a chance to corrupt the
Fount.


  “Betrayer,” Hestiah growled. “The Vaer
Tal’Shira will make you pay for this!”


  Ayrael snorted. “But when I was born, the
Mosh’Dalar claimed that I was the Daughter of Destiny, don’t
you remember? Would a true prophet—a true conduit to the gods—have
to change his mind again and again and again?”


  “You can still surrender, sister,” Kaseya
said as she dragged her eyes from Tanathel’s corpse and slowly
ascended the steps one by one. The rain pattered against her blade
and washed the last of the troll’s blood from the tip. “You know we
have the power to defeat you.”


  “And I have the power to destroy your
friend,” Ayrael countered, gesturing towards Valuri. “The Mark of
the Huntress is more than just a gift of power—it is a pledge of
duty and obedience. But unlike those who wear the tan-ratha
collar around her necks, we serve a worthy mistress.”


  She opened her hand, and Valuri shrieked in
pain and collapsed onto the steps. The glow of her tattoos changed
from bright green to a dark red, and her arms began convulsing like
she was possessed.


  “Jorem!” she cried out. “Jorem,
I….arrgggh!”


  When I reflexively lunged forward, Ayrael
thrust out her sword.


  “That’s close enough,” she warned. “I would
rather not damage my mistress’s prize any more than absolutely
necessary. I want her face and body intact when we hang her from
the Castarium ramparts.”


  “Ayrael, listen to me,” Kaseya pleaded. “We
know the truth about Lysara and Zalheer. We know all about the
Fount and its power. The Matriarch mistreated you.”


  “‘Mistreated?’” Ayrael hissed. “I was
betrayed, sister. We all were! We still are!”


  “Lysara will answer for her crimes,” Kaseya
said. “So will everyone else who helped her conceal the truth. But
you can’t seriously believe that destroying Nol Krovos is the
answer.”


  “You really don’t understand yet, do you? The
Inquisitrix isn’t going to destroy Nol Krovos—she is going to
save it. She is going to save us. The blood of the
moshalim will spill across the island, and it will wash away
the sins of the Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar and every other
monster who has lied to us for generations!”


  “You are mad,” Hestiah hissed.


  “And you are ignorant,” Ayrael snapped back.
“But that’s all about to change. The purification has already
begun. The true power of the Fount will be unleashed, and this
world will be changed forever.”


  A terrified knot twisted in the pit of my
stomach as all my sneaking suspicions—all my nightmare
scenarios—finally congealed into a single horrible realization.


  “Escar’s mercy,” I breathed. “You weren’t the
one I saw in that cavern. You weren’t the one attacking the
Fount.”


  Kaseya frowned. “Jorem?”


  “Ayrael isn’t alone,” I said, struggling to
swallow the rising lump of terror in my throat. “The
Inquisitrix…she’s here too, isn’t she?”


  Ayrael smiled. “Even if you kill me, you’re
too late to stop the reckoning. Nol Krovos will be cleansed, and
our abandoned sisters will have their vengeance.”


  “I don’t understand,” Kaseya whispered. “How
will collapsing the Three Corridors help anyone? How will it
cleanse anything?”


  “You will find out soon enough, sister. I
promise.”


  “Get to the Fount,” Valuri rasped, still
paralyzed. The red glow of her tattoos seemed to be growing more
intense by the second. “She’s just trying to stall us!”


  “I’m not leaving you behind,” I insisted.
“Not this time.”


  Ayrael lifted her sword in a mock salute.
“You have no idea how much I’ve longed for this moment,
sister.”


  “We shall take her together,” Hestiah said.
“Just like back in Vorsalos.”


  “No,” Kaseya said, shaking her head. “You
need to get a message to the commanders on the shore. Tell them to
send every warrior they can spare to the guard the Fount. Whatever
the Matriarch brought with her won’t be enough.”


  “But—”


  “Go,” Kaseya insisted. “We’ll catch up with
you soon.”


  Hestiah paused for a moment, but her respect
for her friend eventually outweighed her hatred of Ayrael. After
tossing a final glance at both of us, she rushed back down the
steps and disappeared into the city.


  “The Tal’Shira sisters, reunited on Nol
Krovos at last,” Ayrael sneered, twirling her weapon. “Come. Let us
embrace destiny together.”


  Kaseya charged before I could stop her. She
flipped up onto the platform at the top of the stairs, somehow
keeping her balance despite the slick, rain-covered stones. The
ringing clash of their swords echoed off the walls of the
smoldering temple, and sparks sprayed from the enchanted steel.
Ayrael countered the assault with practiced ease, forcing Kaseya
back onto the defensive almost immediately. But as they whirled
back and forth, it quickly became apparent that they were more
evenly matched than when I had first seen them duel back in
Highwind. For all her strength and speed, Ayrael was no longer an
invincible juggernaut; Kaseya had an answer for every thrust, every
parry, and every feint. My previously untrained eye recognized
several of the Dal’Rethi techniques from Zalheer’s stone. Her
dizzying dance was the perfect embodiment of feminine power.
Apparently she was an even faster learner than I thought…or perhaps
the stone was an even more effective teacher.


  Having already watched them duel twice
before, I knew how easily I could become mesmerized by the fluid,
deadly grace of their movements. But I had no intention of settling
this with swordplay. Reaching out through the Aether, I focused on
my bond with Kaseya and tried to identify the weaknesses in
Ayrael’s defenses—


  “No!” she yelled, leaping away from Kaseya
and thrusting out her hand. Valuri shrieked again, and her body
began convulsing as if she were being electrocuted. “No more
cheating, sister. If you wish to face me, you will do so
alone.”


  Kaseya retreated a few steps before she
glanced back over her shoulder. “I will handle her, Jorem.”


  I forcibly dragged my eyes away from Valuri’s
pained grimace. “You can’t be serious.”


  “This is my fight,” Kaseya said, shifting to
a two-handed grip on her sword. “It always has been.”


  “Dammit, Red,” Valuri hissed through clenched
teeth. “Don’t be stupid.”


  “It’s not stupidity,” Ayrael replied, her
lips curling into dark smile. “It’s amazonian honor.”


  Val growled under her breath. “Same fucking
thing.”


  I shook my head and bit down on my lip. No
matter how much Kaseya had closed the gap with her sister’s skill,
in the long-term she was still no match for Ayrael’s Fount-enhanced
strength and speed. I couldn’t let her do this, but I also couldn’t
risk anything happening to Valuri. I needed another option…


  And I found it resting upon the temple
steps.


  “You want to do this without magic? Fine.” I
shuffled down the steps and retrieved a sword from one of the
fallen amazon warriors. “But I’m not going to let you fight her
alone.”


  Kaseya and Valuri both looked at me like I
had completely lost my mind. Ayrael looked at me like a little girl
who had just opened her birthday present.


  “You never told me your Maskari was a
warrior,” she said, snickering as I awkwardly gripped the blade and
stepped up onto the platform.


  “He’s full of surprises,” Kaseya muttered. I
could feel her concern through our bond, but I did my best to send
soothing thoughts in return. They were all bullshit, of course—I
was fucking terrified. But apparently it was time to put the powers
of that Dal’Rethi stone to the test.


  “As one,” I said, standing shoulder to
shoulder.


  Kaseya smiled. “As one.”


  We moved. It would have been a laughable
exaggeration to claim that I knew what I was doing; I basically
rushed forward and wobbled the sword in front of me in the hopes it
would keep Ayrael from spearing me through the heart. The blade was
a lot heavier than I’d imagined, and I was a lot less coordinated
than I’d hoped. I had no right swinging a dinner fork, let alone a
three-foot wedge of serrated steel.


  But somehow I survived the first few seconds.
Ayrael sensed my obvious weakness, and she slashed and thrust in my
direction at every opportunity. I managed to parry or dodge her
attacks, however, and each time I did so she left herself exposed.
Kaseya scored a series of minor nicks, enough to draw thin lines of
blood on Ayrael’s bicep and waist—at least until her Senosi
regeneration kicked in.


  Still, the fact that I had been useful at all
was nothing short of miraculous, and it wasn’t until I had survived
a few more attacks that I realized my feet and hands were acting
almost completely independently of my body. I didn’t
consciously know what I was doing, but somehow I was
mimicking the maneuvers I had seen in the stone. I wasn’t fighting
to win—I was fighting to protect and support my partner. I was
fighting like I was a part of a team.


  Mas’Kari.


  The elven word echoed through my head as I
lunged forward, piercing Ayrael’s armored skirt and drawing another
line of blood. Flames were roaring out of the temple windows now,
and the billowing curtains of black smoke had started burning my
lungs. Yet somehow, I still felt more energized than ever
before.


  Kaseya and I pressed our advantage, and as we
grew more coordinated and more confident we soon had Ayrael
completely on the defensive. Despite her superior strength and
speed—despite her seemingly infinite Senosi power—she couldn’t
handle both of us at once. The Aether flowed through our bond,
bolstering our attacks and perfectly synchronizing our movements.
We eventually drove the Hand of the Inquisitrix all the way back to
the temple steps, and she lost her balance on one of the slick
stones. The stumble only cost her a fraction of a second, but it
was more than enough. Kaseya lunged forward and exploited the brief
opening, kicking Ayrael flat against the steps and then battering
the blade from her grip. The sword speared into the soft ground a
few yards away.


  “It’s over, sister,” Kaseya said, placing the
tip of her blade at the other woman’s throat.


  Ayrael continued breathing heavily for
several seconds before she finally grunted and smiled. “Apparently
the old man wasn’t useless after all. At least he taught you
something before he died.”


  “Please…don’t make me kill you. There must be
another way!”


  “There isn’t,” Ayrael spat. “Look around,
Kaseya. Nol Krovos is already lost. The moshalim drown in
the sea and there is nothing you can do about it.”


  “Call off the attack,” Kaseya said. “Stop
this madness before it’s too late.”


  Ayrael sighed and slowly shook her head. “I
never would have thought it possible. You know the truth, but you
refuse to acknowledge it. The Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar do not
deserve your loyalty, sister. They used us! They manipulated
us!”


  “You don’t think the Inquisitrix is
manipulating you?” Valuri asked as she crawled to her feet. Her
tattoos were still glowing red, but she seemed to have regained a
small semblance of control. “Her crusade against magic has been a
lie right from the beginning. She’s a bloody sorceress! This is
about power, pure and simple.”


  “Yes, it is,” Ayrael said. “Power for the
right people. People for our people.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said.
“Destroying the Fount won’t make sorcerers any less corrupt. It
will just rid the world of priests and wizards.”


  “Who said anything about destroying the
Fount?” Ayrael scoffed and shook her head. “Zalheer might have
recognized the Matriarch’s corruption, but he was still an old
fool. My mistress explored the world just as he did. She studied
every channeling tradition from the Dragon Brides of Narthil to the
wizard-kings of Ram’Kahen. But no matter where she went, no matter
how far she traveled, she realized there was one inescapable truth:
wherever men wield power, they abuse it. Their tyranny must
come to an end.”


  My throat went dry. “The Inquisitrix doesn’t
just want to collapse the Three Corridors. She thinks she can
become them.”


  Kaseya shook her head. “I do not
understand.”


  “She wants to become the only source of
power—one universal Corridor through which every priest and wizard
in the world will have to draw from the Aether.”


  “In other words,” Valuri whispered, “she
wants to become a god.”


  Ayrael smiled. “Like I said, you battle
forces you do not comprehend. For Nol Krovos to live, the
moshalim must die. I will start by purging yours.”


  I felt a surge in the Aether a split second
before the ground trembled from a distant explosion. I lost my
balance, and in that instant Ayrael struck. She kicked Kaseya in
the chest, knocking her halfway across the platform, and then
plucked a small throwing knife from the small scabbard on her leg.
Ayrael hurled the tiny blade at me before I could react. The
vatari-coated steel pierced my magical defenses with ease, and it
sliced through my left shoulder just a few inches above my heart.
The pain was so instantaneous and so overwhelming I was surprised I
didn’t lose consciousness. The force of the impact knocked me flat
on my back, and my skull cracked the stone so hard I nearly blacked
out.


  “Jorem!”


  I felt more than heard Kaesya launch herself
at Ayrael. Their swords clashed as loudly as the rolling thunder,
and even as my strength waned I focused all my remaining energy
through our bond. At this point I didn’t even care if the pain
overwhelmed me. All that mattered as helping Kaseya survive.


  Mas’Kari.


  This time, their movements were less of a
dance than a frantic, furious blur of movement. Kaseya seemed twice
as fast as before, and her Dal’Rethi techniques evened the odds.
Once again she put Ayrael on the defensive, and once again she
drove her sister back to the steps…


  But this time, Kaseya was the one to stumble.
My heart froze in my chest as she slipped down to a knee, and every
millisecond passed like an eternity as Ayrael’s sword swept in for
the kill. A scream left my lips in anticipation of blood—


  And then a crossbow bolt struck Ayrael in the
arm. She shrieked in surprise as her swing arced wide of its
target, and her blue eyes gaped in horror at the quarrel jutting
out of her bicep. She had just enough time to turn and scowl at
Valuri before Kaseya regained her balance and plunged her sword
through her sister’s chest.


  They landed on top of each other on the
steps, their faces less than an inch apart. Blood hemorrhaged from
Ayrael’s lips, and the flames of the burning temple reflected in
her glassy eyes. She placed her hand on her sister’s cheek, smiled
through the blood, and whispered something I couldn’t hear.


  And then she was gone.


  I laid there frozen, the rain pummeling the
stones around me, unable to even muster the energy to heal myself
until I felt Valuri’s hand on my arm. She applied pressure to stop
the bleeding while I channeled a burst of restorative magic into
the wound. Kaseya still hadn’t moved by the time I had numbed the
worst of the pain.


  “We need to get to the Fount,” I said,
dragging myself to a knee. “I don’t think we have much time.”


  Kaseya ran a hand through her sister’s blonde
hair. I could see her fingers trembling, and the flood of emotions
rushing through our bond was so intense I feared I would be dragged
under with them. But rather than deactivate the ring I decided to
stand my ground and try to help her instead. She needed me more
than ever right now.


  “An shari la,” Kaseya whispered,
kissing Ayrael’s forehead and then leaning the body on the steps.
She glanced up at the temple as the blaze intensified despite the
rain. At this point, there was nothing anyone could do to stop the
devastation.


  “Come on, Red,” Valuri said, touching the
amazon’s shoulder. Her voice was as soft as I had ever heard it.
“We still have work to do.”


  Kaseya slowly stood and stared down at the
pommel of the sword still jutting out of her sister. Rather than
remove the blade, she leaned down and retrieved Ayrael’s
instead.


  “This way,” Kaseya whispered. “It is time to
finish this.”
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  Kaseya silently led us towards the shore as
if she were in a trance. I didn’t dare speak, and neither did Val.
What could we have possibly said? What could we have possibly
done?


  I tried to keep myself focused on the task at
hand. Even from our vantage point along the hills at the edge of
the city, I couldn’t tell whether or not the amazons were holding
their own against the Vorsalosian fleet. All I knew for certain was
that the smoke and fog were nearly impenetrable, and I still heard
the roar of the occasional wyvern in the darkness.


  How many people are out there dying right
now? How many more will die before this is over?


  Of all the scenarios we had imagined on our
long trip from Highwind, I had never once considered that the
Inquisitrix would dare lead this attack herself. Then again, we had
been so utterly wrong about everything that it probably shouldn’t
have been much of a surprise.


  “The entrance should be on the other side of
this hill,” Kaseya said, finally breaking the long silence.


  “Do you sense any Senosi?” Valuri asked.


  “I cannot sense anything beside the Fount.
Its power shrouds everything.”


  I nodded grimly. I could feel it too even
without concentrating on our bond. I could channel so much power
right now that the wound in my shoulder—a nasty gash that should
have taken days to fully mend even with magic—had already been
reduced to a tiny, painless scar. I honestly wondered if it was
even possible for me to overchannel in such a place. I would have
been a lot more enamored by the prospect if it didn’t mean that our
enemy would be bolstered as well.


  “I’d bet anything the Inquisitrix is already
inside,” Valuri said. “I wish we had a plan.”


  “The plan is to stop her,” Kaseya said. “At
any cost.”


  “Sorry, I meant I wish we had a real
plan.” Val sighed and glanced down at her crossbow. “I’ll be
completely worthless to you in there. The Inquisitrix will be able
to paralyze me with a flick of her wrist. And no offense, Red, but
you’ll never get close enough to her to use that sword of
yours.”


  Kaseya squeezed the grip of Ayrael’s
immaculate blade. “We shall see.”


  We reached the entrance less than a minute
later, and I paused for a moment when I realized it was the exact
same haunting visage I had seen in the dreamscape. The ancient
stones, the buried path, the shroud of eerie blue light…


  And most disturbingly of all, the bodies.


  “Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed.


  Yet again I nearly choked on the bile in my
throat. Unlike in my vision, the faces of the dead weren’t shrouded
in shadow. I recognized most of the women from our brief visit to
the throne room—they were the Matriarch’s golden-armored guardians.
Their spears were shattered, their shields were broken, and their
throats were slashed open like they had been mauled by wild beasts.
I might have even believed that if the bodies of the nearby
moshalim weren’t riddled with crossbow bolts.


  “Wait,” Valuri warned, throwing an arm across
my chest. “There are more Senosi hiding here somewhere. They’ll be
waiting for reinforcements.”


  I paused and squinted back down at the cave
mouth. There weren’t many places to hide along the shoreline aside
from a few boulders and rock piles, but she was probably right. The
Senosi wouldn’t just leave their mistress unguarded.


  “If we draw them out, Kaseya and I can handle
them,” I said. “If anything, the Fount’s power will—”


  Another tremor shook the island, and this
time it lasted long enough that I actually fell to a knee. When I
closed my eyes, I could feel the waves of Aetheric power rippling
out of the cave.


  “We don’t have time for another fight,”
Valuri said, pursing her lips. “You two head inside and see what
you can do. I’ll stay out here and give you cover.”


  I shook my head. “If we’re doing this, we’re
doing it as a team.”


  “Don’t be stupid,” she chided. “I already
told you I’ll be useless in there, but I can hold my own again
other Senosi.”


  “For all we know there could be a dozen
Huntresses hiding around here!”


  “There’s nowhere for that many of them to
hide. Besides, horrible odds will just make things more
interesting.” She forced a tight smile and squeezed my arm. “You
know I’d love to help you take that bitch down more than anyone,
but I’m smart enough to realize I’d only be a liability. Go—I’ll be
fine.”


  I looked deep into her green eyes.
Intellectually, I knew she was right. Emotionally, on the other
hand…


  “Don’t do anything stupid,” I said, squeezing
her hand. “Retreat back along the shore if you have to—Hestiah
should be coming with reinforcements at some point.”


  “I’ll be fine,” Valuri promised. She planted
a kiss on my lips, then leaned over and did the same with Kaseya.
“Now go and pull of some more of your Maskari bullshit
before I change my mind.”


  Drawing her crossbows, she turned and raced
down the hill. No one shot at her right away, but she made herself
as tempting a target as possible.


  “All right,” I said, taking a deep breath and
wrapping myself in a protective barrier. “Here goes nothing.”


  We rushed down the other side of the hill
towards the cave mouth, and by the time we reached the entrance I
heard the click of crossbow bolts followed by the screams of
battle. Every fiber in my being was telling me to go and help
Valuri, but every second we wasted here could literally determine
the fate of the world as we knew it.


  No pressure.


  We dashed inside. The cavern was deep, but
mercifully the passageways weren’t littered with more bodies or
guarded by more Senosi. Every time we turned a corner I expected a
dozen Huntresses to leap out at us, but the otherworldly hum of the
crystals embedded in the wall was almost as disturbing. Once again,
everything was identical to my vision in the dreamscape…and once
again, the similarities filled me with dread.


  We had almost reached the central chamber by
the time voices started echoing down the passageway. Kaseya
clutched her sword more tightly, and I reached out through our bond
and further bolstered our defenses. Just like I’d expected, the
Aether was so strong here that I didn’t feel the slightest tingle
from overchanneling. If I’d had this kind of power back at
Icewatch, I could have taken out the whole bloody Roskarim army
myself…


  When we finally rounded the last corner, I
braced myself even though the dreamscape had already told me
exactly what we were going to see: a “forest” of enormous glowing
crystals, a shallow pool of shimmering liquid, and a tall,
statuesque figure I had mistakenly confused for Ayrael in my
vision.


  The Inquisitrix.


  I swallowed and clutched my hands at my side.
I had only ever seen this woman from a distance in Vorsalos, but
her sleek, blade-covered battle-robe was even more intimidating in
person. As always, her face was concealed behind a featureless
silver mask, and the white streaks in her red hair were the only
clues hinting at her true age. She was unarmed aside from the
dagger-like claws protruding from the fingers of her gauntlets, but
I could sense her power burning in the Aether.


  There weren’t any Senosi nearby, but the
Inquisitrix wasn’t alone. Hanging from the largest crystal in the
water, her limbs restrained by glowing bands of Aetheric energy,
was Matriarch Lysara.


  “The prodigal sister returns,” the
Inquisitrix said in a cold, dark voice that made my hair prickle
and my skin crawl. “So strong, so fearless… so utterly
ignorant.”


  A cold shudder rippled down my spine. I had
spent virtually my entire life being terrified of this woman,
though in practice she had always been more of a specter than a
real, tangible threat. I had feared the Senosi far more than their
mistress, given that they were the ones who had actually chased me.
But seeing her here in the flesh—and sensing her phenomenal power
through the Aether—sent a petrified ripple through my entire
body.


  “Kaseya…?” Matriarch Lysara rasped. Her face
was badly swollen, and her eyes were barely visible behind the
bruises and blood. “Kaseya, is that you?”


  “Your savior is here,” the Inquisitrix said.
“And she wields the sword of her sister.”


  Lysara laughed bitterly. “I told you she
would come. The Betrayer could not stop the Vaer
Tal’Shira!”


  “No, she couldn’t,” Kaseya said. “Not without
our help.”


  The Matriarch’s smile was slowly replaced by
confusion. “What?”


  Kaseya visibly steeled herself and stepped
into the room, Ayrael’s sword clutched tightly in a two-handed
grip. “You said yourself that the Mosh’Dalar’s vision was perfectly
clear: the Daughter of Destiny will return and destroy the
Betrayer. But her rage is the harbinger of ruin, and her wrath
shall user in a new age of despair.”


  I turned and frowned, wondering where in the
hell she was going with this…and then suddenly—finally—the
last piece of the puzzle slid into place.


  What if everyone has been misinterpreting
this prophecy the whole time?


  “Ayrael wasn’t the Betrayer,” I whispered, as
much to myself as to anyone else. “And Kaseya…Kaseya isn’t the
Daughter of Destiny.”


  The Inquisitrix finally turned to face us. I
could see the amused glimmer in the blue eyes beneath her mask.


  “We’ve been misinterpreting this prophecy all
along,” I went on, turning to the Matriarch. “Ayrael didn’t betray
your people—she was betrayed by them. She was betrayed by
you.”


  “And she was not the first,” Kaseya said.
“There was another: a young, gifted woman who was stabbed in the
back by her best friend—a sorceress whose very existence threatened
the rule of the moshalim and brought into question the
entire concept of the amazon’s pledge.”


  Kaseya let out a long, slow breath as she
lowered her sword to the ground and stared at the woman in the
silver mask standing in front of her. “You are the real Daughter of
Destiny.


  “Marcella.”


  The name fell across the room like a shadow.
The air went still, and for a moment I swore that even the crystals
stopped humming.


  “No…” the Matriarch rasped. “No, that’s
impossible…”


  The Inquisitrix remained still and silent for
several long seconds before she slowly lifted her hand and removed
her silver mask. The face on the other side was that of a
middle-aged woman, her left cheek and forehead scarred by
flame.


  “Hello, Lysara,” Marcella said. “It has been
a long time.”


  The Matriarch’s skin became so pale she was
difficult to discern from the crystal. “How…?”


  “How did I survive the flames?” Marcella
asked. “How did I escape this island prison? As your
moshalim are so fond of saying, the power of the Aether is
infinite. It shielded me when I needed it the most.” She glanced
down at her mask, her eyes narrowing in contempt, before she tossed
it into the shimmering pool. “They would have done the same to
Ayrael, had they ever managed to catch her. They would have tied
her to a raft of straw, pushed her out to sea, and rained flaming
arrows down upon her. A simple pyre isn’t good enough for those of
us ‘tainted’ by the Aether, you see. Even our ashes are too
polluted to remain on Nol Krovos.”


  “Marcella,” the Matriarch whispered.
“Marcella, I—”


  “No,” the Inquisitrix growled, spinning
about. Lysara’s mouth clamped shut as the air rumbled with
telekinetic energy. “You have spewed enough lies for a dozen
lifetimes. It is time for you to listen.”


  The Matriarch’s lip twitched, but she
couldn’t speak. She remained ghostly pale, and I could see her
limbs trembling in fear beneath the glowing bands of energy holding
her in place.


  “Since you carry her sword, I assume your
sister is dead,” Marcella said, slowly turning back around.


  Kaseya nodded. “Yes.”


  “Disappointing…but not unexpected,” the
Inquisitrix murmured. “She willingly chose to face you despite my
warnings. I knew that you and your slave-master had grown powerful,
but Ayrael held out hope until the end. She truly believed she
could make you see reason.”


  “There is no reason in this madness,” Kaseya
hissed. “You think you can burn down Nol Krovos in order to save
it?”


  The Inquisitrix cocked a red eyebrow. “My
dear girl, why would I possibly want to save it?”


  Kaseya’s cheek twitched. “You would punish
all your amazon sisters for the crimes of the Matriarch? For the
crimes of the moshalim?”


  “You misunderstand. Once our ‘sisters’ come
to realize their true power, they will have no more need of this
island or the monsters who infest it. They will join me willingly,
and they will help me forge a better world—a just
world—where power is wielded by the righteous rather than the
wicked.”


  “If Vorsalos is your vision of that world,
then you can count us out,” I said. “You’ve spent years convincing
everyone from here to Highwind that you are on a grand crusade to
destroy the Aether and punish those who channel its power, but you
don’t care about any of that, do you? Your crusade was never about
order or justice—it was about revenge. Revenge against all
the moshalim who lied to you. Revenge against the people who
shunned you. Revenge against the woman who stole the man you loved
and cast you into the flame.”


  “Revenge is justice in its purest
form,” Marcella said. “And there is no justice in this world
besides that which we make for ourselves. If I will not avenge our
fallen sisters, who will? If I will not avenge our lost loves…” She
trailed off and swallowed heavily. “Nol Krovos cannot be saved. The
moshalim cannot be redeemed. They must simply be destroyed
and forgotten. There is no other way.”


  I took another step into the room. “Zalheer
wouldn’t agree.”


  Now it was her turn to freeze in place. “What
did you say?”


  “Zalheer wanted us to stop you,” I said,
sensing an opportunity—perhaps our only opportunity—to gain
an advantage. “He’s the entire reason we’re here. He showed us our
first visions of the Fount, and he believed we were the only ones
who could save it.”


  Marcella’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You
spoke with him?”


  “Yes, not long after you sent Ayrael to try
and convert him. You might have had better luck if you’d told him
who you really were. He called you the ‘Corruptor.’ He was
convinced you were insane.”


  “He wouldn’t…” She trailed off and visibly
steadied herself. “I knew he would be stubborn. If he managed to
survive this long, he had to be. But once I go to him, he
will—”


  “He’s dead,” Kaseya said.


  Marcella’s face sank. “What?”


  “Your ‘Hand’ did such a terrible job of
trying to convert him that he joined us instead,” I told her. “He
died defending Icewatch from all those barbarians you riled
up.”


  She took a menacing step forward, and sparks
of electricity crackled at the tips of her gauntlet-covered
fingers. “You lie.”


  “I wish we were,” I said. “There was so much
he could have taught us. And maybe if he’d been here right now, he
could have made you see reason.”


  Marcella’s eyes stared right through me as if
they could pluck the truth directly from my soul. Perhaps they
could. Her hands began trembling at her sides, and I swore I could
actually feel the ripples of pain shuddering off her.


  “You really didn’t know, did you?” I asked.
“You thought you could just club him over the head and bring to
Vorsalos and then reintroduce yourself?”


  “He was supposed to have died many decades
ago,” Marcella whispered. “When Ayrael told me the truth, I ordered
her to…”


  She grit her teeth and trailed off, and for
reasons I didn’t entirely understand I felt a genuine pang of
sympathy for her. But this woman didn’t deserve my pity. She had
ruled Vorsalos like a tyrant, and she had slaughtered hundreds if
not thousands of innocent people during her rise to power. She and
her Senosi minions had butchered dozens of sorcerers. The
Inquisitrix was a monster, no matter what mask she chose to wear
today.


  “We only knew him for a few days, but he
seemed like a good man,” Kaseya said. “And he loved you, right up
until the end.”


  “But he wouldn’t have wanted you to do this,”
I added, choosing my words carefully. “He was mad at Lysara, sure,
but he realized that revenge wasn’t the way. He wanted to—”


  “Revenge is the only way,” Marcella
growled, her tear-soaked eyes flicking back up to glare at me. “She
is the one who did this to me! She is the one who cast him into
Exile! And it is long past time she paid the price for her
crimes.”


  The Inquisitrix stretched out her left hand,
and a jagged torrent of purple-white lightning leapt from her
fingertips. The Matriarch’s screams echoed through the cavern as
the current of electricity jolted through her.


  “No!” Kaseya said. “You can’t—!”


  The words had barely escaped her lips with
Marcella whipped around and unleashed another torrent from her free
hand. The crackling bolts struck Kaseya’s protective barrier and
shattered it like tiny hammers smashing glass. The amazon cried out
in pain as she flew across the room and crashed into the wall.


  “No!” I roared. The Aether surged through me;
my hands burst into flame before I even consciously realized what I
was doing. My body became a living conduit of energy—I had never
been able to harness this much power before, not even when I had
nearly overchanneled myself to death back at Icewatch. I thrust out
my hands and unleashed a cone of fire so blinding it was as if I
had ripped out a piece of the sun.


  And it didn’t do a damn thing.


  The flames broke over the Inquisitrix like
waves over a boulder, and when she finally turned her attention
upon me they extinguished altogether. I stared down at my hands in
disbelief—how had she countered me so easily?—before a bolt of
lightning suddenly struck me in the chest. My defensive barriers
crumbled as if they weren’t even there. My muscles seized, my skin
burned, and I slammed against the wall so hard I nearly lost
consciousness.


  For several long, aching seconds, the only
sound I could hear was the sizzling of my clothing. The smell of
burned flesh flooded my nostrils and nearly suffocated me. It took
all of my strength just to turn my head to Kaseya. She was slumped
against the wall, conscious but still paralyzed from the
assault.


  “Maan es kaal,” Lysara said, her voice
weak and quaking. “The gods will punish you for this!”


  The Inquisitrix slowly turned back around,
sparks of electricity still crackling up and down her gauntlets.
“Even after all this, you still believe in the useless, silent
specters that offer us nothing and expect everything in return?”
She snorted contemptuously. “There is only one power worthy of
worship in this world, and its will is absolute. The ancient
Avetharri knew this better than anyone. Why worship ghosts when
they could simply harness the power of the Aether instead?”


  Marcella pointed a blade-tipped finger at the
glowing crystals festooned about the walls of the cavern. “This
Fount is all that remains of a vast nexus that once spanned
multiple continents. It is unlike anything else in the world, and
before their destruction at the hands of the dragons they created,
the Avetharri entrusted their favored slaves to guard it.”


  I clawed my fingers into the dirt and propped
myself up into a crouch. Focusing through the pain, I channeled a
burst of restorative energy through my body and echoed the spell on
Kaseya. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to break our
paralysis.


  “Our ancestors eventually proved themselves
to their Dal’Rethi masters,” Marcella went on. “They were trained
as warriors and sorcerers, and they were taught to fight in
pairs—men and women, standing side by side, the protectors of the
one true source of divinity.” She turned and scowled at the
Matriarch. “And over time, our people squandered their gift. The
moshalim perverted our history and twisted facts to meet
their own ends. The Blade Dancers who fought as one—the
Mas’Kari—were transformed into masters and slaves once
again.”


  “You can’t bring them back,” I rasped, still
struggling to hold myself upright. “You can’t change the past; you
can’t undo what has already been done.”


  “You’re right,” Marcella admitted. “But what
I can do is start over. I can deny the foolish and the wicked their
power. I can ensure that those born with pure souls and noble
hearts will be ascendant…and I can punish anyone who stands in my
way.”


  I grit my teeth as I tried and failed to
stand. “You really believe you can collapse the Corridors?”


  The Inquisitrix smiled. “One corridor. One
conduit. One pure, cohesive source to harmonize the Aether and
bring order to its currents.”


  I swallowed and nearly choked. “You think you
can become a god.”


  “Gods are silent and useless,” Marcella said.
“I am neither.”


  She reopened her right palm and unleashed a
brilliant, coruscating beam of energy directly into the center of
the crystalline forest. The entire cavern exploded in light as if
the sun itself had just landed on top of us, and the walls began to
glow so intensely I had to shield my eyes with my hands. The
Matriarch let out a horrific shriek, and I actually heard her flesh
sizzle from the raw heat of the crystal. Her body was completely
enveloped in a blinding beam of light…


  At which point she literally disintegrated
right before my eyes.


  “Justice,” the Inquisitrix said. “And now, at
long last, reckoning.”


  She unleashed a second beam of energy with
her other hand, and this time the crystals didn’t just glow—they
exploded. A shockwave of raw force pummeled me against the wall,
but somehow I managed to erect a new Aetheric barrier just before
the impact crushed every bone in my body. I echoed the spell on
Kaseya a split second before the tiny shards of stone began pelting
us from all directions. I felt more than saw her crawl over next to
me, the brilliant light reflecting off her blue eyes and scratched
face. When she grabbed my hand and squeezed, I knew for a fact we
were going to die.


  Mas’Kari.


  The word echoed through my mind, and when I
glanced up I saw her conjure a shimmering, shield-like barrier of
blue energy over her left forearm—the exact same shield we had seen
in the Dal’Rethi stone. I had no idea how she had done it, and she
didn’t either. But she squeezed my hand even harder and dragged me
towards the Inquisitrix despite the invisible ripples of force
pounding against us over and over. Somehow, I mustered the strength
to move one leg after the other.


  Mas’Kari.


  The Inquisitrix was only a few yards ahead of
us now, her body sheathed in a blinding pillar of light as she
drank in the power of the Fount. The closer we approached the
weaker the shockwaves became, almost like we were trying to breach
the eye of magical hurricane. My right hand ignited with flame
again, though I didn’t know why. If my first assault hadn’t even
scratched her, how could I possibly hope to—?


  Mas’Kari.


  The flames grew brighter in my palm, but I
didn’t realize what was happening until I actually looked down.
Instead of a small, smoldering ball of fire, my hand was holding a
long, sword-like beam of Aetheric energy—again, just like in the
Dal’Rethi stone. I couldn’t explain what was happening or how I
miraculously understood this channeling technique, but once we
closed within a few feet of the Inquisitrix I knew exactly what I
had to do.


  Screaming at the top of my lungs, I slashed
Marcella with the fiery sword.


  She cried out in anguish as her own magical
barrier shattered. The blade burned a line of seared flesh across
her arm and chest as she whirled around with the brilliant beams of
light still blazing from her hands. Kaseya pulled me back beneath
her shield an instant before I was disintegrated, and somehow the
shimmering disc withstood the attack. Marcella slumped to a knee,
still shrieking, as another explosion riddled the cavern and began
collapsing the ceiling…


  And then there was only darkness.




  Epilogue


   



  When my eyes fluttered back open, it was so
dark and cold I assumed I was finally going to wake up in the abyss
where I belonged. My legs ached, my head throbbed, and I fully
expected a gaggle of demons to begin tormenting me at any moment.
But then I heard a familiar voice calling my name, and I realized
that eternal damnation would have to wait.


  “Jorem. Jorem! Get up, you lazy idiot!”


  A sudden weight lifted off my torso, and when
my vision finally refocused I saw Valuri standing over me, her
green eyes glowing intensely as she dug me out of the rubble. She
was a mess—her armor was slashed open in a dozen different places,
and it probably would have been covered in dried blood if not for
the curtains of rain still pummeling the island.


  “Kaseya…” I croaked.


  “Red’s over there,” Valuri said, grabbing my
hand. “She’s banged up pretty badly, but I think she’ll be all
right.”


  I coughed and wiped a thick layer of grime
off my face. Apparently the entire cavern had collapsed around us;
we were completely surrounded by a sea of shattered rocks and
debris. Without Val’s Senosi strength, we would have been buried
alive…


  “You should be dead,” Valuri said, slouching
down next to me. “When I found you, Red had a glowing shield on her
forearm. It’s the only thing that kept you from being crushed under
ten tons of rock.”


  I blinked the last of the fog from my eyes
and glanced to my right. Kaseya was lying there, unconscious, as
the rain washed the dirt from her face. I could sense that she was
alive, but that was about it.


  “Do I even want to know what happened?”
Valuri asked, squeezing my arm and cupping my cheek in her
hand.


  I swallowed heavily. “A reckoning.”


  She frowned. “I can’t sense the Fount
anymore. I almost ran out of strength before I dug you out.”


  I knew she was right even before I closed my
eyes and reached out to the Aether. I could still feel its power
coursing through me like normal, but the Fount was gone. I couldn’t
even sense any latent energy within the crystals scattered about
the rubble.


  “The fleet battle is over, as far as I can
tell,” Valuri said. “But half the island is on fire, and I have no
idea how many people survived. I don’t know what’s going on with
Nol Pratos, either, but I have a feeling that the rest of the
Senosi left with their mistress.”


  “Did you see her?” I asked, my voice hoarse.
“Did you see the Inquisitrix?”


  Val nodded gravely. “After the explosion, I
saw her stumble away. I have no idea where she was headed, but that
was several hours ago.” She pursed her lips. “She did it, didn’t
she? She collapsed the Three Corridors.”


  “Not exactly.”


  I closed my eyes and let out a deep breath.
If Kaseya and I could still channel the Aether, then the
Inquisitrix obviously hadn’t completely purged sorcery. Perhaps I
had wounded her enough to keep her from finishing whatever ritual
she had been performing. But if she had still managed to collapse
the Fount, all that power had obviously gone somewhere…


  One corridor. One conduit. One pure, cohesive
source to harmonize the Aether and bring order to its currents.


  “I don’t like that look one bit,” Valuri
said. “Please tell me this isn’t as bad as it seems.”


  “It’s probably worse,” I whispered.


  “Oh.”


  She squeezed my arm again, and she leaned
forward to kiss me on the cheek. I could feel her lips trembling.
For perhaps the first time since I had met her, Valuri Sorvaal was
genuinely scared. And I didn’t blame her in the slightest.


  “What are we going to do, Jorem?” she
asked.


  I sighed and reached out to touch Kaseya’s
arm. “I have no idea.”
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The story so far…
 
My name is Jorem Farr, a sorcerer born in a city that despises magic and all who wield it. I’ve spent the majority of my adult life on the run from the Inquisitrix’s
mage-slaying assassins, the so-called “Senosi Huntresses.” I always assumed they would catch me eventually—sorcerers, especially male sorcerers, rarely elude the Senosi for long—and a few years ago I was proven right. But amazingly, the Huntress who caught me didn’t kill or torture me—in fact, she asked for my help! Together Valuri and I tracked down and eliminated rogue channelers who were actually dangerous, and in return she kept me safe from the Inquisitrix and the rest of her Senosi sisters. 
Oh, and we also fucked like crazy any chance we got. You see, Senosi need to feed on the blood of sorcerers to survive, but Valuri quickly realized she could extract the sustenance she needed from my other, more entertaining fluids. She was ravenous, and I enjoyed keeping her well-fed.  
Deep down, I think I knew that our arrangement couldn’t last forever. The Inquisitrix eventually caught Valuri and imprisoned her for the “crime” of helping a sorcerer, and without her protection it was only a matter of time before the other Senosi found me. I called in every favor I’d ever earned, and I bribed enough sailors to get me on a ship to Highwind. It was there, on that big leaky barge, that I met the second great love of my life. 
Kaseya is an amazon, one of the legendary warrior-women from the mysterious island of Nol Krovos, and she is one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. When I first saw her, I found her long red hair, crystal blue eyes, and taut, nubile young body so breathtaking I was terrified to even talk to her. But after my healing magic saved her friend’s life, Kaseya immediately pulled me aside, got down on her knees, and pledged herself to my service. Ever since, her sword and her body have effectively belonged to me. 
A better man probably would have refused the offer—or at the very least spent more than a fraction of a second considering the potential ramifications before he eagerly slipped his cock between her ruby lips—but good sense and willpower have never been my strongest virtues. Kaseya and I quickly became inseparable, and it never even occurred to me to ask why she had left Nol Krovos in the first place. That was my first mistake. 
So much happened in such a short period of time I don’t even know where to begin. I suppose the most important thing to mention is that Kaseya’s older sister, Ayrael, turned out to be the Inquisitrix’s right-hand woman. Ayrael hounded us across half the region, and she tried to bait us into an ambush by offering up Valuri as bait. Mercifully, we rescued Val and escaped by the skin of our teeth, and the three of us spent the next several weeks trying to figure out how to defeat Ayrael and save Highwind from a seemingly inevitable war with my home city of Vorsalos. Unfortunately, we were so focused on our nemesis that we almost missed the bigger picture. 
You see, on Nol Krovos only men are allowed to learn sorcery. These “moshalim” bond themselves to an amazon warrior, just as Kaseya had bonded herself to me. But during our investigation, we learned a scandalous little secret: the amazons are all sorcerers too. Their culture had buried this little truth for centuries, and they had essentially created a caste system where the men ruled and the women were denied their true potential. 
Suffice to say, Kaseya didn’t take it well. She started to wonder what else her people might have been hiding from her, and she realized that this secret is what had turned her sister against us in the first place. But the betrayal didn’t stop there, of course. We soon learned that the Inquisitrix herself was also an amazon, and that her war against sorcerers like me wasn’t merely a quasi-religious crusade. To her, it was personal. She had learned that the source of all magical power in the region—the Fount of Velhari—was buried beneath Nol Krovos, and she was determined to destroy it. 
We returned to the amazon island just before the Inquisitrix launched her attack, and while we were able to thwart some of her plans we couldn’t stop her completely. She got her revenge against her people, slaughtering everyone who had lied to her all those years ago. We finally confronted her within the Fount, but she destroyed it too…and we still don’t fully understand what the consequences will be. 
I still have my powers, and presumably every other sorcerer in the region does as well. But what about all the priests and paladins who have apparently been drawing upon the Fount for generations? If they have lost their ability to channel the Aether, I can’t even imagine the chaos that is about to engulf Highwind. The only one who might be able to hold things together is Ranger-General Serrane Starwind (a preposterously gorgeous high elf who I also don’t deserve in my life). Along with the Knights of the Silver Fist, Serrane’s Duskwatch Rangers have defended the city for decades, but without their powers I fear they won’t stand a chance against the Inquisitrix and her armies. I have no idea how we can possibly win this war.   
All I know for certain is that we have to try. Kaseya is determined to hunt down and destroy the Inquisitrix for all the devastation she has wrought across Nol Krovos, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned these past few months, it’s that no one should underestimate an amazon on a quest for vengeance. 
 



        
            
                
            
        

    
1
Shattered
 
Had he only just arrived on the legendary, quasi-mythical island of the Amazons today, Jorem Farr would have been utterly blown away by its raw, pristine beauty. The lush green fields, the crystal blue waters, the grandiose architecture…Nol Krovos was objectively a paradise, and that was before he considered its tall, gorgeous inhabitants. Every man looked like the chiseled, virile fantasy of a bored Highwind matron, and every woman looked like the taut, nubile fantasy of any man with a pulse. 
But since Jorem hadn’t just arrived on the island, he was able to see the darkness beneath the splendor. The fires from the battle with the Vorsalosian fleet had long since been extinguished, and the bloody corpses piled upon the shore had long since been buried. Yet the damage, unfortunately, had already been done. 
“Red still believes her people can make peace with the peasants on Nol Pratos,” the leather-clad, raven-haired woman said from behind him. “Personally, I think there’s a fifty-fifty chance the whole island burns to the ground before the end of the month.”
“That’s because you’re an insufferable cynic,” Jorem told her. 
Valuri Sorvaal, former Senosi Huntress and current pain in his ass, scoffed and shuffled up to the edge of the bed. “What you call cynicism I call realism. It’s hardly my fault that the world always proves me right.”
 Jorem sighed and ran a hand back through his brown hair. They were still in their spacious suite overlooking the city proper, but the view wasn’t nearly as breathtaking as it had been the first time. On the streets below, the people of Nol Krovos were desperately trying to return to their normal lives despite everything that had happened. It wasn’t working, of course; Jorem could see the existential dread on the face of every farmer, merchant, and warrior on the street. Paradise, it turned out, was poorly equipped to cope with catastrophe.
“Kaseya will find a way to hold it all together,” he said with far more confidence than he felt. “She has to.”
Valuri slid off the bed and sauntered up behind him. “The dockworkers told me our ship will be ready in a few hours,” she said, gently kneading his shoulders. “At some point you need to tell Kaseya that we’re going to leave without her.”
Jorem grimaced and closed his eyes. They had made some real progress over the past few weeks—despite the death of the Matriarch, civil war hadn’t broken out between the Amazons and the moshalim or the “Unblooded” peasants of Nol Pratos and the surviving citizens of Nol Krovos. The political situation was tense, to be sure, but it didn’t seem hopeless. And for clear, perfectly understandable reasons, Kaseya didn’t want to abandon her people in their hour of greatest need. 
But Jorem and Valuri were still outsiders, and ultimately this wasn’t their fight or their responsibility. He had been planning to set sail for days now, if for no other reason than to warn Highwind about the encroaching storm. It was only a matter of time before the Inquisitrix unleashed her fury on the mainland. He needed to do something, even if that meant leaving Kaseya behind.
He sighed and glanced down at the golden collar and silver ring resting on the nightstand. The tan’hema
symbolizes your dominance, Kaseya had told him shortly after they’d first met. The tan’ratha symbolizes my submission.
Jorem hadn’t realized it at the time, but her pledge had changed both of their lives forever. He had become her Maskari—her bonded sorcerer—and she had become his faithful lover and protector. Together, she had insisted, they would save the Northern Reaches from the wrath of the Inquisitrix and the armies of Vorsalos. 
Sadly, things hadn’t quite worked out the way she had planned. 
Jorem swallowed heavily as he picked up the silver ring and rolled it in his palm. He could barely feel the Aetheric energy in the tiny runes inscribed on the surface. Without the sympathetic magical resonance from the collar, it was no different than any other mundane piece of jewelry. 
“You said all along that you would never force Red to do anything, despite her pledge to serve you,” Valuri said. “You’re going to have to learn to let her go.”
“I know,” he murmured. 
Growing up as a renegade sorcerer in a city like Vorsalos, Jorem was accustomed to disappointment. He had spent most of his youth hiding from magic-eating Senosi like Valuri, and he’d learned early on that a man should never take anything for granted. Still, after meeting Kaseya it had really started to seem like the gods might not have hated him after all...but then the Inquisitrix had brought her war here to paradise. 
Everything had happened so quickly that even now, weeks later, it all seemed like a blur. He and Kaseya had confronted the Inquisitrix in the Fount of Velhari beneath the island, and they had done everything in their power to stop her. They had succeeded, at least partially—she hadn’t completely collapsed the Three Corridors and effectively wiped magic from the face of the world. But she had destroyed the Fount and absorbed at least some of its power, and Jorem still had no idea what the consequences of her actions would be on the mainland. 
 What if she really had destroyed wizardry? What if every mage and priest and ranger and paladin in Highwind had suddenly and irrevocably been cut off from their magic? Even if the Inquisitrix had bled out and died on the way home to Vorsalos, the damage she had inflicted would still be incalculable. The entire region—perhaps the entire world—would descend into anarchy. Religions would implode, civilizations would crumble, and sorcerers like Jorem would be the only ones capable of channeling the Aether…
“Look, I know things seem bleak,” Valuri said as she slipped her arm around his waist and pressed against him. “But if it makes you feel any better, Nol Krovos definitely won’t be the only place falling apart.”
Jorem groaned. “How is that possibly supposed to make me feel better?”
“I’m just saying, odds are whatever shit we step into on the mainland will be just as deep and terrible as this. It’s important to keep things in perspective.”
He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Gods, you are frustrating sometimes.”
“Yeah, but you’d be completely lost without me,” Valuri said, touching his cheek and turning his head to face her. Thanks to the four inch stiletto heels on her leather boots, she was already perched high enough on her tip toes that she had no trouble kissing him.  
“You know, we’ll never have a better chance to sail a thousand miles away and forget all this,” she whispered. “I hear the shores of Varellon are nice this time of year.”
Jorem smiled despite himself. “How many years have we been making that joke now?”
“Too many.”
“Yet for some reason, I never take you up on it.”
“Because deep down you’re a real, honest hero,” Valuri said in such a deadpan tone it almost concealed the sarcasm. “And I’m a desperate, lonely girl who won’t risk getting too far away from her favorite food.”
Jorem grunted. “Are you even capable of being serious?”
“On occasion. But right now you seem like you need something else to think about.” Without a hint of warning, she clasped her fingers over his crotch and squeezed. “I have an idea how to distract you.”
“This really isn’t a good time,” Jorem insisted, snatching her wrist. 
“Oh, come on, it’s the perfect time,” Valuri said, her green eyes glinting hungrily. “You haven’t fed me in almost a week!”
“You’ll live,” he muttered, twisting his body away from her. “Honestly, I thought you’d be a lot more broken up about leaving Kaseya behind.”
“I will miss her wonderful tits. And her wild tongue…”
Jorem snorted. He knew Valuri was just trying to make him feel better in the only way she knew how—which was to say, annoying the hell out of him—but he really wasn’t interested in her antics right now. 
“When I look out at this place and see all the destruction, it’s hard not to wonder if she would have been better off if we’d never met on that boat to Highwind.”
“I ask myself that same question about you and I all the time,” Valuri said. “I probably could have been the Inquisitrix’s left-hand woman right now if I hadn’t gotten so addicted to your home cooking.”
“I’m serious!”
“I know, and that’s why I’m mocking you.” She perched her hands on her hips and snorted contemptuously. “Jorem, if you hadn’t met Red, her friend Hestiah would be dead, I would still be imprisoned in Vorsalos, Icewatch would have fallen, the plains would be overrun with rapacious barbarians, you probably would have gotten yourself killed in Highwind, and, oh yeah, the Inquisitrix still would have destroyed the fucking Fount.” She scoffed and smacked him in the chest. “Pull your head out of your ass and stop brooding, you idiot. For once, we actually did some real good in the world.”
Jorem shook his head. Half of him wanted to strangle her. The other half…well, the other half wanted to strangle her and fuck her at the same time. Their relationship really hadn’t changed a bit since the first day they met. 
“You always know just what to say to make me feel better,” he said. 
“It’s my natural wit and charm,” she said. “Now stop being pathetic and help me get your trousers off, I am starving.”
“I told you, I’m not in the mood.”
“You are always in the mood,” she countered. “It’s one of your defining features!”
He sighed. “Not this time, all right? I think I’d rather be alone for a little while.”
“Shalassa’s sweet tits, you really are pathetic,” Valuri said. “All right, well, I’m going to make sure everything’s packed on our ship. Whenever you decide to stop moping, I’ll be there waiting for you.”
“Fine,” Jorem murmured. 
She scoffed one last time before she turned and left the room. He glared at the door for a solid minute before he finally admitted to himself that he wasn’t actually mad at her. He wasn’t really mad with anyone, actually, which was part of the reason this was so difficult. For once, everyone around him was doing the perfectly rational, reasonable thing. The trouble was, the rational, reasonable thing meant that they were about to go their separate ways. 
“Son of a bitch,” he said, clutching the ring in his palm and closing the balcony curtains. As embarrassed as he was to admit it, a part of him wanted to follow Val to the boat and leave this place without even saying goodbye. Just looking at the ring and the collar was hard enough; what the hell was he going to do when Kaseya was actually standing there in front of him?
He had spent a significant portion of the last few days rehearsing a speech to try and convince her to come with them, but at this point just thinking about it made him feel guilty. Val was right about one thing: he was just going to have to suck it up and learn to let Kaseya go.
Jorem didn’t know how long he stood there staring over the balcony at the embers of paradise, but eventually he pulled the curtains shut and grabbed the rest of his things. The longer he and Val stayed here, the harder it would be to leave. It was time to tell the woman he had fallen in love with that he was going to leave her behind. 
He arrived at the harbor ten minutes later, and he was surprised—and a little mortified—to see Kaseya already there waiting for him. The midday sun glimmered off her pristine white armor, and her bright blue cape rippled majestically in the breeze. Even if he hadn’t known a thing about Amazonian culture, her splendorous new attire would have clearly marked her as some kind of officer among the Red Sisterhood. 
“Valuri already went ahead to prepare the boat,” she said when he approached, pointing behind her to the modest two-masted ketch her people had graciously loaned them. “You will have more than enough supplies to reach Highwind whether you decide to sail the channel or approach on foot.”
“I appreciate it,” Jorem told her. “We appreciate it.”
Kaseya smiled. As always, it was one of the most wondrous sights he could imagine. From her crystal blue eyes to her perfect pouty lips, her face genuinely looked like it had been hand-sculpted by the gods to drive men insane. Still, he couldn’t ignore the veiled sadness in her features. No matter how he sliced it, the stalwart, nineteen year-old Amazon he had met in Highwind was not the same woman standing before him. 
“You are preparing to leave,” she said. 
Jorem winced despite himself. “Yeah. I, uh…I think it’s time.”
Kaseya nodded and touched his arm. “You should not feel guilty. Nol Krovos is my home and my responsibility.”
“Maybe so, but…” He unsuccessfully tried to swallow the lump in his throat. Apparently this was going to be even more difficult than he’d feared. “Look, I—”
“You do not need to apologize,” she interrupted, placing her fingers on his lips. “You should take the knowledge we have acquired to the mainland. The people of Highwind deserve to know about the war that is coming for them…if it hasn’t already.”
Jorem nodded slowly. She might not have been wearing her magical collar anymore, but apparently she still knew exactly what he was feeling. “I don’t like the idea of leaving you behind,” he said softly. “Neither does Val, even if she’s too emotionally crippled to admit it.”
Kaseya smiled again, and this time he couldn’t detect even the smallest trace of sadness. “She and I already discussed the situation. She made her feelings clear.”
He grunted. “Let me guess: she begged you to let her feed off you one last time.”
“It was more demanding than begging, but yes,” the Amazon replied dryly. “But we also agreed that we will see each other again soon.”
Jorem studied her face for a long moment. Kaseya had never been one for pointless platitudes; she always believed what she said…and she almost always said what she believed. 
“I sincerely hope that’s true,” he whispered.  
She reached up to touch his face. “Despite all we’ve learned about my people’s history…despite the lies and deceits and manipulations…I do not regret my pledge to you.”
Jorem smiled. “I’m glad to hear that.”
Kaseya leaned in to kiss him. A hundred unbelievable memories burned in his mind the instant their lips touched. Half of them were battles—their first skirmish with a Huntress in the wilds, their numerous duels with Ayrael, their explosive fight at Icewatch—but the rest, naturally, were all about sex. The glorious, glorious sex. He remembered her kneeling in front of him and swallowing his seed just a few minutes after they had met; he remembered taking her over and over for the first time in Highwind; he remembered waking up each and every morning with his cock in her mouth. 
For a single perfect moment, he swore he could live in those memories forever. But then Kaseya pulled away, and they slipped through his fingertips like sand in an hourglass. 
“My people do not enjoy lengthy goodbyes,” she told him. “But we will see each other again soon, Jorem Farr. I promise.”
“I will hold you to that,” he rasped. “And Val will definitely hold you to that.”
Kaseya chuckled. It was so sweet his heart almost stopped. “Talotha ko’mel, Maskari. Ven shoth amin.”
She touched his cheek one last time, then turned and strode back off towards the city. Jorem stood there watching until she vanished behind a building, and even then it took all his willpower to turn away. Valuri was waiting for him when he reached the boat, and for once she had enough good sense not to tease him. 
“If we catch a fair wind there’s still a chance we can reach Ostvara by tomorrow night,” she said. “The locals just had a few more supplies they wanted to move onto the ship.”
“Pull up the anchor the instant they’re done,” Jorem said, forcing himself not to look back over his shoulder. “The sooner we get out of here, the better.” 
 
***
 
They were less than an hour away from the shores of Nol Krovos when Valuri finally broke her self-imposed silence. 
“All right, you’ve officially been moping long enough,” she said. “I already hate sailing, and there’s no way I’m spending the whole bloody day in silence while you sulk.”
“You could always get out and swim instead,” Jorem muttered. 
“No thanks. What I want is to have a little fun and maybe get a bite to eat.” She crossed her arms and cocked an eyebrow at him. “Is Little Jorem in the mood yet?”
He sighed. “No, Big Jorem is not in the mood yet. You’ll just have to figure out another way to entertain yourself, preferably without annoying me.”
“How about I splash some cold water in your face to snap you out of it?” Valuri touched his arm and grinned. “I’ll let you splash as much warm ‘water’ as you want on mine.”
“No.”
 “Shalassa’s tits, you’ve never been this gloomy before.”
“Are you done?”
Valuri nibbled at her lip. “I could always take some blood instead. It’s been awhile, but I’m sure I can get used to the taste again.”
“No.”
“Well, you could at least blast me with a spell,” she said, pulling open her corset and exposing her pale breasts. “Just zap them with a bit of lightning or something. I promise they won’t mind!”
Jorem rubbed his face in his hands. “This is going to be such a long trip. I’m honestly not sure we’re going to survive all the way to Highwind.”
Valuri sighed. “All right, fine. I do have another surprise waiting for you. I was going to save it until we got closer to shore, but I don’t think I can last that long.” She reached out her hand. “Come on, it’s below deck.”
 He eyed her suspiciously. “What did you steal?”
“Nothing!” she protested. “I just bought you a surprise gift before we left.”
“With what coin?”
“Okay, maybe I didn’t ‘buy’ it, exactly, but it’s down in the hold regardless. Do you want to come see it or not?”
“Fine,” Jorem muttered, waving his hand in surrender. “But you better not have filched some priceless, irreplaceable relic.”
Valuri smiled impishly. “Just come see for yourself.”
She dragged him below deck, and he took a moment to mentally brace himself. If she had actually stolen something valuable, he was going to choke her—and not in a good way.
“What am I looking at?” Jorem said, squinting into the darkness. The storeroom was pretty small, given the confines of this modest ketch, but he still couldn’t see the back wall from here. 
“The most valuable treasure on Nol Krovos,” Valuri said, planting her hands back on her hips. 
“Gods, I knew it…”
“But I didn’t steal it!” she insisted. “Trust me, just take a look.”
“I can’t see in the dark like you can!”
“You’re a bloody sorcerer. Make a damn light!”
Sighing, Jorem opened his palm and conjured a small wisp of flame…
And then jumped up so high he almost smashed his head into the deck. 
“What…?” he gasped, clutching his chest. “How…?”
For an instant he feared he might have been hallucinating, but then he realized that the tall, gorgeous woman standing in front of him was very real. She was clad in a loose, flowing white gown rather than her normal armor, and her long red hair—typically tied up in a ponytail—spilled across her shoulders and halfway down her back. As always, she was the living embodiment of feminine grace and power.
“Surprise!” Kaseya said, smiling as she stepped out from the shadows between the supply crates. 
“But you’re…you said…” Jorem forced himself to swallow and glare at Valuri. She was laughing so hard she could barely stand upright. 
“Valuri thought it would be entertaining to deceive you,” Kaseya said. “She wanted to see your reaction.”
“Gods, it was perfect,” Valuri said, wiping a tear from her eye. “Absolutely perfect…”
Jorem shot her a withering glare. “You rotten little bitch!”
She laughed so hard she actually dropped to a knee. “Oh, gods,” she rasped. “I can’t breathe…”
He might have actually hit her if Kaseya hadn’t started giggling too. The amazon cupped her hands over her mouth in embarrassment.
“What the hell is going on?” Jorem asked. “Did you form a coven when I wasn’t looking?”
“It’s been a rough two weeks—I just wanted some entertainment,” Valuri said, clutching one of the cargo crates for support. “Though to be honest, it didn’t work out exactly like I’d hoped. I really didn’t think you’d be this pathetic about Red leaving for a while. I mean, Escar’s breath, did you cry when I got captured by the Inquisitrix?”
“Yes!”
She froze. “Really?”
“Of course I did! I love you!” Jorem shook his head. “Well, I did before today.”
“Oh,” Valuri murmured. “Well, I, uh, I guess that makes sense.”
“I swear to the gods…”
“I am sorry if the deception made you uncomfortable,” Kaseya said, placing her hands on the sides of his face. “But Valuri was right—your reaction was amusing.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet,” Jorem muttered, though he felt the first hint of a smile touch his lips. “But I’m not sure I like the idea of you developing a sense of humor.”
“With the two of us working together, he won’t stand a chance,” Valuri chortled. “It will be so fun we might not even notice the end of the world as we know it.”
Jorem ran a hand back through his hair and shook his head. “I still don’t understand. I thought you were going to stay and help Hestiah.”
“I was, but she reminded me that my place is here with my Maskari,” Kaseya said. 
“Despite everything we learned about your people and the pledge?”
She nodded. “It is true that the moshalim lied to the Amazons for many, many years. They conspired to make us their servants rather than their equals, and they used their power to suppress the true potential of generations of my sisters. Their crimes are great indeed.”
“But?” Jorem prompted.
“But everyone who knew the truth has already been punished. The Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar are dead, as are many of our other leaders. Our only option is to move forward, and that is exactly what Hestiah will try to do.” Kaseya smiled tightly. “The truth broke Inquisitrix Marcella and Ayrael. I will not allow it to break me.”
Jorem pursed his lips. “So where does that leave us?”
Kaseya placed her hands on his shoulders. “Even if it was ultimately twisted to a sinister purpose, the pledge between an Amazon and her sorcerer carries great power. The ancient elves knew this; they entrusted us, their bonded servants, to protect the Fount and its power. You and I have accomplished many great deeds together…and we will accomplish many more in the days ahead.”
“I’d certainly like to think so.”
“I have no doubt,” she said flatly. “You and I remain the only channelers in the region with the power and the knowledge to defeat the Senosi. The people of the Northern Reaches need our aid whether they realize it or not.” Her blue eyes suddenly hardened. “As much as I want to stay with Hestiah and work to rebuild Nol Krovos, I can help my people far more on the mainland. The dead cry out for vengeance, and I intend to claim it for them. One way or another, we will defeat Marcella. That is my first new pledge.”
Jorem frowned. “Your first new pledge? What is the second?”
Kaseya’s eyes softened, and all the hard-edged sobriety quickly drained from her face. “To renew my vows with you, of course.”
Valuri snickered as she slowly dragged herself back to her feet. “I told you I had a surprise gift for you…”
“After I decided to accompany you back to the mainland, I spoke with the moshalim artificers,” Kaseya said. “I bade them to forge me a new tan’ratha—one even more powerful than the last.”
Reaching into the pack behind her, she withdrew a sleek, resplendent golden collar with a faintly glowing ruby encrusted in the center almost like a broach. Both sides of the metal were laced with intricate Aetheric runes drawn in an Elvish-looking script. 
“Normally, tan’ratha are designed to convey thoughts and emotions from the moshalim to his Amazon so she can properly anticipate his needs and sate his desires,” Kaseya said. “But as we’ve learned, it was not always thus. I instructed the artificers to examine our Dal’Rethi training stone, and it shared a great deal of knowledge with them—including how to recreate the original tan’ratha used by the first defenders of the Fount.”
Jorem frowned. “What is the difference?”
 “The current tan’ratha assumes that the Amazon herself is not a channeler,” she explained. “But the original defenders—the Mas’Kari—were bonded sorcerers. Their collars were designed to enhance their connection, allowing the Aether to flow freely between them and further enhance their channeling abilities.”
“Do you know how?”
“No,” Kaseya admitted with a smile. “But I look forward to finding out together.”
She handed him the collar. He ran his finger along the edges, marveling at the craftsmanship. The metal was cool to the touch, but he could feel a powerful nexus of Aetheric energy stirring within the runes.
“Let the bonding ritual begin…again,” Kaseya said, slowly sinking to her knees in front of him. Valuri helpfully gathered up and lifted the Amazon’s red mane out of the way, exposing the olive skin of her long neck. 
“Never doubt me again,” Valuri said with a sly wink. 
Jorem couldn’t help but smile as he gently secured the collar around Kaseya’s throat. The more he leaned forward, the harder it was to ignore the fact he was already so hard his trousers were about to split. 
“There,” he said. “How’s that?”
Kaseya shook her head and nibbled playfully at her lip. “Tighter.”
Jorem’s fingers actually started trembling in anticipation as he moved the clip another notch. The collar was definitely pressing into her skin, but she didn’t seem to mind. On the contrary, her eyes fluttered shut and her cheeks flushed with color. 
“Oh…I had almost forgotten…” she breathed as the ruby began glowing more intently. “I can feel everything.”
Jorem stood there watching her in silence for a long moment, bewitched by the image of her smooth skin and ample cleavage. It was hard to believe that just a few short minutes ago he thought he might have lost her forever…
“I can feel your desire for us,” Kaseya breathed. “I can feel your need for us.”
“You don’t need to feel anything, Red,” Valuri said. “Just open your eyes.”
Her eyelids slowly fluttered open and were promptly greeted by the sight of his bulging trousers barely an inch in front of her lips. 
“You should be embarrassed,” Valuri mock scolded. “This is a grave, sober moment of great cultural importance, and here you are barely able to keep your cock in your pants.”
Smiling seductively, Kaseya slipped her fingers through the fly and liberated his throbbing stem. “You are aroused,” she said, echoing her words from the boat when she had first pledged herself to him. “It is my duty to relieve you.”
Kaseya’s mouth opened ever so slightly as she gently kissed the tip. A tiny bubble of seed dribbled across her lips, and she eagerly licked them clean. “It feels as though it has been an age,” she whispered. “But I could never forget your taste.”
Jorem had to reach out and brace himself against the wall when her tongue began lathering him from stem to tip. His ecstasy rippled through the collar straight to her quim; he couldn’t even begin to imagine how wet she must have already been. It really did seem like it had been an age since he had awakened with his member in her mouth. He couldn’t wait to get back into that particular routine…
“No one likes a cock hog, Red,” Valuri said, sinking down to her knees next to the amazon. She was still holding Kaseya’s hair in one hand, and she was practically salivating in anticipation of a meal. “Take a bite or get out of the way.”
Kaseya smiled, and for a moment Jorem thought she might offer to share with the Huntress. But then she abruptly leaned forward and inhaled his entire member in a single gulp. 
“Oh, shit,” he gasped, reflexively reaching for the back of her head. But Valuri slapped his hand away and shot him a baleful glare. 
“She’s mine,” the Huntress said. Bracing one hand on Jorem’s ass and the other on the back of the Kaseya’s skull, Valuri effectively forced him to start face-fucking the amazon.  
“Nnmm,” Jorem groaned, biting down on his lip as he slammed into the depths of Kaseya’s burning throat over and over again. He couldn’t believe how effortlessly she took his full length…or how ruthless Valuri became. 
“Come on, I know you want to feed her,” Valuri taunted. “And don’t you dare fucking swallow, Red!”
Jorem glanced down at the two women kneeling in front of him. Valuri’s corset was still open, and her tits were flopping up and down with every thrust. Meanwhile, Kaseya’s gown had almost fallen off on its own. Both of them were looking up him expectantly—desperately—as if his seed was the most important thing in the damn multiverse. 
He gave it to them. He flooded Kaseya’s throat with a week’s worth of pent-up frustration, and despite her valiant efforts several thin white streams began dribbling from her lips and down her chin. The mere sight of Jorem’s sorcerous seed was all it took for Valuri to lose control; like a vampire yearning for blood, she fastened herself to Kaseya’s neck and madly licked up every fallen drop. When the amazon finally pulled away, Valuri practically speared her tongue through the other woman’s lips in desperation. 
Jorem couldn’t even muster the strength to stay upright. He stumbled onto the ground and watched the girls—his girls—share his bounteous offering like it was the nectar of the gods. He couldn’t imagine ever growing tired of this, not in a million years. 
“Fuck…” he whispered.
By the time Valuri finally came up for air, her eyes and Senosi tattoos were glowing so brightly Jorem almost had to shield his eyes. Thick strands of seed dangled from her lips, but she probably didn’t even notice. He knew from experience that her mind had long since fled her body; the Senosi “rapture” after feeding was almost as intense as the actual hunger.
“I doubt you are finished,” Kaseya said, shuffling past the delirious Huntress and smiling again. She playfully pushed her white gown from her shoulders and offered him her plump, heaving breasts. “The only question is how we should consummate our new vows.”
Jorem leaned forward, thoroughly entranced, as he ran his tongue across her nipples. Kaseya moaned in delight, and she gently dragged her fingers through his hair. He would have gladly sat there fondling them forever while the sea carried them all the way to eternity, but eventually Valuri crawled her way over to them.
“Fuck,” she rasped, ripping off the rest of her corset in between labored breaths. “Now that the appetizer is out of the way…” 
She lunged at Kaseya’s right breast and devoured it as greedily as Jorem’s seed. Grinning, he followed her lead with the left one, and the amazon gently placed her hands atop their heads and tousled their hair as they suckled. She moaned softly, and her eyes rolled back into her head when Valuri slipped a finger into her sopping quim. 
“If you’re going to fuck her, you better do it soon,” the Huntress whispered between frantic licks. “Otherwise I’m going to grab a phallus from my pack and beat you to it.”
Jorem was seriously tempted to let her. For one, it would give him a few more minutes to recover, and for two…well, for two it would be incredibly hot to watch. But the truth of the matter was that his cock was already hard again, and he doubted he would be able to contain himself if the two of them went at it. Especially since Valuri didn’t seem to understand the concept of “gentle”…
Grasping Kaseya by the thighs, Jorem hoisted her up onto the edge of one of the supply crates. She moaned contentedly when the tip of his member slipped inside her, and she wrapped her arms around the back of his neck and pressed their foreheads together. 
“I am yours, Maskari,” she whispered. “Now and forever…”
Jorem kissed her slowly, sensuously, as if she was the most valuable treasure in the world. Her ankles locked together behind his back, and her powerful legs pulled him deeper and deeper inside her. 
“Nnmm,” he moaned again, though their lips refused to part. Her quim was as warm and welcoming and wonderful as always, and the entire world seemed to freeze around them as he took her. He couldn’t believe he had almost willingly walked away from this; he couldn’t believe he had actually thought they could survive apart. Collar or no collar, the bond between them was as tangible a force as gravity. 
Maskari—two bodies as one. 
“I love you,” Jorem breathed. 
“I love you, too,” Kaseya said, grabbing his hair and pulling their lips back together. Her legs squeezed his sides so tightly it became difficult to breathe, and he pounded into her harder and harder with every thrust…
“All right, enough emotions,” Valuri said, crouching on the floor beneath them and eagerly eyeing his cock in anticipation of another eruption. “Are you done cooking my dinner yet, Red?”
“Almost,” Kaseya said, leaning away just enough to smile. “Why don’t you take it out of the stove for her?”
Gritting his teeth, Jorem slammed into her again and again and again…
“Oh, gods,” he yelped, pulling out of Kaseya at the last possible instant and taking aim at Valuri’s pleading, upturned face. He immediately exploded, blasting her nose, lips, and chin with thick, smoldering strands of his sorcerous seed. The Huntress didn’t even try to swallow; her entire body went rigid as her Senosi tattoos flared back to life beneath her skin. Her lips hung open, her eyes rolled back into her head, and her hands gripped the stiletto heels of her boots as an orgasm shuddered through her. 
“Shalassa’s…fuck!” she cried out.
Kaseya might have been even more delirious; she slumped back on the crates and clutched her breasts as Jorem’s climax echoed through the collar and brought her off with him. Her legs clamped together as if still wrapped around his waist, and her olive skin glistened with sweat as she panted for breath. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed, her chest heaving in delight. “Jorem…”
He slumped back down on top of her and buried his face in her tits as the last shockwaves shuddered through them. He probably would have fallen over completely, but the iron grip of her thighs held him in place as if she never, ever wanted to let him go. He almost regretted not finishing inside her until he glanced back at the glorious mess he had made of Valuri’s proud, made-up face. She was so strong and clever and deadly, but she had a truly remarkable ability look like the cheapest, filthiest whore in the whole damn world sometimes…
Smiling in exhaustion, Kaseya gently stroked Jorem’s hair and tilted his head back to face her. “I’d say my pledge is officially renewed,” she whispered as she gently dragged the tips of his fingers across his lips. “Maskari…”
“Yeah,” Jorem said, grinning down at her. “I’d say so.”
 
***
 
Hours later, long after night had fallen and both girls had passed out, Jorem took a seat beneath the mizzenmast and sipped at a bottle of wine. The cool, salty air felt amazing on his bare chest, and he found himself staring contentedly at the moon-shrouded glimmer of the waves on the horizon. The weather was fair, the sea was calm, and he was as content as he had been in a long time. It was hard to believe that just this morning he’d assumed he would be miserable this entire voyage. He should have known by now that fortunes could—and often did—change in the blink of an eye. 
“I’m still not sure if the Inquisitrix proved you’re all frauds or not,” he said to any god that happened to be listening, “but if you had anything to do with this I suppose I should offer my thanks.”
A stiff wave crashed across the bow, spraying him with a fine mist of freezing water, and he decided to take it as a sign that the gods of the sea still hated him. Somehow, he found the thought oddly comforting. 
Grunting softly, Jorem leaned down to his pack and opened the sealed fold in front. A slender bluish crystal was packed safely inside, and he could feel its warmth even before he placed his hands on it. He couldn’t believe that a month had passed since the crazed moshalim hermit Zalheer had given them this ancient elven training stone. It had taught them a great deal, including several long-forgotten Avetharri channeling and fighting techniques.
Unfortunately, the relic’s power seemed like it had been gradually draining away since the destruction of the Fount. Jorem had wondered if putting some distance between them and Nol Krovos might help, but apparently the opposite was true—the crystal had almost stopped glowing entirely. 
“Let me guess: the loss of the Fount is sapping your strength, too,” he murmured, twisting the crystal between his fingers. “I suppose that shouldn’t be surprising. Your people are the ones who built it.”
Jorem sighed, and the contentment he’d been basking in just a few minutes ago quickly transformed back into existential dread. What were he and the girls going to find when they returned to the mainland? Would everyone be going about their normal lives, totally oblivious to the Fount’s destruction? Or was the whole region a hellscape where chaos and terror had already taken hold?
“If you do have any power left, you could use it to help us somehow,” he murmured. “The Avetharri must have known the Founts wouldn’t last forever, right?”
The crystal remained silent, and Jorem scoffed and shook his head. “That’s what I thought. Why tell us something useful? It’s not like you were literally designed to help teach people or anything.”
“Marhaak kûl drakatharri.”

Jorem hopped so spastically he almost dropped the stone over the side of the ketch. In the past, it had always communicated by speaking in a strange, disembodied elven voice, but this time it had seared the words into his mind directly. 
“What does that mean?” he asked. “Can you show me like before?”
For a long moment nothing happened, and he wondered if he had just imagined the whole thing. But then the stone unexpectedly began glowing again, and Jorem held his breath and waited for some kind of illusory projection like before. 
Instead, the crystal exploded. 
The shockwave hurled Jorem against the mast so hard the wood splintered, and when he collapsed onto his elbows several jagged crystalline shards pierced his forearm. When his vision finally cleared he glared at the hundreds of tiny fragments surrounding him…and then gasped as they all started glowing at once. 
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed. 
A strange mist settled upon the deck as if the boat had just drifted into a patch of fog, but Jorem could feel the Aetheric energy stirring around him. The mist quickly transformed into shapes and figures, and he belatedly realized he was going to get his illusory projection after all. But instead of one specific image, he was suddenly surrounded by thousands of them. 
Jorem glanced around, frantically trying to process everything he was seeing. Evidently the relic had decided to unleash all of its stored knowledge in a single burst whether his puny human mind could handle it or not…and it definitely couldn’t. His head spun, and his lungs choked as if he had inhaled water. He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t think, he couldn’t do anything besides cling to the burning flotsam that was his consciousness. Gritting his teeth, he tried to latch onto a few specific projections amongst the tide, hoping they might help anchor him—and he was right. When he fixated upon one or two of the images they slowly came into focus.
And they were glorious. 
He saw an empire that spanned the known world. He saw sparkling crystalline towers, sprawling marble cities, and endless emerald forests. He saw golden-haired, golden-eyed elves riding feathery winged beasts. He saw a paradise beyond description.  
And then he saw death. In one instant he was staring at a projection of a splendorous silver city, and in the next every building around him had been scorched black. Armies clashed in the streets; channelers rained fire and lightning from the sky. The entire world seemed consumed by the same endless war against a relentless, unknown foe. 
Kûl baresk kyovaeri re jikmadator. Kûl velhari re nurauthot. Kûl annyo di kûl Valathrim duuloa. 
Jorem swallowed and tried to refocus. “I don’t understand,” he said. “What are you trying to say?”
Marhaak kûl drakatharri. Marhaak vers di dout iejir. Asta drakatharri pulwi ui dout fasteraan.
The tiny projections shifted one final time, and an enormous, monstrous shadow crawled across the deck. A bellowing roar thundered in his mind, scattering the illusory armies, and a great beast finally descended upon the hordes. 
A dragon. 
Jorem gasped and sat up…and then watched as the tiny projections all faded back into mist. The glow of the crystalline fragments faded, and the ancient elven stone was no more. 
“What the hell was that?” Valuri asked, peeking up from below deck. “Is someone shooting at us?”
“Not exactly,” Jorem said, leaning back on his haunches and wincing at his bloody forearms. 
“You’re awake on your own for ten minutes and you somehow manage to cut yourself?” she asked, glancing at the tiny fragments scattered across the deck. “What did you do, smash a wine glass on the deck?”
“It was the Avetharri training stone,” Kaseya said, appearing behind her. 
Valuri frowned. “You destroyed it?”
“It destroyed itself,” Jorem said, wincing as he pulled a tiny shard from his skin. “Its power had been fading ever since the Fount was destroyed. I think it wanted to communicate one last message while it still could.”
Her eyes narrowed skeptically. “And what message was that?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I still can’t translate the language.”
“Marhaak kûl drakatharri,” Kaseya said, her brow furrowing in concentration. 
“You heard it too?” Jorem asked. 
“From your mind,” she said, touching the ruby embedded in her new collar. “The connection is stronger than before.”
Jorem nodded idly. If he’d had trouble hiding his feelings from her in the past, apparently now it was going to be downright impossible…
“Well, your people’s language is based on ancient Avetharri, right?” Valuri asked. “Do you know what it means?”
Kaseya crossed her arms over her bare chest as another cool breeze swept over them. “Given the context, I believe it means ‘unleash the dragon.’”
Jorem glanced down to the deck where he had seen the illusory beast fly over a battlefield. “Dragon?” he asked. “What dragon?”
“I do not know.”
He pursed his lips as he reached out to the Aether and channeled a healing spell into the lacerations on his arm. The pain faded almost immediately. “If I ever create some kind of weird, magical repository before I die, remind me to leave instructions for whoever finds it.”
“I cannot translate most of the other words,” Kaseya said, her eyes still narrowed in thought, “but I do recognize ‘Velhari’ and ‘Valathrim.’”
“Velhari?” Valuri asked. “As in the Fount of Velhari that was just destroyed?”
“Yes, though I believe it was being used as a simple noun rather than a proper name. It is reasonably close to our word for ‘prison.’”
Valuri blinked. “Prison? Well, at least that isn’t ominous.”
Jorem flexed his mended flesh. “What about the other word?”
“Valathrim,” Kaseya said. “It is the Avetharri term for the original gods of the ancient world.”
“‘Original gods?’” Valuri asked, shaking her head. “What the hell does that mean?”
“The Avetharri believed that all the true deities were destroyed many ages ago,” Jorem said. “They worshipped the Aether as the one true source of divinity; some even believed it was literally the blood of the fallen gods spilled across the world. That’s why they treated sorcerers with such reverence.”
 “Okay, but what does that mean, exactly?” Valuri asked. “And what does it have to do with unleashing a dragon?”
Jorem blew a thin stream of air between his teeth. “I don’t know. The only connection I can think of is the Dragon War. The Avetharri Wyrm Lords became so powerful they could actually transform into dragons, and they battled each other for hundreds of years.”
Valuri’s eyes narrowed. “Wait a second...you think this stupid relic was trying to teach you how to transform into a bloody dragon?”
“It’s just one theory,” Jorem said. “And it seems pretty far-fetched, to be honest. No sorcerer in the modern age has unlocked that secret. I’m not even sure if it’s actually possible.”
“Marhaak kûl drakatharri,” Kaseya whispered. “Unleash the dragon…”
Jorem shook his head. “We need a proper translation. For all we know the second part contradicts the first.”
“Perhaps someone in Highwind will be able to help.”
“Assuming the city’s not on fire,” Valuri muttered. 
“Assuming a lot of things,” Jorem said, glancing down at the shattered stone again. “I wish we’d had more time to study it. And I wish we knew why the loss of the Fount was sapping its power.”
“I wish we knew a lot of things,” Valuri said, sauntering up to the bow of the ship and staring out at the moonlit horizon. “Like what the hell has been going on out there for the last few weeks while we’ve been gone.”
Jorem nodded as he twirled one of the tiny crystalline shards between his fingers. “We’ll find out soon enough.”
 
 



2
Knights and Rangers
 
Two Weeks Earlier…
 
“Three barons, two lords. I sure hope you paladins get paid more than I think you do.”
Julian Cassel, Knight-Captain of the Silver Fist, glanced up at the greasy, moon-faced merchant sitting across from him and smiled. “Serving the Order is about faith and duty, not coin. We are the sworn defenders of Highwind and its people.”
“In other words, you’re poor as dirt,” the merchant, Finch, muttered. “Why did I invite you to play again?”
“Well, I believe you were eyeing my sword,” Cassel said, gesturing with his chin towards the massive steel blade propped up against the wall of the carriage. “Though I can’t imagine you’d willingly strip a paladin of his weapon, especially after all I’ve done for you…”
The other player at the table, a wiry wisp of a man named Jakarn, snorted so loudly it was surprising he didn’t spook the horses. “You obviously don’t know him very well. If you can’t pay up, he’ll gladly strip that armor right off your back.”
“Besides, you haven’t done a damn thing for us yet,” Finch grumbled. “That crazy elf witch demanded we travel through the night despite my warnings.”
Cassel’s smile faded. “That ‘crazy elf witch’ is the Ranger-General of Highwind, and she is trying to save your livelihood. Or would you rather lose every coin in your coffers to bandits?”
“I would rather you pay up, Sir Knight,” Finch said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I doubt the moneylenders in Highwind will take your ‘honor’ on collateral.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that just yet,” Cassel said, laying his cards out on the table. “Four lovely queens, one of every color.”
Finch’s eyes shot open wide, and somehow his fat, greasy face looked even greasier. “How…?”
“Blessed are the righteous servants of Escar,” Cassel said, thrusting out his hand in a grandiose gesture. “May glory and fortune follow in their wake…especially the ones who know how to count cards.”
“You never told me you knew how to play sejaak!”
Cassel shrugged. “You never asked.”
Jakarn burst out laughing. “Played by a ruby-cheeked paladin…that has to be a new low, even for you.”
Finch glowered at his partner. “Knights aren’t supposed to gamble. Isn’t that in their bloody Code?”
“You’ve obviously never met a Knight of the Silver Fist before,” Jakarn said. “I’ve known more virtuous whoremongers...”
“Now, now, there’s no need to be bitter,” Cassel said, reaching out a hand and sweeping his winnings to his side of the table. “I’ve no intention of keeping your coin for myself.”
Finch’s eyes narrowed. “You’re going to give it back?”
“Gods, no,” Cassel said. “But I’m sure one of the orphanages in Blacktide Borough can put it to good use.”
The other men looked at him with such raw, unfiltered scorn he struggled not to laugh in their faces. He had spent enough time protecting merchant lords and noble scions to know that nothing united the wealthy elite more than their contempt for the poor. 
“You can’t be serious,” Jakarn said. “What could those wretched urchins possibly do with that much gold?”
“Eat, buy new clothes, have an actual future…” Cassel shrugged. “You know, silly things like that.”
“I’m going to take this up with your commander,” Finch growled. “I’ll tell him you were—”
Their glares were interrupted when the carriage door abruptly whipped opened and a blonde-haired, blue-eyed elf woman swung halfway inside. “We’re approaching the bridge,” Ranger-General Serrane Starwind said. “We need to…” Her brow furrowed when she belatedly noticed the cards and coins. “Are you gambling?”
“I was gambling,” Cassel corrected. “But I believe these fine gentlemen are out of coin.”
Her face twisted into a scowl so cold the merchants actually balked. “We don’t have time for this nonsense,” she growled. “Grab your sword and get into position. Now!”
She vanished back through the curtain, and the merchants shared a wary glance before they chortled in amusement. 
“Forget going to his commander,” Jakarn said. “We should just report him to her.”
Finch snickered. “Shalassa’s sweet tits, that woman really is as cold as they say, isn’t she?” 
“Colder,” Cassel said, standing and fastening his scabbard back to his belt. “If we do get attacked, try not to shit yourselves, would you? And don’t you dare touch my coin.”
After flashing them a final warning glare, Cassel hopped out of the moving carriage and signaled for the driver to stop while he jogged up ahead. Serrane was already fifty yards down the road, her golden hair practically glowing in the moonlight.  
“You’ll be happy to know that Finch and Jakarn are properly terrified of you,” Cassel said after he’d caught up. “And they believe you’re very upset with me.”
“That was the plan.” Her lips curled into a faint smile while her keen elven eyes scanned the forest. “From the looks of it, you’ve already cleaned them out.”
“Let’s just say there will be a lot of very happy orphans when we get back to the city.”
She grunted softly and shook her head. “Before coming to Highwind, I’d never heard of a knightly order that encouraged its paladins to become card hustlers.”
“Encouraged is a bit of a stretch,” Cassel said. “We’re just a bit more practical than your average stiffs in armor. Sometimes protecting the weak means stabbing trolls in the face, other times it means bilking a few fat merchants out of their coin.”
Serrane chuckled softly and shook her head. Somehow, her sharp elven features were even more striking when silhouetted in the moonlight. Cassel couldn’t help but appreciate the way her cropped leather bodice cradled her soft breasts, and as usual a single glance at her toned, pale midriff was all it took to make his trousers feel three sizes too tight.  
Had tonight been like any other night of their ongoing journey from Icewatch back to Highwind, she would have already been naked and whimpering inside his tent. But the farther south they traveled, the more obvious the chaos enveloping the plains became. The recent barbarian attack in the north had spooked the Council, and the death of Highlord Kastrius—former leader of the Silver Fist—had sent all of Highwind into a panic. Troops had been recalled, outposts had been abandoned, and the countless villages scattered across the plains had been left to fend for themselves. It was an untenable situation to say the least, and Serrane planned to berate her fellow Councilors into action the moment they returned.
But for the moment they were on their own, and Serrane had concocted a plan to terrify all the would-be bandits back into the foothills. The trouble was, Cassel didn’t like it one bit. 
“Look, I’m still not convinced that this is a good idea,” he said, taking a deep breath while gazing out upon the dark, foreboding oaks shrouding the edge of the road. “We could order them to set up camp here before the bridge and wait until morning. I doubt the bandits will—”
“We’ve been over this,” Serrane interrupted, her tone suddenly serious. “The whole point is to draw out the bandits and eliminate them before they can prey on anyone else.”
“Pull one weed and a dozen more will grow in its place. We both know the roads won’t be safe until the Order selects a new Highlord and dispatches more patrols.”
“That doesn’t mean we should sit around doing nothing in the meantime. These people are our responsibility.”
“I know, which is precisely why I don’t want to use them as bait. If you really want to hunt some bandits, you and I could head into the forest and—”
“Tracking them all down would take too long, and we need to get back to the city as soon as possible,” Serrane reminded him. “This is the best way to deal with the problem at its source.”
Cassel sighed. “You may not be aware of this, but you’re an incredibly frustrating and stubborn woman sometimes.”
“So I have been told.”
“Luckily for you, you’re also incredibly sexy when you get that murderous glint in your eye…”
Serrane groaned and grinned at the same time. “Just try and stay focused for once. If I’m right, we’re going to be horribly outnumbered.”
“What else is new?” he muttered. “I’ll head back and get ready. Where are you going to be?”
“Around,” she said, clutching her rune-covered elven bow. “Just promise me you won’t try anything especially stupid.”
“I’m a paladin,” Cassel reminded her. “You can’t hold me to such an impossible standard.”
Scoffing, Serrane leaned in and kissed him on the lips. “Stick to the plan and wait for my signal. I promise I’ll be there when you need me.”
With that, she turned and vanished into the shadows of the forest. Cassel stood there for a long moment, his head shaking and his lips smiling. 
“I know you will.”
 
***
 
The Kurstdale Bridge was one of many ancient landmarks on the road from Icewatch to Highwind, though the river it had once spanned had long since dried up. The rocky riverbed was too jagged for carts and carriages to cross, unfortunately, which was why the bridge remained a natural chokepoint—and therefore a target for every bandit and mountain orc within thirty miles. The Knights of the Silver Fist had constructed a watchtower nearby for just that reason, but like almost every other outpost in the area it had been gradually drained of men and resources by the noble families who paid the bills. The Highwind gentry were so terrified of an open war with Vorsalos that they had nearly allowed Icewatch to fall to the Roskarim horde just a few weeks prior. 
Serrane Starwind couldn’t wait to chastise the Council when she got back, and she was more than willing to recall her Duskwatch Rangers from the forest and deploy them into the plains if she had to. But for now, she intended to take matters into her own hands…and the local bandits were apparently more than willing to cooperate. 
 Thanks to the long, diaphanous strands of moonlight, her elven eyes had no trouble picking out at least a dozen men lurking in the shadows near the bridge. Normally, being so badly outnumbered wouldn’t have bothered her; she and Cassel had overcome far worse odds during their battles against the barbarians in the north. But the more she prowled around the perimeter, the more she realized they weren’t dealing with a group of half-starving highwaymen. 
In fact, she was reasonably certain they weren’t dealing with highwaymen at all. 
Swearing under her breath, Serrane glanced back over her shoulder just as the caravan rounded the corner and approached the bridge. Cassel and his horse were leading the way, and a lump formed in her throat when she realized how badly she had miscalculated. This whole reverse ambush had been her idea, but she hadn’t expected to be fighting a group of heavily-armed, properly-trained soldiers…
But it was too late to back out now. Grimacing, she lunged towards one of the towering oaks nearby and climbed the branches as quickly and quietly as she could. She found a proper perch about thirty feet off the ground, and after bracing herself in its limbs she plucked her bow from her back and took aim.  
Aetheric energy instantly coursed through the string, and the elven runes along the limbs began to glow faintly at her touch. Serrane wished she had a clearer shot; the tree canopy was just thick enough to be annoying. Thankfully, she had far more than regular arrows at her disposal, and even properly trained soldiers probably hadn’t faced down a true arcane archer before.
“Just get their attention, Julian,” she whispered as the caravan came to a halt and Cassel drew his sword. “Don’t try to be a hero…”
Even as she spoke the words she knew he wouldn’t be able to help himself. The Knights of the Silver Fist may have been competent and courageous warriors, but they were also incorrigible idiots. The instant the bandits began threatening him he drew his sword, offered them a salute, and kicked his horse into a charge. 
“For Escar!” he cried out. “For Highwind!”
If Serrane hadn’t needed both of her hands to fire, she would have slapped her palm against her forehead. Cassel was a skilled swordsmen and an excellent rider, and given his superior training and equipment she had no doubt he could hold his own against any one of the bandits. The problem was that there were twenty of them. 
“Le’thos,” she hissed, drawing back the string. A blazing arrow of pure Aetheric energy nocked itself between her fingers, and her eyes flicked back and forth in search of the best possible target to keep him alive—
But Cassel didn’t charge blindly into their ranks. After galloping forward just enough to make the bandits panic, he tugged on the reins and reared his horse back in a full stop. Serrane felt the surge of Aetheric power swell within him, and she shielded her eyes a split second before he unleashed a radiant burst of light from one of his hands. 
The bandits weren’t so lucky. The brilliant burst seared their eyes, momentarily blinding them, and Cassel promptly resumed his charge directly through their ranks. He trampled through their now disorganized spear wall with the ease of an ogre kicking open a wooden door.  
Serrane grinned despite herself. She really needed to stop underestimating him. Cassel might have been a paladin, and he was definitely an idiot more often than she liked.
But there was a reason she had fallen in love with him.
Taking in a deep breath, she shifted her aim to the makeshift barricade blocking off the bridge. A new fiery Aetheric arrow blazed into existence between her fingertips, but she wanted more than just a simple burst of flame. She channeled power into the arrow until it became completely unstable…and then she released the string. 
The shot hit the barricade dead center and exploded with the same intensity as a sorcerer’s fireball. The crossbowmen hunkering behind it for cover were instantly hurled aside and immolated, and even the ones several yards away were flattened to the ground by the shockwave. Panic spread more quickly than the flames; as the men slowly regained their sight, they frantically scattered in all directions. 
Serrane didn’t let them get far. She fired shot after shot at the stragglers, piercing their chests and throats and legs until the bridge was spackled in blood and littered with corpses. With Cassel carving his way through the spearmen, she expected the skirmish to be over in a matter of seconds…but apparently some of the bandits were seasoned enough to keep their cool. A pair of crossbowmen at the corner of her vision dove for cover behind the trees, and despite the dim light and their poor human vision they still fired back.
Her ability to dodge was severely limited by her perch in the tree, and one of the crossbow bolts nicked her leg just below the knee. A pained yelp escaped her lips, and she reflexively shifted her weight and hopped into an adjacent branch before they could reload. This perch was far less steady—she could already feel the wood starting to splinter—but she refused to cede the high ground just yet. Conjuring another unstable Aetheric arrow to her bowstring, she fired right between the remaining crossbowmen rather than at them. The explosive shockwave blasted them out of their cover and created a thick wall of smoke that gave her just the distraction she needed.  
Tossing her bow over her back, she hopped back down to the forest floor and drew the twin elven blades from her hips. She crouched low enough that the smoke and darkness would make her practically invisible, and she rushed forward to join the melee and end this as swiftly as possible. The crossbowmen were still shielding their eyes and scanning the trees when she found them, and she cut them down in a wild, spinning vortex of blood and steel.  
“The last few ran off into the forest,” Cassel said between labored breaths as he hopped down from his horse. His splendorous silver armor was spackled with blood, but thankfully very little of it appeared to be his. “You still want to chase them down?”
Serrane shook her head as she carefully surveyed the battlefield. Thanks to the burning barricade they had a well-lit view of the carnage, and upon closer inspection she confirmed that her initial theory had been correct. “No,” she said. “Better to let them return to their commanders with news that Highwind isn’t as defenseless as they thought. It might buy us a little more time to talk sense into the Council.”
“Commanders?” Cassel asked. “What are you—?”
“These aren’t highwaymen, Julian,” she said, thrusting out her sword and tapping the fine, polished scale male beneath the cloak on one of the bodies. “They’re professional soldiers from Vorsalos.”
Cassel removed his helmet and crouched down. “Bloody hell,” he murmured. “You’re sure?”
“Sure enough,” Serrane said. “Look at their equipment—random bandits don’t wear custom-fitted hauberks. They were trying to block the road and choke off as much trade as possible, and they were smart enough not to strut around in embroidered tabards. This fits the pattern we’ve seen from Senosi throughout the city: disrupt, destabilize, and let chaos do the rest.”
He scowled and glanced at the forest. “Then maybe we should pursue. They might have some answers.”
“If not for the caravan, maybe,” she said, gesturing towards the wagons behind them. “But I suspect your gambling buddies have soaked their trousers by now.”
“Almost certainly,” Cassel agreed, standing. “So what’s the plan?”
“We put out the fires and we move the caravan over the bridge.” Serrane swallowed and sheathed her swords. “Then the two of us ride hard for a few more hours so we can actually reach the city by tomorrow. We have to find a way to contain this before it gets any worse.”
 
***
 
Two hours later, Cassel and Serrane were a dozen miles further down the road and only a dozen more away from Highwind’s western garrison tower, Hastien’s Fall. Even more importantly, Cassel had claimed his gold from the merchants, and after the battle at the bridge they hadn’t even bickered with him about it. He felt a little guilty about leaving them behind, but the odds that another group of bandits would attack them tonight seemed low. Besides, Serrane was right that the two of them needed to travel a bit further if they wanted to reach the city by tomorrow afternoon. She probably would have pushed through the night if he hadn’t insisted that her horse needed a break.
“You know, one of these days you might actually need to invest in some real leg armor,” he said as he slipped a hand inside her trousers and channeled a healing spell into the gash below her knee. “It will save you a lot of pain.”
“I need to be able to move freely,” she reminded him, wincing in that adorable way of hers. “We can’t all plod around in fifty pounds of steel.”
“You could start with ten pounds and go from there,” he muttered. “Or at least wear a skirt to give me easier access.”
Serrane grinned. “I prefer to make you work for it.”
Cassel grunted and slid his hand farther up her leg. Her skin was as soft as satin and as smooth as silk, and whenever he touched her thigh he couldn’t help but think back to their adventures in the north just a few weeks ago. The two of them had single-handedly scattered a horde of Roskarim barbarians, and afterwards he had tended to her wounds just like this. Serrane had been terrified to admit her feelings for him, but when he closed his eyes he could still feel her body trembling at the warmth of his touch. Then his fingers had finally found their way to her smoldering quim…
“Well, thankfully I’ve never been averse to putting in some extra effort now and then,” Cassel said, gently sliding his hand all the way up to her silken thong. “Just lie back and let me see if I missed a spot…”
“Not tonight,” Serrane said, snatching his wrist. Her iron grip was a stark reminder that she packed a surprising amount of strength in her sleek, slender frame. “We only have a few hours left before sunrise, and you need to be rested if we’re going to push for Highwind.”
Cassel arched an eyebrow at her. “We’ve barely slept at all the last few nights, and I still feel fine.”
She grinned and kissed him softly on the lips. “I don’t know, you looked a little sluggish in that fight back there. Even more than normal, I mean.”
“Is that so?” he said, mock scowling down at her. 
“I didn’t want to say anything—I know how sensitive humans can be,” she teased, nibbling slyly at her lip. “Especially human males.”
“Uh huh,” Cassel grunted. “You’re too kind.”
“I consider it my solemn duty to look after the members of the lesser races,” Serrane said. “Now go ahead and get some sleep while I take watch.”
After planting a gentle kiss on the tip of his nose, she slithered out from underneath him and vaulted back to her feet with supernatural grace. She sauntered away from him, her hips swaying as seductively as if she were wearing heels, and she made a long, drawn-out show of bending over to retrieve her bow.
Cassel grinned. He definitely wouldn’t be getting any sleep tonight. 
Leaping to his feet,
he reached out and grabbed her by the waist. Pound for her pound, her athletic elven body was stronger than any human…but that didn’t mean much when he had six inches and at least a hundred pounds on her. He lifted her up off the ground, snickering at her surprised squeal as he carried her back towards the campfire and tossed her down into his bedroll like a Roskarim warlord claiming his plunder after a battle. She reflexively tried to squirm away, but Cassel pounced upon her with surprising speed and pinned her slender arms behind her head. 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she growled, her blue eyes narrowing dangerously when he wedged himself between her legs. 
“This lesser creature just captured the beautiful elf maiden unawares,” Cassel said as he leaned in and kissed her neck. Sometimes he swore her fair skin actually glowed in the moonlight. “Now I’m going to enjoy my prize.”
Serrane struggled again, but he had her pinned and she knew it. “You had better be careful, brute,” she warned. “This maiden doesn’t submit easily.”
“That’s what makes it so fun,” Cassel said, tracing his lips down her neck and past the hardened leather of her cropped breastplate to her smooth, flat stomach. It was the most perfect thing he had ever seen, and she moaned uncontrollably when he kissed a circle around her belly. 
“You really are a savage, aren’t you?” 
He grinned when he felt her shiver in anticipation of what he might do next. He had never met another woman quite like her. So cunning, so determined, so fierce…and yet so thoroughly desperate for a man to dominate her. 
“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Cassel warned.
Planting a final kiss on her belly, he abruptly grabbed her by the waist and flipped her over onto her chest. Serrane tried to wriggle free again, but he was ready: he snatched her wrists a second time and brutishly pinned her arms behind her back. The louder she squealed in protest, the more he tightened his grip. She finally bit down on her lip and stopped when her wrists were almost bent up to her shoulder blades. 
“That’s it, elf,” he grow led into her ear. “Just close that pretty mouth and submit to your fate.”
Cassel held her firmly in place with one hand while he unfastened his belt and pulled it free with the other. Binding her arms only took a few moments, and once she was completely restrained he leaned back and appreciated his handiwork. 
“Maybe I’ll drag you off into the mountains and offer you up to the first orc we find,” he said, gently biting the tip of her ear. “They’re always looking for fresh cunts to breed.”
“If you let me go now, I might let you live,” Serrane hissed. Under any other circumstances, he might have been terrified…but then he felt another uncontrollable shiver of delight ripple through her. 
“Oh, I don’t think so, elf slut,” he said. “You’re not going anywhere until I’ve had my fun.”
Cassel smacked her ass hard enough she actually yelped in surprise, at which point he grabbed her trousers and yanked them off her slender hips without even bothering to unbuckle her belt. The pristine, cream-colored skin of her naked thighs glinted in the firelight, and he slapped her ass again just to leave a single blemish. 
“Brute!” she snarled. “Untie me now!”
Cassel snickered as he gently pushed her legs apart with his hands. Her bald elven cunt was there waiting for him, and he only needed to drag a single finger along the slit to confirm what he already suspected: 
Serrane was absolutely soaked. 
He snickered in satisfaction as he leaned forward and licked his tongue across the length of her swollen slit. Her carnal nectar was so delicious it almost didn’t seem real. He had heard all kinds of legends about elven quims from older knights in the order, but he had always assumed that most of the stories were either thinly-veiled boasts of conquest or apocryphal nonsense. The first one was true, but the second one wasn’t—her quim really was the sweetest thing he had ever tasted. 
Serrane’s entire body seized up like he had just blasted her with a lightning bolt, and her sweet, girlish cries echoed through the forest when he nibbled gently at her clit. Cassel smiled and smacked her ass again. Normally he would have been happy to feast upon her all night, but the situation required something more…primal.
Grinning in anticipation, he shuffled up behind her and yanked off his own trousers. She gasped when he nudged the swollen head of his cock up against her sopping quim. 
“You wouldn’t dare!” she gasped.  
“You’re mine, elf bitch,” he snarled, grabbing a thick handful of her blonde hair. “Take it all!”
Cassel slammed all the way into her with a single thrust. No matter how many times he took her, he could never stop being amazed by the tight, otherworldly grip of her perfect elven cunt. Normally, she drained him at least once with her throat before he fucked her; it was the only way he could hold out for more than a few minutes. He could already tell that tonight wouldn’t be any different. No matter how slowly he thrust, no matter how much he tried to resist, she was going to milk him dry in a matter of seconds. 
He didn’t bother fighting it. Planting his hand firmly on the back of her skull, he pushed her face down into his bedroll and relentlessly pounded away. Serrane gurgled more than whimpered, and the instant Cassel felt a climax shudder through her he lost control and injected her quim with everything he had. 
“Oh, gods,” he cried out when he finished, slumping on top of her but leaving his cock nestled deeply inside where it belonged. 
“Brute,” she rasped, her voice muffled by his bedroll. “Release me at once!”
Cassel grinned and grabbed another thick clump of her hair. “The night is still young,” he said, slapping her ass again. “And there are still plenty of other ways to enjoy my prize.”
 
***
 
“Jukatta!” Serrane swore. “We should have been on the road an hour ago!”
She tossed aside the covers, and Cassel gasped in shock when a blast of cold winter air chilled his half-naked body. “Hey!”
“Get up,” she ordered, diving across the tent to retrieve her clothes and armor. “We should have been in Hastien’s Fall by now!”
Cassel grumbled and pulled the blankets back over him. “The world’s not going to fall apart because the two of us decided to sleep in a little bit, I promise.”
Serrane muttered something in Elvish while she struggled to get dressed. “We’ve already wasted more daylight than we earned by pushing ahead last night.”
“An existential crisis, to be sure,” he said, yawning and closing his eyes. “How will we ever live with ourselves?”
“You’re a bloody paladin!” she reminded him. “I know for a fact your recruits are up at the break of dawn every day.”
“Recruits are, sure, but that’s the whole point in climbing the ranks. Knights get to sleep until seven, and Knight-Captains get to sleep until eight.” He yawned again despite himself. “If I’m ever fortunate enough to get Knight-Commander someday, I’ll never see that damn sun before noon again.”
“Unbelievable. It’s like your entire Order is run by children.”
“I’ll never understand how someone who’s going to live another two hundred years can be in such a hurry all the time. What’s the rush?”
Serrane grumbled again as she continued rifling through the clothes pile. “I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”
“Suit yourself.” Cassel grinned but kept his eyes shut. “By the way, you’re not going to find what you’re looking for there.”
He could feel her eyes boring into him. “What are you talking about?”
Trying his hardest not to giggle, he pulled her silken thong out from beneath the covers. “I took a souvenir. I hope you don’t mind.”
She spat a vicious Elvish swear—or at least, some gibberish that sounded like an Elvish swear—before she dove on top of him and tried to pry her underwear from his grip. A minute later Cassel had her flipped over on her back, and a minute after that he had her ankles propped up on his shoulders while his cock relentlessly pounded into her tight elven quim. She finished at least twice before he pumped his morning bounty deep inside her. 
 “Mani naa raeg yassen amin,” she whispered breathlessly when she finally came down. 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about half the time,” Cassel said, kissing her nose. “But gods, I love the way you say it.”
Serrane grunted softly and dragged her long, slender fingers across the three-day stubble dotting his cheeks. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I should be so furious with you right now.”
“We humans have a word for this condition. I think it’s pronounced ‘love’ or something.”
She groaned. “It’s definitely not love, trust me.”
“Hmm, well, you display all the normal symptoms,” he said, sliding his fingers up and down her thighs. “Girlish giggles, rosy cheeks, a constant desire to get bent over and fucked from behind…”
“I hate you.”
“Maybe you’re just naturally as randy as a knight. Is there an Elvish phrase for that?”
“Jukatta le.” 
Cassel grunted. “Did you tell me to fuck—?”
Serrane kicked him over onto his back and straddled him. Her long mane of blonde hair—somehow still straight and untangled despite all the times he had grabbed a hold of it last night—spilled over him until he could barely see. 
“We need to get moving,” she told him. “For real this time.”
“Oh, fine,” he grumbled. “I suppose duty has to triumph over fun at some point.”
She chuckled and placed her fingers on his lips. “If we reach the gates before dusk, we can take a quick jaunt down the path to the river.”
Cassel arched an eyebrow. “And then what?”
“And then you can fuck me under the waterfall.”
He grinned. “See, this is why you’re a good leader. You know how to inspire your troops.”
“Just shut up and get dressed,” she said, smacking his arm. “And give me my damn underwear.”
After a few more minutes of scrambling and kissing, they finally packed up and made their way back to the road. Cassel had thrown on his breastplate but eschewed the rest of his armor, ostensibly to save time but actually because he didn’t want to have any more layers between their bodies than was absolutely necessary. He vastly preferred to have his hands free while he rode in the saddle behind her; his fingers appreciated the ability to caress the silky smooth skin of her bare midriff from behind. Besides, it was much easier to “accidentally” tickle her this way.
“You know, you could have kept that horse you borrowed from Finch,” Serrane said when his hand settled on her belly and pulled her tightly against him. 
“This is more comfortable,” Cassel said. He gently brushed aside her golden mane and planted a kiss on her neck. “Besides, Whisper is too fast; he would have left me behind.”
“Perish the thought,” she muttered even as she melted in his hands. “Just try and behave yourself back there.”
He smiled and kissed her neck again. “Knight’s honor.”
Serrane grunted and kicked Whisper into an abrupt gallop. She obviously wanted to push him hard enough to make up for lost daylight, but she restrained herself and ultimately steered the horse into a vigorous trot instead. Cassel more or less behaved himself, and they reached Hastien’s Fall just before noon like she had hoped all along. 
Unfortunately, that was precisely when everything when straight to hell. 
“Only three spotters on the parapets and two men on the road,” Cassel commented as he shielded his eyes against the midday glare. “How much do you want to bet the Council recalled half the garrison and assigned them to watch over some noblemen’s third estate instead?”
“Mm,” Serrane murmured. She slowed Whisper to a walk and squinted up at the wide, eighty-foot tall stone tower in the distance. Unlike Icewatch in the north, Hastien’s Fall was in flawless condition; it had only been built five years ago as a monument to Highwind’s previous Ranger-General. In addition to serving as a watchtower against a potential orc attack from the mountains, the structure also acted as something of a bridge between the road and the cliffs that eventually bled into the plains. 
As a general rule, the Silver Fist stationed about a dozen knights here at all times, and Serrane’s Duskwatch contributed the same number of rangers. The post wasn’t particularly prestigious or interesting; the troops were so bored that gambling and whoring were significant problems. Cassel was a little surprised that no one had opened a brothel nearby…
Still, having so few men on active watch in the middle of the day was beyond negligent, especially considering the recent bandit problems. Of course, none of these idiots had been expecting their boss to gallop down the road, either, and Cassel actually smirked when he imagined how badly Serrane was about to tear into them. 
“Something’s wrong,” she said, her voice low and grave. 
“Yeah, half of them are probably still drunk or unconscious,” Cassel muttered. “And you thought we slept in too—”
“Something is very wrong,” she interrupted, her body abruptly stiffening in the saddle. 
Cassel frowned and shielded his eyes again. They were still about a hundred feet from the base of the tower, and the knights on the ground were waving them over. Everything seemed normal enough.  
But that was the problem. With their spyglasses, the rangers on the parapets should have long since recognized their commander and her horse, and yet no one was scurrying about trying to make the place presentable for a surprise inspection. Perhaps they were simply trying to play it off—the men on the road could have been poised enough to run cover while their companions scurried about sweeping up the clothes and empty liquor bottles. 
The problem was, Cassel knew most of the men and women who had been stationed here, and “poised” was not the word he would have chosen to describe most of them. 
“They certainly don’t seem surprised to see us,” he whispered, his hand unwittingly sliding out from around her waist and settling on the handle of his sword. “Do you think someone at Icewatch sent word ahead without telling us?”
“What I think is that the armor on that knight wasn’t fitted for his body,” Serrane said. “And my scouts would know better than to try and sneak up on me from the forest line.”
Cassel resisted the urge to glance over his shoulder and focused on the armored men in front of them instead. With each passing second it became more and more obvious that she was right—the armor the men were wearing hadn’t been fitted for them, and they were trying to hide it by moving as little as possible. 
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed as the hairs on the back of his neck shot straight up. “We have a serious problem.”
“I’m going to need you to take the reins,” Serrane said. 
He blinked. “What?”
“If I can’t deal with those archers, we’re both dead,” she told him. “You will need to take the reins.”
Cassel’s eyes flicked up to the tower parapets. He had no idea how the hell she planned on getting up there; as far as he knew, she couldn’t spontaneously sprout wings and fly. But if he had learned one thing about Serrane Starwind these past few weeks (aside from how and where she liked to be touched) it was that he should always trust her instincts. 
“All right,” he said, reaching out to the Aether and allowing its currents to fortify his strength and reflexes. “So what’s the—”
“Charge straight for the bend in the road,” she told him. Her right foot slipped out of the stirrup, and he could feel her body coiling like a snake. “Distract and scatter them as long as you can until I’m able to cover you.”
He frowned at the two “knights” on the road ahead. “I can handle two men just fine.”
“They have friends you can’t see yet.”
“Where—?”
“No time. Go!”
Before he could finish the sentence, she drew her bow, conjured a shimmering magical arrow to the string, and fired at the gap in the crenellations atop the tower. For once, the arrow didn’t explode in a fiery burst; it conjured a cloud of thick black smoke that immediately forced the defending archers to gag and recoil. Serrane fired a second arrow amidst the confusion, but this one conjured a thin, diaphanous tether of solid energy. Leaping off Whisper’s back, she used the tether like a rope, first swinging to the tower wall and then scaling the wall as rapidly as possible. 
One of these days, I’ll stop being surprised by her endless bag of tricks. 
Grinning, Cassel took the reins and kicked Whisper into a gallop. The fake knights on the road were paralyzed in shock, and he was half-tempted to trample them outright. Unfortunately, Serrane had been right—they had plenty of friends.  
Almost a dozen men suddenly appeared on the sides of the road. In the hills to his left, a trio armed with crossbows popped up from behind a rocky outcropping and took aim; in the forest to his right, a trio armed with bows did the same. And down near the bend in the road where Serrane had pointed, six men with spears charged out from the bushes and braced themselves for a charge.
“Escar’s mercy,” Cassel hissed through clenched teeth. Just like with the caravan ambush last night, these men weren’t bandits—they were fully armed and equipped soldiers, almost certainly from Vorsalos. And if they had already taken Hastien’s Fall without a response from Highwind, then the city was in far, far more trouble than he and Serrane had feared. 
Grimacing, Cassel lowered his blade and charged. Whisper’s hooves thundered across the road, and he crouched low as a barrage of crossbow bolts whipped past his head. Serrane would never forgive him if he tried to plow through a wall of spears and got her horse maimed or killed, but he still had the blinding flash trick up his sleeve just like back on the bridge last night. Lifting his sword high, he called out to the Aether and summoned its power—
And froze in the saddle when it failed to answer his call.  
“What?” Cassel gasped, trying again to no avail even as Whisper galloped closer and closer to the spears. He tugged hard at the reins, twisting the horse off the road and into the grass mere seconds before they were impaled. He cried out when the sudden movement wrenched his leg in the stirrup, and he could barely hear anything over the horse’s squeals of protest. He knew he had just made himself a helpless target—he could feel the archers lining up their shots. But while he desperately tried to steer Whisper into the trees for cover, a bitter cold tingle suddenly rippled up and down his spine. 
At first, he assumed the sensation was just standard, run-of-the-mill mortal terror at the arrows whistling past his face, but as the seconds ticked by his entire body felt like it was being squeezed by a giant invisible hand. His limbs went stiff, his lungs froze, and his back seized up like he had just been impaled through the chest.  
Cassel toppled out of the saddle. He didn’t even feel his body hit the ground or tumble through the dirt; it was as if he had been dropped into the ocean rather than a field of grass. For an instant, he swore he was actually drowning; his lungs pleaded for air but inhaled only freezing, brackish water. He was vaguely aware of Whisper’s panicked whinnies, and he thought he heard Serrane calling out to him. But her voice sounded like it was coming from the ocean’s surface while he had already sunk to the floor.
I’m dying. 
“Escar,” he rasped. “Protect me!”
There was no response. 
 
***
 
Serrane was halfway up the tower wall before she heard Whisper squeal and Cassel shriek. She glanced back over her shoulder just in time to watch the paladin inexplicably veer off into the forest, and she had no idea what in the bloody hell he could have possibly been thinking. The enemy archers were already adjusting their aim; if he didn’t have another trick up his sleeve, he and Whisper were about to be riddled with arrows.
“Le’thos,” she swore, wishing she could shoot and climb at the same time. Unlike most channelers, she had been taught to focus her power almost exclusively through her bow; she only knew a handful of conventional spells, and none of them would do a damn bit of good while hanging from this tether. 
Gritting her teeth, she half-sprinted, half-climbed up the rest of the wall and leapt atop the crenellations. Mercifully, the archers were still choking on the smoke, and she shot them both before they could recover. 
Hold on, Julian…
Whirling back around and bracing her leg on the battlements, Serrane fired an explosive arrow at the road just as the soldiers were closing in around Cassel. The detonation immolated several of the spearman and scattered the rest, and she prayed it would distract them long enough for her to figure what the hell had happened to her companion. 
Serrane took aim at the scurrying soldiers, planning to pick them off one by one, but she only fired a single shot before her elven ears heard the faint scuff of footsteps behind her. Dropping to a crouch, she rolled hard to her right just as a thick crossbow bolt struck the crenellations behind her. She bounced back up and aimed at the newcomer, but it wasn’t another Vorsalosian soldier—it was a short, slender woman clad in an oddly familiar form-fitting leather corset.
“Serrane Starwind,” the woman said, an almost playful smirk on her lips. “I always hoped I’d get the chance to meet you in the flesh.”
“You should be careful what you wish for,” Serrane said. She aimed, fired…
And missed. Her target moved so quickly it defied belief; in one instant she was standing atop the stairwell, and in the next she was suddenly five yards away with little more than a black blur in between. Scowling, Serrane dispensed with all pretense of subtlety and fired another explosive arrow instead. In theory, the blast would consume the whole side of the tower and be impossible to dodge.  
In practice, the leather-clad woman simply reached out and caught the projectile mid-flight. 
Serrane froze in place. She had never seen anyone, human or elf, react that quickly. And when the magical arrow slowly dissolved into smoke, Serrane belatedly realized why. She wasn’t fighting another random soldier. 
She was fighting a Senosi Huntress. 
“I see your reputation is well-earned,” the Huntress said, her eyes glowing a brilliant green as she feasted upon the arrow’s magic. “A ranger and a sorceress bundled up in a single delicious package…oh, you have no idea how much I have been looking forward to this.” 
Serrane’s heart suddenly pounded in her ears. She had only ever met one Senosi in person, the mysterious mercenary back in Icewatch. Ostensibly, that woman—Valuri—had turned against the Inquisitrix, but her powers had still been impressive to behold. Feeding upon magic had given her superhuman speed and strength, not to mention regenerative capabilities the equal of any troll. 
“I admit that I was a little disappointed by your Duskwatch Rangers, however,” the Huntress went on, sauntering forward as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She dropped her crossbow and unsheathed the long, wickedly-sharp tiger claws concealed in her leather gloves. “I assumed they would be competent, disciplined warriors, but they barely even put up a fight. Half of them were still drunk and snoring when I slit their throats.”
Tossing aside her bow, Serrane drew her twin elven blades and pounced forward in a deadly whirlwind of steel. Her Lin’faleel fighting style was specifically designed to counter stronger opponents, and at first it seemed up to the challenge: she easily slipped through the Huntress’s defenses and slashed long, bloody lines across the other woman’s upper thigh and stomach. But the wounds regenerated faster than the swords could carve new ones, and the ranger quickly fell behind. The Huntress trapped both blades in her claws, ripped them out of Serrane’s grip, and then backhanded the elf so hard she flew across the tower and crashed into the battlements. 
Serrane barely clung to consciousness. She was too dizzy to stand, and her skull was pounding. “Julian…”
“You don’t need to worry about your paladin friend,” the Huntress said, snickering. “My mistress will want to speak with him personally…after he’s had a bit of time to experience life without the taste of magic. By the end of this war, he and every other paladin in Highwind will be so desperate for the Aether’s touch that they will gladly kneel before the Conduit.”
The woman’s grin turned downright sinister. “But not you, my dear. The Aether flows freely through your beautiful elven veins…and I can’t wait to have a taste.”
Serrane reached out for her bow, but the other woman grabbed her wrist and jabbed a claw against her throat. Senosi really were as strong as actual vampires…
“Please, struggle for me—it’s so much more satisfying when the sorcerers fight back,” the Huntress said as she slowly and seductively straddled the squirming ranger. “Did you know I’ve never fed off a true elf before? My sisters will be so jealous…”
“Touch me and I will gut you, monster!” Serrane asked. 
The Huntress chuckled as she dragged her free hand across the side of the elf’s face. When her fingers returned they were matted in fresh blood, and she eagerly licked them clean. 
“So powerful. So pure.” The Huntress smiled devilishly. “You have no idea how much I’m going to enjoy breaking you.”
 



3
The Burning Sea
 
Jorem went to sleep fully expecting to be ambushed during their first night at sea. Pirates, Vorsalosian warships, a terrible storm…he and the girls had been so cursed these past few months that he honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if he woke up to the sight of a giant sea monster swallowing their ship whole. 
Instead, he woke up to the sight of Kaseya swallowing his cock whole. 
“Oh….shit,” he gasped, reflexively placing his hand atop her head. Given how many times the girls had drained him last night, Jorem couldn’t believe he had much of anything left. Evidently he had saved up more than he realized over the past few weeks. 
Kaseya slowly pulled back until his cock slipped free of her lips, though she continued massaging the tip with her tongue as if she were gently licking the icing from a pastry. “It feels so different,” she whispered, her eyes fluttering shut as she touched the ruby in her new collar. “Everything is more…vivid. It’s as if we’re sharing the same body.”
“He wishes. He’s never had that kind of muscle tone, trust me.”
 Valuri’s head suddenly popped up from behind Kaseya, and her eyes and tattoos were already glowing. Her mouth and chin were covered in the amazon’s nectar; she was obviously enjoying her own breakfast. 
Kaseya slowly rolled her tongue across her lips as she curled her fingers around Jorem’s thick shaft. “I only wish the smiths had crafted another bond ring so you could appreciate the sensations.”
“He’s a man, Red. He wouldn’t last ten seconds if he could feel what you feel.”
“He would learn.”
“Have you met him?” Valuri shrugged and licked her own lips. “Not that I’d mind. At least I could get what I need from him without all the extra fuss. Sometimes a girl just needs to eat…”
She dropped back down, and a shiver of delight cascaded through Kaseya’s body when the Huntress’s tongue plunged back into her sweet folds. The amazon continued slowly stroking and licking at Jorem’s member, clearly distracted, and his cock throbbed in frustration at the torturous delay. He knew Kaseya could feel his desperation and desire through the collar, which meant she was intentionally keeping him right at the brink. She had learned this particular trick from Valuri all too well.
She’s not just teasing you—she’s baiting you. Why not give her what she really wants?
Grinning, Jorem roughly grabbed the amazon’s head and forced himself back between her lips.  He slammed into her mouth over and over, as entranced by her gurgles as the shudders of ecstasy rippling through her, and he remembered how amazing it was to wake to the sight of her bobbing head every morning. 
“By the…hnnnn,” he cried out as he flooded her throat yet again. He held her on top of him, his hands clutching her red hair, until the shockwaves of her own climax slowly settled. 
Gods, it really is tempting to just sail south to live like this forever…
Jorem slumped back over. He might have actually fallen asleep again if the girls hadn’t dragged him back up onto the main deck. The horizon remained clear in all directions, and between the morning sun on his face and the salty breeze on his skin he remembered just how peaceful the open sea could be when they weren’t being shot at or boarded. 
A few hours and several pieces of fruit later, Jorem was lying beneath the sails with Valuri slouched across his lap. Kaseya was hanging upside down with her legs curled around the main-mast, and every few seconds she would pull herself up and touch her knees.  He was more than content to lie back and watch the show, especially since the amazon hadn’t bothered getting dressed yet. Her glistening skin was so flawless he quickly became as the spar she was hanging from.
“You know, Red, you could just lie down and enjoy the weather,” Valuri said. “A little relaxation won’t kill you.”
“Nor will it make me stronger,” Kaseya said. “That is an unacceptable outcome.”
Val groaned and slumped even deeper into Jorem’s arms. “She tries way too hard. Just watching her is exhausting.”
“So why can’t you look away?” he asked. 
“Because her tits are so perfect it makes me want to cry.”
He grunted and started massaging Val’s shoulders. “You could always strip down and try to get some color in your skin.”
“If only.”
“I’ll never understand how someone so pale doesn’t burn red.”
“Vampires don’t tan. You’re lucky I don’t burst into flames in the sunlight.”
Jorem snickered and turned her chin so he could give her a kiss. Her tongue eagerly slipped through his lips, and she twisted herself around until she was straddling him. For once, she wasn’t pawing at him in a desperate attempt to work his cock free; her Senosi hunger must have finally been sated, at least for the moment. He had almost forgotten how nice it was just to hold and kiss her like they were normal lovers. Rare moments like this were the only time any notion of “romance” even entered her filthy little mind. 
“You know, we should probably spend at least a few minutes figuring out what the hell we’re going do once we reach the shore,” Valuri said when she finally pulled away and snuggled into him a few minutes later. “The Inquisitrix could have dozens of Senosi stationed in Ostvara by now. If we’re not careful, we’ll have an army coming after us long before we reach Highwind.”
“It will be dark before we make landfall,” Jorem said, squinting up at the sky. “We should be able to dock and sneak out of the city easily enough. We could camp further down the road before anyone in town has a chance to pick up our scent…not that I expect anyone is actually looking for us.”
“The Inquisitrix could have killed us after the Fount collapsed,” Kaseya pointed out after another series of painful-looking crunches. “We were unconscious and effectively helpless.”
“For all we know, she was badly wounded in the explosion,” Jorem said. “Regardless, she could have ordered her forces to land on Nol Krovos if she had really wanted to kill everyone. The fact her ships turned around and set sail for the mainland tells me that she got everything she needed. I doubt she’s wasted a single thought on us.”
 “Maybe, but it’s not like the Senosi will just ignore us, either,” Valuri said. “You’re still a sorcerer, and I’m still a traitor. That keeps us pretty high on their enemies list.”
“Good,” Kaseya said. “We are their enemies, and Marcella will face justice for the death and destruction she has wrought.”
Valuri arched an incredulous eyebrow at Jorem, and he didn’t need a magical collar to know what she was thinking. No force in the multiverse was going to keep Kaseya from her vengeance—not the Vorsalosian fleet, not common sense, and definitely not he and Val. 
“Remember how easy life was when it was just you and me hunting down dangerous scumbag sorcerers?” Valuri asked softly. “I miss those days.”
“I don’t miss the constant fear of getting caught by the Senosi and castrated for their amusement,” Jorem said. “And at least now we get to breathe in some fresh air every once in a while.”
“Feh.”
He smiled thinly as he idly feathered his fingers through her black hair. “Anyway, I don’t think there’s much of a point in planning until we actually get to Highwind.”
“Let’s assume the worst,” Valuri said. “What happens if the city really is on fire?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Honestly, I haven’t really wanted to think about it.”
“Well, now is as good a time as any to start,” Valuri said, swiveling around in his lap to face him again. “As much as I hate to admit it, our best bet is probably to reach out to Telanya…assuming she hasn’t been tossed in the Citadel with her husband. Solemi is the other obvious choice, but for all we know she is running the whole damn city by now.”
Jorem winced at the thought. Solemi—aka “Silhouette,” aka the “Black Mistress”—remained the one true wildcard in this whole scenario. As far as they could tell, the half-elf sorceress was nearly as responsible for the chaos engulfing Highwind as the Inquisitrix. Solemi had effectively winnowed the power of the Council by framing Archmage Beloran and possibly even arranging the untimely death of Highlord Kastrius. If the destruction of the Fount had crippled the Duskwatch and the Silver Fist, she would be in perfect position to stake her own claim to power…
“What about General Serrane?” Kaseya suggested as she started another set of crunches. “She will have likely returned home by now.”
“Assuming Solemi didn’t get her killed too,” Valuri murmured. “I swear, if that silver-haired bitch costs me my chance to fuck a real elf…”
“No matter what, we’ll have to improvise,” Jorem said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and the collapse of the Fount won’t have any broader ramifications whatsoever.”
“Yeah,” Valuri muttered, “that seems likely.”
Jorem sighed and glanced out to the horizon. Part of the reason he found the sea so soothing was because it gave him an excuse not to think about the Fount or anything else that was going on. The longer they drifted out here, the easier it was to unmoor himself from the annoying tethers of reality.
Marhaak kûl drakatharri.
The crystal’s eerie warning (or command?) was still fresh in his mind, and it was yet another thing he really didn’t want to think about it. A part of him still hoped they would get a translation and realize it was just trying to share an ancient Avetharri baking recipe…
“We’ll figure something out,” he said, clearing his throat. “For now, let’s just make sure we’re ready and rested before we make landfall. I’d prefer to put at least a dozen miles between us and Ostvara before we camp.”
“You hear that, Red?” Valuri asked. “Time to stop killing yourself and lie down.”
“I am not tired,” Kaseya said in between another set of crunches. “You are welcome to join me if you wish.”
“I’ll pass, thanks. People already think I’m a vampire; I don’t need to start hanging upside down like a damn bat.” Valuri smacked my chest. “Jorem could join you, though. I didn’t want to say anything before, but after two weeks sitting around eating fish all day…well, you are getting a little doughy.”
“Fuck off,” he grumbled, playfully pushing her back. “It’s not my fault everything on that island was delicious.”
“I ate plenty of young, bronze-skinned beauties and I didn’t gain a pound,” she said, flicking her tongue across her lips. “Though watching Red here is making me hungry again…”
Jorem snorted and tackled her against the deck. He pushed up her shirt enough that he could kiss her belly, and she eagerly helped him out by sliding her trousers off her slender hips. Her shaven quim glistened in the sunlight, and he gently slipped a finger inside her while he ran his tongue over her folds. 
As long as he focused his attention on the girls he didn’t have to think about anything else, and he happily parked himself between Val’s legs and licked away the afternoon. But sooner or later, he knew, this pleasant little illusion of theirs was going to shatter. 
He just hadn’t expected it to happen later that night. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed when the city of Ostvara—known colloquially as “Seawatch”—finally rolled into view on the distant, moonlit horizon. “It has already begun.”
Jorem braced his hand against the mast and choked down the lump of bile in his throat. Even from here they could see the fleet of warships encircling the city, all bearing the black raven standard of the Vorsalosian navy. The ships weren’t just blocking the harbor, however; their deck-mounted catapults were bombarding the shore with a seemingly endless barrage of flaming boulders. The lighthouse tower atop the northern cliff’s edge blazed like a giant torch, and the harbor belched out thick, impenetrable clouds of black smoke. 
Having witnessed Icewatch receive a similar pummeling first-hand, Jorem could only imagine how much worse things must have been inside the walls of a populated city. It was a stark and brutal reminder that humans didn’t require sorcery to inflict tremendous devastation. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya whispered. Her hands were squeezing the sides of the ketch so hard her fingers were probably riddled with splinters. “How could Marcella have diverted her forces so quickly?”
“Because she’s been planning this for a long time,” Valuri said bitterly. “That’s probably half the Vorsalosian fleet out there right now. There could be hundreds of soldiers on those rowboats headed to shore.”
“Thousands, more likely,” Jorem said, squinting hard enough to make out the dozens of smaller boats rowing towards the shore. Even back before the Inquisitrix had taken control of Vorsalos, the so-called “City of Ravens” had harbored the largest standing army in the region. Highwind, by contrast, had long relied upon quality over quantity with its elite knights and rangers. For the past several decades that strategy had paid off…but Jorem had a feeling that those days were over. 
“There were dozens of warships in the harbor when we set sail from this city a few weeks ago,” Kaseya said. “Why are they not defending their people?”
“I bet most of them are already at the bottom of the sea,” Jorem said. “Or they’re burning somewhere in the harbor.”
“But how could they have possibly been routed so quickly?”
“That’s a good question,” Valuri said. “Someone had to see all those ships coming. So why does it seem like the locals were caught completely off-guard?”
Jorem swallowed heavily when he caught a glimmer of movement in the skies above. “Because the fleet didn’t launch the initial assault,” he said, pointing. “They did.”
The girls glanced up just in time to see the shadowy silhouette of a wyvern soar past the waning crescent moon. The large, vaguely reptilian creatures were almost as terrifying as genuine dragons, and the Inquisitrix seemed to have a steady supply of them.
“Son of a bitch,” Valuri whispered. “Where in the bloody hell did she find all of those things? And how did she train them so quickly?”
“I don’t know, but it’s only a matter of time before someone spots our sails,” Jorem warned as he glanced up at the rigging. “We need to pull everything down and row south along the coast.”
“No,” Kaseya said, shaking her head. “We should prepare ourselves for battle.”
Valuri whipped her head around and glared at the other woman. “Battle? Are you crazy?”
“The city will not survive without our aid.”
“It’s not going to survive regardless! In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re a little outnumbered here, Red.”
Kaseya grit her teeth and leaned over to retrieve her bow. “It does not matter. I will not allow Marcella’s madness to consume any more lives.”
Jorem and Valuri shared a quick, worried glance. “We can’t help anyone if we get spotted out here in the open,” he said. “If we pull down the sails we might be able to row to the southern bank and—”
“Too late,” Valuri interrupted.
Jorem glanced back up as one of the wyverns abruptly veered away from the city and began heading straight towards them. “Oh, shit,” he hissed. “Get ready!”
While the girls madly dashed across the deck to retrieve their weapons, Jorem reached out to the Aether and channeled its currents through his waiting body. His senses sharpened, his skin tingled, and a brilliant, fiery sphere flashed into existence in the palm of his right hand. 
“This is bad,” Valuri murmured as she readied her crossbow. “So very, very bad…”
“We’ll handle them the same way we did in the north,” Jorem said, wrapping himself in a glimmering mantle of protective energy and mirroring the spell on Kaseya. “Maybe they’ll decide we aren’t worth the trouble.”
“Or they’ll send the whole fleet after us. I hope you both remember how to swim.”
Jorem narrowed his eyes and forced himself to take a deep breath. He hadn’t mustered this much power since his battle with the Inquisitrix, and he had almost forgotten how good it felt to have the Aether flowing through him so readily. The sensation wouldn’t last, of course; the more energy he channeled through his body, the faster the inevitable backlash would cripple him. 
But for now, the choice between draining himself to death by hurling fireballs or being eaten by a wyvern was an easy one, and he counted down the seconds as the creature skimmed above the water just a few hundred feet away from them. Just like at Icewatch, the beast had a saddled rider on its back, but for some reason the soldier hadn’t yet drawn a bow or readied a spear. 
Regardless, Jorem had no intention of sitting around waiting to become a pincushion; he unleashed fireball after fireball at the wyvern, and the girls followed his lead with a deadly barrage of arrows and bolts. The rider dipped, dodged, and then abruptly climbed back into the air, unwittingly making his mount an even bigger target. Jorem hurled yet another fireball and grinned in anticipation as the blazing sphere streaked right at the beast’s belly…
And then splashed harmlessly against a previously invisible bubble of Aetheric energy. Evidently the rider wasn’t an archer after all. 
He was a channeler. 
“What…?” Jorem breathed. 
Before any of them could react, the wyvern unleashed a horrific, high-pitched shriek then dove straight at them. The rider’s hands burst into flames, and he hurled his own scorching fireball straight at the ketch’s main-mast. In desperation, Jorem threw up his hands and reflexively tried to expand his barrier over the ship, but just before the fireball exploded Kaseya slammed into him and tackled him to the deck. 
A flash of heat seared across the back of his neck, and he winced as a barrage of tiny flaming splinters pelted his barrier. But despite the concussive blast ringing in his ears and low groan of wood snapping all around him, he didn’t feel a single prick of pain. 
“It’s coming around for another pass!” Kaseya warned.
 Jorem rolled onto his side just enough to see her crouched over him, her shield held protectively over their heads. Smoke and flames shrouded everything; he could barely even see the stars. 
“Sorcerer,” he rasped, coughing and sitting up. “How in the bloody hell does the Inquisitrix suddenly have sorcerers riding her wyverns?”
“I don’t think he’s a sorcerer,” Valuri said from behind them. Flames swirled around her, but they didn’t singe her flesh; her Senosi tattoos flared to life as she consumed the magic from the blast. Her glowing green eyes and tattoos were the only reason Jorem could even see her through the smoke. 
“What are you talking about?” he asked. 
“We can compare wild theories later,” she said, vaulting up onto the smoldering remnants of the mizzenmast. She took aim with her crossbow, and Jorem whipped his head around just as the wyvern dove back at them at full speed. 
“We’re sitting ducks here!” he growled, bolstering his barrier again. His arms had already started tingling uncomfortably; he wasn’t certain how much more power he could muster before the Aetheric backlash incapacitated him. 
“The water might give us enough cover to escape,” Kaseya said. “My arrows cannot pierce the beast’s scales.”
“They will once I bring that barrier down,” Jorem told her. “Be ready and wait for my signal.”
Stumbling away from the smoke towards the front of the ketch, Jorem reached back out to the Aether and summoned a crackling spark of energy to his hand. Before their battle with the Inquisitrix on Nol Krovos, he hadn’t needed to unravel a barrier since his days fighting dangerous channelers with Valuri. He had learned a great deal from that quick encounter in the Fount, however, and when he focused upon the wyvern rider he could almost see the tiny, hairline cracks in his defenses…
“Now!” he said, thrusting out his hand. A burst of raw, scintillating energy leapt from his palm and struck the wyvern head-on, shattering its protective barrier like a hammer driving a nail through glass. The girls fired an instant later, and the beast roared in protest when one arrow lodged in its wing and another struck its belly. The rider choked up on the reins in a last-ditch effort to maintain control, and he was struggling to stay in the saddle. 
Jorem shook his head. “Not this time, you bastard.”
Clenching his teeth, Jorem chucked yet another scorching sphere at the wobbling wyvern. The explosion blasted the rider from the saddle and ignited the beast like a torch. Their agonized shrieks echoed across the water right up until they crashed beneath its waves. 
“One down, only about a dozen more to go,” Valuri muttered as she pointed back towards the city. “I have a feeling that the rest of them know we’re here.”
Jorem released his hold on the Aether and nodded. Their ketch was already splintering around them, and while there was still a chance he could summon a stiff enough gale to quench the flames, there didn’t seem to be much point. 
“Get in the dinghy and row for shore,” Jorem said. “Hurry!”
After quickly snatching up everything they could carry, the girls dove into the small rowboat on the side of the ketch. Jorem grabbed his own pack and joined them, and once they had drifted away a few yards he blasted their own ship. The explosion engulfed the entire vessel, hurling flaming wooden chunks in every direction and conjuring a massive cloud of black smoke. 
“I really hope your people didn’t want their boat back, Red,” Valuri muttered as she reloaded her crossbow and tried to squint through the smoke. 
Jorem slumped down and clutched at his tingling arms. At this point, he wasn’t sure he would be able to swim even if they had to. “If that doesn’t cover our retreat, nothing will.”
“Then I think we’re fucked,” Valuri said, pointing. “Look!”
Two more wyvern silhouettes appeared through the smoke in the moonlit sky, and Jorem shook his head in disbelief. One little boat shouldn’t have warranted anywhere this much attention when they had a whole damn city to sack. Then again, he had quite clearly marked himself as a sorcerer with all those fireballs…
“Aim for the riders!” he ordered, conjuring another barrier despite the pain rippling down his limbs. “Without them, the wyverns won’t be able to—”
Before he could finish two more flaming spheres emerged from the smoke, and Jorem grit his teeth and closed his eyes as they slammed into his barrier. His ears popped, his skin flashed with heat, and all of a sudden he was completely immersed in freezing water. He flailed his arms, desperate to drag himself back to the surface, but the backlash was so intense his muscles could barely move. When he finally popped above the surface, he sucked down a gulp of air and clawed around for something, anything that might help him stay afloat. He heard Kaseya shouting his name, but her voice was quickly drowned out by the roar of a wyvern and another deafening explosion…
And then there was only darkness. 
 
***
 
Jorem’s lungs weren’t filled with water when he awoke, nor was he lying in a pool of his own blood. His first assumption was that the girls must have somehow dragged him to safety on the shore, but he didn’t see them lurking around anywhere. He leaned up, intending to call out to them…at which point he belatedly realized he couldn’t move his arms or legs.
 “What the hell…?” he muttered, glancing down. His feet and hands were buried so deeply in the dirt he couldn’t wrench them free no matter how hard he struggled. It was almost like he had fallen into a pit of quicksand that had dried and hardened around his limbs just before it had swallowed him whole. 
Jorem grimaced and looked around for inspiration. He could still hear the waves crashing upon the rocks, but he was about a hundred yards away from the actual shore. The sky was still dark, and a small grove of tall, towering oaks loomed over him. Judging from the long trail of skid marks in the dirt—and the streaks of mud matting his trousers and jacket—someone must have dragged him over here. 
“Shit,” he hissed, glancing around in search of the culprit. He obviously hadn’t been out for long—his arms were still tingling from the Aetheric backlash, and the moon was in roughly the same position in the sky. So where in the hell were the girls? If he had managed to get to dry land, they must have, too. Valuri’s Senosi strength would have given her more than enough endurance to reach the shore, and Kaseya’s raw athleticism would make her a better swimmer than both of them put together…
Closing his eyes, Jorem reached out through the Aether in search of Kaseya. His heart started thumping in his chest when he couldn’t sense anything for almost a whole minute, but then he felt the familiar mental tug of the tan’ratha collar somewhere in the distance. Even without the bond ring, they were connected at a psychic level…and he knew for a fact she was alive, albeit surprisingly far away. She must have drifted a few miles further up the coast somehow. 
“I’m here,” he said, hoping the message would carry through the collar. He could have been imagining it, but he swore he felt the tiniest ripple of acknowledgement…
A twig snapped in the woods nearby, and Jorem’s focus abruptly shifted back to the real world. He didn’t see anyone, but that wasn’t surprising; despite the moonlight, it was still too dark for him to make out much of anything beyond a few feet. He really needed to figure out a way to free himself before he became dinner for some random beast. 
Don’t worry about a beast—worry about whoever dragged you to shore. You should have drowned out there, especially if the girls weren’t around to help. Someone obviously helped you…and then decided to leave you half-buried in the dirt. 
Jorem hissed softly between his teeth and wriggled his arms again. He wasn’t much of an outdoorsman, but he could still tell that this little dirt prison of his obviously wasn’t natural. Someone had woven a spell to hold him in place. But if his suspicions were correct and all the local mages and priests had lost their ability to channel the Aether, then the only option left was another sorcerer. He didn’t find that thought comforting in the slightest.  
At this point, he essentially had two options: he could either try to blast himself free with magic and risk a serious backlash, or he could just sit here and wait for Kaseya. The second option seemed like the safest bet…right up until he saw a pair of yellow, lupine eyes staring at him from the underbrush. 
“Uh, oh…”
A large wolf slinked out of the shadows and into the lone pillar of moonlight filtering through the trees. The beast was as majestic as it was terrifying; its grey-brown fur rippled in the gentle coastal breeze, and its huge white paws were downright adorable…or would have been, if it weren’t eyeing him like he was its next meal. Its hackles rose as a low, deep growl escaped its muzzle…
And then it slowly transformed right before Jorem’s eyes. 
The wolf’s front paws and hind legs morphed into humanoid limbs, and as the creature stood upright its muzzle shrunk into a much smaller nose. Its fur receded into hairless pale flesh except for its head; there it sprouted a straight, shoulder-length mane of dark brown hair which fell loosely across a pair of pointed ears. Soon Jorem found himself staring at a lithe, slender body with a distinctively feminine shape. 
“Holy shit,” he breathed. The whole process had probably only taken a few seconds, but he was so paralyzed with surprise it felt like it could have been an hour before he finally looked upon his jailer’s true form: not a wolf, but a tall, beautiful elven woman. 
Who happened to be completely naked. 
“A thousand years ago, no self-respecting sorcerer would have allowed himself to be captured so easily,” she said as her yellow, bestial eyes slowly dimmed into a natural hazel. Her voice was smooth and cultured, and her accent was unlike any he had ever heard. “How far the people of this land have fallen...”
 Jorem swallowed and tried desperately not to stare. It shouldn’t have been all that difficult, considering he was already surrounded by two gorgeous women on a daily basis, but his eyes simply refused to obey his commands. The wolf woman was as slender as an elf but nearly as buxom as Kaseya and Val, and her movements were so fluid it almost seemed like she was floating atop the ground. When he finally dragged his gaze from her breasts, he belatedly noticed the glimmering silver ring around her ankle. He could feel Aetheric energy coursing through the metal and the tiny emerald gemstone within. 
“I, uh…” he blubbered, finally meeting her eyes. “What?”
Her nose twitched as if she were sniffing the air. “You are a sorcerer, are you not? Yet you were nearly destroyed by the new Conduit and her bound channelers. Considering you already failed to stop her from opening the Velhari, you should have known better than to underestimate her power.”
Jorem blinked again. “I’m sorry, but…what the hell are you talking about?”
Her brow furrowed slightly. “Are you mocking me, or is your ignorance genuine?”
“My ignorance is always genuine,” he muttered, forcing himself to stop staring at her tits. “Ask anyone who knows me.”
The elf studied him in silence for a long moment, clearly confused, before she followed his gaze to her naked body. “Oh!” she gasped, her cheeks flushing redder than a sunset. “Vinyathrim! I forgot…”
She gently tapped her anklet, and a moment later her entire body began to glow as if she had suddenly been enveloped by a beam of pure, iridescent moonlight. The luminous pillar faded almost as quickly as it had appeared, and when Jorem blinked the afterimage from his vision he was shocked—and a little disappointed—to see that the woman was now clothed. 
“I am sorry,” she said, her cheeks still flushed. “I have not spent much time around strangers recently. I have grown accustomed to traveling alone…and without my armor.”
Jorem cocked an eyebrow. “Armor” was not the word he would have chosen to describe her outfit. The grey leather hauberk covering her breasts was little more than an elaborate bandeau, and her diaphanous skirt was so transparent he could see every inch of her long, slender legs. At least her bare stomach was marginally less distracting than her bare breasts had been…
“It’s all right,” Jorem said, clearing his throat. “You, uh…you definitely don’t have to apologize.”
She smiled sheepishly then quickly glanced away. Somehow, her cheeks got even redder than before. Who in the hell was this woman?
“I am surprised you have not liberated yourself,” she said, gesturing to the packed dirt still pinning his arms to the ground. She continued looking down as if she couldn’t bring herself to make eye contact with him again. “A full-blooded sorcerer should have no difficulty mustering enough power to break free.”
“I’m sure I could,” Jorem lied, balling his hands into fists beneath the dirt. No matter how alluring this strange wolf woman might have been—no matter how much he wanted to know more about her—he knew better than to admit his weakness to a total stranger. She didn’t need to know how badly the overchanneling backlash was still neutering him. 
“Then why haven’t you?” she asked.
“Because right now I’m more interested in figuring out why you felt the need to restrain me in the first place,” Jorem said. “You talk like this is some kind of test.”
“I suppose it is, in a way,” she conceded. “I have heard many tales of the sorcerers in this part of the world, but I have yet to meet one in person.”
“Well, I’ve never seen a wolf turn into a naked woman before, so I guess we both learned something new today. If you set me free, I’d be happy to compare notes.”
She frowned as she finally looked at him again. “Notes?”
“Never mind,” Jorem murmured, stretching out and trying to sense Kaseya. He was pretty sure she was getting close…
“You are definitely not what I expected,” the elf whispered, clearly talking as much to herself as to him. 
“I’ll choose to take that as a compliment,” he muttered. “Unless you’re still planning on eating me.”
“Eating you?” she gasped, recoiling. “Why would I wish to do such a thing?”
“I don’t know, maybe you think sorcerers are tasty? Like I said, I’ve never met a shapeshifter before. I have no idea who you are or what you want.”
“Vinyathrim, luvasta amin,” she whispered, her cheeks flushing again. “I am so sorry! It was never my intention to frighten you. I’m making such a fool of myself…I only wanted to understand your abilities.”
“Well, you could have just asked for a demonstration,” Jorem said, struggling in place again. “This bondage stuff is a little advanced for a first date, don’t you think?”
She frowned again. “What?”
“Forget it,” he muttered. “Can you please just free me now?”
“Yes…yes, of course.”
She reached out and began digging through the dirt. He didn’t understand how it was possible, but her fingers slipped through the hard soil as easily as if it had just been tilled. After a few moments the dirt around his arms and legs loosened and crumbled. He easily pulled himself free and brushed the remnants from his jacket and trousers. 
“That’s a neat little trick,” Jorem said, marveling at her spotless hands and fingernails. He couldn’t spot a single speck of dirt clinging to her fair skin. “Though the wolf-to-woman one is pretty hard to beat.”
She studied him again, and this time he found himself drawn to her hazel eyes. She had a tad more white in her sclera than most elves, which made the mix of brown and green that much more striking.  
“Perhaps we should start over with a proper introduction,” she suggested. “My name is Selvhara.”
“Jorem,” he said, rubbing at his arms. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”
She smiled faintly, and he couldn’t help but smile back. She certainly didn’t seem threatening…but that still didn’t explain who she was, why she had pulled him out of the ocean, or how in the hell she could transform into a wolf. 
“I understand now why you couldn’t free yourself,” Selvhara said, gesturing to his arms. “You channeled too much power during your battle with the Conduit’s channelers. The Flensing has crippled you.”
“The what?” Jorem asked. 
“The Flensing,” she said, gesturing to his arms. “Mortal bodies can only endure the Aether’s power for so long. Surely you have learned this lesson already.”
“Too many times,” he murmured. “I’ve just never heard it called that before. But then again, I get the feeling you aren’t from around here.”
“You are correct,” Selvhara said. “I arrived on these shores from Varellon not long ago.”
Jorem whistled softly. “That’s a long way to travel just to drag some stranger onto the beach.”
She smiled again. “That is not why I’m here.”
“I should hope not, but I’m still grateful regardless. All things considered, I’d rather be a prisoner of a beautiful woman than drown any day of the week.”
Her smile widened. “You are a strange man, even for a sorcerer.”
“So I’ve been told,” Jorem said. “Anyway, I’d love to know why you—”
She abruptly froze in place, and the tip of her nose began twitching again. Her sleek elven body was practically hairless, but Jorem swore her skin actually bristled. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked. 
Selvhara braced herself. “We are not alone.”
Jorem glanced back over his shoulder and belatedly remembered that Kaseya was almost upon them. “Oh, damn. I suggest backing away and putting your arms up so she knows you aren’t trying to hurt me.”
Selvhara frowned. “I do not—”
It was too late. Kaseya burst out of the forest like a tigress pouncing on her prey, and before Jorem could stop her she tackled Selvhara to the ground. The elven woman barely put up a struggle; she effectively went limp as the amazon wrapped an arm around her waist and placed a blade at her throat. 
“Don’t hurt her!” Jorem said, throwing up his hands. “She wasn’t doing anything.”
Kaseya pulled the other woman to her knees and snarled into her pointed ears from behind. “Explain yourself!”
“Easy, Red,” Valuri said, casually sauntering out from the shadows. “The girl doesn’t even have a weapon.”
“She was holding Jorem prisoner,” Kaseya said, tightening her grip. “I felt his fear through the tan’ratha.”
“Are you sure it was fear you were sensing?” Valuri asked as she eyed the elven woman up and down. “Shalassa’s tits, I swear you are the only man in the whole bloody multiverse who could go from almost drowning to meeting a half-naked elf in the span of ten minutes.”
“It’s a gift,” Jorem muttered. “What can I say?”
Valuri groaned and shook her head. “So what’s your story, sweetheart? And don’t skimp on the details. You might have noticed that Red here is a little…overprotective.”
“I am not your enemy,” Selvhara insisted. She wasn’t struggling in the slightest.  “I am here to aid you.”
“Uh huh,” Valuri muttered skeptically. She glanced back over her shoulder towards the billowing clouds of smoke rising from Ostvara. “And what, you just so happened to be sitting here on the beach when we washed ashore?”
“I witnessed your battle from a distance,” Selvhara said. “After the wyvern riders destroyed your ship, I swam to search for survivors. I found your comrade clinging to a piece of flotsam and moved him here.”
Valuri’s eyes narrowed. “You dragged a water-logged, fully grown man a hundred yards from the shore all by yourself?”
“I did not drag him—I carried him.”
“Right…” Valuri murmured skeptically. “No offense, honey, but even Red here would struggle to carry this doughy idiot that far on her own.”
The elven woman frowned. “‘Doughy idiot?’”
Jorem sighed and resisted the urge to smack Valuri. “Selvhara here is stronger than she looks.”
“That wouldn’t be difficult,” Valuri said. 
“She’s a werewolf.”
Val and Kaseya both froze in place, and for a moment the only sound in the grove was soft rustling of the leaves in the night breeze. 
“What did you say?” Valuri rasped.
“A few minutes ago she transformed from a wolf into an elf,” Jorem said. “If she has another explanation for how she pulled that off, I’m all ears.”
Selvhara glanced between them. “You are not wrong…but you are not entirely right, either.”
“Well, that cleared everything right up…” Valuri muttered. 
“It is true that I carry the moon-curse, but I am not bound to its call,” Selvhara said. “I am one of the Sarodihm Kalefarr, a keeper of the old ways.”
“A druid,” Kaseya whispered, her eyes narrowing in thought. “The moshalim used to speak of your kind, but they said you all but abandoned this land ages ago.”
“They are largely correct,” Selvhara said. “I have only returned because my circle follows a different path than most.”
Valuri scoffed. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“It is…difficult to explain.”
“Well, I suggest you start,” Valuri said, her fingers twitching over her crossbow. “Red here isn’t known for her patience, especially when someone threatens her Maskari.”
“Maskari?” Selvhara asked. 
“As far as I can tell, it’s basically a bodyguard who fucks you and reads your mind,” Valuri said. “Don’t worry, I think it’s crazy too. But Red takes her job very seriously.”
“You are one of the Tir Halaad,” Selvhara said, craning her neck to look at the woman holding the blade against her throat. “The slaves the ancient elves entrusted to protect the Velhari.”
Jorem cocked an eyebrow and leaned forward. “Wait…you know about that?”
“Of course. The shattering of the last Velhari is the reason I am here on these shores.”
Jorem shared a confused look with Valuri, and Kaseya tightened her grip and pressed the sword even harder against the woman’s throat. “If you do not start making sense quickly, I will paint this dirt red with your blood.”
“Easy,” Jorem said, touching the amazon’s arm and lowering her sword. He didn’t actually think Kaseya would harm an unarmed woman, but also didn’t think they needed to scare Selvhara into helping. She seemed willing enough to cooperate on her own. 
“I apologize—it is not my intention to confuse you,” Selvhara said. “I am merely surprised…but perhaps I shouldn’t be. The Velhari was opened, after all. It only makes sense that one of the Tir Halaad would be involved.”
“More than one, actually,” Jorem said. “Inquisitrix Marcella—this ‘Conduit’ you referred to—is also an amazon from Nol Krovos.”
Selvhara blinked. “Truly? How is that possible?”
“How about we ask the questions first, sweetheart,” Valuri said. “We still don’t know who you are or what the bloody hell you’re doing here.”
The elven woman took a deep breath and nodded. “You are right, of course. As I said, my name is Selvhara. I belong to an organization called the Vin Aetheri.”
“The vin a what now?”
“The Vin Aetheri…” Jorem breathed. “You mean they’re actually real?”
Valuri turned back to glare at him. “You know what she’s babbling about?”
He nodded slowly. “Ostensibly, they’re a group of rebels who help desperate sorcerers flee overseas to Varellon. Folks in the underground used to talk about them all the time back in Vorsalos.”
“It was my job to know every smuggling group in the city. Why haven’t I heard their name before?”
“Because you were literally the enemy and I didn’t completely trust you,” Jorem said. “In the back of my head I always assumed you’d eventually turn me in to the Inquisitrix. I wanted to keep a way out, just in case.”
Valuri scoffed. “I should probably be offended by that.”
“As far as I can tell, you aren’t capable of being offended by anything,” he muttered, 
“That’s not true. If you ever insult my tits I’ll punch you right in the damn cock.”
Jorem rolled his eyes and glanced back at Selvhara. “Anyway, I never actually encountered any real Vin Aetheri. I eventually assumed they were just a myth.”
“We are small in number, but recent events have driven us here,” the elf said. “I was sent to investigate the situation and gather as much intelligence as I could.”
“To what end?” 
“To see if the prophecy had come true.”
“Prophecy?” Kaseya whispered. “What prophecy?”
“The Shattering,” Selvhara said as if it were obvious. “Our seers have long predicted that the destruction of the last Velhari would signify the start of a new age—an age where sorcerers once again rule.” She turned to face Jorem. “An age where their draconic heritage will finally be unleashed.”
Jorem’s breath caught in his throat, and he saw his surprise reflected in the faces of the girls. The last words of the Avetharri crystal looped through his head: marhaak kûl drakatharri.
Unleash the Dragon. 
“All right,” Valuri whispered. “I’m officially a little creeped out…”
Selvhara glanced between them and shook her head. “I do not understand.”
“The crystal,” Kaseya said. “It said—”
“I know,” Jorem whispered. “And we really need to figure out a way to translate the rest.” He glanced down at the elven woman kneeling in front of them and took a deep breath. “You’re an elf from Varellon. You wouldn’t happen to speak ancient Avetharri, would you?”
“Some,” Selvhara said. “Why do you ask?”
“Because I think you just got hired for a job, sweetheart,” Valuri said, crossing her arms. “It doesn’t pay well, and everyone from here to Highwind will probably try to kill you…but you don’t look like you’re particularly busy right now.”
“There are some phrases I’d love for you to translate, if you don’t mind,” Jorem said, smacking the Huntress on the shoulder. “And considering you saved my life, I figure I owe you a drink or two anyway.”
“You don’t owe me anything,” Selvhara said, shaking her head. “You are a sorcerer—it is your destiny to rule.”
Valuri cocked her head to the side. “Wait, what?”
“The Vin Aetheri don’t just smuggle sorcerers out of danger,” Jorem said, thinking back to all the rumors he had heard as a young man in Vorsalos. “Their philosophy is similar to the ancient elves. They believe the Aether is divine…and that those who carry it in their blood have been ‘chosen’ for a greater purpose.”
“You have got to be kidding me…” Valuri muttered. 
“Jorem and those like him are the rightful rulers of this world,” Selvhara said matter-of-factly. “And I am eager and ready to serve.”
Valuri slouched in disbelief. “This is a joke, right? You two must have come up with this while Red and I were sprinting across the beach.”
“No,” Selvhara said, smiling and sinking all the way back on her haunches. “I have been sent here to help the sorcerer in his battle against the new Conduit…in any way I can.”
“Unbelievable,” Valuri breathed. “Absolutely unbelievable. How many women are you going to meet that instantly want to get on their knees and worship you?”
“No one needs to worship me,” Jorem said, throwing up his hands. “And I am not the rightful ruler of anything, trust me.”
“Your blood is divine,” Selvhara said. “Your sovereignty has been ordained.”
Valuri smacked her palm against her forehead. “This can’t be real. This can’t be happening…”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here,” Jorem said, glancing back over his shoulder. “This really isn’t the best place for a discussion on theology and linguistics. We should try to get some more distance between us and the city. It’s only a matter of time before the rest of the wyverns start combing this area for survivors.”
“There is another isolated grove several miles down the road,” Selvhara said. “I would be happy to show you the way.”
“I’m not going anywhere with some random werewolf who’s crazy enough to think you are a god,” Valuri protested. “This is madness!”
“Jorem is right,” Kaseya said as she squinted back at the city. “We cannot afford to linger.”
“Fine, then let’s chuck this lunatic into the sea and be done with it.”
Jorem sighed and offered Selvhara his hand to help her up. “You’ll have to ignore Valuri here. She gets jealous easily.”
The druid popped back to her feet so easily it felt like he was lifting a feather. “I can hardly blame you for being suspicious,” she said. “There is much you do not know.”
“And plenty we probably don’t want to know,” Valuri grumbled, crossing her arms. “This is such a bad idea…”
“Go ahead, lead on,” Jorem said, gesturing deeper into the forest. “We’ll be right behind you.”
 
***
 
The sorcerer and his consorts kept their distance, but Selvhara had no trouble hearing the Senosi Huntress pleading her case with the others. She and the amazon were far more suspicious than the sorcerer himself, but that was to be expected. Those born with the dragon blood were arrogant by their very nature.
Once Selvhara had drifted far enough ahead, she leaned down over a crystal clear pool at the side of the road. The water rippled softly beneath her fingertips, and a few moments later her reflection was replaced by a broad, youthful human face with glimmering golden eyes. 
“You have made contact?”
“Yes, my lord,” she said. “The sorcerer arrived on the mainland just as you foresaw.”
“And you have ingratiated yourself to him?”
“I have done my best to convince him that I represent the Vin Aetheri. He is clearly…intrigued.”
“Good. What of his companions?”
“The amazon is much as you described, my lord, and I do not believe she will be a problem. But he also travels with a former servant of the new Conduit. My magic will not be able to affect her.”
The reflection’s golden eyes flickered ever so slightly. “Then you will need to be clever, my child. Do whatever is necessary to pacify her while you train the dragon.”
Selvhara nodded and glanced back over her shoulder as the voices grew louder. “I will not fail you, my lord,” she said. “But I do wonder…even if this sorcerer does not possess the dragon blood, he could still be useful to us as—”
“Until my strength is renewed, only a dragon can destroy the Conduit,” the reflection said. “You know this. If the sorcerer cannot master this power, he is of no use to us.”
“But surely even a normal sorcerer could help…with…”
Selvhara reflexively clutched at her throat when she realized she could no longer speak—or breathe. Her lungs were working just fine; the problem was that the air surrounding her had simply vanished. The world was even more silent than if she had suddenly been dragged to the bottom of the sea, and she could feel her life slipping away…
“You know better than to question me, child.”
The air returned in a rush, and Selvhara collapsed forward and splashed her hand in the pool. The ripples distorted the reflection until it was completely unrecognizable…except for the glimmering golden eyes. 
“I apologize, my lord,” she gasped. “I meant no offense.”
“You have your orders, Sarodihm,” the reflection said, his voice dripping with contempt. “Befriend the sorcerer. Teach him to unlock his power. And if he is not the one we need, destroy him and move on.”
Selvhara nodded as she continued struggling for breath. “I understand, my lord. I only fear that he may become too powerful to control.” 
“Once the Conduit has been destroyed and I have reclaimed her stolen Godsoul, I will have more than enough strength to eradicate the dragon and all his wretched kin myself. The blood that was stolen shall finally be returned…and the world will once again know the glory and order of my rule.”
“All hail the true god, the one god, the only god,” Selvhara said. “My lord Dathiel.”
 



4
Prey
 
“If you don’t stop squirming, I’ll break your arms and put out your eyes!” the bearded Vorsalosian soldier spat. “I doubt that pretty elf slut of yours will waste her time on a blind cripple.”
Knight-Captain Julian Cassel ignored the threat and tried yet again to elbow his captor in the face. If he’d still had his sword, he could have taken on this idiot and every single one of his goons; if he’d still had his magic, he could have taken on the whole damn camp of these bloody fools. But at the moment he didn’t have either, and even as his elbow shattered the man’s nose, Cassel knew he was no closer to escape.  
“Arrg!” the soldier cried out as he stumbled against the wall, blood hemorrhaging from between his fingers. His comrades charged in, and before Cassel could brace himself a fist pounded into his face and a leg smashed into his gut. The paladin crumpled to the floor of the dark cavern, wondering what in the name of the gods he had done to deserve this. 
He wasn’t precisely sure how much time had passed since he and Serrane had been ambushed at Hastien’s Fall, but he had obviously been unconscious long enough for the Vorsalosian soldiers to strip off his armor and drag him into these caves somewhere off the road. Cassel had flit in and out of consciousness, and his only real memories of the trip were the intermittent spikes of pain every time he tried to cast a spell. He didn’t understand why or how, but it was as if the Aether itself had somehow been poisoned. 
“Gut him!” another of the soldiers yelled as a spear suddenly appeared at Cassel’s throat. “Bleed him like a stuck pig!”
The paladin grit his teeth and glanced about the cavern. If he could somehow just slip past them and get to Serrane, maybe they would still have a chance…
“Strike him again and I will carve off your cock and toss it in the fire,” a low, menacing female voice said from the shadows behind them. “The Conduit does not wish him harmed in any way. Is that understood?”
Cassel spit a wad of blood from his mouth and squinted into the darkness. A short, slender woman was standing behind the soldiers, her hands planted on her hips and her eyes focused on the battered knight. If he hadn’t known any better, he would have assumed the soldiers would laugh in her face; most of them were twice her size, and they were wearing heavy scale armor and carrying weapons most women would struggle to lift, let along swing properly. 
But Cassel did know better, and he recognized a Senosi Huntress when he saw one. The soldiers looked upon her with dread, not scorn, and several of them even cupped their hands over the codpieces as they cleared a path for her. 
“Chain him,” she ordered. “Now.”
The soldiers didn’t hesitate; they reached down, grabbed Cassel, and did their best to hold him still while they bound his limbs. The paladin fought back as best he could, head-butting one of the men and punching another. But eventually the soldiers overwhelmed him with sheer numbers, and they promptly chained his hands above his head and hoisted him up off the ground. The Huntress stood there silently the entire time, grinning in amusement. 
“Now leave,” she said once Cassel was secured. “I will handle the initial interrogation myself.”
The men practically sprinted out of the room, and the instant they were gone the Huntress sauntered forward and eyed Cassel from head to toe. 
“And here I was worried that the Shattering might break your spirit,” she said in a dark, husky voice that seemed entirely inappropriate for such a young woman. “Somehow I doubt that the rest of your order is handling their new impotence with such…vigor.”
“If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with,” Cassel spat.
The Huntress cocked a black eyebrow. “Kill you? If I had wanted you dead I wouldn’t have bothered bringing you here.”
He spit a wad of blood at her. It struck her in the cheek, but she didn’t lash out and strike him. Instead she calmly gathered a drop onto her finger and rolled it over her tongue. 
“A part of me wishes you were a sorcerer and not a broken knight,” she said. “You are an excellent specimen.”
Before Cassel could snap back, her hand abruptly clamped over his cock. He yelped in anticipation when a set of long, horrifying claws sprang forth from her leather gauntlet, but she didn’t stab him—at least, not directly. Her blades made quick, surgical work of his trousers, and she sheathed them a split second before her fingers cradled his cock. 
“Oh, yes,” she said, gently stroking him. “If only you had the gift…I could feed off your magic for weeks without getting bored.”
“You crazy bitch,” Cassel snarled. 
“Brave words for a man with a blade at his cock,” the Huntress said, a dark smile playing at her lips. The claws on her other hand suddenly extended, and he bit down on his lip and braced himself for the worst. 
“Whatever you think you’re going to accomplish, it won’t work,” he insisted. 
“The defiant words of an ignorant fool. Still, I do appreciate your resolve. This wouldn’t be nearly as much fun if you didn’t fight back.”
Cassel’s cheek twitched when the blade pricked his shaft. He had never actually met a Senosi in person before, but the rumors of their cruelty and depravity had spread all across the Northern Reaches. They brutalized sorcerers for sport—especially male ones—and for an instant he was almost happy the Aether was no longer coursing through him. 
“You can torture me all you want,” he said. “I won’t tell you anything about Highwind’s defenses.”
The Huntress snorted and laughed. “Oh, you paladins really are as amusing as I’d hoped. My dear, Highwind doesn’t have any defenses, not anymore. There is nothing you could possibly tell me that I don’t already know.”
Cassel’s bitter glare slowly melted into a frown. The safest assumption here was that every word out of her mouth was a lie. Nevertheless, her calm self-assuredness was getting more unnerving by the second. He had been interrogated before—all Knights of the Silver Fist had to endure a trial of pain as part of their initial ritual—but somehow this five-and-a-half-foot tall woman was far more intimidating than a three-hundred pound orc berserker. 
Probably because the thought of having a blade at his throat was less threatening than having a blade at his cock. 
“Oh, to be cursed with such ignorance,” she said, patting his cheek. “You’re fortunate my mistress won’t hold it against you. She is a strong believer in second chances.”
The Huntress chuckled again as she gently dragged her fingers down his neck to his breastplate. “My name is Lasille, by the way, and if I’m not mistaken you are Knight-Captain Julian Cassel, one of the Silver Fist’s most promising young officers. You have quite the reputation as a charmer. You bedded one of my Senosi sisters several months back; she was disguised as some minor noblemen’s daughter, I believe. She said you have very, very skilled hands…and I can see she was right about your other assets as well.”
Cassel grit his teeth when she began stroking him again. “What do you want? If it’s…argh!”
He screamed when a fresh spike of pain suddenly jabbed through his chest. He winced and glanced down, assuming she had stabbed him…but he didn’t see any visible wounds.
“My poor, poor little knight,” Lasille said, shaking her head. “The Conduit told me that all the broken channelers would suffer without the Aether’s touch. I wish I could spare you the unpleasantness.”
He tried and failed to swallow. The pain moved from his chest to his arms and back. “What…” he gasped. “What the hell did you do to me?” 
“I didn’t do anything, my poor boy,” the Huntress assured him. “I’m afraid it’s far more complicated than that. You see, the impotent vestiges you worship as gods have finally been exposed as the frauds they are.”
Cassel stared hard into her brown eyes, trying in vain to read her face. She looked like she believed every word she said, for what little that was worth. Cultists always believed their fanatical nonsense, but that didn’t mean it was true. 
“The Avetharri elves once had a word for the pain you are feeling: the Vastien Glamor,” Lasille said. “This ‘Wasting Echo’ is a rotting curse that afflicts those whose bodies have grown dependent upon the Aether. Without its power, you will slowly succumb to madness…and eventually death.”
Cassel swallowed heavily as he balled his hands into fists. The worst of the pain was already starting to fade, but only because it seemed to be dispersing itself throughout his whole body. After a few more seconds even his toes began to ache. 
“In ancient times, the Wasting Echo was once as common as the Red Fever,” Lasille told him. “The gods of the old world would grant their followers the ability to channel the Aether, but they could strip away that power in a heartbeat from those who misbehaved. Those who did not repent were doomed to rot from the inside, plagued by the withering absence of a power they could no longer wield.”
He shook his head. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
Lasille stared right at him, her brown eyes glittering. “We stand on the precipice of a new age, my beautiful knight. The rules of the world have changed. Thanks to my mistress, the Aether is no longer a public well from which the weak and unworthy might drink. Soon there shall only be one righteous path to power.”
She smiled and touched his cheek again. “Fortunately for you, my mistress is willing to offer you salvation in a way that the false gods like your Escar never could. Once my men deliver you to Vorsalos, the Inquisitrix will give you the chance to kneel at her feet and beg for redemption. Pledge yourself to her, and she will gladly cure your affliction. The Aether will flow through your body once again, and she will grant you powers unlike any paladin has wielded in an age…”
Cassel snorted. “Everyone always said the Senosi were insane. I guess the rumors were right for once.”
Lasille’s face didn’t even twitch. “I admire your defiance. You obviously possess great strength. Sadly, I doubt that many of your decadent brethren will demonstrate the same resolve.”
“You’re delusional,” Cassel rasped. “This is some kind of tri…aargh!”
The spike of pain was even worse than before, and this time he couldn’t even manage to breathe until it passed. Lasille stared at him the whole time, her hand clutching his arm as if to help steady him. 
“I wish I could help,” she said in a remarkable approximation of genuine sincerity. “But I’m afraid there’s no poultice to mend this wound. Submission is your only salvation.”
Cassel wanted to growl at her again, but he could no longer muster the strength. The pain had dulled into an all-encompassing ache as if his joints and muscles had suddenly aged fifty years beyond the rest of his body. 
“Once we have completed our mission here, I will order my men to take you to Vorsalos as quickly as possible,” Lasille told him. “You will have the honor of becoming one of the very first Knights of the Crimson Flame. Through your righteous light this world shall finally be cleansed of its corruption.”
Cassel forced himself to breathe slowly through his clenched teeth. “Serrane will hunt you down,” he rasped. “None of your men will make it back to Vorsalos alive.”
The Huntress patted his cheek again. “Your lovely elf friend is already here with us. I’m afraid she will be far too busy entertaining me to help you.”
Snarling, he summoned the last of his strength and tried to smash her nose with his forehead, but she effortlessly sidestepped the blow and shook her head. 
“Rest now, my poor, broken knight,” Lasille said. “We will speak again soon.”
After eyeing his cock one last time, she turned and left the room. Cassel glared into the darkness for what felt like an age before he swore under his breath and tried to wrench his arms free. But without his magic, the chains were unbreakable. 
“The Senosi speaks the truth. The Wasting Echo will destroy you.”
Cassel’s head whipped around in search of the speaker. He couldn’t see anyone in the darkness beyond the torchlight, but the soft female voice had come from somewhere in the shadows of the cave…
“According to legend, the Echo can eat away at its victims for months or even years before it finally kills them,” the voice went on. “But it does not always take that long. When the Senosi raided our temple and destroyed the Mother Shrine, my sisters wilted away very quickly. After just a few short days, I was the only one left.”
Cassel heard the soft scraping of chains on stone, and a moment later he could finally make out the faint, shadowy silhouette of a woman at the fringes of the torchlight. Her chains rattled again as she struggled to move closer, but he couldn’t discern much more than a sliver of pale white skin and a few strands of orange-red hair. 
“Who are you?” he asked. 
“My name is Tahira,” she replied. “The Huntress and her men have kept me here for several days now. They refused to take me back to their mistress until they captured you and your elven general. Now I suppose it is only a matter of time.”
Cassel grimaced. “So they were waiting for us…”
“Yes. It was all the Huntress could speak about for days. She was incredibly eager to feed upon a trueborn elven sorceress.”
He closed his eyes and bit down on his lip. He and Serrane hadn’t exactly been secretive about their movements, but it was still disconcerting to realize just how much of an advantage their enemies apparently had over them. Highwind hadn’t been prepared for the Roskarim invasion in the north, and it definitely wasn’t prepared for another war with Vorsalos…especially if what Huntress Lasille had said about the Silver Fist was true. 
You can’t trust a Senosi, and you shouldn’t trust some random prisoner, either. For all you know this woman is working with them. They could have left her here to try and get into your head.
“I am sorry to bear you such ill news,” Tahira said after a moment. “If circumstances were different, I would take you to our mountain temple. My sisters would have gladly eased your pain.”
Cassel frowned. Something seemed oddly familiar about a temple in the mountains, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it…
“Well, I’m sorry to hear about your sisters,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “I take it you are some kind of priestess?”
“I would have been if I’d had time to complete my studies. But now…now that will never be possible. Everything my sisters worked to accomplish was destroyed in a matter of minutes.”
She genuinely sounded like she was on the verge of a total breakdown, but he didn’t trust his instincts without being able to see her face or read her body language.  
“I’m sorry,” Cassel said again. “The Senosi are brutal, they seem to hate priests almost as much as they hate sorcerers.”
“They despise magic of all kinds, and now they have found a way to attack its very source. I do not understand how this is possible…or why the Goddess would allow her own followers to be slaughtered.”
He grunted and started nodding before he caught himself. So this was their trick—they must have stuck her here to try and preemptively undermine his faith before they dragged him off to the Inquisitrix. The only question was whether he wanted to play along and potentially learn something. 
“I’ve often asked myself the same question about Escar,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “That Huntress called the gods ‘impotent vestiges.’ She certainly doesn’t seem to fear their divine wrath for her sacrilege.”
“Why should she?” Tahira whispered. “If the gods refuse to protect their most loyal servants, what use are they?”
Cassel grunted softly. Yes, this was definitely the strategy they were using. He was more convinced than ever that this woman was a plant. Still, there had to be some way he could turn this trap around. Maybe if he played along they would let down their guard and give him a chance to escape…
“You’ve obviously been here longer than I have,” he said, twisting his arms in a vain effort to keep them from aching so badly. “Do you believe this prattle about the Inquisitrix granting people power?”
“I do not know,” Tahira said. “The Senosi did not require magic to destroy our temple. Our spells were useless against them…they fed upon our energy and became even stronger.”
Cassel frowned. Whatever else this woman might have been, she was an incredible actress. She sounded so completely, thoroughly defeated he instantly wanted to try and help her. 
“If your temple was in the mountains, I assume you were a priestess of Shalassa,” he said. “The ones in Highwind are always kind and gentle, but I know they also wield great power—”
“We do not worship your goddess of the wilds,” Tahira said. “Nor do we worship your god of protection and valor.”
He tilted his head in confusion. “Then who—?”
The truth struck him the instant the question escaped his lips. Strange priestesses in the mountains, weird talk about sisters and Mother Shrines, the lock of red hair dangling at the edge of the torchlight…
“You’re an Eternal Priestess,” he rasped. “Oh, for the love of…”
Cassel closed his eyes and hissed between his teeth. The Northern Reaches had always been filled with a diaspora of crazy sects and cults, probably thanks to the inherently chaotic nature of its independent city-states, but the Eternal Priestesses were particularly notorious among the Knights of the Silver Fist. Ever since he’d become a squire Cassel had been told numerous stories of the “red-haired sirens” who would seduce men from the city, lure them into the mountains, and siphon away their vitality. Just last year Knight-Captain Dravis had saved one of the strange women from an orcish warband only to be rewarded with a horrid curse that left him impotent for months.
The healers in Highwind had eventually found a cure, but Dravis had never quite been the same. He warned every knight who joined the order about the Eternal Coven, though Cassel had always secretly wondered if Dravis—a legendary blowhard and womanizer—had made up the whole thing. 
Evidently not. 
“It figures,” Cassel muttered, struggling against his restraints. “I get captured by one set of fanatics and thrown in a cell with another.”
“We are not fanatics!” Tahira protested. “We merely wish to return the light of the Eternal Goddess to a bleak and dreary world.”
“You’re right—that definitely doesn’t sound fanatical at all.”
Her chains rattled again, and she slumped away until her red hair faded into the darkness. “Well, you do not need to worry,” she whispered. “My sisters are all dead, and I will surely join them soon.”
Cassel winced. Her voice was as fragile as a dying woman. He reminded himself yet again that this still could have been a trick…but he couldn’t figure out what it would possibly gain her. Whatever else he might have been, he was a paladin. He didn’t relish in anyone’s suffering, even crazy cultists.
“Look, I’m sorry…about everything,” he said. “But I’m not just going to sit here and wait for them to drag us back to Vorsalos.”
“You don’t have a choice,” Tahira said. “The Wasting Echo will cripple you…and soon enough you will be forced to beg their mistress for relief.”
“Not bloody likely,” Cassel grumbled. 
“If the Huntress is right and their Inquisitrix has ascended to a Conduit, she may be the only cure for the Echo.”
“I refuse to believe that. For one, it’s crazy. I don’t care how powerful the Inquisitrix and her Senosi think they are. No one could unravel the power of the gods.” Cassel shook his head. “This is all some kind of trick.”
Tahira slumped back against the wall. “I wish that were true, Sir Knight. But you did not see them in our temple. You did not see how easily they overpowered us…”
He turned and studied her silhouette again, still wishing he could see her face. “The Senosi get their power from the vatari crystal dust tattooed into their flesh,” he said. “They absorb magic and feed off its energy. Perhaps they found a way to broaden this ritual somehow. Who knows, maybe there are vatari crystal deposits scattered throughout this cave.”
“No. Somehow their mistress has destroyed the Divine Well and absorbed its power. My sisters saw warnings in a vision months ago, but they refused to leave our temple before the Mother Shrine gave birth.”
Cassel frowned. “You realize how insane that sounds, don’t you? How in the bloody hell can a shrine give birth?”
Tahira sighed softly. “I should not expect you to understand.”
“Probably not, but we seem to have the time,” he muttered. 
She remained silent for a long moment, and he wondered if he had inadvertently shut her down for good. He probably shouldn’t have cared—she was an insane cultist, after all—but listening to her voice was still better than the silence of the cave and the pain of this so-called “Echo.”
“The last remnants of the Eternal Goddess lived within the Mother Shrine,” Tahira said. “Like all of the ancient gods, her power has waned over the ages. The purpose of our order is to revive her…and my sisters believed we were finally getting close to accomplishing our goal.”
“How do you know that, exactly?” Cassel asked. 
“It is…difficult to explain to an outsider. Once, many ages ago, the Eternal Goddess aided women of all races who wished to become mothers. To revive her, our coven sought out the most powerful, virile males across the world and harvested their seed.”
Cassel resisted the urge to snort, though if his hands had been free he would have undoubtedly smacked his forehead. This more or less aligned with what Captain Dravis had told him, though it seemed even more insane to hear it in person. 
“Once my sisters were properly inseminated, they would return to the Mother Shrine so that she might bless their offspring,” Tahira went on, apparently oblivious to how crazy she sounded. “Their destiny—our destiny—was to give birth to a new generation of daughters, each stronger than the last, in the hopes that one day we would finally give birth to the reincarnated goddess herself.”
“I see,” he whispered.
Tahira sighed. “I realize this must sound foolish to an outsider. Perhaps we were misguided. Perhaps the goddess never intended to return…or perhaps she never existed in the first place.”
Cassel’s cheek twitched. Cultist or not, it was never easy to watch someone’s faith shatter in real time. And all things considered, their coven was ultimately a lot more benign than most fanatics he had dealt with. At least they never killed anyone.
“Why did the Senosi spare you and not the others?” he asked as gently as he could. 
“The Huntress said they wanted one survivor to bring back to their mistress as a prize,” Tahira said. “I do not know why they chose me.”
Cassel bit down on his lip. “Well, for whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry,” he said, and meant it. “And by Escar, I promise you right now that I’ll make them pay for what they’ve done.”
The red lock of hair dangling in the light fluttered as her silhouette turned to face him again. “You truly believe that?”
“Of course. I’m a paladin, remember?”
“Then your faith is stronger than mine,” she murmured. “And I would be more worried about your elf friend, if I were you.”
Cassel swallowed heavily. “If Serrane really is here, she can take care of herself. I wouldn’t be surprised if she shows up to rescue us soon.”
“She is a sorceress. She is no match for a Senosi.”
“You don’t know her the way I do.”
“Perhaps not,” Tahira murmured as she shifted back into the shadows. “But from what I have seen, this Huntress never fails to capture her prey.”
 
***
 
Serrane remained still and silent for several minutes after her eyes fluttered back open. At first, she feared she was trapped in some kind of poison-induced hallucination. The last thing she remembered was the Senosi Huntress forcing some kind of toxin down her throat; she could still feel it pumping through her veins, clouding her thoughts and weighing down her limbs. But then her ranger training kicked in, and she forced herself to breathe, focus, and cast a simple cleansing spell. The warmth of the Aether flowed through her, washing away the last traces of the venom and restoring her strength. 
“Le’thos,” she breathed, sitting up and trying her best to endure the inevitable wave of dizziness. Judging from the rough, rocky walls surrounding her, she had obviously been dragged into some kind of cavern. The only source of light was a single sconce-mounted torch some fifty feet away, though Serrane’s eyes quickly adapted to the dark. She was lying atop a surprisingly elaborate straw bed covered with soft fur, and amazingly her arms and legs weren’t even bound. 
Frowning in confusion, she glanced around and studied the rest of her surroundings. This little cubby looked more like a camp than a prison. It had everything: a table, rations, casks of ale…there was even a thin stream rushing through a crevice behind her. The Huntress and her goons could have been living comfortably in here for some time. So why had they attacked Hastien’s Fall now? Had they been waiting for Serrane to return to Highwind? Or did this have something to do with Cassel?
Cassel…
Serrane grimaced. If Julian wasn’t here, where had the Vorsalosians taken him? The Huntress had said something about him losing his paladin abilities, but that didn’t make any sense. Even Senosi couldn’t outright steal someone’s magic…could they?
“Where are you, Julian?” Serrane whispered, balling her hand into a fist. The Huntress had insisted that he wouldn’t be harmed, for whatever that was worth. Assuming that murderous bitch had been telling the truth, Julian was probably a prisoner somewhere nearby, perhaps in a different section of the cave. Serrane could hear the faint sound of voices deeper down the passages…
Steeling herself, she rolled off the straw bed and dropped into a combat-ready crouch. She had been stripped of her weapons and gear but not her armor, which begged the question of whether her captors were incompetent or merely sloppy. Either way, she planned to make them regret it. 
Serrane dashed across the room and flattened herself against the far wall so she could peer down the passageway. The light was so dim that even her eyes were having trouble adjusting, but she didn’t see anything or anyone. Grabbing the sharpest rock she could find, she tiptoed into the passage towards the voices…
At which point a dark, shadowy figure whipped around the corner and kicked her right in the chest. She skidded across the floor as the air was violently sucked out of her lungs. By the time she recovered, the now-familiar leather-clad figure of the Senosi Huntress sauntered into the chamber. 
“I admit, I was seriously tempted to leave a few of my men in here just to see how easily you could overpower them,” she said, the same infuriatingly smug smirk on her lips as before. “But to be honest I didn’t trust them to keep their hands to themselves. I want you feisty and…unspoiled.”
Serrane hopped back to her feet even as she struggled for breath. “The Silver Fist…will march an army out here…if I don’t return to the city soon…”
The Huntress snorted derisively. “My dear, there is no more Silver Fist. I doubt there’s much of a Duskwatch left, either, and whatever scraps remain of the Highwind Guard will be too busy trying to keep your precious city from descending into chaos.”
Serrane frowned. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“I should let your knight friend explain it to you. He’s coping remarkably well…at least for the moment. But sooner or later the Wasting Echo will become unbearable, and he won’t be able to sate his hunger as easily as my sisters and I. He will have to beg my mistress for a spark of her power…and if she refuses, he will die.” The Huntress crept forward another step. “I certainly hope he comes to his senses before then. He really is quite handsome.”
“I don’t have time for this nonsense,” Serrane said. “If you let us go right now, I might be kind enough to let you live.”
The other woman smiled. “You care for him, don’t you? How interesting! The Silver Fist knights have quite the reputation as charmers, but I admit I’m a little surprised that a pureblood highborn like yourself would sully yourself with a human. Still, I suppose his cock was impressive enough…perhaps I’ll try it out myself later.”
Serrane clenched her teeth and continued searching the chamber. Short of snapping off a table leg, she didn’t see anything she could realistically use as a weapon…
“I should have left your swords on the bed for you,” the Huntress said. “I enjoyed watching you fight on the tower. So fluid, so graceful…nothing at all like the brutes I’m forced to work with. You’ve no idea how much I’ve longed for another woman’s touch out here.”
“Then I’ll happily accommodate you,” Serrane snarled as she lunged forward again. She knew she couldn’t overpower her opponent, but then again she rarely assumed she could overpower anyone. She struck swiftly and sharply as she fought for position rather than victory, and her kicks drove the Huntress backwards and eventually set up a wild leg sweep. The instant the other woman hit the floor, Serrane sprinted for the cavern exit…and gasped in shock when the Huntress somehow slammed into her side and knocked her off-balance. The ranger stumbled into the cavern wall, and before she realized what was happening her arms were pinned above her head. 
“That’s it, struggle for me!” the Huntress said, nibbling excitedly at her lip. “Surely you can do better…”
Snarling, Serrane swung her legs back and jabbed both her knees into the other woman’s gut. The Huntress yelped and stumbled, and her grip faltered just long enough for the elf to wriggle free. This time, Serrane dashed towards the rushing stream in the opposite corner of the cavern. She obviously had no chance of escaping through the corridors, but perhaps the current would take her directly outside…
She was two steps from diving into the water when the Huntress pounced atop her from behind and tackled her flat against the stone. Serrane screamed and tried to wriggle free even though she knew it was hopeless. The Senosi really was as fast and strong as a real vampire. 
“Good girl,” the Huntress breathed into her ear. “I haven’t had this much fun in months…”
“You sick, twisted bitch!” Serrane spat. 
“Oh, come now, that’s no way to speak of your new mistress. My name is Lasille…and from now on, yours will be Cunt.”
Lasille grabbed the elf’s wrists and wrenched them behind her back. With her superhuman strength, she effortlessly held both arms together with her left hand while her right unfastened her belt. She yanked the strap free and tied it around Serrane’s wrists, locking them in place before she hoisted the ranger back to her feet and hauled her towards the bed. 
“Release me!” Serrane snarled again. “I will not—erf!”
The Huntress hurled her face-down upon the straw mattress. Serrane immediately rolled herself over, but before she could move any further Lasille lunged on top of her and straddled her waist. 
“So beautiful…” the Huntress cooed, gently dragging the tip of her gloved finger over the ranger’s hardened leather breastplate and down her bare midriff. 
Serrane grimaced. “You bitch! I swear I will—”
Lasille clamped a hand over the elf’s mouth. “As much as I love the sound of your voice, my dear, you need to learn your place. I don’t allow my pets to speak unless spoken to first.”
She grinned devilishly as she stretched her other hand towards the stand at the side of the bed. She opened a small rectangular chest, and when her hand reappeared it was clutching a thick phallic gag.
“I’ve had this for years, but I never imagined I’d have a chance to use it upon a mouth as lovely as yours,” Lasille said. “Now be a good girl and open wide for me, would you?”
“Jukatta le!” Serrane spat. When she tried to bite the other woman’s fingers, the Huntress unsheathed the wickedly-sharp tiger claws from within her glove and pressed them against the elf’s throat. 
“I am more than willing to feed from your sweet elven blood if I must,” Lasille said. “But I would much prefer to keep this civil. There’s no reason we can’t both enjoy ourselves here.”
Serrane felt the claws prick into her throat, and she grit her teeth and held herself still as the Huntress placed the phallus at her lips. It was even longer and thicker than Julian’s… 
“Oh, don’t look so intimidated,” Lasille scolded. “I saw your knight friend’s cock, and I’ve no doubt you’ve swallowed it many, many times. This should be no trouble for you. Now…open up.”
Choking down her rage, Serrane slowly and reluctantly parted her lips. The Huntress gently pushed the phallus through her teeth, over her tongue, and down her throat. 
“There you go,” Lasille said, another wicked grin on her lips. “That’s a good girl, take it all…I know you love it.”
Serrane wanted to struggle. She wanted to fight. She wanted to knee the Huntress right in her wicked cunt and throw her off the bed. But at this point, the ranger knew she was beaten…at least for now. Her best bet—her only bet—was to lull this bitch into a false sense of security and strike when an opportunity finally presented itself. 
Or hope that Julian recovers from whatever happened to him at Hastien’s Fall…
“I knew you could do it,” Lasille said once the phallus was lodged all the way down Serrane’s throat. “You highborn always act so proper, but everyone knows you’re the biggest sluts in Torsia. It would take hours for me to tell you all the stories I’ve heard about Headmistress Telanya in Highwind…”
The Huntress giggled as she leaned back and sheathed her claws. After removing her right gauntlet, she returned her fingertips to Serrane’s belly and delicately dragged them across the elf’s taut, pale skin. 
“I wonder how many men you’ve driven mad with lust,” Lasille said, her brown eyes dilating like a cat preparing to assault its prey. “Or women, for that matter…”
Her fingers drifted to the straps of Serrane’s breastplate, and she began to unfasten them slowly, delicately, as if she were unwrapping a priceless but fragile present. She couldn’t outright remove the armor with the ranger’s arms tied behind her back, at least not without destroying it…and so ultimately, that’s exactly what she did. She slashed apart the leather with her remaining claw then tossed the scraps aside. Serrane’s underclothes followed a few heartbeats later. 
“Such a bounty…” Lasille breathed as she leaned down far enough to kiss one of Serrane’s nipples. “It’s almost enough to make me believe in the gods. What else could create something so perfect?”
Serrane closed her eyes and tried to swallow despite the phallus lodged in her throat. Her rage was every bit as hot and pure as a few minutes ago, but at the moment most of it was directed at her own body. Her skin shivered with delight at the other woman’s touch, and she felt the first genuine tingles of arousal in her quim. 
What the fuck is wrong with me?
Her thoughts flashed back to last year when she had first watched her best friend, Aluriel, begging a man to tie her up and fuck her face. Serrane had found the whole thing disgusting and degrading…or at least, that was what she had told herself. But her body had betrayed her then, too, and she had spent the whole night trying—and failing—to extinguish the fire in her quim. 
Snarling into the gag, Serrane bucked her hips and wriggled, but it only made Lasille suckle her nipples even harder. The Huntress removed her other gauntlet and slowly pawed her way down the elf’s stomach to her belt. 
“There’s no point in fighting it now,” Lasille taunted. “I knew you were a slut the first moment I laid eyes upon you…”
Serrane wriggled her legs, but the Huntress’s thighs were like an iron vice holding them in place. Unfettered, Lasille’s fingers expertly unfastened the belt and slid closer and closer to the ranger’s quim. 
“I’ll tell you what, General,” Lasille said, lowering her head until she could kiss Serrane’s belly. “If you’re dry when I touch you, I’ll let you go right here and now. You can even take that knight of yours with you.” She grinned. “But if you’re as soaked as I know you are, I am going to feed on you all night long. What do you think?”
Serrane snarled into the gag, but her gurgles only made the Huntress snicker. The woman’s fingertips continued their agonizingly slow crawl down the elf’s trembling quim….and instantly slithered inside the sodden, slippery sheath.  
“I knew it!” Lasille said, cackling in delight. “You elves are born submissives, aren’t you? You want to be dominated so badly you can hardly stand it.”
Serrane closed her eyes and bit down on the phallus as hard as she could. Her body really was betraying her…and no matter how much she resented it, the Huntress knew exactly what she was doing. Her fingers slid in deeper and deeper while her thumb massaged the ranger’s clit…
“You’d cum for me right now, wouldn’t you?” Lasille taunted. “You can hardly contain yourself. I wonder: do you and your knight play little games? Do you squeal in delight when the big strong man takes what he wants from your helpless body?”
Serrane bit down so hard she was surprised she didn’t choke. Her quim was on fire, and the waves of pleasure wouldn’t stop cascading through her body. She tried to remind herself that the Huntress was a monster and that all of this was…was…
“If it would help, I could order my men in here,” Lasille went on. “Do you have any idea how much they would give for a chance to ravage a pristine elven cunt? I would earn their loyalty for a lifetime.” She slipped another finger inside. “Just imagine it: all those cocks thrusting inside you one after another…I bet you’d cum each and every time they spilled their hot seed all over your pretty face…”
Serrane’s entire body convulsed as a climax shuddered through her. She gurgled helplessly, pitifully, as she cried into the phallus lodged down her throat. By the time she finally came down the Huntress’s laughter was echoing off the cavern walls. 
“Oh, I am never going to share you with my sisters,” Lasille said between chortles. “You really are worth all the gold in Highwind, aren’t you?”
Serrane held her eyes shut as she struggled to swallow her disgust. How could she have possibly been enjoying this? It was sick!
“You made such a mess for me…I think it’s time I had a little taste,” Lasille said. She withdrew her fingers and brought them right up to her mouth. Her eyes dilated again, and she nibbled at her lip as if she might climax at any moment. “Elven nectar…how long I’ve wanted a taste…”
Her eyes closed as she sucked on her fingers, and barely a second later a sprawling latticework of glowing green tattoos materialized beneath her skin. Serrane watched, awed and horrified at the same time, as the Senosi fed. When her eyes finally reopened they blazed like luminous emeralds. 
“So sweet, so pure…” Lasille breathed. “And to think…you and I are only just getting started.”
 
 



5
Paths to Power
 
“This is the grove I spoke of earlier,” Selvhara said, pointing towards a thick cluster of trees just off the main road. “Do you wish to set up camp here?”
Jorem sighed and glanced back over his shoulder even though he couldn’t actually see anything in the darkness. Even the pillars of smoke rising from the Ostvaran harbor had faded from view. 
“This is probably far enough,” he said. “The canopy should shield us from the wyverns, and I can’t imagine they’d send soldiers this far down the road before they secure the city.”
“The area is defensible,” Kaseya agreed. Somehow, she didn’t look the least bit tired despite the fact they had just jogged for two straight hours in the middle of the night. “Though I would caution against open flames.”
“Says the woman who can keep herself warm with magic,” Valuri grumbled. “We need something to dry our clothes. I’d rather fight a dozen more wyverns than freeze my tits off out here.”
Jorem wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in close to try and share some heat. Her Senosi magic immunity came in handy pretty often, but his inability to shield her from the elements was a real problem sometimes—especially considering how loudly she complained about it. 
“We’ll risk a fire for a little while, at least,” he said. “Come on.”
They erected a rough camp in the grove, and he ignited the kindling Kaseya gathered with a quick burst of Aetheric fire. He would have loved to set up a tent and spread out their bedrolls, but sadly they had lost their supplies on the ketch…including all that delicious preserved food. 
“Well, let’s see….I’m cold, tired, and starving,” Valuri said as she held her arms over the flames. “Why did we want to come back to the mainland again?”
“Apparently we got bored without people trying to kill us all the time,” Jorem muttered. “Presumably because we’re idiots.”
He glanced over at Kaseya, but her blue eyes remained narrowed and locked in the direction of their new tagalong. Selvhara had volunteered to gather more wood and set up some snares, but Jorem couldn’t see her anywhere in the darkness. 
“I will keep watch,” the amazon said after a moment. “If the elf tries anything, I will deal with her.”
“Why wait?” Valuri asked. “Let’s be smart and play it safe for once.”
“Okay, enough posturing,” Jorem said, holding out his hands. “Everyone relax. She genuinely seems like she wants to help.”
“Yeah, well, so did Solemi once,” Valuri reminded him. “So did those mercenaries back at Highvale pass, so did Zalheer, so did that knight in Icewatch…everyone is always friendly and agreeable right up until they slit your throat.”
“We’re not going to hurt her,” Jorem said. “We’ll give her a chance to prove herself.”
Kaseya finally turned to look at him. “We cannot afford to let our guard down in front of a stranger. At least one of us should remain awake at all times.”
“That’s fine. I want us to be nice, not stupid.” 
Jorem sighed and rubbed at his temples. For some reason, almost getting blown up and drowned had soured everyone’s mood. Who would have guessed?
Valuri grumbled under her breath as she nestled herself deeper in his arms. “Look, all I’m saying is that it’s downright weird she just so happened to be on the shore when we arrived. She’s up to something, and it has nothing to do with any ‘prophecy’ bullshit.”
“All I’m saying is that I want to hear her out,” Jorem said. “And if she can translate the rest of the words from the training crystal, all the better. If nothing else, I’m reasonably certain she’s not working with the Inquisitrix.”
“We have plenty of other potential enemies,” Valuri muttered. “But if you really want to keep her around, at least be honest about why.”
“Meaning what?”
“Meaning you want to fuck her.”
Jorem groaned. “You know, I am actually capable of thinking about other things once in a while.”
“Once in a great while.”
“Says the woman who begs me to unload on her face every morning.”
“I’m comfortable with who I am,” Valuri said, shrugging. “Besides, we’re talking about your pathologies right now, not mine.”
Jorem pushed her off his lap and into the dirt next to the fire. “Look, we just got attacked by a bunch of channelers who shouldn’t exist, and we…”
He trailed off when Kaseya flicked her wrist at him. A few moments later Selvhara emerged from the forest with several logs clutched in her arms. She knelt in front of the fire and tossed a few pieces into the embers. 
“I don’t see a lot of places for you to hide an axe in that outfit of yours,” Valuri said. 
Selvhara glanced up and frowned. “I beg your pardon?”
“How did you chop that wood?” Kaseya asked.
“They’re usually a lot friendlier than this, I promise,” Jorem assured her. “Getting attacked has just made them a little…edgy.”
“I understand,” Selvhara said, nodding. “They wish to protect their master.”
“Uh, Jorem is definitely not my master,” Valuri said, brushing the dirt from her trousers. 
The druid frowned. “But the Tir Halaad—the amazon—said that she was bound to his service.”
“Red may have pledged herself to him, but I didn’t.”
“Then…what are you?”
“An annoying brat who makes everything more difficult than it ought to be,” Jorem said. “Just ignore her for a minute. Before we rest, I was hoping you might be able to answer a few questions for me.
Selvhara glanced at the other two women, clearly still confused, but she eventually knelt in front of him and nodded. “Of course. As I told you before, your sovereignty has been ordained by the Aether. I will serve you however I can.”
Valuri groaned in disgust and fell over into the dirt, but Jorem just tried his best to ignore her. “Well, you don’t have to worry about serving anyone right now,” he said. “I’ll settle for a normal conversation.”
The druid smiled. “What would you like to know?”
Jorem took a deep breath and tried to collect his thoughts. The channeling backlash—the “Flensing,” as Selvhara had called it—had faded at this point, but normal fatigue had quickly swept in to take its place. “How about we start with this ‘Shattering’ prophecy you mentioned. Why do you believe this will ‘usher in a new age of sorcery,’ as you put it?”
“Because it has forever altered the balance of power,” Selvhara said. “In many ways, this part of Torsia has long been isolated from the realities of power and magic elsewhere in the world. The Velhari acted as a magical nexus; it allowed those born without sorcerous blood to channel the Aether. But with its seals finally broken, your people will find the realities of power to be far more…rigid.”
Jorem shook his head. “How?”
“For the rest of the world, there have long been only two paths to channeling the Aether: sorcerous blood or bonding with a Conduit.”
Valuri hissed. “Is she making any sense to you yet?”
“Maybe,” Jorem murmured, scratching the stubble on his chin. “Remember when Kaseya said that the closest translation for ‘Velhari’ was something like ‘prison?’”
“Yeah. What about it?”
“Well, I think the point is that the Inquisitrix didn’t just collapse the Fount—she opened a prison. And the power she absorbed wasn’t just a random nexus of magical energy, was it?”
Selvhara shook her head. “No. The Velhari are—were—‘founts’ of magical energy for a very specific reason: they contained the dying souls of the Valathrim.”
“The Fallen Gods,” Kaseya whispered as she slowly lowered her blade. “Just as the Avetharri crystal said…”
“Wait a second,” Valuri said. “You’re telling us that there was a god trapped inside that damn cave beneath Nol Krovos?”
“A Godsoul, to be more precise,” Selvhara said. “The prisons were constructed by the Avetharri elves to hold and contain the last fragments of the Fallen Gods. Over time, these prisons became founts of energy capable of empowering otherwise normal people with the ability to channel the Aether.” She turned to Kaseya. “It is also why the amazons of Nol Krovos are different than humans from the mainland. Centuries of exposure to a Godsoul transformed your people in ways no one fully understands.”
Valuri turned to Kaseya. “You’re saying that’s why so many Amazons are sorcerers?”
“Most likely.”
“Mm. Does that also explain why they all have such amazing tits?”
Jorem pushed her into the dirt again. “We already knew that the presence of the Fount shaped and molded the Amazons, and we also know that they are the descendants of the human slaves who were assigned to protect it. But you’re saying they weren’t just guarding a magical nexus—they were guarding the soul of a god.”
Selvhara nodded. “All the various prisons were entrusted to different guardians. In many ways, the people of Nol Krovos were—are—fortunate. Most of the other guardians were corrupted, driven insane, or simply killed.”
“Charming,” Valuri muttered. 
Selvhara glanced north towards the mountains. “If I’m not mistaken, many of your mountain ranges are overrun with orcs, are they not?”
“The Shattered Peaks have been for generations,” Jorem said.
“In Varellon, orcs are known as ‘Basarn.’ During the time of the Avetharri, they were simply another clan of elves. The ancients entrusted them to guard several of the Velhari, and over time, the Godsouls transformed them into what they are today.”
“Mm,” Jorem mumbled in thought. As insane as this sounded, it did more or less comport with what they already knew. Zalheer might not have known all the details about the Fount, but he had been right about the basic premise. Its presence had profoundly shaped his people’s culture, and Marcella had believed that siphoning its power would transform her into a god-like figure who could grant power to whomever she chose. 
“Let’s assume for a moment you’re right and these Founts really were prisons,” he said. “Why did the Avetharri build them in the first place? Why not just destroy these Godsouls if they were so dangerous?”
“Why else? They believed they could harness the Valathrim’s lingering power for themselves. Even as they conquered the world, the Avetharri Wyrm Lords always sought to expand their power and influence. They realized that the Godsoul prisons could empower those without sorcerous blood to channel the Aether.”
“The Three Corridors,” Jorem said, nodding.
“Yes,” Selvhara said. “No one knows what the Wyrm Lords ultimately intended; the Dragon War destroyed the Avethian Empire before their plans could come to fruition. Afterwards, the Velhari eventually fell into disrepair and were forgotten, but over the past few hundred years most of them have collapsed entirely. The one beneath Nol Krovos was the last in the world…and now that it is gone, the Godsoul fragments sealed within have all escaped.”
“Why does that sound so ominous?” Valuri whispered. 
“Whatever their ultimate purpose, the legacy of the Velhari is clear,” Selvhara went on. “For an entire age, they changed the very rules of magic. And now they are gone.” 
Jorem pursed his lips in thought as he remembered their final encounter with the Inquisitrix. One corridor. One conduit. One pure, cohesive source to harmonize the Aether and bring order to its currents.
“When we confronted her in the Fount, we realized that the Inquisitrix’s true goal wasn’t to destroy magic, but to become it’s only source,” he said. “I didn’t understand at the time, but if the Fount was just a prison for a Godsoul…”
“She has absorbed that power for herself,” Selvhara said. “She has become a Conduit—a living nexus of Aetheric energy. You have seen the results first-hand. She has begun to empower her armies, transforming regular men and women into channelers. And unlike traditional priests or wizards, these new channelers do not require months or years of training. They can learn everything they need to know through their bond with their Conduit.”
“That can’t possibly be true,” Valuri said. “One sorcerer, no matter how powerful, can’t just give someone else the ability to channel.”
Selvhara shrugged. “What is a god besides a being capable of granting gifts to his or her followers?”
Jorem sighed and ran a hand back through his hair. “The Inquisitrix has only possessed this power for a few weeks and she already has an army capable of conquering the mainland. Highwind doesn’t stand a bloody chance.”
“That is one of the reasons why I am here,” Selvhara said. “The Vin Aetheri wish to help organize the sorcerers of this land to stand against the new Conduit. Ultimately, you are the only ones who can possibly defeat her.”
“Honey, I’ve spent most of my life hunting down sorcerers,” Valuri said. “If they’re our only hope, then we are right and truly fucked.”
“Much of what you have said is similar to the creation myths I was taught on Nol Krovos,” Kaseya said, pacing around the edge of the camp. “There are many subtle differences but even more similarities. Our people have always venerated sorcery and been distrustful of ancient powers.”
“Another legacy of the elves that trained and elevated your people,” Selvhara said. “It is fascinating to see how these myths have been reinterpreted over time.”
Jorem bit down on his lip again. “I asked you before if you’d be willing to translate a few things for us. Do you mind?”
“Of course not,” Selvhara said. “I only hope I can help.”
He closed his eyes and tried to remember the words and images from the Avetharri crystal. “Marhaak kûl drakatharri,” he said. “I think we’ve figured that one out: unleash the dragon.”
The druid nodded. “That is correct.”
“How about…kûl baresk kyovaeri re jikmadator. Kûl velhari re nurauthot. Kûl annyo di kûl Valathrim duuloa.”
Valuri arched her eyebrows. “You actually remembered all of that gibberish?”
“I’m as surprised as you are,” Jorem said. “It’s like it was burned into my skull.”
Selvhara softly repeated the words. “The seals are broken. The prisons are undone. The last of the Fallen Gods have been released.”
“So it is true, then,” Kaseya whispered. “All of it.”
“There’s more,” Jorem said, trying to remember. He closed his eyes, and the words seemed to sear into the back of his eyelids. “Marhaak vers di dout iejir. Asta drakatharri pulwi ui dout fasteraan.”
“Unleash the power of your blood,” Selvhara said. “The dragon’s return is your salvation.”
“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri hissed. “So let me get this straight: the Avetharri crystal wanted you to learn how to transform into a dragon?”
Jorem nodded. “So it would seem.”
“Okay. Second question: you said that the Dragon War—a war started by Avetharri sorcerers who learned how to transform into dragons—destroyed their own empire and half the world in the process. Am I right about that?”
He grimaced. “Yes.”
“Great, I’m glad we’re on the same page. Now tell me this: are you barking mad? This is insanity!”
“It is not insane,” Selvhara protested. “Only a sorcerer can possibly defeat the new Conduit. Jorem’s power is our salvation.”
“Then we are fucked,” Valuri said, glancing back at Kaseya. “Please tell me you’re on my side here, Red.”
“I am uncertain what to think,” the amazon whispered. “We learned a great deal from the crystal while we were on Nol Krovos.”
“Yeah, but—”
“We wanted a translation and we got one,” Jorem said, hoping to prevent an argument. “Nothing has actually changed yet. We’re still going to Highwind, and we’re still going to see what’s going on and how we can help.”
Valuri grumbled something under her breath, but the other girls remained silent. Kaseya was staring off into the woods, her eyes narrowed in thought, while Selvhara continued looking right at him as if she was waiting for something.
“Anyway, I just got my ass kicked by the Inquisitrix’s new channelers, so I don’t think anyone has to worry about my sprouting wings and melting cities anytime soon,” Jorem said. “This is all very…theoretical.”
“I have no doubt that the dragon blood courses through your veins,” Selvhara said. “And I will do everything I can to help you unlock your true potential.”
Jorem forced a smile, though he still had no idea what to think. He’d heard plenty of stories about the Avetharri Wyrm Lords while growing up in Vorsalos, both from people who wanted to kill him and from fellow sorcerers who wanted to imagine a world where they were kings. But even during the height of the Avethian Empire, most sorcerers never learned how to transform themselves into dragons. It seemed…well, impossible, to put it mildly. 
He glanced up to Kaseya again. Between the two of them, it seemed far more likely that she would be the one with that kind of power. Her people had apparently been exposed to the energy of the Godsoul for generations, after all. They had probably only unlocked a fraction of their true potential. 
But Selvhara didn’t know about Kaseya’s true power yet, and he intended to keep it that way for now. He kept reminding himself to stay skeptical and keep his guard up—Valuri was right about that, at least. 
“We only have a few hours left before daybreak,” he said, tugging the Huntress back into his arms to help keep her warm. “Let’s just try and get some sleep while we can.”
 
***
 
While the sorcerer and his Senosi concubine eventually fell asleep next to the campfire, the amazon warrior did not. Selvhara felt the other woman’s piercing blue eyes upon her all through the night. Kaseya obviously took her duties as a bodyguard quite seriously. 
Under different circumstances, Selvhara would have loved to ask about Nol Krovos and its customs, and she desperately wanted to know more about the golden collar clasped around the amazon’s neck. The energy pouring off of it was unlike anything the druid had ever seen before. The design was obviously Avetharri in origin; the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers had worn similar relics. Their bond had made them the greatest warriors of their era. It was fascinating to see how millennia of culture and history had altered its original purpose.  
You aren’t here to study and make friends; you are here to ensure that the sorcerer destroys the new Conduit. Never forget this.

Selvhara winced as she curled into a ball on the opposite side of the campfire. She could feel the One God’s influence even if he hadn’t literally spoken the words himself. Dathiel couldn’t actually read her mind or see through her eyes in his weakened state, but she could always feel his presence regardless. He was her Conduit, after all, and she was forever bound to his will. Only through his grace could she channel the Aether, and only through his charity could she control the moon-curse corrupting her blood. She owed him everything. 
Without me, you would be little more than a feral beast doomed to wander the wilds. Without me, you would have died a thousand years ago along with the rest of your people. 
Swallowing deeply, Selvhara did her best to relax and try to rest. She couldn’t afford to let the sorcerer know who she really served; she couldn’t even afford to let him know that she was a channeler. The fewer questions she answered about herself, the better for everyone…
She eventually managed to fall asleep for a few hours, though she woke not long after the first rays of sunlight splintered through the trees around them. The amazon was still standing nearby, as vigilant and stoic as ever, and she roused the others despite their grumbling protests. 
“Shalassa’s knickers, why is it still so damn cold?” Valuri complained as she rubbed at her arms. 
“Winter still has plenty of bite left in it,” Jorem said. He stretched out his hand and ignited the embers of the campfire with a blast of sorcerous flame. Sensing an opportunity, Selvhara hopped in place as if he had startled her. 
“Faarea!” she gasped. 
Jorem glanced up at her. “It’s all right. I just figured we should warm up a little before hitting the road.”
“Forgive me,” she said. “It’s just…well, I have not been this close to a sorcerer for some time. I had almost forgotten how easily you command such power.”
Valuri groaned. “Look, if you’re going to be following us around for a while, we need to set some basic ground rules. First, you will you always do exactly as we say. Second, you’re not allowed to fawn over Jorem while I’m in earshot. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Selvhara said, nodding sheepishly. “You are protective of your mate and see me as a potential threat.”
Jorem covered his mouth to suppress a chuckle, but the Senosi’s eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Honey, you vastly overestimate that body of yours if you think Red and I consider you a threat. Just because you have pointy ears and strut around in your weird druid underwear doesn’t mean—”
“You misunderstand,” Selvhara said. “It was not a criticism. You have no reason to trust me, and you instinctively wish to defend your master.”
Valuri blinked. “I already told you—he is not my master.”
“Oh, gods, now you’ve done it…” Jorem murmured. 
Selvhara feigned ignorance. “But he has clearly claimed you as his lover. Throughout history, Wyrm Lords have often surrounded themselves with concubines and protectors. Even today, it is a great honor to be chosen as a member of a dragon’s harem—”
“I am not part of anyone’s ‘harem!’” Valuri growled.
“Aren’t you, though?” Jorem asked, still struggling to suppress his laughter. “I mean, if you really think about it, you and Kaseya are—”
She elbowed him hard enough that he fell over behind her. “I am not a harem girl,” she repeated. “Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, of course,” Selvhara said. “I apologize…I meant no offense.”
The Senosi grumbled something under her breath, and Jorem continued laughing at her for almost a minute. Even the amazon seemed amused. 
Seducing him will be even easier than you thought. You just need to get him alone for a while…
“All right, we need to get moving,” Jorem said eventually. “If we push hard, we should still be able to reach the Valecrest before nightfall.”
“Yeah, well, we’re also stopping in a village along the way,” Valuri said, spreading her hands in front of the flames for warmth. “I want a new cloak. And maybe some horses.”
“With what coin?” Jorem asked. “Almost everything went down with the ship.”
“Who said anything paying for them?”
“We’re not stealing from random peasants.”
“We can steal from specific peasants if it makes you feel better.”
Kaseya crossed her arms over her chest. “We are not thieves.” 
“The point is that we could be, and it would pay a hell of a lot better and probably be less dangerous too.” Valuri scoffed in disgust before she turned her green eyes upon Selvhara. “What about you, wolf girl? Do you have any coins stashed away in that fur of yours?”
The druid shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”
“Why am I not surprised?” Valuri grumbled. 
“I have a few silvers in my pack,” Kaseya said. “They should last until we reach Highwind.”
Jorem nodded and glanced back over his shoulder towards Ostvara. His brow furrowed, and Selvhara could see the sorrow and frustration darken his face. He didn’t say anything, but he was obviously concerned about the fate of the city and its people. She empathized more than he could ever know. Varellon had been overrun with new Conduits for many years now, and the chaos they could leave in their wake was truly staggering. As destructive and rapacious as sorcerers could be, there was nothing quite as terrifying as an entire army of channelers bound to the will of a single mortal, especially those who saw themselves as living gods. Without opposition, this Inquisitrix would almost certainly conquer this entire region in a matter of months. 
And that’s exactly why you are here. This sorcerer needs your help whether he knows it or not. Don’t feel bad for deceiving him; you are tricking him for his own good.
They set out on the road a few minutes later, and they kept a brisk pace despite the cold. At Valuri’s request, they dipped into a village long enough to purchase some food and provisions, and she seemed decidedly less grouchy once she had wrapped herself in a thick traveling cloak. Their group drew a lot of attention, for obvious reasons—neither amazons nor elves were common sights for the people here, and Jorem made a point of getting them back on the road as quickly as possible. 
Selvhara did her best to make conversation while revealing as little about herself as possible. They seemed genuinely interested in the history of the Velhari and the Valathrim, and she happily shared almost everything she knew. In exchange, Kaseya spoke of her people and their customs, and Jorem provided details about the Inquisitrix’s initial rise to power in his home city. 
The story was a familiar one. The Inquisitrix had exploited her people’s natural distrust of sorcery just like so many other would-be despots in Varellon, and unfortunately that fear often led them into the arms of a Conduit. Selvhara’s order, the Sarodihm Kalefarr, had always tried to guide people along a different path—a path back to the long-forgotten gods and their traditions. For all their faults, the Valathrim had created this world and its people, and their return was prophesized to bring about an end to the corruption of sorcerers and Conduits alike. Only the true gods deserved to wield such power. 
Selvhara didn’t tell Jorem about that, of course, and she found it incredibly easy and natural to flirt with him as they walked. She had almost forgotten how charming young human males could be. Jorem had lived a remarkably interesting life, and she could scarcely believe he had survived growing up in a city that despised his kind so greatly. Apparently Valuri had shielded him from the wrath of her former mistress, which explained why he put up with her obnoxious irreverence. The two of them obviously loved each other a great deal even if she pretended otherwise. 
Nightfall descended upon the group quickly as they approached the Valecrest, a massive multi-story building that looked more like a small fort than an inn. Parked directly at the crossroads leading north to Highwind or south to the Grey Moors, the Valecrest was the only sign of civilization for miles upon miles in any direction. The stables were full (and heavily guarded), and a score of travelers were already drinking, singing, and dancing inside. 
“As much as I’d like to draw a bath and sleep in a real bed, we might want to consider avoiding the crowds,” Valuri commented when the group approached the steps. “The Inquisitrix could have spies here for all we know.”
“Maybe, but I doubt it,” Jorem said, his eyes sweeping over the carriages parked outside. “Honestly, I expected a lot more refugees. If things are falling apart in Highwind, I figured folks would already be on the road south.”
“There’s no guarantee the south is any better,” Valuri reminded him. “And it’s not like most people can just pack up their lives and move in an instant.”
“Fair enough,” he conceded, his brown eyes narrowing in thought. “I wonder if these people have any idea what even happened in Ostvara.”
“Probably not, and I don’t think it’s worth starting a panic. Let’s just warm up and get some sleep.”
Jorem nodded. “And hope we have enough silver…”
They did, as it turned out, though not by much. Jorem bade them all to keep their cloaks drawn tight to avoid drawing attention, and he purchased two adjacent rooms and some hot food before they can began splitting up for baths. With the amazon’s guard down for the first time, Selvhara finally had a chance to get the sorcerer alone. She lurked outside the small private bathing pool while he washed himself, and she waited until he had just started getting dressed before she snuck inside. 
“Oh, I’m sorry!” she said. “I thought you were finished…”
“That’s all right,” Jorem said, smiling. He had just put on his trousers, but his shirt and jacket remained on the floor. “You’ve obviously seen me wet before.”
Selvhara grinned and surreptitiously shut the door behind her. “I hope you feel better now that you’ve had a chance to eat.”
“I do, but we’re going to run into real problems in Highwind if we don’t have any coin.” 
“You mentioned that you had friends in the city.”
“Calling them ‘friends’ might be pushing it,” Jorem said. “We do know a few people, only some of whom have betrayed us before.”
Selvhara arched both eyebrows in confusion, but he waved a hand dismissively. 
“It sounds worse than it is,” he added. “And it’s a long, long story…”
“I would be more than happy to listen to it on the road tomorrow,” she told him. “But I am sorry I wasn’t able to save more of your belongings from the wreck.”
“You had other priorities, and my lungs thank you.” He finished clasping his belt then glanced up at her. “I’m sure they’ll draw you a bath if you wanted. And they could wash your clothes…though I guess I’ve never met anyone with an outfit that can reappear at a moment’s notice before. How does that even work?”
“According to legend, the nature goddess Shalassa forged this armor herself many thousands of years ago,” Selvhara said, taking another step closer to him. “I doubt the story is true, but the enchantment is designed to aid shapeshifters. There is little point in wearing normal armor if it will shatter the instant you assume another form.”
He nodded slowly, though his eyes had fastened upon her breasts and midriff. “That seems…useful.”
She smiled and lowered her arms to make sure he had an unobstructed view. “Among my fellow Sarodihm, we rarely bother with clothing. We do not share the same taboo against nudity as most human cultures.”
“Hmm,” he murmured. “Well, uh, sorry about the inconvenience. Though it’s so cold here right now that a little clothing can’t hurt. Not that I imagine your skirt is particularly warm...”
“I can always put on fur if the cold starts to bother me,” Selvhara said with a shrug. “Heat, on the other hand…”
“Speaking of…” Jorem said, clearing his throat and lifting his eyes from her chest. She spotted the tiniest hint of red flush into his cheeks. “You haven’t really explained your…condition. Based on all the stories I heard as a child, werewolves are little more than feral, savage monsters.”
“Most are,” she told him. “Lycanthropy is considered a curse for a very good reason.”
He frowned. “But…”
“But like any great power, the moon-curse can be harnessed for good or ill. There are ways to temper and control the urges.”
His cheek twitched as his eyes dropped down to her breasts again. “I admit, I never associated the Vin Aetheri with werewolves…or druids.”
“Nor should you,” Selvhara told him. “I am the only one to have ever joined them.”
“I wondered about that. There hasn’t been a real druidic order in this part of the world in a long time, but from everything I’ve ever read they don’t exactly get along with sorcerers.”
“It varies more than you might think, but in general you’re right. Most of the druidic circles in Varellon seek the return of the Fallen Gods…or at the very least seek to preserve their teachings and memories. But other circles simply see sorcery as a natural part of an evolving world.”
Jorem nodded. “What about yours?”
“My circle is…broken,” Selvhara said. She had practiced this speech dozens of times on her journey to this land, which should have made lying to his face that much easier. But talking about the past—even a fictitious one—brought up painful memories she desperately wanted to forget…
“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” he assured her.  
“You have a right to know,” she murmured. “My circle lost our ability to channel long before I was even born. Like your priests and wizards, they had drawn power from a Velhari, and when it was destroyed they lost everything. Many of them had grown dependent upon the magic they wielded, and without it they simply wasted away. The Vastien Glamor—the ‘Wasting Echo’—rots away the souls of channelers who have been severed from the source of their power. You will see evidence of it soon when we reach Highwind.”
Jorem’s lip twisted. “That’s…disturbing. You’re saying that all the paladins and priests and wizards are just going to rot away?”
“Unless they pledge themselves to another Conduit, yes,” Selvhara said. “The Inquisitrix may be counting on it…many of your knights and priests will crawl to her in desperation.”
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed. “This just keeps getting better and better…”
“My circle was faced with the same choice. Their only options were to die or to bind themselves to another Conduit. Most of the stubborn ones perished, while others willingly knelt before a new master. But a third group discovered another option: they willingly embraced the moon-curse.”
Jorem cocked his head. “They intentionally infected themselves with Lycanthropy?”
“Yes,” Selvhara said. “In ancient times, it was not uncommon. Many druidic circles embraced the power of the moon…but the tradition eventually waned. I don’t know much beyond that, but the wolf blood saved my circle. It cured the Echo that was destroying them and gave them the strength to continue fighting.”
“But then something else happened,” he prompted. 
She nodded somberly. “A group of fanatics hunted down and destroyed us. They followed a different Conduit, and they viewed us as…unclean. I would have perished with them, but against all odds a sorcerer saved my life. He brought me to his people—the Vin Aetheri—and they showed me that everything I thought I knew about sorcerers was wrong.”
“So you decided to join them,”
“I had to,” Selvhara lied. “I owed them everything, and I began to understand the importance of their cause. Whether the druidic circles wish to accept it or not, the gods of the old world are dead and they are not coming back. The Aether itself has chosen their rightful successors.”
Jorem’s cheek twitched again. “You mean sorcerers.”
“Yes,” she said, gently placing her arm on his. “Men like you are meant to rule. And women like me are meant to serve you.”
Selvhara took his hands in hers and shuffled forward enough to ensure he got a good, long look at her cleavage when he reflexively glanced down. She didn’t even need to shift into a wolf to hear his heartbeat quicken or see his eyes dilate. She could feel his arousal…and a satisfied smile tugged at her lips. 
He’s mine. 
“Sorcerers already ruled most of the world once,” Jorem said, visibly trying to steel himself. “The legacy of the Avetharri isn’t exactly inspiring.” 
“Then you and others like you must learn from their mistakes,” Selvhara told him. “A new generation of Wyrm Lords has already come to power in Varellon. The same thing could happen here in your lands.”
“Right now I’d just be happy with the freedom to live my own life.” He cleared his throat again and backed away from her a step. “Anyway, this isn’t just about sorcerers; it’s about the so-called dragon blood.”
“That is why the Vin Aetheri chose me to aid you. We believe—we hope—that my shapechanging powers will help me unlock yours.”
Jorem arched a brown eyebrow at her. “How?”
Selvhara glanced down at her arm. “Lycanthropes are highly attuned to the blood memory. If you are capable of becoming a dragon, the technique will be hidden somewhere in your veins…and I should be able to find it.”
“Blood memory?” he asked, shaking his head.
“The story of our lineage is told through our blood. And since you are a sorcerer, the memories of the Aether itself are imprinted upon you. The knowledge of the dragon transformation could be in there somewhere. We merely need to find it.”
Jorem paused, clearly confused. “How were you planning on starting this search?” he asked after a moment. “You weren’t going to bite me, I hope.”
She smiled. “I doubt your amazon guardian would approve.”
“Definitely not.”
“Well, sampling your blood is one option, but I know how strange it must sound. That’s why I haven’t mentioned it.”
Jorem grunted. “I should probably be mortified, but then again I’ve been hanging around Valuri for years. Apparently my blood is a delicacy.”
“If you are drakatharri, you may be more right than you know,” Selvhara said. 
“Well, I’m still not convinced about any of this,” he said with a sigh, “but if all you need is a few drops to get the answers you need, we might as well get it over with.”
Selvhara nibbled at her lip. “I’m afraid it will take more than a few drops. I would need to feed off you in earnest.”
Jorem’s lip curled. “Yeah…” he murmured. “No offense, but we definitely don’t know each other well enough for that.”
She nodded sheepishly. “You’re right, of course. I, um…I shouldn’t have even brought it up.”
Selvhara began nervously twiddling her fingers together, and she did her best to make her cheeks flush with embarrassment. This is where you need to sell it—this is where you need to reel him in.

“It’s all right,” Jorem assured her. “I’d rather put everything on the table just to know what we’re dealing with here. There has to be some other way to get the answers you need, right?”
“In theory, I could simply attempt to teach you and hope your powers manifest naturally,” Selvhara said. “But that could take time…potentially a lot of time. And of course there’s no guarantee.”
He frowned. “Do you have something else in mind?”
She kept her eyes lowered as if she were too embarrassed to look at him while speaking. “There is one other way to access a man’s blood memories. It would tell me if you have the gift, and it might even provide clues about how to unlock it.”
“Why do I get the feeling that this is going to be even worse than biting me?” Jorem muttered. 
“It’s not worse at all. In fact…” Selvhara glanced back up to him and smiled. “You will find it quite enjoyable.”
 He stared at her for a long moment, thoroughly bewildered, until the truth abruptly hit him. “This is all a joke, isn’t it?” he asked, glancing around the small room. “Valuri must have put you up to this…”
The druid shook her head. “Put me up to what?”
“This game.”
“What game?”
Jorem sighed. “You’re about to tell me that you can read this ‘blood memory’ from my semen, aren’t you?” 
Selvhara nodded. “Yes. How did you—?”
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed. “Yeah, she definitely put you up to this. That little bitch is probably watching us through a peep hole cackling to herself …”
“I do not understand.”
“You would if you knew her better, trust me.” 
Jorem grimaced and continued searching the room. Selvhara honestly didn’t understand why he was so paranoid. He and the Senosi must have had a bizarre relationship…
“I assure you, the Huntress has no knowledge of this,” the druid said. “I was hesitant to even bring it up in front of your harem—I mean, your friends. They seem rather…possessive.”
“In some ways,” he said, shaking his head when he didn’t find any evidence they were being watched. He eventually turned back to face her. “Surely you realize how crazy this sounds.”
“I do,” Selvhara said, coquettishly brushing her hair behind her ears again. “I just wanted you to know the truth about the test…and that I am willing to perform right now if you wish.”
Jorem bit down on his lip, and the moment his eyes drifted back down to her breasts and stomach she knew she had him. “There’s, um…there’s no other way?”
“I’m afraid not,” Selvhara said. “But it will not take long…and it will provide us with the answers we seek, I promise.”
Approaching another step, she leaned down to tap her anklet and paused as her enchanted armor glowed and then vanished. His breath caught in his throat at the sight of her naked body, and she took the opportunity to slowly sink to her knees in front of him. He remained paralyzed in place as she unfastened the buckle and slipped her fingers inside his trousers. His cock burst free at the slightest touch, and it was already so hard it almost smacked her in the nose. Grinning, she glanced up and locked her eyes with his as she leaned forward enough to kiss the tip. 
Jorem moaned softly, and his eyelids fluttered in delight when she began lathering the swollen head with her tongue. At this point, she wasn’t even faking; the taste of his manhood triggered every primal, animalistic urge in her body. The wolf blood burned hot in her veins, and she had to slip a finger into her own quim just to try and quench the flames. When her lips finally engulfed the tip, her bestial instincts nearly took over; she desperately wanted to get down on all fours and present herself for him. The thought of him mounting her, dominating her, was almost enough to make her climax right then and there…
Focus. You must learn the truth—you must know if he is the one. 
“Oh…” Jorem moaned as his fingers feathered through her hair. They eventually curled around the back of her head and pulled, gently encouraging her to take him deeper. Selvhara happily obliged; keeping her eyes locked upon him, she relaxed her throat and allowed him to take full control. He gradually slid his full length in past her tonsils and began thrusting in earnest. Soon the only sounds in the room were his delighted moans and her soft gurgles.
Selvhara knew he wouldn’t be able to hold out for long, but neither could she. A climax shuddered through her when she slipped another finger into her quim, and the frantic quiver of her body was enough to set him off.
“Shit,” Jorem gasped. “Here it comes!”
A split second before he burst, Selvhara leaned back on her haunches and pulled away just enough that the tip of his cock was resting atop her tongue. She wanted to make certain she sampled every drop just in case he didn’t give her enough…
Her concern was quickly proven unnecessary. He exploded like a rupturing dam, instantly filling her mouth to the brim—and beyond. Seed trickled from the corners of her lips and dribbled down her chin, and even when his cock wilted and withdrew she couldn’t quite hold it all in.
 “Oh, gods,” Jorem breathed, releasing his grip on her head. “That was…”
Selvhara barely even heard him. His ancestral memories washed over her as clearly as if she had gorged herself on his blood, and when his searing seed slid down her throat they became even more vivid. She could see every link on the chain of his sorcerous lineage: his father, his father’s mother, his grandmother’s father…their faces were a blur, but the story of their lives was as clear as a summer day. She traced them further and further back until decades, centuries, even millennia had passed…and then, at long last, she found what she was looking for. 
The blood of the dragon. 
Selvhara’s eyes flashed back open, and she smiled widely as her tongue licked the last few dribbles from her lips. Once again her instincts had served her well. Jorem was indeed the man she had been searching for. His blood carried the power to defeat the Conduit. All she needed to do was teach him how to unlock it. 
“Are you all right?” Jorem asked, his face creased with concern.
“Yes,” she breathed, glancing up at him. “Everything is exactly as it should be.”
He studied her for a long moment as he caught his breath. “So you, uh…you performed this test?”
Selvhara nodded. “The dragon blood flows through your veins just as the Vin Aetheri predicted.”
Jorem smiled faintly. She could tell he still wasn’t entirely sure whether he wanted to believe her or not—after all, from his perspective she was mostly a stranger, albeit one who had just eagerly sucked his cock. But ultimately, his belief wasn’t required; he had the gift, and that was all that mattered. As long as he allowed her to remain close, she would eventually figure out a way to teach him what he needed to know. 
“Let’s assume you’re right,” Jorem said, offering her his hands and helping her up. “What’s the next step?”
Selvhara nibbled at her lip. You want him to throw you on the bed. You want him to take you like a bitch in heat.  
“I admit, I’m not entirely sure,” Selvhara said, inching closer to him and placing his hands upon the sides of her stomach. Somehow, knowing that he was a dragon had stoked the fires in her quim even hotter. “We’ll have to try different techniques and see which one works.”
He swallowed visibly. “What kind of techniques?”
“I would be happy to show you,” she told him, moving her lips within an inch of his. “Perhaps we should return to your room…”
Selvhara leaned forward to kiss him, and the instant his tongue slipped into her mouth she knew he wouldn’t be able to resist. In a few minutes his cock would be nestled deep inside her as he claimed her from behind…
“Maybe we should wait until tomorrow,” Jorem said, abruptly pulling away as if he had just broken out of a spell. “The, uh…the other girls should be done now, and I…I should really check in.”
“They are free to watch the training,” Selvhara said. “They could even participate if you think it would help…”
She could actually feel his heart thumping in his chest at the thought of taking all three women together, but he still shook his head and abruptly backed away. “We need to be on the road early if we want to reach Riverbend before nightfall,” he said. “I should really get back to Kaseya.”
“If that is what you wish,” Selvhara murmured. The disappointment in her voice was entirely genuine. “I apologize if I have upset you in some way…”
“No!” Jorem said, throwing up his hands. “No, definitely not. You’ve, um…you’ve given me a lot to think about.”
She forced a smile. “For what it’s worth, I am glad you passed the test. This land desperately needs you, and I promise I will do everything in my power to help.”
He nodded, his eyes drinking in her naked body one last time before he buckled his belt and retrieved his shirt and jacket. “Just try and get some sleep,” he told her. “Like I said, we still have a lot of walking ahead of us.”
“I will be ready,” Selvhara told him. 
Jorem awkwardly shuffled out of the room, and she stood there in place, stunned and silent, for nearly a whole minute. She couldn’t believe that man—especially a human man!—had actually possessed the willpower to walk away from her like that. He must have been genuinely afraid of his companions…or perhaps there were other factors of which she wasn’t yet aware.
Shaking her head in frustration, Selvhara touched her anklet and resummoned her armor then headed down the steps. Just as she turned the corner, she saw Jorem carry Kaseya into one of the rooms they had purchased, and the door slammed shut behind them. Selvhara’s quim began burning again (what in the hell was wrong with her?), and she rushed into the adjacent room. When there was no sign of the Huntress, she started searching the adjoining wall for any gaps in the wood…and easily found one. 
She had wanted to eavesdrop on their conversation—her elven ears probably could have heard everything even if the walls were made of stone—but Jorem and the amazon weren’t talking. He already had her face down on the bed, his hand clutching a thick clump of her red hair while he relentlessly pounded into her from behind. He hadn’t even bothered to take her clothes off; he had just pushed her armored skirt up over her hips.
“Faarea,” Selvhara breathed, sliding her hand down her leg to her anklet. She retracted her armor again and quickly plunged a pair of fingers back inside herself. The primal fire in her quim had gotten so unbearable she couldn’t stand it. This was exactly what she had wanted Jorem to do to her. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had been jealous of another woman, especially a human woman…
The amazon clearly loved every second of it; her bright blue eyes had rolled back into her head, and she whimpered uncontrollably as her taut, statuesque body went limp at his touch. The ruby in her collar glowed even brighter, and Selvhara wished she could feel even a fraction of the euphoric joy shuddering through the other woman…
“Enjoying the show?”
Selvhara whipped her head around just in time to see Valuri standing in the doorway behind her. “I…I meant no offense,” the druid blubbered, quickly removing her hand from her quim. She didn’t understand how anyone could have possibly sneaked up on her, especially a clumsy human wearing boots with such preposterously high heels. “I simply heard them…well…”
“I understand,” the Senosi said, sauntering forward as silently as a ghost. “You’re desperate to catch a glimpse of Kaseya’s tits. Believe me: they’re even more magnificent than you think.”
Selvhara blinked. “That’s not what I—”
“Sure you were,” Valuri said. “I had the same reaction when I first met her. Gods know you couldn’t possibly be interested in seeing Jorem naked…I mean, you already saw the best thing he had to offer few minutes ago.”
The druid tried and failed to swallow her embarrassment. “What?”
“Thanks to that fancy collar, Red feels everything Jorem does,” Valuri said. “She was keeled over shuddering with delight a few minutes ago. Apparently those pretty lips of yours are as good at sucking cock as they are at lying.”
Selvhara shook her head. “I don’t—”
Without warning, the Huntress pounced across the room, grabbed the druid by the shoulders, and threw her down upon the bed. A set of wickedly sharp tiger claws sprung forth from somewhere inside Valuri’s gauntlet and pressed against Selvhara’s throat. 
“Listen to me, little girl, because I’m only going to say this once,” the Huntress snarled, her green eyes narrowing into thin slits. “I don’t trust you. I don’t trust your powers, I don’t trust your intentions, and I definitely don’t trust that you’re here to help. It’s not hard to fool Jorem, especially with a body like yours, and even Red can be gullible in her own way.”
“I don’t—”
“I’m different,” Valuri added. “I’m a distrustful bitch who spent the better part of ten years learning how to lie, manipulate, and kill anyone who got in my way. I know how to recognize a treacherous slut because I see one in the mirror every morning.”
Selvhara swallowed and forced herself to take a deep breath. “I am not trying to steal your lover,” she said. “I needed to taste his blood memory in order to—”
“Honey, I don’t give a damn if you suck his cock,” Valuri interrupted. “I don’t care if he bends you over and fucks you ten times a day as long as he feeds me first. You’ve no idea how lucky you are that Red and I aren’t the jealous types. Hell, I wouldn’t mind having a taste of that hot elven slit of yours. If you are really here to help us fight the Inquisitrix, we’ll have a lot of fun together.”
The druid frowned in confusion. Who the hell was this woman? The sorcerer and the amazon were easy enough to read, but this Huntress…she was something else entirely.
“I swear to you, I only wish to help the sorcerer achieve his true potential,” Selvhara said. “The dragon blood flows through his veins. He and those like him are the only hope of defeating the Conduit before she becomes even more powerful.”
“Maybe,” Valuri said. “But if you’re lying—if you’re planning on betraying us somehow—I just want you to know that I will rip you to fucking pieces if you so much as scratch either of them. Do you understand?”
The druid nodded. She could feel her control slipping; her cursed blood burned in her veins and begged her to strike. Without the One God’s strength flowing through her, its call would have easily overwhelmed her. If they had been outside beneath the light of the moon, she wouldn’t have been able to resist…
But she wasn’t outside, and the One God’s power was coursing through her. She forced herself to take a deep breath and focus. Slaughtering the Huntress now would only jeopardize her mission. She was going to have to figure out a way to seduce the dragon’s harem if she was going to have any chance of teaching him what he needed to know. 
“I will not betray you,” Selvhara said. “I only wish to help.”
“We’ll see,” Valuri replied, leaning up and retracting her claws. “In the meantime…you might as well stay here and enjoy the show. We can chat again in the morning.”
The Huntress glared down at her for a long moment, a dark smile on her face, before she abruptly stood and left the room. This time her heels clicked so loudly on the ground a deaf orc could have heard her approaching. 
“Le’thos,” Selvhara hissed, sitting up. On impulse, she leaned back to the wall and squinted through the gap. At this point Kaseya had finally been stripped naked, and she was lying flat on her back with her chin, tits, and stomach completely splattered with the dragon’s seed. Valuri appeared in front of her a moment later, and then the Huntress quickly knelt over the amazon and began cleaning up the mess with her tongue. Her green eyes began to glow like she were some kind of demon, and she eventually turned and looked right at the gap in the wall, another dark, knowing smile on her face. 
Selvhara leaned back on her haunches and scoffed. Apparently this was going to be more difficult than she’d expected. But that was all right. If the Senosi bitch wanted to play, Selvhara was more than up to the challenge.
Stretching out her hand, the druid watched as her fingernails grew into long, bestial claws. “Let the games begin.”
 
 
 
 
 



6
Pride and Punishment
 
Julian Cassel had lost all sense of time and place. He had flit in and out of consciousness more times than his thirst- and hunger-addled brain could count, and the pain from the Wasting Echo had swelled and retreated over and over like an internal tide. For a while, he had kept himself awake by chewing on his rage. He had imagined the faces of the men and women who had been assigned to guard Hastien’s Fall, and he had thought about all of his other brethren in Highwind who were undoubtedly enduring the same pain he was. And then, of course, he had thought about Serrane. 
How many times has Lasille already fed off of her? How much power does she even have left? Everyone has heard the stories about how those twisted Senosi bitches treat sorcerers. If you can’t figure a way to get out of here, Serrane is doomed. 
Sadly, even his rage hadn’t been able to sustain him forever. Exhaustion had eventually gotten the better of him, and by the time the clatter of approaching boots snapped him awake, he had absolutely no idea how much time he had lost. 
A pair of enemy soldiers appeared in the cubby a moment later, and one of them—a particularly haggard man with an eyepatch—jabbed a pike at the knight’s chest while his comrade unlocked the chains. Cassel’s warrior instincts were screaming at him to take advantage of this opportunity; realistically, two-to-one odds represented the best chance he was likely to get in the near future. But while he could muster the will to fight, his body refused to cooperate. The Wasting Echo had returned in full force, and his body felt like it had aged thirty years in the blink of an eye. He doubted he could overpower one of these men, let alone two of them. The fact that he still wasn’t wearing pants certainly didn’t help. 
Once he was freed from his shackles, the soldiers escorted him back through the caverns. Cassel still wasn’t certain where they were in relation to Highwind or Hastien’s Fall, but these caves must have been built by the orcs of the Shattered Peaks at one time or another. Even though he couldn’t see very far—the torch sconces seemed few and far between—the winding corridors seemed to go on forever. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the Inquisitrix had stationed a small army in here. 
And if Serrane and I can’t figure out a way to warn Highwind about what was going on, the city won’t stand a chance.  
The guards eventually pushed him into another cubby that was vastly more spacious than the makeshift prison. At first glance, it almost looked like the inside of a house: there was a bed, cabinets, and even a fur rug in the middle of the floor. The light was dim but still brighter than anywhere else, and a fresh stream of water snaked around the opposite side almost like a natural aqueduct. 
Cassel’s attention was almost immediately drawn to the bed—or rather, the naked elf woman splayed on top of it. Serrane was lying on her back atop the fur-covered mattress, her arms and legs hogtied behind her back and her head dangling upside down over the edge. Her normally flawless skin glowed red from numerous slaps and lashes, though mercifully none of them appeared to have drawn blood. Her long blonde hair was a golden waterfall spilling across the floor, and she gurgled incomprehensibly into the massive phallic gag lodged in her throat. 
“Isn’t she beautiful?” 
Cassel scoured the shadows for several seconds before he saw the Huntress sitting atop a cabinet, her legs casually crossed and her high-heeled leather boots dangling delicately in the air. 
“You sick, twisted bitch,” Cassel snarled. “Let her g—”
“Oh, don’t bother spouting that self-righteous drek at me,” the Huntress interrupted with a flick of her wrist. “I know how hard you take her. I know how much you enjoy ravaging her precious highborn cunt. She and I had a long, girl-to-girl chat earlier. I know all your secrets.”
He grimaced. “Whatever sadistic shit you have in mind, I won’t cooperate.”
Lasille hopped down from the cabinet and sauntered over to him, the rhythmic click of her heels echoing off the cavern walls. “I’m doing you a favor, paladin. With the snap of my fingers I could summon every one of my men in here, and I could force you to watch them rape her over and over and over again. These two gentlemen could take their turn right now, in fact.”
Cassel grimaced as he struggled to suppress his rage. More than anything, he needed to keep a cool head here. He wasn’t going to be able to fight his way out of this, at least not yet, which meant that he needed to be patient and bide his time. 
“Despite what you may think, I am not a monster,” Lasille said, stopping in front of him and glancing down at his flaccid member. “I don’t want either of you to suffer. On the contrary, I very much prefer it when my pets enjoy themselves.”
Cassel glanced down to Serrane, and he could see the quiet desperation in her bright blue eyes. She looked so weak and helpless, but he also saw a spark of something else. Were her muscles trembling in fear….or anticipation? It didn’t seem possible. No matter how roughly she liked to be treated, no matter how many times they had acted out a capture fantasy, she couldn’t possibly be enjoying this insanity, could she?
Lasille glanced at the guards and gestured to the door. They shuffled off without protest, though the man with the eyepatch leered hungrily at Serrane until the moment he vanished from view. 
“They have been stationed here for some time, and many of them are growing…frustrated,” the Huntress said. “They wouldn’t dare cross me, of course, but I want you to understand the situation. I am protecting her.”
“How generous of you,” Cassel sneered. 
Lasille grinned as she pressed her body against his. He felt her fingers curl around the shaft of his cock as her lips pressed against his ear. “Once you have pledged yourself to the Conduit, I could request that you serve under my command,” she breathed. “We could share this glorious bounty together. Imagine it: no more ‘flirting,’ no more ‘courtship,’ just me feeding off my elven cattle and you relieving yourself in any hole you desire…”
Cassel shook his head even while his cock swelled in her grip. “You’re insane.”
Lasille chuckled and glanced back at Serrane. “What do you say, Cunt? You’re already soaked just thinking about it, aren’t you? Well, no need to worry. I’ll feed off you again soon, but first I think I’ll enjoy a little appetizer…”
The Huntress placed her free hand on Cassel’s back and led him over to Serrane. From here, he could see the elf’s rock-hard nipples and glistening quim. She really was aroused…but for some reason it didn’t make him any less embarrassed about how rigid he had already become.  
“Now make sure you pay attention, Cunt,” Lasille said as she swiveled around Cassel and squatted on her heels in front of him. “Perhaps you’ll learn something.”
After aiming the paladin’s cock a few inches from Serrane’s upside-down face, the Huntress leaned forward and took the swollen tip into her mouth. Cassel pressed his eyes shut and bit down on his lip as he tried and failed to resist the warm, welcoming wetness of her tongue and throat. He was an experienced enough lover that he might have been able to control himself if she had been an amateur…but it was immediately apparent that the opposite was true. She knew precisely what she was doing, from the way her fingers sensuously stroked the shaft to the way her tongue lovingly lathered the tip. And when his eyes inevitably cracked back open, he saw her looking right back at him.
Escar have mercy…
“Does it drive you mad to see how easily I could make him spill?” Lasille taunted between licks. “Maybe your pretty elven mouth isn’t so special after all.”
Opening wide, Lasille leaned forward and swallowed Cassel whole. His hand instinctively reached out to grab the back of her head, but he stopped himself at the last instant. He refused to give her the satisfaction…
The Huntress giggled playfully when she finally pulled away. “You are far stronger willed than the rest of your order. Good, I prefer a challenge.”
“What do you even want?” Cassel asked between clenched teeth. “What are you trying to prove, other than the fact you’re a whore?”
“Careful, my little knight,” she said, squeezing his cock hard enough it started to hurt. “If you don’t behave, I’ll just have to turn this majestic stem of yours into another gag. My shelf is looking quite barren these days…”
Cassel grimaced at the sight of the phallus currently lodged down Serrane’s throat. Be calm. Be patient. You just have to wait for the right moment to make your move…
“That’s better,” Lasille said, lathering the tip again. “Now, as much as I would love to taste you, first it’s time for us to play a little game. This Cunt here is on a quest for self-discovery, you see. She still refuses to admit what she truly is.” The Huntress leaned back and smacked Serrane’s breasts hard enough to leave a streak of red. “That’s why you are going to help me enlighten her.”
“I already told you that I’m not going to play your sick, twisted little games,” Cassel snarled. 
“If you don’t, my men will gladly take your place,” Lasille said. “Shall I call them back in?”
The knight’s lip twitched, but he couldn’t bring himself to reply. He was powerless and she knew it; there was little point in pretending otherwise.  
“I didn’t think so,” the Huntress said. “Now, the terms of this game are quite simple: I am going to feed off of your woman, and you are going to feed her your cock. If you spill down her gullet before she gives me what I want, I’ll have no choice but to ask my men for assistance.”
Cassel glanced down to Serrane’s dangling head. “What?”
“Consider it a test of your paladin discipline…and her elven pride,” Lasille said, dragging her fingertips across the length of his shaft as she stood. “As I said, she still refuses to admit what she really is. Perhaps this lesson will finally open her mind to the truth.”
Chuckling wickedly, Lasille grabbed his thigh and pulled him so close to Serrane that his aching member was barely an inch from the elf’s upside-down chin. The Huntress then unstrapped the phallic gag, and she slowly pulled the long, thick member from Serrane’s throat. 
“You bitch!” the ranger spat as she panted for breath. “I swear I will—”
Lasille clamped her hand over Serrane’s mouth and shook her head. “You see what I mean? She still denies herself all this obvious pleasure. It’s a shame, really. But that is why you and I are going to help her see the light.”
Cassel hissed softly between his teeth. Did the Inquisitrix intentionally chose the most sadistic women to become Huntresses, or did their training mold them into monsters? Either way, the final result was every bit as vile as he had been led to believe. This bitch was almost as twisted as a bloody dark elf priestess…
 “Now, be good little paladin and give this damsel the help she needs, would you?” Lasille grinned and removed her hand. “It’s your cock or theirs, my dear. Make your choice.”
Swallowing heavily, Cassel leaned forward and placed the tip of his cock against Serrane’s lips. It slipped through them easily, just like it had done a hundred times before. He knew the smooth, scalding contours of her throat every bit as well as the walls of her quim, yet he still had to ball his hands into fists to keep himself from exploding. 
“Marvelous,” Lasille breathed as she slowly dragged a long fingernail across the elf’s bulging throat. “Now we can both give her what she really wants.”
The Huntress vaulted up and onto the bed with supernatural speed, and she quickly wedged herself between the ranger’s thighs and kissed her trembling quim. “You see?” Lasille asked, her lips already glistening. A moment later, her eyes and tattoos began to glow. “She’s already soaked just thinking about me…about us.”
Cassel bit down on his lip as the heat of Serrane’s throat enveloped the length of his manhood. He was going to have to restrain himself, otherwise there was no way in hell he would be able to hold out for more than a few seconds. And he was ashamed to admit that looking down at the elf’s naked, hogtied body only made it worse…
“Let the games begin,” Lasille said. “And if I think for a moment that you’re holding back and not playing along, I’ll have ten other men take your place.”
Pressing his tongue hard into the back of his teeth, Cassel gently placed his hands on Serrane’s shoulder blades and began thrusting into her throat in earnest. Her gurgles were every bit as familiar to him as her whimpers, but they still drove him crazy. He couldn’t deny the primal, masculine joy he felt at knowing his manhood was buried to the hilt inside the throat of a beautiful woman…
“Escar,” he breathed, “grant me strength!”
Lasille glanced up from her feast. Half her face was already glistening with Serrane’s juices. “Your gods can’t save you. The only way out is for your lover to embrace the truth before it’s too late…”
The Huntress dove back in. While her tongue flicked across the elf’s sodden slit, Lasille slipped a pair of fingers inside. Serrane’s entire body heaved and trembled; Cassel could see the muscles in her taut stomach contracting, and he could feel the shudders rippling through every part of her body. Her body loved every part of this whether her mind wanted to or not…
“Surrender,” Lasille taunted. “Give me what I want. Give yourself what you want! Your friend won’t be able to hold out much longer…”
Cassel clenched his teeth as he thrust deeper and deeper. He only had a few seconds left, and Serrane was on the verge as well. He knew she would hold back…unless he gave her the one thing she couldn’t possibly resist. 
Leaning forward, the paladin grabbed a firm hold of Serrane’s tits and slammed into her so hard she couldn’t possibly breathe. His movements were brutal. Savage. And worst of all, they would push him over the edge in a matter of instants. 
But Cassel had a feeling that being so thoroughly dominated would push her over the edge even quicker. And he was right. 
Serrane’s entire body convulsed like she had just been electrocuted, and she cried out in a muffled scream of ecstasy. The Huntress fed hungrily, greedily, and her face lit up in delight…
At which point Cassel completely lost control. But instead of pumping his load down Serrane’s throat, he pulled out at the last instant and pointed his member at Lasille. She glanced up just in time for the first volley to splatter across her face, and the second and third spurts left long, dangling strands across her nose and chin. 
Cassel assumed (and hoped!) that the Huntress would be furious, but he should have known better. If anything his scalding seed only pushed her over the edge. She cried out in ecstasy, and if he hadn’t been so drained himself this would have been the perfect opportunity to strike. His strength was already waning, however, and he slumped back on his haunches and watched in stunned silence as Lasille came down. 
“Magnificent,” she said, her eyes fluttering open.  “You have no idea how much I wish you had the gift. Oh, I could feast upon the two of you forever…”
She returned to feasting on Serrane’s quim, utterly unconcerned about the mess on her face. Cassel shook his head, bewildered and mesmerized in equal measure, until he heard the sound of footfalls from the corridor again. The rattle of heavy armor soon followed, and he turned back just as another of the soldiers peeked his head inside. 
“I’m…er…I’m sorry to interrupt you, mistress, but we just received word from—”
“What?” Lasille snarled as she glanced up. With her face still covered in seed and her eyes still blazing green she looked more like a demoness than a human woman.  
“W-we just received w-word from Hastien’s Fall,” the soldier said, his voice quivering like a man who earnestly feared that his testicles were on the line. “Our scouts spotted Highwind soldiers on the road…they will be at the tower within a few hours.”
For a moment, Cassel actually thought the Huntress might grab her crossbow and shoot the man dead where he stood. But instead she hissed under her breath and vaulted back to her feet, apparently unconcerned by her appearance.  
“Is there a reason you and your men can’t handle this on your own?” Lasille demanded. 
“Uh…y-you had asked to be informed if Highwind sent reinforcements,” the soldier blubbered. “I assumed you would—”
Lasille snarled at him, and Cassel was honestly surprised the man didn’t piss himself right then and there. “Very well,” she spat. “Get the knight back to his cell while I clean up.”
“Y-yes, mistress.”
The soldier signaled into the shadows, and two more men shuffled forward to help him. Cassel didn’t bother fighting this time; he doubted he had the strength left to hurt them anyway.
“One more thing, Lieutenant,” Lasille said, stopping in front of Serrane. “Make certain no one touches my pet while I’m gone. If I find a single hair out of place, I will feed you your own balls before I rip out your throat. Do you understand?”
The man nodded. “I understand perfectly, mistress.”
“Good. Now get out of here.”
The soldiers quickly dragged Cassel out of the chamber, and he grimaced when he saw another group of them getting ready to march. While he was sitting in here playing bizarre sex games with a Senosi Huntress, the Vorsalosians were preparing to butcher another group of loyal Highwind soldiers—maybe even more Knights of the Silver Fist. He had to do something…
But then a fresh spike of pain lanced through his back and reminded him that this “Wasting Echo” severely limited his options. He was unarmed, half-naked, and apparently suffering from some kind of horrible magical withdrawal. What the hell could he possibly do?
The whole point of being a paladin is figuring out ways to beat impossible odds when lives are on the line. You had better think of something…and fast!
Unfortunately, Cassel still hadn’t come up with a way to save the world on his own by the time they returned to his cell, and the guards immediately reshackled his arms above his head. They were almost bizarrely gentle; he could only assume they were terrified of bruising their mistress’s new prize. 
They stormed out of the chamber as quickly as they had stormed in, and Cassel could hear them join the other soldiers in the corridor outside. Whether out of fear or professionalism, they only took a few minutes to organize themselves and head out. Soon the caves were quiet again, and Cassel drew in a deep breath and tried to imagine some way he could possibly exploit this opportunity…
“I did not expect to see you again.”
He gasped and glanced back into the shadows. As before, he could barely make out the silhouette of the Eternal Priestess in the darkness. He had almost forgotten he wasn’t alone in here…
“The Huntress seems determined to keep me alive,” Cassel said. “Lucky me.”
“And your elven friend?” Tahira asked. 
“She, uh…she could be worse,” he managed. 
The priestess’s chain rattled. “The Huntress will keep her alive as long as possible. Sorcerers are little more than cattle to the Senosi.”
“Believe me, I know,” Cassel murmured. His mind started racing with all the terrible things that might happen to them over the next few days, but he grit his teeth and forced himself to concentrate on the here and now. “You wouldn’t happen to have any concealed weapons stashed in your robes somewhere, would you? A dagger, a knife, a portable ballista…?”
“No,” Tahira said. 
“Yeah, well, it was worth a try,” he said, tugging futilely at his chains. “Escar’s mercy…”
Cassel wasn’t sure how long he hung there in silence desperately trying to conjure up an escape plan, but eventually he heard footsteps approaching from the corridor again. From the tone of their voices, the men seemed to be arguing about something…
“…sick of this shit! We was promised spoils, and we ain’t had nothin’ for weeks!”
“Keep your cock in your pants,” another voice put in. “We haven’t even taken the damn city yet.”
“I don’t give a shit. We got a pile of gold in one cubby and a naked elf cunt in the other. So why in the bloody hell ain’t we gettin’ a taste?
“Because that isn’t how it works. And you better not get any ideas—if you so much as look at that elf again, Lasille will chop off your balls so fast you’ll forget you’re a man.”
“Yeah, well, I’m sick of waitin’. If she gets to play with her toys, then we damn well better get some of our own.”
The second man snorted. “You are not touching that elf.”
“Who said anything about the elf? We got ourselves another perfectly fine cunt right ‘ere…”
“That crazy siren? I’m not touching her!”
“Then go tug yourself off in the corner. I’m gonna have me some fun.”
The same one-eyed soldier Cassel had seen earlier appeared around the corner, a lecherous scowl on his face. He thrust his lantern forward and hung it upon the wall, and Cassel’s eyes were so dilated he had to squint away from the dim light. The long shadows in the cubby retreated for the first time, however, and the paladin finally got a real look at his cellmate. 
Unsurprisingly, she was a near-exact copy of the other Eternal Priestesses Captain Dravis had described at great length: long red hair, bright green eyes, and a black “robe” that looked far more appropriate for a brothel than a place of worship. The corset-style top cradled and exaggerated her already ample breasts, and it immediately split open in a “V” that gave everyone an unobstructed view of her stomach and the intricate red tattoo surrounding her navel. To top it all off, her slender legs were sheathed by a pair of thigh-high leather boots that seemed to go on forever. 
“Hey, there, sweetheart,” One Eye said. “Finally ready to earn your next meal?”
Tahira shrunk back against the wall, which only made the man chuckle as he unfastened his belt. His cock sprang out of his trousers, and he quickly stroked himself to full length. 
“Ah, don’t worry yourself, luv, I ain’t gonna rape ya,” the man said. “Just open that pretty mouth of yours so I can give you your supper…”
“Get away from her,” Cassel snarled. 
The soldier turned and glared at Cassel as if he had forgotten the paladin was even there. “You’re lucky the vampire considers you a pet,” the soldier shot back. “But I wouldn’t test my luck if I were you.”
“If you so much as lay a hand on that woman, I will shatter every bone in that ugly face of yours,” Cassel said.
One Eye froze in place for a fraction of a second, rattled by the intensity of the paladin’s glare. Cassel might have been chained and severed from his magic, but his years in the Silver Fist had taught him as much about intimidating thugs as beating them to a pulp. He knew what to say and how to say it. 
Sadly, even the scariest glare in the multiverse couldn’t overcome the fact he wasn’t wearing pants. 
“Just for that, I’m gonna make it rough,” the soldier said, grabbing a clump of Tahira’s hair. “Her voice won’t never be the same when I’m done wit’ her.”
“Last warning,” Cassel said, bracing himself. “Step away from the girl.”
One Eye laughed and jerked Tahira’s head within an inch of his member. “Open up, sweetheart. And I swear to the gods, if I feel the slightest scratch from them teeth I’ll break ‘em out of your pretty mouth…”
He wrenched her hair even harder as he thrust his cock towards her lips…
And then Cassel moved. Bracing his dangling feet flat against the wall for added momentum, he kicked out and swung his calves up onto One Eye’s shoulders. He squeezed them together, locking the soldier’s neck in a hold, though Cassel knew he couldn’t possibly choke the man this way. 
Fortunately, he didn’t need to. The instant the man released Tahira and grabbed the paladin’s legs, Cassel cried out and twisted his body as hard as he possibly could, catching the other man off-balance and effectively throwing him against the wall. One Eye’s face slammed right into a particularly jagged piece of hewn stone, and the crunch of his nose shattering sounded like a boot squashing a dozen hard-shelled beetles. One Eye shrieked in agony, but Cassel wasn’t finished—he slammed the man into the wall again and again, raw adrenaline fueling his leg muscles in the absence of magic. And with a final disgusting crack of forehead on the stone, One Eye went limp and toppled to the cavern floor. 
“I warned you,” Cassel said, lowering his blood-splattered legs. He was surprised when he didn’t immediately hear a storm of boots thundering towards them; apparently the man’s friend hadn’t even wanted to hear the “festivities.”
“By the Goddess…” Tahira breathed. She was trembling so severely she probably would have curled into a ball if not for the chains holding her arms in place—or rather, one of her arms. Apparently the soldier’s face had collided with the wall-mounted bracket during the scrum. The hinge had warped badly enough that her willowy wrist had slid free. 
“It will be all right,” Cassel said, wishing he believed it. He didn’t even want to imagine what was going to happen when more soldiers stumbled in here and saw the mess. The Huntress probably wouldn’t return for several hours, and without her to protect him…
“You…you killed him!” Tahira blubbered.
“He might just be unconscious,” Cassel said. “Though I doubt even his mother will recognize him when he gets up.”
“Why…” Tahira swallowed and shook her head. “Why would you do such a thing?” 
Cassel frowned. “What?”
“Why would you endanger yourself on my behalf?”
“Are you serious?” he asked. “He was about to rape you!”
“Yes, but…” She finally forced herself to look away from the mangled soldier. “You are not at all what I expected.”
He blinked. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“My sisters told me many tales about the Knights of the Silver Fist. They described your people as selfish, lustful, and crude.”
Cassel snorted. “Yeah, well, I’ve heard a lot of stories about your little Eternal Coven, too, and they didn’t exactly paint your religion in the best light.”
Tahira swallowed again. “Perhaps we should dispense with our preconceptions.”
“Sure, why not,” he muttered, stretching out his legs and wishing he could rub them. This pain had nothing to do with the Echo—he had twisted his muscles the old-fashioned way, and hanging here like this wasn’t doing his back any favors. 
Not that he expected it to matter for long. He still didn’t hear anyone approaching, but it was only a matter of time…
Tahira’s chains rattled across the floor, and he turned just in time to see her stand up. With her right arm freed, she had quite a bit more mobility, though still not enough to reach the fallen soldier’s weapon. Not that she would have had any idea what to do with it—he doubted she had even held a sword before. 
“I wish I could soothe your pain,” she whispered. “My sisters were skilled healers. They could have eased your suffering with little more than a touch and a prayer to the Goddess.”
“It’s all right,” Cassel said. “I could have healed myself not that long ago.”
Tahira stretched out her free hand and touched the side of his leg. “I do not wish you to suffer any more pain on my behalf,” she whispered. “I am not worth—”
Cassel inhaled sharply as a wave of heat inexplicably crashed over him. He felt like he had just been submerged in a hot spring…or had a bucket of water dumped over his head. It only took him a moment to realize that the heat was actually emanating from Tahira’s fingers…and that, inexplicably, it had completely washed away the lingering pain from the Wasting Echo.
“What the hell…?” he gasped. 
Tahira hopped in place and pulled her hand away. “I am sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you!”
Cassel bit down on his lip and tried to focus. The mundane pain in his legs hadn’t receded; if anything, it seemed a little sharper without the full-body ache to siphon part of his attention. But something had definitely changed. He almost felt like a normal human being again. On impulse, he closed his eyes and reached out to the Aether…
And unbelievably—impossibly—it answered his call. 
“Escar,” Cassel breathed. “Grant me your strength!”
A surge of familiar power coursed through him, bolstering every muscle in his body. Without his hands he couldn’t channel a healing spell, but right now his primary focus was breaking free from his restraints. He stretched and pulled against the cuffs, hoping he could shatter them outright. The metal groaned as it began to buckle. He only needed a bit more power…
But then, inexplicably, he felt the Aether slipping away again. 
“Oh, no,” he rasped. “No, not…argh!”
As the Aether faded, the now familiar pain of the Wasting Echo swept in to take its place. Cassel’s muscles wilted, his spine twisted, and his lungs struggled to draw breath. He knew in his heart that this would be the end; the gods had apparently decided to give him one last taste of power before they brutally stripped it away. 
“Goddess have mercy…” Tahira breathed, clasping her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry…I don’t understand…”
Cassel clenched his teeth and tried desperately not to scream. Being impaled by a sword couldn’t have possibly hurt this much. He swore someone was actually reaching inside his body and trying to rip his heart straight out of his chest. He forced himself to concentrate on something—anything—else. The sweet softness of Serrane’s lips, the silky contours of her body, the warm clutch of her quim…
It didn’t work. Memories of the physical world couldn’t compete with the bitter agony rending his soul. He could feel his consciousness slipping as the Echo overwhelmed him—
And then Tahira placed her hand back upon him, and once again the pain completely disappeared.
Cassel sucked in a breath he desperately needed, and he glanced down at the delicate fingers upon his leg. He couldn’t explain why or how, but her touch was like a salve. The Wasting Echo receded just like before, and a moment later the empowering warmth of the Aether rushed in to take its place. 
“How…” he rasped.  “How are you doing this?”
Tahira shook her head. “Doing what? I don’t—!”
“No!” Cassel shouted when she retracted her hand again. “Don’t take it away, please!”
She touched him again, her face creased with concern and confusion and fear. He forced himself to swallow and take a deep breath, and he reached out to the Aether and tried one more time to burst himself free…
“Ah!” Cassel roared as the chains shattered and he collapsed to the ground. He struggled to lower his arms—his shoulders seemed like they were frozen in place after hanging for so long. But with his hands finally free, he clasped his forearm and channeled a healing spell through his body. Ache by ache, bruise by bruise, the pain withered away. 
“Goddess, I do not understand,” Tahira breathed when he frantically locked his hand with hers. “What is happening?”
“I have no idea,” Cassel said, struggling to catch his breath. “But please…don’t let go.”
She squeezed his hand more tightly as he tried to steady himself. A thousand potential explanations raced through his mind, each more insane than the last. None of this made a damn bit of sense.
“This is not possible,” she said. “The Wasting Echo…you have been severed from the Aether!”
“I know,” Cassel said. “I can’t explain why, but as long as you’re touching me I can feel its power again.”
Tahira shook her head. “That does not make any sense.”
“Maybe not, but it’s real.” 
“But…” Tahira shook her head again. “I’m not even a priestess! I’ve never channeled a spell before!”
Cassel closed his eyes and basked in the warm rush of the energy flowing through him. Overchanneling was dangerous, though typically sorcerers were the only ones at risk. Their innate connection to the Aether allowed them to muster far more power, and they all ran the risk of burning themselves out. He had never known what that might feel like…until now. A minute ago he had been completely helpless, but now he swore he could channel more energy than he had ever dreamed possible. 
“I don’t know why or how, but touching you…” Cassel shook his head. “It’s as if you are the one connecting to me to the Aether. You’re like a rope or a bridge or a—” He froze in place as the word stuck in his head. “A Conduit.”
Tahira stared back at him, her green eyes as confused and anxious as ever. Cassel leaned back and studied her as if for the first time…and it was only then that he noticed the faint glow from behind the diaphanous strands of her black robe. 
“Your tattoo,” he whispered. 
Tahira glanced down at the intricate symbol encircling her navel. The ink had been red just a few moments ago, but now had inexplicably transformed to a soft, luminescent blue. 
“What…?” she breathed, placing her fingers upon her belly. “I don’t—”
Cassel abruptly placed his fingers against her lips when he heard the shuffling of movement outside. For a moment, he had almost forgotten that they were in a prison. Apparently they had finally made enough noise to draw some real attention…
“Shit,” he rasped, diving for One Eye’s fallen blade. He picked it up then beckoned her to corner. “Over here!”
He lunged towards the cavern wall by the doorway and flattened himself against the stone. Tahira couldn’t quite move that far; the chains binding her ankles and left arm kept her leashed too close to the other wall. She stretched out her hand, and Cassel held onto it as long as possible while the clatter of footsteps grew louder and louder…
“What the hell is….oh, fuck!” one of the guards blurted out when he saw the broken chains and the bloody face of his comrade on the ground. He reached for his sword—
But never had the chance to draw it. Releasing his grip on Tahira, Cassel clutched his blade in both in both hands, rushed forward, and cleaved the soldier’s head from his shoulders. Blood showered the cubby, and the two other men still standing in the doorway gaped in horror when their companion’s corpse clattered to the ground.
Cassel exploited their hesitation as best he could. He lunged right at them, screaming like a frenzied Roskarim berserker, and they weren’t the least bit ready for him. He whirled between them, battering aside their defenses with magically-enhanced strength and speed. He struck the first man just above his gorget, slashing open his throat and splattering the corridor with gore. The second man, horrified at the sight, actually tried to run before Cassel plunged a sword through his chest. 
“We need to move,” he said, breathing heavily. “It won’t take them long to…”
He paused when he saw Tahira trembling in terror at the sight of the bodies. If she had been horrified before, this time she was completely paralyzed with shock. The blood sprayed across her robe probably wasn’t helping.
“It’s all right,” Cassel soothed, stepping forward. The Aether was already slipping away from him like sand through an hourglass, but when he touched her arm it all came rushing back. “Just close your eyes and try to take a deep breath.”
Cassel appreciated how she felt; he hadn’t slept for three days after his first battle, and every once in a while his nightmares would still be haunted by the face of the first man he’d killed. But unfortunately, he didn’t have time to console her. If they were going to get out of here, they needed to move while they had the element of surprise. For all he knew there were a hundred more soldiers lurking somewhere in the cave. Hell, there could have been a thousand soldiers lurking somewhere in the cave. The Inquisitrix and her goons had obviously been planning an attack on Highwind for a very long time. 
“I’m going to get you out of here, Tahira,” Cassel said, squeezing her arm. “Just stay close to me and I’ll protect you, I promise.”
For a long moment he feared she might pass out, but instead she nodded and visibly braced herself. “I understand.”
He flashed her the warmest smile he could manage under the circumstances, and it was entirely genuine. She had probably never lifted a real weapon in her life, but he could tell she had more of a backbone than half the squires in the Silver Fist. No one deserved to suffer what she had suffered, not even crazy cultists who dressed like south-side strumpets.   
“We’ll get through this,” he told her. “Once we free General Serrane, we’ll carve our way out of here if we have to.”
Cassel leaned down and started stripping the armor off the nearest corpse. The brigandine hauberk looked like it was at least close to the right size, and more importantly so did the trousers. He rifled around for anything they could possibly use while he got dressed—keys, maps, anything—and mercifully no one stormed inside to interrupt him. 
He dragged Tahira into the cavern once he was ready, and he was a little surprised when they weren’t clogged with soldiers. He remembered how to reach Serrane’s prison, thankfully, and Lasille had only stationed two guards outside. The passages were dim enough that the soldiers didn’t even realize Cassel was their enemy until he was right on top of them, and he dispatched them just as easily as the other guards. 
“Come on,” he said, grabbing Tahira’s hand and pulling her along just to keep her from staring at the fresh bodies.  Lasille’s chamber was just as she had left it, though Serrane had been tied down on the bed with her ankles and wrists bound to the bedposts. She looked up at him in surprise, the phallic gag lodged back in her throat. 
“How…?” she breathed when he removed it and slashed apart her restraints. 
“It’s a long story,” Cassel said, squeezing her arm. 
Serrane’s eyes flashed over to Tahira. “Is she—?”
“An Eternal Priestess, yes. Like I said, it’s a long story. But it’s only a matter of time before someone finds the bodies. We need to get out of here.”
A thousand unspoken questions danced across Serrane’s face, but thankfully her warrior instincts kicked in and buried them. The now useless scraps of her armor were still scattered on the floor, but she stole some basic clothes and a cloak from Lasille’s dresser.
“We could try our luck swimming,” Cassel said, pointing to the flowing water running along the side of the room. “Otherwise we just have to hope that the entrance isn’t too far away.”
“We’re not going anywhere without our weapons,” Serrane said.
He paused. “The longer we stay here, the greater the risk.”
“Without Lasille to protect them, they can’t stop us,” she said, her hands balling into fists at her side. “But I can’t wait for them to try.”
 
 



7
Blood of the Dragon
 
Jorem awoke slowly amidst a pile of limbs and clothing, and he was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t hear the roar of wyverns or the heavy footfalls of soldiers outside. A part of him wished he could stay like this forever, especially when his hand settled upon the silky smooth skin of Kaseya’s thigh. She was still mostly slung over him, though her head and face were completely buried beneath an ocean of red hair. Smiling down at her, he gently brushed the locks from her eyes and face, but she didn’t even stir. Evidently the lack of sleep from the previous night had finally caught up with her. 
Valuri was lying face down on the bed right behind the amazon, and she genuinely looked dead. She always slept like a brick after a big meal; they were honestly lucky she wasn’t snoring too. Between him and Kaseya, they had probably given her Senosi tattoos enough sustenance to last all week. Not that he expected Val to pace herself in the slightest…
Grunting, Jorem leaned back and tried to enjoy the moment even as his thoughts flashed back to last night—specifically, to his conversation and “test” with Selvhara. He still felt bad for scurrying away from her as awkwardly as he had; hopefully he hadn’t hurt her feelings. She still seemed a little crazy—and more than a little dangerous—but that had never stopped him before. Valuri was crazy and dangerous too, but he hadn’t been able to walk away from her when they had first met.
Probably because you weren’t running away from the girl; you were running away from everything she told you.
 Jorem sighed and flexed his fingers in front of his face. He didn’t feel any differently than he had a few days ago, and he still thought the whole concept of transforming into a dragon seemed ludicrous. But if Selvhara was right about all of this…what did it actually mean? 
“Do you believe her?”
He inhaled sharply and glanced down at Kaseya, but her eyes were still closed. “What?”
“Do you trust her test? Do you really think it’s possible you carry the dragon blood?”
Jorem let out a long, slow breath and shrugged. “I’m still not sure I believe any sorcerer can transform into a dragon, let alone me.”
Her eyes finally fluttered open as her hand brushed gently over his chest. “You’ve heard the stories,” Kaseya said softly. “You’ve read the books.”
“Stories are usually just lies that stood the test of time,” he muttered. “And just because something is written down doesn’t mean it’s true either. For all we know the Avetharri made up the whole thing to seem more powerful than they really were.”
“I find that difficult to believe. Supposedly a new generation of Wyrm Lords have already risen in Varellon.”
“Yeah, well, supposedly Highwind is run by smart and sensible people who keep the best interests of the people at heart.” 
Kaseya dragged her fingertips across his belly in the way that always sent a delighted shiver down his spine. “You’re afraid.”
“Huh?”
“You are afraid the druid might be telling the truth. You are afraid of what it might mean.”
Jorem sighed. The downside of having a magical telepathic connection with your lover was that you could never hide anything from her. The upside…well, the upside was the sheer number of times he had exploded all over her last night. 
“Maybe I am,” he admitted. “But to be honest, I’m far more afraid of what we’re going to find the farther north we travel. I half expected to wake up with the Vorsalosian army camped outside the inn.”
“We should head out soon,” Kaseya told him. 
Jorem nodded idly. “You know, sooner or later Selvhara will figure out that you are a sorcerer too. Maybe you’ll also pass the test.”
“Perhaps. I am looking forward to her performing it.”
He grinned and craned his neck to face her. “Is that so?”
“She is quite attractive,” Kaseya said. “And based on what I felt from her performance last night, she is also quite skilled.”
Jorem felt his cheeks flush ever-so-slightly. “Look, I still don’t know what came over me. And it’s not a competition.”
“I know,” Kaseya said, grinning as her hand drifted beneath his trousers. “A competition implies that either combatant could win. But in this case, I know I cannot be defeated.”
Her fingers freed his cock, and she slithered her way down the bed until she could take him back into her soft, sweet mouth. Jorem winced, half in delight and half in exhaustion as he hardened at her touch. 
“You really don’t have to,” he told her. 
“How long will it take before you realize I want to,” Kaseya asked as she rolled her tongue over the head. 
“Honey, after last night…I don’t know if I have anything left for you.”
“You always find a way.”
And he did, of course. Kaseya eagerly lapped up every drop, and they spent at least half an hour kissing and cuddling before they finally decided enough was enough. Waking Valuri was the hardest part; she was as groggy as a hibernating bear and twice as angry. Thankfully another bath mostly returned her to the world of the living, and after a quick bite to eat they were ready to go. 
Or rather, three of them were ready to go. 
“Where the hell is wolf girl?” Valuri asked as she glanced around the Valecrest.
“I’m not sure,” Jorem admitted. “I suppose she could still be sleeping.”
Valuri frowned. “You never opened the door and checked?”
“Uh…no,” he murmured, glancing back at the second room they had rented. 
“Why the hell not?”
Jorem pursed his lips. “I, um…”
“He is still not certain what to think of her,” Kaseya said, leaning against the wall and crossing her arms. “And he is embarrassed at how awkwardly they parted company last night. She wanted to fornicate, but he refused.”
Jorem clenched his teeth. “That’s not…I mean….” He sighed. “Maybe that collar is a bad idea after all.”
Valuri arched a black eyebrow at him. “Wait, you actually said ‘no’ to a woman? Has that ever happened before?” She snorted and shook her head. “If she knew anything about you she would probably be insulted. I mean, you couldn’t reject a one-tooth scullery maid who—”
“Enough,” Jorem growled.
Valuri’s grin only got wider. “Was she that bad? Did she accidentally nick you with one of her fangs?”
Jorem closed his eyes and seethed quietly. Defending himself would only make it worse…
“She was quite talented, actually,” Kaseya said. The ruby in her collar glowed softly she probed his thoughts. “He is embarrassed about how much he enjoyed it.”
“Gods, don’t you start,” he muttered. 
The girls shared a giggle at his expense, and he finally lunged forward and knocked at the door. When no one replied, he turned the handle and pushed it open…
Only to see a large grey-white wolf curled up into a ball on the floor next to the bed. 
“You’re kidding me,” Valuri whispered. “That is—”
“Adorable,” Kaseya said.
Jorem grunted softly and shook his head. Selvhara appeared to be dreaming; her eyes were fluttering beneath her lids, and one of her hind legs twitched every few seconds. He had no idea what to do besides stare vacantly.
“Why do we always attract the strangest people?” Valuri whispered. “You’re like an insanity magnet.”
“Is that why you’re here?”
“Probably,” she said, kneeling down in front of the wolf. “Maybe we should see if the innkeeper sells a muzzle.”
Jorem sighed. “We don’t need to…”
He trailed off when the wolf’s yellow eyes abruptly flicked open. It immediately whimpered and rolled over, and a few seconds later its thick fur began to recede as it stood upright. The room filled with the same disturbing snaps and pops Jorem had heard on the beach as Selvhara’s entire skeletal structure reconfigured itself before their eyes. It would have been horrifying if it weren’t so amazing. After a few seconds, a naked elf woman was standing before them again. 
“Vinyathrim, luvasta amin,” she gasped. “I am so sorry! I didn’t mean to…I must have overslept.”
“It’s all right,” Jorem said, struggling as always to keep his eyes on her face and not her body. “We were just about to head out.”
“Were you chasing a rabbit or a squirrel?” Valuri asked.
Selvhara blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
“You were dreaming. Do werewolves chase rabbits and squirrels, or do you go after small human children instead?”
Jorem clamped his hand over her mouth and glared at her. “Keep your damn voice down!”
“We really should get on the road,” Kaseya said, the faintest smile on her lips. “Though I suspect you will wish to get dressed.”
Selvhara hopped in place when she belatedly realized she was nude. “Faarea!” she gasped as she smacked her anklet and summoned her armor. “I’m sorry. Again…”
“Come,” Kaseya beckoned. “Let us leave.”
The group was back on the road a few minutes later, and the amazon pushed them to maintain a brisk, borderline jogging pace for several hours straight. By the time midday rolled around, Jorem almost wished he had taken Valuri’s advice and stolen a horse from the Valecrest. The roads were well maintained in this part of the region, but he genuinely wasn’t sure how much more walking he could take. Perhaps Val was right and he really had gotten a bit pudgy sitting around on the beaches of Nol Krovos…
They eventually stopped for a meal near a stream on the side of the road, Jorem started a small campfire to help Valuri warm up while they rested. Just like before, Selvhara seemed immune to the chill despite the fact she was essentially traipsing around in her underwear. She didn’t eat anything, either, and Jorem added it to the list of curiosities he needed to ask her about at some point. 
While Kaseya wandered off to scout the area, the druid spent several minutes flitting about the edge of the stream before she returned to their camp with a handful of a flowers and roots. Jorem couldn’t figure out what she was doing until she began pounding them together with the flat of her palm.
“You don’t have to refuse rations just to be polite, you know,” Valuri mumbled as she sprawled out in front of the fire. “Eating a bunch of dirt isn’t going to impress anyone.”
“I am not preparing a meal,” Selvhara said. Her eyes narrowed in concentration as she carefully plucked the petals from an orange flower. “I was not aware that firenettle grew in this part of the world.”
Jorem eyed the flower for a long moment. His understanding of botany rivaled his understanding of rocks and fauna—which was to say, he didn’t know a damn thing. 
“Is it important somehow?” he asked. 
“Very,” Selvhara replied, nodding. “With the karnac root as a base, I can brew an elixir that should help stimulate your ancestral memories.”
Jorem blinked. “Is that even possible?”
“Yes. There are no guarantees, of course, but I thought it would be as good a place as any to start.”
He glanced down at Valuri and saw his own skepticism reflected on her face. He had never been overly fond of alchemists in general, and he definitely wasn’t interested in being anyone’s experiment. Still, he remained silent and watched her work regardless. If nothing else, her ability to mulch a bunch of plants into useable powder without any real tools was downright remarkable. She didn’t even have a mortar and pestle. 
“This should work,” Selvhara said after she had tossed several pinches into a waterskin. “I can make a more powerful mixture with proper supplies from the city, but this may still aid you.”
She strode over to Jorem and offered him the skin, but he waved her away with his hand. “How about we start with something else?” he asked. “I, uh…I never like to drink strange potions this soon after a meal.”
“It will not harm you,” Selvhara said.
“Be that as it may, I’d still rather not.”
“I see,” she murmured, lowering the skin. His stomach sank when he saw the disappointment on her face—he felt like he had just kicked a puppy.
“You said you traveled all the way here from Varellon to find a sorcerer capable of transforming into a dragon,” Valuri said, leaning up on an elbow. “If you didn’t know that firenettle grew here, you must have had some idea how you would teach him.”
Selvhara pursed her lips. “As I have said before, the key is unlocking his ancestral memories.”
“Well, we could always cut him and make him drink his own blood,” Valuri suggested. “Or maybe he should just learn to suck his own cock.”
Jorem turned and shot her a baleful glare. Naturally, it only made her snicker. 
“I do not see how that would help him,” Selvhara said. 
“It probably wouldn’t, but it would still be hilarious to watch.”
“Just ignore her,” Jorem said. “How do dragons normally ‘unlock this memory?’”
“Historically, most come upon their abilities naturally, or they are instructed by another dragon,” Selvhara told him. Her eyes drifted towards the stream where Kaseya was walking back towards them. “I admit that I am more than a little jealous of your amazon.”
“Why’s that?” Jorem asked. 
The druid’s cheeks turned pink. “Her collar is truly quite remarkable. If we possessed a second one…well…”
His eyebrows lifted at roughly the same rate his cock swelled in his trousers. “What?”
“If you placed it upon me, I might be able to teach you more easily,” Selvhara said, glancing away sheepishly. “Besides…I rather like the idea of being bound to a sorcerer. I could be a very diligent servant.”
Valuri groaned in disgust, but Jorem couldn’t stop his eyes from drifting down to the druid’s cleavage again. He forced himself to swallow and take a deep breath. Kaseya would have already sensed his sudden arousal by now, and he really didn’t want to make this anymore awkward than it already was…
“Yeah, well, we’re fresh out of magical collars at the moment,” he said, clearing his throat. “There, uh…there must be something we can try.”
“If you don’t wish to imbibe the potion…well, perhaps we can improvise,” Selvhara said, shuffling closer to him. “Take my hands.”
Jorem did as she asked, and she promptly placed his right hand flat against her stomach. He had no idea what she intended, but then she slowly leaned forward and placed her forehead against his. 
“Close your eyes and focus on the sound of my breathing,” Selvhara said. “Perhaps feeling my transformation will help evoke something within you.”
“It will definitely evoke something in his trousers,” Valuri muttered. 
Jorem kicked a clod of dirt onto the Huntress then closed his eyes. “All right,” he said. “But I’m not really sure what you want me to do.”
“Just listen,” Selvhara said. “And try your best to feel what I feel.”
He sat there patiently for a long moment, still as skeptical as ever, right up until he felt a strange ripple shudder through her body. Her breaths quickened, her heart began pounding in her chest, and her grip on his hand became so tight it actually started to hurt. Having watched her transform twice now, he had assumed this would be no different. But he had clearly been mistaken. The shudders in her flesh, the twisting and snapping of her bones…it was downright disturbing. He winced and pulled away—
And then he stared into her bestial yellow eyes. She hadn’t actually transformed all the way yet—he was still looking at the face of a pretty elven woman rather than the muzzle of a wolf—but something about the glint in her eyes struck a chord deep inside him. He felt like his consciousness was melting into her, and his mind filled with images of flame and scales. In one perfect instant, all his doubts about the existence of the Wyrm Lords vanished. He could see them ruling over a vast, world-spanning empire, both atop their thrones and within the very skies as they soared overhead…
Jorem gasped as he lost his balance and toppled over to the near-frozen ground. All three girls were at his side by the time he snapped free of his bizarre waking dream, and he waved away their concerned faces with a flick of his hand. 
“I’m all right,” he assured them. “I just…well, I’m not really sure.”
“What the hell did you do to him?” Valuri snarled at the druid. Her claws sprouted from inside her gauntlet. 
“I didn’t do anything!” Selvhara protested. One of her arms remained transformed, though as she held it aloft the fur slowly melted into hairless elven flesh. “I don’t understand what happened.”
“I think it worked…sort of,” Jorem muttered. “I saw flashes, images…not unlike what happened with the Avetharri crystal.”
Kaseya touched the back of his head. “Do you know what they meant?”
“Not really. But I definitely feel it struck a mental nerve…”
Valuri stared at him for a long moment before she sheathed her claws. She still pushed Selvhara out of the way and took the druid’s place next to him. “I’m not sure I like the idea of you losing your mind,” she grumbled. “You already make bad enough decisions as it is.”
“I’m not losing my mind,” Jorem said. “It was just a weird and temporary sensation is all.”
The Huntress scowled back over her shoulder. “Well, let’s skip any more of this ‘training’ until we get to Highwind, all right? I still think all of this is bullshit, and you need to have your head on straight when we meet up with our contacts.”
“I agree,” Kaseya said. “We should stay focused on the task at hand.”
“Isn’t your task to defeat the Conduit and her armies?” Selvhara asked. “You will not be able to stop her without—”
“Enough out of you, wolf girl,” Valuri snapped. “Tag along with your sorcerer messiah if you want, but keep your paws off him.”
“She didn’t do anything wrong,” Jorem said, standing and offering the druid his hand to help her up. “But we really should get moving again.”
Valuri continued scowling at Selvhara. “Fine,” she grumbled. “Then let’s go.”
 
***
 
Three hours and a dozen miles later, Jorem was genuinely starting to wonder if his legs might fall off. It didn’t help his ego in the slightest that he was accompanied by three women with supernatural stamina—one because of her Senosi tattoos, one because of her moon-curse, and one because she was Kaseya. After his strange little experience this afternoon, he had finally started to entertain Selvhara’s dragon blood theory in earnest…but his faith was slipping at roughly the same rate he was running out of breath. If he really did have legitimate draconic heritage lurking somewhere in his ancestry, shouldn’t he have been able to walk a few miles without wanting to die?
Just before he keeled over entirely, they finally arrived at Riverbend. They had passed through here on their initial journey to Nol Krovos about a month ago, and he had been impressed at the growth of what had apparently been a relatively small village just a decade earlier. He had also been impressed by the size of the Silver Fist watchtower outside.
A tower that was currently on fire. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Jorem breathed as the village rolled into view over a hill. Even from several hundred yards away he could hear the pounding of hooves, and when he squinted he could make out a dozen or so armored riders clomping through the streets. He didn’t see any bodies, thank the gods, nor were there any obvious signs of struggle aside from the flaming watchtower. 
“The locals didn’t even put up a fight,” Valuri said, her eyes narrowing. “There were at least ten paladins stationed here a month ago!”
“Without the Fount, they would have been powerless,” Selvhara replied somberly. 
“Still, you’d think…” the Huntress trailed off and abruptly glanced up. “Shit. Get to cover!”
Jorem barely had time to follow her eyes before he noticed a wyvern swooping just above the forest canopy less than a mile to the east. He and the girls all hunkered down inside a thatch of trees alongside the road. Dusk was fast approaching, and with luck they would be difficult to spot. 
“How did an army get here so quickly?” Jorem asked. “The fleet couldn’t have possibly left Ostvara already.”
Kaseya shook her head and pointed. “It didn’t. This isn’t an army—it is a cavalry raid. They likely rode ahead of the main assault to test Highwind’s outer defenses.”
“Red is right,” Valuri said. “Even before she somehow conjured an army of flying mounts, the Inquisitrix followed the same basic strategy with the smaller settlements around Vorsalos. First she would send in the Huntresses to destabilize the defenses, then would test their defenses with a quick, mobile force before committing a real army.”
Jorem nodded and forced himself to take a long, slow breath. The Valecrest had been so peaceful he had convinced himself that they still had a bit of time before the Inquisitrix pressed her invasion. His heart sunk when he realized just how wrong he had been. 
“Damn it,” he hissed. “We’ll have to go around. We should probably just travel through the night and get to Highwind as soon as possible.”
“No,” Kaseya said, her blue eyes narrowing. “We already abandoned the people on the coast. We will not abandon the people of Riverbend too.”
“Red, there was an army invading Ostvara,” Valuri reminded her. “There was nothing we could have done.”
“But there is not an army here. You said yourself that Marcella only wishes to test Highwind’s defenses.” The amazon’s face hardened in determination. “We should show her that her enemies are not as helpless as she wants to believe.”
Jorem winced. “I’m going to hate myself for saying this later, but she’s right. If there are only a few dozen men here, we might be able to drive them off.”
“Is this village strategically important ?” Selvhara asked. 
Kaseya turned and glared at her. “What difference does that make? The people here need our help.”
“I understand, and I wish to oppose the Conduit’s forces as much as you do. Nevertheless…” The druid swallowed heavily and glanced at Jorem. “You are nowhere close to unlocking your full potential. You cannot afford to place yourself at risk.”
“I can’t believe I’m agreeing with the wolf girl,” Valuri muttered. “Not about you being important, obviously—no one honestly believes that. But if we actually want to take on the Inquisitrix, we need to focus on securing allies and fortifying Highwind. Driving a few goons out of Riverbend just isn’t that important.”
“It is to the people who live here,” Jorem said. “And Kaseya’s right—we need to show Vorsalos that the whole region isn’t just going to roll over on its back. If we smack them hard enough on the nose, we might buy everyone more time to organize a real defense.”
Valuri sighed. “The Inquisitrix has obviously been planning this for a long, long time. She’s not going to back down just because one village stands up to her.”
“Maybe not, but it’s a start,” Jorem said as he glanced up to the wyvern soaring past overheard. If what they had seen at Ostvara was any indication, the rider on its back was one of the Inquisitrix’s newly-empowered channelers. Dealing with him had to be their first priority…
“We need to get the soldiers away from the main street,” Kaseya said. “Otherwise your spells could threaten the villagers.”
Valuri sighed again and swore under her breath. “Just to be clear, this is a terrible idea,” she muttered. “But I know how we can get their attention. The only question is what we want to do with wolf girl here.”
“I am more than capable of handling myself in a fight,” Selvhara said with the faintest hint of wounded pride. 
“Maybe, but I’m not sure how the townsfolk will respond to a werewolf running around the streets.”
The druid nibbled at her lip. “I am skilled with a bow,” she said, nodding towards the weapon on Kaseya’s back. 
“We can work with that,” Jorem said, nodding. “Now all we need is a plan.”
 
***
 
Thanks to the cover of darkness, Jorem was able to reach the outskirts of Riverbend without attracting any attention. Only the center of the village was protected by a wall, and he didn’t have any trouble finding a thatch of bushes to hide himself in while he waited for the girls to get into position. 
“Bloody hell,” he whispered, his hands twitching nervously at his sides. “This had better work…”
It was difficult to get an exact count of the Vorsalosian soldiers given that they were constantly moving in and out of lanterns along the street, but Jorem was reasonably sure there were at least a dozen of them. They spent most of their time clustered beneath the old windmill, and their perimeter scouts were only languidly patrolling the outskirts. Without the Knights of the Silver Fist to oppose them, they clearly weren’t expecting any further resistance. The fact they had a wyvern to protect them was almost overkill. 
Jorem grimaced as he studied the streets and buildings more closely. Most of the villagers had already locked themselves inside their homes, probably at the behest of their conquerors. It was bleak but still better than many potential alternatives; he had half expected to find a makeshift gallows and the dangling corpses of the village leadership. Perhaps the soldiers had intimidated the mayor into submission…or perhaps they had simply murdered him and the village elders in the town hall building further up the hill. Jorem honestly wasn’t sure if he even wanted to know the truth. 
Closing his eyes, he reached out through the Aether and tried to track Kaseya’s position. He could sense her collar nearby, and he hoped that Valuri would spring her trap soon. The longer he lurked here in the darkness, the more he questioned whether this little ambush of theirs was a good idea after all…
A sudden shriek pierced the evening stillness, and one of the horsemen in the street abruptly fell from his saddle and onto the cobblestone, a crossbow bolt jutting from his chest. His mount’s startled whinny echoed through the air and drowned out the stifled gurgle of a second horsemen getting shot in the face. The rest of the soldiers grabbed their shields and dove for cover, but Valuri didn’t stay hidden. The Huntress popped up from her perch atop one of the buildings, vaulted out into the street, and charged one of the patrolmen with her tiger claws. 
“Son of a bitch,” a deep a male voice screamed. “It’s the bloody traitor!”
As far as distractions went, Valuri’s entrance couldn’t have possibly worked out better. She gave them all a clear look to make sure they knew who they were dealing with, and Jorem was a little surprised that the soldiers were willing to charge after a Senosi Huntress. The Inquisitrix must have been offering immense favor or rewards to anyone who brought her the head of the notorious traitor.  
If so, they were about to be disappointed. 
A half a dozen soldiers—including two more men on horses—charged down the street towards Valuri even as she ripped open their companion’s throat with her claws. Jorem reached out to the Aether as they closed in on her, and he mentally counted down the seconds until it was time to spring his own trap…
His palms flashed with light as he summoned a shimmering curtain of Aetheric fire directly in front of the riders. One pulled back on the reins a split-second before he was engulfed by the flames, but his partner wasn’t so lucky. His horse screamed as its flesh and hair ignited, and the rider toppled from his saddle before he even reached the Huntress. 
The men on the ground had an easier time halting their momentum, but when they spun around and searched for Jorem they received a different surprise instead: a screaming amazon warrior lunged out of the nearest alleyway and met them blade-to-blade. Even four-on-one they didn’t have a chance against her, especially not when she had the element of surprise. The only real danger came from the reinforcements further down the street, and Jorem turned just in case he needed to scatter them with a fireball. But on cue, an arrow streaked out of the darkness and pelted one of them in the chest. Apparently Selvhara actually did know what she was doing after all. 
That means the rest is on you. 
Biting down on his lip, Jorem dashed towards the nearest building and prepared to leap onto the roof. He had chosen this specific house because it looked like the easiest one to climb, but he still unleashed a quick blast of energy to help propel him up onto the awning. He hadn’t noticed people living inside while they had been planning this little stunt, and he really hoped he hadn’t missed anyone. After all, he wasn’t just up here to provide cover for the others—he was here take down the biggest threat on the battlefield. 
The fires in the street had only been burning for a few seconds when Jorem spotted the silhouette of the large flying creature in the moonlit sky. Initially, he had wanted to just wait until the rider landed somewhere so they could ambush him (or her?) on foot, but since they had no idea where the wyvern might roost Jorem figured that using himself as bait was the next best thing. Channeling the Aether back through him, he took a deep breath and tried to mentally recount their earlier battles with wyvern riders at Icewatch and two days ago at Ostvara. If Selvhara was right and these new channelers were learning everything they knew about the Aether directly from the Inquisitrix, their techniques and strategies would likely be very similar to one another. Jorem just needed to learn from his earlier mistakes. 
Sadly, that had never been one of his talents. His entire life was basically a montage of bad decisions repeated over and over again. 
“All right, you son of a bitch,” Jorem said. “Come and get the big, bad sorcerer…”
He thrust out his left hand and conjured a shimmering barrier in front of him. The bluish shield cast an eerie glow over the thatched roof beneath his feet, and he hoped it would make him an irresistible target. So far, he couldn’t tell what the wyvern was planning. It swept towards the city slowly, methodically, like a bird of prey scanning the forest floor for a meal…
And then the beast made its move. Throwing back its scaly neck, it unleashed a terrifying, high-pitched roar an instant before it dove towards the village in earnest. It strafed just above the rooftops, and if it had been a real dragon it could have easily melted half the buildings in town in a single pass. Thankfully it wasn’t, so it just veered directly towards Jorem instead. Its mouth opened wide in anticipation of swallowing the arrogant idiot who had foolishly made himself a target… 
Back at Ostvara, Jorem had learned the hard way that the rider could protect his mount with an Aetheric barrier, so he knew there was no point in blasting the wyvern with a ball of fire or a stroke of lightning—at least, not yet. This time he led off with a scintillating burst of power designed to unravel his enemy’s defenses. The rider’s barrier shattered on impact, and Jorem immediately launched a fireball that struck and ignited the creature’s wing. For a fraction of a second he was quite pleased with himself….but then he belatedly realized just how quickly the wyvern was still accelerating towards him. He conjured a second ball of fire in his hand and tried to throw it—
Too late.  
Jorem managed to roll out of the way a heartbeat before the wyvern swallowed him whole, but the creature’s barbed tail still smashed into him with the force of a mountain giant wielding a colossal hammer. Without his barrier, Jorem probably would have been crushed into paste, not to mention injected with the creature’s notoriously lethal poison. Instead he merely flew through the air like a helpless insect that had been flicked across the room. He didn’t so much scream as squeal during his brief unplanned flight, though he did manage to thrust out his hands and unleash a strong enough blast of flame to propel his body upwards and soften his landing on the cobblestone. His barrier absorbed most of the impact, but it collapsed before he crashed into a wooden trough near the side of the road. The water that dumped over him might have actually been refreshing if it weren’t so fucking cold. 
“Dammit,” he hissed, rolling into a crouch and clutching at his shoulder. He was lucky that his whole arm hadn’t shattered, but it still hurt like hell. The only question was whether the rider would be able to convince his burning mount to come around for a second pass.
Grimacing, Jorem resummoned his barrier and lumbered back into the fray. He could feel Kaseya trying to make her way to him, but she had been cut off by reinforcements from the walled section of the city. He counted at least a dozen more soldiers now, possibly even more, and while the amazon appeared to be holding her own she was on the verge of being swarmed at any moment. Valuri was somewhere in the melee as well, though he couldn’t actually see her through the thick smoke from his now-extinguished wall of fire. And as for Selvhara…
“Jorem!”
He glanced back over his shoulder as the druid emerged from the shadows outside the village, Kaseya’s bow still clutched in her hands. She fired an arrow an inch past his head, and he turned just in time to see it strike a soldier lumbering out of the smoke. 
“Are you all right?” Selvhara asked. “How did you—?”
“I’m fine,” Jorem told her. “We need to get to the others!”
The druid nodded. “There are more reinforcements coming from the—ach!”
Jorem’s eyes gaped wide as the tip of a spear suddenly burst forth from inside Selvhara’s chest. She staggered backwards, her hand clutching at the jagged point as blood frothed over her lips and down her chin. Time itself seemed to slow to a crawl as she glanced back to Jorem, opened her mouth…and then collapsed into the bushes at the side of the street. 
“So the traitor still keeps her sorcerer on a tight leash,” a cold, metallic voice said from somewhere nearby
Jorem caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, and when he turned his head a bright, searing beam of light appeared in the sky as if the sun had decided to fire a last scorching ray down from the heavens before the moon stole its throne. Jorem narrowly rolled away from the beam, but when it struck the ground a shockwave of force slammed into him hard enough that he rolled across the cobblestone and crashed back into the overturned trough. His vision blurred for a fraction of a second before he finally made out the dark, looming figure of a man clad head to toe in thick crimson armor. His face was concealed behind the thin visor of his helmet, and his breastplate was inscribed with an emblem that looked like an open flame. 
“What the hell…?” Jorem rasped, dragging himself back to his feet. 
“The Conduit warned us about you,” the knight said as he grabbed the spear jutting out of Selvhara. “She said that you alone had discovered a way to defeat her Senosi with magic.”
Jorem winced when the knight abruptly wrenched the spear free from the elf’s body. Even if she was somehow still alive, there was no way she would last long if he couldn’t get to her and stop the bleeding…
“That’s right,” Jorem said, standing and summoning a crackling burst of energy into his palms. “If I can kill them, I’ll make short work of a bucket-head like you.”
He thrust out his hand and unleashed a jagged torrent of lightning. The street flashed so brightly the afterimage seared into his vision, but he assumed the bolt would easily electrocute someone wearing such heavy armor. 
He should have known better by now. The Inquisitrix’s new channelers were obviously quite capable of defending themselves; the man simply lifted his gauntlet and intercepted the blast with a shimmering Aetheric barrier of his own. Lightning arced across the street, singing the stone and even igniting several piles of debris, before Jorem released the spell and retreated backwards another step. 
“For decades now the Knights of the Silver Fist have declared themselves the true protectors of this land, but they have utterly failed in their charge,” the man said, striding forward. “They parrot the words of decadent priests, and they preach the faith of silent gods. Meanwhile corruption festers in every settlement, and the wicked are allowed to rule while the righteous suffer at their hand.”
Jorem frowned and risked a quick glance off to his left. Kaseya would have sensed his panic by now, but she was too pinned down to help…
“You were there in the Godsoul’s prison,” the knight said. “You saw the Conduit’s ascension with your own eyes.”
“What I saw was an angry woman so consumed by her own bitterness and aggrievement that she didn’t bother to consider the consequences of her actions,” Jorem said. “I saw a woman who would happily watch the world burn in her insane quest for vengeance.”
“Because the world deserves to burn,” the knight said. “It must be purified in our Crimson Flame.”
He threw his spear. Jorem narrowly managed to dodge out of the way in time, and he watched in horror as the weapon pierced halfway through a thick wooden column like it had been hurled by an ogre. The knight then drew a massive sword from his back, and he fearlessly rushed towards the sorcerer with the blade clutched in both hands. Jorem tried to dive out of the way, hoping he could get enough space to unravel the other man’s barrier. Unfortunately he was still dizzy from his collision with the trough that he stumbled and nearly tripped. The knight’s sword missed him by a hair’s breadth, but the man still whirled around and backhanded Jorem in the face with his gauntlet. The sorcerer flew backwards several feet and rolled across the rough cobblestone. 
“It’s a miracle you have escaped justice this long,” the knight sneered. “The Senosi should be ashamed…” 
Clenching his teeth to endure the pain, Jorem stared in horror at the blood covering his hand before he belatedly realized it wasn’t his. He had landed in the pool where Selvhara had been struck by the spear…
And near where the waterskin had evidently fallen from her belt.  
Marhaak kûl drakatharri!
The words from the Avetharri crystal seared into his head as he reached out and grabbed the skin. Before he could really think about what he was doing—before he had a chance to second guess himself—he popped open the cap and chugged the mixture she had brewed on the road this afternoon. 
“Liquid courage?” the knight scoffed. “Pathetic.”
Grabbing Jorem by the jacket, the knight picked the sorcerer off the ground and flung him back at the building behind them. Jorem crashed into the wall, and when he hit the ground his vision became so blurry he could barely even see the red boots stomping towards him. 
Marhaak kûl drakatharri!
The words seared into his mind yet again, but they could have been total gibberish for all the good they did. Selvhara’s potion hadn’t made him feel any different; he hadn’t sprouted claws or grown wings or triggered the faintest trace of this so-called “blood memory.” And now he was about to be decapitated by some idiot in gaudy armor. 
“It’s difficult to believe that the Conduit was impressed with your power,” the knight said, clutching Jorem by the throat and hoisting him into the air. “Cry out to your amazon protector. Cry out to the traitor! Cry out so that I might cleanse them both and spare the world their corruption.”
Jorem flailed in the man’s arms to no avail. He was clearly overmatched. No matter how much he struggled, no matter how hard he kicked, he couldn’t possibly break free. 
Until he did. 
The knight growled, the eyes beneath his visor wide and confused, as Jorem suddenly and inexplicably pushed him away. The man redoubled his efforts; he tried to smash the sorcerer with his gauntlet and then cut him with his blade. But somehow both strikes missed as Jorem effortlessly dodged out of the way.  
Marhaak kûl drakatharri!
“What?” the knight snarled. “How…?”
Jorem didn’t understand what was happening either. He didn’t feel any stronger or faster than he had before, but the results spoke for themselves. With a final grunt of exertion the sorcerer unleashed a quick burst of energy, and even though the knight lifted his barrier the blinding blast still hurled him halfway across the street. 
He still didn’t give up. He charged back at Jorem, swiping his blade in a wild, vicious arc, but the sorcerer caught the knight’s arms mid swing and somehow found the strength to stop them in their tracks. Jorem held the other man still as a well of rage built up inside him. Reflected in the knight’s helmet he saw the face of every sorcerer who had been brutalized and killed by the Senosi, and he heard the screams of all the men and women who had already been burned and butchered by the Inquisitrix and her deluded crusade of vengeance. 
Marhaak kûl drakatharri!
A low growl rumbled in the back of Jorem’s throat, and the rage swelling inside him threatened to burst from his every pore. He opened his mouth to scream…but he belched forth a searing cone of white-hot fire instead. 
Even as it was happening, he didn’t understand. It was as if his voice itself had transformed into flame. The knight shrieked in horror as the blaze crashed over him, melting his armor and liquefying the flesh beneath. The man’s arms went limp almost instantly, and by the time Jorem ran out of breath there was nothing left but a smoldering skeleton and a noxious cloud of ash. He reflexively relaxed his grip, and his hands trembled in front of him as he watched the bones and molten metal clatter into a smoking pile. 
Kûl pulwi di kûl drakatharri ui dout fasteraan.
Jorem’s hands wouldn’t stop shaking, even when the sulfurous stench of incinerated flesh scorched his nostrils. Everything in the world went silent—the clatter of swords, the thunder of hooves on stone, the screams of the dying…they all faded into nothingness. All he could hear was the pounding of his heart inside his chest. 
“Jorem!”
Kaseya’s voice cut through the silence and snapped him back into reality. She rushed towards him from across the street, but before she could reach him another Vorsalosian soldier emerged from the smoke and tried to intercept her. The man was clutching a massive axe in both hands, but she didn’t seem remotely concerned. After casually blocking his reckless chop with her shield, she twisted his weapon aside, bashed him in the face, and then plunged her sword through his chest. 
“Jorem!” she gasped again, her eyes flicking briefly to the embers at his feet. “Are you hurt?”
“Not really,” he said, wondering if any of the blood splattered across her armor belonged to her. “Where’s Val?”
As if on cue, a body flew out of the smoke and crashed into the side of a house. Valuri emerged a second later, limping from a massive gash on her leg. “Here,” she growled. “Where the fuck are all these idiots coming from?”
“This was obviously more than just a cavalry raid,” Kaseya said, crouching protectively over him. “You were attacked by a channeler?”
“You could say that,” Jorem rasped, nodding towards the bones and melted armor
The amazon’s brow creased. “But how…?
“I’ll explain later,” he said. “Are there any soldiers left?”
“Too many,” Valuri muttered. “I just spotted a few more riders emerging from inside the walled section further down the street.”
Jorem swore under his breath. “Then we need to back off and regroup.”
“No shit,” she swore, glancing around. “Where the hell is wolf girl?”
He swallowed heavily and glanced back to the bushes. He had been so distracted he hadn’t been able to get back to Selvhara…and it was almost certainly too late. 
“She took a hit...a bad hit,” he said, stumbling back to his feet. “She needs healing or she’ll—”
The moment he moved towards the bushes he heard the whinny of horses and the clomping of hooves. The cavalry Val had mentioned had finally appeared about fifty yards away, and they lowered their spears and prepared to attack.
“Get off the street,” Kaseya said, hoisting up her shield and bracing for a charge. “I’ll delay them as long as I can.”
“I can…argh!” Valuri winced when she tried to walk. The gash on her leg was large and bloody enough that anyone else would have already rolled over on the sides and started crying like an infant. Her Senosi regeneration would eventually mend the damage, but not until she had fed…a lot. 
“I’ll handle them,” Jorem said, reaching out to the Aether and summoning another sphere of flame in his hand. For some reason, the power coursing through him felt different this time. It was hotter,
almost like he was trying to channel lava rather than warm spring water, and he suddenly wasn’t sure whether or not he could actually cast a spell. The Flensing hadn’t gotten to him yet, but this almost seemed more dangerous. It was as if he had completely lost control of his body…
“If you’re going to do something, do it fast!” Valuri snarled. 
The cavalry charged. Jorem couldn’t believe they didn’t back down; without their own channeler to protect them, launching themselves at a known sorcerer seemed downright suicidal. He could only assume they were more afraid of failing their mistress than they were of death, which made them even more dangerous. 
Grimacing, Jorem raised his hands and prepared to strike. The fiery spheres crackling in his palms grew and grew until the flames engulfed his forearms, and no matter what he tried he couldn’t control them. 
“Shit!” he snarled, releasing his hold on the Aether. The fire puffed into smoke an instant before it scorched his own flesh. “I…I can’t.”
“What do you mean you can’t?” Valuri snapped at him. 
Jorem glanced up as the horses charged closer and closer. He didn’t understand what in the hell was going on, but if he couldn’t figure it out in the next few seconds he and the girls were going to be trampled into a fine paste. Grimacing, he called out to the Aether again and bit down on his lip as it seared through his veins—
And then the air trembled with a horrifying, bestial roar that echoed across the village and chilled Jorem’s blood to ice. Even the horses, trained for battle and fixated upon their charge, couldn’t ignore the fearsome cry. They panicked and veered off course, and one bucked so hard he actually flung his rider from the saddle. It was then, while Jorem was completely frozen in place, that a towering, vaguely human-shaped beast leapt out from the shadows and tackled one of the riders off his horse. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Jorem breathed. 
At first he wondered if the beast was some unknown horror from the wilderness, but as the moonlight silhouetted its fur and bloody muzzle he belatedly realized what—or rather, who—he was dealing with. 
“Does this mean she’s still on our side?” Valuri whispered. 
Jorem shook his head. “I don’t know.”
The werewolf effortlessly shredded through the Vorsalosian soldiers one after another, painting the streets in a river of gore. At first Jorem thought he might be sick, but then he realized he was so frightened and confused he couldn’t even wretch. Even the Senosi paled in comparison to the raw, primal savagery of a true monster of legend. This wasn’t just a bloodbath; it was a wholesale slaughter. 
The beast eventually turned to face them, its yellow eyes glinting in the starlight and its jowls dripping with blood. Even having seen Selvhara as a true wolf, Jorem didn’t recognize her in the slightest. He couldn’t decide if he was happy that she wasn’t dead…or terrified that she was still alive. 
“Stay behind me,” Kaseya said, stepping forward and twirling her sword. “She may no longer be in control.”
Jorem swallowed heavily and forced himself to stand. The sulfurous smoke burning his nose had been replaced by the sickening odor of fresh blood, and it wasn’t much of an improvement. The werewolf slowly lumbered towards them, her wickedly-sharp claws curling and uncurling at her sides. Standing upright, Selvhara looked like she was sculpted out of pure, bulging muscle, having seen how fast she could move Jorem had no idea how they could possibly stop her if she had indeed given in to the curse…
“Maybe it’s time for you to turn on your legendary charm and soothe her,” Valuri said, bracing herself as best she could with one functional arm. “Actually on second thought, you should probably just stay quiet so we still have a chance.”
The werewolf threw back its head and roared again, and for a split second Jorem was convinced she was going to sprint forward and rip them all limb from limb. But then she abruptly slumped forward onto a knee, and her fur began to slowly recede as her bones snapped and twisted back into their normal shape. A few seconds later, they were staring at the far less imposing figure of a naked female elf. 
 “Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed, shaking her head. 
“Zor something anyway,” Valuri muttered. “Are you all right, wolfy?”
“Better than I ever imagined,” Selvhara said, panting and smiling at the same time. Her eyes had returned to their elven shape, but her irises remained a pure lupine yellow. Jorem couldn’t see a single sign that she had ever been impaled by a spear. “You have done it. You have unleashed the dragon!”
Valuri frowned. “Huh?”
Jorem tossed another glance down at the smoldering pile of bones. The Aether still felt like it was burning inside him, and he was growing dizzier and dizzier by the second. He really hoped this was just a side effect from the potion, but he was terrified it was something else. Bracing himself on Kaseya’s arm, he noticed some of the villagers had begun emerging from their houses…and they were all staring in horror at the people—or rather, the monsters—who had just saved their lives. 
“I’ll explain later,” he whispered. “It’s time for us to go.”
 
 
 
 



8
Light in the Darkness
 
Whatever else Lasille and her soldiers might have been, they were arrogant beyond all reason. After Cassel had untied her, Serrane Starwind had led him on a quick and deadly excursion through the caves in search of their lost gear. They made short work of the token force the Huntress had left behind, and they recovered most of their belongings…save for the armor that had already been destroyed. 
Serrane felt like an entirely different person once she was holding her swords and bow again, though she didn’t want to think about what might have happened to her horse. With luck, he had simply run off after Cassel had fallen from the saddle. Whisper knew the way home, and there was always a slim chance she would find him waiting for her back in Highwind. 
Not that Serrane planned on heading back just yet. 
Once she, Cassel, and their tag-along cultist were finally outside the cave, Serrane only needed a few minutes to get her bearings. She recognized one of the winding paths leading down the face of the mountain; just a few years ago, she had led an elite squad of her Duskwatch Rangers in a quick, bloody skirmish against one of the resurgent orc tribes just a few hundred yards away from here. Her soldiers had prevailed, and all of them had survived to celebrate the victory. 
How many of them are sitting there powerless in Highwind right now? How many have already been consumed by this ‘Wasting Echo’ that is crippling Julian?
Serrane tried to her best to squash her fears as she led the other two through the thick wall of pines and back towards the tower. Unfortunately, she merely traded one latent anxiety for another. Instead of worrying about her rangers, she worried about how pathetic she had acted as the Huntress’s prisoner. It was difficult to accept just how readily her body had betrayed her. 
“I still can’t believe that Vorsalos has had an army waiting out here for months,” Cassel grumbled as they walked. “Someone should have noticed them.”
“I should have noticed them,” Serrane said bitterly. “Scouting the wilds is my responsibility.”
“I wasn’t blaming you,” the knight replied, belatedly realizing that his words probably sounded more accusatory than he’d realized. “The Silver Fist could have—”
“Your men aren’t scouts—mine are,” she said. “There’s no point in denying it. The Duskwatch failed miserably, and now everyone in Highwind is paying the price.”
“That’s bullocks and you know it,” Cassel told her. “Whatever the Inquisitrix did to the Aether, your men couldn’t have possibly stopped it. Besides, we were already busy trying to halt a barbarian invasion in the north, in case you’ve already forgotten.”
Serrane sighed and paused in her tracks. She had never been one for self-pity, and she definitely wasn’t trying to bait him into trying to soothe her. She wanted to be angry, most of all with herself. 
“We have to warn the city about what’s coming,” she said, turning back to face him. “And if we can reclaim the tower, all the better.”
Cassel pursed his lips. “I feel better about our chances now that we have our gear, but still...”
Serrane’s lip twitched in annoyance as she pulled her cloak more tightly about her. Just remembering her ruined armor made her think about Lasille and everything that had happened…
“To be honest, I don’t see how we can handle the Huntress,” Cassel went on. “Even if we were at full strength I’m not sure we could take her. And we’re definitely not at full strength…”
Serrane glanced between him and the cultist. The girl was obviously cold and uncomfortable. Her tattered “robes” weren’t exactly designed to keep out the wind, and she didn’t exactly look like someone who was comfortable in the wild. Still, she hadn’t complained a single time in the past hour…that had to count for something. 
“Here, take this,” Serrane said, removing her cloak. “You need it more than I do.”
For an instant it seemed like the girl might refuse, but practicality eventually triumphed over pride. “T-thank you,” she whispered, wrapping the cloth around her shoulders. “But what about you?”
“I’ll be fine,” Serrane said. Stretching out to the Aether, she wrapped herself in a thin barrier to block out the worst of the night chill. “But I would love to understand how you can restore Julian’s power without wielding any yourself.”
“I wish I knew,” Tahira whispered. “None of this makes any sense.”
Cassel took the girl’s hand for a moment, and his eyes fluttered shut as a wave of relief crashed over him. Serrane couldn’t even imagine how it must have felt. The Aether had been a part of her life since was a toddler; it was as much a part of her as her hair or skin. The very thought of having it ripped away from her…
“The Huntress obviously didn’t know you possessed this power,” Serrane said. “She never would have let you leave her sight otherwise.”
“Which is strange enough all by itself,” Cassel said. “I mean, the Senosi can sense magical energy, right?”
“They can sense sorcerers specifically. I’m not sure that extends to other channelers.” Serrane paused for a moment, her eyes narrowed in thought. “I would start a fire, but we have no idea how many soldiers are out here.”
“I will be fine,” Tahira said, though she shivered so hard a moment later it was obvious she was lying. 
Cassel placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder and smiled. “You should rest and warm up for a few minutes. We’ll scout our surroundings and be right back.”
She nodded up at him, clearly still rattled, but he held her gaze and squeezed her hand to reassure her. His paladin charms seemed to do the trick, and a moment later he stepped away and dragged Serrane just out of earshot. 
“She looks so young,” the ranger said. 
“Yeah, but she’s a lot tougher than she seems,” Cassel said. “We have to get her to Highwind as quickly as possible.”
Serrane glanced off to the east. “After we retake the tower and plant Lasille’s head on a spike.”
When he didn’t respond for a moment, she knew he had something else in mind. He let out a deep breath and shook his head. 
“If the other Knights of the Silver Fist really have lost their powers—and at this point I’m willing to bet they probably have—then Tahira may be the only thing standing between Highwind and annihilation,” Cassel said. “I can’t explain how any of this works, but I also can’t deny what is happening. It’s like the Aether receded across a great chasm, and she is the only bridge.”
“For all we know it’s a fluke,” Serrane said. “For all we know every other channeler in Highwind could be fine.”
He arched an eyebrow at her. “Do you really believe that?”
“No,” she admitted. “But I don’t relish the idea of dragging an Eternal Priestess into Highwind. Her little coven doesn’t exactly have the best reputation.”
“If everyone else has lost their powers, there’s going to be so much chaos that Tahira’s religion will be the least of our problems,” Cassel said. 
Serrane sighed and nodded. He was right, of course. Highwind had already been chaotic after the Roskarim attack, the death of Highlord Kastrius, and the influx of refugees from the plains. She didn’t even want to imagine how much worse things could be right now…
“We should really consider heading straight back to the city,” Cassel added. “Like I said, I have no idea how the two of us can defeat that Huntress anyway, and I don’t want to put Tahira at risk.”
“Lasille slaughtered our soldiers,” Serrane reminded him. “And for all we know, she’s waiting to ambush more of our people right now. We have to stop her.”
He bit down on his lip and glanced back at Tahira. His connection to the Aether was probably already fading.  
“You know, at some point we should probably talk about what happened back there,” he whispered. “I can’t even—”
“There’s nothing to talk about,” Serrane said, a rush of embarrassed heat flooding into her cheeks. “We did what we had to, and we survived. Nothing else matters.”
Cassel nodded silently, but she knew he wasn’t buying it. She still couldn’t believe how badly her body had betrayed her. When she closed her eyes she could still feel the shudders of ecstasy rippling through her…
“Charging right back at the tower would obviously be suicide,” Serrane said, squeezing the grip of her bow and forcing her mind back into the here and now. “But since we know what we’re walking into this time, we can take a different approach.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“If we circle around the perimeter, we can sneak inside the tunnel entrance on the northern side of the cliffs. I doubt they’ve discovered it yet, but even if they have we can use it as a bottleneck.”
Cassel pursed his lips in thought. “That could work, but it still doesn’t solve the problem of how we handle Lasille. She’s stronger and faster than either of us, not to mention practically invincible.”
“Only if she’s fed recently, and even then the Senosi aren’t immortal,” Serrane told him. “A blade through the heart or the neck will kill her as easily as anyone else.”
“Maybe, but getting in that close won’t be easy.”
“I never said it would be.” Serrane turned and locked eyes with him. “We swore an oath to defend Highwind, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
Cassel smiled thinly. “You know, there are times when I think you would have made a better paladin than me.”
She glanced back at the shivering priestess he had single-handedly saved despite being half-naked and severed from his magic. “Not even close,” she said, stretching up on her tiptoes to kiss him. There were about a thousand other things she wanted to say to him right now, but if they had any chance of retaking Hastien’s Fall they needed to move now before the enemy learned they were coming. 
“Come on,” Serrane said. “It’s now or never.”
 
***
 
The tower was only a few miles away from the caverns, but circling around the perimeter and climbing up on cliffs still took them the better part of an hour. Still, Tahira didn’t slow them down as much as Cassel had expected, and he was once again impressed by the girl’s sheer force of will. She was clearly out of her element—watching her try to climb was almost painful—but she didn’t complain even once. Perhaps she had been right about dispensing with their preconceptions. Other than her appearance, she wasn’t anything like the Eternal Priestesses in Captain Dravis’s story. 
The tunnel entrance to Hastien’s Fall was well-hidden beneath the underbrush in small grove of tall pines, and Cassel probably wouldn’t have been able to find it without Serrane’s help. Ostensibly, the tunnel was meant to allow her Duskwatch Rangers to easily ascend the cliffs so they could patrol the southern plains; in practice, it saw far more use as a smuggling route for liquor and whores. The gap between expectation and reality never failed to disappoint. 
“No footprints,” Serrane whispered as her blue elven eyes scoured the area. “They may not have discovered it yet.”
“Or they just boarded it up from the other side,” Cassel said. “They could have a sentry or two waiting just in case.”
“If they sound the alarm before we get inside, we can still abort and flee into the plains.”
He nodded and readied his weapon. He would have given just about anything to be wearing his actual armor right about now, but he might have missed his sword even more. The Silver Fist had the best smiths in the whole region; this hunk of steel felt like an apprentice’s first sword by comparison. 
Still, having the Aether on his side was ultimately far more important, and he reached out and took Tahira’s hand as he conjured a protective barrier and enhanced his natural strength and speed. As skeptical as he was about their chances against the Huntress, as least their magic would give them a fighting chance. 
“Here we go,” Serrane said, placing her hand flat against the concealed trap door. A series of Aetheric glyphs flashed across the surface then vanished again when she pressed them in the correct order. 
“Just stay back,” Cassel told Tahira. “We’ll protect you.”
She nodded, clearly nervous but just as a clearly determined not to get in the way. He flashed her a reassuring smile then signaled his readiness to Serrane.
Drawing in a final deep breath, the ranger popped open the hatch and instantly conjured an arrow to her bow as she peered inside. The light from the magical projectile lit up the tunnel, but Cassel didn’t see anyone waiting for them. Perhaps they had finally caught a break after all.
Serrane waited a few more seconds just to be sure before she signaled for him to follow. The tunnel was rough but fairly spacious—enough for two people (or one cart filled with flasks) to move comfortably. They moved slowly just in case Lasille’s men had set traps, and it only took a minute before their caution was validated. 
“Wait,” Serrane warned, slamming her hand into his chest and halting him in his tracks. She dismissed her arrow and conjured a small ball of light instead, and once the floor was properly illuminated Cassel had no trouble seeing the tripwire. He wasn’t an expert on traps by any stretch of the imagination, but it was obviously designed to jostle several loose pieces of stone and cause a loud enough ruckus to alert sentries on the other side. 
Thankfully, Serrane had no trouble disabling it, and afterwards she pointed down the passage and beckoned for him to follow. He wasn’t exactly sure what she meant until she extinguished her light and placed her hand on his arm to guide him along. It was so dark that even she probably couldn’t see much of anything, but she didn’t want to risk alerting anyone to their presence. Stealth remained their best and possibly only chance of pulling this off. 
A splinter of light finally appeared at the end of the tunnel when they approached the exit, and Serrane tapped him twice on the shoulder to indicate that she heard movement on the other side. Once they had closed within a few yards, he drew her bow and gestured for him to open the door. Cassel crept up as quietly as he could, fully aware of the irony that his real armor actually made this more difficult than if he’d never recovered it. He touched the handle, counted down with his free hand, and then yanked the door open. 
The sentries didn’t stand a chance. There were two of them on the other side, both slouched lazily against the wall as if they could barely stay awake. Serrane shot them both in less than a second, and Cassel rushed inside to smother them just in case they tried to make a noise. He needn’t have bothered—the arrows had pierced their throats so cleanly they couldn’t have screamed even if they had survived. 
“Stay here while I scout ahead,” Serrane whispered. 
Cassel frowned when he saw the grim, borderline murderous determination on her face. “You can’t do this alone,” he said, grabbing her arm before she could leave. “Promise me you won’t try.”
She glanced back at him, her brow furrowed in annoyance, but after a moment it seemed to fade. “I’m not going to engage,” she said. “But I should be able to jam the door to the battlements and to the main exit. If Lasille is inside, it will make sure we can confront her without interruption.”
He nodded reluctantly and pulled her in for a quick kiss. “Go.”
Serrane dashed around the corner an instant later, and Cassel took a deep breath and braced himself for whatever was about to come next. The Aether was still flowing through him, and he could only hope that his power would hold out long enough for them to get the job done. Bringing Tahira in here was simply too dangerous. Thankfully, his powers seemed to be lasting longer and longer the more times he touched her. He had no idea what that meant, but those answers would just have to wait for another day. 
Cassel didn’t know precisely how long Serrane was gone, but she eventually reappeared around the corner and flagged him forward. “I jammed both doors,” she told him. “If I had to guess, I’d bet a hundred coins that Lasille is in the captain’s quarters right now.”
“You didn’t check?” he asked. 
“No time,” she said. “I killed two more guards and hid the bodies, but we’re already pushing our luck. We need to finish this.”
Cassel pursed his lips in thought. “What if she’s outside?”
“Then she’ll have dozens of soldiers with her and we’ll have to abort.” Serrane took a long, slow breath and visibly braced herself. “This is the only chance we’re going to get. With luck, maybe the others will surrender once we toss their leader’s head at their feet.”
“Maybe,” he said, wishing he believed it. “I’m ready when you are.”
Serrane smiled tightly as she drew her twin elven blades. “For Highwind.”
They raced through the tower, striking a balance between stealth and speed just in case they stumbled into any more soldiers. But Serrane had been ruthlessly efficient during her first pass; Cassel didn’t see a single sign of the bodies she had moved. It was a useful if terrifying reminder that she was every bit as lethal in close combat as from a hundred yards away. His thoughts flashed back to their skirmish with the Roskarim up north. He couldn’t believe the two of them had actually made it out of there alive, though all things being equal he still would have rather faced down another horde of barbarians than duel a single Senosi Huntress. 
When they finally approached the captain’s quarters, Cassel clenched his teeth and braced himself against the far side of the entrance while Serrane waited at the handle. She mouthed a silent countdown then pushed open the door and rushed inside…
Only to see the bloodied face of one of his fellow knights staring back at him. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Cassel breathed. 
The corpse of the tower’s former commander, Knight-Captain Marlowe, dangled from a rope near the far wall of the chamber. Whether she had actually died by the string or not was unclear; her armor was riddled with punctures and crossbow bolts, and a sickening pool of blood had already dried on the floor beneath her. The Silver Fist crest on her tabard had been shredded, and someone had scribbled the outline of a raven in its place. 
“Le’thos,” Serrane snarled as she scoured the rest of the room. “The Huntress must be outside.”
Cassel couldn’t drag his own eyes from Marlowe’s face. “We have to cut her down.”
“There’s no time,” Serrane said, scowling. “We need to get back to the girl and leave. This was a mistake.”
“I’m not leaving Marlowe like this,” Cassel said, grabbing a nearby chair so he could get high enough to cut the rope. 
“Julian—”
A sudden click sounded from the doorway, and a crossbow bolt whistled through the air and cut the rope. Marlowe’s corpse clattered unceremoniously to the ground, and Cassel whirled around just in time to see Lasille stride into the light. 
“I gave her the chance to convert,” the Huntress said, her dark eyes narrowed. “She refused my generous offer.”
“You bitch!” the knight snarled, clutching his sword in two hands. “By Escar, I swear you will pay for this!”
Lasille lowered her crossbow and dropped it on the floor. “I should have known my men wouldn’t be able to keep you in chains. You’re not like the rest of your pathetic order. You have true strength.” 
“Together,” Serrane said, lifting her blades. “Vinayathrim sana lle!”
She lunged forward, snarling, but Lasille effortlessly dodged both swipes, rolled to the side, and kicked the ranger hard enough to send her soaring across the room. Cassel turned to try and aid her, but before he could move Lasille rushed forward and blocked his path. 
“I thought you would be different,” she said, slowly shaking her head as if nothing had happened. “I thought you would be smart enough to see the truth. Without the light of the Conduit, the Wasting Echo will destroy you.”
“Prepare to be surprised,” Cassel growled. He lurched forward and swiped at her chest hard enough he could have cleaved a horse in two, but she unsheathed her claws at the last second and caught the blade in both hands. The force of the swing still moved her back several feet, however, and he exploited her surprise by ripping his weapon free and bashing the pommel into her head. Any other opponent would have been stunned long enough for him to cut them down, but somehow Lasille hopped out of reach.  
“Impossible,” she whispered, touching the line of blood streaming down the side of her face. “The Echo…”
“What can I say, it’s in remission,” Cassel said, glancing back at Serrane as she crawled back to her feet. Her right arm was obviously hurt; she was struggling to even hold onto her blade.
“You really are the best your order has to offer,” Lasille breathed. “You can still come with me. Once the Inquisitrix sees your true strength, she will make you her champion. Not just a Knight of the Crimson Flame….you could be its first Highlord!”
“You’re not just sick…you’re completely mad,” Cassel told her. 
Lasille’s eyes never left his even as she drew a slender vatari crystal from inside her armor and crushed it in her palm. Her tattoos began to glow as she fed off the Aetheric energy stored within. 
“I will take you both to her myself,” the Huntress said. “No more delays. No more games. She will make you see the light…and you will be reborn in its scared flames.”
Lasille charged. Her claws became a blur of motion, and if not for Cassel’s Aetheric barrier his armor would have been shredded in a matter of seconds. Even still, he only survived because she didn’t want to kill him. His oversized blade simply couldn’t keep up with the speed of her strikes, so he didn’t try. He fought as defensively as possible in the hopes that Serrane could flank the Huntress and exploit the opening. 
She did…but it made precious little difference. The ranger dropped the sword in her wounded right arm and focused on quick thrusts and jabs with her left. The elven blade slashed through the Huntress’s armor with ease, but minor injuries barely slowed Lasille down. With her Senosi tattoos glowing, the only way Cassel and Serrane could possibly defeat her was with one quick, clean strike. 
Serrane didn’t have a chance, not without her full strength, and the Huntress knew it. She focused her attacks on Cassel in the hopes of wearing him down...and unfortunately, it was working. Under normal circumstances he could have kept fighting for a long time—he had spent his whole life molding himself into a warrior—but as the seconds ticked by he began to feel the Aether slipping away. The instant his barrier failed, he would be finished. His only chance was to do something incredibly stupid. 
His only chance was to act like a paladin. 
Bracing himself for the worst, Cassel intentionally let down his guard and allowed Lasille to slip through his defenses. Her claws pierced through his barrier and then his armor, and the spike of pain when they dug into his flesh was so intense he nearly dropped his sword outright. But the maneuver had caught her by surprise—she hadn’t expected his barrier to crack so easily—and the fact she didn’t want to kill him briefly worked to his advantage. She stumbled in place, and he jumped at the opportunity to catch her off-guard. After bashing her in the head with his pommel again, he kicked her away and swung as hard as he could at her neck—
But yet again, he just wasn’t fast enough. Lasille dipped under his wild swipe then whirled around and kicked him in the chest with her heel. Cassel slammed into the wall, and when he toppled over his elbow hit the ground so hard his entire arm went numb. 
And then, finally, the pain of the Wasting Echo crashed back over him. 
He screeched and grit his teeth as the Aether receded, and he was barely even cognizant enough to watch the Huntress disarm Serrane, lick the sorcerous blood from her cheeks, and toss her across the room like a ragdoll.
“As I said, the Echo will destroy you,” Lasille whispered as she crouched over him. “Your only hope is to allow the light of the Conduit into your heart. She is your salvation. She is this wretched world’s deliverance!”
“Oh, fuck off,” Cassel spat. The puncture wounds in his chest were making it difficult to breathe, and the pain of the Echo was making it impossible to stand. Despite all their plans, despite all their struggles, he was broken.
It was over. 
“I will summon one of our healers,” Lasille said, gently dragging the tips of her claw over his cheek. “They will save you so that you can be reborn.”
“Get away from him!”
Lasille glanced back over her shoulder. Tahira was standing there in the doorway, her hands quaking.  “What’s this? You took the last priestess with you?”
Cassel swore under his breath. “What the hell are you doing? Get out of here!”
Lasille chuckled and stood. “Oh, this is precious. Don’t you understand? She was saved by a mighty paladin, and she has already fallen in love with him. It’s an old story. How adorable!”
“Get away from him,” Tahira repeated. Her voice was trembling now too, as if she had only just realized the extent of her mistake. 
“Remarkable,” Lasille said, grinning even wider. “My mistress told us that that Knights of the Silver Fist were beloved all across the Northern Reaches. We heard all manner of stories about rescued damsels and glorious victories against insurmountable odds. I admit, I always assumed they were mostly nonsense. But look at her! She barely knows you and she’s already willing to throw her life away in your defense.”
“Leave her alone,” Cassel said, wincing as he struggled to prop himself up on an elbow. “Take me if you want. I’ll cooperate as long as you let her go.”
Lasille snorted. “You really mean that, don’t you? Unbelievable.” She glanced between them as she licked another drop of blood from her lips. “How about we bring her with us, hmm? She’s quite pretty. Once you have pledged yourself to the Conduit, you could easily make this one your pet. We could share in her spoils together.”
Trembling in rage, Cassel risked a quick glance back at Serrane. She wasn’t moving, and for all he knew she was dead. Tahira’s inexplicable power might have been the only hope left of saving Highwind. She had to get out of here…
“Just let her go,” Cassel begged. “Please.”
Lasille’s grin turned downright sadistic, and she took another step towards Tahira. “I must have been wrong about you, girl. I thought you were just a worthless acolyte, but now…now I can sense something inside you after all. Is that why your ‘sisters’ wanted to hide you from me? Is that why they wanted to protect you so badly?”
“You will pay for what you did to them,” Tahira said, her hands balling into fists. “The Goddess will judge you for your sins!”
“Unlikely,” Lasille sneered. “But perhaps I need to reevaluate your worth. Now hold still so I can have a taste.”
“No!”
Tahira’s scream crashed over the tower like a thunderous quake. The stones in the floor shook so hard Lasille actually stumbled and lost her balance, and Cassel had to clutch on the leg of a nearby table just to stay partially upright. He glanced back at Tahira, but she was no longer standing in the doorway—she was floating. 
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed. 
A soft yellow glow had enveloped the girl’s entire body, and it was growing brighter and brighter every second. Cassel could feel the waves of power cascading off of her, and when they crashed over him they washed away the last remnants of the Wasting Echo. The Aether flowed through him once again.
“What?” Lasille stammered, shielding her eyes from the light. “How are you—?”
She never finished the sentence. Tahira glanced at the other woman, and two brilliant, coruscating beams of energy exploded from her eyes and smashed into the Huntress’s chest. Lasille flew backwards so fast her body crashed through the wall on the opposite side of the room. The entire tower shuddered from the blast, and stones began collapsing all over the chamber, filling the air with dust and smoke. Cassel wouldn’t have been able to see anything without the beams—they were like rays of pure sunlight carving through an oppressive black fog. He reflexively dove on top of Serrane to protect her just in case the whole tower suddenly collapsed…
But then it was over. The beams of light dissipated, and as the rubble went still so did the air. For a moment the only thing Cassel could hear was the ringing in his ears and the rattle of his breath, but when the dust cleared he saw Tahira slouched against the doorway staring down at her hands. There was no more glow, no more energy…just the confused and stunned silence of a young woman who had no idea what she had just done. 
Or what she might do next. 
Swallowing heavily, Cassel reached out and checked Serrane’s pulse. She was alive but precariously weak, and he quickly placed both hands upon her and channeled a healing spell into her wounds. His connection to the Aether seemed as strong as ever, possibly even stronger, and he was confident he could get her back to full strength in a few days. His own wounds were no different; he channeled restorative energy into the puncture wounds in his chest and let out a long, slow breath as the pain gradually receded. 
“Ern…” Serrane mumbled as her eyes slowly fluttered back open. “Julian?”
“Just stay put for a moment,” he told her, planting a soft kiss on her forehead. “Everything will be all right.”
Cassel wasn’t sure if he believed that or not, but he slowly crawled over to the gaping hole in the tower wall and peered outside. The Vorsalosian troops were already scattering, and without their leader they might not have been able to regather their nerve. Lasille’s body was nowhere to be found on the road below, though it was possible she had simply been incinerated. In theory, Senosi were impervious to normal magic, but the power Tahira had unleashed was anything but normal. 
Still, given Senosi resilience Cassel wouldn’t have been surprised if the Huntress had survived the blast and the fall somehow…
He turned around and crawled back to Tahira. The closer he approached, the warmer the Aether seemed to boil when he channeled it through his body. He was more convinced than ever that the most important thing he and Serrane could do was get this girl back to Highwind as soon as possible. 
“I don’t understand,” she blubbered as he wrapped his arms protectively around her. “What is happening to me?”
“I don’t know,” Cassel admitted. “But we’re going to find out.”
 
 
 




  Epilogue


   


  The dragon and his harem remained almost completely silent during their exodus from Riverbend, and Selvhara was thankful for the brief reprieve. Even though she had a great deal to celebrate, the moon was particularly bright tonight. The longer its pale beams shone down upon her, the harder it was to resist their call. She hadn’t wanted to transform for precisely that reason, and the fact she could still taste blood on her lips wasn’t making things any easier. Without the One God’s power, she might have slaughtered her new companions right then and there. 


  But you do have his power. He protects you. He shelters you. And all he asks in return is your unwavering obedience. 


  Selvhara was beyond ecstatic that her firenettle potion had worked; with more time and proper equipment, she could brew a much more powerful version to help Jorem along. She had expected to be here with him for months, possibly even years, while he gradually unlocked his ancestral memories. But his blood legacy was obviously strong; perhaps his apotheosis would only take a matter of weeks. If so, Jorem and his harem would be able to dispatch the new Conduit and her forces with ease. They would be lauded as heroes across the Northern Reaches. 


  At which point the One God will command you to betray them. 


  Selvhara buried the thought as deeply as she could and focused upon the here and now. She desperately wanted to use her healing magic to aid the others, but she couldn’t afford to reveal that she was a channeler. Such a revelation would only invite more questions, and since the Senosi would be able to tell that Selvhara wasn’t a sorcerer…well, they would eventually put the pieces together and realize that the druid served a Conduit of her own. 


  Thankfully, Jorem’s powers were up to the task. His channeling abilities returned to normal after they got some distance from the village, and he quickly patched up the amazon’s scrapes and bruises. The Huntress’s injuries were far more severe—the amazon had to carry the other woman out of town—but after Valuri fed off a quick blast of Aetheric energy her Senosi regeneration kicked in and brought her back to full strength. 


   “I still think we should have stuck around the village, at least for one night,” Valuri muttered when they finally approached the bridge. 


  “I’d rather be out here than getting chased around by pitchforks,” Jorem said. “Those people weren’t going to roll out a welcome mat for a sorcerer, a Senosi Huntress, and a werewolf.”


  Valuri scoffed. “See, this is why we should never bother helping anyone. They’re all a bunch of ungrateful little shits.”


  “They are frightened and defenseless,” Kaseya said. “We cannot blame them.”


  “Sure we can. I’m doing it right now.”


  Jorem groaned. “The important thing is that we gave the Inquisitrix a bloody nose. Who knows, maybe she’ll slow her advance.”


  “I doubt that very much,” Valuri said. “Without the Silver Fist to defend them, those people are still completely helpless. We bought them a little time, that’s it.”


  He pursed his lips and glanced off to the west. “Maybe the Captain’s Council in Ostvara will hold out longer than we think.”


  “Do you actually believe that?”


  “No,” Jorem admitted. “Not really.”


  “I didn’t think so.”


  Jorem sighed and glanced up at the moonlit sky before turning to Selvhara. She knew that her eyes were still a feral yellow, and it was probably more than a little disturbing. 


  “Now that we’re not fighting for our lives, maybe you can tell us how you didn’t bleed out in that ditch,” he asked. 


  Selvhara shrugged as innocently as she could. “The moon-curse grants many gifts. I am…durable.”


  “No, I am durable,” Valuri said. “You are immortal, assuming the legends are true.”


  Kaseya paused. “Immortal?”


  “Oh, come on, Red, you must have heard the stories even on that island of yours,” Valuri said. “I’ve been wondering about it for days, and I even gave her a chance to come clean when I put my claws at her throat.”


  Jorem frowned. “You did what?”


  “Don’t get your knickers knotted, she wasn’t in any real danger,” Valuri said, scowling at the druid. “I couldn’t have hurt you even if I’d wanted to, isn’t that right?”


  Selvhara’s stomach sank as she glanced between them. Apparently the Huntress was even more cunning than she thought. This little bitch could ruin everything…


  “No,” the druid admitted. 


  “So you lied, then,” Valuri said. 


  Jorem waved his hands between them. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “She’s a bloody werewolf—that means she’s practically unkillable,” Valuri said. “Unless you have some silver lying around, she could tear us all to pieces and there isn’t a damn thing any of us could do about it.”


  “Why would I want to do that?” Selvhara asked. “I am your ally!”


  “Yeah, so you’ve said. I still don’t believe it.”


  “Just relax, would you?” Jorem asked, placing his hand on Valuri’s arm. “If you’re so convinced she wants to hurt us, then why hasn’t she done it already?”


  “I don’t know,” Valuri said. “But I promise you this: I will find out.”


  Selvhara tried her best to look more confused than annoyed, but it wasn’t easy. In a way, this Huntress might have been an even larger threat to the One God’s plans than the Conduit herself. Jorem was the key—Selvhara couldn’t afford to jeopardize his trust. 


    Imagine if he knew the whole truth about you. Imagine if he knew all the things you’ve done. Imagine if he knew who—and what—you really are. 


  But he didn’t, and he never would. Selvhara knew she just needed to figure out a way to get closer to him…


  “Wait,” she warned as her attention snapped back into the present. Her nose twitched as she caught a new scent on the wind, and her eyes narrowed until she could see the outline of the bridge in the distance. “Someone is coming. We need to get off the road.”


  She dashed towards the tree line, and to her mild surprise the others followed without protest. Her sensitive ears picked up the distant clatter of hooves long before theirs did, but they all remained stiff and silent as a group of three men wearing the raven tabard of Vorsalos trotted past them to the bridge. 


  “Son of a bitch,” Valuri whispered. “Where the hell did they come from?”


  Kaseya lifted her hand and bade for them to follow as she crouched and sneaked along the roadside. The moon was so bright that it didn’t take long before they could see the makeshift palisade barricading the bridge.  


  “Well, I guess we finally figured out why we haven’t seen any merchant carts or travelers heading south along the road,” Valuri said. “They’re already blockading the city.”


  Jorem’s cheek twitched as he studied the enemy fortifications. The palisade itself wasn’t particularly impressive, but the rows of tents stretched along the side of the road were. Selvhara counted at least three dozen of them—not enough to support a whole army, but plenty to maintain a siege. 


  “We are too late,” Kaseya breathed. 


  “Not necessarily,” Jorem said, biting down on his lip. “The Council could still be trying to rally the city’s defenses.”


  Valuri scoffed. “Or planning how to surrender most efficiently.”


  Selvhara placed her hand on the dragon’s shoulder. “How do you wish to proceed?”


  Jorem pursed his lips. “First, we figure out a way to sneak inside and find Ranger-General Serrane.”


  “And then?”


  “And then…” He took a deep breath and shrugged. “I honestly have no idea.”


   


   


  



        
            
                
            
        

    
1
Homecoming
 
“Considering all we’ve done for these people, it would be nice if we could actually use the front door once in a while.”
Jorem Farr sighed as he glanced back over his shoulder for the hundredth time since they had entered the underground tunnels. None of the three women accompanying him had noticed any signs that they were being followed, and they all had sharper instincts and keener senses than he did. But he was feeling especially paranoid these days, especially considering they didn’t actually know how their former “ally” was going to feel about their unexpected return.
“We spent years skulking in and out of Vorsalos to avoid your Senosi sisters,” he said. “Is this really any different?”
“That’s not the point,” Valuri grumbled, her crossbow in hand and her green eyes flicking suspiciously about the shadows further down the passage. “I just think it would be nice if we actually got rewarded for risking our lives once in a while.”
“Our reward is the satisfaction of knowing we did the right thing,” Kaseya said. 
The Huntress groaned. “I knew you were going to say something insufferable like that.”
“I knew it would bother you,” the amazon replied with a wry smirk. 
“I’m not sure if I like the idea of you developing a sense of humor, Red.”
“You’ll adapt,” Kaseya replied mildly. “We should be approaching the main entrance soon. If the Black Mistress has posted guards, they will be nearby.”
“She didn’t bother last time we came through here,” Valuri said. “Though I suppose the situation has changed since then.”
“To put it mildly,” Jorem murmured. He still wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of walking right up to the doorstep of the Black Mistress—aka “Silhouette,” aka “Solemi”—but he hadn’t seen any other choice. With a small Vorsalosian army already encircling Highwind and blocking all major entrances and exits, strolling through the main gate hadn’t been an option. They were fortunate that Solemi had told them about these old drow tunnels leading into the city’s underbelly.
The problem was that they still weren’t sure how the half-elf sorceress would react to their presence. During their last encounter, Jorem had accused her of manipulating or murdering half the Highwind Council. For all he knew she had completely taken control of the city at this point. Her sorcerous powers wouldn’t have been affected by the Shattering, but all her enemies would be completely crippled. 
Still, at least he knew Solemi wasn’t in league with the Inquisitrix. Perhaps they could forge another temporary alliance against a common foe. If not, the only other person they could possibly reach out to was Ranger-General Serrane Starwind, assuming she was still alive…
“We are no longer alone,” Selvhara said, her nose twitching as she sniffed at the air. 
Jorem glanced back at her. The druid remained something of an enigma, and every time he looked at her now he couldn’t help but see the hulking werewolf lurking beneath her slender elven figure. Ostensibly, Selvhara was here to help him learn how to unlock his ancestral memories and transform into a dragon, but he remained skeptical—both of her and of his powers in general. He had definitely felt something back in Riverbend, but he needed more time to process what had happened. 
Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like they were going to catch a break anytime soon. 
“Can you tell how many people are up ahead, wolf girl?” Valuri asked. 
“Three,” Selvhara replied. “Two are Basarn…the third may be an elf.”
“Basarn—you mean orcs?” Jorem asked. 
“Yes.”
Valuri grunted. “How can you possibly tell that? Do they smell as disgusting as they look?”
“The Black Mistress has surrounded herself with refugees from the Winter War,” Kaseya pointed out. “There were many, many half-orcs living in Darkwind.”
“Including her personal bodyguard,” Jorem said, reaching out to the Aether just in case. “Everyone just stay calm and be polite. Remember, we’re trying to forge an alliance here.”
“Uh huh,” Valuri muttered as she checked the cartridge on her crossbow. “Well, I’m ready to ‘negotiate’ if you are.”
Bracing himself for the worst, Jorem trudged forward. After the passage took one final turn, he spotted a small, lit brazier in front of a meticulously crafted stone door that hadn’t been here a couple months ago. Standing in front of it were two half-orcs and an elf just like Selvhara had warned. The former were clad in heavy armor and clutching halberds, while the latter was sheathed in a skin-tight metal breastplate and skirt. Jorem recognized the drow aesthetics even before he noticed the woman’s gray skin and luminescent blue eyes. 
“Ilhari vlos,” the dark elf whispered when she saw their faces. “You have returned!”
“We’re as surprised as you are, don’t worry,” Valuri muttered. She braced her heel against a rock and angled her crossbow off to the side as a not-quite-threat. 
“We bring news from the east,” Jorem said, holding out his hands diplomatically. When he drew closer, he belatedly recognized the dark elf as Varassa, one of Solemi’s personal attendants. Given that the drow woman had spent almost every second of their past visit stark naked, he hadn’t expected her to be wearing real armor…
“Vendui, abbil,” Varassa said, smiling. It looked genuine enough, but he didn’t let his guard down. “The Mistress will be pleased…with all that has happened, she feared the worst.”
“Uh huh,” Valuri muttered. “So is she sitting on the throne yet or what? Has she declared herself queen?”
Jorem bit his lip and balled his hand into a fist. Sometimes it felt like she wanted everyone to hate them…
“The Mistress is doing everything she can to help defend the city,” Varassa replied. “Unfortunately, some members of the Council are blinded by their prejudices. I can only hope they see reason before Vorsalos attacks in earnest.”
“Well, maybe we can help her out,” Jorem said, shooting a warning glare back at the Huntress. “We would love to tell her everything we’ve learned…all we ask in exchange is a place to stay.”
“That will not be a problem,” the dark elf assured him. “Please, follow me. If you traveled all night, you must be weary…”
While the two half-orcs held their positions, she escorted them through the massive stone door and into an adjacent tunnel. Jorem’s stomach twisted into knots in anticipation of a betrayal, and he shared a wary glance with Valuri and Kaseya. If they were walking into an ambush, Solemi’s people would probably spring it here before they reached the undercity. He kept a barrier spell on his fingertips just in case. 
But thankfully, his caution proved unnecessary. A few minutes later they were standing inside the sprawling, impressive undercity called “Darkwind,” and just like before he couldn’t help but marvel at everything Solemi and her people had built. 
He also couldn’t help but marvel at all the armed and armored inhabitants in the streets. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya whispered. “She has an entire army down here…”
Jorem nodded solemnly. He had no concept of just how many people Solemi had rallied to her cause, but at a quick glance there could have easily been a thousand soldiers down here, possibly even more. With the Silver Fist on the brink of collapse, such a force would theoretically give her even more influence over the Council. 
The quality of the arms and armor on display might have been even more impressive than the sheer number of bodies. The Black Mistress had been running a smuggling ring under the city for some time—that was how they had originally learned of her existence—and she had apparently been sneaking in more than a few illegal magical baubles. All of this equipment must have been forged somewhere. Perhaps she had contacts in Silver Falls or Falcon Ridge…
Either way, Varassa eventually led them back into the palatial structure where they had spent most of their last visit. The interior still looked more like an elaborate, high-class brothel. Crystal-clear pools of water encircled the main area, and dozens upon dozens of naked attendants catered to the needs of the men and women who were bathing. The racial diversity was as staggering as always; this was probably the only place in the Northern Reaches where full-blooded humans were in the minority. He even spotted a few of the cat-like chagarri and reptilian drolask. 
“The Mistress is currently indisposed, but I’ve no doubt she will wish to speak with you the instant she returns,” Varassa said when they finally reached one of the many opulent rooms. “In the meantime, please relax and enjoy yourselves.”
“Thank you,” Jorem said before Valuri could fire off an insulting quip. “As always, we very much appreciate the hospitality.”
“Any of the attendants will be pleased to offer you their services.” The dark elf took a step into the room and studied the girls for a long moment before her eyes return to Jorem. “I am also personally available to assist you, should you find yourself in need of…release.”
“That will not be necessary,” Kaseya said. 
The smallest hint of a smile touched Varassa’s lips before she bowed her head. “If you change your mind, I shall be nearby.”
“There is one thing you can help us with, actually,” Valuri said. She leaned in and whispered something in the other woman’s ear, and the drow’s smile widened. 
“Of course,” she said. “Ilhari kyorl dos, abbil.”
Jorem waited until she left the room before he glared at the Huntress. “What the hell was that about?”
“I just asked for some supplies,” Valuri said with a shrug. “I have a feeling we’ll have to wait here for a while.”
He frowned as he tried and failed to read her expression. She was obviously up to something, and he didn’t like it one bit…
“I do not sense any ill intent from the people here,” Selvhara commented as she glanced down over the balcony to the pools below. “Though I admit, this is not what I expected when you mentioned a city of refugees beneath the surface…”
“It definitely takes some getting used to,” Jorem said, finally dragging his eyes from Valuri. “But we still can’t afford to let our guard down.”
“If you are truly that concerned, we could simply head up into the city,” Kaseya suggested. “The hidden entrance up to Moonshadow Plaza is not far from here.”
“No, but I’m sure it’s heavily guarded,” Jorem said. “And if we pack up and run now we’ll be burning this bridge behind us. We might as well have a chat and see where we stand.”
“Well, at the very least I doubt she’s stupid enough to attack us directly,” Valuri said. “Still…this place creeps me out even more than it did the last time we were here.”
“It is fascinating,” Selvhara said, her eyes still wide with wonder. “So many races in such close proximity…such a thing is practically unheard of in Varellon.”
“Here too, for the most part,” Jorem told her. “I never would have imagined drow, orcs, and humans in the same place without killing each other.”
The druid nodded absently. “I had almost forgotten that the Basarn and Vaetharri of your lands are quite different than what I am accustomed to.”
“You mean your dark elves aren’t murderous psychopaths?”
“Not at all,” Selvhara said. “They stand guard over a great breach in the walls of the Pale, and they battle demons so that—”
“Wow, that’s fascinating,” Valuri interrupted snidely. “I’ll tell you what: how about we skip the pointless history lesson and figure out what we’re actually going to do here?”
Jorem let out a long, slow breath and dragged a hand back through his hair. He couldn’t blame her for being impatient; they were all sore and tired after their battle in Riverbend last night, and they still hadn’t slept or eaten anything in hours. Perhaps it was time to change that. 
“For all we know, Solemi might be busy for a few hours,” he said. “We should eat and get some rest. No matter what happens, I’d rather be prepared.”
Kaseya braced herself on the railing next to Selvhara. “I am inclined to interrogate these people and see if we can learn anything before their mistress returns.”
“I’m not sure how well that would go over, Red,” Valuri said. “We’d probably be better off having me sneak around. I learned about a lot of secret nooks last time, and I could—”
“It’s not worth the risk,” Jorem said, shaking his head. “I don’t want to sabotage our chances before we even sit down and talk. Everyone here already knows us.”
“They do not know me,” Selvhara pointed out. “If you are concerned about their motives, I could easily gather the information you require.”
Valuri snorted. “We’ll manage on our own, thanks.”
“Actually, she has a point,” Jorem said. “Selvhara could easily ask around in places we can’t. At the very least, someone here could tell her about the situation in Highwind. Then we won’t have to completely rely on Solemi’s personal version of events.”
“I am happy to help any way I can,” Selvhara said. “I live to serve the dragon.”
Valuri rolled her eyes. “Fine, get out of here,” she grumbled. “Just try not to eat anyone if you can help it.”
The druid turned back to Jorem and placed her hand on his cheek. “I will not fail you,” she promised. “Soon we will be able to continue your training in earnest.”
“I look forward to it,” he said, forcing a smile. 
Selvhara held his gaze for a long moment before she pivoted away and disappeared around the corner. He and the other girls remained silent for several seconds just to make sure the druid’s keen ears couldn’t eavesdrop on their conversation. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed. “I’m not sure how much more groveling I can take.”
“Why do you insist on being so rude to her?” Kaseya asked. 
“Because I don’t trust her, and you shouldn’t either,” Valuri said. She huffed and crossed her arms then glanced up at Jorem. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to leave her alone without supervision?”
 “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I do think it will give the three of us a chance to talk in private for a few minutes.”
The Huntress cocked an eyebrow. “That’s why you sent her away?”
“It’s one of the reasons. What, you don’t think I’m capable of being clever sometimes?”
“No.”
He scoffed and turned to Kaseya. “What do you think about all of this?”
The amazon pursed her lips in thought. “I am honestly not certain. I share most of Valuri’s concerns. We still know very little about this woman or her…condition.”
“We know that she saved our asses in Riverwind,” Jorem said. “We also know that she could have easily eaten us but didn’t.”
“That’s not particularly comforting, especially since she’s impervious to our weapons,” Valuri muttered. “We need to fix that—fast.”
“What, are you going to buy a silver crossbow bolt just in case?”
“Buy, steal, whatever. The point is that I’m not planning on taking any chances.”
Jorem sighed and bade them into the room. “I never had a chance to tell you after the battle, but I drank that potion she brewed.”
Valuri blinked. “You did what?”
“I was desperate,” Jorem protested. “The two of you were pinned down, and I watched Selvhara get impaled by a spear right in front of me. That red-armored knight was up in my face before I could defend myself.”
“So you drank a random potion that could have been poison for all you knew?”
“I made a split-second, tactical decision,” he corrected. “And it worked…mostly.”
Kaseya’s brow creased in thought. “I sensed a number of conflicting emotions through the collar during the battle, but I couldn’t afford to let my guard down and focus on them. I never had a chance to apologize for—”
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Jorem said, touching and squeezing her arm. He needed to nip her guilt in the bud before she started blaming herself for leaving him alone during the fight. “None of us expected to be as badly outnumbered as we were.”
“Be that as it may, I should not have agreed to leave your side,” Kaseya said. “What happened to you?”
“Well, I suppose the short version is that I breathed fire,” Jorem told her. 
“You can already shoot fire out of your damn hands,” Valuri said. “What’s the difference?”
“You saw the difference. That charred skeleton at my feet was one of the Inquisitrix’s new channelers, and I wasn’t able to breach his barrier with my normal spells.”
Kaseya sat down on the edge of the bed. “So the druid is right. You do possess the dragon blood.”
“Maybe,” Jorem said. “The evidence is certainly mounting. I’m just not sure what it all means.”
“Selvhara said she could brew a more potent potion with the proper tools and equipment. Perhaps here in the city we could—”
 “Let’s back up about ten steps, shall we?” Valuri interrupted. “Getting wolf girl the herbs to brew more strange potions is about a hundred lines down on our list of priorities right now.”
Kaseya studied the other woman for a long moment. “If she is right about Jorem’s powers, we need to know…and soon.”
“We’ve survived this long without him having delusions of grandeur. I’m sure we can last another few days.” Valuri sighed and crossed her arms. “Anyway, I know a liar when I see one. Selvhara wants something from you, and it’s not your seed or your blood or your charming personality. Trust me.”
Jorem placed a hand on her arm. “So what do you want to do about it?”
“I don’t know…yet,” she admitted. “I just want you to be careful. We have enough people trying to kill us already.” 
He smiled thinly. Her cynicism was grating sometimes, but he knew she wasn’t just being a bitch for no reason (at least, not this time). She just wanted to protect the group, and he couldn’t fault her for it.
“You’re adorable when you’re overprotective,” Jorem said, placing his hands around her waist. 
She rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. I don’t even need you for food anymore. Red tastes better and she never gets tired.”
“Yet you keep coming back,” he said, leaning down to kiss her. His tongue eagerly slipped through her lips, and she melted into his arms just like she had done a thousand times before. 
“I can take watch if you want to discipline her for a while,” Kaseya teased.  
Jorem finally pulled away and grinned. “Sounds like a great idea to me.”
“I have a better plan,” Valuri said. Her impish grin from earlier returned the instant they heard the unmistakable clicking of high heels on stairs. The dark elf attendant reappeared a few seconds later, a small wooden chest in her hands. Valuri dashed over to retrieve it then shooed the other woman away and locked the door. 
“What the hell is all of this about?” Jorem asked, earnestly confused. “I thought you said you asked for supplies.”
“I did,” Valuri said, carrying the chest over to the bed. “Just some basic essentials to help us relax since we’ll probably be waiting for a while.”
Kaseya shook her head. “What are you…?”
The amazon’s blue eyes gaped when Valuri cracked open the lid and reached inside. When her hands returned they were holding a set of manacles and a spool of fine silken rope. 
“Like I said, just some basic essentials,” Valuri told them, a sadistic grin on her lips. “So….who wants to relax first?”
 
***
 
Given that they still weren’t sure how the Black Mistress would react to their presence, Jorem knew that they needed to remain vigilant. He didn’t believe that Solemi would actually march her army up the stairs or anything, but in theory her people could have been skulking around the adjacent rooms or otherwise organizing some type of elaborate trap for later. If he and the girls had possessed an ounce of good sense, they would have set watch and slept in their armor. 
Instead, they stripped Kaseya naked and hogtied her face-down on the bed. 
“Oh, gods…” Jorem gasped as he slammed into the amazon’s smoldering, sopping cunt from behind. Her body shivered with every thrust even though she could barely move; her arms and ankles were bound tightly together behind her back, and her knees were splayed open to give him complete and total access to her quim or ass as he saw fit. At Valuri’s request, Kaseya’s head was dangling over the side of the bed, though she couldn’t actually look down as long as Jorem kept a firm grip on her red ponytail. 
He was almost embarrassed at just how stiff he’d gotten upon seeing her bound like this. Her amazonian body was the epitome of physical perfection, yet now she was completely helpless and at his mercy…
“Fuck!” he blurted out. 
“Don’t you dare fill her up yet,” Valuri scolded as she finished unbuckling her armored leather corset. “Escar’s mercy, have some self-control for once.”
Jorem clenched his teeth and slowed his thrusts an instant before he exploded. Watching Valuri strip wasn’t helping; the thought of painting her pale tits was almost enough to push him over the edge again. 
“Though I’ll admit, this is a good look for you, Red,” Valuri said, slowly squatting down next to the bed. She traced her fingernails through the amazon’s hair and kissed the tip of her nose. “If we actually survive all this nonsense, you and I are going to spend some quality time alone together.”
She leaned in and locked lips with the other woman, and Jorem was seriously tempted to pull out and explode over both of them while they kissed. But for once he actually showed a modicum of restraint and slapped Kaseya’s ass instead. He grinned when her body quivered in delight again; not all of this was coming from the collar. From the very first moment they’d met she had demonstrated her desire to be dominated, and her euphoric whimpers were soft, sweet music to his ears. 
Valuri finally dragged herself away and licked at her lips. The fingers of her right hand furiously massaging at her clit while the fingers of her right dipped back into the toy chest. “With all the other drow stuff Solemi has down here, I was hoping she’d have a version of my favorite toy from the Castarium. It’s your lucky day, Red.”
Jorem choked up on the leash and yanked Kaseya’s head back. Another wave of delight shuddered through her body, and she probably would have climaxed if he hadn’t stopped to pace himself. 
“It’s funny, but this little wonder should have been my first clue that Marcella was a big hypocrite when it came to magic,” Valuri said, her eyes widening in anticipation as she withdrew a leather harness. “Without this to entertain us, there might have been a riot in the dormitories. A bunch of teenage girls without any other outlets…I can’t even imagine the trouble we would have gotten ourselves into.”
Valuri equipped the harness with practiced ease, but Jorem still wasn’t sure what he was looking at. The device was obviously magical; he could sense a faint aura of Aetheric energy within the tiny gemstones embedded within the straps. But the suspicious lack of a phallus made the whole device seem rather pointless…
“All right, Red,” Valuri said, placing her fingers on the stones. “Get ready to meet your new Maskari.”
The harness hummed softly, and a moment later a glowing, semi-transparent cock sprouted from atop Valuri’s quim. It was long and thick, and the more she fiddled with the gems the longer and thicker it grew.
“Zor kalah!” Kaseya gasped. 
“You mean the moshalim never made you any of these to play with back home?” Valuri asked snidely. “They were probably just worried they couldn’t compete…”
Jorem’s eyebrows shot up as the phallus continued to grow. “What are you doing?”
“Speaking of being afraid of competition…” Valuri smiled impishly. “Don’t worry, Red here can take it. After all, I need to get her ready for your mighty, soon-to-be dragon cock, don’t I?”
Kaseya swallowed anxiously. “I am not certain I can—”
“You can do anything you put your mind to, honey, that’s why I love you,” Valuri said, tapping another gem. An instant later the phallus stopped glowing and actually hardened into what appeared to be normal flesh. “Now open that sweet little mouth of yours.”
Kaseya barely had a chance to brace herself before Valuri thrust the enormous phallus between her lips. Jorem pulled back hard on the amazon’s hair as he slammed into her again, forcibly straightening her neck so the magical cock could slip in as far as possible. Most other women probably would have gagged, but Valuri was right about one thing: Kaseya had an uncanny ability to rise to the challenge, and once again she didn’t disappoint. 
“Oh, shit,” Valuri breathed, her eyes fluttering shut as her body shuddered with pleasure. “It’s so sensitive…”
Jorem watched in amazement as the tiny gemstones flickered. Somehow, the device must have been allowing Valuri to feel pleasure as if the cock were actually hers…and from the look on her face, she wasn’t going to be able to hold out for long.
“This is way, way more advanced than the ones we had to play with,” the Huntress said as she probed the depths of the amazon’s throat. “Gods, is this how you feel when she swallows your cock every morning?”
“More or less,” he snickered. 
“Fuck, why do you ever let her stop?”
“It isn’t easy.”
Jorem had never heard of a device like this, but he shouldn’t have been surprised that the Black Mistress of all people would have one. The only problem was that they might not be able to convince Valuri to give it back…
Once she began fucking Kaseya’s face, Valuri leaned forward enough that Jorem could kiss her. Their tongues plunged deep into each other’s mouths as they ruthlessly, relentlessly fucked their amazon toy from both ends. For a single perfect moment, Jorem’s darkest fears about war, dragons, and death were a thousand miles away. All he cared about was the two women he loved more than anything in the world. 
“Shit, I can’t hold it!” Valuri gasped. “You ready to give it to her?”
“Definitely,” Jorem breathed. 
Their foreheads pressed together even as their lips parted, and Jorem looked right into her green eyes as they both pounded away. Valuri’s frantic breathing and fluttering eyelashes drove him almost as crazy as Kaseya’s desperate gurgles, and he slammed over and over into the amazon’s perfect cunt…
“Ahhh!” 
He and Valuri cried out at the exact the same instant, and he clutched onto her arms as he pumped Kaseya full of his seed. Despite being restrained, she still churned her hips and milked him with the walls of her quim, and he filled her so quickly that white, viscous lines began streaming down the back of her thighs before he withdrew. 
 But even more shocking were the trickles of seed leaking from her lips. He didn’t understand how it was possible, but apparently this toy phallus could do everything…
“Swallow it all, Red,” Valuri said, grabbing the base of the amazon’s skull and holding her tight. “That’s a good girl…”
Once again Kaseya was up to the challenge. Her throat bulged as she swallowed everything the magical member gave her, all while her own body shuddered in climax. She looked so unbelievably beautiful with her toes curled and her lips covered in seed that Jorem could already feel the blood rushing back into his member.
“Shalassa’s tits, Red, that was…” Valuri trailed off as she withdrew her cock and clutched it in her hands. On impulse, she began rubbing the swollen, seed-spackled tip across Kaseya’s lips. “Do you have any idea how often I’m going to fuck you now?”
“As often as you desire,” Kaseya said, smiling between licks. “Maskari.”
The word literally made Valuri’s nipples hard, and she was just about to grab the amazon’s head and start fucking her face again when Jorem snatched her wrists and shook his head. “Give her some air.”
“Hell no!” Valuri protested. “I’m going to—”
“Get your ass over here!”
She squealed in surprise when he hoisted her up on to the bed with ease. Her Senosi powers may have given her the strength and speed of a vampire, but her slender five-and-a-half-foot tall frame was still easy to fling around if and when he wanted to.
“Clean her up,” Jorem commanded. 
Valuri didn’t need to be told twice. She dove between Kaseya’s bound legs and lapped up Jorem’s sorcerous seed as quickly and greedily as she could. Her tattoos began glowing almost immediately, and he gently dragged his fingertip down the length of her spine until he reached e irresistible feminine curves of her ass. The moment she finished her feast he smacked her as hard as he could. It triggered a full-body spasm and an orgasmic shriek so loud half of Darkwind probably heard her. 
“Take her,” Jorem said, smacking Valuri’s ass again. “Take her now.”
The Huntress lunged forward at her bound prey, and she thrust her conjured cock into Kaseya’s cunt without the slightest hesitation. Both women cried out in unison, and Valuri’s eyes rolled back into her head as she grabbed a thick handful of red hair and pulled. 
“Holy fuck!” she stammered. “Why didn’t you ever tell me she felt this good?”
Grinning, Jorem positioned himself behind Valuri and cupped his hands over her tits. She moaned every time he squeezed, and she actually bit down on her lip hard enough to draw blood when he placed his cock at her desperate, sopping quim. He thrust into her with exactly the same amount of gentle finesse she had used on Kaseya—which was to say, absolutely none. Within seconds their hips were bucking in near unison, and he even grabbed a handful of her black hair while she did the same with Kaseya. 
“Ahhh!” Valuri cried out again as her cock exploded. Jorem could feel every spurt, every thrust, as it echoed through their joined bodies, and he immediately lost control. But rather than flood the walls of Valuri’s quim, he gave her what he knew she wanted—he pulled out at the last instant and sprayed her instead. Her shoulder blades, her lower back, her ass…by the time he finished, there wasn’t a single dry spot in sight. 
“Oh, gods…” Valuri breathed, her tattoos flaring even more brightly as they siphoned the magic from his seed. “How did I ever live without you, Red?”
The amazon smiled tiredly but didn’t have the strength to reply. Jorem knew the feeling all too well. 
“I’ll take first watch,” he said, slumping back on the bed. “Right after I take a little nap.”
 
***
 
Darkwind was easily one of the most extraordinary places Selvhara had visited in a very long time. She had spent almost her entire life on the shores of the Varellon, and aside from a handful of independent sanctuaries, racial strife was as powerful a force as the endless battle between sorcery and divinity. Elves against humans, humans against basarn, basarn against drolask…there were times when the cycle of violence and hatred seemed utterly unbreakable. 
Ostensibly, this little haven was different, though she had a feeling that the spirit of cooperation was only skin deep. From what she knew of the region’s history, most of the refugees living down here were the children of rape and violence themselves, and she doubted they harbored much love for the humans who had all but abandoned them. 
It didn’t take long to prove her theory correct. After leaving the dragon and his harem in their room, Selvhara cautiously flit about the settlement, conversing or eavesdropping where appropriate. She didn’t find a single trueborn elf, though there were plenty of half-breeds. The “retharri,” as they were called in Varellon, were often as shunned as the most savage basarn. In a continent where blood and legacy were everything, mongrels of all kinds were almost inexorably reviled. 
Here, it seemed, that was not always the case. Selvhara spoke to anyone who seemed interested and willing, and they helped paint a picture of a region filled with problems but also opportunities. The presence of the Fount had clearly shaped their civilization in profound ways. With so-called priests and wizards being able to tap into the Aether without a Conduit or sorcery, blood and ancestry had significantly less cultural importance. Retharri in particular seemed genuinely well-liked, and everyone she talked to was convinced that their leader, the “Black Mistress,” would soon transform Highwind and the entire region into a multiracial paradise. Precious few of them were concerned about the Inquisitrix and her armies.
They were wrong, of course, but Selvhara didn’t burden them with the truth. All she wanted was information, partially to aid Jorem and partially to inform her true master. When the One God returned, he would need to know as much about this land as possible…
She was consistently surprised how little the people here knew about the factions that dominated politics across the sea. The Last Dawn, the Sarodihm Kalefarr, Vin Aetheri, the Watchers…for the most part, no one had even heard about them. At best the average human had a vague understanding of the Avethian Empire and its masters, but to them the Wyrm Lords were as mystical and illusory as any other legend. They couldn’t see—or didn’t care—how much their entire civilization had been shaped by the ancient elves. She knew she shouldn’t have been surprised, and she definitely shouldn’t have been annoyed…and yet, she couldn’t deny how much their ignorance bothered her. 
Selvhara was just about to return to the others when her nose picked up a familiar scent from deep inside the shadows of an adjacent street. She paused, wondering if she was being followed, and decided to loiter in place for a few minutes as a test. It didn’t take long before the scent drew closer, and she eventually turned to see the Black Mistress’s dark elf attendant, Varassa, saunter forward with a strange smile on her face.
“Vendui, abbil,” the drow said in her smooth, sultry voice. “I am surprised to see you out here. Were the accommodations in the spire not to your liking?”
“They were quite generous,” Selvhara said, smiling back. “But this settlement is quite fascinating. I couldn’t help but explore.”
“Ah, of course,” Varassa said coolly. “I admit, I was surprised to find yet another female on the arm of the rivvil sorcerer, especially a Sarodihm like yourself.”
“War often forges unexpected alliances. We must all stand together against the armies of this ‘Inquisitrix.’”
“Mm,” the drow murmured, her blur eyes glimmering. Selvhara hadn’t spoken with a Vaetharri elf in a very long time, not even back in Varellon, but she had always been enchanted by their gray skin and white hair. Varassa was particularly striking, and not just because of her low-cut armored skirt or the imperious heels on her boots. She had the unmistakable air of authority about her despite the fact she was apparently just a handmaiden. Selvhara couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to that particular story…
“I apologize I was not able to introduce myself earlier,” the druid said. “My name is Selvhara, and I am always pleased to meet one of my Vaetharri cousins.”
Varassa’s lip twitched ever so slightly. “We abandoned that name long ago.”
“Ah…forgive me,” Selvhara said. “I did not mean to—”
“We are drow, and you are the outsider here, darthiir.” Varassa paused for a moment, her eyes and voice dripping with barely-concealed contempt, before she mustered an incredibly fraudulent smile. “The rivvil have always exhausted their short lives in petty squabbles for land or power, yet the mighty Sarodihm have not involved themselves in the struggles of the New World for a very long time. Has something changed?”
“The Shattering has drawn the eye of organizations across Varellon,” Selvhara said, trying her best to ignore the other woman’s seething animus. “The Sarodihm sent me to ensure that the power of the Fount is not misused.”
“I see. And to that end, you have allied yourself with the rivvil sorcerer.”
“Jorem and I share many goals, yes.”
“Yet you have not joined his harem,” Varassa said, her dark smile returning. “Or perhaps your skills were simply not up to the task. He is enjoying the companionship of his other females right now…”
Selvhara tried her best not to react. Varassa’s obvious racial animus seemed eerily out of place in an otherwise diverse settlement. Perhaps she was trying to goad Selvhara into revealing something…or perhaps Varassa was just a cunt. Either way, escaping this conversation seemed like the only reasonable plan. 
“Jorem and the others fought bravely in the defense of Riverbend, and they deserve a chance to relax,” Selvhara said noncommittally. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”
The dark elf reached out and snatched the druid’s wrist before she could turn. “This land holds many secrets that the rivvin will never understand,” Varassa said. “But you are Sarodihm, a keeper of the Old Ways.”
The druid paused and frowned. “I do not understand.”
Varassa slowly relaxed her grip. “Trueborn elves are rare in these lands, and knowledge often passes through the rivvin like grain through a sieve. If you are here to learn, then you should know that a great nexus of wisdom lurks beneath our feet.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our grand city of Vel’shannar was one of the first settlements on these shores a millennium ago. Its libraries contained an unparalleled archive of knowledge, both sorcerous and divine—something your order has always sought to collect and preserve, yes?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Then you will understand the current danger more than most,” Varassa said, her voice grave. “Vel’shannar was sealed several years ago when the Matron Mother and her daughters were struck down by an interloper. However, my new mistress recently discovered a means of reentering the city. If her reclamation efforts are not opposed, she will have access to an arsenal far beyond anything possessed by the meager rivvin kingdoms of the surface.”
Selvhara blinked in confusion. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because you are Sarodihm. Because you carry trueborn blood.” Varassa glanced back at the spire. “And because not all shackles are worn upon the wrists.”
The druid frowned again. What was this woman trying to communicate, exactly? That she didn’t trust her own mistress? That she was closer to a slave than a handmaiden?
“The path into the city is clear enough, and there is a detailed map of the nearby tunnels within an abandoned cottage near the northeastern passage.” Varassa reached into her cleavage and withdrew a small silver pendant shaped like a spider. “Present this to any of my people, and they will aid you however they can.”
Selvhara shook her head. “I don’t—”
“We have already spoken too long,” Varassa said, pushing the druid’s fingers until they curled around the pendant. “Just remember that nothing here is as it seems. Gre’as wun oloth, abbil.”
With that, the dark elf woman vanished back into the shadows from whence she came. Selvhara stood there in place for a long moment, her hand still clasped around the pendant and her face still creased in confusion. She couldn’t deny that her interest had been piqued, however. Perhaps Jorem would understand the situation better. He had said many times that the Black Mistress was not to be trusted…
Taking a deep breath, Selvhara tucked the pendant into the folds of her robe and then slipped into one of the many long, shadow passages along the outskirts of the settlement. Whether she liked it or not, the One God needed to be apprised of her progress since Riverbend, and she found a small reservoir the drow had built to harness river water from the surface. The pool was clear and cool, and she could sense the faint Aetheric enchantment keeping the water pure.
She gently placed her fingertips atop the surface and reached out to the Aether. The water began rippling even as she remained still, and a moment later the visage of a golden-eyed man appeared before her. 
“The sorcerer’s training continues, my lord,” Selvhara said. “The dragon’s blood already stirs within him. He may be even more powerful than we thought.”
“Good,” the One God said, his voice thundering in her ears. “You have done well to awaken him so quickly.”
“Unfortunately, the Conduit’s forces are already threatening the city. I do not know how long the defenders will be able to hold.”
“The outcome of the battle is irrelevant. The sorcerer will become strong enough to defeat her regardless.” The reflection’s golden eyes flickered as they studied her. “How will you proceed from here?”
“I…I am not entirely certain, my lord,” Selvhara admitted. “I fear the next step will be the most difficult. My understanding of the initial transformation is quite limited, and the people of these lands are thoroughly ignorant about their own history.”
“You assured me that your blood was the key,” the One God reminded her, his voice so cold she couldn’t help but shiver. 
Selvhara nodded hastily. “I’ve no doubt it will help, my lord, but another opportunity has just presented itself.”
His golden eyes narrowed. “Explain.”
“There is an abandoned dark elven city here in the tunnels beneath Highwind, one whose magical arsenal may still be intact. It might be worth investigating to see if—”
“I care nothing for the Vaetharri savages or their magic,” the One God interrupted. “Sometimes I wonder if you have forgotten that you are no longer Sarodihm…”
“I-I have not forgotten, my lord,” Selvhara stammered as she gripped the edge of the pool to conceal her trembling fingers, “but this city was one of the first ever built by the original refugees from Varellon. Their archive—their library—may very well contain records from the late Avethian Empire. It is conceivable that we could discover information about draconic ascension and—”
“You have no guarantee that such information exists, and even if it does you could waste weeks or months searching for it,” the One God said. “I will not tolerate any more delays.”
“You won’t have to, my lord,” she assured him. “I will continue training the sorcerer, and he will be ready soon, I promise.”
His golden eyes flickered again as he reached through the Aether and into her mind. She had been able to hide things from him before, and she tried her best to wall off her true feelings and motives…
“I sense a kernel of doubt within you, my servant,” the One God said. “Perhaps you still do not understand what is at stake.”
“I understand, my lord,” Selvhara insisted. “Your return is all that stands between order and chaos. Your rebirth is the only thing that can save this world from total destruction.”
The pressure in Selvhara’s head began to build as he continued rummaging through her thoughts, and she had to brace herself against a boulder to keep from falling into the pool. She swore she could actually feel his fingers pressing through her temples and into her skull…
“You speak the words, yet the conflict inside you remains,” he said. “Do you plan to betray me?”
“I would never betray you, my lord,” she pleaded. “You are the One God, the True God, the Only God…without your grace, I am nothing.”
“Yes, but perhaps it has been too long since you faced this broken world alone. Perhaps you need a reminder of what you truly are.”
 “My lord, I don’t—argh!”
Selvhara collapsed onto her side as the Aether was brutally, violently ripped away from her. Her lungs froze, her muscles seized, and her blood…
Her blood burned. 
“No,” she wheezed. “No, please!”
She glanced down at her hand just in time to watch her fingernails stretch into bestial claws. The moon-curse, freed from the bonds of her magic, flared to life inside her. Her heart thundered in her chest, and her mind slipped further away with each passing moment. Soon even the pain of the Wasting Echo became a distant memory. Unlike other Bound channelers, she could survive being severed from her Conduit. 
It was everyone else who would be in danger. 
“When you came to me, you were little more than a savage beast,” the One God said. “Do you remember how you begged me to save you? Do you remember how you begged me to grant you the smallest measure of control?”
“Y-yes, my lord,” Selvhara rasped, wincing as her muscles began snapping and twisting beneath her flesh. The hunger was already gnawing at her; in another minute, she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from rampaging through this settlement and butchering anything and everyone in her path…
“I gave you the power to save your people,” the One God said. “I gave you the power to save the world. And all I have ever asked in return is your obedience.”
“You have it, my lord,” Selvhara pleaded. “From now through eternity.”
When he didn’t reply, she feared that he might have actually left her. He had threatened to do so many times over the years, even when she had done everything he had asked. Perhaps he felt the need to reassert his power in his weakened state…or perhaps he simply enjoyed reminding her of the pact she had made. Regardless, she lived in constant fear that one day he might finally abandon her for real. 
 But mercifully, today was not that day. 
“Submission is your salvation,” the One God’s voice said. “Never forget your place. Never forget your purpose.”
The Aether crashed over her again, and with its waves came the control she so desperately craved. Her mind settled, her heartbeat slowed, and she gradually stepped back from the savage abyss. The moon-curse seared through her blood, but it was no match for the power of the last true god. 
“Thank you, my lord,” Selvhara breathed. “I will not fail you.”
“We shall see,” the One God said. “The sorcerer is not yet convinced of his own power, nor is he convinced of your importance. Both must change.”
It was a statement, not a question. He had seen into her mind, after all, and he knew what needed to be done. 
“You will show him that you alone can give him the power to save his people,” the One God said. “Appeal to his vanity, stoke his pride, sate his lust…I don’t care if you have to spend every waking moment on your back or on your knees. You will give him anything and everything he needs. Do I make myself clear?”
Selvhara nodded at the reflection in the water. “Yes, my lord.”
“Good. Then do what must be done, my servant, and your debt to me will finally be repaid.”
“All hail the true god, the one god, the only god,” Selvhara said. “My lord Dathiel.”
The reflection faded, and she was once again alone. She had no idea how long she sat there staring at her willowy elven fingers, but all she could see were the bestial claws concealed beneath the skin. The dragon and his harem were right to fear her. Not just because she was a werewolf, but because she was a traitor. 
She had betrayed her people, she had betrayed her friends, and soon enough she would betray Jorem as well. It was as much a part of her nature as her pointed ears or cursed blood. She had always done whatever it took to survive, even if it meant that everyone else had to die. 
“Le’thos,” Selvhara hissed, smacking the water’s surface. As her own reflection melted into ripples, she stood and strode back into Darkwind. Destiny called, and as always she had no choice but to obey. 
 
 
 



2
Divisions
 
“By the end of the month, there could be ten thousand Vorsalosian soldiers camped outside the city’s walls. By the end of this week, there could be a dozen more wyvern riders terrorizing the villages that are ostensibly under our protection. We are out of time and out of options.”
Constable Gerrard Mannick’s grizzled, baritone voice echoed through the council chambers. If this meeting had been open to the public like he had wanted, the crowd would have almost certainly howled their approval. Instead, the only response was the pounding of a heavy gauntlet on the table. 
“There are always options,” Knight-Commander Crowe replied bitterly. “Call up your reserves and begin conscriptions first thing in the morning!”
“I have already called up everyone who has ever served in the Guard, including plenty of old men who barely have enough strength left to lift their rusty swords,” Mannick said. “And you already know there’s no point in conscripting the farmers in the streets. We don’t have the means to equip them…unless you want to crack open your vaults and finally share all the arms and armor the Silver Fist has been hoarding.”
Crowe scoffed. “We’re barely able to equip our own. In case you’ve forgotten, my men are out there on the front lines right now.”
“Your men are rotting in ditches or lying around the alleys trembling like lotus addicts,” Mannick said contemptuously. “The Silver Fist has failed in its sacred charge, and now all of Highwind is paying the price.”
“Enough!” Ranger-General Serrane Starwind growled. “We are all on the same side here. It’s time to start acting like it.”
Mannick and Crowe both glared at her, and Serrane was yet again reminded of just how much of an outsider she really was here. She was an elf among humans, a transplant among natives, and a sorcerer among those who had never touched the Aether—or who had just had their power stripped away from them. 
She also wasn’t a particularly good politician and had never pretended otherwise. Most of the other councilors were far more interested in attending dinner parties and licking the boots of the nobility than actually doing their jobs. The only one she had ever truly respected was Highlord Kastrius, but now that he was gone…
“We have already heard and rejected your plan, General,” Mannick said. “Unless you have a new idea on how we can bolster our numbers, there’s nothing you can—”
“We don’t need a new idea, Constable,” Serrane protested. “What we need is time—time to plan, time to recruit, time to rebuild our defenses. The Inquisitrix knows this, and that’s precisely why she is pressing her attack so swiftly. We need to slow her advance, and the only way to do that is to take the offensive.”
“Are you barking mad?” Mannick asked. “We’re outnumbered at least five to one!”
“Which is precisely why sitting back and waiting here is suicide,” Serrane told him. “We faced the exact same choice back at Icewatch a month ago. The Roskarim badly outnumbered us, so we took the offensive and scattered their ranks before they could consolidate their forces. There’s no reason why we can’t employ the same tactics here.”
“Except that we’re not dealing with mindless barbarian savages anymore. Vorsalos has a well-trained, well-organized army. We can’t just—”
“Let her speak,” Commander Crowe said, lifting his gauntlet. 
Mannick turned and glared at the other man. “What?”
“General Serrane and Knight-Captain Cassel almost single-handedly held off the Roskarim invasion,” Crowe said. “Without them, the northern plains would be completely overrun. Vorsalos wouldn’t have even needed to send an army to conquer us. The least we can do is hear her out.”
Serrane offered the man a small, thankful nod. Crowe, like the rest of the knights, was suffering from the so-called “Wasting Echo,” a disease afflicting everyone who had once been tethered to the Aether. His skin was two shades paler than normal, and he grimaced every time he thought no one was looking. But he was still holding up better than most of his men, and at least he seemed to be taking his interim position on the Council seriously. 
“We obviously can’t attack the Inquisitrix’s armies outright,” Serrane said. “All I’m suggesting is that we do what we can to slow them down. Their wyvern riders are the most pressing concern. If we can figure out where they are being bred—or where they are landing to resupply and recuperate—we could conceivably take away their biggest advantage.”
“My guardsmen aren’t trained or equipped for that kind of combat,” Mannick said. 
“No, but my rangers are.”
“Your rangers have been completely stripped of their magic!”
“Not all of them,” Serrane said. “Many of my best fighters weren’t channelers. I could still assemble a small squad and—”
“If your best fighters leave our walls, it will be even easier for our enemy to attack,” Mannick said. “This is foolish. We cannot afford to send a single soldier beyond the gates.”
Serrane squeezed the edge of the table until her knuckles turned white. The obnoxious truth of the matter was that Mannick was one of the most popular men in the city these days despite—or rather, because of—his brutal curfews and draconian crackdowns. Under his watch the once beleaguered Highwind Guard had become the city’s first and last line of defense, and terror had driven the peasants and nobles alike into his corner. 
A few weeks ago, Highlord Kastrius could have stood up to Mannick’s insidious demagoguery, but Crowe and the other surviving Silver Fist officers simply didn’t have the same clout. The people were convinced that the gods had abandoned them, and so far they seemed to be right. 
“If the two of you will come to your senses for a minute,” the Constable went on, “you will recognize that we only have one sensible path forward. The Black Mistress has offered us men and supplies. With her help, we could—”
“I will not hand Highwind over to its most wanted criminal!” Crowe protested. 
“Oh, spare us your self-righteous prattle,” Mannick snarled. “No one gives a damn about a few magical baubles being smuggled into the city.”
“Baubles? Are you mad? Weapons, armor, relics that can create illusions or twist people’s minds…for all we know this ‘Black Mistress’ is the one responsible for sabotaging our powers!”
“You are exaggerating, as usual.”
“Am I? Why don’t you just ask the Lecasi Brotherhood to take over while you’re at it!”
“Because the Brotherhood is all but destroyed,” a soft, seductive female voice said from across the room. “Thanks to Constable Mannick and his brave guardsmen, the city no longer has anything to fear from the Lecasi or the Grim Fangs or any of the other old cartels. He has brought order to a city once riddled with chaos.”
Serrane turned as the speaker emerged from the shadows on the other side of the massive council chamber. Her slender figure was sheathed in a flowing white diaphanous dress that revealed nearly as much as it covered, and she moved with the silent, sauntering grace of a feline on the prowl. Her silver hair had a few traces of blonde left in it, but the transformation hadn’t come from age; she couldn’t have been much older than thirty, and thanks to her half-elven blood she could have easily passed for a human ten years younger. 
“Who in the bloody hell let you in here?” Crowe said, standing. “The guards had strict orders not allow anyone inside!”
“Anyone except her,” Mannick said, gesturing with his hand towards one of the empty chairs on the opposite side of the table. “This young woman’s name is ‘Silhouette.’ She speaks for the Black Mistress, and I wanted her here.”
“You invited a whore to this meeting? What the hell is the matter with you?”
“I apologize if I am interrupting, Commander,” Silhouette said, a delicate but devious smile on her lips, “but given how often your men frequent the Silken Rose, I didn’t think you would be offended by my presence.”
Mannick snickered while Crowe seethed, but Serrane focused all her attention on the newcomer. She knew this woman by reputation—Silhouette was probably the most famous and coveted courtesan in the city. Even some of the minor nobles struggled to afford her services. She also had a reputation as an information broker of sorts, and it wasn’t particular surprising that she was an operative of the enigmatic Black Mistress. 
Relic smuggling was far beyond the purview of the Duskwatch, and Serrane had never spent much time worrying about it. However, she had purchased several of the Black Mistress’s baubles; the illusion gems she and Aluriel had used on their “escapades” had ostensibly come straight from the crime lord’s vault. The Mage’s Guild had outlawed such items years ago, but Serrane had always thought the Archmage and his cohorts were too paranoid. Their irrational fear of enchanted relics in general and sorcerers in particular had always struck her as superstitious and ignorant. 
Still, that didn’t mean she was overly fond of the idea of an alliance with Highwind’s most notorious underworld figure…
“I do not wish to waste your time, so I will be brief,” Silhouette said as she paused in front of the table. “My mistress is eager to help in the fight against Vorsalos, and she offers more than just soldiers and weapons. Her knowledge of the old tunnels beneath the city could prove invaluable to the city’s defense.”
“You honestly expect the Knights of the Silver Fist to slither about the warrens of the underworld like drow assassins?” Crowe protested. 
“I expect you to do whatever it takes to defend this city, Commander,” Mannick said flatly. “That is your sacred charge, is it not?”
“I will not—”
“Hold on a moment,” Serrane interrupted, her eyes locking onto the half-elf. “Where do these tunnels lead, exactly?”
“Many places,” Silhouette said, the delicate smile returning to her lips. “I’m sure you’re aware that there was once an entire dark elf city in the Underworld beneath us. The old tunnels are more than capable of moving scouts, supplies, troops, or anything else you may require.”
“Which is exactly how your mistress has been smuggling weapons into this city,” Crowe said bitterly. “I can’t believe we’re even considering this…”
Serrane crossed her arms over her chest. “Exactly how many soldiers are you offering?”
“Almost two thousand,” Silhouette said. “The vast majority are refugees and vagabonds the city drove away after the Winter War. To be perfectly honest, we are all fortunate they haven’t signed up with the Inquisitrix.”
Crowe braced his gauntlet on the table. “Is that supposed to be some kind of threat?”
“Not at all,” Silhouette assured him. “I am merely stating the facts.”
Serrane grunted softly. It was a threat, of course, and everyone here knew it. Whether that threat was genuine or not was difficult to say. Vorsalos wasn’t any more welcoming to “half-breeds” than any other city in the region, though the Inquisitrix had proven herself cagey enough to recruit unlikely allies. The Roskarim barbarians in the north were evidence enough of that. 
Regardless, Highwind’s treatment of victims from the Winter War was truly disgraceful. Thousands of women had been raped when the orc tribes had rampaged across the plains, and their children had been treated with scorn and contempt. Many had fled the region entirely, while others had been forced to settle in the mountains to the north. This had all happened some twenty years before Serrane had arrived in the city, of course, but when she had learned the full truth it had been difficult not to view the “heroes” of the war with utter disgust. 
In theory, the fact that the Black Mistress had given these people a home spoke well of her; in practice, crime syndicates always found a way to prey upon and exploit outcasts and refugees. She had built herself an army, and now she was trying to leverage that power. She clearly hadn’t done this out of the kindness of her heart. 
“Let’s assume for the moment that we accepted your mistress’s generous offer,” Serrane said. “What is her price?”
“She wants your assurances that her people will be given a fair chance to build a life here once the fighting is over,” Silhouette said. “They do not wish to live in the shadows any longer.”
“Okay. And what else?”
“She wants an offer of amnesty for all her supposed ‘crimes’ against the city.” Silhouette smiled. “And she will require a seat on this Council.”
“Impossible!” Crowe scoffed. 
“It is a fair offer,” Constable Mannick said. “She is merely asking for a voice in the city, not the throne.”
Crowe’s lip twisted in disgust. “Why don’t we invite the bloody orcs from the mountains to dinner while we’re at it?”
“So you would rather watch this city burn for your pride, is that it? Because that is exactly what will happen without more soldiers. Your paladins have proven they are no longer capable of defending us, and the Guard requires more men. With her help, at least we’ll have a chance!”
“And what happens after we’ve won?” Crowe countered. “What happens after we’ve allowed the filth of this city to dig in their claws?”
“None of that will matter if we can’t win the battle in front of us,” Mannick said. “We can’t afford to speculate about a future that may never come.”
“All of which proves that we need to stall the enemy,” Serrane put in before they could start screaming in earnest. “Give me the men I need, and I can buy the two of you as much time as you need to beat each other to a pulp.”
Both men turned to glare at her, but before they could focus on their new target Silhouette raised her hands diplomatically and smiled. “I merely wished to deliver my mistress’s offer in person,” she said. “Whatever you decide, she eagerly awaits your reply.”
“I’ll bet she does,” Crowe scowled. 
The two men were back at each other’s throats before Silhouette had even left the room. Serrane followed and intercepted the half-elf in the adjacent chamber. 
“You know, the Constable’s warning applies to your mistress as well,” Serrane said, nudging the door shut to give them some privacy. “If she waits too long to help, there won’t be a city left for her, either.”
Silhouette turned and smiled again. It was every bit as polite and sweet as before, Serrane could see the calculating, veiled menace lurking beneath the surface. 
“My mistress has no desire to watch Highwind fall, but she is in a far better position to survive a transition of power than many others,” Silhouette said. “And as I mentioned before, many of the refugees in our care have every reason in the world to despise this city and its current rulers. They would be more than willing to make an arrangement with someone else.”
“That may be true,” Serrane said, crossing her arms over her chest. “But given the Inquisitrix’s views on magic, your mistress and her ‘artifacts’ will be prime targets for the Senosi Huntresses.”
“Perhaps,” Silhouette said, her green eyes twinkling in amusement. “Though unless I am mistaken, you appear to be the tie-breaking vote on the current Council. You have the power to save this city and bring our people together.”
“I also happen to share some of the Knight-Commander’s concerns.”
Silhouette nodded. “Ah, of course. I should have assumed you would be sympathetic to the Silver Fist, given your relationship with Captain Cassel.”
Serrane’s cheek twitched despite her best efforts to control it. Her relationship with Julian still wasn’t common knowledge, and since returning to Highwind they’d barely had a chance to spend any time together. Was this woman guessing, or did she actually know something?
“What are you talking about?” Serrane asked. 
“Oh, nothing at all,” Silhouette said, flicking her wrist dismissively. “Duskwatch and the Silver Fist have always been close; it’s not surprising that the two of you would have a great deal in common.” Her eyes twinkled again. “Speaking of the Duskwatch, I believe I met one of your associates not long ago. She is a wood elf from the east…I believe her name was Aluriel, is that right?”
An anxious knot formed in the pit of Serrane’s stomach. “Yes.”
“She was quite friendly. We had a fun time together.” Silhouette’s smile widened. “If I recall correctly, she purchased a pair of gems from me—illusion stones, to be precise. She wanted to create a variety of entertaining disguises for herself and one of her very close friends.”
The knot twisted, and Serrane could feel the color slowly draining from her face. She dreaded where this was going…
“Anyway, I certainly hope that she and her friend enjoyed the toy,” Silhouette went on. “I was pleased that someone in the Duskwatch had an open mind and understood the virtue in my mistress’s craft.” The half-elf sighed. “It’s a shame that Commander Crowe would react so negatively if he learned the truth. I wouldn’t want Aluriel or her friend to get in any trouble. After all, they just wanted to have a good time.” 
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Serrane murmured, struggling to keep herself calm. “Lu and her friend are very resourceful.”
“I’m sure they are,” Silhouette said, still smiling. “In any event, it was a pleasure to meet you, General. I’m sure we will see each other again soon.”
Serrane couldn’t have stopped the other woman from leaving even if she had wanted to. Her limbs were weak and wobbly as if all the strength had been sapped from them. She and the other councilors had been outmaneuvered so thoroughly it was genuinely sickening…
“Le’thos,” she hissed, slumping against the wall. About a year ago, she and Aluriel had adopted two fake personas—Faewyn and Laryssa—so that they could indulge their depraved desires without compromising their professional reputations. The illusion gems had given them an enormous amount of freedom, and Serrane probably still would have been using it from time to time if not for her “epiphany” with Cassel in Icewatch.  
She was no longer ashamed of what she had done, and she had let go of most of her old inhibitions...but that didn’t mean she wanted the Council or anyone else to know the truth. The mere accusation of such a thing could destroy her reputation and compromise her authority as Ranger-General, which was exactly what the Black Mistress was counting on. 
In other words, Serrane was about to get blackmailed. 
She stood there in silence for several minutes, clutching and unclutching her fists in frustration, before she spat a barrage of Elvish swears that would have a sailor blush. She could still hear Mannick and Crowe yelling at each other in the main chamber, and that argument wasn’t going to end anytime soon. At this rate the Inquisitrix wouldn’t even need an army to trash the city. 
“All right, Julian,” Serrane whispered, “I hope you’re having better luck.”
 
***
 
“Absolutely not!” Knight-Commander Theon Deswick snarled, his haggard old face creased in equal parts rage and astonishment. “I can’t believe you are seriously suggesting we throw away a lifetime of service and worship to follow some red-haired strumpet!”
Knight-Captain Julian Cassel sighed and slumped forward. “I’m not suggesting we throw away anything!” he protested. “Tahira isn’t asking for an oath of service. She isn’t even asking anyone to convert to her religion!”
“Not yet, anyway,” another of the knights, Captain Andel, put in bitterly. “How long do you think that offer will last? She’s a bloody cultist, Julian. This is all a trick to twist our minds and tempt our hearts.”
“Escar’s mercy,” Cassel breathed. “Can you even hear yourselves? Highwind is on the verge of collapse, and this order is on the brink of annihilation. Tahira is our only hope!”
The other knights gathered around the massive silver table shook their heads and muttered in annoyance. Cassel wanted to blame them—hell, he wanted to jump across the table and choke them—but he knew that if he had been in their position he probably would have been acting the same way. They were frightened of the unknown, and they were even more frightened by the sickness slowly eating away at them. The pain and suffering wrought by the Wasting Echo was getting worse each and every day, and Cassel knew it was only a matter of time before the entire Order imploded. 
“None of us know how bad this sickness is going to get,” Cassel went on, “but two of our brothers have already died and five more have fallen unconscious. The Inquisitrix is offering power to any knight who is willing to convert to her banner, and the longer this goes on, the more of our brothers and sisters will take her hand.”
“Do you truly have so little faith in your own kin?” Deswick asked, shaking his head. “I cannot believe that you of all people have fallen under the spell of this mountain siren.”
 Cassel sighed. “All I’m asking is that you give her a chance. She can relieve your pain—she can give us the power we need to fulfill our sacred charge and defend Highwind!”
“You’re the one who can’t hear himself, Julian,” Deswick said. “You sound like a bloody demon trying to tempt us with power. For all we know the gods themselves are testing our faith. We must remain strong and resolute. We must remain loyal to Escar and Escar alone!”
Most of the knights banged their gauntlets against the table in approval, and Cassel sighed and slouched back in his seat. He had already demonstrated his power to them multiple times over the past week. They knew he could still channel the Aether, and they knew he wasn’t afflicted by the Wasting Echo. Many of the squires had shown an interest in learning more, but the officers had shut down their queries almost immediately. Cassel had no doubt that some of them were disparaging him as a sorcerer behind closed doors, while others were probably convinced he had made a pact with demons. If the officers still had their own powers, they might have already thrown him in the Grey Citadel for treason by now. 
But they didn’t have their powers, and frankly they didn’t have much authority left, either. A century of good will among the populace had disintegrated almost overnight, and almost a quarter of all the city’s paladins were already dead or missing. In a single act, the Inquisitrix had done what thousands of orcs and demons and other monsters never could. 
“The gods will forgive us for our transgressions, and they will grant us the power we need to destroy our enemies,” Captain Andel said. “But first, we must seek absolution for our sins. We shall fast, we shall pray, and we shall beseech Escar for another chance to prove ourselves worthy of his glory.”
“With all due respect, Captain, we’ve been trying that for weeks. It hasn’t worked.”
Every officer at the table turned and glared at the new speaker. Knight Laurent was sitting with a group of squires, and her arms were clutched about her body as if she were freezing cold. 
“If the gods have forsaken us, I doubt that a few more prayers will make a difference,” she said. “Our people are suffering now. If Captain Cassel has a way to help, we should—”
“We will not succumb to temptation,” Deswick said, his stony gaze petrifying every younger knight at the table. “The Silver Fist has stood guard over the Northern Reaches for a hundred years, and we shall stand guard over for a hundred more.”
Cassel leaned forward. “But sir—”
“This discussion is over,” Deswick said, standing. “Return to your duties and speak no more of this.”
Cassel glanced away and grit his teeth as the rest of the knights slowly filed out of the room. His pleas had been ignored over and over again all week, but this rejection had a grim finality to it. If the pain of the Echo hadn’t converted them to his side by now, nothing would. The Order was going to die, and apparently there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. 
“For your sake, Julian, I suggest you stop speaking with this ‘priestess’ immediately,” Commander Deswick said once the room had emptied. “I trust I make myself clear.”
“I heard every word you said,” Cassel murmured. “But that doesn’t mean you’re right. We are throwing away our only chance to save this city and its people, and for what? Pride? Tradition?”
“Faith,” Deswick said, standing. His face bore the scars of a hundred battles, and his eyes glimmered with the wisdom of a hundred more. A few months ago, Cassel would have said that Deswick was the finest officer in the whole damn Order. But now…
“Faith will not save us,” Cassel said. “But this girl can.”
Deswick drew in a deep breath. “A few years ago I warned the Highlord that our new recruits weren’t pious enough. Lessons on the virtues of piety had slowly been replaced by more combat training, and lessons in the virtues of faith had been replaced by drinks and whores. Now the gods are finally punishing us for our many transgressions.”
“What if the gods have nothing to do with this?” Cassel asked. “What if our enemy has simply found a weakness she can exploit?”
Deswick stared at him for a long moment. “You’re lucky I know that you are a good man, Julian. I could easily have you tossed in the dungeon for sacrilege.”
“Sir—”
“Not. Another. Word. The decision has been made, and the judgment of this conclave is final. Do you understand?”
Cassel swallowed heavily as a thousand protests formed in his mind then died unspoken on his lips. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. I will not tolerate any further insubordination. If I hear another whisper about this Eternal harlot, I will hold you personally responsible.” The older man’s face hardened. “Do yourself a favor, son—stuff her back in whatever gutter you found her in and pray to Escar for forgiveness.”
Deswick scowled at him for another minute before he turned and strode out of the room with the rest of the officers. Cassel was tempted to shatter the whole bloody table with his fist, but then the familiar twinge of the Wasting Echo began gnawing away at his muscles. If he didn’t get back to Tahira soon, it would overwhelm and cripple him just like the rest of his comrades. 
Grimacing, he stormed out of the room and through the temple. He did his best to ignore the judgmental glares from the other knights, and soon he was back out on the streets of Highwind. The Guard was out in full-force at all hours of the day now, even in the wealthier parts of the city. Everyone was so nervous about the growing army outside the walls that looting had become an almost existential crisis. And as more and more people learned that the Knights of the Silver Fist had lost their powers, the situation would only get worse. 
That’s why you have to do something. That’s why you have to figure out a way to make them see reason. 
Cassel sighed as he strode across the street towards the small inn where he had put up Tahira. He could have kept her inside his quarters at the temple, of course, but given the reputation of the Eternal Priestesses he had wanted to keep her as far away from the other knights as possible. And now, weeks later, he didn’t regret that decision in the slightest. 
 The tavern downstairs was busier than normal at this time of day, mostly because a lot people had decided that getting drunk was the best way to handle the current crisis, but Cassel had no trouble maneuvering past the crowd and up to the large suite on the western side of the building. Tahira was sitting in a chair reading when he stomped inside and tossed his gauntlets onto the floor. 
“They did not listen,” she reasoned, her soft face creased in concern. 
“At this point, I think they would rather die,” Cassel said, tugging at the straps on his armor. “And they’re going to get their wish.”
He closed his eyes and took a few long, slow breaths just like his instructors had taught him back his early days at the temple. It didn’t work—he was still seething by the time he unstrapped his breastplate and tossed it on the floor. The worsening pangs of the Wasting Echo weren’t making things easier. He had gotten here just in time.
“I am so sorry,” Tahira said. He didn’t even hear her move across the room, but the instant her fingers touched his flesh he seized up and gasped. The Aether surged through him like a warm, soothing current, and he clasped his hands over hers and held them close. 
“Gods,” Cassel breathed as his eyes slowly fluttered open. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that…”
Tahira’s smile was equal parts sweet and sad, and he couldn’t help but reach out and touch her cheek. He still couldn’t believe he was willingly standing here next to an Eternal Priestess. He had been warned about the “red-haired sirens of the mountains” a hundred times over the past few years, but the only thing Tahira shared in common with the rumors was her appearance.

Cassel cleared his throat and removed his hand. “I don’t think there’s any point in trying to convince them again,” he said. “The officers have made up their minds, but the squires and the younger knights won’t listen to them forever. Lasille was right about one thing: it’s only a matter of time before the Echo drives dozens upon dozens of knights into the arms of the Inquisitrix.”
Tahira slowly dragged her hands from his chest to his shoulder blades. When her fingers began kneading his muscles, he almost melted into a pile of goo. 
“Is there anything else we can do?” she asked. 
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Serrane is probably still arguing with the Council, but I doubt she’ll convince them to agree on anything either. It seems like everyone just wants to sit back and wait for the inevitable.”
Cassel closed his eyes and allowed her to massage the tension from his muscles. She was really quite good at this; he had spent so much time with her these past few days she’d had plenty of opportunity to demonstrate her talents. After her explosion of power at Hastien’s Fall, she had learned how to maintain her mysterious Aetheric connection to him for several hours at a time. He still couldn’t afford to be away from her much longer than that, though it wasn’t as if he would have left her side regardless. More than anything else, he had to ensure her safety.  He didn’t claim to understand the nature of her abilities, but if she really was a “Conduit” like Lasille had suggested…
Well, it meant that Tahira may have been the most important person in this whole damn city. And the more people realized that, the more danger she would be in.  
“I wish we knew more about what was going on,” Cassel whispered. “Half the knights think you’re some kind of demon tempting them with power, and the other half think you’re a false prophet of some evil god.”
Tahira’s fingers squeezed his shoulders one last time before she pivoted around in front of him. “What do you think?”
“I don’t think you’re a demon, and I know you haven’t tried to convert me,” he said. “You’ve barely spoken about your religion the whole time we’ve been here.”
She glanced away, and Cassel immediately regretted even bringing it up. The Senosi Huntresses had slaughtered the rest of her coven right in front of her, and she was clearly suffering from a severe case of survivor’s guilt. He didn’t blame her in the slightest. The fact that she had been spared was nothing short of a miracle. 
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, brushing his hand through her long red hair. “I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s all right,” Tahira assured him with a forced but pleasant smile. “The truth is…I still don’t know what to believe. I don’t know what to do, and I don’t know who to trust—except you.”
She looked upon him with such child-like innocence it almost broke his heart. He had seen this reaction before, of course. Paladins were often showered with the joy and gratitude of those they rescued, and every once in a while one of these would-be victims became overly attached to their “savior.” The number of young peasant girls who had thrown themselves at him over the years was truly staggering. Cassel had usually demonstrated enough good sense to keep them at arm’s length, but many of his comrades hadn’t been so disciplined. 
He took Tahira’s hand and gently squeezed her fingers. “Once Serrane gets back, we’ll have to try and figure out what to do. Honestly, I’m half-tempted to get you out of the city. I don’t know how much longer it will be safe for you here.”
“But then what will happen to the other knights?”
Cassel pursed his lips. He didn’t have an answer for that; he didn’t have an answer for much of anything at this point. The only thing he knew for certain was that one of these days the Inquisitrix and her armies were going to attack, and he intended to be up on the battlements alongside Serrane when it finally happened. The odds that Highwind would survive were slim, and the odds that he and Serrane would survive were even slimmer. 
But Tahira didn’t need to die with them. This wasn’t her home. This wasn’t her fight. 
“Whatever happens, I will not leave your side,” she said when he didn’t answer. “The Goddess must have had a reason for blessing me with these powers.”
Cassel smiled down at her. A part of him wanted to treat her like a child—she was young, impressionable, and thoroughly confused—but she was also far more resilient than she appeared. She had proven her ability to cope with the unexpected over and over again this past month, and she had saved his life back at Hastien’s Fall. She deserved his respect, not his pity. 
“I wish we had more time,” Cassel told her. “If the mages still had their power, they might have been able to tell us what this ‘Conduit’ stuff is all about. If not, their library surely has something we could use. It has the greatest collection of arcane lore in the region.”
Tahira placed her hand upon his cheek, and once again a wave of power crashed over him. He could actually feel the Aetheric currents surging between their bodies whenever she made physical contact with him. It was as extraordinary as it was terrifying. 
It was also intoxicating as hell. Her touch was like lotus vapor, and he couldn’t stay away for long. His knees buckled, his eyes fluttered, and before he knew what was happening he felt her stretch up on her tiptoes and place her lips against his. She kissed him softly, sweetly, as if she were afraid he might break…
And then she abruptly pulled away and shook her head. 
“I apologize,” Tahira said. “I…I do not know what came over me.”
Cassel took a deep breath in a vain effort to ground himself. His mouth was still tingling; he could feel the echo of her lips like a static discharge prickling the hairs on his arms. And when his eyes fluttered open, he was completely entranced by the face staring up at him. The stories about the Eternal Priestess’s had been right about one thing: she really was starkly beautiful, from her flawless pale skin to her sparkling green eyes. 
“You’ve nothing to be sorry about,” he said, swallowing and clearing his throat. “I’ve never been upset about kissing a gorgeous woman before, and I don’t intend to start now.” 
Tahira smiled up at him, and she leaned in close enough that their bodies were barely an inch apart. It would have been so unbelievably easy to wrap his arms around her and pull her close, but Cassel had resisted that particular urge about a thousand times over the past week. Not because he wasn’t interested—his cock was already hard and pressing uncomfortably against his armor—but because he desperately wanted to stay focused on the task at hand. He needed to keep a clear head, now more than ever. 
And of course, there were also the stories about what had happened to Sir Dravis after a night with a coven of Eternal Priestesses…
Cassel was just about to give in and kiss her again anyway when someone knocked at their door. He immediately spun around and placed his hand upon his sword. Serrane was almost certainly still with the Council, but he had no idea who else that could be…
“Captain Cassel?” a woman’s voice came from the other side. “It’s Dame Laurent. If you’re in there…I was really hoping we could talk.”
Cassel blinked in surprise. He recognized Laurent’s voice, and she sounded genuinely shaken. He couldn’t imagine that Deswick would have sent her of all people to arrest Tahira…
Bracing himself for the worst, Cassel shooed his companion into one of the side rooms so she could remain out of sight. He kept his palm on his blade as he shuffled up to the door and cracked it open. Laurent was standing in the hall outside, alone and trembling as if she were sick. 
“Adrianna?” he breathed. “What in the bloody hell are you doing here?”
“I…I followed you after the meeting, sir,” Laurent said, glancing warily back and forth down the hall. “After what you said…I wanted a chance to speak with you in private away from the officers.”
Cassel bit down on his lower lip. Serrane would have scolded him for allowing himself to be followed, and with good cause. But apparently the pangs of the Echo had been distracting him more than he had realized. 
“Is anyone else with you?” he asked. 
“N-no, sir,” Laurent insisted. “I am sorry for doing this, but I don’t know where else to go. I’m…I’m dying.”
Grimacing, Cassel poked his own head into the corridor. He didn’t see anyone, but someone would notice the two of them chatting eventually. “Come on,” he said, beckoning her inside and closing the door behind her. 
“Thank you, sir,” Laurent said, taking in the suite in a single glance. She clutched at her own arms as if she were freezing beneath her armor. 
“The Echo is getting worse,” Cassel said.
Laurent nodded. “The officers keep saying that’s a test from Escar, and that we simply need to learn how to endure the pain until we have proven ourselves. At first, I believed them…but it has been over two weeks now. I can’t sleep, I can barely eat…”
Cassel nodded gravely. He didn’t know Adrianna Laurent all that well personally, but she was well-liked among the Order even though she had only been promoted about a year ago. Many of the local squires in particular looked up to her, and if her will was starting to crumble…
“Suffice to say, I don’t believe this is a test from Escar,” Cassel said, “and if the officers won’t accept the truth soon, the Order is doomed.”
Laurent swallowed heavily. “I think most of us know that, even the veterans. But they’re too scared to speak out. They just keep praying and praying that something will change…”
Cassel sighed and nodded. “I honestly believed I could get through to them, but that’s obviously not going to happen. I’m starting to think it might not even be safe for me to return to the temple.”
“I wouldn’t, if I were you. Commander Deswick and the others…they’re unstable. I think this ‘Echo’ is affecting them more than they realize.”
“They have been connected to the Aether longer than anyone else in the Order. It should be hitting them the hardest.”
Laurent nodded slowly. “Is it true, sir? Can this priestess really help us?”
“Yes.”
Cassel glanced up as Tahira emerged from the side room, her forehead creased with concern. The two women locked eyes, and a hundred different emotions flickered across Laurent’s face.
“Gods, she really is an Eternal Priestess,” the knight breathed. “Escar’s mercy…”
“It’s a long and crazy story, and I’m not going to pretend I completely understand what’s going on,” Cassel admitted. “But the bottom line is that Tahira here can cure the Echo and restore our powers…at least for a little while.”
Tahira took a step closer and extended her right hand. At first, Laurent actually recoiled; the officer’s fear-mongering was obviously still lurking in the back of her mind. But she wouldn’t have come here if she weren’t desperate, and the pain of the Echo eventually compelled her to reach out and take the other woman’s hand. 
Having experienced the sudden flood of power himself many times now, Cassel wasn’t the least bit surprised when Laurent’s body instantly seized up. Her eyes fluttered back into her head, and a long, breathless gasp escaped her lips. Tahira squeezed the other woman’s fingers, and for a moment Cassel swore the priestess’s eyes began to glow just like back in Hastien’s Fall…
“By the gods,” Laurent gasped. Her free hand opened, and a shimmering ball of magical light slowly materialized in her palm. “The Aether…I can feel it again.”
After another moment Tahira stepped away, and when Cassel tossed her a concerned glance she nodded to assure him she was all right. Until now, she hadn’t actually restored anyone else’s powers—none of the other knights had given her the chance. Thankfully it seemed to have worked just as well as they had hoped…at least for now. 
“It’s unbelievable,” Laurent whispered. “How is this possible?”
“I wish we knew,” Cassel said, watching in awe as the color slowly returned to the woman’s face. As amazing as it was to feel the Echo being washed away, seeing the transition in someone else was every bit as stunning. 
Laurent eventually turned back to Tahira. “I…I don’t even know what to say. Thank you!”
“I only wish I could do more,” the priestess replied soberly. “Unfortunately, the connection will not last long. Within a few hours, the Echo will return.”
The knight’s throat visibly tightened. “But you can restore it again?”
“Yes, but only with physical contact. I do not know why…I am every bit as confused by this as you are.”
“The point is that she could save the Order right now,” Cassel said. “With her help, we could quickly rebuild and even take the offensive before the rest of the Inquisitrix’s forces arrive.”
Laurent nodded absently as she glanced down at the magical ball of light floating in her hand. Cassel had wanted to demonstrate Tahira’s power ever since he’d arrived, but bringing her in front of the officers had seemed too risky. Perhaps he had been too overprotective of her; perhaps if he had been more forceful he could have already convinced the others. 
Or perhaps what he had needed all along was someone young like Dame Laurent to get the younger, less stubborn knights on his side… 
“The others have to know about this,” Laurent said. “If I back up your story, they might finally believe you!”
“Or Deswick will declare you a heretic and throw you in the dungeon,” Cassel replied gravelly. “There’s no way to know.”
Laurent blew a thin stream of air through her lips. “He might be able to ignore me, but if there were others…” She shrugged. “Even the officers couldn’t turn a blind eye if a dozen of us strode into the temple with our powers restored.”
“Probably not, but I don’t know how many knights we could actually sneak out here without drawing attention to ourselves,” Cassel said. “And to be honest, I wasn’t actually sure this would work until now. Her powers could have a limit, for all we know.”
“I do not feel drained,” Tahira said, glancing down at her fingers. “I don’t know how to explain it, but I just know I could help others.”
“Then that’s what we need to do,” Laurent said. “There’s another option here, Captain. You could take her to the Silver Tower.”
Cassel turned and paced across the room. “I’ve considered that, but I didn’t want to risk leaving the city. Escar knows how many soldiers and Huntresses the Inquisitrix has prowling the plains these days.”
Tahira glanced between them. “What is the Silver Tower?”
“Ostensibly, it’s the true home of the Silver Fist, though in practice the temple here in Highwind has been the center of the Order’s power for at least a generation.”
“But it’s also where most of the squires and young knights are trained,” Laurent added. “They aren’t nearly as attached to the city’s politics as the officers living here. I guarantee you’ll have a much easier time convincing them.”
“Maybe,” Cassel murmured. “There are at least a hundred knights stationed there at all times, but we’ve barely had any communication with them since the Shattering. The last I heard, Deswick sent a messenger pigeon telling them to fortify the tower and wait.”
“If she can restore their magic, we’ll have a real army on our hands,” Laurent said. “A hundred knights could decimate thousands of normal soldiers!”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We have no idea how many of them are even still alive.”
 Laurent shook her head. “We have to try, Captain. What else can we do?”
 Cassel turned back to Tahira. As usual, she was waiting for him to make a decision, and he didn’t like it one bit. “It will be risky,” he told her. “I won’t force you to do this.”
“Do you think there’s a chance it could work?” she asked. 
“A chance, yes. A good chance…?” He shrugged. “I really have no idea, but if anyone is going to listen it will be the younger knights.”
Tahira took a deep breath and visibly braced herself. “Then we should try,” she said. “Besides…you said yourself that you don’t know how much longer I’ll be safe here. And I have nowhere else to go.”
Cassel nodded solemnly. He wasn’t looking forward to explaining this to Serrane. She would probably think he was crazy…but then again, she always preferred taking the initiative to sitting back and waiting. She was the one who wanted to attack the Inquisitrix’s forces, after all.  
“All right, we’ll head out first thing in the morning,” Cassel said after a minute. “Assuming we can figure out a way to actually leave the city…”
“I’ll come with you, sir,” Laurent said. “There’s nothing for me here.”
He shook his head. “No, you need to stay. The fewer of us that go, the easier it will be to slip past the Senosi. I want you to remain in the temple and keep your head down.”
“But, sir—”
“Listen to me, Adrianna,” Cassel said, taking her hand. “Deswick can’t know that you spoke to me, and he can’t know anything about Tahira. Not yet. I need you to bide your time and await our return. After that…we’ll see.”
Laurent looked like she wanted to argue, but thankfully she respected his authority enough to know better. The Order hadn’t collapsed just yet. 
“I’ll do what I can, sir,” she promised. 
Cassel smiled and clapped her shoulder. “Be careful who you trust, and remember that Escar values patience. Who knows…with a little luck, we’ll be back by the end of the week with a new army at our backs.”
 
 
 



3
Secrets
 
Jorem only managed to sleep for an hour, possibly two, before the girls became so loud he couldn’t ignore their antics anymore. The slaps, squeals, and screeches were so intense his fatigue-addled mind assumed the group had come under attack. Rolling off the divan and into a defensive crouch, he reflexively conjured a sphere of flame into his palm…at which point his vision cleared enough to realize Valuri was just enjoying her new toy a little bit too much. 
“You like that, don’t you Red?” the Huntress snarled as she slammed into a still-bound-and-gagged Kaseya from behind. “You can’t get enough of my big cock in your ass!”
Jorem blinked and rubbed at his eyelids, convinced he was still dreaming. But no, judging from the sheer amount of sweat and seed splattered across the amazon’s back, breasts, and chin, Valuri apparently hadn’t stopped fucking Kaseya the whole time he’d been unconscious. 
“Tell me how badly you want it!” Valuri ordered, jerking back on the amazon’s red mane and growling into her ear. “Tell me how badly you need it!”
“I need it,” Kaseya blubbered. “Fuck me! Fuck my ass!”
The Huntress cried out in delight as her magic phallus plunged deeper and deeper into the amazon’s bowels. For an instant Jorem was genuinely worried about Kaseya’s safety, but before he could stumble over and separate them Val pulled out and sprayed another thick, viscous load of magical seed over the amazon’s back. 
“Holy shit, Red, you slut,” she blubbered, slumping onto Kaseya’s back but still clutching a thick mound of hair. “How can this feel so good?”
“Okay, I think you’ve had enough,” Jorem said. “Giving you a cock was obviously a terrible idea…”
The Huntress snorted. “Are you kidding? This thing is unbelievable. It’s like getting fucked and fucking at the same time.”
“Which is a power you should never have,” Jorem said, grabbing her by the waist and flinging her onto the divan. She only squealed in protest for a moment before she began stroking the phallus again. 
“I suddenly understand why you can’t stop thinking with your cock,” she said. “The ones at the Castarium were junk by comparison. It’s like being a man but without all the hair and stink and stupidity…”
Jorem groaned and threw a blanket over her. He had always assumed that her Senosi powers were at least partially responsible for her insane libido, but maybe she was just naturally insatiable. Here they were, stuck in the lair of a dubious ally with the world burning around them, and she was like a hormone-addled teenager who had just discovered masturbation for the first time. 
“If you don’t take that thing off, I’m going to burn it off,” he said, shaking his head and leaning over Kaseya to untie her restraints. “Are you all right?”
The amazon panted breathlessly, her blue eyes as glossy and delirious as a lotus addict. Valuri had apparently tightened the ropes even more, and Jorem couldn’t imagine how uncomfortable Kaseya must haven right now. But before he could unwind the knots binding her wrists to her ankles, she craned her neck back to look at him.
“Jorem…”
“It’s all right,” he soothed. “I’ll get you out of—”
“Fuck me.”
Jorem blinked. “What?”
“Fuck me,” she begged. “Please…”
He froze in place, his eyes studying her body up and down. Her olive skin and plump breasts had been marred red from dozens of ruthless slaps, but every muscle in her body quivered as if an electric current were still pumping through her. He could feel her desperation, her desire…
“I told you she loves it,” Valuri snickered as she sat up. “All this time I think she’s been holding out on us.”
“Jorem,” Kaseya whispered, her eyelids fluttering. “Please…”
His cock was already hard and ready even before Valuri stood from the couch, pressed her tits against his back, and began slowly stroking him in that masterfully tortuous way of hers. “I was just keeping her warm for you.”
Jorem groaned and slumped back against her. “Don’t lie. This was all about what you wanted.”
“True, but I’m willing to share,” the Huntress cooed playfully as she nibbled at his earlobe. “We’ll take her together. Just tell me which hole you want…”
Jorem stared back down at Kaseya’s taut, trembling body. It was so perfect, so beautiful, so splattered with seed…but for some reason another even more devious idea suddenly popped into his head. He smiled and stared into her blue eyes to see how she would react when the collar revealed what he was thinking. It took a moment, but when her face suddenly lit up he knew she approved. 
“Ass,” he breathed.
Valuri chuckled into his ear. “I knew you were going to say that.”
“Not her ass,” Jorem said. “Yours.”
“Wait, what are you—?”
He opened his right hand and conjured a thin, dagger-like beam of Aetheric energy long enough to slash Kaseya’s bindings in three quick, calculated strokes. On cue, the amazon flipped onto her side while Jorem pivoted behind Valuri and shoved her on top of the bed. The Huntress squealed in surprise, but Kaseya quickly grabbed the other woman’s shoulders and pinned her in place.
“You’ve had more than enough fun for one night,” Jorem said. At the same moment, Kaseya grabbed the back of Valuri’s head and stuffed her face in the sheets to muffle her startled protests.  
“Quiet, slut,” the amazon said, her taut arm muscles flexing. “Tie this bitch up so we can teach her a lesson!”
Jorem recoiled, genuinely shocked at Kaseya’s intensity, at which point she turned and glared right at him. For a brief instant, the woman standing before him was no longer a submissive, helpless damsel covered in seed—she was an amazon warrior desperate to crush anyone who opposed her. Jorem dove back over to the box of toys so fast he would have been embarrassed if he weren’t so afraid, and he promptly snatched up more of the silken rope. 
“Make it tight,” Kaseya snarled. “Make it hurt.”
Jorem yanked Valuri’s arms behind her back, and he bound her wrists together as high as he could between her shoulder blades. If she had been feeding instead of fucking over the past hour, she would have burst free and tried to strangle him. But her sadistic gluttony had left her thoroughly drained, and Jorem had no trouble holding her in place. 
“Give me the cock,” Kaseya said. 
Jorem glanced down at the harness still strapped around Valuri’s waist. “But you—”
“Give me the cock!” the amazon demanded. 
More shocked than ever, he reached down and began unfastening the harness. Valuri began kicking her legs, but that only made Kaseya push harder. Jorem quickly shuffled over behind the amazon and secured the harness in place, and when the glowing magical phallus rematerialized Kaseya immediately adjusted the runes to make it as large and thick as possible. 
“Open wide, Senosi slut,” she snarled. 
Valuri’s head popped back up the instant Kaseya removed her hand. “What the fuck are you—?”
Before she could finish, the amazon jammed her new cock right down the Huntress’s throat. Jorem’s sympathy almost flipped on its head, but then he remembered who he was dealing with here. Valuri could take it, and even if she couldn’t…well, she deserved it anyway. 
“Swallow it,” Kaseya snarled. “Take it all!”
Valuri’s eyes rolled back into her head as the amazon savagely fucked her face. Apparently the phallus really did pleasure the wearer, because Kaseya almost immediately began moaning in pleasure. 
“Zor kalah…” she gasped. “It feels…ugnnnn….!”
Jorem grinned, wondering if the amazon might flood Valuri’s throat right then and there, but evidently Kaseya had more discipline than the two of them combined. She slowed her thrusts but still plunged every bit as deep, and she even pinched Valuri’s nose shut every few seconds. The Huntress gasped, breathless, and after another minute even her normally impeccable eye shadow began to smear… 
“Shit,” Jorem rasped, clutching and stroking his now throbbing cock. He retrieved a vial of hot oil from the toy box and dribbled the tiniest bit on the head. 
“What are you waiting for?” Kaseya asked. “Take her ass!”
As usual, he didn’t need further encouragement. Wedging himself between Valuri’s flailing legs, Jorem pressed the tip of his cock into her nether entrance and slowly thrust inside. Kaseya pinched the Huntress’s nose again so she couldn’t even gasp in protest.
“Harder,” the amazon told him. “Give her everything.”
Grabbing one of Valuri’s ankles in each hand for leverage, Jorem began pounding her ass as if it were a cunt. Her bowels milked and churned his cock, begging him to fill her with his sorcerous seed. It had been so long since he’d seen her this helpless he almost gave in right then and there…
“Oh!” Kaseya stammered, abruptly withdrawing her shimmering magical phallus. Jorem thought she might blast Valuri’s face out of spite, but instead she caught her breath and braced herself while the Huntress gasped and gagged for breath. 
“You bitch!” Valuri panted. “This isn’t over!”
Kaseya grinned devilishly. “Pick her up. I want her cunt.”
Pushing down the Huntress’s flailing legs, Jorem shifted his grip from her ankles to her thighs and hoisted her up into his arms. His kept his cock firmly buried in her ass even as he spread her legs and signaled Kaseya over. The amazon gleefully surged forward, propping the other woman’s calves up on her shoulders and positioning her phallus at the Huntress’s sopping entrance.
“You’re mine,” she said, thrusting inside. 
Once again Jorem almost exploded. He could feel Kaseya’s cock ravaging Valuri’s quim while his own ravaged her ass, and together he and the amazon pounded the Huntress in both holes. Her squeals of protest quickly transformed into euphoric whimpers.
“Fuck…you…Red…I’m…going…too….oh!”  
When her words slurred into nonsense, Kaseya leaned in and kissed her. Their mutual muffled moans pushed Jorem’s endurance to the brink, and he was a fraction of a second from flooding Valuri’s bowels when Kaseya abruptly grabbed the Huntress’s ass, picked her up off of his cock, and unceremoniously dropped her onto her knees directly behind them. 
“Look at me, slut!” Kaseya shouted as she grabbed a handful of Valuri’s hair and blasted her face with a hose of magical seed. Jorem wasn’t far behind—he unloaded volley after volley upon the Huntress just like he had done so many times before. By the time he and Kaseya were finally spent, it looked like an entire platoon of soldiers had just had their way with Valuri. 
“Oh….fuck!” she screeched as a violent orgasm shuddered through her. Her tattoos flared to life, and her eyes began to glow so brightly it seemed like she might explode. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed, slumping back into Jorem’s arms as she cradled her magical stem. “The sensations…the power…”
“Don’t let it go to your head,” he breathed into her ear as he unfastened the harness. Once it fell to the ground, he began gently massaging her clit instead. She moaned and melted back into his embrace. 
“Maskari…”
Jorem pulled her down onto the couch with him, amazed at just how quickly she had reverted to the sweet, submissive girl he had fallen in love with. Apparently the Mage’s Guild should have spent far less time trying to police magical weapon smuggling when magical cocks were the real threat.
“Fuck, that was so good…” Valuri breathed. She flexed her newly empowered arms, effortlessly snapping the silken bindings on her wrists, as she slowly brought herself back to her feet. Her tattoos were still blazing green beneath the rivers of vicious seed sliding down her breasts and stomach. 
“You’re so lovely right now, slut,” Kaseya said, smiling tiredly. 
“You too, bitch,” Valuri replied as she shoveled more of Jorem’s seed into her mouth. “Now open those pretty legs of yours so I can get my dessert.”
 
***
 
This time, Jorem definitely slept for more than a few hours, and the good news was that Solemi didn’t show up for a meeting while he and the girls were still naked, sticky, and mostly comatose. 
The bad news was that Selvhara did. 
“Oh!” the druid gasped when she opened the door to the room and saw them all slung over one another on the bed. “I, uh…”
“You could have knocked,” Valuri said, rolling onto her side. “Or maybe pawed and howled at the door until we gave you a treat.”
“I’m sorry,” Selvhara said. “I can—”
“It’s all right,” Jorem said, blinking and rubbing at his eyes. Without any clocks in the room or a sun in the sky, he had no concept of what time it was, let alone what day it was. He wouldn’t have been surprised if they had just skipped the whole afternoon. 
“Zor kalah!” Kaseya gasped, turning and glaring at Valuri. “You said you would be watching the door!” 
“I was watching it!” the Huntress protested. “My eyelids just kept getting in the way.”
The amazon groaned as she leaned up. “We could have been ambushed!”
“Yeah, well, you should have thought about that before you fed me that last time. You know how sleepy I get on a full stomach.”
Before Kaseya could complain again, Valuri leaned down and kissed each of her breasts turn. The amazon’s eyes fluttered shut, and her annoyance melted away on the tip of Valuri’s tongue. Normally Jorem would have been happy to watch them go at it yet again, but he knew that Val was just showing off. She wanted to make Selvhara that much more uncomfortable…
“Come on,” Jorem said, scrambling to find his trousers. “Selvhara can tell us what she learned while we clean up.”
They took a quick trip down to the bathing pools, and the attendants brought them soap, towels, and a fresh tray of fruit. Selvhara still seemed a little mesmerized by everything, but once they were in the water she retracted her magical druidic armor and slipped into the pool alongside them. Her ageless elven figure was every bit as tantalizing as the first night they had met, and when she relaxed in the water she always seemed to keep her perky, youthful breasts just above the surface where he could see them…
“Everyone who was willing to speak with me relayed mostly the same story,” Selvhara said once they had settled. “Your suspicions about the collapse of Highwind’s institutions seem correct. There is an ongoing scramble for power, and few people believe the city can endure a siege for long.”
“Disappointing but not surprising,” Jorem murmured. “Did you learn anything specific about who is actually in charge?”
“The people here believe that the Black Mistress is advocating on their behalf, and they anticipate an arrangement that will allow them to live on the surface in exchange for their aid against the Inquisitrix. But other than that, no one had any specific details.”
“Still, it suggests that Solemi isn’t calling the shots yet,” Valuri said after she dunked and shook her black hair. “Someone important must be opposing her.”
Jorem nodded idly. “Anything else?”
“No one mentioned anything about any of you,” Selvhara said. “I do not believe we are in any particular danger, though the people here do strike me as almost fanatically loyal to their mistress. Some view her as a savior figure who will finally allow them to return to the city and avenge the perceived injustices committed against them. They are eager to fight the Inquisitrix, largely due to her hostility towards magic, but many of them see Highwind’s leadership as a far more pressing threat.”
“A power-hungry leader with cultish followers…that’s definitely not dangerous at all,” Valuri muttered. “It sounds like Vorsalos a few decades ago.”
Jorem nodded grimly. “It’s all pretty much what we expected, though. And it’s all the more reason why we need to reach out to General Serrane as quickly as possible.”
“Once you have mastered the secrets of draconic ascension, you will be able to defeat the Conduit with or without anyone’s assistance,” Selvhara told him. “We should remain focused on unlocking your ancestral memories.”
 Jorem glanced around just to make certain no one was close enough to overhear them. The bubbling water masked their voices pretty well, but he still didn’t want to take any chances…
“No one asked you for advice, wolf girl,” Valuri said. “You don’t get to tell us what to do.”
Selvhara leaned back against the side of the pool. “I am sorry, I merely wished to help.”
“Don’t worry, you never need to apologize for Val being a bitch,” Jorem said. “Evidently they never taught her manners or basic social graces at the Castarium.”
“The point stands,” Valuri said. “She doesn’t get to boss us around just because she has a nice body and perky tits.”
“I would never presume to give orders to a sorcerer,” Selvhara said. “Especially one with dragon blood.”
The Huntress rolled her eyes so hard she fell over and sunk beneath the water. Jorem snickered and splashed her in the face the instant she popped back up. 
 
“The reason I brought it up,” Selvhara went on, “is that the Black Mistress’s dark elf attendant relayed an unusual message to me while I was out on the streets.”
“Varassa?” Jorem asked, the hairs on the back of his neck suddenly tingling. “You spoke with her alone?”
“She sought me out. At first she only seemed interested in expressing her displeasure at my heritage—your dark elves really do seem to despise those born on the surface.”
“The hatred goes both ways, believe me. But what else did she say?”
“She mentioned that her mistress had recently discovered a way to open a drow city that was abandoned several years ago,” Selvhara said. “She called it ‘Vel’shannar,’ and she claims it is not far from here.”
Jorem turned and shared a suspicious glance with Valuri. “A few years ago we heard rumors about a great drow civil war,” he said. “Allegedly, the city was completely destroyed. Groups across the Northern Reaches were desperate to take credit.”
“Evidently the city endures,” Selvhara said. “Varassa implied that the drow left behind a great repository of magical arms…and knowledge.”
Valuri’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why in the bloody hell would she tell this to you of all people?”
“She recognized that I was a druid. The Sarodihm are the keepers of the Old Ways…she likely assumed that I would be particularly interested in preventing dangerous knowledge from falling into the wrong hands.”
“That’s still damn suspicious,” Jorem murmured. “She’s barely spoken a dozen words to us, and we’ve been down here several times over the past few months.”
“I am not certain what to make of her motives,” Selvhara admitted. “But if she is telling the truth, the Black Mistress is already attempting to salvage the city and reclaim its power.”
“Uh…that’s not good,” Valuri said. 
“Definitely not,” Jorem agreed gravely. “Did Varassa say what’s actually in the city?”
Selvhara shook her head. “Not specifically. She seemed hesitant to provide many details, as if she were afraid that someone might overhear.” The druid reached up to her herb pouch on the side of the pool and withdrew a small silver pendant shaped like a spider. “She gave me this…and she said that if I presented it to her allies, they would know what to do.”
The tingle in the back of Jorem’s neck transformed into a full-blown shudder. “That’s a drow holy symbol,” he murmured. “An icon of the Spider Queen.”
“Yes,” Selvhara confirmed. “I am not certain what to make of it, but she strongly implied that not everyone here in Darkwind serves the Black Mistress by choice.”
Jorem shared a concerned look with the other girls. As if the situation weren’t already bad enough with the armies of Vorsalos threatening to conquer the whole damn region…
“As I said, I don’t know what to make of this woman’s motives,” Selvhara went on, “but if Vel’shannar is intact its archives could possess a great deal of useful knowledge. The original Vaetharri elves who settled here in Torsia were powerful channelers who fully embraced sorcery. They were also fastidious record-keepers, and I would not be surprised if their archives contain information on draconic ascension.”
“Bloody hell, that’s what you’re concerned about?” Valuri asked. 
“It is the reason I am here,” Selvhara replied matter-of-factly. “When the Vaetharri first separated from Avethian Empire, they were every bit as obsessed with dragon magic as their Avetharri cousins. I do not know when they started worshipping this ‘Spider Queen,’ but their histories could still be invaluable.”
Jorem frowned. “Sorcery is far more prevalent in Varellon, right? What could the drow possibly know about dragon magic that Vin Aetheri like you don’t?”
Selvhara shrugged. “A great deal of knowledge was lost during the Dragon War, and our understanding of Avetharri channeling traditions is far from complete. It would be a shame to let an opportunity like this go to waste.” 
Valuri snorted. “Highwind is under siege, and you want to waste time combing through books?”
Selvhara shrugged. “I want to help Jorem with—”
“Someone is coming,” Kaseya warned, nodding with her chin towards the cavernous chamber. “They have guards.”
“A half-orc and several humans,” Selvhara confirmed, “along with someone who is wearing perfume.”
Jorem glanced back at his clothes outside the pool. As nice as it would have been to get dressed, there was obviously no point in that now. Not that it really mattered—their hostess had seen them naked plenty of times before. 
A tall, brutish-looking half-orc rounded the corner a moment later, and several other armed and armored men took up positions nearby. They kept a respectable distance, thankfully, though that didn’t stop the girls from tensing up. Valuri looked like she was just about ready to vault out of the water and grab her crossbow when a beautiful, scantily clad half-elf woman finally appeared. 
“It is good to see you all again,” the woman said, a bright and cheerful smile on her lips. “Thank the gods you made it home safely.”
The Black Mistress was every bit as elegant and gorgeous as Jorem remembered. Her shoulder-length hair was about three-quarters silver and one-quarter blonde, and her green eyes were as bright and piercing as Valuri’s. Her figure was a stunning testament to her mixed heritage: she had the willowy frame and limbs of an elf with the plump, perky breasts of a human. Her black silken bra and panties were barely concealed beneath her shimmering diaphanous robe, and the stiletto heels of her thigh-high boots were so long it was astonishing she could even walk straight. 
“I apologize for not having the chance to greet you sooner,” Solemi went on. “As you can imagine, the current situation in Highwind is chaotic, to say the least.”
“Well, I’m sure you’re doing everything in your power to stabilize the situation,” Valuri replied, not bothering to hide her obvious scorn. 
“Yes, I am,” Solemi replied evenly. “The city is in desperate need of aid, and my people are eager to help.”
Kaseya glanced off towards the Darkwind army even though they couldn’t actually see it from here. “Then why aren’t your men on the battlements?”
“They will be, once the Council ensures their fair and equitable treatment. It’s probably difficult to understand since none of you were born here, but my people have many, many reasons to distrust Highwind and its leadership. Until those concerns are properly addressed, I cannot ask them to put their lives on the line for a city that hates and fears them.”
“That would almost sound reasonable if not for the fact that Darkwind will be next on the chopping block,” Valuri said. “Trust me, the Inquisitrix will not allow a rogue sorceress to flourish right beneath her feet. She’ll dispatch a dozen Huntresses to flush you out if she has to.”
Solemi smiled again. At a glance it was pleasant enough, but Jorem could see the veiled malice behind the woman’s eyes. “I understand the nuances of the situation,” she said coolly. “And I trust that the Council will do the right thing sooner rather than later.”
The anxious tension in the air became so thick Jorem could almost taste it. He should have stuffed Valuri in the closet if he had wanted to keep this diplomatic.
“We all hope so,” Jorem said, hoping she couldn’t sense his tension. “Once again, we appreciate your hospitality. I doubt we could have gotten into the city without your tunnels.”
Solemi held her eyes on Valuri for another second before she turned to Jorem. “You and your allies are always welcome here in Darkwind,” she told him. “And speaking of, I don’t believe I met your new friend here…”
“This is Selvhara,” Jorem said, gesturing at the druid. “She helped us escape the chaos in Ostvara and Riverbend.”
The druid lowered her head and curtseyed. “It is an honor to meet you.”
“Elu shala, desh'iriai,” Solemi said. “You are a long way from home.”
Selvhara’s cheek twitched. “I-I am, yes.”
“Travelers from Varellon are rare in Highwind these days. What brings you to these shores?”
Jorem glanced between the two women, wondering how in the bloody hell Solemi knew that Selvhara came from overseas rather than Nelu’Thalas. Perhaps her spy network was even more extensive than he realized…
“Portents of this crisis have echoed across the world,” Selvhara said. “I came here to aid your people in any way I could.”
“Of course,” Solemi said, her eyes glimmering far too knowingly for Jorem’s tastes. “Well, I was hoping you might be able to tell me what you learned on Nol Krovos. Dark rumors have spread like wildfire, and the people are terrified. Many are convinced that the gods themselves are punishing us somehow.”
“The short version is that the Inquisitrix destroyed the magical fount beneath the island,” Jorem explained before anyone else could pipe in. “This ‘Shattering’ seems to have collapsed the Three Corridors, and she is convinced that she is now the only source of true power in the region. We’ve encountered several channelers who are drawing their power directly from her. They call her ‘The Conduit.’”
Solemi pursed her lips and nodded thoughtfully. Jorem couldn’t read her face well enough to discern if she already knew this, but he wanted to be cautious about what they told her. She didn’t need to know the full story—and she definitely didn’t need to know anything about Selvhara’s true purpose or his dragon blood. 
“So it is true, then,” Solemi whispered. “The Corridors are gone.”
“And as far as we can tell, they’re never coming back,” Jorem said. “Among other things, it means that the Inquisitrix and her forces now have a decisive advantage. These channelers of hers are quite powerful, and we have no idea how many she has empowered by now.”
“All the more reason why Highwind will need your armies to survive,” Kaseya added. 
“From what we have already seen, a few more men on the walls will not be enough,” Solemi replied. “I’ve no doubt you saw the many wyvern riders in the sky on the way here.”
“You could say that,” Jorem murmured.
“Highwind hasn’t needed to repel an aerial force that size for generations, and I’m afraid the Duskwatch Rangers are no longer up to the challenge. A few hundred soldiers with bows will barely slow those beasts down.”
Jorem swallowed anxiously. “What happened to the Duskwatch? Is the Ranger-General still alive?”
“Yes, thankfully,” Solemi said. “General Serrane returned to the city a few days after the Shattering. She and a Knight of the Silver Fist were captured by a Senosi Huntress in the hills, and they learned a great deal about the Inquisitrix and her plans.”
“They escaped from a Huntress?” Valuri asked. “I knew I liked her.”
“She claims it was merely good fortune, but I believe she had help.” Solemi paused for a minute and seemed to consider something. “My sources in the Silver Fist inform me that General Serrane also rescued an Eternal Priestess.”
Jorem frowned. “One of those crazy cultists from the mountains?”
“Yes. Normally the good general wouldn’t waste her time with something so trivial, but I have reason to believe that this priestess may have powers similar to those of the Inquisitrix.”
Jorem turned and shared a confused glance with the girls. Kaseya and Valuri mostly looked confused, but Selvhara inhaled sharply like she had just spotted a ghost. 
“What do you mean?” the druid asked. 
Solemi’s eyes flicked between the four of them. “I am not yet certain, but this priestess may be able to empower channelers of her own. There are those among the Silver Fist who now see her as their salvation.”
“Another Conduit…” Selvhara breathed. 
Jorem stared at her for a long moment, wondering if she might elaborate. But from the way her eyes were flicking back and forth she was obviously trying to sort out a hundred questions of her own. 
“If that’s true, it could change everything,” Valuri said. “How sure are you about this?”
“Not at all—yet,” Solemi replied. “My people are investigating, however, and I hope we will learn the truth soon.”
Jorem nodded absently. If what Selvhara had told them about the Fount was true, then Inquisitrix Marcella had acquired her new abilities from absorbing the essence of an imprisoned god—a so-called “Godsoul.” He didn’t understand how anyone else could possibly have this power, especially an Eternal Priestess. He had only heard wild rumors about their religion, all of which involved orgies and fertility rituals that seemed too absurd to be true. 
Judging from her reaction, Selvhara clearly knew something the rest of them didn’t, but Jorem didn’t want to ask her in front of Solemi. Hopefully the druid just stayed quiet for a while…
“In any event, I’m sure we can all agree that we can’t afford to wait for miracles to save us,” Solemi said after a moment. “Ranger-General Serrane has been attempting to convince the rest of the Council to go on the offensive and slow the enemy’s advance, but they are hesitant to risk men and supplies when the city is under siege.”
“I doubt that a small force could accomplish much anyway,” Jorem said. “We saw what the Inquisitrix unleashed on Ostvara. Between the fleet and the wyverns, the city didn’t stand a chance.”
“There may be a way to delay both, at least for a while,” Solemi said. “Ever since the attack on Icewatch, my operatives in Vorsalos have been searching for any and all information on the enemy’s wyverns. Yesterday, I finally received news: the Inquisitrix has a secret outpost where she is breeding these creatures in great number.”
Kaseya practically vaulted out of the water. “Where?”
“High enough in the Shattered Peaks that the location is nearly impassable on foot,” Solemi said. “An army could never reach it, but a handful of experienced climbers—especially ones with magic—might have a chance.”
“Oh, gods,” Valuri muttered. “We are not going back into the bloody mountains, not after what happened in the north.”
“I have not shared this intelligence with General Serrane yet—I feared that she would act upon it whether the Council approved a mission or not,” Solemi told them. “She is a brave and powerful woman, but most of her rangers have been crippled by the Shattering.”
“In other words, she could use some help,” Jorem said, biting down on his lip. He had no particular interest in climbing more mountains either, not after their experiences with the Roskarim and Zalheer, but they had already been planning on meeting with Serrane anyway. And if there was even an outside chance they could neutralize the Inquisitrix’s wyvern riders…
“Why are you telling us this?” Valuri asked, her eyes narrowed skeptically. 
Solemi shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I? We are all searching for ways to help the city, are we not?”
“What she meant to ask is whether you have any more information on this wyvern hatchery,” Jorem said, glaring at Val again. “Defenses, number of soldiers, that kind of thing.”
“I’m afraid not,” Solemi said. “Given the tactical importance of the wyverns, it’s safe to assume the outpost will be guarded quite heavily…but even the Inquisitrix only has so many soldiers. I doubt she can afford to keep an entire army parked in the mountains.”
“One would hope not,” Jorem muttered. 
“All the riders we have encountered so far have been channelers,” Kaseya commented. “The Inquisitrix may not need an army to defend the hatchery, not if it is protected by her new minions.”
“True, though you do have one very unique advantage,” Solemi said, shifting her gaze to Valuri. “Whatever spells or tricks your former mistress may have taught them, I doubt they will be able to overcome your Senosi defenses.”
The Huntress hissed softly between her teeth. “The Inquisitrix knows my vulnerabilities. She created the vatari ritual that empowers the Senosi; she can completely shut us down. For all we know she’s taught her new channelers the same technique.”
“Do you honestly think she would share those secrets with anyone?” Jorem asked. “The Senosi are still her vanguard. I doubt she’d risk letting her enemies know you have a weakness.”
“I suppose not,” Valuri conceded. 
“Then we should go—immediately,” Kaseya said. “The enemy’s reinforcements are already on the way.”
“I would suggest you speak with General Serrane first,” Solemi said. “She will undoubtedly wish to accompany you.”
Yet another warning tingle wormed its way down Jorem’s spine. As suspicious as he was of Varassa randomly volunteering information to Selvhara, Solemi doing the same thing with them now almost seemed worse. Something else was clearly going on here…
“Maybe if we bring Serrane along we’ll actually get paid for once,” Valuri said sourly. “That would be nice.”
Solemi grinned. “My resources are stretched thin right now, as I’m sure you can imagine, but I can provide you with supplies and some coin.”
The Huntress cocked an eyebrow. “How many coins, exactly?”
“Anything would help, thank you,” Jorem said, grabbing Valuri’s trim waist under the water and yanking her over to him. He tried his best to maintain a neutral expression—Solemi didn’t need to know how skeptical he was.  
“At the very least, disrupting their plans might buy us a little more time,” Kaseya said. Thanks to her collar she definitely knew how skeptically he was, but she was playing it off with a surprising amount of grace. She really was a fast learner…
“Whenever you are ready, my attendants will provide you with whatever you need,” Solemi said. “All I ask is that you please be careful. Highwind is going to need all our help to survive this war.”
Jorem squeezed Valuri’s waist before she could fire off another sarcastic quip. “We’ll do our best,” he said instead. 
The Black Mistress smiled and offered them a half bow. “Then I wish you the grace of the gods on your journey. And remember that no matter what happens, you will always be welcome here in Darkwind.”
After flashing them all another warm, welcoming smile, the Black Mistress turned and strode back across the cavern. Her guards followed closely on her heels, and after about a minute Jorem and the girls were once again alone. 
“That was far more amicable than I expected,” Kaseya said.
“A little too amicable,” Valuri muttered as she spun around in Jorem’s lap. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
Jorem grunted. “You mean how she just conveniently offered us information that will send one of the last few members of the dwindling Highwind Council on a dangerous mission into the mountains?” 
“Yeah, that. How much do you want to bet that Serrane is one of the people standing in the way of her plans for an ‘alliance’ between the city and the underworld?”
Jorem took a deep breath and idly brushed his fingers through her wet black hair. “I’d say it’s a near certainty.”
Kaseya cocked her head at him. “You believe this is a trap?”
“At the very least, I believe it’s an opportunity for Solemi to kill two birds with one stone,” Jorem said. “She’ll get Serrane out of the city for a while and she’ll have a chance to deal a blow to the Inquisitrix, all without lifting a finger of her own.”
The amazon glanced back over her shoulder to where Solemi had vanished. “I do not enjoy being manipulated,” she said.
“Join the club, Red,” Valuri grumbled. 
Jorem shifted his gaze over to Selvhara. The druid had barely moved a muscle in the past few minutes. “Do you have any thoughts on this?”
She abruptly turned and looked at him. “I beg your pardon?”
“You’ve never met any of these people before—I wondered if you had a different impression than the rest of us.”
Selvhara seemed like she had to pull herself out of a dark, distant place before she could respond. “I am not familiar enough with local politics to provide any insights. Though I can tell you she was quite pleased when you agreed to her offer.”
“What are you basing that on?” Jorem asked.
“The subtle shift in her heartbeat and breathing pattern,” Selvhara said. 
“You could hear her heart beating from ten yards away while you’re soaking in this pool?” Valuri asked. 
“Yes.”
The Huntress’s lip twisted in disgust. “Congratulations, you’ve managed to creep me out even more now. Can we dump her in a ditch yet or what?”
Jorem kept his eyes focused on the druid. “You seemed especially interested when Solemi mentioned rumors about an Eternal Priestess in the city. Are you familiar with their cult?”
“No,” Selvhara said, shaking her head. “But if there is another Conduit here…it could change everything.”
“I wouldn’t put too much stock in baseless rumors just yet,” Valuri cautioned. “The knights in the city are probably delusional and desperate. Someone could just be running a grift on them.”
“Possibly,” Jorem said, frowning. Selvhara still seemed genuinely flustered, and not in the same fish-out-of-water way as when they had first met her. Something about the Eternal Priestess in particular was bothering her…
“A few days ago you mentioned that Varellon has many Conduits,” Kaseya said. “Did they all receive their powers the same way?”
“Yes, they have all absorbed power from one of the many Godsouls scattered across the world,” the druid explained. “Most souls were locked away in other Avetharri prisons, but over the years some have fragmented into even smaller pieces.”
“How do you fragment the soul of a god?” Valuri asked. 
“It is a crude metaphor, like the term Godsoul itself. The point is that many echoes of Fallen Gods linger in this world. Perhaps the shattering of the prison beneath Nol Krovos released other fragments this Inquisitrix did not know about.”
“That’s a terrifying thought,” Jorem murmured. “Though it still might be worth investigating. I mean, if there is someone out there who could empower the Knights of the Silver Fist, even for just a little while…”
“Then Highwind could defend itself,” Kaseya said. 
“Perhaps we should investigate these rumors ourselves,” Selvhara suggested.
Valuri twisted in Jorem’s lap and glared at the druid. “Why are you suddenly so interested, wolf girl? Ten minutes ago you were talking about the ruins of a drow city, and now suddenly you want to ‘investigate’ some insane cultist?”
“I…” Selvhara paused for a moment and swallowed heavily. “Another Conduit could be a powerful ally, but I also believe that the ruins of Vel’shannar could contain valuable information on dragon magic.”
“Uh huh,” Valuri muttered. “Look, I agree that Solemi is probably trying to screw us over somehow, and I sure as hell don’t trust that creepy dark elf. For all we know there’s an ongoing power struggle in Darkwind and in Highwind, and frankly I don’t want anything to do with either of them.”
Jorem studied the Huntress for a long moment. As always, he didn’t need a magical collar to know that she was planning something. 
“But you’re still making your ‘I have an idea’ face,” he told her. 
“Yeah, well, you’re making your ‘I’m an idiot’ face. What’s your point?”
He sighed. “If you have a plan, spit it out.”
“I prefer to swallow, thanks,” she said, playfully clamping her thighs around his waist. “But you’re right—I do have an idea. The thing is…you aren’t going to like it. In fact, you’re going to hate it.”
“Try me,” Jorem said. 
Valuri sighed and finally rolled off of him. “There’s only one way we can go after those wyverns and still keep an eye on Solemi here in the city,” she said. “We need to split up.”
“You’re right,” Jorem said. “I do hate this idea.”
“As do I,” Kaseya added. 
Valuri waved a hand in front of her face. “Just hear me out. From everything we know about the Ranger-General, she’s a hands-on type of woman—she’s going to go after the wyverns whether we help her or not. And assuming this ‘hatchery’ actually exists, stealth is going to be far more important than raw firepower. I’m a hell of a lot sneakier than the rest of you, and Solemi is right that I’m in the best position to neutralize the Inquisitrix’s new channelers.”
“Wait, you want to go all by yourself?” Jorem asked incredulously. 
“Not particularly, but it does make the most sense,” Valuri said. “At the very least, the general and I should be able to scout the area and figure out what we’re dealing with before reporting back.”
“And what if there is an army stationed up there?” Kaseya protested. 
“Then two of us will have a much easier time escaping than a whole group. And if there isn’t an army, we can do some real damage.” Valuri paused and sighed. “Look, it’s just an idea, but it’s the only way we can do two things at once.”
Jorem sighed and scratched his chin in thought. As much as he wanted to reflexively shoot down her idea, it did make some sense. Kaseya could have gone with them too, of course, but Val obviously didn’t want to leave him alone with Selvhara. This was the only option unless they all wanted to leave the city again. 
“Solemi probably has some attuned calling crystals she could loan us,” he murmured. “That way we could stay in touch.”
“I wouldn’t trust any device like that from her,” Valuri replied sourly. “I’m not an artificer, but I’ve fought underworld kingpins my whole adult life. She’ll have a way to listen in on the conversation, I promise.”
“I still don’t like it,” Kaseya said. “What are we supposed to do while you are gone?”
Valuri smiled. “Isn’t it obvious? You go and check out this drow city that wolf girl was talking about.”
“But you said that was a stupid idea!”
“Ten minutes ago, it was.” The Huntress sighed and pulled herself up out of the pool. “Look, we can’t afford to pass up an opportunity to go after these wyverns, but that doesn’t mean we have to do exactly Solemi wants, either. If she really is raiding that drow city, she probably doesn’t want anyone to know about it—including us.”
“You’re assuming that Varassa was telling Selvhara the truth,” Jorem pointed out. 
“I’m assuming she wasn’t making the whole thing up out of thin air. What would she have to gain?” Valuri sighed and nibbled at her lip again. “I mean, the obvious conclusion here is just what wolf girl said: some of Solemi’s ‘attendants’ are basically slaves. Presumably Varassa was driven out of Vel’shannar with the rest of the dark elves. She probably wants back in and hopes we’ll find a way to help her.”
Jorem shook his head. “Maybe, but I’m really not interested in helping settle any scores.”
“No one is, but that’s not the point. If wolf girl think there is information down there that could help you, then you might as well have a look. And if you discover something in the process—say, something nefarious enough we could tell the Council…”
“Then maybe Serrane could use it to help keep Solemi out of power,” Kaseya reasoned, nodding. “Sometimes I forget how devious you can be.”
“I was trained to be an assassin and a spy, Red,” Valuri replied sourly. “Don’t think for a moment I’ve gone soft just because I let you fuck me in the ass once.”
Jorem grunted and scratched at the stubble on his chin. “Solemi built all of her wealth and power by smuggling in magical relics. At the very least it would be nice to know what she’s collected. Maybe there’s something we can use to defend the city.”
“And if we get caught?” Kaseya asked. 
“Then you do what you’re best at and kill a bunch of idiots,” Valuri said. “Everybody wins.”
Jorem pulled himself up onto the edge and reached for a towel. Skulking around the Underworld was an even less appealing prospect than trudging through the mountains, but he couldn’t argue with her basic point. Doing something was better than doing nothing, and at least he would still have Kaseya around to watch his back.
“Let’s get dressed and see what supplies Solemi’s people can actually provide for us,” he said. “After that…we’ll see.”
 
***
 
The Darkwind vault contained a truly impressive stockpile of supplies ranging from the magical to the mundane, and Selvhara couldn’t help but wonder how this “Black Mistress” had assembled such a vast hoard in a relatively short period of time. Jorem and the other girls seemed equally impressed, and they quickly gathered up enough rations and ammunition to last them several weeks if not months. Valuri took even more, naturally, including enough coin to buy a year’s worth of wine. When the others complained, the Senosi silenced them with a tart glare.
Personally, Selvhara was far more interested in the alchemical ingredients. Many of the local herbs were completely foreign to her, but she found more than enough firenettle to brew another potion for Jorem. With luck, it would help him unlock even more ancestral memories. 
Not that it matters anymore. If there truly is a second Conduit here in Highwind, then the dragon and his harem are no longer your concern. You should be out there right now scouring the city for this Eternal Priestess…
“Is this everything you need?” Jorem asked. 
“Um…y-yes,” Selvhara stuttered as she cleared her throat. “This is quite an impressive collection.”
He nodded and glanced over her shoulder. “Do you really think that another potion will help?”
“It should,” she said, smiling back at him. “There’s enough here to mix a far more potent brew.”
“The last one seemed potent enough. I’m not sure I can handle even worse indigestion.”
Selvhara frowned. “I don’t—”
“It was a joke, forget it,” Jorem said, waving a hand. “But the prospect of breathing fire again isn’t particularly appealing.”
“It is merely one of many skills you must learn. The transformation itself will be even more…strenuous.”
“Wonderful,” he muttered with a heavy sigh. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
The group returned their chambers, and after organizing their equipment the Senosi prepared for her trip to the surface. The others remained skeptical of her plan, but her departure was about to present Selvhara with an opportunity she couldn’t afford to waste…
“I still don’t like the idea of you going off on your own,” the amazon said. 
“I love you too, Red,” Valuri said, snickering and giving the other woman a long, deep kiss. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back and playing with your tits again before you know it.”
Kaseya sighed. “This is serious. You have no idea what type of defenses you’ll encounter up there.”
“Honey, I know these people and their tactics better than you do, remember? I’ll be fine.” 
Jorem pursed his lips and glanced back at Selvhara. “Do you mind giving us a moment?”
“Of course not,” the druid replied, forcing a smile. “I will wait for you by the pools.”
Selvhara didn’t even bother trying to eavesdrop as she made her way down the stairs towards to the bubbling pools. As frustrating as it was that Jorem still didn’t trust her, she needed to be alone with her thoughts for a while anyway. When the Black Mistress’s attendants swarmed over her to see if she needed anything, she politely shooed them away. She had no interest in being social…not while her stomach was frantically twisting into knots. 
The moment you tell the One God about the other Conduit, he will order you to abandon your mission and find her. He might even command you to kill the sorcerer and his harem right here…
Selvhara found a dark, empty corner by one of the pools and buried her face in her hands. This entire mission—and her entire “relationship” with Jorem—had always been a means to an end. He was a weapon to be wielded against the Inquisitrix so that the One God could harvest her Godsoul. Once Dathiel absorbed its power, he would finally be able to escape his prison in the Pale and restore order to this broken world. 
But if this other Conduit was as vulnerable as she seemed, then perhaps Jorem was irrelevant. Selvhara could almost certainly dispatch this Eternal Priestess on her own, and then the One God could claim her power instead…
Selvhara shook her head and tried to clear her thoughts. Dathiel could see through her eyes when he wished, and he could even read her mind when he was so inclined. She needed to stay focused if she was going to hide this new revelation from him. Her mental discipline was the only thing standing between her new companions and the wrath of her true master. 
Why do you even care what happens to them? You barely know them, and they obviously don’t care about you. Why not use this opportunity to earn the One God’s favor? You have betrayed plenty of temporary allies before. Why is this any different?
Selvhara slouched against the wall and balled her hands into fists. A thousand years of guilt festered in the pit of her stomach, and it was far more painful and devastating than the pangs of the Wasting Echo. If she could go back in time—if she could return to the days of her youth—she never would have accepted the One God’s aid. Losing her mind and soul to the moon curse would have been a small price to pay to rescind centuries upon centuries of bloodshed and betrayal…
“Are you all right?”
Selvhara gasped and glanced up to see Jorem and the amazon standing over her. They both looked genuinely concerned. 
“Y-yes,” the druid said, standing. “I was just…meditating.”
“Uh huh,” Jorem muttered, frowning. “Since I can’t imagine you’re upset about Val leaving, something else must be bothering you.”
“What do you…?” Selvhara trailed off when she touched her face and felt the cold tears on her cheeks. 
“What is the matter?” Kaseya asked.
“Nothing. I just…” 
Selvhara cleared her throat and took a deep breath. How could you be so negligent? How could you allow yourself to get so distracted? You should have heard them approaching the instant they left their room!
“Many things here remind of home,” she said after a moment, gesturing towards the pools. “Or at least, what used to be my home. There were sacred pools in the Silverwood and all across Falinor, but so many have been destroyed or corrupted. It occurred to me that I may never see them again.”
Jorem arched an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced, but he placed a steadying hand on her shoulder anyway. “You’re sure that’s it?”
“There’s so much more at stake than me being homesick,” Selvhara said, forcing an awkward chuckle and an even more awkward smile. “It probably seems ridiculous.”
“Mourning the loss of your home is not ridiculous,” Kaseya murmured. She glanced away, and for perhaps the first since Selvhara had met her the amazon actually looked…weak. 
“Well, we should probably get moving,” Jorem said, glancing between the two women. “How long do you think it will take to reach this buried drow city?”
Selvhara wiped her face one last time. “Not long,” she said. “Though if we want to conceal our approach, it might take longer.”
Jorem nodded anxiously. “Then we might as well get started.”
 
 
 



4
New Alliances
 
Serrane Starwind headed straight home after the Council finally adjourned, though she had no intention of staying there for long. Since returning to the city after the chaos at Hastien’s Fall, she had been very cautious about where, when, and with whom she traveled. She could feel the eyes of her enemies and her allies alike watching her at all times, and she couldn’t afford to be sloppy. The people of Highwind needed to believe that their Ranger-General was doing everything she could to protect them—and herself. Sometimes even the veneer of professionalism was enough to ward off chaos. 
Two of her Duskwatch Rangers stood guard outside her house at all times, and after quickly checking in with them she slipped inside and locked the door behind her. Now it was time for the real challenge—meeting Julian and Tahira on the other side of the city without being followed. 
After tossing her ceremonial cloak of office on her bed, Serrane changed into the “urban armor” she had specifically commissioned from the tanners at the Mage’s Guild before the Shattering. The cropped leather breastplate and matching leather skirt had darker browns, greens, and greys that were much better suited for skulking around alleyways and rooftops than the Duskwood. The smell and feel of the leather made her miss her old armor that had been destroyed by the Senosi Huntress, Lasille.  
It also reminds you of how pathetically you behaved while you were her prisoner.
Serrane snarled at her reflection in the mirror as she finished strapping the last buckles into place. Even now, almost two weeks since she and Julian had escaped Lasille’s clutches, Serrane was still sickened by how thoroughly her body had betrayed her. It was bad enough that she had been trounced in personal combat, but the fact she had actually enjoyed parts of her capture was downright humiliating.
Hissing in disgust, Serrane grabbed the rest of her gear and stormed back out the front door. Night had already fallen by the time she emerged, and the shadows cloaked her movements as she flit across the street. With any luck, Julian would already be waiting for her by now. With even more luck, he might have even convinced the Silver Conclave to see reason…
The tavern was bustling by the time Serrane arrived, and she kept the cowl of her cloak drawn tightly around her face as she maneuvered through the drunken crowd to the rooms in the back. She still thought it was crazy that Julian had decided to stash Tahira here of all places, but apparently he trusted the owner more than his comrades. He probably wasn’t wrong—desperate people were capable of anything, and the Knights of the Silver Fist were on the brink of total collapse in the wake of the Shattering. It was only a matter of time before the broken paladins turned on one another. 
Serrane waited for the halls to clear before she gently wrapped her knuckles on the wood. The sight of his square jaw, stubble-pocked chin, and dark eyes instantly brought a smile to her face, and she stretched up on her tip-toes to kiss him the moment he shut the door behind her. His strong hands settled upon the small of her back, and she was seriously tempted to leap into his arms and beg him to take her right here against the wall. She hadn’t felt him inside her in days…
There were times when she still found it difficult to believe she had fallen so thoroughly in love with a human—especially a paladin—but she had never melted into anyone’s embrace quite like this before. If not for the fact that the world was slowly burning to cinders around them, she would have happily stood here holding him all night.  
Serrane eventually pulled away and smiled up at him. “How was your day?”
Julian snorted softly. “Much better now,” he whispered, kissing the tip of her nose. “But from that furrow in your brow I assume the Council said all the wrong things.” 
She sighed. “Loudly and repeatedly.”
“Well, at least they’re consistently stupid,” Julian said. “It makes them easier to predict.”
Serrane grunted and elbowed him playfully in the gut. Her lips were still tingling, and she probably would have kissed him again if the Eternal Priestess hadn’t shuffled out from one of the side rooms. 
“General,” Tahira said, her voice as soft and delicate as glass. Julian was convinced that this girl had a deep reservoir of strength, and no one could deny the raw power she had unleashed back at Hastien’s Fall. Nevertheless, she still acted like she was walking on eggshells all the time, especially around Serrane. 
“Has anyone given you trouble yet?” the ranger asked. 
“No, not exactly,” Tahira said, her eyes flicking over to Julian.
Serrane shook her head. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“The Conclave still thinks that even talking about Tahira’s power is tantamount to heresy,” Julian explained, “but apparently I was able to get through to some of the younger knights. Dame Laurent followed me here about an hour ago, and she was interested in hearing what we had to say. We may finally have an opportunity to convert some of the knights, but it’s a bit of a long story. You probably want to sit down…”
Julian told her everything that had happened—his argument with the Conclave, his discussion with Laurent, and his plan to escort Tahira to the Silver Tower. It was a lot to take in, especially given how little progress they had made in the past two weeks, and Serrane voiced several dozen immediate concerns. Still, all things considered this was much better news than she had been expecting. 
“I know that leaving the city is a huge risk,” Julian said, “and there’s obviously no guarantee that the knights at the tower will be more reasonable than the officers here. But I think Laurent is right—we have to try.”
Serrane sighed and ran a hand back through her long blonde hair before she turned back to the priestess. “How long was Laurent able to channel after you touched her?”
“I could still feel a connection to her for almost an hour after she left,” Tahira said. “After that, her presence weakened and faded away.”
“Do you think you could do it again?” Serrane asked. “More importantly, do you think you could empower even more knights?”
“I…I think so.”
“You don’t sound very confident.”
The priestess swallowed and glanced up at Julian. “It all just sort of…happens. I wish I could explain it, but I still have no idea how any of this works.”
“Well, for the moment the ‘how’ isn’t the important part,” Julian said. “It worked with Laurent, and I bet it will work with the others. Right now that’s all we need to worry about.”
He squeezed Tahira’s shoulder in that inspiring, supportive paladin way of his, and the priestess immediately relaxed and smiled at him. Serrane rolled her eyes and repressed a groan. His uncanny ability to placate people was almost obnoxious, and she couldn’t help but be a little jealous. She’d never had a particularly high opinion of the Silver Fist, but Julian was everything a knight in shining armor was supposed to be.
That’s exactly why you love him.  
“The North Road is probably crawling with Senosi by now,” Serrane said. “So unless Tahira has figured out how to fire beams from her eyes again, the two of you will be outnumbered and outmatched.”
“I know, but it’s not like we can snap our fingers and conjure an army to escort us,” Julian said. “We’ll just have to hope the Inquisitrix and her goons have better things to do than track two people through the woods.”
“At least the Senosi don’t seem capable of sensing her power for some reason,” Serrane said. 
He nodded. “As strange as it may sound, in some ways we might actually be safer in the wilds.”
Serrane arched an eyebrow at him. “Why?”
Julian paused for a moment and scratched at the stubble on his cheek. “I told Laurent to be careful who she talks to, but sooner or later the truth about Tahira will reach Deswick and the rest of the Conclave. A week ago, I would have considered that a good thing—I still thought they were just waiting for tangible proof. But now…”
He grunted and shook his head. “They’re either blinded by faith or terrified of losing their power. Regardless, it’s only matter of time before they do something stupid.”
“You think they’ll come after her?” Serrane asked. 
“What I think is that they’re terrified, and terrified people are unpredictable. Highlord Kastrius might have been able to hold things together, but without him the officers are jackals fighting for scraps. I fear they’ll turn on each other long before the Echo finishes them off.”
Serrane nodded absently. Deep down, Julian had probably known all along that the Silver Fist wouldn’t survive this crisis. The Order had grown complacent long before the Shattering, and its leadership had steadily grown more insular and less adaptable every year since she had arrived in the city. Some of the more overtly religious officers, like Knight-Commander Deswick, had been eager to blame the Order’s erosion on the “moral depravity” of its members, but orgies and prostitutes had never been the true source of their problems. Power ultimately corrupted everyone, even the virtuous. 
“I’d feel a lot better if I went with you,” Serrane said after a moment, “but I can’t afford to leave the city right now. The Black Mistress sent one of her people to the Council meeting to offer us a ‘deal.’”
Julian frowned. “What kind of deal?”
“A permanent seat on the Council in exchange for her ‘assistance.’”
“Escar’s mercy…” he said, dragging his fingers through his hair. “Crowe and Deswick would rather burn the city down than hand it over to her.”
“They may get their wish,” Serrane muttered. “She already has Constable Mannick in her pocket, and she’s going to try to extort me into supporting her.”
“Extort you? How?”
Serrane sighed. “Her smuggled relics are the only reason Faewyn and Laryssa were able to have their…adventures.”
Julian swore under his breath. “Oh, shit…”
Serrane nodded and crossed her arms over her chest. “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do about it yet, but either way I need to be here. We might not have a choice regardless. The Black Mistress has armor, weapons, and soldiers. Crow and Deswick have nothing.”
“Not yet, anyway,” Julian said, glancing back at Tahira. “If this gambit at the tower works…if we can actually restore a few dozen knights…”
“Then we’ll be in a much better position regardless,” Serrane agreed. “Right now, I think the only reasonable option is to stall. I need to do whatever I can to buy you some time.”
Julian took a deep breath, and his forehead creased in thought as he mulled over their limited options. But really, there was only one choice here and they both knew it: he needed to get Tahira to the Silver Tower and pray for a bloody miracle. 
“I always assumed I’d have to learn how to be a proper politician eventually,” Serrane whispered. “I just thought it would be during a time of peace, not war…”
He smiled tightly and cupped his hand over her cheek. “If anyone can hold down the fort for a few days, it’s you.”
“That’s a big if,” she muttered. “We also need to figure out how to sneak you out of the city and past the Vorsalosian army. I suppose the Duskwatch tunnels are still the best bet. They can at least get you into the forest.”
“That should be far enough,” Julian said. “It’s the only option I can think of short of catapulting us over the walls.”
Serrane grunted and turned to Tahira. “I don’t suppose you’ve figured out how to sprout wings and fly over the past few days?”
The priestess shook her head. “N-no, I haven’t.”
“Given recent events, it seemed prudent to ask,” Serrane murmured. “If you two are really going to do this, you should probably set out at first light. That doesn’t give you much time to pack up and get ready.”
“We’ll manage,” Julian said, gently brushing a lock of hair from her face. “And there are a few other things we should discuss before I go…in private.”
Serrane smiled up at him, her toes curling inside her boots in anticipation. A small part of her still resented how easily—and how thoroughly—the mere promise of his touch could set fire to her quim. But thankfully that voice was little more than a whisper now, and the rest of her was eager to dance in the flames.  
“I’m all ears,” she breathed.
 
***
 
Unsurprisingly, their “discussion” involved very little conversation. After half-dragging, half-escorting Cassel into the master bedroom, Serrane closed the door, locked the handle, and leapt up into his arms. She clamped her long elven legs around his waist so tightly she was practically weightless, and he slammed her into the wall and slipped his tongue between her desperate lips.
Cassel was more convinced than ever that he wouldn’t have survived these past few weeks back in Highwind without her. Between his never-ending arguments with the Conclave and his struggles to hide and protect Tahira, he sometimes felt like he was going mad. He was quite literally the only unbroken paladin left in the whole city, perhaps forever, and the burdens and obligations of that responsibility weighed heavily on his mind. He didn’t know what was going to happen in a month; he didn’t even know what was going to happen tomorrow. His only anchor day in and day out was the woman cradled in his arms, and he was determined to let her know how much he appreciated her.
 Frantically freeing his bulging cock with one hand, he pushed up her leather skirt and nudged aside her panties with the other. Serrane cried out and clawed her fingers into his back when he nestled the tip against her quivering quim, then again when he heaved her calves up onto his shoulders and plunged his full length inside her. As always her calid cunt cradled him like a velvet vise, and he pounded into her so hard he was surprised the wall didn’t splinter. 
She whimpered softly every time he thrust, and he kept his forehead pressed against hers as they gasped for breath between kisses. Her blue eyes glimmered like sapphires, and her thighs were softer than silk. His cock throbbed inside her molten embrace, desperate for release, and she pulled him in close and began to whisper sweet Elvish nothings in his ear. He didn’t even need a translation; the sweet sound of her soft voice was all it took to push him over the edge. 
“Oh, gods!” Cassel blurted out as he exploded deep inside her. Her hips and calves shuddered from her own climax, and when the inevitable wave of weakness crashed over him he stumbled over to the bed and pulled her on top of him. 
“Amin mela lle,” Serrane breathed. “Tanya nae elemendiya.”
Cassel kissed her softly, sweetly, and his cock didn’t even wilt inside her. It didn’t seem possible to wilt inside her no matter how many times he had already spilled.
He smiled up at her and brushed a lock of hair from her eyes as they caught their breath. “You know…we should probably start being more careful.”
Serrane arched an eyebrow at him. “Worried we’ll break the furniture?”
“Not exactly,” he chuckled. “I just mean, you know…one of these days I could get you pregnant.”
“It is difficult for elves and humans to conceive.”
“Not that difficult.” Cassel paused and slowly traced his fingers along the sides of her smooth, taut stomach. “You could use a protection spell.”
“So could you.”
“Yeah, well…why haven’t you?”
“Why haven’t you?”
Cassel grinned up at her as she leaned down to kiss him again. Her blonde hair spilled all over him, and his fingers slowly crawled up her back and began unfastening the straps of her breastplate. Serrane withdrew her lips just long enough to remove her armor and toss it on the floor before she dove back in. She was desperate to devour him, and he was desperate to let her. His cock was already hard and throbbing inside her again, and she began slowly, rhythmically churning her hips against him.
“I’ve never…” she whispered when she finally pulled her lips away.
Cassel shook his head. “What?”
Her cheeks flushed ever so slightly. It wasn’t like Serrane Starwind to stumble on her words, and it definitely wasn’t like her to be so sheepish.  
“I’ve never felt this way about anyone else before,” she said. “When I’m with you, it’s like I’m a completely different person.”
Cassel grinned up at her again. “Well, you’re the most amaz—”
Serrane abruptly placed her fingers over his lips. He frowned, confused, until she leaned down close enough for her mouth to kiss his ear. 
“I want you to fuck me,” she breathed. “All night, over and over and over. I want you to use me. I want you to hurt me. I want you to treat me like your personal elf cunt.” She slowly leaned back up until her blue eyes were an inch from his. “Can you do that for me?”
“Well, I am a knight,” Cassel said, gently sliding his fingers through her hair. “We’re supposed to give fair damsels whatever they need.”
Serrane smiled coquettishly. “Who said chivalry is dead?”
She leaned down to kiss him again, but her lips never reached their target. Without warning, Cassel grabbed her by the waist and flung her off of him and onto her back. She yelped in surprise, but before she should regain her balance he dove on top of her, braced his arms underneath her legs, and hoisted them all the way up and back until her knees were almost touching her ears. Serrane moaned when his tip of his cock returned to her sodden slit, then again when he plunged into her. But she outright squealed in surprise came when he abruptly grabbed her throat with both hands. 
She was completely at his mercy and she knew it. With her feet sticking straight up in the air and her body folded in half, she couldn’t have escaped even if she had wanted to…which was precisely why she shuddered in delight when he began choking her in earnest. He quickly settled into a rhythm: every three thrusts he would relax his grip enough for her to suck down a single gulp of air, but the instant she inhaled he would clutch her throat again and force her to hold her breath. She would eventually lose the battle, of course, but that was part of the game. While her hands scratched and pounded against his back as if she wanted shake him off, her body told a different tale: the more violently he thrust, the more violently she trembled in delight. She was so desperate for him to claim her, to conquer her, to use her…
And he did. Cassel slammed into her over and over again, marveling as always at how her elven quim could be this slick and this tight all at once. Every time he looked down at her perfect body folded beneath him—her bouncing tits, her lustrous hair, her ageless face and sparkling blue eyes—he desperately wanted to pull out and bathe her in his seed. The mere thought of her looking up at him through splattered, fluttering eyelids almost pushed him over the top—
But Cassel wasn’t done with her just yet. A split second before he exploded, he released her throat and pulled out. Serrane’s eyes widened in confusion even as she gasped for breath, but he gave his cock a five second reprieve before he grabbed her arm and flipped her all the way over onto her chest. Her long, wild hair spilled everywhere, but he quickly gathered up a thick clump of blonde locks in his left hand. Leaning his head down on top of hers, he softly bit the pointed tip of her ear. 
“You’re mine, bitch,” he snarled. “Squeal for me!”
He jerked back on her hair and plunged into her cunt in a single smooth motion. She squealed just like he had known she would, half in surprise and half in delight, and he slapped her pale ass with his free hand hard enough to leave a red streak. Once again, she was totally at his mercy. Her fingers feebly clawed at the sheets as if groping for something, anything, to brace upon, but Cassel pounded her so hard she could barely breathe even without his hands at her throat. 
There was something so animalistic, so primal, so masculine about fucking a woman from behind that he knew he wouldn’t be able to last long. Her body was so perfect and pristine that he was once again tempted to pull out and despoil her beauty, but after their last conversation he knew that wasn’t what she truly wanted…
“Beg for it,” he whispered into her ear. “Beg for my seed!”
“Please,” Serrane gasped. “Please, give it to me!”
“Where?”
“Inside! Deep inside!”
“Then take it,” he growled. “Take it all!”
Pushing her face completely into the bed, Cassel slammed into her one last time before he exploded. He cried out in a triumph like an orc warlord despoiling his prey, and he didn’t release his grip and allow her to breathe until he had pumped every last drop deep inside her. 
“Ju’katta…” Serrane rasped, still delirious. When he finally allowed her to roll over, she wearily stared down at tiny beads of sweat on her skin and the viscous trails of seed trickling down her slender legs. “That better not be all you’ve got...”
Cassel snorted. “Even the most chivalrous knight has his limits, m’lady.”
“Maybe,” she said, nibbling at his chin and stroking his flaccid stem, “but I know for a fact we haven’t reached yours just yet…”
 
***
 
Morning arrived far earlier than it had any right to, and Serrane scowled at the first rays of sunlight in the hopes she could scare them back into the heavens for a little while longer. But reality refused to budge to her demands, and she eventually sighed and cupped Julian’s face in her hands to wake him up. 
“Come on,” she prompted. “You should have been packed and on the road an hour ago.”
“You’re always saying that,” he groaned. 
“I’m always right. Sometimes I don’t think you’d ever get out of bed without me.”
“What if I don’t want to get out of bed because of you?” he countered, sliding his arm around her waist. 
Serrane rolled her eyes but smiled anyway. “Flattery won’t get you any more sleep.”
“It’s not flattery—it’s the truth.” Julian smiled as he dragged the fingers of his free hand through the long blonde locks spilling over him. “My parents always told me not to take anything for granted. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
He pulled her in close enough that he could kiss her lips again. She had never been a glutton for compliments like so other women, and in many cases praise actually made her uncomfortable. But hearing Julian speak those words—and knowing he meant every one—made her toes curl and her heart flutter. 
“All right,” he breathed as their lips finally parted. “I suppose we should go.”
“Not yet,” Serrane said, pushing him back down when he tried to lean up. “Now you have to fuck me first.”
Julian blinked. “But you said—”
“The Silver Tower can wait,” she said, swinging her leg over his lap and smiling. “I can’t.”
His cock took exactly three seconds to swell to its full length, and Serrane eagerly guided it back inside her. For once she took full control, churning her hips against him and snickering every time he moaned in delight. When his strong hands crawled their way up her thighs, across her stomach, and up to her breasts, she leaned down far enough that he could lick and suckle at her nipples. A spark of delight shivered through her from her toes to her tits, and she clamped down on her lip as yet another orgasm shuddered through her. 
The moment her mind finally returned to her body, Julian rolled her over onto her back and reclaimed control. His thrusts were simultaneously hard and gentle, deep and shallow, and he leaned down to kiss her in the same instant he burst. Serrane could feel his cock pumping deep inside her, filling her with yet another gushing torrent of his seed, and she locked her arms and legs around him as if she never wanted to let him go. 
“Gods…” he breathed when he finally finished, his forehead pressed tightly against hers. “I don’t think I have enough energy left to trudge through the forest. I guess I’ll have to stay a few more days.”
Serrane snickered. “I always knew that paladins were secretly the laziest people in Highwind.”
“It’s not really a secret,” Julian said. “It’s part of our charm.”
She grunted and kissed him again. She would have gladly stayed in bed with him forever given the choice, but duty eventually compelled her to physically drag him out of the sheets so he could actually get dressed and ready to go. Ten minutes and an astonishing number of tickles and tackles later, they were finally back in the suite’s main room. Tahira was there waiting for them with a plate of fresh fruit and bread. 
“I feared I had overslept,” the girl said. 
“That’s never a problem when he is around, don’t worry,” Serrane said. She could practically feel the aura of awkward embarrassment radiating off the priestess; unless she was deaf she had probably heard plenty of the festivities last night. The old Serrane would have been horrified about such things, but the new one didn’t give a damn. 
They ate quickly and efficiently, and after gathering up the rest of their things they slipped outside and found a quiet, out-of-the-way alley where they could talk. Serrane then reminded Julian of everything he needed to know about the Duskwatch tunnels
 “I would escort you myself, but it’s probably best if we split up just to minimize attention,” Serrane said. “My rangers will know to expect you.”
“The fewer people see us leave, the better,” Julian said. “I’d rather have Commander Crowe and Deswick stumbling around aimlessly trying to find us.”
“I doubt it will take them long to start looking. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if Crowe tries to confront me about it in the Council chambers today.”
Julian took a deep breath and nodded. “In theory, we should be long gone by then.”
“Good luck,” Serrane said, touching his cheek. 
“All things considered, I think I’d rather be avoiding the Inquisitrix’s armies than dealing with politics,” Julian said, smiling. “But we’ll be back before you know it, I promise.”
“I know you will,” she whispered, and meant it. She leaned forward to kiss him one last time, and she forced herself to ignore the dark voices in her head warning her that she would never see him again. If anyone could pull this off, it was Julian. In a week or two, he would return to the city leading a newly-empowered army of paladins. The Vorsalosian army would break before them, and this war would end as quickly as it had begun. She could see it now. 
The problem was that she didn’t believe it. 
“Lu dartha an unmin,” Serrane whispered. “Tenna lye ento omenta.”
“Until then,” Julian said. “Escar watch over you.”
Serrane turned and strode off down the street. She forced herself not to glance back over her shoulder, partially because she didn’t want to look suspicious and partially because she didn’t want him to see the nascent tears welling in her eyes. She kept her hood drawn tightly around her head, and she had mostly regained her composure by the time she reached her house. 
The guards here weren’t flustered in the slightest by the fact she hadn’t returned last night. In their minds, Highwind’s Ranger-General had spent the whole evening on patrol leaping from rooftop to rooftop in search of Vorsalosian infiltrators. Serrane had never corrected their misconceptions. After all, sometimes the illusion of power was far more important than actually possessing it. 
The Council was scheduled to meet shortly, but Serrane ignored her tardiness and filled a bath anyway. She heated the water with sorcery, and she allowed herself to soak for far too long before she finally got dressed and ready. Every time she closed her eyes she could hear Crowe and Mannick arguing, and she still didn’t have any idea what she was actually going to say to them. She needed to stall, but how? This had all sounded so easy in theory, but in practice she didn’t know how she could appease the Black Mistress and—
Serrane had just buckled the last strap of her armor when her ears pricked up in warning. Her eyes narrowed, and she held her breath as she tried to listen for anything out of the ordinary. The wind buffeting her house made it difficult to pick out individual sounds, but she was almost certain she heard footsteps in the adjacent room. Since her guards weren’t stupid enough to try and march in here without announcing their presence, the only logical conclusion was that she had an intruder. 
Gritting her teeth, Serrane silently drew her twin swords and crept over to the wall next to the door. The wind picked up again for a moment, and the intruder was clever enough to mask his movements with the noise. If nothing else, it proved that she wasn’t dealing with a rank amateur here. Perhaps the Inquisitrix had finally dispatched a Senosi assassin to finish the job Lasille had started. 
Serrane mentally counted to ten as she felt more than heard her assailant approach, and every muscle in her body coiled as she prepared to strike. Three, two, one…
She whirled around the corner, one sword held defensively in front of her while the other slashed in a wide arc, but somehow the intruder was prepared for the attack. The clash of steel rang throughout the house as a pair of wickedly-sharp tiger claws parried her blade, and a black blur slipped beneath her defenses and tackled her to the floor. Serrane reflexively kicked out with her knee and tried to roll away—
“Valuri?” the ranger stammered when she belatedly recognized the green eyes and hooded face looking down at her. “How…?”
“You should really be more careful with these things, General,” the former Senosi Huntress said as she retracted her claws. “You could chop off someone’s head…or damage one of your pretty paintings.”
Serrane shook her head in bewilderment at the woman straddling her. The mere sight of Valuri’s claws and black leather armor triggered an avalanche of memories of Hastien’s Fall. Lasille had also defeated Serrane with without breaking a sweat, and the elf felt a sudden rush of terror in her chest…
“Hey, it’s all right,” Valuri said, raising her hands defensively. “Sorry for sneaking up on you like this. I, uh…I just didn’t think it was a good idea for someone like me to use the front door.”
The ranger forced herself to swallow and take a deep breath. “Faarea,” she breathed. “How in the bloody hell did you get in here?”
“I’m a professional,” Valuri replied mildly. “Also, your guard on the rooftop was half-asleep. He’s going to have a horrible headache when he wakes up.”
Serrane’s mouth hung open in shock so long it was genuinely embarrassing. This all seemed like it must have been some kind of trick or illusion…
“I’m real, don’t worry,” the Huntress said with a wry smile. “I realize this probably seems crazy to you right now, but I come bearing important news from a mutual acquaintance.”
Serrane swallowed and pursed her lips. She had never expected to see the mercenaries from Icewatch again, and she definitely hadn’t expected one of them to crash through her door. The fact that Valuri was a Huntress was even more awkward. She obviously wasn’t Lasille—aside from the black leather and similar weapons they didn’t look much of anything alike—but her presence was still a reminder of something Serrane was desperately trying to forget. The helplessness, the pain…
The unbelievable arousal.
“What acquaintance?” Serrane asked, clearing her throat and struggling to regain her poise.
“Well, the short version is that we just got back in town, and my friends are still with the Black Mistress down in Darkwind.”
The name snapped Serrane’s mind fully back into the present. “You were with the Black Mistress?” she asked. “Just now?”
“We used her secret tunnels to slip past the Vorsalosian army,” Valuri explained. “It’s a long story, but you’re one of the first people we wanted to talk to. The word on the street is that you’re doing everything you can to hold Highwind together…and for some insane reason my friends and I want to help.”
Serrane shook her head, still bewildered. Illusion or not, she felt like she had just smoked some particularly powerful rathelas…
“You can get off of me any time,” she said.
Valuri glanced down in surprise as if she had forgotten she was still straddling the other woman. “Oh, shit,” she blurted out, standing. “Sorry, General.”
She reached out a hand and helped pull Serrane up. Valuri’s grip was surprisingly firm, and it was yet another reminder of her vampire-like Senosi strength. Serrane was several inches taller than the Huntress, though it was hard to tell thanks to the insane heels on Valuri’s boots. 
“Anyway, I’m sure this all seems crazy to you, and you’re not wrong,” Valuri said. “But you’re the only person in Highwind we feel like we can trust, so here I am.”
Serrane grunted softly. Apparently nothing was ever going to unfold like she expected again. Chaos had become the only constant in her life…
“I would be highly skeptical of any information the Black Mistress may have given you,” the ranger said, taking in another deep breath. “I’m not sure if you’re aware of the political situation here, but she’s—”
 “Whatever you’re going to say, I promise we trust her even less than you do,” Valuri interrupted. “So don’t worry, I’m not here as an envoy, and we’re definitely not her goons.”
Serrane nodded slowly. “Well, that’s something, I suppose.”
“We saw her army down in Darkwind, and we know she’s trying to use it as leverage to snag a spot on the Council,” Valuri explained. “We also know she has dirt on half the important people in this damn city. Without you and a few others, she probably would have declared herself the ‘Black Queen of Highwind’ or something equally stupid sounding by now.”
“I wouldn’t put it past her to do that regardless,” Serrane murmured. “But if you don’t trust her, why are you here?”
“Because like I said, we trust you,” Valuri said. “And not just because Jorem couldn’t stop leering at you back at the fortress. I apologize for that, by the way—he’s kind of an idiot, and I’m pretty sure he would be dead in a ditch somewhere right now if Red and I weren’t around to take care of him.”
The Huntress flicked her wrist. “Anyway,” she went on, “the point is that this city is pretty much doomed if we can’t figure out a way to buy us more time. You obviously know this—we heard you’ve been petitioning the rest of the Council to launch some kind of attack as a feint to slow down the Vorsalosian advance.”
“That’s right,” Serrane said, her eyes narrowing suspiciously. “They don’t think it’s worth the risk or the resources.”
“That’s partially because they’re idiots and partially because they don’t have the information we do,” Valuri said. “The Black Mistress claims that her people have located the Inquisitrix’s wyvern hatchery. I have a map from her scouts…if we’re lucky, the two of us might be able to head out there and destroy it.”
The ranger’s breath caught in her throat. “The hatchery? You’re serious?”
“I told you I had important news,” the Huntress replied mildly. “I had a feeling it would perk up those pretty ears of yours.”
Serrane turned away and nibbled at her lip as a hundred new possibilities raced through her mind. If they could somehow sabotage the wyverns and deny the Inquisitrix air superiority, they might actually have a chance…
“Faarea,” she whispered. “This could change everything.”
“Assuming the information is accurate, yeah.” Valuri sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Unfortunately, I don’t trust Solemi any more than you do. She’s manipulated us before, and—”
“Solemi?” Serrane asked, frowning. “You mean the girl from Riverbend who was captured by the drow years ago?”
Valuri froze in place for a moment before she made a clucking sound with her tongue. “You really don’t know?”
“Don’t know what?”
“Okay, I guess we really do need to start at the beginning,” Valuri said, wandering into Serrane’s room and flopping down on the couch. She propped her heels up on the arm rest and let out a long, weary sigh. “You might as well sit down, honey, because this is going to take a while…”
 
***
 
Patience had never been one of Valuri Sorvaal’s virtues, and boring expository diatribes had always been Jorem’s specialty, not hers. But she still tried her best to tell the Ranger-General everything they knew about what was going on, from the Fount to Inquisitrix Marcella to the fact that Solemi/Silhouette was in fact the Black Mistress. 
Serrane took it all in with far more grace and aplomb than Valuri would have had their situations been reversed, and the elf’s bright blue eyes glimmered in thought as she tried to process everything. She lived up to her reputation as a poised pragmatist; she was entirely focused on the here and now, not the broader esoteric revelations about the nature of the Conduits and the Fallen Gods and all the other shit Jorem and Red actually seemed to care about for whatever reason. 
In other words, Serrane is a woman after my own heart. And holy hell is she even more gorgeous up close when we aren’t being attacked by a barbarian horde…
“The wyverns and their riders are easily the biggest threat at the moment,” Serrane said after she’d taken a few minutes to work through everything. “If there’s even a chance the two of us can neutralize them, we have to take it.”
“I’m glad we agree,” Valuri replied. “But like I said, even if this information is accurate it also seems like a way for the Black Mistress to get her biggest political rival out of the city for a few days.”
The ranger nodded as she paced over to her office window and glanced outside. “Maybe,” she murmured. “Though to be honest, I think she’d rather have me here. She’s convinced I will cave and side with Constable Mannick anytime.”
Valuri frowned. “You don’t strike me as the caving type.”
“I’m not,” Serrane said flatly. “But she believes she can blackmail me.”
“Really,” the Huntress said, leaning forward. “Can she?”
Serrane’s cheek twitched almost imperceptibly. “I will not sell Highwind’s future to a scheming, manipulative crime lord just to spare myself a little embarrassment. If the Black Mistress had anything to do with Highlord Kastrius’s death, I would rather leave the Council myself than see her sit upon it.”
Valuri nodded idly, wondering what kind of dirt Solemi could possibly have on the Ranger-General that would be “embarrassing.” Serrane seemed far too straight-laced to have committed any real crimes, so the only thing left was personal indiscretions. Was she hiding a bunch or sordid affairs? Was she secretly into giant orc cock? It was difficult to imagine anything that could compete with the fact that Archmage Beloran was a cuckold, or that his wife, Telanya got off on it as much as he did…
“In any event, it doesn’t matter,” Serrane said, pivoting back around and waving her hand dismissively. “This may be our only chance to buy Highwind more time.”
“The big question is whether or not it will be enough,” Valuri said. “From what I’ve seen on the streets, the city is already falling apart. Even with Darkwind’s army we’ll still be badly outnumbered, and to be perfectly blunt there’s no one in this city capable of dealing with the Senosi.”
“That might not be entirely true,” Serrane said, her brow scrunching in thought. “There is a chance—a small chance—that the Knights of the Silver Fist might survive long enough to fight back.”
Valuri arched a black eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”
Serrane nibbled anxiously at her lip as if she couldn’t decide just how much she wanted to trust a near stranger, even one who had given her a load of useful information. “On our return to Highwind from Icewatch, Knight-Captain Cassel and were ambushed by one of your Senosi sisters.”
“Solemi mentioned that,” Valuri said. “I’m impressed you escaped.”
“We shouldn’t have,” Serrane admitted, a shadow flickering across her face. “I’ll spare you the details, but suffice to say we met someone with a special power.”
“A new Conduit.”
The general’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. I guess the Black Mistress must have heard the rumors circulating around the Silver Fist.”
“She didn’t know anything for certain, but she had suspicions,” Valuri said. “Is it actually true? Can this Eternal Priestess really restore someone’s magic?”
Serrane nodded solemnly. “Yes. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”
Valuri leaned back and whistled through her lips. “That’s…I don’t know, but ‘incredible’ doesn’t seem to cut it. The thing is, if the Black Mistress has heard the rumors about this girl, then the Senosi probably have too. It’s only a matter of time before they come after her.”
“I know. That’s one of the reasons she’s no longer in the city.” Serrane sighed heavily. “I’d rather not say more at the moment, but suffice to say there is a plan in motion. If it works, Highwind’s defenders might not be as weak and helpless as the Inquisitrix thinks. But the longer we can stall the siege, the better.”
Valuri nodded again. A part of her wanted to dash back into the Underworld and tell Jorem and the others about this, but it wouldn’t really change anything in the short term. They had their longshot mission, and she had hers. She just couldn’t believe that she had actually been the one who had convinced them that splitting up was a good plan…
“If this hatchery is up in the mountains, we should get moving as soon as possible,” Serrane said, retrieving her bow and pack from the bed. 
“Wait, now?” Valuri asked. “Don’t you need to check in with the Council or something?”
“To what end? So they can try to convince me not to leave?” The general scoffed and shook her head. “Our only chance at destroying these wyverns is the element of surprise. The more people know what we’re doing, the better the chance the Inquisitrix reinforces her position.”
Valuri grinned. Headstrong, impatient, pragmatic...she really did have a lot in common with this woman. “Well, then I guess I’m ready to go if you are.”
Serrane nodded. “Leaving the city is the only problem. The gates are all surrounded, and the Duskwatch tunnels lead in the opposite direction.”
“Leaving won’t be a problem,” Valuri said. “We can take the passages out of Darkwind. They’ll spit us out in the hills in southwest of the city.”
“Very well,” Serrane said. “At least the smuggling tunnels will be used for something worthwhile, for once.”
The two women started for the door, but just before they got outside Valuri touched the other woman’s shoulder. “Actually, there is one thing I’d like to grab before we leave,” she said. “As the Ranger-General, you must have some blacksmiths you can boss around for customized gear, right?”
Serrane’s blonde brows arched in unison. “I can requisition equipment, yes. Why?”
“Oh, I’ve just been thinking about a little upgrade,” Valuri said, unsheathing the tiny claws concealed in her gauntlet. “Do you think they could install a short blade inside my glove?”
“Probably. Why?”
“Oh, I just think that having a bit more range and penetrating power would be nice, you know?
Serrane eyed her skeptically. “I can certainly ask.”
“That would be fantastic. Oh, and one last thing,” Valuri said, smiling deviously. “Do you think they could forge the blade out of silver?”
 
 



5
Secrets of Vel’shannar
 
Despite all the rumors and legends, Jorem had never fully appreciated the byzantine nature of the tunnels beneath Highwind until he, Kaseya, and Selvhara started trying to navigate them on their own. The passages leading in and out of the city had been straight-forward enough, but after only half an hour of aimlessly wandering through the darkness he was seriously starting to second guess this whole plan.
“Are you absolutely sure you know where you are going?” he asked, stretching out his arm and waving the magical flame in his palm like a torch. “Because I never realized I was claustrophobic until now.”
“According to the map Varassa left us, we are still on the right path,” Selvhara said. Her hazel eyes had turned a bestial yellow, and her nose twitched every once in a while as if she were tracking a scent. “The city should be close.”
“The ground is too solid for footprints,” Kaseya said, gesturing warily to the cavern floor, “but there are enough marks on the dust and rubble to suggest that a great many people have been moving back and forth between Darkwind and Vel’shannar. We could still be walking into a trap.”
“Maybe,” Jorem murmured, trying in vain to peer through the long, endless shadows. He was a little surprised at just how uncomfortable the caverns were making him, especially considering how he had been forced to live in the warrens of Vorsalos for most of his life. But there was something deeply disturbing about having a million tons of rock between you and daylight…
Repressing a shiver, he wiped the thin sheen of cold sweat from his forehead and tried to force himself to calm down. The fact that Kaseya was also unsettled probably wasn’t helping his anxiety. Her sword and shield had been out and ready this entire time, and every once in a while her head would flick about as if she had heard something skittering in the darkness just beyond the light. For her sake, Jorem tried his best to get his shit together. Her collar could be a real burden sometimes.
“I still don’t know what Varassa would gain by setting us up,” he said, keeping his voice low. 
“Perhaps she is trying to gain favor with her mistress by catching us where we don’t belong,” Kaseya suggested. 
“That seems far-fetched. We’re far more valuable to both of them when we’re actually doing something on their behalf.”
“Then perhaps she is manipulating us to perform a task she couldn’t perform herself.”
“Maybe,” Jorem murmured. An awkward silence settled over them, and every few seconds he was tempted to give the order to turn around. Selvhara, notably, didn’t seem concerned in the least. 
“I can’t help but find it fascinating how differently the Vaetharri tribes evolved over time,” Selvhara whispered as she studied a cavern wall that had obviously been shaped and molded with magic. “The dark elves in Sulinor retreated beneath the surface to escape the tyranny of their Avetharri cousins, and their entire civilization is dedicated to containing the horrors of the Underworld and destroying demons from the Pale. Yet here these ‘drow’ willingly consort with demons and are obsessed with conquering the surface.”
“They’re obsessed with a lot of things, none of them good,” Jorem said. “I wish I knew more about what happened down here. I’ve heard dozens of tales about a drow civil war and a battle between the Matron Mother’s daughters, but details are impossible to come by.”
He abruptly glanced up when he swore he heard something crawling across the ceiling, but when nothing dropped on his head he forced himself to take another deep breath and press on. 
“Anyway, the Knights of the Silver Fist used to fend off drow raids pretty frequently, but all of that stopped a few years ago,” he went on. “One of these days we need to ask Solemi how she survived being a prisoner…and how she escaped.”
“I wonder if the drow priestesses experienced portents about the Shattering,” Selvhara mused. “If what I’ve read about their culture is true, their religion would not have survived such an upheaval.”
“I suppose not,” Jorem said. “Still, I don’t know where a whole city of them could have gone…or how Solemi convinced a handful of them to stay on as her handmaidens.”
 “I still think we could be more useful on the surface,” Kaseya mumbled, “but perhaps Valuri is right: the fact Solemi doesn’t want us down here is the best reason why we should be.”
Jorem nodded. “We’ll find out soon enough. Assuming we don’t get buried alive…”
Selvhara led them through a few more creepy, winding passages before she abruptly crouched and held up her hand. “There are guards up ahead…six or seven humans and one dark elf.”
“How can you possibly tell from this far away?” Kaseya asked, shaking her head. 
“Their scents are strong,” the druid replied matter-of-factly. “I could scout the nearby passages if you would prefer to find another way around.”
Jorem pursed his lips in thought. His tiny light wasn’t even reaching the ceiling in here, but he was hesitant to channel more power and make it brighter with other people nearby. “That could take hours, and I doubt Solemi would leave any obvious entrances unguarded. We might as well use that token Varassa gave us and see if it works. If not…”
“If we openly attack Solemi’s people, we will never be welcome in Darkwind again,” Kaseya warned. 
“I’m not planning on setting fire to any bridges just yet,” Jorem said. “We don’t even know if there’s anything worthwhile down here. If they tell us to leave, we’ll leave.”
Selvhara turned and eyed him intently as if she wanted to argue, but she ultimately remained silent. This whole expedition was obviously a lot more important to her than it was to the rest of them, and he wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that just yet. 
“Let’s go,” he said. “Just be ready to run if we have to get out of here in a hurry.”
They continued forward, and it didn’t take long before he spotted a pair of torches across the cavern in the darkness. As they drew closer, the entrance to Vel’shannar slowly took shape as well. A jagged, fifty-foot tall metal gate spanned the gap between two mountainous walls, and a half a dozen humanoid figures were standing protectively in front of it. Most of them were armed and armored similarly to the army gathered inside Darkwind, but the group’s apparent leader was a drow male clad in purple metallic armor that shimmered in the light. He was surprisingly muscular for an elf, and the sword slung over his back was nearly as tall as he was. 
“Adamantine,” Kaseya whispered. “I doubt my blade could even penetrate his armor.”
“Then let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Jorem said. “Let me do the—”
“Vendui, abbil,”
Selvhara called out as they approached.
“Usstan kestal lil' oloth kyorle dos al nindol tangi.”
The drow male crossed his arms over his chest. “Sshar'tleg tarthe darthiir. Gaer zhah naubol whol dos ghil.”
“That sounded angry,” Jorem muttered. “Please tell me he isn’t angry.”
Selvhara smiled and withdrew the spider pendant from inside her pouch. She blurted out another few sentences as she twirled it in her hand, and the man’s faintly glowing red eyes immediately widened. He signaled for the other men with him to move out of the way, and they obeyed without hesitation. 
“F'sarn taudl, abbil,” the man said. “Isstan kat naut kampi'un dos zhahen xuil lil' Ust Dalharil.”
“Bel'la dos,” the druid replied as she turned back to Jorem and Kaseya. “We are welcome to enter.”
“That was fast,” Jorem said. “You’re sure he’s not just going to stab you in the back?”
“If I wished to kill you, surfacer, I would do so in plain view,” the drow man said in a deep, heavily-accented voice. 
“Oh,” Jorem murmured. “Well, that’s…thoughtful.”
The man snorted contemptuously and turned back to Selvhara. The two spoke in gibberish for another few seconds before she smiled again and bade Jorem and Kaseya to follow. The amazon glared at the guards the entire time they passed through the gate, and he couldn’t help but smile when the other humans retreated a few steps. The drow male, notably, did not bunch an inch. 
“I’ve had warmer welcomes,” Jorem muttered once they were out of earshot. “What the hell did he say to you?”
“He said he was honored to help anyone working with the ‘First Daughter,’ whoever that is,” Selvhara said. 
Jorem frowned. “First Daughter…if I’m not mistaken, that’s a drow title of office. The First Daughter is the most powerful drow female beneath the Matron Mother.”
The druid nodded. “Interesting. It is similar to how the Vaetharri Matriarchs rule over—”
“Who was he talking about?” Kaseya interrupted. “Varassa?”
“He did not say specifically, and I was not sure how to ask without seeming suspicious,” Selvhara said. “However, I believe he continued speaking in his native tongue— Qevlâs—so that the other men with him would not understand.”
Jorem paused and scratched at his stubble. “Now I really want to know what happened down here. If Varassa was the First Daughter, she’s probably furious about suddenly being a handmaiden. Maybe that’s what all of this is about.”
Kaseya studied him for a moment. “Does this change our plans?”
He sighed. “Not really. We’re already too involved in one city’s politics for my taste, and I’ve no interest in getting involved in another. But since we’re here we might as well continue as planned.”
“The guard did warn me to be careful and approach via the western path,” Selvhara added. “He said that while will not be in any immediate danger, we should not linger any longer than necessary. He did not explain why.”
Jorem nodded slowly and glanced up into the shadows of the enormous cavern again. His curiosity was tugging him in a very dangerous direction. He really, really wanted to know the whole story of what had happened down here, but he kept reminding himself that they had more than enough problems to deal with already. They needed to focus on their goal of finding the city’s library, searching for information on draconic ascension, and then promptly getting the hell out of here. 
“Let’s see what we’re dealing with,” he said. “Lead on.”
The cavern on this side of the gate was every bit as expansive as the other side, but this time it didn’t take long for the ultimate destination to roll into view. Selvhara led them up a rocky path along the edge of the cavern wall, and less than a minute later they were staring at one of the most awe-inspiring things he had ever seen. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed. “It’s…”
“Beautiful,” Selvhara murmured. 
Jorem took a deep breath and swallowed. His meager human eyes shouldn’t have been able to see a damn thing, given the sheer scope of the cavern, but many of the rocks here were covered in thick, web-like patches of luminescent fungus. Individually the glowing patches weren’t any brighter than spark bugs, but cumulatively they bathed all of Vel’shanar in an eerie purple light. It was as haunting as it was remarkable…just like the city itself. 
Dozens upon dozens of sleek purple spires rose out of the ground like sparkling metal stalagmites, and a network of glowing magical bridges connected many of the upper levels. A seemingly endless grid of wide, empty roads wound between the buildings, and Jorem couldn’t help but boggle at the size and scale of…well, everything. The sheer enormity of this place defied belief; all of Highwind probably could have fit in this cavern two or even three times. His mind was suddenly filled with visions of a hundred thousand dark elves leading a million slaves into battle…
“I see why the guard encouraged us to take this approach,” Selvhara whispered. 
Jorem shook his head. “I don’t understand.”
“Send your light down,” she said, pointing away from the elevated path where they were standing. 
Shrugging, Jorem flicked the small glowing orb in his palm off into the distance, and he reached out through the Aether to control its slow descent into what almost looked like a canyon below them. He had to amplify the light’s intensity to see much of anything, but the moment he did Kaseya inhaled sharply.
“This isn’t a ghost town,” she whispered. “It is a graveyard.”
Jorem nodded gravely as the light revealed row after row of thoroughly charred corpses. He couldn’t sense any lingering Aetheric echoes, but it was obvious what had happened. 
“Drow are typically resistant to magical attacks, especially fire,” he whispered. “The sorcerers who did this must have been powerful.”
“Yet they were all clustered together in battle formation,” Kaseya commented. “They must not have been expecting the attack.”
Jorem let out a long sigh and glanced away from the carnage. He had certainly seen more macabre battlefields in his life, but being surrounded by this much death was still nauseating. The rumors about a civil war in Vel’shannar had obviously been true. The only question was who had been fighting…and why.
“We should keep moving,” he whispered. “Let’s hope that the rest of the city isn’t like this.”
Mercifully, it wasn’t. The scorched battlefield ended near the city’s actual gates, and the mountain path led them to a side entrance that was bizarrely open. The battlements were empty, and the massive siege engines upon the towers were unmanned. From here, Vel’shannar seemed like it had been totally abandoned. 
“The stillness is unsettling,” Kaseya whispered. 
“Very,” Jorem muttered, repressing a shudder. He should have been more comfortable here than outside in the caverns—at least here he could more or less see what was in front of him—but somehow staring at a massive city surrounded by charred bodies was even creepier than stumbling around in the dark. The bizarre magical currents didn’t help; when he stretched out through the Aether, he swore he could feel the echoes of a thousand spells cast by a thousand channelers. 
“The battle here…it took place largely in the shadows,” Kaseya said, her eyes closed. “Swords were only raised once the outcome was certain.”
Jorem arched an eyebrow as he studied her profile. Her eyes were fluttering beneath the lids as she reached out through the Aether. She had barely even begun to nurture her channeling abilities, but from the very beginning she had demonstrated a natural affinity for perceiving things Jorem could not. She was the one who could identify the weaknesses in a Senosi Huntress, after all, and without her they never would have survived their battle with the Inquisitrix in Nol Krovos.  
“How do you know this?” Selvhara asked after a moment.
Kaseya’s eyes fluttered back open as she belatedly remembered that they still haven’t revealed her sorcerous abilities to their new ally. “It’s…just a feeling,” she said awkwardly. 
The druid arched a dark eyebrow. “Interesting. Perhaps the presence of the Velhari beneath Nol Krovos has attuned you to Aetheric currents.”
“Perhaps,” Jorem said. “Anyway, let’s get this over with. Do you have any idea where we should go once we’re inside?”
“Not yet, but I will,” Selvhara said, turning back to the half-open gate and empty battlements. “Come.”
Jorem’s nerves were so frayed he still expected to be ambushed at any moment, but thankfully they passed through the gate without any troubles. Vel’shannar was even more beautiful—and haunting—once they were actually standing upon its dark, winding streets. The seemingly endless dark, metallic spires practically hummed with magical energy, and he could almost see more clearly when he closed his eyes and focused exclusively upon the Aetheric auras. Some of them were so bright they glowed through his eyelids almost like sunspots. 
Selvhara led them left down an empty street, her nose twitching as she sniffed the air. Jorem didn’t smell or see anyone yet, but he had already learned to trust the druid’s senses. He wondered distantly if his own would improve once he mastered dragon magic—or rather, if he mastered dragon magic. At the moment, his only real accomplishment had been weaponizing bad breath…
He had just started to wonder if the entire city had been abandoned when they finally heard the sounds of civilization a few streets over. Hammers striking iron, saws cutting wood…apparently some craftsmen were busily working their trade. When he and the girls finally reached an intersection, they peered around the corner to an adjacent street and spotted a small market that wouldn’t have looked out of place in any surface settlement.
“Most of them are human or human hybrids,” Selvhara commented, her nose twitching. “I see very few dark elves.”
“More Darkwind refugees, maybe,” Jorem said. “They’re dressed about the same.”
“The city could easily support hundreds of thousands of people,” Kaseya commented. “Are they really all gone?”
Jorem pursed his lips but didn’t reply. From here they could easily glance down a few other streets, and the sights were basically the same. Vel’shannar hadn’t technically been abandoned, but it seemed like the population had been severely winnowed. Three quarters of the buildings were completely empty. 
“Other districts could be more populated,” he said. “Still, it is kind of creepy.”
“They do not seem bothered by our presence,” Selvhara commented. 
“That’s something, at least. But I’d still like to get out of here as quickly as possible.”
The druid nodded. “The Spire of Sorcery should contain what we are looking for. It’s down this street.”
Kaseya frowned as her eyes flicked back and forth between the towers. “How do you know?”
“Because I can read the language,” Selvhara replied, smiling and pointing at the glowing runes on a placard across the street.   
Jorem snorted softly. “Okay, then. Lead on.”
Even though it was mostly empty, the city was so vast that they took forever for them to actually get anywhere. Jorem’s heart raced every time one of the locals turned to look at them, but no one seemed remotely concerned by their presence. At first he couldn’t understand why. Their armor and clothing clearly pegged them as outsiders, after all, and he expected someone to eventually confront them. But then he remembered that Vel’shannar wasn’t a normal surface settlement where troublesome vagabonds could randomly stumble into town. No one just wandered around the Underworld looking for trouble; the fact that they were here was essentially proof in and of itself that their presence had been approved by the guards. 
“Do you think it would be worth talking with anyone?” Kaseya asked as they walked. “Surely these people could tell us what actually happened here.”
“Maybe, but I already feel suspicious enough,” he said. “The less attention we draw to ourselves, the better.”
“Mm,” she murmured, her fingers still twitching above the pommel of her sheathed sword. 
When they finally approached their destination, Selvhara paused and slowly shook her head. “Remarkable,” she breathed. “For all that has been lost on the surface over the millennia, the world below remains virtually undisturbed. This city is almost a reflection of Sulinor.”
“We’ll have to take your word for it,” Jorem muttered. The spire was impressive, even when compared to the hundreds of others surrounding it. The circular base was several feet wide, and it barely narrowed at all aside from the giant glowing crystal mounted at the top. Aetheric energy coursed through the metal as if the obelisk itself were a conduit of power, not unlike some of the more impressive buildings in Nol Krovos. Even to an amateur like him, the elven influences on the amazon island were increasingly obvious.  
“The entrance may be warded,” Selvhara said, pointing towards the purple-black archway. “Can you tell?”
Jorem nodded. A hundred small, glowing runes were scattered about the door, and he could feel the Aetheric energy pulsing off of them without even trying. “It’s definitely sealed,” he said. “Apparently this is the one building these people aren’t allowed to enter.”
“All the more reason we should,” Kaseya said. “That’s what Valuri would say.”
“Yeah, well, Val could just absorb the energy and bust through it. We aren’t so lucky.”
Selvhara eyed him for a long moment. “Can you unravel the wards?”
“Maybe,” he said with a sigh as he touched Kaseya’s arm. “Ready?”
She nodded and closed her eyes. Through their bond, he could sense her reaching out and analyzing the wards for any sign of weakness. To him, the magical protections felt like smooth, unbroken glass…he couldn’t detect even the slightest imperfection. Thankfully, she could: every few seconds she would notice a new bump or scratch, and once she had found them all Jorem knew exactly the right points to strike to cause the whole thing to shatter. 
“Here goes,” he breathed, opening his hand and releasing a nearly invisible burst of energy. The spell unraveled the wards one by one, as if he were carefully snipping away the strands of a vast web rather than torching the whole thing. The process took longer, but it was also probably a lot safer.  
“Impressive,” Selvhara said as the runes slowly winked out. “Every day I’m more convinced that the Vin Aetheri were right about your power.”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Jorem muttered. “There are probably a hundred more traps in a place like this. Besides, it’s mostly Kaseya who…uh…” He paused and mentally scolded himself for the verbal slip. “What I mean is that without her, I doubt I could focus.”
 The druid’s eyes flicked over to Kaseya. “She is able to aid you through the collar?”
“Yes,” Jorem replied a bit too quickly. “It’s hard to explain, but the connection really helps me concentrate.”
He couldn’t help but wince at how lame he sounded. This little charade of theirs was starting to wear thin. If they made it out of here alive, it would probably be worth telling Selvhara the truth about the amazon. 
“I see,” Selvhara said, eyeing the glowing ruby in the collar. “Perhaps we will find additional similar devices here. The original Vaetharri refugees must have known about the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers and their bonding techniques.”
“Maybe,” Jorem whispered, taking a deep breath. “Let’s find out.”
The physical doors to the spire opened without a struggle, and to his mild surprise they didn’t set off any other traps as they strolled inside. The interior lightning was actually brighter than outside thanks to a diaspora of glowing but heatless magical torches and candles, and Jorem actually felt himself relax a bit for the first time in several hours. Compared to everything else down here, this place was exactly what he had expected—the lower level was filled with books, books, and even more books. Apparently library design was one of the only things that actually transcended cultures.
“Okay, now here’s the real problem,” Jorem said as he slowly crept inside and eyed the seemingly endless shelves. “We could spend a hundred years in here and barely scratch the surface.”
Selvhara smiled as her bare feet giddily glided across the floor. “We merely need to consult the Archivist.”
“The Archivist?” Kaseya asked, still holding her sword. “You expect someone to be alive in here?”
“It is a stone, not a person. Ah, there we are…”
The druid whisked across the room towards a large, spherical glass orb inset upon a stone table. The device hummed and glowed at her touch, and her eyes fluttered shut in concentration. “Mm…” she murmured. “This repository is even larger than I imagined. The Vin Aetheri would give anything to study it.”
“So would the Highwind Mage’s Guild,” Jorem said. “Before the Shattering, anyway…”
Images of books began flashing across the surface of the orb, but they were so fast and frantic Jorem couldn’t actually make them out. Selvhara paused in place for so long that he started to wonder if something had happened to her, but then her eyes abruptly popped back open. 
“I believe I found what we’re looking for,” she breathed, an excited, almost child-like smile tugging at her lips. “This way!”
She dashed across the room towards a narrow spiral staircase, and she didn’t even pause before she ascended the steps. Jorem followed, his head shaking the whole time. Under different circumstances—say, if they weren’t stuck a dozen miles below the surface inside a drow city—he would have found her enthusiasm infectious. But he just couldn’t bring himself to let his guard down even when the only things around them were books. 
Thankfully Selvhara only led them up a single flight, and in true library fashion the second level was virtually indistinguishable from the first. She slowly traced her fingers across one of the placards, muttering some drow gibberish to herself, then shuffled down an isle to where a handful of books were open and scattered across a table. 
“Looks like someone left in a hurry,” Jorem commented. The clutter was especially strange considering how well meticulously everything else in here was organized.
Selvhara was barely paying attention. Her eyes and fingertips were already scouring the shelves, and the crease in her brow became deeper and deeper the longer she searched. 
“As a girl, I assumed that the moshalim knew everything there was to know about sorcery,” Kaseya whispered from the opposite shelf. “We were taught to be so dismissive of mainlanders. We believed our women were the greatest warriors and our men were the most powerful channelers, yet I doubt our libraries contain a tenth of what is written here.”
“Yeah, well, just because something is written down in a book doesn’t mean it is valuable…or true, for that matter,” Jorem pointed out. “This is a drow library—half these books are probably about torture and mayhem.”
Selvhara whispered what sounded like an Elvish swear, and Jorem spun back around to face her. “Problems?”
“The Archivist said that all books related to draconic ascension would be here,” she said. “Perhaps they were taken or misplaced.”
“Or they never had many to begin with,” Jorem said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I really hope we didn’t come all the way down here for nothing.”
“I will not give up so easily,” Selvhara told him. “I can…wait…”
He paused and followed her eyes down to the table. “What’s wrong?”
“This is one of the books I was looking for,” she said. “So is this one…and this one…and this one!”
The hairs on the back of Jorem’s neck abruptly stood. “All of these books are about dragon magic?”
“Yes,” Selvhara replied, her face giddy with delight as she traced her fingertips across the Elvish script on the covers. “In Amlug Yassene… a translation from the original, obviously, but it’s still incredibly valuable. Most of the copies in Varellon were destroying during the—”
“Hold on a second,” he interrupted, throwing up his hands. “You’re telling me that the exact books you were looking for this whole time were just sitting out on a table waiting for us?”
“Evidently, yes.”
“And that doesn’t strike you as a bit odd?”
“We’re not that lucky,” Kaseya whispered. 
“No one is that lucky,” Jorem corrected. “There are thousands upon thousands of books here, all perfectly shelved and organized. This whole place is pristine—it looks like it was cleaned five minutes ago. Yet here we are standing by the only unsorted pile of books in the library, and they just so happen to be about the one thing we’re here for.”
Selvhara finally dragged her eyes up from the table. “It is rather…convenient.”
“Convenient is having someone along who happens to be able to read the placards outside,” Jorem said. “This…I don’t know what this is, but it goes way beyond happenstance. This smells like a setup.”
He hissed between his teeth and stretched out through the Aether. His first impulse was to assume this was all some kind of illusion, but if it was the magic was far too powerful for him to unravel. Valuri would have been able to see through even the most powerful veil, of course, but she wasn’t here. 
But she would be, if not for the information provided by Solemi. Was that intentional? Is this all some kind of elaborate trap?
“What would anyone have to gain by luring us here?” Kaseya asked, frowning at the books. “I doubt that Solemi would want us to know she has access to a drow city and all the magic within—it would only make her look worse in the eyes of the Council.”
“The simplest explanation is usually the correct one,” he said. “Varassa told us about the city and arranged for us to get inside, ostensibly to see some ‘magical arsenal’ her mistress was about to unlock.”
Kaseya shook her head. “But what does that have to do with these books?”
“I have no idea,” he admitted. 
Selvhara pursed her lips as she touched another book. “Could Varassa know that you carry the dragon blood?”
“I don’t see how,” Jorem said. “She knows I’m a sorcerer, but so are a lot of other people. There hasn’t been a Wyrm Lord in this part of the world in an age, even among the elves.”
“Then perhaps she had nothing to do with this,” Kaseya said. “Perhaps she wanted us to find something else.”
He sighed. “Maybe, but someone obviously set these out for us to find. The question is who…and why.”
Jorem pressed a pair of fingers against his forehead and forced himself to take a deep breath. No one had jumped out to ambush them yet, so indulging in wild conspiracy mongering was probably premature. Nevertheless, he refused to believe that all of this had just happened by accident. He felt they were being led around by an invisible leash. It certainly wouldn’t have been the first time.
“Perhaps someone is trying to help us,” Selvhara suggested. “Perhaps you have a mysterious benefactor.”
“That is easily the least believable theory of all,” Jorem muttered. 
The druid shook her head. “Why?”
“Stick around us a bit longer and you’ll figure it out.”
Kaseya grabbed the handle of her sword as she glanced around the library again. “Coming down here was a mistake,” she said. “We should leave. Now.”
“Agreed,” Jorem said. “Come on, let’s—”
“What about the books?” Selvhara asked, snatching his wrist when he tried to turn away. “This is what we came down here for!”
“No, this is what you came down here for,” Jorem countered. “Take them if you want, but we’re getting the hell out of here.”
“But we’re not in any danger!” the druid protested. “Please, I’m not asking you to stay forever. I just need a little bit of time, maybe a few hours. If I haven’t discovered anything by then, we can head back to the surface.”
He sighed and shared another wary glance with Kaseya. She looked even less thrilled by the prospect than he did, but Selvhara was right that they weren’t in any obvious danger…at least, not yet. The desperation in the druid’s face was almost painful, and on some level he could appreciate how she felt. There was something genuinely intoxicating about libraries, even ones created by a race of pointy-eared sadists. Growing up, he had spent so much time hiding in the warrens of Vorsalos that he’d barely had time for luxuries like books, but as an adult he’d spent most of his coins on them. The ones he hadn’t wasted on booze and women, anyway…
Besides, this was obviously far more personal to her than it was to them. She was a “Keeper of the Old Ways,” after all, and even more importantly she was an elf. This history was her history. He couldn’t really fault her for not wanting to let it go so easily. 
“One hour,” Jorem said, slumping against the table. “If you haven’t found anything interesting by then, we’re leaving this place and never looking back.”
 
***
 
Selvhara couldn’t stop smiling no matter how many pages she flipped through. It didn’t matter that these tomes were obviously just second-hand translations; it didn’t even matter that half the pages were smeared or barely legible. The only thing she cared about was that for a brief moment, she could pretend she was a little girl traipsing about the grand libraries of Tir Lanathel once again. 
The humans can’t possibly understand what they’re dealing with her. How could they? Their short lives doom them to wallow in ignorance. The old world is nothing to them, but it is everything to you. You lived in it…and you had to watch it die. 
Selvhara could feel Jorem and Kaseya looming over her shoulder. They were desperate for answers; they were desperate for a reason to leave this place behind. Their anxiousness was perfectly understandable, of course—the bizarre presence of these books was suspicious—but they also couldn’t comprehend what was truly at stake here. The One God would check in on Selvhara sooner or later, and if he learned about the existence of a second Conduit…
The truth is, you’re hoping that Jorem can save you, too. The Wyrm Lords defeated the Fallen Gods once, after all, and perhaps they could do so again. But no matter how powerful he becomes, he will never be able to save you from yourself. Without Dathiel’s power, you are nothing but a mindless beast. Even a dragon cannot tame the moon-curse…
“Fascinating,” Selvhara said, shaking away her demons and refocusing all her attention on the pages in front of her. 
“You finally found something worthwhile?” Jorem asked. 
“I believe so, yes,” she told him. “This translation is clearly imperfect, but it still includes many first-hand accounts from the early Second Era.”
“Uh…okay,” Jorem murmured. “Is that helpful?”
“Of course! Even at the height of the Avethian Empire, scholars were never able to definitely prove whether sorcery emerged from dragons or vice versa. It has always been the prototypical causality dilemma.”
He blinked. “The what now?”
“No one knows what came first,” Selvhara said, smiling. “The drolask have always claimed that the dragons of the ancient world were the original sorcerers. In their version of history, these dragons battled and ultimately destroyed the Fallen Gods during the Godswar. It was only later, when the dragons ‘intermingled’ with elves, that sorcery became the province of our people.”
“And the Avetharri believe the opposite,” Kaseya said. 
The druid nodded. “In official Avethian texts, the elves mastered sorcery on their own during the Godswar. It wasn’t until later, after the founding of the First Empire, that my ancestors mixed elven and draconic blood. This triggered an apotheosis where the first Wyrm Lords were born, each with his or her own brood ruling a corner of the world.”
Jorem shook his head. “Okay, well, as fascinating as all of that is, how does it possibly help us?”
“It’s important to focus on the similarities rather than the differences. While the timelines are different, both versions contain significant interbreeding between the species.”
Jorem braced his palms on the table. “You’re reading about elves fucking dragons?”
“Not exactly,” Selvhara said. “Well, actually…yes, I suppose so.”
He grunted. “I thought you wanted to steal ancient tomes of awesome power, not read a bunch of books about weird dragon sex. If you’re into that kind of thing, there are a few booksellers in Vorsalos who have—”
“That is not what I meant,” Selvhara said, her cheeks flushing. “The point is that draconic ascension is not so different from lycanthropy or even vampirism. They are all driven by a blood legacy—an original source of power from which all others are inexorably linked. This book contains many techniques for tapping into that legacy, but most of them are quite cumbersome even with magic. However, thanks to my…condition…I believe I can use these as a guideline and greatly accelerate the process.”
“I still don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Jorem said. 
“I promised the Vin Aetheri that my curse would give me the necessary insight to aid you, and this book confirms it,” she said. “But to do so…I will need to access your ancestral memories again.”
“In other words, she needs more of your seed,” Kaseya said.  
Jorem’s arms wobbled, and he nearly collapsed on the table. “You can’t be serious…”
“Other than tasting your blood, there is no other way,” Selvhara said. “And we have already discussed how much I would need to drain for a proper reading. It would not be pleasant, and I sincerely doubt you wish to hemorrhage that much of your vitality here while we are vulnerable.”
“I don’t want to hemorrhage anything while we are this vulnerable!” Jorem protested. “This is crazy.”
Kaseya turned and eyed the druid for a long moment. “Are you certain that this will work?”
“I am certain it will expedite the process,” Selvhara said. “There’s a great more I need to learn, obviously, but I believe I can follow these markers and get some answers.”
Jorem smacked his forehead. “Look, I’ve tried to explain this to Val a thousand times, but I am not a human faucet.”
The druid frowned. “Was the last time really so unpleasant?”
“Well, no, but…that’s not really the point!”
“Then I do not understand the problem,” Selvhara said, sliding out of her chair and sinking down to her knees in front of him. “This will not take long.”
She tucked her hair behind her pointed ears and reached for his trousers—at which point Kaseya snatched her wrist. 
“He is my Maskari,” she said. “I will drain him.”
After glaring at the druid for several seconds, Kaseya placed her sword and shield on the table, dropped down to her knees, and then pulled her own hair out of the way. She reached for Jorem’s trousers just like she had done a hundred times before, and he stuttered and shook his head even as she skillfully freed his cock. 
“This is insane!” he protested. “We’re in the middle of a…a…oh…oh, shit…”
Whatever meager willpower he might have had wilted at the same rate his cock stiffened, and Selvhara watched, mesmerized, as the amazon skillfully dragged her soft tongue up and down the shaft. Human females were usually such clumsy lovers; once again their short lives deprived them of the necessary experience to become true masters. But with her collar revealing Jorem’s innermost desires, the amazon had him hard, throbbing, and plunging between her lips in no time. 
Selvhara sank back on her haunches and touched her anklet. Her armor retracted, giving Jorem a clear, top-down view of her naked elven body. But she didn’t do it just for him; the instant her armor receded, she gently slipped a finger into her own quim. Her heart pounded in anticipation of taking a dragon in her mouth again, and her bestial blood yearned to taste his ancestral memories. Her toes curled, her quim slickened, and Jorem seemed like he was only seconds away from eruption…
Kaseya abruptly pulled her lips away, though she kept two of her fingers curled around the throbbing shaft. “You may help,” she whispered, a coy smile tugging at her lips. “Assuming your skills are up to the challenge.”
The amazon offered the druid Jorem’s cock as if she were sharing a prize piece of meat, and Selvhara happily leaned forward and swallowed the tip. She might not have had a collar to tell her what he wanted, but an eternity of experience easily made up the difference. She kept her eyes locked upon his even when she swallowed him to the hilt, and she made certain to grant him an unobstructed view of her breasts at all times. Every few seconds Kaseya would ask for another taste, and eventually they began lathering his shaft together. 
“I…can’t…believe…we’re…ooh!” Jorem groaned. 
As his cock throbbed atop her tongue, Selvhara tried to slip another finger into her quim…but Kaseya beat her to that, too. As if by magic, the amazon’s right hand was suddenly resting atop the druid’s clit, and when Kaseya eased two of her long, slender fingers inside Selvhara gasped and shuddered in climax—
“Oh, gods,” Jorem gasped. “Here it comes!”
Kaseya grabbed his cock and aimed it into Selvhara’s waiting mouth. The druid barely had time to brace herself before his searing seed blasted across her tongue and flooded her throat. His heady human taste ignited her quim like kindling, and Kaseya’s skilled fingers only stoked the flames. Selvhara had to dig her fingernails into his thighs just to hold herself steady while another climax shuddered through her, and she angled her chin upwards to make sure she didn’t spill a single drop. 
“Fuck…” he breathed, struggling not fall over. “That better be enough, sweetheart, because it’s all I have left…”
It was. Selvhara closed her lips and swallowed, and a river of ancestral memories washed over her as his seed slit down her throat. Just like before, she could visualize his entire sorcerous lineage for a hundred generations—their faces, their lives, their powers—all the way back to the original Wyrm Lord who had first started this draconic legacy. The similarities to the moon-curse really were striking…if someone had sampled her blood, they would have been able to see the first lycanthrope to spread his “gift” across Varellon. 
The key to unlocking Jorem’s powers was to rebuild the links between old and new. As Jorem’s ancestors had gradually forgotten their heritage, they had essentially built dams in the river that was his blood. All Selvhara needed to do was shatter enough of those barriers so the memories could freely flow…
“She’s in a trance almost like Valuri,” Jorem whispered. “Why do I keep meeting women like this?”
“Are you really complaining?” Kaseya asked. 
“Mm…no. No, I guess not.”
Selvhara’s eyes slowly fluttered back open as she licked the last few dribbles of seed from her lips. “The books were right,” she said. “I found the markers in your memories.”
“That’s great…I guess,” Jorem murmured as he slouched back against the bookshelf. “So can we get the hell out of here yet or what?”
“Soon,” Selvhara said, standing. “There is only one thing left to do.”
He shook his head. “What’s that?”
“Marhaak kûl drakatharri,” she told him. “We’re going to unleash the dragon.”
 
 
 



6
Separate Paths
 
The Duskwatch tunnels were longer and mustier than Julian Cassel remembered, but every time he caught a whiff of moldy, stale air he reminded himself that he and his companion didn’t really have any choice. With the Vorsalosian army parked outside Highwind—and getting larger every day—this was the only realistic means for them to leave the city and reach the Silver Tower. 
And just remember that the journey will actually be the easy part. Convincing the other knights to follow an Eternal Priestess…that’s going to be the real challenge. 
“Are you doing all right back there?” he asked as they passed beneath another ramshackle cross brace that looked like it was about to collapse. 
“Yes,” Tahira replied. “I was just thinking of how much these passages remind me of the abandoned orc tunnels outside our temple in the mountains.”
Cassel nodded. “I’ve heard all kinds of theories about why Highwind seems like it’s built on ant farm. Most sages seem to think the tunnels were all built by the dark elves over the course of the last millennia. Others believe they were built by rebellious slaves trying to escape the Avethian Empire.”
“What do you believe?”
“I’m no scholar,” he said. “But I am a pretty good gambler, and if I were placing a bet I’d say both are partially true. I’d also bet that half of these old tunnels would have collapsed by now if not for the smuggling cartels using them to ferry contraband into the city. In theory, the Lecasi Brotherhood is a pale shadow of its former self, but aspiring crime lords like the Black Mistress have swept in and picked up where the old guilds left off.”
“I do not understand how your people can abide such chaos,” Tahira whispered. 
Cassel shrugged. “I know it’s hard to fathom, but there are over a million people in the Northern Reaches these days, and well over half of them live in Highwind. ‘Order’ is a relative term when you’re dealing with that many bodies.”
“I know so little about…everything. You must find my ignorance quite tedious.”
He stopped and frowned at her. “I don’t find any part of you ‘tedious.’ It’s not your fault you lived your whole life in a monastery.”
Tahira smiled. It was so earnest, so innocent, that Cassel occasionally had to remind himself that this girl—this young woman—may have been the most powerful person in the whole bloody region. If he hadn’t seen (and felt) what she was capable of firsthand, he never would have believed it. Preconceptions about her age and affiliations were going to be a major obstacle in convincing the knights at the Silver Tower to trust and respect her. 
“I have spent much of this week wondering what my life would have been like if I had been born here rather than the temple,” she said. “I have no idea what I would have done with my life.”
Cassel shrugged. “You seem resourceful; I’m sure you would have figured something out. Who knows, maybe you would have joined the Order and become a knight with me!”
 She giggled—a sound so sweet and soft it almost hurt. “I doubt I could even lift your sword. And I know I would look ridiculous covered in metal.”
“Nonsense. There’s nothing sexier than a woman in armor.”
“You really think so?”
“Absolutely. There’s nothing quite like a figureless metal plate to get the blood pumping.”
Tahira arched a red eyebrow at him. “The library in the Eternal Temple contained many texts on sexual arousal designed to teach us how to efficiently extract seed from virile males. None of them ever mentioned armor as an aphrodisiac.”
“I might have been exaggerating a little,” Cassel admitted. Despite spending the last few weeks getting to know her, he still occasionally forgot just how insane her religion truly was—and just how naïve she could be. 
“General Serrane is still very attractive while wearing her armor,” Tahira said. “Though I doubt anything could mar her beauty.”
“Definitely not.”
The priestess’s smile faded ever so slightly. “You really do love her, don’t you?”
“Very much,” Cassel said.
Tahira nodded and glanced away. “Perhaps we should continue moving. I know you wanted to reach the forest as soon as possible.”
Cassel repressed a sigh and bit down on his lip when she abruptly walked past him. The more time he spent with her, the more he worried that her little crush on him would become a real problem. She might have been tougher than she looked, but he had learned long ago that it was unwise to overestimate the emotional stability of a teenager, especially in matters like this. 
Serrane probably sees you the same way, you know. You’re only nine or ten years older than this girl, but Serrane is almost a century older than you. Maybe age isn’t everything.  
Grunting softly to himself, Cassel shook his head and pressed on. Once they finally reached the exit shaft an hour or so later, he leaned down to examine the small glowing runes warding the locking mechanism. Bracing himself, he touched the symbols in the exact pattern Serrane had told him, and a moment later the seals opened and flooded the tunnels with the damp, earthy scent of the Duskwood. 
Cassel took a deep breath and placed his hand on the ladder. “Now we just have to hope there isn’t an army up there waiting for us…”
There wasn’t. The late afternoon sun splintered over the leafless trees, casting long, eerie shadows across the last few pockets of snow on the thawing ground. The Duskwatch Tower was visible on the horizon to the southwest, and every once in a while Cassel would catch a flicker of movement from the ramparts. Having driven Highwind’s rangers back into the walls, the Vorsalosians must have stationed at least a few scouts here to keep an eye out for reinforcements.  
“We’re not alone,” he warned as he helped Tahira up out of the passage. “I doubt there are many soldiers stationed out here, but we still need to be careful.”
The priestess nodded and pulled her fur cloak more tightly around her black robes. “I had almost forgotten the chill of the wind…”
“This should help,” Cassel said, reaching out to the Aether and wrapping her in a thin barrier of protective energy. It still felt a bit strange to be using the power she was granting him to protect her, but she still hadn’t demonstrated any ability to channel on her own. 
Aside from unleashing scorching beams of energy from her eyes, anyway. He was still waiting for her to do that again. 
“Thank you,” Tahira said, blowing air into her hands and rubbing her fingers together. “Shall we go?”
He nodded. “This way.”
Cassel kept a brisk pace as they headed north, and he did his best to remember everything Serrane had told him about potential routes through the forest. He might not have been a ranger, but he was competent enough outdoorsman to navigate without too much trouble. Still, he wouldn’t have complained if they’d had a guide. 
“A month from now, everything will be so green the forest will be practically unrecognizable,” he commented, pointing toward the endless canopy of withered, empty branches. 
“I would like to see that someday,” Tahira said. 
“I’m sure you’ll get the chance. Unfortunately, spring also means that all the hibernating nasties start waking up. Honestly, I’d rather try and fight through a Vorsalosian army than one of the damn black bears who—” 
Cassel abruptly thrust out his arm to block her from moving past him. The tiny hairs on the back of his neck tingled, and his eyes narrowed as he scanned the treetops for movement. He swore he had heard something, but perhaps he was just being paranoid…
The twang of a bowstring was his only warning, and Cassel hoisted up his shield a fraction of a second before an arrow split his head in two. Another shot quickly followed the first, and he thrust himself protectively in front of Tahira as they hunkered down behind a large, rotten stump for cover.
“Shit!” he hissed. “Stay down!”
Another arrow lodged into the stump right next to him—this one from a completely different direction—and Cassel knew they were screwed if he didn’t do something soon. Keeping his shield arced above them, he channeled a surge of energy through the enchanted steel and closed his eyes as the bulwark unleashed a blinding burst of light…
“Argghh!”
The staggered screams were the only cue Cassel needed to leap into action. Vaulting up onto the rotten stump, he quickly scanned the trees again until he saw the two archers. One had already fallen from his perch, and he was busy writhing around the forest floor, blinded and broken. The second was still desperately trying to blink the afterimage from his vision, but in another second or two he would recover and have a clear shot. It was now or never. 
Charging towards the tree, Cassel shifted his grip on his shield and hurled it up at the archer. The steel disc wobbled awkwardly, but the knight’s aim was true—the shield smashed squarely into the archer’s chest and knocked him from his roost. His leg snapped when hit the ground, and his pained scream echoed through the trees for a mile in every direction. He was still cogent enough to reach for the sword at his belt, however, and Cassel had to parry away a wild swing before he cut the man down. 
Tahira’s startled shriek snapped his attention back behind him, and he swiveled around just in time to see two more soldiers—both clad in light armor bearing the Raven insignia of Vorsalos—rushing out from the tree line. Tahira panicked when she realized that they were closer than her protector; she hopped out from behind the stump even before Cassel could even start running back to her. 
Gritting his teeth, the knight sprinted across the underbrush to try and intercept her, but the enemy soldiers weren’t willing to take that chance. One of them drew a small crossbow from his side, took aim, and fired. 
Cassel’s eyes gaped wide in horror when the small quarrel pierced Tahira’s thigh and knocked her off her feet. Her pained cry was like a clarion call straight into his soul, compelling him to recklessly charge forward like a Roskarim berserker. He didn’t even pause to consider the two to one odds; he battered through their meager defenses like they were children wielding toy swords, and within seconds both soldiers were screaming at the top of their lungs as they bled out on the forest floor.
Cassel didn’t even hear them. His eyes were locked upon the man clutching onto Tahira from behind, dagger held tightly at her throat. 
“Drop the sword or she dies, paladin!”
Cassel froze in place, his breastplate heaving as he caught his breath. “Let her go and you can still walk away from this,” he said. “You have my word as a Knight of the Silver Fist.”
The soldier scoffed. “The Silver Fist is broken!”
“Do I look broken to you?” Cassel said, stepping over the shrieking soon-to-be corpse at his feet. “Let the girl go. Now.”
For a brief moment, he actually thought the soldier would be smart enough to listen to him. The man’s face sank, his skin turned pale, and he was trembling as if he were on the verge of sprinting in the opposite direction. But then his expression abruptly hardened, and he pushed the dagger hard enough against Tahira to draw a thin line of blood. 
“Last warning!” he snapped. “Drop the sword or she dies!”
“Fine,” Cassel said. “Have it your way.”
He held out his blade and opened his hand…and the instant the sword hit the ground he reached into his bracer, drew the concealed knife within, and hurled it straight into the other man’s face. 
Tahira screamed when the body landed behind her, bloody knife jutting from its forehead, and Cassel rushed over to grab her before she collapsed.  
“It’s all right,” he soothed, turning her head away from the carnage and pressing it into his chest. She clutched him tightly, desperately, and he grimaced when he saw the crossbow bolt still embedded in her thigh. They couldn’t afford to linger here, but there was no way she would possibly be able to walk on her own without healing…
“Hold on,” Cassel said, lifting her up in his arms. “I’ll get you out of here.” 
He carried Tahira for what felt like a mile before they finally reached a rocky stream deeper in the forest. He gently set her down atop a soft, semi-frozen mound near the water, and he marveled at how well she was fighting through the obvious pain. Judging from her scrunched face, it was taking all of her willpower not to cry out in agony. 
“You’ll be all right,” Cassel assured her, glancing back over his shoulder for the fiftieth time to make certain they hadn’t been followed. “Just try and stay still.”
Cradling her leg in his hand, he slowly removed her long leather boot so he could properly inspect the wound. He channeled a healing spell into her flesh, numbing the area as best he could, before he abruptly yanked the bolt out of her thigh. Tahira closed her eyes and grit her teeth, but thankfully she didn’t cry out. 
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he assured her. 
“I thought paladins were supposed to tell the truth.”
“We are, and I do.” He shrugged. “Most of the time…”
Cassel held her leg as motionless as he could while the restorative energies coursed through her body. Her smooth skin tingled beneath his fingers, almost as if he were touching a powerful Aetheric artifact rather than a person. He had healed hundreds upon hundreds of people since had joined the Silver Fist, but he had never felt anything like this. It must have something to do with the fact that she was his Conduit…
“The pain,” Tahira breathed as he worked, “it’s almost completely gone.”
“It will come back if you try and put weight on it,” Cassel warned. “Ideally you’d sit around on a cot for a few days, but we can see how you’re doing in the...”
He trailed off when the tingling between their bodies grew even more intense. A warm rush of power crashed over him, almost like when she had first restored his channeling abilities, but this time the Aether flowed through him so readily he swore he might actually explode…
Cassel gasped and withdrew his hand. His fingers continued tingling for several seconds, and he felt so thoroughly rejuvenated he swore he could have lifted her up in her arms and carried her all the way to the Silver Tower if he needed to. But when he glanced down at her thigh, he belatedly realized the wound was completely gone—her pale skin wasn’t even blemished. 
“It feels fine,” Tahira said, leaning up. She gently swiveled her leg off the rock and experimentally put a bit of weight on it. “Even Sister Basyle couldn’t heal wounds this quickly or effectively. You are truly gifted.”
“I don’t think it’s me,” Cassel breathed, curling and uncurling his fingers. “I’ve never been able to channel that much power before. When I touch you, it’s like…gods, I don’t even know.”
Tahira studied him in silence for a long moment, her green eyes glittering in thought, before she reached out and slid her fingers through his. “I only feel the warmth of your hand,” she told him. “It’s still…nice.”
He smiled and squeezed. The rush of power wasn’t quite as intense this time, but he still swore he had just been dunked in a bath of warm, soothing water. He found himself leaning forward without realizing it, almost as if her body were a magnet pulling him closer and closer…
“I, uh, I was going to suggest we set up camp,” Cassel said, clearing his throat and pulling away. His head actually started spinning for a second when he stopped touching her, but thankfully the sensation passed. “If you feel like you can keep going a bit longer, though, I wouldn’t mind pushing on until dark.”
Tahira eyed him longingly for several awkward moments before she nodded and stood. “My leg feels completely fine. I’m sure I can walk more…if you think it’s for the best.”
Cassel took a deep breath and shuffled a few feet away. The more time he spent with her, the more he was starting to realize why so many folk tales called the Eternal Priestesses “sirens.” She had an alluring aura about her that was getting harder and harder to resist…
“Putting more distance between us and the bodies certainly can’t hurt,” he said. “But if you’re not up to it, we can—”
“I will be fine, thanks to you,” Tahira assured him with one of her bright, wide-eyed smiles. “This way?”
Cassel nodded. “Yeah,” he rasped, clearing his throat again. “Yeah, I think so.”
 
***
 
“That is a lot more tents than I expected.”
Serrane Starwind nodded gravely as she squinted out towards the Vorsalosian war camp festooned around Highwind’s southern wall. “At least five-thousand, though the bulk are situated here and in the north. The rest will undoubtedly arrive by boat once Ostvara has been fully pacified.”
Valuri continued peering through her small spyglass for another few seconds before she pulled away and grunted in disgust. “I still can’t believe how quickly they’ve moved. The Inquisitrix must have had her ships armed and ready the instant she returned from Nol Krovos.”
“If even half the Silver Fist knights still had their powers, they could ride out and trample these fools into dust,” Serrane hissed. 
“At least until the wyverns showed up and started dropping fireballs on everyone.” Valuri sighed. “On that note, we should probably keep moving if we want to reach the Peaks by nightfall.”
Nodding, Serrane slowly pulled herself up off her stomach and slid down the back of cliff. She and Valuri had already snuck out of the city via Darkwind’s incalculable smuggling tunnels, and they were currently perched on the hills in the southwest where they could safely spy upon the river and the bridge. So far, the Vorsalosian army hadn’t bothering stationing any troops up here, though she had no doubt that Hastien’s Fall had been further reinforced over the past few weeks. Just thinking about it made her blood boil.
The lack of soldiers made this particular stretch of their trip quite easy, though, and they kept up such a brutal pace that they reached the tower well before dusk. Valuri seemed to have near infinite endurance, and she was obviously an experienced traveler despite her clear preference for urban terrain. At this rate, Serrane was confident the two of them could reach the hatchery by tomorrow. 
What the two of them would do at that point, of course, remained mystery. 
Serrane was tempted to push straight past the tower just to spare herself the annoyance of looking at it, but she ultimately decided that it would be foolish to pass up this chance to learn more about the enemy’s movements. She located another safe perch on hill about a quarter of a mile away, and she and Valuri took turns peering through the spyglass. 
“This is where you were ambushed on your way back home?” Valuri asked.
Serrane nodded gravely. “The Huntress and her men had already taken the tower. Julian and I—er, Captain Cassel and I—walked right into an ambush.”
“Well, I still say you’re lucky to be alive.”
“Captain Cassel lost his powers right when we arrived, otherwise we might have had a chance. Presumably that was about the same time you were fighting the Inquisitrix on Nol Krovos.”
“Jorem and Red were, anyway,” Valuri murmured. “I couldn’t afford to get to Marcella. She created the Senosi, and she can control us like we’re bloody puppets. It’s infuriating.”
Serrane sighed softly. “I felt the same way battling that Huntress on the tower. I was completely powerless against her. It was humiliating.”
“Well, I wouldn’t feel too bad about that if I were you. I kick the shit out of Jorem all the time. It builds character.”
Serrane was barely even listening. She tried to bury the memories before they rushed to the surface, but it was already too late. You knew it would be a mistake to look at this tower again, so why the hell are you even here?
“Sorry, bad joke,” Valuri murmured. 
“No, it’s all right,” Serrane soothed, putting away the spyglass and rolling onto her side. “It’s just…I still can’t believe how lucky we were to escape. If Lasille hadn’t been called back to the tower, we wouldn’t—”
“Wait, Lasille?” Valuri interrupted. “That was her name?”
Serrane nodded. “Yes. Why?”
Valuri grimaced and turned away. “I guess this shouldn’t surprise me anymore, but I knew her once,” she murmured. “I’ve been away so long I’ve started to forget how many of these girls used to be my friends. Among other things…”
“Mm,” Serrane murmured as she casually studied the other woman. “Perhaps someday you can tell me why you decided to leave the Senosi.”
“Would you believe I did it all for a boy?” she asked with a wry smile. 
Serrane chuckled softly and smiled back. “That sorcerer of yours?”
“Yeah, as hard as that is to believe. He has no idea how lucky he is.” Valuri glanced back east towards the city for a moment before she grunted and shook her head. “Anyway, I’m surprised Lasille didn’t drag you straight back to Vorsalos. You’re a sorceress and an elf…you’d be quite the prize back in the Castarium.”
“She was planning to. If we hadn’t escaped when we did…” 
Valuri nodded soberly. “If it’s any consolation, she will be severely punished when she returns to the Castarium. Hell, she might even be executed.”
“She’s already dead,” Serrane said. “Tahira killed her.”
Valuri blinked. “Really? How?”
“She unleashed a blast of magic…it was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Lasille couldn’t absorb it. She just…disintegrated.”
“Strange,” Valuri muttered, frowning. “I should have met this ‘priestess’ before we left.”
“She is definitely not what I expected,” Serrane said. “I only wish we knew more about her powers. It’s hard to believe a cultist could be the city’s only salvation.”
“Only because you and I haven’t gotten started yet,” Valuri said, smirking. “Come on, we should keep moving.”
“Agreed.”
They continued west through the sparse forest, the jagged silhouette of the Shattered Peaks growing larger and larger until the sun finally drooped behind them. Valuri’s map was rough, but Serrane knew this terrain better than anyone. Finding a path up the rocky outskirts was easily enough, and they traveled up a few more miles before they finally decided to set up camp for the night. 
“The clouds make it difficult, but I’m reasonably sure I saw something big flying farther up behind that peak,” Valuri said, pointing upwards while Serrane cobbled together wood for a small fire. “Maybe we’re on the right track after all.”
“Assuming your information is correct, it will be a rough trek tomorrow,” Serrane said. “We’ll be lucky to reach the summit by nightfall.”
“Without men to slow us down, I’m sure it will be no trouble.”
Serrane snorted softly. “They aren’t always cumbersome oafs.”
“Just most of the time.”
“Exactly,” the ranger replied with a wry smirk. 
Valuri squatted next to the small fire pit and fanned out her fingers in front of the flames. “You must have it the worst. I assume you have to work with Silver Fist knights often.”
“Too often,” Serrane murmured. “Thankfully, Captain Cassel isn’t as arrogant or clumsy as the rest.”
The Huntress turned and cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve mentioned him a lot today. Are the two of you…?”
“We’re…” Serrane paused and bit down on her lip. Even after all this time she still felt compelled to lie about her relationships for some reason. It was a stupid, entrenched habit and she really needed to get over it. “We’re together.”
Valuri snickered. “Let me guess: he’s tall, dark, and/or handsome?”
“All three.”
“Lucky bastard. I bet he doesn’t know how good he has it.”
“Actually…I think he does,” Serrane said. “He’s not like most of the other knights.”
“Good, because I hate paladins.”
“So do I.”
They shared girlish grins before Valuri finally sat all the way down. Her green eyes were so bright in the flames they almost looked elven. 
“Earlier you said your knight friend was up to something with this Eternal Priestess,” Valuri prompted. 
Serrane nodded. “It’s a long shot, but they’re on their way to the Silver Tower in the northeast. The paladins in the city refuse to even consider talking to her…they practically accused Julian of heresy for bringing her into Highwind. But he believes that the officers outside the city are more likely to see reason, so he’s taking Tahira right to the source. If his plan works, he could return with a large enough contingent of knights to break the siege.”
“That would definitely make a huge difference,” Valuri said. “What are the odds he can actually pull it off?”
“Honestly? I have no idea. I have faith in Julian, but we still don’t know much about the girl. Her powers seem unpredictable, and frankly I’m still a little suspicious about her motives.”
“Funny, we met someone just like that recently.”
Serrane frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Never mind,” Valuri said, waving her hand dismissively. “So you’re not the least bit concerned that your man is out there alone with this pretty little priestess?”
“Julian has his powers back—he can take care of himself.”
“I wasn’t talking about his safety. Paladins around these parts have a reputation for thinking with their codpieces, and everyone has heard about the, uh, wiles of the Eternal cultists.”
Serrane snorted. “Tahira is human.”
Valuri arched an inquisitive eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Julian would never—” Serrane cut herself off, and she felt a sudden rush of embarrassed heat in her cheeks. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to offend you. I just meant—”
“That frumpy human girls can’t compete with fair elf maidens?” Valuri said, crossing her arms. 
“No, that’s not…” Serrane closed her eyes and swore under her breath. She had walked right into that chasm. “All I meant was that Julian and I have an understanding. My people rarely marry and consider human concepts like ‘monogamy’ foolish.”
“Uh huh.”
“Truly!” Serrane insisted. “I wasn’t implying anything else. Human women can be quite attractive. I mean you’re obviously very…”
The Huntress arched her second eyebrow. “Very…?”
“Pretty,” Serrane breathed, running a hand back through her hair. “I’m sorry, I’m never going to dig my way out of this, am I?”
Valuri snorted and burst into throaty laugh. “Oh, gods, I knew you would be fun,” she said, rubbing a tear from her eye. “You’ll have to work a lot harder than that to offend me, honey.”
A tiny smile tugged at the elf’s lips as the other woman continued cackling. “So, what, you were just teasing me?”
“Teasing, tormenting, whatever,” Valuri said, waving her hand dramatically. “I’m a bitch and I know it. I’m told it is part of my charm.”
“By whom?”
“Me, mostly.” The Huntress snickered again before she stretched her hands back over the fire. “Anyway, if you think I’m annoying now, just wait until we spend a few more days together. I figure you’ll either want to kill me, or we’ll fall in love.”
Serrane’s smile widened at roughly the same rate her embarrassment faded. “You’re starting to remind me of my best friend.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“You shouldn’t. Aluriel is very…impish. Usually to a fault.”
“I like her already.”
Serrane grunted and glanced back down the mountain path. “I sent her back to Icewatch not long after Julian and I returned to Highwind. At this point, she’s probably safer than the rest of us…though I still worry.”
Valuri nodded solemnly, and her devilish grin finally faded. After a few minutes of silence, she shuffled closer to the fire and actually shivered. 
“Are you that cold?” Serrane asked. 
“I’ll be fine,” the Huntress said. “It’s just the curse of my Senosi ‘gifts.’ I can’t block out the cold with magic, the longer I go without feeding the harder it is to stay warm the normal way.”
“We brought plenty of rations.”
“It’s not that kind of hunger,” Valuri said, smiling again. “I’m sure I’ll be fine, I’ve just gotten used to feeding every day…sometimes multiple times a day. With Jorem and Red around, I can be as gluttonous as I want.” 
“Can I help somehow?” 
“I’ll be fine,” Valuri said. “Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the offer, but it seems like a breach of etiquette to ask the Ranger-General for a taste of her blood.”
Serrane nibbled at her lower lip and glanced away. For some inexplicable reason her stomach had begun fluttering anxiously. Did she actually want Valuri to feed on her? That made no sense at all.
Of course it does. Every time you remember that she is a Senosi, you can’t help but think about Lasille. You can feel her arms holding you down, her tongue at your throat, her fingers in your quim…
“Your curse must be a tremendous burden,” Serrane said, shuffling her legs closer together in the hopes of smothering the sudden, unexpected fire in her quim.  
“I’ve never thought of it that way,” Valuri said. “All power comes with a price, and frankly ours isn’t that steep. Shivering a bit here and there is no big deal.”
Serrane studied the other woman for a long moment, wondering what her tattoos would look like beneath her pale skin. She really was quite attractive, and her irreverent swagger did have a certain charm. Aluriel definitely would have been trying to crawl beneath Valuri’s legs already. 
But you’re not Aluriel, and this mission is far too important for silly distractions. The fate of Highwind could literally depend on whether or not you can stop those wyverns.
“Back in Hastien’s Fall, the other Huntress fed off me a few times,” Serrane said, staring into the flames. “The process was…strange. I couldn’t believe how strong it made her.”
“We get compared to vampires pretty often, and honestly it hits closer to home than I sometimes like to admit,” Valuri said. “Right after feeding, I usually feel strong enough to punch through a stone wall. The rush fades slowly, but after a couple days I start to feel as weak as a kitten.”
Serrane glanced up to the jagged peaks silhouetted on the moonlit horizon. “We won’t reach the summit until tomorrow night at the earliest. Won’t you be starving by then?”
“I’ll manage,” Valuri repeated. “For all we know the Inquisitrix will have several of her new channelers up there. Once they try and blast me, I’ll be strong enough to throw them off the damn mountain.”
“If the difference in your abilities is that significant, it would be foolish not to keep you at full strength,” Serrane said, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest. “You should feed off me now and then again before we reach the hatchery.”
Valuri arched an eyebrow again. “I appreciate the offer, General, I really do. But I can’t ask you to—”
“You don’t have to ask—I’m offering.” Serrane paused and glanced over at her bow. “I could conjure an arrow and shoot you, but that seems…awkward, to put it mildly.”
“I can absorb the energy without you shooting me, don’t worry,” Valuri said. “That should give me enough power to last for a while.”
“Just for a while?”
“The transference is less…direct,” Valuri said. “Feeding off of magical attacks is less efficient than tapping directly in the source. But that doesn’t mean—”
“So you need sorcerous blood, then,” Serrane said a little too quickly. What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you getting soaked just thinking about her holding you down and feeding off your blood?  
“It does last the longest,” the Huntress conceded. 
“Well, I brought plenty of healing salves,” Serrane told her. “You can take what you need.”
Valuri paused and eyed her for a long moment. “Are you absolutely sure about this?”
“Somehow I doubt you brought me all the way up her to kill me,” Serrane murmured, shuffling to the side until her back was pressed against a boulder. Turning her head to the side, she grabbed a handful of her blonde hair and pulled it out of the way. “This mission is too important for us not to exploit every possible advantage.”
Valuri continued looking at her for a moment, her lips parted ever so slightly. She was obviously trying to restrain herself, but Serrane could feel the Huntress’s hunger no matter how much she tried to hide it. The subtle dilation of her pupils, the intermittent twitching of her fingers…
It’s just like Lasille. She was practically drooling at the sight of you, and deep down you liked it. You enjoy being prey—you enjoy being treated like a piece of meat. 
“Well, I suppose a hungry girl should never turn away an offer of a free meal,” Valuri said, licking her lips and slowly creeping closer. “There’s, uh…there’s no way to do this that isn’t awkward.”
“Do whatever you need,” Serrane breathed. 
Nodding, Valuri slung her leg over the elf’s lap and straddled her. Serrane’s heart wouldn’t stop thumping and her quim wouldn’t stop burning, especially when the Huntress brought her lips in close. 
“Just try and stay still,” Valuri said, unsheathing one of the claws from her gauntlet. “This is going to hurt a little.”
Gods, I hope it hurts a lot.
“I can take it,” Serrane said. “Just get it over with so we can sleep.”
She closed her eyes and held her breath. Her skin tingled, her toes curled, and she clenched her teeth in anticipation when the cold metal touched her skin. She gasped when the blade sliced a thin gash in her flesh, and then again when she felt Valuri’s lips press against her throat. Every twinge of pain instantly transformed into a shudder of pleasure, and she squeezed her knees together in a desperate attempt to smother the raging fire in her quim.
You really are a submissive slut. You barely know this woman and you already want her to hold you down and dominate you over and over again just like Lasille…
Serrane grimaced. Her mind was desperately hoping that her arousal wasn’t obvious, but her body desperately hoping for the opposite. Valuri certainly wasn’t making it easy to resist; her arm clutched around the small of Serrane’s back, pulling her in closer and closer. She didn’t seem like she was going to stop feeding anytime soon, either. She kept sucking harder and harder and harder…
Valuri finally pulled away with a gasp, tiny trickles of blood still spattered across her lips. The tattoos beneath her skin glowed so brightly they were almost painful to look at, and her thighs gripped Serrane’s body in an ironclad hold as she shuddered from an obvious climax. 
“Shit,” she rasped when she finally came down. Her green eyes were glowing even more intensely than her tattoos. “Gods, I’m sorry. I just…I’ve never fed off an elf before. You’re so fucking sweet…”
Serrane swallowed heavily as she struggled to catch her breath. The pain in her neck was like a tiny pinprick compared to the raging inferno in her quim. “Are you…are you sated?”
Valuri glanced down and studied the elven woman clutched between her thighs. Her eyes glimmered ravenously, her lips curled into a mischievous smile, and she leaned back down until her mouth was back upon Serrane’s neck. “Not quite yet…”
She suckled at the wound for an instant as if she might keep feeding, but then her lips began slowly nibbling their way up the elven woman’s throat and across her jawline and cheek. Valuri hovered so close to Serrane’s mouth they shared desperate, yearning breaths for what felt like a small eternity before she gently leaned in and brought their lips together. 
Serrane melted. Valuri’s thighs clamped even harder, and her tongue hungrily plunged into the elven woman’s mouth. Serrane could taste the faintest hint of her own blood, and for some reason it made her even hotter. Her hips began rhythmically churning in the desperate hope she might extinguish her molten quim, but it only stoked the flames…
Valuri eventually pulled back and gasped for breath. Her fingers crawled up Serrane’s bare midriff and began unclasping the straps of her cropped breastplate. “You know, I think you may have been right,” she whispered. “Apparently I was a lot hungrier than I realized.”
“That’s all right,” Serrane whimpered. “Take whatever you need…”
The Huntress’s grin turned almost sadistic as she hurled the ranger’s breastplate aside and practically lunged for her freshly freed tits. Valuri’s mouth and tongue instantly made it clear that they knew precisely what they were doing; they licked, sucked, and nibbled with the targeted precision that only another woman could possibly hope to achieve. 
Meanwhile, the Huntress’s hands expertly worked their way beneath Serrane’s leather skirt, stripping off her panties and pushing up the leather straps of her skirt until the cool night air could chill her searing quim. Valuri didn’t leave the embers burning for long; she promptly kissed her way down the ranger’s flat stomach, pushed up her slender thighs, and dove in for a second feast. 
“Faarea!” Serrane cried out so loudly that half the orcs in the mountain probably heard her. Once again Valuri quickly proved her expertise; her tongue and fingers took turns plunging into the elf’s sodden quim, and she knew exactly when and how to lick, nibble, and finger-fuck to drive Serrane to shuddering climax after shuddering climax. She was even more skilled than Julian and Aluriel, as impossible as that seemed…
Valuri’s own climax paralyzed her barely a minute into her feast. Her eyes and tattoos had never completely stopped glowing, but they exploded in full force yet again when they tasted sorcerous nectar. She bucked and seized in place, her lips and cheeks glistening with Serrane’s juices, and for a moment the Huntress genuinely looked like she might pass out.
“Oh, fuck!” she cried out. “Gods, you’re even sweeter than Red…”
As the two women both panted, desperate for air, Valuri crawled back up Serrane’s body to kiss her on the lips again. The ranger eagerly reciprocated, apparently unaware of just how badly she had missed the touch of another woman these past few weeks.
But you still want more. You don’t just want her to feed upon you—you want her to hold you down and take you over and over just like Lasille…
When Valuri finally pulled away, she smiled and gently kissed the tip of Serrane’s nose. “You know, I think I’m still up for some desert if you are.”
The ranger nodded, and her entire body tensed in anticipation. “Absolutely.”
 
***
 
Valuri stared down in wonder at the breathless, mostly naked elven woman beneath her. Just twenty minutes ago, Serrane had been a completely different person: calm, collected, and exuding an unmistakable aura of competent, borderline ruthless professionalism. But now that same woman was little more than a quivering slab of flesh just waiting—no, begging—to be thoroughly ravaged in every one of her tight elven holes.
If Valuri had been a man, she probably would have exploded all over Serrane’s tits and face a half a dozen times already. Jorem certainly wouldn’t have been able to restrain himself, though given his historic lack of willpower that probably wasn’t a fair standard…
Regardless, Valuri was completely enraptured by Serrane’s otherworldly beauty, and the prospect of feasting on her delicious elven nectar all night was impossible to resist. Valuri dove back in for another long, desperate kiss while simultaneously unbuckling her belt and wriggling out of her skin-tight leather trousers. She reached out for her pack, more thankful than ever that she had brought the phallus from Darkwind with her, and hastily fastened the harness around her waist. The instant she activated the runestone, one magical phallus slipped deep inside her quim while a second sprouted outwards just above Serrane’s taut, heaving stomach. The ranger gasped when Valuri pulled away, momentarily confused, before her bright blue eyes shot open at the sight of the glowing phallus now throbbing an inch above her belly button. 
“I brought a little friend along in case you wanted to play,” Valuri said. “Why don’t the two of you get better acquainted?”
Before the ranger could even move, Valuri shuffled forward, grabbed a thick handful of the elf’s long hair, and shoved the phallus straight between her open lips. It was a gamble, obviously, and Serrane could have responded in about a hundred negative ways ranging from “annoyed” to “frothing with rage.” But Valuri trusted her judgment where other females were concerned, and she was confident she knew a true submissive slut when she saw one. 
And she was right. Serrane practically shuddered from an orgasm when the phallus slid down her throat, and when the Huntress clutched the sides of the ranger’s head and began fucking her pretty elven face in earnest, her taut little body began convulsing in euphoric delight. The enchantment in the phallus let Valuri feel everything as genuinely as if the cock actually belonged to her, and once again she found herself sympathizing with Jorem for a fraction of a second. Suddenly his total lack of control made a great deal of sense…
“I knew the two of you would get along,” Valuri said, smirking as she buried to phallus so deep Serrane couldn’t possibly breathe. “Now flip over and show him that tight little elven ass of yours.”
Valuri yanked the cock free, and just like she expected Serrane obediently flipped over onto her stomach atop the bedroll. She arched her back and stuck her ass straight up in the air, and she whimpered pitifully when the tip of the conjured phallus nudged inside her sopping quim. 
Shalassa’s tits, how is it even possible for any woman to be this wet and this tight at the same fucking time? Apparently Jorem was right about elf cunts…
“Oh, gods!” Valuri stammered when she finally slipped all the way inside. The sensations from the phallus had set her own quim ablaze, and every thrust felt like she was fucking a cunt and having her own cunt fucked simultaneously. If this was what Red experienced all the time with her silly collar, Valuri was going to have to figure out a way to get herself one of those, too. 
“Harder,” Serrane blubbered. “Please…”
Grinning, Valuri leaned forward until she could lick the elven woman’s pointed ear. “You like being prey, don’t you, slut?”
The ranger whimpered pitifully between thrusts. “Y-yes.”
“I bet your big, strong knight takes you like this all the time, doesn’t he?”
“Yes.”
“Do you beg him to hold you down?”
“Yes.”
“Do you beg him to hurt you?”
“Yes!”
Valuri grinned as she grabbed a thick clump of Serrane’s hair. “Well, you don’t have to beg me for anything, slut. I am a Huntress, and you are my prey. I take what I want…and right now, I want your perfect little ass.”
Slamming Serrane’s head into her bedroll, Valuri held the other woman down and shifted the magical phallus from her tight quim to her even tighter ass. The elf tried to thrash and wriggle away, but she was powerless against the might of a freshly-fed Senosi. 
“Take…it…all!” Valuri said through clenched teeth as she thrust the phallus all the way inside. Serrane squealed, half in pain and half in delight, as the Huntress began pounding her bowels into submission. 
Valuri cried out in joy, though it was taking every scrap of her willpower not to explode. She had always intuitively known that there was something extra special about fucking a woman in the ass. She had done it many times—and had it done to her many times—back in the Castarium with her Senosi sisters. But the sensations shooting through the phallus made everything even more intense. That, coupled with the fact that the Ranger-General of Highwind—one of the most beautiful and deadly women in the whole region—was a naked, quivering, suffocating mass beneath her…
“Fuck!” Valuri screamed, finally losing control. At the same instant her quim seized in climax, the magical phallus exploded. Volleys of thick, scalding seed showered over Serrane’s ass, back, and hair. Every splatter made her even lovelier, and when Valuri finally came down she rolled the elf back over and drizzled the last few droplets over her pretty face. 
“This thing should be illegal,” the Huntress said as she idly stroked the phallus. 
“It is,” Serrane breathed.  
“Oh, yeah…” Valuri said, snickering. “From the first moment I saw you in Icewatch, I just knew we’d get along. The bitchy ones are always the filthiest. I should know…”
Serrane, still panting, looked up at the throbbing phallus. “It’s…it’s still quite early.”
“Believe me, I know,” Valuri said, stroking the shaft and marveling that it never truly went flaccid. “We’re only just getting started.”
 
 



7
The Hatchery
 
By the time the first splinters of daylight cracked over the Shattered Peaks, Serrane Starwind was so sore she could barely move—and not because of the rocky ground she was sleeping on. Her cheeks actually flushed in embarrassment when she leaned up, partially because she felt negligent for not setting watch and partially because of what she had done last night. 
Or rather, what had been done to her last night. 
She winced when the cool mountain air blew across her naked flesh, and she dug through her pack for the healing salves to try and numb her sore muscles…and other parts. Her new partner, unsurprisingly, did not seem uncomfortable in the least. Valuri was lying face down on the bedroll, her raven hair spilled across her shoulders and back. The howling of the wind barely drowned out her snoring.
“Faarea,” Serrane muttered, rubbing the salve across her body. A part of her still couldn’t believe she had just spent the whole night underneath a woman she barely knew, but the rest of her was still basking in how amazing it had felt. Valuri had been absolutely ruthless in the best possible way…
Shaking her head, Serrane pushed the memories aside and gathered up her armor and equipment. Duty called once again, and if they wanted to reach this wyvern hatchery by nightfall they needed to get moving as soon as possible. 
“Come on,” she said, shaking the other woman’s shoulder. 
“Ughhhh…” Valuri groaned. “Shalassa’s tits, what time is it?”
“Time to move.”
“Gods, you sound just like Red.” The Huntress slowly rolled over onto her back, but her eyes remained fastened shut. “Look, why don’t you go ahead without me? I promise I’ll catchup.”
Serrane sighed. Why in the bloody hell am I always cursed with lovers who want to sleep in?
She considered a number of strategies ranging from dumping a waterskin over Valuri’s face to pushing apart her legs and eating her out, but the ranger settled on a third option she knew for a fact would work: she held out her arm, pricked herself with a knife, and drizzled the blood across the Huntress’s lips. 
Valuri’s reaction was so immediate it was almost horrifying: her eyes shot open, her tongue lapped up the blood, and the tattoos beneath her naked flesh blazed to life. Serrane pulled her arm away a moment later.
“Better?”
“Fuck,” Valuri rasped. “Not what I really wanted for breakfast, but if you insist…”
Without warning, the Huntress pounced atop Serrane and pinned her back against the ground. Her hands slipped beneath the elven woman’s armor and threatened to remove it again, and Serrane was seriously tempted to go limp and let Valuri use her body however she wanted. But then she thought about Julian and his mission and how many people were depending on them…
“We need to go,” she said as the Huntress frantically kissed and nibbled at her neck. “Seriously.”
Valuri slowly leaned back up, her eyes blazing hungrily. “A few extra minutes won’t hurt.”
“It might,” Serrane said, stretching up just enough to softly kiss the other woman’s lips. “Come on.”
The Huntress groaned and rolled over. “Amazons, generals…you’re all way too serious for your own good.”
Serrane chuckled softly and gathered the rest of her things. Thankfully Valuri was slightly less obstinate than Julian, at least insofar as mornings were concerned, and the two women were heading back up the rocky trail a few minutes later. This stretch of the journey was far more difficult than the first; within an hour they were already climbing more than they were walking. Thankfully Serrane knew these mountains even better than she knew the city, and they managed to avoid the most perilous cliffs and ascents while still making excellent time. 
They approached their final goal several hours before dusk, which almost made Serrane reconsider her decision to get started so early. But they were finally up high enough that she didn’t recognize the terrain, and thanks to the thinner air they needed to pause more and more frequently for her to catch her breath. After one final break, she was just about ready to push for the summit when her ears abruptly perked up. 
 “Get down.”
Valuri frowned from behind her. “What are—?”
“Get down!”
Serrane tackled the other woman onto a pile of rocks a split second before a shrill, bestial cry echoed down the face of the mountains. The shadow of a great winged beast surged across the nearby rocks, and the ranger pulled her cloak as tightly as she could over them while still craning her neck enough to track their enemy. Mercifully, the wyvern didn’t seem to have noticed them; it soared straight east back in the direction of Highwind, and after half a minute the beast completely vanished into the clouds. 
“Okay,” Valuri rasped as she rolled over. “I guess that means we’re here…and that this place is real.”
Serrane gulped down a long, slow breath and a channeled a spell to enhance her hearing even further than normal. The buffeting winds and crumbling rocks drowned out almost everything, but eventually she picked out the rattling of armor and clomping of heavy boots. 
“The camp must be over that ridge,” she said, pointing about a hundred feet above them and to the right. “There’s no way to know how many we’re dealing with from here.”
Valuri nodded and shielded her eyes against the orange rays of sunlight now splintering through the peaks on the western horizon. “Then we might as well wait for the cover of darkness. Approaching with this much light would be suicidal.”
“Agreed,” Serrane said, grabbing her own bow just in case. She couldn’t imagine that the enemy would bother deploying patrols along such a remote, jagged approach, but if another wyvern took off and happened to look down they might be in trouble. “That outcropping should be large enough to completely block us from view.”
The two women shimmied about a dozen yards to the side and hunkered beneath a particularly large stone awning. Between the rocks and their cloaks, they should have been practically invisible outside of point-blank range…but Serrane kept an arrow knocked on her bowstring just in case. 
“You know, if there actually is an army up there, I have no idea what we can do,” Valuri murmured while they waited. “Without a bunch of beasties to fly our own force up there…”
Serrane nodded and glanced down the cliff face below them. Even if Highwind could still field an army, soldiers would never be able to get up here. She and Valuri may have literally been the only hope of sabotaging the Inquisitrix’s war effort…
They resumed their climb the moment the sun finally set over the mountains, though they altered their approach to favor stealth over speed. The closer they got to the jagged ridge, the more voices Serrane could pick out on the other side. The faint light of multiple campfires flickered off stones ahead, and she started mentally revising her estimate of how many defenders they would find up here. Any fewer than fifty seemed careless, but any more than a hundred seemed wasteful. She really, really wished they’d had better intelligence than a single mark on a map.
Once they finally reached the ridgeline, Serrane signaled for Valuri to spread out so they could get a better view. The Huntress nodded after she had shuffled over a few steps, and both women lifted their weapons as they peered over the edge…
“Vinyathrim, caela sulil,” Serrane gasped as her eyes widened in horror. The area beyond the ridge was less of a plateau than a valley, complete with tall, shearing cliffs and a half a mile of interlocking snow-covered streams and small mesas. The area was undeniably gorgeous, especially when dappled in starlight. It was almost like the gods themselves had hidden away a tiny fragment of the ancient world beyond the reach of mortals. If the valley were empty, Serrane could have happily sat here marveling at its raw beauty all day. 
The problem was that it wasn’t empty. Not in the least. 
“Remember when I said the Inquisitrix wouldn’t waste a whole army defending a single base in the mountains?” Valuri asked. “Well, I was wrong. Jorem levels of wrong.”
Serrane slowly shook her head. There were definitely more men than she had expected—dozens upon dozens of tents were littered about the area, easily enough to support a whole battalion of soldiers. But the presence of an army was far less disturbing than the seemingly endless rows of wyverns lined up in rows behind them. 
“How is this possible?” Serrane whispered. “There must be a hundred of them out there…”
“Not counting the dozens already flying over Ostvara and gods know where else,” Valuri said. “This is insane. How long does it normally take for these things to mature?”
“Several years, at least, and the females only lay a few eggs at a time.”
The Huntress grimaced. “I don’t understand. Marcella would have had to start breeding these things not long after she conquered the city. I grew up in the Castrium—I would have heard about something like this.”
Serrane shrugged. “I suppose she could have found a clutch of eggs somewhere, but even then it doesn’t seem possible to have bred so many…”
She sat there in horrified silence, a thousand separate visions of Highwind’s fiery destruction flashing through her mind. Even without riders, a handful of these beasts would have been a serious threat to the city. A hundred of them might as well have been the heralds of the apocalypse. 
“Well, I may have the smallest amount of good news,” Valuri said as she carefully squinted through a spyglass. “The Inquisitrix doesn’t have anywhere near enough of these new channelers to ride in the saddle of every wyvern.”
Serrane frowned. “How can you possibly know that? Can you sense their magic all the way up here?”
“Not even close. Even if they were actual sorcerers I couldn’t sense them from this far away.” 
“Then how—?”
“Two reasons,” Valuri said as she adjusted the spyglass and panned it across the length of the enemy camp. “First, only a few of the idiots down there are wearing the colors of these ‘Knights of the Crimson Flame’ we encountered in Riverbend. I doubt there are more walking around incognito.”
Serrane nodded. “And the second?”
“If she had a hundred channelers at her disposal, Marcella wouldn’t have bothered stockpiling an entire vault full of oil. Look.”
Valuri offered Serrane the spyglass, but the elf shooed it away and squinted instead. The campfires and torches spread throughout the valley had actually masked the one darkened area a few hundred yards down the cliff to their right. Once her eyes adjusted, she spotted the shadowy silhouettes of men hauling barrels into a wide-mouthed stone cavern. 
“How do you know they’re carrying oil?” she asked. 
“Because there are a couple of especially brutish guards making sure no one gets a torch within a hundred feet of the entrance,” Valuri said. “It’s also reminiscent of Ayrael’s strategy back at Icewatch. Except instead of dropping hordes of Roskarim berserkers over the walls, these assholes plan to drop oil.”
“At which point the channelers among them could ignite the spills,” Serrane reasoned, her stomach clenching so tight she almost wretched. “They could burn the whole damn city to the ground.”
Valuri nodded solemnly. “If I recall correctly, the orcs tried something similar during the Winter War. They catapulted barrels over the walls and then tried to ignite the pools with arrows and magic.”
Serrane pursed her lips. “I remember reading about that in General Hastien’s journals. He sent his rangers out into the enemy ranks to sabotage the catapults before the flames spread. Most of them didn’t make it back.”
“Well, if we try going down there we won’t be coming back, either,” Valuri muttered. “I don’t mind an uphill battle, but I draw the line when I’m outnumbered two hundred to one.”
“Le’thos,” Serrane hissed, slumping back behind the ridge and running a hand back through her hair. “They won’t even need to burn the whole city. If they set fire to enough buildings, panic and fear will do their jobs for them. The Council will be forced to surrender.”
“A woman who sees herself as a living god obviously has ambitions beyond conquering one city-state,” Valuri said. “Torching a few buildings and forcing surrender will leave Marcella’s armies almost completely intact.”
Serrane closed her eyes and swallowed the bitter lump in her throat. More than ever, she wished that Julian were here…
“I’m not sure what else we can possibly learn from this vantage point,” Valuri said after a minute. “We might as well start heading back. If we reach flat ground before—”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Serrane said. “Not until I’ve at least figured out a way to slow them down.”
Valuri turned and stared blankly at her. “Slow them down? There are a hundred bloody wyverns down there!”
“And we have to figure out a way to keep them grounded. That’s the whole reason we came up here.”
“No, the reason we came up here was to scout out this hatchery. I never volunteered for a suicide mission.”
Serrane glared at the other woman. “I almost forgot that you were a mercenary.”
“Oh, don’t even start with that sanctimonious bullshit,” Valuri grumbled. “I have far more reasons to hate the Inquisitrix than you do, honey. I’m just not interested in throwing my life away for no reason, especially not while my tits and ass are still this young and firm.”
“We don’t need to kill all those wyverns,” Serrane said. “We just need to delay whatever the Inquisitrix is planning long enough for Julian and Tahira to get back to the city.”
Valuri snorted. “I don’t care how tall, dark, and handsome this guy is, one silly little paladin isn’t going to win this war.”
“If he’s able to muster allies at the Silver Tower, we’ll have a fighting chance,” Serrane insisted. “In sufficient numbers, the knights are capable of channeling a powerful barrier—one large enough to shield entire sections of the city.”
“Wait, what?”
“The technique hasn’t been used since the Winter War, but it could help hold off the wyverns,” Serrane said. “At the very least, we’ll force the Inquisitrix to commit more of her soldiers. She’ll have to take the city the old-fashioned way, and that will buy us even more time.”
Valuri paused for a moment and glanced back over the lip of the ridge. “You said yourself that you aren’t sure if he can actually convince anyone to help. And what if this Eternal Priestess isn’t up to the task?”
“Then Highwind is doomed anyway, and your former mistress will have even more power at her disposal. But it won’t come to that. Julian will figure out a way to make it work, I promise.”
Serrane could feel the other woman’s green eyes boring into the side of her head, searching for any signs of weakness or doubt. There were plenty, but none of them had anything to do with Julian. Somehow, he would get the job done. Serrane was absolutely certain of it. 
“You really are as crazy as Red,” Valuri muttered. “Okay, let’s assume your paladin boy toy really does return to the city with an army of knights. I still have no idea what we could possibly do to help.”
Serrane pursed her lips and studied the camp again. “We may not be able to kill all the wyverns, but what about their oil?”
“What about it? There’s still an army of soldiers between us and that cave.”
“We don’t need to get into it—we just need to open it up long enough for me to line up a shot.”
Valuri arched a black eyebrow. “How big of an explosion can you make?”
“Big enough,” Serrane said. “I just need to get within a few hundred yards.”
“In this wind? Are you kidding?”
“I’ve made harder shots before. I just need someone to open the vault door for a few seconds.”
Valuri groaned and squinted back down into the shadows. “Well, no one else seems to be hauling barrels, and I doubt they’re going to mess with it any more now that it’s dark.”
Serrane shrugged. “Maybe not, but one of those guards probably has a key.”
“You mean one of those guys standing within shouting distance of a hundred soldiers?”
“Aren’t you a professional assassin?”
“I was a professional assassin,” Valuri corrected. “Now I’m…fuck, I don’t even know.”
“If you think you can make the shot, I’ll gladly take care of the guards and open the door for you instead.”
“For one, my crossbow bolts don’t explode. For two, those cute little elven arms of yours won’t be able to open that giant stone door without help.”
“Then I guess we’re lucky that my arrows do explode and that your cute little Senosi arms could rip that door off its hinges.”
Valuri’s face soured. “I walked right into that one, didn’t I?”
Serrane grinned. “If we can creep down this incline without being spotted, I can take up position there by that boulder. It should be close enough to cover you and hit that vault.”
“So all I have to do is sneak around a whole army and kill a dozen guards without being spotted,” Valuri muttered. “That’s great. Just great.”
“We might as well wait a few more hours so more of the men are asleep. I’d like to wait even longer, but it would be nice to have darkness to cover our escape too.”
“I like that you think there’s going to be an escape.” Valuri took a deep breath and nodded. “All right, let’s wait a bit. We might as well plan as much as possible before everything inevitably goes to shit…”
 
***
 
The sweet scent of cooking fires eventually wafted over the ridge, and most of the soldiers in the war camp ate, sang, and otherwise relaxed for the evening. The wyverns ate too, though that was far more revolting to watch. Valuri genuinely wondered how these idiots were ferrying enough livestock up into the mountains to sustain so many beasts. Perhaps the Shattered Peaks had far more mountain goats than she had realized. 
A few hours later, after the fires had simmered down to their embers and the men had shuffled into their tents, Valuri and Serrane finally decided to make their move. It was stupid, it was reckless, and it was almost certainly suicidal…but it was also probably their only real shot of accomplishing anything up here. Valuri still had her doubts about this new Conduit and the Knights of the Silver Fist, and if she’d had her way they would have already been halfway down the mountain. But Serrane had that same crazy glint in her eye as Kaseya—the one that said she was going to try this whether she got help or not—and Valuri was apparently a sucker for a lost cause. Or maybe she just couldn’t resist the temptation of the wild victory sex they would have if they survived…
“All right, let’s do this,” Valuri said, checking her crossbow cartridge for the fiftieth time in the past ten minutes. 
“Don’t you need to feed first?” Serrane asked. 
The Huntress bit down on her lower lip. “If you want me to tug open that door by myself, definitely.”
The general nodded and pushed aside her hood enough to expose the soft, flawless skin on her neck. “Then take what you need and let’s get moving.”
Valuri paused for a moment before she leaned in and extended the tip of her wrist blade. She had been resisting the urge to suggest this for a while, mostly because she didn’t know if she could control her hunger. The instant that first drop of sorcerous blood touched her tongue, she would just want to tackle Serrane and repeat last night’s festivities over and over until the sun came up. For some reason, the thought of climbing between a gorgeous elven woman’s legs was far more appealing than fighting off a whole army.
“Hold still,” Valuri said, gently nicking Serrane’s neck. A few tiny beads of blood hemorrhaged from the wound, and the Huntress quickly leaned in and licked them up. Unsurprisingly, her prediction instantly came true: her hunger flared out of control, and her quim became a sopping mess. When her arm wrapped around the elf’s bare, slender waist, Valuri could feel Serrane struggling to resist her own pangs of desire…
“That’s enough,” the general said, clearing her throat and pushing the other woman away. She channeled a quick healing spell into her neck, but she kept her eyes closed and visibly braced herself against temptation. Apparently her sense of duty was strong enough to overpower her lust. 
Valuri wasn’t so lucky, mostly because she didn’t have a sense of duty. As the vatari crystals in her flesh fed, her ravenous Senosi hunger quickly spiraled out of control. It certainly didn’t help that her tattoos were now growing brightly enough to bathe the elven woman’s perfect body in green light. Her smooth stomach, her tantalizing cleavage, her sparkling blue eyes…

“Fuck,” Valuri said, stumbling backwards and clutching the nearby rocks so hard they shattered in her grip. “Gods, you are so unbelievably delicious…”
“If we get out of here, you can feed all you want,” Serrane said, smiling. “I know all the best spots in the mountains, I promise.”
Valuri grimaced. “I’ll hold you to that,” she murmured. “Here goes nothing…”
One by one the women hopped over the jagged ridgeline and began carefully creeping down the other side. The terrain was loose and gravelly enough that they couldn’t have sprinted even if they had wanted to, but they also didn’t want to trigger a loud landslide. Valuri watched her steps as carefully as she could, more thankful than ever that her Senosi powers allowed her to see almost as well in darkness as daylight. All told, it probably took them at least five minutes before they reached the boulder Serrane had chosen for her sniper’s perch. 
“Getting out of here is going to be fun,” Valuri muttered as they crouched behind cover. “Do you have any idea how hard it’s going to be to climb back up that hill?”
“If everything goes as planned, they’ll be so distracted we’ll have plenty of time to escape,” Serrane said, calmly nocking an arrow to her bowstring. “I’ll cover you as best I can from here. Try not to attack anyone until you’re close to the cave door.”
Valuri nodded and swallowed, her mind flashing back to when she, Red, and Jorem had sabotaged the Roskarim catapults before the battle at Icewatch. At least then they’d had the option of running back to the walls of the fortress. Here…well, here they had nothing.
“Caro lle ilindyth thand,
desh'iriai,” Serrane whispered. 
“I assume that means ‘good luck’ or something,” Valuri muttered. “I suppose it’s now or never…”
Taking a final deep breath, the Huntress crouched low and dashed across the rocky ground towards the mouth of the cave. There weren’t any tents between her and her target, thankfully, but there were plenty of stacked equipment crates she was able to use for temporary cover. All things considered, this definitely wasn’t the most difficult stealth approach she’d ever had to make; between the darkness and the wind an amateur probably could have gotten reasonably close without being spotted. With every step she became more convinced that the real challenge here was going to be the escape.
Don’t get ahead of yourself. One obstacle at a time, otherwise you’ll get sloppy and make a stupid mistake. 
Her Senosi instructors had all been unrepentant cunts ninety-five percent of the time, but they had been good at their jobs. Their old warnings had just popped into Valuri’s head when she spotted a patrol of three soldiers passing in front of the cave. 
Diving behind a cluster of rubble, she flattened herself as low as she could and readied her crossbow. Killing them wouldn’t be a problem—killing them quietly and hiding the bodies before another patrol stumbled this way was another matter entirely. Valuri held her breath as they approached, mentally plotting out her plan of attack as their footfalls drew closer and closer…
The soft but unmistakable whistle of an arrow cut through the air a split second before she heard a suit of heavy armor thud against the ground. Valuri froze in place for a moment, but then she heard a second whistle and a second thud. Confused, she popped up out of cover and gasped when she saw two of the patrollers lying dead in a pile, arrows jutting out of their helmets. The third soldier had just turned and spotted his companions, and he swore viciously under his breath—
Valuri lifted her crossbow and shot him before her mind could fully process what was going on. He staggered backwards, his lungs unable to muster the air to scream as they filled with blood, and he glanced up at her in horror for a fraction of a second before a third and final arrow put him out of his misery. 
The mountain wind whipped across the corpses and ruffled their tabards, but Valuri didn’t detect any other movement nearby. She was already far enough away that she couldn’t even see Serrane, which made this whole thing even more unbelievable. How in the bloody hell could anyone make those shots in the dark with this much wind?
She said she would try and cover you. Apparently she wasn’t fucking around.
Shaking her head in disbelief, Valuri quickly grabbed the corpses and hauled them behind her cover. The bodies were heavy, especially when covered by fifty pounds of steel, but in her freshly-fed state they felt as light as straw. Once they were hidden, the Huntress continued her approach. The hourglass had officially tipped over—it was only a matter of time before someone noticed that the patrol had vanished. 
Valuri crept through the shadows towards the mouth of the cave, her eyes scanning the area for any signs of movement. She pressed herself flat against the side of the rock wall when she finally arrived, then dropped into a crouch and pivoted out of cover to study the actual door. The cave mouth was natural, but the slab sealing it shut was not—the smooth stone surface had obviously been shaped by magic. She didn’t see any obvious handholds or locks, either; this was clearly meant to be more of a wall than a door. Only the channeler who had shaped the rock in the first place was meant to be able to open it. 
They really are paranoid about protecting this. The oil must be even more explosive than normal. 
Frowning, Valuri glanced down at her new wrist blade. Silver was far too soft to function as a pry bar, unfortunately, though even if it had been made out of steel she wasn’t sure it would work. Bashing in the rocks the old-fashioned way was another option, but that would obviously make a ton of noise and draw half the camp down on top of her…
“What the bloody hell…?”
Valuri’s head whipped around as another trio of soldiers materialized out of the shadows about a hundred feet to her left. They hadn’t spotted the bodies, thank the gods, but they had apparently noticed the splatters of fresh blood on the ground. She only had a few seconds to silence them before this whole plan went to shit…
Lifting her crossbow, she took aim and fired as quickly as the repeating cartridge would allow. The first bolt struck one man in the back, flattening him to the ground, while the follow-up struck his friend in the arm. One of Serrane’s arrows streaked in a fraction of a second later to finish the man off, and the third soldier—
The third soldier didn’t go down so easily. 
Valuri knew they had a problem when the man blocked her bolt with his shield, and she knew they had an even bigger problem when he whirled around and blocked Serrane’s follow-up arrow a heartbeat later. He thrust out his free hand as he crouched low, and a glimmering suit of spell armor materialized around his upper body. Even if it weren’t dark, the mantle of energy would have been almost blinding. 
“Intruders!” the man yelled. “We are under attack!”
Valuri hissed through her teeth. His voice had probably carried halfway across the camp even with the wind, and anyone who wasn’t already asleep had surely seen his radiant spell armor anyway. Apparently tipping the hourglass had been pointless because the fucking thing had been empty all along… 
“Fuck,” she snarled, unloading the rest of her cartridge. She needn’t have bothered—the man blocked every shot with his shield or barrier even while he drew his sword and rushed straight at her. Judging from his armor and spells this must have been another of these “Knights of the Crimson Flame” Jorem had fought back in Riverbend. Sadly, Valuri couldn’t breathe fire and roast him.
But she also didn’t need to. Tossing aside her crossbow, she extended her wrist blade and met the knight head-on. She caught his sword mid-slash, showering the air with sparks, and thanks to her superior strength and speed she had no trouble pushing him away and kicking him in the chest. Sharpened or not, her heel couldn’t quite pierce his barrier and armor combined, but the force of the impact still hurled him backwards into side of the mountain near the mouth of the cave. 
“How…?” he wheezed as he brought himself to his feet. She could see his eyes widen beneath his helmet, first in disbelief that a woman half his size could overpower him and then in terror when he recognized her for what she was. 
“You must be the latest goon in Marcella’s arsenal, huh?” Valuri said. “Sorry, I’m not impressed.”
“Traitor!” the man snarled, leaping right back at her. He obviously knew how to handle a blade—even with her physical advantage he managed to drive her back several feet. Perhaps he had been a mercenary or a member of the Ravenguard who had been promoted. 
Either way, it made little difference. Channelers were still her prey no matter how many layers of armor they hid behind. Valuri waited patiently for him to make a mistake, and the instant he overextended she slapped the sword from his grip, swept out the back of his legs, and speared her blade through his chest. 
“Sorry you had to learn the hard way, kid,” Valuri said as blood frothed from the dying man’s mouth. “But no matter what armor and titles your bitch of a mistress gives you, the Senosi are still the queens of Vorsalos.”
“You’ve no idea how right you are.”
Valuri glanced upwards just in time to see a shadowy figure leap down from the rocky arch above the vault and fire a crossbow in mid-air. The bolt struck the Huntress in the shoulder so hard she whirled a hundred-eighty degrees before she hit the ground. Her head spun and her flesh screamed, but she knew she had to keep moving. Despite the pain, she was already rolling to the side before a second and third shot struck the ground nearby. 
“I see you haven’t lost your edge after all. Good. But the real question is where you’re hiding that sorcerer of yours…”
Valuri didn’t bounce back to her feet until she had rolled behind a boulder for a cover. Staying low, she ripped the bolt out of her shoulder and tried not to scream. “He’s right over here,” she hissed, digging her fingers into the rock. “Come on over and take a look.”
“Did you seriously believe you could destroy this whole camp yourself? I always knew you were an arrogant cunt. Honestly, I used to respect you for it.”
Valuri frowned. The shadowy figure was clad in the familiar skin-tight leather of another Huntress, but her red hood concealed her full identity until she stepped closer. The woman’s face had been burned so badly even her Senosi regeneration hadn’t fully repaired her flesh, but her eyes were as dark and intense as ever.   
“I assume that amazon of yours must be here as well,” Lasille said. “I can’t wait to feed upon her, too…”
Valuri hissed. “Maybe you should worry about putting on some more makeup first. You know, to get some color back in those melted cheeks.”
“When I feed off your little harem, I’ll have more than enough power to repair the damage. Sadly, you won’t be so lucky. The Inquisitrix will hang you by your tits right in the public square.”
“Sorry, the girls don’t give free shows,” Valuri said, checking the cartridge on her crossbow. “But I’ll make sure to—”
A sudden explosion shook the air, followed promptly by the screams of burning, terrified men. Valuri turned and watched as Serrane loosed a barrage of magical arrows into the camp, detonating supply carts and igniting tents in a calculated attempt to sow as much chaos as possible. 
In other words, now that stealth and subterfuge had failed, the general had apparently fallen back on the contingency plan they had never made, otherwise known as “blow as much shit up as possible to buy us time to escape.” Valuri doubted the confusion would last for long, but it was better than nothing. All she had to do was kill an old friend who should have already been dead.

“That’s not your sorcerer,” Lasille said, her glowing eyes narrowing. “You came here with the elf general, didn’t you?”
“Surprise!” Valuri said, popping out of cover and firing. Lasille flipped away, easily dodging the first two bolts, but the third struck her in the arm and knocked her own crossbow from her grip. Valuri didn’t hesitate; she unsheathed her wrist-blade and charged. Lasille deflected the first slash with her claws, and soon the two women were madly slashing and swiping for each other’s throats. 
 They were so similar in size, strength, and training that every move was essentially a mirror of the other. The problem was that all Lasille had to do was stall…and she knew it.
“Marcella will want me to keep you alive until we’re back in the Castarium,” Lasille said, grabbing Valuri’s wrists and holding her in place. “I promise you: before this night is over, every man in this camp will have had his cock buried in your ass.”
“Then you better get a thicker hood,” Valuri snarled. “Otherwise they might accidentally look at your face and shrivel up.”
She kicked the other woman backwards and vaulted a few yards away to catch her breath. Serrane was still launching arrows into the camp, but it was only a matter of time before the army swarmed over her…
 “When I bring the Inquisitrix your treacherous head, she will give me the elf cunt as a reward,” Lasille said. “I will drag her through the streets until every wretch in Highwind sees their Ranger-General on a leash…and there is nothing you can do to stop me.”
Valuri grimaced as she glanced over to the vault door and the oil stored within. “I guess we’re about to find out.”
 
***
 
“Vinayathrim sana lle!” Serrane hissed as she fired yet another fiery arrow into the camp. The stacked crates exploded on impact, showering the nearby tents with enough flaming debris to ignite the fur and linen. After half a dozen shots the once disparate puffs of smoke had merged into a single black cloud, and as long as she kept shuffling positions she was reasonably safe from a direct counterattack. 
For the moment, at least. But her arms were already tingling uncomfortably from Aetheric backlash, and it was only a matter of time before the enemy organized a defense and tracked her down. She had used almost this exact same tactic back in the north to scatter the Roskarim horde, but these soldiers were far better trained—and far better provisioned—than a horde of near-starving barbarians. If Valuri couldn’t figure out a way to get that vault open soon…
Serrane snarled and dashed towards another rocky outcropping for cover. Between the darkness and the smoke, she could barely make out the Senosi Huntresses dueling by the cavern vault. Even if the elf could have seen them, the women were moving far too quickly to shoot; their bodies were little more than a blur of leather and steel. In theory, Valuri could still prevail and open the door, but the odds of her succeeding in time were diminishing by the second. Serrane needed to figure out some way of opening it herself…
Swearing viciously under her breath, she rolled out of cover and conjured another arrow to her bowstring. One of the night guards had mounted his horse and started charging her position, but he didn’t actually spot her until it was too late. The arrow struck the ground in front of him before it burst into flame, startling his horse so badly it bucked him from the saddle and charged in the opposite direction. 
There has to be something you can do. There has to be some way to…
She bit down on her lip and crouched as several other horses squealed in protest near the raging fires. Back in the Roskarim camp, she had used the Aether to manipulate the minds of their wolves, stirring the beasts into a frenzy against their own masters. She could easily do the same with the mounts here, assuming she could reach the stables. Horses wouldn’t be quite as terrifying as wolves, obviously, but the chaos could still buy her a little more time. 
Grimacing, Serrane vaulted back out of cover and sprinted directly into the camp. She fired as she ran, shooting normal arrows at individual soldiers and magical ones at groups. She was only about thirty yards from the stables when she saw one of the enemy riders attempting to mount a chained wyvern to her left, but the beast clearly wasn’t interested. It smacked the soldier with its venomous tail and roared in protest. Apparently these fools didn’t have total control over their mounts after all. Perhaps the channelers were using some kind of spell to—
Some kind of spell. 
Serrane froze in place and stared into wyvern’s yellow reptilian eyes. The beast snarled and bared its massive fangs when it noticed her, and its barbed tail twitched back and forth like an angry cat. Her decades of ranger training had taught her how to understand and control the creatures of the forest, from mighty bears to cunning owls, but wyverns were far more intelligent than normal animals. Still, perhaps the basic principles were the same…
“It’s all right,” she said, taking a step forward and holding out her hand. “You want to get out of here as badly as I do, don’t you?”
The shouts of the approaching soldiers grew louder and louder, but Serrane forced herself to concentrate solely on the wyvern. Reaching out to the Aether, she gently touched its mind the same way she would any other beast. She could feel its fear and rage swirling together, driving it to attack. Its emotions were more complicated than a horse or wolf, but the fundamental impulses were the same as any creature. It wanted food, safety…and freedom. 
“I can help you,” Serrane said, keeping her hand extended. “I’m not like the others. I won’t harm you or chain you. I want to set you free.”
She had stepped into stinger range now, but didn’t allow herself to tense up. At this point she already committed—the soldiers were only seconds away, and if this didn’t work she was dead regardless. Her only hope was to stay calm and focused.
“That’s right, I’m not your enemy,” she soothed, creeping within a foot of the creature’s horned, scaly skull. Its eyes were still dilated, and she could feel its confusion threatening to transform back into fear. Closing her eyes, she continued massaging its mind with the Aether as she would any other beast. It grew calmer and calmer with every second…
“Fire!”
Her eyes snapped open as she heard the twang of bowstrings. The wyvern roared the instant her spell broke, and Serrane spun around in anticipation of a dozen arrows piercing her flesh—
Only to freeze in shock when the wyvern abruptly thrust its massive wing in front of her, shielding her from the barrage. Most of the arrows deflected harmlessly off its scales, but a few pierced the skin. The beast roared and lashed out in equal parts pain and anger, slamming the wing into the wall of soldiers and pummeling them backwards. The creature’s head swiveled back to Serrane, its yellow eyes narrowing dangerously. The creature may have lacked the ability to speak, but she could sense its desires through the Aether as clearly as ever. It wanted exactly one thing, and it was convinced that she was the only one who could give it to him. 
Freedom. 
“Hang on,” Serrane said, rolling into a crouch and hoisting up her bow. Another magical arrow materialized on the string, and she fired near—but not at—the soldiers as they struggled to regain their footing. The explosive blast unearthed a veritable tidal wave of dirt and debris, knocking them even further backwards and buying her a few more seconds of cover. She then turned to the shackles holding the wyvern in place, and she drew one of her blades and slashed the steel chains one after another. The beast roared its approval, but it didn’t instantly leap into the sky—it crouched down and lowered its wing in front of her. 
Smiling, Serrane vaulted up into the saddle. The wyvern took off so suddenly, so explosively, that she absolutely would have fallen off without the straps holding her in place, and she still had to grab the reins and hold on for dear life when its wings began flapping in earnest. Her eyes burned from the wind and the smoke, but she forced herself to squint and stay focused on the battlefield. More clusters of soldiers were now scrambling for their weapons, some still in their skivvies from sleeping, but a wave of terror quickly cascaded over the camp when they realized what was happening.
She let out a triumphant howl as the wyvern surged across the camp. The rush of wind on her face was exhilarating, and under different circumstances she would have gladly flown across the entire length of the Shattered Peaks. But as easy as it would have been to bank down the edge of the mountains and head straight for Highwind, she wasn’t willing to leave just yet. 
“We need to head back,” she said, tugging on the reins and trying once again to massage the wyvern’s mind with the Aether. “My friend needs our help…do you understand?”
For a few stomach-clenching heartbeats, Serrane feared the creature would snap free of her influence. If it decided to keep flying, there was absolutely nothing she could do to stop it. She would have abandoned Valuri and done virtually nothing to stall the coming attack…
But mercifully, the wyvern unleashed a stalwart roar as it lowered its wing and banked back around towards the camp. Serrane squeezed her thighs together to hold as steady as she could, and the moment they dipped beneath the smoke she began nocking and firing arrows at anything that moved. Shooting accurately at this speed was almost impossible, but her wild barrage still pelted several potential riders as they attempted to mount wyverns of their own. 
“We just need to land for a few seconds,” Serrane promised the beast. “Then we’ll get the hell out of here, I promise.”
 
***
 
Valuri crashed into the pike of jagged rocks so hard she was lucky she didn’t get impaled. The force of the impact still popped her shoulder out of its socket, however, and she screeched in agony even as she rolled and stumbled back to her feet. At this rate she was going to need another meal or two just to recover. Her left thigh was still burning from three wicked slashes, and her right eye was half swollen shut from a kick to the face. Her only saving grace was that Lasille wasn’t in any better shape.
“You’ve lost a step,” Lasille sneered, her bloody claws glinting in the moonlight. “And here I thought that amazon cunt of yours would have taught you a few tricks.”
“Oh, she did,” Valuri said, biting down on her lip as she punched her shoulder back into place. “Allow me to demonstrate.”
She charged back in, and once again the two women became a blur of steel and leather. Valuri’s blade gave her an edge in reach, but her gimped arm had become a serious liability. She had no idea how much longer she could keep this up…though at this point, it didn’t really matter. With Serrane flying out of here on the back of a wyvern (how in the bloody hell had she pulled that off?), Valuri was alone and out of options. At least being gutted by Lasille would be a far cleaner death than Marcella would give her back in the Castarium…
“Your general won’t escape me for long,” Lasille hissed as they grappled with their blades barely an inch from one another’s throats. “She can fly back to Highwind. She can fly halfway across the world! I promise you that wherever she goes, I will find her…and I will break her.”
Valuri snarled defiantly, but she couldn’t wrench her wrist blade free of Lasille’s claws. The two women remained locked together in a pure battle of strength, but inch by inch Valuri was losing ground…
And then the world exploded. A wave of magical fire crashed over them, followed swiftly by a thundering shockwave that knocked both women from their feet. When Valuri’s head finally stopped ringing she spotted a wyvern strafe by overhead, Serrane firing arrow after arrow from its back. 
“What?” Lasille hissed, madly trying to pop her own shoulder back into place. 
Valuri smiled. “What do you know? Making friends and not being a bitch all the time actually paid off for once…”
Lasille’s eyes gaped wide as the Ranger-General unloaded another barrage at the camp before the wyvern abruptly whirled around and banked straight for the vault. The other Huntress tried to hop back to her feet, but thanks to her injuries she stumbled for a fraction of a second…
It was more than enough. 
Lunging forward, Valuri drove her knee straight into Lasille’s gut, pushed her away, and then kicked her right in the cunt. The other Huntress yelped and nearly fell over, but to her credit she still didn’t give up. She slashed wildly with her claws, forcing Valuri to parry over and over with her wrist blade until she was almost out of space…
At which point Serrane’s wyvern landed almost on top of them, showering the area with dust and debris. Lasille snarled and braced herself as if she were about to pounce right up into the saddle—
She never had the chance. The wyvern whirled around and smashed the Huntress with its tail, throwing her body so far away she actually vanished in the darkness. 
“Hop on,” Serrane said, leaning down and stretching out her hand. “We need to move!”
Valuri recoiled from the beast. “Are you fucking kidding?”
“It’s the only way out. Come on!”
Grimacing, the Huntress glanced back to the vault. “What about the oil?”
“There’s no time. We’ll just have to—”
“Can you freeze things or just burn them?”
Serrane blinked. “What?”
“Can you fire a freezing arrow at the lock?” 
The ranger nodded. “I can, but—”
“Then do it,” Valuri said. “And let’s finish this.”
The Huntress back towards the vault, fully aware of the army bearing down upon them. Serrane fired a blue arrow right past her head, and it coated the locking plate in a thin sheen of magical ice. Valuri had no idea how much the cold would actually weaken the metal, but it was the only chance they had. 
Screaming in exertion, the Huntress grabbed the handle and pulled as hard as she could. The metal groaned and the stone rumbled, but even with her Senosi strength it didn’t seem to want to budge. She pulled harder and harder, mentally conjuring up the most infuriating things she could imagine to fuel her rage. The Inquisitrix, the Castarium, her childhood, the fact that Jorem always seem to get whatever woman he wanted…
“Argh!” she cried out as the lock finally popped free. The stone door slowly swung open, revealing an even larger cache of oil barrels than she had expected. There had to be enough here to torch every city in the Northern Reaches.
“Valuri!” Serrane cried out. “Move!”
The Huntress didn’t need to be told twice. Whirling back to her feet, she sprinted towards the wyvern and vaulted up onto its back. The saddle didn’t seem designed for two riders, so she clutched onto Serrrane’s waist and held on for dear life. 
“Do it!”
The wyvern roared as it launched back into the air, and Valuri nearly puked up the lunch she hadn’t eaten when the beast abruptly changed course and picked up speed. Several other riders had taken to the sky behind them, their hands flashing with magical energy even in the darkness. 
“Shit,” Valuri hissed. “How the hell do we outrun them?”
“We don’t,” Serrane called back. Drawing her bow one last time, the ranger conjured yet another flaming arrow to the string. “We give ourselves cover instead.”
She fired. The arrow streaked down to the vault and vanished into the darkness of the open door. For a long heartbeat nothing happened, and Valuri wondered if Serrane had somehow missed…
And that was when the world actually exploded. The entire cave detonated in a single, glorious fireball, and the explosion was so loud Valuri almost let go of her handhold to cover her ears. The wyvern abruptly dove down the side of the mountain as if it were racing to escape the inevitable shockwave, but their pursuers won’t so lucky. Their mounts were completely engulfed by the smoke, flames, and debris, and even when the thunderous rumble finally faded there was no sight of them. 
“I’ll be damned,” Valuri rasped, squinting as the cold air blasted across her face. “We’re not dead.”
“Not yet, anyway.”
“So what the hell do we do now?”
“We get back to Highwind,” Serrane told her. “Because I have a feeling that the real war is about to begin.”
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  The Dragon Unleashed


   


  “Unleash the dragon,” Jorem whispered, echoing Selvhara’s words from a moment earlier. 


  “I know what we need to do,” the druid told him. “I was right all along. The dragon blood isn’t as different from lycanthropy as most scholars believe.” 


  Jorem braced himself against the bookshelf, still breathless and bewitched by the sight of the two beautiful women on their knees in front of him. His cock had barely even wilted despite how much seed he had just pumped down Selvhara’s throat, though the rest of his body already wanted to take a nap. 


  “Let me get this straight,” he said, holding up his hand, “you give me a second blowjob and suddenly you think you’ve figured out the whole mystery?”


  “Your seed has always contained the answers I required,” Selvhara said. “These books simply told me where I needed to look.”


  “Uh huh,” he muttered, shaking his head. This whole situation still seemed patently absurd on so many levels, but as usual their new tagalong seemed convinced about what she was saying. Then again, so did most lunatics. 


  “Imagine that your heritage—your blood legacy—is a river flowing between the past and the future,” Selvhara said. “We simply need to clear away the detritus obstructing the flow.”


  “What, like eating spicy food? Because there are plenty of places we could have done that in Highwind.”


  “There are rituals for such things,” she replied, standing and turning back to the open books on the table. “But I believe I can mimic their effects with another potion. “


  Jorem grunted. “How did I know you were going to say that…?”


  He watched her work while he recovered, still mesmerized by her sleek, slender body. As usual, she seemed utterly oblivious to her own nakedness…but he wasn’t so lucky. His cock was already stiffening again at the thought of exploring her slick, tight elven quim…


  Jorem cleared his throat and wiped his hand across his face. He would never understand why or how the multiverse had conspired to give him—a man with no discernable willpower and an insatiable libido—so many awesome and terrible gifts. The fact that he of all people could channel the Aether was all the evidence anyone should need that the gods were truly dead. 


  “Are you all right?” Kaseya asked. He hadn’t even realized she had gotten up and shuffled over to him. 


  “I’m fine,” he told her. “But sometimes this all just feels so incredibly…surreal. I can’t believe we’re actually standing in a drow city. And I really can’t believe that a blowjob taught someone how to brew a potion…”


  The amazon smiled and shrugged. “It is how we first met…and bonded.”


  “True,” Jorem conceded. 


  “It taught me that you were my Maskari. Now and forever.”


  She leaned in and kissed him. His hands clasped around her back, and for a single perfect moment they were completely calm, safe, and content. The world wasn’t on fire, and they weren’t stuck in the middle of an underground city. Everything made sense. 


  Kaseya eventually pulled away and leaned into his ear. “Whatever happens with this potion of hers, I definitely think Selvhara can teach me a few things.”


  “You don’t need any help,” Jorem assured her. 


  She shrugged. “I’ve told you before—I am a warrior, and a warrior always seeks to perfect her technique.”


  He grinned. “When are you planning to practice?”


  “The instant we get out of here,” Kaseya told him. “Every single morning…”


  She leaned in and kissed him again, and he was seriously tempted to pick her up, carry her over to the table, and fuck her right then and there. If they had been alone, that was exactly what he would have done. Though it wasn’t as if Selvhara was likely to mind…


  Kaseya eventually pulled away, and she took a few steps backwards to brace herself against the edge of the table as if she were taunting him. She lifted up the leather flaps of her skirt and then her leg—


  “Curious,” Selvhara mumbled, her brow furrowing intently as she flipped through more of the pages. She seemed utterly obvious to anything around her. 


  “What’s curious?” Jorem asked. He shuffled over and gently pushed Kaseya’s knees together, triggering a playful frown in return. 


  “This particular book actually mentions the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers and their bonding collars,” the druid said. “The items were a powerful tool…if we had another one, I likely could have used it to help guide your progress.”


  Jorem examined the faintly glowing ruby within Kaseya’s collar. “I guess that makes sense.”


  Selvhara finally glanced up from her book. “Do you think it would be possible for me to…borrow it?”


  Kaseya’s eyes narrowed. “What?”


  “If Jorem put it on me for a time, I could use its power to—”


  “Absolutely not,” the amazon said. “The tan’ratha is not a toy to be shared.”


  “I see,” Selvhara said, glancing between the two of them. “I only ask because—”


  “The answer is no,” Kaseya said flatly. “Do not ask again.”


  Jorem arched an eyebrow. Apparently she was more than willing to share his cock and even his seed, but she drew the line at sharing his emotions. It made sense, in a bizarre kind of way…


  “I will focus on the potion, then,” Selvhara said after a moment. “It shouldn’t take me long to…”


  Her face abruptly froze, and the moment her nose twitched Jorem knew something was wrong. 


  “What now?” he asked. 


  “Someone is coming,” Selvhara warned.


  She had no sooner spoken the words before the loud groan of the spire doors echoed up the nearby staircase. Jorem hopped away from the table and struggled to fix his trousers while Kaseya snatched up her sword and shield. 


  “There are two orcs,” the druid whispered, holding up her fingers for quiet. “They are accompanied by some kind of beast.”


  “Shit,” Jorem hissed, reflexively summoning a ball of flame to his hand. The heavy footfalls of armored boots were accompanied by an odd clomp that sounded more like a horse’s hoof than a foot. Jorem could hear the intruders shuffling around and talking, clearly searching for something or someone on the first floor, and it was obviously only a matter of time before they came up here…


  “Can you understand what they are saying?” Kaseya asked. 


  “Yes,” Selvhara nodded. “They are looking for us.”


  “Obviously.” 


  “I mean us specifically, by name and description.”


  Jorem hissed softly between his teeth. He had known all along that this would end badly. He was just surprised they had been able to loiter here for so long… 


  “From their tone, they are definitely concerned about our presence in Vel’shannar,” Selvhara went on, squatting and pushing the pointed tip of her ear closer to the floor. “They do not understand how we made it past the guards in the cavern.”


  Jorem shared a concerned glance with Kaseya. He really, really wished he understood why Varassa had set all of this in motion. Surely there were easier ways to get them killed or captured than sending them on a wild goose chase through the warrens of a drow city. And the suspicious presence of the books on dragon magic made absolutely no sense at all…


  “We could go up higher,” he whispered. “Or we could try to find another stairwell and double back when they—”


  “Le’thos,” Selvhara swore abruptly. 


  “What now?”


  “I finally recognize the scent,” she told them. “It’s a minotaur.”


  Jorem’s lip twitched. He had never actually seen one of the hulking half-man, half-bull monstrosities in person, but the drow allegedly kept all manner of creatures as slaves. This one must have been freed during the war. 


  “One beast is no match for us, no matter how large,” Kaseya said. 


  “I am not worried about it killing us,” Selvhara replied. “I am worried about it smelling us.”


  Jorem grimaced. That thought hadn’t even occurred to him, but it essentially meant that trying to hide was pointless. The minotaur would have already caught their scent by now, and it would probably be able to track them no matter where they went…


  “As long as we kill them quickly, they still won’t be able to sound an alarm,” Kaseya said. 


  “I don’t want to kill anyone if we don’t have to,” Jorem told her. “We still don’t know what the hell is going on down here.”


  “I have an idea,” Selvhara said, rummaging through her pouch of herbs. She had gathered an impressive collection from the Darkwind vault, and she mashed together a few particularly pungent reagents before tossing them in a small, slender flask. She mixed them together so quickly it almost seemed like magic, but somehow it still didn’t seem fast enough. The minotaur and his allies had started clomping up the stairs, and Kaseya hoisted up her sword and shield as she prepared to rush in—


  “Stay back,” Selvhara said, standing up and hurling the flask across the library. The sound of the glass shattering was completely drowned out by the boots and hooves, but the stench was not. Jorem had to clasp his hand over his mouth to keep from gagging, and a few seconds later he heard the minotaur snort and yell something in a deep, guttural language that sounded like a cross between snoring and retching. 


  Grinning, the druid pointed in a different direction and bade them to follow her. They meandered between the shelves, essentially doubling back to the stairwell. By the time they arrived, the guards had completely passed them by. Skulking down to the first floor was easy at that point, and a minute or so later they were back out on the streets and hiding in the closest ally they could find. 


  “Escar’s mercy,” Jorem breathed, slumping back against a wall and nodding at Selvhara. “Nice work.”


  “Indeed,” Kaseya said. “Well done.”


  The druid was barely paying attention. Her eyes remained glued upon the spire even as she clutched the books her arms. “The mixture should hamper their ability to track us for some time. Once they leave, we could easily return and continue our research.”


  Jorem blinked. “You’re kidding, right?”


  “We barely had a chance to investigate,” Selvhara said.


  “But you said you found what you needed, right? You can brew the potion?”


  “Yes, but…” she swallowed heavily, and her entire body seemed to wilt. “Imagine the history. Imagine the secrets!”


  “Imagine getting caught down here and never seeing the sun again,” Jorem muttered. He still sympathized with her, and he understood exactly where she was coming from…but he also knew that lingering here any longer was foolish. If Solemi’s people were looking for them in earnest, then they needed to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible. They could sate their curiosity later.


  “We’re leaving,” Jorem said after a moment. “Sorry, but that’s just the way it has to be.”


  Selvhara opened her mouth to protest but sighed instead. “You are the sorcerer,” she said. “Your will is mine.”


  The disappointment in her eyes was almost enough for Jorem’s guilt to override his good sense, but for once even a pretty face couldn’t change his mind. 


  “Come on,” he said, taking her hand. “We may need you to conjure up another trick or two before this is over.”


   


  ***


   


  The dragon and his amazon dashed from street to street, eager to escape the endless dark and return to the surface. Selvhara longed to feel the sun on her skin again as well, but her feet felt so heavy she could have been wearing saddlebags for shoes. She had known all along that actually leaving this place would be difficult; the weight of history pressed down upon her shoulders more and more with every step. Long-buried memories stirred in the back of her mind, and just like when they had first arrived she could imagine herself flitting about the beautiful, seemingly endless libraries of Tir Lanathel once again. 


  Oddly, the fact that she had taken the books with her was actually making the problem worse. The rough texture of the covers, the smell of the ink and parchment…every tactile detail threatened to open yet another door to her past. As always, she fought back by reminding herself that her old life had been anything but easy. She hadn’t been a princess or a noble; she had been little more than a glorified slave for most of her youth. She was objectively more powerful today than ever before. 


  But you are still a slave. You have merely traded one master for another, and the One God is far less forgiving than anyone you have served before…


  “Selvhara,” Jorem beckoned from a doorway just up ahead. “Come on!”


  Burying the memories one last time, she raced forward and caught up with them. The city itself was actually even emptier than when they had arrived, and they had no trouble staying out of sight as they maneuvered their way back towards the side entrance. In theory, everything had worked out far better than they could have possibly hoped—they had found exactly what they had been looking for in just a few short hours. But Jorem continually insisted that their luck wouldn’t hold out…and he was soon proven right. 


  The sudden roar of a large crowd rumbled through the empty streets, and Selvhara and the others quickly dove into an alleyway to hide. Frowning in confusion, she angled the tip of her ear towards the noise and concentrated. 


  “What the bloody hell was that?” Jorem asked.


  “The reason the city is so empty now,” Selvhara told him. “The townsfolk seem to be gathered in a plaza a few streets over.”


  He chewed anxiously at his lip. “Do you know what they’re doing?”


  She closed her eyes and concentrated. Individual conversations were almost impossible to make out from this distance, even for an elf, but she did occasionally hear one female voice shouting above the others. It shifted back and forth between the drow tongue, Qevlâs, and the regional human dialect. 


  “An orator is speaking to the crowd,” Selvhara said. “I cannot tell precisely what she is saying from here.”


  “Does it really matter?” Kaseya asked. “If they are distracted, we will never have a better opportunity to slip away unnoticed.”


  Jorem blew a thin stream of air through his lips. “You’re right,” he said. “Let’s just keep moving.”


   They continued scurrying through the streets, constantly on the lookout for anything or anyone that might spot them and sound the alarm. But the locals were completely fixated upon the gathering in the plaza, and Selvhara watched in real-time as Jorem’s curiosity eventually got the better of him. Instead of making a final turn onto the path leading out to the side gate, he doubled back to an abandoned cluster of buildings on the opposite side of the street.


  “What are you doing?” Kaseya asked, her eyes still flicking around as if she expected to be ambushed at any moment. “The longer we linger here—”


  “I know,” Jorem interrupted. “But I’m going to take a look anyway.”


  Swearing softly under his breath, he climbed a pile of lichen-covered rocks to get a better view. Selvhara hopped up and joined him, assuming that her elven eyes would have an easier time piercing the perpetual twilight far better than his human ones. The plaza was actually far better lit than the rest of the city, however, thanks to the fact that there were apparently a few thousand people here, most of whom were holding torches or glowstones. 


  “Escar’s mercy,” Jorem murmured, shaking his head. “What the hell is this supposed to be?”


  Selvhara frowned as she studied the crowd. She couldn’t make out many faces from here, but it was obvious that the group was every bit as diverse as the army in Darkwind. Humans, orcs, half-breeds…she even spotted several other minotaurs and a handful of creatures she didn’t recognize. There were also considerably more dark elves here than they had seen before, including the orator herself. 


  Like most female Vaetharri, she was a tall and slender with a thick mane of pure white hair. Her shimmering purple adamantine armor had been meticulously sculpted to cradle her feminine physique, though the elongated fingers of her gauntlets were so sharp they were essentially claws. Combined with the bizarre leathery wings sprouting from her pauldrons, she almost looked like a half-elf, half-monster. 


  “It seems like some kind of ritual chant,” Jorem whispered, pointing to the group of shirtless, heavily-tattooed drow males stoking the large fires along the sides of the plaza. “Can you tell what they are saying?”


  Between the crackling of the fires, the shouts of the crowd, and the natural distortion of voices in a cavernous space, Selvhara had trouble hearing the orator’s entire speech. But she was able to pick out pieces here and there…


  “She speaks of casting aside the old traditions and the old gods who enforced them,” the druid said, closing her eyes. “She says that it is time to move forward, not as the servants of a cruel and capricious goddess but as the subjects of a wise and powerful queen…”


  Jorem’s cheek twitched. “I guess that would explain the spider effigies.”


  Selvhara followed his eyes to the fires. A few members of the crowd had brought forward several large wooden spider sculptures, and the tattooed males began tossing them into the flames. The crowd roared its approval as the orator spurred them on. 


  “She says that the surface world is broken,” Selvhara translated. “An age of darkness and despair has finally ended, and the lost, abandoned children of the Underworld are the only ones fit to bring order to chaos. Their queen promises to be their champion and protector. Her ascension will be their ascension. The powerless will become the powerful, and all shall bask in the glory of…”


  Jorem shook his head. “What?”


  Selvhara paused as a bitter chill wormed its way down her spine. “Yutsu d'lil tagnik'zun,” she whispered. “The return of the dragons.”


  He stared right back at her, every bit as confused as she was, and before either of them could figure out what was happening another loud, thundering roar shook the cavern. This one hadn’t come from the crowd, however.


  It had come from a dragon. 


  Selvhara turned back to the plaza a split second before the massive, purple-black beast swooped down from somewhere in the shadows of the cavern and strafed across the city. The crowd screamed its approval, and the drow female leading them hoisted up a staff and flexed her bizarre metallic wings. 


  “Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed. “How is this possible?”


  Selvhara slowly shook her head as the dragon looped around Vel’shannar and eventually perched atop the largest, widest spire at the center of the city. Its scales shimmered just like adamantine in the dim light, and when it unfurled its wings and roared it felt like the entire Underworld trembled. 


  “This is what she wanted us to see down here,” Jorem whispered. “Son of a bitch…”


  Selvhara slowly dragged her eyes away from the giant beast. “What?”


  “Varassa,” Kaseya reasoned. “She wanted us to see the dragon. She wanted us to know what’s really going on beneath Highwind.”


  “Exactly,” Jorem said, nodding. “She knew were searching for information and probably guessed we would end up in the Spire of Sorcery. That’s why those books were sitting out in the library—not because she knew I had the dragon blood, but because someone else had been reading them recently.”


  “But that’s…” Selvhara paused and shook her head. She still didn’t quite believe what she was seeing. First there were rumors of another Conduit, and now there is another dragon? How is this possible? How could the One God have been so thoroughly mistaken?


  “It’s insane is what it is,” Jorem whispered. “But it’s also the truth. Think about it: the rows and rows of burned bodies outside the city, the fact that most of the drow seem to have been driven off while all their slaves were set free… Vel’shannar wasn’t abandoned and sealed—it was conquered.”


  “By a sorcerer,” Kaseya whispered. “One powerful enough to transform himself into a dragon like the Wyrm Lords of old.”


  Selvhara felt the blood drain from her face as the crowd’s chanting became louder and louder. “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “You were meant to become the first true dragon on this land in an age. You were meant to destroy the Conduit!”


  “Yeah, well, prophecies are funny that way,” he muttered. “A few months ago we were convinced that Kaseya was the ‘Daughter of Destiny’ and her sister was the ‘Betrayer’ of Nol Krovos. Well, it turns out we had that one pretty damn wrong too.”


  “You don’t understand,” Selvhara said. “These were not mere mortal portents. They were delivered by—” 


  Jorem frowned when she abruptly cut herself off. “Delivered by…?”


  Selvhara’s throat nearly closed off. “The Vin Aetheri mystics are rarely wrong about such things,” she rasped. “They should have sensed the presence of another dragon.”


  “Yeah, well, maybe what they were sensing is right over there,” Jorem said. 


  A dragon will destroy the new Conduit, the One God’s words echoed through Selvhara’s head. And once I have reclaimed her stolen Godsoul, I will have more than enough strength to eradicate the sorcerer and all his cursed kin myself. The blood that was stolen shall finally be returned…and this wretched, broken world will once again know the glory of my rule.


  “We have to get out of here,” Kaseya said. “We have to warn the Council.”


  “If they can’t stop Marcella, what hope do they have against this?” Jorem asked. “Highwind doesn’t even have an army of its own!”


  “An army cannot win this fight,” Selvhara whispered as the enormous, winged beast once again took flight. “Only another dragon can.”
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A Dragon
or a Corpse

 


Another deep, bellowing roar shook the
massive cavern housing Vel’shannar, and an enormous purple-black
dragon strafed across the city’s towering spires while an army of
liberated slaves cheered in its wake. Of all the incredible things
Jorem Farr had seen since coming to Highwind, from a Fount of
ancient power to an army of wyvern-riders to Kaseya’s perfect tits,
this may have been the least believable one yet.

Before this moment, Jorem had just started to
believe Selvhara’s claim that he was destined to be the first Wyrm
Lord in this part of the world in centuries. Now that he had seen a
real dragon with his own eyes, however, he wondered if Highwind’s
war against the Inquisitrix was merely a precursor to something
far, far worse.

“We need to leave and warn the others,”
Kaseya whispered into his ear.

“What others?” Jorem whispered, shaking his
head. “The Council that can’t muster an army? The broken paladins
who can’t channel the Aether?”

The amazon’s lip twitched as her blue eyes
followed the dragon’s movements across the city. The beast was
every bit as terrifying as it was majestic. The shimmering scales,
the billowing wings, the great gaping maw…

“We need to get back to Valuri,” Kaseya said.
“She should have had time to speak with Ranger-General Serrane by
now.”

Jorem sighed and rubbed his forehead as he
struggled to drag his thoughts back into the here and now. She was
right, of course. He didn’t know how long they had actually spent
down here, given the lack of a sunrise or any other way to discern
the passage of time, but considering how tired he felt, it must
have been at least a full day. Val could have easily contacted
General Serrane by now. Perhaps the two women were already on their
way to the alleged wyvern hatchery in the mountains…

“Let’s go while everyone is distracted,”
Jorem said, turning and sliding down the pile of debris they were
hiding behind. When Selvhara didn’t immediately follow, he glanced
back up and touched her leg. “Come on.”

“This isn’t possible,” she whispered, her
face still drained of color. “How could there be another Wyrm Lord?
How could there be another Conduit?”

“I don’t know, but we’re not getting those
answers here,” he told her. “Grab your books and let’s move.”

The druid continued staring at the dragon for
another long moment, her bestial yellow eyes slowly fading back to
their normal hazel, before she finally summoned the will to scoop
up the tomes she had pilfered from the Spire of Sorcery. A few
minutes later, they were madly dashing back through the empty side
entrance to Vel’shannar, and just like before they didn’t spot a
single guard anywhere on the parapets. Selvhara’s scent-masking
flask must have completely thrown off their pursuers.

The corpse-strewn path out of the city was
even more disturbing now that they knew what had actually happened
here. Jorem could perfectly imagine the purple dragon strafing
across the cavern and thoroughly decimating the drow army gathered
outside the gates. It was impossible to know how many had died, but
given how badly the remaining bodies were charred, he could only
assume that many more had been completely vaporized by the heat. It
was no wonder the former slaves had taken over.

He found himself wondering what role Solemi
had played in the uprising, though the more interesting and
relevant question was what she intended to do with the armies of
Darkwind. Given the state of Highwind’s defenders, she could
conquer it every bit as easily as the Inquisitrix…

“Wait,” Kaseya said once they had passed by
most of the carnage. She crouched behind a boulder and squinted
towards the narrow cavern exit a few hundred yards away. “I do not
see the guards who allowed us to enter.”

Jorem pursed his lips and followed her gaze.
He couldn’t see much of anything, either, but the light cast by the
luminescent fungus was pretty dim. On their way in, they had used a
spider-shaped pendant to convince one of the guards—presumably one
of Varassa’s allies—to allow them entry. But he wasn’t anywhere to
be seen.

“Selvhara?” Jorem asked, turning to the
druid.

She sniffed at the air, then shook her head.
“I do not see or smell anything.”

“Perhaps they abandoned their post to watch
the dragon,” Kaseya said.

“Maybe,” Jorem murmured skeptically. Taking a
deep breath, he reached out to the Aether and allowed its currents
to crash over him. This entire cavern was steeped in magical
energy, but he swore he could sense a few more powerful Aetheric
echoes nearby…

“There,” Kaseya said, drawing her sword even
though her eyes were closed. He could feel her reaching out as
well, but her ability to sense subtle magical shifts was far more
precise than his.

Selvhara glanced between them. “I don’t—”

The distant click of a crossbow
trigger was their only warning before a barrage of quarrels
perforated the ground at their feet. Kaseya hoisted up her shield
and Jorem conjured a protective barrier, but they were both acting
on pure reflex—if their attackers had wanted to kill them, they
would already be dead.

“Drop your weapons,” a deep, cultured voice
said from the shadows. A moment later, a dark elf warrior
materialized from seemingly out of nowhere along with half a dozen
other men. Jorem immediately recognized the leader as the one who
had allowed them entry in the first place.

“We just want to leave as quietly as we
entered,” Jorem said, holding up his hands. “We don’t want any
trouble.”

The leader’s glowing red eyes narrowed
slightly. He and his men must have been shrouded by some kind of
spell that concealed their bodies and their scent. Jorem
shouldn’t have been surprised; the drow were legendary assassins
and stalkers.

“You have stolen heirlooms from our city,”
the man said, pointing his long, serrated sword at Selvhara. “And
you have violated the trust of my mistress.”

“We’re not stealing them,” Jorem insisted.
“We’re, uh, borrowing them. Yes. You see, on the surface we
have these places called ‘libraries’ that loan books to anyone that
needs to read them, and we assumed—”

“Silence!” the man snarled. “Ka dos xuat
skrel dosst saroless harl, usstan h’ros sslig’ne dos.”

Jorem frowned at the abrupt shift in
language. Most of the leader’s men seemed confused as well. They
must not have spoken the drow tongue, but thankfully, Selvhara
did.

“Put down your weapons,” the druid said,
squatting and setting the books upon the ground. “They will not
harm us.”

“Never,” Kaseya said, banging her sword
against her shield. “If they want to fight, I will—”

“Put them down,” Selvhara repeated.
“Please.”

Kaseya glared at the druid, but her fury
quickly subsided when she noticed the twinkle in Selvhara’s
eyes…

Swearing under her breath, the amazon dropped
her sword and shield. The drow leader signaled for his men to
confiscate everything. The soldiers shuffled forward, their
crossbows loaded and ready to fire at the slightest provocation.
While four of them kept their eyes on the intruders, the other two
squatted down and reached for Kaseya’s shield—

At which point the leader shot them in the
back.

It all happened so quickly that Jorem barely
had a chance to react. The drow soldier’s crossbow reloaded even
faster than Valuri’s as it fired bolt after bolt into his
unsuspecting men. Every shot was ruthlessly lethal and precise, and
when the cartridge finally emptied, he dropped the crossbow and
hurled daggers from his belt instead.

The slaughter couldn’t have possibly lasted
more than a few seconds. Kaseya only managed to retrieve her sword
and shield a split second before the drow soldier drew his blade,
spit on the bodies, and surgically slit the throats of the
survivors.

“Oloth plynn dos,” he snarled before
his glowing red eyes locked upon Jorem. “The Spider Queen cannot be
crossed so easily.”

Jorem conjured a puff of flame into his palm,
and Kaseya was already coiled and ready to strike at an instant’s
notice. But the drow man merely snorted and sheathed his
weapon.

“The First Daughter wants you alive,” he
said. “I am not your enemy…yet.”

“How nice for us,” Jorem said, eyeing the
pile of corpses at their feet and trying not to be sick. He had
seen—and inflicted—enough death over the past few years that he
really shouldn’t have been squeamish, but this particularly display
of wanton brutality had been so fast, so cold, and so
casual…

“My name is Nym,” the drow said, wiping the
blood off his blade. “My mistress was convinced you were strong
enough to survive the long shadows of Vel’shannar. I am glad to see
you did not disappoint her.”

“What is the meaning of this?” Kaseya
snarled. “Speak quickly!”

Nym flashed her a dark smile that was equal
parts amused and contemptuous. “The First Daughter wished for you
to see what has become of our city—and to understand the true
nature of the Usurper who now sits upon the throne.”

Jorem risked a quick glance back over his
shoulder. They were far enough away that the city was no longer
visible, but every few minutes they would still hear a loud,
rumbling roar. “If you mean the dragon, it was pretty hard to
miss.”

“She is the first in many, many generations,”
Nym said, his glowing red eyes narrowing into thin slits. “No one
foresaw their return until it was too late.”

“No kidding,” Jorem whispered, glancing to
the charred corpses behind them.

Nym focused his intense gaze upon Selvhara.
“I admit, I also did not expect to meet a Faetharri from the Old
World.”

The druid smiled. “Nor I a trueborn Vaetharri
from the new one.”

Nym continued studying her for what felt like
a small eternity before he finally swiveled back to Jorem and
Kaseya. “You are no doubt confused by all you have seen. I am not
surprised. The surface kingdoms have always lived in ignorance
about the power gathering beneath their feet. The Matron Mother
once commanded an army far greater than any beneath the sun. If not
for our wars with the rival cities to the south and the east, we
would have already conquered Highwind and bound your people in
chains.”

“What a charming thought,” Jorem muttered as
he stoked the Aetheric flames crackling in his palms. “Perhaps you
should start thinking of reasons why we shouldn’t kill you and get
the hell out of here.”

Nym snorted contemptuously. “Without my aid,
you will never return to the surface. The Usurper knows you have
discovered her secret, but she is not yet prepared for the truth of
her nature to spread. You cannot return to Darkwind.”

“So this ‘usurper’ is allied with Solemi,
then?” Jorem asked. “I suppose that makes sense. But where in the
bloody hell did she find a Wyrm Lord? Were they both slaves? Were
they…?”

Jorem trailed off when he saw the
amused-yet-condescending look on Nym’s face. The truth was so
blindingly obvious Jorem was embarrassed it hadn’t even occurred to
him until this moment…

“She didn’t find a Wyrm Lord,” Kaseya
said. “Solemi is the Wyrm Lord.”

Jorem slumped backwards and swore under his
breath. The appearance of the dragon had been so sudden and
shocking that he obviously hadn’t been thinking straight. He
already knew that Solemi was a powerful sorceress, and he knew that
she had somehow escaped the Underworld after years of imprisonment.
She must have figured out a way to unleash her true powers and lead
the slave rebellion herself…

“Silhouette,” Selvhara said, her eyes
flicking back and forth in concentration. “Of course, it makes
perfect sense…”

Jorem tried to swallow, but his throat had
gone completely dry. “What?”

“Thousands of years ago, just before the
first Vaetharri rebelled against the Avethian Empire, they were led
by a mysterious half-Vaetharri, half-Avetharri woman who called
herself ‘Silhouette,’” Selvhara explained. “She was a concubine to
the competing Wyrm Lords of Tir Fallas and Tir Lanathel. Every man
in the Empire wanted her—her legendary beauty literally tore
civilization apart. She eventually led the Vaetharri rebels beneath
the surface and founded Sulinor. The dark elves of Varellon still
worship her memory to this day.”

“Poetic propaganda to stir the hearts of
fools,” Nym said. “The First Daughter is the rightful ruler of
Vel’shannar, and if you value your lives and freedom, you will help
her destroy the Usurper before she can amass any more power.”

“You’re proposing an alliance?” Jorem
scoffed. “With a drow butcher who just slaughtered his own
men?”

“They were never my men,” Nym sneered,
kicking one of the bodies. “They were the rightful property of the
First Daughter, and they have paid the price for their treachery—as
will the rest, in time.”

Jorem shook his head. “Sorry, you’re going to
need a much better sales pitch than ‘please help a bunch of
ruthless murderers reclaim their evil kingdom.’”

“The First Daughter has no interest in the
world beneath the accursed sun,” Nym said. “I cannot say the same
for the Usurper. You are familiar with her machinations—you
understand how easily she could conquer Highwind. Your leaders will
eventually reach out to her in desperation, and once her soldiers
have set foot on the surface, they will never leave.”

“The Council hasn’t agreed to anything yet,”
Jorem said, hoping he was still right.

“If they don’t, the Inquisitrix will destroy
them instead,” Nym said. “And in the aftermath, once her armies are
depleted, the Usurper will ascend from the dark and ‘liberate’ your
people just as she ‘liberated’ the slaves here. They will owe her
their lives, and they will follow as she commands.” The drow
shrugged. “Either way, she will rule—unless you join with
us.”

“Never,” Kaseya spat.

Jorem placed a hand on her shoulder. “What
exactly do you want from us right now?”

He could feel the amazon’s eyes on his face,
judging him for even speaking with such a ruthless monster. But if
Nym was right and they couldn’t return home through Darkwind…well,
then Jorem had absolutely no idea how they were going to get
home.

“The First Daughter merely wishes a meeting
now that you know the truth,” Nym said. “Her forces are few but
loyal. She awaits you in an old outpost south of here beneath your
settlement of Riverbend.”

Jorem resisted the urge to swear in
frustration. On the surface, Riverbend was only half a day’s walk
or a quarter day’s ride from Highwind, but down here in the endless
tunnels of the Underworld…who knew how long it would take to get
there?

“The path is safe—or was, as of a few weeks
ago,” Nym said, reaching into his pouch and withdrawing a rumpled
scroll. “The dried river will take you most of the way.”

Jorem took the scroll and rolled it open. The
map on the inside seemed clear enough, but the thought of spending
even more time down here was making his stomach churn. They should
never have come down here. He should never have agreed to split the
party…

If you hadn’t, you never would have found
these books or learned the truth about this dragon until it was too
late. That has to be worth something, right?

“This is foolhardy,” Kaseya said, twirling
her blade in her hand. “We should kill this monster and be done
with it.”

Nym flashed her yet another condescending
grin. “You swim in a sea of monsters, rivvil. Take care to
befriend some, for only we know the way back to shore.”

Kaseya scowled and took a menacing step
forward, but Selvhara interjected before the amazon could do
anything truly foolish.

“How does the First Daughter plan to defeat a
Wyrm Lord?” the druid asked. “Without an army of her own, such a
task seems impossible.”

“The forces of House Hu’nate are scattered
but not broken,” Nym said. “But more importantly, our loyalists
were able to raid the vaults of Vel’shannar and save many of its
most powerful weapons. As you know, darthiir, our people
defeated the Wyrm Lords once. We still harbor many relics from that
age.”

“Truly?” Selvhara asked, both eyebrows
shooting up. “Such as…?”

“That is not for me to say. You must strike a
deal with the First Daughter before she will divulge her
secrets.”

“Varassa can’t honestly expect us to help her
reconquer her city and slaughter a bunch of freed slaves,” Jorem
said.

“What she expects, rivvil, is for you
to understand the nature of the threat you have just witnessed,”
Nym said coldly. “The legacy of the Wyrm Lords is one of
indiscriminate conquest and slaughter. The destruction wrought by
the Usurper in the name of ‘freedom’ has done little more than
impose a new tyranny.”

“Maybe, but your people have raided and
pillaged the surface world for generations. Half the former slaves
in that plaza grew up under the sun. We’re not going to help the
priestess of a sadistic god.”

“Then you will perish in flames,” Nym said.
“Just like the rest of your people.”

Jorem glared at the other man for several
seconds, but yet again Selvhara intervened before anyone could
act.

“We should speak with Varassa and learn what
else she knows,” the druid said. “Any information on the nature of
this Wyrm Lord could prove invaluable.”

Her hazel eyes glimmered, and Jorem
understood her double meaning just fine. But right now he wasn’t
thinking about his dragon blood or how to unlock its full
potential; he was thinking about how much he despised the entire
idea of working with the drow. He didn’t even want to consider an
alliance, temporary or otherwise, and Kaseya clearly felt the same
way.

Unfortunately, this may be the only way back
to the surface. At the very least, you have to go along with this
until you know for sure.

“We will meet with Varassa,” Jorem said. “But
we’re not making any promises beyond that.”

“I wouldn’t respect you if you did,
rivvil,” Nym replied with yet another sneer. “Now go. I must
dispose of the bodies before the Usurper’s forces arrive.”

Jorem nodded and peered further down the
passage into the eternal dark. “Fine,” he muttered. “I’ve had
enough of this city to last two lifetimes.”

He turned and continued ahead, the girls
closely in tow. They all kept a wary eye behind them, half because
they didn’t trust Nym not to backstab them and half because the
dragon’s roars were deeply unsettling. Jorem kept anticipating an
ambush—from Solemi, from the drow, from some Underworld horror he
didn’t even want to think about—and his nerves frayed more and more
with each passing second. Everything about this little trip was now
officially a nightmare, and apparently they were going to have to
spend several more days down here before it was over…

The trio followed the map as best they could
until Vel’shannar was well behind them, at which point Kaseya
finally decided to break the tense silence.

“This is a mistake,” she said, grabbing his
arm and forcing him to stop. “We should not place our faith in the
drow.”

Jorem sighed. “I’m not placing my faith in
any of these people, believe me. But unless you know another
way back to the surface, we don’t have a choice.”

The amazon glanced back through the cold,
shadowy passage. “We could take the path to Darkwind,” she
suggested. “They will not be expecting us. We could fight our way
into Highwind.”

“Did you miss the army camped outside
Solemi’s palace?” Jorem asked. “There’s no way back. We burned that
bridge and now we have to live with the consequences.”

Kaseya’s cheek twitched. “We do not know that
for certain. If we speak with Solemi, we could warn her about Nym
and Varassa. Perhaps she would—”

“Kill us? Keep us locked in her basement
until her forces are ready to conquer Highwind?” Jorem shook his
head. “Look, I have no intention of helping Varassa or Nym or any
other dark elf reclaim their city, but we’re stuck between horrible
options right now. All we can do is get back to the surface and
warn Val and Serrane and anyone else that will listen.”

He slumped against the cold, rocky wall and
buried his face in his hands. He could feel his heart pounding in
his temples, and the entire Underworld seemed like it was closing
in around him. They never should have agreed to come down here…

“Returning to the surface will not change the
situation,” Selvhara said after a moment. “The Conduit still
marches on Highwind, and sooner or later she will clash with the
Wyrm Lord. The battle between their forces will ravage this land
just as it has ravaged mine.”

Kaseya frowned at her. “What are you talking
about?”

The druid took a deep breath. “In many ways,
the story of Varellon is the story of the endless battle between
divinity and sorcery. The Fallen Gods of the old world constantly
war against the would-be gods of the new one. It has taken an age,
but that conflict has finally come to your shores as well.”

“If Marcella and Solemi want to destroy each
other, they’re welcome to do so,” Jorem said sourly.

“I’m afraid it is not that simple,” Selvhara
lamented. “Countless innocents will be caught in the middle.” She
paused and placed her hand on his shoulder. “But it does not have
to end this way. Your power could change everything, and we are
closer than ever to unlocking it.”

He groaned in disgust. “Could you
please give that a rest already? We have far bigger problems
right now than your obsession with something that may or may not
exist.”

“How can you still doubt the truth? You have
felt the power burning in your veins. You have breathed fire, you
have seen the tomes, you have—”

“Yeah, and your ‘prophecy’ about me becoming
the first Torsian Wyrm Lord in an age completely missed the mark,”
Jorem said. “The proof is flying around right back there, in case
you’ve already forgotten.”

“Prophecy or not, she isn’t wrong,” Kaseya
whispered.

Jorem frowned at her sudden shift in mood.
“What?”

The amazon glanced over at the druid. “Back
in the Spire of Sorcery, I sensed something through the
tan’ratha,” she said, touching her golden collar. “It has
been there for a while, but until recently it was so faint I
assumed it wasn’t important.”

He shook his head, still confused. “I don’t
understand.”

Kaseya pursed her lips. “It is difficult to
explain, but you know that I have often been able to sense what you
cannot. I grew up in the presence of the Fount of Velhari, and we
do not fully understand how it influenced my people…or our
powers.”

“Powers?” Selvhara asked.

“I am a sorcerer, just like Jorem,” Kaseya
said. “Nearly all amazon women are.”

Jorem bit down on his lip. Apparently that
was that—Kaseya had taken their little secret and dropped it right
on the middle of the table. It was honestly a little remarkable
that the amazon’s compulsive honesty hadn’t forced her to spill the
proverbial beans many days ago.

“Fascinating,” Selvhara breathed. She didn’t
seem upset in the slightest. On the contrary, she looked almost as
giddy as back in the drow library.

“My ability to channel is limited,” Kaseya
said. “I barely understand anything about the Aether, but I am
capable of perceiving many things that others cannot. And there is
definitely a…presence…within Jorem that has grown stronger
and stronger since the battle in Riverbend.”

“What are you saying?” Jorem asked. “That I’m
possessed?”

“She can sense the dragon stirring within
you,” Selvhara said. “It yearns to be free.”

He rolled his eyes. “There is nothing inside
me, I promise. There’s only me.”

“You know that isn’t true,” Kaseya told him.
“You have felt its power—we all have. And Selvhara is right: we
need it now more than ever.”

“What we need is a portal out of this
shithole,” Jorem growled. “I would trade every drop of this alleged
dragon blood for a teleport spell in a heartbeat.”

“Jorem—”

“No,” he said, waving his hand in front of
her. “We don’t have time to deal with this right now. We need to
get back to the surface as soon as possible, and that means
following this stupid map and praying we don’t get lost. Everything
else can wait.”

Jorem turned and continued walking down the
hauntingly dark passage. The girls reluctantly followed, though he
tried to keep a few steps ahead until his frustration inevitably
faded into embarrassment. He hated losing his cool,
especially in front of Kaseya, but he hadn’t been this anxious in a
very, very long time. He had heard plenty of stories about people
going mad in the Underworld, and apparently he was quickly becoming
one of them…

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

He winced as the final words of the Avetharri
crystal seared into his mind. Just like Selvhara, it had wanted him
to tap into the blood of his sorcerous legacy and unleash the
dragon. But apparently Solemi had beaten him to it, and having just
seen what that terrible power actually looked like first-hand…

Jorem sighed. He longed to be ignorant of the
world again. The Fount, the Conduits, the blood legacy of the Wyrm
Lords…until a few months ago, none of it had mattered. It had just
been him and Kaseya trying to survive—and having a bunch of sex
along the way.

But now…

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

Now everything felt heavier. Now everything
felt real. The Inquisitrix’s war against sorcery had defined
his entire life, yet for some reason he had always believed he
would escape it someday. That had been the whole point of coming to
Highwind in the first place.

Unfortunately, the war had followed him. And
deep down, he knew that sooner or later he was going to have to
turn and fight it for real.

 


***

 


Jorem trudged through the darkness for
several hours before he finally slumped against a boulder and
called for a halt. The luminescent moss clinging to the walls here
cast a brighter blue glow than elsewhere, but that wasn’t saying
much. He still couldn’t see more than a few yards in any
direction.

“We might as well rest here for a bit,” he
said. “If this map is even close to accurate, this is the least
perilous leg of the journey for a while.”

Selvhara nodded and set down her pack and the
stolen books within. She could have easily kept traveling, of
course—the wolf’s blood gave her almost unlimited endurance—but she
was more than happy to pause and let her thoughts settle. Traveling
through the darkness of the Underworld required constant vigilance,
and she could see the fatigue on both of her companions’ faces.

“I will scout the vicinity while you set up
camp,” she said, peering off into the darkness.

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” Jorem
said. “We should stick together—do you remember the size of those
horrific footprints we saw back there?”

Selvhara smiled. “The beasts in the dark do
not concern me. I promise, I will not travel far.”

The druid gently tapped her anklet as she got
down on all fours. Her translucent robe retracted, leaving her
stark naked as she willingly opened the mental damn sealing off the
wolf’s blood. Its primal, feral power instantly flowed through her,
twisting her flesh and snapping her bones into their bestial form.
The entire world around her seemed to change; her vision swirled
into a grey haze, but her nose became so keen she barely even
needed her eyes to see. She could suddenly sense every creature
that had been here over the past few days, and she dashed into the
shadows to follow them as quickly as her paws would carry her.

Scouting the area within a few hundred yards
only took about ten minutes, but it wasn’t why Selvhara had really
come out here alone. As always, she could feel the One God’s
presence in the back of her mind, and sooner or later he would
require an update on her progress. He wasn’t powerful enough to
watch her all the time yet; his fleeting consciousness struggled to
escape the confines of his prison within the Pale. Still, she was
fortunate that he hadn’t demanded her attention at an inopportune
moment, and the only way to prevent that in the future was to make
contact now and appease him herself.

But what am I going to tell him? If he learns
about the presence of the other Conduit, he will surely send me
after her. And if he learns about the presence of another
dragon…

Selvhara honestly had no idea how the One God
would react to the presence of another dragon. Eventually, he would
want to destroy it—his entire goal was to bring an end to the “Age
of Sorcery” and restore mortals to their proper place at the feet
of the Fallen Gods. But in the meantime…what would he expect of
her?

Growling softly, she paused in front of a
pool of brackish water and concentrated on returning to her natural
form. Her fur gradually receded into smooth, hairless flesh, and
her lupine paws became slender elven fingers. She tapped her anklet
and summoned her robe before taking a moment to gather her
bearings.

This part of the passage was so dim she could
barely see anything, so she reached out to the Aether and conjured
a small spark of light in her palm. She had barely channeled at all
since meeting Jorem, partially because she wanted to conceal her
magic from him and partially because she didn’t want the One God to
know what she was doing. His divine power may have been her window
into the Aether, but it was simultaneously his window into her
soul. Every time a Bound channeler wove a spell, her Conduit could
feel the subtle drain on his consciousness.

Just like Lord Dathiel did now.

“There you are, my servant,” his voice said
from seemingly everywhere around her. The water beneath her
stirred, and within its brackish depths she saw a pair of glowing
golden eyes. “I sense your turmoil…your confusion. I hope that you
have not failed me.”

“Not at all, my lord,” Selvhara said,
swallowing and bracing herself. “However, I bring important news.
The situation has changed significantly.”

His eyes flickered. “Explain.”

Selvhara nodded and took a deep breath.
“There is another dragon, my lord—a full-fledged Wyrm Lord who has
already conquered a Vaetharri city and—”

“What?”

His surprise rippled through the Aether like
a tidal wave. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen her
myself,” Selvhara said. “I do not know her full intentions yet, but
she seems to oppose the Conduit. Perhaps they will destroy one
another.”

The One God’s reflection faded for a moment
as he shifted his attention elsewhere, but when it returned, his
golden eyes were brighter than ever. “It would seem that we were
both mistaken. The dragon is ready without your help.”

“Jorem still needs my assistance,” Selvhara
said. “He is close to ascension as well, my lord. I located several
Avetharri tomes within the city, and I learned—”

“You are still with the sorcerer and the
amazon?”

The druid blinked. “Y-yes, my lord. As I
said, he still needs my help to—”

“The sorcerer is no longer relevant. You
will return to the true dragon immediately. Offer her whatever aid
she requires to ensure she destroys the Conduit just as we
planned.”

Selvhara’s throat went dry. “Forgive me, my
lord, but I am not certain that is the best course of action. I
have no leverage with the Wyrm Lord, but I am still in a position
to aid and manipulate Jorem. With two dragons allying against her,
the Conduit will surely fall.”

“And then we will have two Wyrm Lords to
contend with rather than one. No. I will not risk the ascension of
any new dragons. Not now, not when I am so close to escape. We
cannot afford to trigger a full rebirth.”

“It is hardly a full rebirth. Jorem is just
one man, and he—”

“You will return to the sorcerer’s side and
eliminate him,” the One God said. “Do I make myself clear?”

Selvhara froze in place, her heart pounding
in her ears. She had to figure out some way to convince him that
this was a terrible idea…

“I live to obey you, my lord, from now until
eternity,” she said. “However, I still believe that Jorem is our
best chance to eliminate the Conduit and free the Godsoul she
controls. If you understood the situation, I am sure you would
agree.”

The golden eyes didn’t so much stare
at her as through her. “Then show me,” he
commanded.

Selvhara nodded and closed her eyes. Her
skull ached as his divine consciousness wormed into her mind and
scoured her brain for secrets. Decades of practice had taught her
how to seal off sections of her memories, but he wasn’t usually
this thorough. She wasn’t sure if she could conceal her true
motivations…or the existence of a second Conduit.

“Interesting,” the One God said, his voice
like distant thunder. “A dragon with delusions of grandeur…and a
sorcerer with delusions of obscurity. You believe he is weak enough
to control?”

“I believe it is worth a try, my lord,”
Selvhara said. “I should know soon.”

“You will know now,” he said. “You
have all the knowledge you require. The only question is whether or
not he will accept his gift. You will either make him transform…or
you will kill him.”

Selvhara glanced back over her shoulder in
the direction of the others. “I understand, my lord.”

“Good. Before you contact me again, the
sorcerer will be either a dragon or a corpse. I will accept nothing
else.”

“Your will shall be done, my lord. All hail
the One God.”

The pressure in her skull abruptly released,
and the eyes in the pool faded. Swearing under her breath, Selvhara
reached into her pack and retrieved her herbs and vials. She
suddenly wished that she hadn’t initiated contact at all; he might
have ignored her for another few days. But then again, perhaps this
was for the best. If Jorem was the man she thought he was—if he was
the man she needed him to be—then the sooner she could unlock his
abilities, the better. Lord Dathiel was right that she had all the
information she needed. All she lacked was the will to do what had
to be done.

“Forgive me, friends,” she said, crushing
the herbs into a fine powder. “But with any luck, I can save us all
before it is too late.”

 


***

 


Jorem and Kaseya barely said a word while
they set up their meager camp. She was still annoyed about their
tentative arrangement with the drow, and he was still annoyed that
they were stuck down here to begin with. Every few minutes he would
think about Val and get even more frustrated. For one, this whole
thing had been her idea; for two, she had conveniently managed to
skip the worst parts; for three…

For three, he was worried about her. Had she
actually convinced General Serrane to go to the Hatchery? If so,
they might be in even more trouble than he and Kaseya were down
here.

“I’m sure Valuri is fine,” Kaseya said.

Jorem glanced over at the amazon, eyebrows
arched. It was staggering how often he forgot that she could
effectively listen in on his ruminations. “Why do you say
that?”

“Because she is far too stubborn to fail.”
Kaseya smiled as she pitched a handful of dry moss over their
makeshift fire. “We would never let her live it down.”

“You’re probably right,” he agreed. “Who
knows, maybe the war will be over by the time we see sunlight
again.

“Or it will just be starting.”

“Yeah, well…that’s too depressing to think
about.”

He opened his palm and blasted the moss with
a burst of flame, then flopped down on his bedroll. If they had
been sleeping inside a real inn, he probably could have fallen
asleep in two minutes flat, but down here he didn’t even like
closing his eyes long enough to blink. Getting ambushed by Nym and
his invisible friends had probably only made Jorem’s perfectly
rational paranoia even worse…

A few minutes later, they spotted a small
moving light in the distance. Jorem had just braced himself and
readied another spell in his palm when he belatedly realized that
Selvhara had returned to her natural elven form. She was carrying a
handful of luminescent mushrooms, presumably to announce her
presence and avoid surprising them.

“Anything notable out there?” Jorem
asked.

“We should be safe enough,” she said,
opening one of the vials from her belt. “But it never hurts to take
extra precautions.”

She began sprinkling small drops from the
vial all around the perimeter of their camp. Once it was empty, she
opened a second one and repeated the process.

“What are you doing?” Jorem asked.

“Deterring potential intruders,” Selvhara
said. “The scent is barely perceptible to humans, but it should
convince any wandering beasts that we aren’t worth the
trouble.”

“We should still set watch,” Kaseya said. “I
will go first.”

Jorem sighed and shrugged. “That’s fine with
me. I just wish we had some way to know what bloody day it is. I
can’t tell if we’ve been down here two days or two weeks.”

“Much closer to the former than the latter,”
Selvhara said, dribbling the last bits of the potion in her palm
before tossing it onto the campfire. The flames hissed angrily, and
a purplish cloud of smoke appeared and then disappeared in the span
of a few seconds.

“Was that really necessary?” Jorem asked.

“Heat will make the scent spread farther,”
the druid told him. “I highly doubt that anything will bother us
now.”

Jorem grunted and leaned back on his bedroll.
For a “barely perceptible” scent, this stuff of hers was pretty
potent. His nostrils tickled for a moment, and judging from
Kaseya’s reaction, she must have felt the same way. It didn’t smell
bad, exactly; on the contrary, he actually felt strangely
soothed…

“Before we rest, I thought we might wish to
continue the lessons we started back in the Spire of Sorcery,”
Selvhara said, kneeling next to him.

Jorem groaned. “I already told you, I don’t
want to hear another thing about this dragon shit until—”

“I’m not talking about the books,” she said,
smiling and gently pushing her hair back behind her pointed ears.
“Kaseya mentioned that she wished to further hone her skills, and
she believed there were still a few techniques I could teach
her.”

He frowned and shook his head. “What are you
talking about? We didn’t…”

He trailed off when her eyes locked upon his
trousers. Back in the Spire, she had requested another “sample” of
his seed, ostensibly to search his blood memory for more
information on his draconic heritage. She and Kaseya had taken
turns swallowing his cock, and the amazon had expressed an interest
in learning more of the druid’s techniques…

“You can’t be serious,” Jorem said.

Selvhara shrugged. “Why not? We have a moment
of respite…and you are obviously interested.”

He glanced back down at the impressive lump
in his trousers. He didn’t understand how he could possibly be so
hard already. Sex was the furthest thing from his mind…or had been,
as of a few minutes ago. Now…

“I am always eager to learn,” Kaseya said,
fiddling with the straps of her leather breastplate. Her eyes were
bizarrely dilated, and her neck glistened with a thin sheen of
sweat.

“This is crazy,” Jorem said, shaking his
head. “We need to get some actual rest.”

“I am not tired.”

The amazon tossed her breastplate aside and
crawled towards him on all fours, her beautiful tits jiggling the
entire way. Her nipples were rock hard, and he could sense her
arousal swelling second by second. What he didn’t understand was
why; a minute ago she had been completely focused on protecting the
camp. Now she was acting like he hadn’t fucked her in a month…

“We’re trapped in an endless cave a dozen
miles underground, and for all we know Solemi has an army out
searching for us so we don’t spill her secret,” Jorem said. “We
can’t afford to sit around and…nhnnn…”

Jorem groaned the instant Kaseya placed her
hand atop his trousers. Her fingers expertly slipped inside, and
when they freed his stem it was already stiff, throbbing, and
desperate for her lips.

“We can all use a break,” Selvhara said,
smiling down at him as she retracted her robe and offered him a
full, unobstructed view of her naked elven body. “Just relax and
allow your inhibitions to wane…”

Jorem frowned at her strange choice of words.
Something about her body language was off, and she had an odd
glimmer in her eyes while she watched Kaseya languidly stroke his
shaft. He opened his mouth to ask her what was going on—

And then promptly closed it when Kaseya
eagerly swallowed his entire cock in a single gulp. Her lips seemed
even hotter than normal somehow, and he was a little surprised he
didn’t immediately pump his load down her throat. Reaching out to
stroke her soft red hair, Jorem allowed his concerns to fade into
carnal bliss just like Selvhara said.

“See, isn’t that better?” the druid said,
reaching out to helpfully unbutton his tunic. “Allow her to stoke
your passions. Allow her to ignite your blood. You aren’t a
civilized man—you are a beast driven purely by instinct.”

Selvhara tossed his tunic aside as she
swiveled around behind him. Her fingers began massaging his
shoulders in unison with Kaseya’s efforts, and Jorem soon felt the
druid’s bare breasts pressing up against his back. A shudder of
ecstasy rippled through him, forcing his hands to clutch around the
nearby rocks for support. He doubted he would last much longer,
especially when Kaseya began throating him more and more
aggressively. He hadn’t seen her this desperate to earn her reward
in a while.

“A dragon is more than fire and wings and
scales,” Selvhara breathed into his ear as she gently nibbled at
the lobe. “A dragon is power, unbridled and pure.”

Jorem frowned again. “What?”

She kissed her way down the back of his neck
while her fingernails gently traced across his back, and another
ecstatic shudder rippled through him until he felt teeth—no,
fangs—upon his flesh. He couldn’t quite turn around to look
at her, but he could see her reflection in the golden straps of
Kaseya’s discarded breastplate. Selvhara was clearly starting to
shift into her werewolf form.

“It is all there at your fingertips,” she
whispered. “The power to destroy, the power to create, the power to
take whatever—and whoever—you desire.”

“What are you—arg!”

Jorem cried out when her fingernails abruptly
raked across his shoulder blades. This wasn’t just play—she had
definitely drawn blood.

“What the fuck was that?” he snarled.

“Passion to open the seals,” Selvhara said.
“Pain to free the beast imprisoned within.”

She slashed her claws across his back again,
drawing more lines of fresh blood. This time he tried to whirl
around and stop her, but she grabbed onto him and held him firmly
in place. Her sinewy elven arms shouldn’t have been able to muster
a fraction of this strength. She might have been even stronger than
a freshly-fed Senosi.

“Your problem has never been that you can’t
connect with your blood legacy,” Selvhara told him. “It’s that you
do not want to.”

“Let go of me!” Jorem demanded.

“You are afraid, not just of what you will
become but what you might lose,” she went on, sliding her arm
around him until her hand—now a bestial claw—was positioned
directly above his heart. “You enjoy being weak—you enjoy being a
bystander with no expectations and no responsibility.”

Jorem glanced over at the empty vials by the
fire. “You did something to us,” he whispered. “You poisoned
us!”

“I have opened your mind to the truth,”
Selvhara said. “It is the only way any of us will survive.”

Kaseya finally popped her head up, and Jorem
could actually see her pushing through the alchemical haze that had
obviously been clouding her mind. While her face slowly hardened in
rage, her eyes narrowed and fastened upon the druid.

“Release him.”

“No,” Selvhara said, digging her claws deeper
into his chest. “Not until he accepts what he is. Not until he
embraces his true destiny.”

The amazon leapt into action. In one instant
she was gorging on his cock, and in the next she was lunging for
her scabbard. She drew her sword, rolled next to Jorem, and pointed
the tip at the woman behind him.

“Release him or die,” Kaseya snarled.

“You cannot harm me, human,” Selvhara
scoffed, her voice deepening with each word. “The dragon must save
himself.”

“Let’s all just relax for a second, okay?”
Jorem said, wincing in rapidly-escalating pain. “This got a little
out of hand but we can still—”

Kaseya didn’t listen; she immediately thrust
her blade into the druid’s shoulder in defense of her
Maskari. The strike was incredibly precise—any other
assailant would have surely recoiled in pain—but Selvhara barely
even seemed to notice. Her flesh regenerated the instant the steel
slipped out of the wound, and Kaseya’s face went white. Without a
weapon forged from silver, there was absolutely nothing she could
do.

And Selvhara knew it. Releasing her grip on
Jorem, the druid lunged at Kaseya and backhanded her hard enough to
throw her into the wall. The amazon collapsed to the ground, limp
and still.

In that exact moment, Jorem lost control.

He leapt to his feet and unleashed a roar so
deep, so feral, it didn’t even sound human. He stretched out to the
Aether, but it didn’t so much flow through him as burn
through him. Every muscle, every vein, even pore—the magic seared
his body as if it were trying to burn his very humanity away. Inch
by inch his flesh hardened into thick, red scales, and his fingers
warped into claws every bit as long and jagged as the werewolf
standing before him.

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

If his mind had been clouded by magic before,
it was now completely buried in a wave of rage. He lunged at
Selvhara, but she caught his hands an instant before they struck
her. Just a few moments ago, her grip had been as unbreakable as
adamantine, but now…

Now even her wolfish might seemed utterly
childlike compared to the fury of a dragon. Jorem threw her across
the passage and into the wall behind Kaseya. The rocks shattered
around her body, spraying the area in dust and debris. The force of
the impact staggered her, but only for an instant. Her flesh healed
before his eyes just like before.

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

Roaring so loudly it shook the walls of the
passage, Jorem rushed forward, scattering the fire in a burst of
soot and embers. He grabbed her again, but this time he slammed her
against the ground and clasped his red, scaly hands around her
throat. The druid grabbed his wrists, presumably to try and break
free, but her face wasn’t twisted in horror—on the contrary, she
looked downright euphoric. Her eyes retained their bestial
yellow glint, but her claws and fangs receded as if she wanted to
surrender…

“You are a dragon,” she breathed. “Take what
is yours.”

Jorem looked down at her naked, quivering
body, and his rage and lust swirled together in an indecipherable
mix of power. He didn’t just want to destroy her—he wanted to
dominate her.

Not like a man, but like a beast.

Grabbing Selvhara’s shoulders, he violently
flipped her onto her stomach. While one clawed hand mercilessly
pressed her face into the dirt, the other forced apart her slender
legs and hoisted up her ass. His cock was easily half again as
large as normal, but he didn’t waste a single thought on her
safety. He plunged it into her sodden quim, and he reveled in her
pained shriek as it echoed throughout the Underworld.

Jorem took her so brutally, so relentlessly,
that he would have undoubtedly shattered any normal elf. Her cunt
was so tight he could actually feel his cock ripping her apart, but
her initial cries of agony almost instantly transformed into
screams of delight. Her fingers groped at the rubble around them as
a climax shuddered through her, and no matter how hard his hand
pushed her face into the dirt, it only seemed to make her hotter.
Jorem pounded into her again and again and again…

“Arrgh!” His thunderous, inhuman roar
shook the cavern as he flooded her cunt with his draconic seed.
Selvhara’s convulsed beneath him as if she was climaxing with every
spurt. By the time he was finally spent, her thighs were covered in
thick, viscous white trails as if a dozen men had just had their
way with her.

A dozen men…or one dragon.

Jorem’s heart pounded in his ears, and his
fiery breath rattled in his chest. For a single perfect moment, he
didn’t even need to reach out to the Aether—it flowed through him
without restraint. He had never felt this much raw power in his
entire life, not even when he had been standing in the Fount of
Velhari…

“Zor kalah…”

Jorem turned to see Kaseya kneeling behind
him, her blue eyes wide. Her hand touched the glowing gem on her
collar as all the same sensations washed over her.

“You are the Aether’s avatar and the rightful
ruler of this world,” Selvhara breathed. “Soon the gods themselves
will kneel before you.”

He turned back to see the druid lying on her
side, her face covered in soot and her legs covered in seed. She
smiled up at him with complete and total reverence.

“You are a dragon,” she said. “And I am your
humble servant, now and forever.”


2

The Silver
Tower

 


“Julian. Julian?”

Knight-Captain Julian Cassel’s eyes shot
open, and he inhaled sharply as he leaned up and glanced around the
forest. “Oh, bloody hell. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s all right,” Tahira soothed. She smiled
warmly even as a cool spring breeze rustled her long red hair. “No
one has come looking for us. Perhaps the Vorsalosian soldiers gave
up their search.”

Cassel rolled onto his side. His neck and
back ached thanks to sleeping in his armor. “They’ll be back sooner
or later,” he said, rubbing at his eyes. “We got lucky. I didn’t
mean to fall asleep.”

“You obviously needed the rest,” she told
him. “You and General Serrane don’t seem to get much sleep when you
are together.”

Tahira was still smiling at him, but he could
see the jealous frustration lurking behind her green eyes. Sooner
or later he was going to have to figure out how to deal with this
little crush of hers…

Sighing softly, he channeled a healing spell
to numb his soreness and rejuvenate his limbs. When Tahira placed
her hand upon his, the Aether flowed through his body so readily,
so easily, that the spell invigorated him like he had slept for ten
hours rather than two.

She really is a Conduit. And she might very
well be Highwind’s last—and only—hope.

“We should get moving,” Cassel said.
“Assuming you’re up to it.”

“I am ready,” Tahira assured him. He still
found it hard to believe that a crossbow bolt had been sticking out
of her leg just a few hours ago. Normally, even the most powerful
restorative magic couldn’t instantly heal such a nasty wound; she
should have been confined to bed rest for at least a day or two.
Yet she looked as healthy and radiant as ever.

“If we push hard, we should be able to reach
the tower before nightfall,” Cassel said. “Assuming I can figure
out how to navigate the forest again…”

They set off from the makeshift camp,
nibbling at their rations along the way. Cassel once again found
himself wishing that they had a real guide, but the sun would have
to suffice. Thankfully, neither the creatures of the forest nor the
Vorsalosians bothered them, and shortly after noon they emerged
from the wilderness and caught their first sight of the North
Road.

“We can shadow the road, but we shouldn’t
completely leave the protection of the forest,” Cassel told her,
glancing upwards through the budding foliage. “The enemy will be
watching.”

“Do you really believe their forces have
advanced this far?” Tahira asked.

“I have no idea,” he admitted. “For all we
know the Inquisitrix could have an army camped outside the Silver
Tower.”

He pursed his lips and sighed. Once, many
years ago, Highlord Kastrius had warned him that overestimating a
foe could be every bit as disastrous as underestimating one.
Perhaps it was finally time for Cassel to take that lesson to
heart. Despite her wyverns and Senosi and soldiers, the Inquisitrix
was still a mortal woman with finite forces. So far, her conquest
of the Northern Reaches had relied as much upon chaos and fear as
actual military might. As long as he and Tahira could figure out a
way to help the knights at the Silver Tower, they could still
muster a strong enough defense to save Highwind and break the
Vorsalosian siege.

“Let’s go,” Cassel said. “We won’t know
anything for certain until we arrive.”

Against all odds, the last leg of their trek
proved the easiest. The road remained almost completely empty aside
from a few merchant caravans moving between the northern villages
nestled in the shadow of the mountains, and Cassel didn’t spot any
wyverns swooping around overhead either. When the Silver Tower
finally rolled into view on the horizon, he let out a sigh of
relief that it hadn’t been burned to the ground.

“It’s beautiful,” Tahira whispered as they
walked.

“Yes, it is,” Cassel agreed. Normally the
mere sight of the tower was enough to make him swell with pride,
but today his stomach twisted into nervous knots. A part of him
wanted to stop and turn around before he actually saw the
inevitable misery inside. He didn’t want to sully his memories of
the tower’s glory and splendor with the reality of the
Shattering…

“There is one thing I don’t understand,”
Tahira said. “If your Order has pledged itself to defend Highwind,
why are they garrisoned so far from the city?”

“The Silver Fist was founded before that
particular pledge,” Cassel explained. “Originally, the Order was
meant to be an independent organization. The first knights were far
more monastic than militaristic. They were completely dedicated to
Escar’s Code, and they honestly didn’t do a great deal besides
police the border between the Reaches and the kingdoms to the east.
Over time, things changed.”

She nodded but didn’t reply. Judging from the
sudden sorrow on her face, Cassel assumed she was thinking about
her own monastic order. The Eternal Priestesses, once a bizarre
cult of red-haired sirens, had been completely eradicated by the
Senosi. Tahira was the only survivor.

“You and your sisters lived in the mountains
for a long time,” he said after a moment. “Did they ever have plans
to build a temple in the city?”

“No. The Eternal Lady does not seek or
require the worship of strangers. We were never interested in
conversion or evangelism.”

“That’s a rare attitude among religious
types, in my experience.”

Tahira shrugged. “Our only goal was to create
the perfect vessel for the return of our Goddess. Every generation
of priestesses was stronger and more refined than the last. All we
required from the city folk was the occasional virile male to
inseminate us.”

Cassel pressed his lips together and held his
tongue. Everything about their cult was so absurd it was borderline
farcical, but then again most religions probably sounded that way
to outsiders. Besides, mocking her faith right now wasn’t going to
help anyone. This entire plan relied upon her cooperation…and her
mysterious power.

“I’m sure this has occurred to you,” Cassel
said, trying to choose his words carefully, “but what if your
sisters succeeded? What if you are the vessel for your
‘Eternal Lady.’ It would explain—”

“That is not possible,” Tahira interrupted.
“I am not even a real priestess. I cannot channel the Goddess’s
power.”

“Maybe not, but you can grant it to others,”
he countered. “Isn’t that what being a god is all about?”

“It is not possible,” she repeated, more
quietly this time. “Sister Basyle believed that the Rebirth was
still several generations away. I told you, I was just an
acolyte.”

“Maybe,” Cassel said. “But this power inside
you…it seems pretty divine to me.”

A gust of wind swept down the mountain range
to the north and buffeted over them as they walked, forcing her to
draw her robe and cloak more tightly around herself. She remained
silent for several minutes, and Cassel resisted the urge to
pressure her for more details. He still had no idea what her powers
meant or how some crazy cult could have possibly resurrected an
ancient god, but he couldn’t come up with any other explanation.
She wasn’t a sorceress; she couldn’t tap into the Aether freely
like Serrane. But in all the stories of the ancient world, only the
gods had been able to grant magic to their followers. Even the most
powerful Wyrm Lords had never possessed that particular
ability.

Shaking his head, Cassel honored her silence
and pressed on towards the tower. The pristine silver-white stone
was practically glowing in the waning sunlight, and the
sword-shaped spire genuinely looked like it was stabbing into the
very heavens. Ostensibly, the tower’s design was reminiscent of the
Dawn Citadel in Varellon, the legendary home of the first true
paladins in the world, the Knights of the Last Dawn. Cassel was
only passingly familiar with the history, but in the modern era the
Silver Tower had been a sign of hope and justice across
northwestern Torsia for centuries.

Now he wasn’t sure what it was…or what it was
going to be.

“Someone should ride out to greet us soon,”
Cassel said, his fingers tapping the handle of his sword. “If
not…”

His mind flashed with images of a tower
littered with corpses, but before his imagination got the better of
him, a rider finally emerged from inside the walled-off stables
lurking in the tower’s immense shadow. Cassel breathed a sigh of
relief when he spotted a suit of sparkling silver armor, but then
his stomach tensed when he recognized the face beneath the
helmet.

“Adrianna?” he rasped.

The young woman pulled back her visor and
smiled down at him as she brought her steed to a halt. “Captain
Cassel…thank Escar you made it.”

He frowned in confusion. They had just seen
Dame Adrianna Laurent the night before they had departed the city.
Tahira had temporarily restored the other woman’s channeling
abilities, and Cassel had been counting on Laurent to help turn the
other knights against the stubborn fanatics…

“I told you to stay in Highwind,” Cassel
said. “The squires—”

“I know, sir, but I was given an opportunity
I couldn’t pass up,” Laurent said. “The morning after you left, the
Vorsalosian army shifted position. They left the western gate
almost completely unguarded, and Knight-Commander Deswick ordered a
few of us to try to ride past the enemy to get a message to
Icewatch.”

“Why?” Cassel asked, shaking his head. “There
are only about a dozen men left up there.”

“I know, but when I glanced at the names, I
remembered that all of them are fanatically loyal to the
Knight-Commander. Even without their powers, their political
support will be valuable to him right now.” Laurent shrugged. “I
don’t claim to understand his reasoning, but I knew this was a
chance I couldn’t afford to pass up. After we charged past the
enemy soldiers, I broke off from the group and headed here. The
North Road was almost completely clear, and I rode straight through
the night.”

Cassel scratched at the stubble on his face.
He didn’t want to believe that Deswick would risk the lives of a
few precious knights on a glorified courier mission, but Laurent
was right about the loyalties of the men still stationed in
Icewatch. The bigger concern was the bizarre and unexpected shift
in the enemy’s forces. Why would they suddenly allow anyone to
leave the city, especially Knights of the Silver Fist?

“The important thing is that our comrades
here believe me, sir,” Laurent said, smiling again. “I already told
them about the girl and her powers.”

“Her name is Tahira,” Cassel said.

“Er…yes, yes, of course,” Laurent stammered,
nodding to the other woman. “Everyone is eager to see what you can
do.”

“So am I,” Tahira said, smiling
nervously.

Cassel took a deep breath and tried to ignore
the prickling hairs on the back of his neck. He should have been
ecstatic about the news, but everything about this felt
wrong somehow.

“What’s the situation?” he asked. “Is
Knight-Commander Calreth still—”

“She is dead,” Laurent said solemnly. “I
don’t know why, but this ‘Wasting Echo’ seems to have affected the
knights here even more than in Highwind. A dozen have already
succumbed, and several more have fallen unconscious. They need our
help, sir. They need her help.”

Cassel whispered a silent prayer to Escar and
closed his eyes. A dozen dead already? If this doesn’t
work…

“Who is in charge now?” he asked.

“Knight-Captain Hathos has taken command,”
Laurent said.

“Mm,” Cassel murmured. He and Hathos had
trained together years ago, but they had never been close. If
memory served, however, Hathos was a quiet, religious man, which
was probably why he had been posted here at the Silver Tower.

“Before I arrived, Captain Hathos was
planning on abandoning the tower and taking the survivors to
Highwind before it was too late,” Laurent went on. “Thank the gods
you arrived when you did. They never would have made it past the
Vorsalosian army.”

“Definitely not,” Cassel agreed, glancing
back at Tahira. Her eyes had the same worried but trusting glint as
always. She was ready and willing to follow his lead no matter what
he decided. Realistically, though, they didn’t have much choice.
Returning to Highwind wasn’t an option; she wouldn’t be any safer
in the city than out here with a tower full of broken knights. And
if the Inquisitrix ever realized the threat this girl
represented…

“Take us inside,” Cassel said, turning back
to Laurent. “Let’s see if we can save our brothers and sisters
before it’s too late.”

Laurent smiled and nodded. “This way,
sir.”

 


***

 


The mere sight of the Silver Fist banners
hanging from the parapets unlocked a trove of pleasant memories in
Cassel’s mind. The clash of his first training sword striking its
target, the weight of his first suit of armor on his skin, the
warmth of the Aether coursing through him for the first time…

For all intents and purposes, his life had
begun right here. His transformation from Highwind urchin to
respected Knight of the Silver Fist had been slow and painful, but
at this point he could barely even remember his childhood on the
streets. For all the Order’s problems, it remained one of the only
institutions in the Northern Reaches willing to offer a helping
hand to the poor and rudderless. Its collapse would be every bit as
devastating to Highwind as an invading army marching through the
gates.

That’s why you are going to save it, no
matter what it takes.

The tower’s mighty doors ponderously swung
open, and Tahira gasped when she saw the splendorous interior. The
marble floors, the silver bannisters, the priceless paintings—the
main foyer could have easily been the entrance to a mansion or a
museum. Cassel drank it all in, and his emotions might have gotten
the better of him if an envoy hadn’t been waiting to greet them.
Knight-Captain Bertrand Hathos offered them all a warm, welcoming
smile as he strode forward and clapped Cassel on the shoulder.

“Julian,” he said. “It has been too
long.”

“Bertrand,” Cassel replied with a shoulder
clap of his own. All things considered, Hathos looked well for a
man suffering from the Echo. His armor and weapons were still
polished, and his short red hair and beard were still neatly
groomed. The bags under his eyes were the only real sign of
strain.

“Adrianna has already told us everything,”
Hathos said, nodding to Laurent. “It all sounds so…”

“Impossible?” Cassel prompted.
“Ludicrous?”

“Miraculous,” the other man replied, smiling
at Tahira. “After all this suffering, the gods still chose to send
us their envoy in our hour of greatest need.”

Tahira smiled awkwardly. “I-I only wish to
help.”

“We shall see about that,” another voice put
in.

Cassel turned as a young woman in priestly
vestments emerged from one of the spiral staircases flanking the
foyer. The seal of Escar was emblazoned upon her robes and
inscribed in the amulet dangling from her neck.

“Sister Vienne was trapped here when we were
severed from Escar’s grace,” Hathos said. “I’m afraid that the
roads haven’t been safe enough for her to return to the temple in
Ashenfel to the east.”

“Sister,” Cassel said, nodding.

She offered him a stern, cool smile before
her eyes settled upon Tahira. “So this is our alleged savior, a
‘Conduit to the Gods’ masquerading as a cultist.”

“I told you, her powers are real,” Laurent
insisted.

“Perhaps,” Vienne said, “but so are the pacts
offered by demons. Power has no virtue in and of itself—quite the
opposite, in fact.”

Cassel resisted the urge to snap at her. He
had spent the last two weeks bickering with the officers in
Highwind, and he was tired of repeating the same arguments over and
over. But he had known all along that this wouldn’t be easy, and he
refused to let his impatience squander their one and only chance to
save the Order.

Besides, he couldn’t really blame them for
being skeptical. Even if Tahira hadn’t been an Eternal Priestess,
she was obviously an outsider in more ways than one. The fact that
she was an Eternal Priestess—and the spitting image of every
horror story about red-haired sirens dressed in black—certainly
wasn’t helping their cause.

“Escar’s Code teaches us that honor and
nobility dwell in every heart,” Hathos said into the awkward pause.
“And it reminds us that strength can often be found in the most
unlikely places.”

“Indeed,” Vienne said, an even less
convincing smile tugging at her lips.

“Welcome to the Silver Tower, my lady,”
Hathos said, offering Tahira a crisp, formal bow. “Please, allow us
to offer you what limited hospitality we can.”

“Thank you,” Tahira replied. Her anxiety
seemed to wane ever so slightly, but Cassel still had to stop
himself from taking her hand. He needed to be especially careful
here. Appearances were more important than ever, and it was
absolutely vital that he not give anyone the wrong impression.

“Come,” Hathos beckoned. “As you can imagine,
we are all eager for a demonstration.”

The Knight-Captain led them through the foyer
and into the main hall. The last time Cassel had been here, the
wide, cavernous chamber had been filled with knights, squires, and
aspirants practicing in the battle ring or meditating beneath the
statue of Escar, but today it was silent aside from the occasional
groan or sigh from the infirmary. The emptiness was genuinely
disturbing.

“I assume Dame Laurent already explained the
current situation,” Hathos said, swallowing heavily as he stopped
in front of the infirmary. “The curse afflicting us has been
devastating. Fewer than half our comrades remain on their feet, and
most did not survive the first night.

“The wrath of the gods has been swift and
brutal,” Vienne whispered.

Cassel grimaced when he craned his neck and
peered inside. As a rule, the Order stationed far more knights in
Highwind than in the Silver Tower, yet the beds here were twice as
full as those in the Highwind temple. He didn’t understand the
disparity. Was it just bad luck, or was there a reason that the
Echo seemed even more devastating here?

“The gods have nothing to do with this
affliction,” Cassel said, turning back to Vienne. “There’s an old
Elvish term—the Vastien Glamor or Wasting Echo. In a sense,
we have all grown so dependent upon the Aether’s energies that we
can’t live without it.”

“Dame Laurent mentioned that particular
theory,” Vienne said. “It is obviously preposterous.”

“I know how it sounds, but it’s the truth,”
he assured her. “I don’t know if Laurent told you, but
Ranger-General Starwind and I were captured by a Senosi Huntress
right after the Shattering. We learned a great deal before we
escaped.”

“She mentioned it,” Vienne said. “I am
pleased you were able to escape, but I cannot understand why you
would believe a single word from the lips of our enemy.”

“Suffice to say, many of us remain
skeptical,” Hathos said, raising his hand in an obvious attempt to
forestall an argument. “But to be perfectly honest, understanding
the nature of this curse seems far less important than dealing with
its effects. I intend to do whatever it takes to save our
brethren.”

“I wish Commander Deswick felt the same way,”
Cassel said. “He seems convinced that prayer and repentance are the
only solution—even while his men continue to suffer.”

“Commander Calreth felt the same way. Her
pride would have doomed us all, given the chance.” Hathos closed
his eyes and whispered a quiet prayer. “The curse claimed her in
just three days. Many others followed in her wake, including most
of the other officers. So far, the squires have been the least
affected.”

“Perhaps because they have not channeled the
Aether’s energies for as long,” Tahira suggested.

“Perhaps,” Hathos said, studying the young
woman again.

“With all due respect, sir, you should allow
her to demonstrate her power,” Laurent said, her hands visibly
shaking. “That is why she is here, is it not?”

Hathos arched a brow at her. “Patience is one
of Escar’s core virtues, even in times of great crisis.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I just…” Laurent swallowed
heavily and balled her hands into fists. “The longer we delay, the
more our comrades suffer.”

The Knight-Captain grunted softly. “Very
well. We just need a volunteer to—”

Before he could finish, Tahira unexpectedly
reached out and touched Laurent’s hand. The other woman inhaled
sharply, and Cassel placed a steadying hand on her armored back
when it seemed as though she might lose her balance. He could feel
the Aether flooding through her like a river breaching a dam, and
after a few more seconds she reopened her eyes and stretched out
her hand.

“Escar,” Laurent breathed. “Grant me
strength!”

A radiant burst of blue-white energy exploded
in her palm. A ripple of surprise cascaded through the onlooking
knights and squires, and Cassel couldn’t help but smile. If
Commander Deswick had allowed Tahira to demonstrate her gift in the
temple, the same thing would have happened. Rebuffing the
idea of a Conduit was one thing, but seeing what she could
do first-hand was another.

“Gods…” Laurent rasped. Her pupils dilated,
her breathing slowed, and a contented smile tugged at her lips. If
Cassel didn’t know better, he would have thought she was an addict
who had just inhaled her first lungful of lotus vapor in
months.

“So it is true after all,” Hathos murmured.
For whatever reason, he sounded more amazed than excited. “Another
Conduit to the gods…”

Cassel frowned. “Another?”

“We have heard rumors about new channelers
who have pledged themselves to the Inquisitrix,” Hathos said. “She
has imbued them with great power and branded them her ‘Knights of
the Crimson Flame.’”

“Unfortunately, the rumors are true,” Cassel
said. “I’m just surprised you’ve heard about them all the way out
here.”

“They want everyone to know,” Laurent put in,
her eyes suddenly distant. “The Inquisitrix has offered power to
any Silver Fist knight willing to pledge themselves to her
service.”

Cassel nodded soberly. Lasille the Senosi
Huntress had made that same offer to him after he and Serrane had
been captured, but he hadn’t realized just how far that message had
spread. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Honestly, it was nothing
short of a miracle that more of his comrades hadn’t joined the
Inquisitrix out of desperation.

“The gods have obviously heard our prayers,
and they have chosen you as their messenger,” Laurent said to
Tahira. “We can still save the Order and Highwind!”

“That’s the idea,” Cassel said. “The only
trouble is that we’re not certain how many channelers she can
empower at once…or how long she can maintain the connection.”

“I am ready to try now,” Tahira said,
reaching out to Hathos…

“Let’s take this one step at a time, shall
we?” the Knight-Captain said, leaning out of her reach. “I don’t
mean to be rude, my lady, but you have to understand that this all
very…unexpected. Even after Dame Laurent told us what you
could do, I’m not sure how many of us actually believed it.”

“But now you’ve seen it with your own eyes,”
Cassel said. “Tahira is a Conduit, and she could be our
salvation.”

Hathos swallowed and glanced back over his
shoulder at Vienne. Something about his reaction seemed…odd. Given
the circumstances, a little anxious surprise was completely
understandable, but Hathos looked like he had just seen a ghost.
Vienne’s face, on the other hand, had turned to stone.

“I admit, I am concerned that the gods may
judge us for abandoning our oaths,” he said.

“No one is asking us to abandon anything,”
Cassel said. “Tahira isn’t trying to convert us.”

“Even if I were, there is nothing left to
convert you to,” she whispered. “The Senosi slaughtered my sisters
at our temple. I am the last of my faith.”

“This could still be a test,” Vienne said.
“All pacts for power carry a terrible price.”

“We’re not signing a pact with a bloody
demon,” Laurent protested. “She’s just a woman, and she’s standing
right here! The gods must have sent her in our hour of need!”

Vienne’s eyes narrowed. “The enemies of the
light often conceal their true intentions. We cannot afford
to—”

“Enough,” Hathos said, raising his gauntlet
again. He shifted his glare between Laurent and Vienne before
letting out a long, tired sigh. “We are all weary and distressed
from this curse. We need time to consider our options.”

“But we don’t need to be weary, sir,” Laurent
insisted. “She’s offering us a cure right now.”

The Knight-Captain’s lip twitched ever so
slightly as he turned back to Tahira. “You aren’t certain how many
channelers you can restore?”

“No,” she admitted. “Until now, I have not
had an opportunity empower anyone besides these two.”

Hathos chewed at his lower lip. The man was
obviously plagued by many of the same doubts as Commander Deswick
back in Highwind, and Cassel wasn’t completely unsympathetic. They
had all sworn an oath to uphold Escar’s Code, and they had spent
their lives believing that their faith was what allowed his power
to flow through them. But after the last few weeks, much of what
they thought they knew had been completely turned on its head.

Cassel didn’t necessarily believe
everything Lasille had told them back in Hastien’s Fall, but
he couldn’t afford to deny the reality of the situation—and neither
could Hathos or Vienne or anyone else.

Not if they wanted to survive.

“Then perhaps you should test your skills
with those who are most in need,” Hathos said finally. “The men and
women in the infirmary have nearly succumbed to the curse. If there
is any chance you can save them…”

“You can’t be serious,” Vienne breathed. “We
have no idea what will happen!”

“We’ll save their lives,” Laurent said,
touching Tahira’s arm. “Please…do whatever you can to help
them.”

Tahira nodded. “I am willing to try.”

“Good,” Hathos said, smiling wearily. “Let’s
get started.”

 


***

 


If any of the other broken knights had been
as anxious as Hathos, their concerns were quickly dashed to pieces
when they actually saw Tahira work. A few seconds of her touch was
all it took to stir the comatose knights back to consciousness, and
within half an hour every man and woman in the infirmary was awake
and desperate for food and water. As a healer himself, Cassel had
plenty of experience with people treating him like a savior. But
this…this was different.

This was a bloody miracle.

“Unbelievable,” Laurent whispered as her eyes
flicked back and forth across the room. “A few minutes ago, this
place was a graveyard…”

“Yes,” Hathos agreed. “It appears you were
right about everything.”

Cassel turned and frowned at the other man.
Hathos looked more frightened than relieved, and the more knights
Tahira cured, the paler the captain’s face became. She repeatedly
offered to save him from the Echo as well, but he politely refused
each and every time—as had Sister Vienne.

Faith can be a powerful shield,
Highlord Kastrius had once told him, but only if you never allow
it to overwhelm your reason.s

Cassel hoped that both of them would come to
their senses sooner rather than later. Perhaps a night of rest and
meditation would clear their heads.

“I am not certain how long their connection
will last,” Tahira said as she slumped down atop an empty cot. “I
can already feel the bonds weakening.”

On impulse, Cassel opened his palm and
reached out to the Aether. Its power washed over him, though the
currents were definitely weaker than a few hours ago. And for once,
placing his hand upon her shoulder didn’t seem to strengthen the
connection. This little experiment was obviously having an effect;
her power must not have been limitless after all.

“Even if it fades, you’ve given them what
they need to survive,” Laurent said, shaking her head in awe. “This
changes everything.”

“It’s still a long way from true
restoration,” Hathos said. “This is a pale shadow of the power we
could have mustered just a few weeks ago.”

Laurent turned and glared at him. “With all
due respect, sir, she just saved their lives!”

Hathos sighed and nodded. “I know, and I
don’t mean to sound ungrateful. Truly…we are forever in your debt,
my lady.”

Tahira smiled. “I only wish I could do more.
To be honest, I still don’t really know what I’m doing.”

“You could have fooled me,” Laurent
murmured.

Sister Vienne eyed the Eternal Priestess for
a long moment. “You don’t even understand the nature of your own
power, do you?”

Tahira shook her head. “Not really, no. It
all just…happens.”

“We discovered the truth during our escape
from the Senosi Huntress,” Cassel said. “Tahira restored my powers,
and our captors were taken completely by surprise.”

“And you haven’t learned anything more
since?” Hathos asked.

“Deswick and the others never gave us a
chance. I’ve no doubt they would have tried to lock her away if I
brought her into the temple library.”

“There are other places of learning in
Highwind. What about the Mage’s Guild?”

Cassel grunted. “What about them? They lost
their power just like we did, and they have been systematically
shunning sorcerers for generations. They couldn’t help us even if
they wanted to.”

“Still, the library is the greatest
repository of arcane knowledge in the region,” Hathos said. “There
must be something you could have done.”

Cassel frowned at the other man. “I realize
you haven’t set foot in the city in a while, but we had other
priorities besides sitting around combing through musty tomes.
Senosi assassins still stalk the streets, and the army camped
outside the walls is growing larger every day. The Council can
barely maintain order.”

Hathos sighed again. “You’re right, of
course. Forgive my rudeness. I just have so many questions…”

“We all do, believe me,” Cassel said. “But as
far as I’m concerned, all the answers anyone needs are right here
in this room.”

“With her help, we could rebuild the Order,”
Laurent said, crouching next to Tahira. “We could march to Highwind
and avenge our fallen comrades!”

“Vengeance is not our purpose or our
priority,” Hathos scolded. “And we still don’t possess anywhere
near enough information to march into battle.”

Laurent shook her head. “But sir, we
could—”

He silenced her with a raised gauntlet before
he glanced at Tahira. “You do not know how long this ‘cure’ will
last?”

The priestess shook her head. “No, but
probably not more than a few hours unless I renew the bonds.”

“And you must physically touch them to
accomplish that?”

“So far, yes.”

“I don’t see how that’s a problem,” Laurent
said. “If she stays in the infirmary, she could keep this up
forever.”

“She’s not a human well for us to tap
whenever we want,” Cassel said defensively. “We can’t just lock her
in a room.”

“It’s all right,” Tahira said, smiling up at
him. “I don’t mind. For now, it’s the only way to keep the Echo
from returning.”

“That may be true, but Julian has a point,”
Hathos said. “You’re not our slave and we will not treat you like
one. After all you’ve been through, you deserve some rest.”

“I agree,” Vienne said. This time, her smile
almost seemed sincere. “You’ve given us a lot to think about. We
should all spend the night in prayer imploring Escar for
guidance…and forgiveness.”

Laurent’s face sank as she glanced back at
the other knights. “What if their pain returns? What if their
condition worsens?”

“Tahira will be nearby if anything happens,
but we cannot expect to shackle her here indefinitely.” Hathos took
a deep breath and folded his arms over his chest. “We should
consult our own archive for answers. I will have the aspirants
begin an investigation immediately.”

“Sir, I don’t think we’re going to find the
answers we need in a book,” Laurent said pointedly. “We should not
squander the gift that has been given to us.”

“And we won’t,” Hathos told her firmly. They
held each other’s eyes for a long, awkward moment before he glanced
back to Cassel. “We cannot possibly thank you enough for what
you’ve done—both of you. But I’m sure we can all use some
rest.”

Cassel nodded. Another battle was obviously
raging beneath the surface here, but he still wasn’t sure precisely
what it was about. Religion? Protocol? Something else? All he knew
for certain was that Hathos seemed more intimidated than relieved
by Tahira’s power, and Sister Vienne…well, her standoffishness
might have been more understandable. She was a priest, not a
knight; she had probably spent most of her life praying to a god
that had apparently abandoned them.

“We could definitely use some rest,” Cassel
said after a moment. “It has been a long couple of days.”

“It has been a long couple of weeks,”
Hathos replied, clapping the other man on the shoulder. “We have
plenty of space in the dormitories upstairs. I’ll have one of the
aspirants show you to your rooms.”

Cassel offered Tahira a hand to help her up.
A familiar rush of power flowed through him the moment her fingers
slipped inside his, but he tried his best not to let the sensation
overwhelm him. “Lead on.”

 


***

 


When Cassel and Tahira arrived on the tower’s
second level, he couldn’t help but notice how much darker
everything was than he remembered. Apparently, the Shattering had
dimmed the many glowstones lining the walls, and the mundane
torches that had taken their place weren’t up to the challenge. It
was yet another reminder that the consequences of this cataclysm
extended far behind the crippled channelers themselves. The world
had been steeped in magic for so long that civilization was almost
completely dependent on it. Lights to dispel the darkness, barriers
to repel the cold, poultices to heal the wounded…

“I should warn you that the current state of
our guest chambers is…regrettable,” their escort said as he led
them through the tower dormitories. “Our hospitality was one of the
first casualties of the recent chaos.”

“I’m sure we’ll make do,” Cassel said,
forcing a smile. “After spending a night sleeping on cold dirt and
jagged rocks, a simple cot will feel like a bed stuffed with the
finest down.”

The aspirant smiled politely. “Captain Hathos
reserved this chamber for you, my lady,” he said to Tahira. “If
you’ll follow me, Captain Cassel, I can—”

“I’ve been gone a while, but I still know the
way,” Cassel said. “Which room is it?”

The aspirant pointed halfway across the hall.
“The third door on your left. It is a bit spartan, but I hope it
will suffice.”

Cassel smiled again. “Thank you.”

“It is my pleasure, sir. If either of you
need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

The aspirant nodded one last time before he
returned to the stairwell. The moment he was gone, Cassel nudged
Tahira into her room and shut the door behind them. “Escar’s mercy,
I thought he would never leave…”

Tahira arched an eyebrow at him. “You aren’t
going to your quarters?”

“I have no intention of leaving your side,
especially now that they know what you can do,” Cassel said as he
checked and secured the lock.

“You don’t trust your own people?”

“I don’t trust the Echo, especially since it
has afflicted them so much more strongly here.” He let out a long,
slow breath and turned. “Before you demonstrated your power, you
were little more than a promise and a faint hope. But now that
everyone has seen what you can do…” He shrugged. “This tower is
filled with desperate people in search of relief, and we just
proved that you might not have the capacity to save them all.
Eventually that’s going to be breed resentment.”

Tahira nodded soberly. “I understand. But why
not ask them to give us a larger room?”

“Because I don’t want anyone to know I’m
staying in here,” Cassel told her. “At least not yet.”

Groaning wearily, he unfastened his baldric
and braced his sword against the wall next to the bed. The room was
small but cozy enough, and once again he couldn’t help but remember
his youth. This place had been so much livelier then…

“I’m still surprised that Dame Laurent
arrived before we did,” Tahira said. “We are lucky to have her as
our advocate.”

“Yes, we are,” he murmured, biting down on
his lip in thought. “I can’t believe she made it past the siege…or
that Deswick would have sent them on a suicidal mission just to
bring a few loyalists back from Icewatch.”

Cassel shook his head and began fiddling with
the straps of his breastplate. After sleeping in his armor all
night, he couldn’t wait to tear it all off and go draw a bath.
Perhaps the heat would help clear his head.

“I don’t understand why Hathos and Vienne
refused my help,” Tahira said as she quietly slipped behind him to
help him with his armor. “I could see the pain of the Echo on their
faces.”

“They have many reasons to be wary,” Cassel
admitted. “Escar’s Code warns us to beware of false prophets and
their supplicants.”

“Is that how they see us?”

“I don’t know, but at least Laurent will
probably spend the whole night advocating on our behalf.”

“I can already feel her presence fading from
my mind,” Tahira said. “It won’t be long now until they all slip
away…except for you.”

The instant Cassel removed his breastplate,
her fingers took its place upon his back. They began kneading his
shoulders through his undershirt, and his eyes reflexively
fluttered shut.

“You don’t need to do that,” he said.

“You are sore and tense,” she told him. “You
should sit down and rest for a while.”

Cassel was just about to argue when her
fingers unexpectedly slipped beneath his undershirt. The instant
their flesh touched, a warm current washed over him as if he had
just set foot in heated bath. Her fingertips felt like they were
made of lightning, and he barely managed to stumble into a chair
before his knees completely melted.

“I wish I could explain how strange it feels
being connected to so many others,” Tahira said, closing her eyes.
“Most of the time I can barely sense them, but whenever they
channel, their presence becomes so much more…vivid.”

“They’ll be desperate for another taste
tomorrow,” Cassel said. “I guess we’ll find out just how many
knights you can empower at once.”

“I know I can do better. I will make you
proud.”

He frowned and glanced back at her. “You
don’t need to prove yourself to me. Not even a little.”

Tahira shrugged. “I need to justify the faith
you’ve placed in me. You saved my life, and you’ve taken so many
risks on my behalf. I owe you a debt I can never repay.”

Cassel reached up and touched her hand. “You
don’t owe me anything, I promise.”

She smiled. It was so sweet and earnest and
innocent that it almost broke his heart. He still couldn’t tell if
she truly understood just how important her gift was…or how much
danger she was in. Rumors of her divinity would inevitably spread,
and soon everyone in the bloody region would be desperate to tap
into this new fount of power…

“I should go and draw a bath,” Cassel said.
“Stay here until I return, and keep the door locked just in
case.”

Tahira frowned. “You are truly that
concerned?”

“No, but I don’t think we can be too
cautious.” He stood and smiled as reassuringly as he could. “I’ll
be back in a little while.”

Cassel slipped out of the room as quickly and
quietly as he could, and he waited until he heard her latch the
door before he strode down the hall to the one of the bathing
rooms. Considering how empty this place was right now, his paranoia
was probably overblown. Most of the knights who weren’t already
dead were down in the infirmary, and they wouldn’t be moving back
up here anytime soon.

Still, he remained worried about how they
would respond when their powers inevitably started to fade. Even
now, weeks after having his own powers restored, he started to
panic anytime he felt the Aether slipping away. It really was like
an addiction…

Sighing, Cassel stepped into the wide bathing
room and stripped off his shirt and trousers. One of the aspirants
had changed the water in the tub recently, though it was still icy
cold. Evidently the Shattering had sapped the energy from all the
tower’s magical amenities, but fortunately, he had no trouble
heating it to a reasonable temperature on his own. After a quick
scrub, he retrieved his clothes and returned to their quarters.
Tahira was waiting for him when he opened the door, just like had
asked.

Except this time, she was completely
naked.

Cassel’s mouth hung open, but he was struck
as speechless as a virgin in a brothel. For one, he hadn’t expected
her to greet him like this. For two…well for two she was simply far
more beautiful than he had realized. Apparently, her diaphanous
black robes had left something to the imagination after all.

Tahira stepped forward, her green eyes
fastened upon him. Her nubile young body almost looked more than a
statue than a woman; her pale skin was completely unblemished, as
if she had never suffered a single scratch in her whole life. Her
breasts were also significantly larger than he had realized…

“My body is the result of generations of
refinement by my Eternal sisters, all to create a proper vessel for
the return of the Goddess,” Tahira said, her voice a sultry
whisper. “I hope the sight of it brings you pleasure.”

Cassel swallowed and shook his head. “Tahira,
we—”

She pressed her finger firmly against his
lips. “You are my protector. Please, let me show you how grateful I
am.”

“But you—”

“Please,” she insisted. She held his eyes for
a long moment before she slowly and deliberately sank down to her
knees in front of him. Cassel’s cock had already swelled to its
full length, and the throbbing tip dangled barely an inch from her
lips.

“My sisters taught me all they knew about
pleasing males to properly extract their seed,” Tahira said. “But I
have never had the opportunity to practice their techniques…”

She leaned forward, lips parted, as she
prepared to swallow the thick, swollen head in front of her. Cassel
grimaced and reached out to push her away—

And gasped in shock the instant her lips
enveloped the tip. A surge of divine power rushed through him,
paralyzing his muscles and stealing his breath. Aetheric energy
crackled between them just like when her hands touched his skin,
but this was at least ten times more intense…and a hundred times
more pleasurable.

“Escar…ohhhh…!” he stammered.

Tahira rolled her tongue over the throbbing
head while her delicate fingers began gently stroking the shaft.
She looked so focused, so intense, like she was performing a vital
religious ritual rather than fellatio. His cock was a holy icon,
and she was a mere acolyte kneeling before its glory.

Cassel groaned in delight as he feathered his
fingers through her crimson tresses. The old horror stories about
the Eternal Priestesses looped through his mind, and he
specifically remembered Captain Dravis’s warnings about their
cock-worshipping ways. But Cassel wasn’t the slightest bit worried
about Tahira trying to drain his vital energy—on the contrary, the
longer her lips remained wrapped around his cock, the more readily
the Aether flowed between them. He was almost literally getting
sucked off by a goddess…

He almost fell over when she finally opened
wide and swallowed his full length. Her throat was a wet, scorching
paradise, and he cried out in delight when she cupped her hands on
his ass to pull him in deeper. Yet another surge of divine power
crashed over him, and when he looked down at her fluttering eyes
and heaving breasts, he knew he wouldn’t be able to last more than
a few seconds…

“Oh, gods,” Cassel breathed. “Here it
comes!”

Unlike most women performing fellatio for the
first time, Tahira didn’t seem concerned in the slightest. Keeping
her lips firmly sealed around him, she pulled back until the tip of
his cock was resting gently atop her tongue. She eagerly lathered
the swollen head, vigorously stroked the shaft…

And then, at the last second, locked her
green eyes onto his.

Cassel instantly exploded, pumping jet after
jet of searing seed across her tongue and down her throat. Yet
again, Tahira didn’t react like an amateur; she didn’t recoil or
gag or even gasp in surprise. She calmly and stoically accepted his
copious offering, and when his cock finally fell silent, she gently
pulled away, closed her lips, and swallowed every single drop.

“The temple scriptures preached that the gift
of life is precious beyond compare,” Tahira said. “I finally
understand what they mean.”

Cassel braced his hand against the wall to
remain upright—not from fatigue, but from pure euphoria. His cock
hadn’t even wilted; he could still feel the echoes of her power
shuddering through his body. He had never felt anything like
it.

Tahira slowly stood and dragged her
fingertips across his muscled chest. His skin tingled in their
wake, and she leaned in so close his still-throbbing cock brushed
her belly and nearly exploded again.

“I have never been with a male before,” she
said, stretching up on her tiptoes until she could kiss his chin.
“I want you to be the first.”

Cassel swallowed so heavily he almost choked.
“Tahira…”

“My body is yours,” she told him. “Please,
take me…take me any way you wish…”

Another crackle of her power shuddered
through him, melting away the last of his inhibitions. He was
completely under her spell; before he realized what was happening,
he clutched her thighs, lifted her up into his arms, and carried
her over to the bed. With so much of their naked skin touching, he
could have sworn he was carrying a living lightning bolt.

As Cassel gently laid her down, her legs
coiled around his waist and pulled him closer and closer until his
aching cock reached her pristine, unspoiled quim. Tahira gasped and
threw her head back when he eased the tip inside, and her
fingernails clawed so deeply into his back it probably would have
hurt if his mind weren’t so thoroughly clouded by bliss. Her quim
was more than just a warm, wet sheath for his manhood; somehow its
carnal heat seemed to envelop his entire body.

“By the gods,” Cassel gasped as he thrust all
the way inside. He was hardly green when it came to matters of sex
and pleasure; he had slept with plenty of women since he had come
of age, and little took him by surprise. But this…this was unlike
anything he had ever experienced before.

Because you aren’t just fucking a woman this
time—you’re fucking a living goddess!

His hands clasped around her waist as he
began thrusting in and out of her. He was slow and deliberate, half
because he didn’t want to hurt her and half because he didn’t want
to explode already. He couldn’t believe he had just spilled a
minute ago. He felt as revitalized—and as unstable—as if he had
just gone a week without release. He desperately tried to pace
himself even as she gasped and moaned beneath him.

“You don’t…” Tahira breathed.

Cassel shook his head. “What?”

“You…” she stammered, suddenly struggling to
make eye contact. “You don’t have to be so gentle.”

When she eventually mustered the willpower to
look at him, he smiled and kissed her lips. His hands clasped her
willowy arms, pinning them above her head, while he began to thrust
harder and harder. She squealed in immediate approval, and soon he
was slamming into her as if he were a ruthless warlord claiming his
prize…

“Oh…please…” Tahira gasped. “Take me, Julian.
Please, make me yours!”

Bracing his hands beneath her thighs, Cassel
propped her thighs up onto his shoulders so he could pound into her
even harder. Her body effortlessly contorted around him, welcoming
him inside, and when she cried out in climax, he swore that her
belly tattoo began to glow…

And then he completely lost control. His cock
exploded the instant he pulled free, showering her delicate, pale
flesh with blast after blast of his searing-hot gratitude. By the
time he was finally spent, her belly, tits, and chin were covered
in thick, ropey strands of seed.

“Escar’s mercy,” Cassel breathed, slumping
forward. This time he definitely felt drained, and he might
have collapsed entirely if Tahira hadn’t cupped her hands on his
cheeks.

“That was perfect,” she whispered, a giddy
smile on her lips. “Absolutely perfect…”

She pulled him in for another kiss. And this
time, they both refused to let go.


3

Opportunity

 


“Shalassa’s tits, are you sure you
know how to fly this thing?”

Serrane Starwind, the Ranger-General of
Highwind, couldn’t help but grin as she and her companion whipped
across the Shattered Peaks on the back of their stolen wyvern. The
freezing night wind chilled her bare skin and tousled her long
hair, and she could barely see anything with the moon concealed
behind the overcast sky. By any objective measure, she should have
been terrified.

Instead, she was exhilarated.

“Hang on,” Serrane warned. “We need more
speed.”

“More speed?” Valuri protested. “Are
you bloody—?”

Serrane gripped the reins and spurred the
wyvern into a dive. Her stomach shot into her throat as they
plummeted down the mountainside, and she lifted her arm to shield
her eyes as the wind sprayed snow across her face. Valuri clutched
the ranger’s waist so tightly it actually hurt, and the Huntress
audibly gulped when the wyvern suddenly pulled up and banked hard
around yet another snow-covered peak.

“Oh, gods,” Valuri mumbled. “I’m going to be
sick…”

Serrane snickered as she eased the wyvern
into a slower, less frantic descent down the face of the mountains.
So far, the beast had responded to her commands even better than
she had hoped. She continued to gently soothe its mind through the
Aether, assuaging its fears and insisting she had its best
interests at heart. Their connection was already stronger than she
thought possible.

Yet somehow, she knew it was only the
beginning.

“I think we lost them,” Serrane said,
squinting and glancing back over her shoulder. The billowing black
clouds from the destroyed hatchery had faded into the darkness, as
had all signs of their pursuers. The enemy wyvern riders had far
bigger problems to deal with now, like explaining how two women had
completely sabotaged their plans to douse Highwind in flaming
oil.

Grinning in satisfaction, Serrane leveled out
their trajectory and continued skimming across the mountaintops. If
they maintained their course, they probably could have reached
Highwind by daybreak, but she had other plans. After gliding ahead
for another hour, she started searching the hills and peaks below
for a suitable place to land. She knew these mountains better than
anyone, and it didn’t take her long to find a recognizable
landmark.

The wyvern set down in a grassy clearing
nestled between two particularly large, rocky overhangs, and the
instant the beast came to a halt, Valuri slumped out of the saddle
clumsily and rolled down onto the ground.

“Son of a bitch,” she rasped, keeling over as
if she were about to retch. “If we ever do something that stupid
again, please just leave me behind…”

Serrane chuckled as she dismounted. The
sudden shift from whipping across the mountains to standing still
was a little disorienting, and she braced her hand against the
wyvern’s scaly neck and gave him a reassuring pat.

“Good boy,” she soothed. “Everything is all
right. You never have to go back, I promise.”

The wyvern growled softly, and it—or rather,
he—reared back just enough that he could look upon her. His
giant yellow-orange eyes should have been terrifying, but Serrane
didn’t sense the slightest amount of hostility. If anything, the
beast was pleasantly surprised that she hadn’t forced him to keep
flying much longer.

“You can take a break,” Serrane told him.
“I’ll see what I can do about your wounds.”

Valuri groaned. “Making cute little voices at
dogs is one thing, but that thing can’t possibly understand
you.”

“Of course he can. Wyverns are highly
intelligent.”

“Compared to what? Jorem?”

Serrane smiled as she gently traced her
fingers along the beast’s scales. “They are all that’s left of the
dragons—real dragons, I mean, not the Wyrm Lord pretenders. Though
we haven’t seen one of those in this part of the world for
centuries, either.”

“That will change soon if wolf girl gets her
way.”

Serrane turned and frowned. “What?”

“Forget it,” Valuri said, waving her hand
dismissively. She braced herself against a nearby boulder and tried
to stand, but she was still struggling to keep her balance. “Are
you sure you don’t want to keep going? That thing is so bloody fast
we could get back to Highwind in no time.”

“We could, but he’s injured and needs some
rest—and so do you.”

Valuri snorted. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve
been in worse shape than this.”

“Regardless, you could use some time to
recuperate.” Serrane paused and glanced back towards the mountains.
“Besides, we will be better off returning to the city in daylight.
I’d rather not have to dodge my own rangers trying to shoot us
down.”

She kept her hand on the wyvern’s neck for
another minute, allowing him to grow comfortable with her touch,
before she finally shuffled beneath his mighty wing in search of
injuries. Most of the enemy arrows had missed or bounced harmlessly
off his tough hide, but a few had lodged into the narrow gaps
between his scales.

“This is going to hurt,” she warned. “But you
trust me, right?”

“If he doesn’t, I hope you know some kind of
spell to counteract poison,” Valuri said, eyeing the creature’s
venomous tail.

“He won’t harm me,” Serrane said, carefully
wrapping her fingers around one of the arrows. “Probably.”

Clenching her teeth in anticipation, she
wrenched the arrow from the wyvern’s flesh. He screeched just like
she had expected, but at least he didn’t whirl around and try to
eat her. She paused a minute to soothe his mind again before she
reached down to her belt and retrieved one of her healing
salves.

“I’m not sure how well this will work given
the size difference, but it’s better than nothing,” she said as she
rubbed the foul-smelling liquid into the wound. The wyvern clearly
wasn’t thrilled about the sensation, but thankfully he kept his
annoyed snarls to a minimum.

“If only he could talk,” Valuri said after a
few minutes. “Maybe he could tell you where the Inquisitrix found
all his brothers and sisters.”

Serrane pursed her lips in thought. “That
might actually be possible.”

The Huntress blinked. “Seriously?”

“Maybe. I can sometimes explore the recent
memories of animals. They don’t tend to recall much, of
course—their minds are purely instinctual. But like I said, wyverns
are highly intelligent.”

Serrane closed her eyes and reached out
through the Aether once more. She could feel the wyvern’s fear and
confusion but also his gratitude—he knew that she had saved him,
and he was thankful. She smiled at the thought as she tried to push
past his surface emotions and into his memories…

“Jukatta!” she winced, stumbling away
and clutching her wrist as a spike of pain shot down the length of
her arm.

“What’s wrong?” Valuri asked, sitting up.

“I’m fine,” Serrane insisted. “It’s the
Flensing—Aetheric backlash from overchanneling during the
battle.”

The Huntress nodded knowingly. “I’ve seen
Jorem hurt himself that way plenty of times over the years.”

“Humans are typically more susceptible.”

“Oh, I wasn’t talking about overchanneling.
He’s just clumsy. And fragile. And kind of an idiot.”

Serrane chortled and glanced back over her
shoulder. Valuri had an impish grin on her lips and a puckish
twinkle in her eye. “You really enjoy mocking him, don’t you?”

“I enjoy mocking everyone. It’s how I
compensate for my own crippling emotional problems.”

Serrane laughed again. “From what I can tell,
that’s how you show affection. You must love him very much.”

“He’s all right,” Valuri shrugged. “Red is
the one I really miss, though. Great body, great tits, doesn’t
complain all the time…you two would get along nicely.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Serrane
said, “but you’re one of the strangest people I have ever met.”

“That’s probably why we work so well
together. I need a regular, straight-laced girl to keep me
honest.”

“Mm,” Serrane murmured as she backed away
from the wyvern. “You really were impressive back there.”

Valuri scoffed. “Unless I’m mistaken, you’re
the one who blew up the camp, stole a wyvern, and detonated a vault
full of oil.”

“I couldn’t have done any of that if you
hadn’t locked down Lasille. I’m completely helpless against the
Senosi.”

“Not completely helpless,” Valuri
said, a devilish glint returning to her eyes. “We’re all gluttons,
and a beautiful elf sorceress like you is an irresistible
meal.”

Serrane frowned. “How does that help me,
exactly?”

“Well, how did you escape from Lasille the
first time? We get so focused on dinner that we make mistakes.”

“Ah,” the ranger murmured, crouching down and
closing her eyes as the last of her lingering battle tension
drained away. “Speaking of mistakes…I hope you don’t regret what
happened last night.”

Both of the Huntress’s black eyebrows shot
upwards. “Are you kidding?”

“No. I don’t want to interfere with your
relationship with Jorem and Kaseya.”

Valuri snorted. “Honey, our relationship
isn’t that complicated. Red is the one with the collar and the
over-inflated sense of obligation. I do what I want, and Jorem does
what he wants. There’s nothing else to it.”

Serrane smiled back. “I’m glad to hear it.
Most humans in this region aren’t quite so…enlightened.”

“What about that knight of yours?”

“You wouldn’t ask that question if you knew
how we met.”

Valuri leaned forward. “Go on…”

“Another time, perhaps,” Serrane said with a
wink. A gust of bitter night wind blew across the clearing, and she
crossed her arms and tugged her cloak about herself for warmth.

“At least you can protect yourself with
magic,” Valuri said, shivering. Her fluttering red scarf and
cropped leather corset were clearly no match for the cold. The
exposed flesh of her pale midriff was riddled with goosebumps.

“I don’t want to risk channeling for a while
yet. If the Flensing knocks me unconscious, you won’t have anyone
to keep you company.”

“Good point,” Valuri murmured.
“Unfortunately, starting a fire also seems like a bad idea. For all
we know, there are a dozen riders out there still searching for
us.”

“Agreed. We’ll have to come up with some
other way to keep warm.”

The Huntress smiled slyly. “Any ideas?”

“One or two,” Serrane said, reaching into her
pack and retrieving her blanket. She unfurled the roll with a
single flick of her wrist and stretched it out across the flattest
expanse of grass. “The enchantment is strong enough to block out a
blizzard. Though the more body heat you generate, the better.”

“Then we should probably get started,” Valuri
said, wrapping her arms around the other woman’s waist and pulling
their bodies together.

Aluriel always says there’s nothing sweeter
than victory sex. And she’s usually right…

The bitter wind quickly became a distant
memory as Valuri gently laid the ranger down on her back and pulled
the blanket over them. Serrane was surprised—and a little
disappointed—when Valuri didn’t immediately try to strip her prize.
The ravenous Huntress who had so thoroughly dominated Serrane last
night had seemingly been replaced by a sweet, caring lover…

“Gods, you are so beautiful,” Valuri
whispered. “Do you have any idea how hot it was watching you shoot
all those idiots back there?”

“That’s…a little twisted,” Serrane
murmured.

“I’m a twisted kind of girl,” Valuri said,
taking the ranger’s hands and gently pinning them above her head.
“There are so many things I want to do to you right now.”

Serrane grinned. “Then like you said, you had
better get started.”

The Huntress’s bright green eyes turned
almost feral as she lunged at the ranger’s neck. She licked,
kissed, and nibbled her way down to the elf’s midriff, all while
frantically unstrapping and removing her breastplate.

Serrane closed her eyes and smiled
contentedly when Valuri began to sensuously suckle her nipples. The
Huntress knew precisely what she was doing, either because
she was also a woman or because she had a lifetime of practice.
Either way, Serrane’s body melted in pure bliss…

Her leather skirt and panties were the next
casualties, and her quim was thoroughly soaked by the time Valuri’s
tongue flicked across the slit. Serrane bit down on her lip to
stifle her cries, wary of the noise carrying over the mountains or
startling the wyvern, but it barely made a difference. Within
seconds her moans were echoing off the nearby peaks, and her thighs
clamped around the Huntress’s head in desperation.

Aluriel was right: victory sex really is the
best.

“Tanya nae elemendiya,” Serrane
breathed once she finally came down from her first climax. The last
remnants of tension in her muscles had faded, and she leaned up
just in time to see Valuri shuddering beneath the blankets. Her
lips and chin glistened with the elf’s juices.

“How are you so damn sweet?” Valuri asked,
her Senosi tattoos flaring to life as she fed. “I could eat you all
bloody night…”

“I can’t stop you,” Serrane whispered
eagerly. “I’m completely at your mercy…”

Grinning, Valuri crawled back up and kissed
Serrane on the lips. The sweet taste of her own juices on the other
woman’s tongue reignited the ranger’s quim, and her thighs clamped
desperately around Valuri’s waist.

“From the first moment I saw you, I knew
you’d be into some crazy shit—the pretty ones who act all tough
always are,” the Huntress said. “But I have to admit, I never
thought the Ranger-General would be such a sub.”

Serrane shrugged. “I used to be ashamed of
it. I tried to hide it for years…”

“And now you let that handsome knight of
yours have his way with you whenever you want?”

“And the pretty Huntress,” Serrane said.
“Assuming she ever stops talking and starts fucking.”

Valuri chuckled and licked at her lips.
“Gods, how did I ever survive without you?”

She leaned in as if she were about to steal
another kiss, but at the last instant, she grabbed Serrane’s waist
and roughly flipped her over onto her stomach. The ground was so
cold it chilled her nipples even through the blanket, but she
barely even noticed; the rougher the Huntress handled her, the
hotter she became.

“Head down, ass up!” Valuri snarled, pushing
Serrane’s head into the grass while simultaneously shoving her
knees forward and lifting her ass in the air. The elf could hear
the Huntress rifling through her pack, and a few seconds later, she
heard the familiar hum of the special phallus.

Serrane yelped the instant the magical member
slipped into her quim. The sound was so pitiful, so weak…a few
years ago, she would have loathed herself for acting this
way. She was a powerful warrior and sorceress, and the very thought
of being a simpering submissive—let alone enjoying it!—would have
driven her into a frenzy.

But not anymore.

“Fuck me!” she begged. “Fuck my tight elven
cunt!”

Valuri happily obliged. Grabbing a thick
handful of the elf’s blond hair, the Huntress slammed into Serrane
harder and faster than Cassel ever could. Valuri was brutal and
relentless…until she unexpectedly pulled out and brought her lips
down to the elf’s ear.

“I want your ass again,” Valuri said. “Take a
deep breath while you can, slut!”

Serrane frowned, unsure of what the other
woman meant…right up until the Huntress planted a hand on the back
of the ranger’s skull and shoved her face so hard into the blanket
she couldn’t even breathe.

“Squirm for me,” Valuri said, jabbing the
phallus right up Serrane’s waiting ass.

Even slickened by her sodden quim, the
magical cock still hurt…and it was every bit as glorious as it had
been last night. The ranger wriggled and squealed as the pain
quickly transformed into pleasure, and a climax struck her so hard
she almost snapped her back in spasm. The fact she could barely
breathe only made her cunt burn hotter.

“Gods, you are such a slut,” Valuri whispered
into her ear as she thrust deeper and deeper. “I bet you fantasize
about your rangers taking you like this. One cock after another
buried right up your ass…you’d love that, wouldn’t you?”

Serrane bit down on her lip and blubbered
into the bedroll. She had fantasized about exactly that many
times over the years. Aluriel would stick her in a pillory, and
then all her men from the captains to the recruits would take their
turn spilling deep inside her ass or cunt…

“I knew it,” Valuri sneered between labored
breaths. “You’ve probably fantasized about the knights too. Your
man Cassel would drag you into the temple, and the priests would
‘discipline’ you for all your sins. All the little squires would
line up to fuck your cunt and cum on your pretty elven face.”

Serrane whimpered when she imagined Julian
holding her down, his cock stuffed deep in her throat and his men
taking turns fucking her over and over and over. She loved the fact
that her body drove men wild, and she loved knowing how they would
tell tales of her tight, glorious elven cunt until they were old
and grey…

“Here it comes, slut,” Valuri warned. “Right
up your fucking ass!”

The Huntress cried out as the phallus
exploded. Serrane could feel every throb, every spurt, as the cock
flooded her bowels with its magical seed. She couldn’t move or
scream or even breathe, but that only made both of them cum harder.
Serrane was a split second from passing out entirely when Valuri
finally tugged on her hair and snapped her head back enough to let
air flood back into her lungs.

“Shit,” the Huntress hissed, slumping stop
her prey. “How do men survive with one of these attached to their
bodies the whole time? I’d want to try and fuck everything that
moves.”

“So do they,” Serrane said with a tired
smile. “You haven’t noticed?”

Valuri grunted and kissed the elf on the
cheek. “I think your new friend might think that I’m hurting his
mom.”

“You are—in all the right ways.” Serrane
glanced up and saw the wyvern staring directly at them, his
yellow-orange eyes twinkling in concern. She quickly reached out
through the Aether to soothe the beast’s mind just in case.

“How much longer do you want to spend up
here?” Valuri asked, stroking the elf’s hair and kissing the back
of her neck. “Because I don’t think we’re going to get much
sleep.”

“We’ll get plenty if you just do your
job.”

The Huntress frowned. “What?”

“I still have two holes that need filling,”
Serrane said with a coy smirk. “You had better hurry.”

 


***

 


By the time Serrane was finally satisfied,
Valuri was so exhausted she wanted to sleep for a week. Fighting a
life-or-death battle against an army at the hatchery was apparently
trivial compared to properly pleasing an elf maiden. For some
reason that little tidbit had never made it into the children’s
tales about Nelu’Thalas.

Still, the more Valuri used the phallus, the
more she appreciated how exhausted Jorem looked after he finished
giving Red a hard fucking. Whatever brilliant artificer had crafted
this thing should have added some restorative magic to the mix.
Perhaps she could take that idea and pitch it to the
moshalim back on Nol Krovos. They could make a fortune large
enough to repair all the damage to the island…

Valuri was asleep before she even realized
she closed her eyes, but she swore that only a few minutes passed
before Serrane’s elbow was jabbing her stomach.

“The sun will be up soon. We should be in the
air before then, just in case.”

Valuri groaned and struggled to open her
eyes. She was suddenly alone inside the blanket, but she could
still feel the echo of Serrane’s arms around her waist. The
Huntress couldn’t remember the last time she had actually snuggled
with someone all night. It was a surprisingly pleasant feeling…

“Why don’t you go on without me?” Valuri
mumbled. “I’ll catch up with you in a day or two.”

Serrane sighed. “You promised me that if I
fed you, you’d have enough energy to get up in the morning.”

“I promise a lot of things. I’m a trained
liar and assassin, remember?”

“I knew it would come to this. You’re lucky I
planned ahead.”

“You attached a bed to the saddle so I can
sleep while we fly?”

“Not exactly.”

Serrane grabbed Valuri’s shoulder and flipped
her over onto her back. The Huntress’s eyes slowly fluttered open,
and she expected to see a pair of scowling elven eyes.

Instead she saw a sopping elven quim.

“Eat your breakfast,” Serrane said, squatting
down and smothering Valuri’s face.

As far as rude awakenings went, this one
wasn’t so bad. Valuri eagerly slipped her tongue inside Serrane’s
slit, and her Senosi hunger fed upon the sorcerous juices within.
After a few meager seconds, Valuri was already revitalized enough
that she seriously considered strapping the magical phallus back on
and pounding Serrane until her sweet cries of submission echoed
down the mountainside.

But for once, the Huntress showed a modicum
of restraint. She fed until Serrane climaxed, then pushed the elf
onto her back and continued feasting until she climaxed again.
Suddenly, the pre-dawn world didn’t seem so bleak.

Valuri’s tattoos were still blazing green
while she got dressed, and she watched as Serrane knelt down and
soothed their new mount. The nasty wounds on the beast’s flank had
mostly closed thanks to the healing poultices, though he still
insisted on licking them every once in a while.

“You’re going to want to keep him around,
aren’t you?” Valuri asked.

“Of course,” Serrane said as if it were
obvious. “He’ll be a powerful weapon if and when the Inquisitrix
finally attacks the city.”

“One wyvern rider against several dozen, huh?
No offense, but I think I’ll take my chances on the ground.”

Serrane snorted softly. “I’m surprised you
don’t like flying. You are a ‘bad girl,’ right?”

“Only in the sense that I’m a moody bitch
with a staggering body count,” Valuri said. “That doesn’t mean I
like the idea of flying around on the back of a monster hoping it
doesn’t throw me off.”

“Well, you’ll be happy to know that he has no
intention of doing that with us,” Serrane said. “He likes you even
if you don’t like him.”

Valuri grunted. She didn’t have a problem
with most animals, but this creature made her skin crawl. And to
think, if Selvhara got her way, Jorem would eventually learn how to
transform into a real dragon twice the size of this thing.

As if his ego needs the boost. Plenty of
dumb, pretty floozies already fall into his lap as it is.

Valuri scoffed in disgust at the thought.
Still, she had to admit that it was fascinating watching Serrane
tame this beast. Part of that was just because it was fascinating
to watch Serrane to do anything—her grace, skill, and poise
were almost as alluring as her cute elven body—but her handling
skills really were extraordinary. The reputation of elven rangers
was apparently well-earned.

“I lost my horse when Julian and I were
captured at Hastien’s Fall,” Serrane whispered. “I hope Whisper is
still out there somewhere, but with the city under siege, I haven’t
had the chance to search for him.”

Valuri stared at the wyvern and tried to
mentally prepare herself for another trip through the sky. Just
thinking about it was already making her stomach turn…

“Does he get a name?” she asked.

Serrane paused for a moment. “Garadros.”

“That’s a mouthful.”

“It means ‘opportunity’ in Old Falîn. It
seems appropriate.”

“I would have gone with Deathface, but
whatever.” Valuri drew in a deep breath and glanced out to the
horizon. The first rays of sunlight were already starting to
splinter over the mountains to their east. “All right, let’s do
this. If he does drop us to our deaths somewhere, you owe me a
drink.”

The Huntress hopped up into the saddle behind
Serrane, and she once again clutched the elf’s waist for dear life
when Garadros rushed forward and leapt into the air. Every time
they soared over a new peak, Valuri expected a dozen other wyvern
riders to appear on the horizon and chase after them, but the enemy
was nowhere to be found. Perhaps they were still putting out the
flames…or bickering over who had to deliver the news to Vorsalos in
person. Inquisitrix Marcella had been unforgiving even before she
had become a living goddess…

They cleared the mountains shortly after the
sun had fully risen, and Valuri’s stomach finally settled once she
could actually see where they were going. The view from here truly
was breathtaking; even the endless farms of the Lastharvest Plains
looked stunning from a few hundred yards in the air. Highwind
itself was visible from many miles away, and Valuri couldn’t help
but take a moment to appreciate the city’s size and grandeur. The
winding stone wall, the sprawling port along the river, the twin
spires of the Silver Fist Temple and the Grey Citadel…

And of course, the Vorsalosian army laying
siege to it all.

“Maybe they’ll think we’re on their side
until it’s too late,” Valuri said, leaning close to Serrane’s ear
so she didn’t have to yell over the wind.

The ranger shook her head and pointed.
“They’ve been warned about us.”

Valuri squinted and shielded her eyes against
the sun as a pair of dark blots appeared in the sky over the north
wall. They quickly grew larger and larger until their wyvern-shaped
silhouettes became more obvious.

“Shit,” the Huntress swore. “What do we
do?”

“You hang on,” Serrane said. “I’ll
steer.”

The ranger tugged at the reins, and Garadros
roared as he flapped his mighty wings and climbed even higher.
Having been lulled into a false sense of security, Valuri’s stomach
nearly emptied right then and there. She had never been more
thankful for a light, healthy breakfast of elven cunt rather than
actual food…

The other riders matched their altitude, and
when they closed to within a few hundred yards, they both unleashed
a barrage of blazing fireballs in the hopes of blasting the rogue
wyvern out of the sky. Valuri grimaced, expecting the worst—she
could absorb the magic just fine, but her Senosi powers wouldn’t
prevent her from cratering when her mount plummeted from the
sky.

Thankfully, Serrane had other ideas. Kicking
her heels into the wyvern’s flank, she pushed Garadros into a
breath-stealing dive. The fireballs exploded around the two women,
rattling their ears and blasting them with waves of heat, but
somehow they emerged unscathed.

And then Serrane really got to work. After
pulling up and steadying their descent, she plucked her bow from
its harness on the saddle and took aim. Firing accurately like this
seemed completely impossible—the wind was whipping against them so
hard it was a miracle they hadn’t been blown to pieces, and the
iron grip of Serrane’s thighs was now the only thing holding her in
the saddle. There was also the embarrassing fact that Valuri was
still madly clutching the ranger’s waist like a child holding onto
her mother’s skirt.

But apparently none of that bothered Serrane
in the slightest. One flaming arrow after another materialized on
her bowstring as she unleashed a searing barrage at their pursuers.
One of them managed to veer away in time, but his partner wasn’t so
lucky—her arrow struck the wyvern and exploded in a brilliant
orange burst, blasting a wing from its body. The beast’s dying
shriek was so horrific that Valuri almost had to release her grip
to cover her ears.

“Take us home, boy,” Serrane said, pivoting
back around and grabbing the reins in one hand.

Valuri watched in amazement as the other
wyvern rider gave up his pursuit, and a few moments later, she and
Serrane were soaring into the city unmolested. No one tried to
shoot them—on the contrary, the rangers on the walls unleashed a
roaring cheer when they spotted their victorious general.

Serrane intentionally swooped low enough over
the streets that people could recognize her. Judging from how
quickly the shocked gasps transformed into raucous cheers, the
crowd had obviously been desperate to see one of their defenders
actually accomplish something for once. This was leadership, not
grandstanding.

And somehow it’s making her even sexier.
Gods, how is that even possible?

Serrane eventually steered the wyvern towards
city hall and ordered Garadros to land right in front of the stone
steps. The guards outside scattered in an even less dignified
manner than the nearby civilians, but once their general hopped out
of the saddle, they all seemed to regather their wits.

“Uh, are you sure this is a good idea?”
Valuri asked, glancing around at all the surprised faces slowly
turning towards them.

“The city doesn’t have a real aviary, and I’d
rather not set down at the stable where he could eat the horses—at
least not until we make some adjustments,” Serrane said. She placed
her hand on the side of the wyvern’s face to keep him calm. “And
the sooner the people get used to seeing him, the better.”

Valuri grunted as she swung out of the
saddle. She took several long, deep breaths to try and cleanse her
lingering nausea, and she had to brace herself against the beast
just to keep her balance. This may have been the first and only
time she actually regretted wearing heels…

“Escar’s mercy,” a deep male voice called out
from the top of the steps.

Valuri steadied herself just in time to see
two armored, vaguely familiar figures striding down to meet them.
The one on the left was Constable Mannick, the leader of the
Highwind Guard, which meant that the man on the right must have
been Knight-Commander Crowe of the Silver Fist. Neither one dared
to approach with striking distance of the wyvern’s barbed tail.

“Gods, what have you done this time?” Mannick
breathed, his hand settling upon the handle of his sheathed
sword.

“She found the hatchery,” Crowe said, a hint
of a smile on his lips. “It was actually real, wasn’t it?”

“Real—and far larger than we feared,” Serrane
confirmed. She patted Garadros one last time before she ascended
the steps towards her fellow councilors. “There were dozens upon
dozens of wyverns up there, and as far as we could tell, they were
preparing to launch an attack at any moment.”

Mannick slowly dragged his eyes from Garadros
to Valuri. “We? Who in the bloody hell is this woman? She
looks like—”

“A Senosi Huntress, yes,” Serrane said.
“Valuri and her comrades helped us hold Icewatch when the
barbarians attacked. Surely you remember my report.”

“I do,” Crowe said, eyeing the other woman up
and down. “You trust her?”

“I wouldn’t have brought her here otherwise.
Without her help, I wouldn’t have made it back at all.”

Mannick’s lip twitched in obvious disgust.
“First you ignore your duties and ride off into the mountains
without our permission, and now you drag a bloody Senosi right to
our doorstep. Have you gone completely mad?”

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” Valuri said
with a mocking half salute. “Did the Black Mistress buy that fancy
armor for you, or did you have it crafted before she wrapped you
around her finger?”

The constable’s face went white. He shot a
baleful glare at the Huntress and even reached for the handle of
his sword. “You dare speak to me that way?”

“I speak to anyone I want, any way that I
want,” Valuri said, shrugging. “It’s one of the virtues of being a
bitch.”

“I will not—”

“Easy,” Crowe soothed, extending his arms
between them. He tried to hide it, but he definitely smiled for a
fraction of a second. “Let’s save this conversation for the Council
chambers, shall we?”

Mannick turned and glared at him. “You want
to invite this Senosi cunt inside?”

“I want to act like civilized people,” Crowe
said, his voice cooling a few degrees. “Any allies are welcome in
these troubled times. If General Serrane vouches for her, that’s
more than enough for me.”

Valuri crossed her arms. “Sensible and
handsome. That seems like a rare combination in paladins these
days.”

Both Crowe and Mannick turned to look at her,
but thankfully Serrane didn’t give them a chance to dwell on her
sarcasm. “We located a massive stockpile of oil near the hatchery,”
she explained. “Presumably, the Inquisitrix was planning to use it
to burn portions of the city.”

Crowe swore under his breath. “But you
destroyed it?”

“She did,” Valuri said, pointing at the elven
woman. “It was one hell of a shot, too. She took out dozens of
soldiers and several other wyvern riders. For a moment, I could
have sworn that the whole mountain was on fire.”

Valuri made sure to tilt her head enough that
her voice would project down the stairs. The crowd was keeping a
safe distance from Garadros, but more and more of them were
arriving from adjacent streets every second. With luck, this would
buy Serrane a great deal of political capital among the common
folk.

Crowe grunted and shook his head.
“Apparently, we shouldn’t have doubted you, General.”

“What?” Mannick said, turning. “You’re not
actually going to forgive her?”

“Forgive her for what? She doesn’t need our
permission to do her job.”

“Her job is to sit on the Council and help us
govern!”

“The Ranger-General’s duty is to protect
Highwind by any means necessary,” Crowe said. “And unlike the rest
of us, she still has the power to do so. We should be
grateful.”

He also seemed to be intentionally projecting
his voice down the stairs, and he made a big show of stepping
forward and clapping Serrane on the shoulder. Evidently, not all of
the knights were complete idiots—this one actually understood the
art of subtlety and politics.

“Grandstanding won’t save Highwind from the
wrath of the Inquisitrix,” Mannick seethed in a low voice. “And one
pet wyvern will not change the balance of power.”

“No, but he will certainly help,” Serrane
said. “We could use him to scout the area, and we’ll force the
enemy army to keep up their guard. They’ll have to commit more of
their own wyverns to aerial defense.”

“Or they’ll simply attack,” Mannick said. “We
still don’t have enough men to repel them. We need more archers on
the walls, and there is only person who can provide them.”

Valuri snorted. “Here it comes…”

The constable turned and glared at her again.
“We are running out of time, and the Black Mistress can have her
army in the streets within a matter of hours. At the very least, it
might convince the Inquisitrix to reconsider her tactics.”

“Oh, she’ll definitely change her tactics,”
Serrane said. “She was planning to burn a portion of the city to
force our surrender. That tells me that she doesn’t want to commit
her forces to a front assault. Taking Highwind street by street
will be a long, bloody affair, and it will winnow her army enough
to prevent her from marching south to Falcon’s Ridge or anywhere
else.”

“Which is her ultimate goal,” Valuri added.
“She doesn’t just want to control Highwind—she wants to control
every city-state in the whole bloody region. She wants to merge
them together into her own kingdom capable of rivaling Crell and
Galvia.”

Serrane nodded. “She will try to starve us
out. If she can hold the siege during the planting season,
thousands will die come winter. The farmers here in the city will
riot. We’ll tear ourselves apart.”

“Having an extra army on the walls will drain
our provisions that much more quickly,” Crowe said, picking up on
their cue. “We do not need the help of criminals, miscreants, and
whores.”

Mannick’s lip twisted again. “Your pride will
get us killed. The Black Mistress has offered us magic as well as
men—magic that could save our ships in the harbor and our men on
the walls!”

“Magic that we cannot control,” Crowe said
pointedly. “Magic she will undoubtedly use to solidify her control
once—”

“You boys really need to get a room
somewhere,” Valuri said. “The sexual tension is obviously driving
you both mad.”

She had never seen two men glare at her with
more seething contempt, not even Jorem after she had tricked him
into thinking they were leaving Red behind on Nol Krovos. Mannick
actually looked like he might try and slap her…

“The point is that our victory at the
hatchery has probably bought us a little more time,” Serrane
soothed, stepping between them. “We also have a new weapon, and I
suggest we go inside and decide how best to use it.”

Crowe eventually grumbled under his breath
and waved his gauntlet dismissively. “We should discuss this
properly in the Council chambers. Where are you planning on keeping
that thing?”

“He can stay right here for now,” Serrane
said, reaching back and stroking the wyvern’s neck.

“You can’t be serious,” Mannick breathed.
“It’s already drawing a crowd. What happens if it attacks—”

“He won’t,” Serrane insisted. “Let the people
gather and gawk—let them see that their defenders have actually
accomplished something.”

The constable sneered at her again, but at
least he was smart enough to know when he had been beaten. He
turned and strode back inside the main hall, and Crowe wasn’t far
behind.

“Impressive,” Valuri said, tossing the ranger
a sly smile. “And here I thought I was the one who knew how to lock
men’s balls in a vise.”

Serrane grunted. “They’re not actually bad
people. Fear has driven them to make poor decisions…and I can’t
really blame them.”

“Still, it’s a good thing we’re here to save
the day, huh?”

“Indeed.”

Valuri was seriously tempted to sweep Serrane
up into her arms and give her a nice, long kiss right in front of
the crowd. The sheer scope of the scandal would be glorious to
behold. Unfortunately, it would distract from the real story here,
which was that Serrane had scored a victory against the Inquisitrix
and brought a spark of hope back to the city. That was what
the people needed to see.

At least until the war was over. Maybe then
they could make out in the plaza fountain for tips.

“I can wait out here if you want,” Valuri
said. “According to Jorem, I’m not exactly an asset when diplomacy
is concerned.”

“From what I’ve seen so far, he’s not wrong,”
Serrane muttered. “But your bluntness is exactly what the Council
needs right now, and you know the enemy better than anyone else in
Highwind. We could use your expertise.”

“Flattery, deference…I could get used to
this,” Valuri said. “But they aren’t actually going to pay me for
my help, are they?”

Serrane grinned. “I wouldn’t count on
it.”
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“You are a dragon, and I am your humble
servant. Now…and forever.”

Selvhara stared up at the dragon looming over
her, still in awe of his power and glory. Jorem’s transformation
had been every bit as dramatic as she had hoped—his flesh had
completely transformed into shining red scales, and his hands had
been replaced by bestial claws. His yellow-orange reptilian eyes
glimmered dangerously inside his massive, horn-covered skull, and
he had even sprouted the beginnings of a barbed tail. All told, he
had grown to at least twice his normal size. He would have been
completely unrecognizable to anyone who hadn’t watched him
turn.

An age had passed since she had served such a
glorious master, and even though her quim was overflowing with his
seed, she yearned for more. She wanted him to take her over and
over and over again until there could be no doubt that she was his
and his alone…

“Jorem…” Kaseya breathed from the shadows
behind them.

The dragon slowly turned and faced her. “The
power…I…”

The amazon reached out and touched his scaly
arms. Allegedly, Kaseya could experience everything Jorem felt
through her faintly glowing collar. If that were true, Selvhara had
never been more jealous of anyone in her entire life.

“Ahhh…” Jorem rasped as his passions
slowly cooled. One by one his scales began to shrivel into human
flesh, and his bones popped and cracked as they shrank back into
their true form. Selvhara was thoroughly mesmerized; she knew
better than anyone how unsettling such a transformation could
be.

Once Jorem was himself again, he slouched
into the amazon’s arms and struggled to catch his breath. Sparks of
Aetheric energy crackled at his fingertips, and Selvhara could
still feel the magical power rolling off him in waves.

“You have achieved the first stage in your
ascension,” the druid whispered. “You are fenume rohir—a
dragon knight who is neither man nor beast.”

Kaseya turned, and her blue eyes narrowed
into angry slits. “You betrayed us.”

“I know, and I am sorry,” Selvhara said. “But
the deception was necessary. A dragon is power, and there is
nothing as powerful as rage and lust. The potion was merely a
catalyst to—”

Jorem thrust out his hand and unleashed a
plume of searing flame just over Selvhara’s head. The dry moss on
the cavern wall ignited like kindling, bathing the small camp in
flickering light. He scowled at the druid, his eyes blazing with
barely controlled fury.

“I should burn you to cinders,” he
snarled.

“If my death will appease you, my lord, so be
it,” she told him, propping herself up on an elbow. “But I am not
lying when I tell you that I will do anything you wish. I have
spent centuries waiting for the opportunity to serve another Wyrm
Lord. This world—this land—is desperate for a true dragon to
destroy the last remnants of the Valathrim and usher in a
new Age of Sorcery!”

Jorem and Kaseya both glared at her, their
faces twisted in a combination of confusion and disgust. Selvhara
couldn’t really blame them; she had thoroughly broken their trust.
If the Senosi were here, she never would have let this go. That was
part of the reason Selvhara had needed to do this now, before they
returned to the surface.

“You may restrain me if you wish,” she said,
offering them her hands. “Take my anklet if you desire as well. I
submit myself to your power, my lord, body and soul.”

The sorcerous flames engulfing Jorem’s hands
continued sizzling angrily, and for a few terrifying heartbeats,
Selvhara wondered if she had miscalculated. Had she stoked his rage
beyond the breaking point? Would he actually be angry enough to
destroy her? All Wyrm Lords were tempestuous by nature in her
experience, though she had only ever met elven ones. A human dragon
might be even more unpredictable…

“Restraints will not hold her,” Kaseya
said.

“Not rope ones, anyway,” Jorem agreed. He
closed his hands and quenched the flames within, but he wasn’t
finished—he quickly channeled another spell and conjured a
shimmering mantle of spell armor around Selvhara’s naked body. It
wasn’t meant to protect her, however—it was meant to
restrain her. The diaphanous strands squeezed her arms and
legs together until she could barely move.

She probably should have been horrified, but
the harder the magical bindings squeezed, the slicker her quim
became. Her first master had often bound her like this before
having his way with her in the servant’s quarters…

Finally, after a thousand years, you can
become a Wyrm Lord’s concubine once again!

“I suggest you tell us what’s really going on
here,” Jorem said. “You can start by explaining what the hell you
just did to us.”

“As I said, only rage and lust could unlock
your true power,” Selvhara said. “I needed to burn away your
inhibitions for the memories to flow freely to the surface. You
felt it, yes? The legacy of your bloodline passed down through the
generations?”

Jorem nodded slowly. “Yes, but I couldn’t
understand them. They were just flashes and images of people and
places I don’t know.”

“The memories will sharpen over time. The
legacy of your heritage is seared into your blood. Your ascension
is inevitable.”

He glanced down at his hands as if he barely
recognized his mortal flesh. She had seen the same incredulous look
many times before, though not for a dozen human lifetimes.

“I wanted to respect your wishes and allow
you to ascend on your own terms, I truly did,” Selvhara said. “I
simply ran out of time.”

“Ran out of time?” Jorem asked. “For
what?”

“For you to save me.”

He shared another confused glance with
Kaseya, and Selvhara took a deep breath and mentally braced herself
for their reaction. She had been dreading this moment ever since
she had first dragged him to shore near Ostvara. The deception had
been necessary in the heat of the moment, but now…

Now the end of her centuries-long bondage was
finally at hand.

“I am bound to the service of a dark master,”
Selvhara told them, “a Conduit of great and terrible power who
seeks to rule this world as its one true god.”

“A Conduit…” he breathed. “You’re a
channeler?”

“Yes.”

Jorem recoiled, and the shimmering restraints
squeezed her ankles and wrists even harder. His eyes were wide with
fear, and Selvhara became worried he might do something
foolish…

“Please, let me finish,” she begged. “I do
not serve my master by choice; I am forcibly bound to his divine
will. Without his power, the moon-curse flowing through my veins
would take full control, and I would be little more than a ravenous
beast. You have heard many tales of lycanthropes—surely you have
wondered how I maintain my elven form even beneath the light of the
moon.”

Jorem nodded slowly. “The question had
crossed my mind.”

“My lord granted me this curse and the power
to temper it long ago. At the time, I felt I had little choice—the
wolf’s blood literally saved my life. But now…” Selvhara licked at
her lips and swallowed as a deluge of long-buried memories washed
over her. “I have been searching for a way to free myself from his
tether for a very long time, and I believe that you are the
answer.”

“She is not lying,” Kaseya whispered.

Jorem arched an eyebrow at her. “How do you
know?”

“I can see it.”

“See what?”

“The tether binding her to a Conduit. It is
faint, like a shadow buried within another shadow. But it is
definitely there…”

Selvhara almost smiled. The Godsoul prison
beneath Nol Krovos must have given the amazons strange and
wonderful gifts indeed.

“The One God is Valathrim,” the druid
went on, “perhaps the very last in the world with his consciousness
still intact. Long ago, in the age before sorcery, he was often
worshipped in the same breath as your Escar and Shalassa. My lord
was a god of vigilance and purity who sought to expose evil and
corruption in the hearts of mortal men.”

Selvhara took another deep breath. “Since his
defeat at the end of the Godswar, Dathiel has sought the means to
escape his prison in the Pale and return to the mortal world. His
servants—the Watchers—once dedicated themselves to hunting down
sorcerers much like the Senosi, but as more and more of the
Velhari prisons collapsed, their mission changed. They have
spent the last several centuries searching for and collecting
Godsouls. My master has consumed them all, and his power has grown.
Soon he will be strong enough to escape the Pale…and a true, living
god will walk this world again.”

Jorem swallowed. “That probably shouldn’t
sound as ominous as it does.”

“My lord believes that his escape will mean
the end of sorcery as we know it,” Selvhara said. “He wishes to
return the world to its ‘natural state’ where the gods rule and
mortals obey.”

“Is that even possible?”

“I do not know,” she admitted, “but he sent
me here to help him defeat the Inquisitrix. He believes that
reclaiming her Godsoul will give him the last spark of power he
needs to free himself and return.”

Jorem turned to Kaseya as if waiting for her
to confirm or deny what Selvhara was saying, but the amazon was
still transfixed by the tethers. Her blue eyes were so dilated they
looked black, and she still hadn’t bothered to retrieve her
breastplate.

“If you want to kill the Inquisitrix, what
the hell are you doing here?” Jorem asked.

“Even with my gift, I cannot defeat her
alone,” Selvhara told him. “Only a dragon has the power to defeat a
Conduit, and my lord prophesized that you would be the first Wyrm
Lord on Torsian soil in generations. By training you, I would
ultimately serve his goals.”

“But you lied to your master,” Kaseya
whispered.

“About many things,” Selvhara said, nodding.
“You represent my first chance for freedom in a very long time. And
the prospect of serving another Wyrm Lord…” She swallowed hard. “I
was not lying about my affiliation with the Vin Aetheri, at least
not completely. I did serve them once, and I believe in their
cause. The reign of the Valathrim ended a long time ago.
Sorcerers are the true kings of this world…and dragons are the true
gods.”

A dozen different expressions flickered
across Jorem’s face in the span of a few seconds. Selvhara had no
idea if he believed her or not, but at least the worst of his rage
had been mollified. Against all odds, her only hope of getting
through to him—and Valuri—might have been Kaseya…

“You have served this Dathiel for a very long
time,” the amazon said, reaching out her hand as if she could touch
the Aetheric tethers binding the druid to the One God. “You are far
older than you appear.”

“Yes,” Selvhara confirmed.

Jorem’s eyes narrowed. “How old,
exactly?”

“I honestly do not know an exact number, but
I reached adulthood in the waning years of the Dragon War. I served
the last trueborn prince of Tir Lanathel, and I was there when the
first human Conduits burned the city to the ground. As the Avethian
Empire crumbled around me, I watched a human one slowly take its
place.”

Kaseya shook her head. “But that was
thousands of years ago. Even elves do not live that long.”

“The blood of the wolf carries many gifts,”
Selvhara said. “I do not know if I am truly immortal, but I have
never felt the claws of time upon me. The One God assured me that I
would serve him for all eternity—such was the price of my
salvation.”

Selvhara paused and closed her eyes. “I am
Faetharri—a lowborn ‘wood elf’ from the forests of Falinor. In the
days of the Empire, we were the casteless servants and stewards of
the highborn Avetharri. Only humans and the other slave races were
beneath us…especially those like me, the Nugûl, who were
born without a spark of magic in our veins.” She snorted softly and
glanced up at Jorem. “In many ways, you and I are reflections of
one another. You are a sorcerer born into a society that hates
magic; I was Nugûl born into a society that reveres it.”

Jorem exhaled slowly, and the magical
restraints binding the druid loosened slightly. “What about
Conduits? What about divine magic?”

“When I was a child, the Avetharri had
already destroyed or imprisoned the gods—there were no Conduits, at
least not until the humans began unlocking the Velhari,”
Selvhara said. “At the Empire’s zenith, blood and birthright were
everything. All the great cities—from Tir Lanathel to Nost Lathrien
to Tir Fallas—were ruled by the strongest sorcerers from the most
celebrated families, and those with the dragon blood were
effectively gods among elves. The only reason a Faetharri
Nugûl like me had anything was because a Wyrm Lord took pity
on me. He noticed my fascination with history and scholarship, and
he made me his personal archivist…and concubine.”

“That doesn’t sound like pity,” Kaseya said,
her lip twisting in disgust. “It sounds like he made you his
slave.”

“Oh, not at all!” Selvhara insisted. “I could
have left whenever I wished, but why would I? I had everything I
could have ever dreamed of…and I enjoyed serving him. He was a
dragon, and I was Nugûl. I was humbled that he would even
grace my body with his touch.”

She shifted her eyes to Jorem. “Now I wish to
serve you, my lord. Your blood teems with the power of a lost age.
I will help you reclaim your birthright—I will help you rule a land
that is rightfully yours!”

Jorem shook his head. “You’ve been around me
long enough to know that I don’t want any of that.”

“But it is what you deserve,” Selvhara
told him. “It is your destiny!”

“Uh huh,” he murmured, closing his eyes and
massaging his forehead. “Escar’s mercy, why can’t anything ever be
easy…”

Selvhara shuffled forward on her knees and
lowered her head. “I submit myself to your judgment, my lord. I
know I have deceived you, but I swear I will be a loyal servant. My
body—and life—are yours to do with as you please.”

Jorem and Kaseya stared at one another,
clearly trying to decide what to do with the woman at their feet.
There were still a thousand other things Selvhara could tell them
about Dathiel, about the Empire, about her past…but for now, at
least, she couldn’t help but smile as a week of pent-up tension
drained out of her. She had never wanted to lie to them in the
first place, and revealing the truth about her origins and her
purpose felt even better than she had imagined.

She was still bound to the One God, of
course, but for the first time in an age, she finally saw a way to
escape his leash…by willingly, eagerly, handing it to
another.

“Son of a bitch,” Jorem breathed. He lowered
his hands, and the magical bindings around the druid’s ankles and
wrists vanished. “Get up.”

Selvhara raised her head and smiled at her
new master. “What would you have me do, my lord?”

“First, put your clothes on. Second…” He
sighed and flexed his fingers as if he still expected them to be
claws. “Second…we keep walking. I want to get the hell out of here
as quickly as possible.”
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Jorem pressed his fingers into his temple for
about the hundredth time since he and the girls had abandoned their
camp and pressed on through the Underworld. The mental haze from
Selvhara’s little alchemical stunt had theoretically faded by now,
but he still felt…unsettled. Half the time he wanted to
order the group to stop and rest again, while the other half he
wanted to push on until they reached the surface no matter how long
it took.

Either way, the omnipresent darkness was
suddenly the least of their problems. He could barely even bring
himself to worry about Solemi and Varassa and the drow right now.
All he could think about was the creature he had just become…and
what it meant for the future.

Despite everything Selvhara had told him
about the draconic transformation—despite the fact he had breathed
fire and scorched an armored man to cinders—it hadn’t truly felt
real until he had stared down at his own scaly flesh. The physical
transformation had been terrifying in its own right, but in
retrospect the mental transformation had ultimately been far more
harrowing. Jorem had spent his whole life seeking sanctuary, not
power. He had never wanted to rule anyone; even his
master-bodyguard relationship with Kaseya had initially made him
uneasy. But the instant the dragon blood had flared in his veins,
everything had changed. He had never felt so powerful, so
invincible, in his entire life.

And now you want to feel it again.

Jorem swallowed and closed his eyes. Growing
up in Vorsalos, he had very quickly understood the necessity of
concealing his abilities, even when it would have been convenient
to use them. He had resisted the urge to manipulate the minds of
shop owners when he had been starving, and he had avoided shooting
fire from his palms when he had been desperate. The constant threat
of the Senosi had kept him in check, and over time he had started
to think of his gift as a curse.

But what if it could be more? What if
Selvhara was right and he had only just started to unlock his full
potential? What if he really was destined to take to the skies and
rule like the Wyrm Lords of legend?

The Wyrm Lords who forged a world-spanning
empire…and then nearly destroyed it fighting amongst
themselves.

Kaseya, sensing his ruminations through the
collar, reached out and took his hand. The warmth of her skin was
almost enough to soothe him, but he still wished he could sit down
and speak with her—alone—for a little while. They were going to
have so much to tell Valuri when they finally met back up with her.
She would probably slap him…right before she tried to murder
Selvhara.

Sighing, Jorem forced his mind back into the
present. None of them could afford to let their guard down here in
the endless dark. The air seemed to be getting cooler the farther
they traveled from Vel’shannar, and the luminescent fungus was
getting disturbingly sparse. He could have easily conjured a globe
of light to compensate, but he didn’t want to make them an even
easier target. Every horror in the Underworld would have been able
to see them coming from miles away.

The trio eventually reached a massive chasm
so deep he never heard a thud when he experimentally flicked
a pebble over the edge. He wouldn’t have been surprised if there
were a thousand horrible creatures lurking in the shadows down
there…but then again, that feeling was more or less omnipresent in
the Underworld.

“The bridge appears sturdy enough,” Kaseya
said, pointing to the rocky arch stretching across the gap. “But we
have seen tracks from so many different creatures that I’m
concerned about what may lurk on the other side.”

Jorem nodded and nibbled at his lower lip.
“What does the map say?”

“It is crude and sparse on details,” Selvhara
said, unfurling the parchment Nym had given them earlier. “I would
be happy to scout ahead before we cross, my lord.”

Jorem sighed and closed his eyes. He still
wasn’t sure what to think about the druid or her long-winded story,
but her sudden shift in attitude was making him uncomfortable. A
part of him almost hoped she was faking the whole thing, and not
just because he didn’t want to get squashed by a dead god who was
out for revenge. It made him uncomfortable to think about anyone
being so excited at the prospect of being a slave…

And yet another part of you craves it. The
dragon blood deserves—and demands—respect. Why not let her shower
it upon you? If nothing else, it will drive Val completely
insane.

“You might as well take a look,” Jorem said,
rubbing at his eyes. “You can see a hell of a lot farther than the
rest of us.”

Selvhara nodded enthusiastically. “I shall
return in a few moments.”

The druid turned and dashed towards the
bridge. Just before she vanished into the darkness, she hunched
over and began to transform into a wolf midstride. The process was
only slightly less haunting from a distance, but this time he
wasn’t bothered by the fur or jowls or teeth—he was bothered by the
fact it reminded him of what he had become.

“A few days ago, I wouldn’t have trusted her
either,” Kaseya whispered as she glided behind him and began
kneading his shoulders. “I am not certain why I could not perceive
the tethers binding her to her master before.”

“Neither of us understands our abilities,”
Jorem said. “I wonder if my transformation has had any effect on
you?”

“Perhaps. I could feel everything through the
tan’ratha. It was…”

“Horrifying? Painful?”

“Incredible,” Kaseya breathed. “I used to
believe that the moshalim were living gods, but they could
never match this kind of power. Perhaps that is why you were meant
to be my Maskari.”

Jorem grunted. “You know, prior to all this
bullshit, I had never been big on the whole concept of destiny. I’m
still not sure what I think about it.”

“Neither am I,” Kaseya admitted. “This is
true of many things since I met you.”

“Yeah, well…sorry about that.”

“You have no reason to apologize. My world
has grown beyond anything I could have possibly imagined, and I
have you to thank for it.”

“You also have me to thank for being stuck
down here in this hellscape,” Jorem said. “And for being pursued by
the drow and a dragon and the Inquisitrix…”

“At least half of those are Valuri’s
fault.”

Jorem snickered softly. “True enough. That
feels amazing, by the way.”

“I know,” Kaseya said, kneading harder. “I
can feel it too, remember? Why else would I ever do anything nice
for you?”

He glanced back over his shoulder to see her
with a rare impish smile on her lips. “Speaking of Val, maybe it’s
good for you to get a little time away from her,” Jorem said.
“She’s rubbing off on you too much.”

“Someone has to fill the void,” Kaseya said,
grabbing his shoulders and spinning him all the way around so she
could kiss him. Between her hands and her lips, his tension level
dropped by half in just a few moments.

When he eventually pulled away, Jorem leaned
his forehead against hers and gently stroked her cheek. “I would
have completely lost my mind down here without you.”

“You did anyway, at least for a little
while.”

“True…” he murmured, drawing in a deep
breath. “It was only a few hours ago, but it already feels like a
different lifetime. For a while there, I could have sworn I was
trapped inside the body of a beast. Everything was so…”

“Primal,” Kaseya said. “Instinctual.”

“Yeah,” he whispered, swallowing. “Maybe that
part will go away eventually.”

“Hopefully not all of it.”

Jorem pulled back an inch and studied her.
“What?”

“The sensations were scary at first, but they
were also…invigorating,” she said, nibbling at her lip. “It was so
raw and bestial, and when I felt you take Selvhara for the first
time…”

He smiled despite himself. “You enjoyed
it?”

“Every bit as much as you did,” Kaseya said,
brushing her fingers across the collar. “The next time you change,
will you take me like you took her?”

He could feel her entire body quivering in
anticipation, and he was seriously tempted to throw her to the
ground and fuck her right then and there. Despite how well he
thought he knew her, she was still more than capable of surprising
him from time to time…

“I wouldn’t want to hurt you,” Jorem
whispered. “Selvhara is very…durable.”

“So am I,” Kaseya insisted.

Before he could protest, she leaned in and
kissed him again. He could feel the collar’s power swelling along
with their shared lust, and he suddenly didn’t care that they were
stuck in a pitch-black cavern miles beneath the surface. All he
wanted to do was strip off her armor, fling her to the ground, and
spear his cock into her sopping cunt over and over and over…

Jorem was a fraction of a second from doing
just that when Kaseya abruptly went stiff and pulled away. Her eyes
narrowed at the long shadows beyond the dim blue light cast by the
luminescent fungus, and she slowly crouched to retrieve her sword
and shield…

A brief flicker of movement from the corner
of his eye was Jorem’s only warning, and it wasn’t nearly enough.
He whipped his head around just in time to see a hooked, purplish
claw lash out from the shadows and arc towards his throat. Kaseya’s
shield intercepted it at the last possible instant, saving him from
certain decapitation. Sparks showered through the air as the claw
screeched across the metal, briefly illuminating a horrid,
ten-foot-tall monster covered in jagged, chitinous plates.

And it wasn’t alone.

A second creature lunged out of the shadows
behind them near the bridge, and Jorem reflexively thrust out his
hands and unleashed a fiery plume to drive it back. It didn’t work;
the flames broke harmlessly over the creature’s carapace like water
over rocks, and he would have been decapitated a second time if
Kaseya’s sword hadn’t whirled around and parried the blow.

“Stay behind me!” she shouted as she lunged
back into the fray. Her sword sliced through a narrow gap in the
first monster’s chitin, and it shrieked in pain as a geyser of
yellow blood hemorrhaged from the wound. The amazon used the
precious split-second to duck and roll away from the second
monster, and Jorem’s heart froze in his chest when she nearly
tumbled into the gaping chasm behind them.

Gritting his teeth, he reached out to the
Aether. Kaseya had bought him the extra time he needed to properly
concentrate, and he mustered significantly more power. Another
orange-red plume burst from his fingertips, searing both monsters
as they tried to converge on his partner. They screamed and
stumbled backwards as the heat finally penetrated their shells.

Unfortunately, the light from the flames was
bright enough to illuminate a much larger section of the cavern,
and Jorem belatedly realized why they had seen so many tracks
recently. Four more of the beasts were rushing towards them,
apparently undeterred by the fire or the screams. Jorem leaned back
and braced himself against a nearby boulder, scrambling for ideas,
when Kaseya abruptly shouted and pointed above them.

“Look out!”

He barely managed to roll away before another
of the monsters detached itself from the high ceiling and tried
impale him from above. The diving creature’s momentum allowed its
blade-like arms to shatter the boulder as easily as if it were a
melon, and it glared at Jorem with a pair of bulbous, beady eyes.
The monster almost certainly would have charged right at him if
Kaseya hadn’t bashed it with her shield and knocked it off balance.
It whirled around in a frantic attempt to slash her, but she deftly
ducked beneath its wild swipe and then kicked it hard enough to
send it tumbling off the edge and into the chasm.

Once again, the rest of the blade-armed
horrors didn’t seem deterred. Whether driven by starvation or
malice, three more of them lunged for the amazon while the fourth
rushed at Jorem. He knew that he had to stall their advance—it was
the only possible way he and Kaseya were going to get out of
this—so instead of scorching the one in front of him, he blasted
the creature with a powerful, concentrated burst of air. The force
of the impact wasn’t strong enough to crack the monster’s carapace,
but it did bowl the creature backwards into its companions. All
four of them rolled and skidded several yards across the rocky
ground, buying Jorem and Kaseya precious time. The problem, of
course, was that they had nothing to do with it.

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

The words from the Avetharri crystal seared
into Jorem’s mind for the thousandth time, and he allowed them to
drum over and over until they became a rhythmic chant thumping
along with his heart. His dragon blood boiled in his veins, and
channeling the Aether suddenly became as trivial as breathing. The
power coursing through him quickly became unstable, but it no
longer crackled at his fingertips.

It burned deep within his throat.

Throwing back his head, Jorem unleashed a
deep, bestial roar…and then spewed a torrent of flame so bright it
lit up the cavern for fifty yards in every direction. The nearest
monster didn’t so much burn as disintegrate; even its thick,
chitinous carapace charred into ash in less than a second. The
monster behind it, still half bowled over from the gust of wind,
only lived long enough to shriek one final time as it cooked alive
inside its shell.

Somehow the others still weren’t driven
off…though even if they had been, Jorem wasn’t sure he could have
stopped himself from destroying them. Something deep inside him
compelled him to rush forward in search of another kill, and it was
only after he met one of the beasts claw to claw that he realized
he had transformed. His arms, now covered in thick red scales,
proved virtually impervious to harm. Swatting the surviving
monsters aside, he reared back, inhaled sharply, and roasted them
to ash.

“Zor kalah…”

Jorem whirled around to see Kaseya standing
behind him, the flames reflecting in the golden trim of her armor.
He couldn’t believe how small and delicate she suddenly looked…

A flicker of movement from the bridge caught
his attention, and he turned and sucked in a deep breath just in
case any more of these monsters wanted to test their luck. But then
he spotted a pair of narrow lupine eyes, and he watched as a
white-grey wolf emerged from the darkness and slowly transformed
back into a woman.

“Lle val alaa linate,” Selvhara
stammered as her head swept back and forth across the carnage. She
didn’t appear the least bit concerned—on the contrary, she looked
downright excited. “It has only been a few hours, yet you
have already transformed again!”

“Yes…” Jorem rasped, though he barely
recognized his own voice. He glanced back down at his claws, but he
didn’t recognize them, either…

Closing his eyes, he forced himself to take a
long, slow breath. The Aether seeped out of him, slowly at first
but faster and faster every moment until it was gone. His muscles
all seemed to quiver at once, but when his eyes finally reopened,
his hands were his own again.

“When you assume the form of a dragon, you
become the Aether’s avatar,” Selvhara beamed. “You become a nexus
of its power and an instrument of its divine will.”

Jorem blinked and rubbed at his eyes as he
studied the carnage around them. Given time and focus, he could
have annihilated these horrid creatures with his sorcery, but doing
so would have assuredly triggered an Aetheric blacklash. As a
dragon, however, he seemed completely immune to the Flensing—he
could keep channeling forever without the slightest
repercussions.

The revelation was exhilarating and
terrifying all at once. The legendary conquests of the Avethian
Empire suddenly seemed far more believable…

“The other side is clear,” Selvhara said,
touching his arm. “What are your orders, my lord?”

“We should keep moving,” Jorem said, turning
and taking Kaseya’s hand as well. “I want to meet Varassa and get
the hell out of here as soon as possible.”
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A Taste of
Divinity

 


A brilliant ray of sunlight splintered
through the room’s only window, warming Julian Cassel’s face and
slowly stirring him back to consciousness. A soft female voice sang
a soothing tune nearby, and a smile tugged at his lips. His first
sleep-addled thought was that Serrane would be annoyed about him
oversleeping again; his second was the belated realization that the
voice wasn’t singing in Elvish.

Cassel inhaled sharply and sat upright. As
the fog slowly cleared from his mind, he glanced over to his left
and saw Tahira sitting naked and cross-legged at the center of the
room, a ring of burning candles festooned around her. The smell of
incense was overpowering but familiar; Cassel recognized the spicy
scent from his days as an acolyte. A quick glance at the opposite
wall confirmed that she had raided the supply cabinets.

“Shit,” he whispered, running a hand back
through his tousled hair when he suddenly remembered what had
happened last night. A wave of guilt immediately crashed over him.
The reason he had wanted to share a room with this girl was to
protect her, not sleep with her…

“Good morning,” Tahira said, her eyes still
shut. “Are you rested?”

Cassel was on the verge of complaining about
how much he hated mornings when he realized that he felt completely
refreshed. Back in Highwind, he rarely ever had the chance to enjoy
a full night’s sleep, but that wasn’t the only reason he felt
rested. When he closed his eyes, he could actually feel the
Aether crackling in the air around them.

“I’m, uh…I’m fine,” Cassel murmured, clearing
his throat. “How long have you been…?”

“I started the ritual an hour ago,” Tahira
said, smiling and blowing out one of the candles. “It was every bit
as invigorating as Sister Basyle promised.”

He bit down on his lip, unable to stop
staring at her naked flesh. He couldn’t help but remember how good
it had felt to have her legs wrapped around him last night…

“A morning meditation?” he asked, clearing
his throat again.

She smiled and shook her head. “No. It is a
prayer ritual meant to thank the Eternal Lady the morning after we
are inseminated.”

Cassel’s jaw dropped to the floor, and his
heart froze in his chest. “What? Oh, gods…”

“I am not pregnant, do not worry,” Tahira
soothed. “I am not certain why I wished to perform the ritual. It
just felt…right.”

He closed his eyes and buried his face in his
hands as his heartbeat slowly returned to normal. He had no idea
how she could possibly know if she was pregnant or not, but given
all the rumors surrounding her cult…

Escar’s mercy, Julian, what have you gotten
yourself into now?

“You needn’t worry,” Tahira said, placing a
hand upon his knee. “You are quite virile, just as I knew you would
be. I have no doubt that you will successfully inseminate General
Serrane in time.”

Cassel’s heart stopped yet again. “What?”

“You do wish to have a child with her, do you
not?” Tahira asked, obviously confused. “I just assumed…”

He tried to speak three times before words
finally came out of his mouth. “I don’t…I have no…” He paused and
forced himself to take a deep breath. “We haven’t really thought
that far ahead.”

“I see,” Tahira murmured, even though she
clearly didn’t. “Well, you needn’t worry. All Eternal Sisters learn
to control our own fertility. I would never allow your seed to take
root without your consent.”

Cassel blinked. This can’t be real. You
can’t actually be having this conversation…

“I am pleased that my body could bring you
much-needed solace,” Tahira said, placing her hand upon his. As
always, his skin began to tingle at her touch. “Please, allow me to
complete the ritual by relieving you again.”

“That, uh…that won’t be necessary,” Cassel
stammered. “We should probably—”

“You remain very tense,” Tahira interrupted
as she shuffled forward on her knees to the edge of the bed. “Just
try and relax.”

She gently placed her hands on his legs to
help swing them over the side of the bed. Unsurprisingly, the sight
of her naked, nubile body had already stirred his manhood to life,
and the instant her fingers touched the shaft, he felt another
crackle of energy surge through him.

“Oh, gods!” he blurted out, leaning his head
back against the wall. Just like last night, Tahira didn’t simply
stroke the shaft and inhale the tip. She didn’t act like a woman
performing fellatio on her lover—she acted like a priestess
worshipping a holy idol. Every lick, every kiss, and every stroke
was methodical and deliberate, and he resisted the urge to place
his hand in her hair and guide her movements. It wasn’t as if she
needed the help.

He closed his eyes and clenched his teeth
when another shiver of power rippled through his swollen stem and
across his body. His cock was like a lightning rod, and her lips
and tongue were the storm. It took all his effort not to explode
when she began stroking him in earnest.

“It’s all right,” Tahira soothed as she
rolled her tongue across her lips. “I am eager and ready to receive
your bounty.”

Keeping her green eyes locked upon his, the
priestess leaned forward and swallowed his full length. Between the
raw heat of her mouth, the glorious sight of her plump breasts, and
the zealous intensity in her eyes, Cassel didn’t stand a chance. He
completed her ritual in explosive fashion, firing salvo after salvo
of searing seed straight down her throat. Tahira didn’t budge until
he was finished, at which point she slowly leaned back on her
haunches, lips still parted, and rolled his gift across her tongue
as if it was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted.

“Thank you,” she whispered once she finally
swallowed. “Your virile bounty brings honor to the Goddess…and to
me.”

“Right,” Cassel murmured. He slouched back
against the wall as a wave of weakness crashed over him, but
strangely enough, it didn’t last more than a few seconds. Aetheric
energy continued crackling through his body, constantly
reinvigorating and rejuvenating him. His cock had barely even
wilted, and judging from the way Tahira was still eyeing it, he
half expected her to beg him to fuck her again…

Cassel swallowed heavily and reached for his
trousers. The sight of her bare breasts—not to mention the thin
trails of seed trickling down her lips and chin—was making it
incredibly difficult to focus. She really was breathtaking, and the
fact that she was essentially a living goddess made the prospect of
touching her all the more irresistible. But he reminded himself
that the knights here were all still counting on them, and the
sooner they checked on the men she had revived, the better.

“We should head down to the infirmary,” he
said. “Can you, um, can you still sense anyone you connected
with?”

“Their presence faded overnight, just as we
expected,” Tahira said, closing her eyes. “I hope I can renew their
connection just as easily as before.”

“You will, I’m certain,” Cassel assured her.
“Since no one barged into our room acting like there was an
emergency, they’re probably still in better spirits than before. If
not…”

He sighed and braced himself for the worst as
he led Tahira down the spiraling stairwell. He still didn’t hear
any sounds downstairs, and the longer the stillness endured, the
more it bothered him. At the very least, he had expected the
mouthwatering scent of fresh bread and cooked meat to be wafting
through the tower, but instead the building almost seemed like it
had been abandoned. No one had added fresh oil to the lanterns or
swept the stairs. The whole building felt even more like a
graveyard than last night.

Cassel was almost ready to panic when he
spotted Captain Hathos and Sister Vienne quietly conversing in the
main hall. They both looked even more haggard than they had last
night; he wondered if they had managed to get any sleep at all.
Behind them, a small handful of aspirants scurried about and
performed their daily chores, but otherwise the tower seemed
completely dead.

“Julian, thank Escar you’re up,” Hathos
called out when he spotted them. “We have a problem.”

“Yes, it’s walking right next to him,” Sister
Vienne spat, her eyes narrowing at Tahira. “Why are you really
here, witch? To give us false hope and then watch us suffer?”

Tahira froze in place. “I-I do not
understand,” she stammered. “I didn’t—”

“The men you ‘saved’ last night are all in
worse condition than before!” Vienne snapped. “I doubt they’ll live
to see another sunrise.”

“What?” Cassel breathed, glancing
towards the infirmary. “But they were back on their feet!”

“I’m afraid your cure didn’t last,” Hathos
said gravely. “They all began to deteriorate a few hours ago, and
we haven’t been able to revive a single one of them.”

Cassel stomach twisted into a knot so tight
he almost retched on the spot. “That’s not possible,” he whispered.
“It hasn’t happened before.”

“You said yourself that her powers were
untested, yet you were foolish enough to trust them,” Vienna said,
still glaring at the Eternal Priestess. “You brought a plague to
our doorstep!”

Tahira recoiled in horror, her hands
trembling as she covered her mouth. “No…no, I didn’t…”

“Where is Dame Laurent?” Cassel asked,
peering into the nearby rooms. “Her powers were restored back in
Highwind just like mine, and neither of us suffered any ill
effects.”

“I’m afraid that Adrianna’s luck has also run
out,” Hathos said. “Her sudden deterioration was our first clue
that something was wrong. We were speaking outside the
Knight-Commander’s quarters when the weakness struck. She barely
made it to the bed before she collapsed.”

A bitter lump rose in Cassel’s throat. You
are the one who brought this upon them. You are the one who
insisted this was the only way to save the Order…

“Why didn’t you wake us?” he asked, his voice
a hollow rasp. “We could have tried to help!”

“And allow your witch to finish them off?”
Vienne hissed. “She is no ‘Conduit.’ She is a False Prophet sent by
the Dark Gods, and you are obviously under her spell!”

“Enough,” Hathos warned. “Julian has been a
loyal servant of the Order his entire life. His honor is above
reproach—as are his intentions.”

Vienne turned and scowled at the man next to
her. Cassel knew this might be his only opportunity to try and
salvage the situation…

“Please, let us back into the infirmary,” he
said. “For all we know, the Wasting Echo is the cause. Tahira could
still revive them, and perhaps there’s a way for her to sustain her
connection to them even longer.”

“Are you mad?” Vienne snarled. “You want us
to let you poison our brothers and sisters again?”

“You just said that you doubt they’ll survive
another night,” Cassel pointed out. “Do you have another plan to
save them?”

Vienne continued glaring at him, but Hathos
simply shook his head.

“No,” he admitted. “I fear this curse will
destroy all of us soon.”

“Then at least let her try again,” Cassel
pleaded. “We owe it to our comrades to do everything we can to save
them.”

“I will not allow you to corrupt their souls
any further,” Vienne protested. “You have done more than enough to
damn them in the eyes of the gods already. We will be fortunate if
Escar even allows their spirits to pass beyond the Pale!”

“Oh, for the love of…” Cassel shook his head.
“We can’t just abandon them! If there’s even a chance she can help
them, we need to try!”

“I agree,” Hathos said.

“What?” Vienne stammered. “You can’t be
serious!”

“We are out of options. Her touch restored
them last night.”

“Yes, and then—”

“I would rather try something than nothing,”
Hathos said with a touch of finality. He kept his eyes on Vienne
for several long, awkward seconds before he shifted his gaze back
to Tahira. “If Julian still believes you can help, then please…do
whatever you can to save our brothers and sisters.”

Tahira swallowed and nodded. “I will do
everything I can, I promise.”

Cassel placed a steadying hand on her
shoulder, wishing that Dame Laurent were here with them. She had
been their strongest advocate, and he felt nauseous when he thought
about the Echo claiming her along with the others. It didn’t make
any sense…he had never experienced the slightest drawback from
Tahira’s power. The Aether still flowed through him more readily
than ever.

“Come on,” Cassel said, nudging his companion
towards the infirmary. “Let’s see what we can do.”

Vienne shadowed their movements, her baleful
scowl growing colder and colder with every step. If she had still
possessed her priestly powers, she might have tried to stop them
with force—hell, any of the knights who were still standing might
have tried the same thing. But whether they liked it not, Cassel
was the only channeler left in this tower. He was proof that Tahira
wasn’t a fraud.

Or maybe her connection to you is different.
Maybe you are the only one she can empower without consequence.

Pushing aside that harrowing thought, Cassel
strode into the infirmary and mentally prepared himself for the
worst. The situation was just as bleak as it had been before they
arrived, possibly worse. The air reeked of vomit, and every single
knight Tahira had revived earlier looked sickly and pale.

The Eternal Priestess shuffled towards the
closest bed, her hands trembling as she knelt down beside the
unconscious knight beneath the sweaty, tattered blankets. His
breathing was slow and shallow, and the veins on his face had grown
so dark and purple they were visible beneath his flesh.

“Goddess be merciful,” Tahira whispered,
placing her hand upon the man’s cheek. “Please, let this work…”

Aetheric energy flowed out of the priestess
as if she were a river, and Cassel held his breath when the
unconscious man’s fingers twitched with life. But as the seconds
and minutes ticked by without any further change, Tahira’s face
darkened with dread.

It didn’t work. None of this worked! You
promised to return to Highwind with an army, not a wheelbarrow full
of corpses!

“Can you sense anything?” Cassel whispered,
even though he was terrified of the answer.

Tahira’s brow furrowed. “I can feel the bond
reforming, but…”

Cassel frowned at her. “But what?”

“I do not understand. His mind…” Tahira’s
eyes fluttered, and she shook her head. “His mind refuses to
wake.”

Cassel grimaced. “Perhaps he needs more
time.”

“Or perhaps she is corrupting him with her
taint!” Vienne hissed. “This is heresy, Bertrand!”

Captain Hathos sighed softly. “We should give
the girl a moment to—”

“No,” Vienne snarled. “I will not stand by
and allow this sacrilege to continue any longer.
Guards!”

The knights standing by the exit strode
forward at her command, halberds clutched menacingly in their
hands. Tahira recoiled, and Cassel leapt to his feet and stood
protectively in front of her.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he
demanded, his hand falling to the handle of his sword.

“Protecting our comrades by proving our
loyalty to Escar,” Vienne said. “Step away from the girl,
Knight-Captain. Now!”

The guards inched another step closer,
halberds lowering, and it was in that precise moment that that
Julian Cassel knew the Silver Fist was doomed. There would be no
restoration, no return to normalcy—the Shattering had destroyed the
Order, and there was absolutely nothing he could do to save it.

But you can still save her.

“Back off!” Cassel snarled, drawing his
blade. “Anyone who tries to harm her will answer to me.”

A haunted silence fell over the infirmary.
The guards didn’t advance; they remained stiff and still, their
hands clenching and unclenching their polearms as they tried to
muster the will to attack one of their own. The few aspirants in
the room retreated towards the doorway, and Vienne’s face twisted
as she prepared to give the order to strike—

“My friends, please!” Hathos said, raising
his hands. “There has been more than enough blood spilled in this
tower already. I beg you…put your weapons down.”

Cassel frowned at the other man. There was
something very odd about his choice of words and the way he had
spoken them…

“Don’t be a fool, Bertrand,” Vienne spat. “He
is the one who brought this harlot to our doorstep! He is the one
who insists on desecrating this holy sanctum! Our only path forward
is to seek forgiveness from Escar!”

Hathos swallowed heavily. “By killing one of
his loyal servants? No, I will not allow it. Not now, not
ever.”

Vienne’s eyes narrowed as if she no longer
recognized the man she was talking to. “What has gotten into you?
Escar demands penance for those who have turned against the
faith!”

“I haven’t turned against anything!” Cassel
insisted. “The gods haven’t abandoned us for corruption or heresy
or anything else. The truth—the harsh, painful truth—is that we
have been cut off from their power, possibly forever. Conduits like
Tahira are our only hope now, and we must—”

“I will not listen to your lies!” Vienne
interrupted. She turned and jabbed a finger at the guards. “Take
the girl. If the Knight-Captain tries to stop you, kill him.”

The two men visibly trembled in their armor,
but they didn’t advance. One of them actually backpedaled a
step.

“What are you waiting for?” Vienne snarled.
“Take her!”

“No,” Hathos whispered. “Stand down.”

The priestess shot him a withering glare.
“You will not—”

“Stand down,” Hathos repeated, placing his
hand on the haft of the closest polearm. “Whatever has happened to
the gods, we will not serve them by acting out of fear and
desperation. There must be another way.”

The guards slowly lowered their weapons, and
Cassel did the same. Vienne scowled at all of them in turn, but her
impotence had just been revealed to everyone…and she knew it.
Cursing under her breath, she turned and stormed out of the
room.

Hathos sighed, and his shoulders sank like a
man who had been utterly, thoroughly defeated. “You should go home,
Julian,” he said softly. “There is nothing left for you here.”

Cassel returned his sword to its scabbard. “I
refuse to believe that. There must be a way to help these
men!”

“If there was, it’s far too late now. Their
destiny is sealed.”

“I can feel Tahira’s power—it is
real,” Cassel insisted. He pointed at the unconscious knight
next to them. “If we give her more time, I’m sure she could…”

He paused, frowning when he looked upon the
purple latticework of veins on the unconscious man’s neck. A
distant memory triggered in the back of his mind…there was
something eerily familiar about this particular symptom. For some
reason, it reminded him of his healer’s training all those years
ago…

“There’s nothing you can do here,” Hathos
repeated. “You should take the girl and return to Highwind. Perhaps
in time, you can convince Commander Crowe or Deswick to—”

“Where is Laurent?” Cassel asked, his breath
suddenly catching in his throat.

Hathos frowned. “In Commander Calreth’s
quarters, as I said. But you won’t be able to save her either,
Julian. It’s too late for us.”

“She responded differently when her powers
were restored,” Cassel said, a cold shudder rippling down his
spine. If his suspicions were correct…

No, it’s not possible. It can’t be…

“At first, perhaps, but not any longer,”
Hathos insisted. “Please, Julian: return to Highwind. Save as many
of the others as you can.”

“We will,” Cassel said, taking Tahira’s hand
and helping her up. “Right after we finish saving all of you.”

He strode towards the door and hauled the
priestess along with him. The guards didn’t try to stop them, and
neither did Hathos. They just watched, despondent and confused, as
Cassel raced back up the spiraling staircase.

“I don’t understand,” Tahira said, her voice
so soft it was almost completely drowned out by the echo of their
footfalls. “What is happening?”

“I’m not sure…yet,” Cassel said. “But
I need you to be ready for anything.”

“I don’t—”

He whirled around and cupped his hand on her
cheeks. “Just stay close to me no matter what happens. Do you
understand?”

Tahira nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“Good,” Cassel said, leaning in and kissing
her. When her power crackled across his lips and shuddered through
his body, he became more convinced than ever that he was right.
“Come on.”

He raced up the stairs, his heart pounding in
his chest. The officers’ quarters were on the fourth level, and
when they arrived, he paused a moment to ensure they were alone.
The library off to their right seemed empty, thankfully, as did all
the rooms on their left. The Knight-Commander’s bedroom was the
only one with a closed door, and Cassel grit his teeth as he
finally mustered the will to approach. He could have sworn that the
massive statue of Escar at the center of the floor was staring down
at him, judging him for what he was about to do…

“Do you really believe we can save her?”
Tahira asked.

“No,” Cassel said, reaching out and grabbing
the handle. “I’m almost certain we can’t.”

He opened the door. The bedroom inside was
every bit as elegant and ostentatious as he remembered, from the
rare Iskaran rugs to the overpriced Tali drapes to the hand-carved
elven statuettes. The chamber was fit for a prince.

Or would have been, if not for the corpse
strewn across the bed.

Tahira gasped and covered her mouth. Cassel
balled his hands into fists at his sides as his darkest suspicions
were officially confirmed. Dame Laurent was sprawled atop the
sheets, her neck and torso smeared with dried blood. Her hands were
red, too, as if she had spent her last few seconds in this world
desperately and futilely trying to quench the geyser spewing from
her throat.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

Cassel whipped around and drew his sword in a
single smooth motion. Hathos was standing there in the shadows just
outside the doorway, his face as pale as a ghost.

“We were all slowly wasting away,” the man
whispered. “We begged Escar for guidance and forgiveness…but no
matter how much we prayed, he refused to answer. He abandoned us in
our hour of greatest need. All the gods did.”

Cassel crept forward, blade at the ready.
“What did you do, Bertrand?”

“I made a choice,” Hathos said. “Life over
death. Solace over pain. Survival over duty.”

The man’s eyes, already weary with fatigue,
seemed to sink even deeper into his skull as he lumbered forward.
“They arrived outside the gates on the tenth night after the
Shattering,” he went on. “They called themselves the ‘Knights of
the Crimson Flame,’ and I knew there was nothing we could to do
stop them. They had magic, and we had nothing. Five of our brothers
were dead before I even made it downstairs, and three others burst
into flames the instant I called for a charge. It wasn’t a
battle—it was a massacre.”

Hathos closed his eyes. “They didn’t want to
kill all of us. They said that the Conduit would heal our wounds
and restore our powers. They said that she would give us the
strength we needed to unite the Northern Reaches under a single
banner for the first time in a hundred generations. All we needed
to do was pledge ourselves to the Inquisitrix—the Raven Queen of
Vorsalos—and forsake the gods who had abandoned us.”

“So that’s what you did,” Cassel whispered.
“Right after you murdered everyone who refused to go along with
your treachery.”

“I didn’t murder anyone!” Hathos nearly
screamed. “The enemy cut down any knight who drew steel against
them right then and there. I ordered everyone to stop, but…” He
paused and nearly choked when he tried to swallow. “Not everyone
agreed with my decision, but I refused to let them throw their
lives away for nothing. I restrained them, and I begged the enemy
to give our people another chance. I thought that if they endured
the Echo for a few more days, they would come around, especially
after the rest of us were cured…”

“But they didn’t come around, did they?”
Cassel said. “They sat there, rotting away in the infirmary until
Tahira showed up, and after she revived them, you panicked. You
realized you had sold out your own men for nothing…and that’s why
you poisoned them.”

Hathos remained stiff and silent, but the
truth was right there in his eyes.

“It took me a while, but I finally recognized
the symptoms,” Cassel said. “Nyrax venom—I was given a lesson on
how to properly treat it almost ten years ago. It’s rare, but I bet
the apothecaries kept some in the lab downstairs for training
purposes.”

“By the goddess…” Tahira breathed.

“We might still be able to save them before
the damage is permanent, and once we do, I’ll bet your powers will
restore them just like before.” Cassel grimaced and jerked his head
towards the bed. “But Laurent refused to go along with this
madness, didn’t she?”

Hathos’s cheek twitched. “I sent Adrianna to
Highwind in the hopes of converting the squires and younger
knights. I knew that Crowe and Deswick and the other officers would
never come around, but the recruits…I wanted to save them. I wanted
them to have a future.”

“A future as the Inquisitrix’s toadies?”
Cassel snarled.

“Yes, but a future nonetheless,” Hathos said.
“When Laurent arrived yesterday morning and told me about you and
the Eternal Priestess, I didn’t want to believe it. Her story
seemed impossible…but then I saw what happened last night. Laurent
knew we had made a mistake, and she was willing to do anything to
correct it.”

Cassel’s arms trembled with rage, and it took
every scrap of willpower he could muster not to charge forward and
cleave the other man in half. “So you killed her for it,” he
growled.

“No,” Hathos said, turning and pacing out of
the doorway and back into the corridor. He stopped and braced his
hand against the statue of Escar. “I tried to make her see reason—I
tried to make her understand that the choice was no longer ours.
Just because we pledged ourselves to the Inquisitrix doesn’t mean
she suddenly trusted us implicitly. She has eyes everywhere,
Julian, and she will not allow a rival Conduit to threaten her
power.”

“No, she won’t,” a dark female voice called
out.

Cassel stepped into the corridor just in time
to catch a flicker of movement from the shadows near the library. A
single loud click echoed off the walls, and Hathos cried out
in shock as a crossbow bolt pierced his breastplate and knocked him
from his feet. He clutched at his chest, his face twisted in agony,
as a stream of blood frothed over his lips.

“I told my mistress that this was a mistake,”
the female voice said. “I told her that we should burn your
wretched Order to the ground and build over the ashes. But she
believes in redemption, you see, and who am I to argue with a
living goddess?”

A slender woman in priestly garments emerged
from within the library, one hand holding a small crossbow and the
other clutching a glowing vatari crystal. “Still, I can’t see how
any of this was worth the trouble,” Vienne said. “The mistress
wanted an army of knights to lead her forces into battle, but I
doubt she’ll have much use for them when I bring her another
Godsoul. The world already trembles before the might of her
righteous crusade…imagine what she will be able to accomplish when
she adds this girl’s power to her own?”

“Stay back,” Cassel warned, positioning
himself in the doorway to protect Tahira. He took a deep breath and
forced himself not to think about how thoroughly he had been
humiliated the last time he had tried to fight a Senosi
Huntress…

“It’s hard to believe that Lasille had both
of you in her clutches just a few short weeks ago,” Vienne said.
She crushed the crystal in her palm, releasing the magical energy
stored within, and her dark eyes began to glow an all-too-familiar
green. “To think, she allowed this prize to slip through her
fingers. It would be embarrassing if it weren’t so funny. Let me
guess: she spent too much time playing with her food and got
distracted?”

“She underestimated us,” Cassel said,
settling into a defensive stance. His eyes flicked around the area
for inspiration, but corridor was mostly empty aside from the
statue of Escar and the oversized golden scales hanging from the
ceiling between its stone hands.

“Is that so?” Vienne sneered as she tossed
her crossbow aside and unsheathed the tiger claws concealed in her
gloves. “This ‘priestess’ of yours is a little girl who doesn’t
understand the gift that has been given to her, and you…you’re just
another pathetic paladin who thinks he knows how to handle a sword.
Do you have any idea how many of your brothers I’ve already killed?
Do you have any idea how pitifully they all begged before the end?
At least that cunt Laurent had a backbone, for all the good it did
her…”

A flood of molten rage seared through
Cassel’s veins, and he almost rushed forward even though he knew it
was exactly what Vienne wanted. He had spent the last month
watching his brethren wither and die from the Echo in Highwind, but
dozens of other knights scattered across the Reaches had been
butchered by the Senosi. Their spirits cried out for vengeance, and
he desperately wanted to give it to them.

But he knew he couldn’t defeat a Huntress by
himself, and even more importantly, he knew that killing this
murderous bitch wouldn’t change anything. The dead would still be
dead, and the war against the Inquisitrix would continue unabated.
The only person that could really make a difference was standing
right behind him.

No matter what happens here, no matter what
fate befalls the Silver Fist, Tahira must survive.

“Run,” Cassel whispered.

“What?” she gasped.

“Get to the stables and take a horse,” he
told her. “Ride as hard as you can back to Serrane. She’ll do
everything she can to protect you.”

“Julian—”

“Go! Now!” Cassel took a deep breath and
adjusted his grip on his sword. “I’ll slow her down as long as I
can.”

He charged. Vienne waited patiently for him,
her claws outstretched and her tattoos glowing, fully confident in
her ability to overpower him. She wasn’t wrong about her chances;
Senosi were faster and stronger than any paladin. Cassel was just a
man, after all, and she was a magic-eating vampire.

Which was precisely why he had no intention
of actually fighting her.

Veering off to his left at the last moment,
Cassel took a sweeping, two-handed chop at the statue of Escar
nestled against the wall. His blade sliced through the ropes
holding the giant golden scales suspended above the corridor, and
the entire pulley system collapsed under its own weight. The scales
groaned, wobbled, and then plummeted to the stone floor with a
thunderous crash that nearly knocked Cassel from his feet. Vienne
vanished behind a cloud of dust and debris as she dove out of the
way.

“Go!” Cassel screamed, gesturing at Tahira
one last time. “Now!”

The priestess finally snapped out of her
stasis. While she dashed across the corridor towards the stairwell,
Cassel vaulted up onto the wreckage of the scales and peered
through the billowing dust in the hopes he might miraculously catch
Vienne by surprise…

He didn’t. A throwing dagger whirled out of
the dust and struck him squarely in the breastplate. The tiny blade
would have pierced his heart if not for the Aetheric barrier
reinforcing his armor, and the force of the impact still bowled him
over. Vienne materialized a split second later, her lithe body
pouncing towards him like a great cat sensing an easy kill. In
desperation, Cassel rolled to his left and slashed defensively
across his body to keep her at a distance. The gambit worked—she
flipped away at the last instant rather than risk getting split in
two.

She might be a murderous bitch like all
Senosi, but she isn’t as wild and reckless as Lasille. You
can use that to your advantage to buy Tahira more time…

Grinning, Cassel adopted a purely defensive
dueling stance to exploit the reach of his sword. Every swipe was
designed to keep his opponent at bay rather than score a kill, and
despite Vienne superior’s speed, his tactics worked…for a time. He
held her off long enough for Tahira to reach the stairwell, but the
moment his arms began to tire, the Huntress slipped beneath his
guard and raked her claws across his chest, shearing through his
armor and lacerating his flesh. He winced, momentarily staggered by
the pain.

The hesitation nearly cost him his life.
Vienne, hungry for a kill, swiped at his throat…only to have her
prey duck at the last possible instant. Cassel’s years of
relentless training kicked in, and while the Huntress briefly lost
her balance, he reared back and chopped down with all his
might.

He would have cleaved any other opponent in
two, but Vienne—just like Lasille—was simply too fast. She trapped
his blade in her claws a hair’s breadth from her face, and she
snarled at him as she twisted her wrists and wrenched the weapon
from his grip. His sword clattered across the floor and disappeared
into a cloud of dust.

“You really are good,” Vienne told him
between labored breaths. “Perhaps I will drag you back to my
mistress after all.”

She spun around and kicked Cassel in the
chest, hurling him across the corridor and into the wall so hard it
knocked the wind from his lungs. His vision blurred as he gasped
for breaths that wouldn’t come, but he could still see Vienne
sprinting after Tahira.

You have to stop her. You have to slow her
down. You have to…

He wasn’t sure how long the blackness
overwhelmed him, but his ears heard Tahira’s screams before his
eyes refocused enough to see Vienne drag the priestess into the
corridor by the throat and slam her against the wall.

“Astonishing,” Vienne said, shaking her head
contemptuously. “To think that such a weak, pathetic vessel could
be chosen to carry such an awesome power…”

“No!” Cassel rasped breathlessly. He crawled
forward despite the fire burning in his lungs and the invisible
weight crushing his chest.

“What’s even more astonishing is that Lasille
couldn’t sense this power,” Vienne said, pinning Tahira with her
left hand while her right slowly traced the circular tattoo on the
priestess’s bare stomach. “It’s like the Aether itself is burning
in your belly.”

“Please!” Tahira whimpered. “Please,
don’t—”

“Don’t what, hurt you?” the Huntress scoffed
and squeezed the other woman’s throat even harder. “My mistress
ordered me to bring your Godsoul to her, but she didn’t tell me
how. I don’t think she knows, to be honest. Do you?”

The priestess flailed helplessly in Vienne’s
iron grip. Grimacing, Cassel tried to command the Aether to restore
his wounds, but he couldn’t concentrate past the pain. All he could
do was put one hand before the other and crawl over the rubble. He
spotted his fallen sword just a few yards away, though he wasn’t
certain he had the strength left to swing it. All he knew was that
he had to try…

“The Godsoul must be somewhere inside this
wonderful little body of yours, right?” Vienne said. “Let’s find
out, shall we?”

The Huntress smiled, unsheathed the claws in
her right gauntlet, and plunged them straight into Tahira’s
stomach.

“No!”

Cassel’s horrified howl echoed through the
tower like the dying wail of a ghostly spirit. He froze, paralyzed
by dread, as the young woman he had sworn to protect choked on her
own blood.

“Shhh, it’s all right,” Vienne soothed.
“You’ll be with the rest of your sisters soon. But before you go,
let’s see what divinity tastes like…”

The Huntress withdrew her claws. Still
smiling, she opened her mouth and allowed the fresh blood to
dribble over her tongue.

“Ah, there it is,” Vienne breathed.
“So pure, so potent, so perfect…”

Clenching his teeth, Cassel willed his broken
body to keep moving towards his sword. He could already feel the
Aether slipping out of his reach, and the pangs of the Wasting Echo
yearned to take its place…

“I can’t believe Lasille missed this,” Vienne
said, her eyes and tattoos glowing so brightly they were almost
blinding. “It’s like feasting on a thousand sorcerers at once!”

She began frantically licking her claws, as
if terrified to waste a single drop. Meanwhile, Cassel finally
reached his sword and closed his fingers around the handle, but he
couldn’t muster the strength to lift it.

“I can already feel the power welling inside
me,” Vienne said. “All I need is…”

The Huntress froze in place, and Cassel swore
he could hear something sizzling nearby. A moment later, the acrid
stench of burning flesh stung his nostrils…

And Vienne screamed.

The noise was so shrill, so piercing, that it
didn’t even seem human. The Huntress released her grip on Tahira
and stumbled backwards, clutching madly at her own throat. It was
only then that Cassel saw the thin trails of smoke escaping from
the woman’s mouth…and all across her tattooed flesh.

“Escar’s mercy…” he breathed.

The Senosi collapsed to her knees as the
power of the Godsoul literally set fire to her blood. Her tattoos
ruptured like fissures of molten lava, igniting her flesh, her
clothes, and eventually her hair. Cassel couldn’t help but turn
away when her glowing eyes began boiling inside her skull, and by
the time he finally mustered the will to look, there was nothing
left of Vienne but a pile of smoldering ash.

“Julian…”

Cassel’s eyes snapped back to Tahira, and he
crawled past the carnage to reach her. She was slumped against the
wall, blood still hemorrhaging from her stomach. Her already fair
skin had paled to a ghostly white, and he swore he could actually
see the life ebbing from her eyes.

“Oh, gods,” he gasped, his hand trembling
above her wound. “Just hold on…just hold on!”

Closing his eyes, Cassel tried to reach out
to the Aether…only to have its power slip through his fingers once
again. The first pangs of the Wasting Echo clawed at the back of
his mind, and he swore as he placed his hand atop hers.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Gods, I’m so
sorry!”

He squeezed her fingers and struggled to hold
back the tears—

And then Tahira’s eyes exploded in brilliant
golden light. Cassel’s breath caught in his throat as the
priestess’s body abruptly stiffened, and before he even knew what
was happening, the light burst from within her mouth, too. Within
seconds, the glow had enveloped her entire body, including the
blood spilled across the floor. He had to close his eyes and turn
away just to keep from being blinded…

“This vessel is broken.”

The words escaped from Tahira’s lips, but
they were not hers. Cassel forced himself to squint and look upon
the priestess despite the light searing his eyes. The raw power
radiating from her was so intense he could have sworn he was lying
right next to the bloody sun.

“The vessel is…imperfect,” the voice
said. “Weak, fragile…but loyal. It must endure.”

Cassel swallowed and shook his head. “Can you
save it? Can you save her?”

“No,” the voice said. “But you can.”

The light suddenly crashed over him. Cassel
inhaled sharply as the withering pain of the Echo was replaced by
the innervating power of the Aether. Magic crackled at his
fingertips, and he reached out and laid his hands upon Tahira’s
stomach. As the punctures in her belly sealed shut, color returned
to her flesh.

“You will protect this vessel,” the voice
within Tahira said. “You will be her sword and her shield. You will
be her wrath and her mercy. You will be her hand…and her
heart.”

Cassel shook his head. “I don’t
understand.”

“You will,” the voice said. “You
must.”

The light faded, first from Tahira’s body and
then from her eyes. She blinked tiredly, and her piercing green
irises refocused upon him.

“Julian?” she asked.

“I’m here,” he told her, resting his hand
back atop her stomach. The tattoo encircling her navel was the only
part of her still glowing.

“What…what happened?” she asked.

“I’m not quite sure,” Cassel whispered. “But
I think I may have just spoken to the Eternal Lady.”

Tahira frowned. “What?”

He glanced back at the smoldering ashes and
blood-stained debris surrounding them. His ribs still hurt like
hell, and he had a thousand new questions he desperately wanted
answered…but all of that would just have to wait.

“I’ll explain later,” Cassel said. “Right
now, we have poisoned knights to save…and I have a promise to
keep.”
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Ultimatum

 


“There is nothing else to debate,” Constable
Gerrard Mannick growled in frustration. “The Vorsalosian fleet is
massing at the mouth of the river, and our men see more and more
wyverns in the sky every damn night. We are out of time. If we
don’t ask for help now—”

“My answer is not going to change no matter
how many times you rephrase the question,” Knight-Commander Crowe
said. “I will not hand this city over to a criminal and her
thugs!”

“Then you will be handing it over to the
Inquisitrix instead. That is the reality here, whether the Silver
Fist wishes to admit it or not.”

Serrane Starwind sighed and glanced between
the two men, wondering why she had even bothered attending another
meeting. They had all spoken their piece a thousand times over by
now. The only course of action left was to prepare the city as best
they could and wait for the Inquisitrix to make her move.

And pray that Julian gets back soon.

“As I’ve said countless times, Captain Cassel
could already be leading a contingent of knights to the city,” she
said. “Once he arrives—”

“If he arrives,” Mannick corrected.
“If this so-called ‘Conduit’ of yours can actually do what
you claim.”

“Even if she can, there’s no guarantee that
it will matter,” Crowe murmured. “Many of my brethren will refuse
to acknowledge her existence. I admire Julian’s courage, General, I
really do, but without a Highlord to unite us…”

A dark silence settled over the table.
Serrane stood and paced over to the window, arms crossed and jaw
clenched. Only two days had passed since she and Valuri had
returned from the mountains, but every one of these meetings felt
like it lasted a hundred years. Her patience had completely
evaporated.

“We have all made up our minds, and nothing
is going to change them,” she said eventually. “I suggest we
continue focusing our efforts on defending the city.”

“My guardsmen are already on the walls, and
my battle masters continue trying to conscript every able-bodied
man and woman in the city,” Mannick said. “But you know as well as
I do that it won’t be enough.”

“It will if we’re smart about it,” Serrane
said, pointing towards the map of the city spread across the table.
“We have enough ships docked in the harbor to give the enemy fleet
pause, at least for a while.”

Mannick snorted. “Until their wyverns swoop
in and torch their sails.”

“Until they try,” Serrane corrected.
“I will station my rangers here atop the old port authority office
where they can stay out of sight. When the wyverns swoop in, my men
can catch the riders in a crossfire over the harbor. In the
meantime, I will take Garadros over the river and attack their
ships directly. The enemy will have no choice but to keep some of
their wyverns in reserve for defense.”

“Until they annihilate you,” Mannick said.
“This plan is suicide.”

“No, it’s courage,” Crowe countered.
“Something that’s in short supply around here these days.”

“What are you—”

“We can go over the details again once the
rest of the enemy fleet sets sail down the channel,” Serrane said
before they could start bickering again. “The most important thing
is that we have a plan. I suggest we focus on implementing it.”

Mannick glared at her for a long moment, and
she really thought he would try to start yet another argument. But
apparently even he had grown tired of his own voice, and he sighed
and waved his hand instead.

“The Guard will be ready to serve Highwind,
as always,” he said. “If this bitch wants to take our city, we can
at least make her bleed for it.”

Serrane nodded. “I’ll inform you the instant
I hear anything from the scouts. In the meantime, we should all
probably get some rest. It’s been a long day.”

“It’s been a long month,” Crowe said,
standing. “Escar willing, we’ll all live long enough to suffer
through another one.”

“We will,” she assured him. “I’m certain of
it.”

After offering them both a final, confident
nod, she gathered her things and returned to her streets. She might
have been frustrated to the point of madness, but at least it was
her favorite time of day. The rapidly setting sun cast all of
Highwind in a luminous red haze, and even though she had come to
despise city hall, the view from the bottom of the steps was one of
the best in the city. She had always loved how the Silver Fist
Temple changed color at this hour; both of its twin spires
transformed from silver to gold, and their shadows grew so long
they almost looked like hands gently cradling the city. One of
these days, she needed to mount Garadros and appreciate the view
from above.

Assuming a dozen other wyverns don’t take
flight and try to kill you.

Serrane grimaced at the thought. The people
had been so inspired by her return that the cloud of tension
hanging over the city had briefly dispersed, but by now the grim
reality of the situation had reasserted itself. A single stolen
wyvern couldn’t send the farmers back to the fields to plant their
crops, and inspiring speeches couldn’t restore the Knights of the
Silver Fist. Highwind was still broken, and the time for its heroes
to perform a miracle was quickly running out. If they couldn’t
break the siege soon…

Julian will return any day now, and he will
have an army of knights at his side. You just need to buy him a
little more time.

Clenching her jaw in determination, Serrane
set off towards the Duskwatch stables. Since her return, she had
made it a point to walk around the city as much as possible in the
hopes of reassuring the people. She wasn’t convinced it would
actually make a difference, but she still thought it was worth her
time. People simply couldn’t live in a constant state of panic
forever; eventually the fear and anxiety became as normal as
breakfast tea. If she could break that spell, even for a few
minutes, then she could at least feel like she was doing her
job.

Still, she knew it wasn’t wise to linger out
here too long after dark, and she risked a quick jaunt through part
of Blacktide Borough as a shortcut. She was halfway back to the
stables when she veered into an alleyway and nearly plowed into a
massive half-orc man standing just around the corner.

“General,” the half-orc said. “It’s good to
see you again.”

Serrane instinctively reached for the twin
blades at her hips, but she was poised enough not to draw them—yet.
She didn’t recognize the man at all, but he looked like a
prototypical street thug: tall, muscular, and clad in mismatched
bits of scavenged armor.

“I apologize for the deception, but a woman
in my position can never be too careful,” the half-orc said, its
voice transforming from a masculine baritone to a feminine soprano
in the space of a few words. “I would say the same about you. You
are far too important to move about the city without
bodyguards.”

Serrane’s mouth fell open as the
muscle-bound man in front of her slowly morphed into a sleek,
slender half-elven woman with shoulder-length silver hair, bright
green eyes, and a thick grey cloak. She wasn’t armed—at least not
visibly—though a sorceress of her obvious power had little use for
swords and daggers.

“You’ve no idea how pleased I am to see you
unhurt,” the Black Mistress said. “Destroying the enemy’s hatchery
was an enormous accomplishment. The people of Highwind owe you a
debt they can never repay.”

Valuri’s countless stories about this woman
flashed through Serrane’s mind. Solemi had gone from a farm girl in
Riverbend to a drow slave to a legendary courtesan to a criminal
mastermind…it was almost too much to believe. But even if only half
of it were true, this unassuming half-elf girl was as much of a
threat to Highwind as the Inquisitrix.

“You’re the one who found it in the first
place,” Serrane said, trying to keep her expression neutral while
remaining coiled and ready to strike. “I still wonder how you
acquired that information.”

“Information is my business,” Solemi said
matter-of-factly. “My operatives possess other secrets that could
prove useful to the city’s defense.”

“Then by all means, share them.”

“You know my price.”

Serrane snorted and stepped deeper into the
alley. She could feel a sudden shift in the Aetheric currents as
Solemi wove another spell. Visually nothing changed, but Serrane
had seen similar illusion magic back in Nelu’Thalas. The half-elven
woman had just concealed their presence—and their voices—from
anyone who happened to be nearby.

“Our decision stands,” Serrane said. “If your
people wish to help defend the city, they are more than welcome on
the walls. But we will not grant Highwind’s most notorious criminal
a seat on the Council.”

“Disappointing, though not unexpected,”
Solemi said. “I had hoped that you of all people would be willing
to take a stand against the ignorant zealotry of the Silver Fist
and others like them. Sorcery could be Highwind’s salvation.”

“It’s not sorcery I’m concerned about,”
Serrane replied pointedly. “I will not be coerced into a bargain to
save the present by sacrificing the future.”

Solemi inched closer, her green eyes
glittering beneath her hood. “What about your future?
Reputations are often more fragile than we think. The people were
inspired by the sight of their Ranger-General flying atop a wyvern,
but if they learned more about her…well, suffice to say that many
of their illusions about her ‘virtue’ might unravel.”

Serrane grunted and crossed her arms. “You
can’t intimidate me, and the fact you’re so desperate to try is a
sign of weakness, not strength. Do your worst. I have nothing to
hide from the people. Not anymore.”

The half-elf’s smile slowly faded. “Everyone
has something to hide,” she said, her voice cooling several
degrees. “And everyone has something to fear.”

“If that’s a threat, I’m not impressed,”
Serrane said. “Sit out this war if you want. The Inquisitrix and
her Senosi will be coming for you next.”

Solemi stared hard into the other woman’s
eyes for several long, suffocating seconds before she abruptly
turned and strode down the alley. She never even reached the other
side—her slender figure vanished into the depths of a long shadow
and never reappeared.

“I’m so glad we had this little chat,”
Serrane murmured, taking a deep breath and glancing around the
alley. When no one else jumped out her, she returned to the main
street and took the long way around the Borough just in case.
Solemi was right about one thing—traveling alone was probably a bad
idea, especially with Senosi Huntresses potentially lurking in
every shadow.

You should be traveling with a Huntress of
your own.

Serrane smirked at the thought. She was
already planning on meeting Valuri for dinner tonight. The Huntress
had ostensibly spent the last two days scouring the dark places of
the city for information on Senosi operatives. Perhaps she had even
found some.

The stables were bustling when Serrane
finally arrived, half because the Duskwatch had wrangled almost all
of the horses in the city and half because of the giant wyvern now
roosting in the makeshift aviary. Garadros had behaved himself so
far, mercifully, though his appetite was going to be a problem
soon. He needed to be able to fly into the mountains and forage for
food on his own.

All things considered, though, his presence
had been a tremendous boon. She smiled when she approached his
stall—or rather, the three stalls that had been merged into
one—and she reached out through the Aether to caress his mind. He
seemed content curled atop his pile of straw. She would have
assumed he was asleep if his yellow-orange eye didn’t snap
open.

“Don’t let me disturb you,” Serrane said,
kneeling and placing her hand on his scaly snout. “I just wanted to
check in and see how you were doing.”

He grumbled softly before reclosing his eyes.
She continued stroking him while she examined his wounds. They
seemed mostly healed, thankfully, and she was tempted to take him
on a quick scouting mission to Riverbend. But the risk of getting
swarmed by enemy riders remained too great.

“He looks like he’s settling in nicely.”

Serrane glanced over her shoulder to see
Valuri standing just outside the doorway, her red scarf fluttering
in the breeze as she fiddled with her left gauntlet.

“He’s getting more comfortable with the
handlers,” Serrane said. “I’m not sure how much longer he’ll put up
with being grounded, though. He wants to fly and be free.”

“Don’t we all,” Valuri muttered. “Have you
tried explaining to him that if he leaves, he’ll just get killed or
recaptured?”

“As best I can, yes. He understands…I think.”
Serrane eyed Valuri’s hand. “Trouble with the new gauntlet?”

“It just needs some breaking in,” the
Huntress said, stretching out her arm. The spring-loaded silver
blade concealed in her gauntlet shot out when she flicked her
wrist. “Your people do good work, though. If I ever see Lasille
again, I’ll jab this right up her cunt.”

Serrane grunted and shook her head. She had
never met anyone who could be so elegant and so crude at the same
time. “You still never told me why you wanted the blade to be
fashioned out of silver. Steel is far stronger and more
durable.”

“It’s a contingency plan in case Jorem gets
in over his head.” Valuri stared into nothing for a few seconds
before she sighed and retracted the blade. “Assuming he hasn’t
already gotten in over his head. He and Red should have been
back by now.”

The ranger pursed her lips. “Do you think the
Black Mistress is involved?”

“I’ve no doubt she’s involved, but
that could mean almost anything. For all I know, they’re lost in
the bloody Underworld somewhere.”

“I’m sure they’ll return before you know it,”
Serrane said. She had been telling herself the same thing about
Julian all day, and she wasn’t sure if she believed either
sentiment. It was entirely possible—maybe even probable—that
he and Tahira had been ambushed and killed…

You told yourself you wouldn’t do this.
Julian will figure out a way to get the job done—he always
does.

“I assume the Council still can’t decide what
to do?” Valuri asked.

“We’ve decided what not to do,”
Serrane said, snapping her focus back to the here and now. “The
Vorsalosian fleet is massing at the mouth of the river, and in all
likelihood, they’ll set sail soon. They could easily attack the
city within the week.”

Valuri grimaced and glanced away. “I wish we
had another ripe, juicy target to attack. Assaulting that hatchery
might have been crazy, but at least we were doing
something.”

Serrane nodded soberly. “I don’t like it
either, but at this point there isn’t much we can do besides wait.
With luck, Julian will return in a day or two with a real
army.”

“If only I could say the same about Jorem and
Red,” Valuri murmured. “If everything plays out like normal, he’ll
probably show up with ten new girls on his arm.”

“You’ve said that before,” Serrane pointed
out, eyebrows arched. “Does it really bother you?”

“Not as long as they’re cute and I get to
play with them once in a while.” Valuri snickered, though it seemed
a little forced. “Speaking of which…are we still on for dinner
tonight?”

“For an assassin and saboteur, you aren’t
particularly subtle.”

“I am when I need to be.” The Huntress
planted her hands on her hips and rolled her tongue across her
lips. “But a girl has to eat sometime.”

Serrane smiled and crossed her arms over her
chest. “Is that all I am to you? A quick meal?”

“Hopefully not that quick.”

Smirking, Serrane glanced around to make
certain no one was watching before she planted a quick kiss on the
other woman’s lips “I need to take a lap around the walls to check
on my men and inspect the defenses. But after that…how about you
meet me at my house in a few hours?”

“At your command, General,” Valuri said,
offering a mock salute before she turned and sauntered away.

Serrane watched the other woman go, marveling
at how effortlessly the Huntress balanced on those obscene serrated
heels of hers. She really was unique in so many ways…

“I’ll come back and check on you tomorrow
morning,” Serrane said, patting Garadros again. “Try your best not
to eat anyone while I’m gone, okay?”

The wyvern groaned and shuffled until his
head was resting under his wing. It would have been adorable if he
had just been fuzzy instead of scaly.

“Good boy,” she soothed. “I have a feeling
you’re going to get a lot more sleep than I will tonight.”

 


***

 


Valuri turned her head and fluttered her
eyelashes as she admired her handiwork in the mirror. “Not bad,”
she said, puffing out her lips and applying a final touch of rouge.
“Jorem would have been hard and ready ten minutes ago, though
that’s not really saying much.”

She snorted and got to work putting her hair
up. As strange as it sounded, this was probably the part of being a
Senosi Huntress she missed the most. Getting dressed up, putting on
a disguise…she used to spend her nights infiltrating underworld
groups like the Lecasi Brotherhood. She had first met Jorem during
a mission to eliminate the gang’s former kingpin, and the memory
still made her smile whenever she thought about it. He hadn’t been
able to keep his eyes—or his hands—off of her.

They had enjoyed so many good times together,
usually punctuated by a hot, sloppy feast. When she closed her
eyes, she could perfectly visualize him pulling his cock from her
quim and stroking it right over her face…

Red will make sure he gets back even if wolf
girl tries something. You’ve never been a worrier before and
there’s no reason to start now.

Valuri took a deep breath and buried her
fears as deeply as she could. She had big plans tonight, after all,
and she refused to let reality dampen her spirits. Serrane was
probably already waiting for her.

Grinning in anticipation, Valuri inspected
herself in the mirror one last time. Her strapless red dress was
longer than she usually liked, but the silk hugged her curves so
perfectly she didn’t care. Her golden necklace was just as elegant
(and just as stolen), and she was confident she could pass herself
off as a proper lady at the Spring Ball if necessary. Hopefully,
Serrane would appreciate the effort.

Valuri strutted out of the room and left a
few coins with the barkeep downstairs. He was clearly surprised to
see her wearing a dress after several nights of her sneaking out in
her cloak and leather armor, and she allowed him a nice, long look
at her legs before she sauntered out to the street. A thick,
ominous wall of clouds had rolled in overhead, completely shrouding
the moon, but thankfully the lanterns here were far brighter and
more numerous than elsewhere in the city.

The Ranger-General’s estate was only a few
blocks away, but Valuri still drew plenty of attention during her
walk. Her outfit was the main culprit, of course, and plenty of
folks probably couldn’t decide if she was a performer or a
courtesan. She wasn’t ashamed to admit that she enjoyed the
attention, especially from the guards standing watch over the
adjacent estates. The true Highwind Guard had been completely
stretched to their limit thanks to the ongoing siege, and the
nobles here in the wealthier parts of the city had hired on
additional mercenary swords as a result.

Serrane’s home was the one exception. An iron
fence separated it from the other houses and the street, and
several of her Duskwatch rangers were always on patrol. Thanks to
Valuri’s Senosi vision, she had no trouble spotting each and every
one of them, including the one perched on the roof. Serrane had
instructed her to just come up to the door like a normal person,
but that seemed incredibly boring.

Grinning mischievously, Valuri quietly
climbed the fence with the skill of a professional burglar, then
skulked towards one of the windows rather than humiliate the poor
sap stationed on the roof again. Picking the lock without her claws
proved difficult, but she took it as a matter of personal pride to
try anyway. One of her hairpins worked nearly as well, and she
methodically cracked open the window and slipped inside the
house.

Valuri found herself in a small, mostly
unfurnished room, and she paused to listen for any signs her entry
had been detected. When nothing happened after a few seconds, she
carefully closed the window behind her, brushed herself off, and
started sneaking through the house in the hopes of catching Serrane
unawares…

“I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist.”

Valuri hopped in place and whirled around.
Serrane emerged from the shadows in the hallway, her finger wagging
back and forth as she clucked her tongue.

“Do you just hate doors, or what?” the elven
woman asked.

“They’re not my favorite,” Valuri muttered.
“How in the hell did you…”

She trailed off when the other woman stepped
closer. Serrane’s lithe elven body was sheathed in a breathtaking
silver gown with gaps in all the right places. She was even wearing
heels, which made her long, slender legs seem to go on forever…

“I told my men to leave a gap in their
patrols on this side,” Serrane said with a sly smile. “I almost
unlocked the window, but I figured that might be a little too
suspicious. Besides, I knew you were the resourceful type.”

Valuri planted her hands on her hips. “You
set a trap!”

“I’m a huntress too, you know,” Serrane said,
gliding forward. “And I’ve spent a fair bit of time studying my
prey.”

She kissed her intruder on the lips, and it
took all of Valuri’s willpower not to tackle the elf to the floor
right then and there. Their tongues danced together, slowly at
first but faster and faster with every breath…

Serrane pulled away a heartbeat before they
both lost control, and she smiled as she eyed the Huntress up and
down. “You clean up well.”

“I know,” Valuri snarked. “It’s almost a
shame how quickly you’re going to take this off me.”

She grabbed the other woman’s waist to reel
her back in, but Serrane placed a finger on Valuri’s lips.
“Patience,” the ranger scolded. “Dinner’s waiting for us in the
other room.”

“I have all I need right here,” Valuri said,
licking at her lips. She could already taste the elf’s sorcerous
energies…

“You’ll change your mind once you try my
stew,” Serrane said with a smirk. “Come on.”

Valuri was confused and even a little
annoyed…right up until the moment she caught the scent of freshly
baked bread wafting through the house. Her mouth instantly watered,
and for the first time in as long as she could remember, her Senosi
hunger gave way to the regular human version.

“Where did you find time to cook?” she asked
as they stepped into the dining room. The table was already set,
and the candelabra at the center bathed the entire room in a soft,
welcoming glow.

“Magic helps,” Serrane admitted, pointing to
an open seat. “But I figure I owe it to myself to prepare a good
meal every once in a while.”

Valuri eyed the bread and stew and shook her
head. “Gods, I don’t even know how to chop vegetables
properly…”

“Yes, well, I’m older than you,” Serrane
snickered. “Eat whatever you like. I’ll pour the wine.”

Valuri smiled and took a seat. All of
this—the home-cooked food, the expensive silverware, the
pleasant company—was so alien to her that she couldn’t help but be
a little unsettled. As bizarre as it seemed, she could count the
number of times she had dined by candlelight on one hand. She and
Jorem had never had anything resembling a “normal” relationship.
She had basically threatened him into helping her do her job, and
afterwards…

Well, they hadn’t enjoyed many fine dinners
in his cistern hideout in the warrens of Vorsalos. For the first
few months their partnership had essentially consisted of her
showing up at random hours of the day and fucking his brains out.
It had all been very casual, and they had both been
perfectly happy with the arrangement.

More recently, she and Red and Jorem had been
so busy that sitting down to a nice dinner simply hadn’t been
possible. Even during their time on Nol Krovos, they had always
been doing something. Having a night to earnestly relax was
genuinely strange…but surprisingly enjoyable.

Miraculously, the two women didn’t even talk
about business for a while. Serrane indulged her with a few stories
about Nelu’Thalas, and Valuri even got a few more details about
this handsome knight of hers. He certainly sounded sweet, and
Serrane was obviously quite smitten with him. Valuri tried her best
to reciprocate, but her personal stories about growing up in a
citadel of bitchy assassins weren’t quite as romantic.

“I’ve been meaning to ask about your search,”
Serrane said once the conversation finally shifted to the present.
“Did you find any leads on Senosi operatives in the city?”

“Not as many as I’d hoped,” Valuri admitted.
“I’ve actually started to wonder if Marcella has already pulled
most of the Huntresses out of the city.”

“What gives you that impression?”

“Because they’ve already sown about as much
chaos as possible. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure there are still a
few here somewhere, and if they ever got the chance, they would
happily take you or the other Council members down. But I suspect
that most of the others are with the fleet or stationed in
Ostvara.”

Serrane pursed her lips in thought. “I
suppose that makes sense. She won’t want to commit a large force to
holding her conquests, at least not until she captures Highwind. A
handful of Senosi can probably keep the locals in line as well as a
few hundred soldiers.”

“Better,” Valuri said. “Fear will keep down
any uprisings, at least for a while, and the Senosi will happily
execute any nobles who step out of line.”

Serrane lowered her fork and leaned forward.
“I’m almost afraid to ask, but what kind of horrible training did
they put you through?”

“Let’s just say it doesn’t make for pleasant
dinner conversation,” Valuri murmured.

“Fair enough. I’ve just never understood how
so many women could become so…heartless.”

“It’s not as tough as you think,
unfortunately.”

Serrane grunted softly. “When I first came to
Highwind, I thought it was a stinking den of corruption compared to
home. Even Silver Falls was more orderly, and the nobles out east
are constantly at each other’s throats. But then I heard about
Vorsalos…”

“It’s not that different from
Highwind,” Valuri said, surprised at how defensive she sounded.
“All big cities have a lot in common. When I was a little girl,
everything was run by a council of ship captains, and the Knights
of the Silver Fist had an outpost near the harbor. Then a woman
calling herself ‘the Inquisitrix’ showed up and challenged the rich
and powerful…”

Valuri leaned back in her chair. “I was too
young to really understand what was going on, but most people
believed that Marcella was cleaning up the city. You have to
understand that she didn’t actually conquer it by force—the nobles
eventually voted to put her in charge. It wasn’t until later that
she drove the Silver Fist out of the city and began her purge of
channelers.”

Serrane leaned forward. “Do you know why you
were chosen to become a Senosi?”

“Sure—I volunteered,” Valuri said. “It
probably sounds crazy to you, but parentless guttersnipes don’t
have much of a future unless they want to work on their back. Even
at that age, I knew what was waiting for me, and I wanted to clean
up the city. It was an easy choice.”

“I’m sorry,” Serrane whispered.

“Feh, don’t be,” Valuri scoffed. “I actually
did a lot of good, you know? We weren’t always going after pitiful
sorcerers like Jorem. Most of the time we were focused on the ones
whose powers were genuinely threatening people, like Sobren Lecasi
or Emile DeShane or the orc shamans hiding in the Shattered Peaks.
Marcella didn’t really crack down until most of the genuine threats
were gone.”

Valuri grunted and shook her head. “That’s
the real problem with inquisitions. Sooner or later, they run out
of bad people to hunt, and then they inevitably start going after
the good ones.”

Serrane smiled faintly. “I admit, when I
first heard about the Huntresses, I assumed they were all
thoughtless, cruel brutes.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong: most of them are,”
Valuri said. “The Castarium produces sadistic cunts as reliably as
the Silver Fist produces self-righteous assholes. Exceptions are
rare.”

“Well, then I’m glad I had the chance to meet
one,” Serrane replied wryly.

Valuri grinned. There was something so
unbelievably infectious about this woman’s smile—and her eyes, and
her nose, and her tits, and her body…

“You’re, uh, you’re not what I imagined,
either,” Valuri replied, taking another sip of wine.

Serrane grinned. “You thought I was an
uptight, unapproachable bitch?”

“It seemed like a safe enough bet,” Valuri
admitted. “But at the same time, I knew you’d be into
something fun. Thank the gods you like girls…”

The elf stretched her foot out under the
table and gently ran the tips of her toes along Valuri’s calf. “You
ready for dessert?”

“I’ve been ready since I crawled in the damn
window.”

Serrane giggled and stood. She offered Valuri
her hand to help her up, and the Huntress was just about ready to
snatch her prey up into her arms when Serrane unexpectedly began to
sing. Valuri froze, wondering what the hell was happening, but
Serrane pulled her close and began slowly swaying with the
tune.

The elf’s soft, melodious voice was
impossible to resist, and even though Valuri couldn’t understand
most of the words, they still sounded beautiful. Soon she was
swaying along despite her initial resistance, and her toes curled
when the song ended with a long, passionate kiss.

“It’s about a pair of unlikely lovers from
different cities,” Serrane said, smiling as she pulled away just
far enough to press the tips of their noses together. “I thought
you might like it.”

“It was beautiful,” Valuri whispered.

The ranger arched an eyebrow. “Then why do
you seem so uncomfortable?”

Valuri swallowed and tried to ignore the
bizarre flutters in her stomach. She wasn’t quite sure what was
going on…

“This may surprise you,” she said, “but I,
uh…I don’t really know anything about romance.”

Serrane smiled. “It’s never too late to
learn.”

“Maybe not, but…” Valuri swallowed again as
the flutters started getting worse. “I just don’t think I’m that
kind of girl.”

“You don’t enjoy being wined and dined?”

Valuri glanced back at the table. “I don’t
think anyone has ever tried it before…”

“That’s why I wanted to make your first time
extra special,” Serrane said with a wink. She leaned in and kissed
Valuri again, but this time the elf was far more aggressive. Her
normally delicate fingers clawed at the Huntress’s back and began
to unfasten the laces on the sides of her dress. The instant they
fell from Valuri’s shoulders, Serrane leaned down and began
suckling the other woman’s bare breasts one after another.

“Oh…” Valuri moaned, dragging her fingers
through the elf’s long hair. The Huntress’s impatience nearly got
the best of her—she desperately wanted to bend Serrane over the
table and fuck her senseless—but for once Valuri allowed her
partner to take control.

And she didn’t regret it for a moment.

Serrane slowly, sensuously explored every
inch of her partner’s body with her velvety elven tongue and sweet
elven lips. The ranger eventually sank down all the way to her
knees as she kissed and nibbled at Valuri’s sodden slit, and the
Huntress had to grab onto a low ceiling beam just to stay upright.
Her legs wobbled and she teetered on her heels…

“Oh, nngnnn!” Valuri cried out, biting
down on her lip hard so hard it went numb. Her body stiffened as
she came, and before she recovered, Serrane licked her way up the
Huntress’s belly and back to her lips.

“Not a bad dessert,” Serrane whispered after
they shared another long kiss. “But I think I’ll have seconds.”

She hoisted Valuri up into her arms with
surprising strength and carried the Huntress across the hall into
the bedroom. The silken sheets were so soft it was almost painful,
and once again Valuri had to fight against the demands of her
Senosi hunger. Her vatari tattoos were screaming for her to hold
the elf down and feed…

Just before she gave in, Serrane grabbed her
wrists and pinned them back against the headboard. Valuri glanced
up, surprised, as her partner revealed a previously concealed pair
of iron shackles and bound the Huntress’s wrists.

“Those won’t hold me,” Valuri said.

“Oh, I think they will,” Serrane replied, her
blue eyes twinkling.

The Huntress snorted. “Once I feed, I’ll tear
this whole house down for another taste.”

“That’s exactly why you aren’t getting
a taste,” Serrane said. “I’m not going to feed you, honey—I’m going
to fuck you. Over and over and over again…”

Smiling impishly, the elf leaned back and
slowly unfastened the straps of her own dress. She swayed back and
forth as she began singing again, gradually revealing her lithe
body one glorious inch at a time. Valuri was instantly mesmerized
by the tease, and she grimaced in annoyance when the restraints
held her in place. She had never wanted to tackle and devour anyone
so badly…

Serrane massaged her own breasts for several
long, torturous moments before she reached down to the floor and
retrieved the magic phallus. She nibbled at her lip as she fastened
the harness in place, and she moaned in delight when a shimmering,
translucent cock sprouted from her quim.

“Gods, this really does feel amazing,” she
breathed as she began stroking the shaft. Her eyes fluttered shut,
and Valuri couldn’t help but clench her teeth in anticipation. She
knew exactly how incredible the phallus felt, and she yearned to
feel it plunging inside her.

Serrane eventually smiled as she gently
pushed the Huntress’s knees apart and climbed on top of her. The
elf returned her lips and mouth to Valuri’s breasts, and Serrane
gently suckled at them even as she nudged the phallus against the
Huntress’s quivering quim. Valuri was so utterly soaked that the
tip easily slipped through her folds and pushed deeper and
deeper…

“Oh, gods,” Valuri whimpered. “Fuck me!
Please!”

Serrane eased her cock all the way inside,
and her sweet song quickly turned to euphoric moans as the power of
the phallus washed over her. She thrust slowly, gently, as if she
didn’t trust herself not to spill, and Valuri threw her head back
as her thighs clamped around the other woman’s waist.

She couldn’t remember the last time Jorem had
taken her like this. He was usually so rough and deliberate because
he knew that was exactly what she wanted. But she had almost
forgotten how nice it was to make love rather than just fuck…

“Giliath, lle tyava ikotane quell,”
Serrane breathed.

“Uh huh,” Valuri blubbered as her hands
balled into fists and tugged against her shackles. Without her
Senosi strength, they didn’t budge an inch. She was just a normal
woman completely at the mercy of her partner…and she loved every
second of it.

“You like being prey, don’t you, slut?”
Serrane teased, echoing Valuri’s own words from back on the
mountain.

“Yes,” the Huntress gasped.

“I bet you secretly yearn for a big, strong
man to dominate you, right?”

Valuri whimpered pitifully between thrusts.
“Y-yes.”

“You want to beg your sorcerer friend to hold
you down?”

“Yes.”

“You want to beg him to tie you up?”

“Yes!”

Serrane grinned and leaned upright. “Well,
you don’t have to beg me for anything, slut. I am a ranger, and you
are my prey. I take what I want…and right now, I want your
perfect little ass.”

Placing her hands on the back of Valuri’s
thighs, Serrane hoisted the Huntress’s legs up and back until her
knees almost touched her shoulders. With her body folded in half,
her ass became as easy a target as her sopping cunt…and Serrane was
poised and ready to strike.

She nudged the tip of the magical phallus
inside, slowly at first but rougher and deeper with each thrust.
Valuri cried out, first in pain but then in ecstasy, as the elven
ranger began fucking her ass in earnest.

“Squeal for me!” Serrane snarled between
breathless pants. “Beg for my cock!”

“Fuck me!” Valuri screeched as her bound
hands grabbed her own feet. “Fuck…me…harder!”

The elf eagerly obliged. Once she had
momentum, she pounded Valuri’s ass over and over and over until the
Huntress came so hard her vision went black. Her words slurred
together, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she whimpered so
loudly that half the people in Highwind probably heard her.

“Le’thos…here it comes,” Serrane
warned. “I’m going to fill that tight little ass!”

Valuri bit down on her lip. “N-no.”

“No? Where do you want it?”

This is it. This is the moment where you
finally reveal your true nature as a filthy, sloppy whore…

“My face!” Valuri gasped. “Please, cum on my
face!”

Serrane didn’t hesitate. After one final
thrust, she withdrew the phallus, crawled atop Valuri, and stroked
the glowing cock directly at her face. The Huntress opened her
mouth and closed her eyes…

And finally got her own dessert.

Her body shuddered the instant the first
searing salvo blasted her forehead, and then again when spurt after
spurt splattered across her nose and mouth. She madly lashed out
with her tongue, desperate to catch every drop dribbling from her
lips and chin. She couldn’t even feed upon it—it wasn’t really
Serrane’s sorcerous seed—but Valuri didn’t care. She loved the feel
of it on her skin, the taste of it on her lips, the power of it
smeared across her cheeks…

“Shalassa’s…nngnnn!”

Valuri came so hard she nearly lost
consciousness. When she finally came down enough to open her eyes,
she saw the most beautiful face in the multiverse smiling down at
her.

“I knew we had a lot in common,” the elf
breathed as she scooped a strand of seed from Valuri’s cheek and
delicately placed it into her mouth. “Are you ready for more?”

“Yes,” Valuri said, nodding and smiling so
wide it almost hurt. “Oh gods, yes…”

 


***

 


By the time Serrane finished for the fourth
glorious time, Valuri was an absolute mess. Her face, her hair, her
tits…she looked like she had just been used by an entire army, and
from the way her body trembled, she had loved every second of it.
Serrane knew the feeling well, having experienced it plenty of
times during her escapades as “Faewyn.”

Thankfully, she had planned for this
particular contingency. After unshackling the Huntress’s wrists,
Serrane carried the other woman to her already filled tub and
heated it with magic. They laid in the water together, kissing and
scrubbing, until Valuri was rejuvenated.

At which point the Huntress finally sated her
real hunger. She feasted on Serrane’s quim like a true glutton, and
once her eyes and body began to glow, she carried the ranger right
back into the bedroom, strapped on the phallus, and fucked her
until well past midnight. The two women eventually feel asleep in a
heap of sweaty limbs, soft flesh, and tousled hair.

The break of dawn was still at least an hour
away when the stomping of heavy boots dragged Serrane back into the
waking world. Her elven ears perked up, and she tilted up her chin
and frowned when she realized the racket was coming from somewhere
outside and down the street. At first, she wondered if the Highwind
Guard had organized an overnight patrol for some reason, but there
were far too many footsteps. Mannick may have been an obstinate
jackass, but he wasn’t stupid enough to pull hundreds of his
already overstretched soldiers off the walls for no reason.
Something else was obviously going on…

“What the hell is that?” Valuri asked, her
eyes fluttering open.

“I have no idea,” Serrane said, throwing back
the sheets and sliding off the edge of the bed. “It sounds like an
army.”

“Please don’t tell me someone just opened the
gate and let the Vorsalosians inside.”

Serrane grimaced. That thought hadn’t even
occurred to her, but now her heart was racing. She dashed over to
the window and threw open the drapes…

And immediately felt the blood drain from her
face.

“Oh, gods, I wasn’t serious,” Valuri said,
sitting up. “Someone actually did let the army inside?”

“Not that army,” Serrane whispered.
The streets outside her window were filled with soldiers, but they
weren’t marching beneath the reddish-gold banner of the Highwind
Guard or the black raven banner of Vorsalos. In fact, they didn’t
appear to be marching beneath any obvious banner at all. They
appeared to be a rag-tag militia of farmers from the plains…at
least until she looked closer. The soldiers weren’t wearing tabards
or anything else resembling a normal uniform, but they did have one
distinguishing feature: most of them weren’t human.

“What in the bloody hell?” Valuri breathed
when she reached the window. “Who…?”

“The Black Mistress,” Serrane rasped. “Her
underground army is joining the fight.”

The Huntress swore under her breath. “Shit,
you’re right. I saw most of these idiots when I was down in
Darkwind.”

Serrane nodded and dug her nails into the
windowsill. She couldn’t get anywhere close to an exact count from
here, but there had to be thousands of them—more than enough to
outnumber the Guard and her surviving rangers. They were currently
marching straight towards city hall.

“Maybe this is good news,” Valuri suggested.
“Maybe you called Solemi’s bluff and convinced her that the
Inquisitrix is her problem too.”

“Or maybe she decided to deploy her troops
because she knows there isn’t a damn thing we can do to oust them,”
Serrane countered. “Once they’re in position, she’ll be able
to…”

Valuri cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

“There aren’t any Guardsmen,” Serrane said.
“Constable Mannick had several squads assigned to this street
earlier—you must have seen them on the way here.”

“You’re right,” the Huntress said. “So where
the hell are they? You don’t think they’re dead?”

Serrane shook her head. “No. They aren’t here
because Mannick pulled them back.”

“Why in the hell would he do that?”

“Because he made a deal without us,” Serrane
reasoned, her stomach clenching so hard it almost made her retch.
“That son of a bitch…”

“Deal?” Valuri asked. “What kind of
deal?”

“The only deal on the table,” Serrane
seethed. “He promised Solemi a seat on the Council. He completely
sold us out!”

Snarling like a beast, she whirled around and
lunged for the weapon rack hanging on the opposite wall. She was
half tempted to climb onto the roof stark naked and start raining
fire from above. She had known all along that Mannick was in
Solemi’s corner, but she hadn’t expected him to go this far. This
wasn’t just being obstinate—it was treason.

“Well, shit,” Valuri rasped. “What are you
going to do?”

“I’m going to head straight to city hall,”
Serrane said, grabbing her breastplate. “And then I’m going to get
some answers.”

 


 



7

The First
Daughter

 


“This map is terrible,” Jorem said, scowling
at the scrap of parchment clutched in his hand. “Are you sure we
haven’t been through this exact cavern before?”

“Absolutely, my lord,” Selvhara assured
him.

Jorem grimaced. He grew more and more
irritated every time she called him that, and he would have been
seriously tempted to choke or slap her if he didn’t think she would
enjoy it.

“How can you be certain?” Kaseya asked.

“I picked up a new scent a few minutes ago,”
Selvhara explained. “We are getting close to the Vaetharri
outpost.”

The amazon nodded. “Should we rest
beforehand? We still do not know what we will be up against.”

Jorem paused and studied her for a moment.
For the first time since they had met, Kaseya actually looked more
exhausted than he did. He had no idea how long they had been
traveling since their escape from Vel’shannar, but he wouldn’t have
been surprised if they had been walking—and fighting—for almost two
days straight. He should have been on the verge of passing out from
fatigue, but for some reason he felt more energized the longer they
traveled. Perhaps the promise of escaping this lightless shithole
was inspiring him to push on.

Or perhaps the dragon blood is having more of
an effect than you realize.

“It wouldn’t be a bad idea to take a break,”
Jorem said. “If the drow outpost is somewhere around here, the
monsters probably won’t be.”

“Other than the drow themselves,” Kaseya
added, her lip twitching in disgust. “I still do not like the idea
of helping them.”

He smiled and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“We haven’t agreed to anything yet.”

“If you wish to rest, there is a small nook
directly to our north,” Selvhara said, her eyes turning a bestial
yellow. “Do you wish me to scout the area?”

“Let’s all stay together this time,” Jorem
said.

The druid nodded. “As you wish, my lord.”

He rolled his eyes and started walking north.
The nook was essentially a cave within a cave, and the surrounding
area was defensible enough that he risked starting a fire so they
could have some real light for a change. As always, Kaseya
stoically offered to take the first watch, but Jorem eventually
convinced her to let him take her place. The amazon, ever vigilant,
laid her sword and shield right next to her bedroll, and she fought
to stay awake far longer than was reasonable. But once she finally
admitted defeat and closed her eyes, she fell asleep almost
immediately.

“She truly is your loyal protector,” Selvhara
whispered. The firelight danced in her hazel eyes as she quietly
ground herbs with her pestle.

“Among other things,” Jorem said, gently
stroking the amazon’s hair. She didn’t budge in the slightest.

“I can’t imagine a better companion for a
dragon than an amazon warrior imbued with the power of a
Velhari prison.”

Jorem arched an eyebrow at the druid.
Selvhara was being completely earnest; the jealousy in her voice
was readily apparent. He wasn’t quite sure what to think about that
yet.

“You could sleep too, you know,” Jorem
said.

“I am not tired,” the druid said. “It is one
of many boons granted by the wolf’s blood.”

“Maybe, but I’ve seen you sleep before.
Unless you were faking back in Riverbend.”

“Not at all,” Selvhara insisted. “But it
would be unwise for me to rest until we reach the surface. I can
sense danger where you cannot.”

“Mm,” he grunted. “I guess you shouldn’t have
run off down that bridge by yourself, then, because those monsters
got the jump on us.”

The druid’s expression wilted. “Yes, I
apologize. I shouldn’t have—”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” he
interrupted before she flagellated herself. He wasn’t tired, but
evidently he was a little bit cranky. “I don’t even know why I
brought it up.”

Selvhara eyed him for several seconds before
she put down her mortar and pestle. “You have been placed under a
great deal of strain these past few days.”

“We all have,” Jorem muttered.

“Not in the same way,” she said, smiling and
shuffling closer on her knees. “I know how harrowing such an abrupt
transformation can be. When I was first afflicted by the
moon-curse, I wasn’t sure how I would survive.”

“I’ll manage,” he assured her. The closer she
approached, the more his eyes appreciated the way the firelight
illuminated her sleek, feminine curves. Her translucent robe
already left precious little to the imagination, and he couldn’t
help but remember how much he had enjoyed taking her after their
escape from Vel’shannar…

“You deserve a chance to relax and
recuperate,” Selvhara said, smiling so sweetly it was almost
painful to behold. “My body is yours, my lord, should you ever wish
to relieve yourself. I know many, many techniques to—”

“That’s all right,” Jorem said, holding up
his hands and taking a deep breath. “How about we all just try and
relax for a bit, hmm?”

She bowed her head, though the disappointment
in her eyes was obvious. “As you wish, of course. I shall continue
brewing potions while you rest.”

He glanced down at the crushed herbs. “To
what end?”

“To reinvigorate us when we wake. We should
be as alert as possible in the First Daughter’s presence.”

Jorem nodded. “On that, we completely
agree.”

He slumped down on his bedroll and nestled
himself in behind Kaseya. The soft sounds of her breathing brought
a smile to his lips, and he curled his arm around her waist and
closed his eyes. He didn’t actually expect to sleep, but apparently
his body had other ideas.

“Jorem, we should get moving.”

He inhaled sharply at the sound of Kaseya’s
voice. She was sitting upright next to him, her hand on his arm,
apparently refreshed and ready to go. Jorem groaned and leaned up,
expecting sunshine on his face, only to be greeted by the stark
reality of the cold dark once more. Judging from the embers of the
fire and the number of filled vials on Selvhara’s belt, he had
apparently been out for quite a while.

“The Vaetharri know we’re here,” the druid
said, peering out of the nook into the cavern. “Their scouts
investigated but kept their distance. I can only assume they were
ordered not to approach.”

Jorem rubbed at his eyes. “That’s probably a
good sign. If they wanted us dead, they would have just attacked us
on sight.”

“I agree,” Selvhara said, offering them each
a vial. “Here, these should greatly increase your stamina.”

He made a face at the green liquid.
Considering what her last potion had done to them, he was hesitant
to drink another. Then again, she did basically consider him a god
at this point.

“Sure, why not?” he muttered, downing the
vial before he could reconsider. “Do you have one to give us extra
patience? Because I imagine we’re going to need it speaking with a
former drow priestess.”

 “I would brew
some seerulna if I could,” Selvhara said, “but I’m afraid I
lack the proper herbs.”

Jorem grunted. Apparently, she really did
have a potion for everything…

The group took a few more minutes to pack up
and get ready before they finally left the nook and continued their
approach to the nearby outpost. The cavern was as bleak and empty
as everywhere else down here, and the fact he knew they were
actively being watched by the drow didn’t help settle his nerves
one bit. Kaseya’s whole body was coiled and ready to strike, while
Selvhara looked as calm and serene as if she were meditating in a
grove. Jorem tried to split the difference and remain alert without
doing anything overtly threatening. He told himself over and over
that if this was a trap, the drow simply would have attacked them
overnight.

“They see us,” Selvhara said, squinting into
the darkness. “And they wish to welcome us to Vaen Mir.”

Jorem frowned. “How can you possibly know
that from here?”

“Hand signals to test our competence and
knowledge,” the druid said. “Very few humans could translate the
language.”

“But why—”

Before he could finish, a pair of torches
suddenly ignited in the distance. The eerie violet light
illuminated a surprisingly large section of the cavern, and it
revealed a trio of dark elven soldiers as well as a crude palisade
warding the entrance to another cave. Jorem took a deep breath and
pressed forward, still half expecting a squad of assassins to leap
out and ambush them at any instant…

“Vendui, abbilen,” one of guards said
when we drew close. “Lil’ust dalharil al’doere dos ulu Vaen
Mir.”

“Bel’la dos,” Selvhara replied with a
bow. “Ud’phuul malla a nindol mayar.”

“I’m sure you are,” a familiar female voice
called from beyond the palisade. “Please, enter. We have much to
discuss.”

The guards stepped aside, and after taking
another moment to gather his wits, Jorem nodded and pressed on. The
interior of the cave was quite large; even in the dim lighting he
could tell that there was more than enough space to garrison a few
hundred troops. Most of the tents scattered across the area looked
old and unused, though he didn’t spot any obvious signs of battle.
The outpost must have been abandoned rather than destroyed.

“A few years ago, Vaen Mir was Vel’shannar’s
most prominent military garrison,” the female voice said. “I still
remember when my raiders first dragged Solemi into my chambers. She
was terrified of what I might do to her.”

The speaker sauntered into the pale light
cast by the luminescent fungus, though Jorem almost didn’t
recognize Varassa thanks to her elaborate purple-black armor. Her
breastplate was equal parts leather and metal, and it cradled and
pushed up her cleavage even more than Valuri’s corset. Her matching
skirt ended well above her knees, and the heels of her boots were
so high only an elf could possibly walk on them without teetering
over.

“I’m so sorry that your slaving outpost fell
apart,” Jorem said snidely. “If only we could help you subjugate
more innocent people.”

“That treacherous niskaru cunt is
anything but innocent,” Varassa snarled. “You understand that far
better than most.”

“What I understand is that your people got
what was coming to them,” Jorem said. “You’ll forgive me for not
shedding a tear that a bunch of monsters were driven out of their
city.”

Varassa’s violet eyes narrowed dangerously,
but after a moment her lips curled into a twisted smile. “You have
a much stiffer spine than most surface males. Good. You will need
that courage if you wish to bring down the Usurper.”

“We are not interested in helping you reclaim
your city and reconquer your slaves,” Kaseya said pointedly. “If
that is why you wished to speak with us, you are wasting your
time.”

The First Daughter’s smile widened. “I harbor
no illusions about our relationship. I know that you hate—and
fear—my people. All with good reason.”

“So then why are we here?” Jorem
asked. “Your man back in the city wasn’t exactly a great
conversationalist.”

Varassa gestured for them to follow her into
another nook. The walls were far too smooth to be natural; the
whole chamber had obviously been carved out by magic to serve as
the First Daughter’s personal quarters. The luxurious furniture
inside was a stark contrast to the old, abandoned tents outside,
and it instantly reminded Jorem of Solemi’s den within Darkwind.
The oversized bed, the plush divans, the shelves filled with tools
designed for torture, sex, or a little of both.

The First Daughter eventually took a seat
upon one of the divans arranged in a rough circle around a short
table. “You are here because I wanted you to know the full truth
about our enemy,” she said, crossing her shapely grey legs. “I have
spent the last several years under her thumb waiting for the chance
to strike, and I believe that you represent our best opportunity
for revenge.”

“Again, that’s probably not as motivating for
us as you think it is,” Jorem grumbled as he grudgingly took a
seat. The girls remained standing behind him. “You’ll have to do a
whole lot better than that if you want our help.”

“I don’t want your help, rivvil,”
Varassa said. “I want you to acknowledge that you are in a fight
for your own freedom. The Usurper believes that the surface is
every bit as ‘corrupt’ as the Underworld, and she will not stop
until she has purged your cities with fire and blood.”

“That hardly makes her unique these days,”
Jorem said. “In case you haven’t been paying attention, there’s a
living goddess from Vorsalos trying to do the same thing.”

Varassa’s lips curled in contempt. “Yes, this
alleged Conduit who believes herself divine. If she has truly
stolen power from the gods, then she will face the wrath of the
Spider Queen soon enough.”

“The same Spider Queen who didn’t save
Vel’shannar? The same Spider Queen who let one of her priestesses
wallow as a lowly handmaiden of a mixed-blood surface elf?”

A cold silence hung in the air, and Jorem
resisted the urge to smile. He had decided to adopt one of Valuri’s
time-tested diplomatic techniques here—if he could irritate this
dark elf bitch enough, perhaps she would slip and reveal her true
plans.

That, or she would simply try to kill them.
Valuri’s antics pretty much always ended in shouting or blood. Or
both.

“The Spider Queen rewards the worthy and the
powerful,” Varassa said, her voice as cold and dark as the
lightless caverns outside. “Once we have reclaimed our city from
the Usurper, I have no doubt that she will grace us with her power
again.”

“I find that highly unlikely,” Selvhara said.
“Whatever part of your goddess was still capable of empowering her
followers in this world has surely shriveled in the wake of the
Shattering. Like the rest of the Valathrim, what remains of
her consciousness is now trapped within the Pale.”

Varassa’s cheek twitched. “I would not expect
a darthiir to understand. You whisper heresy with every
breath.”

“I merely speak the truth.”

“That’s no different than heresy in most
religions,” Jorem muttered. “Anyway, as amusing as this is, I’m
still waiting for your sales pitch here. What exactly are you
hoping we can do for you?”

Varassa stared at the other elf for several
long, awkward seconds before she finally sighed and placed her
hands upon the table. “My forces have been scattered, and I can no
longer marshal an army capable of retaking the city. However, I
still possess several relics that could be a threat to her—relics
she is not aware of.”

Jorem leaned forward. “Go on…”

“You and your companions have developed an
impressive reputation in a very short period of time. I believe
that you are destined to confront the Usurper. I would rather have
you survive that battle, if at all possible.”

“At least we agree on something,” Jorem
replied dryly.

“What I offer you, ussta abbilen, are
gifts,” Varassa said. “Gifts that I hope will allow you to destroy
the Conduit and the Usurper.”

Jorem blinked. “Wait, that’s it? You just
want to give us stuff?”

“Yes,” the drow confirmed, opening her hands.
“If the relics remain here, the Usurper and her followers will find
them eventually. I would rather you take them to the surface.”

He glanced back at the girls, and Kaseya’s
face looked just as incredulous as he felt. He understood the basic
logic, of course—if they did something to thwart Solemi, they would
be indirectly helping Varassa and her loyalists. Nevertheless, the
entire idea of receiving a gift from a former drow priestess seemed
suspicious, to put it mildly.

“As I said, I harbor no illusions about our
relationship,” Varassa went on. “You will never voluntarily work
with me, even if doing so is in your best interests, so I suggest
we skip the petty moralizing and get right to the heart of the
matter. I can provide you with weapons that will prove useful
against all of your enemies, and I can provide you with the means
of returning to the surface.”

“Uh huh,” Jorem said. “Why do I get the
feeling that any ‘relic’ you give us will backfire at the worst
possible moment?”

Varassa shrugged. “You travel with a
Sarodihm historian. She will vouch for the authenticity of
my gifts.”

“I will certainly try,” Selvhara agreed.

Jorem sighed and glanced back at Kaseya. The
amazon clearly wasn’t happy about any of this, but she wasn’t
actively protesting, either—at least, not in front of Varassa. He
wondered if that would change once the drow was out of earshot.

Regardless, he didn’t see the harm in taking
a look at what Varassa had to offer. Selvhara seemed to know what
she was talking about…most of the time.

“Fine,” Jorem grumbled with a wave of his
hand. “Let’s see what you have.”

“You won’t be disappointed,” Varassa
promised, smiling as she uncrossed her legs and stood. “Follow
me…”

 


***

 


“We took great care to conceal this vault
from the Usurper after the fall of the city,” Varassa said as she
led the group down a long, winding tunnel into the warrens of the
outpost. “Fortunately, her servants lacked the capacity to
penetrate the wards, and she never came here in person. If she
had…”

Jorem and Kaseya shared another wary glance,
but Selvhara was barely even paying attention. She could already
sense the power from the vault below, and she was practically giddy
in anticipation of what they might find. The thought of holding
ancient Vaetharri relics in her hands was enough to make her knees
weak. She had read hundreds of tomes about the original dark elf
rebellion and the founding of Sulinor, and the story of the
original Silhouette remained one of her favorites. The very idea
that a half-breed woman, loved equally by rival princes, could
challenge an empire and liberate her people…

It was as preposterous as it was romantic,
obviously, but Selvhara still cherished the story. And if any of
the relics here were truly from that era, she didn’t know if she
would be able to contain herself.

Several small, elaborate glyphs warded the
door at the bottom of the stairs, and Varassa touched them in a
deliberate sequence to temporarily suppress their power. The
chamber on the other side was as dark as everything else down here,
but Jorem opened his palm and conjured a glimmering orb of light
bright enough to make the drow priestess wince in discomfort.

“As you can see, we were only able to save a
small fraction of our armory,” Varassa said “But I’ve no doubt you
will still find it useful.”

“Faarea,” Selvhara breathed, gliding
forward. The “vault” was little more than a small, circular nook,
and in terms of raw size and volume of items, it probably paled in
comparison to the average artificer’s shop in Highwind. But size
and volume were poor ways to judge craftsmanship, and the druid was
instantly entranced by the relics on display.

“The artificers of Vel’shannar are far more
skilled than any rivvil,” Varassa said, not bothering to
hide her pride or her contempt. “My armies are better equipped than
any others in this part of the world.”

“I think you mean they were better
equipped,” Jorem said. “You know, before your former slave roasted
all of them.”

The First Daughter’s cheek twitched ever so
slightly. “We were not prepared for her attack. The very idea that
a lowborn niskaru cunt could wield the power of a dragon…”
Varassa shook her head and took a deep breath. “Regardless, I’ve no
doubt you will find this particular relic quite helpful. The
enchantment was designed to withstand the heat of the many volcanos
of Sulinor.”

She pointed at circular silver shield
emblazoned with the face of an elven woman with light grey skin and
intricately braided, shoulder-length white hair. Selvhara gasped
and immediately placed her fingertips upon the metal.

“Silhouette…” she whispered.

Varassa turned and scowled at her.
“What?”

“This is ancient,” the druid said. “It must
have been forged after the rebellion but before the exodus from
Varellon…”

Jorem cocked an eyebrow at her. “Is that
good?”

“It’s remarkable,” Selvhara told him. “I
doubt there are more than a handful left in the world.”

She gently lifted the shield. As much as she
wanted to reach out to the Aether and feel the currents coursing
through the steel, she didn’t want to risk drawing the One God’s
attention. He would demand an update sooner or later, but as long
as she didn’t actively channel, his fleeting consciousness might
remain scattered within the Pale for a little while longer…

“You should take this,” Selvhara said,
offering it to Kaseya. “The enchantment should protect you
from—”

“I have no interest in relics forged by
slavers and butchers,” the amazon protested.

The druid shook her head. “It wasn’t created
by the drow—it was created by the Vaetharri rebels in honor of
their leader long before I was born.”

Jorem frowned skeptically. “Are you sure the
magic hasn’t been cursed since then? It will probably shatter the
first time anyone tries to use it in battle.”

Varassa chuckled. “You are wiser than you
look, rivvil. Trust is for the foolish.”

“You say something like that, yet you still
expect us to take it?” Jorem asked. “Are you mad?”

“The shield is not cursed,” Selvhara assured
him. “Imagine how useful it will be against the Knights of the
Crimson Flame as well as the Black Mistress.’

Kaseya studied the druid for a moment before
she reluctantly took the shield. “It is incredibly light.”

“Yet far more durable than your best surface
steel,” Varassa said. “The Sarodihm is correct—this shield
was once used by the dark elves during their rebellion against the
Wyrm Lords. You would be wise to recognize its value.”

“Thanks,” Jorem said, not bothering to hide
his disdain. “You want to tell us how to get back to the surface
now?”

“Soon,” Varassa assured him. “First, I wanted
to show you…”

The dark elf kept talking, but Selvhara
stopped listening. Her eyes fastened upon a silver-gold choker atop
a slender display case, and she practically bounded across the
chamber to reach it. Ancient Aetheric currents thrummed through the
device, warming the metal despite the chill of the cavern. She only
needed a moment to inspect the engravings and confirm its
origins.

“Shaletas,” Selvhara whispered,
smiling as she lifted the choker.

“What is it?”

She turned to see Jorem staring at her
inquisitively, his brow creased in concern. Varassa was pointing at
something else and seemed annoyed by the distraction.

“A bonding collar used by the Dal’Rethi Blade
Dancers,” Selvhara said. “Devices like this were the precursor to
the tan’ratha worn by the amazons of Nol Krovos.”

“Is that so?” Varassa mused, studying
Kaseya’s collar. “My artificers could never properly identify its
function, though they believed it was part of a matching set.”

“It was, once,” Selvhara confirmed. “The
Dal’Rethi were the greatest warriors of the Avethian Empire; they
combined sorcery and swordplay and fought in matched pairs as
Mas’kari—two as one.”

Her mind flashed back to the libraries of Tir
Lanathel and the Dal’Rethi tomes she had pored over on behalf of
her master. Most of the Blade Dancers had already been killed by
that point in the Dragon War, but that hadn’t stopped her from
wanting to meet the survivors and see their techniques in
action…

Selvhara shook away the thought and dragged
her mind back into the present. Kaseya hadn’t been willing to share
her collar earlier, but with this she might not need to. In theory,
this device could serve the same function. The only question was
whether it could be properly attuned to a human like Jorem.

He is a dragon—he is the Aether’s fury given
form. Surely the Dal’Rethi artificers would have designed their
relics to recognize such power.

“Take it if you wish,” Varassa said, one of
her white eyebrows arched. “It is of no use to us.”

Selvhara smiled. She could practically feel
the history when she traced her fingertips along the engravings. If
she remembered correctly, the words here were the key to attuning
the device. She wouldn’t even need to cast a spell; she just needed
to recite the incantations and perform the proper ritual.

The others continued speaking with Varassa
for some time, and Selvhara offered relevant insights whenever she
could. But her mind remained focus on the collar and the potential
within. She couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was finally
coming together. The Aether had guided her to a dragon, and now it
had given her the means of serving him. Together they could surely
defeat all their enemies. The Inquisitrix, the Black Mistress, even
the One God…

Selvhara had almost worked herself into a
manic frenzy by the time Varassa led them back out of the vault and
through the derelict outpost. Jorem and Kaseya remained as
concerned as ever about the First Daughter and her unbidden aid,
but the promise of a path back to the surface compelled them to
follow regardless. A few minutes later, the group approached
another narrow passage with a pair of drow soldiers standing
guard.

“The exit is not far from here,” Varassa
said. “Continue through the passage until you reach a brackish
pond, then travel north where the ground begins to slope upwards.
Once you feel the wind, you will know you have arrived at the
correct tunnel. It will take you into the ruins of an old temple in
the woods outside of Riverbend.”

Jorem nodded. “We appreciate the help,” he
said, still not bothering to conceal his suspicion—or his contempt.
“I’m just sorry we don’t have more time to stick around for
tea.”

The First Daughter smiled. “I suspect this
will not the last time we see each other.”

“I can’t tell if that’s supposed to be a
threat or not.”

 “It is a
promise,” Varassa said, placing her long grey fingers upon his
cheek. “Xal elghinn doer kissa ulu udossta ogglinnar.”

After favoring the other women with a long,
meaningful glance, the drow priestess turned and strode back into
the outpost. The guards followed closely behind her, and Jorem
waited until they were gone to shake his head swear under his
breath.

“Do I even want to know what she just said?”
he asked.

“‘May death come swiftly to our enemies,’”
Selvhara translated.

“Right,” he murmured. “Remember when we
thought she was just a random naked floozy giving out hand jobs at
the Darkwind bathing pools?”

“I never thought that,” Kaseya said.

“Mm,” he grunted, glancing back at the narrow
passage in front of them. “Well, all things considered, that could
have gone a lot worse—assuming these little ‘gifts’ actually work
the way they are supposed to, anyway.”

“Varassa was not lying about their origin,”
Selvhara insisted. “And I fail to see what she would gain from
giving us cursed artifacts.”

“The drow are cruel and capricious by
nature,” Kaseya said as she studied her new shield. “We should not
rely upon her gifts or her information.”

Jorem sighed. “At the moment, we don’t have
much of a choice. If this path doesn’t actually lead back to
Riverbend, we’ll come right back and burn this whole outpost to the
ground.”

Selvhara considered arguing the point—they
were being completely irrational, even by human standards—but she
ultimately decided against it. She had far greater concerns than
advocating on behalf of a drow priestess. She just needed to wait
for the right moment to explain the wonders of the collar.

The group traveled through the winding
passage for about an hour before they reached the brackish pond
Varassa had mentioned, and while they searched for the sloping
path, Selvhara finally decided to make her move.

“Now that we have met with the First
Daughter, there is something we should discuss,” she said, placing
a hand on Jorem’s arm.

He arched a brown eyebrow at her. “What
now?”

“This Dal’Rethi bonding collar presents us
with a unique opportunity,” Selvhara said, holding the golden
choker in front of him. “If properly attuned, it could make me a
far more attentive servant.”

Jorem groaned and pinched the bridge of his
nose. “That is such a terrible idea…”

She shook her head. “Why? Theoretically, the
collar will function quite similarly to Kaseya’s tan’ratha.
I will be able to feel your emotions as if they were my own. I
could better anticipate your needs and desires.”

“Jorem does not require a second bond-mate,”
Kaseya said.

“I have no desire to take your place,”
Selvhara insisted, “but Jorem has already seen how my unique gifts
could prove invaluable during his ascension. If I can feel his
emotions during his transformation, I will be able to guide him
that much more easily.”

“No,” he said, waving his hand. “I knew I
should have told you to leave that thing back in the vault. The
whole idea is—”

“My lord, please,” Selvhara begged as
she sank down on her knees in front of him. “You are the only one
capable of saving me from the One God. The sooner I can help you
realize your full potential, the better for all of us. We cannot
afford to miss this opportunity!”

Jorem sighed and shared a long, weary glance
with Kaseya before he finally turned back to the druid. “You’re
certain this is what you want?”

Selvhara smiled and nodded. “More than
anything, my lord. I have waited centuries for the opportunity to
serve another Wyrm Lord. It is my purpose—it is my
destiny.”

He stared down at her, and she could see the
emotional battle waging behind his eyes. The fact he wasn’t
instantly leaping at the opportunity to have another woman bind
herself to his service spoke well of him—most men wouldn’t have
hesitated in the slightest. It just further proved what she had
known all along: he was the master she was meant to serve.

“All right, fine,” Jorem murmured. “What do
you need me to do, exactly?”

“Nothing at all, my lord,” Selvhara said.
“The device can be attuned and activated by making physical contact
with the bond-mate and speaking the proper words…”

She lifted the golden collar directly in
front of her eyes with one hand while reaching out to touch Jorem’s
chest with the other. “Yassen sina vanda, atta natula er,”
she read from the inscription. “Er hanwa, er inya, naud alye’ e’
ohta ikotane tanya sina palurin nai utua seere!”

 The collar began
to hum softly as she spoke the words, and the instant she finished
the incantation, the engravings began to glow blue with Aetheric
power. Grinning giddily, Selvhara placed it around her slender neck
as she looked up at Jorem. The device automatically locked into
place, squeezing her throat with just enough pressure to set her
quim ablaze. As the metal warmed against her flesh, she closed her
eyes and held her breath. She was eager to feel his power, but she
was desperate to feel his lust—and even more desperate to
sate it. With the collar’s help, she would be a perfect mate. Her
embrace would set fire to his loins and bring him carnal bliss
beyond his deepest mortal desires. She could already feel the magic
gently opening her mind, and she gasped when the first sensation
crashed over her…

“Are you all right?” Jorem asked.

Selvhara smiled and nodded. “It’s working,”
she breathed. “I can feel…everything.”

At first the deluge was so overwhelming she
feared she might drown, but fortunately her centuries of bondage to
the One God had taught her many techniques to stem the tide. She
forced herself to focus on one specific sensation at a time, and
soon she could feel Jorem’s anxious energy as if it were her
own.

“You do not need to worry about me, my lord,”
Selvhara assured him. “Soon I will be able to properly anticipate
your needs and…”

She trailed off when Jorem’s anxiety
inexplicably transformed into…jealousy? It didn’t make any sense.
What could he possibly be jealous of? He was a sorcerer—a
dragon!—with two women kneeling before him—

Selvhara’s eyes abruptly reopened, and she
glanced back over to Kaseya. The amazon was staring down at her, an
odd look on her face.

“Oh, no,” the elf breathed. “But that’s…I
don’t understand.”

“What’s going on?” Jorem asked, shaking his
head in confusion. “Is it working?”

“Yes, but…” Selvhara pursed her lips and
stared into the faintly-glowing ruby embedded within Kaseya’s
collar—a collar that had been forged to the exact specifications of
a Dal’Rethi training stone. “Le’thos…”

Jorem glanced between the two women. “Does
someone want to tell me what’s going on?”

“Her collar is not attuned to you,” Kaseya
reasoned. “It is attuned to me.”

Jorem blinked. “Um…what?”

“This bonding collar is one part of a set,”
Selvhara whispered as the truth belatedly struck her. “It must have
mistaken her tan’ratha for its partner.”

“It can do that?”

“Apparently. I do not have an alternative
explanation.”

Jorem took a step back, his mouth open and
his eyebrows cocked, before he suddenly threw his head back and
laughed. Selvhara and Kaseya both looked at him like he was
crazy.

“I’m sorry, but this is just…fuck, I don’t
even know,” Jorem breathed as he wiped a tear from his eye. “Gods,
can you even imagine what Val would be saying right now?”

“I expect she would find the situation as
amusing as you do,” Kaseya said.

“Oh, I know she would,” Jorem said
between chuckles. “This is so insane it could only possibly happen
to me.”

Kaseya turned back to the kneeling druid.
“Remove the collar.”

Selvhara probed the device with her fingers.
“I can’t.”

“What do you mean you can’t?”

“There is no clasp,” the druid explained as
the amazon’s surprise and concern crashed over her.

“Then how did the Dal’Rethi take them off?”
Kaseya asked.

“They didn’t. The bond of the Mas’Kari
was for life.”

Jorem’s laughter abruptly stopped…and then
almost immediately started back up again. Kaseya whirled around and
shot him an annoyed glare.

“This is not amusing!”

“Oh, it definitely is.”

“A trained artificer could likely reset the
device,” Selvhara said. “But I lack the proper knowledge and
tools.”

Kaseya clenched her teeth, and Selvhara could
feel the amazon’s frustration swelling with each passing moment.
The sensations were so vivid, so intense…it almost didn’t seem
possible.

“Perhaps I will still be able to sense the
dragon’s needs through you,” Selvhara whispered. “We could
still—”

“Surely someone in Highwind will be able to
remove it,” Kaseya interrupted.

“Maybe,” Jorem said, still snickering.
“Though all the artificers in the Mage’s Guild presumably lost
their powers during the Shattering. It’s difficult to say.”

The amazon closed her eyes. “I knew this was
a mistake. We never should have trusted the drow.”

“This has nothing to do with the drow,” Jorem
said, offering Selvhara a hand to help her up. “This is called ‘the
curse of traveling with Jorem Farr.’ I hope you’re all having
fun.”

Kaseya continued shaking her head. “I am
not.”

“Give it time,” Jorem said. “For now, how
about we find this trail and get the hell out of here?”

 


***

 


Thankfully, Varassa’s directions to the
surface were more reliable than Selvhara’s new collar, and after a
few more hours of walking, Jorem finally felt the air stirring
around his face. He grinned when his nose caught the scent of grass
and flowers, and soon he and the girls were sprinting towards a
glorious pillar of moonlight in the distance. A voice in the back
of his head warned him that all of this could still be an
illusion—or worse, a trap—but for once his cynicism was misplaced.
The gusts of fresh air grew stronger and stronger, and the
blue-white column of light led up into an ancient, crumbling temple
just like the First Daughter had promised.

And finally, at long last, they were all
standing beneath the stars once again.

“Thank the fucking gods,” Jorem said as he
thrust out his arms and dropped to his knees. “But was it really
too much to ask to give us one bloody ray of sunlight?”

“The moon and the stars will do,” Kaseya
said, smiling and squeezing his shoulder. “I’ve never seen anything
more beautiful.”

He smiled back. She was right, naturally; the
star-pocked sky was still a thousand times better than any
lightless cavern. He closed his eyes and allowed the cool night
breeze to chill his skin and tousle his hair. Even the chirping
crickets were a welcome change from the ominous, echoey emptiness
of the Underworld.

The temple itself was little more than
glorified rubble. The glass in the windows had long since
shattered, and several of the support columns had completely
collapsed. Only about a quarter of the ceiling remained intact;
Jorem was a little surprised it wasn’t raining just so the
multiverse could spite him one last time. Then again, he still
would have preferred strolling into the middle of a tornado over
returning to the horrible shithole they had just crawled out
of.

“Remind me to never complain about the heat
ever again,” Jorem said. “Or the cold, or the wind, or the
bugs…”

Kaseya chuckled and kneaded the residual
tension from his shoulders. “All we have to worry about now is the
army standing between us and Highwind.”

He flashed her a wry grin. “You really are
developing a sense of humor.”

“Slowly,” she said as she squatted down and
kissed him. The heat of her lips brought the entire world to a
crawl, and he reached out and pulled her all the way down to the
rubble-strewn stone floor with him. He hadn’t felt this relieved in
as long as he could remember; for one perfect moment, all he wanted
to do was hold her in his lap while the fresh air caressed their
skin.

“Ooh…”

Jorem pulled away and glanced over his
shoulder to see Selvhara also slumped on her knees, one hand
bracing herself against a crumbled pillar and the other
surreptitiously sliding beneath the folds of her translucent robe.
Unless he was woefully mistaken, she began massaging her own quim
right in front of them.

“Uh…are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes, it’s just…” The druid’s eyes fluttered
beneath their lids for several seconds before they locked back on
Kaseya. “The sensations seem to be getting stronger…”

Jorem pursed his lips. Somehow, in the heat
of the moment, he had briefly forgotten about her new Dal’Rethi
collar. He still found the whole thing darkly amusing, though he
had no idea what was happening right now.

“The tan’ratha bond grows more
powerful as it fully acclimates,” Kaseya said. “Eventually an
amazon experiences her Maskari’s feelings—and arousal—even
more strongly than her own.”

“It is…difficult…” Selvhara stuttered
breathlessly. She tapped her anklet to retract her robe, and the
instant it vanished, she plunged a finger into her quim.
“Faarea!”

Jorem’s cock stirred in his trousers at the
sight of the elf unabashedly pleasuring herself. “Well, this is,
um, unexpected.”

“Her collar must be creating a resonance,”
Kaseya said. “If mine is amplifying your pleasure and hers is
amplifying mine…”

“Oh dear,” Jorem muttered. “Uh, maybe this
isn’t so funny after all.”

“It’s about to be,” Kaseya said, an impish
twinkle in her eye. “Fuck me.”

Jorem blinked. “What?”

“Fuck me,” the amazon repeated as she swung
her leg over his waist and straddled him. “Right here, right
now.”

His jaw fell open as she began frantically
fiddling with the straps of her breastplate. “Now?” he asked. “We
just got to the surface!”

“Can you think of a better reason to
celebrate?”

“I mean, not really, but…”

His meek protests fell silent the instant
she tossed aside her armor and thrust her tits into his mouth. He
rolled his tongue over her nipples while his hands squeezed her
soft flesh, and when she threw back her head and moaned, Selvhara
echoed the amazon’s delight barely a second later. The synergy was
truly something to behold: as his cock swelled, Kaseya’s quim
slickened…and as her quim slickened, Selvhara practically went into
convulsions.

If Val was jealous of this collar before, I
can’t imagine how she’ll react now.

Grabbing a firm hold of Kaseya’s thighs,
Jorem stood and hoisted her up into his arms. Aside from a few
broken pews, there wasn’t any real furniture left in the temple,
but thankfully the cracked remnant of the old altar was the perfect
height. Setting her down on the edge of the wide stone slab, he
flipped up her leather skirt and propped her knees up on his
shoulders while she opened his trousers. She was so thoroughly
soaked that his cock slipped inside her with almost no resistance
whatsoever.

“Maskari…” Kaseya moaned. “Fuck me.
Please!”

Bracing his hands on her smooth, athletic
calves, Jorem slammed into her. Her amazon cunt was as warm and
glorious as ever, and he closed his eyes and bit down on his lip as
he pumped her hard and fast. Her flawless skin was practically
glowing in the moonlight, and her soft whimpers echoed through the
temple—

Until they were completely drowned out by
Selvhara’s screams.

Jorem glanced back over his shoulder to see
the druid sprawled on the floor, fingers plunged into her quim in a
desperate but futile attempt to quench the flames. Her entire body
convulsed as if she were climaxing every time he thrust, and the
sight of her uncontrollably writhing around almost pushed him over
the edge.

“Harder!” Kaseya begged, her hands clawing
into his back. “Fuck me harder!”

Jorem gave her what she wanted. After
pushing her knees all the way against her chest, he pounded into
her so hard the altar began to wobble. Her cries of delight grew so
loud they were probably audible in Riverbend, and he felt his own
climax approaching…

“Inside!” the amazon pleaded, her eyes
boring into his as she cupped her hands around his cheeks. “I want
it all inside!”

“Oh, fuck!” Jorem gasped.
“Here…it…comes!”

Kaseya clutched him tightly against her as
he flooded her with everything he had. He could feel the echoes of
every blast shuddering through her, and he could hear those same
echoes shuddering through Selvhara a split second later. He might
have felt guilty about this whole crazy situation if the elf
weren’t obviously enjoying herself so much…

“Oh, gods,” he breathed, gently pushing
Kaseya’s knees aside so he could kiss her chest. Her nails
continued raking into his back, and he could still feel the
electricity tingling through her skin. The amazon glanced over at
Selvhara, clearly amused by how much power she suddenly had over
their new companion.

Val really has rubbed off on her…

“Maskari,” Kaseya said, rifling her
fingers through his hair and giving him a long, deep kiss. When she
finally leaned away, she smiled wickedly and pulled his ear down to
her lips. “I want you to do something else for me.”

“Anything,” Jorem said.

“I want you to go over there and help
Selvhara to her feet,” the amazon whispered. “Then I want you to
bend her over the windowsill and fuck her in the ass.”

Jorem blinked in surprise, and his cock
throbbed and began to swell inside her. “What?”

“I want you to give it to her hard,” Kaseya
said, nibbling at his earlobe. “And then I want you to finish on
me.”

He smiled. “Where?”

“Everywhere.” Kaseya grinned and
tilted his head so she could stare him right in the eye. “Do it.
Now!”

She opened her legs so he could escape, and
Jorem stumbled back and fastened his gaze upon Selvhara. She was
still vigorously fingering herself while lying curled in a ball; he
wasn’t even sure if she had heard them talking. The sight of her
sleek, slender silhouette was more than enough to stiffen his stem,
and he lunged towards her and effortlessly scooped her up in his
arms.

 “Saesa, sana
amin!” she blubbered in Elvish as he pushed her torso through
an open window and bent her over the sill. “Take me,
please!”

Selvhara’s tight elven quim was so sodden
Jorem slipped inside her as easily as he had Kaseya, and he grabbed
a thick clump of her dark hair as he hammered into her from behind.
The resonance from the collar completely paralyzed her; after a few
short seconds, her lungs couldn’t even muster the breath to scream.
He continued pumping into her until his cock was just as soaked as
her cunt, at which point he pulled out and thrust his swollen stem
right up her ass.

“Gods, yes, ooooh!” the druid cried out in
delight. Her hands clenched desperately at the sill, and her
fingers and nails began to transform into bestial claws. Just like
when he had ravaged her earlier, Jorem didn’t feel the slightest
bit of pity or remorse. He knew her immortal body could take any
punishment he could dish out, and so he fucked her ass every bit as
ruthlessly as he would fuck a cunt.

“Give it to her,” Kaseya said as she knelt
next to him. Smiling, she pulled back her red hair, opened her
mouth, and stuck out her tongue. “And then give it to me.”

Gripping Selvhara’s trim waist in both
hands, Jorem plowed into her until her cries of delight became
little more than unintelligible Elvish whimpers. His cock throbbed
uncontrollably, and his balls threatened to burst…

“Fuck!” Jorem swore as he abruptly pulled
out and aimed his stem at the kneeling amazon. Volley after volley
of his searing seed splattered over her, covering her chin, tits,
and stomach just like she had demanded. His legs completely wilted
once he was spent, and he slumped onto the floor and stared up at
the sliver of the moon peeking through the cracks in the
ceiling.

Sure, Highwind may have been under siege,
and sure, the world may have felt like it was coming apart around
them. But at least there was one thing Jorem knew for certain:

It was really fucking good to be home.
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  A Promise and a
Dragon


   



  The graves had been filled for several hours
now, and the spring rain was falling harder and harder every
minute. The entire cemetery was drenched, as was the meadow
encircling the Silver Tower. Julian Cassel had no intention of
going back inside just yet, however, not even when the sky turned
black and the encroaching thunder rolled off the mountains.


  “Thirteen dead,” he said, bracing himself
upon his sword. The tip had already sunk into the mud several
inches, but he couldn’t bring himself to stand under his own power
just yet. “Ten more in Icewatch, fifty more in Ostvara, and
probably a few dozen others scattered between Riverbend and
Greygale. That doesn’t even count the ones who’ve disappeared in
Highwind.”


  Cassel glared down at the plot where he had
buried Hathos. The grave remained unmarked, which was still far
more gracious than the grotesque “Traitor’s Twelve” hanging ritual
recommended by Escar’s Code. If he had wanted to, Cassel could have
easily planted the man’s head on a pike by the main gate. The
survivors inside almost certainly would have cheered his
decision.


  But that didn’t make it right.


  “The worst part is that I can understand why
he did it,” Cassel said as the raindrops rolled down his face and
over his unshaven stubble. “When the Echo first struck me back in
Hastien’s Fall, I was bloody terrified. I honestly wondered if I
would ever touch the Aether again…”


  He swallowed and shook his head. “If you
hadn’t come along, I don’t know what I would have done. When I saw
how helpless Serrane was against that Huntress, when I knew there
wasn’t a damn thing I could do to help her or Highwind…” He
shrugged. “I’d like to believe I wouldn’t have knelt before the
Inquisitrix and joined her murderous crusade, but a part of me
isn’t sure. What if I had been stuck here in the Silver Tower
instead of Hathos? What if I had been forced to watch all my men
rot in front of me for weeks? What if I had been offered a way
out?”


  “You wouldn’t have betrayed your people,”
Tahira’s soft voice said from behind him. “And you wouldn’t have
poisoned them to try and conceal your treachery.”


  “No,” Cassel murmured. “I probably would have
ordered them to fight to the bitter end. But what would that have
accomplished besides filling more graves?”


  He could hear the loose folds of her black
robe fluttering in the wind and the squish of her boots in the mud
as she shuffled in place behind him. “You are not responsible for
what happened here, Julian. There is nothing you could have done to
save them.”


  Cassel squeezed the handle of his sword. He
wasn’t sure he believed her. He wasn’t sure he even wanted
to believe her.


  “You told me that I’m not responsible for
what happened to my sisters,” Tahira went on. “Though I suppose
hearing the words doesn’t make things any easier.”


  “No, it doesn’t,” Cassel agreed. “But maybe
that’s all right. Maybe it needs to hurt for a while.”


  He let out a long, slow breath as he brought
himself back to his feet. The morning breeze was considerably
colder here than in Highwind, but he could barely even feel the
chill on his face. Rage was doing a far better job keeping him warm
than magic ever could.


  “I might not have been able save them, but
the Order could have,” Cassel said. “The Shattering may have struck
the final blow, but the Silver Fist has been dying for a long time.
The arrogance, the sanctimony, the corruption…” He shook his head.
“When the Order was founded, aspirants weren’t even allowed to
channel the Aether until they became full-blown knights, and even
then they were closely monitored by the Highlord and his Conclave.
Those who acted without virtue were swiftly cast out.”


  Cassel sighed and turned around to face her.
“Even stripped of their magic, men like Hathos shouldn’t have been
so easily tempted to swear allegiance to a new master. This isn’t
even about faith—it’s about power. We’ve become so used to acting
like the moral authority in Highwind that we’ve started seeing
ourselves as superior to the people we swore to protect.”


  “You have never acted that way,” Tahira said.
“Not even for a moment.”


  “I wish that were true,” he said, running a
hand back through his hair. “I’m not the paragon of virtue you
think I am.”


  She shrugged. “Maybe not, but that doesn’t
make you a monster.”


  “No, but I don’t think Hathos was a monster,
either. That’s the point.” Cassel swallowed and shook his head.
“When Serrane and I battled the Roskarim in Icewatch, it was
because the Council had refused to send enough knights to defend
the fortress. Men like Deswick were just as comfortable sitting
behind the city’s walls as the pampered nobles they claim to
despise. They—we—have all grown so comfortable being in
power that we’ve forgotten why we were entrusted to wield it in the
first place. That has to change. It’s going to change.”


  “How?” Tahira asked. “The knights in the city
won’t let me help them, and there aren’t many men left here.”


  “There are enough,” he told her. “Have the
others responded to the treatment yet?”


  She nodded. “They are all back on their feet
and eating again, and I have reforged my bond with several of
them.”


  “How long do you think you can sustain the
connection?”


  “I still do not know,” Tahira conceded. “I
can feel each and every one of them now, especially when they are
channeling. At times it is…unsettling. I can almost see
through their eyes as if they were my own.”


  Cassel reached out and gently placed his hand
on her rain-kissed cheek. “Like a true goddess.”


  “I am no one’s goddess,” she insisted.


  “You’re the closest thing this world has seen
to one in a very long time,” he told her. “I still don’t know how
it works or what it means, but it must have happened for a
reason.”


  Tahira smiled so sweetly that Cassel couldn’t
help but lean forward and kiss her. Power crackled between their
lips as their tongues danced together, and when he finally pulled
away, he felt more determined than ever to do what needed to be
done.


  “You should return to the infirmary and try
to reconnect with as many others as you can,” Cassel said, brushing
a soaked strand of red hair from her face. “I want as many of them
as possible to be on their feet and ready for the road by tomorrow
morning. Serrane is expecting me to return with an army of
knights.”


  “But we don’t have an army of knights,” she
reminded him.


  “Maybe not, but the men we do have will have
to be enough.”


  Cassel reached down and yanked his sword from
the ground. He stared hard at his own reflection in the shimmering
steel as the rain slowly washed the mud from the tip. Perhaps it
wasn’t worth asking himself what he would have done in Hathos’s
place. Perhaps all that really mattered was what he intended to do
here and now.


  “We ride at first light,” Cassel said,
sheathing the blade. “I have a promise to keep…and we have a siege
to break.”


   



  ***


   



  The armies of the Black Mistress were still
stomping through the streets when Serrane rushed out the front
door, bow clutched tightly in hand. The break of dawn was still at
least an hour away, but one of her house guards still spotted her
in the shadows and raced over to intercept her.


  “General, thank the gods,” the young man
exclaimed. “I was just about to come wake you, but I didn’t want
to—”


  “Give me a status report,” she interrupted.
“Have you heard from any of the other watch commanders?”


  The man swallowed nervously and shook his
head. Like most of her still-active rangers, Lieutenant Tarnis was
painfully inexperienced, though he did have a decent head on his
shoulders. She never would have given him this post otherwise.


  “We haven’t received any messages yet,” he
said, warily glancing back at the marching soldiers barely twenty
yards away from them. “I have no idea where they came from or what
they’re doing…”


  “Believe me, kid, you don’t want to know,”
Valuri muttered from the doorway. She had wrapped herself in one of
Serrane’s thickest cloaks, given that her weapons and armor were
still back in her room at the inn.


  “There’s no need to panic,” Serrane said,
placing a comforting but firm hand on Tarnis’s arm. “Gather all the
guards and get back to the command post. Tell everyone there to
meet me at city hall as quickly as they can.”


  Tarnis frowned. “General?”


  “Get moving,” she told him. “Now!”


  The man tossed a quick, confused glance back
at Valuri but was thankfully smart enough to follow orders rather
than ask stupid questions. After he had dashed off to rally the
others, Serrane took a long, deep breath and scowled at the army
marching past her estate.


  “I’m heading for the stables,” she said. “You
should get your gear and—”


  “I’m already on my way,” Valuri replied with
a knowing smirk. “Well, I will be in a second…”


  She leaned in and planted a single soft kiss
on the elf’s lips before she turned and sprinted down an adjacent
alley. Grinning, Serrane took off in the opposite direction. The
army was already blocking most of the main streets, and trying to
push through the mass of bodies seemed like a terrible idea.
Thankfully, she had another option.


  Garadros was already awake and antsy when she
reached the stables a few minutes later, and he looked almost as
relieved to see her as the handlers did. Placing her hand on the
wyvern’s scaly snout, she reached out and touched his mind to make
certain he understood her intentions. He was far more anxious than
normal; the familiar clatter of boots had unlocked a deluge of
unpleasant memories from his training at the hatchery. Mercifully,
soothing him wasn’t as difficult as she feared. He already trusted
her more than she expected, and within a few seconds he lowered his
head so she could hop on.


  Serrane attached the saddle in record time,
and once her weapons were properly secured, she vaulted up onto
Garadros’s back and took the reins. She still couldn’t believe how
quickly riding a wyvern had started to seem normal…


  “I’ll return as soon as I can,” she assured
the handlers. “Just stay inside and try to keep the horses
calm.”


  Garadros rushed forward out of his stall, and
she waited until he was several yards away from the stables before
she kicked her heels into his flank. His mighty wings stirred up a
whirlwind of straw and dust as he leapt into the sky, and she had
the satisfaction of seeing some of the soldiers further down the
street recoil at the sight of her.


  “Let’s take a look around and see exactly
what we’re dealing with,” she said, still touching the wyvern’s
mind through the Aether. “Low and slow, all right?


  Garadros roared his acknowledgement and
climbed just high enough that he could fan out his wings and soar a
few hundred feet above the city. The view was truly beautiful
despite the circumstances; even silhouetted in starlight, the
Silver Fist temple and the Grey Citadel glowed like twin beacons of
hope at the heart of the city. If only they still possessed a
fraction of their former power…


  Shaking her head, Serrane focused her
attention on the streets below. From here, her elven eyes could
make out the entire army winding through the streets like a great
black serpent. The tail was somewhere within Moonshadow Plaza, and
the head was fast approaching city hall. The curious part was that
her house wasn’t on the way; the soldiers had clearly taken an
intentional detour in order to stomp right past her door.


  Mannick obviously wanted you to know what was
happening. You need to be careful.


  Serrane grimaced at the thought. Everything
horrible that had happened in the last few years—the assassination
of Councilor Vaneros, the imprisonment of Archmage Beloran, the
death of Highlord Kastrius—had all led up to this. The Highwind
Council was as broken as the Silver Fist, no matter how much she
and Commander Crowe had tried to pretend otherwise. Now reality was
staring her right in the face, and she had no idea what she could
possibly do to fix it. Intimidating a few soldiers with her wyvern
was one thing, but she couldn’t single-handedly drive this army
back into the Underworld.


  Scowling in disgust, she soared back across
the city and steered Garadros to city hall. The vanguard of the
army had only just arrived, and she circled overhead twice before
she ordered the wyvern to land on the stone steps. He glared at the
wall of soldiers and unleashed a deep, bellowing roar.


  “Now, now, that’s no way to treat the
defenders of Highwind,” a male voice called out from the shadows at
the top of the steps. “We’re all on the same side now, General. I
suggest you keep your new pet on a tighter leash.”


  Serrane pivoted around in the saddle as
Constable Mannick stepped into the dim lanternlight at the top of
the stairs. He was fully adorned in his Guardsman armor, and he
even had his shield strapped to his back. Standing right behind him
was an enormous half-orc carrying an equally enormous war
hammer.


  “Gerard, you son of a bitch,” Serrane hissed.
“You sold us out!”


  Mannick scoffed. “I did nothing of the sort.
In fact, I went out of my way to warn you what was going to
happen.”


  Serrane shook her head. “This is madness. The
Council voted to—”


  “The Council is irrelevant,” Mannick snarled.
“Archmage Beloran is rotting in the Citadel, and Highlord Kastrius
is dead. The heroes of the last war are gone, General, and our
protectors have fallen with them. The Knights of the Silver Fist
are broken, and your Duskwatch has been reduced to a handful of
recruits who barely know how to fire a bow. This war was over
before it even started.”


  “You never even gave us a chance to
fight!”


  “Because there was no chance! The Council had
every opportunity to make the right choice, but you and Crowe were
too proud and stubborn to admit the truth. Highwind is on the verge
on the chaos, and there is only person with the power to save us
from the Conduit and her army of fanatics.”


  “You bastard,” Serrane seethed, her hand
dropping to her bow and plucking it from the saddle. “We always
knew you were corrupt, but we never thought you would stoop to
treason.”


  “Oh, please,” Mannick snorted. “The only
people guilty of treason here are the fools who refuse to
acknowledge reality. Besides, that’s hardly an appropriate way to
address your new commander.”


  “What in the bloody hell are you talking
about?”


  “The dragon has chosen me to lead her forces
in battle,” he gloated. “It’s quite an honor, really, though I’ve
no doubt she would have preferred you for the role. You’re
obviously far more experienced, and you command greater respect
among the people of Highwind. Unfortunately, you were too stubborn
to accept her offer.”


  A lump of bile rose in Serrane’s throat as
she glanced back and forth between the army and the man atop the
stairs. “Dragon? What dragon?”


  “The first Wyrm Lord to ascend in
generations,” Mannick said. “The liberator of Vel’shannar and
soon-to-be savior of Highwind. She will destroy the Conduit, and
then she will purge the corruption that has taken root here and in
Vorsalos.”


  “You’re insane,” Serrane breathed. “There
hasn’t been a dragon in this part of the world since—”


  A deep, bellowing roar shuddered through the
air like thunder. Serrane’s breath caught in her throat as a
massive dark creature at least twice the size of Garadros soared
over the Silver Temple and across the city, but she didn’t get a
clear look until it landed atop the Citadel. The dragon’s
purple-black scales glinted in the starlight as it reared back and
spread its mighty wings, casting a shadow across half the city.


  “Behold the dawn of a new age,” Mannick said,
thrusting out his hands as the soldiers at the foot of the stairs
all dropped to their knees. “Behold the Dragon of Highwind.”


   



  

   




        
            
                
            
        

    
Prologue

 


Another Reckoning approaches. The dragons
will ravage your world again unless you stop them. Only you can
protect the innocent. Only you can mete out true justice. Only you
can purge the wicked and shield the righteous in the cleansing
light of truth.

Inquisitrix Marcella, the Raven Queen of
Vorsalos, gasped and opened her eyes. A searing, soot-ridden wind
blew across her unmasked face, stinging her eyes and burning her
nostrils. For the fifth time in as many days, she was standing on
the battlements of her great city, and death and destruction
greeted her no matter which way she looked. The harbor was engulfed
in flames, the streets were shrouded in smoke, and the people…

The people were consumed by terror.

The Wyrm Lords cannot be allowed to rise
again. Their corruption will spread, and chaos and destruction will
follow in their wake.

“They’re coming around for another pass!” a
deep male voice shouted over the explosive din. “Get to the
walls!”

Marcella tried to take a deep breath to
steady herself, but her lungs immediately choked on the ash
clinging to the air. Amidst the flames and carnage, the remnants of
her decimated army scrambled to defend their dying city. The walls
were long and wide enough to easily support thousands upon
thousands of men, though she only counted a few hundred survivors.
Their armor was streaked with ash and blood, and the ones holding
bows seemed to be firing indiscriminately into the corpse-ridden
fields to the north. This battle must have been raging for hours,
or perhaps even days…

“Incoming!”

She turned her head just in time to see a
flaming boulder smash into one of the defensive towers some fifty
yards to her left. The stones beneath her feet shuddered, and she
covered her ears to avoid being deafened by the thunderous collapse
of the parapets. A half a dozen soldiers plummeted from the walls
and vanished in a cloud of cinders and debris.

Only a god can rebuild what the mortals have
destroyed. Only a god can restore the world that once was—and
ensure a future that must be.

A bellowing roar cut through the crumbling
cacophony of the collapsing tower. When Marcella squinted through
the ash, she saw the hauntingly familiar shape of a red-scaled
dragon soaring through the skies overhead. The beast spread its
mighty wings and banked into a slow, arduous loop until it was
pointed directly at Vorsalos. The rider on its back—a woman clad in
the familiar white-gold amazon armor Marcella had worn in a
different lifetime—raised her shield and spurred the dragon
onwards.

“Reinforce the barrier!”

A powerful Aetheric current swelled around
the battlements, and a blazing, translucent blue shield suddenly
appeared around the intact section of the city along the eastern
wall. Marcella watched as the few surviving channelers poured all
their magical might into the shield, hoping it would buy them a few
more minutes of life. But if the dragon didn’t kill them, the
Flensing surely would. Even a score of them couldn’t rival the
power of a Wyrm Lord. Only a god could.

Only she could.

“Hold the line!”

The dragon thrust out its wings when it
approached the walls, slowing its momentum as it sucked in a deep,
ominous breath. An instant before it soared over the battlements,
it reared back and spewed a searing cone of fire from its open maw.
Initially, the flames broke over the barrier like waves against a
ship’s bow…but the channelers couldn’t hold forever. The shield
cracked, buckled, and ultimately shattered in a brilliant explosion
of blue light. The defenders screamed, first at the pain of the
Flensing and then at the agony of having their flesh roasted from
their bones. By the time the dragon soared away, there was nothing
left but ashes and dust.

Another Reckoning approaches, the
voice in her head repeated. And only you can stop it.

The vision ended in darkness, just as they
all did, and the Raven Queen slowly opened her eyes. The corporeal
world came back into focus one blink at a time, and she tried to
concentrate on the golden-armored woman kneeling next to her.

“Mistress? Mistress, are you all right?”

The Inquisitrix nodded as her eyes drifted
across the rest of the audience chamber. Most of the lanterns in
the Castarium had been extinguished at this time of night, but the
thin beams of moonlight filtering in through the windows cast her
throne in a haunting pale glow.

“I am fine,” Marcella insisted. Anchoring her
consciousness to the physical world was growing more and more
arduous with each passing day, and not just because of her
incessant dreams. The more channelers she empowered with her divine
might, the harder it became to concentrate on anything besides
maintaining her connection to them. Even now she could feel the
mental drain of dozens of her clerics reaching out to their Conduit
for power…

“It is quite late, mistress, and the nobles
from Ostvara still wish to meet with you in the morning,” Sorine
said. “Perhaps you should try and get some rest.”

“The gods have slept long enough,” Marcella
replied, her voice little more than a croaky whisper. “I will not
repeat their mistakes.”

The other woman’s brow furrowed in concern.
Like all of the Raven Queen’s Sanctori, Sorine was clad in golden
plate armor with crimson trim. Her spear was propped against one of
the nearby white marble columns next to her closed-face helm.
During the light of day, she would never take it off—petitioners
were not allowed to look upon the true faces of the queen’s
bodyguards. Here in the shadowy stillness before the dawn, however,
all truths between mistress and servant were laid bare.

“Did you see another vision of the future?”
Sorine asked.

“I saw the beginning of a second Dragon War,”
Marcella said. “I saw the destruction of everything we have worked
so hard to build.”

The Sanctori grimaced. “Was it the same as
before?”

“There are always subtle differences, but the
outcome does not change. Divinity is lost, and mortal corruption is
all that remains.”

“We shall not allow that to happen,
mistress,” Sorine said. “Even now your armies are—”

“Faltering,” Marcella interrupted. “The
Hatchery is lost, as is the Silver Tower. The False Conduit and her
heretics march to break our siege.”

“Surely we have nothing to fear from a
handful of broken knights.”

“Not yet. But we must move swiftly to ensure
the corruption does not spread.”

Bracing her gauntlets upon the arms of her
throne, Marcella slowly rose to her feet. The shadow of her bladed
armor spread across the floor as she descended the dais and stood
before the circular seal emblazoned upon the black marble floor.
The heraldry of the Crimson Flame—a disembodied eye wreathed in
fire—already hung from the walls of Vorsalos and Ostvara, but she
had known from the beginning that the decadent heretics in the
Silver Fist would resist her cleansing light until the bitter end.
The Shattering had brought the knights to their knees, but the
people of Highwind would never truly abandon their protectors until
they were offered a genuine alternative.

And that was exactly what Marcella intended
to give them.

“Bring me our special prisoner,” she
said.

“N-now, mistress?” Sorine asked. “But
it’s—”

“We do not have time to waste,” Marcella
said. “Bring me the prisoner.”

The Sanctori nodded obediently, then
retrieved her helmet and slipped away into the shadows behind the
throne. Once the chamber was empty, Marcella closed her eyes and
reached out through the power of the Godsoul burning inside her.
She could feel the invisible tethers binding her servants to her
will despite the countless miles separating them. Just like the
Fallen Gods of old, she could grant them the power to channel the
Aether—and she could take that power away at a moment’s notice. It
was the only way mortals could be trusted with magic. One source,
one Conduit…

One Goddess.

Marcella’s eyes fluttered back open. Through
her Bound channelers, she could easily monitor the war from afar.
Ostvara, Riverbend, Highwind…her Crimson Flame loyalists could
instantly tell her anything she needed to know. Her forces didn’t
need messenger pigeons or couriers or even calling crystals. They
just needed her.

Still, that could all change very quickly.
Her enemies refused to relent, and they had proven their
willingness to fight to the death. The Senosi traitor, Valuri
Sorvaal, had apparently allied herself with multiple sorcerers,
including Highwind’s elven Ranger-General. They remained a grave
threat to Marcella’s righteous crusade.

Yet still not as grave as the Wyrm Lord who
had slaughtered her champions at Riverbend. She had looked through
the eyes of one of her own knights, and the last thing he had seen
was a man belching flame like a dragon of the ancient world. And
then, just last night, her soldiers outside the walls of Highwind
had spotted a black-scaled, winged beast perched atop the Gray
Citadel…

Ever since she had absorbed the power of the
Godsoul from the Fount of Velhari, she had been overcome with
premonitions of a great apocalypse. The soul was too weak to
communicate with her directly, but its warnings were perfectly
clear. It wanted her to wield its power—it wanted her
to protect this world from the corrupt men who would defile it.

And she was more than happy to oblige.

Marcella smiled beneath her mask and clasped
her hands behind her back when the massive double doors to the
audience chamber swung open. Sorine strode inside, helmet on and
spear in hand. Behind her came Jurisa, a Senosi Huntress, who was
hauling a tall, muscular man with disheveled reddish-brown hair and
a matching week-old beard. Despite his obvious physical strength,
the man appeared drained and exhausted. His pale skin was visibly
clammy, and the bags under his eyes were so dark they almost looked
like scars. Jurisa probably could have handled him even without the
manacles or her supernatural Senosi strength.

“I present Albrecht Restane, Knight-Captain
of the Silver Fist,” Sorine announced. She pointed at the Crimson
Flame insignia on the floor. “Kneel before the Raven Queen,
worm!”

Restane didn’t even look at her. “Go to hell,
bitch.”

Sorine twirled her spear and smashed the end
into the back of the knight’s knees, knocking him to the floor. To
his credit, he didn’t fall on his face…nor did he show any fear. He
scowled up at the Inquisitrix with the dark, defiant eyes of a man
who had accepted his fate.

“You will obey our commands, or you will
die,” Jurisa said, unsheathing the triple blades in her gauntlet
and placing them at the man’s throat. “The Raven Queen will not
tolerate—”

“That’s enough,” Marcella said, her voice
cool and measured. “Give him some space.”

Sorine and Jurisa glanced up at their
mistress in unison, baffled by her sudden change of heart, but they
still obeyed without question. The Sanctori retreated a few steps
to the knight’s right, while the Huntress did the same on his
left.

“You will have to forgive my servants,”
Marcella said. “They take their duties very seriously, and they are
not accustomed to abiding heretics within these walls.”

Restane snorted. “Then why not leave me to
rot in your dungeon? Why not just kill me?”

“Because my dungeon is reserved for dangerous
men who lack integrity, and death is reserved for my enemies. You,
Captain Restane, are neither.”

His glower didn’t waver. “You could have
fooled me.”

“My Senosi have been watching you for many
months now,” Marcella said. “Time and again they have told me that
you are not like the rest of your corrupt, depraved order. You have
always taken your responsibilities seriously.”

“I am a Knight of the Silver Fist,” Restane
said. “I am sworn to protect the people of the Northern
Reaches.”

“Yes, and that’s exactly what you have done
time and time again. You have punished dangerous criminals, you
have exposed corrupt nobles, and most importantly of all, you have
defended innocent people from reckless channelers. If I’m not
mistaken, you once tracked down and destroyed an entire coven of
failed apprentices who were attempting to sabotage the Mage’s
Guild.”

The knight’s cheek twitched almost
imperceptibly. Like almost everyone else in Highwind, he had no
idea just how deeply her Senosi operatives had embedded themselves
within the city’s elite. Marcella probably knew more about the
Silver Fist’s secret operations over the past few years than
Restane did.

“You shouldn’t look so surprised, Captain,”
she said, gesturing to the seal beneath him. “You recognize the
symbol, yes? In a different age, this eye represented eternal
vigilance against the forces of evil. Dathiel the Watcher protected
this world against dark magic. He is still worshipped in Darenthi,
as I’m sure you know. The Tel Bator channel the last vestiges of
his power to control their sorcerers.”

Restane shook his head. “You are nothing like
the Tel Bator. They don’t butcher sorcerers for sport.”

“No, they lock their sorcerers in the
Galespire to ‘protect the public’ from dangerous magic.” Marcella
scoffed. “They, too, have lost their way. They would rather create
a colony of lepers than purge the disease at its source. When I
first arrived in Vorsalos, I promised myself that I would not
repeat their mistakes. My Senosi are not wardens—they are
huntresses. They do not quarantine corruption—they seek it
out and destroy it before it can fester.”

“They’re sadists,” he spat. “Just like
you.”

Sorine and Jurisa both shuffled in place,
ready to pounce upon the prisoner at the slightest gesture from
their mistress. Marcella could feel their anger simmering in the
air. Like most of her servants, they had never liked the idea of
attempting to convert their enemies to the cause. The very idea of
a Knight of the Silver Fist—especially a male one—setting foot in
the Castarium made both women uncomfortable.

Marella understood their concerns, of course,
but the truth of the matter was that they needed men like this one
on their side. What had started as a righteous inquisition had
slowly transformed into a holy crusade. If they were going to unite
the Northern Reaches—if they were going to unite all of Torsia—then
armies and wyverns and holy fire wouldn’t be enough.

“You believe I am a tyrant,” Marcella said,
taking a step forward onto the seal. “You see me as just another
despot seeking power for power’s sake.”

“Your fleet attacked Ostvara without
provocation!” Restane growled. “Your armies killed thousands of
men!”

“And yet they could have easily killed
thousands more,” Marcella countered. “My wyverns set fire to your
harbor and your ships, but they never touched your city square,
your markets, or even your slums. Do you know why?”

Restane’s throat bulged as if he were
literally trying to swallow his dread.

“Because the people of Ostvara are not my
enemies,” Marcella went on. “Neither are the people of Graygale or
the people of Highwind. They are victims here, Captain—victims of a
festering corruption that has already consumed far more lives than
my armies ever could.”

She let out a long, slow breath before she
again clasped her hands behind her back and began pacing back and
forth across the seal. “Tell me this, Captain: did you know
anything about Vorsalos when you were a child? Did anyone ever tell
you what life was like here on the razor’s edge of the Broken
Sea?”

Restane’s lip curled ever so slightly. “I
know that the people here have suffered under the boot of one
monster or another for a very long time.”

“Then you are ignorant. It’s disappointing,
though hardly unexpected.” Marcella sighed and shook her head.
“When Vorsalos lost the War of the Three Cities, the king was
beheaded right in front of his palace not far from here. The people
thought his death would bring peace, but naturally all it brought
was chaos. The pirate lords quickly filled the vacuum of power—they
started calling themselves the ‘Council of Captains,’ but men are
always fond of titles that soothe their egos and inflate their
importance. They were brigands masquerading as rulers…and now they
are dead, thanks to me.”

“So instead of being ruled by pirates who
call themselves captains, the people of Vorsalos are ruled by a
zealot who calls herself queen,” Restane said. “You’ll forgive me
if I don’t see that as much of an improvement.”

Marcella could feel her guardians tense even
without looking; both Sorine and Jurisa would gladly rip out this
man’s tongue given the chance.

“I understand how a knight from Highwind who
has never lived here might see things the way you do,” Marcella
told him. “But I didn’t come here just to free the City of Ravens
from pirates and smugglers—I came here to save all the people of
the Northern Reaches from the plague of sorcery. You understand the
danger of uncontrolled magic better than most, Captain. You have
lobbied to expand the Gray Citadel and rein in the power of your
Mage’s Guild. You even petitioned to have your elven Ranger-General
replaced when she revealed the full extent of her sorcerous
abilities a few years ago.”

Restane’s jaw went slack as he was yet again
blindsided by just how much she knew about him. “All I have ever
done is tried to protect Highwind from criminals and madmen.”

“General Starwind is neither, yet you opposed
her appointment to the Council anyway. There is no point in denying
your true feelings, Captain—you and I are far more alike than we
are different.”

“I am nothing like you,” he
insisted.

Marcella smiled. “Let me tell you something
else about Vorsalos before I arrived, Captain. There was a man in
this city—a merchant of considerable means—who was great friends
with every noble on the council yet who had never sought a seat
himself. When my Senosi investigated, they learned he was far more
than just another power broker with too much coin and too little
sense. He was a sorcerer, you see, and he had been using his magic
to warp and twist the minds of young, vulnerable girls. For
decades, he had been snatching them off the streets and placing
them under his thrall, and he had created an entire harem of slaves
to sate the appetites of his friends in the nobility.”

This time, every bit of color drained from
Restane’s face. He was too stunned to breathe, let alone move.

“If I recall correctly, your older sister
suffered a similar fate in Highwind,” Marcella pressed. “Her mind
was warped by magic, and she was raped to death by a sorcerer and
his friends. The Mage’s Guild was far too slow to respond to her
abduction, and the Silver Fist…well, they were probably too busy
drinking and whoring to do their jobs. That’s why you, a
seventeen-year-old city watchman who barely fit into his armor,
took it upon yourself to find this man and bring him to
justice.”

Marcella smiled approvingly. “And that’s
exactly what you did. You caught the monster in the middle of
trying to abduct another girl, and you beat him to death right
there in the street. At first, the paladins were horrified by your
methods, but when they tried to punish you, the public came to your
defense. You, a normal boy without a spark of magic in his veins,
had done more to protect them than an order of slovenly dullards
with fancy swords and sparkling armor.”

“How can you know this?” Restane
breathed.

“Ultimately, Highlord Kastrius was pressured
into taking you under his wing,” Marcella went on, ignoring the
question. “At first you were honored to join the Order, but then
you slowly began to see the truth. They were weak. Decadent.
And they lacked the will to do what needed to be done.”

She stopped pacing directly in front of him.
“When my Huntresses found the rapists here, they didn’t
hesitate—they purged the corruption at its source. And that was
only the beginning. The Lecasi Brotherhood, the DeShane Syndicate,
the Firecove Pirates—my Senosi destroyed them all. Together we have
transformed a crime-ridden city into the jewel of the north.”

Restane swallowed so heavily he almost
choked. “At what cost? I doubt the innocent people your Senosi
torture see things the same way.”

She eyed him for a long moment. “You truly
believe that is what happens here?”

“I know it is what happens here.
Everyone in Highwind has heard the stories.”

“What you’ve heard are lies and propaganda
spread by wicked men desperate to keep their power,” Marcella told
him. “Have any of your superiors actually been to Vorsalos in the
past decade? Have they asked the people how much safer they feel on
the streets knowing my Senosi protect them from the rooftops?”

She took a deep breath and shook her head
again. “I don’t blame you for your ignorance, Captain. You have
been indoctrinated by wicked men your whole life. I understand the
power of lies, believe me. Where I grew up, the
moshalim—male sorcerers—spun a web of lies so thick and so
intricate they ensnared an entire culture. Every girl on the island
grew up believing they were destined to pledge themselves to a
moshalim master and serve his every whim. We prostituted
ourselves before their power without ever realizing our own.”

Restane remained silent. His confusion had
finally started eating away at his resolve, just as she had known
it would. But this wasn’t about trickery—it was about truth.

“They tried to destroy me for disobeying
their whims,” Marcella said as she reached up to her mask and
unfastened the straps holding it in place. “But an amazon warrior
cannot be defeated so easily. Like you, Captain, I have dedicated
my life to the pursuit of justice—not just for the women of Nol
Krovos, but for all the victims of corruption and dark magic. Long
ago, I promised myself that I would never abide evil again. I would
seek it out in all its forms, and I would deliver unto it the
cleansing light of truth.”

Marcella took off the mask. Sorine and Jurisa
both gasped when their mistress revealed her true face to an
outsider, and Restane’s eyes widened at the sight of the scars
marring her cheeks.

“If I am a tyrant, Captain, it is because I
was born into a world that desperately needs one,” she told him.
“My purpose—my righteous crusade—is to bring order to chaos. And if
I am to succeed, I will need men like you at my side. Men of strong
convictions—men who have felt the pain of injustice. Men who the
people of this land will trust to protect them from the darkness
that stirs beneath their very feet.”

Marcella reached out and placed her gauntlet
upon his cheek. Restane recoiled in a vain effort to escape her
touch…and then visibly shuddered when her power suddenly crashed
over him. Spectral tendrils clasped around his body as she became
his one and only bridge to the Aether. His cheeks flushed with
renewed color, his eyes glimmered with life, and mouth gaped open
as if he were drawing his first breath.

“Escar’s mercy,” he stammered.

“Not Escar,” Marcella told him. “Not the
worthless gods who have retreated beyond the Pale. The future is
ours to make, Captain. This world needs new champions of the
light to fight back the tides of darkness.”

She released her hand. The tendrils binding
Restane to her slowly receded, and the moment they did, he lost his
balance and nearly toppled to the floor. The pain of the Wasting
Echo would be even more intense now that she had whet his
appetite…

“My power could be yours, Captain,” Marcella
said. “I offer you the strength to save your people. I offer a true
taste of the divine.”

Restane grimaced as the Echo set fire to his
veins. He glanced down at his withering hands, unable to stop them
from trembling. “I…I will never betray my brothers,” he rasped. “I
will never forsake Escar’s light.”

“Then you will die a broken man, and everyone
you could have saved will perish with you.” Marcella shook her
head. “Most of your brothers joined me the instant I offered them a
taste of my power—not out of loyalty, but out of fear and
self-preservation. They will still serve the cause, but they will
never become true champions.”

The Inquisitrix offered him her hand. “You
could be different. You can be more than just another knight—you
can become a crusader. I will grant you power beyond any of
your kin, and you will be free to purge corruption wherever it is
found. Join me, Captain, and together we will save this world from
itself.”

Restane looked up at her, still quivering
from the wrath of the Echo. He didn’t trust her, naturally, but
that would change in time. For now, all that mattered was taking
the first step…

“I will not butcher innocents in your name or
anyone else’s,” he growled.

“And I will never ask you to,” Marcella told
him. “We will save them from the shadows together.”

His lip curled one last time before he
finally reached out and clasped her gauntlet. The spectral tendrils
enveloped him once again, and his body shuddered with her divine
might.

“Arise, my champion,” she said, smiling.
“Arise Sir Restane, Knight of the Crimson Flame.”


1

In the Pale Moonlight

 


“I know I said it before, but damn…it really
is good to be home.”

Jorem Farr smiled as he dunked his legs and
chest into the pond. The moon was still blazing so brightly that
the entire grove seemed like it was glowing, and its scintillating
reflection on the water’s surface almost blinded him. Perhaps his
eyes had just gotten used to the perpetual darkness of the
Underworld. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought that he
and the girls had been trapped down there for months rather than
days.

“This grove is quite beautiful,” Kaseya
commented as she slipped into the water alongside him. “And
peaceful.”

“For now, at least,” Jorem agreed. “Let’s
just hope that none of the soldiers in Riverbend likes
skinny-dipping as much as we do.”

He was mostly joking, but if Selvhara’s elven
ears and werewolf nose weren’t so sensitive, he would have been a
little concerned about someone sneaking up on them. Riverbend was
only a few miles west of here, after all, and the Inquisitrix could
have easily fortified the village with hundreds of soldiers by now.
Her wyverns were an even bigger threat, though he doubted they
would fly low enough to notice a few swimmers in the river.

Jorem sank into the water until just his chin
was floating above the surface, and he squeezed Kaseya’s waist to
hold her more closely against him. They had only emerged from the
Underworld a few short hours ago, but after their rough
“celebration” in the ruined temple, they had all decided a quick
bath was in order. Most of it still seemed like a half-remembered
dream—he still couldn’t quite wrap his head around how Selvhara had
accidentally attuned her new Dal’Rethi collar to Kaseya instead of
him. Just thinking about it made him chuckle.

She should have heeded my warning that
insane things always happen to me and everyone around me. I’m
basically a vortex of insanity and nonsense.

“It’s almost like being back home in the
forests of Falinor,” the druid said from behind them. She was
standing naked at the edge of the water, her arms extended and her
brown hair fluttering in the breeze. “Perhaps one day I will be
able to take you there.”

“As Val always likes to say, we could hop on
a boat right now,” Jorem said. “How hard could it be to convince
the Vorsalosian fleet to let us sail past them?”

“A part of her means it when she jokes about
running away,” Kaseya said. “None of you does.”

“As usual, you give me far too much credit,”
he muttered.

She smiled and pulled him in for a long, deep
kiss. His hands settled on the small of her back, and he yanked her
taut amazon body tightly against him.

“Ooh…!”

Jorem opened his eyes and watched as Selvhara
abruptly sank to her knees and threw back her head. His arousal had
obviously spread to Kaseya’s collar, which in turn had spread to
the druid’s. Every time he touched the amazon, it was like he
triggered a chain reaction…

“Sorry,” he breathed, leaning away and
licking at his lips. “This is, uh…this is going to take some
getting used to.”

“It’s all right,” Kaseya said, nibbling
impishly at her lip as she watched Selvhara try and fail to tamp
down her sudden, unbidden arousal. “You still wanted to relax a bit
longer, didn’t you?”

“Only a little,” Jorem told her. “We all know
how easy it is to get carried away with this.”

She shrugged, and beneath the water her right
arm drifted down the length of his body until her fingers curled
around his rapidly swelling stem. “Would that be such a bad
thing?”

He moaned softly and placed his hand on her
cheek. “This is really going to get out of hand once Val is back,
isn’t it?”

“I already have plans,” Kaseya told him.
“Long, detailed plans…”

She pecked him on the lips again before she
quickly pushed away and swam backward to the center of the small
pond. She dipped beneath the water, and when she bobbed back up,
Jorem couldn’t help but appreciate the way the moonlight glinted
off her wet, bare breasts.

“Maybe you’re right,” he murmured. “A little
more relaxation won’t hurt.”

He pushed off from the stones along the
shoreline and swam out to meet her. The pond was only about five
feet deep, so he had no trouble planting his feet on the pebbly
bottom and firmly grabbing her thighs. She moaned in delight when
he hoisted her up far enough that he could suckle at her
nipples.

“Maskari,” Kaseya breathed, throwing
her head back and allowing most of her already soaked red mane to
dip back into the water. He could feel the currents of lust
shuddering through her athletic, nubile body…and then a second
later, he heard their echo shudder through Selvhara as well.

“Vinyathrim, caela sulil…” the druid
gasped out from the shore. One hand frantically clutched at her
breasts while the other massaged her quim.

Kaseya chuckled between moans of delight.
“She cannot put out the fire no matter how hard she tries.”

Jorem kissed the amazon’s nipples one last
time before he leaned away and shook his head. “I still think
you’re enjoying this far too much.”

“I can’t help it. Besides, it was her idea to
take that collar without studying it more closely.”

He shook his head when Selvhara dove into the
water in a last, desperate attempt to quench the flames in her
quim. “That’s true, but still,” he protested. “It just seems cruel
to keep—oh, gods!”

Jorem gasped when he suddenly felt the warm,
familiar embrace of lips wrapping around his cock. The water was
clear enough—and the moon was bright enough—that he could see the
shadowy outline of Selvhara’s sleek body beneath the surface.
Within seconds she had taken him all the way into her smooth elven
throat.

“Ooh!” he moaned as his right hand
reflexively dipped beneath the surface and settled on the back of
the druid’s head.

“Clever,” Kaseya said, smirking. “Very
clever…”

Jorem bit down on his lip as Selvhara bobbed
up and down the length of his shaft. The cold water was striking
contrast to her sweltering mouth, and if he hadn’t already spilled
twice a few hours ago, he probably would have pumped a load down
her throat right then and there. But thankfully, this time he held
out long enough that she eventually had to pull away and pop up for
air.

At which point Kaseya instantly dunked
beneath the surface and took the druid’s place.

“Shit!” he stammered when Kaseya’s lips
engulfed the tip. She didn’t wait to gorge herself, either—in the
span of just a few seconds, she had swallowed him all the way to
the hilt.

 “N’uma
dura,” Selvhara exclaimed as she gasped for breath. She stared
down at the amazon’s water-veiled shadow, her head shaking. “I
cannot…this will drive me to madness!”

“Then you’ll fit in even better with this
group,” Jorem said. He winced as he drew closer and closer to
climax…

Just before he exploded, Kaseya also pulled
away and bobbed back up to the surface. She shook her wet hair,
clearly annoyed with herself that she couldn’t quite finish him on
time. She even tried to reach out and grab Selvhara to keep the
other woman from diving back in, but the amazon was a split second
too slow. The elf dipped out of sight, and an instant later Jorem
once again felt his cock slide deep into her warm, velvety
mouth.

“Damn it,” Kaseya hissed. She had that
adorably competitive glint in her eyes again. She really, really
hated losing. “Don’t give it to her.”

Jorem swallowed heavily. “I-I can’t hold
back,” he told her, shaking his head. Selvhara’s throat was so
smooth, so tight, so inviting…

“You have to,” the amazon demanded, placing
her hands on the sides of his face and locking her blue eyes with
his. “For me.”

Well shit, when you ask that way…

Gritting his teeth, Jorem resisted the urge
to spill no matter how hard or vigorously Selvhara tried to milk
his stem. Unfortunately, she was apparently capable of holding her
breath much longer than a human, and his control inevitably began
slipping away. He was mere moments from giving in and flooding her
with everything he had left when she finally surged back to the
surface and gasped for air.

“Le’thos,” the druid swore. “It would
seem that you are going to win again.”

Kaseya snickered. “I always do.”

The amazon dunked her head to finish the job,
and this time Jorem barely even lasted a second. He exploded the
moment his cock slipped through her lips, and Selvhara cried out in
near unison as the echo of his climax finally brought her off as
well. They were both panting and breathless when Kaseya
triumphantly returned to the surface, but Jorem was surprised when
she wasn’t smiling.

It only took a moment to realize why.

The amazon grabbed Selvhara’s face and tugged
the elf in close. Just before their mouths touched, Kaseya parted
her lips and revealed that she had yet to swallow her
Maskari’s copious bounty. The druid’s hazel eyes twinkled in
delight when the two women shared the fruits of their joint labor
with a wet, passionate kiss.

“I’m a gracious victor,” Kaseya said once
they finally separated. “An amazon is always willing to share the
spoils of war with her sisters.”

Selvhara snickered and kissed the other woman
again. The sight of their two soaked, naked bodies silhouetted in
the moonlight was almost enough to keep Jorem hard despite the fact
he had just spilled three times in the span of a few hours. At
least the two of them were finally getting along. Now if he could
just figure out a way to convince Val to accept the druid, too…

The break of dawn was less than an hour away
by the time he and the girls finally crawled back up on the shore.
He forced himself to look the other way while they dried each other
off and got dressed, mostly as a precaution. If he triggered
another chain reaction of lust, they might never leave this place.
He honestly didn’t understand how Avetharri society had survived
for thousands of years if this kind of artifice had been readily
available. How had the elves had the time or wherewithal to build
an empire when they could have been fucking all the time? He could
have asked Selvhara about it, but he had a feeling the answer would
just make him hard again, too.

“We’ve never been this far off the road
during our other trips this way,” Kaseya commented as she finished
strapping on her white leather breastplate. “Did you want to head
straight north and then follow the river east?”

“That seems like the easiest path,” Jorem
said, sighing. “But there’s still one little problem: without
Solemi’s help, we have no way to actually get back inside the
city.”

The amazon nodded as she retrieved the
circular silver shield Varassa had given them. “I have been
considering our options. We could simply fight our way through the
Black Mistress’s tunnels.”

“That seems…less than ideal,” Jorem muttered.
“She could have a hundred people guarding those passages by now,
maybe more.”

“Without silver weapons, they will not be
able to harm Selvhara,” Kaseya pointed out. “We could frighten them
into abandoning their posts—I doubt Solemi’s soldiers are so
fanatically loyal that they would fight to the death.”

“After seeing what was going on in the
Underworld, I wouldn’t be so sure about that. She freed them from
slavery to the drow—most of them view her as their dragon messiah.”
Jorem shook his head and sighed again. “There has to be another
way, preferably one that doesn’t involve bloodshed. Maybe we could
pretend to be a caravan from the farmlands and smuggle ourselves
in. Or I could try charming some of the guards at the gate…”

“Or you could simply fly us over the walls,”
Selvhara said, tapping her anklet and summoning her robes.

Jorem turned and blinked at her.
“Um…what?”

“You have not yet fully mastered draconic
ascension,” the druid said. “You have achieved fenume rohir,
a hybrid form between man and dragon, but you have not yet sprouted
your true wings.”

He grunted. “I’ll get right on that.”

“It should not be difficult, considering how
far you have already come in such a short period of time,” Selvhara
said. “Your blood legacy carries all the knowledge you require. You
just need to listen and remember.”

Jorem mouth set in a grim line as he glanced
out to the horizon. He still had trouble accepting everything that
had happened in the past few weeks, from meeting an elven werewolf
to getting trapped in the Underworld. There were times when it all
felt like a bizarre dream, especially his draconic heritage…but
when he closed his eyes and reached into the Aether, he could hear
the whispers of the ancestral memories that Selvhara was always
talking about. It was all there deep inside him. The legacy of fire
and blood. The legacy of unmatched power.

The legacy of a Wyrm Lord.

“Even if I did suddenly sprout wings, we know
the Inquisitrix has wyverns all over the area,” he said. “Somehow,
I feel like the story about the first Torsian Wyrm Lord in
generations would be ruined if he got shot out of the sky thirty
seconds after he first took flight.”

“Your power will be far beyond theirs,”
Selvhara assured him. “No force in the Reaches will be able to stop
you.”

“Mm,” he mumbled, unconvinced. The
transformation had felt incredible, and the raw power it had
granted was undeniable—even beyond the sheer physical strength, the
Flensing had no longer affected him. The Avetharri Wyrm Lords
hadn’t conquered the world just because they could breathe fire and
fly, after all; they had also been the deadliest sorcerers of their
era, completely unbound by the backlash that crippled and
restrained other channelers. All of that power was now at Jorem’s
fingertips—at least in theory.

Still, he didn’t particularly like the idea
of making himself a gigantic target for the army laying siege to
Highwind. There were far too many things he simply didn’t
understand about his new abilities. Ideally, he would have had five
or ten years to figure all of this out before the world went to
shit. It was unfortunate the multiverse insisted on being such a
colossal tit all the time.

“We could start attempting to hone your
skills right now,” Selvhara suggested. “This grove is as safe and
secluded a location as we are likely to find in this area.”

“It won’t stay that way forever, especially
once the sun comes up,” Jorem said. “I’d still feel better about
putting more distance between us and the garrison at
Riverbend.”

The druid shrugged. “The Vorsalosian soldiers
will not possess silver weapons, either. As Kaseya said, they will
not be able to harm me.”

“Yeah, well, we aren’t all so lucky,” Jorem
grumbled. “Besides, you said yourself that their channelers could
still roast the fur off you just fine.”

“Perhaps,” Selvhara conceded. Her hazel eyes
narrowed in thought as she glanced off toward the northern horizon.
“But there is no other way for us to enter Highwind, and you cannot
defeat the Conduit without unlocking your full potential.”

“Fighting the Inquisitrix again is pretty far
down my list of priorities right now. I really just want to find
Val and see what mayhem she’s been up to.”

“She’s probably famished,” Kaseya said with a
smirk. “And I bet you’re looking forward to feeding her.”

“There’s more to our relationship than that,”
Jorem insisted. “Not much, mind you, but something.”

The amazon squeezed his shoulder. “You love
her and you know it,” she said. “And she loves you too, even if she
never says it.”

“We agreed long ago that genuine emotions are
best left to normal people.” He paused and chewed anxiously at his
lip. “I’m not sure what to do, but I definitely don’t want to stand
around here. Maybe we’ll get a brilliant idea or two while heading
north to the river.”

“That does not sound like us,” Kaseya said
flatly.

“No, but there’s a first time for everything.
Anyway, let’s—”

“Before we leave,” Selvhara interrupted, “I
should contact Lord Dathiel.”

Jorem turned and shared a concerned glance
with Kaseya. Selvhara’s mysterious master—ostensibly a god of the
ancient world trapped within the Pale—was the one responsible for
sending her here to the Northern Reaches in the first place. He had
ordered her to teach Jorem how to unlock his draconic abilities in
the hopes that a true Wyrm Lord could defeat the Inquisitrix…at
which point this “One God” would swoop in, reclaim the power she
had stolen from the Fount of Velhari, and return to the mortal
world in his full glory.

It all sounded ludicrous, to put it mildly,
but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. Everything Selvhara had told
them so far lined up with what Jorem had learned on Nol Krovos and
from the Dal’Rethi crystal. The Avetharri Wyrm Lord were the ones
responsible for defeating and imprisoning the Valathrim—the
Fallen Gods—in the first place. Now that the prisons had all been
opened, however, Dathiel believed he could finally escape…whatever
that meant.

Jorem had never been a particularly religious
man, obviously, but like most people in Reaches, he had believed
that Escar and Shalassa and all the other gods were at best
benevolent and at worst nonexistent. After what Selvhara had told
them about Dathiel, however, some of those assumptions may have
been naive.

Or maybe a few thousand years of imprisonment
in some kind of bizarre, otherworldly prison wasn’t conducive to
good mental health, even for divine beings. Who could say?

“I thought you wanted to avoid speaking with
your master,” Jorem said after a moment. “I mean, unless I heard
you wrong before, he does still want to kill me, right?”

Selvhara nodded. “Yes, but not until the
Conduit is defeated.”

“Oh, well, that makes me feel so much
better…”

“The longer I go without conferring with him,
the more likely he will focus his full consciousness upon me,” the
druid added. “I may not be able to hide my thoughts from his direct
gaze.”

“What do you intend on telling him?” Kaseya
asked.

“Only that Jorem continues to make progress.
So long as he believes we are developing your powers and battling
the Conduit’s forces, he should keep the bulk of his attention
focused elsewhere.”

“That doesn’t make me feel much better, to be
honest,” Jorem said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You said
yourself that can’t keep up this ruse forever, and you still want
to be free from his influence.”

“I do,” Selvhara assured him. “You are
destined to save me from his grasp—and I am destined to serve you,
a true Wyrm Lord, in any way that I can.”

“Right…” Jorem mumbled. “Here’s the thing,
though: how am I actually supposed to do that? As far as I know, I
can’t just waggle my fingers and sever your connection to a
god.”

The druid paused for a moment. “I admit, I am
not certain.”

Jorem stared. “That seems like something you
probably should have figured out by now, doesn’t it?”

“Once he knows I have betrayed him, Dathiel
will likely sever our connection himself,” Selvhara said. “He will
assume that the wolf’s blood will claim me without his power
keeping it under control.”

Kaseya arched a red eyebrow. “Will it?”

The druid glanced up at the glowing crescent
moon still lording over the night sky. “I will not be able to
resist it’s call for long,” she conceded. “But once Jorem has fully
ascended, I am confident he will be able to help me…or at the very
least restrain me when necessary.”

“That’s it?” he asked. “That’s your whole
plan?”

“The Wyrm Lords once wielded sorcerous power
unlike anything this world has seen before or since,” Selvhara
said. “I am confident you will discover a way to claim me for
yourself.”

Jorem resisted the urge to slam his palm into
his face. “Great,” he grumbled. “That’s just great.”

“This will not take long,” she assured him.
“And Dathiel will undoubtedly be pleased by your progress.”

“How nice for him,” Jorem said, shaking his
head. “Well, just do whatever it is you need to do so we can get
the hell out of here.”

“I will,” Selvhara said, touching his arm.
“And I promise, you have nothing to worry about.”

 


***

 


The moon had finally started to wane as the
break of dawn approached, but Selvhara still took a moment to
appreciate the pale, shimmering glow of its reflection upon the
water’s surface. When she closed her eyes, she could perfectly
envision herself traipsing barefoot through the many similar groves
of Falinor. Today, nearly all Faetharri elves grew up in the
ancient forest, but back in her youth…well, things had been quite
different.

As a member of the servant caste, she had
rarely left the walls of Tir Lanathel, especially once she had
become a Wyrm Lord’s favorite pet. It wasn’t until much later, when
the city had been burned to ash in the last days of the Dragon War,
that she had finally fled into the forests with the rest of her
people.

 “I’vanwa naa
y’dae ista deno i’anna,” she whispered. The past was a shadow
upon the present, the old saying went, and it was truer now than
ever. She missed serving a Wyrm Lord far more than anything, even
returning home. All she needed to do was placate her dark master a
little longer…

Drawing in a long, deep breath, Selvhara
placed her fingertips upon the water and reached out to the Aether.
She felt the One God awakening the moment its power flowed through
her, and it wasn’t long before the reflection of the moon was
replaced by a pair of glimmering golden eyes.

“My lord Dathiel,” the druid said. “I come
bearing news of great importance.”

“I am certain you do,” the One God replied,
his voice rumbling like distant thunder even though no one else
could hear him. “And yet you have waited so very long to share it
with me.”

She winced at the veiled accusation. “I
apologize for the delay, my lord, but the situation here has
required my complete attention. I have fulfilled your command—the
sorcerer’s ascension is nearly complete. He has already assumed his
hybrid form, and it is only a matter of time before he unlocks his
full potential. He will take to the skies soon, I promise. The
Conduit’s forces will cower before his draconic might.”

The reflection’s golden eyes burned like twin
suns. “Very good, Sarodihm. You have fulfilled your purpose,
just as I knew you would.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Selvhara said, smiling.
Perhaps this would be even easier than she thought. “We are
approaching the city now, and we should engage the Conduit’s forces
soon. I do not yet know the plans of the other Wyrm Lord, but once
she reveals herself, I shall contact you again to—”

“There is only one true Wyrm Lord in Torsia,”
Dathiel interrupted. “I have searched and searched for another to
no avail. You were mistaken.”

Selvhara paused, her mouth still hanging
open. “Forgive me, my lord, but we saw another dragon with our own
eyes. She has already laid waste to the Underworld and may soon
attempt to conquer the surface.”

“My vision extends beyond the Pale,
Sarodihm. I can see your world quite clearly even if I
cannot yet walk upon it.”

She frowned in confusion. Something was
different about him today—his consciousness was far more
focused than normal. Was he simply giving her more of his
attention, or had something else changed? She wasn’t convinced she
wanted to know the answer…

“I-I do not doubt your power, my lord,” she
assured him. “I simply do not understand—”

“No, you do not,” Dathiel said. “If you did,
you never would have attempted to conceal the truth from me.”

Selvhara slowly leaned away from the water as
an ominous chill tingled down the back of her neck. “I have not
concealed anything from you, my lord,” she lied. “The dragon is
ready, as I said. And soon we will—”

“I am not referring to the dragon,” the One
God said. “There is a second Conduit.”

The druid’s blood froze in her veins. He
knows. Somehow, he knows…

“You learned of her presence some time ago,
yet you said nothing to me,” he pressed. “Why is this,
Sarodihm?”

Oh, gods. How could he possibly know this?
Has he finally found a way to peer into my thoughts? If so…

“M-my lord, I had only heard rumors,”
Selvhara stuttered. “I did not wish to burden you with claims that
could easily be nonsense.”

The golden eyes narrowed. “Did you honestly
believe I would not sense her awakening? Her power grows by the
day—she has already bound several mortals to her will.”

Selvhara tried to swallow her dread and
nearly choked. This wasn’t supposed to happen! He wasn’t
supposed to know any of this!

“I-I obviously underestimated these rumors,
my lord,” the druid said hastily. “I am deeply sorry I did not
bring this to your attention earlier.”

“Are you really?” the One God asked.

Selvhara winced as the sides of her head
suddenly began to throb, and a moment later, she swore she could
actually feel her master’s invisible fingers clawing into her skull
for any signs of treachery…

“My…lord…please!” she blubbered. “Perhaps
this priestess is an easier target than the Inquisitrix. Perhaps
you can claim her Godsoul instead!”

“No.”

Selvhara shook her head. “I-I don’t
understand. But you told me that once you consumed another Godsoul,
you would finally possess the power to escape the Pale. You sent me
here to train the dragon so he could destroy the Inquisitrix and
deliver her power to you.”

“And that is exactly what you are going to
do, Sarodihm,” the One God said. “I did not send you to
Torsia in search of any Godsoul—I sent you in search of
mine. And you will still deliver it to me, one way or
another.”

Selvhara froze in place. “Your
Godsoul? But—”

Her voice died as the air suddenly vanished
from her lungs. She couldn’t speak, she couldn’t breathe, and even
when she smacked her hands against the water in desperate protest,
the splashes didn’t make a sound. It was as if her master had
purged the very air surrounding her.

“Fool,” the One God snarled. “You do
not understand—you cannot understand. But I will not allow
your ignorance to doom this world.”

Selvhara clutched at her breathless throat as
a wave of dread crashed over her. In the Ancient Era, long before
the Avetharri and their war against the Valathrim, Dathiel
had been worshipped as a god of purity and vigilance. His priests
had allegedly sought out and destroyed corrupt mortals who abused
magic. And now, since the unraveling of the last Avetharri seal
under Nol Krovos, the Inquisitrix had finally begun her own mad
crusade against sorcery…

What if the Godsoul trapped in that Fount
had been Dathiel’s? What if his rage against dark magic was fueling
her entire crusade?

“For thousands of years I have languished in
this wretched realm, cursed to watch as mortals harvested my power
as their own,” the One God said, his voice as dark and bitter as a
demon. “Wizards, priests, paladins…all corrupt, all ignorant of the
gift they had stolen. But now the day of reckoning approaches—now
the truth of their sins has finally been laid bare.”

Selvhara stared in horror at the reflection
of her master. The Sarodihm Kalefarr—the keepers of the old
ways—had protected her in the final days of the Dragon War. They
had tried to convince her of the innate corruption of the Wyrm
Lords, and they had dedicated themselves to studying, nurturing,
and ultimately restoring the Valathrim. For a time, Selvhara
had even believed them when they had told her that only the Fallen
Gods could heal a broken, shattered word.

But what if the ancient Wyrm Lords had
imprisoned the Valathrim for a good reason? What if the gods
deserved to be locked away?

“With the last Avetharri seal shattered, more
and more remnants of my fallen brethren will attempt to escape,”
the One God said. “But they are little more than echoes and
vestiges of what they once were. In time, you will deliver their
weak, feeble vessels to me, and together we shall bring order and
purity back to this world.”

His golden eyes fastened upon Selvhara so
intently it was as if he were looking straight into her soul. “My
vessel is also flawed, but she is anything but feeble,” the One God
said. “She was nearly broken by the corruption of mortal men, but
she endured their torment—and she is stronger now for it. More than
anyone, she understands that this time there must be no
half-measures, no compromise with the forces of evil. Only the
righteous fire of the divine can burn away the darkness and bring
mortals back into the light. One source, one Conduit…One God.”

Selvhara reached out to touch the water in
one final, desperate plea for mercy as her consciousness began
slipping away…

“I have whispered the truth into her ears for
many years now,” Dathiel said. “I have shown her visions of a
Second Reckoning where the plague of sorcery will ravage your
world. Her rage and fear will drive her to the Wyrm Lord, and their
battle will prove once and for all how much your people need the
light of the gods to deliver them from darkness. When their cities
crumble and their crops burn, they will cry out to us, the true
masters of this world, to save them from themselves.”

His golden eyes shimmered, and for the first
time since Selvhara had bound herself to his will, Dathiel smiled.
“Then, only then, the Rebirth can finally begin.”

Air rushed back into the druid’s lungs, and
she nearly toppled into the water as she frantically gulped down
breath after breath. The wolf’s blood burned in her veins,
threatening to take control.

“I could allow your curse to destroy you,”
the One God said. “I could allow the beast to finally break free of
its shackles and consume you right now.”

“My lord, please!” Selvhara panted. “Have
mercy!”

“Betrayers do not deserve mercy. Submission
is your only salvation, Sarodihm.”

“Then allow me to serve you. Allow me to
prove my loyalty!”

The golden eyes shimmered in thought. “You
will continue with your original task,” Dathiel said. “You will
serve the Wyrm Lord until his ascension is complete. The power will
corrupt him, as it always does, and the devastation he wreaks will
fuel my return. When the time is right and the Rebirth is finally
at hand, you will be the one who strikes him down.”

Selvhara nodded frantically. Just tell him
whatever he wants to hear. Just survive this conversation…

“I will do as you command, my lord,” she
said.

“No, you won’t,” the One God said. “You will
betray me again. That is why I will no longer give you a
choice.”

“My lord, I—”

Selvhara’s entire body seized in place as if
she had been frozen solid. Once again, her head began to throb
painfully, and this time she was certain she could feel him
crawling through her mind…

“Long ago, you bound yourself to my will in
exchange for a fraction of my power,” Dathiel said. “It is time for
you to fulfill your end of the bargain, Sarodihm. You will
serve the Valathrim as you promised.”

The eyes in the water gradually faded, and
once they were gone, Selvhara slumped back onto the rocky shore and
struggled to catch her breath. Her head had stopped pounding, but
she still felt…different.

Changed.

“Are you all right?”

Selvhara turned just in time to see Jorem and
Kaseya rushing toward her, their faces creased with concern. She
had warned them to keep their distance, but apparently her
thrashing had made more noise than she realized.

“Yes,” the druid lied, standing. “Speaking
with the One God is always draining, but this meeting was…more
intense than I expected.”

Jorem cocked an eyebrow at her. “Meaning
what?”

“He…”

Tell them the truth—tell them that the
Godsoul the Inquisitrix freed from Nol Krovos belonged to Dathiel.
Tell them that he is the one who has been driving her crusade
against sorcerers. Tell them that he wants the battle for Highwind
to be so destructive that people will come crawling back to the
gods for forgiveness…

“He what?” Jorem asked, touching her arm.
“Are you all right?”

“He was upset that I waited so long to report
your progress,” Selvhara said, “but he is pleased that your
abilities have continued to develop. I do not believe he will
trouble us again for a while.”

“That’s good news…right?”

She tried to stop herself from nodding but
couldn’t. “Very good, yes. I was able to keep everything from him.
He has no idea what is really happening here.”

“Then why do you look so upset?” Kaseya
asked.

Selvhara glanced over to the amazon. Kaseya
had a completely different expression on her face than Jorem. Her
blue eyes had narrowed, and her forehead was creased in
concentration.

“I was just thinking about how difficult it
was to resist the call of the moon,” the druid said, pointing up at
the sky. “I look forward to freeing myself from the One God’s
power, but the transition may be more difficult than I want to
admit.”

“You probably should have considered the
ramifications before you came crawling to us for help,”
Jorem muttered. His face soured for a moment before he sighed and
placed his hand on her arm. “But don’t worry, we’ll figure
something out.”

Tell him the truth! Tell him that Dathiel
will force me to kill him and Kaseya and everyone else!

Selvhara smiled and took his hand. The pain
in her head suddenly returned, and no matter how hard she tried,
she couldn’t control her own lips.

“I know you will protect me,” she said. “You
are a Wyrm Lord, and I am your humble servant.”

“Right,” Jorem said, shuffling uncomfortably
as he always did. Kaseya didn’t move in the slightest—she was still
staring intently at the druid.

“We should get moving,” Selvhara
suggested.

Jorem nodded and glanced over his shoulder
beyond the grove. “I doubt we’ll get far before dawn, but we might
as well try.”

Selvhara smiled. “I am right behind you.”
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Desperate Gambits

 


The campfires flickered as a cool night
breeze rustled the leaves at the edge of the forest, and
Knight-Captain Julian Cassel couldn’t help but close his eyes and
bask in the sweet scent of cooked meat and roasted vegetables. He
had always enjoyed camping in the wilderness, half because of the
camaraderie and half because the food always tasted better for some
reason. Thanks to the chaos in Highwind and the near collapse of
Icewatch, he hadn’t traveled with a group of his fellow knights in
several months. And before today, he had feared that he never would
again.

“I still can’t believe we’re going home. I
honestly thought were going to die in that bloody tower.”

Cassel turned and eyed the tall, dark-haired
man standing behind him. He and Sir Arden Kerth were standing at
the edge of the Silver Fist camp while the rest of their comrades
gobbled down their dinner. For perhaps the first time in history,
the age and rank divisions that normally segregated the Order had
completely evaporated—knights, squires, and acolytes were freely
intermingling as if they were truly brothers in arms.

Imagine if we’d been able to act like this
before the world fell apart.

“I don’t blame you,” Cassel murmured. “The
Echo is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before, and I once had my
ribs smashed in by an ogre.”

“The pain was bad, but I just learned to cope
with it after a while,” Kerth said. “The helplessness, though…that
never got any easier.”

Cassel nodded solemnly. “I understand that,
too.”

Compared to the rest of his fellow paladins,
Cassel’s experience with the Echo had been fleeting. He had lost
his channeling abilities when he and Serrane had attacked Hastien’s
Fall, but he had only needed to survive for a few days before he
had discovered Tahira’s power. Men like Sir Kerth had been forced
to endure the pain for weeks on end. It was nothing short of
a miracle that any of them were still alive.

“Impotence is what drove the others to betray
the Order and join Vienne,” Kerth said after a moment. He sighed
softly and glanced off into the darkness of the nearby forest. “I’d
be lying if I said I never considered it myself.”

“But you didn’t,” Cassel said, clapping the
younger man on the shoulder. “That’s what counts.”

“I would have if you hadn’t shown up when you
did, sir,” Kerth said, swallowing as he turned to stare at the
black-robed, red-haired young woman nearby. “I don’t know where you
found her, but she’s changed everything.”

“Yeah,” Cassel whispered. “You’re right about
that.”

The two men watched in quiet awe as Tahira
darted about the camp serving warm food and warmer smiles to the
other knights. Not long ago, the mere presence of an Eternal
Priestess among a squad of paladins would have been
unthinkable—their entire religion had been branded as a dangerous
cult. The presence of a young, pretty girl would have been far less
shocking, of course, given how many knights seemed to spend their
entire stipends at one brothel or another.

You will protect this vessel. You will be
her sword and her shield. You will be her wrath and her mercy. You
will be her hand…and her heart.

Cassel’s mouth went dry when he thought about
the voice that had spoken to him in the Silver Tower. Had the words
actually come from a god? Had this “Eternal Lady” really chosen
Tahira as her mortal vessel? What did all of this mean for the
future? What did it mean now?

Everything had happened so quickly that it
almost seemed like it all could have been a dream, but the power
coursing through him was very real. Tahira had restored the
channeling abilities of every knight in this camp including
himself, and she may have been the only hope of salvation for the
Silver Fist…and perhaps all of the Northern Reaches.

“Do you really think she can heal the rest of
the knights in Highwind?” Kerth asked after a moment.

“It’s difficult to say,” Cassel admitted. “At
first, the only person she could restore was me. Her powers are
definitely growing…I just don’t know when or if that will
stop.”

“Do you really believe she’s a goddess,
sir?”

“I…I don’t know what to believe about much of
anything at this point,” Cassel said, choosing his words carefully.
He still wasn’t sure exactly what details he wanted to share with
his comrades. Tahira’s growing powers were obvious and undeniable,
but he hadn’t told anyone else about the Eternal Lady speaking
directly through her vessel. He would save that until they were
back in Highwind at the Silver Fist temple.

Or maybe I shouldn’t even tell them then.
Commander Deswick already thought she was the false prophet of an
evil god. What if they know for certain that the Eternal Lady, not
Escar, was the one helping them?

“We should try and stay focused on the here
and now,” he added, speaking as much to himself as Kerth. “We know
the city is under siege, and we know our brothers and sisters in
the temple are suffering. That should be more than enough to occupy
our attention.”

Kerth glanced away again. “I know you’re
right, sir, but…” The younger man sighed and rubbed a hand across
his face. “I just can’t stop thinking about what happened with
Captain Hathos. I grew up thinking that Knights of the Silver Fist
were invincible—and incorruptible.”

“Sadly, neither are true.”

“No, they aren’t,” Kerth murmured. “But you
know how it is, sir. The moment we’re knighted, it feels like the
whole world is ready to kneel at our feet. Half the men in the
Silver Tower went from being useless third sons of some noble
dipshit to powerful channelers and warriors. Suddenly, everyone who
had looked down on them was singing their praises in the streets.
Men wanted to be them, women wanted to fuck them…”

“And they couldn’t bear to think about losing
all of that,” Cassel finished. “Even if they had to wear a
different tabard and worship a different god.”

“Exactly,” Kerth said. “Vienne promised the
others that her mistress would give them all the power they wanted.
They would still be the protectors of Highwind, and they might even
be more influential under the new regime. They wouldn’t have to
worry about appeasing a fickle Council or consoling hysterical
nobles. All they would have to do is serve their
Goddess-Queen.”

Cassel sighed. “I admit, all of this has made
me wonder if we’ve been going about this the wrong way all these
years.”

“Sir?”

Cassel glanced away and scratched at his
growing beard. Riding down a mostly empty road for twelve hours
straight had given him far too much time to brood today, and he
wasn’t looking forward to more of the same tomorrow. Everything
felt like one big question mark right now, and the answers seemed
like they were permanently out of reach.

“Highlord Kastrius used to say that once a
man tasted power, he would never be satisfied without it,” Cassel
said. “I was too young and stupid to understand what he was talking
about at the time, but maybe he saw something like this coming.
Maybe he realized just how reliant we had become on our magic. We
warn our acolytes that tapping into the Aether is like taking fire
in your veins. Now we realize that stamping it out hurts more than
allowing it to burn.”

Kerth nodded solemnly. “Still, even in its
worst days, the Order has used its power to defend the weak and
heal the sick. Without the Silver Fist, thousands upon thousands
would have died to plague or orcs or Escar-knows-what.”

“Maybe,” Cassel murmured. “But the Aether is
power, and power corrupts even the best men. Maybe we’ve grown too
lax over the years. Maybe we’ve trained too many knights who
weren’t ready for the responsibility.”

“Well, it doesn’t seem like that’s going to
be a problem going forward,” Kerth said

“What do you mean?” Cassel asked, though he
was reasonably sure he knew the answer.

The younger man pointed at Tahira. She was
now sitting cross-legged at the center of a ring of ritual candles
outside her tent. One by one, the other knights would walk over and
kneel before her, and she would touch their faces and renew her
mysterious connection to them before they retired for the night. In
all likelihood, she would need to repeat the ritual again in the
morning before they packed up camp.

“She can’t keep this up forever, can she?”
Kerth asked. “Even if we do retake the city and reclaim the
temple…is this really going to be the future of the Order? Binding
ourselves to an Eternal Priestess who barely understands her own
powers?”

Cassel pursed his lips. He had been asking
himself variations of that same question ever since they had left
Highwind. Stubborn traditionalists like Commander Deswick would
never willingly bind themselves to Tahira, but as for the rest of
the Silver Fist…

Well, it wasn’t hard to imagine plenty of
knights accepting her power just to relieve the pain of the Echo,
but that wasn’t a long-term solution to rebuilding the Order. The
Silver Fist was built on a doctrine of following Escar’s Code, and
since it’s founding many decades ago, the knights and priests had
all believed the Guardian God himself was granting them power. The
Shattering had destroyed that illusion, and Cassel had no idea how
the Order could truly recover.

What if Escar is dead? What if he has
been dead for a long time? Can there be a Code without a god to
enforce it? Can there be a Silver Fist without temples and prayers
and piety?

“I don’t claim to have all the answers,”
Cassel whispered as much to himself as the man next to him. “Like I
said, right now we just need to concentrate on the task at hand. We
can worry about the future after we’ve broken the siege.”

“Yes, sir,” Kerth said, nodding. “Honestly,
we should all just be thankful we’re alive. We owe it all to
her…and to you.”

Cassel grunted. “I didn’t do anything.”

“You’re the who saved her from the
Senosi—you’re the one who brought her to the tower.” Kerth forced a
smile. “And you’re the one who’s going to lead us to victory over
that army out there.”

Cassel smiled back. “You should try and get
some sleep. We’ll ride hard at first light, and the closer we get
to Highwind, the more dangerous things are going to get.”

“I don’t know about you, sir, but I’m looking
forward to charging back into that danger,” Kerth said. “We’ve all
gotten tired of running away from it.”

Cassel chuckled and clapped the other man on
the back. Kerth wandered back to the others, and over the next half
hour the camp finally started to settle in for the night. With
fewer than twenty men, Cassel only organized four sentries to watch
the wilderness for any signs of trouble. He found himself longing
for the good old days when every squad of knights would have a few
Duskwatch rangers to handle guard duty…not to mention a few guild
wizards to set wards.

We’ll just have to make do with what we
have. That’s going to be the motto for the whole damn city going
forward from here on.

Sighing softly, Cassel took one last stroll
through the camp before he returned to Tahira. The air around her
tent was heavy with incense even though she had long since blown
out her candles. Originally, he had planned to sleep in a separate
tent—he still didn’t want the other knights to suspect his
relationship with Tahira was anything besides purely platonic—but
he simply couldn’t justify letting her out of his sight. Too much
depended on her safety.

He cleared his throat before he opened the
flap and poked his head inside. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling back over her
shoulder as she organized her bedroll and blankets. “I have
reinforced the bonds again. The process is becoming easier and
easier with practice.”

“That’s good news,” Cassel said, stepping all
the way inside. “Really good news.”

Like most of the tents in their small camp,
this one was far larger than it needed to be for one person. The
Silver Tower had been short on alchemical supplies and equipment,
but the army camping gear hadn’t been used in some time. They’d had
their choice of the best blankets, bedrolls, and tents, and Cassel
hadn’t seen any reason not to take as much as they wanted. It
wasn’t as though the Captain of the Tower was going to be deploying
a squad of knights anywhere else in the near future. Aside from a
few acolytes and servants, everyone who had survived Vienne’s
attack was here in the camp right now.

Cassel had tried to make sure that everyone
in his little “army” had the same accommodations, but to a person
they had insisted upon Tahira claiming the Knight-Commander’s tent
for herself—as well as the largest bedroll and plushest fur
blankets. Everything in here was fit for a Highlord—hell, it was
fit for a bloody queen. She even had a small assortment of books
from the library laid out near her pillow.

As for Tahira herself, she had completely
recovered from the wounds she had suffered during the battle in the
Silver Tower. Her stomach didn’t bear a single scar from Vienne’s
claws; if anything, her pale skin had a bit more color than
normal.

“All of this still feels so strange,” she
said as she sat down upon one of the blankets. Her long red hair
spilled across the shoulders of her black robe, but as usual,
Cassel’s eyes were drawn to her impressive cleavage…and the red
tattoo encircling her navel.

“Stranger than before?” he asked, forcing his
gaze back upward.

“Somewhat,” she said, her brow furrowing. “I
can sense each and every one of them even without concentrating,
and when I do concentrate, it’s like I can see the entire
world through their eyes.”

He nodded slowly. “The priests of Escar used
to claim that the Guardian God could see through his servants in
order to judge whether or not they were worthy of wielding his
power. I always thought that was figurative, but perhaps it wasn’t.
It would explain how the Inquisitrix’s armies are so
coordinated.”

“I admit, it is a little frightening,” Tahira
said. Her olive eyes flicked up to meet his. “I still don’t
understand why the Eternal Lady chose me as her vessel.”

“She obviously believed you were worthy,”
Cassel said with the warmest smile he could muster. “From
everything I’ve seen so far, she was right.”

She smiled back. As always, it was so sweet,
innocent, and trusting that it almost made his chest ache. This
girl had viewed him as her personal savior ever since he had
rescued her from the Senosi Huntress back at Hastien’s Fall, and
their struggles at the Silver Tower had only made it worse. She
would do almost anything he asked without hesitation. He had no
intention of abusing her devotion, obviously, but it was still a
harrowing responsibility. She was the one bearing the Godsoul, yet
it still felt like he was the one in charge.

You had better get used to it. Her goddess
literally told you to protect her at all costs.

“There is something else I’ve been meaning to
ask you,” Cassel said, clearing his throat. “You grew up in a
temple learning all about your Eternal Lady. Did your holy
scriptures have an explanation for what weakened her in the first
place?”

“Yes, though the stories are vague,” Tahira
said. “They say she was betrayed by mortals like the rest of the
Fallen Gods.”

“And ultimately defeated by the
Avetharri?”

She nodded. “When the elven sorcerers
banished her and the other gods beyond the Pale, their powers were
severely diminished. They could no longer affect the physical world
directly; they could only act through intermediaries like us. The
only way for her to return was for her priestesses to slowly forge
her a worthy vessel to bridge the gap between worlds.”

“That’s more or less the same thing you hear
from most religions…minus the worthy vessel part,” Cassel said,
scratching his beard again. “I’m not quite sure where these
‘Founts’ fit in or how the Shattering changed the rules, but it
will definitely make everyone question where their powers have
actually been coming from. What if most of us have spent our lives
communing with a powerful entity we thought was a god but was
actually something else entirely?”

“I-I do not know,” Tahira admitted. “Until
recently I had almost no exposure to other religions…or much of
anything else.”

“Well, assuming we survive the return to
Highwind—and aren’t burned at the stake for heresy—you’ll have
plenty of time to read up,” Cassel said, nodding at the books near
her pillow. “Without the Mage’s Guild policing the Gray Citadel,
you can probably find plenty of good forbidden stuff there,
too.”

She nodded and gently dragged her fingertips
across the bindings of one of her books. “I do not understand why
any knowledge would be forbidden.”

“Like you said, you don’t have a lot of
exposure to normal society,” he said dryly. “Anyway, all of this is
idle speculation right now. I just gave a lecture to Sir Kerth
about focusing on the present, and here I am ruminating about the
nature of the cosmos. I should be spending every free second trying
to figure out how in the hell we’re going to break through the army
laying siege to the city.”

Tahira smiled. “You will find a way. You
always do.”

He grunted and glanced away. She meant every
word, of course, and her encouragement was as sweet and guileless
as everything else she did. The problem, put bluntly, was that she
had no idea what she was talking about. He wasn’t a military genius
by any stretch of the imagination; he didn’t even have any real
experience fighting in a battle of this scale. He had only been a
small boy during the Winter War, and he had still been stationed in
Riverbend during the recent, short-lived siege of Icewatch. Duels
and small-scale skirmishes accounted for virtually all his personal
combat experience.

It’s not like anyone else is more qualified,
though. Highlord Kastrius made sure we all read the same books on
his strategies during the Winter War—he didn’t want to repeat the
mistakes of the past. The trouble is, reading about a battle is a
lot different than coordinating one…

Cassel grimaced as he began unfastening the
straps of his armor. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and discover that the
siege has already been broken. If anyone could pull off a miracle
like that, it’s Serrane.”

Tahira’s smile slowly faded. “You miss her,
don’t you?”

“Yes, very much.”

“She is beautiful and cunning and powerful.
I’ve no doubt she will be waiting for you when we return.”

“I certainly hope so,” he whispered as he
pulled his breastplate over his head. “If anything has happened to
her…”

Tahira remained silent for a moment before
she abruptly sat upright and crawled over to him on her knees. “I
know I can never replace her, and I have no desire to try,” she
said, gazing up at him with her hands folded in her lap. “But I was
hoping that you would be willing to make love to me again
tonight.”

Cassel bit down on the tip of his tongue. Her
face was so pure and hopeful, and the curves of her young body were
as alluring as ever. Despite the wonderful night they had spent
together in the Silver Tower, a part of him still felt like he was
taking advantage of her naïveté…but looking into her olive eyes, he
didn’t doubt for a second that she wanted this more than
anything.

“I, uh…” he murmured. “Maybe we should—”

“Please, allow me to soothe your burdens,”
Tahira said. “At least for a little while.”

She reached out and began delicately
unfastening his belt. By the time her hands slipped into his
trousers and freed his cock, he was as hard as a spear. Her fingers
effortlessly curled around his thick shaft while her lips and
tongue massaged the tip, and just like always, her merest touch
sent a crackle of energy coursing through his entire body.

“Escar’s mercy,” Cassel breathed.

Just like back in the Silver Tower, he was
thoroughly mesmerized watching her work. He had been with plenty of
women who were skilled at fellatio—just thinking about Serrane’s
otherworldly lips and mouth sent a delighted shiver down his
spine—but he had never met another woman who treated his cock with
such unabashed reverence. Tahira stroked and licked and sucked his
stem as if she were worshipping a holy idol, and every touch of her
lips or tongue triggered another cascade of Aetheric energy.

There’s a literal goddess on her knees in
front of me, and she is desperate to swallow my seed. How can this
possibly be happening?

“Shit,” Cassel stammered. “Shit!”

An instant before he lost control, Tahira
unexpectedly pulled away and leaned back on her haunches. Her brow
furrowed as she slowly licked her wet lips. “I can feel your
desires,” she said. “I can even watch myself through your
eyes.”

He cleared his throat as his cock twitched in
mid-air. “Uh…what?”

“It’s remarkable,” she breathed. “To see the
world from another perspective…”

Tahira’s fingers began to unfasten the straps
holding her robe together. As it fell from her shoulders, Cassel’s
gaze inevitably settled upon her plump, pale breasts. “I want you
to spill upon me,” she breathed. “I want to see myself covered in
the seed of my savior.”

“Tahira, I—”

“You don’t need to tell me what you want,”
she said, smiling up at him. “I can feel it. But now…now I
want to see it, too.”

She parted her lips and wrapped them around
the tip of his cock again, but this time, she took hold of his
wrists and placed his hands upon the back of her head, begging him
to guide her movements. Cassel feathered his fingers through her
soft red hair and slowly pulled her closer and closer. He gasped
when his cock slipped through her sweltering mouth and deep into
her soft throat.

“Escar’s…ohh…” he breathed, staring into her
olive eyes. Another surge of Aetheric energy sparked between them,
tingling his stem in all the right ways. He squeezed her head and
nearly burst right then and there.

So this is how you see me.

Cassel inhaled sharply when he suddenly heard
her voice inside his head. “What?”

I can see why this brings you such pleasure.
I look so meek and servile.

He swallowed and shook his head. “I
don’t—”

I want to see more, she said, placing
her hands back on his wrists and encouraging him to push even
deeper. Please, don’t be gentle…

If there was one chivalrous axiom Julian
Cassel had consistently followed, it was to always give a naked
woman whatever she wanted. He gradually tightened his grip on her
head as began thrusting in and out of her throat, and Tahira
shifted her grip to his sides in order to brace herself for the
onslaught. Her eyes never left his no matter how hard or fast he
pounded into her, even when she began audibly gagging on his
cock.

Harder, Julian. Please!

Holding the back of her skull with one hand
and gripping a thick clump of red hair in another, Cassel slammed
into her mouth as furiously as if it were a cunt. Spittle leaked
from the sides of her mouth, and her eyes started to turn bloodshot
as she struggled for air…

Cover me, Julian. Cover me in your
glory!

“Oh, gods!” he cried out as he frantically
withdrew his cock. It barely escaped her lips before it erupted,
splattering her beautiful face in thick, viscous strands of his
seed. Her nose, her cheeks, her chin—they were all thoroughly
covered by the time he was finally drained. Tahira looked up at him
through her dripping eyelids, thoroughly mesmerized at the sight of
her own soaked flesh.

“The Goddess is pleased by your fertile
bounty,” she said, touching her cheek and then licking her fingers.
“As am I.”

Cassel stumbled back a step as he caught his
breath. Everything about this situation was equal parts insane and,
well, hot. The world was falling apart around them, and here
he was getting a blowjob from the mortal vessel of a dead goddess.
It was so ridiculous he couldn’t decide if he should laugh…or
perhaps throw her down onto her bedroll and fuck her as hard as he
could.

He cleared his throat and glanced over at the
closed tent flap. He couldn’t even imagine what would happen if
Kerth or one of the other knights stumbled inside and saw Tahira
like this. Escar’s mercy…

“Do you wish to make love to me now?” she
asked unexpectedly.

Cassel cleared his throat again. “I’m not
sure I have anything left for you.”

“My sisters taught me many restorative
techniques,” Tahira assured him, smiling and shuffling forward on
her knees again. She reached out and gently caressed his wilting
cock, and the instant her smooth fingers curled around the shaft,
he felt another rush of Aetheric power surge through him. He moaned
despite himself, enthralled by her touch. She nudged him toward her
plush bedroll and helped him lie down on his back.

“We should be careful,” he warned. “The
others—”

“Already know that you are my protector,”
Tahira said as she swung her leg across his waist to straddle him.
“It does not matter if they know you are my lover as well.”

She reached down and gently guided his
swollen tip into her quim. This time, the crackle of power was so
intense Cassel actually convulsed, and he had to bite down on his
lip to keep from crying out so loudly the whole camp would hear.
She still hadn’t cleaned herself off; his seed continued to drip
down her neck and onto her breasts. Even Serrane had never been
this crazed for his cum, but then he remembered that the Eternal
Priestesses had earned their reputations as the “sirens of the
mountains” by seducing men from the city and “harvesting” their
seed. The cult performed all kinds of bizarre pregnancy rituals,
and ostensibly, their goddess drew power from fertile male
offerings. It all sounded like the demented ravings of a
sex-starved shut-in, but like most legends, perhaps some part of
the stories was actually true.

“Ooohhh…” Tahira gasped as she sank all the
way down upon his stem. Her hands settled upon his chest, and she
began rhythmically churning her hips as he swelled and swelled
inside her.

Cassel closed his eyes as he traced his
fingers down the length of her soft, smooth thighs. Her quim was
unlike anything he had ever felt; it was like he was fucking raw
energy rather than a woman. Sparks of invisible electricity
crackled all over his body, titillating his nerves and driving him
closer and closer to another climax.

“Julian…” she breathed. “Please, I want to
feel you spill inside me…”

Once again, he couldn’t help but give a naked
woman everything she wanted. Cassel clenched his teeth as the iron
grip of her quim pushed him over the edge. He fired salvo after
salvo deep inside her, and Tahira’s hips bucked in perfect rhythm
with every spurt as if she were trying to take every drop into her
womb. Perhaps she was.

This time when Cassel finished, he was
completely and utterly spent. His arms slumped to the side, and it
was all he could do to look up at the smiling, seed-splattered
woman still riding him as if he were the last man in the world.

“Thank you,” she whispered, dragging her
fingernails across his chest. “My knight and protector…”

Cassel was still struggling to catch his
breath when the red tattoo encircling her navel suddenly began to
glow. He had no idea what it meant, but when he glanced back to her
face, he realized that her eyes had started glowing as well. For a
few frightening seconds, Tahira looked exactly like she had back at
Hastien’s Fall just before she had blasted the Senosi Huntress—it
was as if a blinding light trapped inside her was suddenly trying
to escape through her eyes and even her mouth—

And then it all faded as quickly as it had
appeared. Tahira’s eyelids fluttered as she gulped down a deep
breath, and then she gazed down upon the man she was straddling and
smiled.

“The Goddess is pleased by your bounty,” she
said.

“That’s, uh…good,” Cassel muttered.
“Right?”

“Very much so,” Tahira said with a girlish
giggle. “I can feel her power growing inside me now. It
is…indescribable.”

Cassel swallowed heavily, wondering for about
the thousandth time what exactly he had gotten himself into. All
the weird and terrifying legends about the Eternal Priestesses
flashed through his mind, and he tried to remind himself that this
was different. Tahira wasn’t a mountain siren seeking to drain his
vitality; she was a surprisingly resilient young woman saddled with
the responsibility of carrying and nurturing the remnants of a
Fallen God. No one knew exactly what that meant—including her!—but
that didn’t mean her strange rituals and habits were sinister.

Probably.

“You should rest now,” she said, placing one
hand on his cheek while the other dragged more seed from her chin
to her tongue. “We have another long day ahead of us.”

 


***

 


The afternoon sun blazed in the sky directly
above the Eastern Overlook, and Serrane Starwind braced herself
against the parapets and gazed out upon the city she had sworn to
protect. The walls hadn’t been breached, and none of the buildings
were on fire. It certainly didn’t look like Highwind had been
conquered.

Sadly, appearances could be deceiving.

“Escar’s mercy,” Knight-Commander Crowe
whispered as he surveyed the battlements a few dozen yards below
them. “There are so many of them.”

Serrane nodded soberly. The Black Mistress’s
soldiers were everywhere now; they outnumbered the city guardsmen
at least twenty to one. Ever since his dramatic coup last night,
Constable Mannick had been feverishly interspersing his new forces
with the old. Every wall, every tower, every guard post…in the span
of about twelve hours, they were all now occupied by the forces of
Darkwind. The lone exception was this overlook and the adjoining
Duskwatch headquarters. Against all odds, Mannick hadn’t attempted
to arrest Serrane or her rangers. Evidently, he found her so
unthreatening that he didn’t care what she did.

Crowe’s position wasn’t much different.
Mannick’s new army hadn’t bothered busting down the doors of the
Silver Fist temple or trying to recruit the broken knights, either.
They had left the city’s traditional defenders completely alone in
their impotence, at least for the moment.

But sooner or later, Serrane knew that would
change. The only question was whether there was anything she could
do about it.

“By the bloody Pale,” Crowe said, shaking his
head. “How could anyone have marshalled an army this size right
beneath our feet without your scouts detecting them?”

Serrane pursed her lips in frustration. Her
first impulse was to be defensive and berate her fellow Council
member. The Knights of the Silver Fist had ostensibly been
Highwind’s first line of defense, after all, and they had never
been able to catch or stop the Black Mistress. But the Duskwatch
bore equal responsibility for the city’s security, and Serrane and
her rangers hadn’t been able to stop this, either. Her scouts had
heard whispers of an uprising among the drow beneath the surface,
but neither group had been willing to commit precious resources to
an investigation. All their attention had been focused on Vorsalos,
for obvious reasons.

“The people are rightly scared,” Serrane
said, leaning away from the parapet. “Though I’m sure that has more
to do with the dragon than the soldiers.”

Crowe swallowed and shifted his gaze across
the city to the hulking Gray Citadel spire. “The dragon…”

Serrane sighed and nodded. A part of her
still couldn’t believe what she had seen last night—an actual
dragon swooping over the city and perching upon the Citadel. There
hadn’t been a true Wyrm Lord in this part of the world for many
generations; the very idea seemed ludicrous, even for someone like
Serrane who had grown up steeped in the elven sorcery of
Nelu’Thalas. Her people had all but given up on the idea that the
dragon blood would ever return. Serrane never would have believed
it if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes.

Behold the dawn of a new age. Behold the
Dragon of Highwind.

“How can this be happening?” Crowe whispered.
“How can it be real?”

Serrane shook her head as she swept her eyes
across the city. Constable Mannick was out there somewhere, and a
part of her wanted to track him down and stab him in the throat for
what he had done. He hadn’t just betrayed her—he had betrayed
everyone. Even if they somehow managed to defeat the
Inquisitrix, Highwind would still be besieged from within. At best,
he had set the city on the path to civil war; at worst, he had
handed the reins over to one despot instead of another. An
unconscionable amount of blood was about to be spilled
regardless.

But despite all that, Serrane knew she
couldn’t afford to allow her rage to cloud her judgment. Mannick
may have been a traitor, but ultimately, he was also just a stooge.
The presence of a Wyrm Lord and her army was the far greater
threat.

“The Highwind Council has ruled this city for
the better part of a century,” Crowe said into the long silence.
“And we’ve been replaced without anyone so much as drawing a
sword.”

“Give it time,” Serrane murmured.

“If you two are done sulking, we should
probably try and come up with an actual plan to fix things,”
another female voice snarked from behind them. “Unless you’d rather
just wait around for Solemi to march soldiers over here and arrest
us.”

Serrane glanced back over her shoulder to the
Senosi Huntress pacing back and forth in front of the stairwell
spiraling down into the tower. As usual, Valuri was clad in her
cropped, black leather corset and matching pants, and the
blade-like stiletto heels of her boots scraped the stone every time
she took a step. She had tossed a thick cloak over her shoulders,
however, half to block out the cold and half to be a bit more
discreet. Under normal circumstances, a Senosi parading around with
the Ranger-General of Highwind would have been a tremendous
scandal, but the gossipmongers had more things to worry about these
days.

“If the Black Mistress really wanted to make
a move against us, she could have done so last night,” Serrane
said, brushing a windswept strand of blond hair out of her eyes.
“She’s probably content to leave us alone unless we try to get in
her way.”

Valuri scoffed. “Like you said: give it time.
You can’t seriously tell me you’re just going to sit here and do
nothing.”

“I don’t recall ever asking for your advice,
Senosi,” Commander Crowe sneered.

“You didn’t, but that’s because you’re not
very bright.”

The man’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “What
did you say?”

“It’s not your fault, sweetheart,” Valuri
said, waving her hand. “From what I can tell, you paladin boys are
all as cute as you are dumb. Normally, I don’t have a problem with
good-looking idiots—they’re always a lot of fun—but right now we
should all pull our heads out of our collective asses and figure
out what the hell we’re going to do next.”

Serrane closed her eyes and massaged her
temples. Valuri was many things—smart, sexy, powerful—but she
seemed downright allergic to tact. Crowe had only arrived here with
his men a few hours ago, and he and the Huntress had been sniping
at each other ever since.

Many men in Crowe’s position—men like
Constable Mannick, for instance—simply wouldn’t have put up with
it. But fortunately, the Knight-Commander wasn’t actually a
fool.

“You’re not wrong,” Crowe admitted with a
heavy sigh. “We need to do something. Our people can’t stay
quarantined in this sliver of the city forever.”

“I could try to contact Solemi somehow,”
Valuri said. “We’re not exactly friends, but Jorem and Red and I
did some chores for her not so long ago.”

The Knight-Commander frowned. “You did
what?”

“That’s not important,” Valuri assured him.
“The point is that I’m good at seeing through bullshit, and her
magic can’t affect me.”

“Unless she decides to turn around and eat
you,” Serrane muttered. “She’s a dragon now, remember?”

“Yeah, well, I’ve been inside her weird
palace in Darkwind. She’s way more into fine wines and fancy
furniture than cannibalism.” Valuri paused and frowned. “Does it
still count as cannibalism if someone is shapeshifted? I need to
remember to ask wolf girl about that…”

Crowe shook his head. “What are you babbling
about?”

“The problem is that anything we do to
dislodge Solemi will just make it easier for the Inquisitrix to
take the city,” Serrane pressed, though she was a little curious
what Valuri meant as well. “Mannick gambled and won. We need
Solemi’s army, and now that her soldiers are entrenched, there’s
nothing we can do to dislodge them.”

“If we lose, they die with the rest of us,”
Crowe murmured. “If we win, their mistress keeps Highwind for
herself.”

Serrane nodded. “Though after seeing a
dragon, I’m honestly a little surprised the Vorsalosian army didn’t
turn tail and run. She could fly over the walls and decimate them
at any time.”

“We don’t know how many wyverns are still
out there,” Valuri said. “Besides, if the Inquisitrix’s armies
genuinely believe she is divine…I don’t know, wouldn’t you pick a
god over a dragon in a fistfight?”

“Not if I knew anything about history,”
Serrane said, turning away from the parapets and striding toward
the opposite side of the tower. The army beyond the eastern wall
was quite small; most of the enemy forces so far had gathered at
the northern and southern gates. If Solemi ordered her forces to
push, they could potentially open up the road and break the siege,
at least until the enemy regrouped.

But Serrane had a feeling that the Darkwind
army wouldn’t be marching anywhere soon. The smart move—at least
from Solemi’s perspective—was to watch and wait and further embed
her soldiers as much as possible. She had obviously been planning
her takeover for a long time, and it seemed unlikely that she would
allow impatience to get the better of her now.

“Our first priority hasn’t changed,” Serrane
said after a moment. “We’re going to defend Highwind.”

Valuri arched a black eyebrow. “Meaning
what?”

“Meaning we should focus on the threat we
know first. The last messenger hawk from Caer Dulach said that the
Vorsalosian fleet is still gathering in the channel north of
Ostvara. Once they set sail, they could be here in as few as two or
three days.”

“But they might not attack right away,” Crowe
said. “If they keep up the siege long enough for the farmers to
miss planting season…”

“I highly doubt that’s their goal,” Valuri
said. “For all her faults, the Inquisitrix has never wanted to
starve her enemies. She wants to convert people, not kill
them.”

Serrane eyed the Huntress for a moment. “You
believe she’ll push the attack right away.”

“Just like she did at Nol Krovos. Her forces
will engage while her operatives here in the city sow as much chaos
as possible. Honestly, the Senosi are probably out there trying to
find Solemi right now. Maybe it’s a good thing I couldn’t track any
of them down.”

Crowe turned to Serrane. “What’s your actual
plan here, General? We don’t have an army or the resources to break
the siege.”

“Not inside the walls, anyway,” the
ranger said, her eyes narrowing in thought. Julian was out there
somewhere, and she still had faith that he would eventually return
to the city with the knights from the Silver Tower at his side. But
he had been gone for almost a week now, and the situation was
changing far too quickly to wait.

“You have that look in your eye,” Valuri
said. “The same one you had before you told me we were going to
launch a suicidal attack on the wyvern hatchery in the
mountains.”

Serrane stepped over to the tower’s edge and
pointed out to the wide, maw-shaped harbor a few hundred yards
south of them. “Those galleys have been anchored inside the harbor
wall since the siege began. They may not be true warships, but they
all have at least one ballista and a crew that knows how to fire
it. We could use them to try and break the river blockade before
the rest of the enemy fleet shows up.”

“The Council discussed that option dozens of
times,” Crowe reminded her. “The instant any of our ships raises
their sails, those wyverns will swoop in and torch them.”

“Yes, but that was before we had
Solemi’s army on the walls. Now there are a few hundred archers
standing guard over the harbor—and potentially a dragon.”

Crowe’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “What are
you getting at?”

“The Purity’s Hammer is the only enemy
warship blocking the river,” Serrane said. “It’s obviously more
than a match for our galleys, but it’s not invincible.”

“Close enough,” Valuri said. “I guarantee
they’ll have some of the Inquisitrix’s new Crimson Flame channelers
aboard.”

“Probably no more than a few—as far as we’ve
seen, she doesn’t have many to waste.” Serrane glanced back over
her shoulder and grinned. “But even if there are half a dozen of
them on the main deck, they’re still no match for a Senosi
Huntress.”

Valuri’s cheek twitched. “I don’t like where
this is going one bit…”

“The Purity’s Hammer is the tentpole
for the whole siege, and not just because of the blockade,” Serrane
told them. “They’ve essentially turned the ship into a ready-made
fort. Wyverns fly in daily and drop off supplies, which then get
ferried to shore and loaded onto wagons in a camp on the southern
riverbank. If we take out the ship, it should seriously disrupt
their ability to feed and coordinate their forces—we could position
our own ships at the bridge to prevent them from sending soldiers
back and forth. We could even dispatch an envoy to Darenthi to see
if we can convince Silver Falls to send help.”

Crowe snorted. “The duchies have never lifted
a finger to help us before. I sincerely doubt they’ll start
now.”

“Maybe not, but it’s worth a shot.” Serrane
shrugged. “The important thing is that breaking the blockade will
give us options, and it will probably buy us a little more time,
too. And who knows, maybe the ‘Dragon of Highwind’ will recognize
the opportunity we’re creating and help out.”

“Would that be a good or a bad thing?” Valuri
asked.

Serrane took a deep breath and turned all the
way around to face them. “That’s the other reason we need to do
this. An army just marched through the streets, and a bloody dragon
was perched on the Citadel! The people out there are terrified, but
if Solemi and her forces do save the city, she’ll become their hero
overnight. If there’s any chance of driving her out and reclaiming
Highwind, we need to be seen doing something.”

“And here I thought flying in on the back of
a wyvern would be enough to get our own statue,” Valuri muttered.
“Who knew we’d get upstaged by a fucking dragon?”

“With all due respect, General, you’re
thinking three steps ahead when we haven’t even figured out step
one yet,” Crowe said. “What do you think we’re going to do against
that warship?”

Serrane took a deep breath. “First, we
convince the galley captains to drag their asses out of the taverns
and get back to their ships. Their crews are obviously still
here.”

“I can’t imagine anything will convince them
to try and break a blockade,” Crowe said. “The city’s real fleet
was burned downriver a few days after the Shattering. Those galleys
aren’t beholden to us.”

“No, but hopefully we can appeal to their
patriotism. They’ve made their careers selling goods out of this
city.”

“Patriotism?” Valuri asked. “Have you
ever met the captain of a merchant vessel before?”

“If that doesn’t work, we’ll appeal to their
sense of self-preservation,” Serrane added. “They’ll be safer
upriver in Darenthi than they are here.”

“They’ll be even safer not attacking a
military galleon. Trust me, they’ll just try and drink their way
through this.”

The ranger sighed. “Then we’ll have one final
resort: you get to threaten them.”

Valuri’s eyes perked up. “That’s the first
part of this plan I don’t hate.”

“Once they’ve raised their sails, we open the
harbor,” Serrane went on, pointing back over the tower to the
massive metal gate enclosing the numerous docks and piers. “If the
enemy wyvern riders are stupid enough to try, we’ll have them
caught in a crossfire with a few hundred archers.”

“You’re putting a lot of faith in the
Darkwind soldiers being good enough shots to pierce a wyvern’s
scales,” Crowe said soberly. “But fine, that’s step one. What’s
step two?”

“While our ships leave the harbor and form up
to attack the blockade, Valuri and I will take to the sky,” Serrane
said. “We can test the Hammer’s defenses, and the moment the
enemy channelers reveal themselves, I drop Valuri on the main deck
and let her get to work. With her distracting them, I can burn
their sails and rain death from above.”

The Huntress groaned. “Forget what I just
said—I’m back to hating the plan again.”

“You can’t be serious, General,” Crowe said.
“The two of you can’t take out a warship by yourselves, even with
your own wyvern.”

“The galleys will provide some backup,”
Serrane insisted. “But mostly, we’ll have the element of
surprise.”

“Yeah, because this is insane,” Valuri
replied sourly. “Even Jorem wouldn’t suggest something this crazy,
and he’s the biggest idiot I know.”

“Captain Cassel and I disrupted the Roskarim
together. You and I took out the hatchery together.” Serrane
shrugged. “We’ve all overcome worse odds than this.”

“That doesn’t mean we should push our luck!”
the Huntress protested.

“For once, I agree with the Senosi,” Crowe
said.

Serrane grimaced and leaned over the parapet
again. “I can’t do this alone,” she said. “But I’m also not going
to sit here and allow our enemies to dictate the terms of this war.
This is a chance to show our troops—and everyone else in
Highwind—that we’re still out here fighting for them.”

Crowe stared hard at her for a long moment
before he grunted and shook his head. “Are you certain you aren’t a
paladin, General? You’re as headstrong as any knight.”

“Strangely, I think he means that as a
compliment,” Valuri muttered.

Serrane smiled. “We can do this, I promise.
The Inquisitrix hasn’t beaten us yet—and neither has the Black
Mistress.”

Crowe took a step forward and clapped her on
the shoulder. “This city has no Archmage, no Constable, no
Highlord…as far as I’m concerned, you’re the whole bloody Council
now. Wherever you lead, my men and I will follow.”

Serrane took his hand and squeezed. The
Knight-Commander looked like he had aged ten years in two weeks,
but his eyes still burned with the fire she had come to expect from
Knights of the Silver Fist. At their best, they were still the
noblest warriors in the Reaches. Even the Wasting Echo couldn’t
change that.

“Then we’re in agreement,” Serrane said.
“We’re going to break the siege.”
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The Calm Before

 


“I just want to point out that this plan is
still insane,” Valuri grumbled. “And not normal levels of insane—I
mean like actually, genuinely demented.”

“You weren’t thrilled about the plan to
attack the Hatchery, either,” Serrane pointed out. “Maybe you just
lack confidence.”

“I have plenty of confidence in things I’m
good at, like killing and fucking.”

“Soon enough you’ll add flying to that
list.”

Valuri groaned something unintelligible, and
Serrane chuckled as she looked down from the wall overlooking the
harbor. Aside from the taverns and brothels, the entire dock
district had been eerily quiet for the past few weeks. All of the
ships had been moored for fear of getting sunk by the Purity’s
Hammer, even the modest fishing dinghies. The crews and
captains of the larger sailing ships had to be getting desperate by
now; most of them simply couldn’t afford to be anchored in any one
place too long. Once the sailors had spent all their money on
whores and booze, the unrest in the city would get even worse.

That was precisely why she and
Knight-Commander Crowe had been able to convince three of the
larger captains to reassemble their crews. It had taken several
hours of arguments, protests, and even a couple of slaps to the
face, but eventually self-preservation had triumphed where reason
could not. The captains simply couldn’t pass up the opportunity to
make the quick trip upriver to Darenthi before the rest of the
Vorsalosian fleet arrived, and this afternoon was as good a time as
any.

The actual armaments on the galleys were
relatively middling, of course—each ship only had a single
pintle-mounted ballista for defense—but if they worked together,
they would at least provide a decent distraction while Serrane and
Valuri assaulted the Purity’s Hammer. And if the Darkwind
archers on the walls decided to draw their bows and participate,
this whole plan had an even better chance of succeeding.

“I admit, I genuinely thought that Solemi
would make an appearance by now,” Serrane murmured. “This would be
the perfect chance to demonstrate her power and convince the people
to listen to her.”

“For once, I wouldn’t mind her showing up at
an opportune moment,” Valuri said. “I’m a little surprised that her
soldiers haven’t done more, either. They’re all just…waiting.”

A flicker of movement out of the corner of
her eye caught Serrane’s attention. “That might be about to
change,” she said, smiling at the sight of an armored man and two
hulking half-orc bodyguards heading toward them from farther down
the wall. “Apparently, Solemi’s chief lackey finally noticed we
were about to poke the bear.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Serrane
slowly pivoted around to face Constable Gerard Mannick as he
stomped toward them. She hadn’t seen her fellow councilor since he
had marched his new army across the city. He was still clad in his
Highwind Guardsman armor, but he looked far less smug than he had
the other night.

“Constable,” Serrane said with the slightest
nod. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“What is the meaning of this?” he snarled.
“Where in the hell are those ships going?”

“Into the river, obviously,” Serrane said.
“Unless your soldiers plan on stopping us from opening the
gate.”

Mannick turned and scowled at the Duskwatch
rangers standing near the enormous gate cranks all the way across
the harbor. Plenty of his Darkwind soldiers were nearby, but so far
they hadn’t interfered in the slightest.

“Are you mad?” he asked. “The wyvern riders
will torch their sails in a heartbeat!”

“Not if I keep them distracted,” Serrane
said, gesturing over her shoulder. Garadros was perched along the
wall about fifty feet behind them, and he was already saddled up
and ready to fly. “We’re going to attack the Purity’s Hammer
and break this blockade before the rest of the enemy fleet
arrives.”

“What?” Mannick stammered. “Are you barking
mad?”

“Clearly,” Valuri muttered. “Unfortunately,
she looks so damn good no one is willing to call her out on
it.”

Mannick turned and glared at the Huntress as
if she were something he had just scraped from his boot. “What are
you even doing here, Senosi wretch?”

“I figured I would hang around for a while
just to annoy you,” she sneered. “I haven’t emasculated a big,
important man in public for quite a while now.”

The constable’s face went as red as a sunset.
“Impudent cunt! I should—”

“Where is your mistress hiding herself,
Gerard?” Serrane interjected. “If she is committed to defending
this city, we could use her help right now.”

“I missed her little strut and dance routine
atop the buildings the other night, and I really want to see her
again,” Valuri added with a sneer. “Is she afraid of getting her
scales dirty or what?”

The two half-orc bodyguards reached for their
axes and took a menacing step forward, but Mannick waved them off
with an annoyed flick of his wrist. “The Dragon of Highwind has
better things to do than consort with Senosi butchers.”

“Uh huh,” Valuri said with a snort. “If she’s
too scared to meet me with me again, you can just say so.”

The constable’s glare shifted from disgust to
outright revulsion. “You truly are a worthless piece of—”

“You told me that Solemi is the savior of
Highwind,” Serrane interrupted again. “You said that she will usher
in a new age. Well, this is her chance to get started. We could use
her help breaking the siege before the Vorsalosians get
reinforcements from Ostvara.”

“Highwind will not fall to the Inquisitrix,”
he insisted, slowly dragging his eyes from the Huntress. “Our army
will make sure of that.”

“I’m glad to hear it, but we could still use
their help right now,” Serrane said. “If the Dragon of Highwind
doesn’t want to come out to play, could her lackey—or whatever
you’re supposed to be—at least tell his soldiers to grab their bows
and man the battlements surrounding the harbor? We’re going to stir
up the hornet’s nest, and it would be nice to have some
backup.”

Mannick’s mouth twitched as if he were
chewing on his rage. “I knew that allowing you to walk free was a
mistake. I should have ordered my men to arrest you in the
plaza.”

“But you didn’t, and since you never sent
soldiers to the Duskwatch headquarters, I’m going to guess your
mistress gave you explicit instructions to leave us alone.” Serrane
shrugged and shook her head. “I don’t know why, and I frankly don’t
give a damn. I just want your help breaking the siege.”

“My forces will defend these walls while our
enemies break upon them,” Mannick told her. “If you want to commit
suicide in the meantime…be my guest.”

 


After tossing a final contemptuous sneer at
both women, Mannick stomped off. His bodyguards lingered for a few
moments, their black eyes narrowing and their pale green faces
scowling. But if they were hoping to intimidate an elven ranger and
a Senosi Huntress, they were sorely mistaken.

“You really had to serve on the Council with
that idiot?” Valuri asked after they were alone.

“I had to serve on the Council with a
lot of idiots,” Serrane murmured.

“I couldn’t have lasted one meeting without
killing him.”

The elf snickered. “Diplomacy definitely
isn’t your greatest strength. You have an uncanny ability to get
under people’s skins.”

“I’ve always been a bitch at heart,” Valuri
said with a shrug. “It helps me cope with my numerous other
emotional problems.”

Serrane grunted and smiled. “You really are
the strangest woman I’ve ever met. I can’t believe we get along so
well.”

“You know what they say: opposites
attract…and usually fuck like crazy.” Valuri sighed and looked over
the northern edge of the wall back into the city. “Speaking of,
it’s still not too late to call this off. We could always go back
to your place and do something a lot more fun than fighting a
hopeless battle.”

“No, we can’t,” Serrane said. “Especially now
that we know Solemi is content to sit and wait. Breaking the siege
is more important than ever. This is our chance to convince the
people that they’re not alone. We’re going to need their trust
and their support to prevent a coup.”

“Then maybe you should be more worried about
getting shot out of the sky in full view of the public,” Valuri
said. “At this point, I’d say that’s the far more likely
outcome.”

Serrane turned back to the galleys as they
began drifting away from the piers toward the gate. She could only
imagine how nervous their crews must have been right now. The
Purity’s Hammer had more than enough firepower to blast them to
pieces even without the help of its wyverns.

“We convinced those men to risk their lives
on the city’s behalf,” Serrane said.

“You convinced them to save their own asses
before they went completely broke,” Valuri corrected. “That’s
hardly the same thing.”

“Either way, they’re counting on us. The
whole damn city is counting on us.”

Valuri sighed and rubbed at her temples. “And
you think I’m the strange one. You don’t owe these people
anything.”

“I swore an oath to defend them,” Serrane
said. “And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“Gods, you almost sound like a bloody
paladin. And yes, I mean that as an insult.”

Serrane smiled and pulled Valuri in for a
kiss. “Come on,” she beckoned. “If we make it back alive, you can
do anything you want to me tonight.”

“Oh, I was planning on it,” the Huntress
said. “Even if we somehow make it out of this without a scratch,
you’re going to be sore in the morning.”

“Promise?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good,” Serrane said, kissing the tip of
Valuri’s nose. “I can’t wait.”

 


***

 


After growing up in a port city like
Vorsalos, Jorem had grown accustomed to the sights, sounds, and
smells of the sea—insofar as anyone ever truly got used to the
rank, noxious odor of fish guts and gull shit. The scent of a
seaborn breeze was something he genuinely missed, however,
especially after spending so many days inhaling the stale,
godsforsaken air of the Underworld.

The breeze off the Reachwend River lacked the
salty bite of the Broken Sea, obviously, but it still brought a
smile to his face when it rustled through the winter-wilted trees
and filled his nose. After hours of walking north through the
eerily deserted countryside, he and the girls were finally close to
Highwind—assuming they could actually figure out a way to get
inside the walls.

“The riverbank is only a few hundred yards
away,” Kaseya said. “We may wish to consider scouting before we
proceed as a group.”

Jorem paused and considered. The farmlands
between Riverbend and Highwind had left them far more exposed than
he liked, but even open fields were safer than the actual road. He
and the girls had done their best to stay close to the scattered
clusters of trees whenever possible just in case a wyvern soared by
overhead, and now that they had entered the unplowed wildlands
closer to the river, they had significantly more cover at their
disposal.

“The last time we split up, you and I got
ambushed by those horrible chitinous monster things,” Jorem
reminded the amazon. “We should probably just stick—”

“The enemy will also recognize the two of us
very easily, but Selvhara is still mostly unknown to them,” Kaseya
insisted. “As a wolf, she could easily comb the shore in search of
danger.”

Jorem came to a halt and frowned at the
amazon. Her voice was unusually adamant for something so trivial.
“I suppose,” he murmured. “I’m just not sure why it’s
necessary.”

“We might as well be cautious,” Selvhara
said, smiling and glancing between the two of them. “I am happy to
serve in any way you see fit.”

“Just check the shoreline for any signs of
the enemy,” Kaseya told her. “We will wait here.”

The druid nodded. “As you wish. I shall
return shortly.”

She dashed off through the fields, and after
a few seconds, her lithe body had completely vanished into a small
copse just north of them. Jorem shook his head and turned to
Kaseya.

“What the hell was that about? I don’t—”

“We needed to speak privately,” Kaseya told
him. “I fear that something is very wrong.”

The sheer gravity of her voice made his
stomach clench. “Gods, you’re not pregnant, are you?” he asked.
“Because you said your collar would—”

“No,” she assured him. “That is not at all
what I am talking about.”

“Good,” he said, wondering why his mind had
gone there of all places. Perhaps the blazing afternoon sun
was making him delirious after so much time underground. “Um…so
what’s the problem, exactly?

Kaseya looked at the copse where the druid
had disappeared a moment ago. “Something has been different about
Selvhara since she spoke with her master.”

Jorem cocked his head. “You mean because she
hasn’t been blathering about sorcerers and Wyrm Lords all day like
usual? I don’t know about you, but I’ve been enjoying the peace and
quiet.”

“When she returned from communing with him, I
noticed something,” Kaseya went on, her blue eyes narrowing in
concentration. “It was as if her entire aura had…shifted.”

He frowned. “Her ‘aura?’ You mean like the
Aetheric tethers you saw before?”

“Yes. I have been able to see them ever since
she told us the truth about Dathiel in the Underworld—I just did
not know what they were at first.” The amazon pressed her lips into
a tight line as she slowly turned back to face him. “Up until
recently, they have always been subtle, like a shadow within a
shadow. But ever since her communion, they are much…brighter.”

“That’s strange,” Jorem muttered. “Do you
know what it could mean?”

“No,” Kaseya admitted. “I do not even know
why I can perceive them yet you cannot. But the obvious conclusion
is that her master seems to have strengthened their
connection…perhaps significantly.”

Jorem hissed softly through his teeth. “You
would think she’d have mentioned something like that.”

“Perhaps she doesn’t wish to concern us,”
Kaseya suggested. “Or perhaps she doesn’t know.”

“Or perhaps she doesn’t want us to
know,” Jorem said darkly. He had been trying to discern Selvhara’s
motives ever since she had dragged him out of the water near
Ostvara. They had all been intensely suspicious of the druid from
the very beginning, but it hadn’t come to a head until she had
basically “poisoned” him and Kaseya in the Underworld in order to
force him to transform.

He believed her second story—she was a very
old Faetharri who had served as a concubine to a Wyrm Lord near the
end of the Dragon War, been infected with lycanthropy, and was now
trapped beneath the thumb of a malicious Valathrim who
apparently believed his pathway to resurrection was to kill the
Inquisitrix and steal the Godsoul she had absorbed from Nol Krovos.
Oh, and of course this “One God” would then annihilate Jorem and
every other sorcerer in the world.

Selvhara believed that only a Wyrm Lord could
save her from Dathiel, and her borderline insane devotion to Jorem
was definitely authentic. But what if her master had become wise to
her plans? What if he had decided to focus more of his attention on
her just like she feared?

“I did not want her to sense my concern, so I
have attempted to keep my mind clear most of the day,” Kaseya said
after a moment. “I had not realized how annoying such a bond could
be at times.”

Jorem resisted the urge to snort. At least
now she finally understood how he had felt for the past few months.
The sex was amazing, but was it really worth the loss of
privacy?

Yes, of course it is. Don’t be an idiot.

“I’m not sure what we could do besides ask
her about it,” Jorem said. “But if Dathiel is paying more attention
to her, perhaps tipping our hand is a bad idea. I mean, according
to her, he can practically see through her eyes, right?”

“If so, I do not know how we should proceed,”
Kaseya murmured.

Jorem rubbed a hand across his face. “It
would be nice if she had any idea how I was supposed to sever this
connection in the first place,” he muttered. “Or is she just
completely delusional about this whole ‘a Wyrm Lord is destined to
free me’ thing?”

“Valuri would say it is a near
certainty.”

Valuri…

“Gods, and we still don’t even know how we’re
going to get back into Highwind,” Jorem said. “Maybe we can find a
catapult around here somewhere and just shoot ourselves over the
river.”

Kaseya examined him in silence for a moment.
“Selvhara was also convinced that you could fully transform and fly
us into the city.”

“Yeah, well, that may be even more delusional
than her assumption that I can free her from Dathiel,” Jorem said,
staring down at his hands. He shivered involuntarily at the thought
of them becoming monstrous claws again. “I still don’t really know
how to control this. It all seems completely reactive.”

“Perhaps we could…” Kaseya abruptly trailed
off and frowned. “Selvhara is returning.”

Jorem glanced back at the copse where the
druid had disappeared. He didn’t hear or see anything until a split
second before Selvhara burst through the trees and dashed over to
them.

“The enemy is closer than we thought,” she
said, her breaths coming ever so slightly harder and faster than
normal. “Come, you should see it for yourself.”

Jorem arched an eyebrow. “Are you sure that’s
a good idea?”

“There is a safe approach,” Selvhara assured
him. “Come.”

He and Kaseya crouched low and followed the
druid through the trees into the rocky fields beyond. After about a
minute, she led them up a jagged hillside, and once they reached
the top, the wide walls and towering spires of Highwind finally
rolled into view. The cliff also gave them a clear, birds-eye
perspective of the riverbank about a hundred yards away…but
unfortunately, this view was considerably less inspiring.

“Okay,” Jorem muttered as he crouched down
behind a boulder. “I guess we should go around.”

He had expected the enemy to leave a few
patrols on the shore, but what they were staring at was a
full-blown supply camp. A dozen soldiers were busy offloading
equipment from rowboats docked at an old fishing pier, and a dozen
more were loitering around the double row of tents on the left-hand
side. The camp even had a makeshift stable for their horses.

And, far more disturbingly, for their
wyverns.

“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed. “They
must be supporting the garrison at Riverbend.”

“That would be my guess,” Jorem agreed. Only
one wyvern was currently grounded, but another was currently flying
across the river to a huge Vorsalosian warship anchored sideways
directly in the center of the water. Normally, a single ship
wouldn’t be able to blockade the whole river, but he couldn’t
imagine any captain in Highwind being foolish enough to leave the
harbor with wyverns flying about.

“I knew you would want to see it for
yourself,” Selvhara said, crouching low. “This is your chance.”

Jorem blinked. “My chance? My chance for
what?”

“To wield your power,” she said as if it were
obvious. “To become a dragon and destroy your enemies.”

“Oh, Escar’s mercy,” he breathed, burying his
face in his hands. “One of these days you really need to listen to
yourself talk and hear how crazy you sound.”

“I do not understand,” Selvhara said. “You
have already unlocked your ancestral memories. Once you take
flight, these fools will be no match for you.”

“I’m sure it’s just that easy,” he muttered.
“Here, let me snap my fingers and make it happen.”

“What is our next move, then?” Kaseya
asked.

“That’s a wonderful question,” Jorem said,
trying and failing to swallow his annoyance. “If anyone has any
brilliant ideas that don’t involve me transforming into a dragon,
I’m all ears.”

The amazon shook her head. “We could move
further down the river, but that still does not give us a way
inside.”

“Flying does seem like the best option. Maybe
we can just sneak down there and hop on the back of that wyvern.”
Jorem scoffed and shook his head. “Just kidding, no one would be
suicidal enough to try and steal one of those things.”

A shrill roar cut through the air the instant
the words left his mouth, and he glanced to his right just in time
to see another wyvern soar over the hilltops a few hundred yards
away from them. For a single breathless moment, he feared the
creature may have spotted them…but then it abruptly rolled on its
side to strafe directly over the Vorsalosian camp. The soldiers
scattered and shouted warnings as they reached for their weapons,
but they were already too late. The wyvern rider fired a bow from
the saddle—a seemingly impossible feat on its own—but the arrow
didn’t merely strike the ground.

It exploded in a giant fireball.

Jorem’s mouth gaped open as the detonation
engulfed the camp and sent half a dozen immolated soldiers diving
into the water. He only knew of one person in Highwind who could
pull off a trick like that, and when the wyvern looped around and
climbed above the smoke, he finally caught a glimpse of the woman
holding the reins—and the other woman sitting in the saddle
behind her, clinging to her waist for dear life.

“Son of a bitch,” Jorem whispered. “That’s
General Serrane…and Val!”

“They must have found the Hatchery after
all,” Kaseya breathed.

Jorem smiled and shook his head again as the
two women soared over the water and lined up an attack run on the
anchored warship. The fact they had actually stolen a wyvern was
nothing short of a miracle, but he had no idea what the hell they
were trying to accomplish here. Even Valuri and Serrane couldn’t
take out a warship that size on their own.

“I think we found our way inside Highwind,”
Jorem said, opening his hands and conjuring an orb of flame into
either palm. “But they’re going to need our help.”

 


 


***

 


As the massive harbor gate began to slowly
crank open, Serrane pressed her palm flat against her wyvern’s
scaly neck and reached out through the Aether to soothe him one
last time. “I promised you a chance to get back at the people who
hurt you,” she whispered. “Well, this is it.”

“Can he even understand what you’re
saying?”

Serrane glanced down at the woman standing
beside the wyvern. Valuri’s nervous shuffling had been getting
worse and worse by the minute, and she seemed determined to avoid
climbing into the saddle at all costs. Her trepidation was as
surprising as it was amusing. She was assuredly one of the toughest
and most fearless women in the Northern Reaches, yet the mere
mention of Garadros made her visibly sweat.

“He knows what I mean,” Serrane said. “And
he’s ready to do his part.”

“I guess that makes one of us,” Valuri said,
swallowing heavily. “Are you sure I can’t just swim onto that
ship?”

Serrane chuckled softly and extended her
hand. “If everything goes as planned, you won’t be in the saddle
for long. Now come on—we need to get moving.”

“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed. “The things
a girl does for a pretty face…”

The Huntress visibly braced herself as she
took the offered hand and pulled herself up into the saddle behind
Serrane. Her arms wrapped around the ranger’s waist and locked
together in an unbreakable grip.

“All right—let’s do this,” she mumbled.

“You need a taste first,” Serrane said,
holding out her arm.

Valuri nodded and extended the shorter tiger
claws in her left gauntlet. She nicked Serrane’s flesh as gently as
she could, then briefly sucked at the wound and fed on the elf’s
sorcerous blood. The eerie green vatari tattoos concealed beneath
the exposed flesh of Valuri’s neck and arms flared to life, and her
entire body shuddered in delight when she leaned back upright in
the saddle.

“This almost makes it worth it,” Valuri said,
licking at her lips as her eyes began to glow the same haunting
shade of green as her tattoos.

“If we pull this off, I promise you’ll get a
proper meal later,” Serrane said. “Now hang on.”

She tugged at the wyvern’s reins, and
Garadros unleashed a low roar as he thrust out his mighty wings. A
whirlwind of dust swirled around them as he leapt with his hind
legs and vaulted off the wall. Valuri’s grip tightened around
Serrane’s waist so hard it almost became difficult to breathe.

“Shalassa’s tits, I hate this,” the
Huntress practically screamed into Serrane’s ear.

Serrane smiled as she kicked her boots into
the wyvern’s flank. He quickly gained altitude as they soared over
the harbor, and she scanned the horizon in search of any potential
threats. As always, she spotted a few other wyverns lurking in the
clouds to the west, but so far they were smart enough to keep their
distance from the battlements. The Vorsalosian army camped by the
bridge to the southeast was a more immediate concern. Serrane
counted at least four trebuchets, though they fired so slowly and
so awkwardly that they weren’t much of a threat to a swift flying
mount. The ballistae were a far greater concern, and Serrane
spotted at least a half a dozen of them scattered across the
encampment. Even from here, she could see their crews scrambling
just in case she ordered Garadros to make a strafing run.

And then there was the Purity’s Hammer
itself. The enormous three-deck monstrosity almost looked more like
a dam than a warship, especially since it was currently anchored
sideways to block access to the river. It was well over two hundred
feet long and at least fifty feet wide, and all three of its
ballistae were already aimed directly at the city. The
Hammer’s only real weakness was that it’s transformation
from warship to fortress meant that it was only operating with a
partial crew; most of its sailors and soldiers were already
stationed on the riverbank.

Still, Serrane wouldn’t have been surprised
if there were still several hundred men aboard, and that didn’t
even count the Inquisitrix’s channelers. There had to be enough of
them to conjure and maintain a barrier to protect the ship, plus a
few others to hurl fire and lightning from the quarterdeck.

At the end of the day, the channelers are
the only ones we need to worry about. Once they’re gone, I can
torch the sails and shatter the hull…assuming the other wyverns
give me the chance.

Gritting her teeth in anticipation, Serrane
pulled on the reins and leaned hard to her right. Garadros banked
across the harbor and began a slow, methodical loop over the rest
of the city. The maneuver served two equally important purposes:
first, she wanted everyone in Highwind to know she was up
here—which was still the best and possibly only way to sabotage
Solemi—and second, she wanted the enemy to get a good, long look at
her while the galleys snuck out of the gate.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have drank so much blood
before doing this…” Valuri groaned.

“Maybe you didn’t drink enough,”
Serrane shouted back as the wind rushed over them.

“Ughhh…”

After Garadros veered around the Gray Citadel
and started heading south toward the river again, Serrane set her
sights on the three galleys now rowing through the harbor gate. The
ships had already attracted plenty of attention—two of the enemy
wyverns had started moving closer, and another was preparing to
lift off from the deck of the Hammer. In less than a minute,
the galleys would all be reduced to flaming flotsam.

“Hold tight,” Serrane said. “We’re going
in.”

She cracked the reins and squeezed her thighs
even tighter around the wyvern’s neck as he tucked in his wings and
dove to gain speed. They couldn’t afford to approach the
Hammer directly—she didn’t want to give the enemy ballistae
an easy shot if she could help it. Just like back at the Hatchery,
what they really needed was to sow some chaos first.

Garadros roared protectively as he swept low
over the friendly galleys, gliding east toward the bridge. As soon
as he cleared the tops of their masts, Serrane urged him lower and
lower until they were coasting barely fifty feet above the river.
The ballista crews just south of the bridge scrambled to take aim,
but they were too slow. The instant Garadros reached the bridge,
she banked him into a sharp turn that sent him south over the enemy
camp and then back toward the east. The hills along the shore were
steep and numerous, and as long as she kept him low, they had
excellent cover from the Hammer’s siege weapons.

By the gods, this beast is truly
magnificent. He’s like the eagles at Nelu’Thalas but so much larger
and faster…

Smiling again, Serrane reached down to the
saddle and unfastened her bow in preparation for a strafing run.
Directing a wyvern with just her knees should have been horrifying,
but her heart didn’t skip a single beat. A flaming arrow blazed
into existence the instant she touched the string, and she held her
breath as she reached out through the Aether to touch Garadros’s
mind…

Now!

The wyvern unleashed a nerve-shredding roar
as it flapped its mighty wings and rose up over the hills. The
supply camp on the riverbank directly south of the Purity’s
Hammer rolled into view, and Serrane held her breath, took aim,
and fired the magical arrow directly at the center of the tents.
The explosion hurled several men into the water, but more
importantly, it sowed every bit as much chaos as she had hoped. The
enemy soldiers didn’t have time to loose a single arrow at Garadros
before he swooped back over the water and surged north for the
Purity’s Hammer.

Water and wind sprayed across the ranger’s
face as they closed in on their target. Valuri clutched her waist
in a death grip, and Serrane touched her bowstring and conjured
another flaming arrow.

“Caro nin ilindyth thand,” Serrane
whispered as she took aim at the rapidly approaching sails of the
monstrous warship. With luck, the enemy channelers would still be
too flatfooted to defend themselves…

They weren’t. The instant she fired, a
massive, spherical blue barrier flashed into existence around the
Hammer as if she were a ship in a bottle. The arrow smashed
into the Aetheric shield and detonated in a brilliant but ultimate
harmless ball of flame. Serrane immediately grabbed the reins with
one hand and spurred the wyvern to climb up and over the warship,
but as they soared overhead, she spotted at least three enemy
channelers on the quarterdeck maintaining the barrier.

“Shit!” Valuri hissed. “Now what?”

“Now it’s time for you to work your magic,”
Serrane said. “Just hang on!”

The wyvern’s wings thundered in their ears as
he desperately tried to gain altitude. Their little gambit had
officially caught everyone’s attention—the enemy wyverns were all
headed straight for them, and the Hammer’s ballistae were
swiveling about to try and shoot Garadros down as well. No one was
paying attention to the galleys sailing toward the bridge, which in
theory meant that they would be free to bombard the shore or the
Hammer as their captains saw fit.

So far, everything is going according to
plan. All I need to do is keep us alive long enough to get Valuri
onto that bloody ship.

Grimacing, Serrane pushed her bow back into
the saddle harness and took the reins in both hands. Even with the
wind stinging her eyes and numbing her pointed ears, she could
sense the other wyverns bearing down on them without looking; they
only had a few moments of calm left before the battle began in
earnest. She took a deep breath, mentally preparing herself for the
worst, and then she abruptly threw Garadros into a hard, eastward
turn.

Just in time. A fireball detonated close
enough that she felt the heat on the back of her neck, and a bolt
of lightning scorched past her wyvern’s wing an instant later. She
kicked her heels into Garadros’s flank and ordered him into a
desperate, winding dive in the hopes of buying them a few more
seconds.

“Son of a…” Valuri hissed, though her voice
was barely audible over the wind. “Do you ever plan on firing
back?”

“Not until you’re on that ship!” Serrane
screamed back. She tugged on the reins to smooth out the wyvern’s
descent, and the menacing bulk of the Purity’s Hammer
rapidly crawled back into view beneath them. Hopefully they
wouldn’t risk accidentally shooting their own riders out of the
sky, but the ballista crews did appear to be lining up their
shots…

“I can’t take out a whole crew by myself!”
Valuri yelled. “There’s no way to…wait, what the hell is that?”

Serrane risked a quick glance past the
warship to the still smoldering supply camp along the southern
riverbank. Several fiery detonations engulfed the soldiers and
their tents, which made absolutely no sense—she had only loosed a
single arrow. She didn’t understand what could—

“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri shouted. “It’s Red
and Jorem!”

A smile tugged at Serrane’s lips as she
spotted Valuri’s friends charging into the Vorsalosian camp. Jorem
the sorcerer was lobbing flaming death from his fingertips while
Kaseya the amazon rushed in and carved through a line of defenders.
It was like being in Icewatch all over again…

“Get me onto that bloody ship,” Valuri said.
The anxiety and fear in her voice had been completely replaced with
grim determination. “Let’s finish this and go home.”

Serrane nodded and gripped at the reins.
“Hold tight. We’re going back in.”

 


 



4

The Storm

 


When Cassel and the rest of the surviving
knights set out for Highwind early in the morning, he expected a
much rougher journey than the first leg of their trip. After all,
the closer they got to the city, the more likely they were to
stumble into a battalion of Vorsalosian soldiers—or worse, a flight
of wyvern riders. He ordered his knights to stay off the road just
in case, but the Lastharvest Plains didn’t offer much in the way of
cover aside from the occasional farmhouse. His pinned his hopes on
their collective ability to channel a protective barrier strong
enough to deflect magical attacks from enemy channelers on
wyvernback. The tactic had worked well in the past (at least
according to Highlord Kastrius’s notes about the Winter War), but
Cassel still wasn’t looking forward to testing it unless they
absolutely had to.

And miraculously, they didn’t. He and his men
didn’t spot a single enemy on or off the road the entire day, and
by nightfall he started to wonder if Serrane had indeed managed to
break the siege herself. The city rolled into view on the horizon
early the next afternoon, and Cassel couldn’t help but stare
wistfully at the silver-blue pennons hanging from the battlements.
He called for a halt and dispatched a few scouts to get a firsthand
look at what they were dealing with.

The bad news was that the siege was very much
intact. The good news was that it was far less daunting than he had
anticipated.

“I count five hundred soldiers, sir,” Sir
Farold reported the instant he returned from his quick
reconnaissance of the northern gate. Despite the near-freezing
cold, he was drenched in sweat beneath his brigandine. He had
probably been sprinting the whole damn time he had been out
there.

“Only five hundred?” Sir Kerth asked, mouth
agape. “That’s barely even an army!”

“They still outnumber us twenty to one, and
that’s not even counting the rest of their forces by the other
gates,” Cassel pointed out soberly. “What about wyverns?”

Tahira stirred behind them. “Sir Farold
spotted one wyvern by the north gate, another by the western gate,
and a third just across the southern bridge in a large encampment
with siege weapons. There is at least one more stationed on the
main deck of a warship anchored in the river.”

All three of the men turned to look at the
Eternal Priestess. Tahira was sitting cross-legged upon a blanket
at the center of their hastily made camp, her olive eyes narrowed
in concentration. She wasn’t even looking in the direction of the
city.

“That’s…right,” Farold stammered. “How did
you…?”

“I saw everything you did,” Tahira whispered.
“Dame Nasing is about to return as well. She spotted even fewer
soldiers along the eastern wall and assumes most of them are still
camped near Duskwatch Tower, at the forest’s edge.”

Cassel knelt beside the priestess, his brow
creasing in concern. Every day seemed to bring a new miracle with
her abilities. “You can see all this through your bond with
them?”

“Yes. It was a bit overwhelming at first, but
as long as I concentrate on only one at a time…”

She blinked rapidly several times as she
trailed off, and Cassel tossed a quick glance back at the other men
behind him. They appeared equal parts amazed and disturbed by the
revelation. Reading about the gods of the old world acting directly
through their servants was one thing; witnessing that kind of power
in person was quite another. Had a mortal ever possessed
this gift before?

“Perhaps we should approach from the east,
then,” Cassel suggested into the stunned silence. “We can stay off
the horses and sneak along the forest’s edge, then mount up and
charge right for the gate. With luck, we’ll be able to push our way
through the token forces outside and convince the men on the wall
to open the gate before any reinforcements arrive.

“If we swing out that wide, we risk getting
pincered between the soldiers in the north and south,” Kerth
warned as he forcibly dragged his eyes from Tahira. “The gap
between the wall and the edge of the forest is also wider than I’d
like. The moment one of those wyverns spots us, it will—”

“They’re taking flight,” Tahira
interrupted.

Cassel frowned at the priestess. “The
wyverns?”

“Yes. All of them have taken to the air.”

Cassel’s head snapped back around to face
Highwind. It was difficult to make out many details from this
distance—even the wind-ruffled pennons were quite small—but he
eventually caught a glimpse of several dark, vaguely draconic
shapes rising up into the bright afternoon sky.

Oh, shit.

“Have they spotted us?” he asked, dreading
the answer. Short of hiding behind one of the farmhouses or barns
in the fields a few hundred yards behind them, there was nowhere
for the knights to take cover.

“I do not believe so,” Tahira said. “Nasing
cannot see all of them from her position, but the ones who’ve taken
flight so far all seem to be congregating in the south near the
harbor.”

Cassel, Kerth, and Farold all exchanged
confused glances. “Does she know why?”

“No, but she is concerned. She is already
running back to us.”

“If you can see through her eyes, can you
communicate with her?” Cassel asked, placing his hand on Tahira’s
shoulder.

“I believe so, yes.”

“See if you can convince her to turn around
and head farther south. We need to know what those wyverns are
doing before we make our move.”

Tahira’s brow creased in concentration again.
Even when her eyes closed, he could see them fluttering beneath
their lids. “Nasing is heading toward the river. It may take her
several minutes.”

“That’s all right,” Cassel said, drawing in a
long, deep breath to try and untwist the anxious knots in his
stomach.

“If the Inquisitrix has similar powers, it
would explain how she has been able to coordinate her armies on
multiple fronts so easily,” Kerth whispered. “Escar’s mercy…”

Cassel nodded but remained silent. They all
waited breathlessly for Tahira to give them another update, but she
was still focused on Dame Nasing when they spotted two more winged
silhouettes rising into the sky.

“I knew there were more somewhere around
here,” Farold said, pointing. “They’re all heading to the river,
too.”

“I think you’re right,” Kerth murmured. “What
the hell is going on down there?”

“An attack,” Tahira said. “There are fires on
the southern riverbank to the west of the bridge. The wyverns are
trying to join the battle.”

“Battle against who?” Cassel breathed.

“Nasing does not know, but the fires appear
to be spreading.” Tahira’s eyes fluttered back open. “Someone else
must be attempting to break the siege from the south.”

Kerth grunted. “How is that possible? There
isn’t anyone else!”

“It has to be Serrane,” Cassel said, the
faintest smile touching his lips. “I don’t know how, but she must
have rallied support from somewhere.”

Kerth shook his head. “Sir, I don’t see
how—”

“Call Nasing back,” Cassel said, returning to
his feet. “The rest of you: mount up! We ride for the gates.”

“Sir?” several of the other knights asked in
unison.

“Without the wyverns, those soldiers are
vulnerable,” Cassel said. “Their lines are already stretched
impossibly thin waiting for reinforcements. You said that all five
hundred men on this side of the city were loosely scattered into
three clusters along this wall, right?”

“Uh…yes, sir,” Farold said. “The middle group
appeared to be the largest since they are directly in front of the
gate.”

“Then that’s the one we’re going to hit.
We’ll trample them into the dirt and head straight on to the
gate.”

“Sir, you said yourself that we’re badly
outnumbered,” Kerth reminded him.

Cassel smiled. “And you told me that you’re
looking forward to charging back into danger.”

Kerth glanced back to the city, and his lips
slowly curled into a smile as well. “I suppose I did, didn’t
I?”

“They have no idea that we’re coming, and
I’ll bet you my fancy new horse that they sent every one of their
channelers on wyvernback to the harbor. This has never been a real
siege—the only reason the Vorsalosians have been able to keep
people bottled in the city with such a small force is because the
Shattering destroyed Highwind’s army. The Knights of the Silver
Fist are supposed to be broken.”

Cassel turned and raised his voice loud
enough for all of them to hear. “Eighteen paladins may not count as
an army, but I can tell you this: we are not broken. Not yet—not
ever.”

The other knights turned and nodded at each
other, and a ripple of long-lost confidence cascaded across their
ranks. They banged their gauntlets against their breastplates, and
one by one they rushed over to their horses and saddled up.

Smiling, Cassel offered Tahira his hand. Her
power shuddered through him as he gently tugged her to her feet and
again when he helped her into the saddle of their horse. Once he
was settled in front of her, he drew his sword and swept his gaze
across his mounted comrades.

“For decades now, the people of the Reaches
have relied on us for protection,” Cassel said. “We are the blades
of justice. We are the defenders of Highwind. We are the Knights of
the Silver Fist!”

“For glory!” Kerth shouted, drawing his own
blade. “For honor!”

The other knights bellowed a spirited cheer
as they drew their swords and turned their horses toward the city.
Cassel couldn’t help but smile at the sun blazing down upon the
distant battlements, painting them a radiant gold. He could almost
hear the clarion cry of trumpets calling them home.

“For Highwind!” he cried out. “Charge!”

 


***

 


The dragon continues to restrain himself. He
is terrified of harnessing his own power.

The One God’s voice thundered through
Selvhara’s mind. She tried to argue with him, but she couldn’t—she
couldn’t do much of anything at all, in fact. Her master simply
wouldn’t allow her to warn Jorem about Dathiel’s true plans. It was
as if she had been reduced to a marionette, and the One God had
become her puppeteer.

You have not pushed him hard enough. It is
yet another failure I must correct.

Selvhara dug her fingers into the soil in
front of her and tried to ignore the pressure building inside her
skull. Jorem and Kaseya had already charged down the hill to
assault the supply camp along the riverbank, and the druid had
promised to aid them at an opportune moment. The wolf’s blood
yearned to flow freely, but Dathiel’s power kept it contained. So
instead of helping her friends, Selvhara was still crouched safely
behind this rocky ridge like a coward.

Mercifully, Jorem and Kaseya were doing well
on their own so far. He had initiated the assault with a blistering
salvo of sorcerous flames, and the resulting cloud of smoke and
debris had allowed Kaseya to dive into the fray and engage the
Vorsalosian soldiers head-on. The amazon fought with the fury and
grace of the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers, and thanks to the glowing
barrier her Maskari had conjured over her armor, Kaseya had
already carved her way into the middle of the camp. Meanwhile,
Jorem continued blasting anyone and everything in sight while
warded behind his own protective barrier. He seemed completely
undeterred by the Flensing no matter how much power he
channeled.

The battle was far from over, however.
Reinforcements had started pouring in from the main siege camp near
the bridge to the east, and several more wyverns had appeared in
the skies to the north and west. Even an amazon and a sorcerer
wouldn’t be able to hold out forever…

“My lord,” Selvhara hissed through clenched
teeth. “Please, they require my aid!”

Your interference will only stunt his
growth. The dragon blood is fueled by rage—it must be
unleashed!

Selvhara ground her teeth, still shackled by
the One God’s power, as another trio of soldiers rushed out of the
smoke and charged Kaseya. Thankfully, the amazon was ready for
them: between her sword and shield, she had no trouble parrying
away their attacks as they swarmed around her. She felled one with
a quick, thrusting riposte, another with a whirling kick to the
throat, and the third with a perfectly timed shield bash to the
face. She leapt back toward Jorem, momentarily clear of the fray,
and he conjured a massive, flaming ring around the edges of the
camp to buy them a few moments of respite. The magical blaze
wouldn’t deter the enemy forever, though, and this was the perfect
opportunity for Selvhara to rush in and flank the enemy…

But she couldn’t. She couldn’t move, she
couldn’t speak, she couldn’t do anything at all. The One God’s
leash closed about her throat, dooming her to impotence as the only
people she cared about—the only people who could ultimately help
her—were gradually overwhelmed.

She had just felt the cold trickle of a tear
streaming down her cheek when another monstrous screech cut across
the battlefield. The long, ominous shadow of a wyvern swept over
the camp, but this beast wasn’t carrying the elven ranger and the
Senosi Huntress—it was carrying one of the Conduit’s Bound
channelers. The rider’s palm flashed with Aetheric flame, and he
hurled his own fireball at Jorem and Kaseya. The amazon immediately
lifted her shield to protect her Maskari—and the flames
broke over the circular silver disc as effortlessly as water over
rocks.

“Shaletas,” Selvhara breathed as her
heart froze in her chest. Just as she had predicted, the
enchantment within the ancient Vaetharri shield still worked—it was
a bulwark against Aetheric energy of all kinds, but especially
flame. Varassa’s gift had been genuine, even if her intentions had
not.

Sadly, the wyvern rider wasn’t deterred so
easily. The beast vanished into the rising clouds of ash and smoke,
but it promptly returned with a thunderous crash as it set down
directly in the center of the camp. Its mighty wings conjured up a
nearly impenetrable whirlwind that hurled aside crates of supplies
and extinguished most of the flames. Amidst the swirling vortex,
the rider leaned up in the saddle and blasted Jorem with a rippling
wave of bluish energy that shattered his protective barrier like a
hammer cracking glass. While her Maskari stumbled, Kaseya
charged—she lowered her shield, raced across the camp, and reared
back as if she planned to vault up into the saddle and cut the
rider in half.

The wyvern had other plans. The beast whirled
around with surprising speed and grace, and its enormous barbed
tail smashed into the amazon the moment she jumped. Her shield
blocked the venomous stinger, thank the gods, but the force of the
impact still sent her soaring across the camp until she disappeared
into the swirling smoke.

“My lord, please!” Selvhara gasped as the
wyvern and its rider set their sights on Jorem. “I have to—”

I told you before, my servant: he will
either be a dragon or a corpse.

The druid grabbed hold of the rocks along the
edge of the hill and squeezed so hard the stone cut into her flesh.
The pain fueled the wolf’s blood, but anguish alone wasn’t enough
to set it free, not with the One God damming her power…

Mercifully, Jorem wasn’t out of tricks just
yet. His entire body seemed to blaze with Aetheric power as he
crouched low and unleashed an arcing blast of lightning at the
rider, forcing the other man to erect his own barrier to absorb the
spell. If Jorem had another few seconds to focus his power, he
would have overwhelmed the rider as surely as a master duelist
sparring with a novice…but the wyvern changed everything. The
creature rushed forward on its talons even as lightning crackled
around its saddle, and it swept its wing toward Jorem so hard the
rush of air knocked Jorem off his feet. He skidded across the
ground, momentarily stunned, and the rider went in for the kill.
The man thrust out his hands, conjured another swirling ball of
fire, and hurled it like a tiny meteor. Selvhara watched in horror
as the explosion shook the camp and completely engulfed Jorem in
flames.

“No!”

Her shriek cut through the air like the wail
of a banshee. Before Selvhara consciously recognized what was
happening, her body surged forward despite the One God’s mental
tethers trying to bind her in place. The wolf’s blood flooded
through her veins, and her limbs and bones snapped and twisted into
their lupine form while she moved. Her breath thundered in her
ears, her heart pounded in her chest, and soon she was sprinting
down the hill on oversized paws rather than feet.

The wyvern rider never saw her coming. He was
still staring into the flames, his eyes frantically searching for
any sign of Jorem, when Selvhara lunged through the smoke and
tackled him out of the saddle. Her fangs sank deep into the man’s
flesh before they even hit the ground, and the scent of his blood
only fueled her rage. She whirled about to face the wyvern, her
jowls still matted in gore, and its yellow-orange eyes narrowed in
a bestial challenge. Its barbed tail slammed down with the force of
a sledgehammer, spearing her straight through the chest. She could
actually feel its noxious venom pumping into her bloodstream.

She simply didn’t care.

Selvhara swatted the wyvern’s tail aside and
lunged straight for its throat. Her claws and teeth glanced off its
thick scales time and again, but when they finally sank into the
beast’s flesh, the wyvern roared in pain and tried to swat her away
with its talons. She refused to relent—she locked her jaw in a
death grip, and she didn’t let go even when the creature started
flapping its wings to try and take flight. The puncture wound in
her chest was already regenerating, and even the venom burning in
her veins was no match for the blood of the wolf. She could hold on
forever…but the creature could potentially take flight and carry
her miles from the battle before it finally succumbed. That simply
wasn’t good enough.

Selvhara was just about to open her jaw and
allow the wounded beast to limp away when an inexplicable flood of
bizarre emotions crashed over. The rage churning through her was
suddenly replaced by fear and confusion…and it took her a moment to
realize that the ancient Avetharri collar was still clasped about
her throat. The metal band had somehow expanded to accommodate her
bulging lupine neck, which meant that the emotions she was feeling
weren’t hers—they belonged to Kaseya.

Growling in confusion, Selvhara opened her
mouth and released her prey. She whirled around, peering through
the thinning smoke in search of the amazon as the wyvern recoiled
and tried to take flight, but the instant it screeched and leapt
for the air, a deeper, far more menacing roar split the sky. The
druid spun toward the sound, confused—

And for the first time in many centuries,
Selvhara found herself staring into the face of a dragon.

 


***

 


The fire isn’t even hot. How in the bloody
hell can fire not be hot?

Lying flat on his back, Jorem stared up at
his hands as the Aetheric flames burned all around him. He should
have been dead—after the wyvern had knocked him from his feet, he
had been completely unprepared to defend himself against the
rider’s attack. The force of the blast had hurled his body to the
edge of the supply camp, and the flames had seared his clothes to
cinders. But somehow, his flesh wasn’t the least bit red. Even the
tiny hairs on his arms remained unsinged.

Maybe this is what death feels like. Instead
of wandering aimlessly through the Pale for all eternity, we’re
doomed to strut around naked and confused.

Jorem might have believed his new theory if
he hadn’t immediately started choking on ash. He could barely see a
damn thing through the tears stinging his eyes, and his lungs were
so desperate for air he swore they were filled with water. Rolling
over, he clawed at the rocky dirt on the shoreline in a frantic,
last-ditch effort to drag himself out of the smoke, at which point
he belatedly realized the hand stretching out in front of him
didn’t look like it belonged to him. It didn’t even look human.

The Aether surged through him, unbidden and
unrelenting, and it ignited the very blood in his veins. Just like
back in the Underworld the transformation hit him so suddenly, so
absolutely, that he couldn’t have stopped it even if he’d known
how. His limbs twisted, his bones expanded, and his pink flesh
turned to crimson scales. This time, however, the metamorphosis
didn’t seem like it was ever going to stop. The reptilian hand in
front of him grew larger and larger by the second until it wasn’t
even a hand at all—it was a massive red talon large enough to crush
a wagon.

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

The Avetharri words crashed through his
mind…and for the first time ever, Jorem genuinely understood what
they meant. Unleash the dragon. As the Aether seared through
his veins, it burned away the last seals locking away his deepest
ancestral memories. In one perfect moment of flame-forged clarity,
he understood everything—his power, his purpose, and most
importantly of all, his destiny.

Marhaak kûl drakatharri.

Unleash the dragon.

Marhaak vers di dout iejir.

Unleash the power of your blood.

Marhaak kûl wiivai di dout rakul!

Unleash the fury of your legacy!

 Jorem reared back
on his haunches and lifted himself to his full height. The ash and
smoke no longer choked his lungs or burned his eyes, and his vision
could now penetrate even the thickest cloud. He instinctively knew
where everything and everyone was—including the wyvern. Turning his
head to the right, Jorem unleashed a deep, thundering growl that
shook through the camp like an earthquake. He lunged forward on his
talons with a mighty, monstrous stride until he was looming over
Selvhara in her werewolf form. She turned and looked up at him, and
he could see his reflection in her yellow eyes—not of a man or even
merely a dragon.

He was a Wyrm Lord. And the full fury of the
Aether was his to command.

Jorem rushed at the wounded wyvern, bounding
over Selvhara. Frightened by the sight of a creature three times
its size, the beast lunged into the air and tried to escape…but it
never had a chance. Jorem plowed into the wyvern’s flank and
tackled it into the ground with a booming crash that swept away
half a dozen tents and stirred up a vortex of dirt even thicker
than the clouds of smoke. His jaw closed around the wyvern’s
throat, and his draconic teeth pierced its thick scales as if they
were as flimsy as parchment. Brackish blood rushed into his mouth—a
sensation that would have made him retch just a few minutes ago—but
the wyvern’s dying shriek only seemed to fuel Jorem’s power.

Roaring again, he swiveled his long neck to
the right as a squad of Vorsalosian cavalry galloped down the shore
to defend their supply camp. He could see and hear them perfectly
despite the rain of ash and debris, but when the horses finally
caught a glimpse of his true form, they instantly panicked. Only
half the riders even managed to stay in their saddles, and the rest
still couldn’t compel their mounts to charge.

Not that it would have made a difference.
With the dragon blood coursing through him, Jorem felt invincible.
He stepped forward, sucked in a deep breath, and spewed an
unstoppable cone of flame across half the shore.

Nothing survived his onslaught. The men,
women, and beasts were scorched to cinders. Even their screams
lingered in the air for less than a heartbeat before they were
extinguished, and Jorem knew this was only the beginning. He could
slaughter the entire Vorsalosian army—he wanted to slaughter
the entire Vorsalosian army. After a lifetime of suppressing his
power, after decades of being harried by the Senosi and demonized
by the Inquisitrix, he wanted to show them exactly what sorcerers
were capable of. Forget simple charm spells and petty illusions; he
could unleash power that hadn’t been seen in Torsia since the last
age.

All of them would suffer. All of them would
die. And when he was finished, this world would once again bathe in
fire and blood.

Snarling in rage, Jorem finally spread his
wings. Their shadow stretched across the full length of the camp,
and a single flap was more than enough to flatten every remaining
tent. His talons burrowed into the ground as he braced himself to
take flight—

“Maskari!”

The word struck Jorem like a bucket of cold
water dumped over his head. The haze clouding his mind suddenly
cleared, and when he craned his long, reptilian neck to look behind
him, he saw Kaseya emerging from the smoke, her normally pristine
white amazon armor smudged in dirt and soot. The mere sight of her
snapped him back to reality.

“Jorem,” she said, holding out her hands as
if to soothe him. Her blue eyes were wide in confusion and fear and
wonder all at once. “Can you…can you still understand me?”

He tried to speak, only to realize that his
voice no longer worked. Every word was a low snarl.

“He can understand,” Selvhara’s voice put in
from nearby. She stumbled out of the smoke in her elven form, naked
aside from her anklet and her Dal’Rethi collar. “But the rage of a
dragon is powerful. It threatens to consume him.”

“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed. “Jorem,
we need to get to that ship. Valuri is still out there and needs
our help.”

Valuri. Kaseya. Selvhara. Highwind.
Vorsalos.

The names and places flashed through Jorem’s
mind and kept the haze at bay for another few seconds. He could
feel the rage threatening to cloud his thoughts again; it was
almost as if he were being manipulated by a charm spell. He knew
what was happening, but he couldn’t stop it.

Focus on Kaseya. She will be my anchor.

Jorem stared into her blue eyes. The amazon
must have been able to feel his confusion through her collar, and
she clearly wanted to help. He just had no idea what she could
possibly do…

“Just concentrate on the sound of my voice,”
she said, creeping closer until she could place her hand on his
giant, scaly leg. Even through his impenetrable red scales, he
could feel the soothing warmth of her skin. “Everything will be all
right.”

The haze continued receding farther and
farther into the recesses of Jorem’s mind, but he couldn’t banish
it—or contain it—alone. Now more than ever, he needed the strength
of his amazon warrior.

"We can do this,” Kaseya whispered.
“Together.”

Two as one. Mas’Kari!

As if compelled by magic, Jorem lowered his
head. Kaseya smiled as she touched his scaly neck and hoisted
herself up onto his back. The heat of her body was like a salve for
his rage; it was as if she had finally banished the haze once and
for all.

“Come,” Kaseya said, offering her hand to
Selvhara. “This battle is far from over.”

 


***

 


“Just a few more seconds,” Serrane whispered,
though with the wind battering her face she could barely even hear
herself. “Three, two, one…now!”

She yanked on the reins and banked Garadros
hard to the right. A fiery explosion detonated in the air they had
just vacated, blasting a wave of heat across her face as they
surged straight north across the river and toward the city. A group
of enemy wyverns were currently in hot pursuit, and the riders
seemed perfectly content to fling fireballs with reckless abandon.
In theory, the Flensing would eventually cripple them—even
distilled by a Conduit, the Aether was still poison in the veins of
mortals—but Serrane wasn’t sure that she and Garadros could dodge
for that long. After all, they had to be perfect; the enemy
channelers only needed get lucky once.

Still, the rest of the battle seemed to be
going well. A thick, black cloud had enveloped the entire supply
camp along the southern riverbank, and the galleys were still
bombarding the Vorsalosian soldiers on the bridge with arrows and
ballista bolts. Hopefully, Valuri was having her way with the
channelers on the main deck of the Purity’s Hammer as well,
which meant that all Serrane and Garadros needed to do was keep as
many wyverns as possible occupied for a few more minutes. Once the
warship’s barrier collapsed, her arrows and the galleys’ ballistae
could theoretically send the Hammer to the bottom of the
river…

But Serrane needed to focus on her own job
right now. She steered Garadros into a rapid ascent with her
thighs, and after they had gained a bit of altitude, she nudged him
back into a dive straight over Highwind. Another fireball exploded
behind them as they soared over the city’s southern wall, but she
was pleased to see that the defending archers were indeed paying
attention. A volley of arrows filled the skies just behind her, and
the pursuing wyverns promptly veered away. Apparently, they were
smart enough not to take her bait and become targets
themselves.

Serrane grinned as she tugged back on the
reins and urged Garadros to level his descent. The so-called
“Dragon of Highwind” still hadn’t shown herself, for better or
worse, but at least her Darkwind soldiers were demonstrating their
willingness to participate. Thanks to their archers, the city skies
here and above the harbor remained clear.

But it’s still not enough. Those galleys
are counting on me to keep the wyverns occupied, and even if Val
succeeds, she’s going to need a pickup soon. I have to turn him
around and—

The deep, clarion call of a war horn sounded
from the north gate. Frowning, Serrane steered her wyvern around
the ominous ashen spire of the Gray Citadel and up high enough to
where she had a clear view. Thanks to her elven eyes, she could
make out soldiers scurrying into position along the battlements,
but she didn’t see any other wyverns. She had no idea what they
could be reacting to…until she finally caught a glimpse of the
fields beyond the gate.

“Faarea,” Serrane gasped. She almost
couldn’t believe what she was seeing—the Vorsalosian soldiers
laying siege to the northern gate were bracing for an attack! At
first, she wondered if the Darkwind forces had actually mustered
the courage to march out and engage the besieging army, but the
city gates were still closed. No, the attackers weren’t Solemi’s
people, nor were they members of the Highwind Guard.

They were Knights of the Silver Fist.

“Julian,” she breathed. Her hands cracked at
the reins, and Garadros shot across the city at full speed. The
seconds passed like hours as she watched the arrow-shaped formation
of knights charge straight into the heart of the enemy. The
Vorsalosian forces hadn’t earnestly expected an attack from the
north, and the sloppiness showed in their preparations—their ditch
was too narrow and they hadn’t bothered with palisades. They still
had the advantage in sheer numbers, however, and they quickly
formed a phalanx of shields and spears to meet the incoming
assault.

What happened at the Silver Tower? Had
Julian convinced the other officers to protect Tahira? Had she been
able to empower the knights?

Serrane didn’t have to wait long for an
answer. Just before the paladins crashed into the Vorsalosian army,
a brilliant flash of blue-white light erupted from their swords and
shields; from the sky, their formation almost looked like an arrow
of the gods streaking across the battlefield. The enemy soldiers,
blinded and confused, didn’t stand a chance. The knights leapt over
the ditch and smashed through the phalanx, and their horses
trampled the defenders like blades of grass.

Even as the initial surge of light from their
charge faded, Julian’s men still glowed with power. Glimmering
barriers of Aetheric energy encased their bodies, protecting them
from blows that their armor couldn’t deflect. A paladin was worth
at least ten normal soldiers—yet they were still badly outnumbered.
The Vorsalosians had been spread thin along the wall, and even as
the center of their lines crumbled, the sides began to fold in for
a flanking attack. This battle wasn’t over yet.

Those galleys are depending on me—I promised
I would protect them. And then there’s Valuri…she can’t take out
that whole ship by herself. They need my help!

Grimacing, Serrane kicked her heels into her
wyvern’s flank and ordered him eastward along the northern wall. As
Ranger-General, she always had to put duty above her personal
feelings. It was the entire reason she had always insisted on
keeping emotional distance between herself and the rangers under
her command—it was the entire reason she had been reluctant to get
romantically involved with Julian in the first place. She had
repeatedly told herself that attachments simply weren’t worth the
risk…

And then she had kissed him in the
snow-covered fields beyond the walls of Icewatch. That perfect
moment had changed her—it had changed everything—and there
was no going back.

“Kware no, melamin,” Serrane said.
“I’m coming.”

Twisting the reins again, she ordered
Garadros to come about and prepare for a strafing run. As he banked
westward toward the sprawling melee, she plucked her bow from the
saddle and reached out to the Aether. Power surged through her body
and into her weapon, and a flaming arrow blazed into existence on
the string. She held her breath, took aim…

And fired. The arrow struck right in the
center of the largest cluster of Vorsalosian soldiers and exploded,
hurling their flaming bodies in all directions. The resulting chaos
allowed the knights to press their attack even harder—Julian
immediately waved his sword and called for another charge, and he
and his men battered through yet another staggered and confused
line of enemy soldiers.

“One more pass,” Serrane said, tugging
Garadros into another wide, looping arc around the battlefield. As
they passed over the northern wall, she risked a quick glance down
at the men on the battlements. The Darkwind archers had their bows
nocked and ready in case the enemy foolishly moved into range, but
they otherwise remained at their posts.

The Duskwatch Rangers and Highwind Guardsmen
had not. Serrane grinned when she saw her men opening the gate and
preparing to charge onto the field to aid their Silver Fist
comrades. Just like Julian had hoped, the return of the knights had
inspired the city’s defenders.

Hopefully, this was only the beginning.

“They can handle this,” Serrrane said,
squeezing her thighs and directing Garadros south instead. “Our
other friends need us.”

 


***

 


Despite the fact that Vorsalos was the
largest port city in the Broken Sea—and despite the fact it boasted
a larger and more powerful fleet than most kingdoms—Valuri had
spent very little time aboard warships like the Purity’s
Hammer. The Senosi were assassins and spies, not sailors,
though she occasionally regretted missing out on all the
opportunities to drink and gamble with a bunch of lonely, randy men
who would probably pass out in joy after a single glimpse at her
marvelous tits.

Today she was just going to kill them
instead.

Valuri grit her teeth as their wyvern soared
over the massive warship, and she dove out of the saddle and
plummeted straight for the scintillating barrier encasing the hull
like a giant magical soap bubble. Unless the channelers on board
were idiots, the shield was attuned to protect the Hammer
from both magical and physical assaults, which meant that a normal
person attempting this stunt—a laughable premise, given that normal
people weren’t this stupid—would have splattered across the barrier
as surely and grotesquely as if they had struck cobblestone. But
Valuri’s tattoos protected her from all forms of magic, and she
passed through the shield as if it weren’t even there.

The Huntress landed on the main deck hard
enough that the wood splintered beneath her heels, but thankfully
her vatari-infused body was durable enough to absorb the impact
without shattering every bone in her legs. The pain only lasted for
an instant before her regeneration kicked in, at which point she
threw herself into a ball and rolled straight over to the mainmast.
Several of the sailors drew their swords and charged before they
knew who—or rather, what—they were dealing with, but Valuri
never gave them a chance to learn the folly of attacking a freshly
fed Senosi. She popped back to her feet and drew her right crossbow
in a single smooth motion, then shot two men dead before the third
tried to chop her in half.

The silver blade concealed in her left
gauntlet sprang forth just in time to parry his wild swing, and
Valuri used the man’s recklessness against him: she turned his
blade enough that his momentum carried his face right into the
mast. He howled when his nose shattered and again when she kicked
him hard enough to send him flying across the deck like a bloody
ragdoll.

“Feel free to surrender,” she called out as
she holstered her crossbow and unsheathed the tiger claws in her
other gauntlet. “I’m not getting paid for this shit either
way.”

They were too stupid to listen. Several more
men charged at her with swords drawn, and she dispatched them all
in a wild flurry of blood and steel. One scored a lucky slash
across her leather-clad thigh, but the pain only made her strike
harder and faster. Clenching her teeth, Valuri rushed forward into
another group and cut down sailor after sailor—

And then froze in place when a jagged bolt of
lightning burned straight through her chest. The blast would have
killed anyone else, but for a Senosi, the magic was little more
than kindling hurled atop a fire. Her tattoos blazed green beneath
her armor, and a fresh rush of power surged through every muscle in
her body.

Whipping around on a heel, Valuri locked her
glowing eyes onto the lone enemy channeler who had jumped down from
the quarterdeck. Like the rest of the men maintaining the barrier
over the ship, he was clad in a leather breastplate emblazoned with
the symbol of the Inquisitrix—a disembodied eye wreathed in flame.
Electricity was still crackling up and down his arms, but his face
twisted in horror as he realized his mistake.

“Senosi,” he cried. “It’s the Senosi
traitor!”

His warning was as late as it was pointless.
Empowered by a fresh meal, Valuri had no trouble bounding across
half the deck in a single leap, and her claws cleanly sliced
through the man’s armor. He died in a gurgling heap as she kicked
his body aside and rushed toward the steps leading up to the
quarterdeck.

Three other channelers were busy maintaining
the barrier, one on the forecastle, another on the stern deck, and
one here on the quarterdeck with her. A dozen sailors stood watch
nearby, some with armor and some without. All of them looked ready
to fight, but none of them looked ready to fight a Senosi.

“All these fancy new channelers and not a
single Huntress to protect them,” Valuri said, fresh blood still
dripping from her claws and wrist-blade. “Your bitch of a mistress
really has grown as arrogant as a god.”

“The Raven Queen is a god,” a dark,
feminine voice called out. “And you will kneel before her power,
traitor!”

Valuri looked up at the stern deck just in
time to watch a tall, muscular woman in resplendent golden armor
emerge from inside a cabin. The mere sight of a Sanctori sent a
frightened shiver down Valuri’s spine—the Inquisitrix’s personal
guardians almost never left the Castarium, let alone Vorsalos. They
were every bit as powerful as the Huntresses, if not more so; they
underwent all the same rituals, but their training focused purely
on combat rather than stealth and assassination.

Or, put another way, Valuri was in big
fucking trouble.

“Her Majesty has been waiting for you to show
your face again,” the Sanctori said as she drew a long spear from
her back. “You have much to answer for.”

The woman leapt down onto the quarterdeck and
gestured for the sailors to stand aside. Her head was completely
concealed behind a closed golden helmet, but Valuri recognized the
voice as Arneste. They didn’t really know each other—the Sanctori
and the Huntresses rarely interacted—but she was almost certainly a
raging bitch.

“It must be strange for you to see sunlight,”
Valuri said as she glanced around the deck for
something—anything—that might give her an edge. “Maybe if
you Sanctori got out more, you wouldn’t be such cunts all the
time.”

Arneste didn’t take the bait. She stood
firmly in place between Valuri and the nearest channeler, seeming
unconcerned by the flames engulfing the supply camp on the southern
riverbank. She knew that time was on her side. Even if Red and
Jorem overwhelmed the camp, they would eventually be overrun by the
actual army near the bridge, and Serrane couldn’t single-handedly
keep the enemy wyverns busy forever. The entire point of this
attack was to strike so hard and so fast that the Vorsalosians
would be caught off guard, and if Valuri couldn’t get this barrier
down soon…

Well, suffice to say they were all
fucked.

“Has your mistress ever told you the real
reason she separates her girls into Senosi and Sanctori?” Valuri
asked as she slowly crept forward.

“The Sanctori are loyal to end,” Arneste
replied, casually and deftly twirling her spear. “We are the sacred
guardians of the—”

“Loyalty has nothing to do with it,” Valuri
interrupted. “Her decision is actually pretty easy. All the cute
girls become Huntresses, and all the ugly ones get forced to wear
the golden helmet so no one ever has to look at their hideous
faces.”

Arneste scoffed. “That’s it? That’s the best
you can do?”

“No. I’m just glad I won’t have to apologize
for all the scars I’m about to give you.”

Valuri lunged. The Sanctori was ready for
her, of course—the spear gave Arnest superior reach, which in most
situations would have been a decisive advantage in a fair
one-on-one duel.

Thankfully, Valuri had no intention of
fighting fairly. Or at all, if she could help it.

After parrying aside a jab with her silver
blade, Valuri jumped straight up onto the boom of the mizzenmast. A
single targeted slash severed half the rigging, and her tiger claws
made short work of the rest. The wood creaked and groaned as the
sail lurched out of position, and thanks to her superhuman Senosi
strength, she was able to rear back and kick the mast hard enough
to snap it like a piece of kindling.

The resulting crash of wood, rope, and cloth
was louder than it was effective—as nice as it would have been to
topple the mast and crush the channeler behind Arneste as if it
were a falling tree, the remnants of the rigging effectively made
that impossible. The shattered wood splintered in a half a dozen
different directions, and Valuri had to leap down onto the stern
deck before she lost her balance.

Still, she had given herself the distraction
she needed. Arneste was briefly ensnared by the loose sail and
rope, and Valuri charged the aft-most channeler and impaled him
through the back. His dying shriek was equal parts pain and terror,
and she kicked his corpse over the stern-rail. The barrier
surrounding the ship shimmered but didn’t burst—it was weakening,
but Serrane probably still couldn’t punch through with her
enchanted arrows.

Just two more. I can do this no problem.

Valuri spun around as another pair of sailors
threw themselves upon her. They didn’t fare any better than the
channeler; her unnatural strength and speed overwhelmed them as
easily as if they were children playing with wooden swords. She cut
them down, leapt over their bodies—

And nearly found herself impaled on Arneste’s
spear. The Sanctori, finally free of the loose rigging, leapt up
onto the stern deck and lunged for Valuri’s heart. The Huntress
threw herself backward, and she stumbled just enough that the other
woman gained the upper hand. She narrowly avoided one jab and
parried away another…and then screamed when the golden spear
slipped through her defenses and plunged into her right thigh.

“Betrayer!” the Sanctori snarled. “You will
not escape the Raven Queen’s justice!”

Arneste twisted the spear. Pain exploded
through Valuri’s leg as if it had just been dipped in lava, and she
shrieked so wildly, so horrifically, that she didn’t even recognize
the sound of her own voice. Black spots filled her vision as
Arneste abruptly yanked out the spear and smashed the butt end into
the side of Valuri’s skull, flattening the Huntress against the
deck.

“I will hang your twitching body from the
walls of the Castarium myself,” the Sanctori growled as she jabbed
the bloody tip of her weapon against Valuri’s throat. “All of
Vorsalos will watch as the crows feast on the eyes of a
traitor!”

Valuri bit her lip hard enough that blood
rushed into her mouth, but she couldn’t even feel it—the fire in
her thigh was all-consuming, and her Senosi regeneration didn’t
seem to be working. The Sanctori’s spear must have neutralized it
somehow.

“Fetch the bindings!” Arneste called out.
“We’ll tie her to the bloody mast.”

She pressed her spear against the Huntress’s
throat hard enough to break the skin, and the Sanctori bitch was
almost certainly snickering behind her stupid golden helmet. When
none of her men replied, however, she quickly grew irate.

“I said fetch the bindings!” she snarled,
whipping her head about. “I want to—”

Valuri could barely see anything through the
black spots clouding her vision, but she could still hear
just fine. A deafening roar shook the air like a hundred ogres
bellowing at once, and the entire ship trembled at the sound. An
instant later, an enormous red-scaled beast soared overhead—

And then the Purity’s Hammer was
completely enveloped in flames.

The barrier popped as easily as the soap
bubble it resembled, and the remaining channelers screamed in
surprise and horror as their spell shattered beneath the assault. A
wave of intense heat washed over Valuri’s face, and if she hadn’t
been lying prone, she might have been incinerated outright.
Arneste’s cloak ignited on her back, and she had to whirl around
and tear it from her armor before the flames singed her flesh.

It’s a dragon. It’s a giant fucking
dragon!

With the spear no longer pressed against her
throat, Valuri forced herself to roll onto her side despite the
agony in her leg. She couldn’t see much, pressed so flat against
the deck, but she could tell that every single one of the
Hammer’s sails had been set ablaze. The screams of immolated
soldiers filled her ears, and she heard the splashes of men
willingly throwing themselves into the water in a last desperate
attempt to quench the flames.

“Impossible,” Arneste breathed.
“How…?”

The Sanctori screeched as an arrow suddenly
whistled through the smoke and pierced her breastplate. She
staggered backward, scouring the sky for the archer when a second
and then a third arrow struck her in the chest and knocked her from
her feet. Valuri tried to squint through the smoke, expecting to
see Serrane on her wyvern, but then the sprawling shadow of the
dragon blacked out the sun once again. The beast was at least sixty
or seventy feet long—a full third the length of the Purity’s
Hammer—and when it crashed down upon the main deck, it
shattered the remaining masts as if they were toothpicks.

But even more surprising than the dragon
itself were the two women riding on its back. Valuri’s breath
caught in her throat when she saw Kaseya holding her bow and
Selvhara right behind her. That could only mean that the dragon
was…

“Oh, you have to be fucking kidding me,” the
Huntress breathed.

Before Valuri’s mind could fully wrap around
what was happening, Arneste vaulted back to her feet and snarled in
defiance at the Wyrm Lord now perched upon the deck. Despite the
arrows jutting out of her armor, the Sanctori retrieved her spear
and charged—

At which point the dragon smacked her with
its talon with all the care of a human flicking a fly. Arneste
soared through the air and vanished into the smoke, though Valuri
heard a loud splash in the water a few seconds later.

“Hold on!” Kaseya cried out. “We will get you
out of here.”

Valuri shook her head, still unsure if she
was dreaming or hallucinating, as the dragon reached out to clutch
her in one of its mighty talons. She gasped when it squeezed her
body tight and leapt back into the air. The booming flap of its
wings popped her ears, momentarily deafening her, and her head spun
so fast she almost retched. An acrid, sulfurous stench flooded her
nostrils, but somehow that was even less jarring than the
bitter-cold mist of river water spraying across her face.

Jorem is a dragon. How the fuck can Jorem be
a dragon?

“Just hold on!” Kaseya’s voice repeated. She
was barely audible over the rushing wind and flapping wings. Valuri
gritted her teeth, steeling herself for the worst, as the dragon
suddenly inhaled and breathed another torrent of fiery death. A
wave of heat washed over the Huntress, instantly drying her wet
face, and the screams of burning men and snapping wood once again
filled her ears.

And then it was over. The scalding rush was
replaced by cold winter air, and when she craned her neck to look
past the clawed hand gripping her, she could see the flaming embers
of the Purity’s Hammer slowly shrinking behind her. Black
clouds rose into the sky from all along the riverbank, and she
could make out the tiny specks of soldiers fleeing the carnage. The
siege of Highwind had been broken.

Yet with Solemi still lurking in the city
somewhere, Valuri knew that the real battle—the battle of Wyrm
Lords—hadn’t even begun.


5

Reunions

 


Selvhara drew in another long, slow breath as
the wolf’s blood finally stopped burning in her veins. The
cobblestones beneath her feet were hard and cold, and she tapped
her anklet to summon her robe over her naked flesh. The attack on
the Vorsalosian warship was still a blur; a part of her refused to
believe she had actually been riding atop a Wyrm Lord like the
Avetharri dragon riders of Varellon. As a girl, she had often
dreamed of having such a bond with a powerful sorcerer, but she
hadn’t been born with the Aether in her veins—and even if she had
been a proper channeler, no Avetharri would have ever deigned to
allow a mere “wood elf” to accompany him into battle.

But today was different. She wasn’t a lowborn
Faetharri peasant in Tir Lanathel, and the world was not what it
was many centuries ago. The first Torsian Wyrm Lord in generations
wasn’t even an elf—he was a human.

And he is still the only one who can save
me.

The One God had yet to reassert his control
after the wolf’s blood had freed her, but Selvhara knew it was only
a matter of time. She could still feel him watching and waiting in
the back of her mind…

“Son of a bitch,” the Senosi Huntress,
Valuri, groaned as she clutched at her leg. Her leather trousers
were ripped open and matted with blood, though her bizarre
regenerative abilities appeared to be sealing her once gaping
wound, albeit slowly. Selvhara knew the feeling well—she couldn’t
even count the number of times the power of the wolf’s blood had
fused her broken flesh. Many times, however, the wounds she
suffered didn’t even hurt. The Huntress’s power must not have
afforded her the same luxury.

“How in the bloody hell did you turn into a
dragon?” Valuri asked. “And why didn’t you learn how to land?”

Jorem was lying next to them in the middle of
the street, having completely reverted to his human form mere
moments after he had landed in the middle of this wide open bazaar.
He trembled in place as he stared down at his hands, his dark eyes
wide in disbelief. He was also stark naked, though that was far and
away the least shocking thing that had happened today.

“We are safe,” Kaseya soothed as she knelt
down and cupped her hands around Jorem’s face. “Just look at me,
Maskari. Everything will be all right.”

Jorem’s throat bulged as he tried to gulp
down his fear, and he seemed to visibly relax when he looked into
the amazon’s blue eyes. “Gods have mercy,” he breathed. “I don’t…I
can’t…”

Kaseya pulled him close and held his head
against her breasts. Unfortunately, they were no longer alone; as
the seconds ticked by, more and more citizens emerged from their
homes and shops to see the dragon that had just crashed down at the
heart of the city. Most of them were frightened enough to keep a
safe distance, and a few had dropped to their knees as if they were
about to start praying.

“This is not how I envisioned our reunion,”
Valuri muttered as her eyes swept back and forth across the growing
crowd. “Other than the part about Jorem being naked and
exhausted.”

“Val…” he breathed after a moment. He reached
out toward her, and the Huntress took his hand and smiled.

“Thanks for the pickup,” she told him. “But
damn, you really look like shit.”

“He is a Wyrm Lord!” Selvhara snarled. “You
will treat him with the proper respect!”

Valuri scoffed. “Muzzle it, wolf girl. You
look like shit, too.” The Huntress paused and eyed the other woman
up and down for a moment. “Actually, you don’t. That’s
disappointing…”

Kaseya held Jorem against her again. His eyes
kept fluttering shut as if he could barely stay conscious.

“We need to get him somewhere safe,” the
amazon said. “And private.”

“Well, we could—” Valuri cut herself off when
the sound of large, flapping wings rumbled over the nearby
rooftops. A wyvern swooped over the bazaar a heartbeat later, and
the mere sight of the beast caused the crowd to recoil—if only for
a moment. The rider steered the beast in for a rough landing a few
yards away, but when an elven woman clad in leather armor leapt
down from the saddle, the crowd let out a relieved cheer.

“You missed your pickup,” Valuri called out.
“You’re lucky my friends have a habit of being in the worst place
at the best time.”

“Vinyathrim caela sulil.” the rider
gasped as she approached the group. “Another Wyrm Lord? How
is this possible?”

“Don’t ask me, sweetheart,” Valuri said,
placing her hand on Jorem’s leg. “This idiot leaves my side for a
week and all of sudden he’s flying around breathing fire.”

The rider shook her head in disbelief. Tall,
blond, and beautiful, Ranger-General Serrane Starwind was the
perfect exemplar of the Torsian elves who dwelled in the snowy
forest-city of Nelu’Thalas. Like the drow in the Underworld, the
so-called “highborn”—Ilwetharri—had fled Varellon during the Dragon
War to escape persecution by the ruling Avetharri nobles. Selvhara
knew precious little about the rest of their culture,
unfortunately, other than the fact they intermingled with humans
far more than their ancestors ever would have wanted.

“The dragon blood flows through Jorem’s
veins,” Selvhara said. “He is this city’s salvation—and this
world’s best hope to usher in a new Age of Sorcery.”

Serrane turned and eyed the druid up and
down. “What?”

“Don’t worry—we think she’s crazy, too,”
Valuri muttered. “We found her on the side of the road, and Jorem
can’t go anywhere without random half-naked women trying to pledge
themselves to him. You know how it is.”

Serrane blinked in confusion. The Senosi
waved her hand and grunted.

“Never mind,” Valuri said as she slowly
brought herself to her feet. She tested the strength of her wounded
leg with a few quick steps. “We need to get Jorem inside and off
the streets for a while. Can we drag him to your place?”

The Ilwetharri woman stared at Jorem for
several long seconds before she finally nodded. “Yes…yes, of
course,” she said.

“I have as many questions as you do, believe
me, but I think explanations will have to wait.” Valuri pursed her
lips and glowered at the slowly reforming crowds. “The whole city
is going to wonder what the hell just happened, and I have a
feeling we’ll hear from the Black Mistress sooner rather than
later.”

Serrane swallowed heavily. “I need to head to
the north gate. Captain Cassel has returned with the Knights of the
Silver Fist, and the Eternal Priestess is still with him. He’ll
need to get to the temple right away.”

“Then we’ll head to your place and try to
stay out of sight for a few hours,” Valuri said. “Hopefully, some
of this will start making sense soon.”

The Huntress reached out and took the elven
woman’s hand for a moment, and Serrane seemed to snap out of her
momentary paralysis. “Right,” the ranger said, brushing her
wind-tussled golden hair from her eyes. “I’ll come back as soon as
I can.”

“Take your time,” Valuri said with a wink. “I
know how much you’ve been waiting to see him again.”

The two women exchanged knowing grins before
Serrane nodded and rushed back to her wyvern. She vaulted into the
saddle with uncanny grace, and the beast let out a single shrill
cry as it flapped its wings. The crowd, startled at first, let out
another cheer when the beast surged into the air.

“Her estate isn’t far,” Valuri said.

Kaseya looked at her in confusion. “You have
a key to the Ranger-General’s home?”

“Why yes, yes I do,” Valuri said, her green
eyes glittering. “And before you ask how, let me just say that I
can’t fucking wait to tell you the story.”

The amazon arched a curious eyebrow, which
only made the Huntress laugh. She leaned down, grabbed Kaseya’s
face in both hands, and planted a long, deep kiss on her lips.

“Gods, I missed you, Red,” Valuri said.

Kaseya smiled, aroused and befuddled all at
once. “I do not think I will ever understand you.”

“I prefer it that way,” Valuri said with
another wink. She gently kissed the tip of the amazon’s nose, then
pulled away. “Come on, help me carry him. We can talk more once
we’re inside.”

The two women slung Jorem’s arms over their
shoulders. The crowd murmured anxiously, and Selvhara could hear
the wonder and confusion in the voices of the townsfolk as they
tried to figure out exactly what was going on. Many still weren’t
convinced they had actually seen a dragon. Selvhara couldn’t even
imagine the ripple of shock that would spread across the city when
they learned the truth. These humans were the first of their kind
in countless generations to see a real Wyrm Lord. Many of them
would panic, of course, but if the people in this bazaar were any
indication, others would see Jorem as their savior.

Right up until the One God destroyed him.

Selvhara tried and failed to swallow the
sudden wave of bile rising up in her throat. She could still feel
Dathiel’s presence lurking in the back of her mind, and without the
fury of the wolf’s blood to protect her, it was only a matter of
time before he reasserted control. It was the height of irony that
the very power she relied upon him to contain might have been the
one thing capable of freeing her from his grasp…

On impulse, Selvhara rushed up next to Kaseya
as she and Valuri began making their way across the bazaar. So far,
the crowd seemed to be giving them a wide berth, though it was
difficult to know how long that would last.

“There is something you need to know,”
Selvhara said. “I cannot…”

The words died on her lips as the druid
suddenly felt an invisible hand squeezing her throat. She stumbled
in place and tried to push back against her master’s power—

“You cannot what?” Kaseya asked.

“Help us with the heavy lifting, apparently,”
Valuri grumbled. “Don’t hide behind those spindly arms of yours,
either. I know you’re stronger than you look.”

Selvhara opened her mouth again, but nothing
came out. Tell them about Dathiel’s true plans. Tell them that
you cannot be trusted!

“I…just want to know how I can help,”
Selvhara said instead.

“Valuri and I can handle Jorem,” Kaseya said.
Her eyes narrowed when she looked just past the druid’s shoulder,
almost as if she were peering at something on the horizon…

“I will ensure we are not followed,” Selvhara
said.

“Yeah, you do that, wolf girl,” Valuri
sneered. “Preferably as far away from us as possible.”

The Senosi and the amazon continued forward,
and Selvhara gritted her teeth and balled her hands into fists at
her sides. No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t speak
the right words.

The dragon is powerful indeed,
Dathiel’s voice thundered through her mind. His rage will soon
lay waste to this wretched city, and its broken people will once
again clamor for the true gods to lead them.

Selvhara’s legs abruptly started walking even
though she had given them no such command. “My lord,” she
whispered. “Please, I—”

The amazon has become a threat, the
One God said. Only she can temper his fury and focus his power.
We must break her in order to break him.

Selvhara closed her eyes and tried to scream
as she once again found herself unable to control her own body. She
yearned to release the wolf’s blood, but without the heat of
battle, it was beyond her reach. She was trapped inside a keyless
prison within her own mind.

When the Conduit’s forces finally arrive,
the dragon will take to the skies and challenge her. That is when
you will eliminate the amazon. Her death will drive him to madness,
and his madness will be the final doom of his kind.

“My lord, please,” Selvhara pleaded.
“I swear I will not betray you! If you would just allow me to—”

Her voice cut out again, and no matter how
fiercely she struggled, she couldn’t bring herself to speak. She
couldn’t bring herself to do anything, not even breathe. Dathiel
had assumed absolute and total control.

This is your only purpose now,
Sarodihm. You were born a servant, and you shall die a
servant. That is your destiny. Embrace it, and perhaps I shall
grant your spirit a reprieve. Challenge me again, and I shall
ensure you suffer for all eternity behind the walls of the
Pale.

Selvhara could feel the tears streaming down
her cheeks, but she couldn’t even muster the power to wipe them
away. All she could do was continue walking forward and look out
upon the people—the friends—she was about to betray.

 


***

 


Jorem’s head was still pounding when the
girls dragged him inside the Ranger-General’s estate. The interior
was every bit as impressive as the Hightide Manses back in
Vorsalos, though Serrane clearly had far better taste in décor.
Everything inside, from the paintings to the sculptures to the
carpets, was an esoteric mix of elvish and local crafts. He would
have loved to spend time admiring the craftsmanship if he had
actually been able to keep himself awake.

The girls carted him up upstairs and laid him
down on a large, four-poster bed with silken sheets and golden
curtains, at which point he began flitting in and out of
consciousness while they recounted everything that had happened
over the past few days. He had no concept of how much time passed,
but eventually the haze clouding his thoughts finally started to
clear…as did the relentless drumbeat inside his skull.

“I can’t believe this dragon stuff wasn’t
bullshit,” Valuri muttered after Kaseya had recounted the details
of their trip through the Underworld. The Huntress had taken off
her bloody trousers, and the once gushing wound in her leg had
already been reduced to a small bruise. “This is all completely
insane.”

“It is destiny,” Selvhara said. “The
return of the Wyrm Lords will herald a new—”

“Yeah, yeah—no one gave you permission to
talk yet,” Valuri growled at the druid. “Why don’t you go make
yourself useful and cook us something to eat? Red and I can take
care of Jorem just fine.”

Selvhara’s face twisted into a rare scowl. “I
do not take orders from you. I am here to serve Jorem, not—”

“It’s all right,” he croaked as he leaned up
and rubbed his temples. “Why don’t you give us some space so we can
catch up?”

The druid turned and looked down at him,
equal parts shocked and hurt by his dismissal. Jorem felt a little
bad about treating her so poorly, but then he remembered Kaseya’s
strange revelation from the riverbank. If the amazon’s suspicions
were correct, Selvhara might no longer be trustworthy. And either
way, he wanted a chance to speak with Val about it in private.

“As you wish, my lord,” Selvhara said,
retreating backward a step as she eyed the other women. “I will be
nearby if you need me.”

The instant the druid left the room, Valuri
snorted and shook her head as she began unfastening the laces of
her corset. “All that time in the Underworld, and you couldn’t find
a dark cave to stuff her in?”

“She was very helpful, albeit in unexpected
ways,” Kaseya said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. She had
already stripped out of her own armor, and miraculously, her olive
skin had escaped the battle unbroken and unblemished aside from a
few small bruises on her back. “There is much you still need to
know about what happened.”

“I need a drink first,” Jorem said, propping
himself up on his elbows.

“Serrane only keeps two things in the house:
water and wine,” Valuri told him. “Let’s try a little of both,
shall we?”

She tossed her corset aside and scampered off
in her black bra and matching panties as if this house belonged to
her. When she returned a minute later, she was carrying a long,
narrow bottle of shimmering green liquid and three matching
glasses.

“This stuff is surprisingly decent,” she said
as she poured a bit into a glass, leaned her knee onto the bed, and
brought it to Jorem’s mouth. The sheer sweetness of the liquor was
enough to force his eyes wide open.

“Damn,” he stammered, licking at his lips.
“What the hell is it?”

“I can’t read the Elvish script on the side,
but it’s probably some expensive vintage from Nelu’Thalas.” Valuri
shrugged and gulped down a sip straight from the bottle. “Not bad,
though it tastes even better when you’re licking it off someone’s
tits.”

“How do you…?” Jorem’s eyes narrowed at the
sudden smirk on her lips. “What the hell happened here?”

“Oh, you want the story of how I have a key
to the Ranger-General’s estate? Well, I’m not the type to kiss and
tell—but I am the type to fuck and tell, so gather around.”
Valuri flashed him a devilish smile and placed a fingertip on his
lips. “She is even better than you could have possibly imagined,
and she’s all mine.”

Jorem stared at her. “You’re full of
shit.”

“What, you think you’re the only one who is
allowed to get lucky?”

“No,” Jorem said, grunting and leaning his
head back into the pillow. “I just assumed Serrane would have
better taste.”

“Oh, please—you’re the real slut here and we
all know it,” Valuri said, slapping his bare chest. “Let me guess:
while you were down there in the Underworld, you found a whole
harem of dark elf girls who wanted to follow you around and fuck
your brains out.”

“Not even close,” he murmured.

“Really?” Valuri asked, both of her eyebrows
arching in genuine surprise. “You mean for once you didn’t just
trip over your own cock and land on top of yet another beautiful
woman?”

Kaseya smirked. “No, though he did make love
to Selvhara.”

The Huntress clutched her throat as if she
might gag. “Gross but predictable. Did she howl at the moon when
you fucked her in the ass?”

“The situation is…complicated,” Kaseya said.
“I mentioned that Varassa gave us several gifts just before we left
the Underworld. Selvhara discovered an ancient Dal’Rethi bonding
collar within the drow vault, and she placed it upon herself in the
hopes of bonding with Jorem.”

Valuri’s expression instantly sank. “Please
tell me you aren’t linked to wolf girl, too.”

“He is not,” the amazon said. “Strangely…she
is the one who is linked to me.”

The Huntress blinked. “What?”

“The collar unexpectedly attuned to me rather
than Jorem,” Kaseya explained. “At the moment, Selvhara can sense
my emotional state as accurately as I can sense Jorem’s.”

“What?” Valuri repeated even
louder.

“It wasn’t intentional, I promise,” Jorem
said, sitting up and smiling. “But it is pretty damn funny.”

Valuri looked at him, then Kaseya, then him
again…at which point she threw back her head and laughed so hard
she nearly spilled the wine and fell off the bed.

“Shalassa’s…fuck, I don’t even know,” Valuri
stammered as she set down the bottle and glasses and tried to wipe
the tears from her eyes. “That is so amazing I don’t even know
where to begin.”

“I am not certain why the two of you find it
so amusing,” Kaseya said, unable to resist a smile of her own.
“There are several unintended consequences that might—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Valuri said, tearing off
her bra. “As long as she can feel this, I don’t care.”

She lunged forward and kissed the amazon on
the lips. Kaseya was startled at first, but she quickly melted into
the other woman’s arms. Jorem couldn’t help but smile, and his cock
couldn’t help but stir.

Now this…this is what it truly feels like to
come home.

Valuri kissed Kaseya so hard and so long he
almost wondered if they forgot he was even there. Not that he
minded the show—the sight of Val’s bare breasts awakened a thousand
glorious memories and promised a thousand more. When she eventually
leaned away from the amazon, she smiled and turned her wet lips and
hungry eyes upon Jorem.

“You have no idea how famished I am right
now,” Valuri said, panting and eyeing his swollen cock. “You better
have a hot meal prepared for me.”

“Maybe two or three,” Jorem said.

Kaseya placed a hand on the Huntress’s
shoulder. “We still have a great deal to discuss! We should—”

“Later, Red,” Valuri insisted. “Serrane will
probably be at the temple for several hours, and we should
absolutely keep Jorem out of sight as long as possible. Which means
he is all mine…”

She pounced atop Jorem so quickly her body
was little more than a pale blur, but she didn’t go for his
face—she went straight for his cock. In one second he was lying
there, hard and ready, and in the next he was completely buried in
her throat. He gasped in pleasure at the sudden heat enveloping his
member, and the ripple of lust almost immediately cascaded through
Kaseya—and presumably Selvhara wherever she had scurried off
to.

“What the…?” Jorem gasped in between groans
of delight. “You don’t even bother with a kiss?”

She held him deep inside her throat for
several long, glorious seconds before she popped up and licked her
lips. “What’s the point? I have the only part of you I need right
here.”

“It’s nice to see you, too,” he snorted,
rifling a hand through her black hair.

“You can be all emotional after you’ve
fed me,” Valuri said. “Or not. That would be fine, too.”

She winked ever so slightly before she dove
back onto his cock. Jorem held her head and allowed his own to fall
back against the pillow, content to bask in the velvety fire of her
throat. For a moment, he was back in Vorsalos in his cistern
hideout, and Valuri was trying to “persuade” him to help her chase
down yet another sorcerer. She had visited him so many times that
he had eventually lost count. After a while, she hadn’t even
bothered with the pretense of needing his help—she had just shown
up, swallowed a load or two of his sorcerous seed, and then
vanished as quickly as she had appeared. A part of him missed the
casual simplicity of those days.

Other than the constant fear of death,
anyway. That part he could definitely live without.

“Oh, fuck,” he breathed when she dug her
nails into his hips and pulled him even tighter against her. She
knew from experience how easily deep throating typically got him
off, and all she cared about right now was getting a quick meal.
But for all that remained the same about their relationship over
the years, one thing had recently changed.

He was a dragon. And dragons were never
prey.

Jorem let out a snarl so low and guttural it
surprised even himself, and he reached down and grabbed the sides
of her head to yank her off him. Her lips popped when they
came free, and she looked at him like he was completely mad. He
could see the confusion and annoyance in her face—she couldn’t
believe he would dare deprive her of an easy meal.

He wasn’t actually going to leave her hungry,
of course. He just wanted to let her know who was in charge.

Shifting his grip to her arms, Jorem pulled
her body up on top of him so they were face-to-face, but he didn’t
plant a kiss on her lips—he rolled over and slammed her onto her
back beneath him. She wriggled in protest, expecting her Senosi
strength to break her free, but he easily held her in place as he
tore off her panties. He could feel his draconic might swelling
alongside his lust, and he had every intention of using it.

“What the hell are you—oh!” Valuri
cried out as he effortlessly pushed her legs apart and speared his
cock into her quim. She was sopping wet, of course, and her green
eyes rolled back in her head when he began pounding into her
without the slightest bit of foreplay.

“Ngn,” Kaseya whimpered from beside
him on the bed. She plunged two fingers from her left hand into her
quim while her right reached up to paw at Jorem’s arm. “Take her
harder,” she panted. “For me.”

He slammed even deeper into Valuri, smiling
at how Kaseya convulsed a split second later. When the Huntress’s
cries grew loud enough that the guards outside could probably hear,
Jorem clasped his hands around her throat and squeezed to shut her
up—and to make her even hotter.

“Fuck…me…hard…erg!”

Valuri’s desperate pants became less and less
intelligible the harder he slammed into her. He hadn’t been inside
her for so long that he intended to make full use of her Senosi
durability. Jorem clutched her throat so tightly he would have
choked a normal woman, and he hammered into her cunt with the same
primal fury he had unleashed upon Selvhara in the Underworld. He
wasn’t just fucking Val—he was completely and utterly dominating
her in a way he never could before.

And it drove them both crazy.

A cascade of climax-induced seizures rippled
through Valuri’s body as if she had been repeatedly struck by
lightning. Her ankles locked behind his waist, her fingernails
carved into his back, and her cunt crushed his cock in a molten
vise. Jorem nearly exploded inside her right then and there, but he
forced himself to hold out for another few seconds to ensure she
got the exact meal she was looking for.

“Take…it…all!” he cried out as he pulled out
of her at the last possible instant. His cock erupted before he
could even aim, splattering her taut belly with thick, viscous
globs of seed. He gripped the shaft just in time to fire the next
volley across her heaving tits, and he dumped the rest right onto
her eager face.

Her tattoos flared to life before the last
drops drizzled over her lips. She seized up again, just like she
always did when his sprayed his seed upon her, and he watched in
amazement as she fed and fed and fed.

“Gods,” she panted after a moment, as
delirious as he had ever seen her. “Why do you taste so good?”

Jorem grinned and glanced behind him to
Kaseya. The amazon was coming down from her own orgasm, and her
fingers continued pawing at his arm. “I had almost forgotten how
different she feels,” Kaseya breathed. “And how much you enjoy
taking her.”

“She’s all yours now,” Jorem said, leaning
back. “Assuming you want a taste.”

“Absolutely.”

Kaseya crawled up to the still-shivering
Huntress and began slowly and sensuously licking her friend clean.
Kaseya dragged her tongue across Valuri’s thighs, over her belly
and right up to her tits, lapping up thin, cooling strands of seed
the entire way. Valuri smiled and feathered her hands through the
amazon’s auburn mane.

“Fetch the phallus from the closet,” she
whispered to Jorem. “Bottom shelf.”

He nodded and rolled off the bed to give the
girls some space. The sight of Kaseya’s smooth olive skin sprawled
across Valuri’s glowing tattoos brought Jorem back to the first
time the women had made love on their trip south to Highvale Pass.
Before then, he had feared they might never get along. Now he could
scarcely imagine them apart.

I can’t imagine any of us apart. Never
again.

Kaseya eventually continued her amorous trail
of kisses up Valuri’s chest and to her lips, at which point their
tongues swirled together in a delicate, sensuous dance. Jorem’s
cock was already swelling again—in truth, it had never really
shriveled. The weakness that had overwhelmed him earlier had
completely dissipated; he felt as charged and vigorous as ever. The
dragon blood was truly the gift that kept on giving.

Grinning, he turned around and inspected the
closet on the opposite side of the bedroom. His jaw dropped when he
saw the impressive collection of intimate toys—far more than he
ever would have expected inside the house of the Ranger-General.
Manacles, whips, phalluses of all shapes and sizes…and there, at
the bottom, the leather harness Valuri had taken from Darkwind just
before the group had split up.

Kaseya’s blue eyes glimmered in recognition
the instant he returned to the bed, and she immediately pulled away
from Valuri and snatched the device from Jorem’s hands.

“I have been waiting to use this again,” the
amazon said as she fastened it around her waist. “We did not punish
her nearly hard enough last time.”

Kaseya tapped one of the runes, and a
shimmering, semi-translucent magical phallus sprouted from the
harness right over her quim. She adjusted the stem to be as thick
and wide as possible, and Jorem wondered if she might want to have
her way with Valuri for a while before she invited him to join. But
Kaseya was nothing if not generous.

“Get up, slut,” the amazon demanded. She
grabbed Valuri’s arms and yanked her upright, then took her place
on the bed so the Huntress could properly straddle her.

“Oh, Red,” Valuri gasped as she steered the
magical phallus inside her quim. “You have no idea how hard I’m
going to fuck you with this later.”

“You will have to fight me for it,” Kaseya
teased. She moaned as the phallus slipped deeper and deeper inside
Valuri, and once the amazon was buried to the hilt, she grabbed the
other woman’s face and pulled their lips together to continue their
earlier kiss.

“Damn,” Jorem murmured as his hand curled
around his stem. It was already stiff and ready for another bout,
but he took a moment to appreciate the curves of Valuri’s back as
her hips slowly but steadily churned against Kaseya. He knew from
experience just how hard she could milk a cock, and he wondered how
accurate the magical phallus would convey those sensations to
Kaseya. Did it really give her a true appreciation of what it felt
like to be a man?

Regardless, he wasn’t about to let her have
all the fun. He shuffled behind Valuri on the bed, and he slapped
her ass as he jabbed the swollen head of his cock against her
nether entrance. It was long past time they had a proper
reunion.

“The second course of your meal is ready,” he
said, grabbing a fistful of her black hair and tugging her head
back. “Open wide.”

Jorem thrust into her wildly, remorselessly,
as if he didn’t care in the slightest how much it might hurt.
Valuri yelped in pain and even broke her kiss with Kaseya, but
before she could turn and snarl at him, a tremor of bliss shuddered
through her entire body—just as he had known it would. With one
cock stuffed up her ass and another buried in her cunt, she was
practically paralyzed in rapture. If only they’d had something to
shove down her throat, she might never have recovered.

He quickly settled into a rhythm with Kaseya
where one would thrust while the other withdrew, though based on
the increasing desperation of the amazon’s whispers, she obviously
wasn’t going to last long. Jorem tugged at Valuri’s hair with his
right hand while his left clutched at her throat from behind, and
Kaseya followed his lead by pinching the Huntress’s breasts and
nipples. Their moans and groans blurred together in a glorious
carnal cacophony as they all tried to hold out…

Kaseya lost control first. She cried out as
her magical phallus spilled, and the tremors of its release set
Jorem off as well. He clutched Valuri’s body against him as he
injected her bowels with everything he had left, and he clamped his
hand over her mouth to muffle her euphoric screams. Her Senosi
tattoos flared back to life as they greedily fed upon his seed yet
again—

And then it was over. Jorem collapsed atop
the girls in a pile of sweaty arms and limbs, and for perhaps the
first time ever, they may have been more exhausted than he was.
Amazingly, though, his fatigue didn’t last. In less than a minute,
his cock had already returned to its full length, and he swore he
could actually feel the dragon blood churning inside him, eager for
another conquest.

“I hope you both saved some room,” he panted,
ruffling his fingers through their hair as they kissed beneath him.
“Because I’m ready for dessert.”

 


***

 


You truly are a pathetic creature, Sarodihm.
It is no wonder the Avetharri heretics enslaved you so easily.

Selvhara bit down on her lip as another
uncontrollable climax shuddered through her. The Dal’Rethi collar
clasped around her neck had been feeding her Kaseya’s pleasure for
what felt like a small eternity, and it showed no signs of abating.
The dragon blood was fueled by lust as much as rage; Selvhara knew
from experience how difficult it could be to truly sate the
passions of a Wyrm Lord.

But she wanted to try. Gods, how she wanted
to try…

“My lord, I beg you,” she blubbered, her
fingers trembling over her bare quim. He hadn’t even allowed her to
find release; she was practically paralyzed in place in the middle
of the kitchen floor. “Please, allow me to—”

The amazon will sate the dragon’s lust.
Their bond will grow, and her death will drive him to madness.

Selvhara pressed her eyes shut as a fresh
river of tears streaked down her face. She would have given
anything to be with the dragon right now. She wanted to wrap her
legs around him; she wanted to feel him thrusting inside her. She
wanted him to use her body for his pleasure in any way he saw fit.
Serving a Wyrm Lord should have been her one and only purpose.

Instead, she was doomed to betray him. Soon
her failure would be complete.

Another ripple of ecstasy shuddered through
her—Jorem had mounted Kaseya from behind. He pounded into her with
reckless abandon, and Selvhara felt it all. Her toes curled, her
quim burned…and the walls of the One God’s prison closed around her
mind.

Your last chance at salvation approaches,
Sarodihm. Destroy the amazon, and you will finally be free.

Selvhara’s eyes fluttered shut. “It will be
done, my lord.”
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Unbroken

 


The moment Julian Cassel’s steed walked
through the north gate, all of Highwind seemed to erupt in
thunderous cheers. He couldn’t believe how many people were already
gathered in the streets, and he had no idea why—or how—there were
so many soldiers on the walls. He felt like he had been gone for
months rather than a week.

“The siege is broken! Sound the horn!”

Cassel glanced back over his shoulder as the
men on the battlements blew the giant victory horn for what seemed
like the first time in an age. Another wave of raucous cheers
rippled through the crowd in unison with the deep, bellowing blast,
and he couldn’t help but smile and grin. Every boy who joined the
Silver Fist dreamed about riding through this exact gate to the
resounding call of the victory horn—and the eager screams of
swooning maidens—announcing his return from a glorious triumph over
evil. Now that it was actually happening, he realized that his
boyhood imagination hadn’t done this moment justice.

Especially the part about the swooning
maidens. The starry-eyed farmgirls of his adolescent fantasies were
no match for the beautiful elf flying over the wall on the back of
a wyvern.

The crowd scattered as Serrane set the beast
down in the middle of the street, and everyone kept their distance
when she hopped out of the saddle and sprinted straight for him.
Cassel barely had time to hop off his own mount before she sprang
into his arms and kissed him. The cheers, the voices, the gasps of
shock—they all faded into the background as he clutched Serrane
tightly against him and spun her around in the air. For a single
perfect moment, everything was right in the world.

“I knew you’d come back,” she breathed.

“I knew you’d be here waiting,” Cassel told
her. “But the wyvern thing…that I didn’t see coming.”

Serrane smiled and kissed him again,
completely oblivious to the hundreds upon hundreds of eyes upon
them. All the measures they had taken to conceal their relationship
were now officially out the window, but she clearly didn’t give a
damn—and neither did he.

“Gods, I missed you,” she said when their
lips finally parted again. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Neither do I,” he admitted. He held her
close for another minute before he finally set her back down. He
would have given just about anything to know a teleport spell right
now. If the two of them could just have a few minutes together away
from all of this…

“It is good to see you again, General,”
Tahira said as she shuffled up behind them.

Serrane eventually dragged her eyes from
Cassel and focused on the Eternal Priestess. “You as well. Thank
the gods you were able to help the knights after all.”

“It took some time, but Julian was able to
protect me…and care for me,” Tahira said, placing her hand upon his
armored shoulder and leaning against him. “Everything is different
now.”

Cassel grimaced as the two women stared hard
at one another. He had known all along that this little reunion had
the potential to be awkward as hell, and the fact that they were
currently standing right out in the open didn’t help…

“Different?” Serrane asked, arching a golden
eyebrow. “How so?”

“There’s a lot we need to discuss,” Cassel
said, clearing his throat. “For starters…am I crazy, or did I see a
dragon flying over the southern side of the city?”

Serrane gaze lingered on the Eternal
Priestess for another long moment before her eyes finally returned
to his. “One of two.”

“Two?” he blurted out. “But how—?”

“Constable Mannick sold us out to the Black
Mistress,” Serrane said. “That’s her army on the battlements—almost
all of them are former drow slaves she somehow managed to free. A
few nights ago, they poured up from the Underworld and started
marching through the streets.”

Cassel, still flabbergasted, glanced back
over his shoulder to inspect the soldiers along the wall. He had
seen them on his way through the gate, of course, but he hadn’t
really inspected them until now. They were a motley mix of humans
and human hybrids, and while their armor and equipment looked like
it was in decent condition, the lack of uniformity spoke to the
patchwork nature of their forces. They looked more like a mercenary
band than an formal army.

“That explains that lack of uniforms,” he
murmured. “Escar’s mercy…”

“It gets worse,” the ranger told him. “Not
long afterward, the Black Mistress came to the surface herself—in
the form of a purple dragon.”

“What?”

“There’s still more,” Serrane said gravely.
Her expression had been gradually hardening, and in the span of a
few seconds, the girlish glee that had driven her into his arms was
replaced by the stoic visage of the Ranger-General once again. “But
we should get you back to the temple as soon as possible. I told
Commander Crowe to meet you there, and I’m certain that Deswick
will be waiting, too.”

Cassel nodded and forced himself to take a
deep, steadying breath. For all the insanity that had taken place
at the Silver Tower—murdered knights, a disguised Senosi Huntress,
a forgotten goddess speaking through Tahira—it evidently paled in
comparison to what had happened here. An entire army of freed
slaves, not one but two dragons…

As if the Shattering hadn’t been enough.

“It’s a lot to take in all at once, I know,”
Serrane said with a weary smile. “I’m sure you have plenty to tell
me, too.”

“I do,” Cassel murmured. He raised his
gauntlet and bade the other knights to start moving toward the
temple. “We might as well get started.”

 


***

 


The more Serrane explained what had happened
since Julian had first departed the city, the more surreal the
whole situation became. Conduits, wyverns, Wyrm Lords…the Serrane
Starwind of a year ago never would have believed that any of this
could happen. She had spent her days worrying about moderately
organized gnoll clans in the Duskwood, not the return of gods and
dragons.

Still, Julian needed to hear it, and she
needed to hear about everything that had happened in the Silver
Tower as well. The fact that some of the knights had joined the
Inquisitrix to end the pain of the Wasting Echo wasn’t surprising
in the least; the fact that Julian and Tahira had survived another
attack from a Senosi Huntress was. If this young, red-headed girl
really was the mortal vessel of an ancient goddess, then the return
of the Wyrm Lords suddenly didn’t seem quite as preposterous.

“I’m confident that Tahira will be able to
restore all the surviving knights at the temple just like we’d
hoped all along,” Julian said. “At the very least, it will give us
a fighting chance when the Vorsalosian fleet arrives in
earnest.”

“Assuming the city hasn’t already been
engulfed in a civil war,” Serrane replied sourly.

Cassel, Serrane, and Tahira continued walking
down the street alongside his horse and the rest of his knights.
Most of his men remained mounted, and the clatter of horseshoes on
cobblestones was helpfully drowning out most of their conversation.
If only she had been able to keep Garadros with them rather than
leaving him back at the gate with her rangers—the wyvern’s huffs,
snorts, and occasional growls would have muffled a pair of ogres
screaming at each other.

Their joint accounts of the past week had
taken even longer than she had expected. They had already passed
through the northeastern gate to the Redwater District, and the
Silver Fist temple was just a bit further down the street.

“Mannick will show his face here sooner or
later, and I’m sure Solemi will, too,” Serrane went on. “I’m
honestly a little surprised she hasn’t been swooping around the
Citadel looking for attention yet. And who knows what she’ll do
with her army—they could turn on us at any moment.”

“If anything, I imagine she’ll go after your
friends,” Julian said. “Two fucking dragons…Escar’s mercy, it
really does feel like the end of the world.”

Serrane pursed her lips and glanced back over
her shoulder to the ever-growing throng of people following in
their wake. The return of the Knights of the Silver Fist would have
drawn plenty of attention even if nothing else had happened today,
but she couldn’t even imagine how chaotic the city would be come
nightfall. Most of the people hadn’t seen the actual battle, of
course, but they had almost certainly heard the roars and screams
and explosions. Rumors would already be spreading like wildfire;
the destruction of the Purity’s Hammer, the broken siege,
the sight of a red dragon flying over the walls and crashing down
in the Artisan District…

She had no idea whether there would be actual
riots or not, but at the very least she expected massive crowds in
every district demanding answers about what had happened—and
frankly, the people deserved to know. Some would undoubtedly want
to rush through the gates and return to their farmsteads in the
northern plains, while others would want to board ships in the
harbor and flee upriver to Darenthi as quickly as possible. The
rest would simply want assurances that their leaders knew what they
were doing.

They were going to be seriously
disappointed.

“Valuri will keep them safe in my manor,”
Serrane said after a moment. She could feel Julian’s eyes on the
side of her head even without looking.

“The Ranger-General partnering with a Senosi
Huntress,” he murmured. “Who would have ever thought that was
possible?”

“I cannot imagine anyone working with such a
foul creature,” Tahira said from beside Julian’s other
shoulder.

“Valuri is the only reason I made it through
the last week,” Serrane said more sharply than she intended.
“Without her help, I never would have been able to take out the
wyvern hatchery.”

“Of course, I-I meant no disrespect,” the
priestess replied hurriedly.

“We’ve almost been killed by two different
Huntresses in the past few weeks,” Julian said. “It’s just hard to
imagine one being…well, not insane.”

“Oh, Val is definitely insane,”
Serrane said with a snort. “We’re just lucky she’s on our
side.”

Julian arched a dark blond eyebrow at her.
“She must be if you’re allowing her to stay in your house.”

“We’ve gotten to know each other reasonably
well,” Serrane said. She wanted to tell him more—a lot more—but
this just wasn’t the place or time. “A part of me wonders if Valuri
is the reason Solemi hasn’t been more aggressive with us. Even a
Wyrm Lord may have reason to fear a Senosi.”

“Maybe,” Julian said. “At the moment, I’m
more worried about the Knight-Commanders.”

“Crowe has been more reasonable these past
few days than I expected,” Serrane told him. “Hopefully, he’ll
support you.”

“We’re about to find out.”

Serrane braced herself for the worst when
they spotted the procession of knights waiting for them outside the
temple. There were about twenty of them in total, all clad in their
resplendent silver armor, and Knight-Commander Theon Deswick was
standing right in front of the others with his hand on the pommel
of his sword. He looked about as happy as Serrane had
expected—which was to say, not at all.

“Their pain grows,” Tahira whispered. “The
Echo will soon destroy them.”

“I know,” Julian said. “Let’s hope they’re
not too stubborn to refuse help.”

He raised his gauntlet for his men to hold
their position and beckoned Serrane and Tahira to follow him the
rest of the way. The closer they approached, the more haggard
Deswick and his men appeared; if Serrane didn’t know better, she
would have thought they had all aged twenty or thirty years in the
past week.

“So you have returned after all, Captain,”
the Knight-Commander said, his weathered face twisting in disgust.
“And I see you have spread your lies and corruption all the way to
our brothers and sisters in the Silver Tower.”

“I have returned with a cure,” Julian
declared, ignoring the insult. “Tahira has saved every one of these
knights from misery and death. Now she’s here to save the rest of
you.”

“Sacrilege!” Deswick nearly spat.
“Your Eternal Whore has no place in our temple!”

Julian visibly braced himself as he made eye
contact with every single one of the broken knights standing behind
the Knight-Commander. Serrane was tempted to race forward and slap
Deswick in the face, but she knew that this was ultimately Julian’s
fight. They weren’t going to listen to an elf or a ranger, at least
not yet.

“This young woman has sacrificed everything
to help us,” Julian said after a moment. “Her sisters were
slaughtered by the Senosi, and without her help, every knight at
the Silver Tower would have perished as well.”

“Where is Captain Hathos?” Deswick demanded.
“Where is Dame Laurent?”

Julian sighed. “Murdered by a Senosi
Huntress impersonating a priestess of Escar.”

The Knight-Commander recoiled. “What?”

“The Inquisitrix knows that we are
vulnerable,” Julian went on. “She is depending upon this ‘Wasting
Echo’ to drive good men to madness. She preyed upon the fears of
our brothers and sisters at the tower, and sooner or later, she
will attempt the same here.”

He took a step forward and made eye contact
with the broken knights again. “We do not have to suffer, and we do
not have to surrender to madness. Tahira saved the men and women
behind me, and she can save all of you, too.”

“He is telling the truth, Commander,” one of
the younger knights—Sir Arden Kerth, if Serrane remembered
correctly—said as he swung down from his saddle. “Captain Hathos
betrayed us, and we would all be dead if not for this woman’s
mercy. Please, give her a chance to—”

“The mountain siren will not set foot in
this holy place ever again,” Deswick insisted. “Escar demands
repentance for our sins. This is a test of faith—a test of
will. His light will never return to us if we allow false
idols to walk among us!”

“Oh, please, get over yourself,” Serrane
growled. “Did you see what just happened outside the walls? Did you
see these men fighting to break the siege? Did you see the bloody
dragon in the sky? There is no time for this petty nonsense.
We need to get your men back into the fight, and Tahira is the only
one who can make that happen. Now get the hell out of the way and
let us into your damn temple before it’s too late.”

So much for letting Julian handle this.
Gods, Valuri must have started rubbing off on me after all…

“You dare speak to me with that tone?”
Deswick hissed. “I will not take orders from an elf witch!”

Serrane’s cheek twitched. The chaos of the
last few weeks had almost made her forget how much men like Deswick
resented her. She was an outsider and a sorceress, after
all. Highlord Kastrius and Ranger-General Hastien had supported her
unconditionally—she never would have been placed on the Council
otherwise—but the old prejudices remained strong regardless.

“I’m not giving you an order,” Serrane said.
“I’m imploring you to stop being a stubborn jackass long enough to
save your men from this torment!”

“The siren will not enter this
temple,” he insisted. “She will not—”

“Oh, shut the hell up, Theon. Haven’t you
done enough already?”

They all turned at the sound of the new
voice off to their left. Knight-Commander Crowe rode up to the
temple a second later, and he was flanked on either side by his own
loyalists. He glared at Deswick for ten solid seconds before he
finally dismounted and scowled.

“The time for this idiotic posturing is
over,” Crowe said. “The siege is broken, but we both know the real
battle for the Highwind is still on the horizon. By the end of the
week, the full might of the Vorsalosian navy will be here. The city
will not survive without the Knights of the Silver Fist standing on
the walls.”

Deswick recoiled a step and glared at his
fellow officer in disbelief. “You can’t possibly expect us to
pledge ourselves to this…cultist!”

“What I expect is for you to listen to the
woman who has been single-handedly protecting this city while the
rest of us wither away,” Crowe said, gesturing at Serrane. “What I
expect is that you listen to Captain Cassel and the knights he
brought with him!”

The two Knight-Commanders held iron stares
on one another for several long, painful moments before Crowe
sighed and swept his gaze over the knights gathered behind Deswick.
“I understand that you’re all confused, and I definitely understand
that you’re all in pain. But General Starwind is right: the time
for petty bickering and stubborn righteousness is over. The people
of Highwind need us now more than ever. So let’s get off our asses
and allow this young woman to save as many of our comrades as she
can!”

Serrane couldn’t help but turn and stare at
her fellow councilor in astonishment. A few weeks ago, she never
would have expected Crowe of all people to come to her aid. He had
never been fond of her pointed ears or her magic, and he had
distrusted her nearly as much as Constable Mannick. But now…

I used to think all paladins were idiots
until I met Julian. Maybe I’ve misjudged them as badly as they’ve
misjudged me.

“I will not allow this harlot inside our
sacred temple,” Deswick insisted as he reached for the hilt of his
sword. “And neither will any man still loyal to Escar!”

“What about the men who are still loyal to
their dying brothers and sisters?” Julian asked. “What do all of
you say?”

Deswick turned and glared at the knights he
had brought with him. The resolve in their weary faces had already
cracked, and it only took a moment for them to start standing aside
one by one.

“Let us pass, old friend,” Crowe said,
placing a gauntlet upon the older man’s armored shoulder. “There is
still time to make things right.”

Deswick closed his eyes and shook his head.
“I pray that Escar will forgive you,” he said as his eyes locked
onto Tahira. “For all our sakes.”

 


***

 


“Faarea,” Serrane breathed as yet
another unconscious knight stirred at Tahira’s touch. “This really
is going to work, isn’t it?”

Cassel nodded and smiled. The two of them
were standing in the corner of the temple infirmary, though at this
point they were little more than ghosts. Everyone’s attention, from
the Knight-Commanders to the aspirants, was fixed upon the Eternal
Priestess. Tahira had already revived half a dozen unconscious men,
and if things continued as planned, she would revive several dozen
more before the night was over.

“I could scarcely believe it even when it was
happening to me, but after the Silver Tower…” Cassel shook his
head. “I don’t claim to understand exactly how this works, and I’m
not sure I want to think about what it means for the future. But
she is a Conduit to the Aether—that much is undeniable.”

Serrane continued staring in quiet awe as
Tahira went from cot to another. It had only been a few hours since
their confrontation with Commander Deswick outside, but the
tensions here had already dropped tenfold. Tahira had started with
the sickliest knights, and every single one of them had responded
to her touch. When Cassel closed his eyes and concentrated, he
swore he could even feel their presence through the Aether. They
were all bound to the same Conduit together, and through her they
were bound to each other.

“The libraries of Nelu’Thalas are filled with
stories of the Fallen Gods and their bound servants,” Serrane
whispered. “In the ancient world, divine magic was the only
magic. All channelers were bound to one god or another. Their power
was very tightly controlled…if they ever fell out of favor with
their god, their power could be severed in an instant.”

She paused for a moment and combed her
fingers through her long hair. “Then came the Avetharri,” she
whispered. “Elven sorcerers who could channel the Aether without a
divine tether. When they abused their power, no one—not even the
gods—could stop them.”

Cassel pressed his lips into a thin line. “Do
you believe the stories are true? That the Avetharri cast down the
gods and imprisoned them within the Pale?”

“I’m sure the truth is a lot more
complicated, but that’s always the case with history,” Serrane
said. “My people consider the original assault on the gods the ‘sin
that shattered the world.’ They say the Pale used to be paradise
for the faithful and the righteous, but the Avetharri’s reckless
use of magic poisoned and corrupted it. Now it’s a realm of spirits
and demons and echoes of the gods’ torment.”

She shrugged. “Some of the stories seem more
plausible than others. Valuri told me all about this ‘Godsoul
prison’ beneath Nol Krovos. We know that it unleashed the
Shattering, and if the Inquisitrix has the same powers as
Tahira…”

“Then it must have really contained the soul
of a Fallen God,” Cassel reasoned. “I suppose the question is…which
one?”

“Considering we don’t truly know which gods
are even ‘real,’ it’s impossible to say,” Serrane admitted. “I’ve
whispered prayers to Shalassa all my life, but it’s not as though
she’s ever reciprocated. Still, it’s difficult for me to believe
that a bizarre fertility goddess worshipped by a bunch of witches
in the mountains is the one that was actually real.”

“I know what you mean,” Cassel murmured.

Serrane sighed softly as she watched Tahira
work. “There have always been small but vocal factions in
Nelu’Thalas who believe that the gods never existed—or that they
existed once but are completely dead. I never paid them much heed,
but…” Her eyes narrowed as if she were searching her memories.
“There was always a very small faction who had a similar but
more…radical view of history. They believed the Avetharri
were right, and they believed that leaving Varellon was a
mistake.”

Cassel turned and cocked an eyebrow at her.
“What does that mean?”

“The Inorel Boleth believe that gods
existed and that the Avetharri destroyed them, but they consider it
a great victory rather than a great sin. They claim that the gods
were wicked, vile creatures, and that the Avetharri sorcerers were
great heroes who liberated the world from divine tyranny.”

 He snorted
softly. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that there are crazy
idiots among the elves, too.”

“I certainly never took them seriously. No
one really did…though from what little I’ve heard about the Vin
Aetheri rebellion in Varellon, the two groups seem to have many
similar ideas about what actually happened thousands of years
ago.”

Serrane shook her head and sighed again, then
reached up to gently touch Cassel’s face. “I do know one thing for
certain,” she said, turning his head to look at her. “You did
exactly what you promised. You brought hope back to Highwind.”

“Don’t give me too much credit,” Cassel
protested. “Tahira is the one with the power here.”

“You’re the one who convinced the others to
accept her. You’re the one who protected her from the Senosi and
led her back here.”

“Yeah, well, we both know that things are
still going to get worse before they get better. The Black Mistress
is still out there, and mobs could be gathering in the streets for
all we know.”

Her smile slowly faded, and she eventually
looked away. “I want to stay here with you, but I need to get back
to the others. Solemi will have to respond soon if she hasn’t
already. And I should probably try to find Mannick to make sure he
isn’t doing anything stupid.”

Cassel nodded gravely. It felt like they had
barely spent any time together at all; he wished he could freeze
the world around them for a few hours while he kissed her.

“I’ll be here all night,” he said. “I can’t
leave Tahira alone, and I have no idea how long this is going to
take. Trying to put everything back together with Crowe and Deswick
is going to be chaotic, to say the least.”

They stood together in silence for a long
moment, frustrated and joyous and overwhelmed all at once, before
Serrane abruptly clasped his hand. “Come with me.”

Cassel frowned. “I need to stay here while
she—”

“Come with me,” Serrane repeated, more firmly
this time. She tugged him out of the infirmary, and the other
knights were so absorbed by the Eternal Priestess that they didn’t
even notice Cassel’s departure. Serrane led him through the winding
stone halls until they reached a prayer shrine around the corner
and out of sight from the infirmary. The semicircular nook was
about five or six feet deep, just enough for aspirants to kneel and
pray before the small statue of Escar embedded in the wall at
eye-level. This entire section of the temple had been all but
abandoned after the Shattering; only half the ever-burning torches
remained ignited. The long, quiet shadows in a place of worship
would have been disconcerting if Serrane hadn’t immediately grabbed
his head and pulled him in for a kiss.

“I knew you’d come back,” she whispered
breathlessly as she cradled his stubble-pocked cheek in her
hand.

“I had a lot to come back for,” Cassel said,
smiling. He brushed a stray golden lock from her eyes and planted
another soft kiss on the tip of her nose. “I wish we had more
time.”

“We’ll just have to make do. I’m not leaving
until I feel you inside me.”

He blinked and glanced back and forth down
the dark, silent hall. “But we don’t—”

His protest fell silent when she leaned up on
her tiptoes and kissed him. She traced her fingertips down the
curve of his breastplate until they slipped beneath the faulds at
his waist and into his trousers. For the span of a single
heartbeat, Cassel considered pushing her away. They really didn’t
have the time for this, and even though the hall was currently
empty, this wasn’t a very private spot.

Thankfully, he came to his senses a second
later—right at the exact moment her slender fingers curled around
his cock.

“Take me,” Serrane demanded. “As hard and
fast as you can.”

Her blue eyes burned with desire as she freed
his stem from his trousers. She abruptly spun around, bent over,
and placed her palms flat against the stone inside the prayer nook.
Cassel’s rapidly swelling member throbbed at the sight of her lower
back—a broad stretch of her perfect pale flesh was fully exposed
thanks to her cropped breastplate—and when she arched her back and
presented herself for him, his concerns about being overheard
instantly evaporated.

Lunging forward, he cast off his gauntlets,
pulled up the straps of her leather skirt, and nudged aside her
silk thong. She was so wet he slipped inside her with a single
thrust, and the molten walls of her quim gripped his cock in their
familiar embrace.

“Fuck me, Julian,” Serrane begged with a
quick glance over her shoulder. “Please!”

Cassel obeyed, just as every chivalrous
knight should. He gathered a thick clump of her golden hair in his
right hand—enough to give him firm leverage—as he pounded into her
slowly but roughly. When her soft whimpers began to echo off the
stone, he reached out and clasped his left hand over her mouth to
muffle the sound.

“Gods, you are so tight,” he breathed into
her pointed ear from behind. His grip on her hair remained taut as
he slammed into her harder and harder, and he closed his eyes and
basked in the glorious heat of her sweet elven cunt. It had only
been a week since he had taken her, but it felt like it could have
been a different lifetime.

“Mhnnn!” Serrane mumbled into his hand
as a climax shuddered through her slender body. He could tell that
the risk of being caught was making her even hotter—she had been
getting steadily more voyeuristic after she had dropped her
“Faewyn” guise—and he wanted to see just how many times he could
make her finish before he spent. But merely a week separated from
her cunt was too much for his cock to bear, and he couldn’t have
controlled himself even if he’d had the time to indulge. Every
thrust brought him closer and closer to the end—

“Shit!” Cassel blurted out as he exploded. He
pulled back on her hair so hard it nearly choked her, but that only
made her body quiver more uncontrollably. She practically melted
beneath him as he pumped her womb full of his seed.

And miraculously, no one in the temple
stumbled by to check on them.

“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed as he slumped
over her and kissed the tip of her ear. “That was…”

“Elemendiya,” Serrane whispered.
“Wonderful. Perfect…”

Cassel shifted his kisses to the back of her
neck before he released his grip on her hair. “I’m sure there are
plenty of empty rooms upstairs.”

“Don’t tempt me,” she said with a chuckle.
“You need to get back, and so do I.”

“We’ll continue where we left off soon. I
promise.”

He held her tightly in his arms for another
few moments before he finally pulled away and retrieved his
gauntlets. When he reached out to the Aether, he could feel Tahira
connecting to yet another knight…and the full weight of his duties
crashed over him once again.

“I won’t be able to leave, and you’re the one
with the wyvern,” Cassel told her. “Maybe you should stop by again
later.”

“I will once I’ve figured out what’s going
on,” Serrane said as she hurriedly adjusted her armor. Once she
finished, she bounced up on her tiptoes to kiss him one last time.
“I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Cassel said. “And I
promise I’ll prove it to you again the first chance I get.”

Her smile turned so bright he swore it
banished every shadow in the hallway. “I’ll hold

 


***

 


The sun had just begun to sink below the
horizon by the time Serrane left the Silver Fist temple, and the
streets outside the gate to the Redwater District were just as
crowded as she had feared. The people of Highwind were desperate to
know what was happening, and without strong leadership, the chaos
might ultimately do more damage than the siege already had. By
morning, perhaps, Julian could lead a procession of knights through
the city to quell everyone’s fears, but that was still a long time
away. Tonight would be the real test.

Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and
ordered herself to relax. She would have given just about anything
to be back in the temple right now, preferably with her feet
propped up on Julian’s wide shoulders. The fire in her quim hadn’t
cooled to embers like she had hoped; if anything, feeling him
inside her again had just made her hotter.

“Le’thos,” Serrane swore, shaking her
head and dashing toward the gate where she had left Garadros with
her men. Thankfully, he hadn’t destroyed anything—or eaten any of
the horses—though the soldiers were all wisely giving him a wide
berth.

“Come on, boy, let’s head back home,” she
said, placing her hand upon his scaly neck. She reached out through
the Aether to touch his bestial mind, and she didn’t sense any
anger or fear. He was mostly just tired from the battle this
afternoon.

After stroking his neck for a minute, Serrane
hoisted herself up into the saddle and slid her bow into its
harness. He huffed wearily when she tugged on the reins, but he
still dashed forward on his mighty talons and leapt into the air.
The crowd of onlookers turned to gawk at their surprising takeoff,
and Serrane suddenly wished she were a better orator. There had to
be something she could say to put the minds of the people at
ease…

But she had always been a woman of action,
not words, and she could only hope that personal credo would
continue to serve her well. She just needed to get back to Valuri
and the others to see if—

That roar was so loud and deep that even
Garadros flinched in mid-flight. Serrane clutched the reins and
braced herself for the worst as an enormous shadow suddenly swept
over the Gray Citadel halfway across the city. The now hauntingly
familiar shape of a dragon appeared atop the spire, and its
purple-black scales shimmered in the crimson light of the setting
sun as it crawled over the roof and unleashed a second bellowing
roar.

“Well, I guess the Dragon of Highwind wants
to play after all,” Serrane whispered to herself as she steered
Garadros east toward her house. “Come on: we’re going to need
reinforcements.”
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  Dragonmeet


   



  “All right,” Jorem panted breathlessly as he
withdrew his shriveling stem from Valuri’s lips. “I think you’ve
had enough.”


  At first, he wasn’t convinced she heard him.
Her eyelids were still fluttering, her tattoos were still glowing,
and her sweaty, seed-splattered body was still twitching beneath
him from her latest climax. But then her tongue lashed out to scoop
the dribbling remnants of his last offering from her chin, and she
flashed him a warm but decidedly sly smile.


  “There’s no such thing,” she cooed. “I’ve
never heard of a Senosi being fed to death.”


  “That doesn’t mean it’s not possible,” Jorem
said.


  “If I’m going out, it might as well be in a
blaze of glory. Or even better, a piping hot fountain of
glory.”


  She leaned forward to kiss the tip of his
cock again, and Jorem couldn’t help but lean back and appreciate
her vigor. He was still straddling her chest, having just fucked
the hell out of her tits before climbing up to spill over her lips
and tongue. He had already lost count of the number of times he had
spent over the past few hours, but the girls had been working him
over for so long that the thin crimson beams of sunset were shining
through the window. Kaseya seemed more or less content at this
point—she had collapsed beside him in a naked, exhausted heap after
he and Valuri had taken turns pounding her glorious amazon cunt.
Unfortunately (or very fortunately, if he was being honest
with himself), Valuri herself was an obligate glutton; she would
never stop sucking him dry as long as he kept giving her enough to
feed.


  “Gods, I missed you,” Valuri said as she
gently dragged the tip of her fingers down the length of Jorem’s
shaft.


  “Are you talking to me or my cock?”


  “Yes,” she replied wryly. “As much as I hate
to admit it, you already had pretty impressive endurance back when
you were just a regular, scrawny, pathetic man. If this dragon
blood of yours can keep you hard all the time, maybe I’m glad this
happened after all.”


  Jorem groaned as he rolled off of her and
swung his legs off the bed. He tried to peer out the window, but
the sunset was so bright he couldn’t really see much from this
angle. “How long do you think it’s been?”


  “Several hours, at least,” Kaseya said from
next to him. “We may wish to consider cleaning up before the
Ranger-General returns.”


  “Good point,” Jorem said, standing. He never
would have thought there would come a time when he seemed to have
more energy than Kaseya, but he earnestly felt like he could run
laps around the city without becoming the least bit winded. Closing
his eyes, he reached out to the Aether only to belatedly realize he
could already feel its power coursing through him. He couldn’t
believe he hadn’t noticed earlier, though he had admittedly been
quite distracted.


  I can’t block it out even if I try. The
currents are just there all the time now.


  Jorem reopened his eyes and let out a long,
slow breath. The sensation was as invigorating as it was troubling.
The Aether was poison to mortal bodies, but he didn’t feel even the
slightest hint of the Flensing. Was he immune to its backlash now?
Could he really channel as much power as he wanted without
consequence?


  Is this what it truly means to be a Wyrm
Lord?


  “Where is Selvhara?” he asked. “I thought she
was going to cook us something.”


  “I doubt she has been able to do much of
anything,” Kaseya said wearily. “The collar will have left
her…drained.”


  “Gods, I almost forgot,” Valuri said,
snickering. “When I fucked your ass, wolf girl was probably
writhing around on the carpet in the living room. That’s almost as
good as stabbing her.”


  “She doesn’t deserve your scorn,” Jorem said,
turning and glaring at the Huntress. A hollow pit had started
forming in his stomach when he thought about what Selvhara must be
feeling right now. “If anything, she deserves our pity.”


  “No woman with legs that long and lips that
full needs to be pitied, trust me,” Valuri muttered.


  “There is much you still need to know about
our new companion,” Kaseya said, rolling onto her side. “You did
not allow me to finish my explanation earlier.”


  Valuri snorted and smacked the amazon on her
bare ass. “You stopped complaining about that pretty quick.”


  The amazon’s face remained grave. “Perhaps,
but you should know the truth. During our trip back to the surface,
I noticed something strange about Selvhara.”


  “Just one thing? I’ve noticed about a
hundred, honey.”


  “I did not understand what I was seeing at
first,” the amazon went on, ignoring the comment with practiced
ease, “but Jorem and I eventually realized that I am capable of
seeing the Aetheric tethers binding Selvhara to her master.”


  Valuri blinked. “Her master? You mean the
insane Fallen God who wants to destroy sorcery?”


  Kaseya nodded as she swung her own legs off
the side of the bed. “If I concentrate, I can see shimmering
tendrils of energy behind her. I suspect that if we ever encounter
another of the Inquisitrix’s new channelers, they would appear much
the same.”


  The Huntress glanced between them. “Red can
see these ‘tendrils’ but you can’t?”


  “She can see a lot of things I can’t,”
Jorem said. “I doubt I could defeat another Senosi without her help
pinpointing their weaknesses, either.”


  Valuri pursed her lips in thought. “Okay,
well, you said that wolf girl already told you about this Dathiel
and his true plans, so is this proof she was telling the
truth?”


  “Not exactly,” Kaseya said. “Just before we
approached the riverbank, Selvhara contacted her master. She was
hoping to mollify him for a bit longer while we found a way into
the city. However, when she returned to us, her tendrils had
changed. They are much more…intense…than they were
before.”


  “Meaning what?” Valuri asked.


  “We’re not sure,” Jorem admitted. “It might
not mean anything.”


  “Or it might mean that he is exercising some
degree of control over her,” Kaseya said. “I cannot tell for
certain, but she warned us that his attention had mostly been
focused elsewhere before now. If that has changed…”


  “If that has changed, we have a real problem
on our hands,” Jorem finished.


  Valuri’s green eyes narrowed as she finally
hopped off the bed. “Okay, let me summarize this for you: the elven
werewolf who originally claimed she was sent here to help
sorcerers is actually some kind of priestess of a god who
hates sorcerers. And on top of that, now you think this ‘One
God’ is exercising direct control over her. Is that about
right?”


  Jorem winced. “More or less.”


  “Good, I just wanted to make sure you both
realize how stupid you sound right now,” Valuri said. “I’ll ask you
the same question I asked you before: why in the name of the bloody
Pale have you kept her around?”


  “Because I believe the rest of her story,
too,” Jorem said. “She a thousand-year-old wood elf from Varellon
who was actually alive during the final days of the Dragon War, and
she genuinely believes that a Wyrm Lord is the only one who can
save her from Dathiel.”


  “Okay, but who gives a damn what she wants?”
Valuri asked. “She’s fucking crazy—you get that, right? Most normal
women don’t try and suck your cock within minutes of meeting
you.”


  Jorem crossed his arms. “You did.”


  “So did I,” Kaseya said.


  “That’s not the point,” Valuri growled in
annoyance. “Look, at best, wolf girl is an unstable groupie who
thinks sorcerers deserve to rule the world. At worst, she’s the
puppet of a Fallen God who wants to kill all of us. Either way,
what is the point in keeping her around?”


  “You didn’t spend the last week with her,”
Jorem said. “I think she does genuinely want to help.”


  “Are you saying that because you believe it
or because you like fucking her in the ass?”


  Jorem sighed. “This is the part of you I
didn’t miss.”


  “You mean the reasonable part who always
tries to save you from yourself?” Valuri scoffed and reached down
to rifle through her pile of clothes next to the bed. When her hand
reemerged, it was holding her leather gauntlet and vambrace.
“Unlike the two of you, I actually made some contingency plans to
handle this exact situation.”


  Kaseya frowned. “What do you—”


  She gasped when the bracer suddenly sprouted
a short, sword-like blade. Valuri snickered and tapped the metal
with her fingertip.


  “Made from the finest silver,” the Huntress
said. “Just in case you were stupid and kept wolf girl around just
like I knew you would.”


  “You are not going to stab her,” Jorem
insisted. “Not until we have a better idea of what’s really going
on.”


  “What’s going on is that the two of you are
in denial,” Valuri replied sourly. “That little collar she’s
wearing is cute and all, but unless you can actually control her,
we shouldn’t—”


  Her voice was drowned out by a deep,
thunderous roar—a roar that sounded very much like one Jorem had
made earlier today. His breath caught in his throat as he and
Kaseya raced over to the window and peered through the drapes.
Despite the encroaching darkness, he had no trouble seeing the
massive violet dragon soar across the city and landed upon the
ominous spire of the Gray Citadel.


  “Zor kalah,” Kaseya whispered.


  “Well, I guess Solemi finally decided to show
her face again after all,” Valuri said. “It took her long
enough.”


  Jorem forced himself to take a deep breath
and swallow. The dragon looked every bit as horrifying and majestic
as it had back in Vel’shannar, and he couldn’t help but wonder how
many people had reacted the same way when they had seen him earlier
this afternoon. He also couldn’t help but wonder if Solemi
experienced the same rage-induced madness that afflicted him when
he transformed. With his luck, she was probably one of the rare
Wyrm Lords who could perfectly control her powers right away…


  Another roar thundered across the city as the
purple dragon leapt from atop the Citadel and vanished behind the
spire. Jorem half expected her to swoop across the city a few more
times just for show, but she never returned.


  “Where did she go?” Kaseya asked.


  “Evidently, she doesn’t like to linger in any
one place too long,” Valuri said, stretching up on her tiptoes in a
vain effort to look past them. “The other night she only perched on
the Citadel for a few minutes before flying off. I never even had a
chance to see her.”


  “Just enough to give everyone a nice long
look so they can be properly terrified,” Jorem murmured.


  Valuri craned her neck through the window to
look up at the sky. “Serrane said she had black and purple scales.
I bet that looks as ominous as it sounds.”


  “It does,” Kaseya said. “You did not see
her?”


  “No, I just told you she left the Citadel
before I arrived.”


  “I mean right now,” the amazon said,
pointing.


  “Not with you two hogging the window. But
don’t worry, I’m sure she’ll be back soon.” Valuri grunted and
shook her head. “How do those scales work, anyway? Do you get to
choose your colors like buying a new tunic or what?”


  “No, it just sort of…happens,” Jorem
said, glancing down at his very human arm. The more time passed,
the more it seemed like the entire transformation hadn’t even been
real…


  “Magic is stupid,” Valuri muttered. “Anyway,
we should probably get dressed just in case the city catches fire.
If Solemi is flying around, I imagine Constable Mannick or her army
might try something soon.”


  “Like what?” Kaseya asked.


  “Hell if I know. But I think we’re in luck.”
Valuri pointed out across the sky to the smaller dark shape of a
wyvern flying toward them. “It looks like Serrane is right on
time.”


  Jorem nodded and glanced back at the bed.
Between the armor, clothes, and sheets tossed over the floor, they
had done quite a number on this place in a short period of time. “I
guess we should also try and clean up.”


  “Oh, don’t worry, the two of us made a much
bigger mess while you were gone,” Valuri said with an impish wink.
“Though now that I think about it, we should probably figure out a
way to get you some pants…”


  “Do you think Serrane’s will fit?” Kaseya
asked.


  “Hilarious,” Jorem muttered. “I really did
like it better before you got a sense of humor.”


  The girls shared an impish giggle at his
expense. “Come on,” Valuri said, taking his head. “Let’s see what
we can find.”


   



  ***


   



  Mercifully, Jorem didn’t have to resort to
wrapping a sheet around his waist or anything quite so ludicrous,
though the alternative was only slightly less humiliating. Serrane
had some male clothing in her wardrobe, though it had been tailored
for a significantly taller and broader man. The trousers barely fit
even with a belt, and the white tunic was so baggy that Jorem was
reasonably sure he could transform into a dragon without popping a
single button.


  “Damn, I wasn’t giving her enough credit for
bagging a handsome knight,” Valuri commented as she looked Jorem up
and down. “If his arms are as big as your legs, I wonder if his
cock is—”


  “We really don’t need to have this
conversation right now,” Jorem said, turning away from the mirror
in disgust and shutting the door to the wardrobe. He was suddenly
jealous that the girls had managed to salvage their own clothing.
Even Valuri had been able to find a new pair of black pants that
fit her reasonably well. “There’s a bloody dragon flying around the
city, and Solemi could order her army to do gods know what at any
moment.”


  “All I’m saying is that this Captain Cassel
fellow must be pretty well endowed, and I’m very proud of my
gorgeous elven friend,” Valuri said. “Did I mention that we’re also
lovers now? Because let me tell you, she is so good at—”


  Kaseya clamped her palm over Valuri’s mouth
and gestured off to their right. Jorem turned and looked outside
the guest room’s open door just in time to see Selvhara gliding up
the spiraling wooden staircase just down the hall. Her brown hair
was more tousled than normal, and her face had a haunted look that
made his stomach sink.


  Gods, what did she just go through? What did
we just do to her?


  “My lord,” the druid said as she approached.
“The Ranger-General is outside conferring with her guards. I
thought you would like to know.”


  “Just in time,” Jorem said, trying and
failing to swallow a sudden wave of guilt. The closer she came, the
more easily he could see the sadness in her hazel eyes and the long
tear stains matting her cheeks. Whatever she may have done—whatever
she may have been—she didn’t deserve this torment.


  I have to figure out some way to save her.
Keeping her at arm’s length is just…cruel.


  “Look, I, um…I’m sorry I didn’t come get you
sooner,” Jorem said. “We were just—”


  “You do not have to explain yourself to me,”
Selvhara said, stopping just outside the room.


  Valuri grunted as she moved up next to Jorem.
“You’re right about that, at least. He doesn’t have to give a shit
what you want.”


  “What I mean is that he should not have to
explain himself to anyone,” the druid replied pointedly. “He
is a Wyrm Lord. His will is our destiny.”


  “Speak for yourself. Actually, don’t—I’d
rather you just keep your muzzle shut as much as possible.”


  “Enough,” Jorem growled. He turned and
glared at Valuri even though he knew it was pointless to try and
scold her. He couldn’t really blame her for trying to protect him,
and the situation with Selvhara probably did sound insane to
someone who hadn’t been there with them in the Underworld. Still,
it would have been nice if she could retract her claws for a few
minutes.


  “You have demonstrated your power beyond any
doubt, my lord,” Selvhara said. “I have always known that you would
become strong enough to defeat the Conduit, but now you have proven
it to the world. The people of Highwind will celebrate your coming,
if you let them.”


  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Jorem
said. “I’m still not sure what exactly happened out there on the
riverbank. The instant that fireball hit me, it was like I
completely lost control of my body. All I could feel was rage…it
was even more intense than when we were down in the
Underworld.”


  “As I told you before, the dragon blood is
ignited by passion,” the druid said. “Rage, pain, lust…they are but
kindling for your flame.”


  “Wait, wait, wait,” Valuri said, waving her
hands in front of her. “You’re saying that for Jorem to transform,
he has to be angry or horny?”


  Selvhara shrugged. “Until he truly masters
his powers, yes.”


  Valuri shifted her gaze to Jorem. “Then what
are you worried about? I’m all the control you need.”


  He blinked. “What are you talking about?”


  “Spend five minutes with me and I guarantee
you’ll be pissed off or randy. Maybe both if I’m feeling
particularly inspired that day.”


  Jorem groaned and ran his hand back through
his hair. “This isn’t a joke, you know.”


  “Who’s joking?” Valuri asked. “You’ve either
wanted to choke me or fuck me every day since we first met, and it
sounds to me like this little transformation of yours just gives me
permission to keep being a bitch.”


  He heaved a heavy sigh. “You’re right about
one thing—I do want to choke you right now.”


  “All fires need fuel, and the power of the
dragon is the purest flame of all,” Selvhara said, stepping in
front of Valuri and placing her hand flat against Jorem’s chest.
“But over time, some Wyrm Lords learn better control. The
transformation becomes as natural and easy for them as
breathing.”


  “‘Some?’” Jorem asked. “What about the
rest?”


  “The dragon blood is power, just like
sorcery, and not everyone can properly harness their gifts,” the
druid lamented. Her fingers pressed even tighter against his chest.
“Wyrm Lords who thrive on passion share more in common with those
of us who carry the moon curse.”


  “No offense, but that’s not a comforting
comparison.” Jorem turned to Kaseya. “Honestly, I didn’t even feel
like myself back at the supply camp. It was like Jorem Farr
vanished and some monster took his place. If you hadn’t been
there…I don’t even know what I would have done.”


  “I am not surprised she was able to help
you,” Selvhara said. “At the height of the Dragon War, many Wyrm
Lords learned to adopt similar techniques to the Dal’Rethi. But
instead of two Blade Dancers fighting as an inseparable pair, these
Wyrm Lords bonded themselves to a rider. The latter could temper
the rage of the former and create a truly unstoppable force.”


  Valuri nibbled at her lip in thought. “So in
other words, I can get Jorem worked up and Red can bring him down.
This sounds like your average lazy afternoon.”


  Jorem sighed again. “Someone please smack her
before I do.”


  “As you wish, my lord,” Selvhara said. She
raised her hand from his chest and started to swing for Valuri, but
he caught her wrist an instant before she struck the other woman’s
cheek.


  “Why’d you stop her?” Valuri asked, crossing
her arms. Her green eyes blazed in an obvious challenge. “Come on
and hit me, wolf girl. I’m dying for an excuse to throw you out the
window.”


  “That’s enough!” Jorem said, stepping between
them and pushing the two women apart. “Escar’s mercy, Serrane will
be here any second. We need to—”


  As if on cue, the front door creaked open,
and they heard the elven general’s swift footfalls scrambling
upstairs. Valuri grunted and stepped past Selvhara, though she
didn’t stop glaring until Serrane reached the top of the steps.


  “How are things at the temple?” Valuri asked.
“Since you aren’t covered in blood, I assume the knights didn’t
revolt.”


  “Not yet, at least,” Serrane said, her blue
eyes taking in everything with a single glance.


  “Well, hopefully your boy doesn’t mind Jorem
borrowing his clothes,” Valuri said. “Not that he’s exactly filling
them out.”


  The ranger smiled ever so slightly as she
looked Jorem up and down. “Have you recovered?”


  “More or less,” he said, suddenly feeling
even more self-conscious about how ridiculous he looked in this
outfit. “I can’t even begin to describe how strange I feel right
now, but I’m reasonably sure I won’t randomly transform into a
dragon and ruin your house.”


  “Even if he does, there’s plenty of room for
growth in the chest and groin area,” Valuri said, waving her hand
over the baggy clothing.


  Jorem was seriously tempted to push her over
the railing before Serrane’s face and voice hardened. “Speaking of
dragons, I assume you heard our ‘friend’ outside?”


  “Heard and saw,” Jorem confirmed. “We
haven’t had a chance to look around. What is Solemi up to?”


  “Miraculously, all of her forces have
remained at their posts, and I still haven’t spotted Constable
Mannick anywhere,” Serrane said. “I was starting to think their
plan was to act like nothing happened, as ludicrous as that sounds,
but one of my guards outside said that a courier dropped off this
message not long ago.”


  She handed Jorem a scrap of paper. He
unrolled it and frowned at the message. There wasn’t any
writing—just the silhouette of a rose drawn in red ink.


  “Do you have any idea what it means?” Serrane
asked.


  “Solemi is waiting for us at the Silken
Rose,” Jorem said. “She wants to meet with me.”


  “Or lure you out to kill you,” Valuri
muttered. “At this point, I wouldn’t put anything past that
cunt.”


  Jorem closed his eyes and let out a long,
slow breath. After all this time scrambling around the Underworld
dodging Solemi and her loyalists, this was all going to end exactly
where it had begun. Only a few months had passed since he and
Kaseya had first sought out the enigmatic Silhouette at the
high-class brothel, but it felt like it could have been a different
lifetime.


  “Meeting on her terms is a mistake,” Kaseya
warned. “I agree with Valuri: this may be a trap to lure us
out.”


  “Maybe, but I think it’s a risk we have to
take,” Jorem said as he idly traced his thumb over the rose symbol.
“The Vorsalosian fleet is on its way, and Highwind will fall
without Solemi’s army to defend it.”


  “Maybe not, if the Knights of the Silver Fist
are back at full strength,” Valuri said.


  “They are still confused and disorganized,
and we do not know the full extent of Tahira’s power,” Serrane
said. “Even if Julian can organize them within the next few days,
they are still few in number.”


  “The city does not need knights or soldiers
to defend it,” Selvhara said matter-of-factly. “You are a Wyrm
Lord. You will destroy the Conduit and her forces with ease.”


  All the girls turned to stare at the druid as
if she must be joking, but Jorem knew that Selvhara was completely
serious. Her faith in his abilities—and his destiny—was completely
unshakeable. She believed every word she said.


  Which only makes it more disturbing.


  “Yes, well, just in case it isn’t that
easy,” Jorem said, “we need to make certain that the city is as
well-defended as possible.”


  “Even if we ignore the imminent attack,
Solemi isn’t going anywhere,” Serrane added. “The entire city is
waiting for answers—the people don’t even know who is in charge
anymore. Solemi carefully and meticulously orchestrated a takeover
of the Council, and men like Mannick have thrown in their lot with
her. She wants to rule this city.”


  “In other words, I need to meet with
her,” Jorem said, curling up the piece of the paper. “We need to
figure out where she stands.”


  Serrane nodded and sighed softly. “Two Wyrm
Lords in the same room…I never would have believed it possible.
It’s almost as if history is repeating itself.”


  “If that’s true, we already know exactly how
this will go down,” Valuri said, planting a defiant hand on her
hip. “The only thing I know for certain about the Wyrm Lords is
that they tried to kill each other while vying for supremacy. You
know, the whole Dragon War that razed a world-spanning empire and
nearly left the Avetharri extinct?”


  “Solemi is far too subtle to just attack me
in the streets,” Jorem said. “I’ve no doubt she really does want to
talk. I’m just not sure how she’ll respond if I don’t tell her what
she wants to hear.”


  “There’s only one way to find out,” Serrane
said, glancing at each of the women next to him. “Hopefully, she
will not be foolish enough to try anything with us protecting
you.”


  “Jorem does not need protection,” Selvhara
insisted. “He is a—”


  “We heard you the first three hundred times,
trust me,” Valuri interrupted with a heavy sigh. “If we’re going to
do this, there’s no reason to delay.”


  “Agreed,” he said.


  The Huntress eyed him up and down. “Then
again, this is a momentous occasion—the first meeting between Wyrm
Lords in centuries. Maybe we should find you a shirt that actually
fits.”


   



  ***


   



  Despite the fact that the sun had set
completely set by the time they set out toward the Silken Rose—and
despite the fact the city had just been liberated from a month-long
siege just a few hours ago—finding new clothes proved quite simple.
Serrane’s estate was situated right next to the Artisan District,
and she introduced Jorem to an elderly tailor who was overjoyed at
the opportunity to help the Ranger-General’s friends. Serrane
carefully avoided mentioning anything about Jorem being the dragon
who had destroyed the Purity’s Hammer, of course, and she
deflected most other questions about the battle with ease as well.
Valuri had mentioned that Serrane hated serving on the Council, but
she clearly had decent political instincts.


  Jorem quickly grew fond of his new white
linen shirt and brown trousers, and the matching russet jacket was
as warm as it was stylish. He almost felt like a real person again,
though that would change when he inevitably transformed and ripped
all this nice finery to shreds. This was going to be an expensive
habit in the long run.


  The city streets were filled with rowdy
citizens, as expected, though he was relieved to see that they
weren’t screaming and looting out of fear. In fact, most of them
were celebrating—every tavern they passed was overflowing with
people dancing and drinking in the adjacent alleyways.


  Other folks were clearly taking this
opportunity to plan their escape from the city altogether. Jorem
and the girls spotted several dozen farmers filling wagons and
carts in preparation for a return to their homes in the plains, and
several of the merchant stalls were already being emptied so the
owners could hop on a boat and sail upriver. Highwind might be a
lot emptier by the time the Inquisitrix arrived.


  Serrane raised her hood and tucked in her
golden hair to avoid being recognized, and she led the group
through as many side streets and back alleys as possible for the
same reason. When they finally reached Solemi’s festive bordello
just outside the Redwater District, Jorem couldn’t help but be
momentarily swept away by memories of their first visit here. At
the time, they had been attempting to locate the Black
Mistress—having no idea that Solemi was the Black Mistress
or just how deeply she had sunk her claws into Highwind politics.
Everything had seemed so much simpler back then…


  “I’m surprised this place isn’t open for
business,” Valuri commented as she inspected the tall, three-story
building. “Every other brothel on the way here was so busy they
were turning people away.”


  Jorem nodded idly as he surreptitiously
peered down the adjacent alley. “No obvious guards, either. I
figured she’d have soldiers out here to deter looters, if nothing
else.”


  “We are being watched, trust me,” Serrane
warned. “Two men have been shadowing us ever since we entered the
district.”


  “Three,” Kaseya corrected. “One has been
following at a distance on the rooftops.”


  The ranger arched her golden brows in
approval. “Good eye.”


  “There are considerably more than three, I’m
afraid,” Selvhara added. “I would guess at least a dozen, though
they are staying so far away they are completely obscured from
view.”


  Everyone turned to look at the druid. She had
been so quiet and pensive that Jorem had almost forgotten she was
there.


  “If you can’t see them, how do you know they
are following us?” Serrane asked.


  “She has…other senses,” Jorem said, keenly
aware of the fact he was quite possibly surrounded by the four
deadliest women in the whole city, possibly even the whole region.
If he weren’t about to walk into the literal lair of a dragon, he
probably would have felt remarkably safe.


  “The point is that the Black Mistress has
plenty of guards around,” Serrane said, slowly dragging her eyes
from Selvhara. “The fact that they aren’t standing out front just
means she wants us to feel comfortable.”


  “Good luck with that,” Valuri muttered.


  “It will be fine,” Jorem said, projecting far
more confidence than he felt. “We might as well head inside and get
this over with.”


  He walked forward and ascended the stone
steps, his hand twitching at his side in anticipation of someone
ambushing them. With the Aether thrumming through him so readily,
he could conjure a protective barrier at a moment’s notice. The
girls were ready, too—Valuri had both her crossbows out, Kaseya had
her shield drawn, and Serrane was resting her left hand on the
pommel of one of the twin elven swords on her belt. Selvhara, being
weaponless, probably looked the least prepared…though thanks to her
lycanthropy, she was also practically invincible.


  The door to the Rose opened the moment
Jorem reached for the brass knocker, and a towering, moon-faced
human man clad in purple-black armor was waiting on the other side.
He didn’t speak or even grunt; he simply moved out of the way and
gestured for them to enter.


  “Not even a cover charge tonight, huh?”
Valuri commented. “You must really be hurting for business.”


  The moon-faced guard didn’t respond, nor did
the three other armored men waiting inside the entry foyer. Jorem
swept his eyes around the interior, amazed at how different this
place looked with all the lanterns lit. The main floor was
essentially a giant circle with tables spread around the dancing
stage. A curving staircase lined the wall on either side, both
leading to the same curtain-concealed area on the second floor
where the whores could service their clients in private. Jorem
still remembered Solemi weaving a charm spell upon him as she
dragged him and Kaseya into her private parlor…


  “Where is your mistress?” Serrane demanded
once they were inside. “If she wants to talk, let’s talk.”


  “The mistress wishes to speak with the
dragon,” Moon Face said in a rough, gravelly voice that sounded
like he enjoyed gargling rocks. “Alone.”


  “Oh, that’s rich,” Valuri snorted.
“Why don’t you tell Solemi that she can go fuck her—”


  “I’ll meet with her,” Jorem said
diplomatically. “After all, we’re all friends here, aren’t we?”


  He didn’t turn around, but he could imagine
the looks of confusion on every female face behind him.


  “Jorem,” Kaseya said after a moment of
stunned silence. “You cannot be serious!”


  “If she prefers to talk one on one, that’s
fine with me,” he said, pivoting around to look the amazon in the
eye. He gave her several seconds to feel his confidence through her
collar in the hopes it would allay her concerns. He genuinely
wasn’t afraid—Solemi never would have gone to all this trouble just
to shiv him in the back. He had no doubt that she genuinely wanted
to talk, and having the Ranger-General in the room with him would
make talking about the Council or city politics in general more
difficult for everyone. Jorem also wasn’t sure how Selvhara would
react—if Dathiel was controlling her, he might use this opportunity
to destabilize an already precarious situation.


  And then, of course, there was Valuri. She
was a walking diplomatic catastrophe in heels.


  “I know how it sounds,” he said, lowering his
voice and stepping in closer to his companions. “But do you really
think she would try anything with the four of you right here?”


  “I wouldn’t put anything past her,”
Serrane said, her face and eyes as hard as stone. “She usurped the
Council’s authority and set her army loose on the city.”


  “I know, but she also saw what I’m capable
of, and that’s obviously why she wants to meet,” Jorem said. “Just
give me a few minutes to see what she wants. If anything happens,
Kaseya will know. The four of you can tear this place apart if you
have to.”


  Serrane obviously wasn’t happy about it—none
of the girls were—but judging from the way her expression softened,
she could hear the certainty and confidence in his voice. He wasn’t
entirely certain where it was coming from; bravado had never been
one of his defining virtues, as Valuri would readily attest.
Perhaps the dragon blood really was going to his head.


  “If anything happens to Jorem, you will be
the first to die,” Kaseya said, glaring at Moon Face. “It will not
be swift.”


  The man’s cheek twitched ever so slightly,
and his fellow thugs backpedaled half a step. Apparently, they were
at least smart enough to recognize how badly they were outmatched
here. Any one of these women could rip them apart.


  “Let’s get this over with it,” Jorem said,
giving each of the girls one last look before he turned and started
up the stairs. His heart pounded in his ears as he passed through
the crimson privacy curtain, but thankfully no one jumped out to
stab him. All of the doors on either side of the hall were closed,
save for the one where Solemi had first led him all those months
ago. He had to admit it was a nice touch.


  She’ll have this whole thing planned out, no
doubt about it. I am walking into her lair on her terms. I can’t
afford to fall for her bullshit again. I need to ready for
anything.


  Taking a deep breath to brace himself, Jorem
started down the hall and entered the room. The lighting inside was
dim but not dark, and a familiar figure was sitting cross-legged at
the end of the bed.


  “I am pleased you decided to come,” Solemi
said, standing and flashing him a warm but almost assuredly
fraudulent smile. “We have so much to discuss.”


  “So it would seem,” Jorem said, eyeing the
half-elf up and down. She was dressed quite differently than he had
ever seen her. Instead of a sheer dress over silken lingerie, she
was clad in what he could only describe as a battle-robe styled in
dark elven fashion. The top was essentially a purple blouse covered
by a thin metallic corset designed to protect her vulnerable bits
while still revealing plenty of her impressive cleavage. Her arms
were sheathed in dark leather, though only the right hand wore a
glove, and a flowing skirt fluttered above the black, studded
leather boots encasing both of her slender legs.


  Jorem could feel the power of the protective
enchantments strengthening the entire outfit. All in all, Solemi
looked far more intimidating—and serious—than she ever had
before.


  “All right, you have me alone like you
wanted,” he said, taking another step into the room. “If you’re
planning on having assassins pop out of the shadows, now would be
the time.”


  She laughed and uncrossed her leather-clad
legs, then rose from the end of the bed. “I would hope you know me
better than that by now.”


  “Well, if these last few weeks have
demonstrated anything, it’s that I don’t know you very
well,” Jorem replied. “Neither does anyone else.”


  “I suppose I can’t blame you for being
suspicious, given the history of our relationship.”


  “You mean the relationship where you lie to
me over and over again?” Jorem asked. “The first time I met you,
you were pretending to be a whore. Then after we figured out who
you were, you still lied to us about a thousand other things, up to
and including manipulating us into doing your dirty work on
multiple occasions and—”


  “You have made your point,” she interrupted,
raising her gloved hand. “Now allow me to make mine: what’s done is
done, and in the here and now we share a common foe—a common foe we
can only defeat if we work together.”


  Jorem snorted. “You have a lot of gall, I’ll
give you that. First you systematically destabilize Highwind, all
while manipulating us to unwittingly do your bidding several times
over. Then you—”


  “As I said, what’s done is done,” Solemi
interrupted again. Her green eyes locked onto him for a long moment
before she smiled and sauntered over to the nightstand next to the
bed. A single bottle of wine was waiting for her, and she poured
the purple liquid into a pair of fluted glasses.


  “As I’m sure you know, our victory today only
brought us time,” she said, offering Jorem a glass. “The war with
Vorsalos is far from over.”


  “Our victory?” Jorem asked. He ignored
the wine completely. “According to General Serrane, your soldiers
barely lifted a finger even when the Knights of the Silver Fist
charged the gate.”


  “Your victory, then,” she said with an
amused grin. “The point is that the Inquisitrix will be on her way
soon if she isn’t already, and her armada will decimate Highwind’s
defenses. If you and I work together, however, we can easily defeat
anything she sends against us.”


  “Apparently, we have very different
definitions of ‘easy.’ For all we know, the Inquisitrix still has a
hundred wyverns under her command, not to mention any number of
Bound channelers.”


  “True, but with our combined strength, it
wouldn’t make a difference if she had a million men at her
disposal,” Solemi told him. “We are Wyrm Lords, Jorem—the first in
an age. You and I command the power that brought the very gods to
their knees!”


  “And nearly destroyed the world in the
process,” Jorem countered. “I saw the library in Vel’shannar. I saw
what books you were reading. Hopefully you didn’t skip the parts
about the Dragon War destroying the Avethian Empire and setting
half of Varellon ablaze.”


  “We are not bound by the mistakes of the
past. Fate has obviously brought us together for a reason.”


  “Uh huh,” he muttered under his breath. She
sounded completely earnest, of course, but that meant less than
nothing. He trusted Solemi even less than Varassa, which was about
the lowest bar he could possibly imagine.


  “All I am saying is that you and I have a
chance to make history here, Jorem,” Solemi said. She finally took
a sip of her wine before she returned the glasses to the
nightstand. “The Aether has obviously chosen us for a greater
purpose. Think about it! What are the odds that not one, but
two Wyrm Lords emerged here, in the same exact city at the
exact same time? There must be a reason for it.”


  “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean it’s a good
one.”


  Solemi approached close enough to place her
gloved fingertips upon his chest. “If I had known what you were
when we first met, I would have been more…forthright in our
dealings. Perhaps we could have worked together and stopped the
Inquisitrix before she unleashed the power of the Fount.”


  “Yeah, well, lying was your choice,”
Jorem said, pushing aside her hand and backing away. “Besides, I
never would have helped you usurp the Highwind Council.”


  Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Why do you care
about a bunch of worthless, short-sighted men who’ve done their
best to run this city into the ground? What do you possibly have to
gain by protecting them?”


  Jorem’s cheek twitched despite his best
efforts to control it. She had a point, of course—he wasn’t even
from Highwind, and he didn’t have any particular loyalty to its
ruling council or any of the people on it, save perhaps
Serrane.


  “Let’s just say I have personal experience
with a usurper overthrowing the local government and crowning
herself queen,” he said. “It didn’t work out in Vorsalos, and it’s
not going to work out here, either.”


  Solemi scoffed. “Surely you aren’t comparing
me to the Inquisitrix.”


  “Why not? From what I can tell, you’re more
alike than you are different. You lie, you manipulate, you hide
beyond your minions…and worst of all, you think you’re doing the
people of Highwind a great favor by taking the reins. I guarantee
she thought the same thing when she first sailed into
Vorsalos.”


  “You wouldn’t say that if you knew more about
me—or about what I have done,” Solemi said. “I freed thousands of
slaves from the tyranny of the Spider Queen in Vel’shannar, and I
saved hundreds of half-breed refugees here on the surface from the
tyranny of an indifferent Council.”


  “Believe me, I’m not spilling any tears over
a bunch of roasted drow,” Jorem said. “And the way Highwind has
treated the children of the Winter War is despicable, to say the
least. But that doesn’t mean I’m happy about you overthrowing the
Council and trying to intimidate innocent people into submission
with your army.”


  “Armed conquest was never my plan,” she said
so softly it sounded sincere. “I had hoped to make the Council see
reason—all I wanted was for them to treat their refugees properly.
But then the Shattering fell upon us, and suddenly everything
changed.”


  Solemi paused and took a long, slow breath.
“Without my army, Highwind will fall,” she said. “I don’t want to
see that happen any more than you do.”


  “If that were true, you could have committed
your forces when the siege began,” Jorem pointed out.


  “The Vorsalosian navy was still far away at
the time. You can hardly blame me for leveraging good fortune to my
advantage.”


  “Actually, I’m pretty sure I can,” Jorem
said. “And so can everyone else.”


  She sighed and slowly paced across the room.
“I invited you here because I thought you of all people would
recognize the monumental opportunity before us. I thought you would
want to work together to defeat a common foe.”


  “I do. So does General Serrane.”


  “The General already had her chance. She
chose to side with the broken knights and corrupt nobles.”


  “I doubt she sees it that way,” Jorem said.
“But if you seriously expect the Duskwatch and the Knights of the
Silver Fist and everyone else to just bow before you once this is
all over…well, I don’t even know what to say.”


  Solemi turned sharply on her heel. “The
knights and the rangers can be as stubborn as they wish. It is the
people I care about, and I have faith that they will
recognize the truth when they see it. The old world is gone—the
Shattering destroyed it once and for all. We are witnessing the
birth of a new age of sorcery, Jorem, and you and I can be its
heralds. We can destroy the last remnants of the wicked gods and
forge our own destiny! No Escar, no Shalassa, no Spider Queen—just
us, the Dragons of Highwind!”


  Jorem paused and tried to swallow the bitter
taste slowly rising in his throat. He could almost hear Selvhara’s
words echoing right along with Solemi’s. The druid also believed
they stood on the cusp of a new age, and she was more than eager to
return to a world where dragons replaced the gods. Given the nature
of the ancient blood flowing through his veins, Jorem probably
should have been excited by the prospect. Whatever an “Age of
Sorcery” actually looked like in practice, at the very least it
would surely mean no more running, no more concealing his powers,
no more torture and torment for those born with the Aether in their
veins…


  But he couldn’t help but remember how he had
felt every time he had embraced his gift and transformed. The
primal rage, the reckless fury…back in the Underworld, the draconic
haze had driven him to practically rape Selvhara, and just a few
hours ago, he might have torched half of Highwind if Kaseya hadn’t
been there to soothe him. If conquest and destruction and
domination was the true blood legacy of the Wyrm Lords, what did
that say about the coming future?


  “If the Inquisitrix and her forces prevail
here, it will only be a matter of time before her barbaric
philosophy spreads across the rest of Torsia,” Solemi said as she
slowly sauntered back over to him. “The Tel Bator already control
Darenthi—their ‘Keepers’ enslave and brutalize sorcerers with the
full cooperation of the White Throne. This is our chance to push
back, Jorem. This is our chance to avenge and liberate our
people!”


  “You don’t have to convince me that we need
to defeat the Inquisitrix,” he told her. “But you aren’t anything
like the real Silhouette no matter how much you want to be.”


  Solemi froze in place. “What?”


  “That’s why you picked that name, isn’t it?”
Jorem said. “I’ve heard the story—she was a half-breed concubine
who charmed rival Avetharri princes and led a revolution against
the tyranny of the noble caste. It’s a romantic tale, to be sure,
but you aren’t her. You aren’t trying to liberate anyone, not
really. This is about power, not freedom.”


  “Power is freedom,” Solemi said. “The
Highwind nobles spit on half-orc children because refugees have no
power. The drow priestesses rule the Underworld because their
slaves have no power.” She scoffed and shook her head. “You and I
are dragons, Jorem. We aren’t simply conduits of power—we
are power in its purest form. And I will never apologize for
using that strength to right the wrongs of a wicked world.”


  Jorem grunted softly. “It all sounds so
reasonable. You believe you’re doing the right thing.”


  “I am doing the right thing,” she
insisted. “And you could, too.”


  “I know another woman who believes she is
doing the right thing,” Jorem said. “She wanted to purge the wicked
and mete out righteous justice. The people believed her…for a
while. But it’s strange how different justice looks when you’re
hiding beneath a sewer grate praying the Senosi never find
you.”


  Solemi’s lip twisted, and for a fraction of a
second he swore he saw a wave of dark, scaly purple ripple across
her pale flesh. “What do you want me to do, Jorem? Hand my army
over the Council? My soldiers would never follow their orders. They
are loyal to me.”


  “Believe me, I know,” he assured her. “I was
in Vel’shannar, remember? They see you as their savior, and they
have no reason to be loyal to anyone on the surface.”


  “I’m glad you understand,” Solemi said
mildly. “Would you rather I take them back underground and let you
fight the Inquisitrix by yourself?”


  “No,” Jorem said. “We want your help—we
need your help.”


  “I told you I would provide it. The
Inquisitrix is my enemy as much as yours.”


  “You’ll forgive me for being skeptical after
what happened this afternoon,” he said pointedly. “Or rather, what
didn’t happen—your soldiers never lifted a finger to break
the siege.”


  Solemi scoffed. “Because General Serrane’s
plan was reckless and unnecessary. The Purity’s Hammer would
still be blockading the river if not for you. Only a dragon could
have destroyed that warship.”


  “If only there were another one nearby who
could have helped,” Jorem replied snidely. “I saw the devastation
you unleashed in Vel’shannar. You could have incinerated the
Hammer at any time, but you didn’t. Why?”


  “Because despite our great power, we are not
invincible,” Solemi said. “Besides, the Inquisitrix’s followers are
not like drow warriors—they are not forced to fight and die by
cruel, capricious priestesses. Most of her men truly believe in her
grand crusade against sorcery, especially her Bound channelers.
They will not be cowed by the mere sight of a dragon.”


  “I wasn’t suggesting you fly overhead.
Blasting a massive warship to cinders would frighten anyone,
even…”


  Jorem trailed off when the truth suddenly—and
all too belatedly—hit him. His stomach sank to the floor, and it
was nothing short of a miracle that the rest of his body didn’t
follow.


  Son of a bitch. How could I be this stupid?
How could all of us have missed something so obvious?


  “Is something wrong?” Solemi asked.


  “Only that I’m an idiot,” Jorem said,
swearing under his breath. “Escar’s mercy, I can’t believe we fell
for your shit again.”


  If the half-elf knew that he had figured out
what was really going on here, her expression didn’t show it. She
looked every bit as calm and collected as when he had first walked
into the room.


  “I know why you didn’t break the siege,” he
said. “It’s the same reason you haven’t been flying around the city
all night scaring the people into submission.”


  Jorem swallowed and shook his head. “You
aren’t really a dragon,” he told her. “You never have been, and you
never will be.”


  Solemi looked at him as if he were mad. She
was good—so good that he should have seen through this stunt all
the way back in Vel’shannar. But instead, he felt like someone had
just smashed a brick into his face.


  “According to Serrane, the whole city got a
nice long look at you perched atop the Gray Citadel the other
night,” Jorem went on. “Yet somehow, inexplicably, Valuri missed
the whole thing. I thought that was strange enough, but then she
missed you flying around the city again earlier. And now
here we are, having a nice little chat after your guards insisted
that she wait downstairs.”


  “I wanted us to have a chance to discuss the
situation without needless distractions,” Solemi said.


  “No, you wanted us to discuss the situation
without a Senosi Huntress lurking over my shoulder,” Jorem said.
“Because you know she’s the only one who can see through your
illusions.”


  For perhaps the first time since he had met
her, Solemi’s calm, commanding façade finally cracked. It was a
subtle thing—he never would have noticed her fingers twitch or her
jawline tighten if he hadn’t been explicitly been looking for
it.


  “Serrane mentioned that you’ve barely shown
yourself since that first night,” Jorem pressed. “And every time
you appear in the sky, it’s always dark. You’ve never landed on the
street. You’ve never let anyone get a real, close look at you.
You’re far too clever for that—hell, you somehow pulled the wool
over the eyes of an entire fucking drow city. Even Varassa never
figured it out. She’s absolutely convinced that you’re a Wyrm Lord.
She even lured us into the city and showed us the books you had
been reading.”


  Several long, awkward seconds of silence
passed between them before a smile finally tugged at Solemi’s lips.
“Varassa is an arrogant fool. All of them are—except for you.”


  Jorem let out a dry laugh. “I don’t know, I
feel pretty foolish. I should have known you weren’t the type to
butcher your way to power. You’re a manipulator—you get other
people to do your butchery for you.” He paused and shook his head.
“But did you really believe you could keep up this ruse
forever?”


  “If I had to,” she replied matter-of-factly.
“The slaves of Vel’shannar needed a messiah to break their bonds,
so that is what I became. The people of Highwind needed a dragon to
save them from the Inquisitrix, so that is what I became. Hope
shapes expectation, and expectation shapes reality.”


  Solemi crept forward until they were barely
an inch apart, and once again she placed her ungloved hand on his
chest. “But none of that matters now, does it? You are a
dragon, Jorem—you are the Aether’s avatar in flesh and scale and
flame. Everything I said before is still true. The old world is
gone, and a new age of sorcery is upon us. We can work together. We
can destroy the Inquisitrix and usher in—”


  “Oh, no,” Jorem scolded, snatching her wrist.
“You don’t get to play that game now. I’m not going to beg for your
help, not anymore.”


  Solemi blinked, momentarily taken aback.
“Highwind still needs my army and my resources. You can’t
just—”


  “You said that your soldiers were loyal to
you, and I’m sure they are,” Jorem interrupted. “But how do you
think that loyalty will hold up when I tell them the truth? They
think they’re following a dragon, not an illusionist. What do you
think is going to happen when they see a real Wyrm
Lord?”


  Solemi didn’t reply. The color slowly drained
from her face, and she would have backed away from him if not for
his iron grip on her wrist.


  “The time for lies and petty tricks is over,”
Jorem said, his voice becoming a growl. “If you want to survive
this war—if you want to survive me—then you are going to do
exactly what I tell you from this point forward.”


  A dark, primal rage swelled inside him,
igniting his ancient blood, and he swore the half-elf in front of
him started getting smaller and smaller by the moment. His shadow
stretched behind her, completely enveloping her in its monstrous
silhouette.


  “First, you are going to order your men to
follow General Serrane’s commands, whatever those might be,” Jorem
told her. “Second, you are going to hand over any resources you’ve
been hoarding—weapons, magic, potions, food—to the rest of Highwind
defenders. And lastly, you are going to abandon your mad scheme to
rule this city. You aren’t going to sit on the throne or usurp the
Council—you are going to stay at my side and do whatever it takes
to rebuild once the war is over. Is that clear?”


  Solemi stared up at him, mouth agape, and for
a fraction of a second, Jorem could actually see his half-human,
half-draconic visage reflected in her eyes.


  “Y-yes,” she breathed, awed and frightened
all at once. “I understand.”


  “Good,” Jorem said, releasing his grip on her
arm. “Then it’s time to begin.”


   



  

   



   




        
            
                
            
        

    
Prologue
 
Another Reckoning approaches. Behold the harbinger of your world’s end. 
Inquisitrix Marcella, the Raven Queen of Vorsalos, balled her claw-tipped hands into fists. From atop her throne, she watched the ongoing battle in Highwind through the eyes of her bound channelers, though she remained powerless to act herself. Her forces encircling the city had already suffered heavy casualties; the Senosi traitor and the highborn Ranger-General had wrought untold havoc from the back of their stolen wyvern. And now, the unanticipated appearance of the Wyrm Lord—a real one, not a mere illusion—had all but guaranteed the end of the blockade.
The dragon will be the end of everything if you cannot stop him. He will burn your cities and plant the seeds of a new empire in the bellies of the women he conquers. In a generation, his progeny will usher in an era of suffering and torment. The entire world will quake beneath the shadow of their wings.
Marcella grimaced as the voice of the Godsoul continued whispering its warnings into the back of her mind. When she had first absorbed the power of the Fount beneath Nol Krovos, she had believed that the voice was coming from the Aether itself…and in a way, it was. The Aether was the blood of the Fallen Gods, after all; their thoughts and memories and power were all contained within its currents. 
But the voice had been steadily growing in strength over time, and today it felt more like a singular presence than an ocean of scattered divine memories. There was a clarity of thought—a whisper of sentience—behind the words and the demands. 
And for the first time, the voice sounded afraid. 
Only a god can rebuild what the mortals have destroyed. Only a god can restore the world that once was—and ensure a future that must be. 
Through the eyes of her servants, Marcella watched as the Dragon of the Highwind roared across the sky and unleashed his fury. The Purity’s Hammer was powerful enough to stand against a flotilla of smaller vessels, and yet with the aid of the Senosi traitor, the dragon obliterated her mighty warship in a single strike. Flames engulfed its sails and immolated its crew, and she felt her Bound servants die in terror as the conflagration swept from deck to deck…
Another Reckoning approaches, the voice in her head repeated. And only you can stop it. 
Marcella inhaled sharply as she reopened her eyes. As always, the physical world seemed unnatural after her mind had been elsewhere. She could still feel the Aetheric tendrils leading to her other servants scattered across the Reaches, and with a single thought, she relayed everything she had just witnessed to them. 
The siege of Highwind had been broken. The war for its soul, however, was far from over.  
“One day, many years from now, the dragons will return,” the Raven Queen whispered into the stillness of her dark, empty throne room. “And when that dreaded hour is finally upon us, the faithful servants of the true gods shall rise to meet them. From the ashes of the Second Reckoning, the world will be reborn anew…”
“Mistress?”
Marcella let out a long, slow breath and turned to the face the golden-armored woman standing in the dim torchlight beside the throne. Sorine, the leader of the Sanctori, had been fretting and pacing ever since the battle had started. Her frustration was understandable, given that she had no means of watching it play out. She was a loyal servant—she was Marcella’s most loyal servant—but she was not bound to the Godsoul. Her vatari tattoos shielded her from the Aether’s wrath, but they also prevented her from experiencing its many blessings. 
“It is a quote from an old book the Tel Bator priests in Darenthi consider sacred,” Marcella said. “They believe that their gods are trapped within the Pale, and that the only way to ensure their return is to purge all mortals of sin. It is a fantasy—like so many fools before them, they wait for destiny’s compliance rather than forcing its hand.”
Sorine shook her head. “I do not understand. The battle—”
“Is already lost,” Marcella said, tapping her golden claws upon the arm of her throne. “I have ordered the survivors to retreat and wait for reinforcements.”
The Sanctori’s face twisted, first in confusion and then in horror. Her arm visibly squeezed at the golden helmet clutched at her side. “The battle is over already? But—”
“The Wyrm Lord had risen, and he is more formidable than we feared.”
“No…” Sorine gasped. “How…how is this possible? The Purity’s Hammer—”
“The Wyrm Lords once cast down the gods and enslaved the entire world. You are surprised he could destroy a single warship?”
Sorine’s lips hung open as she struggled for words. “I did not believe…I had no idea that he would ascend so quickly.”
“He has clearly received help from outside forces,” Marcella said. “Including the Senosi traitor your Sanctori sisters yet again failed to kill.”
“Arneste,” Sorine whispered, her lip twitching. “Is she—?”
“Dead, along with the rest of the crew.” Marcella slowly curled her claws into a fist. “The Wyrm Lord will answer for their deaths—as will the traitor and Ayrael’s sister.”
The Raven Queen abruptly rose and strode forward until she stood at the center of the Crimson Flame heraldry inscribed into the black marble floor. In Darenthi, the Tel Bator Keepers believed that a similar symbol—a disembodied eye wreathed in flame—was meant to represent the all-knowing gaze of Dathiel, the god of vigilance who protected the world from sorcery. She had learned a great deal from the Watcher’s servants during her travels; her Senosi and her Sanctori were modeled after the Keepers. 
But where the Tel Bator had failed to purge the world of dangerous magic, Marcella was determined to succeed. Locking sorcerers away in a tower simply wasn’t enough—both Darenthi and Highwind were proof enough of that. The rise of the Wyrm Lord might inspire some to follow the legacy of the dragons, but she knew that most citizens of the Northern Reaches yearned for a return of a divine hand to guide and protect them. That was partly why she had started her crusade in the first place—the lies of the moshalim might have set her upon this path, but the wickedness of other men had kept her walking it. Nothing would disrupt her plans now, not even the return of a true dragon. 
Closing her eyes, Marcella reached out through the Aether to peer through the eyes of her channelers still stationed in Ostvara. They had already replaced the city’s leadership and assigned almost two thousand soldiers to oversee the reconstruction. The rest of her men, including most of the Crimson Flame knights, would be ready to return to their ships and sail upriver in a few days. 
“Our forces at Ostvara are nearly ready,” Marcella said, reopening her eyes. “They will set sail the day after tomorrow. I will not give the dragon any more time to prepare.”
Sorine swallowed heavily. “Perhaps we should consider waiting a bit longer, mistress.”
Marcella’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”
“Because our enemies remain divided,” the Sanctori said, clutching tightly at her golden spear. “The Huntresses report that many Knights of the Silver Fist still refuse to accept the power of the Eternal Priestess, and the mongrels upon the city’s walls could flee or rebel at any moment. Without our ships and wyverns looming nearby to unite them, they may turn upon one another. We could—”
“No,” Marcelle said. “I refuse to give them any more time to prepare their defenses. And if they do fight one another, I will not stand by and allow the people of Highwind to be consumed by the flames of another Dragon War.”
Sorine shook her head. “Mistress?”
Only a god can restore the world that once was—and ensure a future that must be.
“If our crusade is to prevail, we must be seen as liberators, not conquerors,” Marcella said. “We must save them from the wrath of the Wyrm Lord before he inevitably grows arrogant and abuses his power.” 
“I see,” Sorine replied, clearly not convinced. “I will support whatever decision you make, mistress, but if the dragon was powerful enough to destroy the Hammer, I do not understand how we will be able to defeat him and another Conduit.”
Marcella smiled. “Because this time, I shall be there to confront them myself.”
Sorine paled. “Mistress, you can’t—”
“In the ancient world, the Fallen Gods never took the battlefield themselves,” Marcella said, curling her clawed fingers around the grip of the sword at her belt. “They preferred to fight their wars through their minions and supplicants. It was only when the Wyrm Lords finally annihilated their armies that the gods realized their error—without their followers, they had no power. I will not repeat their mistakes.”
She shook her head and unsheathed the weapon. The weight and balance were nearly the same as the blade she had wielded when she still called herself an amazon, but no moshalim wretch had ever touched this sacred steel. It was a Keeper’s blade forged by the Tel Bator artificers of the Galespire and gifted to her by a pious, honorable man who was still fighting for the future of his own kingdom. A single word—‘Jessara’—was inscribed upon the hilt. 
The name was a sobering reminder of what she had left behind during her many travels, but also what she stood to gain once she finally achieved victory. Saving Highwind from the tyranny of the dragon was merely a first step; her power was meant to liberate all of Torsia and beyond. 
“The gods of the new world must be better than the gods of the old,” Marcella said, lifting the hilt in front of her eyes. “And our righteous crusade has only just begun.”
 
 
 



1
Edge of the Abyss
 
For the better part of two centuries, the sprawling metropolis of Highwind had been the largest settlement in northwestern Torsia. The city harbored more people than the rest of the Northern Reaches combined, and the population was significantly larger than the throne cities of Silver Falls in Darenthi, Ashenfell in Galvia, or even Drakendaar in the Crell Sovereignty. Yet today, Highwind looked like nothing more than an insignificant speck on the horizon. 
Or at least, it did to a dragon. 
“Oh my fucking…ahhhhh!” Valuri screamed as she clutched onto Kaseya’s waist for dear life. Jorem kept his mighty wings tucked and continued diving almost straight down, still amazed at how strange it felt to smile when his mouth was the size of a barn. The cold winter air broke over his thick red scales, but he could barely even notice the chill. The girls on his back didn’t have that luxury, of course; if it weren’t for the Aetheric barrier he was projecting over them, they probably would have frozen into blocks of ice by now. 
“Zor kalah!” Kaseya cried out in exultation while Valuri struggled to keep her lunch down. 
Jorem angled his wings and slowly pulled up until they were soaring a few hundred feet above the ground. The farming village of Riverbend stretched out beneath them, and the outline of Highwind’s southern wall was growing larger and larger on the far bank of the Reachwend. He wasn’t certain how long they had been flying this morning, but if Val weren’t about to retch, he would have happily flown all the way north to the White Ridge just to see the majestic beauty of the Shattered Peaks from a thousand feet above them.  
This is even more glorious than I ever could have imagined. It’s no wonder that the Avetharri Wyrm Lords were so infamously arrogant. Throwing fireballs and lightning bolts is nothing compared to looking down upon the world like a winged god…
“If we don’t land soon,” Val shouted from his back, her voice so ragged and weary it was barely recognizable, “I am going to crawl around to your underbelly and stab you in your giant dragon cock.”
Her threat was completely idle, naturally, both because she was far too weak to actually crawl anywhere and because she had been relying on his cock for precious sustenance ever since they had first met. But as much as he normally enjoyed tormenting the otherwise unflappable Huntress, he decided to play nice for once and do as she asked. It was probably dangerous to stay outside the confines of the city much longer anyway, given that the Vorsalosian fleet and its scores of wyverns were just a few miles west down the river. Stretching his wings and flying may have made him feel invincible, but even a dragon couldn’t take on an entire armada of warships by himself. 
But gods, there is a part of me that really wants to try. 
Jorem chuckled as he surged over Riverbend, though in his current form, the laughter sounded more like an angry growl. His mirth evaporated when he saw the villagers beneath them fleeing in terror, and for about the fiftieth time that day, he reminded himself that he needed to be a lot more careful. He still hadn’t completely mastered his draconic blood—every day since the siege, he felt like he had learned a dozen new tricks—but in the long run, his actual power was going to be far less important than how he did or didn’t use it. The Wyrm Lords were quite literally the stuff of legend, and even if he survived the coming battle with the Inquisitrix, the people of the Northern Reaches weren’t just going to embrace the idea of a dragon suddenly living among them. There were going to be so many questions and so few answers…
But at least the girls will be there to help me. They’re the one and only thing I can ever truly count on. 
Jorem flapped his wings again as he soared north toward the river. A journey that had once taken hours on foot took mere minutes in the sky, and he slowly pitched upward as he finally crossed over the Reachwend and approached Highwind’s southern wall. The soldiers on the battlements were far happier to see him than the villagers had been, and some even let out an audible cheer. The “Dragon of Highwind” had just destroyed the enemy war galleon blockading the harbor, after all, and rumors about his power and magic had been spreading through the city like the flames of his fiery breath. 
Ranger-General Serrane thought it was important to do a flyover at least once per day just to let people get used to seeing a dragon—and because it helped them feel like they had a chance in the battle ahead. Very few people had seen Jorem in his human form, however, and he intended to keep it that way as long as possible. 
Sooner or later, I’ll have to figure out what this power means—for me, the girls, and the Reaches. But right now, I just want to figure out what I’m capable of…and how to survive the coming reckoning. 
Jorem banked to his right and took them over the city’s Artisan District toward the makeshift landing area Serrane’s rangers had cleared out for her wyvern. Garadros was only a third Jorem’s size, of course, but there was still technically enough space as long as he was careful. 
“Hold onto me,” Kaseya said to Val from his back. “He has not mastered the art of landing.”
“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Valuri grumbled. “Why did I ever let you convince me to—ah!”
She squealed when Jorem abruptly pulled up and hovered over the wide circle of dirt and stone beneath them, his wings churning up a whirlwind of dirt and debris. 
The Duskwatch stables were only a few yards away, and he waited for the rangers and laborers to flee the area before he started to descend. His talons struck the cobblestones with a thunderous crunch when he finally set his weight down upon them. Valuri vaulted off his back the moment he lowered his neck for her, though she only made it a few yards before she collapsed onto her hands and knees and tried to avoid getting sick. 
“Unbelievable,” Kaseya gasped, still happily seated atop him. “Even reading the stories…I am not certain I ever believed such a thing was possible!”
Jorem understood exactly how she felt. Even after his partial transformation in the Underworld, he had never truly believed that he would ever turn into a real dragon until it had actually happened. The entire process defied all sense and reason, and he didn’t claim to understand any of it. 
But here he was, a Wyrm Lord from legend in all his glory. He could practically feel the world trembling in anticipation of his next move. 
How disappointed will the hand of fate be when it finds out that all I want to do is carry the girls back to bed and fuck the living hell out of them for the rest of the afternoon?
Closing his enormous gold-orange eyes, Jorem allowed the barrier he had woven over Kaseya and Valuri to fade. The Aether’s currents still flowed through him like a cool, soothing river, and he hadn’t felt a single twinge of backlash since he had unleashed the fully fury of his dragon blood. Selvhara had told him that the Wyrm Lords were virtually immune to the Flensing, and so far, her theory had been proven right. 
He allowed himself a moment to bask in the still-strange sensations of his dragon form. The chilly winter air felt refreshing upon his scales, and when he reopened his eyes, he was reminded just how much sharper all his senses were right now. He could hear conversations from several streets away if he really concentrated, and he could see farther and more sharply than any mere human or elf. Even colors were more intense—the collage of reds and oranges on the awnings of the shops further down the street looked as brilliant as newly fallen leaves in autumn. 
“We should head back inside,” Kaseya said as she finally dismounted from his neck. “Unless you would prefer a larger audience for your transformation.”
Jorem groaned and released his hold on the Aether completely. The dragon blood in his veins seemed to recede along with the magical currents, and an uncomfortable shudder rippled through his body as his scales slowly began to molt back into human skin. Surprisingly, the feeling of the transformation was less harrowing than the sound; the popping and snapping of his bones changing shape made him as nauseous as Val got every time he flew her around. 
The whole process only lasted a few seconds, thankfully, and Kaseya threw her cloak over his shoulders once he had reverted to being a naked man kneeling in the middle of the street. He looked down at his clawless, fleshy hands, and he forced himself to take a handful of deep breaths before he tried to stand. 
“I have you,” Kaseya soothed, tossing the hood over his head and curling her strong arm around his waist. She led him toward Serrane’s estate as quickly as possible, and Jorem heard Valuri cursing and grumbling behind them as his senses readjusted. He always remained disoriented for several minutes after transforming, and so far, nothing seemed to help besides Kaseya’s embrace. 
Jorem was vaguely aware of the crowd forming in the streets behind them, but Serrane’s rangers did their best to keep everyone away from the spectacle. His senses had mostly returned to the normal by the time they entered the estate, and he took a moment to appreciate just how strange this should have felt. Yet somehow for him, stumbling naked into someone else’s house was probably the least insane thing that would happen to him today. 
“Why couldn’t this ancient power of yours have been something without wings?” Valuri groaned as she shut the door behind them. “Like, I don’t know, some kind of giant horse or something.”
Jorem snorted and flashed her a sympathetic look. Her face was still flushed, and her shoulder-length black hair was so tousled it looked like she had just woken up…or been fucked hard for a few hours straight. She was even wobbling unsteadily on her stiletto heels, a nearly unprecedented sight given her supernatural Senosi grace. 
“Somehow, I don’t think stories about the ancient elven Horse Lords would carry the same gravitas,” Jorem said. “And I doubt the gods would have feared a cabal of spell-slinging prey animals.”
“Yeah, well, it still would have been nice,” the Huntress replied as she slumped against the wooden bannister at the bottom of the stairs. “You owe me one for putting up with this.”
“Jorem clearly indicated that you could remain here if you wished, just like every other afternoon,” Kaseya pointed out. “You have no one to blame but yourself.”
“Don’t you start, Red,” Valuri growled. “I liked you better when you were docile and obedient.”
“I was never docile, but I am still obedient.” The amazon flashed a sly smile at the Huntress. “Just not to you.”
Valuri groaned, and Jorem snickered and slid his hand around Kaseya’s waist. The amazon’s tight ponytail had kept her hair mostly intact despite the wind, and her white leather armor was as pristine as ever. Her smooth olive skin looked invigorated, not flushed, and her blue eyes sparkled when her Maskari pulled her in for a kiss. 
Serrane will probably be occupied with the Council all day. I should really just bend Kaseya over the stairs and take her right now…
“I am pleased to see that you have returned, my lord.”
Jorem pulled away from Kaseya and looked across the resplendent foyer toward the kitchen just down the hall. Selvhara stood in the doorway, a bronze tray filled with fruit and pastries held before her.  
“I thought that you and your harem might be hungry when you returned,” the druid said. “I did my best to prepare something you will all enjoy.”
A sincere smile tugged at Selvhara’s lips, but Jorem could see the pain and jealousy lurking behind it. The elven woman had been beyond accommodating these last few days since the siege was lifted, but he and the other girls had been doing their best to keep her at arm’s length. He felt terrible about it, especially when he actually looked into her fawning hazel eyes, but he still had no idea how to help her. 
For all we know, Dathiel has taken complete control of her at this point. Kaseya can still see the Aetheric tendrils binding Selvhara to her master, but none of us have a clue what to do about it…
“They, uh, they smell delicious,” Jorem said, stepping away from the amazon and offering Selvhara the biggest smile he could manage. “And now that you mention it, I am pretty famished.”
“Thanks, wolf girl, but you can go back into the kitchen now,” Valuri growled, crossing her arms over her chest. “We’ll let you know if you need anything else.”
Selvhara didn’t even glance at the Huntress. She glided forward, her elven grace on display with every step. Her long brown hair spilled over her pointed ears and down to her shoulders, and she was dressed in a diaphanous, light blue skirt and blouse from Serrane’s closet. The fabric shimmered with every movement, almost as if it were reflecting beams of moonlight even in the middle of the day. 
“You are able to transform without difficulty now?” Selvhara asked. 
“I wouldn’t go that far, but it’s definitely getting easier every time,” Jorem said. The food really did smell amazing, especially when she stopped and extended the tray in front of him. “Changing back is honestly more stressful at this point.”
“That was a common issue among the Wyrm Lords of Tir Lanathel,” the druid said. “It caused some to abandon the Court completely and remain in their dragon form virtually all the time.”
“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri grumbled, stepping up next to them. “If you get stuck like that, I swear to the gods I’ll—”
“Most Wyrm Lords eventually learned to seamlessly transition between forms over time,” Selvhara went on, still ignoring the Huntress. “I have no doubt that you will do the same. Your blood legacy is strong.”
“Well, for the moment, I’m just happy we’re all in one piece,” Jorem said, plucking a honeyed grape from the tray and popping it into his mouth. “I’d love another decade to practice, but Serrane still believes the Vorsalosian fleet will attack tomorrow.”
“The sooner the Inquisitrix strikes, the sooner we will prevail,” Kaseya said. “And the sooner the restoration of Nol Krovos can begin.”
Selvhara smiled up at Jorem again. “I agree. The Wyrm Lords will defeat the Valathrim once again. I have never been more certain of anything in my life.”
Jorem reflexively smiled back even as an anxious knot twisted in the pit of his stomach. He had mostly avoided thinking about the coming battle over the past few days, but the reality of the situation was becoming impossible to ignore. They may have broken the blockade of Highwind, but the war against his home city had only just begun. 
“You two are going to make me sick—again,” Valuri said, her green eyes flicking between the amazon and the druid. “If we had any sense, we would have been halfway across Torsia by now.”
Kaseya shook her head. “You have been saying that for months, yet you have never chosen to leave.”
“Yeah, well, apparently I’m a lot stupider than I thought,” the Huntress muttered. “But mark my words, this battle isn’t going to be easy, even if Jorem did gain some weight and grow wings. The Inquisitrix has been planning this invasion for a long time, and even without the wyvern hatchery, her army is still at nearly full strength.”
“We have the Knights of the Silver Fist, the Duskwatch, and Solemi’s army,” Kaseya said. “Our defensive position has greatly improved.”
Jorem nodded soberly. The amazon was right, no matter how much his gut tried to tell him otherwise. They had been dealt a far better hand than he would have dared imagine even just a few days ago. Knight-Captain Cassel and his mysterious Eternal Priestess had miraculously restored many of the Silver Fist knights, and without the blockade of the Reachwend, the city had been able to replenish supplies and recruit militia from the villages south of the river. 
Most importantly of all, Jorem had convinced Solemi to hand over control of the Darkwind forces to Serrane and the Council. For the first time in decades, Highwind had a real army defending its walls. 
I still can’t believe what that agreement cost me.
Gods, I’m still supposed to meet with Solemi again in her brothel tonight to give her what I promised…
“I still don’t trust the power of this weird priestess, especially considering what we’ve seen of the Inquisitrix’s new channelers,” Valuri said. “These ‘Crimson Flame’ idiots may have stupid names, but they seem to be able to channel far more power than any Knights of the Silver Fist.”
“We will see soon enough,” Kaseya said. “But we may need not even need them, not with the Dragon of Highwind.”
The Huntress rolled her eyes. “Shalassa’s tits, you really need to stop calling him that. He has enough delusions of grandeur as it is.”
“It is not a delusion,” Selvhara insisted, turning to glare at the Senosi for the first time. “Jorem is the Dragon of Highwind, and you should show him the respect he deserves!”
“Oh, please,” Valuri sneered. “Just because you’ve spent the last few centuries desperate for dragon cock doesn’t mean—”
“Enough,” Jorem said, elbowing Val in the ribs. He shot her a pointed glare, hoping she would get the message, and to his mild surprise she actually did cross her arms and back down. 
“There is a great deal we still need to accomplish today,” Kaseya said into the charged silence. “We could all use a few moments to relax before we begin final preparations this evening.”
Selvhara nodded slowly, and it clearly took all her willpower to look away from Valuri. “Of course.”
Kaseya picked one of the tiny pastries from the tray and took a small bite. Her eyes immediately fluttered shut, and Jorem watched in amusement as the joy rippling through Selvhara’s collar showed on her face. 
“Someone once told me that a cook’s greatest joy is watching someone enjoy the food they made,” Jorem said. “You get to actually feel it.”
Selvhara smiled as the amazon finished the treat. “It is quite gratifying,” she said before shifting her attention back to Jorem. “If you need anything else, my lord, please do not hesitate to ask. I am your humble servant, now and forever.”
Jorem gently touched her shoulder, wondering if it was her or her master speaking to them right now. He probably should have been more wary about eating food she had prepared, but Kaseya must not have sensed anything or she wouldn’t have taken the tiny cake. Perhaps they were being too paranoid—perhaps Selvhara really was earnestly trying to help them. 
Or perhaps her master is simply waiting for the right moment to strike. 
“Serrane left a list of things she needed from the market,” Valuri said, pointing to the kitchen door. “Why don’t you go and fetch that stuff while the rest of us relax for a bit?”
Selvhara glared at the Huntress again, but Jorem quickly squeezed the druid’s shoulder. “It’s probably not a bad idea,” he said. “I saw the way her ears perked up when you said you’d make us some authentic Faetharri cuisine tonight.”
“Of course, my lord,” the druid said, offering him another pleasant smile despite her obvious disappointment. “I shall return as quickly as I can.”
Selvhara set down the tray on a side table, but just before she could turn, Kaseya reached out and squeezed the other woman’s wrist. “Thank you. Your efforts are very much appreciated.”
The sorrow hidden in the druid’s smile faded ever so slightly. “I am honored to serve the Wyrm Lord and his companions any way that I can.”
With a final nod of her chin, she turned and glided back into the kitchen. Valuri almost immediately scoffed and glared at Kaseya.
“You’re way too nice to her, Red,” the Huntress muttered, her voice low. “We never should have brought her into the city, and you definitely shouldn’t be eating anything she makes!”
“She is not trying to poison us,” Kaseya said. “And she really does want to serve Jorem.”
“Big fucking deal,” Valuri grumbled. “She’s a liar and a puppet, you said so yourself. You don’t owe her anything.”
“She was instrumental in our escape from the Underworld and in aiding Jorem to unlock his draconic abilities.”
“She is also the servant of an insane god who wants to rid the world of sorcery, in case you’ve forgotten. She’s just lucky you haven’t let me drive my silver blade through her heart.”
Jorem shared a glance with Kaseya. They both knew that Val couldn’t help being Val, but the Huntress also hadn’t been with them in the Underworld. She hadn’t spent much time with Selvhara at all, and she genuinely didn’t understand why Jorem still wanted the druid around.
“Selvhara has had ample opportunity to betray us over these past few days,” Kaseya whispered. “The fact she has not done so—”
“Means nothing,” Valuri cut in. “Her master still wants you dead. If I were him, I would bide my time until the moment was right. Say, in the middle of a big fucking battle that will determine the fate of the whole bloody Reaches.” 
Jorem sighed and rubbed at his temples. “You’re not wrong.”
“Of course I’m not wrong—I never am.” Valuri snorted. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not in the mood to fight off a werewolf, the Senosi, a throng of wyverns, and whatever else the Inquisitrix is planning on throwing at us all at the same time.”
“I know,” Jorem said. Between thinking about Selvhara and his meeting with Solemi tonight, he felt more exhausted than he had since their trek through the Underworld. “We’ll talk about this later.”
“We’ve been putting this off for days,” Valuri reminded him. “We need to do something about her.”
“And we will—after I take a little nap.”
Jorem turned and started up the stairs. The girls only hesitated for a moment before following him, and once he reached the guest room, he immediately flung the cloak off his shoulders and onto the nearest bedpost. Serrane’s estate wasn’t quite a mansion, but it was spacious and tastefully decorated. Even this bed was large enough to accommodate multiple people, and he had slept better these last few nights than he had in a long time. 
All of that is about to change soon. This battle will determine the course of history, not just for Highwind but for all the Northern Reaches—maybe even for all of Torsia. 
Jorem winced at the thought. Responsibility and self-sacrifice had never really been his specialty. There were fleeting moments when he still imagined what life might have been like if he had never boarded that ship to Highwind all those months ago. Would he still have been swept up in this war? Would he have ever unlocked his blood legacy? It was a strange feeling to be nostalgic about a life in the cistern fleeing from the Senosi. 
And then he turned and looked at Kaseya’s bright, smiling face, and he realized how foolish he had been to even entertain such a thought. His life might have gotten a lot more complicated recently, but he wouldn’t have traded it for anything. He was surrounded by beautiful, loyal women, and he was a fucking dragon. 
“Do you really want to take a nap?” the amazon asked, eyeing his naked body up and down. Her right hand leisurely fondled his semi-rigid member while her left slid around the back of his neck and pulled him so close their lips nearly touched. “You usually seem to get a second wind at this hour.”
Jorem smiled and pressed his forehead against hers. He had taken flight at least once per day every day since the siege, and afterward he had always come back here, grabbed a bite to eat, and then fucked one (or both!) girls silly. It was a bloody nice arrangement, all things considered, and he saw no real reason to change anything just yet. 
“I don’t know, I am pretty tired,” he said. “Flying is hard work.”
“You are my Maskari,” Kaseya whispered, her breath hot on his mouth. “It is my duty to help you relax.”
She kissed him slowly and tenderly, her soft tongue sliding effortlessly through his lips while her fingers began stroking his length in earnest. Jorem moaned contentedly, more than happy to let her do anything she wanted to him. He had already pumped a thick load down her throat this morning, as always, but even that pleasant ritual never sated her for long. 
“He doesn’t need to relax,” Valuri said, unfastening her belt and laying her crossbows on the floor. “He owes me big time after almost making me sick.”
Kaseya gently pulled her lips from his so she could turn and smirk at the Huntress. “It is not his fault that you have a sensitive stomach.”
“He could always learn how to fly straight,” Valuri said as she unfastened the straps of her corset with practiced speed. “Or maybe stop forcing me to come along.”
“You insisted on being there!” the amazon protested. 
“Yeah, well, I don’t trust you two to make good decisions when I’m not around.” Tossing her corset aside, Valuri strode right up next to them, her bare, pale breasts jiggling with every bounce on her stiletto heels. “Now stop complaining and give me something to eat.”
Valuri dropped down to her knees in front of him, and Kaseya grinned as she steered Jorem’s now swollen cock through the Huntress’s ruby lips and into her sweltering mouth. He was tempted to simply grab the back of Val’s skull and start slamming into her throat right away—it wasn’t as though she would mind—but he decided to just lean back against the bedpost and let Kaseya take control instead. 
“You are much more pleasant company when your mouth is occupied,” the amazon said, smirking as she feathered her fingers through the other woman’s lustrous black hair. “But I must still insist that you share.”
After kissing Jorem’s lips one last time, Kaseya sank down onto her knees next to Valuri. With a wicked gleam in her blue eyes, she groped the Huntress’s tits with one hand while grabbing the back of her skull and pushing her deeper onto Jorem’s cock with the other. Val’s familiar breathless gags were as hot and satisfying as ever, but just before he erupted and sated her Senosi hunger, Kaseya yanked the Huntress off his stem and dove in to take her place. 
“Oh, fuck…” he breathed as the girls took turns bobbing up and down on his manhood. He held himself back, content to enjoy the show as long as humanly possible. They grumbled and scowled at one another—mostly playfully—and every few rotations one of them would pause and give the other a quick but deep kiss. Valuri absorbed a small spark of Kaseya’s power from the amazon’s tongue, triggering her glowing green Senosi tattoos. The rune-like patterns crossing her stomach and swirling around her breasts were as haunting as they were mesmerizing. 
The appetizer gave Valuri a sudden burst of strength, and she grabbed Kaseya and held their mouths tightly together with her left hand while her right began madly pumping Jorem’s stem. She opened one glowing emerald eye enough to wink at him, and he groaned as that sent him over the edge.  
“Here it comes!” he warned. 
Valuri released her grip just in time for both girls to turn and look at his cock as he exploded all over them. The first volley struck the Huntress right on the nose despite her best efforts to open wide and catch her meal, though the second bathed her eager, outstretched tongue. Jorem had just enough self-control to aim the rest at Kaseya; he painted her cheeks and chin and neck with everything he had left.
He moaned contentedly once he stilled, and he couldn’t help but smile down at the two beautiful faces he had just ruined. Val was already deep in the throes of her own paralyzing climax, just like every time she fed from his seed, and Kaseya used the opportunity to lick her friend clean. 
All those ancient stories about the Wyrm Lords and their harems suddenly make a lot of a sense…
The inevitable wave of post-coital lethargy crashed over him, and Jorem slumped back onto the bed while he watched the girls enjoy their hard-fought bounty. When Valuri finally came down from her feeding trance, she hungrily began helping Kaseya unstrap her breastplate. In a few short moments, both women were topless, and they giddily fondled each other’s tits in between long, passionate kisses. 
Jorem scooted back onto the pillows, content to languidly stroke himself back to life while he enjoyed the show. He couldn’t even imagine what his life would have been like if Kaseya and Val hadn’t gotten along. If the most powerful Avetharri Wyrm Lords had truly possessed harems numbering in the dozens, most of the women had probably loathed one another.  
He was man enough to admit that the added competition for his affections would have been entertaining from time to time, but everything else about it seemed like a bloody nightmare. Kaseya and Val were vastly different people, to put it mildly, but they really did care about one another. 
Though Val in particular sometimes had a funny way of showing it…
“Let me get the harness,” the Huntress said when she finally pulled her lips away. Her green eyes were still blazing hungrily. “I’ve been wanting to fuck that tight little amazon ass of yours for days.”
Jorem’s breath quickened as she dashed toward the closet to retrieve the magical phallus. The girls had gotten so much use out of that thing recently that he would have been jealous if he hadn’t enjoyed watching them fuck each other so much. The fervor with which they took one another was breathtaking—as was the way they relished spilling inside one another as a man would. 
Valuri stripped out of her trousers and boots (though she left her right gauntlet on her hand for some reason) and strapped the phallus’s leather harness around her waist with blistering speed. The enchanted crystals allowed her to conjure a thick, erect magical cock of her own, which she promptly began to stroke. Back near the bed, Kaseya eyed the phallus and removed her armored skirt in anticipation. 
“Come here,” Jorem beckoned, already sensing what Valuri had planned. Kaseya promptly joined him on the bed, eager to obey her Maskari’s commands. She crawled toward him slowly, seductively, her athletic body moving like a tigress on the hunt. He pulled her lips down to his as she straddled him, and his cock had already swollen back to its full length when she gently guided the tip into her sweltering folds. 
Even now, all these months after he had first met her on that ship to Highwind, he still couldn’t believe how right it felt to slip inside her. Jorem had never been a big believer in fate or destiny, but there were times when it really did seem like her body was meant for his. Her quim enveloped him, consumed him, and he braced his hands on her trim waist as she began to churn her hips and ride him. 
“Maskari…” she cooed, leaning down and offering him her breasts. He suckled one after the other, still amazed at how a woman with such bountiful, flawless tits could fight and move as effortlessly well as she did. Perhaps the presence of the Fount had done more than just imbue the amazons with magical power…
“If only we could do this while we’re riding on his back,” Valuri said as she crawled up onto the bed and sidled in behind Kaseya. “I think my stomach would be a lot happier this way—and so would your ass!”
Kaseya gasped when the Huntress pushed the tip of the phallus up against her nether entrance. Jorem couldn’t see what was happening, but he could definitely feel it, both in the shock cascading through Kaseya and from the way her cunt gripped his manhood like a vise. And especially in the pressure that crept along the underside of his cock as Valuri entered Kaseya’s bowels, separated from him by only a thin wall of flesh. Her hips stilled, her mouth quivered, and he redoubled his efforts to suckle her nipples to give her even more to think about as Valuri pushed deeper inside.
“I told you that you owed me one, Red,” Valuri grunted, grabbing a firm hold of the amazon’s ponytail. “Consider this your first payment.”
The magical phallus penetrated deeper inside, causing the amazon to yelp in a euphoric mix of pain and pleasure. Seeing—and feeling—Kaseya getting fucked in both of her glorious holes made Jorem’s cock swell as if he hadn’t spilled in a week. As his arousal rippled from his ring into her bonding collar, the amazon’s blue eyes fluttered and then rolled back into her head.
“That’s it, take…it…all!” Valuri shouted as she hilted herself at last, nibbling at the other woman’s ear from behind. Kaseya arched her back with an elated cry as she was stuffed completely full for the first time. Valuri squeezed Kaseya’s hips and growled something into her ear that made the amazon whimper with submissive delight. She gave Jorem a feral grin, and the two of them began to alternate thrusts as if they were in a competition to see who could pound Kaseya harder. Perhaps they were. 
Jorem grabbed a firm hold of Kaseya’s tits as he bucked his hips and slammed up into her. Not to be outdone, Valuri jerked back on the amazon’s red mane, exposing the smooth olive flesh of her neck. The Huntress brought up the lone gauntlet she had left on and extended just enough of the blade within to nick her friend’s skin and draw forth a thin line of blood. She clamped her lips over the wound like a vampire, and as she fed on Kaseya’s sorcerous energy, it only spurred her to fuck harder and faster and harder…
“Fuck!” Jorem cried out as he erupted for the second time, flooding the amazon’s cunt—his amazon’s cunt—with another deluge of his seed. Valuri exploded mere seconds later, and he felt every spasm through the thin wall between them. Kaseya slumped onto her side once they both finished, breathless and delirious, their cocks sliding out of her with a wet, fleshy murmur, and Jorem watched in satisfaction as his and Valuri’s seed streamed out of the amazon’s freshly fucked holes. 
“Okay,” Valuri said, wiping the blood from her lips with the back of her hand, “now you can take a nap.”
Jorem smiled and reached out to stroke Kaseya’s hair. She smiled wearily, looking every bit as contented and exhausted as he felt. 
At this time tomorrow, they might be fighting for their lives. It was possible they might even be dead. But right now, in this moment, everything was exactly as it needed to be. 
 
***
 
All those wasted years spent serving the decadent nobles of Tir Lanathel, yet still you crave the touch of a Wyrm Lord. Perhaps the Avetharri were right about you and your ilk all along. Perhaps you truly are no better than slaves. 
Selvhara bit down on her wrist to muffle the sound of her pitiful whimpers as the euphoric echo of Kaseya’s climax shuddered through the Avetharri bonding collar. The druid had barely made it halfway down the street from the Ranger-General’s estate before she had been forced to duck into an alleyway to conceal her unbidden arousal. The reverberations from the collar seemed to be getting more intense every day; if Selvhara didn’t know better, she would have sworn that Jorem’s thick cock had just been plunging deep into her throat. And mere moments after he withdrew, she could feel the scalding heat of his seed splatter across her cheeks and chin even though her skin remained completely dry. 
She couldn’t have kept walking toward the market even if she had wanted to. Jorem was clearly enjoying the company of his harem, just like every afternoon these past few days…and sometimes in the evenings as well. Selvhara felt it all through the collar, and she couldn’t quench the fire in her quim no matter how furiously she tried. 
You truly are a pathetic creature, Sarodihm. An elf with a thousand years of experience outwitted and outwiled by
mere
human females.
You are fortunate I still find you useful.

Selvhara dragged her fingertips across her bizarrely dry cheeks even as she felt a soft tongue lathering her skin. She nestled herself behind a pile of empty crates next to one of the buildings in the alley, hoping desperately that no one would notice her. She had wrapped herself in one of the Ranger-General’s brown winter cloaks before leaving the estate, though she was finding it almost impossible to resist the urge to open the front and slip a finger or two inside herself. Knowing Jorem as she did, he would likely spill at least once more before he finished with the amazon…
“Oh!” she cried out when she felt his manhood plunge deep inside her quim. Yet when she caved to temptation and touched herself, his glorious stem was nowhere to be found.
Content yourself with the knowledge that you will soon escape this torment. Once the amazon is dead, you will no longer need to dwell in her shadow. And once the last Wyrm Lord is gone, you will finally be free. 
Selvhara gagged her mouth with her hand again when she felt a second stem start plunging deep into her bowels. The sensations from the collar were as frustrating as they were intoxicating. The Avethian Empire had already been long past its prime when she had been a young girl, so she had missed the heyday of the bonding collars (not that a mere Faetharri servant would have been permitted to wear one, regardless). She had heard plenty of tales of the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers sharing lovers just to experience the bonding echo, however, and some of the most powerful Wyrm Lords had forged collars for their entire harem to ensure that each wife would know when he was breeding one of the others. 
The jealous torture sounded unbearable, as she knew first-hand. Still, even the echo of the Wyrm Lord’s companionship was better than nothing, but she longed to have Jorem finally take her for real. No matter how many times the collar brought her release, she was always left unfulfilled. 
Dathiel wasn’t entirely wrong about her. She had been craving the touch of a Wyrm Lord even since the walls of Tir Lanathel had collapsed around her. After a thousand years of unfulfilled desire, she finally had a chance to sate her yearning…yet she couldn’t convince Jorem to trust her. A part of her was glad for it—he shouldn’t trust her, not with Dathiel controlling her so completely. Very soon he would force her to betray her friends, and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. 
And when that happened, no matter what came next, she would surely lose Jorem forever. 
“Ngnn!” she groaned against her hand as the phantom phalluses buried inside her spilled one after another. She could feel every shudder and every spurt, yet her womb and her bowels remained despairingly empty. 
Arise, Sarodihm, Dathiel’s voice growled into her mind. There is still much work to be done.

Selvhara’s body lurched upright as the One God reasserted his control. Her legs carried her out of the alleyway and toward the market no matter how hot the fire still burned between her legs. During the siege, her wolf’s blood had temporarily given her the strength to resist her master’s control, but she had not been able to liberate herself since. If anything, the tethers binding them together seemed even stronger than before. 
Yet she believed—no, she knew—that Jorem would figure out a way to save her. He had unleashed the dragon; he had revealed his legacy as one of the true masters of this world. The Wyrm Lords defeated the Valathrim once, and Jorem would do so again. 
He had to. Because no one else could. 
 
 
 



2
Paths Forward
 
Tucked away deep within the warrens of the Silver Fist Temple, the Sanctum of the Guardian was as magnificent as it was somber. Thousands of fallen knights were buried in its crypts, and Knight-Captain Julian Cassel had spent most of his teenage years hoping he would one day be worthy enough to join them in Escar’s final embrace. His boyish fixation with earning a glorious death was more than a little disturbing in retrospect, though his attitude had hardly been unique. Virtually every order of warriors he’d ever read about had similar traditions. Convincing young men (and the occasional young woman) to throw themselves into certain danger was easier if they believed their sacrifice would earn them something in the afterlife. 
“I visited the crypt in Griffonwing Keep when I was just a boy,” Knight-Commander Crowe said as he paused in front of the statue of Escar at the epicenter of the Sanctum. The graying lines in his dark hair almost seemed to glow in the dim torchlight. “The layout is almost exactly the same, right down to the placement of the sconces and the prayer candles. The original Silver Conclave wanted to recreate everything they could.”
“I imagine that’s common in most schisms,” Cassel replied quietly. “The first knights probably wanted to keep as many traditions intact as possible.”
“Everything but the fear of magic.” The last signs of the Wasting Echo had faded days ago, but the lines around the older man’s eyes seemed longer and deeper. “Though considering recent events, I wonder if the Templar in Darenthi might have gotten some things right after all.”
Cassel grunted noncommittally as he swept his gaze around the Sanctum. The chamber was essentially a large dome with a half dozen spiraling passages leading further down into the actual crypts. The smooth stone walls between the archways contained small alcoves housing shrines dedicated to the various Highlords who had led the Order after the schism a century ago. An array of enchanted torches cast the whole area in a solemn blue light, but for some reason Cassel didn’t find the memorials nearly as inspiring anymore. 
The priests of Escar taught that the original Knights of the Silver Fist had been outcasts fleeing religious persecution. As important as faith was to the people of the Northern Reaches, in Darenthi the clergy wielded considerably more power. An organization called the Tel Bator—the “end of sin”—effectively ran the entire kingdom, and their fear of magic had created the schism in the first place. When a small sect of Tel Bator priests had discovered a way to tap into the Three Corridors of magic and imbue themselves with the Aether, they had been cast out almost immediately. 
Today, the order those priests had founded hung by a thread. Tahira’s power flowed through all the Knights of the Silver Fist now, binding their fates together more closely than anyone could have imagined just a few months ago. Cassel could only hope that they would be strong enough to hold the line against the Inquisitrix and her encroaching armies. But even if they succeeded—even if every knight in Highwind survived the battle—the Silver Fist would never be the same. 
“Highlord Kastrius made you read the chronicles of the Dawn Citadel at some point, I assume?” Crowe asked, his weary gray eyes still fastened on the statue of Escar. 
“Of course,” Cassel confirmed. 
The Knight-Commander smiled and finally turned. “He was obsessed with those bloody books. He sent aspirants to libraries across Torsia in search of more. When he was younger, he used to talk about trying to mold the Order back into our ‘true’ form. The Knights of the Last Dawn—the first real paladins of Escar who fought to protect the world from the demons of the Pale and other supernatural horrors. He wanted us to live up to their legacy. It’s too bad he never had the chance to make that dream a reality.”
Cassel frowned at the other man. Crowe had always been down-to-earth and practical; he had never been prone to long rants or wistful musings like some of the older commanders. Something must have been weighing heavily on his mind. 
“Not to be rude, sir,” Cassel said carefully, “but is there a reason you wanted me to come down here? I still want to put the men through more drills before nightfall. If we can’t sustain effective barriers over the city, the enemy’s wyverns will—”
“I’ll let you get back to work soon, I promise,” Crowe said with a thin smile. “But we’ve barely had time to stop and catch our breath over these past few days. I thought it would be worth taking a few minutes for ourselves.”
“Fair enough, though meeting in the crypts might not be the best choice if you wanted to get some fresh air.”
The Knight-Commander chuckled softly. “Over the years, I’ve made a habit of coming down here when I felt…uncentered. These last few days have been especially hectic.”
“That’s the understatement of the century, sir,” Cassel muttered. 
“After your triumphant return, all eyes are upon us—those that aren’t searching the sky for the dragon, anyway.” Crowe’s smile slowly faded. “This was the only spot I could think of that might offer us a little privacy.”
Cassel nodded, though his confused frown remained. The commander was right about the lack of privacy, of course—they had both been surrounded by aspirants and squires and newly recovered knights from the moment the siege had been lifted four days ago. Cassel had spent nearly every hour since then preparing for the worst. Tahira’s power had been steadily growing—she was able to sustain her connection to the other knights for several days at a time now—but having their magic back didn’t mean they were ready for battle. The Order was still massively short-handed on all fronts, and unfortunately, the knights were the only ones capable of magically shielding the city and its defenders from the enemy wyverns and channelers. 
Then again, maybe their friendly neighborhood Wyrm Lord would save Highwind all by himself. Cassel still wasn’t sure what to think about any of that…
“The Order is changing, Julian,” Crowe said into the long silence. “The whole bloody world is changing, and I can’t help but feel like flotsam being dragged along by the tide.”
“Sir?” Cassel asked, arching an eyebrow. 
“A few months ago, the Silver Conclave was leaderless but intact—we all knew what had to be done, more or less. But now…” Crowe sighed. “Deswick is still refusing Tahira’s help. I doubt he’ll last much longer.”
Cassel nodded solemnly. “Stubborn to the bitter end.”
“Mercifully, his defiance hasn’t spread—almost everyone else has come around, even the men most loyal to him. But Theon is the last Knight-Commander left, aside from me, and there’s no such thing as a Conclave of one.”
“We can rebuild after the war,” Cassel assured him. “To be honest, sir, I don’t think the Order needs a ruling committee right now, anyway. It needs a new Highlord—it needs you.”
Crowe scoffed and paced over to Highlord Kastrius’s memorial stone. A long, wooden case was laid out across the offering table along with an array of flowers and gemstones. Everything was pristine and unblemished; it was all so new that there wasn’t even a layer of dust yet. 
“A year ago, I would have accepted that promotion with the biggest grin you’d ever seen,” Crowe whispered. “But like I said, the world is changing. We still don’t fully understand Tahira’s powers, and I can’t predict what’s going to happen in an hour, let alone in the weeks and months after the battle. But right now, what the Order needs is a leader on the battlefield. Someone who can organize our defenses and give us a real shot at driving back the Inquisitrix—someone the men will follow regardless of their title, not because of it.”
Cassel eyed the older man up and down. “Sir?”
“Without the Conclave, there isn’t much point in standing on formality anyway,” Crowe went on with a grin. “I just wanted to make sure that the men had a few hours to get used to calling you ‘Commander’ instead of ‘Captain.’”
Cassel blinked and tried to speak, but his voice had deserted him. 
“Congratulations, Knight-Commander,” Crowe said, extending his hand. “I hope you’ll forgive the lack of fanfare.”
“Sir, I…” Cassel reached out as if in a daze and slowly shook the other man’s hand. “I don’t know what to say.”
“First, you have to stop calling me ‘sir.’ Nathaniel is fine, though I suppose Crowe will suffice. Second…” Crowe smiled. “You need a new badge of office.”
After producing a small key from his belt, the older man turned back to Kastrius’s shrine and slid it into the lock protecting the wooden case. Cassel had wondered what weapon was kept inside, given that the Highlord had been buried along with his sword. 
“It’s called Retribution,” Crowe said, smiling down at the blade within. “One of the many relics Kastrius sent his squires to find over the years.”
Cassel’s mouth fell open when the commander gently lifted the weapon into the dim, solemn light. It was easily the most beautiful and elegant sword Cassel had ever seen. The blade was easily five feet long from pommel to tip—half again the size of his current sword—and the grip was clearly designed for two hands. The flat of the blade was inscribed with dozens of small runes, and a blue gemstone was embedded within the handle. He could feel dormant power thrumming inside the weapon, just waiting to be called. 
“Kastrius insisted that it was forged in the Dawn Citadel over a thousand years ago,” Crowe went on, allowing the weapon to lie flat in his palms. “Allegedly, it was wielded by one of the first Highlords of the Last Dawn.”
Cassel shook his head. “Escar’s mercy.”
Crowe chuckled, gazing down at the blade like a father adoring a beloved child. “You don’t know the half of it. When Kastrius showed it to Archmage Beloran a few years ago, the old man claimed it might have been one of the legendary Bâl Frohim blades lost in the wake of the Godswar.”
“But that’s—”
“Bullshit? Probably.” Crowe shrugged. “We aren’t even sure if they were real to begin with. All I know for certain is that the original Highlord liberated this blade from Griffonwing and brought it over here during the schism. Kastrius refused to use it for that reason—it was too precious as a relic to risk getting blood on it.”
Cassel tried to close his jaw, but it had apparently joined his stomach on the floor. The Bâl Frohim had allegedly housed splinters of Escar’s divine soul to prevent the Guardian God from being trapped within the Pale by the Avetharri Wyrm Lords. No one knew what had happened to those swords—or if they had ever been real in the first place—but the thought of even touching such a weapon made Cassel’s knees weak.
“Sir, I—”
“It’s Nathaniel, remember?” Crowe said. “Look, I’m all in favor of preserving relics of the past, but they aren’t going to do anyone a damn bit of good if the Inquisitrix takes the city. She’ll probably burn this whole bloody temple to the ground and destroy everything inside it. Someone insane enough to believe they’re a new god probably isn’t going to tolerate any reminders of the old ones.”
The commander pivoted and offered the weapon to Cassel. “You’re a better swordsman than I ever was, even in my youth. Take it—if we feel like locking the damn thing back up after the war, so be it. But in the meantime, I suggest you show those Senosi butchers what a righteous blade in the hands of a real paladin can do.”
Cassel could hear his heart pounding in his ears as he took the sword. The blade was just as heavy as he had expected; he would need to bolster his strength with the Aether if he wanted to wield it properly. Perhaps that was the point. 
“I’ll leave you two alone so you can get acquainted,” Crowe said with a knowing smirk. “I’m late for a Council meeting anyway.” He took a few steps away before tossing a final glance over his shoulder. “Incidentally, you really should have asked about your new responsibilities before you took that sword. Guess who just volunteered to attend these horrible meetings from now on?”
Cassel blinked. “Wait, what? I—”
But Crowe was already gone.
 
***
 
“My men still need more support at the northern gate,” Constable Gerrard Mannick snarled as he jabbed his forefinger at the city map sprawled across the war table. “Our scouts have sighted dozens of enemy wyverns escorting the Vorsalosian fleet. We can’t afford to consolidate our defenses in any one place. They will attack our weakest point!”
Serrane Starwind narrowly resisted the urge to slam her bow down on the table. What she really wanted to do was nock an arrow and shoot him—or perhaps draw the twin elven blades from her hips and stab him—but that wasn’t an option. At least, not yet. 
“How many times do I need to tell you that there aren’t any more men?” she snapped back. “We don’t have enough Knights of the Silver Fist to protect all the gates equally. We will need as many of them as we can muster in the harbor and along the southern wall to repel the bombardment from the enemy fleet. If their wyverns want to waste their time attacking gates where they can’t deploy any troops or exploit a breach in the walls, we should consider that a blessing.”
“A blessing that will get many loyal members of the Guard killed,” Mannick bit out. “They’ll be sitting ducks up there by themselves. At this point, we might as well leave the north gate totally undefended!”
“Which is exactly what I’ve been saying for the past hour,” Serrane reminded him. “Maybe you should crawl back into Darkwind and lick the Black Mistress’s boot while I defend the city.”
The constable’s face twisted in impotent rage. Serrane still couldn’t believe she was standing within arm’s reach of this bloody traitor without attacking him. If she’d gotten her way, Mannick and his toadies would have already been rotting in the Gray Citadel for treason. He had sold out the city to the Black Mistress, all for a taste of power that had evaporated the instant Jorem—a real Wyrm Lord—had taken to the skies. 
The last few days had been an intolerable mess of ugly politics and last-second planning, but Serrane couldn’t deny that the city was in far better shape now than it had been during the siege. Thanks to Jorem, the Black Mistress had officially handed the reins of her forces over to the Council. Highwind suddenly had an actual army (albeit a ragtag one), and with the Knights of the Silver Fist reinvigorated, the city might have a chance to survive this war intact. 
She just wished that the rest of the Highwind Guard weren’t so loyal to their constable. That was the real reason she was standing here in the Council war room arguing with Mannick as if the past few weeks had never happened. She couldn’t afford to lock him away, not without alienating the Guard and sabotaging their already precarious defenses.  
In other words, she was playing politics. Just thinking about it made her stomach turn in disgust. 
“I will not be talked down to by anyone, least of all you,” Mannick growled. “Everything I have done has been for the safety and survival of Highwind. If I hadn’t reached out to the—”
“I’m sick of arguing about this,” Serrane said, raising her hands and backing away from the map. “I’m sure you are, too. I’m willing to pretend I don’t hate you for a few minutes if you’re willing to do the same.”
The constable snorted and crossed his arms, but he didn’t protest. Serrane nodded and sighed, and she took a moment to pace around the war room and collect her thoughts. City hall had effectively been abandoned—they were the only two people in the building right now aside from the guards outside. The petitioners who usually filled the corridors were all huddled in their houses, as were the servants and plenty of the nobles. It was harrowing to consider that the Inquisitrix and her minions might be standing in this exact spot as early as tomorrow…
The war isn’t over yet, not by a long shot. Before I know it, city hall will be crawling with nobles desperate to buy or beg for their own seat on the Council. Maybe I should ask Jorem to burn the building down just to spare me the trouble.  
Serrane snorted softly to herself and brushed several tousled strands of golden hair out of her eyes as she turned back around. Mannick’s scowl had mostly faded from his weathered face, though he still looked as irritated as ever. At times today, he had even seemed a little uncomfortable in Guardsman’s armor. Perhaps he had finally started to recognize his own mistakes…or, more likely, he was realizing he would actually have to be out there on the front lines of the coming battle to maintain his image. Demagoguery was all well and good until the fireballs started exploding. 
“Look, what we’re really going to need are fireteams spread throughout the city,” Serrane said, stepping back to the table and tapping the map. “I want at least a dozen mobile squads who can respond to whatever chaos the enemy tries to sow. Back at Icewatch, the wyverns dropped crates filled with soldiers over the walls. If that happens here, we need to be ready to contain the enemy wherever they drop. I’d also bet half the moonsilver in Nelu’Thalas that there are still Senosi Huntresses lying in wait inside the walls.”
“My guardsmen are no match for Huntresses,” Mannick conceded. “And frankly, neither are Crowe’s knights or your Duskwatch rangers. We don’t have anything capable of—”
“My men can handle the Senosi,” a calm, collected voice said from the open door to their left. “Drow warriors are trained to fight in small teams behind enemy lines. They’re fast and powerful, and if the enemy attacks at night as we expect, they can see far better than humans.”
Serrane turned her head as a slender, fey-like figure emerged from the darkness of the adjacent chamber behind Mannick. Solemi the Black Mistress glided toward them, a semi-translucent white dress cradling her curvaceous half-elven figure. Her silvery-blond hair fell loosely upon her bare shoulders, and her green eyes sparkled with the same calculated mischief as always. For a woman whose grandiose plans to take over the city had been thoroughly thwarted, she didn’t appear the least bit shaken or upset. 
“And here I thought you had crawled back into the sewer for good,” Serrane said, leaning up straight and crossing her arms. “Who in the bloody void let you back in here?”
“I invited her to join us,” Mannick said. 
Serrane snorted. “Of course you did…”
“The Constable is hopeful that we can set aside our personal enmity long enough to defend Highwind from its enemies,” Solemi said as she stopped in front of the war table next to her minion. “And so am I.”
“That’s especially hilarious coming from the woman who tried to pull a coup and take over the city,” Serrane said. “It must have been truly humbling for a fake dragon to get shown up by a real one.” 
Solemi didn’t even flinch. “The Wyrm Lord requested my aid in defending Highwind from a dangerous fanatic, and I happily agreed.”
Serrane rolled her eyes. “Spinning a humiliating defeat as some kind of victory…gods, maybe you do belong on this Council.”
“The Wyrm Lord rightly pointed out that we all share a common enemy,” Solemi went on, still unfazed. “We stand on the precipice of a new age, General. We cannot afford to allow personal ambition to cloud our judgment.”
“Right,” Serrane muttered. “I’m so glad we’re all suddenly best friends here.”
Solemi eyed the small figurines marking out troop deployments. “We don’t need to be friends in order to be allies,” she said. “But back to the matter at hand, you were saying you wanted several fireteams scattered across the city. I can provide you with two dozen experienced drow scouts who are more than capable of handling the job.”
Serrane took in a deep breath and once again reminded herself that this wasn’t the time to settle personal grudges. Whether Solemi was being disingenuous or not (and she obviously was), they did have bigger problems right now. 
“I’m not worried about your men’s competence,” Serrane said. “I’m not in the business of trusting drow.”
Solemi smiled almost imperceptibly. “I wonder, is that the only Ilwetharri tradition you still cling to? Prejudice against your Vaetharri kin?”
Serrane scoffed. “My point is that the people of Highwind probably aren’t going to appreciate a bunch of dark elves roaming through the city during a battle. You of all people should realize that surface raids were a real and terrible thing for a long time.”
“The drow who joined me in rebellion have forsaken the Spider Queen,” Solemi said. “They are looking for a new home. They will not jeopardize their future with petty larceny.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Serrane said. “But I’m still not going to allow a bunch of your assassins to roam the streets in the middle of a battle.”
The half-elf’s eyes glimmered in thought, but they didn’t waver. If she decided to be stubborn about this…
“Perhaps a compromise is in order,” Solemi said, flashing another tight smile. “What if you assigned some of your rangers to accompany them?”
Serrane pushed her tongue hard into the back of her teeth. “That could work,” she said. “We’re stretched pretty thin, but the fireteams are too important to ignore.”
“I agree. My loyalists will do everything in their power to defend this city. Like I told you, they are fighting for a new home—a new future. I only hope that when the battle is over, the people of Highwind show their forsaken brethren the respect they deserve.”
Serrane stared at the other woman for a long, hard moment before she turned to Mannick. “Leave us.”
Mannick frowned. “What?”
“Leave us. I want to speak with your mistress alone for a few minutes.”
The constable’s confusion quickly transformed into anger. “I am still part of this Council whether you like it or not,” he said. “I will not be dismissed by—”
“Please, give us a moment, Gerrard, would you?” Solemi interrupted, her green eyes never leaving Serrane. 
Mannick glanced between the two women, plainly incensed, but when Solemi calmly pointed to the door, he grumbled under his breath and shuffled outside. 
“I see you still have him on a tight leash,” Serrane commented. “So tell me, how difficult was it to convince him to sell out the city and the people who trusted him? Did he come to you, or did you twist his mind with your magic?”
I doubt there is anything I can say that would allay your suspicious or soothe your anger,” Solemi said matter-of-factly. “Perhaps we should simply move on?”
“Not just yet,” Serrane said, uncrossing her arms and bracing her palms on the table. “Jorem said that the two of you came to an agreement, but a woman who backstabbed and schemed and manipulated her way to power isn’t just going to walk away without a fight. So what do you really want here now?”
“I told you before, General: I no longer seek a seat on this Council, and the armies of Darkwind are yours to command as you please. My only wish is that you will keep your word and give my people a chance to make a new life for themselves.”
“Such a noble sentiment,” Serrane muttered. 
“I’m telling you the truth, whether you wish to believe me or not,” Solemi said. “If it will set your mind at ease, you should know that I plan on leaving Highwind altogether—and soon.”
Serrane’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You built your own little empire beneath the streets…and now you’re just going to walk away?”
“I liberated my fellow slaves in Vel’shannar, and I have done my best to secure them a prosperous future.” Solemi shrugged. “The Wyrm Lord made it clear that my lingering presence will only create conflict, and I do not wish to make the coming reconstruction any more difficult. You will have your work cut out for you in the months ahead.”
“I’m focused on surviving the next few days,” Serrane said, still searching the other woman’s face for any signs of duplicity. But unsurprisingly, Solemi’s expression revealed nothing about her actual plans or motivations. The veil of a master illusionist wasn’t so easily lifted. 
“My soldiers will do everything in their power to aid you,” Solemi said. “And I’ve no doubt that you will do everything in yours to ensure that their sacrifices are properly rewarded. Highwind cannot afford to repeat the mistakes of the Winter War.”
The half-elf stared hard into Serrane’s eyes for several long moments before a pleasant smile returned to her lips. “I will order the drow commander to meet you in the Duskwatch Lodge in a few hours,” Solemi said. “And I will inform him that you will be assigning one of your rangers to each of his squads.”
“Good,” Serrane said as she finally leaned upright again. The prospect of openly working with any drow still raised her hackles, but this wasn’t the time to allow old prejudices to interfere with her judgment. If the drow wanted to roam the city putting out fires that no one else could…well, so be it. Highwind was going to need all the help it could get. 
“It was an honor working with you, General,” Solemi said, curtseying. “I only wish we had been able to see eye-to-eye sooner.”
Serrane snorted softly. A part of her was tempted to slap a set of manacles onto the half-elf and lock her in the Gray Citadel. To this day, no one knew the full extent of the crimes she had committed over the past few years. Smuggling in dangerous magical artifacts from across Torsia was a trifle compared to the accusations that the Black Mistress had somehow orchestrated the deaths of multiple Highwind Councilors, not to mention her short-lived takeover of the whole bloody city. 
Justice was a laudable goal, but it meant nothing without the power to enforce it. So long as the city needed Darkwind’s army to survive, Solemi was untouchable. And that was the real reason she was about to leave everything behind. 
“Namaarie mellonamin,” Solemi said with another curtsey. “Tenna lye ento omenta.”
She stepped back into the shadows of the storage room and vanished as if she had never been there at all. Serrane glared down at the map of the city on the table, her jaw clenched and her fingers scratching into the wood. 
“Le’thos,” she hissed. She wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of meeting with Solemi’s drow henchmen, either, but at least Valuri could help with that. The Huntress’s brutal honesty and wry humor would be very welcome right now…as would her strong hands and soft lips. 
And then there’s Julian. I’m still not sure if I want to tell him the big news before the battle or not. I don’t want him to treat me any differently or take any stupid risks on my behalf. Then again, we could both use a few moments of joy before we’re back to fighting for our lives. I’ve barely even seen him since he returned to the city…
“That’s going to change tonight,” Serrane promised herself. It had been far, far too long since she had felt his strong arms around her waist…or holding her down while his manhood plunged inside her. She had a feeling that her good news would inspire him to take her harder than ever, and she was tempted to head straight for the Silver Fist temple and make the drow wait. 
But her duties had to come first—Highwind had to come first. The people of this city had entrusted her to protect them, and she had no intention of letting them down now. 
Especially now that I’m pregnant.
Grinning, Serrane reflexively touched her flat stomach, bared proudly by her cropped leather breastplate. The mere thought of swelling with Julian’s child made her giddy, and she could only hope that he would feel the same way when she told him—which she would tonight, she decided. Neither of them had ever needed an excuse to fight for the people they cared about, but a little extra motivation couldn’t hurt. Somehow, they would figure out a way to win this war. There was simply too much at stake.
Taking one last look at the war table, Serrane spun around and strode for the door. 
 
 
 



3 
The Watcher’s Will
 
Despite how much Jorem had been looking forward to taking a nap after flying around the Reaches this morning—and after fucking the girls raw this afternoon—he never actually got any sleep. He simply laid there in the middle of the bed, the warm, naked bodies of Kaseya and Valuri pressed up tightly against him, and tried to figure out what in the bloody void they were going to do next. 
His meeting with Solemi in a few hours weighed heavily on his mind, but there was another more pressing problem he needed to deal with first. He had almost managed to push it from his thoughts before he heard the front door open downstairs. 
“We owe Selvhara more than this,” Kaseya whispered, her eyes still closed. “There must be something we can do to help her.”
Jorem let out a heavy sigh and nodded. He could hear Selvhara rustling in the kitchen with the food she had brought home from the market. He had no doubt that she would diligently prepare dinner for them without uttering a single word of complaint, just like she had the past few days. Even if he completely ignored her, she would still try to serve him to the best of her ability. 
Right up until her master ordered her to destroy us. 
“She has spent a dozen human lifetimes yearning to serve a Wyrm Lord,” Kaseya said, her blue eyes fluttering open. “And now that she has the chance, we have done everything in our power to push her away.”
“Gods, you two are hopeless,” Valuri grumbled into the pillow.
“I am serious.”
“You think I’m not?” The Huntress leaned up, half her black hair still matted to the side of her face. “Wolf girl isn’t really missing out on anything. She probably got off when I shoved that phallus up your ass. If anything, I did her a favor.”
“Selvhara has not attempted to harm us in any way,” Kaseya insisted. “It is not right to punish her for something she has not done.”
“You’re the one who can see the strange tethers binding her to her master,” Jorem pointed out. “Have you noticed any changes?”
The amazon looked away and shook her head. “No. They remain strong—much stronger than when I first noticed them.”
“So for all we know, he may already be exerting his influence over her.”
“Yes,” she conceded. 
“Then Val is right is right to be cautious,” Jorem replied soberly. “We can’t afford to let our guard down around her.”
“I can’t believe you’re even allowing her to cook,” Valuri groused as she sat all the way up, uncaring as the sheets fell from her breasts. “You should have just let me deal with her a long time ago.”
“No one is going to hurt her,” Jorem admonished. “Kaseya is also right—none of this is Selvhara’s fault. There must some way to free her from Dathiel’s influence.”
“And what happens if she tries to kill you before we figure it out?” Valuri scoffed and rolled off the bed to retrieve her clothes. “I can only save you from yourself so many times. We need to make a decision—you need to make a decision.”
Jorem leaned up and squeezed the bridge of his nose. She wasn’t wrong. The time for procrastination was over. Gods, it had been over for several days now, he just hadn’t wanted to admit it. He really did like Selvhara despite her quirks and eccentricities, and not just because she was a pretty, ageless elf who was desperate to please him (though if he was being honest with himself, that certainly didn’t hurt). Despite her initial deception, she had a good heart. He only wished he knew how he could free her from Dathiel like she wanted. But in the meantime…
“I have a thought,” Jorem whispered. 
“One more than usual for you,” Valuri muttered as she slipped back into her panties. 
“We shouldn’t allow Selvhara to roam freely, given what she could do if Dathiel is controlling her,” Jorem went on, ignoring the jibe with practiced ease. “And there’s only one place in Highwind that could possibly contain a werewolf.”
Kaseya recoiled. “The Gray Citadel,” she breathed. “You want to lock her in that horrible prison?”
“Temporarily, for her safety and for ours. We can try to figure out a more permanent solution after the battle.”
The amazon’s face creased in clear disapproval. “I do not like this plan.”
“Look, I’m not saying I like it either, but it’s the only one I can come up with,” Jorem protested. “It will buy us some time. If she’s in there, Dathiel can’t turn her against us.”
“Nor will she be able to aid us in the battle against Marcella,” Kaseya said pointedly. “The Vorsalosian soldiers are not prepared to fight a werewolf.”
“Yeah, well, I doubt the Highwind Guard are prepared to fight with a werewolf,” Valuri pointed out as she bent to pick up her pants. “They’ll probably try and shoot her, and with good reason.”
“The point is that if Dathiel is able to control her somehow, she could do a tremendous amount of damage,” Jorem said. “We can’t afford to take that chance.”
Kaseya glanced between the two of them several times before she let out a long, resigned sigh. “Very well. It is better than some alternatives.”
“The good news is that wolf girl already considers herself your slave, so I doubt you’ll have a problem locking her up,” Valuri said. 
“Unless her master does not allow it,” the amazon murmured, her eyes lost in thought as she stared up at the overhead panel of their four-poster bed.
“In that case, we still have our backup plan,” the Huntress said, picking her gauntlet off the floor and unsheathing the silver blade concealed within. “I’ll try to resist saying ‘I told you so.’”
Jorem scoffed. “You’ve literally never been able to resist saying that.”
“I didn’t promise I’d succeed,” the Huntress replied dryly. “But while we’re on the topic of annoying, treacherous women you’ve fucked, are you still planning on meeting with Solemi tonight?”
Jorem started to swing his legs off the bed but froze halfway. Gods, Solemi…
“I don’t think I have much choice,” he muttered. 
“You’re a dragon—of course you have a choice,” Valuri said. “You could just burn down her brothel, preferably with her still in it.”
 
“We’ve had this argument ten times already,” Jorem said wearily. “We need her army to defend the city, and this was the only way to get it.”
“I don’t care how many times you tell me that. This plan is insane. Absolutely insane.” Valuri crossed her arms and glared at Kaseya. “Feel free to jump in any time, Red.”
“Jorem has made his decision,” the amazon said softly. “If he believes this is the only path forward, so be it.”
The Huntress scoffed in disgust. “How can you possibly be so calm about this? He agreed to get another woman pregnant!”
An awkward silence settled over them, and Jorem rubbed his hands over his face. This bargain sounded even more ludicrous when someone else said it aloud. Solemi had agreed to hand over her army and give up her aspirations to sit on the Council. In return, she requested a single night alone with Jorem—a night with a very singular purpose.  
He had very nearly refused the offer. He had refused, actually, though she had eventually convinced him to change his mind. Even though he’d put her on the defensive in their confrontation a few days ago, this bargain was the only way to get everything he wanted. He could have killed her, sure, or threatened her into submission, but doing so would have doomed Highwind in the process. His power had grown beyond anything he could have ever expected, but even as a dragon, he couldn’t defend this city against Marcella’s fleet all by himself and guard against betrayal by a woman who brought down Vel’shannar. The city needed an army, and hers was the only option. 
“After tonight, we put all of this behind us,” Jorem said, taking a deep breath and standing. “Who knows, maybe I’ll be able to talk her out of it.”
“That’s not going to happen and you know it,” Valuri told him sourly. “Solemi wants a dragon baby in her belly. Did you even stop to think about what that might mean in twenty years?”
“I’m worried about surviving the next two days. I’ll worry about the next two decades later.”
“Unbelievable,” she muttered, glancing back and forth between him and Kaseya. She looked as annoyed with Kaseya for not joining her side as she did with Jorem. “You two have lost your minds.” 
From the moment he’d heard Solemi’s offer, Jorem had known that he would never earn Val’s approval for something like this, but he was honestly more worried about Kaseya. Her continued silence roiled his stomach. He almost wanted her to fight him on this for some strange reason. But instead she had quietly accepted his decision, and the guilt was slowly gnawing away at him. 
A little guilt is a small price to pay for victory.
The cold, hard reality is that this is a good deal for us and for Highwind. After today, everyone will be much better off—assuming the city survives. And if it doesn’t, well…
“There’s no point in dwelling on this when we have other problems to deal with first,” Jorem said. “Let’s go and speak with Selvhara.”
 
***
 
Selvhara felt Kaseya’s concern and anxiety several minutes before the amazon arrived in the kitchen alongside Jorem and the Senosi. The bonding collar didn’t allow the druid to actually read Kaseya’s mind, however, so she genuinely had no idea what was about to happen. All she knew was that none of them, even the Huntress, seemed particularly happy about whatever they had been discussing. 
“It smells good,” Jorem said, smiling at the stew simmering in the cauldron. “General Starwind will be pleased, I’m sure.”
“I hope so,” Selvhara replied, and meant it. The One God had released her from his direct control, though she could still feel his presence in the back of her mind. She had no doubt that he would reassert himself if she tried to beg for help or spoil his plans in any way. 
“We, uh…we need to talk,” Jorem said, straightening his new brown jacket. The dragon transformation had destroyed his old clothes, and General Serrane’s tailor had provided him with significantly higher quality—and far more fashionable—attire. Selvhara enjoyed how uncomfortable the finery seemed to make him most of the time. He was far more roguish than rakish, all things considered, and it was yet another thing about him she found charming.
“Of course, my lord,” the druid said, turning from the pot and bowing her head. “Anything you desire.”
“He’s planning to tie you up,” the Huntress said snidely. “Try not to get soaked just thinking about it.”
Jorem shot the raven-haired woman a baleful glare before he turned back to Selvhara. “Look, I’m not sure how preface this, so I’ll just come out and say it.” He took a deep breath and offered her a sympathetic smile. “I know you’re convinced I’ll figure out a way to free you from Dathiel, but I still don’t know if or how that is even possible.”
“You will find a way,” Selvhara said, and again she meant every word. “You are a Wyrm Lord. You are the only one who can save me.”
“I hope you’re right, I really do,” he said, his voice grave. “But you warned us that your master might focus his attention upon you at any moment, and when he does…well, you were worried about what it could mean.”
He knows, Selvhara thought. Somehow, Jorem knows what is really happening…
She wanted to smile but stopped herself at the last moment. She sensed that the One God’s attention was still mostly focused elsewhere, but she also knew that could change in an instant if she reacted to anything too strongly. This might be the opportunity to subvert his will that she had been waiting for. If Jorem was already suspicious of her, betraying him wouldn’t be as easy as Dathiel hoped…
“The bottom line is that I think it’s probably safer for you and everyone else if you’re kept out of harm’s way during the coming battle,” Jorem went on. “There are cells in the Gray Citadel capable of restraining almost anyone, even a werewolf. If you’re willing, I would like to—”
“That’s a marvelous idea!” Selvhara said, a little too eagerly. She tried to force herself to contain her elation but couldn’t. 
This is perfect! They just have to secure me before Dathiel realizes what’s happening…
Jorem arched a brown eyebrow. “You…you really think so?”
“Absolutely,” she replied, her trembling fingers setting down the stirring spoon. “You should take me to a cell right away.”
Valuri groaned and folded her arms. “Gods, I told you this would get her wet.”
“The Inquisitrix’s forces are still downriver,” Jorem said. “They might not attack until tomorrow…or they could even wait and form another blockade.”
“Regardless, it would be safer for everyone if you secure me as soon as possible, my lord,” Selvhara told him. Her heart fluttered anxiously as she waited for the One God to reassert control, but he still seemed distracted. Perhaps she could quickly tell Jorem what was really going on…
It’s too risky. If he focuses upon me now, I could lose everything.
Kaseya stepped forward and placed a comforting hand on the druid’s bare shoulder. “Are you certain about this? The Citadel is not a pleasant place. We will not force you to go.”
“We won’t?” the Huntress asked, frowning. “Then what the fuck—?”
“Pleasant or not, I will endure,” Selvhara said. “Temporary discomfort is a small price to pay to ensure our safety. And as much as I would prefer to aid you during the battle, I have no doubt that you will prevail on your own.”
The amazon eyed her for a long moment, searching for any signs of dishonesty or doubt, before she smiled and nodded. “Very well. Perhaps this is for the best.”
She turned back to Jorem, and the three of them had a brief, hushed conversation while Selvhara finished chopping the last few vegetables and tossing them into the stew. The kavla would need to cook for several hours, but she was no longer worried about providing the Ranger-General with authentic old-world cuisine. She wished that Jorem had the ability to simply teleport her to the Citadel—anything to restrain her before the One God had a chance to realize what was happening. 
Fortunately, Jorem didn’t tarry for long. The four of them set out for the Citadel a few minutes later, Jorem and Kaseya walking at her sides while Valuri trailed close behind. Selvhara was thankful that the looming tower was just across the bridge to the west of General Serrane’s estate. The druid’s heart pounded harder with every step; she knew it was only a matter of time before her master refocused his gaze on her. 
Perhaps he has finally grown weary from extending his consciousness beyond the walls of the Pale. He has never focused on me this intently for so long. 
Selvhara did her best to set aside her latent dread and hope for the best. As a group, the four of them attracted plenty of attention wherever they went. Most of Highwind’s citizens still didn’t recognize Jorem as the dragon, though the growing rumors of his amazon companion were probably starting to change that. Kaseya’s statuesque physique drew long looks from men and women alike wherever they went, and Selvhara felt plenty of eyes upon her revealing clothes and willowy elven figure as well. The Huntress should have drawn just as much attention, given how much the people here rightly feared her Senosi sisters, but Valuri wisely concealed her familiar leather armor and red scarf behind the folds of a brown cloak. 
The Citadel guards did recognize Jorem, and Selvhara could see the combination of fear and reverence in their expressions while he explained his plan to them—without telling them specifically about her lycanthropy or connection to Dathiel, of course. He was a surprisingly smooth talker, charming and charismatic, and she wondered where he’d acquired such a useful skill. Technically, Jorem had no official standing among the city’s ruling elite; he wasn’t on the Council or in the Guard, and he obviously wasn’t a noble. He wasn’t even from Highwind. 
But if there was one thing that hadn’t changed from the days of the Avethian Empire to the modern era, it was that when a dragon spoke, everyone listened. Power was the one constant in the multiverse, and the world quaked at Jorem’s passing whether he wished to see the tremors or not. 
The guards eventually led them inside, though they seemed more than a little suspicious about why anyone would wish to imprison a waifish elven woman who barely looked strong enough to hold a sword, let alone swing one. Jorem had eventually framed his request in terms of her needing protection; he wove a reasonably clever tale about her fictitious escape from Vorsalos and how she was concerned about the Senosi hunting her down. Valuri added several gruesome details about what the Senosi would do to an elven fugitive—all while casting a few meaningful sideways glances at Selvhara—and eventually the men were convinced enough to go along with the plan. 
The Citadel itself was virtually empty, which wasn’t particularly surprising given the current situation. The Knights of the Silver Fist had been the prison’s official wardens, but the Order’s near destruction in the wake of the Shattering had made that arrangement impossible. Selvhara wondered if anyone had escaped during the chaos…or if many of the inhabitants had simply been left to rot.  
Either way, this certainly wasn’t a place she would have volunteered to stay in if the situation had been different. The walls were dark and thick, and her sensitive nose twitched at the pungent stench of death and despair lingering in the cold air. Each of the floors appeared to be reserved for a specific type of prisoner, from regular humans to dangerous sorcerers to actual monsters. Their escorts were even more shocked when Jorem suggested they put Selvhara on the level normally reserved for monsters, but his deft tongue once again saved the day—that, or the guards simply didn’t care enough to try to stand up to a dragon. 
He convinced the guards to give them a bit of privacy once they reached the actual cell, and Kaseya swore under her breath when she examined it. 
“This is beyond inhumane,” the amazon said, her blue eyes flicking about the widely spaced walls and high ceiling, then finally settling on the heavy chains piled on the floor. “This cell is meant for a beast.”
“That just gives her plenty of room to shed,” Valuri grumbled. “Would you rather we stick her in a closet somewhere?”
“This is perfect,” Selvhara assured them. The cell was easily large enough to hold half a dozen minotaur—or perhaps even a small dragon. The architecture didn’t suggest Avetharri design, but it was possible that the humans who had taken control of this land after the Empire’s fall could have built it to imprison their elven enemies…
“There is nothing perfect about it,” Kaseya said. “The smell is foul, and the shackles are degrading.”
“They are sufficient to contain me, and that is all that matters,” Selvhara said, lifting one of the long chains from the ground. The restraints were clearly designed for a much larger creature. There was a chain connected to either wall, plus another dangling from the ceiling. An actual beast could have been immobilized or perhaps even held aloft if the chains were tightened. 
“This thing will barely fit around your waist,” Jorem said, holding up one of the cuffs at the end of a chain. 
Valuri pointed to the small runes inscribed upon the metal. “We should be able to activate the enchantment and shrink them until they’re usable—there are plenty of manacles like this in the Castarium.”
The Huntress was right. It only took a few moments to resize the cuffs and fit them around Selvhara’s slender wrists and neck. She tried to avert her eyes and keep herself as calm possible the whole time, lest the One God ruin their plan at the last moment. 
“Once we tighten the chains, she won’t be going anywhere,” Valuri said, pointing to the crank on either wall.
“I doubt that’s necessary,” Jorem muttered. “The walls and door should be more than enough.”
His expression soured as his guilt visibly gnawed away at him; he didn’t want to make Selvhara any more uncomfortable than she already was. The sentiment brought a smile to her lips—and a tingle to her quim, just as the Huntress had predicted—but she knew she couldn’t afford to allow his compassion to jeopardize his safety. This was about stopping Dathiel, not her. 
“I will endure, my lord,” Selvhara told him. “Please, tighten the chains…just in case.”
Jorem studied her for a long moment, and she could see the battle waging behind his brown eyes. She wanted to cry out that they needed to hurry—they might only have a few moments to subvert Dathiel’s plans—but she managed to keep herself calm and smile sweetly instead. 
“All right,” he whispered. “Let’s get this over with.”
He and Kaseya cranked the chains until they were taut. Once Selvhara’s arms were held fully outstretched, they adjusted the chain around her neck as well. The subtle pressure on her throat sent an unbidden shiver of delight through her body, and she desperately wished she could beg him to take her from behind. The mere thought of a man—a dragon—having his way with her while she was held completely helpless…
The Huntress is more right about me than I want to admit. If Jorem so much as kissed me right now, I would melt into a puddle at his feet.
“That’s good enough,” Jorem said, his lip curling with revulsion as he examined the three separate chains. “Gods, I wish there were another way.”
“She’ll live,” Valuri muttered. 
“Yes, I will,” Selvhara said, finally allowing herself to smile. And so will you and Kaseya.

Even in chains and with a cold, slimy grate beneath her bare feet, she felt herself relax in a way she hadn’t in days. She almost wished that the One God would shift his attention back to her right now just so he could realize the depths of his failure. A part of her still refused to believe that this had actually worked. 
“I promise, we will liberate you as soon as it is safe,” Kaseya said, placing a strong hand on the elf’s shoulder. “This injustice will not stand any longer than it has to.”
Selvhara smiled as she sensed the amazon’s sincerity. Kaseya might have hated this arrangement even more than Jorem. She truly was a worthy companion for a Wyrm Lord. Selvhara just hoped that one day they would be able to share him together in peace.
“I will check on you tomorrow if there’s news about the war,” Jorem said. “And I want you to let me know if the guards mistreat you in any way.”
“I will, my lord,” Selvhara assured him. “I only hope I am able to serve you again soon.”
“Oh, for the love of…” the Huntress smacked her forehead and groaned in disgust. “I’ve had enough of this for a lifetime.”
She spun on one of her stiletto heels and left the cell. Jorem lingered for a few moments, and he eventually placed his hand on Selvhara’s cheek and leaned in to give her a quick kiss. The instant their lips touched, she felt a surge of delight ripple through every part of her body. He could have asked her to do literally anything and she would have eagerly obliged. 
“I promise, we’ll get you out of here the moment it’s safe,” Jorem said. 
“I will be waiting for you, my lord,” Selvhara breathed. 
He brushed her cheek one last time before he finally turned and stepped out of the cell with Kaseya. Once the doors were locked and Jorem was out of her sight, Selvhara’s eyes immediately flooded with tears of joy. All she had to do now was wait for—
Sarodihm!
The One God’s voice thundered into her mind as the searing heat of his divine gaze focused upon her. Her arms stiffened in her restraints as his power crashed over her, and for a moment, she swore she could actually feel invisible Aetheric tendrils clutching at her throat. Her master’s rage swelled like a gathering storm, and she knew she would soon be a prisoner within her own body again—but this time, he wouldn’t be able to break her free.
“You’re too late,” Selvhara rasped as the tendrils began to choke her. “The dragon is already gone…and soon, he will destroy you!”
Her arms, no longer under her control, tugged and tested at the restraints. They didn’t budge—they couldn’t budge, not even if he forced her to transform. In between staggered breaths, Selvhara chuckled. Finally, after all these centuries, she was beyond the reach of his—
Fool, the One God spat. Did you honestly believe you could defy my will so easily? You are mine, elf—now and forever. 
Her smile faded. Her master’s divine presence suffused her entire body, but she didn’t feel rage. On the contrary, he almost seemed…amused.
You cannot hide from your destiny, Sarodihm. You will destroy the amazon and drive the dragon to madness. His fury will burn this city to ashes, and those that survive the Reckoning will once again look to the rightful gods for guidance. Only I can save them from the plague of sorcery.
“Kill me if you wish,” Selvhara snarled through clenched teeth. “But you cannot make me serve you—not anymore!”
The pressure on her throat abruptly ceased, and she felt his power recede from her body. For an instant, she thought he might have shifted his attention away from her again…but then she felt his presence lingering in the back of her mind, as strong and oppressive as ever. 
My servants will find you when the time is right, Sarodihm, and the Wyrm Lord’s concubine will no longer be on watch for your betrayal. He should have listened to the Senosi and destroyed you when he had the chance. Like all the dragons before him, his hubris will be his undoing. 
“No,” Selvhara insisted. “No, I will never…”
She trailed off when Dathiel’s presence faded. She couldn’t sense him lurking in the farthest reaches of her mind at all anymore; it was as if he had completely vanished. She paused, panting for breath, as the first pangs of the Vastien Glamor—the Wasting Echo—began gnawing at her limbs. Elves were typically less sensitive to Aetheric withdrawal than humans, but a thousand years of bondage and dependence had likely changed that. Over the next few hours, her body would begin to wither and rot from the inside. The pain would intensify until she could barely draw breath… 
And the One God knew it. 
He will leave me alone and broken until his agents set me free, then he will order me to destroy Kaseya. And thanks to the wolf’s blood and the Dal’Rethi collar, I’ll be able to track her down anywhere in the city…
“Oh, gods,” she breathed, tugging futilely at her restraints. “Jorem! Jorem, come back!”
Selvhara’s cries echoed through the empty Citadel until all that remained was suffocating silence. 
 
 
 



4
The Bargain
 
The last waning rays of the setting sun greeted Jorem’s eyes when he strode out of the Gray Citadel, and he was only slightly less relieved to leave the ominous tower than when he and the girls had been actual prisoners a few months ago. A guilty knot had been roiling in the pit of his stomach ever since they had settled on this plan, and he still felt awful about it. Selvhara’s gleeful acquiescence had honestly made him feel worse rather than better; it just highlighted how unjust it was that such a sweet woman could be trapped in this position. 
“Gods, you two look like we just walked out of a crypt,” Valuri said as they passed the guards and started down the steps. “Wolf girl will be fine. Better than fine, actually, since she’ll be farther away from me.”
Jorem shared a quick glance with Kaseya. The amazon could already sense how he felt, obviously, and he knew she didn’t like this arrangement any more than he did. But there was also no going back at this point, and given the available options, he was still convinced they had made the right decision. 
Or at least, the only decision. 
He sighed wearily as he came to a halt at the bottom of the steps. The air was already getting colder as nightfall approached, and he could see snow flurries dancing in the crimson sky over the eastern side of the city. He almost hoped for a blizzard—snow and rough winds would seriously impede the Vorsalosian ships and their wyverns. It might even open the possibility of hit-and-run attacks to whittle down the approaching armies.
“General Serrane should be back home soon, if she isn’t already,” Jorem said. “You two should head back to her estate and continue strategizing. With any luck, her scouts upriver have reported back with good news.”
“Or they never came back because they were eaten by wyverns,” Valuri muttered as she tightened her red scarf. “And for the record, I still think it’s insane for you to meet with Solemi alone. Actually, I think this entire plan is—”
“We’ve been over this,” Jorem interrupted more forcefully than he’d intended. “And I don’t want to argue about it anymore. Just head back to the estate, all right? I’ll return in a few hours.” 
It took him a while to muster the willpower to turn and look them both in the eye. Kaseya could surely sense his lingering doubts about this whole arrangement. Solemi’s “bargain” was objectively crazy in about ten different ways, not to mention disturbing on multiple levels, but it would get them what they needed to win this war. As for the price…
Well, at least he would be able to bear it alone. 
“If that is your wish, Maskari,” Kaseya said after a moment. “We will coordinate with the Ranger-General and await your return.”
Valuri glared at him for another minute, her green eyes glittering as if they were probing his soul. She might not have been wearing a bonding collar, but she knew him better than anyone. She understood that difficult times demanded difficult choices. 
She just thought he was making the wrong one. 
“Let’s go, Red,” Valuri said at last, tugging at the amazon’s arm. “If you’re worried about wolf girl being miserable in there all alone, I’d be happy to strap on the phallus and fuck you a few more times. Who knows, maybe I can convince Serrane to join in…”
The Huntress turned and gently pulled the amazon along with her. Jorem watched the two of them walk back toward the bridge to the Artisan District, still wondering if this was all a big mistake. 
It’s too late to change my mind now. I might as well get this over with. 
Sighing heavily, he pulled up his hood and walked northwest toward the Redwater District. Once again, he was thankful that no passersby recognized him, and he made excellent time despite the crowded streets. The Guard would most likely start enforcing curfew soon, but at the moment everyone was busy making final preparations for the coming battle. Stores were boarding up their windows, people were buying up whatever food they could find, and soldiers were madly trying to erect barricades to cordon off certain streets in case the enemy breached the walls. 
When he rounded the corner, the Silken Rose itself looked just as empty as when Jorem had come here a few days ago. Even if Solemi still had a staff, her wealthy clientele had either shuttered themselves in their mansions or fled east upriver as quickly as they could. The city’s other brothels were as busy as he had ever seen them, which spoke to Highwind’s yawning class divide as much as anything could. The men who were about to spill blood for the richest city in the Reaches—and the whores who were serving them—were all too poor to leave. They would all spend the night before the battle trading their last few coppers for a final taste of joy. 
Jorem wondered what was happening in Vorsalos right now. He didn’t think of home much these days, given how difficult it was to get wistful about hiding from the Senosi in a cistern, but a small part of him couldn’t help but think about what was going to happen in the wake of this battle. If the Inquisitrix and her fleet prevailed, Vorsalos would become the seat of a new empire almost overnight. Every city-state in the Northern Reaches would fall under her sway, and if Selvhara was right about Dathiel—an actual Fallen God—acquiring enough power to destroy the Aether and escape the Pale…
Well, Jorem couldn’t even begin to imagine what that kind of world would look like. Thankfully, he wouldn’t have to, because he would almost certainly be dead. 
On the other hand, if Highwind prevailed, Vorsalos would surely fall into chaos the likes of which no one had seen since the War of the Three Cities. Jorem didn’t know what the Huntresses and Sanctori would do without their mistress to guide them, but it surely wouldn’t be anything good. 
Maybe Valuri will want to return home and try to set things right. Escar knows that Kaseya will want to go back to Nol Krovos and aid in the recovery. No matter what happens, everything is about to change for better or worse…
Jorem buried the thought as he approached the Rose. The future could wait; right now, he still had a bargain to keep. 
He strode up the polished steps, and he wasn’t the least bit surprised when the door opened before he had a chance to knock. Solemi’s brutish half-orc bodyguard was standing on the other side, fully armed and armored but not actually holding his giant ax. The man pointed past the foyer with a giant green thumb, and Jorem silently nodded and stepped into the main room with its empty stage surrounded by a ring of equally empty tables. 
“It really is incredible how much has changed in just a few short months, isn’t it?” 
Solemi’s cool, cultured voice seemed to come from everywhere at once before she materialized from the shadows around a table by the wall, stepping forth like some kind of fey spirit…or demon. She was clad in a diaphanous silver dress, and she floated toward him with her usual ethereal grace. 
“It feels like only yesterday that you were sitting at that table weaving charm spells on my employees,” Solemi went on with a smirk. The sweet scent of her perfume threatened to weave a spell over him as surely as her actual magic. “And of course, neither of us will ever forget what happened next.”
“You mean when you reached into my head and took control of my body?” Jorem asked. “You’re right, I haven’t forgotten that.”
“I remember the feeling when you entered me for the first time,” she said, her eyes fluttering shut. “And I can still feel your strong hands at my waist…”
“I’m so glad I made an impression,” he muttered. 
“You should be. I doubt either of us fully understood the events we set in motion that day.” Her green eyes reopened, and her smile turned so winsome it was almost painful. “You were even better than I hoped. And the look on Kaseya’s face while she watched her Maskari take me…I knew right then that she was something special. There wasn’t a single spark of jealousy in her pretty blue eyes. She just wanted to watch and learn so she could please you better in the future.”
Solemi chuckled and slowly dragged her finger down the length of his jacket. “I almost asked you to bring her along. I assume you’re planning on breeding her soon as well. She will make an excellent mother…”
Jorem grimaced. He couldn’t deny that he had imagined what it might be like to have children with her someday…but so far, it had all been idle daydreaming. There was something disturbing about hearing Solemi talk about breeding in such stark terms.
“We’ve been a little too busy trying to survive the present to worry about the future,” Jorem said. 
“Fair enough, though a man in your position should be careful about fixating too much on the day-to-day when there is so much at stake for our people,” Solemi said. “When this battle is over, the echoes of your victory will ripple across all of Torsia. The balance of power will be upended, and sorcerers across the continent will rise up in the name of the new Wyrm Lord.”
Jorem swallowed, a tremor of unease rippling through him. “I think you might be getting ahead of yourself. We haven’t won the battle yet.”
“But you will.”
“How do you know?” he asked. “Are you a prophet and an illusionist now?”
“Sorcery is destined to prevail over divinity,” she said flatly. “The age of the gods ended a long time ago, and the world has been waiting for a new generation of dragons to take their rightful place as its rulers. You’ve read the history of the Avetharri—it was infighting, not the gods, that doomed their empire. But you don’t have to repeat their mistakes. History has given our people a chance to start again, and it is imperative that we make the best of it.”
Jorem leaned away and crossed his arms. “You and I must have read very different books. The Wyrm Lords were never benevolent sovereigns—they were brutal oppressors, just like anyone else who has ever wielded real power.”
“But you don’t have to be,” Solemi told him. “When this is over, the Northern Reaches will spend a decade recovering from the war, and Vorsalos will descend into total anarchy without a strong leader to take the Inquisitrix’s place. Its people will look to you, the dragon, to save them from the chaos and lead them into the future.”
“We’ll see,” Jorem said. “But you have to remember that I’m nothing like you—I don’t spend every other second planning my grandiose rise to power.”
“You should…and I’m confident that you will, in time.” Solemi chuckled softly and traced her hand down the front of his jacket again. “But there is far more to your heritage than fire and death. Do you have any idea what will happen when the great kingdoms of the world learn about you? Noble families from here to Varellon will be begging you to breed their daughters and sire a new generation of dragons. You will have the opportunity to build alliances across the world. In time, you could forge your own empire!”
Jorem shivered. “You’re already making me regret this deal.”
“Oh, come now, it will be glorious!” Solemi told him. “Queen Malareth of Nelu’Thalas, the Imperators of the Crell Sovereignty…every ruler in the world who hasn’t blinded themselves to the power of the Aether will wish to earn your favor. And you, the true Dragon of Highwind, will be able to have any woman you want.”
“I already have the women I want,” Jorem said. 
Solemi chuckled again. “It’s obvious why they’re drawn to you. You have a certain…presence about you. I knew you were special even before I learned the truth about the legacy in your blood.”
“Uh-huh,” he muttered. “Look, I didn’t come here to be patronized. We made an agreement.”
“Yes, we did,” she said, arching an eyebrow at one of the nearby tables. “You could take me right here, if you wish, though I suspect we will both be more comfortable upstairs.”
The offer triggered a wave of fierce, familiar desire. Jorem was seriously tempted to spin her around, bend her over, and rip her dress wide open—not out of lust, but out of sheer frustration. His mind was more convinced than ever that this was a bad idea—maybe even the worst idea he’d had in a long time—but unfortunately his cock didn’t agree. He was already as hard and ready as when he’d entered the Silken Rose for the first time, an amazon he barely knew and scarcely understood at his side, and he had no doubt that he could give Solemi what she wanted despite the fun he’d had with Val and Kaseya this afternoon. Selvhara must have been right about the legendary stamina and libido of the Wyrm Lords…
“Upstairs,” he managed to get out.
Solemi gave him a smile that was somehow warm and wicked all at once. “As you wish, Wyrm Lord.”
He followed, half in a trance, as Solemi turned and led him to the spiral stairs along the wall, and he wasn’t the least bit surprised when she ascended and finally stopped outside the same private den where he had slept with her for the first time. A single glance down the hall revealed that all the other rooms had been cleared out, but not this one. The purple bedding and plush pillows looked as comfortable as ever, and the air still smelled faintly of lilacs. 
One day, I’ll look back on this and realize Val was right—I should have just burned this whole place to the ground. 
“Please, have a seat,” Solemi said, gesturing to the bed as she led him inside. “I want you to be as comfortable as possible.”
Jorem swallowed anxiously as he idly fidgeted with the collar of his jacket. He felt nearly as awkward as the first time he’d entered a brothel as a teenager back in Vorsalos. His stomach had started to flutter, and his hands were getting clammy. 
Gods, what was I thinking when I agreed to this?
“Oh, don’t give me that look,” Solemi scolded. “You and I aren’t guileless fools desperate to steal a first kiss. There is no reason we can’t enjoy one another’s company one last time.”
“I don’t know, I can think of several,” he murmured.
She clucked her tongue as she effortlessly lifted the straps of her dress from her shoulders. When the shimmering silk garment fell to the floor, Jorem could no longer ignore the half-elf’s otherworldly beauty. Just like the first time he had looked upon “Silhouette,” he was enraptured by her impeccable mix of human and elven features. Her slender figure and plump breasts were flawlessly cradled by scant, silvery lingerie, and she looked right into his eyes as she seductively sank to her knees in front of him. 
“I read every tome about the Wyrm Lords I could find in the library of Vel’shannar,” Solemi whispered as her skilled fingers expertly opened his trousers. “The vast breeding harems of the dragons are well known, but many of them also kept pleasure slaves as well. Even the carnal appetites of the modern drow pale in comparison to the Avetharri…”
His manhood was stiff, aching, and ready well before her fingers curled about the thick shaft and pulled it free. She smiled hungrily as the swollen tip throbbed in front of her waiting lips. 
“As magnificent as I remembered,” she cooed. “A stem worthy of power and domination—a stem worthy of a dragon.”
Jorem moaned as she delicately dragged her soft, experienced tongue up and then down the length of his shaft. Hopefully, Kaseya had sensed his growing arousal long enough to get somewhere private…
I knew all along that I wouldn’t be able to hide this bargain from the girls forever, but I really didn’t want to argue about it until after the deed was done. Kaseya will accept my decision eventually, but Val…well, she isn’t as easily mollified. 
“Do not worry yourself, my lord,” Solemi said, holding her half-open mouth just in front of the tip. The heat of her breath—and the sight of her abasing herself in front of him—sent a shudder of delight rippling through him. “Your amazon will not feel a thing.”
Jorem blinked. “What?”
“Dal’Rethi collars can be suppressed the same as any other work of artifice,” the half-elf replied with a sly grin. “I shielded this room…I knew you would appreciate the privacy.”
Before he could ask her how she had possibly managed such a feat, Solemi parted her lips and swallowed his cock whole. The fiery grip of her throat and tight suction of her mouth were as irresistible as any cunt, and he couldn’t help but close his eyes and clench his jaw. He could have easily let himself go at any moment, and he couldn’t deny that there was a part of him that wanted to quickly pull out and shower her face and tits in a primal, masculine display of dominance. But their bargain wouldn’t be complete until he spilled deep inside her.
Until he bred her. 
“Oh…!” Solemi gasped in delight when she finally pulled back, her lips glistening. “Your harem should thank you every day for the chance to worship such a powerful idol.”
Jorem groaned as he rifled the fingers of his right hand through her silver-blond hair. Forget spilling all over her—all of a sudden he wanted to hold her against him, gasping and breathless, as he pumped the seed she so desperately desired right down her fucking throat. He wanted to suffocate her with his cock. 
Gods, what is wrong with me? For all I know, she could be inside my head right now. She might want me to spill just to keep me here longer. With her, anything is possible…
“I’m not like the rest of your harem, Wyrm Lord,” Solemi said as she gently kissed his tip again. “I’m not merely the woman kneeling before you—I can be anyone you wish.”
The Aether swirled around her almost like a thick fog, and when Jorem blinked away the haze, he found himself looking down upon a statuesque elven woman with brilliant sapphire eyes, rich golden hair, and a pair of heels so high they made Valuri’s boots look flat. 
“Do you remember me, Jorem?” Solemi said in the cultured, commanding voice of the Highwind Academy Headmistress, Telanya. “I will never forget that night when you conquered me in front of my husband…”
“Escar’s mercy,” Jorem breathed, rubbing at his eyes even though he knew it wouldn’t help.  
“Or perhaps you prefer something more…familiar,” Solemi said, twisting the Aether and weaving another illusion. Her hair, body, and skin all changed, and a heartbeat later, Jorem was staring down at Kaseya. “So young, so innocent, so eager to please…”
She swallowed his cock again, prompting another uncontrolled gasp of delight. When his hands reflexively squeezed at her red ponytail, he could have sworn that the real Kaseya was eagerly performing her morning ritual. 
“She is special, isn’t she?” Solemi asked in Kaseya’s voice but her own intonation, leaning away and dragging her fingertips down past her heaving breasts to her taut, muscled stomach. “I’ve no doubt that you will breed her many times, and she will rightfully thank you for the honor of bearing a Wyrm Lord’s children.”
“That’s enough,” Jorem rasped. “No more games.”
Kaseya—no, Solemi—smiled devilishly. “Perhaps you are weary of the familiar and would prefer something more exotic?”
This time, it was more than just her face that transformed. Her olive skin turned a lustrous dark gray, and her athletic human body shifted to a sleek, sinewy elven frame. Solemi giggled, her painted red lips a stark contrast to her drow visage, as her hair turned white and her eyes became an even brighter luminescent blue.
“The dark elves consider lovemaking a skill worthy of long study like any other,” Solemi said with Varassa’s husky, accented voice. “The techniques I could show you would light a fire in your dreams for centuries…”
She inhaled his manhood yet again, and between the exotic allure of her visage and the furnace that was her mouth, Jorem nearly lost control. Stories about the matriarchal Underworld had pervaded the surface ever since he’d been a boy, and every human man had surely imagined what it would be like to dominate a proud, arrogant dark elven woman. 
Or maybe that’s just me. Then again, is there any type of pretty woman I haven’t imagined on her knees? Probably not. 
He grabbed a handful of her white hair and forced himself deeper into her throat. He had the satisfaction of hearing her gag on his cock, and if he hadn’t already fucked the girls this afternoon—or pumped a load down Kaseya’s gullet this morning—he surely would have exploded. 
Jorem finally had to yank her hair and pull her off to maintain control. Her red lips were soaked, and yet again he couldn’t help but imagine how sexy her gray skin would look covered in thick, gooey ropes of his seed. Apparently, Valuri had rubbed off on him even more than he thought. 
“So good,” she said, panting and staring up at him. “But this still isn’t what you really want, is it?”
She chuckled as her visage shifted once more. Her half-elven figure returned, as did her familiar green eyes. Her hair turned short and blond, however, and Jorem knew from descriptions that this must have been what Solemi had looked like years ago before she had been captured by the drow. She was every bit as beautiful but a thousand times more sweet and innocent. 
“You want the real me, don’t you?” she asked. “You want a meek little half-elven girl ripe for conquest…”
His right hand, still entangled in her hair, nearly slammed her mouth onto his cock. A surge of primal lust—primal need—crashed over him and washed away the last of his inhibitions. He didn’t just want to fuck her—he wanted to defile every part of her. 
Grabbing hold of her slender shoulders, he hoisted her off her knees and flung her onto the bed. She squealed, surprised and delighted all at once, but he didn’t give her a chance to recover. After pulling off his trousers and tossing aside his jacket, he lunged on top of her. For a moment, their bodies were one, her breasts pressed against him, her legs along his, his weight pinning her to the bed as their faces hovered mere inches apart. 
But instead of shoving her legs apart, he roughly flipped her over onto her stomach. While his right hand pushed her face deep into the pillows, his left smacked her pristine pale ass hard enough to leave a mark. Solemi squealed again, and she eagerly arched her back and presented herself for him like a bitch in heat. Jorem ripped apart her panties, jabbed his swollen stem up to her yearning folds…
And drove into her as hard as he could. 
Solemi let out a muffled moan of pure fulfillment, pure ecstasy, as her flesh parted around him and he buried himself to the hilt inside her. Her mixed-blood cunt was every bit as tight and scorching as he remembered. Even before he starting thrusting—even before he saw her hips churning in rhythm with his—he could feel the walls of her quim squeezing and cradling his cock, already trying to milk him of every drop of his draconic seed.
“Take me!” Solemi demanded, her face still muffled by the sheets. “Breed me!”
Jorem growled as he slammed into her with reckless abandon. Their past didn’t matter. What she’d done to him didn’t matter. His blood boiled just like when the draconic ascension had first taken control of him down in the Underworld. He no longer felt like he could control his actions; he had become more of a beast than a man. 
No, not a beast—a dragon. The true rulers of this world. 
He roared as he smacked her ass again, not with a human hand but with a dragon’s claw. His skin slowly shifted into red scales, and he felt himself growing and growing until his tunic began to rip…
“Wux…re…sini!”
The words had come from his mouth even though he didn’t understand them. If the thickening girth of his manhood hurt her, Solemi gave no sign. On the contrary, the harder he thrust, the more delirious she became. 
“More!” she stammered. “Fuck me! Breed me!”
Snarling, Jorem pushed her head even deeper into the pillows as he slammed into her again and again and again—
And then he finally gave her what she wanted. He unleashed a bestial roar as he exploded deep inside her, flooding her womb with his seed. His body heaved with every spurt, pleasure singing through him, and Solemi’s slender body shuddered as if it were about to burst…
Jorem’s vision went black, and he lost all sense of time and place as an undertow of exhaustion dragged him under. When his eyes finally cleared, his hand—fleshy and not scaled—was clutching a handful of Solemi’s blond hair. Her ass was still held high in the air, and his slowly wilting cock remained lodged deep inside her. If she were any other woman, she would have looked completely and utterly dominated right now. Yet when she turned her head to smile at him, something about the sheer joy on her face made it appear as though she were the one in control despite the man mounting her from behind.
“Perfect,” she breathed. “Lil ulin zhal knan wund uns’aa…”
Panting for breath and slick with sweat, Jorem released his hold on her hair and leaned away. His manhood slipped out of her folds, and she quickly placed a hand over her quim as if she were terrified to let even a single drop of his seed escape. 
“The bargain is fulfilled,” she said breathlessly, her green eyes twinkling as she craned her neck back to look at him. “Was it as unpleasant as you feared?”
Jorem watched, still stunned, as she carefully rolled over. He knew he had filled her to the brim, but the last time he’d awakened his dragon during sex, Selvhara had literally overflowed. Gods, I wouldn’t be surprised if she wove some kind of spell to keep it all inside her. The drow are rumored to have all kinds of strange fertility rituals and magic…
“The Rebirth has begun,” said, her eyes fluttering giddily. “I look forward to hearing of your victory soon, my lord.”
“You know, you could always stay and help fight,” Jorem said between gasps. “With your powers, you could—”
A wave of darkness suddenly eclipsed his eyes, and he recoiled and blinked as if he had just walked into a cloud of smoke. When his vision finally cleared, he was still staring at the bed…except this time, Solemi was nowhere to be found. 
What in the bloody void?
Jorem glanced around the room. His trousers and jacket were still on the floor, though her dress and ripped lingerie were not. Even the sheets where she had been lying down had turned cold. It was as if she had never been there at all. 
“You’re fucking kidding me,” he groaned as he rubbed his eyes one last time. He was really, really starting to hate illusion magic. 
Growling angrily, he hopped off the bed and snatched up his trousers. This entire ordeal had been even stranger than he had expected, but as long as the Darkwind army stayed and fought like she had promised, it would be worth it. 
Probably. 
Maybe. 
Hopefully. 
“Fuck…” he hissed, tossing one last look at the now-empty bed. He had a feeling that this wouldn’t be the last time the Black Mistress set foot in Highwind—or the last time he made a choice that would almost certainly come back later to bite him in the ass. Dubious decisions—those might have been his true blood legacy. 
Swearing under his breath, he pulled on his jacket, ran a hand through his tousled hair, and strode for the exit. 
 
 



5
Eternal Bonds
 
“Knight-Commander, huh? And all you had to do was save the entire Order from annihilation.”
Julian Cassel turned and raised his brow at the tall, dark-haired man approaching from inside the bell tower atop the Silver Temple. 
“If I’d have known it was that hard to get a promotion, I might have become a mason instead,” Sir Arden Kerth said, a sly smile on his lips. “Then again, maybe you’re just going about this all wrong, sir. All the rest of the Conclave had to do was get old and nag the right people.”
Cassel rolled his eyes and turned to stare back out over the walled courtyard surrounding the temple. The sun had disappeared over an hour ago, and without its glare to keep the winter winds at bay, a bitter chill had already taken hold over the city. If not for the warmth of the Aether coursing through him, he would have already retreated inside to huddle near a fireplace. 
“Getting old helps,” Cassel said, shuffling in place on the balcony. It was only forty or fifty feet off the ground, but the wind was definitely stronger up here than down with the aspirants. “Getting lucky is even better.”
“Luck didn’t break the siege, sir,” Kerth told her. “Luck didn’t liberate the Silver Tower.”
“I suppose that depends on your perspective. Tahira is the one who saved the Order, and the only reason I ever met her is because I got captured.”
Kerth came to a halt and braced his arm on the balcony’s marble railing. “When you put it that way, it sounds more like incompetence than luck. I’ll have to remember to mention my own embarrassing failings the next time I’m up for a promotion.”
Cassel snickered and flashed the younger man a smile. “Just for that, I should demote you back to squire. Or maybe promote you to Knight-Captain—I’m not sure if you’d hate the paperwork more than you hated cleaning out stables.”
“An impossible choice if there ever was one,” Kerth said, chuckling softly before his expression finally sobered. “I did everything I could to get the recruits ready. I don’t know how effective they’ll be without magic, but I figure the more swords we have on the walls, the better.”
“Our barriers will make or break us,” Cassel said, tilting his head west. The overcast sky had almost completely swallowed the moon, but there were enough scattered rays that he occasionally caught sight of wyverns in the air over the mountains. “We just don’t have enough men to protect the entire city. We’ll have to consolidate our forces and hope that General Serrane can defend our flank.”
“And the dragon.”
“And the dragon,” Cassel murmured. “Escar’s mercy, it still doesn’t seem real…”
Shaking his head, he turned away from the railing and gestured back into the temple. Kerth followed his lead, probably just as happy to get out of the cold as everyone else. 
“The rumors of the dragon’s power become more outlandish every day,” the younger man said. “Though I suspect most people just aren’t sure what to believe yet. First a giant purple dragon seizes control of the city for the Black Mistress, then a giant red one shows up and torches the warship blocking the river. I can’t really blame anyone for thinking it’s the end of the world.”
“Or the beginning of a new one,” Cassel said. The temple’s enormous bell hung silently in front of them, but when he peered over the rafters, he could see all the way down to the main hall on the bottom floor. Tahira was there right now, her long red hair a stark contrast to her black priestly vestments. The knights Cassel had handpicked to guard her were nearby, as were several squires she had recently imbued with power. 
“When we were out in the plains planning to retake the city, I was a lot more concerned about the girl than I was about the battle,” Kerth said, following his commander’s gaze. “Now I’m worried that we won’t be strong enough to protect her.”
Cassel nodded gravely. “There is a story in one of Highlord Kastrius’s old books about the Conduits who once ruled most of Varellon. They were basically the mortal avatars of the gods until the Wyrm Lords eventually destroyed them. Though honestly, their lives seemed miserable in a lot of ways. They were so important to the survival of their kingdoms that they were locked away in vaults where no one could reach them. Everyone knew that if their Conduit died, their entire civilization would collapse. Their servants would lose the ability to channel in a heartbeat…and then rot away and die from the Wasting Echo.”
“What a lonely life,” Kerth murmured. “But frankly, sir, I wish we could lock her somewhere safe, at least for now. The Inquisitrix will absolutely send her Senosi to try and kill Tahira. If they succeed—”
“Then the battle is over,” Cassel finished. “Dragon or not, Highwind won’t survive without us to defend it.”
Kerth nodded gravely. “So what is your plan, sir? By this time tomorrow, the city could be under siege again. Perhaps we should stick her in the Citadel?”
“Absolutely not,” Cassel said. “You wouldn’t even suggest that if you knew what it was really like in there.”
“Uh…sorry, sir,” Kerth stumbled. “I just meant that—”
“I would rather keep Tahira here where I can keep an eye on her,” Cassel went on. “I had planned to defend her myself, but Crowe wants me on the walls giving orders.”
“So that’s why he really promoted you,” Kerth mocked. “He’ll get to sit back and finish off the wine stores while the new guy gets eviscerated by wyverns.”
Cassel snorted. “If only it were that simple.”
Kerth chuckled and eyed the massive sword on the other man’s back. “Is that your new badge of office, sir? I didn’t think the smiths had the resources to make any new blades.”
“They don’t,” Cassel said. “It was a gift.”
Kerth whistled softly. “Damn. Maybe I do need to shape up so I can get one of those for myself.”
Cassel grinned. Thinking about the blade reminded him of the unprecedented—and frankly unbelievable—faith that Crowe had just shown in him. Whether Retribution actually was one of the legendary Bâl Frohim blades
almost didn’t matter; the fact that it might be was enough to make it feel ten times heavier than it was.
He still felt a little uncomfortable lugging it around, but he sure as the void wasn’t going to leave it lying around his quarters unattended. While the sheath on his back was far too awkward for actual combat, it allowed him to keep the weapon close at hand. 
“Morning will be here before we know it,” he said. “You should get some sleep. I want you and the rest of the men refreshed and ready to maintain as many barriers as possible tomorrow.”
Kerth nodded. “We won’t let you down, Captain. Sorry—we won’t let you down, Commander.” He smirked again. “That’s going to take some getting used to.”
“You’ll manage,” Cassel said with a dry smile. “And one last thing, actually: head back to the docks and make sure the ballista crews have finished. I don’t want any problems while we’re trying to shoot down those damn wyverns.”
“Yes, sir,” Kerth replied, offering a casual salute as he turned and descended the stairs. 
Cassel lingered for a few minutes, his eyes fastened upon Tahira down below. He could feel the Aetheric energy flowing from her to every paladin in the city, and he couldn’t help but marvel yet again at the unfathomable turns the world had taken in such a short time. If someone had told him a few months ago that the Three Corridors would collapse, or that the Order’s only salvation would be an Eternal Priestess…
Julian.
He didn’t so much hear the word as feel it in every part of his body. Tahira was looking up at him, her dark green eyes twinkling. He smiled and raised his gauntlet before he started down the steps and joined her. 
“Every knight has been healed!” she announced, practically bouncing forward to meet him the moment he arrived on the main level. “And I didn’t need to restore a single connection today.”
She was brimming with joy, and she probably would have leapt into his arms if the hall weren’t so busy. Her giddy expression made her look even younger than she already was. 
And more beautiful. 
“Almost fifty knights,” Cassel said, smiling back. “And you’re not having any trouble maintaining the bonds?”
“It gets easier every day,” Tahira told him. “Some of the aspirants have been asking me to grant them power as well, but I have been reluctant to forge any new bonds. I wasn’t sure what you’d think.”
“What I think is that we should take this one step at a time,” he said, gesturing down the long hall leading to his quarters. “If there’s any lesson to be had from the Shattering, it’s that we need to be a lot more judicious about how and when we use our powers.”
“Because of the Wasting Echo?”
“Because of a lot of things,” he said, lowering his voice as they walked. The temple wasn’t normally this busy after nightfall, but the constant flurry of preparation had started to make him feel like they were living in a zoo. Aspirants, priests, squires…they scurried about at all hours these days. 
Still, given the option, he would obviously choose the endless bustle over the quiet agony of the Wasting Echo any day. The Order felt alive again. Even if it didn’t last, it was a pleasant reminder of the way things used to be. 
And, Escar willing, the way they could be again.  
They reached his quarters without being harangued by anyone, which Cassel considered nothing short of a minor miracle. He dismissed Tahira’s guards at the door, and once the two of them were safely inside, he shut his eyes and took a long, deep breath. 
Or started to, until Tahira lunged into his arms and kissed him. 
“Nnn…!” Cassel moaned as he braced himself against the door and kissed her back. A current of Aetheric energy crackled between them, and he swore the tiny hairs on his arms and legs stood upright. When she pulled him close, his hands reflexively slipped inside the silky folds of her black robe and settled upon her waist. The energy seemed to intensify the longer he held her, and eventually he felt the current surging through every part of his body. 
Her tongue and hands seemed desperate for his touch despite all the time they had spent alone together these past few days. Since he didn’t completely trust anyone else to defend her—and since the entire Order hinged on her safety—he had insisted on staying with her every night. He had made love to her in every imaginable way, but she always wanted more. 
And the best part of every night is figuring out how to give it to her. 
Tahira smiled sweetly when she eventually leaned back, her green eyes glittering. “I do not know if the Eternal Lady can hear my prayers or not,” she said. “But I thank her every night for sending me a protector in my time of need.”
Cassel grunted softly and forced himself to breathe. The echo of her touch reverberated through him, begging him to ask for more. It wasn’t quite as uncomfortable as the Wasting Echo, but it felt far too similar for his tastes. 
“I wouldn’t sing my praises yet,” he said. “None of us can predict what’s going to happen over the next few days, but we need to be prepared for the worst.”
“I am ready to do whatever is required,” Tahira said. “The knights will all be drawing power from me at once. I expect that the experience will be quite…harrowing.”
Cassel nodded silently. Her powers had grown every single day since they had first realized she was a Conduit, but that still didn’t mean she was ready for the storm the Inquisitrix was about to unleash. Empowering a dozen knights to battle a token army outside the walls of the city was one thing; empowering those same knights to project massive barriers was something else entirely. 
The Silver Fist had used the same technique to hold off the orcs during the Winter War, but they’d also had hundreds of knights rather than dozens. And at the time, they had all unwittingly been drawing from the Fount of Velhari, not a living person. They had no way of knowing how well—or even if—she could hold up. 
If she can’t, this battle will be over before it begins. The dragon will be our only hope…
“I have been waiting for this all day,” Tahira breathed as she pulled open the front of her robe and gave him a clear, unobstructed look at her porcelain breasts and bare belly. “Please, take me however you—”
Cassel reached out and caught her wrists just before she could undress. She looked up at him, her dark green eyes as full of confusion as disappointment. 
“Wait,” he said despite the growing fire in his loins. His codpiece was getting more uncomfortable by the moment, but they really did need to talk. 
“Have I done something wrong?” Tahira asked, her voice so soft it was almost pitiful. 
“Not at all,” Cassel assured her. “I just want to make certain we’re as prepared as possible for tomorrow. We still don’t know when the Inquisitrix will attack, but I doubt she’ll just sit by and allow us to keep bolstering our defenses.”
Tahira nodded slowly as he released her wrists. “I understand. I promise, I will not disappoint you.”
“I’m not worried about that in the least, believe me,” Cassel assured her as he leaned away and began to unstrap the sword from his back. As he approached the nearby equipment rack on the right side of the room, he remembered that he would probably be given new quarters soon. He was almost ashamed, considering how lavish his accommodations already were. The living area of the L-shaped quarters was already twice the size of the one he’d started with as a full knight, as was the adjoining bedroom behind the door on his left. 
“I know we’ve talked about it before, but I think it’s worth repeating,” he said, setting Retribution upon the rack. “There are still Senosi hidden somewhere in the city, and I guarantee they’ll come for you—soon.”
“And you will be here to defend me,” Tahira replied. “Together, we shall defeat them.”
“Commander Crowe wants me to take command of our forces,” Cassel told her. “I can’t do that from in here, but I’m also not willing to leave you alone.”
Tahira paused, her eyes flicking anxiously between him and the blade. “I will be able to sense everything that is happening, and I can easily pass along orders to the knights through this bond.”
“I wondered about that. You can communicate with everyone now, not just me?”
“Yes—though our bond remains the strongest,” she said a little too quickly, as if she were afraid he might think otherwise. “I sense the others all the time. I can feel their hopes and their fears. It can be somewhat…distressing.”
Cassel nibbled at his lip, and he braced his hand on the back of the plush chair in front of the smoldering fireplace. He couldn’t even imagine what it must be like to be intimately connected to so many other people. She was the nexus of the entire Order, a living river feeding a multitude of lakes and streams. 
A Conduit to the unfathomable power of the gods. 
“I wish I knew how to help,” Cassel murmured. “We know so little about the Conduits of the old world. They must have learned all sorts of tricks we can’t even imagine.”
“I don’t need tricks—I have you,” Tahira said, gently pushing her robe from her shoulders. As always, the sight of her plump breasts and smooth, unblemished skin made his heart race. “That is more than enough.”
She leaned forward and kissed him. Her fingers had grown quite adept at unfastening his armor, and they demonstrated their prowess yet again tonight. It only took her a few minutes to strip him down to his smallclothes, and he was just about to sweep her up into his arms and carry her into the bedroom when a heavy gauntlet knocked at the door.
“What is it?” Cassel asked, annoyed at how hoarse he sounded. 
“Sir, Ranger-General Starwind just arrived. She wishes to speak with you.”
Cassel wilted. He knew he shouldn’t have worried—Serrane had made it clear many times over that her people didn’t view sex or relationships the same way as humans. In theory, she wouldn’t bat an eyelash if she walked into the room while he was busy fucking another woman senseless. But for whatever reason, he still felt like a squire who had just been caught in the stables with a farmgirl. 
“Send her in,” he said, clearing his throat. He tossed a glance back at Tahira, assuming she would be scrambling to get dressed, but she hadn’t moved an inch. She simply eyed the door, her nakedness on full display. Cassel’s blood froze when he realized she had no intention of covering up, and he practically dove to the floor to grab her robe and toss it over her shoulders.
The door opened a few moments later, and Serrane’s scowling face and determined stride revealed her mood before she uttered a single word. “There you are,” she said. “I figured you’d—”
She paused and arched a golden eyebrow at the sight of him in his underclothes. “Did I interrupt something?”
“Uh, n-no, not really,” Cassel said as his face flushed with embarrassed heat. “W-we were just—”
“Julian was about to make love to me again,” Tahira declared proudly. 
The air rushed out of Cassel’s lungs. His knees went so weak he had no idea how he managed to stay upright.
“Is that so?” Serrane said, crossing her arms over her chest as she glanced between the two of them. “And here I assumed he would be working hard all night to prepare the city for an attack.”
“He has been training the squires and organizing the city’s defenses all day,” Tahira said. “He was also promoted to Knight-Commander.”
“So that’s what Crowe was doing instead of attending the Council meeting,” Serrane muttered, her eyes settling on Cassel again. “It sounds like you’ve had a busy day.”
He cleared his throat and turned to Tahira. “Could you, uh, could you give us a few minutes to speak in private?”
Tahira glanced between the two of them, her eyes hardening ever so slightly when she looked at Serrane. “Of course,” she said, finally closing the front of her robe. “I will be in the bedroom whenever you wish to copulate.”
She turned and walked away, and Cassel didn’t breathe until she had shut the door behind her. His cheeks were probably beet red, and he would have given just about anything to be somewhere else right now.
“Well, that was…illuminating,” Serrane said, unable to hide a wry smirk. “Apparently, I should have taken my time walking over here.”
“You’re not making this any easier,” he mumbled. 
“Maybe that’s the point.” Serrane snickered and sauntered close enough to place her hand on his chest. “As much as I love watching you squirm, I don’t understand why you’re so embarrassed. The moment you left the city with that girl, I knew what would happen.”
Cassel pursed his lips. “Why?”
“Because I’m not an idiot, Julian. You’re a handsome man in his twenties, and she’s a pretty girl who thinks you’re her savior. Besides, I saw the way she looked at you when you returned to the city.” Serrane shook her head knowingly. “Do you really think I’m that dense?”
“No!” he protested. “It’s just that…well, we’ve barely had time to talk about anything these past few days. We’ve pretty much been in our own little worlds trying to get ready.”
“I know, and it’s time to change that,” she said, stretching up on her tiptoes until her lips could reach his. “That’s why I’m here.”
She leaned forward to kiss him, and every spark of tension left in his body drained away when he wrapped his arms around her slender waist. He had fallen in love with Serrane for more reasons than he could count, but this reminded him of just how special she really was. She didn’t feel the least bit threatened by the fact he had been spending so much time with another woman. 
Not that she should have been. She remained the best thing that had ever happened to him. Even a Bâl Frohim blade—literally a sword out of legend—was nothing compared to the affection of a highborn elf. And he wasn’t the least bit afraid to say it. 
“You should know by now that I’m not the type of woman who shies away from a little competition,” Serrane said slyly. “You shouldn’t be, either. You could learn a lot from Valuri.”
Cassel grunted softly. “Is that so?”
“Absolutely. Do you think there’s anything I could learn from that priestess?”
“I may be a big, dumb paladin,” he said, “but even I’m smart enough to avoid that trap.”
“Clever boy,” Serrane said, cupping his cheeks in her hands. “Gods, I’ve missed you these past few days. We’re both finally back at home and we still haven’t been able to find time to be together.”
“The burdens of command,” Cassel whispered. “What about the dragon? Is he as tame as you’d hoped?”
Serrane snorted. “Jorem is…well, he’s not what anyone would expect when they think about a dragon. But his powers are real, and he has as much reason to hate the Inquisitrix as anyone.”
“If he can sink the rest of the fleet like he did that war galleon, we might all live to see a new tomorrow after all.” Cassel shook his head. “There are times when none of this feels real. Conduits, dragons…it would be nice if we had a few years to figure all of this out instead of a few days.”
“We’ll manage,” Serrane assured him. “We always do.”
Smiling, Cassel kissed the tip of her nose, ran his fingers through her lustrous golden hair, and then abruptly hoisted her up into his arms. She giggled as she clamped her thighs around his waist and her arms around his neck, and she kissed him again when he pushed her up against the wall. His manhood swelled against her; he could feel the heat of her quim even through her trousers. If they had been alone, he would have already buried himself deep inside her. 
But they almost never were these days, and that was the whole problem.
“There’s…there’s something we need to talk about,” Serrane whispered between his frantic kisses.
“Is it about why you don’t wear skirts more often?” he asked, nibbling at her lips. “Because they’re a lot more convenient.”
She snickered. “It’s freezing outside!”
“But it’s scorching in here,” he said, pressing his cock against her so hard that a soft moan escaped her lips. 
“I won’t stop you from buying me something nice with your new Commander stipend,” Serrane breathed. “But this is important. I wanted to talk before…well, before whatever is going to happen tomorrow.”
He frowned. She almost seemed nervous, which was incredibly out of character for Highwind’s stoic Ranger-General. He feared that something had gone wrong, but then she smiled and placed her hand on his face. 
“I have good news,” Serrane said. “I’m…I’m pregnant.”
The air rushed out of his lungs again, but this time he wasn’t sure if it would ever come back. He stood in place, paralyzed and breathless, and his grip on her thighs faltered until he dropped her altogether. 
“Pregnant?” he gasped. “But…how?”
Serrane cocked an eyebrow. “Do they really not teach you about that in knight school? I suppose it would explain the behavior of some of your squires over the years.”
“No, I mean…” He coughed and struggled for words. “When?”
“You’ve tried your best plenty of times since Icewatch,” she pointed out. “Though not nearly enough recently for my tastes.”
Cassel continued staring down at her, heart hammering, still wondering if all of this—the war, the dragon, the sword, the beautiful elven woman standing before him—was merely an illusion after all. 
“You don’t seem thrilled,” Serrane said anxiously. 
He blinked and snapped himself out of his stupor. “Are you kidding? This is…this is amazing.” He reached out and placed his hands on her exposed belly. “I just…shit, I’m sorry. I just wasn’t expecting…Escar’s mercy!”
Cassel knelt in front of her and kissed her stomach. She giggled and held him against her as her hands ran through his short brown hair. 
By the gods, she’s pregnant. Pregnant! How does this seem more incredible than dragons and Conduits and swords of legend?
“This…this changes everything,” he breathed, kissing her belly again. 
“It’s a lot to think about, I know,” Serrane said. “I honestly wasn’t sure if I would ever want to start a family, but—”
“We should get married,” Cassel blurted out.
She stared down at him incredulously. “What?”
“We should get married,” he repeated with a grin. “Whenever the war is over.”
Now it was her turn to stare blankly, paralyzed and breathless, as he kissed his way down her stomach and started unfastening her belt. 
“Julian,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I told you before that my people don’t marry.”
“Your people also don’t live in human cities,” Cassel said. “Or sleep with human paladins.”
Her mouth opened several times, but no words escaped her lips until he finished opening her belt and pushing her trousers off her hips. Her bald elven quim was every bit as slick and scorching as he expected, and the rich scent of her arousal wafted from her pink, barely parted labia.
“Julian, are you really…?” Serrane swallowed and clutched the sides of his head in both hands. “Are you…proposing?”
“Absolutely,” he said, smiling. “I want to marry you. I’ll summon one of the priests right now if you want to make it official.”
He had never seen her so dumbstruck, not even back in the White Ridge when he had first told her that he knew about her secret identity as “Faewyn.” This moment felt far riskier. He should have been terrified that she would refuse, or at the very least rebuff the idea as silly human nonsense. She had explained her people’s traditions at length. Highborn slept with whoever they wanted, whenever they wanted. Even their queen took multiple lovers. 
But for whatever reason, Julian Cassel had never been as certain of anything in his entire life. He was going to marry her, and he was going to spend his life making her the happiest woman in the Reaches. 
“Serrane Starwind,” he whispered, “will you marry me?”
She stared down at him, blue eyes wide and body trembling. He leaned up and kissed her belly again, his gaze never leaving hers. “Please say yes.”
Her lips slowly but surely curled into a smile. “Yes.”
Cassel smiled so wide his face hurt. “Now hold still,” he told her. “I don’t have a ring yet, but I have another gift I hope will tide you over.”
With his hands still holding her waist, he crouched down low enough for his mouth to kiss her quim. Her entire body seized up as he dragged his tongue across her swollen clit, and he swore she almost fainted when he pushed inside her puffy folds. Her carnal nectar was as sweet as ever, and he feasted upon her hungrily, ravenously, his tongue sweeping her hot, silky walls, until she cried out and clutched the back of his head to hold her against him. 
Her knees wobbled so unsteadily after her climax that Cassel was genuinely surprised she didn’t slide down the wall and melt onto the floor. He would have gladly devoured her all night, but he knew from ample experience that she would want him inside her as quickly—and as roughly—as possible. 
He had never been more eager to oblige.
Squeezing the outside of her smooth thighs, he promptly stood and lifted her back up into his arms. Her long legs clamped around him once more, and she moaned in delight when he pushed her against the wall again. Her core was like an inferno with only the thin layer of his underclothes separating his cock and her quim. All he needed to do was—
“Wait!” Serrane interrupted in between gasping breaths. “Not yet…”
Cassel frowned. “Not yet? But what—”
“Take me into your room,” she said, her eyes glinting devilishly as she locked her arms around the back of his neck. “Tahira is in there waiting for you.”
His mouth opened, but his throat went so dry it took a moment to find his voice. “But…”
“I don’t have a ring for you, either, but you still deserve a gift,” Serrane said, flashing him another coquettish smirk she brought her lips to his ear. “I want to watch you fuck her, Julian. Can you do that for me?”
His fingers clawed into her thighs. “Anything for you.”
“Good,” she whispered, biting down on his earlobe. “Because when you’re done, I expect you to fuck me twice as hard.”
 
***
 
Serrane swore she could actually feel the blood rushing into Julian’s cock as he swelled against her wet, waiting core. She couldn’t believe he didn’t burst free—frankly, she couldn’t believe she wasn’t begging him to throw her onto the floor and mount her like an animal. She had never wanted to feel him inside her more than this moment, but she was also so deliriously hot right now that she wanted a cunt on her tongue almost as much as a cock down her throat.  
If they were going to get married, the least he could do was share. 
Julian was sprinting toward his bedroom a heartbeat later, Serrane still held aloft in his strong arms. When the door burst open, Tahira was lying naked in his bed, her knees parted as if waiting for him to come ravage her nubile flesh. She looked up at the two of them, her eyes wide in confusion. 
“I need your help with a little problem, dear,” Serrane purred, hopping out of Julian’s grip and unclasping the straps of her breastplate. “A big problem, actually, from the looks of it…”
Serrane dropped to her knees the instant she tossed her breastplate aside. Julian’s hard, throbbing cock sprang out of his underwear at the slightest touch, and she eagerly lathered the tip with her tongue. She wondered how the human girl would react. Would there be outrage? Jealousy? Fear?
But Tahira didn’t hesitate for a second. Her emerald eyes lit up with delight, and she practically dove off the bed and slid down onto her knees next to the elf. 
“Here,” Serrane said, offering the girl his stem. “Show me what you can do.”
Tahira smiled as she curled her fingers around the shaft and began stroking him. Her eyes quickly flicked up to his, and she leaned forward and swallowed the tip. Julian moaned in appreciation as he feathered his hand through her flowing red hair.
Personally, Serrane was more interested in the rest of the girl’s bountiful assets. The elf reached out and gently squeezed Tahira’s plump human breasts, then leaned in to suckle her increasingly hard nipples. The priestess let out a muffled moan of ecstasy, though whether it was from Serrane’s ministrations or Julian working his cock down her throat was difficult to tell.
“Don’t you dare spill,” Serrane warned him between licks. “You better have enough to fill us both up.”
Snickering impishly, the elf turned her attention back to the girl’s wonderful tits. Serrane rarely found herself jealous of human women, but she couldn’t deny that their bulkier frames had a few advantages over their elven counterparts—two, to be precise. Serrane continued greedily suckling Tahira’s nipples while Julian took a firm hold of the girl’s skull and fucked her throat. She was clearly up to the challenge of taking his full length, and Serrane couldn’t help but wonder how many times he had already broken her in. 
If only Valuri could be here, too. Gods, I should have brought the enchanted phallus along…
Serrane eventually let the girl’s pert nipples slide from her mouth as she kissed her way down to Tahira’s stomach and eyed the faintly glowing red tattoo on her belly. The symbol almost looked like the top of a decorative staff or scepter, and it seemed oddly familiar. Serrane wondered if she had seen it somewhere in the libraries of Nelu’Thalas when she had been younger…
Either way, the symbol wasn’t made of ink like a normal tattoo, nor was it inscribed with vatari dust like Valuri’s Senosi markings. It was more like a birthmark…and when Serrane gently grazed it with her fingertips, she could feel an enormous current of Aetheric energy coursing through the girl’s body.  
“Faarea,” she whispered. Even having seen what Tahira could do, actually feeling the nexus of power inside her was…well, awe-inspiring, to say the least. This girl may have been the closest thing to a real goddess the world had seen in eons.
That just makes watching Julian ruthlessly throat-fuck her even more arousing. 
“Oh, gods!” he cried out as he abruptly pulled his cock from the girl’s mouth. Serrane half expected him to burst all over Tahira’s face, but thankfully he kept his stem under control. 
“On the bed, dear,” Serrane said, tapping the girl’s arm and pointed with her chin. “I want to watch him fuck you.”
Tahira’s eyes widened, and Serrane swore she could hear the girl’s pulse quicken. The priestess’s lips, still glistening with spittle, curled into a girlish smile as she leapt to her feet, raced over to the bed, and laid down on her back. When she slowly spread her legs, chest heaving with anticipation, Serrane was seriously tempted to rush over and sample her quim. Human women had a unique, heady taste she had always found irresistible. 
But they would have time for that later. Julian was ready to burst, and Serrane desperately needed something inside her while she waited for him to finish. Besides, she had already enjoyed a taste of the girl’s plump tits. Now it was time to return the favor. 
After planting a quick kiss on the tip of Julian’s cock, Serrane stood and sauntered over to the bed. She swung her leg over Tahira and straddled the girl’s face, wondering distantly if the Eternal Priestesses learned how to pleasure one another like the Senosi. Valuri’s skills were unparalleled, but if Tahira was inexperienced, she concealed it with raw enthusiasm. Her tongue frantically lashed at Serrane’s clit, driving the ranger inexorably toward another climax. 
She beckoned Julian to join them, though it wasn’t as if he needed the invitation. He was on the bed before she even saw him move, and he took hold of Tahira’s soft, smooth calves as he positioned his cock at her yearning quim. Serrane smiled and cupped his face in her hands. 
“Take her,” she breathed, pulling their lips together for a kiss. “Take her hard.”
Julian clenched his jaw and groaned as he thrust his manhood inside her. Serrane had never watched him fuck another woman before, but the sight of his cock vanishing into Tahira’s thick folds didn’t make her the least bit jealous—on the contrary, it made her quim burn so hot that even the girl’s enthusiastic tongue couldn’t quench the flames. 
“Oooh!” Serrane cooed as Julian began slamming deeper and harder into Tahira’s cunt. The tiny hairs on his chest had begun to stand upright, and a crackle of Aetheric energy surged throughout his entire body. Serrane could feel it even without touching him—it was like he was fucking a living lightning bolt. She felt the same spark of power surging through the girl’s tongue as she delved deeper into her folds, and Serrane threw back her head as a climax washed over her. 
Seeing his lover—no, his fiancé—trapped in the throes of passion pushed Julian over the edge as well. He growled like an animal as he pushed Tahira’s legs farther apart, their slick skin slapping together over and over and over…
“Give it to her!” Serrane demanded breathlessly. “Fill her up!”
He spent with a triumphant roar, flooding the priestess’s womb with his seed. Tahira cried out at the same instant, her tongue freezing in place within Serrane’s molten quim. Shudders of ecstasy rippled back and forth through all of them like the aftershocks of a quake, and Julian practically fell off the edge of the bed from weariness.
The instant his wilting stem slipped out of Tahira, Serrane crawled over the girl to take his place between her legs. The ranger spun all the way around, head down and hips high, so she could properly feast on Tahira’s velvety folds—as well as share in Julian’s bounty.
And a copious one it was. His seed was already gushing from the girl’s quim, and Serrane made sure to lap up every drop. The excitement of tasting his offering from another woman’s cunt ignited her own yet again, and apparently Julian found the sight irresistible as well. She felt him grab her belt and pull her trousers from her slender hips, and his manhood was already hard and swollen again when he pressed the tip against her folds. 
She couldn’t imagine how sodden she must have been, though a part of her was tempted to beg him to take her ass. Her bowels had been neglected for far too long…but then again, so had her quim. And something just felt right about having him spill inside his women one after the other…
“Fuck me, Julian!” Serrane practically screamed, utterly unconcerned about anyone hearing them through the walls. “Fuck me hard!”
She was so wet he thrust all the way inside her tight elven cunt with ease, and she buried herself back in Tahira’s glistening folds while he pounded into her. The girl seized up in another climax when Serrane nibbled gently at her clit, and she seemed to lose the ability to breathe entirely for seconds at a time. Meanwhile, Julian grabbed a firm hold of Serrane’s golden locks and jerked her head backward as he slammed and slammed and slammed into his fiancé…
He is going to be my husband. I am going to be the mother of his child. Oh, gods!
Serrane climaxed so hard her vision nearly blacked out, and she felt Julian’s glorious release flooding into her womb mere seconds later. Just thinking about the fact that his seed had already taken root inside her made her fingers claw into the sheets and her toes curl in delight.
“Escar’s…oh…” Julian breathed, releasing his hold on her hair and smacking her ass before a wave of exhaustion crashed over him. She felt his manhood slowly slip out of her as leaned away, spent and delirious. 
Grinning impishly, Serrane climbed back up over Tahira. The priestess, still breathless, looked up in confusion until the elf straddled her face again. When Julian’s seed began to drip forth, the girl smiled and began to enjoy her own feast.
“It’s still early,” Serrane said. “We still have plenty of time to learn how to share.” 
 
 
 



6
Stormfront
 
For the better part of the last century, Vorsalos had been the most important naval power on the Broken Sea. The City of Ravens commanded an armada of nearly a hundred warships, and their dread fleet had dominated the merchant trade along the coast from Vorsalos to Talisham for decades. By all rights, Vorsalos should have won the War of the Three Cities—Graygale and Ostvara had only mustered a few dozen vessels each, and Highwind had never been a naval power. Yet somehow, the Knights of the Silver Fist and their defensive magic had turned the tide of the war. A ragtag fleet of merchant vessels and galleys had managed to sink the Raven’s Pride and kill the Lord Admiral. Vorsalos had nearly torn itself apart in the chaos following his death.  
The age of anarchy is nearly over. A new order rises, and the gods shall once again bring peace and harmony to the faithful. 
Inquisitrix Marcella steered her wyvern higher and higher above the Reachwend until the beast nearly touched the clouds. A few thousand feet below her, the new Vorsalosian armada filled the Reachwend like a flock of waterfowl. The glint of the setting sun off the waves and sails reminded her of home, and she couldn’t help but wonder what might have happened if the amazons of Nol Krovos had ever seriously assaulted the mainland. Her people may have been few in number, but they never would have made the same tactical mistakes as arrogant pirates. They could have brought order to this chaotic land themselves had they so desired. 
But if they had, the moshalim cowards would have controlled everything. 
Marcella ground her teeth. Her thoughts had turned to Nol Krovos quite often these past few days, and she was eager to return and finish what she had started by destroying the Fount. The Fas’Gor rebellion had probably gained considerable strength by now. The Unblooded of Nol Pratos had long been denied basic dignity by the Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar, but all of that would change once Marcella destroyed the last Wyrm Lord and harvested the Godsoul fragment from the Eternal Priestess. Soon piety and faith, not chance, would be the sole corridor to power. 
One Conduit. One Goddess. One hope for the future. 
Her wyvern screeched when she kicked its flank and urged it into a dive. The evening air whistling through her mask was like ice on her skin, and a massive winter storm was gathering on the eastern horizon. Visibility was already poor and getting worse by the second; she could barely even make out the ships of her fleet from here. Her forces weren’t planning to attack until tomorrow, since it would allow her armada extra time to properly spread throughout the channel, and if anything, the brewing storm should have encouraged her to stay the course. The advantage was hers, after all, and conventional military logic held that intervening factors like weather would only benefit the weaker force. 
But there were more variables at play here than the elements. Highwind’s entire defensive posture relied on two individuals: the dragon and the priestess. The sooner Marcella destroyed them, the sooner this wretched age could come to an end. 
Her wyvern leveled its descent as she finally approached the fleet below. A vast array of caravels and galleys surrounded her flagship, the Queen’s
Vengeance. Built just a few years after its sister ship, the Purity’s Hammer, the Vengeance was a marvel of modern engineering and artifice. Stretching two hundred feet long and another fifty wide, the mighty galleon could have easily blockaded the Reachwend all by itself…if not for the presence of a Wyrm Lord. 
Marcella’s mind flashed with images of the dragon’s fiery breath annihilating the Hammer and its crew. Even now, days later, she could still feel the echo of her bound channelers dying as the flames consumed them. She hoped that the dragon’s victory would make him overconfident; much of her strategy depended upon it, in fact. If he wished to destroy the Vengeance, he would open himself up to dozens upon dozens of ballistae mounted on the rest of the fleet, not to mention the scores of wyvern riders waiting patiently for a chance to avenge their fallen comrades.
Tightening her grip on the reins, she steered her mount down onto the main deck of her flagship. One of her golden-armored Sanctori was waiting for her, as were several of her Crimson Flame channelers. The former held her spear straight as she stood at attention, while the latter dropped to a knee and lowered their heads in the presence of their Conduit. When Marcella climbed down from her saddle, even her wyvern laid completely flat against the deck in its own display of deference. 
“Your honor us with your presence, my queen,” the Sanctori, Veleca, said from behind her golden helmet. “The fleet is at your command.”
Marcella strode forward and eyed her servants from behind her own mask. While her bound channelers had obviously sensed her approach, they were all still confused (and more than a little terrified) by her unprompted appearance on the front lines. They all knew that their fates were bound to hers; if she fell in battle, the Wasting Echo would destroy them even if the warriors of Highwind did not. 
In the ancient world, mortals understood that no power came without a price, the voice of the Godsoul said into her mind. They pledged their bodies and their souls to the gods, and in return for their service, the gods protected their people. That is the world you must resurrect.
Marcella lifted her clawed gauntlet and bade her servants to rise. Many of her bound channelers had never touched the Aether before she had empowered them, yet they were already growing reliant upon its energies. Had circumstances been different, she likely would have rationed her power more carefully…though perhaps the Godsoul was right and this was the correct path forward. Her channelers understood their place far better than any mere soldier ever could. She was more than just their queen—she was their goddess, and they were quite literally nothing without her grace. 
“Report,” Marcella demanded, bolstering her voice with the Aether to ensure that it carried across the whole ship despite the fluttering sails and the waves breaking against the hull. 
“The fleet is nearly in position, mistress,” Veleca said. “The lead ships will be ready to cast anchor by daybreak, and we can begin bombardment by mid-afternoon…assuming the storm cooperates.”
Marcella cast her gaze east upriver. The deepening fog was already too thick to actually see Highwind from this distance, but she knew it wouldn’t be far now. They were only a few hours away from Hastien’s Fall, and the city would roll into view on the horizon shortly thereafter. 
My Sarodihm servant waits within the walls of the Citadel. Unleash her, and she will ensure the dragon’s destruction—and your final ascension.  
“I have no intention of waiting for the storm’s permission,” Marcella said. “Nor are we going to wait until tomorrow to strike.”
Veleca’s golden helmet tilted fractionally. “Mistress?”
“Jurisa and her Huntresses are already in position, and the enemy has provided us with a unique opportunity to sow chaos,” Marcella said. “We may even have a chance to destroy the dragon before he can threaten the fleet.”
Veleca shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
Marcella grinned beneath her mask, once again struck by just how much her relationship to her servants had changed in such a short period of time. Before Nol Krovos—before the Fount—the Sanctori and the Senosi had been her most trusted advisors. But since the vatari crystals tattooed into their flesh severed them from the Aether, they could never be truly bound to her will. She couldn’t communicate her desires to them in an instant, nor could she properly discipline them for their failures unless they were directly in front of her. The Senosi traitor, Valuri Sorvaal, was proof enough of that. 
Once you have consumed the Aether and destroyed sorcery, your former servants will no longer serve a purpose. If you cannot control them, you cannot trust them. 
“I trust them more than I will ever trust you,” Marcella spat. 
Veleca took a step back and shared a confused glance with the channelers behind her. “I…I beg your pardon, mistress?”
“Never mind,” Marcella said, balling her claws into a fist and pacing across the deck. She had clearly spent too much time brooding in her throne room surrounded by the voice of the Godsoul. Her outburst had sent it into a retreat, but she could still feel its presence lurking somewhere deep inside her. It seemed to be growing more insistent by the day. The change was disturbing, to say the least. 
“I do not recommend attacking before the storm clears, my queen,” Veleca said carefully. “The wind and ice will severely reduce the accuracy of our ballistae, and the wyverns will not be nearly as fast or maneuverable in a storm.”
Marcella took a deep breath and pivoted back around. “The enemy archers will be similarly impeded, and the darkness will greatly benefit our forces already hidden within the city.”
“Perhaps, but…” Veleca paused for a moment and gathered herself. “With all due respect, my queen, I am concerned about your presence here above deck. Perhaps you should go below where I can ensure your safety from—”
“I will not cower in a cabin below decks and hide from the battle,” Marcella interrupted. “Not now, not with the stakes as high as they are. In fact…” She returned to her wyvern’s side and placed her gauntlet upon his scales. “This time, I plan to join the fighting myself.”
She could feel the collective gasp of her servants even with the wind whistling in her ears. When she turned around, Veleca was frozen and speechless. The channelers behind her were stiff with dread. 
“You should have more faith in your queen, Sanctori,” Marcella said. “I led our forces in battle on Nol Krovos, and I shall do so again here.”
“O-of course, mistress,” Veleca said, tipping her golden helmet. “I meant no disrespect.”
Marcella snorted and raised her voice again. “This battle will be unlike any other fought in this age,” she said, as much to the crew as to her channelers. “A Wyrm Lord had arisen, and the forces of discord are already gathering under his banner. He cannot be defeated by arrows or catapults or swords. Only my power—the power of divinity—can destroy the dragons once and for all.”
Veleca slowly nodded. “I understand, mistress. What are your orders?”
Marcella glanced out over the edge of the ship as the silhouette of Highwind finally rolled into view on the crimson horizon. “My orders are simple,” she said, smiling beneath her mask. “We attack.”
 
***
 
“Off-hand, I can’t decide what’s crazier,” Valuri commented as she peered out of the bedroom window and down the moonlit streets. “The fact that a bunch of drow exiles are going to help defend the city, or the fact that I’m barely even fazed by it. Half the orc clans from the Shattered Peaks could show up at the front gate and I’d almost consider it normal at this point.”
“It is strange…and unsettling,” Kaseya commented beside her. Her eyes were locked on the throng of Serrane’s Duskwatch rangers and Solemi’s dark elf assassins congregating in the street just outside the Ranger-General’s estate. In theory, they were about to break into small squads and spread across the city. While the Knights of the Silver Fist would defend the walls, these fireteams would try to hold the streets.
Assuming the drow didn’t just loot the city blind and crawl back beneath the surface. 
“I suppose war often breeds strange alliances,” Valuri muttered. “I wonder how many of them backfire in the end?”
She crossed her arms over her chest and paced over to the bed. Serrane had just set out for the Silver Fist Temple, and Jorem still wasn’t back from his “meeting” with Solemi. Under different circumstances, Valuri would have insisted on making the most of her quiet time alone with Kaseya. The amazon’s tight little cunt could always use more punishment, and Valuri’s Senosi hunger would never refuse a fresh meal. 
But for the first time in as long as she could remember, the Huntress simply wasn’t in the mood. Her stomach churned every time she thought about Jorem’s “bargain” with Solemi. He was almost certainly correct that the Darkwind army was worth a small personal sacrifice, but that didn’t mean Valuri had to like it. 
“What in the bloody void is taking him so long?” she muttered, crossing her legs as she sat down on the edge of the bed. “You felt him finish a while ago.”
“He is on his way,” Kaseya said, closing her eyes and touching the ruby in her collar. “I can feel the chill of the air on his skin.”
Valuri sighed. “I still can’t believe you agreed to this. You’re the one who has to feel him fucking another woman.”
“I have felt him copulate with other women many times.”
“I know, and I don’t understand why it doesn’t bother you. I mean, it’s one thing to know he sleeps around, but having to feel it every time he does?”
Kaseya turned and arched a red eyebrow. “You would rather I be upset when he makes love to you?”
“No, but that’s different,” Valuri said. “You and I, we’re…I don’t know, we’re a team.”
“I see. Well, should Jorem or I be upset that you slept with General Serrane?”
“That’s also different.”
The amazon cocked her head. “I fail to understand why.”
“It just is,” Valuri grumbled. She closed her eyes and ran her hand through her hair, annoyed at her own frustration. Genuine emotions were strange and uncomfortable things, and she really hated it when they crept in on her unexpectedly. 
“I do not trust the Black Mistress any more than you do,” Kaseya said, striding over and sitting on the bed next to the Huntress. “But I do trust Jorem. He is my Maskari, and he will always return to me. He is also a Wyrm Lord—spreading his seed will ensure the revival of the dragons.” 
Valuri snorted. “Are we sure that’s a good thing?”
“Selvhara believes it is.”
“Selvhara believes a lot of crazy things.”
Kaseya arched another eyebrow and gently brushed her fingers through Valuri’s dark hair. “You would prefer the dragons die out?”
“The dragons have been dead for a long time, and the Wyrm Lords weren’t exactly the benevolent stewards of civilization. The Dragon War did almost destroy the entire world, you know.”
“What I know is that our ignorance of history is vast,” Kaseya said. “Even Selvhara said she only lived during the final days of the Avethian Empire. There are thousands of years of history that she isn’t familiar with.”
Valuri sighed and placed a hand on the other woman’s smooth, athletic thigh. “What are you getting at, Red?”
She shrugged. “Only that our kind—sorcerers—have been harassed and hounded and killed for a very long time. What if Jorem is meant change all of that? What if his seed is destined to restore the world?”
“Then you better stop swallowing every morning.”
Kaseya blinked. “What?”
“Never mind,” Valuri said, squeezing the amazon’s leg. “Look, I don’t really believe in destiny or any of that bullshit, but maybe that’s just because I’m not a sorcerer. I also have a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that Jorem is…well, I met him in a cistern, remember? And now he’s fucking flying around as a dragon.”
She felt Kaseya’s big blue eyes studying her face even without turning. “What is really bothering you?”
Valuri pursed her lips. This is Kaseya, not one of my Senosi sisters. I can open up to her—she won’t use what I tell her to backstab me later. So why is it still so fucking hard to say anything?
“I suppose it’s all this talk about him ‘spreading his seed’ or whatever,” Valuri said. “It’s just that…I don’t know, you pledged yourself to him, Red. You’re his girl in a way I can never be.”
“That is not true,” Kaseya insisted, touching the Huntress’s shoulder. “We share his affections. He cares deeply for both of us!”
“I know, but…” Valuri pushed her tongue hard into the back of her teeth as a realization slowly washed over her. “Look, you can give him something I never can, Red.”
The amazon shook her head. “To what are you referring?”
“You can get pregnant!” Valuri said, gritting her teeth. “And considering all you’ve done for him, it seems…wrong for him to plant his first dragon baby in the belly of a treacherous whore, that’s all.”
She closed her eyes and averted her face, though she could still feel Kaseya’s gaze upon her burning cheeks. A moment later, the amazon embraced her in a warm, loving hug. It was only then, when she felt a warm droplet slide down her cheek, that Valuri realized she had started crying.  
“You hide your feelings so well I sometimes forget that you have them,” the amazon said, lifting Valuri’s chin and giving her a soft kiss on the lips. “You regret that you cannot give him a child?”
“I don’t know, maybe,” the Huntress whispered. “I’ve never really wanted to be a mother. For one, I don’t ever want to see my tits sag. For two…well, I’d be terrible at it.”
Kaseya smiled. “I doubt that very much.”
“It’s a moot point regardless. All Senosi are barren.” Valuri paused and touched the other woman’s face. “But you aren’t, and you deserve more.”
The amazon’s eyes filled with warmth. “You really do care about me.”
“Obviously,” the Huntress sniffed. “I wouldn’t fuck you so hard if I didn’t.”
Kaseya chuckled and pulled her in for another kiss. Normally, Valuri’s hunger would have flared out of control and compelled her to feed, but not this time. She wasn’t aroused so much as…contented. It was a bizarre and frankly uncomfortable feeling. 
When their lips finally parted, Valuri shrugged and dragged her fingertips along the amazon’s golden collar. “You told me before that the magic in this thing keeps you sterile, right?”
“It shields my womb so that my Maskari can enjoy me whenever he wishes,” Kaseya confirmed. “Amazons would not be effective warriors if our moshalim were constantly getting us pregnant.”
“I suppose that makes sense. But when Jorem gets back…” Valuri awkwardly clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Maybe you should consider taking it off for a bit. You know, to see what happens.”
“The outcome is not in doubt. Considering how often we fornicate, he would likely impregnate me very quickly.”
“Is that something you want?”
Kaseya smiled. “Very much so, yes.”
“Then it’s settled,” Valuri said. “When he gets back, we’ll have to change up your morning ritual.”
The amazon giggled and kissed her again. This time, Valuri couldn’t contain her hunger; the sparks of magic on Red’s tongue were just too irresistible to ignore for long. 
“All right, enough of this girly shit,” Valuri said, pulling away and wiping the tears from her cheeks. “Where’s the phallus?”
“Right where you left it,” Kaseya replied breathlessly. “But Jorem will be back soon.”
“Who cares? Your cunt is mine tonight, bitch.” Valuri snickered as she traced her fingertips down the amazon’s soft neck. “I’ll leave your pretty mouth for him if he wants to join in.”
“But you told me that I needed to stop swallowing if I want to get pregnant,” Kaseya replied playfully. 
“Yeah, well, I’d still love to see him shove his dragon cock down your throat and snap your collar right then and there,” Valuri said with a wink. “The night is young, after all.”
 
***
 
The trip from the Silken Rose to Serrane’s estate felt longer than ever before, but Jorem knew he was just walking slower than normal. Even the chill of the nighttime air and the accompanying haze of snow flurries couldn’t motivate him to pick up the pace. The truth was that he didn’t want to go back, at least not right away. He was still sour at Solemi for disappearing and sour at himself for agreeing to her insane bargain in the first place. But every time he spotted a cluster of Darkwind soldiers in the streets, he was promptly reminded that he had done this for a good reason. Without the Black Mistress’s forces, Highwind wouldn’t stand a chance.
It might not stand a chance anyway, of course, in which case he would have planted the seed of his potentially deadly progeny in the belly of a woman of dubious intent and gained nothing in return. It wasn’t exactly the kind of glorious legacy one would read about in the history books. 
Then I guess we better win, huh? As if we needed any extra motivation. 
Jorem spared a glance back at the Gray Citadel as he crossed the bridge to the Artisan District. Even the imperious tower was getting harder to see thanks to the thickening fog, but he hoped that Selvhara was doing all right in there. Locking her away was yet another decision he could easily live to regret. If anything happened to her while she was in there…well, he wasn’t sure he could forgive himself—or stop Kaseya from going on a rampage.   
He arrived at the mansion a few minutes later. Dozens of Serrane’s Duskwatch rangers were scattered about the streets nearby, and most of them were grouped together with Solemi’s dark elven loyalists. It was a strange sight, to be sure, but for some reason it actually made him feel a lot better about their chances. The Inquisitrix and her Senosi wouldn’t shy away from playing dirty, so perhaps having a few drow on their side would level the playing field. If nothing else, their presence would certainly come as a surprise to any Vorsalosian soldiers who made it over the walls. 
Serrane’s guards let him inside the estate without any hassle, and he could hear the moans and cries of the girls having fun upstairs the moment the door opened. He smiled despite himself—he should have known that Valuri would take it upon herself to keep Kaseya’s mind occupied while he was gone. Rather than rushing up to join them, he went down into the cellar and snagged himself a bottle of highborn brandy. The sweet, cool liquor helped set his mind at ease, and he grabbed a few empty glasses before heading upstairs. 
The girls were a hot, sticky mess, just like he expected. They had apparently taken turns with the phallus, though at the moment Valuri was still buried deep in Kaseya’s cunt. At any other time, Jorem would have gladly jumped in, but even his draconic libido had finally reached its limit for the day. He poured them drinks instead of trying to join in the fun, and he gave them both long, passionate kisses in between glasses. They didn’t even speak until half the bottle was gone. Valuri was the first to finally break the silence as she withdrew the phallus from Kaseya.  
“So let me guess,” the Huntress said, sliding up behind him on the edge of the bed and massaging his shoulders, “the bitch packed her bags and ran out the front gate the moment you finished, didn’t she?”
“More or less,” Jorem murmured, dragging the tips of his fingers across Kaseya’s flat, sculpted stomach as she lay naked on the bed. “Whatever happens, I doubt we’ll be seeing her again for a while.”
“It figures. I’m glad she’s gone, but it would have been nice if she had tried to use her little illusory dragon trick on the enemy. The Huntresses wouldn’t have brought it, but the rank-and-file soldiers would have.”
“I am not worried about Solemi,” Kaseya said, her blue eyes sparkling. “Are you all right?”
Jorem arched an eyebrow at her. “You’re worried about me?”
“You are troubled,” she said. “You feel guilty despite my best efforts to assuage you.”
He snorted softly and shook his head in amazement. Despite all of Kaseya’s amazing qualities—her earnestness, her loyalty, her integrity—he still sometimes took for granted just how amazing she really was. He had just gone off to fuck and impregnate another woman, and she was worried about how he was dealing with it. 
“I just want to make all of this up to you,” Jorem said. “You deserve better. You deserve a man who will—”
“I have the man I want right here,” Kaseya interrupted, squeezing his hand. “And I have never been more eager to fight alongside him.”
Jorem smiled. Whatever else he might accomplish in his life, he made a promise to himself right then and there that he was going to make her the happiest woman in the Reaches. She deserved nothing less. 
“There is something else we discussed while you were gone,” Valuri said, pressing her bare breasts against his back and nibbling at his ear. “The two of you have a lot of work to do once this is all over.”
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
Val took his hand from behind and placed it back upon the amazon’s belly. “Red’s going to change up her morning ritual for you. No more wasting that precious dragon seed of yours in her mouth when you could be—”
She was cut off by the clamor of warning bells in the streets outside the estate. All three of them froze in place, wondering what in the name of the Pale had just happened, when an unmistakable high-pitched screech cut through the air. 
Jorem dove for the window before the girls could even move. It was difficult to see much of anything, thanks to the darkness and the fog, but he could still make out the shadowy figures of a dozen wyverns in the distance. Flashes of Aetheric fire trailed in their wake, lighting up the southern part of the city like an encroaching thunderstorm. 
“Please tell me that Serrane decided to take Garadros out for a midnight ride,” Valuri whispered, her already pale skin turning a ghostly white. 
“No. It looks like the Inquisitrix decided to start the party earlier than we thought.”
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya gasped, springing upright. The sweet, loving face that had been staring up at him a moment ago had been replaced by the hardened scowl of an amazon warrior. “Why now?”
“I have no idea,” he said as another fireball flashed in the sky. “But it doesn’t really matter, does it?”
He turned, the dragon blood burning hotter than ever in his veins. The skin on the back of his hands had already started to turn red, and for the first time since Selvhara had told him the truth about his heritage, he wasn’t sure he could stop the transformation even if he had wanted to. 
Marhaak kûl drakatharri!
“This war ends tonight,” Jorem said, his hands balling into fists at his sides. “One way or another.”
 
***
 
Serrane had always been a light sleeper. All rangers had to be, otherwise they wouldn’t last long in the untamed wild. Yet even after spending nearly two human lifetimes fighting gnolls, orcs, and Chol, she wasn’t prepared for the intensity of the chill that raced down her spine when Tahira gasped in horror. 
“She is coming.”
Serrane inhaled sharply and opened her eyes. The human girl was sitting nude and cross-legged on the floor of Julian’s quarters, her own eyes fluttering rapidly behind closed lids. The Aether swirled around her as if she were the nexus of a great magical storm, and goosebumps broke out along Serrane’s back. 
“What?” the ranger asked, rolling off Julian and onto her side. 
“The Inquisitrix…I can feel her approaching the city,” Tahira said. “Her forces have begun their attack.”
Serrane swung her long legs off the bed. They couldn’t have been asleep for long; she was still sore from Julian’s not-so-tender ministrations, and the flickering candles hadn’t made much progress on their wax. 
“But how…?” she rubbed her eyes. “Are you certain?”
“Yes,” Tahira said, her green eyes slowly opening. The red tattoo encircling her navel had begun to glow with a faint inner light. “I can see through the eyes of knights guarding the southwestern wall.”
Julian stirred a heartbeat later, his dark eyes blinking groggily. “Escar’s mercy…”
Serrane squeezed his bicep once before she stood and dashed over to the lone window. The glass was almost completely frozen over, and she couldn’t see anything past the fog and flurries of snow. By all appearances, it was a calm, quiet winter night just like everyone had expected. Even the Roskarim barbarians from the perpetually frozen lands of the White Ridge wouldn’t be foolish enough to attack in the middle of a blizzard.
“I can’t see or hear anything,” Serrane said. 
“The enemy wyverns are focusing their assault on the southwestern wall by the Iron District,” Tahira said. Her eyes didn’t appear to be looking at anything in particular—at least, nothing in this room. “The knights are attempting to erect a barrier, but there are not enough of them to protect the entire wall. They will not be able to hold out for long.”
“Son of a bitch,” Julian hissed as he lunged off the bed to retrieve his smallclothes. “Tell them that reinforcements are on the way.”
He snarled under his breath as he and Serrane got dressed as quickly as they could. She had stationed plenty of sentries outside the city to prevent exactly this from happening, but the storm had obviously blinded them—and probably lowered their guard. No one had seriously believed that the enemy would attack under these conditions. The element of surprise was all well and good, but the storm would impede the Vorsalosian ships and wyverns far more than Highwind’s defenders. Most of the Darkwind soldiers could also see far better at night than humans. Serrane probably should have been pleased that the enemy had committed such an obvious tactical mistake. 
And yet…
Warning bells were ringing across the city by the time Serrane and Julian were armed and ready. They rushed through the temple, Tahira closely in tow, until they saw Knight-Commander Crowe barking orders to a throng of aspirants and squires. 
“There you are,” Crowe said, waving them over. He looked calm and in control, just like a leader should, though Serrane could see the tension in his jawline. “Every able-bodied knight is heading to the walls.”
“How bad is it, sir?” Julian asked. 
The older knight gestured to Tahira. “She knows better than anyone. No one can see a damn thing out there.”
“The barriers are holding, but there are scattered fires across the Iron and Temple districts,” Tahira said. She looked even paler than usual, and she braced her hand on Julian’s pauldrons as if she were struggling to keep her balance. “The knights are having trouble seeing the river from the battlements, but the enemy ships have not yet fired a single ballista.”
“This might not be a full-scale attack,” Serrane said. “They could be testing our defenses and trying to cause a panic during the storm. I wouldn’t be surprised if the wyverns back off soon.”
“Maybe, but we can’t take that chance,” Crow said gravely. “We planned for this contingency. What about your fireteams?”
“They should already be sweeping the city. Most of them are drow—they can navigate in the dark just fine. Hopefully, they can contain the enemy if your men can hold the wall.”
“We will, but you need to get out there.” Crowe turned to Julian. “Take her wyvern if you have to.”
Julian grimaced as he turned to Tahira. “Sir, I can’t—”
“I will protect her myself,” Crowe said. “I can coordinate our defenses through her—we’ll stay in the temple and relay orders through her bond. But you need to be on the wall.”
“We’ll take Garadros,” Serrane said. “I can drop you off on the way to the Lodge.”
Julian’s jaw clenched, and she could tell he wasn’t buying it. They had discussed this decision many times, but now that the moment was here, he clearly didn’t want to leave Tahira’s side. Serrane sympathized, personally and strategically. The Eternal Priestess was the most important person in Highwind right now, second only to Jorem. But unlike the Wyrm Lord, she didn’t have an amazon warrior and a Senosi Huntress to defend her—or impenetrable scales, for that matter.
If I were attacking this city, my first and only goal would be to find the source of the Silver Fist’s power and destroy it. Breaching the walls would be an afterthought. 
“No harm will come to her, Julian, I swear it,” Crowe said, clapping the younger man’s shoulder. “Remember what we talked about in the crypt.”
Julian tossed a final glance at Tahira. His eyes were filled with the same knightly overprotectiveness that Serrane had always found slightly patronizing but also irresistibly charming. He would gladly put his life on the line for anyone here. He was, without a doubt, the best paladin—the best man—she had ever met.
“Go, Julian,” Tahira said with a tight but determined smile. “I will be fine.”
He took a deep breath and nodded.
“I’ll make sure the defenses hold, sir.”
“I know you will,” Crowe said. “Now get moving.”
“Escar watch over you both,” Julian said. He nodded to Serrane, and the two of them dashed toward the door. A bitter wall of cold air greeted them the moment they stepped outside, and if anything, the storm might have actually been worse than it looked out the windows. There may not have been enough snowfall to call it a true blizzard yet, but the fog was so thick she could barely see the wall surrounding the temple even though it was only twenty yards away. 
“My archers won’t be able to hit a damn thing!” she said, pulling her cloak around her body as a blast of wind threatened to rip it from her shoulders.  
“Their ships won’t be able to see the city from the river, either,” Cassel said. “And I doubt the fires will last long.”
He pointed past the courtyard walls into the city where they could barely make out some flickering flames from the Temple District to the south. Julian was right: if the enemy wyvern riders were hoping to burn Highwind to the ground tonight, they were going to be disappointed. Even magical flames wouldn’t spread far in this mess. But the Inquisitrix had to be smart enough to know that…
Shaking her head, Serrane raced across the temple courtyard to the Silver Fist stables. Most of the horses within weren’t going anywhere thanks to the storm, but there were still plenty of grooms scurrying about. Garadros didn’t have his own stall here, but he was waiting for her next to the barn. The wyvern’s yellow eyes were frantically flicking about the sky, and every few moments he would let out a strange half-whining, half-chittering sound.
“It’s all right,” Serrane soothed, reaching out to the Aether and touching the beast’s mind. He was clever enough to understand what was happening; he could hear his fellow wyverns screeching in the distance, and he was already anticipating a fight. The cold didn’t seem to be bothering him in the slightest, though the wind would be a different story once they actually lifted off. 
“On second thought, maybe I should walk,” Julian said, shielding his face from the snow with his gauntlet. “Are you sure he won’t crash into something?”
“If the enemy riders can fly, so can we,” Serrane said. “Come on!”
Garadros lowered his head for her to climb into the saddle, and she took Julian’s hand and pulled him up with her. His armored, bulky frame felt a lot different sitting behind her than Valuri’s sleek Senosi figure, and she wasn’t overly fond of how freezing his metal gauntlets felt when they clutched onto her bare waist. Thankfully, the wyvern didn’t seem the least bit impeded by the extra weight, and he rushed forward and leapt into the air as easily as ever. 
Holding steady once he was airborne proved considerably more difficult. Serrane crouched as low as she could as the wind pummeled them from seemingly all directions at once, and Garadros struggled to gain altitude and turn effectively. They had almost reached city hall by the time he finally banked south, and Serrane feared they might crash into the Gray Citadel on their way to the harbor. 
Fortunately, her wyvern could see through the storm better than she could. She allowed him to guide them rather than the other way around, and soon they were soaring several hundred feet above the harbor. Despite the low visibility, a few fortuitous gaps in the fog gave her a bird’s-eye view of the walls and the river. The situation wasn’t as dire as it could have been, but it was bad enough. 
“Le’thos,” she hissed as she tried to shield her eyes with her forearm and squint against the wind. The bulk of the Vorsalosian fleet was still anchored few hundred yards downriver, but a half dozen caravels appeared to be on course for the harbor. She couldn’t believe that their sails hadn’t torn in the wind; the Inquisitrix’s new channelers must have been protecting the vessels somehow. A steady stream of wyverns launched from the decks of the larger ships, and they were blasting away at the shimmering blue barriers protecting the most vulnerable portions of the southern wall. Occasionally, she would spot another flicker in the dark as the enemy rained magical fire down upon a barricade or watchtower deeper within the city. 
I won’t be able to shoot anything through this wind unless I’m right on top of it, she thought to herself. Maybe the Inquisitrix really does just want to whittle us down and wreak havoc in the middle of the night.

Tugging on the reins, Serrane steered Garadros west along the wall until they reached the command post where the knights were busy projecting the barrier. Landing was trickier than normal—the roads were so icy she worried that Garadros might break a leg, but his mighty talons proved up to the challenge. She should have known better than to doubt him, given that the frosted peaks of the mountains were his natural home. 
“There you are!” a familiar voice blurted out. “Escar’s mercy, I thought assassins might have finally gotten to you.”
Serrane turned as Constable Mannick and several of his men emerged from the fog. He looked as harried as Serrane had ever seen him, and not just because several straps on his breastplate were improperly fastened. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought he was a fresh-faced recruit about to stare down his first cavalry charge. He also looked genuinely relieved to see her, which immediately raised her hackles. 
Gods, it is tempting to mock and humiliate him in front of his men. He deserves worse. 
“Commander Cassel and I got a good look at the harbor from above,” she called out over the wind, pointing toward the battlements just south of them. “The enemy ships aren’t positioning themselves for an attack.”
Clapping a hand to his helmet as if afraid it might blow away, Mannick’s brow furrowed in confusion. “What?”
“They’re keeping their distance,” Serrane went on. “A few of the caravels are drifting toward the harbor, but the transports are hanging back with the flagship. They don’t look like they plan to unload soldiers anytime soon.”
“Then what are they doing?”
“Testing our resolve, most likely. We’re still not sure how many wyverns they have, but I would guess at least three or four dozen—enough to fly sorties all night.”
The constable visibly clenched his teeth and glanced back at the wall. “They weren’t supposed to be here until tomorrow at the earliest!” 
“War is unpredictable,” Serrane said, turning and raising her voice enough that the soldiers on the walltop could hear her. “But we’ve been preparing for this all week. Every man here knows what he needs to do. This is our city, and we’re ready for anything that bitch wants to throw at us!”
None of soldiers cheered or anything so dramatic, but she saw plenty of encouraged nods and resolved scowls. This was the moment where a leader’s reputation was put to the test. Every single member of the Highwind Guard had heard about her exploits at Icewatch and about the destruction of the hatchery in the mountains. With luck, those stories would bolster their resolve. 
The Darkwind soldiers were more difficult to gauge. There were hundreds of them positioned along the wall here just like she had ordered. Half-orcs with spears and shields, drow with swords and crossbows, even a few imposing minotaur with axes the size of tree trunks. Most of them didn’t even turn to look at her.
Serrane almost couldn’t believe that such a motley army hadn’t already turned upon itself. Never in a million lifetimes would she have possibly predicted that this would be the force defending her adopted home against a religious fanatic. Highwind had a well-deserved reputation for wealth and prosperity, but also for deep-seated divisions. Perhaps this really was an era of change in more ways than one. 
“I need to get back in the air,” Serrane said, lifting the reins. “I’ll try to contain the—”
“Incoming!”
The warning shout came from farther down the wall, and Serrane turned just in time to see three wyverns materialize from the fog just over the river. The beasts and their riders streaked toward the wall in a tight arrow-shaped formation, allowing a single channeler to project a shimmering Aetheric barrier over all three mounts. The other two riders unleashed a barrage of fireballs as they strafed overhead, but Julian and his men were up to the challenge: the flaming spheres splashed harmlessly against the knights’ barriers like water splitting over stone. 
“Gods protect us,” Mannick breathed as he crouched down behind the battlements. “My men can’t even fire back in this fucking fog!”
“Calm down, would you?” Serrane scolded as she watched the trio of wyverns soar over the city. “Panicking isn’t going to help anyone.”
“Neither is sitting here with our thumbs up our asses,” the constable growled. “Where in the bloody void is that dragon? He was supposed to—”
The words had barely escaped the man’s lips before a deep roar thundered across the sky. For just a moment, the whole world went quiet. Then Serrane caught a glimpse of Jorem’s massive silhouette in the distance. A brilliant cone of fire erupted from his maw, illuminating half the damn city as it incinerated one of the wyverns. The others split off in opposite directions, but she quickly lost sight of them in the fog. 
“We have a dragon,” Serrane said, raising her voice again. “We have the Knights of the Silver Fist. We have an army that’s ready to fight tooth and nail to drive this bitch back to the sea! Now, who is with me?”
This time, the soldiers didn’t hold back their cheers. She had no doubt that plenty of them still feared the dragon—who wouldn’t?—but they also knew what Jorem was capable of. Despite the cold wind and the murky fog and the scores of enemy wyverns darting through the darkness, these men still had hope. 
And it was her job to keep it kindled. 
“Hold the line, Gerrard,” Serrane told him. “I’ll do everything I can to keep those flyers off you. Just make sure your men are ready to fire whenever they get the chance.”
Mannick’s lip twisted as if a thousand different emotions were vying for supremacy over his face. “We’ll be ready,” he said eventually. “Escar watch over you, General.”
Serrane lifted her eyes to share one final, knowing glance with Julian. Every trial they had faced these last two months, from Icewatch to Hastien’s Fall to the hatchery to the siege, had all led to this moment. She should have been terrified or at the very least nervous, but all she felt right now was grim determination. They were going to hold the line, not just for Highwind and its people, but for the entire Northern Reaches. 
And for their unborn child. 
“Aether protect us,” she whispered. “Let’s finish this.”
 
 
 



7
The Battle for Highwind
 
“All things considered, I preferred fighting the Inquisitrix and her army of fanatics back on a tropical island,” Valuri grumbled into her scarf as a gust of wind whipped through the street. “Gods, it’s even colder than Icewatch here.”
“I’m more worried about the fog than the cold,” Jorem said. “I’d rather not crash into any buildings if I can help it.”
“I get nauseous enough when you fly straight,” she muttered. “Maybe I should just walk to the walls…”
Valuri had only been outside for a few minutes, but she already wanted to run back into Serrane’s estate and curl up by the fireplace. They were a few blocks away from the Duskwatch Lodge, in Jorem’s usual “landing zone,” and Kaseya was theoretically on her way back from the stables with the special dragon saddle the rangers had designed. Valuri wasn’t overly thrilled at the prospect of testing it out in the middle of a blizzard, but anything had to be better than holding onto Kaseya’s waist for dear life. 
Several explosions sounded in the distance, followed by the screeches of wyverns and the screams of terrified people. Valuri hoped that Serrane’s rangers would be able to contain the chaos, because it would spread quicker than any flames—especially when the Senosi inevitably got involved. 
Kaseya emerged from the frozen fog a few moments later, an enormous saddle slung over her shoulders. It looked like a much larger version of the one Serrane used on Garadros.
“I should have insisted we practice with this before using it in battle,” Kaseya said, scowling as she set the saddle down. “An amazon should never be unprepared…”
“It wasn’t ready this morning,” Valuri reminded her. “Besides, you and I both prefer riding bareback anyway.”
Kaseya frowned. “I do not under—”
“Let’s just hope it fits,” Jorem interrupted. “And that I can actually do this when it counts.”
“You’ve never had trouble performing under pressure before,” Valuri said with a sly grin. “That’s the one and only nice thing I’ll ever say about you.”
He didn’t even snicker, which told her everything she needed to know about his current mental state. His brown eyes had been heavy with doubt ever since the alarm bells had started ringing, and she knew how much pressure he was putting on himself even if he didn’t say anything. He was the Dragon of Highwind and the first Wyrm Lord in generations—that was a big responsibility after spending a lifetime living in the cisterns of Vorsalos and doing everything possible to avoid attention. 
“Hey, don’t overthink it,” she said, reaching out and squeezing his arm. “You’ve transformed every day since the siege. Just pretend you’re about to take us for another morning joyride.”
Jorem turned his head back to look at her, and a bit of the tension seemed to drain out of his face. He was annoyingly cute when he was anxious and vulnerable—almost as cute as when he was holding her down and ramming his cock into her cunt. If that wasn’t love, she didn’t know what was. 
“Stand back,” Jorem warned as he pulled off his jacket. “Let’s find out what we’re dealing with.”
Even now, after watching him change shape several times, Valuri still didn’t quite believe it. The way patches of red scales crawled over his pink flesh, the way his bones cracked and popped into new shapes, the way he grew moment by moment until he was the size of a house—she had seen all sorts of twisted sorcery while policing the underworld in Vorsalos, but this…this wasn’t even in the same plane of existence. 
This was power—ancient, primal, breathtaking power. The kind that broke unbreakable rules. The kind that destroyed entire civilizations and built new ones to take their place. Maybe this was why Valuri had been so inexplicably attracted to a spindly sorcerer from the sewers of Vorsalos in the first place. 
At the very least, it probably explains why he’s always tasted so good.
Jorem’s quaking roar thundered across the city once he had fully transformed. The pupils of his orange-yellow eyes narrowed as he peered through the fog, and Valuri wondered what he could perceive that she couldn’t. Her Senosi powers allowed her to see quite far in the dark, but he had the full senses of a dragon at his disposal. 
“Help me put this on,” Kaseya said, grabbing hold of the saddle. Throwing it over Jorem’s scaly shoulders and fitting it into place was every bit as awkward and cumbersome as Valuri had imagined, especially since they were in such a rush. She could practically feel the sand sliding through the hourglass. Every second they lost gave the Inquisitrix’s forces more time to wreak havoc uncontested…
But they finished as quickly as humanly possible, and once the saddle was strapped down, Valuri had to admit that having her legs secured by leather loops made her feel about a thousand times safer than holding onto whatever she could grab. She checked her crossbows as she settled in behind Kaseya, though she had no idea how she was going to shoot anything in this storm. Maybe they would get lucky and Jorem would just annihilate the entire fleet for them. 
Shit, this was going to be so cold…
“Here we go,” Kaseya said, smiling as she grabbed the reins. As always, she was enjoying this far too much for Valuri’s comfort. 
“Red, you better make sure you—ahhh!”
Valuri’s snapped her mouth shut and clutched the amazon’s waist when Jorem abruptly rushed forward and leapt into the air. His mighty wings stirred up a whirlwind of snow around them, and she closed her eyes and whispered a silent prayer to gods she didn’t believe in just in case they felt like helping. A hurricane of frozen air whipped around them, and her ears popped in protest as they swiftly gained altitude.  
Once she finally mustered the courage to reopen her eyes, Valuri swept her gaze over the length of the city. From above, the scattered pockets of flame and destruction didn’t look quite as severe or as rampant as she had feared. Hopefully, that meant that Serrane’s rangers were doing their jobs properly—and making sure the drow did theirs. 
Jorem took them straight toward the southern wall, and she couldn’t help but be awed at the sight of all the shimmering blue domes hovering over the battlements, shielding the walls from attack. Her mind flashed back to Icewatch where a group of Highwind wizards had attempted the same strategy against the Roskarim. They had been stretched too thin to pull it off, but hopefully the Knights of the Silver Fist were strong enough to hold the line. 
“Wyvern riders!” Kaseya called out. “They’re heading for the barrier!”
Valuri followed the amazon’s gaze out to the river where a trio of wyverns had just launched from the decks of a Vorsalosian caravel. The storm was clearly making it difficult for the beasts to gain altitude, but it was also shielding them from retaliation—the archers on the walls didn’t have a chance in the void of hitting anything. And when the wyverns soared over the walls and the barriers, their strategy became clear. 
“This isn’t a real attack,” Valuri whispered. “It’s a cavalry raid.”
“What?” Kaseya cried out.
“They’re not even going to try and breach the walls,” the Huntress explained, shouting over the wind. “Not from the outside, anyway.”
Kaseya’s face twisted into a scowl as she shielded her eyes and stared down at the fleet of filling the river. “We watched their warships deploy landing craft in Ostvara. There could be thousands of soldiers below decks of the larger vessels!”
“I’m sure there are, but I guarantee they won’t be trying to climb the walls,” Valuri said. “I know how Marcella thinks. She’s not a Roskarim warlord or an orc chieftain—she prefers diversions to brute force. Remember Nol Krovos? The entire battle in the sea was just a distraction to thin out the Fount’s defenses.”
Kaseya grimaced at the mention of her homeland. “We cannot allow them to succeed.”
“No shit, Red,” Valuri snapped. “But we also shouldn’t—”
Her voice caught in her throat when Jorem abruptly banked hard to his right in pursuit of the wyverns. Unfortunately, the smaller beasts were quicker and more maneuverable, and their riders unleashed a volley of fireballs as they strafed past the Highwind Academy. Explosions engulfed the old tower and sent flaming chunks of masonry and glass raining down upon the streets. 
But the riders apparently hadn’t realized just how close Jorem had gotten in the fog, and they didn’t leave themselves enough room to climb and scatter before the dragon was upon them. Valuri felt Jorem’s entire body shudder as he inhaled a deep breath of frozen air, then unleashed a massive cone of flame at the nearest wyvern. 
Neither the beast nor the rider stood a chance. Jorem’s fiery breath was so bright that Valuri had to squint to protect her eyes, and she never even saw a corpse fall from the sky. In one instant, they were bearing down upon a frantically fleeing enemy; in the next, the wyvern was simply gone. 
“Zor Kalah!” Kaseya stammered as a wave of heat washed over them. It only lasted for a moment, but Valuri swore it completely melted the frost and snow from her face. 
Jorem wasn’t finished. The other two wyverns wisely (or accidentally) darted in opposite directions, and he banked hard to his right in pursuit of the one that had chosen to streak north toward city hall. As Jorem closed in, a shimmering barrier materialized around the wyvern as the rider tried to defend his mount. Valuri wished more than ever that she could draw her crossbow and shoot, but even without the storm, she doubted she could shoot accurately under these conditions. The wind continued blasting over her and Kaseya, threatening to freeze them both to the saddle—
And then Jorem struck again. He inhaled so quickly that Valuri barely felt his lungs fill, though his flaming breath also seemed far less powerful—it barely even reached his target’s tail. The wyvern still panicked and lurched out of the way without his rider’s direction, and when the channeler nearly fell out of his saddle, Valuri belatedly realized that Jorem had never intended to vaporize his target outright. The barrier flickered when the channeler’s concentration faltered, and Jorem reached out with a mighty talon and swatted the wyvern instead. A stifled shriek cut through the storm as the beast spiraled out of control, and a heartbeat later it crashed into city hall and vanished in an explosion of debris. 
Valuri couldn’t help but snicker on Serrane’s behalf. She had always hated that bloody building anyway…
Jorem surged upward without warning, wiping the smirk from the Huntress’s face. She nearly retched when he rolled hard to his left—she and Kaseya would have surely fallen to their deaths if not for the saddle. Valuri’s vision went black for a moment, and she squeezed the amazon’s waist for dear life. 
“We have to get down,” she croaked into Kaseya’s ear. “You and I are useless up here!”
“He is taking us to the river!” the amazon called back. “We can capture one of the caravels while he attacks the command ship.”
“No,” Valuri warned, the hairs on the back of her neck abruptly shooting upright only to be smashed flat by the wind. “We can’t take the bait.”
“Wait?”
“I told you, this is all a diversion,” the Huntress said, shifting in the saddle and scanning the buildings whipping past beneath them again. “Don’t you see? That fleet will have dozens of ballistae trained on us the moment we leave the protection of the walls. She’s trying to bait us into overextending.”
Kaseya visibly tensed. “We cannot allow them to set fire to the whole city!”
“I know, but we need to be smart about this,” Valuri shot back. “Marcella hasn’t made her move yet, I promise. But when she does, we need to be—”
Before she could even finish the sentence, one of the shimmering barriers protecting the southern wall flickered and vanished. The resulting gap was enormous, and the wyverns pounced on the opening with a coordinated assault that was so swift and precise it seemed impossible. A barrage of fireballs struck the battlements, engulfing dozens of archers in a blazing inferno, and mere seconds later, another group of wyverns soared through the smoldering gap with massive crates clutched in their talons. 
“Son of a bitch!” Valuri snarled, memories of the bloodbath at Icewatch flashing through her mind. She could see the Roskarim hordes pouring out of the crates and into the fortress…
But despite the odds, she and the others had ultimately held the line in the north, and they would do so again here. They might have been outnumbered, sure, but they also had the fucking Dragon of Highwind on their side. 
Marcella could be as clever as she wanted. After a decade of tyranny, the reign of the Raven Queen was about to come to an end. 
“Set us down near the wall,” Valuri said, triggering her claws. “It’s time for some payback.” 
 
***
 
The Gray Citadel was quiet, dark, and uncomfortable. None of the guards had come by since Jorem had walked out of her cell, not even to leer at her through the bars. Under different circumstances, Selvhara would have worried about going mad from sheer loneliness. 
Right now, however, she was about to go mad from the
pain. 
In the span of a few short hours, the Wasting Echo had gone from a dull, distant ache to a clawing, full-body burn. Perhaps the One God had done something to accelerate the condition’s effect, or perhaps this was simply the result of being bound to the power of a Valathrim for so many centuries. Either way, she didn’t know how she could possibly endure this torment much longer. Her entire body was trembling as if wracked by a persistent seizure, and if her restraints hadn’t been holding her upright, she would have surely collapsed to the cold floor long before now.
Perhaps the Echo will kill me before Dathiel sets me free.
I can’t imagine a more fitting punishment than having his own cruelty deny him vengeance against the Wyrm Lords…
Deep down, Selvhara knew she wouldn’t be that fortunate. She never had been, so why should now be any different? The wolf’s blood was already boiling in her veins, eager to defend her the moment she surrendered to its bestial call. She doubted that even the Echo could destroy a werewolf. Her curse had allowed her to survive the centuries unscathed by time, and without the One God’s will to keep it in check, it would soon consume her mind as well as her body. She would be reduced to little more than a feral beast. 
I don’t know that for certain. The wolf’s blood broke me free of Dathiel’s control during the siege, and I was able to retain my own mind somehow. There must be some way to do that again…
Selvhara was still alone in her cell, desperately trying to withstand the pain, when she heard the first rumble of a distant explosion through the wall. There were no windows in this lightless prison, for obvious reasons, and she couldn’t have turned her head to look even if there had been, but she doubted that more than half a day had passed since Jorem and his harem had departed. They hadn’t been expecting the Conduit to attack until the next day…
Another distant rumble shuddered through the walls, so faint that even a normal elf would have had trouble identifying the source. But thanks to the power of the wolf’s blood, Selvhara could hear practically everything, even the mice skittering about in the empty cells a hundred feet away. The din of a distant battle was practically deafening by comparison. 
“The dragon will prevail,” she whispered into the darkness, gathering her strength for the ordeal to come. “The Wyrm Lords will rise to confront the last of the Valathrim. A new era will…”
She trailed off when she heard a muffled thud from somewhere across the cell block. When she held her breath and closed her eyes, she could make out the subtle scraping of serrated stiletto heels on stone growing louder and louder…
And then came the screams. They were so brief and stifled that they were barely noticeable, and the bodies that made them never actually hit the floor. If Selvhara didn’t know better, she might have assumed she were imagining the sounds altogether.
But she did know better. She was hearing the last gasps of hapless guards being murdered—not by random thugs or soldiers, but by a professional assassin. 
A Senosi Huntress. 
The assassin’s footfalls were little more than a faint scratch on the stone, but Selvhara swore they sounded like rolling thunder as they approached. A heartbeat after they reached a crescendo, she saw the shadowy outline of a hooded, distinctly feminine figure clad in black leather armor stalk into view outside her cell. 
“The mistress said you would be here,” a husky voice said. “An invincible beast disguised in the frail body of an elf…”
The shadowy figure stepped forward and pulled back her black hood. A pair of faintly glowing green eyes illuminated the bars to the cell, and when her arm emerged from within her cloak holding a ring of keys, the exposed skin of her bicep was covered in intricate, luminescent vatari tattoos. 
“You hardly seem worth the trouble,” the Senosi Huntress sneered, her cruel, pretty face lit by the emerald glow of her markings. “The amazon will surely carve you to ribbons.”
“Then leave me here,” Selvhara replied hoarsely.  
The Huntress smirked wickedly. “The Raven Queen demands your service. If you attempt to betray us, I will butcher you myself.” 
The woman pushed a key into the lock and opened the door. Selvhara clenched her teeth in anticipation, desperate for something—anything—she could use to prevent this. If she attacked, the Huntress might fight back…but that would only unleash the wolf and deliver Selvhara unto madness. No, she needed to figure out some way to keep herself restrained or—
The time has come, Sarodihm. 
The One God’s voice slithered into her mind. Selvhara gasped as his power once again flooded through her body and washed away the biting pain of the Wasting Echo like an angry tide. At any other moment, she would have been grateful for the relief. But not today. 
“No,” she growled. “No, I will never—arrgggg!”
Her voice transformed into a guttural snarl as Dathiel unleashed the wolf’s blood in her veins. Fur sprouted across her hairless limbs, and she felt her teeth and jaw snap and twist into a bestial muzzle. The Citadel’s shackles held her fast, but even the Senosi Huntress seemed taken aback by the scope and intensity of the transformation. Selvhara growled so loudly that the sound echoed across the Citadel like thunder rolling through a canyon. Yet even her cursed blood couldn’t free her from the One God’s yoke. If anything, his control was stronger than ever before.  
“You know what needs to be done,” the Huntress said, keeping her glowing eyes warily focused on the wolf even as she unlocked the chains. “The Raven Queen demands your obedience!”
Selvhara wanted to tear out the Huntress’s throat. Instead, she leapt across the cell the instant her limbs were freed. Dathiel didn’t even let her acknowledge the Huntress—the druid simply sprinted through the dark tower on all fours, past bodies crumpled in puddles of blood, her heart pounding in her ears and her curse searing through her veins. After a thousand years of waiting to serve a Wyrm Lord, her final act would be to betray him. 
You are mine, Sarodihm, the One God said. Now and forever.
 
***
 
The Dragon of Highwind roared he swooped overhead, a curtain of flames spewing from his mouth and engulfing yet another wyvern. Julian Cassel never saw the beast or its rider emerge on the other side. Their blackened carcasses must have either disappeared into the fog or been incinerated outright. 
Unfortunately, the wyvern and its comrades had already dropped their troop carriers into the Iron District. The dragon could continue harrying the flyers and perhaps even pick them off one-by-one, but the real battle for the city was about to take place in the streets. 
And it was about to get ugly. 
“Son of a bitch,” Cassel swore as he knelt over the body of the fallen knight lying at the bottom of the steps. The young man—Sir Randel—had only been knighted a few weeks before the Shattering, and Tahira had restored his powers just yesterday. Now he was dead in a tangled heap, a trio of perfectly clustered crossbow bolts sticking out of his armor. The Senosi who’d shot him had already vanished back into the fog, but not before the gap in the barrier had allowed the enemy wyverns to set fire to the battlements and kill several dozen defenders.
“We need to get the militia off the wall and into the streets!” Sir Kerth said, holding his shield protectively in front of them. “The soldiers in those crates will burn half the city to the ground if we don’t contain them!”
Cassel squeezed Ranus’s unmoving shoulder one last time before he rose back to his feet. “If there are any channelers stashed in those crates, they’ll roast our soldiers alive without us there to shield them.”
“And if there are more Huntresses out there, they’ll be waiting on the rooftops to pick us off one by one,” Kerth countered. “We can’t take the bait, sir!”
Cassel grimaced as he glanced back up at the smoldering wall above and behind them. He and the rest of the knights were still spread around the base of the southwestern tower. They had intentionally fortified this position since its proximity to the river made it the most obvious initial target, and their suspicions had been proven correct. The problem was a simple question of mobility: they had to defend a massive static target with a relatively small army while the enemy flyers could attack practically wherever they wanted from the sky. 
And that didn’t even take the Senosi into account—the Inquisitrix could have had dozens of her operatives concealed in the darkness and the fog. Kerth was right to be cautious. The closer the knights stuck to the wall, the harder it would be for any Huntresses to pick them off. Staying here was the safer option.  
But they were paladins, not militiamen. They weren’t here to play it safe.
“It’s our job to protect these men,” Cassel said. “I won’t send them to their deaths because we’re scared of fighting the Senosi.”
Kerth’s cheek twitched. “But sir, we can’t—”
“Do you see any enemy soldiers landing on the coast or trying to climb the walls?” Cassel asked. “The barriers are important, but we’re not trying to stop a breach. The game just changed, and we need to adapt.”
Kerth started to argue, but then his eyes abruptly flicked up into the sky. “Maybe they can help.”
Cassel heard the beating of powerful wings that heralded Jorem’s approach before he turned all the way around. The dragon’s bright red scales were clearly visible even through the fog thanks to the reflection of the streetlamps lighting up the snow, and Cassel still couldn’t believe that there was a man somewhere inside that beast. Every nearby soldier clutched his weapon as the dragon descended, dreading that this might be the moment where the Wyrm Lord showed his true colors and betrayed them.  
But the dragon didn’t incinerate anyone with his fiery breath. He came to a heavy landing in the streets less than a hundred feet away, a tempest of debris swirling beneath his wings. Cassel could make out two figures leaping down from the saddle on his back—Kaseya the amazon warrior and Valuri the former Senosi Huntress.
Before anyone could approach, the dragon abruptly rushed forward and leapt back into the sky to chase another group of wyverns. Escar willing, he and Serrane could hold off any more reinforcements… 
“There you are, Golden Boy,” the Huntress called out, her red scarf fluttering in the wind. “Looks like you could use a little help.”
“Golden…what?” Kerth stammered, his eyes narrowing at the Huntress. “The Knight-Commander is in charge of—”
“We need to contain the enemy soldiers as quickly as possible,” Cassel interrupted. “I’ll take any aid you can give.”
“That already makes you smarter than half the paladins I’ve met,” Valuri said, drawing a pair of sleek crossbows from her belt holsters. “Where do you want us?”
Cassel grinned. He had only met Valuri once (and briefly at that), but Serrane had warned him about the Huntress’s irreverence. The amazon, by contrast, wore the cool, determined look of a veteran warrior despite the fact that she was probably the same age as half of the aspirants and squires. 
“Head toward the Randel Street plaza and see if you can contain the enemy there,” he told them. “I’ll send some men to back you up as soon as I can.”
“We will hold the line, Commander,” Kaseya assured him. “You have my word.”
She turned and jogged away, her round silver shield glinting in the moonlight. Her pristine white amazon armor and blue cloak looked incredibly out of place amidst the ragtag outfits of the Darkwind soldiers and the mail-clad Guardsmen, but most of them seemed downright awed by her presence. Aside from the fantastical tales about the legendary warrior-women of Nol Krovos, they had all seen her flying around on the back of the dragon these past few days. 
“Red will take out their whole army if she has to, don’t worry,” Valuri said with a wink. “I’ll flush out the other Huntresses.”
Cassel nodded. “Escar watch over you.”
“Sure, why not?” she snorted. “Just make sure you stay alive, Golden Boy. If you break Serrane’s heart, I’ll kill you myself.”
After flashing him a wry smirk, she turned and dashed off. Cassel made a mental note to ask Serrane for details about what had happened between the two of them while he’d been gone…
“I suppose we can’t afford to be picky about our allies right now,” Kerth whispered. “What are your orders, sir?”
Cassel took a deep breath, then turned and shouted up to the knights on the wall. “Aston, Curry, Norel—hold your positions! Moraise, Kerth—you’re with me!”
The knights all signaled their understanding, though between the roaring dragon, the screeching wyverns, and the shouting morass of soldiers, he barely heard them. Thankfully, he didn’t really need to: he could feel their affirmations through their shared bond with Tahira. He had never felt this close to his fellow knights before, not even before the Shattering. Being connected to the same Conduit was unlike anything he had ever experienced before, and the more they fought together, the stronger the bond became. He didn’t know whether it was because of them, Tahira, or both, but it felt incredible.
In time, the Order could become more powerful than ever. All it had to do was survive. 
“Sergeant, get your men down Aisling,” Cassel called out to one of the nearby Guardsmen. “And I want two squads down Sutherland for containment. Go, go, go!”
He didn’t have any connection with the regular soldiers, of course, but they still listened to him all the same—for now, anyway. He didn’t even want to think about how quickly their morale would crack if things really started getting bad…
“We’re ready when you are, sir,” Kerth said, his sword and shield in hand. 
Cassel nodded and tossed a final glance back to the wall, then drew Retribution from his back. “Let’s go.”
A minute later, he and the other knights were stomping through one of the many crooked streets that wormed through the Iron District. The frozen fog had cleared out a bit, though clouds of smoke were quickly rolling in to take its place. The glow of distant fires was just visible above the rooftops, mixing with the softer light of the city’s lamp posts. The brutal weather was probably the only thing preventing a true conflagration now. The wyvern riders and their magical fireballs couldn’t keep a blaze going for long. 
Their soldiers on the ground were doing a far better job. 
Cassel heard the fighting long before the fog parted enough for him to actually see it. An enchanted troop crate had crushed a small merchant stand along the edge of the street, and the soldiers who had been inside—probably thirty or forty men, at a guess—had already poured out into the surrounding alleys and byways. The good news was that they weren’t torching houses or murdering civilians…at least, not yet. 
One of Serrane’s containment teams had managed to hold the attackers in a T-shaped intersection. The Duskwatch rangers fired from the rooftops, and the fog had given them enough cover to quickly thin out the enemy. A half dozen arrow-riddled bodies already littered the gathering snow, though the survivors were now hunkered behind their shields while their own archers fired back. 
This was exactly the type of small-scale warfare that the Duskwatch and the Knights of the Silver Fist excelled at. Since Highwind didn’t have a conventional army, it had always relied upon elite groups of soldiers to carry the day. So if the Inquisitrix wanted to fight tooth and nail in the streets, then Cassel would happily indulge her. 
“For Highwind!” Cassel cried out as he rushed forward, Retribution clutched in both hands. The Aether coursed through him, strengthening his muscles until the oversized sword felt like it weighed as little as a dagger, and he quickly put the mighty blade to use. He carved though one man’s bow and torso in a single swing, spraying his startled companions in a mist of gore. Kerth and Moraise struck just as decisively: they bashed with their shields and slashed with their swords until the remaining enemies finally turned to meet them blade to blade, but by then it was already too late. To make matters worse, the Duskwatch rangers on the rooftops fired a volley straight into their now-exposed backs, toppling them one after another. 
A minute later, it was all over. 
“Gods take you!” Kerth said, wrenching his bloody blade from a corpse and glancing about the intersection. “Is this all they have?”
“Not even close,” Cassel said. When he closed his eyes and reached out to Tahira, he could feel the other knights locked in their own battles across the city. They were holding the line, but only just. A single push could easily tip the fighting in either direction.
“There are more enemy soldiers to the north, Commander!” one of the rangers called down from atop a building. “We’ll move to cover you!”
Cassel nodded as he heard the dragon roar somewhere in the skies again. “Move out! We’ll try to—”
The screech of a wyvern cut through the intersection a split second before the beast materialized from the fog. A barrage of fireballs rained down on the rooftops, and Cassel barely had a chance to conjure a protective barrier over his forces before they were all incinerated. His shield held, thank Escar, and the wyvern vanished into the fog, gone as swiftly as it had appeared. 
The rangers weren’t as fortunate. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Kerth hissed. The wind and the cold had put out the burning shingles almost instantly, but Serrane’s men were already dead. The charred remnants of their bodies smoldered in the frozen night air.
“We have to keep moving,” Cassel said, choking down the flood of bile in his throat. “Stay low and stick close to the walls. We’ll sweep north and try to…”
Julian!
Tahira’s voice screamed inside his head, followed by a flash of mortal terror. When he closed his eyes, he swore he was standing in the Silver Temple alongside her. He could hear the screams of knights fighting outside the barred sanctuary doors and the buzz of Aetheric energy crackling through the corridors…
“Sir?” Kerth asked, grabbing his arm. “Sir, what’s wrong?”
Cassel inhaled sharply as his eyes fluttered back open. The images flashing though his mind faded, but the fear cascading through his bond with Tahira did not. 
“It’s Tahira,” he rasped. “The Silver Temple is under attack.”
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The Battle for Highwind II
 
Inquisitrix Marcella smiled as another of the shimmering barriers protecting Highwind’s southwestern wall flickered and collapsed. A flight of wyverns, circling at the ready, soared through the gap with troop crates clutched in their talons. Jurisa and her Huntresses were slaughtering the Knights of the Silver Fist as planned, and another wave of wyverns was preparing to strike. Three more of the beasts launched from the deck of the Vengeance and vanished into the fog, though Marcella could feel them drawing upon her power as they shielded their mounts and summoned flames to their fingertips. The storm severely limited the vision of everyone else on the battlefield, but not her. A Conduit didn’t need to rely upon her own eyes when her followers could see in her stead. 
Break the heretics, she said through the Aetheric bond. Cleanse their sins in righteous fire!
Her Crimson Flame channelers were eager to oblige. They unleashed a barrage of fireballs the instant they crossed the breach in the city’s defenses, decimating row after row of hapless archers and militiamen. Highwind’s soldiers still weren’t broken, however—their Ranger-General swept in and engaged the riders from the back of her own wyvern, and her precise aim and devastating highborn magic forced Marcella’s wyverns to scatter and retreat. Only one of them made it back to the fleet. 
“Dammit,” Veleca hissed beside her, banging her gauntlet on the ship’s railing. “We must get rid of that elf witch before—”
“General Starwind is a minor annoyance,” Marcella said as her eyes fluttered back open. As always, she could feel the pain and suffering of her channelers before they met their grizzly end, but she forced herself to stay focused on overall battle. All their deaths—all their sacrifices—would be avenged soon enough. 
“Starwind destroyed the Hatchery, mistress,” Veleca said. “We cannot afford to—”
“Once I have harvested the Godsoul fragment from the Eternal Priestess, the battle will be over,” Marcella said. “The more forces the enemy sends to defend the breach, the better.”
She could sense the other woman’s hesitation, but it didn’t matter. Veleca wouldn’t allow her doubts to get in the way; she would do her duty, as would all the other men and women in the Raven Queen’s service. That was precisely why they would prevail. Her followers weren’t merely fighting for a city—they were fighting for a cause. They were fighting for the future of the very world.  
A future that only a true Goddess could provide. 
“It is time,” Marcella said, turning and approaching her own wyvern on the forecastle. The beast was waiting patiently for its mistress, though that was only because she had soothed its mind with her magic. “Launch the third and fourth groups. Order them to shift their focus to the eastern quarter of the city.”
Marcella sent most of the commands herself, of course—through her Aetheric bond, she could communicate with every single one of her channelers as easily as if they were standing beside her, regardless of distance. Not all of the wyvern riders were bound to her will, sadly, but every squad possessed at least one member who was. No conventional army could ever hope to compete with the unity and discipline of her soldiers. Horns and flags and shouted commands were no match for the coordination of a Conduit.
“Mistress, I must implore you to reconsider,” Veleca said as Marcella hoisted herself into her wyvern’s saddle. “The dragon has not taken the bait. If he comes after you—”
“The dragon is about to have his own problem to deal with,” Marcella said pointedly. She paused for a moment and swept her masked gaze across the other soldiers on the Vengeance. They were all looking at her, their bows at the ready. “The end of our glorious crusade is finally within reach. Do not fail me.”
Veleca nodded behind her own mask. “We won’t, mistress.”
“I know,” Marcella said, and meant it. She stretched out her right arm, and Veleca clutched and squeezed her mistress’s hand. Marcella could feel the other woman’s worry even through their gauntlets. They were more than master and servant—her Sanctori were friends and warriors and lovers. For a moment, Marcella could imagine herself back on Nol Krovos surrounded by an army of loyal, powerful amazons united in glorious sisterhood. Everything had seemed so clear and simple back when she had been waiting for Zalheer to be named her Maskari…
Marcella pulled her hand away and clenched her teeth. She had learned long ago that rage, properly channeled, could provide much-needed clarity in times of crisis. It was absolutely vital that she remembered why she was here—and what was at stake. Her crusade was about justice, not merely vengeance, and people across the world were counting on her to succeed whether they knew it or not. She was the only one who could spare them from the tyranny of sorcery. 
She was the only one who could ensure that the lies of the moshalim and the fury of the dragons never claimed another innocent victim. 
“I will return,” Marcella said. “Azien tova kesh!”
She kicked her heels into her wyvern’s flank, and the beast let out an eager shriek as he rushed forward and leapt into the air. The wind and the cold should have greatly slowed its ascent, but Marcella shaped a wide, protective bubble around his body to block out the storm. She steered the beast far enough northwest that the fog would prevent anyone from seeing them approach, though it wasn’t as if the city’s archers could threaten them at this distance. Besides, she had given them plenty of other problems to deal with. 
Through the eyes of her minions, she watched as Highwind’s defenders spread through the streets to engage her soldiers. Originally, she had planned to conquer the city this way—the Hatchery was supposed to provide dozens more crates and wyverns along with an arsenal of alchemical firebombs. The Ranger-General and the Senosi traitor had thwarted that particular plan, but it didn’t really matter. Thanks to the Eternal Priestess and her Godsoul fragment, Marcella wouldn’t need soldiers to claim Highwind. 
She choked up on the reins and steered her wyvern even higher into the clouds. The Ranger-General was still soaring over the Iron District, providing lethal air support for her soldiers, and the dragon was busy chasing her wyverns over the city. Every time she felt one of her channelers die to his fiery breath or vicious claws, she was tempted to intercede and destroy him now before—
No. 
Marcella seized up in the saddle as the voice of the Godsoul reverberated through her entire body. “What?”
You will not confront the Wyrm Lord until after you have harvested the priestess!
“I am in command here, not you!” she snarled into the rushing wind. The Godsoul hungered inside her, desperate to feed and grow. It yearned to consume the power of the Eternal Priestess far more than it wanted to eradicate the Wyrm Lord. 
Marcella was tempted to ignore its warning and attack the dragon now rather than later, if only to prove her dominion over this strange presence inside her. She could easily give the order; her wyverns could come about and distract the dragon while she swept in and struck the decisive blow. She might never have a better opportunity to confront him without the aid of his companions. 
You cannot defeat the Wyrm Lord without the priestess’s power. He is stronger than he was at the Fount. He is stronger than any sorcerer in generations…even you. 
Marcella hissed beneath her mask. The voice was probably right, even if she didn’t want to admit it. If Jorem really had grown that powerful, then confronting him now would be foolish. Her crusade against sorcery was decades in the making, after all. She could afford to wait a few more moments…especially when she considered just how pleasant those moments would be.  
Curling her claws tightly around the reins, the Raven Queen steered her wyvern straight east. The city walls rolled into view, and just as she had anticipated, the western gate and its towers were only lightly defended. The darkness and the fog concealed her approach so thoroughly that the archers barely had time to nock their arrows before she was upon them. A single stroke of lightning leapt from her outstretched claws as she flew overhead, electrocuting one soldier and then arcing wildly between the others. Their scorched, quivering bodies dropped to the battlements one after another, but she didn’t wait to see how many she had killed. Her eyes remained locked on the only target that mattered: 
The Silver Temple. 
Even with her vision obscured, the decadence of Highwind’s Redwater district was readily apparent the moment her wyvern soared overhead. Any one of the estates here was probably worth more than an entire block of houses elsewhere in the city, and the bastion of the Silver Fist was every bit as extravagant. The massive bell tower, the gilded parapets, the marble statues in the courtyard…
It was hard to believe that the so-called paladins who dwelt within had once been humble and pious warriors dedicated to defending the weak. Like all men tainted by power, however, they had degenerated into twisted shadows of their former selves. The Shattering might not have destroyed them, but Marcella was more than ready to finish the job. 
“You know what needs to be done,” she said, reaching out through the Aether and touching the mind of her wyvern. “Now go!”
The wyvern screeched as it beat its wings and gained precious speed. At this point, the beast was little more than a decoy—her attack on the gate should have drawn the attention of the Ranger-General and perhaps even the Wyrm Lord. But just before her mount passed over the eastern wall cordoning off the Redwater District from the rest of the city, a mere block away from the temple, Marcella gritted her teeth, squeezed her hands into fists, and vaulted out of the saddle. 
The fall should have crushed every bone in her body. She landed with a thunderous crash, but her protective barrier redirected the force of the impact outward rather than upward. Stones exploded all around her as if she were a tiny meteor, and an invisible wave crushed a nearby streetlamp and merchant cart. 
On any other day, the Silver Temple would have surely been surrounded by dozens of acolytes, knights, and priests, but Marcella’s forces had obeyed her orders and left this entire district completely untouched so far. She doubted that the Silver Fist would be stupid enough to leave their temple completely undefended, though it honestly didn’t matter one way or another. No paladin was a match for a trained amazon warrior, let alone a goddess.  
Marcella drew her sword and strode toward the temple. The runes etched into the surface of the steel flared to life in the presence of her magic, casting the frozen streets about her in an eerie blue glow. Like all blades wielded by the Tel Bator Keepers, her weapon was designed to suppress and unravel magic, though she doubted she would need to rely upon its special powers to defeat a handful of pampered knights. 
She was right. Three men were guarding the entrance to the temple, two on foot and one on barded horseback. They saw her coming well in advance, of course, but Marcella didn’t sprint or even jog to confront them. She wanted them to see the silhouette of her bladed armor approaching. She wanted their hearts to fill with dread at the realization that the One Goddess herself was about to bring them to justice. But most of all, she wanted that fear to ripple through their bond with their own Conduit. 
Then every paladin in the world would realize that their decadent order was doomed. 
“To arms!” the knight on horseback shouted into the wind. “The Temple is—”
Marcella thrust out her hand and unleashed an arcing bolt of lightning. The knight was smart enough to have protected himself with magic, but it made no difference whatsoever. The blast of energy effortlessly burned through his barrier, his armor, and then his heart, killing him in a fraction of a second. The residual charge conducted through his body and shocked his horse an instant later, sending the beast into a wild panic. It shrieked and bucked its dead rider from the saddle as it dashed away in a random direction.
Had the other knights been regular soldiers, they surely would have fled at the sight of their comrade dying to a literal flick of a wrist. But paladins were stubborn by nature, and they drew their swords and charged Marcella instead. The first one died as ignobly as his comrade when she pummeled him with a wave of magical force, hurling him against the temple wall hard enough to crumple his breastplate and crush every bone in his body. The second one she met blade to blade, though he was so rattled and unsteady that she casually countered his reckless assault, seized him by the neck, and drove her glowing blade straight through his chest. She stared into his wide, frightened eyes as his lifeblood drained away, knowing that the Eternal Priestess would be watching. 
“Your paladins are doomed, imposter,” Marcella said. “Order the rest of your followers to stand aside or watch them die upon my sword.”
She released her grip on his throat and allowed the corpse to slide off her blade. The runes still glowed brightly through the blood, and she strode toward the temple’s towering double doors. The thick wood was bolstered by a powerful protective enchantment just like the rest of the structure, but it couldn’t stop a goddess any more than the knights huddled within. She lashed out with another wave of magical force, smashing the wood with the combined strength of a hundred battering rams striking at once. 
Dozens of men awaited her inside, far more than she would have expected the knights to leave behind under the circumstances. But their simple armor marked most of them as aspirants, still untethered to the Aether and its corruption. She held out hope that some of them might still be saved, but the trio of paladins leading them—true veterans, given the insignia and commendations upon their armor—immediately rushed forward to confront her. 
“Stay back!” one of them warned the aspirants as he raised his flail and shield. A gust of frigid wind surged through the splintered doorway, stirring up a vortex of dust and snow in the otherwise pristine foyer, but when the cloud cleared and the man got his first good look at the Raven Queen, he stiffened and nearly dropped his weapons. “Oh, gods…”  
“Just one,” Marcella said, lifting her sword in a salute. “Me.”
She lunged at the knight and hacked straight down at his shield with a two-handed grip. The steel bulwark shattered as if were made of rotten wood, as did the bones in the plate-clad forearm beneath it. The knight only had an instant to scream in anguish at the sight of his broken limb before Marcella slashed open his throat with her backswing. His body hit the ground with a dull clank, and he spent his last few seconds of life choking on his own blood.
Like the men outside the temple, the other knights could have fled but didn’t. They rushed forth to avenge their fallen comrade, and Marcella couldn’t help but admire their zeal. In a different lifetime, she and her amazon sisters would have stood their ground against impossible odds as well. The bond between true warriors was as strong as any Conduit’s tether. 
But courage alone couldn’t save the wicked from the righteous. The paladins fought valiantly and furiously, but they died as unceremoniously as the rest of their kin. Her runic blade bathed in their blood one after another, and she left their bodies twitching on the floor as a warning to the aspirants cowering behind them. They shrank back as the last paladin fell, and she swept their ranks with a pitiless gaze. She could have killed them all, too, of course—a single stroke of lightning could have snuffed out their lives in a fraction of a second—but most of them weren’t tainted by the false Conduit’s power. 
“Run back to your families,” she snarled, the claws of her left gauntlet crackling with electricity. “Tell them that Highwind is about to be reborn.”
Marcella didn’t wait for them to scatter—which they did. She strode across the foyer and into the main hall, her lips curling in disgust at the shameless wealth and decadence on display all around her. The temple was every bit as ostentatious as she had been led to believe, from the marble statues of fallen Highlords to the sprawling murals depicting their many victories over the orcs of the Shattered Peaks during the Winter War. The Order’s arrogance might have been even more damning than the tainted power they had channeled for so many years. The Tel Bator Templar in Darenthi—warriors who also claimed to dedicate themselves to Escar the Guardian—had won victories against far more implacable foes without the corruption of magic. 
The priestess draws close. You must find her. You must harvest her power if you wish to destroy the dragon!
Marcella winced at the sound of the voice inside her head. It seemed to grow louder every time it spoke to her, and it was becoming more ravenous by the second—ravenous…and desperate. Only her Sanctori and Senosi ever experienced this kind of primal hunger for magic.
“Halt!”
Her mind snapped back to the present as another paladin appeared at the end of the hall in front of the doors to the main sanctuary. The man was close to her own age, based on his graying hair and weathered face, and his resplendent armor marked him as a Knight-Commander. Given what her Senosi had told her about the current state of the Order, she knew exactly who this was. 
“I always assumed you were insane after hearing of the tortures you’ve wrought on your own people,” the knight said, shaking his head. “But attacking the Silver Temple all by yourself…you truly are mad, aren’t you?”
“Knight-Commander Nathan Crowe,” Marcella said, slowing her gait. “A rare member of your Order without a drop of noble blood in his veins. You’re a veteran of the Winter War who was appointed to represent the Order on the Highwind Council after the death of Highlord Kastrius. You have a reputation for honor, dignity, and fairness.”
She snorted and swept her gaze across the hall. It was narrower here than the foyer but still quite spacious, and the doors along the sides led all over the sprawling temple. But she could feel the power of the Eternal Priestess somewhere behind Crowe, and nothing was going to stand in her way. 
“My Senosi could have assassinated you a hundred times by now, but they assured me that the Echo would destroy you,” Marcella went on. “Clearly, you are stronger than they believed.”
“Strong enough to put down a murderous despot, anyway,” Crowe said. “You underestimated us at the Silver Tower and then again with your pathetic little siege. Surrender now, and I might even ask the dragon to spare your fleet.”
Marcella grinned beneath her mask. He was terrified of her, of course; she could feel his dread rippling through the Aether. But his bluster was meant to slow her down, not stop her. The false Conduit had assuredly summoned her servants back to the temple already. Crowe probably hoped he could delay Marcella long enough for his comrades to overwhelm her. 
He didn’t understand the power she wielded—he couldn’t understand it; not really. He was merely a mortal man, after all, and she was a goddess. 
“If you truly are a man of honor, you will order your men to stand down,” Marcella said. “I will spare as many of them as I can. Any who willingly offer themselves to me—any who cast aside the promises of false gods and false Conduits—will be reborn in righteous flame. Only I can save them from the Echo…and only you can save them from my wraith.”
Crowe snorted contemptuously. “You honestly expect me to hand over this city to a butcher and a tyrant? After everything you’ve done? After all the innocent people you’ve slaughtered?”
“There was nothing innocent about the men who ruled Vorsalos when I arrived,” Marcella said. “Or the ones who preyed upon its people from the shadows. I have brought order and justice to my city. You have brought nothing but corruption and debauchery to yours.”
She raised her sword and pointed the tip directly at him. “Stand aside, paladin. I will not ask again.”
“You won’t need to, trust me,” Crowe said, raising his own blade vertically in a duelist’s salute. “I will not allow you to violate Escar’s sanctum.”
“Then you will die,” Marcella said. “Just like every other man who has tried and failed to stop me.”
 
***
 
Fire rained from the sky as Selvhara prowled through the debris-ridden alleyways of the Iron District. The storm had prevented a true conflagration so far, but she knew it wouldn’t last. Aetheric flames couldn’t be quenched easily, and least not without proper magic—magic the Knights of the Silver Fist would soon lose forever. 
It amazed her that she was still able to think clearly. The moon curse had been unleashed, but it hadn’t eclipsed her reason—yet. Not that it really mattered. Elf or werewolf, she was still a prisoner in her own body, and Dathiel had no intention of letting her go. 
She could feel her master’s rage—his hunger—growing by the second. Soon Dathiel would harvest the Godsoul from the Eternal Priestess, and after an eon of imprisonment within the walls of the Pale, one of the Valathrim would finally be set free. Only the Dragon of Highwind could possibly stop him now. 
Find the amazon. Destroy the Wyrm Lord!
The One God’s voice was like thunder exploding inside Selvhara’s skull. Even the bestial fury of the wolf’s blood couldn’t liberate her from her master’s control now; she was little more than a helpless passenger. But while she couldn’t control her own limbs, she could still feel Kaseya’s presence through the Dal’Rethi collar. In a few minutes, the amazon would be dead, and instead of nurturing and protecting the last Wyrm Lord, Selvhara would be the agent of his demise. 
She tried to scream, but nothing escaped her wolfish muzzle. Instead, she silently crawled forward until she reached the end of the alley and caught her first glimpse of the chaos engulfing the streets near the southwestern wall. The Senosi Huntresses had already assassinated several paladins and brought down a few of the protective barriers shielding the city. The wyverns had dropped crates filled with soldiers through the gaps, and Highwind’s defenders—mercenary and militia alike—were battling in the streets amidst a flurry of sleet, fog, and flame. 
For an instant, Selvhara was overwhelmed by a memory of Tir Lanathel’s fall. The attacking armies, led by an alliance of Conduits and their fanatical followers, had attacked the glorious, ancient city in a final, desperate push to end the Dragon War. She could still remember the buildings burning around her and the terrified screams of the Faetharri servants trapped inside them. She could hear the pounding boots of the human soldiers storming through the streets as they cut down every elf before them. Men and women, soldiers and laborers, nobles and slaves…
I doomed the Wyrm Lords then, just like I will doom them again now. When I joined the Sarodihm Kalefarr, I only sought to learn the truth about the past; I had no idea what I was about to unleash. The Empire was already crumbling by the time I was born, and accurate recollections of the Godswar and the Reckoning were as rare as they are today. Back then, I truly believed that restoring the knowledge and history of the Fallen Gods would save the Empire, not destroy it. 
Her reverie shattered when Jorem flashed overhead in pursuit of more wyverns. Flames spewed from his mouth, consuming the beasts and their riders. The dragons defending Tir Lanathel had fought just as hard, and they also might have prevailed if not for her foolishness. Now, a thousand years after the fall, Jorem was destined to suffer the same fate. 
And once again, Selvhara would unwittingly destroy everyone and everything she loved. 
“Watch out, Red!”
Valuri’s husky voice rang through the streets, and Selvhara turned just in time to watch the Huntress leap off a burning roof and fire her twin repeating crossbows in midair. The bolts rained down upon a group of Vorsalosian soldiers, piercing their hearts and throats with brutal precision. Valuri landed on her feet with the same cool grace, seemingly unaffected by the ice or wind. Her glowing green eyes pierced through the fog like twin spectral lanterns.
About ten yards behind her, Kaseya was busy battling a woman clad in full golden armor, their duel lit by the glow of the blaze. The Inquisitrix’s Sanctori fought with spears rather than swords, and ostensibly she possessed the same strength and powers as the Senosi. Even still, the amazon was holding her own; the two women clashed back and forth down a narrow street while flames engulfed the rooftops and wyverns streaked by overhead. 
Selvhara crouched behind a pile of smoldering timber. Her bestial claws curled at her side, and her hind legs coiled like springs as she waited to leap into battle the instant she spotted an opening. If not for the fog and fire and general chaos, a werewolf would have been incredibly easy to spot, but no one seemed to have noticed her presence yet. The wolf’s blood boiled inside her, hungry for a kill, driven near frenzy by the scents of death all around, and she found herself hoping that Dathiel would lose his patience and strike. Valuri’s silver blade was the only hope of saving Jorem now…
But the Huntress had problems of her own. More soldiers rushed down the street to engage her, and after firing off a few more bolts, Valuri holstered her crossbows and flicked out her claws and wrist-blade. She lunged at the enemy with a ferocious cry, as fearless as any dragon, and soon she was little more than a blur of silver steel and black leather. Yet for every soldier she cut down, five more seemed to emerge from the darkness. 
Kaseya had better luck. Despite the Sanctori’s superior strength and reach, the amazon quickly took control of their duel. Time and again, she slipped inside her enemy’s defenses, scoring hit after hit until the Sanctori’s golden armor was stained with blood. The vatari dust tattooed into the woman’s flesh beneath the armor kept her on her feet, however, and in theory she could eventually regenerate, while Kaseya could not. The only way for the amazon to prevail was to score a quick, clean kill. 
And that was exactly what she did. 
The maneuver was so flawless, so precise, that even a true Dal’Rethi Blade Dancer would have been proud. In one moment, the Sanctori was driving the amazon backward with her spear; in the next, Kaseya dropped into a crouch, rolled across the frozen street, and then sprang back to her feet. Her sword cleaved flesh from bone in a single sweeping slice, and the Sanctori’s golden helmet rolled across the street while her headless body clattered listlessly onto the snow-covered ground.  
Now, Sarodihm! 
Selvhara’s body leapt out of her hiding spot before her mind fully realized what was happening. The smell of blood in the air brought the wolf’s hunger to a fever pitch, but the One God was still in full control. She sprinted forward, the yellow glint of her bestial eyes reflecting in the darkened windows as she moved. She could feel the amazon’s fatigue and relief through the collar, and between the crackling flames consuming the rooftops, the clashing of swords down on the street, and the roar of wyverns in the sky, Kaseya didn’t have a chance in the Pale of hearing Selvhara coming. 
Unless I do something. 
Selvhara couldn’t control her body—fighting the One God’s will had proven futile time and again, and the wolf’s blood demanded a fresh kill as vehemently as her master. She couldn’t fight Dathiel and her curse at the same time…but perhaps she didn’t need to. What if she encouraged the wolf’s blood frenzy instead of fighting it? What if she fully surrendered to the madness of her curse?
She had only an instant to choose. And though it went against every impulse, though part of her screamed that it was yet another foolish mistake, Selvhara reached for the place where the wolf’s curse resided…and embraced it. 
Mere seconds before Selvhara pounced upon the amazon, the wolf’s blood took over, howling through her like a searing hurricane. She snarled in anticipation of a feast, and her muzzle opened and unleashed a bestial roar so loud it cut through the din of battle—and alerted Kaseya to her presence. The amazon whirled around at the last moment and raised her shield—
Just in time. Selvhara slammed into the steel bulwark like a battering ram. She bowled the amazon over but couldn’t strike with her claws or her teeth; Kaseya rolled onto her back and kicked up her knees, effectively turning Selvhara’s momentum against her. The druid flipped head over tail and crashed down onto the street several yards away.
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed, her blue eyes wide in horror. “Selvhara?”
Her ambush had been thwarted, but Selvhara was out of tricks. The wolf wouldn’t relent until its prey was dead, and she couldn’t stop her body from lunging forward to strike a second time. Kaseya sprang to her feet and expertly blocked slash after slash with her shield, but she was no match for the power and fury of a lycanthrope. Selvhara was faster, stronger, and virtually invincible—every time the amazon’s sword sank into her flesh, the wound healed mere seconds later. Only silver or sorcerous flame could stop the wolf now, and Kaseya had neither at her disposal. 
Thankfully, Valuri did. 
The Huntress came flying out of the fog, her silver wrist-blade glinting, and she would have impaled Selvhara right then and there if not for the druid’s heightened senses. The blade still slashed across her shoulder as she attempted to dodge, however, and pain seared through Selvhara’s body as if she had just dipped her entire arm in molten lava. 
“Stay back, Red!” Valuri hissed, sinking into a crouch and holding her blade in front of her. “I’m going to do something I should have done a long time ago…”
The Huntress didn’t wait for her prey to recover. Her eyes blazed a fearsome green as she launched herself at the werewolf. She had every reason to be confident—her Senosi powers could heal almost any injury inflicted by a werewolf’s claws, whereas Selvhara no longer had the same advantage. Her left arm sizzled from the silver-wrought wound, and she could already feel traces of the toxic metal seeping into her bloodstream. Another clean strike might kill her outright. 
You cannot escape from me that easily, Sarodihm!
Valuri leapt in for the kill, but the wolf’s blood wasn’t defeated yet. Even with one crippled arm, Selvhara was still faster and stronger than any mortal, even a Senosi. She snarled as she narrowly evaded the Huntress’s strikes, awaiting an opening to counterattack. Where Kaseya was a calm and patient duelist, Valuri was a leather-clad ball of fury and power. She was used to overpowering her melee opponents with raw speed and strength, and she knew she only needed one more clean strike to prevail. 
But the One God knew that, too, and he turned her aggression against her. Waiting until she drove Selvhara halfway across the street, he forced the druid’s body to slip and fall back on its haunches. The Huntress rushed forward, eagerly taking the bait. But a split second before her silver blade pierced the werewolf’s heart, Selvhara’s good arm reached out and snatched Valuri by the wrist. 
They struggled in each other’s grip, the tip of the blade hovering less than an inch from final victory. Selvhara fought against her master’s bonds, desperate to break his hold even for an instant, but she remained helpless as the One God closed his trap. Rather than try to overpower the Huntress, he sank Selvhara’s claws into Valuri’s gauntlet, then raked downward, shredding the leather into ribbons. The silver blade clattered harmlessly to the ground without the gauntlet to hold it on her wrist. 
Valuri realized her mistake an instant too late. Before she could lunge for the blade, the werewolf slammed into her with the full force of its bestial bulk, hurling the Huntress across the street and into an empty merchant cart. The woman screamed in pain when something audibly snapped on impact, though she was far from defeated. Her wounds would heal.
But not quickly enough to save Kaseya. 
Selvhara swiveled back to face the amazon, and she felt her muzzle twist into a bestial smile. The battle was still raging around them—the Inquisitrix’s forces clashed with Highwind’s defenders further down the street, and wyverns streaked past overhead—but no one could save Kaseya this time. She should have looked terrified…but instead, her brow was furrowed in confusion. 
“The tethers,” she breathed, her eyes flicking up as if they were looking past her. “I can see them all…”
Selvhara snarled as she threw herself at the amazon. Kaseya’s skill and grace under fire were every bit as impressive as before. She never panicked, no matter how relentlessly her enemy attacked. Her feet kept moving like a master swordsman even while she blocked the werewolf’s brutal strikes with her shield. The One God’s impatience burned through the Aether, and he spurred Selvhara into a ruthless frenzy until her strength and speed finally won out. She caught hold of the amazon’s shield, ripped it out of her grip, and then tackled Kaseya flat onto her back. Prone and pinned beneath the druid’s weight, the amazon stared up helplessly as the wolf lunged in for the kill—
No. No!
Selvhara froze, her teeth mere inches from the amazon’s exposed throat. The One God’s voice screamed into her mind, and it was only then that she realized his control had been broken—no, suppressed, and only momentarily at that. She could still feel his presence suffusing every part of her, but his marionette’s strings had suddenly and inexplicably gone slack. 
Through the Dal’Rethi collar, Selvhara could feel the amazon concentrating intently upon the Aetheric tendrils binding the druid to Dathiel’s power. The fact that Kaseya could perceive them at all was astonishing, but she had apparently figured out a way to interact with them as well. It seemed impossible…
“I will not allow you to control her!” Kaseya growled. “Begone, fiend!”
Selvhara yelped when a spike of pain lanced through her body. She glanced down, half expecting the silver blade to be sticking out of her chest, before she realized that the agony wasn’t coming from her body at all. 
It was coming from Dathiel. 
Insolent wretch! he snarled. The Sarodihm is mine!
But despite his protests, Selvhara could feel his control weakening as Kaseya focused upon the tendrils. The druid didn’t understand how or why, but this nineteen-year-old human girl had discovered a critical gap in the One God’s defenses—a gap that no one else, even countless other sorcerers, had ever perceived before. 
Destroy her! Dathiel demanded. Destroy the dragon’s whore and set this world free!
His commands shuddered through Selvhara like a tremor, but there was no power behind them. He couldn’t control her body, but oddly, neither could she. It was as if she were shackled in the Citadel again, except now the chains were invisible…
“I cannot…I cannot stop him,” Selvhara managed, her gruff, bestial voice little more than raspy growl. “You have to kill me before…before…”
“Red!”
Valuri’s frantic cry cut through the din of battle like a clarion horn. Out of the corner of her eye, Selvhara watched as the Huntress emerged from the frozen fog and snatched up her fallen wrist-blade. Her black leather armor was splattered with blood—most of it her own—but she still sprinted forward with the silver clutched in her hand like a short spear. She lunged right at Selvhara, and the druid held her breath and waited for oblivion’s embrace—
Only to suddenly topple over as Kaseya rolled her hips and twisted both their bodies to the side. The Huntress tripped over them and rolled across the snow before flipping back to her feet. 
“Red, what the fuck are you—?”
“Do not harm her!” Kaseya cried out. She thrust out a hand to ward off Valuri while her blue eyes stayed locked on Selvhara. “I know what I am doing.”
The Huntress snarled, “Are you insane? She’s here to kill us!”
“I know,” the amazon said. “But I am going to set her free.”
Selvhara was rolled all the way onto her back, still mostly paralyzed, as Kaseya’s eyes widened in concentration. The druid swore she could actually feel the other woman mentally reach out and grab Dathiel’s tethers like they really were a marionette’s strings. A wave of nausea crashed over Selvhara as Kaseya squeezed the tether together—
And then they snapped. 
At first, Selvhara’s body went numb. She was floating in a still lake, weightless and adrift, as the entire world faded into nothingness around her. Even the presence of the One God faded. She felt calm, at peace…right up until she started to drown. 
“Red, what are you…oh, shit!”
Selvhara could hear the others talking, but she couldn’t see them. Her vision had gone completely black, and her lungs seized up as if they were filled with frozen water. Spikes of white-hot pain wracked every part of her body, but she couldn’t even muster the breath to scream. 
“What the fuck did you do to her, Red?”
“I severed the tethers binding her to her master.”
“You what? How in the—?”  
“She has been bound to him for so long I fear she cannot survive without him. The Wasting Echo will destroy her. Unless…”
“Unless? Unless what? Red, what are you—”
Selvhara’s vision returned as a warm wave crashed over her. She gasped for air, breathless, as she stared up at the amazon who was now straddling her. Kaseya’s hand touched her chest, and a soothing pulse of energy seemed to ripple out from her fingertips. It was only then, when Selvhara realized she could move her arms again, that she realized she had slender elven hands rather than bestial claws. 
“Faarea!” she breathed as a sudden gust of winter wind whipped across the street and chilled her naked flesh. “He’s…he’s gone!”
Valuri crouched down over her, the silver blade still clutched in her hand. “How is that even possible?”
“I do not know…it shouldn’t be,” Selvhara said, shaking her head. She couldn’t feel Dathiel’s presence at all, but she could feel Kaseya’s more strongly than ever. It was almost as if…
“I severed the tethers, but I could not heal them,” the amazon breathed. “You have been bound to another for so long that I am not convinced you could even survive alone.”
Valuri’s green eyes narrowed. “What are you saying, Red?”
“I am bound to her now,” Selvhara whispered. She had never been able to perceive the Aetheric tethers binding her to the One God, but she could feel them—and she could feel that Kaseya had taken hold of the marionette’s strings herself. “Just as I was to Dathiel.”
“What?” the Huntress gasped. “But you’re not a god or a Conduit. How can you bind anyone?”
“I do not know,” Kaseya admitted. “Perhaps it is because we both wear Dal’Rethi collars, or perhaps it is something else entirely. Regardless, she is no longer in the thrall of her master.”
Selvhara reached up and touched the collar around her throat. From the first moment she had met Jorem, she would have given anything to serve him. She had hoped that this device would bind her to him like the concubines of the ancient Wyrm Lords, but fate had chosen to bind her to Kaseya instead. What if that had happened for a reason?
“You are the Wyrm Lord’s chosen mate,” Selvhara said, reaching out to take Kaseya’s hand. “Through you, I shall serve him—now and forever.”
Valuri groaned and smacked her forehead. “You have to be fucking kidding me…”
“We can serve Jorem by defending the city,” Kaseya said, leaning back and helping the druid sit up. “This battle is far from over.”
Selvhara nodded and swallowed, a hundred separate emotions flooding through her all at once. She still couldn’t believe that a human girl a fiftieth her age had been the one to set her free. Nor could she believe that Dathiel was truly gone…
“The One God wanted me to slay you to drive Jorem mad,” the druid said. “But with his plan thwarted, he will rely upon his Conduit to finish the job.”
Valuri frowned. “What?”
“The Inquisitrix is already moving upon the Silver Temple,” Selvhara said. “If she destroys the Eternal Priestess and consumes her Godsoul, none of this will matter. Dathiel will finally possess the power to free himself from his prison in the Pale. Even a Wyrm Lord will not be able to defeat him.”
Kaseya shared a glance with the Huntress, then dove to retrieve her blade and shield. “Then we must get to the temple.”
“It’s halfway across the city!” Valuri pointed out. “How much time do we have?”
Selvhara swallowed heavily. “Precious little.”
“Fantastic. So what are we going to do?”
“We call for reinforcements,” Kaseya said, touching the ruby at the center of her collar. “And finish what we started.” 
 
 
 



9
The Battle for Highwind III
 
What are you waiting for? Destroy this fool and harvest the girl!
The voice of the Godsoul screamed into Marcella’s mind even as she parried Commander Crowe’s latest attack and delivered a kick to his leg that sent the knight staggering back to a small shrine built into the wall. The hunger inside her was getting harder and harder to ignore; it had already evolved from an annoying nagging sensation to a full-body ache in the span of a few minutes. She was starting to seriously doubt whether she could keep it under control… 
“Not bad,” Crowe said, breathing heavily as he readied his sword and paced a circle around her. “I’ve never met a soldier from Vorsalos who knew how to hold a sword properly before. Maybe if you’d spent more time teaching your men to fight, we wouldn’t have broken your little siege so easily.”
Marcella didn’t take the bait. If anything, she respected his strategy. He was more skilled than she had expected, which meant he was also skilled enough to realize how badly he was outmatched. His only viable strategy was to try and throw her off balance, either to goad her into making a fatal mistake or to simply delay her until reinforcements arrived. 
Then why haven’t you killed him? A single spark of your power could turn him to dust!
Marcella ignored the voice and lunged forward with a sudden thrust, forcing Crowe onto the defensive. He had clearly trained in basic fencing techniques as well as traditional mounted warfare; he knew exactly when to parry and when to dodge, and he had the calm, precise footwork of an expert duelist. Her blood boiled in her veins, not from rage but from exhilaration. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had fought a real opponent blade to blade. Training with her Sanctori—or even her former Hand, Ayrael—just wasn’t the same. 
Her thoughts flashed back to Nol Krovos and the myriad skirmishes she had fought alongside her amazon sisters. Long before she had absorbed the power of the Fount—long before she had even realized she was a sorceress—her entire life had been dedicated to the art of warfare. Swords, spears, fists…there was something intoxicating about the blood and sweat and pain of real melee combat. 
Grinning beneath her mask, Marcella pressed her attack. The clash of their swords rang throughout the empty temple, and the sparks thrown from their blades lit up the dim hall like flickering candles. This was honorable combat, pure and true. Warrior to warrior, weapon to weapon, muscle to muscle. No flames, no strokes of lightning, no Aether—this had been her destiny once, if the moshalim and the Matriarch hadn’t betrayed her…
A flash of long-buried rage seared through her mind, spurring her to press her attack—and make a mistake. Crowe countered her relentless strikes with the patient grace of a master, and he counterattacked the instant she overextended. After parrying her reckless lunge, he slipped inside her defenses, slammed his elbow into her chest to stun her, and then swept his blade right at her throat. 
A less-experienced opponent would have been decapitated right then and there, but Marcella recognized her mistake just in time to duck away. The sword still caught her mask, however, and the force of the impact ripped it from her face and sent it skittering across the hall. 
“I have to give you credit,” Crowe said, retreating several steps as he tried to catch his breath. “I never thought you would have the courage to show your face on the battlefield…what’s left of it, anyway.”
Marcella clutched her scarred cheek with her empty gauntlet. She knew better than to allow herself to be distracted like that. It really had been too long since she had fought a worthy opponent…
This cretin is not worth our time! Destroy him. Now!
“I am in command here, not you!” she snarled. “I am the Conduit—I am the One Goddess!”
Commander Crowe frowned in confusion as he studied her. “You’re a petty despot with delusions of grandeur, nothing more.”
“Silence!” Marcella screamed as she lunged at the knight once more, her blade clutched tightly in both hands. She pummeled him with renewed fury, driving him back across the hall toward the chapel door. Her assault was relentless, yet somehow, inexplicably, Crowe still kept her at bay. His seemingly supernatural poise allowed him to hold and wait for an opportunity to strike…
And yet again, he found one. When Marcella’s sweeping strike narrowly whistled past his head, her blade became lodged in the sanctuary’s wooden door. She snarled and tried to jerk the weapon free, but the split-second pause was all Crowe needed. He slashed down across her body, shearing off the decorative blades of her pauldron and penetrating the armor deep enough to draw blood. She fell to her knees, overwhelmed by the sudden spike of pain stabbing down her arm, as Crowe moved in for the kill…
Enough!
The voice of the Godsoul thundered in her mind, and the claws of her left gauntlet suddenly crackled with Aetheric energy. Marcella didn’t understand how, but her hand thrust outward of its own accord and unleashed a torrent of energy at the attacking knight. The blast struck Crowe squarely in the chest, shattering his thin Aetheric barrier and melting through his breastplate with ease. He stumbled away, his arms and legs twitching as residual electricity coursed through him, before he collapsed to the floor. 
You will harvest the girl, the voice demanded. I will not tolerate any more delays!
“No…” Marcella breathed, staring down at the sparks of energy still dancing across her claws. “How dare you? This is my power. I am the—”
Without warning, a deluge of thoughts and images poured over her as if a dam had suddenly burst inside her mind. At first, the torrent threatened to drag her under—she couldn’t move, she couldn’t think, she could barely even breathe. But then the images began to crystalize one after the other, and she realized she was staring at the sprawling canvas of history. Decades, centuries, millennia…they all passed before her in an instant. 
And she finally understood.
It was all there for her to see, every moment of every memory spanning a thousand human lifetimes. The first gods and their ascension, the civil war that spilled their blood across the world, the elven slaves who learned to channel its power for themselves…
Everything she had ever learned—everything she had ever been taught—was but a pale shadow of the truth. The Fallen Gods, the Wyrm Lords, even the Dragon War that had sundered the Avetharri and their empire…none of it had unfolded the way everyone believed. History had been retold, rewritten, or outright erased a thousand times over.   
What if the Wyrm Lords weren’t the villains? What if the gods weren’t gods at all? What if they had been locked away for a good reason?
What if I am the fool who set them free?
“Zor kalah,” Marcella breathed. “Ancestors forgive me…”
But it was already too late. The presence that had once been little more than a whisper in the back of her mind now suffused her entire body and eclipsed her very will. She was no longer the master of the Godsoul; now she was merely a vessel for its awesome power. 
“Time grows short.” The words came from Marcella’s lips, but they were no longer hers. Her wounded body lurched to its feet seemingly of its own accord, and she stepped in front of the sanctuary doors and stretched out both her hands. A storm of energy gathered at her fingertips—
“You won’t…” 
The Godsoul turned Marcella’s head and glanced down at the knight sprawled at her feet. The smoldering black hole in Crowe’s breastplate was even larger than she had realized; she couldn’t believe he even had the strength left to speak. 
“The dragon…will…” Crowe’s lips bubbled over with blood, and the life drained from his eyes. 
“The dragon will die,” the Godsoul said. “And this world will once again bow before its rightful god.”
 
***
 
Yet another brilliant gout of flame lit up the night sky as the dragon pursued a pair of wyverns attempting to drop troop crates into the harbor. At least one of the beasts was caught in the blast, and even through the storm, Serrane could see the crate slip out of its talons and crash sideways into the streets below. Whether the soldiers inside survived the impact was an open question, but she didn’t feel the need to wait for an answer. Kicking her heels into Garadros’s flank, she ordered the wyvern to swoop down low enough for her to take a shot. 
“Caro nin ilindyth thand!” she cried out as she summoned a magical arrow to her bowstring and fired. The glowing projectile only missed the crate by a few feet—a bloody miracle considering her speed and the wind—and the resulting explosion engulfed half the street in a brilliant but short-lived fireball. 
And then she was out of range again. Gritting her teeth, Serrane hunched even lower in the saddle as she slowly swung Garadros in a wide, low arc around the harbor. She already felt like they had been fighting all night, though the battle had probably been raging for less than an hour. Her arms tingled from the early pangs of the Flensing, though that was mostly because she had been forced to shield herself from the cold this entire time. This really did feel like she was back in Icewatch again. 
Still, at least this time they were winning. Between her, Jorem, and their soldiers on the ground, they had mostly been able to contain the enemy troops, and the storm was putting out the fires for them. If she and the others could keep this up, the Inquisitrix might be forced to—
“Faarea…” Serrane breathed when Garadros finally swung all the way back around to face the Iron District and the wall beyond it. For an instant, everything seemed fine—a half a dozen shimmering blue barriers were spread over the battlements like interlocking domes, protecting the walls and the troops stationed upon them. 
But then, without any warning whatsoever, they all disappeared.  
“Oh, gods…” Serrane whispered, her head immediately turning northwest. She couldn’t even see the Silver Temple through the fog, but something must have gone wrong. None of the barriers reappeared, and dozens of tiny lights across the city—the faint glow from paladins shielding themselves in the Aether—were all snuffed out like tiny candles.   
Tahira. The Huntresses must have found Tahira. 
Serrane choked up on the reins and pushed Garadros hard toward the battlements. Without their powers, Julian and his men would be completely defenseless. She had to try and—
She felt the surge of power in the Aether before she heard the sizzling crackle of a lightning bolt, but by then it was already too late. The stroke of lightning seared through her mount’s wing, blinding her and stunning Garadros. Her stomach dropped when he abruptly lost altitude, and if she weren’t strapped into the saddle, she surely would have plummeted from his back entirely. An enemy wyvern screeched somewhere behind them, though she could barely hear anything over her own mount’s agonized cries. In desperation, she tried to blink the afterimage from her vision and steady her grip on the reins…
Too late.  
Garadros clipped the edge of a tall building with his wing and spiraled out of control. Serrane leaned forward and grabbed onto the saddle with both arms, her gut churning and her head spinning as they careened toward the ground. She channeled as much power as she could muster into her own defenses, praying it would be enough—
And then they crashed. Her vision went black, and Serrane lost all sense of time and place. She didn’t even realize she had lost consciousness until her eyes abruptly shot back open. Her head was spinning so violently she nearly retched, and while both of her arms were free, she couldn’t move—or feel—either of her legs. 
A wave of cold dread shuddered down her spine, but Serrane clenched her teeth and forced herself to stay calm. She could barely see anything besides a few thin strands of light filtering in through a ruined wooden ceiling. The air was as frosty as ever, though it was so filled with dust she could barely even breathe. 
“Escar’s mercy,” a deep male voice gasped from somewhere nearby. “Just hold still, General! We’ll get you out of there.”
Serrane craned her neck to try and see the speaker, but she couldn’t seem to break free no matter how hard she wriggled. It only took a moment to realize why.
She wasn’t buried beneath rubble—she was buried beneath Garadros. 
Hissing through clenched teeth, she placed her hand flat against his scales and reached out through the Aether. But when she tried to soothe his mind and keep him calm, she realized he was already gone. 
“Le’thos,” she swore, closing her eyes and balling her hands into fists. A knot filled with rage and pain and sorrow twisted in her stomach. She had only known him for a short time, but he had completely changed her perceptions about wyverns. They were dangerous and deadly, yes, but they were also far smarter than everyone believed—and fiercely loyal when given the chance. 
She wanted to scream. At the very least, she wanted to take the time to mourn. But then she remembered that Julian was still out there, probably stripped of his power…
“Just hold still, General,” the deep voice repeated. “I have you…”
Serrane felt a firm grip take hold of her right arm a moment later, and she pushed off with her left to try and break free. Her legs began tingling the moment her rescuer pulled her clear, and the uncomfortable pins and needles of blood rushing back into her legs promptly followed. She grimaced and swore under her breath again, struggling to concentrate through the pain. 
“Gods, I thought we’d lost you,” her rescuer said. “Everything’s going straight to the bloody void…”
Serrane’s eyes fluttered back open, and her vision finally cleared enough to make out the middle-aged human crouched over her, helmet askew. His face was covered in blood and soot, but she still would have recognized him anywhere. 
“Mannick?” she breathed. 
The constable nodded as he tried to help her sit up. “I don’t know what you saw while you were up there, but we had to abandon the wall,” he told her. “The knights…something happened to them. They lost their magic again.”
“I know,” she grunted, bracing herself upright on an elbow. They were clearly somewhere in the Iron District, though she wasn’t sure what street. The building Garadros had crashed into looked like one of the many old smithies, though there wasn’t much left of it at this point. 
“That beast twisted in midair a moment before you crashed,” Mannick said, following her gaze. “It saved your life.”
Serrane swallowed heavily. As much as she wanted to lie here in the falling snow and cry, they simply didn’t have the time. “We have to find Commander Cassel and figure out what happened,” she said, holding out her arm so he could help her up. “Without the barriers, we can’t hold the walls.”
Mannick nodded. “I already ordered my men off the wall,” he said, hauling her upright. “They were too exposed on the battlements. At least they’ll stand a chance fighting in the streets.”
Serrane braced herself against his arm and took a few tentative steps. Aside from a few nasty scrapes and bruises, she appeared to be fine. Her legs still hurt like hell, but the constable was right that she should have been dead. Only luck had saved her. 
Luck, and the loyalty of a creature she had promised to set free. 
She turned and glanced at the wyvern one last time. Considering how many knights and soldiers might die today, it almost seemed foolish to shed a tear on a mount. But she felt one slide down her cheek nonetheless. 
“The last I saw, Julian was busy fighting near Aisling and Sutherland,” Serrane said, gritting her teeth and grabbing the handle of the slender sword at her belt. Her bow had fallen from her hand during the plunge, as had her other blade. 
“That isn’t far,” Mannick said, pointing. “This way!” 
They rushed across the street and through an adjoining alley. More wyverns roared overhead on their way back to the fleet, presumably to retrieve more troop carriers, while others strafed by and ignited the rooftops. The nighttime air, once frozen but clean, now reeked of sulfur and death; the streets, once empty but safe, were now littered with corpses and painted with blood. Serrane didn’t even want to imagine the devastation in other districts where their forces were thin…
“Sutherland is just ahead,” Mannick said as they twisted through another unfamiliar alley. Glimpses of the main thoroughfare told a grim tale of recent carnage. The adjoining street had clearly been the site of a major skirmish; dead Vorsalosian soldiers were everywhere, most riddled with arrows from her rangers. 
“Julian must be close,” Serrane said as they reached another intersection. “We should—”
The sudden click of a distant crossbow was her only warning. A barrage of bolts shot out of the fog to their left, pelting Mannick in the chest and shoulder. He crumpled to the ground with a choked-off yelp, and if Serrane hadn’t reflexively ducked and rolled, she would have suffered the same fate. Her ranger training took over: she hopped back to her feet and charged into the fog, knowing she only had a moment to reach her attackers before they reloaded. There were three of them crouched behind a toppled merchant cart, all regular Vorsalosian soldiers armed with the heavy, armor-piercing crossbows the City of Ravens was famous for. Serrane had no idea what their orders were aside from spreading mayhem, and at this point, she frankly didn’t care. 
She killed one of them from a distance with the throwing knife on her belt, but the other two had a chance to recognize their killer before she pounced upon them. Her slender elven sword, Gwathren, drank deeply of the first man’s blood when she slashed open his throat, but the second finished reloading his crossbow and leapt back before she could strike him down. 
A more seasoned soldier might have had the poise to fire and kill her, but this man looked as terrified as if he were fighting his first battle. His hands trembled as his fingers searched for the trigger, and that heartbeat of hesitation was all Serrane needed. Lunging forward, she smacked the oversized weapon at its base with the flat of her blade, shifting his aim and forcing him to fire uselessly into the sky. His jaw sagged in horror when he understood his fate, but she was long past the point of offering mercy to the Inquisitrix’s toadies. She plunged Gwathren straight into his gut, stared into his eyes as blood frothed over his lips, then kicked him away and sprinted back to Mannick. 
The constable was barely moving. Her free hand flashed with Aetheric energy as she called a healing spell to her fingertips and crouched over him, but by the time she touched the quarrels jutting out of his heaving chest, she knew it was already too late. 
“For…Highwind,” he gasped, clutching her arm with the last of his strength. “It was all for…”
The magic dissipated from Serrane’s hand when the constable’s head slumped limply to the ground. She swore under her breath, an elven prayer escaping her lips as she gently closed his eyelids.
“For Highwind,” she whispered, balling her empty hand into a fist. Another wyvern roared overhead a second later, blasting the roof of a nearby building with a salvo of fireballs. This battle was far from over, and if she couldn’t find Julian soon…
Leaping back to her feet, Serrane dashed off down the street to join the fray. 
 
***
 
I did this. My thirst for vengeance did this. The Fount was never meant to be opened. The power inside was never meant to be unleashed!
Inquisitrix Marcella’s gauntlets crackled with electricity, but she was no longer in control of her own body. The Godsoul she had freed from beneath Nol Krovos—the Godsoul she had once commanded—had swept her consciousness aside and claimed her body as its vessel. She could feel its hunger and desperation to feed upon the Eternal Priestess; she could feel its rage at the mortals who had dared imprison it within the walls of the Pale. 
She could feel its exhilaration that now, after an eon of darkness, it was finally about to be free. 
The Godsoul thrust out her hands and unleashed a burst of Aetheric energy that blasted apart the sanctuary doors in a single strike. Grinning, it summoned her fallen blade back to her hand as if her gauntlet were a magnet, then strode through the cloud of dust and smoke. Marcella wasn’t the least bit surprised to see that the sanctuary on the other side was completely empty aside from a single feminine figure wrapped in a scant black robe. She was cowering behind the altar on the elevated stage at the far end of the room. 
“The child who dares to call herself a priestess,” the Godsoul said through Marcella’s voice. “You have something that belongs to me.”
“Stay back!” the girl shrieked, her dark green eyes glancing past Marcella to the bodies strewn across the hall in her wake. “Or I will—”
“You will do nothing but cower and die,” the Godsoul said, striding forward past the empty rows of polished wooden pews. “Your knights are all but broken, and the dragon will soon be consumed by his own fury. There is no one left to protect you.”
Her back to the wall, the girl glanced back and forth across the chapel as if searching for something—anything—she could possibly use as a weapon. Her fear seemed to feed the Godsoul’s hunger, and it summoned another surge of Aetheric energy to Marcella’s hands as it stepped up onto the elevated stage. Marcella’s hand flicked to the side, smashing the altar with another burst of telekinetic force and ripping it out of the floor like a tree torn from the ground by the winds of a hurricane. 
“You don’t even understand the nature of what you carry inside you,” the Godsoul sneered. “You honestly believe you’re the chosen vessel for some goddess of whores?”
The girl’s face twisted, and she finally squared her shoulders as she realized there was nowhere to go. “I am a priestess of the Eternal Lady,” she said defiantly. “When she returns, she will purify this world of evil and—”
The Godsoul laughed: a harsh, hollow sound that echoed unnaturally. “The ‘Eternal Lady?’ If only you could hear yourself. You are a tether to this world for a shattered soul, nothing more. I can feel her consciousness inside you, broken and twisted and corrupted from an eternity locked inside the Betrayers’ prison. Only I can restore her mind and her memories—only I can make the gods whole again.”
The girl shook her head. “You’re mad.”
“Madness is a world that grants mortals the power to rule without cost or consequences,” the Godsoul said. “Madness is allowing sorcerers to reign unchecked. Do you not understand? These knights you empower—they owe you their unquestioned fealty. If they misuse their magic, you can strip it away. You can ensure their righteousness and punish their sins. That is the world I am going to rebuild—a world of justice and temperance where the virtuous rule and the wicked suffer.”
“But the men you’ve butchered were honorable and just!” Tahira growled. “And you slaughtered them!”
The Godsoul scoffed. “The Silver Fist has been a blight upon the Reaches for generations. Do not mistake their lust for power as virtue. Their Order is decadent and corrupt, and they know as little about the being they claim to serve as your pathetic sisterhood. These ‘paladins’ must be purged in righteous flame.”
The girl shook her head and set her jaw. “No. I will not let you destroy them. I will not let you destroy this city!”
The Godsoul paused and smiled. Even trapped behind her own eyes, Marcella couldn’t help but appreciate the priestess’s resolve. She had expected a weak, waifish whore, and the girl certainly looked the part. Her slender arms had clearly never lifted a sword, and she had the pale, unblemished skin of a noblewoman who rarely set foot outside. Yet somehow, she had defeated two Senosi Huntresses, and she was showing more of a backbone in the face of death than most of the paladins Marcella’s forces had killed these past few months.  
“If you had lived in Vorsalos, you might have made a worthy Senosi,” the Godsoul said. “You are stronger than I expected. It’s almost a shame the harvest will kill you.”
“Stay back!” Tahira hissed. 
The Godsoul stretched out Marcella’s left arm and opened her hand. Aetheric energy crackled across her claws. “I doubt it’s much consolation, but your power will save more lives than these knights ever could. I will try to make this as painless as—”
The Godsoul never finished the sentence. The red tattoo on the priestess’s bare stomach began to glow angrily, and her feet suddenly lifted off the ground. She hung suspended in the air, the Aether swirling around her like an invisible tempest. Her eyes exploded in green light as if she were a Senosi—
And then she struck. Two brilliant beams of energy erupted from her eyes and blasted Marcella’s body. The Godsoul controlling her barely had time to conjure a barrier before the scorching rays could incinerate its mortal vessel, but the blast was so powerful that it still struck the magical shield with the force of a ballista bolt. The Godsoul planted Marcella’s feet and tried to hold its ground, but her boots still slid across the stage inch by inch…
Just as the barrier threatened to shatter, the beams vanished. The priestess dropped to the ground in a breathless heap, and when her eyes returned to normal and locked onto Marcella, they widened in existential dread. 
“Impressive,” the Godsoul said, lowering Marcella’s arm and dismissing the glimmering barrier upon it. “I can see how you defeated the Huntresses. You have more control than I expected.”
Marcella’s body strode forward and approached the priestess again. Despite the fear in the girl’s eyes, she didn’t sob or whimper or beg for mercy. She simply raised her chin and waited for the inevitable. 
“If the soul your sisters recovered had been more than a mere fragment, you would be formidable indeed,” the Godsoul said. “But the time has come for my brethren to be made whole once again. Your power will allow me to avenge an injustice thousands of years in the making…”
Marcella’s right hand lifted, and a radiant golden beam erupted from her palm and blasted the helpless girl. The priestess shrieked in pain as the light enveloped her pale body and burned her black robe to cinders. She floated off the ground, her screams transforming into frantic gasps for breath, as the Godsoul fragment inside her was slowly ripped away.  
“The Reckoning has come…and the world shall be reborn anew.”
 
***
 
Tahira was dying. 
Julian Cassel could feel her agony burning through the Aether, and he knew he was nearly out of time. Every paladin in Highwind except him had already lost his or her channeling abilities. The Wasting Echo had swept over the Order with a vengeance, though it wasn’t as if any of the knights would live long enough for it to kill them. The Inquisitrix and her soldiers would see to that. 
Not if I get to her in time. Not if I save her!
Cassel’s pulse pounded in his ears as he sprinted through the gate to the Redwater District. His lungs burned from inhaling the freezing air for so long, and his legs throbbed from running across half the damn city. Tahira’s power still flowed through him somehow, but it was her pain that pushed him farther beyond his limits than magic ever could. 
He half expected a platoon of enemy soldiers to be waiting for him in front of the Silver Temple, but the courtyard was practically empty aside from a handful of corpses lying in the gathering snow. He didn’t look at their faces; he simply couldn’t afford to be distracted, not with the fate of the whole Order—perhaps even the whole fucking world—at stake. 
Cassel sprinted through the shattered doorway and adjoining foyer into the main hall. Even more bodies greeted him inside, including the still-smoldering corpse of Commander Crowe. 
He’s dead. They are all dead! Gods, I never should have left the temple. I never should have agreed to—
Tahira’s agonized cry snapped him back into reality. He could feel a gathering vortex of Aetheric energy within the sanctuary at the end of the hall, and he knew he was out of time. He pulled Retribution from his back, charged through the sanctuary’s blasted door—
And was immediately struck by a bolt of lightning. 
Without Tahira’s power shielding him, Cassel would have died. The jagged current of electricity obliterated his barrier in the blink of an eye, but the shield dampened the blast enough that the residual charge shocked him without killing him. He froze in place, momentarily paralyzed with pain, before a wave of force slammed into his side and hurled his body into the statue of Shalassa along the sanctuary’s eastern wall. 
“Curious. Only a single spark of power remains within the girl, and she chooses to share it with you…” The voice was that of a woman, cold and calculating, but left a disturbing echo in its wake. 
Cassel clenched his teeth and tried to ignore the pain shooting down his right arm as he studied his attacker. He wasn’t sure what he had expected here—a Huntress, perhaps, along with a Crimson Flame channeler or two?—but he found himself looking upon a lone human female clad in an elaborate suit of silver plate armor with broken blades jutting from her back. One of her claw-tipped gauntlets crackled with electricity while the other clutched an immaculate rune-covered blade. Her scarred face, left exposed without her infamous mask, belonged to a woman everyone in the Northern Reaches feared yet almost none had ever met. 
Gods, it’s her. It’s actually her!
“She is stronger than she appears,” the Inquisitrix said, her blue eyes narrowing as she glanced back at Tahira. “In a different age, she would have made a worthy vessel indeed.”
Grabbing onto the edge of the statue, Cassel slowly pulled himself back to his feet. Tahira was lying in a heap behind the altar on the opposite side of the sanctuary, her black robe seared to embers. He could feel her pain in the Aether, though it was tempered by her raw determination. Time and time again, she had proven more resilient than her appearance would suggest, and today was no exception. 
“You will pay for what you’ve done here,” Cassel said, reaching down to retrieve Retribution and lifting it protectively in front of him. “Escar’s justice comes for you!”
The Inquisitrix snorted. “Escar’s justice…you mortals have no idea what you’re even babbling about. It would almost be amusing if your ignorance hadn’t blighted the world for so long.”
Cassel paused and frowned. He had never actually heard the so-called Raven Queen speak, obviously, but there was something strange about her tone and cadence. 
“Your people don’t remember the past—how could they?” the Inquisitrix asked. “Your lives are motes of dust, there and gone in an instant. Even the descendants of the Avetharri have forgotten who and what they truly are. Their ‘histories’ are little more than fables, told and retold a thousand times until nothing remains but the rotting carcass of the truth.”
Cassel took a step closer, his blade still clutched tightly in his hands. He could feel the Aetheric energy surging through the Inquisitrix; her body teemed with power just like when Tahira had blasted the Huntresses back in Hastien’s Fall and again at the Silver Tower. This woman really was another Conduit…but there was something different about her. 
“Mortals?” he asked. “What, you believe you’re some kind of god now?”
“Not some kind of god,” the Inquisitrix said. “The true god. The one god. The only god.”
Cassel’s breath caught in his throat, and his mind flashed back to the Silver Tower when Tahira had also spoken with a different voice. He may have been standing in front of the Raven Queen, but he wasn’t speaking with her. Not anymore. 
“You’re not the Inquisitrix,” he whispered. “You’re…”
“I am Dathiel,” she said, her eyes suddenly glowing a brilliant gold. “And I have returned.”
She thrust out her left hand. A searing beam of golden light erupted from her outstretched palm, blasting Cassel with the force of a meteor. Acting on pure reflex, he lifted his sword defensively as if it were a shield. The light splintered over the blade like the rising dawn breaking over the Shattered Peaks, but the heat was still so intense he couldn’t believe it didn’t incinerate him outright. He slid backward across the floor, his knees buckling and his grip faltering…
And then Retribution changed. The assault was almost blinding, but Cassel watched through squinting eyelids as the metal blade shimmered and transformed. At first, he thought it had simply melted, but then it abruptly reappeared—not as a length of silver metal, but as a sword-shaped beam of brilliant blue energy.
“What?” Dathiel breathed, the golden beam dissipating as she lowered her hand. “Impossible…”
Cassel swallowed, paralyzed in awe, as he stared at the blazing blue blade held before his eyes. A heartbeat earlier, Retribution had been so heavy that no one could have possibly wielded it without the Aether bolstering their strength. But now…now it was as light as a feather. He had never seen an enchantment like this before—even Serrane’s elven swords and bow didn’t contain this kind of raw power. 
“A wraithblade?” Dathiel gasped. “Where did you get a wraithblade?”
Cassel’s gaze was still lost in the glowing weapon. The enchantment wasn’t merely incredible—it didn’t make any damn sense. He couldn’t feel the Aether swirling around the blade. It didn’t feel magical so much as…otherworldly. 
This sword was once wielded by the Knights of the Last Dawn, Crowe had told him. They claimed that such blades had the power to strike creatures living outside the physical world, including the demons of the Pale.
“You must have stolen it from the Tel Bator like everything else your wretched Order possesses,” Dathiel snarled. “Their Templar are noble servants of the gods. They sacrifice everything to defend their people and do not taint themselves with stolen power!”
Cassel lowered the blade enough to look upon the woman standing before him. Her expression and body language had completely changed. She wasn’t just angry at the sight of the weapon.  
She was afraid.  
“You are unworthy to hold such a weapon,” Dathiel hissed though his mortal vessel. “You will suffer for your sacrilege!”
The Inquisitrix’s hand flashed with another burst of golden radiance, but this time Cassel didn’t give her an opportunity to strike. He lunged forward, Retribution sweeping in a wide arc in front of him. The sudden change in the weapon’s weight threw off his movements—it almost felt like fencing with a rapier despite its size and length—but he still forced the Inquisitrix to leap back. When she tried to use her sword to parry his attacks, the wraithblade burned cleanly through the steel and cut the blade in half. She stumbled away, staring in horror at the broken weapon in her hand, and Cassel lunged in for the kill—
Too late. Dathiel rolled away just before the wraithblade carved through the Inquisitrix’s neck. The blazing beam still clipped the remaining blades jutting out of her shoulder armor, however, and the smoldering tips clattered to the floor. 
“Enough!” she snarled, thrusting out both of her hands. An invisible wave of force crashed into Cassel, hurling him back into the statue of Shalassa hard enough that the stone shattered around him. The air rushed out of his lungs as he fell on his side, and the blistering pain in his gut warned him that he had broken at least one rib. 
“I will tolerate your insolence no longer!” Dathiel said, pivoting back around to face Tahira. Another beam of energy shot from her palms and enveloped the priestess, lifting her from the floor, and her agonized shriek echoed through the temple.
Cassel vaulted back to his feet and began to charge—
And then he lost everything. Another spike of pain jabbed into his stomach as if he had just been impaled, and he immediately dropped his sword and collapsed to his knees. It was the same full-body agony that had crippled him at Hastien’s Fall the moment of the Shattering. 
“You mortals have stolen our power long enough!” Dathiel spat. The golden beam vanished, and Tahira’s body crashed to the floor, completely limp. “I don’t care what sword you wield. I have returned to reclaim what is ours, and no mere paladin will stand in my way!”
The pain of the Wasting Echo was so intense that Cassel could barely breathe, let alone speak. In a single horrifying instant, all his failures flashed before him. He had failed to rebuild the Order. He had failed to protect Tahira. He had failed to protect his unborn child…
But then, just before he was overwhelmed by the pain, he heard a deep, thunderous roar from outside the temple. A knowing smile tugged at his lips.   
“I…I may not be able to stop you,” he said, his teeth chattering. “But I know someone who can.”
The Inquisitrix’s face twisted. “What are you—?”
The sanctuary’s domed ceiling didn’t so much crumble as explode. Cassel glanced up just in time to watch as a massive red dragon smashed through the stone vaulting as if it were a sandcastle. One of his mighty talons smashed down upon the stage while the other crushed the pews like kindling, and a rush of cold winter air blasted through the remnants of the temple. 
The Dragon of Highwind had arrived. 
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Dragons and Gods
 
Piles of dust and stone fell from Jorem’s scales as he reared back and unfurled his wings. The Silver Temple had been devastated even before he had crashed through the ceiling—the corpses of fallen knights were strewn about the floor in the adjoining hall, and the sanctuary’s altar had been ripped from the floor and tossed into a corner. Commander Cassel was still alive, thank the gods, but the Eternal Priestess was lying slumped near the wall, her body sizzling. 
“You are too late, Wyrm Lord. The Age of Sorcery is over!”
Jorem swiveled his long neck to glare at Inquisitrix Marcella as she dragged herself out of the rubble. Her mask was nowhere to be found, but her infamous bladed armor and clawed gauntlets dragged a thousand repressed memories from the darkest recesses of his mind. He had spent most of his life in mortal terror of this woman and her regime, yet somehow, now, when she was on the cusp of conquering the Northern Reaches, she seemed incredibly…small. 
“The walls of my prison are broken!” she spat. “There is nothing you can do to—”
Jorem swatted her with the back of his claw, launching her tiny human body across the sanctuary and into one of the few remaining walls, collapsing it on top of her. He knew the impact wouldn’t kill her—she was far too powerful for that—but it still felt unbelievably fucking good. After all the pain and death and terror her regime had wrought, after fighting to survive her assassins for most of his life, it was finally time for this bitch to face justice. 
Marcella screamed something unintelligible as she pulled herself from the rubble, her body sheathed in a glowing Aetheric barrier, but Jorem wasn’t interested in hearing her petty taunts. Highwind, Nol Krovos, even Vorsalos—they all demanded justice only a dragon could provide. He reared back, sucked in a deep breath, and spewed forth a cleansing gout of flame. 
Her barrier was strong, but not that strong. Jorem watched as the flames seared through her shield, her armor, and then her flesh itself. By the time he stopped, there was nothing left of the Raven Queen but an ashen husk of smoldering bone. The unmistakable stench of brimstone flooded the sanctuary despite the flurries of freezing wind and snow, and Jorem slowly leaned back on his haunches and allowed the gravity of the moment to wash over him. 
She was dead. Inquisitrix Marcella, scorned amazon and butcher of the Broken Sea, was finally dead. Without her power to sustain them, the Crimson Fist channelers would succumb to the Wasting Echo, and her Sanctori and Senosi would—
Impudent mortal wretch!
Jorem couldn’t tell if the words were spoken aloud or if they seared directly into his head, but a moment later, the smoldering bones of the Inquisitrix began to move. At first, he assumed his draconic eyes were playing tricks on him, but then the corpse hauled itself back to its feet. Its cracked, charred bones snapped back into place, and its hollow eye sockets began to glow with a brilliant golden light. 
“Escar protect us…” Commander Cassel gasped.
Jorem refused to believe what he was seeing. The skeleton in front of him, completely scoured of blood and flesh mere moments earlier, began to heal. Blood, organs, flesh…in the span of a few seconds, they had all regenerated. Power swirled about the living corpse unlike anything he had ever sensed before, even the Fount beneath Nol Krovos. He wasn’t just looking upon the trapped essence of an ancient god. 
He was looking upon the god itself.  
“The boundless arrogance of the Wyrm Lords,” the corpse said with a deep, masculine voice that no longer sounded anything like Marcella. The male body that had taken her place was tall and hairless with smooth russet skin and a bald head. Jorem had never seen this man’s face before, yet from everything Selvhara had told him, he knew exactly who it was. 
Dathiel the Watcher. 
The reborn god held out his arms, and a mantle of gold-white energy materialized around his body like a suit of shining armor. Glimmering, ribbon-like strands sprouted from his pauldrons and slowly merged until they formed a pair of ethereal wings. 
“Your miserable kind tried to destroy us once,” Dathiel said. “Their arrogance drove them to assault the very throne of the gods, and we nearly eradicated them then and there. But some of my brethren insisted your kind could still be redeemed, and their misguided mercy nearly doomed this world.”
The One God opened his right hand, and a spear of golden light flashed into existence in his palm. “I will not repeat their mistake.”
Dathiel hurled the spear. Jorem, still paralyzed with shock, barely had time to unfurl his wings before the glowing weapon struck him in the belly and hurled him backward as easily as he had swatted Marcella just moments ago. He crashed through the remnants of the temple, the courtyard wall surrounding it, and at least two other buildings before his momentum finally stalled. His chest burned as if he were still impaled even though the spear had already dissipated back into the Aether. He roared in pain and protest, furious and frightened all at once, and it was only then that he saw the massive black scar marring his scales. 
Before this moment, he had started to believe that he might be invulnerable in his dragon form—arrows, swords, and even spells hadn’t been able to faze him. But the pain in his underbelly was so intense that he couldn’t believe he hadn’t reverted to his human form…
Another flash of energy caught his attention, and he craned his long neck up to see Dathiel floating out of the temple, his body still suffused in a mantle of brilliant golden light as his wings effortlessly carried him through the air.  
“You don’t even understand the blood legacy flowing through your veins,” the One God snarled, his voice echoing like a pounding drum. “The fools of this age see you as their sovereign when you are nothing more than a slave. But like all servants given a taste of freedom, your kind were all too willing to become oppressors.”
Jorem growled deep in his throat as he rolled over and pulled himself back to his full height. He tried to summon more draconic flames to his maw, but the pain in his belly made it impossible. He was finding it more and more difficult to breathe in enough of the freezing air just to satisfy his lungs…
“The lies and treachery of the dragons will be punished!” Dathiel shouted as he floated toward Jorem. “You stole our power, you sullied our legacy, and you dared to sit upon our throne! But I told you before, Wyrm Lord: the Age of Sorcery is over. Your tyranny is finally at an end!”
Dathiel’s entire body burst with energy, and a wave of golden light exploded from his body and rippled through the streets of the Redwater District. There were no strokes of lightning or billowing clouds of flame; the energy simply washed over Highwind like a cool, cleansing wave. Jorem let out a guttural snarl, wondering what this monster had done. Everything went quiet and still, as if time itself had come to a halt…but then the air around him began to hiss and pop as if had been set aflame. 
“You will no longer wield our blood as if it is your own!” Dathiel said, the radiance engulfing his body becoming so bright the entire city looked as if it were suddenly bathed in daylight. “Return to me, my brothers and sisters. Allow me to make you whole once again!”
Jorem roared lifted his claw to swat Dathiel…but then a fresh spike of agony suddenly ripped through his entire body and bowled him over. He reflexively tried to weave a healing spell, and it was only then that he discovered the impossible truth. 
The Aether was gone. 
At first, he refused to believe it. The Aether was as omnipresent as the wind or the sky. It may have been invisible, but it was as fundamental a part of the world as gravity. No one, not even the avatar of a Fallen God, could simply snap his fingers and remove it. 
And yet…
As Jorem tried and failed to channel the Aether’s power, an all-encompassing agony flooded his body as if he had just triggered the full wrath of the Flensing. After the Shattering, he had seen the suffering wrought upon the Knights of the Silver Fist and other channelers who had been unknowingly connected to the Fount of Velhari. Jorem had assumed that sorcerers like himself and Kaseya would never be forced to endure such torment. The Flensing could at least be avoided by not overchanneling. But the Wasting Echo…
This was like one of his organs had been brutally ripped out of his chest. Even in his nigh-invincible dragon form, the pain was excruciating. He rolled onto his side, stunned in torment, and realized that the scales on his arm had faded into a pale flesh. He felt every snapping bone, every twisting ligament, as he slowly reverted back to his human form. Within mere seconds, he was lying naked in the wreckage, gasping for breath and surrounded by fog and snow and rubble. He had no magic. He had no power. He had absolutely nothing at all except despair. 
“What was once stolen has now been reclaimed,” Dathiel declared, stretching out his arm and summoning another sphere of light into his hand. He pointed the blazing tip at Jorem’s throat. “And the judgment wrongly deferred by my brethren shall finally come to pass.”
 
***
 
“Tell me…again,” Valuri said between labored breaths as she continued jogging toward the Redwater District. “Why…didn’t we just…fly?”
“Because Jorem was not convinced he could protect us in the saddle, especially you,” Kaseya replied. “The Inquisitrix can control your Senosi tattoos and—”
“It was a rhetorical question, Red,” the Huntress bit out. “Let’s just hope he knows what he’s doing.”
Selvhara followed behind them silently, her elven eyes and ears on the lookout for any signs of enemy soldiers. She didn’t expect to find any—she had seen enough of Dathiel’s plan to know that the southern wall would face the brunt of the Vorsalosian attack, leaving the northern part of the city virtually undefended. The only question was whether or not Jorem could reach her old master in time…
“This way!” Kaseya called out, pointing and turning down a nearby alley. Unlike the Huntress, the amazon didn’t seem the least bit winded. Her sheer athleticism was truly a sight to behold, even for a thousand-year-old Faetharri like Selvhara. She wasn’t winded either, of course, though the call of her cursed blood was getting harder and harder to ignore. 
Harder, but not impossible. Her new bond with Kaseya was keeping it in check, at least for now. Hopefully, the amazon’s iron will could replace her former master’s control. 
The Silver Temple was near the edge of the Redwater District, and they could all see its spires and bell tower before they reached the gate cordoning off the district from the rest of the city. The heavy oak doors were closed, unsurprisingly, though that didn’t stop them. Valuri turned and kissed the amazon on the mouth, which still seemed strange to Selvhara even though she knew the other woman’s intent. Valuri’s green eyes began to glow as she fed upon the amazon’s sorcerous energy, and her labored breaths almost immediately steadied. 
“Hold on,” she said, turning to the gate and vaulting into the air. Thanks to her tattoos, she leapt far higher and farther than any normal human ever could. Once she was on the parapet above the gate, she tossed down a rope for the other women to climb. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed when she reached the top, her blue eyes open wide. “The devastation…”
Selvhara grimaced when she pulled herself up. A brief gap in the fog allowed them an unobstructed glimpse of this part of the district, and it wasn’t pleasant. The streets surrounding the temple looked like a tornado had struck, and there were several bodies strewn about the courtyard. But all of that was secondary compared to the massive hole on the northern side of the building—and the red dragon wings sticking out of the gap. 
“Is he in trouble, Red?” Valuri asked. 
“No,” Kaseya said. “He seems…calm.”
“Calm? How is that even—?”
“Wait,” the amazon interrupted, lifting her hand. “Something is wrong.”
Selvhara could feel the echo of Jorem’s confusion through her bond with Kaseya. She was still trying to understand what it meant when a deafening roar bellowed across the district—followed by the seemingly impossible sight of a dragon flying backward out of the temple and crashing through several adjacent buildings. 
All three women froze, wondering what in the bloody void they had just seen. But then Jorem’s pain lanced through Kaseya’s collar, and Selvhara soon felt it as well. 
“Maskari!” the amazon breathed, grabbing the rope and leaping down from the gate. In the same instant, Selvhara and Valuri leapt down beside her. The moment they landed, they all saw a single figure wrapped in golden Aetheric energy float out of the ruins of the temple in pursuit of the dragon. 
“What the f…?” Valuri trailed off and shook her head. 
“The Inquisitrix,” Kaseya breathed. “Her power has grown.”
“Obviously!” the Huntress blurted. “You two go and catch up with him—I still don’t want to risk getting close.”
Kaseya turned, her eyes narrowing. “Then what—?”
“I’ll check on the priestess and the knights,” Valuri said. “Go!”
The amazon watched as the Huntress dashed toward the temple, her face creased in concern, but her attention quickly snapped back to her Maskari. Kaseya and Selvhara sprinted as fast as they could through the frozen streets, though the druid couldn’t ignore the terror tickling its way down her spine. She couldn’t actually feel her master’s presence anymore without his tethers binding her, but she knew what he had intended to accomplish here today. And if he had already harvested the Godsoul fragment from the Eternal Priestess…
Another draconic roar rumbled through the streets as the two women crawled through the trail of devastation left in Jorem’s wake, and an instant later, Kaseya cried out as if she had been shot by an invisible arrow. She stumbled and fell, her sword and shield clattering across the street. Selvhara dove down to help her…but then she felt the amazon’s pain ripple through her Dal’Rethi collar. Felt it—and recognized it. 
“Faarea,” she gasped. “No…”
“I cannot…” Kaseya grimaced in pain as she tried and failed to prop herself up on an elbow. “The Aether…it is…”
“Gone,” Selvhara said, a wave of dread crashing over her. She refused to believe it. She refused to accept it. Everything she had suffered—everything this human girl had sacrificed to save her—would mean nothing if the One God had truly escaped the Pale and consumed the Aether. Without it, there would be no more sorcery…and without sorcery, there would be no more dragons. 
“The pain,” Kaseya gasped, her fingers digging into the frozen stones around them. “I cannot…”
“It’s all right,” Selvhara soothed, squeezing the amazon’s arm. The Wasting Echo was already hitting the girl hard despite the fact she had only ever channeled a tiny fraction of the Aether’s power. Growing up in the presence of the Fount must have left her particularly vulnerable.
“Jorem,” Kaseya said through clenched teeth. “He…he needs our help!”
Selvhara turned her head when she heard another roar from somewhere within the fog. Taking a deep breath, she allowed her cursed blood to flow freely once again, and within seconds her willowy elven frame had been overtaken by the wolf. 
“I will aid the Wyrm Lord or die trying,” she promised in a low, guttural voice. “Stay here.”
 
***
 
“Get up, Golden Boy!”
Cassel clenched his teeth as a familiar leather gauntlet grabbed his arm and helped pull him from the rubble. Valuri was crouched over him, her eyes glowing an eerie shade of green. The dragon and the Inquisitrix were gone, though Cassel still couldn’t bring himself to believe what he had seen. Jorem’s fiery breath had completely annihilated her, yet she had somehow survived. 
Or at least, the Godsoul inside her had. 
“Can you move?” the Huntress asked once she had dragged him free.
Cassel nodded and reached out to retrieve the blade lying next to him. Retribution looked like a normal sword again, and without the Aether, he could barely lift the oversized blade. 
“Mostly,” he rasped, wincing as another spike of pain shot through his body. The sanctuary’s walls were almost completely collapsed at this point, though the falling rubble hadn’t hurt him nearly as much as the Wasting Echo. If he didn’t know better, he would have sworn someone was reaching inside his chest and trying to crush his heart.
“We shouldn’t stay here,” Valuri said, helping him to a crouch. “Red and wolf girl are trying to help Jorem, but I can’t afford to get close.”
Cassel coughed as he tried and failed to take a deep breath. He knew he wouldn’t survive much longer—the Echo was burning through him far more quickly now than back at Hastien’s Fall. 
“I’m not going anywhere,” he whispered.
The Huntress scowled. “We need to—”
“Tahira…” Cassel said, pulling away and dragging himself to his feet. He could barely see three feet in front of him thanks to the frozen fog, rising dust, and lingering smoke, but he still limped through the rubble until he spotted her red hair and tattered black robes splayed over a pile of stones. 
“Shit,” Valuri hissed, diving past him to check on the priestess. “She’s alive…barely.”
Cassel sank down next to her and helped Tahira lean up. Her green eyes fluttered weakly, and her cheeks were covered in soot…yet when she looked upon his face, her lips curled into a faint smile. 
“Julian…” she breathed.
“I’m here,” he said, holding her against him. Her body felt as fragile—and cold—as a wilting leaf. “We’ll get you out here.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head and gently caressing her face with her fingertips. “You can’t.”
“What do you mean?” Cassel said as he examined her body. Aside from a few burns and scrapes, he didn’t see any actual wounds…
“I hid it from him, Julian,” she said, her smile brightening. “He never found it.”
“Found what?”
“The last spark of her power. I hid it away…for you.”
“What? I don’t—”
“The sword,” Tahira said. “Give me the sword.”
Cassel shared a confused glance with Valuri, but the Huntress shrugged. He laid Retribution down in front of Tahira, his arm wobbling from the weight. 
“I understand now,” the priestess whispered. “I understand why he fears this blade.”
Cassel stared into her eyes, his head shaking. “Tahira, I don’t—”
“Take it,” she said, grabbing his free hand and lowering his fingers to her belly. He watched, mesmerized, as her tattoo began to glow a brilliant red.
“Please, talk to me!” he gasped. “What is happening?”
“Take the spark,” she told him. “Take it…and use its power to start anew.”
A surge of power crackled between their bodies and coursed through him, sweeping away the pain of the Echo like a cleansing tide. Cassel inhaled sharply as he felt the Aether return, but the energy didn’t stop inside him. It raced through his limbs and into his sword, and he watched, stricken with awe, as the runes on the flat of the blade disappeared…only to be replaced by a single familiar symbol identical to the tattoo on Tahira’s belly. 
Cassel stared down at the symbol, still stunned, when the steel blade exploded into a brilliant beam of energy once again. Retribution hummed in the freezing air, its eerie luminescence bathing the entire sanctuary in soft blue light. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri gasped. “What is that?”
“The past,” Tahira breathed. “And the future…”
Cassel swallowed heavily as he glanced between her and the blade. The tethers that had once connected him to Tahira were gone, but he could feel new ones forming between him and the sword. Crowe had told him that the Bâl Frohim blades had allegedly sheltered the divine souls of the gods at one point, but he still didn’t understand how such a thing was possible…
“You can still stop him, Julian,” Tahira whispered. “Spill his blood, and the dragon…the dragon will…”
Her voice became so brittle it fluttered away on the wind, but she continued smiling up at him even as the light faded from her belly…and then from her eyes. Cassel stared down at her, trembling with pain and sorrow and rage.
Tahira, the last Eternal Priestess, was gone. 
“Shit,” Valuri swore. “I’m sorry…”
Cassel brushed a lock of red hair from Tahira’s face and gently closed her eyes. An ocean of grief crashed over him, threatening to drag him under. This girl—this woman—had shown more courage in the past month than many knights did in their entire lives. She had known from the beginning that the enemy would come after her from the moment the truth about her powers was revealed, but she had never begged Julian to take her away and hide her. She had saved the lives of dozens of knights, and she had stood her ground against assassins, armies, and now a living god. 
And at the end, she had given up her life to grant them one last chance in this war. And he was not going to waste it.   
“This isn’t over,” he said, turning to stare into the blazing blue blade. “She gave us the weapon we needed. All we have to do is figure out how to use it.”
 
***
 
“The last of the Wyrm Lords reduced to a helpless, quivering heap,” Dathiel sneered. “If only the Avetharri could have lived long enough to see their treacherous bloodline finally come to this.”
Jorem’s fingers clawed at the freezing rubble as he tried to pull himself upright. His arms trembled as if all his muscles had atrophied, and he barely even noticed the cold wind on his naked flesh thanks to inferno of agony blazing in his chest and lungs. He had watched other sorcerers overchannel themselves to death before, and it was always horrific. A part of him wished that Dathiel would impale him on the spear in his hand and be done with it.  
“Your cursed kind can never suffer enough for what they did to my brethren,” Dathiel seethed. “To be forced to watch for countless millennia as ignorant barbarians siphoned our power and spun lie after lie about their ascension—to be forced to wither away, trapped and helpless, as our faithful servants failed time and time again to free their masters…”
He shook his head, his ethereal wings fluttering behind him and holding him aloft. “Sadly, much of the blame belongs with us. We are the ones who warred amongst ourselves, and it was our spilled blood that gave you power you did not deserve.” He pointed his spear at the sickening latticework of purplish veins now covering Jorem’s arms. “We tried to taint it. We tried to make it so poisonous that only a fool would risk its touch…but even the Flensing wasn’t enough to stay your avarice.”
Jorem’s arms finally gave out, and he fell flat against the ground. His vision filled with spots as if he were trying to see through a snow globe, and his lungs burned every time he tried to draw breath.
“Mortals crave power no matter the price, you see,” Dathiel said, his golden eyes glittering pitilessly, “and the more you gain, the more you desire. You are stubborn and gluttonous by your very nature. That is why your kind must be brought to heel. You simply cannot be trusted to forge your own destiny.”
The One God smiled as he drifted forward and kicked Jorem onto his back. “But do not worry yourself, sorcerer. I shall not make you suffer as I have suffered. I will not force you to languish in a prison while the rest of your kin are tortured before your eyes. Instead, I shall grant you the swift mercy of oblivion.”
Dathiel placed the tip of his spear against Jorem’s throat—
And was suddenly tackled by a growling blur of brown fur. 
Jorem blinked and raised his head. He was barely able to see through the spots clouding his eyes, but he would have been recognized Selvhara from the guttural sounds alone. She ravaged the glowing god with a frantic flurry of teeth and claws that would have ripped any normal living creature to shreds in a heartbeat.
Dathiel didn’t even bleed. Even laid out on his back, the One God caught one of her wrists as it came at his throat, then tossed her aside like a ragdoll. When she crashed into the remnants of a shop across the street, he hurled his spear through her chest and pinned her to the wall. 
“The Sarodihm lives,” Dathiel said, his glowing wings lifting him back to his feet. “I should congratulate you, elf. After a thousand-year litany of failure, you have found yet another way to disappoint me.”
Selvhara’s howls of pains mingled with bitter snarls as she tried to break free of the spear impaling her, but the glowing weapon didn’t budge—nor did her wounds heal. The fur around the wound sizzled as if it were about to catch fire. 
“I promised the dragon mercy, but you do not deserve peace,” the One God spat. “I warned you time and again, Sarodihm—you are forever bound to my will in this life and the next!”
Dathiel stretched out his left wing, and the ethereal feathers shifted until they looked more like glimmering tendrils of raw energy. They stretched out and curled around Selvhara’s body, and her wolfish muzzle let out a pained cry when the tendrils began to constrict her like shimmering serpents.  
“Perhaps I should make you destroy your precious Wyrm Lord,” Dathiel taunted. “It would be a fitting end to your pitiful existence, don’t you agree? The Faetharri concubine who unwittingly betrayed Tir Lanathel…yes, perhaps you should be the one to destroy the dragons once and for all!”
“Leave…her…alone!” Jorem snarled. It took every ounce of strength he could muster to pull his head off the ground again. 
Dathiel snorted. “A Wyrm Lord who doesn’t revile the lowborn peasant? Well, Sarodihm, it only took you a thousand years to finally seduce a dragon. Congratulations.”
The glimmering tethers squeezed Selvhara so hard she audibly gasped for air. Her eyes fastened upon Jorem, and he expected them to be filled with a millennium of despair and torment and misery…but instead, he saw hope. 
“Destroy him, and I will finally set you free,” Dathiel said. “No curse, no tethers, no Wasting Echo…the only burden you will carry is the knowledge that you alone destroyed the dragons you so desperately wished to serve. You will not find a more generous offer, Sarodihm.”
“You…you are not a god,” Selvhara snarled. “You are a monster!”
“I am the Watcher,” the One God declared. “I am the last light shining upon this broken world. I am the God of Vigilance!”
Selvhara’s wolfish muzzle twisted into a smile. “Then perhaps you should turn around.”
Dathiel’s glowing golden eyes narrowed. “What are you—”
It all happened so quickly that Jorem wasn’t convinced it was real. A tall human clad in dust-covered Silver Fist armor sprinted out of the fog farther down the street, a sword made entirely of blue energy blazing in his hand. Jorem had never seen anything quite like it; the air hissed and popped in the blade’s wake as if it were on the verge of being set aflame.  
The instant the knight spotted Dathiel, he charged with the fearless zeal that only a true paladin could muster. The One God turned at the sound, the feathery tendrils of his other wing lashing out to swat his attacker away…
The knight didn’t even try to dodge. He simply raised his blade and hewed through the tendrils like underbrush in the forest. Dathiel screamed—a deep, horrid sound that literally shook the ground like a quake—then tried to move before he was cut down. The knight’s blade still clipped the One God’s glowing armor, and another horrific scream of godly pain shuddered across Highwind. 
“Miserable wretch!” Dathiel growled so loudly Jorem had to cover his ears. 
“You will pay for what you’ve done, demon,” the knight, Commander Julian Cassel, said through clenched teeth as he lifted the blazing sword in front of his eyes. 
The One God snarled and pulled back the broken, sizzling remnants of his wing. “Fool,” he spat. “You cannot kill a god!”
“I don’t need to kill you,” Cassel said. “I just needed to spill some of your precious blood.”
Dathiel’s eyes shot wide as he glanced down to the gash in his glowing armor. Tiny streams of shining liquid hemorrhaged from the wound and splattered beneath him like droplets of molten gold. They congealed into a smoldering pool and seeped into the ground…
And then, suddenly, the Aether returned. 
Jorem inhaled a deeper breath than he had ever taken. His arms, no longer weak, lifted his body off the ground, and the pain crippling his limbs and squeezing his heart vanished as if this had all been a fleeting nightmare. His bones swelled, his flesh hardened into red scales, and in the span of a few heartbeats, he was staring down at the glowing man in front of him as if he were an annoying insect rather than a Fallen God. 
“No!” Dathiel hissed, clutching at his side. “I will not allow you to steal my—”
Jorem whirled around and slapped the One God with his mighty tail. Dathiel sailed through the air like he had been fired out of a ballista, and his golden figure crashed through the northeastern wall of the Redwater District and vanished into the rubble. 
With a bellowing roar, Jorem unfurled his wings and launched into the air in pursuit. Wyverns screeched behind him as they continued ravaging the now-defenseless city, and he even spotted a few flaming boulders in the distance as the catapults on the Vorsalosian warships began their bombardment. He wanted to turn around and roast them—he wanted to strafe the length of the Reachwend and incinerate every bloody ship in the damn river while he had the chance. But if history was right and the Wyrm Lords had defeated the Fallen Gods once, then perhaps he could do so again. 
Snarling, he plunged down toward the shattered wall at his prey. Dathiel was already rising above the rubble near Highwind’s northern wall, still unharmed aside from the gushing wound on his flank. He conjured and hurled another spear, but this time Jorem was ready—he rolled onto his side, narrowly dodging the attack, and his mighty maw spewed forth another cone of his searing draconic breath. The flames broke harmlessly over the One God’s impenetrable defenses, but the attack still held his attention long enough for Jorem to reach out and snatch him in his talons as he streaked past. 
He squeezed as hard as he could, hoping he might crush the annoying godling into paste. But when Dathiel’s armor refused to crack, Jorem soared high into the air and simply threw him back at the ground instead. The One God streaked down from the heavens like a meteor, and when his luminescent body crashed into the hills outside the city, the explosion showered the plains in a storm of dirt and stone. 
Jorem didn’t relent. He plummeted back to the ground and landed in the hills with a thunderous crash, 
I may not be able to kill this bastard, but damn if it doesn’t feel fucking good to try. 
A surge of light rolled over the hills as the One God leapt out of crater he had dug. His wounded wings had yet to heal, and trails of golden light still dripped from his side. But somehow being thrown into the mountains hadn’t even dented his breastplate. 
“The arrogance…” he seethed as another spear materialized in his hand. “You are nothing without our power!”
He hurled the spear. Jorem lunged out of the way, a tremor shaking the hills as he shifted his enormous weight. He sucked in a deep breath and unleashed another blazing cone of flame, but Dathiel didn’t even flinch when the inferno broke over him. 
“I can still reclaim what has been lost,” he said once the flames abated. Stretching out his hands, he pulled the droplets of golden blood beneath him back into his body. “I am the Aether, don’t you see?”
Jorem could feel his power starting to waver again. He reared back to take another breath—
Maskari!
He heard Kaseya’s call as clearly as if she were standing next to him. He could feel her presence back in Highwind, and he knew that she, too, had felt the Aether’s sudden return. He couldn’t speak with her, but he could feel her relief—and her resolve. 
You cannot kill him, Jorem, but you do not have to. Focus on me…see what I see…and then you will understand. 
A flood of thoughts and images poured into him. The amazon—his amazon—had always been able to perceive things that no one else could, from the gaps in the defenses of the Senosi to the strange tendrils that had bound Selvhara to her dark master. And just like she had done so many times before, Kaseya revealed the critical weakness of their new enemy. 
You know what must be done, Maskari. This battle has raged for millennia, and it will not be resolved today.
“You cannot destroy me, wyrmling!” Dathiel sneered as the wound in his side healed over. “Rip apart this body and I shall merely build a new one in its place!”
Jorem knew with absolute certainty that the Fallen God was right. If the full fury of the Avetharri Wyrm Lords hadn’t been able destroy him outright, then a single dragon didn’t stand a chance. But the ancient elves had still defeated Dathiel once, and after what Kaseya had shown him, there was no reason Jorem couldn’t do it, too. 
“Is that fear I see in your eyes, dragon?” Dathiel said, another spear flashing into existence in his hand. “Do you finally understand your place?”
Jorem rushed forward. His wings unfurled as he snatched Dathiel up in his maw and leapt back into the sky. His jagged teeth couldn’t pierce the One God’s divine armor, but Dathiel’s spear had no such trouble. A fresh spike of anguish burned through Jorem’s body as the weapon stabbed into the side of his neck, and blood spewed from the wound as he dropped his left wing and banked around for another pass over the city. For a moment, he feared the agony would overtake him…but then he felt Kasey calling him home. 
We are here, Maskari. We are ready!
Jorem soared back over the city walls and above the Redwater District. The fires and rubble were like beacons in the fog, but the strongest light of all was cast by Commander Cassel’s strange blade. He was standing outside the ruins of the Silver Temple with Kaseya and Valuri, and when the girls spotted Jorem approaching, the paladin turned and thrust his sword outward as if he were trying the slay the air itself. 
Instead, he was stabbing the very wall between worlds. 
Jorem never would have been able to see what was happening without Kaseya’s aid. But thanks to her bequeathed vision, he could perceive a shimmering tear in the very fabric of reality. It was a small gap—little more than a crack beneath a larger door—but the risks of such dark magic were the stuff of legend…and nightmares. The Pale was a realm of demons, shadows, and death…but it was also a prison from which even the gods could not escape. 
“No!” Dathiel growled as he grabbed Jorem’s jaw and tried to pry himself free. “This world cannot survive without me!”
Jorem dove straight down at the rift. The air seemed to ignite around him as he gained speed, and when his talons finally crashed into the ground, the sheer force of the impact tore apart half the street in a shower of stone and dirt. He opened his mouth at precisely the moment he hit, allowing the raw inertia to carry Dathiel toward the rift. The One God soared through the air, his wings unfurling in a last desperate attempt to halt his momentum, but the rift seemed to have a pull of its own. He roared in defiance as he drew closer and closer to the yearning maw, unable to escape—
Until he conjured yet another spear and plunged it into the ground like an anchor. Dathiel clutched onto the shaft of the weapon with both hands, his wings fluttering straight backward behind him as the rift pulled with all its might. 
Dathiel screamed, his golden eyes blazing like twin suns as a shockwave of force rippled out from his body and slammed into the others. Kaseya, Valuri, Cassel—they were all sent tumbling across the street, chased by the snow and fog. Jorem had to dig his claws deeper into the shattered ground just to hold himself steady.
“I. Am. Free!” The One God’s bellowing declaration shuddered across all of Highwind. “Only I can bring order to chaos! Only I can redeem the worthy and cull the weak! Only I can…can…”
Dathiel abruptly turned when one of the glimmering tendrils from his wounded wing went taut. An instant later, a familiar bestial figure stepped out of the clouds of dust, her claws clutching at the tendril and curling it around her arm like a rope. 
“You told me that we were forever bound together in life and death,” Selvhara rumbled. “Maybe you were right.”
The werewolf yanked on the tendril with all her bestial might. Dathiel howled in protest as he clutched his anchor, but it seemed steady…right up until Selvhara violently twisted around as if she were throwing a giant hammer. The ground beneath his spear began to give…and then it cracked. Dathiel flew backward again, clawing helplessly at the air until he reached the rift—
“Sarodihm!”
The instant the One God touched the Pale, the flesh and bone of his mortal shell dissolved in midair as if he had suddenly been plunged into a pool of virulent acid. A haunting, tormented scream echoed across the entire city, the entire world…and then fell silent. 
But the rift didn’t close. It still had one more victim to claim, and it pulled at Selvhara with ravenous hunger. She had wrapped Dathiel’s tendrils around her arms to give her the leverage she needed, but she had bound herself to the One God’s fate in the process. It all happened in the blink of an eye: Dathiel being pulled into the rift, Selvhara being tugged right behind him, her lupine head craning around to look at Jorem one last time as she lurched toward oblivion—
And then a red blur slammed into the werewolf’s flank, altering her trajectory a split second after Dathiel vaporized. Selvhara crashed to the ground just a few yards from the rift, still holding ethereal tendrils that were no longer connected to a body…and dissolved into nothing an instant later. Kaseya was lying on top of her, pinning her flat against the rubble-strewn ground, as the tear between worlds hissed and popped as if in protest…and then collapsed. 
For a long moment, the only sound was that of heavy, desperate breathing. Jorem stretched out his draconic hand near Kaseya and Selvhara as the druid returned to her willowy elven form and smiled up at her savior. 
“You pledged yourself to me, elf,” Kaseya said. “An amazon does not take such vows lightly.”
Selvhara smiled and then laughed, and Jorem swore he could see a thousand years of pain and self-loathing drain from her face in an instant. The two women kissed deeply, passionately, before they turned in unison to look upon the face of the dragon they shared. 
“He is gone,” the druid breathed. “He is finally and truly gone…”
Cassel stepped up beside them, his eyes still heavy and focused upon the air where the rift had been. His humming blade slowly shifted back into solid metal. “For Tahira,” he whispered. “Escar guide your soul.”
Valuri strode up beside him, placing one hand on his shoulder while the other wiped a layer of soot from her cheeks. “Serrane is still out there, and the battle’s not over,” she said gravely. “The Sanctori and Senosi have no idea what just happened. Fuck, I don’t even know what just happened.”
“The end of one age,” Kaseya whispered as she leaned back and helped Selvhara up. “And the beginning of another.”
“Right…” Valuri muttered. “All I’m saying is that the battle isn’t over. We need to give Marcella’s forces a reason to surrender.”
“Jorem will think of something,” Kaseya said, placing her hand upon Jorem’s massive snout. “And we will be there to fight alongside him. Always.”
 
 
 



11
Turning of the Age
 
A fresh layer of snow had gathered overnight, concealing the full extent of the lingering devastation wrought upon the Silver Temple. The scorched rubble looked almost serene when covered in a blanket of pristine white, and Julian Cassel resisted the urge to dust off the shattered statues still strewn across the courtyard. The surviving aspirants had long since sifted through the wreckage and recovered the bodies of the fallen, and he had led the memorial ceremony himself two days ago. Every man and woman who died in Highwind’s defense—paladin, ranger, guardsman, and Darkwind soldier alike—was now buried in the Sanctum of the Guardian where they belonged. 
“I still believe the temple can be repaired, sir,” Kerth said from behind him. “The western wall is in decent shape, and the building’s foundation is perfectly solid. We could—”
“The foundation is anything but solid,” Cassel said. “If there’s a lesson we needed to learn about ourselves these past few months, it’s that.”
The other man fell silent. Cassel understood his frustration, given how badly everyone else in the city wanted to rebuild. Less than a week had passed since the battle with Dathiel and the Vorsalosian fleet, and laborers were already busy at work repairing the ravaged Iron District. The nobles here in the Redwater District had called in favors from Darenthi, Galvia, and even Talisham; they wanted their estates restored as quickly as possible so that they could wall themselves off from the rest of the Northern Reaches again. 
Across the city, people were desperate for everything to return to normal. They wanted to pick up their lives and carry on; they wanted to believe that nothing had changed. 
They were wrong. 
“My mind is made up,” Cassel said, turning and sweeping his eyes across the length of the ruined temple. “The heroes of the Order will not be forgotten. The Sanctum will stay. We shall build a simple shrine above it—a place where anyone can come and honor the memory of those who died so that everyone else could live. The fallen deserve no less.”
Kerth shuffled across the snow, the morning sunlight glinting off his armor despite the many dents and scorch marks still marring its surface. “Then where are we going to live, sir?” he asked. “How can we rebuild without a temple?”
“We’re not going to rebuild,” Cassel said. “We’re going to start over.”
He crouched down low enough to slip through one of the many holes in the temple walls and stepped into the remnants of the sanctuary, Kerth close behind him. There wasn’t much left in here besides a few shattered pews and piles of rubble, though the memories it evoked were as sharp and brutal as ever…and he suspected they always would be. 
Take the spark, Julian. Use its power to start anew.
Every time he set foot in here, he swore he could hear Tahira’s voice as clearly as if she were still in his arms. He had plunged his old sword into the ground as a temporary monument where she had drawn her final breath, but he planned to erect a proper memorial once he had the resources at his disposal. 
Closing his eyes, Cassel slowly reached back and unclasped Retribution from his back. The blade hummed faintly at his touch. Ever since Tahira had placed the last spark of her power within the blade, it had felt almost weightless to him despite its size. The gemstone embedded in the handle seemed to glow brighter by the day and there were times when he swore he could see her face smiling back within. 
“The Knights of the Silver Fist are gone, and they aren’t coming back,” Cassel whispered. “Honestly, the Order died a long time ago…we just didn’t realize it.”
“But we still have the sword, sir,” Kerth pointed out. “For all we know, we could use it to empower a new generation of—”
“No,” Cassel said. “I will not bind another generation of young men and women to a power we barely understand.”
He sighed and twisted Retribution in his grip. Thanks to the Godsoul fragment stored within, Cassel could still call upon the Aether…but the rest of the knights weren’t so lucky. Most of the paladins who had survived the battle had succumbed to the Wasting Echo in the days thereafter. Only Kerth and a few other fortunate souls had endured. Somehow, the sword had quelled the Echo without restoring their ability to channel. Cassel didn’t understand why or how, and that was the fundamental problem. 
“The Inquisitrix was right about one thing,” he said. “Power without temperance is dangerous. There was a time when the Order denied power to all but a few aspirants. True paladins were rare, and they had to prove themselves worthy of the responsibility. But then the Council decided that the city didn’t really need an army if it had us, and we started promoting more and more squires every year. The Winter War made it even easier to justify the rapid promotions.”
Cassel took a deep breath. “Well, now we realize that all power has a price. We need to be judicious about who is allowed to drink from the well—and everyone who takes the oath needs to understand that once they touch the Aether, there is no going back.”
Kerth nodded solemnly and swept his eyes across the rubble. He remained silent, though Cassel knew precisely what the younger man was thinking. He was scared—everyone in the city was, and for good reason. The Inquisitrix may have been defeated, but her Sanctori and Senosi minions had retreated to Vorsalos. It wasn’t as though Highwind lacked for enemies elsewhere, either. The great kingdoms of the south like Ebara and Talisham had always looked upon the Northern Reaches as backwater city-states just waiting to be claimed, and the covetous tharns of Darenthi to the east would surely be tempted to expand their territory as well.  
Rumors of a new Wyrm Lord might keep the jackals at bay for a while, but it wouldn’t last. Jorem’s power was as much of a lure as it was a deterrent. Ambitious sorcerers across Torsia might wish to challenge him, and noble families the world over would almost certainly try to manipulate him into siring new dragons…
“It’s time for us to return to our roots,” Cassel said after a moment. “I’ve been reading the Highlord’s books on the knightly orders of the old world, and there’s a lot we can learn from them. The Knights of the Last Dawn defended Varellon with honor and dignity for thousands of years, and there’s no reason we can’t do the same here.”
Kerth set his jaw and nodded. “I will follow wherever you lead, sir, and I know the others will, too. But Highwind still needs us, perhaps now more than ever.”
“I know,” Cassel said.
Cassel smiled down at Retribution and the symbol now inscribed at the base of the steel blade. He didn’t claim to understand much about the Godsouls, especially after their battle with Dathiel. But whether or not the Eternal Lady was real, Tahira’s faith certainly had been. Her sisters would have believed that she was a vessel chosen for their goddess’s return. Perhaps they were right, just not in the way they had envisioned. 
“It’s only a matter of time before someone tries to take advantage of the chaos,” Kerth warned. “Our list of enemies will grow.”
“Let them come,” Cassel said. “The Knights of the Eternal Dawn will be here waiting for them.”
 
 
***
 
“All right, admit it,” Valuri said, planting her hands on her hips and sweeping her gaze across the ruins of Highwind’s city hall. “You’re secretly happy this building was destroyed, aren’t you?”
“It isn’t much of a secret,” Serrane muttered. She strode up to the pile of stone and broken timber blocking the main entrance and tried to peer through the gaps. Even her elven eyes couldn’t see much in the darkness except more rubble and dust. 
In theory, her rangers could eventually clear out the debris and recover any important documents that had survived the collapse. Most of the scrolls were kept inside reinforced steel containers, so they were probably fine. The only thing the city had truly lost was the symbol of the Council’s power, and she doubted that mattered much now since she was literally the only survivor. In the span of just a few months, Highwind had lost almost every single authority figure: the Highlord, the Archmage, the Constable, the liaison to the commoners. They had even lost the leader of the once-legendary Academy. Headmistress Telanya had vanished without a trace over a month ago. 
“I suggest you build yourself a palace instead,” Valuri suggested with a grandiose wave. “You should specifically design the throne room so you only ever have to meet with one idiotic petitioner at a time.”
Serrane snorted softly. “I’m not a queen.”
“You could be, easily enough. If you and Golden Boy decided to declare yourself royalty, do you honestly think anyone in this city would try and stop you?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, then let me rephrase,” Valuri said. “Do you think anyone could stop you? You’re the heroes of Highwind! And to be perfectly blunt, you’re both annoyingly gorgeous. Everyone secretly loves the idea of being ruled over by a beautiful queen and handsome king.”
“Not everyone,” Serrane murmured. “Without the Academy or the Silver Fist, the nobles are going to want a much larger say in how the city is governed. They’re already pressuring me to reform the Council.”
“You’re the one who actually risked her life to defend their homes. Half of them sailed up the river and skipped out on the whole battle!”
“I realize that, but we’re going to need their coin to rebuild the city.”
“Yeah, well, fuck them,” Valuri spat. 
Serrane’s mouth twitched as she turned around to face the other woman. “You wouldn’t make a very good politician, you know that?”
“I don’t just know it—I’m proud of it,” the Huntress said. “You hate dealing with this shit, too. That’s one of the reasons we get along so well.”
Serrane smiled wearily and she glanced down the long steps to the plaza below. Most of the damage from the battle had been contained to the Iron and Redwater Districts, but there were plenty of exceptions. Statues had been toppled, homes had been burned, businesses had been destroyed…it would take years to fully rebuild, and some of what was lost could never truly be replaced. 
Great change was upon them, whether anyone liked it or not. Perhaps it was time for her to try and make the most of it.  
“All I’m saying is that the Council didn’t really give much of a voice to the people,” Valuri added after a moment. “If the nobles want to play a part in the reconstruction, you could always invite them into your royal court. That’s how it works in Nelu’Thalas, isn’t it?”
“More or less,” Serrane admitted. 
“Darenthi does the same thing with its dukes and tharns,” Valuri said. “And here in the Reaches you won’t even have to deal with insane religious zealots like the Tel Bator.”
A long silence settled between the two of them until Valuri sidled close and wrapped her arms around Serrane’s slender waist. The Huntress gently kissed the elf’s neck and pointed ears from behind. 
“I don’t know, maybe I just get hot at the notion of fucking a queen,” Valuri teased. “You could build a little side chamber next to the throne room where I could bend you over between petitioners…”
Serrane chuckled and allowed herself to relax in the other woman’s firm embrace. “I don’t think you’d be happy living in the shadows of the palace. Besides, aren’t you planning on returning to Vorsalos?”
“For a while,” Valuri said. “It’s only a matter of time before the Sanctori and the Senosi consolidate control of the city. I doubt they’ll be able to hold Graygale or Ostvara without the Inquisitrix’s channelers, but they still have the fleet. And it’s not like there’s anyone left to seriously oppose them.”
“Except for you and Jorem,” Serrane said. 
“And Red and wolf girl, as odd as that is to say.” The Huntress sighed softly. “Kaseya wants to return home and aid the amazons, but Jorem and I…it just doesn’t feel right to finally dethrone the Inquisitrix but then leave the people of Vorsalos at the mercy of her minions. We have to do something.”
Serrane placed her hand on top of Valuri’s and turned in her arms to face her. “I know,” she whispered. “There’s so much going on…I had a feeling we’d be saying goodbye sooner or later.”
“Only until we tear down the Castarium. Besides, what’s a few months to a highborn elf who will live for another few hundred years? I’m the one who has to worry about her tits starting to sag in another few decades.”
“Eloquent, as always.”
Valuri shrugged. “You also promised that you would introduce me to your friend soon.”
“Another reason for you to return as quickly as you can,” Serrane said, smiling. “Aluriel’s letter said she’ll be back in Highwind early next week. Thank the gods her unit survived…”
“After fighting a god, I’m past the point of thanking them for anything,” Valuri muttered. “But if this girl is as fun as you say…fuck it, maybe I’ll just let Jorem handle Vorsalos all by himself.”
Serrane laughed. She kissed the Huntress softly on the lips, something she never would have considered doing in broad daylight just a few days earlier. But at this point, she didn’t particularly care about keeping up appearances. 
“I still can’t believe you’re pregnant,” Valuri said, placing both her hands on the elf’s bare belly again. “You’re not showing at all. How do you—”
“I am a sorceress, you know,” Serrane replied tartly. “And there are…other signs.”
“I thought your tits seemed a bit bigger. And you have been a bit of a bitch recently…”
Serrane rolled her eyes. “You’re lucky I needed your help to take out that wyvern hatchery, otherwise I never would have learned to put up with your charming personality.”
“I’m an acquired taste, I know,” Valuri said, squatting down low enough that she could tenderly kiss the elf’s navel. “Like fine wine or bitter fruit, take your pick.”
“Definitely the second one.”
The Huntress grinned. “You have no idea how much I want to fuck you right now.”
“I can guess,” Serrane snickered. She allowed the other woman to tickle her stomach for a few more minutes before she leaned away and pulled Valuri back to her feet. “There’s just too much work to do. My rangers are still out there trying to stop looters, and I’m worried about the Darkwind soldiers. Without Constable Mannick, they don’t have an appointed leader. It’s only a matter of time before fights start breaking out. They need a purpose—soon.”
“Well, queens need soldiers,” Valuri said. “You don’t have time to wait for a new Council to form and start making decisions—someone is going to have to take the reins, and Highwind will be far better off if that someone is you.”
Serrane sighed. As usual, the Huntress wasn’t wrong. The days after the battle had been an indecipherable blur of celebrations and sorrow, but now that reality was finally starting to set in, choices had to be made—difficult, gut-wrenching choices that might literally determine the fate of the entire Northern Reaches. 
“After everything that’s happened, the people want to believe that Jorem will always be there to protect them,” Serrane whispered softly. “The Dragon of Highwind…the bards are already singing about him like he’s a legend.”
“I’ll be sure not to tell him that,” Valuri said. “Trust me, his ego is already getting large enough.”
“He’s always seemed humble to me.”
“He is, but I like to mock him anyway. It’s good for him.” The Huntress smiled tiredly. “Look, I’m supposed to catch up with the others in Hastien’s Fall tonight. They’re still out there near the mountains where Jorem can keep an eye on Vorsalos.”
Serrane nodded. “If you need any supplies, please take them.”
“I’ll have plenty of food between Jorem and Red, don’t worry,” Valuri assured her with a wink. “I just didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye. You, uh…you know how bad I am with this emotional nonsense. I really don’t like to—”
Serrane reached out and pulled the Huntress in for a hug. Before this war had started, Highwind’s Ranger-General never would have believed she could ever become friends—let alone lovers—with a Senosi Huntress. Then again, she never would have believed that she could fall in love with a human paladin, either, or that she would be so gleeful at the prospect of bearing his child. 
Few elves embraced rapid change; one of the virtues of their long lives was the privilege of patience. But she had joined the world of humans when she had left Nelu’Thalas behind, and perhaps it was time to embrace the uncertainty of a brave new world. 
“Whatever happens in Vorsalos…whatever happens here,” Serrane whispered, “I know we’ll see each other again soon.”
“You can count on it,” Valuri said, leaning away and flashing one of her irresistible impish smirks. “Especially once I steal the phallus back from Red.”
 
***
 
“Steady breathing is the most important part of the technique,” Kaseya said. “A true warrior must be calm and focused in battle.”
Selvhara nodded as she drew in another long, deep breath. Her balance remained steady even though only one of her feet was still planted atop the tree stump. Her left leg was extended out perpendicular to her body while both of her arms were pointed in the opposite direction. With her eyes closed, she couldn’t see how ridiculous she must have looked, but she had to admit that the long stretch felt incredibly relaxing, especially with the afternoon sun warming her skin.   
“Very good,” Kaseya said. “Your natural flexibility is very impressive.”
Selvhara grinned but kept her eyes closed. She knew that most humans wouldn’t be able to balance themselves this precariously for long, though as usual, the amazon was a clear exception. Earlier, Kaseya had held this pose for what seemed like hours, and that was after doing countless pull-ups on one of the low branches of a nearby tree. Her body was practically a temple to human perfection. 
“I remember watching the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers practice similar techniques,” Selvhara said. “They were capable of moving in ways I can scarcely fathom.”
“If what we have learned is correct and the amazons were meant to be the stewards of Dathiel’s prison, it is not surprising that our techniques are similar to those of the ancient elves.” 
Selvhara arched a brow without opening her eyes. “Are you calling me an old woman?”
“I was…I did not mean to—”
“I forgive you, Maskari,” the druid replied with an impish smirk. 
Kaseya snorted softly. “I am still not certain that term is appropriate. You are not an amazon warrior, and I am not moshalim.”
“You are a sorcerer, and I have pledged myself to you. Is that not the core of the relationship?”
“I suppose, but…” The young woman paused in thought for a moment. “I prefer to think of us as equals…or perhaps even sisters. We are both bound to a dragon now, after all.”
A tingle of delight rippled through Selvhara’s body, nearly causing her to lose her balance. Even now, several days after the One God’s defeat, she still had trouble believing what had happened.  
Dathiel is gone. I am free. And after a thousand years of longing and anguish, I am finally able to serve a true dragon…
“Breathe,” Kaseya said, an unmistakable hint of amusement in her voice. “A warrior must learn to keep her focus despite distractions.”
Selvhara swallowed and took a deep breath, though the excited tingle continued building in her core. At least her curse remained under control, though it admittedly had far less power in broad daylight. Without Dathiel’s power to contain the wolf, she was more reliant on Kaseya’s strength of will than ever. That was the real reason they were here training in this grove while Jorem soared over the Shattered Peaks. Selvhara was going to have to learn a warrior’s discipline if she wanted to contain the beast within. 
“Focus,” the amazon repeated, snow crunching as she circled around the tree stump. “Just remain steady a little longer…”
Selvhara’s balance was starting to waver after holding herself in such an awkward position for so long, but she was determined to see this through. She held her concentration even when she sensed the amazon climbing up onto the stump behind her. Kaseya’s breath tickled the nape of her neck, but Selvhara still didn’t move—
Until the amazon abruptly reached out and tickled the sides of the druid’s belly. 
Selvhara yelped, tensed up, and completely lost her balance. She would have tumbled off the stump and fallen flat on her face if Kaseya hadn’t caught her and held her tight.
“That was not fair!” the druid protested, opening her eyes and planting both her bare feet on the stump. 
“No, but it was quite amusing,” Kaseya snickered, spinning the other woman around in her arms until they were facing one another. “And I wanted to give you this.”
She leaned in and kissed Selvhara on the lips. The human girl was so warm, so passionate, that Selvhara’s toes curled in anticipation of what might come next. She hadn’t enjoyed the company of a female lover in many, many years, and she was eager beyond reason to spend many long, relaxing days exploring every inch of the amazon’s exquisitely sculpted body. 
“Perhaps we should continue the discipline training later,” Selvhara said when their lips finally parted. She ran her slender fingers through Kaseya’s long red hair. “There are many other ways we could spend the afternoon.”
“That is true,” Kaseya agreed with a coquettish smile. “And Valuri did loan me something I have been wanting to use on you.”
Selvhara rose up on her tiptoes to bring their eyes more even. “Is that so?”
“Yes, and I think—”
Kaseya paused when they heard the heavy, distant flapping of Jorem’s wings. He appeared in the sky over the grove a few moments later, and he began to slowly circle the area in preparation to land. 
“There is something else we need to do first,” Kaseya said, her blue eyes glittering mischievously. “Something we have been putting off far too long.”
The amazon lifted the willowy druid up into her arms and hopped down from the stump. Selvhara still couldn’t believe how strong this girl was, both in body and spirit. She could sense Kaseya’s brimming excitement through her collar, and it was incredibly…stimulating. 
Jorem swept around and landed in the clearing just outside the grove. A tremor shuddered through Selvhara’s bare feet, and she watched in fascination as the awe-inspiring red dragon transformed into a man. For a moment, she was back in Tir Lanathel, watching from the streets as the Wyrm Lords landed upon the palace aviary before massive crowds of their eager supplicants… 
“We really need to find a tailor who can weave some magical clothes,” Jorem said when he stumbled naked through the trees and into the grove. “I don’t suppose the artificer who crafted that retractable robe of yours is still alive?”
Selvhara glanced down at her loose-fitting garments. “Ostensibly, these robes were forged by Shalassa herself. I doubt that is true, but I also doubt that there is an artificer capable of replicating the technique anywhere in Torsia.”
“I’m still tempted to look,” he murmured tiredly as he glanced over at his pack in their small campsite. “That, or I could try and learn some illusion magic.”
“We both prefer you this way,” Kaseya said as she strode over to him and gave him a kiss. Selvhara could feel the echo of their lips meeting through the collar, and she had to touch her own face to remind herself it wasn’t real. 
“It wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t the middle of winter,” he said, shivering. The sun was especially bright today, but it was still uncomfortably brisk. “I’d settle for a pair of warm boots right now.”
The amazon slowly dragged her hand down his chest. “We have plenty of other ways to keep you warm,” she teased, stopping her hand when it reached his belly. “Did you find anything out there?”
“Nothing new, really,” Jorem said, glancing back over his shoulder to the mountains. “The remnants of the fleet are still trickling into the harbor, and there are plenty of wyverns in the sky. Honestly, I bet the Sanctori and the Senosi haven’t even told the public what happened yet.”
“They will learn, sooner or later,” Selvhara said. “Without the Conduit to sustain them, the Crimson Fist will wither and die just like the Silver Fist.”
“I know, but the Sanctori and the Senosi don’t need the Aether—at least, not directly. They’ll probably fight amongst each other for power…or maybe they’ll all rally behind a single figure. Honestly, I’m not sure what’s worse.”
“Whatever wicked path they choose, they will not rule Vorsalos for long,” Kaseya told him. “Valuri is determined to return home and stop them, and we both know she always gets what she wants.”
Jorem smiled, but Selvhara could tell it was half-hearted at best. He was genuinely worried about the future of his home city, and that worry seemed to be growing every day. His concern was not misplaced—she had borne witness to a thousand years of war and struggle in Varellon, and the death of a tyrant rarely led to a peaceful transition of power. Defeating evil was rarely as simple as stabbing it with a blade…or even pushing it through a rift into the Pale. 
“Marcella’s armies are still holding firm in Ostvara and Graygale, and it’s not like we can just conjure an army to drive them out,” Jorem said. “Highwind may be safe, but the Reaches are a different story.”
“The enemy will relent when they realize they are no match for a dragon,” Selvhara told him. “You have the opportunity to rebuild this entire region however you see fit!”
He grunted softly. “I don’t want to rule anything.”
“That choice is no longer yours,” she told him. “The Aether itself has selected you as its champion. It is your destiny to rule…just as it is our destiny to serve you.”
He looked at her, his eyes solemn. “You’ve served someone long enough.”
Selvhara smiled. “Because I had to, not because I wanted to. This is different. Everything is different.”
She knew that such talk made him uncomfortable, but she enjoyed the sudden flush of red in his cheeks. His humility was charming…but it was also misguided. The sooner he learned to accept his destiny, the better. Rumors of his victory would spread far and wide across Torsia and even Varellon, and ambitious men across the world would begin mustering their forces to challenge the dragon’s power. She had seen it countless times before. 
“We can discuss the future when we rendezvous with Valuri in Hastien’s Fall tonight,” Kaseya said. “But it is a beautiful day, and we have put off the ritual long enough.”
“Ritual?” Jorem asked. “What ritual?”
The amazon’s eyes sparkled. “A vitally important one we will all enjoy.”
“I see,” he murmured, his eyebrows lifting. “Well, my feet are freezing. Can I get dressed first?”
“Absolutely not,” Kaseya insisted. She smiled and kissed him on the lips again, then gracefully sank down onto her knees in front of him. His manhood stiffened at her touch despite the cold, and he moaned softly when she swallowed the swollen tip. 
Selvhara had to brace herself against an adjacent tree when the echo of arousal sang through Kaseya’s collar and then into hers. The druid’s lips parted, and she swore she could feel his hardening cock swelling in her mouth…
Once he was at full length, the amazon eventually leaned away and glanced back at the elf. “Come,” she said. “Share him with me.”
Selvhara didn’t hesitate. She slid down onto her knees next to the amazon, and her quim tingled in anticipation when Kaseya guided the dragon’s stem through her waiting lips. Staring directly into his brown eyes, Selvhara took his manhood deeper and deeper into her mouth. She hadn’t tasted Jorem since before they had returned to Highwind—probably only two weeks, yet it felt like a small eternity. She yearned to feel his heady seed flood over her tongue; she yearned to taste the power of his ancestral memories. 
Before, she had been trying to seduce him in service of her dark master. But now…now she was here only for Jorem. She was ready and eager to serve the Wyrm Lord whenever—and however—he saw fit.
“Open up,” Kaseya said, sliding a hand through the druid’s brown hair and planting it on the base of her skull. “He prefers it deep.”
The amazon took complete control as she shoved Selvhara’s head forward and forced Jorem’s cock all the way down her throat. Another tingle of delight rippled through the druid when she saw the euphoria on his face. Knowing that the sight of her body kneeling before him was bringing a dragon pleasure—knowing that the heat of her mouth would soon cause him to erupt—was enough to ignite her quim. Her hands slid into the folds of her robe, fingers moving down in the hopes of putting out the flames…
But Kaseya beat her to it. The amazon slipped a finger inside her, curling it against Selvhara’s front wall and instantly triggering a full-body climax. Selvhara twitched in place, unable to move with Kaseya’s hand on her head and the dragon’s cock lodged in her throat. Her eyes rolled back, and her joyous gags and gurgles quickly pushed him over the edge. 
“Oh, shit,” he breathed. “Here it comes!”
“No!” Kaseya said, yanking Selvhara’s head away. The druid gasped for air, her entire body still tingling. “The ritual has only just begun.”
The amazon tenderly slid her finger from the elf’s quim and tapped her anklet. Selvhara’s robe immediately retracted, leaving her stark naked in the bright sunlight. She watched and waited, wondering what Kaseya planned to do with her next. The amazon was completely in control, and Selvhara was loving every second of it. 
“Come,” Kaseya said, reaching out and hoisting the druid’s sleek body up into her arms. She carried Selvhara over to their camp and gently laid her down upon one of the soft fur bedrolls, then bade Jorem to follow with her chin. 
“Do you pledge to serve this dragon?” Kaseya asked. 
Selvhara nodded eagerly, heart racing. “Yes.”
“Do you bind yourself, body and soul, to his power?”
“Yes!”
“Then repeat my words,” Kaseya said. “Moshalim salah, v’morth kraan Maskari.”
Selvhara grinned as Jorem knelt at the end of the bedroll, another surge of excitement crashing through her so hard she nearly climaxed again. “Moshalim salah, v’morth kraan Maskari.”
Kaseya brushed the druid’s collar. “The tan’ratha symbolizes your submission. You are forever the dragon’s companion…and my loyal sister in arms.” She glanced back over her shoulder to Jorem. “Do you accept her pledge of service, in this life and the next?”
Jorem nodded and grinned. “Yes. Yes, I do.”
“Then what are you waiting for?” Kaseya asked. “Take her, Maskari. Make her ours!”
The gentlest touch of his hand on her thigh was all it took for Selvhara to spread her slender legs for him. He quickly crawled on top of her, and the amazon guided the tip of his still-throbbing manhood to the slick, smoldering entrance to the druid’s quim. Selvhara was a thousand years her senior, yet she knew she looked as breathless and eager as a young maiden. It was as if she were about to be entirely reborn. 
“Please,” she begged, her voice as delicate as glass. “I have been waiting for you my entire life…”
Jorem brushed a lock of brown hair from her eyes. She knew for a fact he had never gazed upon a woman who wanted him—who needed him—more than she did right now. Her lust was a thousand years in the making. 
The tip of his manhood pressed up against her sodden folds, and the walls of her cunt, slick yet tight beyond comprehension, invited him deeper. Selvhara swore that a bolt of lightning struck her when he thrust all the way inside, and her legs instinctively wrapped around his back as he took her. Their lips touched, their tongues swirled together, and a climax stole her breath for so long she nearly passed out. 
“Harder,” Kaseya said, panting. “Just like back in the Underworld!”
Selvhara’s hands clawed into Jorem’s back as he slammed into her. Her thoughts flashed back to the first time he had transformed—and how savagely he had fucked her in the aftermath. Just imagining him holding her face down and pounding into her nearly set her off again…
But this was different. Jorem wasn’t merely fucking her; he was making love to her in a way few others ever had. She could feel the echo of his joy through Kaseya, and she knew how close he was to spilling inside her. Selvhara’s quim burned and her breath stalled when she imagined his seed taking root…
“Jorem!” she cried out. “Please!”
He exploded with a cry of triumph that echoed through the grove and across the Shattered Peaks. A thousand years of frustration and torment were banished in an instant when she finally felt the dragon’s legacy flooding into her. She gasped, she wept…and then she fell silent, her arms and legs still locked around him. 
“Tanya nae elemendiya,” she breathed when his manhood stilled inside her. “Maskari…”
Kaseya’s hand touched her cheek. The amazon was still panting, driven to climax from her collar, but she leaned forward and kissed Selvhara on the lips. 
“Welcome,” she breathed. “My sister.”
 
 



Epilogue
 
The morning air was brisk and clear when Jorem strolled out onto the aftercastle of the merchant galley. Most of the ship’s crew and passengers were still below decks, though he expected that to change this afternoon once they drew closer to Ostvara. The ship’s captain had hired on a dozen Darkwind soldiers for extra protection, including several half-orc archers who had demonstrated exceptional skill during the battle a week ago. 
In many ways, this ship was a preview of an uncertain future. Desperate merchants in the Reaches, starved of opportunities for trade over the past few months, were willing to take considerable risks to move their cargo out to the Broken Sea. And many of the soldiers who had defended Highwind, cast aside by the woman who had liberated them from slavery in the Underworld, were willing to pounce on any opportunity to make a new life for themselves on the surface. Jorem sincerely hoped that everything worked out for both groups. 
None of that had anything to do with why he was here, of course. The gray-brown robe he was wearing was itchy and uncomfortable, but in theory it would also allow him to blend in with the rest of the passengers—and to land in Ostvara without immediately getting attacked by the Vorsalosian forces still occupying the city. He and the girls had all taken great pains to board separately and in disguise. 
Valuri still wasn’t convinced that any of this subterfuge was necessary, but Jorem preferred to play it safe for once. In theory, he could fly over the Reaches and torch anyone who stood in their way; with the Crimson Flame channelers defeated, there wasn’t a single force in the region capable of stopping a dragon. But Jorem wasn’t interested in burning Ostvara or Graygale or even Vorsalos to the ground. He wanted to know precisely what they were up against before he made any drastic moves. He was a sorcerer, after all, and the Senosi were still a threat.
“It is odd to be moving so slowly given our other available options,” Kaseya said from behind him. 
Jorem turned to see the amazon walking toward him, a warm smile on her face. He still hadn’t gotten used to seeing her in a thick traveling cloak and plainclothes. The entire time he had known her, she had either been wearing her amazon armor…or nothing at all. 
“Sometimes it’s good to stop and take in a sunrise,” Jorem told her. “If anything, life has been moving far too quickly recently.”
She sidled up beside him and leaned against the railing. The river was relatively calm at the moment, though he didn’t even want to imagine how cold the water must have been. 
“I feel strange without my sword and shield,” Kaseya told him. “Like I am missing a vital part of myself.”
“You’ll have the chance to wear them again soon, don’t worry,” Jorem assured her. “But for once, I’d rather have an uneventful journey.”
He could feel her blue eyes upon the side of his head. “You are worried about repeating the mistakes of the past.”
“All of us should be,” he said. “We made so many of them these past few months.”
“That is not what I mean. You are concerned about repeating the mistakes of the dragons.”
Jorem turned to face her. The naïve warrior-woman he had met on this very river less than half a year ago was still standing there in front of him, but she was wise beyond her years in so many ways. Perhaps it shouldn’t have surprised him anymore. After all, she was the one who had been able to perceive the weakness in the defenses of a god. Reading the body language of her Maskari was nothing in comparison, especially with the aid of her collar. 
“You heard what Selvhara said about Dathiel’s original plan,” Jorem said. “He thought he could twist me into destroying Highwind all by myself. I don’t know if the Avetharri Wyrm Lords were as arrogant as history claims, but what if it’s true? I’ve felt what this power can do…I’ve felt the way it yearns to be unleashed.”
He sighed and closed his eyes. “I want to make things better, not set the world aflame. Besides, there’s still so much I don’t understand about the Aether or my abilities. We can afford to be subtle once in a while.”
Kaseya paused for a heartbeat before she reached out and pulled him in for a warm, gentle kiss. Jorem only reopened his eyes when she finally leaned away. 
“Valuri insists there will never be a better time to strike at the Senosi,” Kaseya said. “I do not think she will be happy until she personally tears apart the Castarium.”
“Even then, happiness isn’t really her thing,” Jorem replied dryly. “But don’t worry, I know how much you want to get back to Nol Krovos. And I promise, I won’t make you take a boat back home.”
“The appearance of a dragon over the island will certainly cause a stir.”
“A good one, I hope.”
“I do not know,” Kaseya admitted. “But we will find out together.”
Jorem grinned and kissed her again. The sun was surprisingly warm on his skin, and he took a moment to enjoy the serenity of the rushing waves and gentle breeze. 
“There are times I still can’t believe I met you on a ship like this,” he said eventually. “You were so exotic and…well, unapproachable.”
“Then you are fortunate that I approached you.”
“I thank the gods every day for that little miracle.” He pulled back the hood of her cloak and brushed a hand through her red hair. “When you took me into that cabin, a part of me thought you were going to kill me.”
Kaseya grinned. “Instead I sucked your cock.”
He smirked. “You certainly did.”
She chuckled and slid her hand through his robe and down into his trousers. He began to swell the instant her fingertips brushed against his manhood.
“Speaking of,” she said, nibbling at her lip. “Dawn is breaking, yet I have not performed my morning ritual.”
“That’s true,” Jorem said with a soft moan. “Though this may not be the best place for such a…ceremony.”
“Valuri suggested that I make a few other changes to my daily regimen.”
His eyes rolled to the cold, clear sky. “She’s a glutton by nature, so she obviously wants to share.”
“Not precisely,” Kaseya said as she began gently stroking him. “She expressed concern that I was merely consuming the seed of a dragon rather than putting it to…other uses.”
Jorem’s manhood turned so stiff he took a quick glance around the deck to make certain they were still alone. “Such as?”
Kaseya touched the ruby in her collar with her free hand. “As you know, the tan’ratha is a symbol of my submission. But it has another function as well—the magic within shields my womb so that my Maskari can enjoy my body whenever he likes without fear of conception.”
“You, uh…” he managed between pants as she pumped him even harder. “You mentioned that before.”
“She suggested that it might be time for me to remove those protections,” Kaseya said, her eyes twinkling. “Unless my Maskari would prefer that I keep them intact.”
Jorem reached out and cradled her face in his hands.  She was so beautiful, so loyal, so perfect in every way…he may have been a dragon, but he still wasn’t convinced he deserved her. But he had her regardless, bound to him by the amazon’s pledge, and he vowed that he would do everything it took to honor it. 
“Maybe Val is right,” he breathed, sliding his hands down the sides of her face to the collar around her neck. “Maybe it is time for a change.”
His fingers circled around the tan’ratha. With his brown eyes locked upon her blue ones, he found the clasp and slowly unlatched it. A soft, eager gasp escaped her lips.  
“Then we should return to our cabin as soon as possible,” Kaseya said, her fingers squeezing his manhood tight. “I am eager to begin this new ritual.”
Jorem smiled. “So am I.”
 
***
 
The door to the small hovel swung open, and the shadowy silhouette of a tall, slender figure stepped inside. The candles were so dim that Solemi never actually saw the woman enter, but she wasn’t worried. They were safer here than they had ever been in the lightless prison of the Underworld.
“Our scouts have still not been able to locate my treacherous sister,” the figure said in a dark, husky voice with an unmistakable drow accent. “I fear that given time, she will rally the remaining loyalists.”
Solemi smiled and sipped at her tall glass of wine. Her chair rocked slowly as she kept her eyes fastened upon the wicker cradle in front of her. “And then what?”
Her guest took another step forward and pulled back her hood, though she remained at the fringes of the candlelight. Her luminescent blue eyes were still having trouble adapting to the searing brilliance of the surface.
“My sister is petty and spiteful,” the drow said. “She will not rest until she has found us.”
“Then she will be quite exhausted indeed,” Solemi replied mildly as she set her empty glass down upon the nightstand. “Soon we will be beyond reach, just as I promised. Our children will be safe.”
The drow remained silent, even when she began pacing back and forth in the darkness. Her adamantine armor didn’t even clink when she moved, nor did the metallic wings upon her back. Even her heeled boots were quiet, thanks to the lingering enchantment within them. Dark elven artifice was often as impressive as it was terrifying. 
“You do not believe me?” Solemi asked. 
“I have my doubts,” the drow said. “This land is even more averse to sorcery than the Reaches!”
“Not all of it. Darenthi may be ruled by the Tel Bator, but the Kingdom of Stars is not.” 
“Nelu’Thalas? You cannot be serious! I am still a drow, in case you have forgotten.”
“The only thing that has been forgotten is history. The Ilwetharri and the Vaetharri have not always been at each other’s throats. They both fled here to Torsia to escape the corruption of the old empire. Your peoples should be allies, yet they live as enemies.”
The drow stopped pacing and paused for a long moment. “What is your plan, mistress?”
“Everything is about to change, Laetharys,” Solemi said. “The Founts have all been opened, and now the dragons are about to return. A new world is coming whether the old one realizes it or not. You and I have a chance to mold events in a way we never could have imagined. We can shape history rather than be crushed beneath its heel.”
“But why must we attempt to shape it here?”
Sighing, Solemi stood and reached down into the cradle and gently lifted the infant within. The baby was still sleeping, though every once in a while, she could coo and briefly open her beautiful violet eyes. 
“You have foreseen a great future for your child, and I have foreseen a great future for mine,” Solemi said, tenderly touching the spider-shaped mark upon the infant’s belly. “It is up to us to ensure their destiny is fulfilled.”
Laetharys finally stepped into the candlelight. It glinted off her long mane of white hair as she eyed her infant daughter. “You know that I will do anything to keep her safe from Varassa and the rest of the loyalists. But the highborn of Nelu’Thalas will destroy her the instant they see the gray in her skin.”
“That is why we will not rely upon the highborn to protect her,” Solemi said, smiling as the child cooed again. “You know my plans. You know what must be done. While the Dragon of Highwind brings order to the Reaches, you and I must prepare the rest of the north for a new era.”
Solemi carefully handed the child over to her mother. “Jorem’s victory bought us time, but the Watcher and the rest of the Fallen Gods have been defeated by the Wyrm Lords before. They always find a way to return. You read the books in the Spire of Sorcery—you know what is at stake if they escape again.”
“Too well,” Laetharys whispered gravely. “My sister still believes that the Spider Queen gains power by the day. To think how many years I wasted in her service…”
“We’ve all made mistakes. This is our chance to atone.”
Solemi stepped over to the candles on the fireplace mantle as she touched her own swollen belly. “We must ensure that our children are prepared for the battles ahead,” she said, smiling. “The War of the White Throne is about to begin.”
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1
Homecoming
 
The Faceless golem looked out across the castle’s outer bailey with a cold, unfeeling gaze that made it seem more like an empty suit of armor than an unstoppable force of destruction. The moonsilver plating was as jet black as the day it had been painted, though it was so warped and dented from countless battles that it would have been virtually useless to any normal soldier. The golem itself didn’t care, naturally, given that there was no body to protect beneath the cracked rivets and torn underpadding. The hapless sorcerer who had been fused into the armor had probably rotted away decades ago. 
“Impressive, isn’t it?”
Rohen Velis turned his head to see a tall soldier descending the steps from the old, battered walls of Whitefeather Hold. The fur cloak resting atop the man’s pauldrons was even more dusted with snow than his short brown hair. 
“The Chol wouldn’t be much of a threat if we had been allowed to keep making them,” Major Nathaniel Thorne went on. “Even the civil war would have played out quite differently. If His Majesty had possessed five or six more of these when he laid siege to this castle, the fighting would have been over in a matter of hours.”
Thorne’s dark eyes shifted to Rohen as his lips curled into a bitter sneer. “Tell me, Templar: how many more loyal Darenthi soldiers do you think would still be alive if the traitors had been crushed so quickly?”
Rohen refused to give the other man the satisfaction of a response. He remained still in front of the inert golem as if he were appraising a statue, though that didn’t stop Thorne from snorting and stepping closer. 
“Then again, imagine if the Tel Bator clergy had actually commanded the faithful to fight for their rightful king,” the man said. “How many lives do you think that would have saved?”
Rohen still didn’t take the bait. Thorne had clearly come here looking to pick a fight, but it simply wasn’t worth it. Not yet, anyway. 
“I suppose their inaction did save one life,” Thorne sneered. “It’s convenient for you that putting on that armor can absolve all a man’s sins overnight. Some might say it’s a mockery of justice that a traitor who butchered the king’s soldiers right here in this courtyard gets to pretend like nothing happened. The families of the crippled and the dead were never afforded that luxury.”
Rohen reflexively glanced down at the heraldry embroidered into the front of his brigandine coat. The symbol—a griffon clutching a flaming sword on top of a circular shield—was plainly visible despite the patches of snow. The Guardian’s Shield was supposed to be a beacon of hope and courage in the face of darkness, and his Templar were the kingdom’s first and last defense against the demonic horrors of the Pale.  
They were also the only reason Rohen was still alive, whether he deserved to be or not. 
“I’m here to fight the Chol, not a war that ended a long time ago,” Rohen said, turning away. “Perhaps you should focus on the real enemy and not the ones you’ve already defeated.”
He started to walk across the courtyard toward the main keep, but Thorne grabbed Rohen’s arm so hard it hurt even through the padding of his gambeson. 
“I know exactly who my enemies are, pale-blood,” Thorne hissed. “Just because the Lord Protector took pity on you doesn’t mean you deserve to be here. General Galavir won the last war without the help of the Templar, and he can win this one without them, too.”
Rohen shook his arm out of the man’s grip and resisted the urge to punch him right in the face. As much as the young Templar would have enjoyed watching Thorne pick his bloody teeth out of the snow, Rohen knew he couldn’t afford to lose his temper. Not now, not with the dark history of this place looming over him. 
After all, Thorne was right: Rohen was a traitor. He had killed loyal Darenthi soldiers; he had stood at the side of the Usurper King all the way to the bitter end. 
And most damning of all, he would do it all again, given the chance. 
“We’re here because King Thedric requested our presence,” Rohen said. “If you have a problem with that, perhaps you should take it up with His Majesty.”
Thorne’s eyes narrowed until they were little more than amber slits. “His Majesty should rely on loyal defenders of the crown, not pale-blooded mongrels who spit on the memory of the fallen.”
Rohen still didn’t flinch. He had heard far worse during his years at the orphanage, and he was long past the point of trying to hide his pointed ears or his emerald eyes. Most of his fellow Templar didn’t care that his mother was an elf, nor did his friends…not that he had many.  
“I don’t have time for this,” Rohen said. “And you don’t, either. The army is waiting for you outside.”
“The army is my concern, not yours,” Thorne said. “You should be with the artificer making sure she behaves herself. General Galavir expects her to be gagged and down on her knees whenever she’s not working, do you understand?”
“Handling the sorceress is our concern, not yours,” Rohen replied snidely. 
He had the satisfaction of seeing the other man’s cheek twitch. “The Keepers never should have brought that abomination here,” Thorne growled. “She could lead the Chol right to us.”
“Since you’re so confident you’ll defeat the horde, I don’t see why that’s a problem. Besides, His Majesty wants her to enchant as many arrows as she can before we attack the horde directly. I’m sure your soldiers will appreciate having better equipment.”
“If she steps out of line even once—”
“She won’t,” Rohen said. “Sehris will be ready, you don’t need to worry.”
Thorne’s eyes flicked to the Faceless golem and back. “I certainly hope so, for her sake,” he said. “Perhaps you should consider showing her this faithful guardian just to ensure she understands the price of disobedience.”
With that, Thorne turned and strode off through the open gate. Rohen waited until the other man was out of sight before he let out a long, heavy sigh. He had been dreading this trip ever since he had received his orders, and it had absolutely nothing to do with the horde of bloodthirsty Chol gathering to the west. The Godcursed elves were the most terrifying creatures he had ever seen, but the thought of battling a rapacious swarm of monsters was still far less harrowing than standing here amidst the ruins of his past. 
“Shit,” Rohen hissed, glancing around the mostly empty courtyard. The last battalion of the Pact Army was camped just outside the wall less than fifty yards away, but otherwise there were only a handful of soldiers left in the Hold. He found the quiet deeply unsettling, mostly because the last time he had been here, there had been almost ten thousand other Whitefeather loyalists standing alongside him. 
Now most of them were dead. Just like he should have been. 
Setting his jaw in stone, Rohen tossed one last look at the towering Faceless golem before he strode across the courtyard to find the others. Zin and Sehris should have been waiting for him just past the stables. If everything went as planned, his friends would be leaving soon; they were supposed to ride with the army to the fishing village of Dorelas while Rohen and Lord Protector Kraythe attended the “Restoration Banquet” inside the main keep tonight. 
In other words, I get to spend an entire evening listening to ankle-biting tharns beg High King Thedric for land that shouldn’t even belong to them. Fighting the Chol is sounding better and better every minute…
Rohen had just buried the thought when he rounded the stables and saw his friends waiting by the stairs leading up to the main keep. Adrien “Zin” Zinath was standing upright, a bowl of steaming porridge cradled in his leather gauntlets. The metal buckles of his brigandine glinted in the afternoon sunlight, though his Keeper heraldry—the “Eye of the Watcher,” a single disembodied eye wreathed in flame—was almost completely concealed behind a layer of snow. Having just turned twenty-one, Zin was almost a full year older than Rohen, though his complete inability to grow facial hair of any kind made him look quite a bit younger. He was also a full head shorter despite having a bulkier frame.
Zin stood over a kneeling woman covered by a purple cloak that marked her as a sorceress from the Galespire. Her hood was tightly drawn to block out the cold and conceal her face, though several long, lustrous locks of black hair peeked out and spilled across her chest. Up on the stairs just behind her, two of the High King’s personal guards appeared to be bickering with Zin. 
“…would you bring a fucking sorceress here?” one of the guards was complaining. “I thought they were all locked in your bloody tower?”
“She’s no threat to anyone, don’t worry,” Zin insisted with an unmistakable air of forced politeness. He flashed the two men on the stairs a stiff but practiced smile as a fresh gust of bitter cold wind whipped through the bailey. “And she will be leaving with the rest of the army soon.”
The guards finished descending the stairs, their eyes still locked on the kneeling woman. And to no one’s surprise, their grimy, stubble-pocked faces went rigid when they finally got a glimpse beneath her hood.  
“By the Watcher,” the second guard gasped. “Is that a—”
“A dark elf, yes,” Zin said tiredly. “But there’s nothing to worry about. She’s here to fight, and she knows her place.”
The guards kept their distance as if they didn’t quite believe him. Rohen couldn’t completely blame them for being wary. The mere sight of a dark elf was enough to freeze the blood of most humans, and dark elf females were infamous for their cruelty and sadism. 
These men couldn’t possibly know that this particular woman was one of the kindest, gentlest people they would ever meet. Tall and slender, with steely gray skin, luminescent violet eyes, and a long mane of black hair, Sehris was the only one of her kind ever taken in by the Keepers—or any faction of the Tel Bator, for that matter. She had a particularly strong connection to the Aether, even for an elf, and her natural penchant for artifice and defensive magic eclipsed most veteran channelers twice her age. 
Not that anyone would suspect the extent of her power in her current condition. From the moment they had left the Galespire, Sehris had been shackled like a murderer on her way to the gallows. One set of bindings locked her ankles together so tightly she could barely walk, and another kept her slender wrists pinned behind her back. Her mouth had also been stuffed by a leather gag, which seemed especially unnecessary given that she was down on her knees in the packed snow. And even if she did misbehave, Zin or any other Keeper could trigger her Brand. The vatari crystal dust tattooed into her flesh could completely incapacitate her at a moment’s notice. 
The entire concept made Rohen sick to his stomach, though it wasn’t as if Zin ever planned to use it on her. Still, the fact that he could disable her should have been more than enough to make General Galavir and his soldiers comfortable without all these further degradations. Sehris wasn’t a typical power-hungry sorceress; she was a sweet girl with a sweeter smile who didn’t deserve to be treated like a living weapon. 
“I can’t believe you let this abomination out of her cage,” the first guard said, shaking his head. “I thought His Majesty summoned you here to help us!”
“He did,” Zin replied tiredly. “The smiths at Rimewreath fortress have a few thousand arrowheads waiting for her to enchant, and there are plenty of wounded men who could use a real healer.”
The guards didn’t seem the least bit convinced, though frankly their opinion was irrelevant. They wouldn’t be anywhere near the front lines of the coming battle with the Chol. Sehris was about to take a greater risk than they ever would. 
“Well, at least this one has pretty eyes,” the second guard said with a lascivious chuckle. “Looks good on her knees, too. I bet you had all kinds of fun with her on the way here, eh?”
Zin’s hand balled into a fist, and Rohen was a little surprised that his friend didn’t walk over and knock this idiot’s teeth out. He normally had about half Rohen’s restraint. 
“I am a Tel Bator Keeper,” he said coldly. “It is my sacred duty to watch over her.”
“Uh huh,” the first guard said with a snort. He inched closer to the kneeling dark elf and eyed her up and down. Sehris was an attractive woman by any standard, but her cloak was so bulky it was hardly flattering. Still, that didn’t stop the men from leering down at her like a couple of lecherous drunks.
“I’ve heard the rumors about what really goes in that tower of yours,” the first guard said. “You Keepers are lucky bastards—the rest of us have to buy our slaves from the Crell.”
The men shared a hearty chuckle before they finally turned and sauntered across the bailey to continue their patrol. Rohen glared at their backs until they vanished from sight. 
“Idiots,” Zin growled. “Do you think the Lord Protector would be upset if we locked them in the privy?”
“Probably,” Rohen said. “But it might be worth the demotion.”
Zin grumbled in disgust. “Here, hold this while I get her bloody gag off.”
Rohen frowned as he took the bowl. “You sure you don’t want to wait until you’re on the road?”
“You think it will be easier for her to eat on the back of a horse with her hands tied up? We’ll have to push hard to reach Dorelas before midnight.” Zin scoffed. “I still think it’s a waste for us to leave in the middle of the day when we could just wait until morning.”
“It will save the army a day of travel. If the Chol decide to attack sooner rather than later, Rimewreath could use the extra soldiers.”
“I doubt a few hundred local militiamen will make a difference,” Zin muttered. “Besides, if we stayed here, Sehris and I could get a real meal. You get to sit around sipping wine while we’re freezing our asses off.”
Rohen grunted softly as he glanced around the courtyard again, more thankful than ever that the Hold was mostly empty. As long as he kept himself busy, he couldn’t hear the screams from the last battle echoing off the walls. And as long as he didn’t close his eyes, he couldn’t see all the fire and death and blood surrounding him…
For centuries this castle had been the seat of power for the Duchy of Torisval—for all of Darenthi, if one went back far enough—but it had been left to rot in the wake of the civil war. All of that was about to change soon, though, assuming the Pact Army could defeat the Chol as easily as everyone expected. Ten thousand men from all corners of Darenthi were already waiting at Rimewreath fortress to the west. Once the last battalion arrived, the army would march north to crush the horde. High King Thedric just wanted a final feast with the surviving local tharns—specifically, the ones who had provided him with these final reinforcements—to thank them for aiding in the war effort. 
If everything went as planned, Rohen and the Lord Protector would help the king entertain his guests, and then tomorrow they would catch up with the army, deliver Sehris to Rimewreath, and ultimately lead the Pact Army into battle. After all, the entire purpose of the Lord Protector and his Templar was to guard the realm against evil, and there was nothing more wicked than the Godcursed elves called the Chol. 
“Major Thorne is making final preparations outside,” Rohen said, turning back to Sehris as Zin fiddled with the straps of her gag. “The soldiers will probably be so terrified of you that they’ll give you a wide berth.”
Sehris smiled as best she could with the gag in her mouth, and when Zin finally removed it, she gasped and licked at her frost-chapped lips. “I will hiss wicked dark elf curses at them whenever they get too close,” she said in her husky, heavily accented voice. “In the end, they will all learn to fear me!”
“Uh huh,” Zin muttered. “Then you’ll start apologizing and offer to bake them cookies.”
“That’s not such a bad idea,” she said with a wry smile. “You don’t have to worry about me, Ro. I don’t care what they call me.”
“I do,” Rohen murmured. Sehris wasn’t technically his responsibility, given that Zin was the Keeper here, but if they had been inside, Rohen still would have relaxed her restraints. Here in public, however, he simply didn’t have the luxury of treating her like the lifelong friend she was. Neither of them did. 
“You already have enough to worry about,” Sehris said, shuffling her knees in the snow. Even with the wool stockings sheathing her long legs, she had to be getting cold by now. “You’re the one who has to have dinner with the High King and all his sycophants.”
“Don’t remind me,” Rohen muttered, trading the bowl for the gag. 
“He’ll live, don’t worry,” Zin said. “I’d much rather put up with a bunch of spoiled tharns than try to ride west through this mess of a storm. Maiden’s mercy, the wind up here is unbearable.”
“Everything up here is unbearable,” Rohen said, pulling his blue-gold cloak more tightly around his own brigandine. “The wind, the cold, the food, the locals…”
“You better not let Delaryn hear you say that,” Zin said with a mischievous smirk. “She’s the High Queen now—she could have you flayed for less.”
“We both know he’s more worried about her husband,” Sehris teased, looking back at Rohen. “If the king ever found out just how well you know his new wife, he would—”
“Don’t make me put this back on,” Rohen growled as he held the gag up in front of her. He still felt the annoying rush of embarrassed heat in his cheeks, and Sehris giggled impishly. 
“Gods, I wish we could be here for this,” she said, her violet eyes twinkling. “You’re going to melt when she looks at you.”
“I’m glad you both find this so amusing,” Rohen muttered. “In case you’ve forgotten, there are a few thousand Chol out there rampaging across the tundra.”
“Yeah, and I bet you’re still more frightened of Delaryn than the horde,” Zin said. “I can’t wait to hear about this reunion when you finally get to Rimewreath. Just make sure to tell the king that you saw his wife’s tits before he did.”
He and Sehris shared another chuckle at their friend’s expense, and Rohen quietly seethed in place. They weren’t wrong, unfortunately—that was the whole problem. Standing here amidst the haunting memories of the last war was bad enough, but the thought of being forced to see the love of his life on the arm of the High King made Rohen want to retch. 
Everyone says that Thedric treats her well, and they assure me that she adores her husband. I hope they’re right, because I don’t know what I’m going to do if I have to watch her cringe every time he lays a hand on her. 
“We all miss her,” Zin said. “You know we’re just jealous, right? At least you’ll get to see her. We’ll be on the road.”
“Even if we stayed, I doubt the king would allow her to speak with a sorceress,” Sehris whispered, her smile fading into a frown. “Can you imagine what the rumormongers would say if the daughter of the Usurper King and the Winter Witch was spotted ‘consorting’ with a dark elf channeler?”
“Nothing good,” Zin muttered. “Never mind the fact the two of you were braiding each other’s hair when you were ten years old.”
“Maybe someday,” Sehris whispered somberly. 
Zin sighed. “Just let Del know we’re thinking about her, huh? And if she wants to name a royal baby after me, I won’t mind.”
Rohen forced a tight smile. “I’ll be sure to let her know.”
While Zin finally brought the steaming porridge to Sehris’s lips, Rohen glanced up the steps to the castle’s main keep. His stomach had been twisting in anticipation ever since he had left Griffonwing Keep. It had only been three years since he had last seen Delaryn, but it felt like a completely different lifetime. It was a completely different lifetime, really. He had been a foolish seventeen-year-old boy trying to court the daughter of Duke Haldor Whitefeather, the so-called “Usurper King.” Rohen had given up everything to join her father’s army, and he had been firmly convinced that he would either become a legendary hero of the revolution or die in defense of the woman he loved. 
He never could have imagined that Thedric, the “rightful heir to the throne” that Rohen had grown up hating more than anyone, would spare his life after the last battle. The young king had offered every survivor in the Usurper’s army the same choice: permanent exile from Darenthi or a chance at redemption by joining the Templar. Many who chose the latter failed their initiation and were sent into exile anyway, but some, like Rohen, had been reborn into new lives as champions of the realm. 
If someone back then had told me I would end up wearing this armor and carrying this sword, I never would have believed them. And if they had told me that Delaryn would be forced to marry the man who had destroyed her family… 
“You need to eat something,” Zin said, when Sehris’s nose wrinkled at the smell of the porridge. “You won’t get another chance until we reach Dorelas late tonight.”
The dark elf craned her neck to allow him to gently pour some of the hot liquid into her mouth. The instant it hit her tongue, she nearly recoiled. 
“Ilhari vlos, that is vile!” she hissed. 
“Like Ro said, everything here is terrible,” Zin muttered. “But you need something hot to eat before you freeze.”
Sehris batted her eyelids coquettishly. “I can think of other ways to stay warm.” 
Zin smiled down at her. “Go on…”
Rohen groaned in exasperation. When Zin actually leaned down to give Sehris a quick kiss, however, Rohen immediately grabbed his friend’s shoulder. 
“What the fuck are you doing?” he snapped, looking around. “If someone saw you—”
“Relax,” Zin said. “There’s almost no one left in this godsforsaken place. The rest of the army is outside the walls, and all the servants are scrambling to prepare the feast.”
“The Lord Protector could be back at any second! By the Watcher…”
Rohen turned away and shook his head. One of these days, the two of them were going to get caught, and he didn’t even want to think about how the Keepers would react—or any other faction of the Tel Bator, for that matter. Lord Protector Kraythe was a tough but honorable man, and he knew that the three of them were childhood friends…but he did not know the full truth about Zin and Sehris. The very idea of a Keeper taking a sorceress as his lover was heresy of the highest order. If Kraythe ever learned the truth and told the other two Lords of the Tel Bator…by the gods, they would be as apoplectic as if Zin and Sehris had set fire to the Triumvirate Temple. 
Mercifully, Zin went back to feeding Sehris porridge instead, and she had almost choked down the rest of the bowl by the time the Lord Protector appeared at the top of the stairs next to them. He strode down the snow-covered steps, his blue-gold cloak rustling behind him in the wind. Somehow, his plate armor always seemed to gleam as if it had just been polished. Either the artificers had woven an enchantment into the metal or (more likely) the older man was as meticulous about maintenance as he was about everything else. 
“There you are,” Edmund Kraythe, Lord Protector of the Templar, said in a deep, baritone voice that cut through the wind with the clarity of a war horn. Despite his crippled right arm and battle-scarred face, the Lord Protector projected a palpable aura of power anywhere he went. His neatly trimmed beard had grayed into nearly the same shade as his eyes. 
“Sir,” Rohen and Zin called out in near unison. 
“The army is nearly ready to leave,” Kraythe announced. “Major Thorne is waiting.”
“Then we should get moving,” Zin said, setting the half-empty bowl down on the steps. “Sorry about removing the gag, sir, I just thought—”
“No harm done,” Kraythe said, smiling as he stepped in front of Sehris. “How are you holding up, dear?”
“I am eager and ready to serve, my lord,” Sehris replied. “You will not be disappointed.”
“I know,” he assured her. “The Lord Vigilant never would have sent you if he didn’t believe you could handle the Chol…or the cold.”
Sehris smiled back at him. “It’s not so bad, sir.”
“You’re a terrible liar. It’s one of the reasons I trust you.”
Zin snickered as he reached down to help her up. With her ankles and wrists bound so tightly together, she could barely walk, let alone stand, without aid—which was the whole point. Sorcerers weren’t permitted to leave the Galespire without heavy restraints and a Keeper at their side; this was the first time Sehris had left the tower since the end of the civil war.  
“There we go,” Zin said, brushing off the dark elf’s robes and leggings. “Do you really think we need the gag, sir?”
“You’re the Keeper here, son—she is your responsibility.” Lord Kraythe smiled and clapped a stern, fatherly hand on Zin’s back. “It will make the soldiers feel safer, so I suggest you play along.”
“I understand completely, my lord,” Sehris said, parting her lips ever so slightly. “I am ready.”
Zin gently wedged the small leather band back into her mouth and tightened the straps around her neck. She earnestly didn’t seem to mind, but Rohen could barely stand to see her like this. Sehris had cried the first time she had found a dead mouse back in the orphanage in Silver Falls, even though one of her adopted cats had been the culprit. The idea that anyone needed to be protected from her was beyond preposterous. 
But the edicts of Dathiel the Watcher, god of vigilance and patron of the Keepers, were as immutable as they were clear: power inevitably corrupted even the most virtuous men and women, and nothing was as powerful—or as tempting—as the Aether. Those born with the ability to channel its energies were a danger to themselves and everyone around them. For every caring, docile soul like Sehris, there were a dozen madmen like Ralos Zek or Jorem Farr. The Keepers were determined to keep Darenthi from becoming a chaotic cesspool like Highwind or—even worse—a magocracy like the Crell Sovereignty or the elven empires of old. 
“We’ll see you in Rimewreath tomorrow night,” Lord Kraythe said. “May the light of the Moonmaiden guide your steps.”
“And may the Guardian shield us from this accursed wind,” Zin muttered. He flashed Rohen one last smirk before he began escorting Sehris through the courtyard. Her frozen chains rattled as she shuffled along toward the stables.
“She will be fine,” Kraythe assured him, a knowing glint in his eye. “They both will.”
Rohen felt his cheeks flush. “I’m not worried, sir, I just—”
“They are your friends, and you are concerned for their safety,” the Lord Protector said. “I am not so old that I have forgotten what it’s like to be a young man, you know. Your friends are your family at this point in your life.”
Rohen smiled but still glanced away, annoyed at himself for not hiding his feelings better. Not that he had often been able to keep secrets from the Lord Protector —the old man seemed downright omniscient sometimes. Given that he was the Voice of the Guardian in the mortal world, it made sense.
“I am mostly worried about Sehris and the Chol, sir,” Rohen said. “They will be drawn to her presence.”
“Eventually, perhaps, but she’s not much of a lure on her own. There’s a reason the Keepers only sent one channeler. A group of artificers would have been a far more irresistible lure.”
Rohen nodded. “Still, I would feel better if I were going along to protect her.”
Kraythe chuckled softly. “Just because you’re a Templar doesn’t mean you’re the only one capable of fighting off the Chol, son. Keeper Zinath will get the job done.”
“I only meant that—”
“Besides, you just don’t want to sit through dinner with a bunch of spoiled tharns,” Kraythe went on. “And I don’t blame you in the least.”
He clapped the younger man on the back, then started up the stairs. Rohen followed swiftly, but he couldn’t resist the urge to toss a final glance out across the courtyard. Zin was steering his horse through the main gate with Sehris riding sidesaddle behind him. Rohen desperately wanted to be with them right now, and in all honesty, it had nothing to with dinner or the tharns. He still had no idea how he was going to cope with seeing Delaryn on the arm of the High King. 
Rohen bit down on his lip as he trudged up the battered, snow-covered steps. The central keep of Whitefeather Hold greeted them at the top, and this time he couldn’t stop the old memories from crashing over him. Every time he blinked, he saw boulders flying over the walls and arrows raining down upon the bailey. He could even feel the spear sliding through the gaps in his armor and knocking him from his feet. 
“It’s never easy,” the Lord Protector said. 
Rohen blinked. “Sir?”
“Returning to the site of an old battle,” Kraythe said. “The first time I returned to Bloodstone, I almost got sick. I didn’t even know it was coming. One minute I was touring the repaired walls, and the next I was keeled over the battlements trying to keep down my breakfast.”
Rohen pursed his lips, amazed once again at his mentor’s perceptiveness. “It’s uh…it’s not a problem, sir.”
Kraythe smiled. “There’s no shame in remembering the past or in recognizing the debt we owe to the men and women who served at our side.”
“Sir?”
“Thousands of Templar have died in Darenthi’s defense over the years, yet so many tharns, generals, and even Tel Bator priests act like we don’t exist until the Chol crawl out of the mountains every few decades. I would rather be haunted by the faces of the dead than forget the sacrifices they made on behalf of the living.” 
Rohen nodded but remained silent, unsure of how to respond. The stories about the Lord Protector’s defense of Bloodstone Castle were the stuff of Darenthi legend. As a young man, Kraythe had fought and defeated numerous Crell sorcerers in personal combat. No other living man or woman—even the Lord Vigilant and his magic-resistant Keepers—could make that claim.
“In some ways, I suspect you’ll come to appreciate the simplicity of the days ahead,” the Lord Protector said, coming to a halt a few yards in front of the keep’s double doors. “It’s one of the benefits of being a Templar.”
“Sir?”
“Our Order’s entire purpose is to fight evil—undead, demons, Chol. They are all monsters, but at least they don’t try to hide their true nature. Doubt and regret will be the furthest things from your mind when you drive your blade through the heart of a Godcursed elf.”
“I, uh, I suppose so,” Rohen murmured. 
“Trust me: there is nothing as liberating as clarity, and you will never be more clear-eyed than when you are standing before a horde of Chol,” Kraythe said. “The lines between good and evil will be as stark as the difference between night and day.”
Rohen frowned and studied the older man’s profile, wondering what the Lord Protector was getting at. But then the older man sighed and waved the gauntlet of his free hand. 
“You must forgive me for rambling,” he said. “Apparently I’m already dreading an evening at court where our enemies won’t be nearly so obvious.”
Rohen smiled. “I understand, sir.”
“No, you don’t…and I hope you never will,” Kraythe said with a wry smile. “But we’ve dawdled enough. Come.”
The Lord Protector rapped his gauntlet on the door, and the soldiers inside tugged them open a few moments later. It wasn’t easy—the wood was swollen and warped thanks to the bitter cold—but eventually they created a large enough gap for the two men to pass through. The sweet aroma of cooking meat filled the wide foyer on the other side, and Rohen’s mouth instantly watered at the prospect of a genuine meal. He hadn’t eaten anything besides bread and salted fish since they had left Griffonwing. 
Kraythe led the way through the foyer and into the narrow, perpendicular corridor just outside the great hall. Everything was different than when Rohen had been here three years ago: the paintings, the pottery, even the damn carpet. He could still navigate the halls with his eyes closed—especially the way to Delaryn’s old chambers—but it still felt like he was in a different Hold in a different part of the country. 
“This entire castle will be unrecognizable by next winter, I imagine,” Kraythe said, pausing in front of a mounted silver shield inscribed with heraldry from one of the southern families. “His Majesty is determined to wash away every scrap of the Usurper’s legacy.”
“I imagine General Galavir will be pleased,” Rohen said as he lowered his hood.
“I’m sure he will be. Once the Chol are gone, he can move his family north and claim this Hold for himself. Thedric wanted to reward the man who won the war and put him back on the throne.” 
Rohen nodded but didn’t reply. The longer he stood here, the harder he found it to breathe. Repressing the memories of the battle in the courtyard had been difficult enough, but this was like having his nose rubbed in his failure to defend Delaryn and her family…
“There is something I wanted to ask you before we meet with the king,” the Lord Protector said after a moment. 
“Sir?”
“Do you know why I brought you with me, son? Why I really brought you with me, I mean.”
“Uh…not exactly, sir,” Rohen admitted. “There are plenty of more experienced Templar at Griffonwing or Palegarde.”
“Indeed there are,” Kraythe said. “But the High Queen didn’t request their presence by name.”
Rohen’s mouth sagged open. “What?”
“Queen Delaryn wants to see you. Evidently the two of you know each other?”
The Lord Protector’s gray eyes twinkled as if they were waiting for young man to incriminate himself somehow. Or perhaps Rohen was just being paranoid. 
“W-we do, sir,” Rohen stuttered. “I met Her Majesty back in Silver Falls many years ago. Before the, uh…before the end of the war.”
Kraythe arched a single eyebrow. “Curious. How did Duke Haldor’s daughter possibly come to know an orphan, let alone one with elven blood?”
Rohen glanced over to his reflection in the silver shield. Without his hood drawn, his elven heritage was readily apparent. His pointed ears and sharp features had marked him as an outcast his entire life. As much as the humans of Darenthi secretly appreciated elven beauty, the ancient elves—the Avetharri—were the consummate villains of history. Their sins had brought sorcery into the world, corrupted the Pale, and ultimately destroyed or imprisoned the gods. 
Their treachery had also created the Chol, as if anyone needed a further reminder about the perils of magic with a horde of bloodthirsty albino elves gathering here in the north yet again. 
“Delaryn’s father built the orphanage where Zin and Sehris and I grew up,” Rohen said after a moment. “Or at least, he gave them more gold than they had ever had before.”
“Ah, yes,” the Lord Protector murmured. “One of Duke Haldor’s many failed efforts to convince the people that he deserved to sit upon the White Throne.”
“I don’t know anything about that, sir, but Her Majesty and her brother spent a lot of time in the orphanage,” Rohen said carefully. “They said that it was what their mother would have wanted. ‘There are no orphans among the Roskarim.’ I never knew what they meant, exactly.”
“Haldor’s wife was a barbarian princess; her people have very different customs, to say the least. I still recall the scandal in the south when he announced he would rather wed a savage than accept a traditional marriage proposal from one of the other duchies.” Kraythe grunted softly and shook his head. “Then again, it’s nothing compared to the scandal Thedric has created by marrying the Usurper’s daughter.”
Rohen pursed his lips and glanced away. He still remembered when he had heard the news that Delaryn was going to become High Queen of Darenthi. Kraythe was right: the scandal had spread through the duchies like wildfire. To this day, tharns across the kingdom were calling for an official annulment. But Thedric was a hero in every sense of the word, and he was the rightful heir to the White Throne. No one, not even the Lord of the Tel Bator, could risk standing against him. And so a month ago, beneath the statue of the Moonmaiden in Silver Falls, Thedric and Delaryn had been wed. 
Now the king had brought his beautiful new wife back to her ancestral home. Rohen had only learned that she would be here a few days ago, and his heart had hardly stopped pounding in his chest since. He couldn’t decide if he was overjoyed or terrified at the prospect of seeing her again. A lifetime ago, he had sacrificed everything to defend her family here in this very castle…and he and the other loyalists had failed, utterly and completely. 
“His Majesty deserves a lot of credit for protecting that girl,” Lord Kraythe said. “Watcher knows she never would have been safe anywhere out of his sight.”
“You’re probably right, sir,” Rohen whispered. For almost a year after the battle, he had been haunted by nightmares about Delaryn’s fate. He had feared that Thedric would eventually capitulate to pressure and have her strung up like her father—or even worse, that a band of angry soldiers would break into her dungeon and rape her to death. Being the Usurper King’s daughter was bad enough, but she was also a spitting image of her mother, the so-called “Winter Witch” whose execution had driven her father mad in the first place… 
Kraythe turned and eyed him again. “Well, there’s nothing to worry about now. Your old friend is now the High Queen—there’s no one safer in all of Darenthi.” He smiled as a few of the castle servants scurried past them. “In any event, you’ll have a chance to see her again soon. But first, His Majesty and General Galavir are waiting for us.”
 
 
 



2
High Queen of the North
 
Three years ago, when Delaryn had first led Rohen into the Whitefeather audience chamber to meet her father, he had been utterly awed by its sheer size and splendor. It was at least a hundred feet long and probably half that wide, which was stunningly large for a provincial keep. Then again, Torisval had once been the capital of Darenthi, and Whitefeather Hold had a more storied history than the palace in Silver Falls.
Aside from an elaborate wooden throne that looked more befitting of a barbarian warlord than a Duke of Darenthi, the chamber was also dominated by three massive statues, one for each god of the Triumvirate. They were probably the only decorations in the entire Hold that wouldn’t be destroyed in the ongoing renovations, for obvious reasons. If anything, General Galavir’s pious family would likely pay handsomely to have the weathered stone faces refurbished. 
The general himself was standing next to High King Thedric Ashellion at the foot of the throne. The two men appeared to be arguing, judging from the tone of their voices, but their conversation stopped the instant the newcomers approached.
“I apologize for the interruption, Your Majesty,” the guard at the door said with a bow, “but please, allow me to present Lord Protector Edmund Kraythe and—”
“Ah, there you are!” King Thedric called out. A smile warmed his cleanly shaven face and brightened his brown eyes. “By the gods, it’s good to see you, old friend.”
“Likewise, Your Majesty,” the Lord Protector said as he took a knee and silently bade Rohen to do the same. 
“Please, rise,” the king insisted. “We can save the formalities until after dinner.”
Rohen stood along with his mentor, though he kept his eyes fastened upon the king. As impossible as it seemed, Thedric remained even more impressive in person than in the increasingly exaggerated stories of his “grand crusade” to reunite the kingdom. Tall, handsome, and charming, the man was practically a folk tale hero come to life. He was only seven or eight years older than Rohen—Thedric had still been a child when Duke Haldor had started the civil war. Everyone assumed that Thedric had been killed during the initial battles, but his reemergence in the south a decade later had ultimately spurred the rebellion against the Usurper. Thedric had led his army to victory after victory, and the fact he had actually been forced to fight for his family’s throne made his rule seem divinely ordained. 
The man standing beside him was about thirty years older and thirty pounds scrawnier, though he still had the sinewy arms and weathered face of a career soldier. General Jarec Galavir—soon to be Duke Jarec Galavir—had achieved his own folk hero status during the civil war. 
“You don’t have to bow for me, either, even though this is my audience chamber now,” Galavir said mildly. “I’m still not certain if I like the idea of spending my days listening to caterwauling tharns.”
King Thedric chuckled. “You have always been able and willing to do whatever Darenthi needed of you. I can’t imagine that will change now.” 
Galavir grunted noncommittally as he shifted his gaze to Rohen. “So, Edmund…this is your latest charity project, I take it?”
“Sir Velis is a fully trained Templar,” Kraythe replied tartly. “Not to mention one of the best swordsmen the Order has seen in a generation.”
“How nice for him,” the general muttered. “So, pale-blood…I assume you’re here to thank His Majesty for sparing your life? You are one the traitors he sent to Griffonwing, right?”
Rohen’s mouth went dry. He hadn’t known what to expect here, but he didn’t want to argue with Darenthi’s most famous commander, especially in front of the king. “I am here to fight and defeat the Chol, General.”
Galavir scoffed. “I’m sure you are. Who knows, perhaps those bloodthirsty elves will forgive you for killing your own kind, too.”
“That’s quite enough,” King Thedric said, firing an annoyed glare at the other man. “The Guardian offers redemption to anyone willing to put his life on the line in defense of the realm. If sorcerers can find absolution in the eyes of the gods, surely soldiers can, too.”
Rohen’s eyes flicked between the two men. He had grown up hating them both, and now he was standing here waiting to do their bidding. It was yet another outcome he never could have imagined just a few years ago.
“My apologies, Your Majesty,” Galavir said, still eyeing Rohen as if he were a pile of filth dragged in by his hounds. “I meant no offense.”
“Yes, of course you didn’t,” the Lord Protector muttered. 
“Maiden’s mercy, the two of you bicker like a couple of old hens,” King Thedric said as he turned and smiled at Rohen. “You’ll have to forgive the general’s rudeness, Sir Velis. He seems determined to make me regret giving him a position in the court.”
Rohen smiled back, and he resented the fact it was genuine. “His Majesty is most generous. And I do wish to thank you for giving me the chance to—”
“No, no, there will be none of that,” Thedric said, clapping him on the shoulder. “The past is past, and the sooner we all forget the war, the sooner we can move on. The Chol are the threat now, and I will not allow the people of Torisval to suffer more than they already have.”
“I’m sure they will appreciate the sentiment, Your Majesty,” Kraythe said. “The artificer from the Galespire is already on the way to the front.”
“Excellent. Then we shall all feast, and tonight we shall prepare ourselves for the battles ahead.” Thedric smiled again. “My wife has been looking forward to seeing you, Sir Velis. She told me a great deal about your adventures together as children.”
Rohen’s blood froze in his veins. “She…she did?”
The king chuckled again. “Oh, yes. She said you were great childhood friends. You took riding lessons together with Master Haral, I believe.”
Oh, those adventures. Thank the gods…
“Uh, y-yes, Your Majesty,” Rohen stuttered. 
“The nervous stutter of a boy who was often bested by a girl,” Lord Kraythe said wryly.
“My Delaryn is quite the rider,” Thedric said. “If I’d have allowed it, I’ve no doubt she would have left the carriage and traveled all the way from Silver Falls on horseback, cold be damned.”
“Her Majesty does have curious tastes,” General Galavir said, his eyes narrowing at Rohen. “Then again, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Her father was all too ready to make peace with Nelu’Thalas. If he’d had his way, Darenthi would be filled with pale-bloods and their…offspring.”
“I said that’s enough,” Thedric growled. “I will not have you stand here and insult my guests.”
“My apologies again, Your Majesty,” Galavir replied. “As you said, I still have a lot to learn about life at court.”
All three other men exchanged frustrated glances with one another. Rohen couldn’t believe the king of all people was defending him. Perhaps he had treated Delaryn well after all. Perhaps she had even grown to love him. 
Just thinking about it made Rohen ball his hands into fists at his side. A part of him had earnestly hoped that Thedric would be a complete ass in person. Hatred was so much easier to deal with than whatever he was feeling right now. 
“Might I suggest we focus on our strategy for the days ahead?” Lord Kraythe said into the awkward pause. “The artificer will begin work as soon as possible. The Pact Army will have more than enough ammunition to confront the horde by the end of the week.”
“Assuming the Chol don’t simply attack,” Galavir grumbled. “Stationing a channeler at the fortress is a mistake. Her presence will only draw them to us sooner rather than later.” 
“Whenever they attack, we will crush them,” the Lord Protector said. “If they are foolish enough to test the strength of our walls, all the better. The battle will be far less bloody if we aren’t forced to meet them on even ground.”
“Yes, I do understand the basics of military strategy, thank you,” Galavir replied snidely. “I would simply prefer to use your pets as bait on our terms, not theirs. With five or six leashed sorcerers, we could lure the entire horde into an ambush south of the cliffs near Dawnbreak.”
“So you have told us, Jarec—many times,” King Thedric said. “I would still prefer to use the walls of Rimewreath if at all possible, and the Lord Vigilant has assured me that his artificer can provide more than enough arrowheads to get the job done. The roads aren’t nearly safe enough yet to risk transporting valuable equipment—inscribing the runes in person will save time and soldiers. Besides, we will need a healer on the front lines to—”
The king turned when the old seneschal’s door on the left-hand side of the throne room creaked open. A pair of pretty young handmaidens in flowing white-gold dresses stepped into the room, and behind them—
Behind them entered the woman Rohen had been absolutely terrified to see. 
“Ah, there you are, darling, wonderful,” Thedric said, extending his arm and beckoning his new wife forward. “Gentlemen, I believe you all know your queen…”
Rohen’s stomach sank to the floor. Three years ago, he had firmly believed that Delaryn Whitefeather was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. But then again, three years ago he had also been a love-stricken boy basking in the afterglow of his first kiss. He had assumed—and maybe hoped—that his memories were wrong. 
They weren’t. 
Delaryn was every bit the goddess he remembered, from her long, platinum-blond hair to her icy blue eyes to her slender feminine figure. She was encased in an elegant white cloak with golden trim that spilled all the way to the floor, but the front was open just enough to reveal a cropped blue bodice that accentuated her cleavage and left her toned midriff achingly bare. 
Gods have mercy…why couldn’t she have been hideous? Why couldn’t she have been anywhere else but here?
“Your Majesty,” the Lord Protector said, bowing his head and dropping to a knee once again. “It is an honor to see you again.”
Rohen followed his mentor’s lead, though his knees were so weak he wasn’t certain if he would be able to stand. 
“Please, rise,” Delaryn said. Her voice was exactly like Rohen remembered—sweet but full, with the faintest trace of a northern accent. “If anything, I should be the one bowing before a legendary hero of Darenthi.”
“You are too kind, Your Majesty,” Lord Kraythe said, offering her a warm smile as he slowly rose back to his feet. “Please, allow me to present Sir—”
“Rohen Velis, Templar of the Guardian,” Delaryn interrupted. “It has been a long time.”
Her smile was so warm, so gentle, so earnest that Rohen couldn’t help but smile back. She looked genuinely happy to see him, and bit by bit the butterflies in his stomach started to settle. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe they could just be friendly and pretend that nothing else had happened between them…
“Too long,” he agreed, clearing his throat and standing. “I am overjoyed to see you well.”
“Oh, she’s doing much better than well,” King Thedric said, slipping his arm around her waist. “She is positively glowing, don’t you think?”
He pulled her in for a kiss, and Rohen couldn’t help but look away. This was the moment he had been dreading; this was the moment where he feared he might lose his cool and get himself killed…
Rohen forced himself to take a deep breath and stay calm. The Lord Protector had turned away as well, though he at least forced a respectful smile. General Galavir did neither; his lip curled as if he were about to retch. Members of the King’s Court had been executed for lesser slights…but fortunately for the general, neither the king nor the queen seemed to notice. 
“For the first time in almost twenty years, Darenthi will have a queen,” Thedric said, cradling Delaryn like a priceless Solarian doll while he gently traced his fingers through the silver-white tiara on her forehead. He chuckled softly, then lowered his hand down to her flat belly. “And by this time next year, the kingdom shall finally have a proper heir.”
Rohen’s stomach turned, and it took every ounce of discipline he could muster not to look away again. Delaryn smiled up at her husband sweetly, breathlessly, as if she were desperate for him to sweep her up into his powerful arms and carry her away to their bedchamber. Rohen knew the look well: it was the last thing he had seen on her face three years ago when she had sneaked him into her chambers right here in this castle. They had kissed for hours, but just when his hand had finally slipped beneath her skirt—and just when her hand had slipped into his trousers—Thedric’s army had arrived at the gates and demanded her father’s surrender. 
Gods, I can still feel her body trembling in my arms. I can still smell the sweet scent of her hair splayed over me. I can still hear the sound of her sobbing when she realized her family’s enemies were closing in around her…
After another long, awkward moment of staring into his wife’s piercing blue eyes, King Thedric chuckled and gently cupped her cheek in his hand. “I tell you what, my dear: since I know you’ve been waiting to see your old friend, why don’t you give the young Templar a tour of the renovations before dinner?” The king shifted his gaze back to his longtime advisors. “I’m sure the two of you would like to catch up…and the three of us still have a great deal to discuss about the coming battle.”
“Of course, my lord,” Delaryn said. “Anything you wish.”
Thedric kissed the tip of her nose before he finally released her from his grip. “Go on. We’ll see you again at dinner, my love. I can’t wait for you to sing to us.”
Delaryn smiled at each of the older men, her cheeks briefly flushing with embarrassment, before she finally turned to Rohen. “This way, Sir Templar.”
Rohen paused, his voice stuck in his throat, and he tossed a quick glance at Lord Kraythe for permission. The man merely raised an eyebrow as if Rohen were being a fool…which he absolutely was. 
Clearing his throat, Rohen followed the queen as she floated back toward the seneschal’s door and out of the throne room. Her handmaidens trailed behind them just out of earshot. 
“I hope your trip from the south wasn’t too onerous,” Delaryn said once they were out in an adjoining corridor. She slowly led them south past the pantry and kitchens, and even with the doors cracked or closed, Rohen could hear the servants frantically trying to finish preparing the feast.
“It wasn’t so bad,” he said. “Though all things considered, I would have preferred to take one of the griffons.”
“Too cold for them?”
“Oh, no. They handle the chill far better than we do. But it wasn’t an option since I had to meet up with the others in Tor’s Crossing first. And with Sehris along…”
Delaryn stopped in her tracks and turned to face him. “I wish I could have seen her,” she lamented. “But Thedric insisted I stay inside. He doesn’t want me to spoil in the cold.”
Rohen opened his mouth but remained silent. He could hear the genuine sorrow and bitterness in her voice—she sounded completely different than the submissive, lovestruck girl from the throne room a minute ago.
Oh, gods, is she miserable after all? Has Thedric been treating her as horribly as I feared?
“Perhaps I’ll have a chance to see Zin and Sehris after the Chol are driven off,” she said, swallowing and clearly forcing a tight smile. “Are they doing well, at least?”
“Quite well, yes,” Rohen assured her. “No matter how much or how quickly everything else seems to change, I think they’re basically the same. He’s still a fool, and she’s still too good for him.” 
Delaryn giggled—a sweet, magnificent sound that seemed to warm the entire Hold at least twenty degrees. She reached out and slid her arm through his, then continued down the hall again. “I would give just about anything to see their faces again,” she said. “I feel like it’s been an age since we were all together.”
“Maybe two or three,” Rohen agreed. “They miss you—we all do.”
Her smile made him feel like he was sixteen again. Back then he’d been little more than a pale-blooded orphan trying to court the Usurper King’s daughter. Today he was one of the Guardian’s hallowed Templar…yet somehow, he still felt completely unworthy in her presence. 
“You look like you’ve done well for yourself,” Delaryn said. “You’ve gotten taller.”
“A little, maybe.”
“More than a little.” Her blue eyes flicked up and down the length of his six-and-a-half-foot frame. “The armor looks good on you, though it seems like it would be a little…cold.”
“You get used to it,” Rohen told her. 
“Well, I could stand to warm up—and since I’m the queen, you should do whatever I want,” she said with a sly grin. “Come, I’ll show you my sitting room.”
Delaryn led him down the corridor and around the main hall that dominated the center of the keep. The whole time they walked in silence, Rohen couldn’t help but marvel at just how easy it still was to talk to her. They hadn’t spoken in three years, and the entire world had been tipped on its head since. He was a Templar, she was the High Queen…and yet somehow, none of that mattered in the slightest. 
They eventually approached a small, cozy room with a fireplace adjoining the keep’s library. An old woman wearing the red robes and oddly triangular hat of a Tel Bator priestess was standing outside, book in hand. She looked up at the queen’s approach, her wrinkled face almost immediately turning into a scowl. 
“Your Majesty,” she said, nodding her head so subtly it was barely even noticeable. “Do you require something in the library?”
“Just some privacy,” Delaryn said, turning and gesturing to dismiss her handmaidens. “My husband wanted me to give Sir Velis a tour of the Hold.”
“I see,” the priestess said, her eyes flicking to Rohen and then down to the queen’s arm locked in his. “I wonder if His Majesty would approve of this young Templar’s…chivalry.”
“Sir Velis and I are old friends, Sister Jorga,” Delaryn said. “Now, if you don’t mind…”
The old woman didn’t move. “Perhaps you should show your ‘friend’ the chapel instead. He may wish to offer his prayers to the Triumvirate. We shall need the Watcher’s strength and the Guardian’s resolve if we are to defeat the Chol.”
Rohen glanced between the two women. “We could if—”
“Perhaps later,” Delaryn said pointedly. “For now, we are going to sit and chat—alone.”
Jorga still didn’t flinch. Rohen couldn’t believe that anyone would be so openly impudent in front the High Queen, even a priestess.

“As you wish,” the old woman said eventually. She finally stepped out of the doorway and offered the queen a cold smile. “I will have your handmaidens fetch you before dinner, Your Majesty. It shouldn’t be long now.”
With a final half bow, the priestess shuffled off down the corridor. Delaryn glared at the woman’s shadow for a few moments before she sighed and tugged Rohen inside the sitting room. 
“What I wouldn’t give to banish that hag back to Silver Falls where she belongs,” Delaryn said, closing the door behind them. “She’s convinced I’m going to conjure a demon the moment I leave her sight.”
Rohen pursed his lips. “Because of…well…”
“My mother, yes,” Delaryn said. “I’m the daughter of the Winter Witch. Half the clergy believe I’ve ensorcelled the king somehow, and the other half think I’m personally responsible for the summoning the Chol horde. I’m not even a sorceress!”
“Old prejudices die hard,” Rohen murmured, touching the tip of his pointed ear. “The Templar are more accepting than most, but there are plenty of men in Griffonwing who think the same things about me.”
She turned and eyed his elven features, and her expression quickly shifted from anger to embarrassment. “Gods, I’m sorry. You’ve had to deal with this your whole life, and here I am complaining that I’m not pampered enough.”
“You’re the High Queen. You deserve respect.”
“You’re a Templar. You deserve respect.”
Delaryn held his eyes and smiled for a long moment before she chuckled. “Anyway, I apologize for all of that,” she said, turning and gliding across the room to stoke the fire. “Please, have a seat. There’s so much I want to talk about.”
Rohen nodded and stepped over to the couch, though he didn’t sit down. The small room really was quite cozy; the fireplace was warm, the couch was plush, and the door was thick enough to block out the noise from the kitchens. He could imagine spending entire days here in front of the fire quietly reading through every book in the adjoining library. 
“Mmm,” Delaryn murmured as she placed the poker back on the stand. “Perhaps that’s a little too warm…”
She reached up to remove her white cloak, and Rohen nearly fainted when it fell from her shoulders. It didn’t seem possible, but somehow she was even more beautiful than he had thought. Her bodice wasn’t just cropped to bare her belly; it left the smooth, flawless skin on her entire lower and upper back exposed as well. The white, silken fabric of her long skirt was so translucent that he could also see her shapely legs from the back of her thighs all the way to her boots. 
By the gods, it’s like staring straight into the bloody sun. 
“Your sword is sticking out.”
Rohen’s heart froze mid-beat. He belatedly realized she was looking over her shoulder at him as she hung her cloak on the wall, a single eyebrow raised and a coy smirk on her lips. 
“W-what?” he breathed. 
“Your sword,” she said, turning all the way around and pointing at his waist. “It’s not supposed to stick out like that, is it?”
He glanced down and realized that his hand had been pressing down against the hilt of his sword so forcefully that the tip of the scabbard was indeed jutting straight out in front of him. He immediately lifted his arm and let it fall flat against his leg again. 
“I won’t tell the Lord Protector if you don’t,” Delaryn said, sauntering closer. “Can I touch it?”
Rohen’s eyes gaped wide—
Delaryn burst out laughing, and the mere sight of her smile compelled Rohen’s lips to form one of their own. He chuckled nervously, then earnestly as his embarrassment slowly transformed into relief. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” she said, wiping a tear from her eyes. “And here I was worried that the Templar would sap all the fun right out of you.” 
“Zin would never let that happen,” Rohen said. 
“Good point.” Delaryn took a step toward him and spread her hands to the side. “Well, now you know why I was cold. This isn’t quite the modest look my father insisted on back in the day.”
Don’t look at her. Don’t look at her. For the love of the gods, don’t…shit!
“You’re, um…” Rohen paused and cleared his throat and his eyes invariably drifted down to her cleavage. “Are you uncomfortable?”
“Not really,” Delaryn said, stepping even closer. “My husband likes to show me off, you see. He’s spent the last month since the wedding parading me before every duke and tharn in the kingdom. He finds their jealousy…invigorating.” She scoffed and clucked her tongue. “I’ve tried telling him that they’re all going to hate me no matter how I look. I’m the daughter of Darenthi’s most hated villains. That’s all any of them will ever see.” 
Her eyes hardened for a moment before she reached out her hand and gently touched his pointed ear. “Like you said, old prejudices die hard. You’ve had to deal with it your whole life.”
She was standing so close to him now that Rohen couldn’t look away even if he had wanted to—which he most certainly didn’t. Everything about her was absolutely intoxicating, from the way her blond hair spilled across her shoulders to the way her bodice cradled her breasts. Her perfume filled his nostrils, enchanting him as thoroughly as any spell, and he had never been happier that his brigandine coat stretched far enough past his waist to conceal his arousal. 
She’s the fucking queen! What the hell are you doing? Why are you even here with her?
Delaryn abruptly smiled again. “Anyway, I would really like to see it.”
Rohen almost choked again. “W-what?”
“Your sword, silly,” she said, glancing down. “If you’re a full Templar now, you must have a wraithblade.”
“Oh…yes, yes!” Rohen blurted out as he took a step back and reached down to grab the hilt. He carefully drew the sword from its scabbard, then laid the blade flat atop his palm. The vatari runes inscribed within the moonsilver were currently dormant, but the shimmering, silvery metal still glinted in the firelight. 
“It’s beautiful,” Delaryn said, dragging her fingertips along the flat of the blade. “What is it called?”
“Varlothin,” Rohen said. “It means—”
“Temperance.”
He looked down at her and nodded. He shouldn’t have been surprised; she almost certainly knew more Elvish than he did. The snow-covered pines of the Moonweald and the highborn city-state of Nelu’Thalas were just on the other side of Crescent Slopes, after all, and the Whitefeathers had always tried to foster the tenuous peace between kingdoms. 
“I’m surprised they let you give your sword an Elvish name,” Delaryn added after a moment. 
“So am I, honestly. But I like the sound of it.”
“Var-loh-theen,” Delaryn said, rolling every syllable. “Can it really shift into the Pale?”
Rohen smiled. “Among other things.”
She dragged her fingertips along the metal one last time before she lowered her hand. “Here’s the real question: do you know how to use it?”
“Absolutely,” he said, snorting as he returned the blade to its sheath. “I wouldn’t be much of a Templar if I couldn’t.”
Delaryn shrugged, and a coy grin tugged at the corners of her mouth. “All I’m saying is that you used to be a little clumsy.”
Rohen scoffed. “What?”
“I was a much better rider than you,” she said matter-of-factly. “And better with a bow.”
“You beat me in the archery contest once!” he reminded her. “And then you refused a rematch!”
“Only because it made you so mad. It also made you pay attention to me.”
Rohen smirked and shook his head. “That was never a problem, believe me.”
Delaryn nibbled at the corner of her lip. “There was one thing you were always good at.”
“What’s that?”
“Kissing.”
Rohen froze again. Oh, gods. What the hell am I supposed to say? What the hell am I supposed to do?
Delaryn crept forward until their bodies were barely an inch apart, and she reached up and cupped his cheeks in her hands. He stood there, paralyzed, as she stretched up on her tiptoes and brought their mouths together. Her lips were every bit as soft and sweet as he remembered, and when her tongue swirled together with his, he couldn’t stop the deluge of memories from overwhelming him. 
The taste of her soft tongue, the smoothness of her supple flesh, the warmth of her fingers as they curled around my swollen stem…
“Wait!” Rohen gasped, gently pushing her away. The gravity of the present crashed over him, and he realized what he had just done. If anyone so much as caught a glimpse of him touching the queen, his head would be on a block before dinner. 
“It’s all right,” she soothed. “We’re alone.”
He swallowed and glanced back at the thick wooden door behind them. Someone could easily peer through the cracks if they were so determined. By the bloody void, what am I doing? Get out of here! Now!
“Just sit with me,” Delaryn pleaded. “For a little while.”
Rohen found himself sinking down into the couch before he consciously knew what was happening. At least now their bodies were obstructed if anyone did happen by outside…
“I’ve thought about you so much these past few months,” she said as she sank down in the cushion beside him. “When Thedric told me he was inviting the Lord Protector, I begged him to invite you, too.”
Swallowing again, Rohen couldn’t help but glance down as she crossed her shapely legs beneath her translucent skirt. She placed her right hand atop his armor while her left gently stroked the tip of his pointed ear.  
“I was worried that it had been too long,” Delaryn whispered. “I thought maybe we wouldn’t know how to talk to each other anymore, but it’s as easy as it ever was. Just being here alone with you again…” She smiled again, and her blue eyes turned so bright they almost seemed to glow. “I just want to finish what I started all those years ago.”
Her fingers slowly crawled down the length of his brigandine coat. Rohen held his breath, entranced by her eyes, until her hand suddenly settled atop the bulge in his trousers. 
“Shit!” he yelped. “Delaryn, we can’t—”
“It’s ‘Your Majesty’ now, remember?” she said, pressing her nose against his. Her lips were so close that he could taste her breath. “I’m the queen. That means you have to give me whatever I want.”
She kissed him again, more passionately than before, and the instant her tongue slipped through his lips, her hand slipped inside his trousers. A shiver of ecstasy cascaded through Rohen’s entire body when her fingers curled around his aching shaft and liberated his stem.
“Gods, I missed you…” Delaryn breathed, pulling away just far enough to speak. Her fingers began stroking his manhood, slowly at first but quicker and quicker every moment. 
I’m dead. I’m so fucking dead. King Thedric won’t even wait for his executioner—he’ll cut me in half himself!
Rohen could have pushed her away. He could have run out of the library and back to the Lord Protector. He could have pretended that none of this had happened and spent all night begging the Moonmaiden for forgiveness. He could have done anything besides sit here and sin against the gods with the High Queen. 
But he didn’t. Instead he curled his arm around her waist, placed his hand upon the impossibly smooth skin of her lower back, and pulled her in for another kiss. Her tongue swirled together with his as her fingers pumped him closer and closer to the edge of the abyss…
“Don’t hold back,” Delaryn breathed. “Never hold back…”
He didn’t. Rohen’s entire body shook as he erupted like a geyser, showering his trousers, his armor, and her hand in his scalding, sinful seed. Delaryn didn’t stop pumping until he stilled from exhaustion, and once he slumped back into the cushions, she smiled down at him and gently cradled his face in her other hand. 
“This is what I get for making you wait three years,” she said, smiling. “Don’t worry. I promise, I won’t let that happen again.”
Her tongue slithered back through his lips, and the sheer passion of her kiss countered the inevitable wave of exhaustion that crashed over him. She didn’t even allow his stem to wither; 
she continued stroking him tenderly, tortuously, utterly unconcerned by the glorious mess she had made. 
Until a soft knock rapped at the door.
Rohen would have leapt up and dashed into the library if Delaryn hadn’t held him in place. She glanced up over the back of the couch as one of her handmaidens cracked open the door and peeked her head inside. From her perspective, she probably couldn’t see anything below their shoulders. 
“Please forgive the intrusion, Your Majesty,” the girl said. “But Sister Jorga has requested your presence in the main hall.”
“Thank you, Mari,” Delaryn said. “I will be there soon.”
The girl’s eyes flicked between them. “She wanted me to escort you to—”
“I will be there soon,” Delaryn repeated sharply. “Now leave us.”
“Y-yes, Your Majesty! I apologize…”
The handmaiden pulled the door shut behind her, and she scurried off so quickly her footfalls were audible even though the thick oak. Delaryn stared at the door for a minute before she sighed and offered Rohen a smile. 
“I guess we’ll have to continue this later.”
“Gods…” Rohen wheezed, glancing down to the delicate, slender fingers still tugging at his stem. 
“We shouldn’t arrive in the main hall together,” Delaryn said, stroking him one last time before she finally released her grip. She raised her hand up to her lips and studied the mess for a moment before she licked a strand off her fingers. The mere sight of his seed on the tip of her tongue almost made him spill again…
“What do we…” Rohen cleared his throat. “What do we do?”
“I will freshen up before heading to the hall,” she told him. “There’s a washroom around the corner to the right…take your time cleaning up.”
Rohen nodded as his heart started pounding again. He still couldn’t believe what had just happened. None of this could possibly be real…
Delaryn stood and darted over to retrieve her cloak. She threw it back over her shoulders, clasped the brooch in front, then turned and leaned back down over him. “Meet me in the chapel just before midnight,” she whispered. “I’ll be there waiting for you.”
Rohen shook his head in confusion. “What? We can’t—”
“Just be there,” she said, touching his face. “Please.”
Delaryn kissed his lips one last time before she scurried out the door. Rohen sat there panting on the couch, still in denial about what had just happened, until he looked down at the evidence of their sin. If someone saw him like this…
“Guardian forgive me,” he said, hopping to his feet. He rushed out of the sitting room and followed her directions to the nearby privy, whispering a prayer to the gods that no one else would be there. He couldn’t imagine they would bless him now, in the wake of such a flagrant sin, but the keep’s emptiness worked to his advantage. He cleaned himself up in private, staggered that it was possible to be this drained and this energized all at once. 
Once Rohen was finished, he stepped out into the corridor and forced himself to take a deep, calming breath. No one caught you—no one will ever know what happened. All I have to do now is attend dinner, go to sleep, and ignore everything else she said. Even I’m not stupid enough to try and sneak out of my room and visit the High Queen in the middle of the night…right?
Rohen knew the answer before he had asked himself the question. He was absolutely going to be there, even if it got him killed. 
 
 



3
Wifely Duties
 
Delaryn’s pulse was still pounding in her ears by the time she reached the great hall. She stopped at the far end of the corridor just beyond the sight of the guards, hoping that a brief pause would allow her to catch her breath and steady her hands. An electrical current tingled throughout her body, warming her despite the bitter cold drafts stirring through the keep. If she approached her husband like this, he would know something was wrong. 
Gods, what have I done? 
She closed her eyes and braced her palm flat against the nearest wall. Despite the cauldron of anxious dread boiling in the pit of her stomach, she still felt more alive than she had in months. For a few precious minutes back there, she had been in complete control of her life. She had been able to say and do whatever she wanted, and Rohen…
Maiden’s mercy, he was everything she had remembered and more, from his rich voice to his perpetually tousled dark blond hair to his piercing emerald eyes. Just the thought of standing near him again sent a shiver of delight cascading through her. 
Delaryn swallowed heavily and nibbled at her lip. If they’d only had a bit more time, she would have begged him to touch her. She swore she could actually feel his strong hands sliding up her thighs and beneath her skirt—
“Is there a problem, Your Majesty?” 
Sister Jorga’s haggish voice snapped Delaryn from her reverie. The queen opened her eyes and turned to see the priestess glaring at her from a few yards farther down the hall. The old biddy had probably been on her way back to the sitting room just to make sure the queen behaved herself. 
“Shouldn’t you be inside the hall already?” Delaryn asked.
“I was about to ask you the same thing, Your Majesty,” Jorga said, her eyes flicking up and down the queen’s body in search of the slightest bit of ruffled fabric. 
“I am the High Queen of Darenthi, as you are so fond of forgetting,” Delaryn declared, crossing her arms and firing the sternest glare she could manage. “I go where I please when I please.”
As usual, the priestess was not impressed. She continued her inspection without flinching in the slightest. “Where is your young Templar friend?”
Delaryn felt her cheek twitch and prayed the other woman wouldn’t notice. “He went to fetch something before dinner. Not that it is any of your concern.”
“Ensuring your safety—and your sanctity—is my concern, Your Majesty,” Sister Jorga replied matter-of-factly. “Perhaps you should visit the powder room again before presenting yourself. You appear to have…perspired.”
“Perish the thought,” Delaryn grumbled. As tempting as it was to retreat to the privacy of her boudoir for a few minutes—which was what she had originally planned to do—she knew that Jorga was laying bait. The priestess would follow all the way upstairs and back down again, and she would ask prying questions the entire time. 
Drawing in a final deep breath, Delaryn pressed on down the corridor to the great hall. The royal guards bowed as they opened the massive oaken doors for her, and she floated inside with practiced feminine grace just like everyone expected. As long as she played her part tonight, no one would think twice about her private meeting with Rohen, even Sister Jorga. 
And they won’t suspect for an instant that I’m going to meet with him again tonight. Gods, please let him be there…
Delaryn raised her chin as she entered, her gaze casually drifting across the half dozen tables arranged in a rough semicircle. As far as grand feasts went, this one was quite modest—there were only a few dozen nobles in attendance, mostly from families who were still hoping to claim lands in Torisval once the Chol horde was defeated. They were here to charm the king and his newly appointed duke into making concessions. 
Delaryn was here to give them all something to look at. 
“Ah, and there she is now,” King Thedric called out from the long master table. He beckoned her over, and she once again put on her warmest smile as she glided into her husband’s arms. The bards continued their previous tune, but no one was paying them much attention—all eyes were now fastened upon the king’s greatest prize. Delaryn could feel their contempt and their lust; it was the same in every duchy, every audience chamber, and every great hall. The men who ruled Darenthi wanted her strung up in the gallows almost as much as they wanted her naked and quivering in their beds. 
Thedric can feel it, too. He laughs at their hate and feeds upon their jealousy. He’ll be thinking about this exact moment when he thrusts his manhood inside me tonight. 
“General Galavir and I just finished discussing our final troop movements,” Thedric said, planting a kiss on her lips and helping her into her chair next to him at the head of the long table. “I know you were hoping to see the griffons, my dear, but he just took the last one. He wanted to get back to the front as soon as possible.”
“Jarec already left?” the Lord Protector asked, glancing to the empty seat nearby. 
“Yes, he didn’t even stick around for the feast in his own castle,” Thedric muttered. “I fear his lack of decorum may become a real problem in the days ahead. Once the Chol are gone, the people of Torisval are going to need a proper duke, not a general.”
“He’ll manage, I’m sure,” Kraythe said, his face twisting into a scowl for a fraction of a second before he caught himself and turned back to Delaryn. “In any event, with the horde on the loose, the beasts are a bit feistier than normal. I would rather keep them with the army and away from the villages here. The last thing the farmers need is for our griffons to start eating their livestock before they can be slaughtered for the winter.”
Delaryn nodded. “I understand. I’m sure there will be plenty of time to see them after the war.”
The Lord Protector smiled, and it seemed entirely genuine. Unlike the rest of the men here, she hadn’t caught him leering at her even once. He was a man of faith, obviously, but that usually only seemed to make more lecherous; the Tel Bator clerics and priests at the Triumvirate Temple flashed her the most lustful looks she had ever seen. Piety was kindling for depravity, it seemed. 
Perhaps the difference is that the Lord Protector has actually lived the life they only talk about. He has been out there on the front lines fighting demons and Chol and real threats to the realm.  
“I’m a little ashamed I didn’t think to get you one as a wedding present,” Lord Kraythe said. “But don’t worry—once the Chol are gone, I promise I’ll find you a beautiful golden cub of your own.”
Delaryn looked up at him. “Really?”
“Absolutely. I happen to have some pull with the leader of the Templar.”
She giggled. “My lord, that would be—” 
“That’s a generous offer, old friend, but I couldn’t bear the thought of risking her in the sky,” Thedric said, placing his hand on her thigh. “Besides, she’ll have more than enough cubs of her own to take care of soon.”
“Of course,” the Lord Protector said, and for a moment he almost looked upset on her behalf. 
Maybe he is. Maybe he’s the only one who can see the gilded cage.
“There is something I wanted to give you tonight, Your Majesty,” Kraythe said, turning back to Thedric. “I had one of the artificers enchant it just before we left.”
He gestured to one of the guards, and the man carried over a short but elaborately decorated sheath with a dagger inside. The Lord Protector pulled the handle and revealed an ornate silver weapon with faintly glowing runes inscribed upon the blade. 
“By the Guardian,” Thedric breathed. “Is that…”
“Officially, only the Templar are allowed to wield wraithblades,” Kraythe said. “But I figured that if anyone was worthy of an exception, it’s you.”
Thedric’s hand instantly left Delaryn’s thigh and shifted to the blade. “It’s magnificent…”
“And exactly the kind of tool a king should have when he battles the Chol,” Kraythe said. “I still hope you never have an occasion to use it, but should you end up in the thick of things…this will serve you well.”
The king whistled softly between his teeth. “You’ve outdone yourself again, old friend,” he said, wrapping his hand around the hilt and experimentally twisting the blade in midair. “I cannot thank you enough.”
Kraythe smiled again, though his eyes were suddenly drawn to the door. “Well, it appears as though Sir Velis finally decided to join us again as well.”
Delaryn turned just in time to see Rohen enter. Almost no one paid him any attention except for her, and when she caught herself staring at his tall, muscular frame, she promptly glanced away and silently scolded herself. 
“Did you get lost, son?” the Lord Protector asked, an amused smile on his lips. 
“Uh…only a little,” Rohen replied with an embarrassed grin. “Some of the guards wanted to see my sword.”
“I can hardly blame them for that—wraithblades are truly priceless,” King Thedric said, smirking like a boy half his age when he slid his new toy back into its sheath. “Besides, most of these men have never even seen a Templar before. The Order was so devastated after the last Culling that they’ve almost passed into legend.”
“With the horde on the loose, that will change soon enough,” Kraythe replied. His expression didn’t change, but Delaryn could hear the faintest touch of bitterness in his voice. 
Her husband didn’t seem to notice; he chuckled and looked at Rohen. “I hope you and Delaryn had time to catch up. I apologize for rushing you, but the servants seem to have done their job properly for once. If they manage to make this northern food palatable, I should have them locked up in the Galespire for sorcery.”
Rohen and the Lord Protector chuckled softly as Thedric shifted the discussion as far away from the current crisis as possible. He was a skilled and charming conversationalist, much to the chagrin of his political enemies, and he had no compunction against using his wife as a prop whenever necessary. 
Delaryn smiled when the servants brought out the first course. She smiled again when they brought out the second and third, just like she smiled every time her husband made a joke or placed his hand upon her thigh or around her waist. She spent the entire evening smiling, in fact, even when he asked her to sing a ballad for the handful of tharns in attendance. 
None of the southerners cared for the actual tune, of course, including Thedric. She could tell from their faces that they found the folksy lyrics as foolish and simple as the rest of northern culture. In most of the other Darenthi duchies, the men and women of Torisval were considered little more than inbred, tundra-dwelling barbarians who would have moved to warmer climes if they had any sense. Never mind the fact that the people of Torisval had founded this kingdom, forged a tentative peace with the elves, and contained the Roskarim barbarians for over thirty generations. 
Still, Thedric was thoroughly entertained, which in the end was the whole point. His grin grew wider and wider every time a tharn’s eyes lingered on her flesh, and he stood beside her and pulled her in for a long, deep kiss once the ballad was over. She could feel his swollen manhood press against her thighs through his ceremonial armor, and she could tell that a part of him wanted to call off the rest of the feast and take her right there on the table. 
Not that he waited much longer. Shortly after dessert was served—and before any of the drunk tharns could beg him for more northern farmland—Thedric announced his intention to retire for the evening. He ordered the bards to keep playing for everyone else, however, and he briefly pulled the Lord Protector to the side.
“I will see you off in the morning, old friend,” Thedric said, squeezing the shoulder of Kraythe’s good arm. “And thank you again for the blade.”
The Lord Protector bowed his head. “You deserve nothing less, Your Majesty. The Templar greatly appreciate your hospitality.”
“Such as it is in this backwater,” Thedric muttered. “There are times I think General Galavir honestly believes I’m punishing him by giving him these lands.”
The two men shared a chuckle, and Delaryn used the distraction to look back at Rohen. His emerald eyes met hers as he stood in the shadow of the older men, and she offered him the faintest knowing smile. She could see the fear and the longing on his face, but mostly she could still sense his disgust at what she was being forced to endure. 
A lifetime ago, he had left behind his life and his friends to defend her family here in this very castle. She couldn’t help but wonder if he would make the same choice again, given the chance. How much had becoming a Templar changed him? Would it make him hate her when he learned what she truly was?
Gods willing, I’ll find out tonight. 
After exchanging a few more parting words with Lord Kraythe, Thedric took Delaryn’s hand and led her out of the great hall toward the western wing of the keep. She noted the positions of the guards in the atrium cordoning off the family bedchambers, but it was surprisingly difficult to concentrate. Every time she came back here, she was overwhelmed with memories from her childhood. She could still hear her father discussing strategy in the halls while the servants put she and her brother Skaldir to bed. She had only been five years old when they had initially left Whitefeather Hold and moved to Silver Falls after her father had declared himself High King, and they had retreated back here once the war took a turn for the worse a decade later. She could still remember everything so vividly…
Thedric was practically skipping in anticipation when he finally led her into the master bedchamber and closed the door behind them. Her father’s old room wasn’t nearly as large or ostentatious as the royal chamber in the palace in Silver Falls—nothing here was—but it was still quite spacious. The crimson sheets and golden curtains decorating the four-poster bed were truly fit for a duke of Darenthi, as was the rare elven furniture arrayed around the fireplace on the southern wall. Thanks to the ongoing renovations, the bookshelves had been refilled with historical literature celebrating the Ashellion’s rise to power centuries ago, and the weapon and armor racks on the opposite wall had been laden with ceremonial swords and cuirasses worn by the House of Galavir over the years. 
All traces of my family have been methodically erased. There isn’t a Whitefeather banner anywhere in the castle, nor a single book on my family’s history. A thousand years of rule all swept away as if they never happened. 
“What a day,” Thedric breathed as he gently placed his new dagger upon the armoire near the door. “The tharns are as cranky as ever. I would have thought that giving them more land would improve their mood. They’re far too worried about the Chol.” 
“It’s not just the Chol, my lord,” Delaryn said. “They do not approve of me.”
Thedric chuckled. “You should take that as a compliment, dear. Their cronish wives are all back in the south, and none of the brothels here will reopen until we’ve dealt with the Chol and established a garrison. You can’t have whores without soldiers.”
The king stepped back from the armoire and extended his arms in a silent invitation for her to help him. Stifling a sigh, Delaryn shuffled forward and began unfastening the straps of his ceremonial breastplate one by one. 
“They are not merely jealous, my lord,” she said. “They don’t trust me.”
“Thankfully, they don’t need to trust you—they just need to trust me.” Thedric’s face soured when he turned to look at the wall-length mirror on the opposite side of the bedchamber. “Sometimes it’s hard to believe just how ungrateful some of these families are. Without me, Darenthi would still be in shambles. They act like the civil war just magically ended without a fight.”
“General Galavir knows the war never would have been won without you. So does the Lord Protector, I’m sure.”
“Kraythe kept his Templar out of the fighting. Most of men at the table tonight still resent him for it.”
“Do you?”
“I used to,” Thedric admitted, shifting his gaze back to the dagger. “But I understand the game. The Tel Bator are supposed to be above politics, but they aren’t, of course. Kraythe is smart enough to know that, which is why he’s willing to try and curry my favor. The Lord Vigilant and the Lady Seeker are either too foolish or too proud to understand.”
Delaryn frowned. “Is that why you haven’t asked the Templar for more men to battle the Chol?”
“I will, in time,” Thedric said with a smile. “But the bedroom isn’t the place for politics, my love.”
Delaryn forced a smile but continued working in silence. Once the last strap was unfastened, Thedric removed the breastplate and set it upon the armor rack next to the other gilded cuirasses. 
“At least I know that you will always be here waiting for me,” he said, smiling and cradling her cheek in his hand. “My loyal queen, so appreciative of everything I have done for her…”
“You’re the one who saved me from my wretched father,” she said, the words burning in her throat. “I owe you everything, my lord.”
“Yes, you do. Still, there are times when I still find it hard to believe the north produced such a rare, beautiful jewel.”
“Perhaps the gods sculpted me just for you.”
Thedric chuckled. “Perhaps so…”
He leaned down to kiss her. His lips were as stiff as his tongue was clumsy, but Delaryn performed her wifely duties and allowed his hands to awkwardly explore her body wherever they saw fit. She lifted her cloak off her shoulders for him, and when she cast it aside, his fingers immediately unfastened the straps of her bodice. Once her top fell to the floor, he pulled away and smiled hungrily at his prize. 
“So young, so perfect…” Thedric breathed, tracing his fingertips between her breasts and down to her belly. “I cannot wait to see you swell with our son.”
“I only hope that the Moonmaiden will grant us her blessing soon, sire,” Delaryn said, fighting back a wave of nausea.
“If she made you for me, then I’ve no doubt she will.”
Delaryn tried to force another smile, but it turned stillborn before it ever reached her lips. Mercifully, Thedric wasn’t paying her face any attention; his eyes remained fixated upon her nubile flesh as he gently pushed her skirt down her hips. She knew what he wanted—she knew what he expected. Every night since their wedding, he had waited patiently for the woman he had saved from certain death to show her undying gratitude, first from her knees and then on her back. He planned to spill his royal seed deep inside her; he knew that her swollen belly would ensure the survival of the Ashellion legacy and wash away the last traces of her family’s betrayal. 
I will be the last Whitefeather. In twenty years, people won’t even remember that my family ever existed. 
King Thedric brushed a hand through her platinum hair and then gently tapped her on the shoulder. Delaryn obediently sank to her knees, unfastened his belt, and freed his stiff, throbbing member from his trousers. 
At which point she reached out to the Aether and plunged into his mind. 
The first time she had cast a spell upon him, she had been terrified. Sorcery was a sin, the Watcher’s Warning decreed, and concealing magical ability from the Tel Bator was the gravest heresy. At best, renegade sorcerers were imprisoned within the Galespire under the care of the Keepers; at worst, they were Purged and transformed into Faceless automatons. 
For Delaryn, though, the punishment would be a brutal execution upon a flaming pyre. Her entire adult life had been plagued by spiteful insinuations about her heritage—everyone, from the poorest peasant to the wealthiest noble, was eager and willing to believe that the daughter of the Winter Witch had inherited her mother’s dark power. 
And they were right.
“My lord honors me with his royal stem,” Delaryn purred submissively. “I only hope I can bring you the joy you deserve.”
She leaned forward to kiss the tip of his cock—or at least, Thedric believed that was what she did. Delaryn planted an illusory figment of herself in his mind, and while the king moaned in delight and gently cradled the head of his phantom wife, his real one stood and retrieved her clothing. She watched his knees quiver in place as he imagined her licking and stroking his stem, and he gasped in delight when she finally took him into her mouth. 
“By the gods,” Thedric breathed, his cock twitching in midair. He looked like such a fool that Delaryn almost regretted manipulating him this way…or she had, the first few times. Now this had become such a routine that it almost felt normal. 
The king moaned again when he imagined his stem sliding deeper into his wife’s eager mouth, and Delaryn allowed him to enjoy the heat of her supple throat for almost a minute while she slipped back into her skirt and buckled her bodice. Thedric eventually patted the air where her head should have been, signaling that he wanted her on her back before he accidentally spilled his precious seed. Delaryn’s figment promptly obeyed; she pulled back and kissed the tip of his manhood, then stood and allowed him to sweep her up into his arms and carry her onto her father’s old bed. 
“You truly are the greatest prize in the north,” Thedric breathed as he pushed apart her knees and climbed atop her. “And you’re all mine.”
“Now and forever, my lord,” the figment cooed. “Take me. Please.”
Thedric smiled as he eased the tip of his stem inside the illusion’s waiting quim. Delaryn had no concept of what it felt like to be a man, but she didn’t need to—all she had to do was allow Thedric’s desires to guide her. He wanted a warm, wet, welcoming sheath, and that was exactly what her doppelganger became. 
“Oh, gods…” he breathed, squeezing her breasts as her ankles locked around his back. He leaned down to kiss her nose and then her forehead before he smiled and brushed at her blond hair. “Did you know that after tonight, I will have taken you in every duchy in the kingdom? You are my greatest conquest.”
Delaryn’s figment stared up at him, breathless and starry-eyed. “My lord honors me…”
Thedric grinned as he thrust harder and deeper. “You are going to be such a gorgeous mother soon. I bet you dreamed of this moment as a little girl, didn’t you? The chance to be the queen of the north…the chance to bear the true heirs to the throne.”
“I did, my lord,” Delaryn lied. “My dream has come true…all thanks to you.”
He smiled and kissed the air again. When she had first done this to him, she had been so horrified watching him make love to the air that she had turned away. But now…now she couldn’t help but watch and smile. Surely any man would look ridiculous sticking his tongue into nothing, but his movements would have been clumsy even if she had actually been beneath him. He swelled and swelled until he nearly burst, convinced that he was giving her exactly what she wanted. The illusion cradled him, harbored him, as she whispered her gratitude into his ear. She even cried out in climax and clawed into his back when he spilled inside her.
Delaryn watched as he whispered at the illusion, convinced that he had just planted the seeds of the future inside her womb rather than all over the sheets. With the power of the Aether flowing through her veins, she could have made him do or believe almost anything she could imagine. She could manipulate his memory, alter his perception, even erode his most deep-seated beliefs. This was why the people feared channelers—this was why the Keepers existed. 
To protect the world from dangerous sorcerers like me. 
Still, her power was far from infinite. She could already feel the first pangs of the Flensing gnawing at her limbs. If she didn’t release her hold on the Aether soon, the pain would overwhelm or even cripple her. Sorcerers could literally kill themselves by overchanneling; some even chose that fate over imprisonment in the Galespire. 
If they ever catch me, that’s exactly what I’ll do. I would rather die at my own hands than become their slave, even briefly. 
Grimacing in discomfort, Delaryn reached out and touched Thedric’s mind one last time. She filled him with feelings of warmth and contentment, then allowed him to slip into a deep, comforting sleep. The instant he collapsed she released her hold on the Aether, braced herself against the bedpost, and waited for the painful tingle in her limbs to slowly wane. A purple latticework of angry veins had already appeared beneath her forearms; if she pushed any harder, they might burst. 
The Tel Bator claimed that the Aether was the blood of the gods spilled across the world when the ancient elves—the Avetharri—had slain or imprisoned the very deities that had created them. Mere mortals weren’t meant to channel divinity, and the Flensing was the natural dissonance between gods and men. Some priests, particularly those from the more extreme sects of the Watcher, believed that the Flensing was a righteous punishment from Dathiel himself. Whatever the truth, its wrath was real and terrible, and it was the only limit on sorcerous power.
And look what I’m still capable of. I could turn the most powerful man in Darenthi into my puppet, and until the Keepers exposed me, no one would ever know the difference. Maybe the people are right to fear me—maybe they are right to fear all of us.
Delaryn swallowed heavily as she strode over to the nightstand where the servants had left out a tea service. She still had a few hours before she was supposed to meet with Rohen, and she was going to need her magic to reach him without being spotted. She might as well rest a bit and recover. It wasn’t as though her husband would be awake any time soon.
“Sleep well, my lord,” she whispered. “May you dream of jealous tharns and a loving wife.”
 
 



4
Midnight Dalliance
 
By the time Rohen reached his bedroom in the guest wing of the keep, his stomach was so twisted into knots he could barely keep down his dinner. He still couldn’t believe what had happened in the sitting room. The more minutes ticked by, the more the entire day felt like a dream. 
Or, if things fell apart like they surely would, a nightmare. 
Rohen let out a long, slow breath as he slumped against the door. The bedroom here was easily twice the size of his quarters in Griffonwing Keep, yet he still felt like the walls were closing in around him. If he had any sense, he would take off his armor, lie down on the bed, and pretend that nothing had happened with Delaryn. It was the only way he could perform his duties—hell, it was the only way to keep the hangman’s noose from his neck. Besides, there was no way in the bloody void she would actually be down there waiting for him tonight…right?
“Guardian forgive me,” he breathed, banging his leather gauntlet against the doorframe. He suddenly wished that he had been sent straight to the front lines. The Chol were far less intimidating than a beautiful woman with a tiara on her head. 
If I don’t go to see her, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. But if I do go and see her, I probably won’t have much of a life. What if King Thedric wakes up to an empty bed? What if that old priestess is a light sleeper? What if the gods themselves decide to smite us for sinning in their chapel?
Rohen forced his eyes back open and turned his head to stare into the hearth beside the bed. The castle servants had helpfully started up a fire before he had arrived; if this had been any other day, he would have gladly stripped down to his smallclothes and crawled beneath the sheets. Dawn would be here before he knew it, and it was entirely possible they could encounter wandering Chol on the road to Rimewreath. He needed to be rested and ready. 
Instead, he laid down atop the sheets and stared up at the ceiling, his heart thumping in his chest and his manhood stirring in his trousers. He could only imagine how much Sehris and Zin would be laughing at his discomfort right now. They had probably reached Dorelas already, and they may have even been asleep. Hopefully they were smart enough not to get into any trouble, even if he wasn’t…
Shaking away the thought, Rohen turned and forced himself to stare at the painting on the mantle above the fireplace. It was clearly new, given the way it depicted Delaryn’s mother, the “Winter Witch,” unleashing her dark magic during the final battle of the last Culling nineteen years ago. The painting was meant to be horrifying; the white-robed woman was surrounded by green fire ostensibly harvested from the Pale itself—a feat that should have been impossible for any mortal, even a sorceress, considering that only demons could truly channel the vile energies of the spirit realm. 
Rohen had heard a dozen different versions of how the battle had played out, but the one consistent thread was that the Darenthi army had been on the verge of defeat. The Chol had appeared in greater numbers than expected, and they had slaughtered their way across the countryside. Even the Templar hadn’t been able to drive them back. Just before the Godcursed had overrun Gareth’s Stand, the Winter Witch had revealed her dark power. In an unparalleled act of sacrilege, she had summoned demons from the Pale to possess her own soldiers. The empowered army had turned the tide, however, and the Chol horde had ultimately been broken. For the first time in history, a Culling had been defeated by someone other than the Templar. 
The Keepers had promptly executed the Winter Witch for her crimes against the gods, but King Gareth—Thedric’s father—had shown mercy to her husband. Duke Haldor had returned here to Whitefeather Hold to care for his young children, Delaryn and Skaldir, though his rage and thirst for vengeance had driven him to plunge the entire country into civil war just two years later. 
Darenthi had yet to heal from any of these scars. King Thedric seemed to earnestly believe that marrying Delaryn would finally set things right, but with paintings like his one hanging from the walls of every castle in the kingdom…well, suffice to say that Rohen had his doubts. The people of Darenthi were all too willing to believe that the daughter of the Winter Witch was a channeler of terrible power. Never mind the fact that sorcerous ability didn’t always pass through the blood or that Delaryn would have shown signs years ago if she had inherited her mother’s curse. 
Still, it’s yet another reason I should lie here and go to bed. Maybe if I just close my eyes, I’ll sleep past the rendezvous and everything will work out…
Rohen didn’t sleep a single wink, naturally, and when the small clock on the mantle finally approached midnight, he immediately popped out of the bed and stepped back into the hall. Everyone else staying here in the guest wing had long since retired to their rooms, and the Hold had so few guards that only a small handful would still be awake. With any luck, Rohen wouldn’t encounter another soul on the way to the chapel. 
Even if I do, a Templar can get away with practically anything. All I’ll need to do is tell them that the I’m sweeping the Hold one last time. As long as they don’t ask him about it in the morning, everything will be fine. 
Taking a final deep breath, Rohen strode down the hall past the pantry and kitchen—
And nearly crashed right into the Lord Protector’s chest.
“Sir!” Rohen gasped, stumbling backward. A thousand excuses looped through his head, each one more idiotic and unbelievable than the last. 
“You’re up late,” Lord Kraythe said, arching a gray eyebrow. “I would have thought you’d head straight to bed.”
“I-I was going to, sir, but I…” Rohen’s voice completely cut out, and he could have sworn he felt a cold, skeletal hand closing around his throat. 
He doesn’t know what happened—he doesn’t know Delaryn is waiting for me. If I just keep my shit together, everything will be fine.
The Lord Protector chuckled softly and smiled. “Still nervous about the Chol?” 
Rohen blinked twice, then nodded quickly—too quickly. “Y-yes, sir,” he said. “I thought a quick lap around the Hold might help to clear my head.”
“It won’t,” Kraythe said. “Believe me, I’ve tried the same thing many, many times over the years.”
Rohen stood there in place, knowing full well he must have looked like an anxious wreck. But miraculously, the Lord Protector didn’t seem to notice.

“It will get a little easier after your first battle, but not much,” Kraythe went on. “Before the battle at Gareth’s Stand, I spent half the night reading the same page of a book over and over. Eventually, I got up and paced around the keep, but that didn’t help much, either. Still…I can hardly blame you for trying.”
Rohen forced a nervous smile. “I don’t know why, but the fact everyone seems so confident is just making it worse. You’ve told us over and over that the Chol should never be underestimated.”
“They shouldn’t. Thedric’s father and his great-grandfather made that mistake, and the Templar paid for it in blood. All of Darenthi paid for it in blood…”
Kraythe sighed and shook his head. “The Pact Army won’t be enough. Mark my words: the southern tharns will send as few soldiers as possible. There are times when it feels as though everyone has forgotten what the Chol are capable of. All they remember about the last Culling is how it ended, not the countless soldiers who died along the way.”
Rohen frowned at the older man’s sudden shift in mood. “Sir?”
“Never mind,” the Lord Protector said, shaking his head. “The point is that we’re going to hit the horde with everything we have before they have a chance to truly organize and push south. We’ll crush them at Rimewreath and drive them back into the mountains where they belong.”
“I know we will, sir,” Rohen said, and meant it. Lord Kraythe really did have an aura of command about him. Crippled arm or not, the man still seemed like an invincible bulwark. 
“You really should try and get some sleep, son,” Kraythe said. “But I suppose there’s no reason you can’t take another lap around the Hold first.”
Rohen smiled again, and this time it was entirely genuine. “Thank you, sir.”
“Just don’t take too long, all right?” Kraythe flashed him another warm smile and clapped him on the shoulder before he strode off toward his own quarters at the end of the hall. Rohen watched the man walk for a few seconds before he turned the corner and let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. 
One crisis averted, a dozen more lurking in the shadows. The gods are clearly telling me to cut my losses and go to bed. 
As usual, Rohen ignored them. He wove his way south through the guest wing and back toward the great hall, his stomach twisting into tighter and tighter knots every second. He was tempted to use his authority as a Templar and just confront the overnight guard patrols directly, but he ultimately decided to stick to his original plan and avoid them instead. The fewer people knew he wasn’t in his room, the better. 
He finally approached the great hall a few minutes later, and he took a moment to survey the surrounding area and ensure he was alone. He could barely see anything with most of the lanterns extinguished for the night, but he could hear a few of the servants still cleaning up after the feast inside the hall. Triangular slivers of firelight peeked out through the gaps in the splintered wooden doors, and he tiptoed around them as best he could. He was grateful that the Templar preferred light armor; the clanking of heavy plate would have been impossible to muffle. 
The chapel was tucked all the way in the southeastern corner of the keep, past the sitting room and library where Delaryn had taken him earlier. Sister’s Jorga quarters were on the way as well, unfortunately, and Rohen took an extra moment to make sure that her door was locked. The chapel itself was open at all hours, though at the moment the adjoining corridor was shrouded in darkness. Rohen was tempted to try and feel his way around to the door, but rather than risk bumping his head into something and making a racket, he drew his wraithblade halfway out of its scabbard and whispered its name. 
“Varlothin.”
The glow from the runes cast the entire corridor in an eerie blue light, but it allowed him to reach the door without any trouble. After glancing over his shoulder one last time to ensure he was alone, he touched the golden handle and tugged, wondering if it was locked. 
But miraculously, it wasn’t. Rohen pulled the door open and crept inside, half expecting King Thedric himself to leap out of the shadows. Instead, the young Templar was greeted by the light of half a dozen candles arrayed around the altar to his left. He pushed his blade back into its sheath and closed the door behind him, then panned his eyes about the room in search of Delaryn. 
The chapel was about forty feet long and twenty wide, and there were only enough pews to seat about a dozen people. The altar itself was just as humble: it was little more than a rectangular slab of stone atop an elevated platform. The looming statues of the Triumvirate, however, were as impressive as any others Rohen had seen. Escar the Guardian, Shalassa the Moonmaiden, Dathiel the Watcher…the only three gods to survive the treachery of the ancient elves were arrayed in a triangle around the altar, as imposing and inspiring as ever. 
Why would she want to meet here, of all places? There has to be somewhere else quiet in the castle where the gods can’t literally look down on us in judgment.
Rohen sighed and shook his head. He was already getting ahead of himself. Delaryn wasn’t even here, and in all likelihood, she wasn’t coming. Perhaps Thedric was making it impossible for her to slip away, or perhaps—
“Rohen!”
His eyes shot open and his head whipped around as Delaryn appeared from behind the statue of Escar. The shadows were so long and deep he could barely see anything besides the candlelight glinting off the golden trim of her white cloak. They both stood still, trapped in a breathless stare, before she dashed across the chapel and leapt into his arms. Her thighs clamped around his waist so tightly he didn’t even need to catch her, and she clutched the sides of his head and pulled their lips together.
Rohen wasn’t sure how long they kissed, but it felt like an entire lifetime passed before they broke for breath. She was as weightless as a feather and as warm as a summer wind. He wanted to carry her all around the Hold; he wanted to carry her all the way around the damn country. Anything to hold her in his arms as long as possible. 
“Thank the gods you came,” she whispered, cradling his jaw with her fingertips when they finally pulled apart. “I don’t know what I would have done if…”
Rohen pressed his forehead against hers and squeezed at her thighs. She must have been able to feel his bulging manhood pressing up against her, just like he could feel the heat of her quim. “I’m here, but I don’t…what are we doing?”
“Being together,” Delaryn whispered, smiling. “The only way we can.”
“But this isn’t going to…” He swallowed and shook his head. “You know we can’t—”
“Tonight, we can do anything we want,” she told him, lifting up his chin until their eyes were blazing into one another. “And I want to be with you.”
She kissed him again, even more frantically than before, and Rohen’s cock swelled until it nearly burst out of his trousers. All of his concerns about surviving the coming battle—all of his concerns about surviving tomorrow—melted away on her loving lips. The High King himself could have stormed through the chapel door, sword in hand, and Rohen still wouldn’t have let her go. 
“Behind the statues,” Delaryn breathed as she gently nibbled at his lip. Rohen didn’t hesitate; he carried her onto the elevated platform, past the altar, and into the narrow nook behind the statue of the Guardian. There wasn’t much space back here—it was little more than a waiting area for acolytes to stand before the priest called them to the altar—but Delaryn had set out a lush fur blanket and several pillows. 
Rohen gently laid her out on her back. She pulled him on top of her, her thighs still locked around his waist even as her hands drifted down his shoulders to the sides of his brigandine. He helped her unfasten the straps one by one, and when he leaned up to cast aside the heavy coat, she unclasped the brooch holding her white cloak together and let it fall from her shoulders just like back in the sitting room. 
He stared down at the girl—no, the woman—beneath him, his breath catching in his throat. She was so lovely she didn’t even seem real. Her platinum blond hair splayed across the furs, and her icy blue eyes glimmered expectantly in the candlelight. He dragged the tips of his fingers across the impossibly smooth skin of her stomach, then leaned down to kiss her belly. Delaryn moaned softly, sweetly, as he nibbled his way from her navel to her breasts. She lifted herself off the furs just enough that he could reach around her back and unclasp the only buckle holding her cropped bodice in place. 
Maiden’s mercy…
Somehow, her breasts were even more perfect than he remembered. Rohen cupped them in his hands, marveling at the impossibly soft yet firm flesh, while he kissed them one after the other. Delaryn gasped as a delighted shiver cascaded through her, and she closed her eyes and whimpered when he delicately rolled his tongue over her nipples. Her knee pressed and rubbed against his manhood, and she took hold of his right hand and led it down to her skirt. 
Rohen had never been more keenly aware of his inexperience as a lover; Delaryn was only the second woman he had ever touched so intimately, and he was far more terrified of disappointing her than he was of getting caught. But he was determined to follow her lead and respond to her cues, and he happily pushed her skirt down her hips and over her legs. Her knees immediately parted, beckoning him to explore, and she gasped when his fingers traced along her inner thigh and up to her quim. 
“Oh!” Delaryn gasped when he eased a fingertip inside her. She was so warm, so wet, so inviting…and her body seized in ecstasy every time he pushed deeper. 
Rohen plunged, pinched, and rubbed, using her sighs and whimpers as his guide. When she threw back her head and nearly lost control, he kissed his way back down her stomach until his lips reached her folds. The instant his tongue joined his finger, she cried out and grabbed such a firm hold of his hair that he could barely move his head. 
Not that he wanted to. The heady taste of her carnal nectar was even more intoxicating than he had imagined. More than anything in the world, he wanted—he needed—to make her spend. 
And she did. Delaryn bit down on her lip to stifle her screams as a climax cascaded through her. Rohen smiled when her thighs squeezed his head, elated that his amateurish fumbling could bring her joy. Her heat, her scent, her taste…he wanted to devour every part of her. He wanted to spill everything he had inside her. 
“Gods…” Delaryn breathed, her eyelids fluttering uncontrollably. “That was so…”
Rohen crawled up her body to kiss her again. His fingers returned to her quim; they continued massaging her even as her own fingers reached out and pushed inside his trousers to free his aching stem. 
This time when their lips parted, they both knew exactly what they needed to do. Delaryn looked up at him, panting breathlessly as her hands guided the tip of his shaft to her slick, yearning folds. The molten fire of her quim nearly set him off as it slowly enveloped his manhood, but Rohen clenched his teeth and fought back the explosive tide as her ankles locked behind his back.
“Oh!” 
They cried out together as he thrust his full length inside her. She was so tight, so hot, that he didn’t understand how any man could endure such glorious torment for more than a few moments. Just knowing he was buried inside her velvet depths, locked in her most intimate embrace, was nearly enough to make him spill. Delaryn pulled his lips down to hers, but even kissing threatening to push him over the edge. 
“Is that…?” Rohen breathed, pressing his forehead against hers. “Is that all right?” 
“Yes,” she gasped, smiling. “It’s perfect.”
“I don’t know how long…I don’t think I can…”
“Just take me,” Delaryn said. “Please.”
Rohen slowly withdrew before he thrust inside her again, vowing that he would last until she spent again no matter what it took. Her quim was a sweltering paradise, and every time she moaned and squirmed beneath him, he swore he would burst—
“Argh!” Delaryn screeched and clutched at her head as if someone had just stabbed her temples.
“What?” Rohen gasped, freezing in place. “Am I hurting you?”
“No,” she bit out, shaking her head. “It’s just…ahh!”
She grabbed her head again, and her entire body seized up beneath him. Rohen frantically pulled back and fell onto his haunches, terrified he had done something wrong—
And then, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted the familiar glow of his wraithblade seeping out from inside its scabbard. He turned and stared at the eerie blue light, his stomach plummeting through the floor. He hadn’t spoken the command word, and there was only one reason the runes would activate on their own. 
Chol. 
“By the Guardian,” Rohen gasped. “How—?”
The words had barely escaped his lips when something slammed into the chapel door from the other side. The wood bulged but didn’t break—yet—and Rohen’s instincts took over. He rolled away from Delaryn, then swept up his scabbard and drew Varlothin in a single smooth motion. The runes glowed brightly, hungrily, as if they yearned to feed on Godcursed flesh. 
They didn’t have to wait long. The door splintered open a fraction of a second later, and a trio of gangly, albino creatures burst inside the chapel. From a distance, the Chol might have been mistaken for elves or possibly even humans—they wore armor, carried weapons, and moved like any other soldiers—but a single glimpse of their gaunt faces was more than enough to betray their otherworldly corruption. Their flesh was as slimy and pallid as a water-gorged corpse, and their sunken, luminescent green eyes burned in their skulls like tiny molten emeralds. They reeked of death and despair, but they weren’t undead. They were very, very much alive. 
Not for long.
Delaryn’s terrified shriek finally snapped Rohen into action. He leapt onto the elevated platform with the altar, placing himself between her and the Chol. The first monster lunged right at him, its rusty, battered sword chopping straight down in a reckless attempt to split the naked human like a log. Rohen’s Templar training immediately kicked in: he drew his left foot behind him, sidestepping the wild strike, then counterattacked just like his instructors had taught him. He slashed his wraithblade across the Chol’s throat, liberating its head from its shoulders in a single clean swipe. A fountain of black blood erupted from the corpse, splattering Rohen’s chin and chest, but he didn’t have time to be disgusted. The Chol kept coming. 
“Get back!” he cried out as he parried the second Godcursed elf blade to blade. The two Chol cared nothing for their lost companion; they were fueled by an ancient, bitter rage that drove them to mindless slaughter. Even orcs and gnolls and Roskarim barbarians could eventually be reasoned with, but not the Chol. Only death could halt their rampage. 
And that was precisely what the Guardian’s Templar were trained to deliver. 
Rohen parried two more wild strikes, one from each Chol, but even though the deflections were clean, he could already feel himself falling behind. Their attacks were uncoordinated but relentless—he parried and dodged and rolled, but he never had a single instant to retaliate. The Lord Protector’s words suddenly flashed through his head: the Chol will always swarm you if you let them. They will never tire or relent. You have to be clever—you have to control the battlefield. 
Gritting his teeth, Rohen retreated to the back of the elevated platform to buy himself a split second of reprieve. “Hathal niveh!”
Varlothin’s runes flared even brighter than before, but this time they didn’t merely glow—the entire blade shimmered until Rohen was holding a sword-shaped beam of blue spectral flame. In their purest form, wraithblades could partially disperse into the Pale itself, allowing them to pass through flesh, steel, and even stone as easily as the hand of a spirit. It was the perfect counter to otherwise impenetrable Aetheric barriers—and to the monsters it had been forged to destroy. 
Both Chol shrieked as they lunged for him, but Rohen was ready. He prepared to copy his first maneuver of the fight, knowing full well they would anticipate it. Their minds may have been addled by rage and twisted by torment, but some part of their ancient elven heritage still lingered in their memories. Even these Dretches, the simplest and most feral of the Godcursed, seemed to have an instinctive understanding of the basics of swordplay. 
But this time, that knowledge worked against them. The first Chol slashed across his body rather than straight down, expecting the Templar to pull back his left leg and sidestep a wild chop. Rohen did exactly that…but a split second later, he also ducked beneath the swipe, then thrust out with his wraithblade. Normally, such an awkward crouch would have prevented him from mustering enough force to pierce the creature’s armor, but a Pale-shifted wraithblade could cut through almost anything. The glowing blue sword burned through the Chol’s chest like a hot poker, searing its albino flesh and boiling its innards in spectral flame. The monster was dead before it crumpled to the floor.
Its sole remaining partner was still undeterred; it thrust wildly at the crouching Templar. Normally, Rohen could have easily turned aside the attack and countered with a crisp and deadly riposte, but the drawback to Pale-shifting his blade was that it lost nearly all its defensive ability. Varlothin could pass through almost anything, but that also meant almost anything could pass through it—parrying the incoming strike might damage the Chol’s blade, but it wouldn’t halt its deadly momentum. 
Mercifully, Rohen wasn’t as flatfooted as he seemed. With a combination of youth, training, and flexibility inherited from his elven blood, he managed to throw himself backward and out of range of the Chol’s mad thrust. The monster stumbled and lost its balance for a fraction of a second, but that was all the time Rohen needed. He reared back and threw his sword, eschewing finesse for surprise. Varlothin seared through the hapless Dretch, carving the creature in half while cauterizing what should have been a river of blood. 
“Hathal niveh!”
The wraithblade shifted back into the physical world an instant before it clattered to the floor, and Rohen stepped over the two charred halves of Godcursed elf to retrieve his sword. He stood over the bodies, his arms trembling even as his hands closed around the hilt of his weapon. The wraithblade may have been solid metal again, but its runes were still glowing. There had to be more Chol here somewhere…
Gulping down a deep, steadying breath, Rohen spun on a heel and dashed back to Delaryn in the nook behind the statues. Her eyes gaped in horror at the monstrous bodies of the Chol, and she was still clutching at the sides of her head. 
“Are you all right?”
She continued staring at the gore for several long, breathless seconds, before she finally nodded. “Y-yes.”
Rohen knelt beside her. “What about your head?”
“It’s…” She looked down and closed her eyes. “It’s like someone is screaming right into my skull. I don’t understand…”
I do. By the Watcher, I wish I didn’t…
Rohen swallowed heavily as he looked upon her face as if for the first time. Only those with the Aether in their blood could hear the Wailing, the Chol’s eternal cry for vengeance. If Delaryn was affected, it meant that all the rumors and fears surrounding the daughter of the Winter Witch had been true. 
She was a sorceress after all. 
Rohen swore under his breath. As much as he wanted to freeze this moment in time and figure out what the hell was going on, he knew they couldn’t afford to delay. If more Chol had breached the castle, then survival was now the only thing that mattered. Everything else—the questions, the dread, the doubt—would have to wait. 
“Get dressed,” he said, lunging for his clothes and armor. “They’re coming.”
 
 



5
Cursed by the Gods
 
Thanks to the merciless readiness drills Rohen had endured at Griffonwing Keep, he was back in his brigandine coat in mere seconds. Delaryn moved just as quickly, and the instant she threw her cloak back over her shoulders, he took her hand and tugged her out into the hall behind him.  
Varlothin shed more than enough light for Rohen to see where he was going this time, and he tried to strike a balance between speed and caution as they jogged west through the Hold toward the lord’s bedchamber. Sister Jorga’s door was still closed, and he didn’t see any bloody footprints or other traces of carnage…at least, not until he took a quick peek inside the cracked open door to the great hall. 
“Oh, gods,” he gasped, fighting back a reflexive wave of nausea. The servants hadn’t stood a chance; every single one of them had been mercilessly cut down. At first, Rohen couldn’t believe he hadn’t heard them scream—the chapel was only a few dozen yards down the hall, and its door wasn’t that thick. Had he really been that oblivious to his surroundings? The Chol weren’t exactly known for their stealth. 
No, look at the overturned bags of flour by the entrance to the larder. The Chol must have come up there from somewhere underground. The monsters were on top of these people before they even knew what was happening. 
Delaryn covered her mouth in her hands when she peered over his shoulder and saw the carnage, and Rohen turned and cradled her head into his chest to block her view. 
“We have to keep moving,” he told her. “Just stay behind me, all right?”
Rohen feared that she would fall into an inconsolable, blubbering mess right then and there—Watcher knew that most tharns would have emptied their stomachs on the floor or fled screaming back down the hall. But Delaryn wasn’t as fragile as she appeared; she clenched her teeth, nodded, and squeezed his hand as if she never planned to let it go. 
The two of them pressed onward through the long, gloomy corridors around the hall. Rohen kept expecting to find more corpses along the way…and unfortunately, this time his instincts were right. A pair of royal guards had been slaughtered just outside the sitting room, and from the looks of it, they had been caught nearly as flatfooted as the servants. One of the men had been shot by a crossbow before he had even drawn his weapon; the other was splattered in enough black blood that he must have scored a hit on a Chol before he’d been run through. 
“Damn it,” Rohen hissed, angling his blade to dispel more of the long shadows down the hall. 
“How…?” Delaryn breathed, releasing his hand and clutching her head again. The Wailing must have been getting louder. “How can this be happening? How can they be here?”
“I don’t know,” Rohen said, stretching out his left arm and glancing down at the rune-inscribed bracer protecting his wrist. “But I have to stop them.”
He touched the runes and conjured a shimmering, translucent disk of pure Aetheric energy over his forearm. The “Guardian’s Ward” was the second most powerful weapon in a Templar’s arsenal; thanks to its weightlessness, it barely impeded swordplay at all. The disk was also just as effective against magic as it was against physical weapons.
Not that he expected the Chol to be weaving any spells. All the corpses so far had probably been killed by Dretches, but it was conceivable that they had at least one Anointed leading the group. If that was the case, Rohen was going to need every conceivable advantage he could get. 
“Come on,” he said. “This way!”
He rushed toward the atrium separating the royal wing from the rest of the Hold, and for the first time he could hear the cacophony of battle. Swords clashed, Chol shrieked, and the familiar deep voice of the king bellowed down the corridor. 
“Watcher take you!” Thedric shouted over the monstrous cries. 
Rohen charged around the corner, sword and shield at the ready. The king and two of his guards were standing amidst a growing pile of Chol corpses about a hundred feet away in front of the master bedchamber. The rest of the hall was littered with the bodies of soldiers, servants, and even a few of the visiting tharns who had attended the feast. The reek of the Chol was bad enough, but the miasma of blood, urine, and death was so intense that Rohen nearly choked. 
“Hide!” he said, as he curled his nose and glanced back at Delaryn. “Now!”
He half tugged, half threw her into one of the open guest rooms before he sprinted down the hall. A group of six Chol were trying to swarm the king, and the remaining guards couldn’t hold. The one on the right screamed and collapsed as a spear plunged through his armor and into his gut, and the one on the left died in a gurgling heap when she parried one thrusting blade only to have another slice open her throat. Thedric may have been a legendary warrior, but even he couldn’t beat six-to-one odds while clad in nothing but his nightshirt and smallclothes…
“For Darenthi!” Rohen cried out as he bounded over the corpses and charged into the fray. Five of the surviving Chol turned to face him, just like he had hoped, and before they could properly defend themselves, he bashed one in the face with his shimmering shield and cut down another with his wraithblade. 
The others were ready for him. Varlothin crashed into a buckler as one of the Chol charged the Templar, and even though the blade carved halfway through the wood, it was denied another taste of Godcursed flesh. The Chol twisted the shield at the last instant, nearly wrenching the sword from Rohen’s grip, and he suddenly founded himself surrounded and off-balance. A second Chol took a mighty sweep at the young Templar’s head, forcing him to block with his Ward while a third Chol drove the tip of his spear into the half-elf’s upper thigh. 
Rohen screamed in anguish. Varlothin slipped from his grip as he clutched at the wound and collapsed onto the floor. The entire world slowed to a crawl around him until all he could see were individual moments frozen in time: the snarling, twisted elven faces of the Chol, the desperate, sweeping strikes of High King Thedric, the blood-soaked, rusted ax blade that was already chopping for Rohen’s neck—
But somehow, impossibly, the ax never reached him. Even as the fires of agony seared his wounded leg—even as he desperately tried to hoist up his magical shield—the air around him became unbearably cold. The Chol froze in place—literally—as an icy sheen entombed their bodies and paralyzed them in their tracks. Rohen stared up at the monsters, confused and horrified and relieved all at once, before they suddenly and inexplicably shattered into gory, freezing chunks of cracked flesh and chilled blood. 
“By the Watcher…”
The Templar glanced up and saw his own shock mirrored in the king’s face. It was only when Rohen realized that Thedric was looking past him that the half-elf finally turned. 
“Delaryn…?” the king breathed. 
The queen was huddled in the doorway of the guest room, her outstretched hand glowing nearly the same icy blue shade as her eyes. Rohen’s mouth gaped open, and for a fraction of a second, the pain in his leg felt like it was a thousand miles away. 
She’s not just a hapless, untrained adept—she knows how to channel the Aether!
“How…” Thedric stammered. “How can you—?”
A loud click down the hall was the only warning. A crossbow bolt hissed through the air and streaked over Rohen’s prone body before it struck Thedric squarely in the chest. Once again, time collapsed into single, disconnected moments: the king’s blood-choked cry of pain, Delaryn’s ear-piercing scream, Rohen’s startled shout—
And then Thedric’s body hit the ground. Rohen, still clutching at his wounded leg, craned his neck as two more Chol rushed around the corner from back by the atrium, one with a crossbow and the other with a gore-spattered spear. This time, however, they weren’t rushing at the king—they were headed straight for Delaryn. 
Rohen lunged for his fallen blade, triggering a fresh spike of pain through his leg. He screamed through clenched teeth as he grabbed the hilt, but the spear-wielding Chol had already reached the queen. He thrust at her chest, compelled by an ancient fury to cleanse sorcery from the world. Instead of skewering Delaryn where she stood, however, his weapon crashed into a barrier of pure ice that hadn’t even existed a second earlier. The Chol stumbled away as if he had just crashed into a wall.  
And then Delaryn struck back. Crying out with a scream that was filled with as much rage as fear, she punched the underside of the icy barrier and shattered it into a dozen jagged shards—shards which promptly shot across the hall and struck the staggered Chol like a barrage of tiny frozen darts. 
Delaryn wasn’t done. She turned toward the reloading marksman and chilled him in place even faster than she had the others—so fast, in fact, that his snap-frozen blood ruptured his veins, killing him instantly. It all happened so quickly that Rohen wasn’t convinced he was still alive. The scene was so haunting and surreal that his soul must have passed beyond the Pale…
But then Delaryn collapsed face-first onto her hands, crying out in anguish as the Flensing finally unleashed its retribution upon her. Her eyes went bloodshot, her flesh turned pallid, and an angry purple latticework of veins appeared beneath her hands and forearms. As staggering and awe-inspiring as her display of power had been, the Aether always demanded painful penance from any mortal shell that dared to channel the power of the gods. 
“Del…Delaryn…”
Rohen dragged himself into a crouch as he turned to face the fallen king. Just five years ago, Thedric Ashellion, the last surviving member of the true royal family, had reappeared in southern Darenthi after a decade-long absence. He had organized and rallied the resistance against the Usurper King, and after two years of brilliant victories on the battlefield, he had reclaimed the White Throne. He had spared the Usurper’s daughter and promised to marry her in order to unify the kingdom for the first time in decades. His reign was supposed to herald the resurgence of Darenthi. 
Now he was lying flat on his back, a thin stream of blood trickling from his open mouth. He reached out for his queen with the last of his strength…and then he went limp. 
Rohen couldn’t move. He could barely even think. The pain in his leg had transformed into a full-body numbness that once again convinced him he must be hallucinating. None of this was possible. The Chol couldn’t be here. Thedric couldn’t be dead. Delaryn couldn’t be a sorceress.
Delaryn…
She was staring at the body of her dead husband, her bloodshot eyes filled with tears. She trembled in place, unable to muster the strength to move. If not for the glow of his sword and shield, Rohen might have stayed there frozen with her forever. 
Gritting his teeth so hard his jaw hurt, the half-elven Templar crawled over to Delaryn. The stench of death, momentarily forgotten in the heat of battle, flooded into his nostrils and threatened to choke him again. It was a stark, brutal reminder that this nightmare was real.
“More Chol are on the way,” Rohen whispered. “We can’t stay here.”
Delaryn didn’t budge. She was crying but not sobbing; she looked more shocked than sad. But no matter how freely the tears flowed, no matter how much the brine must have stung her eyes, she refused to look away from Thedric’s corpse. 
Had he known the truth about her nature? Had he been protecting her this whole time, not just from the tharns who hated her but from the Tel Bator as well? Or had she been keeping this secret all along, even from her husband?
Rohen swallowed and shook his head, struggling to bury the dozens upon dozens of questions he wanted to ask her right now. Their only hope of survival was to try and find the Lord Protector and pray to the Guardian for deliverance…
“Delaryn, we have to go,” he said, wincing as a fresh spike of pain finally cut through the shock-induced numbness enveloping his body. “We have to try and find Lord Kraythe.”
Her bloodshot blue eyes finally turned to face him. “They’re here for me, aren’t they?” she rasped. “Gods, the Chol are here for me.”
Rohen took her hand. “Please, we have to keep moving. It’s our only chance.”
Her eyes flicked back to Thedric. Delaryn didn’t say anything, but she also didn’t resist when Rohen helped her to her feet. She was steadier than he was—the wrath of the Flensing had started to recede, while his leg could barely support any weight. Every step invited a new agonizing twinge. Without a healing salve or a poultice, he wasn’t going to make it very far…
“Come on,” he said, grimacing. 
Just before he turned away, he caught a glimpse of the small dagger the Lord Protector had given the king at dinner. It was half buried in the kidney of a dead Chol, the visible part of the blade still glowing a faint blue. Rohen quickly leaned down and yanked it from the corpse.
“Guardian protect us,” he breathed, squeezing the hilt. “Let’s go.”
 
***
 
Delaryn clutched at her head as the maddened cries of the Chol stabbed into her skull like a thousand dissonant chords at once. She had heard stories of the Wailing before, but she had never imagined it could be this terrible. If the stories were true, these monsters were the vengeful fury of the Fallen Gods made manifest, and the Wailing was part of their retribution against the sorcerers who had banished them and damned the world in the process. 
Sorcerers just like her.
Run, Delaryn! Run!
The discordant screeches were too legion and too insane to understand as language, but one voice always cut through the rest. Delaryn had been hearing it most of her life, and it had saved her from danger countless times. It was the only reason she had survived long enough for Thedric to rescue her from his own men during the sacking of Whitefeather Hold, and it was the only reason she could channel the Aether and control its power.
It was the voice of the Winter Witch, the mother she had never met. 
You must go with him, my daughter. You must escape!
Delaryn squeezed Rohen’s hand as he led her back the way they had come. She couldn’t stop looking down at the corpses littered about their feet—not the Chol, but the royal guards who had died trying to protect a king they loved…and a queen they didn’t give a damn about. 
All their concerns about her nature, all their fears about her dark legacy…they had all just been proven right. She was the one who had drawn the Chol here; she was what the monsters were truly after. The blood of these people was on her hands. If she had simply told them what she was, if she had simply offered herself to the Keepers…
They would have burned you at the stake, her mother’s voice said. No matter how pure your intentions, no matter how many lives you could save with your power, all they will ever see is heresy against their silent gods. 
Delaryn’s stomach clenched into a knot so tight she nearly retched. Rohen dragged her back into the atrium, his magical shield held defensively in front of him just in case more Chol swarmed around the corner. There were more of the monsters here somewhere; the screeching in her head was growing louder again. 
“This way,” Rohen said, reluctantly dismissing his shield so he could clutch at his wounded leg as he led her north toward the guest wing. “The Lord Protector must be here somewhere.”
And what would happen, she wondered, when he inevitably told Lord Kraythe about her abilities? The old man had always treated her kindly—far kindlier than Galavir or any of the tharns—but he was still a Lord of the Tel Bator. He would have to tell the Lady Seeker and the Lord Vigilant. Would they have her executed on the spot? Would they have her Branded and locked in the Galespire? Would they have her Purged and turned into a Faceless?
They might try, but Rohen will protect you. He isn’t like the others. Not yet.

As they turned right and then left again into the guest wing, Delaryn belatedly realized that the trail of carnage had stopped. There weren’t any guards, either, but given the number of bodies back in the royal wing, they had probably all flocked to defend the king.
“Where the hell is he?” Rohen asked as he leaned into the Lord Protector’s small, empty room. “He was still awake when I snuck out earlier…”
Delaryn pushed her fingers hard against her temples, but the pressure didn’t help. If she couldn’t get away from the Chol soon, the screaming in her head was going to drive her mad. 
“What was…?” she swallowed and braced herself as best she could. “What was he doing?”
“I don’t know,” Rohen admitted. “Patrolling the castle, I suppose. I don’t know where he could have—”
He trailed off when they heard a scream followed by shouting and clashing steel outside the window. Rohen lunged across the room—or tried to, but nearly tripped thanks to his wounded leg—and pushed open the window enough to look out upon the courtyard to their right. 
“Gods have mercy…” he breathed. 
Delaryn peered past him and watched in horror as a shrieking mob of Chol swarmed the overnight sentries in the moonlit bailey. There must have been dozens of the monsters, possibly even hundreds…and yet the gate behind them was still closed. How had they even gotten inside? Where had they come from?
She cried out and stumbled to her knees as the Wailing intensified yet again. As agonizing as Flensing could be, that pain receded quickly once she released her hold on the Aether. As long as she didn’t try to channel for a while, she could mostly ignore the buzzing tingle in her arms and fingers. 
But there was no escape from the Wailing without escaping from the Chol, and if the courtyard was overwhelmed…
“Oh, gods,” Rohen said, slumping back against the wall and closing his eyes. The hand clutching at his leg was covered in blood, and his skin had already whitened at least two shades. “We could head up to the parapets. Maybe there’s some way we could scale down the walls and…”
He trailed off in grim, silent recognition that there was no other way out of the castle. 
None that he would know about, at least. 
“Thedric ordered the family crypts sealed several months ago,” she said, squeezing his hand. “He planned to eventually fill the whole thing with rubble as punishment for my father’s betrayal, but the laborers hadn’t gotten that far yet.”
Rohen’s green eyes reopened and stared at her in confusion.  
“There’s a passage through the crypts into the mountains,” Delaryn explained. “It’s the only other way out.”
“But you just said that the crypts were buried.”
“Sealed, not buried—not completely. I think I can get us inside.”
Rohen looked back at her, a hundred unspoken questions flickering across his face. For an instant, Delaryn wondered if she had misjudged him. He still seemed like the sweet, charming boy she had fallen in love with back in Silver Falls, but that was before he had known what she was. The Templar didn’t hate sorcerers like the Keepers did, but they were still a sect of the Tel Bator. Would he suddenly see her as pure evil for concealing her abilities? Would he even be willing to trust her now?
“Where’s the entrance?” Rohen asked, visibly bracing himself. 
“Through the library,” Delaryn told him. “This way.”
She took his hand and dragged him back into the hall. His movement had slowed to a rough stumble, but he clearly willed himself to press on as they retraced their steps back in the direction of the chapel. The fighting in the courtyard grew louder and louder by the second, and just before they reached the library, a muffled crash reverberated throughout the Hold. 
The rest of the Chol had forced their way inside.
“Shit,” Rohen hissed, glancing back over his shoulder. 
Delaryn froze in place. The last time she had heard that sound, Thedric’s forces had just smashed their way into the keep in search of the Usurper King and his children. Skaldir and her father had made a final stand in the halls, but they had locked her away right here in these crypts, knowing full well what would happen to a pretty sixteen-year-old girl if she were captured by the enemy. She remembered whispering prayers to the Guardian to help her; she remembered begging the whole Triumvirate to spare her and Rohen and her family.
The gods didn’t help you then, my daughter, and they will not help you now. The only one you can ever truly count on is yourself and your own power. 
“In here!” Delaryn said, tugging him through the sitting room and adjoining library. Past the mostly empty shelves was a narrow side chamber with a hastily constructed wooden barricade blocking a trap door. 
Rohen swore under his breath. “It will take forever to hack through that. They’ll be here any second!”
“I might be able to freeze it,” she told him, taking a deep breath and reaching out to the Aether. It was almost impossible to concentrate with the Wailing screaming into her mind and the aftershock of the Flensing still tingling through her arms…
“Wait,” Rohen said, snatching her wrist. Once again, she saw the fear and confusion on his face as he looked at her. Now that he knew what she was—now that he knew what she was capable of—she couldn’t be sure how he would react to her magic. 
“I can do this,” she assured him. “I can—”
“There’s another way,” he said, releasing his grip and glancing down at his wraithblade. “Hathal niveh!”
The moonsilver sword shimmered as it partially dispersed into the Pale, and Rohen reared back and slashed through the barricade. The blue spectral blade scythed through the wood as effortlessly as if it were freshly fallen snow, and it seared long, thin black lines in its wake. Yet the wood didn’t ignite—the wraithblade shed no heat. 
Rohen repeated the Elvish phrase and returned the blade to the physical world. He reached out and pulled the barricade apart as if he had just sliced up a cake. Once the trap door on the other side had been cleared, he grabbed the handle and tugged it open. “Go on!”
Delaryn peered into the opening and the narrow, winding stone staircase beyond. If not for the shrieks of the Chol storming through the Hold—or their maddened voices screaming into her mind—she never would have considered returning to this horrible place. The crypts would inevitably trigger a hundred horrifying memories of snickering soldiers holding her down and threatening to rape the wickedness out of her. Besides, if the mountain passage had somehow collapsed or been sealed, the crypts would also be a dead-end. 
But so was staying here. Literally. 
Go, my daughter! Escape while you still can!
Grimacing, Delaryn tossed a final look back into the library as she reached out to the Aether. The Flensing gnawed at her arms as the magic flowed through her, but she forced herself to concentrate on the invisible, imperceptible vapor clinging to the cold air. She snap-froze the water just like back in the royal wing, instantly creating a thick wall of ice between this tiny side chamber and the library.  
“That should hold them off for a little while…I hope,” she said, releasing her hold on the Aether and clutching her throbbing forearms. Her veins had appeared beneath the surface of her skin again—if she pushed herself much harder, the pain would become unbearable. 
“Guardian protect us,” Rohen whispered, glancing between Delaryn and the wall. “And Watcher forgive me.”
Delaryn turned and stared down the stairs, then reached back to take his hand. “Come on.”
 
***
 
The Whitefeather crypts were every bit as cold, dark, and haunting as Rohen had feared, but at least the Chol were no longer breathing down their necks. His heart had finally stopped pounding in his ears, and the momentary pause had allowed him to catch his breath. The downside was that he finally had the opportunity to start reflecting on everything that had just happened.
High King Thedric is dead. The Lord Protector is missing and probably dead, too. The Chol are on the loose much farther east than anyone realized, and, oh yeah, Delaryn is a sorceress. 
“I don’t remember the layout well,” she said, pulling her hood tight as they shuffled past another row of sarcophagi. “But the exit shouldn’t be hard to find.” 
Rohen withheld a snort. Allegedly, the crypt was relatively modest in size, but given that the Whitefeathers had been burying their dead here for thirty generations, “modest” could mean half the size of the damn Hold. Still, weaving through the tombs of the long dead was a hell of a lot better than walking over the bodies of the newly fallen. 
With his wraithblade as their only source of light, they couldn’t see much more than a few yards ahead of them. The crypt appeared to be a series of interlocking, mostly rectangular chambers grouped by generation and time period. Everything was in remarkably good shape, from the cobblestone floor to the tombs themselves. There weren’t even as many mice or rats as he had expected, though the seemingly endless network of spiderwebs was just as annoying. 
“The Chol will follow eventually,” he said, chopping down another web with his blade as if he were pushing through the thickest part of the Moonweald with a machete. “They’re nothing if not persistent. I just hope we can—hrngh!”
Rohen clutched at his leg and slouched against one of the sarcophagi. He knew he had just taken a bad step, but he could have sworn he had been stabbed again.  
“Maiden’s mercy,” Delaryn breathed, placing her hand on his chest. “You’ve lost a lot of blood…”
“I’ll be fine,” he insisted even as his head started to spin. “I’ll worry about it once we get into the mountains.”
He started to shuffle forward again, but his legs could no longer bear his weight. He stumbled to a knee, his sword clattering from his hand, as a wave of dizziness washed over him.
“You won’t make it to the mountains,” Delaryn breathed. “Let me help you—”
“No,” Rohen said, snatching her wrist as she reached out for him. He stared hard into her brilliant eyes, a thousand warnings about the power and danger of sorcery looping through his head. 
I’ve never been afraid to let Sehris tend to my wounds. Is this really so different?
“I need to try to stop the bleeding,” Delaryn told him. “I know a little bit of healing magic.”
Rohen maintained his grip on her wrist. “How do you know any magic?”
“It’s…complicated,” she murmured. “I’ll explain everything later, I promise.”
He looked down at her outstretched fingers—the same fingers that had just summoned enough Aetheric energy to freeze half a dozen Chol and then conjure a wall of ice. Sehris had been training at the Galespire for almost four years now, and she couldn’t muster anywhere near that kind of raw destructive power…not that her instructors would have dared teach her elemental magic in the first place. The sorcerers within the spire learned how to defend, enchant, and heal; none of them had been entrusted with the secrets of elemental channeling since the bygone days of the Seven. 
“Rohen, please,” Delaryn begged. “Let me help you.”
He wavered for far too long before he released her wrist and slumped against the sarcophagus behind him. She promptly pushed aside his bloody clothes, but it wasn’t until he felt the warmth of her skin on his that he realized just how cold he had gotten. The sheer rush of adrenaline had carried him through the Hold, but now the reality of his condition was finally starting to set in. She was right: without aid, he was never going to leave this tomb. 
“Guardian’s grace, I hope this works,” Delaryn breathed. She closed her eyes, and Rohen immediately felt another, stronger rush of warmth cascade through his body. Her hand glowed faintly as she flooded him with restorative energy drawn and woven from the Aether. 
“That feels a little better,” he whispered. 
Delaryn’s eyes fluttered back open, and she let out a long, exhausted sigh. She curled and uncurled her fingers as if they were freezing, but Rohen knew it was the Flensing, not the cold, that was making them numb. After her awesome displays of power upstairs, she would probably need hours of rest before she could channel more than a spark of power without any backlash. 
“It hasn’t stopped bleeding,” she whispered. “I don’t understand why.”
Rohen shivered involuntarily. “It’s the Godcursed steel. Without a tarnroot salve, the bleeding will never stop.”
Her eyes shot open in horror. “What?”
“We can’t afford to linger,” he said, bracing his arm against the sarcophagus. “If we push through the forest, we might still be able to reach Dorelas before—”
Rohen winced and slumped back down when another wave of nausea and vertigo crashed over him. In its wake flowed a river of dread. 
Maiden’s mercy, I’m never getting out of here. I’ll bleed out on the floor as the Chol come for her. I’m going to fail in my duty to protect her yet again…
“Are you sure?” Delaryn whispered, her eyes flicking off to the side as if she were speaking with someone else. She grimaced, then turned back to him and placed her hand on his side again. “Just hold still…”
Rohen frowned, wondering if the blood loss was making him hallucinate, as an eerie green glow enveloped her hands—the same glow enveloping her mother in the painting back in the guest chambers. 
The Pale. Oh, gods, she’s rending the Pale!
When the air began to hiss and pop as if it were about to burst into flames, Rohen started to push her away…but then a warm surge of energy washed over him and swept the pain away. Even the fog clouding his head started to clear. 
“It’s working,” Delaryn said, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “The wound is closing.”
Rohen glanced down at his leg. He could barely see what she was doing through the bloody scraps of his trousers, but he knew what the alchemists and healers had told him over and over again: the bite of a Godcursed blade could only be closed with a special salve. Magical healing could slow the bleeding but almost never stanch it. And yet…
“Is that better?” Delaryn asked as she leaned back on her haunches. The glow slowly faded from her hands, and the strange hissing sound faded along with it. 
“How…?” he rasped, gingerly touching his mended flesh. “How did you do that?”
“I wish I knew. I’m not even sure I could do it again.”
Rohen frowned and shook his head. The Templar might not have been as averse to sorcery as the Keepers, but this wasn’t sorcery—it was something far, far darker. Only demons and mortals possessed by demons could reach into the spirit realm and call forth the corrupted power of the Pale. Yet Delaryn had clearly done it, just like her mother all those years ago. She wasn’t just as a sorceress—she was a witch capable of desecrating the very heavens. 
And that was something the Templar absolutely cared about. 
“Shit,” he hissed, his frozen breath billowing in front of him as he tried to refocus on the here and now. With his wraithblade on the ground, he could barely see anything besides Delaryn crouched next to him. She clutched her cloak more tightly around her body, and he knew that the Chol weren’t the only hourglass they were racing. The bitter cold of winter in Torisval would doom them as surely as Godcursed steel.
“They’re here for me, aren’t they?” Delaryn whispered, her eyes flicking back to the darkness behind them. “My presence drew them here.”
Rohen pursed his lips. He had been silently wondering about that this whole time. “An army of Chol wouldn’t usually break off from the horde just to follow one channeler.”
She slowly swiveled her gaze back to him. “Not even the daughter of the Winter Witch?”
He winced despite himself. “I don’t know, but we haven’t seen any Anointed, just Dretches. They’re too simpleminded to make any decisions. Besides, most of them went after Thedric, not you.”
“Why?” she asked, her voice a brittle whisper. 
“I have no idea,” he admitted. “None of this makes sense. I don’t know how they got into the castle or past the gate. They’re vicious and relentless, but they’re not particularly clever.”
Delaryn swallowed heavily. “How did the sentries not see them coming?”
“I don’t know that, either,” Rohen admitted. “But this obviously isn’t the main horde. Watcher willing, Zin and Sehris have already made it to Dorelas.”
A silence settled between them, as still and stale as the air in the crypt. The longer they sat here, the more the harrowing reality of everything that had just happened started to settle in. Rohen wasn’t ready to deal with that yet, and he was sure that Delaryn wasn’t, either. 
“We should keep moving,” he said, bracing himself again and trying to stand. Mercifully, the resulting wave of dizziness passed after just a few seconds, and he felt strong enough to walk, if not fight. He retrieved Varlothin and held it in front of them as they continued plodding through the crypt. 
They only got lost once on the way to the exit, which Rohen considered a minor miracle under the circumstances. A large slab of ancient stone blocked an archway that theoretically led into the mountains behind the castle, though he didn’t see any obvious way to open it.
“There’s an enchantment in the stones,” she said, shivering and clutching her cloak even more tightly around her as she approached the slab. “My father said that only Whitefeather blood can open it.”
When Rohen held his wraithblade a few inches from the slab, he noticed a vast, interconnected sequence of barely visible glyphs inscribed on the surface. “These inscriptions…they look Elvish.”
“They are,” Delaryn said, placing her right hand flat against the stone. “The enchantment is hundreds and hundreds of years old. It was made back when the Whitefeathers ruled and Darenthi had an alliance with Nelu’Thalas.”
“I really hope you can open it.”
“So do I,” she breathed. “First, I need to borrow that dagger.”
Rohen frowned and glanced down at the wraithblade dagger he had taken from the battle upstairs. “Why?”
“I need Whitefeather blood,” she said, holding out her hand.
He grimaced. The thought of blood sorcery probably shouldn’t have turned his stomach as badly as it did, given all the other sacrilege he had seen and participated in today, but libraries across Darenthi were filled with literature on the perils of elven channeling techniques. Blood had been everything to the Avetharri—legacy, status, and most importantly of all, power. 
But whether he liked it or not, this passage was their only way out of here. Once again, the questions would just have to wait. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Rohen whispered as he pulled the dagger from his belt and handed it to her. The small blade was glowing just as brightly as his sword.
Delaryn gently nicked the inside of her palm, then pressed her hand against the slab again. When nothing happened, Rohen feared they may have unwittingly entombed themselves down here after all…but then one by one the glyphs flared to life. The slab rumbled like an ancient hibernating beast before it began sliding out of their way. 
“The path outside should run north along the cliffs for half a mile before it slopes back down,” Delaryn said. A blast of bitter cold air punctuated her words, and Rohen whispered a prayer to the gods. Without divine intervention, he wasn’t sure how they would avoid freezing to death on the way to Dorelas. 
“The Chol will break through that wall soon if they haven’t already,” Rohen said, tossing one final glance behind him into the crypt.
Nodding, Delaryn gently removed the tiara in her hair and set it down upon the nearest sarcophagus. She stared hard at the silver band, a dozen different emotions flickering across her face.
“Then let’s go,” she said, turning and starting through the dark passage. 
She did not look back. 
 
 
 
 



6
Keeping Secrets
 
Long before the fishing village of Dorelas rolled into view on the dark, storm-shrouded horizon, Sehris had begun to worry that many of the Pact soldiers accompanying them would not survive the trip. The winter wind was so bitter and so brutal that she and Zin would have surely frozen to death if not for her magic. She had been able to shield them and their horse in a thin, invisible barrier despite her restraints, but the rest of their unit had no such option. 
And yet somehow, they didn’t lose a single man or mount along the way. 
“I’ll say one thing about these northerners,” Zin muttered as they approached a pair of fur-covered sentries waiting outside the village. “They’re as tough as steel and half as flexible.”
Sehris mumbled into her leather gag and glanced behind her. Almost every member of this battalion was a Torisval native; they were all the surviving tharns up here in the north had been willing to contribute to the Pact Army. They should have sent more men, given that the Chol were threatening their homeland, but she could hardly blame them for not trusting the man who had led his conquering forces up here just three short years ago. Every family in Torisval had likely lost a son or two in the civil war. The fact the locals had sent any soldiers at all was something of a minor miracle. 
“Looks like a greeting party,” Zin called out over the wind. “I’ll go ahead and speak with them while you organize the men and do a headcount.”
“As you wish, Sir Keeper,” Major Thorne replied with only the faintest trace of annoyance. 
“And to think I almost missed spending time with regular soldiers,” Zin muttered as he nudged their horse forward. 
Sehris pushed herself up against his back as tightly as she could, knowing the less threatening she made herself appear, the better. 
“Guardian guide you, Sir Keeper,” one of the sentries shouted over the wind, bow in hand. He had the grizzled look of man who enjoyed wrestling bears. “We’ve done all we could to prepare a camp.”
“Thank you, we appreciate it,” Zin said, nodding and pulling back his hood enough to show his face. “I’m sorry we’re so late. The roads weren’t very cooperative.”
“Why didn’t you wait until tomorrow?” the other sentry, a woman, chimed in. “The sun would have saved you a lot of misery.”
“General Galavir wanted us here as soon as possible just in case the horde circled around the lake,” Zin told them. 
“We’re very grateful,” the male sentry said with a bow. “One of the hunters spotted a few of those monsters out near the forest a few hours ago.”
Zin glanced back over his shoulder, though between the darkness and the snow, there was no way he could possibly see the forest from here. “Really? That’s surprising…”
“Aye. We haven’t seen them since, but I doubled the night watch just in case. Watcher knows what horrors those elves are plotting…”
“Maybe they’re here for her,” the female sentry said, her weather-beaten face scowling at Sehris. 
“If so, we will protect you,” Zin said in his most diplomatic tone. “She’s an artificer and a healer. If any of your people need help, she can—”
“We can take care our own,” the woman said. “Best you get her inside soon.”
Her voice dripped with scorn, but it was still one of the politest ways Sehris had been dismissed in recent days. After spending so many years behind the walls of the Galespire, she had almost forgotten how much her mere appearance could frighten humans. They would have distrusted her even if she hadn’t been a sorcerer, and the restraints hadn’t seemed to make much of a difference. 
Not that she could really blame them, considering the well-earned reputation of the dark elves of the Underworld. The stories about her people scared her, too, and the sentry also wasn’t wrong that Sehris herself might act as a lure for the Chol. That was the entire reason she had been sent here alone rather than as part of a group of channelers. 
“Your hospitality is appreciated,” Zin said, somehow managing to sound earnest rather than sarcastic. He glanced back over his shoulder and signaled to Thorne to bring the rest of the army into the village. 
All told, Dorelas was little more than a collection of ramshackle huts clustered together for warmth along the frozen shore of Lake Hollanshir. The locals had done everything they could to welcome the army, however, including constructing a palisade and setting out a few dozen tents and campfires. They were probably hoping the soldiers would stay, at least for a little while, and once again Sehris couldn’t really blame them. No one in Torisval would be safe until the horde was crushed. 
Zin was content to allow Thorne to manage the logistics of setting up the camp, and he helped Sehris dismount before escorting her to the village’s one and only inn, a wide, one-story cottage that looked like an old, renovated longhouse. Despite the rough exterior, however, the building was quite warm and pleasant on the inside. The owner had prepared a heaping cauldron of stew for the army’s officers, and he happily gave a bowl to Zin even while he kept a wary eye on the chained dark elf accompanying him. 
The fact that anyone was willing to tolerate her at all was a testament to how much the common folk respected the Keepers. They weren’t quite as beloved as the Templar, for obvious reasons, but dangerous channelers were a far more frequent threat than demons or the Chol. Almost one in a hundred Darenthi children were born with the Aether in their blood; every village from Torisval to Arduon had to deal with sorcery at some point. 
Still, it was clear from the faces of everyone in Dorelas that they saw Sehris differently than normal channelers. They weren’t convinced that mere chains could keep a dark elf female in check. 
If only they knew the truth about our relationship. If only they knew what Zin is going to do to me once we finally have some privacy…
A few minutes later, they were alone inside their modest room with some bread and another bowl of stew. Zin fiddled with the straps of her gag and shook his head in disgust.  
“By the bloody void, I’m sorry you had to wear this damn thing all day,” Zin said as he tugged at the straps. “Let’s get you something to drink.”
Sehris wet her dry lips with her tongue once the gag was free. “I’d rather have a kiss.”
He smiled and pressed his lips against hers. They’d had so little time alone over the past week that she could practically taste the bundled-up frustration on his tongue. They couldn’t kiss in public at the Galespire either, obviously, but at least they could hide in their quarters for a few hours without anyone noticing. That was where she had first gotten accustomed to wearing a gag like this, in fact. It was the only way to keep the noise down when he touched her. 
“Damn, morning is going to coming early,” Zin said when he finally pulled away. “I was hoping we’d get here early enough to have some time to ourselves.”
“I’m not tired,” Sehris told him with a coquettish smirk. “And after the welcome we got outside, I doubt any of the locals will bother us.”
“Probably not,” Zin agreed, grinning and combing his hands through her long black hair. “Well, let me at least get these shackles off you so we can—”
“You don’t have to,” she said, nibbling at her lip. “Not yet.”
“Is that so?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. “Are you planning on misbehaving?”
“You never know. Perhaps you should remind me how sorcerers get punished just in case.”
Grinning, Zin leaned forward and kissed her again, this time more forcefully. Sehris’s toes curled inside her boots, and an excited tingle rippled up through her body. She had been waiting for this moment all day; the thought of him holding her in his arms had kept her warmer than her own barrier. Besides, so long as they were here together in this room, she didn’t need to worry about the Chol or the Wailing or anything else. All she could think about was how badly she wanted to feel him inside her.
Zin unclasped the brooch around her neck and tossed her heavy purple cloak upon the floor. Her black leather armor was hardly scandalous, given the conservative nature of the Galespire, though the breastplate was cut low enough to give him a pleasing glimpse of her gray cleavage. He also couldn’t help but stare at the thin strip of exposed thigh between the top of her leggings and the bottom of her skirt. Sometimes less was more, after all, and she had enjoyed figuring out new subtle ways to drive him crazy. 
“It’s a little warm in here,” she breathed. “Can you help me cool off?”
Zin snickered. “Are you trying to seduce me, sorcerer? It won’t work. I am an ever-vigilant servant of the Watcher.”
“Is that why you left your trousers open?”
“What?” he gasped, glancing down. 
Sehris giggled impishly when he took the bait. “It’s a good thing you have me tied up or I could have hit you on the back of the head,” she teased. “Ever-vigilant indeed…”
Zin scowled. “Just for that, I really am going to punish you.”
“Is that so?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow at him. “How—ooh!”
A jolt of energy struck her between her shoulder blades but quickly surged through her entire body. She seized up as if every single one of her nerves had fired simultaneously, and her legs became so wobbly she couldn’t help but topple to her knees. The initial burst of pain diminished quickly, however, and in its place followed a wave of excitement she hadn’t felt in far too long. 
“The Watcher’s leash is short and tight,” Zin said, holding up a thin metal gauntlet on his left hand. The small vatari runes inscribed on the surface were shaped into the Eye of the Watcher just like the heraldry on his brigandine. He could activate them to trigger her Brand whenever he wished. 
“You’ll never break me,” Sehris said, biting down on her lip again. “Etrit yeunn rivvil—
Another jolt of energy crackled through her, this one more painful—and more delightful—than the last. She cried out, first in shock and then in pleasure, before he clamped his other hand over her mouth to keep her quiet. 
“I won’t allow you to utter any more of your dark speech here, pale-blood,” Zin said playfully. “I’d put your gag back on, but maybe there’s another way to keep you quiet…”
He opened his trousers for real. Sehris smiled at the sight of his stiff member, amused that the mere sight of her kneeling before him had already gotten him hard and ready to burst. She eagerly parted her lips to accommodate him, and he wasted little time thrusting the head deep into her waiting mouth. With the aid of her fingers, she could have made him spill in no time…but she had been looking forward to the challenge of using nothing but her lips and tongue all day. 
“Hnn, that’s it,” Zin said, pushing even deeper. “Take it all like a good little sorceress…”
Sehris dragged her tongue up and down the length of his shaft even as he buried himself in her throat. Her eyes never left his; she could see the reflection of her luminescent gaze in his belt buckle. She only wished there were a full-body mirror in here. For whatever reason, she had grown to enjoy watching herself pleasure him, especially when she was bound and helpless. Just knowing that he could have her however he wanted sent a shiver of delight cascading down her spine and into her quim.
“Oh, gods,” he breathed, rifling his fingers through her black hair and grabbing a firm hold of the back of her head. Sehris relaxed her throat and awaited the flood, knowing he wouldn’t be able to last long…
She was right. Zin exploded so deep down her throat that his seed spilled straight into her gullet. She had assumed that years of practice would prepare her for anything, but it had been so long since she had gone a week without relieving him that the deluge nearly overwhelmed her. His cock fired again and again and again…
“Maiden’s…fuck!” he gasped, finally relaxing his grip enough for her to pull away. Sehris swallowed every drop she could, but a few strands leaked from the corners of her mouth and trickled down her chin. He looked down at her and smiled, amused and aroused by her struggles. This was definitely the last time she would ever underestimate the copious bounty of a young human male.
“More than you bargained for, pale-blood?” Zin chided as he caught his breath. “I told you I’d bring you something to eat.”
“Alu vith dosstan,” she hissed, playing along as she licked her lips clean. 
“I warned you about talking back to me,” Zin said, stroking his wilted stem back to life with his left hand. Knowing him, it wouldn’t take long. “Apparently you still need another lesson.”
He raised his gauntlet, and another jolt of pain shuddered through Sehris the instant the runic eye flashed. She yelped and twitched in place, instantly paralyzed by the Brand. She almost wished he would unleash the full wrath of the Flensing upon her sometime just to see how much she could take… 
“The Tel Bator priests always say that dark elf females are masochists by nature,” Zin said. “I guess they’re right.”
Sehris moaned as the last spark of pain—and its accompanying aftershock of pleasure—rippled through her core. A part of her couldn’t help but wonder if he was right about her ancestry. She knew almost nothing about her people beyond the legends—she had been taken from the Underworld when she was still a toddler—but dark elf females were notoriously depraved. Perhaps she couldn’t help reacting this way. 
Not that it truly mattered either way. She wasn’t ashamed of who she was or what she enjoyed.  
“Weak little rivvil,” Sehris said between labored breaths. “I told you that you will never break me!”
“We’ll see about that, won’t we?” Zin asked. 
After shocking her with the Brand yet again, he grabbed her flailing body and hurled her up onto the bed. Zin let her lie there waiting for him, her face stuffed in the pillows and her ass up in the air while he unfastened his belt and stepped out of his trousers. Her quim tingled in anticipation of him mounting her like a bitch in heat…
“I gave you your dinner, pale-blood,” he said, climbing onto the bed behind her. “Now it’s time to take mine.”
Zin pushed up her skirt and slapped her ass hard enough it almost certainly left a mark. Removing her armor would have been impossible without unshackling her wrists, so he didn’t bother. All he had to do was yank down her panties before his tongue was suddenly upon her slit. 
Sehris stuffed her own face in the pillow to muffle her gasps of delight. Years of practice had taught Zin exactly where to nibble and how to lick, but what was really igniting her quim was the knowledge that he could literally feed off her power. When she twisted her neck and looked back between her own legs, she could already see him trembling in delight. A glowing blue latticework of hidden tattoos flared to life beneath his flesh, revealing his true power as a Keeper. The more he fed, the stronger he would become.
And the harder he would fuck her into submission. 
“Ooh!” Sehris cried out when his tongue slipped into her folds. She knew the magical feast would renew his stem in a matter of moments, and she wasn’t disappointed. When Zin leaned back, his face slick with her sorcerous elven nectar, his manhood seemed even thicker and harder than when he had sheathed it in her throat. 
“This is your last chance to beg for forgiveness, pale-blood,” he said, climbing on top of her and pushing the head of his cock up against her quivering sex. “What do you say?”
“Burn in the Pale, rivvil scum,” Sehris said, her voice trembling in anticipation. 
“So be it,” Zin said, grabbing a thick handful of her black hair. “Then take your punishment!”
She squealed in delight when he thrust his manhood inside her, and Zin promptly shoved her face back into the pillows. The locals probably expected him to discipline her a little, but not like this…
He triggered the Brand again once he had buried himself to the hilt, and Sehris squirmed so hard she nearly broke free of her restraints. The pain transformed into pleasure almost instantly this time, triggering a cascading climax that left her paralyzed and breathless. When Zin began pumping her in earnest, even the pillow could barely muffle her cries.
“Gods, you are so tight,” he breathed, nibbling at the pointed tip of her ear from behind. 
Sehris smiled and clamped down on her lip. Over the past year, they had gotten quite adept at relieving each other quickly and (relatively) quietly. She couldn’t even count the number of times she had surreptitiously crawled beneath a table and swallowed his seed, nor had she kept track of the number of times he had bent her over a table or pressed her against a bookshelf in the library while she was doing “research.” The danger was part of the fun. She knew they weren’t the only sorcerer and Keeper to indulge themselves, either. If the Lady Seeker and her Sanctori knew what was really going on in the Galespire sometimes…
“Oh, fuck!” Zin swore as he slammed into her hard enough to shake the whole bed. “Here…it…comes!”
He pulled out at the last instant and flipped Sehris onto her back. She opened her mouth in anticipation, and he barely managed to grab her head and pull her lips to his cock before he exploded again. His second offering was nearly as overwhelming as his first; he fired two thick jets straight into her mouth while the rest splattered across her lips and chin. The raw heat of his seed on her flesh sent another shiver of delight cascading through her, and her eyes rolled back into her head as he slowly came down. 
“By the…fuck,” Zin wheezed, still holding her head upright in front of him. His Keeper markings were still blazing so brightly they almost hurt her sensitive eyes, but Sehris still reached out her tongue and lathered his wilting stem, eager to claim every last drop he could give her. As much as she loved feeling him spill inside her, it simply wasn’t worth the risk. Humans couldn’t always impregnate elves, but it was far from impossible. Hiding their relationship from the Keepers was already difficult enough without her growing thick with his child, and despite how much she enjoyed the thought of becoming a mother, half-bloods like Rohen weren’t treated any better than she was. 
“Maiden’s eyes, you are so beautiful,” Zin whispered, brushing a long raven lock from her face as she licked his mess from her chin and cheeks. “I’d take you again, but…”
“But what?” Sehris breathed. “I’m a patient girl—I can wait a few minutes.”
He chuckled and kissed the tip of her nose. “We have to leave at first light.”
“Then we should make certain we’re tired enough to get a good night’s sleep.” She smiled and giggled. “Besides, I’m thinking about misbehaving again.”
“I bet you are,” Zin murmured as he lovingly cradled her cheek. “I bet you are…”
 
***
 
As usual, Zin recovered faster than he gave himself credit for, through it did take him long enough that he was finally able to remove her bindings and undress her properly. He held her so close that Sehris never felt cold, not even for a second, and his manhood felt so good and so right that she almost begged him to spend inside her despite the risks. He left his gratitude upon her belly instead, right above the large, black spider tattoo encircling her navel. The symbol of the dark elf goddess was nearly as sacrilegious as their entire relationship, and for whatever reason he had always found it impossibly alluring. 
Sehris held him against her for a long time—far too long, really, considering the risks of getting caught and how badly they needed to sleep. He eventually set out some furs and laid her down upon the floor, not because she wanted to but because it was the safest position if someone did enter their room unexpectedly. After helping her back into her armor, Zin rebound her ankles and shackled her wrists above her head. Sehris found it almost impossible not to beg him to take her again once he was finished. 
He fell asleep on the bed not long afterward, and she closed her eyes and tried to mentally prepare herself for the journey ahead. Waking up early would be annoying enough, but the real threat would be the Wailing. She wasn’t certain if her training could properly prepare her for the wrath of the Chol…
She expected to wake to the searing light of the sun burning her sensitive eyes, but this time it was her sensitive ears that dragged her back into consciousness. She rolled over on her side, confused and groggy, as she struggled to make out the words from the numerous shouting voices outside the inn. The locals were clearly upset about something.
“Zin,” she whispered, craning her neck to look at him up on the bed. “Zin, wake up!”
He didn’t even twitch. He looked completely dead to the world, which she might have taken as a compliment if she hadn’t needed his help to get up. 
“Zin!” Sehris repeated, still trying to keep her voice low. “Zin!”
When he still didn’t move, she groaned and lifted her shackled feet to kick him in the side. It took a surprising amount of force, but after a third whack he finally snorted and leaned up. 
“What the…?”
“Something’s going on outside,” Sehris told him. “Can’t you hear it?”
He rubbed a hand across his face and nearly fell over again, but then the shouting beyond the walls of the inn finally grew loud enough for his human ears. “Damn it. It’s not even dawn!”
“I noticed. Now help me up!”
Zin cleared his throat and rolled out of the bed, frowning the whole time. He put on his armor and threw his blue-gray cloak over his shoulders, then gently stuffed Sehris’s leather gag back into her mouth. Despite their haste, the voices had still probably doubled in volume by the time they shuffled through the inn and stepped outside into the cold. 
The crowd was both larger and angrier than Sehris had expected, especially given the hour. Several dozen of the locals—mostly hunters and militia, from the looks of it—were encircling Major Thorne and someone else she couldn’t quite make out, and Pact soldiers were slowly stumbling out of their tents to investigate. 
“Maiden’s mercy, what in the bloody void is…?” Zin trailed off. “That’s General Galavir.”
Sehris frowned at the circle of locals. One of them eventually shifted enough that she caught a glimpse of a sinewy, middle-aged man with a stern face and gilded armor speaking with Major Thorne. The general’s fur cape was covered with splotches of blood and snow. 
“I thought he was attending the feast at Whitefeather Hold,” Zin whispered. “What is he doing here?”
He led Sehris toward the commotion, and she stayed as close to him as she could to ensure that one panicked when they saw her. Thorne turned once they approached within a few yards.
“Sir Keeper, good,” the major said, nodding. “We have a problem.”
“A problem?” one of the nearby hunters blurted out. “This is a bloody nightmare! You’re supposed to—”
General Galavir cut them all off with a curt wave of his hand. From this close, Sehris noticed even more blood on his armor and cloak than she had initially thought, and it wasn’t black just because it had seeped into the fabric and dried—it was black because it hadn’t been spilled by a human.  
“Oh, gods,” she gasped into her gag, her stomach clenching in horror at the sudden revelation. It couldn’t be…
“The Chol attacked Whitefeather Hold,” General Galavir said. “High King Thedric is dead.”
“What?” Zin gasped. 
“We don’t know where they came from or how they got inside, but they stormed the fortress and overwhelmed the guards,” the general explained. “His Majesty never stood a chance.”
“Guardian protect us,” Zin rasped, every ounce of color draining from his face. “How…what about Sir Velis? What about—”
“No one else made it out that I could see,” Galavir said. “I would have died, too, if not for the valor of the Lord Protector himself. He fought back the horde with a single arm and shepherded me to my griffon. Without it, we never would have escaped.”
Sehris stumbled away from Zin, and her knees became so weak she nearly toppled over in the snow. The Chol were supposed to be gathered on the north side of the lake. How could they have possibly attacked Whitefeather Hold? How could they have gotten inside the castle?
How can Rohen and Delaryn be dead?
“The scouts,” Zin muttered as he shook his head. “How did they get past our scouts? And why in the bloody void did they break off from the main horde?”
“We don’t know,” Thorne said gravely. “It’s possible that—
“Of course we know!” one of the Dorelas hunters shouted. “It was that Whitefeather witch! Everyone tried to warn the king, but he wouldn’t listen! Those monsters could smell the vile magic on her!”
A chorus of shouts erupted amongst the hunters as they all agreed with their comrade. They were wrong, of course, but they were too terrified and angry to care about the truth. They wanted someone to blame…and Delaryn was the perfect target.  
“Whatever happened, King Thedric is dead and cowardly tharns across Darenthi will try to bury the Pact alongside him,” Galavir said, his deep voice booming as he turned and spoke to the crowd. “We cannot let that happen—we will not let that happen. The people of Torisval have suffered long enough. We must fortify the north until more reinforcements arrive.”
“You can’t take your army away from us, General,” another hunter put in. “If the Chol head this way—”
“These brave soldiers will stay and protect your village, don’t worry,” Galavir said, pointing out to the scattered tents. “If the horde does come this way, the soldiers will escort you to Rimewreath where you will all be safe. I swear on my life that I will not allow the north to fall to darkness, not again.”
The knot in Sehris’s stomach refused to stop twisting even when the hunters cheered their agreement. She kept telling herself that she must be dreaming. None of this made any sense. How could it possibly be real? 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Zin breathed, his cheeks still colorless. “I still don’t understand—”
Galavir turned and clapped his hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “The people here are going to need strong leadership, now more than ever. They will look to men like you for guidance—they trust that symbol on your chest, and they trust the man beneath the armor. The Lord Vigilant has told me countless times that you are one of his best young Keepers, but I need to know that I can count on you.” He stared Zin right in the eye. “Can I count you, boy?”
Zin swallowed and nodded. “Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir.”
“Good,” Galavir said with a crisp nod. “Then I want you to ride for Rimewreath with the artificer right now. The sooner she starts enchanting our weapons, the better.”
Zin turned back at Sehris. The pain and shock in his eyes mirrored her own, but somehow he found the strength to steel his expression in front of the others. “She will get the job done, sir.”
“Good,” the general said. His eyes never flicked to Sehris, not even for an instant. “I will send a message to Griffonwing and the Galespire for reinforcements. With luck, they should be able to arrive within a week or two, but there’s no guarantee the horde will wait that long before striking again. We may wish to attack while their forces are scattered.”
“Reinforcements from the Galespire?” Zin asked. “You want to bring more sorcerers here?”
“No, of course not,” Galavir said, turning and looking at Sehris for the first time. “This tragedy has once again proven that devastation always follows in the wake of her kind.”
Zin grimaced. “The Keepers are already stretched thin. I don’t think we can afford to deploy—”
“The Galespire won’t require as many Keeper stewards once the Purging begins,” Thorne put in, the faintest smile on his lips. “The Faceless can protect us from the Chol far better than more of her kind. It’s a pity how many people seem to have forgotten that.”
“Faceless?” Zin breathed. “But Purging was outlawed after—”
“King Thedric is dead, and the Sevenfold Accord died with him,” Galavir said, raising his voice and glancing between the hunters surrounding them. “The Lord Protector and I agree that the last Culling was a disaster precisely because Thedric’s father refused to wield the most powerful weapon in our arsenal. Many brave Templar paid the price for his misguided mercy. We cannot afford to repeat his mistake. We will not allow the Chol to ravage Darenthi again!”
“Besides, the Lord Vigilant insisted that her skills will serve us well,” Thorne said to Sehris. “So long as she behaves herself like a good little sorceress, she has nothing to worry about.”
A dark chill rippled down Sehris’s spine. No Faceless had been forged in almost thirty years, not since the last war against the Crell Sovereignty. The golems were a relic of a dark age where sorcerers were treated even worse than they were now. If the Brand was a tool of control, the Faceless were a tool of fear and domination… 
“Get the artificer to Rimewreath, boy,” Galavir said, clapping Zin’s shoulder again. “Take a horse and ride west. Major Thorne and I will organize the defenses here, then meet you in the fortress as soon as possible.”
Zin nodded, still stunned. “Yes, sir.”
“The Galespire will contact you with new orders soon, I’m sure,” Galavir said. “For now, good luck. May the Maiden shelter the souls of the dead, and may the Guardian grace the living in the battle to come.”
 
 
 



7
Winter’s Bite
 
The old path leading out of the crypts and into the mountains may have only been half a mile long, but to
Delaryn it felt as though they were trekking across half the country. The trail was covered in snow and frozen dirt, though there were plenty of patches of concealed ice as well. She and Rohen both slipped and fell several times, and without the rocky ledge acting as a natural barrier, they could have easily tumbled to their deaths. 
The Wailing insider her head had stopped, mercifully, but the cold was now a far greater threat than the Chol or the treacherous footing. Delaryn had started shivering so violently her bones hurt, and even the faint warmth-trapping enchantment
of her white cloak was no match for the fury of a Torisval winter. She could feel her hair and eyebrows freezing on her face.
The power of the Pale can shepherd you to safety, her mother’s voice said. It is always there for you, patiently awaiting your call. 
Delaryn closed her eyes and tried to ignore the haunting voice in the back of her mind. If not for the lingering wrath of the Flensing, she might have been able to weave a barrier strong enough to block out the cold. Unfortunately, every time she reached out to the Aether and allowed its warmth to permeate her body, a racking pain followed in its wake. 
The Pale had no such limitations. Just like back in the crypts, she could call upon its power and weave magic without triggering a backlash. If the Aether was fire in her veins, then the Pale was a soothing stream. It never fought back, never protested her mortal meddling; it was like drinking from a clear lake when all she had ever tasted was the brackish sea. In theory, it offered all the power the Aether without any of the consequences. 
In theory. 
Even now, at least half an hour since she had healed Rohen, she could still hear the haunting whispers of demons yearning to escape. If she had channeled any more energy back in the crypts, some of them might have clawed free of their prison. That was the problem of cracking open a door between worlds—Delaryn had no way of knowing what horrors could be waiting to sneak through from the other side. 
The Tel Bator preached that the Pale had once been a paradise for the souls of the honored dead. The faithful had been rewarded with an eternity of peace…until the Avetharri had turned against the gods who had created them. Their sorcery had warped and twisted the heavens, transforming the souls within the Pale into ravenous demons who desperately wanted to return to the physical world. And then, in the last act of their great betrayal, the elves had imprisoned the Fallen Gods within the very realm they had created. 
Delaryn had always questioned the old stories. Her father had resented the Tel Bator and the influence of its immutable doctrines, and her mother, a Roskarim princess, had come from a culture with different beliefs about almost everything. Whatever the truth about their origin, though, the demons of the Pale were quite real. They rarely possessed the strength to linger in the physical world after they crossed over, and then only while possessing a mortal host. 
But the fact that she could hear their whispers right now was a stark reminder that no power, even one that felt pure, came without a price. 
Biting down on her lip, Delaryn glanced back over her shoulder to her ancestral home embedded within the mountains behind them. The silhouette of the main keep was only visible thanks to the scattered fires in the courtyard and upon the walls, and she couldn’t help but wonder if this was the last time she would see the castle that had sheltered the Whitefeathers for the better part of five centuries. For all of Thedric’s efforts to scrub her family from history, the Chol may have finished the job for him in a single night. 
“I think I see the path down!” Rohen cried out over the howling winds. “Come on!”
He took Delaryn’s hand and helped her along the icy trail. His strength seemed to have mostly returned; he was moving much more vigorously than back in the crypts despite the cold and the wind. Her healing magic had countered the Godcursed steel, just like the voice of her mother had promised. 
If only it could erase the horrible things he must be thinking about me right now. 
The runes adorning Rohen’s wraithblade had almost completely faded by the time they reached the narrow, winding path down the mountainside. Hopefully, that meant the Chol weren’t following them, though the sudden darkness was almost as dangerous. 
“Just take it slow, one foot after another,” Rohen said, as much to himself as to her. “Once we reach the woods, we’ll head straight west. The trees should at least give us some shelter from the wind.”
Delaryn nodded and followed. She stumbled and nearly fell half a dozen times thanks to the hidden ice, and by the time they reached the bottom, she could barely feel her arms or legs. Bracing herself for the inevitable backlash, she reached out to the Aether again, allowing its warmth to permeate her blood and flesh, if only for an instant. Feeling pain was better than feeling nothing, she discovered, and every few minutes she chose to barter a moment of agony for a moment of heat. 
The
ground between the mountain and the forest’s edge was just as frozen as the trail but significantly less perilous, and Rohen dragged her along behind him at a near sprint. The chill of the winter wind barely diminished when they reached the fringes of the woods, nor did it relent when they were completely enveloped by trees. After slogging forward a bit longer, he paused near an overturned tree and a frozen stream and took a moment to catch his breath. 
“We should be far enough away to be safe,” he said, briskly rubbing his hands together. 
Delaryn pushed herself right up against the overturned log in a last-ditch effort to shield herself from the buffeting chill, but it didn’t really help much, either. “How…how far…” she bit out between shivers, “how far away is Dorelas?”
Rohen winced. “Too far,” he said gravely. “It’s about twenty miles from the Hold to the village and another twenty-five or thirty to Rimewreath.”
“Twenty miles?” she gasped. 
“Sehris and Zin left this afternoon, and they probably only arrived a few hours ago. It would take us until morning.”
The unspoken despair lingered in the frozen air between them, as thick and haunting as the cadaverous stench of the Chol. They would never make it twenty miles through the snow; they might not make one more mile. Delaryn closed her eyes and tried to fight back the tide of tears that had been threatening to drown her ever since they had left the castle. 
“I could try to start a fire,” Rohen said, blowing into his gloved hands. “But with this wind…”
Delaryn glanced at the overturned log behind her, wishing she could flick her wrist and conjure a puff of flame or even a spark of lightning. With the power of the Aether, a trained channeler could shape and manipulate energy into practically any form they desired, but she didn’t even know where to begin. All she could do was freeze the air and make them even colder.
“Maybe there’s another option,” Rohen said, peering off through the trees. “Most of the farmsteads out here are still abandoned, right?”
Delaryn plucked the frost from her eyelashes. “Y-yes,” she said through another shiver. 
“I saw the barns and silos when I rode in with the Lord Protector,” he said. “There were quite a few along the southern edge of the woods.”
She nodded, wondering what he might be thinking. The threat of the Chol had driven most of the holdouts in this part of the duchy south to Tor’s Crossing for the winter. Many were planning to return—or even build new farms—once the monsters were defeated and the planting season arrived. Thedric had promised generous coin to anyone willing to sow the cold fields and begin the restoration of Torisval. 
But none of that helped she and Rohen now. Her homeland remained broken and desolate in the wake of her father’s death. They weren’t going to stumble upon any old, kindly farmers willing to take them in. Dorelas was the closest thing to civilization in these parts, but they would never make it that far. 
“We need shelter,” Rohen said. “If we can warm up for a while…I don’t know.”
Delaryn looked up at him. Whatever doubts he was holding, whatever fears he might have been suppressing, she could still see the resolve on his face. Earlier, she had told herself that he was the same boy she had fallen in love with three years ago, but she had clearly been mistaken. He was stronger, more confident, and more disciplined.
He hadn’t just become a Templar—he had become a warrior.  
“Come on,” he said, offering her his hand again. “The edge of the woods isn’t far.”
Delaryn slid her fingers into his leather glove and followed. Her limbs threatened to go numb again as they slogged through the dirt and snow, and she allowed the Aether to course through her one last time to drive away the cold. The Flensing nearly knocked her flat on her back, but she clenched her teeth and pushed on. If they couldn’t find shelter soon…
But by the grace of the Guardian, Rohen’s gamble paid off. He had been right about the abandoned farms along the forest’s edge; they spotted a massive old barn silhouetted in the moonlight just a few minutes after they emerged from the woods. Delaryn willed her legs to keep moving even as bitter blasts of wind threatened to freeze her solid, and the moment they arrived, Rohen Pale-shifted his wraithblade and seared the locks off the barn doors. The eerie blue light from the spectral fire banished the shadows inside, revealing several piles of old, frozen straw and little else. 
“Thank the gods,” Rohen breathed as he shut the door behind them. 
Delaryn stumbled forward, still shivering but immensely grateful for a reprieve from the wind. Her enchanted robe might have been able to warm her up eventually, but she still watched with bated breath as Rohen rushed over to the chimney in the hopes of starting a fire. There were a few logs left amidst the bundles of hay, mercifully, and he wasted no time in tossing them into the pit. If only his blade shed actual heat…
But thankfully, Rohen had a contingency plan. He shifted his sword back into the physical realm and gathered some dry straw. With the aid of a loose rock, he was able to strike the moonsilver blade hard enough to create a spark, and soon they were both kneeling in front of a small fire, basking in the glorious heat. 
“Do you think the Chol will see the smoke from the chimney?” she asked, holding her hands over the flames until she could feel the tips of her fingers again. 
“I doubt it,” Rohen said. “They’ll probably wander the castle for a while yet.”
He didn’t elaborate, but Delaryn had overheard enough conversations to know what he meant. The monsters would almost certainly feed on the dead for some time before they were sated. Without an Anointed to direct them, Chol Dretches were little more than feral beasts. Her stomach turned when she thought about them eating the corpses of her servants and handmaidens.
And her husband. 
“Still, we shouldn’t linger,” Rohen said. “Ideally, we’d head out in a few minutes, but…”
Delaryn allowed the silence to speak for itself. They were stuck in this barn until morning whether they liked it or not. Only the heat of the sun would give them a fighting chance of surviving the walk to Dorelas. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” he breathed, slouching down beside her. He worked his fingers through the blood-soaked hole in his trousers and investigated his wound. 
“How does it feel?” she asked. 
“Better. Almost normal, actually.” Rohen shifted his emerald elven eyes onto her. “It shouldn’t be possible. Even tarnroot salve doesn’t work this quickly.”
Delaryn glanced away. “It’s…I-I don’t know even know what to—”
“Palerending.”
The word hung in the air between them for almost a minute before she mustered the courage to meet his gaze again. Even then, she didn’t know what to say. 
“Only demons can channel the power of the Pale,” Rohen whispered. “Or mortals who are possessed by them.”
“I’m not possessed!” Delaryn insisted. “I’m just…”
He stared at her for what felt like an age, his face unreadable. “They say your mother wielded this power. They say it’s how she breached the Pale and summoned demons to destroy the Chol.”
“I know,” Delaryn whispered. “I’ve heard the stories a thousand times.”
Rohen swallowed heavily. “If the Keepers ever learned about this, they would—”
“Burn me alive,” she said. “You don’t think I’ve worried about this? You don’t think I’ve spent every day for the last three years dreading that someone would learn the truth?”
She turned back to stare into the fire. The heat had thawed the tears frozen in her eyes, and she could feel the briny river pouring down her cheeks. Her entire body began to tremble. 
Rohen’s hand squeezed her shoulder. “How long have you known?”
“Long enough,” she murmured. “If the truth ever got out, I knew it would be a death sentence. Even Thedric wouldn’t have been able to protect me.”
“So he didn’t know?”
“No. He was already staving off angry tharns and priests by insisting that I was nothing like my mother. They had to listen to him—he had just ended the civil war, and the people in the south genuinely believed he had been sent by the gods to save Darenthi. No one could oppose him, not even the Tel Bator. But if I showed the slightest spark of magical ability, he wouldn’t have been able to keep them at bay. Everyone would have turned on him in a heartbeat for protecting me in the first place.”
Delaryn shook her head and closed her eyes. “The Palerending…that came later. I still don’t understand how or why it works. It’s like channeling the Aether but easier. There’s no pain, no backlash…I wish I could explain it.”
He stirred behind her and wrapped his other arm around her waist. Delaryn leaned against him, more grateful than ever for the warmth of his touch. 
I told you, he is not like the others. He may wear their colors and wield their weapons, but he has not been corrupted by the empty promises of silent gods.
Delaryn swallowed and drew in a long, deep breath. She wanted to tell Rohen everything all at once, but she also didn’t want to overwhelm him. Knowing she could rend the Pale was one thing; knowing that she could speak with the spirit of her mother was something else entirely. 
“What you did back in the castle,” Rohen whispered. “There are sorcerers in the Galespire twice your age who can’t channel that much power. No one has wielded that kind of elemental magic since back during the days of the Seven.”
“I can’t explain that, either,” she lied. “It all just…comes to me.”
He squeezed her again. “Gods, I wish Sehris were here. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s read every damn book in the spire.”
Delaryn smiled tightly. He didn’t know the truth about she and Sehris, either, but that was something else she could tell him later—assuming they survived that long. 
“If we don’t leave until morning, we won’t be able to catch up with them in Dorelas,” Rohen said. “But we can warn the villagers about the Chol, and I should be able to convince them to give us horses. We can ride to Rimewreath and take shelter with the army. As the queen, you could—”
“They can’t know who I am,” Delaryn said, slipping out of his grip enough to turn and face him. “Don’t you see? If they learn that the king was killed by Chol but find out that I miraculously survived…” She shook her head. “They’ll blame me. They’ll say that I killed him.”
Rohen frowned. “There’s no way the Chol came all the way to Whitefeather Hold for just you.”
“It doesn’t matter. That’s exactly what they’ll believe. Without Thedric to protect me…”
“You’re still the queen,” he told her. “I know how the tharns feel about you, but surely you can still—”
“I can’t do anything, don’t you understand?” Delaryn leaned away and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “You have no idea what it was like after the war. Thedric brought me back to the palace in Silver Falls, and I didn’t leave that building for almost a year. Guards followed me everywhere just to make sure no one tried to get revenge on my father one last time.”
Rohen stayed silent for a moment, but she could see the pain and sympathy in his eyes. Knowing him, he probably blamed himself for everything bad that had ever happened to her. He had joined her father’s army at the end of the war even though everyone else already knew it was a lost cause. If the ranks of the Templar hadn’t been so devastated from the last Culling—and if Thedric hadn’t offered her father’s surviving soldiers redemption by serving the Order—Rohen would have died at Whitefeather Hold. 
“I felt like a prisoner in the palace,” Delaryn whispered. “I hated Thedric at first. For a long time, I wished I had died in the fighting like Skaldir or been hanged with my father. But eventually, I started to realize he was my only salvation whether I liked it or not. I knew he saw me as the spoils of conquest, but he wasn’t cruel or unkind. I think he genuinely believed that my father was evil, and he thought he was doing the gods’ work restoring the kingdom.”
She took another deep breath. “He could have forced me to marry him, obviously, but he didn’t. He asked. He gave me the chance to leave.”
Rohen’s cheek twitched. “Did he?”
“Yes,” Delaryn said. “He came to me one night and—”
“You just said he was the only thing standing between you and the mob,” Rohen said. “Just because someone asks a question doesn’t meant they are giving you a choice.”
She slumped closer to the fire. She had a hard time believing that Thedric would have thrown her to the wolves if she had rejected him, but then again…
“I heard all kinds of rumors about how he was treating you,” Rohen whispered. “The Lord Protector insisted that you were happy, but as much as I wanted to believe him, I also wanted to keep hating Thedric. He’s the one who took everything away from us. He laid waste to your home and killed your family. He undid almost everything decent your father tried to do in Silver Falls.”
Rohen sighed and dragged his fingers back through his dark blond hair. “He’s also the one who offered every man who opposed him a chance to join the Templar and redeem themselves. Most men in his place would have had us all executed on the spot.”
For several minutes, the only sound in the barn was the crackle of the flames in the hearth. Delaryn couldn’t help but stare into them and wonder what horrors might come next. She had never loved Thedric, but like Rohen she hadn’t been able to sustain her hatred of him, either. It was…complicated. 
And it was about to get even more complicated once news of what happened reached the south. Thedric had many rivals, and without any legitimate heirs, there couldn’t be a proper rite of succession. Tharns across Darenthi would fight for the chance to sit on the White Throne, all while the Chol gathered strength here in her shattered homeland…
“You should try and get some rest before morning,” Rohen said, unclasping his thick, blue-gold cloak and setting it on the ground next to her. “It’s going to be a brutal walk.”
Her eyes flicked between him and the cloak. “What about you?”
“I’ll keep watch just in case. I still doubt the Chol will head this way for a while, but we’re close enough that anything is possible.”
Delaryn studied his silhouette in silence for a moment, marveling once again at just how mature he looked compared to three years ago. He was a man now, not just a boy playing at war. His armor just looked right resting on his shoulders. She knew it was a strange thought to have for someone who had spent so many years of her life fearing and avoiding anyone affiliated with the Tel Bator, but she couldn’t help it. At their best, the Guardian’s Templar were still the greatest warriors in Darenthi—perhaps in all of Torsia—and they remained the last and only hope of defeating the Chol. 
On impulse, Delaryn rushed out and touched Rohen’s shoulder. The firelight flickered in his elven eyes as he turned back to face her, and she leaned up on her knees to kiss him. She could feel the anxious dread on his lips, but it promptly melted away when she cradled his cheeks in her hands and pulled him in close. 
“I’m sorry,” she breathed, gently pressing her forehead against his. “I should have told you the truth about my powers earlier. I was just…I wasn’t sure how you would react. I couldn’t live with myself if they made you hate me.”
“I could never hate you,” Rohen whispered. “I just don’t know if I can protect you.”
Delaryn smiled. She should have known better than to doubt him. Just because he wore the Guardian’s Shield on his chest didn’t mean he was a zealot like so many of the others. He wasn’t going to turn her in; he wasn’t going to hand her over to the Keepers. She didn’t know what he was going to do, exactly, but worrying about the future seemed pointless when there was no guarantee they would survive the present. The Chol could be upon them at any moment, and Dorelas and Rimewreath seemed impossibly far away…
Delaryn kissed him again, but this time she tasted hunger, not fear, on his lips. She wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed him in tighter until she could feel his heart beating through his armor. Despite everything that had just happened—no, because of everything that had just happened—she was more desperate for his touch than ever. With no guarantee of a tomorrow, she refused to allow tonight to slip through their fingers. 
“I want to feel you inside me,” she breathed into his ear. 
Rohen kissed her. Hard. Harder than ever before. Not like he wanted her—like he needed her. Almost as much as she needed him. 
Delaryn unfastened the straps of his brigandine coat while he cast off his gloves and unclasped her bodice. As he hoisted his armor over his head, she unbuttoned his undershirt and dragged her fingernails across his smooth, muscular chest. His body had always been the perfect combination of man and elf: lean but strong, sharp but powerful, delicate yet unmistakably masculine. 
His manhood was desperately awaiting her caress when she freed it from his trousers, and her skirt effortlessly slid from her hips at his touch. Sliding her arms around the back of his neck, Delaryn pulled Rohen down on top of her as she laid upon his cloak. His stem, thick and throbbing, pressed against her yearning sex as she parted her knees and wrapped her legs around his waist. 
A soft, contented gasp escaped her lips when he nudged the tip inside her, and she opened her eyes and stared up at the face of the man she had loved her entire life. He smiled down at her, eager to plunge into her deepest depths but sweet and humble enough to wait for her permission. 
“You’re the first,” Delaryn breathed. “Just like I always hoped you would be.”
Rohen’s brow furrowed. “What?”
She wanted to explain—she wanted to tell him how Thedric had never truly taken her in a month of marriage. Before today, she had resigned herself to her inevitable fate as the last Whitefeather queen; she had known that she would eventually have to bear Thedric an heir to the throne. But she had kept waiting and hoping, never allowing her husband to plant his royal seed…
And then she had learned about Rohen’s visit, and everything had changed. She had wanted him to be her first since she was old enough to have a first, and against all odds that moment was finally here. Even if this was their last night in this world, it was going to be on her terms. 
“Take me,” Delaryn begged. She locked her ankles behind his back and pulled him inside her, fire racing through her blood at the delicious stretch. “Please…”
He moaned in ecstasy as his manhood thrust all the way inside her. He felt every bit as right as she had known he would, and she threw back her head and purred in delight when he began plunging in and out of her. His lips returned to hers, and they shared every breath, every gasp, every shudder of delight as their bodies became one. 
“Gods,” Rohen breathed, his face scrunched above her as he fought a losing battle with himself. “I can’t…”
“Remember what I told you,” Delaryn said, smiling and cupping his face as he plunged deeper and deeper into her core. “Don’t hold back—never hold back.”
His strong hands slid down her smooth thighs, and he propped her calves up on his shoulders as he began hammering into her with reckless abandon. She grabbed onto his muscular arms, trembling in ecstasy as the love of her life took her, really took her…
And then Rohen spilled inside her. Her toes clenched in the air and her fingernails dug into his arms as she spent along with him, breathless and delirious and as content as she had ever been. He slumped forward on top of her, his lips finding hers, and Delaryn promised herself that no matter what happened tomorrow, no one, not even the gods themselves, would ever keep them apart again. 
 
 
 



8
Blood in the Snow
 
Rohen never intended to fall asleep. His offer to stand watch while Delaryn got some rest had been completely sincere, and it absolutely would have been the wisest course of action given the very real, very probable danger. A little fatigue was a small price to pay to avoid being ambushed by a swarm of Chol in the middle of the night. 
But then he had made love to her, and everything had changed.
Rohen had no idea how long they spent wrapped in each other’s arms, but the warmth of her body melted everything else away. The blizzard, the Chol, the slaughter at the castle…even his deepest fears about her dark magic seemed impossibly distant when he kissed her. This was all that mattered. She was all that mattered. 
He didn’t even realize he had fallen asleep until an eerie blue glow pierced his eyelids and snapped him back into the waking world. He inhaled sharply when he realized he was staring at the glowing runes of the wraithblade dagger lying on the floor beside him. 
“Shit!” he hissed, shooting upright. Delaryn didn’t move; her white cloak was still wrapped over her like a blanket as she slept. Behind them, the fire had dwindled to a scant few embers, and the temperature had fallen with it. 
The cold wasn’t nearly as concerning as the glowing dagger, however; Rohen instinctively turned and reached out for his scabbard half buried beneath his armor—
Only to see that Varlothin remained as dark and calm as when they had laid down in the first place. Frowning, he slowly pulled the sword from its sheath just to be sure. 
“What’s wrong?” Delaryn whispered, her eyes fluttering open. 
“I’m not sure,” Rohen said, glancing back at the dagger on the other side of the belt. All wraithblades were forged with the same basic enchantment; it didn’t make sense that only one of them would be trying to warn him about the Chol. 
“Oh, gods!” Delaryn gasped when her eyes finally spotted the runes. She rolled over and leaned up, her cloak sliding down her chest, but Rohen snatched her wrist before she could stand. 
“Can you hear them?”
She blinked. “What?”
“The Wailing,” he said. “Can you hear them?”
Delaryn paused and shook her head. “No, not since we left the Hold.”
“Then they aren’t nearby. There must be something wrong with the blade.”
Rohen pursed his lips in confusion. He had never heard of anything like this happening before, though he obviously wasn’t an artificer. If only he could ask Sehris…
“We should get moving regardless,” he said, grabbing his brigandine coat. “Sunrise can’t be far away now, and there isn’t much left of the fire anyway.”
Delaryn nodded and pulled her cloak more tightly around her body. “Twenty miles…”
Rohen forced a smile as he stood and helped her up. “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky. Today could be unnaturally warm and pleasant.”
It wasn’t, of course. The wind outside was as cold and bitter as ever, and the first rays of sunlight seemed utterly devoid of heat even as they painted the snow an eerie shade of crimson. Still, Rohen felt far more rejuvenated than he should have after just a few hours of sleep, and Delaryn seemed to have more energy as well. They headed northwest to try and meet back up with the road, and they didn’t spot a single Chol along the way. 
They found their victims instead. 
“Damn,” Rohen swore as they approached a wide, rocky hill just south of the road. Three snow-dusted bodies were clumped loosely together near a large boulder, and the dried blood staining the surface of the rock from several dozen yards away. Varlothin remained dormant, so he rushed over to investigate on the off chance one of them was still alive. 
“Guardian guide their souls,” Delaryn whispered, her hood pulled tightly about her face. “What were travelers even doing out here?”
“They weren’t travelers,” Rohen said, pursing his lips in thought as he rolled over one of the bodies. “They were sorcerers from the Galespire.”
“What?”
He knelt and inspected the bodies. There were two men and one woman, all his age or even younger, though they were clad in simple furs rather than the purple cloaks worn by channelers under the protection of the Keepers. Their Brands were what gave their identities away, and considering how fresh their scars looked, they couldn’t have been marked for long. He didn’t recognize their faces, but that was hardly a surprise. What was surprising, aside from their strange dress, was the complete lack of any trace of the Keepers who should have been chaperoning them.  
“They were definitely killed by Chol,” Rohen said, grimacing at the sight of the bloody, gnawed limbs and blackened wounds wrought by Godcursed steel. “Except for the female…”
Delaryn covered her mouth with the sleeve of her cloak. “Why do you say that?”
“Her throat was slit open from behind. The Chol aren’t typically that precise…the others were just stabbed.”
Rohen forced down the reflexive tide of bile rising in his throat. He had seen plenty of corpses since the Chol had first emerged from the Godcursed Reach six months ago, but the sight of such wanton butchery still made his stomach turn. A part of him hoped it always would—no one should ever become numb to this horror. 
“I don’t think they even tried to run,” he whispered, glancing around the area for footprints. The bodies were all so close together it almost looked like they had been dumped here, but that didn’t make any sense. The Chol didn’t drag away bodies for food like gnolls; they either ate the victims where they fell or moved on. 
“Why would sorcerers from the Galespire even be out here?” Delaryn asked. 
“I have no idea,” Rohen said. “Sehris was supposed to be the only channeler up here.”
Delaryn shivered as a fresh gust of wind fluttered her cloak. “Perhaps they escaped,” she suggested. “They could have been fleeing to Nelu’Thalas.”
Rohen shook his head. Such things had been known to happen—the tendency of the highborn elves to accept sorcerer refugees was a major source of conflict between the two kingdoms—but that couldn’t have been the case here. 
“They’re way too far west to have been heading to Nelu’Thalas,” he pointed out. “And I can’t believe anyone would intentionally flee deeper into Torisval with the Chol on the loose. This doesn’t make any sense…”
He turned away from the mangled bodies and swore under his breath. His list of unanswered questions just kept getting longer. What in the name of the Guardian was going on here?
“Oh, gods,” Delaryn said, pressing her fingers into her temples. “I can hear them…”
Grimacing, Rohen glanced east before shifting his gaze down to his weapons. The dagger was still glowing, though Varlothin was not. But if she could hear the Wailing, it wouldn’t be long.
“The road should be just ahead,” he said, taking her wrist. “Come on!”
They jogged toward the snow-covered path heading west to Lake Hollanshir. The frozen, crumbled cobblestone barely even counted as a real road, but it was still better than trudging through trackless terrain. They kept a brutal pace, half to outrun the Chol and half to try and beat the cold. The wind grew especially brutal as the morning waned, and Rohen kept expecting that he would need to carry Delaryn at some point—ruthless tests of endurance were part of life for a Templar, not a queen—but she stubbornly pushed against her limits hour by hour, mile by mile. 
He should have known better than to doubt her. Despite the way Thedric had treated her, she had never been the typical coddled, kept daughter of a duke. She had always enjoyed archery, horseback riding, and even fencing when giving the chance. Her Roskarim blood ran as thick as his elven blood, in many ways. 
The dagger refused to stop glowing no matter how far they traveled, though Delaryn stopping hearing the Wailing after about an hour. Shortly before midday, they finally spotted the small fishing village of Dorelas on the horizon. Rohen had never been happier to see a bunch of ramshackle huts and cottages in his whole life. 
“Maiden’s mercy, I hope they have something hot to drink,” Delaryn said through shivering teeth as they drew close. 
“I’m sure they will have anything the queen needs,” Rohen said. 
She shook her head. “I told you last night—they can’t know who I am!”
“Didn’t you already pass through here on your way to the Hold?” he asked. “Surely they’ve already seen you.”
“No, they didn’t. Thedric kept me hidden in the carriage.”
Rohen paused and frowned. “He didn’t even let you wave at them?”
“No. He said I was ‘too beautiful for the eyes of peasants,’ but I think he just didn’t want to remind them that a Whitefeather was still alive. Not until I was heavy with an Ashellion child, anyway.”
Rohen’s stomach twisted. The bitterness in her voice was as cold as the icicles in her hair, but he could still see the pain and guilt in her eyes even with her hood drawn over her face. He wanted to comfort her, but he forced himself to keep his attention focused on the two fur-clad hunters standing sentry near the palisade shielding the edge of the village. They strode out to meet the newcomers, their bowstrings nocked but not drawn. One was an old, grizzled-looking male; the other was a middle-aged female with a wide, weather-beaten face. 
“Over here!” the male shouted when the flurries parted enough for him to recognize the seal on Rohen’s chest and the blue-gold coloring of his trappings. He frowned at Delaryn, just as confused by the site of her pristine noblewoman’s cloak as the sight of a Templar. “By the Guardian, where did the two of you come from?”
“Whitefeather Hold,” Rohen told them, bracing himself for their reaction when they heard the news. Hopefully, this wouldn’t trigger a panic. “The Chol attacked the castle. We don’t know where they came from or how they got in, but King Thedric—”
“He’s dead,” the hunter said, his face twisting behind his beard. “General Galavir told us the news this morning.”
Rohen froze in place. “Galavir was here?” 
“Yes,” the grizzled hunter said. “He said he barely made it out alive. Thank the gods he wasn’t the only one.”
A surge of bile rose in Rohen’s throat. General Galavir had taken the last griffon before the Chol attack. How could he even know what happened unless…?
Oh, gods.
“The Guardian clearly smiled upon us during our escape,” Rohen said, his voice a breathless rasp. “Is the general still here?”
“I’m afraid not,” the hunter said. “Major Thorne isn’t here, either—he headed for Rimewreath a few hours ago. He left soldiers behind, but—”
“They’re not enough!” the female hunter protested. “For all we know there are a thousand more of those damned elves out there in the forest. I bet that Whitefeather witch is out there commanding them somehow!”
“The general said she was dead,” the male hunter reminded her. “Watcher spit on her corpse.”
Rohen took a deep breath and tried to stay focused. His mind couldn’t help but flash back to his interactions with Galavir and Thorne in the Hold. Had Rohen been so distracted he missed something? Should he have seen this coming somehow?
“I, uh, I don’t know what happened to anyone else,” Rohen stammered. “The Chol swarmed the halls in the middle of the night. I was barely able to grab Lady Primrose here before the guards were overwhelmed.”
The hunters turned to look at Delaryn. With her shoulders hunched and her cloak so tightly drawn, she looked utterly miserable—or terrified. 
“Gods, you must be freezing, my lady!” the male said, his face belatedly flushing with embarrassment. “Forgive us—please, come to the inn and sit by the fire. We don’t have much to offer here in the way of comfort, but anything we do have is yours.”
“Thank you,” Delaryn said, keeping her hood drawn and flicking her eyes to Rohen. He took her arm and escorted her forward, suddenly thankful that she had left her tiara behind. 
The hunters led them to a battered old cottage near the edge of the lake. While they walked, Rohen eyed the tents the battalion had erected in between the village’s many cabins. The people of Torisval were legendarily insular in many respects, but after years of leaderless chaos in the wake of Duke Haldor’s death—and after months of Chol incursions—they were also desperate for help. Thedric had assembled the Pact Army to defeat the horde, but he had also wanted to start mending the wounds of the civil war. He had believed that it was long past time for Torisval to be reintegrated into the rest of Darenthi. 
Now he was dead, and the moment the tharns in the south heard the news, there would be blood. Some of them might even recall their armies to fortify their lands in anticipation of another war for the throne. In principle, Delaryn should have been the unquestioned ruler now, but in practice…
In practice, the people will blame her for Thedric’s death. She was right—everyone will assume the worst. Gods, what a nightmare.
The warmth inside the cottage was a welcome relief from the cold, at least, and Rohen requested a private room with a fire just so he and Delaryn could have a few minutes alone. The locals didn’t protest in the slightest—if anything, they were relieved to see a Templar and learn that someone had survived the slaughter. When Rohen asked about Zin, the hunters said that he and his “chained elf” had departed before first light. The trepidation the locals felt about the only Keeper leaving town had been mitigated by relief that a dark elf sorceress was no longer among them. 
“Thank the gods no one recognized you,” Rohen breathed, craning his neck to peer outside the door one last time before he shut it behind him. When Delaryn didn’t respond, he turned and watched as she huddled by the fire and sipped at her stew. She had kept her hood up, though strands of her blond hair were starting to peek out from inside. 
“They honestly believe I’m responsible,” she whispered. “They blame me for everything.”
“They don’t know what happened,” Rohen told her. “They’re just repeating what they were told.”
“They’re repeating what they believe,” Delaryn said, tilting her head to face him. “For all we know, they’re right. The Chol could have been there for me.”
Rohen swallowed and shook his head. “No, there’s something else going on here. Something that doesn’t seem like it could possibly be real.”
He could see her hands trembling, and this time, it had nothing to do with the cold. She seemed desperate to blame herself no matter what. He was just about to lean down and console her when she abruptly stiffened and frowned. 
“General Galavir wasn’t at dinner,” Delaryn said, her voice hoarse. “How could he have even known about the attack?”
“He couldn’t have,” Rohen said gravely. “Not unless he knew the Chol were coming.”
The haunting implications hung in the air like a fetid wind. It seemed ludicrous to even say the words aloud, and yet…
“What are you saying?” Delaryn asked. 
“I don’t know,” Rohen admitted. “It doesn’t seem possible. It may not even be possible. No one can control the horde.”
“But someone could lure them, right?” She took a deep breath and braced herself. “What about the bodies we found on the road this morning? Could the Chol have been following them?”
“Possibly,” he said, pacing across the small room. “Three sorcerers traveling together would be a tempting target. I suppose a handful of Chol could have broken off to pursue them, but that still leaves a mountain of questions. How did they even get there? Who brought them? They were all Branded—they came from the Galespire.”
“All I know is that with Thedric dead, there is no proper line of succession,” Delaryn said, her voice turning flat and dark. “The tharns will go into frenzy trying to choose a new High King, but Jarec Galavir is the one man they all trust and respect.”
Rohen stopped in his tracks and shook his head. “There’s no way. There has to be another explanation.”
Delaryn set down her bowl and gazed into the fire. “Galavir hates me more than anyone. He was furious when Thedric told him about the wedding—I could hear them yelling two rooms over in the palace. He said that marrying me was an insult to every man who had died in the war.”
Rohen closed his eyes and rubbed at his face. He would have given anything for the Lord Protector to be here right now. Kraythe was the only other man in Darenthi that carried the same respect as Galavir. But if he had fallen at the Hold as well…
“Galavir is a hero of the civil war,” Rohen said. “He led Thedric’s forces to victory, and he was just given a duchy!” 
Delaryn didn’t reply. She didn’t have the answers, obviously, and neither did he. The very idea that Darenthi’s greatest general would intentionally lure the Chol to Whitefeather Hold…
It wasn’t just unthinkable; it was insane. There had to be another explanation. 
“At least Zin and Sehris are all right,” Delaryn whispered. 
Rohen stepped over to the window and peered outside. Some of the soldiers were busy fortifying the palisade while others were huddled around the campfires speaking in hushed, anxious whispers. All around them, the villagers were trying valiantly to go about their daily lives despite the shadow of the Chol looming over them. 
“We need to get to Rimewreath as soon as possible,” Rohen said. “With a horse, we should be able to get there not long after nightfall.”
“These villagers might not recognize me, but there are thousands of people at the fortress,” Delaryn told him. “Someone will know who I am, and then…”
Rohen turned back to the fire and rested his hand on her shoulder. “Then we’ll just have to make certain that no one gets a good look at you,” he said. “Sehris will be quarantined in the fortress somewhere. No one will want to be around a sorceress. As long as we can get to her, we’ll be fine.”
Delaryn looked away and closed her eyes. He knew she didn’t believe him, at least not completely. He would try to protect her, but he might not be able to. There were over ten thousand soldiers in Rimewreath, not to mention hundreds of officers, knights, and lesser nobles. The High Queen of Darenthi wouldn’t be able to hide her presence for long. 
But Rohen didn’t know what else they could do. Staying here wasn’t an option, and it wasn’t as if he could just take her to the Galespire. Whatever plan they came up with, they were going to need to help.
“I’ll get some more food,” he said, picking up the bowl. “Hopefully, I can convince someone here to lend us a horse.”
“And give us some furs,” Delaryn added. 
“I’ll do what I can,” Rohen said. “With the Guardian’s grace, we’ll be back with the others tonight.”
 
 
 



9
Rimewreath
 
The implacable frozen fortress called Rimewreath had barely changed since the last time Delaryn had looked upon its weathered, dark gray walls. Six years ago, back when her father had still been High King, he had brought she and her brother here to see the “Bulwark of the North” up close, but neither of them had been particularly impressed. Rimewreath had every bit as much history as Bloodstone or Palegarde or Griffonwing—it had withstood countless attacks against Chol and Roskarim barbarians—but its crumbling towers and chipped battlements hadn’t even been able to spur the imagination of a war-crazed fifteen-year-old boy like Skaldir. The fort was little more than a glorified stopover for hunters and merchants transporting their goods south from Dawnbreak to Harabel or Silver Falls. 
Yet Duke Haldor had insisted that Rimewreath remained important. It was here, he had sternly reminded them, that the Whitefeathers had defeated the Roskarim hordes countless times over the past five hundred years. Their ancestors had built their names and their glory by protecting Torisval from rampaging barbarians sailing down the Hailstorm River. His marriage to the clan-lord’s daughter—a woman their shamans hailed as their messiah—had ended generations upon generations of bloodshed and promised peace throughout the north. Her father had wanted his children to appreciate the importance of their mixed heritage, and Rimewreath had played a pivotal part in that history. 
At the time, Delaryn had mostly ignored him. She had found the halls especially drafty and the soldiers especially boorish, and she had spent most of her days wishing they could ride back south to the palace in Silver Falls. Little had she known how precious her family’s history was—or how her eventual husband would attempt to erase it so thoroughly. 
Today, the dour gray walls of Rimewreath were an oddly welcome sight. She and Rohen made good time down the road, especially once he allowed her to take the reins of their mighty Tybellian draft, and the fur cloaks they had acquired from the village made the cold substantially more bearable. The freedom of riding her own horse again made it so much easier to keep her mind off the grim reality of their situation. For most of the journey, she contented herself by swimming in the blissful memories of their first lessons with Master Haral back in Silver Falls. Rohen had fallen off so many times she couldn’t help but smirk as she rested her cheek against his back. 
Thankfully, he was a far better rider today than he had been back then, and once the moonlit silhouette of Rimewreath appeared on the western horizon, she slid behind him and allowed him to steer them the rest of the way. Her mind began to wander almost immediately despite her best efforts. A few days ago, her entire life had been laid out in front of her, but now all she could think about was surviving from one hour to the next. Sooner or later, someone was going to recognize her, and without Thedric to protect her…
The harrowing thought lingered in her mind as they approached the gate. Thanks to Rohen’s armor and wraithblade, they had no trouble riding past the outlying sentries. They dismounted once they drew close to the gate, and he took the lead as she lurked in his shadow. 
“Sir Templar,” one of the guards said. Judging from his voice he might have been even younger than they were, but his face was hidden behind a closed helmet. “We weren’t told to expect another—”
“Lady Primrose is here to inspect the soldiers from Morothir,” Rohen said. “She does not wish to be kept out in the cold.”
“Uh, of course not,” the soldier stammered, his eyes flicking to Delaryn. “My apologies, my lady. I believe the bannermen from Morothir are camped near the main keep in the inner bailey.”
“Good,” Delaryn said, doing her best to sound impatient and annoyed rather than frightened. “Where is Keeper Zinath?”
“In the eastern tower with that dark elf from the Galespire, I believe.”
Rohen nodded and promptly steered their horse inside. His raw swagger worked wonders: no one else attempted to stop them as they moved into the outer bailey, though she still tried to remain his shadow whenever possible. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Delaryn said as she looked out at the dozens upon dozens of house banners fluttering in the wind. “There are so many soldiers…”
“Not as many as there are supposed to be,” Rohen replied sourly. “If we work our way around the central keep, we should be able to avoid anyone important enough to recognize you.”
She drew her cowl tight again. “I don’t see General Galavir.”
“He’s probably inside the keep,” Rohen said. “Let’s just pray he isn’t in the eastern tower…”
Delaryn nodded and followed his lead. As a purely military structure, Rimewreath had far fewer amenities than Whitefeather Hold, though some of the layout was similar. The main gate was on the southwestern side, since that was where the Chol and Roskarim had always flowed down from the mountains in their attempts to reach southern Darenthi, and the keep was sheltered behind a second wall on the northeastern side perpendicular to the shore. There were three major defensive towers, two on the west and one in the east, and the vast majority of the Pact soldiers were currently camped in the outer bailey between them. 
All in all, everything was exactly as she remembered it, from the high turrets to the cracked battlements. Even the smell of the campfires unlocked a trove of long forgotten memories from the last time she had stood here. She could almost hear her father recounting how thousands upon thousands of barbarians had met their end trying to climb these walls. 
With the grace of the Guardian, the coming battle against the Chol would be no different. Spread all around them in the cramped courtyard, the Pact Army was an impressive sight…though she realized that Rohen was correct about their number. Based on the gaps between some of the tents—and the absence of several houses she knew Thedric had been expecting—she wouldn’t have been surprised if there were only seven or eight thousand men here. It would still be the largest gathering of banners since the end of the civil war, but it only represented a tiny fraction of the kingdom’s full strength. 
“I bet a full third of these men are the ones who marched north with us from Silver Falls,” Delaryn whispered as she and Rohen wound their way around the outskirts of the courtyard. “The other duchies were supposed to send at least a thousand men each.”
“They didn’t,” Rohen said flatly. “Not even close.”
Delaryn raised her hands to her mouth and blew hot air over them. Thedric had wanted to lead by example; that was why he had committed so many of his own men to the cause. He had been absolutely confident that even the most cautious tharns would eventually come around. Evidently, that was yet another thing he had been mistaken about. 
She and Rohen didn’t have any serious trouble making their way to the eastern tower, mostly because everything was so hectic. With a major battle on the horizon, the officers were running drills even at night, and the cooks and servants were clearly struggling to keep everyone fed. Rohen’s sword and armor drew a fair amount of attention—and more importantly, kept it away from her. 
The tower itself was significantly less hectic than the courtyard. The parapets at the top had been converted into a makeshift aviary for a few of the griffons, and there were half a dozen anvils and forges just outside the bottom level. Aside from the craftsmen, smiths, and stable hands, however, there weren’t many other people around. Delaryn couldn’t understand why, at first, but then the truth belatedly struck her:
They were all afraid of Sehris. 
Delaryn snickered at the thought. Unless three years at the Galespire had completely changed her, Sehris was about as threatening as a kitten. Most Darenthi were reflexively terrified of sorcerers and dark elves, though with the Chol horde lurking nearby, their fears weren’t completely groundless. Sehris could act as a lure…just like Delaryn herself. 
Now that they’ve heard the news about Whitefeather Hold, their fears will only seem more justified. Without Zin to protect her, Sehris would have been in real danger from a mob. 
Rohen left their horse with the stable hands, then led her up the stairs onto the curtain wall adjoining the tower. Hopefully, the door connecting the two would lead right to where Zin and Sehris were working. They just had to pray that General Galavir wasn’t inside with them…
Delaryn hid behind Rohen as he opened the door. The chamber inside was nothing like what she had expected—it looked like an alchemist’s lab combined with a carpenter’s workshop. Hundreds of arrows and dozens of quivers were laid out upon one of the long tables, and multiple piles of blue vatari crystal dust were clumped atop the other. There were open books, scraps of paper with scribbled notations…
And two of her best friends in the whole world. 
“Rohen?” Adrien Zinath gasped the instant the door opened. He dropped the bundle of arrows he had been carrying, and his wide, cherubic face turned as white as the snow.
“Ilhari vlos,” Sehris breathed from across the room behind him. Her luminescent eyes widened like a pair of glowing amethysts. 
“It’s a long story,” Rohen said, stepping inside and grinning ear to ear. “Thank the Guardian we’re still alive to tell it.”
The other two were so stunned they could hardly move, but Zin snapped out of his paralysis first. “We?” he asked. “Who…?”
Delaryn drew back the hood of her cloak and smiled. “It’s been a long time.”
If the two of them had been shocked to see Rohen, they were downright dumbstruck to see her. Zin actually stumbled backward a step, his mouth dropping open, but Sehris squealed and rushed forward so quickly she was little more than a blur of gray skin and black hair. Her long, slender arms wrapped around Delaryn and squeezed as hard as they could. 
“Del…” the dark elf breathed in her husky voice. “Ilhari, usstan ille’wariil dos…”
“I’ve missed you, too,” Delaryn said, smiling. For a single perfect moment, everything was right in the world again. The two of them were back in the orphanage in Silver Falls talking about history and language and magic, and even though the future was still an indecipherable haze, they knew they were friends and that was more than enough. 
When Sehris eventually pulled away, she cupped Delaryn’s face in her hands and studied her for the first time in years. “Maiden’s tears, you are beautiful!”
Delaryn smiled and pulled the dark elf in for a kiss. Sehris’s lips were as warm and loving as ever, and the scent of lilacs in her hair triggered another landslide of comforting nostalgia. When they finally pulled apart for breath, they held hands and stared wistfully into each other’s eyes. 
“How?” Zin stammered, glancing between the two of them. “General Galavir told us that the castle was completely overrun!”
“It was,” Rohen said. “We’re still not sure how, but one group of Chol got inside the keep while a larger force made it into the courtyard. We only escaped because Delaryn knew how to get us through her family’s crypts and into the mountains.”
“Guardian’s grace,” Zin breathed as he approached Delaryn and placed an affectionate hand on her shoulder. “What about…?”
She turned away from Sehris but squeezed the other woman’s fingers. “Thedric is dead.”
Zin swore under his breath. “So the general was right. Gods, I’m sorry. This is…”
“It’s bad, and it might be even worse than you think,” Rohen said, sharing a glance with Delaryn. “We have a lot to talk about. Does anyone else ever come up here?”
“Are you kidding?” Sehris asked. “No one here wants to be within a hundred feet of me.”
“Right now, that’s a good thing,” Rohen told them. He turned around and barred the door behind them, then signaled for Zin to do the same with the one on the other side of the workshop. “Like I said…we have a lot to discuss.”
 
***
 
The more Rohen recounted what had happened, the more he realized how absolutely barking mad it all sounded. The fact that he and Delaryn had escaped was astonishing, and the fact they had gotten all the way here to Rimewreath was nothing short of miraculous. That, coupled with sheer number of unanswered questions looming over them, made their whole situation seem even more preposterous. 
“Watcher’s balls,” Zin hissed as he ran a hand through his curly red hair. “When Thorne told us what happened, I didn’t want to believe it. None of it made any damn sense. It still doesn’t.”
“Believe me, I know,” Rohen murmured, glancing back at the door for about the hundredth time since he started his explanation. He had left out a few choice bits, including the fact that he and Delaryn had been alone in the chapel. The details of that particular scandal could wait…possibly forever. He also didn’t mention anything about her magic just yet, let alone her ability to rend the Pale. He didn’t even know where to start with that. 
Both he and Zin had been pacing back and forth across the workshop the whole time they spoke; they had a long tradition of “moving conversations,” as Sehris liked to teasingly call them. The girls, by contrast, were an island of calm amidst the chaos. They were holding hands while sitting next to each other atop one of the workbenches. 
“My first question is how in the bloody void did those monsters even get into the keep?” Zin asked. 
“We don’t know,” Rohen admitted. “The best I can figure is that they came up from the larder. Maybe the renovations left a gap they could tunnel through. The walls looked like they were mostly repaired from the outside, but I know the laborers weren’t anywhere near finished yet. I suppose there could have been another breach somewhere that no one noticed.”
“You don’t just miss a hole in the wall large enough for the Chol to crawl through,” Zin said, shaking his head. “And they aren’t clever enough to silently dig their way in without anyone hearing the ruckus.”
“It does seem difficult to believe,” Rohen agreed. 
“Not that difficult, necessarily,” Sehris said, tapping her bottom lip with her fingernail like she always did when she was deep in thought. “Whitefeather Hold has been largely abandoned for three years. It’s conceivable that there is a whole breeding ground hidden beneath the Crescent Slopes.”
“That’s a pleasant image,” Zin muttered. “I thought the whole point of a Culling is that all the wretched bastards gather in one place to try and annihilate us.”
“That’s a common misconception,” Sehris told him. “When High King Aradris Whitefeather declared the first Culling, he was referring to the need to winnow the Chol population, not—”
“Fine,” Zin interrupted with a sigh, “even if there is another horde lurking beneath the Slopes, I still don’t see how they could have burrowed into the keep without anyone knowing.”
“Right, and the ‘how’ is only the first part of the puzzle,” Rohen said. “The ‘why’ is just as confusing. Whether they broke off from the main horde or came from the mountains, we still don’t know what drew them in the first place.”
“We have one possible explanation,” Delaryn whispered. “General Galavir could have intentionally led them to castle.”
Zin and Sehris both turned and eyed her as if she were speaking a foreign language. “Uh…what?” Zin asked first. 
“When we reached Dorelas, they told us that Galavir was the one who warned you about the attack on Whitefeather Hold,” Rohen said. “They said he barely escaped on the last griffon.”
Zin nodded. “Right, what of it?”
“Galavir left on that griffon before the feast. The Chol didn’t break into the keep until many hours later.”
Zin and Sehris shared another look, and the dark elf shook her head. “Are you saying he lied?”
“I’m saying there’s no way he could have known about the attack,” Rohen told her. “Not unless he knew it was coming ahead of time.”
“Maiden’s tits, you can’t be serious,” Zin breathed. “Do you have any idea what you’re implying?”
“I know how it sounds, believe me,” Rohen assured him. “But there’s more: after we escaped the castle, we found a few bodies south of the road not far from the forest’s edge. There were three of them, all sorcerers from the Galespire who had been killed by the Chol.”
Sehris’s eyes narrowed. “Sorcerers? How is that possible?”
“It shouldn’t be,” Rohen said. “You’re the only one who is supposed to be anywhere near here.”
“What the f…?” Zin shook his head. “Did you recognize any of them?”
“No, and we didn’t find any traces of their Keeper, either. They were young—very young—and they had all been Branded.”
“That’s…” Sehris trailed off. “Could they have been fleeing to Nelu’Thalas?”
“Del suggested the same thing, but the bodies were way too far east for that,” Rohen said. “Besides, we never heard anything about adepts escaping before we left the Galespire.”
“That doesn’t make any damn sense,” Zin grumbled as he crossed his arms over his chest. “You think the Chol might have been drawn by them?”
Rohen shrugged. “Three sorcerers traveling together would be a tempting target. I suppose they could have been dragged out there on purpose to act as lures for the horde.”
Zin shook his head. “I don’t know, Ro, that seems like a stretch.”
“I agree. I’m just saying it’s possible.” Rohen shook his head. “Either way, their presence still doesn’t explain why the Dretches continued to the Hold or how they got inside the keep, but you have to admit that it all sounds pretty damn suspicious. A random group of sorcerers in perfect position to lure Chol to the Hold? The monsters mysteriously finding a way inside? The High King and a bunch of troublesome tharns dead not long before a great battle to unify the kingdom?”
“But Thedric just gave Galavir his own castle!” Zin said. “He made him a bloody duke!”
“But he could want more,” Delaryn whispered. “Thedric was the last of his line. Without his royal blood on the White Throne, the line of succession is broken. Darenthi will plunge right back into civil war…unless a popular, well-known man could unite the country in its grief.”
“A man who just so happens to be leading the effort against the Chol,” Rohen said. “Suddenly the Pact Army here looks more important than ever, and the man leading it will gain even more prestige. The people will be desperate for a sign of leadership, especially from a known hero. If General Galavir defeats the Chol, every tharn from here to Calaneth will be clamoring for him to be crowned king. He’ll be the man who saved Darenthi from annihilation twice in the past few decades.”
“You’re making a lot of assumptions there,” Zin said, though his protests sounded increasingly reflexive rather than earnest. “The Chol aren’t assassins, Ro. Besides, Galavir and Thedric are legendary friends!”
“Once, perhaps,” Delaryn said softly. “But Galavir despises me. He warned Thedric about me many times—he said that marrying a Whitefeather would destroy the country. He said it spit on the memory of every soldier who died fighting to overthrow my father.”
They all turned to look at her. The flames from the dying fire flickered in her brilliant blue eyes as she stared off into nothingness. 
“Every tharn in Darenthi knows how long and hard the general pleaded for Thedric to have me executed,” she went on. “He insisted that the daughter of the Winter Witch would bring doom upon the kingdom.” She slowly turned to face them. “He was right.”
“That’s not true and you know it,” Rohen said, stepping over and kneeling in front of her. “You’re not the reason the Chol were there.”
“You can’t know that for certain,” Delaryn said, her so soft it was barely audible over the crackling logs in the furnace. “But even if you’re right, it doesn’t change what I am. It doesn’t change the fact that Galavir was right to warn Thedric about me.”
“What are you talking about, Del?” Zin asked, his brow furrowing in confusion. 
Delaryn swallowed heavily and glanced at Sehris. The dark elf pursed her lips and nodded slowly. 
“Rohen knows?” she asked. 
Delaryn nodded. “Yes.”
“Knows?” Zin asked. “Knows what?”
Sehris squeezed Delaryn’s hand again. “She can feel the Aether. Just like me.”
“What?” Rohen and Zin gasped at unison for completely different reasons. 
Sehris had known about this? How is that possible? They haven’t even seen each other since Sehris was taken away by the Keepers…
Rohen glanced between the girls, still in shock. “Sehris…”
“I’ve known the truth for a long time,” the dark elf said, gently brushing her fingers through Delaryn’s hair. 
“You…what?” Zin repeated, mouth agape. “How is that…do you have any idea what would happen if the other Keepers found out?”
“Of course I do!” Sehris said, swiveling her violet eyes to glare at him. “That’s exactly why we kept it secret!”
Zin swallowed and shook his head. “Watcher forgive us,” he breathed. “This is…”
“She couldn’t go to the Galespire, Adrien,” Sehris told him as she held Delaryn’s hand again. “The Keepers never would have spared Delaryn. They would have put her to the torch right then and there!”
Zin glanced between the two girls, still paralyzed by the revelation, before he swore under his breath and spun away. It took him almost a full minute before he finally spun back around. “Do you have any idea what this means? If anyone learns the truth—”
“They’re not going to learn the truth,” Rohen said, grabbing his friend’s shoulder. “And to be honest, right now we have bigger problems.”
“The people will blame her regardless,” Sehris said. “The rumors were already spreading through Dorelas before we left. The instant Galavir told us the news, everyone was convinced that the Chol must have been drawn by the daughter of the Winter Witch. They believed the gods were punishing Thedric for showing mercy to a heretic.”
“All of which helps the general’s cause even more,” Rohen said. 
Zin pursed his lips as he turned to face Delaryn. “Then we have to tell everyone that you’re alive. You’re still the High Queen. You could—”
“I can’t do anything,” Delaryn snapped. “If the people learn that I’m alive, they’ll just be more convinced that I’m responsible for the Chol. They will assume I orchestrated the whole thing to avenge my father and take over Darenthi. Galavir will become even more popular.”
“She’s right,” Rohen lamented. “We can’t tell anyone that she’s alive or that she’s here. Not until we find help.”
“Help?” Zin asked. “Who in the bloody void do you think is going to help?”
Rohen pursed his lips as a harrowing silence fell over the tower. He strode back across the chamber yet again, his fingers curling and uncurling at his sides as he tried to think through the possibilities. Between his anxiety, the fire, and his incessant pacing, he was starting to sweat despite the frigid temperatures outside. He took off his cloak and tossed it on one of the empty workbenches.
“Do you know where Galavir is now?” he asked. 
“Probably still coordinating with his other officers,” Zin said. “Major Thorne arrived a few hours before you did. I believe he was planning on leading a scouting patrol north in the morning.”
Rohen nodded and turned back to Delaryn. “We can’t stay here. It’s only a matter of time before someone recognizes us and—”
“What is that?” Sehris asked.
Rohen frowned and followed the dark elf’s violet eyes down to his belt. He belatedly realized that the wraithblade dagger was still glowing faintly in its sheath. 
“Oh, the Lord Protector gave this to the king,” he said, drawing the short blade. “He had the artificers forge him a wraithblade.”
Zin frowned. “I thought Templar were the only ones allowed to carry them.”
“So did I, but apparently Kraythe made an exception.”
“That’s strange,” Zin murmured. “I doubt the Lady Seeker will be happy when she finds out. She might even declare it an act of heresy.”
“At this point, even she will have bigger problems to deal with,” Rohen said. “There’s something wrong with it, anyway. The damn thing has been glowing ever since we left Whitefeather Hold even when there aren’t any Chol nearby.”
Sehris shook her head. “That’s because it’s not a wraithblade.”
Rohen paused. “What?”
“It’s not a wraithblade,” she repeated. “The aura is completely different.”
She approached him and inspected the dagger more closely. After slowly tracing her gray fingertips over the runes, she shook her head. 
“This enchantment is useless,” Sehris said. “It isn’t strengthening the steel, and the blade can’t disperse into the Pale. If I didn’t know better, I would think it was a forgery.”
Rohen turned and shared a concerned glance with Delaryn. “That’s…odd,” he muttered. “Are you certain?”
Sehris arched a black eyebrow and saucily placed a hand on her hip. “Who do you think you’re talking to here?”
“Sorry, it’s just…” Rohen shook his head. “I don’t understand. How could this not be a wraithblade? Thedric wasn’t treating it like a ceremonial gift.”
“I don’t know about that, but nearly all the power woven into these runes is focused on exaggerating the strength of its Aetheric aura,” Sehris said. “Like I said, it almost seems like a forgery.”
A warning tingle prickled the back of Rohen’s neck, and he turned his head to share another quick glance with Delaryn. He could tell from the sudden shift in her expression that they had shared the same dark thought. 
“You say the aura is strong,” he whispered. “How strong?”
Sehris shrugged. “If I hadn’t been distracted from working on the forge, I probably could have sensed the Aetheric echo from several hundred feet away, maybe more. Someone with less experience could easily mistake it for a powerful Avetharri artifact.” 
Rohen swallowed as the tingle in his neck transformed into a full-blown shudder. “If you could sense it from a few hundred feet, how far do you think the Chol could sense it?”
The dark elf glanced up from the blade, her violet eyes widening in recognition. “Quite far,” she whispered. “Miles, at least.”
“Maiden’s mercy,” Delaryn breathed. “The blade—Thedric was holding the blade when the Chol came for him in the keep!”
Rohen stared down at the dagger—the dagger that had been given to the High King by Lord Protector Kraythe. 
“That’s why most of them went after him and not me,” Delaryn went on. “It’s a lure, don’t you see?”
“No,” Rohen whispered. “Why would the Lord Protector want the Chol to attack Thedric?”
“I have no idea, but only he could have requested the construction of a new wraithblade, even a fake one,” Zin said, his lip twisted in horror. 
Rohen shook his head and nearly dropped the dagger. He had a hard enough time believing that a man like General Galavir could do something like this, but Lord Protector Kraythe…he wasn’t a petty, power-grubbing noble. He was the Voice of the Guardian! He was a Lord of the Tel Bator! He had spent his entire life protecting the people of Darenthi from demons and Chol. 
“No,” Rohen repeated, his mouth suddenly dry. “Lord Kraythe wouldn’t do something like this. It doesn’t make any sense. Why would he lure the Chol to the castle and get himself killed in the process?”
“He’s not dead,” Zin said. 
Rohen’s heart stopped midbeat. “What?”
“He escaped with General Galavir on the griffon,” Zin said. “I thought you knew…”
“Oh gods…” Delaryn gasped. 
Rohen stumbled backward and nearly dropped the blade as he remembered Kraythe’s words. Thousands of Templar have died in Darenthi’s defense over the years, yet so many tharns, generals, and even Tel Bator priests act like we don’t exist until the Chol crawl out of the mountains every few decades. I would rather be haunted by the faces of the dead than forget the sacrifices they made on behalf of the living.
Rohen tried to swallow, but his mouth was too parched. When he had been sneaking to the chapel to meet Delaryn, Lord Kraythe had still be awake. Ostensibly, he had just been out on patrol, but what if he had been on his way to the battlements outside? What if he had been on his way to the stables to grab a horse?
“Rohen!” Delaryn cried out. 
He blinked and glanced up to see both she and Sehris clutching their heads. The dark elf set her jaw in stone and squeezed Delaryn’s hand. 
“The Chol,” she said. “They’re coming.”
 
 
 



10
The Culling
 
The thundering blast of a war horn bellowed throughout the fortress, though Sehris could barely hear it over the Godcursed keening inside her skull. She drew in a deep breath and forced herself to focus just like she had been taught. Blocking the voices out entirely was almost impossible, but according to her instructors she should have been able to diminish them to a background whisper.
So far, she was more convinced than ever that they were full of shit. 
“Damn it,” Zin hissed as he rushed over and clutched her arms. “Are you all right?”
Sehris pursed her lips. “Just…just give me a moment.”
She had mastered the ability the weave magical barriers at a young age, and she tried to visualize the same process in her mind. If she conceptualized the Wailing like a blizzard, perhaps she could seal out the cold just like she had done with Zin and their horse on the way here…
Or perhaps not. The voices were simply too hard to ignore, but she did manage to reduce their volume. Now it felt like she was at a party with too many people talking rather than in a choir filled with too many voices singing the wrong notes.  
“Try and focus on one thing at a time,” Delaryn said, touching Sehris’s cheek and turning her head so they could look in each other’s eyes. “Like you’re peering through a tunnel.”
Sehris nodded and concentrated upon her friend’s face. Somehow, Delaryn had only grown more beautiful over the past few years. Her icy eyes were still the prettiest things Sehris had ever seen, and she really wished the two of them could have had some time alone…
“Is it helping?” Delaryn asked.
“A little,” Sehris said, smiling. Delaryn’s powers had manifested at a very young age, far earlier than the vast majority of human sorcerers. The two of them had worked to conceal her powers from the very beginning, and part of the reason Sehris had come forward and offered herself up to the Galespire had been to draw attention away from Delaryn as quickly as possible. 
Still, it was strange to think that in the here and now, Sehris was the one receiving advice on matters of magic. She had learned more than she ever thought possible at the spire these past few years. What techniques could Delaryn have possibly learned on her own?
“This is bad,” Zin muttered as the war horn bellowed through the fortress again. “What in the bloody void is going on?”
Rohen stared down at the glowing dagger in his hand. “I can guess.”
He cupped his hand around the pommel of his wraithblade as he turned and dashed to the door. Sehris followed as he cracked it open, and her eyes were greeted by a sprawling sea of chaos on the other side. Here in the inner bailey, officers scrambled to organize their soldiers while servants scurried toward the main keep. Past the secondary wall in the outer courtyard, archers sprinted up the stairs to take their positions on the battlements, pikemen rushed toward the gate to brace for an attack, and siege crews dashed to the trebuchets on the walls to ready the mighty weapons. 
“I can’t believe this thing would lure the entire horde,” Rohen whispered. “The Dretches, maybe, but not the Anointed. If they’re attacking, it’s for a reason.”
Zin glanced between his friend and the dagger. “Well, you are the Templar. What do we do?”
“We need to get to the barbican,” Rohen said. He swallowed heavily and glanced at Delaryn. “Galavir will send someone to fetch Zin and Sehris if they don’t head out there themselves, and I should go and help them. We need to find you a place to hide.”
“You two should get her out of here,” Sehris told him. “If the Chol are going to attack…”
She didn’t need to finish the sentence for the others to hear the rest of her words. If the Chol are going to attack, this whole place might be reduced to rubble. No one who stays here will be safe. 
“There’s nowhere for us to go,” Delaryn said, shaking her head. “Besides, we’re not leaving you.”
“No, we aren’t,” Rohen agreed. “But Delaryn needs a place to hide. If we bring out the arrows Sehris has already enchanted, I doubt anyone will even come in here. She should be safe.”
“I think you’re right,” Zin said, pointing to the crates stacked along the wall. “And if they do, you could hide back there, at least for a while.”
“I don’t want to hide!” Delaryn protested. “I can help!” 
“You can’t and you know it,” Rohen told her. “If anyone recognizes you…if anyone sees you channel the Aether…”
“He’s right,” Sehris said, turning and squeezing the other woman’s arm. “You should stay here out of sight.”
Delaryn scowled in frustration, but she eventually nodded and crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine,” she muttered. “Then you should go—all of you.”
While Zin began grabbing as many quivers of enchanted arrows as he could carry, Rohen stepped over to Delaryn and placed his hand on her cheek. Sehris could see a thousand unspoken thoughts and fears rippling between them, and she wondered what the two of them hadn’t said about their journey. 
“We’ll be back soon,” Rohen said. “I promise.”
 
***
 
According to the numerous scouting reports Rohen had read a few days ago while he was in Tor’s Crossing, the Chol horde that had sacked Rankarth and drifted east toward Lake Hollanshir was relatively small, at least by historical standards. The Pact Army had been expecting to clash with two or possibly three thousand Godcursed elves at most—a terrifying force, to be sure, but still easily containable with sufficient manpower and proper strategy. 
Obviously, the scouting reports had been wrong. Very, very wrong. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Zin breathed. “Look at all them all…”
Rohen’s throat constricted when he finally ascended the steps and peered over the western battlements. A human army would have been almost invisible from this distance in the middle of the night, but the Chol were not. Their glowing eyes were pinpricks of haunting green light, almost like an angry mob marching with thousands upon thousands of tiny candles. The horde’s monstrous growls and piercing shrieks echoed across the walls like a hundred packs of coyotes baying into the darkness. 
“How the fuck did the scouts miss this many Chol?” Zin snarled. “Doesn’t someone teach your griffon riders to count?”
“They aren’t our riders,” Rohen said. “We just loaned the army a few griffons.”
He had read the reports in Tor’s Crossing, but he hadn’t actually been present when they had originally been given. Someone could have transcribed the first-hand accounts incorrectly, or they could have intentionally altered the reports to make the threat appear less severe. He couldn’t imagine why anyone in their right mind would wish to do such a thing, but then again…
The Lord Protector couldn’t have anything to do with this, could he?
What could he possibly have to gain? He’s a war hero and a respected man, but it’s not like a Templar could ever become king. The Tel Bator stay out of politics as a matter of principle. 
Rohen closed his eyes and shook his head. Whatever had or hadn’t happened—whoever was or wasn’t responsible—the truth would just have to wait. The Chol were here in force, and he was the only Templar in the fortress. The Order had been founded for this very purpose. One way or another, it would be up to him to hold the line against the darkness. 
“It looks like Galavir is up on the turret,” Zin said, pointing behind them to the northwestern tower on the other side of the barbican over the main gate. “I should speak to him while he’s trying to organize the defenses.”
Rohen nodded and followed Zin and Sehris as they dashed across the wall. The chaos engulfing Rimewreath had only grown more intense over the past few minutes; none of the soldiers had been expecting battle for some time yet, and the officers were clearly having trouble organizing men used to fighting under different banners. The entire Pact Army was far more patchwork than anyone wanted to admit. Not all the duchies—let alone the houses within the duchies—had the same level of equipment, training, or experience. In time, a skilled leader like General Galavir might have been able to organize this sack of cats, but now…
Now it may have already been too late. 
“Wait here,” Zin said, holding up a hand when they reached the stairs leading up to the turret. “And keep your hood up.”
He bade Sehris to follow closely behind him. The mere sight of her terrified every soldier they passed; her purple cloak was like the fin of a shark scattering everyone around her. It was imperative that her Keeper always be nearby. 
Thankfully, no one seemed to care about Rohen just yet. The extra furs he had taken from Dorelas covered his brigandine quite nicely, but if anyone did try to order them around, he could easily brandish his wraithblade. The rank and file men wouldn’t recognize him or care that there was an unannounced Templar in the fort. If anything, they would probably be heartened by his presence. 
Rohen kept his distance from Sehris and Zin but still shuffled close enough beneath the turret that he could eavesdrop. His hearing might not have been quite as sharp as a full-blooded elf’s, but it was still sharper than most humans. The trouble was trying to concentrate over the shouting soldiers and shrieking Chol…
“…arrows should be enough,” Galavir was saying, his deep voice sounding harried but still in control. “If they want to throw themselves against the walls and save us the trouble of marching them down, so be it.”
“Sir, there are thousands of them out of there, maybe tens of thousands!” one of the griffon riders was saying. “We can’t—”
“These walls have withstood worse many times,” the general interrupted. “Now I realize you apparently failed to notice three quarters of their fucking army during your last flight, but did you spot any siege weapons while you were out there jerking off on the back of your bird?”
“N-no, sir.”
“Then we have nothing to worry about. Now take those arrows and get them to the other riders. I want you to pin them in any way you can—force them to swarm a single wall so we can neutralize their numbers. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Then get out of my sight.” Galavir grumbled something unintelligible before he started speaking to Zin. “All right, boy. I know you aren’t a Templar, but I assume you know how to fight.”
“Yes, sir,” Zin said. 
“Good. Then suck whatever magic you need out of this elf to empower yourself and hold the line with our men on the barbican.”
“I can project a barrier over the wall,” Sehris told him. “It should—”
“You won’t do anything until and unless their Anointed attack,” Galavir told her. “You’re the only source of food for this Keeper, and I don’t want you Flensing yourself to death over a couple loose arrows. You are there to counter their magic and keep our archers alive. Do you understand?”
“Perfectly, sir.”
“Wonderful. Then get into position. Now!”
Rohen turned away and braced himself against the crenellations while he waited for the others to return. Galavir seemed as surprised as anyone else that the Chol were here so early. He clearly wasn’t expecting this to be his glorious victory amidst the chaos of another potential civil war. At this point, no one outside of Torisval even knew that Thedric was dead. 
How would he react if I showed him this damn dagger? The look of horror on his face might be worth whatever came next. 
Rohen shook his head. All of this was happening so quickly he still couldn’t believe it was real. Just yesterday afternoon, his biggest worry had been what he was going to say to Delaryn after three years apart, but now he was standing on the battlements of Rimewreath facing down the largest group of Chol anyone had seen since the last Culling almost twenty years ago…
“We’re headed to the barbican,” Zin said as he rushed down the stairs from the turret. “We can—”
“I heard,” Rohen told him. His eyes narrowed as he stared out at the encroaching horde. “You can see farther than us, Sehris. Do you notice anything strange?”
She leaned against the crenellations next to him, her luminescent violet eyes squinting into the distance. Despite having spent virtually her entire life on the surface, she could still see almost perfectly in the dark. 
“Only that they have stopped advancing,” she said. “I can make out a few of the Anointed.”
Rohen’s cheek twitched. “How many?”
“Ten, but there could easily be more.”
“Ten?” Zin gasped. “They won’t need siege weapons with that many channelers…”
Rohen nodded gravely. The Anointed were the only Chol capable of channeling the Aether, but unlike other sorcerers, the Flensing didn’t seem to throttle their power. Perhaps their corrupted elven bodies were immune to the backlash…or perhaps they felt the pain of overchanneling but simply ignored it. Either way, their magic could bolster the horde and rain down untold destruction. 
“There’s something else,” Sehris said, still squinting. “It looks like someone riding a beast.”
“A what?” Rohen stammered, wishing he could see what she was talking about. “The Chol don’t use mounts.”
“I know, but there is a definitely someone with them.” She shook her head. “I can’t tell anything more from here.”
“This just keeps getting better and better,” Zin muttered. “What the fuck is going on?”
“I don’t know, but let’s hope the griffon riders are up to the challenge,” Rohen said. “Come on!”
The trio raced along the wall until they reached the barbican over the fortress’s main gate. Every time a Pact soldier noticed them, their faces flickered from fear when they saw Sehris to hope when they saw a Keeper and a Templar. Rohen eventually drew Varlothin and allowed the glowing runes to draw everyone’s attention instead. No matter what banner they served under or what house they represented, every man and woman in Rimewreath was familiar with the legendary moonsilver swords of the Templar. If the sight of a wraithblade didn’t inspire them, nothing would. 
“For all we know, the monsters might not even attack,” Zin said, pulling up his hood to try and block out a fresh blast of winter wind. “They could have moved closer just to fuck with us.”
“The Chol aren’t like the Crell,” Rohen said. “They don’t play games or attempt to outwit their opponents. If the Anointed brought the horde here, they intend to destroy us.”
“Guardian save us,” Sehris breathed, her fingers trembling nervously at her sides. 
Rohen clenched his teeth as he swept his gaze across the sea of moonlit monsters. He should have been completely focused on the horde, but all he could think about was Delaryn. Whatever else happened tonight, he had to find a way to get her out of here. She was the High Queen of Darenthi, whether anyone wanted her to be or not. She was also the last Whitefeather, the last hope for continued peace with the Roskarim and highborn of Nelu’Thalas…and, selfishly, she was the woman he loved more than anything in the world. 
Rohen would stand here and cut down every fucking Chol in the horde himself if that’s what it took to keep her safe. He wasn’t going to fail her again, not this time. 
“They’re coming,” Sehris whispered as she squinted through the dark. 
“Already?” Zin asked. “Are you sure?”
“She can see them,” Rohen said, swallowing heavily. “And so can I.”
The tiny green pinpricks grew larger and larger as the Chol advanced. There were no horns, no drums, and no battle cries to signify an advance, just the never-ending, cacophonous shrieking of elves driven mad by the gods they had betrayed. The Chol weren’t like armies of men or even barbarian savages. They wouldn’t tire, they wouldn’t relent, and they certainly wouldn’t retreat. They would fight until the bitter, bloody end.  
You will never be more clear-eyed than when you are standing before a horde of Godcursed monsters, Lord Kraythe had said back at Whitefeather Hold. The lines between good and evil will be as stark as the difference between night and day.
Rohen only wished that were true. Even standing here watching the tide of darkness approach, his thoughts were anything but clear. The lines between good and evil were nonexistent. The only line he could see was the one between survival and annihilation. 
“It wasn’t supposed to happen this way,” Zin muttered. “We were supposed to march out to crush them.”
“We’ll be fine as long as we stick together,” Rohen said, turning to Sehris. “Can you channel?”
The dark elf nodded, though the Wailing was clearly taking its toll on her already. “I will manage,” she promised.
Rohen placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder as he looked back into the outer courtyard behind them. The defenders still weren’t organized—the officers were desperately trying to form the men into ranks behind the gate, and the trebuchet crews weren’t even close to being ready. 
The archers were mostly in position, though, and Rohen heard a shrill cry from the aviary as the griffon riders took to the sky. There were only six of them, but they could unleash a tremendous amount of destruction under the right circumstances. If General Galavir’s plan worked and the griffons successfully bottled the horde up against a single wall, this Culling might be over before dawn. 
Then all we’ll have to worry about is preventing another civil war.  
“There they go,” Zin said, pointing to the griffons. The six riders split into groups of three as they approached the horde, but Rohen lost them in the darkness a few seconds later. He held his breath as he waited for them to strike, praying that their sortie would be as effective as they all hoped…
And miraculously, it was. The horizon flashed with small, repeated explosions as the riders unleashed salvo after salvo of enchanted arrows at the flanks of the sprawling horde, driving the Chol into a tighter formation like ants scurrying away from an open flame. Every few seconds an arrow would explode in the middle of the enemy throng instead, killing dozens of the monsters in a single strike. A human army probably would have panicked and reconsidered their strategy. 
The Chol, unsurprisingly, did not. The horde was close enough now that Rohen’s half-elven eyes could make out some of the individual monsters, and there were a surprising number of them carrying bows and crossbows. They fired back at the griffons, forcing the riders to keep their distance…and then the Anointed joined in the retaliation. Strokes of magical lightning and spheres of magical flame lit up the night sky as the Chol channelers unleashed the fury of the Aether. One of the griffons was almost instantly disintegrated in a withering crossfire of sorcerous energy, and a second one was pelted out of the sky by a hail of arrows. The other four veered away and swooped back for the safety of Rimewreath’s walls.
“Archers!” General Galavir’s bellowing command thundered down from the turret and across the courtyard. The officers on the wall echoed his orders, and the lines of archers flanking Rohen on either side nocked arrows to their bowstrings. Given another week, Sehris might have been able to enchant some of their arrows, too, but now…
“Get ready,” Zin said, squeezing the dark elf’s hand. The sorceress channeled a spark of power through her fingers, allowing her Keeper to feed on the Aetheric energy within. A blue latticework of tattoos began to glow up his neck and all the way to his chin, and Rohen knew his friend’s arms and chest would be covered in the markings as well. It was a disturbing sight, but the power would grant Zin exceptional strength and speed as if he really were a vampire—at least, for a little while. 
Sehris returned her focus to the battle and prepared to conjure a defensive barrier at a moment’s notice. Her sharp elven features were far more strained than normal; the Wailing was probably getting louder as the horde approached, and her training was about to be put to the test…
“Fire!”
The archers unleashed their first volley at the charging horde. Dozens upon dozens of green eyes went dark as a hail of arrows rained down upon the battlefield, but for every green pinprick the arrows extinguished, a hundred more glowed in their place. The officers called for another volley, and then another—
“Now!” Sehris said as she thrust out her hands and summoned a massive, shimmering bubble of energy over the barbican and part of the wall on either side. A barrage of Chol arrows and bolts arced out of the darkness and deflected harmlessly off the shield. The Anointed struck next—more fireballs and lightning bolts streaked toward the fortress and crashed into the magical barrier. 
And somehow, it held. 
“By the Guardian’s grace,” Zin breathed, crouching down beneath the battlements and shaking his head in wonder. “I almost forgot how amazing you are.”
“That was foolish,” Sehris told him, her cheek twitching as another volley of arrows struck the shield. “I’m the best there is, remember?”
Rohen smiled tightly. “How long can you keep this up?”
“As long as it takes.”
He placed a steadying hand on her shoulder. She was lying, naturally. Her arms were already trembling, and her violet eyes had turned almost bloodshot. In any normal battle against a human army, she would have been supported by several dozen other sorcerers. A single channeler couldn’t defend an entire fortress by herself, no matter how skilled or resolved she might have been. 
“Where are their ladders?” Zin asked. “Where are their siege towers?”
Rohen looked down as the first wave of Dretches, packed tightly in formation behind a bulwark of iron shields, approached the fortress. He belatedly realized that Zin was right: the Chol didn’t appear to have any means of scaling the walls. 
“I don’t know,” Rohen murmured, his hand squeezing the grip of his sword. A knot twisted in the pit of his stomach even as another volley of arrows cut down a hundred more Godcursed elves. Something was definitely wrong here. Everything he had ever read about the Chol said they were near-mindless beasts—except when they were being led by Anointed. The horde was far more organized than the rampaging groups they had fought through at Whitefeather Hold. They wouldn’t just stand outside the walls and die because they didn’t have ladders…
“Fire at will!” General Galavir’s voice bellowed from the turret. The archers on the walls began loosing their arrows as quickly as they could draw, killing more and more and more Chol—
And then frightened screams rang out from the courtyard. Rohen turned and looked behind them where the bulk of the Pact Army was forming up to brace the gate. Far off to his left, near the southwestern tower, a small squad of about a dozen soldiers were trapped in a frantic melee with a group of about twenty Chol. 
“What…?” Rohen breathed. “How did they—”
Before he could even finish the sentence, a brilliant green light flashed deeper in the fortress. At first, he thought it was some kind of alchemical explosion, but when the initial afterimage of the flash faded, he realized that the lingering glow hadn’t come from fire or a detonation—it looked more like some kind of doorway. 
And out of that doorway poured a hundred shrieking Chol.
“Guardian protect us,” he gasped. 
The doorway closed a fraction of a second later, but more and more began opening throughout the fortress. Chol materialized out of literally nothing, and they instantly rushed forward and scythed down anyone in their paths. Rimewreath’s soldiers barely had time to turn around and figure out what was happening before the monsters were upon them. 
“Gods, what is happening?” Zin breathed. “How…?”
Gritting his teeth, Rohen glanced up to the turret where General Galavir was frantically trying to shout orders to his officers. No one could possibly hear him over the explosions of magic and the shrieks of the Chol, however, and the army’s lines were rapidly collapsing. A group of Dretches were already rushing at the stairs on either side of the barbican. If left unopposed, they would flood up onto the walls and slaughter the archers from behind.
“Hold the stairs,” Rohen said. “We have to hold the stairs!”
“Shit,” Zin hissed. “But what about—”
“Keep firing!” Rohen called out to the archers on the barbican. “We’ll cover you!”
Clutching Varlothin in his right hand, he touched his bracer with the other. The Guardian’s Ward sprung into existence over his left forearm.
“I’ll take the left side,” Rohen said. “Can you handle the right?”
“I’m a Keeper, not a damn conscript,” Zin snarled as he drew his own sword and shield. “I’m faster and stronger than you’ll ever be.”
Rohen smiled tightly. “Then prove it. For Darenthi!”
Without waiting for a response, he raced toward the top of the stairs at the edge of the barbican. The archers in the southwestern tower fired down into the bailey to thin the herd, but they couldn’t possibly keep up. In a few seconds, Rohen was going to be the only floodgate in the way of the river.
He was more than ready. The first Chol to lunge at him met a quick and grizzly end: Rohen turned aside the thrusting spear with his shield, then drove his wraithblade straight through a rusty gap in its battered breastplate. Two more monsters rushed in past the corpse, so eager to slaughter a Templar that they carelessly slipped and stumbled in the gushing blood. Rohen slashed one in the head, carving open its skull like a melon, then turned and kicked the other one off the side of the stairs back into the courtyard. 
There were more, of course—many, many more. Rohen planted his feet and braced himself for their onslaught, praying that the narrow staircase would allow him to bottleneck the monsters in front of him. In theory, he could hold this position indefinitely…or at least until fatigue inevitably caught up with him. There would be no reinforcements, no cavalry charging in with the break of dawn like in the old stories. The defenders of Rimewreath were on their own. 
And the Culling was upon them. 
 
***
 
Delaryn was sitting behind the storage crates, her hands clutching at the sides of her head, when she first heard the screams outside the tower. At first, she assumed that the Wailing had simply changed pitch—the telepathic voices that had started as chittering whispers had already transformed into maddening howls, and the longer she sat here, the more tenuous her grip on reality seemed. But when she forced herself to really focus on the door and the sounds beyond, she knew that the battle had suddenly taken a turn for the worse.
The Culling is here, her mother’s voice said above the din. The fortress is lost. 
Delaryn gasped and stood up. The sounds of battle were getting clearer—she could hear the clash of swords and the cries of the wounded. Were the Chol inside the gate already? How was that even possible?
Your friends are doomed without your help. Only your power can save them. 
The tower floor rumbled as if an earthquake had just struck the fortress, and Delaryn raced out of the storage room and into the workshop. Her mother’s voice had muted the Wailing into a distant whisper somehow, but the cacophony beyond the door in front of her wasn’t much of an improvement. She thought about Rohen and Sehris and Zin being trapped out there…
“I can’t go outside,” she whispered. “If anyone recognizes me…”
The Chol will slaughter everyone if you do not stop them.
You must get to your friends, my daughter. Only the power of the Pale can shepherd them to safety.
Delaryn clenched her teeth and opened the door. A rush of bitter cold wind swept over her, but she clutched her cloak around her body and raced out onto the curtain wall. The battle was going even worse than she imagined—all across the walls and throughout the bailey, the Chol were swarming over the Pact soldiers in droves. Even to her untrained eyes, the defending lines had completely crumbled. The battle was little more than a sprawling, chaotic melee with every man fighting for himself.
She didn’t understand how any of this was possible—Rimewreath’s walls were completely intact, and the gate was closed. But then a sudden flash of familiar green light drew her attention, and she turned her head just in time to see another group of Chol seemingly appear out of thin air before diving into the melee. 
“No…” she whispered, stumbling forward and bracing herself against the crenellations to keep her balance. If she didn’t know better, she would have assumed that the Chol had teleported into the fortress. Such magic was rare and exceedingly powerful—the most experienced channelers could shift themselves and perhaps a few others a very short distance, and only to a destination they could see. This…this was something very different. 
The Pale is a dark reflection of the physical world. Every wall, every rock, every object—they exist in the same space but do not abide by the same rules. In the material realm, a wall is an impenetrable barrier…but in the realm of spirits, the same wall can be breached by anyone with the will to move it. 
Delaryn’s eyes flicked across the inner bailey as yet another group of Chol appeared out of nowhere and crashed into an unsuspected squad of soldiers. “The Anointed can’t channel the Pale,” she said. “How…?”
The Anointed can’t, but the one who commands them can. 
“Commands them?” Delaryn asked. “But—”
The words caught in her throat when she heard a stifled shriek farther down the curtain wall. Three Dretches sadistically cut down a fleeing Pact archer before their glowing eyes locked upon the sorceress barely fifty feet away. They charged, excited spittle spewing from their misshapen mouths at the prospect of cleaving down a channeler.
Acting purely on instinct, Delaryn stood straight, thrust out her arms, and reached into the Aether. Its power surged through her, cradling her body in its warm, familiar embrace. She pulled a cloud of vapor from the air and shaped it into a jagged lance of pure ice before hurling it at the Chol. The frozen shard speared through the chest of the first monster and into the second, pinning their corpses in place. The third Chol leapt over his companions, determined to strike down Delaryn at any cost, but the delay gave her just enough time to weave another spell. Freezing another cloud of vapor around her, she forged the watery droplets into a razor-thin disk before she flung it at her attacker. The icy circle cut the Chol in twain as he ran, showering the wall in black blood. 
Releasing her hold on the Aether before she invoked the wrath of the Flensing, Delaryn spun back to face the bailey. Her friends were undoubtedly battling for their lives on the other side of the fortress. She wasn’t even sure she could get to them if she tried…
You can’t, her mother said. Not without my help. 
“Then show me,” Delaryn said. “Show me everything.”
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  Queen of the Pale


   


  “Duck!”


  Rohen saw Zin drop into a crouch a split second before the Chol decapitated him. The monster’s ax chewed through the air with an audible whump, and the sheer force of the swing sent its owner whirling off balance. Zin counterattacked with practiced ease: he leaned back and thrust his sword up, driving the tip of the blade under the Chol’s breastplate and through its gullet. The creature died with a choked-off screech and tumbled halfway down the stairs until it landed atop the growing pile of its fallen comrades. 


  “Watcher take you!” Zin cried out, the markings on his neck glowing as brightly as ever. “Watcher take all of you!”


  The Chol remained undeterred. Through sheer numbers, they had already driven both Zin and Rohen back to the top of the steps on either side of the barbican. The two men were barely thirty feet apart now with Sehris and a few dozen archers atop the fortifications behind them. The dark elf was the one the Godcursed really wanted, naturally, and they were more than willing to litter the stairs with corpses in order to get to her. 


  Rohen braced himself for another attack as a dozen more Chol stormed over the bodies. The young Templar was bizarrely grateful that the monsters weren’t giving them any respite. If he’d had more than a second to think about what was happening, he would have had to cope with the crushing realization that the Chol were teleporting into the fortress faster than the Pact forces could kill them. 


  Instead, he clenched his teeth and parried aside the tip of a thrusting spear, then drove his elbow into the face of a Chol so hard it shattered the monster’s jaw. A quick swipe from Varlothin slashed its throat wide open, and a second swipe chopped off the arm of a Dretch trying to slip past him and grab Sehris. 


  “Incoming!” she cried out, still completely focused on projecting a barrier over the barbican. A pair of fireballs crashed into the shield a second later, and a long, jagged crack appeared in the shimmering magical dome like someone had taken a hammer to a piece of glass. Sehris’s hands trembled in front of her, and Rohen knew she wouldn’t be able to resist the Flensing much longer. 


  Not that it was likely to matter. At this point, the only question was whether the Flensing or the horde would doom them first. 


  “Get…back!” he cried out as he kicked another Dretch into its comrades, knocking an entire group down the stairs. As they clawed back to their feet, a shout rang out along the wall.


  “Now!”


  A barrage of arrows pelted the Chol before they could recover, adding to the nauseating pile of bodies and river of black Godcursed blood. While Rohen paused and caught his breath, he glanced over his shoulder to see Major Thorne standing with the archers on the wall, bow in hand and the visor of his helmet lifted.  


  “Thanks,” Rohen said between labored breaths. 


  “Hold the line, Templar,” Thorne replied, signaling for his archers to spin back around and fire at the rest of the horde in the frozen fields outside the fortress. It was a waste of time, considering the Chol weren’t even trying to scale the walls. Realistically, at this point the archers all should have been firing into the lower bailey, just like the infantry defending them should have been rushing down the steps to help the rest of the Pact forces. A veteran officer like Thorne should have realized that. 


  They’re rattled and frightened. This whole battle is on the verge of becoming a total free-for-all with every man defending the soldiers beneath his banner and no one else. If there’s any chance of driving the horde back, someone has to pull these men together. 


  “There’s another group coming!” Zin warned. “We can’t keep this up forever!”


  “I know,” Rohen said. “Forget the damn gate—we’re going to make our stand below. Archers, to me!”


  Thorne swiveled back around. “What are you doing? We can’t cede the high ground!”


  “Sehris can’t block their arrows and magic forever. If we move down below, the wall can protect our backs.” 


  “You aren’t in charge here!” Thorne growled. “I will not—.”


  “To me!” Rohen called out, waving his glowing sword at the men on the wall. “Archers, pikemen, to me!”


  At first, he feared the soldiers on the wall might ignore him. Thorne was right that none of these men were under any obligation to obey Rohen’s orders, given that he didn’t have any official standing with the army. He wasn’t part of their unit—he wasn’t even technically a soldier. Nonetheless, the men heeded his commands without hesitation: they pulled back from the battlements and started filing down the stairs over the bodies, ready and waiting for new orders. 


  Orders from a Templar. 


  “Pikemen in front, archers behind!” Rohen said, signaling for Zin to move down below and help. While he organized the infantry into ranks at the base of the steps, Rohen ordered the archers to crouch on the stairs where they could provide covering fire. Thorne reluctantly joined their ranks, but Rohen didn’t sneer or gloat. The man was putting on a brave face, but he was terrified. All of them were. 


  “Come on,” Rohen said, racing back up the steps to retrieve Sehris. “Let’s move!”


  The dark elf nodded and collapsed her barrier. As he helped her down the steps, he couldn’t help but notice that she was in even worse shape than he had realized. Her luminescent violet eyes had turned almost red, her arms trembled uncontrollably, and her veins had formed an angry, dark latticework beneath her gray skin. She needed to rest for hours, not just a few minutes. 


  “Spears out, shields down!” Zin called out from below as another group of Chol broke off from the melee in the courtyard and charged for the steps. “Hold…hold…now!”


  The row of infantry—about fifty men in total—lunged forward to meet the Chol head-on. The archers fired a volley over the heads of their companions, dropping an entire row of monsters before the sides clashed in a brutal melee. Spears splintered, shields shattered, and amidst it all, Zin’s glowing markings made him look like a glorious beacon of the Watcher standing against the dark tide. 


  “Hold here,” Rohen said to Sehris, placing her in front of the crouched archers at the base of the steps. “Do whatever you can to—”


  “Look out!” she shouted, thrusting out her arms and conjuring another barrier. Rohen barely had time to duck before a fireball smashed into the shield and detonated in a blinding, searing flash. A wave of heat washed over him, but the barrier held—barely. 


  While the archers around him breathed prayers to the Guardian, Rohen peered through the flames to the Anointed levitating just behind the latest swarm of Chol in the courtyard. He had no idea where in the bloody void the Godcursed channeler had come from, but its hands were still wreathed in Aetheric flame. Without the Flensing to hold it in check, it could unleash salvo after salvo until every soldier on the steps was a charred corpse. 


  “Vith!” Sehris swore as she dropped to a knee and released her barrier. “I can’t…”


  “Just get me over there,” Rohen told her. 


  She looked up at him, her eyes completely shot with blood. “What?”


  The archers around them fired a volley at the Anointed, but its own barrier was far too strong. The arrowheads shattered on impact as if they had just struck a stone wall. 


  “Throw me over there,” Rohen said, clutching his blade in both hands. “Now!”


  He had seen Templar and sorcerers use this technique before, though they had never actually practiced themselves. Still, give their complete lack of options…


  Sehris cried out in pain as her hands glowed with power. With the last of her strength, she clutched his body in an invisible fist of pure force and hurled him up and over the sprawling melee toward the Godcursed channeler. Rohen clenched his teeth and whispered a silent prayer that her strength wouldn’t give out before he could land…


  He should have known better than to doubt her by now. She released her telekinetic grip at the exact perfect moment, dropping him right in front of the Anointed. The tall, pallid elf would have been indistinguishable from a Dretch if not for its tattered robes—and the fact it was currently floating almost two feet above the ground. Unlike their feral brethren, the Anointed also didn’t shriek or scream; they couldn’t even if they’d wanted to, given that their lips were fused together as if they had been melted shut. 


  The corrupted channeler attacked Rohen the moment he landed, thrusting out a gaunt elven hand and unleashing a gout of flame. The Templar rolled beneath the blast and stabbed with all his might, hoping to skewer the bloody thing right through its scrawny, oily gut. But Varlothin glanced off the barrier just like the arrows a moment earlier, and the force of the deflection nearly knocked the Templar from his feet. 


  “Hathal niveh!” Rohen called out, shifting the wraithblade into the Pale. The sight of the shimmering blue blade didn’t impress the Chol; it whirled around and unleashed another torrent of fire, assuming it could roast the annoying, off-balance human. But Rohen’s shimmering Ward absorbed the energy of the attack so thoroughly he barely even felt the heat, and when the Anointed finally stopped channeling, the Templar lunged forward with another powerful thrust. 


  This time, the wraithblade effortlessly pierced the barrier and tasted Godcursed flesh. The Chol’s entire torso ignited in spectral flame, and it gurgled out a single, choked-off screech before it collapsed into a smoldering pile. 


  But there were more. There were always more. 


  Just as Zin and the pikemen finally drove back the wave of Chol, the fortress’s main gate shuddered with a thunderous crack as a battering ram slammed into it from the other side. Apparently, some portion of the horde still planned on busting inside the old-fashioned way, and without anyone to actively brace the gate, it wouldn’t hold for long…


  “Damn it!” he snarled, sprinting back to Zin. “We need to—”


  His voice was completely drowned out by a deafening shriek from the skies above the fortress. Rohen turned his head just in time to see a massive flying creature streak over the walls with a rider on its back. For an instant he assumed it was one of the griffon riders, but the beast didn’t have feathers or a beak or feline claws. The creature was time and a half the size of a griffon with thick brown scales, gleaming orange-yellow eyes, and a mighty wingspan that cast a horrifying moonlit shadow across half the outer bailey. 


  “A wyvern…?” Zin breathed. “How in the bloody void do the Chol have a wyvern?”


  “That’s not a Chol,” Rohen said, his elven eyes fastening on the armored rider as the beast soared over Rimewreath. It must have been the same person Sehris had spotted riding alongside the horde earlier, but that still didn’t make sense. The Chol didn’t use horses or wyverns or any other mounts. There was a human inside that armor. But who in the name of the gods would be fighting alongside the horde?


  “He’s coming around,” Zin warned. “Archers, try to—”


  It was already too late. As the wyvern banked around and streaked back toward the western gate, the rider’s hand flashed with the unmistakable glow of Aetheric power. Keeping one of his hands clutched tightly on the reins, he thrust out the other and unleashed an entire barrage of fireballs at the turret atop the northwestern tower. The detonation shattered the old crenellations as easily as the boulder of a trebuchet, and the hapless soldiers cried out in terror as the flames engulfed them. By the time the wyvern streaked out of sight, the turret trembled, shuddered…and then collapsed. 


  The crash of the rubble was so deafening it blocked out the screams of the crushed and the dying. Dozens of Pact soldiers and probably just as many Chol were annihilated in an instant, and as the dust and smoke blew across the outer bailey, a pit of genuine dread boiled deep in Rohen’s stomach. 


  “The general,” Zin breathed. “Oh, gods…”


  Rohen panned his gaze across the full length of the sprawling battlefield. The monsters here at the steps to the barbican may have been contained, but they were little more than a single levee trying to hold back an ocean of death. Sehris was crippled by the Flensing, Zin was slowed from a half a dozen cuts and slashes, and the rest of the Pact forces were scattered, broken, and now leaderless. If—or, more likely, when—the gate buckled, this battle would quickly descend into an outright slaughter. Rimewreath was about to be the largest massacre since the Chol sacked Harabel over three decades ago, and whether Rohen wanted to admit it or not, there was absolutely nothing he or his friends could do about it. 


  Except save Delaryn.


  Gritting his teeth, Rohen dashed back toward Sehris, his flaming blue blade scything down another throng of corrupted elves along the way. He could hear the Lord Protector’s voice ringing in his ears with every swing. We are the eternal beacons in the growing darkness. We are the blades of the Triumvirate. We are the righteous fire of the gods, chosen to light the path of their return. We are the Templar of the Guardian, the champions of the Tel Bator. 


  A month ago—a few days ago—Rohen would have fallen on his sword rather than flee from the Chol. Even now, his heart sank at the thought of leaving all these men and women to die. But the harsh, brutal reality was that Delaryn might be the only hope of preventing another civil war. She was the rightful queen of Darenthi—surely some of the tharns would respect her authority. If they didn’t…


  If they didn’t, Rohen was going to save her anyway. Because no matter what powers she possessed, no matter how dark her heritage, he loved her. He always had, and he always would. 


  “Guardian protect us,” Zin wheezed, his freezing breath billowing in front of him after he hacked down yet another Chol. “There are so many of them…”


  The glow from his markings was finally starting to fade, and his enhanced Keeper strength and stamina would fade along with them. Sehris clearly didn’t possess enough energy to feed him again, either, considering that she was down on all fours behind them, her eyes closed and her arms quivering from the wrath of the Flensing. 


  “We have to get out of here,” Rohen said as the battering ram slammed into the gate. “Now, before it’s too late!”


  “And go where?” Zin growled. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re completely surrounded!”


  “We have to get back to Delaryn,” Rohen said, pointing toward the eastern tower on the other side of the fortress. “Maybe there’s some way we can—”


  “Down!” Zin cried out, slamming into his friend’s flank and tackling them both to the ground. Rohen kept his Ward angled above them, and several arrows slammed into the shimmering disk a fraction of a second later. More followed in their wake; he heard the unmistakable whistle of fletchings sailing just past his ear followed by the gurgles and screams of an entire row of pikemen crumpling beneath the barrage. 


  “Archers, at the ready!” Major Thorne called out from halfway up the steps. “Turn, draw, fi—”


  His last command died on his lips as an arrow pierced straight through the visor of his helmet. His armored body clattered down the steps and landed in a pile of corpses upon the gore-stained grass. 


  “Shit!” Rohen hissed, lurching back to his feet as a squad of Chol archers appeared on the opposite side of the barbican about thirty yards away. Shrouded by the clouds of dust and rising columns of smoke from the collapsed tower, they were little more than slender silhouettes with glowing green eyes. They had already nocked more arrows, but this time they weren’t aiming at the soldiers. 


  They were aiming at Sehris. 


  “No!” Rohen cried out as he charged straight at them. Human soldiers would have adjusted their aim and shot him instead of the Flensed sorceress, but the elves were driven by a single-minded fury that drowned out everything, even the most basic instinct to survive. Rohen managed to catch two arrows on his shield, but the rest soared past him. 


  Zin was even faster. Hoisting up his battered, arrow-riddled shield, the Keeper threw himself in front of the channeler he was sworn to protect. He intercepted one arrow and then another and another…


  Until one finally slipped past his wooden bulwark and struck him in the gut so hard it knocked him from his feet. Zin tumbled over Sehris’s body, and the dark elf let out a wail so horrific, so inhuman, that even the Chol seemed to freeze in place. 


  Rohen killed them all. His Pale-shifted wraithblade scorched them to cinders one after another, but he didn’t even wait for their burning bodies to hit the ground before he sprinted back to his friends, his heart pounding in his ears with as much force as the battering ram crashing into the main gate barely twenty yards away. Every second passed like an epoch as he watched his best friend clutch at a gushing wound that would never close. 


  Sehris’s hand glowed blue with magic as she desperately tried to feed his Keeper markings, but she screamed and collapsed before she could muster a single spark of energy. The veins beneath her skin looked like they were ready to burst. 


  “Hold still!” Rohen cried out as he slid into the frozen, blood-stained muck next to Zin. There were still hundreds of Chol scattered throughout the fortress and thousands more waiting to pour in from outside, but there could have been a million of the monsters lurking over Rohen’s shoulder and he still wouldn’t have cared. 


  “I can’t…” Zin rasped. “I can’t breathe.”


  “It will be all right,” Rohen insisted. The fletching was the only visible thing sticking out of Zin’s chest, and his brigandine coat was already matted with blood. The arrow must have punctured one of his lungs, possibly even both…


  “The bleeding…you can’t stop…” Zin trailed off as blood frothed over his lips. Sehris clawed her way to her knees and pressed her hands over the wound. 


  “Delaryn can,” Rohen told him. “She did it back at Whitefeather Hold. You just need to hold on until—”


  Zin grabbed hold of Rohen’s cloak. “Get them…out of here!”


  “I can carry you to her!” Rohen screamed. “I can—”


  “Sehris…Del…” Zin gurgled breathlessly. “Get them…”


  He slumped over, his eyes staring up at the woman he had been forbidden to love one last time before they went dark. Sehris screamed. Rohen’s body went numb. And all around them, the Chol massacred everything and everyone in their path. 


  “Beyond the Pale, in the Guardian’s grace,” Rohen breathed. “We will meet again.”


  Sehris dove on top Zin, screeching inconsolably, as the main gate finally burst open. An ocean of Chol poured into Rimewreath like a raging tsunami. The remnants of the Pact Army, as scattered and disorganized as hapless militia, were cut down in a tide of death and screams. The Culling was upon them. 


  And there was no escape. 


   


  ***


   


  The battle had been over before it had even begun. Delaryn knew precious little about war or strategy, but even she could tell that the Pact Army didn’t stand a chance. The Chol had already overrun the outer bailey, and now the horde was attempting to breach the main gate. In a matter of minutes, every man and woman in Rimewreath would be dead. 


  Including her friends…and the man she loved more than anything. 


  Open yourself to the Pale, my daughter. Its power is your birthright—and your destiny. 


  Delaryn swallowed as she opened the palm of her left hand and reached out just like the voice of her mother had taught her. The frozen air hissed as if she had just set it aflame, and the power of the Pale flowed through her body like a refreshing stream. There was no backlash, no fear of the Flensing, just pure, untapped energy siphoned from the realm of the gods. The Tel Bator considered unsanctioned channeling a crime against the Triumvirate, but this…this was assaulting the very heavens themselves. Surely there could be no greater sacrilege. 


  Follow my voice, just as I showed you. Come to me, my daughter, and I shall shepherd you to safety. 


  Choking down the last of her fears, Delaryn wove the crackling energy in her palm in the exact pattern her mother had shown her just moments ago. The hissing sound grew more and more intense, and the air around her rippled as if she were staring through a haze of heat—


  And then suddenly, impossibly, she was no longer standing in Rimewreath—or at least, she was no longer standing in the same Rimewreath.


  “Maiden’s mercy…” Delaryn breathed. The entire world had changed around her. She was still atop the curtain wall connected to the eastern tower, but everything else was different. There was no battle, no explosions, no thunder of a battering ram smashing into the gate. Everything was quiet. 


  Quiet…and very wrong.  


  The Tel Bator scriptures described the Pale as a dark, tormented realm filled with demons and the corrupted remnants of the Fallen Gods. Delaryn’s mother told a different tale: the Pale was merely a shadowy reflection of the physical world where force of will dictated reality. 


  Whichever version was true, Delaryn had never been as unsettled in her entire life. She looked around, mouth agape, and tried to take it all in. She could see clearly even though there didn’t appear to be any source of light. The fortress’s walls were so dark they were almost black rather than gray, and even the few patches of grass and moss looked more like shadows than living things. The sky above her crackled with strokes of green lightning, yet there was no thunder or wind or rain. There were no people, either—until suddenly there were. 


  Delaryn blinked in confusion when she spotted dozens of shining green figures moving into the fortress as if the walls were made of mist rather than stone. It took her a moment to recognize the lanky, slender figures as Chol. They weren’t here in the Pale with her—not completely—but she watched as they casually passed through Rimewreath’s walls and then slipped back into the physical world. 


  Time is short, Delaryn. You must find your friends—quickly!


  Bracing herself for the worst, Delaryn descended the stairs from the curtain wall down into the inner bailey. She tugged her cloak more tightly around her body, though it wasn’t as if she was cold—the air here didn’t seem to have a temperature, as surreal as that seemed. Her heart was beating, her lungs continued to draw breath…everything was normal, and yet completely different.  


  As she moved into the outer bailey, she caught a glimpse of a glowing, sword-shaped beam of energy that made her breath catch in her throat. The blade danced furiously through the air as if it were being wielded by a master duelist, but there was no one holding the hilt—not in this realm, anyway. 


  “Rohen,” Delaryn breathed as she broke into a sprint. He must have been battling the Chol right here in this spot in the physical world. 


  Go to them. Save them. Time is running out!


  Delaryn shook her head. “How?”


  Even as she asked the question, she somehow already knew the answer. She could feel the barrier separating the physical world from the spiritual realm even if she couldn’t see it. All she needed to do was open the door.


  Holding her left arm out in front of her, she pushed her hand through the ethereal veil as if it were a pool of water. Cold air chilled her fingertips, and when she took another step, a blast of freezing wind blew back her hood and tousled her blond hair. 


  And then an ax nearly split her in two. 


  Delaryn screeched as she dropped into a crouch and rolled away from a giant melee of terrified Pact soldiers and bloodthirsty Chol. The battle for Rimewreath raged all around her, though she couldn’t imagine it would last much longer. The main gate had been shattered, and Godcursed elves were pouring through the barbican in numbers that seemed unfathomable. Her friends were only a few dozen yards away near the steps to the wall, and they were about to be overrun…


  Sprinting toward them, Delaryn reached out to the Aether and allowed its familiar warmth to wash over her. Zin was lying crumpled on the ground with Sehris and Rohen leaning over him, and a mob of Chol were mere seconds from impaling them all on their swords and spears. Delaryn lashed out with the quickest spell she could weave: she pulled a cloud of vapor from the air, shaped it into tiny shards of ice, and hurled the frozen darts at the onrushing monsters. The first row of Chol crumpled in a shower of blood and screams, but their allies trampled their bodies in frothing rage. She couldn’t possibly kill enough of them to slow the horde…but perhaps she didn’t have to. 


  Delaryn shaped a thick mist directly around the Chol and then froze it into a crystallized wall of jagged ice. The horde of Chol thoughtlessly slammed into the magical barricade and impaled themselves as if they had just charged a spiked palisade. 


  “What?” Rohen stammered as he turned away from the wall and locked his elven eyes upon her. 


  Delaryn slid down next to them, her heart racing in fear and her limbs tingling from the Flensing. She placed her hand on Zin’s chest and gasped in horror at the sight of the arrow sticking out of his brigandine. Her hand flashed with healing magic, but it was already too late. 


  She was too late. 


  “Oh, gods…” she breathed.


  You must run, Delaryn. You must take your friends and go!


  “How did you get here?” Rohen asked, his face streaked with soot, blood, and tears. 


  Delaryn forcibly dragged her eyes from Zin’s body as she whispered a silent prayer to the Guardian. She would have to mourn later—they would all have to mourn later. But right now, they simply didn’t have the time.  


  “The same way we’re going to escape,” she said, grabbing Sehris’s hand and then his. “Hold on.”


  She released her grip on the Aether and reached out to the Pale instead. The air hissed and popped even as the Chol pounded on the wall keeping them at bay. As the monsters finally crashed through the ice, Delaryn pushed through the barrier between worlds—


  And then the Chol were gone. She blinked several times and looked around at the shadowy fortress now completely devoid of life. She didn’t see a single glowing figure anywhere; now that the gate had been breached, the Godcursed didn’t need to shift through the walls. 


  “Nau’shevi…” Sehris gasped as she looked around. Unlike every other source of light in this place, her luminescent eyes seemed even brighter than normal. “Is this…?”


  “The Pale,” Rohen breathed. “Gods forgive us…”


  “We need to go,” Delaryn said, staring down at where Zin’s body used to be. “This way.”


  She tugged their arms and pulled them behind her as she walked toward the nearest wall. Both of her friends were trembling with shock, grief, and exhaustion, and Sehris’s body had been so ravaged by the Flensing she could barely stand. But Rohen visibly steeled himself and swept the dark elf up in his arms even as he continued glancing around in disbelief.


  “I don’t understand,” he whispered. “How is this—”


  “I will explain everything later,” Delaryn promised. “Just trust me. Please.”


  He nodded and swallowed as he carried Sehris to the wall. Delaryn placed her hands against the smooth, dark gray stones, marveling at how they felt exactly the same as normal. The difference was that in the physical world, she couldn’t have possibly moved them. But here, anything was possible. 


  Forming her lips into a thin line, Delaryn imagined the wall opening right in front of her. Her will instantly became manifest: the rocks parted smoothly and silently without a single rumble or speck of dust. Soon the gap was large enough for them to walk through, and she stepped through with Rohen and Sehris closely in tow. 


  The frozen plains beyond were every bit as a disturbing, perhaps even more so. While the ground was still covered in a thick layer of snow and ice, she didn’t feel the slightest chill through her shoes. She had never missed the bitter wind blowing across her face and tousling her hair more than she did right now. 


  “This isn’t possible,” Sehris said, shaking her head. “We can’t be here!”


  Delaryn pushed on as quickly as she could. A growing cacophony of whispers tugged at the back of her mind, but these hushed voices had nothing to do with the Wailing of the Chol. They were focused, relentless, and completely clear in what they wanted. 


  Escape. 


  The demons of the Pale were desperate to join the world of living, and they begged Delaryn to crack open the door. In one ear she heard dark promises of power in exchange for freedom; in the other she heard threats of eternal pain and torment if she refused. Along with the whispered words came a deluge of images and emotions, almost as if she were being drowned in a sea of memories from every mortal whose soul had ever passed beyond the walls of this realm. 


  “Keep walking,” Delaryn told the others through clenched teeth. “We need to get as far away as possible!”


  While Rohen carried Sehris away, Delaryn concentrated on closing the rocks in the wall behind them. They moved together as smoothly and easily as before, but a split second before the gap sealed, she caught a glimpse of an armored figure with a horned helmet blink into existence within the fortress. It wasn’t a Chol or a demon—it was a man. 


  And he was staring right at her.


  Her heart pounded in her chest as she looked back at him. His face was little more than a shadow inside his helmet, but somehow it still seemed familiar. She didn’t understand how or why…


  And then the wall closed. Delaryn turned away, her temples throbbing as if her veins might burst. The demonic whispers were growing louder and more insistent by the moment, and she knew they couldn’t afford to linger—but she also knew they couldn’t afford to return to the physical world so close to the fortress. Spurring the others onward, she jogged south as quickly as she could. Once they finally passed the road, she reached out her hand and once again pushed open the veil between worlds—


  The blast of cold wind was so sudden and so intense it knocked her from her feet. But for perhaps the first time in her life, Delaryn welcomed the bitter chill as her knees and hands sank into the snow. 


  “Ilhari vlos,” Sehris breathed as she glanced around in confusion. Her eyes, still brimming with tears, eventually settled on the fortress behind them. “Zin…”


  All three of them turned. They were several hundred yards away from the wall and the battle behind it, but even from here the devastation was obvious. Billowing clouds of flame and smoke rose from the towers and the turrets, and thousands more Chol were still swarming in through the gate. For over five hundred years, Rimewreath had stood as a bulwark against barbarians, bandits, and monsters, but now…


  Now the path to the south was finally open. Tor’s Crossing, Nythovas, even Silver Falls itself—without Rimewreath and Whitefeather Hold, all of them were vulnerable. The north was lost. Her homeland was lost. 


  And the Culling had only just begun. 
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Prologue
 
Edmund Kraythe, Lord Protector of the Templar Order and Voice of the Guardian, pulled back on the reins of his armored griffon as he approached his destination. Just ahead of him, the massive tower called the Galespire loomed over the frozen wastelands of the Jagged Coast like a giant spear plunged into the world by an angry god. The plains surrounding the base of the ancient structure were as stark and unblemished as a still white sea, and a blazing blue beacon shone from the top as if it were from a lighthouse warning away all who dared approach. 
Almost one in a hundred Darenthi children were born with a connection to the Aether, and those that survived long enough to be discovered by the Keepers ended up here. The ancient elves who had built the Galespire—the fabled Wyrm Lords of the long dead Avethian Empire—had never intended for it to shelter so many wayward souls. The tharns who ruled Darenthi expected the Lord Vigilant to police fifteen thousand sorcerers of all ages with a few hundred Keepers, just like they expected Kraythe himself to hold back the Chol with a few hundred Templar. The greed and hubris of the nobility were truly boundless; they foisted their troubles onto the Tel Bator as if the Voices were their servants, not the spiritual conduits to the gods. 
But that era was about to come to an end. Soon. 
Kraythe steered his griffon toward the aviary near the top of the spire. The bitter wind cut through his cloak and brigandine like a wraithblade, but the Guardian’s grace kept his body warm and his mind focused. The handlers flagged him into one of the open roosts, and he set his majestic beast down with practiced ease. The young men and women were instantly cowed by his presence—Templar rarely visited the Galespire, and the Lord Protector himself hadn’t been here in over a year—but Kraythe soothed their fears with kind words and warm slaps on the back. 
They were all Tel Bator, after all, from the lowliest stable hand to the mightiest Templar. They had dedicated their lives to the service of the Triumvirate, and their faith was about to call them to action—not merely in a glorious battle against the Chol, but in a holy war to save the very souls of the Darenthi people. 
Once his griffon was secured, Kraythe started down the winding stairs into the heart of the tower. The halls of the so-called “Spire of Shadows” had always felt different than those in Griffonwing or Palegarde or any of the kingdom’s other castles. Back when he had been a young man on his first visit, he had been amazed by the wonders of Avetharri architecture, from the high, arching ceilings to the suffocatingly narrow stairwells to the immaculate white marble walls and floors. Today he was mostly struck by just how overcrowded the tower had become. He could feel the collective power of the sorcerers gathered in this spire, and he knew in his heart how perilously close they were to the chaos of another Sevenfold Rebellion. 
Now, more than ever, the Tel Bator needed strong leadership. And that was what the Guardian had sent him here to provide. 
The giant steel door leading into the Lord Vigilant’s personal quarters was blocked by two Keepers clad in pristine silver plate mail, though both men bowed at the Lord Protector’s approach. They wordlessly opened the door and stood aside, revealing the cavernous chamber on the other side. A hundred men could have comfortably lived within—or one Avetharri Wyrm Lord slumbering in dragon form. 
“Edmund, thank the gods,” Caelan Arinthal, Lord Vigilant of the Keepers, said in his gruff, raspy voice. He was half buried behind a pile of letters on his desk, and he rose and rushed forward to greet his old friend. “When the ravens brought me your letter this morning, I prayed to the Watcher it was a forgery.”
“I’m afraid not, old friend,” Kraythe said, waiting for the door to shut behind him. “Thedric is gone, and if we’re not careful, the Pact and its army will die with him.”
Arinthal briefly closed his eyes and pressed his fingers into his forehead. The man already looked like he had aged ten years since the end of the civil war; the ring of hair surrounding his bald scalp had turned completely gray, and his olive skin was as leathery as his brigandine. 
“Guardian protect us,” he whispered. “How could this happen? How could the monsters have attacked in such numbers without anyone spotting them?”
Kraythe let out a long, slow breath and shook his head. “I wish I knew. They were upon us so quickly…it was like Gareth’s Stand all over again.”
The Lord Vigilant hissed softly through his teeth. “Do you think they were after the Whitefeather girl?”
“I don’t know, but that is what everyone from Torisval to Arduon will believe regardless.”
“I warned Thedric about her,” Arinthal growled in disgust. “I told him he should keep her here under observation. But all he could see was a pretty face and a pair of tits.”
“I doubt we’ll ever know what truly happened,” Kraythe said, “but the one thing I’m certain of is that we need to act—now. Once the news of the slaughter reaches the capital, the tharns will panic. They will recall their armies and demand I send every Templar in Darenthi to the front lines.”
“Isn’t that your plan?” Arinthal asked. “If a true Culling is upon us, no one else can—”
“My men will be ready to fight, don’t worry,” Kraythe assured him. “But we’re still too few in number to confront the horde directly. We’re going to need the Pact Army—and as many other men as the duchies can spare.”
The Lord Vigilant nodded. “That won’t be easy. The jackals will be out in full force to fight for the throne. Without Thedric, the line of succession is broken. Darenthi has no king.”
“Darenthi doesn’t need a king. It has us, old friend.”
Arinthal cocked a gray eyebrow. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“It means that the Tel Bator have been pushed aside for far too long,” Kraythe said pointedly. “We speak for the Triumvirate—we are the Voices of the gods in the mortal realm. And where we lead, the faithful will follow.”
The Lord Vigilant paused for a moment as if he couldn’t decide if Kraythe was serious. Arinthal turned and paced toward the sprawling study to his left, his footfalls echoing throughout the vast chamber. Just like the last time he had been here, Kraythe couldn’t help but be appalled at the decadence of his comrade’s quarters. Elvish furniture from Nelu’Thalas, imported rugs from Solaria, smuggled silk sheets from Talisham…even the High King’s chambers in Silver Falls weren’t this luxurious. 
I can’t believe how long I ignored the truth. The other Voices are every bit as corrupt as the dukes and tharns they revile. It must change—it will change. 
“I know how much you loathe politics, Edmund, but we cannot afford to disregard the realities of the court,” Arinthal said after a moment, turning back to face him. “The war is barely three years ended, and many of the scars haven’t even begun to heal. Thedric’s death will spread panic like wildfire.”
“Which is precisely why the Tel Bator must offer the people strong, unified leadership,” Kraythe said. “They need to see all three Voices working together to swiftly deal with this threat. My Templar will be on the front lines, but we cannot win this battle alone. We need your help.”
Arinthal grunted. “You know as well as I do that I barely have enough Keepers to police the Spire, and I can’t exactly muster an army of sorcerers to fight the Chol. The Wailing will—”
“I don’t need sorcerers, Caelan,” Kraythe interrupted. “I need Faceless.”
The Lord Vigilant’s brow furrowed. “What?”
“You just said that you have too many channelers and not enough Keepers,” Kraythe said. “The Tel Bator need an army, and only the Galespire can provide us with one powerful and disciplined enough to defeat the Chol.”
“Edmund, you know that’s impossible,” Arinthal said. “The Sevenfold Accord—”
“The Accord was a mistake!” Kraythe snarled, and the other man blinked at the venom in his voice. “The first of many made by Thedric’s father, and we are still paying the price for all of them today. You know this, the Lady Seeker knows this—every bloody man and woman in Darenthi with an ounce of sense knows this!”
The Lord Vigilant sighed and placed a hand on the other man’s shoulder. “I understand that you’re upset. Watcher knows I would be, too, if I had just seen the Chol ravage Whitefeather Hold. But the Accord was signed for a good reason. Abolishing the Faceless was a small price to pay for disbanding the Seven. They can no longer whisper into the ears of tharns or stir up support among the populace. Without leadership, the sorcerers have been completely declawed—and it has worked wonders! We’ve had thirty years without a single whisper of rebellion!”
“And how many Templar have died to maintain that peace?” Kraythe asked pointedly. “We’ve been over this a thousand times. If the king had thrown the Accord into the flames where it belonged, Gareth’s Stand never would have happened. We would have ended the last Culling before it could even begin. The Winter Witch wouldn’t have summoned demons, Duke Haldor wouldn’t have gone mad—by the bloody void, the entire civil war would have been avoided!”
“What’s done is done,” Arinthal said. “We’ll never know what might have happened, and frankly it doesn’t matter. We live in the here and now, Edmund, and the Accord is still the law of the land.”
“I will not send my men to their deaths in the defense of useless tharns who care more about their personal holdings than the sanctity of the realm,” Kraythe seethed. “Not until they recognize us for what we are—not until the Tel Bator are given the power and authority we deserve.”
Arinthal’s face twisted into a scowl as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “It is the sacred duty of the Templar to fight the Chol and stop the Culling.”
“And it is the duty of the Keepers to protect the realm from dark magic,” Kraythe said. “You’ve told me countless times that you cannot possibly police all the sorcerers the tharns send you. Well, now you don’t have to. The reckless and disobedient can serve Darenthi another way.”
“We are not barbarians,” Arinthal asked, shaking his head. “The Purging ritual was cast onto the ash heap of history where it belongs!”
“There was a time when loyal sorcerers considered the ritual a great honor,” Kraythe said. “They willingly offered themselves into the service of Darenthi, and their sacrifice kept this realm safe.”
“You and I both know it wasn’t long before we ran out of volunteers,” Arinthal scoffed. “The entire reason the Seven rebelled was because the Keepers were forcing their brethren into the armor.”
Kraythe’s eyes narrowed. “You almost sound like you sympathize with them. Need I remind you that the rebels betrayed Darenthi to the Crell?”
“Oh, please,” Arinthal huffed. “I don’t approve of what they did, but I do understand it. You and I might have been too young then to truly appreciate what was happening, but age is supposed to make us wiser and more patient.”
“There is no wisdom in asking loyal servants of the Triumvirate to die on Godcursed steel because you have become old and squeamish.”
The Lord Vigilant’s face hardened. “What are you saying? You are the Guardian’s Templar! He demands you fight the Chol!”
“You forget that I am his Voice, and he speaks more clearly through me now than ever before,” Kraythe said, taking a deep breath as he slowly began to pace toward the center of the vast chamber. “A miraculous thing has happened, old friend: the Guardian has granted me a vision of the future!”
Arinthal stared blankly for a moment. “What?”
“I know how it sounds, believe me, but it’s true. He showed me the way forward for our people. He showed me how we can defeat the Chol—and how we can save Darenthi from the corruption that has reduced it to a shadow of its former glory. I have seen a future without kings or dukes or tharns…only the faithful standing united against the coming darkness.”
The Lord Vigilant slowly shook his head. “Edmund, what in the bloody void are you talking about? Have you gone mad?”
“On the contrary, the Guardian finally has opened my eyes to the truth. We stand on the precipice of new era, not just for Darenthi but the entire world! The civil war, the Cullings, the ascension of a Wyrm Lord in the west…another Reckoning is at hand, old friend. Only the light of the Triumvirate can save us from the coming darkness, but the faithful must stand united against the chaos.”
“We are united—assuming you order your men to march,” Arinthal said. “What has gotten into you, Edmund?”
“I told you: the Guardian has shown me the truth. His power shall light the way.”
Kraythe slowly stepped over to his old friend and gently placed his hand upon the man’s bicep. The Lord Vigilant flinched at first, but then his brows lifted in surprise when he felt the strength of Kraythe’s grip. 
“Your arm,” Arinthal breathed. “But the healers have never been able to…”
“What the healers could not cure with sorcery, the gods have cured with divinity. The might of the Guardian flows through me. I am his Voice—I am his vessel.”
The Lord Vigilant’s face drained of color. “Vessel? You mean…?”
Kraythe smiled and took a step back. He held up the hand of his once-crippled arm, and a blazing sphere of yellow-white energy materialized in his palm. The radiance shone across the entire cavernous chamber as if he were holding a tiny piece of the sun. 
“How…?” Arinthal gasped as he backpedaled farther away. “You are no sorcerer!”
“No. He is a Conduit to the gods.”
Both men turned to face the western wall of the chamber as a tall young woman stepped out from a concealed door behind the bookshelves. She was clad in a red-gold tunic and black, thigh-high leggings, and her hands were covered in thin metal gauntlets that turned her fingers into golden claws. The symbol of Shalassa the Moonmaiden—a waxing crescent firing an arrow as if it were a bow—was emblazoned upon the circlet resting atop her long, dyed white hair. 
“Inquisitrix Jessara,” Arinthal said. “How did you get in here?”
“The Moonmaiden’s light reveals all secrets…and opens all doors,” the young woman replied haughtily as she sauntered forward, the metal heels on her golden shoes clicking loudly on the polished stone floor. “Even the ones you have tried to hide from your Tel Bator brethren.”
Arinthal’s lip curled, his shock momentarily giving way to contempt. “I don’t care who your father is—you have no right to intrude upon my sanctum!”
“You forget yourself, Lord Vigilant,” Jessara said. “I am a Sanctori Inquisitrix—the gods themselves have granted me the right to go anywhere I am needed. And right now, they have summoned me here.”
Arinthal’s eyes flicked between the glowing light in Kraythe’s palm and the Inquisitrix stepping toward him. “What is the meaning of this?”
“My father just told you,” Jessara said, finally coming to a halt next to her father. Thanks to her heels, she stood at eye level to both men. “The Triumvirate have chosen him to be their avatar in this dark time. And with their power at his command, the Tel Bator will finally assume our rightful place as the leaders of Darenthi. The Chol, the Crell, even the so-called ‘Dragon of Highwind’—none of them will be able to stand before our might!”
“This…you’re insane!” Arinthal breathed, slowly backing away from them. His eyes never left the glowing orb in Kraythe’s palm. “The Tel Bator do not wield magic—we crush it!”
“Forsaken is the man who looks upon the glory of the gods and turns away,” Jessara quoted from scripture. “My father is no mere sorcerer. His power is pure and righteous.” 
She smiled and raised her right hand. The golden claws atop her fingertips began to glow, and a brilliant orb of divine energy flashed into existence above her palm as well. 
“The fury of the gods flows into my father,” Jessara said, grinning. “And from my father, it shall flow unto the faithful like a holy river, uniting us all against the darkness gathering at our doorstep.”
“Maiden’s mercy,” Arinthal breathed as their power reflected in his dark eyes. “What is this heresy?”
“You want the Templar to fight, and we will,” Kraythe said. “But not like before. We will never endure another Gareth’s Stand—we will never abide another pointless slaughter on behalf of ungrateful fools. With the Guardian’s might at our command, we can take the battle directly to the enemy. We can smite the Chol with holy wrath and end the Cullings once and for all.”
“All my father needs is time,” Jessara said. “General Galavir will contain the Chol in the north as long as possible, but he will need help—and soon. The Spire must send him enough Faceless to hold the line until the Templar ready.”
“The path has been laid out before us, Caelan,” Kraythe said. “The only question is whether or not you are righteous enough to walk it with us.”
The Lord Vigilant glanced back and forth between them as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing—or hearing. The last of the color slowly drained from his face, and his hand fell to the handle of the sword at his waist. 
“I don’t know what powers you believe you have consorted with, Edmund,” Arinthal said, his voice a low growl, “but the true gods would never abide this…heresy! This is clearly the work of demons.”
Jessara snorted incredulously, but the Lord Protector stepped forward before she went on the attack again. “I understand your hesitation, old friend,” Kraythe said, closing his hand and extinguishing the light in his palm. “I didn’t want to believe it either, at first. It wasn’t until Escar showed me his vision of the future that I finally understood. The Tel Bator was founded to unite Darenthi—to bring an end to a sinful kingdom and light the way for the gods to return. Thousands of good, honorable men and women have died for this cause over the centuries…and now, at long last, their sacrifice is about to be rewarded. Our faith has made the gods strong. They push at the walls of their ancient prison, and they have given us the gift that will finally set them free. All we need to do is win one final battle in their name.”
“And to win that battle, we require the Faceless,” Jessara said. “You will begin the Purges immediately. The north must be secured until the Templar are ready.”
Arinthal’s cheek twitched. “I do not take orders from you, girl, no matter who your father is or what power you claim to wield. I am the Voice of the Watcher!”
Jessara snorted and clenched her claws together, extinguishing her own glowing orb. “Yet you have failed to carry out his will time and time again. The Tel Bator must act as one. If you will not
do what must be done, then my father and I will find someone who will.”
The Lord Vigilant’s eyes blazed as if he thought his glare alone could reduce her to cinders. “You dare threaten me here in the Watcher’s spire?”
“It is not a threat, my lord—it is a statement of fact. The Keepers will begin the Purges. The only question is whether you are still strong enough to lead them.”
Arinthal drew his sword. The high-pitched ring of steel on steel reverberated across the great chamber, and when he squeezed the handle, the vatari runes etched upon the grip pulsed with Aetheric energy—energy his tattoos immediately fed upon. The wide blade was far too heavy for any normal human to wield with precision, but an empowered Keeper possessed the strength of an ogre and the speed of a tiger. 
“The sorcerers of the Galespire are under my protection,” the Lord Vigilant declared. “You will not touch them as long as I draw breath!”
“Don’t be a fool, Caelan,” Kraythe said. “The Spire has always been a bastion of the damned, nothing more. If the blood of a few corrupted wretches can spare Darenthi from the flame, then we must—”
“No!” Arinthal roared. “No Faceless, no Purges, no more atrocities in the Watcher’s hallowed halls!”
“Fine,” Jessara said with a scoff. “Guardian guide your soul…or not.”
She thrust out her hand, and a brilliant beam of blinding light erupted from her palm and struck the man squarely in his breastplate. He flew backward across the chamber and slammed into the wall behind him as if he had been slapped by the mighty tail of a dragon. He crumpled to a knee when the beam vanished, steam rising from the now-glowing steel plates of his armor. 
But the Lord Vigilant wasn’t dead—not even close. He still clutched his massive broadsword in one hand, and his Keeper tattoos radiated an eerie blue light beneath his smoldering breastplate. As the markings fed upon the magic, his eyes began to glow as well. 
“I…am the Voice…of the Watcher!” he snarled as he pulled himself back to his feet. “No vile magic shall tempt me. No dark sorcery can stop me!”
“I told you, old friend, this has nothing to do with sorcery,” Kraythe said as he strode forward, his hand dropping to the handle of his own sword. “The gods have granted me the pure essence of divinity…and in the glorious light of gods, all corruption shall be burned away.”
“I will stop this madness, Edmund,” Arinthal said. “Even if I have to—”
Another beam erupted from Jessara’s hand, this one even brighter than the first. The Lord Vigilant screamed when the searing light pierced his armor and again when it enveloped his entire body. Kraythe could feel the divine energy flowing from him into his daughter, and he couldn’t help but be awed at her control. She might not have inherited all of her mother’s abilities, but she was every bit as determined and resolute. It made her the perfect focus of the Guardian’s power…and one day soon, it would make her the perfect Lady Vigilant. 
“You…can’t…arrggh!” Arinthal screamed as the light seared his hair and scorched his flesh. His tattoos desperately tried to absorb the energy pouring into him, but they simply couldn’t keep up. The air crackled and sizzled, and his sword clattered to the ground.
“Enough,” Kraythe said. 
Jessara didn’t stop. Her amber eyes blazed with unbridled fury, and he had no doubt that she would gladly roast the Lord Vigilant to cinders. Unfortunately, she seemed to have inherited a streak of her mother’s ruthlessness as well. 
“Jessara, enough!” he repeated.
The beam of light dissipated as she reluctantly pulled back, and she panted for breath as she turned to look at him, confused. 
Kraythe drew his own sword from its scabbard. The runes etched into the moonsilver blade gleamed even in the dim light of the massive chamber, and he traced his finger across the inscription upon the handle. “Absolution” was the blade’s name, though he hadn’t been strong enough to wield it in combat for what felt like a lifetime. Ever since his arm had been crippled at Gareth’s Stand, his wraithblade had been a stark reminder of what he and all the Templar had sacrificed to save this kingdom. 
“For what it’s worth, I wish it hadn’t come to this,” Kraythe said as he approached the smoking body of a man who had once been a loyal comrade. “You were a good man once, a loyal servant of Darenthi and the gods who watch over it.”
The Lord Vigilant trembled in pain as he glanced up. His hair and eyebrows had been burned away, and his skin had been charred almost completely back. If not for his Keeper powers, he would have surely been dead already.
“You…” Arinthal rasped. “Traitor…”
“I will see you again, old friend,” Kraythe said, squeezing the handle of his sword and dispersing the moonsilver blade into the Pale. “I only hope that in the next life I will be able to make you understand.”
He swung the sword. The brilliant blue-white beam carved through air and then through flesh, and the corpse of the Lord Vigilant rattled to the floor with a dull, unceremonious thud. 
“I told you he wouldn’t listen to reason,” Jessara said as she stepped up behind him. The claws on her right hand still gleamed with the searing heat of her power. “Neither will the tharns or the dukes or even the Lady Vigilant. We will have to drag them screaming into the light.”
“I know,” Kraythe said, lowering his blade. “But the world is changing. Those who refuse to change with it will be swept aside like dead leaves before a righteous wind.”
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Sundermount
 
He’s dead. Zin is really dead. 
Rohen Velis squeezed the handle of his wraithblade until his fingers went numb. The sword was speared straight down into the frozen dirt, and the kneeling Templar’s chin was braced atop the pommel as if he were about to recite yet another prayer to the Guardian. 
But Rohen was long past begging the gods for deliverance. All he wanted now was revenge. 
“We should get moving soon,” he said, his frozen breath billowing out in front of him. The half-moon had finally pierced through the clouds, but the pale, shadowy illumination was both a blessing and a curse. The snowy fields surrounding him and his companions were glowing almost as if the Maiden herself were lighting the path of their escape, but when Rohen glanced back over his shoulder to the north, he could also see the distant outline of Rimewreath fortress and the fires still consuming its battlements. 
If the gods won’t punish Lord Kraythe for his treachery, then I will. 
Rohen clenched his teeth and stood as he turned to face the others. Delaryn and Sehris were still huddled together in front of the small campfire, partially to share the heat but mostly to comfort one another. The worst pangs of the Flensing should have passed by now, but both girls still looked exhausted. 
Or perhaps just defeated. 
“We could probably reach Fort Sundermount in three or four hours,” Rohen went on. “The sooner we can warn them about what’s coming, the better.”
The girls remained silent. Rohen closed his eyes and swore under his breath as yet another wave of despair threatened to pull him under. He still couldn’t believe that Rimewreath had fallen. He couldn’t believe that General Galavir and the Pact Army had been slaughtered. 
And he really couldn’t believe that his best friend was gone. Forever. 
Rohen wanted to scream into the darkness. The blame for all of this madness—the massacres at Whitefeather Hold and Rimewreath, the death of King Thedric and the Pact Army—lay squarely at the feet of Lord Protector Edmund Kraythe, the Voice of the Guardian and the leader of the Templar. 
And the man who had been Rohen’s mentor. 
For the better part of the last three years, Kraythe had practically been family. He was the one who had taken in a seventeen-year-old half-elf orphan who had committed treason against the crown; the Templar had offered Rohen redemption when no one else could. There were probably rats in the Whitefeather larder with a better claim to mercy than a pale-blooded mongrel, yet the Lord Protector had never made Rohen feel the least bit guilty about what he had done in the name of the Usurper King. 
And now, for some inexplicable reason, Lord Kraythe had unleashed the very Culling he had sworn an oath to prevent. 
“After we pick up some supplies at Sundermount, we can push on to the Galespire,” Rohen said, reopening his eyes. “If we—”
“The Galespire?” Delaryn asked, her ice-blue eyes opening wide in disbelief.  
“General Galavir said that’s where Lord Kraythe was headed,” Rohen told her. “I have to confront him. I have to tell the Lord Vigilant what really happened and—”
“I can’t go to the Galespire, Rohen!” Delaryn insisted. “If any of the Keepers recognized me…”
She trailed off, and the dread in her voice seemed to carry on the bitter wind. Rohen understood how she felt, of course; no unsanctioned sorcerer with an ounce of sense would ever voluntarily approach the bastion of the Watcher’s Keepers. Even if she weren’t a channeler—and the daughter of the Winter Witch—visiting the Galespire still would have been a harrowing prospect at the best of times. 
But right now, they simply didn’t have a choice. One way or another, Rohen was going to avenge Zin and everyone else who had been butchered here tonight. 
“I know it’s dangerous, but it’s the only place we’ll get any answers,” Rohen told her. “Kraythe must pay for what he did here.”
Delaryn closed her eyes and looked away, too distraught and drained to argue. Rohen didn’t want to fight, either, but he needed her to understand.
“I know it’s dangerous, but we’ll take precautions,” he said, lowering his voice. “Once we’re close, Sehris and I could go inside the tower while you—”
“I can’t go back, either,” Sehris said. Her husky, dark elven voice was barely even audible over the cracking fire and whistling wind. “Not now.”
Rohen looked at her in silence, wishing desperately that there was something he could do to ease her pain, even for a few moments. Her luminescent violet eyes were still swollen from crying, and he could tell that she was barely keeping it together. So far, he had been able to channel his shock and sorrow into rage, but that wouldn’t work here. Anger was like poison to her. 
“The Keepers shouldn’t give you any trouble,” Rohen said. “You’ve never broken the rules.”
“But they’ll never let me leave once I return,” Sehris reminded him. “They’ll bind me to another Keeper! Or worse, they’ll try to have me Purged. You heard what Thorne said in Dorelas. Kraythe wants to turn half the sorcerers in the Spire into Faceless!”
“I know, but once we tell the Lord Vigilant what really happened, he might—”
“He might what?” Sehris interrupted. “Take our word over the Lord Protector’s? How do you know they aren’t working together? How do you know they didn’t plan all of this?”
“She’s right,” Delaryn murmured, her blue eyes fluttering back open. “The Lord Vigilant never liked Thedric, either. None of the Voices did. The Tel Bator have always believed that they should rule the country, not the dukes and tharns of the court.”
Rohen glared off into the east. “I have to find Lord Kraythe,” he said, grinding his teeth. “He will answer for what he’s done.”
He could feel the girls looking at him, but he kept his eyes locked on the jagged, moonlit peaks of the Sundered Spine mountains. On the back of his griffon, they could have reached the Galespire in a few short hours, but on foot it would probably take them at least two days. Even with supplies from Fort Sundermount, the path through the mountains would be long, hard, and cold.
But Rohen refused to simply give up. His anger would keep him warm even if nothing else would. 
“We could travel west,” Sehris whispered. “Past Palegarde and into the Northern Reaches. 
Rohen turned and stared at her as if she were mad. “You can’t be serious.”
“If the Dragon of Highwind is real…maybe we could ask for aid against the Chol.” The dark elf shrugged. “Surely with his power, he could—”
“We are not going to Highwind,” Rohen said, shaking his head. “If even half the rumors about Jorem Farr are true, he’s more of a tyrant than any Crell Sovereign.”
“I doubt that very much,” Sehris said. “The Tel Bator slander him because he’s a Wyrm Lord. He’s everything they fear.”
“I’m not saying we should blindly trust the Triumvirate priests, but they’ve spent plenty of time demonizing the Crell, too, and I don’t think the Sovereigns are secretly our friends.” Rohen sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “We don’t even know if there really is a Wyrm Lord. There hasn’t been a real dragon in this part of the world for what, a thousand years?”
“Longer,” Sehris admitted. “And the very idea of a human Wyrm Lord does defy belief…no offense.”
Rohen snorted and crossed his arms. He had never been to Highwind, obviously, but by all accounts, it was even more chaotic than Silver Falls. And if the city really was ruled over by an actual dragon…gods, he wasn’t even sure what to think. Maybe the endless litanies and warnings from the Tel Bator had gotten to him. 
“We could head for Nelu’Thalas instead,” Delaryn suggested. “My father was on decent terms with the elves. Queen Malareth might be willing to—”
“We’re not going to Nelu’Thalas, either,” Rohen interrupted. “For all we know, they’ll shoot Sehris on sight.”
“He’s right,” Sehris whispered. “The Ilwetharri
will never allow a dark elf to set foot in the Moonweald.” She paused and swallowed. “But what about heading farther north? What about the Roskarim?”
Rohen blinked. “What?”
“Delaryn’s mother was a sacred figure to them. Why wouldn’t they take in her daughter?”
“They won’t want anything to do with me,” Delaryn said. “When the Keepers executed my mother, the Clan-Lords demanded blood. If the Chol hadn’t already decimated their numbers, they probably would have started another war against Darenthi.”
“But that was almost twenty years ago,” Sehris pointed out. “They still have a settlement north of the Moonweald, don’t they? We could try speaking them.”
“No,” Delaryn said firmly. “They’re not my people. I don’t know them, and they don’t know me.”
Another pained silence lingered between them, and the grim specter of loss loomed over them like a choking miasma. Rohen almost wished that a group of Chol would catch up to them. His wraithblade would make short work of the Godcursed elves, and carving through an endless sea of monsters would help him channel his rage and dull the pain of Zin’s death. 
Despair was a far more implacable foe. It couldn’t be slashed or stabbed; it didn’t have a body to kill. It just hung in the air and grew fat upon the stillness. 
“Hathal niveh,” he whispered, dispersing Varlothin into the Pale. The blade transformed into a heatless, fiery blue beam, and he effortlessly pulled it out of the ground. The spectral light cast their small camp in an eerie, otherworldly glow. 
“So where do we go?” Sehris asked. “What do we do?”
“First, we warn Sundermount about what’s coming for them,” Rohen told her. “Then we travel east to the Galespire.”
Delaryn stared up at him, her eyes wide with fright and wet with tears. Rohen’s heart sank in his chest, and he forced himself to turn away and look at his weapon instead. He whispered the Elvish phrase again, shifting Varlothin back into the physical world, and he stared at his reflection in the gleaming moonsilver blade. 
Rohen had spent most of his life as a hapless, pale-blooded orphan with no identity and no purpose, but now he had both: he was a Templar of the Guardian, entrusted to protect the realm and its people from any and all threats. The Chol may have been behind him, but the true monster was still in front of him. Lord Kraythe would pay the price for his betrayal, no matter the risk. No matter the cost. 
“Come on,” Rohen said, sheathing his sword and offering his hand to help the girls up. “It’s time to go.”
 
***
 
Delaryn knew she should have been freezing the moment they left their campfire behind, but her body was already so numb with grief she barely even felt the wind blasting through her cloak or the snow crunching beneath her boots. Every few minutes, she would close her eyes, and when they reopened, she half expected to be back in Whitefeather Hold lying in bed with King Thedric. 
The last two days (gods, had it really only been two days?) still seemed impossibly surreal. Her quick dalliances with Rohen in the sitting room and the chapel were already distant memories. Now when she closed her eyes, all she could see was Zin’s lifeless body surrounded by a sea of rampaging Chol. 
Your power is all that stands between Darenthi and annihilation, the voice of her mother whispered into her ear. Nurture it. Master it. And when the time is right, unleash the wrath of the Pale upon all who dare stand against you.  
Delaryn swallowed and hugged her arms over her chest as she trudged through the snow-covered hills behind Rohen and Sehris. She still hadn’t told them about the voice, mostly because she didn’t even know where to begin. A woman she had never met was talking to her from beyond the grave…it sounded as ludicrous in her head as it would aloud. 
She couldn’t even begin to explain her ability to channel the Pale, either, despite the fact that her power was the only reason any of them were still alive. Even the most powerful sorcerers in the world couldn’t physically cross the barrier between worlds, and not for lack of trying. Mortals had been trying to enter the Pale for thousands of years, mostly in misguided attempts to liberate the gods from their ancient prison. What those channelers inevitably freed instead were horrific demons that made the Chol seem harmless by comparison. 
Even now, many hours after Delaryn had left Rimewreath behind, she could still hear the demonic whispers in the back of her mind. If she hadn’t returned to the physical world when she did…
“This path should take us all the way up to the fort,” Rohen said, stopping and shifting Varlothin back into the Pale. He waved the glowing wraithblade in front of them to illuminate the rocky steps leading up into the mountain pass. “Let’s take it slow until the sun comes out. Always check your footing.”
“I can lead,” Sehris said, her luminescent violet eyes narrowing as she studied the way ahead. “This way.”
While the dark elf started forward, Delaryn took Rohen’s arm and allowed him to guide her steps with his much steadier boots. The warmth of his touch banished the numbness enveloping her body, though it quickly proved a mixed blessing. The bitter air fluttered her platinum locks beneath her hood, and her cloak and heavy furs proved no match for the icy chill. She had no choice but to reach out to the Aether and allow its power to sustain her through the cold. 
The climb was dark and treacherous, but still not quite as harrowing as her and Rohen’s flight from Whitefeather Hold the other night. They were only a few miles south of Rimewreath when dawn finally broke over the mountains. The brilliant reflection of the sun on the snow nearly blinded Sehris’s sensitive eyes, and Delaryn took her friend’s slender arm and helped guide her the rest of the way. 
“The sentries must have spotted us by now,” Rohen said, shielding his eyes when they reached a summit overlooking the pass. Sundermount was only a quarter the size of Rimewreath at most; it was essentially a wide tower surrounded by stone walls that blocked the gap between the mountains. Ostensibly, the fort was in a perfect position to protect the pass from bandits and watch over the scattered farmlands in the plains to the south, but in practice the garrison didn’t have the manpower to do much of anything. Thedric had planned to renovate Sundermount just like the rest of the north, but now…
“There are only a few dozen soldiers garrisoned here at any one time,” Delaryn said. “I doubt they have many sentries.”
“Still, hopefully someone sees us up here,” Rohen said. “The Templar used this fort as a supply depot during the last Culling twenty years ago. Maybe we’ll get lucky and discover that a few griffons are still roosting here.”
No one believed that for a moment, of course, but they carefully wound their way down the rocky path from the summit anyway. Delaryn’s stomach twisted nervously when no one in the fort waved a flag or called out in greeting. She didn’t see any movement whatsoever, even when they began their final approach to the gate. 
“There’s no one here,” she said, her eyes flicking across the narrow battlements and up to the crenellations at the top of the tower. “The soldiers must have been sent somewhere else.”
“Why?” Rohen asked, shaking his head. “Where would they go?”
“I don’t know. Perhaps Galavir summoned them to Rimewreath?” 
Rohen came to a halt about twenty yards from the gate as he examined the fortifications. “I can’t imagine why he would do that. A few dozen soldiers wouldn’t make or break the defense. Those men would be much better off watching this pass in case any Chol tried to slip through the mountains to the plains.”
He paused for almost a minute before he started forward again, his fingers twitching over the handle of his sword. Delaryn followed right behind him, the tiny hairs on the back of her neck tingling in warning. Something was definitely wrong here…
“There’s no damage to the gate or the walls,” Rohen said. “No arrows, no scorch marks, no signs of battle…maybe they really did abandon this place.”
“Or they are all dead,” Sehris whispered. Her violet eyes glimmered in the shadows of her drawn hood as she studied the gate. 
Rohen turned and frowned at her. “Do you sense something?”
“I smell something,” she said, covering her nose with her sleeve. “There are rotting bodies on the other side of this gate.”
“Oh, gods,” Delaryn gasped, suddenly thankful for her comparatively weak human nose. “Are you sure?”
“It is not a smell one forgets,” Sehris said. 
Rohen swore under his breath as he stepped up to the actual gate. The enormous double doors were old but sturdy, and when he banged the hilt of his sword against the wood, the rattle stirred up dozens of carrion birds on the other side. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Delaryn breathed. “What happened here?”
“I don’t know, but there’s no other way through the mountains,” Rohen said. “We need to get through this gate.”
Delaryn pursed her lips in thought. “I could try to freeze the hinges and make them brittle.”
Sehris reached out a gray hand and placed her fingers upon the wood. “The doors are heavily reinforced with magic. They are designed to withstand attacks by Roskarim shamans and Anointed Chol.”
“Can you unravel the enchantments?” Rohen asked. 
“In time, possibly. But without vatari dust to siphon the Aetheric energy, there’s no guarantee.”
Delaryn took a deep breath and reached out to the Aether. When she concentrated, she could feel the enchantments Sehris mentioned; they had been woven deep into the wood and steel. If an artificer with her friend’s skill and expertise couldn’t dispel the magic, no one could. 
But that didn’t mean there wasn’t a way through…
“I could get us inside,” Delaryn whispered. “I could take us back into the Pale.”
The others turned to look at her, their faces twisted in equal parts fear and confusion. She was every bit as disturbed by the prospect as they were—just thinking about breaching the wall between worlds seemed to make the demonic whispers in the back of her mind louder—but it was a solution to their problem. The power of her Palerending abilities was as undeniable as it was horrifying. 
“No,” Rohen said after a moment. “There’s another way.”
Unsheathing his sword from his belt, he whispered the Elvish command words and transformed Varlothin back into an azure beam of spectral energy. The door had been reinforced against conventional magic, but it was still no match for a wraithblade. The sword passed through the wood as easily as if it were water, and even though the Pale-shifted blade couldn’t actually ignite objects in the physical world, it could still destroy them. Rohen surgically carved them an opening before he pulled the weapon back and kicked the door as hard as he could. A person-sized chunk of wood, seared black at the edges yet somehow not smoldering, tipped into the fort. 
The massacre awaiting them on the other side sent a shiver of dread down Delaryn’s spine. 
“Guardian guide their souls,” Rohen said as he stepped through the gap and into the narrow, U-shaped bailey between the gate and the actual tower. The bodies were everywhere: lying in the snow, slumped on the walls, skewered on the steps leading into the tower. They hadn’t been killed in an organized formation—they had been cut down by swords or riddled with arrows wherever they stood, almost as if they had never seen their attackers coming. 
“How…” Sehris whispered, her hands cupping over her mouth as she took in the carnage. “How could this have happened?”
Rohen crouched over one of the bodies and pointed at the blackened lacerations on the man’s throat. “Godcursed steel,” he said. “These men have been dead for several days. Sundermount was sacked before Rimewreath…maybe even before Whitefeather Hold.”
Delaryn couldn’t help but look away. Her eyes threatened to burst with tears, but she forced herself to take a deep breath and inspect the rest of the fort. There was no sign of a siege, no damage to the defenses. The walls and keep were as untouched as the mountains around them. If not for the frozen blood and corpses, no one would have been able to tell that a battle had even taken place here. 
“How could they have gotten inside?” she asked despite the fact she already knew the answer. 
The same way I wanted to. The same way we escaped Rimewreath in the first place.
Her thoughts flashed back to the strange armored figure she had spotted leading the horde last night. His sorcery and his wyvern mount had been shocking enough, but he was also the reason the Chol had been able to enter the fortress and massacre the Pact Army. He was a Palerender, just like her.
“If the Chol can walk through walls whenever and wherever they want, the horde will be unstoppable,” Rohen said, his voice so dark he almost sounded like a different person. “No one will be safe.”
“Guardian save us,” Sehris breathed. “Living creatures aren’t supposed to enter the Pale! It’s…”
Her fear and confusion hung in the foul air while Rohen slowly stood. He glanced down at his blade as if he expected the runes to flare to life at any moment, but neither Delaryn nor Sehris could hear the Wailing. The Chol were long gone.
“They didn’t devour the bodies, so they must not have stayed for long,” Rohen said. “There may still be supplies inside the tower.”
He sighed heavily as he sheathed his sword, and for a moment, he looked far older than his twenty years. Ever since they had escaped Rimewreath, he had been chewing on his rage in a desperate attempt to quell the pain over Zin’s loss, but Delaryn could tell that his defenses were crumbling. Everywhere they went, they were surrounded by death…
“I doubt the Chol will come back, but we still shouldn’t linger,” Rohen said hoarsely. “I’ll head inside and see if there’s anything worth salvaging.”
Delaryn silently watched as he strode up and into the tower. As much as she wanted to take his hand—as much as she wanted to hold him against her and cry into his chest—she knew what he really needed was a few minutes alone to collect himself. 
“Ilhari vlos,” Sehris hissed after he went inside. “Where could the Chol have learned this power?”
“They didn’t,” Delaryn said, wishing she knew how to conjure a burst of flame and immolate the bodies. “The armored man on the wyvern…he is the one with the power. He must have led them here before Rimewreath.”
The dark elf shook her head. “I don’t understand. I’ve read every tome in the Galespire about the Culling and the Chol. Only the Anointed can lead the horde—they don’t take orders from mortal men.”
Delaryn shrugged. “Maybe he’s not mortal. Maybe he’s not even a man. For all we know, he could be a Godcursed elf, too.”
“Riding a wyvern?” Sehris asked. “There haven’t been any nests in Darenthi for centuries.”
“The Roskarim used to breed and train them in the White Ridge to the northwest,” Delaryn said. “People say that hundreds of wyvern riders challenged the ascension of the Wyrm Lord in Highwind.”
“That was twenty years ago,” Sehris said. “I don’t know where this armored man came from, but he’s not a Chol. Perhaps he has been possessed by a demon…it might explain his ability to control the Pale, but I’ve still never heard of any channeling technique like this.”
Her faintly glowing eyes flicked around bailey for several seconds before they returned to Delaryn. The inevitable question she must have been yearning to ask since escaping Rimewreath sat unspoken on her lips. 
“I don’t know how I do it,” Delaryn said, rubbing her hands over her face. “It just…happens.”
Sehris didn’t reply. Amidst the stillness of the fort, the only sound was the crows fluttering back into the bailey to continue their macabre feast. Delaryn hissed and shooed them away. 
“Sorcerers cannot channel the Pale,” the dark elf said eventually. “It isn’t—”
“You don’t think I know that?” Delaryn snapped. “You don’t think it terrifies me?”
She glared at her friend for several seconds before she swore and clenched her teeth. Tears threatened to burst from her eyes again, but she steeled herself and took in a long, slow breath. 
“I’m sorry, I just…” Delaryn shook her head. “I don’t understand what’s happening any more than you do.”
Sehris sidled close and placed her gray fingers atop the other woman’s hand. “I wish I could help,” she whispered. “I wish we knew something about what was going on.”
Delaryn drew in another cold, bracing breath. Sooner or later, she was going to have to tell her friends the truth. Perhaps now was as good a time as any. 
“I haven’t learned all of this alone,” she murmured. “I’ve had help.”
Sehris frowned. “What?”
“My mother,” Delaryn said. “She has been speaking to me for a long time. She taught me everything I know about magic.”
The dark elf stared at her, mouth agape, as if she couldn’t tell whether or not her friend was joking.
“I know how it sounds,” Delaryn said. “The Keepers executed her when I was still a baby. I never met her…but I can hear her voice as clearly as I can hear yours.”
Sehris still didn’t move. She didn’t look like she could move.
“I heard her voice off and on when I was a child, but I didn’t realize who it was until after Thedric took me to Silver Falls,” Delaryn went on. “She spoke to me almost every night when I was locked away in the palace. At first, I thought I was going crazy, but then she started showing me things…techniques to better control and even hide my magic. She taught me how to mend flesh, how to freeze the air, how to reach into someone’s mind…it was like having a personal tutor no one else could see or touch.”
“Delaryn…” Sehris whispered. “The dead can’t speak to the living. It doesn’t work that way.”
“According to who? The Galespire? The Tel Bator?” Delaryn snorted. “They think they know everything, but they’re wrong. I can hear my mother’s voice. I don’t know how or why, but it’s real.”
Sehris studied her for a long moment and hugged her arms around herself. “Maybe it is,” she said, “but how do you know it’s your mother?”
Delaryn frowned. “Who else would it be?”
“It’s not a question of who—it’s a question of what,” Sehris said. “Ghosts may not be real…but the demons of the Pale are.”
“What?” Delaryn hissed. 
“You heard them calling out to us when we breached their realm. I heard them, too. That’s what demons do.”
“My mother is not a demon!”
“I didn’t say she was,” Sehris said, taking a deep breath and brushing her long black hair back into her hood. “All I’m saying is that this voice might be. Just think about it for a moment: only demons can channel the power of the Pale. It’s their prison—their reality—and all they really want is to escape.”
Delaryn turned away. She couldn’t even smell the corpses surrounding them anymore; her nose and throat felt like they were being squeezed shut by a skeletal hand of fear and rage. The voice in her head was not a demon. It didn’t sound anything like the whispers she had heard within the Pale. 
And yet… 
“The voice never said anything about escaping,” Delaryn whispered. “Not even once.”
“Maybe not, but look around the fort,” Sehris said. “Don’t you sense it?”
Delaryn’s brow furrowed as she glanced around. “Sense what?
“The wall between worlds—the Minamar—is very thin here,” Sehris said stretching out her hand as if she were reaching for something in the air. “I didn’t notice it at first, but if I really focus, I can see tiny fractures all over the fort…”
Delaryn followed the other woman’s gaze. She didn’t see or feel anything…until she fully opened herself to the Aether and allowed its power to permeate her body.  
“Oh, gods,” she gasped. “They’re everywhere.”
As the magical currents around Sundermount were laid bare to her eyes, the tiny fractures became impossible to miss. It was as if the fort had been encased in a clear glass dome that was now riddled with glowing, hairline cracks.
Cracks that were growing larger by the second. 
“Ilhari, dormagyn udossa,” Sehris breathed, shaking her head. “There hasn’t been a breach in the Minamar this severe since…”
“Since Gareth’s Stand,” Delaryn whispered. “Since my mother summoned demons to defeat the Chol.”
The words hung in the air, as noxious as the stench of death surrounding them. There was still so much Delaryn didn’t understand about the nature of this magic. Why could she channel the Aether and the Pale? Why did they feel so similar yet also so different? Why was the voice of her mother so obsessed with teaching her these techniques?
What if the voice wasn’t really my mother at all?
“My instructors at the Spire said it took years for all the fractures to heal,” Sehris said in stunned horror. “The Templar were nearly wiped out by the Culling, so they couldn’t even leave a garrison behind. Watcher knows how many demons crossed over and escaped into the countryside…”
Delaryn swept her gaze back and forth across the fractures. “It must be the Pale-shifting,” she breathed. “Every time the Chol breach the Pale, they leave a crack in their wake. I bet the same thing is happening at Rimewreath—maybe even worse.”
That’s the problem of cracking open a door between worlds, she had warned herself back in Whitefeather Hold. You have no way of knowing what horrors could be waiting to sneak through from the other side.

“We can’t stay here,” Delaryn said, an icy chill racing down the back of her neck. “We have to warn Rohen and—”
A hauntingly familiar hissing sound echoed through the fort, and Delaryn froze in place as she glanced between the fractures. Several of them had begun to glow with an angry green light. She could feel the presence of something on the other side.
Something that was about to come through. 
“Guardian protect us,” Sehris breathed as she thrust out her hands and summoned the Aether to her fingertips. A glowing, translucent barrier materialized around her slender body as she stared directly at the largest fracture looming in the air some thirty yards in front of them.
“Rohen!” Delaryn cried out, tilting her head to the tower. “Rohen, we need you—”
Her voice was drowned out when the angry hiss intensified into a shrill screech that was like long fingernails dragging across glass. The largest fracture doubled in size in the span of a heartbeat, and once again Delaryn could feel the presence of creatures she couldn’t actually see. A cacophony of dark, tormented whispers tugged at the corners of her mind just like when they had stepped through the Pale at Rimewreath, but this time the demons weren’t begging to escape. 
They already had. 
“Look out!” Sehris warned, springing backward and pointing at the base of the tower. A gust of unnaturally hot air blasted across Delaryn’s cheeks and a foul, sulfurous stench flooded her nostrils, but she still couldn’t see anything…at least, not until the corpses of Sundermount’s soldiers all suddenly began twitching as if they were alive. 
“Oh, gods!” Delaryn gasped, a hundred different stories about the horrors of demonic possession flashing through her mind. Creatures from the Pale weren’t content to simply cross over—they needed mortal vessels to anchor themselves in the physical world. And if the legends were correct, they didn’t particularly care if that vessel was alive or dead. 
“Get back!” Sehris shouted as she thrust out her hands and unleashed a rippling cascade of magical force directly in front of her. There were about a dozen walking corpses in total, all scattered around the base of the tower where the Chol had left them, and the dark elf’s concussive blast battered them away like fallen branches. Some crashed into the walls of the tower while others were simply knocked from their feet, but none of them stopped moving. Even the ones with broken, mangled legs somehow crawled back to their feet. 
With the Aether already coursing through her, Delaryn plucked a cloud of vapor from the air and froze it into a long, jagged spear of ice. The instant the nearest corpse lurched back to its feet, she hurled the frozen lance right through its chest. Bones and rotten flesh burst from its back, but the demon-possessed body didn’t fall over—it turned and stared right at her, it’s crow-hollowed eye sockets searing with green, spectral flame almost as if it were a Chol. 
Delaryn screamed. Prior to this moment, the malformed visages of the corrupted elves were easily the most hideous thing she had ever seen…but at least the Chol could be killed. Even the most insane, blood-crazed Dretch couldn’t ignore a gaping, frozen hole in the middle of its chest. A demon possessing a corpse—even a badly brutalized one—couldn’t be stopped so easily. 
Or possibly at all. 
As the demons all returned to their feet, Delaryn realized that their decaying vessels were already transforming. The wounds that had originally killed them sealed, their flesh regained its color, and even their eyes began to regrow in their empty sockets. After a few more seconds, the bodies looked indistinguishable from any other soldiers in Torisval. 
“Burn them!” Sehris said, her hands trembling as she extended her protective barrier over Delaryn as well. “We have to burn the bodies!”
“I can’t!” Delaryn snarled. Acting on pure instinct, she shaped the freezing air into a thin, razor-sharp circle and hurled it at the nearest demon. The icy disk nearly sawed the possessed body in half, and it fell over amidst a shower of blood and gore…only to lurch back to its feet a few seconds later, the rupture in its torso already mending. 
“Ilhari vlos!” Sehris hissed, scrambling to Delaryn’s side and standing back to back as the demons closed in around them. She unleashed another concussive blast of force, knocking the corpses away, but their time was growing short. The Flensing would eventually ravage them, but the demons would never relent…
“Guardian take you!”
Rohen’s deep voice cut through the din like the clarion call of a war horn, and Delaryn turned her head just in time to see him leap from the entrance to the tower and skewer one of the possessed corpses with his wraithblade. The blazing blue sword, already dispersed into the Pale, seared through its target with ease. The walking corpse screeched—a shrill, horrid, otherworldly sound—and then spontaneously burst into flames and disintegrated inside its armor. 
Delaryn’s mouth dropped open at the sight of the blackened pile of ash. Varlothin couldn’t ignite wood, but apparently it could burn demons just fine. 
And it did. Rohen whirled between the corpses, hacking them down and setting them aflame one by one. The risen soldiers fought back even harder than when they had been alive—the demons wearing their bodies gave them superior speed and strength to any mortal. What they lacked was the skill of a Templar. 
Even having watched Rohen carve through the Chol at Whitefeather Hold and at Rimewreath, Delaryn was still awed by his movements. He fought with the grace of an elven dancer and the might of a Roskarim warrior. Delaryn did everything she could to buy him time—she shaped an icy wall around herself and Sehris to funnel the demons into a single path near Rohen, and she froze several of the possessed bodies in place just long enough for him to lunge forward and cut them down. The whole while, Sehris projected an Aetheric barrier over the Templar just in case the tip of a spear or sword slipped past his defenses. 
A minute later, it was all over. The stench of rotting corpses had transformed into a cloud of acrid smoke, and there was nothing left of the Sundermount garrison aside from empty suits of armor, fallen weapons, and small piles of sulfurous ash. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Rohen said as he held his blade defensively in front of him and tried to catch his breath. “How in the bloody void…?”
“The Chol,” Sehris panted. “Whenever they travel through the Pale, they leave behind fractures in their wake. Demons are able to slip through.”
His shoulders slumped as if all the air had suddenly been sucked from his lungs. “As if the Culling weren’t enough…”
Delaryn shared a wary glance with Sehris. There was so much he needed to know, but she still wasn’t sure if she wanted to tell him about her mother’s voice. Gods, she didn’t even want to think about it herself…
What if Sehris is right? What if the voice does belong to a demon? What if I’ve been wrong about everything?
“I have no idea how to close the fractures or if it’s even possible,” Sehris said. “We should grab whatever supplies we can and get out of here. Without bodies to possess, any other demons that cross over shouldn’t be able to linger in this realm for long.”
Rohen swore under his breath as he shifted Varlothin back into the physical world. “There’s some food and camping supplies in the tower.”
“Let’s grab whatever we can carry,” Delaryn said, trying and failing to ignore the burning terror in the pit of her stomach. “We need to get out of here.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
There wasn’t a single wisp of smoke rising from the courtyard of Whitefeather Hold, and every single wall and tower was completely intact. From a distance, one might have assumed that the castle had simply been abandoned like so many other structures here in the vast winter wasteland of Torisval. 
Up close, however, blood told the tale that fire could not. 
“No one survived,” Inaril said from behind the cowl of his thick forest-green cloak. 
“Did you check the second level?” Yria asked, blowing warm air into her cold hands. The midday sun was almost blinding, yet somehow it seemed utterly devoid of heat. “They could have—”
“I checked everything. The servant’s quarters, the storage rooms, the chapel…some of the bodies had been ripped out of crates and closets. The humans tried to hide, but the Chol tore them apart.”
Yria closed her eyes and tried not to be sick. If it weren’t so cold here in the shadow of the mountains, the stench of death would have been overpowering. But most of the corpses here in the courtyard had frozen so solid that the crows hadn’t even gotten to them yet. 
The bodies inside the keep wouldn’t be as well preserved. She was honestly surprised that her companion hadn’t retched. 
“The king?” she asked, even though she knew the answer.
“Dead alongside his guards,” Inaril said, shifting his gaze to the slaughtered horses and stable boys. “The bodies were all intact and unsullied. It does not make any sense…”
Yria nodded silently. The fact that the Chol hadn’t even bothered to gnaw on the corpses of their victims was genuinely bizarre. The monsters had swept in like a poisonous mist, killing everything in sight, then dispersing into the breeze. They shouldn’t have even been here in the first place—the bulk of the horde was thirty miles away on the other side of Lake Hollanshir. Yet somehow a few hundred Dretches had found their way to this ancient castle and slaughtered everyone inside, including the recently crowned High King of Darenthi. 
What had started as an intelligence-gathering mission on behalf of the Waxing Throne had suddenly turned into something far darker. Yria and Inaril were Eyes of the Queen, not scavengers. 
“I didn’t find the body of the Whitefeather girl anywhere,” Inaril added after a moment, “but some of the Chol were killed by magic. There wasn’t much left of the corpses…one of them could have belonged to her or the orphan.”
Yria gritted her teeth. “We can’t leave until we find a body. The Queen will want to know for certain.”
“I am not going back in there,” Inaril said, shaking his head. “And we cannot afford to linger. The Chol could have already sensed us by now.”
“I’m not afraid of those monsters.”
“That’s because you’re young and foolish. It is time for us to leave.” 
She turned to glare at him, but he had already started walking toward their horses tied up by the main gate. As annoyed as she was, she couldn’t bring herself to scold him. He was her commanding officer, but he also didn’t have a personal stake in this like she did. To him, Rohen Velis was just another servant of the violent, oppressive religious cult who ruled Darenthi. Inaril knew what the Scryers had revealed about Rohen’s true nature—and what they had prophesized about the destiny of the last Whitefeather. But like many of the old guard in Nelu’Thalas, Inaril was skeptical of anyone with a trace of human blood, even those touched by the power of the Valayar.
Just like Yria herself. 
“I’m going to take one last look inside,” she said, plucking her bow from her back. 
Inaril turned to face her, his full-blooded blue eyes glowing faintly beneath the shadows of his hood. “Ten minutes,” he said. “After that, we ride east for the Weald.”
Yria nodded and dashed for the keep. She preemptively covered her mouth with her hunting mask before she slipped inside the main doors and she was immediately glad she did. The stench was overpowering, and the carnage was every bit as gruesome as Inaril described. She whispered a thankful prayer to the Moonmaiden that the Hold had only been at a quarter capacity, otherwise she would have been tripping over corpses in the halls.
Yria followed the trail of destruction to the body of King Thedric Ashellion, the “prince of destiny” who had won a war to reclaim his family’s throne only to die an ignoble death a few short years later. The body of his wife was nowhere to be found, however, but Yria could still feel a faint magical echo where a great storm of magical power had been unleashed. As a rule, the humans locked their sorcerers away in Gûl Ostaraad, the ancient Avetharri spire to the south, but the Whitefeather girl had managed to conceal her powers from the Tel Bator. The Scryers had known the truth about her for many years, naturally, but they hadn’t been eager to share that information with the humans for obvious reasons. 
Yria couldn’t help but wonder if the girl had lost control of her magic and annihilated herself—it wouldn’t have been the first time an untrained sorcerer had met such a fate. Perhaps that explosion of power had killed Rohen as well…
“Wait,” Yria breathed when she noticed a trail of dried bloody droplets leading from the king’s corpse back into the corridors. She followed on a whim, and from the occasional smudged boot print, it was clear that someone had survived the battle with the Chol. The trail led her toward and then through the castle library, and she kept expecting to find a bled-out corpse around a corner. Instead, she found a small, out-of-the-way side chamber that was sealed off by a half-shattered wall of ice.
Frowning, Yria squatted down next to the makeshift barricade. With the doors and windows of the keep smashed open, the air was apparently just cold enough to keep it from melting. The Chol had battered their way through, and it only took a moment to figure out why.
There was another way out of the castle. 
Yria’s heart raced in anticipation as she leapt over the barricade. The trapdoor on the other side led into an ancient crypt, and she used the glowing runes on her bow as a makeshift lantern as she followed the bloody trail around dozens of dusty sarcophagi. Gusts of freezing air whipped through the chamber, rippling the spiderwebs and kicking up centuries worth of dust. She followed the wind to a large, open stone door, and a single glance confirmed that the passage led up into the mountains. 
Someone escaped. By the gods, someone escaped!
Smiling, Yria spun around and started to leave—then stopped when she saw a silver-white tiara resting atop the sarcophagus closest to the passage.
“Faarea,” she breathed, picking it up. Her smile grew, and she sprinted back to Inaril at the main gate. He was already waiting for her on his horse when she arrived. 
“We’ve been here too long,” he said, his eyes locked on the horizon. “We should…” His voice trailed off when he saw the crown in her hand. “Where did you find that?”
“In the crypts beneath the keep,” Yria told him. “The Whitefeather girl escaped, and I would bet anything that Rohen is with her.”
Inaril frowned. “You don’t know that. His body could have—”
“I know,” Yria said. “He’s alive, Inaril. All we have to do is find him.”
Her commander turned back to the horizon and sighed. “We can’t afford to waste any more time chasing after one man, not with the Chol on our doorstep.”
“We need to find him because the Chol are on our doorstep,” Yria said. “You know what the Scryers said about him. We’re going to need his help. I have to find him.”
She glanced down at the tiara and took a long, deep breath. “I have to bring my brother home.”
 
 
 



2
Crossroads
 
Even several hours after Rohen and the girls had left the massacre at Fort Sundermount behind them, he still caught himself glancing back over his shoulder every few minutes. Knowing that the Chol were out there—and that they could walk through walls—was harrowing enough, but at this point, his thoughts were mostly focused on the demons who had crossed over. Templar were trained to fight the horrific monsters of the Pale, but that didn’t make them any less unsettling. The very thought of an invisible creature possessing a corpse and wearing it like a cloak…
Rohen shivered involuntarily. Before this morning, he hadn’t fought a demon since he and a few other Templar had put down an infestation in a village outside of Shadowcrest about a year ago. The monsters had possessed half a dozen people, and if the Templar hadn’t destroyed them, they might have eventually been able to tear open a larger breach in the Pale. Rohen and his comrades had ultimately been victorious, thank the Guardian, but the experience still haunted his nightmares to this day. Stabbing a Chol was one thing—they looked monstrous and ravenous and wicked—but driving his blade through the heart of a possessed villager was something else entirely. If he closed his eyes, he could still hear one of the possessed stable boys pleading to be spared…and it was only after the body had vaporized from Varlothin’s touch that Rohen had finally been sure that he had killed a demon and not an innocent kid. 
We’re lucky we reached Sundermount when we did. If we had arrived any later, the demons might have already possessed the corpses. Those soldiers would have greeted us with bright eyes and smiling faces as if nothing were wrong. Gods, they probably would have offered us supplies and tried to help us on our way—anything to get away from a Templar before their true nature was revealed. Thank the gods we killed them before they fully adopted their human guises. 
Rohen shivered again as he led the others southeast along the edge of the Sundered Spine. The wind was less bracing here, thanks to the mountain walls around them, and the sun was bright and blazing in the clear blue sky. The frosted peaks and snow-dusted trees would have all been breathtakingly beautiful under different circumstances, but right now he just wanted a fire, a warm bed, and enough mead to forget the horrors of the past day. 
“We can’t reach Tor’s Crossing by nightfall,” Sehris said, hours later, when they came to a halt atop a cliff looming over the frozen farmlands that stretched south and east as far as they could see. “We’ll have to set up camp somewhere.”
“Some of the farmsteads are probably still abandoned,” Delaryn said. “We could look around.”
Rohen pressed his tongue hard into the back of his teeth and shaded his eyes from the glare of the waning sun. A shimmering crimson smear had already started spreading across the snow; they probably had another hour of daylight left at most. Though frankly, even if Tor’s Crossing had only been a few miles away, he wasn’t convinced they would make it. None of them had slept at all last night, obviously, and both girls looked like they were about to collapse from exhaustion. 
He wasn’t much better off himself. Templar were trained to fight Chol and demons, but not both on the same bloody day without sleep. His brigandine felt like it weighed a hundred pounds, and he hadn’t been able to feel his toes inside his boots for hours.
“The farmlands here are more populated than the ones in the north,” Rohen said. “They weren’t devastated by the war, so most folks stuck around even through the worst of the fighting. I can’t imagine anyone would recognize you, but…”
“They’ll be terrified of me either way,” Sehris whispered, pulling the furs he’d given her more tightly over her cloak. 
Rohen nodded soberly. “If we press on for a bit longer, we can set up a camp in the foothills here and get a few hours of sleep. We might be able to reach town by tomorrow afternoon.”
He expected at least a token protest, given how adamantly both women hated the idea of traveling to the Galespire, but instead they both nodded. Apparently, fatigue was currently winning the battle over fear. He understood all too well. 
An hour later, they set up camp atop a small, defensible plateau overlooking the distant farmlands. With the supplies they had taken from the fort, Rohen had no trouble starting a fire and boiling some soup in a cooking pot. Neither the bread nor the vegetables were particularly fresh, but at least the meal was reasonably nourishing. 
Supper was quiet and somber. None of them wanted to talk about anything that had happened, and Rohen was grateful for the silence. The implications of the slaughter at Sundermount were so harrowing he wasn’t even sure he could put them into words. Chol traveling through the Pale and leaving demons in their wake…
This wasn’t just the stuff of nightmares—it sounded like the end of the fucking world. 
Sehris insisted on taking first watch for the night. Rohen was too exhausted to protest, especially since it made perfect sense: she could see farther than either of them in the dark, and full-blooded elves could function better without sleep than half-bloods or humans. He curled up next to Delaryn inside the bedroll, and he held her tightly against him as she wept softly into his chest. He tried and failed to hold back his own tears as the dam of rage he had built to wall off his sorrow finally burst.
By morning, however, he had mostly patched up the cracks again. Every thought of Zin prompted a fresh surge of anger, and every time he saw a tear in Sehris’s violet eyes, he promised himself that the Lord Protector would pay for his treachery. Vengeance was still a far more palatable companion than despair.
After eating a quick, cold breakfast of salted fish and bread, the group pushed almost directly east. A surprisingly warm front of air greeted them when they finally left the shadow of mountains and moved into the farmlands, almost as if they were literally escaping the aura of death hanging over the north. All three of them seemed to catch a second wind at the same instant, and Rohen swore that chasing the sun was somehow more energizing than sleeping last night. 
The border town of Tor’s Crossing appeared on the horizon just before dusk, and it wasn’t long before they spotted the stream of merchant caravans and travelers flowing out the main gate to the bridge over the Winding Tear. From a distance, everything seemed a lot more hectic than when Rohen had rode through here a few days earlier. 
“Either this is an unusually busy day,” Rohen said as they finally approached the road leading into town, “or the word is spreading about what happened in Whitefeather Hold. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the wealthier merchants have already headed south.”
“If not, they will once they hear about the fate of the Pact Army,” Delaryn whispered from behind her hood. 
“Which we’re not going to tell them,” Rohen said. “Not yet, anyway.”
“I rode through here with Thedric just a few weeks ago,” Delaryn reminded him. “And he actually let me out of the carriage a few times while we were meeting with the local tharns. Someone could definitely recognize me here.”
Rohen pursed his lips. “We won’t go anywhere near town hall or the riverside estates. There’s an inn on the eastern side of town I’ve stayed at before…it’s low-key enough we should be able to stay here for a night without too much trouble. Just keep your hoods drawn and your heads down as we move through town.”
“Perhaps you should cover your brigandine,” Sehris suggested. “If the people have heard about Whitefeather Hold, a Templar will draw a lot of attention.”
“You’re probably right,” he said, grabbing the bundle of furs from his back and covering his cloak and armor as best he could. His wraithblade was a bigger liability, but as long as he kept it inside its scabbard and beneath the furs, he doubted anyone would notice. 
A few minutes later, they approached the main gate. The guards allowed them inside without a fuss, mostly because they were so occupied by the people trying to leave town, not enter it. Rohen wouldn’t have described it as a mass exodus exactly, but an aura of fear hung in the air. The news of Thedric’s death had them almost as unsettled as the Chol—the townsfolk feared another civil war almost as much as another Culling. 
Once he and the girls were through the gate, Rohen led them east through the winding, rough cobblestone streets. Tor’s Crossing may have been one of the most important trading hubs in all of Darenthi, but it was also an unholy amalgamation of so many architectural styles that the whole settlement looked like the gods had chosen a dozen different villages at random and smashed them all together. The sprawling mass of brown huts and half-rotting piers along the shore looked like refuse washed up by the river, yet it stood alongside a district of neat, well-appointed homes owned by wealthy tharns and traders. The outer wall was so crooked and meandering it could have been designed by a drunkard, and the streets were so uneven that they were harder to traverse than if they had been dirt trails in the woods. But at least the town would have somewhere warm to sleep and bathe, and tonight was all Rohen cared about.
“Are you certain this establishment is safe?” Delaryn asked when he pointed out their destination across the street. The three-story building had definitely seen better days: the “Deadly Duchess” sign out front was so old it was barely legible, and the roof and many of the windows needed to be replaced. But Rohen saw past the dilapidated façade, and he trusted the owner to be discreet. 
“Safer than any of the merchant inns along the river,” he told her. “And the inside is quite a bit nicer, I promise.”
What he didn’t tell her was how he knew about this place. About a year and a half ago, back when he had still been an aspirant, he and two fully trained Templar had been dispatched to the fringes of the Sundered Spine to deal with a small group of marauding Chol. While the others had rested comfortably in their rooms, Rohen had spent the night in bed with a Sanctori Inquisitrix. 
Gods, I hope Jess isn’t caught up in her father’s insanity. 
Rohen winced at the thought. He hadn’t seen Jessara Kraythe, the Lord Protector’s daughter, for almost six months now. She was, without a doubt, the most fanatically religious person he had ever met, which was truly saying something for the Tel Bator and the Sanctori in particular. She also happened to be the first woman he had ever slept with, and their entire relationship—if he could even call it that—defied belief in a hundred different ways.
He didn’t love her. He didn’t even particularly like her, honestly, but she had always been bizarrely obsessed with him. For a long time, he had been terrified that her father would learn about their secret dalliances, but now…
Well, now he mostly just hoped she wasn’t involved in her father’s insane scheme to murder the king and unleash the Chol. Perhaps there was some way he could contact her and inform the Sanctori what was really going on here. 
Assuming the Lady Seeker isn’t involved. For all I know, the other Lords of the Tel Bator could be supporting this madness. 
“Is something wrong?” Delaryn asked. 
Rohen shook his head when he realized he had stopped on the stone step in front of the door. “No,” he said, clearing his throat. “Just thinking about the last time I was here.”
“If it was that bad, why are we—”
“It wasn’t bad, it was just…” Rohen paused and cleared his throat. He would have to tell them about Jess eventually, but not now. “Never mind. Come on.”
He pushed open the door and headed inside. The tavern on the bottom floor was almost empty at this hour, though he suspected that would change soon. The owner, a scrawny, middle-aged woman named Brela, turned toward him as he stepped up to the bar. 
“Good evening,” he said, forcing a smile. “I was hoping we could—”
“You’re late, Templar,” she interrupted without lifting her eyes from the counter she was wiping down. 
Rohen blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
“You missed your commander. He left early yesterday morning.”
“I…right,” he muttered, his throat suddenly dry—and not just because Kraythe had already been here. He also couldn’t believe that she had recognized him after two years. Jess had told him that Brela was a Whisperer, one of the many Tel Bator operatives embedded among the populace, which was why the Duchess was such a common stopover for Sanctori agents. Still, he had only spent one bloody night here…this woman’s memory was impressive. Or creepy. 
“He promised the tharns he’d lead an army of Templar back this way soon,” Brela said, shaking her thick red-white mane. “I bet they’re going to be disappointed, aren’t they?”
Rohen opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He genuinely had no idea what to say to this woman. Perhaps coming here had been a mistake…
“You look like shit,” she said when she finally glanced up at him. “How many Chol did you have to kill to get here?”
“Too many,” Rohen managed. 
Brela’s eyes flicked past him to the girls. “Well, you better get them back to the Spire quick. If the townsfolk realize there are channelers here, they’ll riot. Half of them are already convinced the horde is on its way.”
“What are you talking about?” Rohen asked, trying to swallow the sudden dread rising in his throat. “They aren’t—”
“Uh-huh,” Brela said, waving her washcloth. “Look, head up to the suite on the third floor. I’ll get one of my girls to draw you a pair of baths. Just keep the dark elf out of sight until morning, would you? This place will be filling up any minute, and I don’t want to cause a panic.”
She reached back to a shelf behind the bar and then dropped an iron key in his palm. 
“Go on, get moving,” Brela said. “I’ll send up some food in a little while.”
Rohen still wasn’t sure whether to argue or panic, so he decided to simply nod and do as the woman said. Whatever she did or didn’t know about what was going on, making a scene seemed like a bad idea for everyone involved. 
“What was that about?” Delaryn asked once they started up the stairs. 
“She must be a Whisperer,” Sehris reasoned. “Is this a Tel Bator safehouse?”
“Of sorts,” Rohen murmured, glancing down at the key. “I figured it was the best place for us to stay, but I didn’t expect her to recognize me…or you.”
“We did pass through town a few days ago,” Sehris reminded him. “The locals were probably chatting about the dark elf sorceress being escorted north. Whisperers are paid to hear such things.”
“I suppose,” he said. “Either way, at least we know Kraythe was here and when he left. There’s a good chance he’s still at the Galespire.”
“That also means he will have had several days to convince the Lord Vigilant to begin the Purges…assuming they weren’t working together already.” Sehris placed her hand on his wrist once they reached the third floor. “Are you sure you want to go through with this? We could still head south to Griffonwing or…”
“Or what?” he snapped. “We’ve been over this. Kraythe is at the Galespire, so that’s where I’m going.”
Both women wore the same weary but frightened look on their faces, and Rohen sighed and rubbed a hand over his mouth. 
“Sorry,” he said. “Come on, let’s clean up and get something to eat. We can argue about this later.”
 
***
 
After four nights and three days of trudging through the snow, battling the Chol, and fleeing for their lives, Delaryn would have been grateful for a basin of cold water and a stiff brush. When she found out that the water was steaming and the brushes were newly bristled, she practically melted into the large copper washtub. For a few precious minutes, she almost felt as if she were back in the palace in Silver Falls.
She almost felt like a queen.
“Gods, I wish I knew a spell to keep it warm forever,” she said as she popped up from beneath the water and pulled back her soaked platinum hair. The tub was so long and deep that she could almost completely stretch out while submerged. “Weren’t you taught any useful tricks like that?”
“Elemental magic is forbidden,” Sehris said as she finally stripped off her underclothes and added them to the pile of washables. “I doubt anyone in the Spire has heated their bathwater with the Aether since the days of the Seven.”
Delaryn shook her head and leaned against the back of the tub. “It seems like there’s a big difference between unleashing a fireball and heating up some water.”
“Both channeling techniques use the same principle. One day the sorcerers are heating up their lunch, the next they are setting fire to the library. Or so the wisdom goes...” 
Sehris stepped over to the tub and gently dipped her foot into the water. Her sleek elven frame was every bit as elegant as Delaryn remembered, and her smooth, slender legs seemed to go on forever. Bathing together like this brought back a hundred pleasant memories from their days in Silver Falls before Thedric’s uprising.
“Oh, gods, this
is wonderful,” Sehris breathed as she sank into the tub and closed her eyes. “Maiden’s mercy…”
Delaryn smiled and took in her friend’s dark beauty, undeniable even in the candlelight. The tiny beads of water on her gray breasts glimmered like jewels, and the alluringly mysterious black spider tattoo encircling her navel almost glowed beneath the rippling surface. If Sehris hadn’t been liberated from the Underworld as a toddler, she probably would have risen far in drow society. Between her sorcerous gifts and her holy markings, her family must have been important. 
“Maybe there’s another option,” Delaryn said. “Can you create a barrier to hold in the heat?” 
Sehris’s violet eyes fluttered back open. “Maybe…”
Stretching out her long fingers, the dark elf conjured a shimmering dome of Aetheric energy around the tub. Her brow furrowed in concentration as she continued sculpting the dome into a bubble around them, and Delaryn seized the opportunity to lean forward and tickle Sehris’s flat stomach. 
“Hey!” she protested.
“You’re a Spire sorceress trained in the arts of war,” Delaryn said, splashing water over the other woman’s chest. “Surely you can handle a little distraction.”
The dark elf scowled playfully and splashed Delaryn right back. Within seconds, they were both giggling like little girls, and soon they were trying to grab each other’s wrists and stop the watery onslaught. Sehris won, like usual, and her prize was a long, slow kiss as she pinned her human friend back against the opposite side of the tub. 
Delaryn moaned blissfully at the familiar heat and taste of the dark elf’s tongue. Their bodies locked together as one beneath the surface of the water, and for a few minutes, at least, the horrors of the world couldn’t hope to pierce the shimmering bubble surrounding them. 
If only it could last forever…
Sehris finally leaned away, a giddy smile on her lips and a sparkle in her eyes. “It’s been so long,” she whispered. “How did you get even more beautiful?”
Delaryn smiled back. “I missed you so much,” she breathed, running her fingers through Sehris’s soaked dark locks. “For a while there, I honestly didn’t think I would ever see you again.”
“I didn’t think anyone would let you see me again,” Sehris replied. “They wouldn’t want a dark elf sorceress anywhere within ten miles of the queen.”
Delaryn’s smile slowly faded even as she cupped the other woman’s face in her hands. Feeling her like this, their breasts together, their legs entwined, seemed like something out of a bittersweet dream. The truth was, she probably wouldn’t have ever seen Sehris again if not for the slaughter in her family’s castle, as bleak as that was to contemplate.
“I suppose the real question is whether or not you taste the same, too,” Sehris purred. “Let’s find out.”
Sliding back in the tub, she lifted Delaryn’s calves up and out of the water, then gently folded her in half until her knees were almost touching her own shoulders. The dark elf kissed and licked her way down the back of the human’s thighs until her lips and tongue dipped beneath the water and found Delaryn’s waiting quim. 
“Oh…” Delaryn breathed, her eyes fluttering in ecstasy. Sehris had always known exactly what she was doing: every nibble, every lick, every plunge of her slender fingers…within moments Delaryn’s toes were curling in midair, and it was all she could do to keep her head from sinking beneath the waterline as heat started building in her core. 
She bit down on her lip when she spent, unsure if Sehris’s bubble would keep in sound as well as heat. The dark elf wasn’t finished, either: while Delaryn came down from her first climax, Sehris pushed her friend’s knees wide and dove in for a second course. Her forefinger slid into Delaryn’s quim while her thumb massaged her clit, and it wasn’t long before another surge of energy crackled through her body.
“Oh….gods!” Delaryn yelped. The second tremor struck her so hard she clamped her thighs back together, practically crushing Sehris between them. The dark elf didn’t seem to mind—she bobbed out of the water and let out her own gasps of delight at having her efforts so promptly rewarded. 
This time when Delaryn came down, it took all her willpower not to go completely limp. She reached down and cupped her friend’s face in her hands, and she eventually mustered enough energy to lean back up until she and Sehris were sitting upright in the center of the tub, their legs wrapped around each other’s bodies as they brought their lips together for another long, tender kiss. 
“Being queen did make you sweeter,” Sehris teased. “Interesting…”
Delaryn giggled as she tickled the other woman’s ribs again. “How long do you think we could stay in here before they kick us out?”
“Not long enough,” Sehris said. “Besides, I think Ro would get jealous. He’s still crazy about you.”
“I know,” Delaryn said, smiling. “We, um…”
Sehris cocked a black eyebrow at her. “You what?”
“We, um, we showed each other how we felt.”
“Wait, what?” the dark elf breathed. “When?”
Delaryn glanced down when the memories of the Whitefeather chapel washed over her—both the pleasant ones and the horrors that had followed. The real world finally pierced their private bubble, and she felt the cold hand of despair claw at her again. 
“What’s wrong?” Sehris asked, touching Delaryn’s chin and lifting her head back up. “Don’t tell me he was bad, because I wouldn’t believe—”
“It’s not that,” Delaryn said, swallowing. “I just…he doesn’t know about us.”
“He’s a man, ussta che. He won’t mind.”
“Probably not, but…there are a lot of other things he doesn’t know, either.”
Sehris’s sparkling eyes studied her for a long moment. “You mean about the voice of your mother.”
Delaryn nodded gravely. “How can I tell him about something like that? Where do I even begin?”
“We’re talking about Rohen here, not some crazed Tel Bator fanatic,” Sehris said, her fingers falling to Delaryn’s neck. “Just because he’s a Templar doesn’t mean he’ll stab you if you mention demons.”
“I know, but…” Delaryn closed her eyes and let out a long, slow breath. If everything had gone the way she’d envisioned at her family’s Hold, she never would have told Rohen about her sorcery, either. She would have quietly made love to him in the chapel, and she would have tried to figure out a way to live a double life and keep their relationship going. 
Thinking back on it, her whole “plan” had been completely ludicrous from the start. There was no way she could have concealed her powers from Thedric forever, nor could she have possibly maintained anything with Rohen. She had been living in and thinking about the moment, nothing else. 
Now everything was different in ways she never could have imagined. Her entire life—all of their lives—had been completely upended in the span of a few days. A new civil war was brewing, a Culling was upon them, and she had no idea what would happen tomorrow, let alone in a few weeks or months…
“He has enough to think about it,” Delaryn whispered after a moment. “He’s intent on reaching the Spire, and I don’t think either of us can talk any sense into him.”
“Probably not,” Sehris agreed. “But he knows that you and I can’t go there. We’ll have to stay behind.”
“Where? This is the closest town and we’re still thirty miles away. The plains around the Spire are a total wasteland.”
“That’s not completely true. There is a place in the Deadwood…a few small cabins where Keepers and their sorcerers sometimes go for some privacy.”
Delaryn looked back up at her and frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“Zin and I weren’t the only Keeper and sorceress to be…involved,” Sehris said, a shadow crossing her face the instant she said his name. “If the Sanctori knew what really goes on in that tower, the Lady Seeker would have a heart attack.”
“You have to be joking,” Delaryn muttered. “I thought most sorcerers hated their Keepers! They put you on a bloody leash!”
“Sometimes leashes are fun,” Sehris said with a shrug. “Look, I’m not saying it’s common, exactly, but there are a lot of young people in a confined space. Things happen. And since the Lord Vigilant doesn’t approve, well, some Keepers made a private retreat not too far away.”
“Maiden’s mercy,” Delaryn breathed. She sometimes forgot just how sheltered she had been for most of her life, first as the Usurper King’s daughter and then as the High King’s prize. 
“Anyway, you and I could hide in the woods while Rohen goes to the Galespire,” Sehris said. “I’m still not sure it’s a good idea, but at least he’ll be able to move freely about the tower.”
“Assuming the Lord Protector and Lord Vigilant don’t do something to him,” Delaryn said. “Gods, I still can’t believe any of this is happening…”
Sehris nodded solemnly and ran her long fingers through her friend’s damp platinum hair. “We still have tonight, and my barrier hasn’t shattered just yet.”
Delaryn smiled tiredly and leaned forward for another kiss. She could still taste herself on Sehris’s lips, and a part of her wanted to pull the dark elf back on top of her and pick up right where they’d left off. They had a lot of catching up to do after so many years apart. 
But then she thought about Rohen and the pain he must be feeling. She wanted to go to him; she wanted to be with him. Not just to try and figure out what in the name of the gods they were going to do next, but to hold and comfort him…and to have him hold and comfort her.
Sehris surprised her by breaking the kiss. “You should go to him.”
Delaryn blinked. “What?”
“You should go to him. Watcher knows he’s always been a brooder—you need to save him from himself before it’s too late.”
“But…” Delaryn paused and placed a hand on the other woman’s gray cheek. “We just—”
“It’s all right,” Sehris soothed. “I’m an elf, remember? I can afford to be patient.”
Delaryn snorted softly. She didn’t want to leave either of her friends alone tonight, but Sehris was probably right that Rohen needed her more right now. He had always been remarkably stoic when things went wrong, even back when he had been a seventeen-year-old boy holding a sword in defense of her family’s castle, but losing Zin had clearly had clearly shaken him to his core. 
And he doesn’t even know the truth about my powers yet. Gods, what am I going to do?
“Go,” Sehris said, planting a kiss on the tip of her nose. “I promise, I’ll be here.” 
 
***
 
The food at the Deadly Duchess was significantly worse than Rohen remembered, but the mead was significantly better. Given the circumstances, he considered the tradeoff more than fair. The honeyed liquor was a sweet salve for his nerves, and he polished off a whole mug before he fully stripped out of his armor and underclothes. 
I should probably take a tankard or two with me. Guardian knows I’ll need the added courage when I’m standing at the gates to the Galespire.
Rohen hissed between his teeth and stared into the full-body mirror on the side of the bathing room. The steam from the tub was already fogging up the glass, but he could still see his green elven eyes glimmering in the reflection. Despite how good it felt to eat and relax, he almost wished they had pushed on for the Spire through the night. Trudging through the snow and ice kept his mind focused on the moment; standing here doing nothing gave his doubts time to fester and bloom. 
I could just take the girls and sail east. Galvia is far kinder to sorcerers than Darenthi, or so I’ve heard, and a man with a genuine wraithblade can surely find work somewhere as a mercenary or even a damn bodyguard—at least until the Sanctori hunt me down. The Tel Bator have allies all across Torsia, and I can’t imagine any nation jumping at the chance to take in a dark elf refugee. 
“We could always head south to Crell,” he said to his reflection as he refilled his mug from the small keg he’d taken from the bar downstairs. “The Sovereigns would love to get their hands on a couple of sorcerers and a Templar. What’s the worst that could happen?”
Rohen scoffed and took another gulp before he slammed the mug down on the table beside him. He couldn’t afford to let his rage cool. Zin was dead, Rimewreath was lost, and the Lord Protector was probably out there whispering lies into the ears of anyone willing to listen. If Rohen left Darenthi now, his best friend’s death would have been even more pointless. 
The truth had to come out. Justice had to be met.
Rohen bathed quickly and angrily to ensure the warm water didn’t help him relax. He didn’t shave, either, even though he found the nascent beard itchy and annoying. The stubble made him look at least five years older, too, but mostly it just made him look different. Over the course of the last few years, he had already transformed from a worthless, pale-blooded orphan into a venerated Templar of the Guardian, but now…
Now he didn’t know what the fuck he was supposed to be. Maybe different was good enough. 
Rohen finished the rest of his mead before he threw on a robe and shuffled back into his room. The suite was large and comfortable enough to be fit for a tharn, if not a full duke. The fireplace on the left-hand side crackled invitingly as it illuminated a cozy sitting area, while the right-hand side was dominated by a four-poster bed and an armoire. He wasn’t surprised that he had finished before the girls, and just staring at the sheets and pillows almost made him sleepy enough to fall over and pass out. 
He had only just started thinking about putting his trousers back on when the door creaked open and Delaryn slipped inside. She was wrapped in the same brown linen robe he was, though her long platinum blond hair was still damp. She looked less weary but more anxious than earlier, and Rohen immediately wondered if something else had gone wrong…
“You scrub fast,” she said, latching the door behind her. 
“Years of practice,” Rohen replied with a smirk. “It’s still early, though. If the water’s gone cold, I’m sure they can, um…”
He trailed off when Delaryn pushed the robe from her shoulders and let it fall to her feet. She sauntered toward him, her wet skin glistening as her icy blue eyes latched upon his. She didn’t stop until she was right in front of him, at which point she pushed his own robe to the floor, cupped his face in her fingers, and stretched up on her tiptoes to kiss him. 
Gods, how could I have already forgotten how right this feels? How could I have forgotten how lucky I am to be with her again?
Rohen’s hands instinctively curled around her back and pulled her in close. He could feel the hunger on her lips but also the desperation—her body seemed to be quivering with lust and fear all at once. When their mouths finally separated, Delaryn still pushed her forehead against his. She stared straight at him, her eyes shining with tears they stubbornly refused to shed. 
“I’m not going to lose you again,” she breathed. 
“You won’t,” he promised. “Whatever happens next, we’ll face it together.”
Delaryn swallowed heavily. “Sehris and I can’t go to the Spire. You know that.”
Rohen’s stomach tightened. “I have to at least find out if the Lord Protector is still there,” he told her. “I have to see if I can stop the Purges before—”
“I understand why you need to go,” she said, placing her fingertip on his lips. “I just need you to promise me that you’ll come back.”
“I will, no matter what it takes,” he pledged. “I swear to the Guardian I’ll protect you—both of you. But I have to find Kraythe. I owe Zin that much.”
Her eyes fluttered shut, and he could tell she was losing the struggle to hold back her tears. 
“Maybe you and Sehris should stay here for a few days,” Rohen said. “As long you lay low, you should be safe enough. Once I get some answers, I’ll—”
“Sehris knows a place in the Deadwood,” Delaryn said, visibly steeling herself and looking into his eyes again. “She says it’s secluded and safe enough that she and I can hide out there for a while. At least we’ll be closer just in case…”
Rohen brushed a hand over her soft cheek. “I will be back,” he repeated. “Gods willing, I’ll be able to stop this insanity before it gets any worse.”
He wasn’t sure if she actually believed him or not, but she kissed him again anyway—and this time, she refused to let him go. She hopped up into his arms, her legs locking around his waist, his hardened need sliding along her slick heat, and he clutched her smooth thighs as he spun her around and laid her down upon the bed. Her quim was like a furnace against his manhood, and she reached down and guided him inside her smoldering folds. 
She gasped into his mouth but didn’t break their kiss; their tongues swirled together as they shared every moan, every whimper, and every breath. His hands explored every part of her perfect body from her silky thighs to her flat stomach to her heaving breasts. He took her slowly and deliberately, passionately and lovingly, just like he had dreamed about for a thousand desperate days and a thousand lonely nights while they had been apart. 
“Rohen!”
His name rolled from her lips as she spent, but he didn’t relent—he pounded into her harder and harder, deeper and deeper, while her legs clutched him in an unbreakable grip. He stopped making love to her and started fucking her, and she cried out again as her fingernails clawed into his back.
When he finally crested, Rohen drove in his hips and pumped everything he had deep inside her. His rage, his frustration, his sorrow…they all melted away in glorious release. For a single perfect moment, they were locked together as one. Man and woman. Warrior and sorceress. Templar and Queen. 
Whatever the future held for them, they would face it together. 
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Griffonwing Keep wasn’t the oldest fortress in Darenthi, nor the largest or most strategically important. In the west, Palegarde had always been on the front lines of the battle against the Chol, given how often the monsters emerged from the Godcursed Reach even without a true Culling, and in the north, Rimewreath had stood as a bulwark against the Roskarim hordes for countless generations. Griffonwing, by contrast, was little more than a stop-over for travelers heading east along the road to the city of Tir Aramin or the neighboring kingdom of Galvia. 
When Edmund Kraythe had been appointed as the new Lord Protector in the aftermath of the last Culling, he had faced considerable pressure from the dukes in King Gareth’s court to abandon Griffonwing altogether. The ranks of the Templar had been so depleted that they didn’t need two fortresses, at least according to the nobility, and countless tharns with deep pockets desperately wanted to turn the keep into a mercantile stronghold. Given the choice, they would have gladly taken control of the aviaries and turned the majestic griffons of the Eaglehorn Mountains into flying merchant wagons. 
The sheer indignity of the suggestion had nearly driven Kraythe mad, but it had revealed a fundamental truth about his beloved country: the people genuinely believed that the Templar had failed in their duty for the first time in history. The Order had been virtually annihilated at Gareth’s Stand, and many of the nobles—and even some high-ranking members of the Tel Bator—believed that it would never truly recover. When Duke Haldor Whitefeather and the armies of Torisval laid siege to Silver Falls a few short years later, the Templar and their Lord Protector had been all but forgotten. 
Until now. 
Kraythe landed his griffon atop the keep’s northern aviary, and the great beast screamed and puffed out its plumage like a trumpet announcing the Lord Protector’s return. Unlike the Galespire, which only had a small handful of roosts for important travelers, Griffonwing was designed to raise and hold hundreds of flying mounts at any given time. Several dozen handlers were around to watch Kraythe slide out of his saddle, and two of them dashed over to take the reins in his stead. 
“Lord Protector, thank the Guardian you’re safe,” a short, armored man said as he jogged over to him. The heraldry of the Templar—a griffon clutching a flaming sword on top of a circular shield—was emblazoned upon the front of Sir Donnic Northam’s brigandine, and the golden handle of a wraithblade hung at his belt. “When I read your letter, I feared the worst.”
“Your fears are well-founded,” Kraythe replied, making sure to project his voice enough that the handlers and servants could hear him. “A new Culling is upon us.”
Northam grimaced. “I already dispatched a raven to Palegarde, but Commander Harskin doesn’t have enough men to hold the river. If the monsters follow the Hailstorm south, we won’t—”
“Galavir will hold them at the Wreath for now, don’t worry,” Kraythe said. “But the sooner we get reinforcements to him, the better. Watcher knows the tharns won’t send any more men until their own holdings are threatened. It’s up to us to stop the horde, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
“Yes, my lord,” Northam said with a knowing smile. “We will crush them in the Guardian’s name.”
Kraythe clapped the younger man on the shoulder, then turned to address the beast handlers. “I want every griffon in the roost ready to fly by week’s end. Do whatever it takes.”
The handlers nodded and scurried off in near unison. They were all afraid, obviously, but they were also determined—Kraythe could see it in their faces and feel it in their hearts. Most of them were so young that they didn’t even remember the last Culling, and quite a few hadn’t even been born yet. But every single one of them had been weaned on tales of Templar battling the Chol at Harabel and Gareth’s Stand, and they were all ready and eager to defend their homeland in service to the Guardian. 
That sense of purpose—of obligation—was ultimately what made them special. They weren’t mercenaries seeking coin or hapless noble scions hoping to prove themselves in war. They were criminals and orphans and vagrants who had been cast away by society and reborn in Escar’s holy light. Whatever sins they had committed in their past lives had all been erased through service and sacrifice. 
They were the Guardian’s Templar—and Darenthi’s only chance at salvation. 
“Come,” Kraythe said, clapping Northam’s shoulder again. “We have a war to plan.”
He led the man down the winding steps into the main keep, though for the moment, they avoided the chapel and the great hall. The two men had a great deal to discuss before Kraythe spoke to the rest of his men, and time was of the essence. 
“By the gods, sir, you can’t imagine how badly my stomach has been twisted into knots since you left,” Northam said as he closed the door of the unused officer’s quarters behind him. Even today, almost twenty years after Gareth’s Stand, the Templar had more rooms than they could fill. This one was almost completely bare aside from a bed frame and old furniture, but it would give them the momentary privacy they required. 
“I have a pretty good idea,” Kraythe said with a tight smile. “You’ve always been a worrier.”
Northam snorted and crossed his arms. “So the last Ashellion is dead,” he said. “Gods, I’m not sure if I should be pleased or mortified.”
“Thedric is gone, and the last vestiges of the old Darenthi will die with him,” the Lord Protector said. “The Guardian has not led us astray. His rebirth is finally at hand.”
Northam let out a long, slow breath but remained silent. He had harbored reservations about this plan from the very beginning, but at this point, even he couldn’t deny the results. Escar had shown them the way, and everything had worked out just like they had planned. 
Almost. 
“You said very little about Rohen in your letter,” Northam said quietly after a moment. “I don’t understand what happened.”
“I’m not certain I do, either,” Kraythe lied. He turned away and paced across the room toward the lone flickering lantern hanging on the western wall. “He wasn’t in his chambers when I came to retrieve him. I searched as long as I could, but the Chol moved quickly.”
Northam’s expression wilted. “Guardian guide his soul,” he whispered. “He was a good kid—a good man. We’re going to need more Templar like him to survive this.”
Kraythe nodded soberly. At one time, he’d had high hopes for the half-elf as well. Against all odds, Rohen had grown into a fine Templar, and with the power Kraythe could offer him, the young man surely would have grown into a powerful paladin as well. Kraythe had almost told Rohen the truth when they had bumped into each other in the halls just before the attack, but the Godsoul hadn’t allowed it. 
The boy was dangerous, the strange, dissonant voices of the Godsoul said into the Lord Protector’s mind. His heritage made him a threat to our plans whether he realized it or not. 
Kraythe closed his eyes. Many other innocents had died in the Hold as well, and he mourned their loss. Their sacrifice was tragic but necessary, as difficult as that was to accept. The people of Darenthi didn’t know the truth about their beloved king—the man they hailed as a hero was little more than an impudent oaf who had inherited every bit of his father’s stupidity. King Gareth was the one who had signed the Sevenfold Accord, abolishing the Faceless and ultimately dooming the Templar. And like his father, Thedric would have led the kingdom to ruin.
Only you can save Darenthi from the flame. Only you can open the gates to the Pale and set us free. 
“Once the news of my gift spreads, we’ll have more recruits than we can handle,” Kraythe said, opening his eyes and turning back around. “It will be up to you to separate the worthy from the weak.”
Northam frowned. “Training them will take time, sir.”
“The Foundry is forging more golems as we weak. My daughter will ensure they reach the front lines as soon as possible. With their support, Galavir will be able to hold Rimewreath for months.”
“I certainly hope so,” Northam murmured. “What of the Lord Vigilant?”
“Unfortunately, Caelan was every bit as stubborn as I feared,” Kraythe said. “I have higher hopes for the Lady Seeker, but ultimately her cooperation makes little difference. The Sanctori will fall in line once they see the power the Triumvirate has given me.”
“And if they don’t?”
Kraythe narrowed his eyes at the other man. “Don’t tell me you’re getting squeamish now, Donnic. We have far too much work ahead of us.”
“I’m not squeamish, sir. I am simply…concerned,” Northam said. “The Chol aren’t like men. They’re not predictable. We can’t—”
“You don’t think I know that?” Kraythe snarled. “I was butchering Godcursed wretches at Palegarde and Harabel when you were barely old enough to hold a sword!”
Northam recoiled and lifted his hands. “I-I apologize, my lord. I meant no offense.”
Kraythe stared at the other man for a long moment before he finally groaned and let out a weary breath. He knew he was like a father to most of the men here, and he had always taken that responsibility seriously. But ever since he had absorbed the Godsoul, he could feel his demeanor changing…and his patience thinning. They were standing on the precipice of a new era here, and they simply couldn’t afford any more mistakes. 
“I understand that this isn’t easy, believe me,” Kraythe said as warmly as he could. “But we’ve planned this for months, and there’s no turning back now. The Guardian is counting on us to restore his warriors to their rightful glory.”
“I will do whatever is necessary, my lord,” Northam said. He held out his hand, and a sphere of golden light blazed into existence in his palm. “How long do you wish to wait before you share this power with the others?”
Kraythe regarded the sphere and smiled. He could feel the divine energy coursing through him and into Northam just as surely as he could feel Jessara drawing power all the way north in the Galespire. Long ago, back before the Avetharri elves had turned against the gods who created them, such power had been commonplace. An entire pantheon of gods had created a thousand Conduits in their image, each capable of empowering their own army of the faithful. If the Tel Bator could harness even a fraction of that ancient glory…
A new dawn breaks for your people, the voices of the Godsoul said. The sins of the past will be cleansed, and the righteous shall take their place at our side. 
“There’s no reason to delay any further,” Kraythe said. “We have licked our wounds long enough. Assemble every Templar in the great hall at once.”
He smiled as a searing ball of light materialized in his own palm. “The time for our rebirth is finally at hand.”
 
 



3
The Galespire
 
For the first time since Rohen had left Griffonwing Keep over a week ago, he didn’t wake up at the first rays of dawn. The curtains in their suite were thick enough that the light of the morning sun barely seeped through, and his mead-induced hangover kept him buried beneath the sheets until he heard the girls giggling about something at the breakfast table. They didn’t actually finish eating and cleaning up until halfway through the morning, and between the contentment of a full stomach and the comfort of freshly washed linens, he was a little surprised they made it outside before noon. 
He passed Brela most of the few silvers he had left, and she insisted he get Sehris away from her establishment before anyone figured out what was going on. Rather than argue the point, he counted his blessings and led the girls out of town and across the bridge as quickly as possible. The trip through the farmlands south of the Winding Tear was considerably less perilous than their trek across the Sundered Spine, and they made good enough time that they almost compensated for their late start. 
The frozen fields surrounding the Galespire were as stark and haunting as ever; they were an endless white canvas unblemished by a single house, farmstead, or guard tower. Even the road was hard to follow with the heavy snow and the near total lack of markers or guideposts. Thankfully, getting lost was almost impossible—the massive tower itself was visible on the horizon from many miles away. Anyone could find it if they really wanted to. 
The reality was that almost no one did. 
Ostensibly, the Galespire was a part of the duchy of Vaswyth, not Torisval, though it wasn’t as if the tharns of the realm ever tried to actually govern the Keepers or their tower. For all intents and purposes, the Lord Vigilant ruled the Jagged Coast, and everyone else was content to leave his Keepers to their grim, dangerous duty. At best, the common folk viewed the Spire as an academy where those cursed with magic could live in peace and safety; at worst, they saw it as a prison where sorcerers could be quarantined like lepers. 
Neither view was completely right or completely wrong, at least not in Rohen’s experience. During his Templar training, he had come here every three or four months to have the artificers repair or enchant equipment. He had gotten to know several of the Keepers and their charges, and Zin and Sehris had typically filled him in on all the relevant gossip during his visits. One truth they had all learned was that the Spire was a very different place now than during the era of the Seven. Fear of another sorcerer rebellion stoked and aided by the Crell Sovereigns had made the Keepers paranoid, and the lack of an organized leadership among the sorcerers had opened the door to some truly horrific abuses of power. The tradeoff, in theory, was that the Lord Vigilant could no longer hold the threat of Purging over the heads of unruly channelers. 
Unless Lord Kraythe gets his way. For all we know, he already has. 
Rohen’s rage swelled at the thought. Everything about the Faceless transformation was barbaric beyond comprehension. Supposedly, the original golems had been created from volunteers who willingly pledged themselves to the Watcher’s service, but Purging had inevitably become a punishment for severe disobedience. If the Keepers really did plan on slaughtering sorcerers en masse again, Rohen had no idea how he or anyone else could stop them. With the Chol on the loose, the tharns and the common folk alike would eagerly support the creation of a new Faceless army—especially after they heard about Rimewreath. The Pact Army annihilated, General Galavir killed…
Is this what Kraythe wanted? Fear and chaos to justify the Purging?
Rohen’s anger kept him warm all the way to the edge of the wilted woodlands that loomed in the shadow of Dragon’s Reach. The sun was already threatening to sink beneath the horizon behind them, but Sehris assured them that her safehouse wasn’t far. 
“Are you sure that staying here is a good idea?” Rohen asked for at least the fourth time. “If other Keepers know about this place, it won’t—”
“We’ll be fine,” Sehris said with a weary sigh. “I told you: I’m friends with everyone else who knows this place, and I honestly doubt anyone will be here anyway.”
He grumbled under his breath, unconvinced. This was mostly his own guilt talking; he felt uncomfortable letting either of them out of his sight. But at least here they would be closer than Tor’s Crossing, and frankly he would almost certainly be in more danger than they would. He was the one about to walk into the den of the wolf; he was the one who was about to accuse the Lord Protector of the Tel Bator of high treason and wanton slaughter. 
Rohen continued trying to steel himself right up until they finally reached the cabin. Aside from being located inside a dead forest that had allegedly been burned to a crisp by one of the last Avetharri Wyrm Lords centuries ago—and aside from the fact that most Darenthi thought the withered pines were haunted—the cabin looked quite cozy. It was essentially a two-story “L” that could have easily been mistaken for a ranger’s cabin or a hermit’s homestead, especially with the nearby lake providing fresh fish and water. 
“I told you there wouldn’t be anyone here,” Sehris said as she hurried up to the door. She opened her hand, and a sudden burst of Aetheric energy leapt from her fingertips into the brass handle. “We always ward the door before we leave just in case.”
“The secret lives of the Keepers,” Delaryn whispered, shaking her head. “If the Sanctori ever found this place…”
“They won’t. No one ever comes out here. Most people think the lake is haunted, too!”
Rohen nodded and let out a heavy sigh as he turned back to Delaryn. “I’ll be back before you know it,” he said, taking her hands in his gauntlets. “If anything strange happens, the two of you should head back to Tor’s Crossing. At least there you can—”
“We’ll be fine,” she said through a tight smile. “Just be careful. Please.”
Rohen leaned down to kiss her. They had said their piece last night, but talking about leaving was a lot different than actually leaving. Now that he was standing here in front of her, a part of him wanted to head north to the Tear and sail east to Galvia. But then Zin’s lifeless face swam before his eyes, and he knew what had to be done. 
“Guardian guide both of you,” he said, holding Delaryn’s cheeks in his hands and smiling down at her. 
“Ilhari kyorl dos, abbil,” Sehris told him. “We’ll be here waiting.”
Rohen took one last look at the two most important women in his life before he forced himself to bury his fears, turn his back, and walk away. He glanced back over his shoulder more times than he could count even after they had vanished into the cabin.  
“Shit,” he hissed as he returned his gaze to the distant Spire and began jogging south across the frozen plains. “Let’s get this over with.”
 
***
 
The Spire of Shadows didn’t look any more welcoming up close than it had from afar. Plenty of other structures in Darenthi were more expansive, but none were as imposing—or as bloody tall. Rohen had never felt more laughably miniscule than standing here at the base of a five-hundred-foot tower housing a few hundred Keepers and thousands of sorcerers. 
The only other buildings anywhere in sight were the stables for the horses, but he didn’t spot a single groom or farrier outside. There weren’t any Keepers standing guard by the main entrance, either, though that was less surprising. The Galespire didn’t exactly need doormen.
Taking a deep breath, Rohen climbed the short staircase up to the massive, rune-inscribed double doors. According to legend, the ancient Avetharri had infused this structure—Gûl Ostaraad in the Elvish tongue—with energy drawn from one of the gods they had overthrown. This “Godsoul” had acted as a fount of near-infinite power for generations of Wyrm Lords and their supplicants, and at least some of that energy still coursed through these stones. The Galespire was thought to be indestructible, and the Tel Bator priests believed that whatever remained of the Godsoul fount also kept the Chol at bay. 
Rohen had no idea how that was supposed to work, exactly, but it was one of the reasons that sorcerers were kept here. Sticking a few thousand channelers in any other structure would have practically been inviting a Culling. 
All right, well…here goes nothing.
“Guardian’s grace be upon you,” Rohen called out as he pulled back his hood and raised his right gauntlet in greeting. “I am Rohen Velis, Templar of the Guardian. I seek an audience with—”
The stone beneath his feet shuddered as the doors slowly rumbled open enough for him to enter. Bracing himself for the worst, Rohen clenched his teeth and stepped inside. The entry foyer was as oppressively cavernous as he remembered, and he couldn’t help but shiver in discomfort when he saw the giant, disembodied eye wreathed in flame inscribed upon the floor. The Eye of the Watcher was meant to judge all who entered the Vigilant One’s hallowed halls, and Rohen swore he could feel something looking at him when he stood here…
“Sir Templar,” a youngish man with a smoothly shaven face and nervous-looking gait said as he approached. He was clad in silver plate mail with a gray-blue Keeper cloak draped over his pauldrons. “We, uh…we weren’t informed about any more visitors.”
“I know, but I carry an important message for the Lord Protector,” Rohen said. “Is he still here?”
The Keeper shook his head. “I’m afraid not. He took a griffon and flew south this morning.”
The air rushed out of Rohen’s lungs so quickly he almost collapsed. This morning. After all this, he was too late. He was too fucking late…
Clenching his teeth, he swept his eyes around the rest of the foyer. The lack of men outside wasn’t surprising, but the lack of them inside was a little unusual. Every other time he had been here, the foyer had been filled with loitering acolytes. 
“That’s…unfortunate,” Rohen said eventually. “I bring vital news from the Wreath. I need to speak with the Lord Vigilant immediately.”
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” the Keeper said, shaking his head. “As of this morning, Lord Vigilant Arinthal has closed the Galespire to all outsiders until further notice.”
Rohen frowned. “What? Why?”
“It is not for me to say, but the Lord Vigilant’s orders were quite clear. I apologize, Sir Templar, but I’m afraid I will have to ask you to leave.”
“Leave?” Rohen growled. “Are you serious?”
“I-if you are in need of a mount, I might be able to—”
“Come now, don’t be a fool,” a sultry female voice said from the spiraling staircase on the left-hand side of the foyer. The speaker wasn’t visible yet, thanks to the long shadows, but the rhythmic clack of metal heels on stone punctuated her words. “The Guardian’s Templar are always welcome in the Galespire.”
Rohen’s blood went cold. Gods, not her. Anyone but her…
Rohen turned, a lump of pure dread rising in his throat as he watched a tall young woman clad in the red-gold vestments of a Sanctori Inquisitrix step into the foyer. Her bright amber eyes locked onto Rohen, and for a moment, he considered spinning around and sprinting out the door. 
“With all due respect, Lady Inquisitrix,” the Keeper said, “the Lord Vigilant said—”
“I know what he said—but more importantly, I know what he meant,” Jessara Kraythe replied tartly, a wide smile tugging at her ruby lips. “In this time of darkness, we Tel Bator must learn to rely upon one another. We are the servants of the gods, one and all, and we must draw strength from our faith in each other as well as the Triumvirate.”
The Keeper practically wilted in her presence. He was clearly afraid of her.  
Just not nearly as afraid as Rohen. 
“I will chaperone our Templar guest, don’t worry,” Jessara said, her smile growing even wider. “Sir Velis, was it?”
Rohen tried to swallow but nearly choked. She knew exactly who he was, of course—she knew him better than anyone, probably including himself. That was the whole fucking problem.
“Y-yes,” he managed. “I—”
“Then come with me,” Jessara said, her eyes twinkling in amusement at his discomfort. “The Spire is a chaotic place right now, but I will take you to see the Lord Vigilant. I’ve no doubt he’s eager to hear another report from the north.”
She beckoned him with a crook of her finger, then turned and began sauntering back toward the stairs. Rohen followed in her wake as if compelled by magic, his eyes reflexively lowering to study the annoyingly alluring figure he thought he had left buried deep in his past. Like all the Sanctori, Jessara had dyed her hair white in honor of the Moonmaiden, and her thick black eyeliner made her amber irises all the more striking. Her sleeveless, skin-tight tunic cradled her taut body like a velvet glove, as did her matching red, elbow-length sleeves and thigh-high leggings. Both of her hands were encased in golden gauntlets that transformed her fingers into claws, and her five-inch heels made her gait all the more imperious. Rohen had spent far too many nights in Griffonwing being terrified of—and titillated by—the daughter of the man he considered his mentor. 
And now, the daughter of the man who betrayed all of Darenthi to the Chol. 
“Do try and keep up, Templar,” Jessara smirked as she started up the stairs in front of him, knowing full well how much he had always been driven mad by the slice of bare upper thigh her outfit left exposed. And from this angle, he almost couldn’t avoid seeing her scarlet panties when she walked…
Rohen forced himself to look down at the marble steps and take a deep breath. He hadn’t expected her to be here, obviously, but as long as he kept his cool, this was still the perfect opportunity to learn more about what was really going on here. Jessara may have been a cold-hearted, domineering cunt that made the rumors of the dark elven Spider Queen seem tame by comparison, but she was also a devout Sanctori Inquisitrix. Perhaps she didn’t know what her father had done—perhaps he had spun a web of lies around her that Rohen could unravel. 
Or perhaps she was fully committed to this conspiracy. In all honesty, the world had been turned upside down so quickly that Rohen couldn’t even begin to guess. 
Jessara ascended three flights of stairs before she pushed open a door and guided Rohen into a long, labyrinthine series of corridors that held the personal chambers of the highest-ranking Keepers in the Galespire. A few of them were milling about the halls speaking in hushed whispers, but they immediately retreated when they saw Jessara—an impulse Rohen understood all too well. 
Evidently, she had been given her own quarters here, at least for the time being, and she pointed a clawed fingertip into a room and waited for Rohen to enter. He whispered a silent prayer to the Guardian as he slipped through the door, knowing full well how difficult it would be to keep secrets from her. The chamber was remarkably cozy, which immediately made him think that she must not have been here for long. The Jessara he knew would have stocked the lone bookshelf with Tel Bator literature and replaced the pastoral paintings with terrifying religious iconography in a heartbeat.
“You’re supposed to be dead!” Jessara declared as she swung the door shut behind them. 
Rohen turned and stared right at her, his heart freezing in his chest. Her expression had shifted from playful to furious in the span of an instant, and from the way her claws twitched at her sides, she almost seemed like she was on the verge of attacking him. Had she actually dragged him in here just to—
Jessara lunged forward and kissed him. Her tongue speared though his lips as she clutched his head in her golden claws, and before he even knew what was happening, she had him pressed up against the opposite wall. He kissed her back, half in relief and half in self-defense, as she devoured him like a favorite food. 
“Maiden’s mercy, I feared the worst!” she gasped when she finally pulled away. Her golden claws kept his head pinned in place even as she smiled up at him. “Father thought you were killed along with King Thedric!”
Rohen swallowed heavily and forced a tight grin. “I, uh…I got lucky.”
“There’s no such thing as luck,” she scolded playfully. “I always told Father that the gods were on your side. The Guardian must have great plans for you.”
Before he could respond, Jessara kissed him again. He was prepared for her this time, however, and he eventually took her wrists and gently pushed her away. 
“It’s good to see you, too, Jess,” he lied. “But everything that’s happened…we have a lot to talk about.”
Her eyes twinkled, and her smile turned impish. “We’ve never been that great at conversation,” she purred. “Maybe we should fight for a while first.”
Rohen grunted softly but continued pushing her hands back down to her sides. “Torisval is in flames,” he said. “I need to speak with the Lord Protector as soon as possible.”
Jessara’s smile slowly faded. “Father left for Griffonwing this morning. He means to rally the Templar.”
“That’s good, but the situation is even worse than he realizes,” Rohen said. “Rimewreath is gone, Jess. The Chol took it two nights ago.”
“What?” she gasped, recoiling in horror. 
“The Pact Army was annihilated, and General Galavir is dead. The horde is much, much larger than anyone anticipated.”
Her face went as white as the snow outside. “How do you know this?”
“Because I went there after Whitefeather Hold,” Rohen said, still wondering how he could avoid mentioning Delaryn or Sehris or anything about the impossible shit he had witnessed at the fortress. “I saw the battle firsthand, and I barely made it out alive. Fort Sundermount has fallen, too—there’s no one left to stop the horde from pouring south.”
Jessara glanced away and stared at nothing, her head slowly shaking. “That’s…that’s not possible. Galavir insisted he could contain the horde at Rimewreath for the rest of the winter!”
Rohen studied her carefully. She seemed genuinely upset, which made him feel slightly better about her potential role in all this. But that still didn’t tell him what she knew about the attack on Whitefeather Hold, and he had to figure out a way to ask without revealing anything important…
“Galavir seemed as surprised as anyone by the horde’s overwhelming numbers,” Rohen said after a moment. “Honestly, nothing about the past few days has made any sense. I still don’t understand why a group of Chol broke off and attacked Whitefeather—or how they got inside the damn keep.”
Jessara’s eyes snapped back to his. “Isn’t it obvious? They were there for that Whitefeather cunt Thedric foolishly made his queen! Father warned him about her…gods, everyone in the Tel Bator warned him about her! Stubbornness and misguided mercy run thick in Ashellion blood…or did, anyway. Darenthi will be far better off without them in the long run.”
Rohen tried to keep his expression neutral even as a knot twisted in the pit of his stomach. “I doubt that many Chol would come after one person.”
“She was the daughter of the Winter Witch,” Jessara reminded him. “I know how much you fancied her, Guardian guide your soul, but don’t be a fool. King Thedric never should have taken her as his bride. He should have cast her onto the pyre like her mother!”
Rohen was thankful she scoffed and turned away, because he knew he didn’t keep his true feelings hidden this time. Jessara had never liked Delaryn; in fact, she had spent a great deal of time ridiculing him for following the Usurper’s daughter north during the war.
I need to be careful here—very careful—but I also need to know if she is complicit. 
“There are a lot of things I can’t explain about that night,” Rohen whispered. “When I escaped into the forest and headed west, I stumbled across bodies on the road—bodies of newly Branded sorcerers. I have no idea who in the bloody void they were or what they were doing out there, but the Chol could have been following them.”
“You found what?” Jessara demanded.
“I know, it doesn’t make any sense. Sehris was supposed to be the only sorceress in the north. I have no idea what to make of it.”
A wave of confusion rippled across Jessara’s face. As a Sanctori Inquisitrix, she was trained to spot lies like a Templar was trained to kill Chol, but she had never been particularly good at telling them. She seemed genuinely surprised…and that made Rohen feel a lot better. 
“I don’t understand,” she murmured. 
“Like I said, a lot of strange things happened that night,” Rohen said. “And I fear there may be a lot more going on here than anyone realizes.”
Her expression abruptly hardened. “For all we know, they were traitors fleeing to Nelu’Thalas, but thankfully that won’t be a problem much longer.”
Rohen frowned. “What do you mean?”
“The Keepers will begin forging a new army of Faceless soon,” she told him. “I had hoped they would have more time before the Chol seriously threatened the north, but I suppose they’ll just have to accelerate the process even further.”
He pushed his tongue hard into the back of his teeth. So they haven’t started the Purges just yet. Thank the Guardian…
“I thought the Keepers weren’t allowed to create more Faceless,” he said. 
Jessara smiled, and his happiness at her presumed innocence evaporated when he saw the casual cruelty on her lips. “The Lord Vigilant has finally recognized the folly of the Sevenfold Accord,” she told him. “The Tel Bator never should have allowed the White Throne to disarm us so utterly. Countless sorcerers have found absolution inside the shell of a Faceless over the generations, and their sacrifices have shielded Darenthi from its enemies.”
“Watching innocent sorcerers get Purged is also what drove the Seven into the arms of the Crell Sovereigns in the first place!” 
Her head turned over so slightly, and he immediately regretted not keeping his mouth shut. “There’s no such thing as an innocent sorcerer,” Jess told him. “They must earn absolution in the eyes of the gods…I would think that you of all people would appreciate the chance at redemption.”
“I do,” Rohen insisted. “I just…well, I’m surprised the Lord Vigilant changed his mind so quickly, is all.”
“Mm,” she murmured, her amber eyes narrowing. “The Templar have suffered more than anyone from the Accord. Without the Faceless, the entire order was nearly wiped out in the last Culling. My father petitioned the rest of the Tel Bator for years, but they refused to listen. Unfortunately, the faithful can be as stubborn and shortsighted as the tharns at times.”
Thousands of Templar have died in Darenthi’s defense over the centuries, the Lord Protector had told Rohen back in Whitefeather Hold. Yet so many tharns, generals, and even Tel Bator priests act like we don’t exist until the Chol crawl out of the mountains every few decades.
I would rather be haunted by the faces of the dead than forget the sacrifices they made on behalf of the living.
Rohen had always known that Lord Kraythe resented the politics of the court and within the Tel Bator, but apparently he had grievously underestimated the extent of his mentor’s rage. Was that what all of this was really about? 
“Speaking of corruption,” Jess said after a moment, “what happened to that dark elf friend of yours? She and her Keeper were supposed to be at Rimewreath, were they not?”
Rohen’s cheek twitched at the memory of Zin’s lifeless body, and it took all his willpower to stay focused. “They survived…barely.”
“Then where are they? Why didn’t they return to the Galespire with you?”
“They were badly injured—they’re recovering in Tor’s Crossing for a few days. I went ahead to make sure that the Lord Vigilant knew what was going on.”
Her eyes bored right into his for a dozen suffocating seconds. Rohen prayed that a little tactical honesty sprinkled over a bed of lies would assuage her suspicions. Whatever else happened here, he couldn’t afford to let her learn the truth about Delaryn. Jess would tell the Lord Vigilant, and he would instantly order every Keeper in the Galespire hunt down the daughter of the Winter Witch.
“Well, at least they’re alive,” Jess said, the tension in her voice and eyes completely draining away. “I always rather liked that elf, you know. So eager and obedient. She knew her place and never talked back.”
“Sehris is special,” Rohen managed. “Her magic is the only reason any of us escaped.”
“She has worked hard to redeem herself despite her corruption,” Jess said, her grin turning coquettish as she reached up and dragged her claws over the tip of his pointed ear. “Almost as hard as you.”
Rohen smiled back at her. “I just wish I could speak with the Lord Protector. He needs to—”
“I’ll get him a message, don’t worry,” she soothed, lifting her other hand and cradling both sides of his head. “I can arrange for you to take a griffon in the morning. Father will want you back with the rest of the Templar as soon as possible.”
“I’m sure he will,” Rohen murmured, wondering what in the bloody void he was going to do now. He obviously couldn’t afford to go to Griffonwing, not with Delaryn and Sehris waiting for him. Maybe they had been right that coming here was a mistake. He hadn’t really gotten the answers he had wanted—whatever those might have been—and it wasn’t as if he could single-handedly convince the Lord Vigilant to halt his plans to Purge more sorcerers. 
Still, Jess hadn’t known anything about the Branded sorcerers outside of Whitefeather Hold, so the Lord Vigilant might not have, either. Perhaps it would be enough to trigger an investigation…and perhaps an investigation would be enough to expose what had really happened. Rohen almost wished he had taken the fake wraithblade dagger with him as evidence…
This is all assuming that the rest of the Tel Bator aren’t involved in this somehow. Like Delaryn said, the Lord Vigilant and the Lady Seeker had no love for Thedric or the tharns. For all I know, the Lord Vigilant is the one who gave Kraythe that damn dagger…
“In the meantime, you and I have a lot of catching up to do,” Jess said, stretching up on the tips of her toes until their lips nearly touched. “I just need to let the Lord Vigilant know that I’ll be busy taking confessions all night.”
Rohen forced a chuckle as he clutched her slender wrists and held her at bay. “I don’t want to interrupt your duties.”
“I am an Inquisitrix—my duty is to root out and cleanse corruption.” Jess nibbled at her lip as she dragged her claw-tipped finger over the tip of his pointed ear again. “Pale-bloods are dangerous by nature. I can only imagine how much you’ve sinned since we last saw each other.”
He chuckled nervously as he tried to figure out his options. Pushing her away would only draw her ire, and if she grew suspicious enough, she might start asking more pointed questions and ruin everything…
Jessara pulled him in for another kiss. As their mouths collided, he didn’t hesitate to start devouring her. Rohen could taste the raw, carnal hunger on her lips and tongue, and he knew that if he couldn’t figure out a way to escape, she would absolutely keep him here all night—probably with chains and manacles, if history was any guide. Two years ago, the prospect would have excited him. Gods, even a few months ago, he had still enjoyed their frantic, frenzied liaisons. 
But everything was different now. Delaryn was free and counting on him, and he couldn’t afford to get trapped in here with the daughter of the man who was responsible for unleashing the Culling on Darenthi…
“Ooh,” Jess cooed when she finally pulled back, her eyelids fluttering in delight. “It really has been too long, hasn’t it?”
“Definitely,” Rohen said, still trying to conjure up some reason to run away…
“Who would have ever thought a pale-blood would look so good in this armor?” she purred as her hands slowly lowered from his cheeks and feathered their way down to the sides of his brigandine. “Or that he would look even better without it?”
After expertly unfastening the straps on the sides of his reinforced leather coat, Jess helped him lift it up and over his head. It fell to the carpeted floor with a dull thump. Rohen knew he was quickly running out of chances to stop her, and he couldn’t—
Oh, gods!
His mind reeled when she pressed her knee right up against the growing bulge in his trousers, and again when she slipped a hand beneath his undershirt and pressed her cold claws against his stomach. 
“I only need to speak with the Lord Vigilant for a minute,” Jess said, pushing her knee into his groin even harder. “Then I’ll be right back.”
This is it. This is my only chance to get out of here!
Rohen smiled as sincerely as he could. “The gods ask us to be patient. I can wait.”
Jess leaned away from him a few inches and smiled back. “I can’t.”
Snickering playfully, she sank down and squatted atop her high heels. Rohen clenched his teeth in fearful anticipation when she opened his trousers and freed his aching manhood. Her eyes blazed with barely contained lust as he swelled to his full length right in front of her waiting lips. 
“I almost forgot just how much the gods favored you,” Jess said, her breath warm and heavy on his flesh as she gently curled her thumb and right index finger around the shaft. He was so swollen that her fingertips barely touched despite the golden claws extending them by half an inch. “How much corruption are you holding inside for me, hmm?”
Rohen couldn’t help but moan when she began stroking his shaft. The sight of a young, attractive woman squatting on her heels and staring adoringly at his cock was almost enough to make him ignore the fact she could castrate him in a split second if she so desired. Her claws definitely weren’t just for show—he had seen her slash open flesh with them many times over the years. 
“Last time we met, you needed four confessionals before you were properly cleansed,” Jess said. “Then another two in the morning, if I recall correctly.”
“Three,” Rohen corrected without thinking. 
“Ah, that’s right,” she said, grinning as she began stroking him harder. “Well, we had best get started early, then.”
Jess leaned forward and lathered his thick, throbbing tip with her tongue. The heat of her slick, sweeping touch sent a shock through his entire body, and he moaned in delight as he reached down and feathered his gloved fingers through her long mane of dyed white hair. She really was quite beautiful. 
It was a shame that she was also insane. 
“Mmm,” she moaned as she dragged her tongue along the underside of his shaft. “I can already taste the wickedness upon you…”
Jess’s mouth opened just wide enough to swallow the tip. The wetness of her lips and the heat of her breath sent another thrill cascading through Rohen, and he couldn’t help but stare down into her piercing gaze. Despite the fact she was crouched in front of him with his cock in her mouth, she didn’t look the least bit submissive—she was in complete and total control here, and she knew it.  
Rohen groaned and clutched a handful of her hair as she took him in deep enough that he slid past her tonsils and into her throat. He had no idea how she could take his full length so effortlessly, and he had almost forgotten just how hot and tight her mouth could be. After holding him inside her for several excruciating seconds, she eventually pulled back and smiled as she caught her breath. 
“Your corruption is buried deep today,” Jess said, stroking him with her hand again. “The first batch usually flows right out of you.”
“I have faith in you, priestess,” Rohen breathed. “If it’s in there, I’m sure you’ll find a way to exorcise it.”
She snickered as she swallowed him again. This time, there was no stopping her: she began bobbing up and down on his cock, taking him in and out of her throat as if her mouth were a cunt. He could see from the almost feral glint in her eyes that she was determined to drain every drop of corruption right out of him. And if there was one universal truth about Jessara Kraythe, it was that she always got her way. 
“By the…here it comes!” Rohen blurted out. 
She didn’t need the warning, of course. She was still staring right up at him, perfectly balanced on her heels as his manhood plunged between her ruby lips. Her eyes glimmered in anticipation of finally receiving her reward…
And Rohen gave it to her. His first salvo blasted the back of her throat so hard he couldn’t believe she didn’t gag, and he pumped her mouth so full her lips couldn’t hold their seal for long. By the time he finished, his pearly seed was dribbling down her chin and onto her neck. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Jess breathed after she had swallowed everything she could. “You were even more corrupted than I feared!”
Rohen stumbled back against the wall as he tried to catch his breath. “Well, like you said,” he rasped, “I haven’t been able to confess my sins in a while.”
“Thank the gods you came to me when you did,” she teased, gathering a strand of seed and then seductively licking it from the tip of her finger-claw. “At this rate, it may take more than one night to purify you.”
“You…you may be right.”
Jess smiled giddily at his lack of breath, and she began stroking him with her thumb and forefinger again. His stem was so sensitive that the cold metal made him gasp. 
“You aren’t even wilting,” she said, eyeing his manhood as if it were a rare, precious meal. “You really did miss me, didn’t you?”
“More than you know.”
Giggling softly, she took the head and shaft into her mouth once more. Rohen moaned again, unable to resist the warm, velvety embrace of her lips, and he started to wonder if she might try and drain him again right now. It wouldn’t have been the first time she got a little overzealous during one of their reunions…
“So sinful, yet so beautiful,” Jess breathed as she dragged the tip of her tongue across the length of his shaft. “I may have to try some new techniques when I get back.”
She kissed the tip one final time, her eyes glinting hungrily, before she finally stood. She then clutched his cock in her cold gauntlet and snickered when he gasped. 
“We have a lot of work to do,” she told him. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
“That’s…that’s good,” Rohen told her. 
Jess kissed him on the lips again, but then her smile turned dark. “I expect you to be stripped and waiting for me when I return. Remember: you have no secrets from the Sanctori.”
She allowed the playful threat to hang in the air for a moment before she finally released his cock and turned to the door. Looking back as she opened it, she licked her lips and offered him a wink before she closed it behind her, at which point Rohen slumped forward and let out a long, deep breath. 
This was bad. Really, really bad. He would rather fight his way through half the Keepers in the Spire than try to hide the truth from Jess. She wasn’t a woman so much as a force of nature. He couldn’t afford to get trapped in here with her—that was one thing he knew for certain. The only question was how he was going to leave.
“Well, I better figure something out,” he hissed as he stuffed himself back into his trousers and reached for his armor. “Because it’s now or never.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
“Look at them all, turning on each other like hounds fighting for scraps,” Inaril said, scowling beneath the shadows of his hood. “They have no idea the storm that’s coming for them.”
“They know their king is dead,” Yria replied. “They’re scared, and with good reason.”
She could feel his eyes on the side of her face even without turning. He had never been one to hide his contempt for humans even in the best of times, but traveling across the frozen wastes of Torisval for the last two days had made him even more irritated—and more irritating—than normal. 
“They do not deserve your pity, girl,” Inaril said. “Given the chance, the Tel Bator would burn the Moonweald to ash and lock every ‘pale-blood’ in Gûl Ostaraad.”
“These people aren’t the Tel Bator,” Yria protested. “They’re farmers and merchants and midwives who are as terrified of another civil war as they are about the Chol.”
“Their fears are not our concern. We aren’t here to defend the humans from their own stupidity.” 
Yria sighed as she panned her green eyes across the length of the town. Tor’s Crossing was the last major settlement at the southern edge of Torisval, and she and Inaril had a bird’s-eye view from up here on the rooftops. Despite the fact the sun was blazing brightly in the afternoon sky, none of the locals were even aware they were being watched. Her magic shrouded them from prying eyes as completely as if it were the middle of the night. 
“Come, it is time to leave,” Inaril said after a moment. “The Queen is expecting us.”
Yria shook her head. “I’m not going back until I find Rohen.” 
“He is not here. You don’t even know if he is still alive.”
“He’s alive,” she insisted. “You heard what the locals said—a man in Templar armor stayed here last night and left this afternoon.”
“That could have been any Templar.”
“Perhaps, but there’s one way to find out.” Yria pointed to an old, battered inn a few blocks away. “You’ve seen the reports. The Tel Bator have an operative here. If a Templar was here in the town, she’ll know.”
“And you honestly expect her to speak with us?”
“Not without proper motivation.”
Inaril groaned. “Whatever you’re thinking, girl, forget it. We are not here to provoke the humans.”
“We’re here to get information, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Yria said. “If you don’t want to help, feel free to return to the Weald. I can handle this on my own.”
“No, you clearly cannot,” Inaril said. “Just because Her Majesty made you a Ven’Tira doesn’t mean your training is over. I was thrice your age when I—”
“Yes, I’ve heard the story a dozen times by now,” Yria growled. “You spent forty years training with skills I learned in two. Maybe that doesn’t make you wise—maybe it just makes you slow.”
She regretted saying the words the instant they left her mouth. Inaril grabbed her shoulder, and his gloved fingers dug into her arm as he twisted her around to look him in the eye. 
“Insolent thin-blood,” he snarled. “I told the Queen you weren’t ready for this!”
“It’s a good thing she’s the one in charge then, isn’t it?” Yria said, yanking her sinewy arm from his grip. “You know who I am, and more importantly, you know what I am. I don’t need your help to do my job. If you want to go back and tell the Queen that I’m an impatient fool, go right ahead.”
Inaril’s lip twisted. “This is precisely why the Scryers told her to be careful about your kind—and why the Sarodihm continue to gain support by the day! Your gifts have made you arrogant.”
“Maybe,” Yria said. “But I’m going to find my brother, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”
After dashing along the sloped roof, Yria leapt down into an adjacent alleyway. The magic concealing her faded as she moved, but she assumed a normal gait when she emerged on the street and strode toward the inn. She knew that Inaril wouldn’t follow—he had been looking for an excuse to return home ever since they had left Whitefeather Hold, and she could already imagine his smug smile when he told Queen Malareth about her disobedience. 
But none of that would matter as long as she brought Rohen home. She had never even met him before, yet she instinctively knew that the currents of the Valayar must have finally begun drawing them together. And nothing—not the Chol, not her stubborn mentor, not even the Queen herself—could keep her from tracking him down. 
The placard outside the inn read “The Deadly Duchess,” and the door was wide open. Given the panic in town, Yria wasn’t the least bit surprised when there was only a single table with two customers on the main floor. The scrawny owner immediately turned to face the newcomer. 
“Good evening,” Yria said, switching to the human tongue as she slowly pulled back her hood. The instant her eyes and ears were visible, one of the human men at the nearby table gasped in shock.
“Your kind aren’t welcome here, pale-blood,” the innkeeper said, folding her arms. “An elf girl won’t find work in this town unless she’s down on her knees or lying on her back.”
The two burly men eating at the table shared a quick chortle, though Yria could see them reaching beneath the table for their weapons. They weren’t customers any more than the scrawny woman was an innkeeper.
“I’m not looking for work,” Yria said, casually plucking her bow from her back. “I’m looking for information, and I’m willing to pay for it.”
The innkeeper snorted softly as she eyed the elf’s weapon. “I hope you aren’t planning on using that.”
Yria forced a smile as she propped the bow upright on the floor almost as if it were a staff. “I told you, I just want information. I’m not here to fight.”
“Don’t make Brela repeat herself, pale-blood,” one of the men at the table said. When he stood, his hand was clasped around the handle of a sword hanging from his belt. “I suggest you leave while you still can.”
“A Templar stayed here last night and left sometime this afternoon,” Yria went on as if she hadn’t heard him. “I want to know where he was headed.”
“She said leave,” the second man said, hoisting a crossbow up onto the table. “How in the bloody void can you be deaf with ears like that?”
The innkeeper, Brela, grunted and held up a hand to hold them back. “No Templar has set foot in the Crossing for years, honey,” she said. “We aren’t that important.”
“Look, I don’t want to hurt him,” Yria said. “I need his help, that’s all. Every moonsilver coin in my pouch is yours if you just point me in the right direction.”
The human woman’s cheek twitched ever so slightly, and her dark eyes sized up the elf in front of her with the poise and precision of a professional spy. “Even if I believed you, I couldn’t help,” she said after a moment. “I don’t know anything about the Templar, here or anywhere else. Now, why don’t you turn around and head back to your forest, huh?”
Yria sighed. “I’m afraid I can’t take no for an answer. You are going to tell me what I want to know, one way or another.”
The man with the crossbow took aim. “I’ll pin you to the fucking wall if you so much as touch that quiver, elf.”
“Well, then,” Yria said as she slowly tilted her head to face him, “it’s a good thing I don’t need one.”
Before the man could move—before any of them could move—Yria dropped into a half crouch and touched the bowstring. A surge of magical energy crackled through the weapon’s rune-inscribed limbs, and an arrow made pure lightning appeared between her fingertips. She fired the bow with the tiniest twitch of her fingertips, but the arrow didn’t hit the crossbowman—it struck the leg of the table right behind him and buried itself in the wood before dissipating. Short, jagged bolts of energy arced out from the point of impact and shocked both men, paralyzing them in place for a fraction of a second before they slumped onto the floor like sacks of potatoes. 
To her credit, the innkeeper didn’t panic. She merely backpedaled a step, her eyes wide at the sight of her unconscious thugs, before she turned her gaze back to the highborn elf rising in front of her. 
“They’ll be fine in a few minutes, don’t worry,” Yria said, smiling as another crackling arrow materialized on her bowstring. “But right now, you and I are going to have a little chat.”
 
 
 



4
Old Friends
 
“Gods, I still can’t believe a haven like this exists,” Delaryn said as she stepped inside the isolated cabin. “Who built this place?”
“It is an old Ilwetharri ranger outpost,” Sehris said, shutting the door behind them. “The architecture and woodworking techniques are unmistakable.”
Delaryn snorted softly as she brushed the snow from the shoulders of her white cloak. “Unmistakable to you, maybe. Sometimes I think you take for granted how many books you’ve read.”
“I don’t take it for granted—I consider it a badge of pride.” Sehris smirked. She sauntered through the darkness over to the hearth, then placed her hand upon the smooth stone of the mantelpiece. A trio of orange runes flared to life at her touch, illuminating the entire lower floor like tiny magical lanterns.
“There are several other smaller cabins spread throughout the Deadwood and the hills surrounding Dragon’s Reach,” she went on. “The highborn must have abandoned them all when the Tel Bator took control of the Galespire few centuries ago.”
“You’re probably right,” Delaryn said. “I remember my father telling me about their retreat into the Moonweald. He said the Tel Bator made it impossible for men and elves to coexist.”
She shook her head in wonder as she stepped inside and examined the surprisingly spacious interior. The L-shaped cabin was easily large enough to be a tavern or a gambling den straight out of Silver Falls. The walls were spartan, for obvious reasons, but the shorter side of the “L” held two comfy-looking divans and a thick rug in front of the hearth. Across the room, the end of a large dining table with chairs was visible at the corner of where the longer side began. 
“Who maintains this place?” Delaryn asked. 
“Everyone who uses it,” Sehris said. “The Keeper who originally found and cleaned it up is named Ariston. I never heard the whole story, but according to rumor, she fell in love with one of the Seven back before the rebellion. After the Accord was signed, she kept this cabin maintained in a sort of protest. That’s how Zin and I learned about it.”
Delaryn glanced back over her shoulder just time to see a mournful shadow fall over the dark elf’s face. Sehris closed her eyes and visibly steeled herself.
“There’s a pile of wood out back,” she said. “I’ll find some kindling and get the fire going.”
Delaryn would have offered to help, but she knew her friend wanted a few moments to herself. Perhaps the two of them should have stayed in Tor’s Crossing after all. Everything in this cabin would probably just remind Sehris of Zin…
She’ll be all right. She’s always been strong—stronger than me, at least. Someone who endured the abuse she put up with in Silver Falls can survive anything. 
Delaryn let out a long, slow breath as she strolled through the cabin. The air inside seemed almost supernaturally calm and peaceful, though it was probably just her imagination. She had felt incredibly exposed marching across the empty plains all day. Being indoors again was a surprising comfort.   
Sehris didn’t take long to return with some wood and kindling, and once the fire was roaring, Delaryn took a few minutes to stand in front of the flames and bask in the heat. The dark elf tossed their furs over the back of the divan, then slowly began to loosen the straps of her black leather breastplate.  
“We should have taken the time to buy you some clothes in Tor’s Crossing,” the dark elf said, eyeing her friend’s cropped blue bodice and translucent white skirt. “Though I doubt we could afford anything fancy enough for a queen.”
Delaryn groaned. “Please, don’t call me that.”
Sehris arched a black eyebrow as she placed a hand on either side of her friend’s bare midriff and pulled her in close. “But it’s what you are, whether the tharns like it or not.”
“That’s not how it works. Not in reality, anyway. The White Throne is empty, and I have a feeling it will stay that way for a long time.”
“The people are going to need a leader, and soon,” Sehris said. “One day they’ll look to you for guidance, I just know it.”
“You can’t possibly believe that.”
“Sure I can. Like you said, I’ve read a lot of books. The beautiful queen always wins in the end.”
Delaryn snorted softly and shook her head. “You don’t have to flatter me to earn a kiss, you know.”
“Maybe not,” Sehris said, reaching up with her right hand to brush the other woman’s platinum hair. “But I can’t hurt.”
She pulled Delaryn in for a kiss. For several long, wonderful moments, the only sound in the cabin was the crackle of the hearth and the rustle of their hands exploring one another’s bodies. Somehow, this was even more peaceful than the bathing room in Tor’s Crossing. It was as if they had found the one place in all of Darenthi where they could actually be alone. 
It may be peaceful right here, but Rohen is out there all alone. Soon he’ll be at the Galespire, and Watcher knows if we’ll ever see him again…
Delaryn abruptly pulled away.
“What’s the matter?” Sehris asked. 
“Nothing, it’s just…” Delaryn nibbled at her moist lips. “I’m worried about Rohen. I still don’t like the idea of him going to the Galespire alone.”
The dark elf nodded somberly. “I know, but it’s not like we could go with him.”
“Then he shouldn’t have gone, either,” Delaryn said. “We should have stuck together.”
Sehris smiled tightly. “He couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t at least try to set things right. We may be the only people in the whole kingdom who know what really happened up north.”
“I know, but that doesn’t make it any easier.” Delaryn turned back to the window by the door. The setting sun cast an eerie crimson glow over the already ominous trees of the Deadwood. Rohen wouldn’t reach the Spire until well after dark, and if he got into trouble, there was literally nothing she or Sehris could do to help him. 
“You didn’t tell him about the voice last night, did you?” Sehris asked quietly.
Delaryn sighed. “No. We didn’t really talk very much…”
The dark elf chuckled as she tickled the other woman’s belly. Delaryn squeaked and spun back around. 
“You haven’t told me what it was like,” Sehris said as she pulled her friend close and began untying the laces of her bodice. “I want to hear every little detail…”
Delaryn huffed, and she felt the faint rush of embarrassed heat in her cheeks. “There’s nothing to tell. It was…wonderful.”
“That’s a start, but I want specifics,” Sehris said. “Was he on top?”
“Sehris…”
“Come on, tell me!”
Delaryn sighed. “Yes.”
“Okay. Did he plunge right in or did you make him work for it a bit first?”
“Oh, Maiden’s mercy…”
“It’s important!” the dark elf protested, an impish smirk on her lips. When her fingers finished with the last lace, she slowly removed the blue bodice and tossed it to the floor. “If he didn’t take a moment to appreciate you first, I’ll have to scold him when he gets back.”
Delaryn was just about to protest when Sehris began massaging her bare breasts. A delighted tingle rippled through Delaryn’s body, weakening her knees and nearly causing her to topple over.  
“I could always show him what you like,” Sehris said as she slowly brought her lips down to breast level. “He’s a smart boy—I bet he’ll learn fast.”
Delaryn gasped when the dark elf’s tongue touched her nipple. Without Sehris’s strong hand on her back, she would have instantly melted into a puddle on the floor—especially when Sehris began to suckle. 
“He knew what he was doing,” Delaryn breathed as she closed her eyes and tipped back her head. “He was very gentle.”
“Gentle is nice…for a while,” Sehris said, her violet eyes twinkling. “But sooner or later, he’ll need to learn how to take control.”
Delaryn grinned. “He knows how to—oh!”
She squealed when Sehris unexpectedly shoved her onto the divan and pounced on top of her. They kissed again, harder and more desperate than before. Sehris pushed the translucent skirt from Delaryn’s hips with one hand while the other crawled down her flat belly and between her legs. Delaryn’s quim was already aflame, and she cried out when Sehris slipped a gray finger inside her. 
“You still owe me from last night,” the dark elf said, smiling down at Delaryn as her black hair spilled over them both. “And I want another taste.”
Sehris gave her friend another passionate kiss before she languidly licked and nibbled her way down to Delaryn’s breasts, stomach, and then sex. Both women moaned and gasped in near unison as the dark elf’s tongue plunged in and out of the human’s quim every bit as hungrily as last night. 
This time, however, Delaryn wasn’t going anywhere. Sehris carried her to paradise and beyond, first with her tongue and then with her fingers. When Delaryn came down for the second time, she could have easily pulled Sehris on top of her and fallen asleep right there in her friend’s arms. 
But tonight, she was determined to return the favor. 
“I never knew that royal nectar could be so sweet,” Sehris breathed when she finally came up for another kiss. “This may be the first time I ever wished I were a man.”
“I don’t,” Delaryn replied, grinning as she tasted her own essence on the other woman’s lips. 
Sehris giggled softly. “I suppose a queen needs all kind of servants to meet her needs.”
“I told you not to call me that.”
“My apologies, Your Majesty,” the dark elf cooed. “You may need to punish me for my insolence…”
Still grinning, Delaryn snatched Sehris’s slender wrists. She shoved the other woman upright, then roughly spun her around and pushed her down face-first on the opposite end of the divan. The dark elf’s surprised squeals quickly turned into soft moans of anticipation. 
“Maybe you’re right,” Delaryn said, keeping hold of Sehris’s wrists and pushing them up her back until they made an upside-down V with her elbows. “Maybe you do need to be taught a lesson.”
Delaryn reached out to the Aether and allowed its power to course through her. The invisible vapor in the air around Sehris’s wrists swiftly froze into a set of icy manacles, and she actually gasped in shock at the sudden chill before she realized what was happening. 
“Vel’bol zhah!” she stammered. “That’s cold!”
“And about to get colder,” Delaryn teased as she reared back and slapped the dark elf’s upturned ass. Sehris’s leather top would take a while to remove, but thankfully that wasn’t necessary. Her black leggings stopped a few inches above her knees, leaving her upper thighs completely bare, and Delaryn easily flipped up her friend’s skirt and exposed her panties as well. 
Sehris’s quim was already radiating more heat than a campfire. Delaryn knew her friend was thoroughly sodden even before she slipped a finger beneath the silken fabric of the elf’s panties and gently massaged her slit. 
“Oh!” Sehris cried out, her entire body seizing in ecstasy. 
Snickering in amusement, Delaryn leaned down and kissed the other woman’s sopping folds. The heady taste of her womanhood was every bit as intoxicating as when they had first explored one another’s bodies all those years ago. 
“Ka’lith d’lil wenress!” Sehris cooed. “Gods, I wish you could fuck me…”
“Who says I can’t?” Delaryn asked coyly. Reaching out to the Aether again, she formed a long, smooth icicle in her hand. With an impish giggle, she brought the frozen phallus to the elf’s molten quim and nudged the thick tip inside. 
“Shu!” Sehris cried out, though her shocked squeals quickly transformed into delighted whimpers as Delaryn eased the phallus deeper inside. “What is…oh…!”
Gods, she is so adorable right now. Fucking her really would be amazing…
On a lark, Delaryn shifted directly behind Sehris as if she were about to mount her. Placing the back end of the icicle against her own quim, Delaryn sculpted it into a second phallic head before easing it inside. The sudden chill sent a ripple of delight cascading through her, and she panted for breath as she began gently thrusting her hips, effectively fucking them both at the same time. 
“Harder!” Sehris pleaded. “Oh…deeper!”
Planting her hands on the elf’s slender hips, Delaryn pumped and pumped until the frozen phallus was sliding in and out of both of their quims. The painful bite of the cold melted into pure, unadulterated bliss, and she couldn’t help but stare down at the breathless dark elf and appreciate just how powerful and dominant this felt…
“Plynn uns’aa,” Sehris blubbered. “Gods…oh!”
Her climax shuddered through the phallus and into Delaryn’s quim, setting it aflame. Both women cried out in shared ecstasy, and by the time they came down, their icy toy was little more than a melting stub trickling down both their legs. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Delaryn gasped, slouching down atop her friend. The icy manacles still binding the dark elf’s wrists tickled and chilled her bare belly. 
“I told you, Your Majesty,” Sehris panted. “Sooner or later, you’ll have to learn how to take control.”
Delaryn giggled and smacked the dark elf’s ass. “Well, it’s still early,” she said. “Who knows? By morning, maybe you’ll convince me that being queen isn’t so bad after all.”
 
***
 
By the time the women finally made their way upstairs to the actual bedroom, they were both so tired they could barely stand. Delaryn almost regretted not cooking a real dinner, though given their limited supplies, it would have likely just been another pot of stew. They shared some bread and a bit of salted meat instead, as well as far too much of a wine bottle they had taken from Sundermount. The drinks led to giggling, the giggling led to more kissing, and the kissing led to yet another round of improvisation with a frozen phallus. 
“If only you had discovered your gift back when I was still at the orphanage,” Sehris breathed after they finally cuddled together beneath the covers. “All these years of missed opportunities…”
Delaryn snorted softly as she gently brushed her fingers through the other woman’s long, lustrous hair. “Or I just would have been caught and dragged off to the Spire.”
“With your father still in charge? I doubt that. He put a pretty tight leash on the Tel Bator.”
“Not as tight as you might think,” Delaryn murmured as the memories washed over her. “I didn’t realize it until I was a bit older, but he was constantly at war with the Sanctori and the Keepers and half the bloody tharns. I honestly have no idea how he held on to power as long as he did.”
“It is a little surprising, in retrospect,” Sehris said. “I don’t know how he found the gold to pay his soldiers, let along build the orphanages in the capital.”
Delaryn shimmied up the bed and sank into her pillow. “Thedric believed he was a monster, through and through. He said my father ruled through fear.”
“Coming from the man who took you as his prisoner-bride, that doesn’t mean much.”
“I know.”
Sehris stared at her for a long moment, her violet eyes almost as bright as the lone candle on the nightstand. “How badly did he treat you?”
“He…he could have been worse,” Delaryn said, swallowing. A thousand memories of the last few years flashed into her mind only to end with the image of Thedric falling to the Chol.  
“I honestly thought you’d be pregnant by the time I saw you again,” Sehris said. “He was the last Ashellion…I assumed he would want as many heirs as quickly as possible.”
“He did,” Delaryn said. “But I never let him touch me.”
Sehris arched an eyebrow. “How…?”
Delaryn closed her eyes. She was tempted to just go to sleep without saying anything, but Sehris deserved more than that. 
“I had help,” Delaryn said. “From my mother.”
“What?” 
“I told you before that she showed me everything. Anytime I needed her help, she was always there.” Delaryn drew in a long, slow breath and reopened her eyes. “I learned how to manipulate Thedric’s perceptions. By the end, I could reach into his mind and convince him of almost anything.”
“Ilhari vlos,” Sehris whispered. “Do you have any idea how rare that type of magic is?”
“I know that violating the mind of another is an instant death sentence for sorcerers at the Galespire,” Delaryn said. “Not that it ever would have mattered in my case. Even if I could cure plagues with a touch, the Tel Bator would still cast me onto the pyre.”
Sehris reached out and squeezed her arm. “You’re safe now.”
Delaryn smiled slightly and squeezed back. “I’ve read that the Sanctori consider mind control and illusions the province of demons.”
“That’s complete nonsense,” Sehris said with a snort. “Just because a sorcerer can weave illusions doesn’t mean he’s possessed.”
“Maybe not, but it makes me think about all those lessons my mother taught me,” Delaryn murmured. “And then I remembered what you said at Sundermount.”
Sehris sighed softly. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I just thought—”
“I know. But what if you’re right? What if this voice in my head really is some kind of demon? How would I even know?”
“Well…” The dark elf shifted her head back onto her pillow and brushed her hair from her eyes. “I don’t think there’s an easy answer, and I’d rather not upset you.”
“I can handle it…I think.” Delaryn took a deep breath and straightened her own hair. “I need to confront the truth eventually, whatever it is. And you’re the smartest person I know.”
“That’s true,” Sehris replied with a snicker. “Unfortunately, the Tel Bator priests and sages believe they know a lot more about demons than they actually do. They insist that the Pale was once a paradise for the loyal souls of the faithful to rest for all eternity. When the Avetharri corrupted it, they transformed it into a prison for the souls of the defeated gods—and the souls of wicked mortals. That is where demons come from: they are the wayward spirits of the damned who want nothing more than to return to the physical world and torment the living.”
“I’ve heard those sermons my whole life,” Delaryn said. “Are they actually true?”
“I don’t know. I’m not sure anyone does.”
Delaryn shook her head. “If this is supposed to make me feel better, it isn’t working.”
Sehris grinned wryly. “All I’m saying is that it’s important to recognize how ignorant we really are. I don’t know how or why you can channel the power of the Pale, but it’s not necessarily ‘dark magic.’ It’s just magic we don’t understand at the moment. The Aether is supposed to be the only real source of power.”
“They feel similar but also different,” Delaryn whispered as she closed her eyes. “The Aether is sweet but turns bitter when the Flensing takes hold. The Pale…it’s like channeling the same power, but without limitations. The cool stream in your veins never turns to poison.”
“Every culture I’ve ever read about tells more or less the same story,” Sehris said. “Mortals betrayed the gods, the gods ‘bled’ their divinity into the world, and we call that power the Aether. The Ilwetharri of Nelu’Thalas believe it’s sacred; they see the Aether—the Valayar—as the last true remnant of the gods. The Tel Bator agree about the origin but disagree with the purpose. They think that mortals trying to channel the power of the gods is heresy, almost like defiling the bodies of the honored dead.”
Sehris sighed. “Their opinions on the Pale are different, too. The highborn believe the gods only exist in the Aether, which is why the worship it. The Tel Bator still believe the Triumvirate can be freed from the Pale once mortals have proven themselves worthy.”
“What do you believe?” Delaryn asked. 
“I’m sure the truth is in there somewhere, twisted and malformed through history in some way,” Sehris said. “All I know for certain is that demons are real, and they want to escape at any cost.”
“And they believe I can help them do it,” Delaryn said. She opened her eyes and turned her head to stare up the ceiling. “I can’t tell Rohen about this, can I? How would I even begin?”
“What do you think he’s going to do?”
“I don’t know—that’s the problem.”
“This is Rohen we’re talking about,” Sehris said, sliding her hand over Delaryn’s cheek. “He’s not some random Sanctori Inquisitor out to smite heretics. He loves you—he always has.”
“I know, but…” Delaryn swallowed and took a deep breath. “What if I have been communing with a demon all these years? What does it mean?”
“I wish I knew,” Sehris admitted. “But to be perfectly honest, it could be a good thing.”
Delaryn blinked. “What?”
“Whoever is leading the Chol seems to have the same powers you do, or close. For all we know, you could be the only one capable of stopping him.”
“Gods help us if that’s true.”
Sehris wrapped her arm around Delaryn to pull her close, their breasts and hips meeting beneath the sheets. “I told you, the beautiful queen always wins the end. I have faith.”
Delaryn smiled and closed her eyes again. The warmth of their bodies pressed together was even more soothing than a bath, and all the doubts and fears racing through her mind slowly began to settle. 
She had no idea how much time passed before she fell asleep, nor did she know how long she was unconscious before the familiar voice in her head shouted into her fitful dreams. 
Wake up! Wake up, Delaryn!
She inhaled sharply and sat up in the bed. The cold night air immediately chilled her naked flesh, and she reached down and pulled the sheets back up to her shoulders. The small fire in the bedroom hearth had been reduced to smoldering embers, so it must have been well past midnight. Everything seemed peaceful enough…
Delaryn brushed a hand back through her hair and glanced down at Sehris. The elf was still asleep and breathing softly. Nothing seemed out of place, but the warning tingle prickling down the back of Delaryn’s neck refused to abate. She closed her eyes and reached out to the Aether, wondering if she would sense anything…but she didn’t detect a single wayward magical echo or anything else that might indicate trouble. 
“Hey,” she hissed, shaking Sehris’s arm.
The other woman slowly stirred. “Mm?”
“Something is wrong,” Delaryn murmured. “I think we may be in danger.”
Sehris rubbed at her luminescent eyes and leaned up. “Did you hear something?”
“No, not exactly,” Delaryn said. “I just can’t shake the feeling that we’re not alone out here.”
“It’s called the Deadwood for a reason, ussta che,” Sehris replied through a yawn. “Besides, the front door is locked and warded. The artificer who inscribed the runes is one of the smartest and prettiest women in the Galespire.”
Delaryn rolled her eyes. “And modest, too.”
Sehris smiled and touched her arm. “You don’t need to worry, I promise. This is probably the safest place in all the north.”
“We’re not far from Dragon’s Reach,” Delaryn said. “If the Chol are coming out of the mountains elsewhere, they could—”
“We don’t hear the Wailing,” Sehris interrupted, giving her a comforting squeeze. “Neither of us could sleep through that, I promise.”
Delaryn pressed her lips into a thin line, still unsure if she wanted to mention the voice in her head again. There were still so many unanswered questions about everything.
“Rohen could be out there,” she said at last.  
“I seriously doubt he’ll be back before morning at the earliest,” Sehris told her, “and if he was, I can’t imagine he would try and sneak up on us. He would probably call out…or inadvertently trigger the wards.”
Delaryn sighed and placed her hand over the dark elf’s gray fingers. “I just want to be cautious. Humor me, will you? You can see a lot better at night than I can.”
“All right,” Sehris said with a resigned sigh that turned into another yawn. “But if we don’t find anything, I’m going to take it out on you—hard.”
She smirked impishly as she kissed Delaryn on the nose and swung her long legs off the bed. They each threw a blanket over their shoulders before they descended the stairs to the main level. The runes on the mantle above the hearth were still glowing softly, but everything else looked the same as it had before.
“Maiden’s mercy, it got cold fast,” Sehris said with a visible shiver. “I didn’t think the fire had been out that long.”
Delaryn nodded as she approached the door. The tingling on her neck was getting more uncomfortable by the second. “Can you look outside for me?”
“Yes, but if there’s a bear out there waiting for us, I’ll be very cross with you,” Sehris grumbled. She rubbed her hands together for warmth, and a puff of frozen breath escaped her lips. “I wish I could have projected a barrier over the cabin while I was sleeping. At least I could hold in the heat for—”
Delaryn reached out and grabbed her friend’s arm just before she reached the door. “Wait,” she warned. “Do you feel that draft?”
Sehris paused and frowned. “Yes.”
“Where is it coming from?”
“I don’t know,” the dark elf admitted. “But before you ask, the windows are warded, too. No one could open them without…”
She trailed off, her eyes staring past the dining table to the window in the crook of the “L.” Delaryn could barely see in the darkness, but the shock on Sehris’s face told her everything she needed to know. 
“Oh, gods,” Delaryn gasped. “We should—”
The sudden rustle of clothing was their only warning. Before Delaryn could even turn her head, a crackling surge of energy shaped like an arrow shot out from the shadows behind her and struck Sehris right in the chest. She cried out, first in surprise and then in pain, as the blast of energy inexplicably triggered her Brand. The vatari dust tattooed into her gray flesh flared to life, revealing a glowing blue latticework all across her naked body that instantly unleashed the wrath of the Flensing. Every muscle in her body seized up at once, and she toppled to the floor in a shrieking heap. 
The Keepers! Maiden’s mercy, how did they—?
Delaryn’s thought died half-formed when a slender figure lunged out from the darkness and grabbed her from behind. She snarled in protest and reached out to the Aether for strength…
And then felt a sharp steel blade press against her throat. 
“Stay still, Your Majesty,” a stern female voice said into Delaryn’s ear. “Your people just lost their beloved king. I’d hate for them to lose their queen, too.” 
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Jessara Kraythe strode through the long corridors of the Galespire with renewed vigor. She had always found this tower awe-inspiring, especially as a child, and watching its Keepers bow or even kneel at her approach sent a shiver of delight tingling through her whole body. A handful of them resented the sudden change in leadership, naturally, and she wasn’t blind to the dangers of a potential coup. But for the moment, she was the unquestioning mistress of the Spire of Shadows, and she intended to bask in her newfound authority until the Chol were defeated and her father reformed the Tel Bator. 
Yet that’s not even the reason I can’t keep this smile off my face. 
Jessara grinned as she pressed on toward the former Lord Vigilant’s chambers, the rhythmic clicking of her golden heels echoing off the walls. She could still taste Rohen’s bounty on her lips, and she was desperate to return to her quarters as soon as possible. When she had heard his voice in the stairwell earlier, her heart had stopped beating until she had actually seen him alive with her own eyes. She couldn’t wait to spend the entire night atop his taut, sinewy half-elven body. She could almost feel his strong hands on her hips and his throbbing manhood plunging inside her…
Focus. Father may need to know that Rohen is alive, but he definitely doesn’t need to know our plans for this evening. Maiden’s mercy…
Taking a deep, calming breath, Jessara cleared her mind as best she could. The lone Keeper standing guard outside the Lord Vigilant’s chamber nodded as she approached, and he wordlessly opened the door for her to enter. She still found it amusing how easily she had been able to cow Arinthal’s guardians into serving her rather than their former master. The fool had apparently engendered more sympathy with the sorcerers than his own Keepers. 
She panned her gaze across the full length of the impossibly high ceiling and shook her head, wondering distantly what depravities had taken place in this chamber over the eons. The Wyrm Lords were notorious for their vast harems—the males especially would breed with dozens upon dozens of women in the hopes of seeding a new generation of powerful, loyal sorcerers to battle their rivals and expand their influence across the Avethian Empire. The females weren’t much better; they encouraged scores of men to battle for their affections, often to the death, and the stories claimed that the most powerful female dragons would often kill their mates to prevent them from seeding any of their rivals. 
Jessara had no idea how many Wyrm Lords had laired here in the Galespire, but it wasn’t as though the humans who followed them had behaved much better. Despite the best efforts of the Sanctori, the Keepers had always struggled with corruption. They had abused their power time and time again over the years. Thankfully, she had no doubt that her father’s stalwart leadership would finally usher in many long-overdue changes. 
Especially with Rohen there to aid him. 
She smiled again. Ever since her father had gifted her a spark of the Triumvirate’s power, she had been connected to him in a way that still defied her understanding. The Aether flowed between them like a holy river, and soon he would begin binding the other Templar to his power as well. Together they would form the vanguard of the new Tel Bator—a new army of the faithful fueled by the long-dormant might of the gods. 
And she and Rohen would be there, fighting together against the wicked and corrupt. She couldn’t imagine anything as glorious…or as titillating. 
Clearing her throat, she glanced behind her to make sure the door was closed, then took another deep breath and reached out through the Aetheric tethers binding her to the Lord Protector’s power. “Father?” she called out, her voice echoing through the chamber. “Father, can you hear me?”
I am here, Jessara, his familiar voice said into her mind. She couldn’t actually see him, but now that she had his attention, she could feel his presence and hear his voice as surely as if he were standing beside her. 
“I have news from the north, Father,” she said. “You won’t believe what’s happened!”
Tell me. 
Jessara smiled. “Rohen is alive!”
A long, awkward silence settled over the chamber. She could still feel her father’s presence, but his mood was harder to gauge. He must have been as stricken with joy as she was. 
How? he asked eventually. 
“I don’t know, but the Guardian clearly favors him,” Jessara beamed. “He’s here with me in the Galespire right now.”
Her father paused again. Unbelievable. I don’t understand how anyone could have possibly survived the attack…
“You obviously taught him better than you realized,” Jessara said. “I know how upset you were when the two of you were separated, but we should have trusted the gods and their plan. Now he can join with us! You can empower him along with—”
Is he alone?
Jessara frowned. “At the moment, but some of his comrades are still recovering in Tor’s Crossing.”
Comrades? Other survivors from the Hold?
“No,” she said, bracing herself. “I bring grim news as well, Father. Rimewreath has fallen. Galavir is dead, and the Pact Army was completely annihilated by the Chol.”
This time she didn’t need to sense his mood. She could feel his shock ripple through the Aether like a tremor. 
What?
“Apparently, the garrison at Sundermount was wiped out as well,” Jessara added gravely. “Torisval is all but lost. We need to deploy Faceless and Templar to the Crossing soon before—”
How could the Wreath have fallen so easily?
Galavir had enough men to hold out for months!
“I don’t know,” Jessara admitted. She suddenly felt little silly for not probing Rohen for more details, but…well, she’d had other priorities. “Rohen said there were more Chol than expected, but I didn’t have the chance to ask him for specifics. It must have been—”
Raw numbers wouldn’t be enough! It would take ten times the Godcursed we were expecting to breach the walls of the Wreath. The griffons and the Pact scouts would have seen them coming! Maiden’s mercy…
She could feel an echo of her father’s consternation rippling through their bond. He was concerned about the loss of the Pact Army and the fate of the north, of course, but she could also feel his shock and sorrow over the loss of General Galavir. That was the only part she found surprising. The death of Darenthi’s most famous military leader was a tragedy, to be sure, but she had always been troubled by the man’s middling devotion to the gods. Her father hadn’t truly considered Galavir a friend for a very long time, either. Twenty years ago, they had fought to end the last Culling, but the civil war had changed everything. With the Usurper’s rise and bloody fall, the Tel Bator had lost much of its influence over the tharns and the White Throne, and the Templar in particular had been almost completely pushed aside. Few in Darenthi seemed to think they were even necessary anymore, including Galavir. 
Then again, her father had always been more sentimental than he let on. Perhaps he was remembering the pious hero Galavir used to be rather than the faithless fool he had eventually become. 
“Whatever happened, we need to send a message to every tharn in Darenthi,” Jessara said. “The Tel Bator must demand they dispatch every available soldier north as soon as possible.”
Soldiers will not be enough. The duchies are still too weak after the war, and they won’t commit a single man unless we force them.  
“Then that’s exactly what we’ll do,” Jessara said. “Once the tharns see the power you can bestow…they will have no choice but to obey your commands.”
That will take time—time Galavir was supposed to buy us. We need the Faceless to hold the line.
“You shall have them soon, Father, I promise,” she assured him. “The artificers are hard at work forging new golem shells, and the Keepers have already rounded up several dozen volunteers.”
Do whatever you can to expedite the process. I am counting on you.
Jessara nodded even though he couldn’t see her. “I will not fail you, Father.”
I know. You never have.
She started to smile but then paused. “There is one more thing. After Rohen escaped the horde at Whitefeather Hold, he said he found the bodies of several Branded sorcerers outside the keep—young ones who had been killed by the Chol. He didn’t understand why they were there and why no Keeper was with them.”
I don’t know, her father said, though there was something odd in his voice. The dark elf artificer was the only sorceress deployed to Rimewreath.
“It is…disconcerting,” Jessara said. “What if the Chol followed them to the Hold? What if they were—”
You must stay focused on your mission, Daughter. All that matters right now is the Faceless. The sooner the Purges begin, the more lives we can save.
“I understand,” she replied. “What of Rohen? Should I send him to meet you at Griffonwing so you can empower him with the others?”
Yes…yes, send him along in the morning. I would very much like to see him.
“Then I shall ensure he departs at first light,” Jessara grinned, trying hard not to think about everything she had planned for him tonight. If she wasn’t going to see him again for a while, she would have to make certain she exorcised every single drop of his corruption in the next few hours…
Before he leaves, I want you to find out exactly what happened at Rimewreath and at Whitefeather Hold. Do not let him spare a single detail.
“Of course,” Jessara said. “He’ll have plenty of time to tell me the full story before morning.”
That may not be enough. Use your powers on him if you must—even the smallest detail could be vitally important. 
She frowned. “Rohen would never lie to me, Father. He respects you more than any other man in Darenthi, and I’ve no doubt he’ll be excited when he learns about the power you can share with him.”
Nevertheless, I want you to do whatever it takes to learn the truth. This is important, Jessara. The more information we possess, the better we can stand against the horde. 
“Of course, Father,” she said, still confused. “I will commune with you again the moment I learn anything.”
I know you will. Guardian grace your steps, my child.
His presence quickly faded from her mind. Jessara stood quietly in place, surrounded by the vastness of the Lord Vigilant’s chamber, and tried to understand why her father was being so insistent. Rohen was probably the most honest man she had ever met despite his pale-blooded heritage. Her father may not have known the extent of her relationship with his favorite apprentice, but he knew that she had spent plenty of time instructing Rohen on the Triumvirate scriptures. Besides, he already worshipped her father like a god. Once Rohen learned that the Lord Protector had been chosen as the Guardian’s Conduit, he would probably want to hop on a griffon and fly south right away. 
Jessara smirked at the notion. She was definitely going to make the most of this night together. He could tell her all about what had happened later, after he had properly confessed his sins.
Grinning, she pivoted on a heel and strode back toward the door. The Culling may have been upon them, but so was the grand revival of the Templar and the Tel Bator. She probably should have been more concerned, but she just couldn’t bring herself to worry about the future when the present was so glorious. She and Rohen, fighting side by side for the very soul of Darenthi…
The thought sent another excited tingle racing through her body, and once she had left the door guard behind, she licked her lips again in anticipation of another righteous feast. 
“Maiden, give me your strength,” Jessara whispered. “I’m going to need it.”
 
 



5
The Moonmaiden’s Light
 
Rohen was halfway down the winding stairwell leading back to the Spire’s entrance when he abruptly came to a halt. The Keepers outside Jess’s chambers hadn’t bothered him in the slightest—they were probably terrified at the prospect of upsetting their Sanctori overseer—and he was confident he could return to the main entrance and leave without any fuss. By the time Jess realized he was gone, it would be too late. He could pick up Delaryn and Sehris in the Deadwood and get as far away from this tower as possible. 
And then what?
The question had been endlessly looping through his mind while he’d gotten dressed and redonned his armor, and he still hadn’t come up with a satisfying answer. Where in the bloody void were they going to run? He had come here to confront Lord Protector Kraythe, but that obviously wasn’t happening. And with his original plan out the window, Rohen had no idea what to do next. Take the girls back to Tor’s Crossing? Head south to Griffonwing? Get on a boat and sail east to Galvia or west to the Northern Reaches?
“Shit,” he swore as he slouched against the wall of the stairwell. As confused and disappointed as he was right now, he needed to remember that things could have been a lot worse. He could have been surrounded by the screams of terrified sorcerers from the moment he set foot in the tower. It was nothing short of a miracle that the Purges hadn’t started yet, but they would soon, if Jess got her way.  
And if history was any indication, she always did. 
Rohen grimaced and ran his hand back through his short blond hair. Arranging a meeting with the Lord Vigilant without Jess around would probably be impossible. For one, Rohen didn’t know Lord Arinthal all that well; for two, Jess wouldn’t want to let him out of her sight until morning, and even then she would probably insist on keeping him at her side. She had always treated him like her own little pale-blooded puppy. He would have been insulted if the sex wasn’t so good…or so frequent.  
The only realistic strategy he could see here was to convince Jess first, then work on the Lord Vigilant. There had to be some way to get through to her—for all her faults, Jess wasn’t a monster. She embodied all the best traits of the Tel Bator and only some of the worst. He couldn’t bring himself to believe that she would knowingly unleash the Chol upon the north. 
Then again, he hadn’t believed her father capable of doing that, either…
“Guardian guide me,” he whispered as he turned and looked up the stairs. 
Time to make a decision. Either I run back to the girls and give up on everything—the Culling, the Purges, the Templar—or I stand my ground and try to do something to stop this horror show before it begins. 
Rohen closed his eyes. If he did nothing, he knew he would be haunted by the lives needlessly lost here for the rest of his life. If he intervened, Jess might somehow learn the truth about Delaryn. He couldn’t live with himself if he allowed something to happen to her…but he also couldn’t live with himself if he just walked away. 
What would Zin think of me if I turned my back on the sorcerers here? He had always tried to help them whenever and however he could. He would want me to do the same—and so would Sehris. 
“Damn it,” Rohen swore, banging his gloved fist against the wall before he started back up the stairs. The few Keepers milling about the halls tossed him odd glances when they saw him return after just a couple minutes, but once again, they didn’t stop him. Rohen almost wished they would confront him and throw him out of here. At least then this impossible decision would be out of his hands. 
He returned to Jess’s quarters and paced around the small room, his arms crossed and his stomach fluttering. He would have felt a lot better about his chances if he’d had a few days to prepare a strategy beforehand. Coming out and accusing her father of treason wouldn’t go over well, to say the least. He needed to do this slowly and carefully and pray to the gods that she was willing to listen to reason. 
I know her better than almost anyone—the real her, not the imperious Sanctori Inquisitrix who terrifies everyone who looks at her. She’s opened up to me plenty of times before…usually after collapsing in exhaustion from two or three rounds of “confessionals.” Maybe there’s some way to get through to her and skip that part…
“All right,” Rohen murmured, rubbing his hands together. “This will work. All I need to do is—”
He paused when he heard the unmistakable click of Jess’s golden heels approaching the room. Her meeting with the Lord Vigilant must have been quick—that, or something had gone horribly wrong. Either way, Rohen would have to improvise…
Jess looked vaguely distracted as she pushed open the door, but when she noticed he was fully clothed and standing in the corner, her dark brow immediately furrowed. “What in the bloody void are you doing? And why are you dressed? I told you to strip and get on the bed where you belong!”
“I know,” Rohen said, taking a deep breath and bracing himself. “Look, Jess, we really need to—”
“I don’t like being disobeyed,” she said, her voice hardening as she closed and locked the door behind her. “Especially by corrupted pale-bloods who should be down on their knees begging for my favor.”
He sighed and tried to avoid looking at her chest…or her hips…or her long legs and heels. “Look, we can’t—”
She reached out and clamped the golden claws of her right hand over his mouth. “You’re trying to be naughty, aren’t you? You think maybe I’ll go easy on you because we haven’t seen each other in so long.”
Rohen started to protest but knew it was pointless. When she got into this kind of mood, there was no stopping her…at least, not without playing along.  
Shit.
“Well, you obviously need a reminder about who you’re dealing with,” she said, licking at her lips. Her amber eyes glittered for a moment before her left hand flashed beneath his brigandine coat and grabbed his crotch. His manhood instantly stirred at her touch. 
“Ten minutes and you already have more sins to confess,” she said, clucking her tongue. “That cursed blood of yours is truly vile.”
When he mumbled a response into her hand, she squeezed his crotch harder, forcing him to sharply inhale.
“Ah-ah,” she scolded, shaking her head. “You need to be properly chastised for your disobedience. I want you to strip—now!”
She released her grip and leaned away, her foot tapping in anticipation. Rohen almost wanted to slap her until she saw reason, but he knew that wouldn’t work—at least, not until she inevitably started begging him for it later…
Swallowing, he unclasped his scabbard and tossed it aside before starting in on his armor. Jess intensely watched every one of his movements with gluttonous glee, and he couldn’t even begin to imagine how thoroughly soaked she must have been right now. By the time he had stripped down to his smallclothes, he could actually see her breasts heaving.
“That’s it,” she said, eyeing his sleek, muscular body up and down as if he were a slab of meat. “Now, get onto the bed where you belong!”
She shoved him onto his back with surprising strength. Rohen was tempted to fight back—he always found it enormously satisfying to overpower her when she got like this, and he knew she secretly loved being taken from behind. But he didn’t want to take even the slightest risk of annoying her right now, so instead he played the role she wanted him to play. 
The moment his head touched the pillow, Jess practically lunged to the floor and reached beneath the bed frame. He wasn’t the least bit surprised when her hands returned holding several long, leather straps. 
“I should have tied you down before I left,” she said, grabbing his left wrist and pinning it to the side of the bed frame. “I would have thought you’d learn more discipline serving among the Templar.”
She grinned sadistically as she secured one wrist, then started on the other. Every few seconds, she would surreptitiously brush her knee over his manhood as she worked, and when she turned to strip off his smallclothes and secure his ankles, she made sure to give him an unobstructed view of her bare thighs and panties. . 
“Perfect,” Jess said, dismounting him once she was finished. “I should really keep you here for a few days just to make sure you’ve been properly cleansed.”
Sinking down to her knees at the side of the bed, she eyed his naked body up and down. She gently dragged the tips of her claws across his muscular chest with one hand while the other ran up his thighs to his stiff, throbbing stem. He groaned in anticipation when she slowly closed her fingers around the shaft.
“Father said you’ve spent a lot of time in the north these past few months,” Jess said, hovering her lips close enough to his cock that he could feel the heat of her breath. “All that time alone without me to protect you from sin…and the cold.”
Leaning in even closer, she tortuously dragged the tip of her tongue from the base of his stem all the way to the tip…and then practically dove forward and swallowed his entire length in a single frenzied gulp. Rohen cried out in ecstasy when the scorching heat of her throat enveloped him, and he had no idea how she didn’t gag. When she curled two claws around the base of his cock and began stroking him, he nearly flooded her mouth with his gratitude for the second time tonight.
“Gods!” he gasped, tugging at his restraints. The leather straps held him firm, however, and Jess snickered when she eventually came up for breath. 
“There’s definitely more corruption hiding in there somewhere,” she said, licking at her sopping red lips. “I just hope I can exorcise it in time…”
She dove back onto his cock, though this time her fingers pumped him even harder. She was testing his resolve—ever since their first time together, she had enjoyed seeing just how many times she could make him spill. Rohen was tempted to just let himself go, but he knew he didn’t have all night. He needed to get her tired enough that she would actually open up about her father and his plans…
“Oh…” Jess moaned as she came up for air again. She turned and smiled down at him while her hand continued stroking his shaft. “Your corruption is being stubborn today, isn’t it?”
“It’s buried deep,” Rohen said, panting. “Help me, priestess.”
She chuckled and licked at her lips again. “Don’t worry, you know how seriously I take my duties.” 
“Too well.”
Jess flattened the claws of her right hand over his chiseled abdomen while her left began stroking him harder. “Tell me something, pale-blood: how often did you think about me these past few months?”
Rohen swallowed and clenched his teeth as his cock swelled and swelled in her grip. “All the time.”
“Mm,” she cooed, pumping him harder. “When you were lonely?”
“Yes.”
“When you were forced to pleasure yourself on cold, aching nights?”
“Yes.”
“You’re lying.”
“What?” he gasped, frowning.
Jess roughly squeezed his cock as she swiveled her amber eyes upon him. “You spent most of your time thinking about that Whitefeather bitch, didn’t you?”
Rohen’s breath caught in his throat. “N-no,” he stammered. “I didn’t—”
“Never lie to an Inquisitrix!” Jess said, raking her claws across his belly and leaving searing marks of pain in their wake. “You thought about her all the time; I’m sure of it. I never understand what you saw in that half-barbarian cunt.”
He opened his mouth but nothing came out. Sudden changes in mood were nothing out of the ordinary for Jess, but she didn’t usually have him pinned and helpless with her claws around his cock when she got angry…
“Now that dark elf, on the other hand,” Jess went on, smiling and slowly starting to stroke him again. “A truly vile creature, that one, but that at least she knows her place.”
Rohen groaned as an unbidden shudder of pleasure rippled through him. Jess could have made him explode at any moment, which was, naturally, precisely what she wanted. 
“I bet you’ve fantasized about her, too, haven’t you?” Jess asked. “Her blood is even more corrupted than yours.”
Rohen shook his head. “I…I grew up with Sehris. She’s practically my sister.”
“But she isn’t, is she? Come now, surely you’ve thought about her heretical gray flesh pressed against yours.”
“No.”
“Liar!” Jess snarled, painfully raking her claws over his chest again. “You’re a man, and men are weak by nature. They are slaves to their passions. Yet another reason you need to be cleansed.”
She began pumping him so hard it almost hurt. When she licked her lips again, he expected her to dive back on top of him and swallow him whole, but instead she pulled her right hand from his chest and slipped it beneath the folds of her red-gold tunic. He watched, mesmerized, as she pushed her panties to the floor, then slung her left leg over his waist to straddle him. Her fingers stopped pumping his shaft, and she steered his yearning manhood up to her smoldering sex. 
“You’re lucky I understand you so well,” Jess said as she eased his throbbing tip inside her folds. “You don’t need a submissive drow slut to bend to your every whim. You need guidance. You need discipline.”  
Jess groaned and bit down on her lip as she sank all the way down on top of him. “You need me.”
Rohen barely held himself back. Her cunt was as wet and scorching as her throat but immeasurably tighter, and it took every scrap of willpower he could muster not to erupt once he was all the way inside her—especially once she braced both her clawed hands upon his chest and began slowly grinding her hips against him.
“Oh, yes,” she breathed. “Confess your sins to me, pale-blood!”
“Nnn,” Rohen groaned, his wrists tugging at the restraints so hard it was a miracle they didn’t break. He forced himself to close his eyes and not look at her—the mere sight of her bobbing up and down on top of him would have instantly set him off. 
“All truths are revealed in the Moonmaiden’s light,” Jess said, churning her hips and driving him deeper inside her. “The wicked shall fall before the righteous, and this world shall be delivered from sin!”
Gods, why is she is so fucking insane? And why does she have to feel so good?
Rohen shuddered as she rode him harder and harder. He felt his control slipping away as an explosion built inside him, and he knew there was no turning back. His eyes reopened, he stared up at her heaving chest and perfect body—
“Confess!” Jess snarled, stabbing the claws of her right hand into his chest. “Pour your sins into me!”
The pain was so intense Rohen actually cried out—but then the searing agony suddenly and inexplicably transformed into pleasure. He erupted uncontrollably inside her, causing her to shriek and throw back her head as a climax took hold of her as well. 
“Yes!” she shouted. “Give me everything!”
He did. His manhood fired at least a half a dozen times, flooding her with volley after volley of his seed as her cunt tightened around him. When he finally came down, he felt as weak and powerless as a kitten. Jess continued writhing on top of him for several seconds, her claws clutching at her breasts and her teeth biting into her lip so hard he actually saw a trickle of blood on her chin. 
“Oh, gods,” she panted as she leaned forward, her white hair spilling all over him. Her mascara had started to run just enough to make it seem as though she were crying black tears. It made her look even crazier than normal. “I had almost forgotten how good you felt…”
As Rohen came down, panting for breath, the burning across his chest became impossible to ignore. He hadn’t even realized what Jess had done until he lifted his head and stared down at the long, thin trails of blood covering his stomach. 
“Shit!” he hissed, wincing and tugging helplessly against his restraints. “What did you do?”
“You’re fine, pale-blood,” Jess said without even looking. She remained lost in bliss for what felt like a small eternity before her eyes finally fluttered back open. She giggled at the sight of the blood and gently tapped her claws over his belly. “Does it hurt?”
“Of course it hurts!” Rohen protested. He could just see the wounds out of the bottom of his vision, the small, bleeding holes in his chest rising as he inhaled. 
“Good,” she said, snickering as she lifted a bloody claw to her tongue and licked several drops from the tip. “Let the pain purify your wicked soul…”
“Jess, enough,” he grumbled. “Please tell me you keep some healing salves in here.”
She cocked a black eyebrow at him. “Now why would I do that?”
“Then can you please go and get some from the infirmary?”
“That won’t be necessary,” Jess told him. “Not anymore.”
He was just about to ask what in the bloody void was wrong with her when her hands began to glow. He gasped and flinched away from the brilliant golden light, shocked and confused, before he felt a cool, soothing wave suddenly crash over his entire body. His tensed muscles instantly relaxed, and a groan escaped his lips as the pain of the bloody punctures was washed away. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Rohen breathed as he watched the small holes close one by one. “How…?”
Jess giggled impishly. “I am a Sanctori Inquisitrix,” she told him. “The righteous power of the gods flows through me.”
Rohen’s eyes widened in disbelief as every single one of his wounds sealed without leaving behind a scar. Her hands had become as warm as smoldering coals, and within seconds, he felt as renewed as after a full night’s sleep. His manhood even began to swell inside her again…
“Jess, what is this sorcery?” he asked.
“It’s not sorcery,” she said, still chuckling. The glow finally faded from her hands, and she tickled the tips of her claws across his chest again. “It is so much more.”
He slowly shook his head as his mind raced through the possibilities. Magic wasn’t just something a person learned by reading a book or reciting an incantation—only those born with the Aether in their blood could properly tap into its currents. Or at least, that was how the world worked now. 
The Tel Bator priests occasionally mentioned stories about founts of great power built by the Avetharri elves. Mortals who were exposed to such energies could sometimes learn to tap into the Aether almost like sorcerers, albeit in a limited way. Rohen had heard countless tales about such channelers once existing in the city-states of Highwind and Vorsalos to the west, though that was many years ago and hundreds of miles away…
“A miracle has happened,” Jess said. “The gods have granted my father a gift.”
Rohen’s stomach instantly sank. “What kind of gift?”
She chuckled again, and she smiled so wide she almost looked like a completely different person. “After years of watching him toil selflessly on their behalf, they have reached out from their prison within the Pale and imbued him with their divine might. He is more than just the Voice of the Guardian—he is now a vessel of Escar’s holy power. Through him, they will raise a new army of the faithful.”
“A vessel?” Rohen whispered, trying to remember bits and pieces of the sermons the priests had given at the orphanage. Before the rise of the Avetharri Wyrm Lords, the gods had allegedly imbued their chosen followers with great power, transforming otherwise mortal men and women into something greater. These vessels—these Conduits—could then empower their own followers with the Aether. While the Conduits themselves could never truly rival the might of sorcerers, especially Wyrm Lords, they could create entire armies of “Bound” channelers to do their bidding…
“The Tel Bator will soon be reborn in sacred flame,” Jessara said. “The Guardian’s power flows through my father into me…and soon, it will flow into—”
The sudden knock at the door nearly gave Rohen a heart attack. He turned his head, shocked and mortified, as Jess’s face twisted into a scowl. 
“I told you that I was not to be disturbed!” she snarled. 
“I-I know, Inquisitrix, but I’m afraid this cannot wait,” a man’s voice said from outside. “There is trouble in the forge.”
Jess hissed as she sat upright, and Rohen groaned when his manhood slipped out of her. “Trouble?” she asked, swinging her legs off the bed and standing. “What trouble?”
“I am not certain, my lady, but Foundry Master Gabron requested your aid in dealing with the High Artificer.”
“Oh, by the bloody…” Jess seethed in place for a moment, her hands curling into fists at her sides. “Very well. Tell Gabron I’ll meet him in the Foundry in a few minutes.”
“Yes, Inquisitrix.”
Rohen shook his head. “What is this about?”
“A problem I thought I’d solved,” she said, reaching for her clothes. She paused, panties in hand, and eyed his naked body up and down before she began unfastening his restraints. “Get dressed. You’re coming with me.”
Rohen swallowed, torn between renewed anxiety and relief at being freed. “Jess, I need to know more about—”
“I’ll tell you everything later,” she said, her mood shifting from playful back to imperious in the span of a few heartbeats. “I promised my father that nothing would interfere with the Purges, and I’m not about to disappoint him.”
He braced himself. This was it—this was exactly what he had come here to stop. Except now, he didn’t just need to convince Jess that her father had orchestrated the murder of the High King—he needed to figure out how in the bloody void the Lord Protector had gained this unfathomable power. 
Fuck, I should have left when I had the chance. I could have already been halfway back to the damn Deadwood by now…
“Come on, get up,” Jess said, throwing his trousers onto his head. “Don’t worry, you’ll be naked and properly restrained again soon, I promise.”
 
***
 
The stairwell at the center of the tower was far larger and wider than the ones on the fringes, which Rohen had always found a little peculiar. Perhaps the Avetharri elves had designed it this way to make moving furniture easier…or perhaps their slaves had included bulkier creatures like gnolls or minotaur. Whatever the case might have been, he couldn’t help but admire the eternal smoothness of the walls and steps. The stone was thousands of years old, yet it looked as pristine as if it had just been laid yesterday. 
The Spire artificers were beneath ground level, all the way in the bowels of the tower, though Rohen could hear the pounding of hammers on steel long before they arrived. The temperature seemed to rise a few degrees with every step down; by the time they drew close, he almost wished he had left his brigandine back in Jess’s quarters. A wave of heat greeted him in the doorway when they finally arrived, and he braced himself for the worst. 
“Three decades of complacency have left the smiths woefully unprepared,” Jess said as she led him inside the vast, sprawling forge. “In the old days, there were dozens of artificers with the skill and knowledge to craft a Faceless shell in short order. Only a few still recall the technique.”
Rohen nodded as he swept his gaze across the chamber. The Foundry was divided into several distinct sections on multiple floors, and most of the actual artificers like Sehris worked in smaller, sectioned-off alcoves where they could craft runes or enchant weapons in relative isolation. The forge was far more open—and much louder. He counted almost a dozen smelters scattered across the wide, circular chamber, all currently blazing orange as they liquefied steel and poured the scalding metal into molds. A veritable army of smiths stood over the many anvils, hammering the steel plates into shape. 
The sight should have been impressive. Almost every enchanted item in Darenthi from wraithblades to calling crystals was created right here, after all, and Rohen had always found metallurgy fascinating. But right now, his eyes refused to leave the polished black suit of plate armor mounted on a stand right next to the stairwell. 
Soon enough, some hapless sorcerer will be locked inside that shell forever. They’ll scream and scream while an artificer—a fellow sorcerer—binds their consciousness to the armor and sears their flesh into the steel.
“It’s too bad that dark elf friend of yours isn’t here yet,” Jess said, stopping and admiring the armor. 
“What?” Rohen asked, his heart skipping a beat.
“She’s one of most skilled artificers in the Spire. She obviously wasn’t trained in the Purging techniques, but I’ve no doubt she can learn quicker than most.”
The thought still made Rohen want to retch, but he ordered himself to relax. “Right.”
Jess arched a black eyebrow at him. “I’m not going to stick her in a shell. She’s young and skilled. And more importantly, she’s obedient. If her peers were half as cooperative, we wouldn’t even need the bloody Keepers.”
She stared at him for several seconds, her lip curling in amusement at his obvious discomfort. 
“The overprotective Templar, always loyal to his friends,” Jess said with a smirk. “The Guardian really does work through you, doesn’t he?”
“I’d like to think so,” Rohen murmured. 
“You will feel the full radiance of his light soon. I can’t wait to see how powerful you become.”
Rohen swallowed. “Jess, about your father…”
“I will explain everything later, I promise,” she said with a smile. She squeezed his arm, then shifted her gaze to the opposite side of the forge and beckoned him on. “As I said, nearly all of the original artificers who were familiar with golem crafting either died during the rebellion or in the decades since. There is only one true expert on the Faceless ritual left in the Galespire, and he has been…obstinate.”
“The High Artificer,” Rohen said. “Sehris has mentioned him before, but I’m afraid I don’t know much about him.”
“His name is Korran. He’s a stubborn old man the Lord Vigilant should have dealt with years ago.”
“Where is Lord Arinthal, anyway?” Rohen asked. “If there’s a problem here, shouldn’t he be told about it?”
The corner of her mouth twitched almost imperceptibly. “My father placed me in charge of the Foundry. The Lord Vigilant has…other responsibilities.”
Rohen frowned. Her father was the lord of the Templar, not the Keepers—he had no authority to put her in charge of anything here. Why would the Lord Vigilant comply with an order like that?
“The High Artificer initially refused my father’s request to begin construction on new Faceless shells,” Jessara went on as they passed yet another smelter. “When the Keepers activated his Brand, he eventually capitulated—or at least, they thought he capitulated. Evidently, he spent the next day and a half trying to sabotage our efforts. I ordered the Keepers to isolate the old fool before his disobedience spread, but I fear I’ll just have to make an example of him after all.”
“I see,” Rohen whispered, a dark chill tingling down his spine. She said the words so casually…he almost didn’t want to know what she planned. Sehris had always spoken very fondly of High Artificer Korran, and Rohen hadn’t even considered the lack of institutional knowledge here in the Galespire. 
Maybe this is the opening I’ve been waiting for. If they can’t even start the Purges without Korran, then he may be the most important man in this whole damn tower…
“We cannot afford any delays, especially if Rimewreath has fallen,” Jessara said. “Tor’s Crossing has no defenses to speak of, and the garrison at Nythovas is only up to half strength at best. We need to buy ourselves time.” 
The heat grew more intense as they crossed the forge, and Rohen couldn’t help but notice the wary looks the apron-clad smiths were casting him. They appeared almost as scared of him as they did of Jess; they probably assumed he was here on behalf of the Templar. None of them were sorcerers, as far as he knew, but if they worked here in the Foundry, they obviously interacted with the artificers quite often. They were probably concerned for the wellbeing of their friends and comrades. Crafting enchanted rings and weapons was a lot different than forging suits of armor for the damned. 
This is exactly what caused the rebellion thirty years ago. The Seven finally stood up for their comrades trapped in the Spire. I wonder how much more sympathy they might have engendered if they’d gone to the tharns instead of immediately reaching out to the Crell Sovereigns for help.
Jess led them to a metal door on the opposite side of the forge where a single Keeper was currently standing guard. They were far enough away from the orange glow of the molten steel that the long shadows made his gray-blue armor appear almost black. Rohen had never met the man before, but he recognized the Foundry Master purely by description. 
“Inquisitrix,” Gabron said with a crisp nod. “I apologize for sending a messenger to disturb you, but you said you wanted to be informed if—”
“The artificer is in there?” Jess interrupted.
“Uh, y-yes,” Gabron stammered, gesturing to the door behind him. “I assumed you wouldn’t want him in the dungeon since—”
“What about the Brand?” she pressed. “The Watcher gave you a leash. Why haven’t you pulled it?”
Rohen watched in quiet awe as the tall, powerfully built man in armor wilted beneath the glare of a woman half his age and a third his bulk. It wasn’t merely that she was a Sanctori Inquisitrix or the child of the Lord Protector—Jess’s intense voice and crazy eyes would have been almost as intimidating if she had been a farmer’s daughter. 
“Korran refused to cooperate even after I triggered the Brand,” Gabron explained. “In his own words, he would rather die from the Flensing than forge another Faceless shell.”
Jess scoffed contemptuously. “Self-sacrifice is easy. Thankfully, there are other ways to motivate stubborn men. Open the door.”
The Foundry Master nodded and did as he was told. Thanks to the sudden rush at the forge, the supply room on the other side had been almost completely cleaned out. The only things left were rusted tools, half-opened crates, and a thin, elderly man kneeling in the middle of the floor with his hands tied behind his back. 
Jess calmly sauntered inside and glared down at Korran as if he were filth she had just kicked from the bottom of her shoes. Korran’s sweaty, stubble-pocked face winced at the sudden flash of light into the dark room. He had been stripped of his bright blue Spire robes and left in his haggard smallclothes, and a dark latticework of angry veins was still visible beneath his neck and arms. The Keepers must have triggered his Brand within the past half hour or so, otherwise the lingering effects of the Flensing wouldn’t be so obvious. 
“Well, old man, it seems you’ve decided not to cooperate after all,” Jess said. “I must say, I am rather disappointed.”
“You’ll live,” Korran croaked. 
“I will, yes. The question is whether or not you will serve the will of the gods in life or suffer for eternity behind the walls of the Pale.”
The High Artificer snorted and coughed. “You can’t scare me, Sanctori bitch. No one else here knows what I know. If you kill me, it will be months before a single golem takes the field. The Chol will burn this wretched place to cinders long before then.”
“How noble of you to wish a brutal death upon all your peers,” Jess sneered. “Is that really what you want?”
“What I want is for you people to keep your promise,” he said. “No more Seven, no more Faceless—that was the deal.”
Jess shrugged. “You know what they say about desperate times. The situation is even worse than we thought. Templar Velis here watched as the Chol annihilated Rimewreath just a few days ago. The Pact Army is gone—there is nothing standing between the horde and the rest of Darenthi.”
Korran’s cheek twitched as his eyes flicked over to Rohen. “The Templar are supposed to stop the Cullings,” he said. “Not us.”
“And they will, as long as we buy them a little more time,” Jess said. “I told you before, old man: I have no interest in rounding up your people and forcing them into the armor. Plenty of your comrades have already leapt at the opportunity to seek redemption in the eyes of the gods.”
Korran scoffed so hard it broke into another cough. “I’ve seen what happens when the Keepers run out of ‘volunteers.’ I will not allow that to happen again.”
“You won’t allow it?” Jess snarled. “You are a sorcerer! You are only alive thanks to the infinite mercy and forgiveness of the gods. It is your duty to—”
“Duty?” Korran spat. “Duty to what? Peasants who want to cast us onto the pyre? Tharns who treat us like slaves? Gods who stay silent when monsters ravage the world?” 
“The gods will speak clearly enough once we have cleansed the world of sin,” Jess said, jutting a golden-tipped claw at him. “Starting with sorcerers who refuse to seek redemption.”
This time, the High Artificer just chuckled. “The gods abandoned this world a long time ago. The Tel Bator can play pretend all you like, but it doesn’t change the fact that you’re alone. The gods don’t give a fuck about you. They never have.”
Jess’s amber eyes blazed so brightly Rohen was surprised the old man didn’t spontaneously combust. This may have been the first time in his life he had ever seen her genuinely stricken speechless. 
“Torture me, Flense me, threaten me with eternal damnation—I don’t care,” Korran said. “This Foundry will never forge another Faceless. That secret dies with me, you self-righteous cunt. You might as well run back to your daddy now.”
“Wretch!” Forge Master Gabron shouted from the doorway. He tapped the Eye of the Watcher on his gauntlet, and Korran instantly screamed and toppled to the floor as his Brand was activated. 
“Wait!” Jess snapped, holding up a claw-tipped finger. “Turn that thing off.”
“Y-yes, Inquisitrix,” the Keeper said. He tapped the gauntlet again, and the blue vatari tattoos beneath Korran’s flesh started to fade as quickly as they appeared. 
“P-pain w-won’t get you what you w-want, bitch,” Korran stuttered defiantly. 
“You’re right about that, at least,” Jess said. “Thankfully, I now have other means of acquiring the information I desire…”
She spread open the fingers of her right hand, and a brilliant, searing ball of energy materialized in her palm. The High Artificer’s eyes widened in shock…and then in dread.
“You are the one who is alone with your sins, sorcerer,” Jess said. “And if you refuse to seek redemption, I will simply have to punish you instead.”
A beam of pure golden radiance erupted from her palm and washed over Korran. He screamed like a vampire trapped in a ray of sunlight, and after few seconds, Rohen swore he could actually hear the man’s flesh sizzling…
“What are you…?” Korran cried, his entire body convulsing in a seizure. 
“The Moonmaiden’s light reveals all truths,” Jess said, smiling. “You are no longer special, don’t you see? The gods have granted their faithful the power to purify and redeem this world…starting with ungrateful wretches like you.”
The beam of light shined even brighter, forcing Rohen to squint and look away. I have to do something! I have to stop this…
“I no longer need to rely on you for anything, Artificer,” Jess said. “I can create the Faceless myself if necessary—all I need to do is tear the secrets of their construction from your feeble mind.”
Korran’s screams of agony echoed out of the small storage room and across the whole Foundry. The nauseating sizzling sound was unmistakable now—as was the acrid stench of his flesh slowly burning away. 
“Jess, stop!” Rohen shouted. 
He wasn’t even sure if she heard him. The brilliant beam of light reflecting in her eyes made it appear like they were glowing, and a dark smile stretched across her lips as she channeled more and more power through her body…
“Jess!” Rohen pleaded, grabbing her arm and pulling it down. The instant the beam shifted away from Korran’s body, he stilled on the floor, steam rising from his red flesh.
“What in the bloody void are you doing?” she snarled. 
“He’s had enough!” Rohen told her. “You don’t need to kill him.”
Her blazing eyes bored into him. “I brought you here to help, not to interfere! What is wrong with you?”
“Please, we need to talk,” he said, holding up his hands defensively. “Just for a few minutes—in private.”
For an instant, he thought Jess might actually slap him. Her eyes looked as feral as a tigress interrupted in the middle of her meal…but thankfully, her humanity finally reasserted itself. The sphere of energy slowly faded in her palm, and she scowled as she turned back to the whimpering, sizzling old man trembling on the floor.  
“This had better be good,” she bit out. “I don’t appreciate being interrupted while I work.”
“I know,” Rohen said, swallowing and praying he hadn’t made yet another mistake. “Please, just give me a few minutes, all right?”
Jess swiveled her glare to Gabron in the doorway. “Pick up this wretch and get him to the infirmary. I want his wounds bound—he’s not allowed to die just yet.” 
“Y-yes, my lady Inquisitrix,” the man babbled as he scurried over to the artificer and dragged his smoldering body off the floor. The horror in the old man’s eyes was unlike anything Rohen had ever seen before, even in the faces of men who were about to confront the Chol. 
“You’re lucky I still have plans for you tonight,” Jess said once they were alone. “I’ve gelded men for less.”
“I’m sorry, really, but this is important,” Rohen said, pulse still racing.
She glared at him for a moment before her expression suddenly softened. “I already learned most of what I needed, anyway. For all his bluster and obstinance, his mind was surprisingly easy to crack.”
Rohen’s lip twitched. “You can just…do that?”
Jess grinned. “Impressive, isn’t it? The Sanctori have always been charged with finding the truth, but we’ve never had the proper tools until now. Can you even begin to imagine what the Tel Bator will be able to accomplish once my father shares his gift with others?”
Yes, I can…and it’s fucking terrifying. 
“He plans to restore the Templar first, of course,” Jess said. “That’s why he’s at Griffonwing now. He’s going to transform the Order into what it was always destined to be: not merely the servants of the Guardian, but true holy warriors—paladins who can channel the might of Escar to smite demons and Chol and anything else that stands in your way.”
She chuckled and placed her claws upon the Templar heraldry inscribed on his brigandine. “He wants you to be one of the first,” she said. “You’ll fly home in the morning, and by nightfall you will be reborn in the Guardian’s light. Isn’t it glorious?”
Rohen nodded slowly, still aghast at everything he had just witnessed. He had come here to the Spire assuming that the Lord Protector was a murderous traitor, but this…this was literally unbelievable. How in the bloody void had Kraythe obtained this power in the first place? How could it possibly be real? An actual Conduit to the Triumvirate…
It seemed impossible. It seemed unfathomable. Yet the power Jess wielded was undeniable. She wasn’t a sorceress, yet she could channel the Aether just like Delaryn and Sehris.
“I should have told you the good news right when you arrived,” Jess said, smiling and stepping in close to him. Despite her heels, she still had to stretch up on her tiptoes to get her lips close to his. “I was just so happy that you survived. You’ve always been my weakness…a delicious, deadly weakness…” 
She kissed him deeply, passionately, as if the past few minutes had never happened. Rohen kissed her back, mostly to put her at ease. Her could already feel the excitement shuddering through her body. Despite the cacophony of the forge outside and the lingering stench of seared flesh in the air, she probably wouldn’t have complained in the slightest if he slammed her up against the wall and took her right here. 
“Just think about what this will mean,” Jess breathed, pulling away just enough to speak. “Once my father shares his gift with you, the two of us will be linked by the gods themselves. We’ll be able to fight together, side by side, as we drag this blighted world into the light.”
“I look forward to it,” Rohen lied, forcing a smile. “But like I said…we really, really need to talk about what happened in the north.”
He saw the faintest flicker of disappointment in her eyes—she probably did want him to take her again right now—but then she finally sighed and sank back down on her heels. 
“Father will want to know all the details,” Jess said. “I suppose now is as good a time as any.”
Rohen nodded and braced himself. It was now or never. 
“It will take a while to explain,” he said. “And you’re not going to like it.”
 
 



Interlude
 
Jessara Kraythe’s arms and hands still tingled from the aftershock of the Aether coursing through her. The more she channeled its currents, the more difficult it became to willingly release her hold upon them. She had started to understand why so many sorcerers turned out the way they did—power corrupted everything, and the temptation to wield it was almost irresistible. 
Thankfully, she wasn’t tainted like they were. Her intentions were noble, and the power she called upon was distilled by the righteousness of her father. Any Bound channelers he empowered could be cut off the instant they abused their privileges—it was what fundamentally separated them from sorcerers, who had no such constraints. There was a reason the Conduits of the ancient world had inevitably and repeatedly warred against the recklessness of the Avetharri Wyrm Lords. 
Still, she couldn’t wait to share this glory with Rohen. Every time she thought about them fighting side by side, a ripple of delight shuddered through her body…
“Father will want to know all the details,” she said, clearing her throat and forcing herself to concentrate. “I suppose now is as good a time as any.”
Rohen nodded. “It will take a while to explain, and you’re not going to like it.”
Jessara took a step back from him and crossed her arms. As she slowly came down from her Aether-induced euphoria, the clatter of the forge was getting more annoying. She stepped over to the door and kicked it shut just to ensure they had some privacy. 
I’d rather just take him back to my quarters. He’s only going to be here until morning, and there’s still so much I intend to do to him. But father does want to know what happened, and afterward I’ll still need to finish up with Korran…
“I already don’t like it,” Jessara said. “Rimewreath gone and Galavir dead…if the gods hadn’t blessed my father with this power, the war might already be over. Even the Faceless can’t hold off the horde forever.”
He studied her in silence for a long moment, his green elven eyes glimmering in thought. She had expected him to be downright giddy at this point—she had just told him that he would soon share her father’s divine gift! He should have been down on his knees thanking the gods…or at least tied down on her bed thanking her. 
Then again, Rohen had always been something of a brooder. For some reason, it made him even more irresistible. 
“Things are even worse than they seem,” he said after a moment. “Do you remember those dead sorcerers I mentioned? The ones I found on the road outside of Whitefeather Hold?”
Jessara nodded. “Yes, what about them?”
“I think they’re part of the reason the Chol attacked. The way they were killed, their proximity to the Hold, the fact that they weren’t supposed to be there…I think someone brought them there as bait.”
Jessara’s eyes narrowed. “What?”
“I know how crazy it sounds, believe me,” Rohen said. “But three Branded sorcerers would be a tempting target for any Chol stragglers. If someone wanted to get the monsters to the Hold, it would—”
“Why in the bloody void would anyone want to bring the Chol to Whitefeather Hold?”
“I’m not sure,” Rohen said in an odd tone, “but everyone knew that King Thedric and his new wife would be there—and that they would only have a token force of defenders with them.”
Jessara clicked her claws against her bicep. “What are you implying?”
“Just hear me out, all right?” He sighed and paced back and forth across the narrow room for a moment. “The dead sorcerers are only part of the puzzle. During the feast that night, King Thedric was given a special gift. It was a dagger—a wraithblade dagger, probably forged right here in the Galespire.”
“Only the Templar are permitted to wield such powerful weapons,” Jessara said. “The Lady Seeker never would have granted an exception, even for the king.”
“I know, and it gets even stranger: the blade was a fake.”
“A fake? Rohen, you aren’t making any—”
“I took the dagger with me when I escaped,” Rohen pressed. “At the time, I still assumed it was a real wraithblade. But later, when Sehris examined it at Rimewreath, she realized it had another purpose: it was generating an Aetheric echo far greater than its actual power—far greater than a real wraithblade, in fact. Sehris said that if she didn’t know better, she might have thought it was an Avetharri artifact of some kind, one powerful enough that she could sense its presence from a great distance.”
Jessara’s cheek twitched when she belatedly realized where he was leading her. “You’re saying the blade was a lure,” she whispered. “A lure for the Chol.”
Rohen nodded. “A lure placed right into the hands of the High King.”
She turned away and set her jaw as she worked through the implications. She could easily believe that a power-hungry duke or tharn would try to harm Thedric and his new queen—the Whitefeather bitch was widely reviled, and squabbles among noble families were unfortunately commonplace. But the idea that someone would use the bloody Chol as a weapon…it was inconceivable. 
“The bulk of the horde was still too far away to sense it,” Rohen went on. “But if there were other Chol nearby—say, a throng of stragglers who had been drawn closer by a group of sorcerers…”
“Maiden’s mercy,” Jessara whispered, turning back to him. “That’s insane. Who in their right mind would try to use the Chol as assassins?”
“I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about that,” Rohen said, his face even grimmer than usual. “Not all the nobles were in love with Thedric. Plenty of tharns resented him after the civil war. But none of them would have access to a group of Branded sorcerers or a wraithblade, even a fake one. Besides, if they were intent on assassinating him, they surely would have tried something more…conventional.”
“Even the tharns who hated Thedric still feared his influence,” Jessara mused. “He was quite popular with the common folk all across Darenthi.”
“True, but I also started thinking about who would benefit the most from his demise, given the circumstances. As difficult as it is to say, General Galavir was probably the second most popular man in Darenthi.”
Jessara’s cheek twitched again. “You think he was responsible?” 
“All I know is that he conveniently took a griffon west right before the attack,” Rohen said. “Thedric was there specifically to help Galavir transition into the new Duke of Torisval, but the general skipped the feast in his own castle! I couldn’t even believe it at the time, but in retrospect…well, it looks even worse.”
She turned to the side, her eyes narrowing. “But Galavir was killed at Rimewreath.”
“I know, but he was as surprised as anyone by the size of the horde. If things had gone the way everyone expected, he would have crushed the Chol and been the hero who saved Darenthi—again.” 
“You’re reaching. I had no love for Galavir, but he and Thedric fought the civil war together. The man was many things, but he was not a traitor.”
Rohen paused and drew in a long, deep breath. He almost looked…scared. 
“There is something else you need to know,” he said gravely. “Since Galavir wasn’t at the feast, he wasn’t the one who gave Thedric the dagger as a gift.”
Jessara slowly shook her head. “Then who did?”
Rohen swallowed. “Your father.”
At first, she assumed she had misheard him…but then she looked into his eyes and saw only dread and sorrow. “What?”
“He gave Thedric the wraithblade, Jess,” Rohen whispered. “A few hours later, the Chol stormed the castle and killed everyone…except your father, who somehow escaped.”
Jessara backpedaled a step away from him, arms falling to her sides. “You can’t possibly believe that my father was responsible for this.”
“I don’t know what I believe right now,” Rohen said. “But we can’t afford to just ignore what happened. Something is going on here, Jess. The dead sorcerers, the fake wraithblade, the death of King Thedric…and now, inexplicably, your father is wielding a power that hasn’t been seen in Darenthi for thousands of years.”
“It’s not inexplicable—it is providence,” Jessara growled. “My father has been chosen by the gods to save this world!”
Rohen paused for another moment and seemed to collect himself. “How long has he had this gift?”
“Escar appeared to him in a vision while he was at Palegarde two months ago. He didn’t begin to realize his full potential for several weeks.”
“And then he shared his power with you.”
“That’s right,” Jessara said. “He knew we needed to be careful—he knew that despite their proclamations of faith and piety, many in the Tel Bator would be suspicious. He was planning to demonstrate his power at Rimewreath once the Pact Army confronted the horde, but then everything changed.”
“He never told anyone? Not even the Lord Vigilant or the Lady Seeker?”
She shook her head. “Father didn’t trust them. You know better than anyone that the corruption in the Tel Bator runs deep. Even the Sanctori aren’t immune. Father held out hope that they would eventually see the light, but I never shared his optimism. I warned him that the other Voices would see his power as a threat.”
“What does the Lord Vigilant think now?” Rohen asked.
Jessara scoffed. “Unfortunately, Lord Arinthal behaved just as foolishly as I expected. He didn’t accept my father’s gift even when he beheld it with his own eyes, and he stubbornly refused to initiate new Purges even when he learned about Thedric’s fate. He forced our hand.”
This time, Rohen was the one to take a step back. “Oh, gods…you killed him?”
“He didn’t give us a choice!” Jessara said. “The stubborn fool would have doomed all of Darenthi just to uphold a disastrous agreement signed by an idiot king. Can you believe that he would rather protect a handful of the most dangerous sorcerers in this spire than save the people of Tor’s Crossing?”
Rohen’s face drained of color as he slowly shook his head. “You murdered a lord of the Tel Bator…”
Her brows scrunched in annoyance. “I didn’t murder anyone. I am a Sanctori Inquisitrix—it is my sacred duty to root out and cleanse corruption wherever it tries to hide. The Lord Vigilant was a stubborn and prideful fool who had become far too comfortable with his power to listen to reason. Men like him are why Darenthi remains weak—men like him are why the gods reached out to my father.”
When he didn’t respond, still plainly reeling, Jessara stepped forward and placed her hand upon his brigandine. 
“Don’t you understand?” she asked, voice rising. “After we have purged the wicked and empowered the righteous, nothing will be able to stop us! Not the Chol, not the Crell, not even the bloody Dragon of Highwind. You and I can help my father change the world in ways no one thought possible.”
“Jess, you need to listen to me,” Rohen said, squeezing her wrist. “I understand that you believe your father’s power is a gift, and I understand that you want to be loyal to him. But there is more going on here than you realize. Your father gave Thedric the lure—he’s the reason the Chol attacked Whitefeather Hold!”
She snarled and wrenched her hand from his grip. “What has gotten into you? My father is the only reason you are still alive! He offered you redemption when no one else would!”
“I know,” Rohen whispered, nodding. “That’s what makes this so difficult. But the evidence is all there, Jess. Your father and I were supposed to ride for Rimewreath together the morning after the king’s feast, but he wasn’t there when the Chol attacked. I checked his quarters—I checked most of the keep! He was gone before they arrived. No one could have fought their way out of there.”
“You did,” Jessara countered. “How do you explain that?”
“I…I got lucky,” Rohen stammered. “I spent a lot of time in that keep before the end of the war. I knew about the old Whitefeather crypts, and I was able to use them to escape. But there was—”
“You’re lying,” she said, her eyes narrowing dangerously. 
“I’m telling you the truth! I only survived by escaping through the crypts.”
Jessara cocked her head as she examined his face. Was Father right to be suspicious all along? Is this why he wanted me to probe Rohen for answers?
“You’re hiding something from me,” she whispered. “Something very important.”
“Listen to me, Jess, please,” Rohen said, raising his hands plaintively. “I don’t want to believe this any more than you do—I didn’t believe it, not until the evidence was all laid out before me. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe there’s another explanation! There’s only one way to find out. Let’s head to the aviary right now—let’s fly to Griffonwing and talk to your father about—”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Jessara said. “Not until you tell me what really happened that night.”
“Jess, I—”
Before he could even finish the sentence, she lifted her right arm and stretched out her fingers. The power of the gods readily flowed through her, and a brilliant sphere of golden light reappeared in her palm.  
“If you won’t tell me what I want to know,” she growled, “then I will pry the truth from your mind!”
Rohen reached for the handle of his sword at his belt, but he was already too late. The light erupted from her palm and crashed over him. His limbs froze in place, his breath caught in his throat, and slowly but surely, his mind began to open to her. 
“Kneel!” Jessara demanded. 
Her command reverberated through the room like a hammer striking an anvil. He dropped to his knees in front of her despite his best efforts to resist. 
“What really happened that night?” Jessara asked. “Show me!”
She saw a stream of images flash through his mind: the frozen courtyard of Whitefeather Hold before the feast, a hushed conversation with the dark elf artificer and her Keeper steward…and then, unbelievably, a private meeting with the Whitefeather bitch just outside the castle library. The wretched barbarian girl kissed and fondled him and then—
“You let her touch you?” Jessara snarled. 
“J-Jess,” Rohen pleaded, barely able to breathe, let alone move. “Jess, you don’t—arg!”
He screamed in pain as she pushed deeper into his memories with ruthless force. Another flurry of images flashed in front of her: the feast in the keep, an awkward encounter with her father in the halls…and then another meeting with Delaryn inside the chapel.
“No…” Jessara gasped in horror. Her stomach twisted and her heart sank, and she almost severed the connection right there. 
How could he betray me like this? He could he bring himself to make love to such a wretched, disgusting creature?
She forced herself to watch every kiss, every nibble, every thrust. Her horror quickly transformed into white-hot rage before she finally saw the Chol attack. She watched as Rohen cut them down and tried to save the king…and then she watched as the Whitefeather girl froze the monsters solid.
“Sorceress,” Jessara breathed. “That bitch is a sorceress…and you knew! You knew all along!”
She couldn’t believe it. She didn’t want to believe it. But it was all right there in his mind, taunting her. Rohen had betrayed her—Rohen had betrayed everyone. 
“You dare accuse my father of treason while you were fucking the queen?” Jessara seethed. “You dare slander Darenthi’s greatest hero while you are protecting the daughter of the Winter Witch?”
“Jess, it’s not what you—”
“Enough!” she screamed so loudly her voice shuddered through the entire Spire. The light in her palm flared even brighter than before, and a wave of force crashed into him and hurled him against the wall. He crumped into an unmoving heap on the floor, and she scowled down at him as she flung the door back open. 
Foundry Master Gabron was already on his way back, and the man snapped to attention when he she shot him a withering glare. 
“Inquisitrix?”
“I have a new mission for you, Keeper,” she snarled. The searing rage in her veins was already turning bitter cold. “There are two renegade sorceresses in a cabin at the edge of the Deadwood.”
Gabron blinked. “What?”
“I don’t care how many of your men you need to send, but I want you to find them and bring them back here. Do you understand?”
“Y-yes, Inquisitrix.”
“When the High Artificer’s wounds have been bound, you can inform him that he’s a lucky man. I won’t be using his knowledge to forge a Faceless shell for his precious comrades after all.”
Jessara turned to glare at Rohen’s unconscious body again. “I will be forging one for a queen instead.”
 



6
Hand of the Queen
 
Delaryn held her breath and swallowed as gently as she could. The blade on her throat was so cold it could have been an icicle, and her assailant’s arm had a vise-like grip around her stomach. Just a few feet away, Sehris was convulsing on the cabin floor, completely incapacitated by the Brand. 
“This would be easier if your Tel Bator fanatics had marked you as well,” their mysterious assailant said, her voice laced with contempt. “Not that they would have bothered. The daughter of the Winter Witch never would have been shown the ‘mercy’ of a collar and a glorified prison cell in Gûl Ostaraad.”
Delaryn closed her eyes and tried to force herself to stay calm and think. Her attacker had an unmistakably Elvish accent, which didn’t make a damn bit of sense. Why in the bloody void would a highborn from Nelu’Thalas be here in the Deadwood? And how had she slipped past Sehris’s wards?
Panicking won’t help, Delaryn scolded herself. I just need to keep things under control until Sehris recovers…

“What do you want?” she demanded in the most imperious voice she could muster. 
“I’ll be asking questions here, Your Majesty,” the elven woman sneered. “Tell me: what is the High Queen of Darenthi doing in a cabin in the Deadwood? I’ll let you explain the naked drow next.”
Delaryn swallowed again, keenly aware of how effortlessly her assailant could kill her. The highborn’s sinewy left arm seemed to possess the strength of an ogre. The Aether was all around them, of course, but Delaryn didn’t want to risk trying to channel its power. She might just get her and Sehris killed. 
Besides, this woman triggered Sehris’s Brand—something only a Keeper should be able to do. Watcher knows what other abilities she might possess. 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Delaryn insisted. “We’re travelers heading east to—”
“Don’t be a fool, rethir,” the highborn growled. “I know exactly who you are. My people have kept a close eye on the daughter of the Winter Witch.”
“R-release…her…” Sehris demanded as she tried to pull herself up into a crouch. 
The highborn snorted. “I don’t take orders from drow guuta. Now, sit there on your knees like a good spider-whore or I’ll tug on your leash again.”
Clenching her teeth defiantly, Sehris leaned up and summoned magic to her hand—
And then screamed as the Flensing seared through her body again. She collapsed face-first onto the floor, sobbing and snarling all at once. Delaryn’s fear quickly turned into fury at the sight of her friend in pain. 
“Curious,” the highborn murmured into Delaryn’s ear. “Normally, I find the methods of your Tel Bator zealots cruel and barbaric, but branding a drow like cattle almost seems…right.”
Delaryn growled, “If you hurt her, I swear to the gods I’ll—”
“Ah-ah,” the highborn scolded, pushing the blade harder. “There’s no need to get feisty, Your Majesty. But I do appreciate that you have a spine. I’d heard you were little more than King Thedric’s docile little pet.”
Delaryn closed her eyes for a second and tried to let the flash of rage drain out of her. This elf bitch could have killed us if she wanted to. Don’t overreact, and don’t panic. 
“That’s better,” the highborn said with a smug chuckle that tickled the back of Delaryn’s neck. “Now, answer my question: what are you doing here in the Deadwood?”
Delaryn’s rage returned the instant her eyes reopened to the sight of Sehris still writhing on the floor, her vatari tattoos blazing. “Hiding,” she bit out. “Hiding from the Chol.”
“Is that so? Were you also ‘hiding’ from them when you led them to your family’s castle?”
Delaryn frowned, her anger momentarily shifting to confusion. “What?”
“I’ll admit, it’s definitely a unique way to annul one of your silly marriages,” the highborn said. “Most Darenthi noblewomen settle for poisoning their oafish husbands.”
“I didn’t lead the Chol anywhere!”
“That’s not what the rest of your people believe. Every rethir in Tor’s Crossing seems convinced that the Usurper King’s daughter summoned the horde like a beacon.”
“They’re wrong,” Delaryn said. “We’ve been running from the horde for days!”
“Yes, you and this pretty drow guuta who was naked in your bed. You’ll forgive me for saying so, Your Majesty, but you don’t look like a woman in mourning over the loss of her husband.”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about!” Delaryn said, scrambling to think of a way to describe what had happened that didn’t sound completely insane. Could she even chance telling this woman the truth?
“I know enough,” the highborn said coldly. “I got a good look at the carnage the morning after—there wasn’t a single soul left alive. The monsters barely even gnawed at the bodies before they moved on. And yet here the two of you are, unscathed and having a little fun together while your family’s homeland burns to ashes behind you. Where were you planning to run, hmm? Galvia? Crell?”
Delaryn set her jaw in stone. “We aren’t running anywhere. We’re waiting for our companion to return from the Galespire. He’s a Templar of the Guardian—he’ll tell you we had nothing to do with—”
“I know what he is,” the highborn said. Her entire body tensed at the mere mention of Rohen, and her blade drifted from Delaryn’s throat. “Why is he here with you?”
“He…he’s the only reason we escaped,” Delaryn said, struggling to understand her assailant’s strange reaction. “Without him, we never would have been able to fight our way through the horde.”
The highborn remained silent for a second as she seemed to pondered her captive’s words. Delaryn was tempted to try and exploit the momentary opening with a quick elbow to the gut, but the risk was still too great, especially since Sehris was only now starting to recover…
The elf eventually clucked her tongue and returned her blade to Delaryn’s skin. “If Rohen was protecting you, why would he approach Gûl Ostaraad yet leave the two of you here?”
Delaryn froze. This woman knows Rohen by name? How is that even possible? He’s never been to Nelu’Thalas; his elven mother gave him to the orphanage in Silver Falls just months after my father took control of the city. Rohen was only a toddler at the time…
“I’m not telling you anything,” Delaryn said defiantly. “Not unless—”
“Why is he at the tower?” the highborn snarled. 
Delaryn winced as the blade finally pricked her flesh ever so slightly. “He’s warning the Lord Vigilant about what happened at Rimewreath.”
“Your king’s army is gathered there. They are waiting to confront the horde, yes?”
“They were, but not anymore,” Sehris bit out between labored breaths as she propped herself up on an elbow. “Rimewreath was destroyed just like Whitefeather Hold. The Chol are on the loose…I would have thought that a Ven’Tira ranger from Nelu’Thalas would wish to stop them at any cost.”
Delaryn’s eyes widened. Her father had told her all about the Ven’Tira rangers, the elite operatives of the Waxing Throne. They were spies and warriors and guardians all at once. The fact that this woman had slipped through the cabin’s defenses suddenly made a lot more sense… 
“Ven’Tira,” Delaryn breathed. “My father always respected your kind. He often invited them to secret meetings in the Hold away from the other dukes and tharns.”
The highborn snorted. “Yes, well, your father is dead, and the fool who replaced him didn’t seem the least bit interested in standing up to the zealots who actually rule your lands.” She hissed softly through her teeth. “Not that it matters now. You have no idea what horrors are coming for us.”
Sehris slowly brought herself up onto her knees. “You mean another Culling?”
“Not a Culling—the Culling,” the highborn said. “The one that will wipe out every kingdom in the north if it isn’t stopped soon.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Delaryn asked. 
“Exactly what it sounds like. Your people are still divided after your civil war, and now your king is dead. The Chol will bathe this land in blood while your dukes bicker over who gets to rule the bones.”
“Darenthi already has a rightful ruler,” Sehris said. “And you will show her the respect she deserves!”
The dark elf thrust out her hands. Aetheric energy buzzed at her fingertips, and a wave of telekinetic force rippled across the cabin. Delaryn winced when a burst of air struck her face as if she were standing outside in a windstorm, but the highborn took the brunt of the blow. The invisible blast struck her in the right shoulder, knocking aside her arm and the dagger it was holding before spinning her completely off her feet. 
“Argh!” Sehris cried out as the wrath of the Flensing paralyzed her again. Her Brand glowed even more angrily than before, but her pain bought Delaryn the time she needed. 
Whirling around, she reached out to the Aether and froze a cloud of vapor into a huge, hand-shaped block of ice. The highborn elf was already bouncing back to her feet after skidding halfway across the cabin, and she moved with unearthly grace as she retrieved a bow from off the floor. 
But the tables had finally been turned, and Delaryn had the advantage. She hurled the block of ice at her assailant, and despite the highborn’s attempt to roll out of the way, the disembodied hand slammed into the elf’s body and flattened her against the wall. The ice nearly shattered on impact, but Delaryn held enough of the block together enough to pin her opponent in a frozen, web-like prison. 
She stepped forward and studied their assailant for the first time. The woman was clad in supple brown leather armor that hugged her lithe body as tightly as a glove. The hood of her cloak had been knocked off, revealing red hair styled into a lace-braid ponytail and a pair of green elven eyes that sparkled as brightly as Rohen’s. The only identifying marker on her person was a silver brooch shaped like a leaf cradling a half-moon—the symbol of the Ven’Tira.
“I will be asking the questions now,” Delaryn said, brushing her fingers across the small scratch on her throat. “And for your sake, you had better hope I like the answers.”
 
***
 
“I have to admit, I’m impressed,” Yria grunted as she struggled against her icy bonds. The intense cold was already cutting through her armor and chilling her to the bone, and she could barely move her arms or legs. “Your mother’s blood really does flow through your veins.”
The human queen gave her “prisoner” a long, fierce look. She appeared exactly like she had been described: slender and undeniably beautiful, with brilliant icy blue eyes and long platinum-blond hair. After a few moments, she turned and helped her drow accomplice back to her feet. The faintly glowing tattoos branded into the woman’s gray flesh were starting to fade, but a latticework of dark, angry veins had taken their place. The Flensing would incapacitate her for some time yet—it was a miracle she had been able to muster enough power to cast a spell. 
“You’re more powerful than I thought,” Yria added, focusing her gaze on the drow. “The Ven’Tira insisted you were just another Spire artificer.”
The drow’s violet eyes narrowed into slits. “They were wrong.”
“What is your name, elf?” the Whitefeather girl, Delaryn, demanded with an imperious scowl. 
Yria struggled against her restraints one last time before she relented and fell still. “Does it matter?”
“That depends. Would you rather I call you basarn-melaen guuta?”
“Not bad,” Yria said with a snort and then a chuckle. Under normal circumstances, she would have eagerly slit the throat of anyone who dared call her an orc-loving cunt, but she couldn’t help but appreciate the human’s gall. “I guess you’re smarter than my superiors thought, too.”
“They don’t seem very well informed,” Delaryn said, crossing her arms haughtily. The gesture might have been intimidating if she weren’t stark naked. When she belatedly remembered her state of dress a moment later, her pale cheeks flushed red as she reached down to retrieve the blanket she had been wearing over her shoulders. 
Yria chuckled. “My name is Yria.”
Delaryn tried to put an authoritative scowl back on her face, but it didn’t really help. “All right, Yria,” she said, “it’s time for you to answer some questions.”
“You can ask whatever you want,” the ranger replied mildly. “Just don’t be disappointed if I ignore you.”
The queen’s hand crackled with magical energy again, and the icy prison squeezed Yria’s limbs even harder than before. “If I were you, I would be a lot more concerned about my current situation.”
Yria chuckled again despite the cold and the pressure. “But you’re not me, and that’s the point, rethir. You’re not really a queen, and you’re definitely not a killer.”
Delaryn’s eyes narrowed angrily. “You just put a blade to my throat and triggered her Brand! You’re lucky I don’t freeze and shatter every bone in your body!”
Yria scoffed. “You’re not the type.”
“How do you know? You’ve been wrong about everything else!”
“Perhaps, but not about this,” Yria replied, unfazed. “You’ve been the delicate flower on the king’s arm for too long. Even with Valayar flowing through your veins, you are not very imposing.”
Delaryn opened her right palm, and the air crackled with magic as she slowly shaped a dagger of ice in the air. She took a step forward and directed the blade to hover ominously toward Yria’s throat. 
She really is bold, isn’t she? She’s nothing at all like the meek child Inaril described. What else were he and the others wrong about?
“I’ve no doubt you could bring yourself to slaughter mindless Chol, but you’re not a killer,” Yria said. “That drow, on the other hand…violence and death run thick in her blood. Make certain you never turn your back on her.”
For a moment, the Whitefeather girl almost looked like she might snap. Her blue eyes narrowed, and her icy dagger pressed against Yria’s throat. Perhaps she had some Roskarim fire in her after all. 
“You’re right, I’m not a killer,” Delaryn said, closing her hand. The dagger fell to the floor and shattered like a shard of glass. “But we could leave you here for the Keepers.”
“You could, but you won’t,” Yria replied. Her arms and legs were actually starting to hurt from the cold now, but she made certain to keep the discomfort off her face. “I believe what you told me before: Rohen is the only reason you escaped the massacre at your family’s keep. That’s also how I know you aren’t a monster—he wouldn’t have protected you if you were.”
The drow woman shook her head as she finally retrieved her own blanket and slung it over her shoulders. Yria found herself oddly disappointed, which didn’t make a damn bit of sense. The woman was pretty, yes, but she was also a fucking drow. 
“How do you even know Rohen?” the dark elf demanded. 
“I don’t,” Yria admitted. “We’ve never met.”
“But you just said—”
“Queen Malareth is interested in him. That’s all that matters to me.”
Delaryn and the drow shared a long, confused look. Yria had no intention of telling them the truth—or, at least, not the whole truth—but she did need to bait the hook well enough for them to cooperate. Queen Malareth and her Vin Aetheri allies would be interested in getting their hands on the last Whitefeather, too, albeit for completely different reasons than why they sought Rohen. They would probably want the drow as well, unfortunately. 
“I don’t understand,” Delaryn said, shaking her head. “Your people have never shown an interest in Rohen before—or any half-blood elves, for that matter.”
“That isn’t always true,” Yria replied, suppressing a wince. 
“It’s true enough! I’ve heard the stories. Half-bloods are treated horribly here, but your people don’t exactly open the gates of the Moonweald for them, either.”
“Yet she is one,” the drow whispered. 
Delaryn blinked. “What?” 
“She is Retharri,” the drow said, pointing at Yria’s face. “Her eyes, her ears…the distinctions are small, but apparent. Perhaps she is quarter-blooded or—”
“No,” Yria said, suddenly thankful that her arms were restrained out of sight. Otherwise they might have noticed her hands clenching into fists.
“No?” Delaryn asked, shaking her head. “No, what?”
Yria sighed. She hadn’t planned on revealing any of this yet, but perhaps it was the bait she was looking for. It might make her more sympathetic to them in the short term, which was all that mattered if it got her to Rohen. 
If I can’t bring him home, the Culling might be unstoppable. He’s the most important thing right now—I have to remember that.  
“The drow is right,” Yria said. “My veins run thick with rethir blood—the same blood that flows through the veins of my brother.”
Delaryn’s mouth dropped open at the subtle implication, and her grip on the Aether faltered so much the icy prison started to turn brittle. “Brother?” she gasped. “But that’s…”
“Half-brother, to be clear,” Yria said. “Different worthless mothers, same worthless father.”
Delaryn and the drow shared another long look, and Yria used the distraction to test her restraints. Her limbs were starting to go numb from the cold, but she could still tell that the ice was weakening.  
“You’re lying,” Delaryn said eventually. 
Yria snorted. “Look, I don’t particularly care whether you believe me or not, but the truth is the truth. Rohen is my brother, and I’m here to bring him home.”
“Home? To a place he’s never been?”
“He was born in the heart of the Moonweald, whether he remembers it or not,” Yria said. “It is time for him to return to Nelu’Thalas and embrace his true destiny.”
Delaryn took a step backward, her eyes flicking back and forth in thought. She looked almost as nervous as surprised. 
“You will be welcome too, I’m sure,” Yria added. “As will the drow…assuming she behaves herself.”
“I find that difficult to believe,” the dark elf woman said. 
“It’s the truth. The political situation in the Weald is…complicated.” Yria shook her head, unable to hide her distaste. “The short version? We are on the cusp of our own civil war. The queen is desperately seeking new allies of all kinds.”
The human and the drow shared a surprised look. They had no reason to believe Yria, obviously, but hopefully sheer self-interest would be enough. 
“Did you plan on staying here in this cabin forever instead?” Yria asked. “The Chol are coming, Your Majesty. Queen Malareth is willing to offer you sanctuary, at least temporarily. It’s more than you will find here in the frozen wastes.”
“Oh, that is rich,” Delaryn breathed. “First you try to kill me, and now you want to offer us sanctuary?”
“If I wanted you dead, I would have shot you where you stood,” Yria said. “It was never my intention to harm you, only to test you—and to get answers.”
The human woman scoffed. “Oh, that makes me feel so much better.”
“It should. We have an opportunity here, one that may never come again. The Whitefeathers have always been willing to work with Nelu’Thalas in the past. There are many things you need to know about the true nature of this Culling and the forces driving it.”
“We know far more than you realize,” the drow said softly. “We were there at Rimewreath. We saw the armored man on the wyvern, and we watched the Godcursed cross through the Pale and into the keep.”
Yria blinked. “Cross through the Pale? What in the bloody void are you talking about?”
“You just said…” Delaryn trailed off and frowned. “What were you talking about?”
“The ancient power stirring beneath the Godcursed Reach,” Yria said. “The one driving the Chol to slaughter every living creature in the north.”
Delaryn slowly shook her head. “We don’t know anything about that.”
“Then maybe it’s time for us to pool our resources, Your Majesty,” Yria said. “Don’t be alarmed.”
Drawing in a deep breath, Yria reached out to the Valayar and allowed its warm, soothing currents to banish the cold from her limbs. The air around her rapidly grew warmer until it ignited like kindling, immolating her entire body in a wreath of sorcerous flame. The icy prison binding her limbs vaporized in an instant. 
“Let’s start over with introductions, shall we?” Yria asked, smiling even as the other women recoiled from her flaming figure. “The Valayar flows through each of us. Perhaps we can work together after all.”
 
***
 
Delaryn scurried away from the immolated elven woman in front of her, though she made sure to keep Sehris tucked safely behind her. The Aether flowed off of Yria in brilliant, cascading waves as if she were a wellspring of raw, primal energy. Delaryn had never felt or seen anything like it. 
But then the currents abruptly ebbed away, and the flames receded with them. The red-haired highborn woman—or rather, half-elven woman—calmly stepped forward as if nothing strange had happened. Her cloak and armor weren’t the least bit singed. 
“In retrospect, perhaps I should’ve just knocked,” Yria muttered as she leaned down to retrieve her bow. The runes in the wooden limbs briefly flared to life at her touch. “But I honestly thought this place would be infested with Keepers from Gûl Ostaraad.”
For a moment, Delaryn was tempted to conjure another icy fist just to defend herself, but the half-elf’s body language had completely changed. She looked almost bizarrely relaxed, and she was correct that she could have killed them if she had wanted to. The fact that she hadn’t must have meant something. 
She may not be an enemy, but that doesn’t mean I have to swallow her story. Could Rohen really have a half-sister? He didn’t remember anything about his parents at all. He wasn’t even sure where he had been born.
“I, uh…I do apologize for triggering your Brand,” Yria said after a moment, her green eyes settling on Sehris. She sounded genuinely embarrassed. “I was taught to never take chances where the drow were concerned.”
“I am not a drow,” Sehris insisted. “I have never been in the Underworld, and I certainly don’t worship the Spider Queen.”
“Your markings say otherwise,” Yria said, pointing at the black spider tattoo on the dark elf’s exposed stomach. “Your mother must be an important drow noble—probably a priestess, at that.” 
“I am not a drow,” Sehris repeated more forcefully this time.
Yria shrugged. “As you say. It makes little difference to me. If you’re an ally of Rohen, you have nothing to fear.”
Delaryn slowly exhaled and forced herself to relax. This was all incredibly overwhelming, but she couldn’t deny that it was also an opportunity—assuming Yria was telling them the truth. They really didn’t have anywhere else to go. Even if everything went flawlessly in the Galespire and Rohen turned the Lord Vigilant against Kraythe…well, she still didn’t know what would happen. With Thedric dead, it wasn’t as though she would be allowed back in the palace in Silver Falls. 
But traveling to Nelu’Thalas, on the other hand…she was the one who had suggested that to Rohen back at Sundermount. If there was even a chance that the highborn could provide them shelter or even become their allies…
The elves are not to be trusted, her mother’s voice said into her mind. They will not understand or appreciate your gifts any more than the Tel Bator. You will find no solace in the Kingdom of Stars, my daughter, I promise you that.
Delaryn frowned, wishing she could ask why, but then Sehris pressed the issue. 
“How did you trigger the Brand?” the dark elf asked, rubbing the slowly fading veins covering her forearm. “You’re no Keeper.”
“No, but my people have been preparing for a conflict with the Tel Bator for many decades,” Yria said. “And to be perfectly blunt, we know far more about vatari crystals than your Keepers or anyone else.”
“Could you disable their markings as well?”
Yria paused as if she was deciding whether or not to answer before she finally shook her head. “Not as easily, no. Your markings are designed to be a leash, while theirs are designed to give them power. The artifice involved is quite different.”
“Obviously,” Sehris muttered as she flexed and unflexed her fingers. The outline of her veins had finally faded, but the echoes of the Flensing would probably riddle her body for some time yet. 
“You say that Rohen went to Gûl Ostaraad to warn the Lord Vigilant about the horde,” Yria said. “Given the way they treat our kind, it seems dangerous for the two of you to be this close. Why wouldn’t he return to Griffonwing to rally the rest of the Templar?”
“You really are clueless, aren’t you?” Delaryn said, pulling her blanket more tightly around her. Without the Aether coursing through her, she was suddenly getting cold again. 
“Feel free to enlighten me,” Yria muttered. “What did you mean about the Chol crossing through the Pale?”
“Exactly what it sounds like,” Sehris put in, the corner of her mouth twitching upward in grim amusement as she mimicked Yria’s words from earlier. “Somehow, they have discovered a way to shift into the Pale and then return to the physical world. They walked right through the fortress’s walls.”
“But that’s impossible. Living creatures, even the Chol, cannot simply—”
“We know,” Delaryn said, drawing in another deep breath. “But we were there, remember? The defenders at Rimewreath didn’t stand a chance—no one will stand a chance if their walls can’t protect them.”
Yria hissed softly, her glimmering green eyes narrowing in thought. Delaryn wasn’t about to tell her any more about the nature of their escape—warning the elves about the horde was one thing, but Delaryn’s Palerending abilities would have to remain a secret. The highborn revered the Aether as a divine remnant of the gods, but they still considered any form of “demonology” sacrilegious. The voice of her mother wasn’t wrong about that. 
“You mentioned something about an ancient power stirring beneath the Godcursed Reach,” Sehris said. “What did you mean?”
“The Scryers in Nelu’Thalas have had many grim portents, almost all in regard to the mountains in the west,” Yria said. “They believe something is driving the horde—something more than just the Anointed. Queen Malareth dispatched other Ven’Tira to investigate, but they never reported back.”
“Thedric and his advisors weren’t aware of anything out of the ordinary,” Delaryn whispered. 
“The only channelers who could warn him are locked in a prison,” Yria replied bitterly. “Since the Tel Bator abolished the Seven, your people have willfully blinded yourselves to the realities of the Valayar. It’s a miracle that the Crell Sovereigns haven’t tried to invade your borders again.”
Delaryn sighed. “They will eventually, I’m sure.”
Yria paused for a moment. “You also said something about an armored man on a wyvern at Rimewreath…?”
“Yes, he appeared to be leading the horde, but he wasn’t one of them,” Delaryn explained. “We never saw his face.”
“A mortal man fighting with the Chol? What madness is that?”
“He may be the one granting them the power to enter the Pale,” Sehris said. “If so, it suggests—”
“A demon,” Yria finished. She turned and hissed an Elvish curse under her breath. “Or perhaps a warlock, which could be even worse. Valathrim, caela sulil…”
Delaryn gave Sehris a stern look in the hopes that she wouldn’t reveal any more details about the fractures in the Pale at Sundermount. The dark elf nodded in silent understanding. 
“If Rohen was delivering a warning to your Keepers, I assume he will return soon?” Yria asked. “Queen Malareth will wish to know everything.”
“I’m sure she would, but we haven’t agreed to help her or anyone else,” Delaryn said pointedly. “And we’re not going to until we have a chance to speak with him.”
Yria sighed. “Fine. So when do you expect him back?”
Delaryn bit her lip. “We…aren’t sure. It might take him a while to convince the Lord Vigilant that the threat is real.”
The half-elf’s eyes narrowed as she glanced between them. “You’re not a very good liar, Your Majesty. What is it you aren’t telling me?”
“We aren’t obligated to tell you anything,” Delaryn said. “We don’t even know—”
“Wait!” Sehris interrupted, holding up a hand and cocking her head slightly. “Something is wrong…”
Yria paused to listen, then instantly snapped into action. She dashed over to the door, her footfalls as a silent as a cat, and she pushed her long ear up against the wood. She frowned and shook her head, then immediately raced over to the window past the dining table where she had originally snuck inside. 
“Le’thos,” she swore, pointing to her eyes and waving Sehris over. The dark elf followed, and from the way her face hardened when she peeked outside, Delaryn knew there was trouble. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” Sehris breathed, pulling her head back in. “Keepers.”
Yria’s cheek twitched. “How many?”
“Four or five at least. They just began spreading out into the forest around the cabin.”
“They know we’re here,” Delaryn breathed, a wave of dread rippling down her spine. “But that means Rohen…oh, gods!”
Her mind instantly conjured up a hundred different horrifying scenarios about what could have happened to Rohen. Perhaps the Lord Vigilant hadn’t believed him, or perhaps Arinthal had been part of the Lord Protector’s mad scheme all along. Rohen could have been ambushed or imprisoned or tortured…
Or simply killed. 
“What about Rohen?” Yria demanded. “What’s wrong?”
Swallowing her fear, Delaryn balled her hands into fists. “It will take too long to explain, but he must be in trouble. We have to get to him. We have to help him!”
“How?” Sehris asked. “We can’t fight through the Keepers. They’ll trigger my Brand, and they’re practically immune to—”
“We’re not going to fight,” Delaryn interrupted. “There’s another way inside the Spire.”
Sehris arched both eyebrows. She didn’t say anything aloud, thank the gods, but she didn’t need to. Delaryn knew exactly what she was thinking—namely, that they had already seen the consequences of willingly breaching the Pale. In theory, her power could allow them to pass through the Spire’s walls as easily as Rimewreath and Sundermount, but doing so might—no, would—leave fractures behind. 
“What are you talking about?” Yria asked, glancing between them. “There is only one way into Gûl Ostaraad. It might be the most impregnable structure in Torsia!”
“You shouldn’t be so certain, given what else you’ve been wrong about today,” Delaryn said. “Sehris and I can get inside, I promise. But we’re going to need a distraction.”
Yria’s eyes bored into Delaryn. They really did look disturbingly like Rohen’s from up close. Maybe she was telling the truth—maybe she actually was his sister, as crazy and impossible as it seemed.
The half-elf eventually set her jaw and glared at the door. “Rohen must return to Nelu’Thalas,” she said, seemingly as much to herself as the others. “If you can get to him…”
“We can,” Delaryn insisted. “I promise.”
Yria swore under her breath. “Then go. I’ll distract the Keepers as long as I can.”
“There are too many of them,” Sehris said. “Your magic will not harm them!”
“I’ll be fine,” Yria said, hoisting up her bow. “But we don’t have much time. Tell Rohen what I told you—you’re all welcome in the Weald. I will be waiting for you on Farumat’s Perch on the northern edge of the mountains.”
Delaryn nodded. She still didn’t trust this woman, and she had no intention of going anywhere without talking to Rohen first. But right now, all that mattered was getting to the Galespire as quickly as possible. If a Ven’Tira ranger could buy them the time they needed, then so be it. 
“Good luck,” Yria said. The Aether swirled around her again, and when she dashed toward the window and crawled outside, she melded into the shadows as if she had become one herself. 
“Come on,” Delaryn said, grabbing Sehris’s hand and dashing for the stairs. They were back in the bedroom a few short moments later, and they got dressed as quickly as they could. For once, their lack of equipment and supplies was a boon rather than a curse. 
Delaryn had just thrown her white cloak back around her shoulders when an agonized scream pierced the stillness of the forest outside. She heard the ringing of steel blades and shouts of men calling for help…
“Gods forgive me,” she said, closing her eyes and reaching out to the Pale. Its power suffused her so readily that she couldn’t help but be disturbed. 
It gets easier and easier every time. What if one day I can’t stop it? What if I open a door I can never close?
Delaryn buried the thought and focused on Rohen. She could worry about the consequences after she knew he was safe. Right now, they didn’t have any other choice. 
She stretched out her hand. The air around her angrily hissed and popped as she breached the wall between worlds, and a heartbeat later she and Sehris stepped through. The colors in their clothing drained away, the shadows in the cabin deepened, and the noises of the skirmish outside fell silent…only to be replaced by the distant, haunting whispers of demons inside her head. 
“Let’s go,” Delaryn said, swallowing and clutching Sehris against her. “Rohen needs us.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
“It is time. Be reborn in the Guardian’s grace.”
Edmund Kraythe slowly reopened his eyes as the power of the Godsoul flowed through him like a righteous river. The young Templar kneeling in front of him gasped and shuddered, looking down at his hands as they were slowly enveloped in an aura of golden light. Just like the other men who had undergone the ritual before him, he was confused and frightened and excited all at once. The cleansing power of the gods would transform him like a holy chrysalis, and the paladin who emerged would stand at the forefront of the coming war against the Chol. 
The Tel Bator had been founded in an era of unprecedented chaos and evil. What had started as a mantra—“the end of sin”—had slowly grown into an organization that had saved Darenthi from Chol, demons, and sorcery. And now, after centuries of bitter struggle, the Tel Bator would finally fulfill their ultimate purpose: to restore the Fallen Gods and deliver the world from sin. 
“M-my lord,” the Templar stammered, holding his fingers in front of his face as if he didn’t even recognize them. “I don’t…I can’t…”
“Have faith, son,” Kraythe soothed. “You are no mere sorcerer cursed with abilities you cannot control. The gods themselves will teach you how to serve…”
Another torrent of power flowed between Kraythe and the kneeling man, but this one wasn’t filled with mere energy—it was filled with knowledge. When Kraythe himself had first touched the Godsoul, he had learned more about the Aether in an instant than he had in decades of study. The Godsoul was a well of knowledge as well as a font of power, and bound channelers could absorb all the secrets and techniques they needed to serve the gods in the span of a few heartbeats.
“Allow the light of the Guardian to guide you,” Kraythe whispered. “And allow his grace to redeem you.”
The kneeling Templar inhaled sharply as another current of energy rippled through him. Like almost every other man here, he had started his life as a petty criminal before finding a home here in Griffonwing. If the tharns had their way, he and all the others like him would already be marching to their deaths in the north. All their work, all their sacrifice, all their desperate attempts to find absolution would be swept away in a tide of blood.
Never again. 
The young man had finally steeled himself against the tide of power when the door to the chapel cracked open. Sir Donnic Northam leaned inside, and the grave look on his face came as no surprise to the Lord Protector. Despite everything they had already accomplished today, the unforeseen problems were beginning to mount. 
“Allow yourself to bask in the glory of the gods,” Kraythe said, leaning away from the man at his feet. “Stay calm and open yourself to their teachings.”
The Templar nodded frantically like a man desperately trying to tread water amidst a storm. He would eventually adapt, of course—he was the tenth man Kraythe had imbued today, and the others had been channeling the Aether like veteran Spire-trained sorcerers in a matter of hours. The boy just needed some time. 
Kraythe slowly stepped back and signaled for Northam to approach him near the altar at a few yards away. They were the only ones in the chapel at the moment; the rest of the Templar were either in the armory practicing with their new gifts or upstairs preparing to retire for the evening. 
“My lord,” Sir Northam said with a crisp nod. “We have—.”
“A problem, I know,” Kraythe murmured. He sighed and rubbed the sweat from his brow. “The bindings are already weakening.”
The other man nodded gravely. “Every man you empowered this morning has already lost his new abilities. And two of them are…ill.”
“Ill? What are you talking about?”
“They appear to be in a great deal of pain, sir,” Northam said. “The herbs aren’t working, and the healers can’t find any wounds.”
Kraythe grimaced and closed his eyes. He had felt the bonds waning for some time, and he assumed the men he had empowered later in the day would eventually lose their ability to channel as well. He was confident he could restore the bond, but the sheer time and effort involved was harrowing, to say the least. If Galavir were still holding the Chol at bay, Kraythe wouldn’t have been worried. But now…
“I don’t have an explanation,” Northam went on after a moment. “But if I didn’t know better, I would think the men were suffering from…well, from withdrawal.”
“What?” Kraythe asked, frowning. 
“They’re shivering like lotus addicts,” Northam said. “I don’t know how else to describe it.”
Kraythe hissed softly through his teeth. Northam was probably exaggerating; every man saw the world through his own experiences, and the Tel Bator had rescued him from a life as a lotus peddler in Shadowcrest. Still, the thought was a disturbing one…
“You’ll forgive me for saying so, my lord, but you look exhausted,” Northam said after a moment. “Perhaps you should—”
“I don’t have time to rest!” Kraythe growled, his gray eyes flicking back open. “None of us do, not if we’re going to stop the horde.”
Northam nodded half-heartedly. “I wish I understood what’s happening. Inquisitrix Jessara hasn’t suffered any ill effects from the bond, and neither have I.”
“You two were the first,” Kraythe said. “And I had more time to spend with each of you.”
The other man didn’t look convinced. “I wonder if it is something else, sir,” Northam murmured. “Perhaps…perhaps this power is being stretched too thin. The more men you empower—”
“We will need an army to defeat the Chol,” Kraythe interrupted. “A half a dozen Templar cannot hold the line, even with the Guardian’s blessing.”
Northam swallowed. “You still believe the Faceless will be able to buy us the time we need?”
“They will have to,” Kraythe said. “Now get back to the men upstairs. I will join them when…”
He trailed off when he felt a ripple from one of the invisible Aetheric tethers binding him to his new followers. But this one wasn’t coming from a Templar—it was coming from his daughter. 
“Jessara needs me,” he said, turning away. “Watch the others.”
The Lord Protector didn’t even wait for a reply before he left the chapel and stormed into an empty storeroom a few doors down. Once he was alone, he closed his eyes and mentally followed the tether binding him to Jessara. Within moments, he could see her standing in the Lord Vigilant’s chambers as if he were a disembodied eye floating in the air. 
“Jessara,” he said. “What is—”
He stopped himself when he got a clear look at her face. She was angry—violently angry—but he was far more distressed by the tears streaming down her cheeks. 
“He betrayed us,” Jessara practically screamed. “Rohen betrayed us!”
Kraythe froze. “What do you mean?”
“He didn’t escape the Hold alone. The Whitefeather bitch—she’s a sorceress, just like everyone feared! And Rohen was off fucking her when the Chol attacked!”
Kraythe grimaced. He had been dreading this moment ever since Jessara had first told him that Rohen had survived the slaughter. His former apprentice was a skilled warrior and duelist, but no one could have escaped the Chol without help—or without finally discovering his true powers. Either outcome was a disaster waiting to happen. 
We told you to destroy the pale-blooded
mongrel! the dissonant voices of the Godsoul screamed into the Lord Protector’s mind. We told you to destroy the Whitefeather witch! You know what will happen if they escape—you know what will happen if they reach the others!
“Show me,” Kraythe said, focusing back on his daughter. “Show me what happened.”
Jessara’s memories flooded into his mind. He saw exactly what she had seen, including Rohen and Queen Delaryn escaping the Hold. The boy still seemed unaware of his abilities, thank the gods, but the Whitefeather girl’s magic was every bit as terrifying as the Godsoul feared. She already rivaled the powers of the Seven without any training whatsoever.
They must be stopped, the Godsoul demanded. Do what must be done.
Kraythe nodded and drew in a long, deep breath. Two days ago, everything had unfolded exactly as he had planned, but now it seemed like every hour brought another catastrophe. Galavir’s death, the loss of Rimewreath, Rohen’s escape…
“He betrayed us,” Jessara repeated, her voice breaking. “He lied to us. He lied to me!”
Her pain shuddered through their bond, and Kraythe could tell she was barely holding herself together. She had always been independent and private, but he wasn’t a fool; he knew exactly how she felt about the half-elf orphan her father had taken under his wing. 
But as much as Kraythe wanted to play the role of the protective father and console his only child, this was far more important than petty scorn and a broken heart. The future of Darenthi—the future of the whole damn world—was in their hands. They needed to act swiftly and decisively while they still could. 
“Rohen has sinned against the gods,” Kraythe said. “He has broken his oath to the Tel Bator.”
“He must be judged,” Jessara said, gritting her teeth. “He must be punished.”
Kraythe nodded. Despite her pain—or perhaps even because of it—he knew she wouldn’t hesitate to perform her duties. She was a Sanctori Inquisitrix, through and through. The Maiden would give her the strength to endure. 
“You know what must be done,” he said, echoing the divine voices inside him. “Eliminate the traitor and destroy the heretic queen. I am counting on you, Jessara.”
Jessara nodded and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I will not disappoint you, Father.”
“I know,” Kraythe said, and meant it. “You never have.”
 
 



7
Grace of the Guardian
 
Rohen groaned as his eyes slowly fluttered back open. He had been drifting in and out of consciousness for a while now, and he vaguely remembered being carried out of the Foundry. The oppressive heat of the forge had been replaced by the cold, damp air of a dungeon, and when he tried to sit up, he realized he had been stripped down to his smallclothes. He was lying flat on his back atop a rough wooden table, his wrists and ankles bound to the corners by thick leather straps. A few hours ago, he would have assumed that Jess was preparing him for some more fun, but not this time. 
Delaryn…
He grimaced and struggled to break free, but the straps refused to yield. The pounding in his skull had diminished into a dull ache, but the burning knot in his stomach was as tight and painful as ever. The Keepers were out there hunting for Delaryn and Sehris right now, and there was absolutely nothing he could do to warn the girls about the danger they were in. 
The danger he had put them in. 
“I can’t believe you lied to me,” Jess’s voice said from somewhere nearby. It was lower and darker than normal, as if she had screamed herself hoarse. “I can’t believe you were trying to protect that Whitefeather witch!”
Rohen leaned his neck up as far as it would go. He didn’t recognize the room they were in, but it was as dark and haunting as the torture chambers in any castle in Darenthi. The sole source of light was a flickering lantern near the only door. 
“I should have known you were consorting with her all along,” Jess said, emerging from the shadows and placing the tips of her golden claws atop his abdomen. “And I never should have trusted a pale-blooded mongrel!”
He cried out in pain when she abruptly raked his chest, drawing thin lines of blood across his belly. “Jess, you don’t understand!” he pleaded. “I wasn’t trying to trick you! Delaryn isn’t what you think. She’s—”
“She’s a sorceress and the daughter of the Winter Witch!” Jess snarled. “Thedric should have put her to the torch the moment he took that castle!”
Rohen stared up into her blazing amber eyes. They were as angry as he had ever seen them…but lurking past the rage, concealed beneath her swollen eyelids and smeared makeup, was a well of pain so deep it made his heart sink into his chest. She really believed that he had betrayed her trust. Despite her icy demeanor—despite her imperiousness and self-righteousness—she was still a twenty-year-old woman who had fallen in love with a man she believed loved her back. And Rohen hadn’t realized just how much that belief had meant to her until this moment. 
“The Tel Bator implored Thedric to rid himself of her,” Jess said, her hands trembling. “Everyone knew she would lead Darenthi to ruin. The Lord Vigilant insisted that she must be hiding her powers, but Thedric refused to let the Spire have her, that fool…”
“Delaryn isn’t responsible for the Chol,” Rohen insisted. “They were there for the wraithblade dagger, not—”
“Liar!” she shouted, sinking her claws back into his chest. “The Godcursed were there for her and you know it! Her mother’s power slaughtered thousands of them at Gareth’s Stand. They were probably planning their revenge for years…”
“The Chol don’t ‘plan’ anything, Jess!” Rohen snarled back through clenched teeth. “You peered into my mind; you saw what I saw. The Chol didn’t even go after Delaryn once they were inside the keep! They went right for the king because he was holding the dagger—the dagger your father gave him!”
“No!” Jess screeched, raw and ragged. “I will not listen to any more of your lies!”
She lifted her hand from his chest, and her palm exploded in a radiant burst of golden light. Rohen winced, expecting another mental probe, but this time she shaped the Aetheric energy into a long, thin strand almost like a flaming rope.
Or whip. 
“You came here believing you could manipulate me,” she said, cracking the searing lash against the floor. “You thought you could turn me against my father, but you’re wrong. He is the Voice of the Guardian and the savior of Darenthi! He saved you. He trusted you. And you betrayed him!”
Rohen flinched away as she cracked the whip against the table barely an inch away from his face. The air sizzled in his ear, and he could feel the heat wash over him. 
“I can call out to him any time I wish,” Jess said. “I already told him about your betrayal. He said I had every right to kill you right now.”
“That doesn’t sound like the same person who offered me redemption,” Rohen said. “The Lord Protector I knew was a merciful man, not a vengeful one.”
She cracked the whip next to his head again. “Executing a traitor is justice, not vengeance.”
Rohen forced himself to swallow and stay calm. If she truly believed her father—if she really believed that I had betrayed the Templar and the Tel Bator and Darenthi—she would have killed me already. The only reason I’m still here is because somewhere deep inside her there’s still a kernel of doubt. 
“Jess, he doesn’t want you to interrogate me because he doesn’t want you to see the truth,” Rohen said. “He knows that if you peer into my mind again, you might see the dagger and the dead sorcerers and realize that only he could have—”
She cracked the whip across his chest. The pain was so intense, so all-consuming, that Rohen couldn’t even cry out. He went rigid, paralyzed in agony, and watched in horror as a blistered red lash appeared on his stomach.  
“I should cut out your lying tongue and feed it to the hounds,” Jess growled. “Maybe I will. But first, I’m going to make you watch while we lock that Whitefeather cunt in a Faceless shell!”
She lashed him again, this time across his right leg. But even as the pain stole his breath and seared through his flesh, Rohen refused to look away from her. The rage infusing her voice had all but drained out of her eyes. All he saw now was sorrow. 
“Did…did you ask your father about the blade?” Rohen gasped, his voice trembling from the pain. “Did you ask where he got it or why he gave it to the king?”
The whip cracked over his chest again. “I told you—no more lies!”
Rohen’s vision began to blur, and the acrid stench of his own sizzling flesh nearly made him retch. But he knew that if he couldn’t get through to her now, he would lose everything. There had to be something he could say or do…
“I-if you want the truth, it’s r-right here!” he said, forcing out the words between clenched teeth. “The Moonmaiden’s light reveals all, yes? Well…shine it on me. Take another look!”
“I’ve seen more than enough,” Jess sneered. “The truth is that you’ve been plotting a coup with that bitch ever since her father hanged, haven’t you? You never stopped working for the Whitefeathers. All this time, the two of you were just planning your revenge against the king…”
“Jess, you know that’s not true,” Rohen hissed. “I’ve given everything I have to the Templar and your father.”
She reared back, but instead of whipping him, she slapped him across the face. His cheek burned from her claws ripping open his skin, and he could feel the tickle of blood streaming down his face. 
“After you watch me lock that witch in her armor, I’m going to drag you to my father,” Jess snarled. “He’ll want to take your head and mount it on a pike outside of Griffonwing!”
Rohen swallowed and shook his head. “You’re scared, aren’t you?”
“What?”
“You’re scared to take another look,” he said. “You don’t want to see the truth, do you? You’re scared that once you know, you won’t be able to justify what your father has done here. You won’t be able to justify what you have done here.”
“I am a Sanctori Inquisitrix! I am the wrath of the Tel Bator! I don’t have to justify anything!”
Rohen stared hard into her eyes. “Then take another look, Jess. Take another look and tell me what you see.”
Her cheek quivered, and for a moment, he thought he might have actually gotten through to her. She lifted her empty hand above his head, and it began to flash with light just like when she had interrogated the High Artificer. But then she suddenly yanked her hand away and shook her head. 
“I will not allow you to turn me against him!” she snarled. “You are a pale-blooded traitor, and I never should have trusted you!”
Jess reared back her right hand, her whip sizzling in the air, and Rohen closed his eyes and braced himself for yet another lash. The whip cracked harder than ever…
But this time, he didn’t feel any pain. 
At first, Rohen thought she must have intentionally missed him. But when he reopened his eyes, the entire room was cast in a warm, eerie blue light. He tilted his head back to look at her, confused—
And saw a shimmering, translucent blue shield glowing protectively over his forearm and torso. It looked exactly like the Guardian’s Ward, except for one important detail.
He wasn’t wearing his bracer. 
“What?” Jessara breathed, taking a step back. “How…?”
Rohen stared at the glowing disk of energy, every bit as shocked and bewildered as she was. His wrist was still bound against the table, but he had reflexively twisted his elbow and arm up as far as they could go when he had braced himself. The shield above them thrummed softly, and the tiny hairs on his forearm tingled strangely as if he had built up a charge from rubbing them over carpet. The sensation crawled up his arm, though his chest, and across his entire body. 
Then suddenly, inexplicably, the entire world changed around him. 
“Maiden’s mercy,” he breathed when he looked up at Jess. He couldn’t just see her looking down at him—he could feel her standing nearby, almost as if her body were shedding raw heat like an open flame. He could feel other currents of warmth, too, especially from behind the closed door. After a few seconds, they all began to swirl together in an eddy of unimaginable power he couldn’t believe he had never noticed before…
The Aether. 
Jess shook her head, the shock in her amber eyes slowly twisting into horror. “Sorcery,” she breathed. “How could you possibly…?”
Rohen sluggishly shook his head. He had no idea what was happening or why, but he had never experienced anything as soothing or as exhilarating as the currents mysteriously coursing through him. The pain of the lashes marring his body ebbed away, and his muscles felt completely renewed and energized. He was ready to charge straight into a horde of Chol without breaking a sweat. 
“Another lie,” Jess breathed. “Another sin you’ve been hiding from me!”
Rohen swallowed. “I don’t understand,” he said, staring at the shimmering disk. “This doesn’t—”
“No!” she screamed, cracking her whip at him again. He instinctively tried to lift the shield to block her attack, and it worked—the searing cord cracked harmlessly against the magical barrier. In the process, his newly reenergized arm pulled at the leather strap binding his wrist…and effortlessly snapped it in half. 
Rohen stared at the torn binding, every bit as mystified as before. The sheer strength required to break through a strap that thick was immense…even a raging orc probably wouldn’t have been able to burst free with brute force. Yet when Rohen tried, he snapped the leather band restraining his right hand just as easily as he’d snapped the left. 
“Watcher save us,” Jess gasped. She let go of the shimmering magical whip, and it dissipated harmlessly into thin air.  
Rohen lifted his hands in front of his face as if he didn’t recognize them. The current of power was still surging through him—he had no idea how to stop it or if he even could. But ripping free his ankles was as trivial as his hands, and he quickly twisted and swung his legs off the table. 
“Don’t move!” Jess warned, conjuring a brilliant sphere of energy into her palm. He could feel the power surging through her—the same power surging through him—but he could also tell that it was different. It was intense but diluted, like an echo of power rather than the source itself. 
“Call off the Keepers,” Rohen said as he stood from the table, the shield still thrumming over his arm. “Call off the Purges, and let’s talk.”
Her head shook back and forth as if she couldn’t stop it. “Don’t move!” she repeated, her entire body trembling. “I will not let you escape!”
“Jess, I don’t understand what’s happening,” he told her, holding out his empty hand. “But we need to—”
“No!” she screeched, shaking her head. “You will pay for this treachery!”
She thrust out her hand. A scorching beam of light erupted from her palm, and Rohen hoisted up his shield just in time to catch the blast. This time, it struck him so hard it pushed him back until he skidded into the table, but once again, the bulwark held. Wave after wave of radiant golden energy reflected off the shimmering blue barrier, scorching the walls, the door, the floor—
And then the shield exploded. A wave of force hurled Rohen up and over the table, and he crashed down on the stone floor so hard he couldn’t believe his bones didn’t break. With his ears ringing from the deafening blast and his eyes blinded by the searing afterimage, he was barely able to crawl back to his feet without falling over. But by the time he braced himself against the smoking, overturned table, his vision had cleared enough to see that his shimmering shield had vanished. He flexed his fingers experimentally, wondering if it would reappear…but the current flowing through him mere seconds earlier had ebbed into a trickle.
“Guardian guide me,” he breathed, searching the room. The stone on the ceiling and walls had been seared black in several places, and the handle of the dungeon door was hissing and glowing an angry red. Jess herself was lying in a motionless heap nearby. 
After rubbing at his eyes in a vain attempt to smear away the afterimage, Rohen stumbled forward and placed his hand on Jess’s shoulder. He could still sense a spark of power radiating inside her, and when he gently rolled her over, he touched her neck to make certain she still had a pulse. He wasn’t an apothecary or a healer by any stretch of the imagination, but she didn’t look seriously injured. 
“Gods, I wish I could make you understand,” Rohen said, brushing her white hair from her face. Given what she had just put him through, he had every right to be furious. By the bloody void, he had every right to bash her head into the wall. But he did still care about her, whether he wanted to admit it or not, and he also knew he couldn’t stop her father by himself. Jess remained his best and maybe only hope of stopping the Purges and bringing an end to this insanity before the Culling consumed them all.

Sighing, Rohen took the ring of keys from her belt. The lashes on his chest didn’t look nearly as bad as they had a few minutes ago, but they were starting to hurt again—badly. He needed to find some bandages and healing salves, too, but he knew he was running out of time. Gods, he might already be out of time. The Keepers could have reached the Deadwood—they might have been dragging the girls back here right now. 
“Come on, we’re getting out of here,” he said, hoisting her body up into his arms. “For both our sakes.”
 
***
 
“Gods forgive us,” Sehris breathed as she and Delaryn ran through the Pale, each step taking them farther and farther away from the cabin in the Deadwood. “We can’t stay in this place!”
“We have to,” Delaryn told her. “Just a bit longer…”
She continued jogging as fast as she could. As odd as it seemed, she tried to focus on the growing ache in her leg muscles and the relentless thumping of her pulse in her ears. The pain was uncomfortable, but at least it was real. Anything was better than thinking about the still, odorless air or the fact that the snow crunching beneath their boots wasn’t even cold. Everything about the Pale was subtly wrong in one way or another, and the longer Delaryn was in here, the more she felt her grip on reality slipping away. 
Open the door, Queen of the Pale. We are the only ones who can save you—we are the only ones who can give you the power you need. 
Delaryn grimaced and willed her legs to move faster, as if they could somehow carry her away from the relentless onslaught of demonic whispers scratching at the corners of her mind. She didn’t know how long she and Sehris had actually been in here—distance and time seemed far more elastic in the Pale than the physical world—but it already felt like hours had passed since they had left the cabin in the Deadwood. At the very least, they had been in here far longer than their brief flight out of Rimewreath, and with every step, she swore she could actually feel the demons bearing down upon them…
“There!” Sehris called out, pointing off in the distance. Delaryn glanced up to see a giant black obelisk looming before them. In the physical world, they would have been able to see the Galespire for miles in any direction, but it was so dark and gray in here that it hadn’t appeared until they were a few dozen yards away. 
Delaryn considered it a blessing. The Spire of Shadows looked even more ominous here in the Pale. 
“Ilhari vlos,” Sehris exclaimed between labored breaths as they came to a halt. “The beacon is still lit…”
Delaryn hunched over and tried to catch a second wind while her eyes slowly crawled up the length of the massive tower. Strangely, the glowing beacon at the top was every bit as radiant as in the physical world; it was the only source of light she’d seen that truly seemed capable of driving back the oppressive shadows in here. Even the gray, formless sky seemed to part around the beacon as if it were a blue sun pushing through the clouds. 
“Where do you think Rohen will be?” Delaryn asked. 
“I have no idea,” Sehris said, shaking her head. “There are thousands of sorcerers packed into thousands of rooms. He could be anywhere!”
We can tell you. We can show you. Just open the door.
Delaryn winced and set her jaw. “You had your own quarters, right? We could start there.”
Sehris nodded. “It’s a start, but we can’t just wander through the tower! The Keepers will recognize me and—”
“We’ll worry about that when we have to,” Delaryn said, undeterred. They were going to find Rohen, and then they were going to get as far away from this dreadful place as they could. That was all she cared about. 
“My quarters are on one of the lower levels near the Foundry,” Sehris said. “If the Purges have started…”
Delaryn nodded in silent understanding. As harrowing as it had been to see Chol up close, watching and hearing sorcerers being Purged would probably be worse. If she and Sehris were captured, the Faceless shell could be their fate as well. 
We would never allow that to happen to you, Queen of the Pale. Our power is your salvation. 
Delaryn clenched teeth and shook her head. The voices didn’t relent, but she forced herself to ignore them as best she could. 
“Come on,” she said, taking Sehris’s hand and tugging her along. The main entrance was sealed, but physical barriers were irrelevant here in the Pale. Delaryn merely focused her mind upon the stone, and a heartbeat later, she stepped through the door as easily as if it were made of water. The foyer on the other side sent a chill down her spine, even without any Keepers standing guard. She had never actually been inside the Spire before, though she’d had nightmares about this moment ever since her sorcerous powers first manifested.
Sehris squeezed her hand and took the lead. She led them through a seemingly endless maze of labyrinthine corridors and stairwells until they reached her quarters. The room was small but relatively isolated, though for all they knew, there could have been a dozen Keepers in the hallways back in the physical world. 
“Please tell me you can get us out of here,” Sehris said, glancing around at the monochrome walls and ceiling. “I can’t take much more of this…”
Delaryn stretched out her hand and took a deep breath. The energies of the Pale flooded through her body, and she could feel the wall between worlds tearing at her touch—
The room exploded in color all at once, and Delaryn actually had to close her eyes and glance away as if someone had just opened the curtains to the blinding rays of the afternoon sun. Even the normal sounds of the physical world were so loud she had to cover her ears for a few seconds to get her bearings. 
“Oh, gods,” she gasped, squinting to study their surroundings without going blind. The door to Sehris’s room was closed, thank the Guardian, and when her ears started working again, all she could hear was the faint clank of hammers striking metal. 
“Bel’la lil ilhari,” Sehris whispered. “We actually made it…”
Delaryn nodded as another chill raced down her spine. It was disturbing how easily she could cross over now, but the worst part was that she could already see the fractures forming around them. The whispers in her mind had stopped, but the demons were closer than ever. What if she set more of them free? What if she turned the Galespire into another Sundermount?
“I never thought I would be in here again,” Sehris said, darting over her desk and grabbing her journals. The room was immaculately organized, from the books on the shelves to the vials in the alchemy station. Even her bed was still made. “I locked the door, but the Keepers obviously have a key. I figured someone would have stolen my copy of In Amlug Yassene by now…”
Delaryn took a deep breath and closed her eyes as she released her hold on the Aether. When they fluttered back open, she could no longer see the fractures in the Minamar or feel the magical currents surging through the nearby Foundry. The reprieve was remarkably calming, albeit short-lived.  
“‘The Dragon Within?’” she asked as Sehris pulled the book from the shelf. “I didn’t realize the Spire even had Avetharri tomes.”
“Most of them were destroyed or moved after the Seven were abolished,” Sehris said, dragging her fingertip over the cover of the ancient book. “Zin stole this copy for me from the Lord Vigilant’s vault.”
Delaryn winced at the mention of Zin’s name. The massacre at Rimewreath felt like a different lifetime, yet the pain was as fresh as if it had happened yesterday. 
“When the first rumors about a new Wyrm Lord reached the Spire, this book and others like it became highly coveted,” Sehris added quietly. “It was fantasy for some. You know, the idea that the dragon blood still exists in the world after all these centuries. Every child in the Spire wants to believe that he or she is secretly a Wyrm Lord just waiting to be discovered. They liked to imagine that they could spread their wings and be free from this place.”
The dark elf clutched the book to her side and turned. “Plenty of the women—especially the younger girls—just wanted to dream about the Dragon of Highwind showing up and whisking them away.”
Delaryn nodded in understanding. “I spent more time than I care to admit dreaming about what it would be like to be free of Thedric. I never imagined it would end up like this…”
Sehris retrieved a pack from her narrow closet, then darted around the room and stuffed it with all the books and clothes that would fit. Once it was full, she tossed it over to Delaryn before she started filling another. 
“Now we just have to find Ro,” she said. “Gods, I don’t even know where to begin.”
Delaryn hoisted the bag’s leather strap over her shoulder and glanced over to the door. “There must be someone you trust—another artificer you could ask?”
“Sure, but the trouble is avoiding the Keepers,” Sehris said. “We outnumber them about thirty to one, but I’m the only dark elf who has ever been in the Spire. They’ll recognize me on sight.”
“But not me, necessarily,” Delaryn said. “I could try to—”
A loud thump rattled through the door, followed almost immediately by a roar…or was it a scream? Delaryn’s heart skipped a beat. Her first reaction was that they were hearing some poor sorcerer getting Purged, but then Sehris dove over to the door and pressed her long ear against. 
“Maiden’s mercy, what was that?” Delaryn asked. 
“There’s a fight just above us,” Sehris said. Her face twisted in concern for a moment…but then her lips suddenly curled into a smile. “It’s Rohen.”
 
***
 
The Galespire’s prison was large but mostly empty right now, thank the gods, and it didn’t take long for Rohen to locate his gear in a holding cell nearby. Jess’s keys opened the door, and he was dressed and fully equipped within minutes. The lingering question was what in the bloody void he hoped to accomplish next. 
The main door is the only way out of here, but there’s no way I can possibly get that far without being spotted—or getting lost. The Keepers might be undermanned, but that doesn’t mean I can fight my way out of here. There has to be another way…
Rohen grimaced as he hoisted Jess back up into his arms. Using her as a hostage was probably his only real option—from what he’d seen so far, the Keepers were terrified of her. They wouldn’t risk harming the Lord Protector’s daughter, and that might buy him the time he needed to escape…for a while, at least. It wasn’t as though they would simply allow him to vanish into the frozen flats without pursuit. 
And then there was Delaryn and Sehris. For all he knew, they could have already been captured. He couldn’t run away with Jess only to have the other girls end up trapped in the Spire…
One problem at a time. Get out of here alive, then worry about the rest. 
Taking a deep breath to steel himself, Rohen charged back out into the prison. This floor was essentially a giant cross with hundreds of cells, though only a small handful of them were currently occupied. The Keepers probably didn’t use them all that often these days—the Brand allowed them to discipline their sorcerers more easily than imprisonment, and any truly dangerous channelers were simply killed. He wouldn’t have been surprised if these cells had seen the most use during the days of the Seven when “disobedient” channelers could be stowed away down here before they were Purged. 
Rohen stopped about halfway to the exit and swore under his breath. It was eerily quiet in here, especially compared to the cacophony of the Foundry, and he wondered if this might be his one and only chance at creating a distraction. On impulse, he dashed over to a few of the occupied cells and unlocked the doors without even stopping to examine the men and women trapped inside. For all he knew, they might have been so brow-beaten that they would stay locked up. But if not…well, a little chaos couldn’t hurt. 
Miraculously, he made it all the way out of the prison and up to the main level (or what he prayed was the main level) before he encountered any resistance. The instant he heard the clanking of heavy, armored boots outside the stairwell, he lowered Jess’s legs and held her limp body upright in front him, then drew Varlothin from its sheath with a single crisp motion. He held the moonsilver blade near her throat, hoping it would deter the guards from trying anything stupid. But when he finally emerged from the stairwell, he realized the heavy footfalls he’d heard hadn’t come from a Keeper. 
They had come from a Faceless. 
“Oh, shit,” Rohen hissed, eyes widening at the sight of the black-armored monstrosity roaming the narrow, torchlit hall. He had thought that nearly all of these bloody things had been destroyed or dismantled after the last Culling, and he had never seen one at the Galespire before for obvious reasons. Their very existence violated the Sevenfold Accord. 
But apparently the Keepers had been storing one in a cellar somewhere, and Jess and her father must have deployed it as a not-so-subtle reminder about the price of disobedience. 
Rohen cautiously stepped into the hall, his blade still at Jess’s throat. If he remembered correctly, this passage would eventually lead into the great hall just past the entry foyer, and realistically there was no fast way around without taking twice as long…
“Stay back!” he warned. 
The Faceless turned all the way toward him and lifted its mighty ax. The physical body that had once been fused inside the metal shell had almost certainly disintegrated by now, but two pinpricks of searing orange-red light were still visible through the narrow visor of the golem’s closed helmet. Its armor creaked and groaned with every motion, and its towering eight-foot-tall figure cast a long, ominous shadow halfway down the hall. 
“I command you to stay back!” Rohen repeated. “You’re smart enough to recognize your mistress, aren’t you?”
It wasn’t. The golem lurched forward and hacked down with its weapon, forcing Rohen to awkwardly dive out of the way. The ax slammed into the floor with an enormous, echoing clang—but left no cracks in the ancient, polished stone. Undaunted, the golem’s head turned to him, and it began raising its weapon for another swing. With its immense reach, there was no way he would be able to slip by and sprint toward the great hall, at least not while carrying Jess. He was going to have to do this the hard way. 
Swearing violently under his breath, Rohen laid Jess down near the entrance to the stairwell, then quickly shuffled to the side to make certain the Faceless didn’t accidentally cleave into her. He lifted his left arm and activated the Guardian’s Ward in his bracer, summoning the familiar blazing blue shield over his forearm. Relying on it somehow felt odd after what had happened back in the dungeon, but he knew he couldn’t afford to be distracted right now. This wasn’t going to be easy. 
The golem struck a second time. It hacked diagonally with its polearm, and Rohen leapt out of its way and studied its movements just like his Templar instructors had taught. He’d never actually seen a Faceless in action, but the Lord Protector had once told him that a single golem could hold the line against dozens upon dozens of Chol. Their strength, durability, and near-imperviousness to magic made up for the cumbersome bulk and awkward movements—especially against Godcursed who relentlessly threw themselves at their enemies. 
Fortunately, Rohen wasn’t a mindless Dretch. He had fought plenty of slow, powerful opponents before. He just needed to anticipate and prepare a proper counterattack…
The Faceless attacked with another wide, diagonal slice, but Rohen held his ground. He hoisted up his unbreakable Ward in anticipation of blocking the strike and then slipping beneath the golem’s guard—
It didn’t work. While the shield deflected the attack, the sheer force of the blow was so powerful it still sent Rohen skidding across the hall until he slammed into the wall. He wheezed when the air rushed out of his lungs, and if the damn golem were any faster, it could have rushed in and cut him down while he was staggered. Thankfully, it seemed more interested in blocking the hall than killing its opponent; it carefully repositioned itself before it began lumbering toward him again. 
“Hathal niveh,” Rohen said, dispersing Varlothin into the Pale. It was time for a change in tactics. 
He pounced at the golem, baiting another strike. The Faceless happily obliged—it chopped straight down with its ax, and this time Rohen didn’t even try to block. He shifted his weight and rolled clear of the strike, then slashed his wraithblade up through the ax’s long shaft. The brilliant blue blade effortlessly seared through the wood, cleaving the weapon in two.
A human soldier would have panicked; the Faceless did not. It simply dropped the shattered pieces of its sundered weapon, pivoted around to Rohen, and backhanded him instead.
The half-elf barely had time to raise his shield, and once again he found himself skidding across the corridor until he smashed into the same wall as before. His skull smacked the stone hard enough that he nearly blacked out, and he collapsed forward on his knees and desperately tried to blink the concussive haze from his vision. 
Delaryn is counting on me. Sehris is counting on me. Maiden’s mercy, even Jess is counting on me, whether she realizes it or not!
Snarling, Rohen hopped back to his feet just as the Faceless lunged for him with its huge gauntlets. He ducked beneath the first swipe and slashed across its torso, drawing a searing orange line across its black breastplate, then tucked himself into a ball and rolled through the golem’s legs. When he sprang back to his feet, he belatedly realized he now had a clear path to leave. He could sprint for the great hall and pray that only a handful of Keepers were still awake and at their posts. 
But that would have meant leaving Jess behind. He wouldn’t have been willing to do that even if there had been a dozen of these bloody things lumbering around the halls. 
Bracing himself for a final strike, Rohen collapsed his Ward and shifted to a two-handed grip. The Faceless was already lurching toward him, compelled by whatever basic command the Keepers had given it—presumably to block this hall at any cost. Thin wisps of steam rose up from the golem’s smoldering armor, but the wound didn’t slow it down in the slightest. It would come after its target with the single-minded fury of the Godcursed elves it was meant to destroy. 
But if there was anything Rohen knew how to kill, it was Chol. 
Rohen surged to his right when the Faceless tried to swat him again, but this time the young Templar carefully studied the golem’s movements as if it were any other opponent. He forced himself to be patient and learn; he allowed the monstrosity to swat at him again and again while he waited for the perfect moment to strike. 
And when he realized that moment would never come, he created his own. Rather than lunge away from the golem’s pounding strike, he angled Varlothin in front of him like a shield. The Faceless pushed effortlessly through the brilliant blue blade…and cut off its own hand in the process. The smoldering black gauntlet hit the stone floor with a clang that probably echoed across three floors, but Rohen didn’t allow himself to be distracted. Without pain as a deterrent to slow its attacks, the Faceless simply struck with its other hand—and Rohen cleanly sliced that one off as well. 
He had no doubt that the monstrosity would keep coming after him as long as it had limbs, but also knew that every second he wasted here jeopardized his escape—not to mention the safety of Delaryn and Sehris. When the golem missed with its next handless strike, Rohen reared back and threw Varlothin right at the center of its helmet. The Pale-shifted blade seared straight through the visor until the cross-guard clanged against the metal, and the Faceless froze in place, blue blade burning out from the rear of its helmet.
Rohen had no idea whether such a strike would actually kill the thing or not—it wasn’t as though it had blood to spill or organs to pierce. But the strike must have unraveled some of the magic binding the shell together, because the golem eventually stumbled forward and crashed to the floor. 
Hunching over and panting for breath, Rohen warily counted to five before he crept forward and grabbed the handle of his sword. He shifted the blade back into the physical world with a whisper, then raced back over to where he had set Jess down on the floor. A younger version of himself would have loved to wait and see exactly what, if anything, the golem could still do, but he simply didn’t have time to indulge his morbid curiosity. He had already wasted far too much time. 
After sweeping Jess back up into his arms, he rushed on down the corridor toward the great hall. He feared that a few dozen Keepers would be waiting for him when he reached it, given the noise he had already made. 
He was wrong. There were six, and they rushed out to stop him in the corridor before he ever set foot in the hall. 
“Halt!” one of them yelled, his halberd lowered menacingly. Three of his comrades were holding heavy crossbows, while the others had their swords and shields at the ready. All of them were staring at the unconscious woman in the Templar’s arms. 
“Stay back!” Rohen warned, hoping the hostage bit would work better with actual, thinking men than a mindless automaton. “If you get any closer, I’ll…”
He trailed off when the air in the corridor inexplicably chilled like a winter breeze. His brow furrowed in confusion, but before he could even look around, a thick wall of ice suddenly and inexplicably formed between him and the Keepers. Soon they were little more than barely visible dark blotches on the other side.
“What the…?” he gasped, turning. 
And spotted the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. 
“Rohen!” Delaryn called out as she raced toward him from down the corridor, Sehris close on her heels. Both women were wearing packs and looked a bit breathless but otherwise unhurt. 
“But…how?” Rohen breathed, wondering for an instant if his blow to the head had been more serious than he had thought. 
“That wall won’t hold them for long,” Delaryn said. She looked like she was about to leap into his arms, but then she abruptly came to a halt and stared at the woman in his arms. “Who is that?”
“A Sanctori Inquisitrix,” Sehris said, her black eyebrows arched in surprise. “Jessara Kraythe.”
“Kraythe?” Delaryn gasped. “You mean—”
“It’s a long story,” Rohen said, swallowing and trying to keep himself centered. A hundred questions threatened to steal his attention, but he knew they didn’t have long. Even if her wall of ice were ten times as thick, no magical barrier could hold the Keepers at bay for more than a few moments. “How in the bloody void did you get in here? There’s no way to…oh, shit.”
The answer was as obvious as it was harrowing. His stomach instantly turned over, and he almost lost his grip on Jess’s body. 
They traveled through the Pale, just like back at Rimewreath. Oh, gods…
“We didn’t have a choice,” Delaryn said, answering his unspoken question. Her eyes lingered on Jess for several more seconds before she looked back up at him. “A group of Keepers showed up at the cabin, and I knew that meant you must be in trouble. There was no other way!”
Rohen swore under his breath. He was beyond ecstatic that they were safe—he couldn’t even begin to imagine what he would have done if the Keepers had captured them—but he also remembered the horrors they had unleashed back at Sundermount. If Delaryn had somehow created more fractures and unleashed more demons from the Pale…
The wall of ice shuddered as the Keepers slammed against it. The shadowy outline of their bodies was just visible through the semi-translucent barrier, and their muffled shouts had already been joined by others. The blockade Rohen had been fearing all along was finally coming together. 
“We have to go,” he said. “But Watcher knows how many more of them are between us and the entrance.”
“The only way out is the way we came in,” Delaryn said gravely. 
Rohen grimaced. Traveling through the Pale at Rimewreath had been terrifying even before they had learned about the fractures and the demons they could unleash. The idea of crossing over again made his stomach roil.
“Gods forgive us,” he said, swallowing as the Keepers slammed into the wall again. Delaryn closed her eyes, and unlike the last time, he swore he could actually feel his skin tingle as she reached out to touch the wall between worlds…
“What about her?” Sehris asked, looking at Jess. “You’re not seriously going to bring her with you?”
“I have to,” Rohen said. “She has the power to…well…”
He trailed off when he looked down at Jess’s face. If he took her with them, the Spire might fall into chaos—but likely only for a little while. Her absence would delay the Purges, especially if the High Artificer refused to cooperate and forced the Keepers to relearn the old techniques, but Rohen had no doubt that they would eventually figure it out. At best, stealing her away would buy them a few weeks or perhaps a month. 
But if her father truly was a Conduit like the stories of old—and if he really could communicate with her anywhere just like she had said—then it stood to reason that the Lord Protector would also be able to track her wherever she went. No matter where Rohen and the girls fled, they wouldn’t be able to escape Kraythe’s gaze as long as Jess was with them. 
There is another way. I could leave her here and pray to the gods that she’s the woman I think she is—not a monster or a zealot, but a true believer who earnestly cares about the truth. She saw into my mind; she knows what happened in Whitefeather Hold whether she wants to admit it to herself or not. If she comes around, she’s the only one who could permanently stop the Purges. She might even be able to rally the rest of the Tel Bator against her father. 
The wall of ice shuddered again, and Sehris grabbed his arm. “Rohen, we have to go!”
Swearing under his breath, Rohen knelt and gently laid Jess down on the floor. If he was wrong, he would be damning the High Artificer and Watcher knew how many other sorcerers to Faceless shells. But if he was right…
“The Moonmaiden’s light reveals all truths,” he said, brushing her cheek with the back of his hand. “I just hope to the goddess you’re willing to accept it.”
Letting out a final deep breath, Rohen stood and lunged over to Delaryn. The air began to hiss and pop around her, and he swore he felt something crawl down the back of his neck as the color of the physical world began to drain into an endless, all-consuming gray. 
“Guardian guide us,” he whispered as the shadows of the Pale enveloped them. “And may the Maiden have mercy on our souls.”
 
 
 




  Epilogue


   


  Jessara Kraythe awakened to the warmth of a soft hand on her cheek. She groaned and smiled, amazed and astonished that Rohen had managed to wake up before her despite how exhausted he had looked after his fifth and final confessional of the evening. She had honestly wondered if he would even possess the strength to fly himself to Griffonwing in the morning. 


  “Is it dawn already?” she murmured, reaching up to squeeze his wrist.


  “N-no, Inquisitrix, not quite yet.”


  Jessara’s eyes shot open, and her dream shattered like so much broken glass. She was lying atop her bed in her chambers with one of the Keeper acolytes standing over her, his eyes wide in confusion and terror as she clutched his wrist. She snarled and pushed him away, but when she tried to lean up, a wave of dizziness instantly crashed over her. 


  “Please, lie down, my lady,” the young man begged. “You hit your head and—”


  “Get away from me!” Jessara snapped, clutching her temples in both hands. Her memories returned in a frantic, painful rush: Rohen’s betrayal, his inexplicable powers, an explosion of light…


  “I-I’m sorry, Inquisitrix, I didn’t mean to—”


  “Where is he?” she growled. “Where is the Templar?”


  The acolyte practically shriveled into a ball next to her. She could barely even see his face in the dim candlelight. 


  “We don’t know,” he said. “The others have been searching for him for hours, but he seems to have…well, vanished.”


  “Vanished? How is that possible? Did he run out the front door? Did he steal a griffon?”


  “N-no, Inquisitrix.”


  “Then where in the bloody void did he go?”


  The acolyte swallowed and visibly braced himself. “We have no idea, my lady, but he had help. The others had him cornered near the infirmary, but they were stalled by magic.”


  Jessara scowled. “Magic? The Keepers were stalled by magic?”


  “Y-yes, but only temporarily. They said that someone created a wall of ice in the hall. By the time the men broke through, the Templar was gone.”


  “A wall of ice…”


  “They have already begun to question the sorcerers to see which of them were responsible, but only a handful of the older ones even know how to channel elemental magic. It is only a matter of time before—”


  “He wasn’t helped by any of the sorcerers here,” Jessara said, clenching her teeth until her jaw hurt. The rest of her memories quickly returned, including the ones she had plucked from Rohen’s mind. Somehow, someway, the daughter of the Winter Witch had come here to rescue him…


  An unbidden surge of rage seared through her veins like a molten river. Even now, after everything that had happened, she still couldn’t believe that Rohen had betrayed her for that Whitefeather cunt. But she had seen every horrid detail in his mind, and the image of Delaryn’s disgusting barbarian body wrapped around him made Jessara want to cast both of them into the sea. 


  “I…I don’t understand, my Lady Inquisitrix,” the acolyte stammered. “What do you—”


  “Silence!” Jessara snarled, closing her eyes and reaching out to the Aether. Its power flowed through her body and into her right hand, and she allowed its restorative energies to snatch away the pain of her wounds just like her father had shown her.


  Her father…


  The magic stilled in her palm. She could feel his presence through the Aether right now, and if she really concentrated, she could feel the others he had bound to the Godsoul as well. Slowly but surely, her father’s divine power was transforming the Templar, and soon it would transform all of Darenthi. 


  The question was…into what?


  Jessara hissed softly as she reopened her eyes and stared into the golden light glimmering in her palm. The power felt pure. It felt right. But then she thought about the other images she had seen in Rohen’s mind, and her stomach immediately twisted into a sickening knot.  


  Rohen saw the wraithblade dagger. He saw Father give it to the King. And then later, he saw it on Thedric’s corpse after the Chol attacked. But when he searched the corridors for the Lord Protector, my father was nowhere to be found. It doesn’t make any sense!


  Jessara slammed her palm down on the bedframe, causing the acolyte to jump in his boots. Her father had told her that he’d narrowly escaped the slaughter, and he’d insisted that he had searched long and hard for Rohen to no avail. But Whitefeather Hold simply wasn’t that big—there was no way in the bloody void that both Rohen and her father could be telling the truth about what happened. 


  The difference was that Edmund Kraythe was the Voice of the Guardian. He had sacrificed everything to defeat the Chol during the last Culling, and he had risked his life a thousand times in a thousand battles since to defend Darenthi from the abyss. The gods themselves had chosen him as the avatar of their rebirth!


  Then there was Rohen, a pale-blooded orphan who had stood alongside the Usurper King. He had concealed his love for the Whitefeather girl from Jessara, and he had concealed her heretical powers from the Keepers. He had committed treason against the very gods, and now he somehow possessed his own inexplicable abilities…


  Jessara vaulted off her bed and glared at the acolyte now cowering by the door. “Is the High Artificer still in the infirmary?”


  “Uh, y-yes, Inquisitrix,” the man babbled.


  “Good, because I still need to have one last chat with him,” she said. “In the meantime, I want you to head to the Foundry. Gather all the sorcerer volunteers and ensure the forges stay hot.”


  Jessara glanced down at her hand and squeezed her golden claws into a fist. “Our work here has only just begun.”


   


  ***


   


  “You shouldn’t have let them out of your sight,” Inaril said in the same scolding tone he had been using all day. “You should have brought them here yourself.”


  “They will come,” she said, bracing herself against a snow-covered boulder at the edge of the summit. “And they’ll have my brother with them.”


  Inaril scoffed and turned away. She was still surprised he wasn’t already back in Nelu’Thalas—she had found him waiting for her after she had escaped the Keepers in the Deadwood. The two rangers had been here on Farumat’s Perch all afternoon, and it was entirely possible that they would still be here long into the night. Gûl Ostaraad was almost twenty miles away, and between the winding hills and the frozen lake, approaching Dragon’s Reach wasn’t easy. Despite her experience, it had still taken her several hours to reach the summit. Rohen and his comrades would probably take twice that long. 


  Assuming, of course, that any of them were coming. Or that they were still alive. 


  “Once again, your youthful impertinence has become a liability,” Inaril said, crossing his arms. “If you had simply listened to me before, we could have—”


  “You didn’t even want me to follow them south!” Yria snapped. “If I had listened to you, we would have gone straight home empty-handed!”


  “Instead we shall go home empty-handed several days later,” Inaril countered. “Days that could have been spent on far more important matters.”


  She snorted and glanced back down the path leading up to the summit. Thousands of years ago, Avetharri pilgrims had come up here to worship at the shrine of Farumat, one of the first and most powerful Wyrm Lords. Now the giant dragon statue in the mountains was old and broken, and his once glorious temple had been buried by rubble. Almost no one dared to venture up here anymore. The humans believed these mountains were cursed, and the elves of Nelu’Thalas thought that the statue and shrine were idols of a distant era best forgotten. 


  All of which is about to change once Rohen comes home. His power will prove the Vin Aetheri right. And our combined might will change everything. 


  “If they aren’t here by sunrise tomorrow, we are leaving,” Inaril said. 


  “I’m not going anywhere,” Yria murmured. “Not without my brother.”


  “Queen Malareth needs our help, girl. We cannot afford to waste any more time on this nonsense! The Sarodihm and their allies will be soon be ready to strike.”


  “I know. That’s why I’m here.”


  Yria sighed and glanced back out across the vast frozen wasteland beyond the mountains. “Nelu’Thalas is in grave danger,” she said. “And only the children of a Wyrm Lord have the power to set things right.”
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    One year earlier… 
 
      
 
    A cold, dry gale whipped through the winding streets of Shadowcrest as the Lord Protector and a column of his Templar rode in through the main gate. The long banners on the walls to either side fluttered sullenly behind the knights, and no cheering crowds lined the streets to welcome their arrival. The blue-gold cloaks and heraldry of the Guardian’s champions should have been a welcome sight on an otherwise bleak winter day, but precious few of the city’s denizens seemed to care. Duke Anwell hadn’t even been willing to interrupt his lunch to greet his guests personally. He had dispatched a single rawboned page instead.  
 
    “Such appalling disrespect,” Jessara seethed from the back of her white horse. “A visit from the Lord Protector should warrant a parade in this backwater!” 
 
    “Calm yourself, acolyte,” Lady Seeker Patros scolded, her rich yet raspy voice laden with matronly authority. “You know full well that your father and Duke Anwell have never seen eye-to-eye.” 
 
    Jessara’s cheek twitched in annoyance. She and the Lady Seeker were both waiting atop the high hill near the Temple of the Moonmaiden, almost a hundred yards from the wall. They could see most of the city from this vantage, and Lady Patros had insisted they observe the initial reception from a distance. They were Sanctori, not diplomats—it was their duty to root out and expose corruption within the realm, especially within their fellow members of the Tel Bator. To perform their sacred charge, they needed to remain as distant and detached from politics as humanly possible, which was why they rarely involved themselves in matters of Court unless it became absolutely necessary. They would join the Lord Protector once he reached the keep at the city’s heart and not before.  
 
    “The Templar have defended Darenthi against the Chol for centuries,” Jessara said, curling the golden claw-like tips of her gloves into fists about her reins. “They deserve respect!” 
 
    The Lady Seeker sighed wearily. “The last Culling was put down before you could use the privy, acolyte, and the horde never made it this far south. You should know by now that people have short memories.” 
 
    “That’s not an excuse!” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. But we will have time to remind the Duke and his tharns of their debts tonight at the feast. Until then, we shall watch and listen and not interfere. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Of course, mistress,” Jessara said, glowering down at her saddle. Given the choice, she would have gladly ridden to the keep and dragged the duke down there herself. She had watched lesser men belittle her father countless times over the years, and she was beyond tired of it. But the Lady Seeker always kept her on a tight leash, and today was no exception.  
 
    Just because you are the daughter of the Lord Protector doesn’t mean you will receive special treatment. If anything, it will be even harder for you to gain my favor.  
 
    Jessara smiled at the memory. She never backed down from a challenge, and in her seven years studying the ways of the Sanctori, she had proven her worth—and her devotion—many times over. There was a reason that she had the honor of accompanying the Lady Seeker on this summit. And once she was promoted to a full Inquisitrix, she would finally have the power and independence she needed to punish these insolent fools herself.  
 
    For now, however, she simply needed to be patient. And mercifully, there was something else here in Shadowcrest she could focus her attention on. 
 
    Jessara’s smile widened when her amber eyes settled upon one of her father’s squires. The young man towered over most of the other Templar, and beneath his heavy brigandine armor was a taut, muscular physique that had set fire to her dreams ever since she had learned that he would be making the trip from Griffonwing. 
 
    She hadn’t seen Rohen in months now, and her toes curled in anticipation inside her boots. The things she was going to do to him once they were alone… 
 
    The Lady Seeker had no idea what she was planning, of course, and ideally never would. Sanctori priestesses were supposed to police the Tel Bator, not fraternize with them. But even if Rohen hadn’t been a Templar, the daughter of the Lord Protector wasn’t supposed to consort with a pale-blooded mongrel. It was appalling. Scandalous. Heretical. 
 
    And I can’t wait.  
 
    The Lady Seeker didn’t signal for them to ride forward until after the Lord Protector had ridden to the keep and disappeared behind the bailey wall. And once the two Sanctori arrived outside the castle gate, Patros insisted upon joining Lord Kraythe and Duke Anwell alone. She crossed inside, straight-backed and imperious, as the servants in the courtyard scurried out of the way of yet another Lord of the Tel Bator. 
 
    Normally, Jessara would have protested—she wanted to be there to ensure that the duke and his tharns behaved themselves in the presence of her father. But in this case, she was grateful for the opportunity to remain outside. Rohen hadn’t entered the castle, either, and her father and the Lady Seeker would probably be occupied for at least an hour.  
 
    Plenty of time.  
 
    Dismounting, Jessara waited impatiently by the stables as a servant accepted the reins of her horse and led it away. Everyone always gave her a wide berth—the red-gold armor of the Sanctori might have been the most intimidating sight in Darenthi. The Moonmaiden’s light revealed all secrets, and one of the first lessons she had learned in her training was that everyone—even lowly stable boys—had something to hide. Her very presence inspired fear in tharns and commoners alike.  
 
    But not in the young Templar she was stalking. As far as she could tell, Rohen hadn’t even noticed her yet. He watched the stable hands for a moment to ensure that the Templar’s mounts were well treated, but when he tried to strike up a friendly conversation, none of them were interested. He seemed to belatedly realize his mistake in taking off his helmet—the pointed tips of his ears instantly made him a pariah no matter what armor he was wearing.  
 
    Jessara scowled on his behalf, but she continued shadowing him when he gave up and began pacing about the wide, mostly empty plaza beside the castle, clearly as bored as he was frustrated. Luckily for him, she planned to cure him of both.  
 
    She didn’t make her move until he wandered over to the forge on the far side of the plaza. The tall, egg-shaped brick structure stuck out like a sore thumb amidst the nearby homes and merchant stalls, but it was easily large enough to conceal anyone standing behind it from prying eyes.  
 
    The entire area was normally filled with craftsmen, but none of them were working today—Duke Anwell probably hadn’t wanted to reveal just how much iron he’d been illegally importing from Galvia. Grimweald, like its neighboring duchy of Eastfold, had been preparing for another civil war from the moment the last one ended. King Thedric’s recent sham of a wedding to the last surviving Whitefeather girl had only made the southern duchies more embittered and insular, not less. 
 
    But Jessara wasn’t here to enforce the king’s trade restrictions, and the empty forge would work perfectly for her plans. She stalked up behind Rohen, careful to ensure that the heels of her riding boots didn’t crunch into the thin layer of snow dusting the cobblestone street. The instant he wandered behind the forge and out of sight of the sentries patrolling the castle walls, she sprang.  
 
    Rushing forward like a huntress pouncing on her prey, Jessara dashed up behind him and clasped her claws around his throat. He jerked and went rigid, but she wrapped her other arm around his chest and giggled before his warrior instincts could take over.  
 
    “Jess?” Rohen blurted. “What are you—?” 
 
    “That’s Acolyte Kraythe to you, pale-blood,” she scolded even as she stretched up on the tips of her toes and brought her lips to the back of his pointed ear. “I demand you show me the proper respect.” 
 
    He groaned but went slack in her embrace. “Gods, you know better than to sneak up on me like that! I could have—” 
 
    She pressed the tips of her claws tighter against his throat. “I wasn’t worried. You’re still a squire—you don’t even have your wraithblade yet.” 
 
    “No, but I still could have hurt you!” 
 
    “Maybe you should have,” she purred as she nibbled at the lobe of his ear. The flesh was cold but not frigid. “Not that I need any more reasons to punish you.” 
 
    Rohen tried to twist and turn around, but Jessara held him fast. She kept her right hand at his throat while her left crawled claw by claw down the length of his brigandine.  
 
    “Ah-ah,” she clucked chidingly. “You are not fit to look upon me, pale-blood. I don’t even want to imagine how many sins you’ve committed since your last atonement.”  
 
    “Someone might see us, Jess,” Rohen warned. “I doubt your father would—” 
 
    “Father has his hands full with the duke and his tharns,” Jessara said. “And the Lady Seeker has great faith in my ability to seek out and purge corruption wherever I might find it…” 
 
    She continued nibbling on his earlobe for another moment before she relaxed her grip and spun him around. The irises of his emerald eyes, brighter and wider than any human’s thanks to his elven blood, were as striking as ever. A possessive thrill ran through her as she pushed him into the brick wall and then pressed up against him.  
 
    “Did Father tell you I was going to be here?” she asked, placing both her hands upon his chest. Her golden claws seemed to glitter even brighter when laid against the drab brown of his armor.  
 
    “Not, uh…not specifically,” Rohen said, shaking his head. He tried valiantly to keep his eyes on hers, but she caught them flicking down to inspect her cleavage. She had intentionally unlaced her Sanctori tunic just enough to give him a tantalizing glimpse of her pert, pale breasts. 
 
    “Good,” Jessara cooed as she rose back up on her toes to bring her lips closer to his. Without the aid of her heels, she never would have been able to reach his face. “The Sanctori have taught me that surprise inspections are much more effective.” 
 
    She kissed him. Her tongue slid through his lips with ease, and when his strong hands invariably settled on her waist, a tingle of delight surged through her entire body. If they’d had more time, she would have gladly dragged him into the local temple for a full confessional. She knew from experience that it often took hours of diligent work to fully cleanse him, but it was a service she gladly provided on behalf of the Moonmaiden.  
 
    When they finally broke for air, she gasped, her heart racing. “Oh, it’s so good to see you,” she breathed. “How long has it been since Silver Falls?” 
 
    “Three months,” Rohen said.  
 
    “Maiden’s mercy. So many days without proper penance. I need to make visits to Griffonwing more often.” 
 
    She dragged her right claws down the length of his brigandine as she eased down onto her high heels. The traditional armor of the Templar was surprisingly light for a knightly order, a fact for which she was eternally grateful. Large metal plates would have been awfully cold to the touch…and she would have had to work much harder to get at the source of his sins.  
 
    “Once I’m promoted, I’ll have much more freedom to investigate wherever I please.” Her fingers finally brushed the rapidly growing bulge in his trousers beneath the armored jacket. “I’ll make certain you receive all the attention you need.” 
 
    “Jess, if we get caught…” Rohen swallowed as her nimble fingers slipped beneath the jacket and expertly worked to open his belt. “Someone could hear!” 
 
    “Then you had best restrain yourself, squire,” Jessara teased as the buckle popped free. “But I cannot allow your corruption to fester any longer. You need to be cleansed.” 
 
    He inhaled sharply when she reached into his trousers, and he seized up entirely when the cold metal of her claws brushed his sensitive manhood. But his magnificent stem swelled in her grasp regardless, and she began leisurely stroking the shaft while his gaze darted around to make certain no one was watching them. 
 
    Jessara snickered when he let out his first moan, her other hand undoing the lower laces of his jacket. He was a full head taller than her even while wearing her highest heels, and his muscular arms were more than capable of overpowering her in a heartbeat. Yet she knew that he wouldn’t—he would never harm her, no matter what she did to him. She was in complete and total control of the situation, and every time she felt his manhood throb in her grasp, her sex tightened in anticipation.  
 
    He may have been a pale-blooded orphan, but he was also the only man she had ever been with—and the only man she wanted to be with. She could hardly wait for them both to become full members of their orders. She had already planned out plenty of future adventures… 
 
    “I heard that you were fighting demons near Palegarde,” Jessara whispered, gently kissing his chin and appreciating how his two-day stubble made him look at least five years older than his nineteen winters. “I should perform a full, complete exorcism just in case.” 
 
    She smiled seductively as she slowly sank down to her knees in front of him, parting his lower jacket and easing his trousers down his thighs. At first, she didn’t change her rhythm—she continued stroking him even once she was eye level with his magnificent member. But the sound of his heavy breathing and the sight of his straining flesh drove her onward, and she began to pick up the pace of her strokes. 
 
    It felt like a year had passed since she had last wrapped her lips around that thick, swollen head, and she wanted to savor the moment. It didn’t matter that someone could have strolled around the corner and spotted them; it didn’t matter that her father and the Lady Seeker were just a few walls away. The Moonmaiden’s light revealed all truths…and right now, the truth was that she wanted to taste him so badly it hurt.  
 
    “Confess your sins, pale-blood,” Jessara breathed as she parted her lips and leaned forward. “I promise I’ll keep them all to myself.” 
 
    Rohen gritted his teeth and gasped when her tongue flicked across his tip, gathering up the clear droplet that had emerged. The musky scent and salty flavor were as oddly addictive as she remembered, and even though she had planned to drag this out as long as possible, she couldn’t resist taking him deeper. Within seconds, she had taken the bulk of his shaft into her mouth, all the way to the back, and it only took her a few more moments of concentration to relax her throat and gorge on his full length.  
 
    “Oh, Jess…ngh…” Rohen clamped his mouth shut and bit down on his lip in a futile effort to stay quiet. His hands tensed on her head, and his fingers feathered through her white hair even while hers clutched his toned buttocks and pulled him as tightly against her as she could.  
 
    Then she began to move.  
 
    Jessara’s jaw ached and her throat felt overwhelmingly full, but she didn’t care. Her sex burned in anticipation as her head bobbed up and down his spit-slickened shaft. She couldn’t wait until they had more time and actual privacy. As good as he felt in her throat, he felt even better buried deep inside her cunt. It was where he belonged—it was where he was supposed to be.  
 
    Because she wanted him. She needed him. This was exactly the moment she had been imagining for days, and it was every bit as wonderful as she had hoped. The power of having his manhood in her hands, the feeling of it lodged deep in her throat, the knowledge that she alone could bring him such glorious rapture… 
 
    “Oh…” Rohen moaned as his hand tightened on the back of her head. “Jess, I’m going to…nnguh!” 
 
    His warning was appreciated but unnecessary. Jessara had already braced herself for the flood, drawing back so that his tip rested upon her tongue. She kept a firm hold on his upper thighs as his cock flexed, filling her mouth with his corrupt, pale-blooded seed. Every pulse of heat made her core spasm, and it never seemed to end. He gave her even more than she expected—more than seemed possible. As much as she wanted to savor every salty drop, she had to swallow between volleys so as not to be overwhelmed.  
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” she gasped once he’d finally finished and she withdrew, panting. “So much sin…you absolutely need another confessional tonight.”  
 
    Rohen drew in several long, heavy breaths as he gradually came down, and she felt him lean back against the wall when his knees momentarily threatened to buckle. She smiled up at him as she diligently cleaned him off with her tongue.  
 
    “Jess, I doubt we’ll stay long,” he finally managed. “The Lord Protector is convinced the duke wants to send us into the Grimweald to try and find—” 
 
    “Whatever monsters you’re hunting, I’m sure it can wait another night.” Her tongue darted across her lips. “I’ll tell my father that I was hoping to have dinner with him. That should keep him here until morning.” 
 
    Jessara gently dragged the cold tips of her claws across the length of his wilting shaft, triggering a grimace and then a gasp from Rohen. The sound was so intimate that a fresh wave of warmth went straight between her legs. She had no doubt that she could spur him back to readiness in a few moments—he had confessed to her three times in an hour in a closet within the Temple of Escar in Silver Falls when they had last met, and then twice more that night in her quarters. But as much as she wanted him back in her mouth, they really did need to be careful. 
 
    Besides, I’ll have plenty more chances to discipline him tonight.  
 
    Grinning, she helped him gently push his manhood back into his trousers, and while he fiddled with his belt buckle, she leaned back on her haunches and dragged the tip of a claw across her lips and tongue. He tasted so much better than she had ever imagined. She couldn’t help but wonder if that was due to his wicked elven blood or merely her own appetites. It wasn’t as if she had a basis for comparison; he was the only man she had ever been remotely interested in.  
 
    Once Rohen had finally laced back up, she held out her hands so that he could take her wrists and help her back to her feet. He pulled her up and slid his arms around her, and his hand cradled the back of her head as he pulled her in for another kiss. His tongue was so warm and his hands were so strong that she would have gladly closed her eyes and lingered in this moment for the rest of the day if it were possible. Circumstances might have kept them apart far more than she liked, but they unquestionably belonged together.  
 
    Man and woman. Warrior and priestess. The two of us fighting together against the wicked and corrupt.  
 
    Jessara had never wanted anything more. And in the end, she always got her way.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jessara Kraythe inhaled sharply when she heard movement outside the door to her chamber. Someone knocked—a soft, tentative sound, like whoever it was knew he had to disturb her slumber but was absolutely terrified of doing so.  
 
    “What is it?” she snarled.  
 
    “I…I’m sorry to bother you, Lady Inquisitrix, but Keeper Toreth and his men have returned from the forest.” 
 
    Jessara bolted upright so quickly she made herself dizzy. A quick glance into her bedside mirror confirmed that her white hair was plastered to the side of her face. Her skin was sticky with sweat, and her eyeliner streaked down her cheeks like black tears.  
 
    I look like a fucking disaster! And all because of him… 
 
    “Did they find the drow?” she demanded as she dug her claws into her bedframe while she waited for the dizziness to pass. “Or the Whitefeather girl?” 
 
    “I-I’m afraid not, my lady,” the Keeper on the other side stammered. “But Toreth claims they were attacked…by a highborn elf.” 
 
    Jessara’s lips pulled back in a snarl. “What?” 
 
    “He wishes to explain the situation himself. He humbly requests your presence in the—” 
 
    “I will meet him in the great hall shortly,” she snapped as she vaulted to her feet, dizziness be damned. “I expect a detailed report—and no excuses.” 
 
    “Y-yes, my Lady Inquisitrix. I will instruct him to meet you there.” 
 
    She waited until the man’s booted footfalls faded before pacing away from the bed. The clock on the mantle of her dormant fireplace had just struck six, which meant that Rohen had been gone for several hours now. Somehow, the daughter of the Winter Witch had helped him escape. Jessara didn’t understand how that was possible, unless the Keepers were even more incompetent than her father thought.  
 
    She swallowed heavily as the memories of the past few hours ambushed her. Once she had discovered Rohen’s betrayal, she had strapped him down on a torture rack to flog the truth out of him…but then suddenly, inexplicably, he had conjured an Aetheric barrier over his arm even without the aid of the Guardian’s Ward in his bracer.  
 
    Which made absolutely no sense. The Templar weren’t channelers. None of the Tel Bator were—until her father’s ascension. And despite his elven blood, Rohen couldn’t possibly have been a sorcerer. He was far too old; his powers would have manifested many years ago.  
 
    And yet… 
 
    I know what I saw, and I know what it means. Somehow, someway, he must have been concealing his gifts all these years. Yet another lie. Yet another betrayal.  
 
    Jessara glared down at the half-burnt logs in the fireplace and opened her palm. Her father’s power—the power of the gods themselves—exploded from her fingertips in a blazing beam of yellow light that instantly ignited the wood. She gazed into the crackling flames, transfixed by their destructive beauty, and reminded herself of her duty here in the Galespire.  
 
    At her command, the Keepers were already forging new suits of armor and rounding up sorcerers to fill them. The Lord Protector was counting on her to Purge as many channelers as it took to construct a new army of Faceless to stand against the Chol. The Culling had been unleashed, and it was up to her and her father to save Darenthi from annihilation. She simply couldn’t afford to waste any more time pining after a pale-blooded mongrel.  
 
    Unless he’s right about King Thedric’s death. The treacherous thought popped into her mind, unbidden and unwelcome. Unless he’s right about my father. Maiden’s mercy, Rohen, what have you done? 
 
    Swallowing again, Jessara snatched a towel from the nightstand and tried to scrub the mascara from her cheeks. But even when the black tears disappeared, real ones began flowing to take their place.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    1 
 
    Dragon’s Reach 
 
      
 
    The half-moon was shrouded behind a thick raft of clouds, yet Rohen Velis still had to squint to protect his eyes from the light. After traversing the oppressive shadows of the Pale for so long, the physical world seemed blinding even in the middle of the night.  
 
    “It’s so cold,” Sehris said. She was pressed up against the snow-covered boulder next to him, her hands trembling despite her cloak and furs. “If we don’t start a fire soon, I’ll—” 
 
    “No fire,” Rohen interrupted. “Not until we’re farther away from the Galespire. Not until we reach the mountains.” 
 
    The dark elf closed her eyes and nodded in understanding. They both knew that a fire wouldn’t make much of a difference anyway. Though it was oppressively cold here on the wintery flats beyond the Spire of Shadows, the chill in their bones had nothing to do with the weather. Every time Rohen closed his eyes, he swore he could feel the demons of the Pale whispering into his ears and clutching at his ankles… 
 
    I still can’t believe we made it out of the Spire alive. And I really can’t believe I left Jess behind. If she decides to go through with her father’s plan to Purge the sorcerers… 
 
    Rohen sighed and rubbed at his eyes as he leaned against the boulder. They were taking time they didn’t have to catch their collective breath, and though Rohen was in better physical shape than the girls, he had more than enough on his mind to leave him reeling.  
 
    Their escape seemed surreal, and he could barely accept that Delaryn and Sehris were actually here with him. When Jess had turned on him, he had assumed he was doomed. He had been stripped and helpless and completely at her mercy… 
 
    And then the impossible had happened.  
 
    He glanced down at the rune-inscribed bracer covering his left wrist. Without it, he should have been defenseless against Jess’s assault. A part of him still refused to believe what had happened, and his stomach clenched when he remembered the sensations. The barrier blazing on his forearm had almost seemed alive. His entire perception of the world had changed in the blink of an eye. His body had felt entirely renewed, and he had freed himself of bonds that should have been unbreakable by a mere human. He had even sensed the awesome, mysterious power coursing through Jess. 
 
    Somehow, incredibly, Rohen had channeled the Aether, if only for a few moments. Yet when he looked upon his companions now—two sorceresses with great power of their own—he couldn’t sense anything. None of this made a damn bit of sense.  
 
    “What in the bloody void happened back at the cabin, anyway?” he asked, burying his myriad questions. “I told you to stay there and wait for me.” 
 
    “We learned that the Keepers were onto you,” Sehris said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It’s…complicated,” the dark elf replied. “But there was no way we could sneak inside the Galespire. Crossing over into the Pale was the only way to reach you.” 
 
    “It was the only way to save him,” a quieter, harder voice spoke. “It was the only way to save us.” 
 
    Rohen turned to face their other companion. Delaryn Whitefeather stood a few feet away, her platinum hair and pristine white cloak fluttering in the night wind. She had been staring off into the darkness toward the Spire for several minutes now, and she didn’t seem the least bit fazed by the cold. Perhaps she had shielded herself with the Aether…or perhaps she remained so focused on warding off the shadowy horrors of the Pale that she simply hadn’t registered the dangers of the physical world yet.  
 
    “Do you see any fractures from where we escaped?” Sehris asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Delaryn replied so softly her voice was barely audible. “They’re small, but they could grow at any moment. We shouldn’t linger.” 
 
    Rohen dragged himself away from the boulder and stepped up behind her. It already felt like a month had passed since their battle with the demons at Sundermount, though it had only been three days. The revelation that her “Palewalking” tore rifts in the veil separating the physical world and the Pale still shook him to his core, especially since whoever was leading the Chol seemed to possess the same gift. The thought of a demonic infestation was even more horrifying than the Culling. At least the Chol had tangible bodies he could kill.  
 
    One crisis at a time.  
 
    “Guardian guide us,” he whispered. “We’re still a few miles from the edge of the mountains. Though, for all we know, Dragon’s Reach could be crawling with Chol. I don’t know where we should go.” 
 
    “Farumat’s Perch,” Delaryn said.  
 
    “What?” Rohen asked, frowning. “Why?” 
 
    “Someone will be there waiting for us…someone who might be able to help us reach Nelu’Thalas.” 
 
    He blinked in confusion. “What? Who in the bloody—?” 
 
    “I can explain on the way,” Delaryn said as she finally turned to face him. Her blue eyes seemed twice as brilliant as the moon that emerged briefly from the clouds above them, bathing their surroundings in silver before vanishing once more. “We can’t afford to waste any time.” 
 
    Rohen stared at her, thoroughly bewildered. Who was she talking about? And why would anyone be waiting at Farumat’s Perch? The climb to the ancient summit wasn’t exactly easy under the best of circumstances, and it was the heart of winter in the middle of a damn Culling. Diving into a freezing lake might have been a safer proposition.  
 
    Nevertheless, he held onto his questions and followed silently when she started walking. Sehris’s face didn’t reveal any answers, either, though the dark elf looked anxious—very anxious, to the point that she seemed to be avoiding eye contact with him altogether. What in the Guardian’s name had happened in that cabin? 
 
    Clenching his jaw, Rohen unsheathed Varlothin. He was tempted to shift the wraithblade into the Pale just to give them some light, but he reconsidered when he imagined Keepers on the backs of griffons scouring the snowy plains from the sky. Rohen and the girls hadn’t left footprints for anyone to follow—at least, not in the physical world—but griffons could cover a lot of distance in a short period of time. It simply wasn’t worth the risk of being spotted, especially since his half-blooded eyes could see reasonably well despite the dark and the fog. 
 
    Frustrated, he returned Varlothin to its scabbard. 
 
    Sehris could see even more clearly, of course, and she soon took the lead as the visibility deteriorated. Other than their haunted expressions, the girls looked the same as when he had left them at the cabin. Sehris had pulled her purple cloak more tightly about her shoulders to ward off the cold, though the black leather breastplate and matching leggings she wore beneath it seemed like a warm pile of furs compared to Delaryn’s skimpy blue bodice and diaphanous skirt. 
 
    “How did the Keepers find the cabin?” Delaryn asked after long minutes trudging through the snow. “What happened in the Spire?” 
 
    “Nothing good,” Rohen said, his worries about climbing Dragon’s Reach momentarily forgotten. He had absolutely no idea how he was going to explain everything he had learned—or what he had done.  
 
    The Lord Protector is a Conduit to the Fallen Gods. The Keepers are about to Purge the sorcerers and create a new army of Faceless. And, oh yeah, I just slept with the only other woman I’ve ever loved besides you.  
 
    Rohen felt a pit open in his stomach as he rubbed the stubble on his cheek with a gloved hand. He had originally risked a trip to the Spire to solicit the aid of the Lord Vigilant. He had hoped—naïvely, in retrospect—that the leader of the Keepers wasn’t involved in Lord Kraythe’s betrayal of King Thedric.  
 
    Instead, he had discovered truths so dark and harrowing that he wasn’t even certain he could give them voice. 
 
    “Lord Vigilant Arinthal is dead,” Rohen said eventually. “Kraythe killed him and placed his daughter in charge of the Spire.” 
 
    Delaryn and Sehris both froze in their tracks and gaped.  
 
    “It gets worse,” Rohen said. “Kraythe ordered the Keepers to begin a new round of Purges—he plans to create an army of Faceless to battle the Chol.” 
 
    “Ilhari vlos,” Sehris breathed, her gray cheeks draining of color. “But…but…?” 
 
    “Why would the Keepers take orders from Kraythe?” Delaryn asked. “Especially after he killed the Lord Vigilant!” 
 
    Rohen took a deep breath and gestured for them to keep walking. “I don’t know everything that’s happened, but the Lord Protector…he’s gained powers no one thought were possible. He can imbue others with channeling ability almost as if they were sorcerers themselves, and he plans to share this ‘gift’ with the other Templar at Griffonwing.” 
 
    “A Conduit,” Sehris whispered. “You’re saying he’s a Conduit?” 
 
    “I’m not just saying it—I witnessed it firsthand,” Rohen said. “The woman I was holding when you arrived is his daughter Jessara. I, um…I’ve known her for years. She’s…well…” 
 
    “She’s a Sanctori Inquisitrix,” Delaryn said in a flat voice.  
 
    “Yes, but it’s more than that.” Rohen swallowed and tried again to figure out a way to put all of this into words. “She’s not a sorceress, obviously, but she can channel the Aether now—I watched her unleash powers she never possessed before. It was incredible…and terrifying.” 
 
    “It’s insane,” Delaryn hissed. “How is this even possible?” 
 
    “Back in the ancient world, Conduits used to be intermediaries between the gods and their faithful,” Sehris said, her faintly glowing eyes flicking around like they always did when she was deep in thought. “They took a spark of divine power into themselves, and it allowed them to grant others—usually clergy or apostles—a measure of channeling ability as if they were sorcerers. But when the gods were defeated by the Avetharri and trapped inside the Pale, Conduits practically disappeared.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Some of the other sorcerers in the Spire were obsessed with the legends about the Godsouls—fragments of divinity supposedly left behind after the Godswar. There were all kinds of rumors about the Avetharri trapping and harvesting these fragments over the ages. One of my friends was convinced that the Knights of the Eternal Dawn discovered this power, and that’s why the Tel Bator doesn’t want anyone traveling to Highwind or the Northern Reaches.” 
 
    “I don’t know about any of that,” Rohen said before she launched into a full-blown lecture. It never took much to get Sehris started. “But I know what I saw. Jessara can channel the Aether, and Kraythe is convinced he can share this power with the Templar Order. He thinks he can destroy the Chol and rebuild Darenthi and the Tel Bator along the way.” 
 
    A long, haunted silence settled over the group as they continued shuffling across the densely packed snow. They had all heard the stories about the war in the Northern Reaches some twenty years ago. The two largest city-states had battled for control of the region, and according to rumors, the Raven Queen of Vorsalos had wielded a strange, mysterious power almost like a goddess. She had nearly emerged victorious before being stopped by the infamous Dragon of Highwind.  
 
    The Triumvirate priests taught that the ancient world had been defined by such conflicts—sorcery against divinity, bloodborne magic against the gifts of the gods. The Tel Bator’s doctrine was simpler: magic was power, and power was wicked. Sorcery had to be tightly controlled, which was the entire function of the Keepers and the Galespire. The Sanctori and the Templar might carry potent items forged through artifice, but they didn’t wield magic themselves. To do so would be to invite the very corruption the Tel Bator sought to destroy.  
 
    Evidently, the Lord Protector disagreed.  
 
    “Lord Kraythe believes the Templar have been forgotten or outright betrayed by the White Throne and the rest of the Tel Bator,” Rohen said. “He told me many times over the years that the Order was different before Gareth’s Stand. He said that we were proud and strong because we were the only ones who could truly face the evil of demons and Chol. I never really thought about it much, but he was adamant that the Sevenfold Accord was a mistake. Without the Faceless, the Templar took grievous losses during the last Culling. I know he wanted to rebuild, but we could never find enough recruits…” 
 
    “Kraythe betrayed everyone in Torisval—how is that supposed to stop the Culling?” Delaryn demanded bitterly. “He’s the reason the north is burning!” 
 
    “I’m not defending him,” Rohen insisted. “I have no idea what he’s thinking or how he acquired this power in the first place. All I know is that it’s real, and if he can empower the entire Templar Order…” 
 
    “The Chol feed on magic,” Sehris pointed out. “If the Templar become channelers, they’ll be vulnerable to the Wailing. How is that going to help them fight the Culling?” 
 
    “I don’t have the answers to that, either.” Rohen swallowed. “Kraythe is already at Griffonwing. I doubt the Lady Seeker knows what’s happening, and there’s no way the tharns or dukes have any clue. By the time they learn the truth, Watcher knows what the Order will have become.” 
 
    Another silence settled over them, and Rohen remembered Jess’s words back in the Spire. My father is going to transform the Order into what it was always destined to be: not merely the servants of the Guardian, but true holy warriors—paladins who can channel the might of Escar to smite demons and Chol and anything else that stands in your way. 
 
    As a boy, Rohen had often imagined what his life would be like if he joined the notorious Knights of the Eternal Dawn in the west. The Tel Bator spoke of them as villainous channelers corrupted by magic, but the stories he had heard from travelers painted a different picture. Ostensibly, the Eternal Dawn protected the Northern Reaches just like the Templar protected Darenthi, except they had actual magic at their disposal and were said to welcome half-bloods without prejudice. They could enhance their martial prowess and even conjure shields without the need of enchanted items like the bracer on his forearm.  
 
    But that’s exactly what I did back in the Spire, and if I can’t explain any of this to myself, how in the name of the gods am I going to explain it to the girls? Then again, Sehris is practically a walking library. If anyone might know the answer, it’s her.  
 
    Rohen took a deep breath. He was just about to try to explain what had happened when Delaryn spoke.  
 
    “This person who is supposed to be waiting for us at Farumat’s Perch,” she said as she walked ahead of him. “There’s something you should know about her.” 
 
    He looked at her and waited. From the way she and Sehris kept sharing odd glances, it was clear there was a lot more to the story.  
 
    “The cabin didn’t turn out to be as safe as we’d hoped,” Delaryn went on. “While we were waiting for you, we were ambushed and nearly killed.” 
 
    Rohen’s cheek twitched. “By the Keepers,” he finished. “Gods, I tried to stop Jess from sending them after you, but I—” 
 
    “This was before the Keepers,” Delaryn corrected. “We were attacked by a woman—a Ven’Tira ranger from Nelu’Thalas.” 
 
    “A what?” Rohen burst. “A Ven’Tira ranger all the way down here? By the Galespire?” 
 
    “She called herself Yria, and she claimed she was sent by Queen Malareth to find us.” Delaryn hesitated, then cast her gaze down at her trudging feet. “Or, more accurately, to find you.” 
 
    Rohen’s jaw went slack, but nothing came out.  
 
    “That’s about how we reacted,” Sehris said, looking back over her shoulder. “We had no idea how she could have even heard about you. But when we told her that you’d never been to Nelu’Thalas, she insisted that you were born there…and that it was where you belonged.” 
 
    Rohen blinked. First Jess, then his own inexplicable powers, now a random Ven’Tira ranger near the Galespire. He was losing his grip on reality at an alarming rate.  
 
    “We pushed back on her claim,” Delaryn told him. “She said that Nelu’Thalas is embroiled in a civil war of its own, and she was worried that the Chol will destroy all of us if we can’t work together to stop them.” 
 
    Rohen shoved aside his confusion and tried to focus. “Well, she’s right about that last part, at least. But I wasn’t born in the damn Moonweald—you know how the highborn treat children with human blood.” 
 
    “Only slightly better than Darenthi treats ones with elven blood,” Sehris murmured. Her eyes locked on Delaryn again, and she drew in a bracing breath. “There is one more thing. We didn’t notice it at first, but this woman was actually a half-blood herself…and she claims to be your sister.” 
 
    Rohen stopped midstride. This time, his jaw didn’t so much slacken as plummet to the ground. “Sister? I don’t have a sister!” 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Of course I’m certain!” he exploded, heart thumping in his ears. “Don’t you think someone at the orphanage might have mentioned that I had family?” 
 
    Delaryn placed her hand on his shoulder. “Would they have even known?” 
 
    His first instinct was to deny it, but he forced himself to stop and really think about what she was saying. “I…I suppose not,” he admitted with a rasp. “Plenty of the other kids there had also never met their parents. They could have had siblings…” 
 
    He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose as the initial shock passed. Like every child at the orphanage, he’d spent plenty of sleepless nights thinking about his parents. He didn’t even know which one of them had been human and which had been an elf. Most mixed-blood people he’d met in Silver Falls didn’t exactly have happy family histories. Nearly all of them were “accidents,” and plenty were the products of outright rape.  
 
    “She could have been lying or simply mistaken,” Sehris pointed out. “But her gear and training seemed to back up her claims. She even knew how to trigger my Brand.” 
 
    Rohen reopened his eyes and frowned. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “We don’t know. But the point is that she could have easily killed us if she’d wanted to. And she stayed behind to hold off the Keepers while we escaped. I think—” 
 
    “She had your eyes,” Delaryn interjected.  
 
    Rohen shrugged. “Green eyes aren’t exactly rare among the highborn. There are probably—” 
 
    “I don’t just mean the color. There was something about them. There were times when I almost thought it was you looking at me.” 
 
    His cheek twitched again. Of all the insane things that had taken place in recent days, an orphan having a sibling he didn’t know about was probably the least improbable. But it still didn’t feel right. He had no connections in the Kingdom of Stars—he had never even set foot in the outskirts of the Moonweald. The Ilwetharri didn’t care about him, and he was content to return the favor. 
 
    “If she was lying, I’ve no idea what she hoped to gain from it,” Sehris said. “Besides, like you said before…it’s not like we have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    Rohen gave a long, slow sigh as he stared out into the misty darkness. Here in the waning hours of night, Dragon’s Reach was little more than an ominous shadow. Even if the last few hours hadn’t happened—even if they had never stopped at that cabin in the woods and he had never spoken to Jess—the thought of wading into mountains in the middle of a Culling made his skin crawl. Just passing near them was risky. There could have been an army of Chol between them and Farumat’s Perch. And even if there wasn’t, the terrain was nearly as dangerous as a pack of Dretches. 
 
    But Sehris was right. They obviously couldn’t return to the Spire, and Jess would almost certainly dispatch Keepers to search for them in Tor’s Crossing. Rohen still felt tempted to head south to confront the Lord Protector, but Griffonwing was at least two days away on foot through even worse terrain. Their only other choice was to dive into the ocean…or they could head north into the Kingdom of Stars.  
 
    “The Moonweald it is,” Rohen said as he resumed his pace through the snow. “We need to find some shelter before we freeze…and hope the mountains aren’t crawling with Chol.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Open the door, Queen of the Pale. We are the only ones who can protect you! 
 
    Delaryn Whitefeather grimaced and pulled the hood of her cloak more tightly about her face as she and her companions continued crunching across the snowy plains toward the mountains. She had dispelled the barrier she’d been using to keep herself warm a few minutes ago, and she already regretted that decision. The chill from the wind had quickly penetrated her cloak and seeped into her bones, but she wanted to be careful and avoid triggering the Flensing. The Aether was poison to mortal veins, after all. 
 
    She also didn’t want to make herself a beacon in case the Chol had infested Dragon’s Reach like they had Sundermount. The Wailing hadn’t started yet, mercifully, so at least there weren’t any nearby, but that could change at any second. And if it did… 
 
    Well, if it did, she had no idea what they would do.  
 
    We are always here, watching and waiting. Our power is your salvation.  
 
    “Stop it!” Delaryn snarled. She didn’t realize she had spoken aloud until Sehris and Rohen both turned to look at her.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked.  
 
    “Uh…n-nothing,” she lied. “I just wish the wind would die down.” 
 
    “There’s a cave not far from here,” Sehris said over the rising gusts. “It should provide adequate shelter until morning, at least.”  
 
    Rohen cocked a frost-covered eyebrow at her. “How do you know that? Did the Keepers take you camping out here?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve seen the maps. Everything here is well charted if you know where to look…and have a gift for memorizing obscure details at a glance.” The dark elf smiled and shrugged. “You know me.” 
 
    “Too well,” Rohen said with a smirk, his first in hours. “Lead on. I can barely see, and I have no idea where I’m going.” 
 
    Sehris promptly took point, though she did toss Delaryn a concerned glance before she moved ahead. She knew about the demons and the whispers, but it wasn’t as if she could help with them. They just needed to get some more distance between themselves and the fractures Delaryn had created.  
 
    Fractures that might one day unleash a tide of demons.  
 
    Gritting her teeth, she pushed aside the thought and forced herself to press on. It only took them another twenty minutes or so to reach the rocky hills at the base of the mountains, though navigating the snowy, jagged terrain quickly proved as arduous as when she and Rohen had escaped into the mountains behind Whitefeather Hold. Sehris tried to guide them as best she could with her superior night vision, but after the third time Delaryn slipped and fell, Rohen once more drew his wraithblade. After he dispersed it into the Pale, its eerie blue light led the way.  
 
    They never spotted any griffons in the sky, thank the Guardian, and Sehris’s mental map did eventually lead them to shelter just as she’d promised. The mouth of the cave was ominous in the spectral light cast by Varlothin—resembling the gaping maw of a giant, shadowy beast. But between the cold and the wind, Delaryn buried her reservations and trudged onward. 
 
    They threw together a makeshift camp just inside the cave, which, without real gear, amounted to little more than a small fire and chairs made of rock. Still, Delaryn appreciated the warmth and shelter. She held her fingers out over the flames, grateful for the light almost as much as the heat.  
 
    “We should be deep enough that no one outside will spot the fire,” Rohen commented as he lumbered back inside the cave carrying another armful of wood. He might not have had an ax, but his wraithblade had proven more than capable of searing some branches off one of the leafless oaks in the hills outside. “What are the odds that a Keeper search party knows about this cave?” 
 
    “Most Keepers aren’t exactly big readers,” Sehris said, taking one of the thin logs from him and setting it atop the flames. “I’m honestly not sure anyone else ever looked at the old maps of Dragon’s Reach, even the Lord Vigilant. I doubt they’ll be able to follow us, especially since we didn’t start leaving tracks until we were a few miles out.” 
 
    Rohen nodded, though he didn’t look convinced. “I still don’t think we should linger for long. Jessara has a lot of her father in her. She’s nothing if not relentless.” 
 
    A strange, anxious feeling coiled in Delaryn’s stomach as she watched him stack the wood nearby. He looked unsettled every time he mentioned that Inquisitrix. Perhaps she had frightened him even more than he let on…or perhaps it was something else entirely.  
 
    In all fairness, though, she probably appeared even more rattled than he did. The demons of the Pale had finally stopped hounding her shortly before reaching the cave, but she swore she could still feel their presence clawing at the back of her mind. She was probably just imagining it…but then, she couldn’t help but remember what Sehris had said about the voice of the Winter Witch that had counseled Delaryn ever since she was a child.  
 
    Ghosts may not be real…but the demons of the Pale are. 
 
    Delaryn swallowed heavily and once again tried to bury her fears beneath the more tangible concerns of the present. She could worry about the demons whispering into her mind after they had survived the cold of the mountains.  
 
    “How powerful is this Inquisitrix?” Delaryn asked.  
 
    Rohen shrugged. “She can reach into people’s minds and rip the truth out of their memories.” 
 
    Sehris spat out an Elvish curse. “Gods, the Sanctori were bad enough when they just threatened people with words and lashed them with whips!” 
 
    “I don’t know what other specific channeling techniques she may have mastered,” Rohen went on, “but she’s convinced she can forge new Faceless herself even without the help of the artificers.” His jaw worked in silence for a moment before he continued. “It’s only a matter of time before she begins Purging the Spire.” 
 
    Sehris closed her eyes, looking ill. “Maiden’s mercy…” 
 
    Delaryn felt the blood drain from her cheeks. Being Branded and imprisoned within the Spire was a grim enough fate for any sorcerer, but being bound to an armored golem for all eternity was horrifying beyond words. “She really is a monster just like her father.” 
 
    “Not…exactly,” Rohen managed. A dozen different expressions flickered across his face before he finally sat down next to her. “Jess is—she’s confused. Her father lied to her about what happened at Whitefeather Hold. She has no idea that he’s the one responsible for everything.” 
 
    Delaryn frowned, still trying to read him. “You said she could reach into people’s minds and learn the truth.” 
 
    “I know, but this isn’t the kind of betrayal a person can accept right away,” Rohen said. His voice lowered. “I just hope her doubts sink in before she does anything she’ll regret.” 
 
    “That’s why you left her behind,” Sehris reasoned.  
 
    Rohen nodded. “She’s a true believer in the Tel Bator, for better and worse. She thinks she’s doing the right thing. If she realizes she’s being lied to, I don’t think she’ll be able to go through with it.” 
 
    The dark elf’s violet eyes narrowed. “If you’re wrong…” 
 
    “If I’m wrong, I just doomed countless sorcerers,” Rohen said gravely. “I know, believe me. But I couldn’t just…” His cheek twitched. “I had to give her a chance. I owe her that much.” 
 
    He took off one of his gauntlets and rubbed his face. Delaryn could see the strain in his eyes, and her suspicion mounted about what he wasn’t telling her.  
 
    “You never mentioned Kraythe’s daughter before,” she prompted.  
 
    Rohen winced like he’d sat on something sharp. “I wasn’t expecting her to be there,” he whispered. “I had no idea she was even involved. I wish she weren’t…” 
 
    “You sound like you know her pretty well.” 
 
    “She’s the daughter of the man who’s practically been my father for the past two years,” Rohen growled. “Of course I know her!” 
 
    Delaryn recoiled at his sudden intensity, but it faded almost as quickly as it appeared. Rohen flinched and held up his hands in apology. “Sorry, it’s just…this is a lot to take in.”  
 
    He rubbed his face again, then stretched his fingers out over the fire and glanced at Sehris. “Do your mental maps have any special paths up to Farumat’s Perch? Because heading along the edge of the mountains is going to be miserable even if there aren’t Chol lurking about. It will probably take us the better part of a day just to reach the villages on the other side of the lake, and we’re not exactly overburdened with supplies.” 
 
    Sehris’s gray brow furrowed in thought. “If I remember right, there’s a winding trail that should take us right to the summit, but it could be dangerous. The map I saw was old and a little vague. The path could have been snowed over by now.” 
 
    “Great, just great,” Rohen muttered as he bounced back to his feet. “I’m going to get some more wood.” 
 
    He strode off before either of them could respond. Delaryn almost got up and followed him, but then an angry gust of wind howled through the cavern and kept her seated by the fire. 
 
    “He’s upset,” she whispered. 
 
    “The Chol are on the move, the Keepers are probably hunting us, and we just did the impossible and walked through the Pale,” Sehris reminded her. “I think we’re all a little upset.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Delaryn said. “It’s that Inquisitrix. I didn’t even know the Lord Protector had a daughter.” 
 
    “I heard about her from time to time. Every Keeper who met her was afraid of her.” Sehris pursed her lips and pushed a strand of black hair out of her face. “I’m still trying not to imagine the horror of a Sanctori priestess with real magic at her command.” 
 
    Delaryn looked down into the crackling flames. “I remember when I first heard stories about the War of the Raven Queen in the west,” she said. “A dragon battling a woman with god-like powers…it seemed absurd.” 
 
    “It is hard to believe, but it definitely happened,” Sehris said. “The Dragon of Highwind is still out there somewhere, and the Knights of the Eternal Dawn still draw power from what I can only assume is another Godsoul.” She shrugged and snorted softly. “It wasn’t exactly something I could ask about in the Spire without raising eyebrows. Learning anything about the west is almost as suspicious as wanting to learn about the Seven. The Lord Vigilant shut down any inquiries very quickly.” 
 
    Delaryn closed her eyes. “So, what are we going to do? Do you really think we should still meet with this elf woman?” 
 
    “At this point, I think we have to,” Sehris said. “You said yourself that there was something about her…I think she’s telling the truth about being his sister.” 
 
    Delaryn nodded reluctantly. Holding her hands out above the fire, she tried to absorb the heat. They probably should have tried to get some sleep before daybreak, but there was no way her mind would allow her to sleep after everything that had happened. Ambushed by a mysterious elven ranger, pursued by the Keepers, forced to walk through the Pale to enter the sanctum of the very people who had burned her mother alive…it was enough to rob anyone of sleep. If it weren’t so dangerous to travel at night, she might have insisted they set out now. Braving the hazards of Dragon’s Reach seemed less daunting than being alone with her fears.  
 
    “We’ll be all right,” Sehris said, wrapping an arm around Delaryn’s waist and pulling her close. “We just got in and out of the Spire of Shadows without getting caught. No sorcerers in history have ever pulled that one off!” 
 
    And all we had to do was rip open fractures in the Pale. The grim, sarcastic words came to her lips, but Delaryn stopped herself when she saw the dark elf’s kind, supportive face. It truly was uncanny how effortlessly Sehris could dissolve even the worst tension. No sorcery in the world could compete with the magic of her smile.  
 
    “Yes,” Delaryn whispered as she gently kissed the other woman on the cheek. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The dawn was every bit as bright and clear as Rohen hoped, but nowhere near as warm. Trudging through the mountains in the middle of winter was never fun in his experience, but the terrain here was even rougher than the pass through Sundermount or the ridge behind Whitefeather Hold. Without magic, they would have had to give up and turn back toward the foothills dozens of times. But even with the aid of two powerful sorceresses, they still seemed to be getting stuck far more often than they made progress.  
 
    The good news was that they never spotted any griffons in the sky or any Keepers on the ground. The bad news was that their lack of food and water was going to stop them long before the snow or jagged peaks could. It wasn’t even noon before Rohen decided that this trip was a fool’s errand.  
 
    “We have to go back,” he said, spearing his sword into a mound of snow as he came to a halt. “This is a waste of time.” 
 
    The girls crunched their way through the snow behind him as he stared up at yet another jagged, ice-covered wall with no obvious path up. Sehris had assured him that this valley had plenty of ways around the taller peaks, but her mental maps must have been wrong or out of date. He was more convinced than ever that they had entered a crater with impassable walls surrounding them on all sides.  
 
    “I know there’s a path around here somewhere,” the dark elf insisted, her light-sensitive eyes squinting beneath her hood. “The other landmarks were perfectly clear. The ruins outside the cave, the Tiradas Grove, the—” 
 
    “For all you know, the paths could have been buried by an avalanche years ago,” Rohen told her. “We need to go back down, head toward the lake, and try and resupply at one of the villages.” 
 
    He expected at least one of the girls to argue the point, but judging by the weariness in their faces, they had probably come to the same conclusion an hour ago and not said anything.  
 
    “I don’t know how long Yria intended to wait,” Delaryn said as she shielded her eyes from the sun to scan the mountaintops. She wasn’t shivering; she had been protecting herself with magic all morning. Hopefully, the Flensing wouldn’t catch up to her anytime soon.  
 
    “She said she would be waiting for us,” Sehris pointed out. “Given how badly she wanted to speak with Rohen, I can’t imagine she would pack up and leave just because we’re a little late.” 
 
    “If we try going around these mountains, we’ll be more than a little late,” Delaryn said. “I bet it will take a whole day.” 
 
    “More like two,” Rohen agreed. “And that’s assuming we can even find the path up on the other side.” 
 
    He sighed in frustration and glanced behind them. Returning the way they had come was absolutely the safer option, but that didn’t mean it was without risk. As slow and tedious as their ascent had been, going back down wouldn’t be much easier or less time-consuming. The area directly surrounding them was almost indistinguishable from the outskirts of a forest—there were dozens of snow-covered pines staggered across uneven, sloping terrain—but an hour ago, they had practically been climbing up the side of a mountain. Descending that without breaking their necks would be no small feat. 
 
    Sehris pursed her lips. “We could always try to go through the mountains,” she mused. “I mean literally through them. Maybe in the Pale, the path is—” 
 
    “No,” Delaryn said adamantly. “Not now. Not ever again.” 
 
    “I wasn’t being serious,” the dark elf said defensively. “Sorry, not funny.” 
 
    Rohen sighed and placed his palm back atop the pommel of his sword. “We’re all tired and frustrated and hungry. We should—” 
 
    He froze when his eyes locked onto Varlothin. The moonsilver gleamed so brightly in the sunlight it always looked like it was glowing. That must have been why he hadn’t noticed the runes inscribed within the steel flaring to life one by one… 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he whispered. “We need to—” 
 
    Rohen didn’t even have time to finish the sentence before Delaryn and Sehris both suddenly cried out. They clutched at the sides of their heads, collapsing to their knees in the snow.  
 
    The Wailing. Which meant the Chol wouldn’t be far behind.  
 
    “Stay behind me,” Rohen said, pulling his blade from the snow. “Hathal niveh!” 
 
    Varlothin’s moonsilver blade transformed into a weightless beam of blue flame as it dispersed into the Pale. Rohen lunged protectively in front of the girls, his eyes sweeping down the slope for any signs of movement. But as usual, he heard the monsters several seconds before he spotted them. Their high-pitched, inhuman shrieks echoed through the valley like coyotes rallying the pack.  
 
    And then they were upon him. Dozens of Dretches swarmed over the icy hills and around the snow-capped trees, their glowing green eyes and gaunt bodies as familiar and repulsive as ever. They were all brandishing weapons—swords, shields, spears, some axes—and a few were carrying bows. The archers took aim and fired while their companions closed the distance. 
 
    Rohen was ready for them. Tapping the runes on his bracer, he activated the Guardian’s Ward, summoning a glowing shield over his arm. He hoisted it up to intercept the incoming arrows. They deflected off the magical barrier as harmlessly as if they had struck a stone wall, but he knew this was only the beginning. As crazed and mindless as they seemed, the Chol were more than capable of executing basic strategies. The archers were already fanning out to fire at him from different angles. 
 
    But before the monsters could let loose another volley, Sehris steeled herself against the relentless psychic assault and regained her feet. Thrusting out both of her hands, she conjured a shimmering blue dome of Aetheric energy around her allies. Out of the corner of his eye, Rohen saw her clenching her teeth to endure the pain while squeezing her sensitive eyes shut to avoid the searing daylight. She wouldn’t be able to muster an attack, but offense had never been her strength anyway. Rohen just needed to buy Delaryn a little more time to adapt and recover. 
 
    And that was exactly what he was going to do.  
 
    Confident that Sehris’s barrier would hold against any assault, Rohen rushed forward to intercept the charging Dretches. He slammed into the lead Chol, his Ward held out before him like a battering ram. The impregnable barrier struck with such force it shattered the monster’s jaw and scattered rotting teeth across the snow. A quick slash with Varlothin sent the Dretch’s sword arm flying, and a follow-up kick sent the rest of the body tumbling harmlessly back down the slope.  
 
    Yet it was only the first of many. The slavering monsters threw themselves at him in droves, utterly unconcerned with their own survival. His wraithblade blazed hungrily as it effortlessly carved through rusted armor, dented shields, and pallid flesh. Rohen cut the monsters down one after another until their black blood stained the snow and their smoldering bodies lay clumped in mangled piles.  
 
    But the Chol never stopping coming.  
 
    Rohen’s mind cleared as his Templar training took over. He fell back on the defensive, careful to keep his footing in the deep snow. While his Ward intercepted attacks, his sword lashed out at any weapon or body part that came within reach. Yet no matter how many monsters he felled, others always took their place. The Dretches swarmed over him, barely hindered by the snow as they scrambled up the hill from all sides at once. The tip of a spear finally slipped past his shield only to be stopped by the metal plates of his brigandine, and then a split second later, an arrow whistled just past his ear. Knowing he was rapidly losing ground, Rohen prepared to retreat inside Sehris’s shield— 
 
    And then a fan of icy shards bombarded the swarming Chol like a storm of tiny throwing knives, ripping through their armor and flesh and painting the snow with more blackish-red blood. The few Dretches that survived the onslaught stumbled backward, stunned and wounded, allowing Rohen to dispatch them with a series of sweeping chops.  
 
    “Escar take you!” Rohen spat, then whirled around to check on his companions. Delaryn was crouched on a knee beside Sehris, her hands glowing blue with Aetheric energy as she plucked more vapor from the air and shaped it into another volley of icy daggers. Her narrowed eyes blinked rapidly as she fought to concentrate despite the Wailing. 
 
    “Up above!” she warned, jerking her chin upward.  
 
    Rohen followed her gesture up the unscalable wall of stone and ice pinning them in the valley. More Dretches had appeared on the rocky ledge above—several dozen, at least, with Watcher knew how many more on the way. Most had already drawn and nocked arrows to their bows, though some held javelins or throwing spears instead. Delaryn twisted her body around and flung her clutch of icy shards up at the Chol, killing three and wounding several more, but they were replaced almost as quickly as their perforated bodies tumbled off the ledge.  
 
    The Chol attacked. A steady barrage of arrows deflected harmlessly off Sehris’s barrier, though the heavier javelins struck with enough force to create tiny cracks in the dome. Rohen knew it was only a matter of time before an arrow slipped through and hit one of the girls, but there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it from down here.  
 
    “Get me up there!” he called out as he raced beneath the dome to join them. “Just like back at the Wreath!” 
 
    Sehris nodded frantically, her brow creased with strain. Rohen braced himself as best he could, shield held before him and wraithblade at the ready, as he felt an invisible hand close around his body and propel him up the side of the cliff. He landed amidst the swarm of Chol like a living boulder, knocking several down and scattering even more. Dropping to a knee, he swept his blade in a wide horizontal arc, cutting two of them in half and crippling a third. A heavy ax crashed down upon his Ward a heartbeat later, as if to remind him that he couldn’t afford to stay still. He pushed the blow aside, vaulted back to his feet, and slashed the haft of the ax in twain. Brutally and unexpectedly disarmed, the monster was totally unprepared when Rohen bashed it with his shield and sent it careening off the cliff.  
 
    He was still badly outnumbered, but Delaryn ensured that the Chol couldn’t overwhelm him. While he braced himself for the inevitable attack, the freezing air swirled around him in an unnaturally strong gust before it abruptly crystalized into a thick wall of ice directly to his right, catching a handful of Chol and entombing them inside. In a single instant, Delaryn had effectively cut the enemy’s numbers in half.  
 
    Under different circumstances, her plan would have worked flawlessly; he could have dealt with one half of the enemy forces while the other half struggled to punch through the frozen barrier. The trouble was that from her position below the cliff, she had to guess where he needed the most protection. She couldn’t actually see most of the Chol.  
 
    Including the Anointed that was leading them.  
 
    Clad in filthy, tattered robes, the Chol leader regarded him with baleful green eyes, standing among its lesser kin like a lord among peasants. Energy crackled at the tips of its disgusting yellow fingernails, and its rag-wrapped feet left the ground as it levitated forward like it was floating on the wind.  
 
    Rohen lowered his shield and planted his feet, anticipating a quick magical assault from the enemy channeler. He wasn’t disappointed. The Anointed seemed to growl at him despite the stitches fusing its mouth shut, and a stroke of magical lightning suddenly burned through the air and crashed into Rohen’s shield.  
 
    The force of the impact proved more dangerous than the blast itself. The Guardian’s Ward easily absorbed the discharge, but the strike still pushed him right off the edge of the cliff. His mind barely even had time to process that he was falling before he crashed into Sehris’s dome, knocking the wind from his lungs and sending his sword flying from his grip. Black spots filled his eyes, and by the time his vision recovered, he was lying in the snow next to the girls.  
 
    Delaryn was crouched over him, her face stricken with fright. Beside her, Sehris was doubled over, clutching her forearms and reeling from the Flensing. Her protective dome had collapsed, leaving the group totally exposed.  
 
    The Chol sensed victory. The Anointed appeared at the edge of the cliff, Dretches crowding it on either side. The monster’s hands flashed with another spell— 
 
    And then an arrow split its skull like an overripe melon.  
 
    Rohen gasped in helpless confusion as the Dretches recoiled, suddenly spattered in the blood and brains of their leader. But before they could react, one of the Dretches shrieked when another arrow sprouted from its chest. It clutched at the bloody wound, teetering as if it might fall.  
 
    But it exploded instead. The detonation consumed the entire ledge, blasting apart mounds of packed snow and hurling chunks of rocky debris down the wall and into the valley below. Delaryn covered Rohen with her body while pieces rained down around them, a few of the smaller ones bouncing off her back. Amidst the flames and chaos, Rohen saw several other arrows arc through the sky and pick off the remaining stragglers. When the smoke eventually cleared, the valley fell completely silent.  
 
    “Nau zhadur,” Sehris breathed, her eyes flicking off to the side even as she clutched at her arms. “She’s here.” 
 
    Groaning in pain, Rohen rolled over and followed her gaze. A willowy, feminine figure stood atop a snow-covered mound some thirty yards away, a bow clutched in her right hand. The glare of the sun reflecting off the snow made it almost impossible to pick out any details besides a shock of striking red hair, but she leapt forward with cat-like grace and bounded toward them with swift, confident strides. It wasn’t until she approached within a few yards that Rohen could finally make out her face…and the same pair of sparkling green eyes that greeted him in every mirror.  
 
    “I had a feeling you might need some help,” she said. “I’m here to bring you home, little brother.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    Sheets of freezing rain battered the walls of Griffonwing Keep. Two dozen Templar sparred in the bailey, the clash of their moonsilver blades almost completely drowned out by the wind and rolling thunder. Any sensible commander would have ordered them inside before the storm got any worse. They were more likely to hurt themselves or catch a cough than learn anything under such horrid conditions.  
 
    But Lord Protector Edmund Kraythe wasn’t trying to teach them a lesson about form or footwork or even how to fight in adverse weather. In all honesty, the Templar weren’t even the ones truly being tested here today.  
 
    He was.  
 
    “My lord,” said the man standing behind him, “are you certain we should—” 
 
    Kraythe snarled and angrily waved his gauntlet. Sir Donnic Northam had been trying to convince him to send everyone inside for the better part of an hour now, but the Lord Protector refused to relent. Northern Darenthi was already aflame. Rimewreath had fallen, and General Galavir’s plan to keep the Chol at bay had failed. He had to get his forces ready for battle as soon as possible. The Culling wouldn’t wait for pleasant weather, so neither could the Templar.  
 
    Gritting his teeth, Kraythe leaned forward over the worn stone parapet of the wall overlooking the bailey, heedless of the rain lashing his face and beard. The fog seemed to be growing thicker every moment, but he could see his Templar though the mist thanks to the shimmering blue shields protecting their forearms. The Guardian’s Wards were virtually impregnable, but none of these men were wearing their rune-inscribed bracers. For the first time in the history of the Tel Bator, the Templar weren’t reliant upon trinkets for protection. They were channeling the Aether to conjure their own wards, all thanks to the power of the Godsoul burning inside their Lord Protector.  
 
    “They are doing well,” Kraythe said, digging his gauntlets into the old stone for support. “Enhanced strength, endurance…every one of these men could take on a dozen Chol by himself.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about you, sir,” Northam said. “The servants said they saw you wandering the keep in the middle of the night. You haven’t slept since—” 
 
    “Chol don’t sleep,” Kraythe replied bluntly. “If I don’t learn to control this power soon, we’re all dead.” 
 
    The other man swallowed heavily and shifted his gaze back to the courtyard. Northam’s concerns weren’t without merit. Kraythe hadn’t slept a wink last night, though most of that was due to worrying about his daughter at the Galespire. Despite everything that had happened—despite how powerful she had become—his fatherly urge to protect her was as strong as ever. He told himself over and over that he couldn’t afford to worry about a broken heart with the future of Darenthi hanging in the balance, but he couldn’t help it. Jessara was more important to him than anything, and she always would be.  
 
    Besides, her task at the Galespire was every bit as vital as his here in Griffonwing. Tor’s Crossing was probably already doomed, and without an army of Faceless to hold the line, the rest of Vaswyth would fall in short order.  
 
    “Their powers are much more stable since you reinforced the bond this morning,” Northam commented, half shouting over the rain. “Perhaps you can repeat the technique with others.” 
 
    “I intend to try, but the connection is already weakening,” Kraythe said. When he closed his eyes and stretched out his senses, he could feel the invisible tethers binding him to the Templar below already fraying like so much old rope. It was happening more slowly this time than it had the last, but only just. In another few hours, the tethers would snap entirely.  
 
    He could restore them one by one, though the process took precious time. And in the interim, his warriors suffered excruciating pain. They wouldn’t be able to rest or train or do much of anything at all.  
 
    Yet Kraythe still held out hope that this was merely a temporary setback. His power had been flowing effortlessly through Jessara and Northam for months now, whereas he had only been actively trying to empower these Templar for a single day. He just needed to be patient and pray that Jessara and the armies of Vaswyth could buy him more time… 
 
    “That’s enough!” he called out, his deep, baritone voice cutting through the frigid downpour. “Everyone inside, let’s move!” 
 
    To their credit, the men looked more disappointed than relieved. Kraythe probably shouldn’t have been surprised—he had literally changed the course of their lives with a single touch. A few days ago, they had been mere men riddled with the petty, demeaning frailties of mortal life—fatigue, hunger, soreness… 
 
    But now he had transformed them into something greater. Something divine. His Templar—his paladins—could double their strength, mend flesh with a touch, and inspire courage in others with their mere presence. Griffonwing housed dozens of Templar and hundreds of aspirants who had seen their brothers and sisters ascend, and they longed for the same opportunity.  
 
    Kraythe intended to give it to them. It was the only way that any of them could survive the coming maelstrom.  
 
    “Perhaps we should take a break, sir,” Northam suggested once the Templar had dashed back inside the keep. “I can handle things if you wish to retire to your quarters for a while.” 
 
    Kraythe nearly snapped at his second-in-command again, but he stopped himself at the last moment and turned his scowl into a smirk. “You should have joined the Keepers, Donnic. You’re a natural scold.” 
 
    The other man smiled tightly. “I just know how draining all of this has been on you,” he said. “Everything is happening so quickly. You can’t expect to change the world in a few days.” 
 
    “That’s how change happens,” Kraythe replied. “Still, perhaps a few hours of quiet won’t hurt.” 
 
    He sighed and gestured for them to head along the walltop and duck into a nearby tower. While they walked, his mind journeyed back to the battle where his crusade to save the Templar Order had begun. Even now, with the divine essence of Escar burning inside him, his sleep was still haunted by nightmares of Gareth’s Stand. The hordes of Chol, the piles of dead Templar, the wrath of the Winter Witch as she unleashed her dark power to end the Culling and forever altered the course of history… 
 
    You are the only one who can save your people. You must set things right.  
 
    Kraythe grimaced at the chorus of dissonant voices inside his head. When he had first bonded with the Godsoul, he had expected the Guardian to speak with a single, clear voice. In retrospect, that had been a foolish assumption—the gods didn’t obey the same laws as mortals. The many statues scattered around Darenthi were merely symbolic depictions of the Triumvirate. The Guardian didn’t have broad shoulders and a thick beard any more than the Moonmaiden had flowing white hair or big tits.  
 
    Still, Kraythe couldn’t help but feel a chill skitter down his spine every time the Godsoul spoke to him. Often, it was like a hundred people whispering in his ear all at once. They usually agreed on what to say, but not always. The lack of conformity and purpose was…disturbing. And it certainly didn’t help that their near-constant chatter made it practically impossible to sleep.  
 
    After parting ways with Northam upon entering the keep, he climbed a staircase to the third level and breathed a sigh of relief when no one ambushed him along the way. Privacy was a rare occurrence in Griffonwing, especially for the man in charge. The venerable fortress was currently home to almost two thousand people and several dozen griffons. The number of fully trained Templar might have been the lowest it had been in generations, but the aspirants, servants, and stable boys were as numerous as ever, and there were times when it felt like they were all competing for his attention at once.  
 
    It was understandable. All too many of them came from orphanages or the streets. He was the first father figure most of them had ever known, and he did all he could to live up to that responsibility. In a lifetime of service, he had never broken faith with any Templar.  
 
    Except one. 
 
    Kraythe swallowed heavily as he left the stairwell and proceeded down the long, shadow-filled corridor to his chambers at the end of the hall. Just like the rest of the keep, the walls here were covered with paintings and murals celebrating the Templar and their many victories over the Chol. One near the end of the hall even commemorated his own duel with Ralos Zek, the leader of the Seven, at the Battle of Bloodstone just over thirty years ago. 
 
    In some ways, the Sevenfold Rebellion had shaken his faith even more than the Culling that had followed it—and not just because it was where his arm had been crippled. King Gareth’s decision to abolish the Faceless may have saved many sorcerers from the armor, but it had also doomed the Templar.  
 
    And for that, the fool could never be forgiven.  
 
    Kraythe unlocked his door and stepped inside his quarters. The freezing rain pounded against the window on the left wall, and the cloud-covered sun barely had enough strength left to illuminate the room. But even the muted light was more than enough to reveal the lithe, shadowy figure sitting at the edge of his bed. 
 
    He froze, snarling, “How in the bloody void did you get in here?” 
 
    The figure’s face was shrouded by the thick cowl of her black cloak, and most of her body was concealed beneath the flowing fabric. Her only visible feature was a pair of bare, slender legs casually crossed in front of her.  
 
    “Most of your guardians have not yet tasted the power of the Valathrim,” the figure explained in a dark yet smooth feminine voice. “Their minds are fragile and easy to manipulate.” 
 
    She gracefully uncrossed her legs and stood. The four-inch heels of her thigh-high boots nearly raised her to his height.  
 
    “This fortress is impressive in its own way,” she said, removing the glove from her left hand and revealing a rune-covered ring beneath. “But you’re still fortunate that the Chol are brutes without the patience to learn subtle magics. If a mere trick of artifice could get me inside your walls, imagine what a trained sorceress could do.” 
 
    “My soldiers are loyal servants of the Guardian,” Kraythe seethed, fighting the impulse to grab the handle of his sword. “You dare violate their minds?” 
 
    “I intended no disrespect, my lord. I’m here to aid you, but I thought it would be best if my presence remained a secret.” 
 
    Kraythe’s scowl deepened the longer he looked at her. Like most humans in Darenthi, he had never trusted their elven neighbors in Nelu’Thalas. The so-called highborn had clashed with the Tel Bator countless times over the years, mostly due to their conflicting ideologies on the true nature of magic and sorcery. The Waxing Throne protested the creation of the Faceless to this day, and Queen Malareth had openly declared the Galespire a blight upon the land.  
 
    It never seemed to occur to them that the Chol were the gods’ righteous punishment for the many crimes of their Avetharri ancestors. If not for the Whitefeathers and their continued efforts at diplomacy over the generations, Darenthi and Nelu’Thalas would have gone to war many times over. Most in the Tel Bator would have gladly seen the Moonweald burned to the ground.  
 
    Still, this particular woman wasn’t actually highborn. Elves with Faetharri ancestry—the so-called “wood elves”—possessed little power in the Weald. It was almost certainly one of the reasons she had chosen to oppose the current regime, albeit not the primary one. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you for another week at least,” Kraythe said, folding his arms over his chest. “My men aren’t ready.” 
 
    “Which is precisely why I am here now,” the woman said as she finally stepped forward into the dim light cast by the window. She pulled back the hood of her cloak, revealing an eternally youthful elven face. Her straight black hair spilled across her shoulders, and her hazel irises glittered even in the gloom. The sandy tone of her skin was a shade darker than most highborn, a testament to her Faetharri heritage.  
 
    Astaril Telari was beautiful by any standard, especially when she unclasped the brooch of her cloak and let it fall from her shoulders to the floor. Her olive bodice was cut low enough to highlight her generous cleavage yet high enough to offer a tasteful glimpse of her toned belly. The floor-length skirt hugging her slender waist was so translucent he could see the dark, thigh-high boots beneath.  
 
    “When the Ven’Tira confirmed that Rimewreath had fallen, I knew I couldn’t afford to wait any longer,” she said. She cocked her head slightly, seeing from his lack of reaction that he was already aware of the news. “We need to accelerate our plans.” 
 
    “That may not be possible,” Kraythe replied, forcing himself to look away before he became ensnared by her beauty. He paced over to the cabinet on the opposite wall and retrieved a nearly empty bottle of Drakendaar brandy. “The Spire can’t produce Faceless quickly, certainly not in the numbers we need. And I can’t transform the entire Templar Order by myself overnight.” 
 
    “That’s because you need my help.” Astaril watched him set the bottle and an empty glass on a side table. “The Valathrim may have chosen you as their champion, but their power is poison to your rethir blood. An unfortunate twist of fate, to be sure, but not an insurmountable one. I have spent many decades helping and nurturing others who share your gift. The Sarodihm sent me for a reason.” 
 
    “I’m sure they did,” Kraythe murmured, pulling off his gauntlets and leaving them atop the cabinet. He popped the cork and poured himself a glass, mesmerized by the flame-like shimmer of the amber liquid.  
 
    “I don’t understand your hesitation,” Astaril said, a slight frown creasing her delicate brow. “I’m the one who helped you tame the Godsoul; I’m the one who taught you how to create a bond with your daughter.” 
 
    Kraythe lifted the glass to his lips and downed it in a single pull. The sweet taste on his tongue gave way to fire as the liquid burned down his throat. A strong brandy—far stronger than should have been to his tastes—but still not strong enough. 
 
    Ever since he had absorbed the power of the Godsoul, he had found himself seeking out small moments of intense pleasure—or even pain. The day-to-day sensations of life had become hollow and muted. Once pleasant smells like cooking fires or morning dew had become almost unnoticeable. He rarely felt hungry anymore, and when he ate, the food was bland and tasteless.  
 
    He told himself that this was all part of his ascension beyond mortality, and the powers he possessed were worth such a small sacrifice. But at moments like these, when he almost felt detached from his physical body, he couldn’t help but wonder if he had made a terrible mistake. 
 
    “I’m not averse to your help,” he said, setting down the glass and turning back around. “But don’t bother lying about your motivations. You’re here because you want your powers back.” 
 
    Astaril smiled, her painted red lips a striking contrast to her black hair and hazel eyes. “That was part of our agreement, yes,” she admitted as she drew another step closer. “But I am not a beggar in search of alms. I bring aid, knowledge…” She placed her fingertips atop his baldric. “And much-needed companionship.” 
 
    Kraythe snorted, not letting show how her touch sent an electric tingle through his chest. “Your masters clearly believe you can manipulate me to your own ends.” 
 
    Her face twisted as if his words had actually hurt. “They believe I am capable of giving you exactly what you need to become strong. The chosen few who carry a Godsoul are blessed with incredible powers but cursed with terrible burdens. You know of what I speak. Simple joys that once made your soul soar no longer hold your attention. The pleasures of the physical world are like grains of sand slipping through your fingers.” 
 
    Astaril placed a second hand upon his brigandine and shifted close enough that the flowery scent of her perfume tickled his nose. Even with her heels, she had to tilt up her chin to meet his gaze.  
 
    “If a Conduit’s mind drifts too far from his body, the tethers that bind him to his followers will wither and die like a rose without sunlight. A part of you must always remain connected to the physical world. And that part requires constant, exceptional…stimulation.” 
 
    She leaned forward and rose up to kiss him, but he snatched her slender wrists and lifted her hands from his chest. “What I require is the means to empower more of my warriors,” he said flatly. “If you can’t do that for me, then you might as well return to your forest. From what I hear, you still have plenty to do back home. Queen Malareth remains comfortably seated upon the Waxing Throne.” 
 
    “For now,” Astaril said, her arms going limp in his grasp. “But that will change soon. Once rumors of your power reach Nelu’Thalas, more of our people will recognize the virtue of the old ways. When your Templar destroy the Chol and end the Cullings once and for all, it will do more than redeem your order. Tales of your victory will spread across Torsia, and the people will know that the Valathrim still live. The Age of Sorcery will swiftly come to an end.” 
 
    Her smile returned. “The Sarodihm and the Tel Bator have always had common cause. We all serve the gods. We all wish to restore their glorious light. You and I need each other, my lord. I am eager to serve you however you wish. You have but to ask.” 
 
    Kraythe finally released her wrists. Heat rose up his neck when he imagined her fulfilling her offer, but after holding her gaze for another moment, he turned away from her and poured himself another glass. “I need warriors, not servants. And I certainly don’t need a whore.” 
 
    “Conduits deserve loyal subjects,” Astaril said earnestly, seemingly unbothered by the insult. “Your will is the destiny of those you rule. The God-Kings of the old world once commanded entire nations. They were the only ones capable of standing up to the tyranny of the Wyrm Lords. With my help, you will save both our peoples. I have pledged my life to the service of the gods…to you.” 
 
    After emptying the bottle, Kraythe swirled the amber liquid several times before he took another pull. The burn as the alcohol cascaded down his throat was just as satisfying as before, though this time, he didn’t finish it all. Instead, he slowly turned back around and stared into the wood elf’s eyes, struck by the similarity of their color to the brandy, before offering her the rest. Astaril grinned as she took the glass from his hand, lifted it to her lips, and imbibed the remainder with a single sip. 
 
    Despite her declaration, he harbored no illusions about her loyalty. The Sarodihm Kalefarr were an ancient, mysterious organization that had been fighting to restore the gods for thousands of years. Astaril was right that they theoretically shared much in common with the Tel Bator, but Kraythe still didn’t trust them or the woman they had sent to aid him. They were too cagey, too secretive.  
 
    Too elven.  
 
    But they were also the enemy of his enemy—that much was abundantly clear. Astaril had been the one who helped him find and absorb the Godsoul, and she clearly possessed a great deal of knowledge that he did not. He didn’t have to trust her in order to use her. If there was even a chance that she could help him strengthen his bond with the other Templar, then the risk was probably worth taking. At least for now.  
 
    “We have a lot of work to do,” Kraythe said as he reached out and placed a hand upon her cheek. Her skin was so soft and smooth it barely seemed real. “And far less time than we had planned to do it.” 
 
    Focusing upon the power brimming inside him, he reached out and touched her mind. Divine tethers extended from his body to hers, invisible and weightless, yet they ensnared her willowy frame as surely as if he were binding her with rope. Within a matter of seconds, the tethers had fused with her consciousness—her very being—in an inviolable bond between Conduit and channeler, living god and faithful priest. 
 
    The binding process often took the better part of an hour with his Templar, but Astaril had already been bound to him once before. Drawing her back into his orbit was almost effortless, and she immediately gasped and let her head roll back in ecstasy as the might of the Aether once again was hers to command.  
 
    “Faarea,” she breathed. “Your strength has truly grown.” 
 
    Kraythe removed his hand from her cheek. He didn’t quite understand why her reaction was so different than his Templar. Whenever he restored their broken bonds, they seemed more like lotus addicts getting a fix than holy warriors. They suffered without his power. The withdrawal was so intense that he genuinely feared what would happen if he failed to restore their connection.  
 
    But Astaril was different. To her, the power seemed more like a want than a need. He couldn’t fathom why, but perhaps it didn’t matter. Soon he hoped to be able to sustain the entire Templar Order indefinitely. And she might very well be the key.  
 
    “You have what you came for,” Kraythe said, bracing himself against the cabinet as a wave of weakness crashed over him. “I trust you will put your powers to good use.” 
 
    “I will, my lord,” the elf whispered as she held her hands open in front of her. A burst of golden radiance suddenly filled her palms, banishing the long shadows of the room in a heartbeat before fading into nothingness.  
 
    Kraythe grunted. “Right now, my command is that you wait here while I see to my Templar. I can already feel more of their bonds weakening. I need to restore them so we can continue training.” 
 
    Before he could move away from the cabinet, Astaril abruptly placed her palms back on his chest and pressed herself against him. Her voice was breathless, almost desperate. “Please, my lord, you’re not ready. Not yet. There is so much I need to teach you.” 
 
    “Then start teaching,” he told her, letting his arms fall from the cabinet but keeping them at his sides. 
 
    Astaril shook her head and smiled. “There are some things you must be shown. But right now, you are too exhausted to learn. You need to rest and recuperate…and I know just the way to help you relax.” 
 
    She stretched forward on her tiptoes and kissed him. His senses may have been dulling thanks to the Godsoul, but the warmth of her lips and the softness of her tongue pierced the haze even easier than the brandy. His gut reaction was to push her away; he had no intention of being played so easily. But the truth was that he hadn’t kissed a woman in so long there was no possible way he could resist. His arms rose of their own accord, his hands instinctively beginning to explore her shoulders and bare arms, and he couldn’t help but moan when he felt her knee deliberately press against his groin.  
 
    His fingers had worked their way down to her sides when Astaril finally pulled away. “The Sarodihm sent me to ensure that you are prepared for the battles ahead,” she whispered. “I will teach you everything I know, and I will do whatever it takes to ensure that you become the God-King your country so desperately needs.” Her smile returned, even wider than before. “But for now, please just allow me to show you what I can do.” 
 
    Dragging her tongue across her lips, Astaril gently kissed the rivets of his brigandine one after another as she gracefully, seductively sank down to her knees in front of him. Kraythe allowed himself to lean all the way back against the cabinet as her delicate fingers worked to open the buckle of his belt. 
 
    He knew he should have stopped her. He should have sent her away. But no matter how much the Godsoul had changed him, he was still a man—a man who had denied himself carnal delights for far too long. He gasped when Astaril finally freed his cock, and his eyes momentarily rolled back into his head when her tongue began to dance across his shaft. Her hazel eyes never left his face, not even when she began to work his full length into her mouth.  
 
    Not even when, mere minutes later, he poured a decade’s worth of frustration straight down her tight, clinging throat.  
 
    Perhaps the Sarodihm and the Tel Bator were more alike than he realized, and perhaps he needed her help more than he wanted to admit. If his tethers could bind her to the Aether, then hers might keep him grounded in the physical world so that he could do what needed to be done.  
 
    “Alkar a in Valathrim ar ilya ya tua sen,” Astaril breathed as she licked her red lips clean. “Glory to the gods and all who serve them.” 
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    The Summit 
 
      
 
    “I’m here to take you home, little brother.” 
 
    Rohen forced himself to stand all the way up, the pain from his fall instantly forgotten as he gaped at the Ven’Tira ranger standing before him.  
 
    “You’re taller than I imagined,” the woman said, looking him over. “And I hate to admit it, but that rethir armor actually looks good on you.” 
 
    Rohen opened his mouth and tried to speak, but words failed him. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to break away from her green eyes.  
 
    The same green eyes he saw every time he looked in the mirror.  
 
    “This is where a good brother would return the compliment,” she said, planting the lower limb of her bow in the snow and flashing him a wry grin. “Maybe something like ‘hey, Yria, it’s great to meet the big sister I never knew I had! I can’t wait to learn all about you!’” 
 
    “I…” Rohen paused, and his throat dried up so fast he could barely swallow. 
 
    “Good talk,” Yria muttered as she shifted her gaze to his companions. “Is he always this quiet?” 
 
    “Well, he did just fall off a cliff,” Sehris said, her voice still breathless from the pain of the Flensing. “But, yes, unfortunately he’s always been a bit of a brooder.” 
 
    Yria snorted softly and crossed her arms. “Are you all right? I know a few simple healing spells.” 
 
    Rohen tried to swallow again, but it wasn’t any easier. It was all he could do to take her in and convince himself that she was real. Her Ilwetharri ancestry was apparent from her high cheekbones and sharp features as well as her pointed ears, though the lace-braid ponytail holding up her red hair was common among human and elven women alike. She was undeniably pretty by any standard, even with frozen dirt flecked across her cheeks and armor. 
 
    “I’m, uh…” he managed. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Yria said with a smirk. “It would have been disappointing to meet you only to have you keel over a few seconds later. Though, with my recent luck, it wouldn’t be all that surprising.” 
 
    He grunted softly, still stunned. A part of him insisted that they couldn’t be related, that he should ignore everything she had to say. But he had known the truth the moment he saw her, even if he couldn’t articulate precisely why.  
 
    Sister. I really do have a sister. Maiden’s mercy… 
 
    “I don’t know about your luck, but your timing couldn’t be better,” Sehris said as she and Delaryn dragged themselves to their feet. “The Chol came out nowhere.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting to find them, either.” Yria pursed her lips as she swept her gaze around the area. “I only came this way because I knew the path was difficult, even for those who’ve traveled it before. I decided it was foolish to just wait up at the Perch in case you needed help, and when the Wailing set in, I knew you’d be in trouble. The three of you in such close proximity could probably draw the attention of the horde from a dozen miles away.” 
 
    “I don’t feel them in my head,” Delaryn said. She sidled up to Rohen almost protectively and slipped her hand into his. “If there are others, they must be farther away.” 
 
    “There weren’t any blocking the way down from the summit, either,” Yria said, nodding. “Still, it’s probably not a great idea to linger here much longer.” 
 
    Rohen squeezed Delaryn’s hand while he continued studying his sister’s silhouette. His entire world had been turned upside down over the last week, from Kraythe’s betrayal to Zin’s death to a hundred other things he never imagined would happen. A half-breed orphan having a secret sibling was almost mundane compared to everything else, but it may have been the hardest of them all to accept.  
 
    “The monsters haven’t infested Dragon’s Reach in decades, not even during the last Culling,” Yria went on as she eyed the corpses strewn about the valley. “I wish the nobles in the Queen’s Court could see this for themselves. They might finally realize how fucked we all are if we don’t figure out a way to work together.” 
 
    “I could say the same about the tharns in Darenthi,” Delaryn said. “But as usual, it’s the people who will pay the price. The horde could move south and attack Tor’s Crossing at any time.” 
 
    Yria nodded solemnly as she shifted her gaze back to Rohen. “My brother the Templar,” she said. “Friends with a widowed queen and a drow sorceress. It’s not exactly how I expected this story would go.” 
 
    “I am not a drow,” Sehris insisted, sweeping the snow from her armor and cloak. “I’m just me.” 
 
    “Right,” Yria said. She eyed the dark elf for a few seconds, her expression unreadable. “Well, I kept my end of the bargain and drew the Keepers off your trail back at the cabin. But I would love to know how a pair of sorceresses managed to sneak into Gûl Ostaraad and then escape.” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Delaryn said. “What matters is that we’re here now.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” the ranger replied. She looked back at Rohen and smiled awkwardly. “If it makes you feel better, I don’t know what I’m supposed to say, either. Maybe it will be easier to just take things step by step. And don’t worry, I’m happy to skip the hugging until we’ve all had a bath.” 
 
    A tight smile finally tugged at Rohen’s lips. “That seems wise.” 
 
    “I figure you only get one first impression with your long-lost sibling, so it’s probably best not to stink.” She shrugged. “As you may have noticed, I usually try to get through awkward moments with biting sarcasm and charming wit, but neither seem to be working all that well here.” 
 
    “It’s definitely helping,” he assured her, his smile widening.  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    The irreverent but earnest twinkle in her eyes drained some of the tension from the air. Rohen still had no idea what he was supposed to say or how he was supposed to react, but exchanging smiles seemed like as good a place to start as any.  
 
    “I planned out a few speeches while making my way here,” Yria said, “but I cringed every time I tested them aloud. So maybe I’ll just lead with the basics: I didn’t know you existed until a few months ago. This is all pretty new to me, too.” 
 
    Rohen nodded slowly. “But you’re absolutely sure that we’re…” 
 
    “I had my doubts at first,” she admitted. “A lot of things didn’t make sense at the beginning, and there are definitely a few things that still don’t. But yes, I know it’s true. And after seeing you in the flesh, I’m more convinced than ever. What do you think?”  
 
    He let out a long, slow breath. “I think you ended up with the better hair.” 
 
    Yria snorted, then laughed. “You say that now, but you’re not the one who has to braid it. Besides, I don’t think you could pull off red stubble.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Delaryn agreed. 
 
    The three women shared an awkward chuckle, and once again Rohen felt more of the tension drain away. The fact that she clearly found this every bit as awkward as he did helped quite a bit. More questions started popping into his head every second, but he forced himself to smother them and let her take the lead.  
 
    “We should probably start moving before these things start to smell even worse than they already do,” Yria said as she turned and kicked one of the bodies. “We can talk on the way.” 
 
    Rohen glanced back at the other girls and nodded. “Agreed.” 
 
    Delaryn squeezed his hand supportively, and he squeezed back before he stepped away and retrieved Varlothin. The blade had shifted back into its solid moonsilver form once it had fallen from his grip, and the runes were no longer glowing now that the Chol were dead. Hopefully, they would stay dormant long enough for them to get out of these damn mountains. 
 
    Then again, at least he had trained to fight off waves and waves of Dretches. Connecting with a long-lost sibling was utterly beyond his experience. A part of him would rather stand here cleaving through an endless horde of monsters than try to handle a delicate social situation.  
 
    Sheathing his wraithblade, Rohen checked on Delaryn and Sehris and ensured they were ready to keep moving. Both women still looked exhausted and unsteady thanks to the Flensing, but he could also tell that they were far more concerned about him than the pain in their limbs. 
 
    “The old path out of the crater was buried a few years ago,” Yria said, gesturing up the side of the cliff behind them. “But there is another way to the summit that isn’t too cumbersome.” 
 
    Her gaze lingered on him for another few seconds, almost as if she were still trying to decide if he were real. A hundred unspoken questions passed between them in the span of a few heartbeats, but then she finally gestured for him to follow and started walking back the way she had come. He fell into step behind her, and the girls did the same.  
 
    After crunching through the snow until the bodies of the Chol were a few hundred yards behind them, Yria led them down a different path. The ground remained rocky and slick, though at least it was relatively flat compared to the rest of the valley. Tight clusters of tall pines were scattered about the area, almost like the forest had been encroaching upon the mountains in a slow, centuries-long battle for supremacy. 
 
    For his part, Rohen was happy that they finally had a guide who knew where she was going. He also appreciated having a few minutes to gather his thoughts, for whatever good it would do. And before the silence outstayed its welcome, Yria slowed her gait and began walking alongside him. Delaryn and Sehris retreated a few steps to give them some space, though he wasn’t sure if it was politeness or caution.  
 
    “All right, well, I suppose I might as well try to answer all the obvious questions before you ask them,” Yria said as they walked. “Answer number one: we have the same human father but different elven mothers. Answer number two: no, our parents aren’t waiting for us in Nelu’Thalas or anywhere else. I don’t know them any better than you do—I don’t even know our mothers’ names, if you can believe it.” 
 
    Rohen frowned. “Then how did you find out about me?” 
 
    “Like I said, this is all new to me, too,” Yria said. “I grew up an orphan just like you did. Half local, half outsider. And it turns out that most people care a lot more about the second part than the first.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” he admitted. “Though I feel like you could pass yourself off as a full-blood a lot more easily.” 
 
    “That’s just because you grew up with the rethir. Trust me, elves can tell when someone doesn’t belong as easily as humans can.” 
 
    He paused. Personally, he never would have been able to tell her apart from any other highborn, but she was probably right. An Ilwetharri might have found something about her facial features as glaring as a human noticing pointed ears.  
 
    “I’ll spare you the boring bits and skip right to the important parts,” Yria went on. “I joined the Queen’s Army the moment I was old enough, and I spent a lot of time learning how to become a scout. But about two years ago, one of the Ven’Tira rangers came to me in the middle in the night and told me that Her Majesty wanted to have a private meeting with me. I was so terrified, it was honestly pathetic…I thought she was going to banish me from the Weald for being ‘impure.’ But the truth was so much stranger.” 
 
    Yria took a deep breath. “She told me all kinds of things that were difficult to believe, and this was long before she mentioned you at all. I had no idea why the bloody queen would care about a Retharri orphan, but once she explained the truth about our father, I finally understood.” 
 
    “Understood what?” Rohen asked, frowning. 
 
    “I suppose there’s no reason to draw this out,” Yria said, stopping and turning her whole body to face him. “Our father is famous—or infamous, depending on your perspective. No one has seen or heard from him in years, but I guarantee you could walk into any village in Darenthi and they would recognize his name.” 
 
    Yria sighed and visibly braced herself. “Jorem Farr.” 
 
    Rohen’s jaw dropped open. “What?”  
 
    “The Dragon of Highwind,” Sehris gasped. “Rohen is the son of the Dragon of Highwind?” 
 
    “There’s a reason I didn’t lead with that little detail back in the cabin,” Yria said dryly. “I figured you’d have a hard enough time trusting me even if I didn’t sound completely crazy.” 
 
    Rohen’s mouth refused to close no matter how hard he tried. The Dragon of Highwind. The fucking Dragon of Highwind… 
 
    He glanced away, his heart pounding like a war drum in his chest. Every man, woman, and child in Darenthi knew about the Wyrm Lord who had arisen in the west two decades ago. His exploits were legendary, though the details varied greatly based on who was telling the story. The Tel Bator priests claimed that he had waged a brutal war across the Northern Reaches—a war that had destroyed the leadership of every coastal city and left them in chaos. Others insisted that he had defended the great city of Highwind against a ruthless tyrant queen from the city of Vorsalos.  
 
    The only consistent element in the stories Rohen had heard was that the dragon had practically disappeared not long after his emergence. Some assumed he had been killed, while others thought it proved he had never existed in the first place. Lord Protector Kraythe believed that the Wyrm Lord hadn’t gone anywhere—that the dragon was ruling over Highwind in secret, and that he was simply biding his time and waiting for an opportunity to try to conquer Torsia.  
 
    Rohen himself had never formed a strong opinion on the matter. Worrying about dragons and distant battles had never seemed as important as staying fed and surviving the civil war. 
 
    “That’s about how I reacted,” Yria said into the stunned silence. “I took me a long time to accept it, but it’s the truth. I can feel it in my bones.” 
 
    “It doesn’t…” Delaryn’s voice trailed off before she found it again. “This doesn’t seem possible. Rohen’s not…” 
 
    “A dragon?” Yria asked. “You’re right, he probably isn’t. I’m probably not, either. Even in the ancient world, it’s not like the Wyrm Lords constantly popped out baby dragons. Their children weren’t even guaranteed to be sorcerers. There’s a reason they all had vast breeding harems, and I assume it wasn’t all because of vanity.” 
 
    Rohen paused and tried to think. His mind flashed back to the Galespire when he had miraculously conjured an Aetheric shield.  
 
    Oh, gods. 
 
    “But if neither of you are dragons,” Delaryn whispered, “then why would—?” 
 
    “Why would the queen care about us?” Yria asked. “Use your imagination. Even regular sorcerous power can remain dormant for a long time, and if it never manifests, the gift can still linger in the blood only to reappear in a later generation. Can you imagine what would happen if the Tel Bator knew who our father was? Or the Crell? The Sovereigns might try to burn down the entire north just to get their hands on us. They’ve been dreaming of creating a human version of the Avethian Empire forever.” 
 
    Rohen pulled his thoughts from the past back into the present. “I still don’t understand,” he said. “You’re implying the queen wanted to protect us because of who we are…and what we could become. But if that’s true, why didn’t she tell you earlier? Why did she leave me in a Darenthi orphanage?” 
 
    “That’s a little more complicated,” Yria said. “Apparently, both our mothers came to Nelu’Thalas seeking refuge about a year apart. Since I arrived first, the queen arranged for me to be protected. Making me seem like a normal orphan kept me from attracting attention, but I was still close enough that she and her advisors could watch and protect me if necessary. But as for you…” 
 
    Yria’s eyes shifted over to Delaryn. “I’m not sure I completely understand the reasoning, but Queen Malareth thought we would attract more scrutiny if we were together. The Whitefeathers are—were—one of the only noble families in Darenthi that even tried to stay on friendly terms with Nelu’Thalas. She gave Rohen over to Duke Haldor because he was a trusted ally. You’re the entire reason he built the orphanage in Silver Falls in the first place.” 
 
    “What?” Delaryn gasped. “You’re saying my father knew?” 
 
    “He was told that Rohen was special and needed protection. That doesn’t necessarily mean he knew the whole truth.” Yria shrugged. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter now. The queen thought Rohen was killed when King Thedric captured Whitefeather Hold at the end of the civil war. It was only later, when her spies finally found you amongst the Templar, that she told me about us…and said that one day, I would need to find you and bring you home.” 
 
    Rohen stepped away and ran a hand through his short hair. Somehow, he was sweating despite the cold, and he could have sworn that the mountains themselves were closing in on him. None of this seemed real. None of it seemed possible.  
 
    And yet… 
 
    Duke Haldor had always treated him well—far better than he had any right to treat a half-blooded orphan. Rohen had been allowed to befriend his precious daughter, and the orphanage had always provided for his basic needs without hesitation… 
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” he whispered.  
 
    “It’s a lot to take in, I know,” Yria soothed. “It will take more than five minutes to wrap your head around everything. But I figure it’s better to get it all out at once. For both our sakes.” 
 
    Rohen pinched the bridge of his nose, trapped in the abyss of his memories as if reliving them all. Conversations he had thought were completely innocent, off-handed comments that were suddenly laden with meaning. Silver Falls, the orphanage, even Duke Haldor’s retreat back to Whitefeather Hold… 
 
    “If both of your mothers brought you to Nelu’Thalas,” Sehris said at last, “then where are they now?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Yria admitted. “Like I said, I can’t even tell you their names. From what little I was told, I got the impression that they didn’t particularly like each other, but I don’t know anything else about them.” 
 
    “That’s very strange,” Sehris said. “The Wyrm Lord seeded two different elven women and they both ran away?” 
 
    “If you’ve read anything about the Wyrm Lords of ancient times, you know they weren’t exactly known for their celibacy…or their discretion,” Yria said. “Still, as far as I know, our mothers were never part of his breeding harem, if he even has such a thing. All the rumors I’ve heard are so insane they’re hard to believe. I’ve met people from Highwind who believe the dragon retreated to Nol Krovos to try and impregnate every amazon on the island…” 
 
    She flicked her wrist as if to dismiss the thought. “But anyway, the bigger wrinkle is that he probably doesn’t even know we exist. If he did, one would assume that he or one of his floozies would have shown up looking for us at some point.” 
 
    Rohen closed his eyes and forced himself to keep breathing. Even when a fresh gust of mountain wind swept through the valley, his skin felt as hot as if it were summer. None of the women standing here beside him knew that he had tapped into the Aether back at the Spire. He had meant to tell Delaryn and Sehris, but he’d never had the chance. But when he thought about what Yria was saying… 
 
    It can’t possibly be true. I’m not a sorcerer, and I’m certainly not a dragon. I can’t feel the Aether or weave a spell! I’ve never even heard the Wailing. It doesn’t make a damn bit of sense. 
 
    “If your queen was so worried about Rohen’s safety, why didn’t she come and get him during the civil war?” Delaryn asked. “Why did she only decide to act now?” 
 
    “Well, there is the fact that the Chol are about to wipe northern Darenthi off the map,” Yria replied dryly. “But I don’t know much more than that. Maybe she didn’t have a means of reaching you. Or maybe she thought the Whitefeathers would win and hold Silver Falls. You’ll have to ask her yourself.” 
 
    Rohen’s eyes flicked back open. “You really expect us to go with you to Nelu’Thalas?” 
 
    “I don’t see that you have much choice,” Yria said. “Torisval is burning, and I doubt you want to turn around and head back to Gûl Ostaraad. I know that all of this probably still sounds absolutely insane, but it’s the only path forward. You’ll be safe in the Weald…for a while, anyway.” 
 
    He set his jaw in stone and turned to the other girls. They looked every bit as shaken and concerned as he felt, and they had both also started shivering from the cold again.  
 
    “They will be safe, too, you have my word,” Yria told him. “Even the drow.” 
 
    Sehris bristled and looked like she was about to protest that word again, but she stopped herself and shifted her violet eyes further down the valley instead. “How are we supposed to reach the city from Farumat’s Perch? It has to be at least three days away, and that’s assuming we manage to cross the river.” 
 
    “I brought a pair of friends who are eager to help,” Yria replied. “Though they’ll get cranky if we don’t get back to them soon.” 
 
    Rohen had no idea what she was planning, but their route to the Kingdom of Stars was the least of his worries right now. He couldn’t help but glance down at his wrist and wonder if he had imagined his entire confrontation with Jess in the Spire. Maybe his mind had played tricks on him. Maybe he had never actually touched the Aether at all… 
 
    “We really should keep moving,” Yria added into the silence. “It’s only going to get colder the longer the day goes on. Believe me, we don’t want to be in this valley when the sun sets.” 
 
    Swallowing the anxious lump in his throat, Rohen slowly nodded. He had about a thousand more questions he wanted to ask her, and he could see a thousand more behind her green eyes. But the sands of the hourglass really were slipping away, and any answers he got would be meaningless if they froze to death before they got out of these damn mountains.  
 
    “Right,” he said, pulling his hood back over his head. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Yria nodded solemnly. He could see plenty of his own confusion and frustration reflected in her eyes, but there was something else as well. Regret, perhaps? He didn’t know her well enough to tell. Perhaps that was the real problem.  
 
    “We should be able to reach the summit before nightfall if we’re lucky,” she said, turning and glancing across the valley. “This way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The group kept a decent pace through the valley, and Yria didn’t have any trouble leading them through or around the patches of rough terrain. But the entire time they traveled, it was abundantly clear that Rohen and his companions were still struggling to process everything she had told them about his heritage. She shared their consternation; she had to grapple with what they began telling her along the way.  
 
    Over the past several hours, Rohen had explained the secrets he had learned in Gûl Ostaraad—specifically, that the Tel Bator planned to forge a new army of Faceless. And even more shockingly, that the Lord Protector had somehow absorbed the power of a Godsoul. 
 
    A Conduit. An avatar of the Valathrim. A living god just like the ones who had endlessly battled the Wyrm Lords in Varellon thousands of years ago… 
 
    At first, Yria refused to believe it. She didn’t want to believe it. Rohen and his friends weren’t aware of the full context, but the appearance of a Conduit could very well upset the tenuous balance of power in Nelu’Thalas. The Queen’s Court had always been plagued with disagreement and infighting, but the situation was far more unstable than any outsiders knew. The Sarodihm Kalefarr, religious zealots who believed it was their divine duty to rescue the Valathrim from the Pale, had been steadily growing in power and influence over the last few decades. The appearance of a Conduit—the first since the crisis in the Northern Reaches twenty years ago—would embolden them even further. Their mostly harmless dissent might turn into an actual revolution. They might even be able to convince vast swathes of the city that this was a sign from the gods that Queen Malareth and her Scryers needed to be overthrown. 
 
    In many ways, a cabal of zealots empowered by a living god might have been even more frightening than the Chol. The Godcursed were brutal, crazed savages, but at least they weren’t trying to advance a poisonous ideology. The horde could be fought and destroyed.  
 
    Ideas couldn’t be killed so easily.  
 
    Still, Yria did her best not to dwell on the future when the present was right in front of her. The man she had been wanting to meet for the better part of two years now was finally standing next to her, and she had a thousand questions she wanted to ask him about completely trivial and mundane things that had nothing to do with Conduits or dragons or politics whatsoever.  
 
    What food did he like? What was his favorite color? What funny stories did he have from his childhood? She just wanted to get to know him.  
 
    Rohen. My brother.  
 
    Yria hadn’t known what to expect when she met him. She had been given several descriptions of his appearance, but seeing him in person was still a shock. He was taller and more powerfully built than she had imagined, and his rugged handsomeness was an almost annoyingly perfect match to his brooding demeanor.  
 
    If he had grown up in Nelu’Thalas, women would have been throwing themselves at him even before they knew about the power he carried in his blood. Female Retharri were often considered “exotic” outside the Weald, but no pureblood Ilwetharri man had ever wanted anything to do with Yria. Male Retharri, on the other hand, were viewed as a scandalous delight. She wasn’t exactly sure why, precisely, but Rohen could have easily become the pet of some beautiful noblewoman or another. The younger ones would have enjoyed rebelling against their parents by having fun with a mongrel, while older ones… 
 
    Well, the appetites of Ilwetharri matrons had never made any sense to her. But suffice to say, Rohen would have had his hands full trying to fend them off.  
 
    Yria longed to ask him about his experiences in the Silver Falls orphanage, especially how he and the daughter of the Usurper King had managed to fall in with a drow sorceress. From the way they all looked at one another, it was clear they were more than mere acquaintances, and perhaps even more than friends. Both other women were immensely powerful sorceresses for their ages, yet they seemed content to follow her brother’s lead.  
 
    Perhaps the blood of the dragon had made him a natural leader. Or perhaps they had simply grown to trust him the normal way over time. Regardless, Yria decided to put a cork in her curiosity until they were safely within the Weald.  
 
    “The last leg of the trip is a little more annoying,” she warned the others once they finally reached the end of the winding valley. Directly ahead of them, the mountains were an ominous, impenetrable wall of rock and snow. The path didn’t look any more traversable than where they had battled the Chol. 
 
    “I really hope we didn’t just walk two hours to reach another dead end,” the Whitefeather girl commented. She clutched her white cloak tightly around her body to block out the cold. Unsurprisingly, her translucent skirt and cropped bodice weren’t up to the challenge of a northern winter. Yet she only called upon her sorcerous powers for protection a handful of times an hour, for whatever reason. Perhaps she was concerned about drawing the attention of more Chol…or triggering the wrath of the Flensing. 
 
    “It’s not a dead end,” Yria said. “We just need to go up.” 
 
    The girl’s teeth chattered as her bright blue eyes scanned the area. “I don’t understand why we need to climb when we’re just going to head back down again.” 
 
    “I told you, our rides are waiting on Farumat’s Perch. So unless you want to try swimming the Winding Tear in your skivvies, walking isn’t really an option.” 
 
    “If we can get up to that ledge, the slope beyond looks flat enough to ascend,” Rohen said, pointing. “It probably forms part of a game trail.” 
 
    “Very good,” Yria said with an approving nod. “Very good. So they did teach you something about wilderness survival in the Templar after all.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not exactly. I just noticed the grappling hook on top of the rocks and figured you probably left it there when you came this way earlier.” 
 
    Yria cocked an eyebrow at him. He was completely right, of course—she had set the hook and left behind a rope to make the climb up easier, though both were difficult to spot from this angle.  
 
    “Still, I’m impressed,” she said. “People who wear that armor aren’t known for their observational skills.” 
 
    It was Rohen’s turn to arch an eyebrow. “Have you met a lot of Templar?” 
 
    “No, but the Ven’Tira have never had a problem spying on members of the Tel Bator. They spend so much time worrying about rewriting history and spouting lies that they’re often blind to what’s happening right in front of them.” 
 
    “Speaking of being blind,” the drow woman muttered, her luminescent eyes mere slits beneath the cowl of her cloak. “I really hope there’s some shade up there. I can’t see a thing.” 
 
    Another sign you shouldn’t be here on the surface, drow guuta! 
 
    The thought flashed into Yria’s mind so quickly, so reflexively, it was a miracle she didn’t blurt it out. Even after speaking with the drow back in the cabin—even after walking alongside her for several hours—the hairs on the back of Yria’s neck still bristled every time she caught a glimpse of the woman’s gray skin. She had only skirmished with drow raiding parties a handful of times over the years, and she had never actually killed one. But stories of their depravity and wickedness were commonplace throughout Nelu’Thalas. 
 
    Some of her Ven’Tira comrades would have outright refused to talk with a drow at all. Others might have killed this woman back in the cabin.  
 
    “I have you,” the Whitefeather girl said, sliding her arm around the drow for support. “I’m sure Ro can carry you if he has to.” 
 
    “Probably easier if you just hop on my back,” Rohen said, nodding toward the sheer rise ahead of them. “Let’s go have a closer look.” 
 
    Yria followed, amazed, as she watched them carefully escort their friend over the snow. The glare of the afternoon sun coming off the white blanket was almost blinding; Yria could only imagine how painful it must have been for a trueborn drow, even one that had lived most of her life on the surface.  
 
    They are treacherous, deceitful monsters who want nothing more than to subjugate our people. Never forget this. 
 
    All of Yria’s teachers had repeated that same lesson over the years in one form or another, and it was difficult to ignore their warnings. She had been aware of Sehris’s existence before coming to retrieve Rohen, but she hadn’t expected the drow to be one of his friends. It added yet another complication to an already overcomplicated mess.  
 
    Especially because she’s so pretty.  
 
    Yria felt a rush of heat fill her cheeks even though she hadn’t spoken aloud, and she was grateful that the others were distracted by aiding their friend. She had no idea where that thought had come from, but it was so embarrassing she almost tripped over a half-buried root in the snow.  
 
    Did I seriously just call a drow ‘pretty?’ Gods, I must be more rattled than I thought.  
 
    Yria took a deep breath and shook away the thought as they approached the wall. She was reasonably certain the red was gone from her cheeks by the time they located the grapple point.  
 
    Thankfully, getting Rohen and his companions up onto the ledge proved as easy as she’d hoped. She half expected him to end up carrying both girls on his back at the same time, but neither of them were as weak or helpless as they appeared. The Whitefeather scion climbed the rope first, seemingly propelled by sheer force of will, and the drow followed behind her. Even with her eyes closed, her natural elven agility did the lion’s share of the work. Rohen came up last, just to ensure that the others were safe, though with his tall, muscular frame, he probably could have climbed up using nothing but rocky handholds in a pinch.  
 
    The remainder of the trip to Farumat’s Perch was uneventful enough, especially with the aid of magic. There were two gaps they were forced to cross, both short but dangerous considering the sheer height of a potential fall. Yria had planned to set up another grapple with her bow, but it turned out to be completely unnecessary. In both cases, Delaryn simply froze the air instead, creating a sturdy bridge of ice for them to cross.  
 
    The technique was more impressive than the girl seemed to realize. There were plenty of sorcerers in Nelu’Thalas who spent decades trying to achieve such mastery of a single element, and they had the benefit of a vast library and countless tutors. Delaryn had presumably concealed her powers her entire life, and no one in Darenthi would have dared teach a rogue sorceress anything. She was a prodigy in the truest sense of the word. It was almost terrifying to imagine what she could be capable of with the aid of real instructors.  
 
    Not that anyone would be willing to teach the daughter of the infamous Winter Witch, even in Nelu’Thalas. The Ilwetharri might have embraced the power of sorcery, but demonology was something else entirely. Only the drow were reckless enough to consort with demons. 
 
    The sun was just starting to melt into the horizon when they finally arrived at their destination, though they caught sight of the massive dragon for which the peak was named long before they actually reached the summit. The towering statue had been carved out of pure obsidian, and the Aetheric currents coursing through the stone had preserved it for thousands of years. No matter how torrential the rain or snow, no matter how pummeling the winds, the visage of the Wyrm Lord had remained completely unscathed. 
 
    Or it had, for the first few millennia. But time had eventually taken its toll on the massive statue—many of the teeth inside its maw were missing, and one of its mighty wings had broken off and fallen down the side of the mountain. The temple it had once loomed over had also been buried somewhere beneath rubble and snow, as if the world itself had wanted to destroy a shameful part of its past.  
 
    “The artifice involved almost defies belief,” the drow gasped. Her violet eyes were finally all the way open thanks to the massive shadow cast by the dragon’s remaining wing. “It must be a hundred yards tall and at least that wide!” 
 
    “Our ancestors did love their statues,” Yria commented. “No matter how many slaves had to die constructing them.” 
 
    Nothing else on Farumat’s Perch could compete with the statue’s majesty, of course, but the summit was impressive enough in its own right. It was a massive plateau stretching several hundred yards in every direction, and some of the scholars back home believed that the Wyrm Lord and his harem had congregated here. She wouldn’t have been surprised; there was easily enough space for a dozen dragons and hundreds of servants. And this was a perfect vantage point for an arrogant Avetharri to look out upon his domain. On a clear summer day, one could see the crystal spires of Nelu’Thalas some eighty miles away. The view was as breathtaking as it was humbling. 
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” Delaryn whispered, her crystal blue eyes locked on the northern horizon as she shuffled forward as if in a trance. “I never imagined…I can almost see my family’s castle from here.” 
 
    “I would advise against getting too close to the edge,” Yria warned. “It’s slick, and even Tanos and Istare aren’t fast enough to swoop you up if you fell off.” 
 
    The girl turned and frowned. “Tanos and Istare?” 
 
    Yria grinned. “I told you, I brought along a pair of friends to help.” 
 
    She brought her fingers to lips and let out a loud, piercing whistle, though it proved to be unnecessary. The two beasts had apparently been hiding somewhere behind the statue, and they both pounced out from the shadows and roared so loudly it was a miracle they didn’t trigger an avalanche.  
 
    They did, however, cause all three of her companions to leap almost a foot into the air.  
 
    “I’m guessing you’ve never met a leophon,” Yria said with a smirk. “But don’t worry, they’re quite friendly. They’ve probably just been soaking up the sun on the back of the statue all day.” 
 
    Tanos and Istare stalked forward cautiously, their large green eyes narrowing at the unfamiliar guests. Like the rest of their kind, leophons could easily be confused for great cats at a distance. Their furry white feline bodies were every bit as muscular as the snow leopards who prowled the mountains, though they were at least three times larger. When they were actively hunting, it was difficult to see their tucked-in feathery wings until it was too late.  
 
    “They’re both from the same litter, though you’d never know it from their personalities,” Yria said as she went down on a knee and opened her palms. “Reminds me of someone else I just met.” 
 
    “They’re gorgeous!” Sehris breathed as she wandered closer. “I’ve seen the paintings, but…” She smiled and crouched in the snow as if she had forgotten all about the bitter cold. “Come here, sweeties. Can I have a look at you?” 
 
    “Careful,” Rohen warned, holding out a hand but otherwise staying completely still. “They’re more dangerous than angry griffons.” 
 
    “But less temperamental,” Yria countered. “They’re usually a little skittish around new people, though, so don’t be surprised if…” 
 
    She trailed off, transfixed, as Tanos and Istare sauntered over to the kneeling drow as if they had known her for years. She held both her gloved hands out with her palms down, and they bunted her outstretched knuckles one after another as if they were ten-pound house cats rather than four-hundred-pound flying predators.  
 
    “That’s right, I’m a friend!” Sehris cooed, her smile so wide and warm it could have melted the entire summit. “It’s good to meet you both…” 
 
    Yria looked on in bewilderment. She had never once seen a leophon act that way toward a stranger, even a fully trained ranger who had used the Aether to soothe their bestial minds. Why in the void they would be so friendly toward a drow, of all people? It defied reason. 
 
    “I really hope they’re not hungry,” Delaryn said, her body rigid as she watched the leophons sniff and rub on the other woman. “Sehris, maybe you should…” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Sehris said, giggling when Istare nuzzled her neck. “They had a nice nap in the sun, and now they’re ready to play!” 
 
    “Amin uma il rangwa,” Yria breathed. “They aren’t this comfortable around the best trainers in Nelu’Thalas.” 
 
    “Animals don’t care about the same things we do. It’s all about disposition. They know I’m a friend.” 
 
    Yria continued staring in silence, half expecting the boys to belatedly recognize the drow’s true nature and snarl. But if anything, they only got friendlier as the moments passed.  
 
    Everything about her was surreal. A drow who smiled without malice. A drow who showed warmth, tenderness, compassion.  
 
    “Well, I suppose this will make things easier,” Yria managed eventually. “They’re our rides to the city. It usually only takes three or four hours.” 
 
    The Whitefeather girl finally mustered the courage to walk over next to her friend and stroke Tanos’s glossy gray mane. He sat upright on his hind legs, content to soak up the affection and bask in the last rays of daylight before the sun sank below the mountains.  
 
    “They really are magnificent creatures,” Delaryn whispered. “I always dreamed of riding a griffon across the country someday, but I never thought…” 
 
    “I hope they have saddles,” Rohen said. 
 
    “We don’t need them,” Yria said. “We’re going to jump off the edge of a mountain on top of giant cats while riding bareback.” 
 
    His eyes darted over to meet hers. She could see him studying her expression for any sign of sarcasm, and she managed to hold a deadpan stare for almost five full seconds before she smiled. 
 
    “Of course they have saddles, amadin,” she said. “You really think I’d go to all this effort to find my long-lost brother just to throw him off a mountain?” 
 
    Rohen snorted and looked back at the leophons. He might have cracked a smile, but if so, it evaporated so quickly she could barely tell. “Well, I hope they know where they’re going on their own. Griffons need a lot of directions from their riders.” 
 
    “They could fly back to the city with their eyes closed, I promise,” Yria said. Her own smile faded as she studied the hard outline of his face.  
 
    She wanted to be patient and understanding with him—she had just dropped a lifetime’s worth of surprises into his lap over the course of a few hours. He had every right to be confused and maybe even a little disturbed by these revelations. He needed time.  
 
    But as irrational as it might have been, she had really hoped that she would have been able to make him laugh at least once by now. Several of her friends back home were the dour, brooding type, and she still got along with them just fine. Something felt different here, though. Perhaps she hadn’t realized just how badly she had wanted to make a connection with her brother until this moment, when she was actually standing here with him beneath the shadow of their distant ancestor.  
 
    “Oh, you are adorable!” Sehris said, still beaming as she stroked Tanos’s neck. He was nuzzling around her hips as if looking for treats. “If we had any rations, I’d open them up for you, I promise!” 
 
    Delaryn snorted softly and shook her head. “If we had been traveling for a week with barely any food or water, you’d still give them everything we had left, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sehris replied without hesitation. “Because I’m not monster.” 
 
    Yria couldn’t stop herself from smiling when the drow woman began spouting cute, nonsensical babble into Istare’s ear as if she were cuddling an infant. Neither leophon seemed to mind. In fact, when Yria stretched out with the Aether to touch their minds, she could feel that they were as peaceful and content as they had ever been.  
 
    “The saddles are hidden behind the statue with some supplies,” Yria said to Rohen. “I could use some help.” 
 
    Rohen nodded. She led him over to her little cache, though she glanced back over her shoulder every few seconds to make sure the boys continued behaving. Every time she flew up here, she always tucked some emergency supplies beneath a rocky outcropping just in case the weather soured. The outcropping almost looked like a natural parasol jutting out from the mountain, and it easily cast enough shade to hide the saddles.  
 
    When her Ven’Tira mentor, Inaril, had grown impatient and decided to leave her to wait alone, he had actually flown Tanos back to the city. But the leophon had returned, just like Yria knew he would. This perch had become one of their favorite hunting grounds over the years.  
 
    “Pretty similar to the ones the Templar use,” Rohen commented as he lifted the large leather harness. “Enough for two riders?” 
 
    “They prefer one, but they can handle two in a pinch,” Yria said. “Griffons are stockier and a lot better for hauling supplies than bearing troops into battle. The Tel Bator figured that out a long time ago and started breeding them appropriately.” 
 
    “What are leophons best at?” 
 
    “Besides charming vagabond queens and drow orphans?” she asked as she shot a glance back at the other women. Sehris remained the star of the show, but Delaryn had warmed up considerably to Istare. “They’re fast and quiet, for one. They make much better scouts and hunters.” 
 
    He nodded as he hefted the saddle and started walking back to his companions. “They’re damn impressive. Though I’m not sure I’d want to be riding one while hunting Chol.” 
 
    “Probably not,” she agreed, letting out a grunt of exertion as she lifted the other saddle. “But who knows? Maybe someday we’ll both sprout wings and become our own mounts. We’ll roast the horde in an afternoon and be home in time for the victory feast.” 
 
    Rohen paused. “Do you really believe that?” 
 
    Yria sighed. “Honestly? No. It all sounds far-fetched to me. Though, maybe it’s just hard to imagine transforming into a dragon when I’m struggling to lift this damn saddle…” 
 
    “I can help,” he said, adjusting his grip. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she insisted. “I’ve made it this long without a little brother to do my heavy lifting. I can manage a bit longer.” 
 
    She flashed him a smirk as she drew level with him, and this time he definitely smiled back. A small victory. Maybe she really did just need to be patient and give him more time.  
 
    Attaching the saddles proved nearly as challenging as lugging them around, but the boys behaved themselves better than ever thanks to Sehris’s attention. And once the last buckles were fastened in place, the leophons both straightened up like soldiers coming to attention. They may not have been as large or as fearsome as griffons, but they were definitely more cunning. They knew what they needed to do, and they were willing and eager to do it.  
 
    “Here’s the only problem,” Yria said, taking a step back after double-checking all the straps. “Leophons may not need a strong rider to guide them, but it definitely doesn’t hurt. I was going to suggest that Rohen take Istare’s reigns. You have flown a griffon before, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rohen said. “But I’m not sure how much riding a lion prepares you for riding a horse.” 
 
    “It’s not that different. And like I said, they’ll do most of the work.” Yria turned and eyed the other women. “We’ll need to split two and two. Whoever is more comfortable—” 
 
    “Her Majesty should go with Rohen,” Sehris said, brushing the snow from her leggings. “Tanos wants to show me his moves. He’s never flown with a Vaetharri before.” 
 
    She smiled playfully as she scratched the leophon’s chin again. Once more, Yria couldn’t help but stare. Drow were supposed to be cruel and capricious, not cuddly and cute. Most of her friends in Nelu’Thalas were convinced that drow wickedness was as immutable as the color of their eyes.  
 
    “All right, fine,” Yria said, clearing her throat when she realized she had been gazing at the other woman for far too long. “We’ll take the lead. Just make sure you’re properly buckled in and Istare should do the rest.” 
 
    Yria stepped over to Tanos and hopped up into the saddle. Leophons were easier to mount than horses since they were much lower to the ground, though the riding position was a bit awkward. With their wings sprouting from the center of their backs, the saddle had to be positioned high on their necks. There was barely enough room for a second rider, and only if he or she was relatively petite.  
 
    Thankfully, a pair of lightly armored elven women didn’t take up much space. Once Yria had strapped down her legs, she beckoned for the drow to join her. Sehris effortlessly slid into the saddle behind her, and the feeling of another warm body pressed against Yria’s back sent an unexpected tingle of delight rippling under her skin.  
 
    Yria grabbed the reins and gritted her teeth in an attempt to push the scandalous thought aside, but then Sehris finished securing her legs in the harness and slipped her slender arms around the ranger’s waist.  
 
    “This is so incredible,” she whispered, her breath hot on Yria’s neck. “It’s almost enough to forget that we’re about to fly to a city filled with people who are going to hate me.” 
 
    “Queen Malareth will ensure that any friends of Rohen are well-protected, don’t worry,” Yria said, swallowing as she glanced down at the hands clutched around her stomach. She caught a whiff of lilac from the scent of the other woman’s black hair, and her heart beat faster when she felt Sehris’s lips draw within an inch of her ear. 
 
    “Do I need to do anything else special? Or should I just hold on tight?” 
 
    “Just hold on. I’ll take care of the rest.”  
 
    Yria glanced over at the others. Her brother seemed to know what he was doing—he had fastened himself into the saddle correctly, and he was helping Delaryn settle in behind him. The girl’s blue eyes were wide with equal parts trepidation and wonder, and she clutched Rohen’s brigandine for dear life.  
 
    “One last thing,” Yria called out. “I strongly suggest you weave a barrier to protect yourself from the cold. There’s a reason Nugûl don’t typically ride anywhere without a sorcerer to protect them.” 
 
    Delaryn nodded in understanding, and Yria’s senses prickled as she felt the other woman reach out to the Aether. She wrapped herself and Rohen in a nearly invisible bubble of protective magic to trap their body heat. The trip would probably be quick enough that she wouldn’t trigger the wrath of the Flensing, especially since she had made such an effort to pace herself since the skirmish with the Chol.  
 
    Ah. You were conserving your power in case you really needed it. Clever.  
 
    “Now for us,” Yria said, closing her eyes. She had just started to open herself to the Aether when Sehris whispered into her ear.  
 
    “You concentrate on flying—I’ll protect us,” the drow said. A warm bubble formed around them a split second later. “Barriers are my specialty.” 
 
    “Um…all right,” Yria said. “Just make sure to keep it very tight against us. If it’s wide enough to disrupt the flow of air beneath Tanos’s wings—” 
 
    “He won’t be able to stay aloft,” Sehris finished, immediately reshaping the barrier until it covered them as tightly as a second suit of armor. “Better?” 
 
    Yria released her hold on the Aether and nodded. She could sense the strength of the barrier even though her eyes couldn’t see it. There was no doubt that it would block out the cold—she could already feel the air warming around her, and not just because of the body pressed up against her—but she was still a little unsettled by the prospect of ceding control. Other than on her first few times flying with an instructor guiding her, she had always shielded herself. All rangers were taught to be self-sufficient, and Ven’Tira in particular usually operated with complete independence. Frankly, Yria didn’t enjoy relying on others as a matter of principle. Inaril’s presence on this mission had been a constant source of stress, and not just because he was an arrogant ud’raan. 
 
    But perhaps this was as good a time as any to embrace change. Perhaps meeting her brother would give her an excuse to finally learn how to play well with others.  
 
    “All right, are you ready?” Yria asked over her shoulder.  
 
    Sehris tightened her grip. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Then hang on. And you might want to close your eyes.” Yria cracked the reins and gently kicked her boots into the leophon’s flank. “Tanos, Istare, ripa!” 
 
    The great beast took off like a cheetah, Istare following an instant later. Yria’s throat didn’t even have time to tighten before he bounded off the edge of the plateau. The bitter cold air howled as it broke over the barrier, making the explosive leap even more jarring without the sensation of wind rushing past her face. She clenched her teeth and glanced down, awed as always at the majesty of Dragon’s Reach—and humbled by the certainty that she would plummet to a grisly death in the span of a few seconds without the aid of her mount.  
 
    But Tanos spread his feathery gray wings the instant his paws left the edge, and for the first several seconds, he didn’t even need to flap—he simply glided away into the evening sky. He could probably coast all the way to the river from here if he wanted to. She had often wondered if Farumat and the other Wyrm Lords had ever leapt from the summit just like this… 
 
    Then he beat his wings once, twice, the motion jostling his entire body and both women on his back, and began to truly fly.  
 
    “Ilhari vlos!” Sehris practically screamed as she squeezed Yria’s waist even tighter. “This is incredible!” 
 
    Yria glanced back over her shoulder to see Istare proudly carrying Rohen and Delaryn behind them. She couldn’t make out any details on her brother’s face from this distance—he might have been screaming in terror for all she knew—but the leophon was flying straight enough. With a little luck, the worst was behind them.  
 
    “There’s nothing like it,” she said, facing forward and tugging at the reins. “And you haven’t seen anything yet.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    One year earlier… 
 
      
 
    Jessara Kraythe slipped inside the Bear’s Rest Inn well after midnight, long after the music had stopped and the peasants of Shadowcrest had returned home or found a different tavern in which to drink their lives away. She wasn’t worried about being denied entry—a Sanctori priestess could go wherever she pleased—but she was trying to be cautious and minimize the number of people who saw her out and about at this late hour. It was highly unlikely that rumors of her visit would reach the Lady Seeker’s ear, considering that they planned to depart first thing in the morning, but Jessara still didn’t want to take unnecessary risks.  
 
    After all, she had an important job to do. Properly cleansing Rohen of his corruption might very take all night… 
 
    An electric thrill raced through her body as she strode through the taphouse on the bottom floor of the inn. The wench scrubbing the floor gasped in surprise, and the proprietor—a fat, greasy man lounging on his stool beside the counter—shot to his feet when he recognized the newcomer’s red-gold vestments. For a brief moment, she was tempted to castigate him for lazing about while the girl scrubbed the floor from her knees. Sadly, drawing even more attention to her presence wasn’t a good idea.  
 
    “I need to speak with the pale-blooded Templar,” she declared in a hushed but imperious tone. “What room is he staying in?” 
 
    The barkeep wilted beneath her gaze, and he didn’t require any convincing to tell her where Rohen was staying or to give her the key. A moment later, Jessara was striding past the wench and up the stairs to the second level. The stairs were old and creaked beneath her heels, but she did her best to move as quietly as possible when she reached the second floor. If one of the other Templar woke up and poked their head into the hall, it would be far more of a problem than the staff. They might mention it to her father, and that was the last thing she wanted to happen. 
 
    Thankfully, the Lord Protector was still at the castle, though the fact that Duke Anwell hadn’t even bothered to provide lodging for his entourage boiled her blood. The Guardian’s Templar deserved better than tiny rooms and small beds in a commoner’s pisshole. But at least the accommodations would work to her advantage tonight—she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone important interrupting them.  
 
    Jessara slid the key into the lock, grinning at the thought of finding Rohen half-naked and asleep in the dark. She gently opened the door and slipped inside, amazed and appalled at just how cramped the room was. With the bed on the left wall, the worn cabinet on the right, and the brigandine jacket sprawled on the floor between them, there was barely any floorspace left.  
 
    Not that she planned to spend any time tonight standing around. Leering at the lump beneath the blankets, she eased the door shut behind her and stepped over his discarded clothing. It would have been pitch black if not for the rays of moonlight filtering in through the window. The Goddess herself was practically lighting the path to Jessara’s prey.  
 
    This will be the second time I’ve caught the mighty Templar unaware in a single day. For shame.  
 
    She was just about to yank back the covers when a hand clamped over her mouth. She let out a muffled yelp as a strong arm curled around her waist, hard as steel, and she reflexively grabbed her assailant’s wrist as she tried to wriggle free— 
 
    An explosive sigh rushed past her ear. The arm crushing her abdomen eased slightly, becoming merely constricting rather than deadly. “What in the bloody void are you doing here? Maiden’s mercy, I thought you were a thief!” 
 
    Jessara relaxed at the sound of Rohen’s voice. He removed his hand from her mouth, but his iron grip prevented her from spinning around to face him.  
 
    “I told you I planned to finish what I started,” she whispered, annoyed that he had somehow hidden behind the door but aroused by the heat and power of his grasp. She could feel the contours of his bare, muscular chest through the back of her bodice, and it was driving her wild. “It will take more than a single confessional to atone for your sins.” 
 
    “Jess, this is crazy,” he told her. “If your father finds out you were here, he’d—” 
 
    “Father is in the castle,” she interrupted. “So is Lady Patros. We have plenty of time, but I should get started right away.” 
 
    “This isn’t a game!” he hissed, plainly exasperated. “How did you even get in here?” 
 
    Jessara released her grip on his forearm and lowered her left hand to her side. Nibbling at her lip, she reached behind and dragged the tips of her golden claws up his leg until they found the bulge in his underclothes.  
 
    “I am Sanctori,” she said. “I seek out corruption no matter where it tries to hide.” 
 
    He moaned into her ear when she squeezed his manhood, and she could already feel him swelling in anticipation. Gods, she couldn’t wait to drop to her knees and swallow him again… 
 
    “Shit,” he breathed, releasing his grip on her waist. “This is a mistake.” 
 
    Jessara promptly spun around to face him, a hungry smile on her lips. She kept the claws of her left hand groping his manhood while her right settled upon his bare chest. The sight of his sculpted muscles bathed in the moonlight instantly set her quim aflame.  
 
    “Atonement is never a mistake,” she purred. “Now, stand still so I can—oh!” 
 
    Without warning, Rohen shoved her so hard she flew back onto the bed. She squealed in surprise when she crashed onto the rumpled blankets he had propped up as a decoy, and before she could snarl and scold him for his insolence, he pounced on top of her and brought their mouths together. She moaned when his tongue plunged through her lips, and again when he muscled himself between her legs. The instant she felt the stiffness of his manhood press against her, she locked her thighs around his hips.  
 
    Gods, I want him inside me. I need him inside me.  
 
    Grinding against him, she reached her claws around his back and dragged the metal tips down his spine, prompting a pained gasp followed by a determined growl into their kiss. His fingers slid across the smooth red stockings sheathing her legs until they reached the bare skin of her upper thighs. They squeezed her flesh hungrily, desperately, before they continued creeping up beneath the orphrey to her thong.  
 
    She almost hadn’t worn it. If he had been given a room in the castle near hers, she definitely wouldn’t have bothered. But the thin fabric proved a minor inconvenience at best; he deftly untied the strings at the sides, allowing him to toss the thong onto the floor without pulling it all the way down her legs. While their tongues swirled together, more desperate every second, he slipped the tip of his finger inside her.  
 
    Jessara nearly lost her mind. She gasped so hard their mouths finally parted, and the heat blossoming in her quim suddenly enveloped her entire body. He pushed a second finger inside her along with the first, gently massaging her clit with his thumb the entire time… 
 
    “Ngn!” she cried out, desperate and delirious. Then louder when she felt his fingers probe deeper. “Oh, gods! Fuck me! Fuck me now!” 
 
    Rohen didn’t hesitate. The moment he withdrew his fingers, she felt the swollen tip of his manhood nudge against her labia. She threw back her head when he began easing himself inside, her mind flashing back to the first time he had taken her: the nervous tingle in her spine, the glorious stretch of her walls accommodating his manhood, the shared gasps and moans of ecstasy as they consummated their inevitable union… 
 
    The instant he had spilled inside her, the heat of his seed blooming in her womb, she had known that they were meant to be together. She had never been as certain of anything as she was of that. One day, they would be the most powerful couple in Darenthi: a new Lord Protector and Lady Seeker working together to lead the Tel Bator. He would find redemption for his sins in her arms, and she would cleanse his wicked blood through the children he placed inside her… 
 
    “Fuck me!” Jessara demanded. “Please!” 
 
    Rohen thrust hard and fast, his thick cock splitting her open like a spear piercing flesh. A flash of pain rippled through her, followed instantly by a wake of shuddering ecstasy that curled her toes and stole her breath. She locked her ankles behind his back, delirious with joy, as he began pounding into her. Her cries and whimpers grew louder with every thrust—right up until he cupped his hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Someone is going to hear you!” he warned, panting.  
 
    Snarling, Jessara grabbed his wrist in her claws and wrenched it aside. “Insolent pale-blood!” she taunted. “You will never silence me without a fight!” 
 
    “This isn’t a game!” Rohen insisted, hips continuing to roll. “If your fa—” 
 
    “Then you had better fight to win,” Jessara said, squeezing her thighs against his hips as hard as she could, rippling her inner muscles around his thrusting length. She locked her gaze upon his, and she even began to dig her claws into his arms in the hopes he would accept her challenge. He was so strong, so powerful…and sometimes, she really did need to be put in her place. 
 
    The instant the tips of her golden claws broke his skin, Rohen snarled and grabbed her by the throat. He squeezed hard enough she could barely draw breath, but Jessara continued fighting back. Lifting a hand, she began needling the sides of his chest with the tips of her claws— 
 
    Then, finally, he’d had enough.  
 
    Snarling like a beast, he released her throat and slapped both her hands aside, then snatched her wrists and pinned them together above her head. Jessara’s pounding heart accelerated. She moaned in delight even as she tried to squirm free, and then again when he continued thrusting inside her.  
 
    “You dare try to subdue me?” she protested loudly enough that she knew it would bother him. “I am a Sanctori priestess! I will…oh!…never allow a pale-blood…ngh!…to violate me without…oh!…a fight!” 
 
    Rohen slammed into her again and again, his biceps flexing when he shifted his grip to hold both her wrists together with a single hand, the other grabbing her hip for more leverage. She couldn’t slip free even when she tried—he was so much stronger than her it almost defied belief. She was completely, utterly at his mercy. 
 
    And it drove her absolutely crazy.  
 
    As the daughter of the Lord Protector, Jessara had always been able to control nearly everyone and everything in her life. Tharns and peasants alike cowered at her approach—the ones not stupid enough to try ingratiating themselves on account of her father, at any rate. She was a loyal servant of the gods, and the holy symbol on her vestments gave her the authority to do virtually anything she desired. She never shied away from her power or responsibilities—she embraced them.  
 
    But when she was with Rohen, everything was different. All he had to do was smile in her direction and she found herself wanting to drop to her knees and devour his cock. And the mere sight of his chiseled, battle-hardened body made her want to prop her calves up on his shoulders and cry out his name.  
 
    “Harder!” she practically screamed. “Fuck me harder!” 
 
    Her voice cut off when the hand on her hip returned to her throat. At first, she glowered at him, reflexively annoyed at his insolence…but then he squeezed her windpipe so hard she could barely breathe. A violent climax crashed through her, clenching every one of her muscles and forcing her eyes back into her head even as Rohen pounded her cunt with reckless abandon. Black spots filled her vision, and her mind seemed to float out of her body as she heard the slap slap slap of his skin smacking against hers… 
 
    Rohen unleashed a feral growl as he finally exploded. His fingers dug even harder into her throat as he flooded her womb with his corrupted mongrel seed. Jessara clamped her thighs against his hips with all the strength she had left, gleeful to accept every drop just in case the Maiden decided to bless their communion.  
 
    Her vision had nearly gone black by the time he relaxed his grip on her throat, and she panted for breath when he collapsed on top of her, drained and spent. When she finally freed her arms, she immediately placed her claws on his muscular back and pulled him even tighter against her.  
 
    “I’m going to have to punish you for that,” she cooed as she licked and nibbled at the lobe of his pointed ear. “How dare you defile a priestess of the gods…” 
 
    Jessara giggled as she squeezed her walls around his softening member, knowing that he could recover quite quickly with the proper motivation. Perhaps he would slow down and remove her vestments so he could fondle her breasts, or perhaps he would stay aggressive and flip her over to take her from behind. He might even just straddle her waist and jam his cock down her throat to keep her quiet.  
 
    No matter what he did, she couldn’t wait. The night was so very, very young… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The subjects are ready for your inspection, my Lady Inquisitrix.” 
 
    Jessara Kraythe looked up from the open tome set out upon the table in front of her. She had probably reread this same page a hundred times by now. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get Rohen out of her mind.  
 
    “How many?” she asked hoarsely, straightening and uncrossing her legs. Keeper Toreth was standing in the doorway behind her as if he couldn’t quite bring himself to approach any closer. She could hear the clamor of the Foundry outside the door, and the heat in this office was almost oppressive.  
 
    “Just two for now.” 
 
    “Two?” Jessara scowled as she rose to her feet. “We’re not going to defeat the Chol with two bloody Faceless.” 
 
    “I-I know, mistress, but the armorers will need several days before more suits are ready,” the Keeper explained. “I thought it might be worth breaking them into smaller group so that you could…well, so that you could practice.” 
 
    Jessara’s face twitched. In other words, he and the other Keepers still weren’t sure whether she could actually create new Faceless without the aid of the High Artificer. A flash of anger burned inside her, but she managed to stop herself for berating him at the last instant. She really shouldn’t have blamed him or his fellows for having doubts—even if they hadn’t showed the slightest sign of them when they’d been the first to volunteer their support. The Keepers may have understood sorcery better than anyone, but even they couldn’t comprehend the extent of her new powers. She had ripped all the secrets she needed directly from the High Artificer’s mind. She didn’t require his help.  
 
    Still, there was a difference between knowing and doing, and her stomach tightened every time she thought about performing the Purging ritual herself. Condemning a sorcerer to the armor was a grave burden that would surely weigh upon her soul for weeks or perhaps even months afterward. The book she had just been reading had described the pain and tortured screams at length… 
 
    She had understood all of this from the moment her father had set her to this task, of course, but she hadn’t felt genuine unease until this moment. The seeds of doubt that Rohen had planted in her mind appeared to be growing. 
 
    “Very well,” Jessara said, pushing her white hair back behind her ears and summoning the stern, righteous mask of a Sanctori. “Let’s see what you’ve brought me.” 
 
    Keeper Toreth bowed his head. She steeled herself and followed him into the outer workshop, hopeful that he had discovered some worthy candidates. Despite the pounding hammers and the hiss of molten steel, the Foundry felt bizarrely still, as if every soul in the Galespire was waiting fearfully for their new mistress to decide their fate. 
 
    Or perhaps I’m just imagining it.  
 
    The Keeper led her into one of the old armories that had been repurposed decades ago after the Sevenfold Accords. Once, the wide chamber had stored dozens of unfilled Faceless shells, but today it was occupied with half-empty crates and barrels that had slowly accumulated over time. Jessara was tempted to call upon her magic to disintegrate the spider webs lurking in the corners.  
 
    Another Keeper waited inside, standing watch over a pair of gagged and blindfolded sorcerers whose legs and arms were tied to chairs. The first was a balding old man; the second was a red-haired young woman. The latter visibly shuddered and seized up when she heard Jessara’s heels approach from the doorway.  
 
    “Why did you choose these two?” she asked, her eyes flicking between them. 
 
    Keeper Toreth gestured to the old man. “Cathum was one of the first volunteers, my lady. He requested to undergo the ritual as early as possible to set an example for others who might be wavering.” 
 
    Jessara stopped in front of the old man and frowned. He must have been at least seventy, old enough to have witnessed the Seven at the height of their influence—and to have watched them fall from grace during the rebellion. The fact he was still alive meant that he had probably sided with the Keepers over his own people, though there were some exceptions. A handful of the rebels had surrendered after her father killed Ralos Zek. 
 
    “And her?” Jessara asked, shifting her gaze to the woman.  
 
    “Her name is Sabetha,” Toreth said, lips curling in contempt. “She was already in the Locker, and the Lord Vigilant was contemplating having her put down.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Multiple attempted escapes, multiple thefts from the library, including from the Sacretharium. She even attacked her Keeper on multiple occasions, though he was never seriously hurt. Honestly, the Lord Vigilant was too lenient.” 
 
    Jessara felt her lip twitch when she studied the other woman’s face. Even with the blindfold over her eyes, the tearstains on her cheeks were readily apparent. She was trembling in her restraints as if they had stuck her out in the cold without furs.  
 
    “Remove his gag,” she said, shifting her attention back to the man. “Let’s hear what he has to say for himself.” 
 
    The other Keeper nodded and promptly removed the sorcerer’s gag and blindfold. Cathum blinked as his eyes adjusted to the light seeping into the chamber from the molten metal in the smelting pit outside.  
 
    “My Lady Inquisitrix,” he said, bowing his head. “I humbly submit myself to your mercy.” 
 
    “You still wish to volunteer, then?” Jessara asked.  
 
    “Yes, my lady. I have been waiting for this chance for decades. After the Accord…” The old man swallowed and shook his head. “I never believed I’d have the chance. I thought I was doomed to rot away into uselessness.” 
 
    Jessara almost frowned but stopped herself. He seemed earnest enough, and only a fool would volunteer to be Purged if he weren’t serious. “Many of your fellow sorcerers don’t share your opinion of the situation. They see the ritual as punishment.” 
 
    “That’s because they don’t understand,” Cathum told her almost bitterly. “Most of them have never seen a Chol or endured the Wailing. They haven’t heard the shrieking or smelled the rotting piles of the dead.” 
 
    “But you have,” she whispered.  
 
    “I was there at Gareth’s Stand,” the old man replied. “I saw what happens when we refuse to do our part. Even a hundred of us might have made the difference. There wouldn’t have been a Winter Witch or a civil war…” 
 
    Jessara could almost see the old battles raging in the man’s foggy eyes. And when she took a deep breath and reached into his mind with the Aether, his pain and regret battered against her like a gale of pure torment.  
 
    “I wish to serve before it’s too late,” Cathum said. “We are cursed, one and all. Forsaken by the gods until we seek atonement. The armor is our only chance at salvation.” 
 
    “Then you shall have your chance. I promise.” She glanced up to the Keeper. “Take him to the ritual chamber. Get him ready.” 
 
    The second Keeper nodded and untied the old man’s restraints. He helped Cathum to his feet, but before they shuffled out of the room, the sorcerer locked his eyes upon her one last time.  
 
    “Your father was right all along,” he rasped. “Darenthi has forgotten its loyal protectors. I will gladly don the armor if it saves the life of even one Templar.” 
 
    Jessara held his gaze for a long moment before she signaled for the Keeper to escort the sorcerer out. His eagerness should have quelled the anxious knot in her gut—her job would be so much easier if she could find a few hundred more sorcerers like him. But for some strange reason, his attitude actually made her feel worse.  
 
    “Let’s move on,” she said, shifting her attention to Sabetha. “I want to hear what she has to say.” 
 
    Keeper Toreth nodded and removed the girl’s blindfold and gag. Her brown eyes were still bloodshot from crying, but she didn’t look nearly as vulnerable as expected. Her expression had hardened into stone, and she shot a baleful glare at Jessara the instant the blindfold came untied.  
 
    “I have nothing to say to you, Sanctori bitch!” she hissed.  
 
    Toreth snarled and touched his bracer. Glowing green tattoos suddenly flared to life beneath the bare skin of the sorceress’s neck, and she shrieked and thrashed in the chair as if she had been struck by lightning.  
 
    “You will show respect to the Lady Inquisitrix!” the Keeper warned. “She is offering you a chance at atonement. If you don’t—” 
 
    “Enough!” Jessara said, raising her left hand to silence him. “Let her speak.” 
 
    Toreth frowned in confusion. He reluctantly touched his bracer to deactivate the Brand, and after a few seconds, Sabetha’s tattoos slowly faded back into her skin. Her head lolled forward and she panted for breath.  
 
    “If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with!” she bit out.  
 
    “I am not your executioner,” Jessara said. “I hope to be your salvation. I’m offering you a chance to serve your people and—” 
 
    Sabetha laughed. It was joyless. Bitter. Cold.  
 
    “Gods, you actually believe this shit, don’t you? I shouldn’t be surprised. Your daddy probably started indoctrinating you before you learned to piss in the privy.” 
 
    The flash of anger that burned through Jessara was so hot she nearly raked her claws across the other woman’s face. Instead, she leaned closer and spoke in a dangerous voice. “The gods shepherd the souls of those who serve. It is your only path to salvation beyond the Pale.” 
 
    Sabetha snorted and let out another bitter laugh. “Tell yourself whatever you want, bitch. But deep down, I bet even you know the truth.” 
 
    Jessara took a step closer. “And what truth is that?” 
 
    “That your gods are dead—or maybe they never existed at all. There’s no salvation, no divine mercy. Just pain and misery and death.” Her lip twisted. “Didn’t your daddy ever tell you about the Seven? Didn’t you ever wonder why so many of us risked everything to join up with the Crell?” 
 
    “Because your leaders were misguided fools,” Jessara said, fingers flexing inside her gloves. “They doomed an entire generation of sorcerers, and for what? The promise of freedom in the Imperium? The Crell are domineering monsters.” 
 
    “But at least they’re honest about it,” Sabetha countered. “They don’t bother dressing up their bullshit in fancy scriptures. Everyone knows exactly what the Sovereigns want.” 
 
    Jessara scoffed. “Yes, to conquer and enslave Torsia. To build a human version of the Avethian Empire.” 
 
    “They want power, the same as anyone else. But they don’t justify their actions with temples and dogma. They don’t tell the masses that they’re on some divine crusade, and they definitely don’t pretend that they’re doing their slaves a ‘favor’ by branding their flesh.” Sabetha snorted. “And you know what? If they do ever start Purging their own people and sticking them in suits of armor, they won’t lie about that, either. They’ll just do it.” 
 
    Jessara curled her lip and shook her head. “If you truly believe honesty makes a monster virtuous, I pity you. The Tel Bator seek to cleanse the world of sin so that we may all be redeemed in the light of the gods. The Sovereigns are grotesque, selfish tyrants with no vision or purpose beyond their own power and pleasure.” 
 
    “Your father must be so proud,” Sabetha mocked. “But sticking old fools like Cathum in the armor isn’t going to save you from the Chol. It’s too late for that. I hope they burn this whole fucking tower to the ground with everyone in it.” 
 
    Toreth reached for his bracer again, but Jessara warned him off with a stern glance. “You want the Chol to kill thousands of your kind?” she asked.  
 
    “They’re better off dead than living as your slaves.” 
 
    “The words of a naïve fool who has never heard the Wailing or faced the Culling.” 
 
    Sabetha’s brown eyes hardened. “Have you?” 
 
    Jessara flinched but didn’t speak.  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the other woman sneered. “Your daddy probably kept you in a tower your whole life, only you weren’t branded like cattle.” Her cheek twitched as she finally glanced away. “Or beaten and raped every time you dared to speak out.” 
 
    A knot twisted in the pit of Jessara’s stomach. “Lying to me won’t aid your cause.” 
 
    Sabetha laughed again, but this time it wasn’t just bitter. It was…sad. Broken. Hollow.  
 
    “You have no idea what really goes on here, do you?” she whispered, eyes still lowered. “Why don’t you ask your Keeper friend here about the games they play? Ask him about—argh!” 
 
    Sabetha convulsed in pain as the Brand flared to life beneath her flesh again. Jessara whirled around and glared at the Keeper holding up his bracer.  
 
    “I told you to let her speak!”  
 
    Toreth lifted his finger from his bracer but shook his head. “My lady, I warned you that this one is a liar and a thief. There is nothing to be gained by—” 
 
    “I am in charge of these interrogations, not you!” Jessara snarled. “Or are you trying to hide something, Keeper? Perhaps you have forgotten that the Moonmaiden’s light reveals all truths.” 
 
    Toreth lowered his arm and took a step back. “I-I am sorry, my Lady Inquisitrix. I just know that your time is precious, and I do not wish you to waste it on this…miscreant. As I said, the Lord Vigilant had contemplated putting her down numerous times.” 
 
    “I am not the Lord Vigilant,” Jessara said coldly. She glared at the man for another moment, her claws curling into fists, before she shifted her gaze back to Sabetha. “I cannot redeem the sorcerers in this tower if I don’t understand what is in their hearts…” 
 
    Jessara raised her left hand and spread her claws open. The Aether surged through her as she called upon her father’s power, and a beam of golden energy erupted from her palm and enveloped the young sorceress. Despite her willful obstinance, Sabetha’s mind was easy to penetrate.  
 
    But the horrors lurking beyond were impossible to forget.  
 
    They crashed over Jessara in a wave of torment, threatening to pull her down into the abyss with them. Feelings. Images. Memories. She saw everything:  
 
    A little girl setting fire to her family’s shed as her powers manifested for the first time. A screaming, sobbing teenager being held down as the vatari dust was branded into her flesh. A young woman being brutally raped by the armored men who were supposed to protect her.  
 
    Again. And again. And again. 
 
    Jessara gasped and recoiled as the light in her palm snuffed out like a candle. She stumbled backward, her vision spinning with black spots, and she would have lost her balance if Toreth didn’t catch her.  
 
    “My lady, are you all right?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and clenched her teeth, her heart thumping in her ears as if she had sprinted up every flight of stairs in the Spire. Her mind struggled to process the atrocities this woman had witnessed. She’d known the world was a hard, cruel place—especially for women—but she’d never come face-to-face with it like this. It was as if she had tried to glimpse through the walls of the Pale.  
 
    “That’s the trouble with the Sanctori,” Sabetha whispered. “You say you want to find the truth, but you’ve been lied to your whole life. Maybe you never should have left your gilded tower.” 
 
    Jessara grabbed Toreth’s shoulder to steady herself. “Take her back to her quarters.” 
 
    The Keeper blinked in confusion. “I’m sorry, my Lady Inquisitrix, did you say—?” 
 
    “Take her back to her quarters!” she growled, shoving him away and bracing her hand on the wall instead. “She’s not going into the armor.” 
 
    “But, my lady, we already have a suit prepared for her. You wanted to—” 
 
    “Find me more volunteers!” Jessara said, digging her claws into the old stone and shaking her head as if that would rid her of the images. “Real volunteers, not dirty little secrets the Lord Vigilant wanted to hide.” 
 
    She heard the Keeper shuffle uneasily in place even without looking at him. “I fear there will not be enough of them to stop the Chol.” 
 
    “There are thousands of sorcerers in this Spire, and you said yourself you have only spoken with a fraction of them.” Jessara paused and forced herself to swallow the lump in her throat. “Start with the elderly. Ignore the young. We’ll worry about not having bodies when the forge catches up on armor. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Toreth nodded. “Absolutely, my Lady Inquisitrix.” 
 
    “Good,” she said acidly. “Now get out of my sight!” 
 
    She closed her eyes and waited for the Keeper to take the sorceress away. No matter how hard she tried, she still couldn’t get the brutal images out of her head. The endless ridicule. The petty indignities. The Branding.  
 
    The rape.  
 
    She had known all along that corruption festered in this tower; it was one of the reasons she and her father had wanted to cleanse it first. But she had expected to find overly lenient Keepers who had forgotten their duties to the Watcher. She had assumed that the sorcerers would be so vile and wicked that dooming them to the armor would solve two problems at once.  
 
    But this…this was different. Not just a misuse of power but a blatant, unforgivable abuse of it. To think that such brutes would dare call themselves servants of the Watcher. 
 
    What if she’s right? What if I have been lied to my whole life?  
 
    What if Rohen is right? About everything? 
 
    Jessara glanced back over her shoulder to the Foundry outside the door. The Culling was upon them, and Darenthi couldn’t survive without Faceless to stand against the horde. But right now, the war against the Chol barely seemed to matter. She needed answers—answers that were somewhere in this accursed tower.  
 
    And she was going to find them. No matter where they led.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    3 
 
    Into the Weald 
 
      
 
    Delaryn Whitefeather had dreamed about flying ever since she was a little girl. She had been too young to remember the siege where her father’s army had sacked Silver Falls and overthrown King Gareth, but she vividly remembered watching the griffon riders soar above the city many years later when she was a teenager. The majestic creatures had been beautiful beyond reason, and she even recalled asking one of the Templar if he could take her for ride.  
 
    She had never gotten the chance. Thedric’s rebellion in the south had already been brewing by the time she turned fourteen, and she had spent most of the civil war being sheltered away from the fighting. By the time her family had abandoned Silver Falls and retreated to Whitefeather Hold, the thought of ever riding a griffon had seemed fanciful. All she could imagine was being burned at the stake like her mother.  
 
    Years later, Delaryn’s childhood wish had finally become reality. And it was more glorious than she had ever imagined.  
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” she breathed into Rohen’s ear as the leophon soared over the sparkling waters of the Winding Tear. She clung onto his waist for dear life, her face pressed tightly against his back while her thighs squeezed the leophon’s sides for all she was worth. For the first few minutes, she had been so overwhelmed that it had taken all her concentration just to maintain a protective barrier around them. Her throat had lodged in her chest, and she had barely been able to breathe despite the wind rushing past them.  
 
    But now she was enjoying every moment of it. This was beyond exhilarating. Beyond incredible. It was almost like she had left her body behind and transcended to a new plane of existence—this time, without walking through the Pale and tearing open fractures in the veil.  
 
    Her heart kept pounding as she looked down in awe at the beauty of the world beneath them. The setting sun was a crimson smear on the horizon, painting everything below in an ethereal, otherworldly light. The mountains melted into a river which melted into an impenetrable forest, and all the while their leophon slowly descended closer and closer to the treetops. The Crescent Slopes eventually loomed off to their left, a spine of jagged peaks amidst a sprawling winter forest. She even caught a glimpse of Gûl Tiravas, the Ilwetharri tower guarding the entrance to the Weald. A trip that should have taken them days through rough terrain would only take them a few hours… 
 
    Here amidst the majesty of the clouds, Delaryn forgot the Culling, the Lord Protector’s betrayal, and even her jaunts through the Pale. There were no whispers in her mind, no demons clawing at her back. There was nothing but the splendor of her frozen homeland and the knowledge that she was sharing this experience with the man she loved more than anything else in the world.  
 
    Delaryn could barely make out Yria and Sehris upon the other leophon ahead of them, but the one time they drifted within a few dozen yards, the sparkle in her friend’s luminous eyes was more than enough to confirm that she, too, was loving every minute of this. They were like children seeing the marvels of the world for the first time.  
 
    And then, just as Delaryn had finally started getting used to the novelty of viewing the world from above, their destination finally rolled into view on the darkening horizon.  
 
    To most of Darenthi, Nelu’Thalas was effectively a legend, a mythical place where depraved, godless elves worshipped wicked sorcerers and plotted the return of the Wyrm Lords. The Tel Bator insisted that the highborn were every bit as vile and domineering as the Crell, and they had always loathed the Whitefeather family for building a lasting relationship with the Waxing Throne.  
 
    But Delaryn knew better. And now, at long last, she was finally about to set foot in the Kingdom of Stars.  
 
    Even at a distance, the city was breathtaking, from the white crystal spires piercing up between the ice-crowned trees to the shimmering magical domes shielding its inhabitants like figurines inside a snow globe. As Delaryn drew closer, more and more of the legendary landmarks became clear: Gûl Varadim, the great spire of magical study; Balageth Valayar, the immense, sprawling market filled with artisans and artificers who had spent centuries perfecting their crafts. And of course, the Firien Tûr—the Winter Palace—a grandiose silver-white castle that housed the Waxing Throne and Queen Malareth’s Court. 
 
    Every sight, every spectacle, was like something out of a childhood dream. Her father had once told her that even the mundane often seemed magical in the Weald, and she could immediately see why. From above, the city seemed more like a painting of another world than a place where people lived and breathed.  
 
    “It’s incredible,” she whispered into Rohen’s ear. “I can’t believe we’re actually here.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied, his voice barely audible over the wind breaking across her barrier. “For many reasons.” 
 
    His words were low and ominous, and she could feel the tension in his body as she squeezed against him. But when she craned her neck around his shoulder to get a glimpse at his face, she saw that he was every bit as overwhelmed by the vista as she was. Even if he had been born here, it wasn’t as though he remembered it.  
 
    They followed Yria’s leophon as it soared in a wide loop across the city almost as if she were giving them a tour. But eventually, her mount began a slow, purposeful descent toward one of the many roosts atop the palace towers. The wide, circular platforms were all slightly ovoid, which almost made them look like stone spoons connected to walls or towers by a long, sloping handle. Many of the others were filled leophon mounts and their riders. Delaryn swore she could see a hundred eyes—and about a thousand arrows—pointed at them as they approached.  
 
    The landing was rougher than she anticipated; it made her appreciate having her legs securely fastened in the saddle. The leophon continued in a run the moment its paws touched the stone, though she still felt the force of the impact ripple through the creature and into her bones. Istare slowed his momentum quickly, however, and it wasn’t until they stopped that Delaryn even noticed the faint, warning tingle in her arms. She quickly released her hold on the Aether, collapsing her barrier before the wrath of the Flensing could overtake her.  
 
    “Gods, that was…” she breathed, speechless. She rubbed her forearms as she looked out upon the city. “You’ve really flown like that before?” 
 
    “Not exactly like that,” Rohen said. He relaxed his grip on the reins and took in several breaths as if tasting the air. She wondered what his half-elven senses were picking up. All she smelled was crisp, chilly air. “Griffon flight is a lot more turbulent. I’m also not used to having a barrier in place to block the wind. Even when I wear three layers of furs, I still have to sit by a fire for a few hours afterward.” 
 
    She smiled and watched as Yria and Sehris discussed something from the back of their own mount. The drow looked even giddier than when Delaryn had gifted her a rare Avetharri tome a few years back, and considering she had almost fainted in delight, that was saying something.  
 
    “I’m not sure how this one would handle in a fight,” Rohen said, reaching out to pat the leophon’s giant head. “I’m not even convinced I could control him if I tried. He was kind of—oof!” 
 
    Rohen yelped when the beast abruptly sat down on all fours, body going flat against the stone. Delaryn wondered if Istare had been trained to sink low to let his riders dismount or if he was simply tired. If leophons were like any house cat she’d ever met, they probably just did whatever they felt like. She had always appreciated the independence of the mousers who prowled Whitefeather Hold, though their selfish quirks were probably a lot less charming when your life depended on them staying focused.  
 
    Rohen helped Delaryn out of saddle, and she wobbled when her feet touched solid ground again. Sehris didn’t seem to suffer the same unsteadiness; she was all smiles when she rushed over to them.  
 
    “I don’t know about you two, but I’m never walking anywhere again,” she gushed. “That was incredible!” 
 
    Delaryn grinned at her friend’s infectious enthusiasm. “I know…though I doubt I could handle it on a full stomach.” 
 
    “You don’t want to, believe me,” Yria said, coming up behind her. “Not until you’ve had a lot more practice. The first time I flew, I scattered my supper across half the Weald.” 
 
    Still smiling, Delaryn turned and looked out over the edge of the platform to the palace courtyard some fifty yards below them. “Goddess, everything here is so beautiful,” she said. “It’s like we’re in a dream.” 
 
    “We may be about to wake up,” Rohen said, gesturing toward the roost’s sloping walkway that connected it to the top of one of the palace’s towers. An elven man clad in dark Ven’Tira leathers was striding toward them, a dozen highborn soldiers in resplendent golden armor marching closely behind him.  
 
    “Well, that didn’t take long,” Yria grumbled. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    She moved to intercept the other ranger. They had a hushed but intense conversation in Elvish before they returned to the newcomers.  
 
    “This is Inaril, another Eye of the Queen,” Yria said, her face twisted in annoyance. “You might have met him sooner, but he got impatient and decided not to wait for—” 
 
    “Her Majesty has been looking forward to welcoming you home, Templar,” the man interrupted, his cool eyes settling on Rohen. “But your…companions…were not meant to be part of his arrangement.” His gaze shifted past Delaryn and onto Sehris. “No drow has set foot in Nelu’Thalas in decades.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, your streak won’t end today,” Sehris said. “I’m not a drow.” 
 
    The man’s eyebrow rose as if she had just insisted that water wasn’t wet, but Yria cut in before he could respond.  
 
    “They’re here because we need their help to stop the Culling,” she said. “It doesn’t matter if—” 
 
    “I will not allow a drow to set foot in the Winter Palace!” Inaril snapped. “The rethir girl is bad enough.” His eyes went to Delaryn, and something in her chest shriveled as she saw in them an all-too-familiar contempt. “The spawn of the witch who nearly shattered the veil…even her own people recognized her evil.” 
 
    “You are addressing the rightful queen of Darenthi!” Sehris protested, her eyes and face suddenly hardening to stone. “Call me whatever you want, but you will show her the proper respect!” 
 
    Everyone on the platform, even Inaril and his men, paused in shock at the dark elf’s sudden intensity. Delaryn appreciated her friend leaping to her defense, but this absolutely wasn’t the time to pick a fight… 
 
    “She’s right,” Yria said. “Queen Delaryn is an honored guest seeking refuge in the Weald.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Inaril sneered. “King Thedric’s child bride is no one’s queen. Their tharns will tear her apart before they ever let her near the throne.” 
 
    Sehris’s violet eyes flashed in rage, and Delaryn felt the Aether swirl about her in an angry tempest. It was woefully out of character…but it was also exactly what the highborn would expect from a drow. If she actually called upon her magic, this situation could spiral out of control very quickly.  
 
    “Sehris,” Delaryn soothed, reaching out to grasp her friend’s arm. “It’s all right.”  
 
    “No, it’s not,” Yria said coldly. Her green eyes narrowed at her fellow ranger. “You’re completely out of line!” 
 
    “We never asked to come here,” Rohen interjected. “If you want us to leave so badly, we can just get right back on the damn leophons.” 
 
    A dark smile crossed Inaril’s lips. “Perhaps that would be for the best.” 
 
    “Enough!” Yria snapped. “Rohen was invited by the queen herself. I will not stand here and allow you to insult our guests!” 
 
    Inaril held Rohen’s glare for several more seconds before he turned to Yria. “Foolish child. You were sent to retrieve your brother, not the daughter of the Winter Witch and her pet drow. Her Majesty has enough problems within the Court without parading these balchore around the palace.” 
 
    “I understand your concerns, truly,” Sehris said, raising her hands plaintively. Her temporary flash of rage had drained at Delaryn’s touch. “But as I said, I am not a drow.” 
 
    Inaril scoffed. “Is this game to you? Do you think us so foolish as to doubt our own eyes?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she insisted. “But I do not worship the Spider Queen, and I’ve never even been to the Underworld. You have nothing to worry about from me.” 
 
    Inaril’s glare hardened, but Yria grabbed his shoulder before he could step forward. The two of them shared a long, intense stare before the man finally whispered something in Elvish to the guards behind him. With perfect discipline, they turned in unison and began marching back to the palace. 
 
    “This is a mistake,” Inaril seethed. “I can only pray that Her Majesty comes to her senses before her enemies use this against her.” 
 
    Flashing Sehris another bitter look, he turned on a heel and returned the way he had come. 
 
    “Gods, I’m sorry about that,” Yria said, her shoulders slouching once they were alone again. “Honestly, I was glad when he headed back to the city and let me rendezvous with you alone. He fought against this mission from the very beginning.” 
 
    “Charming fellow,” Rohen muttered. He stepped closer to Sehris and wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders, though his attention remained on Yria. “I have no intention of sticking around if your people can’t behave themselves around her.” 
 
    “They’re our people,” Yria corrected, though her voice had lowered several notches. “I wish I could say that would be the end of it, but I can’t make any promises. You have to understand, the drow are—” 
 
    “Violent and vicious killers,” Sehris finished. “People have good reason to fear them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it right to treat you like a monster,” Delaryn said bitterly. Sidling up next to the dark elf, she slid her fingers into the other woman’s hand and squeezed. “I’ve never understood how you can put up with it so effortlessly.” 
 
    “It’s not effortless,” Sehris replied softly. “I just try not to blame them too harshly.” Her violet eyes shifted over to Yria. “People will usually come around, in time.” 
 
    She and the ranger shared a look for a few seconds before Yria abruptly glanced away and brushed her hand through her red hair. “Before we go anywhere, you need to understand that Nelu’Thalas isn’t like Darenthi or any other human lands,” she said. “People here are very…insular. Many see humans as barbaric savages barely more civilized than orcs.” 
 
    Yria grunted softly as she knelt down next to Tanos. “The truth is that the average highborn might be even less tolerant than the most zealous Tel Bator priest. Thin-bloods like us are still treated like abominations even if people are too polite to say it aloud. If I didn’t secretly have Her Majesty watching out for me, I doubt I ever would have made it into the rangers, let alone the Ven’Tira.” 
 
    Delaryn watched the half-elf idly stroke the leophon’s mane, a silent battle waging behind her eyes. She differed from Rohen in several ways, but evidently stoic brooding came naturally to their family.  
 
    “I’m sure it will all work out,” Sehris said with forced cheer. “And if they don’t want me around, I’m more than happy to take this darling for another ride and just fly around the clouds all day.” 
 
    Rohen snorted softly and pulled her against him. “The world doesn’t deserve your patience.” 
 
    Yria sighed and seemed to gather herself as she returned to her feet. “Anyway, if you can forget the idiots for a while, there is plenty of hospitality to be had here. Her Majesty will want you to be comfortable before you meet—there will be food and drink, and you can all change into fresh clothes. She planned to cordon off the guest wing of the palace so you can have some privacy.” 
 
    “Because we’re honored guests?” Rohen asked. “Or because she wants as few of her political enemies to see me as possible?” 
 
    “Probably a little of both,” Yria said with a tight smile. “This way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    First impressions were everything, the old saying went, and Rohen couldn’t deny that the sheer splendor of the Kingdom of Stars had momentarily caught him with his guard down. Riding a leophon had been an incredible experience, but the city itself was like something out of a dream. Everything in sight threatened to steal his breath, from the immaculate buildings to the beautiful people to the serene forest. Even the ancient fountains in Silver Falls, one of the most magnificent vistas in all Darenthi, seemed almost drab in comparison to anything here.  
 
    But the confrontation on the leophon platform had quickly grounded him back in reality. He had known all along that the fables describing Nelu’Thalas as a pristine paradise were pure fantasy—the highborn were every bit as arrogant and insular as the Crell in some ways. Even as a child, he had known that a mongrel thin-blood like himself wouldn’t be welcome here, nor would his dark elven friend. Paradise might as well have been the Pale if you couldn’t get through the gates.  
 
    Still, if the events of the past few days had taught him anything, it was that his preconceptions about the world were meant to be shattered on an almost daily basis. All he could realistically do was try to keep an open mind and pray to the gods that things would work out better here than at Whitefeather Hold or the Galespire.  
 
    Or at Rimewreath. 
 
    As Yria led them down an elegant spiral staircase within the famed Winter Palace, Rohen once again found himself awed by his surroundings. He had visited nearly every keep and castle in Darenthi during his Templar training, and none of them were this clean or polished. The marble floors were so polished it was like walking across a mirror, and the paintings and tapestries adorning the walls were so vivid he could barely stay focused on where he was going.  
 
    Delaryn and Sehris were even more enraptured than he was by the tour, and Rohen made a conscious effort to remain vigilant in their stead. The golden-armored guards they encountered along their route weren’t openly hostile like Yria’s friend on the platform, but they did eye Sehris with disdain.  
 
    The most surprising thing was that there were so few of them. Once Rohen forced himself to ignore the distractions, he soon realized the reason. Every guard stood before a door or a branching passageway, and there was no one else in sight. It became clear that his initial suspicion had been correct: the queen wanted as few of her subjects to see him as possible.  
 
    The question was why.  
 
    Was it simply because he was a half-elf? Was it because he was accompanied by a drow and the daughter of the Winter Witch? Or was it because more people had learned about his alleged draconic heritage? Any of them seemed plausible.  
 
    But it appeared he would have to wait for an answer. Just like she had promised, Yria led them into a cordoned-off section of the palace. Six armored soldiers—the largest single group they had seen yet—stood guard before a large stone door that made it feel like they were being stowed away in a tomb rather than a residential wing of the palace. But once they entered the narrow corridor on the other side, he couldn’t help but be reminded of the guest quarters in Whitefeather Hold. The hall ended in a spacious gallery with five evenly spaced doors.  
 
    “You’ll be safe here,” Yria said, stopping in front of one of the rooms and opening it with a flourish. “I know it probably feels a little constrained, but at least you’ll have a chance to clean up and relax a bit. Servants will be along to fill and heat the wash basins, and there should already be plenty of clean clothes available.” 
 
    Rohen cautiously peered inside one of the rooms. They were even more luxurious than he expected—the beds were twice the size of any he’d ever slept in, and the red silk sheets looked so soft his body ached to lie down and try them out. Delaryn’s personal chambers in Silver Falls hadn’t even been this nice. 
 
    But they hadn’t come here for the comforts.  
 
    “Honestly, I’d rather just meet the queen and get this over with,” Rohen said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Sehris said, gliding forward to the room on the right and opening the door. “Oh, gods, it looks so warm…” 
 
    “We’ve barely slept in two days, and I’m thirsty and starving,” Delaryn said, placing a hand on Rohen’s arm. “We could use the rest.” 
 
    He glanced down into her pleading blue eyes. Even covered in grime and weary from hunger, she was so beautiful he couldn’t have said no even if he’d wanted to. 
 
    And the truth was, he didn’t. Not really. He was every bit as tired and hungry as the girls, and it probably wasn’t the best idea to appear in front of the queen looking and smelling like a scruffy vagabond. Growing up around Delaryn in Silver Falls had taught him enough about life in court to understand that the world of politics wasn’t like a regular battlefield. He couldn’t simply mount a horse and charge right for the enemy commander. Patience and calculation were required.  
 
    “Fine,” he sighed, taking a deep breath and running a hand back through his short hair. He didn’t need a mirror or even a polished marble floor to know that he was filthy. A warm scrub might help him clear his mind.  
 
    “I know it’s a lot to take in,” Yria said. “Believe me, this wasn’t how I would have planned your introduction if I’d had the choice. I’d rather fight Chol than spend time at court.” 
 
    Rohen smiled. “Maybe we do have a few things in common.” 
 
    She smiled back, then gestured into the rooms. “Go ahead and get comfortable. The servants will bring you everything you need. I need to get to the throne room and give my report to Her Majesty. I’ll be back in a few hours to check on you.” 
 
    “Take your time,” he murmured. “It doesn’t look like we’re going anywhere.” 
 
    “It will all work out, I promise,” Yria told him. “Welcome home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The moment Rohen entered the guest room, he realized how wrong he had been to compare anything in the Winter Palace to Whitefeather Hold. The space was far larger than it looked through the doorway; it was practically the size of a cottage on its own. Every decoration, from the sparkling vases to the elaborate paintings to the plush carpet, had probably taken a highborn artisan literally years to craft. There was a good reason that imported goods from the Moonweald cost so damn much. Even the desk on his left, an otherwise relatively simple piece of furniture, was probably worth three times more than his brigandine. The wood had been polished to perfection, and the Aetheric enchantments within it would shield it against rot and decay for a thousand years. 
 
    The strangest and most impressive feature was probably the domed, stained-glass ceiling. The glass depicted the most common interpretation of the Moonmaiden: a tall, beautiful woman with long white hair and glowing golden eyes. The only major difference from the paintings in Darenthi was that this version had pointed ears. 
 
    Jess would call it heresy. 
 
    Rohen winced at the unbidden thought and shifted his eyes back down. It didn’t really help—the red-gold silken sheets on the bed just reminded him of her, too. He was thoroughly exhausted, and he had no doubt that he could fall asleep in a heartbeat if he allowed himself to sprawl atop the mattress.  
 
    Then he imagined Jessara Purging a new sorcerer every hour while he slept. 
 
    “Don’t,” he scolded himself. Dragging his thoughts back into the present, he set his pack on the floor and propped his scabbard against the bed, then set to work pulling off his boots. At least the snow had left them mostly clean; he’d have felt criminal for dirtying these carpets.  
 
    The palace servants arrived just a few moments later, saving him from self-recriminations just in the nick of time. One of them went into each of their rooms carrying a bowl of fresh fruit and a plate of warm bread. All of them were young and decidedly not Ilwetharri—their olive skin and dark hair betrayed their so-called “wood elf” ancestry. Rohen couldn’t help but wonder if they were refugees from the Imperium or if they had been born here. Either way, their low social status wasn’t the least bit surprising.  
 
    Rohen tried not to dwell on it as he sampled the food. The instant he popped the first honeyed cherry into his mouth, he knew he wouldn’t be able to stop until he finished the entire bowl. He was utterly famished—he hadn’t eaten a real meal since Tor’s Crossing.  
 
    He had just finished unstrapping his armor and swallowing a last chunk of melon when more servants arrived, bearing pitchers of water for the washbasin behind the privacy curtain in the corner of the room. They filled it while he looked on, and he expected them to leave again right afterward. But instead, one of the women stepped up to the basin and extended her hands above the water. She stared intently, her forehead creasing in concentration, before a roaring burst of flame exploded from her fingertips and dove into the water.  
 
    Rohen gaped, but before he could say anything, the flames snuffed out and the woman stepped away as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. She didn’t even make eye contact when she backed out of the room and closed the door behind her.  
 
    “Okay, then,” he murmured as he began unbuckling his greaves. It was definitely going to take him a while to get used to a culture that embraced sorcery instead of shunning it. 
 
    His muscles practically melted off his bones when he slid into the steaming water, and he considered it nothing less than a miracle that he didn’t immediately lean back and fall asleep. Templar were taught how to fight through fatigue when necessary, but there was only so much that training could do. Eventually, the body needed food and rest, and despite his initial impatience, he found himself wishing that they could put off their meeting with the queen for another day. Or five.  
 
    Scrubbing himself clean turned out to be as much an exercise in staying awake as hygiene, though he felt significantly better by the time he stepped out of the basin and dried himself off. The fresh clothing their hosts had provided was elegant but simple. The blue tunic was comfortable and surprisingly well-fitted considering no tailor had measured him, as were the accompanying gray trousers. He wondered idly if they had chosen the colors for a reason; the golden trim especially made the outfit an almost perfect match for the Templar Order. Apart from the high quality, he could have worn this ensemble in Griffonwing without looking the least bit out of place.  
 
    “As a little girl, I used to imagine what the Winter Palace would be like,” Delaryn’s voice said when his door suddenly opened. “The flying cats, the magic, the pretty people.” 
 
    Rohen glanced over his shoulder. He turned, mouth falling open when he looked at her. 
 
    “But what I really used to daydream about was the fashion,” she added, a wide smile on her face. “What do you think?” 
 
    Like him, she had taken a bath and changed into one of the dresses the servants had provided for her, and the outfit was so stunning it stole his breath. The bodice was a striking royal blue with gold trim just like his, and it was cut low enough to grant a tasteful glimpse of her cleavage and high enough to form a “V” just above her navel. The matching blue skirt was longer and less translucent than her white one, though it was slit daringly high on her left side to show off her slender legs and a pair of midnight blue knee-high boots.  
 
    To complete the elegant, flowing outfit, she had added some jewelry as well. An elaborate golden filigree was clasped around her left bicep and wrist, connected by a sash of blue for added flair, while right arm was completely bare to put her flawless skin on display. And to top it all off, a sparkling sapphire necklace dangled just above the swell of her breasts. 
 
    “Well?” Delaryn prompted.  
 
    “It’s…” Rohen swallowed. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    Smiling even wider, she closed the door behind her, then sauntered over to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. The three-inch heels on her boots helped winnow the height disparity between them, but she still had to stretch up on her toes to bring her lips close to his.  
 
    “I had a feeling you’d enjoy it,” she whispered coquettishly. “Though I was afraid your first reaction would be to strip it all off me as quickly as possible.” 
 
    She kissed him. Her lips were impossibly soft, and her tongue was pure heat entwined with his. For an instant, he could almost imagine that they were back in Silver Falls sneaking a kiss in her bedroom while her father was busy meeting with his advisors. Rohen couldn’t believe it had only been a week since they had reunited… 
 
    His body warmed at the memory of how it had felt when he had first slipped inside her. The caress of her thighs, the soft moans in his ear, the heat of her core enveloping him… 
 
    “It feels like we haven’t had time to slow down in…well, ever,” Delaryn breathed after she had gently pulled away.  
 
    “I know,” Rohen whispered, brushing her long platinum blond hair away from her face. Whenever he paused and really thought about everything that had happened, the good things were almost as difficult to believe as the bad. A few weeks ago, he had just been yet another Templar sworn to a life of noble but thankless duty, but now he was standing in Nelu’Thalas with the rightful queen of Darenthi—the woman he had loved his entire adult life—cradled in his arms. 
 
    She smiled and gently nibbled at his lower lip. “Let’s pretend we’re all alone,” she whispered. “Let’s pretend we’re trapped in this room forever, and there’s no one else here but us.” 
 
    He slid his arm around her waist. “It sounds nice.” 
 
    “It sounds perfect,” she corrected, leaning up again to kiss the tip of his nose. “But I am sorry that I lied to you a minute ago.” 
 
    Rohen frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I wasn’t really afraid that you’d try to get me out of my new clothes,” Delaryn said. “I was hoping you would.” 
 
    She kissed him again. Her embrace was so warm, so comforting, that it drained every last knot of tension from his body. The fuzziness and fatigue that had plagued him evaporated, at least temporarily. His body no longer cried out for rest—it cried out for her. He could have easily melted into her arms and let her take control.  
 
    But Rohen knew that wasn’t what she wanted. Delaryn was smart and tough, not to mention more powerful than any nineteen-year-old had any business being, but she was still an old-fashioned girl in a lot of ways. He knew how her mind worked. She enjoyed how the mere sight of her flawless body stirred his passions. She enjoyed being chased…but she especially enjoyed being caught.  
 
    She didn’t just want him to make love to her—she wanted him to take her. To claim her. To fuck her, as hard and fast as he wanted.  
 
    Grabbing ahold of her thighs, Rohen lifted her up into his arms. Her legs immediately coiled around his waist, and she gasped softly when the swollen mass of his manhood pressed against her molten center—her unobstructed molten center. Apparently, her opaque skirt had given her the confidence to eschew panties altogether while getting dressed. If not for his own trousers, he could have already slipped inside her.  
 
    The thought instantly made his cock throb in anticipation. He carried her across the room, not all the way to the soft bed but to the circular breakfast table just behind him. Taking even three extra steps before he plunged into her was simply out of the question. He was going to fuck her, and he was going to fuck her now.  
 
    Delaryn gasped again when he practically slammed her onto the table, their lips forcibly parting as he pushed her flat onto her back, pulled the back of her thighs against him, and spread her legs apart. Her blue skirt was barely an obstacle despite its length; he effortlessly bunched it up and pushed it aside to reveal the beautiful, nearly bald quim beneath. She was already soaked; her feminine folds glistened in anticipation. 
 
    Rohen had his trousers unbuckled in mere seconds, and his cock was already so hard it bordered on painful. He pushed the swollen head against her waiting slit… 
 
    And then he truly entered paradise. Her cunt was so warm, so wet, so inviting… 
 
    In just a few short days, he had already forgotten how incredible she felt. Delaryn sighed in delight, her eyes rolling back into her head as he slowly hilted himself inside her. Her platinum hair spilled off the edge of the table, and her fingertips traced across her midriff and up to her breasts.  
 
    They were still safely cradled in her bodice, but that needed to change.  
 
    As Rohen began slowly thrusting into her, he slid his own hands across the smooth, flat skin of her stomach and then around to her back. Had he been holding his sword, he would have seriously been tempted to simply slice the damn thing open, but the clasp between her shoulder blades was remarkably easy to unfasten. She sighed in delight when he tossed the flimsy bodice aside and again when he leaned down to take her breast in his mouth.  
 
    “Oh…” she moaned as her fingers threaded through his hair, holding him tightly against her as he licked and sucked one nipple and then the other. Her breasts were simply too pert and perky to ignore. Rohen made himself a promise that before this night was over, his cock was going to be nestled and thrusting between them.  
 
    But that would have to wait. He could already feel a tide rising inside him as he plumbed her velvet depths, and he eventually wedged his arms beneath her legs so he could stretch them back until her knees were almost touching her shoulders. She was practically folded in half beneath him, her heeled boots sticking straight up into the air.  
 
    That was when he truly fucked her. His cock slammed into her again and again, so hard that the table creaked in protest and began to slide across the marble floor. For an instant, he was scared he might break it, and he had no idea how he would explain the destruction to their hosts.  
 
    But even if it did splinter beneath them, he doubted he would have stopped. He would gladly fuck her in the air, on the floor, against the wall… 
 
    “Inside me,” Delaryn begged breathlessly. “Please!” 
 
    Rohen was always happy to oblige his queen. With a final vicious thrust that pressed him right up against her cervix, he exploded deep inside her, painting the walls of her waiting womb with his seed. Delaryn’s back arched beneath him, her sex tightening around his pulsing length as she sang out her climax within an instant of his own. One of her hands clutched the back of his head while the other raked his back with her nails, and she churned her walls in unison with his release as if to ensure he was truly and completely spent.  
 
    After all their struggles at the Galespire—then their harrowing trek across Dragon’s Reach—he couldn’t have imagined a more welcoming respite. And when she smiled up at him, breathless but clearly yearning for more, he knew it was only beginning.  
 
    Perhaps he truly had come home. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    Edmund Kraythe, Lord Protector of the Templar Order, groaned in pleasure as he fucked the elven woman bent over the edge of his bed. His right hand had a firm grip on a clump of her long brown hair, forcing her neck backward, but Astaril didn’t seem to mind—on the contrary, she was the one who had demanded he yank it in the first place. He had gotten rougher and rougher with her as the afternoon went on. The flawless olive skin of her ass cheeks had turned red from his repeated slaps, and he had been plundering her tight elven cunt so ruthlessly he was astonished she hadn’t cried out in pain.  
 
    Not that he particularly cared if he hurt her. She clearly saw him as a tool for her own ends, and he was more than content to return the favor.  
 
    “Arggh!” Kraythe cried out as he exploded within her for the second time in as many hours. It had been so long since he’d made love to a woman that he had almost forgotten the simple, primal joy of spilling deep inside a welcoming cunt.  
 
    Astaril shuddered every time his cock twinged inside her, and she moaned contentedly once he was finally spent. He released his grip on her hair and pulled away, sweaty and panting for breath. She had promised him that her magic would enhance his vitality, but he hadn’t quite believed it until he had witnessed it himself. He was hardly a doughy noble who had gotten fat on his wealth—he had kept his body hard and ready for battle despite a crippled arm—but the wrath of fifty winters still should have taken a toll upon him.  
 
    Yet he almost felt like a young buck. Astaril’s stomach and tits were still covered in his previous triumph, and his latest offering was already leaking down her thighs. Every time he took her, he felt more invigorated, not less.  
 
    But enough was enough. The pleasures of her youthful elven body had helped draw his senses back into the physical world, and he had enjoyed every moment of it. But he couldn’t ignore his responsibilities forever.  
 
    Turning, he moved back over to his liquor cabinet and poured himself another glass of brandy. The storm outside hadn’t waned in the slightest; sheets of rain were still relentlessly pounding the windows while the wind raged against the walls defying it. The bailey would be a muddy disaster tomorrow.  
 
    “Gods, I had forgotten how much I missed the passion of human lovers,” Astaril breathed as she dragged a fingertip up the back of her thigh to scoop up his mess. “There’s something almost bestial about your kind, as if you’re always living in the moment. It’s exhilarating.” 
 
    Kraythe took a long pull and winced as the liquor burned down his throat. “Unlike you, we don’t have decades to waste lying around waiting for something to happen.” 
 
    She chuckled softly as she made a show of licking the seed from her delicate fingers. “True, but humans are quick leaners. No male has left me this content in a very long time.” 
 
    He snorted and set down the glass. She wasn’t nearly as cunning as she believed. 
 
    Still, Kraythe would have been lying if he said he was totally immune to her charms. Just because he had absorbed the power of a Godsoul didn’t mean he wasn’t still a man with basic needs and desires. The Lords of the Tel Bator were often doomed to live lonely lives—it wasn’t as though the leader of the Templar could show up at a brothel without causing a scandal. 
 
    He just needed to keep his head clear enough to recognize when she was trying to manipulate him. He was more than happy to fuck her, but he harbored no illusions about a true alliance with any elf no matter how willing she was to spread her legs for him. 
 
    “You know, the Wyrm Lords weren’t the only ones who maintained vast harems in ancient times,” Astaril purred as she finally stood and turned around. She sauntered toward him, the candlelight glinting off the dried seed covering her tits and stomach. “Before the Avetharri tracked down and sealed away the last of the Godsouls, many Conduits created their own groups of bonded lovers. The practice was especially common among humans. Their god-kings ruled vast swaths of land across Varellon.” 
 
    Kraythe closed his eyes when she placed her hands upon his chest and began to gently drag her fingernails across the outline of his firm pectorals. No matter how hard he resisted, he couldn’t deny how good it felt when she touched him. 
 
    “I’m not a king,” he said. “Or a god.” 
 
    “With the power of the Guardian at your command, you can be anything you want,” she said. “You see, Conduits have an advantage that no dragon can match. If a member of a Wyrm Lord’s harem betrays him—say, by stealing away their child and attempting to raise it on her own—there is nothing he can do to stop her short of hunting her down. But the covenant between a Conduit and his priestesses is eternal. Once his power flows through them, their fates are forever entwined with his. Betrayal becomes suicide.” 
 
    Kraythe frowned. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know what happened to the Knights of the Silver Fist after the Shattering,” Astaril said. “They drank deeply from the Aether, and they rotted away and died once their cup ran dry. That withdrawal, that Wasting Echo, has claimed the lives of countless humans over the centuries. The Tel Bator view it as proof that mortals were never meant to taste the divine, but we Sarodihm see it differently. Those who remain loyal to the gods are rewarded, and those who turn away are punished with the only fate worthy of a faithless heretic.” 
 
    Kraythe pulled away. “You’re saying that my Templar will die if I deprive them of this power?” 
 
    “Not instantly…but over time, yes. You have already seen your men suffer when your bond fades. I warned you of this from the very beginning.” 
 
    “You never told me it would kill them!” 
 
    Astaril arched a dark eyebrow. “I assumed you knew. You heard the stories of the Silver Fist and the Eternal Dawn. The Raven Queen was even your lover before she—” 
 
    “Don’t!” Kraythe growled, lifting a warning finger. “Never mention her name to me. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Protector.” Astaril lowered her head. “I apologize for my indiscretion.” 
 
    He glared at her, seething, before backing away and trying not to choke upon old memories best forgotten. Jessara’s mother was the absolute last thing he wanted to think about right now. The Raven Queen—Marcella, as he had known her—had come to him during the last Culling and promised him the power to defeat the Chol if he aided her, but he had ultimately refused to join her crusade.  
 
    That mistake haunted him to this day.  
 
    Years later, when Astaril had come to him bearing a similar offer, he had seized the opportunity. Marcella might have been victorious if he had chosen to aid her. She could have helped restore the Templar to their former glory—and beyond.  
 
    “I understand your concerns, but you should see this gift as a boon, not a curse,” Astaril went on after a short pause. “Once your Templar understand the price of betrayal, their loyalty is assured. That is why divinity will ultimately triumph over sorcery. Only the worthy and the faithful can ever taste the power of the gods.” 
 
    Unfettered by his dismissal, she crept in close enough that her breasts nearly touched his stomach. “That is why the Conduits often empowered their wives. Their divine bond ensured the loyalty of those who would bear their children. Their connection was more than just a pledge…it was a leash.”  
 
    Her chest rose just a bit faster at that, and there was no mistaking the glint that entered her hazel eyes. She lifted her fingers from her skin, then slowly dragged them across her collarbone and up her slender neck. “You do not have to fear that which you can control. I am yours now, and I always will be.” 
 
    She rose up on her toes to kiss him, but Kraythe grabbed her arms and held her at bay. “I’m not interested in creating a death pact with my Templar,” he told her. “I just want to know how to maintain their bond long enough for them to use their power.” 
 
    “And I promised that I would teach you,” Astaril reminded him. “The Sarodihm are loyal the servants of the gods. We have been entrusted with the knowledge to nurture and protect Conduits wherever they are found.” 
 
    Kraythe held her wrists for another moment before he finally relaxed his grip. “Yet you’ve never met one,” he said. “Nelu’Thalas is ruled by sorcery, not divinity.” 
 
    “For now. But Queen Malareth and her allies will not rule forever, I assure you.” She paused a moment. “I admit, I always assumed it would be one our people that discovered another Godsoul, not a human. But the Guardian chose you as his vessel, and I will not doubt his wisdom. I am your loyal servant, my lord, now and forever.” 
 
    He resisted the urge to laugh in her face. Once again, he didn’t trust her obsequiousness in the slightest, though he did remind himself that she was the one who had helped him locate the Godsoul in the first place. Without her aid, he never would have found the ancient Avetharri prison…or hatched the scheme to trap the only person who could stop them within it.  
 
    “If you want to serve me, then teach me how to maintain this bond with my Templar,” Kraythe said. “I’ve already been gone too long. I can feel the tethers slipping away…” 
 
    Astaril nodded. “Your control is improving, but the bonds you forge will never be permanent until you understand the true nature of divinity.” 
 
    “I can feel my daughter’s presence without even trying,” Kraythe said. “Donnic, too. Don’t act like there is some obscure trick when I’ve already succeeded.” 
 
    “Your bond to them is strong because you had a personal connection before your ascension. That is the true essence of divinity—connection. In the ancient world, before the chaos of sorcery, the gods forged a covenant between mortals and the divine. By serving them, we served one another. In their light, we were all bound together in a mutual collective. They needed our faith to sustain them, and we needed their power to shape our world.” 
 
    She inched forward again, her hands returning to his chest. “With the Guardian’s soul at your command, you have a chance to renew that ancient covenant. You are more than just a man. You are a nexus, a divine river from which all your followers drink. We rely on you for sustenance, but in return you grant us the power we need to restore order to this world.” 
 
    Kraythe shook his head. “You say these things, but I don’t know what they mean.” 
 
    “You will,” she promised, her fingers sliding up his chest until his cheeks were cupped in her hands. “I will show you.” 
 
    Her hands flashed with energy, and he inhaled sharply as a tidal wave of thoughts and images crashed over him. Using the bond he had forged with her earlier, she shared her experiences—memories, knowledge, perspective—in the span of a few heartbeats. The deluge was so intense that he couldn’t focus on any single image or thought; they all swirled together in an incomprehensible tempest. 
 
    “To be a Conduit is to be a fount, not merely of power but also of wisdom,” Astaril said, her grip on his face firm and unyielding. “Through you, your followers will learn to control the abilities you grant them. Sorcerers take years to master techniques that you could teach your Templar in days. Do you understand?” 
 
    Kraythe tried to swallow but found his throat completely parched. “How can I teach them what I don’t know?” 
 
    “You can’t. That is why I am here.” 
 
    The tempest intensified, and he tried to grab her wrists and push her away…only to discover he could no longer move his arms. He had no control over his body whatsoever. 
 
    “I will teach you, but the knowledge is useless until you understand the power of connection—the power of unity.” Her hazel eyes stared deeply into his, their intensity shocking. “Even the Avetharri eventually tried to emulate this bond. Dal’Rethi warriors employed artifice to merge themselves as one, a secret passed down through the ages to the Amazons of Nol Krovos.” 
 
    Kraythe struggled against his paralysis in vain, but he could still feel the warmth of her body pressing up against him. “But no matter how powerful sorcerers might become, fundamentally they will always be alone. And that, more than anything, is why we shall prevail. We are more than individuals—we are unified in faith and purpose through the unwavering will of our Conduit.” 
 
    He gasped again when she abruptly removed her hands from his face. The flood of images stopped, but he could still feel the knowledge she had shared within him. It was all there, locked away in a mental vault… 
 
    “The seeds are planted, waiting to bloom,” Astaril said. “Do you understand?” 
 
    Kraythe nodded slowly. “Yes…yes, I think so.” 
 
    She smiled, and he once again became keenly aware of how tightly her body was pressed against his. Her nipples had hardened against his chest, and he couldn’t help but shiver when she began tracing her fingernails down his shoulders and arms. His cock, once sated, was rigid and throbbing once again. 
 
    “I…” he rasped, licking at his lips as his manhood twitched between her thighs. “I need to return to my men before their bonds slip away.” 
 
    “Their bonds can and will be reforged,” Astaril assured him. “But they will be stronger this time—once you’ve had some more rest.” 
 
    Kraythe snorted and glanced past her shoulder to the tousled sheets on his bed. “I haven’t slept in days.” 
 
    “Conduits have no need for sleep,” she said. “But all beings, even living gods, need rest. And it can take many forms.” 
 
    Astaril stretched up to kiss him again, and this time, Kraythe didn’t shove her away. As her tongue pushed past his lips, he swore he could feel the knowledge she had shared blossoming in his mind. Images came—of ageless elven faces and rooms adorned with the trappings of a forgotten age, overlooking gleaming cities more magnificent than anything he’d ever dreamed. Memory by memory, the secrets of the Fallen Gods were about to be revealed.  
 
    And the world would never be the same.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    4 
 
    The Waxing Throne 
 
      
 
    “Get up! Rohen, you need to get up!” 
 
    Rohen’s eyes fluttered open several seconds before his brain registered what was going on around him. For a single precious moment, he was enveloped in the loving embrace of the most beautiful woman in the world. The soothing heat of her body, the smoothness of her skin…it didn’t seem real.  
 
    And as it turned out, it wasn’t. 
 
    “I would say that the two of you need separate rooms, but you already have them! Az’reninth!” 
 
    Rohen rubbed the fog from his eyes only to see Sehris standing next to the bed, her hands planted on her hips. She had the scolding posture of a schoolmarm, but her smile was so wide and giddy that it shattered the illusion.  
 
    “I thought we’d have until morning,” Delaryn muttered. She was standing in front of the mirror near the privacy curtain with the bedspread wrapped around her, her fingers frantically trying to untangle her bed-tousled hair.  
 
    “It is morning!” Sehris said. “Dawn came and went an hour ago.” 
 
    Rohen groaned and sat up. He was still shirtless, and the warm smoothness he had felt wrapped around him turned out to be the silk bedsheets. The last thing he remembered was spilling deep inside Delaryn for the third time, but evidently he had finally given in to fatigue and passed out afterward… 
 
    “I should have known you two would need a chaperone,” Sehris said, tutting with disapproval as she lifted Rohen’s tunic from the floor. “If you were planning on taking this off, maybe you shouldn’t have put it on in the first place. Now it’s all wrinkled!” 
 
    Rohen grumbled as he reached out and snatched the shirt from her hand. His cheeks flushed with embarrassed heat, and he was careful to keep the sheet covering his waist. Sehris obviously knew that he and Delaryn were together, but there was still something mortifying about getting caught, especially by one of his best friends. The dark elf was practically his sister. 
 
    Gods, what about my real sister? Is she standing right outside? 
 
    “The servants seemed reluctant to knock, but I caught them in the hallway,” Sehris said as if reading his mind. “There’s a breakfast cart outside, and Yria is supposed to be here to escort us to the queen in a few minutes. You better hurry up!” 
 
    Yawning and stretching, Rohen rolled out of bed—dragging the sheets with him, which drew a titter from Sehris—and got dressed as quickly as he could. He still felt strange wearing elven finery, but he couldn’t deny that it was dramatically more comfortable than what he was used to. The tailors at Griffonwing worked hard to weave clothing for the Guardian’s chosen, but warmth, not comfort, was always their first priority. And it wasn’t as though they had access to the fine silks of the Weald, either.  
 
    Notably, Sehris had been provided with a very different outfit than Delaryn. Her elegant but modest blue robe covered her entire body from neck to toes. The ensemble even included a hood, though she hadn’t put it up.  
 
    “I think I might literally kill for a purple version of this,” Sehris said as she helped tie up Delaryn’s bodice. “Though all things considered, it’s probably not the best idea to flash my birthmark in front of the queen’s court. I’m afraid this audience will be awkward enough already.” 
 
    “You should be able to wear whatever you want,” Delaryn said. “You’d look amazing.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Sehris said with a smirk. “But this robe is so comfortable I barely feel like I’m wearing anything at all. Where do they even find silk this smooth? I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to go back to linen. Or wool. Or the mountains of furs just to keep from freezing.” 
 
    Rohen smiled as he clasped the last few buttons of his tunic, his momentary embarrassment already forgotten. Sehris’s supernatural cheer had a way of smoothing over the most awkward situations. He was convinced that it was an even more a powerful gift than her sorcery.  
 
    Despite their frantic rush to prepare, they ended up having plenty of time to sample the fruits and pastries on the breakfast cart before Yria returned. She arrived wearing her green and brown Ven’Tira uniform, though the leather had been cleaned and polished. She had clearly bathed as well, though from the shadows beneath her eyes, it didn’t seem like she had slept much, if at all.  
 
    “You clean up well,” she told him, looking him over. “You’re fortunate that the artificers enchanted the stitchwork to be flexible. Not many Ilwetharri men have your shoulders.” 
 
    “It’s comfortable,” Rohen said, tossing a glance back over to his filthy brigandine resting upon the armor stand. “Though I’d still rather be wearing my armor.” 
 
    “I know exactly what you mean. I’d sooner walk through the gates of the Pale than wear a dress.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Sehris said with a frown. “Highborn fashion is breathtaking. I bet you’d look incredible.” 
 
    Yria’s cheeks flushed almost as red as her hair. “Um, well, I’ll make certain that the servants come and wash everything for you.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” Rohen said. The other girls were clearly amused at his sister’s discomfort, but he decided to throw her a lifeline. “I hope Her Majesty won’t mind if I bring my sword to Court. Varlothin always goes where I go.” 
 
    Yria looked over at his wraithblade in its scabbard at the foot of the bed. “I’m sure she’ll understand. And I think she’ll appreciate that you gave it an Elvish name. Why didn’t you just go with ‘Temperance?’” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know.” Rohen pressed his lips into a thin line. “The Templar are the most accepting people I’ve ever been around—almost everyone in Griffonwing is an outcast for one reason or another. But some of them still gave me shit for being a ‘pale-blood.’ Maybe I just liked the idea of annoying them a little bit.” 
 
    “Male friendships,” Sehris said, crossing her arms. “The greatest mystery of all.” 
 
    Yria smiled. “The rangers were the same way when I joined. You can’t really bond until you learn how to give each other shit for no reason. Maybe it’s just part of being a soldier.” 
 
    “Probably,” Rohen said, grinning back. He still knew almost nothing about her or the life she had lived here, but he could already feel a kinship. As much as he loved Delaryn and Sehris, they weren’t warriors. The Templar and the Ven’Tira were very different organizations, but bonds forged between soldiers in battle were the same everywhere. He could tell that Yria understood that.  
 
    He walked over to retrieve his sword and attach the scabbard to his belt. The weight on his hip felt strange without his armored jacket to accompany it.  
 
    “I informed Her Majesty about the basics of what you told me last night,” Yria said. “I imagine she has been putting out fires in the Court ever since.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Rohen asked.  
 
    “Your arrival didn’t go unnoticed. Our ancestry has mostly been kept secret, but rumors about the arrival of Duke Haldor’s daughter and a drow sorceress from Gûl Ostaraad are already spreading like wildfire. I’m honestly not sure how.” 
 
    “Do you think we’re in danger?” Delaryn asked. 
 
    “No,” Yria said. “At least, not yet. The situation is…well, let’s just say that the queen’s advisors aren’t fond of change or surprises. And certain events of the last few years have emboldened undesirable factions within the Court.” 
 
    Rohen shook his head. “What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    Yria hesitated, then glanced back over her shoulder as if to check to ensure the door was shut. “The short version is that the Scryers sensed something amiss within the Godcursed Reach years ago, not long after the end of your civil war. They believe that something is driving the Chol—something much worse than the Anointed. But all their attempts to learn more have failed, and none of the scouts we’ve sent into the Reach have returned.” 
 
    She looked troubled. “The Scryers are powerful—few channelers are capable of blocking their magic. That part is concerning enough on its own. But after news of their portents spread beyond the court, it led to all sorts of rumors and theories about the nature of the threat. One group in particular has gained a tremendous following by speculating that what the Scryers really sensed was another lost Avetharri ruin within the mountains—specifically, a Godsoul prison.” 
 
    Sehris inhaled sharply. “And now the Lord Protector has demonstrated the abilities of a Conduit.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Yria said. “There’s a political faction in the city—a cult, really—who believe that the highborn are wrong to embrace sorcery. They view the Avetharri as the ultimate villains of history who cast down the rightful gods and unleashed the plague of the Aether upon the world. The believe that mortals have ‘stolen’ divinity, and they want to free the Valathrim from the Pale and return the world to an age before the Wyrm Lords even existed.” 
 
    “They sound like the Tel Bator,” Delaryn said.  
 
    “Indeed. They call themselves the Sarodihm Kalefarr—‘Keepers of the Old Ways.’ They’ve always been a nuisance, but since the Shattering and the appearance of a new Wyrm Lord, they have slowly been gaining strength. And now, with rumors running wild about the ascension of another Conduit…” 
 
    “These Sarodihm are who your friend Inaril was worried about,” Rohen reasoned.  
 
    “Yes,” Yria confirmed. “He may be an ass, but he’s not wrong to worry about how your arrival might be used by the queen’s political enemies. The Sarodihm have been trying to find ways to turn the people against her for many years. Fear about the rise of a Wyrm Lord—a human one, at that—drove a lot of people into their ranks, especially Nugûl who cannot channel the Aether. Many of them feel as though they aren’t respected…and they aren’t completely wrong.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” Delaryn said, shaking her head. “I thought your people would be more excited than anyone.” 
 
    “We may not fear sorcery as you do, but we try not to lionize our ancestors, either,” Yria explained. “You have to understand that our people see themselves as the rightful heirs to the original elven civilization from the lost era before the Godswar, not to the Avethian Empire that rose after it. The priestesses of the Moonmaiden insist that the highborn are the first children of the gods, blessed with their magic before the Aether even existed. They preach that it was greedy humans, not elves, who drank too deeply of the gods’ bounty and weakened them until their power literally bled into the world. The Avethian Empire was built to restore order after this calamity.” 
 
    She snorted and folded her arms. “Pretty convenient that everyone manages to scapegoat everyone else, right? To humans, we broke the world and killed the gods. To the highborn, you killed the gods and we had to clean up your mess.” 
 
    “Not to defend the Tel Bator, but the Chol are elves,” Rohen said. “Their story that the gods cursed the wicked Avetharri seems a little more plausible.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Yria said. “I doubt anyone knows for certain.” 
 
    “There are many theories,” Sehris said. “I’ve read over a dozen papers which speculate—” 
 
    “This probably isn’t the best time for a lecture,” Rohen said, placing a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “It’s always a good time for a lecture,” she replied with an exaggerated pout. “But fine, wallow in your ignorance if you must.” 
 
    Yria’s lips curled into a brief smile. “Honestly, I don’t think the details really matter right now. All you need to understand is that we worship the Valayar—what you call the Aether—as the last remnant of the gods who created us all. Sorcerers are cherished and nurtured, and Wyrm Lords even more so. They are considered a gift from the Aether itself, beacons of power meant to protect and inspire the faithful.” 
 
    “The stories about the Wyrm Lords don’t exactly paint them as ‘protectors’ of anything,” Rohen countered. “Their endless wars destroyed their own empire.” 
 
    “The priestesses insist that the Avetharri became as greedy and ruthless as humans—that was why our people fled the old empire in the first place.” Yria sighed. “Whatever the truth, that belief is why the Sarodihm have been able to gain so much influence. A human Wyrm Lord seems certain to embody the worst parts of their history. Queen Malareth has always been a popular ruler, but she has to walk a tightrope between the city’s factions. And with the Sarodihm gaining strength, she’s relied more and more upon factions like the Vin Aetheri who believe that the Wyrm Lords are themselves divine.” 
 
    Delaryn’s blue eyes narrowed slightly. “What do you believe?” 
 
    Yria glanced between the three of them. “I believe we don’t want to be late to Court. I just wanted you to grasp the situation before the meeting so you could understand where the queen is coming from.” 
 
    “That almost sounds…ominous,” Rohen murmured.  
 
    “It’s not,” Yria promised. “It’s just…well, it’s best you see for yourself. Come on. I know Her Majesty is eager to meet all of you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ever since she had learned about the existence of her half-brother, Yria had been looking forward to bringing him before the Waxing Throne. She had been convinced that it was destiny—that the two estranged children of the Wyrm Lord were meant to save Nelu’Thalas and all of Northern Torsia. That belief had driven her to find Rohen no matter how long it took, even when Inaril had repeatedly expressed his concerns about the risks.  
 
    Now that Yria had actually brought Rohen here, her stomach was wound so tightly she felt sick. She wasn’t worried about the queen accepting her brother or his companions—she was worried about what was going to happen in the days ahead. Her Majesty couldn’t hide the son of the Wyrm Lord from the Court forever. The Scryers would want to study him. The High Priestess would wish to interrogate him. And the people of Nelu’Thalas… 
 
    Yria didn’t know what they would think. A generation ago, everyone had believed that the birth of a Wyrm Lord would be celebrated. But the instant that blessing had been conferred upon a “mere” human, attitudes had changed almost overnight. The Nugûl feared what might happen to them, and the noble families had almost immediately started debating the merit of trying to get as many young highborn girls as possible into the dragon’s inevitable harem, even with his “polluted” rethir blood. Some of the most influential families couldn’t abide the idea of a half-human growing in the bellies of their daughters, while others were chomping at the bit for the slightest chance that their family might inherit a fraction of the dragon’s power.  
 
    In other words, a shadow war for the future of Nelu’Thalas had begun two decades ago. And Yria still had no idea which factions were going to win.  
 
    “If you were regular guests, one of the stewards would probably spend an hour briefing you on the basic protocols of Court,” Yria said as she led the group down the long, nearly empty corridor. “But then again, if you were regular guests, we wouldn’t be using the back door.” 
 
    “Are there particular topics we should avoid?” Sehris asked. “Something that might upset her?” 
 
    “Queen Malareth is not a capricious tyrant,” Yria replied. “She summoned you here to speak your minds. I just wanted you to understand how extraordinary these circumstances are.” 
 
    The queen had cleared out almost everyone and everything in this passage, even most of the guards. The echo of their boots and shoes on the marble floor was almost uncomfortably loud; Yria hadn’t realized just how strange the palace could feel when courtiers and sycophants weren’t lurking in every alcove.  
 
    A pair of royal guardsmen clad in gleaming golden armor were flanking the entrance when the group finally arrived, and they pulled open the double doors before Yria could even say a word. Inside, there was no herald to announce their entrance, nor was there a sea of supplicants to navigate through.  
 
    There was only the throne and the queen upon it.  
 
    Malareth’s seat of power was an immaculate piece of artifice without equal in Torsia. The throne was sculpted out of clear crystal, a trait that made it gather and reflect the color of the light filtering in through the strained-glass dome built into the ceiling. At sunset, it was a radiant red; at dusk, it became a serene blue. And on the night of a full moon, when the walls containing Shalassa’s power within the Pale were said to be the weakest, it glowed with the pure silver light of the stars themselves.  
 
    The audience chamber was at least two hundred feet across and another hundred wide, with a half dozen crystalline columns flanking the carpeted approach to the foot of the throne. The walls were decorated with murals of past monarchs, dating all the way back to the Ilwetharri secession from the Avethian Empire thousands of years ago.  
 
    And then there was the queen herself. Malareth had ruled the Kingdom of Stars for almost five decades, yet by human standards she didn’t even look that many years old. Her statuesque figure radiated an aura of regal dignity, as if she understood the power but also the burden of her crown. She was sitting cross-legged on the throne as Yria and the others entered, her long red hair spilled across the shoulders of her ornate but unobtrusive silver armor. Her golden crown gleamed in the rays of sunlight shining through the dome above.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” Yria said, lowering her head as she approached. Her voice echoed off the walls of the strangely empty chamber. “Allow me to introduce—” 
 
    “Delaryn Whitefeather, the High Queen of Darenthi,” Malareth said in a smooth, cultured voice that was like satin sliding over stone. She smiled as she stood and descended the steps before her throne. “It is an honor to finally meet you in person. Your father spoke of you often in his correspondences. I share your sorrow at his loss.” 
 
    She extended her hands with her palms facing upward. Delaryn hesitated for the briefest of moments, then placed her own hands upon the other woman’s forearms.  
 
    “He often spoke of you as well,” Delaryn said. “I was very young, but I remember him talking at length about his hopes for a unified north.” 
 
    “It was an ideal we shared once,” Malareth replied mournfully. “We had plans and hopes. But destiny cannot always be coerced.” She held Delaryn’s gaze for a long moment before she released her arms and turned to Rohen. “Often there is precious little we can do but lay our plans and hope for the best.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he said, bowing deeply at the waist. “We greatly appreciate your hospitality.” 
 
    She slowly reached out her hand to touch his cheek. “I know it is difficult to believe,” she whispered, “but this is not the first time I have seen your face. Though you didn’t have nearly as much stubble back then…” 
 
    Malareth smiled again, and Rohen eventually did the same. Yria could see the tension in his posture and his face, but the queen hadn’t navigated the politics of the Waxing Court for five decades without knowing how to read anyone who stood before her.  
 
    “There is so much to say it is almost impossible to choose a place to begin,” she said, letting her hand fall and finally shifting her eyes to Sehris. “But there are some things that cannot afford to remain unsaid. I welcome you to my court, mellonamin. Though I admit, I never expected one of your kind to set foot in this chamber without sword or spell in hand.” 
 
    Sehris bowed as deeply as Rohen had. “I am honored and humbled to stand before you, Your Majesty. I regret if my presence causes you any trouble.” 
 
    Malareth snorted softly. “In a way, your arrival has been a convenient distraction. While the nobles worry about the drow infiltrator in my Court, their eyes are blind to her other companions.” Her smile faded. “Unfortunately, it will not last forever. And before the shroud lifts, there are many questions that must be answered…and many paths that must be chosen…if any of us are to survive the coming chaos.” 
 
    The queen clasped her hands behind her back, and the aura of gentility surrounding her seemed to vanish. She stood like the monarch she was, robed in the power and grandeur of her kingdom.  
 
    “Yria has already told you a great deal,” she said, her focus shifting back to Rohen. “And I understand how difficult it must be to accept. Duke Haldor and I went to great lengths to conceal your identity—not merely from you, but from everyone.” 
 
    “That is what she told us,” Rohen replied evenly. “But I’m not sure I understand why.” 
 
    “Because neither of you would be here today if I hadn’t,” Malareth said. “You and your sister are the only known children of the first Torsian Wyrm Lord in generations. Your blood carries the ancestral memories of a bygone age—an age of magic and power and destruction. Every nation—every faction—in this part of the world would do anything to get their hands on you.” 
 
    The queen paused and drew in a deep breath. “I imagine it is difficult to understand the politics from where you are standing. But I assure you, I am not exaggerating in the slightest. When you were under my care as infants, my most trusted Scryers peered into the future…and nearly every outcome was the same. War. Chaos. Death.” 
 
    Rohen shook his head. “But we’re not dragons. I’m not even a sorcerer!” 
 
    “Whether or not that’s true, it almost doesn’t matter,” Malareth told him. “Your blood still holds the power to reshape the world. The Crell Sovereigns would eagerly steal your sister away and breed her for decades. And they would force you to seed their own daughters until they birthed another dragon.” 
 
    Yria’s cheek twitched. She had always known the horrors that awaited her if she were ever captured by anyone who knew the truth about her ancestry. Her stomach roiled at the thought of being treated like a brood mare by some wretched Sovereign… 
 
    “All for a single dragon?” Rohen asked, his lip curling in shared disgust. “That’s insane.” 
 
    “Is it?” the queen asked. She held his eyes for a long moment before turning and ascending the steps to once again sit upon her throne. “A single dragon could have conquered the entire Northern Reaches if he had so desired, and he wouldn’t have had to stop there. Power begets power, and conquerors attract followers. With an army under his banner, the dragon could have easily crossed into Darenthi and burned the White Throne to ash. The combined might of all the sorcerers in the Galespire might be able to stop him, but would any of your leaders choose to call upon them?” 
 
    Malareth sighed. “The Wyrm Lords conquered the entire world once. A fully trained dragon is immune to the Flensing, and precious few weapons can pierce their scales. If the Crell nurtured the power of a single draconic child, we would return to an era where blood and destiny are inextricably intertwined and fire and fear reign supreme. The Imperium could consume all of Torsia in a single generation.” 
 
    “But they don’t know about us,” Yria put in. “Not yet.” 
 
    “I pray they never will,” Malareth said. “But I wanted you to understand why Duke Haldor and I made the choices we did. His orphanage shrouded you in obscurity while allowing us to keep a close eye upon you. And when your powers never emerged, I had hoped there would be no need to summon you here to learn the truth for many more years. Perhaps I was naïve or simply mistaken—perhaps I should have sent my Ven’Tira to recover you even before your civil war.” 
 
    Her jaw tightened. “But what is done is done. You are home now, and my Scryers believe that you and your sister will play a vital role in putting an end to this Culling before it devours us all. The Crell will just have to wait.” 
 
    Yria shared a look with Rohen. He seemed more pensive than overwhelmed, as if he were still trying to decide how much of this he believed. She couldn’t really blame him for being skeptical. It had taken her weeks to come to terms with all of this when the queen had finally brought her into the fold.  
 
    “And their mothers?” Delaryn asked after a pause. “Who are they? Where are they?” 
 
    Malareth’s gaze flicked between Rohen and Yria. “Now that you are both finally here, I suppose you deserve to know. To answer your second question: I don’t know where they are. Yria’s mother lived here in Nelu’Thalas briefly before she vanished. Neither the Scryers nor the Ven’Tira have ever been able to find her.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Rohen breathed. “I’ve heard rumors that they can find anyone.” 
 
    “There are ways to deceive even the most powerful divinations,” Malareth said. “Though, such techniques are rare, and their use in this matter is disturbing…especially since the same fate seems to have befallen your own mother. My agents lost track of her almost immediately after she brought you to my attention. It was as if both women disappeared in the same way less than a year apart.” 
 
    “That can’t be a coincidence,” Delaryn said, her brow furrowing. “Do you have any idea what could have happened to them?” 
 
    “My hope is that they realized the danger they were in and simply found a way to preemptively hide from the Wyrm Lord’s enemies, but I have no way of knowing for certain.” The queen steepled her fingertips together in her lap. “I wish I had better news. I have dedicated considerable resources to finding them, but you must understand that I had to be cautious. If my agents searched too hard, my enemies would begin to wonder why I cared about these women in the first place. Where my gaze lands, attention inevitably follows. Secrecy is a delicate balance.” 
 
    Rohen shared a look with Yria, and she saw her own frustration and disappointment mirrored in his eyes. It had taken her a long time to come to terms with the fact that her mother seemed to be a ghost…and in some ways, she never had. Something about the queen’s story had never added up. The magic of the Scryers had shielded Nelu’Thalas for over a thousand years, yet somehow they lacked the capacity to locate the Wyrm Lord or the two women who had borne him children.  
 
    Yria trusted her queen implicitly. But this…this didn’t make any sense.  
 
    “I know that you’re disappointed, and there is more I wish to tell you about your mothers,” Malareth said after giving them a few moments to process the news. “But that conversation will have to wait for another day. The past is behind us, whereas the present threatens to consume us. The Chol horde grows in strength with every hour that passes.” 
 
    Rohen’s brow lowered at the veiled dismissal, and Yria feared he might press for more information. Malareth could be as warm and kind as a mother, but she could also be as unyielding as granite. There was nothing to be gained by pushing her.  
 
    Thankfully, he seemed to realize that. Or at least accept it, for the moment.  
 
    “The Culling isn’t the only threat,” Rohen said. “Yria must have told you about the Lord Protector.” 
 
    “Yes,” Malareth said, tapping her fingertips together. Her lips bent with distaste. “A true Conduit to the gods after all these years…” 
 
    “Kraythe betrayed King Thedric. He betrayed everyone in Darenthi. And I have seen firsthand the power he can bestow upon his followers. It is real.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Malareth said. “A single Wyrm Lord could shatter the tenuous balance of power in the north, but a true Conduit might shake the very foundations of the world. If he becomes capable of empowering legions of followers…I don’t need to tell you what will happen if the Tel Bator suddenly have an army of channelers at their beck and call.” 
 
    “Could one man really empower that many people?” Delaryn asked.  
 
    Malareth opened her mouth to speak, but surprisingly, Sehris answered first.  
 
    “Every Avetharri tome I’ve read claims that the Conduits of the old world were able to field vast armies of channelers,” Sehris said, looking lost in thought. Then she blinked and seemed to realize who she’d interrupted. “I’m so sorry, Your Majesty, I didn’t mean—”  
 
    “Not at all,” Malareth said, appearing faintly amused. “I am curious to see what they teach at Gûl Ostaraad. Do continue.”  
 
    Sehris swallowed. “At the time, these Conduits were called ‘Ascendants.’ They waged war against the Wyrm Lords for countless generations. And when they were finally defeated, the Avetharri took their Godsouls and sealed them away inside prisons called velhari.” 
 
    “One of which was discovered and opened twenty years ago in the west,” Malareth said. “I trust you are least passably familiar with the Raven Queen’s failed crusade?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rohen said. “The Tel Bator claim that an agent of Dathiel the Watcher attempted to quell the chaos in Highwind, but the Wyrm Lord unleashed his power and rose to conquer the Northern Reaches.” 
 
    The queen scoffed. “That is a version of events. Though not a particularly accurate one.” 
 
    “It isn’t easy to acquire information about the outside world,” Sehris said carefully. “The Sanctori are very careful to control the spread of information to the people…and especially to the Galespire. Knowledge is power, after all.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Malareth agreed. “The Tel Bator are terrified of what might happen if your people learned the truth. They fear that Darenthi could become another Crell Imperium if your sorcerers were to cast off their chains and overthrow the tharns. They foresee ruin and death.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of that to go around already,” Delaryn murmured. “They’re just afraid that they won’t be the ones in control of it.” 
 
    The queen smiled almost imperceptibly. Yria knew her well enough to recognize that she was surprised and impressed by the younger queen’s insight.  
 
    “Yes,” Malareth agreed. “What you need to know about the war twenty years ago is not how it ended, but rather how it began. The queen of Vorsalos discovered one of these velhari prisons hidden beneath Nol Krovos, the legendary island of the amazons. She attacked the island, stole the Godsoul within, and used its energies to empower her followers. She created an army of channelers practically overnight.” 
 
    “Until our father stopped her,” Yria said.  
 
    “Yes. If he hadn’t destroyed that Conduit when he did, her forces could have swept across half of Torsia by now. Lord Protector Kraythe could do the same, in time.” 
 
    “He never seemed interested in conquest to me,” Rohen said. “All he ever cared about was restoring the Templar. He believed the Order had been repeatedly betrayed by the tharns…and even by the rest of the Tel Bator. I think he just wants revenge.” 
 
    “For now, perhaps,” Malareth said. “But those who gain power always covet more.” 
 
    Rohen took a deep breath, and Yria saw a wave of regret crash over his face. “Maybe. I obviously don’t know him as well as I thought I did. A part of me still can’t believe he betrayed Thedric.” 
 
    “You say you don’t know where their mothers are,” Delaryn interjected, her blue eyes hard. “What about their father? Why hasn’t he appeared to stop the Chol?” 
 
    “The world has been asking that question for over a decade now, but we’ve never gotten a real answer,” Malareth lamented. “Some believe he’s secretly ruling the Northern Reaches from the shadows. Others say he fled across the sea to Varellon in search of his own kind. And there are always some voices who claim that he’s dead—or that he was a myth and never really existed at all.” 
 
    She waved her hand. “The Scryers insist that he is alive and nearby…but they cannot discern precisely where. He could easily have the power to shield himself from their divinations, but we haven’t been able to locate most of his allies, either. Nol Krovos remains impenetrable, and the amazons refuse to tell us anything.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to him, he’s not going to save us,” Yria said, locking eyes with her brother. “We have to save ourselves.” 
 
    “And that is exactly what we are going to do,” Malareth agreed. “No matter what happened in the past, no matter how badly Duke Haldor and I may have miscalculated, you are both alive and safe as we hoped. Our enemies don’t yet know that you exist, which means that we still have the advantage so long as we act quickly.” 
 
    Rohen’s expression turned wary. “What is it you expect from me? I’m not a sorcerer or a dragon—I’m just a man with a fancy sword.” 
 
    “That may be what you believe, but that doesn’t make it true,” the queen told him. “No Wyrm Lord has set foot in Nelu’Thalas in many centuries, but my people—our people—still know more about them than anyone. My hope is that with time and tutelage, you and your sister may still develop abilities you don’t even realize you possess.” 
 
    “Time? What time?” Rohen scoffed. “We can’t just sit here and read books while Darenthi burns. The horde is still rampaging across Torisval. It won’t be long before they march south. And you just said that the Lord Protector could transform the entire Tel Bator into an army of channelers.” 
 
    “He could, and he very well might,” Malareth said. “But there is nothing we can do to stop him or the Chol until we know what weapons we have at our disposal. My army will defend the Moonweald to their dying breath, but even I cannot order them to march into Darenthi. If I did, the Sarodihm would gain the allegiance of even more noble houses. They and their allies in my Court would eat me alive.” 
 
    Rohen grimaced and shared a glance with his companions. Both Sehris and Delaryn appeared concerned, but the latter’s face was every bit as hard as his. She was clearly frustrated—it was her people that were dying to the Chol—but she just as clearly didn’t have an argument ready to change the queen’s mind.  
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Rohen asked.  
 
    “I want you to come with me, young Templar,” Malareth said, standing. “And together, we shall attempt to find your destiny.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Jessara Kraythe growled as she slammed the ledger closed. “Absolutely nothing!” 
 
    Hissing through her teeth, she dragged her claws across the mahogany desk. The moonsilver tips carved through the wood almost as easily as flesh, but she didn’t care how old or how rare or even how valuable the furniture was. She would have gladly put every single one of the former Lord Vigilant’s priceless possessions to the torch if it would have provided her the answers she wanted.  
 
    The wraithblade dagger is the key. The Keepers maintain meticulous records—every ingot of moonsilver and pouch of vatari dust is accounted for. The truth is here somewhere.  
 
    Jessara forced herself to take calm, meditative breaths like the priestesses in the Maiden’s Tower had taught her. It rarely worked, especially recently. Every time she closed her eyes and tried to concentrate, all she could see were the images she had ripped from Rohen’s mind.  
 
    The massacre at Whitefeather Hold. King Thedric’s dead eyes staring into nothingness. The annihilation of the Pact Army at Rimewreath. The glowing wraithblade dagger which had drawn the Chol like moths to a flame… 
 
    The beautiful blue eyes of the Whitefeather bitch fluttering shut as Rohen kissed her. The soft moans escaping her lips when he plunged into her. The intimate squeeze of her porcelain thighs when he spilled deep inside her.  
 
    Jessara snarled and slammed her fist against the desk. She hadn’t shed a single tear all day, and she refused to now. She had to stay focused on what really mattered. Someone in this accursed tower had forged that wraithblade dagger.  
 
    And she was going to find them, no matter what it took.  
 
    The rustle of cloth and paper over her shoulder caught her attention, and she turned just in time to see a spindly young man emerge from the maze of shelves within the Lord Vigilant’s personal library with a large, leather-bound book in hand. He shuffled toward her with the wariness of a messenger who feared his head was about to be mounted on a pike.  
 
    “I-I have located the material requisition lists you requested, my Lady Inquisitrix,” Acolyte Benson stammered. “But without a more specific timetable, I’m not sure I can—” 
 
    “Put it back where you found it,” Jessara commanded. “I’m not going to learn what I need from a book. Someone here knows the truth.” 
 
    Benson swallowed heavily and scurried back over to the shelves that formed the bounds of the sprawling study along the wall. The Lord Vigilant’s chambers were so enormous they almost defied belief. A Wyrm Lord in dragon form could have easily stretched out its wings and tail with room to spare—if the previous owner hadn’t filled every nook and cranny, that is. The study probably had more books than the actual library downstairs. 
 
    “You are absolutely certain that none of the other sorcerers here could have crafted a weapon in secret?” Jessara asked.  
 
    “Y-yes, mistress,” Benson assured her as he hurried to return the book to its proper place. He was less than fifty feet away, yet his voice was already echoing thanks to the sheer height of the ceiling. Echoing and trembling. “The Keepers are careful about which sorcerers are taught specific skills. The ones who learn to work the forge rarely learn artifice, and artificers rarely learn how to work the forge. That way, only a few chosen individuals can craft a rune and forge a weapon by themselves.” 
 
    Jessara sighed and brought herself to her feet. The imperious click of her heels on the stone floor was pleasingly familiar, and it might have been the only virtue of this chamber. If she ended up needing to stay here much longer, she might simply destroy everything in here out of principle. Only the cleansing light of the Moonmaiden could purify such decadence.  
 
    “Perhaps I should question the smiths, then,” she said. “One of them could have forged the blade in secret and had one of the artificer’s enchant it later.” 
 
    “I suppose that is possible, though the artificers would still have seen the weapon when they added the enchantment to it,” Benson pointed out, emerging from behind the shelves and lowering his gaze. “You already spoke to all of them. I cannot imagine they could conceal the truth from a Sanctori Inquisitrix.” 
 
    She paused a few feet in front of him, her eyes narrowing in annoyance. She could slowly interview everyone in the tower if she had to, but there were thousands of sorcerers living in these walls. It could take weeks to interrogate them all.  
 
    There simply had to be another way. But Benson was right that she had already spoken to everyone in this tower with the skills required to craft the wraithblade. None knew anything of worth. The only sorcerer unaccounted for was the dark elf with Rohen, but she had never forged a blade, only arrowheads.  
 
    “I suppose there is one other person who might know something,” Benson mused after a moment. “But even if he does, I’m afraid he won’t be able to tell you.” 
 
    Jessara’s voice was naked steel. “He will talk, I assure you.” 
 
    “N-no, you don’t understand, my lady,” the acolyte said, his hands rising defensively. “The artificer…Hastrel…he’s a mute. That’s why I never brought him to your attention earlier.” 
 
    She paused, eyes lowering as she searched her memories. “He was on the list of volunteers with Cathum,” she breathed. “He’s scheduled to join with the armor soon.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” Benson said. “Miserable sod almost Flensed himself to death last summer.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know. He was one of the most talented artificers in the Spire, and he knew how to work the forge. But a few months ago, one of the Keepers found him unconscious outside past the stables. Honestly, I can’t believe he didn’t freeze to death.” 
 
    A suspicious tingle rippled down the length of Jessara’s spine. “But before this happened, you’re telling me that he knew how to work the forge and enchant a blade all by himself?” 
 
    Benson nodded. “Yes, my lady. Frankly, he was one of the best smiths, too. What happened to him was a bloody tragedy, and we’re still not sure of the cause. He can hardly walk, he can barely even dress himself…he’s probably looking forward to finding peace and purpose within the armor.” 
 
    “Where is he now?”  
 
    “Mm,” Benson mumbled, twitching his fingers in thought. “His quarters are on the lowest level, block five. But as I said, my lady, he can’t tell you anything. He can’t even write anymore. The Flensing can do horrible things to a body—and to a mind.” 
 
    “If the truth is still locked away inside his memories, then I don’t need to him to speak or write,” Jessara said.  
 
    “Of…of course, my Lady Inquisitrix.” 
 
    The acolyte was clearly confused and more than a little skeptical, but it didn’t matter. For the first time since Rohen had escaped days ago, Jessara finally felt like she was on the right path.  
 
    “Take me to him,” she demanded. “The Moonmaiden’s light will show me the truth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    5 
 
    Children of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    Few people in Darenthi understood the inner workings of the Waxing Court in Nelu’Thalas. Rohen had heard about the Ven’Tira and the Scryers, the two different orders that served as the “Eyes of the Queen,” but most of his so-called knowledge was based purely on rumors and legends. Some of the Templar had been convinced that the Ven’Tira were nothing less than the queen’s assassins who roamed the shadows of the north murdering anyone who opposed her. The same men also believed that the Scryers had a viewing crystal hidden in every great hall and audience chamber in Darenthi so that the highborn could spy on the tharns. 
 
    Rohen himself had never believed any of that nonsense, though he couldn’t deny that the Scryers in particular had always been an intriguing mystery. Could they view distant parts of the world without leaving the Kingdom of Stars? Could they observe the queen’s enemies and allies from the safety of their chambers? Could they actually see the future and the past? 
 
    The truth, as with so many things recently, was a disappointment.  
 
    Shortly after the conversation in the throne room, Queen Malareth had escorted him through the palace and up into one of its many shining spires. They arrived at a chamber that looked like it could have been plucked directly out of the Galespire: there were shelves filled with books, tables cluttered with artificing tools, and a circle of eerie green, glowing vatari runes etched into the floor at the center of the room.  
 
    There was also a man clad in dark green robes. Had he been human, Rohen would have guessed that he was at least seventy if not eighty, which meant he was probably almost three hundred—elderly even by elven standards. His eyes were yellowish orbs like pure honey, with a glossy film that made him appear at least partially blind, and he spoke with a whispery rasp as if his throat were filled with dust. 
 
    The queen called him Gelephor, and she claimed that his divinations had saved countless lives over the years. Delaryn had to stop Sehris from bombarding him with questions, especially about his knowledge of artifice. To his credit, he didn’t seem the least bit concerned about her ancestry. If his soothsaying powers were as great as the queen said, he had hopefully foreseen that Sehris wasn’t a threat to anyone.  
 
    Or perhaps he really was blind and simply hadn’t noticed her gray skin. Either way, he already knew about the children of the Wyrm Lord, and the queen ordered him to begin a ritual he had evidently been preparing ever since Yria had set out to retrieve her brother.  
 
    That was when the tests began.  
 
    At first, they were mild and noninvasive. The Scryer reached out with his magic, his eyes and hands glowing faintly as he did…something. Rohen tried to stay still as best he could, but it was surprisingly difficult. His Templar training had drilled into his head that the first priority on any battlefield was to neutralize enemy channelers as quickly as possible, and his skin crawled at the thought of someone he didn’t know weaving an unknown spell upon him. The only people who had ever used their magic on him were Delaryn and Sehris, the two people he trusted more than anyone else in the world.  
 
    He settled on watching Sehris’s expression to gauge what was happening. She stood off to the side with Delaryn, observing the proceedings with focused interest, and he assumed that she would intervene if the Scryer did anything harmful. The thought allowed him to stay calm enough not to fidget—for a while.  
 
    The problem was that the Scryer’s tests didn’t stop. Over the next few hours, Gelephor seemed to weave a dozen different spells, all without any obvious effects besides a few odd ripples in the air. He consumed several small vatari crystals in the process, much to his consternation, and by the time Rohen’s stomach started rumbling in anticipation of lunch, the entire endeavor fell apart.  
 
    “Nothing,” the old elf hissed. “Absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “What?” Yria asked. She had been pacing around the edges of the room with her arms crossed for at least an hour. “How is that possible?” 
 
    Gelephor’s shoulders sagged with exhaustion, and he rubbed at his forearms like Rohen had seen Delaryn and Sehris do when they felt the onset of the Flensing. “I wish I knew,” he said. “I can only tell you what the Aether has revealed.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Yria said. “Your divinations are the reason he’s here in the first place!” 
 
    “Yria,” Malareth scolded. She eyed the younger woman hard for several seconds before turning back to the Scryer. “I require an explanation, old friend.” 
 
    Gelephor sighed wearily. “I don’t have one—at least, not a good one. But it would appear that this young man has not inherited any of his father’s gifts.” 
 
    “I could have told you that hours ago,” Rohen grumbled, though his thoughts flashed back to the incident at the Galespire. “In fact, I’m pretty sure I did.” 
 
    “The Scryers said that the children of the Wyrm Lord would play a pivotal role in stopping the Culling,” Yria said. “They insisted that Rohen and I would change the course of the future!” 
 
    “Yes, but the vision did not reveal how,” Gelephor said. “I told you from the beginning that not every child of a Wyrm Lord becomes a dragon. Many never even become sorcerers. And then there is the matter of your rethir blood—” 
 
    Yria scoffed. “Sorry if we’re too polluted to stand in your presence. My brother and I are—” 
 
    “Enough,” Malareth ordered. “Sit down.” 
 
    Rohen watched as Yria’s face twisted in frustration, but she nodded and backed away to pull out an upholstered chair from a table by Sehris and plop down into it. Up until now, Delaryn and Sehris had been patient and composed, probably because they had been able to feel the Aetheric currents shifting while the Scryer worked his magic. Rohen hadn’t sensed a damn thing.  
 
    Not since the Spire. Not since that one moment where everything came into focus.  
 
    “You don’t believe that Rohen is a dragon, then?” Delaryn asked. 
 
    “No, nor does he have any connection to the Aether,” Gelephor said. “But he is still the son of Jorem Farr. The Wyrm Lord’s ancestral memories—his blood legacy—still flows through his veins. He may not be a dragon, but he could still sire one.” 
 
    “Are there no other tests you could run?” Malareth asked. “Or rituals you could perform?” 
 
    “Some, but they are unlikely to uncover anything,” the Scryer said. “The child has seen twenty winters, Your Majesty—the odds that a sorcerous gift would remain dormant until now are slim. And if he is not a sorcerer, then he cannot be a dragon.” 
 
    Rohen’s lip twitched. A stubborn, stoic voice in his head urged him to stay silent and get the hell out of here. The sooner the tests ended, the sooner they could try to figure out a way to defeat the Chol and the Lord Protector. 
 
    But another voice—a surprisingly loud one—warned him that this could be his only chance to come clean about what had happened in the Galespire. He couldn’t explain why he hadn’t told Delaryn and Sehris right away. Something about the entire situation had just felt…wrong. Perhaps he simply hadn’t wanted to believe it. Or perhaps his judgment had been clouded by what had happened with Jess.  
 
    But things were different now. He was standing beside his estranged sister, and she clearly believed in the legend and legacy of the Wyrm Lords—not as conquerors, but as saviors. He could see the pain on her face when Gelephor spoke. It was like he had stabbed her hopes with a dagger.  
 
    And only Rohen could pull it out.  
 
    “I think you may be wrong,” he whispered.  
 
    Everyone in the room turned to look at him. They had been discussing him in third person for so long it was almost like they had forgotten he was actually there.  
 
    “I am sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” Gelephor said. “Believe me, child, we were all hoping that your blood would run clear. If our people ever needed a Wyrm Lord, it is—” 
 
    “I channeled the Aether,” Rohen interrupted. “At least, I think I did.” 
 
    He could feel the collective heat of five sets of eyes upon him, and he had trouble meeting any of them. Instead, he took a deep breath and began to speak as the memories washed over him.  
 
    “It was back at the Galespire. The Sanctori Inquisitrix who Kraythe put in charge was interrogating me. After she used her powers to peer into my mind, she struck me with a whip…and somehow, I conjured a shield to protect myself.” 
 
    “What?” Delaryn gasped.  
 
    “There’s more,” he said. “I was restrained on a torture rack. I never should have been able to escape. But when I conjured the shield, I got a surge of strength and broke free. She even tried to use her powers to restrain me again, but I deflected those, too. It was like I was wearing the Guardian’s Ward, but she had taken all of my equipment away.” 
 
    He finally lifted his gaze to Delaryn and Sehris. “For a few moments, I swore I could sense things I never could before. I could feel the magical power radiating off her. It was…incredible.” 
 
    Delaryn slowly shook her head. “You never mentioned this,” she breathed. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rohen admitted. “It’s just…I spent most of the trip from the Galespire trying to understand what had happened…and maybe to convince myself that it hadn’t. I don’t feel anything now—I can’t just snap my fingers and do it again. It makes me wonder if I imagined the whole thing.” 
 
    “Trauma is more than capable of altering memories,” Gelephor mused. “It is possible that you are simply confused and—” 
 
    “He’s not confused,” Yria said as she stared at her brother. Her eyes were fixed wide almost like she was in a trance. “He is a sorcerer, don’t you see? Your divinations are wrong.” 
 
    The old Scryer snorted. “That is highly unlikely. I employed the same techniques used by our ancestors. They may not be foolproof, but when combined with his age, the results are quite conclusive.” 
 
    “The Galespire holds many sorcerers who didn’t know the truth about their abilities until they were well into adulthood,” Sehris said. “It may be unlikely, but it is far from impossible.” 
 
    Malareth stepped over to Rohen and placed her hand upon his shoulder. “Do you believe that your mind is playing tricks on you?” 
 
    Rohen let out a long, slow breath. “No,” he said firmly. “I never would have escaped otherwise. Something happened in there…I just wish I could explain it.” 
 
    He glanced over at Delaryn again, afraid to see the anger in her eyes. But she looked more confused than upset. Her own abilities had come to her slowly over time…he could only hope that she understood why he had hesitated. 
 
    “Then we know what must be done,” Malareth said as she turned back to the Scryer. “You’re going to run tests—all of them, no matter how obscure. If the power of a dragon is locked inside him, it is up to us to set it free.” 
 
    Gelephor’s golden eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Your Majesty, even if he is a sorcerer, he may not—” 
 
    “He may not be a dragon. Yes, I understand.”  
 
    The queen gave Rohen’s shoulder a comforting squeeze and offered him a warm but tight smile.  
 
    “What matters is that he could be,” Malareth went on. “And one way or another, we need to find out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three days and dozens of esoteric tests and trials later, Gelephor still didn’t have an answer.  
 
    Rohen eventually became more anxious than frustrated—not because he was worried that the Scryers wouldn’t find anything, but because he couldn’t stop thinking about the world beyond the Weald. Time had already started to lose meaning; Nelu’Thalas was like an hourglass tipped on its side so the sands could never move. The seasons didn’t change, the people didn’t age…it would be incredibly easy to blink and allow months or even years to pass. 
 
    His companions had already settled into a new routine quite comfortably. Queen Malareth had allowed Sehris free access to the palace library, which meant that the dark elf was set for the next few decades. She probably would have forgotten to eat if Delaryn didn’t bring her food now and then. The two of them spent most mornings and afternoons together reading about Watcher knew what while Rohen endured the latest trials of the day.  
 
    The nights were more bearable. While Sehris practically had to be pried out of the library by the guards, Delaryn was more than eager to meet up with him the moment he returned. They would eat delicious food for dinner, talk about what had happened that day…and then he would pick her up in his arms, carry her onto his bed, and make love to her for hours on end.  
 
    After the third day he woke up in her arms, Rohen realized how difficult it was going to be to leave. It would be so easy to forget about the Culling and the Lord Protector. He had even stopped thinking about Jess and the sorcerers at the Galespire. Nothing in the outside world seemed to matter in this timeless paradise.  
 
    But it did matter, and Rohen refused to allow himself to become numb to the outside world. He was almost grateful when the queen’s enemies finally made their move.  
 
    Rohen was standing on a long terrace beneath the leophon roost when he saw two strangers, a man and a woman, approaching out of the corner of his eye. The man was tall and perhaps middle age for a highborn, and his elegant red tunic was probably worth more than a tharn’s throne. The woman behind him appeared much younger—possibly even younger than Rohen—and she was clad in a diaphanous silver-blue dress that revealed more skin than it covered. Her blond hair fell to the middle of her back, and her green eyes were every bit as sharp and piercing as Rohen’s. 
 
    Neither newcomer looked the least bit threatening, but Rohen still had to keep his hand from falling to the pommel of his wraithblade. The tiny hairs on the back of his neck bristling in warning the moment he had spotted them. He had spent the waning hours of sunlight up here every day since their arrival—it offered a perfect vista of the majestic city and the white forest beyond—but thanks to Malareth’s ruthless quarantine, he hadn’t encountered anyone but Yria or the queen’s personal guards. 
 
    “I apologize for disturbing you, my lord, but I was hoping you might spare a moment to speak with me,” the man said in a calm, erudite voice. “My daughter and I have been looking forward to meeting you.”  
 
    “I don’t believe we have been introduced,” Rohen said. “You’ll have to forgive me—I’m not familiar with all the social customs in the city yet.” 
 
    The man smiled pleasantly. “Nor would I expect you to be. The protocols of the Waxing Court can take decades to master. But I imagine that simple greetings transcend cultures.” He offered the slightest bow of his head. “My name is Elisir Garadrim, and this is my youngest daughter, Cariel.” 
 
    “My lord,” the girl said with a gracious curtsy. Her delicate, dangling earrings sparkled in the fading light, and the diadem in her hair made her look like a princess being presented at court.  
 
    “I’m no one’s lord, I assure you,” Rohen said, a bit unsettled by their deference. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    The man smiled. “I am here to ask you the same question. Every loyal citizen of Nelu’Thalas should be honored to bask in your presence, but I fear that Her Majesty has been denying you our full hospitality. I hope this hasn’t soured your opinion of our great city.” 
 
    A warning tingle skittered down the length of Rohen’s spine. “I have been treated quite well,” he said, recalling the queen’s warning about her political enemies. He didn’t see any weapons on either of them, but this was a city filled with sorcerers.  
 
    “I am pleased to hear it,” Elisir said. “It has been so long since one of your kind has set foot in the Kingdom of Stars. I want to ensure that you are given with the respect you deserve.” 
 
    He turned and gestured to Cariel. “If you would be so kind, my daughter would love the opportunity to entertain you tonight.” 
 
    “I promise you will not be disappointed, my lord,” the girl said, stepping forward with an eager smile of her own. “I would be delighted to sing for you, and I am a trained dancer. I am also quite adept at psarbost if you are feeling tired or strained…” 
 
    Rohen started to speak, but he found himself at a loss for words as the girl sauntered closer. She was so graceful and delicate…and undeniably lovely. His eyes couldn’t help but drink in her slender figure and shapely legs.  
 
    “My family would be overjoyed if you would accept her companionship this evening,” Elisir said. “Our lands are quite valuable, and we would be more than willing to give you whatever you wish in exchange.” 
 
    Rohen’s eyes snapped back to her father. “Companionship?” 
 
    “Yes,” the man replied as if it were obvious. “I am not certain how long you intended to stay with us, but she will happily entertain you all week if that is what you—” 
 
    “What in the name of the Pale are you doing out here?” 
 
    All of them turned to see Yria storming along the terrace toward them. 
 
    “I am having a private conversation with the son of the Wyrm Lord,” Elisir said, his voice suddenly hard and cold. “I have every right to—” 
 
    “Get out of here, you jackal!” Yria snarled. “You know this section is off limits by order of the queen herself.” 
 
    Elisir’s face twisted into a scowl even as his daughter shrank behind him. “You dare insult me, thin-blood? My family could—” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about your family,” Yria said, her emerald eyes blazing with furious contempt. “I am an Eye of the Queen, and her word is law. Now leave before I drag both of you into the dungeon.” 
 
    For an instant, Rohen wondered if the man might call her bluff—or what he assumed was a bluff. Thankfully, he didn’t have to find out. The man took his daughter’s hand before turning back to Rohen. 
 
    “My offer stands, my lord,” he said graciously. “Queen Malareth has no business coddling her better. My family is eager and ready to serve you. Please remember that—and be careful whom you trust.” 
 
    After firing Yria a final baleful glare, he strode off the way he’d come, his daughter in tow.  
 
    “Unbelievable,” Yria spat. “How in the bloody void did he even get up here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rohen admitted. “Are you going to get into trouble for doing that?” 
 
    “Maybe, but I don’t care. No is allowed to even see you yet.” She hissed through her teeth. “But I suppose this was inevitable. Everyone knows you’re here by now, and the queen can’t keep the nobles at bay forever. Sooner or later, half the lords in the city will be trying to get their daughters in bed with you.” 
 
    He frowned. “What?” 
 
    Yria cocked an eyebrow. “You do know that’s what he wanted, right? That girl would have spread her legs for you in a heartbeat hoping to get pregnant. And she won’t be the last.” 
 
    Rohen pushed his tongue hard into the back of his teeth. “Maiden’s mercy…” 
 
    His sister smiled thinly. “You really didn’t get the hint yet, did you? That’s…actually kind of adorable. My brother the stoic Templar, blissfully unaware that every full-blooded girl in this city would crawl into bed with him.”  
 
    “Gods,” he muttered, averting his face in the hopes of hiding the flash of red in his cheeks. “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “It is,” Yria agreed. “But on some level, it’s perfectly understandable. Think of how much time your tharns spend trying to breed their way into power. Here it’s just more literal. A girl who gets a dragon in her belly would almost eclipse the power of the queen overnight.” 
 
    She snorted softly and crossed her arms. “I doubt many men could resist the prospect of an endless harem of elven maidens throwing themselves at him every night. And of course, there are plenty of other people in the city who would just sooner plunge a dagger into your heart. That’s the glorious future that awaits you here in the Kingdom of Stars.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Rohen muttered. “I suppose it was a big mistake to come outside.”  
 
    “Honestly, it doesn’t matter,” Yria said. “Lord Garadrim is right about one thing—the queen can’t keep you bottled up forever. The longer you’re here, the more the pressure builds. The dam is going to burst sooner or later.” 
 
    “Even if I keep failing the tests?”  
 
    “The jackals won’t care. They’ll gladly keep throwing their daughters at you just in case—the ones who can stomach the idea of your human blood, anyway.” Her jaw clenched. “They don’t realize I’m your sister yet, but when they do…” 
 
    She trailed off, but Rohen understood—and shared—her disgust. How many families would vie to make her their personal broodmare? 
 
    “Your friend knows what it’s like,” Yria said quietly. “Even out here in Nelu’Thalas it was obvious that King Thedric wanted Duke Haldor’s daughter as a spoil of conquest.” 
 
    She sighed and drifted over to stand by the balcony’s edge. She braced her hands on the stone, her head slowly shaking as she gazed out upon the city.  
 
    “The problem with waking up to paradise every day is that it’s easy to forget about all the innocent people out there on the other side of those mountains. Every problem seems far away until it’s right in front of you.” 
 
    Rohen nodded and joined her. The streets beyond the palace walls were bustling with people, yet the crowds seemed far more serene than the ones in Silver Falls. Part of it was the climate—the magic infusing this place seemed to block out the cold altogether, so no one was buried in furs or blowing hot air into their hands. But it was more than just that. He was used to throngs of unruly peasants hoping to buy or barter for fresh food before the market ran dry, to irate tradesmen haggling loudly with stubborn peddlers, but such phenomena didn’t seem to exist here. The commoners were better dressed than some tharns, and despite the crowds, no one ever seemed to be in a hurry. The people calmly wandered the streets to admire the works of the artisans or watch a performance from their favorite dancer.  
 
    A part of him wished he could be down there right now, if only to try and appreciate what life was like here. Delaryn and Sehris would have enjoyed every minute of it, assuming no one noticed or cared about their heritage. He could already imagine the dark elf eagerly asking for the life story of every person they met. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I hate sitting idle, too,” Rohen said. “The last three days have felt like three weeks.” 
 
    Yria arched an eyebrow at him again. “You mean you don’t want to lie down in a comfortable bed and let a bunch of beautiful elven maidens crawl all over you for the next decade?” 
 
    “Well, I mean…” 
 
    “Don’t answer that,” she interrupted with a snort that turned into a smile. She regarded him curiously, almost as if she were sizing him up again, before shifting her gaze back to the city below. “You and I are meant to stop the Culling and save our people, not lounge around the palace.” 
 
    “You really believe that?” Rohen asked.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied without hesitation. “I knew it from the first moment Her Majesty told me about you—about us. I don’t know why, I just…it felt right. Maybe I’m crazy. Or maybe I just want to believe that a couple of thin-bloods are more important than all the people who treat us like worthless traako.” 
 
    Rohen stayed quiet and let her chew on her frustrations for a moment. He knew exactly how she felt.  
 
    “I’ve spent a lot of days staring out from this vantage wishing I could hop on a leophon and fly over those mountains,” she said. “When Her Majesty told me I had a brother, I couldn’t stand the thought of waiting for the ‘right moment.’ I wanted to do something. I wanted to find you.” 
 
    “Well, now you have,” Rohen said. “I hope I’m not too much of a disappointment.” 
 
    Yria turned and frowned at him. “Why would you even think that?” 
 
    “Well, for one, I can’t change into a dragon and carry everyone around on my back,” he said. “For two…I don’t know. You probably hoped you’d find a brother who could make you laugh or solve all your problems. I clearly can’t do either of those things.” 
 
    “I never expected you to solve my problems,” Yria said with a grunt. “Though I admit, I wouldn’t complain if you had a better sense of humor.” 
 
    She flashed him a wry grin, which he easily returned.  
 
    “A lot of girls seem to like the handsome, brooding types, though,” Yria said. “I’ve seen the way Delaryn looks at you.” 
 
    Rohen blinked. “We’ve…well, we’ve always been close. It’s just—” 
 
    “You don’t have to be embarrassed,” Yria assured him with a gentle nudge of her elbow. “She’s gorgeous. And powerful. Even with tutors, most sorcerers her age in Nelu’Thalas couldn’t rip apart a dozen Chol with a single spell.” 
 
    And you don’t even know what she’s truly capable of. No one here does—and with luck, they never will. 
 
    “Even when I was a kid, I couldn’t believe that her father let me associate with her,” Rohen said, trying not to think about their haunting journeys through the Pale. “Though, now I suppose it makes some sense.” 
 
    “He wanted to keep you close to protect you. Honestly, there was probably a part of him that wanted you to end up with his daughter.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Rohen murmured. “When the war ended at Whitefeather Hold, I never thought I would see her again. I expected to be strung up with the rest of the survivors who’d fought for Duke Haldor. The Templar are the only reason I’m alive.” 
 
    “They taught you well,” Yria said. “I’ve seen you fight. You could hold your own against some of the best swordsmen here.” 
 
    “For all the good it’s done. I couldn’t stop the Chol from massacring everyone at Whitefeather Hold. I couldn’t repel the siege at Rimewreath.” His jaw tensed. “I couldn’t stop them from killing my best friend.”  
 
    Yria studied his silhouette in silence for a moment. “You saved the last Whitefeather from certain death against insurmountable odds,” she said. “And you saved that drow—Sehris—from the horde at Rimewreath. That’s a hell of a lot more than I’ve done.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and sighed, his hands squeezing the stone wall, before he banished the dire memories and met her eyes again. “I’m not the type to wallow in self-pity,” he told her. “I’m just frustrated, that’s all.” 
 
    She smiled again, more warmly this time. “I understand. I tell you all these stories about the blood of destiny flowing in our veins, and then you show up and spend days getting poked and prodded for nothing.” A shadow passed over her face. “Even worse, the queen tells you she doesn’t even know where our mothers are. It’s disappointing.” 
 
    “It’s suspicious,” Rohen said. “All my life I’ve heard tales about the highborn Scryers, these legendary diviners and soothsayers. Yet somehow, they couldn’t keep track of both our mothers and our father? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Yria paused, then her voice lowered. “I get the feeling Her Majesty isn’t telling us something—something important.” Her lip twitched. “Something she’s been hiding from me from the beginning. At times it almost feels like there’s someone following behind us trying to wipe away our history…” 
 
    Rohen swallowed hard. He may not have known all the rules of the Waxing Court, but he had spent plenty of time around the tharns and dukes of Darenthi. Speaking ill of a ruler was always dangerous, even when they were allegedly your ally.  
 
    “Do you think that person is the queen herself?” he asked softly. “You do seem to trust her.” 
 
    Yria opened her mouth as if to mount a reflexive defense, but she stopped herself at the last minute. “If you had asked me that at almost any other point in my life, I would have said that I trust her more than anyone. But too many things here don’t add up. I mean, she hasn’t even told us our mother’s names! How could that possibly be worth keeping secret?” 
 
    “How did they even come in contact with our father in the first place?” Rohen added. “Does he even know we exist? If he did, would he care?” 
 
    They shared a long, exasperated look before smiling at nearly the same moment. 
 
    “Maybe brooding does run in our blood,” she said. “Aren’t we just cheery to be around?” 
 
    Rohen chuckled softly, and he was surprised at how good it felt. The number of people who could make him laugh were even fewer than the number who could make him smile, and neither were long lists. 
 
    “We should head back inside,” Yria said, standing upright. “The queen won’t be able to keep this lockdown going much longer, but I still need to find out who allowed Lord Garadrim back here.” 
 
    Rohen nodded. “After you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    The winding corridors of the Galespire seemed like a maze even when Jessara wasn’t frustrated and impatient. She knew from experience that nearly all Avetharri architecture was similar. The circular passages looped around each other in endless circles as if they were all trapped inside a bloody labyrinth. Nythovas and Tir Aramin—the two Darenthi cities built upon elven ruins—both had several towers that were arranged much the same way as this one, only on a smaller scale. It was genuinely impressive how the ancient elves had managed to cram so many chambers and living quarters into relatively modest spaces, but she would have traded the efficiency for blocky human architecture any day. The Maiden’s Tower, built on the elven ruins of Nîs Tarminas, had never confused her even once.  
 
    Mercifully, Acolyte Benson knew exactly where he was going, and it only took a few minutes for them to walk from the Lord Vigilant’s chambers to Artificer Hastrel’s quarters. But even preoccupied as she was, Jessara couldn’t help but notice the hushed silence that fell over the sorcerers in the dormitory wing as she passed by. The rhythmic tapping of her heels on the stone floor might as well have been the war drums of an orcish army gathering on the horizon. Many of them closed their doors before she strode by, while those in the hall simply lowered their eyes and turned to stone until she passed.  
 
    When she had first arrived, she had appreciated their obvious deference to a Sanctori Inquisitrix. If she was honest with herself, she had even enjoyed seeing the fear in their faces. They were cursed and corrupted sorcerers, and she was the cleansing light of the gods made manifest. She expected them to kneel at her feet and beg for salvation.  
 
    But now, today, everything felt different. Seeing the terror in their eyes made her stomach twist into knots. They weren’t afraid that she would drag their misdeeds into the light—they were afraid that she would hurt them. Torture them. Tear them away from their peers and stuff their souls into suits of armor for all eternity.  
 
    This had all seemed so simple when she and her father had discussed it a month ago. He had just imbued her with the righteous power of the gods themselves, and she had been so eager to seek out corruption and punish the wicked all across Darenthi. The Spire of Shadows had been an obvious place to start. But now… 
 
    Now everything was a lot more complicated. And if Hastrel couldn’t tell her what she needed to know, she had no idea what she was going to do.  
 
    Jessara set her jaw and buried her doubts as Benson pointed to one of the doors near a stairwell at the end of the corridor. It was directly across from the apothecary on this level, which clearly wasn’t an accident.  
 
    “Hastrel should be in here, as far as I know,” the young man said. “The healers check in on him regularly, but he doesn’t leave often these days.” 
 
    Jessara nodded. She stepped up to the barred viewing slot set into the door at eye level and slid the covering aside. A haggard-looking man was sitting at a desk inside, his eyes fastened upon an open book. His cheek twitched periodically as he read, and his hands visibly trembled at his sides. From a distance, she might have assumed he was an old man struggling against the ravages of extreme age, but she doubted he was even thirty.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she rapped her gloved knuckles on the door. The man inside jerked and unsteadily turned, his eyes wide and his mouth mumbling something she couldn’t understand. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I just need to ask you a few questions,” Jessara said, wondering if he could even understand her. “I’m going to come inside.” 
 
    She reached down and turned the knob. The room was just as spacious as every other in the dormitory sections of the tower—which was to say, not in the slightest. The vast majority of the sorcerers lived in cramped domiciles with no more than forty square feet of living space. They were cells more than quarters. His desk and bed left little room for anything else.  
 
    “Your name is Hastrel, yes?” Jessara asked as she stepped inside. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I am Inquisitrix Kraythe.” 
 
    He mumbled a series of slurred words she couldn’t understand. But she didn’t require a translation to know how he felt—his entire body went stiff, and he looked upon her as if she were a monster about to devour him. It immediately made her nauseous. 
 
    “I promise I’m not here to harm you,” she soothed. “Do you understand?” 
 
    Hastrel mumbled something else incomprehensible. Sighing, Jessara inched forward another step. The stench of old piss and stale vomit washed over her as if she had just entered a sewer, and she couldn’t help but recoil and glare back into the corridor.  
 
    “They let him live in his own filth?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know, my lady,” Acolyte Benson insisted. “I don’t spend any time down here.” 
 
    Scowling, she covered her mouth with her hand. The room didn’t look filthy, but the stench didn’t lie. How had the Lord Vigilant allowed something like this? How could any of the Keepers leave one of their charges in such a wretched state? 
 
    “I need your help,” Jessara said, bracing herself and lowering her hand. “I was told that you were an artificer—I know you crafted many weapons and suits of armor.” 
 
    Hastrel looked upon her, his brown eyes still wide, but this time he remained silent. It may have been even more disturbing.  
 
    “I’m looking for information about a wraithblade,” she went on. “Specifically, a wraithblade dagger, perhaps the only one of its kind ever forged.” 
 
    When the man remained silent, Benson crept up behind her. “I-I told you, my lady, he can’t tell you anything. The Flensing—” 
 
    He cut off when Hastrel abruptly sat up in his chair. He moaned again—a gruesome, pitiable sound—as he reached out and placed a trembling hand upon her glove.  
 
    “You do know something, don’t you?” she whispered. “You understand what I’m saying.” 
 
    He squeezed her knuckles and moaned again. Jessara frowned, then glanced over to the book on the table.  
 
    “If you can read, you must be able to understand,” she said. “You just can’t communicate.” 
 
    Swallowing heavily, Jessara placed her other hand atop his. She could feel his entire body trembling, but she knew it wasn’t fear. His body was damaged, just like his mind…but she swore she could see a glimmer of something in his eyes.  
 
    “The gods have granted me a powerful gift,” Jessara told him. “I can see into your mind and your memories. I would like to know what you know…but only if you allow it.” 
 
    She could barely believe she was speaking the words even as they left her mouth. She was a Sanctori Inquisitrix—she was divinely ordained to seek out the truth no matter where it chose to hide. She didn’t need to ask for permission from anyone, and certainly not a sorcerer.  
 
    But she asked Hastrel anyway, and he patted her knuckles in a clear sign of approval.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and meant it. “I promise, I will be as gentle as I can. Please, just try and relax…” 
 
    Lifting her left hand from the pile, she tapped into her father’s power and summoned a brilliant orb of golden energy into her palm. It glowed and pulsed as if she were holding a mote of pure sunlight, and Hastrel gasped at the display. Like most of the sorcerers here, he had probably never imagined that he would see a Sanctori Inquisitrix with the ability to channel the Aether.  
 
    But as unsettled as he was by the display, he didn’t struggle or push her away. She held still, perfectly content to allow him to study her while she stretched out through the Aether. Hopefully, the orb would hold his attention long enough for her to have a peek inside his tortured mind… 
 
    Despite the damage—which was considerable—his mind was surprisingly bright and aware. There was hardly any resistance. Indeed, Hastrel’s mind almost seemed to welcome her.  
 
    Jessara held her breath as she probed his memories, freshly amazed at how easily this technique came to her. It wasn’t as though she had spent years training under the tutelage of a powerful channeler. Yet from the first moment her father had gifted her this power, it seemed the Aether itself had whispered its secrets into her mind. In the span of a few hours, she had transformed from a regular woman bound by the laws of the physical world into an avatar of the gods, capable of bending reality to her whim. Her skills had still grown with time and practice, of course, but she felt like a master smith who had skipped over her apprenticeship altogether.  
 
    Exploring a man’s mind and thoughts—a feat that should have been impossible—came almost as easily to her as breathing. If she pushed aggressively enough, she could pry open long-buried memories that even her subject had forgotten. Or been desperate to hide. It was how she had learned the truth about what had happened in Whitefeather Hold in the first place. But pushing into a man’s mind without causing him pain was a much more delicate task, and this poor man had suffered enough for one lifetime. She needed to be careful if she wanted to avoid cracking his already fragile psyche.  
 
    “The High Artificer told me that you used to work the forge,” Jessara said as she combed through a field of hazy, incomplete memories. “He said you used to be quite the weaponsmith.” 
 
    Hastrel groaned unintelligibly, his eyes still fixated upon the orb, but she caught flashes of new memories rising to the surface. She saw images of him standing before the forge, his delicate tools inscribing runes of power into gleaming moonsilver blades.  
 
    “Yes, you forged many exquisite swords over the years,” she continued. “But as I said, I’m looking for something unique—something you may have only crafted once. A wraithblade dagger…” 
 
    This time, the memories came in an explosion rather than a flash. They seared into her vision so rapidly that she almost lost her concentration altogether, and Hastrel cried out in discomfort and frustration. But Jessara refused to relent—she focused her efforts on slowing down the images to try and make sense of what she was seeing… 
 
    And the truth was there waiting for her.  
 
    It was a cold autumn day in the frozen flats beyond the Spire, and Hastrel had never been able to master the technique to shield himself from the elements. He had never been good at anything besides artifice—he couldn’t mend a wound or weave a barrier or conjure a wisp of flame. But he warmed himself with the knowledge that his craft, his weapons, would be the key to defeating the Chol. The Lord Protector of the Templar had assured him of that.  
 
    Kraythe arrived at the rendezvous on horseback, as tall and imperious as the stories said. He seemed powerful, righteous, even with his crippled arm and graying hair. And when he spoke about the danger to Darenthi, about the coming darkness unleashed by another Culling, Hastrel believed every word.  
 
    He didn’t understand why the Lord Protector would need a dagger, of all weapons—such a small blade would pale in comparison to a true sword. But Lord Kraythe explained that what he really needed was a beacon, an item infused with such power that it could lure wandering Chol from miles away. That was how the Templar would protect Darenthi. They would bait the monsters into a trap, and they would end the next Culling before it could truly begin.  
 
    But the Keepers wanted to downplay the threat, and they wouldn’t understand why Kraythe would desire such a strange weapon. Hastrel would need to work in secret—he would need to craft the dagger, the lure, without the knowledge of his peers. So he worked the forge into the long hours of the night, pretending that he was crafting a real blade while secretly working on another.  
 
    And then, at long last, it was finished. A simple tool that might save Darenthi. Hastrel presented it with pride to the Lord Protector. He asked if the gods would be pleased by his service. All his life, he had wanted to atone for the sins of his sorcerous blood. Kraythe assured him that his creation would save countless lives, and that the Guardian himself would usher his soul beyond the Pale.  
 
    But then there was pain. Burning, scorching, soul-consuming pain. Hastrel gasped as he collapsed to his knees, confused and horrified at the glowing tattoos in his flesh. He had done what he was told—he had obeyed every command. Yet somehow his Brand had been triggered, and the agony seared through his flesh and into his very mind… 
 
    Jessara gasped and pulled away, the orb in her palm vanishing like a snuffed candle. “Oh, gods,” she breathed—the smell completely forgotten. “Father, what have you done?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and rubbed the lids, but the images refused to fade. The harsh flare of his tattoos, the horrible sound of Hastrel’s agonized screams, the imposing shadow of the Lord Protector standing over him like a god pronouncing judgment… 
 
    Rohen was right. By the Watcher, Rohen was right! 
 
    Her stomach roiled so violently she almost retched. Everyone knew that the Flensing could kill careless sorcerers—some in the Tel Bator believed it was the last desperate act of the gods to try and temper the power of the Avetharri who had destroyed them. The Keepers had designed the Brand to invoke the Aether’s fury as the ultimate means of control. But to actually experience what it could do—to actually feel that torment in the living memory of another creature… 
 
    Jessara stumbled back against the door, and she would have lost her balance entirely if Hastrel hadn’t reached out to catch her. He let out an anxious groan, his face creased with concern. She had dug up his memories, but mercifully she hadn’t forced him to relive them. He had no idea what she had just seen. And even now, after everything that had been done to him, he looked genuinely worried about her.  
 
    She, the daughter of the man who had destroyed his mind and ruined his life.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I-I can’t…” Jessara slowly collapsed to her knees. She was more nauseous than ever, and she could feel the tears stinging her eyes and burning down her cheeks. How could this be possible? How could her father have done this?  
 
    Why had he done this?  
 
    The silence had no answers.  
 
  
 
  
   
    6 
 
    The Queen’s Library 
 
      
 
    Nelu’Thalas was the undisputed center of magical knowledge in northern Torsia. Neither the Highwind Academy in the west nor the Crell Aetherium in the south could compete with its sheer number of volumes dating back to the end of the Dragon War and the dawn of the modern world. It was widely believed that even a young highborn couldn’t read every tome in Gûl Varadim, the fabled tower of sorcery, before she died of old age. A mere human might not make it through a single floor before her time was up.  
 
    The queen’s library inside the Winter Palace included a smaller, more cultivated selection of literature than the main tower across the city. Yet even it was every bit as incredible as Delaryn and Sehris could have hoped.  
 
    They had spent the better part of the last week in here while Queen Malareth and her Scryers ran their tests on Rohen, and neither woman were close to being bored. Having been denied access to books for most of the past two years—first because she had been Thedric’s prisoner and then later when she’d become his sheltered bride—Delaryn was overjoyed to be able to read anything. She would have settled for poorly written romance novels, but the fact that there were actual tomes on sorcery here seemed nothing short of miraculous.  
 
    Still, after the first few days, she mostly left the dense, theoretical volumes to Sehris. The romance novels turned out to be written quite well, and Delaryn found she couldn’t get enough of them—especially the ones that went into deliciously scandalous detail. Stories of Wyrm Lords and their harems, of Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers bonding together…they were all captivating, even if they were probably embellished beyond reason.  
 
    The best part was that every day, she learned a new lovemaking technique to try out on Rohen that night.  
 
    “Oh, my…” Delaryn breathed, blushing as she flipped another page in her current read. “Do you know if any of this really happened?” 
 
    “You’ve asked me that three times today,” Sehris said. She didn’t lift her eyes from the page of her book by an obscure philosopher. “The answer hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “Mm. Sorry, it’s just…I can’t even imagine living in a world like this.” 
 
    Delaryn crossed her legs in the futile hope of quenching the heat smoldering in her core. Rohen should have already been back by now—it was already past dinner—and she was already finding it more and more difficult to contain herself while waiting for him all day. Maybe she could practice a little with Sehris first… 
 
    The two women were sitting on opposite sides of the wide table at the center of the library, two piles of finished or half-finished books scattered between them. The magical lanterns hanging from the ceiling provided ample light, and a lingering enchantment muted any sound from the hall outside. It was difficult to imagine a better place to study.  
 
    The library chamber itself was a large, open circle divided into two floors, linked by a small but elegant spiral staircase. All told, there had to be several thousand books here, which was apparently a tiny fraction of what one could find in Gûl Varadim. Delaryn couldn’t help but wonder if the queen herself had curated this particular collection. If so, she had truly excellent taste in fiction. 
 
    “Do you know about the Batân’Kari?” Delaryn asked.  
 
    Sehris’s violet eyes finally rose. “Some type of bonding ceremony?” 
 
    “Yes, between male Wyrm Lords and their chosen lovers. It’s remarkable! The dragon would choose four or five women from hundreds of potential candidates, and they would spend decades traveling the world as a group. They would fight together, sleep together…and when they returned home, he would finally start breeding them to produce a new generation…” 
 
    Delaryn shook her head in wonder as she set down the book. “According to this, the Batân’Kari was a revered tradition for thousands of years, but then a few Wyrm Lords decided that the best way to increase their power was to breed as many women as possible without any regard for tradition. It started a race to see who could produce dragons the fastest, heedless of the consequences. The practice led to the most destructive era of the Dragon War.” 
 
    When Sehris didn’t reply for a moment, Delaryn frowned. “Are you really so engrossed that you don’t care about history?” 
 
    “Hmm, what?” the dark elf asked, looking up again. “Sorry, I just got stuck on this paragraph.” 
 
    Arching a suspicious eyebrow, Delaryn peered at the head of the book in Sehris’s hands. The block of pages on each side seemed little changed from an hour ago—and were suspiciously thick to begin with, in fact, almost as if she had stacked a smaller book inside a larger one… 
 
    Smirking impishly, Delaryn reached out to the Aether and summoned a quick gust of wind. The burst blew in over the dark elf’s shoulders to yank the book from her grip and pull it halfway across the table, confirming that she had indeed placed a second book inside the first.  
 
    “I knew it!” Delaryn said, snatching the thinner book. “This isn’t research—it’s smut!” 
 
    Sehris hissed and lunged across the table to retrieve the book. “No, it’s fabulous smut. Look, if you’re allowed to read this stuff, so am I!” 
 
    They locked eyes, then both began giggling uncontrollably. For a moment, they were both young girls without a care in the world. Delaryn hadn’t felt this relaxed since their days in Silver Falls.  
 
    Deep down, she knew there was a very real danger of growing complacent. This place was like their own little sanctuary from the concerns of the world. So far, they had been given complete and total privacy—even the servants had kept clear, aside from bringing them food and then returning to retrieve the dishes about an hour later. But Delaryn and Sehris couldn’t keep this up forever, no matter how much they wanted to.  
 
    Still, Delaryn refused to deny herself the simple pleasure of spending every afternoon laughing with her best friend and every night making love to Rohen. She intended to enjoy every moment of this for however long it lasted. 
 
    “What’s it about?” Delaryn asked, pointing at the book. “Wyrm Lords?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Sehris said. “It’s an epic retelling of the legend of Silhouette, a half-Avetharri, half-Vaetharri woman who had every nobleman in Tir Lanathel pining for her. By the end, she’s supposed to lead the dark elves to a new life beneath the surface.” Sehris smiled slyly. “But the first two hundred pages are mostly just about her sleeping with a lot of well-endowed men…and quite a few women, usually at the same time.” 
 
    Delaryn bit her lip, momentarily swept by an image of herself, Sehris, and Rohen all entwined in passion. It was so scandalous she had to stifle a gasp.  
 
    “It sounds incredible,” she managed.  
 
    “Gods, it’s glorious.” Sehris fanned herself with the book for a moment. “Whoever wrote this should have at least as many statues here as the Moonmaiden.” 
 
    They shared another girlish giggle. Delaryn was tempted to steal the book and read a few pages for herself, but then her thoughts flicked back to one of their conversations back in the Keeper cabin outside the Galespire. She had been meaning to bring it up for several days but kept finding reasons to put it off. Perhaps now was finally the time to change that. She might as well try and deal with it while they had the chance.  
 
    Uncrossing her legs, she stood and sauntered over to the closest shelf. “I don’t know how much more time we’ll have in here,” she said, dragging her fingertips across the spines of several books. “I doubt Rohen will put up with the Scryers much longer.” 
 
    “Yria won’t, either,” Sehris said. “She seems even angrier than Ro about all this ‘wasted’ time. There’s a girl that needs to learn how to relax and read some good, um, literature.” 
 
    Delaryn smirked. “She’s too much like her brother. You can just feel it when they’re in the same room. Both of them hate standing still when there’s something to go out and fight.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s why they’re soldiers and we’re not.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Delaryn murmured, her eyes losing their focus as she let her hand fall on the shelf. “I’m glad they were able to find each other. He hasn’t said anything, but I can tell he likes her—and respects her. They have a lot in common.” 
 
    “Then why do you sound sad?” 
 
    Delaryn shook her head. “I’m not. It’s just…well, a lot of this just makes me think of my brother. It’s been so long…I wish Skaldir could be here with us. He was a warrior, too—a good one, strong and proud. He and Rohen always got along pretty well.” 
 
    When Sehris didn’t respond, Delaryn turned and saw her friend staring off into nothing, a haunted look on her normally cheerful face. It was only then that Delaryn felt a sickening lurch as she realized she had probably just inadvertently dredged up memories of Zin, not even two weeks dead. Five years ago, they had been convinced that their circle of friends would be together forever. Now… 
 
    Now Delaryn was still able to crawl into Rohen’s strong arms every night. Sehris wasn’t so fortunate. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Delaryn whispered. “I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Sehris said, her sorrow vanishing beneath a weak smile. “It’s important to remember what we’ve lost so we can appreciate what we’ve gained.” 
 
    Delaryn nodded and closed her eyes for a moment, letting her memories wash over her. Her brother had given his life in her defense when Thedric’s men had stormed their family’s hold. Zin had done the same to protect them at Rimewreath. She would never forget them or the sacrifices they had made.  
 
    That was why, despite the temptations here in paradise, they still needed to keep their priorities straight.  
 
    “Do you think the Scryers will ever learn anything?” she asked.  
 
    Sehris shook her head. “If they haven’t by now, I doubt it.” 
 
    “Which is strange, right? What Rohen described at the Spire…how could he do those things without sorcery?” 
 
    “He couldn’t,” Sehris said, gently setting down her book. “Are you still mad at him for not telling us?” 
 
    “I was never mad. I was just…well, I was just overwhelmed.” Delaryn paused. “I admit, there is a part of me that wants to be annoyed that he kept the truth from us, but I’m hardly the one to throw stones. I concealed my sorcery from him for a long time. And he still doesn’t know about the whispers…or that I still hear the voice of my mother.” 
 
    Sehris glanced back at their pile of books. “Does she have anything to say about your choice of literature?” 
 
    “No, thankfully,” Delaryn replied with a roll of her eyes. “She hasn’t said anything since we got here. I haven’t heard a single whisper since we left the Pale outside the Galespire.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe they’ll leave you alone from now on.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Delaryn muttered, unconvinced. She turned back to the shelf behind her and ran a finger over the numbered brass plate affixed to it. “When the queen let us in here, you said you thought these books could teach us anything we wanted to know about sorcery. But what about other types of magic?” 
 
    Sehris cocked a black eyebrow. “You mean…?” 
 
    “The Avetharri were the ones who banished the gods within the Pale. Their descendants must know more about Palerending than anyone alive today.” 
 
    “The highborn are as terrified of demonology as everyone else,” the dark elf replied gravely. “I can’t imagine they would fill a library with books on it—especially the queen’s private collection.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting an entire section,” Delaryn said, glancing over her shoulder at the opposite shelf. “But there has to be something. You said that this was the greatest collection of arcane knowledge in the North, maybe in all of Torsia.” 
 
    “It is, but…” Sehris swallowed. “These people already think I’m an evil drow. Can you imagine what would happen if they discovered me snooping around for tomes on demons?” 
 
    Delaryn sighed. “You’re probably right. It was just a thought.” 
 
    She could feel her friend’s eyes studying her in silence for several long, awkward seconds, before the dark elf abruptly stood and walked up behind her. Her gray arms slid around Delaryn’s bare midriff, hands meeting over her sleek stomach, and squeezed.  
 
    “I know you want answers,” Sehris whispered beside her ear. “But I can’t even begin to imagine where we might find them. No one, not even the Crell, tries to meddle with demons.” 
 
    Delaryn nodded and leaned into Sehris’s embrace. She placed her hand atop both of her friend’s and enjoyed the heat of their touch. “I know,” she murmured. “There are just so many things I don’t understand. And if you’re right about the true nature of my mother’s voice…” 
 
    Another silence lingered between them until Sehris gently spun Delaryn around and planted a kiss on her lips. “I was wrong, actually,” she whispered, leaning back enough that she could run her fingers through the other woman’s long platinum hair. “There is one group of people who aren’t afraid of this kind of magic.” 
 
    “What are you…?” Delaryn went cold. “You mean the drow.” 
 
    “If even half the rumors about their rituals are true, they still probably know more about this stuff than anyone,” Sehris said. Her body remained pressed against Delaryn’s as if to soothe her, and without her usual leather ensemble, Delaryn could easily feel the softness of her breasts against her own. “Though, it’s not like we can just crawl underground and ask them.” 
 
    Delaryn nodded again. Despite Sehris’s gray skin and violet eyes—and the spider birthmark upon her belly—Delaryn had never really thought of her as a drow. Hearing people carelessly invoke that term had always filled her with anger. Sehris hadn’t grown up in the Underworld; she hadn’t been corrupted by the depravities of drow society. She was as much a drow as Delaryn was a Roskarim barbarian.  
 
    “All I know is that I can’t afford to walk through the Pale again,” Delaryn said. “It’s like I leave behind a part of myself every time we return.” 
 
    “Well, we’re safe now,” Sehris said with a tight smile. “We won’t have to run from the Keepers or the Chol as long as we’re here.” 
 
    “We don’t know that. The horde could head this way next. There’s certainly enough sorcery to tempt them.” Delaryn swallowed heavily and pulled out of the other woman’s embrace. “I keep thinking about the man on the wyvern who led the horde at Rimewreath. If he can send the Chol through walls, how in the bloody void are we ever going to stop them?” 
 
    Sehris slowly tilted her head to one side. “Maybe that’s the answer we need to be looking for.” 
 
    Delaryn frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The highborn may not have books on how to rend the Pale, but they might know how to stop someone from doing it. In fact, I might have passed something earlier…” 
 
    The dark elf dashed across the library. Delaryn followed, amazed at how quickly her friend could transition between “patient scholar” and “child-like wonder” at the drop of a hat. Or, more often, a book. Sehris eventually stopped a few rows over and began to examine the spines of the books more carefully.  
 
    “Here we go,” she said, sliding out two of the tomes and gently thumbing through them. “They’re both about barriers. Most of what I saw initially I already knew, so I set them aside for a while. But if any books in this place have information on strengthening the veil or sealing fractures, it’s probably these.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” Delaryn said. “I’ll take one and you take the other?” 
 
    Sehris nodded, a grin spreading across her face. “Sounds like the best plan we’ve got. Let’s get started.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was late in the evening when Yria arrived at the queen’s library—so late that she was surprised that Delaryn and Sehris were still there. She and Rohen had gone straight back to his room after yet another day of fruitless tests, and they had both wondered why the girls hadn’t been there waiting to greet them. Apparently, they had simply lost track of time reading.  
 
    Yria found the entire concept baffling. She had trouble believing that anyone could entertain themselves with books for more than a few hours, let alone a few days. Had she been in their position, she would have gone stir-crazy a long time ago. 
 
    But it seemed Rohen’s friends thought differently. The other women were sitting on opposite sides of the reading table when Yria arrived, a dozen books haphazardly spread between them.  
 
    “I’m amazed you’re still in here,” Yria said as she approached. “Having that much fun?”  
 
    “Absolutely,” Sehris said earnestly, plainly missing the sarcasm. “Other than Gûl Varadim, this has to be the most exciting place in the whole city.” 
 
    Yria snorted. “You must be joking.” 
 
    “She’s not, believe me,” Delaryn said with a wry grin. “This place is incredible.” 
 
    “Not the word I would use,” Yria muttered as she idly glanced between the shelves. “I thought you might want to know that Rohen is finally back. Another day, another wasted opportunity to actually accomplish something. He’s even more frustrated than I am.” 
 
    “Then someone should definitely go and talk to him,” Sehris said, flashing Delaryn a strangely intense, sultry look. “Maybe show him—I mean, tell him—all the things you learned today?” 
 
    Yria arched an eyebrow. “You discovered new channeling techniques?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Delaryn said, snapping her book shut and practically vaulting out of her seat. She anxiously straightened the skirt of her dress and almost dashed away, before halting to toss a quick glance back at the dark elf. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Sehris said, snickering. “I’ll catch up with you in the morning.” 
 
    Delaryn nodded and scampered off. She looked so giddy she almost seemed drunk. 
 
    “She’s going to be disappointed when she sees how upset he is.” 
 
    “Oh, she’ll manage,” Sehris said. “Ro never would have been able to sit idly this long if they weren’t…you know. Or maybe you don’t.” 
 
    “I’m not blind—I’ve seen the way they look at each other.” Yria grunted softly and turned back to the dark elf, wandering over to where she sat. “Then again, I’ve seen the way you look at him, too.” 
 
    “We’ve been friends for a long time. Outcasts and orphans and the princess who took pity on them. I’m sure it must seem pretty strange from the outside.” 
 
    “Only a little,” Yria said. “Mostly it just makes me jealous.” 
 
    Sehris cocked her head. “Why is that?” 
 
    “I just never imagined that a thin-blood would have such an easy time making friends. I certainly didn’t.” 
 
    Yria could feel the other woman studying her, and she immediately regretted saying anything. People usually had to work a lot harder to get her guard down.  
 
    “Well, there’s no reason you can’t get started with that now,” Sehris said. “If you’re willing to befriend a dark elf, I’m more than willing to be befriended by a thin-blooded orphan.” 
 
    Yria found herself smiling. It was almost annoying how easy it was to do in this woman’s presence. She was practically an enchantress even without casting any spells.  
 
    “Most people in this city would think me a fool for even standing this close to you without a weapon drawn.” 
 
    “Most people in this city seem to believe a lot of silly things,” Sehris replied with a shrug. “Frankly, I don’t really care what they think. But if you’d feel safer with your bow out while you watch me read, that’s your prerogative.” 
 
    She looked back down to the book she was reading and crossed her legs. The silver dress she was wearing was elegant but modest, though the slit in the skirt did reveal a glimpse of her smooth gray thighs. She may very well have been the first drow to sit in this library in…well, ever. The queen’s political enemies were probably stewing just thinking about it.  
 
    “Are you really okay being in here all day?” Yria asked as she leaned against the edge of the table. “The queen didn’t want any of you to venture outside the cordon, but I’m sure we could arrange—” 
 
    “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be, trust me.” Sehris abruptly frowned and glanced back up. “That is, unless you could get me into whatever building they hide the leophon cubs.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Pity. Then don’t worry, I’m perfectly happy staying in here for the next two decades or so.” 
 
    Yria scanned the packed shelves. “I’d be bouncing off the walls if I got stuck in here for two hours. How can you stand it?” 
 
    “You don’t like to read?” 
 
    “In moderation, I suppose. But wouldn’t you rather be doing something?” 
 
    “Reading is doing something!” Sehris sounded scandalized. “And you can’t tell me there isn’t a single book in here you’d find interesting.” 
 
    “Maybe one or two,” Yria said, reaching out to comb through the loose pile on the table. “But I definitely wouldn’t read this trash. ‘Faewyn’s Submission, a tale of a powerful elven ranger who secretly enjoys being tied up and—’” 
 
    “That is not trash,” Sehris protested as she leaned up and snatched away the book. “It’s exquisite Elvish literature.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Yria said mischievously. “Is that what the two of you have been reading in here all day? I thought you were studying magic.” 
 
    “We can do both! Besides, there’s plenty of magic in this particular story.” 
 
    The dark elf twitched her brows suggestively, not embarrassed in the slightest. It was oddly refreshing. Yria would have been mortified if anyone saw the books she kept stashed in her quarters. Or her special toys… 
 
    “The point is that I could stay in here reading forever and not get bored,” Sehris added. “The library in the Spire is pathetic by comparison. And the Keepers are very careful about what they allow us to read.” 
 
    “You mean they don’t let you read smut?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that the Tel Bator aren’t big on self-expression. Remember that cabin in the woods where you found us? That’s where most of the fun took place. Everyone here is so much less…repressed.” Sehris tucked a lock of black hair behind her pointed ears. “You don’t have to keep me company, you know. Or is there something in particular you need to ask me?” 
 
    “Not really,” Yria admitted. “I just wanted to know why you were both still down here. It’s well past dinnertime, but I’m sure I can get the servants to make you something.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Sehris said. “And I’m perfectly content to sit here and read, thank you.” 
 
    Yria nodded, finding it difficult to drag her gaze from the dark elf. Sehris’s luminescent eyes were almost as bright as the amethyst glowstones some highborn used as lanterns. They would probably be even more stunning in the dark.  
 
    As the silence stretched, Yria’s eyes naturally drifted down the dark elf’s lustrous black hair as it cascaded over her shoulders like a river of dark silk. If the lanternlight caught her the right way when she moved, the vatari dust branded beneath the skin on her arms and legs was sometimes visible.  
 
    “Does it hurt?” 
 
    Sehris glanced back up. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Your Brand,” Yria said. “I know the Keepers force the tattoos upon you, but I’ve always wondered if they hurt afterward.” 
 
    The dark elf extended her left arm and twisted it back and forth. The faint outline of her Brand seemed to shimmer when she clenched and unclenched her fist. 
 
    “No. Honestly, I sometimes forget they exist.” 
 
    “I get the feeling you were the good girl who didn’t get disciplined very often.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Just a hunch,” Yria said. “You’re, um…” 
 
    Sehris arched an inquisitive eyebrow. “I’m what?” 
 
    Sweet. Charming. Beautiful.  
 
    “You’re just not how I imagined a drow would be, that’s all,” Yria said instead. It was obnoxiously warm in here—she didn’t know how anyone could stand it. “I, uh…I imagine you were very well behaved.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Sehris said, smiling. “I bet you weren’t.” 
 
    Now Yria raised an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Just a hunch.” Sehris held her gaze for a moment before chuckling. “You seem very…restless. Like someone would have to tie you down to get you to stand still for more than a few minutes.” 
 
    “No one has ever been foolish enough to try that on me,” Yria whispered, another flash of heat rippling through her. 
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” Sehris twisted her smutty book in her hand. “Faewyn here loves it.” 
 
    Yria snorted. “I’m not Faewyn.” 
 
    “Too bad. She seems like a lot of fun to be around.” 
 
    The dark elf’s eyes glittered mischievously, and she flashed Yria a coy smile before she glanced back down at her book.  
 
    Gods, is she flirting with me? What am I even supposed to say? And why is it so fucking hot in here? 
 
    “Well, if you’re all right here, I suppose I’ll see you in the morning,” Yria said, leaning away from the table. “Maybe tomorrow the Scryers will actually accomplish something.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go!” Sehris said quickly. Too quickly. “I, um…I wouldn’t mind the company. Unless you have duties you need to attend to, of course.” 
 
    “Not at this hour, no. I just didn’t want to bother you, and we just covered how I’m not nearly as interesting as your ranger friend.” 
 
    Sehris snickered. “Well, you’re real. That’s worth a lot to me.” 
 
    Yria felt something leap in her chest. The truth was that she didn’t want to leave, either. She just didn’t know what to say…or do.  
 
    “There, um…there was something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Sehris said after a moment.” 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “Back in the cabin outside the Spire, you activated my Brand. I still don’t understand how—you aren’t a Keeper.” 
 
    “No, but my people know more about vatari crystals than anyone,” Yria said. “The Avetharri were the ones who invented the idea of tattooing dust into flesh, though at first it was a type of defense against other sorcerers. Some sects of the Dal’Rethi were able to make themselves virtually immune to hostile magic—and even feed upon it. Others have copied and adapted their techniques over time.” 
 
    “Fascinating…” 
 
    “Less so once you learn they started using Brands to control their slaves.” Yria hesitated and pushed her tongue into the back of her teeth. “And then it was inevitably turned into a sex thing at some point.” 
 
    Sehris’s black eyebrows shot up. “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    “Well, the Avetharri were into some strange stuff,” Yria said as yet another flash of heat threatened to bake her inside her leathers. “I’m sure there’s plenty of it in the books you were reading.” 
 
    “There was nothing that interesting. Can you show me?” 
 
    Yria’s heart stopped beating. “What?” 
 
    “I mean, can you show me how you activated my Brand?” Sehris asked. “I’m just curious how it works.” 
 
    “Um,” Yria struggled to remember how to speak. “I could, but I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” Yria tried to swallow but found her throat completely dry. “Well, because it will hurt.” 
 
    “I’m tougher than I look,” Sehris assured her. “I promise.” 
 
    The dark elf set down her book and slowly stood from her chair. She stepped over to the side of the table directly in front of Yria, then hopped up onto it, her feet dangling several inches above the ground as she stretched out her bare gray arms.  
 
    “Go ahead,” she said softly. “Please.” 
 
    Yria stared into the other woman’s captivating gaze, thoroughly confused but wildly aroused. It didn’t make any sense. She should have left the room and gone back to her quarters five minutes ago.  
 
    But instead, she pulled her bow from her back and set it upon the table, then reached out and gently placed her fingers on the dark elf’s shoulder.  
 
    “All right,” she whispered. “Ready?” 
 
    Sehris nodded, her breath quickening. Yria paused, wondering if this was as insane as it seemed. But before she could reconsider, she reached out to the Aether and wove the spell just like she had been taught. It was subtle magic, and she didn’t claim to know precisely how it worked. Vatari crystals usually absorbed magic more or less harmlessly, but somehow the Brands were designed to simulate the effects of the Flensing by overloading the victim with a surge of energy. A short blast would be painful, while a long one could inflict permanent damage. It definitely wasn’t something to be done lightly.  
 
    But she did it anyway, and the results were exactly as expected. Sehris gasped as if she had been stabbed, and the tattoos inscribed beneath her flesh all seemed to flare to life at once in a dazzling display. Her arms, her legs, even her neck…their full extent was disturbing. The Keepers had obviously wanted to ensure that they could control their only dark elf. She cried out in pain— 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Yria breathed as she dismissed the spell. “Gods, I knew that was a mistake. I never should have—” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Sehris insisted between labored pants. “I told you, I’m tougher than I look. I can take it.” 
 
    Her red lips curled into an inviting smile, and her thick lashes fluttered in rhythm with her heavy breaths. Even her violet eyes seemed to glow brighter than usual. Her knees had parted and risen ever so slightly, bunching up her skirt at her hips. After a moment, her hands settled on Yria’s waist and pulled her so close between them that their faces were barely an inch apart. 
 
    “Can you do it again?” Sehris asked.  
 
    Yria swallowed when she felt the drow’s ankles cross behind the small of her back, effectively locking them together. She had never been this close to another woman before. In truth, she had never been this close to anyone before. But the glint in Sehris’s eyes made it absolutely clear what she wanted.  
 
    Forcing herself to breathe, Yria reached out and placed her hand on the dark elf’s shoulder again— 
 
    And then froze when she heard the rumble of grinding stone above them.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Sehris asked.  
 
    Yria held up a finger as she glanced back at the spiral staircase at the center of the library. The opening in the ceiling between the first and second floors was too narrow for her to see much of anything from this angle, but she swore she heard the sound of soft, booted footfalls…and then nothing. 
 
    “Someone is on the second floor,” she whispered.  
 
    Sehris frowned, unlocking and lowering her ankles. “Are you sure? I didn’t realize there was another entrance.” 
 
    Yria moved away and silently retrieved her bow. “There’s a secret passage behind a concealed door. But it’s locked with blood magic—only the queen and her Ven’Tira can use it.” 
 
    She held up her fingers for silence as she reached out to the Aether and channeled its energies to further hone her already-keen senses. Every ranger with sorcery learned the technique; it was an essential tool for hunting difficult game. With seconds, even a whisper sounded like a shout, and her eyes saw as clearly as if it were a sunny day. 
 
    Pointing upward in the direction of the noise, Yria began stalking toward the stairs. Sehris slid off the table and started to follow, but the ranger shook her head and bade the other woman to wait. If a pair of her fellow Ven’Tira were up there, she planned to give them an earful—both for trying to spy on her and for being so clumsy as to get caught.  
 
    If it was anyone else, she planned to shoot them where they stood.  
 
    Yria tiptoed up the stairs one by one, grateful that she was still wearing her boots. The soles were enchanted to significantly reduce the sound of her footfalls, which made her suspect that the intruders weren’t other Ven’Tira—she never would have been able to hear them from this distance if they were. And since she highly doubted that the queen herself would be wandering around her own library at this hour, the logical conclusion was that someone had broken into the palace.  
 
    She had no idea how in the void anyone could have possibly pulled that off with all the extra security, but then, she still didn’t know how Lord Garadrim had slipped past the cordon, either. The back of her neck tingled anxiously, and she nocked an arrow to the string of her bow as she continued her ascent. 
 
    Yria half expected someone to lunge from the shadows the moment she reached the landing at the top of the stairwell, but she was greeted only by stillness. She held her breath as she panned her gaze between the long shadows engulfing the shelves and alcoves. The glowstones on the walls up here had automatically dimmed to simulate a late hour, but thanks to her vision-enhancing spell, it was still bright enough that she could see almost everything— 
 
    The sudden twang of a bowstring was her only warning. Yria immediately threw herself into a defensive roll across the floor, just in time to hear the high crack of an arrowhead striking the staircase she had just abandoned. A second shot followed the first, whistling past her tumbling body, but she popped back up into a low crouch before her assailant could fire a third. She took aim as she frantically scanned the shadows for her attacker… 
 
    And found him. Across the chamber, tucked into one of the alcoves and taking cover behind an overfilled shelf, a slender figure nocked an arrow to his bowstring as he tried to track his target. But his rhythm had clearly been thrown off by Yria’s unexpected dodge, and he fumbled just long enough for her to get a bead on him.  
 
    She fired. Her arrow struck him cleanly in the chest, throwing him backward into the shelf behind him and sending his bow skittering harmlessly across the granite floor. Her training insisted she nock another arrow just in case, but instinct compelled her to tuck herself into another tight ball and roll away instead. 
 
    The maneuver saved her life. Another arrow streaked through the space she had just vacated, and she glimpsed a second archer on the opposite side of the library as she tumbled head over heels. This one wasn’t fumbling like the first—he was already reaching into the quiver at his hip and tracking her movement. She wouldn’t have time to plant and take aim at him. 
 
    Which was precisely why she didn’t make the attempt. Dropping her bow as she tumbled, Yria reached down to her right boot to retrieve the throwing dagger concealed within. She popped up, flicked the tip of the small blade into her hand, and then hurled it across the library straight into her attacker’s face.  
 
    Yria froze in place, hand still outstretched, as she held her breath and scanned the area. She had only just decided it was safe to breathe when she heard a stifled yelp, followed by a thunderous crash from the floor below.  
 
    Sehris.  
 
    Yria lunged back to the stairwell, scooping up her bow as she moved. The polished onyx railing was mirror-smooth, and she used that to her advantage as she slid down the spiraling stairs and nocked another arrow— 
 
    Only to see the dark elf standing next to the table where Yria had left her, hands outstretched and a shimmering Aetheric barrier glowing like a shield in front of her. Ten yards away, another cloaked figure was lying motionless atop an overturned bookshelf he had been thrown against with tremendous force.  
 
    “Faarea,” Yria gasped as she vaulted off the railing as if it were a moving horse. Her momentum carried her almost all the way to the table. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sehris said, barely moving. “He came out of nowhere and tried to stab me, but I summoned a barrier when you went up just in case….” 
 
    Yria slowly approached the body. “Some barrier,” she murmured with awe. “You can project them outward?” 
 
    “It was an unconscious reaction. I didn’t mean to hurt him!” 
 
    “He tried to stab you—you don’t need to feel bad about it.” 
 
    Yria knelt over the assailant. The man’s hood had been thrown back, revealing a young elven face beneath. It only took an instant to confirm that he was dead—the force of the impact had cracked open his skull. A sorcerer might have been able to protect himself with his own barrier, but her gut told her that this man didn’t have the gift.  
 
    Few lowborn wood elves did.  
 
    “Faetharri,” she whispered, pushing open the man’s cloak and revealing the simple tunic beneath. “Probably a laborer or a footslogger. No real armor, no enchanted gear or weapons…this man is a thug, not an assassin.” 
 
    “What?” Sehris gasped.  
 
    “They’re amateurs, not professionals.” Yria glanced across the room to the library’s double doors, now ajar. Her eyes narrowed in thought. “But they had guidance. They split up to approach from two sides. If they knew what they were doing, we’d both be dead.” 
 
    “But how…?” the dark elf managed, still in shock. She finally lowered her arms, her barrier fading. “I thought you said that only Ven’Tira could get in here the back way!” 
 
    “That’s the idea. They obviously had help.” Yria grimaced as she stood. “The Sarodihm must have finally decided to make their move.” 
 
    Sehris shook her head. “How do you know it’s them?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Yria said as she reached back to take the other woman’s arm. “Right now, you need to follow me.” 
 
    The dark elf stumbled along as she was tugged. “I don’t understand. What’s going on?” 
 
    “The queen was never going to be able to keep the dragon hidden forever,” Yria said. “And if I’m right, Rohen and Delaryn are in trouble.”  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    7 
 
    Shadows of Paradise 
 
      
 
    Rohen was a prisoner. He had been stripped naked and gagged with a rolled-up pillowcase, and his ankles and wrists were bound to the posts. From outside the room, his grunts and groans probably sounded like he was being tortured.  
 
    In a way, he was. And it was glorious.  
 
    “Ngnn…” he groaned as Delaryn’s delicate fingers lazily stroked the swollen shaft of his manhood. She was lying on her stomach between his splayed legs, her blue eyes locked upon his visage and her face hovering mere inches from his cock. With the slightest motion, she could easily lick him or even swallow him, and she occasionally rolled her tongue across her lips as if she were about to do just that. But so far, she had resisted the temptation. Her goal was to leave him excruciatingly close to climax but never quite push him beyond it.  
 
    “In the Avethian Empire, a Wyrm Lord’s wives and concubines would sometimes keep this up for hours,” Delaryn said, her ankles crossed and her feet leisurely rocking back and forth behind her. “In some Imperial provinces, they believed that long periods of denial increased the odds of siring a dragon. In others, I’m pretty sure the girls just thought it was fun.” 
 
    Rohen groaned again as her fingers once more descended his shaft. She could tell that he was ready to explode at a moment’s notice—he had been ready for quite a while now. She had kept him on the edge for so long that he had probably forgotten what it was like to feel anything else.  
 
    Perfect.  
 
    “I never realized you could get this thick,” Delaryn purred as she lolled her tongue across her lips again. “I can barely get my fingers around you. Do you even think you could fit inside me like this?” 
 
    “Ngnn!” Rohen growled into his gag, which only made her giggle. He pulled against the shackles holding his arms to the bedposts, but they didn’t budge. Delaryn hadn’t bothered rolling up more pillowcases or sheets—she had simply frozen his limbs to the bed with her magic. Interestingly, one of the books she’d read today suggested that the chill on his skin would make him even hotter…and it seemed to be working.  
 
    So far, this was the most exciting new trick she had tried on him this week. Most of the others involved new positions, many of them involved magic, and all of them involved trying to make him spill as hard as possible. Delaryn couldn’t wait to see how much he gave her this time. 
 
    “I wonder if female Wyrm Lords ever played with their suitors like this,” she mused, squeezing his stem just a tiny bit harder as she began another long, tortuous stroke from base to tip. “Can you imagine? A cock in each hand, waiting to see which one lost control first. Knowing that the only one who would earn the honor of breeding you was the one who did absolutely everything you say…” 
 
    Delaryn smiled wickedly. “You’re lucky you don’t have any competition. You probably think I’ll let you fuck me all night even if you popped right now. But you forget that I’m the queen. Maybe I should change the rules and make it more interesting…” 
 
    Reaching down into her cleavage with her free hand, she retrieved the tiny hourglass she had stashed between her breasts earlier and dangled it beside his cock.  
 
    “How about this?” Delaryn asked. “If you finish before the sand runs out, you have to spend the rest of the night alone—and you have to clean up your own mess. But if you hold on…” She clenched her fingers hard around his throbbing stem, right below the head. A bead of clear fluid spilled over the tip and slowly dribbled down her fingers. “I promise to clean up every drop. And afterward, you can fuck me all night and spill wherever you want. What do you say?” 
 
    “Ygnn!” Rohen groaned. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she purred. “Ready? Here we go…” 
 
    She flipped the hourglass in her fingers. There was only enough sand to last about a minute, which shouldn’t have been too much of a challenge for him, considering how long she had already kept him on the edge. But that was precisely why she intended to increase the difficulty. 
 
    Keeping her eyes on his, she began pumping him even harder. His entire body tensed up, desperate for release, and she could see his jaw tighten as he bit down on his gag in a last-ditch effort to stem the flood. He clearly hadn’t known what he was getting into when she had tied him up in the first place, but that was what made this so fun. Delaryn had spent most of the last two years being at Thedric’s mercy; it felt amazing to be the one in control for once.  
 
    Especially when she thought about how hard Rohen was going to fuck her once she finally let him loose.  
 
    “Come on,” she encouraged, pumping him with all her fingers as the sands slipped away. “You do want to fuck me, right? You want to sheathe your cock in my tight little cunt. You want to hold me down, fill me up…maybe even flip me over and take me from behind?” 
 
    Rohen closed his eyes and grimaced, his breaths frantic and strained. The sands were only halfway gone, and she was genuinely starting to wonder if he could last.  
 
    “Just a little bit longer,” Delaryn teased. “Just try not to think about how good it’s going to feel when you’re finally inside me. Try not to imagine flipping me over and pulling my hair and fucking my cunt until you explode…” 
 
    She grinned devilishly even though his eyes were squeezed shut in desperation. “You know what? I’ll give you a little help.” 
 
    Delaryn abruptly removed her hand. Rohen’s cock throbbed in place, aching for her touch, and his eyes snapped open a second later. They flicked between his manhood and the hourglass, probably wondering if she had decided to let him win.  
 
    “Maybe you just need to cool off,” she said. “Here…” 
 
    Recalling another trick she had read about that afternoon, Delaryn reached out to the Aether. She drew in a deep breath, then slowly exhaled, chilling the air as it left her mouth to create a freezing rush of wind against his stem. The unexpected sensation immediately made him tense up, and he practically screamed into his gag as his cock twitched as if it were about to burst.  
 
    “Not yet,” Delaryn warned, watching the sands slip away as he convulsed against his bonds. “Ten…nine…eight…” She scowled when she realized there was actually more sand left than she thought. “Oh, forget it.” 
 
    Opening her mouth as wide as she could, she leaned forward and engulfed him. He cried out the moment her warm lips enveloped his freshly chilled flesh, and he lost control in less than a second. Delaryn had expected—and hoped—that he would spill harder than ever before, and she wasn’t disappointed. The first three spurts were so powerful that they shot straight past her tonsils, and the rest still blasted the roof of her mouth and covered her tongue. If not for all her practice over the last few days, she might have gagged on the sheer volume. 
 
    But instead, she was able to enjoy the heady fruit of her labor…and then, once his entire body sagged and went limp, she finally pulled back and swallowed every salty drop. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” she breathed, licking at her lips and smiling down at him. “I’d say that counts as a success, don’t you think?” 
 
    Rohen groaned contentedly, his arms still tugging weakly at the bonds of ice holding him in place. She was tempted to release him right away just to see what he would do. She expected that he would strip off her bodice and have her flat on her back in no time, but there was a chance that he might bend her over the nightstand or table instead. A few nights ago, he had just picked her up and fucked her right against the wall… 
 
    Her quim was so hot she couldn’t wait much longer—but at least she’d rid herself of her skirt before they started. She reached behind her back to unfasten her bodice, then tossed it across the room and gave him clear view of her pert, full breasts. She knew it would get him hard again in no time. Her nipples were erect little buds, just aching to be touched, and her core spasmed as her imagination gave her a blissful echo of the sensations to come.  
 
    “I’ll get the oil,” she said, leaning back down to kiss the softening but still thick head of his manhood. “Don’t go anywhere…” 
 
    Delaryn giggled as she slid off the bed and practically skipped across the room to the stacked shelves by the washbasin and privacy curtain. A gentle breeze from the open window—turned bearably warm by one of the enchantments that infused the palace—teased through her platinum hair as she walked, and she made certain to sway her hips and give Rohen a show—she knew how much he enjoyed her curves. The moonlight filtering in through the window and glass ceiling cast her entire body in a soft, pale glow.  
 
    She wasn’t ashamed to admit how much it turned her on to know that he was watching her. The feeling of power was intoxicating.  
 
    Gods, I can’t wait until he’s hard again.  
 
    “The highborn are so much more open than we are,” Delaryn said as she retrieved a clear phial from the shelf. “You wouldn’t dream of finding aphrodisiacs in a guest wing of any palace in Darenthi. Can you even imagine?” 
 
    She barely understood the alchemy involved, but she had watched the liquid work wonders on him every night this week. Within a minute or two, she had no doubt that he would finally be inside her where he belonged.  
 
    “I wonder if the servants will get us more if we run out,” Delaryn said with a mischievous smirk as she turned back around. “There’s only a few more days’ worth at best. We should probably—” 
 
    She gasped and dropped the phial when she saw the shadowy figure crouched in the open window. She froze in place, reflexively clasping her arms over her bare chest and groin…but then the figure raised a small crossbow and pointed it at the bed, and suddenly embarrassment was the least of her concerns. Rohen screamed into his gag, still pinned and helpless but now struggling in earnest, as his would-be assassin took aim and fired.  
 
    Delaryn didn’t have time to think—she simply acted. The Aether rushed through her in a wild surge, and she tore a cloud of vapor from the air above the bed and snap-froze it into an icy disk. It wasn’t nearly thick enough to stop the bolt—the ice shattered like glass—but the impact did alter the shot’s trajectory. It streaked over Rohen’s body and embedded itself within the wooden headboard rather than his flesh.  
 
    “Firien kuruni…”  
 
    The intruder’s Elvish words hung in the air as the tiny shards of shattered ice sprinkled across the floor. Delaryn’s brain had still barely caught up with what was happening when the assailant leapt down from the windowsill and landed barely five feet in front of her. A thin blade appeared in his hand as he advanced, and Delaryn caught a glimpse of brown hair and pointed ears beneath his dark hood. He started to lunge at her, and once again she acted on pure reflex—with a wave of her hand, she pulled the water from the nearby washbasin, froze it into an icy spear, and tried to impale her attacker in his side.  
 
    She missed. The man dodged gracefully, effortlessly, as if he were accustomed to magical assaults. And once the spear shattered against the wall, there was nothing else to stop him from running her through. He lifted the tip of his blade and charged— 
 
    And then a naked figure slammed into his side and sent the assassin flying across the room. He tore through the privacy curtain and struck the wall with such force that his bones snapped with an audible, disgusting crunch.  
 
    “Stay back!” Rohen warned after he ripped off his makeshift gag and dashed for the window. Delaryn’s mouth hung open as she looked at him, astonished that he had managed to escape her icy bonds. They should have been strong enough to hold a minotaur in place… 
 
    Delaryn examined him while he cautiously dipped his head out the window and ensured that no one else was lurking outside. The sculpted muscles of his back heaved in rhythm with his heavy breaths, and his torso was still covered in a thin sheen of sweat. But from this angle, a few patches of his skin looked oddly discolored. It was only when she drifted close enough to really study them that she realized the dark reddish patches weren’t bruises.  
 
    They looked more like scales.  
 
    “I don’t see anyone else,” Rohen said, pulling the window shut and locking the latch. “But we need to get the guards and alert the queen. There could be—” 
 
    He paused when he saw the stunned look on her face. She pointed at his chest, unable to summon her voice.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, glancing down. But by the time his fingers touched his flesh, the discoloration was already gone.  
 
    “I thought I saw…” Delaryn swallowed. “I thought you may have been injured.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rohen said, his expression turning grim. “Get dressed. We need to find my sister.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rohen and Delaryn barely had time to throw on their clothes before Sehris and Yria pounded on their door. A squad of palace guards arrived less than a minute later, but not before the girls explained that they had also been attacked in the library.  
 
    Two assassination attempts in a single night. It was a damn miracle that none of them had been hurt.  
 
    His sister quickly explained her belief that the Sarodihm were responsible, and when she identified Rohen and Delaryn’s assailant as a wood elf, it seemed to make her even more certain. And she was convinced that this was only the beginning.  
 
    Rohen wasn’t sure what to make of that. It was all he could do not to dwell on what he’d just experienced. Just like back in the Spire, he had broken free from restraints that were strong enough to contain a monster. He hadn’t conjured a shield on his arm this time, but when he had seen their attacker about to stab Delaryn, it was as if something inside him had just…snapped. In one moment he had been lying helpless on the bed, and in the next he had been across the room and slamming into the would-be assassin.  
 
    But before Rohen could fully process what had happened, Queen Malareth arrived with a retinue of guards and several other Ven’Tira, including Inaril. She almost seemed like a different person—her calm, commanding aura had turned cold and imperious. The air seemed to tremble with the force of her rage as her underlings scurried to clear her path. 
 
    “How?” she seethed. “How did they get into my library?” 
 
    “We will find out, Your Majesty,” Inaril responded immediately. “I swear it.” 
 
    Malareth glared at her rangers with such fury it seemed miraculous they didn’t burst into flames. Her eyes only softened when they settled on Rohen and his companions when they joined her in the hall outside their rooms.  
 
    “Thank the gods you’re safe,” the queen breathed, striding forward and placing a hand on Rohen’s shoulder. “I don’t even know what to say. This shouldn’t be possible…” 
 
    “If the Sarodihm can sneak assassins into the palace, then Maiden knows what else they are capable of,” Yria said. “You have to do something, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Mind your tone,” Inaril warned. “It is not our place to make demands of the queen!” 
 
    Malareth lifted her other hand to ward him off. “Este ndu, mellonamin,” she told him. “She has every right to be upset. This is completely unacceptable.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Inaril said, his jaw clenching as he peered into the room where an apothecary was examining the body. “But none of the attackers survived to be questioned. We do not know that the Sarodihm were behind this.” 
 
    “Who else would it be?” Yria asked with a snort. “They’ve obviously learned about my brother and I. They will do anything to prevent the rise of another Wyrm Lord.” 
 
    “They are a threat—I have no doubt of that—but we need to be very careful before we take any drastic action without proof.” Inaril let out a deep breath and faced his queen. “Your Court will demand an explanation in the morning, Your Majesty. I am afraid you will not be able to keep them in the dark much longer.” 
 
    “I know,” Malareth said gravely. “Believe me, I know…” 
 
    She rubbed her fingers over her eyes and sighed. As he watched her, Rohen swore she aged a century in the span of a heartbeat. New lines and creases appeared all across her face, and she seemed to wither like wood in the sun.  
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” she said. “Gelephor promised results. He was convinced that you were the one. But now…” 
 
    “If the Sarodihm are behind this, Your Majesty, we can still rally the rest of the court against them,” Inaril said. “The Vin Aetheri will not abide an assault on the dragon, even if they are upset that you have kept him from them. Others will be enraged by this insult to your home and honor.” 
 
    “Unless they blame me for failing to protect him adequately,” Malareth said. “When they hear that all of Gelephor’s tests were useless…” 
 
    Rohen looked at Delaryn. After a week of experiments, he had almost been convinced that his experience in the Spire had been a fluke, but not anymore. The scales had been there, if only for a moment. The queen deserved to know.  
 
    “There is something you need to be told, Your Majesty,” Rohen said, turning back to Malareth. “When we were ambushed, I—” 
 
    He broke off when a set of frantic footfalls echoed down the corridor. Another Ven’Tira appeared around the corner, and he practically sprinted straight to his queen.  
 
    “Your Majesty, I bring news!” he blurted out between breaths.  
 
    “What now?” Malareth asked, her touch falling from Rohen’s shoulder as she moved away from him. “Please tell there wasn’t another attack.” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty,” the ranger said, bowing in front of her and pausing to catch his breath. “We just received word from the Ven’Tira posted near the Sundered Spine.” 
 
    “This isn’t the time for a scouting report,” Inaril shot back.  
 
    The messenger’s face twitched. “But, sir…it’s the Chol. They’re on the move.” 
 
    Rohen’s stomach immediately clenched. After a week inside this palace, the Culling had almost started to seem like a fading nightmare. But the mere mention of the Chol was like a bucket of water being dumped over his head.  
 
    “What are they doing?” he asked. “Where are they going?” 
 
    The scout’s eyes flicked to Rohen as if he couldn’t decide whether he should respond to a guest when standing before his queen, but Malareth’s face made it clear that she wanted the same answers.  
 
    “The horde left Rimewreath three days ago,” the scout said. “They were gathering at the base of the mountains, but they weren’t going anywhere until last night when they started marching east. By now, they’ve likely already passed Sundermount.” 
 
    “Faarea,” Yria breathed. “Do you know where they’re headed?” 
 
    “Tor’s Crossing,” Rohen said. “They’re on their way to Tor’s Crossing.” 
 
    A grim, resigned silence fell over the hall.  
 
    Rohen felt an icy hand close around his heart. He had suspected all along that the Crossing would be the Chol’s most likely target. It was the most vulnerable settlement as well as being the gateway to southern Darenthi. Once the monsters crossed the bridge over the Winding Tear, Nythovas and the rest of Vaswyth would be in jeopardy.  
 
    And when they inevitably fell, Silver Falls would be next.  
 
    Rohen hissed through his teeth and balled his fingers into fists. While they had been sitting around wasting time in paradise, fires were spreading across Darenthi. He never should have agreed to stay here so long… 
 
    “Gods willing, they’ll have enough warning to begin an evacuation,” Malareth said solemnly. “In the meantime, we have even more motivation to redouble our efforts here. We may be able to use the renewed threat of the Culling to keep the Court in line. We could—” 
 
    “Wait, that’s it?” Rohen asked, staring at her in disbelief. “You pray that the people will have enough time to flee the city before they’re overrun?” 
 
    The queen raised her chin ever so slightly, and the withered, defeated haze that had been diminishing her features vanished. “I’m afraid there is little else we can do.” 
 
    “Muster your armies,” Rohen demanded. “Your leophon riders are fast enough to intercept the Chol before they arrive. They can harass and delay the horde. Even a day or two would be enough for your forces to—” 
 
    “Her Majesty’s armies are pledged to the defense of Nelu’Thalas, not the human rabble beyond the Weald,” Inaril interrupted. “They are not going anywhere.” 
 
    Yria shot him a glare. “You don’t get to make that decision!”  
 
    “No, he does not,” Malareth said. “And neither do either of you.”  
 
    Her blue eyes glimmered, and the temperature in the hall seemed to drop as if the seasons had just changed. She looked at each of them in turn as if to remind them who was in charge. Inaril bowed his head in contrition, and Yria’s gaze lowered. A few hours ago, Rohen would have been impressed by her aura of authority. But now… 
 
    Now he didn’t give a damn.  
 
    “There are ten thousand people in the Crossing and the nearby villages,” Rohen said. “Even if they try to evacuate, only a handful will ever make it to Nythovas. They need your help.” 
 
    “I regret that your tharns are so stubborn and short-sighted—they should have already ordered the people to flee,” Malareth said. “But regardless, they are beyond our reach. It is a three-day march to Tor’s Crossing, four if the weather worsens along the way. The leophon riders cannot possibly delay the horde that long.” 
 
    “They could try,” Yria whispered.  
 
    Malareth’s face turned to stone. “I will not throw away the lives of my soldiers to defend humans who refuse to even speak with us. King Thedric made it quite clear that he wants nothing to do with our people.” 
 
    “Thedric is dead,” Delaryn said, her voice small. “But I’m not.” 
 
    All heads turned to look at her as if they had forgotten she was even there. Her face was as stunned and worried as the rest of them, but she seemed to be gathering resolve with each passing moment. Her jaw hardened, her posture straightened, and she locked her own blue eyes on Malareth’s.  
 
    “My family has always tried to maintain a relationship with our neighbors in the Weald,” Delaryn said formally. “And I intend to continue that tradition once all of this is over. But right now, I implore you to honor our history. The people of Torisval will not survive without your aid.” 
 
    Malareth’s stony gaze crumbled ever so slightly, and she eventually managed a tight smile. “I am glad to see that some part of your father’s legacy still endures, and I sincerely hope that you will make a fine queen for your people someday.” 
 
    Inaril took a step forward, his brow furrowed. “Your Majesty, you can’t seriously—” 
 
    She silenced him with another wave of her hand. “But I am afraid that there is still nothing we can do,” Malareth added. “I appreciate your position, and I recognize your claim to the White Throne. But most of your tharns will not, and neither, I suspect, will the Tel Bator.” 
 
    “She is King Thedric’s widow,” Yria pointed out. “It doesn’t matter what they think.” 
 
    “Of course it does. The Tel Bator will never allow the daughter of the Winter Witch to sit upon the White Throne. We all know this. Any incursion into Darenthi will be used as a pretext for retaliation, and I will not spend our strength if it leaves us vulnerable.” 
 
    Delaryn’s expression wilted. “My people need your help.” 
 
    “I know, and I sincerely wish I could give it to them. But the Tel Bator rule Darenthi, and they have done nothing to earn our trust, let alone the blood of our soldiers.” 
 
    “So that’s what this is about?” Rohen asked. “Pride?” 
 
    “It is not pride, my young friend,” Malareth said as she took a step toward him. “You of all people should appreciate their loathing for our kind. They would never lift a finger in our defense.” 
 
    “So we return the favor,” Yria muttered. “How honorable of us.” 
 
    “Insolent girl!” Inaril snapped. “I don’t care what father the Scryers say you came from—you will show respect to your queen!” 
 
    “Peace, Inaril,” Malareth said, though the tone of her voice made it clear that her patience was approaching its limit. “There are other considerations. If I believed that my army could defeat the Culling, then I would order my soldiers to march this very minute. But we do not have the numbers or the capability to battle the Chol. Too many of us are touched by the Aether—the Wailing would cripple most of our riders and many of our rangers. We are not Templar.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Rohen said. “But I am. And I refuse to sit here doing nothing while the Chol slaughter everyone in their path!” 
 
    The queen drew in a deep breath. “I understand your frustration, but if there is even a chance that the blood of the dragon flows through your veins, we must find a way to call it forth. The Scryers believe that you will play a pivotal role in this war, but not by foolishly charging off to your death. You must be patient.” 
 
    “I’ve been patient,” Rohen insisted. “I’ve done everything you’ve asked so far, and nothing has come of it. I refuse to—” 
 
    “She’s right,” Yria said, placing a hand on his arm. “There’s nothing you can do, not by yourself.” 
 
    Rohen turned to glare at his sister, shocked and then appalled by her apparent surrender. But when he looked into her familiar green eyes, he could tell that she was up to something. He couldn’t explain how or why. He just knew it in his bones.  
 
    “A lone Templar cannot stop the horde, even with the help of his friends,” Yria went on. “But a dragon could. I don’t like it any more than you do, but perhaps we should give it a few more days, okay?” 
 
    Every fiber in Rohen’s being wanted to protest. He didn’t care how hopeless it was—he would still rather be out there defending the people of Tor’s Crossing. One Templar might not be able to stop the Culling, but if his presence could spare even one family from the horde… 
 
    “Fine,” he said, crossing his arms. “It doesn’t seem like we have much of a choice anyway, do we?” 
 
    “Not right now,” Yria lamented. “But our time will come; I’m certain of it. And when it does, we’ll be ready.” 
 
    They shared another long, pregnant look before Queen Malareth offered them both a weary smile.  
 
    “You’ve gone through a terrible ordeal, and there are many questions we need answered,” she said, dismissing the messenger with a quick gesture, then peering back into the guest rooms. “I’m afraid you won’t be able to stay here tonight.” 
 
    “I doubt any of us will be able to get much sleep anyway,” Delaryn whispered, her shoulders slouched. “Maiden’s mercy…” 
 
    “You should still try to get some rest,” Malareth said. “The Court will demand to meet the Whitefeather Queen after everything that’s happened. And I’m sorry to say that their attention may not be pleasant.” 
 
    “They can stay with me,” Yria suggested. “The Ven’Tira wing is already off-limits to everyone else. There are no windows and only one stairwell.  
 
    The queen shook her head. “There’s also not enough room.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can manage for a few hours, Your Majesty. Besides, I can try to help prepare them for the Court…if that’s even possible.” 
 
    Malareth considered for a moment before turning to Inaril. But for once, Yria’s superior didn’t bark or scowl.  
 
    “She’s right,” he said. “There’s no better place for the time being. We can reevaluate tomorrow once we know more.” 
 
    The queen nodded. “Very well,” she said, turning back to Rohen. “Please, just try and be patient a little longer. I know it is frustrating to wait, but it really is for the best. Your safety is too important to all of us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rohen muttered. “Lucky me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rohen seethed quietly while he grabbed the rest of his clothes from his room, including his brigandine coat. He wanted nothing more than to throw it on and charge off to battle—any battle. At this point, he would have rather been fighting more demons at Sundermount than stewing in his own rage and frustration.  
 
    The sorcerers of the Spire were being Purged. The people of Tor’s Crossing were about to be slaughtered. And apparently there wasn’t a damn fucking thing he could do about any of it.  
 
    Delaryn and Sehris looked as demoralized as he felt. They gathered up their own meager belongings and joined him in the hall not long after the queen and her entourage had departed. There were still guards everywhere, and Yria was pacing back and forth waiting for them. She bade them to follow once they were ready, and Rohen managed to bite his tongue until they left the guest wing and started down a deserted corridor through the palace.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Rohen growled once they were out of earshot of any soldiers or guards. “I thought we were on the same page. You can’t seriously believe there’s a point in more of these tests.” 
 
    Yria shook her head. “I don’t.”  
 
    Rohen frowned. “Then why—” 
 
    “Because the queen wasn’t going to accept any other answer.” She came to an abrupt halt in the middle of the passage and tossed a cautious glance in both directions. “Malareth gambled everything on this lockdown of hers, and now it’s blowing up in her face. Her allies want access to the children of the dragon, and her enemies want to kill us. The Sarodihm will strike again, I’m sure of it.”  
 
    Yria drew in a deep breath, then eyed each of them in turn. “It isn’t safe us here anymore. We need to leave. Tonight.” 
 
    Rohen and the others all blinked in shock. “Leave?” he breathed. “But you said—” 
 
    “I told them what they needed to hear,” she said. “I was hoping you’d trust me, and I’m glad you did. We can’t afford to wait until morning—Malareth will have doubled or tripled the guard by then. This is our best chance to reach to leophon platform and fly out of here before anyone is the wiser.” 
 
    Rohen felt his jaw fall open. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Of course I’m serious!” Yria said. “It’s what you want anyway, isn’t it? If we leave soon, we should be able to reach the Crossing before the horde arrives. We may not be able to beat them, but we can at least help in the evacuation. And after that…” She paused and swallowed. “I haven’t thought that far ahead yet. But we’ll figure out something.” 
 
    He shared another stunned glance with the others, but his heart had begun to race at the possibilities. Yria wasn’t wrong about the leophons; they may have been a little slower than griffons, but they were still dramatically faster than walking. They could easily reach Tor’s Crossing by late morning.  
 
    “The palace is already swarming with guards,” Sehris said anxiously. “They won’t just let us leave.” 
 
    “If we’re quick enough, no one will be able to stop us,” Yria said. “The platform isn’t far—the stairwell near my quarters practically leads right to it. Istare and Tanos will respond to my call, and once we’re in the air, there’s nothing anyone can do.” 
 
    “Other than shoot us down,” Rohen said. “Every tower on the palace is filled with archers!”  
 
    “I know, but they won’t fire.” Yria grunted. “We’re the children of the dragon, Rohen. Her Majesty will be furious if we escape, but she won’t risk harming us. She knows we’re too important.” 
 
    He pursed his lips in thought. “She could still order someone to chase us. I’ve seen at least a dozen other riders in the sky every afternoon.” 
 
    “There aren’t as many at night.” Yria hesitated and took a deep breath. “Look, I’m not saying it will be easy, but I really don’t think there’s anything they can do to ground us. Even if some of the riders do chase us, I trust Istare and Tanos to outrun them. Besides, it’s not like they’ll follow us all the way to the Crossing. I doubt that any rider will even leave the Weald. You’re just going to have to trust me on this, all right?” 
 
    Rohen stared into her emerald eyes. “I do,” he said, and meant it. “But are you certain you want to do this? If you disobey an order from the queen…” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Yria said solemnly. “And I understand the consequences. But what I also understand is that after all this time, all these years apart, the two of us are finally together. We are destined to stop the Culling, not sit around the palace while people are slaughtered by the Chol.” 
 
    A tight smile pulled at his lips, and he placed a hand on her shoulder in solidarity. If he hadn’t already accepted her as his sister, the grim determination on her face would have banished any lingering doubts. They weren’t just warriors. They weren’t just siblings. 
 
    They were the children of the dragon. And they were meant to be together.  
 
    “I’m ready,” Rohen said. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Yria smiled back. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    The Lord Vigilant’s massive chamber was quiet, yet Jessara Kraythe couldn’t stop hearing the pained screams of the man her father had betrayed. She was eclipsed by darkness, yet she had no trouble seeing the eerie glow of Hastrel’s Brand as it ravaged his body and his mind.  
 
    Father, what have you done? What have I done? 
 
    Jessara didn’t know how long she had been sitting in here alone, but she knew that some of the Keepers were getting frustrated with her. The smiths had completed several new suits of armor by now, and they had selected enough volunteers to fill them. The Purges could begin at her word.  
 
    And yet she hadn’t performed the ritual a single time. Even Cathum, the old sorcerer who had practically begged her to consign him to a Faceless shell, was still waiting for her summons in his quarters. She knew what needed to be done, and she possessed the knowledge to do it. Yet for perhaps the first time in her life, the one thing she lacked was will.  
 
    He was right. Rohen was right.  
 
    Jessara banged her hand against the Lord Vigilant’s desk hard enough that the vibration stung her elbow. Despite their multi-day search, the Keepers hadn’t found any sign of Rohen. It was like he had simply vanished into nothingness along with the drow and Duke Haldor’s daughter. Perhaps the Whitefeather witch had used her dark magic to hide them somehow…it seemed like the only plausible way that they could have traversed the plains outside the Spire without leaving tracks.  
 
    But if that was true, the Keepers still should have been able to detect some sign of illusion magic. They were the Watcher’s champions, trained to resist sorcery of all kinds. How could they have been fooled? 
 
    “Where are you?” she whispered. “Why aren’t you here?” 
 
    Jessara closed her eyes and clenched her aching hand. She had cried so much already today that she couldn’t believe her eyes hadn’t dried into husks, but it wasn’t long before she felt another warm tear sliding down her cheek. She had to do something, but what? She felt helpless. Paralyzed. 
 
    She found it harder and harder to breathe as the seconds passed, and she felt like she was on the cusp of total panic when she heard footsteps outside the door to the chamber. Scowling, she tried to compose herself before anyone came inside.  
 
    “Inquisitrix?” Keeper Toreth’s voice came from outside the door. “My lady, are you…?” 
 
    “I’m here,” Jessara said. Stretching out her hand, she unleashed a searing beam of light into the closest wall sconce and ignited it. “What do you want?” 
 
    Reassured, or perhaps just impatient, he opened the door and entered without waiting for permission. “I apologize for disturbing you, my lady, but we just received news from Tor’s Crossing.” 
 
    She frowned as she rose from her chair. The flickering light cast a massive shadow behind her almost like a Wyrm Lord was stirring from its slumber. “Go on.” 
 
    “The griffon riders have spotted the Chol horde moving south along the Sundered Spine,” he told her. “They could attack the Crossing as early as tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Guardian guide us,” Jessara breathed, closing her eyes. The whole reason her father had put her in charge here was to build enough Faceless to stop or at least delay the advance of the horde… 
 
    “I fear what may happen to morale when the others learn what is happening,” Toreth said. “Once the Chol destroy the city, they could—” 
 
    “Once they destroy the city?” She reopened her eyes and glared at the Keeper. “They haven’t even arrived, and you already assume the worst?” 
 
    “I…I meant no disrespect, my lady, but the Crossing doesn’t stand a chance. They have fewer than a thousand soldiers, most of them militia. The rest were lost at Rimewreath.” He swallowed. “If the horde crosses the river, they’ll surely sense all the sorcerers here. They might head this way and—” 
 
    “The Galespire is still warded with Avetharri magic. The Chol have never approached closer than Dragon’s Reach.” Jessara bared her teeth, unable to conceal her contempt. “We are protected here—the people of the Crossing are not. They need our help.” 
 
    Jessara strode forward through the flickering lanternlight to the doorway. “We’ll take the old Faceless we still have left and head west. If we leave first thing in the morning, we should be able to make it in time.” 
 
    The color drained from Toreth’s face. “My lady?” 
 
    “I want you to assemble as many as Keepers as you can, especially ones with front-line combat experience. And tell the servants to ready the horses. It’s a long ride, and we’ll have to push them to their limits.” 
 
    The man’s face twisted in horror. “But, my lady, we can’t…the Keepers aren’t an army! We aren’t trained to fight Chol!” 
 
    “Neither are the militiamen, and they don’t have fancy weapons and vatari tattoos to protect them,” Jessara said flatly. “You are the Watcher’s chosen—you are part of the Tel Bator. Our first duty is to defend the people of Darenthi.” 
 
    She stepped right up to him and poked a golden claw into his sternum. “I will not stand idly by while the Chol slaughter our people. We’re going to ride to the city, and we’re going to buy them the time they need to escape across the river. Do you understand?” 
 
    Toreth nodded. “Y-yes, my lady. I will assemble who I can.” 
 
    “Good. Now go!” 
 
    Turning, he fled her presence as if chased by a demon of the Pale.  
 
    Jessara waited until he had descended the steps before she spun back around and looked at the vast chamber behind her. Ever since she had peered into Artificer Hastrel’s thoughts, she had been dreading the next conversation with her father. But now there was no avoiding it. The Chol were on the move, and the Lord Protector needed to know. As for Rohen… 
 
    She grimaced and swore under her breath. Rohen would have to wait.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The morning sun blazed in the sky above Griffonwing Keep, glinting brilliantly off the metal plates and rivets in Lord Protector Edmund Kraythe’s armor. Dozens of his Templar sparred in the bailey, the clash of their moonsilver blades ringing through the air like a clarion call to glorious battle. Yet their commander wasn’t trying to teach them a lesson about form or footwork. Just like the last time he had summoned them to this courtyard, the men themselves weren’t the ones truly being tested here today—he was.  
 
    And he was more than ready.  
 
    “Shields!”  
 
    At his command, the Templar instantly ceased sparring and scrambled into a tight formation instead. They stacked next to each other as if they were about to form a phalanx, but none of them actually held physical shields or even were wearing their rune-inscribed bracers. And yet dozens of blazing blue shields still flashed into existence over their forearms, creating an impregnable wall of Aetheric energy that was more than capable of defending them against virtually any attack.  
 
    “Their bonds are holding, sir,” Sir Northam said, smiling in satisfaction. “They’re ready.” 
 
    “Archers!” Kraythe called out to the row of men positioned on the battlements beside him. “Nock…draw!” 
 
    The warriors obeyed his command, fitting arrows to their strings and taking aim at their companions in the bailey. He could sense their apprehension even though they hadn’t bonded with him yet; none of them liked the idea of firing into the keep rather than at enemies outside the walls. But when the Templar finally clashed against the Chol horde, a few Dretches with bows would be the least of their concerns. This was a necessary test.  
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    The archers let loose. Their volley of arrows rained down upon the wall of glimmering shields…and bounced harmlessly aside just as if they had struck the Guardian’s Ward projected from their bracers. But more importantly, Kraythe didn’t sense a single disruption in the tethers binding him to his Templar. The energy flowed between them freely, naturally, as if he were a great river feeding dozens of clear streams.  
 
    Every man and woman in that courtyard had been bound to him continuously for at least three days now, and none of them showed any signs of wavering. He could feel them drawing upon the Godsoul inside him, but it wasn’t tiring—it was invigorating. Day by day, he was becoming something more than just a man, and his servants were becoming more than just Templar.  
 
    “We may wish to consider taking a few squads into the mountains, sir,” Northam suggested. “The scouts have spotted yet another group of Chol near the Turac Gulch. The men could use some real experience fighting Anointed before—” 
 
    “Then give it to them,” Kraythe interrupted.  
 
    Northam blinked. “Sir?” 
 
    “Strike them with your magic. I’ve already shown you how.” 
 
    The other man paused as if trying to decide whether his commander was serious. But the Godsoul burning inside the Lord Protector was more than just a fount of magic—it was also a fount of knowledge. Kraythe had absolutely no idea how to shape the Aether himself, but the Godsoul did…and it was more than willing to share that knowledge with his followers.  
 
    Slowly stretching out his right gauntlet, Sir Northam conjured a brilliant orb of golden energy in his palm, looking for all the world as if he were holding a mote of pure sunlight. After another brief hesitation, he hurled the orb into the bailey toward the Templar. It struck the wall of shields and exploded in a blinding flash.  
 
    Kraythe felt the heat even from the walltop. The blast could have seared the flesh off the bone of any Chol, but the Templar held strong. Even without training—even without having actually fought an Anointed themselves—they were more ready than anyone wearing the Order’s heraldry had been in a very long time. 
 
    “Nineteen years ago, Darenthi asked two hundred Templar to hold the line at Gareth’s Stand without Faceless or an army to support them,” Kraythe said quietly, as much to himself as to Northam. “Those men fought with valor and courage against overwhelming odds. But even the Guardian’s Ward couldn’t protect them forever, and wraithblades couldn’t give them the strength and endurance to fight for hours on end.” 
 
    “This time will be different,” Northam said, his eyes flicking between his empty palm and the wall of shields. The Templar down in the bailey still hadn’t moved or lowered their shields. They had the endurance now to hold such a pose for hours, and the discipline to wait as long as it took for the order to relent. “This time we will be ready.” 
 
    Kraythe nodded. There was still a lot of work to do—and many more Templar to empower—but at least they were finally on the right track. What they needed now was— 
 
    Father.  
 
    He gasped and leaned upright at the sound of his daughter’s voice. It was as clear as if she were speaking with him from across a table. He could always sense her presence like a tingle at the back of his mind, but when he narrowed his attention and focused upon the tether binding them together, he could feel her emotions as well. And in that moment, he knew something was wrong.  
 
    Very wrong.  
 
    “Continue their training,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I will return shortly.” 
 
    Northam’s brow creased. “Is something wrong, my lord? I feel—” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Kraythe insisted. Spinning on a heel, he strode across the fortress as quickly as he could without breaking into a jog. The instant he reached the privacy of his quarters, he stretched out through the Godsoul and touched his daughter’s mind.  
 
    I’m here, he told her. What’s happened? 
 
    The Chol are on the move, her voice said into his mind. 
 
    Kraythe froze in place. What? 
 
    They’re marching past the Sundered Spine on their way south. My griffon riders believe they’ll be at Tor’s Crossing by tomorrow night. 
 
    He swore under his breath. The elven wards have always kept them away from the Spire. You should have nothing to fear. 
 
    He sensed a swirl of emotions through their bond: confusion, shock…and then, greatest of all, disappointment. I’m not worried about us—I’m worried about the people of the Crossing. You need to rally your Templar! 
 
    Kraythe paused and drew in a deep breath. My Templar aren’t ready. And even if they were, we would never make it in time. It’s a three-day march to the Crossing under the best of circumstances. 
 
    Can you at least send some griffons? Something to aid in the retreat? 
 
    I will do what I can. But you need to stay focused, Jessara. How many Faceless have you created? 
 
    There was a long pause. Too long.  
 
    The Foundry has been making armor non-stop for days, she said. I plan to take the Faceless I have and attempt to aid the evacuation.  
 
    Absolutely not! Kraythe said. I want you to stay in the Spire where you’re safe. Do you understand? 
 
    Another pause, this one even longer. I understand.  
 
    Good. I’m counting on you, sweetheart. With any luck, our forces will be ready to confront the horde by the time they move farther south. 
 
    Kraythe waited for a response that never came. He could still sense her presence through their bond, but he could no longer feel her mind. She had shifted her concentration elsewhere.  
 
    “I fear that your daughter may soon become a problem.” 
 
    Kraythe snarled and whipped his head around to see Astaril standing almost directly behind him. He hadn’t even realized she was in the room with him. There were times when it felt as if she were made of shadows and little else… 
 
    “My daughter is none of your concern,” he snapped.  
 
    “I could feel you speaking with her,” Astaril said, her eyelids falling shut for a moment. “You are the divine river that feeds us, my lord. All your servants are connected.” 
 
    Kraythe’s lip twitched in disgust. The idea that she could somehow listen in on his private conversations with Jess sent an anxious ripple through him. “Jess is a loyal servant of the gods. She is the solution, not the problem.” 
 
    “She will disobey your orders,” Astaril said. “She will put all our plans at risk to save a few peasants from the Chol.” 
 
    “Those ‘peasants’ are Darenthi citizens!” Kraythe growled. “I am rebuilding the Templar Order to save people like them!” 
 
    “I know. But right now, their sacrifice is a necessary part of the greater plan. Just like Whitefeather Hold.”  
 
    He flinched as if she had just slipped a dagger between his ribs. Thedric’s demise had been necessary and deserved, but one idiotic boy-king wasn’t the only death on Kraythe’s conscience. There were plenty of others whose only crime had been being in the wrong place at the wrong time. He had come to terms with their sacrifice a long time ago, back when he and Galavir had planned their insurrection in the first place.  
 
    But like so many plans, all their carefully laid designs had collapsed at the first contact with the enemy. Galavir was dead, and the Pact Army had been slaughtered. Thousands of lives already weighed on Kraythe’s conscience, and thousands more would follow when the Crossing burned.  
 
    “I am a Templar,” he said, as much to himself as to her. “I swore an oath to protect my people. I vowed to make the difficult sacrifices so that innocent people never have to.” 
 
    “And you are making a sacrifice,” Astaril told him. “You alone have taken on the burden of leadership. You alone have taken on the burden of carrying a Godsoul. Every day, you give more of yourself to the men under your command.” 
 
    She stepped closer to him and placed her fingers upon his breastplate. “There is nothing you can do to save the Crossing, my lord. But if you keep your focus here, you will soon be able to avenge them. The horde will fall before the might of the new Templar.” 
 
    Kraythe smacked her hand away. “If I require your counsel, I will ask for it,” he said coldly. “In the meantime, stay out of my way.” 
 
    He stormed out of the room and back toward the bailey. The few servants he passed in the halls shrank from his path, but he hardly noticed. He didn’t know if Jess would listen to him or not, but either way, his daughter was right about the Crossing. The people there needed help…and perhaps the Templar could still aid in their escape.  
 
    “My lord?’ Sir Northam asked when the Lord Protector practically charged straight at him. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “The horde will soon reach Tor’s Crossing,” Kraythe said.  
 
    The other man’s expression went ashen. “Guardian guide their souls…” 
 
    Kraythe shifted his gaze down to the men in the courtyard. “Even if we were prepared to march, we couldn’t reach them in time.” 
 
    Northam swallowed heavily. “The battle will be over long before we arrive.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean we’re going to abandon them to the Chol,” Kraythe said. “No more unnecessary sacrifices. No more innocent blood.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I want you to fetch me our most experienced griffon riders and load up their mounts with supplies. We can meet the refugees on the road to Nythovas. They will be scared and desperate. At the very least, we can shepherd them to safety.” 
 
    Kraythe clenched his teeth and leaned over the battlements. “The Templar have been called to action,” he said. “And we are going to answer.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    8 
 
    Into the Void 
 
      
 
    The Ven’Tira dormitories in the Winter Palace were usually vacant and almost always quiet. At any given time, at least a third of the Eyes of the Queen were out on assignment in the Moonweald, and another third were typically spying on the human nations of Crell, Darenthi, or even Galvia. And tonight, the remainder were all actively sweeping the palace for any signs of additional assassins.  
 
    For that reason, Yria wasn’t the least bit surprised that she and her companions were alone when they arrived at her quarters. She ducked inside to retrieve a few critical supplies, then led the others further down the corridor and then back into the stairwell. She anticipated half a dozen guards at most when they reached the walkway leading to Tanos and Istare’s roost, not counting the archers atop the palace towers, and she hoped that the combination of surprise and the uproar of the night’s events would allow them to bluff their way past or at worst incapacitate anyone in their way.  
 
    But as it turned out, the walkway held only a single person. And he had clearly been waiting for them.  
 
    “I sent the guards to the main gate, but their replacements from the aviary will be here soon,” Inaril said the moment they stepped onto the walkway. “If you’re going to leave, I suggest you do so soon.” 
 
    Yria froze midstride, her breath catching in her throat. “What? Why are—?” 
 
    “Because you have never been as clever as you think you are, girl,” he said, striding forward and coming to a halt a few yards in front of them. “If the queen weren’t so preoccupied with the political fallout from this catastrophe, I’ve no doubt that she would have realized what you were planning as well.” 
 
    Yria took a wary step toward him. “But you’re not trying to stop us.” 
 
    “Why in Shalassa’s name would I do that?” Inaril scoffed. “I’m the one who told you that chasing down your brother was a fool’s errand. I’m the one who warned the queen that inviting a drow sorceress and the daughter of the Winter Witch into her palace was a serious mistake. If you want to leave so I can try to pick up the pieces of the ruins you’ve left behind, I certainly won’t stop you.” 
 
    “Fine,” Rohen said, stepping up next to her. “Then get out of our way.” 
 
    Inaril grunted. “You don’t even realize what you’ve unleashed here, do you? A dragon doesn’t need to thrash his tail or beat his wings to destroy everything around him. The queen believed she could bottle this chaos long enough to harness your power, but she was wrong. Now all of Nelu’Thalas will suffer for it.” 
 
    He stood aside and pointed to the roost. “Go. I will do what I can to delay pursuit, but I cannot make any promises. I suggest you head straight west over the mountains—the sooner you return to human lands, the better.” 
 
    A dozen biting responses formed on Yria’s lips, but they all turned to ash in her mouth. She had always found Inaril annoying and overbearing, but that didn’t mean she hated him. She didn’t hate any of the Ven’Tira. They were the Eyes of the Queen, the trusted protectors of the Waxing Throne…and the only place she had ever belonged. They had given her a cause and purpose that no one could.  
 
    But as she started walking past him, she could feel it all crumbling behind her like a sandcastle before the encroaching tide. Once she mounted the leophon, there would be no going back. Queen Malareth would never forgive her. Her comrades in the Ven’Tira would never forgive her. Her life in the Kingdom of Stars would be over.  
 
    “Let’s go,” she whispered, gesturing for the others to move ahead to the platform. Istare and Tanos were already saddled and waiting. Apparently, Inaril really did want them gone as soon as possible.  
 
    “Yria.” 
 
    She paused and looked back over her shoulder as her former mentor’s eyes locked on hers one final time.  
 
    “For what little it’s worth, I have always hoped that Gelephor was right about you and your brother,” he said, his voice low and somber. “A great threat lies veiled somewhere in the shadows, beyond even the sight of the Scryers. And I fear that only a dragon can stop it.” 
 
    He took a step closer to her, his hard eyes softening for the first time she could remember. “But you cannot stay here, not now. The rethir are as much your people as we are. Your skills will serve them well, but I implore you to be careful. Do not underestimate the Chol.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she promised.  
 
    “Valayar vara lle, mellonamin,” Inaril said. “Good luck…and may the light of the Moonmaiden forever illuminate your path.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yria had the leophons airborne in less than a minute. Sehris was strapped in behind her, just like before, though the cheer and wonder in the dark elf’s voice and body language had completely drained away since the attack in the library. Rohen kept Delaryn with him, and thankfully he hadn’t forgotten the tricks he had learned during their trip from Dragon’s Reach. Istare behaved quite well for him even when horns began to sound from sentries across the city. Normally, the calls would have rallied dozens of other riders, but Inaril must have done something dramatic to slow the response. No archers fired at them, as Yria had predicted, but she was frankly amazed that she didn’t spot a single sign of pursuit until they had reached the outer wall. 
 
    And by then, it was too late. 
 
    A wave of brutally cold air slammed into them the moment they left the protective enchantment shielding the city, clawing at the exposed skin of Yria’s neck and slicing through her leathers like a blade. Sehris quickly compensated with a barrier of her own, however, blocking out the worst of the frigid wind. They passed over rural areas and isolated estates, and soon the only thing beneath them were the snow-dusted pines of the Moonweald. 
 
    It didn’t take long before the gravity of the situation—and the finality of Yria’s choices—really started to sink in. Her stomach twisted into such a tight knot she started having trouble breathing, and the problem only cascaded from there. Her forehead felt like it was burning, and eventually she even started getting dizzy. She was genuinely worried that she might faint and fall out of the saddle until Sehris squeezed her from behind.  
 
    The dark elf didn’t say anything. She might not have even noticed Yria’s growing anxiety, but her embrace was like a salve regardless. Yria commanded herself to breathe in a slow, regular pattern, and the knot clenching inside her gut began to unwind itself by the time they approached the Crescent Slopes.  
 
    She focused on maneuvering Tanos through the peaks without climbing too high over them. Rohen followed her lead, guiding Istare with the calm, measured grace of a rider with many times his experience. She was starting to realize just how special her brother was; he may not have been a dragon, but he was a very quick learner. And the Templar had obviously taught him well.  
 
    Knowing that the thin air at this altitude would eventually sap their strength, Yria started an early descent through a low valley that bisected the Slopes. Only a few hours after they had taken off, the ancestral home of Delaryn’s family, Whitefeather Hold, appeared within the crescent valley for which the mountains were named.  
 
    Yria was almost grateful she couldn’t see the young queen’s face from here. The castle itself appeared mostly intact from this height, though Yria was reasonably sure she glimpsed moving shapes in the bailey when they flew directly overhead. Perhaps some of the Chol had wandered in after the massacre, though it would have been unusual. They weren’t like any other enemies—their only purpose was to slaughter, not conquer. After two weeks, they would have already devoured most of the bodies.  
 
    Still, a handful of stragglers wouldn’t necessarily trigger the Wailing from this distance. Yria glanced back over her shoulder at Rohen, but he didn’t give her any indication that he wanted to set down to investigate. It was almost certainly for the best.  
 
    Another hour passed as they turned south, and when Yria spotted the foreboding tower of Gûl Tiravas in the distance to their left, she knew the Winding Tear wouldn’t be much farther. The river would be as good a place as any to give their mounts a chance to rest and drink before they made a final push to Tor’s Crossing. 
 
    They landed near the riverbank in an empty clearing several miles from the nearest farmstead. The glint of the moonlight on the surface of the water almost made it look like the entire Tear was made of silver. The air turned brutally cold again when Sehris relaxed her barrier, but she probably needed the break to avoid the wrath of the Flensing. Yria took the burden instead, lighting a small campfire with her magic so they could at least try to stay warm while they rested.  
 
    “Well, you were right about pursuit,” Rohen said as he dumped a few more pieces of wood on the fire, then spread his hands over the crackling flames. “I admit, I thought Malareth would send every leophon in the kingdom to chase us down.” 
 
    “She’ll eventually send someone, but right now she has bigger problems to deal with,” Yria said. “The Court will be a circus for days, perhaps longer. Even her allies will be infuriated that she let us escape.”  
 
    Delaryn and Sehris were already sidled up against one another on a nearby tree stump from warmth, but Yria decided to stay on her feet. Her stomach had mostly settled, but she remained far too anxious to sit still.  
 
    “Do you think she’s in danger?” Delaryn asked.  
 
    “If you had asked me yesterday, I would have said no,” Yria said gravely. “But that was before the Sarodihm tried to kill us.” 
 
    “Your friend might have actually been right about all of this,” Rohen muttered. “Maybe it was a mistake to bring me to the city in the first place.” 
 
    Yria shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now. What’s done is done. The Scryers had their chance, and they blew it. We’ll just have to figure out another way to stop the horde.” 
 
    “How?” Sehris asked. Her glowing eyes were even brighter than normal thanks to the darkness. “We don’t have an army. We don’t have allies. We don’t have anything.” 
 
    No one had an answer. None of them had ever had an answer, if they were being honest, but Yria refused to let despair overwhelm her. She was here with her brother, and together they would figure something out. She had believed that from the first moment she had learned about Rohen’s existence. Her faith would not be broken.  
 
    “Kraythe is still out there, and the rest of the Templar need to know what he’s done,” Rohen said as his gaze turned west. “With the leophons, we could head to Palegarde and speak to Knight-Commander Voraine. His Templar might not even know any of what’s happening yet.” 
 
    “We could also try and speak with the dukes and tharns in the west,” Sehris suggested. “They need to know that their queen is still alive.” 
 
    “Why, so that they can try to kill me themselves?” Delaryn asked. “They won’t listen to anything I have to say.” 
 
    The dark elf turned and eyed the woman next to her. “You are their rightful queen whether they want to admit it or not. You should at least try to—”  
 
    “We can worry about what’s next after we help the people at Tor’s Crossing,” Rohen said. “Right now, saving them is all that matters.” 
 
    The camp fell silent, though the frustration and tension on their faces spoke volumes. After spending a week in the relative safety of Nelu’Thalas, the realities of the world had once again crashed down upon them. Yria couldn’t help but wonder if the momentary reprieve might have actually made things worse for them.  
 
    “The townsfolk will be terrified and desperate,” Rohen went on after a moment, “but hopefully they’ll listen to a man carrying a wraithblade. Maybe I can organize their militia enough to buy us a little more time.” 
 
    Yria eyed his silhouette. “You still consider yourself a Templar?” 
 
    “I am a Templar,” Rohen said, lifting his green eyes to meet hers. “And I always will be.”  
 
    “Even after everything the Lord Protector has done?” 
 
    “Kraythe will pay for his betrayal, but the Order is more than one man. The others deserve to be saved.” 
 
    Rohen glanced away, his mouth twisting as if he were chewing on his rage. “By the time I joined, the Order was already a pale shadow of its former glory. The tharns and dukes acted like we ceased to exist after Gareth’s Stand. But they don’t understand—they can’t understand. Their entire world is blood and titles. The Templar are the only ones who ever give anyone a second chance. I watched a man who spent a year in the dungeons of Ostorov throw himself at a pack of Chol just to give a merchant caravan an opportunity to escape. I saw another man—a thief who had his hand cut off by the Duke of Bloodstone—tie a shield to his forearm and beat down an ogre in the Reach to protect the daughter of some fat, thankless tharn.”  
 
    He snorted bitterly. “They’re both dead now, and I doubt anyone in Darenthi gives a shit. But the Templar aren’t like the rest of the Tel Bator. We don’t tell people what to do or how to think. We’re there to save the world, not to judge the people who live in it.” 
 
    Yria nodded in silent understanding. A few weeks ago, she almost certainly would have been disappointed to learn that her brother wasn’t a dragon or possibly even a sorcerer. But standing here with him now, she honestly didn’t care about any of that. He didn’t need to be a dragon in order to be a hero, and he certainly didn’t need to be a sorcerer to be a good man.  
 
    Maybe the fact that he had spent twenty years being neither was the best thing that ever could have happened to him.  
 
    “The people may be happy to see a Templar, but the rest of us won’t be so received so graciously,” Delaryn said after a moment. “I doubt they’ll recognize me, but they’ll definitely notice a Ven’Tira ranger and a drow sorceress.” 
 
    “They’ll get over it if we all make ourselves useful,” Rohen said. “I think the best plan is for me to try and organize the militia—they’ll be the most likely to listen to what I have to say. The rest of you should focus on the evacuation. The leophons can help ferry supplies across the river. And once the horde draws close, we could destroy the bridge to slow them down if had to.” 
 
    “The Wailing will make everything more difficult,” Sehris said, turning to Delaryn. “And we should really pace ourselves before we arrive. If the Flensing overwhelms us before we have to fight…” 
 
    “I don’t think we should plan on fighting much at all,” Rohen said. “The militia might be able to hold off some early scouts, but that’s it.” He paused and shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe most of the people have already fled, and they won’t even need our help.”  
 
    Delaryn snorted. “Do you really believe that?” 
 
    “No.” Rohen shifted his gaze west down the river. “Not at all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dawn broke in the eastern sky behind the flying leophons, and the sun’s brilliant beams painted the snowy plains with an ominous crimson smear. Delaryn appreciated the slowly rising temperature, though it still wasn’t possible to relax her hold on the Aether with the frigid wind relentlessly battering her barrier.  
 
    Her arms began to tingle angrily not long after sunrise, and the ache had become almost unbearable by the time the sprawling, haphazard morass of Tor’s Crossing appeared in the distance. She kept her attention focused on the riverside settlement despite the pain, wondering if the situation would be as grievous as they all feared.  
 
    If anything, it looked even worse.  
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” Delaryn breathed into Rohen’s ear from behind him on the saddle. “Is that smoke? Are the Chol already here?” 
 
    “No,” he said, voice hard. “Something else is going on.” 
 
    She squinted and tried to pick out more details as they approached. The Crossing had been a thriving trading hub since its founding, but nowhere in all of Darenthi was it more obvious that a settlement had gradually expanded from its humble beginnings without the slightest bit of planning or foresight. It had its well-off neighborhoods and its slums—and a stone wall between them—but that was where the organization ended. Buildings ranged from widely spaced at the city center to tightly packed on the outskirts, and the crooked, meandering streets formed a maze that even locals could get lost in. 
 
    The riverbank between the city’s outer and inner walls was laden with beleaguered huts and rotting piers, but many of the homes tucked inside the inner wall were every bit as large and well-appointed as the estates in Silver Falls. The outer wall was little more than a dirt-backed palisade that looked more like a serpent lazily winding around the city than an actual defensive structure.  
 
    Right now, that outer wall seemed to be the source of the smoke billowing up into the sky. Delaryn could make out a handful of caravans moving over the bridge further down the shore, but there weren’t anywhere near enough horses or carts for a real evacuation. Other than the fact that everyone was leaving rather than arriving, it barely looked any different from ordinary traffic. 
 
    Rohen tugged on the reins and steered them in a wide arc over the river to get a better view. The city wasn’t actually burning like Delaryn had feared, and there were no signs that the Chol had attacked early. But in some ways, the reality was more disturbing.  
 
    “They’re letting the nobles flee,” she gasped. “And they’re keeping everyone else bottled in the city!” 
 
    She couldn’t see Rohen’s face, but she still felt his body tense when he saw what she did. The Crossing’s militiamen weren’t standing guard at the palisade—they were blocking off the main road leading out of the city, holding back throngs of frightened people to allow the nobles and the wealthy merchants to flee toward the bridge without anyone else getting in their way. The smoke was coming from a handful of blazing barricades meant to further block the streets and prevent anyone from trying to move their own carts or livestock through the militiamen. 
 
    A flash of white-hot rage burned through Delaryn, and it was all she could do not to scream. She had met the leader of Tor’s Crossing, Tharn Aberon, when Thedric had taken her through the city on their way to Whitefeather Hold a few weeks ago, though she hadn’t been around him long enough to form a strong opinion of the man. But if this travesty was an example of his leadership… 
 
    “Take us down,” Delaryn seethed. “We have to do something.” 
 
    Rohen banked Istare hard toward the city and came in for a landing on the main drag just inside the outer wall, perhaps thirty yards from the ranks of militia sealing off the streets. She half expected someone to try shooting them down, and she prepared to reinforce her barrier just in case. But mercifully, the archers perched on the rooftops allowed the leophons to land. A contingent of soldiers did rush forward to greet them, however, though their equipment was a painful, pathetic contrast to the royal guardsmen in the Winter Palace. Delaryn had gotten so used to the sight of fine moonsilver armor that tattered leather and rusted scale mail reminded her just how poor Torisval had become since her father’s death.  
 
    “I’ll do the talking,” Rohen said as he unstrapped the harness pinning their legs to the saddle. “I still hope they’ll listen to a Templar.” 
 
    Delaryn’s doubts ran deep, but she still let him stride forward to greet the militia while she slid down from the saddle and watched. Yria and Sehris dismounted as well, the latter pulling forward the hood of her cloak to better conceal her dark elven features.  
 
    “What in the bloody void is going on here?” Yria asked, her eyes sweeping the streets and blinking from the smoke.  
 
    “We’re about to find out,” Delaryn murmured, raising her own hood. Her pristine white cloak, freshly washed, would undoubtedly stand out amongst the terrified masses, though not to the merchants and nobles approaching on their carts a block away. If anything, she probably looked like someone’s missing daughter.  
 
    Not that the militiamen were even looking at her or the other two women at the moment. The group of men—seven in total, most of them young—were completely transfixed by the leophons…and then by Rohen’s blue-gold tabard and brigandine.  
 
    “Templar…” one of the militiamen gasped. “By the Guardian, how…?” 
 
    “I’m here to help, but the horde will be here by nightfall,” Rohen said, placing his hand atop the pommel of his wraithblade as if to ensure they understood who—and what—he was. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The militiaman swallowed nervously. “Branulf, sir.” 
 
    “All right, Branulf,” Rohen said with a nod. “I don’t know what in the frozen hell is going on here, but you need to unblock these streets and start helping people across the bridge.” 
 
    The soldiers’ collective awe at the sight of the leophons and the Templar who had been riding them shattered the moment he mentioned the bridge.  
 
    “Our orders are to evacuate the Merchant District before we open the road,” Branulf replied anxiously. “Tharn Aberon’s orders.” 
 
    “There’s no time for that,” Rohen said firmly. “We’ll never get everyone across the bridge if you don’t put out these fires and start loading up every cart and wagon in the city. You need to move. Now!” 
 
    “B-but, Sir Templar, Tharn Aberon’s orders were to—” 
 
    “I don’t care what his orders were,” Rohen snapped. “We need to—” 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    The group of soldiers scurried to the side as a tall, portly man clad in thick furs and finery approached. His brown beard was neatly kept, and the scars on the left side of his face had clearly been earned in battle. He had the look of a man who had probably once been a soldier himself before he had come into wealth.  
 
    Tharn Aberon. 
 
    Flanking him on either side were two more soldiers—the professional kind—both with significantly better equipment than any of the others. They carried good steel weapons and wore half-plate armor. She could only assume that they were his personal men-at-arms.  
 
    “I sent a letter to Griffonwing the moment we heard what happened at the Wreath, but the Lord Protector never even bothered to reply,” Aberon said with a contemptuous snort. “Now he dares to send me a single Templar and…what, three women? Has he completely lost his mind?” 
 
    Rohen’s hand twitched as if he were seriously considering running the other man through right then and there, but his voice managed to remain surprisingly collected. “I wish I had an army at my back, too, believe me. But we’re just going to have to make do with what we have. These leophons can’t evacuate the entire city, but they can help ferry supplies and gear across the bridge. And if you’ll permit me, my lord, I can help organize your men into a more effective defense to buy us more time. It’s very likely that we’ll encounter a few scouts before the bulk of the horde arrives. With proper preparation, we can—” 
 
    “And what in Dathiel’s name is she supposed to be?” Aberon asked, staring at Yria as if he hadn’t been listening. “Pale-bloods and their flying cats aren’t welcome here.” 
 
    Delaryn’s anger finally boiled over. “She’s a Ven’Tira ranger, and she’s here to help.” 
 
    The tharn turned his scowl upon her, but she scowled right back. She had planned to stay quiet and let Rohen handle this, and a part of her wondered if she had made a mistake by speaking up. But after seeing this craven display, she couldn’t help it. Her patience had evaporated in a single flash of righteous rage.  
 
    “King Thedric entrusted you to lead these people,” Delaryn said, striding forward to stand next to Rohen. “I suggest you listen to the Templar and start organizing a real evacuation!” 
 
    “I don’t take orders from Templar, and I certainly don’t take orders from little girls,” Aberon said coldly. “Besides, King Thedric is dead.” 
 
    “Yes, he is,” Delaryn said, pulling back her hood. “But I’m not.” 
 
    The tharn and his men stared down at her, and for a long, awkward moment, she wondered if her anonymity might work against her for once. It wasn’t as if she were wearing her crown or surrounded by royal guards.  
 
    But these men were from Torisval—they had been ruled by the Whitefeathers for countless generations. They knew of Duke Haldor’s daughter even if they hadn’t seen her personally, and the fact that she had her mother’s blue eyes and platinum hair seemed to finally sink in.  
 
    Their expressions changed in almost the same instant, and not only theirs. A ripple of shocked recognition began in the part of the line of militiamen that was closest to her, quickly spreading down it and into the throngs of people beyond. 
 
    “Queen Delaryn?” Aberon breathed. “But how…?” 
 
    “The how doesn’t matter,” she interrupted, stepping past Rohen and sweeping her eyes across the soldiers. “What matters is that I’m here, and I plan to save as many of my people as I can.” 
 
    Delaryn didn’t know whether the tharn would listen to her or not. She no longer cared. Every lesson her father had ever taught her about leadership surfaced in her mind. If Aberon had been put in charge of the Crossing after the war, then he was probably loyal to her dead husband, not her father. Thedric had promised land and riches to any tharn in the south who had agreed to help him retake the country and overthrow the Usurper King, and Aberon was probably one of them.  
 
    But the men surrounding him were Torisval natives. They had been ruled by Whitefeathers for countless generations, and her name would still mean something to them. Even when Thedric had taken every hold in the duchy, even when his army had marched right up to the walls of Whitefeather Hold, many of the people here had still been willing to die for the man they saw as Darenthi’s rightful king. 
 
    And now, she prayed they would be willing to listen to his only daughter one last time.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” Branulf said, lowering his eyes and then awkwardly going to a knee. “Thank the gods that you’re alive…” 
 
    Aberon turned as if to scold the young man, but by then the rest of the militia had taken a knee also. And just as he looked like he was about to shout at them, the tharn’s own guards bowed their heads and knelt as well. Maybe it was the fact that the city was in crisis, or maybe it was the fact that they didn’t like the man who normally gave them orders. But here, in this moment, all of these men was clearly ready and willing to listen to her.  
 
    The Whitefeather Queen.  
 
    “We have twelve hours, maybe less,” Delaryn said. “We need to open the roads and start moving people across the bridge—not just the merchants, not just your friends, but everyone. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Aberon’s head swiveled back to look at her. “Your Majesty, I—” 
 
    “You don’t need to talk, just listen,” Delaryn interrupted. “This Templar is going to take command of the militia and organize a defense while you and your personal guard help with the evacuation. Do you understand?” 
 
    The tharn’s lip twitched, but he eventually nodded. “Of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Good.” She kept her freezing gaze upon him for another heartbeat before she looked back at his men. “We need to get started as soon as possible. Can I count on you?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Branulf said. Every one of the men around him nodded in turn. 
 
    “Then please, rise,” Delaryn said, smiling and stretching out her hand. “And together, we’re going to save our people.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    The hallway outside Inaril’s quarters was empty when he approached, just like he had planned. Privacy was essential, and he only had a few minutes before Queen Malareth started wondering where he had gone. He intended to make the most of them.  
 
    After glancing back and forth one more time to ensure that he hadn’t been followed, Inaril unlocked the door and stepped inside. The servants had tidied everything up for him this morning, but at his request, they always left the decorative weapon rack on the wall to his left undisturbed. Outwardly, he didn’t trust them not to damage his ancient Dal’Rethi sword, but in reality, there was something almost as valuable hidden within the rack itself.  
 
    It was the work of a moment to open the concealed compartment and retrieve the small vatari crystal stashed within. The stone glowed with a soft violet light that intensified the longer he held it in his palm and concentrated. The enchantment within was specifically attuned to his blood. No matter where she was, his mistress would know that he wished to speak with her… 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long. The air above the crystal shimmered, and a translucent, six-inch-tall projection of a Faetharri woman with long brown hair appeared.  
 
    “The assassins are dead,” Inaril said.  
 
    The woman’s face was small, but the illusion was so detailed he could easily see her hazel eyes narrow in concern. “Explain.” 
 
    “The dragon is stronger than we thought. His abilities have yet to fully manifest, but Gelephor confirmed what we already suspected.” 
 
    “And his allies?” 
 
    “Also unharmed,” Inaril said. “The Whitefeather girl is powerful—too powerful, frankly. If we didn’t know better, I would assume that Avetharri blood flowed through her veins as well.” 
 
    “Her legacy is far more tainted,” the image replied darkly. “But she is not our primary concern. What of the dragon’s sister?” 
 
    Inaril’s lip twitched. “Her intervention was…unanticipated. She was supposed to be elsewhere in the palace during the attack.” 
 
    “A grievous oversight. Yet again you underestimate her. Your failures grow tiresome.” 
 
    “I apologize, mistress, but there is good news,” Inaril said. “The dragon may live, but he has already fled from the only people who can aid him.” 
 
    One of her dark eyebrows lifted in confusion before her lips curled into a knowing smile. “He plans to intercept the horde at Tor’s Crossing.” 
 
    Inaril nodded. “He and his companions departed late last night. The queen is livid.” 
 
    “How unfortunate for her,” the mistress said smugly. “Her allies in the Court will be incensed that she allowed the child of the Wyrm Lord to leave the city.” 
 
    “And without letting him seed their daughters,” Inaril agreed. “Malareth’s coalition weakens by the day. It is only a matter of time before her base of power collapses entirely.” 
 
    He smiled and leaned closer to the crystal. “The Chol may do our work for us, mistress. The Vin Aetheri will never forgive the queen if the dragon’s only children die in defense of a human settlement.” 
 
    “You said yourself that Rohen is strong and capable,” the mistress reminded him. “He survived Whitefeather Hold and Rimewreath.” 
 
    “Even a dragon can only tempt fate so many times,” Inaril said. “The human settlement is practically undefended. And even if he does miraculously survive, I will do my best to weaken the queen’s position to ensure that he is unable to return. Without the aid of the Vin Aetheri, he will never unlock his abilities.” 
 
    “From your lips to the Watcher’s ears. This is our chance, mellonamin. The Lord Protector grows more powerful by the day. It will not be long before he is strong enough to empower his entire order. The Guardian’s Templar will cleanse the Chol in righteous fire.”  
 
    “And then he will die, and the Tel Bator will die with him,” Inaril said with a dark smile. “Does he suspect anything?” 
 
    “Of course not. Like all men, his pride will be his undoing.” 
 
    “It’s almost a pity,” Inaril mused. “Kraythe is clearly a believer. He destroyed the Seven—he understands the threat of sorcery better than anyone.” 
 
    “A man who could be manipulated into betraying his own kin so easily will never be our ally,” she said. “He is a fool. By the time he realizes what is happening, it will be too late.” 
 
    Inaril nodded. “I should go. There is much work to be done here.” 
 
    “Make certain that our forces are ready to strike the moment the queen’s allies turn against her. I am counting on you.” 
 
    “I will not fail you again, Astaril,” Inaril promised. “Alkar a in Valathrim ar ilya ya tua sen.” 
 
    “Glory to the gods,” she echoed. “And all who serve them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    9 
 
    Light of the Templar 
 
      
 
    Time was slipping away.  
 
    Despite the stunning fealty the people of the Crossing had shown Delaryn—despite the respect the militia had shown him—Rohen could still feel the horde advancing closer with each passing minute. The illusion of safety he had felt in Nelu’Thalas had faded, and the horrors of the real world had once again resurfaced. There was a very real chance that every man, woman, and child in this city was going to die.  
 
    But even if the worst came to pass, Rohen wasn’t about to give up without a fight.  
 
    He pushed himself to organize the militia as quickly and efficiently as possible, and he was genuinely astonished at how readily the men obeyed his commands. Callow teenagers and grizzled farmers more than twice his age followed his orders as if he were the Lord Protector himself, moving with grim purpose and energy. The presence of a Templar had truly worked wonders for morale. It was a pleasant reminder that while many of the dukes and tharns who ruled Darenthi had forgotten about the Order, most of the commonfolk had not. The blue-gold heraldry on his tabard still meant something to them, and he had no intention of letting them down.  
 
    Still, the men here—just over eight hundred in total—were even less experienced than he had expected. By and large, they were too young or too old, and their armor was little more than patchwork quilts and scraps of leather. Their weapons were in better shape, if only just, but a few decent swords and spears wouldn’t help them stand up against disciplined, organized opposition. A single battalion of Crell soldiers would slaughter them in minutes.  
 
    Thankfully, the Chol were neither organized nor disciplined, though their raw fury was every bit as effective—and far more terrifying. Rohen prayed that he wouldn’t have to order the militia to fight at all, which was why he spent all afternoon directing them to dig several rows of trenches in the fields outside the northern palisade. The Templar had used the technique many times in the past. Ditches and oil traps weren’t always effective against professional armies, but they had proven to be an excellent means of turning the Chol’s relentless brutality against them. They could be baited into fires or pits, winnowing their numbers before any soldiers had to engage them.  
 
    Rohen’s plan was as straightforward as he could make it. While the Chol rushed blindly into the trenches, he and the militia would wait in the thick pines of the Blackwood just to the east. Yria would light the trenches from above, and then he and his men would rush forward and engage while the archers back in the city rained down arrows. Once the Chol reorganized and swarmed in sufficient numbers, he and his men would run like hell back into the forest.  
 
    It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was the best he could come up with under the circumstances. In theory, the distraction would slow down the horde’s advance long enough for the people of the Crossing to abandon their homes and flee over the bridge. But there was a good chance the militia wouldn’t be able to withdraw before they were overwhelmed.  
 
    A lot of people were going to die so that even more might live.  
 
    Just before the sun fully melted beneath the horizon, Yria’s leophon appeared in the sky overhead. He had sent her north for a quick scouting run, and when she landed near the trenches, the haunted look on her face told him everything he needed to know.  
 
    “The Chol just swept through the Stonebrook Farmstead,” Yria said after she had dismounted and walked over to him. “They’re picking up speed. We have another hour, two at the most.” 
 
    Rohen nodded grimly. “And the evacuation?”  
 
    “Do you really want to know?” She sighed. “At this rate, we’ll be lucky if everyone’s out by midnight.” 
 
    He grimaced but resisted the urge to swear in front of the militia. Instead, he offered her a stoic nod, then gestured for her to follow him back to her leophon where they would be out of earshot. Tanos already looked exhausted, and his sister hadn’t even asked him to fight yet. The leophon had practically collapsed the moment she’d hopped out of the saddle, and his face was currently slumped atop his paws.  
 
    “Tharn Aberon had over a week to prepare for this, but he didn’t do a damn thing,” Yria growled under her breath. “It’s unbelievable.” 
 
    “It’s too believable,” Rohen muttered. “People are still in denial. Some of these men weren’t even convinced that Thedric was actually dead. Others insisted that Galavir already routed the horde at Rimewreath.” 
 
    “How could anyone possibly believe that?” 
 
    “It’s not as though they’ve seen any of it with their own eyes.” Rohen shrugged. “From what I’ve been able to gather, some of the merchants didn’t want to cause a panic and crowd the roads, so they lied to keep as many folks here while they took their goods south.”  
 
    Yria’s face twisted in disgust. “That’s deplorable.” 
 
    “I know, but after a long and bloody civil war, the people here are used to swallowing lies,” Rohen said. “And frankly, they don’t tend to trust anyone from the south. They probably doubt that anyone in Nythovas will give them shelter. The war is still fresh in their minds, and a lot of these people were on the ‘wrong’ side. Some would rather die here defending their homes than try to make a new life elsewhere.” 
 
    “They may get their wish.” Yria turned her eyes north. “We need a new plan.” 
 
    “The old one will still work. I’ll hide the militia in the forest while you draw them in and light the traps. It won’t stop them, but it should at least slow them down.” 
 
    Rohen turned and pointed at the trenches. They had come along better than he had anticipated—there were six long rows in front of the palisade, and the militia were busy scrambling to conceal them with straw, peat, and anything else they could find. None of it would pass muster against a close-up inspection, but the Chol would blindly charge into practically anything. 
 
    “The forest should provide us with decent cover,” Rohen said, pointing east a few hundred yards past the trenches. “And the men can scatter once I give the signal. Even the Chol will have trouble hunting everyone down.” 
 
    Yria raised both her red eyebrows. “What if they don’t give up pursuit? What if they just ignore the city completely and chase you all night?” 
 
    “Then we’ll buy you even more time.” 
 
    Her expression sank. “Rohen, that’s—” 
 
    “I’m not planning on committing suicide, if that’s what you’re worried about. All things being equal, I’d rather hide behind the city walls, but if that wyvern rider from the Wreath shows up and shepherds them through the Pale…” 
 
    Rohen shook his head at the memory. “The forest has a lot of jagged hills, enough to help neutralize their advantage in numbers, and we’ve set up a few extra pit traps about a hundred yards in. It’s the best escape route we can manage given the circumstances.” 
 
    Yria hissed softly and shook her head. “You could just order the militia across the bridge with everyone else. Are you sure this is worth it?” 
 
    “How many people are left in the city?” 
 
    Her lip twitched. “A lot.” 
 
    “Then it’s worth it,” Rohen said. He forced a tight smile, then put a hand on her arm and squeezed. “Just remember, it was your idea to leave Nelu’Thalas.” 
 
    She snorted but managed to smile back. “I still think I’d rather fight Chol than deal with the Waxing Court.” 
 
    “Agreed.” He squeezed her arm again, then lowered his hand. “Has anyone been giving you or Sehris trouble?” 
 
    “Not really, though we’ve both been out of sight most of the day. Sehris is already flying Istare like a veteran. We’ll finish moving supplies over the bridge before people at this rate. They’ll have enough food and warm clothing to reach Nythovas at least.” 
 
    His sister glanced back at the city. “Delaryn has been going nonstop. The people seem eager to listen to her.” 
 
    “She’s the last Whitefeather. In Torisval, that still means something.” 
 
    Rohen looked back at the city behind them, the memories of Duke Haldor’s retreat flooding back over him. Torisval was still considered a backwater by most of Darenthi, but the people of the north were proud, stubborn, and loyal. The Whitefeathers had done more for them than anyone else ever had. If anything, Thedric parading Delaryn around like his personal trophy had probably fed their bitterness and made them more willing to listen to her now.  
 
    “Now comes the hard part,” he said. “I need to tell you the rest of my plan.” 
 
    Yria’s eyes narrowed. “Why do I get the feeling that I’m not going to like it?” 
 
    “Because you’re the smart one in the family,” Rohen replied dryly. “If the horde breaks through to the bridge—or if we have to scatter into the woods early—I need you to promise me something.” 
 
    He laid both hands on her shoulders. “Get the girls out of here. No matter what it takes.” 
 
    “We’re all going to get out of here,” Yria insisted.  
 
    “I know,” he said, and he almost managed to sound like he meant it. “But I still need you to make me this promise.” 
 
    She lowered her chin stubbornly, her eyes bright and fierce. “Rohen, we’re the children of the dragon! We can’t afford to—” 
 
    “I know what we are,” he cut in. “But Delaryn is the High Queen of the Darenthi, and Sehris is…” He paused and swallowed, his mind flashing back to Zin. “My best friend gave his life to protect her—to protect us. The girls have to get out of here alive. Do you understand?” 
 
    Yria nodded slowly. “They will. I promise.” 
 
    Rohen squeezed her shoulders. “But you’re right, it may not come to that,” he said, turning back to the trenches. “We’re going to buy the people the time they need, and then we’re going to run like hell.” 
 
    She stayed silent for a few heartbeats, her expression unreadable.  
 
    “The other girls think the world of you,” she said softly. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “We’ve known each other a long time. It’s just—” 
 
    “It’s more than that. They respect you. They love you.” Her expression finally softened, and she reached out to drag her fingers through his short blond hair. “It’s obvious why. You’re a good man.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Rohen muttered. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life.” 
 
    “We all have,” Yria said. Her fingers stopped when they reached the tip of his pointed ear, but she didn’t let go. Instead, she pinched it like a parent disciplining a child. 
 
    “But don’t play hero and get yourself killed for no reason,” she scolded him. “I need you to make me a promise: you’re getting out here at the first sign of trouble, okay?” 
 
    Rohen yelped and jerked away from her grasp. “Ow!” 
 
    “That’s not a yes,” Yria smirked. “Come on, at least tell me what I want to hear.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll hold you to it.” 
 
    She slapped him gently on the arm, a wide smile tugging at her lips. “Gods, I bet we would have been insufferable if we grew up together.” 
 
    “Probably,” Rohen agreed. “Definitely.” 
 
    Yria chuckled. The crimson light bleeding across the sky made her hair look like an even brighter shade of auburn than normal, and the reflection in her eyes almost made them glow. She really was strikingly beautiful, as odd as it felt to think that about his half-sister.  
 
    Reaching out to Tanos, Yria scratched between his ears. “Well, I might as well…arggnn!” 
 
    She suddenly winced and clutched at the sides of her head. Rohen grabbed her shoulders to steady her, but he knew there was nothing he could do to help. A faint, inhuman howl rolled across the frozen fields like distant thunder, and Varlothin began to glow softly within its scabbard.  
 
    The Chol were here.  
 
    “I thought you said we still had a few hours,” Rohen protested.  
 
    “A vanguard ahead of the main force perhaps,” Yria said, her face drawn. “It’s not as loud as when I was flying overhead.” 
 
    He winced and looked to the crimson horizon. “Either way, you need to get back in the air. Go and warn the girls…and remember your promise.” 
 
    “As long as you remember yours,” she said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Yria smiled tightly. “There’s an old saying from an even older language: marhaak kûl drakatharri. It means ‘unleash the dragon.’ Seems like as good a battle cry as any today, don’t you think?” 
 
    Rohen smiled back. “I like it.” 
 
    Her eyes remained on his for a long moment, and then she reached up to touch his head and gently pulled their foreheads together. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. When he saw the raw determination burning in her piercing green eyes, he knew that this was exactly where they both belonged. The children of the dragon, standing together at the edge of the abyss.  
 
    “Quel marth, hanar,” Yria whispered. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Relaxing her grip, she kissed him softly on the cheek, then mounted Tanos. The leophon leapt into the sky, and soon disappeared into the gathering darkness. The nearby soldiers looked up in awe but also confusion…and a fair amount of jealousy. Some of them probably believed that Yria would fly off and never return. It was what most of them would do in her position, after all, and Rohen could hardly blame them for wanting a quick escape.  
 
    He strode over to the nearest trench and whistled sharply, then waved his hand and began shouting orders to call the men out of the trenches. The time for digging was over—they would just have to make do with what they had.  
 
    “Form up!” Rohen called out. “Let’s go, let’s go!” 
 
    He drew his sword, raising it high like a rallying banner. The glowing runes on the moonsilver blade snapped them all to attention, and as they scrambled out of their ditches and assembled before him, he was once again reminded just how few of them there were.  
 
    “Archers, head back to the city and get behind the palisade,” he ordered. “You fire at anything that gets past the last trench, understood? Now move!” 
 
    About a third of the men dashed back toward the city, mostly the too young and too old. The rest—able-bodied men and a few women—kept glancing between him and the horizon as the howls and shrieks grew louder by the moment.  
 
    “Everyone else with me,” Rohen said. “Round up the horses and meet at the edge of the woods. If a vanguard hits us first, I want to be ready.” He pointed up toward Yria’s circling leophon with the tip of his sword. “Remember, she’s the bait. It’s up to us to close the trap. Stay together. Fight together. Your families are counting on us, and we’re not going to let them down.” 
 
    Rohen paused and swept his gaze over them one last time. “Beyond that, we only have one goal tonight: survive. Now, let’s get this done.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Chol didn’t send a vanguard. They all came at once, much faster than anyone expected.  
 
    And they were loud. Their monstrous growls and piercing shrieks echoed across the frozen fields like distant thunder foreshadowing a terrible storm. Rohen had done his best to prepare the militia for the horrific sound, but there was only so much he could do. Telling men stories about a monster was one thing; asking them to stand and fight it was quite another. Fear had always been the Chol’s most potent ally.  
 
    Given how much he had intentionally spread out the militia in the woods behind him, there was a good chance that some would flee before the horde arrived. There was no physical barrier to prevent retreat—the men weren’t trapped within the walls of a fortress like Duke Haldor’s army when Thedric’s forces had sacked Whitefeather Hold. Rohen and everyone around him, including Delaryn’s brother Skaldir, had entered the final battle of the civil war knowing there was no escape. It had strengthened their resolve. 
 
    Rohen could have given the few veteran soldiers an order to watch their compatriots closely—or even to outright execute deserters—but he obviously hadn’t done that. He wasn’t a duke or a tharn selfishly trying to defend his own land, and he certainly wasn’t a Crell Sovereign ruthlessly conscripting his own people. He was just a lone Templar hoping that the men around him would be willing to fight in defense of their homes and loved ones.  
 
    The sentiment was probably foolish, and relying on the courage of regular men might prove to be downright naïve. But Guardian willing, it would be enough.  
 
    “I’m worried about the horses, sir,” one of the lieutenants he’d chosen, the young boy Branulf, said from Rohen’s right. “Are you sure they won’t run?” 
 
    “Some might,” Rohen admitted. “But they seem well trained, and they are tougher than they look. Once the battle starts, they’ll do their job. And so will we.” 
 
    Branulf nodded, though it was hard to tell whether he believed it or not. Out of the eight lieutenants Rohen had selected—only four of whom had been leaders in the militia—Branulf was the youngest, but he seemed to have a level head on his shoulders and a good intuition. He might make a decent Templar someday.  
 
    If Rohen didn’t get him killed first.  
 
    The moon was little more than a waxing crescent tonight, and they were standing at the edge of the forest about three hundred yards east of the trenches. About a third of the militia—essentially everyone who knew how to fire a bow—was parked behind the wooden palisade encircling the Crossing’s outer wall. The rest were here within him. Most of them were on foot, but a few dozen had a horse that was healthy and disciplined enough to ride.  
 
    The monstrous cries were definitely unsettling the horses as much or more than the men. Yria had used some of her ranger tricks on them earlier—spells meant to soothe their bestial minds and help them focus. She insisted that it would help, but Rohen wasn’t sure how long the effect would last. He hadn’t been lying when he’d said that the mounts seemed well trained, but he had to assume that the best horses had been sent along to Rimewreath with the real soldiers.  
 
    “Any minute now,” Rohen said, raising his voice that at least a few of his nearby lieutenants could hear. “Just stay calm and remember what I told you. We’ll get through this.” 
 
    Almost on cue, the horde finally appeared on the murky horizon—not as a shadowy mass of bodies, but as thousands of pinpricks of haunting green light. Their eyes were torches, and their screams were war drums. They were a tsunami of death and destruction, and they were about to reach the shore.  
 
    For an instant, Rohen’s mind tried to convince him that he was back in Rimewreath. The Chol were closing in from all sides. Sehris was crippled by the Flensing. And Zin…Zin was dying in his arms.  
 
    His head began to spin at the memory, and he blinked and swallowed in a desperate attempt to clear the images from his mind. The militia already had their backs to a wall—there was no way in the void they would get out of this if he fell apart.  
 
    Rohen wished he were the type of person who could deliver an inspiring speech at the drop of a hat—the Lord Protector had always been able to stir the hearts of his men with tales about the Order’s grand history and purpose. But growing up as a pale-blooded mongrel, Rohen had never assumed that anyone would be willing to listen to him even if had something worthwhile to say.  
 
    Besides, he preferred to let his actions do the talking. The people of Tor’s Crossing didn’t need words anyway.  
 
    They needed a fucking miracle.  
 
    As the screaming wall of Chol began to break into a run toward the torch-lit palisade, Rohen drew in a final deep breath before turning and mounting his horse. The white Galvian charger was a powerful, impressive beast, and its fraying nerves seemed to settle with a rider in the saddle. 
 
    “All right, sister,” he said, his breath freezing into a white mist in front of him. “Time to show us what you’ve got.” 
 
    The moon was too dim tonight for him to see Tanos in the sky overhead. The only lights at all came from the torches on the city walls and the glowing eyes of the rampaging Chol. But he had no doubt that Yria would make her presence known soon enough. He just needed to be patient… 
 
    Her opening volley came right before the horde reached the first trench. There was almost no warning: a dull flash of light appeared in the sky above the city, easily mistaken for a cloud of fireflies. But then a flaming arrow suddenly streaked down from the heavens and detonated amidst a cluster of Dretches as if a catapult had just hurled a flaming boulder from the city ramparts.  
 
    The Chol were not amused. The shrieks and growls seemed to double in volume, and the undulating tide of glowing eyes charged forward at full tilt…right into the first trench.  
 
    Rohen had trouble making out the details in the darkness, but he watched pockets of Chol vanish as they fell into the concealed trench. A normal army would have called for a halt, but the Dretches couldn’t be stopped so easily. They rushed over their fallen companions without hesitation, eventually forming bridges of bodies to crawl over before another row of monsters collapsed into the next trench. Their struggles would have almost been comical to watch if it weren’t a matter of life and death.  
 
    The Anointed, levitating above the fray, weren’t so easily hindered. Brilliant blue magical spheres flashed into existence—casting pale light upon the surging masses of Chol—as the Godcursed sorcerers conjured barriers to protect themselves, though they made themselves easier targets in the process. Another fiery arrow soared out of the dark sky and slammed into one of the spheres, detonating on impact. The flames splashed harmlessly around the shield but ignited several of the Dretches beneath it.  
 
    The Anointed quickly retaliated, just as Rohen had warned Yria they would. Bolts of lightning erupted from their fingertips in search of the bothersome leophon rider, and the intense flashes allowed Rohen to catch intermittent glimpses of his sister throwing Tanos into a dizzying series of spiraling, evasive rolls. She was already in full retreat to the city, though she launched a last parting gift over her shoulder.  
 
    It was one they wouldn’t soon forget. The arrow struck the cluster of oil barrels buried inside the innermost trench, and the resulting explosion was so thunderous it nearly made Rohen’s horse bolt. Flames quickly spread throughout the trenches, igniting the trails of oil and immolating dozens upon dozens of Dretches. The horde’s advance stalled as the ravenous swarm scurried from the blaze like mindless insects.  
 
    But even curtains of flame wouldn’t keep them at bay forever. There were simply too many, and even more were approaching from the north. They would climb over the seared carcasses of their fellows if they had to. Nothing would stop their advance short of total annihilation.  
 
    But Rohen and the militia weren’t here to stop them. They just needed to buy the people of Tor’s Crossing a little more time.  
 
    Tapping the bracer on his wrist, Rohen summoned the Guardian’s Ward. The blazing blue shield was like a beacon illuminating the trees around him, and as he panned his gaze around the first row of militiamen, he was pleased—and frankly shocked—that there seemed to be just as many of them now as when the Chol had arrived.  
 
    No one had run. No one had backed down. And now, with the fate of their families on the line, they were all looking to him.  
 
    He drew his sword. The runes on the moonsilver blade glowed angrily in the presence of the Chol, and he hoisted it above his head as he spoke the command word. Varlothin became a shining blue column of energy, brighter even than the shield on his arm.  
 
    “For Torisval!” he shouted. “For Darenthi!” 
 
    The militia echoed his cry and brandished their weapons. Chipped swords. Dull spears. Tools from the forge pressed into service as makeshift weapons.  
 
    They weren’t going to win this battle. Many of the faces looking back at him wouldn’t even survive the next few minutes. Deep in their hearts, they all knew it to be true. But they were still here ready to fight at his side regardless, all because they believed that their sacrifice would mean something.  
 
    All because they believed in the light of the Templar to guide them.  
 
    “With me!” Rohen roared. “Charge!” 
 
    The battle for Tor’s Crossing had begun.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    10 
 
    Righteous Fury 
 
      
 
    A lonely line of wagons crossed the bridge over the Winding Tear, though unlike the first several waves, they were all filled with people rather than food or supplies. Moving the old and infirm had proven to be one the greatest challenges of the past twelve hours. Some of the city’s elite had insisted that they simply weren’t worth the time, but Delaryn had steadfastly refused to leave anyone behind. These were her people, and she refused to abandon them.  
 
    “Just keep moving!” she called out from atop her horse. The stream of refugees on foot had petered out a short time ago, and now only a handful of wagons carrying the weakest and most infirm remained. “Follow the person in front of you and try to stay on the road. You’ll all be safe soon, I promise!” 
 
    Dozens of dirty, terrified faces looked up at her as they reached the other side, and Delaryn did her best to present a calm, regal façade despite the chaos. Duke Haldor had directed most of his fatherly energy toward teaching her older brother the ways of rulership, but Delaryn had still heard his lectures many times over.  
 
    The people want to believe that there’s someone looking out for them. Their family, the gods…and ideally, their king. You are a symbol as much as you are a man. Stand tall, speak clearly, and earn their respect.  
 
    She understood the wisdom in his words, especially after spending a week in Queen Malareth’s presence in Nelu’Thalas. Authority seemed as much about attitude as anything. Both her father and the elven queen demonstrated that.  
 
    But then again, neither of them had ever tried to lead their people while simultaneously trying to ignore the incessant inhuman screeches inside their head. Delaryn was trying to use the techniques Sehris had taught her at Rimewreath to block it out, but there was only so much she could do. The only cure for the Wailing was to get away from the source.  
 
    Still, Delaryn kept a smile pasted to her face as she watched the wagons cross the bridge. As much as she wished that her father were here to lead Torisval through this madness, the person she really missed was Skaldir. Her brother would have probably been out on the battlefield fighting shoulder-to-shoulder with Rohen. Delaryn knew she could never be that type of front-line leader, but perhaps she didn’t need to be. Getting the people of the Crossing to safety was all she cared about.  
 
    Another explosion sounded in the distance, prompting a wave of gasps and cries from the wagons and their passengers. Delaryn could barely see anything from here—the battle was almost a mile away on the northern side of the city—but she prayed that Rohen’s plan was working. Her stomach clenched when she thought about him being surrounded by a sea of monsters, but she reminded herself that he was the last person here who needed her help. He was a Templar; he would do his job. She and Sehris just needed to do theirs.  
 
    While Delaryn waited for more wagons, she caught a glimpse of Sehris flying Istare low over the river, a handful of supply bags slung precariously over the leophon’s torso. Without powerful talons like griffons, the creatures made for poor cargo carriers. He landed almost the instant he reached the other side, fatigued and more than a little grumpy. He started to growl at the young men rushing forward to relieve him of the bags, but Sehris quickly soothed him with a few strokes of his gray mane.  
 
    “That was the last group!” she called out. “We should load up the carriage, destroy the bridge, and go.” 
 
    Delaryn nodded as the young men lifted the bags and carried them into the last remaining supply carriage. By now, the rest should have been several miles down the road. She had instructed the merchants and nobles to stop at Pleating’s Point to wait for the remainder of the caravan, but she had no way of ensuring that they would listen.  
 
    For now, she had much bigger problems to deal with.  
 
    Delaryn steered her mount closer to Sehris. The old mare remained leery of the leophon even though Istare seemed too tired to do anything but collapse onto his paws.  
 
    “Fly back to Rohen and give him the signal,” Delaryn said.  
 
    “We’re on our way,” Sehris said, leaning forward to pet Istare’s nose. The fact that she had earned his trust and learned how to fly with him so quickly remained astonishing. “Come on, just one last trip for me, okay?” 
 
    Istare grumbled in protest but still fanned out his feathery wings. With luck, Sehris could reach Rohen before the militia had fully engaged the horde. He wouldn’t simply join her on Istare’s back, of course—his Templar pride would compel him to stay with the men as they scrambled into the forest—but Delaryn would still feel better knowing he wasn’t actively fighting for his life against insurmountable odds.  
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” Sehris said, straightening in the saddle. “You might as well ride ahead to—” 
 
    A high, ear-shredding roar cut through the air, and Delaryn had to steady her horse as she glanced back over her shoulder. The moon was so slim it was difficult to make out much of anything in the sky, but then her eyes latched onto a moving shadowy blob that was getting closer by the second. At first, she thought it might have been Yria on Tanos, but the silhouette was all wrong. The wings and head were much larger, and the tail…the tail ended in a poisonous barb.  
 
    “Wyvern,” she breathed. “Get down! Get down before—!” 
 
    It was too late. A brilliant flash of orange light was the only warning before a fireball streaked down from the heavens. Delaryn watched, helpless and aghast, as the flaming sphere closed in on the last supply carriage— 
 
    And then detonated upon a blue barrier that appeared out of thin air. Delaryn’s horse screamed and nearly threw her out of her saddle as flaming cinders showered the area, but the carriage and the people within remained unhurt thanks to Sehris. By the time Delaryn regained control of her mount, the dark elf had already collapsed the barrier.  
 
    “He’s back!” Sehris cried out. “Ilhari dormagyn udossa…” 
 
    Delaryn swept her eyes back up to the sky. The wyvern screeched again, the terrifying bulk of its dragon-like body briefly visible as it passed overhead. The creature was almost twice the size of a leophon, but she was far less concerned with the beast than its rider. He was barely visible in the saddle until a thin beam of moonlight glinted off his armor.  
 
    But she knew it was him. The man who had led the horde at Rimewreath. Not just a sorcerer—a Palerender like her.  
 
    And he hadn’t come alone.  
 
    As Delaryn sheathed herself in protective magic, her mind frantically trying to come up with a plan to protect the defenseless refugees from a mounted channeler, she suddenly heard the all-too-familiar shrieks and growls of the Chol—not far in the distance, but here on this side of the river.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” Sehris gasped. “They’re everywhere!” 
 
    Delaryn’s stomach dropped when she followed her friend’s gaze east up the river. There, in what had once been near-total darkness, she saw the monsters coming—not as formless bodies in the night, but as dozens—no, hundreds—of blazing green pinpricks of light storming along the riverbank.  
 
    They weren’t supposed to be on this side of the river. They weren’t supposed to be coming from this direction! Without an army to hold them back, they would swarm over the refugees like a plague of locusts. Not a single person would make it to Nythovas.  
 
    Unless she and Sehris stopped them.  
 
    “Get into the air!” Delaryn screamed. “Find the others!” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a response. Choking up on the reins of her horse, Delaryn spurred the mare into a charge straight at the oncoming Chol. The unholy screams inside her head grew louder the closer she got—becoming like nails in her brain—and it wasn’t long before she could make out the gaunt bodies and pale flesh attached to the glowing eyes.  
 
    There were dozens. Hundreds. She couldn’t possibly defeat them all—no one here could. Her one and only hope was to stem the tide and buy the refugees more time to flee. And to do that, she would need to muster more power than she ever had before.  
 
    Bringing her horse to a sudden halt, Delaryn reached out to the Aether and pulled a massive cloud of vapor from the air—as much as she could get. But rather than snap-freezing it into lethal dagger-like shards or a thick protective shell, she transformed the billowing mist into an icy palisade of angled stakes. Sweeping her hand across her body, she anchored the physical barrier about twenty yards in front of her, hoping that the monsters would be so bloodthirsty for a vulnerable sorceress that they would charge right at her rather than going around.  
 
    And she was right. The Chol smashed into the bulwark, a dozen of them skewering themselves on the icy stakes in the span of a few heartbeats. But it didn’t stop or even slow their companions—the rest of the Chol surged forward like an unthinking tide, climbing over the dead or simply slamming into their dead comrades with enough force to shatter the ice and push through the barricade altogether.  
 
    It will not be enough. Sorcery alone cannot stop the horde. 
 
    Delaryn stiffened as the familiar voice spoke into her mind, perfectly clear even over the Wailing. She hadn’t spoken with her mother since before the Galespire, and she hadn’t heard a single whisper in her mind since Farumat’s Perch. But now, as she watched the ravenous monsters tear through her last line of defense, she could feel the power of the Pale beckoning her to open the door.  
 
    But Delaryn ignored the call. Wheeling her mount back around, she kicked its flanks and fled back toward the bridge. The horse didn’t need much encouragement—she could feel its nerves fraying in the unholy presence of the Chol. It was a damn miracle that it hadn’t already bucked her off and fled into the night.  
 
    That was an option, a part of her knew. She could still flee and outrun the enemy.  
 
    But the people of Tor’s Crossing wouldn’t be so lucky. As the dark tide of Godcursed bodies breached her flimsy bulwark, she knew in her heart that all their effort, all their struggles, had been for nothing. The militia couldn’t stop the horde outside the city, and the refugees on the road were completely defenseless. Even if she could somehow erect another barricade strong enough to buy the people more time, the wrath of the Flensing was already taking its toll. The annoying tingle in her hands and arms was starting to turn painful; the next spell she cast might very well be her last. 
 
    All the power you need is there for taking. Use it—save your people! 
 
    “No!” Delaryn shouted. Off to her left, a throng of Chol were swarming toward the last supply carriage. The driver and most of the young laborers had already abandoned it and scattered, but a few had chosen to hold their ground. They clutched shovels and pickaxes—anything they could get their hands on. And in a moment, they would be dead.  
 
    Snarling in rage, Delaryn reached out to the Aether. Its currents flowed through her veins—not warm and refreshing like a soothing bath but scalding and bracing as if she had doused herself in acid. Ignoring the pain, she thrust out her left hand and unleashed a barrage of icy daggers at the Chol. Three died in the first volley as the shards ripped through their gaunt torsos, and two more fell when she conjured and hurled an icy disk that decapitated them outright.  
 
    And then the Flensing claimed its due. Delaryn screamed, her entire body seizing up as if fire had flooded her veins. She lost her grip on the reins, and she felt herself tumble from the mare’s back and crash to the ground. Something broke—the horrific snap of bone filled her ears even before a sharp, searing pain in her leg stole her breath and left her reeling.  
 
    Delaryn couldn’t move. She could barely breathe. She knew that her leg was broken, and that the Chol were almost upon her.  
 
    Here and now, in the final battle for Torisval, the last Whitefeather was going to die.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rohen’s battle plan was going well…right up until it wasn’t. 
 
    Yria had already seen the archers retreat. Those had been Rohen’s instructions once they exhausted their arrows, and it had been long enough since their final volley that they should have made good their escape through the eastern gate. They were safer in the hills than trying to make it through the city to the bridge.  
 
    She was soaring over the flaming trenches, magical bolts of lightning burning through the smoke in search of her, when she first heard the piercing screech of a wyvern. Initially, she wondered if she had imagined it—between the incessant din of the Wailing in her mind and the abominable shrieking of the horde below, she could barely hear anything else. But then she emerged from a column of smoke and spotted the moon-shrouded silhouette of the beast and its rider sweeping over the Winding Tear. 
 
    “Faarea,” she breathed, banking Tanos into a hard leftward turn. When the Chol had arrived without the wyvern rider leading them, Yria had hoped that her brother might have been wrong about the horde and its mysterious commander. But instead of engaging actual soldiers, the rider had apparently decided he would slaughter defenseless townsfolk instead.  
 
    I have to get over there. Delaryn and Sehris need help, but I can’t leave my brother to face the horde alone… 
 
    Yria glanced back over her shoulder even as she steered Tanos southwest toward the bridge. So far, the militia was performing as well as anyone could have hoped—Rohen’s charge combined with the flaming trenches had left the leading edge of the Chol scattered and disorganized. The full mass of the horde simply couldn’t bring itself to bear. She could see Rohen’s blazing blue sword carving through a sea of Dretches, and so far, his Guardian’s Ward seemed more than a match for the spells of the Anointed.  
 
    But they all knew that this was a hopeless battle. The Chol would rally and overwhelm the defenders with sheer numbers once the oil fires burned out. From this vantage, she could tell that it was already happening: a massive cluster of Dretches was sweeping in to flank her brother and prevent the soldiers from easily withdrawing into the forest. Rohen needed her covering fire if there was any chance of the militia getting out of this alive.  
 
    I also promised him that I would protect his friends at any cost. He’ll never forgive me if I don’t even try to help them… 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Yria banked Tanos into a wide loop over the seething chaos below. She couldn’t be in two places at once, but a final parting shot could at least buy her brother a little more time. She released her hold on the reins and plucked an arrow from her quiver, then took aim at the cluster of Dretches crawling out of the hellish trenches nearest Rohen. She had gained enough distance that the Anointed were no longer trying to blast her out of the sky with magical lightning, which meant she finally had a moment to properly take aim and channel her full power through the rune-inscribed limbs of her bow.  
 
    The arrow ignited just before it left the string, and it struck the direct center of the Chol formation before it exploded with enough force to gut a galleon. The blast sent flaming limbs and charred bodies in all directions, and it even ignited a few patches of oil where the fire had yet to spread. A single blow wouldn’t be enough to turn the tide, but it was the best she could do.  
 
    Now it was time to save the others.  
 
    Choking up on the reins with one hand and holding her bow in the other, Yria steered Tano back toward the city as she scoured the darkness for any sign of the wyvern. The creatures were rare in this part of Torsia, but she had skirmished with them a few times while scouting the Godcursed Reach for the Ven’Tira. They were slower than griffons or leophons but significantly larger, and their scaly hides could easily deflect steel arrows or spears. 
 
    The size did make the wyvern easier to see, though it wasn’t as if its rider was hiding. She saw a flash of fire in the distance as he unleashed his own magical assault from the sky, and she prayed to the Moonmaiden that she could intercept him before he annihilated the hapless refugees below.  
 
    “Faster,” she commanded, reaching out through the Aether to touch Tanos’s mind. “Come on!” 
 
    She knew that the leophon wanted to obey, but he was simply too exhausted. After a day of flying from the Weald and another hauling cargo across the river, asking him to fight a wyvern seemed almost cruel. But she didn’t have any other choice, and she pushed him as hard as she could to close the distance and get into range of her bow.  
 
    Sadly, they weren’t going to make it—another fiery burst lit up the sky as the rider continued his assault, though this spell was directed into the air rather than at the ground. Yria caught a glimpse of Istare soaring above the river, and her breath caught in her throat as a fireball streaked toward the climbing leophon— 
 
    Only to splash harmlessly against a bubble-shaped barrier. Sehris didn’t attempt a counterattack—Yria wasn’t even sure if the dark elf was capable of such a thing—but she did make for effective bait. The wyvern pursued Istare with single-minded determination, and Sehris seemed to be very deliberately leading the beast and its rider away from the bridge and the road.  
 
    Clever girl.  
 
    With a feral grin, Yria bade Tanos to follow, and it wasn’t long before she could finally make out the armored rider on the wyvern’s back. She still had absolutely no idea why or how any mortal man could possibly be leading the Chol, but ultimately it didn’t matter. He needed to die.  
 
    Yria shifted both hands back to her bow and nocked another arrow. Hitting a moving target while on the back of leophon was a challenging task for even the most experienced ranger, but she had never lacked confidence in her abilities. The runes on the limbs of her bow glowed as she channeled another burst of power into them, and the arrow on the bowstring ignited as she took aim… 
 
    But before she could fire, she caught a glimpse of movement near the bridge below. She had expected to see the last refugees scrambling south when she finally soared over the bridge—a sorcerer raining flaming death from the sky was a terrifying menace.  
 
    What she hadn’t expected was another army of Chol.  
 
    “Oh, gods,” she breathed, the flames dissipating from the arrow on her bowstring. Somehow, the monsters were now attacking both sides of the river. A smaller but no less terrifying force of Chol had appeared from within the darkness of the snowy plains east of the road, and if not for Delaryn’s heroic efforts, they might have already overrun the last groups of refugees as they tried to flee down the road to Nythovas.  
 
    But the Whitefeather queen was about to be overwhelmed. She was lying helpless on the ground, her leg twisted awkwardly behind her and her horse nowhere to be seen. Dozens of Chol were about to swarm over her like shrieking ants… 
 
    Shifting her aim, Yria channeled another burst of magic into her bow and fired. The flaming arrow detonated just beyond Delaryn’s body, the magic releasing to form a thin but potent wall, incinerating several Chol outright and immolating several more. A second and third shot killed even more as Tanos drew closer.  
 
    It still wasn’t enough. The Chol were simply too numerous and spread too loosely to effectively contain. Yria ordered Tanos to abandon pursuit and dive instead, praying that a point-blank strafing run would at least grab their attention and give Delaryn a chance to crawl somewhere… 
 
    And then the voice of a warhorn split the darkness from somewhere down the road. Yria couldn’t help but turn, wondering if the refugees were somehow trying to mount a defense. It didn’t seem possible; almost none of them even had weapons. Nearly every member of the militia was with Rohen in the fields north of the city.  
 
    It was only then, when she heard the rolling thunder of galloping hooves and saw a blue glow emerge from the night, that she understood.  
 
    “Keepers?” she breathed.  
 
    Growing up in Nelu’Thalas, Yria had been taught to hate the wardens of Gûl Ostaraad more than any other members of the Tel Bator. Dathiel’s champions were arrogant, brutal, and unyielding in their crusade to control or outright destroy sorcery.  
 
    But in the here and now, with the Chol about to overrun the city’s meager defenders, she had to admit that they were a welcome sight. The Keepers themselves were barely visible, of course—their vatari tattoos were mostly concealed by their dark brigandine. Their horses, on the other hand, were glowing like blue beacons as they charged toward the horde. Their flesh was marked just like their human masters—the vatari dust branded into their flesh could feast on magic and imbue them with strength and endurance far beyond any normal beast of burden, albeit at a cost to their health and lifespan. From the sky, they almost looked like monsters themselves. Their eyes blazed as if they were possessed by demons, and the gleaming brands on their underbellies were shaped into the Eye of the Watcher.  
 
    The Chol were no match for them. The Keepers charged into the rampaging mass, their empowered mounts trampling row after row of Dretches like blades of grass. Even without wraithblades to aid them, the servants of Dathiel could still turn the tide.  
 
    This battle wasn’t over yet.  
 
    “Come on,” Yria said, veering Tanos around for another pass. “Delaryn needs us.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Varlothin blazed with righteous fury as it burned through the putrid flesh of yet another Chol. Rohen had lost count of how many Dretches he had already killed—twenty? Thirty?—but his wraithblade was thirsty for more. The pale-shifted sword seared through flesh, bone, and even armor with ease, and if Rohen weren’t still rampaging through the battlefield on horseback, he would have been standing atop a small mound of corpses.  
 
    And he wasn’t alone. The militiamen were fighting harder than he had expected—and far more effectively than he ever could have hoped. Torisval bred them tough and scrappy, it seemed. They were taking losses, and each agonized scream was like a dagger to his chest, but they hadn’t broken, hadn’t run. They had killed dozens of Dretches, and their spears and blades were covered in Godcursed blood. They were heroes, one and all.  
 
    But they were also out of time. The trench fires covering the battlefield with flame and smoke were nearly burned out, and more Chol seemed to crawl out of the smoldering pits every second. Rohen had no way of knowing whether the evacuation had finished, but at this point, it almost didn’t matter. His men had proven their valor—now it was time to get the hell out of here and survive.  
 
    “To the trees!” he roared at the top of his lungs, his blazing blue sword held high in the air. “Fall back! Fall back!” 
 
    The militia didn’t need to be told twice. The footmen with smaller weapons retreated first, followed swiftly by their comrades using spears to keep the Chol at bay. The handful of surviving horsemen went last, leveraging their superior speed and power to their advantage just like Rohen had taught them.  
 
    But the Chol weren’t just going to let their prey escape. A sea of Dretches was closing in around the militia from all sides, and it wasn’t as though reaching the forest beyond was a guarantee of safety. The men would still need to scatter and hope that the Chol would give up pursuit and press on to the empty city instead. There was still a very good chance that everyone here would be dead before morning.  
 
    All they could do now was fight and pray. Guardian willing, it would be enough.  
 
    Kicking his heels into the side of his warhorse, Rohen lifted his blade and charged at another line of Chol as they crawled out from the blackened trench. The horse gained speed with every stride, and the monsters barely had time to stand upright before he plowed into them like a battering ram, knocking them back into the smoldering pit.  
 
    A few of the Chol he’d missed tried to leap up and tear Rohen out of the saddle, but Varlothin scorched through any limb or body that dared get too close. The scent of burning flesh flooded his nostrils, though it was only slightly less foul than the smoke and flaming oil.  
 
    He spurred his horse to keep moving in order to avoid being dragged down, but he didn’t try to gain distance—he had learned very early on in this battle that the only way to keep the Anointed from blasting him with magic was to stay in the thick of the fray. Dretches may have been nearly mindless, but their leaders were not. The Anointed had seemed hesitant to roast their own soldiers needlessly.  
 
    But apparently, the Chol sorcerers finally reconsidered. Rohen saw the flash of lightning pierce the smoke, and he lifted his magical shield just in the nick of time. The crackling bolt glanced off the impregnable surface of the Ward and scorched through another Dretch just as it tried to leap into the saddle and tackle him.  
 
    Rohen couldn’t block the next attack so easily. Before the lightning even dissipated, he spotted the Anointed through the haze, its slender body floating above the fray and wreathed in its own barrier of Aetheric energy. It launched a fireball from its fingertips, seemingly unconcerned for the Dretches surrounding its target on all sides. Rohen adjusted his shield to meet the blast— 
 
    It wasn’t enough. While the Ward shielded his body from the heat and flames, the force of the impact still knocked him clean out of the saddle. His ears rang, his vision went black, and the air rushed from his lungs when he hit the frozen ground. He was vaguely aware of his horse screaming in pain and terror as he choked on the ash filling his lungs.  
 
    Get up. GET UP! 
 
    Clenching his teeth against the pain, Rohen pulled himself into a crouch. It felt like someone had plunged a knife between his ribs. His eyes stung from all the smoke, but he could still make out the Guardian’s Ward blazing protectively over his forearm. As for Varlothin…his wraithblade was nowhere to be found.  
 
    Rohen coughed, desperate for air, as he searched for any sign of the sword. But all he could see were the freshly scorched corpses of the Chol surrounding him.  
 
    Until the smoke began to clear. To his right, a group of militiamen were being pulled down and ripped apart by a pack of ravenous Dretches; to his left, his horse was thrashing wildly on the ground as flames engulfed its body. And directly before him, still floating casually above the fray, was the Anointed. The Godcursed sorcerer growled something through its stitched lips, its glowing eyes locking onto the fallen Templar as flames gathered at its fingertips— 
 
    And then a brilliant beam of golden light erupted from within the Anointed’s chest and burned it to cinders. Rohen turned his head toward the source and caught a flash of white and red through the haze.  
 
    He froze in disbelief. It was inconceivable. It was impossible. But as another searing beam of holy energy swept across the battlefield and disintegrated more Chol, he knew it was true.  
 
    Somehow, Jessara Kraythe was here.  
 
    “Burn in the Maiden’s light!” 
 
    Jess’s voice cut through the screams and shrieks like a curse from on high, and her radiant magic illuminated the battlefield like rays of sunlight through an otherwise impenetrable fog. She was mounted atop a Keeper courser—a large brown steed branded with vatari dust to make it virtually impervious to magic.  
 
    And she wasn’t alone.  
 
    A dozen other Keepers stormed across the battlefield behind her, trampling Dretches with their coursers and hacking them apart with their moonsilver blades. Blasts of Aetheric flame and lightning exploded all around them, but sorcery only made Dathiel’s champions stronger. The Keepers and their mounts fed upon the magical attacks, gaining speed and strength as they plowed through the enemy lines.  
 
    Jess used the brief opening to walk her own horse over to him. Her dyed white hair shifted in the wind, and her bright red Sanctori vestments were uncharacteristically dull thanks to the clouds of ash.  
 
    “Jess?” Rohen gasped, standing up despite the pain in his gut. “How…?” 
 
    “Somehow, I had a feeling you’d be here,” she said, her own breaths heavy from exertion. “Hurry up, get on!” 
 
    Moving as if in a trance, Rohen staggered over to her, laying a bloody hand on her scarlet-clad leg as if to assure himself that she was real. He stared right into her amber eyes, his memories of their last encounter in the Galespire flashing before his eyes. She had raged at him, whipped him, promised to drag him before her father and make him pay for his treachery. But now… 
 
    “You were right about my father,” Jess whispered. “You were right about everything…” 
 
    Rohen swallowed, his heartbeat pounding all the way to the tips of his pointed ears. He wished he could freeze this moment in time—he wished that he could sit down with her and tell her the truth about everything that had happened—but he didn’t need words to see the pain and regret and bitterness in her eyes. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, reaching out her hand. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    Rohen took her hand and hoisted himself up into the saddle behind her. The other Keepers were sweeping around in a wide circle after their initial charge, hoping to clear enough of a gap for the militia to retreat. Even now, the survivors were openly sprinting for the edge of the forest…but the Chol were still swarming in greater numbers every moment. The forest was barely a hundred yards away, yet it still seemed impossibly far.  
 
    Rohen couldn’t abandon them.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jess said. “I brought more help.” 
 
    Before Rohen could ask what she meant, a trio of griffons soared over the battlefield. Their riders couldn’t unleash flaming death like Yria, but they swooped low enough to drop the large, rune-inscribed crates they were carrying in their mighty talons instead, crushing clusters of Chol like boots stomping insects.  
 
    And from within the crates emerged a sight that had been unseen on any battlefield for almost three decades:  
 
    Faceless.  
 
    Rohen immediately feared the worst—had Jess been Purging sorcerers to forge a new army?—but it only took a moment to realize that these golems were old, not new. Their black armor was too battered and dented to have been forged in the past few weeks, just like the one he had battled during his escape from the Spire. The Keepers were supposed to have dismantled all their remaining Faceless, but evidently the Lord Vigilant had squirreled some away just in case.  
 
    The armored automatons burst out of their confinement as if the crates were made of twigs, and they stomped forward to engage the Chol. Thirty years ago, the eight-foot-tall golems had been a mainstay of the Darenthi army. They were virtually immune to magic, allowing them to counter the Anointed with ease, and they could function as unrelenting siege weapons when required. They had been a vital weapon against the Chol and an important deterrent against Crell aggression for generations.  
 
    And today, they might very well save all of their lives.  
 
    “There aren’t enough of them to hold off the horde for long,” Jess said, taking the reins in one hand while leaving the other free. “But they can cover our retreat.” 
 
    “I won’t leave these men to die,” Rohen said. “They need our help.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you might say that.” A thin smile tugged at her lips as she summoned a golden sphere of energy into her palm. “Together?” 
 
    Rohen held his Ward protectively in front of her as he slid an arm around her waist. “Together.” 
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     To the Flame 


       


     Yria never made it to Delaryn.  


     Despite the Keepers’ heroic charge up the road, many of the Chol along the riverbank were still swarming toward the helpless queen. In desperation, Yria launched another explosive arrow into their ranks, and the fiery detonation drove the monsters back just like she had hoped. She swept Tanos in a wide circle over the river and started her descent, another arrow nocked and ready in case any of the monsters dared rush through the curtains of flame to try to claim another victim.  


     But the Chol were far from the only problem. Another piercing screech cut through the air as the wyvern rider reappeared, soaring out of the night practically on top of her. A blazing fireball streaked toward the ranger as she attempted to land, and she threw Tanos into a wild, leftward turn back over the river, the flames coming close enough to singe her hair.  


     “Just hold on,” she breathed, more to herself than the woman who couldn’t possibly hear her. The Keeper charge had drawn away most of the Chol, but it remained only a matter of time before the Dretches swarmed over Delaryn. Still, Yria couldn’t help anyone if she got blown up the instant she landed… 


     Twisting her body around in the saddle, the ranger took aim and fired at the trailing wyvern now in close pursuit. The rider didn’t even bother trying to dodge—he simply conjured an icy barrier in front of his mount a heartbeat before the arrow struck its target. The detonation vaporized the ice with ease, but the wyvern and the rider soared through the cloud unharmed.  


     Yria cursed. She was widely considered one of the best riders amongst all the Ven’Tira, but it wasn’t as though she had a great deal of experience in aerial combat. The highborn hadn’t openly fought against Darenthi griffons in generations, and the Crell manticore riders hadn’t come this far north since the Sevenfold Rebellion. Besides, leophons were scouts, not skirmishers. Tanos wasn’t any more prepared for this than she was. 


     Delaryn is counting on me. My brother is counting on me. If the children of the dragon are supposed to end the Culling, then killing this asshole seems like a good place to start.  


     Gritting her teeth in determination, Yria rolled Tanos into another hard turn toward the city. A blast of heat washed against her cheek as another wayward fireball exploded just off Tanos’s right wing, but as she kept turning, the attacks stopped. It was only once she had finished the wide loop and straightened their course back to Delaryn that she saw why: Sehris and Istare were attempting their own emergency pickup. The wyvern rider had veered off to engage them instead. 


     Thankfully, his attacks proved no match for the dark elf’s barriers. Her shimmering shield harmlessly absorbed everything he threw at her…though the attacks still forced her to climb and abort her landing. It became increasingly clear to Yria that this engagement was now a race against time—both to save Delaryn and to see who could resist the Flensing the longest. Yria could already feel the burning tingle creeping down both of her arms, but surely the wyvern rider was also approaching his limits… 


     Unfortunately, Sehris succumbed first. Her shimmering barrier collapsed after absorbing a third fireball in less than a minute, and Istare quickly turned and fled in the opposite direction. From here, Yria couldn’t tell if the dark elf was still commanding the leophon or if he was trying to retreat on his own while his rider writhed in the saddle. Either way, Yria needed to make her move.  


     The wyvern soared sideways almost directly over the bridge as if its rider were trying to decide which foe to pursue. If he chased Sehris, it would give Tanos the opportunity to swoop in and grab Delaryn…but in her ravaged state, Sehris would be easy prey. Yria wasn’t willing to sacrifice one woman just to save the other. She needed to end him right here and now.  


     It was the only way to fulfill the promise she had made to her brother.  


     Kicking her ankles into the leophon’s side, she spurred Tanos onward. His wings beat with all the strength he had left, pushing him over the city and back toward the river. The rest of the battle unfolded on the ground beneath her: the Keepers had pushed the Chol swarming from the east back from the road, but the monsters just kept coming. They poured out of the darkness in seemingly endless numbers, and the flames surrounding Delaryn wouldn’t keep them at bay much longer… 


     But Yria stayed focused on her target. The Chol commander saw her coming, of course, but his mount lacked the speed and mobility to get away—not that he seemed to want to. He continued circling over the river almost leisurely, as if he were a galleon unconcerned by the dinghy about to ram into its flank.  


     She was more than happy to make him pay for his arrogance. Plucking an arrow from her quiver as she shifted both hands back to her bow, she channeled another burst of Aetheric energy through the limbs. The runes glowed as they shaped and focused her magic, igniting the arrow on the string. She mentally counted down the seconds as she took aim, waiting until the last possible moment to fire… 


     Then, strangely, the air whistling past her ears began to hiss and pop as if it had also been set aflame. The rider’s hands flashed with magic, but he didn’t summon a defensive barrier like she expected. Green flames seemed to engulf his entire body, and a dark chill suddenly rippled down Yria’s spine— 


     Then Tanos screamed.  


     It was a horrific sound, so shrill and ghastly that it didn’t seem like it could possibly come from a living creature. The leophon seized up, his wings freezing midflap…and then he began to plummet straight down toward the river.  


     Yria’s stomach sank at the sudden drop, and her bow nearly slipped from her fingers. She reached out through the Aether, desperate to touch Tanos’s mind and soothe his pain before they crashed… 


     But there was nothing to find. Tanos was dead, his lifeforce snuffed out in an instant. Rage and sorrow flooded through Yria, stemmed only by a surge of fear at their rapid, uncontrolled descent. The water rose up to meet them, and she grabbed the reins with both hands and tried to physically yank the leophon’s body flat before impact— 


     And then she plunged into the freezing abyss.  


       


     *** 


       


     The Chol wouldn’t stop coming.  


     Delaryn was still slumped in the dirt, the searing agony of the Flensing burning through her veins. More Godcursed elves rushed past her every second, their wild, inhuman shrieks ringing in her ears and their foul, putrid stench burning her nose. They could have killed her at any moment—she kept expecting a chop of an ax or thrust of a sword or even a swipe of a claw to finish her off. Yet impossibly, inexplicably, they left her completely alone.  


     It didn’t make any sense. She laid flat and trembling on the hard earth as their feet rushed past her, one Dretch after another. They barely even acknowledged her presence other than to swerve away and ensure they didn’t trample her. It was like they were a river parting around a rock. She began to wonder if the pain had made her delirious. Perhaps she was already unconscious and dreaming… 


     Eventually, the rush of fetid feet storming past her ended, and she dug her fingers into the cold dirt and summoned the strength to prop herself up onto an elbow. She swiveled her eyes to the road where the monsters were clashing with the Keepers and their Faceless.  


     The servants of Dathiel are braver than they seem, her mother’s voice said into her head. But they are no match for the fury of the horde. Soon, they will all be dead…unless you aid them.  


     Delaryn coughed in a desperate attempt to clear the smoke from her lungs. She still couldn’t believe that the Keepers were here at all—the wardens of the Galespire were formidable warriors, but they weren’t soldiers. They were trained exclusively to suppress and control renegade sorcerers, not fight as part of a larger army like the Templar. And while she was no warrior herself, she had spent enough time around her brother and father to understand the importance of discipline and tactics. The Keepers were demonstrating neither.  


     While their initial charge had scattered the first wave of Chol, they were slowly but surely being overwhelmed by sheer numbers. Even their empowered horses couldn’t save them from such dire odds—every few seconds, one of the glowing beasts would scream as a blade pierced its flesh, and when it toppled, a sea of Godcursed monsters would wash over it and rip its rider to shreds.  


     And once the Keepers were gone, the Chol would rampage down the road to Nythovas and destroy everyone and everything in its path.  


     You understand now, don’t you? I watched the Templar fall at Gareth’s Stand. I watched a river of darkness envelop them, and I knew that if I didn’t stem the tide, the entire world would drown.  


     “You…you summoned demons,” Delaryn breathed, still struggling to hold herself upright. “You tore open the walls of the Pale.” 


     I did what was necessary to save Darenthi—to save our family. And that same power is yours. You aren’t just a sorceress, my daughter. You are the Queen of the Pale. You merely need to open the door. 


     “No,” Delaryn rasped. “Never again!” 


     The wyvern’s now-familiar screech cut through the air again, and she glanced in time to see the Yria and the Chol commander about to clash overhead. The ranger almost looked like she planned to ram the wyvern; a flaming arrow rested on her bowstring, but she had yet to fire. Delaryn feared that a single sorcerous blast might consume Yria and Tanos…but just like back at Rimewreath, the wyvern rider demonstrated a far more terrifying ability.  


     He channeled the power of the Pale.  


     Delaryn heard the familiar hiss in the air, and she felt the ripples of his dark magic sundering the wall between the physical world and the hellish realm of demons. The rider’s hands flashed with green fire, but he didn’t burn anything. He didn’t need to—Tanos let out a ghastly shriek as the magic reaved his very soul. The leophon spasmed in midair for a fraction of a second, then plummeted straight into the river below with Yria still in his saddle.  


     “No!” Delaryn screamed, reaching out to the Aether and drawing it back into her veins, heedless of the lethal danger, uncaring of the agony and the damage it wrought as it burned through her body once more. This was how sorcerers died, but that scarcely mattered to her. She was dead already.  


     She molded a cloud of vapor into a massive spike of ice and hurled it up at the wyvern in a last-ditch attempt to knock him from the sky. Her aim was true, but she lacked the power to hold the shard together. By the time it struck the creature’s scales, it was little more than a glorified icicle. 


     And then the Flensing crushed her. She screamed and collapsed back to the ground, her skin burning as if she had been doused in acid. She could barely breathe; she could hardly even think. But as she clenched her teeth and struggled to stay conscious, a whirlwind of snow and dirt swirled around her. She looked up, her hair flying into her eyes, as the wyvern landed directly in front of her. 


     “You don’t belong here. Not anymore.” 


     Delaryn froze, utterly paralyzed, as she gazed upon the rider. His battered plate armor was lined with thick furs, and his closed helm completely concealed the face beneath. But the sound of his deep voice was oddly familiar despite the metallic echo from his helmet… 


     The rider urged the wyvern forward, and she couldn’t help but flinch when the beast snarled and opened its jaw a few inches from her face. Other than its barbed tail and leaner frame, the creature was practically a small dragon—it looked nearly identical to the statue of Farumat in Dragon’s Reach. Thick brown scales, massive leathery wings, orange reptilian eyes… 


     It could snap her in a half with a single bite. But the rider had other ideas: he jerked at the beast’s reins and commanded it to continue forward until Delaryn was lying beneath its left shoulder, the rider now directly above her. The man then reached up and removed his helmet, revealing a badly scarred yet instantly recognizable face.  


     Delaryn’s heart stopped. “Skaldir?” 


     “It has been a long time, sister,” her brother said. “But now it’s time for us to go home where we belong.” 


       


     *** 


       


     “Keep going!” Rohen shouted. “Flee into the woods! Now!” 


     At his command, the surviving members of the militia dashed into the forest in search of refuge. Most of them were weary and wounded; all of them were spattered in Godcursed blood. Rohen couldn’t have been prouder of their tenacity and resolve in the face of such horror. But right now, he just wanted them to get out of here alive.  


     Jess was doing everything she could to aid them. Another beam of golden energy erupted from her outstretched hand, scorching through every Chol in its path as she swept it across the battlefield. Her magic had already reduced countless Dretches to flaming cinders.  


     But there more. There were always more.  


     “Ngnn!” Jess winced as the beam dissipated. She clutched at her arm as if it had been struck by an arrow.  


     Rohen grimaced. He had no idea why Jess seemed unaffected by the Wailing, but she clearly couldn’t avoid the Flensing forever. The Aether was poison to mortal flesh no matter its source. Jess must have been nearing her limit. 


     “You’ve done all you can,” Rohen said. “It’s time to go.” 


     Jess clenched her teeth and snarled in protest. But when she thrust out her hand again, she screamed and recoiled before a single spark could gather at her golden claws.  


     “Dammit!” she hissed. “I can’t…” 


     “I know,” he said, lifting his Ward to intercept an arrow destined for her chest. Beyond their immediate vicinity, most of the Chol were still little more than green pinpricks of light set against the darkness. Her Keepers were much easier to see thanks to their glowing tattoos, and their ability to absorb magic made them virtually impervious to the Anointed. Through raw muscle and sheer determination, they had successfully kept the horde at bay long enough to allow the militia to reach the forest’s edge and scatter.  


     But without Jess’s support, there simply weren’t enough of them to hold out any longer. A few scattered sandbags couldn’t stave off an overflowing river; killing one or two or even a hundred Chol barely seemed to make a difference. Even the Faceless were about to be overwhelmed. 


     “Call your men back,” Rohen told her. “We have to…” 


     He heard the creature approaching long before he saw it. The thunderous clomp of heavy footfalls was a sharp contrast to the ringing steel, whinnying horses, and shrieking Chol surrounding them. He and Jess both tried to peer through the darkness, and she gasped in horror when she finally saw the outline of the hulking monstrosity.  


     “Oh, gods,” she breathed. “What is that?” 


     “A problem,” Rohen rasped. “A big problem.” 


     The Lord Protector had described the Chol’s most brutal and devastating weapons to Rohen before, but had never seen one in person. The Order called them Abominations, though such a banal term scarcely did the creatures justice. Standing at least twelve feet tall and half that wide, Abominations looked more like ogres than elves. They barely resembled Dretches at all aside from their pallid flesh and glowing green eyes.  


     The muscle-bound monstrosities were mercifully rare—Lord Kraythe said that they typically only appeared on the battlefield during assaults on major settlements. Since no one had seen one on the field at Rimewreath, Rohen had wondered if the last of the creatures might have been killed during the previous Culling.  


     Evidently not.  


     “Call the Keepers back,” Rohen repeated. “Now!” 


     Jess didn’t move. Her amber eyes were frozen wide, and he could feel her trembling against him in the saddle. It was so out of character he almost couldn’t believe it. Jessara Kraythe was, without a doubt, one of the most fearless and determined people he had ever met. Even when she had been merely an acolyte, he’d watched her cow wealthy and powerful men through force of will alone. 


     But Chol weren’t men. They couldn’t be browbeaten or intimidated; they didn’t care about her Sanctori vestments or Tel Bator heraldry. And as the Flensing stripped away her power, Jess must have finally realized just how helpless she truly was.  


     “Keepers, fall back!” Rohen roared over the din. “Fall back!” 


     He had no idea if the Keepers would listen—it wasn’t as if he had any real authority over them. But mercifully, they weren’t as stubborn or stupid as he feared. Every single one of them ordered his mount back to the forest’s edge, and their magically enhanced steeds were strong enough to break free from the growing swarm and trample any Chol that tried to get in their way.  


     The slow, lumbering Faceless couldn’t withdraw so easily, but that had clearly never been part of the plan anyway. As if obeying an unspoken order, the golems turned and plunged deeper into the fray in an effort to buy their masters more time. Soon the Dretches were crawling over the golems en masse and pulling them to the ground where they could hack the armored shells apart piece by piece.  


     “Jess, we have to move!” Rohen said, squeezing the paralyzed priestess as his eyes remained locked on the Abomination still lumbering toward them. “We have to—” 


     He never finished the sentence. As the Chol Abomination lumbered forward, it reached out as if to swat one of the Faceless with its huge fist…but instead it simply picked up the armored automaton.  


     And then threw it straight and Rohen and Jess.  


     Even if she hadn’t been paralyzed with dread, there was no way she could have ordered their horse to move in time. Rohen hoisted the Guardian’s Ward up in front of them, knowing it wouldn’t be enough. The three-hundred-pound golem crashed into them with the force of a boulder.  


     Everything went black. Pain wracked Rohen’s body, and he tasted blood and dirt in his mouth. He heard the ongoing battle—fire crackling, hooves pounding, Chol shrieking…and then, Jess sobbing. 


     Rohen’s vision returned in a rush as he sucked in a lungful of smoky air. He was lying flat on his stomach on the ground, his head and ears ringing and his rune-inscribed bracer lying cracked and broken at his side. Jess was on her back next to him, whimpering in pain as she clutched an arm that was clearly fractured. And their horse…their horse was bleeding and thrashing beneath the weight of the unmoving Faceless golem pinning it down.  


     “Jess…” Rohen breathed, reaching out to place a hand on her hip. But her tear-filled eyes refused to look at him—they were locked onto the Abomination that was about to crush them both into a pulp.  


     Rohen rolled himself over just in time to see the plodding behemoth looming over them, spittle frothing over blistered black lips. The claws on its massive hands were as cracked and yellowed as the broken old teeth set in its jaw. Green orbs blazed in its skull as if its eyes were made of spectral flame.  


     There was nowhere to run—the path behind them into the forest was now swarming with Dretches in pursuit of the Keepers and the militia. But there was no way to fight, either—Varlothin was lost on the battlefield, and his Ward was broken. Rohen had given everything he had to hold the line, and it hadn’t been enough. 


     But defeated didn’t mean beaten. Dragging himself back to his feet, Rohen stood protectively in front of Jess. Sword or no sword, shield or no shield, he was still a Templar. And if this nightmarish monstrosity wanted to kill her, it was still going to have to go through him first.  


     “Come on, you son of a bitch,” Rohen growled through cracked, bloodied lips. “What are you waiting for?” 


     Snarling, the Abomination reared back and punched the puny half-elf with enough force to pound him into the ground like a stake—or crush him into paste.  


     But Rohen didn’t budge. He stopped the monster’s fist with his palm as effortlessly as if he were boxing with a drunken thug in a tavern. His boots slid back in the dirt, and the vibration of the impact rattled through his bones…but then it ricocheted back into the Abomination, hurling the creature away as if it had tried to slug a building instead of man. 


     And then, just like back at the Galespire, Rohen’s entire world changed.  


     Currents of strange, soothing energy swelled together in eddies of terrible power permeating everything around him. He could feel the Anointed floating nearby. He could feel Jess lying behind him. He could even feel Delaryn and Sehris and Yria a mile away across the bridge.  


     But mostly, he felt rage. And it was about to be unleashed.  


     Rohen charged at the Abomination and slammed his bare fist into the monster’s chest, knuckles sinking deep into its flesh, knocking it backward despite the fact he was a third the size and less than a quarter the weight.  


     And he didn’t stop there, even when the Dretches flooded in to surround the hulking monstrosity like a colony of ants defending their queen. Rohen planted his feet, snarled, and unleashed all his anger and frustration in a single primal scream.  


     A scream of fire.  


     The roaring jet of flame spewed from his mouth like molten bile, instantly liquifying the Abomination’s putrid flesh and searing its oversized muscles down to blackened bone. The Dretches in his path suffered the same fate—Rohen twisted his head back and forth, incinerating any and every monster that dared get too close.  


     His lungs still burned even when their air was spent, but when he inhaled the billowing clouds of smoke, the noxious fumes no longer seemed to bother him. He breathed in deeply, the taste of ash invigorating rather than toxic. There were still plenty more Chol—the horde now ringed him on all sides. Anointed, Dretches…he even heard another Abomination stomping somewhere in the distance.  


     But for the first time in his life—and perhaps the first time in any Templar’s life—the Chol stopped their advance. The sea of glowing green eyes watched and waited but didn’t move. 


     And Rohen watched back. Growling under his breath, he took a step forward, utterly unconcerned by the throng of wretched monsters just out of reach. He wanted to charge straight at them—he wanted to rip every single one of them apart limb from limb. But then, below the spidery nexus of haunting green eyes, he saw Varlothin lying in the dirt.  


     The moonsilver blade sat undisturbed amongst the bevy of corpses. None of the Chol had dared approach it, let alone touch it. And they shrank back when Rohen leaned down and curled his fingers around the handle.  


     “Hathal niveh.” 


     The metal dissolved into a brilliant azure beam. Rohen lifted the sword, banishing the encroaching darkness with a radiant blue burst.  


     He stood there, a lone Templar with his sword, ready to carve his way through the gates of the Pale if necessary. But the Chol still didn’t advance. Instead, they did the impossible. 


     They fell back.  


     Dretches turned and shambled away, while Anointed drifted off into the night with almost disdainful slowness. The screams and howls of moments ago faded into eerie silence, broken only by the haunting moans of mortally wounded Chol. The ocean of monsters thinned and began to recede like an ebbing tide. 


     Rohen couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The Chol didn’t retreat, not in any tale he’d ever heard or firsthand account he’d ever read. Even when their lines were breaking, even when the Templar were on the verge of victory during any of the past Cullings, the horde still fought to the bitter end.  


     Until today. With his heart still pounding in his chest, Rohen almost wanted to chase them. He had never felt so determined…or so angry. It was as if his rage itself had become fuel.  


     But then a piercing screech cut through the night sky, and he looked up in time to see the shadowy silhouette of a wyvern soaring over the city. The horde followed beneath its wings, and Rohen belatedly wondered what had happened on the other side of the bridge.  


     It was only then, when a splinter of moonlight caught the wyvern from just the right angle, that he saw a second rider in the saddle—not an armored man, but the slender figure of a woman wrapped in a white cloak. 


     Delaryn.  
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    1 
The Gamble 
 
      
 
    The Bloody Boar tavern was, in the mildest possible terms, a festering sore on the ass of Vorsalos. But given that most people thought Vorsalos was a festering sore on the ass of the Northern Reaches, it all made perfect sense. Symmetry was important.  
 
    “It’s not even midnight,” I said, waving my empty tankard with one hand and twirling my saber with the other. “There has to be someone left in this pisshole willing to put a pretty elf girl in her place.” 
 
    I sauntered along the top of the narrow bar, wobbling precariously on the heels of my leather riding boots to make everyone think I was already drunk. I didn’t normally have to hustle this much, but I’d only earned a few dozen crowns tonight—more than most of these poor wretches saw in a month, but not nearly as much as I’d hoped. That beautiful Talishite silk dress in the tailor’s shop wasn’t going to pay for itself, and I refused to leave Vorsalos without it. 
 
    “This couldn’t be easier,” I went on over the jeers and catcalls of the lecherous men below me. “You draw first blood, and I’ll be down on my knees with my lips wrapped around your cock faster than you can say ‘highborn whore.’” 
 
    I stopped at the lip of the bar, but not before teetering for a half second as if I might fall right off the edge. A dozen burly, inebriated men were waiting to catch me—and undoubtedly grope me—the instant I lost my balance.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” I said, slowly dragging the tip of my tongue across my lips. “Toss in another crown with your ante, and I’ll suck off your friends, too. I’m a thirsty girl, and this swill ain’t cuttin’ it.” 
 
    I tossed the empty tankard back at the barkeep, which immediately drew a round of whooping cheers from my audience when he fumbled and dropped it onto the floor. If I hadn’t promised him a cut of my earnings at the end of the night, he surely would have thrown me out on my ass by now.  
 
    I had the full attention of every man in the room—and the annoyed wenches trying to weave their way through the crowd to deliver drinks—though this group wasn’t as easily goaded as the idiots on the other side of the city last night. I had humiliated ten men in a row before the rest had finally stormed off in frustration. But tonight, I had only beaten down three challengers so far. I should have toyed with them longer than I had; most of them had only lasted a few seconds each. It had demoralized the others.  
 
    Still, I hadn’t lost hope just yet. There were plenty of fools in the crowd tonight who were on the verge of emptying their pockets just for the slim chance that they might get to feel the warm, soft tongue of an elven maiden slobbering all over their aching shaft. I just needed to reel them in…  
 
    “Of course, if you really want to spite me, you can leave me parched all night,” I teased, dragging a finger across my cleavage. “Maybe you want to spill right here between my tits. Or maybe you want to grab my hair and cum all over my sweet face. You can make me wear it out onto the street in shame if you want. An uppity whore like me deserves—oops!” 
 
    My saber “slipped” from my hand and clattered to the ground behind the bar. Widening my stance, I bent over with the slow, limber grace of a dancer to retrieve the fallen blade. It was a shameless but undeniably effective maneuver, and I could feel their lustful eyes upon my long legs and firm ass. My trousers were practically skintight, and my sleeveless leather bodice was cropped high enough to give everyone a clear view of my lower back and toned stomach. I could feel the lustful eyes of every man in the tavern upon me, and it brought a smile to my lips.  
 
    If I were in their shoes, I would absolutely want to fuck me. How could I blame them for wanting the same thing? 
 
    I made sure to give them a nice, long look at the goods before I stood upright again. When I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror behind the bar, I wondered if I should let my long blond hair down rather than keep it in a tight ponytail in the future, though it probably didn’t matter much. Most men were enraptured the moment they saw my long lashes, smoky black eyeshadow, and turquoise irises—to say nothing of my impressive cleavage. Most other half-elves I’d met were more than a little bitter about the fact that their human blood would shave a century off their potential lifespan, but I had always tried to look at the bright side—at least it had given me incredible tits.  
 
    “Shit!” one of the men hissed from behind me. “How much for a fuck?” 
 
    I leisurely pivoted back around to face him. He had to be at least forty, with a ratty gray beard and a wide, sweaty face. My little show had gotten him so hard that his filthy trousers were about to burst. 
 
    “Ten crowns and you can bend me over the bar and take me right here,” I said with a sultry smile. “You just have to stick me with a real sword first.” 
 
    My words drew another wave of raucous laughter, but the man barely even hesitated before he pulled out his coin purse and slapped it down atop the bar along with the rest of my winnings. He didn’t appear nearly as inebriated as most of the other men around him, but I wasn’t overly worried. He had the rough, gnarled hands of a laborer, and when he plucked the dueling rapier I’d helpfully provided off the table nearby, it was abundantly clear that he had no idea how to use it.  
 
    “Come on, slut!” Rat Beard growled, waving the tip at me. “Get your ass down here!” 
 
    “Oh, but the floor’s so much less fun,” I said, teetering on my heels again. “I’m sure your friends can give you a boost up here if your old knees aren’t up to it.” 
 
    His face turned pink and then flushed red at the mocking laughter from the crowd around him. “I ain’t fallin’ for your tricks, elf,” he spat. “Get down here, and I promise you’ll be bent over that bar in a few seconds.” 
 
    I offered him a lazy salute with my saber. “I can’t wait.”  
 
    Grinning, I strutted to the edge of the bar where a taller, thinner man offered a hand to help me down. I appreciated the act of chivalry—right up until he smacked me on the ass afterward. I almost whirled around and punched him before I reminded myself to stay in character.  
 
    “You know the rules,” I said, planting my feet on the warped wooden floor as the crowd stepped back to give us space. “Keep the swings low and away from the head or you forfeit your bet.” I smiled and raised my blade in a salute. “You can aim for my face later.” 
 
    The crowd laughed, but Rat Beard was focused and ready. He lunged forward with a wild slash, confirming that he didn’t understand the purpose of a rapier, and I effortlessly sidestepped the attack without even using my sword to parry. I could have won the fight right there—I could have killed him right there if I had wanted to. But I needed to string him along for a little while if I had any hope of bilking more coins out of these other drunkards.  
 
    And so instead of slashing open his gut, I settled back into a defensive stance and allowed him to flail at me with all his fury. Thrust, parry. Thrust, parry. Swipe, dodge. I had seen fifteen-year-old aspirants at the Eternal Temple fight with more skill and finesse. Rat Beard just really, really wanted to fuck me, and he was downright livid when I finally decided to end the match with a whirling disarm that sent his rapier skittering across the floor.  
 
    “A worthy effort!” I called out, more to the crowd than the humiliated man in front of me. I sashayed forward until the point of my blade was touching his chest. “Yield and I don’t even have to cut you.” 
 
    “Elf bitch!” Rat Beard snarled. “You cheated!” 
 
    I tutted and wagged the finger of my free hand. “There’s nothing worse than a poor sport. Now you’ll have to explain that nasty cut to your wife. Though I imagine she’ll be more concerned about all the gold you just lost.” 
 
    A quick flick of my wrist drew a line of blood across his upper arm, and the howl of the crowd drowned out his hiss of pain. I grinned and offered him another salute as I sauntered back to the bar, the crowd closing back in around me, sweeping him from view.  
 
    “Anyone else?” I called out. “I’m still parched, and I see a lot of stiff cocks out there desperate for release…” 
 
    I watched in amusement as groups of men plotted my downfall in hushed voices. Most of them didn’t have enough silver to toss in an ante, but my sensitive hearing picked up on all manner of schemes. Most of them involved promises of future repayment, but some were madly trying to figure out a way to share their reward somehow. Others just couldn’t stop talking about how I was the most beautiful girl they had ever seen and how amazing it would feel to fuck me.  
 
    They weren’t wrong. They had never met anyone like me, and odds were, they never would again. Pureblooded elves of any kind were exceedingly rare in Vorsalos, and even half-breeds like myself were uncommon. Still, the best part was knowing how much they wanted me before they knew who I was.  
 
    If any of these drunkards realized that my mother was the Queen of Highwind and my father was the Highlord of the Eternal Dawn…  
 
    Well, I could have made a lot more silver, but I probably would have had to spend it all on a retinue of bodyguards. There were three distinct assassin’s guilds working along the Shattered Coast, and that didn’t even include the bounty hunters’ guild in Graygale. And then there was the Ravenguard, the thugs who kept order in Vorsalos on behalf of the ruling elite. I wouldn’t put it past them to try and throw me in prison in the hopes of fetching a ransom from my parents.  
 
    Anonymity had its perks. And if I had my way, it would let me wander the Shattered Coast for another few years before anyone put two and two together. This was a thousand times more entertaining than what my parents thought I was doing… 
 
    “Such a shame,” I taunted, leaning back on my elbows enough to stick out my chest and give everyone a clear, tantalizing view of my cleavage and midriff. “I suppose I’ll just have to try my luck in another tavern across the city. Seems all the real men moved to Ostvara after the war…” 
 
    The uproar was so loud I almost thought someone would hurl their drink at me, but thankfully it baited more of them into challenging me just like I’d hoped. Two more men tossed their coins on the table, one for the promise of sloppy solo blowjob and the second for a pledge that I would suck off three of his friends in a row without cleaning off my face in between.  
 
    Both challengers were more competent than Rat Beard. If I had actually been drunk, I might very well have ended up messy on my knees like they hoped. But as long as I was sober and alert, the fools never stood a chance. I knocked their swords onto the floor right along with their pride, and the crowd heckled them more than I ever could. Some of the men were so randy I was a little surprised they didn’t storm off to the brothel down the street. For a single wager with me they could probably purchase the services of an actual whore for the whole night.  
 
    “Well, gentlemen, it appears we’re all going to leave disappointed tonight,” I said after the last duel. “If you’re feeling frustrated, I recommend the Velvet Shadow. I hear the girls are quite lovely.” 
 
    I smirked in satisfaction as I collected my winnings in my purse. I could practically feel that Talishite silk on my skin. I had no idea where I might wear the dress—I had no plans to return home anytime soon. But right now, I would be perfectly content to just slide into the soft fabric and admire myself in the mirror for a few hours. Sooner or later, I would surely find a man worth seducing in it.  
 
    “Last chance,” I said as I pulled the drawstring tight. I heard a lot of grumbles and curses, but no other volunteers. “Ah, well. Maybe next time we’ll—” 
 
    “I’ll take your bet.” 
 
    The crowd went silent, and I turned in search of the speaker. The throng parted, and I spotted the man standing against the wall. I evaluated him at a glance: early twenties, short black hair, a strong jawline, and a pleasant, clean-shaven face. His clothes and speech were strikingly out of place for such a rough establishment. From his elegant gray-blue doublet and the cultured tone of his voice, I guessed he might be the son of a well-off merchant slumming it for a thrill. 
 
    He slowly leaned off the wall, his hand falling to the rapier at his side.  
 
    “Assuming I’m not too late, that is,” he added as he came forward. 
 
    I flashed him a wry smirk as I jingled my coin purse. “Well, I have already packed up,” I said with an exaggerated sigh. “You’d need to make it worth my while…” 
 
    The crowd groaned and snorted their disapproval, but the newcomer merely smiled back. “Then how about I double your earnings? One duel, a hundred gold coins.” 
 
    My eyebrows raised when I watched him pull a few sparkling coins from his own pouch and flick them onto the bar. Ten platinum pieces—a hundred gold or a thousand silver—was practically a fortune to anyone in this tavern; it could buy a pair of horses or feed most families for months. In my case, it would pay for that Talishite dress with plenty left over to afford matching shoes.  
 
    And, best of all, it would let me shirk my actual responsibilities for a good while yet.  
 
    “I suppose that’s fair,” I said, setting my purse back atop the bar. “Though any man willing to drop that much coin on a bet must be pretty confident in his abilities.” 
 
    The stranger shrugged as he casually unsheathed his rapier. It was a fine blade, which wasn’t surprising given the rest of his attire. The man was clearly wealthy and didn’t care who knew it.  
 
    “If you’d rather skip right to the reward, I won’t complain,” he said with a wry smirk of his own. “Nor, I suspect, would anyone else in this fine establishment.” 
 
    The audience laughed, and I could feel their anticipation growing. At this point, refusing the offer was practically impossible unless I wanted to dodge empty mugs and food on my way out—and the stranger knew that. Everything about him—his poise, his movements, his attire—told me that he wasn’t a rube like the others.  
 
    “Well, I am still thirsty,” I said, leaning away from the bar and lazily twirling my saber. “And you seem like the type who enjoys giving a girl her fill. But I think we’d all be a little disappointed if you didn’t put me in my place first.” 
 
    “You may be right,” he said, clipping his still-heavy pouch back onto his belt. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a real challenge…” 
 
    He raised his blade in a salute, and I did the same. The crowd went almost eerily quiet as they backed up to give us space, even the men who had been heckling me from the moment I’d strutted in the door. I had no doubt that they were all still hard and enormously frustrated—the passions of randy males weren’t cooled so easily—but I could tell that they were enthralled by the drama of the moment. No one knew what was about to happen.  
 
    That should have been my first warning.  
 
    The newcomer tested my defenses with a quick feinted thrust, but I wasn’t fooled…and I doubted he expected me to be. I offered an almost lazy slash in return, permitting him an effortless retreat. And after a half dozen similar exchanges, I had a pretty good feel for who—or rather, what—he truly was.  
 
    A conman.  
 
    It wasn’t that he was clumsy or poorly trained; quite the opposite, in fact. He demonstrated good balance and an appropriate blend of strength and finesse. He had clearly been trained by a competent fighter. His technique was good, his footwork was passable, and he would have easily trounced any of the fools whose coin I had fleeced over the past few hours.  
 
    But he wasn’t a warrior—he was a pretender. The signs were subtle but numerous: the slight awkwardness of his stances, the minor delay in his movements, the way his eyes never seemed to stop moving. He looked like a man who knew the correct motions but was stuck a fraction of a second in the past trying to choose between them. I knew his type well, because it was exactly the way I had fought when I had been trying to convince my father that I had been reading his books on swordplay rather than drinking myself into a stupor in the wine cellar with my friends.  
 
    The realization was oddly endearing. I admired gall, especially in men. There was just something inexplicably sexy about a good liar, especially one who had to know that I wouldn’t be fooled by his nonsense. He wasn’t stupid or boorish or arrogant like the idiots surrounding us. He probably knew that he was competent enough to have a small chance of winning, and he was willing to slap a hundred crowns on the table just for the chance to feel my lips on his cock. I was frankly a little tempted to track him down later after the crowd dispersed—if he could hold a conversation and make me laugh, I would happily swallow everything he wanted to give me. If he tasted as good as he looked, he might even luck out and end up with my ankles perched on his shoulders by the end of the night.  
 
    The thought was getting me hot, and he almost scored a hit while I was distracted. Refocusing as I batted away his probing thrust, I decided it was time to stop playing with my food and take a bite. I waited patiently for him to make the next move, and as he shifted his balance and lunged, I knew I had him. I parried aside the blow, slipped beneath his defenses… 
 
    And missed. He moved so quickly it defied belief, and by the time I realized he’d dodged, I was already out of position. I had brashly overcommitted, and when I tried to spin away and reset, I felt the smallest prick on my leg.  
 
    A rush of adrenaline pumped through me, and for a moment, I thought I may have imagined the sting. The crowd didn’t immediately react, and my opponent retreated a step but kept his weapon up and ready. I paused and swallowed as I glanced down at my trousers… 
 
    Only to see the faintest rip in the leather and a trickle of blood running down my leg. 
 
    The whooping cheers and mocking laughter were instantaneous. Shock froze my lungs, embarrassment warmed my cheeks, and my stomach sank to the floor. From the first moment I had started hustling, I had warned myself that this could happen. There was always a slim chance that some local idiot would score a lucky hit. The longer I played this game, the greater the chance I would end up finishing the night with a stranger’s cum sliding down my throat. It had to happen eventually.  
 
    It just wasn’t supposed to be tonight.  
 
    “Bwahahaha, dumb slut!” one of the patrons cried out. “Get on your knees!” 
 
    A rough hand grabbed my shoulder and tried to push me down, but my body reacted before my mind could fully process what had happened. I tensed up, ready to slam my elbow into his face and break his nose— 
 
    “Hands off!” the mystery man barked, thrusting the crimson tip of his rapier at the groper. “She’s mine, not yours. Give the girl some space.” 
 
    After a long, awkward silence, the crowd cheered again. I felt the pressure lift from my shoulder, and the drunkards all backed up a few steps until it was just me and my opponent encircled by roaring, randy men.  
 
    I almost grabbed my winnings and sprinted for the door. It wasn’t as if anyone here would be able to stop me—I could vanish into the night and be out of the city in no time. I’d have to give up on my dreams of wearing that dress, and I probably wouldn’t be able to hustle in Vorsalos again for a few months, but surely Ostvara had plenty of opportunities for a girl to make some coin… 
 
    “I’m usually not much of a gambler,” the stranger said, smiling as he wiped his rapier on his doublet before sliding it back into its sheath. “But there’s nothing like the thrill of beating impossible odds every once in a while, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    His eyes glimmered. They were such a piercing shade of green that they almost seemed elven, though the rounded arches of his ears were as human as they came. I was torn between wanting to hit him and wanting to smile sheepishly. I still didn’t understand how in the Maiden’s name he had managed to trick me so thoroughly, but it was obvious that I had underestimated him. He really was a professional, and he had known what he was doing all along.  
 
    “Look, we can keep this simple, if you’d prefer,” he said after a brief pause. “If you’d rather stay upright and keep your dignity, you could just toss me that pouch of yours and we’ll call it even.” 
 
    The crowd snarled in disapproval. A few of the men began to shout profanities before the stranger held up a hand to shut them up.  
 
    “These fine individuals won’t leave satisfied,” he said, “but I consider that a minor annoyance, all things considered.” 
 
    I swallowed heavily in search of my voice. “That’s all you wanted all along, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Can you blame me?” he asked with a shrug. “You have a small fortune there. No offense, but I can’t imagine that even those sweet elven lips of yours are worth a few thousand silvers.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. “That almost sounds like another wager.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m not much of a gambler,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Especially when I’ve already won.” 
 
    For the first time since he had appeared, I caught his gaze flick up and down to drink in my figure. The movement was subtle, especially compared to the other louts here, but I could smell lust in men like a shark could smell blood in the water. He may have originally come here to outhustle me, but his cool façade was starting to crack. Maybe I still had an opportunity to make the best of this… 
 
    “The coin is mine,” I said, sheathing my own blade and then planting my hand on my hip. “My mouth and tongue are yours.” 
 
    I sauntered closer to him, drawing a boisterous cheer from the crowd. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a few of them start fiddling with their trousers. I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if they pulled out their cocks and tugged themselves off while they watched me work.  
 
    “But if you want to go double or nothing to try and win more, I’m game,” I said, stopping within arm’s reach of him. “You’ll get a chance to steal my gold and see me down on my knees.” 
 
    He swallowed so subtly I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been standing right in front of him. He looked a bit younger from here, too; he was probably only a few years older than I was. He was handsomer than I thought, too, which made me hope he took my bait even more.  
 
    I’m really going to do this, aren’t I? Maiden’s mercy, I think I’m actually getting excited… 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said.  
 
    I smiled and placed a finger on the breast of his doublet. “First, I need your name. It’s important that I know what to call you when I’m begging for your cock.” 
 
    His cheek twitched. “You can call me Mirek.” 
 
    “Mirek…I like it.” I rolled my tongue across my lips again, my embarrassment and shock draining away as I regained control of our little dance. “Okay, Mirek, you see that clock?” 
 
    I pointed up above the bar to the only visible clock in the establishment. 
 
    “I see it,” he said.  
 
    “Good, then here’s the new deal,” I said, tilting my head enough to make sure I was speaking as much to the crowd as to him. “If I’m wearing your cum on my pretty face within two minutes, I take everything that’s left in that heavy coin pouch of yours and add it to mine.” 
 
    The drunkards hollered at the prospect but quickly fell silent in anticipation of his answer.  
 
    Mirek glanced down to the pouch on his belt and pressed his tongue against the back of his teeth. “And if it’s not?” 
 
    “Then I still have to finish you off while these gentlemen cheer me on,” I said. “And you walk out of here with all my coin, leaving me very poor and very messy.” 
 
    The crowd made their opinion on the matter clear—they wanted to see the haughty half-elf girl humiliated and down on her knees. A few of them probably hoped I’d be desperate enough to start giving more blowjobs afterward just to earn some silver back.  
 
    They weren’t entirely wrong. There was no way in the bloody void I was going to suck off a bunch of filthy peasants, of course, but if he won, I would be completely broke. I didn’t mind sleeping in the forest if I had to—my companion was out there waiting for me anyway—but I wasn’t much of a huntress or a forager or even a cook. I preferred eating breakfast that someone else made for me.  
 
    And I really want that fucking dress.  
 
    “What do you say?” I asked. “Are you man enough for a rematch?” 
 
    When he didn’t immediately take the bait, I wondered if I had misjudged him again. Maybe he was a truly cold and calculating operator. Maybe he had just been stringing me along, and his furtive glances and facial tics had all been part of the act. Or maybe he just a clever young man who had gotten lucky and was now in way over his head.  
 
    “You have a deal,” he said. “Two minutes.” 
 
    The crowd cheered, and a wide grin pulled at my lips. “Two minutes,” I said. “We might as well get started.” 
 
    Keeping my blue eyes locked on his green ones, I slowly dropped to my knees in front of him. The men surrounding us went wild, but I was barely even paying attention to them. I could feel my heart racing in my chest, and not just because of what was at stake. I had known of this man’s existence for a whopping five minutes, and he was already the most interesting person I’d met since coming to Vorsalos. I would have enjoyed being alone with him for a few minutes and having a real conversation. Failing that, I would have settled for exchanging a few jokes at the bar.  
 
    Instead, I was going to suck his cock and try to make him explode all over my face. It wasn’t what I’d had in mind at the start of the night, but I couldn’t deny the strange thrill I felt about finishing it this way.  
 
    I took his belt in both hands, and it was the work of a few seconds to open the buckle. I held his gaze right up until I slipped my hand inside his trousers in search of my prize…and my fingers did not return disappointed.  
 
    His manhood was both larger and harder than I expected. A shiver of anticipation rippled through me, stealing my breath and igniting a wildfire in my core. He groaned in delight when I pulled it free, and another cheer swept through the room when the swollen tip neared my lips. His gasps and heavy breaths convinced me that this rematch was mine to lose—assuming I could stay focused. 
 
    “Two minutes starting when I kiss him,” I purred as I curled my fingers around his thick shaft.  
 
    “Two minutes starting now,” Mirek said, shaking his head. “No tricks.” 
 
    I grinned. “No tricks.” 
 
    My fingers began pumping up and down his shaft, and from the way he instantly moaned and quivered, I had a sneaking suspicion that I might be able to win the contest without even using my lips. I could see the lust burning in his eyes and feel the desire coursing through the swollen flesh in my hand.  
 
    I had a hard time believing that a man this attractive could be inexperienced in the bedroom arts. Young women surely threw themselves at him, especially given his apparent wealth. But I could tell when a cock hadn’t spilled in a while, and his was yearning for release from the first stroke of my fingers. My poor face was going to be hot and sticky in no time. 
 
    Gods, I can’t wait.  
 
    Parting my lips and sticking out my tongue, I began to methodically lather the underside of his throbbing shaft. Mirek moaned again, his hands balling into fists at his sides when they probably wanted to grab my hair. He even broke eye contact for a few seconds to regain his composure. The crowd went wild at the sight of my tongue, and I heard at least one of the drunkards cry out as he stroked himself to climax somewhere behind me.  
 
    This was almost too easy, and I hadn’t even taken off my leather bodice. Normally, I would have shed it before opening my mouth. Men were visual creatures, after all, and sucking a thick cock without letting the owner gaze upon your magnificent tits should have been a crime. Besides, I was getting so hot that I wouldn’t have minded being able to pinch my nipples. It was already taking an enormous amount of effort not to slide a hand inside my trousers. My quim was getting wetter and wetter as an empty ache built between my thighs.  
 
    “Plenty of time left,” I cooed when my tongue finally reached his throbbing crown. “Still sure you can hold out?” 
 
    He clenched his teeth when I chuckled and kissed the tip. A part of me wished I had asked for more time—not because I needed it, but because I wanted it. The moment I tasted his salty precum on my tongue, I became desperate to taste him. Fine cocks, just like fine tits, deserved to be worshiped properly. 
 
    And that’s exactly what I did. Opening my mouth as wide as I could, I closed my lips around the tip and began to gorge myself on his manhood inch by inch. Mirek’s body went stiff, overwhelmed, and I half expected a warm flood to fill my mouth. But he miraculously held out even as the crowd egged me on. Their heckling didn’t bother me in the slightest; every time someone yelled “whore” or “slut” or “cunt” it only made me hotter. I had always loved having an audience no matter what I was doing: archery, fencing, singing, even just drinking. Cheers and laughter were more addictive than lotus.  
 
    I also loved swallowing cock, but this was the first time I had ever combined my vices. Maybe losing once in a while wasn’t such a bad thing after all… 
 
    “He’s not going to make it!” someone cried out, prompting a wave of mocking laughter.  
 
    I paused once Mirek’s stem had filled my mouth and nearly reached my tonsils. I could feel his body quivering, and single glance upward confirmed that he was about to lose control. I was surprised that he hadn’t squeezed his eyes shut or looked away; to his credit, he was breathlessly watching my every movement, as if he wanted to sear the image of me kneeling in front of him into his mind forever. The thought of him tugging himself off to this memory decades from now sent a shiver of delight cascading through my core.  
 
    I was the best duelist in this city—maybe in the whole Northern Reaches—yet somehow I never felt quite as powerful as when I was down on my knees in front of a strong man. There was just something utterly intoxicating about holding his cock in your mouth, knowing how badly he wanted you, needed you…  
 
    “Gods, the slut is actually enjoying it! Look at her!” 
 
    Another raucous cheer shook the room when I began to massage my breasts through my bodice as I bobbed up and down Mirek’s shaft. I couldn’t quite swallow him all the way, and not for lack of effort; his cock was just too damn big. It made me wonder if he had a few drops of orc blood in him or something.  
 
    When I thought about how I must have looked right now, kneeling submissively in front of a stranger in a seedy tavern like a five-copper whore, I couldn’t help but imagine how mortified my mother would have been if she could see what I was doing. I was the princess of Highwind; I was supposed to be training with the Ven’Tira rangers in Nelu’Thalas, not sucking off men in front of an audience. She probably would have had a heart attack. Serrane Starwind was so proper, so elegant, so cultured…she and my paladin father had probably had sex exactly once—and then been embarrassed about it afterward. 
 
    Well, suffice to say I was not my mother’s daughter. And every man in this room should have been thankful for it.  
 
    “There he goes,” someone blurted out. “He’s going to lose it!” 
 
    They were right. I could feel Mirek’s control slipping away as I bobbed, trying to work him deeper down my throat with every push without triggering my gag reflex. I wasn’t even using my hands—they were too busy groping myself to help. Not that my mouth needed it; according to the clock, I still had half a minute to spare. 
 
    I was about to win a small fortune…and enjoy one of my favorite treats. 
 
    “Oh…” Mirek cried out. “Shit…shit!” 
 
    I pulled back an instant before he burst, mouth open and tongue extended as my hands gripped the heels of my boots. I gasped in delight when the first spurt struck me, blasting a thick rope of hot cum across the bridge of my nose. The second and third volleys were almost as powerful, covering my lips and shooting a thick wad straight onto my tongue. The rest splattered across my chin and then down to my bodice, making me regret yet again that I hadn’t taken it off so I could feel the heat on my tits.  
 
    My audience whooped and hollered, enjoying every moment of my public debasement…but not nearly as much as I did. I seized up, head tilted back and breasts pushed out, gripped in the throes of a sudden, inexplicable full-body climax. I couldn’t move or breathe; a surge of raw ecstasy rippled through every fiber of being. If I’d been able to find my voice, I would have demanded that this total stranger pick me up, slam me down on an empty table, and fuck me as hard as he could.  
 
    I couldn’t understand why I was so hot. I enjoyed swallowing cock, sure, and there was something indescribably special about feeling a man’s salty gratitude covering your lips and sliding down your throat at the same time. I loved knowing that it was my body and my talent that had made him lose control.  
 
    But despite all that, I had never actually cum when a man finished on my face before. The very idea seemed absurd. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I gasped as I realized the truth.  
 
    Another wave of ecstasy crashed over me so quickly that I almost toppled onto my side and started writhing on the floor. I squeezed my heels so hard I was surprised they didn’t break off, and every inch of my skin started tingling at once. My quim burned, my nipples turned to rocks, and my lungs completely lost their ability to draw air. I hadn’t cum this hard in months. 
 
    And I was about to be in a whole lot of trouble.  
 
    When my eyelids finally fluttered back open, a single glance down at my body confirmed what I already knew: all of my Dal’Rethi tattoos, previously invisible and dormant beneath my flesh, had just flared to life. The intricate glowing blue latticework ran down my bare arms, across my exposed stomach and lower back, and even down my thighs and legs beneath my trousers. My blue eyes were glowing too, making me look like some kind of demon.  
 
    Well, one very specific kind of demon, anyway, considering how much cum was dangling from my nose and lips. If I had wings, I could have been a succubus straight out of the salacious legends.  
 
    But the fearful gasps and stunned silence of the drunkards around me had nothing to do with my vaguely demonic visage. Honestly, this may have been the one city in the entire bloody world where people might have been less scared of a demon than an otherwise regular girl with glowing tattoos—especially one who seemed to be feeding off the seed of the man who had just finished all over her. 
 
    “Senosi! Escar save us, she’s a Senosi!” 
 
    I wished I could have explained to them that I was absolutely not one of the female assassins who had ruled over Vorsalos two decades ago. I wished I could have described the nuances in how traditional Dal’Rethi markings—or even Tel Bator Keeper tattoos—were quite different than the ones branded into the flesh of Senosi Huntresses, both in power and in purpose.  
 
    But even if I’d somehow had the time do that, I highly doubted that any of these men would believe me. To them, it wouldn’t matter that I had gotten these tattoos in Nelu’Thalas, not the Castarium. They wouldn’t care that mine were blue, not green; they wouldn’t care about the subtle but important differences in application or effect. All they would ever be able to see was a young woman feeding on magical energy just like the tyrants who had terrorized their families a generation ago. 
 
    And frankly, I couldn’t blame them.  
 
    “Get her. Get her!” 
 
    As the noise in the tavern transformed into a unified roar of anger, I looked up at the stunned face of the man—the sorcerer—looming over me as I licked his cooling seed from my lips.  
 
    “Run,” I whispered.  
 
    He blinked, mouth stuck agape. “What?” 
 
    “If you want to live, you need to pull up your pants and run,” I told him. “Now!” 
 
    I didn’t wait for him to respond. Vaulting to my feet, I snatched my coin purse and dashed across the tavern toward the door. Aetheric energy coursed through my body thanks to my freshly fed tattoos, imbuing me with superhuman speed and strength, albeit only for a short time. Millennia ago, the famed Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers had used the power of their markings to triumph in battle despite impossible odds. I, on the other hand, was using it to flee from a mob of terrified and enraged peasants while wearing a stranger’s cum on my face.  
 
    Somehow, one of those seemed slightly more heroic than the other.  
 
    But it didn’t matter. I dodged, punched, or shoved aside anyone who got in my way, and a few seconds later I was standing in the darkened streets of the City of Ravens, my skin glowing like a blue beacon. I ignored the screams of terrified onlookers as I sprinted into the nearest alleyway, wishing belatedly that I had picked one of the many taverns closer to the southern gate.  
 
    At least it was late enough that the streets were mostly empty, and I had a plan to avoid the ones that weren’t. Bending my knees, I leapt into the air and onto the rooftop of an adjacent building, a gravity-defying feat that would have been impossible without the aid of my empowered tattoos. There was a reason the Senosi had ruled Vorsalos. They probably still would be if not for the efforts of the Dragon of the Highwind before his unexplained disappearance.  
 
    I didn’t stop moving until I dropped down into an empty alley several blocks away. My glowing tattoos had finally started to fade back into my flesh, and I wiped off my nose with my arms as I watched the mesmerizing latticework slowly disappear.  
 
    This wasn’t how I had expected this night to go in any way. Losing a duel to a handsome chamber, feeding off the magic in his seed, running from a mob of angry peasants… 
 
    I would need to leave Vorsalos tonight, and I probably wouldn’t be able to return for months. The only good news was that I had made enough silver to last me for quite a while.  
 
    “Shayera!” 
 
    I spun around to the entrance of the alley behind me, my hand dropping to my belt and unsheathing my sword. The stranger from the tavern was standing there silhouetted in the moonlight, his hand braced against the wall as he fought to catch his breath. 
 
    “How…?” I paused in shock. I hadn’t heard my name spoken aloud in over a month. “How do you know who I am?” 
 
    “I know a lot of things about you,” Mirek panted. “Probably more than you know about yourself.” 
 
    My pulse quickened, and I lifted my blade and pointed the tip at his throat. “If you’re an assassin, you’re not very good at your job.” 
 
    He shook his head and slowly raised his hands. “I’m not an assassin,” he insisted. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Then what do you want?” 
 
    “Your help,” Mirek said, swallowing heavily. “Without it, everyone in this city is doomed.”  
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    Shayera Starwind, the Crown Princess of Highwind, stood agape as the implications of my words sank in. The moonsilver blade of her elven dueling saber glinted in the moonlight, ready to cut me to ribbons with a flick of her wrist. Her Dal’Rethi tattoos had nearly faded, though I could still see a faint blue glow beneath her flesh.  
 
    She looked more confused than angry, thank the Aether, and I was grateful for the momentary respite. My lungs burned from sprinting, and my forearms tingled painfully from the Flensing. I’d had to channel a significant burst of energy through my body just keep up with her, and enhancement magic was not my specialty.  
 
    And then there was the fact that my cock was still tingling in my trousers thanks to her unforgettable efforts in the tavern mere minutes earlier. Suffice to say, this was not at all how I had expected this night to unfold.  
 
    “What in the bloody void are you talking about?” she demanded once she collected herself.  
 
    Standing straight, I held out my hands with my palms open. “It will take me some time to explain. And this probably isn’t the best place for us to have a conversation. If you’re willing, we could find a quiet inn somewhere nearby and—” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” she snapped. “Not until you tell me who you are and what the hell you want from me!” 
 
    “I understand your anger, I really do.” I tried to keep my voice as calm, steady, and low as I could. Just because I didn’t see anyone nearby didn’t mean no one was listening. Vorsalos was filled with people who wanted to kill me.  
 
    Or would, anyway, if they knew who I worked for.  
 
    “Then stop stalling,” Shayera growled, her turquoise eyes still glowing just enough to add a bit of menace to her words. “No one in this city will care if I skewer a sorcerer in the streets.” 
 
    I nodded, my heart racing. Thinking on my feet had never been one of my strengths. Tonight’s events were proof enough of that. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I admitted. “But despite that fascinating light show of yours, you’re not really a Senosi. You don’t hate sorcerers.” 
 
    “I do when they use their magic to trick me!” she replied tartly. “That’s how you won the duel, isn’t it? You cheated!” 
 
    “I’d hardly call it cheating to use my own natural abilities.” 
 
    Shayera snorted. “There’s nothing natural about sorcery.” 
 
    “Of course there is! I was born with this gift, just like you were born with that graceful body of yours. I fail to see the difference between my magic and your…erm…assets.” 
 
    It took all the willpower I could muster to keep my gaze from drifting down her neckline. Her beauty was almost suffocating, especially up close. It was difficult to believe that her lips had been wrapped around my cock not long ago… 
 
    My admittedly ill-conceived strategy to gain her attention had fallen apart the moment I had seen her smoky eyelids fluttering up close. After my victory, I should have rejected her counteroffer and proposed a quiet conversation like I had originally planned. I could have simply returned her gold in exchange for a chance to chat somewhere private.  
 
    But then she’d sauntered close enough that I had been able to smell her flowery perfume and take in her taut, dancer-like body… 
 
    Zarach forgive me.  
 
    She was standing just as close to me now, but her long lashes were no longer fluttering flirtatiously. Her eyes remained narrowed and her blade remained pointed at my throat. She could have run me through at any moment, but I held out hope that the child of famed heroes wouldn’t murder an unarmed man in a cold blood.  
 
    But I could have been wrong. This girl certainly hadn’t acted like the daughter of a righteous paladin and an elegant queen thus far tonight.  
 
    “Who are you?” Shayera repeated, lower but just as insistently. “And who sent you?” 
 
    This is a mistake. As usual, you have allowed your emotions to cloud your judgment. Why are you even speaking with her? You should have already subdued her. Do you have any idea how much favor the Emperor would bestow upon our family if you captured the daughter of Serrane Starwind? He would double our lands. He would give us a seat on the Sovereign Council. By the Immortal Dragon, he might even allow you to breed her yourself! 
 
    “No one sent me,” I replied, shaking my head as I tried to ignore the voice screaming inside my skull. My father may have been a thousand miles away in the family estate, but there were times when I swore he owned a second mansion inside my head. “Encountering you in that bar was pure luck.” 
 
    The corner of Shayera’s mouth twitched up ever so slightly. “But you know who I am.” 
 
    “Yes.” I let my hands slowly fall to my sides. I hoped that it would encourage her to lower her weapon.  
 
    It did not.  
 
    “How?” she demanded.  
 
    Keep your mouth shut! You cannot afford to jeopardize your mission. I sacrificed everything to get you this assignment. I am counting on you—the fortunes of our house depend on you! 
 
    “That’s…complicated,” I managed.  
 
    “Actually, it’s quite simple,” Shayera said, pushing her swordpoint against my throat hard enough it nearly broke skin. “Either you start answering my questions, or I get stabby.” 
 
    I drew in a deep breath and tried to recenter myself. “I’ll explain everything. But please, just allow me to finish before you do anything rash.” 
 
    “No promises. Now start talking.” 
 
    Your brother would never have made this mistake. Taras would have already had this elven cunt tied up and ready for transport! I should have known that you weren’t ready for this much responsibility… 
 
    “I told you the truth before—my name is Mirek,” I said. “I’m not an assassin or a bounty hunter or even a mercenary. I’m just an…observer here in Vorsalos.” 
 
    “An observer?” she asked with a snort. “You mean you’re a spy.” 
 
    “If you prefer, though I assure you that I’m not nearly as important as that title makes me sound.” I paused, resisting the urge to glance around again for eavesdroppers just in case the movement set her off. At least my voice had remained mostly even. My rapid training hadn’t been completely worthless. “But I do take pride in being well-informed, which is why I’m so surprised to find you here. The last I heard, your mother sent you to Nelu’Thalas a little over a year ago. I assumed you would still be there. Highborn training typically spans decades, not months.” 
 
    The color drained from her face, and I felt the blade drift away from my throat as her arm sagged. “How can you possibly know that?” she breathed. “We didn’t tell anyone!” 
 
    “You’re the only child of the most powerful individuals in the Northern Reaches,” I reminded her. “People tend to notice when the princess doesn’t attend official parties for over a year.” 
 
    Wheels turned behind her eyes. My hope, foolish though it might have been, was that the shock of my identity would be easier for her to process if she arrived at the realization herself. Blurting out who and what I was without any context or explanation seemed like a quick way to end up dead.  
 
    Or perhaps it wouldn’t make a difference and she would just kill me regardless.  
 
    “You don’t work for the Regent Lord or any member of the Raven Court—they would have called the guard and tried to lock me up,” Shayera reasoned. “And I doubt you’re working for the Tidebreakers’ Guild, either—you don’t look like a pirate.” 
 
    “Or smell like one,” I added. “Besides, they prefer cutlasses to rapiers. Better for cutting rope and all that.” 
 
    “Then that means…” 
 
    Her eyes flared wide, and I stayed light on my feet just in case she tried to gut me. There was nothing in my appearance to suggest where I was from—these clothes had been purchased locally, and pale skin, black hair, and green eyes weren’t the exclusive province of any country or city-state in Torsia. 
 
    My accent was the only potential giveaway. I had worked hard to quash it over the years, but I knew I still rolled my ‘Rs’ and dropped the occasional consonant here and there. Most people didn’t notice—or if they did, they just assumed I was from Ebara or even Talisham since we all shared the same root alphabet.  
 
    “Le’thos,” Shayera spat. “You’re a bloody Crell.” 
 
    And there it was.  
 
    “I’m from Crell, not a Crell,” I corrected with a bit too much defensive pride. “We’re not monsters. Not all of us, anyway.” 
 
    Her face hardened, and I felt the tip of the blade prick against my throat again. I still couldn’t believe that I was taking this risk. Neither could the voice that had replaced my conscience.  
 
    All my work, all my sacrifice, and you’ve thrown it all away! And for what? You already have a mission here. Controlling Vorsalos is absolutely vital to the future of our people!  
 
    “You’re conquerors and slavers!” Shayera hissed. “What’s the difference between you and an orc from the Peaks?” 
 
    “A keen appreciation for personal hygiene,” I replied mildly. “And I don’t have tusks.” 
 
    She scowled, her voice dripping with contempt. “A Crell sorcerer…amin umail dura ta.” 
 
    “I know how bad this must seem, but I assure you it isn’t what you think. If I had wanted to harm you, I wouldn’t have bothered trying to have this conversation. I could have just waited until you left the bar and jumped you in an alley.” 
 
    Her face twisted into a snarl. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    “That…didn’t come out the way I intended,” I stammered, swearing under my breath. This was exactly why I was always better off sticking to a plan. Whenever I tried to improvise, something bad happened. I could practically feel the heat of my father’s glare burning a hole in my back. 
 
    “I hope not,” Shayera growled. “Because you’re really making me wonder why I haven’t killed you yet.” 
 
    I drew in another breath and tried again. “Look, I understand that you have no reason to trust me. All I ask is that you hear me out.” 
 
    “And why in the Maiden’s name would I listen to anything a Crell slaver has to say? Do you have any idea what would happen to you if the Regent Lord or the Ravenguard knew you were here?” 
 
    “Nothing good, I imagine,” I lied. Like everyone else in Highwind, she had no idea who was really in charge of Vorsalos. “But neither of us are in friendly territory, are we? I imagine there’s room in the gallows for two.”  
 
    Her cheek didn’t even twitch. She just held her glare firm, still waiting for me to give her a reason why she should allow me to keep drawing breath. I wished that I had an easy one to offer. If she were aware of even a fraction of our machinations in this city, I would have already been bleeding out on the street.  
 
    Nothing leading up to this point had gone the way I’d planned, but her reaction to my identity was hardly surprising. The Imperium wasn’t exactly popular in the Northern Reaches…or anywhere else in Torsia, if I was being honest. We embraced the power of sorcery rather than shunning it, and the Sovereign Council was determined to bring order to the lawless backwaters of the continent like Vorsalos—and not purely out of ambition or greed, either. The Northern Reaches had endured several bloody wars over the past few decades, all of which could have easily been prevented if Vorsalos had been in the hands of the Imperium rather than an insane religious zealot and her cult of magic-eating assassins.  
 
    But I hadn’t reached out to this girl as a ploy to threaten Highwind’s new royalty or anything so sinister. I really did need—and want—her help.  
 
    “I wasn’t lying about what I said earlier,” I murmured, sweat beading on my forehead despite the chill in the autumn air. “The people of Vorsalos are in grave danger, and they don’t even know it.” 
 
    “What could be more dangerous to them than a Crell spy?” 
 
    “The same women you were just mistaken for,” I said. “Senosi.” 
 
    Shayera paled. “What?” 
 
    I finally risked a furtive glance up and down the adjacent street just to confirm that we were still alone. A part of me still couldn’t believe I was going through with this, but it wasn’t as if I had many options. When I’d mentioned this to my accomplice, she had dismissed it out of hand. She insisted that I was imagining things, and it wasn’t as if I had any real, tangible evidence to change her mind. 
 
    But I knew the truth. And maybe, just maybe, there was still a way that the daughter of my enemy could temporarily become my friend.  
 
    “I know what you’re going to say,” I added, hoping to preempt her inevitable protests. “Whenever anything remotely bad happens in Vorsalos, people claim that the Senosi were behind it. And it’s always bullshit, because most of them were wiped out during the revolution when you and I were both children.” 
 
    “Not just most of them,” Shayera corrected sharply. “All of them.” 
 
    I frowned. “Is it really so difficult to believe that a few survived?” 
 
    “I know the person who hunted them all down, so yes,” she replied with surprising force. “She was very thorough.” 
 
    I hesitated for a second, wondering why she was so adamant. I had read the intelligence reports about the Senosi traitor who had joined the Dragon of Highwind in the war against the Raven Queen, and I recalled that this rogue Huntress had allegedly worked with then-Ranger-General Serrane Starwind on more than one occasion. Details were sparse, but perhaps Shayera had a personal stake here I wasn’t aware of. As if I needed another reason to tread lightly… 
 
    “Why do you believe this?” she asked when I didn’t respond.  
 
    “Because I saw it with my own eyes right here in the city. A woman in the golden armor and helmet of a Sanctori.” 
 
    Her cheek twitched. “And you’re sure it wasn’t a costume party at the Regent Lord’s estate?” 
 
    “I’m sure. I also heard a name—Veleca—which I ran by my sources in the city. She’s one of a handful of the Inquisitrix’s servants whose body was never found.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize there was a list.” 
 
    “Revolutions love lists,” I said. “And there’s nothing revolutionaries love more than crossing off the names in blood.” 
 
    Shayera paused for a long moment as if mulling it over. “This woman could have died in a hundred ways without leaving a body. An explosion, a sunken ship…maybe she was incinerated by the dragon.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I conceded with a shrug. “But I’m not asking for you take my claim on faith. I have a lead on where the survivor is hiding, and I was hoping to snoop around and get some more answers. I just can’t do it alone.” 
 
    She shook her head. “If you seriously believe that a Senosi is still alive and you know where she is, why not just tell the Ravenguard?” 
 
    “Because they don’t take tips from Crell spies,” I replied dryly. “And frankly, I don’t trust them to handle something like this anyway. Veleca isn’t alone—she has powerful help.” 
 
    “If you tell me she has an entire squad of Senosi Huntresses along with her, I won’t believe—” 
 
    “Not more Senosi,” I interrupted. “Something even worse. When I saw her, she was holding a Kertabos—a Runic Focus.” 
 
    Shayera blinked. “A what?”  
 
    “An Avetharri relic of tremendous power,” I explained. “They’re exceedingly rare—only a handful are believed to have survived the Dragon War. Most of them are still across the sea in Varellon, but there are a few in Nelu’Thalas and at least one back home in the Imperium.” 
 
    “Then how in the bloody void would a Sanctori get her hands on one?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But wherever she got it, it’s dangerous. Runic Foci are unlike any other piece of artifice—no one has ever learned how to copy the original Avetharri techniques. In theory, the artifact can allow anyone who uses it to channel magic.” 
 
    Her expression sank. But she did finally lower her blade from my throat. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “I know,” I said gravely. “Like I said, no one knows precisely how the Kertabos work. Even the Runesages back home barely understand them. But from what little I know, each Focus is inscribed with a rune for a specific school of magic—fire, illusion, primal, whatever—and anyone who unlocks the rune can manipulate the Aether in very specific ways. A Focus with a fire rune could theoretically allow its wielder to shoot flame from his fingertips just like a sorcerer.” 
 
    Shayera slowly shook her head as a gust of evening wind tousled her blond hair. “Do you know what school it was?” 
 
    I nodded grimly. “Shadow.” 
 
    “Faarea,” she breathed. “You mean—” 
 
    “Palerending,” I said. “If I’m right, she may be able to use this relic to summon demons.” 
 
    Shayera had gone white at the mention of this Senosi, but now she almost looked sick. Everyone in their right mind was terrified of the invisible, malefic spirits from the Pale—demons were literally the stuff of nightmares. But she obviously knew more than just the children’s tales. Her father was a paladin—was the paladin, in fact, and his Knights of the Eternal Dawn had battled demonic incursions and Chol alike.  
 
    “You understand why I’m concerned,” I said softly. “A Senosi survivor is bad enough, but if she actually understands how to use this relic…” 
 
    “She could threaten the city,” Shayera said.  
 
    “She could threaten the entire region—and beyond,” I added. “I don’t expect you to have much sympathy for the Imperium, but you should know that we take demonology as seriously as anyone. This Senosi has to be stopped, and the Runic Focus has to be recovered.” 
 
    She stayed silent for several heartbeats, her eyes flicking back and forth in thought. I still wished that we were having this conversation indoors, but at least she seemed to accept what I was saying. It was more than I could have reasonably hoped for under the circumstances.  
 
    “Let’s assume for a moment that I believe you,” she said quietly. “What is it you expect me to do? Send a message to my father and have him summon a squad of knights to put down an infestation?” 
 
    “No. Even if you had a calling crystal and could speak with him—which I doubt—his paladins would never get here in time. To say nothing of the fact that the fools governing this city would consider it an act of war if even a single Knight of the Eternal Dawn showed up on their doorstep.” 
 
    “Then what do you want from me?” 
 
    “Like I said, I have a lead on where this Veleca is hiding. But I’m a sorcerer, and she’s a Senosi. I can’t stop her on my own.” 
 
    “Okay, but there are hundreds of other warriors in this city,” Shayera pointed out. “You have enough coin to hire a whole squad of mercenaries.” 
 
    “But I couldn’t keep that quiet, and frankly I don’t trust them to get the job done. Your family has a personal history with the Senosi, and a rogue survivor with demons at her beck and call threatens Highwind as much as Vorsalos.” 
 
    I paused and looked her up and down again. Now that my mind had cleared enough for my reason to overcome my lust, I saw her like I had when I’d first entered the Bloody Boar. She wasn’t just a beautiful half-elven girl—she was a skilled fighter and the daughter of legendary warriors. Blood lineage was everything in the Imperium.  
 
    “Besides, I’ve seen you fight,” I added. “I need someone with skill and finesse. You’re worth a dozen hired blades.” 
 
    She eyed me warily, and I watched as the color gradually returned to her face. She still could have lifted her sword and skewered me in a heartbeat if she wanted to, but the tension in her body had mostly drained away.  
 
    “You may be a sorcerer, but you know how to fight, too,” she commented. “Or at least fake it well enough to beat me.” 
 
    I shrugged. “As you pointed out, I cheated.” 
 
    “Hah! At least you finally admit it.” She paused, the faintest hint of a smile touching the corner of her mouth. “So how did you do it, anyway? Did you worm your way into my head?” 
 
    “No. I couldn’t—those Dal’Rethi tattoos of yours would protect you.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “But you didn’t know I had them.” 
 
    “No, so I’m glad I didn’t try.” I grunted softly. “I needed an illusion that would fool everyone in the bar, so I manipulated the light and shadows to make you think I was standing a few inches from where I actually was. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.” 
 
    “That’s…actually clever,” she admitted. “Very clever.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    I flashed her a tight smile. She didn’t return it, but she did finally raise her saber and slide it back into the scabbard at her hip.  
 
    “Dammit,” she breathed. “All right, fine. I still think there’s a decent chance you’re full of shit, but if there is a Senosi survivor here…” 
 
    Shayera trailed off, but I nodded and offered her a grateful bow.  
 
    “I appreciate it. With your help, I can—” 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself just yet,” she interrupted. “I said I’d help you, not that I trust you. I can’t promise that I won’t kill you when we’re done.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s still better than killing me right now,” I murmured. “I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    Shayera snorted softly, though a ghostly smile returned to haunt the corner of her lips. “So, where is this secret hideout you mentioned?” 
 
    I gestured down the road. “Northeast of here in the ruins of an old fort called Tanisgarde. It’s been abandoned for decades.” 
 
    “Mm,” she murmured, brushing a rebellious lock of golden hair back behind her pointed ears. “So in other words, it’s not someplace in this city you wanted to check out tonight.” 
 
    “No. It will probably take at least three or four hours to get there, and the path through the foothills is a little rough. No one has bothered to maintain the trail since the fort is deserted.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    I looked at her, trying in vain to read her mood. “If you’re willing, I’d like to head out first thing in the morning. We could meet up somewhere, if you’d—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I blinked. “No?” 
 
    Shayera shook her head and crossed her arms. “I’ll help you find this woman if I can, but there’s no way I trust you enough to let you out of my sight.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest but quickly decided not to push my luck. “All right,” I said. “So…what did you have in mind?” 
 
    “I have a place a few blocks from here,” she said. “It’s private and secure, and it will let me keep an eye on you.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, though I was more apprehensive than I let on. Hopefully she didn’t expect me to sleep in a closet or something… 
 
    “All right, come on,” she beckoned, striding past me out of the alley and into the street. “I’ve always had a weakness for bad decisions. What’s the harm in making another one?” 
 
    Shayera walked a few steps but then abruptly stopped in her tracks and looked at me. “Actually, there is one more thing I’m curious about.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “What was your plan in the bar? Because the more I think about it, the stupider it all seems.” 
 
    My lip twitched involuntarily. “I, uh…I wasn’t expecting to find anyone here in Vorsalos who could help me. Then I recognized you and…well, I had to improvise.” 
 
    “And challenging me to a duel was the best you could come up with?” she asked, planting a hand on her hip. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure how else I could get your attention,” I said defensively. Too defensively. “It seemed like a decent plan at the time. I knew I couldn’t match your skill, but I was reasonably confident I could trick you with an illusion.” 
 
    Shayera arched a slender eyebrow. “And then what? You ask me for help while I have your cock in my mouth?” 
 
    I felt a rush of embarrassed heat fill my cheeks. I had really, really hoped she wouldn’t ask me about this. I wanted to seem nonthreatening but still competent.  
 
    “That…uh,” I mumbled. “Look, I earnestly thought you would take my offer and let me have your winnings instead.” 
 
    “Leaving me broke. And then what?” 
 
    “Then afterward, when the crowd dispersed, I could offer your winnings back and have a real chat.” 
 
    Shayera blinked incredulously. “You thought I would want to have a polite conversation with a man who just took all my coin and humiliated me? That was your master plan?” 
 
    “I assumed you would…I mean, I thought…” I bit down on my lip and groaned. “Okay, maybe it wasn’t such a great plan.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a plan at all! Maiden’s mercy, you’re lucky I sucked your cock instead of biting it off.”  
 
    She glared at me for what felt like a small eternity, and I wondered if I had just ruined everything by being honest. But then a mischievous grin tugged at her lips, and her turquoise eyes brightened.  
 
    “You’re also lucky that I respect the hustle,” she said. “I was cheating them, then you cheated me. The player can’t really be upset when she gets played, can she?” 
 
    I smiled back. “I suppose not.” 
 
    She snorted softly, her eyes sizing me up again. “I’m not sure what’s worse, the fact that I sucked off a Crell or the fact that I haven’t finished that hard in…well, ever.” 
 
    My mouth went completely dry, and my trousers suddenly felt like they were about two sizes too small. I didn’t understand how she kept catching me so flat-footed; it wasn’t as if I was a stranger to attractive girls. I had grown up surrounded by pretty noblewomen and their sometimes-prettier slaves, and I had spent at least one night a week with my accomplice, Farah, for the past few months. She was one of the most beautiful women I had ever met… 
 
    But Shayera was different. I had heard the tales about her mother’s beauty, of course—the Ranger-General-turned-Queen was one of the most important figures in the entire north, especially after the disappearance of the Wyrm Lord. Even the sketches I had seen of her had been arresting, and the fact that she had taken a human lover had enkindled the dreams of young human boys for a thousand miles in every direction.  
 
    Shayera wasn’t a figure of story and legend, though—she was here in the flesh. And by the grace of the Aether, that flesh was frighteningly irresistible.  
 
    “Just so you know,” she added after a pause, leaning forward until I was painfully aware of how close her lips were to mine. “I don’t usually get off when a man pops over my face.” 
 
    Somehow, my throat got even more parched. “I…assumed not.” 
 
    “I’ve never actually fed like that before,” she said. Her eyes drifted to the side and went distant. “Never from a man at all, actually. Just other girls when we were both…never mind.” 
 
    I made it a point not to turn my hips slightly to try and hide my erection. Despite what I had told her in the bar, her lips had easily been worth a thousand silvers. By Zarach the Immortal Dragon, I would have paid twice that to feel them again.  
 
    Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe Farah was right and I should have just let this Senosi thing go. I had a job to do here, and this wasn’t it. I may not have been able to bring myself to ambush Shayera and deliver her into the hands of the Imperium, but I could have just pretended I never saw her and gone about my business. 
 
    Because the longer this went on, the harder it would be for me to conceal her presence from Farah and her network of local assets. And if any of them discovered that Shayera Starwind was here, I would have a lot more to deal with than the constant, domineering voice of my father.  
 
    “Come on, then, Master Spy,” Shayera said, clearly amused at my discomfort. “Let’s get off the streets.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shayera’s “place” was a modest inn several blocks toward the city’s eastern wall. The two-story building seemed sleepier than most of the similar establishments in Vorsalos, though I imagined that likely had something to do with how far it lay from the docks to the west. A kindly old gentleman let us inside, and from the friendly banter between him and Shayera, it was clear that she had been staying here for at least a few weeks. He did seem surprised by my presence, however, which I wasn’t expecting. From what I’d seen of her behavior so far, I had assumed that she brought a different man back to her room every night. But evidently, I was the first. Perhaps she really was just a teasing flirt who had never lost her little game before tonight…  
 
    There weren’t any other patrons in the cozy common room downstairs, and once the owner was convinced that I wouldn’t cause any trouble, Shayera led me up a narrow staircase to the top floor. She produced a key from inside her knee-high boots and gestured for me to head inside once she had unlocked the door. 
 
    “It’s not very big, but despite what you probably think, I prefer cozy and private to public and spacious most of the time,” she said. “And this place is about a thousand times cleaner than the awful flophouses on the docks.” 
 
    I nodded and stepped inside. The rectangular room was only about ten feet across and twice that long, which left enough space for a modest bed, a wardrobe, and a dining table with a single chair. A well-kept oil lantern—surprisingly already lit—was the room’s only illumination. The scent of her expensive lavender perfume teased my nostrils the moment I entered, reminding me that the girl at my heel was royalty despite her almost sailor-like disposition. I expected to find rumpled sheets and hastily discarded clothes from her previous conquests covering the floor, but once again I was wrong. Everything was remarkably tidy.  
 
    “I’ve never invited anyone else in here, not even the cute Ebaran girl who works at the stables,” Shayera said as if reading my thoughts. She closed the door behind her, then folded her arms over her chest. “If my mother knew that I had a Crell spy in my bedroom, she would probably disown me.” 
 
    If my father knew that I was speaking with the princess of Highwind instead of kidnapping her, he would probably disown me, too.  
 
    “If it would make you feel more comfortable, you could take my sword,” I offered. “And there’s a knife in my left boot you could have, too.” 
 
    “It’s not your weapons I’m worried about. You’re a sorcerer—you could burn me to ash with a flick of your fingers.” 
 
    “If I had that kind of power, I wouldn’t have needed to ask for your help in the first place,” I pointed out. “Besides, your tattoos would protect you anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you could incinerate my stuff,” she said, nodding her chin toward the wardrobe. “Threatening a girl’s clothes is an unforgiveable offense.” 
 
    I snorted softly when she gave me a thin smile. For a moment, I wished she didn’t have those damn tattoos, not matter how enthralling they were. Without them, I could have easily peered into her thoughts and read her intentions. Did she actually believe me? Was she just toying with me? 
 
    I could have outright manipulated her mind, too, though I only relied on such magic when it was absolutely essential. Charm spells could be dangerous and unpredictable, not to mention hard to maintain. And while some of my friends back home saw nothing wrong with keeping mind-slaves, I found it…unsettling.  
 
    “Well, I’m not sure how else I could put you at ease,” I said. “Unless you have a vatari collar lying around, sorcery is difficult to stop. Though if it makes you feel safer, I suppose you could tie me up until morning.” 
 
    Her eyebrows twitched upward. “Do you enjoy being tied up and collared?” 
 
    “Um…that’s not exactly what I meant.” 
 
    Shayera’s thin smile widened. “That seems to happen to you a lot. Are all Crell spies this easily tongue-tied?” 
 
    I sighed. “We come in many varieties. Some of us are wily and clever, others feel like they are constantly in over their heads.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, Master Spy, you don’t have to worry—I wasn’t planning on tying you up and sticking you in the corner. I just wanted to keep my eye on you.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Shayera regarded me for another few moments before she finally uncrossed her arms and sauntered over to the wardrobe beside the bed. “Besides, if you did try something, my companion would track you down and rip you apart.” 
 
    I frowned. “Your…companion?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said as she unclasped her golden earrings. “He’s my protector and my best friend. Honestly, you’re lucky he prefers sleeping in the wild. He never would have let you in here alone with me.” 
 
    I paused, wondering who in the bloody void she could be talking about. No royal bodyguard would have ever let the princess out his sight. Though I couldn’t imagine why a lover would, either. What kind of man would sleep out in the woods when he could be here with the most beautiful woman in the city? It didn’t make any sense.  
 
    Her cheeky grin lingered as she unclasped her earrings, almost like she was enjoying a private little joke at my expense. I might have been annoyed if she hadn’t leisurely bent over to look into the small mirror affixed to the wardrobe. The flawless feminine curves of her ass and lower back were making my trousers feel impossibly tight yet again.  
 
    “If I’m not going to tie you up, I do need to figure out what I’m going to do with you,” Shayera said as pivoted back around and leaned against the wardrobe. It took an embarrassing amount of effort to lift my eyes from her taut stomach and impressive cleavage, but somehow I managed.  
 
    “I’ve slept on floors plenty of times before,” I told her. “I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid—there’s plenty of space on the bed,” she said. 
 
    An excited flutter rippled through my chest and then swiftly moved south to my loins. Was she actually suggesting…? 
 
    “It’s still early, though,” Shayera added, her voice lowering to a sultry purr. “Have a seat.” 
 
    I wavered, half out of ingrained professional caution and half because my brain was going wild concocting fantasies about where this might lead. I still couldn’t believe how any of this had played out so far. An hour ago, I’d hatched a hair-brained scheme to recruit some help for a mission. Now… 
 
    Now she’s playing you for a fool, my father’s voice scolded me. This girl is the key to our family’s ascension, yet here you are letting her manipulate you. It’s pathetic. Yet another failure—yet another disappointment.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I sat down on the edge of the bed, trying desperately to reassemble my composure. I wasn’t a lovestruck teenager on his first assignment—I was an operative of the Zarul, the most powerful covert agency in all of Torsia. Every citizen of the Imperium lived in fear of its reach, and every foreign kingdom dreaded the mere mention of its name.  
 
    But the truth was that I shouldn’t have even been here—I wouldn’t be, if my brother had still been alive. I should have been back at the Aetherium studying magic and trying to track down the rumored children of the Dragon of Highwind. 
 
    “I could order us some drinks, but the ale here is mediocre at best,” Shayera said with a casual flick of her wrist. “Better than the Bloody Boar, but that’s not saying much.” 
 
    “Frankly, I haven’t been impressed by any of the local cuisine.” My eyes made the mistake of drifting down her cleavage to her abdomen. “And the drinks aren’t anything special.” 
 
    “True. Personally, I’ve only been impressed by one drink in this town…and wouldn’t you know, tonight was the first night I tried it.” 
 
    Grinning coquettishly, Shayera sauntered over to me like a cat stalking her prey. She sat down on the edge of the bed and sidled up next to me.  
 
    “This is the part where you wonder if you’re about to get lucky,” she purred as she gently placed her right hand on my leg. “You imagine that the mysterious elf girl you just met has already been smitten by your irresistible masculine charms, and now she can’t wait to make hot, steamy love to you all night long.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat when she brought her mouth within an inch of my ear. The combination of the perfume-laden air, her natural scent, and the heat of her body made me feel like I was suddenly in her thrall… 
 
    “You probably wish I were a real Senosi right now, don’t you?” she asked, her left hand brushing the black curls of my hair while her right crept another inch closer to the bulge in my trousers. “Overwhelmed by insatiable hunger, constantly needing nourishment from my Crell companion who just so happens to be the only one who can sate me with his potent sorcerous seed…” 
 
    My head turned to her as if in a trance, my eyes wide, my heart pounding. Her lips parted, and her eyelids fluttered as she moved in to kiss me— 
 
    And then abruptly pulled away and dismissively flicked her wrist as if she had grown bored. “Well, sadly for you, I’m not a Senosi,” she said. “And I don’t fuck on the first date, either, so I guess you’re out of luck.” 
 
    My mouth drooped open, and I stared at her silhouette for several long, agonizing seconds before her façade finally cracked. She giggled and smacked the inside of my thigh.  
 
    “I warned you about challenging me to another duel,” she teased, her eyes bright and playful. “I’ll out fence you, I’ll out flirt you…the sooner you realize you can’t win, the better.”  
 
    I grunted and searched for my voice. It was buried so deep in my chest it was nothing short of a miracle that I managed to find it.  
 
    “I’ll, uh…I’ll try and remember that,” I said.  
 
    “I bet you will.” She flashed me another impish grin before her hand returned to my leg and slid along my thigh until it was resting atop my manhood. “But don’t worry—I may be a tease, but I’m not a complete bitch. And I wasn’t lying about what happened back in that tavern. I’ve never felt anything like that before. So if you’re up for it…well, we have some time to kill, and I wouldn’t mind being fed properly this time.” 
 
    My mouth went dry again. “Properly?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, opening her mouth wide and extending her tongue. “As much as you can give me, all the way down here.” She held the pose for several seconds before she rolled her tongue back over her lips and smiled. “So, what do you think? Can you help a girl out?” 
 
    “I, uh…I’ve always believed in chivalry,” I replied, voice trembling despite my attempts to stay cool. “And a good operative never passes up an opportunity to build a bridge between cultures.” 
 
    Shayera snickered, her free hand brushing my hair again. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    She held my eyes firmly as her fingers deftly worked at my belt buckle. She kept her mouth close enough to mine that I could feel the heat of her breath, but she never made the move to kiss me, not even when she liberated my throbbing stem and cradled it in her long fingers.  
 
    “Gods, I had no idea how big they grew them down south,” she said, her eyes finally dropping as she began slowly stroking my shaft. “Must be all that wickedness and sorcery…” 
 
    “No, it’s—ooh…” I groaned uncontrollably when her thumb brushed across the swollen tip. I found myself grateful that I had already spilled once tonight, otherwise I doubted I would have lasted long enough to savor her touch… 
 
    She parted her lips and leaned down as if she were about to swallow me—but then she swore under her breath and stopped. When she abruptly removed her hand and stood, I feared that she had just been teasing me yet again… 
 
    “I didn’t have the chance to do this properly in the bar,” she said, reaching behind her back to unfasten the straps of her leather bodice. “But here there’s no excuse.” 
 
    I stared, confused but captivated all at once. “What?” 
 
    “When I’m queen, there’s going to be a law against sucking cock when you aren’t topless,” she said. “Civilizations need rules—it’s what separates us from the savages.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat when she tossed her bodice on the floor. Her breasts were, in a word, perfect. I’m not sure why I was surprised, given her stunning body, but seeing her pert half-human tits—perky yet plump, with the same unblemished creamy skin as the rest of her body—made me reconsider everything I thought I knew about the female form.  
 
    “That’s better, isn’t it?” Shayera asked, running her hands over her rosy nipples. “If you’re a good boy, maybe I’ll let you cum on them sometime. You haven’t even seen them glow.” 
 
    My cock throbbed at the mental image of straddling her naked body on the bed, madly thrusting my cock between those perfect pillows as she breathlessly begged me to spill… 
 
    Chuckling, she knelt in front of me and gently pushed my knees apart. My cock was so stiff it was starting to ache, and it nearly slapped her in the forehead before she curled her fingers around the shaft again.  
 
    “Here we go again,” she cooed, angling my stem toward her mouth but pausing just before her lips enveloped the tip. “You can use your hands if you want. And if you need to grab my hair or whatever, that’s fine, too.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a response before she rolled her tongue over the throbbing crown, then leaned forward and swallowed it altogether. I gasped in delight, my hands grabbing the edge of the bedframe for support. I had always believed that there was something truly magical about watching—and feeling—your manhood disappear through a woman’s lips, especially when she was on her knees like a priestess prostrating herself before an altar. Your pleasure was her religion and your cock was her god. 
 
    Yet despite that rush of excitement, I didn’t feel the least bit in control right now. I hadn’t felt in control at the bar, either, even when she had been wearing my cum on her face. I couldn’t explain it. Normally when I drove my manhood down a woman’s throat, there was absolutely no question who had the power in that particular instant. But with Shayera, I couldn’t help but feel like I was as much prey as predator.  
 
    It was an entirely new experience. And it was driving me wild.  
 
    “Nngnn,” I groaned as she began bobbing up and down, one hand working the base of my shaft while the other dug into my thigh. She seemed absolutely determined to work my full length down her tight, clinging throat, but she couldn’t quite pull it off. I could hardly blame her—no woman ever had.  
 
    “Fuck!” she gasped as she suddenly popped up, panting and licking the spittle from her lips. Her eyeshadow and mascara had begun to run down her cheeks, which somehow made her look even hotter. “I’m going to need your help getting him all the way down.” 
 
    She slowly stroked me, her gaze locked on my stem as if it were a puzzle to be solved. Her determination was almost terrifying.  
 
    “You’ll have to grab my head,” she told me. “Don’t worry about messing up my hair—it doesn’t matter. This is going to happen…” 
 
    She dove back down, swallowing more than half my length in a single gulp before her eyes flicked up to mine. Releasing my white-knuckled grip on the edge of the bed, I feathered my fingers through her blond hair until I had a firm grip on the back of her skull.  
 
    And then I pulled.  
 
    Shayera’s eyes bulged, and the resistance of her throat became overwhelming. Her fingers dug into my thighs. A short, gurgling gasp erupted around her lips. But she didn’t recoil, and so I pushed her head away before pulling it down again, harder than before. 
 
    Another inch deeper. Another gurgle of strained effort. But from the frustrated noise she made in the back of her throat, it still wasn’t deep enough for her.  
 
    I completely agreed. The flexing, fluttering muscles of her throat made me hungry for more. I kept going and picked up the pace. 
 
    Every man enjoyed a good throat-fuck, and I was no exception. It was so raw, so violent, so primal…and in my experience, it was also rare. Most women weren’t interested in it, and even fewer put in the practice to actually be good at it.  
 
    Shayera was an exception to both rules. Her enthusiasm was genuinely shocking; she grew more ravenous the longer I thrust. She clearly wasn’t the type to back down from a challenge—any challenge—and I was happy to give her what she so obviously wanted. Harder, deeper thrusts with an iron grip on her skull, pushing until her lips neared the base of my shaft or she gagged on my cock… 
 
    Given more time, she might have succeeded. But watching, hearing, and feeling her gorge on my manhood pushed me to and over the edge so quickly I simply couldn’t last.  
 
    “Nngnn!” I groaned. “Shit! Here it…oh!” 
 
    I exploded so forcefully I couldn’t believe she didn’t pull away. She did the exact opposite, shifting both her hands to my thighs to help hold her in place as I fired my load down her throat. She took it all, remaining completely still until she had consumed every drop. I slumped back onto my elbows, drained and overwhelmed.  
 
    And that was when the lightshow began. Her eyes were the first clue; they were glowing when they fluttered back open, and a matching blue latticework spread down her neck and arms as if the blood in her veins had turned to azure flame. She withdrew her lips from my cock just before the first spasm racked her body, and I watched, enthralled, as a climax shuddered through her just like back in the bar.  
 
    Her grip on my thighs faltered, and she sank back onto her haunches as the vatari crystal dust in her tattoos siphoned the magic from my seed and transformed it into sustenance for her body. As I watched, I couldn’t help but wonder how the Avetharri elves had discovered this phenomenon in the first place. Yet given their legendary fetishes, it wasn’t difficult to imagine the depravities they must have enjoyed with it.  
 
    For my part, I was simply amazed…and extremely aroused. The glint in Shayera’s glowing eyes when they refocused on me was ravenous—not in a “come hither” way, but in a “I’m a vampire and I’m going to suck out your soul” kind of way. It still made me hard again, of course—I had never seen Dal’Rethi markings up close, and they were even more hauntingly beautiful than I had imagined.  
 
    But then the moment passed, and her eyes went from feral to flirtatious again. She licked at her lips as if searching for any last drop that she might have missed. 
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” she breathed. “That was so good…” 
 
    I watched her, transfixed, half convinced that I was simply being outplayed by a more skilled illusionist. She seemed more like a creature out of fantasy than a real woman.  
 
    “You need to put him away before I start nibbling again,” she said, stroking my cock one last time before she tucked it back into my trousers. “He’s dangerous.” 
 
    She straightened up on her knees and closed her eyes, her tattoos still blazing brightly enough to illuminate the small room more than the lone lantern ever could. It was like she had fallen into a meditative trance after playing with my cock, which under any other circumstance I would have assumed was a performance for my benefit. 
 
    But it clearly wasn’t. I could see her eyes moving rapidly beneath their painted lids, and the way her chest and breasts heaved with every slow breath was utterly mesmerizing. I prided myself on being a considerate lover; there was nothing more satisfying than watching a woman lose control of her own body through your efforts. But this wasn’t anything like a pair of strong thighs clamping over your face as your tongue lashed a swollen clit. This looked positively transcendental. 
 
    And then there was the fact that I hadn’t actually done anything.  
 
    “I didn’t even know it was possible to feel like this,” she murmured deliriously. “Gods, how did the Dal’Rethi ever get anything done?” 
 
    “Maybe they didn’t,” I said. “Maybe the stories are wrong and the Blade Dancers were just a sex cult.” 
 
    Her still-glowing eyes reopened to fix me with a stare, a wry smile pulling at her lips. By the Aether, it was intoxicating.  
 
    “There are sages in Nelu’Thalas who would want to kill you just for suggesting that,” she said.  
 
    “People in Nelu’Thalas would want to kill me for a lot of reasons, I imagine.” 
 
    “Very true.” She kept her gaze upon me, though it was difficult to tell exactly what she was focusing on with the glow completely eclipsing her irises. “You know, I’m so hot right now that if you weren’t an evil Crell spy, I would probably crawl up there and ride you until morning. I’m really curious how different it would feel to feed if you finished inside me.” 
 
    My cock nearly tore out of my trousers again. How in the bloody void was I supposed to respond to that?  
 
    “Too bad for you, I guess,” she said, her smile turning downright sadistic. “Oh well.” 
 
    She swept up her bodice as she hopped back to her feet. “I’m going to head downstairs and draw a bath. I feel…sticky.” 
 
    I leaned up. “Will the innkeeper even let you draw a bath at this hour?” 
 
    “He’ll let me do anything I want for a crown or two,” she said, leaning down to her pack and rifling through it. “If you want to sleep, go right ahead. The bed is more comfortable than it looks.” 
 
    My eyes flicked to the bed. “Then where are you going to…?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t tend to sleep much, especially after feeding. Besides, I know how men get after they finish. You’ll be completely useless for hours.”  
 
    Shayera straightened holding a gossamer nightgown and a matching pair of red silken panties. “Besides, I plan on taking my time,” she said, winking and gliding toward the door. “I still need to, shall we say, work some things out my own.”  
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    Another wyvern soared over the Iron District, its green-cloaked rider waving to the crowds below. The streets were so full it seemed like the entire city had poured into them today, even more than during the harvest festival last autumn. Everyone wanted to see the fruits of Queen Serrane’s newest project, and it wasn’t as if I could blame them. The dragon had been gone for almost five years now, long enough that few believed he would return. The wyvern riders were meant to assume his mantle as the aerial protectors of the city, and they were undeniably impressive.  
 
    But they would have been even better if I had been allowed to join them.  
 
    “He’s turning too slowly,” I said, bracing myself against the tower battlements. “He’s afraid to really lean into it.” 
 
    “No one down there’s going to notice.” 
 
    I clenched my teeth when yet another rider swept past. His wyvern was even larger—almost enough to pass for a real dragon—but his position in the saddle was all wrong. His feet were tucked back too far, his forward lean was too shallow, and from the desperate way he was clutching at the reins, it was clear that he still didn’t fully trust his mount. 
 
    “I should be up there,” I groused. “I’m a better rider than any of them. A better shot, too.” 
 
    “You had better teachers.” 
 
    I squeezed my gloved fingers hard into the rough crenellations. “We both know the only reason I’m grounded is because I don’t have magic.” 
 
    “The Ranger-General doesn’t have magic, yet she’s flying laps around all of them.” 
 
    “Aluriel doesn’t count,” I scoffed. “She’s…” 
 
    “Just a poor Nugûl without sorcery or magic tattoos or even a Conduit to look out for her. She’s just a ranger who can hit a gnoll between the eyes a hundred yards away—and who never stops to whine that the world isn’t fair.” 
 
    I whirled around to glare at the woman behind me. Her appearance had barely changed from my earliest memories—her raven hair hadn’t grayed, her green eyes hadn’t dulled, even her lithe figure was identical. Her vatari tattoos seemed to cause her more pain these days, but she was aging more like an elf than a human. 
 
    One of her black eyebrows was cocked, and her arms were crossed over her chest in a pose that screamed “just try me, kid.” I knew it all too well.  
 
    “Listen to me, honey: you can’t waste your life being bitter the world only dealt you a straight instead of a flush,” Aunt Val said, her piercing eyes hard yet sympathetic. “When I was your age, I was living hand to mouth in the Sallows trying not to get beaten or raped. Just because you can’t twirl your finger and conjure up a spark of magic doesn’t mean you aren’t the luckiest girl in the Reaches.” 
 
    I sighed when another wyvern raced past us overhead. “It doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
    “Because you’ve never had to live any other way,” Val said. “And because you’re sixteen, which means you’re automatically an idiot.” 
 
    I hunched my shoulders and glanced back over the battlements. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t understand how a girl who has piles of gold, loving parents, and the best aunt in the world could possibly be upset about not getting to fly around on the back of an awful monster just to impress a bunch of clapping morons.” 
 
    Val scoffed and braced herself against the battlements next to me, her black hair and red scarf rippling in the wind. We watched together as another wyvern looped by, but this time the rider unleashed an arrow from his bow. It exploded high enough in the air that everyone in the city could see the burst of scintillating reds and purples, and the resulting cheers were so loud I almost had to cover my pointed ears.  
 
    “See, what did I tell you? Anything will impress those idiots,” Val said. “Besides, I’ve been on a wyvern before. It’s not as fun as it looks, especially if you want to keep your lunch down. And don’t even get me started about trying to land the damn thing.”  
 
    I stubbornly shook my head. “That’s not the point.” 
 
    “No, the point is that you need to stop whining and start doing. This world has already given you more than your share, princess, and you shouldn’t expect it to keep paying out until you grab it by the ears and kick the shit out of it.” Val placed her hand on my forearm and squeezed. “Now, if you’re done feeling sorry for yourself, why don’t we head down into Darkwind and watch some fights? There are supposed to be some good ones tonight.” 
 
    I frowned. “Mom says I’m not supposed to go down there anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not your mother.” Val flashed me a lopsided smirk. “I’m a lot more fun.”  
 
    A smile slowly tugged at my lips. “I don’t want to get you in trouble.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Val said, gently pulling me off the wall. “Now let’s go raise some hell.” 
 
      
 
    The water was just below scalding when I slipped beneath the steaming surface of the tub, which was the absolute perfect temperature to lie back, prop my feet up on the edges, and slide a finger into my quim. I moaned lightly as I stroked the soft, sensitive flesh inside me, setting off sparks that danced through my core. 
 
    Every inch of my skin was still tingling from that last climax in my bedroom, and if my experience from the Bloody Boar was any indication, this sensation wouldn’t stop for quite a while yet. When I closed my eyes, I could still feel the echoes of delight rippling through my core from when Mirek had spilled on me.  
 
    I needed release. Badly.  
 
    I had already finished twice tonight, but evidently that wasn’t enough. For the first time in my life, I finally understood Aunt Val’s cautionary tales about her insatiable magical hunger. She had told me countless times that I shouldn’t be jealous of her powers. She considered them more of a curse than a boon. But unlike Senosi markings, Dal’Rethi ones weren’t supposed to need magic, just absorb it to protect me. If Aunt Val had to deal with this hunger all the time… 
 
    Well, it was no wonder that everyone thought she was so cranky.  
 
    But thankfully, I had the rest of the night to sate my lust. I brought myself off twice before the water had even started to cool, covering my mouth both times to keep from waking everyone on the floor above me. I probably could have managed a third, but I told myself that I really shouldn’t waste the hot water. The sweat and grime from the tavern combined with Mirek’s copious release had made a mess of my eyeshadow, to say nothing of the rest of my makeup. 
 
    This night had gone so far off the rails that I was half convinced I had imagined the whole thing. Not that I was complaining—losing that duel had ended up being far more thrilling than humiliating, and I had earned a lot of silver. To top it off, there was a handsome, exceedingly well-endowed man waiting upstairs in my bed.  
 
    Not just any man—a Crell operative. I need to be careful.  
 
    My conscience stayed silent most days, largely because I’d beaten it into submission during my eight-hundred-mile trip from the Kingdom of Stars to the Shattered Coast, but every once in a while it chimed in to scold me for being reckless. I had a lot of practice ignoring it, but now I wondered if it might have a point. I wasn’t so naïve as to assume that everyone in the Imperium was a monster—people were basically the same everywhere, no matter how benevolent or ruthless their leaders—but Mirek wasn’t just any Crell. If he was a spy, that meant that he worked for the Zarul, one of if not the most dangerous organizations in Torsia. They were the eyes and ears of the Sovereign Council, charged with policing their own people and undermining foreign kingdoms. Many highborn believed that the Sovereign of the Zarul was more powerful than the actual Emperor.  
 
    None of my friends back in Highwind or Nelu’Thalas would have blamed me if I had stabbed him the moment he revealed his true identity. The Ravenguard might have thanked me for saving them the trouble. Instead, I had listened to his story, invited him back to my room, and deep-throated his cock so hard I had almost choked. 
 
    And the worst part was, given the chance, I would have made the same choices again.  
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered as I let my head and wet hair dangle over the edge of the tub. I liked to believe that I was a shrewd judge of character. Aunt Val had spent a lot of time teaching me to read people—especially men—and unlike most of the instructors I’d had over the years, I actually listened to her. Mirek may have been a confessed spy, but he didn’t come off as dishonest.  
 
    Which was the entire point of being a spy, of course. It was conceivable that he was so good at his job that he had me wrapped around his finger, but I doubted it. A true master spy would have come up with a much more sensible and reliable way of gaining my attention.  
 
    Besides, now that he understood how valuable my lips really were, I was clearly the one doing the finger-wrapping here. He was probably lying up there dreaming about me right now… 
 
    Grinning at the thought, I gave myself another half a minute to enjoy the water before I rose and toweled off. I examined my damp skin as I brushed my hair, still amazed at how different I looked when my tattoos were invisible. My parents weren’t even aware that I had gotten them—almost nobody knew, considering they were made from stolen vatari dust and inscribed by a criminal.  
 
    The Hathol’Sayal—the modern highborn Blade Dancers—hadn’t given me a choice. They had rejected me even though I had clearly been their best student. Without sorcery, they thought I was as useless as any other Nugûl, as did the Ven’Tira and every other organization worth joining.  
 
    At least the tattoos made me special. And not just because of my parents’ fame.  
 
    My smile faded, and I forced the thought away. I had left the Kingdom of Stars for a reason, and I had no intention of going back. The city-states of the Shattered Coast may have been rough and dingy by comparison, but at least here no one looked at me with misplaced pity. In Vorsalos I could be whoever—and be with whomever—I wanted.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I finished drying myself off before finally slipping into my silken panties and matching nightgown. Red had always been my color, and the fabric felt positively decadent on my skin. I reminded myself that I’d earned enough coin from Mirek to buy that Talishite dress whenever I wanted. Though perhaps I should wait until after I followed the Crell spy to a potential demon-infested ruin… 
 
    I still wasn’t sure what to make of his little story or what he expected me to do about it. I wasn’t a sorcerer like him, and I was about as far removed from a paladin as one could get. My father would confirm that in a heartbeat. I was just a regular girl with fancy swords who enjoyed doing whatever she wasn’t supposed to be doing.  
 
    But I’d told Mirek that I would help. And despite my hustle at the tavern, I never went back on my word. My father had instilled some of his knightly virtues in me. Besides, my companion outside the city would enjoy the trip north. He was probably bored out of his mind right now, considering he was used to roaming in the vast, sprawling wilderness of the Moonweald. The wetlands surrounding Vorsalos were a paltry hunting ground by comparison. He probably would have been happier up in the mountains, but I had specifically instructed him to stay close.  
 
    I’ll find out if he listened soon enough.  
 
    After retrieving the rest of my clothes, I headed back upstairs to my room. Mirek was lying flat on his back on the bed when I opened the door, his arms splayed to the sides and his mouth hanging open in a completely undignified manner. I grinned at the sight, wondering if all Imperial spies were this careless. Maybe he had just never been drained so thoroughly before.  
 
    Snickering at the thought, I tiptoed over to the bed and set down my leather bodice and trousers. Mirek had removed his doublet and unbuttoned about half his undershirt, revealing a surprisingly sculpted chest for a man with such a modest build. Amusingly, he had stuffed his cock back into his underwear, but he had never actually buckled his belt. Had that been laziness or had he been hoping that I would return and opt for an encore? 
 
    I was tempted—there was no denying it. I may not have needed to feed, but it wasn’t as if anyone needed to eat pastries, either. The nature of my temptation was old-fashioned gluttony, and it was hard to resist a free meal when it was right there in front of me… 
 
    But I knew I should drain off the energy I already had before I consumed any more. I could still feel the buzz of electricity beneath my skin like an itch I couldn’t scratch, and short of getting into another fight or taking a few laps around the city, there was only one reliable way for me to discharge it.  
 
    I cleared a space and sat cross-legged on the floor. I hadn’t been lying when I’d told him that I didn’t sleep much these days. Ever since I had been taught the old Dal’Rethi focusing techniques, I spent most nights in a meditative trance instead—and that was precisely what I was going to do now.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I placed the backs of my palms flat atop my knees and took a series of long, slow breaths. In the days of the Avethian Empire, the Blade Dancers were said to have used this technique to center their minds and bodies as well as strengthen their connection to the Aether. Unfortunately, since I had never been able to feel the Aether or channel magic, my meditations were forever grounded in the real world.  
 
    Sound was always the first key to helping me concentrate and relax, so I usually tried to focus on the sounds of nature wherever I happened to be. The wind rustling through the leaves of the Moonweald, the waves breaking on the shore of the Reachwend, or even just the birds singing high in the trees of the Duskwood. 
 
    But that trick was more difficult in the city, especially in a room where the only sound was the soft snoring of a man I barely knew. The gentle, regular cadence was oddly distracting. I found myself smiling rather than meditating, and I couldn’t help but think of all the times Aunt Val had warned me about getting involved with men.  
 
    They’re stubborn, they’re obnoxious, and they’re usually not worth the trouble. But the biggest problem with men by far is that they’re so fucking fun. When you meet the right one, you’ll want to throw yourself all over him. And if he’s not an idiot, he’ll make you the center of his world. If he doesn’t…well, just let me know and I’ll hurt him until he comes to his senses. 
 
    Val didn’t know that I had been branded, of course, and I feared that she would be livid when she found out. Part of the reason I was averse to going back to Highwind was how afraid I was to tell her what I’d done…and who I had associated with to make it happen.  
 
    Everyone else already knew that I was a disappointment. Aunt Val may have been the only person in the world I couldn’t stand to let down. 
 
    She might be upset at first, but she’ll come around, I told myself. She always does. After a few hours, we’ll be back out on the shooting range or practicing my footwork, or even just playing cards and drinking while she tells stories of her adventures with the dragon.  
 
    I drew in another slow, meditative breath. I hadn’t seen her in almost a year at this point. I desperately needed to fix that, shame be damned. I missed her more than my actual parents… 
 
    I still found it difficult to believe that any of the other Senosi had survived this long after the revolution. But if this Veleca really was alive, then I had to imagine that Aunt Val would forgive me for getting these tattoos when I told her that I had personally put the last survivor in the ground where she belonged. Val might even be proud. Frankly, that was a better motivation than anything Mirek could offer.  
 
    The thought of her brought a smile to my face, and I redoubled my efforts to clear my mind and concentrate. Unlike Aunt Val, I could tap into my reserves of power whenever I wanted. My markings continued to buzz beneath my skin, yearning to come out and shine. 
 
    And so I let them. I could make out their haunting blue light through my eyelids before I reopened them, and I could feel their awakening power begin coursing through me as if my blood had been replaced by lightning. I looked down at my upturned arms, ensorcelled by the latticework of whorls and runic symbols inscribed on my forearm as if it were a moonsilver blade.  
 
    In the original Elvish tongue, spoken long before the Avetharri had banished the gods and conquered the world, the term “Dal’Rethi” had meant something along the lines of “fleeting mortality.” It seemed appropriate, considering that the original Blade Dancers had been both incredibly powerful and very short-lived. It was only later, after the rise of the Wyrm Lords, that the Blade Dancers had become an ascendant caste of quasi-divine warriors entrusted to defend the Empire.  
 
    I wasn’t divine, nor did I have an empire to defend. I couldn’t even touch the Aether or channel the most basic spell. But these markings did heighten my senses, allowing me to see, hear, and feel things beyond the limits of my mortal body. It was almost like I had inhaled too much lotus smoke, except that it wasn’t a mere hallucination. My perceptions were real…and borderline overwhelming. 
 
    As my body glowed and my heart pounded in my chest, I could suddenly feel the presence of everyone else inside this inn. I didn’t know who they were or where they were, but I sensed their consciousness nonetheless. Their thoughts and dreams poured over me, not as individual images or specific feelings but as a swirling, formless tide of raw emotions. 
 
    I had read that the true Dal’Rethi used this power to understand and predict their opponents in battle, but only as a secondary effect. The primary function of their markings was to let them forge powerful, intimate bonds with others, as I had very quickly learned in Nelu’Thalas—and then again with my loyal companion. The core of the Dal’Rethi philosophy was connection: between weapons, between swords and sorcery, between men and women. Mas’Kari—two as one, more powerful together than they could ever be alone. Over the millennia since the collapse of the old empire, their traditions had spread across the world and influenced a multitude of cultures like the Amazons of Nol Krovos.  
 
    After being branded, I finally understood why. I inhaled sharply as a stray surge of energy boiled off my tattoos and coursed delightfully through me, and I lifted my gaze to Mirek on the bed. I could still hear him snoring, though it was so faint we could have been in different rooms. The trance muted my perception of the physical world beyond where I was focused—everything else faded like the blurry strokes of paint in a portrait’s background. I had no idea what real channelers felt when they looked at other people, but the original Dal’Rethi had undoubtedly experienced this trance more vividly than I ever could.  
 
    But at least when this power coursed through me, I felt something. People became more than just flesh and blood and bone…and I became more than just a girl with a famous name. I felt powerful. Connected.  
 
    Not just to others, but to myself.  
 
    I lost all track of time whenever I was in the trance, but as I slowly expended the energy I had absorbed, my mind and body were rejuvenated just as if I had fallen asleep. Eventually, I felt a sudden shift in the river of emotions surrounding me, and I became vaguely aware of a voice calling out my name.  
 
    “Shayera? Are you all right?” 
 
    I inhaled sharply as my eyes opened. Mirek was sitting up on the edge of the bed, his brow scrunched and his eyes narrowed as if focused on something I couldn’t see. Several thin rays of sunlight were filtering in through the room’s high window, suggesting that I had been locked in the trance longer than I’d realized.  
 
    “Ngn…” I groaned. “Yes.” 
 
    He leaned forward, brow still furrowed and clearly unconvinced. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    I ran my hands over my face. The markings on my forearms were still visible, though they were rapidly fading. The itch beneath my skin was gone as well, which meant that I had successfully released most of the excess energy I had absorbed. I hadn’t fed from a real person since I had left Nelu’Thalas, and I almost forgotten how different it was than siphoning a bit of power from my charged vatari crystal necklace or an enchanted item here or there. It was pure. Unfiltered. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting to wake up to a light show,” Mirek said. “What, um…what were you doing?” 
 
    “Just letting out some of the energy you so graciously gave me,” I said, stretching my arms above my head as I offered him a thin smile. “You really filled me up.” 
 
    His cheek twitched. “I’m…glad?” 
 
    “You should be, unless you’d rather not have a returning customer,” I teased, my eyes flicking down to his groin for a fraction of a second. “But in all seriousness, it’s a Dal’Rethi trance. It restores the body and heighten the senses.”  
 
    I leaned back and extended my legs out in front of me. Another interesting quirk of the rejuvenating trance was that I almost never woke up with cramps despite being stuck in the same pose for a long time. Nevertheless, I did still like to stretch out when I had the chance. A girl could never be too limber.  
 
    I bent forward to touch my toes, keenly aware of how closely Mirek was watching me. His concern seemed genuine, though I was sure he also enjoyed seeing how easily I could wrap my fingers around the bottoms of my bare feet while I flattened my body in half.  
 
    “It looks like you didn’t have any trouble falling asleep,” I commented as I held the stretch and silently counted to twenty.  
 
    “Uh, no, it was…” I felt his eyes drift up and down my slender legs. My gown had rumpled high enough that he could see almost my entire thighs. “I actually slept better than I have in a long time.” 
 
    “Told you the bed is more comfortable than it looks.” 
 
    “True, but I don’t think it was just the bed,” he said with a sly smile. “I had a pretty exciting night, as it turns out.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” I said, sweeping my legs out to opposite sides until I was doing a split. “I was a little disappointed that you were asleep when I got back. We could have…well, I suppose it doesn’t matter now, does it?” 
 
    I kept my expression neutral, happy to let his imagination run wild. I probably should have felt a little bad about teasing him this much, but I didn’t. Maybe it was because I hadn’t been around a charming man in a long time, or maybe Mirek was just particularly fun to mess with. But I was definitely tempted to drag out my little stretching routine until he was so hard he burst through his underwear and begged me for relief. I certainly wouldn’t mind feeding again, especially now that I had burned off all that excess energy… 
 
    “Breakfast here is surprisingly decent,” I said, swinging my legs back together before carefully standing upright. “And they’ll draw you a bath downstairs if you want to clean up before we head out. That is, assuming you’re still intent on going to this fort.” 
 
    He nodded and started to move, then belatedly noticed his still-unbuckled belt. I snickered when he awkwardly stuffed his swollen manhood into his trousers. Once he did finally make it all the way upright, I was reminded that he was a solid four or five inches taller than I was. It felt good knowing that I wouldn’t tower over him even if I put on heels, though I couldn’t explain why. 
 
    “A bath would be welcome,” he said. “And we shouldn’t tarry. The longer this Senosi has her hands on the Runic Focus, the more likely she’ll figure out how to use it.” 
 
    I arched an inquisitive eyebrow at him. “So, were you planning on telling me how you actually learned about this survivor?” 
 
    Mirek frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You were pretty vague on the details, and you don’t strike me as the type to do something drastic on a mere rumor. So how did you actually learn about her?” 
 
    “It was just basic intelligence gathering. I heard some whispers, and then I decided to investigate myself. Nothing unusual.” 
 
    “Where did you see her?” 
 
    He hesitated for a few heartbeats. “In the hills outside the city, about halfway between here and Fort Tanisgarde. But I wasn’t able to get very close—she had quite a few others with her, mostly mercenary-looking types. I didn’t even get the chance to figure out what she was doing there. But the golden armor confirmed everything I’d heard.” 
 
    “If you were that far away, then how do you know it wasn’t some pretender?” I pressed. 
“Have you ever actually seen genuine Sanctori armor?” 
 
    Mirek sighed and swallowed heavily. “You may have noticed by now that I’m not particularly…well, I’m not the most experienced spy in the business.” 
 
    “I did get that impression,” I said with snort. “Go on.” 
 
    “I was chosen for this mission because of my other talents. I’m pretty good with illusion magic, as you’ve seen, but I was originally trained as an Arcanist.” 
 
    I clucked my tongue in the back of my throat. “You mean you’re a diviner.” 
 
    “More than that, but yes,” he confirmed. “Divinations are a useful tool for a Zarul agent. They wanted me to keep tabs on certain individuals here in the city, but when I heard about a potential survivor, I began to scry more aggressively.” He shrugged. “That’s how I know she’s at Tanisgarde. Divination magic is inherently imprecise, but it’s still useful. I saw her and the relic, and I know what could happen if she learns how to use it. The problem with opening a door to the Pale is that it’s not always possible to close it.” 
 
    I pursed my lips, my mind wandering back to my days in the Kingdom of Stars. “The Scryers have a great deal of influence and power over the Queen’s Court in Nelu’Thalas. Her Majesty relies on them heavily.” 
 
    “I know. The Arcanists at the Aetherium are always trying to learn and copy their techniques.” He shrugged. “Anyway, that’s it. That’s how I found her, and that’s how I know I can’t afford to just sit here and do nothing. I have to get that relic away from her, and soon.” 
 
    I paused, my teasing antics forgotten. A voice in my head—one that sounded suspiciously like Aunt Val’s—once again warned me against trusting a Crell operative, but he still seemed earnest to me. And honestly, the fact that he’d relied on his magic to learn all of this actually made me feel a little better about the whole thing. I wasn’t sure why. Perhaps it was just because he seemed like a more competent sorcerer than spy. 
 
    “Then you should definitely head downstairs to clean up so we can get moving,” I said. “I’ll start getting ready.” 
 
    Leaning down, I reached beneath the bed and pulled out my second scabbard. The design exactly matched the first, as did the dueling saber contained within.  
 
    “You have a second blade?” Mirek asked.  
 
    “Obviously,” I said. I slid the weapon halfway out of its sheath so he could appreciate the fine moonsilver blade. “The Lin’faleel requires two swords to properly execute most maneuvers.” 
 
    “But you don’t bring it to taverns with you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t want to scare off potential challengers. Most men are naturally overconfident, but there’s a limit. Would you have taken my bet if I had been flashing two blades?” 
 
    “Maybe not,” he admitted. “Though as we’ve discussed, my plan wasn’t exactly well-thought-out.” 
 
    “You still got what you wanted in the end,” I said with a coy shrug. “I suppose I did, too, in a way…” 
 
    I pushed the blade back into its scabbard before reaching down to pull out the wooden shelf concealed beneath the bedframe. My bow and quiver were resting atop it.  
 
    Well, not my bow. Not really. The true wielder didn’t even need a quiver with normal arrows most of the time.  
 
    Mirek’s eyebrows both rose. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered.  
 
    Judging from his reaction, I didn’t need to tell him that Ithilvarûth—the “Moon’s Wrath”—was my mother’s famous weapon that she had gifted to me. Even the Crell had obviously heard the tales of her countless victories in the Shattered Peaks and the Duskwood. But the bow’s rune-covered limbs didn’t glow when I touched them, nor would they help channel the Aether and conjure explosive arrows. It was just a normal, well-crafted weapon to a lowly Nugûl like me.  
 
    And one I had always resented using.  
 
    “Are you as skilled with that as your blades?” Mirek asked, his voice hushed as if in awe.  
 
    “I’m the daughter of the Ranger-General,” I replied tartly. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think I picked the right person to ask for help.” 
 
    I huffed, trying hard not to allow the old bitterness to cloud my mood. “But you’re still here, and you’re supposed to be cleaning up.” 
 
    “Uh, right,” he said, finally pulling his eyes from the bow. “I’ll meet you downstairs in a bit, then.” 
 
    He finally hurried off, and I scowled as I set my weapons atop the bed so that I could get dressed. I knew that it was stupid, but every time I looked at the personalized grip and perfectly sculpted limbs, all I saw was the woman I was supposed to be rather than the one I had become. My mother had never once said that she was disappointed in me, but some truths didn’t need to be spoken aloud. I would never be as powerful or perfect as Serrane Starwind. That was just a cold, unavoidable fact, and everyone knew it.  
 
    Especially me.  
 
    But that didn’t mean I couldn’t make a difference, and it certainly didn’t mean that I should sit around moping about it. Sorcery or not, I was the best damn duelist in the Northern Reaches, and it had been far too long since I had gotten my blades red. Whatever this Veleca bitch was planning, I was going to stop it. Not my mother, not my father, not even my aunt. Just me, a regular girl with fancy swords.  
 
    It was time to end the Senosi Crusade, once and for all.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, Mirek and I were striding toward the northern gate. No one bothered us on the street. I had put up the hood of my brown traveling cloak just in case someone from the tavern last night tried to chase me down with a pitchfork. I expected that rumors of a new Senosi in town would spread like wildfire. I supposed it would be amusing if my indiscretion ended up making it more difficult for Veleca or any other survivors to move about the city.  
 
    But whatever awaited us in this old fort, last night’s incident probably meant that my little vacation in Vorsalos was about to come to an end. I took all my possessions with me this time, including my charged vatari crystal necklace, and I passed the innkeeper a few extra coins as thanks. Discretion was a rare and valuable commodity in enemy territory.  
 
    Although I did make a final promise to myself that I wouldn’t leave the city for good until I’d bought that dress, mobs with pitchforks be damned. I would steal the bloody thing and leave my payment behind the counter if I had to.  
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to how permissive things are here on the coast,” Mirek commented after we had passed through the gate and left the guards behind us. “Those men didn’t even search us for contraband.” 
 
    “This city was built by pirates and smugglers,” I told him. “Trust me, it’s a blessing that the new regime mostly just leaves people alone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Because there are two kinds of guards in a city like this: ones who don’t give a shit, and ones who are in the pocket of someone important. There used to be this whole system where merchants would only move their goods out at certain times when they knew the on-duty guards were in their pocket. If they missed their window, they were liable to get mysteriously ‘delayed’ at the gates and end up coughing up half their goods as a bribe. So yeah, apathetic guards are a big improvement.” 
 
    Mirek shook his head. “How can a city even function that way?” 
 
    “Not well,” I said, recalling some of the insane stories that Aunt Val had told me over the years. “That’s one of the reasons the Inquisitrix was able to gain support so quickly decades ago. She started by cracking down on the corruption and driving out syndicates like the Lecasi Brotherhood. Once the streets were safe, people didn’t really care about the sorcerers who were being dragged away screaming. All they had to do was stay away from the Castarium and things probably seemed just fine.” 
 
    A shadow crossed his face for a fraction of a second. “People back home call this place a lawless backwater. I’m beginning to see why.” 
 
    “Well, for all the Regent Lord’s flaws, things are still better than they were.” 
 
    Mirek didn’t comment, but I could tell that he was mulling something over. He was probably imagining what life must have been like for sorcerers here during the Senosi Crusade. A sorcerer living in the heart of the Imperium must have had the complete opposite experience. 
 
    “So where is this companion of yours?” he asked after a moment. “Camping in the woods?” 
 
    “More or less,” I said, unable to suppress a smile. I could tell that he was worried and maybe even a little jealous. That was good. 
 
    So good.  
 
    “I’m still not sure I understand why he wouldn’t accompany you into the city,” Mirek said. “Surely you could have found another room for him.” 
 
    “Oh, we would have stayed in the same room. I slept with him every night on the way here from Nelu’Thalas.” 
 
    I had the satisfaction of seeing Mirek’s stride falter and his cheek twitch. “Oh.” 
 
    “He also doesn’t like crowds. He doesn’t like humans in general, actually, especially men. He gets very cranky when he sees me paying attention to someone else.” 
 
    It took all the self-control I could muster to keep a straight face while Mirek’s concern visibly grew. This was far too amusing; I almost wished I could keep it up a bit longer just to see how worried I could make him.  
 
    “Let’s turn off the road here,” I said, pointing to the sparse forest beside the road. “He shouldn’t be far.” 
 
    The marshlands here in the Northern Reaches could be quite difficult to traverse under normal circumstances, but it hadn’t rained in several weeks, so the going was easy. The grass and dirt were solid underfoot, and it only took us a few minutes to reach the wide oak I’d marked when I had told my companion to wait for me.  
 
    “I’m a little surprised he hasn’t popped out of the bushes yet,” I said, slowing my stride as I glanced around. “He knows better than to wander too far.” 
 
    “He sounds more like a pet than a friend.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s much more than a friend. Though I don’t usually put a leash on him unless he’s being a bad boy…or we’re about to do something fun and dangerous.” 
 
    Mirek came to an abrupt halt. I watched the confusion and dismay ripple across his face.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked, struggling to keep my impish smile from breaking through.  
 
    “Um, n-no, I just…” He glanced behind us when he heard a rustle in the bushes. “I’m still just surprised you aren’t here alone, that’s all.” 
 
    “I’m a delicate girl who needs protection…and someone to keep her warm at night.” I allowed that mental image to fester in his mind for a few seconds. “He definitely wouldn’t have liked how much attention I gave you last night. But don’t worry—I’m sure the two of you can work it out.” 
 
    I turned away, mostly to hide my snicker, before the bushes rustled again and parted as my companion finally revealed himself.  
 
    “Oh, shit!” Mirek hissed.  
 
    “Just try and stay calm,” I soothed. “He’s less likely to kill you that way.” 
 
    My companion’s emerald eyes narrowed as he glared at the man behind me, the muscles in his shoulders and back rippling menacingly. He was a ferociously territorial boy, and he considered me his territory. I had tried my best to curb his worst instincts, but he was still a work-in-progress.  
 
    “Mithros, meet Mirek,” I said. “He’s not as bad as he looks.” 
 
    Mirek did not seem amused. He looked downright petrified, in fact, which made me giggle far harder than it should have.  
 
    “Mirek, meet Mithros,” I added. “My leophon.” 
 
    In my experience, humans had a wide variety of reactions the first time they laid their eyes on an eight-hundred-pound winged cat with fangs the size of human hands. Some soiled themselves and ran the other way. Others were so overwhelmed with wonder and curiosity that they almost rushed forward to pet the beast before their survival instincts kicked in.  
 
    The third group was more like Mirek—paralyzed by terror, but smart enough to realize that running away would only entice a predator to follow. Leophons were cats, after all, and there was nothing they loved more than a moving target.  
 
    “You don’t need to be scared,” I said, strolling forward.  
 
    “If you’re about to tell me that he’s harmless, I don’t believe you,” Mirek said, his voice so strained it sounded like he was being choked.  
 
    “Good, because he’s not. He’d tear you to ribbons in a heartbeat if I told him to.” 
 
    The last bit of color drained from Mirek’s face. “That’s…comforting.” 
 
    “It should be. If you do what I say and keep your hands to yourself, you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    I grinned as I knelt down in front of Mithros, and he immediately lowered his head and bunted me affectionately. Apart from their size and wings, leophons were practically indistinguishable from the snow leopards who prowled the mountains encasing Nelu’Thalas. Most of them had white or gray fur, though Mithros’s coat was a darker gray than usual. He eventually spread his wide, feathery wings when I began to scratch underneath his chin, though the left one sagged low like always. Sadly, his birth defect meant that he was a flying cat who had never actually been able to leave the ground. 
 
    I had known I wanted him from the moment I had met him in the Moonweald. A crippled runt wouldn’t have survived long in the Crescent Peaks, nor would he have ever been taken in and trained by the hunters in Nelu’Thalas.  
 
    It was their loss. Just because he couldn’t fly didn’t mean he couldn’t soar. We were both disappointing misfits…and I wouldn’t have had it any other way.  
 
    “You can come over,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder. “I was just teasing—I promise he won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “I think I’m fine back here,” Mirek said, his body still stiff and alert. “Those teeth are…not small.” 
 
    “Let me guess: your masters told you that leophons are grotesque monsters because they’re jealous you don’t have any down south.” 
 
    Mirek shook his head. “On the contrary, breeders pay thousands of crowns just for a cub. Only the wealthiest nobles own them, but they’re usually kept caged and grounded. The army has always preferred manticores.” 
 
    “Manticores,” I grumbled. “Yet another thing that shouldn’t surprise me about the Imperium. You’re the only people that would breed all the worst creatures together until you’ve created the most hideous beast imaginable.” 
 
    “You aren’t wrong,” he admitted. “Most of our heavy cavalry still use wyverns—they’re deadlier and easier to train. But wyverns and griffons and even leophons need mountains to hunt. Manticores will eat anything, and they’re easy to breed for speed and maneuverability.” 
 
    I hid a grimace. I understood why every kingdom in Torsia was obsessed with breeding their own flying cavalry—in an age without dragons, they were the ultimate weapon of war. But the real danger of the Imperium was its obsession with breeding sorcerers. And because humans could reproduce far faster than elves, they were making alarming progress. In another generation, their armies might be unstoppable. 
 
    “Well, Mithros here wasn’t bred to be a beast of war,” I said after a moment. “But he is my best friend and an excellent judge of character. So if you want me to accompany you, you’ll have to prove your worth to him.” 
 
    Mirek still hadn’t come any closer. “How am I supposed do that?” 
 
    “A slab of meat in your pocket would help. Barring that, you’ll just have to come over here and see what he thinks.” 
 
    He hissed softly through his teeth. “I’m willing to walk behind you. Way behind you.” 
 
    I snickered. “Come on, he won’t bite. Probably. Either way, I can’t wait to find out.” 
 
    Mirek’s jaw twitched again, and for a few heartbeats, I thought he might actually refuse to go along with this. But he eventually started forward, and from the way he minimized his movements and kept his profile low, I knew he had at least some experience dealing with animals.  
 
    “That’s it, just come on over,” I coaxed. “I could never trust a man who doesn’t want to pet my pussy.” 
 
    Mirek stumbled, and I couldn’t stop myself from giggling.  
 
    “You’re really not making this easy,” he grumbled.  
 
    “Easy is boring. Just hold out your hand and let him sniff you.” 
 
    Mirek visibly braced himself and did as I said. Mithros eyed him suspiciously, then leaned forward enough to sniff the strange hand. And after a moment’s consideration, he rubbed his cheek against it.  
 
    “There, see? That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    “No,” Mirek said, frozen stiff. “Not at all.” 
 
    I chuckled again as I stood. “I hid his saddle around here somewhere. Why don’t you two get acquainted while I look around?” 
 
    I strode away, watching the two of them over my shoulder just to see if Mirek would panic and try to bolt. Mithros wouldn’t actually chase him down, not unless he tried to hurt me. He was a gentle soul who almost certainly wouldn’t have survived in the wild on his own if I hadn’t nursed him back to health. But there was no reason to tell my Crell companion that. 
 
    I found the saddle where I’d left it, concealed in a thick patch of ivy beneath a camouflaged, weatherproof cloak. I had originally balked at the idea of leaving it out here, but there hadn’t been much choice. I couldn’t ride a leophon into the city or lug around a massive saddle without him. Thankfully, any idiot who tried to steal it would have been in for a surprise when a massive cat leapt out of the bushes.  
 
    The two boys were still sizing each other up when I returned, though Mirek looked about twenty percent less convinced that he was about to get eaten. It only took me a minute to strap on the saddle, and Mithros lowered himself flat on his belly so I could hop on.  
 
    “All right, time to go,” I said. “There’s plenty of room.” 
 
    I watched Mirek slowly exhale and shuffle over behind me, still clearly wary of making any dramatic movements. But to his credit, he climbed into the saddle with the skill and grace of an experienced rider. I found myself smiling at the warmth of his body pressed against my back.  
 
    “You’ll want to hang on,” I suggested. 
 
    “Uh…right,” he said, tentatively placing his hands on my hips. Rolling my eyes, I grabbed his fingers and pulled them all the way around my middle until they were resting squarely on my bare stomach. 
 
    “There. You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I think I am.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    A short crack of the reins brought Mithros to his feet, and I didn’t even need to tap his flanks with my boots to encourage him to start walking. He loped forward with a smooth gait that I had always found relaxing. There was no bounce and almost no sense of impact, which didn’t change even when he began to accelerate. Leophons weren’t usually thought of as ground mounts, for obvious reasons, but Mithros was the smoothest ride I’d ever had. 
 
    “See? It’s not scary at all.” I glanced back over my shoulder and smirked. “And trust me: you’ll be glad to have the backup if we run into any trouble.” 
 
    Mirek returned my smile, the tension draining from his face as his hands relaxed against my skin. “I expect I will.” 
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Chasing Ghosts 
 
      
 
    Mirek 
 
      
 
    “Taras always understood that family comes first—before duty, before country, before anything. He was willing to make whatever sacrifices were necessary to guarantee our future.” 
 
    “Father, if you’ll just let me—” 
 
    “Do you think your brother wanted to march to Geriskhad? That he wanted spend even more time away from his wife and son?” 
 
    Provel Stravos set down his wineglass and turned away from the balcony overlooking the vineyard. A flash of lightning forked through the sky behind him, trailed by a crash of thunder that shook the mansion hard enough to rattle the windows. The rain itself continued to pound against the Aetheric shield keeping the balcony dry and the air still, every drop plinking as loudly as if they were striking a pane of glass. 
 
    “One remarkable thing about Taras was that he still put himself in danger even when he knew that his own brother wouldn’t appreciate his sacrifice,” my father growled. “He still shouldered his burden even knowing that you were too slovenly to get off your ass and actually lift a finger on behalf of your family.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” I snarled indignantly. “If this project succeeds, it could—” 
 
    “It won’t succeed. The Aetherium has been promising a breakthrough with this technique since before I was even born. You are not going to solve this mystery by yourself.” 
 
    “But we’re close this time! So close I can feel it!” 
 
    “Listen to yourself! ‘We’ are close. That’s your problem, boy. I don’t care if your team invents a way to conjure a dragon out of sand. There’s no prestige in research. How many others are working with you, hmm? Six? Ten? All from different families. Your success will be shared, which means that it will be worthless. No one will know your name outside the Aetherium, and our family won’t see a single coin or acre of land.” 
 
    I scowled at his maddening obstinance. “Maybe not. But these techniques could change the course of warfare as we know it. We could move soldiers and supplies across great distances in the blink of an eye. The Imperium will benefit!” 
 
    “The Imperium will do just fine with one fewer Arcanist wasting his days in a library,” my father said coldly. “This is important, Mirek. Taras is gone because the Council made a grievous mistake, and now the Emperor has granted us this incredible opportunity as restitution. Do you really want your brother’s death to have been for nothing?” 
 
    Bile rose in my throat. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Good. Because we will never have another chance like this.”  
 
    He stepped close to me and placed his hands on my epaulets. His voice and manner shifted, becoming what he used on the rare occasions when I hadn’t disappointed him: authoritative and solemn. “Our family stands on the cusp of greatness, son. We can’t bring Taras back, but we can seize this opportunity. Vorsalos is the key to controlling the Broken Sea, and the sea is the key to controlling the Reaches. Once we’ve dug in our claws, they will never be able to—” 
 
    “I’ve heard the speech,” I said stiffly. “Many times.” 
 
    “Then you understand. A few years away from home could secure our family’s status in the Imperium for generations. Not just for you and me, but for Taras’s son—and yours, one day. By the time you’re my age, half of Torsia will be under Crell control. We will have power unlike anything our ancestors ever dreamed—and you will be able to claim a substantial role in acquiring it.” 
 
    My lip twitched. My father couldn’t appreciate the virtues of scholarship any more than a Chol could learn to read. The pursuit of knowledge for knowledge’s sake was anathema to men of ambition unless it gave them an edge.  
 
    But my current research was different. It wasn’t merely arcane sophistry. Crell scholars had been studying teleportation magic since the dawn of the Imperium, but they had never learned how to perfect it without delving into forbidden lore. Palerending—shadow magic—was the one line that even the Sovereigns were unwilling to cross. And here I was, on the cusp of finally discovering a way to traverse the Pale without breaching its walls… 
 
    “A Zarul operative will be here tomorrow to collect you,” my father said. “You will have to learn quickly—a month, no more, before you’re on the boat the Vorsalos.”  
 
    I choked down my bitter protests. “And then what?” 
 
    “And then, my son,” he said, releasing me and returning to the balcony rail. “You will make our family proud.” 
 
      
 
    The sun was clearly visible through the thin clouds as it drifted toward its zenith, yet I swore that its rays held no warmth to it at all. I had been dreading the wrath of the legendary northern winters ever since I had been assigned here last spring, and if the rude chill of autumn was any indication, I was going to hate the next few months even more than I thought.  
 
    Then stop wasting time and subdue her! She is completely unprepared. End this nonsense and bring her back to the Imperium! 
 
    My father’s voice continued screaming into my head, just like it had been doing from the moment I woke up this morning. Fortunately, I found it much easier to ignore now that we were riding the leophon—partially because I was still a little scared of the beast and partially because it was hard to concentrate on anything while I was sitting this close to such a beautiful woman. The smoothness of Shayera’s skin beneath my hands, combined with the heat of her body and scent of her hair… 
 
    Well, even my father’s scolding voice couldn’t compete with that, no matter how hard it tried.  
 
    The beast’s mind is fragile—it is no match for your magic. Stop allowing the girl to manipulate you and get her onto the first ship heading to Velashel! 
 
    “You all right back there?” Shayera asked. She didn’t turn her head, but I could hear the smile in her voice. “You seem a little jittery.” 
 
    “Just, uh…just not used to the gait,” I lied, trying to stay as still as possible even when the wind blew her hair across my face. “This isn’t like riding a horse at all. It’s less bumpy but more swaying.” 
 
    “It’s like a slow dance to a sultry tune…especially when there’s someone in the saddle behind you.” She glanced back over her shoulder. “I would start singing for you, but I’m not sure you could handle it.” 
 
    “Why would you think that? I bet you have a wonderful voice.” 
 
    “I do. That’s the problem.” 
 
    I blinked. “Um…come again?” 
 
    “I can tell you’re already pretty hot and bothered,” Shayera said with a devilish smirk. “I wouldn’t want to make you any more uncomfortable—we still have a long way to go.” 
 
    I groaned sourly, though her self-satisfied giggling still lightened my mood. She could obviously feel my swollen manhood pressing up against her lower back, but I had long since given up hope of concealing it from her.  
 
    “From all the stories back home, I always kind of assumed that most Crell would be humorless ud’raan,” Shayera commented.  
 
    “Who’s to say they aren’t?” I countered. “Maybe I’m the exception.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Again, I could tell she was grinning even without seeing her face. “I do get the sense that you aren’t like most of your people.” 
 
    If only you knew the real reason I was in the city, I thought to myself. If you knew how much control we have over Vorsalos—or what we plan to do with Highwind once we seize the coastal cities… 
 
    Or, worst of all, what my father would expect me to do to you right now.  
 
    “I’m probably not the best example of an average Imperial citizen,” I said. “And like I told you before, this isn’t really the career I had in mind. A few years back, I never would have imagined I’d end up over a thousand miles from home in this…place.” 
 
    “You can call it a cesspool—I promise I won’t be offended. I’m from Highwind, remember? Speaking ill of Vorsalos is part of my heritage.” 
 
    “Right,” I murmured, closing my eyes as another gust of wind whipped her golden locks across my eyes. Her sweet, gentle scent filled my nostrils, and I fought the urge to lean closer to breathe more of it. “And what if I speak ill of Highwind?” 
 
    Shayera shrugged. “That’s a bit more of a gamble. I might play it cool and accept a difference of opinion, or I might feed you to Mithros. Why not test your luck and find out?” 
 
    I snorted softly. “Maybe later. I think I’ve gambled enough recently.” 
 
    She snickered as she steered the leophon toward a circular plot filled with somber but heroic-looking statues along the eastern side of the road. It was some kind of memorial, judging from the white stone slab at the center and the inscriptions carved into it, but I had never stopped to examine it up close. I had ridden straight past this area when I had originally been trying to track down the Senosi survivor in the hills.  
 
    “It’s a monument to the long siege near the end of the War of the Three Cities a century ago,” Shayera said. “You probably know all about it since the Regent Lord has been playing it up so much recently.” 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted, shaking my head as I eyed the statues. They were in excellent condition, which was all the more surprising since I didn’t sense any lingering preservation enchantments.  
 
    Monuments to great battles had always fascinated my brother more than me. Taras had liked to imagine the glory and triumph of battle, whereas I had been more interested in learning the truth behind the slaughter. The two rarely intersected in the stories that were told to future generations.  
 
    “Well, there’s not actually that much to it,” she said, bringing the leophon to a slow walk. “Vorsalos was blockaded by a fleet from Graygale and besieged by an army from Highwind at the same time. It went on long enough that famine and plague wiped out entire districts. Watcher knows what would have happened if they had breached the walls and fought for control in the streets.” 
 
    She flicked her wrist. “Anyway, a horde of Roskarim barbarians ended up flooding down from the White Ridge and butchering the Highwind army almost to a man. The survivors fled into the mountains where they were killed or enslaved by the orcs. It’s pretty awful—not exactly a happy or glorious ending for anybody. The Graygale fleet just sailed home.” 
 
    Frowning, I nodded at the statues. “Why would Vorsalos build a monument to slaughtered Highwind soldiers?” 
 
    “They didn’t,” Shayera said. “Notice how none of these stones are a hundred years old?” 
 
    “I did. There’s barely any wear and tear at all.” 
 
    “That’s because the Raven Court only erected this monument about ten years ago. After the Senosi were wiped out, the power vacuum took years to fill. The nobles who eventually seized control decided they might as well try and rewrite history. Isn’t it amazing how all the ruling families have ancestors who were war heroes? And did you know that those same families personally led the army of loyal citizens that triumphed over the forces from Highwind? There’s not even a single mention of the barbarians who actually broke the siege.” 
 
    I shrugged, admiring the larger-than-life clarity and detail of the statues. “One of the first rules of power is to control the narrative. An unbroken line of rulers is more compelling than random upstarts.” 
 
    Shayera scoffed. “My parents didn’t rewrite our history books after the last war.” 
 
    Perhaps they should have.  
 
    I winced at the thought. I couldn’t even blame that particular thought on my father—the voice had been mine. I’d studied enough history to understand the difference between fact and truth: one was what had happened; the other was what mattered. A few generations from now, Shayera’s mother would still be dealing with stubborn groups of humans who believed they were being led by a puppet from Nelu’Thalas rather than one of their own people. But if she had created a different narrative about the war… 
 
    Well, it still wouldn’t matter much in the end. If the Imperium got our way, none of these kingdoms in the north would have to worry about the integrities of their monarchies for much longer.  
 
    “We should pick up the pace,” I rasped. “It will probably take us at least another seven or eight hours to reach the fort.” 
 
    “Mithros can shave an hour or two off that no problem,” Shayera said. “Come on, boy. If you’re good, I’ll let you piss on the statues on the way back.” 
 
    The leophon began to pick up speed again, and I closed my eyes and tried to let the rhythmic rocking motion put my mind at ease. The scolding voice of my father stayed silent, but now my own filled the void.  
 
    The more time you spend with this girl, the harder it’s going to be to hide what’s going on. The Regent Lord, Farah, the secret training program beneath the ruins of the old Castarium… 
 
    What do you think she’s going to do when she finds out? Or what Farah will do when she learns you were this close to Serrane Starwind’s child and did nothing? There’s no way this doesn’t end in calamity. 
 
    I chewed on my doubts to pass the time while we traveled, making idle conversation when I could even though my mind was somewhere else. I knew I had to stay focused and push everything else to the side. Stopping a Senosi with a dangerous relic was more important than my own anxieties. After Veleca was dealt with… 
 
    Well, I would just have to worry about that when the time came.  
 
    Mithros did end up shaving some time off the trip, though it became clear rather quickly why leophons would have been poor land mounts even if they didn’t have wings. He took an increasing amount of encouragement to spur on the longer we traveled, and I got the feeling that what he really wanted was to lie down in the sun and soak up the heat. But Shayera kept him moving despite his slothful inclinations, and we eventually left the road altogether and traveled into the foothills that lay below the Shattered Peaks. 
 
    “The path to the fort is up through there,” I said, pointing past her shoulder at a narrow, rising path between two pine-dotted hills. “It was built above a wide gulch right at the edge of the mountains. The terrain gets rocky pretty fast—we may need to go in on foot.”  
 
    “Mithros can handle it,” Shayera assured me. “There are advantages to having paws and not hooves.” 
 
    She urged him to run faster, and the beast seemed more excited than when we had been moving along the flat road. We ascended gradually, but the shift in terrain was stark. One moment we were moving upon grass, and in the next there was little more dirt and rocks in all directions. She was right about the leophon, however—Mithros handled the slopes and inclines far better than a horse would have. He was even able to climb several steep rises that would have been perilous for us on foot.  
 
    I could only assume that this path had been much easier before the fort had been abandoned, but without proper upkeep, nature had been reclaiming it. The Senosi probably considered that a benefit—it was even less likely that anyone would haphazardly stumble up here, even orcs from deeper in the mountains.  
 
    Less than an hour later, we finally caught sight of our goal. Tanisgarde, unlike most mountain forts, wasn’t a traditional chokepoint: there was no path through the Shattered Peaks here to be guarded, so Vorsalos had never needed to seal a passage against enemies on the other side. Instead, the fort was essentially a glorified observation post whose towers rose high enough that an observer could look down across the foothills and monitor the only road leading north from Vorsalos to the Raven Gate.  
 
    The old, battered structure itself resembled a trident with two of the tines broken. The highest, center tower remained intact, and the top had clearly been designed as an aerie for wyvern riders to launch out over the mountains. Of the other two towers, one was half-collapsed, while the other looked mostly whole despite a sizable chunk missing at the top. The walls were unbroken, but low and crumbling—clearly not meant to keep out a major force. Which we weren’t.  
 
    I didn’t spot any movement from here even with the clear, cloudless day, which made me wonder if we were already too late. The Senosi and her allies could have moved on—the fort didn’t exactly look comfortable. Since the two broken towers had partially collapsed in on the main keep, many of the original rooms might not have even been livable.  
 
    “Gods, this place is a disaster,” Shayera commented as Mithros drew to a halt. We were still at least a thousand yards from the main gate and hopefully difficult to spot. “Are you sure someone is living up there?” 
 
    “I know that she was here,” I said. “But it’s not inconceivable that she and her allies could have moved on.” 
 
    Shayera twisted her head to look at me. “You could have mentioned that earlier.” 
 
    “I assumed it was obvious.” I shrugged. “Even if she’s gone, she may have left evidence behind.” 
 
    “Like what? A journal of her thoughts? A manifesto of all her evil schemes?” 
 
    “No,” I said, ignoring the sarcasm. “Aetheric echoes…or perhaps even fractures in the walls of the Pale.” 
 
    Shayera’s lip twisted. “If there are fractures, we need to stay as far away from them as possible.” 
 
    “Generally I would say that’s good advice. But I know how to seal them. I just need to be close.” 
 
    Her eyebrows both lifted a quarter inch. “I thought only paladins knew how to mend fractures.” 
 
    “Hardly,” I said, trying not to sound too insulted. “Most channelers can learn the technique, but not many try. But I told you, I was trained as an Arcanist—the fabric of reality is our canvas.” 
 
    “Nice slogan,” she muttered. “Does it mean anything?” 
 
    “Not really, but it sounds impressive.” I pursed my lips. “Leaving unsealed fractures behind would be a terrible idea. The daughter of Highlord Cassel must appreciate that as much as anyone.” 
 
    Shayera glanced back at the fortress, her turquoise eyes narrowing in thought. I wasn’t trying to be glib or deceptive about the nature of my training—I just didn’t want to concern her any more than was absolutely necessary. All magic was potentially dangerous, of course, but arcane magic was unique in its potential for calamity. And wonder. Understanding how to manipulate the fabric of reality had been as vital to the success and longevity of the Avethian Empire as their precious blood magic. After all, it was Avetharri Arcanists, not blood sorcerers, who had banished the gods behind the walls of the Pale.  
 
    “We shouldn’t get any closer,” Shayera warned, her gazed fixed on the central tower. “If anyone is still in there, they’ll see us coming. We may want to wait until nightfall…” 
 
    “We can’t,” I said. “Or at least, we shouldn’t. If there are fractures and any demonic spirits have escaped, they will be weaker during the daylight.” 
 
    “True,” she conceded. With my arms still wrapped around her stomach, I could feel the spike in tension in her body almost as if it were my own. “But I still don’t like the idea of just riding up there in broad daylight. If there are any archers on the walls, they could pick us off with impunity.” 
 
    I nodded. “I can conceal our approach with magic.” 
 
    She turned back to face me. “Another trick of the lighting?” 
 
    “In a way. Just lead Mithros along the walls of the gulch on the northwestern side. I’ll handle the rest.” 
 
    Shayera didn’t bother trying to mask her skepticism. “If you say so. But if anyone starts shooting at us, I’ll be very cross with you. These tattoos can’t stop arrows.” 
 
    “I’ll protect us,” I said, and meant it. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if she believed me or not, but she did tap the leophon’s flanks with her boots. Once we began moving, I took my cue and reached out to the Aether to weave an illusion around us. I could have concealed us altogether, making us virtually undetectable to any observers, but true invisibility took a tremendous amount of effort. I didn’t want to risk invoking the Flensing before we even got inside the fort; I was going to need my strength to seal the fractures.  
 
    I settled upon a simple camouflage spell instead, blending us in with the earthy colors of the terrain. Up close, the illusion wouldn’t have fooled anyone, but from a thousand yards away, even a Senosi may not have been able to notice it without a second look. 
 
    Not that I expected our quarry to be up on the walls herself. If this Veleca was indeed still here, then she was most likely deep in the bowels of the fort. The only question was whether she had already learned to unlock the secrets of the Runic Focus.  
 
    It was less than a minute before I learned that the answer was an emphatic “yes.” 
 
    The first warning was the leophon: Mithros came to an abrupt halt halfway down into the gulch below the fort. He let out a low, continuous growl, his nostrils flaring wide as he sniffed at the wind.  
 
    “Easy, boy,” Shayera soothed, leaning forward and rubbing the beast’s head. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “He can sense them,” I whispered.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The demons.” 
 
    Her body practically turned to stone in the saddle, and she glanced around for any signs of movement. But there was nothing for mortal eyes to see. That may have been the most terrifying thing about demons from the Pale—until they had possessed a body, they were as invisible as the wind.  
 
    I drew in a relaxed, steady breath, splitting my concentration between maintaining my camouflage spell and simultaneously attempting to locate any demons. I didn’t sense any nearby, thankfully, but I could feel the shuddering ripple of a nearby fracture almost like an undercurrent tugging beneath the surface.  
 
    “We’re safe here,” I soothed. “But there are fractures inside the fort. I can’t tell how many until we get closer.” 
 
    Shayera hissed and swore under her breath. “So, you were right after all,” she breathed. “This bitch has learned how to use that relic.” 
 
    “Yes, but she may not have mastered it yet. Even with the aid of a Focus, summoning rituals are taxing. It’s unlikely that she’s had enough time to bind more than a handful of demons.” 
 
    “Oh, just a handful of demons and a Senosi survivor. What’s there to worry about?” 
 
    Shayera continued stroking the leophon’s head, though she seemed to need calming as much as her mount. An anxious tremor ran through her body, and I reflexively squeezed her more tightly against me. I assumed that her paladin father had instilled a healthy fear of Paleborn creatures in his daughter, and rightly so. Without the Aether, an ordinary person had no defense against demons.  
 
    “I don’t intend to fight them if it can be avoided,” I said. “But we need more information. And if there’s a chance we could recover the Focus itself…” 
 
    Shayera gave no indication of having heard me. For several long, quiet heartbeats, I wondered if the fearless, flirty duelist I’d met in the city would wilt the moment we faced real danger. It’s not like I could have blamed her. She was a damn princess—she should have been kept as far away from danger as possible. I felt like a fool for even trying to involve her in this to begin with.  
 
    “The longer Veleca is out here with that thing, the more damage she can do,” Shayera whispered after a moment. “And if you think you can seal the fractures…” 
 
    I allowed myself a smile. The entire reason I had decided to ask for her help was my assumption that the proverbial apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree—the daughter of famous heroes would surely have the courage to face danger for a righteous cause.  
 
    For the first time in a while, my instincts had been proven right.  
 
    “I doubt Mithros will move any closer no matter what I do,” Shayera went on as she scratched the animal’s cat-like ears. “We’ll have to go the rest of the way on foot, and I have no idea how you intend to get us inside that wall.” 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” I told her. “And if we need to leave in a hurry, at least he’ll be here waiting for us.” 
 
    “Right,” she whispered. After another few moments of silence, she signaled for Mithros to lay down on his belly so we could dismount. “If we’re going to do this, then let’s get it over with.” 
 
    I nodded. “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We left Mithros beneath a lone tree stubbornly growing out of the side of the gulch, though he clearly wasn’t happy about being separated from his owner. Shayera knelt down and whispered something in his ear which convinced him to stop growling and settle down. His hackles stayed raised, however, making it abundantly clear that he could sense the danger we were in even if he didn’t know where it was coming from.  
 
    The beast’s reaction shouldn’t have surprised me. The Imperial Army used hounds to sniff out all manner of threats, and I had seen firsthand how horses reacted in the presence of fractures. Animals could sense the unnatural better than people most of the time.  
 
    Shayera retrieved her bow, quiver, and a small satchel from the saddle before we departed, and she kept an arrow nocked on the string the entire time we approached the fortress. I kept us cloaked behind the camouflage spell all the way to the top—an easier task without the added bulk of the leophon—and neither of us spotted any archers on the walls or any obvious traps outside the main gate.  
 
    I held out hope that Veleca was still a novice with the Focus. Perhaps she had only managed to summon a few minor spirits capable of possessing the dead. Animated corpses were terrifying, but I would much rather fight a mob of shambling undead than one true demon that had possessed a living host.  
 
    We continued hugging the northwestern edge of the gulch as long as we could, but I came to a halt about a hundred yards from the northern wall of the fort and took cover behind a large boulder. I still had yet to see anything or anyone on the battlements, nor did I sense any fractures in the immediate vicinity. By all appearances, Tanisgarde was abandoned.  
 
    “I hope this is the part where you reveal your brilliant plan for getting inside,” Shayera said as she crouched down next to me. “Because you didn’t mention anything about needing a trebuchet back in town.” 
 
    I shrugged. “With your markings, you could probably climb up the walls easily enough.” 
 
    I felt the heat of her glare without turning. “I assume that’s a joke. They give me strength and speed—they don’t turn me into a spider.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best,” I murmured, eyes narrowed as I continued scanning the walltop. “There could be guards in the courtyard, though I wouldn’t be surprised if the outside of the keep is empty just in case a wyvern rider from the city passed overhead.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you still haven’t answered my question,” Shayera pressed. “Please tell me you have a real plan.” 
 
    “I do. But I’m not sure if you’ll like it.” 
 
    “I like sitting around here even less.” She glanced back in the direction of her leophon. “This place looked creepy even before I knew there were demons inside.” 
 
    After deciding that no one was around to see us, I released my hold on the camouflage spell, a warning tingle working down into my fingertips in its wake. “I’d still rather not end up atop the wall just in case there are soldiers. And going in through the keep’s main door would be a mistake. Our best bet is to approach through one of the crumbling towers. Since there’s no obvious way up there from the ground, it’s less likely to be guarded.” 
 
    Shayera followed my eyes to the closest of the fort’s three towers. The destruction didn’t appear natural—it looked like a siege weapon had struck the top of the tower and caused the cylinder to partially collapse in on itself. Or perhaps the Dragon of Highwind had smashed it with his tail during the lead-up to his assault on the Castarium a few decades ago.  
 
    “Okay…” she muttered. “But I still don’t know how we’re going to get up there, either.” 
 
    “Simple,” I said, reaching out and clutching her forearm. “I’m going to take us there.” 
 
    I extended my free hand and called out to the Aether. The air in front of us began to shimmer as if we were surrounded by a heat mirage, and I mentally worked through the techniques I had personally developed for just such an occasion as this. 
 
    Fundamentally, teleportation magic was a blend of arcane and shadow magic; neither a pure Arcanist nor Palerender could achieve it without the aid of both disciplines. Such magic required manipulating the fabric of reality and understanding the nature of the gods’ eternal prison.  
 
    That said, powerful warlocks could breach the walls of the Pale and use the shadowy realm of demons to bypass otherwise impassable obstacles in the physical world. Even the walls of this fortress wouldn’t be able to keep one out.  
 
    But I wasn’t a Palerender, and even if I was, I wouldn’t have dared risk ripping open fractures just to move through a wall or two. The combined technique I had developed was more subtle, like skipping a pebble across a lake without ever breaking the surface.  
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” Shayera gasped as she took in the strange shimmer around us. “What—?” 
 
    Before she could protest any further, I pulled her through the doorway I had just created.  
 
    Teleportation was always a shock to the uninitiated. It was difficult for the mind to process moving between two distant locations in the blink of an eye, and the body didn’t tend to enjoy it, either. But I had always approached the technique like diving into a cold lake—it was best to get it over with as quickly as possible.  
 
    “What the f—!” 
 
    I clamped my hand over Shayera’s mouth and held her tightly against my body as she trembled, her eyes wide. A second ago, we had been crouched behind a boulder; now we were several hundred feet above the ground atop the battlements of the defensive tower with the chunk missing at the top. The change in elevation was almost as dramatic as the horizontal distance—we had moved about a hundred yards forward as well as up. From here, the entire gulch was laid out before us, and the trough of reddish-brown rock interrupted by the occasional patch of green was actually quite beautiful.  
 
    “It’s all right,” I soothed. “Just take a second and breathe.” 
 
    I tried to hold her steady despite the painful tingling in my arms. The Flensing was a ravenous beast easily riled from its slumber, and I kept insisting on poking it with a stick.  
 
    “How…?” she rasped, bow wobbling in her grip. “You can teleport?” 
 
    “Yes, but only short distances to places I can see,” I said. “I warned you that you might not like my plan.” 
 
    I was afraid that she might elbow me in the gut out of spite, but she just glanced around in wonder as if trying to convince herself that her mind wasn’t playing tricks on her. I took a moment to glance around as well, if only to confirm that I had picked a spot with sure footing. The stone beneath our feet didn’t seem like it had been disturbed for a long time, and there was a massive hole beside us that led into what remained of the tower. With luck, the passage connecting it to the main keep was still intact and accessible. If not… 
 
    Well, if not, at least the courtyard below was empty—there were no bodies, no equipment, no sign that anything had been here whatsoever. If not for the fact that I could sense fractures in the Pale, I would have seriously started to doubt the accuracy of my divinations.  
 
    “Do all Crell know this kind of magic?” Shayera asked, still breathless. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I didn’t elaborate, and she seemed not to care. She did stop trembling, however, and she pushed my arm off of her.  
 
    “Please tell me you can get us back down.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so.” 
 
    Shayera’s head whipped around to glare at me. “You hope so?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I said with a tight smile. “Assuming we can actually get into the main keep from here.” 
 
    “Faarea,” she breathed. “Gods, I knew this was a bad idea.” 
 
    I tiptoed across the rubble to peer down into the hole, though it was too dark to see much of anything. A glance at the nearby surroundings confirmed that the missing part of the tower’s top had included whatever means there’d been for soldiers to safely descend. Annoying, but it worked in our favor. If no sentry could get up here, we were less likely to encounter one deeper in. 
 
    I reached out to the Aether and conjured a small orb of light in my palm, half expecting to find the level below us filled to the brim with rubble like a grain silo. But surprisingly, the interior of the tower was open and largely intact. Most of the furniture had been buried or outright obliterated by falling blocks of stone, but I could see the remnants of a winding staircase further down. At the bottom, I spied a door that looked like it probably connected to the main keep.  
 
    “I think we’re in luck,” I said, lowering my voice to keep it from echoing down into the tower. “If we can manage to lower ourselves down there, we should be able to get into the keep and have a look around.” 
 
    Shayera grumbled something under her breath as her half-elven eyes flicked around the interior. She could probably see significantly more clearly than I could.  
 
    “It might be locked,” she said. “Or it could be completely barred by rubble on the other side.” 
 
    “True,” I conceded. “There’s only one way to find out.”  
 
    She snorted. “This is the real reason you wanted backup, isn’t it? To send someone ahead of you so they set off all the traps.” 
 
    I flashed her a wry smirk. “How did you guess?” 
 
    “Figures. At least you didn’t say ‘ladies first.’ I would have gladly pushed you right off the tower.” 
 
    “And I would have deserved it. But seriously, I’ll go. Just watch my back in case—” 
 
    “No,” Shayera said with an exasperated sigh. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    I paused and frowned. “I really was kidding.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s the smarter move. I can see better down there than you can, and I’m lighter on my feet.” She stared hard into the ruined tower for a moment before she finally flashed me a sardonic grin. “Besides, if you get conked on the head by a falling rock, I have no way to get back down.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but the stoic gleam in her eyes silenced me before I could protest. I could tell that she had already made up her mind, and I was suddenly reminded that she wasn’t merely the daughter of a famous ranger. Her father had obviously rubbed off on her, too. 
 
    Shayera slung her bow over her back and drew one of her sabers, then eased herself through the hole in the wall. She crept forward enough to get a clearer view, and I stayed close so that I could peer over her shoulder. The door at the bottom was at least fifty feet down, and it wasn’t as if there were a ladder or a convenient staircase. In some ways, it would have been easier if the rubble had partially filled the tower.  
 
    “I can teleport us down,” I said. “It shouldn’t be difficult to—” 
 
    “No need,” she said, shaking her head. “Besides, you can’t afford to Flense yourself before we close the fractures.” 
 
    I absently touched my forearm. It was still tingling painfully, and I wondered if she had somehow noticed. “I appreciate the concern, but we don’t have any other options.” 
 
    “Sure we do,” she said, reaching into her satchel and pulling out a coil of rope, a piton, and a small mallet. She hammered the piton into the stone before securing the rope and kicking it into the depths, then fingered the blue vatari crystal on her necklace. “Just give me a second.” 
 
    Shayera closed her eyes and drew in a long breath, and when she reopened them, the turquoise orbs were glowing. Her tattoos flared to life an instant later, banishing the shadows inside the tower and painting the white stone a haunting blue.  
 
    Even having seen this transition several times now, I still found it mesmerizing. I felt oddly compelled to reach out and touch the glowing whorls on her bicep, but before I could act, Shayera bent her knees and jumped.  
 
    The fifty-foot plunge should have shattered every bone in her legs and possibly even killed her, but she landed with little more than a grunt. A cloud of dust billowed out around her boots at the point of impact, though it did nothing to conceal her brilliant markings. She pressed her ear up against the door, and after a few moments, her glowing eyes turned to me as she nodded and beckoned.  
 
    At least that part of my theory had been proven correct—our foe hadn’t bothered posting sentries in places where no could reasonably enter. The lingering uncertainty was whether that was because the place had already been abandoned. 
 
    “Lower the rope and come on down,” Shayera called up to me just loudly enough that I could hear. “If there’s a Senosi here, she must be through that door.” 
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    The first bit of good news was that I managed to climb down without embarrassing myself, which I had no choice but to credit to my father’s insistence that his sons maintain their bodies as well as their minds. Too many of the students at the Aetherium were pampered, pallid aristocrats who treated even the most minimal physical labor like torture. They were as dependent on their slaves as they were their magic. Taras and I had always found them pathetic.  
 
    The second bit of good news was that the door wasn’t locked or barred from the other side. It was jammed, however—the wood had swelled and warped thanks to years of exposure to the elements. But with the aid of her Dal’Rethi markings, Shayera used raw strength to tear it off its hinges, and I prepared a spell to muffle the loud, violent crunch when the wood ripped apart. I couldn’t nullify the sound altogether, but I was able to change the pitch of the echo. Anyone in the keep would hear the much more natural sound of wind moaning through the tower.  
 
    Our third and final bit of good news was that the dark passage directly on the other side was indeed intact and led into the keep. Wonder of wonders, my spur-of-the-moment plan had worked out, a fact that probably shouldn’t have surprised me as much as it did. Though ultimately, sentries and soldiers wouldn’t have been our initial biggest obstacle anyway.  
 
    At least, not compared to the smell.  
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” Shayera breathed, covering her mouth with her free hand. “What in the bloody…?” 
 
    “Corpses,” I whispered. “Many, many corpses.” 
 
    The sight before us was so vile that I wished she could have damped the glow from her tattoos just to spare us the horror. We found ourselves standing upon an elevated stone walkway looming above a large chamber—probably an old armory or storeroom for the soldiers. In the here and now, however, the center of the room was piled with dozens and dozens of rotting bodies, many of which appeared to have been recently exhumed.  
 
    I found myself regretting that I had never studied fire magic, if only so that I could have set the entire mound ablaze and cremated the corpses before any demons could use them as a host.  
 
    “Guardian guide their souls,” she rasped. “This is…” 
 
    “A big problem,” I said, struggling not to retch. “There were a lot more bodies in here at one point—look how high the walls are stained.” 
 
    Her face had paled at least three shades, and I wondered if the ghoulish sight would break her nerve. I almost wished that it would, if only to give me an excuse to turn and leave this awful place along with her. But to her credit, Shayera once again steeled herself.  
 
    “You said that there are fractures here,” she murmured. “That means some of the bodies have already become hosts.” 
 
    I nodded grimly. “And it’s probably only a matter of time before more demons wander in here to possess the rest. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    She turned away from the bodies and continued walking, her sword out and her nose buried in her elbow. I followed closely behind her, the back of my neck tingling. The fetid air was still and silent, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching us. Hopefully that was just my nerves and not my divination magic… 
 
    The walkway led to some stairs down to the main floor, where we stepped carefully across the slimy, putrid stones. Turning my back on the mound of corpses went against every instinct, but I did it anyway, following Shayera through the archway leading deeper into the fort.  
 
    Our journey through the adjacent chambers proved less macabre, though we didn’t glean any additional answers. The structural pattern repeated itself in every room: open spaces that had either been filled in by a collapse or had been recently used and then abandoned. There were enough empty barrels and crates to suggest that a small force had been squatting in here for a while—perhaps months, depending on the exact number—but they had cleaned up after themselves remarkably well. Other than the corpses, they hadn’t left anything behind to indicate who they had been or what they had been up to. 
 
    At least, not until we reached the chapel.  
 
    The Regent Lord had effectively outlawed religion in Vorsalos after the Senosi Crusade, insisting that the City of Ravens was now “free and unbeholden to dead gods and false prophets,” but Tanisgarde was from a different era. The chapel was sunk into the foundation of the keep, and it had survived the slow decay of the fort largely intact. There was only one other exit—a small, cracked-open door—and all but one of the pews had been removed. Shrines to all three of the gods commonly worshiped here in Torsia—Dathiel the Watcher, Escar the Guardian, and Shalassa the Moonmaiden—were tucked into alcoves along the left-hand wall, though all of the tiny effigies had seen better days. The altar, oddly enough, looked brand new, if a bit out of place since it was dark wood rather than stone. And there was a fourth shrine set out right next to it at the middle of the room.  
 
    “What is that?” Shayera asked softly as we cautiously moved inside. The light from her markings had since faded, but the globe of magical light in my palm was casting long shadows behind the tall wooden altar.  
 
    “Abalor,” I whispered. “Ostensibly the god of death and judgment. He hasn’t had much of a following here in the north since…honestly, I don’t even know. But in the south, the Elashi worship him as a dispassionate arbiter of good and evil who determines the worthiness of a soul as it tries to pass beyond the Pale. To the east, the Solarians believe he sacrificed himself to poison the Aether as a ward against sorcery—they think he’s responsible for the Flensing and the Chol.” 
 
    She approached the shrine as if it might bite her. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think that anyone who claims to know the truth about events that happened thousands of years ago is full of shit,” I grumbled. “But I also think that a shrine dedicated to the god of death inside a ruined fort filled with corpses is…well, is there an Elvish word for ‘not great?’” 
 
    Shayera pressed her lips into a tight line and held up a finger as if asking for me to be silent. After a few seconds, her expression turned hard. “Do you sense any fractures in here?” 
 
    “No, but there’s definitely one nearby,” I whispered, stretching out my senses. Most channelers couldn’t sense the veil separating the physical world from the Pale without special training, but I had always had an affinity for such magic, even before my studies in blending arcane and shadow magic in the Aetherium. What the sages usually described as a “barrier” or “wall between worlds” was grossly inaccurate. It was more like a gossamer cloth stretched so tightly it seemed like it might unravel at any moment.  
 
    “How close?” Shayera asked.  
 
    I considered. “A few hundred feet. I think it’s below us somewhere…” 
 
    “I had a feeling you were going to say that.” Shayera pointed at the cracked-open door behind the altar. “I hear voices.” 
 
    A wave of anticipation surged through me. I couldn’t hear anything, but I trusted her elven ears. We shared a grim look before she drew her second blade and started toward the door.  
 
    Just like when we had first entered the tower, I felt a compulsion to insist on going first. I couldn’t help it; it was part of my heritage. The Imperium avoided placing women in harm’s way whenever possible, especially noblewomen who had a higher chance of birthing a sorcerer. If she’d been raised in Drakendaar, Shayera probably never would have held a sword, let alone been taught how to use it.  
 
    It goes far beyond that: a woman with her ancestry would have already given birth to at least one child by now, if not two or even three. Blood is power, and power is all that matters in the Imperium.  
 
    I buried the thought as I fell in behind her. I wasn’t in Drakendaar right now, and for perhaps the first time since I had arrived in Vorsalos, I was genuinely happy about that. Despite the fact that we were in the middle of a ruined fort stuffed with corpses and Aether knew what else, I strangely wasn’t afraid. Everything else about this place felt wrong, but being here with her, watching each other’s backs… 
 
    That part felt bizarrely right.  
 
    After a cursory inspection of the door, Shayera eased it open without a sound. I gave silent thanks for oiled hinges, then focused on keeping my footsteps as quiet as possible.  
 
    Moving like a wraith, she pulled the door wide and slipped into the short hall on the other side. I followed, still not hearing anything suspicious. It was only when I raised the glowing orb of magical light in my hand that I saw another doorway at the end of the hall, this one cut into solid rock. It led down into a spiraling passage almost like a natural staircase…and once we got close, I finally heard the voices she had mentioned.  
 
    It sounded like two different women speaking, their voices muffled by distance and the echo of a large, open area. Shayera pointed at the glowing orb in my hand; I took the hint and extinguished it, plunging us into darkness. But thankfully, there was some lantern light emanating from the winding passage ahead, and I followed her down as quietly as I could.  
 
    I genuinely had no idea what to expect below, but I could feel us getting closer to the fracture. The passage only snaked downward for perhaps forty or fifty feet before ending on a landing next to a rough archway that I assumed opened into a cavern. The voices still weren’t sharp enough for me to make them out. 
 
    Shayera flattened herself against the far side of the archway, and I did the same on the closer side. Peering around the edge confirmed the presence of a cavern, though I had severely underestimated the scale. The area was truly massive, as large or even larger than the keep above us. The archway led out onto a wooden scaffolding that dropped down at least another hundred feet, possibly more—I couldn’t even see the edges of the cave thanks to the veil of darkness. There were probably a dozen torch sconces scattered around the area, but they hardly made a dent. When the two of us crept forward to look down over the edge of the scaffolding, however, the dim light was still enough to confirm that my worst fears about the Runic Focus had already come true.  
 
    “Zarach’s blood,” I hissed.  
 
    Below us, standing silently throughout the cavern, were thousands upon thousands of demon-possessed dead.  
 
    Despite all my time studying the Pale, I had never actually seen an army of walking corpses before—few in the Imperium had, given how harshly the Sovereign Council cracked down on any form of shadow magic. But I had heard the stories about the Winter Witch in Darenthi, the woman who had ripped open a fracture in the Pale and raised an army of fallen soldiers to defeat the Chol. I’d always wondered if the story had been exaggerated—it wouldn’t have been the first time that the Council or the Zarul had embellished certain details to make our enemies look like monsters.  
 
    But the sight before me was very real. There were easily thousands of animated corpses filling the cavern, all possessed by malefic demons of the Pale that had escaped the fracture in search of a host. Even in the darkness, they were plainly visible thanks to the orange pinpricks of light blazing in their rotten eye sockets. Every one of them was facing us, as if awaiting the word to march up to the surface. Individually, they were horrifying.  
 
    As a horde, they would be absolutely devastating. 
 
    A woman’s voice drifted up from below. “This…this is wrong.” 
 
    “No, it is necessary. You will understand soon, I promise.” 
 
    The voices pulled my attention down to the base of scaffolding directly below us. Two women stood in the long shadows, both with nearly identical local accents. The first was clad in black leather armor that nearly made her invisible, though the lower half of her face was cast in an eerie blue light thanks to a glowing vatari crystal necklace. I would have pegged her as a Senosi Huntress ever before I saw the crossbow clipped to her belt.  
 
    The woman next to her was even easier to identify. I instantly recognized her resplendent golden armor and matching spear from my divinations, though her face remained concealed in the darkness. She was the last of the Sanctori, Inquisitrix Marcella’s elite guards and champions.  
 
    “Sorcery has never been necessary,” the Huntress said in a low snarl. “This relic…these abominations…they spit on everything we’re fighting for!” 
 
    “Everything we fought for,” Veleca the Sanctori corrected. “The Crusade is over.”  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be—how many times must we argue this? The dragon is long gone. We can still rebuild!” 
 
    “No. This isn’t about the cause—it’s about revenge. It’s about honoring the memory of our fallen sisters by butchering everyone responsible for their deaths.” 
 
    I shared a look with Shayera. Her face had turned as hard as the bedrock surrounding us, and her knuckles had gone white on the grip of her sword. This was even worse than I had feared… 
 
    “You’ve gone mad,” the Huntress seethed. “You never should have listened to the enemy. Or used that…thing.” 
 
    Veleca raised her left hand, and I saw the unmistakable greenish glow of the Runic Focus in her palm. The relic was small, the size of a small stone tablet—and could have been mistaken for one if not for the massive shadow rune inscribed on one side. I still found it difficult to believe that something so simple, so seemingly innocuous, could unlock the power of an entire discipline of magic. Avetharri artifice often felt more like looking a thousand years into the future than several millennia into the past.  
 
    “It is merely a tool,” Veleca said, “and all tools serve a purpose.” 
 
    The Huntress shook her head vehemently. “It’s not just a tool—it’s a means of controlling you, don’t you see? The Crell never would have given it to you otherwise.” 
 
    My blood turned to ice. I couldn’t move or even breathe. I told myself that I must have misheard, and I almost believed it until I saw my shock mirrored on Shayera’s face.  
 
    “I wish you would trust me,” Veleca said, reaching out to touch the Huntress’s arm. “I promise you: the Crell will suffer, too. Like all sorcerers, their hubris will be their downfall.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because they believed that they could tease the viper yet avoid its fangs. They have no idea what’s coming for them…” 
 
    As she traced her finger across the shadow rune, her eyes began to glow, as did the tattoos on her wrists—not blue like Shayera’s or even green like normal Senosi, but a brilliant shade of violet unlike anything I had ever seen before.  
 
    The face it revealed was haunting. Veleca had the gaunt, leathery skin of a woman who looked far older than she should have, given the life-extending nature of Senosi markings. Without the pure energy of her Conduit to feed upon, it was almost like she was aging faster than a normal human… 
 
    “The future may not be ours, sister,” Veleca said bitterly. “But it will not be theirs, either.” 
 
    The Huntress remained silent for several seconds before she also touched the relic. Her own tattoos took on the same violet glow, as did her eyes. Her sunken face looked every bit as worn and weathered as Veleca’s.  
 
    “How much longer until we begin?”  
 
    “The preparations are nearly complete,” Veleca said. “The rest of our forces are already waiting.” 
 
    She whistled, and the sound of soft, booted footfalls approached from within the darkness. Shayera tensed beside me, her elven eyes able to pierce the shadows far deeper than mine. I couldn’t make out the newcomer until she moved into the violet nimbus surrounding the two Senosi…but once I did, my heart stopped.  
 
    This woman was markedly younger than the others, perhaps not even Shayera’s age. She wasn’t dressed like the Sanctori or the Huntress or even a Vorsalosian soldier, but her hardened red leather cuirass, matching pleated skirt, and the round, gold-rimmed shield slung across her back were instantly recognizable. 
 
    An amazon warrior from Nol Krovos. 
 
    “I eagerly await your command, mistress,” she said in a rich voice colored with an exotic accent I had never heard.  
 
    The Sanctori scoffed derisively as she held up the relic directly in front of the other woman. “Lead our forces to Tel Noroth,” Veleca ordered, rotating the glowing tablet in her fingers. “I want them in position by nightfall tomorrow.” 
 
    “It shall be done, mistress. Your enemies will rue the day they ever crossed you.” 
 
    Veleca scoffed again, the Huntress beside her openly scowling at the amazon. The girl’s brown hair was styled into a tight ponytail, and her tall, athletic frame looked coiled and ready to strike at any moment.  
 
    “Wretched creature,” the Huntress spat. “I cannot believe you’re willing to trust this…thing.” 
 
    The amazon smiled. It was so wide, so sinister, that it didn’t seem like it belonged on the face of an otherwise attractive young woman. “We share a common enemy. Soon we shall—” 
 
    The girl broke off. Her unsettling smile vanished, and her eyes began to dart around the dark cavern.  
 
    “What is it?” Veleca asked.  
 
    “We are not alone, mistress.” 
 
    My stomach clenched. We hadn’t moved at all, and there wasn’t any source of light nearby to reveal us—we should have been practically invisible. But then the amazon suddenly glanced up and stared right into my eyes as if she had no problem seeing me at all.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Shayera’s hand clamped around my wrist and pulled me away with such force it nearly yanked my arm out of its socket. We bolted toward the passage behind us, stealth entirely forgotten. I was grateful that she didn’t seem eager to fight—the two of us obviously couldn’t take on an entire army of walking corpses, and my magic was useless against the Senosi. It could still help cover our escape, however, so I called a surge of power to my fingertips as I prepared to collapse everything behind us. Hopefully the scaffolding would delay pursuit long enough for us to escape. 
 
    It was then, just when we had entered the passage and began to ascend the stairs, that I heard a ferocious grunt and a rush of air behind us. I risked a quick glance back over my shoulder…and saw the amazon girl arc up through the darkness and land in a crouch barely ten yards behind us, shield drawn and dagger in hand.  
 
    I stumbled and nearly fell. It was impossible—no one could have jumped a hundred feet straight into the air, not even a Senosi who had just gorged herself on magic. And yet the amazon rose to her feet, the same sinister smile on her face as before.  
 
    “Go,” I snapped, pushing Shayera up the stairs and turning. “Run!” 
 
    The Aether crackled down my arm as I unleashed a scintillating violet burst of raw arcane energy. The missile spiraled through the air, but she hoisted up her shield to intercept it an instant before it struck her torso. The bulwark splintered around her forearm as the magic ripped apart the wood, but I didn’t wait to see if it wounded her. It was time to go.  
 
    Whirling back around, I sprinted up the steps as fast as I could after Shayera. I heard the amazon’s footfalls as she pursued, but it was so dark I couldn’t see if she was gaining ground. Terror clawed at my chest. We just needed to get out of this passage… 
 
    The instant I emerged into the pitch-black chapel, I whirled around and launched another arcane blast at the doorway behind me. Just before it struck, the bolt split into five smaller missiles, each smashing into a different part of the ceiling to weaken it. There was a chain of brilliant explosions, a low but rapidly rising rumble…and then the short hallway and the passage beyond it collapsed. 
 
    When the rock stopped shifting, I let out a relieved breath as I resummoned a globe of light into my palm. Shayera stood just beyond the altar, both swords at the ready.  
 
    “Come on,” I said, turning. “We need to get back to the city so we can—” 
 
    The plug of rubble blocking the doorway exploded right beside me. A chunk of stone came flying straight outward, glancing off my chest. Even the glancing impact had enough force to hurl me backward into the altar, splintering it around me. I wheezed for air that refused to come, my vision clouded by black spots and swirls of dust, praying that my ribs were only bruised rather than broken. Through the haze of pain, I watched as the amazon girl calmly strode through the remaining rubble.  
 
    How in Zarach’s name…? 
 
    I knew I didn’t have time to try and conjure an answer; her dark eyes were staring right at me. She had dropped her broken shield, but she smoothly drew the sword from her back and took a menacing step forward. I called out to the Aether in a desperate attempt to conjure a defensive barrier, but I couldn’t clear my head enough to shape the magic. The amazon raised her weapon and swung for my neck— 
 
    Only to be caught by the moonsilver blade of Shayera’s dueling saber.  
 
    I froze, eyes locked on the swords crossed mere inches in front of my face, knowing that the smallest twitch by either woman could slice open my throat. But then Shayera roared and slammed her shoulder into the amazon, knocking her away from me and the altar. The amazon stumbled but kept her footing, and her dark eyes lit up with recognition when Shayera positioned herself in front of me and raised both her sabers.  
 
    “Dal’Rethi,” the amazon sneered. She shifted to a double-handed grip on her imposing blade, which seemed like it should have been far too heavy to lift for any woman, even an athletic one. “But not real Dal’Rethi, merely a pretender. Delightful…” 
 
    She lunged. Shayera turned the thrust aside with one sword while slashing with the other, but the amazon was just as quick. She ducked and countered with a second thrust, which Shayera once again avoided. Their movements became a mesmerizing dance of death, as if the two of them were suddenly alone in a gladiator’s pit.  
 
    The amazon was a fearsome fighter. I had expected nothing less, given the reputation of the warrior-women of Nol Krovos. I was schooled enough in the art of combat to recognize the extraordinary natural talent on display, and it was clear that despite her young age, she had the skill and raw athleticism to match any warrior I had ever met. 
 
    It was equally clear that compared to Shayera, she was an apprentice picking a fight with a master.  
 
    The half-elf’s every step, every motion, was fluid and precise. I had yet to see Shayera fight with both blades at once, and the difference was almost unfathomable. She wasn’t merely a duelist—she was an unstoppable whirlwind, a living tempest of steel. Fighting with two blades—especially of the same length—sounded incredible in stories and looked fearsome on statues and paintings, but when a ten-year-old version of myself had demanded to learn how, my instructors had not-so-politely reminded me that it simply wasn’t practical. The combination of strength and coordination required was simply beyond most swordsmen. And even if the technique had been easy, it offered few tangible benefits over an off-hand dagger or shield or simply a larger weapon.  
 
    I had always been skeptical of their claims, especially when I read about the legends of the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers. My people had copied so many traditions of the Avethian Empire in the hopes that the Imperium might one day rival its power, yet we cast aside tales of the Dal’Rethi as if they were children’s fables unworthy of consideration.  
 
    Here, now, Shayera Starwind proved all of them wrong. Each weapon acted independently yet remained a part of a greater whole. They effortlessly transitioned between offense and defense, between precision slashes and perfectly timed ripostes, as if she were two people in one. Her form and footwork back in the Bloody Boar had left me in awe, but it was only now, in this moment, that I realized how much she had been holding herself back.  
 
    This duel was over almost before it began. After evading several more of the amazon’s strikes—presumably to learn her opponent’s weakness—Shayera went in for the kill. While one sword carved into the amazon’s leg just beneath the straps of her skirt, spraying blood across the floor and prompting a shriek of pain, Shayera’s second saber slashed right across the other woman’s throat. The amazon girl choked, gurgled, and collapsed to her knees.  
 
    And then smiled.  
 
    “Good,” she rasped, even as blood bubbled out of her neck and cascaded over her breastplate. “Squirm for me, elf meat…” 
 
    Her voice was so dark, so chilling, that she didn’t even seem human. And when the gaping wound at her throat inexplicably sealed shut, I belatedly realized why.  
 
    She wasn’t.  
 
    The amazon—or rather, the demon possessing her body—vaulted to her feet with supernatural speed and slammed her shoulder into Shayera, mirroring the half-elf’s opening move. My companion flew across the chapel and tumbled over the only remaining pew, her swords flying from her grip and clattering upon the stone floor.  
 
    Move, Mirek. You have to move! 
 
    I rolled away from the altar and clawed back to my feet. My vision was still swimming with black spots, and the sudden movement made me nauseous as hell, but I knew that I only had seconds to save both of our lives. I opened myself to the Aether, allowing it to surge through my body and limbs despite the burning trail it left in its wake. My fingertips crackled, and I launched another bolt of arcane energy at the demon.  
 
    At this range, the spell should have disintegrated a steel breastplate, let alone flesh and leather. But while the missile easily burned a gaping hole through the amazon’s cuirass and the skin beneath, the demon had already strengthened its vessel. The hideous wound began to regenerate almost immediately. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Without the aid of a powerful enchanted weapon like a wraithblade, entrenched demons were exceedingly difficult to kill. I would have to pummel the monster’s vessel with barrage after barrage of energy…energy I was no longer able to muster. A fresh surge of pain shot through my body as the Flensing unleashed its wrath, leaving me staggered and utterly defenseless.  
 
    “Sorcerer,” the demon hissed. “The mistress will wish to feed on you herself.” 
 
    Paralyzed, I feared she was about to impale me, but she simply reared back and bashed my face with the pommel of her sword instead. I collapsed to the floor, my mouth filling with blood, and I nearly lost consciousness altogether.  
 
    But while I laid there in a daze, trying to muster the strength to pull myself back up, I heard Shayera scrambling to retrieve her weapons. I lifted my head just in time to see her leap back into the fray, her twin swords a blur of steel. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. With her necklace already drained, she couldn’t call upon her markings for aid, and her superior skill was simply no match for the demon’s unholy resilience. When Shayera slashed across the amazon’s now-exposed stomach, her blade tore open a wicked gash that should have spilled the other woman’s entrails upon the floor. Yet despite the spray of blood, the wound sealed almost as quickly as it opened, and the amazon retaliated with a sudden, brutal kick to the center of Shayera’s chest. 
 
    A loud snap echoed through the chapel as the blow cracked her ribs, and she dropped her swords and toppled onto her back. She wheezed in search of the breath that had been stolen from her lungs, and her hands clawed at the ground as if searching for her fallen blades. I reached out in desperation, fearing that the demon would simply kill her right then and there— 
 
    Instead, it dropped its sword and crawled on top of her.  
 
    “Elvish blood, yet not a trace of magic?” the demon said, a hand closing around Shayera’s throat as it straddled her, pinning her to the ground. “The mistress will be disappointed. You would have made such a delicious feast…” 
 
    Gritting my teeth against the pain shooting down my arms, I pulled myself into a crouch and reached out to the Aether again. It raked talons of white-hot agony through every inch of my body as I called it to my fingertips, but I had to do something, anything, even if it just bought Shayera a moment to flee. Arcane energy gathered at my fingertips, slowly building up for a strike with everything I could draw in…  
 
    “Perhaps I shall take a new vessel instead,” the demon said. “It has been an age since I…I…” 
 
    The demon’s eyes shot wide when Shayera’s markings suddenly flared to life. I had no idea why—she hadn’t absorbed any magic—but the transformation in the amazon’s facial expression could not have been more striking. A heartbeat ago, there had been nothing but cold malice, but now… 
 
    Now I saw fear.  
 
    “Impossible,” it hissed. “The Dal’Rethi are…” 
 
    The amazon blinked, and her grip around Shayera’s throat visibly relaxed. Her breath turned unsteady, and she jerked and glanced around the room as if she had no idea where she was. 
 
    “Zor kalah…” she whispered, her eyes finally settling on the crackling purplish energy at my fingertips. “You must destroy me! Now, before it regains control!” 
 
    My mouth dropped open, and the spell at my fingertips nearly fizzled away. How…? 
 
    “Hurry!” the amazon pleaded, releasing her grip on Shayera’s throat but pressing both her hands against the glowing markings. “The demon will not remain weakened for long!” 
 
    The arcane energy buzzed around me, screaming to be released before it tore me apart, but I couldn’t bring myself to strike without understanding what I was seeing. It didn’t seem like a trick—the terror in the young woman’s brown eyes was real and deep—but I knew from my research that breaking the control of an entrenched demon was virtually impossible.  
 
    Unless… 
 
    “Please!” the amazon shouted. “I cannot…arrggh!” 
 
    The girl shrieked and tore her hands away from Shayera’s flesh as if her skin were on fire. Her body bucked and thrashed as she battled the Paleborn monster inside her—and lost. Her frantic motions came to a halt almost as quickly as they started, and the terror in her eyes was replaced with murderous determination.  
 
    I released the spell. The violet missile struck her in the chest again, searing through her flesh and knocking her off Shayera. The blast wouldn’t kill the creature, but it didn’t need to. With any luck, the amazon’s efforts had weakened it enough to buy us some time… 
 
    My arm burned as if it had been dunked in a smelter, but I did my best to ignore the pain as I leapt to my feet and raced over to Shayera. She was still struggling to breathe even as her gaze remained locked on the screaming amazon, though her inexplicably energized tattoos were already starting to heal some of her cuts and bruises. When I grabbed her arm, her attention mercifully snapped back to me. Her expression hardened the instant our eyes met, and she swept up her blades as I dragged her to her feet.  
 
    And then we ran. The two Senosi couldn’t have been far behind, and I doubted that the demon would remained stunned for long. But we retraced our steps through the keep as swiftly as we could, even past the mound of corpses. I heard the sound of pursuit, and I was a little surprised that we didn’t run into a wall of undead blocking the way. Our biggest problem was that we had no way to get outside… 
 
    We burst back into the ruined tower where we had initially entered, and I dashed over to the rope I had used to get down. But my arms were so weak and racked with pain that there was no realistic way I could climb a hundred feet even if we weren’t being pursued. Shayera might have been able to pull it off thanks to the energy in her tattoos, but even that seemed to be fading.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed, slumping to a knee. Every breath was like inhaling fire. “I’ll try to keep her distracted. Just…just go.” 
 
    Shayera glared at me. “What?” 
 
    “Go!” I repeated. “Climb while you can!” 
 
    “And do what? Jump down from the top of the tower?” She shook her head and readied her dual blades. “We’ll make our stand here. Just…I don’t know, try and muster whatever power you can.” 
 
    I stared at her, panting in disbelief. She would do it—she would try to go toe-to-toe with the demon who had just slapped us both around like we were children. It was crazy.  
 
    Even with her power fading, she probably had enough left to climb, and at least up there she could try something to escape. She might be able to scale down the edge of the tower or use the rope to lower herself somewhere safe. It was a long shot, but a long shot was still better than no shot.  
 
    Instead, she was standing protectively in front of me, a man she barely knew, in a last-ditch effort to save both our lives.  
 
    It’s because she’s the genuine article, not a false idol invented by the Zarul and penned into legend by Imperial Scribes. Her family has never needed bards to embellish their history.  
 
    The revelation made something inside me crumple. Shayera was the heroine that my brother would have loved—brave, determined, and loyal to a fault. The kind of heroine that songs were written about. The kind that could inspire the masses.  
 
    The kind that would get herself killed for an undeserving cause if someone like me couldn’t figure out a way to save her.  
 
    “No,” I said, gritting my teeth and reaching out to grab her leg. “I can get us out of here.” 
 
    She flashed me an incredulous glare as the footfalls grew louder. “I thought you said you can only teleport to places you can see?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “But then—?” 
 
    “Hold on,” I grunted. “Just hold on…” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I summoned the strength for one last spell. The Aether flowed through my veins like a lethal poison; the more power I mustered, the less air I could draw into my lungs. Sorcerers had killed themselves attempting far simpler feats than trying to break the laws of magic by teleporting without breaching the walls of the Pale. 
 
    But I didn’t care about the risks. I had been developing this technique for most of my adult life, and there was nothing like mortal terror to focus one’s mind while putting an experiment to the test. Besides, I was responsible for bringing Shayera here, and that meant that I was also responsible for seeing her to safety. I refused to allow an innocent woman to die because of me.  
 
    I cast the spell. In one instant we were sitting at the bottom of the tower, the demon’s footballs pounding on the steps of the corpse chamber just down the passage, and in the next we were back in the gulch several hundred feet below. My stomach heaved from the abrupt displacement, but I barely even noticed through the pain. There was nothing I could do to protect from myself from the Aetheric backlash this time. The Flensing always claimed its due, and it was a debt that could only be paid in blood and agony.  
 
    I felt Shayera next to me, and I was vaguely aware of her calling out my name and trying to hold me upright. But my vision had already gone black, and my consciousness soon followed it into the abyss. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    6 
Connections 
 
      
 
    Shayera 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” 
 
    I snorted softly as I tugged at the restraints pinning my wrists and ankles to the table. “A little late to ask, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You can still tell him you want more time to think about it.” 
 
    Tairi gently traced her fingertips up my bare thigh and across my pelvis. They danced dangerously close to my quim, but thankfully even Tairi realized this wasn’t the time for her unique style of teasing. I was completely naked; there was no other option when you were about to have vatari ink injected beneath your skin.  
 
    Not that I cared about maintaining my modesty in front of the woman I’d slept with every night this week.  
 
    “He said it takes five days to prepare the ink, and the whole batch will be ruined if it isn’t used quickly,” I reminded her. “The materials cost a fortune—we both know there’s no backing out now. At this point they’d probably hold me down and force it into me.” 
 
    “I would never let them do that to you,” Tairi said, her dark green eyes narrowing. Despite her modest height and sleek wood elven body, she could still look fearsome when she wanted to. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “I know,” I replied, and meant it. 
 
    Her expression remained hard. “If you ever want to go home, all you have to do is say the word and I’ll figure out how to wrangle you up a leophon.” 
 
    “The others would never forgive you for that. If Astaril found out—” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Tairi said firmly. “This is about what you want, Shay. Once you’re branded, there’s no going back. People will have…expectations.” 
 
    “That’s not new,” I murmured. “People have always had expectations for me. But now I’ll actually be able to meet them.” 
 
    She held my gaze for a long moment before her expression softened. Her fingertips stopped on my stomach, and she leaned over and kissed my belly. “You’re going to be even more beautiful,” she cooed. “The power of the Dal’Rethi for the champion of the Nugûl. We’ve needed someone like you in Nelu’Thalas for a long time…” 
 
    I moaned softly as her lips worked their way up my stomach to my breasts. Her hands cupped and began to knead. My nipples hardened in anticipation, and I could feel the goosebumps spread in waves across my body. Tairi had always known exactly how and where to touch me. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why Astaril chose me,” I breathed. “Why not you? Why not one of the others?” 
 
    “Because you’re different. Special.”  
 
    I grimaced. “Because of my parents?” 
 
    “Because of you,” Tairi said. “The Hathol’Sayal, the Ven’Tira…they rejected you out of hand, even though you have the talent to become the best among them. Queen Malareth insists that Nugûl are valued here in her kingdom, but we all know that’s a lie. If someone with your skill and bloodline can’t get a fair shot, what hope do the rest of us have?” 
 
    She lifted her hand from my chest and placed it upon my cheek. “You will become a symbol that inspires change for all of us,” she said. “And I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    Tairi kissed me. My anxiety melted away under the warm press of her tongue, and I became more determined than ever to embrace this opportunity and set things right. My parents would be mortified, and even Aunt Val would be disappointed. But in time, I had faith that they would come to understand.  
 
    They had to.  
 
    “Together, we’re going to change everything,” Tairi said. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    By the grace of the gods, Mithros was waiting for us exactly where I had left him. He bounded over the moment he spotted me, his hackles still raised in caution, and he gave Mirek’s unconscious body a curious sniff as I laid him on the ground. He was much heavier than it seemed like he should have been…or perhaps I was simply much weaker. With the energy in my markings expended again, I was just a regular girl. Heavy lifting wasn’t exactly my specialty.  
 
    I could just leave him behind. If what that Senosi bitch said is true, his people are responsible for this whole mess. What if he knew what was going on all along? Could he have been lying to me this whole time? 
 
    I collapsed in front of Mithros, the cold autumn air burning in my lungs as I struggled to catch my breath. I still couldn’t believe half of what we had just seen. Two Senosi survivors? An army of undead? A possessed amazon warrior?  
 
    “Shalassa save us,” I breathed, clutching my vatari necklace like a desert nomad shaking her canteen in the hopes of discovering one last drop of water. But it was thoroughly drained, too, and short of cutting open Mirek to feed on his sorcerous blood, I was out of options. The only good news was that my ribs didn’t hurt nearly as much as they should have. The strange, sudden charge I had absorbed when the amazon straddled me had helped me regenerate for the equivalent of several minutes, otherwise I doubted I would be able to breathe at all… 
 
    Hissing through my teeth, I levered myself up on one arm to examine Mirek more closely. He was pale as death. One of his arms was almost entirely covered in black veins—a dire sign. I had seen what overchanneling could do to sorcerers, both at the Highwind Academy and in Nelu’Thalas. Careless ones could literally Flense themselves to death. Mirek had nearly crossed that threshold when he had saved me from the demon—and then again when he had teleported us to safety.  
 
    “Le’thos,” I swore, glancing up at the fort across the gulch and then back to Mithros. “We can’t stay here. I’m going to need you to get us as far as you can before nightfall, all right?” 
 
    The leophon growled softly as he sank down onto his belly. With the last of my strength, I hauled Mirek into the saddle and secured his feet in the stirrups, then clambered on behind him. As awkward as it was to try and ride with an unconscious man slumped in my arms, I didn’t see any better alternatives.  
 
    Mithros took off at my signal, and we rode as hard as we could out of the gulch and through the foothills. The temperature plunged long before the sun dipped below the horizon, almost as if the weather itself were trying to warn the people of Vorsalos about the undead army that was about to lay siege to the city, but I still wanted to put as much distance between us and the fort as possible. After a couple hours and a dozen miles, however, it was clear that Mithros’s reserves were as drained as mine—and that none of us were going to enjoy the cold if I didn’t set up camp.  
 
    I took us off the trail and into the sparse woods before coming to a halt. Mirek was still unconscious, though he had groaned as if he were about to wake several times along the way. I only kept a single bedroll and a few basic camping supplies in my pack, but I was the daughter of the former Ranger-General—I could have made do with just the clothes on my back if I’d absolutely had to.  
 
    I dug a small hole and had a fire started and growing within a few minutes, after I had stretched out my bedroll and moved Mirek onto it. I had no idea what else to do for him but wait. 
 
    So that’s what I did. It took several more hours, but eventually his body seemed to recover. The spiderweb of black veins that had spread along one arm receded. I managed to give him some water without choking him, which made some of his color return. At last, he groaned several times before his eyes finally fluttered open, and I gave him a moment to get his bearings before I flicked a piece of jerky at him.  
 
    “It’s not the best quality, but you should eat something if you can,” I told him. “And there’s a waterskin right next to you.” 
 
    He rubbed at his eyes and stiffly propped himself up on an elbow. “Where—?” 
 
    “As far as I could take us before Mithros ran out of steam. Probably fifteen miles out from the city, maybe a bit more. I would have liked to push onward, but with you out cold and our ride getting grumpy…” 
 
    Mirek exhaled shakily as he glanced around again. “You could have left me behind. A part of me expected you would.” 
 
    I frowned, baffled and a little insulted. “Why?” 
 
    “Because…” He swallowed and finally reached for the waterskin. “Because I’m the one who dragged you into this. And because you heard what they said about who gave them the Focus…” 
 
    I stayed silent and studied him, still hoping that I was as good a judge of character as I thought I was. He had shown every sign of being blindsided by the revelation in the fort, and he seemed just as shocked and confused now. I had spent most of the time riding here trying to imagine ways that this could all be an elaborate deception on his part, but I hadn’t been able to come up with anything remotely plausible. The most likely explanation was still the most obvious one: he was a young operative in a foreign kingdom who was in way over his head.  
 
    But that didn’t necessarily mean that he had been completely honest with me, either. He was obviously holding things back—important things. And until he told me what they were, I needed to keep him at arm’s length. I could almost hear Aunt Val warning me about misplaced trust… 
 
    “I wouldn’t have made it out of there without you,” I said eventually. “And you almost killed yourself doing it. I figured the least I could do was drag you to safety.” 
 
    Mirek’s green eyes looked right at me. “Thank you. Really.” 
 
    “You might want to hold your thanks until you try that jerky.” 
 
    He snorted softly as he looked at the string of meat, and we shared a tight, tension-relieving grin before he tore off a bite.  
 
    “It has a…unique flavor,” he managed, reaching for the waterskin.  
 
    “I didn’t come prepared for a long trip, and I used up all the good stuff on my way here from Darenthi.” I stretched my arms above my head and shifted my gaze south. “We should probably try to get back as early as we can tomorrow. The sooner we warn the city what’s coming, the better. Assuming we can find anyone willing to listen…” 
 
    Mirek lowered the waterskin and wiped his mouth. “I honestly believed that if we caught up to Veleca quickly enough, we could steal or destroy the Focus before she figured out how to use it. But she may have had more time to learn how to use it than I thought…” 
 
    “And your people gave it to her,” I said sourly. “Why in the name of the gods would anyone in the Imperium think that was a good idea?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” he said. “Runic Foci are rare and incredibly dangerous works of artifice. The Sovereign Council may do some questionable things, but they aren’t in the habit of handing out dangerous, irreplaceable relics from the Aetherium vault. It doesn’t make any damn sense.” 
 
    “But if you didn’t give it to them, who did? How many operatives does the Imperium have in Vorsalos, anyway?” 
 
    He glanced away. A shadow crossed his features, and I figured that if I was ever going to penetrate his web of bullshit, this would be the time. But when he looked me in the eye, I once again saw an honest man who was completely out of his element.  
 
    “I have an accomplice,” Mirek said quietly. “And she has a large network of local muscle and operatives at her disposal. She’s been here for years gathering intelligence and trying to manipulate the flow of politics in the city. But I can’t imagine how she would have gotten her hands on the relic, let alone given it to a damn Senosi.” 
 
    I pursed my lips, my mind flashing back to discussions I’d had with friends in Nelu’Thalas. The Imperium was rarely a topic of conversation here in the Reaches, but in the Kingdom of Stars, the Sovereign Council and their minions were considered an existential threat.  
 
    “Some folks in Nelu’Thalas claim that the Zarul is more powerful than the Sovereign Council,” I said. “They say that the organization is so large and far-reaching that its different branches don’t even know what the others are doing.” 
 
    “That’s not…” Mirek trailed off and sighed. “There’s probably more truth to that than any of us would like to admit, but I don’t think it’s the problem here. Giving this relic to a Senosi doesn’t help anyone. The Imperium wants to control Vorsalos, not destroy it.” 
 
    He took another sip from the waterskin, his hand trembling. “What a fucking mess.” 
 
    I watched him as he stared into the campfire, the crackling flames reflecting in his bright green eyes. He looked so shaken, so vulnerable, that my instinct was to try and comfort him somehow. But I forced myself to stay cool and keep my distance. This may have all started out as a fun, flirty little game with a handsome stranger in a tavern, but circumstances had changed. This had suddenly become deadly serious. Thousands of lives might hinge on our actions over the next few days.  
 
    “My father told me many stories about demonic possession,” I whispered. “But I’ve never seen it in person. Gods, that poor girl…” 
 
    Mirek winced. “I don’t know where they even found her. Nol Krovos has been even more impenetrable and isolated than ever since the dragon’s disappearance.” 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment, remembering the sheer, unadulterated terror in the amazon’s eyes when she had briefly broken the demon’s hold. I didn’t even want to imagine the torments she had already endured… 
 
    “I wish we could have saved her,” I said. “For a moment there, I thought…” 
 
    “If a demon is entrenched enough to have that kind of control, even a proper exorcism would most likely be lethal,” Mirek replied. “The body becomes dependent on the demon’s energies.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped as I recalled some of my father’s many lectures on the topic. “It’s almost like the Wasting Echo in some ways.” 
 
    “There are definitely similarities.”  
 
    I took a deep breath, unable to shake the amazon’s face from my mind even when I reopened my eyes. “What I don’t understand is why my markings activated. She didn’t use magic on me.” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” Mirek admitted. “But I have heard stories about the dark elves in Varellon using similar markings to ward off possession. For all we know, they may have taken the idea from the Dal’Rethi. It does make some sense—vatari crystals absorb magic, and demons are creatures of the Pale.” 
 
    I looked down at my forearm and flexed my fingers. “If I knew what I was doing, do you think I could have broken her free?” 
 
    “I have no idea. But like I said, even a proper exorcism at this stage would probably be lethal. I’m afraid that girl is doomed.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and tried yet again to push the woman’s face from my mind. I wish we’d had more time to try and help her… 
 
    “If we don’t stop this, she’ll just be the first of many,” Mirek said. “I’ll arrange a meeting with my accomplice when we get back to the city. I have to figure out what in the bloody void is going on.” 
 
    “We should warn the Regent Lord and the Ravenguard,” I suggested. “Vorsalos isn’t defenseless. The city has a large army, and its walls have never truly been breached. The dragon is the only reason the old regime was forced to surrender.” 
 
    He nodded absently. “Veleca mentioned Tel Noroth. There’s already a small garrison of soldiers stationed there. Or was, anyway. I have no idea why she would want to gather her forces there—it’s not like a bunch of ghouls can just walk across the water into the city harbor.” 
 
    “She knows the city as well as anyone. She must have something special planned.” 
 
    Mirek’s green eyes narrowed. “We need to convince the Regent Lord to be aggressive and deploy soldiers to stop this before it gets any worse.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about him. Do you think he’ll be likely to listen?” 
 
    “Honestly? No. Lord Ironsail isn’t exactly a tactical genius. He got where he is mostly through luck and…” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow when he didn’t finish. “And…?” 
 
    Mirek shut his eyes briefly. “Because we wanted him there.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, leaning forward. “Are you telling me that the Regent Lord of Vorsalos is a Crell puppet?” 
 
    “Not in so many words. But let’s just say that his regency is a boon for our interests.” 
 
    I pressed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. My parents would find that little detail very interesting, as would many others in Highwind—and Ostvara and Graygale, for that matter.  
 
    Or perhaps they already knew, and I was just showing off how naïve and sheltered I was. I had despised politics even before I went to Nelu’Thalas and got tangled up in the insanity of the Waxing Court… 
 
    “My accomplice might be able to spur Ironsail into action,” Mirek said after a moment. “I don’t see any other options.” 
 
    “I wish I had local contacts that could help,” I lamented. “But it will take days to get a message to Highwind. And even once they get it, I’m not sure they’ll—” 
 
    “You should go home,” he interrupted, his eyes turning hard. “Before things get any worse.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?”  
 
    “Even if the Regent Lord listens, there’s no way to know what will happen afterward. You should take Mithros and head back to Highwind. The sooner you’re behind its walls, the better.” 
 
    “I’m not just walking away from this!” I protested. “Why would you even suggest that?” 
 
    “You don’t belong here,” Mirek said flatly. “It’s far too dangerous.” 
 
    I gave him a baleful glare. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m not a fragile little flower.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then why—?” 
 
    “Because you’re too important to get caught up in this insanity,” Mirek said, his voice rising. “This isn’t your fight.” 
 
    I snorted. “That’s rich coming from a Crell spy! This isn’t your country or your city!” 
 
    “No, it’s not. But you don’t understand what’s going on here. If you did…” He faltered, and his face seemed to age twenty years. “You probably would have killed me when you had the chance.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded. 
 
    “It means…” Mirek glanced away as if he were suddenly incapable of looking me in the eye. “It means I should have known better than to involve you in this. You’re too…” 
 
    He trailed off, and I could see his hands shaking even as he curled them into fists. Once again, my first impulse was to comfort him, but I forced myself to stay still. Whatever secret he was keeping, whatever burden he was trying to bear…it was like it had finally broken him.  
 
    “When I saw you in that bar—when I realized who you were—I just couldn’t help myself,” he said softly. “I’ve read so many reports about your family and all the amazing things they’ve done for your people. If I had read the same stories about heroes of the Imperium, I would have known for a fact that every deed, every incredible feat, had been embellished to the point of farce. All societies are built on illusions in one form another, but in the Imperium it’s like there’s nothing behind it. If you pull back one curtain, you’ll just find another. It’s layer after layer of bullshit and lies to serve ‘the greater good.’” 
 
    His green eyes returned to mine. “But then there you were, the daughter of legends. I just…I had to know if you were actually real.” 
 
    He broke our stare and lowered his head. I could practically feel the tension rolling off his shoulders, but it was more than just nerves at a near brush with death. It was something much deeper and more painful—something dark and terrible and utterly suffocating. Something I instantly recognized because I confronted it every time I looked in the mirror.  
 
    Shame.  
 
    “Even if the Regent Lord’s forces hunted down Veleca and destroyed that Runic Focus tomorrow, Vorsalos would still be doomed,” Mirek said, his voice low, drained, and defeated. “Important things can never truly be safe. Someone will always want them, and they’ll do anything to get them.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Mirek, I don’t—” 
 
    “Vorsalos is the largest and most strategically vital port on the Shattered Coast,” he went on as if he hadn’t even heard me. “There’s a reason that the Senosi Crusade started here and not Ostvara or Graygale. If not for the dragon, the Inquisitrix would have controlled the sea and locked down every settlement in the north. Highwind may have its forests and farmlands, but it can’t survive without trade from the Reachwend.” 
 
    His eyes finally reopened and lifted to mine. “The Imperium knows this, and that’s why the Zarul have focused all their efforts here. Vorsalos is ripe for the taking, but the Sovereigns know that if we tried to send a fleet or an army to conquer it, Highwind and the other city-states would oppose us with force. We may have the strongest army in Torsia, but we can’t win a war against the combined might of three city-states almost a thousand miles from Drakendaar.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth curled bitterly. “But you see, we don’t need to fight a war to conquer Torsia, not if we’re clever. And if there’s one thing you should know about us Crell, it’s that we love to think we’re clever. Why send ships and soldiers when a few spies and gold in the right palms will suffice? The Regent Lord is already doing what we want, and all it took was a little coin and a promise of support. By the time he or his court figures out what we’re doing with the sorcerers in the old Castarium, it will be too late.” 
 
    A cold tingle skittered down my spine. “Sorcerers?” I breathed. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The Senosi may be gone, but the Castarium is quite intact,” Mirek said. “And Vorsalos didn’t suddenly stop making sorcerers when the war was over. The average person still isn’t comfortable with the idea of their neighbor’s kid accidentally shooting flames from his fingertips and burning down their house. If those untrained adepts weren’t going to be gutted or castrated by the Senosi, they still had to go somewhere.” 
 
    “They’ve been coming to the Highwind Academy,” I told him. “A new ship arrives almost every month.” 
 
    “A few students a month…” He scoffed. “There are more than a quarter million people living in Vorsalos and the surrounding villages. Even if only one in a hundred humans is born with the gift, that means there are still thousands of sorcerers here. How many have actually made it to your Academy? A few dozen? A hundred?” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “I’m saying that if the Imperium is good at anything, it’s recognizing an opportunity when we see one. All those budding sorcerers who didn’t sail up the Reachwend? They’re here in the Castarium, and they’re not being butchered by the Senosi or cowed into submission by the Tel Bator Keepers. They are being trained, Shayera—trained by us.” 
 
    I felt like I’d been slapped. “What?” 
 
    “Lord Ironsail is convinced that the sorcerers—the Corvosi, as he calls them—are the key to securing his dynasty. Training them was ‘his’ idea, and once they prove their worth, he’ll finally be in a position to declare himself the uncontested Raven King.” Mirek laughed, a bitter, humorless sound. “But who do you think those sorcerers are going to be loyal to when push comes to shove? The fat, slovenly jackass who calls himself king, or the people who taught them how to bend the fabric of reality to their will?” 
 
    I leaned away from the campfire and tried to swallow, but my throat was so dry it could have been made of sand. The thought of the Crell manipulating the Regent Lord was harrowing enough, but if the Imperium was secretly training an entire generation of sorcerers right under everyone’s nose… 
 
    Escar protect us.  
 
    “Why…?” I gasped, struggling to find my voice. “Why are you telling me all this?” 
 
    “Because I’m bad at my job, obviously,” Mirek muttered. He sighed—a drawn-out, hollow sound as if his soul were slowly being sucked out of his body—before his eyes turned hard again. “I want you to understand why you should get as far away from here—from me—as you possibly can. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I can tell you right now that everything is about to get worse. A lot worse. And I don’t want you to get hurt…especially not because of me.” 
 
    I watched him in near silence, the only noise the pops and crackles of the campfire. The shame pouring off him had changed into a horrid amalgamation of guilt and pain—another emotion I knew all too well.  
 
    “Why do you even care about protecting me?” I asked. 
 
    “I shouldn’t,” he admitted. “If my accomplice knew I was this close to you, she would call me a fool. Probably a traitor, too. But it doesn’t matter. You didn’t have to drag me out of those ruins, but you did. You didn’t have to throw yourself at that demon to protect me, but you did. You didn’t even have to agree to help me with this in the first place, but…”  
 
    He glanced down at the waterskin I’d give him, then at the bedroll. “I’ve only known you for a day, but I already feel like I can trust you more than anyone I know. It’s…it doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    I could hear Aunt Val’s voice in the back of my mind warning me to keep my distance, but I couldn’t stop myself from shuffling over to his bedroll and sitting next to him. Even though the Flensing didn’t seem to be causing him any more physical pain, he still looked like a man who had been mortally wounded. I didn’t fully understand why, but I felt a strong urge to be closer to him.  
 
    “I’m not even supposed to be here,” Mirek whispered. “I’m a scholar, not a spy. I’m supposed to be in a library figuring out new ways to mold and shape the Aether to help our people.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    He drew in another long breath, his green eyes going back to the fire. “Because serving in the Zarul is one of the few paths to power for families like mine. And because the Sovereign Council made a mistake—a mistake that got my brother killed. As recompense, they offered my father an opportunity we never would have been given otherwise. If this mission drives Vorsalos into Crell hands, our family will gain prestige. We might even get a seat on the Council.” 
 
    “You make it sound like you didn’t really have a choice.” 
 
    “In the Imperium, choice is a vice, not a virtue,” Mirek said. “If you have to waste time deciding what to do with your life, it means you aren’t important. Those with a proper destiny have their entire lives laid out before them.”  
 
    “That’s…awful.” 
 
    “I’m sure it makes sense if you’re old and cynical enough.” He shrugged. “My training and talents made me a suitable candidate to test that the Corvosi are progressing well in their studies. So that’s what I’ve been doing—helping to train the very people who will one day deliver Vorsalos right into our hands.” 
 
    Mirek released a heavy breath, and his gaze settled on mine. “You need to get as far away from me as possible. Go home. Tell your parents what’s really happening here. Maybe…I don’t know maybe they can do something about it.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” I repeated. “You said yourself there’s no way the Eternal Dawn could mobilize fast enough to stop Veleca. We need to warn the Regent Lord and anyone else who will listen.” 
 
    He slowly shook his head at me as if he were dumbfounded. “I just told you that the Imperium is secretly training an army of sorcerers right beneath your nose! Don’t you care?” 
 
    “Of course I care! It’s terrifying…just not as terrifying as what we saw in that tower.” I glanced east toward the foothills. “Someone has to stop her, and we’re the only ones who know what’s going on. It’s our responsibility.” 
 
    “But that’s…” Mirek seemed to run out of words. “Aren’t you furious with me?” 
 
    I frowned. “Why would I be?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been helping my people plot the conquest of this entire region! Because I’m your enemy!” 
 
    “The Imperium is my enemy,” I told him. “That doesn’t mean you have to be.” 
 
    “But I am, don’t you understand? You put your trust in a stranger, and I almost got you killed. You should be livid!”  
 
    On impulse, I reached out and placed my hand on his arm. I could feel him trembling, and not because of the Flensing or the cold.  
 
    “You feel betrayed,” I whispered. 
 
    Mirek flinched. “What?” 
 
    “They sent you here to do a job, but not the one you were expecting. They were afraid you wouldn’t cooperate, so they didn’t tell you the whole story.”  
 
    His eyes narrowed ever so slightly as my own began to drift away. I had walled my last memories of Tairi and Nelu’Thalas behind a dam of pain and determination, and I knew that if—when—they ever broke free, there would be no stopping the tide.  
 
    “I didn’t get these markings for me, at least not completely,” I said. “I thought they would help protect the people I cared about, and for a while, they did. But when I eventually realized the people I’d trusted were just using me…” 
 
    A barrage of memories assailed my mind: the arguments with Tairi, the skirmish with Inaril, the searing outrage when I learned what the Sarodihm expected me to do on their behalf… 
 
    Bracing myself, I sealed the cracks in my mental dam before they burst. This wasn’t the time or place.  
 
    “I know what it’s like to be kept in the dark,” I said. “And I know what it’s like to feel betrayed.” 
 
    Mirek eyed me in silence, his face unreadable. I wondered distantly if he might already know what I had been up to—the Zarul had told him that I was training in Nelu’Thalas, after all, and I had no idea how many eyes and ears they had in the city. Did he realize that I had almost unwittingly plunged the Kingdom of Stars into civil war? 
 
    Do my parents?  
 
    “Look, I don’t know what’s going to happen here,” I went on. “But I do know that we need to figure out a way to stop Veleca and destroy that Runic Focus. As for everything else…we can figure that out later. Like my mother always says, one crisis at a time.” 
 
    He grunted softly, his head slowly shaking again. “I don’t understand how you can be so…” 
 
    “Foolish? Naïve?” I shrugged. “Maybe I am. But if you were really such a monster, you wouldn’t have told me any of this.” 
 
    Mirek stared right back at me, speechless. 
 
    I squeezed his arm, a flush spreading through my cheeks. “You probably think I’m a—” 
 
    He leaned up and kissed me. At first, I was so stunned that my body went completely stiff, but it only took a heartbeat before I opened my mouth and invited his tongue to dance with mine. My hands, seemingly acting of their own accord, crawled up his arms and rested on his cheeks. For a few precious seconds, everything around us faded—the cool breeze, the crackling fire, the chirping crickets…none of it mattered. None of it existed. It was just me and Mirek and the heat of our bodies pressed together.  
 
    And then he pulled away so abruptly I felt dizzy. “Shit,” he swore, leaning away and looking mortified. “I’m sorry, that was…I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    I leaned forward and pressed our lips together again. This time, it was his body that went rigid…but it only lasted a heartbeat. His arms slid around my waist as he leaned back on the bedroll, gently pulling my body atop his. I could feel my long hair spill over him in a golden cascade, and my hands returned to his stubbly jaw as if trying to prevent him from escaping again.  
 
    His body was still trembling, but his mouth channeled his pain into passion. I hadn’t kissed anyone this deeply in a long time, and never with a man. But my knees instinctively parted until I was straddling him, heat spiking in my core as I felt his manhood stiffen against me, and it wasn’t long before my hips began to churn and grind against him.  
 
    I couldn’t explain why it felt so good…or so right. I had a thousand other things I could have been focusing on, like the vengeful Senosi about to attack Vorsalos or the army of sorcerers being trained by the Imperium right under our nose. But as long as I was kissing Mirek, none of that seemed to matter. Here, in the shadows and the moonlight, there was nothing but us.  
 
    And I craved more.  
 
    “Wait,” I breathed, finally breaking our embrace and leaning away. “I want to taste you again…” 
 
    Swinging my leg off him, I reached down to grab his belt. Our grinding had already gotten him so hard that his trousers were bulging, but thankfully it only took a moment for me to unfasten the buckle. My fingers slid inside to claim to my prize— 
 
    But his hand caught my wrist before I found it. I met his gaze, brow furrowing in confusion, but he slowly shook his head.  
 
    “No,” he said. “It’s my turn.” 
 
    Mirek pulled me back on top of him hard enough that I yelped in surprise, then he suddenly rolled across the bedroll until our positions were reversed. My thighs naturally parted for him, and I found myself holding my breath in anticipation of his next move. He looked down at me, his piercing green eyes glittering, as he brought our mouths back together.  
 
    But only briefly. His lips migrated to my chin and then down across my neck. I moaned in delight, my eyes fluttering shut even as my heart began to race. I felt his hands slide beneath me, and they began to fiddle with the straps of my bodice. If he had just given me a moment, I would have gladly removed it myself before my feast… 
 
    His fingers were surprisingly dexterous, however, and in scant moments he was pushing it up and over my arms. I gasped at the rush of cool air across my breasts, covering them with goosebumps and hardening my nipples, but Mirek didn’t leave them unattended for long. He gently cupped them in his hands, eyeing them with reverence, before he leaned down and enveloped my left nipple with his mouth.  
 
    Oh, goddess! 
 
    My back arched and my breath caught. I hadn’t been touched—really touched—since before I had left Nelu’Thalas. I had thoroughly enjoyed every moment my lips had been wrapped around his cock, and I would have happily spent all night trying to work that last stubborn inch of his down my throat without gagging. But I had almost forgotten how amazing it was to be on the receiving end of an attentive lover.  
 
    And that described Mirek perfectly. He didn’t panic or rush; he treated every inch of my chest as if it were a fine meal to be savored, from my nipples to my stomach and back again. And whenever his lips shifted from one course to another, his fingers took their place. Kneading. Twisting. Pinching.  
 
    “Ohhh!” 
 
    My thighs clamped around him when he pinched both my nipples at once. It hurt precisely the right amount, and it left me so dizzy and reeling that I barely even noticed his mouth had drifted below my belly button and toward my pelvis. Fearing that he might stop twisting—and desperate to feel the rush of cold air on my burning quim—I dropped my hands down to my waist, unclasping my belt and shimmying my trousers down my hips and past my knees to clear his mouth a path.  
 
    Just in time. He squeezed my breasts before his soft kisses migrated toward my sex, and he teasingly dragged his fingertips down the full length of my stomach as he repositioned himself between my legs. Once again, he didn’t rush or panic: he allowed his thumb to slowly roll across my clit once, twice, three times… 
 
    And then he slipped a finger inside my molten depths. I was so thoroughly soaked that even my tight elven walls offered little resistance. My back arched again as a surge of electricity rippled through me, transforming my moans into little more than desperate, pleading whimpers. Sensing my need, he finished kissing his way down to my sex and replaced his thumb with his tongue.  
 
    Maiden’s mercy, it was incredible.  
 
    Tairi was the only other person who had tasted me this way, and I had assumed—naively, in retrospect—that another woman would simply be more skilled at such a delicate craft than a man. But Mirek treated my cunt the same way that I had treated his cock. He consumed me. Devoured me. Worshiped me.  
 
    And I cried out so loudly I was a little surprised that Mithros didn’t snarl and leap to my defense.  
 
    Mirek brought me off twice in rapid succession without even coming up for breath, his tongue sliding across my labia while he continued rubbing my clit. And when he slid another finger into me, I wondered if he might be content to feast all night.  
 
    But as I started to finally come down, he gently removed his probing fingers and began to kiss his way back up my stomach. He effortlessly pushed down his own trousers since I had already unfastened his belt, and I could see—and feel—his cock drawing closer and closer to my womanhood. If I didn’t stop him in the next few seconds, he was going to be buried to the hilt inside me.  
 
    I wanted it. Gods, how I wanted it. My toes curled at the thought of his thick stem stretching me, tearing me, ruining me… 
 
    But I knew I shouldn’t. I couldn’t. And somehow, I mustered the willpower to let him know.  
 
    “Wait!” I breathed when his swollen crown brushed against my inner thigh mere inches from my sex. “We shouldn’t…” 
 
    I saw the confusion and disappointment in his face, but I knew that he wasn’t the type of man who would force the issue. I had no intention of letting him languish, however—we both needed release, and I made a silent pact with myself that I was going to drain him dry. 
 
    “Come here,” I pleaded, leaning back on the bedroll. He got the hint once I opened my mouth, and it only took him a few heartbeats to shuffle forward until he was straddling my chest. 
 
    Even now, after throating him multiple times, I still couldn’t believe how long and thick he was. He gradually eased his cock toward my lips, and I felt his body tremble when I began to lather the head with my tongue. A part of me wanted to take him slowly and patiently just like he had feasted on me. But another part—a surprisingly insistent part—wished that he would just grab my head and force himself down my throat without even asking for permission. The thought of a man being brutal and cold and unapologetic should have been horrifying…but imagining it was making me so hot I wanted to explode.  
 
    I decided to compromise. Grabbing my own tits, I offered Mirek something to fuck besides my cunt or mouth—an offer he readily accepted. He adjusted his position until his thick stem was wedged between my breasts, and I pushed them together as hard as I could to create friction for him. 
 
    “If I’m going to recharge, I need you to make a mess for me,” I teased. “As big of one as you can…” 
 
    Mirek smiled lasciviously. He began to thrust in and out of the plump, fleshy tunnel I’d created for him, and I opened my mouth and stuck out my tongue so I could greet his tip at the end of every stroke. His breaths grew shorter and more rapid. I knew he wouldn’t be able to last long; if I actually had invited him into my tight quim, I bet he would have spilled in seconds.  
 
    The thought of his seed flooding into my womb—and simultaneously giving my starving tattoos a feast—almost pushed me over the edge. I had never consumed energy that way before, but by the gods I wanted to feel what it was like. It was so tempting to ignore my better judgment and beg him to pull back, slam his cock inside me, and just go wild.  
 
    “Oh shit…” he stammered between the wet slaps of our flesh. “I can’t…!” 
 
    “Do it!” I begged. “Cum all over me, Mirek. Please!” 
 
    He did. With a final dramatic thrust, his cock detonated barely an inch in front of my waiting lips. His cum splashed over me in hot, sticky waves, one after another after another. My neck, my lips, even my nose—by the time he was spent, I could feel the thick ropes of his seed dripping from them all. I desperately wished that I had a mirror to see myself; I had to be even more drenched than back in the Bloody Boar. It felt incredible…and strangely even a little empowering.  
 
    And that was before my markings began to feed.  
 
    The surge of energy seemed to strike directly in the base my spine before shooting throughout my body. Mirek’s face, drained and content, still darkened with concern when I seized up and inhaled as if I had been stabbed. But then the lightshow began in full.  
 
    I screamed when the climax crashed over me, unable to contain myself. Maybe it was because Mirek had brought me off with his tongue first, or maybe it was because my markings had been completely drained. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t breathe for a solid ten seconds as the orgasm rolled through my body over and over again. Even when it finally began to fade, I remained so delirious my eyes lost their focus.  
 
    Gods, it felt wonderful. He felt wonderful.  
 
    “Are you…are you all right?” Mirek asked, his hand gently squeezing my arm.  
 
    I smiled at him wearily, my tongue lashing across my lips to sweep up a glob of his precious magic-laden seed while it was still warm. I didn’t want a single drop to go to waste.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. “I’ve never been better.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    7 
Singular Mind 
 
      
 
    Mirek 
 
      
 
    The moment Farah dug her nails into my back, her core tightening like a velvet vise around my length, I knew I wouldn’t be able to last much longer.  
 
    “Come on, fill me up!” she panted, her teeth nibbling at my ear. “I know you’ve been saving it all for me…” 
 
    I slammed my hips into hers again and again, my hands clutching her slender thighs for leverage. The golden bangles around her forearms and ankles were a striking contrast to her amber skin, and the shade of her emerald belly ring was a perfect match for her hazel eyes. She was unquestionably one of the most exotically beautiful women I had ever laid eyes upon, and I still couldn’t believe that she had invited me into her bed.  
 
    Or that she desperately wanted me to get her pregnant.  
 
    “Give it to me, Mirek!” Farah breathed. “Fuck me! Breed me!” 
 
    Driving into her one last time, I exploded. She cried out in delight as I fired spurt after spurt inside her, flooding her womb with everything I had saved up since our last tryst a week ago. I could never tell if she was truly getting off or just faking for my benefit, but right now my cock didn’t care. Her tight, crushing walls squeezed every last spurt out of me, and she kept her ankles locked around my back long after I had finished just to make certain we didn’t waste a single drop. 
 
    “Your endurance is coming along quite nicely,” she cooed once she finally relaxed her legs and allowed me to slump down on my side next to her. Sweat dappled her lightly heaving breasts, her dark brown nipples still enticingly erect. “But you never need to hold out for my benefit. I hope you understand that.” 
 
    I snorted softly. “Is it really so bad that I want you to enjoy yourself?” 
 
    Farah smiled. “Not at all. I’m fascinated by how quickly you’ve risen to the challenge. After our first meeting…well, let’s just say I had my doubts.” 
 
    “You always bring that up,” I groaned in annoyance. “Look, it was my first time since—” 
 
    “Shh, it’s all right,” she hushed, placing her fingers on my lips. “I’m not trying to embarrass you, darling. I just think it’s important to recognize how far you’ve come.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. No man ever wanted to be reminded of his failings, and certainly not the ones in the bedchamber. The first time she had invited me here to this private den, I had finished mere seconds after sliding into her. I’d been so embarrassed I’d almost shriveled up and died, but she had been incredibly understanding.  
 
    Now, months later, I was starting to wonder if all of this had been a mistake.  
 
    “We can’t keep this up forever,” I whispered. “Your husband is—” 
 
    “A fat, drunken fool who doesn’t care how I busy myself during the day as long I’m there to spread my legs for him at night,” Farah said. “If anything, we should get together more often, at least until you’ve done your job. He will be livid if I’m not showing by the winter gala…” 
 
    “I can’t believe the Zarul expects you to do something like this. It’s vile.” 
 
    “It’s necessary,” she corrected with matter-of-fact cynicism beyond her twenty-four years. “If our puppet wants children, then that’s what we’re going to give him. Service is sacrifice—you know this better than most.” 
 
    I winced and rolled onto my side to face her. “This is different. Taking an assignment you don’t want is one thing. But having children with a man you don’t even love…” 
 
    Farah snorted. “I don’t love you, either, dear, but I still can’t wait to see what we cook up.” She took my hand and escorted it down to her belly. “Can you even imagine? Our families have never crossbred, yet here we are. And who knows? Maybe one day our little sorcerer will rule this wretched place…” 
 
    My stomach twisted even as my fingertips caressed her soft flesh. I almost regretted ever agreeing to this plan of hers, but she had been so insistent…and so beautiful. The Regent Lord would never know it wasn’t his child, and she had convinced me that I was doing her favor. If this assignment required that she bear a child—or several—she at least wanted them to have Crell blood. And since both of our families had such a strong sorcerous lineage… 
 
    “There has to be another way to get Ironsail in our pocket,” I said, shaking my head. “This just feels so wrong.” 
 
    “What’s wrong is these ingrates controlling the Broken Sea,” Farah replied tartly. “You can’t seriously tell me you harbor any love for this miserable city. The smell, the food, the culture… These Reachers call the Roskarim ‘barbarians,’ but there’s so much crime and corruption in this cesspool that I barely even consider it civilization. Imperial rule will improve the lives of these people a hundredfold.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. “But I still think they’ve asked too much of you.” 
 
    Farah tutted at me as she gently touched my cheek. “You had to give up your studies. You had to move away from your charming father.” 
 
    I struggled not to roll my eyes. “That’s hardly the same thing.” 
 
    “We all have to make sacrifices for the greater good, my dear,” she said. Her fingers slid across my leg until they brushed against my still-sensitive stem. “Now, let’s get you ready for another round, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    The brisk morning air was pleasant when it woke me, though I was thankful that the sun had chased away the worst of the cold. Crell was wet but otherwise quite temperate most of the year, and I never would have made it through last night with just a single blanket and bedroll.  
 
    Thankfully, I hadn’t needed to. Shayera’s body had been warm enough that I’d rested as comfortably as if we’d been in a real bed. It certainly hadn’t hurt that she’d insisted on reintroducing her lips to my cock before we turned in. I almost felt like I had channeled myself to unconsciousness again by the time she’d sated herself. 
 
    Smiling, I gently brushed my fingers through her hair. She was still sound asleep, her right arm and leg slung over my body beneath the blanket, and even though I knew I should have gotten her up, I couldn’t stop myself from just lying quietly and appreciating the moment. I had never actually slept in the same bed with Farah after making love to her—the downside of dangerous dalliances with a spy trying to maintain her cover as the Regent Lord’s mistress. And even though I technically hadn’t made love to Shayera, I still felt closer to her than I did with… 
 
    Well, with anyone. 
 
    That feeling was all an illusion, of course. It had to be. I had only known her for a day and a half—enough to enjoy the delights of her half-elven body, but not enough to form a real bond. I was just lonely and isolated and yearning for connection. And while my relationship with Farah was undeniably fun and frenetic, only a fool would have mistaken it for love.  
 
    And yet… 
 
    If I was merely in the midst of an adolescent infatuation with a beautiful girl, then why had I poured my heart out so readily to her last night? Why had it felt so good to let it all out? Why had it been so easy to trust her? 
 
    Do you have any idea what you’ve done? You’re not just a failure—you’re a traitor to the Imperium! 
 
    I winced. Of course my guilt would be waiting to greet me in the morning no matter how well I’d slept. I tried to tell myself that I hadn’t done anything wrong. Even if Shayera ran straight to Highwind and told her people what was happening here, it would still be too late for anyone to stop it. The Zarul’s plan had been unfolding for many years now, and the Corvosi were almost ready to emerge from hiding anyway. The Imperium would soon control Vorsalos no matter what.  
 
    Yet for some reason, that didn’t make me feel any better. In fact, it actually made me feel worse.  
 
    “Shit,” I breathed, biting down on my lip. I needed to collect myself and focus on the imminent, preventable threat. Farah could still help me warn the Regent Lord about Veleca, and together the two of us might be able to figure out who in their right mind thought it would be a good idea to give a powerful relic to a Senosi. 
 
    Assuming it wasn’t her, I told myself. Zarach’s blood, what if it is? 
 
    I winced again. It seemed unthinkable that she would be involved. She wasn’t an idiot—there was nothing to be gained from this. She already had Lord Ironsail wrapped around her finger, and the mission was proceeding smoothly. Her singular focus for the past month or so had been getting pregnant in time for the winter gala so the Regent Lord could show her off. Handing a horrific weapon over to a lunatic survivor of the old regime could only threaten the emperor’s vision for the Reaches.  
 
    “You know, you’re a lot less comfortable when you’re brooding.” 
 
    I blinked and glanced down at Shayera. Her eyes were still closed, but she began to slowly drag her fingernails across my chest. The pleasant scratch sent a ripple of delight across my entire body. 
 
    “Uh…sorry,” I muttered. “I didn’t realize I was moving.” 
 
    “You weren’t. But your heartbeat changed.” 
 
    She inhaled deeply as her eyes finally reopened, and a faint smile touched her lips. “Still a pretty good night, all things considered.” 
 
    I smiled back at her. “Yeah. Yeah, it was.” 
 
    Sliding her leg off my lap, she shifted forward enough to bring our lips together for a kiss. It would have been incredibly easy to pull her back on top of me and spend the next few hours exploring her body again. My manhood was growing larger by the moment, thanks in no small part to the feeling of her bare breasts pushing into my chest. I wanted to take them into my mouth; I wanted to push her down and crawl between her legs to taste her again. And I really, really wanted to fuck her… 
 
    But she’d been clear that she wasn’t ready for that yet, understandably. And either way, we both knew that we couldn’t afford to stay here much longer. The Senosi and her allies could have been hunting for us, and even if they weren’t, we were wasting precious time that Vorsalos didn’t have. I needed to meet with Farah as soon as possible.  
 
    Yet I still doubted that either of us ever would have broken our kiss if scattered drops of cold morning rain hadn’t started splashing on our heads.  
 
    “Damn,” she breathed, pulling away and sitting up, the blanket sliding from her breasts. “The storm’s going to get worse. And here I was hoping you could charge me up again…” 
 
    Even with the imminent threat of being drenched, it still took all my willpower not to lean up and kiss her perfect tits. Pneumonia seemed a small price to pay for another taste of her body.  
 
    “I figured you were already full,” I said, brushing my hand over the invisible tattoos on her arm. “You didn’t go into a trance last night.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Shayera whispered, her brow furrowing as if that hadn’t occurred to her until this instant. “That’s…well, it doesn’t matter. We need to move.” 
 
    She left the bedroll and scrambled to find her clothing. I did the same, but it quickly became apparent that the rain was going to outpace our efforts as fat, heavy raindrops began to fall. Dark clouds rolled in with alarming speed, the scent of a storm carried on the breeze. Mithros had already taken up a position underneath a thick canopy a dozen yards away, his face burrowed in his folded paws. I found it difficult to believe that this was just how leophons slept. It was suspiciously cute. 
 
    After Shayera roused him, we barely had time to get him packed and saddled before the downpour began in earnest. Dreading the prospect of spending the next several hours cold, soaked, and generally miserable, I risked inviting the Aether’s power back into my body. The Flensing had nearly destroyed me yesterday, but I was pleased to learn that it had already granted me amnesty. The Aether was no longer a searing pain shooting through my limbs, but rather a warm, soothing current tempting me to dive deeper.  
 
    With its power back at my command, I conjured a thin, imperceptible barrier of energy just above my clothing. The rain bounced off the shield as harmlessly as if it were striking a stone roof, leaving me nice and dry. I was just about to extend to the effect to Shayera when she rolled her eyes and tutted at me. 
 
    “Figures,” she muttered, trying her hair up into a ponytail as the rain beat down on her. “The Crell consider elves their greatest enemies, yet the highborn are the only other people in Torsia who would ever use magic so frivolously.” 
 
    “It’s not frivolous!” I insisted, raising my voice just to be heard over the deluge. “It’s practical!” 
 
    “Until we run into someone or something that wants to kill us and then you pass out from the Flensing again,” she countered. “My father’s knights are the undisputed masters of protective magic, and even they would never waste their power on a personal umbrella.” 
 
    “That’s because paladins are idiots with ridiculous priorities.” I glanced at Mithros. The leophon already looked annoyed and miserable, his soaked fur clinging to him in ropes, and we hadn’t even mounted him yet. “I can extend the barrier to you and probably to Mithros, too.” 
 
    Shayera crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. “And here I figured you’d want my pussy nice and wet.” 
 
    I groaned and rolled my eyes. “Again? Really?” 
 
    Giggling, she signaled for Mithros to lie down, then vaulted into the saddle. “Or maybe I just prefer a man who’s willing to get filthy once in a while.” She gestured behind her. “Besides, I really think you should save your energy just in case.” 
 
    With a resigned sigh, I released my hold on the Aether. Rain poured over me like someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over my head.  
 
    “Oh, poor baby,” Shayera teased with a snicker. “Is your homeland really that dry?” 
 
    “No, it rains all the time,” I replied sourly as I trudged forward and climbed into the saddle behind her. “Why do you think I learned to block it?” 
 
    “You’ll be fine, I promise,” she soothed as she pulled my hands around her waist and placed them on her midriff again. The heat of her smooth skin was even more striking now that I was cold and soaked. “If you behave, we can warm up at an inn by a fire together. How does that sound?” 
 
    My thoughts flooded with images of our clothes drying out by a fire while I slowly made love to her…but they faded quickly when I remembered the grim reality of the situation. I still wanted to figure out a way to convince her to leave Vorsalos as soon as possible. As much as I longed to be with her, I knew it was a mistake. Her safety, not my lust, needed to be my priority.  
 
    “It sounds perfect,” I said instead.  
 
    Shayera twisted her body around in the saddle enough that she could kiss me. “Then hang on.” 
 
    She spurred Mithros onward. He kept up a good pace even over the muddy ground, but it was clear that he wasn’t thrilled about being asked to trudge through a storm. The rain didn’t relent for single moment during the entire trip—endless curtains of rain poured over us, and all too soon the sky flashed with lightning. If time weren’t such a factor, we absolutely should have found shelter. 
 
    But it was, and we didn’t. By the time we could see the city walls through the hazy gloom, I was reasonably certain that my clothes weighed more than I did. My stomach ached from hunger, and I would have happily curled up in front of a hearth all afternoon, given the chance. 
 
    Still, it could have been worse. Shayera’s mood didn’t darken no matter how bad the storm got; she had even turned around to give me several long kisses during the trip, something I never would have considered on a horse. But the leophon’s swaying gait made it surprisingly pleasant.  
 
    She steered Mithros off the road before we moved into sight of the guards on top of the walls, and we dismounted in the same sparsely forested area where she had left him before. The ground was practically a swamp at this point, but I was so drenched that I had stopped caring.  
 
    “I’ll have to set up a meeting with my accomplice,” I said, running a hand back through my sodden hair. “It will take a while…maybe all day.” 
 
    Shayera nodded. “Well, I need to try and find him some real shelter anyway. I’ll return to the same inn—meet me there once you’re finished?” 
 
    I nodded, unsure what I was dreading more, confronting Shayera or telling Farah about the Senosi—and explaining that we were responsible for giving Veleca the Runic Focus. Neither conversation was going to be pleasant.  
 
    It was going to be a very long, very wet day. But there was no point in delaying it any longer than I had to.  
 
    “All right, I’ll see you tonight,” I told her.  
 
    “Good luck,” she said. “I hope the Regent Lord will listen.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured, my gaze shifting back to the city. “So do I.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I had been stationed in Vorsalos long enough that I had established my own private sanctuary. The small, unassuming house was near the outskirts of the Sallows where neither the underworld gangs nor the Ravenguard tended to give it much attention. I was still shivering several minutes after I had started a fire in the hearth and dried myself off, but I had mostly warmed up by the time I put on a new set of clean clothes.  
 
    Whatever else one might say about the Zarul, at least they didn’t skimp on supplies for their operatives. My mission was well-funded—I had been able to purchase enough outfits to make a nobleman blush, and I had plenty of coin to spare if I needed it for anything. The hundred gold I had “lost” during my gamble with Shayera was barely even noticeable, and more coin would arrive in a few weeks when another merchant ship from Velashel arrived in the harbor.  
 
    Assuming an army of undead hadn’t burned Vorsalos to the ground by then, of course.  
 
    The thought spurred me to reach out to Farah as possible, no matter how much I wanted to sit by the fire. We typically only met on prearranged days to maintain our covers, but I had the means of getting a message to her in an emergency. There was a dead drop behind the cobbler three blocks away that her local minions were supposed to keep an eye on, and I penned a quick note before grabbing my umbrella and heading out. Ideally, she would receive the message and meet me at the rendezvous within a few hours, but I could never be sure precisely when she would be available. Sometimes the Regent Lord was so busy that he only saw her at night; other times he wanted his pretty Elashi prize on his arm all afternoon. Only time would tell.  
 
    After planting the letter in the drop, I headed toward the harbor on the southwestern side of the city. The streets were mostly empty thanks to the storm, and between the heavy rain and thick fog, I was practically invisible to anyone more than a dozen feet away. I still took the usual precautions to ensure I wasn’t being followed, including changing up my route from the last time I had made this trip. I may not have been a particular good operative, but I had learned and internalized a few tricks of the trade.  
 
    The old one-story house that Farah had chosen for our meetings looked as nondescript and sturdy as most of the other buildings on this block. The district was mostly inhabited by laborers who toiled on the docks, from fishmongers to toolmakers, though mercifully it remained far enough from the actual harbor that the smell of fish was merely annoying rather than overpowering.  
 
    I tossed a wary glance around the area one last time when I arrived, then darted up to the door and inserted my key. The standard lock was mostly a formality, of course—the real security was the invisible glyph warding the door. I reached out to the Aether and placed my fingers in the appropriate position to discharge the spell, then pushed the door open and slipped inside. 
 
    The interior was much cleaner than it should have been, given the location. Farah had made certain to keep food and wine on hand, and the bedroom at the end of the short hallway looked like it could have been plucked from one of the estates in the noble district. Silken sheets, plush pillows, a cozy featherbed…she had gone out of her way to ensure that we were comfortable whenever we got together.  
 
    “Well, let’s just hope he doesn’t have you following him around all day,” I murmured as I took off my cloak and set a fire in the hearth. Since I had barely eaten anything recently, I decided to avail myself of the food in the larder. I might be here all afternoon.  
 
    Once I was warm and full, my thoughts turned to planning out what I was going to say. I still found it unlikely that Farah had anything to do with this, but I told myself that I should be cautious anyway. The last thing I wanted was for her to learn about Shayera… 
 
    Night had only just fallen when I heard footsteps outside the door, and my heart began thumping in my chest. That wasn’t abnormal for our dalliances—there was no shame in excitement at the prospect of making love to a beautiful woman—but this was different. I had a feeling that one way or another, my mission in Vorsalos was about to change forever. 
 
    Farah slipped inside the moment the door opened, her svelte body concealed beneath a form-hiding cloak that should have been thoroughly soaked but was dry as a bone. Closing the door behind her, she pulled back the hood and offered me a cheeky grin.  
 
    “I wasn’t expecting to see you until next week,” she said. “Getting lonely again already?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I told her. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Farah arched a thin black eyebrow. One of many reasons she had been chosen for this assignment was that she simply looked the part. Her dark hair and almond skin tone were common in Elashi and Talisham, and they made her cover as the Regent Lord’s foreign mistress all the more convincing. The Raven Court would have been suspicious of a native Crell woman spending time with their leader, for obvious reasons, but plenty of nobles here in the north coveted the “exotic beauties of the south.” 
 
    And Farah was undeniably a beauty. She was tall and slender, and her hazel eyes were especially striking when contrasted with darker skin. The Regent Lord had bought her all manner of silken outfits from her “homeland,” most of them in the traditional Elashi style for unwed females. Today’s garment was no different. Beneath her cloak, she was wrapped in an elegant white dress with a floor-length skirt and long, lacy sleeves. It was quite modest aside from the fact it left her stomach and lower back completely exposed. Bare midriffs were fashionable among young women in many countries outside the Imperium, including Nelu’Thalas, but in Elashi and Talisham they were a sign of youth and fertility—and an important status symbol for their male protectors. Only married females who had borne sons were allowed to cover their bellies in public.  
 
    The tradition seemed rather atavistic to me, though I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I enjoyed the sight of her smooth, taut abdomen almost as much as Shayera’s. Farah’s emerald belly jewel was as hypnotizing as her eyes and rich, sultry voice. If her latest plan worked, out, however, she would be due for a fashion change in the very near future. She remained hopeful that I had already gotten her pregnant, but there were no visible signs just yet.  
 
    “Talking is usually the last thing you’re worried about when we get together,” Farah said, gliding up to me and resting her hands on my doublet. I had lost count of the number of times that those long, perfectly manicured fingernails had broken my skin these past few months. “Something must really be bothering you.” 
 
    “It’s important,” I said.  
 
    She eyed me curiously. Despite her four-inch heels, she was still half a head shorter than me. “All right. But maybe afterward we could squeeze in a quick appointment. I don’t need to be back in the estate for a few hours, and you still have a job to do…” 
 
    Smiling, she stretched up on her tiptoes until her lips reached mine. The last time we had met up—and every time before that—I had found her kisses completely irresistible. She was always so warm, so passionate, so inviting. I had never been with another woman like her.  
 
    Until I’d met Shayera.  
 
    Now, strangely, Farah’s lips almost felt cold. I had never tricked myself into believing she was in love with me—I wasn’t that bad at this job. But for whatever reason, the emptiness of our relationship hadn’t bothered me until now. We both lived in a world of illusions, yet this was the first time I felt like I could see through the veil.  
 
    She pulled back after a few seconds, her long, styled eyelashes fluttering for a few seconds. “You really do seem troubled,” she whispered. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    I braced myself. This was it—this was the moment I put everything on the table. And Zarach knew where it would lead… 
 
    “It’s the Senosi, Farah,” I said. “The one I warned you about—the one I saw in my divinations.” 
 
    Her expression soured as she withdrew her hands from my chest. “I told you to let that go.” 
 
    “I know. But I’m glad I didn’t. There’s a major threat looming on the horizon. The Regent Lord needs to prepare the city for the worst, and you’re the only one who has his ear.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly—I may not have even noticed if I weren’t standing so close. Unlike me, she had spent her entire life training to be a Zarul operative. She had learned to control every facet of her body language. The odds that I could bait her into revealing anything were vanishingly small, but I still thought it was worth a try. What other choice did I have? 
 
    “One Senosi survivor isn’t a threat to this city or our plans,” Farah said. “You need to stay focused on what’s really important here.” 
 
    “I am,” I insisted. “And it’s not just one survivor. She has an ally—a Huntress.” 
 
    Farah sighed. “Mirek, two Senosi still can’t—” 
 
    “And she has a Runic Focus,” I finished. “One bearing a shadow rune.” 
 
    Her expression froze. I had dropped the bait on the table, and all I could do now was see how—or if—she swallowed it. I couldn’t read anything from her other than shock, but that didn’t tell me anything. Was she surprised that Veleca had a Focus or merely that I had figured it out? 
 
    You aren’t prepared to play this game, boy. I don’t care how well you think you know her or how many times you’ve fucked her. She is a true daughter of the Imperium, a loyal servant of the Sovereign Council. She is the wolf, and you are the sheep. Never forget that. 
 
    “How do you know this?” Farah asked, her voice and eyes and face betraying nothing.  
 
    “I followed a few leads,” I said. “I am a spy.” 
 
    She slowly shook her head. “No, you’re not. You’ve told me so yourself countless times. You hate it here, and you hate doing this. Why would you—” 
 
    “How I know doesn’t matter,” I snapped. “The point is that this woman has a Runic Focus, and she has already learned how to use it. With sufficient time, she could tear open enough fractures in the Pale to threaten the entire region. All our plans will crumble if demons infest this city.” 
 
    Farah’s hazel eyes remained locked on me for several seconds before she finally sighed and turned away. “This isn’t your mission, Mirek. You should have trusted me and let it go.” 
 
    She paced across the room, the click of her heels audible despite the pounding of the rain on the roof. “But I should have known you wouldn’t listen. Zarul operatives abhor mysteries, but Aetherium Arcanists can’t get enough of them. You just couldn’t help yourself, could you?” 
 
    The tiny hairs on the back of my neck rose. “You already knew about all of this, didn’t you?” 
 
    Farah paused mid-stride and turned around. “The mission is much farther along than you realize. The Corvosi are ready to prove themselves.” 
 
    I frowned. “What does that have do with…?” 
 
    The question died on my lips as the truth stabbed me in the gut. I had tried to prepare myself for the prospect that Farah was somehow involved in this mess, even if it seemed absurd. I hadn’t been able to cobble together a coherent reason why anyone would willing give a priceless, deadly relic to a foreign woman whose entire order had been dedicated to exterminating our people.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    “You want Veleca to attack,” I breathed. “You want her to throw the city into chaos.” 
 
    “What I want is for the Emperor’s plan to come to fruition—as should you,” Farah replied flatly. “The Council was growing impatient. They decided it was time to stop waiting and start acting.”  
 
    “By handing an obscenely powerful Avetharri relic over to a Senosi?” I nearly shouted. “That’s insane!” 
 
    “Keep your voice down!” she admonished. “Just because it’s raining doesn’t mean—” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” I went on, ignoring her. “You’re willing to risk a demonic infestation just to accelerate our plans a few months?” 
 
    “Not months—years,” Farah corrected. “I don’t expect you to understand. You haven’t been here long enough.” 
 
    I set my jaw in stone. “Then explain it to me.” 
 
    She glared at me as if I were a child throwing a tantrum, then finally sighed and folded her arms. “Almost half the members of the Raven Court still openly despise sorcery. They are the old guard, but their families remain powerful and influential players. We can’t hope to control Vorsalos without their support.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware of the politics,” I said impatiently. There were times when it seemed like she thought I was a complete idiot who didn’t even understand his assignment.  
 
    “Only a few of the old guard know the truth about what’s happening beneath the Castarium,” she went on. “The rest believe that Ironsail has swept their little problem under the rug by shipping off potential sorcerers to Highwind—and by creating his own Galespire to imprison troublesome ones and throw away the key.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand what this has to do with—” 
 
    “Training their sorcerers isn’t enough, Mirek,” Farah interrupted. “The Regent Lord can’t simply summon the Court and tell them what he’s done. It would cause a panic. Some of the nobles might even try to overthrow him. At worst, they could start a civil war and ruin our prize before we claim it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The Corvosi need to demonstrate their value to the people of this city, dramatically and irrefutably. Initially, the Council was hopeful that we could engineer a clash with Ostvara or even Highwind, but those plans have fallen apart. None of these Reachers want another war. But if our plan is going to work, the people in this city must believe without a sliver of a doubt that the Corvosi are all that stands between them and annihilation.” 
 
    I took a step away from her, my stomach twisting hard. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. This is…Zarach’s blood, Farah, listen to yourself! Veleca already has an army of undead in the mountains just outside the city! I can’t even…” 
 
    My voice failed me. I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. As a body, the Sovereign Council was notoriously impatient, but I still couldn’t fathom how any of them would have thought this was a good idea—especially the Sovereign of the Zarul. His organization was ruthless but not stupid.  
 
    “You weren’t supposed to learn about this until the Senosi were defeated,” Farah said. Her voice was soft, gentle even, but she hadn’t moved an inch toward me. “By then, you would have figured out why the Zarul sent you here…and it would be too late for your conscience to get in the way.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “What?” 
 
    “Take a breath and think, Mirek. The Corvosi were almost trained by the time you arrived. Does it really seem like our instructors need your help?” 
 
    I grimaced. “No.” 
 
    Farah nodded. “You complained to me countless times that you felt useless or even bored. Why do you think you are really here?” 
 
    “Because my brother died,” I rasped. “The Council owed my family a favor, and my father—” 
 
    “No,” Farah said, shaking her head. “You’re here because of your work in the Aetherium. No one in the Imperium understands the intricacies of Palerending better than you. You are the closest thing we have to an expert on shadow magic who isn’t a warlock.” 
 
    “Yet the Zarul never asked for my advice,” I said. “If they had, I would have told them that giving a Runic Focus to Senosi was madness!” 
 
    “She was given the relic before you even arrived. We knew it would take her months to unlock its power.” Farah paused, and her eyes seemed to soften ever so slightly. “The Council also knew that the plan would involve some…complications. But they decided that it was the best course of action—as long as they had someone like you who could be on hand to clean up any mess.” 
 
    I backpedaled another step until I bumped into the dining table behind me. “The fractures,” I breathed. “They brought me here to close the fractures?” 
 
    “As I said, no one understands the intricacies of Palerending better than you do. Sovereign Berial recommended you specifically. The plan never would have gone forward if he wasn’t confident in your abilities.” 
 
    Farah sighed and approached me again. Her hands rose up to cup my cheeks. 
 
    “You have a singular mind, Mirek. You’re a brilliant man, maybe one in a generation.” 
 
    I looked down at her, unmoved by the beautiful face smiling back at me. From the very beginning of our relationship, I had understood that I was merely a tool to give her what she wanted. I had still felt some connection with her, though—she was smart and charming, and I enjoyed her company even when we weren’t in bed.  
 
    But now all I could see behind her hazel eyes was the wolf. And I was completely unprepared.  
 
    “I understand that you’re upset, and we probably shouldn’t have kept the truth from you for so long,” Farah whispered. “But that wasn’t my choice. Sovereign Berial said that your conscience would get in the way if we waited—” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, snatching her wrists and pulling them from my face. “Berial knew about this?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Even the Zarul wouldn’t take the Runic Focus from the Aetherium vaults without the Headmaster’s permission. He had reservations, of course, but he was completely certain of your abilities.” 
 
    My pulse quickened. Berial had been my mentor almost since my gifts had first manifested. I had always thought that he was the opposite of the typical Sovereign—he wasn’t short-sighted or power hungry. And he had supported my research time and time again, even when it seemed like I had stalled. 
 
    “I realize this is a lot to take in,” Farah soothed. “And I can see that you’re not happy about it. But the Senosi and her forces will attack soon, and when she does, I’m going to need your, all right? The Corvosi can handle the undead, but you’re the only one who can seal the fractures.” 
 
    “What about the Senosi?” I rasped. “Our sorcerers won’t be able to touch them.” 
 
    “Do you really think we haven’t planned for that contingency?” Farah smiled again. “When this is all over, you can bring the Focus back to the Aetherium yourself. You’ll be a hero of the Imperium. Your father will get all the glory he wants, and you’ll be free to continue your studies. Everyone wins.” 
 
    Except for the people who get slaughtered by the undead…or the ones who end up possessed by demons before I can seal the fractures.  
 
    “The rain is finally letting up,” Farah said as the incessant pounding on the ceiling softened into gentle taps. “Why don’t you go home and get some rest to clear your head? We can meet up again tomorrow afternoon—there’s a salon I can be fashionably late to. Plenty of time for us to talk…and enjoy ourselves, if the mood strikes.” 
 
    When I didn’t answer, she reached out and brushed one of my dark bangs. “Everything will work out,” she assured me. “Just promise me that you won’t do anything rash in the meantime, all right? I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    Her touch was soft and delicate, but her smile was neither. Her eyes became so cold and unfeeling that I couldn’t help but take her words as a veiled threat.  
 
    “I’ll see you later, then,” Farah said, turning and striding for the door. But just before she drew up the hood of her cloak again, she turned back to me. “Oh, there was one other thing. Whatever happened to that elf whore you were with the other night?” 
 
    My blood froze. “What?” 
 
    “My contacts heard all manner of wild stories about an elven girl with vatari tattoos getting chased out of a tavern—it’s the kind of tale rumormongers live for. She was apparently quite lovely…and had a rather intriguing encounter with a man that sounded a lot like you.” 
 
    I felt as if a skeletal hand were closing around my throat.  
 
    “It’s all right, you don’t need to worry about me being jealous,” Farah said with another cold smile. “You know you’re free to sample the local color as much as you want. I was only wondering if you had learned anything about her. Who is she?” 
 
    I swallowed. “No one. Just…some girl.” 
 
    “‘Some girl’ with vatari tattoos and a moonsilver dueling saber?” Farah scoffed. “I realize that your training was rushed, but please tell me you learned more than that. Did you at least get a name?” 
 
    Shayera. I wish you had listened to me. I wish you were already halfway back to Highwind… 
 
    “No,” I managed. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Farah said. “I can’t even begin to guess why one of their Blade Dancers would be here in Vorsalos, let alone why she would sully herself in the presence of the rabble. But whoever she is, she undoubtedly possesses a great deal of information about our enemies. That makes her quite…valuable.” 
 
    Farah’s eyes hardened, and I swore the temperature in the house dropped twenty degrees. “If you happen to see her again, you should consider interrogating her. Or, if you prefer, I could have some of my people look for her…” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly—too quickly. “I don’t know where she is now, but I might be able to find her. If anyone else tries, they might scare her off.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t want that, would we?” Farah mused. “Perhaps she’s not worth the trouble. After all, it’s important that we remain focused on our mission.” She tapped a finger against her chin. “Go home and get some rest, Mirek. I’ll see you again tomorrow afternoon. Oh, and remember—don’t do anything foolish.” 
 
    She held her iron gaze on me for another moment before forming final mirthless smile. She turned and left the house, and when the door shut behind her, I had to brace myself against the table to stay upright.  
 
    I had to get to Shayera and warn her. Suddenly, the undead army marching for the city seemed utterly unimportant. If Farah knew or even suspected that the Princess of Highwind was here in the city, it was only a matter of time before her goons tracked Shayera down. And despite my best efforts, she would end up on that ship to Velashel just like my father would have wanted after all… 
 
    “Just hang on,” I breathed, diving to retrieve my cloak. “I’m coming.” 
 
      
 
  
 
 

  

     8 
Wolves and Sheep 


       


     Mirek 


       


     By the time I reached the inn where Shayera had been staying, my heart was thumping so loudly in my ears that I could barely hear anything. I had commanded myself to stay calm just in case I was being watched or followed, but the dark streets were so empty that I had eventually grown impatient and broken into a full jog, ditching my umbrella in the gutter. I had dashed through alleys, splashed through puddles, and spent almost zero effort heeding my surroundings. It was just more evidence that Farah was right about me—I wasn’t a spy, regardless of how much I tried to pretend otherwise.  


     But I was a fool. That much was abundantly clear.  


     “Shit!” I hissed as I scrambled beneath the inn’s wide awning and panted for breath. I pushed two fingers against the throbbing pulse on my neck and slowly counted to twenty, an old focusing technique I had learned from my brother. But it didn’t work. How could it? It was like the entire world was collapsing around me.  


     I felt sick to my stomach every time I thought about Farah’s insane plan. Even a man like my father—a Crell patriot consumed by the desire to climb the political ladder as fast as possible—never would have gone along with something like this. How could he? How could anyone? It was objectively insane. Runic Foci were incredibly dangerous tools, and pure shadow magic was forbidden for a very good reason. Every sorcerer in the Imperium, from the lowliest acolyte to the most powerful Sovereign, understood the dangers of Palerending. An errant fireball could burn down a house and incinerate dozens of people, but a demonic infestation could destroy an entire civilization. 


     And yet, as my lungs cooled and my thoughts gradually focused, there was a small part of me that recognized the potential. If Farah’s plan worked, the Corvosi would save the city from destruction and become the most powerful organization in Vorsalos practically overnight. And since the Regent Lord could claim responsibility for their creation, their victories would be his. No one in the Raven Court would be able to oppose his ascension. He could declare himself king, and the Imperium would finally have its foothold on the Shattered Coast. In another decade, as our influence spread across the Reaches, even Highwind would eventually be within our grasp.  


     But if this plan didn’t work—if any one of a thousand things went horribly wrong… 


     Well, it almost made me wish I believed in the gods. Because the only thing that could save these people would be a damn miracle.  


     I reached for the door, but my hand hovered above the knob. As awful as I felt about the Imperium’s involvement, the truth was that I still cared less about Runic Foci and undead armies than I did about the woman waiting for me inside this building. I should have spent the trip here figuring out exactly what to say to Shayera, but all I had been able to think about was getting here as fast as possible. And now that I’d arrived, my thoughts wouldn’t stop flashing with nightmarish images of her in chains before the Sovereign Council. I could almost hear the bidding war as noble families vied to see which of their sons would have the privilege of breeding her… 


     My heart was still drumming in my chest when I finally pushed the door open and stepped inside. The innkeeper rushed over to take my waterlogged cloak, and he offered me a kindly, knowing smile and pointed upstairs toward Shayera’s room. Just like the other night, there was almost no one else around. This really did seem like the sleepiest inn in the whole city.  


     As I ascended the steps, I began to wonder if any ships were scheduled to leave harbor and sail to Highwind within the next few hours. Probably not, given the storm and time of evening, and it wasn’t as though any of them were likely to want a leophon aboard, either. But the odds that I could bribe some captain to smuggle them both aboard were still likely better than my odds of convincing her to leave in the first place. And if I told her the truth about what was happening, it would only make her want to stay and fight even more.  


     I paused when I reached the door to her room, my hand once again hovering just above the knob as if afraid to twist. The last two nights with Shayera had held some of the most incredible moments of my life, but tonight…tonight was going to be miserable. I had to get her out of this city even if it meant arguing with her for hours. Even if what it took was making her hate me. No matter how much it hurt, no matter how much it felt like twisting a knife in my stomach, pushing her away was the only path forward. I had to be willing to lose her to save her. 


     Taking a final deep breath, I opened the door. My nose filled with sweet, herbal scents, and the room was a bit brighter than two nights ago thanks to the array of candles on the wardrobe and nightstand.  


     And standing in front of the bed was Shayera, her body encased in the most bewitching dress I had ever seen.  


     “I had a feeling you’d be late,” she said, smiling. “But I wanted to keep dinner warm for you.” 


     My jaw dropped open. The crimson silk was clearly Talishite in origin—I could tell from the quality and the style. Like most of Farah’s outfits, it was designed to expose the wearer’s midriff, but while most Elashi and Talishite dresses typically covered a woman’s cleavage and legs, the top piece of this one was little more than an elaborate bandeau cradling Shayera’s ample breasts. And while the bottom skirt hugged her hips and thighs like a tight glove, it stopped just above her knees. 


     “So, what do you think?” she asked. “Are you still hungry?” 


     Every word of every argument I might have uttered slid away from me like sand beneath an ebbing wave. I drifted forward as if under a spell, mouth still agape and eyes wide. She stepped over to meet me, her body and breasts bouncing ever so slightly thanks to the five-inch heels of her matching shoes. Her toned, fencer’s arms snaked around my waist, and her lips drifted to within an inch of mine. 


     “Sounds like a yes to me,” she breathed.  


     We kissed. She pressed herself against me, her body becoming liquid in my embrace as my arms came up around her. All my worries, all my fears, melted away on the heat of her lips. In this beautiful, incandescent present, Shayera was the only thing that mattered in the world. The Senosi, the undead, even Farah and her threats…they all seemed impossibly far away. 


     “Oooh,” she cooed, breaking our kiss and placing a finger on my lips. It was only then that I saw the vivid red paint on her nails that perfectly matched her dress. “Whatever you want to say, it can wait. We have some unfinished business.” 


     She backed out of my arms, her hands taking mine and tugging me along with her until we were standing next to the bed. Her eyes fluttered, the smoky shadow on her lids highlighting just how brilliant her turquoise orbs really were.  


     “You’re the one who paid for this dress,” Shayera whispered. “Do you think it was worth the coin?” 


     I nodded, my fog of desire leaving no room for words. After how thoroughly she had drained me last night, I had figured I would need days to recover…but my cock was already so stiff my trousers could barely contain it. 


     “I thought so,” she replied. “But the trouble is, I can tell that all you’re thinking about is how fast you can take it off me. It would be a shame if it ended up on the floor that quickly, but I have a plan to help you out with that. Do you want to hear it?” 


     I nodded again.  


     “Good.” She gently traced her fingernail across my cheeks, her eyes bright and hungry, then leaned in and pressed her lips into my ear. “The first thing you’re going to do is kiss your way down my body, starting with my lips and working your way down to my tits.” 


     Lifting her leg, she pushed her knee up my inner thigh until it was pressing hard against my swollen manhood.  


     “Next, you’re going to kneel in front of me,” she said, her teeth gently nibbling the lobe of my ear. “You’re going to swear fealty to my cunt, and you don’t get to stand up until I finish on your tongue.” 


     She bit down just hard enough that it hurt—then abruptly pulled back to look me in the eye as she pushed our foreheads together.  


     “Last, you’re going to lay me down on the bed,” she purred, her breath low and heavy, “and then you’re going to fuck me until you shoot a load of that sorcerous seed of yours as deep inside me as you can. Does that sound like a good plan?” 


     I didn’t speak; I just grabbed her face in my hands and kissed her harder than I ever had anyone. She moaned encouragingly, and her knee continued grinding against my cock. She knew the fire was lit, but she couldn’t stop herself from stoking it at every opportunity.  


     And I couldn’t get enough of it. Breaking free of her embrace, I gasped for breath as I looked into her fierce, taunting eyes. Zarach’s blood, it was so hard to resist the urge to push her down onto the bed and rip the fucking dress off her as fast as possible. I had heard so many tales about the impossibly hot, vise-like grip of elven cunts, and I yearned to split her own and pound her into the sheets so hard she forgot her own name.  


     The knowing glint in her eye and wild smirk on her lips told me that she knew exactly what she was doing to me, and she was loving every second of it. I felt as off-balance and exposed as when we were back in the tavern where this had all begun: she had been down on her knees with my cock thrusting between her lips, yet somehow she had still been the one in control… 


     “What are you waiting for?” she asked, her cheeks flushed. “You know the rules…” 


     Leaning back in, I brought my lips to hers again, but this time they didn’t linger. I trailed hungry kisses down her chin and neck, pausing only when she let out a delighted sigh, until I reached her sternum and the cleavage below. My mind swam with images of the previous night—her delighted whimpers as I squeezed her nipples between my fingers, her gasps when I took them into my mouth, and then the incredible sight of her looking up at me as I thrust my cock between her breasts and left a hot, sticky mess all over her lovely face… 


     Fuck! 


     I swept my hands around her waist and onto her back, overjoyed to learn that the strap holding the bandeau in place was easy to unfasten even with my fingers trembling in anticipation. But before I did, I made sure to take one final look at the tantalizing cleavage barely an inch in front of my lips… 


     I pulled the strap. She inhaled as the fabric fell away, leaving her topless, and I didn’t waste a second before I leaned forward and sucked her left nipple into my mouth. Her short, trembling breaths and shuddering, contented moans rewarded every lick and nibble. I could feel her wobbling every so subtly on her high heels as if her legs might give out at any moment. It was tempting to linger and see if I could get her off just by playing with her tits… 


     But my cock was almost out of patience. I finally drifted downward again, kissing her flat belly while sliding my hands down the sides of her slender waist until I found the skirt. It didn’t have a belt or strap; all I had to do was slowly push it down her hips. By now I was squatting in front of her, my eyes level with her hidden sex, and I smiled when the fabric came down and I discovered she wasn’t wearing panties. The sight of her flawless bald quim, the rose pink lips swollen and open and full of her heady fragrance, made my cock throb and my mouth water. I leaned closer once her skirt had gathered at her feet, my tongue sliding along her labia up to her clit… 


     “Oh!” she gasped, lifting her right leg and hooking her knee over my shoulder so I could delve even deeper. I slipped one finger inside her clinging warmth, and then added another, prompting a euphoric moan as her hand clutched my hair and pulled me tightly against her. I remembered her bargain: you don’t get to stand up until I finish on your tongue. Thankfully, it was an easy bet to take. 


     She seized up mere seconds after my tongue stopped circling her clit to join my fingers, and her nails clawed into my scalp as the current of ecstasy surged through her body. Her standing leg wobbled precariously on the single heel propping her upright—she almost certainly would have toppled over if my hands weren’t holding her thighs—and she cried out so loudly that everyone in the building probably heard. I should have been embarrassed, but I wasn’t. On the contrary, knowing that I was the one she was screaming about—that I was the one who had so easily made her lose control—made me feel like the most important man in Torsia.  


     My tongue moved back to massage her clit as her climax ebbed, my eyes remaining focused on her face, and I only pulled back when her eyelids fluttered and her spirit returned to her body.  


     When she looked down upon me, my lips and chin glistening with her release, it was as if her entire attitude and expression had changed. I had spent the last two days marveling at how she always seemed to be the one in charge even when she was down on her knees or flat on her back, but that woman had melted away on the tip of my tongue. All I saw now was a vulnerable girl desperately yearning for more.  


     And I couldn’t wait to give it to her. 


     Pushing her leg off my shoulder, I rose to my feet, grabbed the back of her thighs, and hoisted her up in my arms—bruises be damned. I kissed her slowly and deeply, allowing her to taste her own sweet juices on my lips and tongue. I could feel the carnal heat of her core against my cock through my trousers, especially when she locked her heels around my back and pulled me against her. Her hands darted between us while mine were occupied, undoing my shirt, unfastening my belt, and then pushing my trousers from my hips to finally liberate my aching manhood from its prison.  


     As our tongues swirled together, I lowered her onto the bed beneath me. Her blue eyes sparkled when our mouths finally separated, and she bit down on her lower lip when the crown of my member brushed across her inner thighs and up to her waiting sex. There was a look of such anticipation in her eyes, such wonder and anxious longing, but I was too far gone to question it. I paused at her slick, sodden entrance, knowing that once I slipped inside her, things would never be the same between us. But what had started out as a wild, flirty contest in a bar had already evolved into something more. We both felt it.  


     And most importantly, we wanted it. 


     I eased the tip inside her. Shayera let out a deep, uncontrolled moan, turquoise eyes rolling back into her head, as I sank into her feminine folds. Her half-elven quim was every bit as tight as I’d dreamed, to the point where I feared it might not be possible for me to fit my full length inside her. But she clearly wanted me to try; while her head lolled back into the pillow, her fingers grabbed and dug into my hips, beckoning me deeper.  


     My blood was roaring in my ears, my heart thundering against my ribcage. But all I could feel was her warmth—against me and all around me. She was so thoroughly soaked that every inch came easier than the last, but I needed leverage—and a better angle.  


     Taking hold of her hands, I pushed them up and over her head, shuffling my body so that I was looming over her. Shayera gasped, eyes widening in surprise as I withdrew my hips until only the tip was inside her…and then slammed into her like a hammer. She cried out in delight, biting down on her lip as I settled into a slow but deep, forceful rhythm.  


     “Fuck me…” she whimpered, her voice so soft it was barely audible. “Gods, please fuck me…” 


     Nothing in life was more glorious than taking a woman for the first time. The pleading whimpers, the fainting gasps, the shared moments of discovery as your cock stretched her crushing walls and explored her molten depths. And then there was the yearning glint in her eye that showed you exactly how much she wanted you, needed you… 


     I drove into her, deeper with every thrust. The harder I squeezed her hands, the more delirious she seemed to get, and it wasn’t long before she was churning her hips in rhythm with mine. She spread her legs wide as if inviting me to plunder her body any way I saw fit—and I groaned as I felt myself bottom out inside her, our hips coming together as the tip of my cock found the spongy entrance of her womb. A perfect fit. She gasped, her breaths ragged and her nipples turning so hard I couldn’t stop myself from leaning down and taking them into my mouth in turns.  


     As my breaths turned ragged and my inevitable climax approached, Shayera dexterously tucked her knees up beneath my arms, then braced her calves on my shoulders. I pushed downward, practically folding her in half until her knees were nearly touching her own shoulders. Her heels bounced just behind my ears as I continued pounding into her, an explosion of need building to an unstoppable release… 


     A voice in the back of my head warned me to pull out, but Shayera must have sensed my momentary hesitation. She shook her head, panting.  


     “Inside!” she begged. “Please, put it all inside…charge me up!” 


     I obeyed. Releasing her hands and grabbing her hips, I slammed into her one last time as I erupted, drowning her womb in my release. I gave her everything I had, spurt after spurt, until I barely had the strength to stay upright.  


     I could have happily remained there forever looking down at her splayed body. Her arms had fallen to her sides, but her ankles remained propped up on my shoulders. I turned my head to the side and kissed the soft flesh of her calf…and then watched as her markings flared to life beneath her skin.  


     The transition seemed slower but more dramatic than before. Rather than flashing into existence all at once, it was like the pattern had to trace itself all across her body, starting from the whorls encircling her stomach and then spreading out to her limbs. Even when her eyes drifted shut, I could see the light from her turquoise orbs like a flickering lantern behind a shroud. She looked elated, transcendent, as if I had fucked her right out of her own body. 


     Then she smiled. It was beautiful. Content. And when her eyes slowly reopened, she looked up at me like I was the only thing in the world that mattered to her. Her hands crawled their way up my chest until they slid behind my neck, and she pulled me back down on top of her until our lips came together. I kissed her deeply, longingly, our bodies framed in the blue afterglow of her markings. 


     “Thank you,” she breathed. “That was…” 


     “Perfect,” I agreed, smiling down at her. “Absolutely perfect.” 


       


     *** 


       


     I had no concept of what time it was when rain started softly pattering on the window again, but it had to be late—probably almost midnight. I had never spent so many hours in a row making love to a woman, not even Farah, but after the third and final time I spilled deep inside Shayera, I was so exhausted I could hardly move.  


     Strangely, she was in the exact opposite position. Her tattoos had been glowing for almost an hour straight by now, and even now, while I was lying flat on my back with her beside me, I could tell that she would have happily gone again if I were capable. 


     “I can’t,” I breathed, shaking my head as her fingers caressed my scrotum and delicately stroked my sensitive stem as if begging it to return to life. “There’s nothing left for you; I’m sorry.” 


     “It’s all right,” she cooed into my ear. While her left hand played with my cock, her right was casually fussing with my head of short black hair. “He’s fun to play with anyway.” 


     I smiled even as I groaned, resisting the urge to close my eyes lest I be unable to reopen them. Most of the candles in the room had burned out, but her markings bathed us in a soft, almost hypnotic glow. I could feel the energy emanating from them, and the intricate whorls on her thighs and stomach were so elegant, so exotic, that I couldn’t stop staring at them.  


     “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered, tilting my head so I could look into her glowing turquoise eyes. “I never imagined…” 


     She smiled and kissed me again. Her tongue seemed to be even warmer when she was overcharged, though it may have been my imagination. But as her fingers finally released my cock, she swung her leg over my waist and raised her knee halfway up my chest.  


     “You’re not too bad to look at yourself,” she said when she leaned away. “I’ve never felt anything like that before.” 


     “Well, I do have an unfair advantage,” I said, tracing along the glowing pattern on her thigh. If I’d had the energy, I would have wanted to study every loop and whirl. They were more than solid sweeps of color—each held intricate, tiny designs tightly packed together. It was like someone had written a message across her skin.  


     “It’s not just that,” Shayera said. “It’s…well, I suppose I have a confession to make. Though I don’t think you’ll mind.” 


     I arched an eyebrow. “Okay, I admit I’m intrigued.” 


     She smiled sheepishly. “The night we met, I told you that you were the first man I ever invited up here. As I recall, you seemed surprised.” 


     I paused, wondering how this was a confession. “In my defense, you were gambling with a bunch of men over—” 


     “It’s all right, I wasn’t blaming you,” she said, dragging her painted fingernails across my chest. “But there was more to what I said. You’re the first man I’ve ever been with period.” 


     “What?” 


     Shayera snorted. “Gods, it can’t be that shocking.” 


     “I just mean…you know…”  


     I hesitated, hoping to avoid digging myself into a deeper hole, but a part of me still couldn’t believe it. The girl I had met in the Bloody Boar—the girl who had literally been gambling for blowjobs—was a virgin? 


     “I mean, I have done other things,” she said almost defensively. “Just not…you know, that.” 


     I could see the flash of embarrassed heat in her cheeks, but I didn’t know what to say. It had never even occurred to me… 


     “But before your ego gets too big, you should know that you’re not my first first,” she added hastily. “I have been with other girls—well, with one other girl.” She hesitated and tapped the radiant latticework on her forearm. “She’s actually the reason I have these.” 


     I blinked. “A dare?” 


     Shayera snorted. “You can’t get vatari tattoos on a dare, even in Nelu’Thalas. It’s…well, I suppose you could say it was a pact. There’s a conflict brewing in Nelu’Thalas. Though you probably know that.” 


     I nodded, recalling the intelligence reports I’d read on the way here from Drakendaar. The Zarul made certain that I was briefed on the political situation of nearly every kingdom and nation in Torsia.  


     “The Queen’s powerbase has been steadily diminishing for years,” I recalled. “The Vin Aetheri don’t believe she did enough to court the dragon before his disappearance, and other groups are upset about the way those without sorcery are treated.” 


     “And your people are probably helping sow discord,” Shayera said sourly. 


     “Not that I’m aware of. The Ven’Tira are quite good at rooting out our spies—far better than anyone else.” 


     “Must be the ears,” she said, smiling as she slid a finger along my round arches. “They just don’t blend in.” 


     “It’s more than that. The Sovereign Council wants to control Nelu’Thalas, but so far, they haven’t been willing to support dissident anti-sorcery groups. That’s part of the reason I can’t believe they got involved with the Senosi here in Vorsalos. These groups have been gaining strength all over the continent.” 


     Shayera frowned. “Even in Crell?” 


     I nodded soberly. “Worship of the Fallen Gods is technically illegal, but just because there aren’t temples doesn’t mean there aren’t believers. It’s a difficult law to enforce, and the Sarodihm Kalefarr in particular have been getting more popular in recent years among the commonfolk.” 


     Shayera’s cheek twitched, and her roaming fingers on my chest came to a halt. “They’re more powerful than anyone thinks,” she murmured. “They’re the ones who—” 


     My eyebrows lifted when she cut herself off. She looked haunted, lost. I squeezed her thigh reassuringly, though it didn’t seem to help. “The Sarodihm are the ones who gave you these markings?” 


     Her eyes remained vacant for a long moment before she finally nodded. “Yes.” 


     “But how…?” My wandering fingertips paused over the markings on her thighs. At this point, even if her markings faded, I bet could follow the pattern from memory. “Dal’Rethi tattoos are an Avetharri technique—and a highly guarded one. How did the Sarodihm learn?” 


     “The knowledge has been spreading for years. The Tel Bator Keepers have been using a modified version for more than a century, and the Senosi just took it further.” Shayera shrugged. “Besides, most of the maitash—the tattoo artists—have always been wood elves, even back in the days of the Avethian Empire.” 


     I squeezed her thigh again, my lips pursing in thought. “Still, from what little I know, the materials are rare and expensive. Why would the Sarodihm give you the markings instead of one of their own people?” 


     Shayera grimaced. “Because I was one of them…at least for a little while.” 


     “You joined the Sarodihm?” I gaped. “But—” 


     “I know!” she snapped, her turquoise eyes suddenly blazing. “It was stupid and reckless and doesn’t make any sense.”  


     The flash of fire in her eyes burned out as quickly as it had ignited. She exhaled slowly as if chasing away the memories, then began again.  


     “At the time, they seemed like they were just trying to do the right thing,” she explained. “Nugûl are treated like lepers in parts of the city, especially the wood elven ones. And I had just been rejected from the Hathol’Sayal and the Ven’Tira. The Sarodihm welcomed me, and I felt like I belonged…right up until I realize what they wanted me to do.” 


     I stayed silent, knowing from experience that having someone else prod you when you were already pouring your heart out was always infuriating and often counterproductive. She could decide what she did or didn’t want to tell me; the best thing I could do was listen.  


     “I cared about someone,” Shayera said. “I may have even been in love with her, I don’t know. She was sweet and charming and funny…but she was a Nugûl and a wood elf. When I saw the way she was treated by the highborn, it made me sick. They were always happy to talk to me because of my mother, but my friends weren’t that lucky. They had nothing.” 


     Shayera looked pained and closed her eyes. I gave her thigh yet another reassuring squeeze, and she dragged herself out of her mental abyss. 


     “I thought they wanted me to protect them, but they were really hoping I would become their weapon,” she went on. “I was too naïve and foolish to realize what they wanted until it was too late. And once I found out, I grabbed Mithros and ran away. I didn’t stop until I reached the sea.”  


     A pit formed in my stomach as my confrontation with Farah burst back into my thoughts. For a few glorious hours, it had all faded away in Shayera’s loving embrace. But now… 


     “Anyway, it doesn’t matter anymore,” she said. “And I realize I never actually gave you the chance to tell me what happened with your meeting. Did your accomplice agree to speak with the Regent Lord and warn him about Veleca?” 


     I hissed softly, my head sinking back into the pillow. The weight of reality came crashing down upon me all at once.  


     “No.” 


     Shayera’s brow furrowed. “No? Why not?” 


     “Because things are more complicated than I thought.”  


     Gently pushing Shayera’s leg off my chest, I sat up on the bed. A distant rumble of thunder heralded the return of yesterday’s storm, almost as if nature itself were conspiring to keep Shayera trapped here. A wave of guilt washed over me—I should have been spending the last few hours convincing her to leave. But the moment I had seen her wearing that dress… 


     “We heard right,” I said. “The Imperium gave Veleca that relic.” 


     Shayera shook her head. “But why?” 


     “Because the Sovereign Council is run by power-grubbing monsters who don’t care how many people get killed.” I clenched my jaw. “They want Veleca to attack the city. And when she does, the sorcerers we’ve been training, the Corvosi, will step out of the shadows at just the right moment and save Vorsalos from certain doom. The Regent Lord will look like a genius for creating them, and his detractors will have no choice but to support his push to become king.” 


     Shayera’s mouth fell open in disbelief. It sounded even more insane when I said the words aloud.  


     “Guardian guide us,” she breathed. “That’s…” 


     “Insane? Demented? I know, believe me.”  


     “There were thousands of undead in that cave, and it sounded like there might be more near Tel Noroth. Even if your sorcerers destroy them—” 


     “A lot of people are going to die,” I whispered. “Which I’m sure is part of the point. The more chaos, the more confusion, the more likely that people will see a ‘strong leader’ as their savior. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of Ironsail’s biggest detractors end up mysteriously dead before the battle is over. It wouldn’t be the first time the Zarul has pulled off something like this. When we helped the Elashi separatists fight back against the Talishite army…never mind, it doesn’t matter.” 


     All the bitterness and fear and rage I had buried the last several hours welled up into a ball inside me. But I had no way to release it. There was no enemy in front of me, no clear path to set things right.  


     “Things are going to turn bad real fast,” I said. “And I know you don’t want to hear this, but you shouldn’t be here. You should go and find Mithros first thing in the morning, and the two of you should head back to Highwind as fast as you can.” 


     “I already told you that I’m not going anywhere,” Shayera replied firmly. “I sent a letter to Highwind this afternoon, but I’m not—” 


     “Please, just listen to me,” I said, taking her hands in mine and staring her right in the eye. “This isn’t just about the Senosi or the undead. My accomplice, Farah…she knows you’re here in the city. You won’t be able to hide from her much longer.” 


     “Who says I want to?” 


     I paled. “You can’t—” 


     “I’m not walking away from this,” Shayera insisted, yanking her hands from my grip. “Veleca has to be stopped, and you and I are the only ones who know what’s really going on. We have to do something.” 


     I rallied my thoughts for another attempt. On the way here, I had been committed to arguing the point no matter how mad she got. But that was before I had been sitting naked in the same bed with her. 


     “Shayera, if—” 


     “The amazon,” she said suddenly. “She’s the key.” 


     I blinked. “What?” 


     “Back on the road, we talked about how my tattoos were able to help her break free, at least for a few moments,” Shayera barreled on. “I thought about that more while you were gone. We know she’s headed to Tel Noroth, right? Well, if we could intercept her, maybe I could try to break her free again. At the very least, she probably knows exactly what Veleca is planning and when. Maybe we could give that information to the Ravenguard, and they could start organizing the defenses—” 


     “Did you forget what happened in the fort?” I interrupted. “That demon kicked the shit out of us!” 


     “Only because we weren’t prepared. I didn’t have any energy left, and you were already weakened by the Flensing.” 


     I stared at her in disbelief. I couldn’t decide if I should have been inspired or horrified by her confidence. I split the difference and settled on confusion.  


     “Even if we could subdue her—and that’s a really big if—exorcisms usually kill the host.”  


     “I know, but I still think it’s worth a try,” Shayera said. Her markings had finally begun to fade, but she lifted her hand and studied the swirls on her forearm. “I felt something when I was touching her. It’s difficult to describe, but there was a rush of energy into my markings. I could feel her pain and terror. It was…excruciating. But then I also felt her consciousness breaking free. For a moment, I thought I might be able to help her, but then…” 


     She shivered. “I’m sure it sounds crazy, but the core of Dal’Rethi philosophy is connection. Right now, she is connected to the demon. But maybe there’s some way I can break her free.” 


     I could see the earnest longing on her face, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the reason she was so insistent about staying was more personal than I realized. After all, her mother had fought alongside the Dragon of Highwind and his amazon companion during the war.  


     “Even if you did free her from the demon. I’m not sure what it would help,” I cautioned.  


     “We’d save an innocent woman’s life—that’s good enough for me,” Shayera replied tartly. “But like I said, she probably knows exactly what Veleca is planning. There has to be some way we can use that information.” 


     “Maybe,” I said, unconvinced. Farah and the Regent Lord already knew the attack was coming, and they wanted it to cause chaos. Warning them about specifics wouldn’t change a damn thing.  


     But there were other people in the city who could make important decisions. Other powerful nobles, the various captains and lieutenants of the Ravenguard… 


     “I don’t have all the answers,” Shayera said, “but I’m not going to run back home with my tail between my legs while those Senosi bitches torch the city and undo everything my family fought for during the war.” 


     Her eyes returned to mine, and even though they had stopped glowing, they were more intense than ever. “I’ll fight her alone if I have to,” she said, “but I’d much rather have your help.” 


     A dozen stillborn arguments looped through my head one after another. I wanted to convince her that this wasn’t her fight; I wanted to explain just how dangerous Farah and her network of thugs were. But I think I had known all along that my words alone wouldn’t change anything. When I looked upon Shayera Starwind, I saw many things: a beautiful girl with a breathtaking body, a deadly duelist with remarkable physical skills, an errant princess who desperately wanted to prove herself… 


     But mostly I saw a young woman who just wanted to help—not for fame or prestige or duty, but because she thought it was the right thing to do. It was earnest. Guileless. The complete opposite of almost everything and everyone I knew the Imperium.  


     And there was no way in hell I was going to let her do it alone.  


     “All right,” I murmured, running a hand over my face. “We could head north and at least try to see what’s going on. Even if it doesn’t lead anywhere, I think we both may be safer outside the city.” 


     Shayera arched an eyebrow. “Even if we stumble into a horde of undead?” 


     I’d rather fight a hundred ghouls than take the risk of Farah’s goons finding you. Zarach’s blood, I hope you never realize how much danger you’re in… 


     “I still have to meet with my accomplice in the morning,” I said. “But hopefully it won’t take too long. You should head out and get Mithros. I can meet you outside the gate somewhere.” 


     Shayera nodded and smiled. “We can do this, Mirek. I know we can.” 


     Looking at her warm smile and glittering eyes, I almost believed her. My father had done his best to brand his cynicism into me, and there were times when it felt like I couldn’t see the world any other way. But maybe it could change. Maybe I could change.  


     “We should try and get some sleep,” I said, rubbing my hands over my face. “The sun will be up before you know it.” 


     “I’m not tired,” Shayera said, taking my shoulder and pulling me back down on the bed. She swung her leg back over my chest and straddled me, then leaned forward until I could feel her breath on my face. My cock, still weary and wilted, couldn’t help but swell in anticipation when the heat of her quim brushed against it. “In a few minutes, I promise you won’t be, either.” 


       


     *** 


       


     I had never been more thankful to have sunlight warming my face than when I woke up the next morning. Shayera and I didn’t even try to fall asleep until what had to be well after midnight, and once she entered her Dal’Rethi meditation trance, I spent at least an hour in silence just watching her breathe and glow. By the time I did finally pass out, I was so exhausted I could have easily slept through the morning and into the afternoon.  


     But we couldn’t afford to spend any more time pretending that we were safe here in this sleepy inn. As much as I regretted my inability to convince her to leave, I did at least find comfort in knowing that she would be leaving the city. Farah’s local muscle couldn’t reach her in the wilderness. 


     I gathered my clothes—which were still annoyingly damp from the rain—and headed downstairs to catch a quick breakfast before we headed out. For the first time, the innkeeper wasn’t down there waiting for us, though the cook had still prepared us some fresh ham and eggs along with a strong green tea that Shayera seemed to like. She told me that she planned to draw a quick bath before returning to gather Mithros, and we shared a long kiss in her doorway before I finally set out.  


     “Remember, just south of the war monument,” she reminded me. “We’ll be waiting.” 


     “I’ll be there,” I told her. “Hopefully before midday.” 


     Leaving her behind turned out to be nearly as difficult as arguing with her, but eventually I was outside and on my way across the city to my small, private home. With the sun out in full force and the streets filled with people again, my Zarul training kicked back in: I kept my eyes peeled for any sign that I was being tailed, and I took a winding, out-of-the-way path to my destination. No one seemed to pay me any undue attention, and it wasn’t long before I reached the house and pulled out my keys. 


     But when I opened the door and stepped inside, my blood instantly turned to ice.  


     “I hope you had a good night’s sleep.” 


     I stood frozen in the doorway, my eyes locked upon the almond-skinned woman sitting at my dining room table. Farah’s legs were casually crossed in front of her, and she sipped at a cup of tea almost as if she were bored. But the intensity in her hazel eyes chilled me to my core.  


     “What…?” I breathed, trying and failing to swallow the lump in my throat. “What are you doing here?” 


     “Shut the door.” 


     I glanced behind me, debating for a moment if I should even enter the house. It felt like the walls were already closing in around me. 


     But I eventually stepped inside. The moment I closed the door, Farah set her cup down on the nearby coaster and uncrossed her legs.  


     “I told you to go home and get some sleep,” she said, her voice so cold it didn’t sound like the same woman I had been sleeping with for months. “I also told you not to do anything stupid. And yet…” 


     “It’s not what you think,” I said, scrambling to stay calm and come up with something plausible to say. “I stayed somewhere else so I could—” 


     “You went right back to that elf whore,” Farah said. “I’m not a fool, Mirek. Unlike you, I actually know how to do my job.” 


     My skin prickled. “Farah—” 


     “I wanted to give you the benefit of the doubt,” she cut in as if I hadn’t spoken. “When my men informed me where you went after our meeting, I thought you might have taken my words to heart. But you didn’t interrogate her, did you? You didn’t learn any secrets, and you certainly didn’t put her in chains and load her onto a ship bound for home. No, you squandered an immense opportunity. And do you know why? Because you don’t belong here.” 


     Farah rose to her feet. She stepped toward me, her heels pounding into the wood floor like nails with every footstep. “I told them it would be a mistake to send a civilian rather than another agent. Even when they assured me that you were the only one who possessed the skill to close the fractures, I recommended that we scrap this plan altogether. It wasn’t worth the risk. The situation here was already well in hand. Sooner or later, the Corvosi would have their chance to shine even without our meddling.” 


     She stopped in front of me, her jaw twisting beneath her delicate, exotic features. “But the Council didn’t listen. They wanted results, and they wanted them now. So they sent me you, a precocious scholar and talented sorcerer who doesn’t know the first fucking thing about loyalty or patriotism or sacrifice.” 


     “Farah, there’s nothing to be upset about,” I insisted, raising my hands defensively. I had never seen her this angry. “That girl doesn’t know anything of value. We should just focus on the mission—” 


     “I am focused on this mission,” she snarled. “I have spent two years of my life on this job, and I’ve had to endure that grotesque, slobbering monster’s touch every fucking day. But you know what? I do it gladly, because I am a loyal daughter of the Imperium. I am more than willing to make sacrifices for the greater good.” 


     She slowly shook her head. “Then there’s you. You were never even going to tell me about the girl at all, were you? I tried to give you the chance to come clean, but you didn’t take it. Did you seriously believe that I wouldn’t learn who she was? That I wouldn’t discover that you were hiding the Princess of Highwind from me?” 


     My heart stopped. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t speak.  


     “Unbelievable,” Farah hissed. “I suppose the only question left is whether you’re a traitor as well as a fool.” 


     Her rage seemed to cool for just a moment, and she scoffed and flicked her wrist dismissively. “But you don’t need to worry. My men will learn the truth soon enough. They’ll have plenty of time to break her on the long journey home.” 


     “What?” I rasped. “What have you done?” 


     “I ordered my men to apprehend her the moment you left,” she told me. “They were concerned about her markings—they feared that she might be able to overpower them. But I doubt that even a mighty Blade Dancer is a match for a double dose of tedrax poison in her morning tea. I wouldn’t be surprised if she is already secured in the hold of one of our ships by now.” 


     A hole opened in my chest, large enough to swallow the world. Oh, fuck! Shayera… 


     “You had your chance to do the right thing, Mirek,” Farah said, a dark, wolfish smile pulling at her lips. “Now it’s my turn.” 
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Prologue

	 

	A gust of cold air rolled across Isolde’s bare arms, leaving a trail of angry goosebumps in their wake. And without the warmth of the sun to banish them, they would likely endure the rest of the night. Here atop the ancient elven tower of Tel Noroth, perched high above the Gulf of Denedar and the Broken Sea beyond, the amazon had no reprieve from the chill. There was no fire to comfort her, no heavy furs with which to cover herself. There was only her, the old stones, and the lingering chill of autumn midnight. She should have been worried. 

	Instead, she was overwhelmed with joy. 

	“Where did you go, fiend?” Isolde called out, turning away from the weathered stone parapet and searching the top of the tower behind her. “Show yourself!”

	The echo of her voice was the only answer. She was surrounded by darkness; the dim moonlight filtering through the clouds was barely bright enough to make out the trap door at the center of the tower just a few yards in front of her, let alone the corpses of the two Vorsalosian soldiers the demon had forced her to kill on the way up here. It was disorienting to lose so much of one’s vision in the span of a few heartbeats; moments ago, her eyes had been able to pierce the long shadows as easily as day. Yet Isolde would have gladly torn out both her eyes in exchange for freedom from her tormentor. 

	Because deep down in her soul, she knew that the demon would return. 

	“Dragon protect me,” she breathed, trying hard to stay calm and slow her pounding heart. Isolde had spent her entire life training to be a warrior; the Red Sisterhood had prepared her to fight any foe on any field of battle. An amazon did not succumb to fear, and she certainly did not submit to her enemies. Only her Maskari earned that privilege. 

	And yet, for many days now (or had it been weeks?), Isolde had been held captive within her own body by the demon’s unbreakable will. The monster had no physical form for her to fight, no blood she could spill. It had invaded her, tortured her, conquered her. If not for the touch of the elven girl back at Tanisgarde, Isolde wouldn’t have known a single moment of freedom since the demon had attacked her. 

	Isolde sucked in sharp breath and turned back to the edge, shivering from the cold for the first time in as long as she could remember. Even in winter, Nol Krovos was a tropical paradise. 

	Gathered on the ground below, standing motionless in seemingly endless rows, was the army of undead she had unwillingly led here. It was a fearsome force, nearly eight thousand strong, made up of the shambling corpses of fallen soldiers from wars long past now possessed by demonic spirits of the Pale. In three days, perhaps four, they would march on Vorsalos and unleash the rage and humiliation of Inquisitrix Marcella’s doomed crusade to rid the world of sorcery.

	Thousands would die. Tens of thousands would suffer. And Isolde’s body would be there at the vanguard of their assault while her mind screamed in powerless anguish behind her eyes…

	Unless she did something about it now, while she had the chance. 

	Her fingers squeezed hard against the parapets. When the elven girl had briefly liberated her, Isolde had begged the other woman to kill her while she’d had the chance. The elf had hesitated…but now Isolde had a second chance. She could throw herself from the tower and deny the demon its prize. Her broken corpse would likely be too battered to possess, but regardless, a demon could inflict far less damage with a dead body than a living one. And most importantly of all, Isolde would be free.

	“No,” she said, banging her leather gauntlet against the stone. “I can still defeat it. I can still fight!”

	Isolde didn’t know if it was courage or cowardice that rose up inside her, but she backed away from the edge. There had to be some way to liberate herself, some way to prepare herself for the demon’s inevitable return. 

	“I knew you wouldn’t have the strength to go through with it.”

	Isolde spun on a heel. There, slumped against the parapet on the opposite side of the tower, was one of the Vorsalosian soldiers she had killed. His body still lay in a pool of gore, but the arms suddenly and violently twitched. The corpse climbed to its feet. 

	And looked right at her. 

	“To think, I had been yearning for the challenge of conquering one of the mighty amazon warriors of Nol Krovos,” the corpse rasped, bubbles of blood rolling over its lip and down its chin. “The Avetharri chose your people to defend the Godsoul prison—I assumed that you would be a worthy opponent. But you aren’t really a warrior, are you? You are just a little girl with delusions of grandeur.”

	The corpse lurched forward until it was standing barely a yard in front of the amazon. “A girl who thought she could leave her island and find the dragon on her own.”

	“Stay back, fiend!” Isolde snarled, instinctively reaching for the sword on her back. It was only after she unclasped the massive blade that she remembered it was useless to her without the demon’s added strength. She needed both hands just to hold it upright, and there was no way she could wield it effectively. It was a weapon made for a savage Roskarim warrior, not a graceful daughter of Nol Krovos.

	The demon laughed, a wet, mocking sound from the corpse’s damaged lungs. Its leather breastplate was still matted with blood from where the demon had compelled her to drive the man’s own dagger through his chest. 

	“How pathetic. You aren’t even worthy of being my vessel…”

	With an angry roar, Isolde lashed out with the sword. The heavy blade cleaved the corpse’s head from its body, splattering even more blood across the stones at her feet. The body dropped like an empty sack, and the head rolled until it bumped into the battlements beside the other dead soldier the demon had forced her to kill. 

	She held the heavy weapon in front of her like a talisman, her hands shaking from fear and fatigue. She felt sickly and weak, realizing only belatedly that the demon had never allowed her to eat or drink. Its power had been the only thing sustaining her…

	“Now, now, there’s no reason to make a mess…”

	The head of the second corpse turned to face her, a dark smile breaking the look of horror that had been frozen on its face. The body unsteadily rose to its feet just like the first, then shambled forward. 

	“The mistress will be disappointed,” the demon said. “She had hoped to add these defenders to her army.”

	Roaring again, Isolde lifted the tip of the massive sword…and this time, her rage awakened the fury of the Aether. A current of power surged through her blood, raw and untamed, heating the metal as if she had dipped it into a forge. The blade burst into flames, illuminating the top of the tower in an angry orange glow. 

	“I will destroy you,” she growled. “No matter what form you wear, no matter how long it takes!”

	The demon laughed again, though this time there was no rasp. The corpse’s lungs were fully intact—this poor man had died when Isolde had cracked the back of his skull against the battlements. 

	“Deceive yourself if you must, it will not change anything,” the demon taunted. “Deep down, you know you cannot stop me. In a few moments, you will be mine again. I just thought you might appreciate a few moments of quiet reflection.”

	Isolde almost took another swipe at the monster, but she knew it was meaningless. This tower was filled with the bodies of the unsuspecting men she had killed—a garrison of twenty in total. With the demon’s power bolstering her, she had cut them down like blades of grass. Yet now, the monster could easily take control of their corpses and force her to butcher them all over again…

	“You see, the truth is that I understand you better than you understand yourself,” the demon said. “You still believe that someone will rescue you. Perhaps the Dal’Rethi pretender…or even the Dragon of Highwind himself.”

	The demon chuckled again. “But there is no escape from me, girl, not even death.”

	The flames on the blade danced as Isolde lunged forward. The superheated metal effortlessly sliced the corpse in half, cauterizing the wounds in an instant. But the unwieldly blade flew out of her grip when it completed its arc, smashing against the battlements and clattering to the stone. The air hissed and popped as the flames vanished, then fell silent. 

	Isolde stood in place, her body trembling with fear. This was what the monster wanted—to torment her until she felt weak and helpless. Faced with the prospect of waiting here at this tower for days, the demon must have wanted to entertain itself with her suffering. 

	She refused to give it the satisfaction. Balling her hands into fists at her sides, she took a breath and focused her mind just like the Red Sisters had taught her. All that mattered was the present—the past was but a fleeting echo and the future was but a hazy promise. 

	She needed a plan. If she could escape this tower and flee to one of the shoreline villages, perhaps she could—

	Isolde paused again, realizing that her left arm was moving of its own accord. The hand unclenched as it reached for her own throat. Isolde willed it to stop, but it refused her commands. All of a sudden, the fingers curled around the bare skin of her throat…

	“A shame you lack a tan’ratha,” the demon said in Isolde’s voice through her own lips. “Such a powerful work of artifice. Binding you to another, allowing you to feel what they feel. Yet another tradition your people stole from their Dal’Rethi progenitors. It is almost a pity that you remain unbonded. It would have been amusing to pit my will against your Maskari. You could feel his agony as I made you carve him to pieces.”

	“No!” Isolde shrieked, grabbing her left hand with her right then yanking it from her throat. She could feel the monster roiling inside her, but it hadn’t yet reasserted full control. “I will defeat you on my own!”

	“Defeat who?”

	Isolde whipped her head back around to the now-open trap door as a shadowy female figure ascended the steps. Jurisa, the Senosi Huntress, would have been almost invisible if not for the green glow in her eyes and the matching tattoos on her neck and forearms.

	“Who in the bloody void are you even talking to?” she demanded when she reached the top. 

	Isolde’s gaze fixed on her tattoos, wondering if they might have a similar effect to those of the elf girl in Tanisgarde. The vatari dust within them was meant to absorb magic, but apparently it was a repellant to demons as well. If she could just get close enough to touch them for a moment…

	“What are you playing at, beast?” the Huntress asked, her hand flashing down to the crossbow at her hip when she noticed the butchered corpses of the soldiers. “You were supposed to leave them intact.”

	“Please, you must help me!” Isolde said. “Your tattoos, they can—arghh!”

	She could feel the demon boring into her mind like a screw through the back of her skull. She clutched her head and clenched her teeth, knowing that faltering now might doom her forever.

	“I will not let you defeat me!” Isolde screamed, falling to a knee. “I am a daughter of Nol Krovos. I am…I am…”

	Her jaw unclenched and her arms lowered. Even her head now moved of its own accord, and she felt her lips twist into a dark, oily smile.

	“Your army will not miss two soldiers, Huntress,” the demon said through Isolde’s body. “Their sacrifice is a small price to pay to teach this girl a lesson in humility.”

	Jurisa’s mouth twisted in disgust. Isolde’s eyes could see her as clearly as if it were daytime now, and the demon’s power had banished her hunger and fatigue. She couldn’t even feel the chill of the air anymore. 

	“Vile creature!” the Huntress spat, her hand tightening around the grip of her crossbow. “I should have destroyed you when I had the chance.”

	“But you didn’t, did you?” the demon said. “How could you? I am your only chance for revenge.”

	“I don’t need revenge. The war is over.”

	“And yet your mistress will continue to fight. And you, her loyal hound, will follow her to the end.”

	The Huntress drew her crossbow and pointed it at the amazon’s face. Isolde could see her finger trembling on the trigger as whatever remained of her conscience battled against the wishes of her Sanctori mistress. Twenty years ago, Veleca and Jurisa had stood among the elite warriors of the Inquisitrix. They had conquered Vorsalos, brought war to the Northern Reaches, and nearly burned Nol Krovos to cinders. 

	But the dragon and his allies had ultimately destroyed the Inquisitrix and ended her Senosi Crusade. Now, these two women were all that remained, and they seemed determined to raze the city they felt had turned its back on them. 

	Do you understand now, my little amazon? the demon’s voice whispered into Isolde’s mind. They are the last vestiges of a doomed cause, unable and unwilling to admit defeat. We will feast on their pride. It will sustain us…and it will allow us to control them. 

	“You still have work to do elsewhere, Huntress,” the demon said mockingly. “Do not worry yourself, I shall see to our forces here.”

	Jurisa’s scowl tightened, and for a long, haunting moment Isolde thought that she would pull the trigger and liberate her once and for all. But then the Huntress slowly lowered her crossbow and spat upon the stone near the amazon’s feet.

	“You will not leave this tower for any reason, beast,” she ordered. “And you will ensure that no one—not a single fisherman—learns the fate of this garrison or detects the presence of our army.”

	“Yes, our mistress’s instructions were quite clear,” the demon replied. “I am bound to obey them…as are you.”

	The Huntress’s arm quivered as if she was reconsidering her decision yet again. The demon smirked as if to try and provoke her, but she steadied her hand and holstered the weapon instead. 

	“Four days,” Jurisa said, though she seemed to be talking to herself more than the demon. “Four days and our fallen sisters will be avenged.”

	She departed without another word, descending the steps and closing the trap door behind her. 

	“Four days until our feast, little amazon,” the demon said, turning Isolde’s body and striding back to the battlements. With its unholy power enhancing her vision, she could see the tiny lights from the decks of dozens of ships in the Gulf and the vast sea beyond. Through the pockets of distant fog, she could even discern the outline of Vorsalos, the city she was about to destroy. 

	“You are mine, Isolde Tal’Uthra,” the demon said. “Daughter of the Dragon.”
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The Young Girl and the Sea

	 

	Shayera

	 

	“The Queen’s Library? Are you insane?”

	Tairi grinned impishly as she squeezed my hand and tugged me along through the narrow, dimly lit passage in the heart of the Winter Palace. She didn’t seem the least bit concerned about the risks of her latest gambit, whereas I was on the verge of hyperventilating. My heart had been thudding in my ears ever since we’d used her stolen key to get in here.

	Normally, I enjoyed the rush of breaking the rules. It always gave me a giddy thrill whenever Aunt Val smuggled me into one of the seedy gambling dens in Blacktide Borough. But this wasn’t a cheeky little defiance of my parents—this was serious. My mom wasn’t the queen of Nelu’Thalas, and Aunt Val wasn’t here to cover for me if I got caught. If one of the Ven’Tira caught us sneaking around…

	“Nothing is going to happen, I promise,” Tairi soothed. “The queen will be attending a special meeting with her war council all day.”

	“That’s what you said. How do you know her guards won’t be here?”

	“Because with King Thedric and his Pact Army amassing more and more troops in the north, the Ven’Tira have better things to do than protect some musty old books.”

	I wasn’t sure if I believed her or not, but at that point it wasn’t as if I had much choice. We were already committed, and there was no way I would be able to convince her to turn around and go back to the servant’s quarters. This was her way of proving to me that she and her friends had almost free rein within the palace. 

	“It’s just up ahead,” Tairi whispered. “Stay close.”

	The passage we were in was only about two yards wide, enough for the queen and a few of her guardians to quietly maneuver through the Winter Palace whenever discretion was paramount. I had no idea where else these passages could take us, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if there were paths to the throne room or even the queen’s bedchamber. After all, the hidden entrance had been sealed with highborn blood magic—only Queen Malareth and a select few of her Ven’Tira possessed the means to open it. 

	If they ever realized that their wood elf servants had figured out a way to bypass the wards…

	“Here we go,” Tairi said as we approached a wall at the end of the passage. It was so dark in here that it looked like a dead end, and even when she lifted the glowing blue runestone and held it in front of the unmarked wall, I couldn’t see any indentations to suggest that it was anything more than an impassable barrier. Bitterly, I wondered if a sorcerer might have been able to see some kind of glyphs or other clues. Since Tairi and I were both Nugûl, such mysteries would always elude us. 

	Just when I was about to beg her to turn away, there was a loud click followed by the soft scraping of stone. Propelled by ancient magic, the wall slowly moved aside to reveal the vast splendor of the Queen’s Library. 

	“Perfect,” Tairi said, her dark green eyes alight with mischief. “Come on!”

	She pulled me inside. Unlike some of my friends, I’d never had a particular affinity for libraries. Both my parents had a deep appreciation for knowledge and research, my father having spent years in study at the Silver Temple and my mother hailing from this very city. But they were also people of action who wanted their daughter out doing things rather than sitting around reading about them, and Aunt Val had been the same way. 

	“Books are wolf girl’s thing,” Val had told me on more than one occasion. “Trust me, there are far more interesting hobbies.”

	Still, I couldn’t deny that the queen’s collection was impressive. I stood in a forest of shelves, many filled with books that might have predated the Ilwetharri’s flight from Varellon here to Torsia thousands of years ago. There were instructors at the Highwind Academy who would have given almost anything to trade places with me right now…

	“We’ll stay here on the top floor,” Tairi said, pointing to the spiraling staircase leading down to the main level. “If there are any guards nearby, they’ll be outside the main level. But there’s no window up here.”

	“You still haven’t told me why we’re here,” I reminded her, sweeping my gaze around and trying to swallow my fear. “Did you need something?”

	“Astaril wanted a particular tome,” Tairi said, flitting off to one of the shelves. The glowing magical lanterns on the walls were just bright enough to make it easy to find what you were looking for but dim enough to be conducive to study. “But I also thought it would be fun. You said you love adventure!”

	“I normally do. But this seems…different.”

	I stopped in front of one of the long reading tables. There were a few books set out, one about the history of the Whitefeather family in Darenthi and another about the origin of the dreaded Chol. A shiver ran through me as I realized who had been here last. With rumors about a Culling on the horizon, the queen must have been looking for fresh insights on the eve of battle. 

	“Here we go,” Tairi said, sliding a book from the shelf and shoving it into her satchel. She practically skipped back over to me, as carefree as if we had been shopping in a bookstore in the market.

	“So, can we leave now?” I asked. 

	“Not just yet,” she said, slowing her gait to a saunter. “I told Inaril we’d need at least half an hour…we still have plenty of time.”

	“For what?” 

	“For fun, of course.”

	Gliding over to me, Tairi slid her hands around my waist and brought our mouths together. Experience had taught me that the warmth of her tongue and softness of her lips could soothe any tension, and today was no different. She was the best kisser I had ever known, gentle and passionate in all the right ways. It was so quiet and still here that it would be so easy to lose all track of time…

	“See,” she breathed, smiling as she finally pulled back half an inch. “I knew you’d enjoy this adventure!”

	I snorted softly but smiled back regardless. She was so pretty that I doubted it was even possible to stay cross with her. Her straight hair was a few inches shorter than mine but no less lustrous, and her raven-black locks were such a striking juxtaposition to her pale skin that they made her sharp wood elven features even more pronounced, especially with the bright splash of red on her lips.

	“If you have what you came for, we can continue this adventure in your quarters,” I said, gently stroking her cheek. 

	“Soon,” she promised. “But I wanted you to understand why all of this is so important. The highborn don’t even see us—we’ve been their invisible servants for so long they’ve forgotten we exist. That gives us power.”

	I could tell how much this meant to her. For as often as I lamented my lack of sorcerous talents, I had still grown up with all the resources and privileges of a princess. The wood elves of Nelu’Thalas had no such luxuries. While they may not have been enslaved like their ancestors in the Avethian Empire, they were still treated like a servant caste. Few owned homes, and fewer still possessed any real power. Some chose to leave and seek greater opportunities elsewhere, like Ranger-General Aluriel, but most simply didn’t have that option. 

	And they sincerely believed that I could help them change their fortunes. 

	“Everything is in motion,” Tairi said, her hands rubbing my lower back through my thin green dress. “Pressure is building in the Court…it won’t be long now.”

	“I told you, I’m not going to attack anyone,” I said. “I’m not an assassin.”

	“No one is expecting you to be. We need you to defend us, that’s all.”

	Even when she kissed me again, I wasn’t sure that I believed her. She and her Sarodihm friends had been trying to woo me into their ranks ever since I had arrived. For a while, I had assumed it was purely because of my mother—they wouldn’t have been the first to try to gain advantage through me, and the support of Queen Serrane would make their grievances more legitimate in the eyes of the Winter Court. 

	But over time, I had realized it was much more than that. I was a symbol of Nugûl oppression, a woman with noble blood and great skill who was still rejected by the Hathol’Sayal. If someone like me could be denied access to the corridors of power, then what hope did the wood elves have?

	“There’s one more thing I want to try before we go,” Tairi breathed when she pulled our lips apart again. “But I need you on the table.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	“Just trust me,” she said, gently twisting me around so my back was against the reading table. “Hop up.”

	I sat on the edge of the table, legs dangling off the side. When her hands fell down to my knees and gently pushed them wider apart, I realized why she had been so insistent that I wear a dress with a short skirt and no “troublesome” panties today…

	“I’ve been waiting for this since you got your tattoos,” Tairi said, retrieving a tiny, faintly glowing stone from her satchel. It looked like an even smaller version of the charged vatari crystal on the amulet dangling between my breasts.

	“What is that?” I asked. 

	“You’ll see.”

	When she effortlessly crushed it in her hand, I realized it was more like a peppercorn than a stone. Opening her mouth, she delicately poured the bits of glowing dust over her outstretched tongue, then sank to her knees in front of me. 

	I gasped in anticipation when she pushed up the fabric of my skirt and brought her tongue to my quim. She flicked the tip across my clit, sending a jolt of delight racing up my spine, then began to lick and lather the folds of my labia as if to spread the dust around…

	“Faarea!” I gasped, clamping a hand over my mouth when I remembered that there could be guards outside the library downstairs. But as my markings began to feed upon the magical energy in the dust, my anxiety was quickly washed away in a glorious tide of uncontrollable lust. 

	The Sarodihm Maitash who had inked my tattoos had warned me that feeding could easily become an addiction, and as I experienced it for the very first time, I suddenly understood what he meant. Tairi didn’t need tricks to get me off—her tongue and lips had done the job many times before—but I had never felt anything like this before. I instinctively grabbed the back of her head as my muscles seized up in climax. I knew it would be the first of many…

	One of the reasons the original Dal’Rethi had worked in pairs was so that they could satisfy each other’s cravings, sorcerer to sorcerer. So, unless I happened to befriend my own sorcerer—which seemed unlikely—I needed to rely exclusively upon charged crystals to get my fix. 

	Tairi clearly understood that. And I should have known she would figure out a clever new way to keep me charged up.

	I finished a second time almost immediately after the first, and when my eyes finally fluttered open and my vision cleared, I realized just how brightly I was glowing even through the fabric of my dress. I was like a blue lantern atop the table casting eerie shadows across the long bookshelves. 

	“If the guards come now, there’s no way they could stop you,” Tairi said, leaning back on her haunches and licking my carnal nectar from her moist lips. 

	“This is crazy,” I panted. “Someone’s going to see!”

	“I told you, there’s no way anyone outside the bottom floor can see up here,” Tairi assured me as she rose back to her feet and gently pulled me off the edge of the desk. “But it’s up to you to stop making so much noise.”

	She grinned devilishly as she cupped my chin and pulled our mouths together. My quim tingled in delight when I tasted my own juices upon her invading tongue. Gods, I was sweet…

	“I brought something else,” she whispered. “Are you ready?”

	I swallowed in anticipation as my eyes drifted down from the ample cleavage of her blouse down to the satchel at her hip. “What now?”

	“Just something I picked up a few days ago,” she replied cheekily as she opened the satchel and withdrew what looked like a leather harness with tiny amethysts embedded within the straps. “Highborn noblewomen always have at least one of these in their drawers.”

	I didn’t understand until Tairi set the satchel down on the table and began to seductively unbutton the front of her blouse. Once her perky breasts popped free, she pushed the straps of the dress from her shoulders and let the whole thing fall to the floor. Like most wood elves, her body was slender and delicate. She was three times my age, yet she looked as nubile as a young human girl. 

	After letting me soak in the view for a few heartbeats, she began to secure the harness around her waist and hairless quim almost as if it were a pair of panties. Once the device was secure, she touched the small gemstones…at which point a glowing, semi-transparent cock sprouted from atop her quim. 

	“Faarea!” I gasped. “How…?”

	“We’re in the Kingdom of Stars, melamin,” she said teasingly. “A city of wonder and magic where anything is possible.”

	Giggling, she began to stroke the magical phallus with one hand while the other reached back into her satchel to retrieve another tiny kernel of charged vatari dust. She crushed this one over the cock, sprinkling it across the long shaft and thick head as if she were decorating a pastry. 

	“Now turn around and bend over,” she ordered. “We’re just getting started.”

	The moment her tongue had touched my clit, my lingering doubts about this whole excursion—the doubts that screamed at me to get the hell out of here before we got caught—had faded into little more than a whisper. 

	Now, looking down at this incredible magical phallus, they vanished entirely. 

	I spun around and bent over the table, placing my elbows on the wood and spreading my legs wide to give her access. I bit down on my lower lip and cooed softly as she shuffled closer and began to nudge the swollen tip into my quim. Tairi had taken me with other false cocks before, but never anything like this…

	“There’s no way you’re going to stay quiet, are you?” she whispered into my ear. I felt the stiff peaks of her breasts graze my back as she bent low atop me. “Let’s get you some help.”

	Once again, I didn’t know what she had in mind until she overturned the satchel and revealed her final toy. Her hands retrieved a small leather ball gag, and when I gasped in surprise, she used the opportunity to shove it into my mouth. 

	I could have fought her off—I was stronger than her even without the power from my tattoos. But another shiver of delight cascaded through me at the way she seized control, fastening the gag in place and then grabbing a thick handful of my blond hair so she could jerk my neck backward while she pushed my chest flat against the table. 

	Gods, I should be embarrassed. The daughter of Serrane Starwind shouldn’t get wet just because she has a gag in her mouth. But the rougher Tairi gets, the harder I always cum…

	“Here it comes, Retharri slut,” Tairi warned.

	She slammed the phallus into my cunt so hard I would have shrieked if not for the gag. I was still so sodden from her earlier efforts that she met almost no resistance, my walls parting for her in a burning stretch, and two meager thrusts later, she had hilted herself inside me. 

	With the dust covering the phallus, it was as if she were fucking me with a rod of pure energy. I could see my forearms blazing with energy as I clutched onto the sides of the table for support. It felt like a star of pure pleasure was exploding between my legs with every thrust. Everywhere inside me was now a sweet spot, driving me faster and faster toward my next crest. I had volunteered for this procedure for the power, not the other benefits, but gods, it was incredible. Was this what Aunt Val had felt like all those years with the dragon? 

	“Ngnn!” I moaned into the gag as Tairi fucked me harder, the slap of her hips against my ass echoing through the library. Maiden’s mercy, maybe I did need to find a sorcerer to call my own.

	“Take it!” Tairi panted into my ear as we both drew close. “I’m going to spill all over you!”

	She pulled out at the last instant, and I felt the warmth of her release spray across my back…

	 

	The old memory faded as my eyes fluttered open, and I came to the disappointing realization that just because I was bound and gagged didn’t mean I was back in the Queen’s Library getting ruthlessly railed by Tairi. Still, I remained grateful that my brain had decided to summon such a pleasant memory to keep me company while I slept.

	Except I wasn’t just sleeping. I had been drugged. 

	Shit. 

	“She’s waking up.”

	The gruff voice reached my ears before my eyes mustered the strength to focus. My head was swimming as if I’d drowned myself in a barrel of the swill the Vorsalosians called ale, and for several long, horrifying seconds, I couldn’t feel my arms or legs.

	Memories from last night slowly washed over me: the anticipation of greeting Mirek in my new Talishite dress, the joy at helping him peel it off me, the euphoria as he spent deep inside me again and again…

	It had been a glorious night, far better than I ever could have imagined when I had first arrived here in Vorsalos. Sure, an undead army was about to lay waste to the city. And sure, the last of the Inquisitrix’s insane followers were tampering with powers they couldn’t possibly comprehend or control. But I had lost my virginity to a handsome foreign man with a cute accent and sorcerous seed that made me glow. I had never felt so alive. 

	Mirek and I had barely gotten any sleep. When morning had finally arrived, we’d shared a quick breakfast together before he had set out to try and talk sense into his Crell accomplice. I had intended to draw a bath and relax, but I’d never made it to the tub. My head had started spinning before I reached the door, and I remembered reaching out for the handle as I lost my balance…

	Gods, where am I?

	“That dose was supposed to keep her under for hours. We’re barely out of the harbor!”

	Another voice had joined the first, but I still couldn’t see anything. All I knew was that I was lying on my stomach upon a rough wooden floor, my ankles and wrists bound behind my back and a cloth gag shoved deep in my mouth. 

	It was only then that I realized I was practically naked. When I had passed out, all I had been wearing was my loose nightgown over my underwear, and my captors had apparently seen fit to dispense with the former, leaving me in naught but the red silken bra and panties that matched my new dress.

	My dress. Where is my dress? Where are my swords? My armor? My mother’s bow…?

	“It doesn’t matter,” the first voice said. “More time to ask her questions. Rise and shine, princess!”

	I felt a tug on my ankles as they were abruptly hoisted into the air, and suddenly I found myself suspended upside down, my long hair spilling to the floor beneath me. 

	“Behave yourself and I might loosen that gag of yours,” the voice said. “Start screaming and I’ll leave you hanging like a gutted fish all day.”

	I couldn’t discern much about my surroundings other than the fact I was in a fairly wide wooden room filled with open barrels and empty crates. There were two men standing half concealed in the shadows, both large and muscular with heavily tattooed arms and cutlasses sheathed on their belts. The first had a patch over his left eye; the second had the crooked nose of a man who either enjoyed blocking with his face or was too stupid to realize dodging was an option.

	In other words, they were thugs. Big, beefy, expensive thugs. 

	“What do you say, princess?” One Eye asked with a gap-toothed grin. “You gonna behave, or do we need to smack that pretty mouth of yours around a little?”

	If I weren’t still so foggy, I might have yelled into the gag just to see what he would do. I didn’t want to get hit, obviously, but goading him would help me figure out what these idiots had planned for me. If they were trying to ransom me, then they would be careful not to inflict any real damage. If they wanted something else…

	Well, if they wanted something else, they probably wouldn’t have waited until I was awake to have their way with me. Unless they were just twisted sons of bitches who got off on watching their victim struggle, which was very much a possibility. 

	A cold shiver of dread skittered down my spine, but I forced myself to breathe through my nose and remain calm. If my parents had taught me anything, it was how to stay cool in a crisis. No matter how bad this seemed, I knew that my captors had already made the mistake of underestimating me. I just needed to bide my time until I could show them the error of their ways…

	“That’s a good girl,” Crooked Nose said, stepping forward and slowly pacing around my dangling body. I clenched my teeth to stifle a snarl when I felt his callused hands trace up and down my smooth, bare calves. “Such a pretty thing…how much ya think the Talishite slave markets are payin’ for northern cunts these days?”

	“More for full bloods,” One Eye replied. “Still a thousand crowns for a half-blood, I reckon.”

	“And another few thousand for royalty?”

	“First generation hardly counts as royal anything,” One Eye sneered. “But if she’s ripe…well, that has to be worth a bit extra.”

	Crooked Nose snickered as his hand settled atop my belly and patted it softly. “Seems pretty ripe to me…”

	They shared a lecherous chuckle, and I made a show of letting my eyes go wide. They didn’t need to know how quickly I had conquered my fear—or that their pathetic little attempts to intimidate me were having the opposite effect. Aunt Val had taught me how to navigate the underworld and the goons who ruled over it. The more a thug talked, the less menacing he was. Professionals didn’t need to rely on cheap threats for intimidation—actions were far more effective. 

	Their blather had also given my senses more time to recover. My half-elven eyes had focused enough to penetrate the long shadows behind One Eye. The adjoining room appeared to be stuffed with crates and barrels just like this one, and combined with the sloshing sound outside, the logical conclusion was that we were in the hold of a cargo ship. It would also explain the subtle swaying I had only just noticed. 

	Unfortunately, the ambient noise mixed with the taunting chatter was making it difficult to tell if there was anyone else nearby. There could have been a dozen more of these fools hanging around for all I knew, maybe more depending on the size of the ship. 

	Not that it really mattered. Two, ten, twenty…it would take an army of goons to handle a Blade Dancer. 

	“All right, princess, we have a few simple questions for ya,” Crooked Nose said after he had traced his grubby fingers all over my stomach. “Be honest and we’ll have you back in your palace in no time.”

	He reached down to my dangling head and yanked the gag from my mouth. I gasped for air once it was finally free, licking my lips to try to get rid of the cottonmouth. 

	“There we go, nice and quiet,” One Eye said, flipping a serrated knife between his fingers in what was presumably supposed to be a fearsome display of prowess. “And here we thought you were the rebellious type. It’s not every day you hear rumors about a princess sucking cocks in a tavern for a few silvers.”

	“What can I say?” I asked, my voice less hoarse than I’d expected. “Sometimes a girl just wants to have a bit of fun.”

	They both stared blankly at me for a heartbeat, clearly shocked at the glib reply, before they guffawed loudly. 

	“Is that so?” One Eye asked. “And what do dear old mommy and daddy think about this, I wonder?”

	“You can ask them yourselves when you ransom me back,” I said. “That is what this is about, isn’t it?”

	The men shared an amused glance before Crooked Nose paced around me again, this time smacking my ass once he was behind me. “Well, that’s just it, princess,” he said. “See, we got ourselves a pretty good deal from someone else right now…someone with even more coin to toss around than the queen of Highwind. And if you don’t think your parents can match that offer…”

	“It’s a long, long way to Velashel Harbor,” One Eye finished. “But I’m sure the Sovereigns will throw you a nice, big reception when you arrive.”

	Their grins turned even darker. The threat was real and chilling. The Crell obsession with breeding powerful sorcerers rivaled that of the Avetharri of the ancient world, and the daughter of Serrane Starwind would make a valuable gift to any noble house with a young, virile son. The prospect of being turned into a brood whore was sickening beyond words, but I refused to be intimidated. Like they said, we were still a long way from Velashel. 

	But the information confirmed what my fog-addled brain had already started putting together: Mirek’s Crell accomplice had acted more quickly than he had expected. I couldn’t blame him for that. He had tried to convince me to leave Vorsalos last night, but I had stubbornly refused. And then, of course, I had taken him inside me, and trivial things like international politics and Zarul kidnappings had become utterly unimportant.

	“Now, I’m sure you’d rather we send you up the Reachwend toward home,” Crooked Nose said. “But that means turning our backs on our employer, and our loyalty ain’t cheap. So, princess: how much do you think your parents would be willing to cough up for the safe return of their little girl?”

	“Honestly?” I shrugged, an especially awkward motion while hanging upside down. “Not as much you hope.”

	The two men shared another glance, this one more confused than anything else. 

	“You ain’t makin’ a very good case for yourself, girl,” One Eye said. 

	“I’ve always been more of a gambler than a negotiator,” I replied evenly, flexing my arms against the bindings on my wrist. These two may have been amateurs, but they knew how to tie a knot. “And right now, the easy money is on me walking out of here without paying a single crown.”

	Crooked Nose snorted. “Is that so?”

	“It is,” I told him, allowing my voice to cool several degrees. “I’m going to give you dipshits one chance: cut me down, give me back my things, and put me back on the docks. Do that, and we can both forget this whole thing ever happened.”

	“You got yourself a spine, girl, I’ll give ya that,” One Eye said, flipping his knife into a reverse grip. “But in case you hadn’t noticed, you aren’t in Highwind or Nelu’Thalas. Ain’t no one comin’ to help you ’ere. And one naked elf ain’t gonna scare nobody.”

	“I wasn’t trying to scare you,” I said, craning my neck so I could look him straight in his remaining eye. “I was just explaining what’s about to happen. You see, the moment I get your friend’s cutlass in my hand, you and your men are dead.”

	One Eye’s cheek twitched, and it was clear that he no longer found me amusing. “I fought Senosi back in the war,” he said, voice gravelly and deep. “Real scary bitches, no doubt. But without a little drop of magic to get ’em goin’, they were helpless little girls—just like you.”

	“True enough,” I said. “But there’s just one problem with your analysis.”

	He sneered. “And what’s that?”

	“I’m not a Senosi.”

	With my head finally clear, I concentrated and activated my Dal’Rethi tattoos. Before the thugs could grasp their mistake, the entire room was bathed in an eerie blue glow as the glyphs and whorls covering my body all appeared at once. I had meditated off some of the excess energy Mirek had given me last night, but he had filled me up so many times that I had more than enough fuel left over to deal with these idiots. 

	I tore apart my wrist bindings with a feral roar, causing Crooked Nose to hop back in surprise—but not nearly far enough. Using my bound ankles as a pivot point, I swung forward and lashed out with both my fists, one slamming right into his gut while the other grabbed the handle of his cutlass. I ripped the blade from its sheath even as the man wheezed and hunched over, and as my body swung back in the opposite direction, I had a full second to appreciate the look of horror on One Eye’s face when he realized I was not, in fact, bluffing. 

	Curling upward toward my feet, I slashed the cutlass across the rope binding me to the ceiling at the exact moment of my swing where the drop would put me on my back rather than my head. It still hurt—the force of the impact when my hips came down sent a nasty jolt of pain through my tailbone—but the energy from my tattoos neutralized it almost immediately. I rolled hard to my right, then flipped to my feet, blade ready in hand for anything they could throw at me. 

	Crooked Nose was already shouting for help as he blundered into the adjacent room, while One Eye had risen to his feet and drawn his own cutlass to complement his knife. Dual-wielding effectively was difficult for all but the most skilled and coordinated fencers; dual-wielding when you only had one good eye seemed almost suicidal. Dimly, I wondered if I had underestimated him after all. 

	The answer, it turned out, was no. 

	I sprang right at him, not bothering with subtlety when my markings gave me such a tremendous advantage in strength and speed. My blade crashed into his desperate, double-weapon parry, pummeling him back into the wall behind him. I then twisted my wrist, using the locked basket guards of our weapons to rip the cutlass from his grip and send it skittering across the deck. In a panic, he tried to stab me with his knife, but I effortlessly danced around the frantic lunge, then smashed the guard right into his face, shattering his nose. 

	One Eye screamed, definitely in pain and probably also because I had just made him look a lot more like his ugly friend, before I kicked him into the pile of empty barrels. I was already leaning down to retrieve his sword before the barrels stopped crashing down over his body. 

	“Unbalanced trash,” I muttered as I strode forward, cutlass in either hand. I had gotten so used to my dueling sabers that every other weapon felt awkward and cumbersome, even other blades with perfectly adequate craftsmanship. 

	They had better be somewhere on this ship…

	“Shit! Get her!”

	I gritted my teeth as I stalked into the next room. There were several other cabins down here in the vessel’s underbelly, but Crooked Nose and two more goons were standing at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the main deck. He sent them after me while he rushed up the steps to find even more reinforcements.

	Unsurprisingly, these men weren’t any more skilled than the one-eyed man I had already embarrassed. Shifting one foot back to narrow my profile, I completely sidestepped the first man’s wild lunge, then kicked him in the ass while he stumbled forward, sending him tumbling unceremoniously into the room with One Eye. 

	His partner wasn’t so lucky. I parried his first slash without looking, then slipped beneath his guard when he tried again. With an almost casual downward flick of my wrist, I liberated his sword hand from his body. He crumpled, clutching at the red geyser and shrieking in agony, as I continued past him and rushed up the stairs. 

	The blazing midday sun almost blinded me when I emerged, while the bracing ocean air struck my nearly nude body like a slap. I kept my blades crossed defensively in front of my chest in case someone tried to shoot at me, but apparently these fools still thought they could contain me. Crooked Nose and a dozen other sailors were standing in a half circle about five yards in front of the hatch, with several other men behind me on the quarterdeck and even more gathering behind Crooked Nose on the forecastle. There had to be least forty of them in total, and their jaws all seemed to drop at the sight of me. 

	I couldn’t blame them; I must have looked downright absurd. Here I was, a lone elf girl splattered with blood and stripped down to my skivvies, grimly striding forward with a weapon in either hand like an angel of death. 

	Or perhaps just one really pissed-off Blade Dancer. 

	“Give me back my swords and stand aside,” I called out. “And I might—might—let you all live.”

	The sailors on the quarterdeck and forecastle laughed. The ones standing near the hatch, close enough to hear the screams of the man I had maimed below, didn’t share their jovial mood. But the momentary pause gave me a few heartbeats to study my surroundings, and I saw that this ship was already out at sea. But not too far—the mouth of the Vorsalosian harbor was shrinking but still visible off the port side. 

	“That’s enough!” a voice called down from the quarterdeck. “There’s nowhere for you to go, girl.”

	Keeping my blades crossed in front of me, I tossed a glance over my shoulder. Standing near the helm, flanked by several very large men with equally large crossbows, was a middle-aged man with a ratty beard and badly scarred face. I could have identified him as the captain even without his gaudy coat or ridiculous hat. 

	“Oh, I’m not planning on going anywhere,” I called back. “Not until you return what’s mine.”

	The captain sneered beneath his beard. When he stepped around the helm, I saw my sabers hanging from his belt. And the first mate standing beside him—a man with a face that made Crooked Nose look like a beauty queen—had my mother’s bow slung over his back. 

	Son of a bitch. 

	“Oh, I think not,” the captain said as he unsheathed one of my sabers. The pristine moonsilver blade glinted in the sunlight. “A pair of fine elven weapons like these will fetch a high price in the Imperium. They might be worth more than you are.”

	“Give them to me,” I demanded. “And no one else has to die.”

	He chuckled behind his ratty beard. “What are you idiots waiting for? Get her!”

	Having seen what I could do belowdecks, Crooked Nose and his men should have all charged me at once to maximize their chances. But the trouble with goons was that they weren’t very bright, and two of them rushed ahead of the others in their eagerness. Their stance and grip suggested that they planned to punch me with the basket guards of their cutlasses rather than risk lacerating their prize. The sheer arrogance was truly something to behold—apparently the fact that I was mostly naked, half their size, and a woman made them completely overlook my glowing tattoos.

	Perhaps everyone on this ship would benefit from a quick lesson. 

	Rather than waiting to counter their attack, I lunged at the man on my right, forcing him to lift his blade and parry my wide, arcing strike. But I didn’t bother with any fancy follow-up lunges or slashes—I simply lowered my shoulder and slammed into him as hard as I could. 

	Normally, a five-nine woman probably wouldn’t have even budged a six-four man, especially a sailor used to keeping his balance on a pitching deck. So when he flew backward so hard he flipped over the starboard railing and went overboard, I held out hope that the rest of the idiots would take the hint. 

	His partner certainly did…but only for a moment. The man’s eyes widened when I spun back around to face him, but whether due to determination, a bizarre sense of duty, or good, old-fashioned misogyny, his moment of doubt quickly passed. He rushed straight at me, snarling like a frenzied orc. 

	Two parries and one quick slash later, he was screaming and hunched over on the deck trying desperately trying to keep his entrails inside his body. 

	Yet somehow, Crooked Nose and the other two goons still didn’t take the hint. They rushed forward all at once as if trying to learn from their comrades’ mistakes, but they were so clumsy and uncoordinated that they got in each other’s way. I whirled between them like a dervish, slapping aside blades and slicing through flesh in a bloody whirlwind. 

	Soon, Crooked Nose was the last one standing, gamely continuing to chop at me like a drunken brawler even after I had slashed open a nasty gash across his left shoulder. 

	I briefly considered disarming him. I really considered killing him. But instead, I kicked him overboard with his shipmate, then leapt straight up into the air and landed atop the rigging of the mainmast.

	“Last chance before I turn you all into shark bait!” I called out, pretty damn impressed with the theatrics of my display. 

	It was just bad luck that wind blew a bit of sea spray into my eyes right when I delivered my ultimatum, making me awkwardly scrunch my face and spit into the wind. 

	“You dumb bitch,” the captain snarled, waving his hand to the other men on the quarterdeck with him. They took aim with their crossbows, and several of the men on the forecastle on the opposite side did the same. “Those tattoos of yours can’t stop a crossbow bolt!”

	“True,” I admitted as I deliberately panned my gaze around the ship, making eye contact with as many of the men as I could before I stopped and faced the helm. With luck, there was still a chance I wouldn’t have to kill any more of them. “But they’ll keep me alive long enough to jump up there and carve out your tongue!”

	Dropping one of the blades, I grabbed hold of one of the secured lines, slashed it free, and swung across the ship right toward the helm. 

	It was, by any remotely sane standard, an unbelievably stupid thing to do for an actual buccaneer, let alone a girl who had never actually sailed anywhere in her life. But my only hope for heading off this slaughter was to get to the captain as quickly and impressively as possible, and I really believed this would stun them all into submission. 

	If it had worked anywhere like I had intended, it might have. But the rope didn’t have the length or the angle I was hoping for, and I wound up swinging wide rather than straight. I quickly found myself flying out around the stern of the ship like a ribbon caught in the wind. Crossbow bolts whistled past me on either side as the sailors opened fire, and I realized far too late that my arc wouldn’t carry me over the quarterdeck like I’d hoped. In fact, it was looking like it wouldn’t come anywhere close, which meant that I would soon be swinging back in the opposite direction right into the line of sight of a dozen men with crossbows on the forecastle. A single bolt probably wouldn’t kill me, and my tattoos could regenerate the damage…but not before the pain caused me to let go and plunge into the rolling sea. 

	And so when the rope reached the end of its swing, I tucked in my legs, then kicked out toward the ship’s stern, hoping that a combination of raw grit, sheer athleticism, and supernatural strength would propel me the last few yards up onto the quarterdeck. 

	It wasn’t. In the space between heartbeats while I flew through the air, twisting sideways in mid-fall like a cat trying to defy the laws of the physical world, I knew that the best I could hope for was to grab the railing and pull myself up. My hands flashed out, and I whispered a silent prayer to Shalassa that they would find something, anything to grab hold of…

	And they did. Both hands caught hold of the taffrail just firmly enough that I didn’t slip off, though my cutlass went spinning into the sea. A more experienced warrior probably would have taken at least a few seconds to get her bearings and figure out what the hell she planned to do now, but since gall had carried me this far, it didn’t seem wise to abandon it now. I pulled myself up and over the rail with a dramatic flip, and I landed right on the edge of the quarterdeck where the captain and his men were waiting for me. 

	“Give. Me. My. Weapons!” I bit out. “Now!”

	“Shalassa’s saggy tits,” the captain hissed. “Shoot her! Shoot her!”

	Caught at point-blank range without a weapon, I needed to improvise. Thankfully, that appeared to be the one thing I was actually good at today. Tucking myself into a ball, I rolled forward as the thunk of their crossbows sent bolts flying past my head, and when I bounced back upright, I was able to deliver a roundhouse kick that sent one of the men down the stairs to the main deck. A second lunged at me, knife drawn, but I dropped low, grabbed his forearm, and used his own momentum to throw him up and over the side of the ship.

	Two left. 

	The captain had backpedaled behind the helm now. He drew my other saber and quickly offered it to his first mate, but apparently the ugly man was the smartest one on the ship. He shook his head, pulled my mother’s bow off his back, and dropped it onto the deck in front of me in a desperate peace offering. 

	“Coward!” the captain snarled. 

	He never had a chance to finish the sentence. Reaching down as I moved, I grabbed the bow and rolled around the heavy, brass-studded wheel. When I popped up, I slammed one of the limbs into the captain’s throat before he could raise his guard. My saber flipped out of his hand, but I caught it before it touched the deck—a far more impressive feat than the nonsense I had pulled with the rigging—then spun behind him and held the blade at his throat. 

	“Now,” I said, breathing heavily into his ear. “Why don’t you tell me what you did with my dress?”

	 

	 

	
2 
Den of the Wolf

	 

	Mirek

	 

	The war camp on the outskirts of Lyebel was every bit as bleak a sight as I had dreaded. Of the eight thousand soldiers who had marched north to lay siege to the city, less than two now remained. Despite the Sovereign Council’s proclamation that the Galvians would surrender once their coastal cities were taken, despite their endless assurances that our northern neighbor would soon realize they would be better off within the Imperium’s ever-expanding border, the war continued to rage on. More battles. More death. More misery. 

	“It really is appalling to behold,” Provel Stravos said as he peered out the window of our carriage. “A people so convinced of their own righteousness that they would rather bury more of their sons than accept the inevitable.”

	I snorted softly, wondering if my father was even capable of recognizing the irony of his statement. The camp was a dour palette of muted grays and muddy browns, made worse by the fact it had been raining nearly all week. The mass grave at the southern edge of the camp was little more than a shallow, reeking trench filled with Crell and Galvian corpses. The locals, staunch believers in the Six Gods, would be outraged at the sight of a mixed grave with the heathens from the south.

	Which was, of course, the entire point. 

	My brother, Taras, had often spoken about the shift in strategy these past few months. Rather than assaulting the remaining Galvian strongholds directly, the Imperial Army had been trying to provoke the locals into attacking. In the countryside, our outposts and caravans were left seemingly undefended to draw out the insurgents from occupied towns and villages. Here, the strategy was more subtle: the sight of the mutual corpse pile, visible from the city walls, might enrage the priests of Abalor enough to open the gates and send forth their knights. Failing that, our commanders would probably settle for simply demoralizing the Lyebel populace.

	My stomach turned at the thought, though I tried to tell myself it was just the smell. I had no particular sympathy for people who chose to throw their lives away on behalf of silent, apathetic gods, but that didn’t mean I wanted them to die. And more than anything, I just wanted this damn war to end so that my brother could finally come home. 

	“I know you didn’t want to come here and take time away from your studies, but this is important,” Provel said, mistaking my silence for sullenness. “Not simply because I want you to see your brother, but because I need you to understand what it is he’s fighting for. 

	Mud and rocks? I thought darkly. After five years of near-constant war against a superior foe, Galvia was a broken kingdom. Several of the coastal cities had been reduced to flaming cinders by the manticore riders. Lyebel would have already been torched as well if the Sovereign Council hadn’t been so insistent on taking it intact. They wanted a buffer against the Solarians…and a place to stage our forces for the next war to come. 

	“Too many people these days have lost sight of the truth,” my father continued as the carriage rolled onward, shaking as we bounced over the broken stones of the ruined road. “We are the enlightened on a crusade to save the ignorant. Imagine what these people will be able to achieve once they finally allow us to show them the way.”

	“What way?” I asked, my voice quiet after hours of silence.

	“The correct way,” he said flatly. “Free of their backward religion. The war may seem brutal now, but in the long run it is our solemn duty to bring truth and prosperity to the world.” 

	“Why?”

	Provel’s green eyes suddenly turned hard. “What?”

	“Why is it our responsibility?” I repeated.

	“Have you really been paying that little attention to your tutors?”

	I shifted my gaze to the wet, dreary countryside out the carriage window. “I’ve heard every word they said.”

	“If that were true, you wouldn’t ask such a foolish question,” Provel snapped. “Zarach shed his blood in our land to bless our people. It is our duty to honor his sacrifice so that he may someday be reborn.”

	I didn’t argue, nor did I ask any of the dozen questions that always looped within my head whenever one of my tutors mentioned Zarach or the Blood Sacrifice or our Sovereign Destiny. If the Immortal Dragon had truly blessed our people—if he had spilled his blood in our land to seed the next generation of his kin—then why had the first human dragon of our age been born in the savage north, a land of magic-fearing barbarians? If we were indeed the rightful heirs of Zarach’s legacy, then why had the Great Houses failed to produce a single dragon after countless generations of carefully selected breeding?

	If we were really so civilized, then why did everyone in Torsia revile us so much?

	“I’m sure Taras has been looking forward to seeing his little brother,” Provel said, regaining his composure. “I trust that you will not pester him with the same foolish questions.”

	“No,” I murmured, “of course not.”

	“Good. Because you have a lot to learn from him. Honor. Sacrifice. Loyalty to the Imperium.” Provel smiled, glancing out the window of the carriage as we entered the sprawling siege camp. “Most importantly of all, knowing how and when to look out for the family. One day soon, he will be commanding an entire legion. His victories will be our victories. And the emperor will not be able to deny us a seat on the Council forever.”

	I didn’t bother nodding. He wasn’t looking at me anyway—he was barely even talking to me. I could already see his mind running wild with dreams of his ambitions. Earning a seat for our family on the Sovereign Council was all he had ever truly cared about. He yearned for the connections, the wealth, the power…and most of all, the respect. He wanted every noble in Drakendaar to bow their heads at our approach; he wanted every Councilor and every Imperator to treat him as a force to be reckoned with. 

	And he was convinced that his sons would get it for him, no matter the cost. 

	“We’re here,” he said as the carriage slowly rolled to a halt. “Remember what I said: we are the enlightened among the ignorant, the nobles amongst the savages. Do you understand?”

	“Yes, Father,” I said. “Of course I do.”

	 

	I stared down into Farah’s cold hazel eyes, still strangled by guilt and paralyzed by fear. 

	Shayera! Zarach’s blood, what have I done?

	I didn’t want to believe anything that my accomplice had told me. There was no way her operatives could have poisoned and captured Shayera in the short time it had taken me to walk over here, and there was certainly no way they could have already had her on a ship bound for home. Farah had to be bluffing. 

	And yet even as my mind conjured up alternative scenarios in a feeble attempt to inspire hope, deep down I knew my rationalizations were hollow. Farah may have been a professional liar, but she had nothing to gain by spinning a web of bullshit around me. 

	No, she had made her move. And now she was waiting for me to make mine. 

	“You’ve no idea how lucky you are that I’m here to save you from yourself,” she said, her voice frosty. “There is still a chance for you to survive this without destroying your life and your family’s honor in the process. But from this point forward, you will have to do exactly what I say.”

	Balling my hands into fists at my sides, I forced air into my lungs with a long, labored breath. The walls of the small, single-story home that I had lived in these past several months had never seemed so stiflingly close, and my head wouldn’t stop swimming. I was caught between the urge to lash out with my magic and keel over to retch. 

	Neither would help. If there was any chance of saving Shayera, I had to pull myself together. 

	“If we weren’t on such a tight schedule, I would lock you in here alone for the next few days just to let you think about what you’ve done,” Farah added imperiously. “Sadly, we simply don’t have the time to waste. I expect that the Senosi will attack soon, and we need to be sure the Corvosi are ready. The first thing you’re going to do is accompany me to the Castarium where we can—”

	“Do you have any idea how Highwind will respond once they learn what we’ve done?” I blurted out. 

	She raised one of her neatly plucked black eyebrows. “Oh, I imagine that Queen Serrane will be quite incensed.”

	“She’ll be homicidal! This could cause a war.”

	“It could,” Farah agreed, the ice in her voice melting into amusement. “But Highwind is one city, hardly a match for the might of the Imperium.”

	I clenched my teeth, trying to get a hold of my emotions before they got the best of me. “The Knights of the Eternal Dawn are respected across the Northern Reaches. They’ve even made diplomatic inroads in Ebara. If they—”

	“A few hundred paladins are no match for the Imperial Army, and neither Darenthi nor Ebara would allow them passage through their territory to reach us. Highwind is no threat.” While holding my gaze, Farah took my seat at the small kitchen table. As she casually crossed her legs, skirt swishing about her ankles, her wolfish smile returned. “But the humiliation its queen will suffer at having her only child captured…that will threaten her rule for years to come. Even if the Sovereign Council eventually chooses to ransom the princess, the political damage will be incalculable. Though I suspect the rights to breed such a prize will be far more valuable to the Imperium in the long run.”

	The nausea gnawing at my gut ignited in a flare of white-hot rage. Once again, I nearly lashed out, stopping only when I noticed how carefully Farah was watching my reaction. She was still testing me, attempting to discern if I had been treasonous or merely stupid. Perhaps if I could somehow keep my cool and reason with her, then maybe, just maybe, I could still get Shayera out of this…

	“Why not hold her here in Vorsalos for now?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even. “Think about it: we could use her as leverage to ensure that Highwind stays out of any fighting that might break out when the Regent Lord makes his play for the throne. Ensuring a smooth transition of power is far more valuable to the Imperium in the immediate future.”

	It wasn’t the worst argument I could have made, especially considering I had just come up with it on the spot. And if I had been speaking with someone else—someone who didn’t know me so well—it might have at least presented a needle I could try to thread. 

	But Farah didn’t acknowledge the point.

	“I gave them orders to set sail the moment the girl was secure,” she told me. “And if you still want me to give you the chance to redeem yourself, you’ll forget about her and concentrate on the task at hand.”

	My lip twisted. “The task at hand,” I grumbled. “You mean giving a dangerous Avetharri artifact to a vengeful fanatic so she can raise an army of undead? Farah, this is madness! Can’t you see that?”

	It didn’t seem like it should have been possible for such a delicate woman to be so intimidating. Everything about her was the opposite of physically imposing, from her graceful figure to the cut of her dress to her subtle feminine mannerisms. Farah had very deliberately and very carefully cultivated the persona of a helpless, exotic beauty ripe for conquest. The Zarul—the Imperium’s spy network—had transformed her into a prize for Regent Lord Ironsail to open. 

	And yet, when her jaw tightened and her eyes narrowed at my words, it still sent a shiver of dread racing down my spine. 

	“We’ve been over this,” she said, the dark chill returning to her husky voice. “The plan is already in motion. When the Senosi attack the city, our sorcerers will stop them. All you need to do is help clean up the mess in the aftermath.”

	I swallowed heavily, still struggling to believe that Sovereign Berial—the kindly old man I considered my mentor at the Aetherium—had agreed to participate in this lunacy. Perhaps he hadn’t; perhaps Farah was lying or had simply been misinformed. The Zarul were more than capable of simply stealing the Runic Focus from the Aetherium vaults if they wanted it badly enough…

	“That may not be possible, don’t you understand?” I asked. “The Senosi could have already created dozens of fractures in the Pale, and I know for a fact that at least one powerful demon has already escaped.”

	Farah’s eyes narrowed slightly, the first sign of hesitation I had seen in her face. “Explain.”

	“The Senosi…they have an amazon warrior with them,” I said, trying to think on my feet for some way to leverage this. “She has been possessed by something powerful—a Sarigoth or perhaps even a Xargoth. A demon that strong could eventually warp and twist the host body into something truly fearsome.”

	“An amazon warrior…” Farah whispered, glancing away for a moment. “Only one?”

	“That I saw,” I replied. “Are you even listening to me? It’s not the amazon that’s the problem, it’s—”

	“One of my agents reported that an amazon tried to sneak into the city a few weeks ago,” Farah interrupted. “She appeared quite young and inexperienced. He suspected that her people must have heard the rumors about the Senosi survivors and sent her to investigate. To this day, the amazons are still embarrassed about their wayward sister who became the Inquisitrix. I wouldn’t be surprised if they sent one of their own to discreetly deal with any vestiges. Their ranks must be thinned indeed if they sent someone so…unseasoned.”

	I frowned. I knew almost nothing about the internal workings of the almost mystical Amazonian island of Nol Krovos, other than the fact that Inquisitrix Marcella had been one of them. The island had supposedly fallen into chaos in the aftermath of her war, especially after the Dragon of Highwind had disappeared.

	“Farah, if there is a powerful demon on the loose, then closing a few fractures won’t be enough,” I said. “It could create more at any time! And if there’s a true infestation, we may not be able to stop it, certainly not without the help of the Eternal Dawn.”

	“We’ll find a way,” she said almost absently. “That is why you’re here, remember?”

	“Zarach’s blood, are you deaf?” I snarled. “I can’t—”

	“You can and you will,” Farah interrupted. “But right now, you and I are going to head to the Castarium and make certain that the Corvosi are prepared. We couldn’t risk telling them precisely what they were going to face, but now that the moment is upon us, you are going to complete their training. You will tell them everything they need to know about dealing with undead and demons.”

	My jaw dropped. “Do you seriously believe it’s that easy? That all I need to do is give them a few pointers and everything will work out? This is lunacy!”

	“It is reality,” she replied tartly, “and it is long past time you learned to deal with it. The alternative is for me to lock you away somewhere or ship you home in disgrace.”

	I shook my head as I took a step backward. “That’s an idle threat and you know it. You overplayed your hand. You need me. No one else can seal the fractures—no one else can teach the Corvosi what they need to know. You can’t afford to throw me in the Regent Lord’s dungeon or send me back home.”

	I expected another burst of venom, but instead she merely smiled again. “It really is a shame that they forced you into this so quickly. With time and training, you could have made a good operative.” She let out a regretful breath and crossed her slender arms. “But if saving your family’s honor isn’t enough to convince you to do your duty, I have other means at my disposal. I would simply prefer not to use them.”

	Farah’s gaze intensified, and I felt a sudden shift in the Aetheric currents surrounding us. I was confused at first, wondering what in the name of the Immortal Dragon she was doing, before I realized my feet had begun shuffling toward her table. My hand pulled out the other chair to give me a place to sit, and I felt a subtle pressure envelop my mind like a warm blanket—

	“No!” I snarled, shoving the chair aside and backing away a step. “Did you seriously believe a charm spell would work on me?”

	She shrugged, but the Aetheric currents around her stilled. “It has before.”

	Bile rose in my throat at the implications. It seemed impossible. The Regent Lord and the foolish nobles of Vorsalos might have been easy pickings for the charm spells of a Zarul operative, but I had spent my entire life honing my sorcerous abilities in the Aetherium. 

	And yet…

	“Oh, don’t give me that look,” Farah scoffed. “I’m trying to make this easier for you. Don’t force my hand.”

	I was still combing my memories for any hints of her mind magic when I caught a flicker of movement behind me. I turned just in time to see the door open to reveal two massive thugs with more tattoos than teeth. One was holding a sap, while the other was holding an iron collar embedded with tiny vatari crystals.

	“There is no way out of here, Mirek,” she said. “Don’t force me to do something we’ll both regret.”

	I stared at the collar. In the Imperium, rogue sorcerers were fitted with iron manacles encrusted with tiny vatari crystals. Since the crystals absorbed magic, channelers couldn’t muster enough power to weave dangerous spells—or any spells at all, in some cases. It was an effective and frankly quite humane way to neutralize a potential threat. 

	But this device was clearly Senosi in origin. The inner surface had tiny spikes designed to pierce flesh if the collar was sufficiently tightened. This wasn’t a tool designed to neutralize—it was meant to torture and kill. 

	“One way or another, you are going to help me complete my mission,” Farah said. “Think of your family, Mirek. Think of our people. Choose carefully.”

	You aren’t prepared to play this game, boy. She is the wolf, and you are the sheep. Never forget that.

	I winced at the echo of my father’s voice. I almost wished that he were really here, if only so I could ask him if he had known the details of this insane mission when he had sent me here. He was many things, but I had never considered him a fool. Yet if Sovereign Berial had gone along with this like Farah said…

	Well, then perhaps the rot in the empire was even more profound than I realized. 

	“I thought we were trying to help these people,” I whispered. “To bring order to chaos. To share the bounty of the Imperium with Reachers who have suffered decades of war.”

	“That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Farah said. “But the price for peace must always be paid in blood. The people of Vorsalos must suffer before they can be saved.”

	I shifted my eyes between her and the thugs, knowing full well that the next few seconds may have been the most important of my life. But I had made my decision, and the thought of Shayera being tortured because I hadn’t been fast enough…

	“Then maybe you were right all along,” I said as I reached out to the Aether. “I don’t belong here.”

	Her thugs were quick—they lunged at me before I finished the sentence. But for once, Farah had underestimated me instead of the other way around. The Aether surged through my body as I visualized one of the many dilapidated shanties that crowded the docks…

	And then the morning sun was shining down on me, warming my face. The salty scent of the sea filled my nostrils, and the calls of fishmongers and sailors crashed in on me from all directions. I had only teleported about a hundred yards from the Sallows to the outskirts of the docks, but just like during our escape at Tanisgarde, I had managed to skip across the Pale without being able to see my destination. It remained a dangerous and potentially even deadly trick, but as long as I was quick, it would have hopefully bought me the time I needed. 

	Ignoring the startled shouts and fearful exclamations of the few people around to see me appear, I bolted west through a narrow alleyway between the rows of shanties. It typically only took me a few minutes to reach the heart of the docks from my house, but given the scale of the harbor, that still left an enormous amount of potential ground to cover. Hundreds of piers, large and small, jutted out into the bay like the teeth of a comb. Dozens of vessels were currently heading out into the ocean or coming in, and I could see the sails of dozens more—warships and galleys alike—in the far distance on the horizon. 

	While I had seen larger ports, like Velashel Harbor back in the Imperium, this one was undeniably impressive. After all, Vorsalos was a single city-state, not a nation, but it had leveraged its status as the last true port in western Torsia before the White Ridge and the nearly impassable Sea of Splintered Ice beyond. The other city-states here in the Northern Reaches had fought over the City of Ravens for a very good reason. 

	Right now, its size was working against me. Shayera could have been trapped in the hold of any one of the ships here, or Farah’s people could have already set sail and taken her out to sea. If that was the case…

	I grimaced, roughly shouldering my way through yet another clutch of sailors without a care for their insults and profanity. I kept jogging along the shorefront, scanning the array of sloops, brigs, and galleons. I hadn’t burned all my bridges coming out here to give up hope now. Farah was relying on local muscle, not elite Zarul operatives. Her goons would have needed to be careful not to get caught hauling a body through the streets, and they would have needed a ship large enough to sail all the way south to Velashel ready and waiting to go. Taken together, those facts narrowed my potential search area significantly.

	“There,” I whispered, shifting my gaze to the southernmost pier on the broad expanse of the waterfront. It stretched out into the bay well over a hundred yards, with room for dozens of small ships as well as several larger ones in the deeper water. A merchant galleon was currently docked at the end, and when I squinted, I could see the crew scurrying about to load up a few more crates of cargo before casting off. 

	Even more promisingly, the pier was relatively close to the entrance of the southside warrens, a particularly shady slice of the city where a couple of goons could probably lug around a body without raising any eyebrows. I mentally mapped out a path they could have taken from Shayera’s inn, decided it was as plausible as any other option, and then dashed in that direction as fast as I could without bowling anyone over in the process. 

	I was halfway across the harbor when I noticed that the last of the cargo had been loaded, and by the time I reached the base of the pier, the crew was unmooring the ship and preparing to set sail. I was tempted to teleport right up to them—a quick hundred-yard jaunt to a location I could see would be relatively simple. But a sorcerous display of that magnitude would instantly make me a target, not just for the sailors on board but for anyone else who happened to notice. And I still didn’t know for certain that it was even the right ship…

	I took off at a flat sprint, ignoring the annoyed yells and disgruntled snarls from the deckhands and sailors of the smaller boats I rushed past. I had no idea what I was even planning. It wasn’t as if Shayera would be tied up in plain sight—I was going to have to board the ship, which would almost certainly require fighting past the crew. And that would require calling upon magic that could bring half the city down on me. 

	It doesn’t matter. If there’s even a chance that she’s in that hold, I have to take the risk. 

	Bringing myself to a halt as the galleon began to drift away, panting so hard it was a little embarrassing, I reached out to the Aether and fastened my eyes on the galleon. I couldn’t take the risk of teleporting belowdecks without knowing the layout, but if I appeared on the main deck, the crew might be so flabbergasted that I could—

	“Aghh!”

	My concentration broke at the abrupt gasp of air followed by a loud thump. I glanced to my left just in time to see a bundle of equipment arc up out of the water to land on the pier. It was completely soaked—some poor sod must have dropped it into the water while trying to load it onto one of the rafts or dinghies. I was just about to turn back to the galleon when a slender arm reached up and grabbed the side of the pier. 

	A slender arm that was covered in glowing tattoos. 

	My jaw dropped. I started to seriously question if I had lost my mind when a half-elven woman clad in naught but her sodden red underwear pulled herself up onto the pier and struggled to hold herself upright on one knee.

	“Shayera!”

	I didn’t so much speak as gasp her name. The deckhands and dockworkers around us were already crying out in fear at the sight of a half-naked woman with apparent Senosi markings. 

	But she didn’t seem to be paying attention to them. Those stunning turquoise eyes of hers locked onto my face, and a weary smile tugged at her lips as she gasped for breath. 

	“Hey,” she breathed. “How’s your morning going?”

	She crumpled flat against the pier and passed out. 

	 

	***

	 

	Shayera’s tattoos faded shortly after she lost consciousness, but the alarm had already been sounded. A mob was gathering at the base of the long pier by the time I slung her bag over my back and hoisted her up in my arms, and I knew there was no way I could get her out of here without magic. I didn’t bother to hide it—I teleported us both all the way to the entrance to the southside warrens about a hundred feet beyond the pier, then used my illusion magic to conceal us just like back at Tanisgarde. It wasn’t the easiest trick to maintain while carrying someone and trying to keep up a brisk pace, and physical exhaustion was in a close race with the Flensing to see which would incapacitate me first.

	But somehow, despite the pain and fatigue, I got us out of the city. And for now, that was the only thing that mattered. 

	I set her down on a bed of grass once we were deep enough into the woods beyond the walls that no one would be able to see us. I stripped off my cloak and wrapped her in it. Her skin was worryingly cold to the touch, and her breathing was shallow, irregular. 

	I knew we couldn’t stay here long, and I wished I could have found the clearing where Mithros was waiting on my own. But I had spent far too much of my life in big cities to be anything other than an amateur outdoorsman. Without a path to follow, I feared I would get lost.

	“How did you even get off that ship?” I whispered, brushing my hand across her forehead to sweep the hair from her eyes. “How far did you have to swim to get back to the harbor?”

	From the moment I had seen her on top of that bar, I had known that Shayera was special. She wasn’t merely beautiful; she was charming, witty, and seductive as hell. And at Tanisgarde, her skill with her blades had been shocking to witness. 

	But this…this was different. Escaping from whatever bonds they had held her with was one thing. Fighting off an entire ship’s company was another. But swimming Zarach knew how far across the freezing ocean into the harbor without drowning or being swept away was…

	A feat worthy of a hero of legend. The stuff of songs and epics. Exactly what I’d hoped to find when I’d come to the daughter of Julian Cassel and Serrane Starwind for help.

	“Never underestimate a girl who wants her stuff back.”

	I blinked and glanced down at her. Shayera’s eyes were still closed, but her breathing had started to even out.

	“Are you all right?” I asked. 

	“Oh, I’m fine,” she murmured, her eyes lifting open. “I just need to sleep for a few decades. I hope we’re not in a rush to do anything.”

	I grinned down at her, gently stroking her cheek as her blue-green eyes gazed into me. She looked absolutely drained, but it didn’t stop her from grinning back. 

	“Let me guess: that meeting with your accomplice didn’t go so well.”

	I snorted, all the tension I had been carrying draining away at the sight of her beaming face. 

	“It didn’t,” I confirmed. “In fact, things are even worse than we thought.”

	“Figures. Then I think I’m just going to lie here and take a nap.”

	I squeezed her arm. “This is my fault. I should have forced you to leave the city last night. I knew we couldn’t afford to wait. I should have—”

	“Don’t,” Shayera scolded. “I’m the one who was stubborn.”

	I grimaced. “If anything had happened to you, I…”

	“It’s all right,” she soothed, working her arms out from within my cloak to touch my face. “I’m tougher than I look.”

	After everything she had been through today—poisoned, kidnapped, nearly killed—the last thing I expected was for her to shrug it off like bad weather. But I could tell she was completely serious. 

	By the Dragon, she’s something else. 

	“How did you escape?” I breathed. “Farah said her men had you on a ship.”

	“They did,” Shayera confirmed. “A good-sized galleon with a whole crew.”

	“Then how—”

	“They thought they could starve me out like a Senosi,” she said, a dark and deadly smirk on her lips. “One of the advantages of being in a place that barely knows the meaning of artifice, let alone the differences in techniques between cultures. No one bothered to tell them I could store power…or that a friendly sorcerer had given me all I could handle the night before.”

	My face warmed as I smiled back at her. She really had drained every single drop out of me last night. Thinking back on it now, it somehow seemed less believable than watching her crawl out of the ocean after escaping a galleon filled with ruthless mercenaries…

	“You are one lucky spy,” she said, taking hold of my shirt and yanking my face to within an inch of her lips. “How many men in the world get to say that the harder and longer they fuck the woman in their bed, the more powerful she becomes?”

	Before I could answer, Shayera kissed me. And as our tongues melted together, I whispered a silent thanks to any god who happened to be listening. Against all odds, she was safe. 

	“Mmm,” she moaned when we finally separated, still looking absolutely exhausted. It was a stark contrast to the night before, when I had been ready to pass out while she was literally brimming with energy. I was a little surprised she hadn’t already invited me to “resuscitate” her…

	“We can try to find Mithros whenever you’re up to it,” I told her. “We’re safe enough here for the moment, but our little escape didn’t go unnoticed. Farah will be looking for me, and it won’t take long before the Raven Guard hears word about glowing tattoos and a teleporting sorcerer on the docks…”

	Shayera nodded. “What actually happened at your meeting?”

	My stomach twisted at the memory. “She told me that her men had poisoned you and that you were already on your way back to the Imperium. Then she tried to coerce me to help her train the Corvosi in techniques to close all the fractures in the Pale that Veleca is about to create.”

	“How can your people possibly think this is a good idea?” Shayera breathed. 

	I shook my head and closed my eyes, remembering how casually Farah had treated every part of this reckless plan. Whether it was arrogance or ignorance or some unholy combination of the two, she and her Zarul superiors seemed more than willing to open a door they might never be able to close. Even now, after everything that had happened, I could still barely believe it. 

	“I don’t know,” I murmured. “As I said, things may be even worse than we thought. My people are fully committed to this madness, no matter the cost. And there will be a cost.”

	With a visible effort, Shayera propped herself up on her elbows. “Then nothing has changed.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	“The plan we talked about last night,” she said. “We have to find the amazon girl and try to free her. If she knows enough about what Veleca is plotting, then maybe there’s still some way we can prevent the attack.”

	My mouth went dry. “You can’t be serious. You need to go home!”

	Her eyes suddenly hardened. “We’ve already argued about this.”

	“Yeah, before you got poisoned and kidnapped!” I protested. “We’re being actively hunted now—the both of us. And it’s only going to get more dangerous from here.”

	“Which is exactly why I’m going to stay. The Senosi have to be stopped. After that…” Shayera seemed to steel herself. “The Highwind Council needs to know what your people are up to. But I can’t just leave and let this happen. There’s no time to get reinforcements.”

	Just like last night in the inn, I wanted to argue the point. I wanted to convince her that the only remotely sensible course of action for the princess of Highwind was for her to get on Mithros and ride back home as fast as she could. This wasn’t her fight. Vorsalos wasn’t her responsibility. 

	But I already knew her well enough to understand that if this morning’s calamity hadn’t scared her away, then there was nothing I could possibly say that would get through to her. She was going to do this whether I helped her or not. 

	Dammit.

	“Unless something changed with their timetable, the amazon was supposed to arrive at Tel Noroth last night,” I said, recalling what we had overhead at Tanisgarde. 

	“Then we need to get there as soon as possible,” Shayera said, leaning all the way up. “We only have five or six hours left until nightfall.”

	“Unless you know something I don’t, there’s no way to swim across the gulf,” I reminded her. “There’s no bridge, and it’s not like we have a ship.”

	“There are several piers along the coast, mostly attached to the large estates and plantations. We could borrow a boat.”

	“Any vessel that could bear a leophon’s weight would be too much for the two of us to handle,” I pointed out, not bothering to bring up the ten other obvious reasons that trying to steal a boat from a noble’s estate would be a terrible idea. Most of the plantations outside Vorsalos were practically small fortresses unto themselves, complete with palisades and watchtowers and dozens of soldiers. 

	Shayera didn’t contest the point, which probably meant that she had come to the same conclusion on her own. “Going all the way around by land will take too long. If they attack tonight, we’ll be too late.”

	“True, but we don’t know if they will attack tonight.”

	“Why would they wait?”

	I shrugged. “I’m not sure, but Farah didn’t seem to be expecting an attack that soon. She made it sound like I’d have a few days to teach the Corvosi how to close fractures and fight undead. Then again, she may not know the exact timetable.”

	Shayera pursed her lips. “I don’t see how an undead army could wait outside Tel Noroth for long without someone in Vorsalos realizing it. The tower must get fresh supplies delivered every week or so.”

	“Probably, but the garrison at the tower is small, and soldiers usually get posted there for about a month at a time.”

	She arched an eyebrow. “How do you know that?”

	“Zarul briefings are quite thorough,” I replied soberly. “I probably know more about Vorsalosian military deployments than the Regent Lord does, if only because we actually pay attention.”

	I stood up and leaned against a gnarled oak as I tried to remember everything Farah’s operatives had passed along about the old tower. Tel Noroth hadn’t been a strategically vital outpost since the War of Three Cities almost a century ago. The peninsula it rested upon, the Brittle Finger, had once been used by Graygale as a staging area for an invasion, but today the Vorsalosian navy was almost triple the size of the other city-states’ of the Reaches. That, combined with the Raven Gate choking off any encroachment by land from the north, meant that Tel Noroth was mostly a glorified lighthouse with only a token garrison for protection. And the Brittle Finger was mostly filled with fisherman, farmers, and loggers. 

	“An army at Tel Noroth can’t attack Vorsalos without ships to get them across the gulf,” I said after a moment. “I have no idea how Veleca plans to overcome that hurdle. You can’t just stuff a few thousand shambling corpses onto a dinghy and give them a push.”

	Shayera considered. “The Vorsalosian fleet would never allow transports into the gulf. Or do you think the Regent Lord has ordered some of his own war galleons to pick up the army? He is planning to ‘save’ the city from an attack.”

	I shook my head. “That seems pretty far-fetched. It’s one thing to have his Corvosi show up and save the day, it’s another to convince the crew of a war galleon to pick up an undead army and deliver them to the city. There’s no way they could keep something like that a secret.”

	“Then how are they going to move the army? I doubt zombies are great swimmers.”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I doubt Farah would have told me if I’d asked…if she even knows.”

	Shayera’s eyes narrowed slightly as she looked off to the west. Not that either of us could see anything through the vibrant red and gold autumn foliage. “What about your magic?”

	I frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“You’ve developed a new kind of teleportation magic, right?” she asked. “Could Farah be planning to teleport them across the water?”

	“I’m the only one here who knows the technique. And there’s no way I could move thousands of soldiers. Even the Wyrm Lords never had that kind of power.”

	Her eyes flicked back to me. “What about moving just us across the gulf?”

	“No,” I said, a bit more pointedly than I intended. “The gulf is miles across. Anything beyond a short distance is very dangerous. And even if I could do it, there’s no way I could bring Mithros with us. He’s too big.”

	Shayera sighed but nodded in acceptance. “Then we’ll have to go around. We should get moving.”

	Resigned, I ran a hand over my face. I still harbored plenty of doubts about her plan to liberate the amazon girl. My studies on the Pale had included learning a great deal about demons, including exorcisms. If performed quickly and skillfully, a possessed subject might be able to recover. But at this point, the demon was so thoroughly embedded that the amazon would never survive an exorcism, even by someone as powerful as Shayera’s father, the Highlord of the Eternal Dawn.

	Still, it wasn’t as if we had any better options, and doing something felt better than waiting here. Besides, if there were any fractures on the peninsula, I could hopefully seal them before any more demons escaped. That alone could save lives. 

	Traveling north would also get us farther away from Farah. She had surely figured out that Shayera had escaped by now, and her network of goons were probably already scouring the city for us. Eventually, they would expand their search outside the city as well…

	“Mithros shouldn’t be far,” I said. “At least, I hope he isn’t. Do you think you can find him?”

	“Of course I can,” Shayera said, twisting around to study the nearby trees. “We’re a few miles east of the gate, right?”

	I nodded, wondering how she could have possibly known that at a glance. “I think the clearing where you left him is maybe a half a mile north or so.”

	“Less than that,” she said, bracing her hand against the ground and trying to stand. I took hold of her arm to help her up, but she only made it halfway before her face went pale. She groaned and shook her head, and I eased her back down. 

	“You shouldn’t go anywhere,” I told her. “You need rest.”

	“No, I need energy,” Shayera corrected. “Sleep is for girls without vatari dust branded into their flesh.”

	I chuckled softly, but when her turquoise gaze intensified, I realized she wasn’t joking around.

	“You’re serious?” I asked. “Right now? Here?”

	“Why not?”

	“Well, because…everything.”

	Shayera raised an eyebrow. “Let me get this straight: a beautiful woman in her soggy underwear is lying in front of you asking to suck your cock…and you’re going to tell her no?”

	My mouth opened. She made a good point. A very good point, in fact, though I didn’t have time to process my mistake before she giggled, grabbed my head, and pulled me back in for another kiss. 

	She shed the cloak in a few deft motions, spreading it out to provide a place to lie down. I felt her legs slide apart, inviting me between them, and as our tongues swirled together, a tide of memories from last night washed over me. It had been, without a doubt, one of the best memories of my life. The moment I had opened that door and seen her in that dress…

	“Mmm,” she moaned softly when she pulled away. Her eyes gazed into mine like twin tropical seas before she smiled and drew my ear down to her lips. “You’re going to have to do all the work for me. Can you handle that?”

	“Yeah,” I breathed. “Absolutely.”

	“Good,” she said, her teeth grazing my earlobe. “You can use me however you want. I just need a quick hit, all right?”

	I nodded silently. 

	“Then what’s it going to be?” she asked. “Tits or mouth?”

	It was an excellent question. My thoughts flashed back to the night before last, after our escape from Tanisgarde. I could almost feel my cock sliding between her ample breasts again, her warm tongue extended to greet my tip every time I pushed forward. She had looked absolutely stunning at the end, with her tattoos glowing beneath the thick ropes of cum I left on her tits and face…

	But then I remembered the first night we’d met and how hard she had worked to get my cock all the way down her throat—a challenge she hadn’t quite been able to complete before I burst. 

	Well, perhaps it was time to give her another chance. 

	Leaning up, I reached down to unbuckle my belt. The fact that her fingers didn’t beat me to it was the clearest sign yet of her fatigue. She just watched my movements with her blue-green eyes, her tongue eagerly moistening her lips as if I were about to serve her a hot meal. I supposed I was. 

	My cock was hard, ready, and thoroughly aching when it sprang free, and Shayera actually gasped at the sight as if she had forgotten despite how well acquainted they had gotten these past few days. Pushing my trousers past my knees, I scuttled forward to straddle her waist, then gradually brought my manhood to her waiting mouth so that I could feed her properly…

	“Wait!” she gasped a split second before the tip reached her outstretched tongue.

	I paused, pulse pounding. “W-what?”

	“I told you that you’d have to do all the work for me,” she said, tongue flicking hungrily across her lips again. “Well, you know my rule about sucking cock.”

	I hesitated, wondering what kind of game she was playing now, when my eyes locked onto the red straps of her soaked bra. 

	You perfect little slut. 

	I bent forward enough that I could reach behind her back and unfasten it. Shayera smiled up at me the entire time, body limp but breaths heavy, enjoying every second of her “I’m too weak to help” routine. I swear, she seemed to feed off anticipation as easily as magic. 

	And then her tits were free. I gazed down at them, enthralled, my manhood throbbing in midair as I seriously reconsidered my decision not to grab hold and fuck them after all. They were so exquisitely soft, so perfectly round and squishy, that it was almost impossible not to devour them outright. 

	Quick hit. She just needs a quick hit! But maybe later…

	“That’s better,” Shayera cooed, lazily dragging her fingertips over her erect nipples, then letting her hands fall to her sides. “Now, come on, I’m waiting!”

	“You asked for it,” I said, shuffling back up her waist. “So take it!”

	This time, nothing stopped the tip of my cock from penetrating her lips. I groaned as the heat of her mouth enveloped me, watching in breathless wonder as my long, thick shaft slowly disappeared inside her. Her blue-green eyes began to flutter when I finally met resistance, the tight muscles at the start of her throat folding in around me, but she didn’t gasp or choke or lift her hands to stop me. She had clearly meant what she’d said. 

	I can use her however I want. 

	And I did. Sliding my hands back through her blond hair, I got a firm grip on her skull before I pulled back and began pumping in earnest. She groaned each time I pushed, her fingernails squeezing into the back of my thighs for support. I could feel her trying to relax her throat, allowing me to delve further each time. But while she took me deeper than any other woman ever had, the last half an inch continued to elude her. And with the rate my heart was accelerating, she only had a few more seconds before I gave her a well-earned meal…

	Just as I drove into her again, still unable to fit my full length, her hands frantically tapped my thighs in the universal signal for relief. I abruptly pulled back, fearing that I had hurt her. But she shook her head as she gasped and panted for breath. 

	“I’m fine,” she insisted hoarsely, licking the spittle from her lips. “But you have to stop being so gentle.”

	I blinked. Gentle? I just had my hands on the back of your skull while I jabbed my cock down your throat! 

	“What?”

	“I told you to use me, so use me,” Shayera said, eyes locking onto mine. “Fuck my face, all right? Really fuck it. We’re not going anywhere until you feed me that last inch.”

	Nodding mechanically, my heart skipping at least two beats, I slipped my hands back around her head, fed my cock between her lips, and then slammed my manhood straight down her throat. 

	I fucked her. Not slowly or carefully, but as hard and fast as when I had been pounding her virgin quim last night. Her eyes began to water, and her choking gasps became more frantic every moment, but I knew she would be even more upset if I stopped. I pushed and pushed and pushed, my balls slapping against her chin…

	And then finally, miraculously, I bottomed out. I held her firmly in place, leaving my manhood wedged down her throat like a gag. She couldn’t swallow. She could hardly breathe. 

	But she could cum…and that’s exactly what she did. 

	Her nails clawed into my thighs as her body convulsed, her eyes rolling back in bliss at her achievement—an achievement I instantly rewarded. My cock detonated inside her throat, injecting my seed straight down her gullet. It was the quick hit she wanted…and the quick release I needed. 

	I continued holding my cock inside her even after I’d fired the last spurt, cradling her almost protectively as her tattoos blazed and another climax rippled through her. There was an audible pop when I finally released her head so I could slide out, and she gasped for breath and pinched her own nipples as she fed upon my bounty, sprawled on her back like a vision of wanton lust. I was just about to crawl between her legs to get my own feast when she unexpectedly leaned up, eyes wide and still glowing brilliantly. 

	“I knew I could do it,” she panted. “You better not have doubted me.”

	I shook my head in wonder. “I didn’t,” I told her. “Not even for a moment.”

	 

	 

	
3 
Arkney Falls

	 

	Mirek

	 

	“Another day, another woman on my brother’s arm,” Taras said, chuckling quietly as he glanced down over the balcony to the carriage rolling leisurely out the villa’s gate. The house guards promptly swung the steel bars shut behind them as if to punctuate the fact that the passengers were no longer welcome here. 

	“They never made it to my arm,” I told him, lifting the glass of golden liqueur to my lips. The sweet burn down my throat was a welcome palate cleanser for the afternoon’s unnecessary drama. “Dad made sure of that.”

	My brother’s lip twisted into a grimace. “Father must have known they wouldn’t agree to the terms even before he invited them here. Breeding rights for both daughters? He treats the girls like cattle and expects their father to smile and nod.”

	“Our family has twice the land and three times the influence. He assumes that everyone is as willing to debase themselves for status as he is.”

	“He only wants what is best for the family,” Taras said, his tone suddenly reproachful. It was probably his most annoying habit. He was perfectly content to criticize Father, but the moment anyone else did, he took exception. 

	I gulped down the rest of my liqueur rather than argue the point. Spoiling one of our increasingly rare moments together seemed a waste. In a few hours, he would be back with the army and I would be back in the Aetherium. 

	“I admit, there was a moment there when I thought the girls would convince their parents to go along with it,” Taras said, offering me a coy smile. “Almost like you had met them before.”

	“Once or twice,” I admitted evenly. He didn’t need to know that I had slept with the younger sister about a month ago, or that the older one had crawled under the table both times we had met in the plaza for lunch this week. They were both sweet girls, in their own way, but I wasn’t a fool. They weren’t interested in me; they were interested in the fact that I was a rare unmarried nobleman who could put a sorcerer in their bellies. 

	My brother chuckled. “Do you never get tired of the changing scenery? Do you ever wish I saw you with the same girl twice?”

	“Not really,” I replied, smiling thinly as I poured myself another drink. “Unlike you, I never mind a change in scenery. It’s another reason you shouldn’t have joined the army.”

	“Someone in this family has to secure the future of the Imperium. We can’t all spend our days in libraries and laboratories.”

	There was no hint of bitterness in his voice, no undercurrent of jealousy or regret. No matter how long the war with Galvia dragged on, or how many young men died on cold, forsaken battlefields, Taras still believed in what he was doing. I wished I understood why. 

	After forcing our army to retreat from Lyebel, the Galvians had continued to push south. They had driven our forces all the way back to the border at Geriskhad—an absolute humiliation for the emperor, the Council, and the military leadership. 

	Yet disaster for some was opportunity for others. If not for Taras’s quick thinking and bravery, none of our forces would have made it back. Now his name was being spoken in cities and estates the Imperium over.

	“You will find her, you know,” he said, joining me to pour himself another glass. “Probably without Father’s help.”

	“‘Her?’” I asked.

	“A girl. A wife. A reason to come home each night rather than sleep in whatever dreary, cramped quarters they’ve given you.”

	“Maybe,” I said, glancing away. “If only I had your charm.”

	I tapped my glass against his, then downed it in a single gulp. My head was already to starting to swim, but I didn’t mind. It would take the sting out of the inevitable argument I would have with our father tonight. 

	“I’m being serious,” Taras said. “This is more important than your studies or magic or even the war.”

	I could tell that he meant every word—his brown eyes always had a certain gravity to them when he discussed matters of family. He was only twenty-seven, just a few years older than me, but he had been married for almost a decade. His sons weren’t that many years away from picking up swords themselves. 

	“Father seems to agree with you,” I said. “Though at this rate, he’ll have annoyed every noble family in the Imperium before they accept his terms.”

	“That’s why you need to find her on your own. And soon.”

	I smirked. “And how exactly do you imagine I should go about doing that?”

	“You’ll know it when you meet her,” Taras said sagely. “And she’ll change your life, Mirek. I promise you that.”

	 

	Given how long and how deeply Shayera kissed me after I’d fed her, it was nothing short of a miracle that I didn’t end up pushing her down and fucking her on the grass. Frankly, it was just as amazing that she wasn’t begging me to do just that. If there was one thing I had discovered about my companion over the past few days, it was how insatiable she was even when she hadn’t been completely drained. There was no way that a single load of my seed had charged her all the way back up, but she didn’t need that as an excuse. 

	For now, though, she just wanted to kiss. It was a full-body embrace, her legs wrapped around my waist, her arms slung around the back of my neck, and her bare tits pressed against my chest. I longed to shed my doublet, to feel her silken skin and taut nipples with no barrier between us, but that would have meant pulling away from her warm, glowing body and ending the long, leisurely duet of our tongues.

	I had never been with a woman whose tongue was this passionate, but I had also never been with a woman who begged me to fuck her face…or who literally glowed afterward. 

	And there was no going back. 

	Our common sense eventually triumphed over our lust, and Shayera smiled at me when she pulled away, the glow of her markings finally starting to fade. “Now that I’ve pulled that off once, I’m going to have to keep doing it,” she said huskily, though she didn’t sound nearly as hoarse as before. “Sucking cock is like any other skill—it takes practice to maintain excellence.”

	“I’m willing to help,” I said.

	“How chivalrous,” she replied, her smile turning cheeky. “I never realized Crell were so noble.”

	“We’re basically paladins. Always willing to help a damsel in need.”

	Shayera giggled, a sweet sound that made my heart flutter and my cock stiffen, before she abruptly sprang off me, clearly rejuvenated. “We need to get back to Mithros. But first, I need to check on my things.”

	After retrieving her discarded bra, she leaned down to open her pack and inspect her gear. It was all soaked, of course, though her leather bodice and matching trousers seemed fine—no doubt a result of the faint protective enchantment I could sense woven through the material to strengthen it. Her red dress, on the other hand…

	“I almost burned down that ship,” she said, scowling at the sodden silk. “Now I wish I had.”

	“It’s all right,” I soothed.

	Shayera whipped her head around. The heat of her glare wasn’t diminished in the slightest despite the fact she was topless. “No, it’s not! Do you have any idea—”

	“I mean I can fix it,” I explained. “One of the benefits of arcane magic.”

	She paused, her annoyance melting into confusion as I stepped over to her. “How do you think your armor was protected?” I said. “Arcane magic is at the heart of all artifice.”

	Reaching out to the Aether, I touched the rumpled fabric. I knew that getting rid of the water was the first priority, and it was a relatively simple matter to draw out the moisture from the fabric. The lingering damage to the silk was a bit trickier. I wasn’t a tailor by any stretch of the imagination, but I didn’t need to be to make simple repairs. While restoring flesh was typically the purview of so-called light or water magic, only arcane magic could reliably repair inanimate objects. I may not have been an Avetharri Arcanist, able to forge golems or craft impeccable suits of moonsilver armor, but I could definitely handle minor repairs to a silk dress. 

	“Good as new,” I said a few moments later, inspecting my handiwork. The dress was still a bit rumpled, but it was nothing a bit of fresh air wouldn’t cure. 

	“How…?” Shayera breathed, staring as if I’d just resurrected the dead. 

	“Oh, just a little magic.” I found myself grinning and had to struggle not to bask in her amazement. “I don’t even charge for the service.”

	“Your loss. I’d definitely let you fuck me for this.”

	“Maybe later. Preferably while wearing it again.”

	She smiled and leaned up to kiss me again. Between her obsession with fashion and her impossibly soft body, it was difficult to believe that a woman so…well, girly…could also be the deadliest duelist I had ever met. Life really was quite different outside the Imperium…

	“Let’s pack up and find Mithros,” Shayera said, lovingly rubbing her fingers across the red fabric. “I’ll repay you for this later.”

	She quickly got dressed, sliding back into her leather armor before carefully folding and packing up her dress. Within a few minutes, her swords were on her hips and her bow was clasped to her back alongside with her pack, and we started heading north. 

	I may not have been able to find my way back to Mithros, but Shayera had no trouble with it at all. She got her bearings just a few minutes after we started walking, and less than half an hour later, we found ourselves strolling into the familiar clearing where the leophon was supposed to be waiting for us. When the beast didn’t immediately reveal himself, however, I feared that Farah might have sent some of her people out here to try and neutralize him…

	But my fears were swiftly banished when Mithros sauntered out of the bushes, his ears perked up in alert even as his green eyes locked onto his beloved person. His dark gray fur rippled pleasantly when Shayera dashed over to give him a hug, his wings flaring briefly before folding against his flanks.

	As they had their reunion, I paused a moment to scold myself for letting my growing paranoia get the better of me. Farah probably didn’t even know about the existence of the leophon, let alone this particular clearing. She might have been an excellent operative, but she was not omniscient. I needed to remember that before I started overthinking everything. 

	“How’s he doing?” I asked, walking up behind Shayera but still keeping my distance from the huge feline. One day, perhaps, I might be brave enough to relax around him. But for now, I was still having trouble looking away from his massive teeth and the bulging muscles beneath his fur. 

	Mithros’s feline eyes fixed on me, and he bared his teeth further. A low growl sounded in his throat, making his displeasure with me clear. 

	“Just a little grumpy that I didn’t come find him first thing in the morning,” Shayera cooed in a high-pitched, “baby talk” voice while she scratched his neck. “But he’ll get over it once we start moving.”

	I couldn’t stop smiling while I watched her love on him. At moments like this, when she was babbling cute nothings into the ear of an oversized, crippled cat, it was easy to forget that an hour ago, Shayera had fought through a ship filled with thugs before swimming from open water all the way back to shore. She was nothing if not a bundle of contradictions. 

	When she eventually rose back to her feet to retrieve the hidden saddle, I turned my gaze north. Thanks to yesterday’s trip, the image of the road and its twists and turns was still fresh in my mind. We would need to travel almost twice as far north as Tanisgarde, and that was just to reach Arkney Falls. After that, we’d have to hook around and head south almost the same distance down the Brittle Finger. Realistically, there was no way we would make it to Tel Noroth before dawn tomorrow. We were going to have to stop and rest somewhere…and pray that Veleca wasn’t planning on launching her attack tonight. 

	Distantly, I wondered if it might be worth sticking closer to the coast just to see if we spotted any ships lurking somewhere in the gulf. Veleca must have had something in mind to move her undead soldiers. Otherwise, why would she have gathered them on the peninsula instead of closer to the city?

	There are other ways to get answers, I thought. What am I waiting for?

	I hissed softly at the thought. I had never shied away from using divination magic when the situation called for it. Such spells were one of if not the most powerful tool in an arcanist’s kit. They weren’t foolproof, by any means, but they had been an enormous help in my original quest to track down Veleca. It was how I had known about the Runic Focus in the first place. 

	Yet something about them unsettled me. It always felt as if I was groping blindly through something that knew I was there. 

	Setting my jaw, I reached out to the Aether and allowed its warm currents to flow through my body. Divination spells were different than most other channeling techniques; while conjuring a fireball or summoning a defensive barrier required shaping the Aether into a specific pattern, peering into the future required submerging oneself into the Aether as a whole, and locating patterns that already existed. 

	The Aether filled the world just like the air I was breathing. It wove through everything, visible and invisible. But it was more than just another element—if the legends were true, it was the very essence of the gods which had been spilled across the world during the Godswar, ages before the Avetharri rose to power. The ancient god Abalor, worshiped by some as an aspect of time (and others as an aspect of death, like whomever had made the idol we had found in Tanisgarde) was believed to possess the ability to peer into both the past and future as easily as a human might look through a window. Whether that was true or not, the Aether could still grant that gift to mortals who knew which curtains to open and which to leave shut. 

	And so I looked. A torrent of images flashed in front of me all at once, a twisting, indecipherable tapestry of colors, faces, and places. But when I finally gained some control over the chaos, centering myself and focusing on individual threads rather than everything at once, specific images gradually coalesced. 

	I saw Tel Noroth, the ancient elven tower still standing silent vigil over the Broken Sea. I saw a lone female figure upon the battlements. And beneath her was…

	Nothing. There was no army, no horde of undead gathered below. There were no Senosi at her back or warships in the bay, either, just a tower, an amazon, and a massive shadow that stretched across the entire landscape. 

	A shadow with the shape of a dragon. 

	“Mirek?”

	I gasped and opened my eyes, not even realizing that I had closed them. Shayera was standing next to me, her hand on my arm and her face dark with worry. Mithros was just a few yards behind her, fully saddled and looking decidedly impatient. 

	“Sorry,” I wheezed. I’d forgotten at some point that my lungs were empty. I cleared my throat and tried to find my voice. “I was…somewhere else.”

	Both of Shayera’s eyebrows lifted. “How does that work?”

	“Just looking for clues. A bit of divination magic.”

	“Trying to figure out what’s going to happen next?” she asked, the corner of her lip curling upward. “Isn’t that cheating?”

	“I wish,” I murmured. “I was trying to scry on the tower, but there wasn’t much to see. There was no army, just the amazon.”

	Shayera’s half smile vanished. “You think the undead have already left?”

	“I…I don’t know.”

	“Maybe they’re already on ships,” Shayera suggested, nibbling at her cheek and turning her eyes west toward Vorsalos. “They could be sitting in the gulf just waiting for nightfall to attack.”

	“Maybe. But then why would the amazon not be with them?”

	She paused. “Maybe she’s not part of the battle.”

	“Why would a demon want to be anywhere else?” I asked. “No, there’s something else going on. Something we’re missing.”

	Shayera drew in a breath. “We should stick to the shore as we head north. Maybe we’ll be able to see some ships.”

	I nodded idly, having planned to do that anyway. “There was one more thing. The tower was cloaked in a big shadow…a shadow shaped like a dragon.”

	She blinked. “Excuse me?”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted, shaking my head. “Scrying magic isn’t usually heavy on symbolism—that kind of nonsense usually only comes from someone who smoked too much lotus. But sometimes the patterns are difficult to translate and take unusual forms.”

	“Meaning what?”

	I shrugged. “Meaning maybe the Dragon of Highwind could show up and save us all at the last minute.”

	It was meant as a glib joke, but from the way her expression went rigid I could tell that it hadn’t landed that way. 

	“That’s impossible,” she whispered.

	I frowned, curious about the sudden shift in her mood. Did she know something about the fate of the dragon that no one else did? Her family was closely connected to the dragon’s closest allies…

	“We’ve already wasted too much time,” Shayera said, striding to Mithros. “And we have a long way to go.”

	“Right,” I said, filing away the strange vision. “Lead on.”

	 

	***

	 

	We spent the first several hours in near silence as we retreaded old ground, though Shayera pushed Mithros much harder than she had our last trip. Only three days had passed since we’d initially met, yet the fun, flirty adventure we’d enjoyed before reaching Tanisgarde already felt like a far-off dream. After fighting a demon and stumbling into an undead horde, everything felt much more real. 

	And yet, Shayera’s spirit didn’t seem diminished. The dark mood that had swept over her at my portent quickly passed, leaving behind the sweet, playful young woman who already had me enthralled. She pointed out pretty vistas on the trail, and she kept my arms wrapped securely around her waist as if the mere heat of my hands on her stomach was a source of strength and resolve. 

	We kept close to the shoreline whenever we could, though that proved more problematic than I anticipated. Hundreds of miles away in Nelu’Thalas, two people riding around on a leophon probably wouldn’t have raised any eyebrows, but here in the Northern Reaches it drew a lot of attention from farmers, laborers, and others who saw us pass. That, combined with the fact that the plantations and farms outside the city walls all hugged the water, meant that we couldn’t keep our eyes on the gulf nearly as much as we wanted. 

	Still, we managed to find a few spots where we could get close and look around, including the edge of one particularly large vineyard that Shayera claimed had once been visited by the dragon himself when he had taken on the Lecasi Brotherhood, a major smuggling cartel that had vanished decades ago. But despite the open stretch of shore, our lack of a spyglass limited how accurately we could see. Even the narrowest part of the gulf was several miles wide, and there were plenty of fishing boats, large and small, out at all times. We didn’t spot any warships, however, nor any merchant galleons or other large vessels that could be used for transport. Whatever the hell Veleca was planning, it didn’t seem as simple as transporting her soldiers from one shore to the other. 

	When daylight started to wane, Shayera began to push Mithros even harder. The land sloped upward, and we reached the apex of the gulf, Arkney Falls, just before dusk. The loud, roaring cascade was the narrowest part of the gulf but no more traversable than anywhere else—less so, frankly, unless a person fancied being pulled over the edge and smashed against the rocks below. But it was a good enough place to stop for a quick rest, since the nearest village was only about half a mile north just before the road turned northeast toward the Raven Gate. 

	“One day we’ll figure out how to get you in the air, don’t worry,” Shayera whispered to Mithros as he stretched out to drink from the water rushing along the rocky shore. “And you’ll love it, I promise.”

	“While he rests a bit, I could go into the village to see about buying us some supplies,” I said, bracing myself to make a suggestion I had been putting off for hours. “Though to be perfectly honest, we might want to consider just staying there for the night.”

	“What? The tower’s only six hours away. Or maybe seven or eight if we’re traveling at night.”

	“I know, which is exactly why we shouldn’t bother. If Veleca’s forces are going to attack tonight, we’re already too late.” 

	“But—”

	“And if they aren’t,” I continued, raising my hands plaintively, “then there’s no reason to show up completely exhausted. We’re also much better off engaging demons and undead in the daylight. Anything else is suicide.” 

	I expected her to argue the point, especially when her turquoise eyes hardened like they were about to blast me with magic. But then her shoulders sagged, and she reluctantly nodded. 

	“You’re right,” she conceded. “If we leave at first light, we should be able to get there before noon.”

	I hid a relieved smile, thankful to have avoided the debate. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the village has a small inn for the handful of merchants and travelers who use the Raven Gate to trade with Icewatch and the plains north of Highwind.”

	“We could use the supplies, anyway,” Shayera said. “Though there is one problem.”

	“What’s that?”

	“I spent the last of the silver I won from you on my dress. You’re going to have to pay for everything.”

	I snorted, then laughed, and she smiled slyly in return. I didn’t actually have much coin on me—Farah had been providing me with all I needed up until this point, and that was obviously at an end. Still, the hundred or so silver I had left could easily handle basic needs for a while yet. 

	“Well, boy, I don’t think you’ll be any more welcome in the village than in Vorsalos,” Shayera said, leaning down to pet Mithros again. “You need to stick around here and stay out of trouble, all right? Just eat some fish and relax or something.”

	The leophon continued drinking, unwilling or unable to get up off his belly. From the abrupt, dismissive flick of his tail, I decided it was the former. Willfulness wasn’t a coveted characteristic in a mount, but for whatever reason, I was starting to find it charming. One of my friends in the Aetherium had once told me that her lazy, moody housecat must have had more powerful magic at his disposal than the Sovereigns, considering how she always felt compelled to dote on him despite his obstinance. I hadn’t understood it at the time, but it was all starting to make sense now. 

	“Let’s figure out a place to hide his saddle, then we can head into town,” Shayera said, already eyeing a lonely stand of birch trees. “Hopefully he’ll be too tired to hunt anyone’s livestock…”

	Night closed in within minutes of getting Mithros’s saddle safely stowed, and the two of us turned north along the river, following the split in the road just before the bridge across the falls. The ground rose slowly but steadily. Within an hour, we reached another, smaller waterfall and the settlement beyond it: Blackpool, a sleepy-looking lakeside village of fishermen and loggers. As far as I knew, it was the northernmost settlement short of the frigid, barbarian-infested wasteland of the White Ridge. And just like I’d hoped, it did indeed have a relatively nice inn designed to cater to merchants who moved their goods by land through the Raven Gate rather than by sea through Vorsalos, braving the frozen tundra in the hopes of avoiding tariffs and official inspections. 

	That said, the innkeeper still seemed shocked when two travelers opened his door on an otherwise peaceful autumn evening. He rushed over to greet us, took in my fine clothes and Shayera’s weapons at a glance, and quickly offered us everything from a warm bath to a hot meal to a cozy place by the fire. My paranoia briefly kicked in when I thought about Shayera being poisoned this morning, but there was obviously no way that Farah or her thugs could have possibly known where we were going or bribed this particular innkeeper. I overpaid him for a single room—one of only three in the building—then headed upstairs to investigate. 

	The room—the suite, really—was much fancier than I anticipated, and considerably more spacious, too. The bed was easily large enough for two people, and there was a walk-in closet, a full wardrobe, and two plush chairs with a tea table in case guests wanted to read or chat in private rather than in the common room downstairs. The gnarled wood in the walls and floor gave off the impression of a rustic cabin in the woods, an illusion complemented by the gorgeous view of the Blackpool waterfall about fifty feet behind the inn. It was much smaller than the deadly rushing waters of Arkney Falls a half mile south, but the village’s eponymous lake still ran off the edge of a jagged hill to join the myriad streams feeding into the gulf. 

	All in all, this otherwise sleepy inn was easily as upscale as anything in Vorsalos. I revised my estimate of how much merchant traffic must come through here—or at least how wealthy the visitors must have been to justify such accommodations. Perhaps it was a neutral location where nobles from Highwind and Vorsalos could meet without the scrutiny of the Regent Lord or the Raven Court. If so, even the Zarul didn’t know about it. 

	Shayera lingered behind a few minutes to give the innkeeper instructions on drying out her dress by the fire. By the time she walked through the door, I had already shed my doublet and started working on unbuttoning the shirt beneath. 

	“Everything all right?” I asked. 

	“It might need a few more of your repairs after it dries, but it should be,” she said. “I made certain he understood the gravity of the situation.”

	I turned away before she could see me smirk. One day, I needed to take her to an actual Elashi or Talishite market down south. Farah may have been a cold-hearted bitch, but she was nothing if not fashionable. Some of her dresses could break a man’s will with nothing but a glance. I couldn’t even imagine how incredible they would look on Shay. 

	As if I needed more incentive to survive a battle against an undead army and avoid getting murdered by Farah’s thugs. 

	“I think I’ll tell him to start heating the water,” I said. “You can go first if—”

	“No time for a bath,” Shayera said, tossing her breastplate onto the floor. “Besides, we won’t need it.”

	I turned and arched an eyebrow at her. She had already stripped off her stylish sash and started unbuttoning her trousers, and my pulse began to pound. Was she about to demand that I throw her onto the bed and start fucking her right away? 

	Not that I would mind. Perhaps a bath after we got dirty made a bit more sense…

	But amazingly, she didn’t jump onto the bed once her trousers hit the floor, or even after she had stripped off her bra and panties. Standing gloriously naked, she instead glided over to the window and squinted through the glass. 

	“Doesn’t look like anyone’s out there right now,” she said. “But you might want to cloak us in your magic just in case.”

	I blinked, hands still frozen halfway down my shirt. “Um…what?”

	“To get to the waterfall!” she said as if it were obvious. “So we can clean up.”

	My mouth stayed open as I eyed her naked body, struggling to decide if she was serious or just teasing me. But this was Shayera—she would have no trouble doing both at once. 

	“Erm,” I mumbled, stepping up behind her and placing a hand on her bare shoulder. I still didn’t understand how it was possible for anyone to feel this soft. “That water will be freezing cold.”

	“So?” she asked, flashing me an impish smile. “Worried about shriveling up?”

	“No,” I replied emphatically. It could have been cold enough to freeze the ocean out there and the sight of her body still would have kept me hard. 

	“Good,” she crooned, her fingers sliding up through my half-unbuttoned shirt. “Because I promise I’ll figure out a way to keep you warm.”

	I had my shirt off and my trousers unbuttoned in record time, and I left my good sense bundled up with them in a heap on the floor. She cracked open the window, blasting us with a brisk burst of autumn air that pierced my flesh down to the bone. 

	“Like dancing in the Moonweald beneath the starlight,” Shayera said, not shivering in the slightest despite the trail of goosebumps along her arms. “You’re a tough southern boy; I’m sure you can take it.”

	My first thought was to mention that Crell was to the south, not in the south—Drakendaar, the Imperial capital, was almost exactly in the center of Torsia, hundreds of miles north of the sweeping sands of Elashi and Talisham. My second, less pedantic thought was how much I had been dreading the wrath of a true northern winter ever since I had arrived this past summer. 

	My third thought was that none of this mattered, because right then I would have gladly followed her to the void and back if that was what she wanted. 

	“It’s not that far,” I said, peering past her. The sun was long gone at this point, but between the moon and the lights from the village, I could still see the rushing water and the path leading to the base of the falls reasonably well. “I could teleport us.”

	Shayera snorted. “That’s cheating!”

	I frowned. “How—?”

	“Half the fun of skinny-dipping is sneaking out the window while no one sees. Are you really telling me you’ve never done anything like this before?”

	“No,” I admitted.

	“Good. That will make it even more fun.”

	She swung her right leg out through the window, then eased the rest of her body through the gap. My heart skipped several beats as I glanced around the bushes behind the inn, half-expecting some night watchman to raise a cry at the sight of the naked elf about to scale down the side of the building. But then she reached out her hand to take mine. 

	“Come on!”

	I took her hand. She pulled me out next to her on the windowsill with surprising force, a mischievous bent to her lips. 

	She didn’t climb down, of course. That would be too easy. No, she leapt backward, performed a dramatic somersault, and then landed firmly on her feet. It was an impressively graceful display I had no hope of matching, and I almost teleported to the ground just to return the favor. But we were only on the second story, and the building’s weathered wood exterior had a few handholds to help me on the way. I landed without embarrassing myself, the chill of the wind forgotten as she grabbed my hand and tugged me along toward the waterfall. 

	A fine spray of cold water greeted us when we got close to the falls’ base, and the crashing water was louder than I had expected for what was essentially runoff from a narrow cliff fifteen feet above us. The cozy little space here was a recess almost like the crook of a cane, with a five-foot gap between the falling water and the sheer rock face behind—a perfect little spot to hide if you didn’t mind freezing to death. 

	“Here’s the real test of character I’ve been waiting for,” Shayera said as she crept up to the edge of the pool just behind the spray of the falls. She still wasn’t shivering, though even in the darkness I could see that her nipples had turned hard as glass. “The kind that will tell me what kind of man you really are.”

	“Whether or not I cheat and protect myself with magic?” I asked, trying to stop my teeth from chattering while silently cursing myself for not studying fire magic at the Aetherium. 

	She laughed. “If you were that much of a coward, you never would have challenged me to a duel in that tavern. And I certainly wouldn’t have invited you back to my room to suck you off.”

	“Then what’s the test?”

	She planted a hand on her hip, and her smile transformed from mischievous to outright sadistic. “Whether you stick in a toe to test the water or jump right in.”

	I grunted and looked down at the swirling water. It was too dark for me to see the bottom, but I doubted it was more than three or four feet deep. Still, three or four feet would submerge at least half my body—not to mention my balls. If I survived the shock, I doubted that even her magical mouth would be able to resuscitate me. 

	Who am I kidding? Her lips could wake a dead man. 

	“What happens if I fail the test?” I asked, teeth chattering. 

	Shayera shrugged. “I’ll never wear that dress for you again. Oh, and I won’t let you fuck me tonight.”

	I glowered at her. “That’s an idle threat. You need me to charge you up.”

	“I didn’t say I wouldn’t get you off, just that I wouldn’t let you fuck me. You might not even get my mouth, just my hand.” She pinched her thumb and index finger together and made a slow stroking motion. “Maybe even just two fingers. Wouldn’t that be disappointing?”

	I wasn’t fooled. After last night, I knew there was no way in the bloody void she would settle for handjob. One way or another, she was going to be filled with—and probably covered by—multiple loads of my cum by the time this night was over. 

	But that didn’t mean I wanted to fail. And based on everything I had learned about her these past few days, there was obviously only one answer here. 

	Bracing myself for the worst, I jumped into the stream. 

	To call it cold would have been the greatest understatement since the end of the Dragon War. To say that it was so frigid my balls instantly shriveled into brittle husks would have been right on the mark. 

	“Ahh!” I cried out, clamping my hand over my mouth to stop the shriek from carrying across the village. The water came up to my waist, more than enough to convince me that my legs were going to freeze and shatter in the next few seconds. Reflexively, I started to channel the Aether in a desperate attempt to generate heat, but I couldn’t even concentrate well enough to weave the simplest spell. I felt closer to death than when we had been chased by a damn demon. 

	Shayera was no help at all. If not for the rushing water, half the village probably would have heard her girlish giggling. The sound ignited my resentment, gave me something to think about other than the frigid agony. I was about to get genuinely mad when she stepped up to the edge of the rock and wagged her finger in a tutting motion. 

	“You failed the test,” she chided. “You should know by now that I’m only interested in men who are cautious and patient. What kind of idiot doesn’t look before he leaps?”

	“Fuck you!” I snarled.

	Through the moonlight, I saw her smile turn lascivious. “Yeah, you’re right. That does sound more fun.”

	Shayera lunged forward and jumped into my arms. I barely managed to catch her in time, though her thighs locked around my waist so tightly she might not have even needed me to hold her up. I gasped when her rock-hard nipples pricked my chest, but the rest of her skin was gloriously warm compared to the water. 

	“Eep!” she yelped, her nails clawing into my back when her feet and bare ass dipped into the water. “Holy shit, that’s cold!”

	“You think?” I growled, teeth still chattering. “Can I cheat with magic yet?”

	“No!” she insisted, pressing her forehead against mine. “But you better get inside me quick to warm up.”

	Her right hand crawled around to my front and dove into the water in search of my cock. While her fingers curled around the shaft, I shuffled around until my feet discovered a flat rock I could stand on to lift me up a few inches—just enough to get my manhood out of the water. I gasped as my flesh emerged from the frigid river, numb and tingling in the chill night air. 

	Then I felt my tip nestle between warm, soft labia. Shayera guided me in for the first inch, then withdrew her hand before she let her weight fall. I effortlessly slipped inside. 

	And suddenly, it was worth it. 

	The frigid bite of the water, the bitter grasp of the wind…they were all banished by the raw, carnal heat of her elven cunt. Shayera gasped once I sank all the way in, her inner walls gripping, her arms locking around my neck as she threw back her head in ecstasy. Her long blond hair spilled behind her, a golden cascade shimmering in the moonlight that stole through the curtain of water. My lips couldn’t resist the sight of her breasts and nipples; I immediately leaned down to take one into my mouth, the hard nub melting on my tongue like a cube of ice. 

	“Oh, gods!” Shayera panted. “Fuck me! Fuck me right now!”

	She didn’t wait for me to make a move; she immediately began churning her hips, using her taut abdominal muscles to start fucking herself with my cock. 

	Not that I was complaining. I was already grinding against her by reflex. The crushing walls of her quim squeezed me so hard it was all I could think about, all I could feel, and I knew I wouldn’t last long. Her gasps and groans were surely audible over the waterfall, and she made no effort whatsoever to contain herself. I started to wonder if she wanted the villagers to hear us…

	By the Dragon, she’s so fucking hot!

	Clutching her waist as hard as I could, I matched the churn of her hips, pounding into her while I struggled to keep my balance. Her cries grew louder with every cervix-seeking thrust, but there was no way I could cover her mouth without dropping her. Accepting our fate, I shifted my mouth to her other nipple, sucking it into my mouth and lashing it with my tongue. 

	Shayera climaxed with a roar, her scream echoing up the falls behind her, and the rhythmic tensing of her inner walls pushed me over the edge right along with her. I hilted myself one last time as I exploded, flooding her womb with my hot, desperate release. An almost violent shudder rippled through her body into mine, finally silencing her as it stole her breath…

	And then she began to glow. The haunting blue light spread across her body like a liquid, starting in her abdomen where I had deposited my sorcerous seed, then rapidly spreading down her legs, around her breasts, and up her arms until it reached her neck. Even her irises exploded in blue light beneath her fluttering lids.

	To anyone looking over here from the village, it probably looked like the waterfall was haunted. The wailing woman, the eerie blue lights…

	We couldn’t stay here. I lifted my mouth from her nipple and inhaled, taking in her scent, basking in the feeling of her silky, fluttering sex wrapped around my reluctantly softening length. 

	As my mind slowly returned to my body and the chill of the water returned to grip my legs, I spotted lanterns descending the path beside the mist of the falls. It wasn’t as if the villagers could harm us, but they could certainly kick us out of the only decent place to rest and resupply for a dozen miles in any direction.

	Shayera was still lost in a haze of pleasure. She had gone completely limp in my arms, still moaning and convulsing every few seconds as she fed. I felt no shame in admitting how much I loved watching her like this; if we had been alone, I would have gladly sat still and enjoyed every moment of her delirious orgasmic feast. But her game was over, and we needed to leave. 

	Pulling her more tightly against me, I looked past the waterfall to where I could just barely see the top of our open window some fifty feet away and thirty-five feet in the air. The Aether surged through me—

	And then the two of us collapsed on the rustic wood floor of our room. I ended up perched on top of her, my cock still buried deep inside her. Shayera didn’t even seem to notice our change of location at first, but after a few more minutes—I was in absolutely no hurry—her eyes finally reopened all the way.

	“Tanya nae elemendiya,” she breathed. “Gods, that was so good…”

	“You’re insane,” I told her.

	“No, I’m randy,” she replied tartly. “Like, all the time now. What in the Maiden’s name did you do to me?”

	I remained enraptured as she dragged her fingertips along the runic pattern of her tattoos, coiling up her sleek sides like strands of ivy. They were as beautiful outside in the dark as they were now in the candlelight. Magical. Otherworldly. And just undeniably sexy as hell. 

	“Ready for the warm bath now?” I asked as the cold ache of my frozen calves finally started to register in my brain. 

	“Definitely,” Shayera said, nodding and panting. 

	“Then I’ll head downstairs and tell the innkeeper.”

	“Why? You have everything I need.” She slowly and seductively traced her finger across her stomach, between her breasts, and then up to her lips. “Just promise me you won’t miss a spot, okay? I don’t want to be cold…”

	Her glowing blue-green eyes twinkled ravenously, and I realized she was absolutely correct. I did have everything she needed. 

	And I couldn’t wait to give it to her. 

	 

	 

	
4 
Tel Noroth

	 

	Shayera

	 

	I snapped out of my Dal’Rethi meditation before dawn, careful not to release too much of the energy I had absorbed lest I run out when I really needed it. After all, we were planning on assaulting a tower surrounded by undead and guarded by a demon—I was going to need all the power I could muster. 

	Assuming, of course, that things went at all like we planned. Mirek’s divinations had been pretty strange, to say the least. While I didn’t have much personal experience with such magic, I knew it could be quite powerful. The Scryers of Nelu’Thalas had protected the Kingdom of Stars for many centuries, often by identifying and eliminating threats before they could metastasize. 

	But whatever challenges awaited us, I was ready. My skin was still tingling even after I clutched my vatari necklace and charged it up, and it was difficult to convince my tattoos to fade. It almost felt like there was a hive of bees buzzing around inside me just waiting to be released. 

	I suppose that means I shouldn’t wake Mirek up with another blowjob. Disappointing. 

	I almost did it anyway. Mirek was still sound asleep, his body only half covered by the sheets. It would have been amusing to see his reaction if I stroked him and took him into my mouth. Just thinking about his sorcerous seed sliding down the back of my throat made my toes curl in anticipation. Gods, it would have felt good even if I weren’t able to feed off it. And since I was…

	Burying the thought before it got me any hotter, I vaulted to my feet and began my morning stretching routine—while still naked, naturally. Inwardly, I hoped that the sound might wake him up so he would be forced to watch, but I knew that the moment his cock stood at attention, I wouldn’t be able to resist taking advantage of it. And that brought me back to the initial quandary.

	Life was hard when you were young and hot and wanted to fuck all the time. 

	I roused him once I’d finished, not with a blowjob but with a normal kiss. Yet even looking into his eyes was almost enough to make me lose control and straddle him. The thought of him finishing inside me again was even harder to resist…

	“We should get moving,” I cooed. “Before Mithros wakes up and gets hungry enough to start hunting sheep.”

	“Right,” Mirek said, but his arms encircled my waist to settle on my back. He gently pulled me on top of him, and my knees instinctively parted until I found myself straddling him after all. His smile was knowing and set my stomach aflutter. “Though you’re the one with the ravenous glint in her eye.”

	“Is it that obvious?” I breathed. 

	“It is to me,” he said. There was a gentleness in his eyes, right alongside that blazing need that made me melt. “You did say you might need to get topped up in the morning.”

	Fuck.

	Thirty seconds later, I was flipped over on my back with my ankles perched on his shoulders and his cock ramming relentlessly into my cunt. He fucked me so hard it stole my breath, and he stuffed a wad of sheets in my mouth to keep me from alerting everyone in the village. As my muffled cries filled the room, the tension within me reached a crescendo. Almost in unison, his grunts sharply rose in pitch, and then he drove in deep and climaxed with a fierce, possessive growl that took me right along with him. 

	My back arched, and I wailed into my gag. The crashing finish was made all the sweeter by the sensation of spurt after spurt of warmth impacting inside me. And even better was still to come. He filled me to the brim with his morning load, charging me well past my ability to contain all the energy. I exploded in blue light, convulsing in ecstasy while he watched and enjoyed the show. 

	Every time he finished inside me, a little warning bell rang in my head. I knew that I needed to be more careful—I wasn’t a sorceress who could protect her womb with magic. Humans and elves didn’t make children especially easily, but I was living proof that a single night of passion could change two lives forever. And since I was half-human, it would probably be easier for me to get pregnant than a full-blooded elf. 

	I had no interest in being a mother, at least not for a very long time. But feeling Mirek release deep inside me felt so good, so satisfying. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced before. 

	But I really needed to start exercising some self-control. After all, I had an advantage over most women—I felt amazing no matter where he spilled on me. My mouth, my tits, my face…gods, even my bare feet if he were so inclined. I could get off no matter where he left his glorious, sticky mess. 

	Next time, I promised myself through the warm afterglow as I came down. Gods, maybe I should even consider letting him take my ass, too…

	We cleaned up and got dressed after only about half an hour of making out, which was more time than we should have taken but less than I expected. I was tempted to leave some of my things here, since it seemed likely that we would head back this way soon, but I decided it wasn’t worth the risk. We were about to step into the unknown—we had no idea if it would even be possible to reach the amazon, let alone rescue her. And if the worst came to pass and I got myself killed out there…

	Well, I’d caught a glimpse of the innkeeper’s wife last night, and there was no way she was going to fit into that dress. If I was going to die, it might as well be with my vanity intact. 

	After a quick but tasty breakfast of eggs and some local jam on fresh-baked bread, we set out. Mirek visited the general store to pick up a few supplies, including a spyglass, then we headed south toward the falls to find Mithros. 

	He wasn’t in the grove as I’d hoped, though it wasn’t all that surprising given the unfamiliar terrain. I had trained him to stay close to wherever I left his saddle, but he’d become familiar enough with the clearing outside Vorsalos that he probably would have stayed nearby regardless. Out here in the unfamiliar north, there were a lot more temptations. He was a cat, after all, and his natural curiosity coupled with the potential of new hunting grounds was a difficult combination to resist. 

	And he had definitely found some prey overnight. When he casually sauntered out from behind a tree to greet us, the dark fur on his chin was matted with blood, and he had a smug glint in his green eyes as if to remind his mother that he didn’t need her charity to feed himself. 

	Or perhaps I was just projecting. 

	Either way, I really hoped he hadn’t killed some farmer’s prized ram. Trained leophons were typically pretty good about avoiding such things, but at the end of the day, there was only so much you could do to rein in the instincts of a hungry apex predator.

	Mirek only seemed moderately horrified by the blood, which was an improvement from his normal extremely horrified look. I couldn’t figure out why he seemed so uncomfortable around a mount that could rip us both apart in a heartbeat if it were so inclined. 

	I cleaned Mithros in the water a bit, decided that the blood was probably from a deer rather than cattle, then attached the saddle and got us ready to ride. I’d never been out on the peninsula here before, but I expected that navigating would be fairly easy. All we needed to do was follow the coast south and we’d eventually reach our destination. And then…

	Well, and then we would find out if this had been a bad idea all along. 

	We set off at a brisk gait, Mirek positioned behind me in the saddle like usual. I kept his arms wrapped tightly around me, half because I appreciated the warmth and half because I knew that touching me would keep him at half-mast all day. He didn’t seem to mind. 

	The pine forest up here on the peninsula was quite a bit thicker than any of the woodlands outside the city, which provided us with a nice view while we followed the path south. Just like on the other side of the gulf, there were plenty of small settlements hugging the shore, though there weren’t any large farms or plantations. It was colder out here, and the soil was probably too wet and sandy for most crops, though the fishing was undoubtedly just as good. 

	I steered us clear of any potential encounters with the locals, still a bit concerned at how they might react to the sight of a leophon, though the foot traffic on the path was so limited that I needn’t have bothered. As we traveled further south, we didn’t come across anything particularly notable for several hours.

	But when we did, it was very hard to miss. 

	“Maiden’s mercy,” I breathed after the path led us around a snow-topped, rocky outcropping to a much flatter, straighter stretch of terrain that continued directly south. The dusting of snow on the ground made footprints highly visible, but these would have been obvious even on bare dirt. There had to be thousands of them, a wide carpet of black splotches amid the snow and mud from the bony feet of a massive army of undead. They veered off into the woods to the west before vanishing among the shadows beneath the pines. 

	“So much for scrying magic,” Mirek murmured after a moment. “They’re obviously here in force.”

	I nodded absently, pondering how none of the locals in the waterside villages had noticed this. Or perhaps they had, but there had been nothing they could do about it besides run and hide. The city and its Raven Guard were a long way on foot from here. Other than whatever measly militia they could muster, there was no one to protect them.

	Still, this wasn’t the type of disturbance one could hide for long. Word of these tracks would eventually get back to Vorsalos. Veleca couldn’t possibly have been keeping her undead horrors here in the open. 

	“They’ll have to attack soon,” Mirek said, echoing my thoughts. “You can’t hide an army like this.”

	“Which raises the question of why she wanted them out here in the first place,” I said. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to just keep them at Tanisgarde where no one was looking?”

	“One would think. Unless there’s a particular reason the attack needs to come from this direction.” He swiveled his head and looked around us. “But this raises another interesting point. Why are we only seeing tracks now? To get here from Tanisgarde, they would have had to cross at Arkney Falls or circled around the lake. Surely the loggers in Blackpool would have noticed this trail in the woods, and we certainly would have noticed it at the bridge.”

	It was a good point. A very good point, in fact. And when I hopped off Mithros so I could lean down and study the area more carefully, I discovered something else we’d missed. 

	“These tracks came from the south first,” I said, squatting over the prints and trying to remember all my survival lessons with Mom and Ranger-General Aluriel. “The ones heading back to the tower are fresher.”

	Mirek’s eyes narrowed. “How is that possible?”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But at some point, they moved up here from Tel Noroth—probably to attack the waterside villages and clear them out—then headed back to the tower.”

	“But how did they get to the tower in the first place?” he pressed. “They couldn’t have walked past Blackpool and they couldn’t have crossed the Arkney Falls bridge without leaving a trail any idiot could see.”

	“A skilled ranger could conceal the tracks of a few people, but not of an army this size.” 

	“Not without magic, anyway,” Mirek murmured. 

	I frowned. “I’ve never heard of a spell that could alter that much terrain. If it were possible, I’m pretty certain my mother would know how to do it.”

	“I’m just saying it’s the only potential explanation. That doesn’t mean it’s a good one.” Mirek paused for a moment. “Though if they did possess such magic, I have no idea why they wouldn’t have concealed these tracks, too.”

	My lips pressed into a thin line. “Teleportation magic?”

	“No, for all the same reasons as before,” Mirek said. “There’s no way they could…”

	His face paled two shades behind his darkening three-day stubble as he abruptly trailed off. “What is it?” I asked.

	“I…I can’t be sure,” he said, his voice a haunted whisper, “but I might know how they moved their army…and how they plan to cross the water.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “How?”

	“It’s just a theory,” he added evasively. “I won’t know for certain until we reach the tower.”

	I thought about pressing him, but the expression on his face convinced me to let it go. Something had clearly rattled him. 

	“Before we go any further,” he said after a few heartbeats, taking a deep breath and snapping out of his ruminations, “there’s a small fracture in the Pale nearby.”

	I shivered involuntarily. “Where?”

	“Near the tracks,” he said. “I need to close it. Fast.”

	His dark green eyes focused on something in the air a few dozen yards away. There weren’t many times in my life where I was happy not to be a sorcerer, but this was one of them. Being able to see a tear in the fabric of reality…that seemed more like a curse than a gift. 

	Still, I wanted to help if I could. I encouraged Mithros to sink down on his belly for Mirek to dismount. The leophon shifted uneasily, glaring at the ground around us as if something foul had defiled it. 

	The energy stored in my tattoos was still buzzing beneath my skin, and I decided to focus and activate them, just to be ready. An all-encompassing warmth spread over me as if someone had draped a blanket over my shoulders. It was surprisingly comforting.

	A pity I couldn’t share that comfort with my companions. Mithros had picked up on whatever Mirek was approaching. The leophon’s back was arched, his claws bared and his tail straight out behind him.

	Mirek whispered something in his native language when he finally stopped walking, and he stretched out his right hand. Purplish-green energy gathered at his fingertips, and I heard an odd hissing sound as if the air around us were about to catch fire. I recalled some of the lessons my father had taught me when I was younger; his knights were among the few channelers in western Torsia who knew how to seal fractures. But I had always assumed that their abilities came from their connection to the Godsoul in my father’s sword—a Godsoul that allegedly contained the essence of the Eternal Lady, the ancient goddess of life and fertility. 

	Mirek’s power had nothing to do with divine energy. He was a sorcerer, connected to the Aether by blood rather than a Godsoul. I wondered how or if that difference was important when interacting with the invisible wall separating the physical world and the Pale…

	The hissing stopped almost as quickly as it had begun, and Mirek let out a slow, steadying breath as he lowered his arm. He looked more disturbed than weary; he didn’t show any visible signs that the Flensing was gnawing at him. 

	“Did it work?” I asked. 

	“Yes. And there aren’t any demons nearby. If any escaped, they’ve already left in search of hosts.”

	I shivered again at the thought of a creature crawling inside me like an invisible parasite. My tattoos might protect me from such a fate, and Mirek could probably defend himself with magic. But normal people had no defense against possession at all. Demons could take them, break them, and eventually twist their bodies into horrid abominations. 

	And the Crell were willing to unleash this calamity just to add one distant city to their growing empire. 

	Mirek and I returned to Mithros, and we didn’t waste any time in continuing south. The leophon’s nerves started to settle as we continued, though he wasn’t the least bit interested in being close to the trail of death. We had to stay off the path to keep him calm, though it didn’t slow us down as much as I feared. The southern part of the peninsula was mostly flat marshlands with a few pockets of forest, and we didn’t pass any major bottlenecks like bridges or narrow valleys between hills. We could see ahead for miles most of the time, and it wasn’t long before the top of the ancient elven tower appeared on the horizon. 

	Tel Noroth. Land’s End. 

	The structure was tall and imperious—the dark stone and almost blade-like curves in the architecture were vaguely reminiscent of some of the drow buildings I had seen back home during my forays into Darkwind. Many of the other ancient Avetharri buildings scattered across Torsia were the same way. Gûl Ostaraad in Darenthi, Gûl Tiravas at the entrance to the Moonweald…

	It was impressive that any of these buildings remained standing—and in excellent condition—more than a thousand years after the collapse of the Avethian Empire. I wondered distantly if the various pirate lords that had controlled Vorsalos over the generations had ever considered leveling the damn thing and rebuilding something of their own. I was surprised that the Inquisitrix hadn’t, but perhaps she’d just never gotten around to it with all her purges and warmongering. 

	I kept expecting to see the undead appear on the horizon before us, or perhaps just catch an ill wind from the thousands of reeking corpses. But even when we moved close enough that we could see the base of the mighty tower, there was no sign of any army. 

	There was no sign of anyone at all.

	My stomach was tightening anxiously by the time we brought Mithros to a halt at the edge of the sparse forest that lay a bit over a mile from the tower. After sliding out of the saddle and ordering Mithros to stay put, Mirek and I crawled atop a small hill to give us a bit of elevation, and I brought the spyglass he had purchased in Blackpool to my eye. 

	“I don’t understand,” I breathed as I scanned the tower. “Where are they?”

	The flutters in my stomach grew so intense they made me nauseous. Were we too late? Had they already attacked the city somehow? Had all of this been for nothing?

	My pulse was pounding when I turned my head and panned the spyglass out to my left, where the land dipped into a bowl down to the Gulf of Denedar. We were perched just high enough that I could see the vague outline of Vorsalos on the horizon. No columns of smoke were rising into the air, nor were there any other obvious signs of a conflict. We might have been too far away to notice, but as I swiveled the spyglass to the southwest, I could still see plenty of vessels out in the gulf. Fishing ships, merchant ships, and Vorsalosian warships, including at least one of their mighty war galleons. 

	“They haven’t attacked,” I said. “Those ships wouldn’t just be going about their business if they had.”

	I paused when I belatedly realized that Mirek hadn’t responded. When I lowered the spyglass, he was staring at the tower, his fists clenched at his sides. 

	“They’re here,” he whispered, his voice as strained as if a hand were wrapped around his windpipe. “We just can’t see them.”

	“What?” I gasped. 

	He took a deep breath and finally turned to look at me. “They’re hiding in the Pale.”

	My mouth slowly dropped open. My first reaction was that he had lost his mind; my second, third, and fourth were more of the same. But then when I really thought about it…

	“Guardian protect us,” I whispered. 

	“It should have occurred to me before,” Mirek said. “Humans who cross over go insane in short order—demons whisper into your mind and drive you mad. But undead could just sit in the Pale forever.”

	“How is that possible?”

	“The Runic Focus can tear open fractures. So can powerful demons if they’ve been in our world long enough to hollow out a host.” He paused and swallowed. “I kept thinking about the limitations of teleportation magic, but I should have realized that Veleca wouldn’t be so limited.”

	A cold chill spread across my whole body as if I had dipped myself in a frigid pool. An entire army of undead between us and the tower, invisible and untouchable…

	“It gets worse,” Mirek said. “It’s conceivable that the army could wait to emerge until after it’s inside the city walls. Barriers in the physical world are effortless to bypass in the Pale—moving through a wall would be easy.”

	“But…” I swallowed, forcing myself to stop and think. “Isn’t there water in the Pale? I thought it was just a reflection of the physical world.”

	“Oh, there’s water, just no fish, no seaweed, no life at all—and most importantly, no current. Humans would still suffocate, but undead can just slowly trudge through the water to the other side, no different than through fog. They don’t need to breathe.” 

	“You’re saying they can just cross the gulf and then appear in the middle of Vorsalos wherever they want?”

	He nodded. “Assuming whoever is leading them is capable of opening another fracture for them to emerge. There are books in the Aetherium about warlocks in the distant past leading massive demonic armies. Only the Knights of the Last Dawn were able to stop them.”

	I grimaced. Every knightly order in Torsia was based at least loosely on the Last Dawn, which was why my father had chosen the Eternal Dawn moniker for his own paladins. 

	Gods, if only we could summon him and a few hundred of his men—or maybe the whole damn order—then Vorsalos might have a chance. 

	“There were rumors from Darenthi about twenty years ago,” Mirek said, voice hollow. “The wife of one of their dukes summoned a horde of demons to put down the last Culling. But she was swiftly executed, and no one else I’m aware of has attempted anything like this in living memory. Even my people are supposed to recognize the danger of shadow magic. It can’t be controlled—you’re opening a door you might never be able to close.”

	He hissed softly and shook his head as if to clear it. “But if Veleca and her pet demon have figured out how to Palewalk, I’m still not sure why they bothered to come here specifically. They could have just attacked straight from Tanisgarde. All I can think of is that there may have already been a fracture here that they could use as an exit and entrance. The tower is ancient, and many of the surviving Avetharri structures are focusing devices meant to gather or harness power.”

	I nodded, thinking about Gûl Ostaraad and Gûl Tiravas. Both possessed unique properties that modern artificers didn’t fully understand. There was a reason that the Tel Bator fanatics kept their sorcerers locked up in Gûl Ostaraad, what they called the “Galespire.”

	“The other option, not exclusive, is that they’re here because they’re waiting for something,” Mirek added. “Veleca’s plan may rely on them attacking from this direction for some reason.”

	“If they can move anywhere they want in the city before emerging, why would it matter where they came from?” I asked. 

	He shook his head. “I don’t know. Perhaps they planned to attack one of the ships in the gulf somehow.”

	I lifted the spyglass and looked back out over the water. “There are quite a few of them out there.”

	“One demon could inflict a lot of damage on an unsuspecting crew,” Mirek said. “Even just creating a little bit of chaos would leave the harbor more vulnerable. Most of the city’s fleet is farther south near the Reachwend to ward off any threats from Ostvara or Highwind.”

	I swore under my breath, still wishing more than anything that I had some way to contact my father. If I had learned of this a month ago, he might have been able to send help or even stop it altogether. But now…

	Now it was entirely up to us. 

	“There has to be something we can do,” I whispered. 

	“Short of destroying the Runic Focus and the demon Veleca has summoned…I don’t know.”

	“Can’t you strengthen the wall between worlds somehow? You are able to close fractures.”

	“Close? Yes. Reinforce?” He snorted. “Only the Avetharri ever wielded that kind of power. I don’t even understand half of what they accomplished, and I know more than anyone else in the Imperium. There’s a reason the Zarul and Farah needed me here.” 

	“We can’t fight an army locked inside the Pale,” I said, my nerves starting to fray. “We have to—”

	“Wait,” Mirek interrupted, gesturing back at the tower. “Look.”

	I lifted the spyglass back to my eye. There, standing atop the tower, was the amazon girl we had come here to find in the first place. And as far as I could tell, she was completely alone. 

	“Faarea,” I breathed. “The demon is still here.”

	“It makes sense,” Mirek mused. “If Veleca and her Runic Focus are somewhere else, only the demon could let the undead in and out. It’s the only other key to the door.”

	“Which explains why it was sent here ahead of the attack,” I reasoned. At least some of the pieces were finally clicking together. “This is our chance. If we can defeat the demon…”

	I trailed off as I studied the other woman from a distance. My mother kept a painting of the dragon’s bonded mate in our home, but until Tanisgarde, I hadn’t seen an amazon in person since I was a child. The girl was just like I remembered from the fort: athletic and statuesque with brown hair and matching eyes. Her skin was a few shades richer than mine, and an entire chunk of her breastplate was torn open over her lower ribs where Mirek’s magic had disintegrated the leather, revealing sleek muscle. 

	The spyglass was powerful enough that I could get a reasonably clear look at her face—a face that was suddenly grimacing as if she were in great pain. Her mouth was moving as if she was talking to someone, but I couldn’t see anyone else atop the tower.

	“With your magic, we might be able to surprise the demon,” I said. “You can conceal our approach, then teleport us up—”

	“Wait,” Mirek interrupted, putting his hand on my forearm. “We can’t just rush in. We need a plan.”

	“I just gave you one. You conceal our approach and teleport us up there, and I’ll handle the rest.”

	“It’s not that simple. This demon is obviously powerful. Probably a Sarigoth or even a Xargoth.”

	“I don’t know what that means,” I said, hearing the impatience in my voice. I knew he was right—recklessly charging into a battle against a demon who had already trounced us once probably wasn’t a great idea. But unlike last time, Mirek wasn’t half Flensed to death before the battle even started. 

	And I can see the pain in that girl’s face—the same pain I heard in her voice when I unwittingly granted her that moment of freedom. She begged me to kill her and put her out of her misery…

	“I’m surprised your father didn’t force you to read books about demons,” Mirek said. “The Eternal Dawn must know more about them than anyone.”

	“He did, and they do. But that was a long time ago. Princesses have more interesting things to do than sit around reading about monsters who want to kill you.”

	“Fair enough. Well, most religions believe that demons are reflections of our strongest emotions mirrored and given form in the Pale. But Imperial scholars believe they’re tortured fragments of the imprisoned gods, divine emotions given form and a semblance of consciousness.”

	I blinked at the seemingly pointless lecture. “Why does this matter right now?”

	“Because knowing what it is might help us defeat it,” Mirek said pointedly. “It seemed particularly sadistic during our last encounter, so I would guess it’s a Xargoth—a pride demon. We need to be careful not to feed it.”

	“Well, I never planned on getting up there and boasting about how great I am,” I replied tartly. 

	“Of course, it could still be Sarigoth—a demon of passion and desire. It would explain the sadism.”

	I raised both eyebrows. “That sounds more fun. Unless it gets stronger if we’re especially randy…then we’re in real trouble.”

	I thought it might make him chuckle or ease the tension a bit, but he barely seemed to be listening. I didn’t hold it against him. This definitely wasn’t going to be easy—or pleasant. 

	“Look, how about I just grab on to her like back in Tanisgarde?” I asked. “If my tattoos can free her, can’t you blast the demon?”

	“I think so,” Mirek said a bit less confidently than I’d hoped. “I’m not certain if my magic can harm it without a physical form, but if we deny it a vessel, it will weaken and eventually be forced to retreat back into the Pale. And once it has crossed over without a host, it won’t be able to come back without help.”

	“Sounds good enough to me. So what’s the problem?”

	His lip twitched. “Like I told you before, I don’t know if it’s even possible to save the amazon. In all likelihood, that demon has completely hollowed her out by now. Her body won’t be able to survive without it.”

	“Amazons are tough,” I said, though it sounded like I was trying to convince myself. Perhaps I was. “Regardless, we have to try. She’s the only one who could possibly tell us Veleca’s plan.”

	I had known all along that he wouldn’t love this plan. I didn’t blame him. The entire gambit seemed like pure desperation, which of course it was. If Veleca and her Huntress sycophant were still at Tanisgarde, they would surely have better defenses prepared by now. And if they weren’t, we had no idea where they might have gone or what else they were planning. We had no allies, no time, and no alternatives. Short of waiting around Vorsalos for the inevitable attack, it was this or nothing. 

	And I hated doing nothing.

	“All right,” Mirek said after a few moments. “You grab the amazon; I’ll handle the demon. Zarach willing, this will actually work.”

	“I don’t know about Zarach, but my father has an in with the Eternal Lady—I’m sure she’s out there somewhere eager to help.”

	He snorted but smiled tightly. “Most Crell believe the gods are monsters who were rightfully imprisoned by the Avetharri. To them, the ‘Eternal Lady’ is a demon lord of decay and pestilence.”

	“More proof that I never want to visit Drakendaar,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “Your people need to get outside and enjoy the sun more often.”

	“It rains a lot in Crell.”

	“Then maybe you just need to move somewhere less bleak, I don’t know. The point is that your culture seems dreary and terrible.”

	“You aren’t wrong,” he said, a touch of sadness in his voice. But then his face hardened in determination, and his hands began to buzz with magic. “Ready?”

	After sliding the spyglass back into my belt, I grabbed the handles of my blades and pulled them free. “Always.”

	 

	 

	
5 
The Vessel

	 

	Mirek

	 

	Normally, approaching Tel Noroth in the middle of the day would have been suicide. There was no discernable cover for half a mile in every direction—no trees, no rocky outcroppings, not even any brush or tall grass, just perpetually soggy flats. Archers lurking safely behind the dozens of embrasures could rain death upon any approaching force well before it reached the steps. The tower might not have been strategically important in this day and age, but it remained an impressive defensive structure nonetheless.

	Taras would have loved to see it. 

	I winced at the thought of my brother as Shayera and I crept forward, concealed by my illusory veil that blended us in with the dark, muddy terrain. I had spent a lot of time during our trip this morning thinking about the sequence of the coming battle, and on more than one occasion I had wished that I could consult my tactically minded brother for advice. Not that he had ever dealt with Palewalking undead hordes—even the mighty Imperial Army would struggle against such a force. 

	Yet the Sovereigns have deliberately unleashed this madness into the world. What would Taras think about that, I wonder?

	I buried the question as Shayera and I came within a hundred yards of the tower, scolding myself that this little gambit of ours was going to be difficult enough even with my full attention. Then again, thinking about my brother and home was better than imagining the thousands of invisible undead soldiers standing all around us. But for the thin, hauntingly fragile wall between worlds, they would have already swarmed us and ripped our bodies to pieces. I could almost feel their cold, skeletal hands reaching out to drag me to the ground…

	“This should be close enough,” I said, repressing a shudder as I peered up at the top of the tower. With the sun approaching its zenith in the clear sky, Tel Noroth’s shadow had narrowed to a black blob at its wide base. “We’ll have to be quick.”

	Shayera clutched her blades in a tight grip. Her Dal’Rethi tattoos flared to life, and her eyes became menacing orbs of turquoise light. “I’m ready.”

	I nodded, reaching out to the Aether and trying not to think about how badly this demon had stomped us the last time we’d clashed. Shayera and I had escaped by the skin of our teeth, and only because we had chosen to flee, not fight. This time…

	This time, it was all or nothing. Power flowed through me. There was a flash and a sense of dislocation—

	And then we were on top of the tower. As always, the sudden shift in scenery was so disorienting that I had to fight back a wave of nausea—nausea that was instantly made worse when the foul, putrid stench of rotting flesh assailed my nostrils. The pieces of several chopped-up bodies were strewn around us. The blood had long since dried into dark brown stains, discoloring the gray stone, and our appearance startled a flock of feasting crows. 

	So much for the element of surprise. 

	Shayera started moving a heartbeat after we appeared. The amazon was hunched over the battlements facing east, directly opposite us, her body trembling as if she had just emptied her stomach over the side. If Shayera was fast enough, she could probably grab and tackle the other woman before she could even turn—

	“No!” the amazon shrieked, her hands flashing up to grip the sides of her head. “I will not let you have them!”

	Shayera froze halfway across the tower as the amazon twisted around to face her, her brown eyes bloodshot and puffy, her cheeks streaked with tears. “You have to run!” she begged. “You cannot stay here!”

	“It’s…it’s all right,” Shayera said, holding her blades out to the side. “We’re here to help you.”

	“You cannot,” the amazon said, fingers digging into her hair as if she were about to tear it out. “It is powerful. Please…run! Now!”

	I slowly lowered my hands, the stench enveloping us abruptly forgotten. This was completely unexpected. If the amazon was so strong-willed that she could wrest control from a powerful demon…well, I had never even heard of such a thing. Every organization in the world who had ever specifically hunted demons, from the Knights of the Last Dawn to the dark elven warriors of Sulinor, relied upon vatari tattoos to ward themselves against possession. Even the strongest-willed paladins couldn’t resist a demon forever without aid. The only reason the Eternal Dawn hadn’t adopted the practice was due to the stigma against anything resembling Senosi markings in this part of the Reaches. 

	“We’re not going anywhere,” Shayera said, creeping forward another step as she sheathed her off-hand sword. “There’s a way we can help you—you just need to stand still.”

	The amazon’s brown eyes went wide, and she seemed to steady herself as she stared at the approaching elf with desperate appeal. “Please…please, hurry!”

	Shayera crossed the remaining distance with powerful strides, left hand outstretched and tattoos glowing. I watched, heart in my throat, wondering if this might miraculously work out even better than we could have possibly hoped…

	A warning tingle raced down my spine. “No,” I whispered, shaking my head. “Shayera, don’t—!”

	Too late. A wicked smile appeared on the amazon’s face a split second before she rushed forward with blinding speed, slamming her shoulder into Shayera and hurling her across the towertop with the force of a battering ram. Her saber slipped from her grip and flew up into the air…only to be caught by the demon on its way down. 

	“Oh, I’m sorry, Blade Dancer,” the demon sneered. “It would appear that you’re too late.”

	The monster let out a deep, throaty laugh as Shayera tumbled end over end before skidding to a halt. She grimaced in pain but didn’t seem severely injured—her markings could heal a few bumps and bruises without any trouble. 

	“Now this…this is a fine weapon,” the demon said, twirling the moonsilver saber. “I think I’ll use it to gut your sorcerer friend right now.”

	Snarling, I channeled a surge of Aetheric energy through my fingertips. A barrage of scintillating arcane missiles shot toward the demon, but it moved so quickly that its red leather armor became little more than a blur. The volley of energy smashed harmlessly into the battlements. 

	“Pathetic,” it growled, eyeing me with disdain. “Didn’t you learn your lesson at Tanisgarde?”

	The demon rushed at me, Shayera’s saber in hand. I knew I couldn’t possibly dodge in time; with its supernatural speed and strength, it could carve me in half in an instant. And so instead I stood my ground, reaching out to the Aether again to shroud myself in a mantle of spell armor. The translucent barrier of energy materialized around me as the demon slashed for my neck—

	Only to be intercepted by another moonsilver blade. Sparks flashed before my eyes as metal scraped against metal, and suddenly Shayera was standing protectively in front of me. The elf and demon remained locked in a contest of strength for what felt like minutes but was probably mere heartbeats before Shayera kicked the demon backward, then lunged forward in the hopes of catching it off-balance. She carved a wicked gash in the amazon’s leg—a hit that would have badly slowed any normal opponent—but the demon barely seemed to notice. 

	And then, the true dance began. 

	It was like watching two tornadoes collide. Shayera’s impeccable form, flawless footwork, and elven grace were at once genuinely beautiful and terrifying to behold. When combined with the strength and speed imparted by her Dal’Rethi markings, she would have made short work of any normal duelist—a lesson the pirates who’d tried to hold her must have learned firsthand. 

	But a powerful demon deeply entrenched in a mortal vessel was unlike any other foe. It didn’t feel pain or fatigue, and what it lacked in skill it made up for in sheer brutality. Every time Shayera drove it back and scored a hit, the demon retaliated with a furious series of wild blows that forced her to backpedal. Yet unlike at Tanisgarde, Shayera actually seemed to be gaining ground. 

	I unleashed a salvo of arcane energy whenever a gap opened up between them, hoping to weaken or distract the demon enough for her to slip through its guard and try to use her tattoos…and it seemed to be working. Shayera learned from every thrust, every riposte, every turn of her blade. And with her left hand free, all she needed to do was get a firm grip on the amazon’s body long enough for her tattoos to suppress the demon’s control. 

	She got her chance. Catching the demon in an awkward parry, Shayera locked the guards of their weapons, then twisted her wrist, wrenching her other saber out of the demon’s grip. She lunged forward to grab the amazon’s body—

	“No!” the demon snarled, vaulting backward into the air in a gravity-defying leap. But before the amazon’s body came crashing back down, a pair of black, leathery wings of pure shadow splayed out behind her body and held her aloft just out of our reach. 

	“Le’thos!” Shayera gasped, eyes widening in shock and horror. 

	“This vessel is mine!” the demon roared. The amazon’s brown eyes suddenly blazed orange as if they had been replaced by hot coals. “You cannot have her!”

	The demon’s hands burst into green flames, and a familiar screeching hiss clawed at my ears as the creature shredded the wall between our world and the Pale. I felt the chilling aura of the fracture even before I turned and saw the shimmering gash in the sky behind us, looking for all the world as if someone had taken a knife to the very fabric of reality. More demons lurked just on the other side, clamoring to escape and seize a host. 

	And it wasn’t the only fracture. I could feel another one below us at the base of the tower—new or perhaps previously dormant, now awakened and growing in strength. I didn’t understand its purpose…until I heard the clatter of bony feet echoing up through the stairs leading down into the tower. 

	“You cannot stop us,” the demon taunted. “We will wear your skin like a cloak!”

	The demon’s hands flashed again, but this time it hurled a ball of Palefire directly at us. I thrust out my hand, channeling as much energy as I could into my defensive barrier and extending it around Shayera. I clenched my teeth as the green flames broke over the protective sphere, expecting to feel a wave of scorching heat. But somehow, the fire wasn’t hot—it was impossibly, brutally cold, as if a legendary Darenthi winter had descended upon us. 

	And then the chill faded. The green flames extinguished, and my barrier remained intact. But a spike of pain shot down my arms as the Flensing bit into my flesh, and a heartbeat later, the trap door behind us burst open as several shambling corpses ascended the stairs in search of fresh victims, their hollow eye sockets blazing with the same greenish spectral flames as the demon’s attacks. 

	“Look out!” Shayera called out as she scooped up her other sword, then leapt to engage the undead. She intercepted a shambling skeleton just outside the hatch, liberating its skull from its body with a sideways slash. But another pushed the headless corpse out of the way and thrust at her with a spear, forcing her to roll to her left before she chopped down and severed its arm at the elbows.

	But there were more. So many more.

	They weren’t much of a threat individually, however, and if Shayera could keep them bottlenecked in the stairwell, she could dispatch them one by one. Yet, with her occupied and the demon beyond our reach, there was no way for us to use her markings to suppress the demon’s control. It could fly around on its shadowy wings and rain destruction upon us until the Flensing incapacitated me. And then…

	The demon cackled as it launched another volley of Palefire at me, forcing me to channel more energy into my barrier. The freezing explosion engulfed me again, but this time I shuffled to the side to get some distance from Shayera. Her tattoos would protect her from the magic anyway, and if the demon wanted to give her more power, so be it. But I needed space if I was going to fight back. 

	Our plan had failed. I was going to have to kill the amazon. 

	Sparks of arcane energy gathered at my fingertips, and I unleashed a quintet of flashing violet missiles at the flying demon. Its dark wings propelled it upward to avoid the attack, but two of the missiles curved sharply enough to strike, searing the amazon’s mostly unprotected legs. The demon roared again, launching its own volley in retaliation, but this time I rolled toward the edge of the battlements to spare my shield another impact. 

	I was rather proud of my agility—the Aetherium didn’t exactly offer a course on dodging life-rending Palefire—although perhaps pain had simply thrown off the demon’s aim. If so, it wouldn’t last. I could already see the blackish-red burns on the amazon’s legs starting to heal as if they had never been harmed in the first place. 

	Shit. 

	While Shayera clashed with the undead, severing rotting limbs and skewering cold torsos, the demon and I continued our deadly exchange. But every time my magic damaged the monster’s vessel, it regenerated before I could muster the strength for another attack. I didn’t have the same luxury—my barrier would inevitably collapse, and the crackling Palefire would consume my flesh and reduce me to little more than a lifeless husk.

	And judging from the sudden, crippling flash of pain in my arms, that moment was about to come sooner rather than later.

	“You have to get me up there!” Shayera called out as she hacked down another corpse. The hatch should have been clogged with bodies by now, but the undead were merciless. They had no compunction against clawing through and rending apart their fallen comrades. 

	“What?” I gasped as I rolled away from another blast of Palefire a split second before it consumed me. 

	“I can’t free her if I can’t touch her!” Shayera said, swiping her off-hand across the neck of another soldier and sending its skull flying over the side of the tower. “This is all pointless if you can’t get me up there!”

	My eyes flicked back up to the amazon as the demon unleashed yet another volley of green flame. My barrier absorbed the attack—barely—but the wave of unearthly energy chilled me to the bone. My protective sphere was starting to develop hairline fractures almost like glass. 

	And there was no way out. The stairs were clogged with undead, and even if I teleported us back down to the ground outside it, it wasn’t as if the demon couldn’t chase us and call forth more of its hidden army with the Pale. 

	I had suspected all along that this was a one-way trip. We had to free the amazon, obliterate the demon outright, or perish. Those remained our only options. 

	The problem was that they were all terrible. It was abundantly clear that my spells weren’t powerful enough to kill the demon, but even if they were, the amazon’s death would ruin our only chance to learn more about Veleca’s plans. Yet Shayera’s idea might have been even crazier. I could probably get her up there, but if the demon’s wings vanished when it lost control…

	“Do it!” Shayera cried out as she kicked a skeleton into the hatch, then leapt back toward me. “Now!”

	I trusted this girl enough to ask her for help. I trusted her enough to betray my own people. I even trusted her enough to follow her to this tower on the slim chance we might—might—figure out a way to exorcise a powerful demon. Am I really going to back out now?

	With a resigned grimace, I grabbed her arm, reached out to the Aether, and flung her into the hands of fate.

	Shayera appeared in the air right next to the amazon just as the demon was about to unleash another assault. And to her credit, she didn’t panic. She immediately grabbed the amazon in a bear hug, dropping her blades in the process. The demon shrieked—a shrill, hellacious sound that made me reflexively cover my ears—and its shadowy wings flapped as if to try and propel it away from the attacker as quickly as possible. 

	But the wings dissolved like smoke before she could move away from the tower, and suddenly the two women were plummeting straight down. 

	There was nothing I could do to help them. A channeler adept at air magic might have been able to conjure a gust to slow their fall, and one adept with earth magic might have been able to soften the stone to cushion their impact. But I didn’t have anything in my arsenal, so I just had to watch them crash against the towertop and pray that Shayera was all right. 

	Somehow, she managed to land atop the amazon. The drop should have shattered bones, if not killed the girl outright, but her demon-fortified body wasn’t so easily defeated. The monster clutched at Shayera’s throat in a last desperate attempt to throw her off, but it only seemed to make her tattoos blaze brighter. 

	And then her grip abruptly slackened, and the amazon sucked in a deep breath and looked around in frightened confusion. 

	“Zor kalah,” she gasped. “You…how are you…?”

	“Just hold still!” Shayera insisted. “We’re going to try and help you. Mirek!”

	I wanted nothing more than to dash to her side, but the undead weren’t going to make it easy. I whipped my head around as several corpses lurched through the gruesome pile of their broken peers. I had no idea how many were packed into that staircase, but we couldn’t afford to lose our bottleneck. 

	Thankfully, with the demon now out of the picture, I knew exactly what to do.

	Thrusting out my left hand, I unleashed another volley of missiles at the nearest walking corpse, disintegrating its torso and leaving nothing behind but twitching limbs and a smoldering skull. The Flensing snarled its resentment at me, sending fire racing up past my elbow, but I bore it grimly. At the same time, I concentrated the rest of my power on the new fracture the demon had torn in the sky above us—not to close it, but to turn it into a weapon. 

	It was dangerous gambit, to be sure. There was a risk that I might tear it open further or perhaps even draw the attention of something unthinkably powerful on the other side. But if it worked, it might accomplish what we had set out to do all along. 

	And there was only one way to find out. 

	Taking a deep breath, I recalled everything I had learned in my studies about the Pale and the horrors beyond. The Avetharri Arcanists of the ancient world had understood the nature of the wall between worlds better than anyone, and they had realized that it wasn’t merely a barrier—it could also function as a trap, a vortex capable of ensnaring the most powerful beings that had ever lived. And while I was a long way from being able to contain a god, I only needed to harness a tiny fraction of that potential…

	There was another screeching hiss in the air as if the tear in reality had become enraged, but then the sound abruptly changed in tone and volume—not like air escaping, but of being inhaled. And the results were every bit as dramatic as I had hoped. As a new wave of skeletal warriors shambled up the steps and pushed past the corpses of their peers, they suddenly froze in place, their blazing green eyes turning to gape at the hole in reality. 

	A hole which was about to send them back where they belonged. 

	The corpses jerked and spasmed as the demons possessing the corpses were violently ripped from their host bodies back through the fracture and into the Pale. Further down the stairs, I heard more bodies collapsing as they were emptied, but the fracture seemed to be getting angrier by the moment. The sound of rushing air rose to a howl, snatching at us with ever greater force. The longer I kept this up, the more likely it would end in disaster…

	I whipped my head back around to look at Shay. Her tattoos blazed almost angrily as she tried to hold the amazon girl down despite her increasingly violent convulsions. I didn’t know if the reversed fracture would be strong enough to exorcise such a powerful demon or not, but it was definitely struggling to hold on to its mortal anchor…

	The amazon let out a scream of agony, an angry latticework of black-blue veins appearing beneath her otherwise flawless skin. They looked like they were about to burst, and they very well might—I had known all along that she might not survive a proper exorcism, and this technique of mine was anything but proper.

	“It’s killing her!” Shayera called out, turning to face me. “You have to stop!”

	“There’s no other way to get it out!” I called back over the sucking hiss and collapsing corpses. “I can’t—”

	“You have to stop!” she pleaded. 

	I could see the desperation in her eyes, and I obviously empathized—I had no desire to kill anyone, let alone an innocent girl who had undergone unspeakable torments. But if we didn’t banish this demon now…

	I’ve trusted her this far, I reminded myself again. 

	Gritting my teeth, I turned back to the fracture. The burning tingle in my arms spread throughout my body when I opened myself to the Aether again, but there was no turning back now. Focusing on the fracture, I repeated the technique I had used up north, hoping I could still seal it in time…

	The roaring hiss abruptly faded to a whisper, and the tear in reality devoured itself like a desert sinkhole swallowing an unwary traveler. The air turned still once it was gone, though the stench of death lingered like a thick, noxious fog. 

	I doubled over and clutched my forearms as the pain crashed over me in waves, each angrier than the last. I wasn’t even sure if I could get us back down to the bottom of the tower without the Flensing incapacitating me. But right now, that was the least of our concerns. 

	I forced myself to look around. The amazon had stopped convulsing, and her veins had begun to fade beneath her clear tan skin almost like vatari tattoos. None of the damage I had inflicted upon her remained—she had regenerated from every burn and every scratch. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she looked content and peaceful. 

	But I did know better. The demon was still inside her, and the instant she woke, it would attack. 

	“Faarea,” Shayera breathed. “We have to get her away from the tower. After that…”

	She swallowed heavily as her turquoise eyes locked onto me, almost as if she were looking at me for an answer. But I didn’t have one to give—at least, not one she wanted to hear. We had incapacitated the demon, and with the aid of her tattoos, I had no doubt that we could kill its host. A single thrust from her saber would end the threat right here and now. 

	But it was one thing to talk about a mercy killing and another to swing the blade. The amazon girl was a victim, not a monster, and Shayera obviously wasn’t willing to give up hope just yet. I wasn’t convinced she ever would be. 

	“I can take us back down,” I said, squeezing my hands into fists as the fire burning inside me gradually started to fade. “Just give me a minute.”

	 

	***

	 

	A minute turned out to be an overly generous estimate on my part. The pain got worse before it got better, forcing me to a knee as I waited for it to pass. I was a little worried that more undead might eventually come up the steps, tempting Shayera to engage them and leave the amazon’s side—a potentially catastrophic event if the demon managed to awaken its host. 

	But Tel Noroth remained as silent as a tomb despite the presence of the other fracture I could still sense at its base. Without the demon to command them back into our world, the undead seemed content to remain inside the Pale.

	“Do you think it’s safe to move her?” Shayera asked, her tattoos still blazing as she gently brushed several blood-matted strands of brown hair from the amazon’s eyes. 

	“It should be,” I replied, sweeping my eyes up and down the girl’s body in search of any wounds I may not have noticed during the chaos of the battle. The impact of the fall should have crushed bone, but she looked fine. “She’s not physically injured.”

	Shay nodded. “The farther we get her away from this place, the better.”

	I wasn’t sure if that was actually true or not, but then again, this was an ancient Avetharri tower with old enchantments woven into the stone—enchantments I couldn’t even begin to understand. It could have somehow been making this monster stronger, for all I knew. And besides, the smell was reason enough to get out of here as soon as possible. 

	In a perfect world, I would have preferred to close the other fracture at the base of the tower before we left, but there was no way I’d be able to muster the required energy without rest. Getting us back to the ground would take everything I had left. 

	“All right, just give me a few seconds,” I said, shuffling over to the two of them. “Let’s move her to the edge and hold her up so I can see where I’m going.”

	Shayera nodded and lifted the other woman up as if she were light as a feather—the advantage of tattoos that tripled your strength. But before we moved, she nodded behind us to an unattended rucksack. 

	“I imagine those are her things. We might as well bring them along.”

	I frowned, wondering if it was worth the effort, but the longer I could delay another Aetheric backlash, the better. I walked over to grab the pack, peered inside to make certain the demon wasn’t lugging around a severed head or something else unholy. There were wilderness tools, camping gear, a small rug, and other miscellany. None of which I currently had, given how I’d left Vorsalos. I returned to Shayera at the edge of the battlements. 

	“Here we go,” I said, looking over the side. 

	It was a significantly shorter trip than the one we had made at Tanisgarde, and even carrying along an extra person, the Flensing’s bite was less painful than I feared. We reached the ground below in a flash, and we carried the amazon northward as quickly as we could. 

	I stole glances at the amazon as we walked, expecting her to wake at any moment. I hoped that Shayera’s tattoos would continue suppressing the demon’s control, maybe even long enough for us to have a conversation with the poor girl. If not…

	Well, the “if not” wasn’t worth dwelling on just yet. 

	Once we had gained some distance from the tower and the dubious shade of a lone, scraggly pine, Shayera and I set the amazon down on a bed of grass and pine needles. My partner made sure to keep both her hands on the other woman’s body at all times. 

	“That’s better,” Shayera said, panting as she gently brushed the back of her hand across the other woman’s cheek. 

	“Until you run out of power, anyway,” I muttered, gesturing at her tattoos. “You can’t suppress this thing forever.”

	“I know,” she said pointedly. “Isn’t there something you can try?”

	“You mean aside from closing the tear in the sky?”

	“I don’t know! You’re the damn sorcerer!”

	I opened my mouth to defend myself, but stopped before any words came out. Even though I had warned her about this from the very beginning, she still felt frustrated and powerless. Her anger wasn’t actually directed at me. It was difficult to admit defeat when the problem seemed like it should be easy to solve. 

	But it wasn’t. Demonic possession was lethal. I had read numerous accounts of the phenomenon at the Aetherium, and Sovereign Berial had recounted several exorcisms he had personally witnessed, all of which had ultimately proven fatal to the host. The basic reasoning made sense: just as Bound channelers were vulnerable to the Wasting Echo when the connection to their Conduit was severed, an individual possessed by a demon was essentially being infused with living, sentient magic. If the exorcism was performed soon after possession, the victim might endure the withdrawal, but once the demon was fully entrenched, there was no hope.

	And since my attempt at an exorcism had already failed outright, all that remained was to kill the host body before the demon regained control. It was a grisly and awful prospect, especially when all one could see was the innocent victim. 

	“Maybe we should focus on getting her conscious,” I suggested. “If you can keep the demon contained, we can at least ask her some questions. After that…”

	“Right,” Shayera said, swallowing and nodding quickly. “I don’t suppose you’re secretly an apothecary?”

	“I’m afraid not,” I lamented. “Alchemy is considered…well, beneath noble-born sorcerers. My tutors used to say that if you can do something with magic, there’s no reason to stoop to parlor tricks.”

	Shayera huffed. “You know, I realize the Crell consider the highborn their mortal enemies, but your people have more in common with the nobles in Nelu’Thalas than you realize. You’d be hard-pressed to find one of their Scryers or sorcerers dabbling in alchemy when they can just find a wood elf Nugûl to do it for them.”

	She finally lifted her eyes from the amazon and looked east toward the gulf. “There might be some firenettle fronds down near the shore. With a little garnroot and some water, I could probably make something strong enough to wake her up.”

	“You’re sure?” I asked. 

	“My mother is a highborn ranger,” she replied tartly. “Do you think I’m just making this up?”

	I raised my hands apologetically. “Sorry. Like I said, I was kept as far away from alchemy as possible.”

	Shayera grunted but didn’t get up, leaving the obvious unspoken question hanging in the air. If she stopped making physical contact with the amazon, the demon might reassert control. And if it did, there was no guarantee that she would ever be able to make physical contact with it again. 

	“Tell me what I need to look for,” I suggested. “I’ll head down there and do my best.”

	After a few heartbeats of consideration, she nodded reluctantly. “All right. I suppose it’s worth a shot.”

	She provided me with detailed descriptions of firenettle fronds and garnroot—two things I had no idea existed before that moment—as well as some basic instructions on how to harvest them properly. I set off, hoping that I could figure it out and not embarrass myself in the process. Folding the fabric of reality seemed surprisingly easy compared to cooking a decent stew or baking fresh bread. The Aether was far less temperamental than dough, it my experience. 

	Fortunately, the task didn’t prove anywhere near as difficult as I feared. After making my way across a barren heath onto the pebble-covered beach, I set about my search. The herbs were quite obvious even to my untrained eye, and picking them wasn’t a particularly delicate process. I gathered what I hoped was a decent amount, then turned and jogged back perhaps ten or fifteen minutes later. 

	The demon hadn’t escaped while I was gone, thank the Dragon, and I knelt down and showed Shayera what I’d harvested. She gave her approval, then used her knife to cut the plant into strips, all while constantly keeping a hand on the amazon’s bare shoulder. I wasn’t certain how she planned to proceed without a mortar and pestle, but she made do with some bark and the pommel of her knife. After a few more minutes to grind the herbs and mix them in her waterskin, she was convinced that she had made an elixir of…something.

	“So how does this stuff work, exactly?” I asked. 

	“For one, it tastes horrible,” Shayera said. “That’s usually a decent way to wake people up.”

	I blinked. “That’s it?”

	“For two,” she added, “well, I actually can’t remember two, but I know it’s supposed to work.”

	I blinked again. “You’re kidding.”

	Shayera sighed. “Look, my mother could identify every herb in the Duskwood, but she wasn’t actually an herbalist. And I’m even less of one than she is.”

	“But you said—”

	“But I did learn a few things from a family friend,” she went on. “Another wood elf, but not from Nelu’Thalas.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “You mean the lycanthrope? One of the dragon’s concubines?”

	Her eyes hardened. “If you called his wives that to any of their faces, they would rip you in half.”

	“Erm…sorry,” I apologized. “But you know what I mean.”

	Shayera paused for a minute and sighed. “Please tell me that your people don’t know where she is.”

	I frowned. It seemed like a strange reaction, but I shook my head. “Not that I’m aware. The Zarul believes that the werewolf departed Highwind not long after the dragon disappeared. No one has seen her since.”

	“Good. Let’s hope they keep believing that.”

	Before I could press her on what she meant, she placed the waterskin beneath the amazon’s chin. At the same time, she kept her other glowing hand clasped firmly on the unconscious girl’s arm. I really hoped that she would be able to answer at least some of our questions about Veleca before…

	Well, before she couldn’t.

	“Here goes nothing,” Shayera said, bringing the waterskin to the other woman’s lips. But before she could even pour it, the other woman inhaled sharply as her brown eyes shot open. 

	“Ze fah!” she gasped. “What…?”

	“It’s all right,” Shayera soothed, her tattooed hand visibly squeezing a bit tighter. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

	The amazon groaned, blinking rapidly, before her eyes focused on the two of us. The dark orbs were even prettier than I realized up close—or would have been if they weren’t shot through with fear. I resisted the urge to reach out and touch her like Shayera, both because I was a strange man and because I didn’t want her to feel trapped or crowded. 

	“The demon,” the girl breathed. “I can feel it…”

	“It can’t hurt you while we’re here,” Shayera said, bending the truth in a helpful way. “My markings will protect you.”

	“No,” the amazon insisted, shaking her head. “No, it is not safe! You have to kill me. It is the only way!”

	“We’re not going to kill you,” Shayera said firmly. “We’re going to help you, I promise.”

	“You cannot. It is burrowed too deep!”

	“I refuse to accept that. There must be something we can do to help you fight its control. I’ll hold on to you as long as it takes.”

	I grimaced, wishing for the first time in my life that I was a Bound channeler and not a sorcerer. People like Shayera’s father—those who were connected to a Conduit or even possessed directly by a Godsoul fragment—were limited in countless ways that I was not. Most importantly, I could never be severed from the source of my magic, while their fates were inextricably linked to another. 

	But Bound channelers could wield certain types of magic that sorcerers found it difficult to replicate. After all, their power came from the gods, and demons were fragments of divine consciousness corrupted by the dark energies of the Pale. It was for good reason that most knightly orders, including the Eternal Dawn, were made up of Bound channelers rather than sorcerers. A paladin could banish or destroy demons in ways I never could. 

	And without that power, I had no idea how we could possibly save this girl now. 

	“My name is Shayera,” my companion said soothingly. “This is Mirek. We came here to free you.”

	If the amazon girl recognized the Princess of Highwind by name, she gave no visible indication. For a moment, I wondered if she might lose consciousness again, but instead she balled her hands into fists as if to brace herself. 

	“I am…I am Isolde,” she said, each word a struggle. “The demon’s will is too strong. I cannot…”

	She trailed off, eyes widening, and for a horrifying instant I feared that she had lost control. Aetheric energy sizzled at my fingertips just in case it lashed out—

	“The demon’s will is too strong for me to fight on my own,” Isolde repeated, though her voice had turned soft, almost hopeful. “But if you cannot expel it, perhaps there is a way you can lend me your strength.”

	“How?” Shayera asked. 

	“The tan’ratha.”

	Shayera and I shared a confused glance. “The…what?” she asked. 

	“Inside my pack,” the amazon said, gesturing at the leather rucksack I had brought from the tower. “The pouch in front, inside a case. Hurry!”

	I reached for the pack, wondering what in Zarach’s name she could possibly possess that might help against a demon. 

	Sure enough, there was a rectangular case where she’d indicated, and I set it carefully on the ground. The case was rosewood, light and surprisingly elaborate—the finely sculpted wood made it look like a jewelry box one could find on the nightstand of any noblewoman in Torsia. Inside were two items: a silver ring with a red gemstone at its center and a golden, emerald-studded choker. 

	I paused. I could feel the Aetheric energy buzzing in the gemstones of both items like a sympathetic vibration, almost as if they belonged together. Suddenly, I wondered if the legends I had heard about Nol Krovos were more accurate than I realized. The amazons were said to employ elaborate bonding rituals. Just like the Dal’Rethi who had trained them as guardians of the Godsoul prisons, they were said to fight in pairs—male-female pairs, specifically. 

	“Moshalim,” Isolde whispered as I examined the items. 

	I blinked, unsure of how to respond. I had read that the dialect of Nol Krovos drew heavily upon ancient Elvish, but I didn’t recognize the word.

	“It means sorcerer,” Shayera said. 

	“Ah, then yes,” I said, nodding. “I am a sorcerer. An arcanist, if you prefer.”

	Isolde continued staring at me for a long moment, the fear in her eyes gradually transforming into what looked like wonder. Maybe even…reverence. 

	Just when the intensity of her look was starting to get uncomfortable, she abruptly sighed and shook her head. “I am sorry. Tradition demands that I bond myself to a moshalim, but you will not be able to aid me against the demon.”

	Her eyes flicked back to Shayera, and her fingers brushed against the glowing tattoos on the half-elf’s forearm. “You bear the Mark of the Huntress.”

	“Not exactly,” Shayera said. “My markings are Dal’Rethi in origin. The Senosi are just the latest in a long line of imposters who corrupted the old technique.”

	Isolde paused and seemed to process her words. I could only imagine all the thoughts that must have been racing through her head right then. The confusion, the pain, the horror of knowing the creature inside her could retake control at any moment…

	For all we knew, the demon had utterly subjugated her mind and devoured her memories. Or perhaps it had simply forced her to watch as it controlled her body. Both outcomes were so unimaginably terrible I couldn’t decide which was worse.

	“Then it is settled,” Isolde said, taking the choker from my hands and offering it to Shayera. “I shall bind myself to your will.”

	I paused, both eyebrows lifting as I studied my companion. She clearly knew a lot more about this than I did, but she still looked downright stunned. 

	“Faarea,” she whispered, keeping one hand pressed against the amazon while the other took the item. “Are you…are you certain?”

	“There is no other choice,” Isolde said. “You must collar me. The tan’ratha shall add your will to my own. Quickly!”

	It was, I decided, one of the most genuinely surreal exchanges I had ever experienced. After all, it wasn’t every day that you saw one beautiful woman begging another to collar her, at least not outside the kinkier brothels in Drakendaar…

	Shayera seemed visibly torn by indecision. She pursed her lips, a storm of competing emotions flickering across her face, but she finally bit down on her lip and reached out to place the golden band around the amazon’s neck. 

	“Moshalim salah, v’morth kraan Maskari,” Isolde softly intoned as Shayera locked the choker in place. The Aetheric energy inside the metal surged, and the sympathetic vibration with the ring swelled like a chorus…

	And then the amazon jolted as if she had been struck by lightning. She gasped, convulsing just as she had at the tower when the demon had been attempting to reassert its control. 

	“What now?” Shayera asked, eyes wide as she held the other woman down with both hands. “I don’t understand how I can help.”

	“You must…you must wear the tan’hema,” Isolde said. “Quickly!”

	Shayera glanced down at the silver ring in the box. She scrutinized it, her blue-green eyes narrowing as she examined the ruby at its center. But when she realized she couldn’t put it on herself without removing her other hand from Isolde, she jerked her chin at me instead. 

	Nodding, I took the ring and bent down, starting to slip it onto her slender finger—

	“No!” Isolde gasped. “No, you must put it on yourself or—!”

	I had the ring halfway down Shayera’s finger when the sympathetic vibration swelled, engulfing both of us as the volume of the chorus increased tenfold. I froze, unsure of what was happening, until I felt a strange pressure against my skull. 

	No, not against it—inside it, as if another sorcerer had just tried to worm into my mind with charm magic. I fought back, steeling myself to resist the intrusion like I’d been taught in the Aetherium. But then, as a biting cold washed over me, I realized I had this all wrong. This wasn’t a spell pushing against me. 

	It was the demon. And I could feel it inside me. 

	I inhaled sharply, a flash of panic threatening to consume me before I regained my bearings. I was still holding the ring on Shayera’s finger just above her knuckle, and I could tell from the haunted look on her face that she was experiencing the same thing. We could feel the demon’s malice and hatred; we could feel its thrashing desperation to regain control of its vessel. And then, like a single candle amidst an all-consuming darkness, we could feel Isolde trying to resist its influence. 

	This was how we were going to help. 

	I didn’t claim to understand how this artifice worked, but when I focused my mind, I could actually feel Isolde’s body as if I were living inside it. Her pain, her fear, but also her heartbeats and her breaths, the cold ground digging into her back and the coiled power within her muscles. I was connected to this woman in a way I had never imagined possible, and the candle that was her will seemed to be growing brighter by the second. 

	No! She is mine. Mine!

	I felt more than heard the demon’s voice blast into my head, not in the accented, feminine voice of the amazon but in a raspy, inhuman snarl. And behind the voice was a presence, a dark, terrifying consciousness buried deep below a swirling black ocean but rising every instant. Isolde was there, trying to anchor it before it could escape, as was Shayera…

	I couldn’t explain how, but in a flash of insight, I suddenly knew exactly what to do. I focused all my concentration on the snarling voice, mentally pushing it deeper and deeper beneath the waves. It growled, threatened, roared…

	Arghhhhh!

	The scream in my head was so primal and unnerving I nearly lost myself. But then, with another flash, the demon fell silent. It wasn’t gone; I could still feel its malevolence lurking in the depths, but Shayera’s anchor held it firm. And no matter how hard it struggled, no matter how loudly it screamed, the crushing depths silenced its voice and held it in place. 

	“Mirek?”

	I gasped and reopened my eyes, unaware that I had ever closed them. I was still holding Shayera’s hand, both our fingers touching the ring. 

	“Zarach’s blood,” I groaned, my voice as hoarse as if I had been screaming myself raw. “Did we…?”

	“It isn’t gone,” Shayera whispered. “But I think it’s—”

	“Contained,” Isolde finished. Tears were streaming from her brown eyes, but her lips were stretched into the brightest smile I had ever seen. “It has no power over me.”

	I gladly returned her smile. I had never heard of anything like this; I had never conceived of anything like this. A thousand unanswered question flashed in my mind—most of them troubling—but for now, at least, the answers didn’t matter. Against all odds, the girl we had set out to rescue had been freed.

	“And now,” Isolde said, reaching out to place a hand on each of us, “I am yours.”

	 

	
6 
A Matter of Honor

	 

	Shayera

	 

	“And now…I am yours.”

	The declaration hung in the air for a dozen heartbeats before it truly registered in my mind. I was still reeling from the experience of battling the demon…and sharing Isolde’s thoughts and feelings. Aunt Val had told me enough about amazon bonding rituals to give me serious pause before agreeing to Isolde’s plan, but I had eventually told myself that we didn’t have any other option. Mirek couldn’t exorcise the demon, and I refused to kill an innocent woman just to destroy the monster within her. A slim chance was better than nothing. 

	Incredibly, it seemed to have actually worked…at least for the moment. But I could still feel the demon roiling inside her, and then there was the issue of the lifelong bond I had just entered into with a complete and total stranger…

	“I…I beg your pardon?” Mirek asked, sounding as shocked as I felt. 

	“I owe you both a debt I can never repay,” Isolde said, her face streaked with tears. “But I swear to you, I shall spend my life making the attempt.”

	I shared a long look with Mirek. Our hands were still clasped together with the ring, I could still feel Isolde’s emotions washing over me—the relief, the joy, the absolute conviction behind her pledge…

	It was almost overwhelming, and it took a moment for me to remember something else Val had told me about the ritual. While the amazon remained collared for life, her bond mate—her Maskari—had the option of deactivating or removing the ring. It didn’t exactly seem fair to me, but that wasn’t the nature of the relationship. To the amazons, serving their Maskari was a righteous duty.

	I drew my hand away from Mirek’s—and my other off the amazon—and reached out to touch the ruby embedded in the ring. I had no idea what I was doing, but the artificers who had designed the thing had apparently kept it simple. The cascade of Isolde’s emotions—and my sense of the demon—shut off as if I had just twisted a valve, and from Mirek’s face, I could tell that they had for him, too. 

	“You don’t owe us anything,” I stammered, still trying to recenter myself. “We didn’t come here for a reward. There’s no debt.”

	“Of course there is,” Isolde said earnestly. “It is a matter of honor.”

	She leaned up under her own power for the first time. I could see the flex of her abdominal muscles through the gap in her armor, and it made me wonder what the average Amazonian training regimen involved. Flat stomachs were one thing, but hers was practically iron. 

	“My blade is yours, now and forever,” she added. But then the certitude in her eyes seemed to falter for a heartbeat before she turned to Mirek. “Both of yours.”

	“Let’s focus on the ‘now’ part of that for the moment, okay?” I asked tentatively. My heartbeat had only just started to settle down, and the reality of everything else that was going on was now sinking in. “We, um…we have questions. A lot of questions.”

	“Like what in the void just happened?” Mirek asked, his voice hoarse as if he had been screaming nonstop. “The ring, the collar, the demon…”

	“I am pledged to your service,” Isolde said as if it were obvious. But then her brow furrowed as she glanced between us. “Though I admit, the ritual did not proceed as I had planned. The Maskari-shan is a bonding of two, no more. And yet, it required both of your wills to suppress the demon. I am…confused.”

	“That makes it unanimous,” Mirek murmured. “What was supposed to happen?”

	“I had hoped that bonding with the Blade Dancer would allow me to suppress the demon permanently,” Isolde said, meeting my eyes again. “I would then be pledged to her service. But now…”

	She raised her hand to touch the choker around her neck. I swore I could almost hear the magical energy buzzing inside of it. 

	“Forgive me, this is…I am finding it difficult to concentrate,” she said, closing her eyes and swallowing. 

	“The demon?” Mirek asked. 

	“No. It is…you.”

	He blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

	“She can sense our thoughts,” I said with dazed awe. “Or emotions, least. That’s the point of that collar. Gods, and two of us? It has to be—”

	“Overwhelming,” Isolde said, her jaw tightening visibly. “But I will adapt, I promise. I will not disappoint you.”

	I glanced at Mirek again and saw the same disbelief mirrored on his face. Probably more, since he had never been told about any of this beforehand. I doubted that even the Zarul could have gotten an operative on Nol Krovos. It may have been the only nation in Torsia on which they had no intelligence whatsoever. 

	This had all happened so quickly that I still wasn’t sure what to think of it. The idea that we had just (mostly) unwittingly bound this girl to us was confusing, frightening, and more than a little disturbing—especially the part where she could potentially know whatever I was thinking. Still, at this precise moment, it might work to my advantage. I’d meant every word I said, and she could probably sense I was telling the truth.

	“You disappointing us is the absolute last thing in the world we’re worried about right now,” I soothed. “We’re just glad that you’re all right.”

	“Take as long as you need,” Mirek added. “We’ll figure all of this out, don’t worry.”

	Isolde’s brown eyes closed, then eventually reopened, and she offered both of us a warm smile. “I never believed I would be free again,” she whispered. “I have spent so many days longing for death…”

	She took my hand and squeezed, and a river of fresh tears flowed down her cheeks. My heart twisted with sympathy. I couldn’t even begin to fathom the horrors she had endured, and I was selfishly grateful that I had deactivated the ring so I didn’t have to experience them myself. I just held her, hoping that my presence and silent support would somehow help. 

	Mirek followed my lead and stayed quiet. I allowed my tattoos to finally fade, though the wave of fatigue that followed almost made me regret it. It was always this way. I never realized just how hard I had been pushing my body until I let go and became a mortal woman again. 

	“We can put some distance between us and the tower if you think it will help clear your mind,” Mirek said after a long silence. “But I should return and try to close the last fracture.”

	“You cannot,” Isolde said, her puffy eyes focusing on him again. “None of us can.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“The rift in the Pale is being sustained by the tower itself. The stones are very old, and the demon was able to awaken and corrupt the power stored within them.” She paused for a moment as if shaking off an old memory. “That is the main reason Veleca sent the army here. It is the only place they could exit the Pale without the aid of her relic.”

	Mirek grimaced, then swore under his breath. “So now there’s just a permanent rift in the Pale here? Wonderful. That’s just wonderful.”

	“Perhaps there is a way to control the tower; I do not know,” Isolde said. “The demon believed there was only one individual who could seal this fracture, but that person does not even know it exists.”

	“My father,” I said softly. “And his sword.”

	“Yes. You are Shayera Starwind, daughter of Queen Serrane and Highlord Cassel.” It was more of a statement than a question, as if she were trying to convince herself it was true. “The demon hated you for your Dal’Rethi markings. If it had known who your father was, it would have wanted to destroy you at any cost.”

	“Maybe we’ll get the chance to introduce them at some point,” I replied mildly. For the third time, I wished that I could just snap my fingers and summon my father and his paladins. But we still had to figure out a way to stop Veleca on our own. 

	“I suppose we have no choice but to leave the fracture for now,” Mirek said, clearly unhappy. “But we were hoping you might be able to tell us more about Veleca’s plan…and any way we could stop her before her army lays waste to the city.”

	Isolde nodded slowly. “She shared much of her strategy with the demon. It was meant to play an integral role in her assault on the city.”

	“But now it’s off the board,” I said. “Does that mean we already ruined her plans?”

	“I am afraid not,” the amazon answered. “The demon was meant to lead the undead. But even without its direction, they will wreak untold havoc upon Vorsalos. You see, they are capable of traveling through the Pale. And once they arrive—”

	“Veleca can create a fracture to let them out,” Mirek finished. “Yes, we tumbled to that part of the plan ourselves.”

	“Then you understand the chaos that will ensue. The undead will appear behind the city’s walls and defenses. They will slaughter thousands…which Veleca and her relic will be able to raise as new soldiers.”

	I sank back on my haunches, a wave of bitter dread crashing over me. Mirek and I had reasoned this part out ourselves, but hearing someone else talk about it made it feel oppressively real. This wasn’t just going to be an attack—it was going to be a massacre unlike anything the Reaches had seen in twenty years. 

	“Even if the Raven Guard responds instantly, it will take forever to hunt down all the undead,” Mirek said. “The corpses will spread through the streets and into buildings…”

	“The city’s defenders will be caught unaware,” Isolde said. “The army here represents only one prong of Veleca’s assault. She plans to lead another, smaller force from the mountains to assail the northern gate.”

	He hissed softly. “I wondered about that. It explains why she’s not waiting here. And let me guess—that force will attack the gate head-on as a diversion.”

	“Correct.” The amazon’s eyebrows lifted, seemingly surprised and impressed all at once. “She will not conceal its approach—she wants the Regent Lord to commit his defenses to one location.”

	“While the second force walks through the Pale and assaults the harbor on the opposite side,” Mirek said. “The Raven Guard will be completely out of position. Zarach’s blood…”

	“What about the Corvosi?” I asked him. “Surely they’ll be able to respond quicker.”

	“The Crell sorcerers will not pose a threat for long,” Isolde said. 

	Mirek’s green eyes narrowed at her. “Wait, you know about the Corvosi?”

	“Veleca and Jurisa have known about them for many months, even before they acquired the relic from the Crell.” 

	Mirek paled. “But that’s impossible,” he breathed. “We’ve taken every precaution to train and house them in secret.”

	Isolde frowned. “‘We?’”

	“He’s one of them,” I explained. “Or was, until he realized his people were insane.”

	Mirek flinched, an unreadable cascade of emotions flickering across his face. Unreadable to me, anyway, but from the way Isolde’s expression shifted, it was clear that her collar was feeding her his feelings directly. 

	“I see,” she whispered, her brown eyes flicking back and forth. “You have made the correct decision.”

	“I’ve made the only decision,” he said bitterly. “This scheme has been madness from the very beginning.”

	Isolde reached out and placed a hand on his knee—a surprisingly intimate act for a woman who was still a near-total stranger. Distantly, I wondered if the collar was influencing such behavior. Aunt Val had been a little vague on the specifics. 

	“I do not know how Veleca and Jurisa learned about these sorcerers of yours, only that they did,” Isolde said. “They believe that your people’s arrogance will be their undoing.”

	“And they’re about to be right,” Mirek replied, his voice brittle. “The Corvosi aren’t powerful or experienced enough to stop an assault from all directions.”

	“Their skill and training will make little difference, regardless. They are no match for a Senosi Huntress.”

	My cheek twitched. “Meaning what?”

	“On the day of the attack, Jurisa plans to sneak into the city,” Isolde said. “She will use the chaos of the initial attack to assassinate key members of the Raven Court—and eliminate all the Crell-trained sorcerers.”

	It shouldn’t have been a particularly shocking revelation, now that we knew the enemy were aware of the Corvosi. But it still made my stomach twist in worry…while Mirek sank into the grass as if he had just been punched in the gut. 

	“Zarach’s blood,” he rasped, his fingers rubbing at his eyes. “Farah, what have you done?”

	His distress was almost instantly mirrored on Isolde’s face—she almost looked like she was on the verge of tears again. Gods, I couldn’t even imagine how annoying that would become. I would have already gone crazy and taken the collar off, demon be damned.

	“We can’t let this happen,” Mirek said. “The Corvosi are the city’s only chance to fight off the undead.”

	“But if they prevail, the Regent Lord will be a hero,” I pointed out. “And the Imperium will have its puppet on the throne.”

	His eyes met mine, and I wondered if this would finally be the inevitable clash between our two worlds that I had been imagining—and dreading—ever since he had told me who he was. An Imperial puppet in Vorsalos was a direct threat to Highwind and its people. And yet, an undead army and a pair of vengeful Senosi were a direct threat to everyone in the Northern Reaches. It wasn’t as if we could let them slaughter thousands of people…

	“We can’t just let her go on a killing spree,” Mirek said. “And without the Corvosi, thousands more could die.”

	“I know,” I said. “It’s just…”

	“You do not wish to aid your enemies,” Isolde finished, now looking at me. 

	“The people of Vorsalos aren’t my enemy,” I corrected. “The Regent Lord and his cronies are.”

	Isolde nodded as if she understood. Perhaps she did—my emotions were surely flooding through that collar of hers now. 

	“There’s one thing I don’t understand,” I said, changing the subject in the hopes that some of the tension would drain away. “Veleca can assassinate the Regent Lord and the Raven Court and kill thousands of people, but she can’t conquer and hold the city with an army of undead.”

	“She is not interested in conquest,” Isolde said. “Her only goal is revenge. Destruction. Death. She wishes to punish the people of Vorsalos for turning against the Senosi.”

	“And then what? She dances on their ashes?”

	“I am not convinced she intends to survive the battle. She harbors no illusions about a future for her cause or her sisters.”

	“Which makes her even more dangerous,” Mirek said gravely. “If she believes she has nothing to lose…”

	“There is one additional component to her plan,” Isolde added. “A final stroke of judgment, she called it.”

	I almost rolled my eyes. “What now?”

	“I do not know. She did not confide in the demon any more than was necessary for it to carry out its task. Only her accomplice, the Huntress Jurisa, knows the truth.”

	“What else could she possibly have planned?” Mirek breathed. “A third fucking army hidden somewhere?”

	“I do not believe that is so,” Isolde said. “She has spent months attempting to locate a sufficient supply of host bodies, and she will use them all.”

	“How sad for her,” I grumbled. 

	Isolde cast her gaze downward. “I would not have brought this up, but I wanted you to understand that my knowledge is imperfect. Still, no matter what she intends, all of her plans revolve around the Avetharri relic the Crell provided her. Without it, she is powerless.”

	Mirek swallowed, and a shadow crossed his features as if he were pulling himself out of a deep hole. “Right,” he said. “Which just leaves the question of where she’s hiding herself.”

	“I am afraid I do not know that, either,” Isolde said. “I only know that she left Tanisgarde. They might be together at this moment, but I know that the Huntress will eventually be at the Irathi Plantation just outside the city. They have hired about a dozen mercenaries, and together they will enter the city under the guise of a merchant caravan, then lay in wait for the battle to begin.”

	“We passed that on the way here,” I said. “Do you know when exactly Jurisa will be there?”

	“By tomorrow afternoon at the latest,” Isolde answered. “The attack will come the following night.”

	Mirek looked at me, a glimmer of hope in his eyes for the first time since we had started this conversation. We could theoretically get to the plantation in the middle of the night if we hurried or by tomorrow afternoon if we didn’t. After all this terrible news, we had finally caught a break.

	“If we stop Jurisa, at least the defenders will have a chance,” I whispered. “And if she can lead us to Veleca…”

	“Then there’s still an outside shot that we can stop this before it happens,” Mirek finished. 

	I sat down heavily, my head swirling. This was so much to take in all at once, not just the pending horror of an undead invasion, but Isolde, the demon, the Maskari ritual…

	I was also genuinely starting to feel sick from fatigue. The dull ache rippling through my body was making me seriously tempted to activate my tattoos again, or at least feed off the crystal in my necklace. 

	Gods, is Isolde going to feel that, too?

	“Maybe we should head back to Arkney Falls,” I suggested. “We can get some food and rest.”

	“If that is what you wish,” Isolde said. “I am yours to command.”

	I pursed my lips and glanced at Mirek. “Right,” I said. “We, uh…we still have a lot to talk about.”

	“Yeah,” he agreed quietly. “We really do.”

	 

	***

	 

	After mulling over what Isolde had told us for a few more minutes, Mirek and I helped her to her feet. Not that she needed it—physically, she was completely fine. More than fine, actually, as I more carefully eyed her impressive figure. Amazonian armor was light yet functional, just like the hardened leathers worn by the ranger corps in Nelu’Thalas, but I couldn’t deny how the strips of her leather skirt seemed to draw my eyes to her shapely legs. Her arms were also bare aside from her bracers and the protective pauldron on her left shoulder, and they were every bit as impressive. Hard and strong, yet still shapely and feminine.

	I caught Mirek studying her, too, now that she wasn’t trying to kill us, but when our eyes met, we both seemed to remember that she could sense what we were feeling, and we shifted our attention to the terrain instead. Mithros wasn’t far—perhaps a quarter mile north at most. Just enough time for me to try and pull my thoughts together. 

	I wish that my father were here so he could close this fracture and smite the undead. And now I wish that Aunt Val were here so she could tell me all about this amazon bonding craziness and explain what I’ve just gotten myself into. Maiden’s mercy…

	“Our mount isn’t far,” I said. “Let’s go.”

	Mithros wasn’t hiding from us this time, nor was his fur matted in blood from a morning hunt. He was instead sitting more or less calmly, his head resting on his paws as he bathed in the late afternoon sun. He wasn’t sleeping, though, and I could tell that he wasn’t actually as calm as he looked. His hackles raised slightly when we approached, and his big green eyes kept flicking between us and the woman we were carrying. 

	It belatedly occurred to me that he might sense the demon still possessing her and recoil—or perhaps even attack! Gods, if we had gone to all this trouble to save Isolde only to have to protect her from my own pet…

	But thankfully, he didn’t even growl. In fact, his ears actually perked up when we got close, and his tail began to twitch slightly—not in anger, but in curiosity. It was a good start.

	“Incredible,” Isolde breathed. “I was told of such magnificent creatures, but to see one in person…”

	I smiled, hoping that was her genuine reaction and not at all influenced by the fact he was my boy. “I wondered if you might have spotted him from Tanisgarde when you were…well, when the demon was forcing you to chase us.”

	“I did, yes. The demon wanted to pursue—it was confident it could overtake you.”

	“It probably could have, since she was lugging me along at the time,” Mirek said. “Why didn’t it?”

	“Veleca ordered it to stand down,” Isolde said, watching the leophon with fascination. “She did not believe that you were a threat. On the contrary, she hoped you would warn the city about the coming attack.”

	“But why—?” I stopped myself as the truth belatedly occurred to me. “She thought it would draw even more defenses to the northern gate.”

	“Yes.”

	I went to Mithros’s side, giving his flank a comforting stroke. “Well, you should let him sniff you,” I said. “He’ll need to know you before he lets you ride him.”

	Isolde started forward, an almost girlish glimmer in her eye, before she abruptly stopped and glanced between Mirek and I. “I shall walk so that the two of you can ride.”

	“That’s not necessary,” Mirek assured her. “Especially after what you just went through.”

	“Thanks to your efforts, I suffered no ill effects,” she replied. “Besides, you are moshalim.”

	“That’s a good point,” I said with a snicker. “Crell sorcerers probably aren’t used to walking with their own two feet. Back home they have palanquins to carry them everywhere.”

	Isolde raised an eyebrow. “Truly?”

	“No,” Mirek said, giving me a sour look. “We walk or ride like anyone else.”

	“Such manly stoicism,” I teased. “But you were just Flensed!”

	“And you just fought off a dozen undead and went toe-to-toe with a demon.”

	“True, but I have to steer.” I patted the saddle. “Come on, let’s get moving.”

	Mirek didn’t contest the point any further, and we set off the moment he climbed into the saddle behind me. This time, he kept his hands on my hips. 

	I had been looking forward to a little silence in the hopes it would let me process everything that had just happened, but it didn’t help as much as I’d thought. The fatigue was part of it; the terrifying reality of the calamity that was about to befall a city filled with over a hundred thousand people was another. 

	But mostly, I just couldn’t stop thinking about the woman walking alongside us. A few days ago, Mirek and I had been locked in a life-and-death struggle with the demon controlling her. An hour ago, we had been facing the grim reality that we might have to kill her. And now…Now she was bound to us by a cultural ritual that seemed a few thousand years out of place. If it hadn’t just happened right before my eyes, I doubt I would have believed it could. 

	There were still about a hundred things I wanted to ask her, though ten minutes alone with Mirek to discuss our new situation might have been even better. He might understand the artifice involved in the amazon’s collar and ring, including how to sever the bond once we had discovered a way to exorcise the demon. 

	Assuming that was even possible. Because if not…

	“You need not worry over my comfort,” Isolde said as we continued walking north. “I have been training for this moment since I was a child.”

	I bit down on my lower lip, wondering how much of my ruminations she had “heard” while we were moving. Perhaps all of them. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Mirek had been thinking along the same lines, too. This lack of privacy could get obnoxious—and embarrassing—real fast. 

	“I’m not worried,” I replied, easing back on the reins to encourage Mithros to slow his gait slightly. Not that Isolde’s long legs seemed to have any difficulty keeping up. “It’s just that…well, somehow I doubt this is how you imagined your bonding ritual. Little girls dream about big parties and pretty dresses for their wedding, not demonic possession and an army of undead.”

	Her head tilted curiously to one side. “The Maskari-Shan is not an act of matrimony.”

	“I know, but…never mind,” I muttered, opting to quit while I was ahead. 

	“You are correct that this is not what I envisioned,” Isolde said. “I do not believe that this has ever happened before. The ritual is about joining two as one.”

	Her expression seemed to turn somber for a moment as her brown eyes went distant. “My mother would not approve of such a violation. She is quite…traditional.”

	“I would hope that she would be grateful that you were freed from a demon,” Mirek said quietly.

	Isolde nodded, and her mood seemed to stabilize. “You are right, of course. Besides, her own experience with the ritual was quite unorthodox. Her Maskari was killed when Inquisitrix Marcella attacked Nol Krovos.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. Condolences always sounded a bit forced to my ears—words seemed useless in the face of true grief. Though given her apparent age, there was no way she had even known the man. 

	“There is no reason to apologize,” Isolde said. “It simply led to the unusual circumstances of my birth. I did not know my father as well as I would have liked. His obligations kept him from spending much time on Nol Krovos, despite his wishes. I have not seen him since I was a child.”

	I frowned. “I thought you said your mother’s Maskari died?”

	“Yes.” Isolde looked at me, clearly confused, before her eyes suddenly lit up in recognition. “Ah, I understand your misconception. My mother’s Maskari was not my father.”

	“I see,” I said, though of course I didn’t. My understanding of the tradition was that an amazon warrior bound herself to a single man for life—not just spiritually, but sexually. 

	“I was conceived almost a year after the war,” she explained. “My mother entered an arrangement with her lifelong friend. Her Maskari is my father.”

	I glanced over my shoulder at Mirek, who seemed even more lost than I was. The nature of the bonding ritual was strange enough, but getting pregnant from your best friend’s lover…

	Imagine a world where Mom decided to let Dad have a child with Aluriel. It’s crazy! 

	“Wait,” I asked as a thought belatedly struck me. “Your father is still alive and just didn’t choose to stick around?”

	“He was not expected to,” Isolde said. “As I said, my mother’s experience with the ritual was also unique. Perhaps she will understand after all.”

	I pressed my lips together. My father’s responsibilities as Highlord had certainly eaten up more of his time than he would have liked while I was growing up, but I couldn’t imagine how bitter I would have become if he had simply run away. He and I were very different people in a lot of ways, but no one could have asked for a better father. He was kind, loving, and…

	My thoughts trailed off as an eerie tingle suddenly began crawling down the back of my neck. The Maskari of her mother’s best friend who she hadn’t seen since she was a child…

	No, it can’t be…can it?

	“Is something wrong?” Isolde asked, sensing my sudden shift in mood. 

	“N-no, I don’t think so,” I managed. “I was just trying to imagine how mad I would be at my father if he hadn’t been around my whole life.”

	“I hope I did not give you the wrong impression. I am not upset with my father—he had many vital responsibilities, including watching over his other child. And when he would visit, he always devoted time to me. And now…” She paused for a moment. “He is the reason I am here in Vorsalos.”

	I raised an eyebrow, wondering if my mind had gotten ahead of itself with an unfounded theory. “He lives here?”

	“No. What I mean is that he is the reason I left Nol Krovos. Vorsalos was meant to be merely the first part of my journey back to him.”

	“Where is he?” Mirek asked. His posture had also noticeably stiffened in the saddle behind me. 

	Isolde shook her head. “I do not know, but it is my destiny to find out. My mother and the Red Sisterhood have been preparing me for this quest since he disappeared. And yet, despite all my training, the demon would have ruined everything if you had not found me.”

	She stopped in place, her eyes threatening to swell with tears again. I brought Mithros to a halt, tempted to get out of the saddle and console her. 

	“You did not merely save me,” Isolde added. “If I succeed in finding and rescuing my father, all the Northern Reaches—perhaps all of Torsia—will owe you an immense debt.”

	The tingle in my neck returned, stronger than before. And out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mirek’s face suddenly pale. 

	“Your father,” I said, my voice so soft it was nearly stolen by the wind, “is the Dragon of Highwind.”

	“Yes,” Isolde said. “And I am destined to find him.”

	 

	 

	
7 
Bonded

	 

	Shayera

	 

	Aunt Val was leaning against the battlements of the southernmost tower in the Highwind docks, her green eyes narrowed into slits and her red scarf and black hair fluttering in the evening breeze. She had been spending a lot of time out here recently, I’d noticed, and it had nothing do with the view of the ships in the Reachwend. 

	She misses him. And it’s literally killing her. 

	She had tried to hide it from me, of course. So had Mom and Dad and Aluriel and everyone else who knew the truth. But I spent more time with her than they did these days, and I had been noticing the slow decline for over a year now. The subtle trembling of her arms, the even subtler whitening of her skin, the tightening around her eyes when her tattoos seemed to cause her physical pain…

	Val had told me once that even if some of the other Senosi had survived the purge, they likely would have rotted away by now. Without the Inquisitrix and her Godsoul to feed them, their hunger would slowly consume them, almost like a prolonged version of the Wasting Echo that had doomed the Knights of the Silver Fist. The Senosi had twisted and corrupted the ancient Dal’Rethi traditions to make their tattoos even more powerful, and this was the price for their hubris. 

	“Aluriel needs to give you some more lessons,” Val said over the wind without turning. “You’re not as good at sneaking around as your mom.”

	“I wasn’t trying to sneak,” I protested as I glided up the last two steps. “But I had a feeling you’d be out here.”

	As I approached her on the battlements, I realized there weren’t any guards on the walls within at least thirty yards of us. I wondered if it was because she had ordered them away or because they knew better than to try chatting up Queen Serrane’s personal enforcer. 

	“Aren’t you supposed to be studying in the temple tonight?” Val asked. “Learning about gods and demons so your dad can make you a paladin?”

	“He’s finally given up on that,” I said wryly. “I’m not sure he ever really wanted it, to be honest. He almost has a heart attack just watching me spar with real swords.”

	Val smiled faintly. “I would say he’s gone soft, but he’s always been that way. So pure it’s almost nauseating.”

	I smirked. I never would have let anyone else talk that way about my father, but I knew she didn’t mean it. Julian Cassel was almost certainly the most respected person in the whole city, my mother included. While the queen made difficult decisions about who got what resources, the Highlord of the Eternal Dawn got to ride around on his gleaming charger smiting monsters. 

	“He’s worried about you,” I said, leaning on the parapet with her. “We all are.”

	“Well, that’s stupid,” she replied irritably. “I’m the one who can regenerate.”

	I let the silence stretch, suddenly doubting whether I should have come up here in the first place. Aunt Val was either the most entertaining person to be around or the crankiest, depending on her mood. Tonight seemed like one of the latter. 

	“The pain is getting worse,” she said at last, leaning back and flexing the slim, callused fingers of her left hand. “I figured I’d come here because your mom doesn’t like it when I swear and growl in front of her court.”

	I grinned at the thought, but it quickly faded. “Isn’t there something we can—”

	“There’s nothing,” she interrupted. “No remedy, no ritual, no bullshit bargain that I’m willing to make.” Her shoulders sagged just slightly. “Promise me you’ll never get addicted to dragon blood, all right?”

	I swallowed the lump in my throat as the wind blew my long hair in front of my face. “What happened to him?”

	“You’ve heard the stories many times.”

	“But what really happened to him?” I pressed. “You’ve never told me.”

	“It’s not important right now. We need to focus on—”

	“It’s important to me,” I insisted. “You and Mom always tell me to cut through the bullshit and get to the truth. Well, that’s what I’m doing. So why not—?”

	Val spun around and glared daggers at me. The cold fury blazing in her green eyes made me flinch away despite myself. All of a sudden, I was staring at the woman who had once been a ruthless killer, not the overprotective aunt who seemed determined to shield me from the world at any cost…

	And then the Senosi Huntress was gone. Val sighed and closed her eyes, and her posture slumped as she leaned back against the parapet. 

	My entire life, Valuri Sorvaal had seemed invincible. My father was a hero of the people, a living bulwark against the forces of darkness, but I had seen him weep in private over the death of comrades. My mother was a strong and determined ruler, but I had witnessed how the endless chain of challenges and impossible decisions weighed upon her in the waning hours of the night. 

	Then there was Aunt Val. She was unflappable. Indestructible. No wound could slow her down and no tragedy could break her.

	But I’d been wrong. She’d been wounded deeply, and this was the first time I was being allowed to see it.

	“The truth is that we don’t know,” Val said quietly. “Not really.”

	I frowned and took a tentative step toward her. “How is that possible?”

	She reopened her green eyes but didn’t look at me. She didn’t seem to be looking at anything, actually. “You were very young,” she said, voice still low. “Too young to remember. We spent a lot of time in Nol Krovos and Vorsalos cleaning up after the war.”

	“I didn’t realize that Nol Krovos was that badly damaged,” I ventured. “I thought the Inquisitrix stole the Godsoul, then left.”

	“The wounds were political more than structural. There were disagreements between the islands. The dragon was seen as a bridge to help rebuild. Without the power of the Fount, they sent a legion of young girls to meet Jorem hoping that we would…” Her gaze flicked to me at last, and she hesitated. “I’ll explain when you’re older.”

	I felt a rush of heat in my cheeks. I may have been the daughter of prudes, but I wasn’t that naïve. I understood that every kingdom in Torsia wanted the chance to breed their own dragons and resurrect their version of the Avethian Empire. The amazons probably wanted the same…

	“Jorem had made it a point to stay out of politics and war as much as possible,” Val continued. “Your mother was dealing with Highwind, Vorsalos had kicked out the Senosi…he had no interest in ruling anyone. And if he started taking direct action, he knew that the balance of power in Torsia could change overnight. He thought that staying in the background was safer for everyone…especially his son.”

	She drew in a deep breath and finally turned to face me. “We were back in Highwind when news came in from Darenthi that their civil war was about to heat up. The capital was surrounded, and Duke Whitefeather was about to seize control. But we had no reason to get involved…not until we heard the rumors about another Fount buried in the Godcursed Reach.”

	“A Godsoul prison?” I breathed. “Mom said that Nol Krovos was the last one.”

	“That’s what we all thought,” Val said. “It might be true. But considering there were also rumors about another Culling while Darenthi was busy tearing itself apart, Jorem decided that he and Kaseya needed to investigate while Selvhara stayed here to protect their son. I would have gone with them, but I needed to head back to Vorsalos to chase down a rumor that one of the Sanctori had somehow survived…”

	Her face twisted. “He and Red flew off, and I never saw them again.”

	I cast about for something to say. I had heard some of this before, but only in the vaguest terms. It was the kingdom’s biggest mystery, and an endless source of rumors and hearsay. 

	“Do you think he’s dead?”

	“No,” Val said adamantly. “He’s alive. I know it.”

	I shook my head. “How…?”

	“Because Red and Selvhara were bonded by an old Dal’Rethi collar. It’s…a long story. But the point is that wolf girl would know if Kaseya had died. She can still sense her, but it’s weak. Very weak. And the sensation hasn’t changed in over a decade.”

	“What do you think it means?”

	“If I knew what it meant, I’d have found them already!” Val snapped. Her eyes flashed with anger again, but it faded quickly. “We looked for them. We scoured those fucking mountains for months. Probably killed half a Culling’s worth of Chol. But the Godcursed Reach covers hundreds of miles of impassable terrain, and there’s no way to…”

	Val trailed off and swallowed again. “With Jorem gone, we knew it was too dangerous to keep their kid here in Highwind. Once the news of the dragon’s disappearance spread, every power in Torsia would try to get their hands on Jorem’s son. It might even cause a war. So wolf girl took him away to protect him while…while we tried to figure out where in the bloody void Jorem and Red went.”

	I wanted to reach out and hug her; I wanted to do something, anything to help dull the pain in her eyes. But the invincible woman I had grown up idolizing suddenly looked as fragile and helpless to me as anyone else. 

	“You don’t think he’s ever coming back, do you?” I asked in a small voice. 

	“I don’t know,” Val whispered. “I just don’t know.”

	 

	“Jorem’s child,” I breathed, head still swimming. If I weren’t mounted atop Mithros, I might have lost my balance altogether. “You’re Jorem’s child?”

	“I am sorry to cause such distress,” Isolde replied, looking abashed. “But I thought you would wish to know the truth before we traveled much further.”

	“I’m not distressed,” I assured her. “I’m…”

	I trailed off when I realized that her brown eyes were no longer fixated on me, but rather on the man behind me in the saddle. When I glanced back over my shoulder to look at Mirek, he had turned so pale he could have been mistaken for one of the walking corpses we had battled at the tower. 

	“The dragon has more children?” he breathed. “Concealed on Nol Krovos?”

	“I am the only one,” Isolde told him, her expression flickering between her own emotions and the ones she was feeling from us. “Though the prospect of seeding more was discussed at great length.”

	“More?” I asked sharply, wondering if she or Mirek even knew about the three other children…or if I should tell them. 

	No one can ever know the truth, even the children themselves, my mother had told me. For their own sakes, it may be best if they never develop powers at all. Without their father to protect them, secrecy is their only hope of survival.

	“After the destruction of the Fount of Velhari twenty years ago, my people implored the dragon to help them rebuild,” Isolde explained. “They believed that his seed, distributed equally between young women of Nol Krovos and Nol Pratos, would usher in a new era of unity and prosperity for our people.”

	I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth, remembering when Aunt Val had mentioned this to me a few years back. I couldn’t imagine what it must have felt like to have your lover bartered for like a prized stallion. She always insisted that she hadn’t minded sharing him with his other girls, especially Kaseya, but she’d surely had her limits…

	“But he didn’t go through with it,” I prompted.

	“No,” Isolde said. “Before the dragon could begin, he received dark portents of destruction and death. He feared that his blood, spread without care, would draw the eyes of the world to Nol Krovos. The births of his children would lead to our destruction.”

	“Of course it would!” Mirek blurted out. “If the Sovereign Council learned what was happening, they would have dispatched our entire fleet to your island to capture the children and burn everything else to rubble.”

	His face had gone from pale to flushed, as if he were angry and sickened. I understood why; he knew what his people wanted and what they were capable of. The Crell Imperium aspired to be the human version of the Avethian Empire, and they had been trying to breed their own dragon for generations—the so-called rebirth of Zarach. The Zarul had also spent the last two decades scrambling to find the rumored children of the dragon before their powers could manifest. It was why their identities had been hidden in the first place, even from my mother. She only knew of their existence, not their identities—except for Jorem and Kaseya’s child, of course.

	“The other powers in Torsia wouldn’t just sit back and watch, either,” Mirek added. “Ebara, Talisham…I wouldn’t be surprised if the eastern nations tried to send ships, too. No one would just wait around for their enemies to get their hands on a weapon with that kind of power. Just the knowledge that these children exist could start a war across the whole damn continent.”

	Isolde nodded. “That is the future the dragon foresaw: a war for and between his many offspring that would set the world aflame.” She paused. “That is why he did not linger on the island after my birth. He wanted to, I am told. Yet he knew that many eyes followed him wherever he went. His presence alone would have been a threat to me and everyone else on Nol Krovos.”

	I swore softly under my breath, all the old conversations I’d had with Aunt Val about the dragon’s children suddenly being cast in a new light. I hadn’t truly understood the gravity of the situation when I was younger, no matter how much Aunt Val had tried to explain it to me. Part of that was probably just my own bitterness at not being a sorcerer and wanting to believe it wasn’t important. But as I got older, I eventually began to understand what was at stake. This wasn’t just about breeding new sorcerers—it was about the potential of unleashing another Dragon War upon a world that was utterly unprepared for it. 

	“Your people shouldn’t have let you leave Nol Krovos,” Mirek said into the quiet. “It’s far too dangerous.”

	“Amazons do not fear conflict,” Isolde replied flatly. “And we do not hide from our destinies.” 

	“But you can’t…” He hesitated and audibly swallowed. “Do you have any idea how reckless it was to come here? Forget the demon and the Senosi—do you understand what would happen if anyone else found out who you are?”

	“They would seek to claim my power for themselves.”

	It was a shockingly banal way to describe the torment that would await a young woman with the capacity to give birth to another dragon. I understood what the Crell would do to me if those pirates had succeeded in delivering me to the Imperium, and I didn’t have the blood of Jorem Farr flowing through my veins. Isolde’s fate would be the stuff of nightmares. 

	Mirek couldn’t even bring himself to respond. He simply stared at her, disbelieving. 

	Beyond the obvious, I wondered what was going through his head. Here he was, a man who had forsaken his own people and reached out to the daughter of an enemy only to be standing in the company of another—one that the Crell would burn half the world to get their hands on. 

	“You said you are destined to find your father,” I said, trying to shift my thoughts to the bigger picture. “Does that mean you know where he is?”

	“Not precisely,” Isolde said. “I know that he is here on the mainland, somewhere deep within the mountains between the Northern Reaches and Darenthi.”

	I saw surprise blossom on Mirek’s face, but I felt my momentary hope shrivel and die. Narrowing a location down to a giant mountain range was about as useful as knowing there was a single marble buried somewhere on a sandy beach. 

	Her brown eyes fastened on me, as if sensing my doubt. “I can find him,” she whispered. “He calls out to me…”

	I blinked. “What? How?”

	“I have heard him in my dreams ever since my blood caught fire,” she said, stretching out her left hand and turning it over. A puff of flame burst into existence in her palm. “But I was too young to act upon it, and my mother was unconvinced that the call was real.”

	Sorceress. She’s a bloody sorceress!

	It was obvious in retrospect—she was the daughter of the dragon, after all. And while Avetharri legend claimed that dragons only rarely sired other dragons, they nearly always sired other sorcerers.

	“Zarach’s blood,” Mirek breathed in awe. “If you can find him…”

	“It will change everything,” I finished. The dragon had been gone for so long that the possibility of his return almost seemed like a myth. Even Aunt Val seemed to have given up hope; she had never said so, but I saw the pain and resignation in her face every time someone mentioned him. She wasn’t longing, she was grieving. Gods, if she could just be here with us right now…

	“Thanks to you, I can continue my search,” Isolde said. “I would be honored if you would aid me.”

	My eyes met Mirek’s, and once again I wished that we could magically have some privacy to chat about all of this. But that would probably have to wait until we returned to Blackpool. 

	And then there’s the little matter of the two Senosi who are about to slaughter a city.

	Still, the answer had to be obvious, at least for me—of course I wanted to help her find the dragon! Though, I found myself wondering what would happen if I refused. She had just pledged herself to serve me—to serve us. Would she still continue her search if one or both of us said no? The Maskari-Shan pact was supposed to be unbreakable, but the circumstances here were anything but normal. 

	“This is…this is a lot to take in,” I said, turning back to Isolde. 

	“Again, I apologize, but I thought it would be best for you to know the truth as soon as possible,” Isolde said. 

	A truth that could unravel the world, given earnestly and openly to what were effectively two complete strangers. All because we had helped her—and because of her people’s sense of honor. I couldn’t decide if it was terrifying or humbling that the fate of the world could turn on such a thing. 

	Mithros shifted beneath me, conveying his opinion that we’d been sitting on his back while going nowhere for quite long enough.

	“We, uh…we should keep moving,” I said. “Arkney Falls is still several hours away.”

	“Of course,” Isolde said. “Lead on. I shall follow.” 

	 

	***

	 

	We reached the outskirts of Blackpool just before dusk, though I had been able to smell the smoke of cooking fires wafting on the air for some time. The fact that it was about to get dark around dinnertime was a reminder of just how short the days were becoming here in autumn; the fact that the sweet scent was making my stomach grumble was a reminder that I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. 

	Mirek and I dismounted after I brought Mithros to a halt, and I began to unfasten his saddle in preparation for another night apart. Hopefully, he had gotten enough exercise today that he wouldn’t be tempted to wander too far overnight.

	“Did anyone in the village see you on your way through?” I asked Isolde when I saw her staring at several cottages along the shoreline. 

	“The demon wanted to enter the village and slaughter the locals,” she replied, a shadow falling over her face. “It hoped they might send some militia in pursuit—militia it could lure to the tower for other demons to possess. But Veleca did not wish to risk alerting anyone to its presence yet.”

	“Thank the Guardian for small mercies,” I murmured, my chest tightening at the thought of how close these villagers had come to annihilation. This was precisely why Mirek was so adamant about closing as many fractures as he could—and why this Crell plot was so utterly insane. 

	“Amazons are still pretty recognizable in that armor,” Mirek observed. “There’s no reason to advertise her presence.”

	He unclasped the brooch of his traveling cloak and offered it to Isolde. She blinked in surprise. I wondered if she might decline, but I should have known better. She would probably obey us almost regardless of what we suggested.

	“I can’t imagine that the locals get many customers who leave one night and come back the next,” I said, unfastening the last strap. “We’re going to draw attention.”

	“I know,” Mirek murmured, his green eyes fixed on Isolde as she threw on his cloak. The heavy, dark blue fabric concealed her armor easily enough, and when she pulled up the hood, it concealed her collar, too. Her long, toned legs were another matter, but hiding those would have been impossible—and downright criminal. 

	“Better than nothing, I guess,” I said, lifting the saddle off Mithros’s back with a grunt. “Here, help me hide this.”

	Twenty minutes later, after doing my best to conceal the riding gear and saying goodnight to Mithros, the three of us strolled into Blackpool. It already felt like a week had passed since just last night. It wasn’t every day that you battled a demon, became the bond-mate of an amazon warrior, and met the previously unknown daughter of the dragon. Mirek and I liked to keep a full schedule. 

	My suspicions about repeat customers in Blackpool were confirmed by the innkeeper’s raised eyebrows the moment we entered the establishment. But he had obviously enjoyed the silver we’d paid him, and he was all smiles as he rushed over to greet us. He didn’t ask about the nature of our new companion, though I did catch him eyeing her athletic figure a few times when he didn’t think anyone was looking. It wasn’t long before the innkeeper was trying to sell us all three available rooms, but Mirek insisted that two would be sufficient. The pudgy man didn’t argue the point, and he promised dinner and warm baths as quickly as humanly possible. 

	The food came first, delivered to us at a corner table in the warm, cozy common room, and I devoured it like a starved leophon. I had grown up eating freshwater fish from the Reachwend, but the smoked haddock from the Broken Sea was so incredible it almost made me understand why people chose to live here in what was otherwise the dreariest part of the Northern Reaches. The onions and peppers, sautéed to perfection, were worth a dozen silvers on their own. 

	Isolde, oddly, barely ate anything at all. I wondered if there were spices in the fish that she wasn’t used to in Nol Krovos, but then it occurred to me that the demon had probably been sustaining her body on its own for quite some time. As disturbing as the thought was, I decided not to ask about it while we were sitting in the commons area. There weren’t any other guests around, but the people of Blackpool—and probably all of Arkney Falls—would surely be gossiping about the three strangers who had come through town. We didn’t need to add hysteria about demons to the mix. 

	Mirek and I had mostly cleaned our plates by the time the first bath had been drawn. I was inclined to suggest that Isolde go first, both because it would finally give Mirek and I a few minutes to discuss everything in private and because the demon probably hadn’t allowed her to bathe in some time. 

	But then I imagined how good it would feel to slide into that hot water, not to mention scrub off the stink of the undead. A short time alone to gather my thoughts certainly wouldn’t hurt, either. 

	I went upstairs to store my gear in our room while the other two were finishing up. After stripping down to my underwear, I tossed on my light robe, then made my way down to the cozy little bathing chamber on the first floor. It was by the foot of the stairs, conveniently placed so that guests didn’t have to jaunt through the common area to go to and from their room. The innkeeper’s wife was just about to fill the spacious copper tub with hot water when Mirek intercepted me outside the door. Isolde must have already gone upstairs, and for the first time since our battle at the tower this afternoon, the two of us had a quick and reasonably private moment alone. 

	“Where do we even start?” he asked, looking as exhausted as I felt. 

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s…”

	“The daughter of the dragon,” he whispered, his eyes drifting up the steps. 

	“Who’s still possessed by a demon,” I added. “And who’s pledged herself to serve us.”

	He slowly shook his head, his jaw setting in stone. “I admit, there was a part of me that always thought the stories of amazon bondings were a myth. It seems so…”

	“Ludicrous? Unbelievable?” I grinned. “Incredibly hot?”

	He turned back to me and snorted softly, though I could see the ghost of a smile haunting his lips. “We can’t let her keep this up. She’s the daughter of the dragon, not a bodyguard.”

	“Until we figure out a way to exorcise the demon without killing her, I don’t think there’s any other choice,” I reminded him. “At least she’s safe. And it’s not like we can’t use the help.”

	Mirek swallowed and looked away again, doubt heavy on his brow. I knew exactly how he was feeling, of course—we hadn’t freed this girl just to turn her into a servant. Or a life-long companion. This was so far beyond anything we could have expected that it almost defied belief. 

	“I suppose we should just stay focused on the task at hand,” he said. “And we could certainly use her expertise if we’re able to confront this Senosi Huntress.”

	“And for whatever comes next. There’s still a chance we can find Veleca and stop this before it gets any worse. You heard what Isolde said—we still have two days before the attack on the city.”

	“I hope it’s enough. It almost feels foolish to stop here for the night.”

	“We need the rest,” I told him firmly. “Especially Isolde. She did just get freed from a demon’s control, if you recall.”

	“Vaguely,” Mirek deadpanned.

	“Besides, this might be the last bit of relaxation we get for a while,” I said, reaching up to caress his cheek and turn his head back to face me. “I intend to enjoy it—and you should, too. We’re heroes!”

	His soft grunt turned into a chuckle. As hard as all of this was for me to take in, at least I had understood the basics of the amazon bonding ritual ahead of time. I’d also known that the dragon had children. But Mirek…well, the Crell obsession with producing a dragon had likely left a strong impression on much of his early life. Being bonded to Jorem’s daughter was probably making him question whether or not any of this was even real. 

	Then again, he had already partnered up with me, the daughter of two other famous heroes, so perhaps he was getting used to the idea of fate throwing beautiful women into his lap. 

	Snickering at the thought, I stretched up on my tiptoes to kiss him. I could feel some of the tension drain out of him when my tongue swirled together with his, and I was more than a little tempted to drop to my knees and encourage him to get me filthy before I took a bath. If the innkeeper’s wife wasn’t on the other side of the door filling up the tub, I might have done just that. I still had some room left after dinner…

	“We can all talk once we’ve cleaned up,” I said. “Maybe try and figure things out.”

	Mirek nodded. “All right.”

	“Or maybe we put that off until tomorrow,” I suggested, sliding my arms behind his neck. “I used a lot of energy today, and I’m going to need even more to take on a Huntress. You’re going to have your work cut out for you tonight.”

	“I’ll find a way,” he promised. “But we’re staying inside this time.”

	“Bah! You’re no fun at all.”

	I kissed him again, but this time I gently rubbed my knee against his groin to start kindling the flames. The bath was full before I could truly set him ablaze, however, and after the innkeeper’s wife was gone, I left him with a kiss on the nose and a lascivious look that would hopefully keep the embers smoldering until we were alone again. I planned to get him so hard he could split me in half. 

	Nibbling at my lower lip in anticipation, I stripped and sank into the tub. The steaming water proved so soothing I might have fallen asleep if not for a quick power-up from the crystal in my necklace. I wasn’t worried about draining it—Mirek would help me charge it back up in no time. 

	I returned to our room once I had finished scrubbing, a little surprised that he wasn’t already waiting for me. Isolde was supposed to go next, so perhaps he was out helping to find her some other clothes to wear. Watcher knew that none of mine would fit her. 

	I was more than a little tempted to slip back into my Talishite dress just to greet him in it when he returned, but I decided to skip a step and just stay wrapped in my towel so he could slip inside me as quickly as possible. Just thinking about it was getting me dangerously hot, and I promptly reminded myself about this morning’s resolution. I needed to insist he pull out and leave my feast on my tits or tummy or face—anywhere but inside my quim. I could already tell how difficult it was going to be once he was pounding away and buried deep…

	When I get back to Highwind, the first thing I need to do is find an apothecary. Or maybe I should just go straight to the Academy. If even half of what I’ve heard about the students and their proclivities is true, they must have a solution to this little problem. I like being turned into a sticky mess as much as the next girl, but there was just something special about having him finish inside me…

	“Fuck,” I swore as I slipped a hand inside my towel and slid the tip of my index finger into my quim. I was already wet, and oh so tight. The slight stretch sent pleasure rippling out from my center as that sweet, familiar tension beckoned. If I wanted to, I could get myself off in no time. Hopefully Mirek wouldn’t be too long…

	With a frustrated grunt, I parked in front of the vanity and fixed my makeup. I knew I didn’t need it to get him hard, but I couldn’t resist the way even a touch of smoky eye shadow made my turquoise irises pop. Gods, I would have been all over myself if I was still in the market. How could any man resist?

	After brushing and drying my blond hair as well as I could, I laid down on the nest of pillows at the center of the wide, surprisingly cushy bed and waited. My mind flashed with ideas for ways I could greet him. I could blow out the candles and activate my tattoos; I could hide in the corner and leap onto his back. Or, just to cut right to the heart of the matter, I could wait in front of the door on my knees and pounce on his cock the moment he entered…

	My ears perked up when the doorhandle rattled, and I realized I was out of time. Nibbling at my lower lip, I threw open the towel and laid there invitingly for him—

	Only to gasp and pull it over me again when Isolde came through the door. 

	Very wet. And stark naked. 

	“You are aroused,” she managed, teetering forward with her legs pinched awkwardly together as if she were trying to smother a fire in her quim. “You require relief.”

	My mouth still hadn’t shut. “I…what?”

	“You are my Maskari. It is my duty to satisfy your urges.”

	My mouth refused to close. My cheeks caught fire as I realized how much of an idiot I’d been. I knew how the amazon collar worked; I knew that Isolde would be able to feel what I felt. But I’d been so desperate for Mirek to fuck me all night that my brain had completely turned off during dinner. 

	“That’s, um…” I stammered, realizing the bind we found ourselves in. It literally wouldn’t be possible for Mirek to recharge me without Isolde feeling every shudder of pleasure. “That’s not necessary.”

	“Yes, it is,” Isolde insisted. “It is one of the most important duties of any amazon.”

	Maiden’s mercy, what have we gotten ourselves into?

	My eyes locked onto her body—her taut, glistening, nubile body—and I couldn’t pull them away no matter how hard I tried. Aunt Val had told me plenty of stories about the arresting beauty of the women of Nol Krovos, especially once I had gotten old enough to hear the racier ones, but I had always assumed they were at least partially exaggerated. No human woman could be that athletic and that buxom at the same time. 

	Perhaps I had been mistaken. 

	“I am glad that you find my form pleasing,” Isolde said, sauntering forward with a subtle bounce as if she were wearing heels even though she was barefoot. “When we first bonded, I was worried that you might only crave the touch of a male.”

	Gods, look at those glorious olive tits, so round and pert. It’s like the Eternal Lady molded them herself. 

	“Everybody likes girls,” I rasped, squeezing my own thighs together in failed effort to smother my lust. “But the circumstances here are…unique. Perhaps your, uh, duties should be different as well.”

	“I do not see why,” Isolde said. She paused at the foot of the bed and glanced around the room. “I assumed this was why you arranged for us to share quarters this evening.”

	Two full seconds passed before I got it. “I…what!? N-no, Mirek and I thought you would want some privacy, so we got you your own room.”

	“Strange,” she said, her brow furrowing. “I assumed the other room would be used by the moshalim. Do you not typically segregate your sleeping quarters by gender?”

	“We do, normally,” I told her, trying very hard not to stare at her breasts. Or her firm stomach. Or her long legs. Honestly, even her big brown eyes were becoming a problem. 

	“Then what is different? Unless…?” She hissed softly. “Zor kalah, I am a fool! He is your lover.”

	I thought about trying to spin some other explanation, but it seemed pointless. It wasn’t as if I was ashamed. 

	“Yes,” I confirmed. 

	“And you were hoping to have privacy while you satisfied him.”

	My mouth tried to fall open again. If she were anyone else, I would have assumed that this was all some kind of joke to mess with me, but she looked completely serious. And Aunt Val had told me all about amazon honesty…

	“I was hoping to have privacy while we satisfied each other,” I said, clearing my throat. “That’s how it’s supposed to work.”

	Isolde’s brow furrowed. “But he is moshalim, and you are his Dal’Rethi protector.”

	“I’m not really his protector. We just…well, we’ve turned out to be a pretty good team. We only met a few days ago.”

	“I see,” she replied, though I had the distinct impression that she did not. “Well, the moshalim is currently bathing, and you remain quite aroused. Shall I not at least satisfy you until he returns?”

	My thoughts swam with images of her long fingers sliding inside me while her tongue explored my sodden folds, and I found myself wishing that I’d stolen one of the gûltelco from Nelu’Thalas when I had left the city…

	“And then what?” I asked breathlessly. 

	“Then I will do as you command,” Isolde said. “The two of you share this bond; you should share my body as well.”

	It was, without a doubt, the hottest thing that I had ever heard. If I’d had one of those gûltelco, I would have already been fucking her with it…or, better yet, begging her to fuck me with it. But a rare cautious voice in my head told me to take a breath and slow down, and I decided to listen to it for a few more seconds. 

	“Why don’t you have a seat?” I asked, pulling my legs up under me.

	Isolde immediately sat down on the edge of the bed, still unconcerned by her glistening nakedness. Inwardly, I wondered how often the Red Sisters were nude around one another. Probably a lot—Val had said that they were a very open society with no stigma against public sex. 

	“I probably know more about your customs than most people,” I told her. “Since my family and friends were so close with the dragon.”

	“Yes, I imagine so.” Isolde studied me for a long moment before she lifted a brow. “Yet despite this knowledge, you seem hesitant to embrace our bond.”

	“Well…” I paused, searching for words. Gods, I was never this tongue-tied, and I didn’t quite understand why I hadn’t already thrown open my towel and invited this girl between my legs. I had been fingering Tairi within an hour of meeting her, and I had been down on my knees sucking Mirek’s cock with mere minutes of meeting him. I hadn’t felt the slightest bit of trepidation with either of them. 

	Perhaps the real issue was that I had felt completely in control of those situations. Even after I had “lost” my duel with Mirek—even when I was literally begging for him to cum on my face—I had still been the one in control. And once we had returned to my inn, I had still had him exactly where I wanted him during every one of our encounters. 

	Now, the scales had apparently turned. It was…bizarre. 

	“I just think this situation has caught all of us off-guard,” I managed eventually. “Mirek and I didn’t help you because we wanted a reward.”

	Isolde shrugged, a subtle movement that nevertheless made her breasts jiggle. “You helped me, nonetheless. You proved your worth, and the debt that I owe you is clear.”

	“But this…you aren’t some random amazon girl looking for a Maskari,” I said. “You’re the daughter of the dragon!”

	“My parentage does not change the nature of my oath to the Red Sisterhood,” she replied mildly. “My mother trained me to be an amazon and abide by our traditions.”

	I pressed my tongue against the back of my teeth, curious if this was what it felt like to slam your head against a brick wall. Aunt Val had said that amazons were stubborn and single-minded. It was the nature of honor-bound cultures, and it wasn’t as if Nelu’Thalas was all that different. The Hathol’Sayal, the Ven’Tira, even the Scryers all had their oaths and their obligations. The Amazonian version was just a bit more…involved.

	“Though I do hope that you will be willing to aid me in my quest to locate my father,” Isolde added, “it is not traditionally the place of an amazon to make demands of her Maskari…but as you have said, this situation is unique.”

	“Of course we’ll help,” I said. I couldn’t believe the answer had ever been in doubt. 

	“It is my destiny,” Isolde said as if it were a mantra. Her eyes went distant for a fraction of a second before they returned to mine. “I must tell you, despite your hesitation, it is gratifying to bond with someone so worthy.”

	“I’m…not sure anyone is worthy of this kind of commitment, least of all me. I’m, uh…well, I’m not exactly living up to my family’s reputation so far.”

	“I find that difficult to believe. Your dueling skills are remarkable, perhaps even better than the masters on Nol Krovos. And yet, you are not much older than I.”

	“I am pretty good,” I admitted. “But fencing skills can’t rank that highly on the list of qualities for a bond-mate.”

	“It did among your Dal’Rethi ancestors.” 

	“I suppose, but that was a long time ago.”

	“It matters not.” Isolde paused, and I caught her eyes drifting down my towel. “You are also the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

	A flood of heat rushed through my cheeks. I had never been the type of girl who shied away from her own looks, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I enjoyed how they gave me power over men. Flashing a coy smile, striking a seductive pose, even just raising my eyebrow in the right way—there were a hundred ways I could bend a man’s will, and my gambling act played off most of them in one way or another. 

	But it didn’t usually work the same way on women, even women I knew were attracted to me. Tairi and I had been all over each other practically from the start, but the look in her eyes even when she fucked me was different somehow. She wanted to be with me; Mirek wanted to consume me. To claim me. 

	And that was the same look in Isolde’s eyes right now. Primal. Desperate. Yearning. As if she wanted to devour every part of me. 

	“Oh, fuck it,” I said, throwing aside the towel. “Show me what you’ve got.”

	Isolde didn’t hesitate. She practically lunged toward me, crawling up along the bed and settling her hips between my splayed legs. She brought her mouth to mine, first as a delicate peck but then as an open-mouthed kiss. I pushed my tongue against hers, inviting it to dance, and I was happy to learn it was an enthusiastic partner. 

	There was always something special about a kiss with a new lover. It was a joint experiment, an unexplored frontier you charted together. At first Isolde just seemed to be reacting to my movements, but it wasn’t long before she took the initiative, pressing harder and more deeply into me. Our bodies drew close enough that I felt her stiffening nipples gently press against my own breasts, and I moaned as a wave of pleasure and excitement rippled through me. 

	A wave that instantly generated a reaction in Isolde’s body. She shuddered in my arms, her nipples hardening further, which triggered another shudder through me and then back again. It was like an endlessly building crescendo. 

	And gods, it’s so fucking hot…

	Isolde kissed me harder, her tongue driving deeper into my mouth as if questing for a secret treasure buried within. Dimly, I wondered whose lust was truly driving her movements. Was she reacting to what she sensed from me, or was she following her own instincts? Perhaps her collar was swirling them together into an indecipherable mix where there was no distinction between the two. 

	I stared into her eyes when she finally pulled away, eagerly anticipating her next move. I wasn’t usually this passive; I always knew what I wanted, and I wasn’t afraid to demand it—even beg for it. But this situation was so different, so unique, that I just wanted to lie back and see what she would do to me…

	Her eyes flashed hungrily as if she might dive right in and start devouring my quim, but instead she gently placed her hands atop my knees, then slowly dragged her fingers inward down the smooth flesh of my inner thigh. The softness of her touch—and the anticipation of where it would lead—sent a shiver up my spine. 

	“It is remarkable that your tattoos are so well concealed,” she breathed, her fingertips swirling in a surprisingly accurate glyph-like pattern just a few inches from my aching quim. “I do not see a single blemish.”

	“Do you…?” I paused and had to swallow, my mouth had gone so dry. “Do you want to see them?”

	Isolde smiled. “Please.”

	Biting my bottom lip, I concentrated on my markings and used the last bit of energy I had left to activate them, starting with the ones on my neck and then working down my arms, sides, and legs. She smiled as she continued tracing the runic whorls on my inner thighs, the blue glow glinting off her dark irises. 

	“Stunning,” she said, her face a mix of awe and desire. “Was the process painful?”

	“Very,” I admitted. “But now it’s all—”

	“Pleasure,” Isolde finished, lowering her lips toward my thighs as if in a trance. My heart quickened when she kissed the markings, then started galloping when she began to sensuously lick her way along them. Thanks to her collar, she must have known how hot she was getting me, and it should have been getting her hot, too. I had to give this girl credit; I never would have had the patience to stoke the furnace this long without—

	“Ooh!” I gasped when one of her fingers brushed across my clit. She gasped a heartbeat later, her sleek back arching from the aftershocks of my own pleasure. By Shalassa, this device was the most amazing piece of artifice ever created. 

	Or the most sinister. 

	Isolde didn’t give me time to think about it. As her tongue continued down my leg, lathering my smooth, hairless elven skin, her finger drifted across my puffy, soaking folds before it finally slipped inside me. This time, my entire body seized up in delight, and hers followed an instant later. 

	“Gods,” I moaned, “this is…”

	“Incredible,” Isolde panted, her eyes fluttering beneath her lids. Her tongue then continued its trek all the way up my thigh to my knee, where she finally stopped, gave me a warm smile, and then dove in for the main course. 

	Any doubts I might have had about whether the Red Sisters spent time fooling around with one another were banished the instant her tongue slid across my labia. Isolde knew exactly what she was doing—the subtle swirling motions, the delicate nibbles, the way her fingers would massage my clit while one of them plumbed my depths…

	“Nngnn!” I cried out, clamping my hand over my mouth a bit too late to stifle it as a climax shuddered through me. Isolde’s tongue froze on my slit when it rippled through her, and I could feel her finger trembling inside me as she tried to hold herself steady. But it only stopped her for a few short seconds before she pressed on, curling and licking, driving me toward yet another release. 

	I could have laid under her all night. It didn’t even matter that I wasn’t feeding; this was even better than when Tairi and I had first met and spent that night together in the Kingdom of Stars…

	Isolde brought me off again mere minutes later, but this time she pulled away and allowed the aftershocks to settle before crawling up my quivering body. I accepted her kiss gratefully, hungrily, basking in the sweet taste of my own carnal nectar on her lips. I cradled her face in my hands, then slowly feathered my fingers through her ponytail to remove her hairband and let her brown locks spill over her shoulders.

	“Faarea,” I panted. “That was unbelievable.”

	Isolde smiled. With her long hair framing her perfectly symmetrical face, she looked even sultrier than before, as if the hardened warrior inside her had been replaced by a pretty young dancer. 

	“It is unlike anything I ever imagined,” she breathed, raising her fingers to touch her golden collar. “I no longer know where your sensations begin and mine end.”

	I glanced down at the magic ring on my finger. The sensations of another’s arousal had been so overwhelming that I had been hesitant to reactivate it, but I needed to get over that. If she could feel what I was feeling, and then I could feel what she was feeling…well, it truly would be an endlessly building crescendo of pleasure. I might never be able to leave this room. 

	“I should return the favor.”

	“That is not necessary,” Isolde insisted. “I find release when you do. It is more efficient for me to—”

	“Sex has absolutely nothing to do with efficiency,” I said with a snort. “It’s about sharing.”

	“I see,” Isolde replied, brow furrowing. I wondered if she might be pondering that for herself, but then I realized she suddenly seemed distracted. 

	“What is it?”

	“The moshalim is approaching,” Isolde said, leaning back as if waking from a trance. “Do you wish to—”

	The door opened, and Mirek made it a whole step inside before he froze. The look on his face was priceless. Beyond stunned. Beyond breathless. I doubted his eyes would have been wider if he had walked in on an actual full-size dragon. 

	“It’s all right,” I assured him, sitting up. “Just a couple of girls getting to know each other a bit. You don’t mind, do you?”

	“Uh…” he mumbled, which was probably more than I would have managed if our situations were reversed. He was mostly dressed and fully dry, though he hadn’t laced up the collar of his white tunic. And from the way Isolde’s eyes started fluttering, his arousal would have been obvious even if I couldn’t see the subtle and rapidly growing bulge in his black trousers. 

	“Come over here,” I said in my huskiest voice, though I had no doubt he would have obeyed even if I had just mouthed the words. I swung my legs off the bed as he stepped forward, his eyes unable to stop drinking us in. Who could blame him? There were probably kings in Torsia who would trade their thrones for this opportunity. 

	I reached out and grabbed his belt before he made it all the way over. I made short work of the buckle, dropping his trousers to the floor in a pile, though his cock was so hard it took a bit more work to pull his underwear down over the stiffened stem. 

	My fingers curled around him, prompting a soft gasp from his lips…and from Isolde’s in the same instant. My mouth suddenly felt as parched as if I hadn’t had a drink all day. I may have just gotten off twice, but seeing Mirek in the doorway had truly made me hungry. I needed to eat my fill, and fast. 

	“Time for an introduction,” I said, slowly stroking the shaft as I glanced back at Isolde. “Have you seen many cocks before?”

	“I have seen many,” Isolde confirmed, her tongue pressed against her lower lip as if her mouth were watering. “I have pleasured none.”

	“Well, it’s long past time to fix that little oversight. You’re lucky I’m here to help you out.”

	Turning back to Mirek, I gave him a sly wink as I pushed myself off the bed and got down on my knees in front of him. It took all my willpower not to immediately devour him. I wanted his cum so badly it hurt.

	“The first tip is more of a suggestion than a hard-and-fast rule,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with having him lie down on his back and taking him into your mouth. But if you have the option, I recommend getting down on your knees in front of him—or at the very least beneath him. Men are visual creatures, and they like feeling powerful and in control.”

	“Fascinating,” Isolde said. With her eyes still fastened on his cock, she slid off the bed and joined me on the floor before him. “He…agrees with your assessment. I can feel it.”

	“Of course he does—he’s a man,” I said, snickering up at Mirek. “Besides, this is essentially how we met.”

	I leaned forward and kissed the tip, gathering up the bead of clear, salty fluid that had emerged from his slit, then beginning to sensuously drag my tongue all the way around the swollen crown. Mirek moaned again, and from the way his fingers were twitching at his sides, I could tell how badly he wanted to grab my head and pull me down against him. Normally, I wouldn’t have minded—the quicker he got off, the quicker I could have my fill of his magic. But for tonight, at least, I needed to cook dinner for two. 

	“The second tip is a rule you never want to break,” I went on. “Remember when I told you about men?”

	Isolde nodded. “They are visual creatures?”

	“Right, and that is what this rule is all about.” Smiling, I reached out with my free hand to squeeze one of her plump breasts for the first time. Her hard nipple pressed against my palm, and I could feel her pounding heart as I gave her a firm, playful grope. “Always make sure you’re topless when you suck a man’s cock. I can’t emphasize this enough.”

	She smiled as she turned into my touch. “That will not be a problem.”

	“Good. Then go ahead and lean back and watch. This won’t take long.”

	I bent forward and swallowed him. When Mirek gasped, his hands brushing the sides of my head, I thought about signaling him to take complete control. He could easily grab a handful of hair for leverage and force himself down my throat, and it wasn’t as if I would complain. But given that we had a student for the first time, I decided it might be better to give her a little show. 

	I took him in and out, my tongue continuing to massage the tip while my hands worked his shaft. His knees started getting weak right away, and if my mouth weren’t filled with his manhood, I probably would have giggled when I watched Isolde out of the corner of my eye gasp and clutch at her breasts in response. Mirek saw it, too, of course—how every lick, every suck, every stroke was almost immediately reflected in the naked amazon girl next to me. It got him even hotter than normal; I could already feel him rapidly approaching his explosive crest. 

	I didn’t hold back or slow down. I had already been more patient than I wanted, and a girl could only stare at her dinner for so long before she took a bite. 

	“That’s it, get it ready,” I purred, pulling back and panting as my hand continued to stroke. “Cum for me…both of you!”

	I swallowed his cock again, my eyes locked on his as I waited for my reward. He clenched his teeth and moaned, his manhood throbbing. Isolde whimpered a moment later, one hand clawing at a breast while the other went south to finger her own quim…

	“Shit!” Mirek gasped. 

	I pulled back just in time. He exploded the moment his tip popped out of my lips, spraying his precious, nourishing seed all over my tongue and into my mouth. I stayed rigidly in my place, my fingers pumping his shaft to encourage and direct his release, all the while knowing that my own climax would ride the wave of his. 

	Isolde’s delay was even shorter. Her breath caught in her throat when he began to spurt, and out of the corner of my vision I saw her convulse as if she had been shocked. I was almost jealous. Given how explosively messy male climaxes were, it must have been incredible to feel one as if it was your own…

	Just when Mirek finally stopped shooting—and when Isolde started breathing again—I felt the rush of power as his sorcerous energy flowed into my tattoos. It hit me like a tidal wave, energy and euphoria crashing over my entire body at once. I slumped against the foot of the bed, eyes rolling back as I fed on his glorious bounty, replenishing every spark I had expended today. 

	Well, not every spark. But that was all right. We still had plenty of time to top me off.

	When my vision unblurred and my mind returned to my body, I expected to see Isolde writhing on the floor. But she was still kneeling upright, breathless but focused, her eyes watching me like a hawk. 

	Then she dove at me, devouring my lips in the same ravenous embrace that had started the whole night. My mouth was still filled with Mirek’s seed—I hadn’t had time to swallow yet after feeding—but she didn’t seem to mind in the least. His hot, savory bounty swirled between our tongues, lubricating our kiss. 

	“Zor kalah,” she breathed when our mouths finally parted, her eyelids still fluttering. “I never dreamed…never imagined…”

	“It’s all right,” I soothed, enthralled by the reflection of my glowing body in her dark eyes. “We’re only just getting started.”

	 

	 

	
8 
A Change of Pace

	 

	Mirek

	 

	“A single dragon could change the world.”

	Taras turned to face me, a proud smile behind his waterlogged black beard. Above us, another trio of manticore riders swooped overhead, eliciting a bellowing cheer from the thousands of onlookers packed into the edges of the Imperial Square below. Even the rain couldn’t sour their mood. 

	“Just imagine the sight of a true Wyrm Lord at the head of this army,” he said, leaning against the battlements of the Imperial Palace. “His scales glinting in the sunlight as the shadow of a hundred manticore riders trailed behind him.”

	“I can imagine the dragon,” I replied evenly. “It’s the sunlight that’s giving me trouble.”

	Taras laughed. “You are too dour, brother. This is a day for celebration! We march to glory in Zarach’s name.”

	“More like the Council’s name,” I muttered, too low for the courtiers and sycophants crowding nearby to hear. “Do you really think the Immortal Dragon would be proud of the third army marching north to try and recapture a single fortress?”

	His laughter faded, taking his smile with it. “We are fighting to save sorcerers from bigotry and oppression all over Torsia. Why wouldn’t he be proud?”

	I didn’t reply. It was too cold and dreary to resurrect the old argument, especially since the decision had already been made. There was nothing either of us could do to change what was about to happen. Yet again, my brother was being sent back to fight on the Galvian front. 

	Yet again, he would be leaving his family behind. 

	“You worry so much about the future that you forget to live in the present,” Taras admonished. “Berial says that you are his best pupil in a generation, but I never hear you speak of your achievements. Father doesn’t even know that—”

	“Father won’t care unless I invent a spell that conjures us a seat on the Council,” I interrupted. “Explaining my research over dinner would only bore him.”

	Taras sighed and shook his head, yet his posture remained firm and upright despite fifty pounds of armor covered by a thoroughly sodden cloak. “When your name is on the lips of every scholar in Drakendaar, I promise he will wear his pride on his sleeve. He will come around, little brother, I know it.” 

	I finally found my smile. “I just don’t want you to have to leave again. Your son—”

	“Has a mother who will take care of him,” Taras said. “And an uncle who will protect him.”

	Once again, it seemed pointless to argue. And this time, he wasn’t even wrong. I would fight for Taras’s children as if they were my own. Besides, it didn’t seem likely I’d be having any, at this rate. 

	“Forget the rain,” Taras said, stepping closer and taking me by the arm. “Forget the army, forget the manticores…just let your imagination run wild for a moment.”

	“It’s running,” I said. “Where’s it going?”

	“A few thousand years into the past. Imagine two princes standing atop the battlements of Tir Lanathel, their armies massed in formation awaiting their command. Imagine the dragon knights at our flank and the Wyrm Guards at our backs.”

	He pulled me forward to the edge of the battlements so that I could peer down at the army gathered in the square. It was an impressive force, to be sure, nearly ten thousand men to complement a hundred manticore riders and two dozen Imperators. The emperor had obviously grown tired of the stalled war against Galvia. After the embarrassing defeat at Lyebel, he had finally decided to pull forces from the Solarian border to try to retake and then hold the fortress of Geriskhad. Crell warships still remained in control of most Galvian coastal cities, but we needed a path through the mountains before we could push all the way to the capital of Ashenfel to end the war once and for all. 

	“Imagine a thousand Blade Dancers to our left,” Taras went on, sweeping an arm outward, “and three thousand rangers to our right.”

	“And the ten thousand human slave soldiers in the middle?” I asked darkly. 

	Taras snorted. “That’s the whole point, isn’t it? To realize how far we’ve come. Now we are the ones giving the orders—we are the ones that will unite the world in peace.”

	“Peace has turned out to be a pretty bloody affair.”

	“It always is. But it’s worth it.” His lips twitched behind his beard. “It has to be.”

	He looked up as another trio of riders did a flyby, drawing a fresh cheer from the crowd surrounding the army. The green flags held by the standard-bearers were waving majestically in the gusting wind, a feat that should have been impossible thanks to the downpour. But a little magic went a long way, especially when staging a performance for a war-weary public. 

	“There are still so many barbarians out there,” Taras said. “Men who should know better than to worship indifferent gods. Men who should embrace their betters as liberators, not conquerors.”

	“The Avetharri thought humans were barbarians,” I told him. “How are we any different?”

	“Because we’re right,” he replied flatly. 

	I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. For most of my life, I had believed that. I had believed, as most of this crowd and these soldiers did now, that only the Imperium possessed the power and the vision to fix the world’s many problems. Only we could put an end to war, and only we could save the countless sorcerers who found themselves at the wrong end of a battleax or pitchfork. 

	But now…

	“The Wyrm Lords were destroyed by their own hubris,” I said, as much to myself as to him. “You don’t believe we’re making the same mistake?”

	“No,” Taras said firmly. “We will liberate the world without dragons if we have to. And when Zarach does finally bless us with one of his children…”

	He smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. “Nothing will ever be the same.”

	 

	I couldn’t even begin to count the number of times I had thought about the Dragon of Highwind when I had been a child. Growing up in the Imperium, Jorem Farr had been somewhere between a messiah and a myth. Many people refused to believe that a human dragon could have been born anywhere outside the Imperium, but others saw his emergence as an omen from Zarach, a sign that a new age of sorcery was upon us. 

	I had been far too young to consider the political implications at the time, but I’d had no trouble at all dreaming about what it would be like to be a dragon myself. The wings, the fiery breath, the ability to inspire hope in your allies and sow fear in the hearts of your enemies…

	The Imperium had been trying to breed a new dragon for generations, all to no avail. And more than anything else, it was that reality that made it so difficult for me to believe that what was going on right in front of me was real. It wasn’t just that I was surrounded by a pair of pretty girls; it wasn’t that one had willingly bound herself as my servant or even that the other could draw power from my semen. 

	It was the fact that I was standing a foot away from the daughter of the dragon. The flesh and blood of Jorem Farr, proof of his existence. A girl who was, in every conceivable way, the most important person in the Northern Reaches, perhaps even all of Torsia. Within her veins flowed blood that could change the world. Her unspoiled womb was literally a gateway to a new age. 

	And she also happens to be incredibly beautiful. 

	Isolde and Shayera both looked up at me once they had finished kissing, their lips still wet with a mix of their spit and my seed. I knew that Shayera wouldn’t be satisfied with a single load, and I had planned to spend the entire night charging her back up. 

	But now…now I had two women who were looking at me as if I were a piece of raw meat. 

	“Get back on the bed,” Shayera commanded Isolde. “I want to taste you.”

	The amazon did as she was told. I watched, transfixed, as she crawled onto the bed and laid down on her back against the pillows, her long legs spreading wide. Her firm, naked body was truly a thing of wonder…but it was the treasure between her legs that captured my gaze. 

	Her outer lips were fully engorged, allowing me to see the delicate pink flesh of her entrance. Arousal glazed her inner thighs and soaked her sex, and the pearl of her clit was on prominent display.

	I would have given anything to learn how she tasted. To run my tongue along her labia and slide a finger inside her most intimate flesh. To explore and worship that perfection.

	Shayera obviously agreed. Her tattoos still blazing from the recent feast, she climbed onto the bed and immediately dove in to feed on Isolde’s quim. 

	The amazon let out a gasp and then a moan, her hands fisting the sheets, while Shayera hummed in approval before setting about her task.

	I stood there stiffly, hypnotized by their bodies and their movements, as my cock swelled in response. My right hand instinctively curled around my stiffening flesh, and when I began to stroke myself, Isolde inhaled so sharply I almost wondered if something was wrong. 

	But no, it was just her collar, a device that could only have been inspired by the legendary Avetharri depravity. I had read stories about the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers and their almost romantic bonds with one another, but there were other, more lurid tales—tales about Wyrm Lords who had collared vast harems of women so that every night when they made love to one of their wives, the rest would feel it. 

	I met her eyes as she bit down on her lip, overwhelmed with cascading waves of pleasure. Could she even tell the difference between mine and her own? I was seriously tempted to step forward and feed her my cock just find out.

	But Shayera already had other plans. 

	“Get up here!” she demanded, licking at her glistening lips. “You better be hard enough to fuck me.”

	My mind was torn from its thoughts of Isolde’s body by the reminder of the delights of Shayera’s. 

	Like a spurred horse, I lunged up onto the bed behind her. Without any prompting on my part, she lifted her ass into the air and presented herself like a bitch in heat. 

	The curves of her ass and the sight of her sex, petaled open and swollen with need, set my blood on fire. The glowing whorls on her inner thighs were practically lighting my path inside. My hands traced across her lower back as she resumed her feast, and as I got a firm hold on her waist, I felt her hand reach beneath her own body to help guide me inside. 

	She was so thoroughly soaked that it took almost no effort to slip inside her despite the tight grip of her elven quim. She gasped in delight, a reaction that immediately rippled through Isolde. By the Aether, this was going to be like fucking two women at once…

	I gently pushed the rest of the way inside, allowing myself to enjoy the crushing embrace of her molten walls. But once I was fully hilted, I didn’t hesitate to pull back and thrust into her again with full force. A muffled cry of rapture came from her throat, escaping around the amazon’s thighs. An even sharper one came from Isolde—whose back arched, her breasts heaving—as she was held in place by Shayera. I fucked her in deep but slow strokes, allowing the slap of our flesh to echo off the walls every time I bottomed out inside her. 

	Not that I could hear it over Isolde’s increasingly pathetic whimpers. She had melted into a quivering, delirious puddle, her arms splayed across the bed and her eyes rolled all the way back into her head. Her breaths came in short, staccato gasps, and her olive skin had flushed so red she almost looked sunburned. Between her own pleasure and ours, she was being assailed on three different fronts.

	It would have seemed cruel…if it weren’t so fucking hot. 

	“Ze…jelur…baasa…” she blubbered, almost as if she were speaking in tongues. But really, she had probably just lost the ability to use any other language.

	“Harder!” Shayera demanded as she lifted her head, panting heavily, and pushed a pair of slender fingers deep into the amazon’s cunt. “Faster!” Isolde’s muscled abdomen clenched as her babbling faltered. Shayera’s breath hitched as her walls pulsed, her moans becoming louder, wilder.

	Growling under my breath, consumed by primal, animalistic need, I got a firm grip on a large clump of her hair and jerked it backward as my hips slammed into her. She and Isolde gasped as if I had suddenly grown two cocks and begun fucking them both. 

	It was just as amazing as I’d hoped. Smiling sadistically, grateful for the added endurance from having just spent a few minutes ago, I began fucking Shayera in earnest. Not lovingly and tenderly like our first coupling back in Vorsalos, but ruthlessly and viciously, like I was trying to pound my way into her womb. I hoped that she would like it—she had certainly seemed to enjoy the way I had savagely fucked her face the previous morning.

	I wasn’t disappointed. The harder I fucked her, the rougher I pulled her hair, the more delirious she became. And so did Isolde. Soon there was almost no distinction between the reactions from her and Isolde; it seemed like I might fuck them both into unconsciousness at the same time…

	“Shit!” I shouted, unable to hold back the volcano any longer. “Here it comes!”

	“No!” Shayera gasped unexpectedly. “N-not inside. You have to—”

	Against every carnal instinct, I pulled out at the last instant, fully expecting Shayera to flip over and offer me her mouth so I could feed her directly again. But instead she rolled completely out of the way, her turquoise eyes flashing as she took my cock in her hand and aimed it at Isolde’s writhing form—

	“Ahh!” I cried out as I burst, firing a thick glob of seed right onto the amazon’s open mouth and chin. She may not have even noticed; overwhelmed by the same orgasm that was sweeping through me, Isolde didn’t flinch a single time as I painted her tits and stomach in one thick, viscous rope after another. 

	And then, with a final spurt that dribbled down Shayera’s hand, it was over. I panted, trying in vain to catch my breath as I inspected my handiwork. I had seen a lot of remarkable sights these last few days, starting with the daughter of Queen Serrane and Highlord Cassel getting down on her knees to suck my cock in a public tavern. But looking down at the daughter of the dragon shivering in elation, her body streaked from tits to toes in my cum, was so incredible, so unbelievable, it made me wonder if I had suffered a head wound at Tel Noroth without knowing it. 

	“Faarea,” Shayera breathed, bringing her hand to her lips and licking off the dribbles of semen on her fingers. “Just hold on, girl…you aren’t finished yet.”

	As she leaned down to clean up the mess, the intensity of her glowing tattoos increased at least threefold as she fed. Both women quivered again, weakly at first but then as a full-on orgasm. Isolde almost seemed to be sobbing as she rode this latest crest, but Shayera kept herself focused. She didn’t stop licking and swallowing until every drop was gone, like an orphan obsessed with cleaning every morsel from her plate. 

	“Mmm,” she moaned contently, leaning up on her haunches once she had finished. “I figured I might as well be courteous and give her another bath myself.”

	I grunted as I fell over onto the amazon’s other side, more exhausted than after we had fought the blasted demon. My mind was adrift in a chaotic blend of joy, confusion, and outright disbelief. This bond really was going to change everything…

	“We might have a serious problem on our hands,” Shayera said as she lazily crawled over Isolde to get on top of me, her markings glowing so brightly it was like her skin was on fire. “You and I were having trouble getting enough rest as it was. But now…Maiden’s mercy.”

	I huffed as I slung my arm over her, stroking her warm, moist back. “Well,” I managed, my voice hoarse, “one of us might not have that problem.”

	Shayera arched an eyebrow, then looked at Isolde. The amazon was still lying against the pillows, her arms and legs splayed across the sheets.

	And she was fast asleep.

	 

	***

	 

	Based on our past performances these last few nights, Shayera and I could have easily kept going. Frankly, I was more than a little surprised that we didn’t. But whether it because we were too drained from the day’s events or because we decided to take pity on Isolde, we simply laid there in each other’s arms and kissed instead. 

	I wasn’t sure exactly when I fell asleep, but I woke to the first rays of sunlight warming my face. It was the second night in a row that I had passed out knowing I would be facing a life-or-death battle the next day…and the second night in a row that I had slept as soundly and peacefully as a child. 

	Who would have thought that fucking a beautiful woman would be the key to a good night’s sleep?

	Shayera was lying next to me when my eyes opened, flat on her face and snoring softly. I smiled at the sight of her naked body cast in shadows and gold, but was surprised she hadn’t gotten off the bed to enter her resting trance like usual. Tattoos or not, perhaps she needed real sleep once in a while, too. 

	The scent of fresh bread and cooked meat caught my attention a moment later, and I leaned up to see a breakfast tray laid out at the foot of the bed. Isolde was sitting up against the headboard, her body wrapped in a white towel and her unbound hair spilled over her shoulders, slightly damp. 

	“Are you hungry?” she asked. “The innkeeper insisted that I return with a hot breakfast after I bathed.”

	“Uh…yeah,” I said, wiping my face and leaning all the way up. I really needed to shave. Shayera stirred a moment later, her blond hair plastered unceremoniously across her face. 

	“Is that…sausage?” she asked. “In bed?”

	Feeling a little embarrassed, I looked at Isolde. “You really didn’t need to do this. We could have—”

	“I wanted to make up for my poor performance last night,” the amazon said. “I will do better in the future, I assure you.”

	I blinked. Shayera blew her hair out of her face. 

	“Why in the Maiden’s name would you need to apologize?” she asked. “You were incredible!”

	The amazon’s cheeks reddened. “My stamina was inadequate. I was not prepared for the sensations of the tan’ratha. It was…exhausting.”

	“That’s not your fault,” I said. “I can’t even imagine how overwhelming that must have been.”

	“It was wonderful,” Isolde breathed, her eyes turning to me. “Your sensations in particular were unlike anything I have ever experienced. Are all men so…explosive?”

	“Not all,” I said, my own flush forming. “Probably most.”

	She nodded sagely, as if I had confirmed an age-old lesson. “I now understand why it is the duty of amazon warriors to relieve their moshalim as often as possible. How could you ever concentrate with such a fire in your loins?”

	“Don’t feel bad for him—I’ve kept him in check,” Shayera said, bumping me with her elbow. “I’m the one you need to worry about. Ever since I realized he could power me up…well, it’s like I’m ready to go all the time.”

	“I shall endeavor to satisfy you as well, of course,” Isolde promised. “All I ask is for your patience while I acclimate to my new duties. You will not be disappointed.”

	I shared a look with Shayera, who couldn’t seem to stop smiling. She had to understand that we couldn’t keep this up forever. This was the daughter of the dragon we were talking about, not some random girl we had saved who wanted to repay us. 

	“I have total faith in you,” Shayera said. “Honestly, we barely even scratched the surface last night. I have so many ideas. Things I really want us to try…”

	She pushed her tongue hard into her cheek, and a surge of anticipation washed over me. My mind flashed with images of taking them both on the bed, one after another, cunt to mouth to cunt, over and over again…

	“Nnn,” Isolde moaned suddenly, her hand slipping beneath her towel to touch her breasts. “I am glad that this thought pleases you. Shall I relieve both of you now?”

	“Oh, gods,” Shayera breathed. She seemed a blink away from pouncing across the bed, knocking over the breakfast tray, and devouring Isolde rather than the eggs and sausage. But then, amazingly, she took a deep, shuddering breath and shook her head. “No.”

	The amazon frowned. “But both of you are—”

	“I know, believe me. It’s incredibly hard for me to say this, but we, uh…we really shouldn’t get distracted again.”

	“Why not?” Isolde asked. 

	“Because once we start, I doubt we’ll be able to stop. And we really do need to focus on finding Jurisa and stopping her while we still can.”

	Shayera was completely right, of course—our night of fun and relaxation was over, and today was going to be difficult enough even if we were totally focused on the task at hand. The last Senosi Huntress was out there, and we were the ones who could stop her before she ripped apart the Corvosi and left Vorsalos in an even more precarious position.

	But gods, how I wish she was wrong. 

	“We should head out as soon as possible,” I said heavily. “The more time we give ourselves as a cushion, the better. We can’t be certain that she won’t try to sneak into the city early.”

	Isolde pondered for a moment. “Your concerns are not unfounded. I believe she will attempt to abide by the original timetable as much as possible, but I cannot be certain. And if she has somehow learned that the demon no longer controls their forces at Tel Noroth…I do not know how she will react.”

	“Not by sitting around, I’m sure,” Shayera murmured. “I need to get back to Mithros soon, too. He’s probably getting antsy.”

	“Of course,” Isolde said with a slight nod, then gestured hopefully at the tray. “But will you at least eat? The food is already getting cold.”

	I had never been one to turn down a nice breakfast, especially after a few years of the glorified slop they served in the Aetherium, and it didn’t take long before we were helping ourselves. I practically annihilated the sausage on my own, and we had almost finished everything on the tray when it occurred to me that Isolde hadn’t touched anything. 

	“I hope you helped yourself before you brought this up,” I said. “Please tell me there’s no amazon tradition against eating.”

	“No,” she replied. “I am sorry to say that I did have some food downstairs before I brought this up.”

	“Good,” I said, and meant it. “I was worried that the demon might be suppressing your appetite.”

	“It was. I did not eat for many days at a time.” Isolde paused, a shadow passing over her face, then shook away the memory. “But as its hold over me weakens, its ability to sustain my body may be weakening as well.”

	“Not a bad trade, as far as I’m concerned,” Shayera said. “Especially since you can probably feel our hunger.”

	Isolde smiled slightly. “Yes. And your contentment after eating. It is…fulfilling.”

	It’s strange as hell—that’s what it is, I thought to myself. But anything that indicated weakness in the demon was almost certainly good news, so I saw no reason to complain. Perhaps there was still a chance we could fully exorcise it someday after all. 

	We got dressed after eating, and I finally found myself thinking about what lay ahead rather than what was right in front of me. While the girls finished getting ready, I reached into the Aether and performed another divination just like I had two days ago, knowing full well that I wouldn’t be able to track the Huntress with magic. 

	I was able to get a glimpse of the Irathi Plantation, however, including the basic layout of the fenced-in estate, which we wouldn’t be able to see from the road. It wasn’t all that much—a few staggered glimpses as if I were a bird flying overhead—but I did my best to memorize what I saw: two watchtowers, one on either end of the estate, along with a large manor house, a grain silo, a barracks…

	It seemed more like a military encampment than a farm. This was not going to be easy, no matter how I sliced it.

	Twenty minutes later, we were packed and downstairs. If the innkeeper was the least bit annoyed about the fact that we hadn’t used one of the rooms we had paid for, he didn’t show it. He also didn’t express any complaints about the noise the three of us had undoubtedly made last night, though I did catch a few cheeky grins from his wife that told me everything I needed about how quiet we hadn’t been. It was something to consider for the future. 

	After leaving the inn behind, we started our search for Mithros—something that was starting to feel routine at this point. Shayera tracked him down more or less where we’d left him, and he wasn’t covered in blood or anything so worrisome. He was wet, however, and I wondered if he had simply gone fishing in the river instead. Perhaps leophons didn’t hate water as much as other cats…or perhaps the fact that he was flightless had forced him to pick up new skills to compensate. 

	Regardless, we had him saddled and moving in record time, and Isolde once again insisted on walking beside us the entire way. I found her behavior silly and a bit frustrating, but it wasn’t worth arguing about. Especially not when there was a Senosi Huntress waiting for us at the end of our journey. 

	Assuming Isolde is right about the timetable. And assuming that Veleca hasn’t somehow learned about the demon’s fate and altered her plans to compensate. I don’t know how she could possibly have found out without going there herself, but the whole point in Runic Foci is that they break the laws of magic. I don’t want to rule anything out just yet. 

	I tried to work through the possibilities as we traveled, but so much of it was pure conjecture that I soon dismissed the effort as counterproductive. Our best and frankly only path forward was the one in front of us: find the last Senosi Huntress, sabotage her attempt to assassinate the Corvosi, and hopefully track down Veleca and destroy the Runic Focus.

	Then, once Vorsalos is safe, I get to dodge Zarul assassins for the rest of my life. 

	It was a black and bitter thought I had mostly managed to suppress all of yesterday, but I’d had a lot of distractions to help out then, like battling a demon and saving the amazon daughter of the dragon. But now, with several hours of quiet travel ahead of us, the facts of my new reality crept back in. 

	The moment I had teleported away from Farah, my life in the Imperium had been over. There was no way around it. Her superiors in the Zarul would soon know what had happened, if they didn’t already, and no matter what transpired in Vorsalos, I would no longer be welcome at home. My research would be seized, my family would never get that seat on the Council, and it was conceivable that the Zarul would punish my father and perhaps even my brother’s widow and children…

	“I did not realize the sacrifice you made to rescue me,” Isolde’s voice broke into my thoughts. “But I will not allow anyone to harm you in reprisal.”

	Shayera and I both turned to face her. “What?” we asked at nearly the same moment. 

	“I apologize, I do not mean to…” Isolde turned away, and I saw a faint flash of pink in her cheeks. “I do not wish to pry into your private affairs, moshalim, but it is difficult not to listen.”

	“That’s all right,” Shayera assured her with a grunt. “Saves me the trouble of asking him why he’s gripping me so hard.”

	I realized I was clutching her stomach harder than normal. “Sorry. Just having a few less-than-productive thoughts.”

	“About home?” 

	“About a lot of things,” I said. “When this is over…I don’t know, there’s a part of me that still hopes I can reach out to Farah and convince her it was all a mistake. Or even go back home and make the argument to others. But I know it would be suicide. I’ve no doubt that she’ll make certain I’m branded as a traitor.”

	She removed one hand from the reins and squeezed my wrist. “You’re doing the right thing. You know that.”

	“Yes,” I murmured. “That doesn’t change the reality of what I’ve done.”

	My thoughts flashed back to my dead brother. As much as I missed Taras—and as angry as I still was at the Sovereign Council for sending him off to die on the Galvian border at Geriskhad—I suddenly found myself grateful that at least the Imperial Army wouldn’t be able to punish him for my treachery. Nor would I have to explain to him what I’d done. 

	Shayera squeezed harder. “You know you’ll be welcome in Highwind, right? I know we haven’t really talked about it, but…” 

	I leaned my head against the back of hers. Given how close we’d become in such a short time, it was actually incredible how little we had talked about the future, not just for me but for…well, us. But when every day was a frantic race to put out a different fire, the future had a way of seeming unimportant or even downright irrelevant. 

	“If there’s even a chance we can find Jorem Farr, we have to try,” I said. “Everything else…it barely seems to matter by comparison.” I sighed and waved a dismissive hand before either of them could reply. “But none of that will matter if we end up cut to ribbons by this Huntress. We need to stay focused.”

	“I can tell you more about the plantation’s defenses, if you wish,” Isolde said. “It would be best if we formulate a plan.”

	“I don’t know about that,” Shayera muttered wryly. “We’ve had pretty good luck just showing up and diving headfirst into trouble so far. Why stop now?”

	The amazon’s brow rose. “You are being facetious.”

	“I hope you didn’t need the collar to figure that one out,” the elf replied with a snort. “Let’s wait a few more hours until we get a bit closer. We’ll figure things out when we stop for a break.”

	And that was exactly what we did. The Irathi Plantation was only a few miles outside the city, so we wouldn’t arrive until well into the afternoon. I controlled my thoughts as best as I could for the next couple hours, hoping to save myself and Isolde unnecessary frustration. It mostly worked. 

	We stopped for lunch in a small grove less than a quarter of a mile from the shoreline, and while Mithros stretched and rolled onto his back in a sunbeam, the rest of us took a seat on the overturned logs and tree trunks that marked how other travelers had clearly used this as a campsite in the past. There were even a few buried firepits nearby. 

	“The Irathi Plantation is one of the largest farms outside Vorsalos,” Isolde explained as she used a twig to draw a rough outline of the property in the dirt between us. “Only the estate is surrounded by a fence, but I believe that is where Jurisa and her mercenaries will be. They have no reason to spend any time in the fields.”

	Shayera nodded thoughtfully. “How many does she have?”

	“Around two dozen, though they may not all be stationed at the plantation. Some may have already moved into the city.”

	I closed my eyes, searching my memory of when we had passed the estate and comparing it to my divinations. “There are two watchtowers, plus a grain silo with wooden parapets that could act as a third in a pinch.”

	“Yes,” Isolde said, nodding in surprise. She then drew x’s to mark the locations. “One tower is on the northeastern side of the property near the main estate; the other is on the southwestern side near the servant’s quarters. The barracks is located almost exactly in between.”

	“I imagine a plantation that size would have several dozen workers, right?” Shayera asked. 

	“Around fifty,” Isolde confirmed. “Most work the fields outside the fence during the day, though a few remain in the house at all times.”

	I pursed my lips as I studied her crude map, wondering how in the name of Aether we were going to pull this off. There may not have been a giant army of undead lurking behind the Pale, but a few dozen mercenaries and a Senosi Huntress were nothing to scoff at, especially when they had the benefit of fortifications. 

	“Nothing like insurmountable odds to get the blood pumping,” I said dryly. “Are there any obvious ways through the fence?”

	“The gates are not particularly durable, and it would be trivial to climb over,” Isolde said. “But it would be difficult, if not impossible, to do so without being spotted by the guards in the towers.”

	“I can conceal us with magic easily enough.”

	“From the mercenaries, maybe, but not from the Huntress,” Shayera pointed out. “They can see right through illusion magic.”

	“But yours don’t,” I responded, hissing softly in frustration. I had no reason to doubt her; she probably knew as much about the Huntresses as anyone, given her relationship with Valuri Sorvaal, the famed Senosi traitor. 

	“Mine can only absorb direct attacks,” Shayera said. “It’s another key difference between Dal’Rethi and Senosi techniques. If you don’t mind the ravening hunger and inability to store the energy you absorb, the Mark of the Huntress is more powerful.”

	“So in other words, we need to hope she’s distracted inside somewhere…or we need to wait for the cover of darkness.”

	Shayera’s jaw set in stone as she stared at the map in the dirt. “All we need to do is draw her out. If the two of you can keep her mercenaries busy, I’ll handle Jurisa.”

	I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Alone?”

	“You’re a sorcerer—your magic will only make her stronger,” she said. “I can handle her.”

	“You just said that Senosi tattoos are more powerful than yours. She’ll be faster, stronger—”

	“She has also been half starving for twenty years,” Shayera interrupted. “She hasn’t been able to feed off her Conduit in a long time, remember?”

	“Yet she’s still alive,” I countered. “She’s obviously been feeding off something.”

	“Probably charged vatari crystals. Enough to sate her hunger and give her some power, but it won’t be the same. Besides, I was trained by a Senosi. I know how they think.”

	I wasn’t convinced, and thankfully neither was Isolde. 

	“I wish to aid you against her,” the amazon said. “I do not possess markings, but I am an excellent fighter.”

	“Trust me, we noticed,” Shayera replied with a faint smile. “But you’re still a sorceress, and a child of the dragon, at that. I think it’s best if you both stay as far away from her as possible.”

	“I could definitely use the help if we’re going to try and keep the rest of the mercenaries occupied,” I said. “Ten-to-one odds is slightly less suicidal than twenty-to-one.”

	Isolde considered for a moment, probably torn by the fact that she was technically bonded to both of us. I wondered distantly if an amazon warrior had ever been in her position before. 

	“If that is what you wish,” she relented. “But without a weapon, there is little I can do.”

	I nodded, almost wishing we had grabbed a sword or spear from one of the fallen undead at the tower before we’d left. At the time, we hadn’t even known if she would survive, let alone that she might end up on our side. Finding an extra weapon hadn’t been a top priority. 

	“Well, you’re in luck,” Shayera said, reaching to her belt and drawing her off-hand sword. “I happen to have a spare blade.”

	“I will not compromise your ability to battle the Huntress,” Isolde declared, raising both hands. “Dal’Rethi are meant to fight with two weapons.”

	“I can handle her with one.”

	“No,” the amazon insisted with surprising force. “Those blades are yours and yours alone.”

	Shayera grunted. “And here I started to think I could order you to do just about anything.”

	“I will not obey a command that places you in jeopardy,” Isolde said. “You are the only one of us capable of defeating a Senosi Huntress in personal combat.”

	“She’s not wrong,” I agreed. “And if we catch them by surprise, I can probably hold them off long enough for her to retrieve a weapon from their camp…or from a body.”

	Shayera scrunched her face, clearly not pleased with the verdict. “What about your sorcery? The Huntress might be able to turn it against us, but the mercenaries won’t.”

	“My ability to channel is…limited,” Isolde replied, a hint of embarrassment in her voice. “My training was focused on developing my physical abilities. The moshalim were hesitant to share their knowledge.”

	“With the daughter of the dragon?” Shayera asked.

	“It is a complicated story for another time,” Isolde said. 

	“Those are usually the best kind,” I said dryly, then gave her a warm smile. “I’ve spent my entire adult life studying at the Aetherium. I could teach you, if you want.”

	She beamed. “I would enjoy that. Very much.”

	My smile widened, unable to resist her charming earnestness. Shayera was unlike any woman I’d met before, both in her attitude and her undeniable beauty, but frankly so was Isolde. Despite all those weeks in constant battle with the demon, she had somehow retained a wide-eyed innocence and enthusiasm about her that was almost painfully endearing. 

	“But I am afraid that such lessons will not aid us tonight,” she added after a moment. 

	“No, they won’t,” Shayera admitted. “But something else might.”

	Standing from her perch on the log, Shayera stepped over to Mithros’s saddle and unclipped her bow. I tried to hide my surprise and was only successful because she didn’t look at me. 

	“This is—was—my mother’s weapon for many decades,” Shayera said, her voice low, solemn. “She used it in the last war against Vorsalos…and in many battles since. No human has ever used it, but if anyone is worthy of such an honor, it is the amazon daughter of the dragon.”

	Isolde’s eyes widened as the weapon drew close. “I could never…”

	“Ithilvarûth is wasted on someone like me,” Shayera added bluntly. Surprisingly, I didn’t detect even the slightest hint of bitterness in her voice. “But it should answer your call whether you fully understand your power or not.” 

	She held out the weapon. I had never been a military historian like my brother, and I had never really bought into the “honorable soldier” mentality that the Sovereign Council used to manipulate the poor and foolish into dying for the ambitions of the wealthy. But I still understood the value of a precious family heirloom.

	And more importantly, I understood what that bow meant to Shayera. 

	Isolde reached out her hands and took the weapon. For a long moment, though, she seemed hesitant to do anything besides appreciate the dormant runes etched into its limbs.

	“The bowyers in Nelu’Thalas are unmatched in Torsia,” Shayera said. “I assume you are trained?”

	“Of course,” Isolde replied, only sounding a touch offended. 

	Shayera nodded. “Then let’s try it out. Go ahead and draw.”

	The amazon frowned and glanced at the quiver still on the saddle. “I require an arrow.”

	“No, you don’t,” Shayera said soberly. “Just draw.”

	Isolde took her stance and touched the string. The runes on the limbs began to glow as she slowly pulled it back, and then, without warning, an arrow of pure Aetheric energy appeared nocked between her fingers. 

	“Zor kalah!” she gasped. “How…?”

	“I told you,” Shayera said, smiling. “It’s a focusing tool. All it needs is your power to get started. Over time, you can learn to control it and conjure all kinds of different arrows, but for now…well, for now those mercenaries won’t stand a chance.”

	“I cannot thank you enough,” Isolde breathed. “That you would entrust me with such a weapon…”

	“I will want it back,” Shayera replied with a grin. “But a few well-placed flaming arrows should be just the distraction I need to find Jurisa.”

	I nodded in agreement. Considering the other adventures we’d stumbled through so far, like assaulting Tel Noroth and entering Tanisgarde without knowing what was inside, this plan seemed downright sane by comparison. That is, assuming Shayera could go toe-to-toe with a Senosi Huntress like she promised. 

	If I have to place my faith in one thing, Shayera’s dueling abilities have to be a safe bet.

	“While we’re at it,” I said, glancing at Isolde as a thought belatedly occurred to me. “I might as well try and patch up your armor, too.”

	Isolde glanced down to the massive gap in her leather armor over the left side of her stomach. It looked absurd, but she had nothing else to wear and I no longer had enough coin left over to buy much of anything, including new equipment. 

	“The damage is extensive,” Isolde said with a trace of regret. “It will need to be replaced.”

	“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But let’s see what I can do.”

	Reaching out to the Aether as I touched the tanned hide, I attempted to knit together the burned edges as much as I could. But unlike with Shayera’s dress, it wasn’t a simple matter of separating out the water and mending a few threads. The arcane energy I’d struck her with had completely disintegrated much of the leather. Even the same school of magic used in reverse couldn’t bring it back. 

	Always remember that it is easier to destroy than create, Sovereign Berial’s words popped into my head. Not all structures can be rebuilt, and not all wounds can be healed. When you take a life, you cannot give it back. 

	“That’s the best I can do for now,” I said, leaning back to inspect my handiwork. I hadn’t accomplished much—the gap was maybe half as large but it was still quite obvious. 

	“It’s probably for the best,” Shayera smirked. “I happen to like the view.”

	I snorted. She wasn’t wrong—Isolde’s taut stomach was a thing of beauty. My thoughts flashed back to last night after I had pulled out and left it glistening with my seed…at least, until Shayera started to clean it up…

	“We need to stay focused,” I said, sensing from the catch in her breath my own spike in arousal rippling through Isolde. From the way Shayera was biting down on her lip, I could tell that she was probably thinking about it, too. Forcing this girl to deal with one of our libidos would have been bad enough, but both of them together seemed downright cruel. 

	Keeping this under control was going to be a constant challenge.

	“There is…one more thing to discuss,” the amazon said, struggling to center herself. “Jurisa will not be easily taken alive.”

	“Who said anything about that?” Shayera asked, her voice suddenly cold. 

	“She’s the only one who knows the details of Veleca’s plan,” I reminded her. “She’s probably the only one who can lead us to the Runic Focus.”

	“I know, and hopefully she’ll tell us before she dies. But she has evaded justice for twenty years. It’s long past time she was punished for her crimes.”

	I frowned, surprised at the dramatic shift in Shayera’s mood. Given her family history, I knew that this was personal to her on some level…but perhaps I had underestimated just how personal. 

	“You should know that Jurisa did not approve of Veleca’s plan,” Isolde said. “With the dragon out of the way, she believed it would be possible to slowly rebuild their order. She was against working with the Crell, nor did she wish to use the Runic Focus to summon demons.”

	“Yet it happened anyway.”

	“Yes. She remains loyal to Veleca.”

	“Then she’s still the enemy,” Shayera said, her expression hardening as she stared down along the flat of her moonsilver blade. “She and her sisters butchered hundreds of sorcerers and wreaked havoc on Vorsalos for many years.”

	“I understand how you feel,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “But if we don’t learn what she knows, the entire city might be destroyed. We need to keep that in mind.”

	“To be perfectly honest, it is unlikely to matter,” Isolde replied. “If caught and cornered, I have no doubt that she will fight to the death. And I am not certain there is anything you could say or do to convince her to turn against Veleca. They share a deep bond. They have been fighting a lost cause together for almost twenty years.”

	“Like I said, justice is long overdue,” Shayera whispered. “There’s a reason the dragon and his companions tried to hunt down and kill the rest of the Senosi.”

	She stared down at her blade for another few heartbeats before sliding it back into its sheath. “I intend to finish the job.” 
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	Back at Tel Noroth, I had been astonished by how difficult it would have been for anyone to approach the tower undetected. The land had been cleared for at least half a mile in every direction; there weren’t even any tall hills or thick grass to hide behind. 

	The Irathi Plantation was, unsurprisingly, the exact opposite. The fields surrounding the estate didn’t offer much cover, given that the harvest season had ended over a month earlier, but the trees and hilly terrain on the eastern side allowed us to move within a hundred yards of the tall wooden fence before we even had to worry about being spotted by the guards in the watchtowers. And since we decided to wait until it was dark, we didn’t even need to bother with illusion magic during our approach. 

	Shayera left Mithros in some thick underbrush well out of sight, and he seemed content to lie in wait while the rest of us sneaked closer. Crawling forward on our bellies, we took up a position on a mound of soft grass that gave us a good view of the plantation but still concealed us reasonably well.

	“Two guards in the northeastern tower at the moment,” Shayera said, her blue-green eyes narrowed and her voice hushed. “I can’t see anything in the other tower from here.”

	“There is only one sentry in the south,” Isolde replied evenly. “It is highly unlikely he will notice our approach.”

	Shayera and I both turned and frowned. It was so dark that I could barely discern the outline of the watchtower, let alone any specific details. Shayera’s half-elven eyes were more sensitive, but not nearly enough to reach the other tower. So how in the blazes could Isolde possibly see…?

	“The demon,” the amazon whispered.

	The hairs on the back of my neck tingled. After the bonding ritual, it had been shockingly easy to forget that there was still a powerful demon trapped inside this girl. My worries about what its lingering presence meant—both for her and for us—had rapidly been drowned out by other concerns, like trying to grapple with the fact that she was the daughter of the dragon. 

	But now…

	“You have your appetite back,” I said. “Is it still…?”

	“Enhancing my strength and speed?” Isolde asked. “I do not believe so, but I am uncertain. I may not know until I am truly tested.”

	“Can you still feel it inside you?” 

	“Yes, though it is little more than a toothless phantom at the back of my mind. There is nothing to be concerned about.”

	Shayera arched one of her blond eyebrows at me. “I certainly hope not.”

	I took a deep breath, contemplating if it might be wiser for us to keep Isolde out of any fighting just in case it somehow riled the demon. But there was no way that Shayera and I could do this alone, and even if we could, Isolde’s amazon pride would never allow it. We were all in this together, demon included. We just had to hope that our combined willpower was as strong as Isolde seemed to believe. 

	“I could teleport us up to one of the rooftops,” I suggested. “We could sneak around and try to confirm that the Huntress is really here.”

	“She is here,” Isolde said. “The only question is whether she is inside the estate or wandering the grounds.”

	Shayera snorted softly. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch her taking a bath or having the servants do her nails.”

	“Jurisa is always restless. She barely sleeps, and she rarely stays in one place for long.” 

	“Then maybe we should try and sneak in,” I said. “Figure out where she is, then decide how to isolate her.”

	“The more of us go, the more likely we get spotted,” Shayera said, focusing her gaze on the manor. The roof of the three-story building was easily visible even over the tall fence. “I should go alone.”

	“What?” Isolde and I asked at the same instant. 

	“It’s the safest play,” Shayera said. “I’m fast and quiet, and I can see farther than the guards. It shouldn’t be hard to creep around.”

	“You glow like a blue lantern,” I pointed out. “You won’t exactly be difficult to see.”

	“I won’t activate my tattoos until I have to.” She pursed her lips, and a sliver of moonlight illuminated the determined look on her face. “Besides, if I get lucky and I stumble into her alone, I can just take her out right then and there.”

	I scoffed. “There’s no way it will be that easy.”

	“If I catch her unaware, she’s as mortal as anyone else.”

	“That’s a big if. What happens when you don’t and the entire compound comes down on you?”

	“That’s when you come to my rescue,” Shayera replied with a smirk. “Riding in on Mithros like a knight in shining…well, like a sorcerer in a fancy doublet.”

	I groaned. “This is serious.”

	“I know, and this is the best plan. We don’t even need to open the gate—you can just teleport me right up onto the roof.”

	I followed her eyes again. It was farther away than I would have liked, even with clear line of sight, and sending her over there without going myself would make the spell even more challenging. But I had managed to practically throw her at the flying demon back at Tel Noroth, and here I’d have as much time as I needed to focus. 

	“I cannot allow you to take such a risk,” Isolde declared, shaking her head. “At the very least, I should accompany you.”

	“Absolutely not,” Shayera said before I could. 

	“If you are concerned about my ability to remain quiet, I assure you that I am a trained hunter of men and beasts,” Isolde said, an undeniable hint of wounded pride in her voice. “I can also see perfectly in the darkness, and the elevation will give me a clear shot to nearly any location in the estate.”

	Shayera opened her mouth to argue but then paused. “That’s actually a good point. With that bow and clear vision, you could do a lot of damage from on high. We could—”

	“Sending both of you isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “Teleportation isn’t like firing an arrow at a bullseye across a clear field. It’s very complicated and dangerous.”

	“Then you should feel proud that we both trust you implicitly,” Shayera said with another smirk. 

	I rolled my eyes. “Look, it can’t be done, all right? I can take all of us, or I can send one person alone. Those are the only options.”

	“Then perhaps she and I should sneak over the fence,” Isolde suggested. “It would allow both of us to—”

	“No,” Shayera interrupted, shaking her head. “The first plan will work. But maybe we can make it a bit simpler.”

	I groaned, dreading what she would come up with next. “Why do I feel like this is going to be even crazier?”

	“Because you’re from a dreary and terrible culture; we’ve been over this,” she replied dryly. “All I’m suggesting is that you give me a bit of a head start—say, two or three minutes. If I can find her and end this by then, great. If not…well, the two of you ride in on Mithros and attack the gate. Once that draws her out, I’ll make my move and intercept her.”

	My mouth turned sour. “I still think we should stick together.”

	“And I think that a big distraction only works if one of us is already in position to strike the real objective,” Shayera said. “Trust me, my mom and my aunt pulled off this kind of stuff all the time. Did you ever hear about the midnight attack on the wyvern hatchery?”

	“My history tutors must have skipped that one,” I muttered.

	“Well, it changed the course of the war. And so will this.” She smiled. “It’ll work, I promise.”

	Her voice had just the right mix of certitude and conceit that, for a brief moment, I found myself believing that she might actually know what she was doing. But then I turned around and looked at the giant cat hidden in the bushes behind us.

	“You do realize that I’ve never steered him before, right?” I asked. 

	“He’s a leophon, not a galleon,” Shayera replied mildly. “He doesn’t need a helmsman. Besides, you’ve ridden on him plenty of times by now.”

	My cheek twitched. “It’s not the same. How do you know he’ll listen to me?”

	“Because he’s a smart and special boy, that’s why,” she said. “He’ll listen, I promise. Now give me a kiss for luck.”

	Shayera leaned forward and pressed her lips against mine. For once, the warmth was merely comforting rather than arousing. And when she pulled away, I couldn’t help but appreciate the sheer swagger behind her smile. 

	“Everything will work out,” she assured me. “This Senosi bitch has no idea what’s coming for her.”

	I glanced back at Isolde. She seemed every bit as determined as Shayera, though whether that was a result of her amazon training or the half-elf’s confidence surging through her collar was impossible to say. 

	“You get three minutes,” I said. “After that, we blast open the gate and start shooting.”

	“That’s all I’ll need,” Shayera said, shifting her eyes back to the roof of the manor house. “Let’s do this.”

	Nodding reluctantly, I placed my arm on Shayera’s, then reached out to the Aether. The familiar currents surged through me, and I drew in several deep, focusing breaths as I stared hard at the distant roof and mapped out the spell in my mind. If I was off by even a little bit, she might drop down onto the shingles hard enough to alert the guards, or simply slide off the edge. But she trusted me, and at least this time we weren’t under fire. I had all the time in the world to get this right.

	And then she was gone. There was no flash or burst of energy; the ground where she had been lying on her stomach was just empty. I squinted to try and make her out on the roof, and after a few tense heartbeats, I spotted a shadowy silhouette against the starlit sky. 

	“Incredible,” Isolde breathed. “The moshalim on Nol Krovos have never wielded such power.”

	“Thankfully, not many sorcerers do,” I said. It wasn’t a boast—a world where teleportation magic was common would be terrifying indeed. “I’m just not sure how we’ll know if something goes wrong.”

	Isolde’s eyes narrowed slightly in concentration. “She has not seen the Huntress yet. I will know when she does.”

	I nodded. This strange sensory bond certainly had its uses in moments like these. With practice, the three of us would be able to pull off truly remarkable feats of coordination. 

	Not just here, but also in the bedroom. 

	I snorted softly at the thought. Here we were, about to attack a fortified compound defended by dozens of guards and a mage-slaying assassin, and I was still thinking about sex. Maybe Shayera was rubbing off on me more than I realized. 

	“We should go and get Mithros,” I said once Shayera’s shadowy silhouette disappeared over the other side of the roof. “I want to be ready the moment she needs us. That is, assuming he’ll actually let me—”

	I froze when I realized that, somehow, Isolde was no longer lying next to me. My jaw fell slack, and I quickly glanced around to see if she had already gotten up and returned to Mithros. But the big cat was still sitting there alone in the bushes well behind us, and the amazon was nowhere to be found. I hadn’t even heard her get up. 

	“What in the bloody…?” I gasped, flipping over onto my back. My heart skipped a beat, and I tried not to panic as I wondered if the demon was somehow responsible—

	I caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye a split second before I heard the rustle of bushes. I rolled to my right, reflexively drawing the Aether’s power into my body, as a lightly armored man emerged from the brush with his bow already drawn. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the moonlight glinted off his dark eyes, and I knew there was no way I could possibly conjure a defensive barrier before he fired that arrow…

	But then another figure emerged from the shadows behind him, moving so quickly and quietly it was practically a wraith. One sleek arm wrapped around his throat while another slammed down on his right arm, shifting his aim and causing him to fire the arrow uselessly into the dirt. The man tried to call out, but his throat was already being crushed. 

	And then, with a nauseating crack that echoed through the woods like a branch being snapped in half, the new figure broke the man’s neck. His body immediately went limp, and his muffled gasps fell silent as his bow dropped from his grip.

	My hand was still outstretched, the Aether thrumming in my fingertips, when my brain finally caught up and recognized the sight of Isolde’s red bracers and whipcord-lean body. She carefully and soundlessly set the corpse down in front of her, and I swore I caught the faintest flash of orange in her otherwise dark eyes. 

	“There could be others,” she whispered. “Regardless, the watchtower sentries will notice this one’s absence soon.”

	Her voice was so calm, so collected, it was as if nothing out of the ordinary had just occurred. I didn’t understand how she could have moved without me seeing or hearing her.

	Trained hunter of men and beasts indeed. 

	“Shayera still has not yet located the Huntress,” Isolde said, crouching over the body. “And there are more guards than we anticipated.”

	“Wonderful,” I groused, my nerves still frayed from the shock of watching her effortlessly kill a man with her bare hands. “How many more?”

	“I cannot say precisely. I doubt that Shayera knows the exact number, but even if she did…I cannot sense her precise thoughts, only impressions.”

	I pursed my lips and forced myself to drag my eyes from the body back toward the manor. “Then her given time is up. We should make our move.”

	“I agree. If Jurisa is not in the manor, our distraction may be the only way to draw her out.”

	She started to stand but then paused over the body, examining his quiver for a few heartbeats before she removed it from his back and slung it over hers. Shayera had told her that her bow didn’t technically need arrows, at least not when it was being fired by a sorcerer, but perhaps she just wanted to be sure. 

	Mithros was watching us carefully when we arrived, his tail swishing slightly. Perhaps he wondered where his mother had gone, or perhaps he was finally planning to eat us now that she was out of the way. Who could say?

	“Easy, boy,” I said, approaching him as calmly as I could. “We need to go for a ride.”

	His whiskers twitched when I got close, and I swore that his pupils started to dilate as if he were about to pounce…

	“Your body language is communicating the wrong message,” Isolde said, brushing past me. “He is a battle-trained mount—he respects confidence and purpose.”

	I had just opened my mouth to warn her off when she casually moved up beside him, slid her boot into the stirrups, and swung up into the saddle. The moment she touched the reins, he stood all the way up and stretched his back. The rippling mass of menacing muscle beneath his dark gray fur didn’t seem to disturb Isolde at all. 

	“Come,” she beckoned. “You will need to direct him so that I may shoot.”

	I let out a stunned push of breath, marveling at the transition in her. This morning, Isolde had been so submissive, so meek, that it had made me uncomfortable. But ever since we had arrived outside the plantation, she was like a completely different person. Determined. Focused. Lethal. 

	An amazon warrior. 

	“All right,” I said, striding up to the saddle. “Let’s do this.”

	I got on ahead of her, mirroring her confidence, and Mithros didn’t protest when I took the reins or scratched his head. He really was a magnificent creature. If only he could fly—Isolde and I could rain death from above. The walls and towers would barely even be an obstacle. 

	“Shayera is growing anxious,” Isolde said tersely from behind me. “She may be surrounded.”

	“Then that’s our cue,” I said, opening myself to the Aether. Its currents flowed through me, warm and soothing as if baiting me to invoke the Flensing’s wrath. “Ready?”

	“Yes,” she replied as she shifted in the saddle and drew her bow. “I will deal with the nearest tower. Afterward, take us straight for the gate.”

	I nodded, drawing in a steadying breath to clear my head as I held a barrier spell on my fingertips. The moment I shielded us, the burst of radiance would undoubtedly draw the eyes of the sentry towers. Then again, so would the flash from her bow…

	There was a crackling hum behind me, like wind blowing across an open flame, and I turned my neck to see a fiery arrow appear between her fingers as she drew the string. A wave of heat washed over me, prompting me to cast the barrier spell I had been holding. A translucent sphere of purple-blue energy flashed into existence around us as if we were suddenly inside a giant snow globe. 

	Isolde fired. The angry orange arrow streaked toward the northern watchtower, a single flickering flare set against the dark of night. I held my breath, half expecting the cold autumn air to extinguish the arrow before it arrived, but the sorcerous flames endured. There was a warning shout from the tower, echoed almost immediately from someone behind the fence—

	Then the tower exploded. 

	It was far more dramatic than I had expected—more than I would have thought possible from a single arrow launched from a mere bow, even those of magic. The projectile detonated with the full force of an overchanneled fireball, throwing at least one of the guards right out of the tower and blasting apart the wooden battlements as if they’d been bombarded by a trebuchet. 

	As the shower of flaming fragments rained down over the fence, a corner of my mind wondered if the power I had witnessed was the result of Serrane Starwind’s legendary bow…or that of the daughter of the dragon. 

	Or both, together. 

	“Come on!” I said, kicking the leophon’s flanks as I had seen Shayera do a dozen times. Mithros roared and surged forward, apparently undeterred by the booming blast and shower of fiery debris. He bounded through the brush and onto the path leading to the gate, the sound of his movements completely drowned out by the screams of confusion and panic from inside the fence. 

	While my right hand gripped the reins, I channeled a surge of power into my left. As the gate grew closer and closer, illuminated in the light cast by the burning tower, I focused on the vulnerable gap between the double doors, knowing that there was almost certainly some kind of crossbeam behind it to seal it closed. I just needed to hit it at the right spot and the whole thing would collapse.

	But before I unleashed my attack, I felt a whisper of movement behind me, followed by another surge of heat. Isolde launched a second arrow right over my shoulder at the gate, singeing my hair as it passed. The resulting explosion was every bit as powerful as the first; the blast ripped apart the doors as if they were kindling, and I almost pulled back on the reins to stop Mithros when I saw the swirling inferno erupt ahead of us. But then it was gone, leaving only drifting cinders and a cloud of billowing smoke that would give us all the cover we could possibly need. 

	I spurred Mithros through the acrid cloud, narrowing my eyes and covering my mouth as we passed through. The absolute chaos on the other side was shocking to behold. Armored men were milling around all over the estate. I hadn’t expected this many guards in total, let alone for them to be fully awake and alert. This place was defended by a small army, not a squad or two of mercenaries. 

	Then again, they obviously hadn’t expected a pair of sorcerers riding a leophon to burst through the gate, either. All things considered, I would still much rather be us than them. 

	We just needed a plan, and the confusion had bought me a few precious moments to make one. With the northern tower in flames, we had narrowed the field of engagement from the manor house on our right to the barracks on our left, with the grain silo directly ahead of us in between. I didn’t see Shayera anywhere, nor did I see a Senosi Huntress, but at least fifty men were already visible, and more were certainly inside the buildings. Most appeared to have crossbows as well as swords.

	If we let them get organized, we’re finished. We need to strike hard and fast—and preferably keep moving.

	“Watch the manor,” I called out, wondering if I even needed to vocalize what I was thinking to her. “I’ll watch the barracks!”

	I didn’t wait for Isolde to respond before I unleashed a volley of three arcane missiles at the soldiers rushing toward us from the barracks, swords raised and shouting war cries. Two of them struck the closest soldier while he was a dozen yards away, disintegrating half his torso and killing him in an instant; the other blasted his nearest partner in the knee, send him crashing to the ground while he screamed in agony and clutched at the severed stump. 

	Isolde joined the destructive chorus, launching a fiery arrow at the front steps of the manor, detonating one guard with a direct hit and sending half a dozen others scrambling away from the flames, which curled up around the eaves but didn’t take. The flickering shadows in the windows of the three-story house seemed to indicate that someone was moving inside, but hopefully Isolde knew better than to launch another shot and risk the lives of the hapless servants within. 

	Keep moving!

	I spurred Mithros forward again, and just in time—arrows and crossbow bolts began whistling through the air as the guards fired back. In their fright, most of them missed, but one glanced off the translucent magical barrier protecting the leophon’s flank. I still didn’t spot Shayera anywhere, but I steered us toward the silo directly ahead in the hopes we might be able to use at as cover. 

	The structure was one of the strangest granaries I had ever seen—it was elevated about a yard off the ground atop thick wooden legs like most silos, but it was even taller than the watchtowers and at least three times as wide. And with autumn waning, it was probably filled to the brim with stores for the winter. 

	Another volley of arrows streaked past us from the direction of the barracks as the guards tried to track and anticipate our movements, and several more plinked harmlessly off my shield. The Aether roiled inside me as I maintained the spell, triggering a ripple of pain through my limbs in a stern reminder that the Flensing was just waiting for me to exceed my limits. 

	But I was just getting started. My hands flashed with magic as I unleashed another volley toward our attackers, dropping two more, and Isolde launched a shot at a shed beside the manor. More explosions, more screams, more panic…

	And then Mithros lunged behind the silo, giving us a temporary reprieve from the crossbowmen spewing out of the barracks. I brought him to a halt, my eyes flicking around in search of new targets and new threats. Isolde had very effectively winnowed the potential angle from which we could be attacked. Her bow had also neutralized the threat of the manor behind us; a curtain of flames now encircled half the building, belching smoke into the air and obscuring the windows. But with the back of the house clear, the servants would hopefully be able to get out before the blaze spread, though presumably at least some guards would be with them.

	“I’ll take us straight south along the western fence,” I called back. “Just to keep them confused and scrambling. You’ll have to take out the tower the moment you—”

	“Shayera,” Isolde interrupted.

	I glanced back over my shoulder to follow the amazon’s gaze. Visible past the fire and smoke, atop the roof of the house, I saw the haunting blue light of Shayera’s Dal’Rethi tattoos far more clearly than her actual body. Her moonsilver blades were little more than strips reflecting that light, and she was pointing one of them at the silo. She was shouting something, too, but I couldn’t hear it over the shouting soldiers and roaring flames. 

	“It’s a warning,” Isolde said, inhaling sharply. “The Huntress—!”

	I saw the threat a heartbeat before it was too late: the Senosi Huntress, her neck and arms illuminated by eerie green tattoos, standing atop the granary with a large crossbow pointed right down at me. I channeled a surge of energy into my barrier to strengthen it as she pulled the trigger, and my breath froze in my throat as the crossbow snapped and the bolt came streaking at me.

	And shattered my barrier like a rock striking glass. 

	I didn’t have time to react; the bolt should have almost instantly killed me. But Isolde’s shoulder was suddenly blocking my vision as she half leapt out of the saddle to tackle me—

	Then we were tumbling across the ground. I only regained my wits when we stopped moving, an abrupt pain in my shoulder signaling how violently I had landed on the hard ground. There was no crossbow bolt lodged in my skull, and I could clearly see why. 

	Isolde had taken the hit for me. Her body was on top of mine, the fletching of the bolt jutting out from behind her left shoulder. Her jaw was clenched tightly in pain as a tide of hot blood streamed down her arm onto me. Mithros was roaring next to us, pouncing on the few soldiers who had rounded the tower and dragging them down screaming. 

	And above it all, still atop the silo as if it were another watchtower, the Huntress was lining up another shot. 

	I only had a moment. There was no way I could stop a Senosi Huntress on my own—my magic would only feed her power. And her last shot had proven that a barrier spell wouldn’t help us against her, either. Shayera was the only one who could possibly stop such a foe, but she was at least thirty yards away on a different rooftop. And as remarkable as they were, her Dal’Rethi tattoos couldn’t make her fly. 

	Only I can. 

	It would be an insane gamble to try to teleport her from far away. With time and focus, it might have been possible, but there was no way in the void I could pull it off in the fraction of a second before the Huntress fired her crossbow. I needed something simpler that didn’t have to worry about a Senosi’s ravenous tattoos…

	Without time to roll Isolde off me, I opened my right hand and unleashed a torrent of arcane energy. Not a quick directed burst at a nearby target, not even a barrage of small but deadly missiles I could guide. This was every spark of power I could muster, a full-on torrent of raw energy focused into a single bluish-violet beam. 

	Directed right at the legs of the silo tower. 

	The beam seared through the first leg, disintegrating the wood and causing the entire tower to lurch forward like a sailing vessel in a storm. The Huntress wasn’t ready for the sudden motion, and I heard a faint whistle in the air as her crossbow bolt whipped just past my head and stabbed into the ground barely six inches from my ear. Given a second chance, I had no doubt that she could compensate. But no one, not even a trained assassin, would be able to keep her aim steady while the entire building she was standing on collapsed. 

	Fire racing down my arm, I swept the beam sideways, searing through the other legs one after another, praying to Zarach that I didn’t end up dropping the whole thing right on top of us.

	But no. Miraculously, it fell in the exact direction I had hoped: right at the manor house where Shayera was waiting on the roof. The structure creaked like an ancient oak as it toppled, timbers groaning, and the thunderous crash when it hit the ground was probably audible all the way in Vorsalos. A cloud of dirt, dust, and grain spewed into the air like a curtain of smoke.

	And beyond the debris, visible only thanks to her blazing blue tattoos, was Shayera Starwind. She rushed forward, leaping off the roof of the manor to land atop the now-horizontal silo I had brought right to her. 

	Where the Senosi Huntress was waiting for her. 
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  In any other confrontation against any other opponent, a giant silo crashing to the ground would have killed or at least maimed anyone standing on top of it. But in the here and now, on a battlefield filled with sorcerers and demon-possessed amazons and vatari-powered assassins, the normal rules weren’t in play. 


  As the silo toppled over, splitting open and spilling stored grain from its underbelly like a gutted fish, Jurisa somehow managed to ride the cylinder down and leap up onto its side just before it finally hit the ground. Between the rising clouds of dust and the thick curtains of smoke billowing up from the burning grass surrounding the manor, all I could see were the woman’s glowing green markings. And in all likelihood, all she could see were mine. 


  Grinning, I sprinted down the sloped roof of the manor. Mirek might not have been able to teleport me to her like I had hoped, but bringing the bitch to me was almost as good.


  The moment I reached the lip of the roof, I jumped. The leap would have been impossible for a normal person—the gap had to be at least fifteen yards straight across. But with all the stored energy coursing through my Dal’Rethi markings, the distance was almost trivial. I soared across the gap and landed in a crouch atop the broken remnants of the silo’s cone-shaped top, my blades held out and ready in case Jurisa just tried to shoot me like a coward before I could close to range. 


  Which, naturally, was precisely what she did. Her crossbow—the same heavy repeating design as Aunt Val’s favorite weapon—had three shots left in its cartridge, and she fired them all in rapid succession. Thankfully, my enhanced reflexes were up to the challenge: I sidestepped the first bolt, ducked beneath the second, and then swatted away the third with my swords. 


  To her credit, Jurisa didn’t slap in another cartridge and keep trying. She just scowled, tossed aside her crossbow, and triggered the long, wicked tiger claws concealed in her gauntlets. 


  “Starwind’s daughter,” the Huntress spat. “You’re a long way from home.”


  “I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be,” I countered. 


  Our voices were barely audible over the chaos raging below. It took all my self-control to remain focused on her even when I heard Mithros roar and Mirek unleash his magic. They had their jobs, and I had mine. 


  Hopefully, they’re already on their way out of here. I don’t intend for this to take long. 


  “And here I thought that Veleca’s pet was wrong,” Jurisa sneered, settling back into a balanced stance and waiting for me to make the first move. “The Princess of Highwind working together with a Crell sorcerer…I admit, it was the absolute last thing we expected.”


  “You’ll find I’m full of surprises.”


  I lunged forward. Leading with my main-hand weapon, I attacked with a rapid flurry of whirling strikes, mostly to test my opponent rather than score a quick kill. And unsurprisingly, Jurisa was more than up to the challenge. Despite having smaller weapons and inferior reach, she had no trouble deflecting my attacks. Predictably, she tried to disarm me by catching my blades between her claws and twisting, but I knew what to look out for and didn’t overcommit. Aunt Val had taught me all about Senosi fighting techniques. They were closer to martial artists than fencers, and they had plenty of tricks up their sleeves to deal with overconfident opponents who believed their superior reach would save them. 


  “You’ve had Senosi training,” Jurisa said as she flipped away, claws glinting in the moonlight as she almost casually returned them to her sides. “The traitor’s doing, I assume.”


  “I know all about your kind,” I said, careful to watch my footing as I took a step closer. The silo was wide enough that it was pretty stable despite the cylindrical shape, but duels could be won or lost on a single slip or stumble. “I know the way you fight, the way you think…the way you take pleasure in murdering and torturing innocent sorcerers, especially men.”


  The Huntress snorted, retreating a step to maintain the distance between us. She probably wanted to drag this out in the hopes that her men would be able to help her. Coward. 


  “From what I’ve heard, your mother didn’t pass on her power,” Jurisa chided. “Nor did your father ever bind you to that wretched blade of his. And now you’re allied with a bloody Crell? You must be such a disappointment.”


  I rushed forward again, alternating between low and high sweeps in such a frenzied rhythm that she wouldn’t have time to counter. For a split second, it seemed like it might catch her off-guard and give me an opening—I managed to score a wicked slash across her right thigh, cutting through her black leather pants and revealing more glowing green flesh beneath. But the hit didn’t even cause her to stumble, and I realized belatedly that it had merely been bait. I was in too close, and she suddenly spun her entire body around in a whirling, gravity-defying kick. I leapt away just before a stiletto blade jutted out from the flat heel of her boot and nearly slit my throat. 


  “Not bad,” she taunted as we reset again, her blade sinking back into her boot when her foot returned to the ground. “Not bad at all.”


  “You can’t win,” I told her. “The Senosi are gone. You’re just a little slow getting the message.”


  “Did you know that you’re the only person in this wretched city the demon can’t control?” Jurisa asked, ignoring the jibe. “I didn’t even realize those monstrosities could experience fear, but then I saw how it reacted after Tanisgarde. I admit, it was quite amusing to watch it squirm.”


  “I doubt your mistress will be as amused that we ruined her plans.”


  The Huntress arched a black eyebrow. It only deepened the wrinkles in her gaunt face. “Is that what you think you’ve done? You really have no idea what that Avetharri relic is capable of, do you?”


  I paused. I knew she was probably just stalling to buy her forces more time, but on the off chance she wasn’t…


  “What are you talking about?” I demanded. 


  “I really thought you would run straight home with your tail tucked between your legs, but it would seem that we underestimated you,” Jurisa said, a hint of genuine respect in her voice. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you freed the amazon. The girl deserves to die on her feet, not as a thrall of that wretched abomination.”


  My brow furrowed. Senosi were trained liars and assassins, but I didn’t sense any duplicity in her voice. Bitterness, certainly, but not overt deception. 


  “Those markings of yours are quite something, aren’t they?” the Huntress asked. “I never expected to see them on a princess. But then I remembered what you were…or rather, what you weren’t.”


  A dark smile touched her lips. “That’s the real reason you got the tattoos, isn’t it? The daughter of two legendary heroes couldn’t stand the thought of being…what’s the word? Nugûl, is it?” 


  I rushed forward again, already sick of this bitch’s voice. This time, I used the maeed cron’ha, a series of rapid, encroaching thrusts with both weapons designed to drive an opponent backward into less favorable terrain. Here, that terrain was the large rent in the side of the silo, created during the crash. If I got very lucky, she might trip and fall in; if I got a little lucky, she might at least stumble and give me an opening. 


  But no, it wasn’t going to be so easy. The moment her feet approached the gap in the wood, Jurisa vaulted straight up into the air and performed an acrobatic backflip that allowed her to land comfortably on the other side. I knew better than to follow—her claws were out and waiting for me the instant she landed. 


  “A girl born with every privilege imaginable, yet it still wasn’t enough,” Jurisa said without missing a beat. “You needed something that would let you look into the mirror and convince yourself that you deserve the pampered life you’ve been given. But deep down, you still know it’s all a lie. Your parents are the one and only reason you’re special.”


  “What’s your excuse for the tattoos?” I snarled back. “Boys wouldn’t pay attention to you, so you volunteered to be a psychopath?”


  The other woman’s eyes narrowed. Not in rage, as if I had struck a sore spot, but in…sorrow?


  “I don’t know why I thought you might understand,” Jurisa said. “The traitor has probably been whispering lies into your ears from the moment you were born.”


  “Lies? You mean the Senosi didn’t torture and slaughter thousands of people? You didn’t make everyone born with the tiniest spark of potential hide in fear that you’d murder them?”


  “We were protecting Vorsalos from the pirates who controlled it! We destroyed the Lecasi Brotherhood and the Grim Fangs and every other criminal cartel who ran this city. This plantation right here used to be a smuggling hub for lotus peddlers!” 


  She shook her head, her lip twisting. “We avenged people like us—people who can’t burn down buildings with their bare hands or end lives with a snap of their fingers. That’s the real difference between you and I, don’t you understand? You’re a spoiled brat who got those markings so you could feel special. I got them to protect the weak and vulnerable.”


  “Bullshit,” I growled. “All you’ve done with them is inflict pain and suffering.”


  “We did what was necessary to build a better world,” Jurisa said. “A world where the guilty were punished—where only the righteous and the worthy could wield true power. A just world; a fair world.”


  “Controlled by a single vengeful lunatic. I’ve heard the stories. Do you even know how your precious Inquisitrix died? Do you understand the nature of the power that consumed her?”


  “I understand that the dragon ruined everything, as his kind always do,” Jurisa said. “If the Sarodihm hadn’t trapped him, I can’t even imagine the terror he would have already unleashed.”


  I went cold, the blades in my hands suddenly feeling ten times heavier. “The Sarodihm?” I rasped. “What are you talking about?”


  Jurisa’s dark smile returned. “Did you really believe that the Senosi were the only ones who would try to stop the dragon? That no one else in Torsia would have the good sense to realize what his return could mean? A war for the rights to bear his child. An endless reign of fire and blood. A new Avetharri Empire…”


  My thoughts flashed back to Tairi and Astaril and all the others back in Nelu’Thalas. They had been obsessed with the way that Nugûl were treated in Nelu’Thalas, but they had never once mentioned the dragon. At least, not to me. 


  But then, the only reason I’m here in Vorsalos right now is because they lied to me. Tairi had told me that the Sarodihm wanted me as a symbol of Nugûl oppression. I thought she wanted me to protect them. When I learned the truth—when she came to me and revealed their plot for me to lead them in a bloody coup against the queen—that was when I walked away. 


  “The Sarodihm are the oldest enemies of the Wyrm Lords,” Jurisa said. “They have been trying to free the Fallen Gods from the Pale for thousands of years. A new dragon—and the offspring he could sire—are the greatest threat to their cause in an age.”


  “What did they do with him?” I demanded, glaring at her across the gap in the silo. “Where is the dragon?”


  “Somewhere you will never find him. My Senosi sisters may be dead, but the Sarodihm have survived in secret for thousands of years. They defeated the dragons once, and they can do so again.”


  Snarling, I lunged across the gap. I knew it was foolish—that she was goading me—but I couldn’t stop myself. I soared through the air, energy surging through my tattoos, my blades ready to slice her in half the instant she came within range. I understood exactly what I needed to do to defeat her—I had every thrust, every slash, every counter planned in advance. Val had taught me her moves, but no one had taught this woman mine. 


  Yet it made no difference whatsoever. 


  Jurisa moved quicker than lightning—quicker than anyone I had ever seen. After sidestepping my double-bladed strike when I landed, she effortlessly rolled away from my whirling follow-up, sending my blades whooshing harmlessly past her head. My markings made me stronger and faster than a normal human or elf, and yet she made me feel like I was fighting in mud. Every slash, every strike, was always a split second behind—


  And then her boot slammed into my chest with enough force to launch me backward into the hole. 


  It shouldn’t have been a long fall—the silo should still have held plenty of grain. But as terrifying as it was to imagine sinking into an endless mound of quicksand and suffocating, my heart skipped a beat when I realized there was nothing to catch my fall. I dropped farther and farther—


  Then slammed into something so hard my shoulder popped out of its socket. I screamed as my body lurched to the side, bouncing from one solid object to another amid the punch-swift sounds of splintering wood until I finally landed on a flat surface. Pain seared through my arm and torso, and I was vaguely aware of the sound of my swords clattering somewhere nearby. 


  It was only then, as I gritted my teeth and lifted my head to examine my surroundings, that I realized my worries about being buried were premature. The silo wasn’t filled with grain. 


  It was filled with weapons. 


  My lungs were too empty to gasp. I was lying flat against a half-smashed crate somewhere in the middle of the silo, surrounded on all sides by other overturned or shattered containers stuffed with supplies of war. Packed in among beds of straw were swords, spears, crossbows, shields, and more. I saw maker’s marks from Darenthi, Graygale, Galvia, even Talisham…


  Trying to move made my perch wobble alarmingly. It was like I was resting atop a mountain of loose bricks; if I rolled too much to either side, I could easily fall the rest of the way down and end up impaled on a spear or just a splintered piece of wood 


  “The Regent Lord has many enemies,” Jurisa’s voice called down from above. “Their donations to our cause have been quite generous. Not everyone in Vorsalos has forgotten the sacrifices we made on their behalf.”


  She leapt into the hole, the air whistling with her passage until she landed right next to me, causing the entire pile of crates stacked beneath us to teeter and nearly collapse. Her legs cracked on impact as if half her bones snapped, but she didn’t scream or even yelp in pain—she just stood there, jaw clenched, as the energy from her tattoos healed whatever she had just broken. 


  “Lord Ironsail would gladly hand our people over to the Crell as long as the Imperium lets him pretend to be king,” Jurisa spat. “Wretched cretin, as vile as any of the pirate lords we exterminated. He and his sycophants deserve to die.”


  A groan escaped me as I leaned up, but then the Huntress was suddenly straddling me, her claws at my throat. Her leathery face and burning green eyes were like staring into the face of a Chol. 


  “Why would you of all people help the Crell?” she snarled. “Once they control Vorsalos, it’s only a matter of time before they make their move on Highwind.”


  I coughed, tasting blood, but the pain was already starting to fade. “I’m not helping them. I’m trying to stop them!”


  “If that were true, you would be in Vorsalos hunting their sorcerers instead of out here hunting us,” Jurisa said. “The Crell have been training them in secret in the ruins of the Castarium.”


  “I know all about the Corvosi. I also know that you’re planning to attack the city with an army of undead. And they won’t just kill the Crell or the Regent Lord—they’ll slaughter thousands of your own people.”


  Her jawline twitched. “Not that many, I hope,” she said quietly. “Once Ironsail and his cronies are gone, Veleca insists that the undead will longer be necessary. She will return Vorsalos to its people.”


  Jurisa gestured with her left hand toward the piles of armaments all around us. There were easily enough supplies here to outfit hundreds of soldiers, maybe more. 


  “This will be more than enough to bring order,” she said. “For a time, at least.”


  “You really believe that an armed mob will bring order?” I asked. 


  “They couldn’t do worse than those who have come before,” Jurisa said, though her voice sounded forced, hollow. As if she didn’t truly believe it. “And at least Vorsalos will be free.”


  I half-coughed, half-snorted. “You’ve torn open fractures in the Pale! They won’t just close on their own. Demons could already be infesting the Brittle Finger, and Watcher knows how many will end up here in the city.”


  The Huntress drew in a long, slow breath. “I know.”


  I frowned as I looked up at her—at the genuine twinge of doubt and regret in her hardened face. “Then why—why are you going along with it?”


  Her blades pushed a bit tighter against my neck, but her eyes weren’t filled with malice. Not directed at me, anyway. 


  “I already told you,” Jurisa said. “The guilty must be punished.”


  “What about the innocent? Do they deserve to suffer, too?”


  Her expression darkened, a shift that was barely noticeable in the faint green-blue light from our tattoos. But more importantly, I noticed something else behind her—a sudden flicker of movement near the tear in the silo where we had dropped down. 


  And I knew what I had to do. 


  “If you really care about the people of Vorsalos, if you ever truly wanted to make the world a better place, then you’ll tell me where Veleca is hiding,” I said. “Give us a chance to find her and stop this madness!”


  “It’s too late for that,” Jurisa said woodenly. “Her armies are already in position. Even if you killed me, even if you destroyed every weapon in this silo, it still wouldn’t matter. No one in Vorsalos will be able to stop her.”


  “We can if you help us destroy the Focus!” I pleaded. “Without it, we can seal the fractures and trap the undead in the Pale.”


  “And hand Vorsalos over to the Imperium? Is that really the outcome the Princess of Highwind wants to see?”


  “We can worry about the Crell later. Right now I want to save lives—and you can still help me do that.”


  She stared down at me, her green eyes blazing as if they could see straight through my soul. For a few heartbeats, I thought she might actually relent. But when the faintest hint of a grim smile touched her lips, I knew she had made her choice. 


  The wrong choice. 


  “The traitor obviously taught you well,” she said. “But there is more to being a Senosi than the skills or the claws or even the Mark of the Huntress. We followed Marcella because we believed in her. We believed in her cause. A just crusade—a righteous crusade.”


  “A doomed crusade,” I countered. “The cause is lost.”


  “I know,” Jurisa said almost wistfully. “But I’m still here. And as long as I draw breath, I will never stop fighting in her glorious name.”


  “I had a feeling you’d say that,” I whispered. “But I really wish you hadn’t.”


  I went limp. My back dropped flat against the crate and took my throat several inches out of reach of her claws. The movement was so sudden, so unexpected, that Jurisa paused for a single heartbeat before she started to lunge after me. But that hesitation was more than enough. 


  I heard the sharp whistle in the air a split second before an arrow struck Jurisa in the chest. A mist of hot blood sprayed across my cheeks, and the Huntress gaped down at the crimson arrowhead now jutting out of her leather bodice. Her eyes lifted to see the shooter standing atop the opening in the silo above us, though the amazon warrior and Ithilvarûth were little more than a shadowy silhouette. 


  “For what it’s worth,” I said, “I’ll save as many of your people as I can.”


  Pulling my legs out from under her and then up to my chest, I kicked out with both feet and sent her body tumbling off our unstable mountain of crates to the bottom of the silo. There was no scream when she hit the floor, just a final gasp of air fleeing the lungs of her corpse.


  Carefully, to avoid disturbing my perch, I leaned forward and looked down over the edge of the crates to see the glowing green tattoos of the last Senosi Huntress fade into darkness.


   


  ***


   


  With their employer dead and an inferno blazing across half the entire estate, the surviving mercenaries quickly scattered into the night and disappeared. A part of me wanted to hop on Mithros and ride out of here without looking back, and not just because I wanted to return to Vorsalos as soon as possible. I had come here hoping to kill a war criminal—a monster. And while I had ultimately done just that, it hadn’t felt nearly as satisfying as I had hoped. 


  Mirek worked at containing the fire with his magic, while Isolde and I grabbed some shovels from the equipment shed near the servant’s quarters and tossed dirt on the flames wherever we could. More of the workers had stuck around than I had expected, and many of them came to our aid. Evidently, killing their overseers had generated a lot of goodwill toward the three mysterious strangers and their massive cat. 


  An hour or so later, it was all over. Clouds of smoke still lingered in the air, but none of the buildings had been seriously damaged aside from the silo and the northern watchtower. The only fire we left burning was for the pile of corpses. With all the potential fractures in the area, Mirek thought it would be wise to deny ready host bodies to any stray demons. 


  “There are enough supplies and weapons in here to equip hundreds of soldiers, maybe more,” Mirek commented as he peered through one of the broken walls of the collapsed silo. 


  “And enough carriages and wagons by the barracks to move them,” Isolde agreed. “The demon was never made aware of this plan. I am not certain I understand the goal.”


  The amazon’s breastplate was still wet with her own blood. The wound she had suffered had already closed, but not from any of the healing salves we’d found in the silo. The demon inside her was apparently still able to strengthen and heal her body, and it must not have wanted to lose its host. Right now, it seemed like a boon, but in the long term…


  In the long term, I doubted that a demon would keep its host alive if it didn’t expect to be freed.


  I exhaled slowly as I turned back to the row of corpses still waiting to be burned, including Jurisa’s. “She made it sound like there are still plenty of loyalists in the city,” I explained. “Her mercenaries were going to arm them so they would be in a position to take control once the Regent Lord and the Raven Court were out of the way.”


  Mirek hissed softly. “What about the undead? And the demons? This isn’t a door you can just easily close behind you!”


  “I know,” I replied quietly. “So did she.”


  I lifted my head to look at the starry sky, my thoughts flashing to Tairi and others back in Nelu’Thalas. They also believed that their cause was righteous, and they had been willing to spill innocent blood to see it through. They had earnestly believed that I would be willing to help them. I would never forget the look of shock and betrayal on Tairi’s face when I had told her I wouldn’t go along with it. 


  Probably not so different from the one Aunt Val had seen when she turned away from her Senosi sisters all those years ago. 


  “She told me that the Sarodihm are the ones responsible for the dragon’s disappearance,” I whispered. “And that they have him locked away somewhere we will never find him.”


  “She is wrong,” Isolde said, her eyes hard. “I will find my father. It is my destiny.”


  “I hope you’re right,” I said. “We could really use him right now.”


  We could really use anyone’s help right now. Mom. Dad. Aunt Val. Maiden’s mercy, I would settle for a few friendly Roskarim berserkers.


  But there were no reinforcements on the way, no cavalry on the horizon. Even if the dragon was still out there—even if Isolde could lead us to him—he wasn’t here to help us now. It was just the three of us against the world. 


  “We will yet prevail,” Isolde said, still looking right at me. “Without the Huntress to eliminate the Crell sorcerers, the city’s defenses are in a much better position.”


  I sighed, a flash of annoyance washing over me when I realized she had sensed my ruminations. I couldn’t hide something from her even if I wanted to. Then again, this bond was the reason she had known how much trouble I was in earlier—and why Mirek had teleported her up to the silo to help. 


  “She’s right,” he added, sidling up next to me. “With the Corvosi alive, the city at least has a chance. If we can warn them that the attack on the main gates is a feint and that the real threat will emerge from the harbor…” 


  The Huntress’s warning was still fresh in my thoughts. If the undead prevailed, it would be a calamity of apocalyptic proportions—not just because of the slaughter, but because of the fractures and the demonic infestation that would follow. But if the Crell sorcerers were victorious and Vorsalos became an Imperial colony in all but name…


  “Either way, we should head back to the city soon,” Mirek said solemnly. “It’ll be dangerous, but I don’t know, maybe there’s still something we can do to help.”


  “Maybe,” I said, glancing down at my arm as I finally allowed my tattoos to fade. “I guess we’ll find out.”
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  Author's Note


   



  The idea for this series—an “alternate
universe” where Varassa and her drow armies have conquered
Highwind—came from conversations with some of my fabulous
supporters on Patreon. Many of them were, um, titillated by
the possibilities, and I hope you are, too!


   



  Keep in mind that nothing in the following 4 books is
officially canon!...That being said, if you think it would be "fun" *wink wink* to
imagine the fate our sexy heroines could have potentially gone through if the Spider
Queen triumphed… Read on!


   




        
            
                
            
        

    
1

Conquest

 


“Our soldiers have completed their raid on
the old Duskwatch tunnels, mistress. Yet another resistance cell
has been annihilated.”

Varassa Hu’nate, Matron Mother of Vel’shannar
and High Priestess of the Spider Queen, smiled as she brought yet
another glass of azure wine to her lips. “Were there any
survivors?”

“Several, mistress,” Commander Sabal said,
his red eyes glimmering with pride as he knelt before her. “My men
are holding the prisoners in the Citadel dungeon. They await
your—”

“Slaves.”

Sabal paused. “Mistress?”

“They are not my ‘prisoners,’ foolish male.
They are my slaves.”

“Y-yes, mistress,” Sabal stuttered. “I
apologize for misspeaking.”

Varassa held out her hand, and one of her
acolytes immediately rushed over to snatch the empty glass. “My
mother would have punished you for such an error, Commander. A
tongue that slips, no matter how slightly, cannot be trusted with
secrets—and a tongue that cannot be trusted with secrets serves no
purpose whatsoever. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Sabal flinched ever so slightly. “Yes,
mistress. I promise, it will not happen again.”

Varassa allowed the uncomfortable silence to
linger for several seconds. She wasn’t actually going to punish him
for such a trivial mistake, of course. One of the former Matron
Mother’s many failures had been her overreliance on overt brutality
rather than the much more subtle nuances of fear. It was one of
innumerable reasons Varassa had been able to overthrow the old
regime and claim control of Vel’shannar. As long as she castrated a
truly disobedient or incompetent male every now and then, the
others would serve her faithfully and without question.

Varassa smiled slyly as she glanced about her
new throne room. Six months ago, this building had been the seat of
power in Highwind, but the artificers and slaves had shaped and
molded it into a stronghold worthy of their Matron Mother. From the
outside, the Black Palace looked like a giant spider nestled at the
heart of the city; from the inside, it looked almost identical to
the Spire of Sovereignty in Vel’shannar. The very thought of living
on the surface—even for a short time—was utterly repulsive, but her
ever-expanding empire needed her leadership. How the pathetic
rivvin had ever survived on their own remained a
mystery.

She glanced over at the new slaves chained to
the chamber’s eastern wall. There were nine of them in total, all
female and all trembling with dread. Varassa’s acolytes had
stripped and collared the rivvin before forcing them to
their knees in preparation for the Matron Mother’s judgment. Some
of them had been part of a resistance cell, while others were
common thieves. Their male accomplices had been executed on the
spot, naturally, but the females would make excellent breeding
stock in the harems of her gifted warriors like Sabal.

Assuming he told her what she wanted to
hear.

“You needn’t worry yourself yet, Commander,”
Varassa said eventually. “You have served me well, and for that you
shall be rewarded.”

“Thank you, Matron Mother,” Sabal said, the
tension slowly draining from his face. “I live to serve you—and
through you, the Spider Queen.”

“Yes, of course you do,” Varassa drawled just
enough to express the proper contempt for his presence. “What of
the Ranger-General? Did you find her during your raid?”

Sabal nodded. “We did, Matron Mother. The
highborn ranger is alive…and unspoiled, as you demanded.”

Varassa’s smile returned. After all this
time, the last prize of Highwind was finally hers for the
taking…

“Where is she now?” Varassa asked.

“General Nym wished to drag her through the
streets so the rivvin could see her broken and defeated,”
Sabal said. “He planned to bring her here next. He said you would
need time to prepare a proper welcome.”

Varassa rubbed her hands together in
anticipation. She had been waiting for this day ever since she had
first ordered her armies to attack Highwind. The initial siege had
ended quite quickly—the bizarre magical cataclysm that had thrown
Vel’shannar into chaos a year ago had also left the surface world
virtually defenseless. The Duskwatch, the Knights of the Silver
Fist, even the Mage’s Guild—they had all crumbled in the wake of
this “Shattering.” Vel’shannar’s victory had been swift and
total.

Except for one annoying and doggedly
persistent darthiir cunt. Serrane Starwind, Highwind’s
former Ranger-General, had spent the last six months organizing a
rebellion against the drow. She had never succeeded, obviously, but
she had prevented Varassa from asserting full control…until now. At
long last, the highborn bitch had finally been caught.

And Varassa was going to revel in her
conquest.

“Bring her to me as soon as General Nym
finishes his parade,” Varassa said. “I will question her
personally.”

“Yes, Matron Mother,” Sabal said. “Your will
shall be done.”

He bowed his head, and Varassa let him linger
at her feet for almost a minute before she finally gave him
permission to stand. “As a reward for your service, you may claim
any female you wish,” she said, gesturing to the naked
rivvil slaves.

Sabal glanced across the room, his red eyes
lighting up as he hungrily considered his choices. Several of the
thieves whimpered when he strode up to them, but the resistance
fighters had more backbone—they averted their eyes and clenched
their teeth in a futile attempt to steel themselves for the
inevitable. They were all fresh and unbroken, though that would
change soon enough.

“This one,” Sabal said, squeezing the nipples
of a buxom, dark-haired farmgirl. A frightened sob instantly
escaped her lips.

“Very well,” Varassa agreed. “You may keep
her until moonrise tomorrow, but I expect her to return
undamaged.”

The commander grinned as he took the girl’s
leash from the acolytes. Tears were already streaming down her
cheeks, but that would only make Sabal want her more.

“Is she ripe?” he asked eagerly.

“Quite. Plant your seed quickly, Commander,
and she shall be yours forever.”

Sabal’s eyes lit up again, and he dragged the
girl out of the chamber so quickly she could barely keep up. Her
pathetic whimpers echoed off the walls and sent a visible ripple of
terror through the remaining slaves.

Varassa chuckled softly as she finally
uncrossed her long, leather-sheathed legs. She sauntered across the
chamber, her stiletto heels clicking on the black marble floor with
every step. She rarely wore her armor indoors anymore; her silken
top cradled her breasts but left her stomach and back bare. The
mere sight of her flawless gray flesh surely drove her servants
wild, as did the sleek sash dangling from her waist and between her
legs. It wasn’t as though she needed the protection of actual
armor—her magic was more powerful than the hardest adamantine
breastplate.

“Leave us,” she ordered the acolytes. “And
summon my Throne Maiden.”

“Yes, Matron Mother,” the acolytes replied in
near unison as they hauled the other slaves out by their collars.
Once they were gone, Varassa finally threw back her head and
laughed.

Yet again, she had been victorious. Yet
again, the Spider Queen had rewarded her loyal service.

A year ago, none of this had seemed possible.
Varassa had still been the First Daughter, and the rule of the
former Matron Mother had been absolute. But then the Shattering had
befallen the Underworld, and every drow priestess had lost their
ability to channel the power of the Spider Queen. The infighting
had been instant and brutal. Many of the males had rebelled, and
some had even joined forces with the slaves. Female sovereignty
itself had been challenged, as preposterous as that seemed, and
Vel’shannar had almost fallen.

But Varassa had never lost faith. Along with
General Nym, she had rallied a large enough force to kill the
Matron Mother and subdue the uprising—at which point the Spider
Queen’s power had miraculously returned. No one understood
precisely what had happened, and the Dark Goddess had never
revealed why she had only restored magic to a few of her
priestesses. Perhaps she remained weakened somehow, or perhaps she
was simply rationing her power more carefully.

Whatever the case, only one thing truly
mattered: Varassa was now the unquestioned ruler of Vel’shannar,
and in time she would be the unquestioned ruler of the surface as
well. Highwind would merely be the first of many rivvil
settlements to fall. Vorsalos, Silver Falls, even Nelu’Thalas—soon
the Spider Queen’s armies would crush them all.

Varassa was still contemplating the
possibilities when the illusory wall behind her throne shimmered.
The spell concealed a secret passage known only to her most trusted
advisors, and a moment later, her Throne Maiden materialized from
the deep shadows as if she were a specter rather than a
flesh-and-blood woman.

“You summoned me, Matron Mother?” she asked,
head bowed.

“Yes, I did,” Varassa said. “The intelligence
you gathered on the Ranger-General’s resistance cell proved
accurate. Commander Sabal just informed me that his men raided the
Duskwatch tunnels and destroyed most of the rebels. You have done
well, my precious niskaru cunt.”

As always, Solemi beamed at the slightest
praise from her mistress. Varassa sometimes found it difficult to
believe just how much this half-elven mongrel had changed over the
years. When the girl had first been captured, she had been little
more than an amusing toy, but now…now she was something else
entirely. As Throne Maiden to the Matron Mother, Solemi wielded
enormous power over all the other slaves, and if not for the mixed
blood polluting her veins, she would have made an excellent
priestess herself.

Still, Varassa had slowly grown to appreciate
Solemi’s niskaru heritage in its own way. Her pale skin and
willowy limbs revealed her darthiir corruption, while her
curvaceous hips and plump breasts were a testament to her
rivvil blood. She was topless most of the time these days,
though she wore a diaphanous skirt over her ky’ostal
nauvith, the magical harness which protected her quim from all
the drow males who wished to ravage it. Her long, slender legs were
sheathed in heeled black leather boots, and her shoulder-length
blond hair had turned platinum over the years as if the Spider
Queen herself were trying to give the girl a taste of true dark
elven power.

“I have already rewarded Commander Sabal for
his efforts,” Varassa said, strutting in front of the girl. “But
your prize will be far more glorious: you are going to help me tame
the resistance leader herself.”

Solemi beamed again, but this time her
emerald eyes glimmered sadistically as she imagined the
possibilities. She could easily be as brutal as any drow, given the
opportunity. Her quim was probably soaked already.

Varassa placed her hand on the girl’s cheek.
Solemi’s eyes fluttered shut at the slightest touch of her
mistress, and she nuzzled into Varassa’s palm with the shameless
desperation of a mewling kitten.

If the prisoner weren’t already on her
way, I’d fuck my niskaru right now. I haven’t been inside
her in several days. It’s hard to believe how much I already miss
her warm lips and velvet folds…

“The Ranger-General will be unlike any
challenge you have faced before,” Varassa said, clearing her throat
and withdrawing her hand. “She is strong and stubborn, and her
highborn blood undoubtedly teems with misplaced pride. She will
resist…and you and I will break her.”

“I am honored, mistress,” Solemi breathed,
her hands and knees already trembling with excitement. “You will
not regret placing your faith in me.”

“I know,” Varassa said, and meant it.
“General Nym will return with my new pet soon, and I want my
chamber prepared for their arrival.”

Solemi nodded. “Everything will be ready in
time, mistress, I swear it.”

“Good.” Varassa turned and sauntered back to
her throne. “The Spider Queen has presented us a chance to break a
highborn daughter of Nelu’Thalas. It is a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity…and I do not intend to squander it.”

 


***

 


Unlike the rest of the renovated Black
Palace, the Matron Mother’s new lair was an entirely new addition.
The artificers had magically scooped out a large chunk of rock and
stone from beneath the original structure, and hundreds of slaves
had labored for months to properly sculpt the rooms and passages to
Varassa’s liking. In addition to the Matron’s Mother parlor and
adjoining master bedroom, there were three other chambers in total:
one for the Throne Maiden, one for General Nym, and one for
whichever slave Varassa currently found the most amusing.

If everything went as planned, Serrane
Starwind would be occupying that particular spot for some time…

Varassa grinned as she entered her parlor.
The lush purple carpet covering the floor had been spun by the
driders just a few weeks earlier, as had the blankets draped across
the oversized divan. They were the perfect complement to the
master-crafted furniture she had liberated from the nobles of
Highwind, especially the oaken shelves that were now filled with
her favorite toys and torture devices. The circular walls were
festooned with paintings depicting Varassa’s conquest of
Vel’shannar and of Highwind, and the entire room was bathed in dim,
purplish light cast by the single ever-burning torch on the sconce
above the divan.

However, the true centerpiece was the onyx
statue of the Spider Queen looming up against the eastern wall.
This particular effigy depicted the Dark Goddess as a full drow
rather than a drider, and her overwhelming beauty was a constant
reminder of the true power behind the resurgent Drow Empire. The
crystalline scrying orb clutched between her hands allowed Varassa
to view locations all across Highwind.

Solemi had already made all the necessary
preparations to welcome their new guest. A pillory had been placed
at the foot of the divan, and a rack had been assembled next to it.
Most importantly, the niskaru had laid out several essential
implements for easy access, from phalluses to whips to gags to the
pau’tharii collar which had once been used to train the
Throne Maiden herself. The collection included everything Varassa
would need to break even the strongest-willed slave.

Well, almost everything. General Nym,
the most powerful male in the Matron Mother’s service, would also
play an important role. He would be desperate to breed Varassa’s
new toy as soon as possible.

“I hope the arrangements are to your liking,
Matron Mother,” Solemi said, kneeling at the foot of the divan. “I
have also prepared the slave quarters for an extended guest, should
that be necessary.”

“We shall find out soon enough,” Varassa
said. She leaned over the divan and examined her toys, then slowly
traced her fingertip across the enchanted black leather of her
latest whip. Her artificers assured her that it could inflict
tremendous agony without leaving a single blemish in its wake. A
tough, stubborn highborn ranger would make for a perfect test. The
Matron Mother’s quim tingled when she thought about the delicious
darthiir screams echoing off the walls…

She was on the verge of ordering Solemi to
kneel and pleasure her when the scrying orb held by the statue
suddenly shimmered. Its surface swirled with purple fog for a few
moments before it revealed a vision of General Nym and his men
entering the plaza surrounding the Black Palace. When they marched
up the stairs to the adamantine gate, Varassa finally caught her
first glimpse of her new slave.

And the former Ranger-General was every bit
as glorious as she had hoped.

Serrane was tall, slender, and pale-skinned
like all the so-called highborn of Nelu’Thalas, but her supple,
athletic body was a vision of feminine power and perfection. Nym
hadn’t stripped her just yet; he knew better than to deny his
mistress the opportunity. Serrane’s leather breastplate was worn
and splattered with dried blood, as were her trousers and boots.
Her long blond hair was thoroughly disheveled, but she remained
defiant despite the gag stuffed in her mouth, the shackles binding
her wrists, and the collar clasped around her neck. Her crystal
blue eyes blazed with fury, and she snarled every time Nym tugged
at her leash.

“She will not be easy to break,” Solemi
whispered. The niskaru girl’s fingers had already begun
massaging her quim beneath her diaphanous skirt.

“There is no glory without a suitable
challenge,” Varassa said. “We shall revel in conquering her.”

The Matron Mother slowly uncoiled her whip
and cracked it in midair as she waited for her prize. Thankfully,
Nym didn’t tarry; he left his soldiers on the steps outside while
he personally dragged the Ranger-General inside the palace, through
its labyrinthine halls, and finally down the stairs to Varassa’s
lair. He offered his mistress a crisp bow when he arrived, and he
jerked the leash forward hard enough that Serrane stumbled and
almost fell flat on her face.

“I present to you Serrane Starwind, former
Ranger-General of Highwind.” Nym said, snickering as he put his
hand on the woman’s neck and forced her to her knees. “Without her
leadership, my men will be able to find and exterminate the last of
the resistance cells in a matter of days.”

“Well done, General,” Varassa said. “Very
well done indeed…”

She took a step forward to examine the
highborn cunt more closely. Her sinewy limbs, flat stomach, and
thick golden mane were even more impressive in person. Varassa was
tempted to shear off some of the lustrous locks for her collection,
but that, like so many other delights, would just have to wait.

“The entire city is now aware of her defeat,”
Nym said. “The holdouts will soon lose hope, and your reign will be
absolute.”

Serrane growled something into her gag, but
her words were unintelligible. Nym yanked her collar again
nevertheless.

“The Matron Mother did not give you
permission to speak, cunt!” he growled.

“No, I most certainly did not,” Varassa said
coolly. She allowed her whip to drag across the carpet behind her
as she slowly circled her new pet. The highborn’s wrists were
shackled tightly behind her back, and it was tempting to bind her
ankles as well. Perhaps later.

“This murderous bitch butchered an entire
battalion of my troops during the siege, and she has killed dozens
more since,” Nym said.

“The survivors are no doubt desperate for
vengeance,” Varassa mused. “I am tempted to give it to them.”

“I would prefer to punish her myself,
mistress. She is a sorceress trained by the wardens of Nelu’Thalas.
Any children she bears will likely also possess the gift.”

“You wish to breed her, then?”

“Yes,” Nym said, his red eyes glimmering with
lust. “Tonight, if possible.”

Serrane’s blue eyes widened in horror, and
Varassa allowed Nym’s threat to linger in the air for several
seconds before she bade him to lift the ranger to her feet and hold
her steady despite her struggles. Varassa chuckled and placed her
gray fingers upon the other woman’s toned, pale stomach.

“Hmm…she is quite ripe,” Varassa said. “Your
seed would almost certainly take root, so long as you plant it
within the next few days.”

Nym smiled and jerked the leash again. “Then
I shall begin immediately.”

“Patience, General,” Varassa chided. “This
cunt may still possess valuable information, and I wish to give her
the chance to aid our cause. A highborn slave would make an
excellent Throne Maiden, wouldn’t you agree?”

“But she deserves punishment! We cannot allow
her to—”

The general froze the instant Varassa turned
her eyes upon him. His cheek twitched, and he let out a long, slow
breath.

“My apologies, mistress,” he said. “I regret
my choice of words.”

“As well you should, male,” Varassa said,
allowing her voice to cool several degrees. “There is no we
here, General. My will is your destiny.”

Nym bowed his head. “Of course, Matron
Mother. This victory and its spoils are yours.”

“Never forget that.”

Nym may have been her most loyal and
influential servant, but he was still a servant—and a male one, at
that. His competence and ruthlessness had earned him the right to a
breeding harem, but she still couldn’t afford to let him become
overconfident. The former Matron Mother had made that mistake with
Varassa. Trust was for the foolish, after all, and there was no
such thing as a true ally in the darkness of the Underworld.

Still, Nym was a vastly superior male
specimen. He was tall for a drow male—even in heels, Varassa could
barely meet him eye-to-eye—and he had spent decades relentlessly
forging his body into a weapon of war. She couldn’t deny that the
mere sight of his sculpted gray flesh often set fire to her quim.
She had even allowed him to spill inside her—a rare, life-defining
moment for most males under her command.

But for now, he was just going to have to
wait. This prize was hers and hers alone.

“Leave us,” Varassa said. “Continue your
search for any of her remaining accomplices and interrogate the
other survivors however you see fit. Give them to your men if you
wish—whatever gets them to talk. I will summon you if your services
are required again.”

“As you command, Matron Mother,” Nym said,
handing her the leash. “Glory to the Spider Queen.”

After favoring Serrane with a final lustful
look, Nym turned and left the parlor. Varassa chuckled again the
instant the door closed behind him.

“You see now what fate awaits you should
choose to remain obstinate,” she said. “The general’s harem always
has room for another cunt. If you refuse to cooperate, you will
spend the next century bearing him child after child, and your
mongrel spawn will fight and die on battlefields across the world
in the Spider Queen’s name.”

The highborn snarled unintelligibly into her
gag, but her muffled protestations only made Varassa snicker. She
was going to relish every moment of this.

“I see you still haven’t learned the first
lesson of the Black Palace,” Varassa said. “No slave shall speak
without permission.”

She slapped Serrane across the cheek. The
woman’s pale flesh flared an angry red, and when she snarled again,
Varassa backhanded her just as hard. This time, the highborn
remained silent afterward, though the Matron Mother still
threateningly cracked her whip.

“I suggest you grow accustomed to the bitter
taste of your pride, darthiir cunt,” Varassa growled. “You
will find it more palatable than the sting of my lash.”

After glaring down at the highborn for
several long, menacing seconds, Varassa turned and beckoned Solemi
from her perch at the foot of the divan. The niskaru girl
stood and approached, her eyes locked on Serrane and every bit as
lustful as Nym’s. As always, her servile disposition belied her
ruthlessness. Given the chance, she would dominate the highborn
every bit as brutally as Nym.

“My Throne Maiden here wasn’t so different
from you once,” Varassa said, gently massaging the niskaru’s
plump, human-sized breasts. The girl nibbled at her lip and sighed
contentedly. “She wanted to believe that someone would save her,
but then she realized she had already been liberated from the
drudgery of her pointless life on the surface. I gave her the
greatest gift of all—total submission to the Spider Queen. For one
with such polluted blood, there is no greater glory.”

Grinning, Varassa slowly slipped out of her
thigh-high boots before pushing her panties to the floor. She
allowed the highborn a good, long look at her hairless drow quim
before she took a deep breath and whispered a prayer to the Dark
Goddess. Aetheric energies instantly surged through her entire
body, and the Matron Mother carefully shaped the raw power into one
of her favorite spells. A thick gray cock sprouted from inside her
quim, instantly drawing a surprised—and frightened—gasp from
Serrane.

“Behold your new master,” Varassa said,
curling her fingers around the rigid stem. “Serve it well, and you
shall be rewarded.”

While the ranger recoiled at the size of the
magical phallus, Solemi was practically salivating. The
niskaru girl stared at the throbbing stem as if it were the
only thing she had ever desired.

“May I prepare you, mistress?” she asked
breathlessly.

“You may indeed,” Varassa said.

Her Throne Maiden didn’t waste a single
second; she dropped to her knees, crawled forward, and parted her
ruby lips to inhale the tip of the phallus. A shockwave of delight
rippled throughout Varassa’s body, and her legs become so weak she
momentarily wobbled on her heels before she could collect herself.
Solemi’s skills at cock sucking remained unmatched in the
Underworld; males across Vel’shannar would give almost anything to
feel her lips and tongue on their stems.

“You see how eagerly she has embraced her
role?” Varassa said, feathering her fingers through the
niskaru’s platinum hair. “If your lips are half this
skilled, you could have a valuable position in my court. If not,
well, General Nym’s soldiers aren’t nearly as selective in their
tastes. I wonder how many cocks your highborn throat could drain in
a day…”

Serrane’s eyes widened when Varassa amplified
the spell and enlarged the stem. Soon it was the size of an orc
male’s, though Solemi didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. Her
fingers eagerly stroked the base while she took the tip and shaft
into her velvety throat. There were times when Varassa wondered if
anything could truly sate the girl’s hunger. She even seemed to
enjoy draining the minotaurs.

“Enough!” Varassa said, tugging on Solemi’s
hair and pulling her away. The Matron Mother almost spilled anyway;
her cock twitched in midair for several seconds, desperate for
release. If she had been a true male, she never would have been
able to control herself. They were slaves to their stems, and the
Spider Queen’s magic allowed her chosen servants to understand the
nature of that bondage—and use it to manipulate them.

Still, Varassa couldn’t deny that cocks had
their uses. Nothing else in her vast collection possessed a greater
power to discipline her slaves, and she couldn’t deny how glorious
it felt to drench one of her subjects in a shower of seed.

“Your new master is ready, cunt,” Varassa
said, stepping directly in front of Serrane. “If you serve him
well, you shall be rewarded. If you serve him poorly, I shall
simply satisfy him with a different hole.”

The Matron Mother slapped her stem against
the highborn’s cheeks. Surprised, Serrane groaned into her gag and
tried to scuttle away on her knees, but Varassa immediately jerked
on the leash and held the other woman in place.

“Open her mouth,” Varassa commanded.

Solemi crawled forward and began unfastening
the leather straps holding the gag in place. Varassa’s cock
throbbed in anticipation of entering another warm, wet sheath, and
she continued smacking it against the highborn’s forehead to
humiliate the bitch as much as possible…

“Le’thos!” Serrane snarled the instant
the gag fell from her mouth. “Jukatta le—”

Her voice cut out when Solemi clutched her
throat and squeezed. The ranger’s blue eyes shot wide open as she
gasped for air.

“The Matron Mother already warned you once,”
the niskaru girl snarled. “You will not speak without
permission!”

Varassa snickered. Once again, she was
tempted to allow her Throne Maiden a few minutes alone to
discipline their new pet. The girl’s ability to control and
dominate other females was a sight to behold. She would happily
fuck them in the ass for a week straight if that was what it took
to break them. But as amusing as that would have been to watch,
Varassa wanted—and deserved—to break this surface bitch
herself.

“You will not utter a word of your filthy
darthiir speech here,” Varassa warned. “Every time you
disobey, you will be punished.”

She signaled for Solemi to release her grip,
and the moment she did so, Serrane gasped for breath. She glared up
at her captors through bloodshot eyes.

“You will never get away with this, drow
bitch,” the ranger snarled. “The people of Highwind will—”

Solemi slapped her hard across the face, and
she reared back to do it again before Varassa snatched the girl’s
wrist. “Enough,” the Matron Mother said, snickering. “If she
refuses to remain silent, I shall simply gag her myself.”

Taking a step backward, Varassa whispered
another prayer to the Spider Queen. The Goddess’s power flowed
through her high priestess, and Varassa shaped it into yet another
of her favorite spells. A sprawling nexus of shimmering webs
appeared on the ceiling, and she called down several long, thick
strands.

Serrane gasped in surprise when the
tentacle-like tethers grabbed her shackled wrists and unbound
ankles and hoisted her up into the air. Within seconds, she was
suspended face-down several feet above the floor, and the webs were
so tight she could barely move an inch.

“Release me!” the highborn demanded. “Or I
swear to the gods I will—nnmph!”

Her protests became little more than muffled
cries when the webs curled around her chin and clamped her mouth
shut. Varassa snickered again and placed her gray fingers on the
other woman’s cheek.

“Allow the Goddess to hold you in her warm,
loving embrace,” the Matron Mother sneered. “And pray that she
finds you worthy enough to let go.”

Cackling delightedly, Varassa began slapping
Serrane’s cheeks with her massive gray cock once again. The
highborn closed her eyes and clenched her teeth to endure this
degradation, but it only encouraged Varassa to slap harder. She was
seriously tempted to shower the cunt’s face with seed right here
and now just to watch her squirm, but Varassa wanted to feel the
warm cradle of a highborn throat first. It had been far, far too
long since she had broken a true-blooded slave.

“Strip her,” the Matron Mother ordered as she
stopped slapping Serrane and began stroking her cock again instead.
“A slave has no use for armor.”

As always, the Throne Maiden obeyed without
question. She started by unstrapping the ranger’s cropped
breastplate, exposing the woman’s perky highborn tits. Serrane’s
trousers and boots were next, and the webs helpfully parted to
allow Solemi full access without completely releasing their hold.
Soon the darthiir’s naked, bound body was on full
display…and it was every bit as glorious as Varassa had hoped.

“Oh, General Nym definitely wouldn’t be able
to last long inside you,” the Matron Mother said as she circled
Serrane, leaning down and dragging her fingertips along the other
woman’s taut belly. “No male could, I imagine.”

Serrane squirmed helplessly, but even her
athletic body was no match for the Spider Queen’s bondage. The webs
would sap her sorcerous might as well, preventing her from
channeling the Aether. The only escape was total submission.

“I wonder, how many cocks have you already
serviced?” Varassa asked, pacing around her slave. “You have lived
with the rivvin for some time, have you not? I bet you’ve
developed a taste for their stems.”

“Our spies believe she has taken a human
lover,” Solemi said. She stepped up to the highborn’s right flank
and began idly twirling her fingers through the other woman’s
golden mane. “A Knight of the Silver Fist named Julian Cassel.”

“A paladin?” Varassa exclaimed with a snort.
“Yes, of course you wouldn’t settle for anything less. My Throne
Maiden also had a taste for paladin cock once. Her old lover is
still back in Vel’shannar, though I could easily summon him.
Perhaps I’ll have him breed you after Nym…”

The ranger’s futile struggles began to slowly
spin her in place. When her splayed legs moved in front of Solemi,
the niskaru darted between them and dragged a finger along
the length of the highborn’s slit.

“She is wet, mistress,” the girl replied,
snickering as she licked her fingertips clean. “Perhaps she enjoys
the idea of joining the general’s harem.”

Varassa laughed. “Oh, I knew it. You
darthiir are predictably pathetic. You decry our raids to
the surface, yet you secretly yearn for us to conquer you.”

Serrane muttered something again, but her
glistening quim betrayed her true feelings. A part of her was
already enjoying this. She was going to make a fine Throne Maiden,
indeed…

“It’s time,” Varassa said, smacking her cock
across the highborn’s face again. “Prove your worth to me as a
servant or spend the rest of your long life in a breeding harem.
The choice is yours.”

Solemi ducked out from between Serrane’s legs
and rushed over to pull the webs from her lips. “Open your mouth!”
the girl commanded. “Taste the power of the Spider Queen!”

Amazingly, the highborn obeyed. She lifted
her head and parted her lips as far as she could, and Varassa
wasted no time nudging the swollen tip of her phallus inside.
Serrane glanced up as the shaft began to slide past her teeth—

And promptly bit down as hard as she
could.

A true male would have shrieked in agony, but
Varassa felt nothing but pleasure. Her cock was impervious to
damage; Serrane’s teeth couldn’t penetrate the magical flesh. And
even if they could, the phallus lacked any true pain receptors.

The Matron Mother chuckled contemptuously at
the highborn’s futile rebellion. “Did you honestly believe that
would work? I am not a pathetic male—you cannot harm this stem. But
I promise you this, cunt: you will learn to respect its power.”

Varassa gestured to Solemi, and the girl
leaned forward and pinched the highborn’s nostrils shut. The look
on Serrane’s face was priceless: her crystal blue eyes gaped wide
when she finally realized just how helpless she really was. Her
last petty act of defiance had failed. Surrender was her only
option.

Yet she still held out. Serrane’s face went
red as her lungs begged for air, and for a long moment, Varassa
wondered if the stubborn bitch would actually suffocate rather than
submit. But then her lips suddenly opened, and the Matron Mother
plunged the full length of her cock down the highborn’s throat. It
was every bit as warm, soft, and tight as a rivvil cunt.

“Yes, there you go,” Varassa cooed. “Swallow
your pride…and your destiny.”

She held her cock in place for several more
seconds before she finally signaled for Solemi to let go. Serrane
sucked in as much air as she could through her nose even as her
throat bulged with Varassa’s rigid member.

The Matron Mother only granted the highborn a
moment of reprieve before she pushed the phallus in deeper and
deeper. The highborn was obviously more experienced than she let
on; she quickly relaxed her throat so she didn’t gag, though her
helpless gurgles only spurred Varassa to push harder. After
grabbing a thick handful of blond hair, she pounded the phallus in
and out, in and out, in and out…

“Phraktos, dos phuul ji sseren,” she
breathed, reveling in the glory of her conquest. As much as she
enjoyed fucking the fresh, unspoiled cunts of her new slaves, there
had always been something special about forcing her stem down the
throats of her subjects. It was the purest expression of power.

And power was the ultimate offering to the
Spider Queen.

Varassa grinned as she felt a climax
approaching. Solemi had already crawled back between the highborn’s
legs to feast upon her quim, and the sight of the Throne Maiden’s
glistening chin was more than enough to push the Matron Mother over
the edge. She yanked on Serrane’s hair as she thrust one final
time—

“Ultrinnan!” Varassa shouted as she
pulled out at the last instant. The magical phallus erupted,
spraying Serrane’s face with a thick, viscous volley of searing
seed. She barely managed to close her blue eyes before the Matron
Mother’s bounty splattered her forehead, nose, and cheeks. By the
time the cock was spent, several gooey strands were dangling from
the highborn’s chin.

Varassa expected her slave to spit and scowl,
but she couldn’t—her body was too busy convulsing from her own
climax. The highborn tried and failed to muffle her pitiful
whimpers, which made their sweet sound all the more glorious. She
may have been stubborn, but she was also clearly a slut. Her
inevitable fall would be magnificent indeed.

“Llieh,” Varassa breathed, marveling
at how drained she felt after the phallus spent. She beseeched the
Spider Queen for a blessing of vigor, and a restoring surge of
energy immediately washed over her.

“May I take her now, mistress?” Solemi asked
from her knees, her lips and chin still glistening with highborn
nectar.

“Patience, my pet,” Varassa said, scooping a
strand of seed from Serrane’s cheek and smearing it into her long
golden locks. “She must first learn to wear the mark of the Spider
Queen with pride, just as you did. As my bounty dries upon her
flesh, she will learn to embrace her new role.”

Solemi hungrily eyed the highborn’s pale
flesh. “She is especially willful, mistress. She may require
additional discipline.”

“And she shall have it, in time,” Varassa
said, opening her palm and dispelling the phallus. Her own quim was
still slick and ready. “For now, you shall relieve me.”

The niskaru eagerly scuttled around
Serrane and brought her tongue to her mistress’s sodden slit. She
was every bit as skilled at pleasuring a quim as a cock, and
Varassa gently stroked the girl’s platinum hair right in front of
the exhausted, seed-splattered slave.

“The Spider Queen has many lessons prepared
for our guest,” the Matron Mother said, smiling. “We shall begin
again soon.”
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Humility

 


Serrane Starwind awakened with a start, and
her eyes immediately scoured the darkness for any signs of her
captors. She couldn’t believe she had allowed herself to fall
asleep in this horrible place—she should have forced herself to
stay alert and vigilant.

I also should have forced myself not to
climax like a whore when that drow bitch shoved her cock in my
mouth.

The ranger snarled in disgust—mostly at
herself—as she continued scanning the room. The Matron Mother had
extinguished the magical torch before she left, shrouding the
entire room in shadow. The only source of light was the faint,
ominous violet glow of the crystalline orb clutched in the hands of
the statue on the wall. Serrane didn’t hear any breathing, however,
which probably meant she was alone. How long had she been
unconscious? Her only point of reference was that the semen
covering her face and chin had dried.

I used to play this game with Julian. He
would mark his territory by covering my whole body, and I would let
it dry until morning. What would he say if he knew that a part of
me enjoyed being tied up by my enemies? What would he think if he
saw how hard I came when that drow bitch fucked my throat?

Serrane snarled and tugged at her restraints.
The leash had been removed from her collar, but she was still
suspended face-down in midair, unable to move or rotate her head
more than a few inches in any direction. Her arms were locked
behind her back and her legs were splayed open wide, and no amount
of struggling helped free them. She didn’t understand how simple
webs could be this strong. She was bound, naked, and completely at
the mercy of her captors.

And a part of me loves it.

Grimacing, the ranger forced herself to take
a deep breath and reach out to the Aether. She could still feel its
power suffusing the room, but every time she tried to shape it into
a spell, the magic fizzled at her fingertips. Somehow, the webs
were sapping away her strength. Perhaps the statue was imbuing them
with power…

After a few more failed attempts, Serrane
finally gave up. Her sorcery wouldn’t save her here, especially
without her bow to focus her power. Her only real chance was to
hold out as long as possible for Julian to rescue her. The thought
of being a damsel in distress made her nauseous, but the truth was
unavoidable. He and his surviving knights were undoubtedly
searching for her already, and they wouldn’t stop until they found
her.

Or died in the attempt.

Serrane’s stomach sank at the thought. After
six months of bloody struggle against the drow occupation, the
resistance was no closer to victory. In fact, things were far worse
than they had ever been. The Matron Mother’s slave armies
outnumbered the resistance fighters a hundred to one, and the dark
elf priestesses seemed completely unaffected by the Shattering. How
could the Spider Queen still grant them power when all the other
gods had fallen silent? Was she responsible for this cataclysm
somehow?

The ranger was still hanging helplessly in
place when she heard a sudden thud just outside the door
behind her left shoulder. The sound repeated a second and then a
third time, and Serrane swore she heard a stifled gasp before
everything went silent.

Frowning, she craned her neck to look at the
door. When nothing else happened for almost a minute, she started
to wonder if she had imagined the whole thing…but then she heard
metal scraping on metal, almost like someone was trying to pick the
lock.

Her heart raced in her chest. Had the
resistance found her already? It seemed impossible—the Black Palace
was the most heavily guarded building in the entire city these
days. But why else would someone be trying to break in?

Serrane held her breath as the scraping grew
louder and louder. Eventually there was a loud click, and
when the door burst open, a familiar figure stormed into the
room.

“Julian!” Serrane called out. “Oh, thank the
gods…”

He rushed over to her so quickly that his
movements were little more than a blur in the darkness. His face
was covered in blond stubble and smeared with dirt, but she had
never seen a more beautiful sight in her whole life.

“Escar’s mercy,” he gasped, placing his hands
around the sides of her head and dropping to a knee in front of
her. “When I heard you’d been captured, I feared the worst…”

He leaned in and kissed her. The faint, dying
embers of hope flickering inside her roared back to life, and for a
single perfect moment she could almost forget that the world had
fallen to pieces around them.

“How in the bloody hell did you get in here?”
Serrane asked. “The guards—”

“I’ll explain later,” Julian said. “Right
now, we need to get you out of here.”

He drew a dagger from his belt and rose to
inspect the webs around her shoulders for any sign of a weak spot.
He was clad in the purple-black leather armor of the Matron
Mother’s slave soldiers; the resistance had stolen dozens of
similar suits over the past few months. Still, that didn’t explain
how he could have possibly gotten past so many drow warriors. Slave
soldiers weren’t allowed inside the Black Palace, otherwise the
resistance would have been able to embed spies here months ago…

“Gods, what did they do you?” Julian
breathed, his fingers hovering above the dried seed splattered
across her face.

“The Matron Mother will pay for her
depravities,” Serrane hissed.

“And you didn’t fight back?”

Serrane glared at him. “Of course I did!”

“Are you certain?” Julian asked, his lip
twisting in disgust. “I know you better than anyone. You probably
liked it, didn’t you?”

“What?” she stammered. “Julian, cut me
down!”

“Why? We both know you prefer it this way,”
he said, placing his hands upon the webs binding her arms. “Trapped
and powerless, completely at the mercy of your captors…deep down,
this is all you’ve ever really wanted.”

Serrane’s mouth went dry. She couldn’t even
muster the will to speak. What in the hell was he doing? What in
the hell was he saying?

“You’ll be happier if you just admit the
truth,” Julian said, sliding the dagger back into its sheath at his
belt. “You’ve always longed for a life of simple, obedient
submission, and this is your chance to finally embrace it.”

A cold tingle rippled down the length of
Serrane’s spine. “You aren’t Julian.”

“Does it matter?” he asked. “I’m here to
rescue you from your true bondage—the lies you’ve always told
yourself.”

He smiled down at her, and his entire face
began to change. His stubble receded, his hair grew out, and he
shrank almost a foot. Soon, Serrane was staring at a topless
half-elven woman with green eyes and a wicked grin on her lips.

“Good morning, cunt,” Solemi said. “I hope
you don’t mind me entertaining myself.”

Serrane closed her eyes and swallowed the
bitter lump in her throat. She should have known that the drow
wouldn’t settle for mere physical torture—they would try and
assault her mind as well. She needed to be ready for anything.

“I have only seen your Knight-Captain from a
distance a handful of times,” the half-elf girl said, snickering.
“I’m pleased I was still able to weave a convincing illusion.”

Serrane took a deep breath and ordered
herself to remain calm. She still remembered hearing the news about
Solemi’s disappearance a few years ago. Evidently, the half-elf and
a local farmboy had been snatched up by the drow somewhere outside
of Riverbend. By all accounts, the girl had been sweet and charming
once, but apparently years of being crushed beneath the heel of a
drow priestess had warped her mind.

The same thing could happen to me if I’m not
careful.

“I’m surprised your mistress allows you to
weave magic unsupervised,” Serrane said.

Solemi snorted. “That’s because you don’t
know anything about her. She has always nurtured my talents. Magic
is power, and power is everything in Vel’shannar.”

The ranger pursed her lips as her body
continued swaying helplessly in the webs. There had to be some way
she could turn this situation to her advantage. Perhaps she could
get through to this girl somehow, especially without the Matron
Mother looming over her shoulder.

“If you untie me, we could sneak out of here
before anyone knows we’re gone,” Serrane said. “I still know this
building well…we could easily escape.”

Solemi arched one of her platinum eyebrows.
“And why would I possibly want to do that?”

“Don’t you want to see your family
again?”

“The only family I need is here,” the girl
said, gesturing toward the statue to their right. “I serve the
Matron Mother, and through her, the Spider Queen.”

Serrane sighed. She had known this wouldn’t
be easy, but it was still her only real chance. There had to be
some way to get through to this girl…

“I realize this must all be very overwhelming
for you, and I can’t even begin to imagine the torments you must
have endured in the Underworld,” Serrane said. “But things don’t
have to be this way. You can still return to—”

“Oh, you are adorable!” Solemi
chuckled as she sauntered forward on her stiletto heels. “You
honestly believe you can ‘save’ me, don’t you?”

“What I think is that you’re confused. But I
promise, once we get you back to your family, we can—”

Solemi threw back her head and laughed. It
was sweet and wicked all at once, and a dark shiver skittered down
Serrane’s spine.

“The mistress will definitely want to keep
you around, cunt,” the half-elf said, placing her hand upon the
ranger’s seed-covered cheek. “Breaking you will be a true delight.
But one day soon, you will understand the truth. You will eagerly
kneel before your new mistress…and you will know power and pleasure
beyond your wildest fantasies.”

Solemi patted Serrane’s cheek twice before
she shuffled over to one of the dressers veiled in shadows along
the western wall. Her hand dipped into the top shelf and returned
holding another leash. It was significantly shorter than the one
she had used yesterday, and the girl wasted no time fastening it to
the small metal ring on the front of Serrane’s collar.

“Please, just listen to me,” the ranger said,
wincing at the subtle tug on her neck. “You don’t have to be a
slave to anyone. You can be free again!”

Solemi’s smile slowly wilted. “Free to do
what? Live in fear that some old wizard will discover my sorcery
and lock me away? Half-breed farm girls from Riverbend aren’t given
the same opportunities as highborn elves from Nelu’Thalas. Do you
know how Highwind used to punish illusionists? Your Council would
have locked me in the Gray Citadel…or maybe even banished me all
the way to the Galespire out east.”

The half-elf shook her head. “I am far freer
as the mistress’s slave than I ever was as a sorcerer on the
surface. Like I said, the Matron Mother nurtures my gift. Among the
drow, no one is forced to apologize for embracing their power.”

Serrane swallowed heavily. “I don’t approve
of the way the Guild treats channelers, but it doesn’t matter
anymore. After the Shattering, everything is different. If you help
me, there’s a chance we could—”

Solemi slapped Serrane across the face. “Save
your breath, highborn. You will need it when your throat is bulging
with General Nym’s cock.”

Magic crackled at Solemi’s fingertips, and
the webs began to twist and writhe around the ranger’s body as they
gently lowered her to the floor. Her legs and ankles were soon
free, though they kept her arms pinned tightly behind her back.

“The Matron Mother wants you to understand
the fate that awaits you should you refuse to cooperate,” Solemi
said, grabbing Serrane’s leash and tugging her forward. “Now walk,
cunt!”

The girl dragged Serrane across the parlor
toward the door. The ranger struggled to free her wrists, but
somehow the webs were still preventing her from reaching out to the
Aether. All she could do was stumble forward while Solemi led her
through the long, shadowy corridors of the Black Palace.

The drow sentries snickered at the naked
highborn elf as she was paraded past them. Some reached out to
fondle her tits, while others smacked her ass. All of them leered
hungrily at Serrane as if she were a piece of meat. If they had
paused for even a moment, the men surely would have groped her quim
as well.

But thankfully, Solemi pushed forward. When
they finally emerged from the palace, the sun was blazing in a
cloudless blue sky. The stone steps leading down into the plaza
below remained intact, and a crowd of Highwind citizens had
gathered along the sides. About a hundred of the Matron Mother’s
slave soldiers—the ones who weren’t blinded by daylight—had
cordoned off a path for the Throne Maiden to escort the
Ranger-General.

“It is time for your people to see their
heroine for what she really is,” Solemi said. “A weak, powerless
slut covered in the seed of her conqueror. Let the sun bake the
Matron Mother’s dominance into your flesh as a reminder of your
failure.”

She jerked on the leash so hard that Serrane
choked and nearly tripped. As the two of them descended the steps,
the crowd fell silent. Other would-be conquerors might have used
this opportunity to give a grandiose speech to their new subjects,
but the Matron Mother was nowhere to be found. Evidently, she was
content to allow fear to do the work for her.

Serrane averted her eyes and stared down at
the cobblestone streets as she was pulled forward. Every step was
more humiliating than the last. She had never been defeated this
thoroughly in a century of battle, and for the first time in her
life, she had no idea if she could fight her way out.

Julian is my only hope. He must be out there
in the crowd somewhere waiting to strike…

Serrane repeated those words to herself over
and over again, but Julian and his surviving knights never
appeared. No one tried to rescue her—no one shouted a single word
of support from the crowd. The people of Highwind had been so
thoroughly terrorized she could feel their despair clinging on the
wind. The Ranger-General’s bound, naked body was the final symbol
of the resistance’s failure, and the Matron Mother knew it.

After a degrading half-mile march, Serrane
and Solemi finally arrived at the steps to the Gray Citadel. For
the better part of the last century, the prison had held the most
dangerous people in the Northern Reaches, from sorcerers to
vampires to lycanthropes. The Mage’s Guild had always insisted that
the conditions within were “humane” and “civilized,” though no one
had ever truly believed them. Still, it was hard to imagine how
much worse things must have been since the Matron Mother converted
the whole structure into her personal dungeon.

Serrane quickly got her answer. The moment
the guards opened the door, she heard female screams echoing down
from the upper levels. Whips cracked against flesh, and the shouts
of drow interrogators quickly followed. Many of her fellow
resistance fighters were almost certainly up there right now. It
made her sick just thinking about it…

“You needn’t worry about visiting the
prison,” Solemi said, stopping and pausing in the middle of the
atrium. “General Nym keeps his breeding harem on the lower
levels.”

Bile rose in Serrane’s throat. The drow
really were every bit as barbaric and monstrous as the orc clans of
the Shattered Peaks.

Solemi tugged on the leash again and dragged
Serrane toward the steps leading down to the old dungeons. The
Citadel had never been a cheerful place, obviously, but like
everything else, the drow had made it far worse. The statues of the
old human gods had been replaced by idols to the Spider Queen, and
the bright lanterns had been replaced by dim magical torches that
cast an eerie purple light across the black marble floor. Yet
despite the deep, haunting shadows, Serrane could still make out
dozens of dark elf soldiers leering hungrily at her highborn flesh
just like back in the Black Palace.

“You’re lucky we’re not in Vel’shannar,”
Solemi said when they began winding down a spiral staircase.
“Slaves become public property if they are ever left unattended.
These soldiers are used to having their way with any females we
capture.”

The Throne Maiden chuckled to herself, and
the echoes of her dark laughter reverberated through the entire
stairwell. The girl really had been twisted by the Matron Mother.
Perhaps there was no way to save her from the horrors she had
endured after all…

There won’t be a way to save me, either—not
unless I can figure out a way to get out of here.

Serrane grimaced at the thought. She tried to
steel herself for the horrors ahead, knowing full well it probably
wouldn’t work.

It didn’t.

“General Nym was happy to move his harem here
to the surface,” Solemi said as she led Serrane out of the
stairwell. “The conquest of Highwind has provided him a near
infinite supply of breeding stock, as you can imagine.”

Serrane gasped despite herself. The old
dungeons had always been bleak and dreary—they were an artifact of
a past age when Highwind had been a very different place—but she
couldn’t imagine they had ever been this depraved. The cells
were filled with young females of many different races, most in
varying stages of pregnancy. Many were chained to the walls, though
others appeared to be roaming freely through the narrow corridors.
The truly unlucky ones were in the process of being bred—or simply
used—by drow males. The men snickered and joked as they
enjoyed the spoils of their conquest, but the women…

Seeing them suffer was horrific enough, but
hearing them suffer was actually worse. Serrane heard the
echo of her failure in every whimper and every scream. All of these
people had once been under her protection, and she had failed them
utterly and completely.

Despair won’t help anyone, least of all
me. I need to shut it out—I have to shut it out.

“Unlike the short-lived rivvil vermin
who live on the surface, the drow have the luxury of thinking
long-term,” Solemi said as they walked. “A highborn cunt like
yourself should appreciate this. Nym and the other worthy males
will create an army of half-breed slaves to wage war against the
Spider Queen’s enemies. It may take decades, but the Matron Mother
will eventually have an elite force capable of traveling beneath
the sun.”

“How can you possibly support this?” Serrane
stammered. “You were born here! These are your people!”

Solemi snorted contemptuously. “They aren’t
my people any more than they are yours. The only difference is that
they eventually learned to accept you. Half-bloods have never been
welcomed in Highwind.”

The ranger shook her head. “The city’s
treatment of refugees from the Winter War has been disgraceful, I
agree,” she admitted. “But you can’t possibly believe that
enslaving people is better!”

“I already told you what I believe,” Solemi
said. “The drow nurture power—the humans of Highwind fear
it. The mistress made me her slave, yes, but she still appreciates
my abilities. Any mongrel strong enough to claim her power can
still transcend her polluted blood.”

“Your blood is not ‘polluted.’ Listen to
yourself! You’re better than this!”

“I am this,” Solemi insisted, jerking
the leash again. “You could have great power here, too, if you
merely supplicate yourself before the mistress. You could purify
your own polluted blood by embracing your new destiny.”

Serrane shook her head even though the collar
threatened to choke her. “I will never submit to this
depravity!”

Solemi smiled wickedly. “Then your womb will
serve the Matron Mother instead.”

The Throne Maiden veered left down the
corridor leading to what had once been the special dungeon for
oversized monsters. The cells were easily twice the size as the
others, and most were currently holding three or four women at
once. They weren’t pregnant—or at least, they weren’t showing
yet—and many of them had the clean skin and desperate faces of new
arrivals. Serrane could only assume this was a holding area for
females who hadn’t yet been bred.

The corridor eventually ended in a wide,
D-shaped room with even more cells, though these were empty. The
semicircular area between them was not, however; it was furnished
almost like a smaller version of the Matron Mother’s parlor. Both
the pillory and the wooden rack were empty, though the latter had
been fitted with leather stirrups and slightly inclined. Any female
shackled upon it would have her legs lifted and splayed wide for
the master of the harem to more easily inseminate her.

Icy horror gripped Serrane at the thought of
her body being used as a drow incubator, but then she realized they
weren’t alone. Another dark elf female emerged from the shadows of
one of the open cells beside the rack and strutted forward. Like
the Matron Mother, this woman was wearing thigh-high boots with
preposterous stiletto heels, but unlike the Matron Mother, she
wasn’t wearing anything else. The female’s gray torso was
completely bare, revealing her breasts and swollen belly. She
couldn’t have been more than a few weeks away from giving
birth.

“So, the General’s new cunt has finally
arrived,” the woman said, her voice dripping with contempt. Her
features were remarkably similar to the Matron Mother’s; from a
distance, the two women could have been twins.

“The mistress wants her new pet to understand
the consequences should she remain obstinate,” Solemi said. “As you
can see, the bitch has already been taught her first lesson.”

The pregnant drow reached out her fingers and
lifted Serrane’s chin to inspect the dried seed staining her
cheeks. “You had better get used to wearing the mark of the Spider
Queen’s power upon your cursed pale flesh. My sister is quite fond
of this particular training technique.”

Serrane frowned. Sister? The Matron
Mother kept her own sister down in this horrible place?

“First Wife Laetharys is responsible for
controlling and disciplining General Nym’s breeding harem,” Solemi
said. “You may recall he has already expressed an interest in
adding you to his collection.”

“Yes, he has,” Laetharys said, her blue eyes
narrowing at the ranger. “He has yet to sire a mongrel highborn
child, but don’t worry, cunt—he will plant one in your belly soon
enough.”

Serrane glanced past the dark elf woman to
the stirrups. Her mind flashed with images of being tied down while
General Nym and a dozen other males took turns spilling inside her.
The thought sent a dark shudder through her entire body.

And a warm, excited tingle through her
quim.

Gods, what is wrong with me?!

“We might as well get her ready,” Laetharys
said. “Put her in the—”

The First Wife paused when a rhythmic
click of stiletto heels began echoing down the corridor
behind them. Matron Mother Varassa Hu’nate appeared a few moments
later with General Nym at her elbow.

“Sister,” Laetharys said, bowing. “I didn’t
realize you would be along so quickly.”

“You honestly thought I would trust you alone
with my new prize?” Varassa asked, her lips curling into a
condescending sneer. “I will not allow her to be despoiled so
easily.”

“I would never do anything without your
permission, mistress.”

“Of course not,” the Matron Mother muttered.
She strode forward and placed her palm upon her sister’s swollen
belly. “You are coming along well. Our child shall join us
soon.”

“Any day now,” Laetharys agreed.

Serrane glanced between the two drow women,
her mouth falling open in horror and disgust. Our child?
What kind of sick, twisted magic would allow one woman to
impregnate another? And what kind of sick, twisted bitch would
inseminate her own sister?

“This will be your fate, darthiir,
should you refuse to serve me willingly,” Varassa said, glancing
back over her shoulder to Serrane. “Are you prepared to spend the
next century birthing warriors for my army?”

 “Auta na
fatanyu!” Serrane hissed.

Solemi jerked the leash taut, choking the
ranger for several seconds before the Matron Mother snickered and
raised her hand, signaling the girl to relent. Varassa sauntered
closer, her metallic heels scraping on the floor, and placed her
fingers upon Serrane’s seed-covered cheeks.

“Still insolent, I see,” Varassa said. “Good.
I would have been greatly disappointed if you broke in a single
night.”

“General Nym’s cock will be a fine teacher,”
Laetharys said. “She is ripe and ready, sister. He could plant his
seed now.”

Serrane pulled away from Varassa’s touch and
swiveled her head to glare at the man looming behind her. Males
rarely achieved high station in drow society—the Spider Queen only
granted her power to females—and the fact that Nym commanded the
forces of Vel’shannar was nothing short of remarkable. His
ruthlessness had become legendary during the conquest of Highwind,
and many of the resistance fighters feared him every bit as much as
the Matron Mother. Serrane had tried to assassinate him countless
times over the past few months.

Now her failure was complete. Nym had already
spent several hours taunting her yesterday while his men paraded
her through the city, and she could see the cruel, lustful glimmer
in his faintly glowing red eyes. The thought of being forced to
bear this monster’s child made Serrane sick with dread.

Yet the thought of him holding me down and
forcing his cock inside me is actually making me wet…

“Let’s play a little game first, shall we?”
Varassa suggested after a moment. “I still think this highborn cunt
will make a fine Throne Maiden.”

“You can’t be serious,” Laetharys breathed.
“She is flawless breeding stock. General Nym has more than earned
the right to—”

“No one has earned anything unless I
say they have,” Varassa interrupted, her voice like jagged ice.
“You should understand that better than anyone, sister.”

The First Wife’s cheek twitched. “I meant no
offense, Matron Mother. But surely you agree that this highborn
whore should suffer. She has butchered scores of our soldiers!”

“Mostly males, all easily replaced,” Varassa
said matter-of-factly, touching Serrane’s cheek again. “But a
pureblood from Nelu’Thalas is a rare gift from the Spider Queen. I
will not squander it so readily.”

The Matron Mother stared hard at her prey for
several long seconds before she reached into a pouch at her hip and
retrieved a slender hourglass. “The sands will determine your fate,
cunt. If your skills are up to the challenge, then I will know you
are worthy to serve as one of my Throne Maidens. If not…” She
shrugged. “Well, then I may as well put you in stirrups and let the
general here breed you tonight.”

Serrane gulped down a fresh wave of fear as
she stared at the hourglass. She still wasn’t sure what this drow
bitch was planning, but it obviously wasn’t going to be good. The
ranger’s skin crawled in disgust while her quim tingled in
anticipation…

“How do you wish to proceed, mistress?”
General Nym asked. His fingers were twitching at his sides, and the
bulge in his trousers was growing larger by the moment.

“Since your harem mistress is so concerned
about your well-being, she will have the honor of preparing you for
the game,” Varassa said, a dark smirk on her lips. “On your knees,
sister.”

Laetharys’s cheek twitched again, annoyed but
plainly unwilling to defy the Matron Mother. “As you wish, of
course.”

The pregnant drow stepped in front of Nym and
awkwardly sank to her knees. He grinned down at her and grabbed a
thick handful of her silver-white hair as she reached into his
trousers and withdrew his throbbing gray stem.

Varassa nodded. “Begin.”

Laetharys curled her fingers around Nym’s
cock as she began slowly massaging the swollen tip with her tongue.
The man groaned in delight, but he didn’t even look down at the
kneeling drow woman. His red eyes locked upon Serrane.

“My sister was once First Daughter of
Vel’shannar, if you can believe it,” Varassa commented snidely.
“She commanded the former Matron Mother’s armies…right up until her
incompetence finally got the better of her.”

Serrane could see the anger rippling through
the First Wife’s body, but she didn’t stop or hesitate—she
continued rolling Nym’s cock over her tongue and eventually
swallowed him whole.

“Thankfully, Laetharys was always better with
her lips than a sword,” Varassa went on. “She now serves me
unquestioningly…as will you, my little highborn cunt.”

“This is sick,” Serrane spat. “How could you
do this to your own sister?”

“Because she would do the same to me, given
the chance,” the Matron Mother said, gently patting the back of her
sister’s head. “Thankfully, the Spider Queen has granted her a new
purpose.”

Varassa allowed Laetharys to lick and suck
Nym for another minute before she snapped her fingers. The First
Wife leaned back on her haunches, her lips wet with spittle, while
Nym’s stiff cock bobbed barely an inch in front of her.

“The rules of the game are quite simple,”
Varassa said. “The highborn cunt will swallow General Nym’s cock.
If she can make him spill before the sands are spent, she will
continue her training as a potential Throne Maiden.”

Laetharys glanced up, her eyes narrowed. “And
if she can’t?”

“Then he will begin breeding her tonight,”
Varassa said with a smirk.

Serrane scowled and glanced between the three
drow. “I will never touch him without a blade in my hand!”

“Then you’re fortunate the stirrups are
already prepared,” Varassa said, gesturing over her shoulder. “The
choice is yours, cunt. I suggest you make your decision
quickly.”

The Matron Mother flipped the hourglass and
set it on the edge of the wooden rack. Serrane watched, mortified,
as the white sands began to filter down to the bottom.

 “Vel’bol natha
waela elg’caress,” Laetharys snickered.

“She is not foolish,” Varassa corrected in
the Common tongue. “She is proud and stubborn…or perhaps she simply
yearns to be a submissive mother, like so many other pathetic
surface females.”

The drow women shared a dark chuckle as
Serrane’s eyes flicked between the stirrups and Nym’s wet, yearning
cock. Her stomach twisted at the thought of pleasuring this
monster…but she didn’t doubt for a moment that the Matron Mother
would honor her threat.

“Time grows short,” Solemi whispered into her
ear from behind. “The general is highly disciplined, and he is
desperate to plant his seed in a highborn womb. He will not spill
without effort—you had best begin quickly…”

Serrane closed her eyes and swore under her
breath. Julian wasn’t going to burst through the door and save
her—no one would. Her only chance of escaping this nightmare was to
buy herself time to formulate a plan, and the only way to do that
was to play along with the Matron Mother’s sick, twisted games.

“Le’thos,” she hissed as she dropped
to her knees and lunged toward Nym’s cock. With her wrists still
webbed behind her back, she had no choice but to rely exclusively
upon her lips and tongue. She fastened her eyes upon his as she
lathered the tip, and he groaned when she swallowed the entire
head.

“Good,” Varassa cooed, a knowing smirk on her
lips. “That’s it, cunt. Show us how much of a whore you really
are…”

Serrane ignored the taunt and focused upon
her meal. She took Nym’s member deep, scorching him with the tight,
sweltering inferno that was her throat, before she abruptly leaned
back and licked up and down the full length of his shaft. She even
gently sucked his testicles, and when he closed his eyes and
grimaced, she thought she might be able to push him over the edge
right then and there.

But Solemi was right: Nym wanted his prize
more than anything, and he was disciplined enough to resist a quick
finish. His eyes quickly reopened, and she could feel him release a
slow breath and try to relax. He only needed to hold out for
another minute or so—the hourglass was already half empty. Serrane
would have to do more than lick and suck if she wanted to feel his
seed rushing over her tongue.

“Phraktos, dosst we’ha zhah izznarg,”
she breathed in the Drow tongue as she returned to lathering the
swollen head. “Lueth dos tyav ji bwael.”

Nym’s eyes widened, and she felt his cock
throb as a fresh wave of lust crashed over his face. Few males
could resist compliments about the size and taste of their cock,
especially dominant ones. And she’d had a feeling that he wouldn’t
be able to resist the sound of his dark speech from her lips.

“He won’t fall for such obvious tricks, you
dumb highborn bitch,” Laetharys sneered from beside her.

“What trick, sister?” Varassa asked. “She is
thoroughly soaked.”

The Matron Mother wasn’t wrong. Serrane could
feel how wet she already was, and she couldn’t deny that a part of
her was enjoying this. As a ranger, she lived to overcome
challenges. This might not have been a traditional battlefield, but
perhaps that didn’t really matter. The truth was that she had
always enjoyed being on her knees before a powerful male, too.

“Gods, I want to taste you,” she cooed,
staring up at him as she dragged her tongue from his balls to the
tip. “Please, give it to me!”

Serrane parted her lips and swallowed him
again, but this time she didn’t stop until his cock was wedged so
far down her throat that she nearly gagged. Drow were conquerors by
nature, and she suspected he would enjoy hearing her choke on his
mighty stem.

She was right.

“Phraktos, xxizz uns’aa,” Nym gasped,
his hand reflexively clamping on the back of her skull. When he
squeezed her head against his groin, forcing his member even deeper
down her throat, Serrane knew she had won.

“What are you doing?” Laetharys hissed,
suddenly nervous. “She is nearly yours! All you need to do is—”

“Vith!” Nym cried out. His scalding
seed flooded straight down Serrane’s gullet, igniting her quim and
unleashing her own climax. She could barely keep her eyes open
enough to glance at the hourglass. His cock fell silent mere
seconds before the last grains of sand slipped through.

“Marvelous,” Varassa exclaimed, chuckling and
clapping her hands together. “Oh, I knew you wouldn’t
disappoint me!”

While the Matron Mother laughed, Solemi
tugged at the leash and pulled Serrane from Nym’s cock. The ranger
kept her head tilted back as best she could to prevent a single
drop from spilling, and she opened her mouth wide to show off the
creamy remnants of her bounty.

Gods, what have I done? Gods, why did it feel
so good?

“Shu,” Laetharys hissed. “The bitch
obviously cheated somehow. You cannot deny the General his
rightfully earned prize!”

“He denied himself this prize,”
Varassa snickered. She dragged her finger across Serrane’s lips,
scooping up a few globs of errant seed. “Now be a good cunt and
swallow the rest.”

Don’t give her what she wants. Spit it right
back at her!

Serrane closed her mouth and swallowed. The
semen easily slid down her throat, and she couldn’t believe how
much she enjoyed the heady taste. A small part of her actually
craved another batch…

What the hell is wrong with me? How can I
possibly enjoy any of this?

“Good girl,” Varassa said, nodding in
approval. As she turned back to Laetharys, she stretched out her
seed-covered fingers and placed them upon the other woman’s lips.
“General Nym will have another chance to claim her, sister, don’t
you worry.”

Laetharys was clearly annoyed, but she wasn’t
willing to challenge the Matron Mother. She opened her mouth and
obediently licked the seed from Varassa’s fingers.

“You have earned yourself a brief reprieve,
my majestic highborn cunt,” Varassa said, turning back to Serrane.
“But don’t worry—you’ll have another opportunity to demonstrate
your skills very soon…”
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The silver frame of the full-body mirror
glimmered in the dim purple light, and Varassa scowled at her
reflection as she traced her fingertips down the thin,
figure-hugging scale mesh of her new breastplate.

“The enchantment is unstable,” she hissed,
stopping her fingers just above her bare midriff and the spider
tattoo emblazoned upon her navel. “Are you trying to get me
killed, male?”

The artificer standing behind her went stiff
with dread. His dark gray skin lightened at least three shades, and
he shook his head in desperate denial. “N-no, Matron Mother, I
assure you,” he blubbered. “I crafted everything to your exact
specifications!”

“So now you are trying to blame me for
your failure,” she said, lowering her voice even further.

“Absolutely not!” the artificer stammered.
“Your designs were perfect!”

“And yet your work is not,” Varassa said.
“You are fortunate I don’t have you flensed by the driders.”

The man trembled in place, awaiting her next
word as if it were the headman’s ax, and it took all of her
formidable willpower not to crack a smile. He hadn’t done anything
wrong, of course—the armor and its underlying enchantment were
impeccable. Her forces had achieved so many victories recently that
she was worried about them growing complacent, however, and males
always labored much harder when they feared for their lives.

“I shall return to the forge immediately,
mistress,” the artificer blurted out when the silence became too
much to bear. “I shall execute the apprentices and order the rest
of my men to redouble their efforts.”

“I am not blaming your men,” Varassa said. “I
am blaming you.”

She turned and glared at him. The metallic
mesh of the breastplate felt truly amazing on her skin; it was as
light and supple as leather yet ten times more durable than steel.
The rothé-hide skirt—dyed a matching dark purple—was half an inch
shorter than her old suit, and the heels on her boots were half an
inch higher. Even the tailors had outdone themselves with her new
underclothes and garters.

Still, order needed to be maintained.

“Fortunately, I possess the skills to correct
your incompetence myself,” Varassa said. “You will be spared.”

“Oh, thank you, mistress,” the artificer
groveled. “I will do my best to—”

“Take him to the dungeons,” she said to the
guard in the back of the room. “Give him two days in the pits
without food, then allow him to return to his work.”

“As you command, Matron Mother,” the guard
said. He grabbed the artificer by the shoulder and dragged the
confused male away without the slightest hesitation.

Smiling, Varassa turned back to the mirror
and took another moment to appreciate her new look. The breastplate
had far more in common with a corset than a hauberk, but the
enchantment coursing through the metal projected a thin Aetheric
barrier over her “vulnerable” bits. No mere rivvil, male or
female, could possibly resist her dark beauty now…

“I see no flaws in the craftsmanship,
sister,” Laetharys said from the bed a few yards away. “We are
closer than ever to bringing this region under our dominion. We
should not squander precious resources at a time like this.”

“He is a male, and therefore disposable,”
Varassa replied.

Her sister scowled in annoyance and swung her
legs off the bed. Her naked body was still wrapped up in the silken
sheets, having just recently performed her “wifely” duties by
pleasuring Varassa both before and after breakfast. Pregnancy may
have slowed her normally athletic body, but her tongue and fingers
were as skilled as ever. Varassa put both to use as often as
possible.

“Male or not, a skilled artificer cannot
easily be replaced,” Laetharys said. “We cannot afford to—”

“The Matron Mother never asked for your
opinion,” Solemi snarled from her perch by the dresser. “Do not
question her in my presence!”

Laetharys swiveled her dark glare upon the
niskaru girl. “How dare you! I will not allow a mongrel cunt
to—”

“Quiet, sister,” Varassa said, slowly
pivoting around to face them. “Unless you want me to grant the
artificer permission to breed you next, I suggest you stop wasting
your breath defending him.”

Laetharys lip twitched. Her eyes narrowed
into thin, glowing blue slits as she glared at Solemi in seething
silence. The two women looked like they wanted to choke one
another. Their mutual contempt had been growing steadily worse over
the last few months for plainly obvious reasons. Varassa’s sister
resented any slave—even one as loyal and skilled as Solemi—being
granted power and influence.

Thankfully, Laetharys’s impotent rage
sustained Varassa in a way nothing else could. Sisterhood was as
much about power and dominance as everything else, after all. Even
humiliating slaves was never quite as satisfying as tearing down
another drow female. Why else would the Spider Queen have allowed
Varassa’s seed to take root in her own sister’s belly?

“That’s better,” Varassa said, sneering as
she approached within a foot of her sister. “Now, what was it you
wanted to tell me?”

“Only that I hope you will reconsider playing
additional games with the highborn female,” Laetharys said. “She
has been in the Sut Zenphe for two days now. You said
yourself that she is near the end of her cycle and will not be ripe
much longer. General Nym—”

“Will have another chance to claim his prize
tonight,” Varassa said. “You needn’t worry, sister. I always play
fairly.”

Laetharys’s eyes narrowed again, prompting
Varassa to chortle and rub her sister’s swollen belly. It was
almost going to be a shame when she finally gave birth; the bump
was a constant reminder of Varassa’s dominance. Laetharys still
possessed many loyal followers from her days leading the army, and
it was vital to shatter their confidence by humiliating their
former general.

“Return to the harem where you belong,” the
Matron Mother said. “The final test will begin in a few hours, and
I expect our prize to be ready.”

“As you command, sister,” Laetharys murmured
bitterly. “All glory to the Spider Queen.”

The pregnant drow shot a final baleful glare
at Solemi before she stormed out of the room. Varassa chuckled the
moment the door closed.

“She still does not respect your authority,
mistress,” Solemi said.

“Of course she doesn’t,” Varassa scoffed.
“Laetharys is a drow female born of noble blood. She will never
truly respect anyone.”

The niskaru slowly shook her head.
“Forgive me, mistress, but I do not understand why you tolerate her
insubordination.”

“Because defeating an enemy is easy. The true
joy is in watching them squirm beneath your heel.”

“I see,” Solemi whispered, her emerald eyes
sparkling in thought. “Still, I would be happy to discipline her
for you.”

“I’m sure you would, but if my cock couldn’t
break her will, then neither will yours.” Varassa shrugged. “Still,
it would be amusing to watch you work. Perhaps I’ll give you some
time with her after her child is born.”

“When I am finished with her, she will never
speak out of turn again.”

Varassa placed her gray hand upon the girl’s
pale cheek. “Ah, my precious niskaru cunt. So fierce, so
loyal…”

Solemi closed her eyes and nuzzled into her
mistress’s touch. She really was unique, and not just because of
her wondrously plump, human-sized breasts. Varassa had broken
countless slaves over the past century, but she had never truly
converted one before Solemi. The girl possessed all the
cruelty and ruthlessness of a proper drow but none of the ambition.
The very thought of her rebelling against her mistress was as
preposterous as the idea of a male lording over Vel’Shannar—it
simply wasn’t in their nature. That was precisely why Varassa
trusted her Throne Maiden more than any drow.

“Tell me: what do you think of your
mistress’s new armor?” Varassa asked after a moment.

“Your beauty will destroy empires,” Solemi
breathed. “And your power will rebuild them in the Spider Queen’s
name.”

Smiling, Varassa leaned in and kissed the
girl’s mouth. The niskaru’s lips were as soft and supple as
the rest of her body, and she practically melted into the arms of
her mistress. Solemi was a born submissive, as every slave should
be.

Varassa had high hopes that her new pet, the
Ranger-General, would be one, too. The highborn’s quim had probably
been slick and ready from the first moment she had been captured.
If she passed her trial tonight, her training as a Throne Maiden
could truly begin. Varassa’s heart raced at the thought of having
two loyal, obedient cunts at her side…

But Serrane’s final lesson would have to wait
until tonight. In the meantime, there was nothing stopping the
Matron Mother from enjoying the company of her favorite pet.

“On your knees,” Varassa commanded.

Solemi sank to the floor without the
slightest hesitation. She stared up at her mistress, eager and
ready to please. Usually, Varassa had to coerce her slaves to kneel
before her, and as much as she enjoyed lording her power over
lesser beings, there was something to be said for the gleeful,
unwavering compliance of a fully broken cunt. Solemi wouldn’t even
blink if Varassa ordered her to pleasure a hundred drow warriors
one after another. The girl would happily drain their cocks until
she drowned in their seed, all in the name of her glorious
mistress.

“You have earned a reward,” Varassa said.
“Taste my glory…”

A giddy smile graced the girl’s lips as she
pushed aside the leather tassels of her mistress’s short armored
skirt. Varassa lifted her right leg and slung it over Solemi’s
shoulder, giving the girl easy, unfettered access to the Matron
Mother’s quim.

And as always, Solemi made the most of the
opportunity. Her velvet tongue lashed across her mistress’s slit
with the hunger of a male and the skill of a female. Varassa closed
her eyes and moaned in delight—something she never would have done
in the company of any other servant, lest they believe they had
some form of power over her. Even on the vanishingly rare occasions
when she invited a male inside her, she would usually cast a
sensory deprivation spell upon them so they couldn’t hear or see
her pleasure…

But never with Solemi. This girl—this
mixed-blood mongrel of two lesser races—may have been Varassa’s
most valuable possession. She may have been the most valuable
treasure in all of Vel’shannar.

“Siyo!” Varassa gasped, clutching the
niskaru’s platinum hair and holding the girl in place. A
climax shuddered through the Matron Mother so hard she teetered on
her heel and nearly toppled onto the bed. Solemi never even came up
for breath; she continued feasting until her mistress finally
pushed her away.

“How do you wish to take me, mistress?” the
girl asked, her lips and chin glistening in the dim light.

Varassa smiled as she slowly caught her
breath. She was sorely tempted to summon her cock and spend the
whole afternoon fucking Solemi’s wonderfully tight quim, but
perhaps today it was finally time for something different. After
all, as Matron Mother she had plenty of servants she could fuck
whenever she wanted—but only one servant she was willing to let
fuck her with any frequency.

“Stand,” Varassa said, placing her leg back
upon the ground. “It’s time for you to summon your cock for
me.”

Solemi’s green eyes beamed so brightly they
were practically blinding. She vaulted back to her feet and pushed
down her own skirt, revealing the ky’ostal nauvith
underneath. Varassa unlocked the harness with her magic and slowly
removed the cock-shaped plugs from the girl’s quim and ass,
prompting a delighted sigh and aroused mewl from her lips. The
device was almost unnecessary at this point; none of the Matron
Mother’s servants would dare attempt to force themselves upon her
Throne Maiden. Perhaps soon it could be used upon the highborn
ranger instead…

Once her smooth, quivering quim was fully
exposed, Solemi reached out to the Aether and wove one of her
favorite spells. Her beautiful cunt slowly transformed into a long,
thick cock, and the girl groaned softly as she stroked it to
life.

“I am ready and eager to serve you,
mistress,” Solemi said. “Shall I lie upon the bed?”

“Not this time,” Varassa said, reaching down
to unfasten the straps of her new breastplate. Like nearly all drow
equipment, her armor was designed to be shed quickly and easily if
necessary, and in less than a minute she was nude aside from her
thigh-high boots.

“I am not worthy to behold your full beauty,
mistress,” Solemi breathed.

“True…but you are worthier than most,” the
Matron Mother said. “I will grant you a rare and priceless gift, my
little niskaru cunt. See to it you do not disappoint
me.”

Varassa kissed the girl on the lips again,
then slowly pulled both their bodies down onto the bed. The Matron
Mother parted her legs, allowing Solemi to slide between them. Her
slender figure was a perfect fit, and her cock nudged up against
her mistress’s smoldering entrance as she waited for permission.
Varassa hadn’t invited anyone—male or female—to take her in this
position since she had been Second Daughter many, many years ago.
She preferred to ride her servants from above to ensure that she
still retained control.

But not today.

 “Plynn
uns’aa,” Varassa breathed.

Solemi effortlessly slipped the tip inside,
and her green eyes rolled back into her head the moment the
scalding heat of a drow quim enveloped her cock. “Oh, mistress…you
feel so wonderful.”

“Do not spill until I have been satisfied,”
Varassa commanded, nibbling at the tip of the niskaru’s
pointed ear. Their bodies were pressed so closely together that
their breasts touched, but even when their nipples grazed against
each other, it still wasn’t enough. The drow dug her nails into the
girl’s soft, sleek back and pulled her so tightly their flesh
became inseparable. “Fail me, and I shall never grant you this
privilege again.”

Solemi’s face hardened in determination as
she began thrusting slowly but steadily. Varassa closed her eyes
and sighed in delight, amazed at how liberating it felt to let her
guard down for once. She couldn’t imagine relaxing like this around
another drow; they would have betrayed her in a heartbeat. The
Spider Queen rewarded the strong and punished the weak, after all,
and there was nothing weaker than trust.

“Nnn,” Solemi whimpered as her cock
plunged deeper and deeper into Varassa’s molten depths. “Mistress,
I can’t—”

“Not yet,” the Matron Mother scolded between
labored breaths. She could feel her own climax approaching, and she
squeezed her gray thighs together and crossed her boots behind
Solemi’s back. As expected, the Throne Maiden was just as skilled
at brutish, male-driven intercourse as she was at everything else;
she intuitively knew just how quickly and how deep Varassa wanted
every thrust. At times like these, it seemed as though the Spider
Queen had used her power to sculpt and mold the perfect
servant…

“Siyo,” Varassa panted. Her nails dug
deeper, her thighs clenched tighter—

And she climaxed so hard every muscle in her
body seemed to seize up at once. The shudders of delight cascaded
over her one after another, and she threw back her head and cried
out to the Spider Queen in exultation. Even when she finally
started to come down, she continued churning her hips to draw
Solemi’s cock deeper and deeper.

“Mistress…” the girl blubbered. “Mistress,
I’m going to…”

“It’s all right,” Varassa soothed. “Spill for
me. Spill inside your mistress.”

Solemi instantly lost control. Her seed
flooded her mistress’s quim, and her sparkling emerald eyes rolled
back as if she had been possessed by a demon. Varassa grabbed the
back of the girl’s head and pulled her in close, and they devoured
each other’s tongues while the last echoes of ecstasy shuddered
through their joined bodies.

“I hope I have pleased you, mistress,” Solemi
breathed between kisses.

“Always,” Varassa replied, sifting her gray
fingers through the girl’s platinum hair. “My precious
niskaru cunt.”

Solemi smiled and closed her eyes as she
reveled in her mistress’s touch. Even now, after all this time, it
was still difficult to believe how quickly she could transition
between docile slave and domineering enforcer. She really was
unique.

“Please, allow me to clean you,” the girl
begged.

Nodding, Varassa unlocked her ankles and
scooted up on the sheets, allowing Solemi to slide away and kneel
at the foot of the bed. The girl began to eagerly and diligently
lap up the seed oozing from her mistress’s quim. The expert flicks
of her soft tongue sent another euphoric shiver rippling along the
Matron Mother’s spine, and she moaned in delight as she slung her
legs over Solemi’s back.

“Ahaluthh,” Varassa breathed, holding
the niskaru against her as she let her head fall back
against a pillow. She looked up at their reflection in the mirror
on the ceiling, strangely aroused by the contrast of her gray flesh
coiled around Solemi’s sleek, pale figure. Her thoughts turned to
the highborn cunt back in the Gray Citadel, and she started to
imagine Serrane and Solemi fighting for the right to pleasure their
mistress. Nym could still snatch away her prize, of course,
especially if the Ranger-General proved stubborn. But Varassa had
full confidence in her ability to identify—and break—slaves who
didn’t recognize their own deep-seated desire for submission. Soon
enough, Serrane would be on her knees, begging for the chance to
please her mistress just like Solemi.

It was only a matter of time.

 


***

 


“Plynn ol jal, dos xa’huuli darthiir
nek!” the drow soldier cried out as he stroked himself to
climax. For the third time today, his gray cock fired a barrage of
smoldering seed through the gap in the metal bars, covering Serrane
Starwind’s cheeks, chin, and tits. She had stopped trying to dodge
the onslaught a long time ago. While one set of webs bound her
wrists behind her back, another anchored her collar to the wall in
order to keep her head still. All she could do was close her eyes
and hope for the best whenever another drow used her naked,
kneeling body as target practice.

The squad of drow males standing outside the
cell right now seemed pleased with their performance. They hectored
the highborn prisoner in their language and in the common tongue
while a handful of blank-eyed female slaves busily stroked and
sucked their masters back to life. Once the men were ready, a drow
priestess would materialize from the shadows and cast a renewal
spell upon their cocks, ensuring they could produce as much seed as
if they hadn’t spilled in a month.

The result was that Serrane was so thoroughly
caked in semen that her features were barely recognizable. She knew
this for a fact thanks to the full-sized mirrors her captors had
placed on the right and left walls of the cell. Her only
options were to stare at the men about to spill on her or look upon
her own seed-splattered visage. It was degrading. It was
humiliating.

It was also unbelievably arousing.

“Smile for me, cunt!” a drow soldier sneered
as he pumped himself to climax. His seed struck her lips so hard
some of it seeped into her tightly sealed mouth, but she knew
better than to spit it out. The last time she’d tried that, another
male had fired a shot directly across her tongue and down her
throat. His comrades had howled about it for several minutes
straight.

“I think the bitch is starting to like it,”
another male teased. “How wet are you, slut? If you beg for it hard
enough, the Matron Mother might open the door for us…”

Serrane glared into the mirror to her left
while they continued mocking their prey. She didn’t just look like
a whore—she looked as utterly, thoroughly defeated as the slaves
who had already resigned themselves to their fate.

And I have, haven’t I? I’ve stopped
struggling, and my quim is so hot I’d give almost anything for a
cock—any cock—to fill it.

“Looks like we missed a spot,” one of the
drow men said. “Stay right where you are, cunt!”

Serrane flinched when yet another volley
struck her cheek. She couldn’t help but remember when Aluriel had
first convinced her to dress up and put on a disguise so they could
fuck as many men as they wanted without sullying their reputations.
Over time, Serrane had become addicted to their little outings, and
more than one of them had ended like this. She and Aluriel would be
on their knees surrounded by farm boys desperate to spill all over
two pretty little elven girls…

Even at the time, Serrane had worried about
how much she had enjoyed those escapades. They had been so filthy,
so depraved, so whorish—and yet so unbelievably satisfying. What
did it say about her that she had enjoyed them so much? What did it
say about her that she was enjoying a part of this so
much?

I have to get out of here soon. My head is
swimming, and I’m already having trouble concentrating. I haven’t
spent a single second planning an escape since they locked me in
here. If I’m not careful, I’ll end up like that poor, deluded
half-elven girl.

Serrane snarled and tugged at her restraints,
prompting another round of jeers and snickers from the men outside.
Several of them were on the verge of spilling again, but just
before they had the chance, a door creaked open from somewhere down
the corridor beyond the cell. The drow exchanged hushed whispers in
their own language for a few moments, then the males reluctantly
tugged on the leashes of their slaves and shuffled away into the
darkness.

“If only every darthiir cunt could
look as lovely as you,” a female drow voice sneered from around the
corner. The Matron Mother’s pregnant sister, Laetharys, appeared
outside the cell a few seconds later. Unlike the last time Serrane
had seen her, the drow woman was actually clothed—if a bra,
panties, and dangling sash counted as clothing, anyway.

“One day your queen will be here in your
place,” Laetharys went on. “I can already imagine how beautiful she
will look after our soldiers defile her.”

Serrane resisted the impulse to snarl back.
The more she protested, the more these drow seemed to enjoy
tormenting her. She had no intention of allowing this bitch to get
off on her suffering.

“The Matron Mother has prepared another trial
for you tonight,” Laetharys said as she opened the cell door and
sauntered inside, a bucket of water dangling from her hand. “I
cannot fathom why my sister even bothers with such foolish games,
but I promise you this: before this day ends, General Nym will
plant his seed in your belly.”

Laetharys dumped the bucket over Serrane’s
head. The water was freezing cold; the ranger couldn’t help but
wince as it streamed down her cheeks and over her breasts. Still,
at least it washed away some of the semen covering her skin.

“Nym prefers his bitches clean and
presentable…at least until they are properly bred,” Laetharys said.
She made a beckoning motion, and a servant scrambled around the
corner and into the cell with a second bucket in hand. “Once you
are heavy with his child, he will have no further use for you. You
can be as filthy as the rest of his harem until you are ripe
again.”

“That must explain why you look the way you
do,” Serrane said, eyeing the drow woman up and down. “Clearly no
one has taken an interest in your appearance for some time.”

Laetharys’s blue eyes instantly narrowed, and
she backhanded the ranger across the face. “Darthiir cunt!”
she snarled. “How dare you insult a noble-born drow!”

Serrane licked at the blood now mixing with
the seed on her lips. “Noble-born? You may be a drow, but you’re
just as pregnant as the humans and mixed-blood mongrels down here.
Even the Matron Mother’s half-elf pet seems to have more authority
than you.”

Laetharys grabbed the second bucket from her
servant and splashed it directly into Serrane’s face. “The general
wants your womb, not your tongue. Once he’s finished with you, I
shall carve it out and take it as a trophy.”

Serrane shook her hair and spit the water
from her mouth. “The half-elf seems to speak whenever she likes,
and she’s never been bred, has she? When I pledge myself to your
sister, she’ll grant me the same protections.” The ranger smiled
and eyed the drow’s swollen belly. “Who knows, maybe the Matron
Mother will order Nym to breed you instead…assuming you can make
yourself presentable enough for him.”

This time, Laetharys didn’t bother with a
backhanded slap—she hauled back and punched Serrane with all her
might. If not for the webs holding the ranger upright by her
collar, she would have immediately crumpled to the floor. Blood
filled her mouth, but she steeled herself against the pain and
flashed the drow a triumphant smile.

This is it—this is the opportunity I’ve been
waiting for. The spurned sister is a far more vulnerable target
than the half-elf girl.

“Speak out of turn again, cunt, and I will
order those males to shove their cocks down your throat until you
suffocate,” Laetharys growled.

Serrane spit blood on the floor. “You
probably know what that’s like, don’t you? How many times has your
sister raped you? I bet she even allows her Throne Maiden to fuck
you whenever she likes…”

Laetharys reared back, eyes blazing, as she
prepared for another strike. But a split second before she landed a
blow, a magical web materialized out of thin air and snatched her
arm. Snarling, she spun around and glared into the shadows just
beyond the cell.

“Vel’bol phu dos xundus?” a female
voice said. A moment later, the drow priestess who had been
revitalizing the males stepped into the dim light. “Lil ilharess
ilhar quarthen dos ulu orior nindol kul’gobuss!”

Serrane couldn’t understand most of the
words, but the newcomer’s vicious, spiteful tone made it clear that
the ranger’s gamble had paid off. Laetharys couldn’t truly harm her
without invoking the wrath of her sister, and now she was about to
be disciplined.

“I will not allow this highborn wretch to
insult a drow!” Laetharys protested. “She must be punished!”

“Not by you,” the priestess said. “You were
ordered to clean her up and make her presentable. If you damage her
in any way, the Matron Mother will place you back in the stocks
where you belong!”

“This is intolerable!” Laetharys hissed. “I
am the eldest daughter of House Hu’nate! I will not be insulted by
a mere—”

“Kneel,” the priestess said, her voice
shuddering with magical might.

Laetharys instantly crumpled to her knees,
and her jaw trembled as if she were trying to speak but couldn’t
muster the strength to open her lips. Serrane could feel the Spider
Queen’s power tingling in the air, and she swore the water dripping
from her skin suddenly turned to ice.

“You are no longer the First Daughter of
Vel’shannar,” the drow priestess said, her eyes and palm glowing
with magic. “If the Matron Mother hadn’t allowed you to carry her
child, you would be nothing at all.”

Laetharys quivered in place as if a great
invisible weight were pressing down upon her. For a single perfect
moment, she was every bit as helpless as Serrane.

Remember, betrayal is in their blood. Stoke
the flames long enough, and they will destroy one another…

“The Matron Mother is waiting,” the priestess
said after a moment. “Finish preparing this cunt for tonight’s
festivities, or I will invoke the wrath of the Spider Queen
upon you.”

The moment the priestess released the spell,
Laetharys toppled forward and struggled for breath. She glanced up,
her glare as baleful as ever even as she accepted her defeat.

“Her will shall be done,” Laetharys said.

“Good,” the priestess replied, a contemptuous
smirk touching her lips. She tossed a final glance at the shivering
prisoner, then turned and strode out of the cell.

“Like I said,” Serrane whispered, “the
half-elf gets more respect than you do. It’s almost a shame.”

This time, Laetharys didn’t take the
bait…though her hands did ball into fists at her sides. “Get me
another bucket,” she yelled at the servant next to her. “And fetch
me a gag while you’re at it.”



  4


  Triumph


   



  Laetharys dumped several more buckets of cold
water over Serrane’s head before she ordered her servant to
unfasten the ranger’s bindings and drag her to her feet. Serrane
had no idea where they might take her, and she was genuinely
surprised when they arrived in a small room that had once been the
warden’s office. The drow had apparently converted it into a powder
room where General Nym’s latest breeding project could be properly
primped to his tastes. Serrane quickly found herself strapped to a
chair while more servants styled her golden hair into braids,
dabbed her cheeks with rouge, and dusted her eyelids with shadow.
Watching the entire transformation in the vanity mirror made her
sick.


  They’re transforming me into his toy—his pet.
How many other women have they strapped to this chair? How many of
them now have a drow monster growing inside them?


  “Thankfully, you won’t need your mouth
tonight,” Laetharys said, holding up the ball gag her servant had
fetched for her. “Unless Nym wants to hear you scream while he
despoils your highborn cunt.”


  She ordered the servants to hold Serrane’s
mouth open while she wedged the gag between the ranger’s lips and
fastened the straps tight. The bitter taste of leather was so foul
she nearly retched, and it was difficult to breathe through the
tiny holes. Laetharys scoffed contemptuously as she inspected her
handiwork in the mirror.


  “It’s hard to believe you are considered
beautiful here on the wretched surface,” the drow woman said,
clutching Serrane’s chin and tilting her head back and forth. “So
meek, so submissive…and yet males still covet your pale flesh. It’s
revolting.”


  She grabbed Serrane’s leash and snapped her
head back, then leaned in so she could whisper into the ranger’s
long, pointed ear. “I hope you’re still alive when the Spider
Queen’s forces finally breach the walls of Nelu’Thalas. You’ll be
able to look your highborn queen in the eyes and tell her exactly
what it feels like to have your pride bred out of you one mongrel
at a time.”


  Serrane didn’t even flinch. Even half a day
ago, she would have been so frustrated and infuriated by the
relentless taunting that she would have struggled against her
restraints—which was precisely the reaction Laetharys wanted. Now
that the ranger had seen just how powerless this woman was in
person, however, her impotent taunts meant nothing.


  “Oloth plynn dos,” Laetharys spat as
she pulled Serrane back to her feet, then handed the leash to one
of the servants. “Get her onto the breeding rack. The Matron Mother
will be here shortly.”


  A few moments later, Serrane was being led
back through the Gray Citadel to the breeding cell block where Nym
fucked her throat yesterday—or at least, she thought it had
been yesterday. The hours had started bleeding together, and she
had no concept of how long she had been chained in that cell with
the males spilling upon her.


  I have to keep my bearings. I have to stay
focused. No matter what tricks Varassa pulls—no matter what
torments she tries to inflict—I just need to stay cool and wait for
the right time to strike.


  Serrane repeated the words to herself until
they were practically a mantra, and by the time the servants
dragged her into the cell, she was feeling a bit more stable—right
up until she looked upon the breeding rack. The servants didn’t
waste any time lifting her up onto the cold, inclined wooden
surface, locking her wrists into iron shackles above her head, and
looping her ankles into the stirrups. The ranger’s breath quickened
when the leather tightened around her skin, and her heart began to
pound inside her chest when she realized just how exposed she truly
was. Her legs were splayed open wide with her quim on full
display.


  And it was absolutely, thoroughly soaked.


  “You had best get used to this view,”
Laetharys said, as she paced around the rack, her fingertips
tracing along the edges while the servants fiddled with something
beneath the rack. “You should be fertile for at least another
century, possibly more with the Spider Queen’s help. Even once
you’ve finally begun to wither, I’m sure we’ll be able to find some
desperate male who’s still willing to breed you.”


  Serrane’s collar unexpectedly tightened,
pulling her head flat against the wood. She belatedly realized the
rack had an opening where the servants could tug her leash through
to the other side. They tightened it until she could barely even
turn her head.


  “Are you satisfied, mistress?” one of the
servants asked.


  “Very,” Laetharys said. “Your work is
finished—now get out of my sight!”


  The women immediately scurried off down the
corridor while the pregnant drow continued pacing around the rack.
Her eyes glinted devilishly, and if she’d had a whip—and permission
to use it—she would have surely lashed Serrane’s breasts and
stomach. When the ranger closed her eyes, she could practically
feel the cord striking her flesh…and the very thought of it made
her quim tingle in delight.


  This isn’t a game I’m playing with Julian.
I’m in a real danger here! So why in the hell am I so bloody
hot?


  “I will give you some credit for courage,
darthiir,” Laetharys said after a moment. “You’re not even
trembling. Most of the cunts we strap to this rack beg and plead
until the deed is done.”


  Serrane swallowed and took a deep breath
through her nose. Focus. Focus. I need to focus!


  “Though perhaps it isn’t courage after all,”
Laetharys went on, positioning herself between the ranger’s legs
and squatting low enough to be eye level with Serrane’s quim.
“Perhaps my sister is right—you really are a born submissive.”


  The drow blew a thin stream of air across
Serrane’s bald quim, and the ranger immediately—and
uncontrollably—cried into her gag as a shudder of delight rippled
through her. Her toes curled, her hands clenched above her head…and
her cheeks burned with embarrassment.


  “Unbelievable,” Laetharys scoffed. “You may
be even more pathetic than my sister’s niskaru pet. At least
that girl had to be properly broken in first.”


  Serrane squeezed her eyes shut. Hold
yourself together! Don’t give this bitch the satisfaction of seeing
you like this.


  Laetharys snickered. “You’re actually going
to get off when Nym’s seed floods into your womb, aren’t you? He
usually prefers it when his breeding bitches scream and fight
back…I wonder how he’ll react when you start begging for it.”


  Don’t listen to her. Don’t think about it.
The people of Highwind are still counting on me to get them out of
this. I need to stay strong and keep my head…


  “I have half a mind to fuck you myself before
my sister gets here,” Laetharys said. “But then again, Nym is
right: willing partners are never as much fun.”


  Without warning, the drow woman slipped one
of her gray fingers into Serrane’s quim, and once again the ranger
screamed into her gag as a current of carnal electricity coursed
through her—


  And then she heard the familiar clicking of
the Matron Mother’s stiletto heels approaching from the shadows of
the corridor. Serrane could barely even turn her head with her
leash pulled so taut, but her ears could also make out other
footfalls following closely behind Varassa. One set was distinctly
feminine, but the other was distinctly not.


  It’s him. Oh gods, it’s him.


  “Matron Mother,” Laetharys said, kneeling.
“The highborn cunt is ready for her next trial, as you
instructed.”


  Out of the corner of her eye, Serrane watched
as Varassa, Solemi, and Nym approached the rack. The half-elf girl
kept her distance, but the drow did not. Varassa and Nym sauntered
next to Serrane to inspect her restraints more closely.


  “Excellent,” the Matron Mother said, nodding.
“Priestess Araene said she was barely recognizable after the males
spilled upon her.”


  “Their accuracy was impressive,” Laetharys
agreed. “Though it clearly wasn’t her first time being bathed by so
many stems. I wonder if all highborn females are this
pathetic.”


  “We will find out soon enough,” Varassa said,
dragging the tip of her fingernail across Serrane’s taut belly.
“Unfortunately, Araene also told me that you disobeyed my orders
and struck my slave.”


  Laetharys’s cheek twitched. “She spoke out of
turn. She needed to be disciplined!”


  “My instructions were quite clear, sister. I
did not want her damaged in any way.” The Matron Mother placed her
palm upon Serrane’s cheek. The drow woman’s touch was surprisingly
soft, though there was no mistaking the aura of cold menace behind
it. “You are fortunate your condition has left you too weak and
pathetic to leave much of a mark.”


  Varassa’s hand flashed with Aetheric energy,
and Serrane felt the familiar warmth of restorative magic coursing
through her cheek.


  “What should I have done?” Laetharys asked.
“Allowed this darthiir cunt to slander me unchallenged?”


  “You should have obeyed my orders, sister,”
Varassa replied mildly. “If you couldn’t handle one little highborn
slave, it’s no wonder the Spider Queen found you unworthy of
channeling her power.”


  Laetharys seethed. For a moment, it appeared
as though she might actually lash out, but she seemed to catch
herself at the last moment and swallow her rage instead. Still,
Serrane could see the hatred blazing in the woman’s eyes.


  That’s it. All I need to do is figure out
a way to exploit her hatred and aggrievement…


  “Regardless, the cunt is obviously ready for
her final trial,” Varassa said, turning back to Nym. “What do you
think, General? Are you ready to claim your prize?”


  Nym stepped between Serrane’s splayed legs
and rubbed his hands across her smooth calves, a ravenous glint in
his red eyes. “Yes, Matron Mother.”


  “Then we should get started immediately,”
Varassa said. “Prepare him, sister.”


  Laetharys’s brow furrowed. “But—”


  “On your knees,” Varassa repeated. “Now.”


  Just like during the previous trial,
Laetharys reluctantly knelt before Nym and began fiddling with his
belt and trousers. His large gray stem was already hard and ready
by the time her fingers curled around the shaft, and he wasted no
time grabbing the back of the woman’s head and forcing his full
length down her throat.


  “I doubt he’ll last long inside you,” Varassa
whispered to Serrane as she leaned down over the ranger’s head and
unfastened the gag. “You’ll only have a few moments to make your
choice.”


  Serrane gasped and licked at her lips once
the gag was free. “Choice? What choice?”


  “The same one you’ve had all along, of
course: you can either forsake your past life and pledge yourself
to me, willingly and completely…or you can spend the rest of your
long days as breeding stock for my armies.”


  The ranger grimaced as she watched Nym grab
the back of Laetharys’s head and relentlessly skull-fuck her—all
while keeping his eyes fastened upon the trembling pale flesh of
his true prize. With a flick of the Matron Mother’s fingers, he
would no doubt cast Laetharys aside and plunge his cock into
Serrane’s sopping quim. She could already feel him thrusting,
throbbing, and inevitably spilling deep inside her…


  “You call that a choice?” the ranger
whispered.


  “It is the most importance choice a slave can
ever make,” Varassa said. “You will serve the Spider Queen either
way—the only question is whether you will do so willingly.”


  Serrane closed her eyes and swallowed. Her
quim was still burning, and for some unfathomable reason, a part of
her wanted to feel Nym’s cock inside her. But the path
forward here hadn’t changed—she needed to buy herself time, and
there was only one way to do that.


  “Fine,” she said, swallowing. “I will serve
you.”


  Varassa smiled. “I had a feeling you would
come around eventually. Wonderful.”


  Laetharys immediately pulled her mouth from
Nym’s cock and wriggled free of his grip. “What?” she
gasped, her lips wet with spittle. “She’s lying!”


  “Perhaps,” Varassa said with a shrug. “Only
time will tell.”


  “But this cunt is ripe and ready!” Laetharys
protested. “She would say anything to protect her womb!”


  The Matron Mother chuckled darkly as she
dragged her fingertips across Serrane’s belly again. “That’s
precisely why I intend to make her prove her loyalty.”


  Laetharys shook her head. “How?”


  “Take your position, General,” Varassa
ordered.


  Nym instantly snapped into action. He shoved
Laetharys aside so hard she toppled over, then wedged himself
between the ranger’s splayed legs. Serrane gasped when he nudged
the tip of his swollen cock against her molten entrance…


  “Wait!” the ranger protested, a wave of pure
terror crashing over her. “I said I would serve you!”


  “You did say that, yes,” Varassa
replied coolly. “But I require more than easy promises from my
slaves. When I give you an order, I expect you to obey it—eagerly
and without hesitation.”


  Serrane swallowed so heavily she almost
choked. “What do you want me to do?”


  “First, I want you to tell me your name.”


  “What?”


  “Tell me your name!”


  “Serrane Starwind.”


  “Wrong,” Varassa said, signaling for Nym to
nudge the tip inside half an inch. “From now on, your name is
‘Cunt.’ Do you understand?”


  Serrane swallowed again, nearly paralyzed by
the heat and girth of the cock resting just within her, yearning to
penetrate her. Her treacherous quim was desperate for Nym to thrust
all the way inside even as her mind screamed at her to say
anything—do anything—to stop him. “I understand,” she breathed. “My
name is Cunt.”


  “Better, but you forgot to address me
properly. I ask you again: what is your name?”


  “My name is Cunt, mistress.”


  Varassa smiled. “Very good. Now tell me you
forsake Highwind and all its people.”


  Serrane bit her trembling lip. “I forsake
Highwind and all its people.”


  “Tell me you forsake your wasted life as a
ranger.”


  “I forsake my wasted life as a ranger.”


  Varassa nodded, and her blue eyes flicked
back to Nym. “Now beg the good general here to fuck you in the
ass.”


  Serrane froze. “What?”


  “You didn’t really think it would be that
easy, did you?” Varassa asked. “I promised the general a taste of
highborn flesh, and he will have it before this night is over. The
only question is whether he will spill his seed in your womb…or in
your bowels.”


  Serrane inhaled sharply and clenched her
teeth as the man standing between her legs eased his tip all the
way inside her. His red eyes blazed with the feral fury of an
enraged beast, and she could feel his entire body trembling as he
waited for the Matron Mother’s permission to fully penetrate his
prey. He wouldn’t be gentle—he probably didn’t even know how
to be gentle. He would relentlessly pound each and every one of her
holes with his thick gray stem if given the chance.


  Oh, gods. Julian, where are you? Why haven’t
you found me?


  “Make your choice, darthiir,” Varassa
said, leaning down and placing her lips against the highborn’s ear.
“Your ass or your cunt…your bowels or your womb.”


  Serrane couldn’t move or speak. She was
completely paralyzed with dread, as if all her denials about what
was happening had finally caught up with her in one singular,
horrific moment. She couldn’t stall or delay this any longer.


  “Very well,” Varassa said. “Breed her.”


  Nym grinned wickedly as he grabbed Serrane’s
calves and began to thrust—


  “Wait!” the ranger pleaded, shaking her head
so hard and so frantically the taut collar nearly choked her. “Fuck
my ass.”


  The Matron Mother raised a hand for Nym to
stop. “I’m sorry, what was that?”


  “Fuck my ass,” Serrane repeated, more loudly
this time.


  The corner of Varassa’s mouth curled into a
dark grin. “Beg him for it.”


  “Fuck my ass, please!”


  “Tell him how much you want it inside
you.”


  “I want your cock inside me!”


  “Tell him how much you need his cock
inside you.”


  “I need your cock inside me!”


  “Tell him to fuck you as hard as he can.”


  “Fuck my ass as hard as you can!” Serrane
shouted. “Please!”


  “Good girl,” Varassa said, smiling
victoriously. “By all means, General: give her what she wants.”


  Nym slowly withdrew the head of his cock from
the ranger’s sopping slit and pushed it against her puckered ass
instead. Serrane cried out when he brutally thrust the tip inside,
and then again when he began forcing his full length deep into her
bowels.


  “That’s it,” Varassa cooed as she pinched the
ranger’s nipples. “Take his stem up your sweet little highborn
ass.”


  Snarling like a beast, Nym grabbed one of the
Serrane’s golden braids with one hand while he smacked the back of
her thighs with the other. “Plynn ol jal,
darthiir!”


  Serrane bit down on her lip so hard she
tasted blood, her body jolting against her restraints every time he
thrust. The pain was excruciating…right up until it transformed
into sheer, unbridled ecstasy. She squealed in delight when Nym
buried himself to the hilt, and she nearly blacked out when he
began thrusting in earnest. Every erogenous zone in her body seemed
to explode simultaneously.


  “A lil phraktos,” Laetharys breathed
as she slowly returned to her feet. “She’s actually enjoying
it!”


  “Of course she is,” Varassa said, pinching
the ranger’s nipples even harder. “True cunts always do.”


  A cascade of shame crashed over Serrane even
as her body threatened to climax. How could she possibly be
enjoying this? Why was her body betraying her?


  What if it isn’t? What if this is who I
really am?


  “Harder,” Serrane blubbered uncontrollably.
“Please, fuck me harder!”


  Nym’s face twisted in confusion—he probably
wasn’t used to his “lovers” showing genuine enthusiasm—but he
released his grip on her hair and allowed her head to slump flat
against the rack again. He clutched at the sides of her waist
instead, giving him the leverage he needed to pound into her with
the relentless fury of an orc barbarian.


  “Now that you’ve made your choice, perhaps
tomorrow I’ll have him take you in the public square,” Varassa
said, her blue eyes glimmering. “The whole city can watch as their
Ranger-General begs her conquerors to fuck her ass.”


  “Le’thos!” Serrane cried out as her
body finally succumbed to euphoria. Her eyes closed, her voice gave
out, her toes curled in midair…


  And Nym flooded her bowels with his seed.
Serrane felt his cock spasm and spurt, and her pelvis bucked and
clenched uncontrollably as if she were trying to coax every last
drop from his stem. He sneered down at her once he was finally
spent, his red eyes filled with the contempt of a warrior who had
just thoroughly conquered his opponent.


  “Perfect,” Varassa exclaimed with a giddy
cackle as she glanced at Solemi. “She will take some work yet, but
one day soon she will become a fine Throne Maiden. Wouldn’t you
agree?”


  “Absolutely, mistress,” Solemi said, leaning
over the side of the rack and brushing several sweaty locks of
braided hair from Serrane’s eyes. “It is her destiny to serve
you.”


  Laetharys hissed between her teeth. “I don’t
understand, sister. What use do you have for another surface
cunt?”


  Varassa pinched the ranger’s nipples again,
triggering another involuntary shudder through her prone body.
Serrane’s breaths were staggered and uneven; every inch of her skin
tingled as if she were tethered to a bolt of lightning.


  “I can think of several right now,” the
Matron Mother said. “Surely your imagination isn’t that poor,
sister.”


  “I’m serious,” Laetharys insisted. “You’ve
had your fun with this bitch and thoroughly humiliated her in the
process. Why not put her body to real use? In a few decades, the
sorcerers born from her womb could lead our armies into battle
against her own people!”


  Varassa shrugged. “Our armies will destroy
Nelu’Thalas with or without her help.”


  “Then at least allow Nym to breed your other
cunt,” Laetharys said, jabbing a gray finger at Solemi. “We can
strap her to the rack right now!”


  Varassa’s face suddenly darkened. “I have
made it perfectly clear that my Throne Maidens are not be despoiled
under any circumstances. I am the Matron Mother of Vel’shannar and
High Priestess of the Spider Queen—I will do whatever I wish with
my slaves.”


  “I doubt the Spider Queen would approve of
wasting such precious resources, especially in her weakened state,”
Laetharys protested. “We could—”


  Without warning, Solemi lunged forward and
backhanded the pregnant drow across the face. “How dare you
disparage the power of the Spider Queen!”


  The entire dungeon seemed to chill several
degrees as Laetharys dabbed the blood from her lips and glared
daggers at the half-elven girl. “You aren’t even drow!” she
practically screamed. “A mongrel cunt cannot be allowed to—”


  “Enough!” Varassa snarled. “I’ve had more
than enough of your treacherous tongue for one day, sister. Why
don’t we put it to better use?”


  The Matron Mother gestured with her shoulder,
and Nym finally withdrew his shriveled stem from Serrane’s bowels.
The ranger groaned, half in relief and half in disappointment, as
the invading cock slid from her body. Nym spun around, grabbed a
thick shock of Laetharys’s white hair, and forced her onto her
knees between Serrane’s splayed legs.


  “If you’re so concerned about wasting the
good general’s seed,” Varassa taunted, “perhaps I shall have you
follow him around and clean up after him for the next few
days.”


  Laetharys hissed. “You can’t—”


  Her protests became muffled nonsense when Nym
abruptly shoved her head between Serrane’s legs. The ranger could
already feel the man’s copious offering seeping from her bowels,
and she soon felt the reluctant licks of Laetharys’s tongue
scooping it up.


  “Much better,” Varassa said. “After all these
years, I believe we’ve finally found my sister’s true calling.”


  As the Matron Mother’s wicked cackling echoed
through the dungeon, Serrane closed her eyes and forced herself to
focus beyond the warm wetness of the tongue in her ass. Even though
her body kept betraying her, her mind still recognized that this
remained her best—and possibly only—chance at escape. Like all
monsters, the drow hated one another as much or more than their
actual enemies. They would inevitably turn upon themselves,
especially when the authority of their leader began to wane.
Varassa was powerful, to be sure, but her obvious bond with Solemi
was the one crack in her otherwise impenetrable armor.


  And don’t forget what Laetharys
said—apparently the Spider Queen is weakened after all. There must
be some way for the resistance to exploit that…


  “You can have her ass again once my sister is
finished,” Varassa said. “I shall restore you.”


  Nym’s mouth curled into a sinister grin as he
slowly stroked his stem. “You honor me, Matron Mother.”


  “If she behaves, you and I shall spend
tomorrow taking her together. Her cunt belongs to me, but her
bowels…well, let’s just say that until her training is complete,
they shall be far more communal.”


  Leaning forward, Varassa smiled and placed
her hand upon Serrane’s cheek. “I trust you don’t have a problem
with this arrangement, Cunt?”


  Serrane swallowed and shook her head. Her
quim was burning so hot that she couldn’t stop thinking about
Varassa’s cock slipping inside her, and when she imagined Nym’s
stem sliding into her bowels at the same moment…


  “No, mistress,” she whimpered. “I’m…I’m ready
for you now.”


  Chuckling, Varassa dragged her hand all the
way down the ranger’s body until the tips of her fingers slipped
inside Serrane’s quim. “Yes, you are,” the Matron Mother breathed.
“But you will need to learn patience, my pet. Continue to obey me,
and the glorious life of a Throne Maiden will eventually be
yours.”


  Serrane nodded frantically. “I will not
disappoint you, mistress.”


  “No, you won’t,” Varassa said, lifting her
fingers back to her mouth and sampling Serrane’s nectar with her
tongue. “My sister will stay here and continue cleaning up after
General Nym. Perhaps by tomorrow her attitude will have
improved.”


  Laethaarys leaned away, her lips glistening
with the general’s seed. “As you command, Matron Mother,” she said,
biting out each and every word.


  Varassa snickered as she sauntered in front
of Nym and eyed his flaccid stem. Her hand flashed with restorative
magic as she cupped his testicles, and within seconds his cock
swelled back to its full length.


  “It’s majestic, isn’t it?” she cooed to
Serrane as his member throbbed in midair.


  The ranger nodded again. She should have been
absolutely horrified at the thought of this brute ravaging her
again, but her skin was still tingling with the euphoric echo of
her last climax. Even though her mind was screaming at her to
fight, her body yearned for more.


  I have to fight this. I need to
fight this.


  “He’s ready for you again, cunt,” Varassa
said. “Aren’t you going to invite him back in?”


  Serrane leaned up as far as she could with
the collar still pinching her throat. “Fuck me again,” she begged.
“Please!”


  Varassa grinned. “You heard her,” she said.
“Give this bitch exactly what she wants.”


   



  ***


   



  The old Silver Fist Temple was deathly quiet
when Laetharys arrived early the next morning. The laborers had
already begun transforming the building from a shrine of Escar—the
rivvil god of justice—to a proper temple of the Spider
Queen, but the Matron Mother had assigned most of her skilled
slaves to renovate the Citadel and the Black Palace first. As a
result, much of the damage from the initial sacking of Highwind had
yet to be repaired, and the sheer volume of treacherous sunlight
filtering in through the holes in the ceiling kept most drow away
before nightfall. It was yet another slight against the will of the
Dark Goddess that drove Laetharys mad.


  “Why are you tolerating this
sacrilege?” she whispered, tugging at the cowl of her heavy
cloak to better shield her eyes from the searing sunlight. “Why
haven’t you punished my sister yet?”


  Hissing softly through her teeth, Laetharys
stepped over pile after pile of rubble as she moved deeper into the
temple. All of the statues to Escar had been pulled down or
crushed, but the artificers had been too busy with Varassa’s vanity
projects to properly vaporize or teleport away the debris. Reaching
the shrine in the center of the building proved no small feat,
especially with this accursed child still growing in her belly.


  The feeling of weakness would have been
intolerable for any drow female, but as a former warrior-priestess,
Laetharys found the constant reminder of her own feebleness
particularly humiliating. She had spent the better part of the last
century waging war in the Underworld while her cunt of a sister
enjoyed the safety and debauchery of Vel’shannar. Laetharys had
bashed in the skulls of hundreds of foes with her mace; Varassa had
lounged around and tormented her pleasure slaves for sport. How
could the Spider Queen have possibly chosen such a useless hedonist
for her High Priestess?


  Laetharys was still seething by the time she
reached the newly built shrine in the basement of the temple. This
area was shielded from the light, mercifully, and she cast off her
cloak and paused to bask in the glorious darkness. The cold air
caressed her body, naked aside from a thin belt and dagger at her
waist. A few months ago, the rivvin had held their own
services here—the chamber was long and wide enough to accommodate
hundreds of worshippers. Most of the pews remained, though the
altar of Escar had been replaced by a towering statue of a
beautiful woman that was a drow from the waist up and an enormous
spider from the waist down.


  “You have been betrayed,” Laetharys said as
she approached the altar. “Every day your children watch in horror
as the Matron Mother consorts with half-breeds and highborn. Our
armies cannot win you glory while they are led by a heretical whore
who does not appreciate your power!”


  Her words echoed off the walls, but the
statue remained silent. Laetharys sighed and shook her head as she
cradled her swollen belly and knelt before the altar. For over a
century she had felt the Spider Queen’s divine power coursing
through her, but ever since the Zhennu Lassrin—the so-called
“Shattering”—Laetharys had been unable to channel the Aether. All
that remained was a painful memory…and a yearning hunger that grew
more and more ravenous over time.


  Varassa’s powers had eventually been
restored, though they seemed different somehow. Even now,
many months later, the drow armies had only prevailed over Highwind
because the Shattering had crippled the rivvin more than it
had crippled the drow. The Spider Queen’s temple in Vel’shannar had
once supported hundreds of priestesses, but now there were only
seven—all of whom, save Varassa, wielded considerably less power
now than they had in the past.


  Archmage Relvani and his fellow scholars had
proposed many theories about the nature of the Zhennu
Lassrin, but Laetharys wasn’t convinced any of them were
completely right. Still, the winnowing of the Spider Queen’s power
was undeniable; the most important question was whether the change
was permanent or temporary. If she had merely become trapped inside
the Pale like the gods of the old world, perhaps there was still
some way to set her free…


  There is.


  Laetharys gasped and glanced around the
chamber. The voice had been dark and undeniably feminine, yet she
couldn’t find a speaker. The shrine was just as still and silent as
it had been a moment ago…and that was when she realized she hadn’t
so much heard the voice as felt it within her.


  “Show yourself!” she demanded, plucking the
dagger from her belt and slowly pivoting around until she turned in
a full circle. “I will not abide treachery in this place of
worship!”


  Neither will I.


  Laetharys hopped at least an inch off the
ground. She whirled around again, dagger raised to strike—


  And then the statue moved.


  At first, she assumed it must have been a
trick of the shadows. One of the spindly stone legs appeared to
twitch, but that was clearly impossible…or should have been. When
she took a step closer to investigate, however, all the legs began
moving at once—and the impossible suddenly became reality.


  “Oloth dormagyn uns’aa,” Laetharys
stammered as the dagger slipped from her fingers and clattered on
the stone floor. The entire statue moved as if it were a real
drider, from its eight spidery legs to its two elven arms.


  The last Avetharri prison has been opened.
The seals are broken.


  Laetharys trembled in place as the statue’s
eyes fixated upon her. They glowed blue like all female drow, but
despite the intensity of their light, they didn’t banish a single
shadow.


  “Mistress,” Laetharys whispered, dropping to
her knees and bowing her head. “Your humble servant awaits your
command.”


  The statue crawled forward until it loomed
directly over her. Laetharys froze and held her breath, unable and
unwilling to move.


  For an eternity I have suffered beyond the
walls of the Pale, doomed to watch as my servants falsely invoked
my name. They have fought and suffered and wasted away while the
spawn of the Avetharri traitors prosper.


  Laetharys forced herself to swallow and look
up at the statue. “I…I do not understand.”


  You will.


  An odd chittering sound suddenly filled the
room, like a thousand tiny legs skittering across the floor.
Laetharys didn’t see any spiders, but the walls were suddenly and
inexplicably covered in thick, diaphanous white webs. She opened
her mouth in surprise—


  And gasped again when the webs lashed out and
grabbed her arms, hoisting her off the ground and holding her bound
and helpless right before the statue’s eyes.


  The Avetharri seals are broken, but the door
to your world remains closed. I require an opening—a foothold
through which I may return.


  Laetharys couldn’t look away from the glowing
eyes even as she felt more webs ensnare her ankles and hold her
legs apart. “What…what must I do, mistress?”


  The child born from an echo of power shall
open the way. Nurture her. Protect her. Teach her. Do this for me,
and you shall sit upon the throne of my empire for all
eternity.


  Laetharys glanced down to her swollen belly.
She could feel the child within—a child she had hated from the
moment its conception was forced upon her—kicking as it yearned to
be free.


  “I will do as you command, mistress,” she
promised.


  I know you will.


  Laetharys glanced up, lost in the statue’s
glowing gaze…


  And then inhaled sharply as her own eyes
fluttered open. She was no longer suspended in the air—she was
kneeling on the floor. The statue of the Dark Goddess was back
where it belonged, and the stone was as cold and unmoving as ever.
There were no webs, no spiders…


  “A lil oloth,” she murmured into the
silence. Had she imagined everything that had just happened? Had
this all been some bizarre hallucination born of her own impotent
frustration?


  Taking a deep breath, Laetharys stood and
placed a hand upon her belly. She could feel the child kicking
again, but this time it seemed…different.


  You know your duty, my servant. Protect the
gateway at all costs. My return shall set you free.


  “I will, mistress,” Laetharys promised, the
long-forgotten warmth of a real smile tugging at her lips. “Soon
our enemies shall witness the true wrath of the Spider Queen.”



        
            
                
            
        

    

 Drow Terms 
 
      
 
    Abbil: friend 
 
    Barra d’aron: shadow knights 
 
    Bronretla: wonderful 
 
    D’nilok dro ulu el: Paladins live to die (loosely translated) 
 
    Darthiir: surface elf 
 
    Doernek: cum-slut 
 
    Harcik: kneel 
 
    Ib’ahalii ulu Zelioth: Glory to Zelioth! 
 
    Ilhari, belbau uns’aa z’ress: Goddess, give me strength! 
 
    Ilhari inbal ka’lith: Goddess/Matriarch have mercy 
 
    Ilhari vlos: Goddess/Matriarch’s blood 
 
    Jaluk: male 
 
    Kenoth we’ha: a “fake cock” worn by females 
 
    Khaless zhah whol lil waela…lueth lil elghinyrr: Trust is for the foolish…and the dead. 
 
    Ky’ostal nauvith: a chastity belt 
 
    Nau-faer: those without magic 
 
    Niskaru: half-human, half-elf hybrid. Considered a grave insult among the drow. 
 
    Ol zhah draeval: It is time 
 
    Pau’tharii: a collar used for interrogation that doubles as a sex toy 
 
    Rivvil: human, plural is rivvin. 
 
    Ultrinnan: victory 
 
    Venorsh: silence 
 
    Vlos lueth doer: blood and seed 
 
    Wahvin Ssol: The Wasting Echo 
 
    Zhennu Lassrin: The Shattering 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    1 
 
    The Vessel 
 
      
 
    “It is time.”  
 
    Laetharys Hu’nate, former First Daughter and rightful Matron Mother of Vel’shannar, snarled into her gag as her treacherous sister prepared the final steps of the ritual. The vatari crystals in the torch sconces blazed with freshly absorbed magic, bathing the sanctum in an angry green light. The Temple of the Spider Queen had been cleared of acolytes and supplicants; the only one left to bear witness to this dark ritual was the looming half-drow, half-arachnid statue of the dark goddess herself.  
 
    “You should feel honored, sister,” Varassa said, her red lips twisting into a wicked smile as she smeared the last of the clear salve over Laetharys’s gray belly. “All your years of teaching acolytes as a priestess, all your years of serving as a general…none of that can possibly compare to the glory you are about to bestow upon our people. And to think, all you need to do is lie there with your legs spread like a common whore.” 
 
    Laetharys snarled again as she struggled futilely against her bindings. The magical webs pinning her wrists above her head were as unbreakable as adamantine, as were the strands holding her ankles in the breeding stirrups. Both drow sisters were stark naked in preparation for the ritual, though Laetharys had been restrained like this for over an hour now while Varassa moved about freely, reciting the proper incantations and preparing the special salve. The alchemists had promised to increase the potency of their standard fertility mixture threefold; even the most elderly rivvil male would probably be virile enough to impregnate her at this point.  
 
    The thought of being treated like a wretched breeding slave had driven Laetharys into a murderous fury. If not for the position she found herself in—bound to a sacrificial altar turned breeding slab—she would be slaughtering everything in sight. 
 
    She was a warrior-priestess of Vel’shannar, trained in the arts of battle as well as channeling, and she loathed herself for not crushing Varassa’s head with her mace when she’d once had the chance. But ever since the Zhennu Lassrin—the “Shattering,” as the rivvin called it—Laetharys had been bereft of the Spider Queen’s power. All of Vel’shannar had briefly been thrown into chaos, but somehow, Varassa’s channeling abilities had eventually returned. The bitch had taken the opportunity to murder their mother, steal the mantle of Matron, and claim her own sister as a pet.  
 
    And yet, Laetharys’s debasement and humiliation had only just begun.  
 
    “As my official First Wife, you will have ample opportunity to judge the power of his new mixture yourself,” Varassa said, her icy blue eyes glittering as she watched the last bits of salve seep into the skin of her sister’s flat gray stomach. She had already spread some over Laetharys’s breasts earlier, and they had swollen to nearly human size. “Your primary duty will be to please me, though you will also be responsible for maintaining discipline in General Nym’s breeding harem. Once we conquer Highwind, he will have many new slaves at his disposal, and I expect you to ensure he keeps their bellies thick with future soldiers for our army—my army.” 
 
    Varassa chuckled sadistically as she dragged a fingernail down her sister’s abdomen all the way to her hairless quim. “He wanted to breed you as well, of course, and I strongly considered granting his request. I think he still regrets missing the opportunity when Mother punished you for your repeated failures on the surface.”  
 
    Laetharys clamped down hard on the gag. She remembered the experience quite vividly; Nym and his men had taken turns fucking her ass while Varassa and their mother watched. It had easily been the most humiliating day of her life. 
 
    Until now.  
 
    “You’re fortunate that I discovered this ritual when I did,” Varassa said as she painfully pinched her sister’s swollen clit. A muffled cry forced itself around Laetharys’s gag. “The thought of having to rely upon lowly males to sire children…it’s almost disgusting, isn’t it? But our daughter will be strong and untainted. She will be the perfect vessel for the Spider Queen’s glorious return.” 
 
    Snickering, Varassa pinched her sister’s clit one last time before returning to the alchemist’s station set into an alcove along the far wall of the sanctum. Normally, it served to help prepare sacrificial victims to experience the maximum amount of agony as they died. Its purpose today was no less gruesome.  
 
    Laetharys watched her sister, annoyed at how her eyes were drawn to the sway of the Matron Mother’s hips as she moved. She always seemed like she was bouncing atop her heels even when she was barefoot and naked. Her white hair dangled between her shoulder blades, lustrous and straight as always, and it was cut just above the spider tattoo on her lower back.  
 
    This “ritual” of hers seemed impossible; if drow females could breed one another, their society would have rid itself of male weakness long ago. Only the most twisted blood sorcery could alter the basic laws of nature, but even then, there was always a price. Every ancient tome on Avetharri lore was filled with warnings about the perils of transmutation. It was one thing for a female to conjure a male member, even one that could spill, but producing fertile seed was something else entirely. Being forced to carry Nym’s child would have been humiliating enough, but this…what if Varassa didn’t know what she was doing? What if she was about to create an abomination in Laetharys’s belly? 
 
    She writhed futilely in her restraints again as Varassa raised a flask to her lips and imbibed the brackish mixture the alchemists had made for her. Sexual enhancement potions were common in Vel’shannar, though in males they typically only granted stamina, not virility. Goddess knew what this horrible mixture would actually do… 
 
    “And so we begin,” Varassa said as she slowly turned and sauntered back to her captive. Her fingertips surged with magical energy, and it only took a moment for her bald gray quim to transform into a thick, throbbing gray cock that would be the envy of any male. Laetharys knew her sister’s stem well; she had felt it plunge down her throat, violate her ass, and penetrate the depths of her quim. The taste of Varassa’s seed was every bit as familiar as any food, and it had gleefully and frequently been spilled upon every part of Laetharys’s body from her forehead to her toes.  
 
    But this was going to be different. Forced pregnancy was the destiny of lesser females, not the chosen servants of the Spider Queen. How could the goddess have abandoned her to this fate after so many decades of loyal service? 
 
    “You’ve no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment, sister,” Varassa said, her breath quickening as she stroked her cock to full readiness. It was easily as large and thick as an orc’s. And when she placed the swollen tip at Laetharys’s slit, it didn’t seem like it could possibly fit.  
 
    But it did. Every single time. 
 
    “Mother always believed that you would be the one to succeed her just because you were born first,” Varassa said, leaning forward with just enough pressure to make Laetharys’s labia part. She felt the crown push against the sensitive flesh at her entrance, a breath away from entering her. “She allowed tradition to blind her to the truth. Fortunately, she paid the price for her hubris—and now, so will you.” 
 
    Varassa hilted her cock with a single ruthless thrust. Laetharys screamed into her gag, half in rage and half in unwilling delight, as she was stretched and filled from vulva to cervix. Despite all the torments she had suffered, despite all the degradations she had been forced to endure, the most humiliating part of becoming a glorified breeding slave was how much her body seemed to enjoy it. Varassa’s cock was as disgusting as it was magnificent. Every thrust boiled Laetharys’s blood…and set her quim aflame.  
 
    Laetharys sucked in a desperate breath through her nose, her breasts rising as she struggled to adjust to the painful yet delicious stretch. She felt completely filled, yet she was so wet there was almost no friction at all. Her body behaved like it actually wanted Varassa inside her, which only made the Matron Mother cackle in delight.  
 
    “You’ve always underestimated me,” Varassa sneered, her luminescent blue eyes wide with sadistic joy as she drew her hips back, then slowly pushed in. “While you were busy playing soldier, I planned my ascension. While you kissed Mother’s feet, I was plotting her destruction. Vel’shannar is mine…” she leaned down over Laetharys, her voice lowering to something almost tender, “…just like your womb.” 
 
    Gripping her sister’s slender hips for leverage, Varassa began thrusting in earnest. She moved slowly but not delicately; every pull out was gentle, but every push in was like the pounding of a hammer. As much as she reviled males, she had always enjoyed wielding her cock like a weapon. And she was terrifyingly good at it.  
 
    Laetharys’s heart beat faster with every renewed stretch. She couldn’t help but grunt every time her sister bottomed out. Varassa’s deliberate strokes were somehow hotter than the most ruthless rutting she’d ever experienced. This wasn’t about pleasure or pain; it was about something deeper, something primal.  
 
    She was being bred by her own sister. Goddess, why did it feel so good? 
 
    “You have the wet, welcoming sheath of a whore,” Varassa taunted as her breaths became ragged and uneven. “Your body betrays you, sister. It must understand the honor I am about to grant you…” 
 
    Laetharys moaned in delight even as her teeth sank deeper into the gag. She could actually feel the cock inside her swelling while it slid along the walls of her cunt. Her body’s betrayal became more vile, more complete, with each passing moment as she felt her tension build. She bit down on her gag until her jaw hurt, worried that she might spend even before her sister did.  
 
    How far had she fallen—how weak had she become—that she was about to climax while her sister bred her? 
 
    “I will accomplish what Mother never could,” Varassa said as she viciously pounded her sister’s cunt. “I will conquer Highwind. I will destroy Nelu’Thalas. I will make every darthiir and rivvil wretch kneel at the feet of a new empire—a Drow Empire!” 
 
    Groaning as her climax neared, the Matron Mother abandoned her hold on Laetharys’s hips and reached up to grab her face in both hands. “But first, my dear sister,” she panted, “I am going to breed you like a slave!” 
 
    Hilting herself violently one last time, Varassa screamed in triumph as her cock erupted. Laetharys felt every spasm, every spurt, as one hot rush after another of her sister’s vile seed flooded her fertile womb. She screamed into her gag, thrashed in her restraints…and came so hard her eyes rolled back into her head.  
 
    What had she been reduced to? What in the name of the Goddess was wrong with her? 
 
    “Ultrinnan!” Varassa breathed as she came down, lowering her slick, naked body to lay atop her sister. Her cock remained hilted even as it withered, and she held her sister’s face close enough that they could share breath. “Soon, the future of our people shall grow within you, sister. You can thank me from your knees tonight.” 
 
    Laetharys glared daggers into the pale blue eyes that loomed inches above her own, her body’s euphoria clashing with the savage rage howling within her soul. She was beaten. Broken. Utterly, thoroughly defeated.  
 
    But she was still drow. No matter how low she sank, no matter how badly she was humiliated, she would never relent. Power was her legacy. Conquest was her birthright. And revenge… 
 
    Revenge was her destiny.  
 
      
 
    Laetharys Hu’nate inhaled sharply as her eyes flicked open. A pillar of moonlight shone through the cracked roof of the ruined temple in which she knelt, bathing the otherwise pitch-black chamber in a soft, almost ethereal blue glow. A still pool of crystal-clear water lay in front of her, bounded by low walls of moss-covered stone, and she cupped her hands and took a sip just like she had intended before the torrent of memories had overwhelmed her. As the cool liquid slid down her throat, her hand slipped beneath her silvery gossamer robe to touch her belly…and was almost surprised to find it flat and toned rather than swollen with child. 
 
    “Ilhari inbal ka’lith,” she murmured, rising from her knee. The barrier between the Pale and the physical world was thin here in this ancient forest temple. At moments like these, she swore she could actually hear demons whispering into her mind from just beyond her hearing. They had been tormenting her with memories of her darkest moments ever since she had arrived.  
 
    But if living under her sister’s heel hadn’t broken her will, then a few impotent spirits never would. Laetharys was drow, not some mewling surface darthiir cunt. She had been molded to rule from the moment of her birth. She was a priestess, and most importantly, a female. It was only a matter of time before she dethroned Varassa and seized her burgeoning new empire in the name of the true Spider Queen. 
 
    Grinning, Laetharys turned away from the pool and swept her gaze around the massive chamber. It was mostly empty aside from a crumbling stone altar and a pile of old rubble that used to be a statue. Thousands of years ago, long before the adherents of Zelioth, the Spider Queen, had separated from their Vaetharri brethren and fled overseas, this sprawling temple had been a monument to Shalassa the Moonmaiden, a goddess now revered by rivvil and darthiir alike. Today, it was little more than a decaying refuge in the heart of the Duskwood, though its walls still thrummed with dormant, forgotten power.  
 
    Power that—goddess willing—the rightful Matron Mother of Vel’shannar would soon awaken and unleash.  
 
    A pair of soft, booted footfalls drew Laetharys’s attention. Another drow priestess appeared in the tall archway behind her, a child wrapped in blankets cradled in her arms. The woman herself was clad in the same ceremonial vestments as her mistress—a loose, diaphanous silver robe spun of the finest spider silk by the tailors in Vel’shannar. A few years ago, Kathara had served in the upper echelons of the clergy, but the Zhennu Lassrin had stolen her power just as it had Laetharys’s. And like with most of the other priestesses, it hadn’t returned.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    “The vessel has awakened, Matron Mother,” Kathara said in her rich, husky voice.   
 
    “Good,” Laetharys replied, reaching out to take her daughter. The child cooed softly, her large violet eyes glowing like twin amethysts in the dim chamber. She was barely a month old, yet she was already practically a toddler in size and appearance. The energies flowing through her rapidly growing body were immense; she was a beacon of Aetheric power amidst the void left in the wake of the Zhennu Lassrin.  
 
    And she was the herald of the Spider Queen’s inevitable return.  
 
    Laetharys smiled warmly as she touched her daughter’s cheek. Warmth—an emotion she’d never thought to feel. She had named the child Sehris. It was difficult to believe—or even understand—how a creature born of such malefic circumstances could bring such joy. Varassa had used dark magic to impregnate Laetharys as an act of ultimate dominance over her elder sister, but Sehris’s birth had changed everything—and not in the way Varassa had hoped.  
 
    “Are you not worried about blinding her, mistress?” Kathara asked. “We could easily place her crib in one of the lower chambers outside the—” 
 
    “This is where the temple’s energies are most concentrated,” Laetharys interrupted, her voice sharp and commanding. “The instructions for the ritual were very precise. ‘All truths are revealed in the Moonmaiden’s light.’” 
 
    She crooned softly at Sehris and carried her over to the makeshift crib atop the altar, just beyond the circle of moonlight. The child’s violet eyes didn’t squint or otherwise show any sign that she was bothered by the radiant pillar. Tender pride bloomed in Laetharys’s chest—another novelty. Her daughter was strong.  
 
    And thanks to this nexus of power, she was only growing stronger.  
 
    Laetharys still felt strange attempting to invoke an ancient darthiir ritual, but there were no reliable alternatives. Her research had specifically led her here to these ruins. It was one of precious few locations in the Northern Reaches where the veil was so thin—and the only one that wasn’t infested with Chol.  
 
    Laetharys set the child in the crib and retreated a step. “Can’t you feel the power in this place?” she asked, stretching out her hand and holding it within the beam of light.  
 
    “I can, mistress,” Kathara said, nodding. “But I fear it is tainted. Unhallow. This was never a sanctum of the Spider Queen.” 
 
    “No, but it will be,” Laetharys said. “The true worshippers of the moon goddess are long dead. All that matters is the echo of power she left behind for them. The Spider Queen merely needs a proper foothold…” Her eyes flicked back to Sehris. “And a beacon to guide her through the mists of the Pale.” 
 
    Kathara’s glowing red eyes narrowed as she glanced over at the child. “I can still scarcely believe it, mistress. I thought the Goddess’s power was gone forever…” 
 
    Laetharys nodded in understanding. When her own channeling abilities had faded in the wake of the Zhennu Lassrin, she had feared she would be doomed to languish as her sister’s pet forever. But then, just before giving birth to Sehris, the Spider Queen herself had revealed a path to power. The child born of Varassa’s cruelty was now the key to Laetharys’s vengeance.  
 
    “Without it, we were not whole,” Laetharys said, opening her palm and allowing the currents of the Aether to flow through her body. Sparks of violet energy swirled in her hand, and the warrior within her longed for more enemies to flense. The slave soldiers she had slaughtered during her escape from Highwind hadn’t been nearly a match for the full fury of a drow priestess.  
 
    With her mere presence, Sehris had restored the channeling abilities of Kathara and several other fallen priestesses who had joined Laetharys in her rebellion. In time, word would spread across Highwind—and eventually down into the depths of Vel’shannar. The promise of restored power would bring even more acolytes into the fold. Varassa might have taken their mother’s throne, but no matron ruled forever.  
 
    And while Varassa knew how to scheme, Laetharys knew how to wage war. 
 
    Still, their position here in this accursed forest was precarious, to say the least. Varassa’s scouts would find them eventually, and Sehris remained vulnerable. They needed new allies—and soon. 
 
    “We stand on the precipice of a new age for our people,” Laetharys said, as much to herself as to Kathara. “We need only endure a bit longer.” 
 
    “The Matron Mother has redoubled her efforts to locate us,” the other priestess said. “Our spies in Highwind whisper that she has finally dispatched General Nym. Perhaps we should flee further east before—” 
 
    “We are not going anywhere,” Laetharys declared. “Not until the ritual has been completed and the last of the temple’s power has been drained. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Perfectly, mistress,” Kathara said after a nervous pause. “We live to serve you, and through you, the Spider Queen.” 
 
    The woman’s obsequiousness was genuine, but so was her dread. Until recently, the cause of that dread would have been Laetharys herself; she had been the most feared name in Vel’shannar besides her mother for centuries. But she couldn’t blame Kathara for fearing Nym. The man was nothing if not relentless. He had been Varassa’s loyal hound for years, and he was easily the most powerful—and brutal—male in Vel’shannar. Laetharys had spent the better part of the past year observing his habits while helping to oversee his vast breeding harem, and she counted herself fortunate that she had never been forced to bear his child like the hundreds of rivvil females he had already bred. Even when he had served under her command, he had been cruel, cunning, and uncommonly intelligent for a male. Those traits had only grown more pronounced in Varassa’s service. He wouldn’t rest until he recovered Sehris. 
 
    “General Nym is many things, but he is no ranger,” Laetharys said. “He is as lost in this blighted surface world as the rest of us. He will not be able to find us without a guide.” 
 
    Kathara’s cheek twitched. “You still believe he will force the highborn slave to aid him?” 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” Laetharys said with a dark smile. If her sister had a weakness, it was her appetite for surface slaves. She had turned her niskaru pet into a so-called ‘Throne Maiden’ and even allowed the mixed-blooded bitch to torment Laetharys from time to time. And now, Highwind’s former Ranger-General was undergoing the same transformation. Instead of playing with her slaves and then dispatching them once they grew stale, Varassa gave them power and authority. It was as sacrilegious as it was sickening.  
 
    But it was also a vulnerability they were about to exploit.  
 
    “What of the broken knight our males captured?” Laetharys asked. “Has he been prepared?” 
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Kathara confirmed. “The acolytes brought him to your chamber, as you instructed.” 
 
    “Good. And what of his wounds?” 
 
    “Sealed, though he will need some time to fully heal.” The priestess paused. “With all due respect, mistress, I am still not convinced that we should forge an alliance with these…paladins. The unholy vermin are unworthy of your grace.” 
 
    Laetharys’s smile widened by a fraction. Unlike Kathara, she’d had prior experience—of a sort—with paladins. Enough to know that one could be bent to a strong enough will. “Vermin or not, we share a common enemy. Their skills will prove useful in the battles ahead.” 
 
    “We do not need the aid of any rivvil,” Kathara spat. “Dozens of your sister’s warriors have already flocked to our banner, and more will join once we show them—” 
 
    “How many of our warriors did the knights’ leader slay before we captured him?” Laetharys interrupted.  
 
    Kathara’s eyes reluctantly lowered. “Many.” 
 
    “Then I fail to understand your confusion. In desperate times, we must be willing to put aside our pride and do whatever is necessary to achieve victory. The Knights of the Silver Fist are the only reason Vel’shannar didn’t conquer Highwind decades ago. And if the Zhennu Lassrin had not stolen away their power, they would still be holding us at bay.” 
 
    Kathara glanced away, her red eyes flickering with unease. “Their skill in battle is not in doubt, but I am concerned that the more rivvin we bring into the fold, the more difficult it will be to convert your sister’s followers to our cause. They may see us as…tainted. We cannot prevail over the Usurper without an army of our own.” 
 
    “You forget yourself, acolyte,” Laetharys said in a hard voice, stepping back to her cooing child. “We harbor the power of the Spider Queen—the true Spider Queen. Our victory is ordained.” 
 
    “Of…of course, Matron Mother. I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    Laetharys reached out a finger to stroke her daughter’s smooth gray chin. Motherhood was a complicated affair for female drow, to put it mildly. Giving birth to a daughter—especially a daughter whose blood teemed with the Aether—brought renown and status in Vel’shannar, but it was a double-edged blade. Most drow matrons were ultimately killed by their own progeny, especially those in positions of authority. That was precisely how Laetharys’s own mother had risen to power—and Varassa had mirrored her example.  
 
    But such was the way of the Spider Queen. Mother against daughter. Sister against sister. Conflict was strength, and complacency meant death. The creed was as old as the schism that had first brought her people here to the shores of Torsia millennia ago.  
 
    Laetharys had spent almost every night of the past year in her sister’s bed, naked and pregnant like one of General Nym’s breeding slaves, and she had wiled away countless hours dreaming of ways she might subvert her sister’s will. Nearly all of them had involved butchering the child growing in her belly…but now, looking down at her daughter’s sweet face, she felt her stomach twist at the thought of anything happening to Sehris. Her safety was all that mattered.  
 
    “She will sleep here by the moonlight,” Laetharys ordered. “Watch over her, and do not allow anyone else inside the sanctum.” 
 
    Kathara nodded. “As you command, Matron Mother.” 
 
    “In the meantime,” Laetharys said with a dark grin, “I shall pay our new guest a visit.” 
 
    After touching Sehris’s face one last time, Laetharys turned and strode out of the sanctum. The rest of the ruins weren’t in better shape; most of the ancient temple had completely collapsed or been overgrown and reclaimed by the Duskwood. Trees had invaded from below, their roots slowly crushing the stone floor while their branches stretched toward the light filtering in through the gaps in the ceiling. A throng of vile surface creatures had nested within the ruins as well, though the spiderwebs covering nearly every archway she passed still brought a smile to Laetharys’s lips.  
 
    With her ability to channel restored, Laetharys had been able to mold several of the old rooms into livable spaces again. Decorations were sparse, of course—the gray, wind-scoured stone walls were bare, and their food supplies were perilously low.  
 
    Yet despite the lack of creature comforts, she would rather live a thousand lifetimes here than suffer another moment as Varassa’s pet.  
 
    Two of her male warriors were standing guard outside the quarters she had molded for herself, though she would have preferred a full squad if she had the troops to spare. The leader of the broken knights might have been chained and unconscious, but she refused to underestimate him. Hubris was her sister’s weakness, not hers.  
 
    “Leave us,” she ordered as she approached. “I will summon you if I require your aid in my interrogation.” 
 
    “Yes, Matron Mother,” they said in near unison, clearly eager to be somewhere else, even if it meant joining the ongoing effort to make their haven habitable. They had every reason to be afraid of their charge; the Knight-Captain had slaughtered half a dozen of them before he had been subdued.  
 
    Once they were gone, Laetharys drew in a deep breath and opened the door. The rusted hinges squealed in dissonant protest, setting her teeth on edge. Still, the sound was useful—at least no one could enter her room unnoticed while she slept.  
 
    The quarters were a fraction of the size of her old suite in the palace of Vel’shannar; the space was little more than a rectangle with a few pieces of furniture her minions had stolen from an abandoned hunting lodge at the forest’s edge. A bed, a nightstand, a dresser, a threadbare divan…a year ago, she barely would have considered this worthy of a slave’s quarters. She didn’t even have access to any of the array of torturous implements—magical and mundane—which she had used to torment her many slaves over the decades.  
 
    But she was a priestess of the Spider Queen once again. She didn’t require toys to break the will of her servants.  
 
    “And here you are,” Laetharys said, striding toward the unconscious man secured in the corner of the room. “You’ve no idea how hard my sister has been looking for you and your comrades…” 
 
    She grinned and studied the prison of magical webs binding her prey, the former Knight-Captain of the Silver Fist named Julian Cassel. The Zhennu Lassrin had all but destroyed his once-proud order, and Varassa’s soldiers and assassins had killed or driven away the rest.  
 
    He was pinned upright with his arms and legs splayed outward like a star. Webs coiled about his limbs, waist, and neck, ensuring he could hardly move, let alone harm her. He had been stripped out of his paladin armor and left in only his smallclothes, giving her an unobstructed view of his chiseled chest and muscular arms.  
 
    Laetharys traced her fingertips over the firm contours of his pectorals. He was strong, fit, and young. Even without the Aether, he was a formidable warrior. A bit leaner than she might have liked, but that was only to be expected given his ailment. His physical condition was actually quite remarkable. Laetharys doubted there was anyone else in Highwind—or perhaps the whole Northern Reaches—who had a chance of defeating General Nym in martial combat. That was the entire reason she hadn’t ordered her followers to slit his throat.  
 
    Still, she had to admit that he would make an entertaining slave regardless. His square jaw and dark blond hair set him apart from drow males, and the stubble on his face gave him a rugged, hardened look.  
 
    She had never been as fond of surface pets as her sister—their inherent weakness usually turned her stomach—but she couldn’t suppress an excited tingle as she admired his masculine physique. Even after months of enduring the Wahvin Ssol, the crippling withdrawal that brutalized human channelers who had been forcibly severed from the Aether, this paladin remained quite attractive. It was obvious why Ranger-General Starwind had taken him as her lover.  
 
    And that relationship—that faint flicker of hope in his heart—is exactly how I will bend him to my will.  
 
    Chuckling in anticipation, she stepped over to the lone dresser along the wall to her right. She would have preferred to torment him while clad in her old armor, but Varassa had melted it down long ago. She didn’t even have proper heels; she typically wandered the temple barefoot rather than sully her feet with the flat leather boots of a common soldier.  
 
    But her silver dress was not without advantages. The fleeting glimpses of toned gray flesh beneath the diaphanous fabric would surely stir the loins of a rivvil accustomed to the soiled, frumpy appearance of human females. 
 
    The dresser’s top drawer was empty aside from her special glove. The fingertip claws were fashioned of pure moonsilver, and they were more than capable of lacerating flesh. Laetharys slid it over her right hand, then experimentally flexed her fingers. It was a far cry from the implements she had used back in Vel’shannar, but she would make do. This particular item had been taking from the corpse of a Tel Bator operative that Varassa had caught attempting to spy on them. The workmanship was surprisingly competent for rivvil design.  
 
    “My sister would have made you her pet for certain,” Laetharys said as she grabbed a pinch of kretan salts from atop the dresser. “She would have forced you to watch your highborn lover endlessly gorge herself upon throbbing drow stems for her amusement. I might have done the same not so long ago. Still, I suspect you would have forgotten all about her pale flesh the moment you hilted your stem inside a drow female. You may be strong-willed, but no male of any species can resist such a glorious sheath.” 
 
    She turned and sauntered back over to him, then waved the salts beneath his nose. It only took a moment before he began to stir. “Wake up, fool.” 
 
    The male’s eyelids fluttered open, revealing a pair of striking brown rivvil irises. They were so unlike the crimson of most drow, or even the rarer blue of those born to high station. 
 
    Laetharys decided she liked them. The only light in the room came from a single ever-burning candle on the stand next to her bed, though it was surely bright enough for him to behold her dark beauty.  
 
    “What…?” Cassel breathed. “Who are—?” 
 
    He stopped when his vision finally focused. Predictably, his thick arms and legs tested the strength of his bindings, but the magical webs were strong enough to restrain a minotaur. He bared his teeth and scowled at her.  
 
    “Drow bitch!” he growled. “I’ll never—!” 
 
    Laetharys smacked him with her open hand, her claws raking his flesh. He hissed in pain but didn’t cry out—another testament to his fortitude. A trio of bloody lines appeared on his stubbled cheek, and his dark eyes narrowed defiantly.  
 
    “I will not tolerate insolence from rivvil vermin,” she snarled in the surface language. “Defy me and I rip out your heart!” 
 
    Cassel only bared his teeth again. “Do your worst, bitch,” he snarled back, then spat in her face.  
 
    A flash of white-hot anger consumed Laetharys. On any other day, under any other circumstances, she would have cut off his cock and fed it to him. But her servitude to Varassa had taught her the value of biding her time, and she reminded herself that this fool was an integral part of her plan. Whether she liked it or not, he might have been her only hope of stopping Nym and buying her more time to unlock Sehris’s full potential.  
 
    Besides, the moment her rage faded, she noticed the growing warmth in her quim. Few things were more arousing than the thought of breaking a proud, powerful male. With sufficient time, she could have him worshipping at her feet where he belonged. Rivvil slaves aged into uselessness with surprising speed, but she had no doubt that he could amuse her for several years at least. Surely a powerful female like the Ranger-General had enough self-respect to choose a mate who was skilled with tongue and cock alike… 
 
    But then, perhaps not. Surface females were pathetic and submissive by nature, darthiir most of all. Laetharys would have to find out for herself.  
 
    “So, there are some rivvin with a spine, after all,” she said, wiping the spittle from her cheek. “Good. You will need that fire if you are to survive long enough to rescue your highborn lover.” 
 
    The rebellious glare on his face instantly evaporated, and his flesh paled at least two shades. “What?” 
 
    “The former Ranger-General of Highwind,” Laetharys said. “You were her mate before the fall, yes? My sister has claimed her as a pet, and it will be quite a challenge to liberate her before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Serrane,” Cassel breathed. “She’s alive?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Alive…and relatively unspoiled.” 
 
    The paladin’s jaw set in iron. “What the bloody void is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Laetharys grinned as she eyed the tiny beads of blood upon her claws. “Merely that you are fortunate my sister finds the general so amusing. Varassa can be quite protective of her pets, you see. A pureblood Ilwetharri sorceress is a highly valuable commodity in Vel’shannar. Our mother would have had her bred by worthy males as soon as possible. But my sister’s appetites are legendary, and at the moment, her lust is the only thing keeping your mate’s belly empty.” 
 
    She watched with amusement as a cascade of emotions rippled across his face—dread, horror, rage…and then, finally, hope. That was the key. He would never join her unless he believed there was still a chance he could save Serrane. Rivvin were a predictable lot, and paladins doubly so.  
 
    “You people are monsters,” he whispered.  
 
    “We are drow—we do not waste tears on the weak,” Laetharys said flatly. “But this isn’t about us, paladin—it is about you. My forces have managed to evade my sister thus far, but it is only a matter of time before they root us out. And when that happens, Varassa’s control over Highwind will be absolute. If you want to liberate your people, you and I must work together.” 
 
    Grinning again, Laetharys licked a drop of blood from her claw and rolled it over her tongue. She could taste his resilience…and his virility. Like all elven sorcery, drow magic was highly attuned to blood legacies. Ancestral knowledge was as vital to drow society as it had been to their Avetharri ancestors. This male may not have been a sorcerer, but the strength of his bloodline was undeniable.  
 
    “You can’t be serious,” he breathed after a moment. “You’ve butchered thousands of innocents and enslaved thousands more…and you honestly expect me to help you?” 
 
    “You killed many of my loyal warriors just a few hours ago,” she countered. “For that alone, I should flay you to ribbons…but we both find ourselves in a precarious position, paladin. Unless we join forces, doom will come swiftly for us both.” 
 
    He continued glaring at her, but she could tell that his rage was already diminishing. Still, Laetharys doubted she could win him over with words alone; she had no proof that Serrane was alive. Besides, she needed more from him than a tentative alliance. She needed a champion—a dark knight capable of destroying Nym and all the rest of her sister’s hounds.  
 
    “I understand why you distrust me,” Laetharys soothed, placing her clawed fingertips atop his chiseled abdomen. He was so tall she almost had to crane her neck to hold his gaze. “My people have a saying: khaless zhah whol lil waela…lueth lil elghinyrr. In your tongue, it means—” 
 
    “Trust is for the foolish and the dead,” Cassel said.  
 
    Both of Laetharys’s white eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Impressive,” she said, and meant it. “Few rivvin understand our language.” 
 
    “I’m full of surprises. But you’re right—I don’t trust you. And nothing you say will change that.” 
 
    She chuckled. “No, I suppose not,” she said, delicately walking the moonsilver tips of her claws across his flesh. “But perhaps there is something I can do for you…” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she stretched out through the Aether and followed the invisible tethers binding her to her daughter. As impossible as it seemed, Sehris was a Conduit—a living bridge to the lost power of the divine. Like the fabled god-kings of the ancient world, she could grant anyone the power to channel the Aether, though as an infant, she didn’t consciously realize it.  
 
    When she was older, she would hold the fate of thousands in her hands. She would be able to determine who was worthy of the Aether’s touch, and she would create her own clergy by rewarding the faithful and impoverishing the weak. For now, however, the currents of her power remained wild and uncontrolled. Her intrinsic connection with her mother had restored Laetharys’s power, but their bond went even deeper than that of Conduit and priest. Laetharys was the only one who could temper and direct the currents. She was a mortal dam controlling the flow of the Aether’s dark power itself.  
 
    And it was time to give this paladin a taste.  
 
    Cassel gasped the instant she allowed the Aether to wash over him again, and as her eyes fluttered back open, Laetharys watched in fascination as the shockwaves of power shuddered through him, making his entire body shiver and tremble. The same thing had happened with Kathara and the other priestesses. It reminded Laetharys of lotus addicts in Vel’shannar being allowed to breathe in the vapors again after months of forced abstinence.  
 
    “Now you understand what I offer,” she said. “Not merely vengeance, but redemption.” 
 
    His breathing slowly steadied as his body adjusted, and she could feel him experimentally reaching out and attempting to mold the Aether into a familiar spell. Had he been unrestrained, she might have been worried. The magic wielded by the Knights of the Silver Fist was more subtle than sorcery but no less effective—they could shield themselves and their allies, restore grievous wounds, and even bolster their strength threefold. But the webs would protect her from his wrath. And even if he were more powerful than she believed, she could stem the flow at any instant. That was true power.  
 
    That was what it meant to be the hand of a goddess.  
 
    “How…” he rasped. “How is this possible?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Laetharys asked. “For months now, you have been rotting away, crippled by the Wahvin Ssol. But I can offer you an alternative—I can give you the power you need to save your lover and the city you swore an oath to protect.” 
 
    Cassel clenched his teeth, plainly torn. She paused, content to let him grapple with his new reality. The more power he drew, the more his body would remember what it felt like to channel the Aether—and the harder it would be for him to let it go again. She would teach him in that lesson in due time, of course, but for now, all that mattered was reminding him of what he had lost. 
 
    “This can’t be real,” he breathed. “This must be some kind of drow trick.” 
 
    “It is no trick, jaluk,” Laetharys said. “This power is the reason I was able to escape my sister’s clutches…and I am offering it to you, paladin.” 
 
    Cassel swallowed heavily. “And what’s the catch? I would rather die than pledge myself to your dark goddess.” 
 
    “Then you are fortunate I am not asking you to,” Laetharys replied calmly. “Do not misunderstand my offer. I am not an evangelist out to proselytize and convert the unfaithful. And even if I were, the Spider Queen does not share her power with rivvin or males. The very idea is blasphemous.” 
 
    He snorted. “Well, in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m human and male.” 
 
    “Oh, I noticed,” Laetharys purred, slowly dragging her claws down the length of his abdomen until they reached the brim of his linen drawers. “You are an impressive specimen, Knight-Captain. In a different lifetime, you would have made an amusing pet. And I’m thrilled to see that restoring your powers has also restored your…vigor.” 
 
    Her claws dragged across his bulging drawers. He was clearly as well-endowed as she had hoped; it would have been incredibly disappointing if the Ranger-General had settled for a flaccid waste of space. True, she may have been a worthless highborn doernek, but she was still a female—and an elf at that. Rivvin were unworthy of her superior flesh.  
 
    “The Underworld is rife with tales about the sexual exploits of Highwind’s once-formidable guardians,” Laetharys continued as she used the tip of a claw to push open his fly. “I’ve no doubt they are exaggerated, but I would love to learn the truth for myself.” 
 
    He gasped at the touch of cold metal as her claws slipped inside to graze his hardening flesh, then withdrew. She wasted little time in exposing the fully glory of his manhood, yanking down his briefs and letting his member flop forth.  
 
    Her blue eyes widened. His already-turgid stem was easily eight inches, far larger than the vast majority of drow males. She delicately dragged the tip of one claw across the thick head, prompting him to moan and wince at once.  
 
    “You sick, twisted bitch!” he snarled.  
 
    “Compliments will not earn my favor, paladin,” Laetharys replied mockingly. “Only service…and total, unwavering submission.” 
 
    “I just told you that I’ll never serve the Spider Queen!” 
 
    “And I just told you that I do not care. I am not looking for a convert or a pet.” She hardened her gaze and lifted her chin to lock her eyes upon his. “I am looking for a champion, a dark knight capable of destroying my sister’s loyal guardians.” 
 
    Slowly, she curled her fingers around the throbbing shaft, one after another. Cassel stared down at her with his jaw set, terrified and titillated all at once. She saw it in his eyes. Laetharys felt a flash of cruel amusement. If he only knew how many disobedient males she had personally castrated over the years, he would have already been crying and pleading for mercy.  
 
    Or perhaps not. He was clearly made of sterner stuff than the average rivvil. He had endured the Wahvin Ssol this long, and he had been fighting a hopeless cause for many months. Even now, with the fate of his cock literally in her hands, she didn’t feel him trembling.  
 
    Not with fear, anyway. Desire, on the other hand… 
 
    Laetharys chuckled as she began slowly and torturously stroking his long, swollen shaft. “You were there in the city during our initial siege, and you have been fighting beside the rebels since the beginning. Surely you are aware of the man who leads my sister’s forces.” 
 
    Cassel swallowed again, but his eyes never left the claws sliding along his cock. “General Nym.” 
 
    “Correct. He’s the one who wants to breed your lover, and it’s only a matter of time before Varassa hands her over to him.”  
 
    The paladin visibly winced, proof that he had indeed heard rumors about Nym and what he did to his slaves. Good—that fear would drive him straight into her arms.  
 
    Though at the moment, she remained content to keep him in her hand. Grinning, she eyed his still-growing manhood. She had spent far too many months servicing her sister’s magical stem, as well as any other the Matron Mother deemed necessary or degrading in the heat of the moment, to look upon one without feeling at least a trace of bitterness. Nym’s in particular deserved a singularly horrific end. Laetharys had anticipated that she would never wish to fondle another cock again, yet she found herself oddly mesmerized by the warmth of his hard flesh as it seeped into her glove. His subtle groans, his staggered breaths…she had missed this power, this control.  
 
    Perhaps Varassa’s obsession with surface slaves wasn’t quite as absurd as she had thought.  
 
    “There is only one way to keep your lover’s womb unspoiled,” Laetharys said. “You must hunt down and destroy Nym…and I can give you the power you need to do just that.” 
 
    Cassel grimaced in what was obviously another vain attempt to steady his breathing. He might have been a disciplined man, but he was still a man. He couldn’t resist her touch…or the fleeting glimpses of her flawless gray body beneath her gossamer dress. His hands balled into fists within the webs as she began stroking him harder, and she couldn’t help but wonder if he had found another female to service him after his lover’s capture. If not, this would be even easier than she had hoped.  
 
    “I am the only one who can help you, paladin,” Laetharys crooned. “Without me, your lover will suffer and your city will burn. You must make a choice…and you must make it now.” 
 
    She removed her hand, applying just enough pressure to make his length bob slightly, knowing it would deepen his discomfort. He gasped, his cock twitching expectantly in empty air. She could feel his anguish and frustration; to a male, few things were more infuriating than being denied release. She stared into his eyes, let herself be amused by his confusion and outrage— 
 
    And then she severed his connection to Sehris. The wrath of the Wahvin Ssol was instantaneous and brutal. He cried out in pain, and if not for the webs holding him upright, he likely would have collapsed onto the floor like a sobbing child.  
 
    “This is the pact I offer you,” Laetharys said, watching with morbid fascination as the powerful, muscular body that had appeared so formidable only moments ago seemed to wither before her eyes. “My touch is a panacea, and my power is your only salvation. With it, you can save your lover. You might even save yourself.” 
 
    Cassel ground his teeth together in a futile attempt to endure the pain. Laetharys had seen it before. Like any withdrawal, the second bout was far more harrowing. His body had remembered what it was missing, and now it craved the Aether more than ever. 
 
    “What…” he managed, still struggling to muster the strength to speak. “What will you do once your sister is gone?” 
 
    “Return to Vel’shannar, of course,” Laetharys lied. “Do you honestly believe that I want to live beneath your accursed sun? I have no interest in ruling this wasteland you call home.” 
 
    His brown eyes slowly rose and met her gaze. He probably didn’t believe her, but it didn’t matter—that was the whole point. She was his only lifeline. Had he still believed that the Ranger-General had perished during the siege, she had no doubt that he would have chosen death over servitude.  
 
    But self-sacrifice was easy. Sacrificing those you loved was far more difficult.  
 
    “I will kill any drow you want,” Cassel bit out. “And I’ll gladly kill your sister if you can get me close to her. But if I find out you’re lying about Serrane…” 
 
    “Your precious highborn is alive, I assure you,” Laetharys said. This time, she was telling the truth. “Pledge to serve me, and your lover will be back in your arms before you know it.” 
 
    He stared right into her, his gaze hard and suspicious, but she could almost see a spark of hope ignite behind his eyes. And in that moment, Laetharys knew she had won.  
 
    “Fine,” he rasped. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “You will serve me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You will become my dark champion?” 
 
    His lips twisted in disgust. “Yes.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” she purred, returning her claws to his cock. She allowed the Aether to flow between them again, and she wasn’t surprised in the least when he stiffened and throbbed in her grasp.  
 
    “Oh, gods…” he breathed as the pain vanished and arousal swept in to take its place.  
 
    “I knew you were a survivor,” Laetharys said as she began stroking him again. “And I knew you would make the right choice in the end.” 
 
    Cassel looked at her moving hand, confused. “I gave you what you wanted. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Consummating your vow, of course,” she said as if it were obvious. “Vlos lueth doer—all pacts among drow are signed in blood…or seed.” 
 
    She grinned as she squatted in front of him and brought her lips within an inch of his cock. The musky male scent of him sent a tremor of delight through her core, adding to the tingling warmth between her legs that had been steadily building from the moment she had laid eyes upon him. This fool had no idea how lucky he was that her loyalists had found him. She was literally the only one in all the Northern Reaches who could help him. She had restored his power, and in time she would return him to his lover.  
 
    But both of those paled in comparison to the carnal bliss he was about to experience. His highborn lover may have been superior to the frumpy rivvin around him, but he would soon realize that drow were the superior race for many, many reasons.  
 
    “Ib’ahalii ulu Zelioth,” she breathed as she wrapped her mouth over the throbbing head and eagerly took the thick shaft into her mouth. Her tongue greeted him within, cradling his warm length as it scraped the roof of her mouth on its slide to the very cusp of her throat, and she calmly settled back on her heels, knowing she wouldn’t have to wait long for her reward.  
 
    As usual, she was right. He burst within moments of sliding past her lips, and the volleys of scalding seed that struck the back of her mouth were as satisfying—and copious—as she had hoped. She had forgotten just how salty and bitter rivvil males could be, but it wasn’t unpleasant to her in the least. Her quim pulsed in anticipation of testing his endurance. 
 
    “Escar’s…fuck,” Cassel gasped when his stem finally finished its barrage. Laetharys swallowed every spurt, and she allowed her elven senses to explore the ancestral memories within. His seed told the same tale as his blood—a story of a powerful bloodline filled with mighty warriors.  
 
    Laetharys leaned away, his cock sliding out of her mouth. She grinned and licked her lips once she had fully consumed her prize. “Perfect,” she whispered, delicately dragging her claws along the underside of his shaft as it slowly turned flaccid. “Now your true test can begin.” 
 
    The paladin looked down at her, still breathless. “What?” 
 
    “I will not grant my power to the unworthy or the weak. You may have proven your skills on the battlefield, but a male’s true place is at the feet of his mistress in the bedchamber.”  
 
    Cassel’s jaw went slack. “Gods, you really are twisted…” 
 
    “I am drow,” Laetharys said, smiling as she rose back to her full height. “And you, my little paladin, will soon understand your place.” 
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    Broken 
 
      
 
    Serrane Starwind, the former Ranger-General of Highwind and one of the most fearsome women in all the Northern Reaches, waited helplessly on her knees for another thick drow cock to fuck her pretty highborn face.  
 
    Like every morning for the past several days (or had it been weeks?), she had been tied up and left alone in the darkness of what had once been her own wine cellar. A pair of gooey magical spider webs held her arms splayed wide and aloft, while a larger, thicker pile of webbing kept her ankles and calves pinned against the stone floor. A spiked metal collar was clasped tightly around her throat, and the accompanying leash drooped in front of her, just waiting for a new master to claim their prize.  
 
    Of all her bindings, the last one should have been the most humiliating. But as she looked down upon the long leather strap, the only thing she felt was giddy anticipation for the day ahead.  
 
    Goddess forgive me.  
 
    The Matron Mother’s acolytes had departed several minutes ago after completing their morning ritual. Every day followed the same pattern: they would drag Serrane out of the dungeon, bathe her in cold water to scrub the dried, caked-on seed from her body, and then carefully apply a fresh layer of makeup for another lucky group of drow males to ruin. The only part of the routine that ever varied was how—or if—they decided to clothe her for the festivities.  
 
    Yesterday, they had dressed her in the beautiful red dress woven years ago for her by Alanur, the famous tailor in Nelu’Thalas. Serrane had felt like royalty from the first moment she had slipped it over her slender hips. She remembered wearing it in several parties at court when she was younger; Queen Malareth herself had noticed and complimented the design.  
 
    Now it was little more than a tattered pile of rags, having been shredded by the men who had treated her mouth like a cunt and her body like a slab of meat all yesterday morning and night.  
 
    The strangest part—the part she still hadn’t been able to reconcile—was how little it had bothered her to witness a pack of vile drow monsters destroy something so priceless. Watching them rip the fabric of her skirt should have twisted a knife in her heart, especially when they had used the scraps to wipe their cum from her chin.  
 
    But none of it had bothered her at all. In fact, just thinking about it again—just remembering the sound of the cloth tearing—sent a shiver of excitement rippling through her core. She had enjoyed watching them desecrate something beautiful, just like she enjoyed watching herself when they pulled her hair, grabbed her skull, and fucked her throat with harsh, unrelenting savagery… 
 
    Stars, what in the bloody void is wrong with me? 
 
    Serrane swallowed heavily as her eyes fastened upon the mirror set against the wine rack opposite her. It was a gilded, full-length affair that had probably been looted from one of Highwind’s wealthy estates, and its opulence seemed a perfect fit for the obscenity of her situation. The Matron Mother had wanted her to be able to see everything that was being done to her.  
 
    Her stunning beauty had yet to diminish in captivity. Lithe and sleek like most highborn elves, the decades spent honing her skills as a ranger had earned her a toned, athletic physique that remained unquestionably feminine. Her crystal blue eyes shone like sapphires, and her golden hair, untrimmed and untied, spilled all the way down her lower back.  
 
    Today, she was clad in her Ranger-General armor…or at least, what was left of it. Her olive trousers and cropped leather breastplate were so torn and tattered it looked like she had just fought her way through an entire tribe of orcs, and the acolytes who’d dressed her had preemptively smeared her dark eyeshadow down her high cheekbones to make her appear used and defeated. The leather gag in her mouth—for now, at least—was the final insult.  
 
    She looked haggard. Meek. Broken.  
 
    A few months ago, before the Shattering and the subsequent drow invasion of Highwind, she would have been thoroughly disgusted at the sight of herself as a drow slave—and even more disgusted by how eager she was for the day’s new tormentors to descend the stairs and have their way with her.  
 
    “Le’thos,” she breathed, glancing to her right. Her bow and a full quiver were both lying there just a few yards out of reach, near the aisle that neatly split the rows of almost-empty wine racks. She had practiced with that weapon almost every day for more years than any human in Highwind had even been alive; in some ways, it was practically a part of her. Yet even if her wrists and ankles had been unbound, she wasn’t certain she would reach for it. She wasn’t convinced she could use it anymore… 
 
    Her swords, Dain and Gwathren, had been set out against the wall opposite her bow. Even from here, she could feel the thrum of the enchantment in the moonsilver blades, and her mind flashed with the hours and days and decades she had spent training with them. She had once been an expert at Lin’faleel, the deadly fighting style of the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers of the Avetharri Empire. She was more than a match for any drow warrior in Highwind or Vel’shannar.  
 
    Yet she no longer had any interest in driving those tempered edges through the hearts of her captors. She would much rather remain here and watch them drive their cocks through her lips and down her throat.  
 
    The thought sent another excited tingle across her skin and straight into her quim. She knew she was wet—she was always wet—but at this stage of her “training,” she also knew that her bindings were as much about denying her pleasure as about keeping her captive. She would have gladly traded every moonsilver blade in Nelu’Thalas for the chance to grant herself even one glorious release. Her cunt pleaded to be taken by something—anything—but her mistress had made that impossible.  
 
    With her trousers on, Serrane couldn’t actually see the plug buried inside her womanhood, but she could feel it every second of every day. Initially, the device had been for her own safety; she spent most of her days naked and bound, and the Matron Mother didn’t completely trust her underlings not to spoil her highborn prize. Every drow male in Highwind was desperate to claim her as a breeding slave. General Nym in particular had wanted her as the crown jewel of his harem from the moment she had been captured.  
 
    Thus far, the Matron Mother had protected her from that grim fate, but the threat always hung in the air. Serrane had been given a simple choice: willingly and joyfully serve as Varassa’s pet, or spend the next century giving birth to hybrid children who would be torn from her arms and trained to serve in the slave armies of the new drow empire. 
 
    “You made the only choice you could. You told yourself that you were just trying to bide your time. And at first, maybe you were.” 
 
    Serrane glanced back at the mirror. Her reflection, no longer gagged or restrained but kneeling properly dressed and whole, spoke with her own voice.  
 
    “You really believed that Julian would eventually ride in and save the day,” her doppelganger said. “But now…just look at you. You’re not biding your time. You’re not planning your escape. You haven’t even tried to reach your weapons.” 
 
    Serrane turned her head to stare at her bow again. The vatari runes etched into the limbs remained dormant. Once, she had been able to channel her power through them to conjure arrows of pure flame. She had decimated the ravenous gnolls of the Duskwood and the marauding orcs of the Shattered Peaks. Yet now she wondered if she even remembered how to activate them… 
 
    “The real Serrane Starwind would have broken free by now,” the doppelganger said, voice hardening as her eyes filled with contempt. “But you’re not her anymore, are you? What would you even do if Julian burst through that door right now? Would you join him and fight your way out of here? Or would you be disappointed that he wasn’t another drow warrior yearning to force his cock through your lips?” 
 
    An audible click echoed down the stairs as someone opened the main door to the estate. Serrane tensed, biting down on her gag in anticipation of who would descend the steps today—and how many of them there would be. The Matron Mother usually only sent one or two males at a time, but yesterday there had been three. And once, some hazy, indeterminate time ago, she had taken six of them at the same time. By the end of that day, she had been so covered in cum she could hardly see or even breathe… 
 
    “And you enjoyed every moment of it,” the mirror taunted. “You were so wet by the time they finished with you that you would have gladly fucked the entire drow army. You slut. You cunt.” 
 
    Serrane whimpered again when the door at the top of the cellar stairs opened. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, but not with dread—with excitement. She was dying to know which males the mistress had promised her body to today. She couldn’t wait to feel their rough hands groping her tits. Their thick cocks pushing through her lips. Their searing seed splashing upon her skin… 
 
    A tremor of delight rippled through her body at the thought. But strangely, the approaching footfalls were so soft that a human probably wouldn’t have been able to hear them at all. Drow were light on their feet, like all elves, but it sounded like only a single person.   
 
    “Gods, you’re actually upset, aren’t you?” her reflection spat. “You were looking forward to a whole squad having their way with you.” 
 
    Serrane couldn’t actually see the new arrival no matter how much she craned her neck; the acolytes always restrained her at the far end of the cellar and behind the wine racks to block her vision and further build anticipation. 
 
    “And it’s working, isn’t it? You can’t wait to see what this one looks like. You’re so wet you might spend the instant he turns the corner.” 
 
    She almost did. Her crystal blue eyes locked onto the lone shadowy silhouette emerging from the darkness, though it quickly became apparent that she wasn’t looking upon a drow…or a man.  
 
    “I see that the acolytes prepared you for yet another trial,” a cool female voice said. “I would say that you look radiant, but that’s not really the point, is it? You look weak, pathetic…broken.” 
 
    Serrane gasped into her gag when the speaker stepped into the dim light cast by a nearby lantern. The one person she absolutely hadn’t expected this morning was Solemi, the Matron Mother’s first Throne Maiden. The half-elf girl had been captured by the drow years ago, and somehow, she wielded nearly as much authority as Varassa herself. She was brutal, ruthless, and servile all at once. 
 
    And she made no effort to conceal her growing hatred of Serrane.  
 
    “The Matron Mother actually ordered the tanners to patch up your armor, if you can believe it,” Solemi went on, her green eyes studying the bound woman in front of her. “There wasn’t much left…and she wasn’t expecting it to survive today’s training, at any rate. She had originally planned to reward an entire squad for capturing another group of rebels a few days ago. Seven males and one female, all with orders to use your body however they wished.” 
 
    Serrane felt her inner muscles clench around the plug, her bare abdomen tensing as a wave of pleasure washed through her at such a delicious thought.  
 
    The half-elf chuckled derisively as she crossed her arms over her chest. She spent most of her time topless and barefoot within the Black Palace, with only a long, diaphanous skirt covering her legs and a ky’ostal nauvith plugging her quim. Today, however, she wore a black cloak to conceal her nudity as she traveled across the city, though she quickly disrobed once she drew close, giving Serrane an unobstructed view of her plump, half-human breasts. Her platinum hair was cut just above her shoulders, and only the tips of her short ears poked through.  
 
    Early on, the half-elf had seemed eager to train another Throne Maiden. She would tell Serrane how happy she was to have a partner, and she would even visit the highborn after an especially long session to tend to her bruises. But as the ranger received more and more of the Matron Mother’s attention, Solemi had gradually turned bitter.  
 
    “It feels like only yesterday that the mistress was putting me through my own trials,” Solemi said. “By the time I completed my training, I knew the taste of half the males in Vel’shannar. And every morning when the acolytes washed me off, all I could think about was how much I wanted to get filthy again.” 
 
    She chuckled again as she slowly paced around the ranger, her bare feet nearly soundless on the rough stone floor. “There are moments when I almost miss it. There is joy in pure submission, in knowing that you’re nothing more than a collection of wet holes for male flesh. I learned more about myself while on my knees in the Underworld than I ever did standing upright on the surface. I suspect you have as well.” 
 
    Solemi halted somewhere behind the bound highborn. Serrane closed her eyes, her body once again burning with anticipation. She had always preferred the touch of men—the rougher and brawnier the better—but she had never shied away from women. Solemi in particular had demonstrated a penchant for brutality that rivaled any drow, and her sorcerous powers allowed her to grow a mighty stem just like Varassa. Perhaps she would be the one defiling Serrane today… 
 
    Delicate fingers touched her long, pointed ears. Serrane tensed in breathless excitement, awaiting what Solemi might do. Would she pinch them? Twist them?  
 
    But the half-elf did neither. Her fingers merely began moving along the upper surface of each ear, stroking from tip to base with a clinical, almost curious air. 
 
    “The mistress remains enamored with you, and I understand why,” Solemi said, continuing to explore the highborn’s ears from behind. “You are a symbol of her victory…and of future victories to come. As she breaks you, she imagines herself breaking all of Nelu’Thalas. Within the next few decades, she wants her Drow Empire to stretch from the Broken Sea to the Spineshear Mountains. And once it does, she plans to build herself a harem of Throne Maidens to rival the most decadent Avetharri Wyrm Lord.” 
 
    Fingers withdrawing, the half-elf circled back around in front of the webs, then squatted down in front of Serrane and met her eye to eye. “There’s just one problem with that,” she said, the words just above a whisper. “I am her Throne Maiden. She needs no other.” 
 
    Without warning, Solemi slapped Serrane hard across the face. The ranger yelped into her gag, first in surprise and then in pain, but a shuddering wave of pleasure followed swiftly in their wake. If the half-elf had been holding a whip, she probably could have made Serrane spend with a single lash.  
 
    “Gods, you are pathetic,” Solemi sneered. “The mistress ignores your obvious faults for reasons I cannot fathom. The point of this training is to teach you obedience—and cruelty. But you’re nothing more than a mewling cunt.” 
 
    The half-elf straightened and curled her lip in revulsion. “You aren’t worthy of the power she wants to bestow. But thankfully, it doesn’t matter. Things are changing quickly in the world beyond these walls. Your pathetic little rebellion has been crushed, but Laetharys has turned against her own sister. She and a small band of loyalists have escaped into the Duskwood, and they continue to elude capture.” 
 
    Serrane’s cheek still stung—and her quim pulsed hotter than ever—but she frowned at the revelation. A fragment of the woman she’d been—the woman she still was—broke free of the haze of lust that had strangled her reason these past few months, and began to think. Solemi could have been lying, of course, but if not… 
 
    It meant an opportunity.  
 
    Civil wars among the drow were nearly as common as they were among orcs, and sororicide was one of the leading causes of death among powerful drow females. Their dark religion compelled them to compete against one another so that only the strongest and most ruthless would survive. Laetharys had clearly hated her sister and her mother, for they were her greatest rivals. Despite the fact that she had once been a powerful general, Varassa had rendered her little more than another pregnant slave.  
 
    Had she really found a way to strike back at her sister? If so…what was about to happen to Highwind? 
 
    “The ungrateful bitch threatens everything the mistress has built here,” Solemi went on. “General Nym has been organizing the search effort himself, but for all his strengths, he is no tracker—especially not here on the surface. Fortunately for him, you are.” 
 
    Serrane’s blood froze, momentarily extinguishing the fires of her arousal and making it easier to think, if only for a heartbeat. She turned her head slightly to glance at her bow again. The life she had almost forgotten flashed before her eyes… 
 
    “With your aid, I’ve no doubt he will be able to end this rebellion quickly,” Solemi said, a dark smile tugging at her lips. “But more importantly, you will finally meet the fate you deserve. He desires you as payment for his success, and I intend to make sure he gets what he wants. You’ll spend the next century in his breeding harem while I alone serve the Matron Mother.” 
 
    The half-elf smirked and snapped her fingers. The door to the stairs opened an instant later, and this time Serrane heard the clomping of loud, heavy feet. She tensed in the webs, reflexive arousal warring with very real fear as she wondered who—or what—the other woman had brought with her.  
 
    “Still, I promised the Matron Mother that I would continue your training myself, at least for today,” Solemi said. “I thought about handing you over to one of the minotaur, but I have an old friend who loves elves—especially slender little highborn rangers who’ve slaughtered hundreds of his people.” 
 
    Serrane gasped when she spotted the massive, towering silhouette round the corner, and then again when a green-skinned half-orc finally stepped into the light. He was bald and at least half a head taller than Julian with battle scars covering his bare, sculpted torso and tattooed arms. A pair of small tusks jutted out from his lower lip, and his reddish eyes glowed in the dim light almost like a drow.  
 
    “He’s a fine specimen, isn’t he?” Solemi asked as she beckoned him forward and placed a hand upon his chest. Despite the cold outside, the brute wasn’t wearing anything aside from boots and a threadbare kilt. “He once belonged to Laetharys, if you can believe it. He was a gladiator destined to die for her amusement, until fate stepped in and brought us together.” 
 
    “Pretty elf,” he said, blood red eyes fixing on Serrane in a way that made her desire surge and her tenuous clarity vanish like mist. “For Havrok?” 
 
    “That’s right, darling,” Solemi crooned. “She’s all yours.” 
 
    The half-orc reached out to brush Serrane’s long blond hair with a massive green hand. His touch was oddly gentle, though Serrane had a feeling that was only because he was worried about breaking his toy before he had a chance to play with it. The front of his tattered kilt began to lift the longer he leered, and her eyes went wide in anticipation of the orcish cock that was about to be dangling in front of her lips.  
 
    “Havrok is a child of the Winter War,” Solemi said, her fingers continuing down the man’s hard abdomen until she reached the buckle of his belt. “But Highwind wanted nothing to do with half-breeds, and he ended up back with the clans in the Shattered Peaks. The orcs treat their mongrels far better than elves or humans.” 
 
    His kilt dropped to the floor the moment she unclasped the buckle, and his cock sprang upright so quickly it nearly smacked Serrane in the chin. Her quim immediately clenched around the plug inside her at the size of the thick green stem. The length was impressive enough—at least nine inches—but the girth made her seriously doubt whether it would even fit through her lips.  
 
    She should have been horrified. She should have been panicking. But the thought of him forcing his manhood down her throat one inch at a time while she gurgled and struggled helplessly to breathe made every muscle in her body quiver in anticipation… 
 
    “The people of Highwind celebrated when you led your rangers into the Peaks to disperse the surviving clans,” Solemi went on. She curled her fingers around the orc’s stem and casually stroked him until he was so hard it seemed like he had grown another inch. “Who knows, you may have been the ones who slaughtered his new family. You could be the reason he ended up captured and enslaved by a drow raiding party.” 
 
    Havrok began tugging Serrane’s hair more roughly as Solemi stroked him, his hands jerking her head in different directions as if to revel in his control. He looked down at his newest prey hungrily, his tusk-filled mouth twisting into a snarl. His human blood might have softened parts of his physique, but his monstrous silhouette was still the spitting image of the savage orc warlords that haunted the dreams of delicate elf maidens.  
 
    Serrane had killed hundreds of his kind over the past several decades, and she had never felt an ounce of pity. Their ancestors in Varellon, the Basarn, were ostensibly more civilized, but here in Torsia, the orcish clans were savage, rapacious barbarians like the Roskarim. A year ago, she would have been nauseated by the thought of being offered up as meat to such a savage.  
 
    Yet now, today, she was almost disappointed that he hadn’t brought any friends.  
 
    “Goddess forgive you,” her reflection said in the mirror behind them. “What have you become?” 
 
    “Ooh, there you go, darling,” Solemi said, nibbling at her lip when his cock bulged as if it were about to spill. “Are you ready for some fun?” 
 
    He snarled and grabbed the back of Serrane’s skull. She was a little surprised he didn’t try to jam his cock through her lips, gag be damned. Instead, he pulled her face closer until his swollen tip hovered right in front of her nose, a turgid volcano on the verge of eruption. His musk, rich and pungent, flooded her senses with the smell of sweat and maleness, making her lightheaded. 
 
    “Kark!” Havrok rumbled. “Want to kark!” 
 
    “Just one moment and she’ll be yours,” Solemi said, releasing her grip on his shaft. Her hands flashed over to unfasten the straps of Serrane’s gag. “Are you ready?” 
 
    The half-orc growled something so guttural it barely sounded like a language. Chuckling, Solemi pulled off the gag— 
 
    And Havrok slammed his cock through Serrane’s lips so quickly she didn’t even have time to gasp. The thick head pushed past her teeth, into her mouth, and down her throat so forcefully it was nothing short of a miracle she didn’t pass out. Her Throne Maiden training might have been the only thing that saved her; a steady diet of drow cocks had taught her to suppress her gag reflex. 
 
    Still, no elven phallus could have possibly prepared her for the sheer size of Havrok’s throbbing meat. Nor did she have time to dwell on it. She felt every inch anew as he violently withdrew—and then slammed back in, taking up a rhythm that was viciously fast and punishingly brutal. There was no time to adjust, no time to think or breathe—only to feel every thrust that ruthlessly violated her throat.  
 
    The sounds of her wet gasps and gurgles filled the wine cellar, and it took all her concentration just to breathe through her nose and keep from suffocating while he fucked her face. Yet somehow, the onslaught stoked the flames in her quim, and when she caught a fleeting glimpse of herself in the mirror—a bound and helpless elven ranger being savagely defiled by an orc twice her size—she finally tipped over the edge.  
 
    Her climax was more like an explosion than a tidal wave, filling every corner of her body with ecstasy. If not for the cock lodged in her mouth, her euphoric scream would have been audible halfway across Highwind. She bucked and thrashed in the webs as if she were trying to escape, but the truth—the dark, harrowing, soul-searing truth—was that this was exactly where Serrane wanted to be.  
 
    She wasn’t finished. A second climax, even more seismic than the first, shuddered through her core the moment Havrok finally burst. His cock didn’t so much spill as explode, holding himself so burningly deep that tears sprang to her wide-open eyes. He pumped his orcish seed straight down her throat and into her gullet…or at least, most of it. He pulled back after the third spasm, but his fourth and fifth were still more than enough to fill her mouth to the brim. The sheer volume seemed almost inconceivable; it was like being drenched by a dozen drow warriors at once.  
 
    And it was every bit as glorious.  
 
    “That’s it, darling,” Solemi said, smiling sadistically as she helped him slide his wilting stem from the ranger’s lips. His hands slackened and fell away from Serrane’s head. “You’ve been saving up for a long time, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Argggg…” the half-orc groaned, his massive, glistening stem visibly throbbing in her hand. It had hardly shrunk at all, and Solemi began stroking him gently again to make certain it didn’t. 
 
    “Don’t you dare swallow,” she warned Serrane. “Hold it. Taste it.” 
 
    Serrane obeyed. Tilting her head back the slightest bit, she held her mouth open so they could see the gooey white pool frothing over her lips, some of it dribbling down her chin to drip onto her leather breastplate. She had grown up with the light, almost sweet taste of elven seed, though she had become rather fond of the earthy bitterness of human seed during her years in Highwind. But orcish seed was downright vile; it was like salty, burning ash in her mouth. Being forced to keep it on her tongue was so disgusting and degrading that it almost made her spend yet again.  
 
    “Good girl,” Solemi said. “Now…swallow.” 
 
    Serrane closed her lips and choked down every last drop. She could actually feel it burn down her throat like Ikaran firewine, and she had a feeling that the bitter taste would linger on her tongue for hours…or perhaps even longer, if Solemi ordered Havrok to fill her up again. She found herself hoping—no, yearning—that he would. 
 
    “Thank you, master,” Serrane rasped, lifting her eyes to meet the orc’s. “Brask du ishi kurv. Vlog’ush conduul askaandreth kolli.” 
 
    The words instantly shook Havrok from his lethargy. His cock swelled in Solemi’s fingers, and if she weren’t there to restrain him, he might have slammed back into her throat right away.  
 
    “Jiak liwo molva lat!” he blurted out as he grabbed another thick handful of her blond hair.  
 
    “Wait!” Solemi said, her green eyes intent as she studied the captive ranger. “You really have changed, haven’t you? I thought it might take the mistress years to break you…” 
 
    Serrane continued looking up at the orc, her lips open and her throat ready for another brutal fucking. She hadn’t spoken Orcish in so long the words sounded strange to her ears, but she knew that telling the brute she was nothing more than a weak elven cunt waiting to be claimed would drive him into a frenzy.  
 
    She couldn’t help but think back to all the times she’d fought in the Peaks. Even before the Shattering, she had sometimes dreamt of what it might be like if she were captured by the savages and handed over to their chieftain as a prize. He wouldn’t have bothered with drow bondage rituals, and he certainly wouldn’t have plugged her womanhood. He and his warriors would have thrown her to the ground and tried to breed her over and over and over… 
 
    “You actually want him inside you,” Solemi whispered. “Incredible. If the mistress really wanted to torment you, she would have the acolytes dress you up, then leave you alone day after day.” 
 
    The half-elf was right: the thought of spending an entire day in this cellar chained but unmolested was terrifying. Serrane craved more—she needed more. Not just in the future, but at this moment. And perhaps there was a way to get it.  
 
    With her eyes still fastened upon the massive cock jutting in front of her lips, she pulled as hard as she could against the webs while sticking out her tongue, hoping she could get close enough to lick the swollen head. Solemi grinned and aimed his cock away from her, prompting a frustrated growl from the half-orc.  
 
    “You deserve so much more than her throat, darling,” she said to him. “Why don’t you take a look around back?” 
 
    Solemi’s free hand flashed with magic, and the webs responded to her call. Serrane’s feet were hoisted up into the air behind her, holding her slender body parallel to the cold cellar floor. Another twist of the webs pulled her legs apart, and a giddy thrill flashed through her mind at being splayed and vulnerable in every hole.  
 
    Havrok didn’t need additional encouragement. The moment Solemi released her hold on his cock, he dashed behind Serrane and wedged himself between her legs, his need pressing urgently against her heat. She bit down on her lip in glorious anticipation before she remembered that the acolytes had actually left her clothed for once.  
 
    Not that trousers were much of an obstacle for a half-orc gladiator. He didn’t bother unfastening her belt and sliding the pants from her hips; he simply grabbed handfuls of the fabric and ripped it apart, exposing her buttocks to the cool air. Her ky’ostal nauvith must have come as an unwelcome surprise, however, given his immediate snarl of frustration.  
 
    “I know it’s disappointing, darling, but you’ll have to make do with what’s available,” Solemi said, watching Serrane’s expression hungrily. “I’m sure the Ranger-General won’t mind.” 
 
    Serrane clenched her hands into fists and braced herself for his assault, trying as hard as she could to relax her lower muscles. Her bowels had been plundered by dozens of cocks over the past few months, but none came anywhere close to as large as Havrok’s. She could barely contain her excitement—and fear. This was going to be so intense… 
 
    She clamped down on her bottom lip when she felt the tip part her cheeks to press against her nether entrance, huge and threatening, and she cried out in delight when he grabbed a thick handhold of her blond hair and snapped her head backward.  
 
    With one hand in her hair and the other gripping her hip, Havrok didn’t hesitate another second. He callously thrust inside, utterly unconcerned about her comfort or safety.  
 
    Serrane screamed. If taking Havrok in her throat had been uncomfortable, this was excruciating. Even with all her recent experiences, white-hot agony filled her lower body, nearly eclipsing the sensation of her entrance and passage expanding. She’d never been stretched so wide, so abruptly, or taken anything so deep before.  
 
    And just as with her throat, Havrok didn’t pause. He pulled back even before her first scream ended, cutting it short when his sudden withdrawal caused her lungs to seize—both at the sharp, intense burn in her bowels and out of animal terror of what was to follow.  
 
    Time seemed to slow, as the moments when his withdrawal ended seemed to stretch on for an eternity…and then he rammed into her again, forcing his way even deeper than before. She would have screamed again, but she had no breath with which to do it. Nor did Havrok care. He launched into a rhythm that put every drow who’d ever taken her ass to shame. To him, she was nothing more than warm holes and a pretty face; she was a piece of elven fuckmeat for him to brutalize and ravage at his whim.  
 
    Serrane reveled in it. The pain transformed into pleasure almost instantly. She wanted him inside her. She wanted him to fuck her. She wanted to feel his cock burst inside her bowels as he roared in triumph. Her lungs began working again, and her mind descended into a haze of bliss at the knowledge that all she had to do was submit. 
 
    “Jiak liwo molva lat!” Havrok blurted out again as he hilted himself with a final mighty thrust. Serrane climaxed immediately, crying out in high, wild rapture, and she would have given practically anything to feel another stem shatter the ky’ostal nauvith and plunge into the depths of her quim at the same time. Instead, she felt the impact of each and every long, powerful jet upon her wall. Havrok’s rough, possessive grunts behind and above her only made the moment more perfect. 
 
    To her surprise, once he finished spilling, he started thrusting again, almost as vigorously as before. Serrane’s whimpers and moans quickly renewed, aftershocks shuddering through her even as she felt another climax already beginning to build.  
 
    “Incredible,” Solemi breathed. “All your battles, all your victories… The people of Highwind whispered your name with reverence. Many of them feared you—they thought you were a cold and emotionless warrior consumed by duty. Just imagine if they knew the truth. Imagine if they could see you now, giddy with delight as an orc plunders your ass.” 
 
    Serrane barely even registered the words. Her breaths came in short, staccato bursts whenever Havrok pulled out and thrust back inside. Every rough push drove the air from her lungs and threatened to rip her in half. But somehow the brutal stretch triggered a wave of euphoria instead of a scream, and another glance at the mirror confirmed what she already knew. Her mascara had started to run, and her mouth and chin were still wet with orcish seed, yet her lips were curled into a contented smile.  
 
    “Fuck me!” she cried out. “Fuck my ass, please! Ukex mausan aukuk!” 
 
    She had no idea if the brute needed the translation or not, but he got the message regardless. He began rutting her like a bitch in heat, harder and faster than ever, his hand never releasing its iron grip on her hair. The incessant smack of his thighs against her ass echoed throughout the cellar, punctuated only by her sharp, desperate whimpers and his guttural growls. Even though he had already spilled, Serrane knew he wouldn’t last long. No man inside her ever did.  
 
    “Bahg!” Havrok roared as he spent with a final violent thrust. Every spurt seemed more explosive than the last. She curled her toes, dug her nails into her palms, and closed her eyes as his seed flooded her bowels, pooling warmly with his earlier release. Once more, she found herself wishing he had a friend to fill her cunt at the same time. 
 
    The half-orc waited until his final blast before he released his grip on her hair and withdrew his cock from ass.  
 
    Serrane sucked in a ragged breath as her abused ring was finally allowed to relax. She clenched out of reflex, feeling herself tighten but not completely close. Her entire lower torso burned, and she had no doubt that the acolytes would need to cover her in healing salve tonight. But the warmth of Havrok’s bounty trickling down the inside of her thighs made her shudder in delight. She just hoped he wasn’t finished for the day… 
 
    “Faarea,” Solemi breathed. “You really are dangerous, aren’t you?” 
 
    Serrane’s eyes fluttered back open. The half-elf was staring at her, not in wonder but with worry.   
 
    “The mistress will find you irresistible,” Solemi said. “I doubt even she thought you’d break this quickly. This cannot stand. This will not stand.”  
 
    Scowling, she retrieved the gag from the floor and roughly shoved it back into Serrane’s mouth. The ranger whimpered in protest as the buckles were clasped. Surely her companion wasn’t finished yet; they had only just begun!  
 
    “Come along, darling,” Solemi said, stepping away and crooking a finger at the half-orc. 
 
    “Havrok want more!” he protested. Serrane could barely see him out of the corner of her vision, but he was madly trying to stroke himself back to life. “Pretty elf need—” 
 
    “I’ll finish you again myself later,” Solemi promised. “We need to leave. I have preparations to make.”  
 
    She paused, studying the bound and gagged ranger still suspended in midair. She always had a glint of malice in her green eyes, but this seemed different somehow. Her hostility had an edge of desperation to it.  
 
    “General Nym might be upset that I gave your bowels to Havrok, but he’ll get over it once the mistress gives him the key to your womb,” Solemi said. “You can’t even begin to understand what he’ll do to you. He’ll fuck you every morning and night until your belly swells with his mongrel child…and then he’ll leave you in the depths of his harem until you are ripe and ready to grow another.” 
 
    Serrane whimpered into the gag. Her quim blazed at the notion of finally being granted relief—it felt like decades had passed since she had been allowed to sheathe a stem. But while she gladly would have spread her legs from any random drow soldier who entered the cellar, Nym was something else entirely.  
 
    The haze of lust clouding her mind dispersed at the mere mention of his name. Varassa had promised her that becoming a Throne Maiden would protect her from the breeding harem, and Serrane had done everything the Matron Mother asked of her. She had become an obedient slave and a willing doernek.  
 
    “The drow revel in conflict,” Serrane’s reflection said from the mirror. “Mother against daughter, sister against sister—and slave against slave. Don’t you understand? Solemi will destroy you unless you find a way to fight back.” 
 
    Serrane turned her head fractionally to look at her bow again. She used to understand war; she used to know what it meant to fight. But this was a different battlefield with different rules. 
 
    “I think you’ll do well as a Brood Wife,” Solemi said, her smile dark and cruel. “Your children will be strong…and they shall ensure the mistress’s dominance for many decades to come. You should be thankful—you will be thankful.” 
 
    The half-elf turned and took her orc brute by the wrist, “Come,” she ordered. “We have work to do.”  
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    “Yet again, your men return empty-handed,” Varassa Hu’nate, Matron Mother of Vel’shannar and High Priestess of the Spider Queen, growled in the vast, all-consuming darkness of her throne room. “I wonder, General: are you intentionally trying to sabotage my plans, or is this latest failure yet another display of male incompetence?” 
 
    General Nym’s black armor rattled ever so slightly when he knelt at the bottom of the steps to her throne. His white hair spilled over his spiked pauldrons, framing a coldly handsome face that was bent low. His glowing red eyes wisely avoided meeting her blue orbs until he was given permission.  
 
    “I apologize for their failure, Matron Mother,” he said in a deep, resonant voice. “But as you know, the Duskwood is large and rife with danger. My men are spending nearly as much time winnowing the local gnoll population as they are—” 
 
    “Venorsh!” she snarled, banging her fist against the burnished steel armrest so hard she nearly spilled the wine glass clutched in her other hand. If the vintage weren’t so rare, she might have thrown it at him. “Let me see if I understand you, General. Are you telling me that your finest warriors—your handpicked warriors—are struggling to kill packs of starving dog-men who can barely forge their own spearheads?” 
 
    Nym kept his eyes lowered to the black floor. “My men are unaccustomed to prolonged campaigns beneath the sun, mistress. But I assure you, they will slaughter the gnolls and locate your sister. They simply require more time.” 
 
    Varassa scoffed in disgust as she glared down at him. Really, she shouldn’t have been surprised. All drow females, even lowborn trash, were forced to suffer the incompetence of the men around them. Such was the burden of the unquestionably superior sex.   
 
    But Nym had never been like other males. He had always been ruthlessly efficient, steadfastly loyal, and deliciously sadistic. He was the perfect drow, and she had generously rewarded him for his efforts. His breeding harem rivaled the Wyrm Lords of legend. When her treacherous sister had betrayed her and stolen away their child, Varassa had assumed that Nym would recapture her within hours, or perhaps a few days at the most.  
 
    Yet here they were, nearly two months later, and Laetharys still eluded them. It was unthinkable. Intolerable!  
 
    “Ilhari vlos!” Varassa spat as she finally leaned back against her throne. The interior of her new Black Palace, the seat of power for the rising Drow Empire, had been meticulously shaped to resemble the Spire of Sovereignty in Vel’shannar. The sophraz crystals set into the wall sconces cast the entire room in dim violet light, and the polished onyx floor was so glossy it was practically a mirror. Tapestries woven of the finest spider silk decorated the walls, many depicting Varassa’s conquest of Highwind. But most importantly of all, the slaves had finally finished painting the giant spider into the opaque glass dome directly above her throne. They had done such an excellent job that she had only sacrificed two of them.  
 
    Yet somehow, even the familiar architecture didn’t make this place feel quite like home. How could it when her treacherous cunt of a sister held the key to the very future of their entire race? 
 
    Varassa closed her eyes and forced herself to seethe quietly as she crossed her long legs. Ever since her sister’s escape, the Matron Mother had started wearing her armor again even here in the safety of her throne room. The thin metal breastplate was tight against her flawless gray skin, but it was strong enough to deflect a direct hit from a spear, blade, or arrow. Her armored skirt left her thighs bare, though her black leather boots comfortably cradled her legs from the knee down.  
 
    “Perhaps you simply fail to understand what is at stake,” Varassa said as she focused her sapphire gaze upon Nym once again. “Highwind may be ours, but the surface world is far from tamed. Vorsalos and the other rivvil cities along the coast are already mustering their forces and tightening their defenses, and every day brings fresh rumors of Nelu’Thalas allying with the Darenthi tharns to stop us.” 
 
    She paused and drank the last of her wine, then held out the glass. One of her slaves scurried out of the shadows to retrieve it, then vanished just as quickly.   
 
    “We cannot defeat our enemies with martial might alone, especially if your best are losing limbs to pathetic dog-men in the forest,” she snarled. “My child means everything. Without her, we cannot breach the walls of the Pale. The goddess’s power will remain diluted, possibly forever!” 
 
    “I understand the situation, mistress,” Nym replied with his usual unshakeable calm. “But without more soldiers, there is little I can do. The terrain is unfamiliar and difficult to search. Perhaps one of the surfacer rangers can be convinced to aid us.” 
 
    Varassa’s iridescent blue eyes narrowed. “One of the Duskwatch rangers…did you have someone specific in mind, General?” 
 
    “Ranger-General Starwind was widely considered the greatest tracker in Highwind. No one in the Northern Reaches knows the Duskwood as well as her.” 
 
    “My Throne Maiden’s training is not yet complete,” Varassa snapped. “You know this.” 
 
    “Yes, Matron Mother. I am merely pointing out that she is the only one with the knowledge and skill to locate your sister quickly…or perhaps at all.” 
 
    The Matron Mother snorted. If she had been holding her whip, she might have lashed him across the face for his insolence. She was seriously tempted to call upon the Spider Queen’s power and smite him right here, consequences be damned. He hadn’t stopped pining for her newest Throne Maiden no matter how many times she made it clear that the highborn sorceress was hers and hers alone.  
 
    Varassa squeezed her armrests with the long fingers of her gauntlets. The Ranger-General was arguably the greatest prize from their triumphant war against Highwind, and certainly the greatest prize for Varassa personally. An Ilwetharri sorceress amongst a city of wretched rivvin…it proved that the Spider Queen truly did favor her.   
 
    It wasn’t simply that Serrane was a legendary arcane archer, tracker, and even duelist. Her womb could undoubtedly produce many fine slave soldiers, or perhaps even hybrid sorcerers for potential experimentation. In the long term, her bloodline could strengthen Vel’shannar’s armies more than all the other resources they had plundered from the city’s coffers combined.  
 
    But the highborn was also the most amusing toy Varassa had acquired in many years. Her will was nearly broken, and she would soon take her place at the foot of this throne. She could help keep the other slaves in line as well as provide constant entertainment. After all, killing an enemy was easy, but breaking their spirit was ultimately far more satisfying. Forcing a proud highborn like Serrane to willingly and gleefully submit to her drow superiors…that was true power.  
 
    Varassa planned to breed her pets eventually, of course, but Nym simply refused to wait. Normally, she would consider the opinion of a male irrelevant, even one with the general’s impressive accomplishments, but her sister’s betrayal threatened everything she had worked so tirelessly to build. Some of her male warriors had already joined Laetharys, as sickening as that was to contemplate, and without Nym to keep the rest in line, Varassa could have a serious insurrection on her hands. He was practically immune to retaliation…and he knew it.  
 
    It was beyond infuriating. It was also deeply dangerous, which only added to her outrage. They stood on the cusp of greatness. Her new Drow Empire had the potential to conquer the rivvin and the darthiir alike. The Northern Reaches, Darenthi, Nelu’Thalas…once the Spider Queen was freed from her prison in the Pale, all of Torsia would be theirs for the taking. A male getting ideas above his station should have been the last thing she needed to worry about!  
 
    Yet without her child, her position was vulnerable. Nym understood that, and he was willing to leverage it against her. He was impressively cunning for a male.  
 
    And Varassa didn’t care for it one bit.  
 
    “There are other Duskwatch prisoners for you to choose from,” she said into the long silence. “Take them all if you need to, I don’t care. I want my sister and my child found. Now. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Perfectly, Matron Mother,” Nym said. “Your will is mine. Glory to the Spider Queen!” 
 
    Her lip twitched in disgust when he stood and strode out of the throne room, his dark purple cloak fluttering behind him. She had watched him leave her presence thousands of times over the past several years, and until today, she had never doubted his competence or loyalty. Perhaps he would return with Laetharys in chains…or perhaps the Duskwatch rangers would mysteriously perish in their cells before they could be used to locate a squatter within their own forest. She genuinely didn’t know which was more likely.  
 
    “The general may be right about the highborn, mistress,” a soft voice with a surface accent said from the shadows behind the throne. “She knows the forest better than anyone.” 
 
    Varassa scowled. “It’s late. You were supposed to return hours ago.” 
 
    “I apologize, mistress. Havrok enjoyed her even more than I had hoped, and his stamina is quite impressive.” 
 
    Solemi materialized from the shadows and knelt submissively beneath the razor-sharp stiletto heels of her mistress. Last night, she had begged and pleaded for the chance to play with the Ranger-General herself. Varassa had eventually agreed; the girl deserved to be rewarded, and the mongrel gladiator who served as her bodyguard would surely have fun with the tight, supple body of a highborn elf.  
 
    The fact that Solemi was late wasn’t surprising in the least. The girl had a vicious streak worthy of any drow, and she had probably been every bit as rough as her orcish brute. She didn’t look exhausted, though that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Her own training as a Throne Maiden had taught her exceptional endurance. If anything, her tardiness might have been calculated to annoy Varassa into giving her the kind of punishment she craved.  
 
    “I assume the Ranger-General behaved,” Varassa said after a moment.  
 
    “She was more defiant than I expected,” Solemi replied. “Havrok’s heritage must have offended her, though he quickly showed her the error of her ways.” 
 
    The Matron Mother smiled thinly. Just thinking about the highborn’s feeble protests slickened her quim. Breaking Serrane’s stubborn pride had been the most fun she’d had in years. There was just something intrinsically satisfying about watching a weak darthiir cunt crack little by little, day by day… 
 
    Still, Serrane had been incredibly cooperative for quite a while now. The acolytes reported that she had begun to enjoy her torment, which meant that her training was nearly complete. Varassa had difficulty imagining the ranger refusing anyone, even an orcish savage she would have once found disgusting.  
 
    “She may require another week or two to learn proper discipline,” Solemi went on after a moment. “But I share your concerns about a rising rebellion. If the highborn could aid General Nym and put an end to your sister’s insurrection, perhaps you should honor his request.” 
 
    Varassa’s eyes narrowed at the beautiful young woman kneeling before her throne. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Relying upon the skill of the lesser rangers may prove unwise,” the niskaru girl said. “I fear we may waste precious time.” 
 
    Solemi’s expression didn’t waver in the slightest, but something in her voice sent a suspicious tingle down Varassa’s spine. Her Throne Maiden had proven herself a loyal, submissive servant time and again, but, like Nym, she was also more cunning than she seemed.  
 
    “You have been enjoying my new pet,” Varassa said, leaning forward in her throne and steepling the fingers of her gauntlets, “yet you seem oddly eager to be rid of her.” 
 
    “Not at all, mistress,” Solemi said. “I am merely frustrated on your behalf. Your sister is not a ranger or a woodsman. She knows nothing of the forests on the surface. She never should have been able to elude us this long!” 
 
    The Matron Mother hissed softly. “No, she shouldn’t have. I would gladly sacrifice some of Nym’s soldiers if I thought it would motivate the rest, but if any more of them defect to my sister…” She crushed the urge to bang her gauntlets against the armrests again in frustration. “Her lies have proven deadlier than any venom. She seeks to divide our people when we are on the verge of gaining power and dominion greater than anything our ancestors dreamed. The very idea that she could lead our people to glory when I cannot…” 
 
    “You told me before that she led your mother’s armies for many years before her disgrace,” Solemi said carefully into the silence. “Nearly every acolyte and warrior that joined her served under her in the past. I doubt that any of your other followers have even considered leaving.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but one thing is clear: they do not fear me as they should,” Varassa said, lowering her hands. “The traitors must be captured and dealt with soon. Nym understands this better than anyone.” 
 
    Solemi tilted her head upward until the dim light reflected in her green eyes. It was hard to imagine that her hair had been a golden blond when she had been captured; it had turned almost completely platinum during her training, as if she had willed herself into becoming more drow than niskaru.   
 
    “Then why not simply give him the highborn, mistress?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Because it is not his place to make demands,” Varassa said flatly. “He may lead my forces in battle, but he is still male. We cannot afford to embolden the rest of his kind.” 
 
    “I see,” Solemi murmured thoughtfully. “Still, emboldened or not, the males will not be able to stand against you once the Pale has been breached and the Spider’s Queen power is restored. If the child is the key to completing this ritual, then perhaps this one small appeasement would still be worthwhile.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Varassa said, a dark grin tugging at her lips as she finally realized what was going on. Even now, after all this time, she still sometimes underestimated her little niskaru cunt. The girl’s reasoning was sound enough, but her motivations were not what they seemed.  
 
    “You will also benefit from this arrangement over time,” Solemi added, her voice soft and innocent as if she were speaking purely out of love for her mistress. “As you’ve said yourself, the highborn’s womb could produce many powerful sorcerers for your army.” 
 
    “True, though so could yours,” Varassa pointed out. “With a snap of my fingers, I could have you on your back with a dozen of my soldiers waiting to plant their seed.” 
 
    To her credit, the girl’s face didn’t even twitch. “I will gladly serve you and the Spider Queen however you see fit, mistress,” she said obsequiously, “but my darthiir blood is thin, and the rivvil taint would sully my progeny. The Ranger-General’s line is pure. Nearly all her children will teem with the Aether.” 
 
    Varassa chuckled and leaned forward until her chin hovered just above her stacked knees. “You may be right, but we both know that’s not the reason you wish me to take Nym up on his proposal.” 
 
    Solemi frowned convincingly. Too convincingly. “Mistress?” 
 
    “Oh, you needn’t worry—you have merely taken my lessons to heart. You view the highborn as a threat to your power and status, and now you’ve been presented with an opportunity to remove her from contention. Very subtle. Very clever. Very…drow.” 
 
    Varassa chuckled again softly as she uncrossed her legs and stood. She reached down and touched the bottom of the niskaru’s chin with her gauntlet. It was tempting to bend her over the edge of the throne and take her right now. The girl had become something of a receptacle for the Matron Mother’s frustration since her sister’s escape. Varassa had fucked her Throne Maiden dozens upon dozens of times over these past few weeks. Perhaps that was why Solemi was worried about the competition—she had grown too attached to the attention of her mistress.  
 
    It was amusing, to be sure, but Varassa couldn’t afford to allow it to continue. Solemi may have been her most loyal servant, but she was still a servant. Besides, the point of indoctrinating new Throne Maidens was to make them compete for the Matron Mother’s attention. They were supposed to revile one another; their battle for her favor would bring glory to the Spider Queen, just like Varassa and Laetharys’s endless dance.  
 
    Mother against daughter. Sister against sister. Slave against slave. Conflict is strength, and complacency means death. 
 
    Solemi had just fired the first volley. The girl’s greater experience would clearly be an asset in the battles ahead, but Varassa had a feeling that the former Ranger-General would be able to hold her own once her training was complete. The prospect of a long, glorious struggle between a niskaru and a pureblooded darthiir was precisely why Varassa had no interest in condemning Serrane to the breeding harem. At least, not for some time yet.  
 
    “I shall allow Nym to take her into the Duskwood, but the ky’ostal nauvith shall remain,” Varassa said. “If he wishes to entertain himself with her other holes on the journey, so be it. But I will not allow a mere male to manipulate me.” 
 
    “The Matron Mother is wise, as always.” 
 
    Varassa removed her finger. “As you recall, I still have six soldiers who remain unrewarded for their recent victories. They were meant to enjoy the Ranger-General today.” 
 
    “I appreciate your willingness to allow Havrok and I to continue her training instead,” Solemi said. “But perhaps you could allow them to visit her tomorrow before she accompanies General Nym.” 
 
    “As you said, time is of the essence. I will have the highborn cleaned and prepared to depart in the morning.” 
 
    Solemi blinked. “But then—” 
 
    “The men shall enjoy you tomorrow instead,” Varassa declared. “It only seems fair, given the circumstances. I will have the acolytes dress you appropriately. The men will desire a struggle.” 
 
    This time, the girl’s cheek definitely twitched. “I…I understand, Matron Mother.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Varassa said, patting the girl’s cheek. “Now, I suggest you return to my chambers and get some rest. You have a busy day ahead of you.” 
 
    Turning, she strode across the dark throne room, the click of her metal heels echoing across the polished obsidian. Capturing her sister and recovering Sehris had to be her top priorities, but she also couldn’t afford to allow her servants to sense any weakness. Perhaps Nym and Solemi both required a reminder of who was in charge.  
 
    A pair of dark-robed acolytes were waiting for her at the exit to the chamber, their heads bowed as they awaited new commands from their mistress.  
 
    “Return to the Ranger-General’s estate and assist the others in cleaning her up,” Varassa said. “Her mistress plans on visiting her tonight, and I expect her to be ready.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Varassa had always found rivvil domiciles to be crude and uninspired, and the former Ranger-General’s estate was no exception. The two-story building was little more than a pair of wooden boxes built one on top of the other, and the rooms within were essentially smaller variations of squares and rectangles without a curve in sight. It was all so crude, so perpendicular…even a pathetic highborn should have been appalled by the total lack of imagination. Before her capture, Serrane had even kept disgusting rivvil artwork on her walls—though to call it art was nearly as offensive as the idea of rivvil artists. The vermin had such short lifespans they couldn’t have completed even a basic apprenticeship.   
 
    The Matron Mother’s acolytes had already torn down and burned that insipid trash, of course, though most of the furniture had been left in place. Varassa still hadn’t decided what she ultimately intended to do with the structure, though for the moment, it served as an ideal training ground for her newest Throne Maiden. Breaking the will of a new slave was always a delightful experience, and breaking an arrogant Ilwetharri cunt of Serrane’s power and lineage was a once-in-a-decade—perhaps even once-in-a-generation—opportunity. But watching the highborn’s mind crack within a structure she had considered her personal sanctuary…well, that was perfection incarnate. Just thinking about it sent a rush of glee through Varassa’s body.  
 
    The Matron Mother approached the estate with her two massive minotaur bodyguards closely in tow. Aside from regular foot patrols of armored soldiers, the main streets and boulevards around her were silent and deserted, the displaced former occupants of this district either laboring elsewhere or warming the beds of her warriors.  
 
    One of the minotaur moved ahead to open the wrought-iron gate at the front of the estate for her. Its shaggy head bowed low, eyes tightly closed, as she swept past it and up the short path, the hem of her heavy cloak swirling in her wake. The accursed sun had long since fallen, thank the Goddess, but unfortunately, the temperature had dropped with it. Varassa had shielded herself in an invisible Aetheric barrier to block out the chill, but the shoulders of her cloak were already covered in a dusting of snow. How could anyone live in a place where water simply fell from above at random? Relocating to the predictable, temperate darkness of the Underworld was yet more proof that her Vaetharri ancestors had been superior to their surface cousins in every way.  
 
    “Wait here,” she commanded when she reached the door. “I do not wish to be interrupted under any circumstances. Do you understand?” 
 
    Both minotaur grumbled their acknowledgement in their brutish tongue, and Varassa touched the door and wove a spell to open the magically sealed lock. Every other time she had entered the estate, she had promptly been greeted by the gasps, cries, and gurgles of her Throne Maiden’s lessons echoing up from the wine cellar or down from the bedrooms on the second floor. Serrane’s body remained a highly coveted prize amongst her minions; there were almost ten thousand drow soldiers garrisoned in Highwind, and all of them were desperate for a taste of highborn flesh. Save for an elite few, all would forever remain disappointed. 
 
    As would General Nym, even if he didn’t yet realize it.  
 
    Varassa strode into the estate, finding it as silent as the street outside. A single robed, hooded acolyte immediately rushed forward to take her cloak. Assuming this woman had done her job, Serrane would already be cleaned and groomed.  
 
    “Is my Throne Maiden prepared?” 
 
    “Yes, Matron Mother,” the acolyte replied in a dark, husky voice. “She awaits you within the master bedchamber.” 
 
    “Good.” Varassa glanced at the long staircase leading to the upper level. “What of her armor?” 
 
    The acolyte’s red eyes blinked in confusion. “Mistress?” 
 
    “Her armor,” Varassa repeated, annoyance flaring. “Is it intact?” 
 
    “I…yes, mistress. I was not sure what to—” 
 
    “Return it to the tanners and order them to repair it as best they can. It turns out that the Ranger-General will need to make use of it one last time.” 
 
    The acolyte blinked in confusion, but she didn’t dare protest. “As you wish, Matron Mother. Do you require anything else?” 
 
    “Only privacy,” Varassa said. “Now get out of my sight.” 
 
    The acolyte nodded and hurried away as the Matron Mother ascended the staircase, a bare hand sliding along the polished banister. Serrane’s elven ears would definitely hear the click of her mistress’s heels on the wood, and Varassa smirked when she imagined her Throne Maiden seizing up in anticipation. The slut was probably soaked already.  
 
    Most of the rooms on the upper level had already been looted and sealed, but Varassa had left the bedchamber mostly intact. Serrane’s four-poster bed was actually quite comfortable, and it had played an integral role in her training. Violating her in her house was important, but violating her on her own bed—the bed where her paladin lover had surely taken her many times—was just as crucial. She needed to understand that there was no such thing as a sanctuary for a drow slave. Her mistress could have her any way she wanted, any time she wanted. 
 
    Varassa grinned when she finally opened the door. Her Throne Maiden was indeed waiting for her, and she looked breathtaking. The acolyte had left Serrane naked on her back in the center of the bed, her body folded into an awkward stretch that put her elven flexibility to the test. Magical webs spun around the bedposts bound her wrists and ankles, ensuring there was no escape from her contorted pose. Her arms were bound straight and flat, pointing at the foot of the bed, while her ankles were pinned over and behind her head, forcing her chin against her chest. The pose lifted her buttocks off the covers almost an inch, readily presenting her quim and anus for anyone or anything that wished to explore the depths of either hole. 
 
    Or, in the Matron Mother’s case, both at the same time.  
 
    Serrane’s red ball gag perfectly matched the soft, silken red sheets. Her long blond hair, freshly cleaned and brushed straight, was like a river of gold spilling over her shoulders and chest, and her pale skin was completely unblemished thanks to healing magic and salves. Her crystal blue eyes locked eagerly onto her mistress, and her taut, vulnerable body visibly shuddered in delight. In many ways, she was practically a rivvil fantasy come to life: the unspoiled, virginal elf maiden just waiting to be saved from torment by a dashing knight. 
 
    She was neither unspoiled nor virginal in any of her wondrous holes, of course, but that only made the illusion more delicious. The acolytes had also fixed her makeup: a faint dash of dark eyeshadow to properly highlight her eyes, and a touch of red lipstick that made her mouth almost glow. The Ilwetharri of Nelu’Thalas may have been vile and repulsive in their weakness, and their civilization may have been an affront to the Spider Queen, but there was no denying the graceful perfection of the female elven form.  
 
    Chuckling, Varassa sauntered into the chamber and closed the door behind her. The lone window was cracked open just a hair, and the candelabra atop the vanity flickered every few moments from the thin breeze. Everything else in the room was the same as when Varassa’s soldiers had first stormed inside: the tall wardrobe and inset closet, the tea table, the twin bookshelves along the southern wall. She had even left the darthiir painting of the fabled Moonweald to the east, though that would certainly need to be destroyed eventually.  
 
    “The acolytes inform me that your training has proceeded well,” Varassa said as she strolled around the bed and inspected the highborn from every angle. “I trust that you have found these last few weeks…educational.” 
 
    Serrane moaned into her gag and nodded, her blue eyes alight and almost pleading. Despite the ky’ostal nauvith plugging her quim, the glistening sheen around the leather harness at her sex confirmed that she was already soaked, just as Varassa had predicted. Even withdrawing the device might set her off, assuming history was any indicator.  
 
    “I hope you’ve enjoyed yourself,” Varassa said, leaning over the bed so she could slowly drag the tip of a finger down the back of the highborn’s folded legs. Her skin was so smooth it almost seemed supernatural, and a flutter of excitement filled Varassa’s core. “My warriors have certainly enjoyed that pretty mouth of yours. I imagine you’ve swallowed more cocks in the past week than in the past decade…but then again, you were never the prudish general you made yourself out to be, were you? I just hope my men left plenty of their seed in your belly and not just on your tits.” 
 
    Varassa shifted her touch to Serrane’s chest, dragging a nail down her sternum and between her breasts, curving along the underside of one before gliding up its rounded slope to the hardened peak. The ranger yelped into her gag when gray fingertips abruptly pinched her nipple, prompting a dark chuckle from her mistress. For all their pride and martial prowess, the Ilwetharri were submissive by their very nature. Like all the descendants of the wretched Avetharri, the highborn were destined to serve at the heel of the drow—and they would be happier for it, once they fully embraced their destiny. 
 
    “One day soon, we’ll have to watch your performances together,” Varassa said. Her free hand moved in to cup Serrane’s unattended breast, squeezing and kneading. The warm flesh was the ideal blend of pert and pliant, the nipple a hard pebble under her palm. “Normally, I keep the memory crystals locked in my personal collection, but I’m tempted to have the acolytes make a few copies for the soldiers. Your debasement will inspire my armies for years. They’ll fight long and hard for the chance to defile that pristine, pale body of yours.” 
 
    The ranger moaned again as her mistress pinched both her nipples, then released them and slapped her tits instead. Serrane yelped, first in pain, then in pleasure, as red marks slowly marred her otherwise perfect breasts. Varassa snickered, wondering what other treasures awaited her on those crystals. The acolytes had been told to record almost everything; she couldn’t wait to watch and see how many of her males had chosen to thrust between these tits and leave their mark upon her face. By now, Serrane should have grown accustomed to the hot splash of male seed on every part of her body—and even come to love it. Her Throne Maidens always did, in time.   
 
    “If circumstances were different, I would have prolonged your education for months, possibly even years,” Varassa said, soothing the ranger’s nipples with a gentle caress before moving lower, fingernails grazing along her abdomen. “I strongly considered sending you down to Vel’shannar for a time. You would learn much stumbling blind and naked through the darkness, protected only by the ky’ostal nauvith.”  
 
    She smiled as she traced a fingernail along the outline of the leather harness covering the ranger’s quim. “A walk of humility through the lowborn district would do wonders. Most of them have never seen an Ilwetharri, let alone had the chance to defile one. Casteless males can be quite…aggressive.” 
 
    Varassa carefully watched the ranger’s reaction, and she wasn’t disappointed. The goosebumps rising on the woman’s skin, the subtle changes in her breathing…she was no longer terrified of becoming a nameless, shameless fucktoy. On the contrary, the thought of being paraded through the streets like a head of branded cattle was slowly driving her mad.  
 
    “I bet you’d enjoy it,” Varassa said, sliding the fingers of one hand up to the ranger’s belly and flat stomach. The other hand went lower, moving between Serrane’s cheeks until a lone fingertip came to rest against her anus. “Hundreds of males all desperate to spoil you, a new cock in your ass every few minutes…” 
 
    Serrane’s breaths came short and fast as if a single touch might set her off. Tonight was definitely going to be as entertaining as Varassa had hoped… 
 
    “Perhaps you’ll get that chance one day,” she purred. “But for now, I have a new task for you, my little highborn cunt: you are going to don your ranger leathers one last time.” 
 
    Serrane’s eyes widened, though she seemed more concerned than excited. Curious, Varassa shifted her hands up to the woman’s face to unfasten the straps of her gag. The instant the ball popped free, the ranger gasped and licked her lips.  
 
    “Mistress?” 
 
    “You know that my treacherous sister has fled into the Duskwood,” Varassa said, brushing her cheek like she would a favored pet. “And you know that my soldiers have proven unable to locate her. I can no longer afford to rely upon incompetent males, not with the future of my empire at stake. What I need is a vaunted highborn ranger who knows every inch of that forest.” 
 
    “You want me to help General Nym track down your sister,” Serrane said quickly—too quickly. “I will gladly aid him, mistress, but I beg you, please don’t let him breed me! I want to serve you! I’ve done everything you’ve asked!” 
 
    Varassa’s silver eyebrows arched. How in Zelioth’s name did she—? 
 
    “Solemi,” the Matron Mother whispered, withdrawing her touch. “She already told you, didn’t she?” 
 
    Serrane gave a small nod and swallowed. “She said you were going to give me to Nym. She said she deserved to be your only Throne Maiden.” 
 
    Varassa snorted as she turned and paced across the room to the window. So, her suspicions had proven correct, as usual. The niskaru girl had gotten a taste of power, and now she didn’t want to share it. Varassa felt a flash of pride in Solemi. Learning how to eliminate one’s rivals was a vital lesson in Vel’shannar. She really was becoming a fine drow in mentality if not in form.  
 
    Still, taunting Serrane with her scheme had been a foolish mistake. As entertaining as it was to mock one’s enemies to their faces, a proper drow female understood the power of subtlety. Varassa hadn’t shared her plans to dethrone her mother or disgrace her sister with anyone until it was far too late for her targets to react. The ridicule and humiliation could always come later.  
 
    “She fears competition for my affection, as well she should,” Varassa said after a moment, regarding her reflection in the glass. “But I will not allow anyone to manipulate me—not a slave, and certainly not a lowly male. Nym has served me well in recent years, but I am still Matron Mother. He will perform his duties, or he will die.” 
 
    She whirled back around to face the ranger. “And you will aid him in his search. He will wish to enjoy your flesh, of course, and you will please him however you must. His men, too, if they so desire.” She sauntered back to the highborn’s side and placed a finger beneath her chin. “But if you succeed in your mission, your womb shall remain mine and mine alone.” 
 
    A look of sheer joy and relief crossed the ranger’s face. “Oh, thank you, mistress! I will not fail you, I promise!” 
 
    “I know you won’t,” Varassa said, and meant it. “Once my daughter is back in my arms and Laetharys lies shackled at my feet, you will know what it means to serve as my Throne Maiden. You will have power in my court—far more than you ever tasted in your pathetic ‘Council.’ You will have males to dominate, females to humiliate…and of course, you will have the privilege of sharing my bed so long as you amuse me. Who knows? Perhaps I’ll even breed you myself one of these days.” 
 
    Serrane smiled, first in gratitude and then in excitement, as her mistress placed a gray hand upon her pale belly. The more Varassa thought about it, the more the idea enticed her. If she could spawn a child in the womb of her own sister, then she could surely repeat the ritual with another elven female. Hybrid children were typically considered abominations, albeit useful ones; the slave armies of Vel’shannar were filled with all manner of wretched spawn from the breeding harems. But a hybrid daughter born from two pure bloodlines—and two females, at that—could potentially change everything. The dark elves of Varellon still revered “Silhouette,” the half-Avetharri, half-Vaetharri woman who had led the first rebellion against the Wyrm Lords. The possibilities were boundless… 
 
    But Varassa couldn’t afford to get ahead of herself. In the here and now, all that mattered was recovering Sehris. All her plans for the future hinged upon the daughter she already had. Everything else would just have to wait.  
 
    “I already sent word to General Nym,” Varassa said. “He will retrieve you first thing in the morning. His troops may loathe the accursed sun, but he understands that you will be more effective in the daylight.” 
 
    Serrane nodded as best she could, not a trace of reluctance on her face at the prospect of spending days at the mercy of Nym and his men. “I will do everything I can, mistress.” 
 
    Varassa’s eyes narrowed for a moment. She was inclined to believe her pet; the ranger had been incredibly well behaved for many weeks now. Still, no Matron Mother could afford to take chances. Loyal or not, the cunt needed to understand the price of failure.  
 
    “If you cannot locate my daughter or sister within a few days, you will be punished,” Varassa said, her voice taking on a steely edge. “I won’t bother giving you to Nym—I will cast you into the communal harem with the rest of the lowborn meat from your city. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Serrane said. “I will not fail you.” 
 
    “Good.” Varassa brought her hand from the ranger’s belly to brush a golden tress from the woman’s eyes, then smiled again. “Then before you leave, I’m going to complete your training myself.” 
 
    The ranger’s blue eyes lit up in delight. In the two months since Serrane had been captured, nothing had been allowed to penetrate her quim except for the ky’ostal nauvith—not even her own fingers. Varassa had broken many wills upon the crucible of denial; it was an integral part of a slave’s training. She had kept Solemi’s cunt sealed even longer, and the results spoke for themselves. 
 
    The process forced Varassa to deny herself, too, of course, though she had found it made her inevitable conquests all the sweeter. The defiant Serrane Starwind who had cursed her name and sworn to fight to the bitter end was about to beg and plead for a drow priestess to fuck her.  
 
    Varassa leaned away from the bed and began to unfasten the straps of her breastplate. Normally, she would have ordered her acolytes to disrobe her, but sometimes it was far more entertaining to perform a slow, teasing strip for her pets. New slaves were always torn between awe at her dark beauty and fear of what she planned to do to them, but Serrane was far beyond that stage. Her folded body was quivering in anticipation of finally being granted release after months of denial.  
 
    Varassa set her breastplate on the floor and then pushed her skirt from her hips. Straightening, she took a moment to appreciate the slender curves of her gray figure, running her hands over her wide hips, her trim belly, her high breasts. Her nipples, the same ebon hue as her hairless outer folds, were already taut. As always, she left her boots exactly where they belonged. Fucking a slave without her heels seemed almost sacrilegious.  
 
    “If you succeed on your mission, I may teach you this technique,” Varassa said as she reached out to the Aether. “It is a powerful weapon to humiliate and degrade other females…but one day, if you please me, I may grant you the ultimate honor of sheathing yourself within me.” 
 
    Biting down on her lower lip, Varassa wove the familiar spell and watched as her quim transformed into a long gray stem worthy of the most virile drow male. She had taken Serrane’s mouth with it shortly after her initial capture but never since. Restraining herself had been maddening…but it was finally about to pay off.  
 
    Curling her fingers around her new shaft, Varassa stroked herself slowly, torturously, until she was as stiff as an adamantine rod. She had always admired the raw power of a phallus despite the fact it was so entwined with male weakness. It amused her that a cock—the ultimate symbol of masculinity—was more powerful still in the hands of a cunning female.  
 
    Serrane’s breath caught at the sight of the stem, her gaze focusing on it like a woman dying of thirst being offered a drink. The anticipation was surely unbearable…   
 
    “And now for your reward,” Varassa said, reaching up to retrieve the small magical key dangling on a thin chain between her gray breasts. She briefly twirled it between her fingers, knowing how the mere sight of it would titillate her pet, before she reached out and slid it into the small lock of the ky’ostal nauvith. The harness unfastened with an audible click, and the ranger immediately closed her eyes and moaned when her mistress began to slide the plug from her womanhood.  
 
    Her body resisted at first, then her entrance widened and the flared base of the plug emerged, its dark surface glistening. The tapered tip followed, granting a glimpse into Serrane’s pink depths before her walls closed tightly, convulsing as if to squeeze what was no longer there. Her highborn quim was as soaked as if she had just bathed in the Reachwend.  
 
    “Speak to me, slut,” Varassa said as she tossed the plug upon the bed and dragged her fingertips along the highborn’s swollen labia. “Tell me what you are.” 
 
    Serrane’s body trembled, and her breaths came in short, desperate bursts. “I’m a worthless highborn cunt!” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” Varassa guided the throbbing gray head of her magical stem to press against the other woman’s desperate, pouting folds. “So beg for me, cunt! Beg for your mistress’s touch!” 
 
    “Please, mistress!” Serrane pleaded, her blue eyes wide as she stared up her body at the phallus about to penetrate her. “Please, fuck me!” 
 
    A sadistic grin tugged at the Matron Mother’s lips. It took all her restraint not to slam into her pet with everything she had, claiming her now and for all the delicious years to come. She wanted to fully appreciate this moment—to watch a once-proud, powerful highborn ranger beg and plead to be violated by her archenemy.  
 
    Besides, she hadn’t yet unveiled her surprise. 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Varassa said, nudging the tip inside a quarter inch, prompting a gasp of delight from Serrane. “In more ways than you think.” 
 
    Reaching out to the Aether again, she wove a nearly identical spell to the first. Her acolytes had discovered this technique within an obscure tome in the library of the Highwind Academy, and Varassa had been saving it for this moment. She reforged the flesh just beneath her first cock… 
 
    And created another one to join it.  
 
    “Behold your destiny,” Varassa breathed as she gripped a stem in each hand. “And praise the power of the Spider Queen.” 
 
    Serrane hadn’t seen the second stem form, and she gasped in shock when she felt another swollen tip press against her ass at the same time the first was at her cunt. Without the ky’ostal nauvith protecting her quim, she would have had plenty of experience by now being penetrated in every one of her luscious holes simultaneously, and Varassa was about to show her what she had been missing.  
 
    Or more accurately, what they had both been missing. Wielding one phallus was glorious enough—there was nothing quite like plundering a fresh, unspoiled cunt. But plundering two different holes at the same time… 
 
    Well, this would be an entirely new experience. And she planned to savor every moment of it.  
 
    With a firm jog of her hips, Varassa nudged both tips inside their waiting sheaths. Serrane inhaled sharply, still astounded, as she watched the stems sink into her, though her lashes quickly fluttered shut in ecstasy when her mistress pushed deeper. The feeling was every bit as wondrous as Varassa had hoped. The blazing heat, the crushing grip, the pulsing canals… 
 
    “Faarea!” Serrane practically screamed, her fingernails helplessly digging into the sheets. 
 
    “Take it, whore! Take every inch!” 
 
    “Please, mistress! Please, fuck—nnngnn!” 
 
    The highborn’s cries melted into indecipherable whimpers as Varassa pushed so deep she hilted both cocks at once. She paused and closed her eyes, overwhelmed, breathless, and concerned she wouldn’t be able to last more than a few strokes.  
 
    Not that it truly mattered. Her magic could easily restore her vitality if necessary, and she had no intention of leaving until Serrane was utterly filled—and completely covered—by her mistress’s pearly seed.  
 
    Grabbing a firm hold of the ranger’s smooth, splayed calves, Varassa rolled her hips back to pull out, then thrust forward again. The ranger began grunting, delirious, as her mistress settled into a deliberate rhythm. Every thrust seemed to push deeper than the last, and Varassa swore she could feel both of her stems brushing against one another through the thin walls of flesh separating ass from quim. The pleasure was overwhelming; the power was intoxicating.  
 
    It was in that moment, when she felt an unstoppable climax rising within her, that the Matron Mother decided once and for all that she would absolutely breed both of her Throne Maidens when this crisis was resolved. The Spider Queen had clearly granted her this power for a reason, and she intended to use it. She would take the bodies of her enemies and transform them into weapons for her empire.  
 
    But not just yet.  
 
    “You…are…mine!” Varassa growled as she slammed deep into Serrane with a last ruthless thrust, holding back her climax by sheer force of will. As much as she yearned to fill both of this slut’s holes, she needed to mark her property first. She withdrew both her stems—eliciting a whimper from the elf beneath her—grabbed a different one in each hand…and exploded.  
 
    Each head, now swollen purple, simultaneously unleashed its own viscous salvo. The first and second spurts were strong enough to splatter Serrane’s face, covering her from forehead to chin in thick white ropes, while the third and fourth volleys landed upon her heaving tits and belly. Varassa grabbed hold of the webs binding Serrane’s arms to the bedposts for support once she finished, overwhelmed by a wave of lethargy unlike anything she had ever experienced before.  
 
    But when the wave of drowsiness finally passed, she smiled down at her pet and surveyed her handiwork. Her experiment was clearly a success…though that was no reason to stop now. Morning was still so very far away.  
 
    “My delicate highborn whore,” Varassa said, watching in amusement as the once-powerful ranger struggled to open her blue eyes through the cum covering her shadowed lids. “You cannot even comprehend the glorious future that awaits us once you find my daughter and sister.” 
 
    Serrane continued whimpering pitifully, helplessly, as she wore her mistress’s seed like a brand upon her body. Both her holes flexed around nothing, clenching with unfulfilled need. She really was far too precious to ever hand over to any mere male. Solemi was right to feel threatened.  
 
    “We aren’t finished yet,” Varassa said, reaching out to the Aether to adjust the webs and lower her pet’s legs. “In fact, we have only just begun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    4 
 
    The Knight 
 
      
 
    Julian Cassel, Knight of the Silver Fist, had been training to fight monsters virtually his entire life. From his childhood as an aspirant at the Silver Tower to his adolescence as a squire at the temple in Highwind, he had been taught by the best to battle the worst. Gnolls, orcs, demons, even Chol—the paladins of Escar proudly stood against the darkness so that the people of the Northern Reaches could live and prosper within the light.  
 
    Yet now, as he lay naked and restrained on an uncomfortable bed in a dimly lit chamber, he found himself completely unprepared for the foe at hand.  
 
    “I warned my sister that the Knights of the Silver Fist would fight to the last man,” the drow female standing over him said in a dark, smooth voice that managed to be sultry and sadistic at the same time. “I knew that even the Zhennu Lassrin wouldn’t break you. There’s an old saying among my people: d’nilok dro ulu el. ‘Paladins live to die’ is the simplest translation.” 
 
    She smirked as she dragged the tip of her metal claw along his sternum just lightly enough to avoid breaking the skin. “It’s meant as an insult, of course, a way of disparaging surfacers for their foolishness and hubris. But I view your stubbornness as a sign of strength. You have cost my sister many of her best warriors.” 
 
    Cassel grunted as he tried and failed again to move his limbs, held fast by webs that pinned his arms and ankles to the bedposts, leaving him spread-eagled and vulnerable. He still wasn’t sure what exactly this bitch wanted from him, but at least he knew who she was: Laetharys Hu’nate, the sister of the Matron Mother who had conquered Highwind. According to rumor, Laetharys was a disgraced former priestess of the Spider Queen. He was surprised she was even alive; he would have assumed that her sister would have simply killed her. Drow females were notoriously competitive and merciless—and as widely feared as any monster.  
 
    Laetharys was tall for a female elf, though she was still half a head shorter than him and probably a hundred pounds slimmer as well. She had dismissed her guards and appeared to be unarmed. She wasn’t even wearing armor; her silvery gossamer dress was so sheer he could easily see the shapely gray body beneath. Her eyes were a rich luminescent blue, almost like sapphires with a flame trapped inside. The color marked her as a noble among the crimson-eyed masses of Vel’shannar, which was almost ironic considering how much they made her look like a surface elf.  
 
    Her dark, ethereal beauty was impossible to deny, especially now as she sat down next to him, her long legs casually crossing over the side of the bed while she continued to probe his body. His cock had already swollen again despite his recent finish, and every few seconds, one of her hands would casually brush across the throbbing shaft on its way to grope some other part of him. He felt like a piece of meat just waited to be carved apart.  
 
    But every time Cassel closed his eyes, all he could think about was Serrane. Until now, he hadn’t even known if she was alive or dead. The thought of her being a drow slave…of being transformed into breeding stock for their vile armies… 
 
    His stomach twisted. He would give anything to save her from that gruesome fate, and this drow bitch knew it. Whatever happened, he needed to stay focused and calm. Not all monsters could be slain with a sword, after all. And while paladins weren’t known for their subtlety, he promised himself he would do whatever it took to free Serrane.  
 
    Just hold on a bit longer. I’m coming for you! 
 
    “Stubbornness alone won’t keep you alive, however,” Laetharys went on, a wicked smile perpetually tugging at her red lips. “By now, you’ve surely realized the truth behind the Wahvin Ssol. Those who learn to channel the Aether are forever bound to its power. You may be young and strong, but you will not survive much longer without its touch. I am your only hope, paladin, whether you wish to admit it or not.” 
 
    Cassel clenched his jaw. He understood very little of the drow language, but the Wahvin Ssol clearly referred to the Wasting Echo, the affliction that had already destroyed most of his fellow knights. The instant the Shattering had severed their ability to channel the Aether, they had begun rotting away like lotus addicts suffering from withdrawal.  
 
    But there had been no eventual recovery, no return to health on the other side of the suffering. There was only death. He had been living on borrowed time for months now, which was why he had fought so hard to kill as many drow as possible before the end.  
 
    He didn’t understand how this bitch could have possibly restored his connection to the Aether, but the proof was flowing through him even now. He still couldn’t believe how good it felt. It was as if he had suddenly emerged from a cave after spending years trapped in impenetrable darkness. He was practically a new man. 
 
    Or perhaps he had simply remembered the one he used to be.  
 
    “I understand how you feel, believe me,” Laetharys said, the tips of her other claws grazing over his belly. They continued downward until they finally returned to his cock and slowly curled around him again. The cold metal sent a shiver down his spine, and her delicate, casual strokes pushed a moan from his lips despite his best efforts to stay silent.  
 
    “It’s invigorating, isn’t it?” she asked. “When the Spider Queen first abandoned me, I felt as if I had been stricken blind and deaf. The world became a hollow void, leeched of all color and purpose. For over a century, I had wielded the Goddess’s power unfettered, but then, in one horrifying instant, I was rendered as weak and pathetic as a nau-faer. It was intolerable.” 
 
    Keeping her claws wrapped around his cock, she shifted her free hand to his face and brushed the stubble covering his cheeks and chin. “I almost envy you, rivvil,” she said. “In some respects, the Wahvin Ssol is a mercy. Its wrath is lethal to your kind. You are spared the fate of enduring this world without the Aether’s grace. We elves are not so fortunate.” 
 
    Cassel closed his eyes and reached out to the Aether. With its power flowing through him, he might be able to bolster his muscles and break free from his bindings… 
 
    “You will find the webs quite unbreakable,” he heard Laetharys say with an amused chortle. “I should be furious that you are already trying to defy me, but I appreciate the strength of your will…and the size of your other assets.” 
 
    After straining his muscles to no avail, he reopened his eyes and glanced down at his cock, stiff and swollen in her grip. Her claw-tipped fingers continued to slowly and deliberately stroke him.  
 
    “There is an ancient tradition among my people,” Laetharys said. “One that dates all the way back to before the first followers of the Spider Queen set sail for the virgin shores of Torsia. The dark elves of Varellon have always been mighty warriors, you see, and we have our own chivalric traditions.” 
 
    Cassel snorted. “I find that hard to believe. Your people aren’t exactly known for their honor and charity.” 
 
    “The Vaetharri are…different,” Laetharys admitted. “There are no clans, no noble houses, no Matron Mothers…they dwell underground, as we do, but they do not fight amongst themselves. Their Matriarch advocates cooperation, not competition. It is a backward belief, yet somehow it hasn’t made them as weak as one might expect.” 
 
    Her eyes lost their focus for a few seconds before they returned to his. “In any event, the Vaetharri barra d’aron—the shadow knights—have faithfully served Sulinor for thousands of years. With my aid, some of their dark powers can be yours to wield.” 
 
    Cassel groaned through his teeth when she began stroking him faster. He wouldn’t be able to last forever no matter how hard he resisted. Was her plan to slowly drain his will one climax at a time? Or did she just get off on being in total control? Anything seemed possible. She was drow, after all.  
 
    “Of course, I will not share my power with the unworthy,” Laetharys said, unexpectedly releasing her grip. His cock throbbed, swaying in place, desperate for another touch. “I know that you are skilled in battle, but I am not yet convinced of your skills as a lover.” 
 
    Cassel clenched his teeth and growled under his breath. Few things were worse than being brought to the edge and denied release. He couldn’t believe how much he wanted to choke this bitch, preferably with his cock. Such a thought was unbecoming of a paladin…but then again, he hadn’t truly been one for some time.   
 
    “My first trial is quite simple,” Laetharys cooed as she placed a single clawed fingertip atop the head of his throbbing stem. “I want to know if you are as skilled with your tongue as your sword. Your task is to make me spend—before I make you spill.” 
 
    Cassel couldn’t drag his eyes from the claw upon his cock. “How do you propose I do that? I can’t move.” 
 
    “You don’t need to.” 
 
    Chuckling, Laetharys uncrossed her legs and stood. She shrugged her gossamer dress from her shoulders, revealing her sleek, supple elven frame for the first time. His eyes drank in her surprisingly plump gray breasts and dark violet nipples, then slowly drifted down to the spider tattoo encircling her taut belly. Her quim, hairless like all elves, visibly glistened with arousal in the light of the lone candle on the nightstand.  
 
    “You should thank your dead gods for the privilege I am about to bestow upon you,” Laetharys told him. “Few rivvil ever behold the beauty of a female drow, and fewer still are granted the pleasure of sampling her nectar.” 
 
    Somehow, Cassel managed not to scoff at her arrogance. He tried to think of a clever retort, but then she seductively crawled onto the bed next to him, her shoulder blades shifting like a great cat on the hunt. She approached him from the side, her long white hair spilling over his thighs and waist as she leaned down, and his breath caught at the sight of her ruby lips approaching his still-throbbing stem.   
 
    And then, just before the warmth of her mouth enveloped him again, she gracefully swung a knee over his head to straddle his face. The lips of her quim parted above him mere inches away, her rich, floral scent wafting down to him, and he was struck by the contrast of her gray skin and bright pink inner folds. He was no stranger to cunnilingus; he had always loved the feeling of a woman’s thighs clamping around his head while he feasted on her carnal nectar. But with his restraints, he was limited to only his lips and tongue, both of which remained out of reach.  
 
    Cassel was just about to complain when he felt the smooth dampness of her tongue encircle his cock, followed by the sweltering heat of her mouth enveloping it. He moaned loudly, his entire body tensing as his breath washed over the glistening labia that were so tantalizingly near. Gods, he couldn’t believe how much he wanted to grab her skull and force her even deeper—or grab her hips and pull her down so he could finally start devouring her. 
 
    But then she suddenly withdrew. 
 
    “Careful, paladin,” Laetharys warned, her blue eyes flashing dangerously as she craned her neck to look back at him between her breasts through the curtain of her white hair. “If I don’t spend before you spill, I’ll have to find myself a new champion.” 
 
    Cassel grimaced. “Then loosen the webs or lower your cunt!” 
 
    She clucked her tongue and wiggled her quim just beyond the range of his tongue. “Not just yet, I don’t think…” 
 
    “Then what…?” He trailed off and shook his head. “This isn’t exactly fair.” 
 
    “The weak whine about fairness—the strong prevail no matter the odds,” Laetharys said. “If you are to be my champion, you must fight like a drow.” 
 
    Cackling, she parted her lips and swallowed his cock again. Cassel clenched his teeth and tried to force himself to think about something—anything—other than the mouth on his manhood and the pouting, vulnerable cunt looming just above him. Her inner thighs were probably just as smooth as Serrane’s, and he couldn’t help but imagine how nice it would feel to slide his hand up her calves until— 
 
    Stop! 
 
    He pressed his eyes shut even as another moan escaped his lips. Her skill was unreal. If she hadn’t already finished him earlier, he absolutely would have spilled again. Laetharys knew exactly what she was doing… 
 
    I have to hold out for Highwind. I have to hold out for Serrane! If this drow bitch wants to play games, I’ll just have to— 
 
    Cassel heard her knees slide across the sheets as they slowly spread apart, and he reopened his eyes to see her quim finally descending toward him. She began bobbing up and down on his cock more aggressively as if to taunt him, but he forced himself to concentrate on the task at hand. If he could focus on a single opponent amidst the sprawling chaos of a battlefield, he could surely do the same here.  
 
    Steeling himself, he stretched out his tongue and dragged the tip along the length of her labia. She was every bit as slick as he expected—and tasted just as sweet as Serrane. She couldn’t hide the intensity of her own body’s reaction—her bobbing rhythm on his cock stalled ever so slightly, and he heard a faint moan escape her lips even while they were wrapped around his cock. The vibrations threatening his control, yet his will rallied at the sound. This game of hers might not have been fair, but he did still have a chance to win. 
 
    And he wasn’t about to waste it.  
 
    Cassel swirled his tongue in a loose circle, stopping only to energetically lash her clit. He even risked the occasional nibble at her folds, catching some of her pink inner flesh between his teeth and gently biting down, which immediately caused her to seize up in ecstasy. He gauged her arousal from the shudders rippling through her body, but also from her own inability to stay focused upon her meal. Her tongue eventually went slack even as her mouth moved up and down, until she abruptly pulled back to moan and gasp for air. In that moment, he knew he had found his path to victory. 
 
    “Ilhari vlos!” Laetharys cried out as she spent, her thighs clamping around his head as if she wanted to crush him. He felt each wave of pleasure crash over her one after another, rippling into him through her thighs and the fluttering flesh beneath his tongue. He was surprised that she managed to keep stroking him with her clawed fingers at the same time. Her movements became irregular and unfocused, but they were still enough to provide pleasure.  
 
    Having won the game, Cassel finally let himself go. He arched his back and groaned as he erupted like a volcano, firing molten salvos straight up into the air. Still mostly paralyzed by her own climax, Laetharys didn’t notice until his first jet struck her nose and chin. She reflexively opened her eyes and glanced down at her attacker, which only bought her another salvo straight across her nose. If he’d had more control, he would have gladly covered her entire face out of spite, but she capped her lips over the head before he could create more of a mess.   
 
    A rush of relief swept through him, and he panted for breath while she finished sucking him dry. A part of him was hoping she would be furious, as stupid and petty as that desire was, but she didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. If anything, the cum on her face appeared to turn her on even more.  
 
    The fact that he had made his captor look like a cheap, back-alley slut for even a few minutes felt like a small victory, but a victory nonetheless. 
 
    “Bronretla,” Laetharys breathed as she scooped the globs of semen from her chin and licked them from her gray fingers. “I knew you would prove yourself worthy, jaluk.” 
 
    “I’m so glad to be of service,” he rasped bitterly, though he couldn’t take his eyes off her face. Something about watching a beautiful woman play with his seed was so…well, hot. He had watched Serrane enjoy his bounty many times, and it always kept him hard and ready for their next bout.  
 
    “You have earned the privilege of my power,” she said, lifting her left knee and swinging it back over his head so she was no longer straddling him. “Soon you will be ready to face my sister’s champion…and rescue your lover.” 
 
    Cassel tugged at his restraints again. “Does that mean you’re going to untie me?” 
 
    Laetharys snickered as she licked the last drops of his cum from her fingertips. “You have proven yourself worthy, but you are still rivvil—and male. You must be properly leashed and collared to reach your true potential.” 
 
    “So that’s a no, then,” he grumbled. “You realize I can’t actually fight Nym unless you let me go, right?” 
 
    Her eyes rolled back into her head as she visibly swallowed. “Our bond will soon be unbreakable, my glorious shadow knight,” she went on breathlessly as if she hadn’t even heard him. “We need only complete the final ritual.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Cassel muttered. “It involves me being tied up, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Laetharys smiled. “You learn quickly, jaluk. Let us hope that you recover quickly as well, because I do not wish to wait.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cassel had always been proud of his sexual stamina. Serrane had tested his limits on multiple occasions, usually at camp on the rare instances when they had been deployed together, but sometimes in her office in the Duskwatch Lodge. Once, a few weeks before the Shattering, he had taken her three times in succession upon the grand table in the Council chambers…and then again from behind in the closet while the other councilors bickered in an adjacent room.  
 
    He had no doubt that he could and would be ready for this drow bitch again if that was what she wanted, but Laetharys didn’t seem interested in taking chances. She produced a vial of clear oil from within the battered nightstand, and she didn’t hesitate to begin applying it to his cock and testicles even though he was still semi-erect. The oil felt strangely warm and made his flesh tingle. Alchemical mixtures to restore stamina were common enough in Highwind, but he had far less trust in something that had been whipped up by the drow. For all he knew, it would make his manhood shrivel into ash the instant he displeased her… 
 
    “You’ve no idea how fortunate you are, paladin,” she said, stroking his oily shaft with one hand while gently massaging his balls with the other. “To sheathe your stem within a female drow…there is no greater honor for any male. Even many drow never have the opportunity.” 
 
    With her clawed fingers currently curled around his cock, Cassel resisted the urge to blurt out a snide remark. Her arrogance was truly remarkable, however. How could someone who had spent the last year as her own sister’s glorified breeding slave be so confident about anything? Drow culture was truly insane.  
 
    “You may not even want your highborn female back once I’m finished with you,” Laetharys said, her eyes glittering hungrily as she watched his manhood swell back to its full length. “Serve me well enough, and I may even let you sleep at my feet.” 
 
    The offer was so insulting he should have spat in her face, but she was already stroking him so vigorously again that he was finding it difficult to concentrate. He moaned and bit down on the inside of his cheek, wondering if it was the magical oil or his natural libido that had made him so eager and ready to spill again. If she just wanted to milk him over and over for her ritual…well, he could think of worse fates.  
 
    “Ol zhah draeval,” she whispered, withdrawing her hands and watching his cock twitch as if annoyed. She snickered devilishly at his discomfort, and for a few heartbeats, he wondered if she might actually wait for him to wilt just to stroke him back to life again. But apparently her patience had limits. After dragging the tips of her claws over his testicles one last time in a teasing caress, she swung her leg back over his waist to straddle him.  
 
    Cassel’s body instinctively tensed as she lowered her quim down to his manhood. He gasped the moment his bulging tip pierced her warm violet folds, and his mind flashed back to the very first time he had felt the embrace of an elven quim. Serrane had been disguised as “Faewyn” back then, and he had been thoroughly astonished that he could even fit inside such an unbelievably taut, sweltering vise. Laetharys proved every bit as tight, but she was so thoroughly soaked that his stem vanished inside her with relative ease.  
 
    “Escar’s…fuck!” he blurted out as she lowered herself another inch, pleasure shooting up his spine.  
 
    “Do not dare invoke the name of your false gods here,” Laetharys scolded through clenched teeth, the words just a bit unsteady. “I am your goddess now, paladin. And you will forever worship at my feet.” 
 
    Cassel hissed once her heat had fully enveloped him. He pulled at his restraints yet again, incensed that he couldn’t grab her slender waist, grope her plump tits, or even just clutch onto her silky thighs. He preferred to be in control, when it came right down to it…but if this wretched cunt was the only source of power available, he had a feeling he was just going to have to get used to being treated like a slab of meat. 
 
    For now.  
 
    “Behold the glory of my embrace,” Laetharys breathed as she began churning her hips, walls stretched so tight he could feel the rapid pounding of her pulse against his length. “I promise you, paladin—you will find the absence of my touch every bit as draining as the Wahvin Ssol. No mere rivvil quim shall ever satisfy you again!” 
 
    He wanted to mock her arrogance, but it wasn’t entirely undeserved. Sleeping with Serrane had opened his mind to sensations he had never before imagined. Yet even when she was slick and ready, he had never felt such a molten grip that seemed to crush and ignite his stem all at once. Elven cunts were legendary in human-dominated cities for a good reason.  
 
    “I am your salvation!” Laetharys said. “I am your mistress! Your Conduit!” 
 
    Unlike before, Cassel didn’t bother trying to hold himself back. He allowed the tides of pleasure to crash over him and pull him toward another crescendo. He would gladly fill this bitch’s quim—and even listen to her insane ramblings—if that was all it took to get the power he needed to save Serrane.  
 
    “Vlos lueth doer!” Laetharys shouted. “A union bound in blood and seed!” 
 
    Without warning, she raked her claws across his chest hard enough to leave thin red lines in their wake. Cassel hissed, but for some twisted reason the pain almost felt…good. She continued bucking her hips even as she leaned down to lick his wounds, inner muscles clenching to draw him deeper. Her white hair spilled over his chest until she abruptly twisted back upright, his blood on her lips and a feral glint in her luminescent eyes.  
 
    “Ilhari, belbau uns’aa z’ress!” she shouted. “Bind us as one!” 
 
    Laetharys brought her hips down hard against him as a climax shuddered through her. The walls of her cunt squeezed even tighter, and Cassel cried out as he erupted deep inside her, his tip nestled snugly into the smooth dome of her cervix. One spurt, two, three…he painted her womb as thoroughly as if he hadn’t spilled in a month.  
 
    His head slumped back once he finally finished, and after a few more seconds, the lacerations on his chest began to burn. Wincing, he scowled up at her…but Laetharys wasn’t actually looking at him. Her eyes were closed and her head was thrown back. An almost giddy smile tugged at her lips, and he watched in fascination as her taut abdominal muscles continued to churn and milk him dry.  
 
    She was clearly insane, but the power coursing through him couldn’t be denied. Even bound and restrained by the webs—and even after spilling three times in short order—Cassel still felt more vigorous than he had in months. The Wasting Echo was truly gone, and all he’d needed to do was fuck a power-hungry, demented dark elf priestess.  
 
    “You have no idea what’s coming for you, sister,” Laetharys said, her lashes fluttering as she finally reopened her eyes. “But soon, you and your wretched champion shall know the wrath of the Spider Queen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
 

  

     Epilogue 


       


     Serrane Starwind squinted and turned her head away from the bright morning light searing through the clouds above. It seemed like an age had passed since she had stood beneath the blazing sun, and her eyes simply weren’t prepared for the intensity of its assault. The warm rays felt good on her skin, however, and after blinking the moisture from her vision, she caught her first glimpse of the outside world in weeks.  


     The Artisan District had changed as much as the rest of the city since the drow invasion. The clean, pleasant streets that had once been filled with artists, craftsmen, and merchants were now lorded over by hooded drow soldiers overseeing shackled laborers. Some of the shambling, hollow-eyed wretches pushed carts filled with raw materials, while others were actively helping tear down buildings. The Duskwatch Lodge, once the home of her rangers, had already been demolished and replaced by a half-constructed spire meant to garrison elite soldiers. Even the nearby stables had traded most of its horses for giant lizards and spiders brought up from the Underworld.  


     She dreaded to think what the rest of the city looked like by now. The drow were nothing if not ruthless taskmasters. Every able-bodied male in the city had already been put to hard labor, while young females had been sent to various breeding harems. Moonmaiden only knew what fates had befallen the old, the infirm, and the ugly, but the rumors were bleak. At this point, even a successful rebellion couldn’t possibly repair the damage that had already been done. Highwind wasn’t just conquered—it was broken.  


     Just like Serrane herself.   


     But that doesn’t mean we can’t be saved. There is still hope for both of you, but only if you remember who you used to be—and who you could be again.  


     Serrane took a deep breath of the cool, fresh air and allowed it to purify her lungs. The acolytes had arrived early this morning to clean her up and strap on her Ranger-General armor—now in at least somewhat functional condition—and then had bound her hands and led her outside the estate to await the return of the Matron Mother. If everything went as planned, Serrane would be handed off to General Nym and be on her way to the Duskwood in only a few minutes. Just thinking about entering the forest again seemed strange, almost like she was remembering a story rather than her own past. Not so long ago, she really had known the terrain better than anyone, but now… 


     Now she wasn’t certain she was up to the challenge of finding Laetharys. She wasn’t sure she wanted to find her. It would please the Matron Mother and keep her out of Nym’s clutches, but it would also doom Highwind in the process. What if this child really was the key to expanding Varassa’s empire? 


     Infighting amongst the drow is the only hope of breaking this occupation. This is an opportunity—maybe the only opportunity you’ll ever have. You need to wake up. You need to snap out of this! 


     A massive magical shadow appeared down the street and approached the estate, and Serrane bit down on her lip. The Matron Mother’s umbral shield almost looked like a hovering storm cloud protecting her and her entourage from the light of the hated sun. Her carriage rolled into sight a few moments later, a pair of mighty minotaur flanking it on either side. Behind them, a small squad of drow soldiers marched beyond the edge of the shadow, a single black-armored man riding on horseback between them.  


     “Harcik!” one of the acolytes snarled, yanking on Serrane’s leash to force her to her knees. She gasped at the sudden pressure on her windpipe as her collar drew taut, then obediently lowered her eyes as the Matron Mother stepped out of the carriage and approached, her metal heels rasping upon the old cobblestone street.  


     “I see that the tanners did a respectable job,” Varassa said as she came to a halt a few yards away. “You almost look like a proper ranger again. Wouldn’t you agree, General?” 


     “Yes, Matron Mother,” Nym replied in a cool, deep voice. Despite his boots, his approach after dismounting had been virtually silent. “But what of her weapons?” 


     Serrane’s brow furrowed in surprise, and she almost looked up before she caught herself. She hadn’t been given permission to speak or make eye contact. 


     “You can’t be serious,” Varassa said. “You want her armed?” 


     “Not at all,” Nym said. “I merely wish to bring her bow as a reminder. And perhaps I will find some use for it. I can think of no better weapon for a hunt than an Ilwetharri weapon.” 


     In other words, he just wants to taunt me with it—to remind me of a past I can never reclaim.  


     Varassa grunted softly. She pondered the request for a moment, then snapped her fingers and bade the acolytes to return to the estate. The two servants were clearly confused, but one of them scurried off regardless. Serrane’s hands clenched in her restraints when she imagined what it would feel like to clutch the grip of her bow and pull the string again… 


     “I have given you every tool you could possibly require, General,” Varassa said. “I expect results. If my daughter and sister are not returned to me by the end of the week…” 


     “We shall not fail you, Matron Mother,” Nym assured her. “Assuming this highborn cooperates. Do I have your permission to discipline her, if necessary?” 


     “As long as she is not permanently harmed, you and your men may enjoy her however you wish,” Varassa said. “Just make certain you finish your work before you play.” 


     Serrane could feel his dark smile upon her even without lifting her eyes. His gaze had always made her feel naked even on the rare occasions when she was actually clothed. 


     “And when we return victorious?” he asked.  


     “She will be yours to do with as you please,” Varassa said, reaching between her breasts to hold up the key to the ky’ostal nauvith, present once more within Serrane’s quim. “Assuming you are willing to plant your seed quickly.” 


     “I will not delay,” Nym promised.  


     “Good. Very good.” 


     Serrane closed her eyes and reminded herself of what Varassa had told her last night. She had no intention of handing over her newest pet; she had promised to breed Serrane herself, in fact.  


     How is that any better? You can’t possibly want to be a brood mare for a drow matron! 


     But the memory of how Varassa had ravaged her the night before refused to fade. Her mistress had spent hour after hour taking her, either pulling out to finish upon her or driving deep before spilling inside her. In all her life, Serrane doubted she’d ever climaxed so hard or so many times. By the end, every inch of her skin had been coated in sticky seed, and Varassa had released inside her so many times that Serrane could close her eyes and almost feel the spurts of comforting warmth filling her bowels and cunt… 


     I have to let it go. I have to focus! 


     The acolyte returned shortly thereafter, bow in hand. Nym examined it for a moment, as if to taunt Serrane with his possession of it, before he slung it over his back. He didn’t even bother asking for a quiver.  


     “We are ready to begin the hunt at your command, Matron Mother,” he said. 


     Varassa signaled for him to return to his mount as she approached Serrane and leaned down. Her gauntlet lifted the ranger’s chin so they could finally make eye contact.  


     “Remember our bargain, my little highborn cunt,” Varassa whispered. “Find my sister…or spend the next century as a brood sow for lowborn in the depths of Vel’shannar.” 


     “I will find her, mistress,” Serrane promised.  


     The Matron Mother stared at her for a long moment before she nodded and took up the leash, giving it a mild jerk. Serrane rose to her feet and followed her mistress over to the general’s black steed. The horse eyed her strangely, almost as if it were silently pleading for the help of a ranger. Or perhaps she was simply imagining it.  


     Varassa handed her leash over to Nym, and the general didn’t waste any time before giving it a stiff yank to choke her. He probably would have hoisted her up onto the mount by her throat if the Matron Mother weren’t watching. But the acolytes helped her up instead, and all of a sudden she was planted in the saddle directly in front of Nym. His scent filled her nose, his presence suffocatingly close. He wound the leash around his forearm enough to keep it uncomfortably taut even while he took hold of the reins with the same hand. Meanwhile, his other hand snaked around her waist and settled upon her exposed belly.  


     “We shall return triumphant, Matron Mother,” the general said. “All glory to the Spider Queen!” 


       


     *** 


       


     Nym treated Serrane just as roughly as she anticipated. He jerked on her leash at random as they rode, choking her and snapping her head back for his amusement. His breath was always hot on the nape of her neck, and he spent the first hour of their trip taunting her with his plans.   


     “I told you that you would be mine eventually,” he said, his teeth nibbling at the tip of her ear as he held her head taut. “I hope you can still track with a cock in your ass, because I intend to enjoy this hunt—and so do my men. You will know them all by taste before you know them by name.” 


     The pull on her leash increased, becoming hard enough to nearly crush her throat while he pawed at her midriff. “I didn’t bring any extra rations for you, but don’t worry—we’ll keep your highborn belly full until we return. And once the traitor is in hand, you will be mine and mine alone…” 


     Serrane shut her eyes as his teeth began gnawing their way down the length of her ear. She could already feel her body tensing in anticipation. The instant he called for a break, she would undoubtedly be pushed to her knees and bent over the nearest rock or tree stump. A dozen new cocks would slide through her lips, and Nym would plunder her bowels while she swallowed load after load of his men’s vile seed. She’d barely be able to scream as he split her open again and again, the pain sharp and burning, and nothing she did would ever make him stop… 


     You have to stay focused. You have to wait for an opportunity to escape! 


     The voice in her head was adamant, relentless, and her mind wanted to listen. But her body…her body was already starting to betray her. Even though she feared him, a part of her wanted to feel Nym’s thick stem stretching her tight ass again. And the thought of his men pumping their seed down her throat and over her tits… 


     Nym chuckled and loosened his grip on the leash. He continued tormenting and choking her for what felt like hours, but when she spotted the Duskwatch Tower at the edge of the forest, she knew they had only been riding a few miles. The drow had completely taken over the former ranger station, of course, but she frowned in confusion when Nym unexpectedly ordered his men to go on ahead while he steered his mount south toward a small copse of trees.  


     She assumed that he probably wished to hold her down and fuck her ass by himself before he began sharing her with the rest of his soldiers. The thought sent an instant shudder of delight through her entire body.   


     He practically threw her off the horse once they were out of sight of the others, and the leash snapped taut and choked her again when she crashed into the mercifully soft dirt. While she gasped helplessly for breath, he tied up the horse to one of the trees. She expected to feel his hands on her waist at any second; it would only take him a heartbeat to pull her trousers from her hips, push her legs apart, and plunge inside her ass.  


     But to her shock—and mild disappointment—he did nothing of the sort. Instead, he jerked on the leash and tugged her upright to her knees, and she watched in confusion as a slender figure in a hooded white robe emerged from the thicket.  


     “There she is,” a familiar female voice with a surface accent said. “And I see that the Matron Mother even dressed her up for you again so she can pretend to play ranger.” 


     Serrane’s heart caught in her throat when Solemi drew back her hood to reveal her half-elven face and platinum blond hair. The girl smirked as she regarded the bound and helpless ranger.  


     “The Matron Mother renewed her promise before we departed,” Nym said. “She insists that the highborn will be mine once I return with her daughter and sister.” 


     “We both know that isn’t true,” Solemi told him. “She will never relinquish her prized highborn cunt. Her vices are more important to her than the future of Vel’shannar. Imagine what you could accomplish with the womb of an Ilwetharri sorceress at your disposal…especially with my help.” 


     “Your studies in blood sorcery have progressed?” 


     “The Highwind Academy was replete with tomes on Avetharri lore that our mistress was too proud to consult herself,” Solemi said, her lip curling with scorn. “She doesn’t even understand the true source of the power she channels. It is a miracle that her child is not an abomination.” 


     Nym’s red eyes narrowed beneath his hood. “You are asking me to betray my mistress on the word of a niskaru mongrel.” 


     “No, I am asking you to see reason,” Solemi insisted. “You know what my magic is capable of. I can ensure that this cunt’s womb gives you all the children you desire. Twins, triplets…in a few decades, you will have enough hybrid sorcerers in your army to conquer Nelu’Thalas. All I require is Varassa’s daughter.” 


     Nym paused in thought as Serrane’s eyes flicked between them. What in the bloody void was going on here?  


     “Sehris is the key to your salvation as well as mine,” Solemi said. “She has the power to unmake—or remake—all of drow civilization. Bring her to me, and I will give you everything you desire.”  


     The half-elf smiled as she reached into the folds of her robe to retrieve a key—a very familiar key. It looked exactly the same as the one Varassa wore at the end of her necklace.  


     “Bring the child to me,” Solemi said, twirling the piece of metal between her slender fingers, “and the womb of this highborn shall be yours.” 


       


       


       


  



        
            
                
            
        

    

 Drow Terms 
 
      
 
    Abbil: friend  
 
    Barra d’aron: shadow knights 
 
    Bronretla: wonderful 
 
    Cha’kohk nindol myar k’lar!: curse this wretched place 
 
    Darthiir: surface elf 
 
    Doernek: cum-slut 
 
    Ilhari vlos: Goddess/Matriarch’s blood  
 
    Jaluk: male  
 
    Ky’ostal nauvith: a chastity belt 
 
    Malar: fight  
 
    Nin: now 
 
    Niskaru: half-human, half-elf hybrid. Considered a grave insult among the drow. 
 
    Rivvil: human, plural is rivvin. 
 
    Srow: scum  
 
    Wahvin Ssol: The Wasting Echo 
 
    We’ha onhiri: cock worshipper 
 
    Zhennu Lassrin: The Shattering 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The Matron Mother’s words echoed off the walls of the ritual chamber, gaining strength with each reverberation. Varassa’s dark canticle swelled, entreating the Spider Queen to send more of her divine might through the walls of the Pale. Her loyal priestesses remained starved of power; even the precious few who could still channel the Aether were weaker than ever before.  
 
    It was infuriating. After centuries of failed offensives and missed opportunities, the dark elves of Vel’shannar had finally emerged from the Underworld and begun their conquest of the surface. They had captured the wretched rivvil city of Highwind and crushed the hated Knights of the Silver Fist, but the Matron Mother’s armies were now stalled. They would never be able to expand their reach to the coast—or to the highborn kingdom of Nelu’Thalas—without the wrath and fury of the Dark Goddess at their side.  
 
    But just like the last ten times Varassa had spoken the incantation, her pleas were met only by silence. The Zhennu Lassrin had weakened the Spider Queen far more than any of the rivvin realized. Without the divine vessel, Sehris, Varassa had no way of increasing her power, let alone breaching the Pale and freeing the goddess from her ancient prison. 
 
    “Ilhari vlos!” Varassa spat as she sank back onto her haunches. “Cha’kohk nindol myar k’lar!” 
 
    She sighed and closed her eyes. She had performed the ritual flawlessly. She was naked and on her knees at the center of the circular chamber, her sleek stomach and high breasts splattered with the still-warm blood and seed of the male soldier she had sacrificed upon the lone altar behind her. The rune-covered floor thrummed with Aetheric energy from the vatari dust sprinkled across the stones, every gracefully curving symbol charged and brimming with power.  
 
    It should have worked. She had felt the barrier between the physical world and the Pale weaken with each of her incantations. Varassa hadn’t truly expected the Spider Queen to burst free so easily; she hadn’t even expected to call forth a demon.  
 
    What she had expected was to feel something—anything—that would let her know how much the Dark Goddess appreciated the service of her high priestess. Sehris remained in peril, stolen away by her treacherous sister, and Varassa couldn’t retrieve her without aid. If the child truly was the key to unlocking the Spider Queen’s ancient prison, how could the goddess remain silent? Surely she had something left to give her most loyal follower… 
 
    “Perhaps we have displeased her somehow, mistress.” 
 
    Varassa’s eyes snapped open, and she turned her head to scowl at the naked niskaru girl lurking near the altar. Solemi’s lips and chin were still wet with the seed she had extracted from the male soldier before the sacrificial dagger had been plunged into his heart, and some of his blood was spattered across her tits as well.  
 
    “You dare interrupt the ritual?” Varassa snarled. “I never gave you permission to speak!” 
 
    “My apologies, mistress,” Solemi said, lowering her head and dropping to her knees. “I only wish to help.” 
 
    The Matron Mother glared at the silver hair of her Throne Maiden. For a fleeting, furious instant, she considered sacrificing the niskaru cunt as well. Sadly, her mongrel blood would probably only enrage the Spider Queen further… 
 
    Hissing, Varassa stood and glowered at the glowing runic circle surrounding her. Not so long ago, her Throne Maiden had been the only one in all of Vel’shannar she had allowed herself to trust. The girl had been so loyal, so eager to please… 
 
    But Laetharys’s betrayal had opened Varassa’s eyes to the truth. Now, she couldn’t help but see rivals in every shadow and treachery in every smile. She never should have let her guard down despite her triumphs over the rivvin. If anything, that was the reason for the Spider Queen’s silence. Khaless zhah whol lil waela lueth lil elghinyrr. 
 
    Trust was for the foolish—and the dead.  
 
    All Varassa could do now was wait for General Nym to return. If he and the broken highborn ranger couldn’t find Laetharys soon, the empire they had fought so hard to build would wither before it could bloom. Even now, Varassa heard whispers of treachery brewing in the shadows of Vel’shannar. Without more priestesses to enforce order, the males might eventually find the strength to once again rebel, just as they had in the aftermath of the Zhennu Lassrin… 
 
    “Two days,” Varassa whispered, hissing softly. “Two days and still nothing. This delay is intolerable.” 
 
    “The Duskwood is vast, mistress,” Solemi said. “Even the highborn ranger will need time to locate your sister.” 
 
    The Matron Mother snorted as she pivoted back around to sneer at her kneeling supplicant. “I’m surprised to hear you defend her. If she were here right now, you would have gladly offered her up as another sacrifice.” 
 
    “I only meant to suggest that you should not lose hope, mistress. General Nym will not fail you.” 
 
    The girl looked up and licked a glob of cooling seed from her lip as if she had only just remembered it was there. Her skills as a Throne Maiden were undeniable. Varassa had never owned a slave who could bind a male to an altar, inform him that he was about to be sacrificed, then still bring him to climax while Varassa held a ritual dagger over his heart. And yet despite the blood on her skin, the girl still looked so innocent, so delicate, it was as if she had just been captured from the surface.  
 
    But Varassa wasn’t fooled. There was a hidden cunning behind the niskaru’s eyes—a dark desire for power she hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t mind if he takes his time,” Varassa said. “You probably relish the thought of him enjoying the highborn’s body, don’t you?” 
 
    “Only if it motivates him to recover the vessel,” Solemi insisted. “The highborn is expendable—your child is not.” 
 
    Varassa snorted again as she sauntered forward and loomed over her kneeling pet. “I think you’re still bitter about her. You don’t enjoy having to compete for my attention.” 
 
    “Competition is life, mistress. Conflict is strength; complacency is death.” 
 
    Varassa held her gaze for a long moment. “You have learned your lessons well, my little niskaru cunt,” she said. “Perhaps too well.” 
 
    The girl frowned. “Mistress?” 
 
    “Always remember that no one is irreplaceable, slaves most of all. I would happily sacrifice you right now if I thought it would deliver me even a single spark of power.” 
 
    She stared down at her Throne Maiden as if weighing her fate, drinking in the sight of her. Solemi really was quite lovely, especially for a mongrel. The fine bones of her face were a striking combination of her human and darthiir heritage. She had piercing emerald eyes, smooth ivory skin, and soft, curved lips that were as blissful to kiss as they were to fuck.  
 
    It was tempting to order her to clean off her mistress with her tongue, blood and all—anything to pass this time more quickly. Varassa had even considered ordering the alchemists to concoct another fertility salve. If she was going to breed her Throne Maidens, there was little reason to wait. The sooner they produced sorcerous daughters for her, the better.  
 
    “Clean this up,” Varassa said, gesturing to the corpse atop the blood-covered altar. “And don’t take too long. Archmage Golerys has requested your presence in the Spire of Sorcery. I want you to ensure they are making progress with their research. Without my priestesses to monitor them, I fear they may become complacent…or rebellious. They are males, after all.” 
 
    “I will deliver your message, Matron Mother,” Solemi said. “And I will inform him of the consequences if he fails.” 
 
    “Be sure that you do.” 
 
    Varassa held her gaze on the girl for another few seconds, then turned and strode out of the chamber, entering the long, winding stairwell leading down into the rest of the tower. The Highwind Academy had once been a center of learning for the so-called “wizards” of the surface, but they, like the Knights of the Silver Fist, had been crippled and ultimately destroyed by the Zhennu Lassrin. Sorcery was the only power left in its wake, and both of Varassa’s Throne Maidens carried that ancient power in their blood. Breeding them could be vital to her future plans.  
 
    But even if they were fertile enough to bear her twins or triplets, such children were decades away from being of any use to her. For now, Varassa would have to rely upon Golerys and the other male sorcerers to provide magical support.  
 
    Until Nym recovered Sehris, everything was at risk—her empire, her throne, perhaps even her very life.  
 
    Worry is a vice of the weak. The Spider Queen will not allow her most loyal servant to perish. Not now, not after I have accomplished so much with so little. I am the Matron Mother of Vel’shannar. My will is the destiny of lesser creatures. 
 
    Smiling, Varassa dragged her gray fingertips over the blood smeared across her ample breasts. She would prevail. She always did. It was simply a matter of faith and patience.  
 
    “I place my fate in your hands,” she whispered as she rubbed the blood between her fingers. “Glory to the Spider Queen.”  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    1 
 
    On the Trail 
 
      
 
    Thousands of years ago, long after the Dragon War had reduced the Avetharri Empire to a pale shadow of its former grandeur, the newly freed human slaves had settled here in the Northern Reaches of Torsia. Most of the details of those early days had faded from history, and no one knew precisely why the settlers had chosen the name “Duskwood” for the great forest that had once spanned the entire region.  
 
    Serrane Starwind had always assumed the reasoning was quite simple: from nearly anywhere in the woods, the canopy was so thick that even in the leafless heart of winter the midday sun often had difficulty filtering through. In spring, as now, the leafy boughs became the sky. The shade kept the air cool no matter the season, and plenty of normally nocturnal creatures could easily traverse the forest at any time of day. Keeping the area safe had been a monumental task for every generation of Duskwatch rangers. 
 
    But despite the constant danger and perpetual twilight, Serrane had always found the woods calming. She loved hearing the rustling of the leaves and the branches. She savored the cool, clean air on her skin. In some ways, the Duskwood had been her own private sanctum for many years.  
 
    Until today.  
 
    “Take it, highborn slut! Take it all!” 
 
    Serrane clenched her teeth and clawed her fingers into the dirt as General Nym thrust his cock deep into her bowels. As usual, he hadn’t wasted any time claiming his prize; the instant he had ordered his men to set up camp, he had pushed her face-first into the dirt, pulled down her trousers, and mounted her from behind. He always preferred to rape her as publicly as possible, especially in front of his men. She could feel their jealous, lecherous gazes even while they went about building a fire and assembling their tents.  
 
    The shameful thrill of it, though, was nothing next to the sensations centered upon her ass. The constant, furious friction on her burning ring. The fast, full penetrations that made it so much harder to adjust, prolonging her discomfort. The jolting impacts of Nym’s hips that rang through her body, grinding her forehead into the earth.  
 
    “The moment we’ve captured the traitor, your cunt is mine,” he snarled into her ear as his hand squeezed her throat, his body hunched low over her back like an animal while he rutted her savagely. “Every day, every night, as long as it takes for my seed to take root.” 
 
    Serrane whimpered uncontrollably with each of his deep, pounding thrusts. Her treacherous body had been on fire the entire time they had been traveling through the night. Nym had constantly reminded her of what he was going to do to her the moment they stopped to make camp, and despite the ky’ostal nauvith plugging her quim, she had been getting wetter and wetter by the hour.  
 
    That contradiction—that incomprehensible split between mind and body—had defined her from almost the first moment the drow had captured her. She hated Nym with every fiber of her being, yet her body trembled in delight every time he pushed her to the ground or choked her with the leash. She wanted to stab him in the throat, but at the same time she wanted him to fuck her so hard she couldn’t breathe.  
 
    “I normally discard my whores once I’m finished with them,” he said, slowing his thrusts at last as his teeth nibbled at the tip of her pointed ear. “I rarely see them until their bellies are flat and ready to be filled again, but you…you I’ll keep around. Even when you’re thick with my child, I’ll stuff your ass every night and flood your throat every morning. What do you think about that, slut?” 
 
    “Oh!” Serrane cried out in ecstasy when he roughly hilted himself inside her again. She had grown so accustomed to being fucked in the ass that the momentary pain typically transformed into pleasure within seconds. Her body was already yearning for more. Every thrust, every throb of his gray stem sent a shudder of delight rippling through her core, driven by the knowledge that it wouldn’t be much longer before he spilled his vile seed deep inside her.  
 
    And I can’t wait to feel it. Gods, what is wrong with me? 
 
    Nym hammered into her again and again, the smack of his hips against her ass echoing through the lush forest. He relaxed his grip on her throat enough to let her breathe, but only until he tugged her leash taut instead. The crushing squeeze of the collar on her windpipe set her quim ablaze, and she couldn’t believe how much a part of her wished he could remove the ky’ostal nauvith right now. She hadn’t felt a real man’s cock in her cunt in far too long… 
 
    Serrane let out a strangled moan, her fingers still grinding in the dirt, when Nym’s free hand began unfastening the straps of her cropped leather breastplate. He cast it aside the moment it was loose, then grabbed and fondled each of her bare tits in turn. The squeeze of his callused hand was a delightful—and hateful—addition to the friction of his cock. 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll give you to my men to help them relax,” Nym taunted as he nibbled her ear again. “But I think you might like that, and they prefer struggling prey. They’ll want you to kick and scream and beg as they plunder your highborn spoils. I wonder, do you even remember how to fight?” 
 
    Serrane whimpered again when he choked up on the leash, jerking her face out of the dirt. Her juddering vision focused on the towering oak just in front of them. Nym had propped her bow up against it just before he had shoved her onto her knees. It remained only a few feet out of reach. Not so long ago, she would have fought tooth and nail to reach it. But now… 
 
    Would I even take it if he let me go? Would I still know how to fire it if he gave me the chance? 
 
    Nym abruptly released her leash and grabbed a firm handful of her blond hair instead. “Beg for it, cunt! Beg me to fuck your ass.” 
 
    “Please, my lord,” Serrane panted, her breaths short and desperate between his violent thrusts. “Please…fuck my ass.” 
 
    “Louder!” he growled. “My men need to know what kind of a whore you are!” 
 
    “Fuck me! Fuck my ass!” 
 
    “Good! Now beg me to spill inside you. Beg for my drow seed!” 
 
    “Please! Please give me your seed!” 
 
    With a snarling laugh, Nym shoved her face back into the dirt as he rutted her so hard he was practically hammering her into the soil. The fact that he cared so little about her safety and comfort—that he always treated her like a soulless piece of meat—made her quim burn so hot she was amazed she didn’t melt the magical plug buried inside her. She couldn’t even imagine how thoroughly conquered she must have looked. Mounted from behind by her archenemy, her ass straight up in the air and her face crushed into the dirt, nothing but a toy for him to use whenever he wanted… 
 
    “Vith…dosst…t’zarreth!” Nym roared in triumph as he hilted himself and exploded. She felt every twitch, every spurt, as he flooded her bowels to the brim and beyond. Her own shameful climax was every bit as intense; even the soil couldn’t completely muffle her cries and whimpers.  
 
    His hand continued pinning her face even after he had finished, making her lungs burn for air. He chuckled wickedly at her desperate twitches, and he smacked her ass hard enough it surely left a mark. When he eventually withdrew his withering stem, she immediately felt streams of his warm seed trickle down her inner thighs.  
 
    “Xa’huuli darthiir hasrek,” Nym spat, releasing his hold on her skull but then immediately snapping her leash, jerking her head upright. She inhaled sharply, frantic for air, only to find her throat pinched nearly shut by her slave collar.  
 
    “My lord…please…”  
 
    “You don’t deserve air any more than you deserve a meal,” Nym said, pulling her torso upright against his armored chest so he could speak directly into her ear. “Your renowned tracking skills have been woefully inadequate so far. You had best find a trail for us tomorrow, cunt. We pick up the hunt at nightfall.” 
 
    Nym abruptly released his hold on her leash, and Serrane toppled forward onto her hands again, her lungs frantically sucking in. She fully expected him to mount her again at any moment; he had remarkable endurance, and he almost always took her more than once. When they had set up camp yesterday before dawn, he had kept her inside his tent with him just so he could wake up and fuck her ass every few hours.  
 
    But when she heard him unexpectedly refasten his belt buckle, she realized he must have had different plans for her today. 
 
    “Perhaps you need to attune yourself to the forest…or whatever it is you darthiir wretches do,” Nym said.  
 
    Snickering, he tugged on her leash again and hauled her over to the thick oak right next to her bow. He pushed her back against the tree, still on her knees, then signaled for one of his warriors to approach. Serrane braced herself for another onslaught, this time in her throat, but the soldier didn’t expose himself or even attempt to grope her still-bare breasts. He produced a white, web-like rope from his pack and methodically bound her wrists to the trunk just above her head.  
 
    “My men are eager to make you as comfortable as possible,” Nym told her, his red eyes glinting. “I considered allowing them to take turns with you…but I prefer to make them earn their rewards. The same goes for you, cunt: if you find a trail tomorrow, I’ll let you sleep in a tent all by yourself. I might even give you a hot meal. But until then…” 
 
    He dismissed his warrior with a flick of his wrist, then stepped forward. He opened his hand to reveal a ball-shaped red gag. It seemed perfectly ordinary at a glance, but Serrane knew differently. She could feel the subtle Aetheric enchantment within, and the Matron Mother had used similar devices on her many times.  
 
    “Open your mouth,” Nym ordered.  
 
    Serrane did as she was told. Her captor nodded approvingly, then touched the small rune engraved upon the straps of the gag. A glowing magical phallus emerged from one side of the ball—a phallus shaped exactly like Nym’s.  
 
    “A gift from the Matron Mother some time ago,” he commented with a dark smile. “I’ve used it to train the throats of my breeding sows ever since. You might as well get accustomed to wearing it.” 
 
    He pushed the tip between her open lips, through her mouth, and down into her throat. Most women would have choked, but Serrane had swallowed enough stems over the past few months that she knew precisely how to relax her jaw and suppress her gag reflex. Serrane took slow, steady breaths through her nose, letting her throat become accustomed to the invader lodged within it. Nym snickered as he fastened the straps around the back of her neck to hold the gag in place.  
 
    “Much better,” he said, patting her cheek before sliding his thumb beneath her eye. She didn’t need a mirror to know that her makeup must have been smeared by now; it was half the reason he made her put it on in the first place. She probably looked like she had been crying black tears for hours.  
 
    Nym leaned away so he could properly loom over her and appreciate his handiwork. His red eyes were contemptuous and lecherous all at once. She was genuinely surprised when he didn’t open his trousers and stroke himself to climax all over her. It certainly wouldn’t have been the first time. 
 
    “It sounds like we won’t even need to dunk you in a creek later to clean you up,” Nym said as a rumble of thunder shook the forest. “Good. I expect you to be awake and alert the moment the sun falls.” 
 
    Serrane groaned into the gag and nodded. A cool gust of wind rustled the branches, caressing her tender nipples, and she felt the first frigid drops of a morning shower pierce the verdant canopy and splatter across her shoulder. The storm had been brewing for some time; it wouldn’t be long now before it started in full. 
 
    After leering at her for another moment, Nym finally turned and shouted to his men in the drow tongue. She didn’t understand all of it, but she knew he was calling out names. Three male warriors eventually strode over to her, their red eyes bright with anticipation. If he hadn’t just gagged her, she would have assumed Nym was about to offer them her throat. But when they all unzipped their trousers and exposed their turgid stems, she realized she was about to be thankful for the rain after all.  
 
    “Xa’huuli hasrek. Plynn ol jal!” 
 
    At Nym’s command, they all began stroking their stems right in front of her. Serrane didn’t look at them, but neither did she bother turning away. She knew her role…and her place.  
 
    It wasn’t long before the first jet of hot seed blasted across her nose and lips, heavy with musk. The other two finished nearly as quickly, covering her face, breasts, and belly. They didn’t dare touch her—Nym had probably warned them off—but they all laughed and taunted her after they had spent.  
 
    The rest of the warriors in the camp joined in the mocking chorus as they prepared to eat, but even though Serrane’s eyelids were too smeared with semen to safely open, she could hear the undercurrents of jealousy and annoyance in their voices. They all wanted a piece of the highborn meat, but so far, Nym was obsessively guarding the holes of his future brood wife. Serrane couldn’t decide if she should be thankful for his possessiveness or not.  
 
    When the morning showers finally started, it didn’t take long for the cool water to wash her clean. She craned her neck forward to look down at her body as best she could, and she spotted her leather breastplate in the mud right next to her. Her bow was there, too, still just tauntingly out of reach.  
 
    A part of her honestly wondered if Nym wanted her to struggle. He probably would have been amused if she managed to arm herself and slaughtered some of his men. As he said, the drow preferred it when their prey fought back. It would just make it that much more enjoyable for him when he overpowered her and claimed her again.  
 
    Experimentally, she tugged at the rain-soaked bonds holding her wrists. But after they still refused to budge, Serrane resigned herself to lying still and broken in the rain while doggedly ignoring the soreness between her legs. Her belly rumbled with hunger, and the gag prevented her from holding out her tongue to try to drink. There was nothing she could do besides wait and hope for the mercy of her notoriously merciless captors.  
 
    When the Matron Mother had originally handed her over to Nym, she had told Serrane that success would guarantee her a future as a Throne Maiden and save her from the dark fate of a brood wife. But that hope, grim though it was, had been short-lived. Nym had betrayed his mistress. He had promised to give Varassa’s special daughter to Solemi instead, and somehow the half-elf had forged or copied a key to Serrane’s ky’ostal nauvith. Nym would undoubtedly wish to start breeding Serrane the moment they returned to the city.  
 
    So don’t do their dirty work for them! Lead them deeper into the forest and see if the gnolls will finish them off. Bide your time and watch for a chance to strike. You are a trained Ilwetharri ranger. Start acting like one! 
 
    Serrane closed her eyes and swallowed the guilty lump forming in her throat—seemingly right below the tip of the phallus. As the daylight hours continued to pass in cold, wet misery, she eventually tried to get some sleep. Nym would insist they keep a brutal pace during the night, and he would probably want to fuck her at least one more time before they left, likely near the campfire while his men ate their breakfast. She needed to be ready.  
 
    For anything.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The storm tapered off sometime in the afternoon, though the canopy provided too much shade for the sunlight to dry Serrane off by the time her captors were ready to head out again at dusk. Her long blond hair was still heavy and plastered against her shoulders and forehead when Nym untied her hands, dragged her to her feet, and hauled her into the center of the camp by the fire.  
 
    The scent of the stew in their cookpot made her stomach growl again, but he naturally didn’t offer her any. He didn’t even remove her gag; he simply threw her down next to the fire, mounted her from behind, and savagely pounded her ass while his men cheered him on.  
 
    It was the last part—the taunts and jeers of the other men surrounding her—that ultimately got her off. His cock driving into her ass was certainly part of it, as was the way he roughly twisted her nipples, but it was the using that really mattered. Serrane was so hot and delirious by the time he finished that she wasn’t even hungry anymore.  
 
    He let her lie beside the fire while he ate, her ass covered in his seed. It was only once his men started packing up the camp that he finally allowed her to pull up her trousers and strap her breastplate back on. She was somewhat surprised he didn’t just keep her topless at this point, chill be damned.  
 
    The gag stayed until they actually started moving again. When Nym did finally remove it, she swore she could still feel something lodged in her throat for hours afterward. He seemed thoroughly amused by her discomfort, as always, and she was a little surprised that he gave her leash enough slack that she could sweep the area for tracks.  
 
    Serrane still hadn’t decided what she would do when she eventually found something. Did she want to lie and lead them on an endless circle through the heart of the forest? Or did she want to help the man who wanted to breed her over and over for the next century?  
 
    So far, she hadn’t needed to choose one or the other. The forest was massive, and it was entirely conceivable that it would take days or perhaps even weeks to find any clues, especially if Laetharys and her followers were good at hiding their tracks.  
 
    She could feel her captors getting uneasy the longer they walked, and she did her best to keep her focus. Unfortunately, the thin slivers of moonlight peeking through the canopy weren’t much to work with. The drow might have been able to see nearly perfectly in the dark, but she couldn’t. It was entirely possible that she would miss a vital clue.  
 
    Good. Don’t help him. Don’t give them what they want!  
 
    They had been moving for at least four hours when the wind picked up and began rustling through the trees, chilling her exposed flesh. She absently rubbed her arms for warmth as she walked, prompting a callous snicker from Nym.  
 
    “Too cold for your delicate sensibilities, highborn?” he sneered. “You’re fortunate I didn’t strip that armor from you the moment we left. The Matron Mother may enjoy dressing up her pets, but my brood whores have little use for clothing.” 
 
    Serrane gritted her teeth and silently scolded herself. She knew better than to show any weakness in front of the drow.  
 
    “It’s well past midnight and you still haven’t found any tracks,” her captor went on. “In my experience, you highborn rangers aren’t nearly as skilled as you like to think. I’ve stalked and killed plenty of your kin. Was the Matron Mother wrong about you? Or are you merely wasting my time on purpose?” 
 
    Nym yanked on her leash so hard the collar choked her again, and she would have lost her balance and fallen over if he didn’t grab her from behind. The gloved fingers of his free hand crawled across her exposed belly while his teeth brushed the nape of her neck. 
 
    “Are you trying to sabotage my mission, cunt?” 
 
    “N-no, my lord,” Serrane gasped. “I haven’t seen any sign of the traitors, I swear!” 
 
    “Well, you had better find something soon,” he growled. “My men grow bored and restless. If they haven’t been given a reason to fight by sunrise, they’ll need some entertainment. How many of their cocks do you think you could fit into that pretty mouth of yours at once, hmm?” 
 
    He snickered in amusement at her discomfort, then licked up her ear to the pointed tip. “Perhaps the real problem is that you haven’t been properly motivated yet. Everyone knows you’re a pathetic doernek who can’t wait for the next chance to spread her legs. You could be failing on purpose just to give my men an excuse to have their way with you.” 
 
    “My lord, I—” 
 
    Nym tugged on the leash and choked her into silence again. “Don’t lie to me, cunt! I know you can’t wait for us to camp again. You’re probably soaked just thinking about being on your knees.” 
 
    Serrane closed her eyes and clenched her jaw. The worst part—the most humiliating part—was that she knew he wasn’t entirely wrong. Nym was holding her so close that she could feel his swollen manhood pressing against her covered ass, and she had no doubt that he planned to bend her over again the instant they stopped. The mere thought was making her wet…though not as wet as imagining being passed around from soldier to soldier like a two-copper whore. 
 
    I hate it. I hate my body for wanting it, I hate my mind for accepting it. I hate every one of these fucking drow wretches for what they’ve done to me and this city.  
 
    But most of all, I hate that there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it.  
 
    “I think it’s time I gave you a different incentive,” Nym said. “I am going to fuck you tonight whether you find the traitors or not. The question is whether or not your highborn tits will have frozen off by sunrise.” 
 
    He shifted his free hand to the straps holding on her cropped breastplate, and it was the work of a moment to unfasten the buckles. He chuckled sadistically as he stripped off her top, exposing her breasts to the cold. She couldn’t help but cry out at the bitter chill. Her nipples instantly hardened, and her spine went rigid. But before she could hug herself for warmth, Nym loosened his grip on the leash and pushed her forward so hard she toppled to her hands and knees.  
 
    “For every hour that passes, you’ll lose another piece of protection,” he warned over the amused sniggering of his soldiers. “I’ll happily fuck you whether you are warm or frozen, but if you don’t want those perky tits of yours to fall off, you’ll find the traitors soon. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Serrane said, her teeth rattling together as another biting gust whipped through the trees. “I will not fail you.” 
 
    “Good. Now, get up!” 
 
    He jerked on her leash again, hauling her back to her feet. He tossed her breastplate to one of his soldiers, then shoved her from behind so she started walking again.  
 
    As they traveled, he would pull her in close and grope her tits every few minutes. She was sickened by how much she preferred the warmth of his vile hands to the cold of the nighttime air. She had no idea what he might strip next—her boots? Her trousers?—but mercifully, she never had to find out.  
 
    “Wait,” she breathed, her eyes narrowing at a patch of broken, tousled underbrush nearby. “I may have found something, my lord.” 
 
    Nym turned and followed her gaze. His drow eyes should have been able to discern details far better than hers; the problem was that he didn’t know what to look for.  
 
    “Go,” he said, giving her leash enough slack that she could investigate.  
 
    Serrane crouched as she crept forward, her blue eyes flicking back and forth across the thick undergrowth. An untrained observer wouldn’t have noticed anything out of the ordinary; even a trained observer probably would have just assumed that a beast had jumped through the brush and snapped some of the branches in its wake. But her tracker’s instincts compelled her look closer.  
 
    This is what I am—this is what I have always been. A tracker. A huntress.  
 
    A ranger of Nelu’Thalas.  
 
    A fresh wave of shame crashed over her, but she inhaled sharply and forced herself to focus on the task at hand. She slowly followed the trail of bent branches, hoping for even the smallest clue… 
 
    “Shaletas,” she breathed before twisting back around to face Nym. “There is a trail, my lord.” 
 
    The general stepped up behind her, his glowing red eyes narrowing. “Boot prints,” he said, glowering at the tracks she had uncovered. “How old?” 
 
    “A day, at most,” Serrane told him. “The footfalls are light and evenly spaced, very similar to your soldiers.” 
 
    A dark grin tugged at his lips. “So, the traitors must be close indeed…” 
 
    Serrane’s brow furrowed as a thought belatedly struck her. “I think I know where they are.” 
 
    “From one set of footprints?” Nym tugged at the leash just enough to tighten her collar. “You know better than to lie to me, cunt.” 
 
    “I’m telling the truth!” she insisted, her voice hoarse. “There is a ruin—an ancient temple—buried within the Duskwood not far from here. The traitors might be using it for shelter.” 
 
    His eyes studied her for a moment before he gave her slack again. “I’ve never heard of any temple in the forest.” 
 
    “The Duskwood is vast and filled with many secrets,” Serrane said. “The gnolls were using the ruin as a stronghold a few years ago before my rangers cleared them out. There isn’t much left…but it’s the only real shelter on this side of the Reachwend.” 
 
    The general turned back to his men and flashed them a series of hand signals. They spread out in a defensive circle, eyeing their surroundings with new wariness. “How far? Can we reach it by dawn?” 
 
    Serrane glanced up through the forest canopy. It was so thick here that she could only see a small fraction of the clear, star-filled sky above them. The Ranger-General inside her, freshly awakened, rejoiced at this discovery. They could easily arrive before daybreak, allowing her to avoid another night in camp as Nym’s personal fuckmeat.  
 
    And yet, telling him the truth might doom her to serve as his brood wife. The Throne Maiden inside her was already getting wet at the thought, but the ranger within her recoiled. 
 
    Her eyes flicked back down to the tracks, and she forced herself to take a deep breath. There was another potential outcome. If she did lead Nym and his men into a conflict with Laetharys, there was a decent chance the two groups of drow would simply kill each other. Perhaps the best option was to bide her time… 
 
    “The path is difficult, but it should only take us a few hours,” Serrane said. “We could easily arrive under the cover of darkness.” 
 
    Nym scoffed. “Darkness affords us nothing. Our enemies are drow, not rivvin or darthiir. We will approach under the gaze of the accursed sun. Laetharys and her sentries will be easily surprised.” 
 
    Serrane’s heart pounded in her chest at the implication. “But then—” 
 
    “We shall set camp here,” Nym added. “Once dawn breaks, you will lead us to these ruins.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. Even a few hours at camp meant that he would surely wish to have his way with her again. She could already feel his manhood violating her bowels as the weight of his body pressed down atop her… 
 
    He turned and shouted new orders to his men, and she wasn’t the least bit surprised when he tugged at her leash and pulled her back to him, though this time he twisted her around so she was facing him. She tensed when his free hand curled around her waist, and she half expected him to bend her over and take her right here in the underbrush. But instead, he simply smiled down at her, an unnerving glimmer in his red eyes.  
 
    “You have done well, cunt,” he said, sliding his fingers all the way up her bare back. “Perhaps your tracking skills weren’t overrated after all.” 
 
    “Th-thank you, my lord,” Serrane managed. “I told you that I would not disappoint you.” 
 
    “Good. You’re fortunate that I’m in a generous mood. In exchange for your service, I shall grant you a well-earned reprieve.” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “My men will erect you a tent,” he told her. “They will not touch you, and neither will I.” 
 
    Serrane studied his face, searching for any sign of duplicity. His wicked sneer betrayed his malefic intent, but it offered no clues beyond that.  
 
    “In the morning, I will give you a chance to earn a hot meal as well,” Nym told her, his thumb brushing over her chin. “Until then…enjoy your moment of peace.” 
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    Astonishingly, General Nym kept his word. He left Serrane completely alone inside her small tent, and even his men kept their distance. She had trouble settling her nerves at first—she didn’t trust that someone wouldn’t barge through the flap at any moment—but eventually she allowed herself to sink into the surprisingly comfortable bedroll and try to relax.  
 
    They never returned my breastplate, but they didn’t bind my feet or even pin my leash to the ground. I could try to sneak out of here right now. For all I know, he left my bow right outside the flap… 
 
    Serrane spent far too long thinking but not acting. Every time she started to lean up to peek outside the flap, a wave of fear pinned her back upon the bedroll. What if she angered Nym? What if he had men waiting just outside for her to try and escape? The Ranger-General of a year ago never would have asked those questions—she would have taken this chance and fought to the bitter end if necessary.  
 
    She didn’t know where that woman was anymore. What she did know was that her quim was burning in anticipation of what the drow would do to her in the morning, and that it was utterly maddening that the ky’ostal nauvith denied access to her clit. Her mind felt trapped in a haze of desire as her imagination did what her fingers could not. She assumed that Nym would fuck her again, but what else? Would he finally let his men have their way with her? Would he tie her to a tree and have even more of them cum all over her? 
 
    I’m not afraid—I’m pathetic. Beaten. Broken. I want them to storm in here. I want them to hold me down and use me like a whore. I want to feel their cocks ravage my ass and throat one after another… 
 
    Serrane squeezed her thighs together, desperate to quench the fire between them. She still hated herself for so being so weak, but not enough to actually do anything about it. Was she really biding her time, or had she already given up? 
 
    At some point amidst her self-loathing and recriminations, she fell asleep. Though she had spent many years training herself to wake at the slightest disturbance, she was so exhausted after months of privation that it took a screaming voice to haul her back into the waking world.  
 
    “Get up, cunt!” 
 
    The abrupt tug on her leash snapped her eyes back open. She gasped for air, clutching at her collar as Nym literally dragged her outside the tent by the throat. She was on the verge of blacking out when the pressure suddenly eased, and she coughed and sputtered as his strong hands gripped her slender arms and hoisted her to her feet.  
 
    “Your reprieve is over, doernek,” he said. “It’s time for you to prove your worth.” 
 
    Serrane blinked the fog from her vision and squinted against the sudden brightness. Dawn must have broken almost an hour ago; the sun was blazing brightly through the narrow gaps in the forest canopy. She appreciated the warmth on her bare skin, and she belatedly noticed that Nym’s face and sensitive red eyes were concealed beneath the cowl of a black cloak.  
 
    The rest of the camp had already been packed up, and she couldn’t believe the noise hadn’t woken her. Most of the other drow stood nearby, watching her beneath their own hoods. A shudder of horror mixed with delight ran through her. Surely they must have had something planned for her… 
 
    “I am ready, my lord,” Serrane said.  
 
    “We shall see,” Nym said. “My men require some additional training before we depart, and you are in desperate need of a meal. I have decided to give you both an opportunity to impress me.” 
 
    She frowned in confusion. “My lord?” 
 
    He chuckled and beckoned one of his soldiers over. “Are the others ready?” 
 
    “Yes, General.” 
 
    “Good, then we shouldn’t waste any more time. Strip her.” 
 
    Serrane’s eyes widened when she suddenly felt a different pair of hands on her waist. While Nym choked up on her collar and held her upright on the tips of her toes, his soldier unclasped her belt and almost violently pulled her trousers from her hips. She sucked in a ragged gasp at the sudden chill on her newly exposed flesh, and she expected Nym to push her onto the ground and mount her. But once the soldier had stripped everything but the ky’ostal nauvith, Nym actually relaxed his grip and waved the man away.  
 
    “To the drow, competition is a way of life,” he told her. “Conflict is strength, and complacency means death. It is one of many reasons we are superior to you weak Ilwetharri swine.”  
 
    The corner of his mouth curled upward in a cruel smile as he groped her bare breasts. He wasn’t wearing his gauntlets, and she resented how good the warmth of his hands felt on her skin even when he pinched her rock-hard nipples.  
 
    “Supposedly, you are different,” he went on, tugging on the tender nubs. “I’ve heard rumors that you have mastered the Lin’faleel fighting style—a rare skill even among the highborn. Is this true?” 
 
    Serrane nodded, her breath hitching as he released her nipples. “Y-yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Good. If you wish to be first among my brood mares, then you need to be strong. That is why I’ve arranged this little test. You see, some of my soldiers have expressed frustration that I haven’t shared my highborn meat like I promised. In time, one of them might even challenge me for leadership. They are desperate for a taste of your flesh…and so I have decided to give them a chance to earn it.” 
 
    Nym glanced back over his shoulder. Two of his warriors were standing on the opposite side of the campsite, their red eyes glowing hungrily beneath their hoods. They were both wearing their normal dark leather armor, but they had exchanged their swords for long, slender truncheons that Serrane instantly recognized as zakath iniatu—magically empowered staves that could inflict excruciating pain with a simple touch. The Matron Mother had employed similar devices many times during Serrane’s Throne Maiden training… 
 
    “I-I don’t understand, my lord,” Serrane said, her heart fluttering. 
 
    “It’s quite simple,” Nym told her, squeezing her tits one last time before letting them go and taking a step back and to the side. “You are going to fight them. If you kill them, you will earn a hot meal before we depart—and more importantly, you will have won my favor. If they defeat you, on the other hand…well, then they will have earned the right to enjoy themselves for a few hours before we set out.” 
 
    Serrane swallowed anxiously as she turned to face the warriors. The raw, primal lust in their eyes was so intense she would have felt naked even if she’d still been wearing her armor. She could almost feel their desperate hands pawing at her flesh, their thick cocks sliding into her bowels, their hot seed pouring down her throat… 
 
    “They won’t be gentle with you,” Nym warned. “Their pain sticks are strong enough to stop an angry rothé in its tracks. A single blow might be all it takes for them to achieve victory and claim their spoils.” 
 
    The men began creeping forward. Serrane tried and failed to take a calming breath. Her nudity was the least of her concerns. In her starving, weakened state, she couldn’t fight one drow warrior with her bare hands, let alone two… 
 
    “I don’t expect you to fight them like this, of course,” Nym said. “The drow care little for fairness—the strong find a way to prevail regardless of the obstacles before them. But this wouldn’t be much of a test for my men if I didn’t make them work for their prize at least a little.” 
 
    He gave a nod, and the drow warrior who had stripped off Serrane’s armor returned with a pair of scabbards in hand. He approached the highborn slowly, as if he couldn’t believe what was being asked of him, but once he moved within arm’s reach, he tilted the scabbards and offered her the handles of two drow swords.  
 
    “I have read stories of the Lin’faleel but never seen it in action,” Nym said. “The prowess of the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers is a legend even among the drow, though I imagine it’s been greatly exaggerated—like everything else involving the Avetharri. But perhaps you will prove me wrong.”  
 
    Serrane stared at the weapons, paralyzed by uncertainty. They weren’t seriously going to arm her, were they? Had she really become that unthreatening?  
 
    “Fight and earn a full belly,” Nym said as he reached up to unlock her collar. “Nau ka’lith whol lil verin, nau seil whol lil dusqup!” 
 
    Serrane gasped when the pressure released from her throat. She could scarcely remember the last time she had been completely unrestrained. It was…bewildering. Surreal. If not for the advancing drow, she might have remained frozen for several minutes.  
 
    But instead, her hands instinctively reached out to claim the weapons. The drow warrior holding the scabbards flinched as the blades slid from their sheaths—he had probably never seen his master willingly arm any prisoner before, let alone one with her deadly reputation. She could have killed him in a heartbeat. The Ranger-General inside her yearned to do just that.  
 
    They’ve finally let their guard down. This is the moment. This is your chance! 
 
    Serrane took a slow step backward, adjusting to the weight and grip of the weapons. Like all elven blades, they were remarkably light and perfectly balanced. She couldn’t feel any Aetheric enchantments coursing through the dark steel, but the craftsmanship was superb nonetheless. Nym hadn’t armed her with a pair of dull, heavy blades stolen from Highwind militiamen—he had given her some of the finest swords from the forges of Vel’shannar.  
 
    But why? Why in the Moonmaiden’s name would he want her to kill his own men? 
 
    The drow general stepped further back and folded his arms across his chest before calling out to his men, “Malar!” 
 
    Serrane lifted her head just in time to see both of her opponents snarl and charge. It only took them a few heartbeats to close the gap, and she barely had time to raise her weapons before they struck. Their attacks were wild and simple—they clearly didn’t expect their naked highborn opponent to put up much of a fight.  
 
    And unfortunately, their confidence was fully justified.  
 
    When the first man tried to jab her with the butt of his truncheon, wielding it as if it were a spear, she deflected the lunging strike with her right sword. But while her reflexes and instincts remained as sharp as ever, her footwork had badly atrophied. The force of the blow left her too off balance to counter his partner, and the second warrior easily thrust his staff beneath her guard and struck the back of her left knee.  
 
    The strike might have tripped her even if his weapon hadn’t been imbued with magic, but the brutal and instantaneous shock of pain when the staff touched her flesh sealed her fate. Serrane screamed as she crumpled onto her back upon the cold forest floor, her entire body twitching as if she had just been struck by a bolt of lightning. She lost her grip on both swords, and in less than a second, she was lying helpless, naked, and vulnerable before her attackers.  
 
    “Pathetic,” Nym spat. “A rivvil whore could defend herself better with a frying pan.” 
 
    Serrane clenched her teeth against the agony surging through her, and both drow men cackled with delight as they watched her squirm. The first man tossed aside his weapon and began unbuckling his belt in anticipation. 
 
    “Take her,” Nym said, waving his hand in disgust. “You have two hours. Just make certain she can still walk when you’re finished.” 
 
    He turned and began to stride away, and the first warrior reached down to grab Serrane’s arm and flip her over onto her stomach. His brutish, iron grip instantly triggered a familiar voice inside her head.  
 
    Go limp. Let them have their way with you. You are a cunt. A wet sheath for their hard cocks. A willing receptable for their hot seed.  
 
    But for the first time in ages, that inner voice faded to a whisper…and the Ranger-General’s rose to a roar. 
 
    Fight back! Rip them apart! You are a warrior. A sorceress. A proud Ilwetharri ranger!  
 
    While the drow pinned her left arm, Serrane lashed out with her right fist and struck him in the jaw. He stumbled back and clutched his face, stunned, as she reached out to retrieve one of her fallen blades. She bared her teeth as her fingers closed around the grip, and she whipped her head around just in time to see the second warrior lunge at her with his staff, trying to shock her again. 
 
    But this time, she was ready. Serrane deflected the strike with a whirling, cross-body slash as she simultaneously vaulted back to her feet. The drow lost his balance; his wild thrust sent him careening awkwardly to the side and allowed her to easily slip inside his superior reach. She slashed across his stomach with her backswing, slicing cleanly through his light armor and the flesh beneath. A horrified shriek escaped his lips as he clutched his gut a moment too late to prevent his entrails from spilling onto the dirt.  
 
    “Bronretla!” Nym shouted, an almost giddy smile on his face as he watched his own soldier die in agony. “Now kill the other. Prove your worth!” 
 
    The second drow soldier stumbled away, his red eyes gaping at the corpse of his comrade. Serrane could see the recognition on his cowled face. Too late, he had realized that she might not be the easy prey he had been promised…and just as importantly, that his commander had set him up to die. These two soldiers had probably angered Nym somehow. This little demonstration was as much about eliminating potential rivals as testing his highborn pet. 
 
    “Malar!” Nym shouted again. 
 
    The second warrior remained shaken; his arms trembled visibly as he gripped his staff. If Nym had given him the chance to surrender, he probably would have taken it. But that would never happen. The warrior had fallen into a trap, and his only way out was to fight. Once he internalized that, he would become a desperate—and therefore dangerous—opponent.  
 
    Serrane refused to let that happen. She dashed forward, scooping up the second blade. A lifetime of temporarily forgotten training washed over her in an instant, and she suddenly moved with the same deadly, precise grace of old. Her blades cut through the air, a seamless part of a greater whole. The Lin’faleel fighting style was meant to be the perfect balance of swordplay and sorcery, aggression and patience. Offense became defense, and defense became offense. The Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers had conquered armies ten times their number in the name of the Wyrm Lords and Avetharri Empire. 
 
    A single terrified drow warrior required significantly less effort.  
 
    Serrane battered through the man’s frantic defense with ease, knocking aside his staff with one sword while the second sliced a vicious, bloody line across his upper thigh. He screamed as his leg gave out, collapsing to his knees in front of her. His red eyes had just enough time to meet hers before she snarled in rage, crossed her swords in front of his throat, and then cleanly severed his head with a vicious double slice.  
 
    She drew in several long, heaving breaths as she stood triumphantly over his corpse, the blood of her would-be rapists splattered across her breasts and thighs. She swept her gaze back and forth, glaring at the shocked and angered drow warriors encircling her. Some of them were already reaching for their swords, while others looked too terrified to move.  
 
    “Perfect,” Nym said, clapping his hands together and letting out a dark chuckle. He kicked the body of the first soldier and stepped up behind her. “Absolutely perfect. For once, the rumors were true. You really are quite the warrior, aren’t you, cunt?” 
 
    Serrane snarled as she whirled around to face her tormentor. Her twin swords glinted in the thin rays of sunlight filtering through the canopy, thirsty for more carnage. She may have been naked, but she didn’t feel weak or vulnerable. She felt powerful. She felt free.  
 
    She felt like Serrane Starwind, the Ranger-General of Highwind.  
 
    “The Blade Dancers must have been quite the sight to behold back in their day,” Nym went on almost wistfully, ignoring the swords pointed at his chest. “The Dal’Rethi were obsessed with bonded pairs, male and female warriors fighting side by side. Mas’Kari. Perhaps you and I will fight together to destroy our enemies.” 
 
    Serrane’s snarl remained, her hands still gripping her weapons. Nym was only a few feet away from her now; she could easily leap at him and cut him down before he could draw his own sword… 
 
    “My men think it was foolish to arm you,” he said nonchalantly. “Plenty of them hope you will kill me. If you cut me down, then there’s nothing to stop them from tearing you apart—but only after they’ve had their way with you, of course. They are lowborn males without a house or hope of ascension. They will never rise through the ranks; they will never be anything but the footsloggers they are. Without me, they are little more than savage beasts…and they will devour you.” 
 
    Nym smiled. It was a dark, wicked expression that sent an icy chill skittering down her spine. “But you’re not going to let that happen, are you? You know what you are. You’ve come to accept it—you’ve come to enjoy it. You are a willing slave, a submissive highborn cunt. The desire to serve is buried deep within your darthiir blood. That is why your people fear us—and why they will eventually bow before us.” 
 
    He gestured with his chin back in the direction of the city. “Highwind is lost, and the people who pledged to defend it are broken and defeated. Nothing can change that now. The only choice before you is to decide if you would rather serve or die.” 
 
    Nym stepped within arm’s reach—well within the arc of her blades. “You will be first among my wives—a brood whore, yes, but one with power and prestige. I will keep your belly thick with our mongrel children, and their strength will be undeniable.” 
 
    What are you waiting for? Kill him! Now! 
 
    Serrane swallowed heavily, her hands suddenly trembling as a war raged within her. She could feel his men waiting for their chance to pounce on her. She couldn’t fight them all—there were still more than a dozen of them, and they were armed with real weapons rather than pain sticks. They would beat her, they would rape her, and then they would kill her.  
 
    Die as a ranger or live as a slave. Is he right about me? Is he right about what I really want? 
 
    “Drop your weapons, cunt,” Nym commanded. “Drop your weapons and get down on your knees.” 
 
    Serrane relaxed her grip and let her swords fell harmlessly into the dirt. Nym’s smile was so smug, so self-assured, that he had clearly never considered her a threat. And it only grew wider when she sank to her knees in front of him.  
 
    “Good girl,” he said, reaching out and brushing his hand over her cheek. “Now for the rest of your reward…” 
 
    She wasn’t the least bit surprised when he opened the fly of his trousers—or that his cock was already thick and swollen. He dangled the throbbing gray tip directly in front of her face. 
 
    “I promised you a hot meal,” he told her. “Take it. Savor it. You’ve earned every drop.” 
 
    Serrane obediently opened her mouth. Nym groaned in delight as he forced his full length between her lips, over her tongue, and down her throat until his testicles slapped against her chin. His hand shifted from her cheek to the back of her skull, and it wasn’t long before he began pumping into her as eagerly and roughly as when he took her ass. All the while, his men watched their commander, their cowled faces stricken with awe and fear as he brutally face-fucked the woman who had just butchered two of their comrades. They wouldn’t challenge him after this, and they certainly wouldn’t ask him to share his pet. In a single ruthless act of control, he had assured their loyalty and submission as surely as he thought he had ensured hers. 
 
    Nym held her tightly against him when he inevitably burst, pouring his seed straight into her gullet. Serrane kept her eyes locked on his, and she even held her wrists behind her back as if waiting for them to be tied again.  
 
    “That should sate your hunger until we’ve found the traitors,” he said once he’d finished, snickering and brushing a handful of blond locks from her face. “Now, get up and get dressed, cunt. The real hunt is about to begin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    3 
 
    Sorcerous Schemes 
 
      
 
    The dark beauty of Vel’shannar had no equal on the surface.  
 
    Solemi hadn’t felt that way when she had first arrived, of course. Her half-elven eyes had barely been able to penetrate the gloom enshrouding the city when she had first been paraded through the main gate. She had already embraced her role as Varassa’s pet by then, but she had still jumped at every moving shadow. The silhouettes of the towering metallic spires had seemed imperious rather than awe-inspiring, and the magical energy coursing through everything—the weapons and armor of the soldiers, the violet crystals in the dim street lanterns, the Aetheric barriers protecting vital structures—had been downright terrifying to a young sorceress who had only just begun to explore her abilities.  
 
    But times had changed. While much of the latent magic in Vel’shannar had been siphoned away by the Shattering, leaving the priestesses weakened or outright powerless, Solemi’s training had brought her powers she had never imagined. She could weave illusions convincing enough to deceive the eyes of hundreds or even thousands of onlookers, and she could manipulate the minds of even the most strong-willed individuals.  
 
    Presently, however, she was just appreciating the simple spell that had enhanced her night vision until it was as sharp as any drow’s. From her current vantage near the top of the Spire of Sorcery, she could see the entire city sprawled out before her. The Aetheric currents felt empowering rather than imposing, and she had one person—one male, surprisingly enough—to thank more than anyone for her new perspective.  
 
    And his cock was hilted deep inside her cunt right now.  
 
    “Ann whol ol, nek!” Archmage Golerys Relvani panted as he thrust into her from behind.  
 
    “Harder, master!” Solemi pleaded just like he wanted, hands squeezing the cold iron railing of the balcony. “Fuck my mongrel cunt!” 
 
    Golerys pulled at the magical leash he had conjured around her neck, nearly crushing her windpipe as he slammed into her. She didn’t mind in the least—the pressure only made her hotter, and her choking gasps only stirred his lust. He had already lasted longer than she’d expected, and she looked forward to feeling the scalding splash of his seed across her lips at any moment.  
 
    Solemi had arrived topless, as he preferred, and they’d barely taken the time to exchange pleasantries before he had dragged her out onto the balcony and bent her over the railing. He had always loved to fuck her this way, if for no other reason than to ensure that his apprentices knew he was entertaining himself with the Matron Mother’s favorite pet. He rarely even bothered removing her skirt; he simply pushed the diaphanous fabric up her hips and slid into her waiting quim. Even kindly drow—insofar as there was such a thing—weren’t the type to ask their slaves for consent. Not that she would have protested, regardless.  
 
    “Oh, master!” she cried out. “Please…ngnnnn!” 
 
    For a time, Golerys had been forced to plunder her bowels instead. The ky’ostal nauvith had ensured that no one aside from Varassa herself could enjoy the slick, velvety embrace of her Throne Maiden’s cunt. But now that Solemi had learned how to suppress the magical lock, she could remove the device at her leisure. Most males would have still been terrified to touch her for fear of invoking the Matron Mother’s wraith. A short while ago, even Golerys himself wouldn’t have dared to challenge Varassa’s authority.  
 
    But the Shattering had changed everything. And the new Vel’shannar would soon look quite different than the old. 
 
    “Nin!” the old sorcerer blurted out as his eruption approached. “Inbau pholor dosst la’uren!” 
 
    The crushing grip on Solemi’s windpipe suddenly abated just as he withdrew his cock. Taking the cue, she immediately spun around and knelt directly in front of him with her back pressed against the railing. Golerys wasn’t worried about getting her pregnant—her spells could protect her womb even without the ky’ostal nauvith. He was just the type of man who preferred to mark his mates…probably because drow females never allowed it.  
 
    “Arghh!” he cried out as his throbbing gray stem exploded all over her. Despite his age, his offerings were always thick and robust. The white ropes splashed over her forehead, nose, and chin, with the last spurt still strong enough to leave a viscous glob between her pale breasts. He looked like he might almost faint when he finished, but Solemi dutifully kept her eyes open and locked upon his even as she leaned forward and cleaned the tip of his wilting stem with curling licks of her tongue.  
 
    “Oh, my dear, I’m afraid you’re quite the mess,” the Archmage said between heavy, labored breaths as he feathered a hand through the shoulder-length locks of her silvery hair. “You look positively stunning.” 
 
    “Thank you, master,” Solemi said as she dragged the tip of her tongue up the full length of his shriveling shaft. “I want to be beautiful for you.” 
 
    He chuckled softly and sighed as he watched her continue worshipping his stem. She knew from experience that he wouldn’t be able to spill again for a while. Drow were as long-lived as any other pure-blooded elves, but the centuries had finally taken their toll on the man’s endurance. In human terms, he only looked about fifty, but she knew that he was closer to three hundred.  
 
    “Such a diligent student,” Golerys said. “Here, let me fetch you a towel so you can—” 
 
    “There is no need, master,” Solemi told him, placing her hand on his robed thigh before he could turn. “An apprentice should always wear her master’s mark with pride.” 
 
    The old man’s smile widened. This game had been their private little joke for years now, and it wasn’t all for show. He was the first and only drow who had ever showed kindness to a half-blooded slave, and she had always enjoyed her time with him. Like so many other drow males, centuries of being tormented by the priestesses had left him…unfulfilled. She was more than happy to show him what he had been missing.  
 
    And if he became more amenable to her ideas in the process, so be it.  
 
    “If the Matron Mother had any idea what you were capable of, she would never let you out of her sight,” Golerys said as he looked at the discarded ky’ostal nauvith upon the floor beside him. “And she would surely have me flayed alive for despoiling her precious Throne Maiden.” 
 
    “But she doesn’t know,” Solemi said, kissing the tip of his cock one last time before she finally helped slip it back into his robe. “And she won’t, until it is too late.” 
 
    He chuckled as he reclasped his belt buckle. “You are as devious and clever as any drow female. I should be more worried that you’ll betray me at the first opportunity.” 
 
    “Never,” the half-elf said, and meant it…more or less. “You have taught me more than I ever dreamed. And it is long past time that you and the other males were afforded the respect you deserve.” 
 
    “For most of my life, I feared that the Spider Queen would smite me just for harboring similar thoughts,” the old man whispered solemnly as he turned and ambled across the balcony. “The very idea of equality is sacrilege.” 
 
    “She lacks the power to the smite anyone, and the Matron Mother’s priestesses are even weaker than anyone realizes. Without the vessel, Varassa is vulnerable. We must be ready to act quickly.” 
 
    The Archmage drew in a long, weary breath. “And you are absolutely certain that General Nym will not stand by her side? He is a loyal hound at his core.” 
 
    “I have no doubt that the highborn ranger will locate Laetharys soon,” Solemi said, rising and licking another cooling strand of his seed from the tip of her nose. “If the Matron Mother gave him Serrane, I suspect he would happily serve her forever. But she is far too selfish and short-sighted. She will betray her promise and keep the highborn for herself. And once she does, Nym will be ours.” 
 
    She smiled and sauntered up behind the old sorcerer. “Many of the warriors will follow him, and without her child, Varassa is not strong enough to control them on her own. He will lead our forces to a quick victory.” 
 
    Golerys paused at the archway leading into his sanctum. “You promised Nym the highborn instead?” 
 
    “Of course. She is all he has wanted from the moment he captured her. He can breed her as much as he likes for all I care.” 
 
    “It’s almost a pity,” Golerys mused. “It has been so very long since I tasted delicate highborn flesh, and a sorceress at that…” 
 
    Solemi scowled. “She has nothing to offer you, master. She is fit to be a brood whore and nothing else.” 
 
    The Archmage turned back to her, a white brow arching above his glowing red eyes. “Is that jealousy I hear in your voice, my dear?” 
 
    “Not at all,” the half-elf assured him. “Starwind is weak and pathetic—the mistress broke her in no time. She deserves her fate.” 
 
    Golerys grunted softly. “There are those who once believed that you were little more than a good, obedient slave as well,” he said, brushing a gloved finger across her cheek to collect the last glob of his semen. He held the leather in front of her lips until she licked it clean. “They badly underestimated you. I hope you are not making the same mistake.” 
 
    “The highborn will be thick with Nym’s child soon, I assure you,” Solemi said. “She poses no threat to our plans.” 
 
    The old man nodded, then continued back through the open balcony door into his study. The circular chamber was large and lavish, though the Archmage had filled it with so many books that it had practically become another wing of the library. The paintings and murals along the walls—all striking depictions of various drow triumphs over the centuries—weren’t even visible without squeezing behind the shelves. Solemi suspected he would have done away with them entirely had he been able to get away with it—but his rank carried certain expectations. It was the kind of absolute mess only the mind of a genius could create…or navigate.  
 
    Golerys’s quarters were elsewhere in the spire, but Solemi had convinced him to move in a plush, semi-circular divan for comfort. She had read countless books upon the red-gold cushions, usually after he had taken her and then dozed off. In many ways, this chamber had been her only true sanctuary since the drow had captured her. Varassa had rarely visited the Spire of Sorcery even back when she had been Second Daughter. Sorcery was one of the only male-dominated vocations in Vel’shannar.  
 
    “It is difficult to believe that the Matron Mother could even understand this ritual, let alone perform it successfully,” Golerys said as he stopped in front of a lectern that bore an open tome. The thick pages were thousands of years old, yet they hadn’t decayed in the slightest thanks to the preservation spell cast upon them. “Avetharri blood magic is notoriously dangerous and unpredictable. She’s fortunate she didn’t spawn a demon in her sister’s belly.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have believed it possible if I hadn’t felt the child’s power myself,” Solemi agreed. “I could feel her strength even before she was born.” 
 
    “A gateway to the Pale, forged in blood and seed.” The old man scoffed in disgust. “This isn’t just blood sorcery; it’s Palerending. Leave it to a spoiled female to believe she could tamper with the very fabric of Creation without cost or consequence.” 
 
    Solemi nodded. The library on the lower levels was filled with tomes of Avetharri lore, though Golerys and the other males had always been careful about using them. Varassa didn’t share his caution. Her acolytes had scoured the shelves for potential answers to the Shattering, and the ritual to breed her own sister had been the result. Given time, the Matron Mother would surely use the ritual again—it would allow her to create her own breeding harem rather than relying upon males. Solemi herself would almost certainly be the next subject.  
 
    But the half-elf had very different plans for her as-of-yet unspoiled womb… 
 
    “Varassa has attempted similar rituals in the hopes of weakening the walls of the Pale and calling forth the Spider Queen without a vessel,” Solemi said, idly dragging her fingertips across her soft, flat belly as she imagined what it would feel like to be thick with her own child. “Thus far, they have proven utterly useless.” 
 
    Golerys scoffed again. “Such a blind, blundering fool. This is why the priestesses should never have led our people. They were merely given the Aether—they cannot feel it as we do. The Avetharri were right to scorn the gods. True power comes from the blood.”  
 
    Solemi smiled. “Our blood.” 
 
    The Archmage nodded. “If the child is truly a Conduit, then she may be too dangerous to keep alive. But I fear what would happen if we destroyed a vessel carrying an intact Godsoul…” 
 
    “There is no need to destroy what we can control,” Solemi said. “We will need her might to maintain order. Not all the males will follow us right away, and we will need the support of the lowborn females as well. A Conduit would give us a chance to create a new clergy—priestesses and priests sworn to whatever doctrine we create.” 
 
    “You have a truly devilish mind, girl,” Golerys said approvingly as he swiveled his red eyes back to her. “It’s almost a pity you are niskaru and not drow. You would have made a spectacular priestess.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a priestess,” she told him. “I want to be exactly what I am—a sorceress, and your student.” 
 
    “You’re not a student, either—not anymore. Your skills have long since eclipsed the skills of my other apprentices.” 
 
    Solemi shrugged and stepped closer to him. “There is always more to learn. And I want to be at your side as you forge a new empire—an empire where males finally get their rightful due.” 
 
    He smiled at her, and like always, Solemi was struck by the genuine warmth behind it. Compassion was the rarest commodity in the Underworld. 
 
    “In Vel’shannar, the teacher rarely survives the ascension of his student,” he said, placing his gloved hand upon her cheek again. “But I can’t think of anyone I would rather have slide a dagger into my back. At least you weren’t given power simply because you were born with a pair of tits. You had to learn how to fight on your knees before you could trample your enemies beneath your heel.” 
 
    Solemi smiled back at him. She was tempted to stretch up and kiss him, but she knew better. Golerys appreciated her—he might have even loved her, in his own way—but he was still drow, and she was still niskaru. He respected her because he believed she was transcending her inferior nature. He could fuck her as a student, and he absolutely would have been willing to breed her had he been younger, but there were still limits to their relationship. She knew her place.  
 
    And she knew what she needed to do to overcome it.  
 
    “You should get back to the Matron Mother before she grows suspicious,” Golerys said. “You can tell her that our ‘research’ is nearly complete.” 
 
    Solemi chuckled. “She’ll be upset that you haven’t rewritten the rules of the cosmos to obey her whims, but she won’t have time to chastise you before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not.” His fingers skated down her cheek and neck until they finally reached her plump breasts. A fresh flicker of lust burned in his eyes as he gently squeezed her supple flesh, drawing from her a hum of appreciation. “Make sure you don’t forget the ky’ostal nauvith. We don’t want to invoke her fury any earlier than necessary.” 
 
    “I don’t think I need to put it back on just yet,” she said coquettishly. “You’re not bored of me, are you?” 
 
    “Oh, my dear, that would be impossible,” Golerys said as he squeezed her tits again, tracing her taut nipples with his thumbs. “But I’m afraid I’ve finally become an old man, and you drained me quite thoroughly. I doubt I have anything left for you.” 
 
    Smiling seductively, Solemi sank down to her knees in front of him. “I don’t believe that for a moment,” she said as she reached into the folds of his robe in search of his cock. “I’m not leaving until I find out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The passage leading from the Underworld back to Highwind was long but easily traversable, especially compared to the old raiding tunnels the drow had used to pillage the surface for centuries prior to the sacking of Highwind. Every time Solemi made the trip, she couldn’t help but remember the night that she and her boyfriend Weylin had been captured in the ruins outside of Riverbend. She had been so scared, so weak…and so utterly unprepared for the life that awaited her below.  
 
    It was odd to think that, given the chance, she would gladly endure it all again. Her life on the surface had been safe but uneventful; her only thrills had been seducing farm boys and the occasional Knight of the Silver Fist. Her sorcerous powers had been middling at best, yet she had still been afraid to reveal them to anyone in the village. At best, she might have ended up in boring classes at the Highwind Academy; at worst, she could have been shipped off to the Galespire in Darenthi.  
 
    The humiliation and torment of drow bondage had forged her into the woman she was today—a woman who was in far more control of her destiny than anyone realized. The future of Highwind was about to be decided, and Solemi had no intention of leaving her fate to chance. She planned to thrive whether Nym and Golerys succeeded or not.  
 
    There was just one final contingency she needed to put into place before returning to Varassa… 
 
    Solemi moved quickly through the dark, rough-hewn passage with the half-orc Havrok at her side. She didn’t really require a bodyguard to protect her—it wasn’t as if the dark elf warriors guarding the tunnels would dare risk assaulting the Matron Mother’s Throne Maiden—but she enjoyed bringing him along nonetheless. Havrok may not have been much of a conversationalist, but he genuinely cared about her…and not just because she eagerly swallowed his cock whenever he wanted, either. She was probably the only one in the Underworld who had ever shown him kindness.  
 
    Despite his bulk and her beauty, they had more in common than almost anyone. The two of them were both mongrels tainted with impure blood, an irredeemable condition within Vel’shannar. It gave them a kinship, even if the drow looked upon him with scorn and her with lust. Either way, they were nothing more than slaves.  
 
    For now.  
 
    The skies above Highwind were dark when they emerged from the tunnels at Moonshadow Plaza, and Solemi took a moment to close her eyes and enjoy the cool night breeze on her skin. The fine silk of her thin white dress barely blocked out anything; it was so sheer that it was practically translucent. Varassa rarely allowed her to wear anything more concealing, though Solemi didn’t mind. On the contrary, she enjoyed knowing that every male (and many females) she passed would stop to leer at the pert swells of her pale breasts and the dark outline of her black spider-silk panties and matching stockings. She had become the most coveted slave girl in all of Vel’shannar…at least, until the capture of the highborn ranger.  
 
    Solemi’s lip twisted at the thought, and her emerald eyes reopened to take in the rest of the plaza. As always, the streets were filled with drow mocking, tormenting, and occasionally even fucking their surface slaves right out in the open. Their casual cruelty was so pointless and wasteful it was a miracle they had banded together long enough to conquer the city. A real leader would have put them to work doing something productive, but the Matron Mother was always too busy sating her depraved appetites to properly marshal her forces. At least Laetharys actually understood how an army was supposed to work. Varassa relied on General Nym far more than she realized.  
 
    Speaking of the Matron Mother, she was probably wondering what was taking her Throne Maiden so long to return. Solemi still didn’t head back to the Black Palace just yet, however. Instead, she took Havrok southeast to the Artisan District. Her other ally was already waiting for her at the abandoned inn.  
 
    The Knight’s Lantern had been more upscale than most of the other establishments in the district before Highwind’s fall, and it was known for its private suites that were typically reserved for wealthy merchants who didn’t want to sleep too far away from their ships in the harbor. The three-story building had been damaged during the fighting and was now deserted—at least, that was what everyone thought. A lone bare-chested human male was standing in the shadows out front, the crest of House Hu’nate branded into his stomach as if he were cattle.  
 
    The mark would have been humiliating if it were real. Solemi had woven the illusion into a light suit of sturdy brigandine in order to scare off the drow from asking him any questions—and keep them from realizing that their “slave” was armed and armored. The man watched her approach, his rusty brown hair and matching eyes glinting in the moonlight as he dropped to a knee in front of her.  
 
    “Mistress,” Weylin said, bowing his head. “I was worried something had happened. You said you would be back before nightfall.” 
 
    “I was just delayed, don’t worry,” Solemi told him, smiling and caressing his cheek. She glanced around the nearby streets to make sure they weren’t being observed, then signaled for Havrok to take up a position on the street corner just in case. “Everything is still going according to plan.” 
 
    The man nodded and stood. “No messengers have returned from the forest yet.” 
 
    “Unsurprising—it may still be several days before we hear anything.” She looked at the door to the inn. She had cloaked the entryway in a simple illusion as well. It appeared to be boarded up as if the whole building were condemned, yet the door was wide open. “Were you able to find the slave I was looking for?” 
 
    Weylin nodded. “Yes, mistress. He is restrained in the cellar.” 
 
    “Excellent. And what of the female he was originally captured with?” 
 
    “As you feared, she was nowhere to be found.” 
 
    Solemi’s cheek twitched. “One of the warriors must have taken her to the breeding pens.” 
 
    “Actually, she managed to escape somehow,” Weylin said. “A squad is already out searching for her, but evidently she killed three guards with her bare hands.” 
 
    “Faarea,” Solemi breathed, a smile returning to her lips. “They were foolish to believe they could hold an amazon warrior for so long.” 
 
    Weylin nodded. “I have some of our people out looking for her. Hopefully, we can find her before the Matron Mother’s forces do. But I have a feeling she’ll find her way here eventually. She’ll want to liberate her bond mate.” 
 
    “All in due time,” Solemi said. “I have business with him first. Stay here with Havrok and make certain I am not disturbed.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about the Matron Mother? If your absence is noticed…” 
 
    “This won’t take long. I just need to perform a simple test. If I’m right, Varassa doesn’t even realize she’s had another weapon at her disposal all this time.” 
 
    Solemi patted Weylin’s bicep, then strode through the illusion and into the building. The overturned bar stools and damaged tables were as depressing a sight as ever, but she forced herself to ignore the casual vandalism and headed for the cellar. The golden flicker of lanternlight bled out into the hall at the top of the staircase, and she heard several groans from the man who was tied up below. The fact that Varassa and her priestesses had completely missed his true potential was yet another indictment of their ability to rule.  
 
    Most of the wine racks had been emptied and stacked in the back of the cellar, leaving a narrow but reasonably open area almost directly at the bottom of the stairs. A single lantern hung from the overhead beam to her left, while a small table stood against the wall to her right. A large arcane tome stolen from the Highwind Academy library was set out upon table’s scratched surface, accompanied by a tall empty wine glass.  
 
    But Solemi’s gaze was instantly drawn to the “prisoner” when she arrived. His brow furrowed when he saw that she wasn’t a drow, and she gave him a moment to study her while she did the same.  
 
    From a distance, she might have considered the man nondescript—he was about average height for a human, with short brown hair, a thin but reasonably athletic frame, and a week’s worth of stubble that had turned into the shadow of a beard. He was hanging suspended in the air, his arms chained above his head and his ankles weighed down by stones. His only clothes were a set of tattered trousers—common garb for male slaves condemned to hard labor—though he had at least been bathed recently.  
 
    “I apologize for the accommodations,” she said sweetly as she sauntered forward. “I’m hopeful I’ll be able to move you somewhere more comfortable soon—assuming you’re the man I hope you are.” 
 
    The man scowled at her even as his brown eyes surreptitiously drank in her alluring figure. “So, what, the Matron Mother decided to let the Queen of the Slaves soften me up first?” 
 
    “The Matron Mother has no idea that you are here, I assure you,” Solemi said, venturing close enough that he could get a clear look at her in the dim light from the lantern. “And you needn’t worry—I don’t intend to keep you restrained for long.” 
 
    He snorted. “What is this, a little ‘good warden, bad warden?’ I know the drow are insane, but what do you think you’re going to get out of me?” 
 
    If only you knew. If only you understood your own potential. 
 
    “I’m not going to torture you,” Solemi said as she casually pushed the thin silken straps off her shoulders. Her gossamer dress fell to the floor in a heartbeat, and she gave him another long moment to appreciate her bare breasts and sleek stockings. “Quite the opposite, in fact. I am hopeful that we can help each other.” 
 
    His cheek twitched, but he remained silent. He plainly couldn’t decide what to make of her yet, but that was all right. She knew she had a reputation among Varassa’s slaves; she was often viewed as a cruel extension of her mistress’s will. It would take time to earn his trust. 
 
    “Before you worry yourself, you should know that my allies are on the lookout for your companion,” Solemi went on. “I always heard that the amazons were powerful, but escaping from the slave pens is no small feat.” 
 
    He tried to conceal his reaction, but she saw the unmistakable widening of his eyes and tightening of his jaw. His concern was understandable. Few men on the mainland ever met—let alone bonded with—one of the legendary warrior-women of Nol Krovos. The very notion seemed ludicrous. The amazons were so reclusive that many people didn’t even believe they existed. When Solemi had heard that one of them had pledged herself to a seemingly ordinary, unimportant man from Vorsalos, she had immediately ordered her allies to investigate. It was the reason that he was here now.  
 
    “With any luck, you’ll be reunited soon,” Solemi said, slowly reaching out her hand and pressing her fingertips against his sternum. She could feel his heartbeat drumming behind his ribcage. “But first, I would like to talk about you. An unassuming man from Vorsalos wouldn’t normally draw much attention, but you…you’re different, aren’t you? You’re special.” 
 
    “What in the bloody void are you talking about?” he snarled. “If this is some kind of fucked-up drow trick—” 
 
    “It’s not a trick, and there are no drow here,” she soothed. “I just want to talk about you…and some things we have in common.” 
 
    Solemi slowly traced her fingertips down his sternum and across his stomach, pleased at the hint of definition she felt beneath his taut skin. “Your name is Jorem Farr, an orphan straight off the streets of Vorsalos. And if my allies are to be believed, you are a sorcerer—one of the many persecuted by the so-called Raven Queen, yes?” 
 
    His eyes went hard for a second, but they eventually flicked down to watch her questing fingers. She could feel his anxiety, his tension…but also his curiosity. He hadn’t decided if she was an enemy or an ally just yet.  
 
    “It’s one of the things we have in common,” Solemi told him. “If the Matron Mother knew the truth, she never would have put you in the slave pits. She probably would have killed you as a potential threat.” 
 
    She smiled slyly when her fingers finally reached the rope belt of his trousers and pulled the end to undo the simple knot. The chains holding his arms rattled as his body reflexively tensed, but he was poised enough not to struggle—yet.  
 
    “What I think,” Solemi went on, “is that you may be even more powerful than you know. And there’s only one way for me to find out.” 
 
    Jorem gasped when she delicately reached inside his trousers and shifted the waistband down to finally expose his rapidly swelling manhood. It was thicker than she had imagined; she couldn’t help but grin when her fingertips didn’t even come close to touching her thumb when they encircled the shaft.  
 
    “What the fuck are you babbling about?” he said through clenched teeth. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I just told you,” Solemi replied. “I want to know the truth about who you are.” 
 
    “You already know my name and where I’m from!” he growled, his hands clenching in his restraints. “There’s nothing else I can tell you!” 
 
    “Not with words, no. I need something more.” 
 
    Solemi’s breath deepened as she slowly stroked him to full length. Over her years of bondage, she had earned a reputation as the greatest we’ha onhiri—cock worshipper—in all of Vel’shannar. She embraced the title with pride, and she had absolutely no doubt that she could kneel before him and feel his seed spurt over her tongue and down her throat in less than a minute if she so desired. But this particular ritual required a bit more precision… 
 
    Solemi abruptly released his stem, eliciting an unintentional but clearly disappointed gasp from his lips. She watched his manhood throb and twitch in mid-air, straining for her touch, before she turned and walked over to the nearby table.  
 
    “With the way Vorsalos treats people like us, I doubt you ever had the chance to study Avetharri lore,” she said as she opened the arcane tome to a bookmarked page. “I have been more fortunate. The Spire of Sorcery possesses the greatest collection of sorcerous knowledge in all of northern Torsia, especially now that it has absorbed the library from the Highwind Academy. Even the highborn scholars in Nelu’Thalas would be jealous.” 
 
    She gently tapped the open page. “Over the years, I’ve read many stories about the handmaidens who served powerful Avetharri noblewomen. They were called Quarnís, and they were often bonded to a mistress for life. They were all nugûl—elves born without magic—and many were half-breeds or Faetharri wood elves. They were expected to faithfully serve their mistress in any way she saw fit—to dress her, groom her, and even pleasure her if desired. But the Quarnís had one very special, very unique task that has nearly been lost to history.” 
 
    Solemi scooped up the wine glass in a delicate grip and pivoted back around, silver hair swirling about her shoulders. Jorem’s cock was still hard and bobbing in midair, but his eyes fastened upon the glass.  
 
    “Blood was everything to the Avetharri, you see,” Solemi explained. “For all their licentiousness, they didn’t breed casually. In many parts of their empire, males were the ones who chose their mates. They would cultivate vast harems of fertile women in the hopes of siring as many sorcerers—and especially dragons—as they could. But in other parts of the empire, women had more control over their destiny. They would put out a call for males across their province to compete for the chance to breed them.” 
 
    She sauntered back in front of him, glass still in hand, and traced a finger down his chest again. “The lucky males chosen to appear at court would spend an evening tied up much like you are,” she said. “The noblewomen would debate which stallion would give them the strongest child, and they would order their Quarnís to extract samples from each male for them to taste. The Avetharri could discern intimate details about a potential mate’s lineage just from their blood—or their seed.” 
 
    Solemi smiled when her fingers returned to his cock, and she locked her green eyes upon his face as she slowly sank to her knees in front of him. “I’m no Avetharri noblewoman,” she purred as she began stroking him again. “Nor am I Quarnís. But I need to know if you are the man I think you are, and this is the best way to get the answers I seek.” 
 
    “What the fu…? Nngh…” he groaned when she started pumping his shaft in earnest. She held the glass to the side as she looked up at him, ensuring that he had a full view of her creamy breasts. His pupils slowly dilated, and his breaths became short.  
 
    He won’t last long. He probably hasn’t spilled in some time, since the wardens kept him separated from his amazon after their capture.  
 
    Solemi licked her lips in anticipation. If she weren’t already late for her rendezvous with Varassa, she would have gladly taken her time. It wasn’t every day that she had the chance to taste the seed of a fellow sorcerer, let alone two of them. The heady scent of his manhood had already hardened her nipples and soaked her quim. She almost couldn’t resist the urge to swallow him just so she could feel his pent-up bounty pouring down her throat. Little in the world was more satisfying.  
 
    But if her suspicions about him were correct, she would have plenty more chances to taste him in the future. For now, she needed to stay focused—and learn if he really was the key to her salvation.  
 
    “It’s okay, you don’t need to hold back,” Solemi crooned as she pointed the tip of his stem into the empty glass. “The more you can give me, the better.” 
 
    He clenched his teeth and pulled at his restraints as his climax neared. The conflict on his face melted into bliss, and his breaths turned frantic and his body tensed… 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” Jorem cried out as he burst. His cock fired one, two, three thick spurts of white seed into the glass, and Solemi gasped in delight as she steered the last few precious drops down the sides. The musky aroma nearly brought her to climax all by itself, and the instant she was sure he had finished, she lifted the glass to her mouth and tipped it back, allowing his seed to pour past her lips and onto her tongue.  
 
    At first, nothing happened—other than the fact that she couldn’t help but release his cock and slide a pair of fingers into her quim. She had tasted the seed of countless males during her years of slavery, and she had grown to appreciate their distinct range of flavors and texture. But she had studied this tome long enough to learn that her elven blood afforded her a nearly forgotten ability. She had trained herself to look beyond mere taste and scent, and she had only just begun to roll his bounty over her tongue when the images began cascading through her mind.  
 
    Solemi froze and held her breath. In the span of heartbeat, she could see—no, feel—his entire lineage stretching back dozens of generations. Human after human, some sorcerers and some not, all connected by the same tether. His father, his father’s mother, his grandmother’s father…their faces were a blur, but the story of their lives was as clear as a summer day. Solemi traced them back decades, centuries, a millennium… 
 
    And then, at long last, she found what she was looking for. 
 
    “Faarea,” she breathed as she finally allowed herself to swallow his seed. She licked the salty vestiges from her lips as she gazed up at him with wonder, a wide smiling tugging at her mouth. “Marhaak kûl drakatharri…” 
 
    Jorem looked down at her, still panting and pulling against his restraints. “What…what in the bloody void is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that my search is over,” Solemi said as she gently set the wine glass down upon the floor. She dragged her fingertips, still sodden from her own quim, across her flat stomach and the unspoiled womb within. “And you and I are about to reshape the future.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    4 
 
    The Shadow Knight 
 
      
 
    Knights belong on the plains atop their steeds…or maybe in the brothel atop their favorite whore. The forest is my domain, paladin—don’t you forget it! 
 
    Julian Cassel, broken Knight of the Silver Fist, smiled at the old memory. He could still hear Serrane’s cultured highborn voice chiding him while he had dangled upside down from a tall branch, his ankle ensnared by an old rope trap he had blindly stumbled into. She had let him hang there for several minutes to learn his lesson, and he had felt so embarrassed he’d thought his face would catch fire. 
 
    But the strongest memory was afterward, when he had thrown her down into the brush and fucked her so many times that they had been over two hours late for their rendezvous with her rangers at the Duskwatch Tower that evening. When he closed his eyes, he swore he could feel her slender legs wrapped around his waist and her sonorous elven voice whimpering sweet nothings in his ear… 
 
    Cassel sighed and dragged his attention back into the present. Serrane was gone now, thanks in no small part to his repeated failures to defend Highwind from the drow. Less than two years had passed since the Shattering had destroyed the Silver Fist and thrown the city into chaos, and it had only been six months since Serrane herself had been captured by the Matron Mother and her dark champion, General Nym. But Cassel felt like he had lived a dozen lifetimes since he had last touched her face and kissed her lips. 
 
    Focus. I’ll never see her again if I can’t figure this out.  
 
    He cursed under his breath. Despite his many mistakes, despite the awful failures still burdening his soul, he had finally been given a chance to set things right. Or at least, make them less wrong.  
 
    And all he had to do was embrace the dark power of a wicked goddess he had vowed to fight to his dying breath. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Laetharys growled. “I have given you all the knowledge you require.” 
 
    Cassel tried to ignore her as he studied the trees and underbrush surrounding him. It was well past midnight, and the Duskwood was so dark he could barely see his hand in front of his face. They were less than a mile from the ruined temple where Laetharys had established her “stronghold,” and one of her scouts had warned them about a potential gnoll incursion. Laetharys had decided that it presented an excellent opportunity for her new champion to prove himself.  
 
    She had fitted him out with a surprisingly comfortable suit of armor. The purple metal plates and black padded underclothes weren’t exactly his favorite design, but he couldn’t deny the quality. The suit hadn’t even been sized for him—and for all he knew, she had sacrificed one of her male warriors and taken it from his corpse—but somehow it still fit perfectly. It was also half the weight of what he was used to, making him nearly as mobile as if he were naked. The only drawback was that the thinner plates probably weren’t as protective. He would be far more vulnerable in a straight-up fight.  
 
    But Cassel was more than a mere soldier again. The Aether flowed through him once more, and he thanked the gods every day that he was free of the Wasting Echo. Still, just because he could touch the Aether again didn’t mean that he could channel its power in the way he had before. Many of the techniques the knights had taught him—techniques he had practiced for years—no longer seemed to work. 
 
    “Our enemies are out there,” Laetharys said impatiently. “Find them!” 
 
    Cassel’s fists balled at his sides, and it took a significant amount of willpower to resist the urge to whirl around and punch the drow bitch right in her smug face. He hated her and everything she represented. The arrogance, the cruelty, the capriciousness… 
 
    But for now, she was his only hope of rescuing Serrane from an unimaginable fate—and his only means of survival. Without the priestess’s dark power, the Wasting Echo would surely destroy him.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Cassel focused his thoughts and wove the Aether into a spell just like Laetharys had shown him. His human eyes, all but blind in the darkness, gradually became sharper. The thin beams of starlight reaching through the canopy had been almost imperceptible to him before, but they soon became as bright as rays of morning sunlight. He could now see almost as well as if it were midday…and it didn’t take him long to spot his enemies.  
 
    The gnolls’ camp was less than fifty yards ahead. Three of the feral, hyena-like beastmen were gathered near a small pond, though more were potentially concealed within their crude tents. Either way, this was clearly just a scouting party, not a full warband. Serrane probably could have killed all of them by herself. 
 
    “Three visible sentries, though there are likely more,” Cassel told Laetharys. “It’s just a scouting party. They might have noticed activity in this part of the forest, or they could just be looking for new territory. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a full tribe within a mile or two.” 
 
    “We can deal with any others later,” Laetharys said. “My slave armies will need plenty of fodder to capture Ostvara and Vorsalos.” 
 
    His lip curled in disgust. Her original assurance that she had no interest in conquering the surface had lasted about a day—not that he had believed it in the first place. The fact he was willingly aiding a woman who wanted to enslave the entire region—hell, the entire northern part of Torsia—made him physically ill. She was depraved, domineering, and maddeningly beautiful.  
 
    In other words, she was the perfect drow.  
 
    Cassel had been trying to keep his eyes off her alluring figure the whole time they had been out here, but it wasn’t easy. Her diaphanous silver dress offered him a tantalizing view of her ample cleavage and long gray legs, and he knew firsthand that her drow quim was every bit as hot and tight as Serrane’s. And after he dealt with these gnolls, he had no doubt that she would order him to pleasure her again. The thought of her wet lips around his cock stirred his loins, and he strangely no longer minded when she raked her moonsilver claws across his chest… 
 
    “Gnolls aren’t like minotaur or orcs,” Cassel said after a moment. “You can’t break them into serving you. You’ll just have to kill them.” 
 
    “No, you will just have to kill them,” Laetharys replied tartly, her glowing blue eyes glittering sadistically. “If you are to become a true shadow knight, it’s time you started acting like one.” 
 
    Cassel’s curled lip twisted into a full grimace. He harbored no compassion for gnolls—the wretched monsters had been a blight upon the Duskwood for generations, marauding, pillaging, and eating anyone they came across. Serrane and her rangers had severely thinned their numbers, but the Shattering—the Zhennu Lassrin, as the drow called it—had changed everything in the Northern Reaches. The gnoll population had almost certainly exploded over the past year, given that the new regime had done nothing to cull them. They were wily and dangerous creatures, and a Knight of the Silver Fist wouldn’t hesitate to put them down.  
 
    Just not like this.  
 
    He looked down at his empty gauntlet. A year ago, he would have used his knightly magic to conjure a globe of light or perhaps even a radiant barrier of protective energy that would illuminate the forest around him. The spell would have instantly alerted his enemies to his presence, naturally, but at the time, he would have considered that a virtue. Paladins didn’t skulk through the shadows and ambush their prey—they fought monsters head-on, just like the guardian god Escar commanded.  
 
    Serrane had mocked him for his tactics plenty of times, though he knew that deep down she had respected his valor—and his prowess. Still, she wouldn’t have had any qualms about butchering these gnolls from afar. She had wiped out entire camps of monsters, orcs, and even human bandits before they even realized who was shooting at them. The Ranger-General of Highwind had been feared across the Northern Reaches for good reason.  
 
    And now she’s about to become a breeding slave for the very monsters she once fought. Valor won’t save her, not this time. Escar forgive me.  
 
    “They can see almost as well in the dark as you can,” Cassel said. “But the real danger is their snouts. They’ll smell me coming before I can get close.” 
 
    “Not if you use the power I taught you,” Laetharys said. “They won’t know you are upon them until it’s too late.” 
 
    He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. She hadn’t taught him anything—at least not via conventional means. She hadn’t demonstrated the vision-enhancing spell, nor had she ordered him to study a tome filled with arcane lore. The knowledge was simply present in his mind now, as impossible as that seemed. The bond she had forged with him—a bond between Conduit and servant—was every bit as powerful as the tales claimed. The ability to empower someone with the Aether was incredible enough, but the ability to share with them the knowledge to wield it… 
 
    That was simply terrifying. In theory, there was nothing to stop her from eventually creating an entire army of Bound channelers, all capable of weaving spells it would take sorcerers decades to master.  
 
    “The highborn of Nelu’Thalas view forests like this one as a single creature bound together by deep roots and long branches,” Laetharys said, regarding him coolly. “But the shadows are no different. They are all connected in a great, flowing river of darkness. And you can navigate their waters in an instant.” 
 
    Cassel gritted his teeth—half in concentration and half in disgust—as he reached out to the Aether and envisioned himself standing within the gnoll camp. True teleportation magic was the stuff of fables and legend, but certain powerful sorcerers could wend through the Aether and appear a short distance away without ever moving their feet. Vaetharri shadow knights had long been the masters of the technique, but even with Laetharys’s knowledge, he wasn’t sure he could actually pull it off… 
 
    “Lil oloth zhah udossta abban nin,” Laetharys whispered. “The darkness is your ally now, jaluk. Call upon it. Embrace it. I promise that you will be far stronger than ever before.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and felt her power well up inside him, then crash over him again, flooding his mind with thoughts and images. Cassel couldn’t have articulated the details even if he tried, but he knew precisely what needed to be done— 
 
    The startled yip of a gnoll snapped the paladin back into the moment. His eyes shot open just in time to see a cloud of living shadow coil around his body like a black serpent before dissipating like mist. He was suddenly standing right at the center of the gnolls’ camp, and all three of the sentries were already diving for their weapons.  
 
    “Shit,” Cassel hissed, reaching down to his belt and drawing his own blade. The drow sword was also much lighter than his old weapon. Despite having a long handle to accommodate a two-handed grip, he could easily wield it with a single arm if necessary. The real test was how well it could carve through flesh. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long to get an answer.  
 
    Before Cassel’s mind could consciously process his new environment, he slashed the blade in a sweeping, chest-level arc, lopping off the closest gnoll’s arm with terrifying ease. A crimson shower sprayed across the tattered flaps of the nearest tent, and the creature thrashed wildly as it flopped to the ground and clutched at its hemorrhaging wound. Cassel couldn’t help but pause for a heartbeat to examine the drow blade, marveling at how such a light weapon could sever bone so easily…but then the creature’s pained howls were drowned out by the bestial roars of its allies.  
 
    Cassel shifted to a two-handed grip and readied his blade as the gnolls attacked. Their crude hide armor and sharpened bone weapons were almost insultingly primitive, but they were faster than orcs and nearly as strong. In sufficient numbers, the savages could easily overwhelm an experienced knight.  
 
    But not him. Not today.  
 
    Enhancing his natural strength and speed with the Aether, the broken knight carved through the hyena-men with brutal, efficient ease. The two other sentries died in successive chops, and the reinforcements from within the tents didn’t fare any better. There were actually more gnolls than he expected—ten in total—but they still didn’t stand a chance. Most of them died before they could even pick up a weapon, and those who fought back only extended their lives by a few painful seconds before he cut them down.  
 
    Once the last monster had fallen, Cassel swiftly put the survivors out of their misery. The last agonized yowl echoed through the woods before fading, and then the only sound in his ears was the thunderous pounding of his own heart. His hands shook as he clenched the grip of his blade and tried not to think about what he had just done.  
 
    Ten lives snuffed out in an ambush, many before they could even defend themselves. He had discharged reckless squires from the Order for less grievous slights against the Code… 
 
    “Escar forgive me,” he breathed. Once more, he tried to remind himself that gnolls, of all creatures, didn’t deserve his sympathy, and that the woman he loved more than anyone in the world would have been proud of his unflinching massacre. He had probably just saved the lives of some travelers or perhaps a few villagers living at the edge of the forest near the Darenthi border.  
 
    But his hands refused to stop trembling. He could still feel the drow priestess’s dark power flowing through him even when he released the spell enhancing his strength. Her gift may have banished the Wasting Echo, but he was starting to wonder if he had merely taken poison to cure a disease. It didn’t help when he heard her wicked laughter echoing off the ancient oaks as if she were everywhere at once.  
 
    “Bronretla!” Laetharys exclaimed. “Lil oloth guten dos.” 
 
    A flicker of movement from the corner of Cassel’s eye drew his attention, and he turned his head just in time to watch her step through the shadows and materialize behind him.  
 
    “Well done, my champion,” the drow priestess said as her eyes surveyed the corpses strewn about his feet. “It’s obvious why my warriors were no match for you. In time, you will become the most feared male in my service.” 
 
    Cassel grunted but deliberately didn’t face her. “Unless you have an army I don’t know about hidden somewhere, there isn’t much competition.” 
 
    “There will be soon,” she assured him, her high spirits undimmed by his sarcasm. “Once we defeat my sister and demonstrate my power, males across Vel’shannar will flock to serve me. They won’t hesitate to challenge your might—until you prove your superiority. I look forward to watching you crush them.”  
 
    Laetharys laughed sadistically, her tongue sliding across her wine-colored lips as she sidled up to him and placed her hand upon his blood-splattered breastplate. “You truly are a paragon of your species. It’s just a pity that you are doomed to age and wilt away into nothing so quickly. But don’t worry—I shall make your remaining years of vigor quite pleasant indeed.” 
 
    “The gnolls are gone, and your hideout is safe,” Cassel said, spearing the tip of his sword into the hard ground. “It’s time to go after Serrane.” 
 
    Laetharys’s wicked grin vanished, and her iridescent blue eyes narrowed as her voice turned harsh. “We will retrieve your highborn slut when I decide that you are ready and not a moment before.” 
 
    “The only reason I’m helping you at all is because you promised me the power to free her,” Cassel reminded her. “I don’t care about your grand empire or your army or slaves or—” 
 
    The pain was so immediate, so intense, that he thought she had stabbed him in the gut. He cried out and clutched his abdomen, wondering if he had somehow suffered a wound during the fight without noticing. But then the fire in his stomach quickly spread throughout his body, and it was all he could do to stay on his feet.  
 
    Cassel knew this torment. He had endured the Wasting Echo for so long it had practically become a part of his identity, like an uncurable disease or a crippling injury. But after just a few days of relief, he found himself completely unprepared to feel the scorching agony burn through his veins once again.  
 
    “Have a care, jaluk srow!” Laetharys snarled. “You do not give the orders here. And if you cannot obey, then I will carve out your heart and feed your withering corpse to the driders!” 
 
    Cassel clamped his mouth shut in a vain attempt to stifle his agonized groans. But despite the pain wracking his body, he knew her threats were mostly empty. She might possess great power, but her position here was vulnerable. Her sister still commanded the forces of Vel’shannar, and Laetharys needed Cassel almost as much as he needed her.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    “Never mistake my praise for permission, rivvil,” Laetharys warned. “I sometimes forget that males are impudent by their very nature. I have killed servants for lesser slights than speaking out of turn. Never forget what you are—and never forget what you owe me. Only my power can sustain you.” 
 
    Cassel hissed. She may not have literally had a leash around his neck, but she might as well have. His body simply couldn’t survive without the Aether. It wasn’t just a craving like a spice addiction—it was a need, as vital as food or water or rest.  
 
    Laetharys continued glaring down at him, her wrath fading every time he winced or struggled to draw in a breath. “You are fortunate that I am so merciful,” she told him. “Now, prove to me your loyalty—prove that you understand your place.” She perched her hands on her hips and nodded with her chin. “Kneel.” 
 
    He wanted to strike her. He wanted to strangle her. But then an image of Serrane’s face flashed before his eyes, and he reluctantly dropped to his knees.  
 
    “Good,” Laetharys said, smiling. “Now, do you have anything else to say to me, jaluk?” 
 
    “I…I apologize for my insolence, mistress,” Cassel managed, trying not to choke on the bile rising in his throat. “It will not happen again.” 
 
    “I should hope not. It would be a shame if your pride doomed your Ranger-General to a life as a common breeding whore. The next time you consider disobeying me, imagine her spending the next century with her belly swollen and her throat clogged with a cock that isn’t yours.” 
 
    Laetharys smirked at his discomfort one last time before snapping her fingers.  
 
    The Aether flooded over Cassel’s body in a sudden rush, almost like he had plunged straight into the cold waters of the Reachwend. But once the initial shock passed, the current effortlessly washed away his pain.  
 
    “That’s better, isn’t it?” she cooed as she reached out to scratch the stubble on his chin as if he were her favorite hound.  
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Cassel bit out, smothering his rage. “Shall we return to the ruins?” 
 
    “Patience, jaluk. You haven’t crawled your way back into my good graces yet.” 
 
    Her eyes glittered hungrily as she lifted her right leg and swung it over his body so her thigh was resting atop his shoulder. She hiked up the skirt of her silver dress, revealing the wet, glistening folds of her bald quim.  
 
    “Your mistress is waiting,” Laetharys purred. “Don’t disappoint her.” 
 
    Cassel’s cheek twitched. He normally enjoyed feasting on a woman’s sex—just not while kneeling amidst the corpses of monsters he had just slaughtered. Only a drow could find the scent of blood and death arousing… 
 
    And she was definitely aroused. Wetness glistened on her puffy entrance, and the dark scent of her nectar filled his nose. Laetharys moaned the instant his tongue brushed over her labia, and when he reached her clit, she threw back her head while cradling his with the moonsilver-clawed glove that covered one hand. He couldn’t have escaped if he’d wanted to. 
 
    But the truth was, he didn’t. Her sweet, otherworldly scent quickly overpowered him, driving him to push his tongue deeper into her folds. He had never been able to resist the soft sound of a woman’s whimpers or the heady taste of her womanhood. And there was nothing quite like the intimacy of exploring such private, sensitive flesh up close, of being able to feel every fold and ridge of a woman’s walls. His cock stirred to life in his trousers until it was awkwardly and uncomfortably pressing up against his codpiece.  
 
    Gods, what have I been reduced to? 
 
    “Sila uns’aa, jaluk,” Laetharys moaned as she pulled him even more tightly against her. “Sila uns’aa nin!” 
 
    Cassel had no idea what she was saying, but strangely enough, it didn’t matter. Even her dark elven speech reminded him of Serrane. She would always whisper sweet nonsense into his ear while he plundered her tight elven flower… 
 
    “Siyo…siyo!” 
 
    Her claws dug into his scalp when she climaxed, but the pain only made Cassel drive his tongue deeper inside her. He didn’t understand why he found her nectar so delicious all of a sudden, but in that moment, he didn’t care. He feasted on her hungrily, greedily, until the tremors finally stopped shuddering through her body.  
 
    “Yes…llieh,” she breathed, her eyes fluttering open. “You have served your mistress well, jaluk. I forgive your previous indiscretion. Now, it is time to—” 
 
    Laetharys yelped when Cassel abruptly grabbed her slender waist, hoisted her remaining foot off the ground, and then slammed her down in front of him. She hissed in surprise and fury, and she was about to rake him with her claws when he pushed his tongue back inside her still-sodden slit, sweeping her upper wall with fast, firm licks. Another moan tore from her lips, and he felt an excited tremor ripple through her body when he continued his feast. Her claw-tipped fingers settled atop his dark blond hair while both her thighs squeezed his head.  
 
    Whatever anger she might have felt at his insolence quickly melted into sheer ecstasy, her back arching and her thighs trembling as she tried to draw him deeper into her intimate flesh. Her cries were sweet and needful. Cassel had only known this bitch for a few days, but he already understood her. At her core, she was a glorified hedonist. As long as he gave her what she wanted, he could manipulate her—especially if he convinced her that she was irresistible. Arrogance and vanity were her weaknesses, and he held out hope that they might ultimately be her undoing.  
 
    But for now, his motivations weren’t nearly so grandiose. Cassel was almost ashamed to admit how good she tasted…and how much he enjoyed feeling the tremors of lust shudder through her core. Perhaps pride was his weakness. He never left a job unfinished, and he never did anything halfway.  
 
    Not even bringing off a vile drow bitch who threatened to castrate him on an hourly basis.  
 
    “Siyo!” Laetharys cried out, her voice echoing through the trees and into the night as he brought her to another climax, more of her juices surging into his mouth. While she moaned with contented bliss, utterly oblivious to her surroundings, he gently pushed her thighs apart. Her toes curled in mid-air as her legs naturally spread, and her hands slipped beneath the thin fabric of her dress to start kneading her breasts. 
 
    It was then, while his tongue was drowning in her nectar, that Cassel removed his codpiece, unfastened his belt, and freed his cock from his trousers. More than anything, he wanted to hurt her—to flip her over and drive his cock so far up her ass that she cried out for mercy. But that would only get him killed. He could have crawled on top of her and slowly thrust his manhood inside her, but that wouldn’t work, either—she would undoubtedly scold him for doing anything without expressly being told.  
 
    Cassel had no interest in enduring another one of her domineering tirades, but he was determined to get the upper hand here however he could. One way or another, he was going to fuck this bitch before they returned to the ruins. So he came up with a different plan—one that would let him practice his newfound skills and get a small taste of revenge in the process.  
 
    He continued lashing his tongue across her clit even once her legs were fully spread, drawing further sighs of delight from her lips. While she was distracted, he reached out to the Aether and focused on the shadow knight spell she had just taught him. Wending through the darkness had been simple enough even when they had been fifty yards from the gnoll camp. This would surely be even easier. 
 
    Smiling against her sex, Cassel focused his dark power as the shadows curled around him. He vanished— 
 
    And then reappeared directly on top of her with his hands clutching her throat and his cock already hilted deep inside her cunt. They both cried out at the same time, her in surprise and him in ecstasy. Her taut elven walls were just as tight and silky as he remembered, and his cock throbbed and swelled in their embrace. But the most satisfying part by far was the look of complete and total shock on her face that she was suddenly being penetrated—and choked. 
 
    Cassel knew that she could have punished him. She could have instantly stripped away his powers or even killed him outright with her magic. But he was confident she would do neither. He had fucked many women since he had come of age, from shy farmer’s daughters to randy Eternal Priestesses to the Ranger-General of Highwind. And for all of Laetharys’s bluster, he knew her type well. She craved power and control—she wanted to boss him around and order him to kiss her feet—but only when their clothes were on. The instant she was in the bedroom, she wanted a man who would confidently and unapologetically fuck her like she was a cheap back-alley whore. She didn’t want someone to make love to her—she wanted someone to take her. To use her.  
 
    And that was exactly what Cassel was going to do.  
 
    He squeezed her slender neck as he began slamming his cock in and out of her with hard, punishing thrusts. At first, her surprise shifted to towering rage, but then a visible wave of pleasure crashed over her, rolling her blue eyes back into her head. Her hands clutched his forearms as if to fight back against his choking embrace, but she didn’t actually try to pry him off. She was far too busy enjoying being treated like the filthy slut she was. 
 
    Cassel was only just getting started. Reaching out to the Aether again, he pulled and twisted the darkness around both their bodies as if it were a blanket, then glanced up to a thick, ancient oak tree just beyond the gnoll camp. He focused past the feeling of her warm, yielding walls around his thrusts and concentrated on weaving the spell, eager to test his limits… 
 
    His body warped through the shadows again, but this time, he brought Laetharys with him. Her body, once prone against the ground, was now pushed right up against the tree with Cassel’s hands still at her throat and his cock still buried deep inside her cunt. Her glowing blue eyes suddenly refocused and flicked around in surprise, but they quickly rolled back into her head again when he resumed slamming into her with reckless abandon. His thumbs pressed even harder against her windpipe, prompting a breathless gasp between strangled whimpers, and she locked her ankles around his waist to brace herself for his assault.  
 
    Cassel could have spilled at any moment. As much as he reviled her and everything she stood for, her cunt really was a molten paradise. It gripped and milked him with every push, desperate for his seed to flood her womb. But while finishing deep inside a woman was always profoundly satisfying, it wouldn’t give him the petty revenge he sought. He was determined to make this evil bitch as messy and whorish as possible.  
 
    “Fuck!” he growled as his climax approached. Just before he erupted, he reached out to the shadows again, enveloping both of their bodies in preparation for a final shift. They vanished and reappeared on the ground almost exactly where they had started, except Cassel’s hands were no longer at her throat and he was no longer pounding into her cunt. Instead, he was straddling her chest while she lay flat on her back, his glistening cock pointed directly at her face. Laetharys gasped for air, her eyes going wide in surprise once more— 
 
    And then Cassel exploded. His first salvo sprayed a line of seed from her chin to her forehead, and he grabbed hold of his shaft just in time to aim the rest. Her nose, her lips, even her eyes—he didn’t spare a single inch of her proud, pretty drow face. By the time he was spent, she looked like a glazed pastry.  
 
    He could feel her body trembling in ecstasy beneath him. She had enjoyed every second of it—she was still enjoying it. She panted breathlessly, her neck red from the crushing grip of his fingers. Even when she started snarling drow curses at him, the vitriol was entirely forced. Women like her loved being marked by their mates no matter how much they protested. 
 
    “Jaluk filth,” she spat as her fingers pushed his seed from her fluttering eyelids. “You dare touch me without permission?” 
 
    Cassel was fully prepared for her reaction, and he wasn’t the least bit surprised when she ripped the Aether from him again. He was so amused, so satisfied, that he barely felt the pain of the Wasting Echo. And he didn’t care in the slightest when she leaned up and blasted him with a surge of magic that knocked him off her and sent him sprawling across the gore-soaked dirt.  
 
    “You clearly still need a lesson in proper discipline,” Laetharys seethed as she slowly stood and brushed off her silvery dress. A glob of his seed was still stuck to her chin, and he couldn’t help but grin when he saw her shovel it into her mouth and lick her fingers clean.  
 
    The air suddenly buzzed as she extended her right arm and conjured a glowing magical whip in her hand. The blue thong was so bright it was almost uncomfortable to look at, and she cracked it straight, then lashed it across his chest. It didn’t hurt, thanks to his armor, but it did constrict around him like a serpent until his arms were pinned against his sides.  
 
    “I will teach you the price for defiling a priestess of the Spider Queen,” she said, pushing her dress straight with her free hand. But Cassel could see her legs were still wobbly from her climax, and he had no doubt that before this night was finished, his cock would be stiff and buried inside her again. 
 
    And he couldn’t wait.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A stream of cold water from the ancient fountain poured over Laetharys’s naked body, bringing a wistful smile to her lips. When she closed her eyes, she could almost pretend that she was back in one of the legendary bathhouses of Vel’shannar, surrounded by her many supplicants, slaves, and soldiers. As First Daughter and High General of the Matron Mother’s armies, she had been the center of attention wherever she went. Her every desire had instantly been sated, and her every command had instantly been obeyed.  
 
    Soon enough, she would be back in that position. She could feel it.  
 
    Still smiling, the drow priestess opened her ice blue eyes. The chamber was dark, but her eyes could see clearly. The crumbling walls and piles of rubble were a stark reminder that her accommodations here left much to be desired, but at least her acolytes had done a serviceable job repairing the fountain in a short period of time. The water was fresh and clean, and the air thrummed with the Spider Queen’s power. Laetharys didn’t even mind the thin pillars of moonlight filtering in through the cracked ceiling. They weren’t bright enough to irritate her light-sensitive vision, but they had the benefit of making her flawless gray skin practically glow. She almost regretted not shackling her rivvil champion against the wall to tantalize him with her dark beauty. 
 
    Laetharys chuckled at the thought as she began bathing herself in earnest. Her quim tingled every time she imagined Cassel’s soft tongue lashing her slit. His skills were truly extraordinary, and even though she had thoroughly scolded him for his boldness earlier, she secretly appreciated his initiative. A drow male would have been too terrified of her to try something so reckless. She probably should have punished him more severely for daring to touch her throat, but thinking about his crushing grip just made her wet again. It was almost disturbing how much she had already grown to appreciate his company. 
 
    His seed required significant scrubbing to remove from her skin and dress. The water was so pleasant she didn’t mind having some time to herself, however, and she used the opportunity to thoroughly wash her silvery-white hair as well. She allowed the cool air to dry her skin once she’d finished, and she didn’t emerge from the chamber until she was again wrapped in her form-fitting, diaphanous silver dress. 
 
    Dawn was less than an hour away, but before she retired to her quarters and hid from the accursed sun, she made a point to slip into her daughter’s chamber. It was humbling to think that the entire future of the drow empire rested within the makeshift crib atop the ancient altar. The otherwise still air practically crackled with energy; the lingering magic in the walls of this withered temple, dormant for countless centuries, was responding to the presence of a Godsoul.  
 
    Just like I knew it would.  
 
    Laetharys grinned as she approached the crib. Sehris was resting comfortably inside, though her faintly glowing amethyst eyes opened once her mother drew close. The child’s rapid growth was unmistakable—she looked like she had aged several months in the last few days. In a week, she might be a full toddler capable of walking on her own… 
 
    In a few months, she would be a fully grown woman—a true avatar of the Spider Queen.  
 
    “Don’t worry, little one,” Laetharys whispered in the Drow tongue as she traced the tip of her finger over her daughter’s soft cheek. “I will protect you until the time of your ascension is at hand.” 
 
    The child cooed softly, and Laetharys swore she saw a flicker of comprehension in those violet eyes. The air rippled when a fresh surge of energy shuddered through the temple, almost as if in acknowledgment of her mother’s presence. Laetharys’s powers were growing daily; her magic was already stronger than it had ever been before the Shattering. She let herself envision a future where she commanded dozens or even hundreds of other priestesses, all empowered by the living goddess that was her daughter.  
 
    High Priestess. Matron Mother. Ruler of an empire that stretched across and beneath all of Torsia… 
 
    “I’ll have to keep Varassa alive just so she can see it,” Laetharys said as she leaned away from the crib. “Or maybe I’ll mount her head outside the palace as a warning. Either way, my sister will learn her place.” 
 
    With a quiet snicker, Laetharys turned back to the open stone archway behind her. She heard a set of faint but hurried footsteps approaching. Priestess Kathara appeared a heartbeat later, her red eyes wide with concern.  
 
    “Matron Mother,” the woman said in her husky voice. She bowed her head for a fraction of a second. “The scouts have returned with ill news.” 
 
    “If they have spotted more gnolls, I will send my champion to dispatch them,” Laetharys said with a dismissive flick of her wrist. “He has mastered his new abilities quite quickly, but he could always use more practice before he engages General Nym.” 
 
    Kathara swallowed. “That is the problem, mistress. The general and his warband have already crossed the stream to the north. Their camp is only a few miles away.” 
 
    Laetharys froze. “What? How is that possible? The forest is vast!” 
 
    “I do not know, mistress,” Kathara said. “But one of the scouts insists that the warband had a prisoner with them. He didn’t want to risk getting too close, but he seems convinced that it is the highborn ranger.” 
 
    Clever, sister. Very clever indeed… 
 
    Laetharys hissed as she turned and paced sideways across the chamber. She had known that Varassa would send her loyal hound into the forest eventually, but for all his martial prowess, Nym was a soldier, not a ranger. He had no more experience navigating the forests of the surface than any other drow.  
 
    Serrane Starwind, on the other hand, was widely considered to be the best tracker in the Northern Reaches. The only surprise was that Varassa had been willing to send her pet outside the city, especially in the care of a beast like Nym. He had been determined to breed the highborn slut from the first moment he had captured her.  
 
    “I should have anticipated this,” Laetharys said through gritted teeth. “My sister has many faults, but she isn’t stupid. She knows she cannot afford to wait and allow Sehris’s power to grow.” 
 
    “Then perhaps we should move from these ruins while we still have time, mistress,” Kathara said. “We could head south across the river, or even—” 
 
    “No,” Laetharys said, cutting an icy glare at the other priestess. “We cannot leave, not until Sehris has finished feeding upon the energies here. This is the only place in the entire region where the walls of the Pale are so thin.” 
 
    Kathara swallowed visibly. “I understand, mistress, but we do not have enough warriors to defeat Nym and his warband. Perhaps we could leave and then return later.” 
 
    “Cowardice is unbefitting a priestess of the Spider Queen,” Laetharys said coldly. “Her power flows through us. You and I are stronger than every priestess left in Vel’shannar.” 
 
    The other woman nodded and lowered her gaze, but fear lingered in her red eyes. It was pathetic. It was insulting. Under any other circumstances, Laetharys would have whipped Kathara into submission or perhaps even sacrificed her to the goddess on the spot. 
 
    But sadly, she simply couldn’t afford to waste her servants. Not now, not when they were so few in number. And frankly, a part of her understood Kathara’s trepidation. While all drow priestesses learned to wear armor and wield weapons in self-defense, few ever served on a real battlefield. Kathara had spent her entire life in shrines and temples. She probably hadn’t even bashed in the skull of an insolent slave in decades.  
 
    Laetharys was a rare exception among the clergy. She had actually preferred the arts of war as a child. But as the First Daughter, political considerations had far outweighed her personal preferences, and females of high birth weren’t supposed to become mere soldiers. Over time, she had come to accept that she could be both warrior and priestess, a true cleric of the Dark Goddess gleefully fighting side-by-side with her army and reveling in the glory of battle against the enemies of Vel’shannar.  
 
    And while I was off fighting, Varassa schemed her way to power. I underestimated her. That is a mistake I cannot afford to repeat.  
 
    “How large was the general’s warband?” Laetharys asked after a pregnant pause.  
 
    “Two dozen warriors, at least,” Kathara said. “The scout insisted he saw the highborn brandishing a weapon as well.” 
 
    Laetharys scoffed. “Then he is a fool and we cannot trust anything he has to say. Nym would never be insane enough to arm his pet. He battled her forces in the city many times—he knows what she is capable of.” 
 
    Kathara nodded but didn’t appear convinced. “Regardless, they still outnumber us. And to be blunt, Nym’s warriors are more skilled than ours. Most of the males who have chosen to follow you are—” 
 
    “Lowborn scum with nothing to lose,” Laetharys finished. “You’re right to be cautious, but we have a weapon that the general is unaware of.” 
 
    “You mean…?” Kathara’s cheek twitched. “Do you actually believe the rivvil can defeat Nym?” 
 
    “I ordered you to capture him alive for a reason, and he has exceeded my expectations. Perhaps this is a fortunate turn of events after all.” 
 
    “Mistress?” 
 
    Laetharys smiled as she imagined her shadow knight carving his way through Nym’s lackeys. With the power of the Spider Queen flowing through him, Cassel would be more than a match for any drow warrior, even General Nym. He would be able to rescue his highborn lover just like he wanted, and then Laetharys would have ample opportunity to show him why the dumb slut wasn’t worth his time. She could bend him even further to her will.  
 
    “My sister has sown the seeds of her own demise, and she doesn’t even know it,” Laetharys said. “Once Nym is gone, her position will become untenable. We shall send the general’s head back to Highwind so that every male in the city knows of his demise. They will begin to doubt Varassa’s leadership. Some may even muster the courage to rise up against her—and that is precisely when we shall strike.” 
 
    Kathara’s expression remained wary, but a faint hint of a smile finally touched her lips. “What are your orders, mistress?” 
 
    “Ready our males for battle,” Laetharys said, turning back to the crib silhouetted in moonlight. “It’s time to make our stand.”  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    5 
 
    Conflict and Strength 
 
      
 
    The midday sun blazed through a large gap in the forest canopy, warming Serrane’s skin and making it easier to follow her prey. Not that she needed the help. Laetharys’s followers had left plenty of tracks for her to follow. Here on the surface, drow could be as clumsy as orcs.  
 
    The only unexpected find Serrane had made was of some large but shallow paw-shaped prints partially concealed by the underbrush. Nym and his men never would have seen the tracks if she hadn’t pointed them out. For all their brutish stupidity, gnolls were competent hunters. They had learned to be cautious out of fear of the Duskwatch.  
 
    Out of fear of her.  
 
    The thought made Serrane suddenly miss the presence of her quiver on her back and the weight of her swords at her hips. Unfortunately, General Nym had reclaimed the blades she had used to kill his men. He hadn’t let her scrub the dried blood from her skin, though he had at least allowed her to put her tattered armor back on before they had continued their hunt. He had also reattached the leash to her collar, and he had resumed his grotesque habit of spontaneously yanking her into his arms and groping her every few minutes. She kept waiting for him to throw her down into the dirt and fuck her ass again once he got tired of fondling her breasts and pawing possessively at her stomach. 
 
    “A sentry was stationed here not long ago,” Serrane said, coming to a halt and squinting up at a wide branch about thirty feet above them. The drow who had climbed this tree had taken great care to conceal his footprints while approaching it, but apparently it hadn’t occurred to him that someone might notice the scraped bark where he had climbed.  
 
    Amateur.  
 
    “We must be getting close,” Nym said, one hand holding her leash and the other resting atop the pommel of his sheathed blade. He didn’t follow her gaze; he kept his sensitive eyes shaded within the cowl of his hood.  
 
    “The sentry left in hurry,” Serrane said, pointing to the snapped twigs in a nearby patch of the forest floor. “He jumped down from the branch and sprinted toward the ruins.” 
 
    “They have already spotted us, then?” 
 
    Serrane shook her head. “Not necessarily. He might have been responding to the gnolls.” 
 
    She choked as he abruptly jerked at her leash hard enough to pull her against him. His hand fell down to her exposed belly, and she felt his breath wash against her cheek as his teeth scraped the tip of her pointed ear.  
 
    “How many gnolls?” 
 
    “A dozen at most,” she whispered hoarsely, hanging limp in his grip. “A scouting party, not a full warband—though if they found anyone living in the ruins, they wouldn’t hesitate to attack.” 
 
    Nym scoffed. “Perhaps they’ve already killed the traitors for us. If we didn’t need to recover the child, I would almost wish for such luck.” 
 
    After dragging his tongue across the length of her ear one last time, Nym shoved her away. He stuck out his boot as she stumbled forward, ensuring she tripped and fell flat on her face. Several of the other soldiers snickered at her misfortune, and her gut clenched in anticipation of the general mounting her before they pressed on. She could almost feel his hands on her waist and his cock pushing into her bowels. But instead, he let the leash go slack and pointed deeper into the forest.  
 
    “Your job isn’t finished yet, cunt,” he growled at her. “Keep moving.” 
 
    “Y-yes, my lord,” Serrane said, bracing her hands in the dirt and slowly rising back to her feet. She had thought herself nearly immune to the petty indignities of her captivity by now, and she was surprised at the flash of anger boiling inside her at his casual cruelty. Her hands had grown used to holding cocks, not weapons, but she once again found herself missing the weight of her swords. 
 
    The presence of gnolls was only making the desire stronger. Under her leadership, the Duskwatch had driven the monsters to the brink of extinction. The roads and outlying villages had never been safer. If their numbers were on the rise again, it demanded action. For the first time in months, she wanted to feel the grip of her bow in her left hand… 
 
    Shaking away the thought, Serrane kept her eyes focused on the disturbed underbrush as she moved on. She began to wonder if the gnolls and drow might have clashed at some point…and just a few minutes later, she got her answer.  
 
    “Faarea,” she whispered, her nostrils twitching at the scent of blood on the wind. She spotted a small camp just up ahead, and she silently pointed it out to Nym, who signaled his men to be ready as they approached. The general didn’t release his hold on her leash, but he did draw his sword and motion for his men to spread out and stay silent. They obeyed, moving swiftly and quietly. The drow may not have been familiar with the terrain, but they were still hunters—they all moved as capably as her rangers as they stalked their prey.  
 
    But in this case, the hunt was already over.  
 
    “They were killed fairly recently,” Serrane whispered, covering her nose when they drew close. “Probably overnight.” 
 
    Nym nodded as he examined the carnage. The entire gnoll party had been brutally slaughtered. Their corpses were clustered in a relatively small area, suggesting they had all been cut down within a few seconds rather than after a long, protracted skirmish. 
 
    “The traitors have some drow blood left in them after all,” Nym said as he kicked one of the bodies. “The beasts never had a chance.” 
 
    “Drow didn’t do this,” Serrane said, frowning. “I don’t see a single quarrel.” 
 
    The general’s red eyes narrowed beneath his hood. He was smart enough to know she was right. The drow preferred to attack from afar when possible, usually with their small, easily concealed crossbows. But these gnolls hadn’t been picked off by snipers—they had been cut down at close range by a heavy blade.  
 
    And even more strikingly, many of the monsters’ throats had been slit to finish them off. No dark elf would ever have shown his victims such mercy. Most humans wouldn’t have gone to the trouble, either. If Serrane didn’t know better, she might have thought— 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat as her eyes darted back and forth between the boot prints scattered across the small camp. Many of them had been covered up by the bodies or smeared by gnoll feet, but there were just enough to form a recognizable pattern. She noted spacing, depth of tread, and stride length like reading a familiar book. A single warrior had done all of this—a man, well over six feet tall, with heavy but precise footwork and a lifetime of experience wielding a bastard sword in plate armor. A man used to fighting against overwhelming odds…and charging into them willingly without hesitation.  
 
    A Knight of the Silver Fist.  
 
    “No…” Serrane breathed as she leaned down over one of the prints. “It can’t be…” 
 
    “What are you on about, cunt?” Nym snarled as he tugged her leash taut. “What do you see?” 
 
    The ranger’s mouth opened but nothing came out—and not for lack of air this time. The knights were all dead, either at the hands of the drow or from the ravages of the Wasting Echo. None of them could have lasted this long, let alone still been in a condition to wreak such violence. But no other warriors in the Northern Reaches could possibly have done this. Who could it—? 
 
    Her only warning was the snap of a twig somewhere behind them. Serrane turned, ears keen, and spotted the faintest flicker of movement in the trees. But before she could form words, she heard the whistle of a crossbow bolt—and then a cry of pain as it pierced one of Nym’s warriors in the chest.  
 
    “Thalack’vel!” Nym shouted in warning. The pressure on Serrane’s throat tightened as he yanked the leash hard enough to lift her off the dirt. Grabbing her roughly by the arm, he hurled her into one of the empty gnoll tents…and then her leash went completely slack.  
 
    She choked and gasped for breath, her nose burning at the vile stench of the filthy, fur-covered bedroll inside. But once the spots cleared from her vision, she crawled back to the open flap and looked out at the battlefield. The clamor of blades and spears filled the air, punctuated by brutish snarls and agonized screams. The frantic skirmish was difficult to follow—drow battled drow, in close quarters and from afar.  
 
    Nym had his back to her just outside the tent, his blade glistening with fresh blood. A pair of crossbow bolts were already jutting out of his armor, though they didn’t seem to be slowing him down in the slightest. He roared orders to his men, then braced himself and prepared to charge into the fray— 
 
    Only to pause, turning to his left with a deep frown. Directly before him, a long, deep shadow cast by one of the Duskwood’s massive oaks began to move and twist as if it were alive. Serrane watched, spellbound, as she felt a sudden surge in Aetheric energy… 
 
    And then, inexplicably, a tall man clad in purple-black armor stepped forth from the patch of darkness. For a fraction of a second, Serrane thought he was drow…but he was too tall and too broad-shouldered. It was only then, when she spotted the familiar dark blond bangs beneath his open helmet, that she realized the impossible had come true.  
 
    Julian Cassel was alive.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Shattering had destroyed the Knights of the Silver Fist long before Cassel had ever had the chance to face General Nym on the battlefield. By the time the hordes of drow and their slave-warriors had poured forth from the Underworld, Highwind had spent months mired in chaos. Every knight had been crippled by the Wasting Echo, and many of them had succumbed to its wrath and died long before the drow assault. Cassel had coordinated the best defense that he and the other survivors could manage, but it hadn’t been enough.  
 
    After the Fall, he’d spent months waging a guerilla campaign against their conquerors, but he had never been able to challenge the drow leaders directly. Their priestesses remained protected behind their legions of slaves, and Nym had been far too cagey to ever expose himself to an ambush. The closest Cassel had ever gotten was a night he had spotted the drow commander standing atop the battlements on the southern wall, his tall elven frame cloaked in shadows while he and his men publicly raped a group of noblewomen.  
 
    As he’d been forced to listen, helpless, to the screams and sobs of the people he’d sworn to protect, Cassel had promised himself that he would find a way to wreak vengeance upon the drow even without the Aether at his side. But over time he had lost hope. He had been broken in spirit as well as body, and he had eventually decided that he would rather go out in a blaze of glory killing as many drow as possible even if Nym and his mistress remained forever out of reach.  
 
    But times had changed.  
 
    “Rivvil srow!” General Nym hissed, his red eyes flashing beneath his hood. “Dos phuul nau barra d’aron!” 
 
    The shadows swirled around Cassel as he stepped forward to meet Nym, blade clutched in a two-handed grip. Laetharys had warned him not to underestimate the drow general. Nym might not have been able to wield the Aether, but his martial prowess was legendary. He was five times Cassel’s age, and given the drow penchant for conflict, he probably had ten times the combat experience. Any drow male who had survived as long as he had was someone to be feared.  
 
    Cassel had planned to fight cautiously and size up his opponent, just as he would in a conventional duel. And he probably would have stuck to that strategy if not for the familiar bow strapped to the drow’s back. The runes on the limbs might have been dormant, but he still would have recognized Serrane’s weapon anywhere.  
 
    Rage flooded through Cassel so suddenly, so completely, that he transformed from a trained knight into a frothing berserker in a heartbeat. He rushed forward and slammed his blade down against Nym’s shield with a reckless overhead chop, hoping to catch the man off-balance and finish this fight almost as it began.  
 
    Most other warriors, even experienced ones, wouldn’t have been prepared for the sheer ferocity of the blow. An imbalanced stance or even just an imperfectly positioned shield could have easily led to a fatal follow-up attack. Cassel had killed barbarians, orcs, and even drow with an aggressive opening strike; most opponents simply weren’t prepared to handle sudden overwhelming force at the start of a duel.  
 
    Nym was. He countered the ferocious assault with poised, practiced ease: catching the strike cleanly on his shield, then angling it just enough to harmlessly redirect the blow…and force his attacker out of position. While Cassel lurched forward, propelled by his own momentum, Nym rolled away and sliced his blade directly across the former paladin’s gut. Cassel would have instantly been disemboweled if not for his new drow armor—and the Aetheric barrier strengthening it.  
 
    The knight hopped back once he regained his balance, hissing through his teeth at the pain. Nym’s blade had managed to pierce skin, just not enough to inflict any real damage. Cassel had wanted to feel his opponent out, and his rage-fueled strike had still provided an answer.  
 
    This wasn’t going to be easy.  
 
    “Yeunn rivvil,” Nym spat, twirling his sword effortlessly in his hand, ignoring the fights taking place around them. “Dorn jiku dos saph natha leith!” 
 
    Cassel knew a taunt when he heard one, even if he couldn’t understand the monster’s vile speech. But his anger had dulled from an explosive burst to a cold smolder, and he wasn’t about to get baited into overextending a second time. The Silver Fist had triumphed against far more powerful opponents than a single elf without a spark of magic in his veins. He could be patient if necessary. 
 
    Or he thought he could, right up until he saw her.  
 
    About ten yards behind Nym, back in the gnoll encampment, Cassel spotted the long, tousled blond hair of the elven woman he had fallen in love with. Serrane had crawled out of a tent on her hands and knees, her crystal blue eyes locked onto him. For a long, agonizing heartbeat, the entire world slowed. Seconds passed like minutes, and a thousand joyous memories flashed before his eyes and ignited a spark of hope he had long thought extinguished.  
 
    She’s here! She’s alive! Escar’s mercy… 
 
    Cassel’s heart soared…and then almost instantly plummeted to his knees when he got a better look at her. Serrane was and would always be the most beautiful creature he had ever seen, but she was so haggard, so worn, that she could have been a different person entirely. Not emaciated, just…diminished. Patches of her bare skin were marked with dried blood and dirt, and she looked like she barely had the strength to drag herself out of the tent. The exhaustion in her eyes, the weariness in her arms… 
 
    It was then, as Nym hissed another mocking drow taunt, that all of Cassel’s patience, all his years of training, evaporated. A new surge of fury flooded through him, bolstering his strength and speed far more than the Aether ever could.  
 
    Roaring like a beast, Cassel pressed his attack. He crashed his sword down upon Nym’s shield again, utterly unconcerned about his balance or his own survival. He channeled every failure, every defeat, every moment of frustration he had felt since the Shattering into each swing, driving the drow wretch into a hasty retreat. Nym’s shield was no match for Cassel’s wrath—the knight’s sword shattered the wooden bulwark into splinters and nearly severed the leather-clad arm beneath it as well.  
 
    But Nym wasn’t beaten. The drow dove and rolled away, narrowly evading the knight’s sweeping strikes. And after tossing Serrane’s bow into the bushes to unburden himself, Nym shifted to a two-handed grip with his own smaller blade. His red eyes blazed like glowing coals, but not in fear—for some insane reason, he was actually smiling beneath his hood.  
 
    “The last of the broken paladins, somehow still alive,” the drow said. “I knew Laetharys was desperate, but I never thought she would stoop to sending a rivvil to fight her battles. Pathetic.” 
 
    Cassel squeezed the hilt of his blade as he advanced a step, teeth bared and heart pounding. He was barely even aware of the battle unfolding all around him, and he frankly didn’t care which faction triumphed. All that mattered was smiting this vile monster.  
 
    All that mattered was vengeance.  
 
    “You’ll pay for the misery you’ve wrought,” Cassel growled as he stomped closer. “You will pay for every life you’ve stolen!” 
 
    A crossbow bolt whistled through the air and struck a thick tree barely a yard behind Nym, but the drow didn’t even flinch. His men were the ones dying, yet he seemed even less concerned about the battle than Cassel was.  
 
    “Your gods have abandoned you, rivvil,” he spat. “There is no power left in this world that can save your wretched race. You will all kneel before us in the end…and then we shall breed you into extinction.” 
 
    Cassel glanced down at his sword as a writhing tendril of black energy slithered across the blade like a shadowy serpent. The Aether flowed through him stronger than ever, but its source had nothing to do with the gods he had been taught to worship. The flood of power, once as warm and sustaining as his own blood, had turned cold and bitter. Cassel had willingly taken poison into his veins, and despite Laetharys’s assurances, he knew in his heart that it would ultimately destroy him. 
 
    He simply didn’t care. Nym may have been right that this power couldn’t save Highwind or its people, but salvation was the farthest thing from Cassel’s mind. All that mattered right now was revenge.  
 
    And that was something a wicked goddess like the Spider Queen would surely be willing to grant him.  
 
    Cassel roared and charged. Fueled by equal parts rage and magic, he once again battered down the drow’s defenses with relentless fury. Nym moved faster and more gracefully than any human ever could; his sword became a blur of silver frantically intercepting every chop and every slash. But for all his skill and experience, Nym was still just a mortal man…and mortal men were no match for the Aether. 
 
    With a forest-piercing howl, Cassel finally breached Nym’s defenses, hammering the man’s sword from his grip with a sideways swipe and then smashing him to the ground with a violent shoulder-slam. The drow landed flat on his back, his hood falling from his head and exposing his sensitive eyes to the sun. He hissed and squinted, raising his arm defensively in front of his face, and for a brief moment, Cassel almost considered making the monster suffer beneath the light as long as possible. But then the fallen paladin chopped down with a brutal slash meant to cleave Nym in half… 
 
    Only to hit the empty ground instead.  
 
    Cassel grunted in surprise when the aftershock of the blow rippled through his sword and up his arms. His blade had cut at least a foot into the dirt, but Nym was nowhere to be seen. Cassel glanced around in search of his elusive prey— 
 
    And screamed when a dagger plunged into his back.  
 
    The strength left his arms before he could yank his weapon from the earth, and when he crumpled to a knee and clutched at the wound in his side, he finally spotted the drow general standing behind him. The man’s hood was still down, and his red eyes glinted wickedly as he reared back and kicked Cassel, sending him toppling face-first to the ground.  
 
    “Rivvil dog,” Nym mocked, an arrogant smirk on his lips. “I told you that you would kneel before me.” 
 
    Cassel snarled and rolled over as his best he could, acutely aware of the warm river hemorrhaging from his wound and covering his hand. The strike had been so strong, so precise, that it had pierced his protective barrier—and the thin plates of his armor—as cleanly as a hot poker sliding through snow. He didn’t need a healer to tell him that the wound was mortal.  
 
    “I don’t know how the traitor gave you this power, but you’re no barra d’aron,” Nym said. “You’re weak, miserable rivvil s’lozan, and you will die helpless and broken like the rest of your ilk.” 
 
    Cassel’s hold on the Aether faltered as he struggled for air, and black spots filled his vision. He assumed that his failing eyesight must have been why he was surrounded by duplicates of Nym, but then the general chuckled and held out a hand, displaying a thin, rune-covered ring upon one of his slender gray fingers. He tapped one of the runes, and the rest of his doppelgangers shimmered, then vanished into the nothingness from which they had been created. 
 
    An illusion. A Knight of the Silver Fist tricked by a petty illusion… 
 
    “The Wahvin Ssol destroyed your gods as well as ours,” Nym said. “Sorcery was our past, and it is about to become our future.” 
 
    Cassel gurgled, barely able to breathe, as a wave of bile and blood flooded up his throat and spilled over his lips. The Guardian God Escar had charged his knights with protecting the people of Highwind from demons and monsters, but also from dark magic. Illusions, mind-wiping sorcery—paladins were trained to resist and unravel both. But when he tried and failed to summon healing magic to his hands, he finally understood the price of the pact he had made with Laetharys. No matter how hard he concentrated, no matter how accurately he recalled his training, he simply couldn’t shape her power in the same way as before.  
 
    And it was going to kill him.  
 
    “My new patron understands the power of blood,” Nym said as he leaned down and almost casually plucked his sword from the ground. The nearby fighting seemed to have ended, and all had fallen silent. “That’s why I claimed your highborn whore. I have already broken her, and now—now I’m going to breed her. While you rot into nothingness, forgotten and disgraced, she will spend the next century with my seed growing in her belly. I will birth an army of sorcerers from her womb. Our mongrel children will one day lead our people to victory.” 
 
    Cassel coughed and tried to spit out the blood that was filling his mouth. His limbs were already turning cold, and every breath was more painful than the last.  
 
    “She gave up on you a long time ago, did you know that?” Nym taunted. “I’ve taken her in ways you never imagined. I had her three times this morning, in fact. She cried out my name, desperate for more.” 
 
    With a victorious sneer, the drow general placed the tip of his sword upon the paladin’s breastplate. “Perhaps I’ll have her again right here upon your corpse. She needs to understand there is no hope, no escape. She is mine now, and there is—” 
 
    Nym jolted as the tip of an arrowhead suddenly burst through his chest. His hot blood spattered Cassel’s face, but the broken knight didn’t flinch or turn away. He watched, mesmerized, as the drow general clutched his wound, looked over his shoulder in shock…and then collapsed to the ground.  
 
    Cassel was still staring at the body and struggling for breath when Serrane leaned over him. The runes inscribed upon the limbs of her bow glowed at her familiar touch, and even in her haggard state, Cassel swore she now looked exactly like he remembered.  
 
    Fierce. Defiant. Unrelenting. The Ranger-General of Highwind. The woman he had fallen in love with.  
 
    And now, the last thing he would ever see.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Julian Cassel was dying.  
 
    Serrane crouched over him, her heart racing as she leaned down to ease off his helm and touch his blood-spattered face. Her hands wouldn’t stop trembling, and a part of her still couldn’t believe what she had just done. Picking up her bow, conjuring a magical arrow to nock upon the string, and then firing it into the heart of the monster who had dominated her for so long… 
 
    It already felt like a fading dream, but it was about to become a living nightmare. She had spent months believing that Julian was already dead, but now that she had found him, he was about to bleed out in her arms. His breaths were wet and shallow, and he had already lost a frightening amount of blood.  
 
    “Serrane…” he breathed. “I’m…I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Don’t,” she said, hushing him with her fingers. “Just hold still and don’t struggle. I-I might be able to…” 
 
    Her stomach twisted as she reached out to the Aether. She was no healer by any stretch of the imagination; she only knew the most basic restorative spells. But there was a chance—a small chance—she could stop the bleeding before it was too late. The magic felt strange coursing through her again, just like it had when she had picked up her bow. But the knowledge was still inside her. She just needed to concentrate… 
 
    Her fingertips glowed blue as they touched his rent flesh. She was terrified to remove the dagger for fear it might kill him outright, but closing his wounds would be impossible if it stayed in. She focused on restoring his lost vitality instead, hoping it would give him the strength to survive extracting the weapon— 
 
    And then, just when she was about to grasp the handle of the dagger, pressure closed around her neck.  
 
    At first, Serrane thought that one of the other drow had snuck up and grabbed her unattended leash, but the leather strap was still dangling behind her. Yet her collar had still tightened enough to choke her, and when she reached up to try to tear it from her throat, a wave of force slammed into her side, hurling her off Julian’s body and pinning her against the thick trunk of a nearby oak.  
 
    Serrane gasped and struggled, but the mysterious force continued to hold her flat against the rough bark. She had absolutely no idea what was happening…until thin, magical webs sprang out from the tree and wrapped around her limbs, as tight and unbreakable as iron chains. Even when the pressure holding her body and throat released, she found herself unable to move.  
 
    “Marvelous. Absolutely marvelous!” 
 
    A husky feminine voice seemed to echo through the entire Duskwood, and the shadows beneath the forest canopy writhed and shifted until a tall drow woman in a silver dress materialized out of seemingly nowhere. A long mane of white hair spilled down her back, and an aura of darkness appeared to radiant from her as she moved, protecting her glowing blue eyes from the light of the sun.  
 
    “Felled by his own hubris,” Laetharys said as she beamed down at Nym’s unmoving body. “It’s even better than I could have dreamed. Waela jaluk srow! Oh, how long I have waited for this moment…” 
 
    Serrane’s head shook in disbelief. How in the bloody void was Laetharys doing this? Just like the knights and wizards here on the surface, she had been stripped of her magic by the Shattering. She had been utterly broken and defeated when last Serrane had seen her. How could she possibly wield this kind of—? 
 
    The child. Somehow, the child has already become a nexus of power. But how? She is barely over a month old… 
 
    “Felled by his own hubris,” Laetharys said, sauntering forward until she was standing over Nym’s corpse. She kicked the body hard enough to flip it over, then glared down at it and spat a volley of drow curses before her cruel gaze finally shifted to Julian.  
 
    “I admit, I am a little disappointed in my new champion,” she said, kneeling beside him. “I gave him all the power he needed to crush Nym by himself. Still…this is an even more humiliating end for my sister’s lapdog. Being defeated by a rivvil would be bad enough, but being slaughtered by his own brood slut? Delicious.”  
 
    “Stay away from him!” Serrane snarled as she struggled against the webs. “Or I swear to Shalassa, I will gut you where you—” 
 
    Her voice cut out when her collar suddenly constricted her windpipe again. She could feel the webs slithering across her body like tiny snakes, cocooning her until she couldn’t even move her fingers. 
 
    “My, my, such a mouth on you,” Laetharys said with a disapproving cluck of her tongue. “And here I thought Nym would have kept it filled this entire time. My sister was clearly wrong about you. She never properly broke your spirit, did she? Her failures are truly legion. But don’t worry, I’m used to cleaning up her messes. And perhaps it’s time I had a Throne Maiden of my own.” 
 
    She lowered a hand to Julian’s gushing wound and carelessly wrenched the dagger free, causing him to gasp and choke. But then a surge of Aetheric energy leapt from her fingers into his side and slowly but surely sealed the wound.  
 
    “I am the High Priestess of the Spider Queen,” Laetharys declared. “I hold the very power of life and death in my hands.” 
 
    Her blue eyes flicked back up to Serrane and narrowed into dangerous slits. “My sister may have failed to break you, darthiir cunt, but I will not repeat her mistake,” she said. “Your training has only just begun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
 

  

     Epilogue 


       


     The ruins of the ancient temple hummed with energy when Laetharys returned with her new slaves in tow, almost as if the Aether itself were celebrating her triumph. She let the rush of victory wash over her as she strode through the crumbling archway into the main hall, content in the knowledge that her plans were unfolding exactly as she had foreseen. Most of her warriors had fallen in the skirmish with Nym’s men, but their deaths were ultimately irrelevant. All that mattered was that her sister’s champion had been crushed, and Varassa no longer had the means to interfere with Laetharys’s plans. Her final victory was all but assured.  


     The thought sent a ripple of pleasure shuddering through her body. For drow, success was the greatest aphrodisiac, and she planned to spend days, perhaps even weeks, enjoying her new slaves while she awaited news from Highwind. She had already ordered a few of her surviving soldiers to deliver Nym’s head to the Black Palace, and she couldn’t wait to hear their firsthand accounts of Highwind’s descent into chaos. Her quim was positively sodden just thinking about it… 


     Still, all things considered, she would have preferred a parade in Vel’shannar. Instead of returning to a silent, nearly empty temple, she could have been proudly strutting through the streets with her conquered slaves on display and Nym’s head on a pike, her enemies and allies alike basking in her glory. Everyone from the lowliest slave to the mightiest priestess would have understood that she and she alone was the rightful High Priestess of the Spider Queen—and soon, the rightful empress of a new empire the likes of which Torsia had never seen. 


     All in good time. I have waited this long for my revenge. I can easily wait a bit longer. 


     Laetharys smiled as Priestess Kathara and her acolytes rushed forward to greet their mistress. Judging from the looks of awe and relief on their faces, they clearly hadn’t expected such an easy victory—or perhaps any victory at all. Laetharys was tempted to chastise them for their lack of faith but quickly thought better of it. This was a time for celebration. She had worked too hard and suffered too much not to enjoy the spoils of her victory, and that was exactly what she was going to do.  


     “Bring them both to my chamber,” Laetharys ordered, gesturing back to her bound and helpless slaves. “Ensure they are bathed and properly restrained.” 


     Three of the acolytes nodded and moved to obey. Unfortunately, her shadow knight would need several days to recover from his injuries, but it would be amusing to make him watch as she played with his precious highborn cunt. The ranger, still bound and gagged by webs as the acolytes dragged her inside the temple, looked as defiant as the first day she had been captured. She clearly had a far stronger spirit than Varassa believed, and it would take time to break her properly.  


     And by the goddess, am I looking forward to it.  


     “Your triumph is undeniable, mistress,” Kathara said as she and the other acolytes lowered their heads. “I never should have doubted you.” 


     “No, you shouldn’t have,” Laetharys said coldly. “I have already dispatched an envoy to the city with a ‘message’ for my sister, but I want you and the others to scour the battlefield for anything of worth. Gather the equipment from the fallen—we will need the arms and armor when others join us.” 


     Kathara nodded reverently, and she beckoned the others to follow her. Laetharys stood in place as they scurried outside, a dark grin doggedly tugging at her lips. Even the wretched sunlight filtering in through the cracks in the stone ceiling couldn’t sour her mood now. Nothing could.  


     She closed her eyes, content to relax and savor every precious moment. It was almost certainly her imagination, but she could have sworn that her connection to the Aether was stronger than it had been that morning. But no, it was probably just that she was in a better mood than she had been in years. Still, she had a few minutes to check in on her daughter while her servants properly restrained her new slaves.  


     As she crossed the ruined temple and approached the ritual chamber, she could actually feel static in the air tugging at her long white mane. If Sehris’s power was growing as rapidly as it seemed, the girl might need— 


     Laetharys froze in the archway. The crib, bathed in a column of soft sunlight, was empty.  


     Where is she? WHERE IS SHE? 


     Her heart froze in her chest, and a thousand dark thoughts blazed through her mind. Had her slaves somehow escaped and kidnapped her? Had Kathara or one of the others betrayed her? Had all of this been an elaborate distraction so that Varassa could somehow sneak into the temple herself? There was no way in the Pale that bitch could have— 


     “Hello, Mother.” 


     Laetharys turned. There, lurking within the nearly impenetrable shadows at the corner of the chamber, emerged a young drow female with flawless gray skin, long black hair, and luminescent violet eyes. A spider tattoo encircled her flat belly, and her lithe, naked body sauntered forward with the calm, elegant grace of a drow matron…or a huntress on the prowl.  


     “Sehris?” Laetharys breathed, her limbs going so weak she could hardly stand. “How…?” 


     “Such an exquisite vessel,” the woman said, her voice dark but silky smooth. She extended her left arm and examined her slender fingers. “Born of female strength and devoid of male weakness. A proper host. A flawless Conduit of my power.” 


     Laetharys crept forward, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. She had expected the empowering ritual to take weeks if not months. Could this be real? Had the Spider Queen truly returned? 


     “The people of this world have lost their way,” Sehris said. “They have abandoned the very beings that once protected them. They channel power they do not understand—or deserve. And most despicably of all, they worship false idols in the treacherous sorcerers who threw this world into chaos. It is long past time they learned their place.” 


     “Ilhari, dumo udossa xuil dosst llanath,” Laetharys breathed as she dropped to her knees. “Your High Priestess awaits your command!” 


     The Spider Queen’s violet gaze fell upon the priestess at her feet, sending a dark chill rippling down Laetharys’s spine. “Such arrogance. Such unrepentant depravity. You are as guilty as the rest of the mortal filth.” 


     Laetharys felt her heart skip. “M-mistress? I-I don’t—” 


     Her voice died when her body suddenly flew backward across the chamber and crashed against the wall. She wheezed in pain, the air rushing from her lungs, but she didn’t fall. A strange pressure clasped around her wrists and ankles, and when the black spots cleared from her vision, she saw that thick white webs had sprouted from the cracks in the wall to hold her in place.  


     “You dare to call yourself my priestess, yet you have spent your entire life wasting my gifts,” Sehris said, her eyes now glowing so intensely the entire chamber was bathed in an eerie violet light. “Mother against daughter, sister against sister, slave against slave…all that time squandered. All that effort spent butchering your own kin rather than spreading my word and my glory to the surface. The heirs to the Avetharri traitors still live and thrive, yet you have done nothing to oppose them!” 


     Laetharys gasped as the webs closed around her. No matter how hard she struggled, she couldn’t move. “Mistress, you don’t understand! Once we cast down my treacherous sister, we can—” 


     “Oh, your sister shall be cast down, do not worry,” the Spider Queen said, her lips curling into a smile so dark it froze Laetharys’s blood. “Like you, she will be cleansed of her pride and her hubris. She will be made to understand her place. She will serve. She will obey. And she will atone for the gifts she has wasted.” 


     Sehris extended both her hands to the sides, and dozens—no, hundreds—of tiny spiders emerged from within the cracks in the stone floor. They crawled up and over her naked body, so numerous that they concealed her flesh. In their wake, they spun thick black webs that almost instantly transformed into glossy, chitinous plates. In less than a minute, Sehris’s entire body was encased in a suit of purple armor…and the spiders were gone.  


     “It is time for my children to learn the truth,” Sehris said, her hands crackling with shifting purple energy. “And it is time for the world to feel the wrath of the Spider Queen.” 


       


       


       


  



        
            
                
            
        

    
Drow Terms

	 

	Abbil: friend 

	Barra d’aron: shadow knights

	Bronretla: wonderful

	Darthiir: surface elf

	Doernek: cum-slut

	Elrie dos bwael!: crush you good!

	Ilhari vlos: Goddess/Matriarch’s blood 

	Jallasat: tolerate

	Jaluk: male 

	Ky’ostal nauvith: a chastity belt

	Nau ka’lith whol lil verin, nau seil whol lil dusqup: no mercy for the wicked, no reprieve for the damned

	Nau’shevi: not possible

	Nin: now

	Niskaru: half-human, half-elf hybrid. Considered a grave insult among the drow.

	Olot dos!: darkness take you!

	Rivvil: human, plural is rivvin.

	Srow: scum 

	Vith Rilbol: fuck everything

	Wahvin Ssol: The Wasting Echo

	Zhennu Lassrin: The Shattering

	 

	 

	 

	


Prologue

	 

	“Vith rilbol!”

	Varassa Hu’nate, Matron Mother of Vel’shannar, snarled in frustration as she tried and failed to ignite the final torch along the wall of the sanctum. The vatari crystals within the sconce thirsted for magic, but she had no extra to give. Even the eyes on the statue of Zelioth, normally blazing with spectral violet light, had gone dark earlier this morning. Hour by hour, day by day, the Spider Queen’s power was ebbing away. 

	And with it, so was Varassa’s future. 

	She cursed into the darkness as she pulled her gray fingertips away from the sconce. She had never fully understood why her channeling abilities had returned after the Zhennu Lassrin, the so-called “Shattering” that had utterly destroyed the Knights of the Silver Fist and most of Zelioth’s priesthood. Her original assumption was that the Spider Queen had reached out to her somehow—that she alone had been chosen to carry out the Dark Goddess’s will. Varassa’s lingering power had allowed her to destroy her weakened mother, ascend to Matron Mother, and then conquer the pathetic rivvin of Highwind. 

	But she had always known that her glory would be fleeting if she couldn’t find some way to pierce the Pale and restore Zelioth’s connection to her followers. Sehris was supposed to be that bridge between worlds, yet the child remained maddeningly out of reach. 

	General Nym should have sent word days ago. His prolonged silence haunted Varassa’s every thought. Had he failed to find Laetharys? Were he and his men dead? And what fate had befallen Highwind’s former Ranger-General? Nym wanted to breed Serrane so badly that he should have finished his mission as quickly as possible. Unless he and his men were so busy enjoying her highborn flesh that they had forgotten to look for Laetharys altogether…

	Varassa scowled at the thought. In principle, the ranger knew the Duskwood better than anyone, and she should have been able to help Nym track down Laetharys rather quickly. But a part of Varassa wished that she had kept the ranger here. Despoiling her highborn cunt would certainly have made her feel better. Even torturing her slaves and sacrificing a few male warriors hadn’t been enough to bring a smile to her lips. 

	That was why she planned to return to the basics. The highborn slut may have been beyond her reach, but her original Throne Maiden would suffice. 

	“The alchemists assure me that they will have a new fertility mixture ready by tomorrow,” Varassa said as she turned around to face the flat stone altar at the center of the sanctum. “You should be pleased. After all your years of loyal service, you shall finally have the honor of bearing a drow child.”

	Solemi moaned into the phallus-shaped gag currently lodged down her throat. She was lying flat on her back atop the altar, her ankles locked in the breeding stirrups that kept her legs splayed and bent. Unbreakable magical webs held her arms fast above her head. Her naked flesh, freshly bathed, almost seemed to shimmer in the pale green light cast by the charged vatari crystals. The reflection on her plump half-rivvil breasts almost matched the color of her eyes. 

	Her chest heaved with excitement, the swells of her breasts rising and falling with rapid regularity. Her shoulder-length platinum hair was spilled across the back of the altar, and her toes were curled in anticipation. She was clearly eager and ready to receive her mistress’s cock—the pink folds of her quim, petaled open thanks to the stirrups, were moist and glistening in anticipation. 

	Varassa had precious few allies left in Highwind these days. Her remaining priestesses were all but powerless, and Nym had taken most of her best warriors with him. But the one constant over all these years of tumult had been her loyal niskaru cunt. Though her blood was thoroughly polluted with darthiir and rivvil weakness, at least she was a sorceress—and a shockingly cunning and powerful one at that. Her womb, like Serrane’s, had the potential to grow powerful mongrel children. 

	“You have no idea how many males have sought to breed you over the years,” Varassa said as she circled around the bound and helpless young woman. “Nym, Sabal…I’m sure that even an old man like Golerys would have enjoyed trying to put a child inside you. You’re fortunate I was always there to protect you.”

	She smiled as she dragged her fingertip across the smooth, hairless skin of the niskaru’s shapely outer thigh. The heels of Varassa’s thigh-high boots clicked loudly on the gray stone floor every time she moved. She wasn’t wearing anything else—her armor was back in her quarters where the servants could clean and polish it. 

	Normally, the Matron Mother enjoyed disrobing in front of her slaves—she enjoyed the power and the ritual of it all. Her dark beauty could humble and arouse in equal measure. Her breasts, while not as full as Solemi’s, were high and well-suited to her lithe frame, and her white hair cascaded down past her shoulder blades. The flawless curves of her hips and ass were the envy of every female in Vel’shannar. 

	Tomorrow, once the alchemists delivered a new fertility mixture, she would enter this chamber fully clothed and take her time, just as she had when she had bred her sister. The anticipation was a vital part of the process.

	But right now, she simply didn’t have the patience for ceremony. She planned to fuck this mongrel cunt until they were both exhausted. By the time she was finished, every inch of Solemi’s nubile flesh would be drenched in her glorious seed.

	“I’ve no doubt it amuses you to imagine General Nym defiling your competition while you are here with me,” Varassa went on as she finally positioned herself between her pet’s splayed legs. Leaning forward, she traced a fingernail between the girl’s breasts, across her stomach, and then down to her bald, sopping quim. “But in the end, you were victorious. Your child will be the eldest…though that doesn’t mean it will be the most powerful. If you provide me with a male, I shall be greatly disappointed.”

	Steeling herself, Varassa reached out to the Aether. The power came to her slowly and unsteadily, like a trickle rather than a constant stream. But while her magic may have been fading, her will remained as strong as ever. She pulled the energy she needed from the Aether to weave her spell, then gasped when a thick, rigid gray phallus began to grow in place of her own quim. Tomorrow, this stem would be all she required. Wasting precious magic on anything superfluous might compromise the whole ritual. 

	But tonight…tonight she planned to indulge herself.

	Varassa gasped again when a second stem sprouted beneath the first. She had yet to use this particular spell on Solemi, but she had gleefully defiled Serrane in both of her tight holes for hours on end. The sensation had been beyond anything she had ever imagined. Plundering one warm, wet sheath felt incredible enough, but two…two had been paradise. 

	Struggling to control her breathing, she took a cock in each hand, feeling their heft and heat. The mighty phalluses were already thick and nearly erect, but they swelled even larger when she began stroking them. Her eyelids fluttered as pleasure rolled through her lower body, the urge to stroke faster seizing her instantly. Male lust was an insatiable fire, dangerous and easily stoked. Without her superior female intellect, these stems could have easily controlled her.

	“Nym may be a weak and flawed male like any other, but he understands and appreciates the weapon at his disposal,” Varassa breathed, nibbling at her lower lip as she basked in the waves of bliss. “To force your flesh inside another, to know that you possess the ability to reshape their body against their will…that is power. I could feel my sister’s resentment as her belly grew thick with my child, and never more acutely than every morning when I spilled inside her. Her pregnancy was a constant reminder of her weakness…and my innate superiority.”

	Varassa grinned as she squeezed below the throbbing crowns of her cocks and summoned a clear bead of precum from the tips. “You will properly appreciate the gift I place inside you. But your belly will still mark you as mine, utterly and completely.”

	Solemi moaned into her gag, her green eyes nearly falling shut. Her knees spread further apart, and despite being almost completely immobilized by the webs, she rolled her hips on the altar as if begging that her mistress fuck her as soon as possible. She was so desperate that Varassa was genuinely tempted to simply stroke her cocks to climax just to deny the girl release out of principle. 

	But it wouldn’t work, of course. The instant the wet heat of seed splattered over Solemi’s tits and face, the slut would get off as easily as if she were being fucked. She was as insatiable as a slave dominated with charm spells, but no magic was involved. 

	“You really are a unique creation,” Varassa said as she finally stopped stroking herself. “So thoroughly broken that you have become a willing slave.”

	Her cocks throbbed in midair, desperate for release. She gave them a moment of respite, both for her own sake and to build anticipation in her pet. Her gray hands rose along her own slender body to cup her breasts, teasing the hardened ebony points of her nipples. A soft, pleased moan escaped her lips as her palms squeezed and her fingertips pinched.

	Solemi’s emerald eyes were wide, pleading. 

	Varassa watched through slitted lids, blood pounding between her ears, as her pet’s need became ever more apparent. Wetness ran from the girl’s cunt to her tight, tense anus, making it glisten just as invitingly. 

	At last she relented.

	Letting her hands fall back to her cocks, she carefully positioned them both at a different waiting hole. Solemi’s glistening folds practically parted on their own against Varassa’s tip, primed to sheathe her stem. Even her nether entrance seemed to blossom wide in preparation. 

	“My precious little niskaru cunt,” Varassa cooed as both heads sank into warm, wet channels. Her body sang with the need to push, to complete their union, but she remained poised where she was, no matter the wonderful whimpers that escaped around Solemi’s gag or the way her entrances fluttered. “You have discovered the truth that so many of the rivvin refuse to accept: submission to your betters is the ultimate freedom. You know precisely what you are.”

	She leaned forward, lowering herself down over Solemi until their lips—and nipples—were nearly touching. “A slave. A cunt. A mere vessel for my pleasure.” She grasped Solemi’s hips for leverage. “And that knowledge has set you free.”

	Varassa thrust both her cocks deeper. Neither met significant resistance—the girl’s quim was so thoroughly soaked that a minotaur cock could have fit inside. Her ass was a tighter fit, but only just—her bowels were every bit as eager to be plundered. 

	And that was precisely what Varassa did. She pushed both cocks as deep as could, prompting muffled gasps and gurgles of delight from her gagged Throne Maiden. The girl’s green eyes rolled back into her head, and her molten tunnels clenched and squeezed the stems penetrating her as if begging to be filled. 

	After just a few thrusts, Varassa was already having trouble holding back, and she almost allowed herself to release. She wasn’t an authentic male—spilling her seed wouldn’t sap her desire longer than a few moments. With the aid of her magic, she could spill and spill and spill until Solemi looked more like a glazed pastry than a woman. Every inch of flesh covered, every orifice overflowing…

	But not just yet. Clenching her jaw again, Varassa leaned forward until their nipples touched and their breasts pushed together. The girl gazed up at her, emerald eyes swimming with devotion, ready for whatever her mistress had planned next. Her whole body shivered when Varassa hilted both cocks as deep as she could and held them in place. 

	“Tell me what you are,” Varassa said huskily, biting down on the end of the gag lodged down the girl’s throat, then gradually pulling back. Inch by inch, the phallus emerged, ribbed and glistening, until Solemi let out a strangled gurgle and then sucked in air. 

	“I am a cunt, mistress!” she managed. 

	Varassa jerked her head aside and opened her teeth, throwing the dislodged phallus onto the floor. “That’s right. And what do you want?”

	“I want you, mistress,” Solemi breathed. “Any way you wish to have me!”

	“Then enjoy the first of many gifts.”

	Varassa pulled her hips back and then thrust her cocks inside once more. Solemi’s delighted scream echoed off the walls of the sanctum as her mistress claimed both her holes at once. One thrust. Two. Three…

	Solemi’s skin slid along Varassa’s, the warmth of her body and the sounds from her throat driving Varassa just as much as the tight squeeze of her walls and the slap of their flesh. Her heartbeat pounded into Varassa’s chest, and every wanton, delirious breath spoke of total, willing submission. 

	When the pressure built again, Varassa didn’t bother holding back. Straightening until only her gripping hands and thrusting hips still tied her to Solemi, she allowed the tension to coil inside her stems until both were ready to erupt, and then let the thought of seeing her Throne Maiden smeared in hot seed send her over the edge. 

	She barely withdrew her cocks in time. They each unloaded a thick salvo, the lower at the girl’s tits and the upper almost directly at her face. The rush of pleasure was so intense that Varassa’s knees weakened and her vision swam, but she forced herself to keep her eyes open as spurt after spurt painted Solemi’s body. The bridge of her nose, the curve of her chin, the narrow cleft between her tits…when the cocks were spent, the niskaru looked like she had just serviced four virile warriors at once. 

	“Bronretla,” Varassa exclaimed as she gasped for breath and slowly stroked her stems to coax them back to life. “You look exquisite…”

	Solemi could barely even meet her gaze with all the cum covering her lids and lashes. But she wouldn’t dare clean herself off without permission—not even just what she could gather by reaching out her tongue. She wore seed like a trophy, proudly displaying it for all to see. Just like a good slut should.

	Subtle tremors of ecstasy rippled through the girl’s bound body like the aftershocks of an earthquake. Her toes were still curled, and her pink folds were engorged and open, new wetness dripping down to coat her raw, flexing anus. If Varassa had any warriors left worth rewarding, she might have offered them quick seconds before Solemi could recover. 

	“So docile, so precious,” Varassa said, releasing her stems and bringing her fingers to her lips to lick them clean of driblets. The seed was every bit as savory as a true male’s, even if it wasn’t currently virile enough to inseminate a fertile womb. She rolled her own salty triumph across her tongue, then reached out and dragged a fingertip over her pet’s chin to gather up a particularly thick glob. 

	Grinning, she pushed her fingers through Solemi’s lips. The girl instantly began licking it clean, her soft tongue sliding up and down her mistress’s gray digit as if it were a stem. It was tempting to feed her gooey strand after gooey strand before the mess cooled, but it wasn’t as though Varassa required time to recover. She could always muster another hot load in a few minutes if necessary.

	“Good,” Varassa crooned as she gently removed her finger. “Show me.”

	Solemi obediently kept her mouth open to display the white bounty upon her tongue. She also knew better than to drink without explicit permission. The mistress’s seed was a precious gift meant to be savored as long as possible. 

	“Now…swallow.”

	The bounty vanished down the niskaru’s throat in a single gulp. Varassa stroked the girl’s lips fondly. It was amusing to consider just how much Solemi had imbibed since her capture. She had probably eaten more cum than food over the past few years, and she would certainly get her fill tonight. 

	In fact, it may have been time to see if her pretty mouth could fit both cocks at once…

	Cackling devilishly, Varassa stepped away from her pet’s splayed legs and started to circle around to the other side of Solemi, where she could ravage her silken throat. But then, at the worst possible moment, an anxious knock echoed through the chamber. 

	The Matron Mother turned and glared daggers at the sanctum door. Her servants knew better than to interrupt her during her “meditations.” She had flogged her own priestesses for lesser slights.

	“I apologize for the intrusion, mistress,” Commander Sabal’s deep voice said from outside the door. It was as husky and resonating as ever, but she could hear his trepidation. “But I…I bring word from General Nym.”

	Varassa’s cocks instantly went flaccid. She promptly dismissed the spell altogether, and she reached out to retrieve one of the loose black robes from the wardrobe in the corner. The simple, flowing outfits were meant to be worn by the priestesses while they aided with certain rituals, but for now it was sufficient for modesty. No male, even a competent one like Sabal, deserved the honor of seeing their mistress naked unless it was earned. 

	“Enter!” Varassa said, grabbing a sacrificial dagger from the table before she strode over to the door. If Sabal disappointed her, she wouldn’t even bother castrating him—she would just plunge it into his heart and offer his blood to the Spider Queen right then and there.

	The door opened slowly, as if Sabal knew he was about to face his doom. He kept his head bowed as he stepped inside, a wicker basket held in his hand. 

	“You know the price for disturbing me, Commander,” Varassa seethed. “This had better be important.”

	The man sank to a knee even as his glowing red eyes lifted to meet hers. “The expedition into the Duskwood has failed, mistress.”

	Varassa’s lungs turned to ice. “What?”

	“Our sentries at the forest’s edge intercepted one of your sister’s followers this morning,” Sabal said. “He was carrying this.”

	He lowered the basket onto the floor and removed the lid. General Nym’s severed head was staring back at them. 

	“Nau’shevi…” Varassa gasped, the dagger slipping from her fingers and clattering to the floor. 

	“The messenger revealed little else, even when I removed his ears and fingers,” Sabal said. “He insisted that the traitor Laetharys would soon sit upon your throne…and that the Spider Queen’s wrath would be swift and brutal.”

	Varassa hissed through her teeth and let her blue eyes close. None of this was supposed to happen. She was the one who had conquered Highwind—she was the one who had discovered the ritual to spawn a child as a vessel for the goddess’s return!

	And then her bitch of a sister had ruined everything. Varassa should have killed Laetharys the moment Sehris had emerged from her womb. She still couldn’t say what had stayed her hand, what…feeling had risen from her icy heart that caused her to sit beside her exhausted sister on the birthing bed and place their daughter in her arms. That fleeting moment of mercy had doomed them all.

	The Matron Mother reopened her eyes and scowled down at the disembodied head lying at her feet, a rush of dread surging through her gut and sweeping away her rage. Nym had been her last hope. He was the most powerful and experienced warrior in her service, and the highborn slut had obviously led him to wherever Laetharys was hiding. How could he have failed? He should have been able to carve through her pathetic loyalists with ease! Laetharys herself was a formidable enough warrior, but not compared to Nym. Especially not without—

	“No,” Varassa stammered as she recoiled from the severed head. “No, it can’t be…”

	Sabal looked uncertain. “Mistress?”

	Varassa’s hands balled into fists at her side. Her sister’s triumph had only one possible explanation, but the implication was so harrowing—so horrifying—that Varassa had to force herself to even consider it. 

	Sehris. It must have been Sehris. From the moment of her birth, the child’s power had been unmistakable. She was a tether to the Spider Queen’s eternal prison within the Pale. It was her destiny to free the Dark Goddess after thousands of years of banishment. 

	But that destiny was supposed to take time to fulfill—years, perhaps even decades. According to the ritual, Sehris would need to grow into adulthood before she could act as an anchor for Zelioth’s imprisoned soul. There was simply no way that her daughter’s power could have grown this quickly…and yet, Laetharys and her traitors couldn’t have defeated Nym without magic. 

	“Ilhari vlos,” Varassa whispered, her gaze finally flicking back to Sabal. He was a capable warrior, and he had always been loyal to her cause. But she still couldn’t risk telling him the truth. If he or any of the other males learned that Laetharys could channel the Aether again, they might come to the mistaken conclusion that she, not Varassa, was now the Spider Queen’s chosen champion. If that happened, then Matron Mother or no, Varassa’s power base would crumble. Chaos would engulf Highwind. The entire drow social order might collapse. Laetharys wouldn’t even need to raise an army to reconquer Vel’shannar.

	The mere thought made bile rise in Varassa’s throat. Zelioth had abandoned her sister before. That alone was proof she didn’t deserve power—she didn’t deserve anything except endless humiliation and torment. Even the life of a brood whore was too good for her now. 

	“If my sister were powerful enough to confront me, she wouldn’t have bothered sending a message,” Varassa said, as much to Sabal as to herself. “We may still have a brief window of opportunity to set things right. We must recover the child at any cost.”

	Sabal’s cheek twitched. “But, mistress, without the highborn ranger and General Nym, how can we—?”

	“It would appear that you have just earned yourself a promotion, Commander,” Varassa said, kicking Nym’s head aside and then taking a step forward until she was looming over Sabal. “Or shall I say, General.”

	“I…I am honored, mistress,” Sabal said, lowering his head. 

	“As you should be,” Varassa said. “Now, rise.”

	He slowly brought himself to his feet. With the aid of her heels, she remained almost eye level to him. 

	“I don’t care if you have to deploy every warrior in Highwind to the hunt,” Varassa said. “I don’t care if you have to burn down the whole fucking forest! Finding Sehris is the only thing that matters. Do you understand?”

	Sabal swallowed and nodded. “Y-yes, mistress.”

	“Good.” She lifted her chin imperiously and brought herself to her full height. “Serve me well, and Nym’s entire breeding harem shall become yours.”

	The corner of the man’s mouth twitched into a smile. “Most of his whores must have already been seeded by now.”

	“I am aware. We can sacrifice their children together if you want. Or you can butcher the mothers and start over—I really don’t care. If we succeed, every cunt in this accursed city will be yours. You can even have my Throne Maiden if you want her.”

	He glanced over her shoulder at Solemi. She had already worn his seed on her face and tits many times over the years, and she had probably taken a dozen of his loads down her gullet as well. But he, like the rest of the males, had often been denied access to her quim. His red eyes glimmered hungrily at the prospect of creating his own line of mongrel sorcerers…

	“When shall I begin, mistress?”

	“We must act quickly,” Varassa said. “And we must be cautious. How many of your warriors know that Nym is dead?”

	“Only a handful, mistress,” Sabal assured her. “I did not wish to start a panic.”

	“Then you have already pleased me. None of the other males can know the truth, not until we have recovered Sehris. I want your men to remain silent—cut out their tongues if you have to, whatever it takes. You will then muster our forces—every warrior, every slave soldier, every male who can swing a sword. March them into the forest and find my daughter!”

	Sabal’s gray skin paled. “That…will take some time.”

	“Then you had best get started immediately,” Varassa said. “I will send my Throne Maiden back to Vel’shannar to fetch Golerys and his sorcerers as well. With their aid, we can…”

	She trailed off when she looked back over her shoulder. The webs were still there, spilled across the altar and snarled around the breeding stirrups. But Solemi…

	Solemi was gone. 

	 

	 

	
1 
The Spider Queen

	 

	Julian…

	Hours had passed since the battle in the heart of the Duskwood, but Serrane Starwind still had trouble accepting that the man in front of her was real. For countless months now, she had been telling herself that Julian Cassel was alive—that he and his surviving paladins were still waging their war in the shadows against the drow forces occupying Highwind. But if she were being completely honest with herself, she hadn’t believed it for some time. The Wasting Echo should have killed him a long time ago even if the drow hadn’t. 

	Yet here he was, alive. And still frustratingly out of reach. 

	Serrane tugged against the thick spider webs pinning her to the wall, but they were as unbreakable as she had come to expect during her time in bondage. The Matron Mother’s duplicitous sister, Laetharys, had dragged Serrane and Julian into these ancient ruins the instant the battle had ended. They were now in Laetharys’s private quarters, which amounted to little more than a small, time-worn chamber with a few odd pieces of furniture the drow had salvaged from somewhere. It was a far cry from any of the spaces Varassa used to torment her slaves. 

	While thick webs held Serrane fast in a standing position, Julian was pinned to a threadbare divan at the foot of the bed. The flickering torch hanging on the wall was just bright enough to allow Serrane’s elven eyes to make him out clearly, though it might have been too dim for his human ones to see her.

	Not that he was looking. Serrane had barely been able to stanch his bleeding before she had been incapacitated by Laetharys, and neither the drow bitch nor her acolytes had expended a single spark of magic to aid in his recovery. His normally tanned skin had gone pallid, and his head was slumped to the side. He was still breathing, thank the goddess, but he desperately needed further aid. He had lost far too much blood to simply be left alone. 

	“Julian?” Serrane rasped despite the webs entangling her throat. “Julian, can you hear me?”

	His head moved ever so slightly, though his eyes remained closed. Serrane snarled and fought her restraints again, but her arms barely even budged. The acolytes were supposed to return soon to strip and bathe their mistress’s new “pets.” Serrane needed to act quickly, and there may have been another way to break free…

	Swallowing heavily, Serrane reached out to the Aether and allowed its currents to wash over her. The sensation still felt strange; over her months of bondage, she had almost forgotten what it felt like to channel her sorcerous power. Once she had resigned herself to becoming Varassa’s Throne Maiden, her connection to the Aether had practically withered away from disuse. 

	But then something had changed. When General Nym had allowed her to hold a sword and given her the chance to fight—to kill—it was like he had stoked the last embers of a nearly dead fire. The mere act of swinging a blade had enkindled the warrior inside her, and the sorceress hadn’t been far behind. Now, without the haze of helplessness clouding her mind, she could remember all the channeling techniques she had mastered over the years. It was how she had started to heal Julian…and how she might be able to escape.

	Focusing her power inward, she sent a surge of energy through her body to strengthen her muscles. She tugged mightily at the webs again, and this time felt the silken strands around her wrists finally yield. It wasn’t much—she only lifted her arms about half an inch. But with enough focus and effort, she might eventually be able to—

	Serrane’s blood froze when she heard soft footfalls approaching from the corridor outside. She sagged in her restraints but maintained her hold on the Aether, hoping that she might be able to catch Laetharys’s minions unawares. Only a few of the priestess’s warriors had returned with them to the temple—the rest must have been slaughtered by Nym’s soldiers—which meant that there couldn’t possibly be that many drow left here. The biggest challenge would be overcoming Laetharys herself. Somehow, her channeling abilities had been completely restored.

	Which doesn’t even seem possible. Was Varassa right? Could their unholy child truly be a new fount of magical power?

	Everything had happened so quickly that Serrane still couldn’t wrap her head around it. Just a few months ago, Laetharys, the once-proud general, had spent most of her days in the Black Palace naked and pregnant. Varassa had taken every opportunity to humiliate her older sister; at times, Laetharys had seemed to be even more powerless than Serrane. The former warrior-priestess had swallowed countless cocks and bathed in a river of seed. Such was the drow way—sister against sister, slave against slave. The strong endured and the weak perished. 

	But if the child had indeed become a vessel for the Spider Queen’s power, then Laetharys might very well be the most dangerous person in the Northern Reaches. Highwind would soon trade one tyrant for another. And as for Serrane herself…

	She would become the cunt of another dark mistress—one who had threatened countless times to consign her to the breeding warrens. Nym was dead, but there was an entire city of drow warriors who would compete for the honor of seeding the womb of a highborn sorceress.

	And there’s Julian. Goddess knows what horrible fate awaits the last Knight of the Silver Fist…

	Serrane set her jaw in stone as one of the priestesses that Laetharys had been bossing around—Kathara, if she recalled what Varassa had called her back in Highwind—appeared in the chamber doorway. The woman’s glowing red eyes flicked between the two prisoners, then eventually settled upon Serrane.

	“The Mistress wishes to see you now.”

	Despite the fear curling in her chest, Serrane forced herself to stay still and wait for her chance to strike, hopeful that this priestess was as arrogant as every other drow she had met. Even naked and unarmed, Serrane was confident she could overpower this bitch.

	Or she was, until Kathara began to channel the Aether just like Laetharys. The priestess stretched out her hand, and the webs binding Serrane answered her call. The silken strands moved almost as if they were alive, first relaxing their grip to lower Serrane to the floor but then swiftly pulling her ankles together and twisting her arms behind her back. 

	Serrane didn’t even try to use her enhanced strength to burst free; shock had made her lose her hold on the Aether altogether. If this child had truly restored Laetharys’s magic as well as that of the priestesses and acolytes who had chosen to follow her…

	Maiden have mercy on us all.

	Serrane was still too stunned to resist when the priestess tugged at one of the webs and yanked Serrane forward. With her ankles pinned so tightly together, she nearly tripped and fell flat on her face as she had so many times in the forest with Nym. 

	But incredibly, the priestess actually reached out to catch her. And rather than forge a convenient leash with the webs, she merely took Serrane’s arm and helped her awkwardly shuffle forward. 

	“The Mistress does not wish to see you harmed,” Kathara said, her husky voice strangely subdued. “Your male will join us later, but she insisted upon speaking with you first.”

	“He requires aid!” Serrane snapped, finally mustering the strength to speak. She craned her neck to glance back at Cassel despite the webs still curled around her throat. “He was badly injured!”

	“The Mistress will not allow him to perish. Her power shall restore his vitality.”

	Kathara squeezed her prisoner’s arm more tightly as she led her out of the bedchamber. Serrane found it difficult to believe that Laetharys would actually help Julian—she may have been even more capricious than her sister. But Serrane had also watched him channel the Aether during the battle with Nym. That, too, should have been impossible. 

	Unless the child had somehow restored his abilities as well. 

	The thought was so harrowing that Serrane could scarcely think of anything else while she shuffled through the ruins. Even if this child was a fount of power, why would the Spider Queen—one of the most ruthless and vicious deities of the ancient world—willingly empower a broken paladin of Escar? And Serrane couldn’t imagine Julian ever agreeing to such a pact, at least not willingly. 

	Perhaps the Echo broke him. Perhaps he believed it was the only way to save Highwind. 

	To save me. 

	Her head was still spinning when Kathara brought her to the open doorway of another crumbling chamber. Serrane also couldn’t understand why Laetharys hadn’t come to greet them in her own bedroom. After all, she had commanded that her prisoners be stripped and bathed for their mistress’s future amusement. Varassa never interrupted her playtime—she had sacrificed a servant on more than one occasion just for knocking at the door. 

	The answer didn’t become clear until Serrane entered the chamber: Laetharys was no longer in charge. 

	The priestess was suspended face down in a nexus of webs at the center of the large, empty room, her arms and legs splayed as if she were about to be drawn and quartered. She was completely naked, and her mouth had been stuffed with a gag—the same one that Nym had been using on Serrane, in fact. The ranger’s jaw went slack at the sight, her mind struggling to comprehend what she was seeing. 

	“I understand your confusion,” a dark, silky voice said from seemingly everywhere at once. “After all, you have spent months on your knees training to become a Throne Maiden for one mistress. And then, just when you believed you were finally free, you fell into the hands of another. It must be quite harrowing.”

	A tall, slender figure materialized from the shadows at the edge of the chamber beyond the webs. She was unquestionably female and undoubtedly drow, but she was unlike any creature Serrane had ever seen. Her lustrous hair—as black as onyx rather than pure white like most drow—fell all the way down her back, and her glowing violet eyes glittered like twin amethysts. 

	She was clad in purple-black armor that looked as though it had been forged out of chitin rather than silk or steel. The breastplate was cut to show off the spider tattoo upon her flat belly, and a diaphanous purple skirt fell from her waist to the floor, with a slit in front revealing thigh-high boots encasing her legs. Her heels were at least six inches tall; they almost looked like she was balanced atop curved, chitinous claws. 

	But Serrane had trouble focusing on anything besides the handful of small, glowing purple spots at the center of the woman’s breastplate. Initially, she mistook them for gemstones, but then she belatedly realized they were eyes. 

	Spider eyes. 

	“You must wonder if your senses are deceiving you,” the woman went on. “After everything you’ve been through, you can scarcely believe that your new mistress is bound in the very same webs she used to ensnare you. But I assure you, this is all very real.”

	Her lips, shaded a deep purple, curled into a malevolent smile as she pointed a long fingernail up at Laetharys. “You will find that I share much of your contempt for my former champions. They have displeased me. They have embarrassed me. And for that, they shall suffer my wrath.”

	A fearful shiver raced through Serrane’s body. She didn’t even need to call upon the Aether to feel the raw power emanating from this woman. It was like standing next to a bolt of living lightning.

	“Faarea,” Serrane breathed. She remembered the stories Varassa had told her about the child before Laetharys had stolen her away—the violet eyes, the birthmark upon her stomach…and most of all, the intense power unlike anything else in this world. The child was meant to be a vessel, a gateway through which Zelioth the Spider Queen could finally escape her eternal prison in the Pale.

	“Leave us,” the woman said to Kathara. Serrane had already forgotten the other priestess was there. Kathara bowed and hurried off, leaving the highborn ranger to stand wrapped in webs like a corpse prepared for burial. Her legs and ankles were pinned so tightly together it was a challenge to keep her balance. But then, without any warning whatsoever, the pressure released. The webs receded into nothingness as if they had never been real in the first place. 

	“What…?” Serrane gasped, lifting her hands before her face in wonder. 

	“It must be a strange sensation for you. No bindings on your wrists, no gag in your mouth…no cock in your ass.” The woman’s smile grew with amusement. “Your people are servile by your very nature. That was how we made you, after all. Beautiful, obedient slaves who could entertain and serve us. Not immortal—not truly—but certainly closer than these rivvin made of naught but pride and dust.”

	The woman stepped forward, her heels scraping across the uneven stone. She looked young, even for an elf, which made her sultry voice that much more striking. She was easily one of the most enchanting creatures Serrane had ever seen. Imperious yet seductive, powerful yet feminine. Exactly as all drow women aspired to be. 

	“My former champion here would have gladly kept you bound and docile forever,” she said. “To her, you could never be more than a servant…or perhaps, at best, a brood mare for sorcerous children. But I know better.”

	She finally came to a halt just a few feet in front of Serrane. “You are a warrior, in body and in mind. You thrive in conflict, and you revel in the glory of battle. How many wretched monsters of the mountains have you carved to ribbons with your blades? How many bloodthirsty beasts of the forest have fallen to your arrows? You are strong because your enemies have continuously tested your mettle, and you have always risen to the challenge.”

	Serrane swallowed heavily and gathered her courage. “Who…what…are you?” 

	“I am this world’s salvation,” the woman said. “I am Zelioth…and I have returned.”

	Serrane froze, her hands trembling. She didn’t understand how any of this was possible, but she knew with absolute certainty that this woman—this being—spoke the truth. She wasn’t merely another drow priestess who had schemed and betrayed her way to the top of the clergy. She was different. Special. 

	Divine. 

	“Since my own champions have failed me so utterly, I have need to find new ones to replace them,” the Spider Queen said. “And you, my dear, are poised to become a powerful agent of my will.”

	Laetharys snarled through her gag, but Zelioth didn’t even turn to acknowledge her former priestess. She merely flicked one of her long gray fingers, and the webs suddenly tightened around Laetharys’s throat until her snarls became strangled gasps for air. 

	“I don’t understand,” Serrane rasped. “I am not drow.”

	“No, you are not,” Zelioth said, a sinister flicker in her amethyst gaze. “Your ancestors nearly destroyed the world, and their vile blood still flows through your veins. In a different age, I never would have considered an Avetharri spawn worthy of my attention, let alone my praise. But you…you are different. Your torments never broke you. You emerged stronger for having endured them, just as it should be.”

	She twitched her finger again, and the webs around Laetharys’s throat relaxed just enough that she could greedily suck in air around her gag. Her glowing blue eyes latched onto Serrane, burning with baleful fury. 

	“The fires of conflict have forged you into a weapon,” Zelioth went on. “There was a time when my followers understood this. They constantly tested themselves against their enemies, and that struggle made them strong. But then, as the walls of the Pale strengthened and my ability to guide them faded, they turned on one another. They became more concerned with their power over other drow than the power of the drow. Sister against sister rather than drow against darthiir. Pathetic.”

	The Spider Queen hissed softly. “They think very highly of themselves for conquering a single city in a backwater region of an untamed continent. I’m no longer certain they even understand what ‘Empire’ is supposed to mean. Your ancestors, the Avetharri, once ruled nearly every speck of dirt on the surface of this world. That is what my children were meant to tear down and replace. I gave them a priceless gift—with the last sliver of my power, I led them to a new world beyond the reach of the wretched sun. I gave them everything they needed to build a civilization in the shadows. They could have forged a true empire beyond anything mortals have ever known. And yet time and again, they failed me.”

	Zelioth’s smile returned. It looked bizarrely genuine, yet it still made Serrane’s body seize up in fear. 

	“Eons ago, I would have cast these sisters into the Pale with the unfaithful where they belonged. They are fortunate that my long imprisonment taught me the value of patience. They will have the opportunity to redeem themselves…but first, they must learn humility.” Zelioth reached out a hand and placed it upon Serrane’s cheek. “And you, highborn, will help me put them in their place.”

	Serrane’s breath caught in her throat. One voice in the back of her mind was screaming at her to turn and run as far as she could, while another tried to compel her to lash out and strike this bitch while she had the chance. At the very least, she knew she should have recoiled from the touch of such a depraved creature. 

	But she couldn’t. The woman’s fingers were so soft, so warm, so inviting. Her touch was like the caress of a gentle lover, something she hadn’t felt in so terribly, desolately long. The fearful shivers in Serrane’s spine quickly transformed to excitement. 

	And then a flood of images washed over her. The deluge was so frantic and so brief that they were little more than flashes before her eyes. She saw Varassa and Laetharys suspended in chains, bound and gagged together like stuffed hogs over a spit. Then she saw them naked on their knees, collared like hounds. And most shockingly of all, she saw herself standing above them both, a leash in either hand…

	“They must learn the lessons that you have already endured,” Zelioth said, her voice a whisper at the fringes of Serrane’s mind. “And who better to teach them than their own victim?”

	Serrane gasped and stumbled backward, her eyes blinking rapidly as the images faded away. She could still feel a tingle on her cheek where the other woman had touched her, and it soon spread across her entire body, raising row after row of goosebumps in its wake. 

	“You have so much untapped potential,” Zelioth said. “You were a slave to the idiot whims of the people in your city long before you were a slave to the drow. You have never known true power. And you have certainly never known true freedom. But you will, very soon.”

	“I…I don’t…” Serrane stammered, her senses still reeling. A part of her insisted that all this must have been another bizarre drow trick. Laetharys likely wished to torment her mind as well as her body. 

	“It is no trick,” Zelioth said as if answering the unspoken question. “These sisters could have been my champions, my Conduits to mortal kind. But they failed to prepare this world for my return. With your help, I shall begin to rectify their mistakes.”

	Another wave of excitement rippled through Serrane, unprompted and unbidden. Had this woman—this avatar—done something to her mind? Her thoughts remained foggy and confused, and her heart refused to stop pounding. 

	“I won’t…” She swallowed and tried to focus. “I won’t help you enslave Highwind.”

	“My dear, Highwind is already enslaved. You and I shall be its liberators. We shall elevate it above the mediocrity of rivvil existence. We shall transform it into something new, something glorious.”

	Zelioth closed the gap between them, palms held upward and arms outstretched like a mother welcoming her daughter. “And you needn’t worry about your lover. He, too, has endured countless torments and emerged stronger for them. I will not allow the Wahvin Ssol to destroy him as it destroyed the rest of his Order. I recognize his potential even if my foolish servants did not.”

	Serrane spared another glance at Laetharys. The drow bitch had spent countless months frustrated and enraged with how her sister treated her, but in all that time, she had never truly looked afraid. 

	Until now. Her luminescent blue eyes were wide in disbelief, and her gray body visibly trembled in the webs. If this was some kind of trick, the deception was truly masterful.

	“I am not a goddess of bondage, no matter what your people may believe,” Zelioth said. “In the ancient world, long before the Avetharri rose to power, I was revered as a goddess of strength and freedom. That is the gift I offer to this world…starting with you.”

	Serrane heard a soft click, and she looked down just in time to see the locked harness of the ky’ostal nauvith—the plug that had shielded her quim and unspoiled womb from Nym and his men—pop open. She gasped and froze; she had spent so long dreading its removal that she wasn’t sure what to do.

	“Go ahead,” Zelioth said with a thin smile. “Embrace your freedom.”

	Serrane’s hands seemed to act of their own accord, dropping down to the plug and slowly pulling it from her quim. A euphoric shudder ran through her at the sensation of the phallus sliding out of her, gliding across her labia, and soon the entire harness fell to the stone floor. Her pink folds, exposed for the first time since she had left Highwind, glistened in anticipation. 

	“I understand your trepidation,” Zelioth said, fingers grazing her arms. “This device has been your protector more often than not. But you needn’t worry—there are no males here to spoil your highborn virtue, only your long-lost lover. I shall return you to him shortly, and he can fill you with his gratitude just as you desire. But first…first you must receive my gift. Your glorious rebirth is at hand.”

	“Don’t…don’t touch me, fiend!” Serrane said, backpedaling out of the harness. 

	To her surprise, Zelioth immediately stopped in place. “You are free to leave, if that is what you wish,” she said, arching a thin black brow. “I will not stop you, and neither will my servants. The forest awaits its stalwart guardian.”

	Serrane swallowed and came to a halt barely five paces from the door. She could turn and sprint out of the ruins in less than a minute. And once she was in the Duskwood, no one would ever be able to find her. 

	But she remained still. 

	“You’re lying,” she whispered. “The drow never free their prisoners.”

	“You are not my prisoner,” Zelioth said matter-of-factly. “A goddess of freedom has little use for unwillingly servants. Your liberation lies beyond that doorway.” She paused and tilted her head. “Unfortunately, your lover is not so fortunate. The Wahvin Ssol will destroy him without my intervention. He is forever bound to me, body and soul.”

	Serrane’s stomach sank. “So that’s your game. You know that I won’t abandon him—you’re not really giving me a choice.”

	“Of course I am. You may leave and take your chances with the world beyond, or you may stay and join us while we remake this world together. Power or weakness. Independence or faithful service. Those are the only choices any mortal could hope to make.”

	Serrane’s lip twisted. Zelioth chuckled, a sinister yet sonorous sound that seemed to fill the entire chamber.

	“You will understand soon, I promise,” she assured her. “Once you have accepted my gift, confusion will no longer be a burden you must bear.”

	“You keep talking about a gift,” Serrane said, increasingly aware of her own nakedness—and particularly of her now-unguarded womb. “I am a sorcerer. I don’t need your magic.”

	“I am not offering magic—I am offering clarity,” Zelioth said. “Something we both know that you sorely lacked these past few months. You have lost your sense of who you are—of what you are. I alone can change that.”

	Her smile returned as she slowly began to glide forward again. Like before, Serrane’s first instinct was to retreat, but this time she held fast. She would never abandon Julian, especially after fate had finally brought them back together.

	And Zelioth knew it. She didn’t need webs to bind Serrane, not if her power was the only cure for the Wasting Echo. 

	“Your fears are unwarranted,” Zelioth soothed. “I am not the monster your people believe I am. Let me show you the truth…”

	Reaching out, she placed her hand on Serrane’s cheek again. Her palm was so warm it felt like Serrane had taken a dip in one of the heated springs in Nelu’Thalas. A moan of contentment escaped her lips. Her pulse quickened, her nipples hardened, and a hot, needful ache engulfed her newly freed quim. 

	“What…?” she gasped, barely able to speak. “What kind of magic is this?”

	“I told you, it is not magic,” Zelioth said. “It is clarity.”

	Another current of arousal rippled through Serrane, and she could barely keep her eyes from rolling back into her head. Her knees went so weak she almost lost her balance altogether, but the other woman’s hands caught and held her upright. And then, just when Serrane swore she might climax, Zelioth leaned in close and pressed their lips together. 

	Her touch had been warm, but the heat of her mouth seemed to envelop Serrane’s. Her tongue effortlessly parted the ranger’s lips, and Serrane found herself kissing back. When their bodies inevitably pushed together, she expected to flinch at the cold, chitinous breastplate…but all she felt was the smooth, soft flesh of another female body. 

	A different kind of hunger flared to life in Serrane, her tongue teasing and sliding along her partner’s as she recalled the joy of this intimacy. As their bare breasts pushed together, her mind spun, her need overwhelming her fear.

	“Such a flawless servant,” Zelioth’s voice said even though their mouths remained locked together. “Strong yet submissive, willful yet malleable…even your Avetharri taint cannot sully your perfection. Marvelous.”

	Serrane moaned, her arms instinctively encircling the other woman’s back. Zelioth’s armor was simply gone, and her skin was smoother than silken sheets. Serrane didn’t want to embrace her—a voice in the back of her mind was still telling her to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible. But it was so quiet, so faint…

	And then, when one of Zelioth’s hands slid across her thigh and brushed over her quim, the voice vanished altogether. 

	She gasped when a fingertip slipped inside her, finally breaking their long kiss. In that moment, she would have given absolutely anything to feel a cock inside her—not in her ass, as Nym and so many of the drow had enjoyed these past few months, but in her tight elven cunt. Thrusting. Throbbing. She needed to be held down, tied up, ravaged, ruined…

	Serrane moaned when the finger slipped deeper inside her sex, sliding along her upper wall as it explored. She threw back her head and closed her eyes, breathless…and then felt a strange, unexpected pressure around her wrists. Her eyes fluttered open just in time to see new webs stretching down from the ceiling to ensnare her arms, and all of a sudden, they lifted them from Zelioth’s back and pulled them upward just like when she had been stuck to the wall earlier. 

	“Do not be alarmed, my champion,” Zelioth purred into her ear. “The ritual shall not take long, and it shall bring you to heights of pleasure you can scarcely imagine…”

	Zelioth’s violet eyes flashed as she abruptly took a step back and withdrew her finger. Serrane gasped again as their bodies parted, her nipples hardening anew when the cool air of the chamber replaced the warm silkiness of the other woman’s breasts. For a fraction of a second, the fog in her mind started to clear, and her warrior instincts screamed at her to struggle and break free before she was trapped again. 

	But it was already too late. The webs moved as if they were a living creature, curling around her ankles and then lifting her entire body off the ground. Serrane glanced around the chamber as she finally remembered where she was. Laetharys was just a few yards away, naked and encased in her own prison of webs. The drow’s luminescent blue eyes locked onto Serrane, but it was clear that she wasn’t amused by the spectacle of her discomfort.

	She was jealous. 

	“While this vessel has provided me with a foothold in your realm, the fetters of my prison are not yet broken,” Zelioth said. “I require anchors for my power…and you, highborn, shall be the first to receive my seed.”

	Her tall, slender body, now topless, was even more flawless than Serrane had realized. The shadows in the room began to coil around her limbs like living serpents, and her eyes glowed even brighter as she commanded the webs to hoist Serrane parallel to the floor and then spread her legs wide.

	“Seed?” Serrane gasped, finally finding her voice. “W-what are you—?”

	“Shh,” Zelioth soothed as she sauntered between the ranger’s splayed legs. “Do not fear, your womb shall remain unspoiled. I have no wish to grow sorcerous abominations. The gift I shall place within you is far beyond mere mortal gestation.”

	Grinning lasciviously, the Spider Queen dragged a single fingertip up Serrane’s belly, between her breasts, and all the way to her mouth. Serrane willed herself to turn away, but her body refused to obey. Instead, she parted her lips and allowed the finger inside, her tongue sliding over the flesh as if it were a cock. The sweet, familiar taste of her own carnal juices was nearly overpowering.

	“Given time, my failed champions would have undoubtedly bred you themselves,” Zelioth said. “The libraries on the surface contained the proper blood sorcery rituals—it is how this exquisite vessel of mine came to exist. But their short-sightedness would have eventually been their undoing. You are not a brood sow, no matter the color of your skin and eyes. You can be so very much more…”

	Zelioth slowly withdrew her finger, Serrane’s tongue following it as long as it remained in reach. The drow’s luminescent eyes flashed, and the shadows coiling around her body began to swirl around her waist. Serrane watched, equal parts titillated and terrified, as Zelioth opened the folds of her skirt to allow the shadowy serpents inside. Her quim, smooth and hairless as all elves, glistened even in the dim light. But then the shadows coalesced around her sex, shaping themselves into an inky black phallus. 

	Serrane inhaled at the sight of the shadowy stem. Varassa’s fondness for transmutation and blood magic were uncomfortably familiar—she had grown a cock and plundered Serrane’s bowels countless times since her capture. The night before she had handed her off to Nym, the Matron Mother had grown two massive stems and fucked Serrane in both of her holes. 

	But this wasn’t merely another cock. The length, the way it moved…it was almost more like a tentacle than a rigid member. 

	“And now, Avetharri spawn,” Zelioth said, smiling, “you will understand what it means to truly serve a god.”

	Serrane yelped when the tip of the tentacle brushed across her tender folds, and she reflexively tried to squeeze her knees back together. But the webs held her legs wide open, just like the breeding stirrups Varassa enjoyed so thoroughly. 

	For months, Serrane’s womanhood had been protected by the ky’ostal nauvith—it was the only reason Nym hadn’t filled her womb with his vile seed. But now, at long last, she was utterly powerless in the face of the inevitable. 

	The tentacle slipped inside her. Serrane cried out, first in protest and then in delight as the stretch began. A tremor of euphoria shuddered through her body as she felt her walls yield. She couldn’t have resisted the pleasure even if she had wanted to…and she was no longer sure that she did. The fullness felt so right, so completing, as the tentacle kept pushing deeper. When the tentacle’s blunt tip pressed against her cervix, sparks exploded behind Serrane’s eyes. 

	Those sparks kept igniting as Serrane felt the pressure on her barrier build, felt something there begin to shift, to open, and then they became an avalanche as she realized what was happening. 

	As Zelioth leaned over her, amethyst eyes wide, the tentacle pushed deeper than any cock ever had before, almost as if it were questing for her very soul rather than her womb. 

	“Ngnn!” Serrane cried out, her teeth clenching as a climax washed over her. Her cunt had yearned to be ravaged, to be utterly plundered and defiled. But she had never fantasized of anything like this. 

	And the Spider Queen had only just begun. Her hands settled around Serrane’s waist, giving her the leverage to thrust harder and deeper. More shadowy tentacles coalesced in the air surrounding her, brushing over Serrane’s stomach before curling around her breasts and squeezing like a pair of ethereal hands…

	“Oh!” Serrane gasped. “That feels so…oh!”

	Her body seized up again as Zelioth thrust into her more ruthlessly with each passing moment. Distantly, Serrane knew that it should have been hurting her, but it wasn’t. The sensations on her cervix and womb, piled atop all those on her other sensitive spots, were utterly beyond her experience. And simply rapturous. 

	Serrane could barely keep her eyes open or her mouth closed, but she spied Laetharys seething in her bonds. The sight was so satisfying that the ranger couldn’t help but cry out again.

	The gasp of pleasure had barely left her lips before she felt another shadowy tentacle slither its way between her breasts, across her neck, and up to her face. And then, without the slightest bit of warning, it plunged straight into her mouth and drove down her throat. 

	Serrane nearly gagged. She had long since taught herself the art of deep throating, thanks in no small part to her friend Aluriel’s insistence, but the tentacle was so thick and long that it was unlike any cock she had ever swallowed before. Through sheer desperation, she forced herself to relax, hoping that the tentacle would stop before it completely choked her…

	But the deeper it pushed, the hotter she became. Even her own frantic gurgles for air were merely fuel for her next explosion. She convulsed in the webs as another climax ambushed her, but it still wasn’t enough to quench the inferno howling inside her. The tentacle down her throat already felt like it was halfway to her stomach, but she could somehow still breathe, so she didn’t care. She needed more…

	And Zelioth gave it to her. Serrane let out a strangled moan of delight when she felt the tip of yet another tentacle curl over her splayed thigh until it reached her nether entrance. Healing magic and salves had kept it firm and tight over her captivity, even despite Nym’s recent abuse. She froze, eyes wide and throat stuffed, as the tentacle’s girth met her anus. Then with an insistent thrust, Zelioth filled her third and final hole. 

	The instant the tentacle invaded her bowels, Serrane nearly lost consciousness. She had taken countless cocks in her throat and ass since Varassa had claimed her, but she hadn’t been this stuffed, this utterly and thoroughly filled, since before the drow invasion. Her memory flashed back to her time as Faewyn, when she and Aluriel had proudly taken every thick cock in that tavern at once…

	As her body clenched and her eyes rolled back into her head, Serrane swore she heard a chorus of otherworldly laughter echoing through the chamber. When her vision finally cleared, her eyes locked upon the woman between her legs—no longer thrusting, but with her pelvis pressed firmly to Serrane’s—and for the briefest of moments, the shadows swirling around the room seem to gather and coalesce into a pair of enormous black wings sprouting from Zelioth’s back…

	“Receive my gift, mortal,” Zelioth said, her words low and heavy. “And be reborn in darkness.”

	At that exact instant, every single one of the tentacle-cocks inside Serrane swelled and exploded, pumping the highborn’s bowels, cunt, and throat full of demonic seed. A tsunami of pure bliss crashed over Serrane, stealing her breath and drowning her vision with spots. She felt every spasm, every spurt, as the unholy fluid poured into her body, despoiling her in a way Nym and even Varassa could only have dreamt of. It went far beyond insemination—far beyond simply growing a child within the belly of an enemy. Serrane knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the seed of a god would transform her in a way nothing else could. 

	But even as an unstoppable climax gripped her—even as she eagerly gulped down the seemingly endless river of hot seed filling her mouth—there was only a single thought looping through her mind. 

	I can’t wait. 

	 

	 

	
2 
Knightfallen

	 

	Get up, Julian. 

	Julian Cassel, the last Knight of the Silver Fist, groaned as he rolled onto his side. He tried to open his eyes, but true consciousness remained elusive. He knew Serrane must have been there; her sweet voice had been beckoning him back to the living world for some time now. His gut twinged in pain, and he clutched at his wound—or at least, he thought he did. He couldn’t actually feel his arms and legs Was this just another fitful dream?

	Julian, get up!

	Cassel awoke with a start. He sat up, blinking, his eyes trying and failing to adjust to the darkness surrounding him. He was lying atop a surprisingly soft bed, naked aside from the silken sheets covering his legs. He tried to remember how in Escar’s name he had ended up here. The last thing he recalled was that drow butcher, Nym, plunging a dagger into his kidney. Cassel had been absolutely certain that he was going to die, but then Serrane had appeared…

	Serrane.

	He inhaled sharply, the cobwebs in his mind swept away by a tide of panic and purpose. A part of him still couldn’t believe that she was actually alive…but where in the bloody void had she gone? He had blacked out not long after she killed Nym. The last thing he remembered was the vile sound of Laetharys’s wicked laughter…

	Snarling, he grabbed the sheets and flung them off his legs. He belatedly recognized this as her bed, which meant that he must have been back in the ruins of the temple. She and her acolytes had probably dragged him here to tend to his wounds.

	But how long had it been? And where was Serrane?

	Cassel looked down at his side, expecting to find a bandaged wound or at least a nasty scar…but he didn’t see anything. That didn’t make any sense; the drow didn’t possess healing magic of such magnitude. Before the Shattering, even the most skilled priests of Escar wouldn’t have been able to mend a wound that severe without intense care over several days, and even then, it definitely would have left behind a mark. 

	Cassel took a centering breath and reached out to the Aether. Its energy instantly coursed through his body, which meant that Laetharys must be around here somewhere. She would almost certainly know he had accessed the power she was granting him, but he didn’t care. She would know what had happened to Serrane. 

	And if the drow bitch had done anything to her, Cassel would rip her apart right then and there. 

	He stretched out his hand, hoping to summon a globe of light so he could actually see. But even though he had cast this simple spell a thousand times before the Shattering, the energy stalled on his fingertips. He didn’t understand why, but it wasn’t the first time he had struggled to reproduce a once-easy channeling technique. 

	“Shit,” he whispered, closing his fingers into a fist. He hadn’t struggled to shape the Aether this way since back when he had been a mere aspirant. But Laetharys had taught him other spells—spells he had no business understanding, let alone being able to cast himself. It was as if the tethers tying him to her granted the knowledge as well as the power he needed to make them a reality. 

	It was a terrifying realization he’d been grappling with for weeks. If she could bind others to her will and teach them the same techniques just as quickly…

	Cassel shuddered as he shook away the thought and instead focused on his bond to Laetharys. It felt different than it had earlier. It was stronger, more robust, to the point that it was almost as if he could perceive the invisible tethers binding them together. And with that revelation, he discovered the solution to his problem. Rather than molding the Aether into a ball of light, he used its energy to sharpen his vision.

	And then he could see the entire chamber as if it were bathed in dim light. He had to blink a few times to ensure he wasn’t imagining it. Was this how elven eyes perceived the world all the time? Could drow see even more clearly?

	Swinging his legs off the bed, he used his newfound sight to search for any clues to recent events. The chamber was as unimpressive as ever—aside from the bed, Laetharys’s minions had only managed to scavenge a simple divan and battered wardrobe for her. He didn’t spot any obvious signs that someone else might have been in here, and the rotting door was open a crack. 

	The hairs on the nape of Cassel’s neck stood up. It was strange enough that Laetharys hadn’t left him tied up, and the open door was downright suspicious. This had to be a drow trick…

	He had just decided to sneak over to the door, nakedness be damned, when he heard soft footsteps approaching—the kind he never would have noticed before Serrane had taught him what to listen for. The newcomer wasn’t trying to be sneaky; they simply had a light gait. Given that Laetharys always strutted around in her towering heels, it must have been an acolyte. 

	Cassel’s eyes flicked around for anything he could use as a weapon, ignoring the fact that displeasing Laetharys could mean his slow, agonizing death at the hands of the Wasting Echo. If that was the price to free Serrane, he’d pay it. But the bitch hadn’t even left one of her whips lying around for him to use…

	“Julian!”

	His breath caught in his throat when Serrane appeared in the doorway. She was unarmed and stark naked, and he had to force himself to blink, now convinced that Laetharys must be toying with him somehow. But then she smiled, and the entire world faded into the background like a distant memory. 

	She rushed to him, covering the distance between them in the time it took him to stand. She leapt up into his arms, her legs clamping around his waist and her lips meeting his before he could utter a single word. 

	Not that he had any worth speaking. Their kiss conveyed more than words ever could. He spun her around, hands sliding along her thighs, their tongues and bodies becoming one. 

	I never thought I would see her again. I was convinced I would never touch her again. Escar’s mercy…

	They kissed for so long that he lost all sense of time and place. And when Serrane finally pulled away, her smiling face was, without a doubt, the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

	“Gods, I missed you…” she breathed, pressing her lips to his forehead. Cassel kissed her neck, savoring her impossibly soft elven skin. With her bare breasts smushed against his chest and the heat of her core burning against his exposed manhood, it was all too easy to forget where they were—and everything that had happened. 

	“When I woke and you weren’t here, I didn’t know what to think,” Cassel breathed as he leaned away enough that they could gaze at one another. “Where is Laetharys? Why did she let you go free? How did you—”

	“Shh,” Serrane shushed him. “It’s all right. We’re safe now. You don’t have to worry.”

	He frowned, a warning bell ringing in the back of his mind. “What are you talking about? Laetharys is in this temple—I can feel her presence through our bond.”

	“I know, but Nym is dead and Varassa’s reign of terror is about to come to an end.” Her smile widened, and she kissed the tip of his nose. “And most importantly, we’re both here together. If that’s not a cause for celebration…”

	Serrane kissed him again. Cassel didn’t resist, but somehow her tongue didn’t taste quite as sweet as he remembered. He slowly spun her around and laid her down on the bed, then leaned up and examined her. As a Knight of the Silver Fist, he had been trained to spot and dispel illusions, but once again, the new magic at his command didn’t work the same way as the old. 

	“Julian,” Serrane whispered, regarding him with concern. “What’s wrong?”

	“I don’t know,” he told her. “But I refuse to believe that Laetharys is just allowing us a moment of privacy. She must be lurking nearby planning to humiliate us somehow…”

	Serrane sighed softly and reached up to caress his face. “She won’t be doing anything to harm us, I promise. She’s not the one in charge here…not anymore.”

	“What?” Cassel asked, brow furrowing. “I can still feel her power flowing through me.”

	“It isn’t her power. It never was.”

	He stared down at her, still half convinced that she was an illusion. “What are you talking about?”

	“It’s…complicated,” Serrane managed. She gazed up at him for a long moment, her crystal blue eyes studying him, before she finally unfolded her legs and leaned up until they were sitting next to each other on the edge of the bed. “I assumed you knew since you were channeling again.”

	“Knew what?” Cassel asked. 

	“Laetharys didn’t tell you about the ritual her sister performed on her?”

	“No. All I know is that she’s obsessed with returning to Highwind and overthrowing the Matron Mother. Typical drow insanity.”

	“It’s more than that,” Serrane replied gravely. “I don’t know all the details, but a few months before you and I got separated, Varassa discovered an ancient Avetharri spell. It was blood sorcery, dark transmutation magic that allowed her to impregnate her own sister.”

	Cassel felt his face twist in disgust. “By the gods…”

	“It gets worse. Varassa was convinced that their daughter would become a vessel for the Spider Queen, a bridge that allowed her to escape the Pale and enter the physical world.” 

	“How?”

	“I don’t know,” Serrane admitted. “But it worked.”

	His stomach sank. “You mean…?

	“The Spider Queen is real, Julian. She’s here in these ruins right now.”

	“But that’s…that’s impossible,” Cassel insisted. “You’re sure she wasn’t lying? That it isn’t an illusion?”

	“I was just with her a few minutes ago,” Serrane said. “She’s the one who healed you—and she’s the one who is granting you this power.”

	He hissed softly as he touched the wound on his side—the wound that had been miraculously mended to the point that it hadn’t even left a scar. A mortal healer couldn’t accomplish such a feat…but perhaps a goddess could.

	“That’s where Laetharys was getting her power,” Serrane continued. “Her daughter was just an infant when she stole her from Varassa and retreated here in the Duskwood. The drow weren’t expecting the child to become a source of power for a long time, and they certainly weren’t expecting her to grow into a full adult in the span of a few weeks. But that’s what happened. She’s not merely a Conduit—she’s a mortal avatar for Zelioth in the flesh!”

	Cassel’s throat went dry. The drow had already conquered Highwind on their own. If they had their actual goddess standing at their side, they could usher in an age of darkness the like of which Torsia had never seen. 

	“The good news is that she’s nothing like Varassa or Laetharys,” Serrane went on with a strangely satisfied smile. “In fact, she already took away Laetharys’s power. That bitch is tied up in webs and fuming as we speak.”

	“But that’s…” Cassel trailed off and swallowed, desperately trying to wet his throat as he snapped his attention back to the present. “Why would the Spider Queen turn against her own priestess?”

	“Because Zelioth is not what we thought she was. She’s not what the drow thought she was, either.”

	“What is that supposed to mean?”

	Serrane paused for a moment. “I wouldn’t describe her as kind, but she’s definitely not cruel. She insists that the drow have strayed from the path she laid out for them. I don’t think she’s evil…or at least, not as evil as I feared.”

	“That’s not exactly a ringing endorsement,” Cassel muttered. “She’s a goddess of bondage and conquest—her followers have slaughtered thousands and enslaved ten times more!”

	“They did that on their own,” Serrane insisted. “Zelioth wants us to help her overthrow Varassa, Julian. She wants us to free Highwind and become her champions.”

	Cassel’s mouth opened, but he couldn’t bring his lips to form any words. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Serrane Starwind, the fearless ranger who had slaughtered countless enemies in defense of Highwind…was defending the dark goddess of the drow?

	“I know how this must sound,” she said, reaching out to touch his face again. “But you’re here, and you’re alive. She saved you with her power—twice. She’s the only thing sparing you from the Echo.”

	He flinched and glanced away. It was bad enough being reliant on an insufferable cunt like Laetharys, but being in the thrall of an actual goddess was sure to be a thousand times worse. Serrane was right, though, no matter how much he resented it. He wouldn’t have survived the Echo much longer, and he definitely wouldn’t be able to survive it for long if he was severed from his magic again. Every time Laetharys had disciplined him, he’d felt like he was on the verge of death. He couldn’t live without the Aether any more than he could live without blood. 

	“Laetharys restored my powers after she captured me,” Cassel said softly. “I could barely believe it even while it was happening. All she had to do was touch me and suddenly I could feel the Aether again. I spent so long with the Echo that I’d forgotten what it was like not to be in pain all the time. Even now, I sometimes still feel it. It’s like a phantom limb that never truly goes away.”

	“Gods, I’m so sorry,” Serrane said, squeezing his hand. 

	“I tried to reject her aid at first. I didn’t want anything to do with her or her wretched goddess. But then she told me that you were being kept as a pet by the Matron Mother, and she promised that she could give me the power to save you…”

	Cassel turned back to face her and took hold of her slender wrists. “I would have agreed to anything if it helped me find you. I had to try to save you from them, no matter what it took. Then when I had the chance, I failed. I should be dead. I deserve to be dead.”

	“You didn’t fail,” Serrane insisted. “We’re here together right now, aren’t we?”

	“Trapped in a different prison,” Cassel said, casting a bitter look around the chamber. “At the mercy of a dark goddess.”

	“Julian…”

	“I should have killed Laetharys. When I think about all the horrible things they must have done to you…”

	He grimaced and closed his eyes, unwilling to imagine the indignities she must have endured this past year. He would have gladly suffered the Echo for a thousand years to spare her a single day of that torment. 

	“I survived,” Serrane whispered, her fingers rifling through his hair. “And so did you. That’s all that matters.”

	Cassel swallowed the guilty lump in his throat and reopened his eyes. Somehow, despite everything that had happened, the smile upon her lips instantly made everything seem better. She looked at him lovingly, longingly, and he couldn’t understand what he had possibly done to deserve it—to deserve her. She was the most gorgeous creature he had ever seen, flawless in every way. 

	Yet she was trapped here in these ruins, soon to be crushed beneath the heel of another dark mistress. It was intolerable. It was insufferable. 

	And it was going to change.

	“I don’t know if the Spider Queen has really escaped the Pale or not,” Cassel said, standing and looking at the door. “But even Laetharys wouldn’t be arrogant enough to leave us here without restraints or a single guard. There has to be some way to get out of here.”

	He set his jaw as he studied their surroundings anew. The chamber only had a single obvious exit, though the cracks in the ruined ceiling were definitely large enough that someone as lithe as Serrane could squeeze through. Assuming he could get her up there somehow…

	“If I hold you up, you might be able to reach the gap,” he told her. “Once you’re outside, you could—”

	“I’m not going anywhere without you,” Serrane said firmly. “We’re staying together no matter what.”

	Cassel shook his head stubbornly. “You can’t just stay here! Though, there could be another way. Laetharys didn’t have many warriors to begin with, and most of them died in the forest.” He shifted his gaze to the door instead. “If we get the drop on them, we can probably take out the guards and steal their weapons. It shouldn’t take long to reach the forest and—”

	“You can’t leave, Julian!” Serrane insisted. “You can’t survive without her power!”

	“I survived the Echo before. I can do it again.”

	“No, you can’t.” She stood up next to him and placed her hands on his broad shoulders. “You won’t last a week.”

	“You don’t know that.”

	“Yes, I do. And so do you.”

	Cassel wanted to argue, but his protests died unspoken on his lips. He had seen lotus addicts in Blacktide Borough destroy themselves in a week after cutting themselves off for years, and the Aether was far more merciless. His body simply couldn’t survive without it. 

	But that didn’t mean he was willing to accept permanent bondage. Whatever else he may have become, he was still a paladin. And he would rather die than shackle Serrane to his grim fate.

	“Your freedom is worth ten of my deaths,” he said quietly. “You could head east to Darenthi and make your way back to Nelu’Thalas. There you could—”

	“Quilde!” Serrane snapped. “This is why I never wanted to work with paladins. You’re so eager to martyr yourselves you can’t think clearly!”

	“But—”

	“No!” she insisted, shaking his shoulders. “No matter what happens, we’re in this together. Do you understand?”

	Cassel stared hard into her elven eyes. From the first time he’d met her, he had been nearly as enthralled by her fiery passion as her ethereal beauty. She had the soul of a warrior, the heart of a huntress, and the body of a highborn maiden. He considered himself blessed that she would even speak with him, let alone make love to him.

	It destroyed him knowing that his leash, his dependence on the Aether, would doom her alongside him. And he silently pledged in that very instant that he would figure out a way to set her free, whether she wanted him to or not. 

	Tenderly taking her face in his hands, Cassel pulled her in for another kiss. He felt her breasts press up against his chest again as she brought her body to his, and he became acutely aware of the heat of her sex meeting his manhood. It had been so long since they had been together that he would have given anything for just a few minutes of peace somewhere—anywhere—else. 

	Serrane touched his wrists and broke their kiss after a few moments, though she pressed the rest of her body more tightly against him. “I know you’re confused, and I understand how difficult some of this must be to accept. But the whole world has been turned upside down, and we can’t afford to keep fighting for a past that no longer exists. We have to be open to new ideas—and be willing to accept aid from unlikely allies.”

	“Like an evil goddess?” Cassel replied with a snort. “Serrane—”

	“This is our chance to finally get revenge against Varassa, Julian,” she insisted. “With Nym dead and the power of a true goddess at our side, she won’t be able to stand against us. We can put an end to her brutal regime and liberate our people!”

	Julian studied her again. He obviously couldn’t blame her for wanting vengeance after everything she had been through, but he still couldn’t believe how sanguine she seemed at the idea of working with the Spider Queen. Zelioth was the embodiment of evil; every sane religion in Torsia recognized that much. Even if what Serrane had said about her was true—that the drow had somehow strayed from their intended path—it didn’t mean that their goddess was suddenly a benevolent being. Her power had fueled the drow war machine beneath the surface for thousands of years. 

	I accepted Laetharys’s help knowing that there would be a cost. I had been willing to pay any price to save Serrane…and I still am. How is this any different?

	“You can speak to her yourself soon enough,” Serrane said into the silence, her fingers sliding up the side of his face to brush aside a strand of dark blond hair. “She knows how badly Laetharys treated you, and she wants to give you a chance to teach her some humility.”

	Cassel grunted softly. “I’m not sure if it’s even possible for her to learn that lesson.”

	“You’ll find out soon,” Serrane assured him. “And even if not, imagine how fun it will be to try.”

	She flashed him a sadistic grin—the kind that seemed to have a permanent home on the lips of every drow female he had ever met. He had seen Laetharys herself wear it almost constantly ever since he arrived. But on Serrane…

	On Serrane, it just looked wrong. 

	She’d never had trouble being ruthless when the situation called for it—the gnolls of the Duskwood and the orcs in the Shattered Peaks would both attest to that. Even the respect of her rangers had carried no small amount of fear. But she was never cruel, and she certainly had never taken pleasure in someone else’s suffering. 

	“If I never see that gray bitch again, it will be too soon,” Cassel muttered. “I don’t need to teach her anything.”

	“But I want to watch,” Serrane purred as her hands slid behind his neck and pulled him in close again. She stretched up on her tiptoes until his manhood was perfectly level with her scorching sex. His breath hitched as she rolled her hips, causing her silky labia to glide along his semi-rigid member. “You know I’ve never minded sharing your cock as long as you put it to good use…”

	Cassel’s stem swelled against her, nestling between her thighs. The urge to throw her down on the bed and plunge his manhood into her tight highborn depths was nearly overpowering. It had been so long since he had touched her, so long since he had fucked her…he had literally been dreaming of this moment every day since they had been separated.

	But something wasn’t right. He no longer thought she was an illusion sent by Laetharys to trick him, but that didn’t mean that the drow hadn’t done something to her. As a paladin, he had long ago mastered channeling techniques designed to peer into the hearts of those around him. He couldn’t read their thoughts or intent, but he could discern if their minds were being manipulated by magic. Hopefully, it wasn’t yet another power his new magic had stolen from him. 

	While Serrane leaned forward to kiss him again, Cassel reached out to the Aether. And to his surprise, he was able to shape it exactly how he needed. He focused his gaze upon her while they embraced, hoping he would sense something—

	He did. And it was unlike anything he could have possibly imagined. 

	A deluge of images washed over him, freezing him in place as her tongue parted his lips. He saw Highwind, its streets bustling with activity and free of drow yet somehow dappled in perpetual twilight; he saw Serrane, her body sheathed in black leather as she stood atop the Duskwatch Tower; he saw himself, fully clad in purple-black plate armor as he approached an imperious figure sitting upon the Black Throne at the heart of the city.

	And then he saw the drow sisters, Varassa and Laetharys, each held at the end of a leash, their bellies swollen with child and their gray flesh completely exposed aside from the delicate chain jewelry piercing their dark nipples. They looked up at him, seething in rage but utterly at his mercy—

	Then he saw Serrane again, her head thrown back and her breasts bouncing as she rode him for all he was worth. He sensed that he was old and withered, yet his ageless lover was as energetic and beautiful as the first time he had seen her. They would always be together, utterly inseparable, until the horrors of the last two years faded into a distant memory…

	Cassel gasped and pulled away. He blinked to try to clear the images from his vision, rubbing at his eyes until they were gone. Serrane was still standing in front of him when his sight returned, and for a moment, he swore that her bright blue eyes had turned a haunting amethyst. But then that faded as well, and all that remained was the elven woman he had fallen in love with. 

	“It’s all right,” she soothed, pushing back up against him. “You must still be in shock, but I promise that everything is going to be okay.”

	Cassel swallowed as he released his hold on the Aether. He had never experienced anything like that before. He was no diviner—he couldn’t have possibly been seeing the future. But it had all seemed so incredibly real. Even now, he swore he could actually feel the walls of Serrane’s quim gripping his manhood as she straddled him. 

	“After everything we’ve been through, we deserve to enjoy yourselves,” Serrane said, her hands cradling his cheeks again. “The Spider Queen agrees. She wants to help us get our revenge, Julian. With her power on our side, the drow won’t stand a chance. Laetharys and her sister will both be at our mercy, don’t you see? They will be ours to do with as we please!”

	Her smile turned lascivious. “But right now, there’s no one here but us. And I intend to make the most of it.”

	Serrane kissed him again, but only for a fraction of a second before she pulled away and sank down to her knees in front of him. After the flash of images in his bizarre vision, his cock had already hard and ready to go, and she didn’t waste any time in getting to work. The swollen crown disappeared inside her lips, and he gasped in delight when he felt the soft heat of her tongue begin lathering the underside of his shaft. 

	Remember where you are. Remember what’s going on! You can’t afford to just…just…

	His right hand instinctively fell to her head, and her eyes glimmered with lust when he took a firm handful of her long blond hair. Another wave of images crashed over him, but these were purely from memory. He recalled the first time she had snuck into his office in the guise of Faewyn—and how quickly she had been down on her knees underneath his desk. She had returned every day for a week, excited and impatient to gulp down his cum like his own personal elven whore. Then later, in one of the city’s taverns in the dark of night, she would always manage to find him and drag him into the basement or pantry or even the adjacent alleyway so he could bend her over and take her from behind…

	“Oh, gods,” Cassel breathed when Serrane suddenly placed her hands on the back of his thighs and pulled him against her, forcing his cock all the way down her throat. Her eyes remained locked on his even as his balls slapped against her chin, and he saw her body go limp. She then tapped her fingertips against his skin in their old signal, which he had almost forgotten. 

	She was ready for him. And nothing in the world could have kept him from giving it to her.

	Keeping a firm grip on her hair, Cassel pulled her off his cock, barely allowing her a ragged gasp before pushing her back down twice as hard. She gurgled as if she were choking, but that was exactly how she had always liked it. Her fingernails dug into his thighs, not because she wanted him to stop, but because she wanted enough leverage that she could force him to skull-fuck her even harder. 

	And that was precisely what he did. He slammed her up and down his cock, fucking her mouth as if it were a cunt. She kept her body limp and her throat relaxed, but her choking gurgles still drove him wild. He only wished she were wearing eye shadow so that black tears could stream down her face.

	“Fuck!” Cassel blurted out as his climax approached—

	But then Serrane suddenly and unexpectedly wrenched free of his grip. His cock emerged from her lips with an audible pop. “Wait!” she rasped, panting and licking the spittle from her chin. “I want it inside. All of it, please!”

	Cassel’s cock twitched in protest, yearning for release. Serrane had never been the type of woman who toyed with him or edged him—she had always been happy to devote as much time as she needed to coax him back to life. But there was something in her eyes beyond mere lust, otherwise she would have happily guzzled down his first offering before reviving him for a second. 

	Ultimately, the why scarcely mattered. From the moment he’d bedded his first farm girl after driving away bandits outside Riverbend, Cassel had always made it a point to give a woman exactly what she wished. And so he promptly grabbed Serrane’s thighs, hoisted her up into his arms, and carried her back over to the bed. He kissed her again, hoping to buy his cock a moment of respite so he wouldn’t burst, but she had no interest in any further delay. Her thighs clamped about his waist as he set her down on her back, keeping him on top of her, and her fingers found his manhood and guided it straight into her molten sex.

	It was every bit as welcoming as he remembered. He had been yearning for her sweet elven cunt for what felt like a decade, and he considered it nothing short of a miracle that he didn’t explode inside her the moment her walls enfolded him. She was so wet that he hilted himself inside her with his first thrust, yet she was so tight it felt like a silken fist was wrapped around his shaft. He wanted to spill—he needed to spill—but somehow, he held back and kissed her instead. 

	Locking her ankles behind his back and lacing her fingers behind her neck, Serrane pulled him against her in a vise-like grip as if to ensure he could never get away. Their tongues danced together again, and they shared every breath and moan as he drove his manhood into her with long, deliberate thrusts. He could have lived in this moment forever. 

	But Serrane couldn’t. She suddenly pulled her lips from his, and her eyelids fluttered over her bright blue orbs. “Harder,” she breathed. “Fuck me harder, Julian. Please…”

	Still worried that he wouldn’t last more than a few strokes, Cassel began pumping into her more vigorously, instantly drawing a breathless whimper from her lips. She still wasn’t satisfied, though—she began bucking against him, her hips churning as if she were on top of him. Whenever he bottomed out, her inner muscles would tighten, then resume their rhythmic ripples around his shaft. Her carnal walls threatened to crush him, and he gasped as he felt his inevitable climax approaching. He could contain himself as long as he was in control, but now she was fucking him almost as much as he was fucking her…

	Yet apparently, it still wasn’t enough. 

	He wasn’t certain what she was trying to accomplish when she first grabbed his forearms and then lifted his hands off the bed. Did she want him to grab her thighs for better leverage? Did she want him to flip her over and take her from behind?

	But then she pulled his hands to her throat, and the desperate look in her eyes told him everything he needed to know. 

	Cassel squeezed. Gently at first, but then harder and harder until he was crushing her windpipe. Her rapid pants and moans turned to ragged, strangled rasps when he shifted weight from his knees and began using his new leverage to the fullest. Her lids fluttered as his hips continued pounding into her, the rhythmic smack of their slapping flesh echoing throughout the chamber. 

	They were no strangers to rough sex—he fondly remembered the countless times he had bent her over and fucked her in the ass like a domineering orcish warlord. Despite her cold, hardened Ranger-General exterior, she was one of the most naturally submissive women he had ever bedded. But she had never actually asked him to choke her before.

	Yet it was clearly what she wanted. Her eyes rolled all the way back into her head, and her hands squeezed his forearms—not to push them away but to encourage him. The heat and slickness surrounding his member increased with every thrust. Small, fluttering contractions signaled she was close. Within seconds, he felt the spasms of a climax ripple through her entire body as she arched beneath him, and the tremors were all it took to finally push him over the edge. 

	He exploded deep inside her, his cock pressed against her cervix, flooding her womb with a year’s worth of pent-up pain and frustration. Serrane wheezed through his choking grip, her hips rolling in unison with every one of his spurts.

	It was only then, when he fired his last volley deep into her womb and released his grip on her throat, that her eyes rolled into focus. But they weren’t their normal crystal blue—they were an eerie shade of violet. 

	What in the name of the Pale?

	But when Cassel blinked, the color had faded. He wondered if he had just imagined it. A wave of exhaustion crashed over him after he had spent, and he was barely able to hold himself up even with his elbows braced against the mattress. And when Serrane smiled up at him, breathless and content, her eyes were the same sparkling blue as always. 

	“Promise me that we’ll never spend another day apart,” she whispered. “Promise me that you’ll be there to fuck me every night and again every morning.”

	Cassel smiled, unwilling to withdraw his stem from her perfect quim. “I promise.”

	 

	 

	
3 
Penance

	 

	It was a strange sensation to not wake up alone or in pain. 

	Julian Cassel smiled when his eyes fluttered open, still amazed that Serrane was lying on the bed next to him. He didn’t know how long he had been out—an hour? Two?—but a part of him expected her to unravel like a mirage in the desert. It had been so long since anything good had happened to him that all of this remained difficult to accept.

	Serrane may be real, but there’s something wrong about all of this. We’re not free, not really. If the Spider Queen is truly here in these ruins, then it’s only a matter of time before she reveals her true plans.

	Cassel leaned up and braced himself on an elbow where he could study the elf sleeping at his side. Hunger had thinned her, but she remained achingly beautiful. Her face was relaxed, peaceful.

	Merely being this close to her was a comfort to his soul. It should have soothed him, but instead it filled him with dread at the thought of losing her again. Of returning to the nightmare his life had become.

	For the better part of the last year, the Wasting Echo had been his only constant companion. In his darkest moments, when he’d lain huddled in a cave or an abandoned farmstead, he had taken some perverse solace in knowing that even his worst failures wouldn’t haunt him much longer. 

	But every time he had felt like giving in, he would remember something about Serrane. The softness of her lips. The flowery scent of her long blond hair. Her quiet, breathless whimpers when he thrust his manhood inside her. 

	He had always been willing to die for her. That part was surprisingly easy; paladins were all aspiring martyrs, as she was so fond of telling him. Living for her, on the other hand—enduring the Echo in the faint hope that he might one day see her face again—had proven to be the greatest challenge of his life. 

	He had suffered countless indignities. He had committed dark deeds in the name of survival. And then, most harrowing of all, he had entered a pact with a dark elf priestess in exchange for power. The man he had been before the Shattering would barely recognize the haunted shell he had become. 

	But this moment, lying beside Serrane again, proved that it was all worth it.

	Cassel gently traced his fingers across her arm, his eyes content to drink in every magnificent inch of her naked highborn flesh. He was surprised that she had fallen asleep so quickly; in the past, he had almost always been the one to pass out first, and she had enjoyed teasing him for it. 

	But today was different. She was different. 

	When he looked at the discolored markings on her neck—the marks he had inflicted upon her—he still couldn’t believe he had choked her as hard as he had. Healing magic could easily mend such minor injuries, of course, but that wasn’t the point. Something about her had just seemed wrong, and that was before the inexplicable shift of her eye color. 

	Cassel gently rolled her over until she was lying completely on her back, then kissed her soft, unblemished stomach. “I’m going to get you away from here,” he whispered. “Whatever it takes.”

	He craned his neck to look up at the cracks in the ceiling above them. Serrane had made it abundantly clear that she didn’t want to escape if it meant that he would succumb to the Echo, but he refused to just sit here and wait for the drow to return. Whatever their depraved goddess had in store for him, it couldn’t possibly be good. 

	Cassel had just stood and started to investigate the chamber more closely when he heard approaching footfalls outside the door. His hand reflexively dropped to his naked hip, but when that came up empty, he remembered the dark powers Laetharys had taught him. He could wend through the shadows and attempt to ambush whoever was outside. He might even be able to take Serrane with him and escape through the wall somehow…

	But before he could make up his mind, a drow female in a diaphanous silver robe opened the door. Her glowing red eyes flicked between the two naked prisoners, and her lip curled in contempt. 

	“The Mistress is ready to see you now,” she said. 

	“Is that so?” Cassel asked caustically. In his past life, he probably would have scrambled to cover himself with something, but he was long past giving a damn if a drow saw him naked. All he really wanted was a weapon…

	Her red eyes hardened. “Please, follow me.”

	She turned before he could respond, and he was tempted to stalk up to her and attack her from behind. Drow females may have ruled the Underworld, but they weren’t physically stronger than any other elven female. Or less vulnerable to a crushed airway. He could undoubtedly overpower her with ease. But when he took a step toward her, he suddenly felt the Aetheric tethers binding them together—not directly, but through their shared patron. 

	Zelioth the Spider Queen. 

	Cassel grimaced and followed the woman in silence, doing his best to mentally prepare himself for whatever was about to happen. 

	The lack of restraints made him feel oddly light, even more so than being naked. Laetharys never would have allowed him to walk through the ruins like this, even with an escort. Yet he still expected to find her waiting for him, whip in hand and a haughty, superior smirk on her face. 

	When his escort led him to an archway set into the side of the passage, she turned and motioned for him to enter. Bracing himself for the worst, he stepped across the threshold—

	But was greeted by the exact scene that Serrane had described. Laetharys, the cold, domineering bitch who’d had his balls in her hand from the moment she had captured him, was currently naked and suspended by webs in the center of an otherwise empty small chamber. 

	Suspended…and positioned so that her open, vulnerable cunt was the very first thing he saw. 

	Cassel’s mouth went dry as he came to a stunned halt. Laetharys’s legs were splayed wide, with her wrists tied to her ankles and her toes pointed at the ceiling, essentially folding her in half. Her bald elven cunt, its pink inner folds a stark contrast to her gray flesh, was fully on display, close enough to easily reach out and touch.

	Nor was that the only surprise. Her nipples had recently been pierced by thin metal rods that were linked by a silver chain. The metal glittered in the purple light of the wall torches.

	Laetharys snarled the moment he entered, but the red ball gag stuffed in her mouth kept her mercifully muzzled. Her glowing blue eyes were narrowed into slits, and he could practically feel the rage rolling off her. But unlike with the priestess behind him, he didn’t sense any Aetheric tethers. He didn’t sense anything at all, in fact. It was a drastic change from just a day ago when she had been a veritable font of Aetheric energy. 

	Now, that quality was reserved for the other drow female lurking in the shadows at the corner of the room. 

	“After all the torments you endured while in her tender care, I imagine that this sight must please you greatly,” the woman said in a sultry voice as she sauntered forward. “I certainly hope so. She may be a grave disappointment as a priestess and as a general, but her beauty is undeniable.”

	Even if Cassel had never known the touch of the Aether, he had no doubt that he still would have been able to sense the power radiating from the newcomer. As it was, the tethers connecting him to the Aether felt so strong in her presence that he really could see them. They led straight through her, almost as if she had taken his invisible leash directly from Laetharys. The air in the chamber seemed to grow colder the closer she approached, and the last lingering doubts he had been harboring about the Spider Queen’s escape from the Pale vanished when he met her violet stare. 

	She’s real. Escar’s mercy, she’s actually real…

	As a trained paladin, Cassel was supposed to be fearless. But fighting orcs in the Shattered Peaks or even Chol in the Godcursed Reach couldn’t compare to standing before the avatar of a dark goddess.

	“I am pleased to see that your wounds have fully mended,” Zelioth said, amethyst eyes inspecting him as she passed Laetharys. “You are fortunate that my servants brought you to me so quickly. If any more time had passed, even I may not have been able to save you.”

	She came to a halt just a few feet away. Cassel couldn’t take his eyes off of her, even with Laetharys’s body splayed invitingly right next to him, the rich sent of her glistening cunt heavy in his nostrils. He had no idea what the Fallen Gods were supposed to look like—he had always assumed that their statues were little more than mortal fantasies cast in stone—but the Spider Queen’s avatar was every bit as hauntingly beautiful as he could have expected.

	“I trust that you enjoyed your lovers’ reunion,” she said, her purple lips curling into a smile that managed to be inviting and chilling. “After all this time apart, I wanted to make certain that you had time to comfort one another.”

	“How generous of you,” Cassel muttered, his voice little more than a rasp. “Since your servants were the ones who tore us apart.”

	“Sadly, those servants have committed many deeds of which I do not approve,” Zelioth told him, her eyes briefly flicking to Laetharys. “My children have lost their way. But I am hopeful that together we can begin to correct their mistakes.”

	Cassel swallowed and tried to marshal his resolve. Standing this close to her, he didn’t even need to concentrate to open himself to the Aether. The eddies of power crashed over him as if he were standing on a beach at high tide.

	“What mistakes, exactly?” he asked. “The conquest? The murder? The rape? Because that’s all the drow have ever cared about.”

	“To your knowledge, yes, but it was not always so,” Zelioth said, her voiced laced with an excellent approximation of regret that he didn’t believe for a second. “There was a time when my children stood for faith and freedom—faith in the gods that created them, and freedom from the dragons who ruled over them. When they fled into the darkness of the Underworld, they were meant to become a symbol of hope to your people—a sign that the tyranny of sorcery could be resisted. But it wasn’t long before they, too, took up its poisoned chalice.”

	She shifted her amethyst gaze to the bound priestess beside them. “In the beginning, those who wished to follow the path I laid out for them fled here to the shores of Torsia. But over time, avarice and incompetence infected them as well. The priestesses who should have been exemplars for their people became obsessed with maintaining their own power even if it crippled the drow as a whole. Their petty reign has endured for too long—and I hope that you, paladin, will help me put an end to it once and for all.”

	Cassel examined Laetharys again—though it took an act of will to prevent his eyes from lingering on her cunt and breasts. He doubted he could have felt sympathy for her even if she had been stuck like a hog on a spit. She and her sister deserved far worse. But the idea that their Dark Goddess—the Spider Queen herself—would be the one to help him get vengeance was so absurd he couldn’t help but snort. 

	“Whatever you have planned, I’m not going to help,” Cassel said. “You can torture me, you can kill me, you can cut me off from the Aether and leave me to rot. It doesn’t matter. I would rather die than let you enslave Serrane through me.”

	Zelioth laughed, a bizarrely sweet yet sadistic sound that sent a shiver racing down his spine. “So dramatic…and utterly unnecessary. It has been so long that I almost forgot what dealing with paladins was like. You’re so eager to fall on your swords it’s a miracle you manage to stab anyone on your way down.”

	“I don’t know what you did to Serrane, but it won’t work on me.”

	“Your lover is not my thrall, human,” Zelioth said. “She is far too powerful and exquisite a creature to merely be my slave. She is destined for so much more—as are you.” She smiled and looked him up and down. “My former champion already taught you much about the ways of the Barra D’aron—the Shadow Knights. I will have need of such strong, versatile warriors if I hope to restore my children to their proper path, and you stand to be first among them.”

	“You don’t seriously think you can tempt me like that, do you?”

	“You are a man,” she said mildly. “And like all men, the only thing you truly crave is power.”

	Cassel scoffed. “You really don’t know what paladins are like.”

	“I know what mortals are like. You lie to yourselves whenever you find it convenient, and you deny your true nature as a matter of course.” Zelioth arched a dainty black eyebrow. “Coveting power is not a vice. To be powerful is to be in control, and to be in control is to know true freedom. That is the clarity of purpose I offer.”

	“Strange,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You said that your people have lost their way, yet that sounds exactly like what any other drow would say.”

	Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and her unsettling gaze seemed to pierce his very soul. Cassel repressed a shudder and forced himself to hold his ground. He had faced down plenty of monsters before. Gnolls, orcs, even demons. Of course, he hadn’t been buck naked at the time. 

	And they weren’t gods.

	“Look, if you want me to help you boot the drow out of Highwind, fine,” he said. “If you want me to help you overthrow Varassa, that’s even better. But there’s a price for my help: you must let Serrane go. Once she’s safe, I’ll do anything you want.”

	The corner of Zelioth’s mouth curled into a smile. “You are fortunate that unlike many of my followers, I have always appreciated certain aspects of the male form. The strength, the determination, the single-minded resolve…sadly, it is all too often tainted by hubris.” She tutted and rolled her tongue across her lips. “Your lover and I have already come to an understanding. She does not wish to leave my presence. In fact, she is eager to take her place at my side.”

	“Only because you did something to her mind,” Cassel said. 

	“I already told you that she is not my thrall. I merely offered the clarity of purpose that she so desperately desired.”

	“Let her go,” he said firmly. “Or I won’t help you do a damn thing.”

	Zelioth’s eyes narrowed again, and it took all the courage he could muster not to wither beneath her gaze. His heart pounded as he waited for the first bolt of agony to strike. Laetharys had been a harsh enough mistress—she would have already severed his powers the moment he talked back to her—but she was still just a mortal woman. He didn’t even want to imagine what horrors the avatar of a goddess could unleash upon him.

	“You truly are special, aren’t you?” Zelioth said after a minute, her smile returning. “Few mortals in your position would possess the courage to make demands of a god.”

	“Courage, stupidity…call it whatever you want,” Cassel said. “But you will set her free.”

	“I already have,” Zelioth said. “And now I shall liberate you as well.”

	Stepping closer, she started to raise her hands to his face, but Cassel’s defensive reflexes kicked in. He snatched her wrist before she could touch his cheek, half expecting her to snarl and lash out. But her arm practically went limp, and her smile only widened. 

	“Do not be alarmed,” she told him. “Soon, you will understand.”

	Her palm began to glow the same eerie violet as her eyes, and before Cassel could push her arm away, light flashed in front of his eyes. He blinked and inhaled sharply—

	Then a deluge of images washed over him, just like when he had tried to peer into Serrane’s mind. He saw many of the same visions: Highwind’s darkened but safe streets, Serrane sheathed in black leather armor, himself clad in adamantine plate with his sword slung across his back…

	And of course, the drow sisters on their knees before him, their wrists shackled behind their backs and their bodies chained together so tightly that their pregnant bellies were touching. A double-ended phallus was lodged down their throats with only a small ball in between to separate their mouths, and he held one of their leashes in each hand. They looked at him with contempt but also surrender. They knew they belonged to him. They were his bitches. His whores. His brood sows to do with as he wished.

	Because he had earned it—he had earned them. The people of Highwind were safe. After years of failure, he had finally brought peace and prosperity back to the city. They no longer had anything to fear from orcs or gnolls or even the drow. The Silver Fist was gone, but he had forged a far more powerful order in its place. He was their champion. Their Highlord. The Right Hand of Zelioth, the only god to ever escape from the Pale. Soon the other city-states would fall into line. And after them, the rest of Torsia would follow…

	Cassel gasped again, and when his vision cleared, he was once more back in the gloomy chamber standing before the Spider Queen. He still clutched her wrist, but the glow in her palm had faded. 

	“You understand now, don’t you?” Zelioth asked, her voice little more than a whisper. “You wish to save your people—and so do I. I am the only one who can protect them. I am the only one who can offer them the power they so desperately crave. Everything your people lost during the Shattering can and will be rebuilt. We need only work together.” 

	The goals that he had clung to with such determination now seemed childish, irrational. Why was he resisting? Serrane would be safe. Highwind would be safe. He would have a purpose again, and control over two people who richly deserved to be punished for their crimes against him, Serrane, and countless others.

	His fingers relaxed their grip even though he had given them no such command. Zelioth’s smile widened, and she nodded her approval. 

	“Good,” she said, approaching so close that her breastplate was nearly touching his chest. “Very good.”

	“I won’t…” Cassel rasped, struggling to summon the will to speak. “I will not…be your slave.” 

	“Slavery is the denial of will,” Zelioth told him, her breath hot on his mouth. “I am the goddess of freedom—I will give you the power to make your will reality. Serve me, nourish me, and you shall be rewarded with anything and everything you have ever imagined. You will never again fail to defend your people. You will never fail to protect your highborn lover. The two of you will serve at my side, first among my loyal subjects.”

	Her fingertips suddenly grazed his ribs, and a surge of energy rushed through him as if his entire body had been dipped in the Aether. In the blink of an eye, all the channeling techniques he had ever used were there in his mind, ready to be used again however he saw fit. 

	Zelioth leaned forward until their lips nearly touched, but at the last moment, she diverted her mouth to his ear instead. Her left hand settled on his sternum, while her right drifted down his stomach until it reached his rapidly swelling cock. 

	“I can offer you so much more,” she cooed as her slender fingers curled around the shaft. “My former servants will be yours to do with as you wish. Your cock will never know a moment of loneliness. They will serve you, worship you…”

	Laetharys snarled into her gag, but her muffled protests only made Cassel turn his head and admire her helpless body. Her toned legs, her subtle curves, her flawless gray flesh…her pink quim, petaled open as if waiting for him to claim its forbidden treasures. 

	“I know how you’ve longed to seed the womb of your highborn lover,” Zelioth whispered, her tongue sliding across his earlobe. “You needn’t worry. For all the failures of my servants, they never let her be spoiled. She remains quite fertile, I assure you—she will bear you many healthy, beautiful children, just as you’ve always dreamed.”

	Cassel moaned when her teeth gently nipped his ear as her hand began to slowly stroke his stem. He was already as hard as he had been when he had first entered Serrane.

	“But hers will not be the only womb available to you,” Zelioth said. “I can scarcely think of a more fitting punishment to my failed champions than for you to place a niskaru child inside them.”

	Laetharys snarled again, even more frantically than before, but her protests only made Cassel’s cock throb in Zelioth’s grip. Deep down, he knew he should have been disgusted by the mere suggestion, but there was something undeniably arousing about the idea of making the drow sisters his personal whores. He couldn’t help but imagine them crawling to him on their knees and spreading their legs at his command…

	Zelioth suddenly released his cock and took a step away from him. Cassel gasped, his manhood throbbing, as the Dark Goddess sauntered behind her former priestess. 

	“I have prepared her for you, as you can see,” she said, tracing a fingertip up the length of Laetharys’s long, sleek leg until she reached the webs pinning her ankle to her wrist. “I know that you have already sampled the fruit of her body, but never like this—never when you were in complete and total control.”

	Cassel found himself shuffling toward her until his cock was barely an inch from Laetharys’s exposed cunt. He reveled in the freedom to look, captivated by the wet, vulnerable seam between her perfectly formed outer lips, topped by the little pearl of her clit. It was hard to imagine that just yesterday, he had been completely at her mercy. He had defied her authority whenever he’d gotten the chance, but his petty rebellions had never fundamentally changed the balance of power between them. Still, he couldn’t deny that exploding all over her smug drow face had been incredibly satisfying…

	“For all the failures of my former champion, the most egregious may be the lies she told herself,” Zelioth said, feathering her hands through the other woman’s long white hair. Laetharys watched his cock with wide, almost frightened eyes, drawing rapid, shallow breaths through her nose. “She may have claimed to revile you, but the truth is that your mighty stem brought her more joy than any drow male in decades. She wanted it. She needed it. And she would have gladly kept you as her pet for many years.”

	Zelioth flashed him a dark smile. “Her path to redemption will be long, brutal, and humiliating. Shall we walk it together?”

	Cassel reached out and placed his hands upon Laetharys’s breasts. She let out a frustrated whine when he squeezed her soft, pliant globes, but it only made him yearn to plunge his cock between them and thrust until her nose and chin were splattered with his seed. 

	“Her body is yours, my champion,” Zelioth purred. “Every hole, every patch of smooth gray flesh…I have even removed the magic protecting her womb if you wish to try your luck. Rivvil seed rarely takes root on the first try, but you are an incredible specimen…”

	Cassel kneaded Laetharys’s breasts a few more times, then turned his attention to her nipples. He avoided the rods at first, gently stroking her erect ebony buds. He heard Laetharys’s breath deepen as he teased, taking his time to see how aroused he could get them. They were slightly thicker than he remembered, as if still a bit swollen from being pierced. 

	When they seemed as hard and sensitive they would get, he took the piercings between his fingers and slowly began to tug them. Laetharys screwed her eyes shut and let out a high whine, then yelped as he released them.

	Serrane had said Laetharys had been pregnant, but Cassel saw no signs of it. No stretch marks or sagging, nor any hint that she’d nursed. Of course the ever-vain drow would have magic that addressed that, which meant he’d be able to keep the sisters fit and tight while breeding them over and over…

	After pinching Laetharys’s nipples hard enough that she hissed through her gag, Cassel slid his hands down along her waist to the underside of her splayed thighs. He rubbed his throbbing crown across her glistening labia, amused at how thoroughly soaked she was despite her feeble protests. And then, with a single forceful thrust, he pushed his full length inside her. 

	Laetharys squealed and her blue eyes shot wide. But Cassel could feel her body shudder in delight, her hot, silky walls fluttering eagerly as they squeezed all around his cock, and he had no doubt that she would climax before he did. She had feigned anger when he had ravaged her in the past, but he hadn’t bought the act for a moment. Zelioth was right—Laetharys may have been a ruthless, domineering bitch, but she was also a filthy slut. 

	“Excellent,” Zelioth said, nibbling at her lip. “What are you waiting for? Fuck her!”

	Cassel obeyed. His fingers dug into Laetharys’s thighs as he began pounding into her. Just like Serrane, her cunt was wonderfully tight yet invitingly slick; but unlike Serrane, he didn’t give the slightest fuck whether she enjoyed herself or not. This wasn’t about her—it was about him. His pleasure. His conquest. 

	His soon-to-be brood whore. 

	“Take her!” Zelioth said, yanking on her priestess’s hair hard enough that her head snapped back. “Claim her as yours!”

	Cassel shifted his grip up to her calves as he slammed into her, every slap of their flesh punctuated by a muffled groan from his prey. Even though he couldn’t help but note the signs of her enjoyment, the cues that normally guided him during sex, he focused solely on the wonderful sensations of her body, on rutting her the way he wanted. 

	But that seemed to be turning her on more. It was as if her body knew that she was his to use, to fill, to breed—and she loved it. Her climax was already near; he could tell from the quick pulses of her walls and the visible tremors in her abdomen. He knew he wouldn’t last long—he didn’t want to last long. He just wanted to cover this slut in his sticky triumph. 

	“Then do it. Her womb can wait…”

	Cassel gasped when he realized that Zelioth was suddenly behind him. He had never actually seen her move, but he felt her hands curl around his body, her fingernails scratch his chest, and then her breasts and nipples squish against his shoulder blades. 

	“You will have no shortage of opportunities to defile her,” her voice whispered as her tongue flicked across his earlobe again. “This is the freedom I offer. Your will shall be her destiny…”

	He squeezed Laetharys’s ankles even harder as he pounded into her, astonished that the webs were strong enough to hold her in place. Her muffled whimpers had deteriorated into gurgles, and she couldn’t stop her glowing blue eyes from rolling back into her head in ecstasy. He grinned, breathless and captivated by the sweat beading on her gray flesh, gleaming like diamonds in the violet torchlight. 

	It was only then that he noticed a dark mass roiling behind her on the stone floor. It stretched out to the sides almost as if Laetharys were unfurling a hidden set of bat-like wings, but then he belatedly realized he was actually looking at the shadow of the woman standing behind him—

	“Desecrate her,” Zelioth said into his ear, her fingernails suddenly driving into his chest like claws. “Now!”

	Cassel pulled out just in time, and before he could grab and aim his cock, one of Zelioth’s hands suddenly grasped his stem. He exploded with a cry at her touch, a thick jet of seed firing across Laetharys’s body and striking her left eye. He fired again and again, one spurt splattering across her lips and another curling across her chin. The rest landed squarely upon her heaving breasts, and soon slid between her cleavage to form a trickling stream down to her belly. 

	“Magnificent…” Zelioth whispered, as Laetharys let out a muted wail and spasmed in her own climax. “And only the first of many such lessons I shall ask you to teach her…”

	Cassel’s entire body went weak, and he found himself leaning back even harder against Zelioth’s body. The warmth of her skin was invigorating, as was the unmistakable sensation of her nipples pressed up so tightly against his back. Her delicate fingers continued to stroke him, keeping his cock firm despite his release. Just when he started to wonder if she might simply pump him to another climax just to ensure that every bare spot of Laetharys’s flesh was wet with his triumph, she abruptly released her grip and lifted her hand. Enough seed had dribbled down his stem that several thick strands covered her knuckles. 

	“Vlos lueth doer,” she said, spreading her fingers. “Elves have always understood the power of blood and seed. Even before their ascension, the Avetharri discovered the strength of ancestral memories. And once the Wyrm Lords rose against us, they quickly discovered the importance of man’s blood legacy. To cultivate power in the future, they needed to understand the past.”

	Zelioth brought her fingers to her lips and slowly licked them clean. Her violet eyes narrowed briefly as she rolled his seed across her tongue before finally swallowing it. 

	“A strong family line, and immensely virile,” she said, smiling as she shifted her gaze down to Laetharys. “He could seed you quite easily. You should tell him how much you appreciate his willingness to christen your flesh instead.”

	Zelioth lifted her other hand, and the ball gag plugging Laetharys’s mouth popped free and rolled down off her body to the floor. The drow gasped in surprise, one of her eyelids still practically glued shut by a thick glob of his seed. 

	“Mistress, I implore you,” she panted. “Do not allow this rivvil to—”

	“Tell him!” Zelioth demanded. “Tell him now.”

	Laetharys hissed through her cum-splattered lips, but her one open eye eventually looked at Cassel. “Th…thank you.”

	He smiled. “For what?”

	She clenched her teeth, but Zelioth laughed in delight. “Well?” she asked. “Answer him.”

	Laetharys seethed. “Thank you for cumming on my face.”

	“You’re welcome,” Cassel said, snickering at her discomfort. 

	“I imagine you will get quite accustomed to hearing that over the next few months.” Zelioth chuckled again, then shifted her gaze back toward the chamber entrance. “Kathara.”

	Cassel turned when he heard soft footfalls approach him from behind. He had completely forgotten about the priestess who had escorted him in here. She moved up right beside him, then lowered her head in a half-bow. 

	“How may I serve you, Mistress?”

	“Clean him up,” Zelioth commanded. “I want him ready to go again as soon as possible.”

	A look of disgust flashed across Kathara’s features, but she promptly nodded and dropped to her knees in front of him. Her mouth was wrapped around his cock in seconds, bobbing in a smooth, steady rhythm, and he put a hand on the back of her head to guide her as he moaned contentedly. 

	“Very good,” Zelioth said, her breasts pressing hard against him again as she began to plant kisses across the back of his ear. “The night is still young, my shadow knight, and this lesson is far from over.”

	 

	 

	
4 
Preparations

	 

	Serrane knew she was going to be late for the Council meeting, and she knew that if any of Julian’s subordinates realized where she was and what she was doing, her reputation as the cold, no-nonsense Ranger-General would be destroyed in a heartbeat. But even with that harrowing threat lurking in the back of her mind, she still refused to get off her knees and take Julian’s cock out of her mouth. Her quim was burning so hot it was driving her mad, and Julian’s last load had tasted so good that she simply couldn’t wait for him to give her a second helping. 

	“I told you—nn!—Councilor,” he managed through clenched teeth. “We can’t afford to send any more knights into the mountains. Not with—nn!—not with so many sightings of drow in the hills near Hastien’s Fall.”

	“Are you certain you’re all right, son?” Councilor Vaneros’s low voice said from across the desk. “You seem…”

	“Just, uh, just a little tired, Councilor,” Julian managed. He tensed his fingers on the back of Serrane’s head beneath his desk, but it didn’t stop her from continuing to bob up and down his slick shaft. 

	“I, uh—I didn’t get much sleep,” he added hastily, throwing in a loud, sheepish chuckle just to cover up the smacking lips and soft gurgles. “And, um…this morning’s training session was longer than normal. I don’t want the aspirants to get lazy.”

	“I see,” Vaneros murmured. He was probably too distracted by the current political drama to investigate further, thankfully, otherwise he could have easily shuffled around the desk and noticed Serrane on her knees beneath it. 

	“I promise to talk to Knight-Commander Crowe and see what we can do,” Julian said, tightening his grip and holding her firmly in place once his cock was buried all the way down her throat. She could tell that he was about to explode again at any moment. Normally she didn’t mind it in the least when he spilled straight down her gullet, but she really wanted to be able to taste him this time…

	“Fine,” Vaneros said with a resigned huff. “Just do the best you can. You’ll certainly have more luck with him than I will.”

	The buckles of his elaborate waistcoat rattled as he stepped toward the door, and Julian relaxed his grip enough that Serrane could pull back a few inches and allow his swollen tip to rest right in the center of her mouth. Her tongue flicked across it, and she fastened her blue eyes upon him just how she knew he liked…

	“Oh, one last thing, Captain,” Vaneros said, pausing at the door. “If you see the Ranger-General, make sure to let her know we’ll be starting the Council meeting an hour late today. Constable Mannick was delayed.”

	“She rarely stops by the Silver Temple,” Julian said, his hand trembling on her as he tried to hold back. “But if she does, I’ll be sure to let her know.”

	“Good. Escar guide you, Captain.”

	“And you, Councilor.”

	The instant the door shut behind Vaneros, Julian threw back his head and exploded. Serrane eagerly accepted her prize, holding herself steady as his cock pumped her mouth full of his salty seed. 

	“Gods,” he gasped as he finally came down. “If we got caught, it would—”

	“Paladins are supposed to be fearless,” Serrane said, smiling as she licked the last of his bounty from her lips. “I don’t see the problem.”

	 

	Serrane awakened with a moan of contentment as the old memory washed over her. She smiled, her mind still foggy from sleep, when she remembered how hard Julian had fucked her that night after the delayed Council meeting. He hadn’t even waited for her to get home; the moment the gathering had finished, he’d ambushed her in the hallway, dragged her into a supply closet, and taken her against the wall. She could still feel the echo of his strong hands clutching her thighs while his manhood slammed into her. 

	Her eyes drifted open as more recent memories resurfaced. The crumbling temple, the avatar of the Spider Queen, Julian’s hands squeezing her throat as his cock split her wide open…

	“I am pleased that you enjoyed your reunion. Do not worry: my acolytes will tend to your bruises soon.”

	Serrane gasped as she fully awoke from her slumber. She quickly leaned up on the bed, and as the fog cleared from her vision, she saw the Spider Queen emerge without a sound from the shadows that filled the room, almost as if she were gliding over the floor rather than walking upon it. The purple glow from the spidery eyes on her armor seemed even brighter than before. 

	“Julian,” Serrane whispered, a hand going to the empty place on the sheets beside her. She couldn’t even feel the lingering warmth from his body. “Where—?”

	“Your lover is safe,” Zelioth soothed. “I required his assistance with my former champion. I cannot imagine anyone more suited to mete out justice than a righteous paladin.”

	Serrane’s mouth twisted in disgust. The idea of Julian sticking his cock inside that drow bitch when Serrane had been lying right here was infuriating! Laetharys didn’t deserve him, and Julian didn’t need her body to sate his lust! 

	“Le’thos,” she hissed. “You can’t…can’t…”

	She glared up at the woman standing above her, but the instant she met Zelioth’s amethyst stare, Serrane realized how foolish she was acting. She didn’t need to be disgusted or jealous. After all he had been through, Julian deserved the right to punish the drow slut. The thought of him ravaging her cunt and bowels for hours on end was so hot that Serrane’s quim began to burn. Her only regret was that she hadn’t been there to encourage him.

	“Is there something you wished to say to me, highborn?” Zelioth asked. 

	Serrane slowly shook her head. “N-no, Mistress. I was only worried that he might try to do something foolish. He does not wish to be the reason that I remain here with you.”

	“Is he?” she asked, cocking a black eyebrow.

	“Not at all, Mistress. You are the last hope of rebuilding Highwind. Only your power can ensure a prosperous future for its people.”

	Serrane felt herself smiling as the words fell from her lips, but she wasn’t sure she believed them. Her thoughts were foggy, unclear, as if her mind hadn’t fully awakened with the rest of her body. Did she really believe that Zelioth the Spider Queen could be the savior of Highwind? It didn’t make any sense…did it?

	“I can’t rebuild anything without your help,” Zelioth said, sitting down next to Serrane on the bed. She placed a hand on the ranger’s cheek. “But you do wish to help me, don’t you?”

	Serrane nodded, releasing a soft moan of pleasure. “More than anything, Mistress.”

	“Good,” Zelioth said. “Very good…”

	She leaned forward and kissed Serrane. Her tongue effortlessly parted the ranger’s lips, and the fire in her quim began blazing until it was unbearable. 

	“Mistress…” she panted, pulling back. “Will you fuck me again?”

	“Soon,” Zelioth said. “Do not worry.”

	She dragged her hand down Serrane’s cheek and neck until she reached the highborn’s bare breasts. Her fingers brushed across her nipple, sending a jolt of pleasure through Serrane and conjuring a whimper from her lips. 

	“But right now, we need to discuss the vital task ahead of you,” Zelioth said. “You and your knight lover are nearly ready. Soon you shall travel to Highwind and confront the Matron Mother.”

	Serrane blinked as the waves of pleasure rolling through her subsided. “By ourselves?”

	“Not entirely. You shall take Laetharys with you.”

	“But that’s…” Serrane shook her head. “Mistress, Varassa has an entire army at her command. The three of us couldn’t possibly—”

	“Between your intimate knowledge of the city and Laetharys’s understanding of her sister’s defenses, I have no doubt that the three of you will be able to penetrate Highwind’s defenses and enter the Black Palace,” Zelioth said matter-of-factly. “I regret that I cannot aid you myself. Under different circumstances, I would storm the gates with you at my side. Every single one of my wayward children would tremble before my might…”

	Her amethyst eyes glowed brighter for a moment before she refocused. “Unfortunately, I am not yet strong enough to leave these ruins. That is why I require you and your paladin lover to act as my anchors. Once you have arrived in the Black Palace, I shall be able to follow.”

	Serrane paused, thoroughly confused. Even with Julian’s powers restored, she had no idea how the two of them could possibly infiltrate Highwind. The Black Palace alone was filled with hundreds of drow warriors and minotaur thralls…

	“You do not need to understand, my dear,” Zelioth said. “Only obey.”

	“I…I shall do as you command, Mistress.”

	“I know you will. Your lover will finish with Laetharys soon, and then my servants shall prepare her for your journey.” Zelioth smiled and brought her other hand to Serrane’s cheek. “But first, your mistress shall take care of you…”

	She kissed Serrane again, more passionately this time, and it wasn’t long before the ranger found herself lying flat on her back again. A cloud of darkness seemed to envelop her, and as Zelioth’s tongue swirled together with hers in bliss, she felt the now-familiar sensation of the Spider Queen’s smooth, shadowy tentacles gliding across her thighs toward her womanhood. She spread her legs to welcome them, moaning in delight as they plunged into her quim and then her bowels.

	“Oh, Mistress!” she gasped, breaking their kiss. “Take me…please!”

	“There is no need, my dear,” Zelioth said, her eyes blazing in the darkness. “You are already mine.” 

	 

	***

	 

	Laetharys flinched as the acolyte splashed another bucket of cold water over her face. Just a day earlier—by the void, a few hours earlier—she would have flayed anyone who dared treat her with such disrespect. But without her magic, she was as impotent as an old, useless male, and the loyal priestesses who had once served her were now taking their orders directly from the Dark Goddess. 

	The goddess that I freed from the Pale! The goddess whose vessel I grew in my own womb!

	She hissed when another bucket was dumped over her. She was down on her knees inside the basin of the temple fountain, a band of unbreakable webs holding her ankles together and pinning her wrists flat behind her back. A leather leash wrapped around her throat, held taut by one of the acolytes. Two more stood with her in the knee-deep water and were taking turns dousing her, being neither cruel nor especially careful. Her long white hair was thoroughly soaked, and tiny goosebumps covered her shivering gray flesh. But at least the water was slowly washing off the dried rivvil seed that had been staining her chin, stomach, thighs…and everything else. The cool liquid was a soothing balm for the throbbing soreness of her ravaged ass and stretched quim. 

	Her sole comfort was the knowledge that he hadn’t seeded her. He’d fucked her throat, ass, breasts, and quim. After Zelioth’s departure, he’d toyed with her nipples and clit to an infuriating degree. But for whatever reason, he’d refrained from spilling his accursed seed where it might reach her womb. He probably wanted his highborn slut to be present for that occasion.

	She clenched her teeth as another cold torrent drenched her. A pity this wasn’t doing much for all the seed he’d left in her ass…

	“That’s enough. For now.”

	Laetharys blinked through the water streaming over her eyelids as Zelioth’s husky voice echoed throughout the chamber. The acolytes immediately set down their buckets and the leash, bowed, then scurried out of the room as if terrified to stand in the presence of their sovereign. 

	“You should be pleased,” the Spider Queen said, heralded by the imperious click of her chitinous heels. “The first phase of your redemption is complete.”

	“I am ready to serve you again now, Mistress,” Laetharys insisted as she turned her head. “With even a single spark of your power I could—”

	The leash abruptly tightened around her throat, crushing her windpipe and choking off her voice. Laetharys struggled against her bonds, but her efforts were futile. After a few more seconds of panic, she forced herself to relax and wait. 

	“You have completed the first step of your redemption,” Zelioth said, taking another step forward until she was looming over her priestess. “But many yet remain, and I am not yet convinced that you are up to the challenge. Your pride must be broken. Every lesson that shaped you must be unlearned. Then, and only then, will you be fit to wield my power as your own.”

	Laetharys’s vision began to go dark before the leash finally loosened. She gasped frantically for breath, and she couldn’t stop herself from falling over and draping herself on the lip of the fountain. From here, the claw-like heels of Zelioth’s boots looked even more imperious. 

	“I have no doubt that your sister will be every bit as stubborn as you are,” Zelioth said. “Breaking her will take time. Serve me well, and I might allow you to aid me with the task.”

	“Th…thank you, Mistress,” Laetharys breathed. “I look forward to—”

	She cut herself off when the leash began to tighten around her throat again, but this time it didn’t quite squeeze hard enough to suffocate her. Frozen by fear—an emotion she loathed but could no longer escape—she remained silent and merely stared up at her mistress to await her next command. 

	“You still have many lessons to learn before I would even consider such a thing,” Zelioth said. “But fortunately for you, I require your aid. The glorious darkness of Vel’shannar calls to me…as does the Black Throne you have built for me upon the surface.”

	Laetharys smiled. “Varassa and her armies are no match for you, Mistress. Every drow in Highwind will bow at your feet.”

	“In time, yes,” Zelioth said. “But while this exquisite vessel has opened the door for my return, the energies that once sustained my kind have long since faded from your world. I need…sustenance.”

	Laetharys pulled herself upright until she was resting on her haunches. “Mistress?”

	“I require supplicants,” Zelioth said, her violet eyes narrowing. “Not merely servants, but worshippers. They offer prayers in my name, but I require more than mere whispers in the dark. They must pledge themselves to me, body and soul. Until then, I remain…incomplete.”

	Her eyelids fluttered shut, and the tiny spider-like eyes in her armor seemed to glow even brighter. Laetharys could feel the Aetheric currents permeating the chamber, glorious and powerful yet infuriatingly out of reach. After barely a day without its warmth coursing through her, she was already desperate for its touch. It was worse even than it had been after the Shattering. She felt hollow, empty, weak…

	The Wahvin Ssol wouldn’t kill her like it would a rivvil; the Wasting Echo left behind in the Aether’s absence was more like the dull pain from an old scar than an open, festering wound. It was yet more proof of elven superiority, as if any were needed. 

	But for a drow, weakness was a fate far worse than death. A female without magic was barely better than a slave. 

	And could easily be made one. 

	“You will return to Highwind, and you will confront your sister,” Zelioth went on, her eyes reopening. “You will demonstrate to me why you, not her, are worthy of my power and grace.”

	Laetharys’s smile grew. Despite her long, humiliating servitude as Varassa’s “First Wife”—despite nearly a year of helpless pregnancy—she knew she had always been physically superior to her sister. Not merely in beauty and physique, but also martial prowess. Without magic, Varassa was simply no match for her. 

	“I will gladly destroy Varassa in your name, Mistress,” Laetharys said. “But it will be difficult for me to reach the Black Palace without aid. If you would merely lend me your power, I could—”

	“Restoring your magic would defeat the purpose of this task,” Zelioth said. “If you wish to prove your worth to me, you must do it on your own.”

	Laetharys grimaced. “But, Mistress, Varassa will have her legions stationed at every gate! How will I enter the city?”

	“You will need to be clever, won’t you?” The Dark Goddess stared down at her, the spidery eyes in her chitinous armor blinking in disturbing unison with her own. “But you needn’t worry. You will have allies to aid you in your task. They will ensure that you can reach the Black Palace unharmed.”

	No. No, she can’t possibly mean…

	“The highborn ranger knows the forest better than anyone—which is undoubtedly why your sister sent her here in the first place,” Zelioth said, the corner of her lip lifting in amusement. “She and the rivvil paladin also know Highwind better than you or any drow. With their aid, you should have no trouble slipping past the walls and penetrating your sister’s sanctum.”

	Laetharys’s stomach twisted so violently she instantly became nauseous. “They aren’t worthy to be your servants, Mistress! Surely you could—”

	“I alone will determine who is worthy to serve me,” Zelioth said coldly. “And right now, that does not include you. If you wish to change my mind, I suggest that you try to learn something from them. I believe that the highborn in particular is eager to teach you many more lessons in humility.”

	Laetharys felt her entire body slump as if her bones had transformed into putty. Being stripped of her magic was demoralizing enough on its own, and being repeatedly despoiled by the rivvil male had been degrading beyond words. But the thought that her mistress was about to hand her leash over to a weak, pathetic highborn cunt—a highborn, for shadow’s sake!—went beyond mere humiliation. It was downright torture. 

	“They are already preparing themselves for the journey back to Highwind,” Zelioth went on. “They are eager for the chance to claim their vengeance against your sister—almost as eager as you, in fact. I imagine they will wish to take out some of their frustrations on you along the way. I do hope they enjoy themselves.”

	Laetharys opened her mouth to plead for mercy, but she stopped herself at the last moment. Protesting was clearly pointless; the Mistress had already made up her mind. Once again, Laetharys would have to suffer countless indignities before she was given what was rightfully hers. It was maddening beyond reason. 

	But once Varassa lies helpless at my feet, naked and pregnant with my child, it will all be worth it. I am the one who brought the Spider Queen back into the world—she will reward me when it truly matters. I know it.

	“I am ready to serve you in any way you require, Mistress,” Laetharys said. “I am your faithful servant, now and forever.”

	“Indeed.” Zelioth’s violet eyes seemed to flicker for a moment before she reached down, took hold of the leash, and tugged. “On your feet.”

	Standing while one’s wrists and ankles were bound was never easy, but ample experience had taught Laetharys how to manage. Zelioth watched her carefully, as if this, too, was somehow a test, and smiled ever so faintly once her servant was fully upright. 

	Zelioth motioned with her chin, and the bonds around her ankles loosened. Laetharys climbed out of the fountain with as much grace and dignity as she could muster, then stood, wet and dripping on the uneven stones. 

	“You will require the proper armaments to defeat your sister, but unfortunately the supplies in this temple of yours are…lacking,” Zelioth said. “Your sister destroyed your armor, did she not?”

	Laetharys’s cheek twitched at the memory. Watching the smiths melt her prized armor had been enraging enough, but Varassa had forced her to watch them work from her knees while General Nym repeatedly shoved his cock down her throat. 

	First Wives have little use for armor…or any clothing at all.

	“She did, Mistress,” Laetharys whispered. 

	“A pity. But you needn’t worry—I don’t expect you to wade into battle naked, even though it is clearly the fate you deserve.”

	Zelioth reached out a long, gray finger and placed the tip directly between her servant’s breasts. Laetharys frowned, wondering what the Mistress had in store for her, when a flicker of movement at the corner of her vision caught her attention. She glanced down as a strange, shadowy mass seemed to creep along the floor, and it wasn’t until the darkness had reached her feet that she realized it wasn’t a spell or a trick of the light. 

	The mass was alive. 

	It took all her willpower not to flinch when the uncountable swarm of tiny spiders began crawling over her bare feet and up her calves, their skittering limbs covering every inch of her skin. She gritted her teeth in terror when they continued up her thighs and onto her stomach. 

	“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Zelioth said. “Perhaps my only truly loyal minions, willing to serve without a single promise of power.”

	She chuckled in amusement as the spiders reached Laetharys’s breasts. They only stopped once they had swarmed up and over her ebon nipples—now blessedly free of the rods—and then began to spin webs at a pace that seemed impossible. Laetharys held her breath as the strands grew thicker and thicker by the moment, encasing the upper half of her torso and rapidly hardening. In less than a minute, they had forged a dark, chitinous breastplate cropped just above her belly similar to what their queen now wore herself.

	“As light as leather but as hard as steel,” Zelioth said, dragging her fingertips over the plates. “But I do not wish you to be too covered, lest the knight and his highborn find it too onerous to sample your flesh…” 

	She lifted her finger as the swarm of spiders crawled back down Laetharys’s stomach to her waist. Laetharys froze, fearful for her exposed quim, but the swarm never got close. Instead, they began to weave more strands around her waist, and after a few moments, it became apparent that they were weaving her a skirt. 

	“The shorter the better, yes?” Zelioth asked with another amused chuckle. 

	The spiders created a nexus of thin strips almost like leather lappets that dangled from Laetharys’s waist less than halfway to her knees. Their creation didn’t harden into chitin like her breastplate; it remained a dark, purplish silk even when they finished their work. 

	And then the spiders skittered away into the darkness from whence they had come.

	“Not armor worthy of a general, to be sure, but more than fitting for a supplicant,” Zelioth said as she took a step backward to evaluate her minions’ handiwork. “What do you think?”

	Laetharys glanced down at the strange breastplate. It was indeed remarkably light—she almost felt as though she were wearing a bra and nothing else, which wasn’t entirely inaccurate given how relatively little flesh the armor covered. She was used to form over function, of course—her armor had almost always been an afterthought compared to the protection offered by her magic. 

	But just wearing armor again made her feel strangely…complete. No matter what lay ahead of her, she felt more like Laetharys Hu’nate than she had in a long time. 

	“It is…I shall wear it with pride, Mistress,” she managed. 

	“I know you will,” Zelioth said. “And I will watch your efforts with great interest.”

	Laetharys gasped when eight tiny, glowing eyes appeared on the breastplate, just like the ones on the Spider Queen’s own armor. 

	“Now come, my servant.” Zelioth beckoned with a tug on the leash. “The next phase of your redemption is about to begin.”

	 

	 

	
5 
Descent into Dusk

	 

	The midday sun blazed through the narrow gaps in the dense forest canopy, bathing the crumbling ruins of the ancient temple in thin pillars of golden light. The air was fresh and brisk, a pleasant echo of the waning spring before summer’s heat truly arrived. The Duskwood was always teeming with life, and Serrane had spent countless hours alone in the sentry towers just listening to the rustling wind and singing birds. 

	But those excursions felt like a different lifetime now. She had lost so much, suffered so much. During her journey with Nym, she had barely even noticed the chittering squirrels or the singing birds or the whispering branches; she had spent every minute of every hour thinking about—and, if she was being completely honest with herself, yearning for—the next time Nym would shove his cock up her ass. This might have been the first moment since the sacking of Highwind that she had felt safe and comfortable enough to allow herself to relax and enjoy her surroundings.

	But should I? Nym may be dead, but there’s a wicked goddess lurking in the temple right behind me. I’m about to do the bidding of a creature a thousand times worse than any drow matron…

	Serrane drew in a deep breath and ran her fingers back through her long blond hair. The mental fog that had been clouding her mind in the temple seemed to be dispersing the longer she stood out here. She wasn’t sure precisely what that meant. Were her thoughts just naturally clearing now that she was surrounded by the peace of the forest? Or had the Spider Queen been worming her way into Serrane’s head with magic?

	“Faarea,” she whispered, glancing down at her body. She had donned her leather armor again, and her neck was blissfully free from Nym’s collar. Zelioth’s acolytes had even given her a pair of slender blades to wear at her hips. She didn’t have her bow and a quiver on her back, but this was still the closest she had felt to being a ranger again since…well, since she stood over the corpses of Nym’s warriors, their blood spattered across her naked flesh.

	She certainly seemed freer than she had been in a very long time. Out here amongst the trees, there was nothing to stop her from simply vanishing into the forest. The drow would never find her unless she wanted them to. She could easily navigate her way to the Reachwend and follow its shores east to Darenthi and then home to Nelu’Thalas. Her people had no way of knowing what was actually happening out here. 

	But running would mean leaving Julian behind, and that was a sacrifice she wasn’t willing to make. She refused to leave him to face the drow alone, and she certainly wasn’t going to abandon him to the ravages of the Wasting Echo. She was as bound to the will of the Spider Queen as he was. 

	But I don’t have to be. Am I really staying here because of Julian, or have I completely lost my mind?

	“What is wrong with me?” Serrane whispered as she pressed her hands into her face. The events of the last few hours—or had it been days?—swam before her eyes, and a sick feeling settled in her stomach. Gods, had she really just allowed the drow goddess to fuck her? What in the bloody void had she been thinking? She reached down and touched her bared midriff, belatedly remembering how much Zelioth’s tentacles had spilled inside her. 

	And I wanted it. Shalassa forgive me, I actually wanted it! Serrane took a much shakier breath. I need to leave—right now. Maybe the forest can…can…

	She blinked and nearly lost her balance as her train of thought slipped away like sand through her fingers. Had she…had she been worried about something? Julian should be out any moment, and he had been as healthy and hale as ever just a few minutes ago when he had fucked her senseless and deposited another thick load inside her. 

	“My followers didn’t always loathe the forests. They once lived upon the surface like the rest of our creations.”

	The Spider Queen’s voice seemed to come from all directions at once, but a flicker of movement drew Serrane’s attention back to the ruins. She watched as the goddess’s tall, slender avatar emerged from the temple’s crumbling archway. Here in the sunlight, her gray skin appeared several shades lighter, almost a perfect blend between drow and highborn tones. 

	“Their bodies have changed over time, of course,” Zelioth said, her violet eyes narrowing as she lifted a hand to shield them from the light. “As have many of their…proclivities. But the one trait they have retained through their history is their resolve. They survived the brutal slavery of the Avetharri, and they survived their harsh exile beneath the surface. That is the spirit that I wish to enkindle.”

	She smiled. “And you, my highborn champion, will help show them the way.”

	“But I’m…I’m not your champion,” Serrane said, her voice almost pathetically meek. “I am only here because…because…”

	She trailed off as her head began to swim again. A part of her desperately wanted to protest, but why? It didn’t make any sense. Zelioth was about to give her everything she wanted. She and Julian were going to save Highwind from Varassa! And with the Spider Queen’s power, they could restore all of the magic the city had lost in the Shattering. The Knights of the Silver Fist could be reborn. The Highwind Academy could reopen. She could even rebuild her Duskwatch Rangers. 

	“Because?” Zelioth prompted.

	“I-I’m sorry, Mistress,” Serrane replied. “I’m not sure what I was saying.”

	The other woman smiled again. It was such a warm, beautiful sight that Serrane desperately wished she could kiss those perfect purple lips again. 

	“That’s quite all right,” Zelioth said kindly. “This must all be very confusing for you. The last time you stood here, you were naught but a slave. But now you are free and powerful again—fully in command of your own destiny.”

	Serrane nodded, panning her gaze across the forest—her forest. The fresh air was so invigorating that she felt like a completely different person. After an eternity of bondage, she was finally free.

	“I have brought you two gifts for your journey back to Highwind,” Zelioth said. “I know you will appreciate them both.”

	The woman reached out her left hand, and the shadows around the temple gathered at her fingertips like a thick cloud of opaque black smoke. When it dispersed a moment later, her slender fingers were cradling the grip of Serrane’s bow. 

	“A remarkable weapon,” Zelioth said, her eyes narrowing as she studied the runic inscriptions along the limbs. “For all that has been lost over the ages, your people retain much of the Avetharri’s skill with artifice. Does it have a name?”

	“Ithilvarûth,” Serrane said. “The Moon’s Wrath.”

	The goddess’s eyes glimmered in amusement. “Infused with even a single spark of my power, it shall become much more deadly.”

	At her touch, the runes all began to glow, starting a familiar blue but then darkening to the same eerie violet as the spider eyes in her chitinous chestpiece. Zelioth inhaled deeply, and then passed the bow to Serrane. 

	“A weapon worthy of my champion,” she said. “As you are reborn in my service, your weapon is reborn unto you.”

	Serrane accepted the bow. The leather grip felt as familiar as ever, and she could feel the power of the runes coursing through the wood. But something else stirred beneath the surface, an Aetheric undercurrent unlike anything she had ever sensed before…

	“Now, my second gift,” Zelioth said, her eyes shifting back to the temple. Her priestess, Kathara, emerged from the doorway a moment later, her hand upraised to shield her eyes from the burning light. The clomp of heavy boots followed her, and Julian appeared. 

	He was once again clad in the dark metal plates of drow armor, and a massive sword—General Nym’s sword—was slung crossways upon his back. His left hand clutched a leash—the same leash that Nym had used to control Serrane. But this time Laetharys was at the other end, her mouth stuffed with a leather gag and her wrists bound behind her back.

	She was clad in a similar chitinous breastplate as her goddess, though her skirt of silken strips was so short it barely covered more of her thighs than if she had only been wearing panties—which she clearly wasn’t. She was gloveless and barefoot, and she immediately flinched away from the daylight shining on her face. 

	A shiver of anticipation rippled through Serrane’s body at the sight of the helpless drow bitch. She knew it was shameful—she knew she should have been better than to exult in the misery of an enemy—but she couldn’t ignore or deny the excited tingle in her quim. Laetharys had looked pathetic enough naked and entwined in webs inside the temple, but something about this display was even more degrading. Perhaps it was simply the fact that Serrane had been in exactly the same position just a few short days ago. 

	“My former champion is ready to begin the next phase of her redemption,” Zelioth announced. “And together, you and my shadow knight will help show her the way.”

	Julian roughly shoved the drow priestess to her knees—and when she snarled in protest, he immediately yanked hard on the leash to choke her. Serrane almost couldn’t believe he would do something so cruel…but watching him manhandle Laetharys sent another shiver of steamy excitement coursing through her. 

	Gods, we are going to have so much fun with this cunt…

	“As we discussed, you merely need to bring her to the Black Palace where she can confront her sister and battle for my favor,” Zelioth said. “You will not interfere with their battle in any way. Do you understand?”

	“Y-yes, Mistress,” Serrane managed even as her brow furrowed in confusion. “But if Varassa is triumphant, then—”

	“You needn’t worry about that, my champion,” Zelioth said. “Even the victor in their squabble shall have a long road to walk before she returns to my good graces. Laetharys knows what must be done. Your only task is to escort her to Highwind and let her confront her destiny.”

	The Spider Queen smiled as she sauntered around the kneeling priestess and placed a hand upon Julian’s breastplate. “I expect you both to make thorough use of her during your journey. As you know, she requires many more lessons in humility.” 

	“She’ll get them,” Julian said, tightening his grip on the leash. “I promise.”

	“Good.” Zelioth tossed Laetharys another contemptuous glance before she gestured for Julian to haul the priestess back to her feet. He wasn’t gentle—he yanked up on the leash until she had to stand just to draw breath. Her blue eyes glared icy daggers at the paladin before she was forced to squint and turn away from the blinding sunlight. 

	“I know how much you are looking forward to breeding her,” Zelioth said. “But a shadow knight must learn patience and temperance. I suggest that you hold the threat of a niskaru child over her like a second leash.”

	Zelioth opened her palm again, and another cloud of shadowy black smoke materialized at her fingertips, then vanished. In its place was something nearly as familiar to Serrane as her own bow. 

	The ky’ostal nauvith.

	“Prepare yourself,” Zelioth said, extending her hands so that Kathara could take it from her. 

	Swallowing heavily, Laetharys widened her stance. Kathara knelt in front of her, one hand parting the straps of her skirt while the other pushed the plug against Laetharys’s sex. 

	However much Julian had used her, it was clear that she remained tight. It took more than a little pressure before her ebon outer lips parted to accept the invader. Her thighs trembled, and she moaned as it slipped inside her, though she seemed annoyed at herself for the break in her composure. 

	I know the feeling well. Is that what I used to look like when Varassa plugged me? So vulnerable, so powerless…

	Serrane squeezed her thighs together in a failed effort to contain her own arousal. She was barely even thinking about Highwind anymore. She just couldn’t wait to make this bitch suffer like she had suffered.

	“I have instructed her to obey you, but her pride has always been her undoing,” Zelioth said as Kathara fully hilted the plug and secured the straps. “Her will must be broken—repeatedly and forcefully. She will not make it easy, but I’ve no doubt that you will each enjoy the challenge.”

	Another wisp of shadow appeared in the Spider Queen’s palm, but when this one dissipated, all it left behind was a slender key. “Her fate is in your hands,” she said, offering the key to Serrane. “But remember the gifts I have given both of you. Embrace my power and exult in the freedom it represents.”

	Serrane met Julian’s eyes, and they communicated more in an instant than most lovers could in an entire conversation. She could feel the tide of lust swelling within him—not just for pleasure, but for vengeance—and she knew that he could feel it swelling within her as well. The path before them was crystal clear and yet oppressively dark. Before the sacking of Highwind, neither of them would have ever considered dragging an enemy around by a leash, let alone wielding the threat of forced pregnancy like a bludgeon. 

	But now…

	Now the thought of punishing Laetharys was making Serrane so hot she could hardly see straight. A small, muffled part of her wanted to believe that Zelioth really was clouding her mind, that she and Julian were just being manipulated by a being of inconceivable power. It was a believable enough story, and it would explain why her mind felt so foggy whenever she stood in the Spider Queen’s presence. 

	But what if that was just an excuse? What if this darkness had always been inside of her? What if her people really had been created to serve the gods, just like Zelioth claimed? 

	What if this is who I have always been?

	“We’re ready, Mistress,” Julian said, choking up on the leash and pulling Laetharys’s slender body against him in a haunting echo of what Nym had done so many times with Serrane.

	“Then it is time for your journey to begin,” Zelioth said. “Go now, my champions, and make your mistress proud.”

	***

	 

	They traveled for nearly an hour before Serrane’s lust finally got the better of her. 

	Julian had been hauling Laetharys along next to him, usually keeping her at arm’s length but occasionally pulling her into his arms and choking her with the leash just for fun. Every once in a while, he would push her to the ground just so he could then haul her back up by the throat. Laetharys was utterly powerless, and every time Julian manhandled her, Serrane had been tempted to order him to strip off the drow’s breastplate and make her traverse the woods topless. 

	They did remove her gag, knowing full well that she would protest—and give her masters another excuse to punish her. It took Laetharys quite a while before she learned to keep her mouth shut and bear her indignities in silence. 

	Her quiet rage was still arousing. There was just something special about the wounded pride in the haughty woman’s face that drove Serrane crazy, and eventually she could no longer ignore the fire in her quim. She could tell that Julian was so hard he was having trouble walking in his armor. It was time to give him release—and to teach the drow slut exactly how the rest of this journey would unfold. 

	“Time for a break,” Serrane declared when they reached a small, isolated copse by a rushing creek. “This is as good a place as any.”

	“What?” Laetharys hissed. “You can’t be serious! We’re nowhere near the city. We’ve only been walking for—gurk!”

	Julian yanked her leash taut to silence her complaints. The drow’s eyes bulged in impotent fury, unable to even claw at her collar with her hands restrained behind her. 

	“When I require your opinion, cunt, I shall ask you for it,” Serrane said flatly. “We’re in no rush. The Mistress insisted that we take our time and enjoy ourselves.”

	She watched Laetharys squirm for several long seconds as Julian choked her, amused by her pointless struggles. It was only when the drow finally accepted her fate and went slack that Serrane nodded. 

	“That’s better,” she said. Julian eased the tension on the leash and gave his prisoner a few precious seconds to catch her breath. “Was that really so difficult?”

	Laetharys glared icy daggers at her. “You will pay for this, darthiir srow,” she hissed. “When the Mistress restores my power, I shall inflict every indignity upon you a thousandfold! I am drow! I am vengeance incarnate!”

	“Not today,” Serrane said. “Today you are my cunt, and it’s time you started acting like it. Face down, ass up. Now!”

	The drow’s eyes narrowed, and she clenched her teeth in defiance. “You dare speak to me in such a way? I will not—”

	She wheezed as Julian pushed her so hard that she toppled straight into the dirt. When she inevitably growled in annoyance, Serrane placed her boot on her back to prevent her from sitting up. 

	“I’m about to offer you a choice,” Serrane said, reaching into her belt and retrieving the slender key the Mistress had given her. “The same choice that your sister gave to me, in fact. You can either behave yourself and serve us willingly, or you can cling to your pride while I unlock this harness and let him put a mongrel child inside you.”

	Laetharys snarled, half her face still flat in the dirt. Her long white hair was spilled around her shoulders, and her arms kept twitching as she tried and failed to break free from the manacles binding her wrists. 

	“As your sister said, it’s the most important choice a slave can make,” Serrane added with a smirk. “Forsake your past life and pledge yourself to us, willingly and completely…or spend the rest of your days as breeding stock for the Mistress’s new champion.”

	“The Mistress would never allow it!” Laetharys snapped. “I am her priestess! I am her most faithful servant!”

	“Do you feel like a priestess right now?” Serrane asked, arching a blond eyebrow. A shudder of cruel delight rippled through her; she couldn’t believe how good this felt. A month ago, this bitch had been in charge of Nym’s breeding harem. But now…

	Now she was nothing more than a useless gray cunt. If Serrane had a phallus of her own, she would have gladly fucked this whore into submission herself. 

	But she needed to be patient. Besides, watching Julian have his way with her would be almost as satisfying, especially when she cried out in feeble protest. He deserved his vengeance, too. 

	“In a few seconds, his cock is going to be buried inside you,” Serrane said, twirling the key in her fingers. “Make your choice, drow. Your ass or your cunt…your bowels or your womb.” 

	Laetharys seethed silently, helplessly, as the resistance drained out of her. Serrane knew the look well; she had worn it on her own face many times. But now, finally, she understood what the drow sisters must have felt every time they brought an enemy to their knees. 

	The control. The power. It was so intoxicating that Serrane could hardly stand still. Her nipples were so stiff they were chafing under her breastplate, and she was so wet she probably could have taken a minotaur’s cock with a single thrust. 

	“Face down, ass up,” Serrane repeated. “Last chance.”

	“Olot dos!” Laetharys spat defiantly. Serrane was just about to reach down to unlock the ky’ostal nauvith when the drow finally arched her back and spread her knees, presenting herself like a bitch in heat. 

	“Good girl,” Serrane said, snickering giddily as she withdrew her boot and pushed aside the flimsy silken strips of Laetharys’s short skirt to fully reveal her uncovered gray ass and pink quim. “Now stay still and await your master’s glory.”

	Sinking down to her own knees, Serrane reached for Julian’s belt. It was the work of a few seconds to remove Julian’s armored codpiece and liberate his manhood from within his trousers. He was already thick and hard, just like she expected, and a part of her wanted to watch him ream Laetharys completely dry. But she also desperately wanted to taste him, and her lust ever so slightly won out over her cruelty. She eagerly enveloped his swollen head with her lips, and his entire stem was sliding into her mouth just a few seconds later. 

	He moaned in delight, occasionally pulling on the leash enough to make Laetharys choke, and his free hand feathered through Serrane’s long hair. She remembered all the times she had swallowed him in the forest, the sun warming her face while his seed scalded her throat. It took every scrap of willpower she could muster to stop herself before he burst. 

	Finally pulling away, she made sure that his shaft was covered in a layer of spit before she took hold of the swollen head and brought it down to Laetharys’s waiting ass. Nym had almost never bothered slickening himself when he had taken her, and Serrane had eventually come to endure and even enjoy it. Laetharys needed to learn the same lesson.

	But all in good time.

	“Take her,” Serrane said, licking her spittle and his precum from her lips. “She’s ready.”

	While Julian got a firm handhold of his prisoner’s hips, Serrane helped him squeeze his thick crown into her tight anus. Laetharys cried out at the sudden stretch, her lips spitting a slew of drow curses that only made Serrane hotter. Once his cock began to slip inside, Serrane couldn’t help but slide her fingers into her own trousers so she could fondle her clit. Gods, she couldn’t wait for him to fuck her again, too…

	But that would just have to wait. He groaned in satisfaction as he hilted himself, prompting another barrage of drow curses. Serrane shuffled back and braced her boot on the back of Laetharys’s head, grinding her into the dirt and ensuring she couldn’t possibly squirm away. 

	She’s so helpless. So pathetic. Just like I was a few days ago.

	A tremor of delight ran through Serrane when she imagined herself in this same position as Nym speared her ass over and over. She had loved and hated every second of it. Even now, the thought of being his personal fuckmeat made her quim tingle and her stomach roil. She wasn’t sorry in the least that the monster was dead, yet a part of her almost wished she could feel the collar squeeze her throat one last time…

	Serrane moaned and slipped a finger inside of herself as Julian began to pound Laetharys’s ass as hard as he had ever fucked Serrane’s cunt. The slap of his thighs on her cheeks echoed through the copse, and the singing birds and babbling brooks were like whispers compared to the drow’s rage-fueled grunts. Over time, however, her noises began to get lighter and more breathless, and Serrane watched in amusement as Laetharys’s luminescent blue eyes unwillingly rolled back into her head. 

	She loves it, too. She can’t deny it, no matter how hard she tries. It’s in her nature. 

	It’s in our nature. 

	“Shit!” Julian said through clenched teeth. “I can’t…I can’t…”

	“Don’t hold back,” Serrane told him. “Give it to her!”

	He gave her three more thrusts, buried himself with a fierce, possessive growl…and then finally burst. He yanked on the collar as he spent, choking off the drow’s sudden, overwhelmed whimpers while he filled her bowels to the brim and beyond. Streams of his seed slid down the inner curve of her gray thighs, and Serrane reached out to scoop some onto her finger while he panted and came down. 

	“What do you think, cunt?” Serrane asked as she licked the salty reward from her fingertips. “Are you ready to behave now?”

	Laetharys hissed through her teeth when Serrane finally removed her boot and Julian slackened the leash. Her white hair was plastered against her forehead, and one side of her face was smudged with dirt. But she also couldn’t stop panting from the climax Julian had just given her. He eventually pulled out, his cock emerging from her stretched hole and leaving it to gape. He stood, a satisfied smile on his face as he stared down at the drow cunt.

	His drow cunt.

	“Well, don’t worry,” Serrane said, bringing herself to her feet. She touched Julian’s cheek, turning him to face her, and the two of them shared a dark, sadistic grin. “We still have a long way to go before Highwind. And there are so many lessons left for you to learn.”

	 

	
6 
Return to Highwind

	 

	The heat of the accursed sun dragged Laetharys from her fitful slumber, though the morning rays were so bright they threatened to burn straight through her eyelids. She hissed and tried to cover her face, only to remember that her arms remained bound to the tree behind her. The rivvil and his highborn slut had left her topless and covered in his seed. She could still taste him on her lips, and her gray breasts remained spattered with dried strands of his last offering. The sun was practically baking it into her flesh. 

	“Nau jallasat,” she hissed, flinching away from the light and squinting until her vision cleared enough to study her surroundings. They had probably tied her to this specific tree knowing that the gaps in the canopy would immiserate her in the morning…

	Laetharys growled under her breath when the memories of last night flooded over her. She could still feel the rivvil knight’s cock repeatedly sodomizing her, but the highborn hadn’t let him stop there. She had tied Laetharys to this tree, then stroked him to climax over her face and tits. And then, just when the drow’s humiliation seemed complete, her captors had spent the next several hours copulating on the forest floor right in front of her. Laetharys could still hear the highborn’s pathetic whimpers echoing through the trees.

	I have endured greater torments and emerged stronger because of them. This is no different. Once my sister lies begging and pleading for mercy at my feet, the Spider Queen will restore my power and grant me the respect I deserve. 

	A dark smile pulled at her lips when her eyes finally adjusted enough to see her captors huddled together near the remnants of the campfire. Zelioth was clearly just using them for her own ends. No matter how upset she was with Laetharys, she couldn’t possibly wish to keep such useless, inferior servants around for long. They would be back in chains soon enough. 

	And then, at long last, Laetharys would have her revenge. 

	But not today. When her captors lazily stirred back to consciousness, they forced her to watch them kiss and whisper nonsense into each other’s ears for what felt like a small eternity. They never once spared a glance in her direction, but that was surely all part of the act. Laetharys squeezed her eyes shut, half to avoid the searing light and half because she didn’t want to watch them fuck again, but she was wrong about their intentions. A few moments later, she felt the knight untying the ropes pinning her to the tree, and once her arms were free, he took a firm hold of her leash and pulled her to her feet. 

	And then promptly shoved her down face-first next to the campfire. Serrane’s boot was on her neck a split second later, and it wasn’t long before the knight pushed up Laetharys’s skirt, grabbed her hips, and thrust his swollen cock into her ass once more. All the breath left Laetharys in a rush, but she tried to relax—to cope with the painful fullness driving in and out, in and out, always deeper than she was ready for. The ranger’s taunts came next; she mixed Drow, Elvish, and the human tongue into a ruthless, scathing tirade that got her so hot she had to slip her fingers into her own quim to try to quench the flames. 

	The bitch is getting off on my misery! Varassa really did teach her well…

	Laetharys hissed through her teeth when she felt the inevitable rush of the rivvil’s hot seed flood her bowels, enraged at the flagrant humiliation but also at the heat rising in her core. If not for the ky’ostal nauvith, they might have realized just how thoroughly soaked she got every time he raped her. Even now, with his essence pooling within her, she remembered how good it had felt when he had taken her after their victory at the gnoll camp…

	Mercifully, the cretins didn’t seem to notice her shame. The highborn bitch practically kicked the drow onto her side once her male had finished, and she dragged him into the nearby stream to bathe him and smother him with adoration. Laetharys had no choice but to watch in disgust. She would have given almost anything to dip into the cool water and let it soothe her enflamed ass, but instead she remained limp on her side, the knight’s seed sliding down the back of her thighs. 

	Her captors bathed far longer than seemed necessary, and Laetharys honestly started to wonder how long her sanity could hold out. Serrane’s girlish, joyful giggles almost made her ears bleed. She may have been a weak highborn slut, but she was still a female—and a powerful one at that. How could she possibly have so little respect for herself? She all but wrapped herself around the male at all times, and she planted kisses on every part of his body as if she actually loved and respected him. She even allowed him to speak to her like an equal. It was revolting. Surely Zelioth couldn’t possibly approve of such a vile display…

	Still, the rivvil did at least show the highborn some deference before they got dressed. Placing her down at the edge of the stream, he wedged himself between her splayed legs and feasted on her quim. Laetharys knew how skilled he was from personal experience; when she closed her eyes, she could easily imagine his soft tongue sliding up her folds and lashing across her clit. She squeezed her thighs together, yearning for release, but the ky’ostal nauvith denied her even that simple pleasure.

	Laetharys gritted her teeth in frustration when the highborn cried out in climax, her toes curling in midair and her hands holding the male’s head against her. But the worst part was that he didn’t stop—he brought her off a second time a few minutes later, before she pulled his lips to hers for a kiss. Laetharys wondered if she might be forced to watch them copulate again, but thankfully they finally decided to get dressed and continue their journey. 

	The highborn was ready first; she slipped into her cropped breastplate in less than a minute. The knight’s plate armor took significantly longer, though the elegant drow design still made it far less cumbersome than a rivvil equivalent. The fact that he could even wear a suit that hadn’t been fitted to him was a testament to the skill of the smiths and artificers in Vel’shannar. Laetharys’s stomach turned when she thought about how she had been the one who had given it to him in the first place. He was supposed to become her dark champion…

	Patience. I have endured treachery before, and I always emerge stronger for it. 

	Laetharys had just gotten herself to calm down when the highborn abruptly grabbed her wrists and tied them behind her back again. Once they were secure, the ranger took hold of the leash and yanked the drow back to her feet. She wasn’t gentle—her prisoner’s gasps and gags only seemed to make her smile wider. 

	“Time to move, cunt,” she growled. “If you behave, we might even feed you in a few hours.”

	She pushed her prisoner forward, then snapped back on the leash hard enough that Laetharys choked and nearly toppled onto her back. The highborn’s amused snickers were beyond maddening, but Laetharys had no choice but to silently accept the abuse. If Zelioth would just restore her power for a few minutes, she could turn the tables and make both of these fools suffer for their insults…

	But that obviously wasn’t going to happen, and there was nothing to stop the rivvil knight from sodomizing her again if she misbehaved. So rather than protest, Laetharys simply endured and pushed on. The sooner they got to Highwind, the sooner she could defeat her sister and regain the Dark Goddess’s favor.

	The journey was long and slow, partially because her ass wouldn’t stop burning and partially because the ranger kept a brutal pace. She mostly allowed the leash to run slack as long as Laetharys kept up, which was a change from how the knight seemed to enjoy randomly tripping her for no reason. The pointless cruelty was insufferable, and it all came to a head a few hours later when they stopped for food. Laetharys braced herself, fully expecting the rivvil jaluk to bend her over and fuck her ass again, especially when the highborn roughly stripped off Laetharys’s chitin breastplate and pushed her onto her knees beside him. 

	But this time, the highborn had a different idea. While Cassel chewed on a slice of salted meat, she knelt in front of him and dexterously freed his cock from inside his armor. She eagerly took his manhood into her mouth, coaxing it to its full length, and for a while seemed as though she might have simply wanted to imbibe one of his loads herself. But just before he burst, she grabbed a clump of Laetharys’s white hair and yanked their heads together. Laetharys barely had time to yelp in protest before the highborn removed her lips from his cock, pointed it at the other woman’s face, and stroked him to climax. 

	Laetharys shut her eyes a mere heartbeat before the first spurt of his seed splashed across her forehead. The second struck her eyelids and nose, and the remainder glanced off her chin and dribbled down her neck. She clenched her jaw in annoyance, her hands struggling feebly at her restraints. The highborn’s delighted chuckles only fueled her rage. She fully expected them to leave his seed sliding down her cheeks for the rest of the journey. 

	And that was exactly what they did. They didn’t give her a scrap of cloth or even just dump a bucket of water over her head. They merely hauled her back to her feet and left her topless as they continued their journey. 

	The degradation was petty and meaningless, yet Laetharys couldn’t deny that it was exactly what she would have done if their situations had been reversed. The highborn bitch had obviously learned more from Varassa than she realized. She was acting more like the wretched niskaru cunt with every hour that passed…

	But despite all the delays and abuse, they made far better time than she expected. The highborn knew exactly where to go, and a few hours before dusk, they finally approached the western edge of the forest. The ranger signaled for silence, and she left Laetharys’s leash in the knight’s care as she silently climbed a tree and shaded her blue eyes against the rays of sun piercing the thick canopy. 

	“What do you see?” the knight called up after giving her a moment to study the area. 

	“Trouble,” the highborn replied. She panned her gaze across the horizon for almost a minute before she hopped down from the branch. “The entire drow army is mobilizing to enter the Duskwood.”

	Laetharys felt her lips twist into a dark grin. She may have been topless and collared, and the rivvil’s seed may have been dried upon her face, but she could still barely stop herself from throwing back her head and laughing. 

	“She got my message,” Laetharys said. “Oh, sister. You can feel your doom riding on the wind, can’t you? Nau ka’lith whol lil verin, nau seil whol lil dusqup!”

	The knight pulled on her leash, cutting off her delight. “What in the bloody void are you going on about?”

	Laetharys hissed as the pressure slowly relaxed from her throat. “I sent her General Nym’s head as a warning. By now, she knows that her plan has failed, and she will be more desperate than ever. She’ll send every drow in Vel’shannar into the forest to look for us if she has to.” 

	Laetharys chuckled, and spat in the dirt at her feet. “It’s already too late for you, sister. Olot dos!”

	Her captors shared a long, troubled look before the highborn finally broke the silence. 

	“There are already several thousand soldiers gathered out there at the base of the Duskwatch Tower,” she said. “Their occupying force was never more than ten without counting the slaves from below the surface. She must have emptied the city—I bet Highwind is practically defenseless.”

	The knight pursed his lips in thought. “They must be coming out the eastern gate, which means we should still be able to slip inside through the Duskwatch tunnels. And moving around undetected will be a hell of a lot easier without her soldiers swarming the streets. She’s making our job simple.”

	“Of course she is,” Laetharys said derisively. “Varassa doesn’t know the first thing about leading an army. Without Nym—without me—she doesn’t have an advisor with the knowledge or the spine to tell her that she’s a fool.”

	The highborn appeared unimpressed. “She won’t dare leave the tunnels unguarded. Once the drow realized we were using them to move around during the war, they posted sentries and laid traps.”

	“Both of which we can deal with,” the knight said. “Especially if we get the jump on them.”

	The highborn arched one of her dainty blond eyebrows as she looked his armor up and down. “Stealth has never been your specialty.”

	“It didn’t used to be,” he admitted, holding out his hand. His fingertips hummed with Aetheric energy, and a shadow began to coil around his arm. “But things change.”

	 

	***

	 

	It didn’t take long for Serrane to see that her prediction was correct: Varassa had indeed left sentries to stand guard over the entrance to the Duskwatch tunnels. But thankfully, Julian was proven right, too: the Matron Mother’s defenders were no match for a Knight of the Silver Fist and a Duskwatch Ranger. 

	Or whatever they had become. 

	There were six enemies in total, including two sentries lazily patrolling the hill overlooking the tunnel exit. The drow were doubly disadvantaged—once, because the daylight drastically limited their vision and comfort; and twice, because they simply didn’t have the overland wilderness experience. The rocky, fungus-filled warrens of the Underworld were nothing like the forests of the surface, and Serrane snuck up on the pair of sentries easier than the greenest Duskwatch apprentice. 

	One by one, she pounced on them from behind, covering their mouths with one hand and slitting their throats with the other. She wasn’t ashamed to admit that she enjoyed every second of their gurgling thrashes before they bled out. They would be the first of many to meet justice this day.

	The other four guards were positioned closer to the actual tunnel—a small wooden door camouflaged by a layer of leaves and moss. Three of them were drow, but the fourth was a minotaur. The hulking creature was several heads taller than Julian and probably twice as wide, with horns that were long and sharp enough to easily run a man through. In close combat, they were the deadliest warriors in the Matron Mother’s service; they had been an integral part of the initial charge when the drow had emerged from the Underworld and swarmed through the city streets. Varassa had often threatened Serrane with the prospect of taking a thick minotaur cock if she disobeyed, but she had never carried through on it. Though once, many months ago, she had ordered one of her acolytes to stroke a minotaur to climax into Serrane’s open mouth while she had been tied down, her jaw held open by a ring-gag. The creature’s seed had been truly foul, and it had spilled so much that it had nearly drowned her before she could gulp it all down. 

	Wincing at the vile memory, Serrane stalked closer until she found an appropriate sniper’s roost on the lip of the hill, about twenty yards away from the tunnel entrance. There was just enough brush to conceal her presence without impeding her aim, and she went completely still as she studied her prey. The three drow guards were almost exclusively focused on the bustle of the gathering army near the Duskwatch Tower to the southwest. Some of them probably wished they could go along with the Matron Mother’s forces, if for no other reason than the chance to earn her favor. 

	Instead, they were going to die.

	Serrane took aim without plucking an arrow from her quiver. The moment she drew the string, an arrow of pure violet energy appeared nocked and ready between her fingertips. Her bow had been designed as a magical focus by the artificers in Nelu’Thalas; the runes on the limbs helped harness and shape her power to imbue her ammunition with whatever properties she desired. But this time, she hadn’t even needed to call upon her sorcery to create an arrow. The Spider Queen’s blessing gave her weapon all the power it needed to conjure one of its own.

	The snap of the bowstring was little more than a hushed whisper. The arrow struck one of the guards directly in the chest, yet when the tip pierced his armor, it didn’t merely draw blood and stagger him. It dispersed into a shadowy mist after it lodged in his sternum, and he only managed a short-lived shriek of pain before the mist dissolved his flesh, leaving nothing but an empty skeleton behind.

	Another necrotic arrow had already appeared on the bowstring, and while Serrane was horrified by the grotesque display, her ranger training had already kicked in and taken control of her body. Her second shot struck another of the sentries right in his throat, killing him before the magic could dissolve him. 

	The last drow wasn’t so fortunate. He threw himself into an evasive roll, then lifted his crossbow in a desperate attempt to track his unseen assailant. His agile maneuver meant that her third shot only struck him in the leg—he would have lived and perhaps even fired a shot of his own had she been using normal arrows. But the dark power coursing through her bow wouldn’t be denied its feast: the violet shadow spread up his leg to his torso and then his head, consuming him in ravenous darkness until a pile of armored bones was all that remained. 

	Serrane froze as the last drow died, his scream of horror finally overcoming her combat instincts. The grip of her bow had grown cold against her skin, and the intricate runes—once a scintillating mix of blues and greens—were now the same haunting violet as everything else touched by Zelioth. Even worse, she could feel her bow’s hunger as if it were alive…

	Maiden’s mercy, what is happening to me?

	Her hesitation almost got her killed. The minotaur guardian, still very much alive, brayed in fury as it pulled a large throwing ax from its baldric to hurl at Serrane. She dodged a fraction of a second before it split her in half, but the sudden movement cost her her footing—her ankle twisted in a loose pile of dirt, and she suddenly found herself tumbling down the hill. The fall was only about ten yards, but she banged her shoulder on a rocky outcropping and lost her grip on her bow before she crashed to the ground below. 

	“Elrie dos bwael!” the monstrous creature shouted in a broken version of the drow tongue. Serrane winced in pain and glanced up just in time to see the minotaur rushing straight at her, its massive horns lowered to gore the hapless ranger—

	But it never reached her. The shadows in front of the lumbering beast writhed and twisted, and Julian inexplicably appeared directly in its path, his greatsword braced like a spear against charging cavalry. The minotaur couldn’t possibly dodge in time; its momentum carried its torso right into the blade, skewering it straight through the gut. But it still slammed into Julian with enough force to send the knight flying backward. His body skidded past her, his armor clattering as it bounced across the dirt, while the minotaur screamed and toppled over. 

	The minotaur’s wound was almost certainly mortal, but it wasn’t dead yet. The monster grabbed the handle of the blade and wrenched it from its own body, blood frothing from its bestial mouth, and it clearly had enough strength left to put up a hell of a fight—or would have, if Serrane hadn’t pounced on her fallen bow and drawn the string. 

	The Spider Queen’s magic enveloped the minotaur the moment Serrane’s arrow pierced its thick hide, and its body dissolved almost as easily as the others despite being almost three times their size. The horned skull left behind may have been even more disturbing without any real armor to cover it. 

	“Escar’s mercy,” Julian breathed as he pulled himself back to his feet, his eyes locked on the carnage. “What kind of magic could—”

	“I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter,” Serrane said, as much to herself as him. Her hand trembled upon the grip of her bow, and it was so cold she nearly dropped it again. “Even with the army making all that noise, someone must have heard us. We need to get into the tunnels before…wait, where’s Laetharys?”

	Julian finally pulled his gaze from the husk of the minotaur as he retrieved his bloody sword. “Just back there,” he said, pointing. 

	Serrane hissed and looked off in the direction he’d indicated. “You left her alone?”

	“Where would she go?” he asked matter-of-factly. “Do you really think she’d run into the forest and miss out on her only chance at redemption? Or at revenge on her sister?”

	He was right, of course. When Nym had dragged Serrane along with him, she could have actually escaped into the Duskwood given the chance. Her ranger training would have kept her alive, and she’d had no reason to believe that anything but horror was waiting for her in the ruined temple. 

	But Laetharys’s circumstances were very different. Her only path forward was through. 

	“Go retrieve her,” Serrane said, her eyes drifting from the skeletons to the tunnel entrance. “The sooner we’re away from that army, the better.”

	 

	 

	
7 
Sister Against Sister

	 

	The moment Julian Cassel crawled down the ladder into the Duskwatch tunnels, a flood of memories assailed him. The Knights of the Silver Fist had only rarely used such exits from the city—they had always ridden through the gates on horseback, often to great fanfare. The public had loved feting their champions, and paladins had little interest in skulking, as a rule. 

	But the value of subtlety was one of many lessons Serrane had taught him over the years, and she had often taken him this way during their “training” exercises into the Duskwood. Officially, such excursions had been part of an effort to make Highwind’s defenders more effective by teaching them to work together; unofficially, they had been an excellent excuse for her and Julian to travel deep enough into the forest that no one would hear how loud she could scream when he fucked her senseless. 

	The tunnels themselves had often posed a challenge—not because they were difficult to traverse, but because it had been almost impossible to resist the urge to push her against the wall and take her from behind along the way. There had been just enough Duskwatch Rangers using the tunnels on a regular basis that they’d needed to play it safe and wait until they were alone in the forest, and the wait had always been excruciating. 

	Today, everything was different. The tunnel was dark and quiet. The Matron Mother hadn’t posted a single sentry, and almost half the traps hadn’t even been reset. Cassel took it as a sign of two things: first, that Varassa was every bit as incompetent as Laetharys claimed; and second, that the Highwind resistance was truly dead. All the planning, all the skirmishes, all the blood and death and terror…it had been for nothing. 

	But today that’s going to change. With Zelioth at our side, anything is possible! Her power will finally bring freedom to the people of Highwind! 

	The thought burned in Cassel’s mind as he trudged through the wide tunnel, his boots sloshing through the thin layer of water covering the uneven stone floor. He knew how strange and frankly wrong it was to suddenly trust the Spider Queen, a ruthless goddess of domination and conquest, to liberate his home. It shouldn’t have made any sense. Perhaps it didn’t make any sense. 

	But for some reason, he knew in his heart that it was true. All he and Serrane needed to do was bring Laetharys to the Black Palace and stand before the throne. Then, and only then, could the Mistress finally bring peace and prosperity back to Highwind. 

	“There is another trap nearby,” Laetharys announced as they moved. Now that her hands were free, a bit more arrogance was creeping into her voice. “I do not know precisely where, but—”

	“I found it,” Serrane said, signaling for them to wait. She crouched down and studied a pile of seemingly innocuous debris at the side of the tunnel. “This should only take a moment.”

	Coming to a halt, Cassel choked up on the leash to pull Laetharys more tightly against him. She scowled in displeasure, but by now she had learned to keep her mouth shut lest he fill it with his cock. Between her luminescent blue eyes and the glowing violet beads in her armor, she was the only source of light they had brought with them. As a paladin, he would have practically been blind down here unless he conjured a spark of energy to light the way, but Zelioth’s magic was far more subtle. His eyes could see farther and sharper than ever before. 

	“If you need more time, I can figure out a way to entertain myself,” he said to Serrane, his free hand sliding across Laetharys’s smooth, exposed midriff. Another boon of Zelioth’s magic was his seemingly boundless lust…and just as importantly, the stamina required to sate it. He knew he could be hard and ready again at the slightest provocation, and it amused him to imagine how annoyed Laetharys would be if he pushed her into the brackish water. Her bare feet were already soaked; he might as well get her knees and hands wet, too…

	“I can dispel the rune,” Serrane replied after a moment. A flash of light erupted from her outstretched hand, and her eyes narrowed as she studied the area for a few seconds afterward. “There. We should keep moving.”

	Cassel nodded and pushed Laetharys forward. She was an amusing fucktoy, but she was also perfect bait just in case they missed any traps. 

	A true paladin would never treat his prisoners like this. Even enemies deserve basic decency and respect. What would my old instructors say if they saw me ass-fucking a drow prisoner I kept on a leash?

	“Does it matter? They’re dead.”

	Serrane turned to look at him. “What?”

	“Nothing,” Cassel said, clearing his throat. He didn’t know what had come over him. Laetharys deserved his contempt and nothing else. His enemies deserved to suffer. “Let’s keep moving.”

	Perhaps twenty minutes later, the trio finally approached the tunnel exit. The Matron Mother would surely have at least a few sentries in the Artisan District, and he was a little worried that they might be harder to eliminate quietly than the ones from earlier. Raising an alarm would still be dangerous no matter how many soldiers the drow had deployed into the forest. 

	But perhaps there was another way…

	“The moment we pop out, we’re going to be sitting ducks,” Serrane said, pausing at the foot of the wooden ladder. A few thin, faint pillars of moonlight were streaming down from the iron grate above, but there weren’t any traps or guards on this side. “Ranger-General Hastien specially designed the exit as a shooting gallery in case interlopers ever tried to use it. There could easily be a hundred arrows trained on us.”

	“You honestly think my sister would leave that many soldiers behind with doom breathing down her neck?” Laetharys snorted. “Fool. I doubt she’ll have more than—”

	Cassel yanked hard on the leash to choke her into silence. “We weren’t asking for your opinion. Aren’t you worried that your plans for revenge will be spoiled if an arrow splits your skull the moment you pop your head up?”

	He allowed her to asphyxiate for a few seconds before he relaxed the pressure and turned to Serrane. “We might not have to expose ourselves,” he said. “It’s obviously already dark by now, and I know a technique to slip through the shadows. I brought this bitch with me once before…I should be able to take all of us.”

	“Teleportation?” Serrane asked.

	Cassel shook his head. “Not exactly. It’s hard to explain. Actually, it’s impossible to explain. I don’t even truly understand it. I just know how to do it.”

	Her face creased in confusion, and he couldn’t blame her. True teleportation magic was incredibly rare and dangerous. Even before the Shattering, precious few wizards in the Highwind Academy had been able to successfully master the technique, and even then they could only teleport to nearby locations they could see.

	But ever since Laetharys had shared her power with Cassel, he had been able to shape the Aether in ways he didn’t fully understand. It was as if the knowledge was simply poured into his brain when he needed it and slowly sieved out afterward. 

	“He is Barra D’aron,” Laetharys rasped, massaging her throat. “The shadows are his to command.”

	Serrane eyed the drow for a moment before looking back up at the grate covering the exit. “If you think it’s possible…”

	“It is,” Cassel assured her. “And I think I can give us the distraction we need.”

	Taking a deep breath, he nudged Laetharys to move forward to the ladder, and he gave her leash enough slack that she could climb ahead of him without being choked. She seemed unnervingly unconcerned about the possibility of marksmen watching the grate, and it was more than a little tempting to order her to push it open just to see what would happen. But once she reached the top, he instructed her to wait as he called upon the Aether and allowed the Spider Queen’s power to flow through him. 

	A dark mist began to gather around his gauntlet, almost like a serpent made of pure shadow were coiling around his arm. He pointed upward, and the mist began to stream past Laetharys and up through the grate. He could barely see anything on the other side—the slits in the metal disk were quite slim—but it didn’t take long before even the pillars of moonlight went dark. 

	“There,” Cassel said, wishing he understood what he had just done. “The shadows will conceal our exit.”

	Laetharys smirked, a haughty, know-it-all gesture that was utterly at odds with the fact that he was holding her leash and could see her exposed, plugged cunt beneath her skirt. She still felt superior to them despite everything that had happened. Her pride was more durable than his adamantine breastplate. 

	She pushed open the grate and climbed up into the cloud of shadows surrounding her—a cloud so impenetrable that even Cassel’s enhanced vision couldn’t see through it, and hopefully neither could any drow. He followed closely behind her, and the instant he took his first breath of city air, he had to fight back an onslaught of memories and nostalgia. 

	Highwind. Home. 

	Maybe it’s a blessing that I can’t see the devastation. 

	Cassel winced at the thought as Serrane emerged right behind him, her expression a mixture of caution and surprise. It was clearly going to take her a while to get used to the idea that he wasn’t just a burly pugilist anymore. 

	“Take my hand,” Cassel whispered, offering a gauntlet to her. She took his hand, and he pulled Laetharys close enough against him that he could include her in the spell as well. His mind flooded with the precise knowledge he needed to move them all through the shadows…

	The transition was so swift that he almost didn’t realize it had happened, but all of a sudden, he and the two women were standing atop a three-story building in Highwind’s Artisan District. The exit to the Duskwatch tunnels was about thirty yards away below them, and the shadowy mist had already begun to disperse. 

	The streets here appeared empty, mercifully—he didn’t have to look upon any drow slavedrivers whipping their victims into submission. Many of the adjacent buildings had their doors and windows nailed shut, in fact. Perhaps the Matron Mother had ordered everyone inside while her army marched into the forest…

	“I told you that she wouldn’t spare any of her forces,” Laetharys said, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the nearby rooftops. “Varassa is a petty tyrant, not a warrior. Any soldiers that remain will be guarding the Black Palace.”

	“Getting inside that fortress will be a lot more difficult,” Cassel said, shifting his gaze west. Even from here, he could see the outline of the ominous black building beyond the towering Gray Citadel. What had once been city hall was now another imposing tower with a wide base shaped like the body of a spider. The drow had worked thousands of slaves to death during its construction…

	“That is why you need my help, paladin,” Laetharys said acidly. “I could navigate the corridors blindfolded.”

	He resisted the urge to jerk the leash. “How nice for you. So what’s your suggestion?”

	“Trying to fight through the guards at the door is folly. And unlike here, my sister will place guardians at all the entrances…save one.” She pointed northwest toward Moonshadow Plaza. “There is a concealed entrance to the Underworld in that district. We should use it to move back underground.”

	“Into a place where we can stumble into a few thousand drow? No thanks.”

	“Do not be stupid, jaluk,” Laetharys snapped. “Varassa will not expect infiltrators to come from Vel’shannar, and most of the passages will be empty since the bulk of her forces are already deployed. We will need move quietly and eliminate a few guards, but it is the only way we can reach the throne room without fighting through a legion of soldiers.”

	Cassel bit his lip in thought and turned to Serrane. “What do you…?”

	He trailed off when he saw her blue eyes fastened upon something to the east. It only took him a moment to realize she was looking at her old estate a few blocks away. The building was remarkably intact, but he had heard all manner of horror stories about what had happened within. He reached out and squeezed her hand.

	“Her plan will work,” Serrane said as she tore her eyes away. For the briefest moment, her blue irises seemed to turn a shade of purple. “With your powers and my bow, none of her guards will be able to stop us.”

	“Then there’s no point in wasting any more time,” he said. “For Highwind.”

	Serrane nodded, her hand clenching the grip of her bow so tightly her knuckles turned white. “For Highwind.”

	 

	***

	 

	As she expected, Laetharys had no trouble leading her captors down into the Underworld. The entrance in the plaza was well-concealed by magic thanks to the niskaru Throne Maiden’s sorcery, but Laetharys had made certain to learn and memorize every conceivable vulnerability in her sister’s defenses during the course of her long enslavement. 

	As she led the way through the winding passages—not buried in damp dirt but hewn from solid, dependable rock—she inhaled deeply of the cool, dry air. 

	It felt good to be home again.

	Solemi had used this route to visit the Spire of Sorcery in Vel’shannar—and not just because Golerys, the city’s resident Archmage, enjoyed fucking her mongrel cunt. The girl was always up to something—she was far more cunning than she looked. Laetharys had constantly warned Varassa about giving her slaves too much freedom. But as usual, her advice had gone unheeded. 

	Oh, I cannot wait to feed that worthless niskaru to the driders. I’ll make certain to give my sister a front-row seat…and wouldn’t it be poetic to make her choke on my cock while she watches?

	Laetharys amused herself with thoughts of glorious revenge every time the rivvil knight decided to yank on her leash and choke her for no reason. The seemingly endless warrens beneath Highwind were both labyrinthine and deadly, a result of centuries of skirmishes between drow raiders and surface defenders. The rivvin destroyed or sealed the tunnels whenever they found them, but her people always found a way to repurpose the remains. They were a network of winding, interconnected passages that could have easily passed for an ant colony. 

	Thankfully, they were mostly empty right now, aside from a handful of deadly traps set by the drow. The highborn disarmed them with insulting ease, and the group made good time. 

	In several different places, Laetharys considered trying to surprise the knight and break free of his leash—without her to guide them, the fools might wander for days before they got out. And if she was lucky, they would stumble into a den of one of the many deadly monsters who lurked beneath the surface. She certainly wouldn’t mind if a hooked horror impaled the rivvil scum or decapitated the highborn slut. But sadly, she would need their help to get past her sister’s guards. 

	All told, it only took a few hours for them to reach the passage leading up into the Black Palace. There were more sentries than Laetharys anticipated, however—far more, in fact. Her sister had apparently posted a significant number of her scouts underground, almost as if they were searching for someone. It seemed unlikely that her warriors in the forest could have found the bodies and warned Varassa of a potential attack already, but even if they had, they should have been focusing on the forest tunnels, not the Underworld warrens. It was strange and suspicious. 

	But ultimately, it did little to slow their progress. The rivvil and the highborn were among the most lethal fighters she had ever seen, as difficult as it was for her to admit it. She had witnessed the knight’s skill firsthand when she had set him upon those gnolls in the forest, and if anything, he had grown even more powerful with Zelioth’s blessing. Despite his heavy armor and massive sword, he moved gracefully and purposefully, wending through the shadows and cutting down Varassa’s sentries with brutal, efficient ease. 

	The highborn, annoyingly, was every bit his equal. Her arrows were as silent as death, and she left a veritable trail of spilled guts in her wake. Only a few of the sentries even saw her before she struck, and they were still no match for her dual blades. Laetharys almost wished that she could have met the woman on the battlefield before the Zhennu Lassrin had changed everything. It would have been so much more satisfying to drag the slut around by a collar after Laetharys had personally bested her in combat. 

	The tunnels eventually came out in the cellar of the Black Palace, and the rivvil’s shadow magic concealed their exit just as effortlessly as before. The two guards inside—a pair of half-orc slave warriors—were felled by the ranger’s arrows before they could even draw steel. Their flesh dissolved in a cloud of ravenous magic, leaving only their bones and empty armor behind. 

	“Someone will stumble across the carnage eventually,” the highborn whispered after she had placed her pointed ear against the cellar’s wooden door. “You’re certain she will be in the throne room?”

	“She could be entertaining herself elsewhere,” Laetharys admitted. “But I find it far more likely that she has hunkered down with her elite guardians. If not…”

	“If not, we’re going to end up surrounded in no time,” the rivvil knight said. “We can’t fight off every soldier in the palace.”

	“You almost sound worried,” Laetharys said with an amused smirk as she knelt over one of the orcish skeletons and pulled the sword from the dead man’s scabbard. The blade was longer than she preferred, but it would suffice—as would his smaller dagger, which she covertly slid through the belt of her skirt. “The Mistress ordered you to bring me to the throne room. Have faith, jaluk—you will meet your destiny within.”

	He tugged her collar to pull her close enough that he could snatch her wrist. “You honestly expect us to let you carry a weapon?”

	“I am here to confront my sister,” Laetharys rasped despite the collar closing around her throat. “And the Mistress ordered you not to interfere!”

	“She’s right,” the highborn conceded. “And if we do get swarmed, we’ll need her help. Besides, we can always send her in first.”

	Laetharys glared at the rivvil until he relaxed his grip. To her surprise, he even reached up to her neck and unfastened the leash from her collar. 

	“Maybe the two of you will kill each other and do the world a favor,” he growled. 

	Laetharys chuckled softly and twirled the blade. The weight of the weapon felt good in her hand. Just standing here, she could already feel the balance of power turning. Soon her sister would be kneeling at her feet—as would these pathetic surfacers. The Dark Goddess would reward her true champion with more power than she could imagine…

	“Come on,” the highborn said grimly, touching the handle of the door. “I know the way.”

	 

	***

	 

	Over fifty years ago, back when the Matron Mother had finally decided that her First Daughter was ready for the responsibility of command, she had summoned Laetharys to the Spire of Sovereignty in the heart of Vel’shannar. The throne room was as immense as it was forbidding; the black, cavernous chamber had been carved out of smooth, polished obsidian mined from the darkest depths of the earth. 

	The throne itself had been formed from the massive skull of the most fearsome beast of all—a dragon. Or at least, that was what the stories claimed. No one had ever mustered the courage to argue, considering that the foot of the throne was decorated with the skulls of insolent males who had dared challenge the tradition of female supremacy.

	Laetharys still remembered the awe, wonder, and pride she’d felt while kneeling in front of her mother and receiving her official title as the High General of Vel’shannar. Just as importantly, she remembered the rage and jealousy on Varassa’s face. The Second Daughter, doomed to forever walk in the shadow of her elder sister. Laetharys had been so confident in her position that she had spent her years laying elaborate plans to eventually overthrow their mother when she should have been fortifying her defenses against Varassa. She had underestimated her sister many times over the decades, and it had cost her dearly. 

	But she wasn’t going to make that mistake again. Today was her moment. 

	Today, the Spider Queen was with her. 

	After a surprisingly quick and uneventful jaunt through the empty corridors beyond the cellar, she and her “allies” arrived at the immense doors to the throne room. The ranger eliminated the halberdier guards with a pair of rapid, precise shots to the throat, preventing them from even screaming as Zelioth’s dark magic consumed their flesh. 

	“Remember that Varassa is mine,” Laetharys warned as she stepped over the crumpled skeletons and approached the doors, sword in hand. “Do not interfere!”

	She pulled open the double doors and strode inside, her bare feet almost completely silent upon the polished black stone. The cavernous chamber was a near-perfect copy of the Spire of Sovereignty, but it wasn’t empty. An entire battalion of soldiers waited within, including half a dozen orc slaves and a few hulking minotaur. They were all clutching their axes and crossbows and swords, just waiting for their mistress to give them the order to attack.

	But Varassa did no such thing. The Matron Mother was sitting in the throne with her legs crossed and her hands folded in her lap. The black metal of her armor glinted in the dim illumination cast by the luminescent crystals that were embedded in the walls like torches, and her glowing blue eyes were slightly narrowed but still unafraid. She didn’t even twitch in surprise at the arrival of her sister. On the contrary, she looked completely and utterly unconcerned, as if she had somehow planned this reunion all along. 

	“The traitor returns at last,” Varassa said. “Soaked in the blood of loyal drow warriors, aided by a darthiir and a rivvil. I always knew you belonged on your knees, sister, but I never believed that even you could sink to such depths.”

	Laetharys sauntered forward, twirling her blade almost lazily. She wasn’t worried about the crossbows pointed at her heart or the axes waiting to liberate her head from her shoulders. She had full confidence that the Goddess would protect her if necessary. Zelioth had demanded this confrontation herself, after all, and she wouldn’t allow anyone to interfere. 

	“You speak of treachery even while you sit upon my rightful throne,” Laetharys said, coming to a halt a half a dozen paces from the wall of defenders. “The Goddess herself has sent me to punish you for your many failures. Surrender, and she may eventually allow you to find redemption at my feet.”

	Varassa threw back her head and laughed. The sound wasn’t arrogant or cruel or even amused—it was hollow. Bitter. It was the laughter of someone who knew the end was nigh. 

	Or who had lost their mind. 

	“You think you are blessed just because you stole our child?” Varassa hissed. “You believe that the Spider Queen would choose you, the incompetent general who could never defeat the pathetic rivvin? I am the one who led our people to victory on the surface! I am the one who forged the vessel for her return!”

	“And I am the one who brought her into this world,” Laetharys countered. “I am an instrument of her will, the avatar of her wrath. She has chosen me to deliver her judgment—and you, sister, have been found lacking.”

	Varassa’s lip curled in disgust. Her legs remained crossed, but her dangling stiletto heel stopped bobbing and froze. “You pathetic cunt! You stroll in here with drow blood on your hands and you dare to claim the favor of the Dark Goddess? I could snap my fingers and order my loyal soldiers to slaughter you in a heartbeat.”

	Laetharys smiled as she panned her gaze across her sister’s guardians. “No, you can’t.”

	“Have you gone mad?” Varassa asked, pointing a gloved finger at the entrance. “You believe that this broken rivvil knight and his darthiir whore can save you?”

	“No,” Laetharys admitted. “What I believe—what I know—is that these warriors are no longer yours to command. They have realized the truth. I can see it in their eyes.”

	Varassa scoffed. “And what truth is that?”

	“That despite all your efforts to hunt me down, here I am, standing in the Black Palace. They understand that I never would have made it this far without the Spider Queen’s blessing.”

	Her smile turned cruel. “But most importantly, they understand that you are weak. They have realized that Nym is dead, and they know that your powers have waned. Even your precious niskaru Throne Maiden is nowhere to be seen. These warriors aren’t here to protect you—they are here to behold the future. They await a new mistress…and they shall have one very soon.”

	Varassa laughed again. “You think they would ever follow you? They watched you crawl around on your knees, your belly filled with my child. You’ve worn their seed on your face—half of them have probably had their cocks in your ass! They know weakness when they see it.”

	“Yes, they do,” Laetharys said coldly. “That’s why they are going to get out of my way now.”

	She strode forward, her eyes locked onto the pikemen in the first rank. Every step brought her closer to the gleaming tips of their weapons; they could effortlessly skewer her if they were so inclined. But just as she predicted, they raised their pikes and withdrew to the sides of the chamber instead. Behind them, the other soldiers and crossbowmen followed their lead, lowering their weapons and moving aside to see what would happen. The orcs and minotaur glanced at one another, and then they, too, shuffled off to the sides. 

	“You cowards!” Varassa snarled, her legs finally uncrossing as she shot to her feet. “I will flay every one of you myself!”

	“Why don’t you smite them now, sister?” Laetharys asked, unable to hold back the smug grin spreading across her lips as she continued to approach. “Call upon the Spider Queen’s power. Use it to sear their flesh and bend their wills.”

	Varassa’s hands balled into fists at her sides. This close, it was easy to see the uncombed strands of her sister’s normally pristine white hair as well as the deep shadows under her eyes. She had a hunted, vulnerable look, and she radiated the wild anger of a cornered animal. Madness was already consuming her, just as Laetharys had hoped. This confrontation couldn’t be more perfect. 

	“It’s over,” Laetharys said, mounting the dais and stopping a few steps from the foot of the throne. “Spare yourself further humiliation and surrender now before I change my mind. I promise, I shall show you far more mercy than you deserve.”

	“You treacherous sow!” Varassa spat, grabbing the coiled whip from her belt. “I am the Matron Mother of Vel’shannar! And you will learn your place!”

	She unspooled the whip against the floor, then lashed it at her sister. Laetharys lifted her sword defensively as she dodged to her right, expecting to easily evade the attack. But the seeking enchantment in Varassa’s weapon was stronger than she anticipated—the whip curled around Laetharys’s blade and yanked it from her grip. The sword skittered across the onyx floor, prompting a gasp of surprise for some of the warriors. 

	“You have always underestimated me, sister,” Varassa raged. “This time will be your last.”

	She cracked the whip again, but this time Laetharys was ready. She stuck out her left arm, knowing the enchantment would guide the whip to curl around her forearm. It hurt like hell—the lash of the leather on her skin burned like being branded. It summoned a pained cry from between her clenched teeth, but decades of war and battle gave her the discipline to focus through it. The instant the coil tightened, she pulled back on the whip with all the strength she could muster, violently yanking her sister off the throne. Varassa catapulted forward as if bucked by a horse, unable to keep her balance thanks in no small part to her towering heels. Laetharys clotheslined her with her raised arm, knocking her flat on her back and leaving her stunned.

	Laetharys straddled Varassa’s waist and pinned her arms with her knees. “It’s over!” she repeated, grabbing her sister’s throat with one hand and drawing the dagger from her belt with the other. Varassa thrashed and squirmed right up until the blade kissed the smooth skin of her gray throat. 

	“Olot dos!” she snarled impotently, but her body went completely still lest she accidentally slice herself open. “The Spider Queen will—”

	“The Spider Queen is the reason I am here!” Laetharys said, a delighted thrill racing through her. “I offered you mercy, but instead you chose pain. I should have known better. Your jealousy has always blinded you. You could never accept that I am the First Daughter. I am stronger, smarter, more beautiful…I am and have always been your superior in every conceivable way.”

	For a moment, the two of them were completely alone in the vast chamber. The rivvil and his highborn bitch were irrelevant, and the soldiers seemed to disperse into the shadows. All that remained was their hatred—sister against sister, battling for supremacy. One would rule, and one would submit. Just as it was meant to be. 

	“Do not worry, sister,” Laetharys said, pressing the blade just hard enough to draw a thin line of blood. “I’m not going to kill you. I shall grant you a place at my feet—it is where you have always belonged. I will collar you. I will fuck you. I will breed you.”

	She snickered as she sensed the knight and ranger approaching her from behind. “Unless, of course, you would rather grow a niskaru inside your belly. I’ve no doubt that this rivvil is eager to despoil your womb with his…”

	She looked up when the knight strode past her, the tramp of his plate boots heavy on the floor. The highborn ranger followed him step for step, almost as if she were locked in a trance. 

	“What are you doing?” Laetharys snapped. 

	They didn’t answer. They continued walking until they reached the foot of the throne, then sank down to their knees in almost perfect unison. 

	Laetharys scowled, enraged that they would dare try to spoil her moment of triumph…and confused about what in the bloody void they were doing. It was only then, when she sat upright and eased the pressure on Varassa’s throat, that she saw a familiar violet glow in the highborn’s normally blue eyes. 

	“Your throne awaits you, Mistress,” the highborn said. “We are your humble servants, your anchors to this realm. We bid you to come forth and usher in a new age of glory!”

	Before Laetharys could move or even speak, the ranger drew the slender skinning knife from her belt. She ran the blade across the palm of her left hand, leaving a thin trail of blood behind and allowing it to drip upon the black floor. When she offered the blade to the human, he repeated her movements almost exactly.

	“Blood sorcery?” Laetharys hissed. “What is the meaning of—”

	And then the truly bewildering happened. The human and the highborn both threw back their heads and opened their mouths. For a moment, it looked downright insane—they seemed like mindless zombies about fall over—but that was when Laetharys realized that the human’s eyes had turned violet as well. And they were glowing brighter by the second. 

	A mist of that same eerie color suddenly spewed forth from their mouths as erupting from a geyser, and it began to swirl around them like a gaseous serpent even though the air in the chamber was as still as death. Varassa’s soldiers, still standing clear of the spectacle, began to edge even farther away. Their hushed whispers turned almost frantic as the mist continued to gather. 

	“Nau’shevi,” Varassa whispered, craning her neck to see now that the blade wasn’t pressed so tightly against it. “What have you done, sister?”

	Laetharys had no answer. She watched, transfixed, until the flesh beneath her armor began to tickle. She glanced down to her breastplate just in time to watch the glowing spider eyes between her cleavage glow brighter—and then fade altogether as the chitin dissolved into hundreds of tiny spiders. She gasped, petrified at the sight of the insects crawling over her suddenly bare breasts. Her legs began to tickle, and her heart skipped a beat as the strips of her skirt also reverted to a spidery swarm. She was on the verge of a full-blown panic as they skittered down her long legs and bare feet until they reached the ground.

	And they weren’t alone. All across the chamber, the polished black floor looked like it was alive. Many of the soldiers lost their nerve, crying out in horror and fleeing out of the room when they saw what was happening. But the mass of spiders wasn’t interested in them—the swarm moved straight toward the throne and into the growing violet mist. 

	Laetharys couldn’t tell if the air was getting colder or if her courage had simply failed her, but she couldn’t stop trembling. Her dagger slipped from her fingers and clattered upon the stone as she watched the mist suck up the swarm like a tornado picking up debris. The swirling cloud grew darker by the second as it filled with hundreds—no, thousands—of spiders, and it wasn’t long before the vortex began to take on the shape of an elven body. 

	“Ilhari vlos,” Laetharys breathed.

	She didn’t understand what was happening or how any of it was possible, but she couldn’t deny what her eyes were telling her. As the mist gradually dispersed, the last of the spiders became living flesh. All that remained was a tall, beautiful drow female—but not the one Laetharys had left behind in the ancient temple. A massive pair of dark, leathery wings sprouted from her back, and a long gray tail swayed hypnotically behind her. Her hands, still delicate and slender, now ended in long, wicked claws as if her nails had extended several inches. She was encased in the same chitinous armor as before, but the eyes in the breastplate were vastly more numerous—and as bright as tiny stars. 

	“At long last…” Zelioth the Spider Queen said, her voice soft and husky yet somehow as loud as if she were shouting. “I have returned.”

	Laetharys could feel her sister’s body trembling beneath her, and for once, it brought no joy to her face. She swallowed heavily and bowed her head. “Welcome home, Mistress,” she said. “I have done as you asked. I have confronted my sister and emerged triumphant. Now we can—urk!”

	Her collar pinched against her throat even though no leash was connected. She reflexively reached for her neck, but her hands never made it—webs curled around her wrists and pulled her arms apart, then began hoisting her straight up into the air. Legs kicking, she glanced around in desperation, confused and helpless. The entire ceiling was now covered in a thick latticework of webs, and they had stretched down to grab her as if they were alive. 

	“I told you that she would never reward your treachery,” Varassa said, smiling as she brought herself to her knees. “I am the one who discovered the ritual! I am the one who brought her back into this world! I am the Matron Mother of…”

	She froze when she saw another skein of webs descending toward her from the ceiling. Her eyes widened, and she tried to scurry away, but it was already too late. The strands curled around her ankles and hoisted her up into the air until she was suspended right next to Laetharys, her long white hair falling straight down toward the floor.

	“Mistress, please!” she wailed. “I have always been loyal! I live to serve your will!”

	“And you will continue to do so,” Zelioth said. She spread her enormous wings and panned her glowing eyes across the chamber. “But first, you must answer for your mistakes…and those of your mothers. My people have languished in the care of the matrons for too long. This world should have been ours long ago, yet it remains chaotic. Leaderless. Faithless.”

	She hissed softly, her tail swishing angrily behind her. “For eons, mortals have indulged the most wicked of lies. The Avetharri believed that by banishing us, they would finally be free. Yet all that freedom brought them was calamity. They set this world aflame, and the pyres of their hubris burn even still. By refusing to live on their knees, they doomed your world to an eternity of war, chaos, and death.”

	Zelioth’s eyes finally returned to the sisters. “It is time for that to change, and the drow will be the vanguard of this new era. We shall teach this wretched world the lessons it has long forgotten—that faith is more powerful than independence. That submission to your betters is not weakness, but strength. And most of all, that true freedom is not the chaos of meaningless choice, but the clarity of divine purpose.”

	She swept her gaze around the room expectantly, and it only took a moment before the remaining drow soldiers began falling to their knees. The orc slaves soon followed, and even the minotaur were not far behind. 

	“We have much work to do, my children,” Zelioth said as she turned and approached the empty throne. She sank into it, her wings tucking behind her back and her long tail curling around her legs. “The weak must be culled. The faithless must be punished. And word of my ascension must spread to every corner of this forsaken world. At long last, the Valathrim have returned to save you from yourselves.”

	A dark smile tugged at her thin purple lips. “A new age of glory is about to begin.”

	 

	 

	


Epilogue

	 

	The war was finally over. 

	Serrane Starwind, Ranger-General of Highwind and the Left Hand of Zelioth, smiled as she gazed out at the city—her city—through her bedroom window. A warm summer breeze fluttered through the curtains, tousling her long hair and carrying the pleasant sounds of the renewed Artisan District to her ears. 

	Gone were the pained whimpers of slaves being whipped by their drow overseers; gone were the screams of young human women being dragged off to the breeding harems. Gone were the heavy, clomping footfalls of Varassa’s soldiers marching through the streets. 

	Horror had been replaced by joy. Despair had been driven out by hope. And the future, she was proud to say, was looking brighter than ever before. 

	“Do you wish me to fetch your bow, General?” 

	Serrane shook her head as she glanced down to study her armor when her handmaiden had finished buckling the last strap. She was still getting used to the dark metal plates sculpted around her breasts and upper torso. Amazingly, they were nearly as light but thrice as protective as the leather armor she had worn for so many years. Eight spidery eyes glowed between her cleavage, a perfect complement to the spider tattoo encircling her exposed navel. 

	“I’ll get it on my way out,” she said. “You should be down in the basement with the Highlord. He got started early this morning—he’ll need you to rejuvenate him soon.”

	Serrane didn’t need to turn to envision the look of revulsion on the drow woman’s face. Kathara’s priestly powers had been fully restored for some time now, but she deeply resented being assigned to the Ranger-General’s service. That was precisely why Serrane had requested it—even after several months, she still found it amusing to watch the most loyal supplicants of the fallen drow sisters squirm whenever possible. Besides, Julian found her cute enough—who better to get on her knees and revitalize his cock with her tongue and magic? If anything, she should be thankful that the Mistress hadn’t given him permission to seed her with a niskaru child. 

	Not yet, anyway. 

	“As you wish, General,” Kathara said quietly.

	Once the drow was gone, Serrane closed her eyes and paused to enjoy the moment. Her long captivity—and the hopeless guerilla war that had preceded it—already felt like belonged to a different lifetime. She could smell fresh bread from the baker down the street; she could hear someone playing music in the park a few blocks away. And if she took a stroll through the district, she would see artists painting portraits, smiths hammering out new weapons, and merchants plying their wares. 

	Her eyes slowly reopened. Nothing was quite the same as before, of course. Most of the drow had returned to Vel’shannar, but the legacy of their conquest could never truly be washed clean. The dead couldn’t be restored to life, and shattered families couldn’t be healed with magic. Most of the old nobility was gone, as was the Silver Fist who had guarded Highwind for so long. Julian’s new order—the Shadowgarde—would eventually become the city’s defenders, but it would take years to truly rebuild. 

	And then, of course, there were the rebels: the good-natured but foolish individuals who believed that Highwind had merely traded one tyrant for another. Just a few nights ago, they had attacked one of the new shrines built to honor Zelioth. They had burned dozens of paintings and broken just as many sculptures of the Spider Queen, insisting that the artisans who had made them were merely in the thrall of an “evil” goddess. 

	Their behavior was shameful, but Serrane was disappointed rather than angry. They were being stubborn and irrational. They refused to accept that the artists, painters, and sculptors in Highwind weren’t under Zelioth’s control any more than she was. They were merely trying to celebrate a new era in the only way they knew how. It was the same reason every bard was composing songs celebrating the glorious return of a Fallen God—and the same reason everyone in the city prayed to the goddess each night and attended service in the new temple every week. 

	They weren’t a cult—they were grateful. Zelioth, the goddess of freedom and strength, had liberated them. Kneeling before a savior wasn’t oppression; it was a privilege. Fortune smiled upon them every day they were able to bask in the presence and wisdom of a true god. Submitting to Zelioth’s superior will made Serrane feel freer than she ever had in her old life. She had found clarity. Purpose. 

	Peace. 

	Serrane smiled again as she turned and left her bedroom, eager to start the new day. Julian had already been up for hours, like normal. He had always been an early riser, but he was especially dedicated to his current mission. It was taking longer than anyone expected to complete, and his professional pride demanded he see it through. She should probably leave him alone so he wouldn’t get distracted from his work, but she just couldn’t resist. 

	Leaving her weapons on the rack at the bottom of the stairs, she made her way down into the estate’s wine cellar. The sounds of his efforts were audible the moment she opened the door—the slapping of skin, the gurgling of gagged mouths, the moans of contentment. It was hard to believe that just a few months ago, Serrane had been the one in chains in this exact place. 

	It had seen significant changes. Gone completely were the wine racks and bottles, replaced by shelves of wicked toys along the walls, wide-open space in the middle, and a single bed and small tub shared by both of the room’s new residents.

	She descended the stairs, and the sight awaiting her was exactly what she anticipated. The drow sisters were suspended horizontally about three feet off the floor, their bodies pinned together by taut leather straps. They were currently facing in opposite directions, with Varassa face-down on top and Laetharys face-up below. Both their mouths were currently stuffed with thick phalluses like usual, and each sister’s wrists were bound to the other’s ankles. Even the golden rings piercing their nipples were looped together with a golden chain. 

	Julian was currently pounding into Varassa’s cunt, his testicles swinging barely an inch above Laetharys’s face. And from the looks of it, he was about ready to burst. 

	Serrane crossed her arms and snickered in amusement as she watched her husband work. Kathara was already down on her knees by his side, waiting to restore him when he finished, though it wasn’t clear if he had even noticed her. He could be utterly single-minded when he was focused on carrying out Zelioth’s will…

	He cried out when he spilled, grabbing a firm hold of Varassa’s hips as he hilted himself and pumped her full of his seed. It was astonishing that it had yet to take root, even with the alchemists force-feeding her a steady stream of fertility potions. Still, it was only a matter of time—and from her muffled wail of rapture laced with despair, Varassa knew it. Laetharys’s womb had yielded to him almost immediately—her normally taut belly was already starting to show. That hadn’t stopped him from filling her with another load this morning, course—her splayed thighs were still wet with his seed. 

	“Fuck,” he breathed as he pulled out, his bare chest glistening with sweat. While he caught his breath, he watched in eager anticipation as thin streams of his cum began to trickle from Varassa’s engorged cunt and drip right down onto Laetharys’s face. The latter closed her eyes and squirmed, but there was no escape. She was his brood whore, after all. 

	The first of what would assuredly be many. 

	“You would think she’d be more grateful,” Serrane said, smiling as she sauntered over to him. “After everything we’ve done for her…”

	Julian chuckled when he spotted her. “She will be, one day. But the Mistress did say it would probably take a few years. They are slow learners…”

	He snapped his fingers in front of Kathara’s face, and she visibly grimaced as she reached up to touch his flaccid stem. Her palm flashed with restorative magic as her other hand gently massaged his testicles.

	“Speaking of slow learners,” Serrane said, stopping in front of him and running her fingers along his thick, sculpted biceps. “I received a new lead on the rebels last night. It seems that some of them may have boarded one of the ships to Vorsalos.”

	“Not surprising, I suppose,” Julian said. “Though it is sad. Do they honestly believe that living under the Inquisitrix is better than this?”

	“They’re confused. I just hope I can intercept them before they do anything foolish. The Mistress wants to show them mercy, but I imagine that even her patience has limits.”

	“You’ll get through to them; I’m sure of it,” he said, smiling as he brushed a lock of her blond hair from her eyes. “You always finish what you start.”

	Serrane grinned and glanced at Laetharys’s pregnant belly. “So do you.”

	Julian leaned down to kiss her. The warmth and passion on his lips always made it so hard to leave in the morning, especially when they’d had so many hours of fun the night before. 

	“I’m more worried about this,” he whispered, dragging the fingers of his left hand across her exposed stomach. “What are you going to do when you start showing?”

	“Show it off with pride,” Serrane told him. “The Mistress is convinced that she’ll be healthy and have great power.”

	“I can’t wait to meet her.”

	He kissed Serrane again, longer and more deeply this time. She closed her eyes, but she was still able to feel him grab Kathara’s head with his free hand and practically jam his manhood down her throat. He wouldn’t go to Zelioth’s Temple to continue training his knights until he had filled Varassa at least three times. He was nothing if not thorough. 

	“I should go,” Serrane said, slowly pulling back and grinning at the sounds of the drow woman choking on her husband’s cock. “I’ll see you tonight. Amin mela lle.”

	“I love you, too,” he said, touching her stomach one last time before she pivoted away. 

	Serrane practically skipped back to the stairs. Julian had his duty, and she had hers. Zelioth was counting on her to bring the rebels back home, and she had no intention of letting the Mistress down. 

	The Ranger-General of Highwind never missed her mark. 

	 

	***

	 

	Even as the walls of Highwind slowly faded from view behind the hills to the east, it remained incredible just how normal it all looked. Riders and merchant caravans could be spotted along the roads on either side of the Reachwend, and small boats were busy trawling for spawning fish. If someone had been standing on the deck of this galley a few years ago, it would have been easy to assume that the city was as healthy and vibrant as ever. 

	It was all an illusion, of course—a veil pulled over the eyes of the world to conceal the truth. 

	But then, illusions were Solemi’s specialty. 

	“I can’t believe I’m willingly going back to Vorsalos,” the lanky human man leaning against the railing next to her said, a haunted look in his dark eyes. “Maybe we should convince the captain to turn around and head to Darenthi instead.”

	“You would rather deal with religious zealots than return to your own people?”

	“First, they’re not ‘my people,’” Jorem corrected. “Orphans don’t have a people—not really.” He drew in a deep breath and shook his head. “Second, the Tel Bator may be religious zealots, but they’re not exactly fond of the Spider Queen. They’d probably try to wage a holy crusade to destroy her.”

	“Some might,” Solemi admitted with a shrug. A gust of wind ruffled her white robe and nearly pulled back her hood. “But blind devotion is a curious thing. The faithful have spent their entire lives waiting for a sign from their silent gods—something, anything, to validate their beliefs. If they hear that one of the gods has truly escaped the Pale, they may react differently than you expect.”

	Jorem snorted. “What, you think they’ll pack up their things and join her?”

	“It’s possible. And the more followers Zelioth acquires, the more powerful she will become. That is the secret of divinity. A god feeds upon the fervor of her worshippers like vampires feed upon blood.”

	“Yeah, well, speaking of vampires…” Jorem shifted his eyes to her. “You are aware that the Senosi feed on people like us, right?”

	“I am aware.”

	“And this doesn’t concern you?”

	Solemi shrugged. “For all their malice and vices, the Senosi are mortal. Their Inquisitrix is as brutal and zealous as any Sanctori in Darenthi, but ultimately, she is just another petty tyrant.”

	Jorem scoffed. “No sorcerer who has ever lived there would dismiss her that easily. You clearly have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	“I survived the shadows of Vel’shannar,” Solemi reminded him tartly. “Vorsalos is practically Nelu’Thalas by comparison. The Senosi do not scare me. But even if they did, the reality is that we need their help.”

	His eyes narrowed. “You’re serious?”

	“If we are going to battle one of the Fallen Gods—a Valathrim given flesh—then we must learn to use the tools the Avetharri designed to defeat them thousands of years ago. Vatari tattoos were one of the most powerful weapons in their arsenal. They are the only way we can possibly defeat the Spider Queen’s priestesses.”

	Solemi smiled faintly and shrugged. “You know the saying. An enemy of my enemy—”

	“Will still stab you in the back at the first opportunity,” Jorem muttered. He crossed his arms and turned his gaze toward the western horizon. “But you may have a point. No matter what else she claims to believe, the Inquisitrix wants to conquer the Northern Reaches. I can’t imagine she’ll be content to sit back and watch as the drow grow even stronger. Honestly, she’s probably been planning an offensive for a while now.”

	“Then she will be even more amenable to working with us,” Solemi said. “Even if we cannot speak to her directly, there are other ways to manipulate an adversary. And we have many methods at our disposal to influence the flow of events.”

	He nodded slowly. “I may actually know someone who can help us,” he said reluctantly. “Someone in the city who can get very close to the Inquisitrix and maybe plant a few rumors in the right ears.”

	“Then our path forward is clear,” Solemi said. 

	“Yeah, clear as mud,” Jorem grumbled. He glanced back over his shoulder as his companion emerged from one of the lower decks. Nearly every member of the ship’s crew turned to leer at her—not that Solemi could really blame them. The statuesque woman was strikingly beautiful, and the fit, olive-skinned body beneath her red leather armor was a monument to feminine power and grace. She was only twenty years old, yet her blue eyes seemed to take in everything around her with the ease and patience of a veteran warrior. The amazons of Nol Krovos obviously taught their people well.

	“I spoke with the other rebels again,” she said in a rich, accented voice. “They remained concerned about our choice to travel west.”

	“Glad to see we’re all on the same page,” Jorem said dryly. 

	“Some wish to flee to Nol Krovos, but I explained that it is not an option,” she went on. “I cannot return to the island until my mission is complete.”

	“It’s for the best,” Solemi said. “An island paradise would only give them an excuse to hide from the truth. But I have no intention of running. My allies in Vel’shannar are awaiting my signal to strike, but they will not be able to prevail alone.”

	The amazon’s face soured. She looked away, the sun glinting off the strange emerald-studded gold collar around her neck. From what Solemi gathered, it was when she’d been taken out of the slave pens to have it removed shortly after her capture that she’d managed to escape. The trio of guards had been so eager to divide it between themselves that they hadn’t even paused to violate her while dragging her off to the smith. No one else had gotten the chance. “When I came to the mainland, I did not expect to pledge myself to a moshalim,” she said. “Nor did I expect to be working with drow rebels to battle their own wicked goddess.”

	“Life is full of surprises,” Solemi replied dryly. “Even gods can’t predict the future.”

	Jorem slid his arm around the amazon’s waist and pulled her close. “You’re sure about that?”

	“Absolutely. If they could, Zelioth never would have bothered escaping her prison.”

	Solemi pushed her hood back until it fell behind her pointed ears. “After all, we can’t kill a god while it is trapped beyond the Pale. But she’s in our world now.” She turned to Jorem and smiled. “It’s time to remind her what a dragon can do.” 
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          Prologue


        


        

          9585, the 85th Year of Sovereign Valion Sorokar’s Reign


        


      


      

        

          Two days after the slaughter, the fires were still burning.  


          Valion Sorokar, Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal, could barely see through the opaque curtains of smoke rising from the scorched buildings. Hundreds of homes had been razed. Thousands of humans had been killed. 


          A dragon’s justice had been met. 


          A Sovereign must learn the virtue of restraint, but he cannot afford the folly of mercy. Not now. Not as long as the Blood Drought threatens our future.


          “My lord has proven his strength,” the low female voice said from beside him. “The Empire will no longer doubt us.”


          The last of Valion’s rage had drained out of him long ago, leaving nothing but an empty, hollow pit in its place. When he first came roaring over the peaks of the Godsworn Rise, he had been prepared to listen to the humans and consider their proposal to settle lands beyond the Vorsk Valley. 


          But then he had spotted the corpse of his best friend lying dead on the valley floor. A dragon slain by dustborn. 


          A lion slaughtered by lambs. 


          “Tirathon was a fool to trust them,” the woman at his side said. “We give them land; they demand more. We give them peace; they draw blood.”


          Valion swept his gaze across the smoke. No matter how much his eyes stung or his nostrils burned, he forced himself to look upon the devastation he had wrought. A Sovereign without the stomach for slaughter couldn’t be trusted to protect his people. And a man who couldn’t face the consequences of his actions was no man at all. 


          The Empire would celebrate the massacre. Some would lament that he had allowed the human women and children to flee into the mountains. If the dustborn couldn’t be collared, then they should be destroyed. Humans, orcs, chagarri…they were all the same, in the end. Their lives were short and meaningless. Yet, left unrestrained, they had the power to inflict great harm upon their betters. 


          The language of the dustborn is violence. It is all they know. It is all they understand. Yet they wither so quickly that the lesson must be repeated with each new generation. 


          For nearly ten thousand years, the Wyrm Lords had reigned with absolute power and authority. Yet all across the Empire, the savage species were breeding strength while the dragons could not breed at all. 


          Twenty wives. Fifty children. Yet only a single dragon heir. 


          A small hand brushed against the golden scales of his leg, and Valion looked down upon his wife. The last he would ever take. 


          “Our House remains strong because of you, my lord,” she told him. “My love.”


          Wisps of smoke coiled around her form-hugging leather armor like shadowy serpents. They would have shrouded her from his eyes entirely if not for the glowing blue vatari markings tattooed upon her steely gray drow skin. Her arms, her stomach, even her neck and cheeks…they had all been branded with his power so that she might better serve him.


          The mind of a dragon is no place for doubt. He acts, then deals with the consequences. If he cannot act, then he does not waste his time with worry.


          “The Empire will no longer question our son’s fitness to rule,” she said. “That is your gift to him, my love. Power can only be bequeathed in blood.”


          “And justice,” Valion said, shifting his gaze back to the raging inferno, “can only be mete in flame.”
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          The Black Prince


        


        

          9599, the 99th Year of Sovereign Valion Sorokar’s Reign


        


      


      

        

          The wood elf ranger was waiting in the saddle of her wyvern, her hazel eyes glimmering in anticipation.  


          “Stalling won’t help you, Alamir,” she taunted. “Not this time.”


          She might have been right. Lathriel certainly had the control to navigate the perilous canyon beneath us, not to mention the archery skills to fell an entire war party of dustborn barbarians while doing so. 


          But her biggest advantage in the forthcoming race was definitely her taut, athletic body. Not because it would help her wyvern go any faster, but because all I could think about right now was how incredible it would feel to have it wrapped around me.


          “I’m not stalling,” I insisted. “I’m thinking.”


          “Mm-hmm,” she smirked. Despite her best efforts to pin her hair up into a ponytail, the long brown locks continued fluttering rebelliously in the wind. “Or maybe you’re reconsidering accepting my challenge. Imagine if the Black Prince were to finally lose the Razorback Run to a lowly faeyn ranger? The news would spread across the province like wildfire. Perhaps across the whole of the Empire.”


          “Maybe,” I said. “But I haven’t lost yet.”


          Lathriel snickered as she looked out across the canyon, and I used the opportunity to appreciate how good she looked in that armor of hers. Like most Skywatch riders, she had paired her moonsilver breastplate with a leather skirt and leggings that struck a balance between protectiveness and flexibility. But the way the metal was cropped in a crescent curve above her bare belly always made it difficult for me to concentrate on anything else in her presence.


          Today was no exception. My view of her creamy midriff as well as the two-inch band of bared flesh between the top of her thigh-high leggings and the bottom of her skirt had prevented me from thinking about the actual race for several minutes now. Lathriel was a prize I’d been chasing for over two years, and I wasn’t about to give up now. 


          But that didn’t mean I was going to let her win. 


          “Are you ready or what?” she pressed, looking back at me. 


          “Almost,” I said, peering over the edge of the bluff. The sprawling canyon below us was so massive it wound between two different Imperial provinces, but this particular stretch, the Razorback Maw, was by far the most perilous for flyers. Winding and narrow, with sharp, rocky spikes jutting out from the sides, the Maw looked disturbingly similar to the fang-filled throats of the razorback gorm who terrorized the Droughtlands. The canyon’s “teeth” were more than capable of shearing through dragon scales at the speeds we’d both be traveling. A single mistake could kill either of us. 


          But Lathriel didn’t make mistakes. And as for me…


          Well, I was the Black Prince. And in a few short months, I would become the Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal. It would take a hell of a lot more than one measly little canyon to dethrone me. 


          “Fifty drakadas says I reach the plateau before you,” I said. 


          Her look soured. “I don’t have that kind of coin and you know it.”


          “Then how about this: if I win, you join me for dinner at the Starlight Henge.”


          Lathriel rolled her eyes. “For one, that’s halfway across the country.”


          “We could make it by nightfall without any trouble.”


          “For two,” she went on as if she hadn’t heard me, “no.”


          “You’re breaking my heart,” I said, leaning back from the edge. 


          “And you are testing my patience! You invited me out here to race. Are we going to do it or what?”


          “All right, forget dinner. How about this: if I win, you owe me a kiss. Short, simple, and romantic.” 


          Lathriel scoffed, but I could see the ghost of an unbidden smile haunting her lips. “What do I win in this arrangement?”


          “I just told you,” I said. “There are countless women across the Empire who’d give anything for a single kiss from the Black Prince. All you have to do is lose a race. It’s quite a bargain, if you ask me.”


          “My lord is so generous,” she drawled. “How about if I win, you buy me a new saddle. One of the grishnok hide ones I could never afford.”


          “Deal,” I agreed instantly. “Shall we begin?”


          Kicking the heels of her leather boots into her mount’s scaly flank, Lathriel spurred him to rush forward and dive off the edge of the bluff without fully spreading his leathery wings. It was a bold and dangerous move, but she wanted to gain as much speed as possible to open up an early lead. Even without a new saddle on the line, she was one of the most competitive people I’d ever met. That inner fire had allowed her to climb the ranks of the Skywatch as a faeyn woman without a noble house or any political connections whatsoever. 


          As someone who spent most of his days surrounded by pampered house scions who had earned nothing yet been given everything, I respected her tenacity almost as much as her midriff. But with that tenacity came a mountain of professional pride, which meant that the absolute last thing I should do was patronize her by allowing her to win. Lathriel would never let me hear the end of it if I didn’t push myself to the brink. But that suited me just fine. 


          After all, I was a dragon. The skies belonged to me. 


          The air rushed over my black scales as I dove into the canyon directly behind her, tucking my wings to my sides to maximize my own acceleration. I was well over three times the size of her wyvern, which naturally made this sudden plunge all the more dramatic…and potentially disastrous. 


          Lathriel glanced back over her shoulder when my shadow eclipsed her mount, her ponytail already starting to come undone. With my superior draconic vision, I could see every detail of her face, from her hazel eyes to her button nose to the dark eyeshadow she’d only started wearing to our recent visits. 


          From her gaping mouth, it was clear she hadn’t expected me to copy her maneuver. And from her wide eyes, it was equally clear she was worried I was about to get myself killed trying to show off. 


          As usual, though, I had everything under control. A split second before I smashed into her, I thrust out my wings, catching the updraft and shooting past her with a canyon-splitting roar. 


          I could hear her curse at my recklessness, but I never would have brushed so close to someone lacking her expertise. I also wouldn’t have needed the extra speed to defeat anyone else. Later, perhaps, she’d take it as a compliment. 


          Assuming I didn’t crash and make an ass of myself. This stretch of the canyon was aptly named, not only for the rocky teeth on its sides but for the countless spiky pillars crowding it like a forest of lances. Clipping my wings on one might send me into a deadly spin; crashing into them at this speed would likely shatter even my nearly unbreakable draconic bones.


          But if I’d learned anything since I’d first discovered how to harness the power of my dragon blood seven years ago, it was that I could accomplish virtually any task I set my mind to. The Wyrm Lords ruled the Empire for a reason. All we needed was sufficient motivation. 


          Like trying to impress a girl. 


          I rolled hard to my right as I sped toward my first obstacle, a sixty-foot-wide, three-hundred-foot-tall spike of rock. Air pressure rolled across my underside like an iron bar as I rushed past, straightening to allow my wings to cast their ominous shadow once again. The darkened blot of my silhouette swept over the ground like an omen of doom. It was no wonder that primitive peoples across Varellon had come to worship us as gods. We truly were a spectacle to behold, awesome and terrifying all at once. 


          Tucking my wings to my sides, I prepared for the deadliest stretch of the canyon. The pillars were packed together here, with the stone teeth along the sides creating a deadly maze almost like the branches of a forest canopy. But I wasn’t a little bird able to flit effortlessly from branch to branch; I was a dragon with a hundred-foot wingspan and a building-sized body. I couldn’t afford to miscalculate. 


          Whipping through the stone thicket with the slimmest profile I could manage, trusting in the momentum I’d gained from my dive to carry me through, I unfurled my wings in sparing spurts to maintain my glide. I was steadily losing altitude…but then, that was all part of my plan. 


          I had almost made it through the dizzying maze of stone when I heard the screeching cry of a wyvern. Risking a quick glance behind me, I spotted Lathriel and her mount above to my right. Naturally, she hadn’t given up. With her wyvern’s smaller silhouette, she could afford to take the higher path, and its tighter wingspan meant she could afford to glide more as well. She was maintaining speed and altitude rather than losing both.


          She really was the best Skywatch had to offer, there was no doubt about it. Especially since, unlike most of her peers, she had no sorcerous ability whatsoever. She wasn’t a blood priestess who could enhance her wyvern’s natural speed and strength or a windcaller capable of stirring the air beneath her mount’s wings. She was merely a five-and-a-half-foot woman with relentless determination and an iron will. 


          And by Zinshasa, all of it made me want her that much more.


          Grinning inwardly, I veered left to avoid crashing into another pillar. Lathriel would soon soar past me, but I had one more trick hidden away in my black scales. As we finally cleared the most dangerous stretch of the Maw, a quarter mile-long straightaway opened before us. I risked another steep dive, regaining the momentum I’d lost but dipping perilously close to the canyon floor while I did so. When I fanned out my wings to catch myself and glide, I stirred the snaking stream below, kicking up a mist of water and spooking the wildlife that hadn’t already run to safety. 


          Directly ahead, the canyon narrowed so sharply that even Lathriel and her wyvern would have to fly up and over it. She must have been expecting me to do the same…and was likely getting worried I wouldn’t be able to climb in time. But I had no intention of soaring high when diving low would suffice. 


          I focused my attention on the rushing stream beneath me, knowing I would need impeccable timing to pull this off. About two hundred yards ahead, the water abruptly and unexpectedly dipped into a cave at the center of the canyon. It then flowed downward for a hundred more yards before spewing out into a waterfall on the other side. From above, the view was nothing short of spectacular: the rushing current fed into a massive basin that was the only decent source of water in this part of the Eastern Droughtlands. And since the basin was our ultimate destination, I could save a lot of distance and time by cutting straight through rather than going up and over. 


          Assuming I didn’t shred myself in the process. 


          I dove hard just before I reached my target, twisting my draconic body into a downward angle and surging into the cave mouth with barely a sliver of room to spare. I kicked up another whirlpool as I soared past, rudely awakening thousands of bats in my wake. Within seconds, a thick, screeching cloud of fluttering wings and sharp teeth surrounded me on all sides. 


          The cave was impenetrably dark, to the point that any other dragon would have been blinded for several potentially fatal seconds. But I had no trouble dodging the countless stalactites that yearned to rip open my scales as I rushed past. Thanks to my drow mother, my eyes could see through the shadows as well as the light. 


          The sun reappeared in the final stretch as I approached the waterfall, and I shot out of the cave and over the basin with a roar of triumph, proclaiming yet another of my grand victories to the world. 


          I landed atop one of the huge, flat-topped menhirs that filled the basin almost like giant stone towers, then perched patiently while I waited for Lathriel and her wyvern to join me. She was only about ten or fifteen seconds behind, a miraculous achievement by any reasonable standard. 


          “Another excellent race,” I said, my draconic voice booming across the basin like the voice of a god.


          “But not good enough,” Lathriel grumbled, letting up on the reins and slumping in her saddle. Her slender arms were visibly trembling; she had obviously been holding on for all she was worth. And with my hypersensitive hearing, I could detect her heart racing in her chest. 


          Her mount, Vilyanos, was on the verge of exhaustion. The wyvern slumped down on his haunches to recover, though he never allowed himself to fully relax in my presence. His yellow eyes warily tracked my movements, as if he expected me to lunge forward and attack at any moment. 


          “I doubt that anyone else in the Skywatch could even complete the course,” I told her, trying to be magnanimous, “let alone keep pace with a dragon.”


          “Probably not,” Lathriel agreed with a shrug. “But I’d rather you gloat than patronize me.”


          “Then gloat I shall,” I said, puffing out my huge chest and allowing the sun to glint off my resplendent black scales. “For I am the Black Prince, the savior of House Sorokar and the most powerful dragon in generations.”


          I had hoped the ridiculous theatrics would make her laugh, but she scowled instead. “Do you have any idea how idiotic that was? You could have gotten yourself killed!”


          I blew a stream of gray smoke from my nostrils as I deflated. “I had everything under control.” 


          “Wouldn’t your father go mad if he knew you were risking the future of your house over a silly race through the Maw?”


          “Possibly,” I conceded. “But then he’d ask me if I won, and I would proudly answer ‘yes!’”


          Lathriel groaned. “Alamir, this is serious!”


          “And I took it seriously. I planned all of this well in advance.”


          “That almost makes it worse!”


          “Not at all,” I said. “What my father would actually tell me is that a proper Sovereign should be as eager to prove himself to his future wives as they are to prove themselves to him.”


          She sighed in frustration, but I could see some of the anger drain out of her. “That’s what this is about?”


          I bent my draconic neck to regard her steadily. “That’s what it’s always about. I want you by my side. Now more than ever.”


          Her eyes softened as she looked back. “I already gave you my answer.”


          “You gave me an answer,” I corrected. “I want you to be sure it’s the correct one. There’s still time to change your mind.” 


          “Good to know,” Lathriel muttered dryly.


          “All I’m saying is that you should think about it,” I added. “Especially if you’re tired of losing the race.”


          She arched an eyebrow. “What does the race have to do with anything?”


          “You need to trade in your mount for a better one,” I told her, stretching out my wings to their fullest. “You wouldn’t even need a saddle.”


          Her eyebrow crept farther upward. “You want me to ride you bareback?”


          “There’s no better way. The risk adds to the fun.”


          Lathriel tried hard not to smile, she really did. But her reluctant grin was every bit as satisfying to behold as the splash of pink across her cheeks.


          “I’ll have to take your word for it,” she mumbled, as she reached up to rebind the many brown locks of hair the wind had liberated from her decorative band. The movement stretched her body, giving me a better view of her flat stomach. 


          It was that bare expanse of smooth flesh I wanted to change so desperately. If I could convince her to wear my draconic brand, it would secure me a second wife before my ascension to the throne. A paltry number compared to some other Wyrm Lords in the Empire, but a good start nonetheless.


          Especially since, unlike them, I wanted my wives to be more than political arrangements or pretty accoutrements. Mine were going to be special, not merely beautiful but powerful and accomplished. Like back in the old days, when a Wyrm Lord would spend decades traveling the world with his wives. They would adventure, train, make love…and then, only once they all knew they were right for each other, they would return home to breed the next generation of dragons. 


          It was a noble tradition, and one I was firmly set on resurrecting. The Blood Drought had taken so much from the Empire, but the way it had cheapened the relationships between a dragon and his harem seemed the biggest loss of all. 


          “I still think the Great Houses would lose their minds,” Lathriel said into the pause. “Bad enough that you want to bind that priestess from Lenya Valley, but at least she’s highborn. I’m—”


          “Worthy,” I said. “And anyone who claims otherwise will answer to me.”


          She eyed me in silence for a dozen heartbeats. “You know I care about you,” she said quietly. “But you also know you’re going to have a hard enough time getting the houses to fall in line without spitting in their faces at every opportunity.”


          “Let me worry about that,” I told her. “In six months, I’ll be sitting on that throne. Abethaal will be a very different place when I’m finished with it, I promise you that. No more chaos in the Droughtlands, no more infighting in the Reach, no more surrendering to every whim of the Great Houses.”


          Lathriel shook her head. “You can’t honestly believe you’ll solve all those problems overnight.”


          “Of course not. But I’ll have a hundred years to set things right, and I don’t plan to squander a single one.” 


          I paused and took a lumbering step closer. Wisely, her wyvern didn’t try to bite me or sting me with its poison tail. Not that it could have pierced my scales. 


          “But I can’t do it alone, Lath,” I went on. “I need people I can count on and trust all over the province.”


          “I’ve never let you down before, have I?” 


          “No,” I said, and meant it. “But I’m going to need more than rangers and wyvern riders. I need partners. Strong, capable ones who—”


          “Get brands on their bellies and spread their legs whenever you ask?” she interrupted.


          “…who will be my companions and advisors,” I finished. “You don’t have to live in the palace. You can skip all of the parties. I won’t ask you to wear my brand until you’re absolutely sure you want to.”


          Lathriel snorted. “Oh, the Great Houses would love that. And the Vaz Gorati would lose their minds. The Sovereign can’t take a wife who won’t wear his family crest.”


          “Fuck the court,” I said. “Fuck the blood priestesses. Fuck all of them, I don’t care. I just want you. Everything else can wait.”


          She fell silent and studied me again. My mother’s voice echoed in my ears, begging me to take a highborn wife from a powerful house. Visions of all the noble girls waiting for me back home, eager to pledge their unspoiled wombs to my seed, flashed before my eyes. 


          All of it left me cold.


          I wanted more than a harem. I wanted a family. A dragon needed to lead by example, and that was exactly what I was going to do.


          “You really mean it, don’t you?” Lathriel asked, her voice quiet.


          “Every word,” I said. “We’ve proven that we’re a great team. I want you at my side.”


          “And in your bed?”


          “That would be nice,” I conceded. “But I want a partner first.”


          Lathriel shifted in her saddle but stayed silent. Perhaps that meant it was time to show her what she was missing. 


          Closing my eyes, I harnessed the dragon blood roiling in my veins. Changing form had proven incredibly easy for me, at least compared to the stories my father had told me about his own decade-long struggle to turn flesh into scales. For whatever reason, I’d never found it that great of a challenge. Shifting was a straightforward matter of focus and concentration, no different than controlling one’s breath. 


          It was certainly a hell of a lot easier than channeling magic. Sorcery, unfortunately, seemed like it might take me many more years to master. I could feel the invisible currents of the Aether surrounding me and could channel its power through my body…just not very well. 


          Not yet, anyway. Thankfully, my dragon blood was much more receptive to my call. 


          My bones cracked as they warped, twisted, and eventually shrank inside me, a process that violated the rules of the physical world and arcane theory both. But the blood of the Dragon Goddess Lahara flowed through me, and her power was unbound by the laws of mortals or magic. 


          My vision was always the first thing to go; the blackness that engulfed me was somehow more unnerving than the brutal contortions of my own skeleton. By the time I could see again, my gaze was focused upon the steely gray skin of my arms. There were no claws or scales or mighty draconic sinews, just the pale gray flesh of a highborn elf whose mixed heritage sickened every noble in Tel Kithas, even the ones who were desperate to earn my favor. 


          “You’re getting better at that,” Lathriel observed. Her voice sounded so much louder and richer now that we were closer to the same size. “It looks less…painful.”


          “It never hurts, not exactly,” I told her, amused at the stark transformation of my own voice. It was still deep, but far rougher and smaller, like a harsh whisper to a bellowing roar. “It’s difficult to explain.”


          “I can only imagine. Speaking of things that are difficult to explain…is there a reason the artificers imbued your glamour stone without the ability to create a shirt?”


          I rose upright and examined my tall, fit body. The blue vatari gemstone nestled in my amulet had already conjured an illusory outfit for me. Since normal clothes were a bad idea for a shapeshifter who didn’t want to constantly destroy them, I didn’t bother wearing them whenever I expected to assume dragon form. The glamour stone could weave a convincing illusion of virtually any outfit I desired, which today consisted of finely tailored brown linen trousers, a pair of comfortable black boots, and little else. 


          “My highborn half doesn’t get enough sun,” I said innocently, holding out my arms and soaking up the brilliant afternoon rays. 


          Lathriel’s eyes lingered on my pale but sculpted chest. “And your drow half?”


          “It will manage,” I said, smiling despite how painful my sensitive eyes found the light out here in the clear skies of the Droughtlands. 


          “I thought you liked the drow part of you best?”


          “Only when it’s annoying people who’d rather pretend my mother was a highborn,” I replied dryly. “Is my bare chest really so offensive to you? I thought faeyn appreciated the natural world in all its splendor.”


          “We also appreciate that proper clothing is necessary for survival,” Lathriel said with a snort. “Aren’t you freezing up here?”


          “Yes, but don’t tell anyone,” I said, rubbing at my chilly forearms. “I’m trying to cultivate an aura of invincibility here.”


          Lathriel laughed, though she turned away as if she wasn’t completely comfortable letting me see it. “Your secret is safe with me. Now put on a damn shirt!”


          “As you wish, Captain,” I said, reaching down to tap the stone to conjure myself a gray doublet that sadly wasn’t anywhere near as warm as it looked. “Better?”


          “Much,” she said. 


          “Good.” I paused and brushed my fingers over the clothing as if to convince myself they were real. “Now, I believe you had a report for me?”


          Lathriel nodded, her expression shifting to business. “I do, but I’m afraid it’s not as informative as we’d hoped.”


          I tossed a glance west over the edge of the menhir to the seemingly endless expanse of the cracked, arid terrain beyond. She and I could fly over the ever-growing wasteland in a few hours, but most travelers and caravans didn’t have that luxury. 


          “I’ll take anything I can get at this point,” I said. “But learning where the Vorskai attacks are coming from would be a good start.”


          “I’m afraid we’re still not sure,” Lathriel lamented. “The griffons have to be coming from somewhere in the Godsworn Rise, but our sorties still haven’t seen any hatcheries or roosts. The humans aren’t stupid—they know they can’t leave their people or weapons out where a dragon could torch them.”


          “Apparently, they also know how to breed griffons,” I said sourly. “And ride them.”


          My playful mood drowned in an abyss of renewed worry. No, the Vorskai definitely weren’t stupid, but they were bloodthirsty. In the last month alone, they had launched three daring attacks on the precious vatari shipments traveling from the mines of Selod Maril to our ports on the southeastern coast. And they hadn’t struck solely with spears and cavalry, either—they had swooped down upon the convoys on the backs of griffons.


          “We’ve deployed extra Skywatch wyverns to every settlement in the south, and your father has started sending escorts with all the vatari caravans,” Lathriel said. “We won’t be so defenseless the next time they strike.”


          “No, but that may not stop them from trying. Solterys knows what they could want with all that vatari. Their sorcerers don’t know how to use it.”


          “That we know of,” Lathriel said. “Someone could have taught them the basics of artifice. Maybe it’s how they’ve been able to survive in the mountains for so long.”


          “I suppose,” I replied, not really believing it. Human sorcerers were so rare they’d never had a chance to cultivate many of their own channeling traditions. They relied heavily on elemental and primal magics, which the Grand Magistrix and most highborn sorcerers considered chaotic and primitive.


          But that didn’t mean such magic wasn’t dangerous. And if Lathriel was right and some of their shamans and witches had learned how to inscribe runes in their weapons…


          “I’m still not convinced that they care about the vatari, honestly,” Lathriel said. “I still say the timing is suspicious.”


          “I agree,” I said gravely. “Fourteen years of relative peace, and now, mere months before my coronation, they come screaming out of the mountains. If they were more politically savvy, I’d say they wanted to make my family look weak.”


          “The humans might not care about Imperial politics, but your enemies do,” she said. “Someone could be giving them information. Or weapons. Though I wouldn’t make any accusations without proof.”


          “Definitely not,” I agreed. As reviled as House Sorokar was in certain political circles these days, I still found it hard to believe that another Great House would aid the dustborn in such a way, especially with the safety of our precious vatari on the line. Without the crystals from the mines at Selod Maril, artifice was impossible…and without artifice, the entire infrastructure of the Empire would crumble.


          If the attacks continued, it wouldn’t be long before the Empire got involved directly. And that wouldn’t be good for anyone.


          Especially me. 


          “There is one thing you need to know,” Lathriel said. “It’s just a rumor, and normally I’d hesitate to bring it up. But in this case…”


          “What is it?” I asked, frowning at her uncharacteristic caginess. 


          “Like I said, it’s just a rumor,” she repeated. “But I spoke with several traders in the Western Droughtlands over the past few days, and they all repeated the same story.”


          “Which is?”


          “They claim that the Vorskai are attacking because they have a new chieftain who believes he can defeat us.”


          I snorted. “They got overconfident quickly, didn’t they?”


          “Maybe not,” she said, visibly bracing herself. “Because they also claim they’ve given birth to a dragon.”


          If I’d been speaking with anyone else, I would have assumed she was making a joke to try and lighten the mood again. But Lathriel wasn’t the type, and this…this wasn’t funny. 


          “That’s not possible,” I said. My voice sounded oddly parched, and not because of the dry air up here in the canyon. “There’s no such thing as a human dragon.”


          “I know. But that’s the rumor.”


          I swallowed heavily. Ever since I’d come of age and started paying attention to the politics of the court, I had gotten used to dealing with a certain amount of hysteria surrounding the human and orc tribes who lived in the mountains across the province. At times, it seemed like my father’s advisors were always in a panic about something. They loathed the idea of any of the short-lived “dustborn” races cultivating their own sorcerers. But there was precious little we could do to stop it short of annihilating them. 


          Mercifully, sorcerers remained rare among the barbarians—only a small handful within each tribe, and usually only one or two with any significant channeling ability. But none of the dustborn races had given birth to a dragon before. Most highborn elves couldn’t imagine the Dragon Goddess Lahara sharing her divine blood with anyone whose life was so short and pointless. But then, most highborn couldn’t imagine a lot of things. 


          Like a half-drow Wyrm Lord. 


          “Do you have any specific details?” I asked. “Like how old he’s supposed to be?”


          “She,” Lathriel corrected. “All they said was that she’s a young woman who can conjure fire with a flick of her wrist.”


          I hissed softly. Fire magic was dangerous, obviously, but I was far more concerned about her gender. Female Wyrm Lords were much more likely to produce dragon offspring, even from a father who lacked the gift. If she could produce more dragons while the Empire suffered through the Blood Drought…


          “This has to be a trick,” I said, shaking my head. “Have any of your sources actually seen this girl turn into a dragon?”


          “No,” Lathriel said. “The Vorskai are convinced she has the gift, but it’s not like anyone is going to believe the prophecies of their untrained witches. And I doubt your father will loan them a blood priestess to perform a proper test.”


          “Definitely not. It has to be a lie.”


          “If so, it’s a stupid one. I can’t think of a better way to provoke the Empire and get annihilated. Can you imagine how the emperor would respond if he heard about this?”


          “Not well. The Great Houses have been pushing my father to wipe out the rest of the Vorskai for decades. If they hear a rumor about a dragon, they’ll want him to personally raze every mountain in the province to make sure he gets them all.”


          “Well, I don’t know if it’s true or not, but my instinct is to be cautious. Humans are more cunning than people give them credit for, but they’re also prideful in their own way. They want the Droughtlands for themselves, and they truly believe the Old Gods are wilting the land to punish us.”


          I winced as my eyes flicked out over the edge of the menhir again. Outside the basin, Razorback Canyon had been arid and dusty for as long as anyone could remember, but the Droughtlands beyond had once been a fertile paradise. But year by year, the verdant green was slowly giving way to desiccated brown, and the timing coincided almost precisely with the so-called Blood Drought. The Empire spawned fewer and fewer dragons each generation, to the point that I was one of only two born during my father’s hundred-year term as Sovereign. 


          “Do you think they’re right?” I asked softly. 


          Lathriel shrugged. “I think the Vaz Gorati would have me flayed in my saddle for heresy if I did.”


          “That’s not what I asked.”


          Her hazel eyes seemed to lose their focus for a moment, as if she was no longer looking at anything in particular. “I don’t know,” she said eventually. “I’m just a simple faeyn ranger, remember?”


          “There’s nothing simple about you,” I said, stepping right up next to her saddle. “And you know how highly I value you opinion.”


          “In this case, I honestly don’t have one. There are days I’m not sure Lahara and her children were real, let alone the Old Gods.”


          I smiled tightly. Even hedging as she did, it was still a heretical opinion, and one that would get her into a lot of trouble with her superiors in the Skywatch if she ever shared it. Doubting the divinity of Lahara and the first dragon children would rouse the ire of most other Wyrm Lords, too. 


          But not me. In my opinion, the corridors of power in Tel Kithas—and across the whole of the Empire—had grown far too accustomed to consensus for my tastes. I wanted wives who would challenge me, not merely look good on their backs.


          Though that certainly didn’t hurt. 


          “Well, I suppose the point is that we need to know if the humans are lying,” I said. “Do you have any other contacts in the Droughtlands you trust?”


          “A few,” Lathriel said. “But I don’t know if they’ll be able to help. And even if they can, it’s only a matter of time before this rumor reaches Tel Kithas. And once it does…”


          I nodded silently. The Great Houses weren’t exactly known for their temperance when it came to dealing with the dustborn. But I didn’t want to see the humans destroyed. They were a primitive people in many ways, but that didn’t mean they deserved to be annihilated just because they chose to live outside the bounds of the Empire. And of all their scattered tribes, the Vorskai had the richest culture and most resilient traditions.


          Years ago, back before I’d learned to grow wings, let alone spread them and fly, my father had taken me to the site of his flaming purge. I could still taste the ash in my mouth whenever I thought about the scorched buildings and rampant devastation where the Dragon Sovereign had unleashed his awesome power. 


          He had meant for it to be a lesson in justice, but all I’d seen was a massacre. To avenge the murder of his best friend, he had wiped out thousands of humans in a single night. Some of their bones were still there in the dirt today, blackened monuments to the power of the Avethian Empire and the Wyrm Lords who ruled it. 


          “After the first convoy was attacked, my father could have taken action himself,” I said. “But he wants me to handle this problem.” 


          “To prove to the Great Houses that you’ll make a good ruler?” Lathriel asked. 


          “Something like that. The first duty of a Dragon Sovereign is to protect his province. The second is to protect the Empire.”


          “And the third?”


          “To protect and care for his wives,” I said as if it were obvious. “And the many children they bear him.”


          “Hmph,” she grunted. “You’d think that someone as powerful as the Dragon Sovereign would prefer wives who are capable of defending themselves.”


          “He does,” I said, placing my hand on her wyvern’s long, scaly neck. “But that doesn’t mean that their safety isn’t still his responsibility. Or that he wouldn’t do anything to shelter them beneath his wings.”


          Lathriel eyed me again. “For what it’s worth, I think you’ll be a good Sovereign. If you don’t get yourself killed attempting idiotic stunts to impress me.”


          “But it worked, right?” I asked. 


          “Maybe a little,” she conceded. “And I suppose I do owe you a kiss.”


          I chuckled, sliding my hand from her wyvern’s neck to pat her knee. “I’ll let you off the hook this once,” I said. “But please, let me know the moment you hear anything else.”


          “I will,” she promised. “After all, you are the Black Prince, the savior of House Sorokar and the most powerful dragon in generations.”


          “I am pretty amazing, aren’t I?”


          “Sometimes. When you’re wearing a shirt.”


          I laughed. And the smile that tugged at her lips—the first one she didn’t try to fight during our talk—was absolutely worth it. 


          “I need to get back to Tiralis,” she said. 


          “Then I won’t keep you any longer, Captain,” I said, bringing my hand up in my best impersonation of a proper Skywatch salute. “Just consider my offer, all right?”


          “I will,” Lathriel said. She took up the reins of her wyvern, and Vilyanos brought himself upright and unfurled his leathery wings. “And Alamir?”


          “Yes?”


          “It was good to see you again.”


          She spurred Vilyanos off the edge of the plateau before I could respond, and I watched with a smile as she soared west across the canyon back toward the emerald spires of Tiralis. I needed to get moving myself. It would be close to dark by the time I returned to the palace, and I was supposed to attend another Presentation tonight. The nobles who’d brought their daughters to meet the next Dragon Sovereign wouldn’t be happy if he didn’t show up. 


          They weren’t going to be happy when I refused their proposals, either, but I didn’t care about that. In the end, it would all be worth it to see their faces when I’d finally assembled my harem. Not from their social-climbing daughters, but from women I’d chosen myself. My dragon priestess, my ranger captain, and hopefully plenty of others who would help me restore our broken land. 


          The only real doubt in my mind was whether or not we’d have time to do it. Because if the humans really did have a dragon of their own, then I might never have a chance to sit on the throne. If anything went wrong, the Empire would blame House Sorokar for failing to uphold our duty. And if that happened, the Great Houses would turn against their half-drow prince in a heartbeat. 


          Grimacing, I once again harnessed the power of my draconic blood and spread my wings.
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        The two-hundred-mile journey from Razorback Maw to Tel Kithas was long, wearying, and dangerous on foot. Crossing through the Eastern Droughtlands could take a week all by itself.  
For a dragon, the trip was only a few hours. But after what Lathriel had told me, I decided to add another hour by swinging south toward Selod Maril first. Krynn was on guard duty there today, and with all the recent concerns about protecting vatari shipments from the Vorskai raiders, it wasn’t a bad idea for the Black Prince to make a personal appearance, if for no other reason than to inspire the soldiers garrisoned there. 
The detour also gave me more time to think. About Lathriel, about my coming coronation, about how or if the human tribes could have given birth to a dragon. I kept telling myself that it was impossible, and I sincerely hoped that anyone who heard the rumor dismissed it in the same breath. The longer we avoided stoking a panic, the better for everyone.
Especially the humans themselves. Distantly, I wondered if they even realized the danger they had put themselves in over a few meager shipments of vatari crystals. Their lives were so short that fourteen years was almost an entire generation. Perhaps they’d forgotten what had happened the last time they had drawn the Sovereign’s gaze…
The thought burned away at me as I soared over the Eastern Droughtlands. The cracked, arid terrain swam past me in a mosaic of reds and browns, and I couldn’t help but wonder what it must have looked like a millennia ago before the Drought. It was consuming our blood and the very land we walked upon, yet no one in the Empire had a convincing explanation for why or how. 
Growing up, I had told myself countless times that I would be the one to find the cure. It was probably a common fantasy, a little boy’s dream about being a hero of destiny. Silly or not, though, I hadn’t given up hope. Not yet. 
I allowed the images of a lush renewal to sustain me until I approached Selod Maril, the largest source of precious vatari crystals in the entire Empire. Like the provincial capital of Tel Kithas, the so-called “Crystal Crater” was surrounded by a ring of unscalable mountains that provided a natural defense against any encroaching army from the ground. The western approach held the only walkable path into the valley and its many mines, and the Empire had constructed fortifications to reinforce it further, including a thirty-foot-high wall and half a dozen towers. There were two wyvern aviaries as well, one on both the northern and southern sides, which served as a home for daily Skywatch patrols. 
No one had attacked Selod Maril directly in almost a thousand years, not since the Tirzak Migration when twenty thousand of the mantis-warriors had swarmed over the wall…and been summarily annihilated by just three dragons. The murals in the palace made the massacre seem like a fiery triumph. 
In reality, I had to imagine that any wanton slaughter had to be disturbing to behold. Not to mention disgusting. 
I approached high over the eastern edge of the mountain just to ensure that everyone saw me coming. And as I coasted over the tallest peaks and dipped beneath the clouds enshrouding them, the splendor of the valley itself opened up before me. I hadn’t understood the scale of the mining operation here until I had witnessed it myself, and even then, it was still difficult to wrap my head around. 
Fifty thousand miners were spread throughout the caverns here, on top of the two thousand soldiers and overseers needed to supervise them. The vast majority of the laborers were orcs, though some were drow and a few were simply prisoners. Vatari mining required both immense skill and delicate extraction techniques on top of brute force to reach it within the rock. And since the entire reason the crystals were so prized was their ability to absorb magical energy, it wasn’t as if sorcerers could simply blast the stone with spells. 
No, vatari had to be mined the hard way, and Selod Maril was the result: an immense, city-sized outpost that sprawled across the entire length of the valley. Thousands of buildings, hundreds of flophouses, and dozens of fortifications watching over them all. 
The banners from each of the Great Houses fluttered over different sections of the outpost, denoting which part of the operation they controlled. But the Sorokar banner—a golden dragon set against a red flag—was the only one hanging from the fortifications. The security of the province had been our glorious burden for five straight centuries, and as long as I could produce at least one dragon heir, that tradition would hopefully continue beyond me. 
I headed all the way across the valley toward the main gate and the barbican protecting it. Krynn was nearby, perched atop the northern tower in his full dragon form. In an odd twist of fate, his red scales were a much closer match to the Sorokar heraldry than my black ones, despite the fact he wasn’t actually a member of our house. 
I landed next to him atop the tower, thankful that the designers had built it wide enough—and strong enough—to support two fully grown Wyrm Lords. Then again, when Selod Maril had originally been constructed, there had been over a hundred dragons here in Abethaal rather than just two. 
“If you wanted to catch me sleeping on the job, you’re a little late,” Krynn Mandar rumbled in his perpetually sardonic voice. “I had a nice nap after lunch. I don’t think any of the soldiers noticed.”
“You did warn me that you weren’t cut out for sentry duty,” I replied with a snort. “Is it really that dull?”
“Let’s just say I’d rather be chasing a pretty girl through Razorback Canyon.” 
He started to shift fully upright on his haunches to give us a bit more space on the tower, but I wasn’t planning on having this conversation as a dragon. Voices tended to carry when one was fifty feet tall. 
Krynn waited a moment before following my example and shifting back to his true form, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see a sour look on his face after doing so. 
“Well, this is boring,” he said, brushing at the splintered-shield crest of House Mandar on the red tunic his glamour stone had conjured. “It’s better for morale if the soldiers think we’re invincible monsters.”
“Maybe, but this is important. And I wanted privacy.”
Krynn eyed me skeptically. He wore his honey-blond hair long and straight like most highborn men, another tradition I’d bucked mostly to annoy the court. But if they could survive the gray tinge in my alabaster skin, they could survive my short white hair, too. 
“I take it your race with Lath didn’t go well?” he asked. “I’m not surprised. One of the Skywatch rangers told me she likes to take her wyvern out when she’s off-duty. Probably practicing the race in the canyon.”
I snickered at the thought. For her to sneak out of the Skywatch barracks and fly halfway across the province for practice…apparently it really did bother her that I won the race all the time. I shouldn’t have found that as amusing as I did.
“It went fine, actually,” I said. “It’s what she told me afterward I wanted to discuss.”
“Bad news?” he asked. 
I paused and glanced around the tower out of habit, but there was no one up here. None of the soldiers would dare interrupt a conversation between Wyrm Lords. 
“Rumors from the Droughtlands,” I told him. “About why the Vorskai decided to come out of the mountains and start attacking.”
“Their twisted gods finally drove them insane?” Krynn asked. “Or they could be dimmer than we thought. Even the orcs have learned to stop biting our ankles.”
“The short version is that they have a new leader,” I said. “A leader who claims they’ve given birth to a dragon.”
When I’d heard the news, my face had surely turned pale. Krynn, on the other hand, just rolled his eyes. 
“And I heard that the Ashreaver orcs claim their newest generation of warriors are literate,” he said with a sneer. “The dustborn believe a lot of ridiculous things. They have to, otherwise they’d spend all their time worrying about how half their lives slipped away during lunch.”
“But if it’s true—”
Krynn snorted. “Sanathar’s breath, Lath really got you going with this one, huh? You win the race, but she makes you fret about worrying over nonsense for days. Clever girl.”
I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. He knew Lathriel well enough to understand she wasn’t a prankster. But then, he’d always been contemptuous of dustborn in general and humans in particular. I should have known he wouldn’t take this seriously. 
“It’s probably nonsense,” I agreed. “But it’s still going to upset a lot of people when the rumor inevitably reaches the capital.”
He waved his hand dismissively. “No one’s going to believe it for a second. The humans are toothless leophon trying to scare us into leaving them alone. But it’s not going to work. Once we find their griffon hatcheries, you and I can wipe them out in an afternoon.”
I pursed my lips. I couldn’t quite put my finger on why, but his confidence made me feel more anxious rather than less. Maybe he didn’t understand the nuances of the politics here, or maybe he was underestimating the Vorskai. 
Or maybe he was right, and I was getting worked up over nothing. 
“Everyone is overreacting as usual,” Krynn said, shaking his head. “Humans don’t have the arcane knowledge to use the vatari crystals they stole, and we’ll recover it all anyway once we figure out where they’re coming from.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“I’m a dragon—I’m always right.” His green eyes twinkled, and he bumped me on the shoulder. “I’m way more interested in hearing about what happened with Lath. You finally wear her down?”
“Not yet,” I said, unable to stop myself from smiling. One of Krynn’s best traits was his relentless focus on what was truly important in life. Not war or politics or magic.
Women. 
“Must think the ‘hard to get’ routine will get her more status in your harem,” Krynn said. “You should have told her there’s never been a faeyn First Wife. She’s missing out on making history.”
I snorted. “She enjoys serving in the Skywatch and doesn’t want to lose it.”
“She’d get over it quick once she realizes how comfortable your bed is. Besides, she could ride you whenever she wanted. And fly on your back, too.”
I laughed. “I did point that out.”
“Mm. Well, if you insist on playing her little game, there’s one easy way to win.”
“Oh, this should be good.”
“You know how competitive she is,” Krynn said. “You should ask her to come to the Presentation tonight. Once she sees what she’s up against—once she realizes how many highborn girls are about to get thrown your way—she’ll be begging you to brand her in no time.”
I rolled my eyes. “Wow, I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”
“I’m serious! I bet your father has all kinds of stories about girls competing for his attention.”
I sighed. “Did you really sit out here all day worrying about my love life?”
“Not much else to do,” he said, pointing over the tower battlements to the inside of the valley. “There are two caravans loaded and ready to head out for the Saranthe docks, but House Tynov refuses to send them until the Vorskai are dealt with. Idiots are losing more coin every day by waiting.”
My eyes followed his gesture to where the Tynov caravans were parked near the gate. The wagons were impressively large; and the house guards were camped around it almost like a battlefield. The shipment was likely bound for Narthil or Rivani, but it could have been headed anywhere in the Empire. 
“Besides,” Krynn went on, “I can’t start putting together a harem until you do, so I’d appreciate it if you’d stop wasting time.”
“There’s no rule saying I have to take wives first.”
“No, but having the Claw of the Prince start branding girls before his Sovereign does seems…distasteful.”
“I never realized you were so thoughtful,” I said dryly. 
“You know the dragon’s creed: province, empire, then wives.” Krynn shrugged. “I won’t wait forever, though. And I don’t think my concubine will last much longer without another girl to share the burden.”
“I’ll try and keep that in mind. Anyway, we should start heading back. The Presentation is supposed to start in three hours.”
“Finally. I’ve been ready to leave since I got here.”
I stepped away from him to get enough room to transform. But as my bones grew and my flesh transformed into scales, my mind flashed back to Lathriel’s warning. Krynn might not have taken it seriously, but I couldn’t unwind the anxious knot in my stomach so easily. There was simply too much at stake, not only for me, but for House Sorokar and the entire province. 
The mind of a dragon is no place for doubt, my father’s voice popped into my head. He acts, then deals with the consequences. If he cannot act, then he does not waste his time with worry. 
Father had given me plenty of advice over the years, and some of it was worth listening to. There was nothing I could do about the Vorskai or this alleged dragon girl of theirs right now, so there was no point in worrying about them. 
And yet…
“I’ll race you to the palace aviary,” Krynn said, his renewed draconic voice booming across the whole of Selod Maril. “Loser has to explain to General Elyon why neither of us told the Wyrmguard when we’d be back tonight.”
Bracing my mighty ivory talons upon the battlements, I nodded. “It’s a deal.”
[image: image-placeholder]The race was closer than I’d hoped, if only because I’d spent over half the day flying while Krynn had been lounging around and saving his strength. But despite the fact my dragon form was larger and heavier than his, flying had come so naturally to me that I made up the difference with raw talent. 
About halfway home, the Droughtlands finally transitioned back into lush, fertile forests and plains. We gave the farmers tending to the fields quite a view as we raced past, one black dragon and one red, the Lords of Tel Kithas.
Past the plains, we soared over the edge of the mountains and began our final approach to the capital. Nestled securely in the unscalable peaks of Lahara’s Cradle, Tel Kithas may have been the most naturally fortified settlement in the entire Empire. It may have also been the most self-sufficient: with a sparkling lake at its center and bountiful forests and grasslands filling the rest of the valley, Tel Kithas had all the food and water it could ever need. And since the Cradle was also rich in moonsilver and iron, our metalworkers had no shortage of raw materials, either. 
Thousands of years ago, when the highborn had first settled here, the city’s name had been something of a joke. The ‘End of Civilization’ marked the farthest reaches of Imperial expansion, a rustic backwater only outcasts would ever wish to call home. But the two Great Houses who had settled here—House Sorokar and House Vermillion—had quickly proven everyone wrong. The discovery of the vatari deposits in Selod Maril had fueled the growth of the Empire to every corner of Varellon. 
Sadly, the Blood Drought had eventually winnowed House Vermillion to a single dragon—a dragon that had fallen victim to human betrayal. When the Vorskai had murdered Tirathon Vermillion fourteen years ago, they had done more than kill my father’s best friend and provoke the wrath of a dragon. They had ended one of the proudest blood legacies in the Empire. 
And for that crime, they had suffered greatly. 
Krynn’s bellowing roar pulled me out of my reverie as we surged over the city. We were flying low—only a few hundred feet above the rooftops, close enough that the people in the streets could easily note the shadow of our passing and the rush of wind as we streaked past. I hoped that the sight of two young dragons would be inspiring rather than terrifying. If I hadn’t been born with this gift, I certainly would have been grateful that the city had such loyal guardians and protectors. 
I banked to my right as we shot past the Spire of Sorcery close enough to ruffle the robes of the apprentices practicing their magic on the uppermost balcony. Once we’d passed the majestic crystalline tower, I glanced back beneath my wing to see if Krynn was going to make a final push to win our race. But apparently he had instead decided to show off for our public by climbing upward to the top of the Temple of Sanathar. The towering gray obelisk paying homage to the Dragon Apostle of Wind was the tallest building in the city and one of our favorite roosts.
I thought about joining him there, if only to spend a few minutes looking down upon the reactions of our subjects, but I could already imagine how annoyed my Wyrmguard protectors would be that I’d left the city without telling them this morning. The sooner I put out that particular fire, the better. 
I angled my wings to bleed off speed as I approached my destination. The palace itself was nearly the size of an entire city district, especially when one included the lush gardens and barrier of trees surrounding it. The circular aviary at the top of the building was wide enough for a half-dozen dragons to stand around and have a conversation. Another relic of the era when it was constructed, since there were only three dragons left in the entire province.
The red-gold banners of House Sorokar fluttered majestically in the wind as we soared overhead, and an entire unit of Wyrmguard soldiers were waiting for us, their moonsilver glaives held upright and their resplendent golden armor glittering in the day’s waning sunlight. General Elyon was there as well, unfortunately, no doubt waiting to scold me for disappearing without protection again. His armor and crimson-red scales were a perfect match for the Sorokar banners flapping above him. 
He was accustomed to me taking a lap or two around the city before landing these days. I mostly did it for fun, but also because I hoped it would remind the people of Tel Kithas that they were safe under the shadow of my wings. The fact that the habit annoyed the piss out of Elyon was an added bonus. 
The rumble of my feet crashing down seemed to send a shockwave across half the city, and the blast of wind from my wings ruffled the red plumes on the helmets of the Wyrmguard soldiers. They maintained discipline and stood firm, then turned in perfect unison and dropped to their knees.
“I am grateful for your safe return, Prince Alamir,” Elyon said in that deep, perpetually sour voice of his. “Though in the future, you may wish to reconsider the wisdom of traveling outside the palace walls without a proper escort.”
“I might,” I said as Krynn landed beside me. “But I wouldn’t count on it.”
Elyon’s muzzle twitched slightly. Like all Wyrmidons, his shapeshifting abilities were limited to a hybrid dragon knight form with the scales, claws, and head of a full dragon but no wings. The visage was quite intimidating; he towered over the other guards by two or three feet. I enjoyed assuming dragon knight from time to time as well. It was an elegant way to remind people of your awesome power without growing so large you destroyed an entire building in the process.
“Perhaps my lord needs to be reminded how many individuals stand to benefit from his demise,” Elyon said, his tone inching perilously close to insubordinate. “Or perhaps he should simply remember that despite his insistence to the contrary, he is but a man of flesh and bone.”
“And scales, when the mood strikes him,” Krynn added.
“Scales which are not impenetrable,” Elyon added firmly. “And sorcerous talents that remain woefully undeveloped.”
“You make an excellent point, old friend,” I said, stiffening my posture until my shadow stretched across the entire aviary. “Just look at how weak and feeble I’ve become.”
Krynn chuckled. Elyon did not. 
“I see that my lords remain insistent upon treating threats to their safety as a joke,” he said. “I pray to the Seven it will not cost Tel Kithas its mightiest protectors…or the Dragon Sovereign his only heir.”
I sighed. One day, I promised myself, I would get Elyon drunk enough that he would actually be pleasant to be around. But today, sadly, was not that day. 
“My apologies—I do appreciate your concern,” I said, smiling when I saw a flicker of movement across the aviary from the corner of my eye. “But there are some journeys I must take alone. I have much to learn about our land and my people before I’m ready to lead them.”
“Then perhaps my lord should spend more time consulting with his father’s advisors,” Elyon said. 
Krynn snorted, a sound like the snap of a ballista. “Good luck with that. You might as well ask an orc to use a napkin.”
Elyon shot him a glare. “No Sovereign can rule without wise counsel.” 
“I would be more inclined to listen to their advice if they’d traveled beyond Tel Kithas sometime within the past decade,” I told him. “They know much of Abethaal’s history but precious little of its present.”
“History is an invaluable guide.”
“And a prison for those unwilling to look beyond it,” I countered. “But your point is well taken. It is important to seek wisdom wherever it can be found.”
“I am pleased my lord agrees,” Elyon replied mildly. “In the future, he would be wise to—”
“Our lord will act however he desires. It is not our place to question him.”
Elyon turned and directed his omnipresent scowl toward the highborn woman strutting toward us from across the aviary. She was tall and slim, with a calf-length skirt of blue silk fluttering over her shapely legs and a cropped bodice covering her breasts. The gold-threaded trim of her outfit gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight, as did the dragon idol atop her staff that marked her as one of the Vaz Gorati, a Blood Priestess of Lahara and one of the revered keepers of draconic lore and wisdom. 
She also happened to be the woman I intended to make my First Wife. 
“Priestess,” Elyon greeted the newcomer with a curt nod. “I thought you were still training at the temple.”
“The only further training I require is how I may best serve the dragon prince,” the woman said in a rich, husky, and thoroughly imperious voice. “Perhaps you could benefit from some of that training as well, General.”
The man’s eyes flared wide, and I was suddenly glad I hadn’t yet taken my natural form. It was much easier to conceal a smirk as a dragon than as a man. 
“I have been serving the Sovereigns for three generations,” Elyon snarled. “I know precisely what is required to—”
“And yet you do not obey his commands without hesitation,” she interrupted. “The Goddess has chosen him. His will is our law; his desires are our destiny. Yet you still behave as if you have the right to question his decisions?”
There was something undeniably stunning about watching a twenty-year-old girl who’d been a mere temple acolyte six months ago lecture a three-century-old Wyrmidon twice her size. It was impertinent at best, downright insulting at worst. And despite his many virtues, Elyon was not the type of man who would let such an obvious slight roll off his back, not even in front of his future Sovereign. 
“The general was merely pointing out the danger I face in traveling alone,” I said, deciding it was better to get involved now before their bickering turned into something more serious. “His counsel on matters of security is always welcome.”
“As you say, my lord,” the priestess said with a bow. If she was at all upset that I’d blunted her attack, she didn’t show it. “I am pleased by your safe return. I never doubted it for a moment.”
It was a subtle barb, delivered with the kind of expert precision I had come to expect from Lady Sariss Virethi, a woman from such a minor house that most of the nobles here in Tel Kithas wouldn’t recognize it. At least, not until I had chosen her to become the next Dragon Priestess.
“I appreciate your service, General,” I said, once again hoping I could prevent a fight. “But I would like a moment alone with my own advisors. I will see you again at tonight’s Presentation?”
Elyon glared at the impudent girl for another few seconds before he finally turned back to me and nodded. “Of course, my lord. But if you plan on leaving the palace again beforehand—”
“I shall let you know,” I finished. “Don’t worry.”
He nodded, then turned and signaled for the other soldiers to stand and follow him back down into the palace. He didn’t bother looking at Sariss or Krynn again as he marched past. 
I waited until they were out of sight before I leaned my dragon head down closer to her and shook it back and forth. 
“Laying it on a bit thick, aren’t we?” I asked. “He’s only trying to do his job, and Krynn and I don’t make it easy for him.”
“He doesn’t respect you,” Sariss said. “Not the way he should.”
I chuckled despite myself. As the son of the Dragon Sovereign, I was accustomed to a certain amount of sycophancy everywhere I went. The guards, the servants, the other nobles who frequented the palace…they had been treating me as if I were a god walking amongst them my entire life. 
But most of them were liars—especially the nobles. They had despised me ever since I’d emerged from the belly of my father’s drow mistress-turned-wife. Some of them had refused to consider me highborn at all.
Then there was Sariss, the woman who meant every word she said. 
“Many of the others still doubt you as well,” she said, scowling back at the staircase leading from the aviary into the palace. “With your permission, my lord, I shall begin teaching them the error of their—”
“It’s all right,” I soothed. “I’d rather not start any fights before the Presentation tonight.”
Krynn snorted. “She’s right, though. They don’t respect you, not like they should. Especially Elyon.” He shuffled in place, his red wings puffing out a few feet from his chest. “We are Wyrm Lords. A wingless thinblood should be thankful we let him bask in our presence.”
“You shouldn’t call him that,” I said. “Not even in jest.”
“Why not?”
“Because he’s been a loyal servant of my family for over three centuries. He deserves our respect as much as we deserve his.”
Krynn scoffed, an impressively loud sound coming from a dragon. “Not this again.”
“I’m serious,” I said more firmly. “Elyon is a good man, and it’s not as though it’s his fault his gift isn’t as strong as ours.”
“What does fault have to do with anything? He is what he is because the Goddess didn’t favor him.” Krynn’s golden eyes narrowed slightly. “Besides, it’s not like the old days. Thinbloods are allowed to breed now. He’s been rewarded for his service with what, twelve wives? If he’s frustrated, he can go home and fuck one of them until he feels better. Maybe he’ll get lucky and one of the younger ones will pop out a real dragon before he’s too feeble to hold a blade.” 
“That’s not really the point,” I said. 
“Isn’t it?” Krynn looked down at Sariss. “You’re the expert on history and protocol here. Am I wrong about anything?”
Her blue eyes flicked between us before stopping on me. “I…I defer to my lord’s judgment in this and all matters.”
Krynn snorted again. “At least you’ve trained her well.” 
I repressed a sigh. “I’ll see you at the Presentation tonight.”
“Right,” Krynn said after a moment, accepting the polite dismissal. “Until then.”
He rushed across the aviary, then took off with a mighty flap of his wings. The gust of wind tousled Sariss’s golden hair and blue skirt, but she didn’t even look at him. Her gaze, as always, was focused upon me. 
“I hope I have not upset you, my lord,” she said. “I only wished to express my agreement with Lord Mandar that—”
“It’s all right,” I soothed. “I didn’t want to start any fights before the Presentation, that’s all.”
Taking a deep breath, I focused on my blood and shifted back into my elven form. Sariss watched, her face a portrait of awe and reverence, as my body shrank and my bones snapped into place. 
“My lord’s power is undeniable,” she breathed. “All who doubt you are fools.”
I groaned as I rose from all fours and touched the glamour stone to conjure an outfit. As odd as it sounded, I was looking forward to putting on some real trousers. The air might have been much dryer and warmer here than out east today, but there was a point when a man wanted to feel fabric on his skin again. 
“Elyon trusts me,” I said, stretching my neck back and forth. “He knows what I’m capable of. He worries that I’m too young and reckless to understand the gravity of my responsibilities.”
“He should not doubt you,” she repeated, more quietly this time as she looked me up and down. “No one should.”
I smiled and closed the distance between us, then gently placed a hand on her cheek. The inquisitorial fire in her eyes faded at my touch, and they fluttered shut as she practically melted into my hand. She was always like this when I hadn’t seen her for a few days, especially when I hadn’t touched her for several more before that. There were moments when it really did feel like I was her god, and that she wilted the longer she went without my presence. 
I leaned forward and kissed her, and as my free hand slipped around her slender waist to pull her against me, I was glad that I’d dismissed the soldiers along with Elyon. Privacy outside the bedroom was a rare thing for any Wyrm Lord. For a dragon prince, it was practically unheard of. 
“My lord honors me with his touch,” Sariss breathed when our lips parted. “How may I serve him?”
“I’ll think of something,” I replied, kissing the tip of her nose. 
She smiled back, earnestly and intently. I had been impressed with her ever since my father had taken me to the Temple of Lahara a year ago to meet the blood acolytes who had recently come of age. The role of Dragon Priestess was a vital one; she was a historian, healer, and proselytizer all in one. Through her, my will—and my decrees—would become known to the people of Tel Kithas and beyond. 
He’d clearly intended for me to choose a girl from one of the more important families, but I’d known that Sariss was the one from nearly the moment I’d met her. There had been something about her, a heady mix of determination and competence…and the perfect amount of fanaticism. 
“Any news while I was gone?” I asked, gently tucking an errant strand of gold hair behind her pointed ear. 
“No, my lord,” she said, her voice breathy as if she couldn’t quite summon its full power while I was touching her. “Were you able to meet with the Skywatch Captain?”
“Yes. Lathriel is the reliable type.”
“She should be, if she is to become your wife alongside me.”
I snorted. “Well, I’m still not sure about that one just yet. She remains…hesitant.”
Sariss frowned. “Why?” 
“She has her reasons,” I hedged. “Some of them make sense.”
“I do not understand. You are offering her the opportunity to bear a dragon’s children! There is no grander destiny for a female who is not a dragon herself.”
I pursed my lips, unsure if I wanted to try to explain this to her right now. Frankly, it might not have been possible. House Virethi was a deeply religious family; they had given Sariss over to the temple when she was only six years old. She was so steeped in tradition I doubted she could conceive of how a woman could turn down the offer of a Wyrm Lord. 
“Lathriel isn’t fond of the idea of spending all her time in Tel Kithas,” I said. “Or dealing with court politics. I can’t exactly blame her for that.”
Sariss studied me, her eyelids fluttering again when I traced my fingers along the sensitive tips of her ears. “Yet you still believe she is worthy of your seed?”
“She’s worthy,” I insisted. “There’s no question about it.”
“Then she should be yours,” Sariss said flatly. “If you bring her to me, I will ensure she understands her place.”
“And how would you do that?”
“However I must,” she shrugged. “Even the softest leather must be broken before it can be worn.”
I blinked, trying hard to imagine what she meant by that…and very much enjoying the mental pictures it conjured. 
“Did she learn anything new about the Vorskai?” Sariss asked. 
With great effort, I pulled my mind back from the salacious abyss where it had fallen. 
“Just some new rumors,” I said, choosing my words carefully. Sariss was hardly a gossip, but as a Vaz Gorati priestess, she wouldn’t take the news about a human dragon lightly. And for now, I wanted her to remain focused on the surprise I had in store for her tonight…
“Then I would ignore them, my lord,” she said. “Such distractions are not worthy of your time.”
“Good advice,” I said. 
“If you wish, I could attend the ceremony with you. To help you judge which women are worthy—and properly deferential.”
“It’s tempting,” I said, now imagining her scolding some poor noble’s daughter for not getting on her knees quickly enough. “But I actually have a more important job for you tonight.”
Sariss arched both of her thin blond eyebrows. “My lord?”
I dragged my fingertip down her bodice all the way to her soft, smooth abdomen. Sariss was a traditional girl in many ways, which her tutelage in the Vaz Gorati had only reinforced, and tradition dictated that all highborn women of marriageable age bare their stomachs when outdoors as a sign of fertility and availability. Even after they’d been branded, most dragon wives chose to continue baring their bellies out of pride, at least until after they had borne a child. 
“The artificers delivered the dust to my chambers early this morning,” I told her. “Just before I headed east.”
Her face lit up as if I had just opened a chest filled with gold. “You mean you finally convinced your parents?”
“No, I simply stopped caring what they had to say. I choose my wives, not them or anyone else. And I want you to be my first. Unless you’d rather wait for—”
“No!” she practically shouted. “I-I mean, there is no reason to wait. I am yours, my lord. Body and soul.”
“I thought you’d feel that way,” I said, tracing my fingertip around her navel in the draconic symbol of House Sorokar. “But it means you have work to do.”
Sariss nodded eagerly, her breath catching in her throat. “I will prepare the binding chamber, my lord. And I will prepare my body for you as well.”
“Good,” I said, leaning forward to kiss her again. It was immensely difficult not to throw her onto the ground and take her right here on the roof of the palace, but somehow, I managed to restrain myself. Knowing Sariss, she would go all-out for the branding ritual, which meant that neither of us would be getting much sleep tonight. A little patience now would definitely pay off later…
“You should get going,” I whispered, pulling away and giving her a coy smile. “Your Sovereign expects you to be ready for him.”
“I will be, my lord,” she promised. “I swear, I will give you a night you will never forget, and I will serve you faithfully from now until we return to the Aether.”
“Then go. I’ll see you later tonight.”
With a visible effort, she pulled out of my embrace, then practically skipped across the roof toward the stairs with the giddy excitement of a girl half her age. It was so wildly out of character that I doubted any of the other priestesses would have believed she was capable of such a thing. 
Yes, tonight was certainly going to be interesting. And all I had to do was survive a Presentation filled with my family’s would-be enemies. 
I took a deep breath as I turned to look upon the majesty of Tel Kithas. As magnificent as it was from the skies above, it was every bit as stunning from here on top of the palace. The Seven Spires were all visible, one for the Dragon Goddess herself, one for Solterys, her consort and the father of sorcery, and the other five for her children. 
Half a million highborn lived here in the Cradle, and I sometimes wondered how many of them would eagerly give me their daughters without a second thought…or how many would plunge a dagger into my back given the chance.
Sariss was right about one thing. Idle rumors probably weren’t worth my time, and ultimately it wasn’t the humans I needed to worry about tonight. No, the dark truth about being a Wyrm Lord was that one’s most powerful enemies were much more likely to be here at home.
After taking one last look at my glorious city, I turned and headed inside the palace.
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          The Dragon Slayer


        


      


      

        

          Rasmus had been watching the drow woman ever since she’d entered the Bloated Ogre, though he had yet to figure out what an agent of House Teviss was doing in this pisshole of a tavern. Her disguise was keeping her safe for now, but the moment she lowered her hood and showed off those pointy ears and amethyst eyes of hers, she would be in a whole lot of trouble. The folks eking out a meager existence here in the Western Droughtlands weren’t fond of anyone from Tel Kithas.  


          Still, watching her skulk around was more entertaining than the last bard had been, and Raz contented himself with the show while he finished his bowl of gormling stew. The newcomer would find him sooner or later, and it was never a good idea to negotiate on an empty stomach. 


          His partner should have been around here somewhere. Although knowing Borkesh, he’d probably gotten into an arm-wrestling match with one of the raiders upstairs. Or maybe he’d finally convinced that busty barmaid he’d been ogling to open her blouse and make a cushy home for his dauntingly large orc cock. Either way, he wasn’t anywhere in view, and from the way the newcomer was finally sauntering toward Raz’s table, it appeared that later had become sooner damn quick. 


          “So,” the drow woman said as she approached the table, “this is the vaunted Slayer.”


          Raz remained silent as he swallowed another bite of stew, then washed it down with a swig of ale. As usual, he was sitting in the back corner of the tavern, steeped in shadows, and the Ogre was so full tonight that no one else seemed to be paying him much attention. 


          Not yet, anyway, but that could change in a heartbeat. Anyone who sat down to talk with him and didn’t immediately try to stab him was interesting almost by definition, and this particular woman stood out amongst the horde of drunk fishermen and hungry travelers no matter how hard she tried to blend in. Her dark, hooded cloak was common enough, but her moonsilver breastplate—painted jet black to conceal its nature—was anything but. Even the quality of the stitching in her gloves was a stark contrast to the tattered hides and linen wrappings worn by everyone else here. The tribes of the Droughtlands were a diverse lot with many different skills, but they simply didn’t have the materials or magic at their disposal to waste precious resources on something fashionable rather than functional. 


          “You’ll forgive me for being disappointed,” she said as she pulled out a chair and took a seat. “From the tales I’ve heard in the Reach, I expected more from the legendary Sorekûl Drakath, the man who killed a dragon and lived to tell the tale.”


          “Sounds like your problem,” Raz told her. “And that seat is taken.”


          “It is now,” the woman agreed.


          It was one of those casual power moves a person only tried when they were either fearless or so insecure that they felt the need to pretend otherwise. Though in her case, perhaps she was merely an arrogant bitch. 


          “I’ll make this brief, Slayer,” she said. “I have a job for you.”


          “Is that so?” Raz asked, keeping his left hand beneath the table while his right lifted his mug of ale back to his lips. He didn’t exactly fit in with this crowd, either, but everyone in the Ogre knew who he was, by reputation if not by appearance. 


          “There’s a human in the Droughtlands,” she explained. “A murderer and a criminal.”


          “You’ll have to be more specific,” Raz replied dryly. 


          “She’s Vorskai,” the drow said. “Female. Young.”


          Raz swirled the last of his drink over his tongue. “I don’t kill children.”


          “She’s not a child.”


          “I don’t kill women, either.”


          “You won’t have to.” 


          The woman reached into her cloak—a brazen motion that nearly made Raz grab the throwing knife in his baldric. But when her hand reappeared, it was holding a hefty coin purse. Her violet eyes stared at it for a long moment, as if trying to decide whether or not she actually wanted to offer it to him. But eventually, she tossed it across the table.


          “Bring her to the garrison at Sethuil,” she said. “Alive. If you do, there will be three more of those waiting for you.” 


          Raz considered lifting his empty mug and pretending to drink, if for no other reason than to avoid looking overly eager to dig through the pouch. But at the same time, he also didn’t want anyone else to see it—flashing coin in the Ogre was a quick way to trigger a brawl. He settled on a mix of speed and prudence, taking several seconds to evaluate his mug before dragging his hand to the pouch and tugging the strings. 


          He didn’t bother to count the individual coins. The moment he saw that they were golden drakadas rather than silver drakes, he knew he was holding a small fortune. 


          “The Sovereign offers it as a gift,” she said. “A token of peace and an end to hostilities between you. Take it and live well…or do as he commands and live even better.”


          Raz pulled the pouch beneath his jacket before anyone spotted it. “The Sovereign, huh?”


          It wasn’t a genuine question, and the woman didn’t dignify it with an answer. No one else in the province, even the scions of the Great Houses, would drop several hundred drakadas in front of an assassin who had built his entire reputation around killing sorcerers. Not to capture one measly human, anyway.


          But the Sovereign was a different animal. For all his personal power, he preferred to act through intermediaries whenever possible. He was equal parts cunning and devious, and Rasmus wouldn’t put it past such a man to hire an enemy to handle a difficult job. 


          “If your master has taken a personal interest, this must be important,” Raz said. 


          “All you need to know is that this job pays far better than any normal hunt,” she told him. “I suggest you take it.”


          “Maybe he’s just bored of all his other wives by now,” Raz mused as if he hadn’t heard the response. “He hasn’t taken a new one in a while, has he?”


          The woman’s lower lip curled. “We don’t know what she looks like, only that she’s nearly always in the presence of the Vorskai chieftain. He’s led some of his tribe down from the mountains—they’ve been spotted along the ridgeline of the Godsworn Rise south of Tiralis. Kill as many of them as you need to—or want to. It makes no difference as long as you bring her to us alive.”


          Raz paused mid-thought. “You want her that badly and you don’t know what she looks like?”


          The woman didn’t answer as she rose back to her feet. “I was told to deliver the message and the payment. You now have both.”


          She managed three full steps before she abruptly paused and turned. “I suggest you consider the Sovereign’s offer, Slayer. The Droughtlands have been lawless for far too long, and the crown will not tolerate the chaos forever. Aiding him in this matter may buy you clemency for your past…indiscretions.”


          “I’ll keep that in mind,” Raz said. 


          Her eyes lingered upon him. For a heartbeat, he thought he saw a hint of sorrow in them, but then she pushed her way back toward the tavern entrance and disappeared. 


          It wasn’t until the door closed behind her that Raz finally lowered the crossbow he’d been holding beneath the table and clipped it back to his belt.


          “Vorskai,” he mumbled, opening his jacket enough to glance down at the pouch stashed within. There had to be at least two hundred coins in there, and with each golden drakada worth ten times as much as a silver drake…


          With a few more bags, he could buy himself a decent manor in Vimaldis with as many serving girls as he wanted. It would be a pleasant way to end his rapidly dwindling life…and he could give whatever was left to his partner’s clan. They could certainly use it. 


          He was still thinking it over when Borkesh materialized from a crowd of raiders who’d apparently decided to headbutt each other into submission while screaming at the top of their lungs. The big man didn’t look happy enough to have spent any time introducing the barmaid to his orc cock, nor sweaty enough to have been wrestling anyone. 


          “What the hell was that about?” he asked, growling over his protruding tusks as he took the seat the drow woman had abdicated a minute earlier.


          “A job,” Raz said. “A very interesting job, at that.”


          Borkesh raised his black eyebrows, a motion that stretched the old scar covering the left side of his russet face. It wasn’t quite dark enough in here for his red eyes to glow, but it was damn close. 


          “I noticed the pouch,” he said. “Someone who paid in advance?”


          “Technically, it’s not even a payment,” Rasmus said. “Just a token of goodwill from our beloved Sovereign.”


          Borkesh’s eyebrows rose further. “Is that so?”


          “That’s what she claimed.”


          “But you don’t believe her?”


          “I’m not sure yet.”


          As carefully and surreptitiously as he could manage, Raz reached into the pouch and retrieved a single gold coin, then held it beneath his palm as he passed it across the table. His partner continued frowning until he’d taken the coin and looked at it. 


          “Well, well,” Borkesh murmured. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s an Imperial seal.”


          “Meaning that coin was pressed in Glorinfel,” Raz said with a nod. “Not Tel Kithas.”


          The orc examined it for another moment before he slipped it into his baldric, likely never to be seen again. “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” he said, leaning back and crossing his arms as if begging his partner to challenge him for the stolen gold. “Coin gets passed around a lot these days.”


          “True,” Raz conceded. “Though they seemed newly minted.”


          “You think the Empire has taken an interest in a local problem? Maybe without the Sovereign’s knowledge?”


          “I don’t have any theories yet. But either way, you have to admit that it’s interesting.”


          Borkesh mused in silence for a heartbeat. “What’s the job?”


          “Capture and deliver,” Raz said. “Apparently, our benefactor is very interested in a particular Vorskai girl. She must know something. Or have done something.”


          “Or some noble heard she was cute and wants another house slave,” Borkesh said dismissively. 


          “I thought about that. But I can’t imagine anyone paying so much for one human girl who will age faster than he’ll lose interest.”


          “You never know. Some of the Avetharri have legendary appetites. You’re the biggest glutton there is!”


          “Hardly,” Raz muttered, trying not to be too annoyed at the comparison. His white hair was long and thick enough that most people wouldn’t notice his pointed ears, and even if they did, his skin was so pallid they probably assumed he was some kind of sickly human crossbreed. 


          Regardless, he couldn’t really blame his partner for the cynical attitude, especially considering how many of his kin were now serving as slave soldiers in the Sovereign’s armies. There weren’t many free orcs left outside of the clans like his that still lived in the mountains.


          “Do we know where this girl is?” Borkesh asked. 


          Raz shook his head. “No details other than the fact she can usually be found around their chieftain, and that the Vorskai have been spotted south of Tiralis along the Godsworn Rise.”


          “That’s it?”


          “It’s not much.”


          “It’s nothing,” Borkesh grumbled. “If the Vorskai have left the protection of the mountains, they aren’t going to stay in one place for long. Besides, there must be thousands of humans in this part the Droughtlands these days. There are a couple dozen in here right now!”


          Raz shrugged. “If this girl is so important that the Empire is willing to drop a thousand drakadas to get their hands on her, someone will be talking about her.”


          His partner’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You want to check your sources in the Reach?”


          “I don’t see a need to go that far out of our way, not when we could just as easily head south. When was the last time you visited Siren Falls?”


          “Too long,” Borkesh said. “But the last time you were there, you and Sabari had quite the fight.”


          “That was a misunderstanding,” Raz said more or less honestly. “She’ll be ecstatic to see us, I promise.”


          “Mmm,” the big man murmured, clearly unconvinced. “Fine, so we see what she has to say. Then what?”


          Raz rose from the table, his mind still trying to figure out why one meager human girl could possibly be this valuable. “Then we track down our quarry,” he said quietly. “And we get paid.”
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          The Presentation


        


      


      

        An hour after my return to the palace, I was cleaned up and alone in my suite. As usual, the house servants had tried their best to help me; also as usual, I had reminded them that Wyrm Lords were more than capable of bathing and dressing themselves. I didn’t resent them for trying to do their jobs, but that didn’t mean their constant doting wasn’t annoying.  
I hadn’t been able to figure out whether it was my father or my mother who put them up to it. If I had to guess, though, it was the former. The great Valion Sorokar acted like he wanted to stick me in an impenetrable gilded cage where no one could hurt me until it was time for my coronation. 
It was the paradox of Lahara’s gift. Dragons were nearly invincible weapons, yet we had become so rare we were treated like delicate glass baubles.
The Presentation was almost upon me by the time I’d dressed, but I planned to use my last few minutes of private time to enjoy the peace and quiet of my room. Or rather, the three rooms that made up my suite in the palace. The bathing chamber was half the size of some of the public baths in the city, and the sitting room was so wide and well-furnished it could easily host a meeting with twenty nobles…or twenty wives, if I ended up following in my father’s footsteps. 
My actual bedroom was the coziest space. Naturally, it was still larger than all but the most expensive merchant suites, but the dark wood furnishings and thick, comfortable carpets made it my favorite. 
I couldn’t assume my full dragon form in here, but I could strut around in hybrid form without breaking anything important. Not that I had any particular interest in being a nine-foot-tall dragon knight unless I was sparring with Krynn or our trainers. 
The bed itself was intentionally large enough to support me in hybrid form with plenty of space left over for a few wives. So far, I’d never needed that extra room while sleeping. But once Sariss had taken my brand…
I smiled at the thought. Oddly, a part of me actually enjoyed sleeping alone; it was often more comfortable when one didn’t have to worry about sprawling out or sharing blankets. But I imagined it must also feel nice to fall asleep next to a woman you’d just made love to.
I had just passed through the open doorway into the bedroom when I caught a flicker of movement by the plush divan set near the window. With the blinds drawn, the only light was coming from the flickering magical blaze in the hearth on the opposite side of the room. A normal highborn would’ve had trouble seeing much beyond a few yards, but my dark elf eyes had no difficulty spotting the servant girl delicately placing a letter on the low table in front of the divan.
“Karethys?”
The girl hopped at least a foot into the air, and she gasped so loudly I thought she might faint. But thankfully, she remained upright…at least until she dropped to her knees in supplication. 
“A thousand pardons, my lord!” she said, voice trembling. “I-I thought you were still bathing, but I wanted to deliv—“
“It’s all right,” I soothed, holding out a hand. “You’re always welcome here.”
With her head bent low in a penitent bow, it was difficult to read her expression. But I could see her amethyst eyes press shut as she took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. 
Medium height and slender, with long black hair and steely gray skin, Karethys was a full-blooded drow my mother had brought here from House Teviss once I’d come of age. But she was more than another household servant; she was my larnís, my royal concubine meant to instruct me in the bedroom arts and ensure I was ready to properly please my future wives.
“My lord is most generous,” Karethys said, keeping her eyes low. “I apologize for not having a meal ready for your return.”
I waved away her concern. “You had no idea when I was coming home.”
“I-I should have known you’d return before the Presentation. I could have—“
“I said it’s all right,” I repeated as I strode over to her. “I’m not hungry anyway.”
She stayed silent, probably still mentally chastising herself for not instantly anticipating my needs. From the way she acted sometimes, I wondered what my mother said or did to her when I wasn’t around. Because Lahara knew I’d never even raised my voice at her, let alone disciplined her. 
“Rise.” I resisted the impulse to help her up. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I knew she wouldn’t accept. My mother had spent a lot of time—too much time, frankly—making certain this girl understood her place in the family hierarchy. 
Karethys brought herself back to her feet. Her eyes had reopened, but she kept them pointed squarely at her bare feet. I wasn’t certain I’d ever seen her wear shoes, or much of anything at all besides her traditional concubine attire, which amounted to little more than black lingerie and a sheer skirt.
And, naturally, the golden collar around her slender throat. 
“Hey,” I said, reaching out two fingers to gently lift her chin. “How many times have I told you that you’re allowed to look at me?”
“I…” she stammered, making a visible effort to meet my gaze. “Often, my lord.”
“Then maybe I need to make it a command,” I said, smiling. “You know you’ve nothing to fear from me. And if my mother ever says anything harsh to you—“
“She does not,” Karethys replied quickly. Too quickly. “The Dragon Mother tells me only that I am to obey you without question, for you will soon be Sovereign.”
I started to reply but then stopped myself. I definitely needed to have a stern conversation with my mother when she and my father returned from their trip north to Lostrien. I had a feeling that she’d been especially harsh with all the servants before she’d departed, and just thinking about it made me a little queasy. 
“Anything interesting happen while I was gone today?” I asked, changing the subject. 
“N-no, my lord,” Karethys said. “This wing of the palace was rather quiet. The servants were all busy organizing the Great Hall for the Presentation tonight.”
“At least you were spared from that fate,” I said. “None of the seneschals tried to rope you into helping, did they?”
“No, my lord.”
“Good.” I paused and pointed at the letter she’d placed on the table. “What’s this?”
“One of your mother’s assistants gave it to me this morning. She told me to deliver it to you before the Presentation.”
“Ah,” I murmured, nodding in understanding as I picked up the letter and broke the seal. A single piece of folded parchment awaited me inside, penned in flowing, narrow script that allowed a remarkable number of words on a single page. 
The drow language, Qevlâs, was considered guttural by most highborn, but I’d always enjoyed the heavier consonants. In this case, though, my mother’s operatives had used their native tongue simply because so few people bothered learning it these days. And among those that did, nearly all of them would read this page and believe it was little more than an oddly written letter from a lowly House Teviss maiden writing to her father here in Tel Kithas. 
But I knew better. 
“Is something wrong, my lord?” Karethys asked. 
I glanced up over the parchment to see her violet eyes focused upon me. My brow must have been furrowing harder than I’d realized. 
“No,” I lied, working my way through the cipher. “Not really.”
The actual message in the letter was quite short—just two simple sentences scattered across the text. The important words were marked by small grammatical errors only a fluent speaker would notice, and once they were chained together…
The threat is real. Act soon, or others will.
A cold pit of dread formed in my stomach. With a grimace, I folded up the letter and placed it back in the envelope, then walked with it over to the fireplace. It was unlikely that anyone else would be able to decipher it, but I knew better than to keep it around. 
I watched the flames devour the parchment, wishing for the first time in a while that my parents were here. The moment the Vorskai had launched their first attack on the vatari caravans, my father had undoubtedly ordered my mother to track the humans down to wherever they were hiding in the mountains. Not that he’d needed to order it. My mother relished her role as his chief enforcer and spymaster, and she was a firm believer in taking the initiative. 
But the message almost sounded like more of an ultimatum than a report. Her agents must have heard the same rumor Lathriel had shared with me, and if those agents had tracked this alleged dragon girl down by now as well, they might simply assassinate her rather than take any chances… 
The pit of dread returned with a vengeance, though I wasn’t quite sure why. I should have been relieved that my mother might solve this Vorskai problem before it became a crisis. But my father had wanted me to figure out a way to deal with the humans as a way to prove to the Great Houses—and to him—that I was worthy of the throne. 
And this…this didn’t feel right. My mother and her House Teviss allies may have preferred the shadows and the blade, but I didn’t. Not unless there were no other options. 
“I need to find her,” I whispered. “And figure out what in the bloody void is going on.”
“My lord?” 
I inhaled sharply and saw Karethys still standing near the divan, her face creased with concern. 
“Just thinking aloud,” I said. “It seems I have a few difficult decisions to make before my coronation.”
“Of course,” she replied demurely. “I have done my best to prepare my lord’s chambers for visitors tonight. The bedding has been double washed, and I took the liberty of moving my lord’s devices to the dresser. Anything you require should be within easy reach.”
I turned away from the fire and smiled. She had drawn the completely wrong conclusion about my frustration, but that was all right. At least this was something I could talk about with her. 
“That’s very thoughtful,” I said, glancing at the dresser. Gags, whips, stimulation crystals, resuscitation elixirs, and more lay in neat rows upon a blue linen cloth. Knowing her, she had packed the top drawer full of everything a prince could possibly need to break in a new lover. She knew them all quite well, considering she was the only one I’d ever used them on.
The role of the larnís was ancient and venerable. It simply wouldn’t do for a Wyrm Lord to explode the instant he introduced his wife to his cock…or, perhaps even worse, for him to not understand how to please her when she offered herself to him for the first time. The larnís were the solution to both problems. 
Yet recent events had caused some to question that tradition. My father’s choice to remove the collar of his drow concubine so he could get her pregnant—and then her giving birth to a dragon—had sent ripples of discontent across the entire Empire. And then, of course, there was the fact that just a few years later, Lord Vermillion’s human concubine had turned out to be a Vorskai sympathizer sent to gain his trust and then lure him into an ambush at Dragonfall. 
I’d found it surprising that more Wyrm Lords hadn’t fallen in love with their larnís. Karethys had been my guide to the joys and wonders of sexual intimacy. Her body had been a gateway to pleasures that outshone all my youthful fantasies. I had spent so much time inside her these past few years that there were days she almost felt like my First Wife. 
“I don’t believe I’ll be needing them tonight, though,” I said, clearing my throat and pushing aside the memories as I sauntered back to her. “I have other plans.”
Both her thin black eyebrows twitched upward. “You have arranged to brand the priestess?”
I blinked. “How did you…ah, you saw the materials the artificers delivered.”
“A thousand pardons, my lord,” Karethys said, raising her hands in contrition, “I did not mean to speak out of place.”
“You didn’t,” I assured her, reaching out to take hold of her wrists. I squeezed, hoping that my touch would convince her that all was well even if my words couldn’t. “Yes, the Lady Sariss is preparing for the ceremony right now.”
“Congratulations, my lord. It is a momentous day for a Wyrm Lord to brand his first wife!”
“I hope she’ll enjoy it,” I said. “And if she does, I’ll have you to thank.”
Her gray cheeks turned almost purple with embarrassment, and her eyes instantly returned to the floor. “My lord honors me. I have done nothing but—“
“You have been a loyal and caring companion,” I told her, releasing her wrists so that I could lift her chin to face me again. “I wouldn’t trade you for all the concubines in the Imperial court.”
Karethys smiled. It was warm and sweet, the kind of smile that, if it were on the face of any other woman standing this close to me, I would have met with a kiss in a heartbeat. 
But that wasn’t her role. I had made love to her countless times over the past few years. She had worn my dragon seed upon every inch of her gray flesh. And yet we had never once kissed or slept in the same bed. She was my larnís, not my wife or mistress, and was therefore worthy only of my lust, not my affection or love. 
It was a very old and very stupid custom, in my opinion, and one I would have gladly ignored like so many others. But Karethys herself had been quite insistent about abiding by it, probably due to my mother’s influence. Whatever the reason, though, I respected her wishes. I wouldn’t have taken her to bed in the first place if she hadn’t been so eager to embrace her role. 
The runic collar around her throat was a far more practical tradition. The device allowed me to discipline her—a function I had never used—but it also protected her womb to ensure I could use her body however I wished without worry of accidentally granting a lowborn female the privilege of carrying my child. 
“I think I’ve been making a mistake,” I said quietly.
Karethys frowned. “My lord?”
“I haven’t told you how pretty you are in far too long.”
Her cheeks flushed again, but she held my gaze. “Does my lord wish me to relieve him before the night’s festivities?”
Looking into her eyes like this, it was difficult to refuse. And most of the time, I wouldn’t have thought twice about tapping her on the shoulder and watching her drop to her knees so her mouth could work its magic. But today was different. Sariss would be waiting for me in the binding chamber after the Presentation, and she deserved to have me completely to herself. 
“Not right now,” I said. “I should get going.”
“Of course, my lord,” she replied, the faintest flash of disappointment in her eyes. “I look forward to meeting—and serving—the First Wife.”
Smiling again, she scurried across the room and out the door, her bare feet utterly silent on the carpet. I took a deep breath and glanced back at the hearth once she was gone. The letter had vanished into the flames, but its warning was right there at the forefront of my mind. 
Act soon, or others will. 
I could almost imagine one of my mother’s assassins out there right now with a blade pressed against this Vorskai girl’s throat. Yet again, I knew I should have found the image comforting. But yet again, I didn’t in the least. 
“There must be a better way,” I whispered, eyes lost in the flames. “And I need to find it.”
[image: image-placeholder]A few minutes later, I was in the corridor en route to the Grand Hall. Krynn intercepted me nearly the moment I left my room, casually falling into step at my side and fiddling with the collar of his tunic. 
“I figured you’d show up at least an hour late just to make everyone sweat,” he said. 
“I thought about it,” I admitted with a wry smirk. “But I figured these people hate me enough as it is.”
“They’ll hate you more after you reject all their daughters. Which is still your plan, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know. I’m open to being surprised.”
He snorted softly and shook his head. He had combed his honey-blond hair straighter than normal for the evening, and the impish look in his dark green eyes told me that he was about a hundred times more excited about this than I was. The gold sash looped around his white tunic was embroidered with the splintered-shield crest of House Mandar, though the House Sorokar dragon was right there on his somewhat gaudy amulet. As the Claw of the Prince, he had the right to represent both of our houses in most matters. 
An entourage of servants trailed behind us as we passed through the pristine white corridor, and a group of Wyrmguard protectors kept pace with us as well. The palace had more guards than any building in the entire province, save perhaps the fount of power beneath it, but I’d always found the security to be unnecessary. The halls were so damn labyrinthine that I still got lost sometimes, and I’d spent my entire life here. 
“Do me a favor,” Krynn said, “try to meet at least a few foreign girls before you leave tonight.”
I frowned. “Why foreign girls specifically?”
“Because they’re the ones we need to worry about the most. The provincial families will eventually come around, if for no other reason than they’ll have to contend with you personally. But the visiting ones will definitely try to intimidate or manipulate us. Remember, they still consider us an ignorant backwater, and Solterys knows they’re all petitioning the Empire to step in and keep a half-drow off the throne. We need to remind them that we’re in charge here.”
“You’re starting to sound more and more like my mother these days,” I murmured. 
“She’s a smart woman. Say what you will about House Teviss, but they know how the game is played.”
“Meaning…?”
“Meaning that the Empire is watching us closely,” Krynn said in a low, almost conspiratorial voice as we turned a corner to a longer hallway. “Half the Great Houses bet their fortunes on your father never producing an heir. They thought the emperor would hand the whole province over to them just to make sure a trustworthy dragon was on the throne. You ruined that.”
“That’s me, ruining the plans of idiots from the moment I was born,” I replied dryly. “Of course, if I didn’t have the blood, you would have ruined their plans instead.”
“Doubtful. The Vaz Gorati knew you were a dragon the moment you were born. By the time they figured out what I could do, it was too late. The Empire would have already sent in foreign dragons to take over by then.”
“Maybe.”
Krynn shrugged. “Regardless, what I’m saying is that our goal tonight isn’t to get some pretty girls into your bed. We need to send a message that will ripple across the Empire. Everyone from here to Glorinfel needs to know that the Black Prince isn’t to be trifled with.”
“Right,” I said, trying to bury my reflexive disgust at the thought of playing politics. As much as I longed to be Sovereign, I had no interest in the day-to-day nonsense of the court. I refused to believe that all this scheming and plotting was what the Dragon Goddess had envisioned when she had imprisoned the Old Gods and founded the Empire. 
My mother had once warned me that anyone who thought politics was inherently interesting was not to be trusted. It was one of very few things we agreed on. At some point, though, I would need to accept the annoying reality of certain things. Learning how to deal with the idiots awaiting me in the Great Hall was one of them.
“Ready?” Krynn asked as we reached the giant double doors. Two of the palace guards stood outside, their faces fully concealed aside from the T-shaped visors. Their silver armor was nearly as resplendent as the Wyrmguard and the same quality as well. 
“Ready,” I said, nodding to the guards. 
Closing my eyes, I stretched out to the Aether. The currents of magic were always there, invisible, powerful, and extremely dangerous to anyone who didn’t know how to control them—as well as plenty who did. 
But not me. As a dragon, sorcery was my birthright. I could pull the Aetheric currents into my body as easily as air into my lungs. The trouble was figuring out what to do with it afterward. 
In this case, though, that wasn’t a problem. The concealed glyphs on the double doors responded to my awakened power, and they promptly swung open without anyone touching the handle. It was about the most trivial feat of channeling one could imagine, especially since I could have ordered the servants to pull them open. But this was a matter of protocol. 
Wyrm Lords didn’t open doors—doors opened for them. 
“Not bad,” Krynn murmured. “Maybe soon you’ll be able to light your own candles.”
I snorted softly as we started forward. His channeling abilities weren’t any more powerful than mine, which wasn’t surprising considering his bloodline hadn’t produced all that many sorcerers in recent memory. Before his birth, there had even been rumors about Mandar compensating for their weakness by dabbling in Palerending, shadow magic that relied upon demons rather than sorcery. 
But I was a Sorokar, one of the strongest families in the Empire. I didn’t really have an excuse. Thankfully, though, I was the most natural shapeshifter the Vaz Gorati had seen in generations. 
All things considered, I felt I had come out ahead on that particular bargain. 
With Krynn two steps behind me and our entourage several steps behind that, we strutted through the entryway and into the Great Hall.
To call it a vast, absurdly spacious chamber would have been a woeful understatement; to call it a dizzying display of wealth and decadence would have been right on the mark. 
The hall was several hundred feet wide on each side, a seemingly unnecessary waste of space until one considered that it had been built large enough to accommodate the Sovereign in his full dragon form. In preparation for the event tonight, the pristine white floor had been polished to gleaming, and the dozens of marble columns spread throughout the chamber sparkled almost as brightly. There had to be at least a thousand people down there right now, milling amongst buffet tables laden with delicacies and sweetmeats. Most were merchants or nobles without a great deal of influence. Everyone truly important was up here on the second level.
The raised gallery encircling the chamber was sectioned into a dozen semicircular sitting areas meant to provide a space where smaller groups of nobles or friends could retire to have private conversations, often while enjoying dances and music performed by their concubines. Most of those spaces were already filled right now as representatives of families from across the Empire discussed matters of business, trade, and marriage. 
“Look, they saved us a seat,” Krynn said dryly as he gestured toward the Dragon’s Roost, the rather pretentious name for the Sovereign’s personal sitting area on the southern side of the hall. 
“How surprising,” I murmured, leading him in that direction. The Roost wasn’t all that much larger than the rest of the private sitting areas, though between the chairs and divans, there was space for dozens of people, not including standing room for any concubines or servants. The sprawling tapestries along the wall—meticulously spun by Sorokar artisans—told the history of the province, from the first Dragon Sovereign of the fallen House Vermillion to my ancestors in House Sorokar who had ruled the past five generations. 
The house seneschal, a squat little man with a lean face named Corelas, rushed over to greet us before we reached the Roost. 
“My lords,” he said in that nasally, perpetually obsequious voice of his. “We are honored by your presence. Shall I announce you to the court?”
It took a lot of effort not to roll my eyes. As if everyone in the damn room didn’t know who we were or that we’d arrived…
“We thought we might both take dragon form instead,” Krynn said. “Maybe fly around the chamber a couple of times and set a table or two on fire.”
Corelas froze. “Erm…my lords may do as they desire, of course. However, I feel the need to remind them that—“
“It was a joke,” I said, raising a hand and flashing my friend a sour look. “And not a good one.”
“Ah, of course, my lord,” Corelas said, offering Krynn an apologetic bow. “Please, forgive my poor judgment.”
I held up a warning finger to keep Krynn from saying anything scathing. Corelas had served my father competently enough for several decades now, but he wasn’t exactly what I would call brilliant. And like so many of the other servants here, he was so terrified of offending his betters that he’d never really developed anything resembling a sense of humor. 
“Go ahead and announce us,” I said with a small but sincere smile. “And inform everyone that we’re ready to receive guests. Just make sure they don’t all come at once.”
“Of course, my lord,” Corelas replied with a stiff bow. He moved toward the edge of the balcony with surprising speed, probably grateful to be released from direct conversation. 
“Introducing Alamir Sorokar,” he called out in a surprisingly rich, ringing voice, “the Black Prince, heir to the throne of Tel Kithas.”
I nodded curtly to the polite applause that rolled across the hall, and I swept my eyes across the chamber like my mother had taught me, acknowledging all and “taking possession” of the room. Normally, I went through the motions at these events automatically, without paying close attention. Today, however, my vision focused on all the faces looking back at me, wondering which if any of them my mother’s operatives had been warning me about. 
“Serving at his right,” Corelas went on, “Lord Krynn of House Mandar, dragon protector of the realm and Claw of the Prince.”
Krynn smiled more convincingly than I did, and he even shifted his right hand into a draconic claw for a dramatic wave before we turned and made our way to the Roost while our servant entourage spread out and kept their distance. 
“You should have been a bard,” I told him, smiling at one of the servants when she offered me a drink on the way. “All that natural showmanship.”
“I wasn’t kidding about taking dragon form,” he said. “Not entirely. Remember what I said about sending a message?”
“They’ve all seen dragons before, I promise,” I said as I leaned over the balcony railing at the edge of the Roost. I didn’t quite feel like sitting down yet, and it wasn’t the worst idea to give off the appearance I cared about what was going on down there on the main floor. “Most of their provinces still have plenty of them.”
Krynn sighed as he moved up next to me. “You’re missing the point. If all these idiots ever see is the tall, gray-skinned prince, they might forget that there’s more to you than the Sorokar crest. It’s about making an impression. So that whenever they inevitably think about crossing you, they’ll remember the sight of your teeth in their face.”
“You’re sure you haven’t been spending time with my mother?“ I asked. 
“Like I said, she’s a smart woman. Fear is more reliable than respect.”
I took a sip from my glass. Some kind of Rivani port, I tentatively identified it, probably at least a century and a half old. It was pretty good, too. The odd mix of sweet and tart set the tongue aflame. I made a mental note to find out which of our guests had brought it along so I could pass on my personal thanks. 
I had half expected the nobles to form a line to meet with us the moment we reached the Roost, but they appeared to be taking their time. On one hand, I was grateful to delay schmoozing as long as possible; on the other, I wanted to get this damn event over with so we could all get on with our lives. 
Or more accurately, so I could get back to Sariss and find out what she’d been up to in the binding chamber…
Grinning at thought, I took another sip from my glass and surveyed my surroundings again. The palace only hosted major events four times a year, during the seasonal solstices, but the Great Hall still saw plenty of use in the interim for various smaller banquets and gatherings whenever my father or one of his wives decided to host them. Those extra events had definitely dwindled over the years, however, as most of his wives moved back to live with their families after failing to provide him with dragon children. 
I couldn’t help but wonder if that would be the fate of most of the girls here tonight. There were so many of them, all gussied up and dressed in revealing finery while their parents paraded them in front of other families.
“I’ve heard these are a lot more fun in other provinces nowadays,” Krynn said, changing the subject. 
“I’ll bet,” I agreed. “Assuming those naked Blade Dancer tournaments in Rivani aren’t just a myth.”
“Pretty sure they’re real. But I was thinking about Narthil. Presentations are apparently full-on orgies these days. The girls on offer are expected to perform right then and there. No elaborate ceremonies or courting periods or anything.”
“How efficient,” I muttered, taking another sip of my drink. 
“Wouldn’t you be more excited to be here if you could try out the girls as they get offered to you?”
“No.”
“Then there really is something wrong with you.”
He chuckled as he sipped at his own drink, but I knew he wasn’t entirely joking. I also knew that his opinion wasn’t uncommon these days. Ceremonies like this had been a part of the Empire from the very beginning, though they had originally been hosted by the Vaz Gorati as a means of keeping the draconic bloodlines strong. Over time, as Imperial politics had gotten more complicated, the Presentations had evolved. 
I wasn’t a fool. I understood the purpose of political alliances and the importance of blood readings to maximize the chances of having strong, healthy dragon children. But there was a chasm of difference between the old ways and the new. This was less about partnerships and more like a slave auction.
“Don’t you ever wish we’d scrap all this nonsense and go back to the way things used to be?”
“You mean only three girls for fifty years?” Krynn asked. “Sounds like a great way to make dragons extinct. Not to mention boring as hell.”
“My father selected his first three wives to travel to Tir Lanathel and help him when he joins the Council of Wyrms. Along with my mother, I think they’re the only ones he ever truly cared about.”
“Caring about them didn’t help them give him a dragon,” Krynn countered. “What does that tell you?”
I sighed. I had long since given up hope of bringing him over to my point of view. Nobody wanted to hear that the Blood Drought might be our fault; nobody wanted to consider the virtues of the old ways. All that ever mattered was the present, which was damn ironic considering how often we accused the dustborn of being short-sighted. At least they had an excuse—they didn’t have decades to sit around planning for the future. 
But we did. 
“Anyway, at least things haven’t gotten as bad as Lostrien. Can you imagine sitting through hours of duels?”
“No,” I admitted. There hadn’t been a female Wyrm Lord here in Abethaal in nearly two centuries, so I had only read about the differences in Presentations. For the most part, the principle was the same: families from across the province and the Empire brought children to meet with the dragon. But since women could only have one child at a time, the selection process for mates was vastly more competitive, with prospective men literally battling each other for her favor. Though since women were far more likely to produce a dragon—especially if paired with a strong male—the process did make some amount of sense. 
Maybe this Presentation did, too. But that didn’t mean I had to like it, or that there was no better way. 
“Where’s Sariss?” Krynn asked. “I figured she’d want to be here to crack the whip on any new girls who aren’t obsequious enough.”
I swished the remaining wine in my glass. “She’s busy.”
“Busy? What could possibly be more important than this?”
I paused, wondering if I should make something up to avoid an argument. But it wasn’t believable that a Vaz Gorati priestess would be kept at the temple during a ritual like this. Many of her sisters were here, not merely from our temple but from others across the Empire as well. They were the stewards of Imperial lineage and rule, after all, and they had the power to approve or disapprove of all childbearing unions to keep Lahara’s bloodline intact.
Not that people always listened to them. My father certainly hadn’t gotten approval to remove my mother’s collar when she’d been his concubine. 
“Sariss is down in the binding chamber,” I said. “Getting it ready for tonight.”
Krynn’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding.”
I shook my head. “The artificers delivered the ink yesterday.”
“But I thought you were going to wait to brand her until closer to the coronation.”
“We got impatient,” I said with a shrug. “These last few months are going to be tough enough as it is. I want her at my side.”
“And you picked tonight?”
“Yes,” I replied, frowning. “What’s the problem with that?”
“The problem is that you could have picked literally any other day.” Krynn scoffed and pointed over the edge of the balcony. “Or did you forget that there are dozens of young girls down there right now who’d give anything to spend the night beneath you?”
“Oh, I haven’t forgotten,” I muttered. “Believe me.”
“Then why didn’t you wait a week? Or at least a few days to have some fun before you send these girls home.” Krynn snorted and gestured down to the left with his chin. “You see that Tynov girl with the sapphire earrings? She and that Lorkath girl over there revile each other. That’s why their fathers are keeping them on opposite sides of the hall.”
“Point being?”
“The point being,” he said, a sly smirk stretching across his face, “if I were Sovereign, I’d invite both of them to my bed tonight just to see what happened. Can you imagine how hard they’d work to be the first one to get your precious dragon seed shot all over them?”
I rolled my eyes. “This is the palace, not a brothel.”
“For the Dragon Sovereign, it can be both. It’s your right to fuck every girl in Tel Kithas until you find the best one. Honestly, it’s practically your duty.”
“I’ve already found the best one,” I said, hearing the strained patience in my voice. “And I’m going to brand her tonight.”
Krynn leaned against the railing. “You know I’m teasing, right?”
“Do I?” 
He eyed me for a moment, then chuckled. “I like Sariss fine, you know that. She’s pretty, she’s fiercely loyal, and the priestesses all say she’s a skilled healer. She may not be from a Great House, but her family has some land in the Lenya Valley. She’d be a perfectly fine sixth wife, maybe even fifth or fourth with those long legs of hers. But that’s it. Any three of the beauties down there would be far better choices. Sanathar’s breath, I’d bet you could stroll right up to the Starwind family patriarch and demand his oldest daughter right now.”
I glanced across the balcony to another of the private alcoves where the Starwind family was seated. Their line was one of the most powerful from the southern island of Tol Morhir, and to my knowledge they’d never mingled with the Sorokar family before. From the looks of it, the patriarch had brought four daughters along with him. 
“I thought he decided to give her to some family in Glorinfel,” I said. 
“She’s betrothed but not branded yet,” Krynn said. “And not to a dragon. I guarantee if you strode over there to him, you could convince him to give her to you instead. Hell, he’d probably drag her over here and put her in your bed himself!”
I grimaced. “I don’t want the Starwind girl. I’ve never met her.”
“What difference does that make? She’s one of the wealthiest and most beautiful—“
“It makes all the difference,“ I snarled. “We’ve been over this. Many times.”
“Believe me, I know.” Krynn eyed me for a long moment, his face unreadable before he finally scoffed and half-turned to look back over the balcony. “I just thought tonight would change your mind. It’s one thing to talk about girls; it’s another to actually look down there at all that young, eager flesh and say no.”
“You’re a dragon, too, you realize,” I reminded him. “They’ll be as eager to crawl all over you.”
“You might be surprised,” he said, the faintest hint of bitterness in his voice. “You cast a long shadow. And half the people here hadn’t heard of House Mandar until my blood reading.”
I shrugged. “I could put in a good word with Tynov and Lorkath, maybe get you that fight you wanted.”
Krynn gave a bark of laughter. “You really would do that for me, wouldn’t you?”
“I’d think about it. But then I’d remember that Tynov hates your family almost as much as mine.”
“True,” Krynn lamented. He took another sip from his glass. “But here comes someone who doesn’t hate me.”
I turned around to see a woman heading toward us with a purposeful stride. She was dressed in the blue robes of the Vaz Gorati like Sariss, and she was roughly the same age. She was highborn, like all the priestesses, though her long black hair suggested a faeyn ancestor somewhere in her family’s past. Distantly, I wondered if it was why her family had given her over to the temple rather than trying to marry her off. 
In any event, Krynn had always been fond of her. If he had been Dragon Sovereign, he would have chosen her as his priestess. Instead, I had a feeling they just enjoyed fooling around. 
“Sister Miniel,” I greeted her.
“My lords,” she replied with a subtle, imperious nod of her chin that all Vaz Gorati seemed to have mastered. “I expected Sister Sariss to be with you.”
“She’s otherwise engaged on a task for the prince,” Krynn said. “But we would be honored if you would do readings for us in her place.”
“Of course. Lahara’s blood must remain strong.”
They shared a look. Miniel had been his favored priestess for several years now, and from the subtle glint in their eyes, I had a feeling that he’d planned to have her here all along. Not to perform the readings—he’d probably assumed that Sariss would handle it—but as an advisor.
“Looks like our first petitioner of the evening, too,” Krynn said. 
He gestured off to our left where a nobleman and one of his daughters were leisurely making their way across the gallery toward the Roost. House Davros from the southern province of Arvarel, if I remembered my guest list correctly. A house servant with a drink tray was following right behind them. 
“A house of waning importance, but one with several active dragon children,” Miniel said. “Lord Davros himself is not among them.”
“Good to know,” Krynn said, finishing his drink and setting both his and mine down before our guests arrived. 
I moved forward to greet the first of my guests as he entered the Roost. As protocol demanded, I let him speak first. 
“My lord,” Lord Davros said, offering the customary half bow. “It is an honor to finally meet you.”
“The honor is mine,” I replied with a smile but no bow. 
Davros turned to Krynn. “Lord Mandar. It is good to see such a venerable house revived from the brink of irrelevance. May your blood restore glory to your house.”
“I’ve no doubt it will,” Krynn said, his lip twisting slightly at the veiled insult. 
“House Sorokar welcomes you and your family to Abethaal,” I added smoothly. 
“And quite a welcome it was,” Davros said, reaching for the drink tray and selecting a glass of blue Saranthine wine. “You and Lord Krynn put on a fine show for everyone this afternoon. It was a heartening reminder that despite how badly the Drought has crippled your province, hope yet remains.”
“Indeed,” I said, keeping my face and hands calm despite my reflex to clench both. It was yet another not-so-subtle barb meant to rattle me, but if he thought I’d lose my cool and embarrass myself, he was going to leave disappointed. Mother and I may not have agreed on much these days, but I couldn’t deny that she had taught me some things very well.
“Though the situation may be changing,” Davros said. “Your fellow provincials downstairs can’t stop talking about the dustborn. Armed raiders attacking caravans and threatening the vatari? Tribal shamans and primalists in your mountains?”
My stomach tightened. I had known it wouldn’t take long for someone to bring up the Vorskai. I just had to hope they hadn’t heard the rumors about this dragon girl as well.
“The situation is well in hand, I assure you,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “The humans won’t threaten any more shipments.”
“Ah, of course.” Davros said, taking a sip. “You do govern differently here, there’s no doubt about that. In Arvarel, we keep our dustborn tightly contained where they can’t cause trouble. If we let them run off into the mountains, they’d start breeding like Chol.”
My lip twitched, but he chuckled as he returned the drink to its tray, then gestured to the girl at his side. 
“But I’m being rude,” he said. “Allow me to introduce my sixth daughter, Galena. She has been quite eager to meet you.”
I smiled at the young woman. She was pretty enough, though it was clear that her elaborate makeup and garish jewelry were doing more than their share of work. Her golden hair was tied up in an exquisitely braided bun, and her blue dress was cut to show off her unmarked belly and most of her right leg. 
“My lord Sorokar,” she said with a pleasant curtsy. “I am honored to stand in the presence of Lahara’s chosen.”
“The question is whether you’re worthy,” Krynn said.
Davros’s face instantly soured. “I beg your pardon?”
“She must be tested by the Vaz Gorati,” Krynn replied, coolly but firmly. “Offering the future Sovereign your sixth daughter is offensive enough. Offering her without providing blood testimony is downright inexcusable.”
“Let’s not lose our heads over this,” I said, holding up both hands and glancing between the two men. In the span of a few seconds, Krynn had gone from reasonably calm to looking like he wanted to rip out this man’s throat. 
“Is this what passes for humor in an Imperial backwater?” Davros asked, looking scandalized. “Because if it is, I’m not laughing.”
“Neither are we,” Krynn said, raising his voice so it would easily carry over the balcony and halfway across the vast chamber. “The Black Prince will not tolerate disrespect. Not here in his palace, nor anywhere in the Empire. Your girl will have a reading, or she will leave and stop wasting our precious time.”
I was so floored by the intensity of his reaction I could barely think straight. Was he trying to start a brawl in the middle of a Presentation? 
“Hold still,” Miniel said, taking Galena’s arm in a firm grip. The girl looked horrified beyond words, apparently having had no idea that any of this would be controversial. And she yelped audibly when the priestess used her golden fingertip claw to prick her forearm and draw a line of blood. 
Silence descended across the entire hall, as if everyone in attendance was suddenly holding their breath while Miniel lifted the tip of her bloody claw to her tongue. The priestess’s eyes rolled back into her head as she scoured the ancestral memories, and I could hear my own heart thudding in my ears as I tried to figure out how I was going to navigate this. I had expected plenty of boring conversations tonight and perhaps a few frustrated guests, not a glaring contest between my top advisor and the first petitioner of the evening. 
“Nothing,” Miniel announced as her eyes refocused. 
A hushed whisper rippled across the hall, but it only lasted a moment before Krynn took a menacing step forward. “Nothing?”
“No draconic heritage in ten generations,” the priestess said. “No sorcery in three.”
“And this is what you bring before the Black Prince?“ Krynn spat. 
“I-I meant no disrespect, my lords,” Davros said, glancing between us with the look of a man who’d taunted a bear only to realize his quiver had run empty. “I withdraw my—“
Krynn moved so quickly I couldn’t have stopped him if I’d tried. In one second, he was standing there glaring at the man. In the next, he was rushing forward, his body transforming into a towering red dragon knight as he moved. Grabbing Davros by the throat, Krynn hoisted him up and over the railing, suspending him in midair fifty feet above the guests on the main floor below. 
Davros batted at the massive red arm holding him in place, elegantly booted feet flailing for purchase in empty air, but he was no match for the might of a dragon. And with the claws constricting his windpipe, it was unlikely he’d be able to concentrate enough to channel a spell, certainly not before Krynn choked him or dropped him. 
“I should rip you apart for this insolence!” Krynn snarled. 
“Enough!” 
My roar cut across the hall like a thunderclap. I could already feel my vision changing as my dragon blood threatened to ignite in my veins, but I kept myself from shifting form…at least for a moment. Once I was sure I had everyone’s attention, I lowered my voice so that only those of us in the Roost were likely to hear it. 
“Put him down,” I commanded. “Now.”
Krynn maintained his death grip for several more heartbeats, and I half expected him to squeeze and pop the other man’s gasping head from his shoulders. But then he finally dragged Davros back and dropped him unceremoniously upon the balcony floor next to his now-weeping daughter. 
“Get out of our sight,” Krynn growled. “And take your unblooded bitch with you.”
Davros didn’t need any further encouragement. Even as he gasped for air, he snatched his daughter’s hand and dragged her away as rapidly as he could. Her frantic sobs were audible for a solid thirty seconds before the background din of the hall returned.
“What in Lahara’s name was that about?” I hissed, grabbing Krynn’s arm and twisting him to face me.
“That was the Claw of the Prince doing his job,” he bit out. “Teaching every Imperial fool in this room the lesson that you are not to be trifled with.”
“There will be no further offers from untested children,” Miniel agreed with the faintest smirk. “And when Davros returns home in humiliation, other families across the Empire will know not to cross you.”
It was only then, when I looked between them, that I realized how mistaken I’d been earlier. Krynn hadn’t merely invited Miniel to be here—the two of them had planned this entire display of theirs in advance. They must have known that Davros or someone else would make an insulting offer…
“If you want to leave, this is also the perfect cover,” Krynn said as he shifted back into his highborn form. “The other houses will be furious with Davros for ruining their night. They may even try to make private arrangements with you later—arrangements that will get you far better terms than what they would have offered here.”
“That’s why you did this?” I breathed, my arms shaking with fury and disgust. 
“It’s called politics, Alamir,” Krynn said, retrieving his glass of port and finishing it off as if nothing had happened. “I play the villain so that you don’t have to. You can thank me later.”
A wave of nausea crashed over me. My mother would have indeed been proud of what Krynn had become. As for me…
I really didn’t know. 
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          Blood Hunters


        


      


      

        

          Rasmus the Slayer was used to having people try to kill him. Tirzak warriors in the mountains of the Reach who were annoyed he’d violated their territory, house assassins from Tel Kithas who’d been hired by petulant nobles, razorback gorm who thought he’d make a good afternoon snack… 


          But none of them had ever tried to ambush him while he was outside the stables taking a piss. Until today. 


          “You mind?” he asked when he spotted several moving shadows upon the dusty orange ground in front of him. He strained to increase the flow in the hopes of finishing before they sprang their ambush. From the hulking shape of the silhouettes, he had already identified his attackers as chagarri blood hunters, hulking bestial trackers the humans in the Droughtlands had dubbed “demon cats” thanks to their vaguely feline features and forehead horns. Blood hunters typically traveled in packs of five, and Raz didn’t like his odds of taking them all on while he was spraying into the wind at the same time.


          The shadows hesitated at the sound of his voice, probably surprised they’d been caught. The delay was short but useful for two reasons. One, it proved that they weren’t planning to kill him right away, otherwise they could have easily shot him with crossbows at this range. And two, it gave him the precious few seconds he needed to shake the remaining dribbles from his cock and ensure he wouldn’t end up with wet trousers. 


          “Not move,” a rough, gravelly voice commanded from behind him. 


          “All right,” Raz said. “Can I at least lace up my trousers?”


          “Not move!” the voice repeated.


          He sighed, his eyes flicking around the nearby area for inspiration. Sadly, there wasn’t much to work with. The stables where he and Borkesh had been keeping their mounts was right at the edge of the lakeside town, and there was nothing but dirt and cracked ground in front of him. Trying to run off into the Droughtlands would be pointless, since he didn’t have a chance in the Pale of outrunning a pack of chagarri, and there wasn’t much of anything he could use as a weapon, either. 


          Other than the swords and crossbow on his belt. But it would take him a precious half second to reach any of his weapons, and even if he did somehow manage to grab one of them before he got shot in the back, he wouldn’t be able to fight particularly well with his other hand madly trying to hold up his pants.


          The situation was grim, all right. His best bet was trying to stall until Borkesh got back from the general store with fresh supplies. 


          “Whatever you want, I’m sure I can get it for you,” Raz said, counting the moving shadows. There did indeed appear to be five of them, unless they had more hanging back somewhere. He doubted it, though. Neither he nor Borkesh had seen any other chagarri in town while they’d stopped for some food, and while this place got a fair number of travelers passing north through the Droughtlands to the Reach, it still wasn’t very large. Certainly not enough to conceal multiple packs of blood hunters. 


          “You will obey, Slayer,” a different, haughtier chagarri voice said. “If you want to live.”


          “Honestly, I’m fairly ambivalent about that these days,” Raz said. “But I’d rather not die with my cock hanging out, so I suppose you win.”


          Whatever response they’d been expecting, that clearly wasn’t it, and the ripple of confusion bought him a few more heartbeats to think. As surprising as it was that they’d attacked him while he was pissing, he was downright shocked that they’d come at him in the middle of the day when it was so much more difficult to sneak around. They must have been desperate. Or really hungry…


          “Give drakada,” the first voice demanded. “All drakada.”


          Raz’s lip twitched. Blood hunter mercenaries were common enough, since killing for coin was about the only reliable way chagarri could make a living out here. But blood hunter thieves…well, that was a new one. And the only explanation he could think of was that they’d seen that drow pass Rasmus the pouch of coins back in the Bloated Ogre last night. Though he had no idea how in the bloody void they’d managed to follow him and Borkesh this far without being noticed. 


          “What drakada?” Raz asked, cringing at how lame the denial sounded. But the context wasn’t always clear in translation, and Elvish definitely wasn’t this chagarri’s native tongue. 


          “All drakada,” the second voice repeated, apparently getting the pathetic context just fine. “Now!”


          Raz sighed. The shadows had all stopped moving. Two of the chagarri were standing reasonably close to him, with two more a bit farther back. The last one—and the second speaker, he guessed—was far enough back that his silhouette was indecipherable from the shadow of stables. 


          “Whatever it is you think I’m carrying, you’re wrong,” he said. “I’ve got twelve drakes in my left pocket and two drakada in my boot.”


          A click from behind him preceded a rush of air as a crossbolt bolt whistled past him and struck the hard ground right where he’d been relieving himself. 


          “All drakada,” the gravelly voice repeated. “Now!”


          “Fine,” Raz said, releasing his grip on his trousers and letting them fall to his feet. He winced at the clatter of his scabbards and crossbow, but they’d landed more or less in the position he’d wanted. Not that he’d have an easy time grabbing them without getting a bolt shot up his ass. 


          Still, his stalling had taught him that these chagarri were definitely afraid of the legendary Sorekûl Drakath, otherwise they wouldn’t have been so wary about getting close. And that fear, somewhat ironically, was exactly what was going to get them all killed. 


          “It’s in my jacket,” he said. “You want to come and get it, or should I?”


          “Retrieve drakada,” the first chagarri voice demanded. “Slow.”


          “Slow,” Raz agreed. “Sure. No problem.”


          Taking a deep and highly visible breath to draw their attention, he shuffled his feet to make sure his boots wouldn’t get tangled up with his trousers when he eventually needed to move. Then, he leisurely reached inside his jacket—not toward the coin pouch, but to the vatari crystal necklace hanging above his sternum. 


          The moment his fingers touched the stone, a tingle of power shot through him, and the chest scar beneath—the lingering memento from his battle with the dragon years ago—began to feed. The wound was insatiable; he could have offered it a steady stream of magic every single day without sating its hunger. An Avetharri sorcerer had once called him Senosi, a strange word in the Old Tongue that meant something along the lines of “blood-sucking monster.” Others simply called him a vampire. 


          Raz didn’t understand the nature of his wound or why it craved magic. Being impaled by a dragon’s claw should have simply killed him. But it hadn’t, at least not yet. Perhaps it was a curse from Solterys, the Avetharri god of magic, meant to punish him for slaying a precious dragon. Or perhaps it was merely a fluke of the same magic that had stolen most of Rasmus’s memories from before that fateful battle. 


          Whatever the case, the scar’s hunger was eternal…and his reward for feeding it was power beyond anything even the most skilled Blade Dancer could manage. 


          Raz squeezed the crystal. Energy surged through his veins as if he’d been struck by a lightning bolt, and despite his best efforts to grit his teeth and conceal his reaction, he couldn’t stop himself from inhaling sharply at the sudden rush of power through his muscles. 


          One of the chagarri noticed. Raz heard the sudden intake of air, and he saw the shadow start to pivot as if the man were turning to snarl a warning to his companions. 


          But it was too late. The power of his scar had been unleashed.


          Raz’s fingers darted past the crystal necklace to the handle of the throwing knife resting barely an inch away inside the inner pocket. Within a single smooth motion, he drew the knife, whirled around, and whipped it at his target. It slashed the chagarri’s throat clean open, spraying the one behind it in a mist of red gore. 


          His friends were quick, Raz had to give them that. The closest chagarri—a seven-foot-tall bundle of orange fur and muscle—was already moving. Raz only had a heartbeat to duck and twist away before his face was ripped apart by three-inch-long claws.


          But with the energy of his scar coursing through him, a heartbeat may as well have been an eternity. 


          Raz ducked and rolled beneath the attack with supernatural speed, and as the impressive bulk of the chagarri rushed past, he lunged back to where he’d left his trousers on the ground. Not for the pants themselves, as nice as that would have been, but for the scabbards on his belt. With a quick tug and then another roll to his side, he unsheathed the dual swords. 


          The curved blades glinted dangerously in the waning sunlight, and if the other chagarri had any sense whatsoever, they would have tucked tail and run at the sight of two moonsilver scimitars in such pristine condition. With a few thousand drakada on the line, however, Raz was apparently going to have to use them before they learned their lesson. 


          Another chagarri was lunging at him now, claws out and teeth bared like a starved mountain lion. A single crossward slash with Raz’s left hand combined with a subtle pivot of his feet was all it took to thwart the attack and leave one of the demon cat’s furry arms twitching on the ground amidst a spray of blood and choked-off screams. 


          One of the blood hunters was smart enough to use a real weapon; he lunged at Raz with a spear clutched in both hands, giving him an immense and typically insurmountable advantage in reach. But with the sheer speed given to him by his scar, Raz had no trouble sidestepping the thrust, lunging inside the chagarri’s awkward dead zone, and slashing the wooden haft to splinters with a downward chop of his right-hand weapon. A follow-up kick to the stomach—and the resulting crack of shattering ribs—made the chagarri keel over in breathless agony. 


          Normally, Raz would have liked to think that killing one member of the pack, dismembering another, and humiliating a third would have been a sufficient demonstration of his ability. But chagarri were nothing if not single-minded, especially once a fight had begun. Two of the remaining three hunters were snarling as they circled around to flank him, while the leader—likely the only member of the pack that had a brain to go along with his claws—had moved all the way against the stables while he reloaded his crossbow. 


          As a rule, chagarri were a people of action, not words. They didn’t bother taunting their prey; they simply ripped out its throat and went on with their lives. The group’s leader must have finally decided to revert to that core philosophy, because the moment his second bolt clicked into place, he took aim and pulled the trigger. 


          Dodging a crossbow bolt from ten yards away would be an impossible feat for anyone who wasn’t already moving. Even imbued with supernatural speed by his scar, Raz couldn’t quite pull it off. But he did manage to sidestep swiftly enough to turn what would have been a potentially fatal shot right to the gut into a grazing wound across his left bicep. The bolt still ripped through his jacket and left a trail of fiery pain in its wake, but not enough to slow him down. 


          He rushed toward the shooter, ducking beneath the claw swipes of the other chagarri as they tried to stop him. The leader had made the bold choice to try and reload again rather than drop his weapon in favor of his claws, and he was moving damn quick. If Raz hadn’t been fully powered, he never would have made it in time. 


          But thanks to his scar, he had plenty of time to stop, drop his swords, and grab the crossbow from the chagarri’s hand before the beast could pull the trigger. After bashing the beast’s snout with the butt of the weapon and knocking him flat onto his back, Raz stepped on its chest, aimed the crossbow at his feline face, and pulled the trigger. 


          The splatter of gore was eerily warm against his bare legs, and he slowly pivoted around to see if the other two would be stupid enough to press their luck. But they were sprinting away on all fours, and they vanished into a cloud of dust shortly thereafter. 


          “Dammit,” Raz hissed, tossing aside the weapon and looking down at the bloody mess covering his jacket and legs. Still, at least he hadn’t been forced to piss himself. 


          He had just managed to retrieve and pull up his trousers when he heard footsteps approaching from around the stables. But it wasn’t one of the stable hands coming to check out the commotion or one of the town militiamen alerted by the screams. No, it was Borkesh, casually strolling around the corner with his ax still on his back and a wad of dried meat in his hand. 


          “Thanks for the help,” Raz grumbled. 


          “You seemed to have it under control,” his partner said over a mouthful of jerky. “You want any of this? Might be something wrong with it—guy was trying to sell his whole stock at half price.”


          “I’ll pass,” Raz grumbled, wincing as he clutched his torn jacket and felt the warm wetness on the other side. He definitely had some repair work in front of him, though thankfully only for his equipment. His new wound had already healed—another boon from his scar. In fact, other than the blood, his fingers couldn’t find any trace that he’d been hurt at all. 


          “Suit yourself.” The orc man shrugged and took another bite as he casually looked down at the bodies. “What did you do to get them angry?”


          “I got paid,” Rasmus said, stretching out his chest and making sure there was no residual pain. “They wanted our coin.”


          Borkesh finally slowed his chewing as if it had only just occurred to him that something important might be happening. “Don’t tell me you were flashing those drakada around town.”


          “I wasn’t. Which means they’ve been tracking us ever since we left the Ogre.”


          “Across the arid plains in broad daylight with the two of us watching? Not possible.”


          Raz scowled. “Then where did they come from?”


          Borkesh mulled it over for a moment. “They were tipped off.”


          “Tipped off? By whom? We left the Ogre within minutes; no one could have beaten us here with a message.”


          “Not that kind of tip. I mean one where someone heard that an Imperial drow was flush with gold and looking to hire mercenaries, perhaps even the Dragon Slayer himself. That someone could have also reasoned we’d be headed in this direction afterward. It’s not like there’s another stop within a few dozen miles.”


          Raz frowned as he ran that sequence of events through his mind. It did seem a lot more plausible than someone spotting them at the Bloated Ogre and rushing off to warn their friends. 


          “Interesting theory,” he murmured. “Though still a bit far-fetched.”


          Borkesh shrugged. “The drow probably didn’t know exactly where to find us, so I imagine she’s been asking around the area. Is it really that hard to believe someone would put together that she was about to pay us a lot of gold?”


          “I suppose not,” Raz conceded. A few minutes ago, he’d realized that his reputation had effectively won him the fight before it began by making the chagarri overly cautious. But now, it seemed, that same reputation had worked in the opposite direction and created this confrontation in the first place. Anyone here in the Droughtlands looking to hire competent help—the kind worth a few hundred golden coins—would be looking for the Sorekûl Drakath and no one else.


          “Either way, we should keep moving,” Raz said. “Before someone gets upset about the mess.”


          “Good thing we’re headed to the Falls where you can catch a bath,” Borkesh said, gesturing to the blood. “Also good they didn’t manage to kill you while you were taking a piss. That would have been embarrassing for you.”


          “Your concern is touching,” Raz growled, snatching a strip of jerky as he stormed past. “Let’s get out of here.”


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        4


        

          The Binding


        


      


      

        Historically, Presentations were all-night affairs with the various parties sticking around until well after midnight, then often meeting again individually the next day to wrap up any loose ends and sign agreements under the watchful eye of a Vaz Gorati priestess.  
Mine didn’t last nearly that long, and I made it abundantly clear that I had no interest in meeting with anyone the next day. Krynn’s gambit had changed the mood so dramatically that only a handful of families had dared to approach us, and of those, only two had come with an offer of binding. The girls themselves had been pleasant and well-bred enough to satisfy the blood reading, and I probably could have sealed both into a binding arrangement if my heart had been in it. 
But it hadn’t been, and I didn’t. I’d had trouble concentrating after the confrontation with Davros. And not only out of anger or surprise, but because I kept thinking about the message my mother’s spies had delivered beforehand.
The threat is real. Act now, or others will.
Krynn had certainly acted. And as the echo of those actions would soon reverberate across the province and the Empire, I couldn’t help but wonder how or if they would come back to haunt us in the future. 
Either way, one thing was certain: the eyes of the entire Empire would be on Abethaal for the foreseeable future. And it was more important than ever that I prove myself before my coronation. Not merely by branding wives and forging alliances, but by handling this Vorskai problem as quickly and deftly as I could. 
I was standing atop the aviary mere minutes after I’d left the Great Hall, my eyes skimming across the cityscape. It was never truly dark in Tel Kithas, not with the lights from the Seven Spires glittering like tiny, multi-colored moons. The fiery orange of Valtura, the brilliant blue of Sanathar, the glittering silver of Aluthil…
Beyond them were the peaks of Lahara’s Cradle, an imposing wall between us and the world. And beyond those lay the rest of the realm I was to rule, including the Droughtlands so many dustborn now called home. 
Taking a deep breath, I ignited my draconic blood and transformed, shredding my very real and very expensive finery into useless rags as I took to the sky. The cool midnight air rushed over my black scales as I climbed up and over the city toward the western edge of the Cradle. If Krynn was right that the rest of the Empire saw Abethaal as a pitiful backwater, then perhaps it wasn’t a bad idea to stretch my wings again just in case some of our Imperial guests were still in the palace courtyard or streets beyond. 
Growing up, I had been the exact opposite of a brooder. I did whatever I wanted—or thought was necessary—without thinking twice. I could feel that impulse burning inside me again right now. Instead of being patient, instead of waiting for my allies to bring me more information, I could fly south to the Godsworn Rise and try to solve this problem personally. 
Except I couldn’t. That was the whole problem. The Vorskai had learned how to hide from the dragons—it was how they’d survived on their own all these years. Flying over their mountains wouldn’t tell me whether or not this dragon of theirs was real or not, but meeting with the people of the Droughtlands might. That was, as long as they didn’t know who I really was. 
I chewed on the thought as I soared over the western edge of the Cradle and into the plains beyond, wondering how Elyon and the Wyrmguard would react to their future Sovereign walking amongst the dustborn. It sounded absurd. It was absurd. But it was also something worth thinking about, because if it worked…
Well, the Empire would be watching. House Sorokar would prove itself the rightful stewards of Abethaal once again. 
I chewed on the thought as I soared over the edge of the Cradle for another ten minutes before I banked right and came back around toward the city. 
I landed atop the aviary and shifted back into my highborn form. I used the glamour stone to conjure a new outfit, and I didn’t bother returning to my chambers to change into real clothes. I wasn’t going to need them much tonight, anyway. 
The binding chamber was underneath the palace, beneath the small Chapel of the Seven where the current Sovereign’s Dragon Priestess would typically spend most of her days. The chapel’s glowstones were lit when I arrived, and the thick but pleasant smell of burning incense greeted my nose as I passed the pews and altar to the staircase in back. 
I hadn’t been down here in a long time; no one had since shortly before I’d been born twenty years ago. But I knew what it held: a fully furnished bedchamber where the Sovereign could claim a new wife beneath the eyes of the Dragon Goddess, typically with the aid of his priestess and any wives who wished to help with the new bride’s makeup, clothing, or restraints. 
Since Sariss was going to become my Dragon Priestess, I didn’t expect anyone else to be down here tonight. I also didn’t expect that she would need or want any aid in preparing herself for me. 
I was soon proven right on all counts.
“My lord,” she said from the center of the chamber, “you honor me with your presence.”
My mouth fell open as my pulse began racing. Sariss was on her knees at the center of the chamber, her body surrounded by a meticulously drawn ring of glowing glyphs and candles as if she were a lust demon I had summoned from the Pale. Three coiled chains anchored to the floor rested outside the circle, waiting to be secured as bindings, and next to them was a small silver bowl filled with red ink. 
Sariss herself had traded her vestments for an outfit more befitting a pleasure slave than a priestess, including a green Rivani silk bra and a skirt that was little more than a loincloth dangling between her legs and leaving her upper thighs completely exposed. Both the bra and skirt were held against her flesh by thin brass bands. She had matching bracelets and a collar as well, both of which had golden rings through which a chain could be looped to hold her in place. 
Which was precisely the point. I had known that Sariss was a traditional girl, but I hadn’t realized just how traditional until this moment. She hadn’t gone back a few hundred years for a branding tradition—she had gone back millennia to the earliest days of the Empire when the first dragons were worshiped as god-kings. 
“Does my appearance please you, my lord?” she asked. 
Your appearance would please any man with a heartbeat, I thought to myself. But Sariss didn’t want to hear that she was beautiful; she wanted to know that she had properly followed tradition and made herself beautiful to me. 
“Greatly,” I breathed, gliding across the chamber as if drawn by a siren’s song. I stopped in front of her, then reached down to gently lift her chin. “You are worthy of your dragon’s attention.”
Her breath audibly stuttered, and with my hand upon her, I could feel a shudder ripple through her entire body. I had always been skeptical of claims—boasts, really—that it was possible to make a woman spend with words alone. But if any woman could climax just because her man said the right thing at the right time, Sariss was definitely the one. 
“My lord honors me,” she purred. “My body is his temple, to be sanctified or defiled at his leisure.”
There was a sudden need for more blood in my loins and my pulse quickened again. She had made herself up so perfectly, from the bright red of her lips to the elaborate black-winged eyeliner. 
“When the Vaz Gorati were first formed, they insisted upon treating dragons like gods, not merely kings,” she said. “Your blood is divine, and I am naught but your humble supplicant.”
I was familiar enough with the old tradition to know that there were many more steps before I could brand her, let alone consummate our union. But standing here with her kneeling in front of me, it was incredibly difficult to resist the temptation to dispel my glamour and offer her my dragon cock. The very thought of watching my manhood disappear inside her painted lips and enjoying the moist heat of her delicate mouth…
Goddess, give me strength.
I swallowed heavily. There was nothing quite like the sacred act of puntl onoira practiced by a woman who worshiped you as a reborn god. The Vaz Gorati would have taught Sariss the proper techniques, and between her devotion and the fact I hadn’t spilled in days, I had no doubt that she could coax my dragon seed down her throat in a matter of minutes. 
“You have served me well, Priestess,” I said, trying to remember the proper phrasing from the old rituals. “But I require more than obedience. I require true devotion, and a bond forged in blood and seed.”
“I have prepared the circle, my lord,” she said. “My master.”
I stood above her for another moment, allowing her blue eyes to look up at me longingly. Her breasts heaved beneath the thin fabric of her bra with her excited, heavy breaths, and as difficult as it was to resist the urge to offer her my cock, it was just as difficult not to lean down and kiss her. 
But that would have to wait. A god did not kiss his servants, not until they had given themselves over to him completely. 
After another few beats of silence, I finally smiled and leaned down within an inch of her lips. “I’m ready,” I whispered. “But only if you’re certain you wish to go through with this.”
“I have never been more certain of anything in my life,” Sariss said. “I am yours, my lord, now and forever.”
“Then let us begin,” I said, removing my hand from her chin and straightening. Closing my eyes, I reached out to the Aether and allowed its currents to flow through me again. The glyphs around Sariss began to glow as the vatari dust within them fed upon the latent magic. An earthcaller, like the tribal primalists near Mount Garoth or the Silverfang Druids of Falinor, could have called the metal chains outside the circle directly to their hands. Unfortunately, I had no personal experience with earth magic…but if Sariss had prepared the bindings properly, I wouldn’t need it. 
And Sariss did everything properly. 
The runes at the end of one of the coiled chains glowed, responding to my power like the glyphs on the floor. The sympathetic magic within, carefully attuned to my draconic blood, pulled the chain to my outstretched hand as if my palm were a magnet. 
“The chains of Dalodir the Unbroken,” I said, leaning down to loop the chain through the golden hoop ring on her bracelet. “Binding you by law and tradition.”
“I pledge to serve my Dragon Sovereign from now until I return to the Aether,” Sariss said, eyes glimmering with excitement as she continued the chant. 
Concentrating on the chain to my right, I pulled it to my hand, then looped it through her other bracelet. “The shackles of Solterys the Allfather, Keeper of the Veil, binding you to the service of the Empire.”
“I pledge to serve the Empire. Long may the Wyrm Lords reign.”
Lastly, I focused upon the chain behind her, calling it to me and then looping it through the ring of her collar. “The choker of Zinshasa, Maiden of Lust, binding you to the service of my passions.”
“I pledge to satisfy my lord’s every desire,” Sariss said, her breath faltering at the words as another delighted shudder rippled through her. “May my beauty forever stir his passions.”
Another rush of blood surged to my manhood, almost making me glad I’d shedded my finery for the glamour. Otherwise, my cock might have burst through my trousers. 
Drawing in a steadying breath, trying hard to pull my eyes from her shackled body, I turned to the small bowl outside the ring of glyphs. I took a knee in front of her to pick it up, finally bringing myself to her level as the ritual encouraged. The red ink was warm to the touch as I dipped a finger inside it. Then, slowly and carefully, I brought my finger to her bare stomach and traced the outline of a coiled dragon around her navel.
“The mark of House Sorokar, the chosen protectors of Abethaal,” I said, feeling goosebumps rise in the wake of my touch. “Binding your womb to me and me alone.”
“May it serve as a vessel for my lord’s power,” Sariss said, “and a conduit to a glorious future for the Empire.”
I withdrew my finger upon completing the dragon’s tail. The mark was far from perfect, and the ink was already running. But part of her preparation involved using a Sorokar insignia to stamp a nearly invisible pattern of vatari dust into her flesh—dust that would activate and burn into a flawless brand when the ritual was completed. 
Lifting my hand back near her face, I ignited my draconic blood. My hand slowly morphed into a draconic claw, prompting Sariss to lean back and offer me her unblemished alabaster neck. Gently dragging the claw across her throat as the ritual demanded, I allowed her to demonstrate her trust and submission. Her life was quite literally in my hands. 
I carefully pricked a patch of flesh just beneath her jawbone, drawing a small line of crimson, then allowed a few drops to gather upon my claw before returning it to her belly. 
“A bond forged in blood,” I said. “Sanctified by Lahara’s will.”
I carefully retraced the symbol, adding her blood to the ink. There was a faint sizzle as the sorcerous power of her ancestry reacted with the ink, but there was still one vital component before the brand would fully activate. And from the way her tongue had begun sliding eagerly across her lips, I knew Sariss was ready to continue. 
Sliding the bowl of ink away, I rose back to my feet and shifted my claw back into a normal hand. Sariss’s breaths had become eager and heavy again. I had no doubt that she had been awaiting this ever since I’d offered to make her my priestess, and it was long past time I learned what she was capable of. 
Touching the glamour stone on my belt, I dispelled my illusory outfit. And all of a sudden, my cock—hard, ready, and very eager—was dangling mere inches from her mouth. 
“A bond forged in the dragon’s seed,” I said. “Sanctified by Zinshasa’s touch.”
Leaning forward, I offered her my manhood. She moaned contentedly as her lips parted to accept my gift, and I watched as my throbbing tip slid into the mouth of my Dragon Priestess for the first time. The heat of her breath caused mine to falter, and the silky wetness of her tongue promptly rolled across the swollen head. All the while, Sariss kept her eyes firmly locked on mine. 
I had never felt more grateful for my concubine’s patience in teaching me self-control. If Sariss’s lips had been the first to engulf me, I would have burst uncontrollably at the sight of her chained, helpless figure swallowing me so eagerly. Even now, after years of practice with Karethys, I could feel my lust starting to boil over. Sariss was too beautiful, too eager, too perfectly submissive…
I groaned as I fed her another inch. After tonight, I would have the pleasure of seeing what other techniques the Vaz Gorati had taught her, but part of the binding ritual called for her to summon my seed without the aid of her fingers. I wasn’t allowed to grab her head or guide her movements in any way, either. This was her task and trial, a final challenge to seal the bargain by proving she could effortlessly stir her dragon’s passions.
And she was going to succeed. Soon. 
Planting my hands on my hips to prevent myself from interfering, I watched her work. Pulling her head back, she allowed my tip to pop free, then began sliding her tongue up and down my shaft to slicken it with a sheen of saliva. The contrast of the cool air in the chamber with the moist heat of her lips sent ripples of euphoria shuddering through my loins. When I rewarded her with yet another delighted groan, she paused, smiled, and swallowed me again. 
She took me deeper than I’d pushed on my own, easily more than halfway—an impressive feat for a girl’s first time with a dragon cock. Soon she was bobbing up and down my slickened shaft, her tongue dragging along the underside to coax me into giving her what she needed to finish the ritual and prove herself worthy of being my wife. 
And it worked. The frantic suction on my shaft combined with the sight of my manhood vanishing into her red lips was all it took for me to lose control. I groaned, struggling to keep my hands at my sides rather than grab her skull and hold her tight…
“Arg!” I cried out as I burst, flooding her mouth with my dragon’s bounty. There was no way she could have possibly contained it all, even if she’d started swallowing immediately. Which she absolutely did not, since the purpose of the binding ritual was to wear my seed, not consume it.
That would come later. 
My seed was dribbling over her lips by the third spurt, and by the fifth, it was frothing over her chin. Had I been in control, I would have happily held my cock inside her mouth for some time, but Sariss pulled back the moment I was fully spent. Tilting her chin down against her chest, she leaned backward enough to allow gravity to finish the ritual. The stream of draconic seed slid down her chest, between her breasts, and across her stomach to the mark I’d inscribed on her belly.
And then, as the pearly river merged with the blood and ink, the Sorokar symbol flashed and sizzled like oil meeting flame. Sariss inhaled sharply, her hands balling and her eyes fastening shut as the marking seared into her flesh. It wasn’t supposed to hurt—modern apothecaries added enough anesthetic to the mixture to make it feel warm and stimulating rather than agonizing. 
But since Sariss had mixed it herself, I shouldn’t have been surprised that she had done this the old way as well. A bit of pain to add contrast to the pleasure…
“Oh!” she cried out, not in anguish but in ecstasy. Her blue eyes reopened as the sizzling diminished to a hiss, and she looked down at the seed still streaming down her body…and the red dragon brand now seared into her stomach, marking her as mine. 
Forever. 
“My lord,” she breathed, eyes rising back to mine.
“My wife,” I returned just as softly. “The Lady Sariss Sorokar.”
A visible tremor of joy rippled through her, and she smiled so brightly it almost made my heart burst. Placing my hands upon her cheeks, I knelt and pulled her in for a kiss. Her tongue slipped through my lips in search of mine, and the chains rattled as her wrists tugged against them. My manhood, stirred back to life by her passion, yearned to enter its new home. It would be so easy to take her right here on the floor with her arms chained and her chest still wet with my seed…
But no. A traditional girl deserved to be taken by her dragon the traditional way. The binding may have been complete, but our first night together had only just begun. 
[image: image-placeholder]The Aether surged through me again as I took a step backward and focused on Sariss’s bindings. Pulling the chains to my hand proved relatively easy; convincing them to unlock took a bit more concentration. Thankfully, her glistening body was all the motivation I required. The chains on her wrists unlatched first, falling to the floor of the chamber with a rattle. Her collar took a few more seconds, but soon that chain also clicked free. 
Sariss stayed frozen on her knees after she was unbound, waiting obediently for her dragon to give her a command. 
“Rise,” I said. “First Wife.”
Her breath stuttered excitedly as she slowly rose to her feet. Not as my equal, for a Wyrm Lord had none, but as the first among my disciples. A Dragon Priestess to spread my gospel. A wife to teach—and if necessary, discipline—all future wives who took my brand. 
A mother to bear my children. 
There were more lines I could have recited, optional verses in the binding ritual that hadn’t often been used even when this particular tradition had been common. I suspected that their true purpose was to buy the Wyrm Lord more recovery time before he took his new wife to bed. A flaccid dragon simply wouldn’t do. 
I didn’t have that problem, and Zinshasa willing, I never would. I was already stiff and ready again, not to mention increasingly impatient to claim her properly. So rather than prattling on, I reached behind her neck to unfasten the brass clip holding her bra in place. Sariss sucked in a breath when I flung it across the chamber, and I took a long moment to appreciate her perky breasts and pink, rock-hard nipples. I then dragged my fingertips down her sides to the drawstring of the loincloth dangling between her legs. There was something especially satisfying about the dribbles of seed still running down her neck and between her tits…
The drawstring was easier to unclip, and I cast it aside to reveal her hairless quim. Even with her legs together, I could see the hint of the glistening folds beneath yearning to be claimed by her dragon for the first time…
Rushing forward, I lifted Sariss up into my arms. She sighed contentedly as her thighs gripped my waist and her arms folded behind my neck, and I could feel the pulsing heat of her quim mere inches from my manhood. 
I need to be inside her. Right now!
But I clung to my remaining shreds of control, turning to the bed.
Sariss had made it up as part of her preparations. The mattress was nearly as large as the one in my bedchamber, offering plenty of space for a Wyrm Lord in elf or dragon knight form. The headboard was festooned with a dozen pillows, and the red silken sheets were embroidered with the crest of House Sorokar…the same one that was now on her stomach. 
Our mouths came together as I gently laid her down beneath me, her knees naturally spreading wider to allow me full access to the precious flower of her womanhood. In future bindings, she would likely be the one overseeing the ritual, not merely the branding but perhaps also the consummation. 
But tonight…tonight was hers alone. 
“First Wife,” I breathed, raking my lips across hers.
“Yes, my lord?” Sariss purred.
“Are you willing to fulfill your duties?”
She nodded eagerly. “Yes.”
“Are you prepared to become a vessel of my blood legacy?”
“Yes!”
“Are you prepared to carry and nourish a dragon child?” I asked, easing the tip of my aching manhood against her sodden folds. “Ensuring a prosperous future for the Empire?”
“Yes, my lord!”
“Then accept my power,” I said, my own breath hitching as I pushed inside her. “And take it as your own.”
Sariss cried out as I pierced her virgin flesh, her arms and legs locking around me to pull me closer, deeper. Her glorious carnal heat enveloped me, and I brought our lips back together as I pulled back my hips, then pushed inside again.
Without the training from my concubine, I never would have lasted more than a moment inside her; even with it, the warmth and grip of an unspoiled highborn cunt was still almost too much for me to handle. And so I paced myself, probing deeper with each slow thrust, giving both of us time to adjust. 
But I couldn’t restrain myself for long. Staring down into her blue eyes, feeling her writhe beneath me, hearing her gasping breaths as I claimed her innocence…
It was too much to resist. I thrust harder with each push, beckoning tiny whimpers from her lips each time I bottomed out. A part of me yearned to assume my hybrid form and take her as a dragon knight instead. I had heard that it was a common practice elsewhere in the Empire, a means of truly breaking in a new wife. But I couldn’t abide the thought of harming her, especially now when she was utterly delirious with joy…
“Please, my lord,” she panted, brow creased and breaths haggard as she looked up at me. “Make me your vessel!”
I slammed into her again, harder than ever before. Her squeal of delight echoed off the walls of the binding chamber, following by the wet slapping of our flesh as I defiled her unspoiled cunt, knowing I couldn’t and shouldn’t hold much longer…
“Ultrinnan!” I cried out as I ruptured inside her. Her thighs locked around me in an iron grip, as if to ensure I couldn’t escape before I filled her womb to the brim with my dragon seed. I stared down into her eyes, watching them sparkle with joy as she felt my heat rushing through her for the first time. 
“Alamir,” she gasped breathlessly. “My dragon…”
“Sariss,” I replied, smiling and kissing the tip of her nose. “My wife.”
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          Siren Falls


        


      


      

        Siren Falls hadn’t started out as a settlement. Originally, it had been a simple oasis, a combination of bathhouse and gambling den tucked away in a vast network of caves beneath the waterfall spilling down from Lake Winovar. It was a pleasant stop for anyone traveling through the Western Droughtlands on their way up to Lenya Valley, east to Tiralis, or north toward the Reach. One could buy supplies, get a few drinks, and spend an evening with one of the pretty bath girls before moving on.  
By now, though, the Falls were nothing short of a small town with multiple rows of stone buildings festooned around the waterfall and a score of caravans parked at the fringes. The actual oasis remained the primary attraction, but Rasmus couldn’t deny that Sabari the Siren had shown remarkable business sense. Especially for a woman whose attention span typically rivaled a newborn kitten.
“Business seems good,” he commented as he and Borkesh approached the caravan camps at the perimeter. The rushing waterfall was clearly audible even from here. 
“Maybe too good,” his orc partner grumbled as he tugged back on the reins to slow his thresk mount. The scaly creature made a hissing-cluck in protest, as if it couldn’t decide whether it was a lizard or a bird. Which, given its scaley, almost ostrich-like appearance, was probably accurate. 
“Annoyed you might have to wait for a bath girl again?”
“It’s more than that,” Borkesh said, his nose twitching as the smell of cooking meat wafted over them. “Eventually some dragon is going to fly overhead and realize there’s a party they weren’t invited to.”
“One would hope that our illustrious Sovereign has better things to do with his time,” Raz said. 
“They’re petty and spiteful creatures. You’ve seen what’s left of those human villages in the southeast. All it takes is one bad afternoon and everything Sabari’s built could be reduced to cinders.” 
“You saw how difficult it was to spot this place from a distance. She has the whole thing cloaked in an illusion to make it look like a giant dust ball from the sky.”
The orc grumbled something unintelligible. He wasn’t wrong to be concerned, though the town’s biggest enemy was the local tax collector rather than the dragon sitting on the throne. The Empire loved its gold, and the Great Houses were usually content to allow locals to run their own settlements as long as they paid into the Imperial coffers. 
Sabari, naturally, did nothing of the sort. And given the amount of coin that had flowed through here the past few years, there would be a lot of pissed-off nobles if Tel Kithas ever caught wind.
The sun had long since retreated behind the horizon, but so many lights and cooking fires littered the town that it almost didn’t matter. He wouldn’t have been surprised if a few hundred people lived here permanently now, and not just the bath girls and workers.
Raz also counted at least a dozen different caravans, most with three wagons or more. Ostensibly, none of the Great Houses from Tel Kithas—nor any of their merchant or guild vassals—were particularly welcome here in the Droughtlands. In practice, though, as long as they moved their cargo without harassing or trying to extort people, the local denizens more or less left them alone. 
Besides, the oasis had something for everyone who wanted to get out of the sun, listen to music, and purchase a little companionship. The Falls also happened to be a great place to get information, especially when one slept with the owner on a semi-frequent basis. 
Raz could hear the laughter and music coming from inside the caverns when they reached the stables and tied up their thresk. They made their way past the rows of buildings to the mouth of the cave by the waterfall where one cute human girl and two enormous orc guards were keeping a line of potential customers at bay. 
“Would be nice and convenient if the Vorskai decided to stop here for the night, wouldn’t it?” Borkesh asked, his red eyes narrowing as he inspected the wagons and campfires of the visiting caravans more closely. 
“Can you even imagine a world where we’d ever get that lucky?” Raz asked with a snort.
“Not really. But there are a lot of humans here.”
Raz nodded. Most humans in western Abethaal either lived as servants in the cities or in tribes within the mountains, though some had been getting bold enough—or desperate enough—to begin migrating back into the Droughtlands. It was a bold move, considering what had happened to them less than a generation ago. Borkesh was right about the ruins at Dragonfall. The dragons had slaughtered thousands of humans in a single night. 
“I don’t see any Vorskai symbols,” Raz said. “Or white warpaint.”
“We could ask some of the people out here,” Borkesh suggested. “See if they’ve heard anything in their travels.”
“Anything they’ve heard Sabari will already know. You, my friend, get to spend the night relaxing with as many girls as you want.”
“Only if you give me a few more of those coins.”
Sighing, Raz pulled another shiny drakada from his pouch and flipped it to his partner. “Learn to live with your means.”
“One coin?”
“It would have been two if you’d helped me fight off those Chagarri.”
Borkesh grumbled something else under his breath, this one from his vast repertoire of Orcish curses. Raz just smiled and continued toward the cave. 
The attendant girl was thin and short, the exact opposite of the giant men looming behind her. Her dress split the difference between alluring and whorish, and she looked up at the newcomers with a pleasant, practiced smile. 
“Greetings, honored patrons,” she said in a breathy, high-pitched voice. “The den is off to the left, and the theater is straight ahead.”
“We’re not here to gamble or listen to music,” Raz said. “We’re here for the spa.”
“Of course,” she replied easily, gesturing to the line. “Though in that case, I must apologize. All the caves are currently occupied.”
“I’ll take the one in the back,” he countered, dropping five golden drakada on the table in front of her. “My friend will wait in the bar until there’s another opening.”
The girls’ eyes went wide at the sight of the coins. “Oh…oh, my,” she stammered. “T-the tavern is welcoming patrons, but all the caves are—”
“I’ll take the one in back,” Raz repeated. “And tell Sabari I’ll be waiting there whenever she’s finished with her performance.”
Despite the distraction of the glittering coins in front of her, the attendant had enough poise to try to stop him before he walked past. “I-I’m sorry, sir, but the Siren does not attend to patrons in the spa. However, if you’d like to choose a different girl, we have—”
“Sabari will see me,” Raz said firmly. “In fact, she’ll cancel all the rest of her performances for the night.”
The attendant looked like she was about to signal for the guards, but then Raz unbuttoned his shirt, revealing his vatari crystal necklace…and the nasty purple scar beneath. 
“Zinshasa’s grace,” she breathed. “You’re the—”
“I’ll be in the back room,” Raz said, offering her another coin. This one he placed directly in her hand. “Just let her know I’m here, all right?” 
Her eyes stayed wide as her fingers closed around the coin. The moment she snatched it away, Raz stepped past her and the guards, then moved through the curtain dangling down over the narrow cavern entrance. 
The music grew louder the instant he passed through, no doubt the result of one of Sabari’s enchantments. She wouldn’t want anyone outside to be able to hear her sing, and not merely because she didn’t want to give away her show for free. With a siren, there was a real chance that someone hearing her voice might be overwhelmed with lust and charge through the curtain, potentially breaking property or harming the staff. 
“Six drakada?” Borkesh asked, scowling in annoyance. “You realize she’s probably never seen that much in her life.”
“All the more incentive to cooperate,” Raz said, stopping at the junction where three smooth, spacious passages lay in front of him. The inner establishment was divided into sections roughly aligned with the natural caves: the gambling den was down the passage to his left, while the spas were off to his right. In the middle, situated where the echo of the music could easily carry to the other caverns, was the siren’s stage. Everything was bathed in the soothing blue light of the dim glowstones set into iron wall sconces every thirty feet or so.
“Or a reason to sell you out,” his partner grumbled.
Raz shrugged. “If someone wants to come after us here, so be it.”
Borkesh frowned, an expression that made his tusks jut outward all the more. “Do I have to remind you that you almost got killed taking a piss? Do you want to get killed in the pool instead?”
“It’s a slightly more dignified way to go,” Raz replied dryly. “Look, just snoop around the tavern a bit and see what you can learn, all right?”
“Fine,” the orc man said with a resigned sigh. “But I’m getting two bath girls, and you only gave me one coin.”
“That’s more than enough.”
“I’m also going to drink, too. A lot.”
Groaning, Raz tossed him a pouch of silver drakes instead. “Use these up. Less conspicuous.”
Borkesh caught the pouch and clipped it to his belt so smoothly the coins barely jingled. “Just remember, if she’s still mad at you from last time, don’t bother asking me for help.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it. Now get moving—we’ll commiserate in the morning.”
“Late morning,” Borkesh said. “Two girls, remember?”
He flashed a tusky grin as he headed left for the gambling den/tavern area to wait his turn. Given his size, Raz almost felt bad for the bath girls he was about to hire…but then he remembered how many drakes he’d given the big man. The girls would make more with him in a night than they would the rest of the month.
Raz set off to his right down the widest of the three smooth, spacious passages. A hulking minotaur stood guard in front of the spa area, but since Raz had been there when Sabari had hired him, the beast-man didn’t look particularly concerned…especially after a gold coin came flying his way. Huffing through his snout, the minotaur tilted a chipped horn at the blue curtain blocking the entrance.
“Thanks,” Raz said, passing through. On the other side was a roughly circular chamber that splintered off into a warren of smaller, isolated caves where guests could bathe in the warm waters—and hire company to entertain them while doing so. 
Normally, this chamber had another attendant like the girl outside, though her job was mostly to help patrons select a partner from the roster of bath girls. The area was conspicuously empty right now, though, and Raz couldn’t help but wonder if Sabari was short-staffed these days. That, or perhaps most of the current patrons were like Borkesh and wanted multiple girls at once. 
Either way, Raz knew where to go. He set off down the passageway, unbuttoning the rest of his shirt as he did so. Whoever was in there would be annoyed when he showed up, but coins could solve that problem, too. Raz wasn’t in the mood to wait; his aching muscles were yearning to slip beneath the warm water after the fight this afternoon. With any luck, he’d have a few minutes alone to relax and clean up before Sabari joined him. 
When she did, he planned to get filthy again with her very quickly. 
Smirking at the thought, his mind flooding with salacious images of the last time they’d been together, he pressed on. His destination was the largest chamber by far, with a deep circular pool in the center and plenty of space along the sides for an entire group of people to lounge upon smooth rocks. 
He could hear the gentle sloshing of water as he wound through the passage, suggesting at least one current guest, and he plucked a few coins from his pouch to have his bribe ready. At least he didn’t hear any moaning or slurping. Whoever was in there would be in a much worse mood if he was interrupted in the middle of an engagement… 
Raz turned the corner into the chamber, fully prepared to see some hideous, overweight merchant swimming in the pool. But the only person in there was nothing of the sort.
On the contrary, she was easily one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. 
Raz inhaled sharply when her head slowly emerged from beneath the water, her shoulder-length red hair plastered firmly against the sides of her face. She had the tanned skin and athletic figure of someone who spent most of her time outdoors, and her brilliant, jade-green eyes were particularly piercing in the otherwise dimly lit chamber. Her pointed ears weren’t quite long enough to mark her as a full-blooded elf, though her impressive curves had already given away the human part of her heritage. 
She paused just before her breasts emerged from the water, offering Raz a truly exquisite view of her cleavage as the water ran down her skin. For several heartbeats, the two of them just looked at one another, the only sound the distant echo of Sabari’s melodic voice coming from elsewhere in the caverns. 
“I paid for an entire hour,” the half-elf woman said in thickly accented Elvish. “Or did you outbid me?”
Raz considered himself an expert on women, or at least the type of women who lived in the Droughtlands and the Reach. His bedroll was rarely empty unless he wanted it to be. 
And yet for some reason, the mere sight of this woman—this girl, really—left him completely speechless. 
“Are you mute?” she pressed.
“Sorry, I, um…” Raz cleared his throat and tried to salvage his composure. “The Siren sent me to keep you company.”
The girl scoffed, a movement that nearly lifted her breasts out of the water. “Is that so? And what’s your specialty?”
“Whatever you want it to be,” he replied with his most charming smile. Suddenly, all he could think about was enjoying this pool with Sabari and a beautiful half-elf redhead at the same time. 
She scoffed again, her jade eyes twinkling. He swore he could see the beginnings of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, but it might have been a trick of the lighting. Or perhaps just his libido stimulating his imagination. 
“Well, I suppose I’ve had enough time,” she said. “Turn around and let me dry off so I can get out of your way.”
“Of course,” Raz said, tilting his head away and striding toward one of the outcroppings in the rear of the chamber he often used as a makeshift bench for his own clothes. He was gentlemanly enough not to try and steal a peek when he heard the girl rise out of the water, but not gentlemanly enough to keep from fantasizing about her wet tits. He made a mental note to ask Sabari about this girl later. If she was staying at the inn tonight, he could invent a reason to see her again.
“The pool is yours,” the girl said. 
“Thanks,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder. She had covered herself in one of the expensive linen towels Sabari had bought from a fence a few years back, and she was carrying a pack of equipment Raz had been too distracted to notice before. But now that he was studying her more closely, he spotted the distinctive handle of a weapon protruding from the satchel. And not bone or an iron weapon, either—it looked like the hilt of an elven sword not unlike his own…
The girl seemed to leer at him as he removed his shirt, and this time he was absolutely certain he saw her smile before she slipped out of the chamber. 
Yes, he told himself as he got undressed, I definitely need to ask Sabari about that one. 
[image: image-placeholder]Raz had only been lounging in the pool for a few minutes before the distant music fell silent. Shortly after that, he heard a soft female voice exchange words with someone down the passage. Sabari’s footsteps were completely silent, of course, and he wouldn’t have noticed her entering the chamber if he hadn’t already been looking in that direction. 
“There you are, love,” she said in a smooth, sultry voice. “I didn’t think you’d come back this way for a few moons yet.”
“Surprise,” Raz said, allowing his gaze to drink in her slender dancer’s body. She was wearing one of her typical flowing skirts along with a dark green midriff-baring bandeau. A glimmering golden ring pierced her navel, and the ruby embedded within was a perfect match for her bright red lips. The brilliant colors were a stark and alluring contrast to her dark eyes and the darker shadow accentuating them.
Like most of her kind, Sabari could have passed for a human woman in appearance. But fey weren’t mortal; they were primal spirits bound to this world as strongly as demons were bound to the Pale. According to conventional wisdom, one would have to be an absolute fool to trust such a creature.
And in this case, conventional wisdom was absolutely right. 
“Business?” she asked, sashaying to the edge of the pool. 
“More or less,” Raz confirmed. “With the benefit of some pleasure along the way.”
“Mm,” she murmured, a coquettish smile playing across her mouth. “I have my own business to run here, love. I can’t drop everything because you walk in my door.”
“I have two hundred drakadas weighing down my coin pouch right now.”
Her eyes flashed, and her hands were reaching for the clasp of her bandeau almost before I finished the sentence. 
Why didn’t you say so?” she asked coyly. 
The instant the fabric hit the stone, he treated himself to a glorious gander of her high, pert breasts and rich, burgundy nipples. He watched her hands slide down her tapered waist to push her skirt and panties from her hips, giving him an unobstructed view of her delicate, hairless quim. He’d spent many hours buried inside it over the years, but none for several months now. It was something he intended to rectify shortly. And repeatedly.
She effortlessly slipped into the pool and dipped herself to her neckline before rising again. Water streaked down her breasts and flat stomach in thin streams, glistening nearly as brightly as the ruby in her belly. She kept her distance, allowing him to bask in her beauty while she pretended to wash. 
“You must have hunted something fierce for such a payout, love,” Sabari, sliding her fingers through her black mane while arching her spine. “Or was it someone?”
“Nothing at all, actually,” Raz told her, resisting the urge to stroke his stem beneath the water. He’d been steadily stiffening from the moment he’d seen that redheaded half-elf girl, but with Sabari flaunting her assets a few feet away, his desire was officially boiling. His cock was hard, throbbing, and aching for a familiar home. 
Sabari paused. “How do you mean?”
“The hunt is the reason I’m here. The coins were a gift, if you can believe it. We need to track down a target for the rest.”
“There’s more?” she gasped, her seductive washing routine temporarily forgotten. 
“Potentially a great deal more,” Raz said. “And I’m happy to share the wealth, assuming you can help me out.”
She licked her lips, though he had a feeling it was more out of greed than lust. “I haven’t heard any rumors about large bounties, if that’s what you’re wondering. And not much news out of Tel Kithas, either.”
“Not even reports of some house scion getting murdered?” Raz asked. “Perhaps in a confrontation with the Vorskai?”
“Nothing at all like that,” Sabari said with a shake of her head. “If anything, things have been calmer than normal these past few months.”
He pressed his lips into a tight line. “The client—some unnamed dark elf, possibly Imperial rather than local—dropped a sack of coin in my lap to ensure I’d listen to what she had to say. And she promised triple that if I captured someone and brought her back to the garrison in Sethuil.”
“Her?” the siren asked. “Who?”
“A Vorskai girl,” Raz said. “A sorceress, one would assume. Probably newly discovered, which made me wonder if the humans had launched an attack I hadn’t heard about.”
Sabari’s cheek twitched slightly, a rare and subtle slip in her calm, controlled façade. “No. I haven’t heard about anything like that.”
“But…?” he prompted. 
She mulled it over for another moment before she began sensuously dragging her fingers over her breasts. “Several Vorskai hunting parties have been spotted in the Droughtlands recently, and there have been rumors.”
“What kind of rumors?”
“Mostly the same things you hear every few years or so. That the humans have had a resurgence, that they’ve bred and trained more sorcerers.”
“One Vorskai girl can’t possibly be worth that much coin,” Raz said. “Tel Kithas overreacts to every rumor about sorcerers in the wild, but she would have to do something for this kind of bounty. That’s why I asked about dead house scions.”
“She may simply know something,” Sabari suggested. “A secret that could embarrass one of the Great Houses or the Sovereign.”
“Maybe,” Raz murmured. He hadn’t considered that particular angle. “But if they were worried about secrets, I would think that they’d just want her dead. The client was very specific: no permanent harm. And either way, how could a Vorskai sorceress have possibly learned something that important? The tribes haven’t left the mountains in years, not since before the massacre at Dragonfall.”
“What if she wasn’t always Vorskai? What if she was a pleasure slave or servant who found her way into their hands?” The siren shrugged as her fingertips casually circled her erect nipples. “There’s a caravan here that’s headed to Tel Kithas in the morning. I could ask them to make some discreet inquiries when they reach the city.”
“Don’t bother. By the time they got back, it will be too late.”
“Too late for what, love?” Sabari asked. “Weren’t you planning to stay for a few days?”
“Just for the night. Borkesh and I figured we’d poke around and see if I could figure out what’s going on, but we’re supposed to be heading north soon. His clan wants help with something.”
“He’s a big orc—he can manage a few days without you.” She waded toward him, making sure to keep her breasts just above the waterline for his benefit. “It’s been months, Raz. If Faradah were here, she wouldn’t let you leave for a week.”
“Definitely not,” he said, smiling fondly when he imagined her partner’s voluptuous blue body. Sirens were a handful, but a djinn like Faradah was practically chaos incarnate. And when the two of them were together…
Well, they landed him in trouble more often than not. And he didn’t tend to get much sleep. 
“I could be persuaded to stick around for a while,” Raz added once she drew close. Spreading his legs apart, he allowed her to press up against him and bring her mouth perilously close to his. “Especially if you tell me whatever it is you’re hiding.”
She was good, all right. Her eyebrows lifted in a perfect image of genuine surprise, and her voice carried the sweet innocence of a young girl. 
“What do you mean?”
“I mean whatever you’re not telling me.” He leaned forward until their foreheads were nearly touching, but didn’t let her sweet, floral scent distract him. “What do you know?”
For a few heartbeats, he thought she might try to deflect. But she must have known how pointless it was to try to deceive him compared to her usual marks. 
“It’s just a rumor,” Sabari said. “And probably rubbish.”
“Okay. So what is it?”
She took a deep breath. “The Vorskai believe that one of their young sorcerers is a dragon.”
A cold, eerie tingle raced down his back. “A human dragon?”
“Impossible, I know—that’s why it’s rubbish,” Sabari said, placing her hands atop his knees above the water. “I didn’t want to waste your time.”
Normally, having his cock this close to her breasts would drive him wild, but Raz was no longer thinking about the water or the woman in front of him. Suddenly, a lot of things started to make sense. Why that drow had given him so much coin, why the Imperials had gotten involved, why they wanted this girl alive…
Why they had hired him, the Sorekûl Drakath, to deal with this problem. 
“It’s not rubbish,” Raz whispered. “The Empire wouldn’t have hired me if they thought it was.”
“The Empire?” she asked. “Not Tel Kithas?”
“Just a hunch, but the coins we were given weren’t minted locally. It might not mean anything…but then again, it could. The birth of a human dragon would threaten their entire religion. The blood priestesses must want her alive so they can study her…or do Solterys knows what else to her.”
Bile burned in his throat. Of all the corrupt and decadent organizations in the Avethian Empire, the Vaz Gorati sisterhood may have been the worst. He hated the idea of proselytizing any religion, but the way they enforced the gospel and “blood purity” of their Dragon Goddess was particularly ludicrous. As if the Avetharri were truly all that different from the faeyn or drow. “Highborn,” indeed. 
“Interesting,” Sabari mused, dragging her fingernails across his thighs in the way she knew he liked. “But the Sovereign is determined to prove to the Empire that Abethaal can take care of itself. You’ve heard about the armies he’s been amassing at Mith Tavar and on the coast?”
He nodded. “Do you have any idea where this Vorskai girl could be?” Raz asked. “All we were told is that she’s usually at their chieftain’s side, and that they were recently spotted somewhere along the ridge out here south of Tiralis.”
“I don’t know anything else, I’m sorry,” Sabari lamented. 
“That’s all right,” Raz said, reclining against the smooth rocks at the edge of the pool. “It’s more than we knew before.”
“Enough to consider splitting the reward when you find her?”
Raz snorted and reached out to run his fingers through her soft, straight dark hair. His cock was above the waterline, mere inches from her tits. And it was starting to lose its patience with him. 
“We’ll see,” he said. “But I might need a little more incentive.”
“Oh, I’m sure I can give you some, love,” she said, eyes twinkling. “Just relax for me, hmm?”
He tried his best. But even as his cock gradually vanished down her silken throat, Raz found himself wondering what else she might not have been telling him. 



      


    


  




  

    

      

        5


        

          The Dragon Mother


        


      


      

        Mornings had always been difficult for me. Usually, I blamed my preference for sleeping late on my drow heritage. Dark elves weren’t overly fond of the sun, I reminded everyone, and I could hardly be blamed for drawing my curtains tight or asking one of the guards to weave a light-blocking ward over the windows.  
But all of that was bullshit, of course. I hated the break of dawn for the same reasons that everyone else did, namely that long nights were far more entertaining than early mornings. I wouldn’t have traded my midnight drinking escapades with Krynn—or my long practice sessions with Karethys—for anything. 
I hadn’t given a lot of thought to how my mornings might change when I branded my first wife and began sharing a bed with her, but Sariss turned out to be my exact opposite. She was awake the instant the first splinter of sunlight came in through the tall casement window. A day earlier, I would have been annoyed by the rustling of the sheets and shifting of the mattress. 
But that was before I woke up with my cock lodged halfway down her throat. 
“Ooh!” I moaned, my eyes madly trying to blink away the fog of sleep. She was already bobbing up and down my manhood for all she was worth, her hair spilling across my waist and legs like a golden river. The beams of sunlight warming her back almost made her glow. 
I stirred beneath her. My limbs were remarkably sluggish, almost as if all my blood was rushing somewhere else instead…
Sariss abruptly came up for air, her lips leaving my cock with an audible pop. “Pleasant morning, my lord,” she purred. “I shall relieve you so that you can better concentrate on the day ahead.”
I moaned between heavy breaths, astonished at how hard she had gotten me before I’d even awakened. “That feels incredible,” I rasped. “But you don’t need to—”
“It is my duty as your wife,” she said, kissing my swollen tip, then smiling. “And my privilege as your priestess.”
Sariss parted her lips and swallowed me again, sending a tingle of delight cascading through me from my cock to my toes. The life of a married dragon was apparently going to be quite different indeed. 
Her mouth was only deep enough to fit half my length, and from my lessons with Karethys, I knew Sariss would need plenty more practice before her throat could learn to take the rest. But the priestess didn’t leave the rest unattended; her long fingers stayed curled around the base, pumping me in perfect rhythm with her movements. 
“Ohhh…” I groaned, both hands settling upon the back of her head. Last night, she had coaxed me to spill with nothing but her lips. Now, with her hands joining the fun, my dam burst. 
Her blue eyes met mine the instant I erupted, filling her mouth with jet after jet of my hot dragon seed. She maintained suction for a solid half minute after I was spent, as if to make absolutely certain she didn’t miss a drop. She then slowly leaned back and rose up onto her knees, her mouth closed tight as she savored her prize like a divine nectar. She held it there for a long while, eyelids fluttering as she performed a reading, before she finally swallowed. 
“Your blood legacy is strong and vital, my lord,” Sariss said. “I can taste the power of your house in your ancestral memories.”
I slid my hands across her silky-smooth legs. My original Vaz Gorati blood reading had been performed the traditional way, just like Miniel had done during the Presentation. But a man’s ancestral memories ran through his seed as well as his blood, and a priestess of Lahara could look back through his family history with a proper sample. 
I had a feeling that Sariss would be taking these readings quite often.
I was still watching her roll her tongue across her wet lips when I heard a soft, timid knock at the door. Her eyes refocused, and she turned and fired a baleful glare across the room. 
“Who would dare disturb you at this hour?” she snarled. 
It was a good question. While the servants were undoubtedly preparing me breakfast, they knew better than to come wake me for it—especially on the morning after I’d branded my first wife. That meant it must have been something truly important…
“I’ll check,” I said, gently moving her left leg off my waist so I could slide out of bed. Grabbing a robe on the way, I moved across the carpet and peered through the spyhole…
Then immediately unlocked the door and swung it open.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
Karethys was standing there on the other side, her eyes lowered at the floor as if in shame. “A thousand apologies, my lord, but the Dragon Mother insisted I fetch you immediately.”
“My mother is home?” I asked. “Already?”
“She and your father arrived before sunrise,” she said. “And she wishes to speak with you at once.”
I hissed softly. My parents weren’t supposed to return from their trip to Lostrien for several days yet. But if things had gone badly—or if my father had grown impatient—there was nothing stopping him from taking flight and heading home right away. It wasn’t as if a dragon needed to travel with a caravan on foot. 
“Did she say why?” I asked. 
“N-no, my lord,” Karethys said. “But she seemed…upset.”
“My mother is always upset,” I muttered, an anxious flutter stirring deep in my stomach. “Thank you for the message. I’ll get dressed.”
“She awaits you in the throne room, my lord. I apologize again for the intrusion.”
“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” I told her, reaching out to lift her chin and force her to look at me. “I’ll talk to you this afternoon, okay?”
“My lord honors me,” she said, smiling with obvious relief. I held her gaze for a second before releasing her. Just before she scurried off, I could have sworn I caught her trying to peer past me into the bedroom, but I was probably imagining it. She was gone a moment later, and I closed the door and turned back to my wife. 
“Your parents have returned?” Sariss asked, still in bed amidst the sheets.
“Apparently so,” I said, moving to get properly dressed. “Something must be wrong.”
Her brow furrowed. “Perhaps the nobles in Lostrien are upset about the delayed vatari shipments.”
“Perhaps,” I said, though I doubted it. “I’m going to find out.”
[image: image-placeholder]The throne room had been sealed since my parents had departed for Lostrien, with guards posted at the main entrance mostly for show. They dropped to their knees when I approached, and I reached out to the Aether as I touched the shimmering arcane glyph at the center of the double doors. The sympathetic magic promptly opened the lock, and the doors began to swing open just like at the Presentation last night. 
Today, however, I waited for the doors to close behind me before I began striding toward the empty throne. 
As the seat of power in Tel Kithas, the great chamber had been designed to inspire as well as intimidate, though the latter effect was much more pronounced when neither the torches nor the glowstones were lit. Inky blackness enfolded me like a cloak. The only source of illumination came from the few rays of sunlight that had survived their journey through the peaks of Lahara’s Cradle and the stained-glass windows on the ceiling. 
Not that my drow eyes cared about such limitations. I could easily make out the massive dragon crest of House Sorokar upon the floor at the center of the chamber as well as the twin statues of Lahara and her consort Solterys looming over the immense granite dais against the back wall. The faint light was further fractured by the half dozen pillars scattered across the space, and I found myself wondering which one my mother was hiding behind. 
My only warning was a sudden whisper of air near my left ear, but it was enough. I ducked beneath the swipe I instinctively knew was coming, then whirled around with my left arm extended, hoping to catch the shadowy figure who’d ambushed me. My fingers seemed to brush something insubstantial, but then the darkness itself seemed to writhe.
And she was suddenly standing in front of the throne ten feet away. 
“That hasn’t worked in months,” I said in muted growl. “Are you ever going to tire of it?”
“A Dragon Sovereign must always be vigilant,” my mother replied in a low, husky voice. “If I had placed assassins behind the pillars, they could have—”
“But you didn’t, and you never will,” I interrupted. “Now why don’t you tell me what in Lahara’s name is going on?”
Irileth Teviss—or rather, Irileth Sorokar—had never been the loving, nurturing type of mother, unlike some of my father’s earlier wives. Her faintly glowing red eyes, already narrowed into slits, were the only window I needed into her current mood. 
Suffice to say, it wasn’t good. 
“I was about to ask you the same thing,” she said, leaning against the arm of the throne. Like the rest of the huge chair, the arms had been sculpted out of pure obsidian from Mount Garoth. At times, the black stone almost seemed to move like a pool of oil. 
It also made my mother that much more difficult to see, even with my darkvision. Between her gray skin—much darker than my own—and supple black leather armor, she was practically invisible. Which was exactly the way she liked it. The shadows were her weapons of choice, even more than the twin moonsilver daggers on her belt. 
“The province didn’t fall apart while you were gone, if that’s what you were worried about,” I said, stopping in front of her. “And I didn’t start any wars during the Presentation last night.”
“No, you didn’t,” she replied with the barest nod of approval. “Almost the opposite, in fact. You made quite an impression on the visiting Imperial families.”
“Krynn did, anyway,” I grumbled.
“That is his role. Or will be, once you are Sovereign. Count yourself fortunate. Your father’s Claw was never willing to make himself the villain when necessary. Lord Tirathon was far too worried about being popular and trying to rebuild House Vermillion. Krynn is an asset. You should be grateful for his aid—and you could learn a thing or two about the proper use of power from him as well.”
“I’m more interested in why you felt the need to come home early,” I pressed, refusing to let her barbs get under my skin. “Father must have been flying all night.”
“He did, and he’s resting in his lair now. But my spies sent me a message that was too important to ignore.”
“Which said what, exactly?”
Irileth pushed away from the throne, her red eyes glowering at me like a queen passing judgment on the condemned. “You branded her.”
I blinked. “That’s what your spies were so anxious to tell you? Why you and Father flew all the way here overnight?”
“You did this on purpose, didn’t you?” she asked, ignoring my questions. “You waited until we were gone before you defied our wishes.”
“I don’t need to consult you or anyone else to take a wife,” I reminded her tartly. “It is my right as prince, Wyrm Lord, and soon-to-be-Sovereign.”
I wasn’t surprised in the least that her spies in the palace tracked my movements, but the fact that they had been willing to use one of their precious calling crystals to tell her about the binding ritual was…well, infuriating. It was none of their business. Or hers. 
And so I fixed her with a hard, level glare. For half a minute, she glared right back at me, her eyes cold and her expression even colder. But I knew from long experience that the only way to get through to her was to stand up to her, so I refused to flinch or back down. 
“Binding her is a mistake, Alamir,” she said. “As I have told you countless times.”
“Too many,” I said tartly. “Sariss is my First Wife, and soon she will be my Dragon Priestess. There’s nothing you or Father can do about it now.”
“Don’t be a fool,” she hissed. “You are not Sovereign yet.”
“Only the Vaz Gorati can annul a binding, and that’s not going to happen. Sariss is mine. You’re just going to have to accept that.”
Her gray cheek twitched. “You could have at least done it in public. In the old days, Wyrm Lords would have elaborate ceremonies for each and every wife they took.”
“In the old days, he would also spend half a century traveling the world with them before having children,” I countered. “Something I wish were still possible. You know I respect our traditions, Mother—the ones that make sense. But times have changed, and you’ve been telling me that I need to start branding girls for months now.”
“Girls with bloodlines that will help House Sorokar,” she said pointedly. “Not temple acolytes from lowly families with no useful political connections or resources.”
I snorted. “You’re lucky Father didn’t have that attitude. Otherwise his former concubine wouldn’t be standing here lecturing her Wyrm Lord son about proper binding protocol.”
“I wasn’t his first wife.”
“No, you’re just the one who gave him a dragon,” I said. “Maybe think about that for a moment before casting judgment on me again.”
Her jaw clenched ever so slightly. Mother had been growing especially wistful about protocols and traditions of late, which I found particularly strange given her heritage. How could she of all people not understand that there was more to a wife than cold political calculus? 
She didn’t have a single drop of magic in her blood, which was why House Teviss had offered her up as a concubine for my father in the first place. But despite her lowborn status, Father had recognized her potential and offered her his brand. And not merely a marriage brand, either, but an entire array of powerful vatari tattoos.
Before officially binding her to him, Father had made her his Dragon Bride, a specialized role for lowborn women who had caught the Sovereign’s eye but lacked sorcerous abilities of their own. Her body was covered in runic tattoos that could absorb a fraction of my father’s power, then release it to give her superior speed and strength as well as allow her to weave certain limited spells as if she were a channeler herself. 
Dragon Brides who proved themselves were awarded the privilege of bearing the dragon’s child. Few such unions produced powerful offspring, given the mother’s lack of sorcerous blood, but there were exceptions like me. 
Irileth had relished her role as my father’s enforcer. Today, she was Dragon Mother and his spymaster…and quite possibly the most feared woman in all of Abethaal. 
“Your father won’t be pleased,” she said, her voice an icy dagger. 
“He rarely is these days.”
Mother snorted softly, but her voice thawed from a bitter winter wind to a chilly autumn breeze. “What’s done is done. I only want you to be cautious, Alamir. And that priestess of yours needs to understand the consequences of her decision.”
“Sariss understands fine. She’s been studying at the temple for over a decade. She’s been a full priestess for two years.”
“I’m not talking about her duties as your wife or as a blood priestess. I mean for her as an individual. The brand that marks her as yours will also make her a target for your enemies—for our enemies. And when her belly swells with your child—”
“No one is going to harm her,” I growled, my dragon voice rolling through the cavernous hall like thunder. “Or anyone else under my protection. I won’t allow it.”
Mother stared at me in silence again, her face unreadable, before the corners of her mouth finally lifted in a smile. “You have a good heart, Alamir. For that, I thank Zelioth each and every day.”
My check twitched. “You’re lucky none of the Vaz Gorati are around to hear you invoke that name.”
“The blood witches don’t frighten me,” she scoffed. “You should know that by now.”
I grunted softly. It was difficult to imagine anything frightening my mother, save perhaps the thought of failing my father or House Sorokar. 
“Yet kindness and compassion won’t be enough,” she said, winter returning to her voice. “Not for a Wyrm Lord. Certainly not for a Sovereign. You must give the Empire a reason to support you…and you must give your enemies a reason to fear you.”
“I’ve heard this lecture before.”
“You hear, but you do not listen. You ignore potential threats to your power and—”
“Are you going to tell me the real reason your spies summoned you or not?” I cut in. “Because there’s no way Father flew all night just to have you scold me about branding Sariss.”
Mother stayed silent for several heartbeats, probably irritated that I’d interrupted her righteous screed. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d spent half the flight home practicing how to best excoriate me in the morning. 
“They passed you my missive,” she said eventually.
“A very cryptic one. One would hope they gave you more details.”
“The threat from the humans is real. And it must be dealt with. Soon.”
“Father has assigned the Skywatch to patrol the roads and doubled the caravan guards,” I reminded her. “Unless the humans have been breeding a legion of griffons under our noses, they won’t be able to threaten the vatari shipments again.”
“The Empire isn’t convinced of that. It was all anyone was talking about from the moment your Father and I arrived in Lostrien.”
“My guests confronted me about it last night as well. I would have thought that your people would have been trying to suppress the spread of information.”
“It’s far too late for that. Word of the attacks has reached Tir Lanathel. And the Council of Wyrms will be watching us very closely in the days ahead.”
“So let them watch and be reassured. Unless there’s more to this than you’re telling me.”
“Then you already know,” she said approvingly. “Good. A Sovereign cannot afford to remain ignorant. I assume the Skywatch Captain you’re so fond of told you what’s happening in the Droughtlands?”
“The humans have a dragon,” I said. “Or so they claim. Don’t tell me that Irileth Teviss, renowned cynic, suddenly believes everything she hears.”
“It doesn’t matter if I believe it!” she snapped. She may not have been a dragon herself, yet somehow her voice echoed in the room as loudly as mine had. “It barely matters if it’s true. Don’t you understand? Does nothing I teach you ever sink in?”
“Evidently not,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest and refusing to wither under her glare. “So why don’t you enlighten me?”
Her jaw worked beneath her finely carved cheeks. “The Vorskai have killed one Wyrm Lord, Alamir. The emperor has not forgotten House Vermillion’s sudden demise—or your father’s promise that the humans would never again pose a threat to the vatari or to the Empire. Yet now they claim they have a Wyrm Lord of their own.” 
“But that’s all it is,” I told her. “A claim with no proof.”
“The fact the dustborn believe they can spread such a rumor without consequence demonstrates our family’s weakness to our enemies—and to the Empire. That is something we cannot afford.”
I stared into the glimmering abyss of her red eyes. “Let me guess, your spies have already found this dragon girl somewhere, and they’re prepared to murder her in her sleep.”
“No. But they are closing in, and I see no reason to stay their hand.”
“The reason is that Father entrusted me with this task, not you and your assassins,” I said coldly. “I don’t want to kill some hapless human girl on a rumor, even if her people are the ones who started it.”
“The other houses will take your inaction as a sign of weakness, Alamir. Your father gave you this task so you could prove your dedication and power to the entire realm.”
“If Father is so obsessed with slaughtering humans, he’s welcome to fly out to the Droughtlands and purge them again,” I snarled, not bothering to hide my disgust. “He’s done it before. Why not just butcher the rest of them and be done with it?”
My mother’s eyes glittered like chips of carnelian. “Your father dispensed justice. The way only a dragon can.”
“He burned an entire valley to ash! He killed thousands in retribution for a single murder.”
“The murder of a dragon,” she corrected. “Who was worth more than every dustborn combined.”
Irileth hissed, then abruptly flicked a gloved hand in annoyance. The outline of the dormant vatari tattoos on her arm were briefly visible when the dim light contrasted them against her gray flesh. 
“Your sympathy is badly misplaced,” she said. “They’re the ones who sent the concubine to seduce Lord Tirathon and lure him to their valley.”
“One person killed him, not an entire settlement,” I said firmly, refusing to give ground. “How is that possibly justice?” 
“Your father was forced to make many difficult decisions. Decisions his own father never prepared him for. He doesn’t want to repeat that mistake with you. That’s why he wants to give you this opportunity to prove yourself.”
“Then tell him to give me the time I need. I will deal with the Vorskai. But I’ll do so my way.”
Mother studied me again. Distantly, I wondered how many people she had broken with that bloody gaze of hers over the years. It had certainly worked on me when I’d been younger.
But not any longer. 
“There is more,” she said. “Something I would strongly consider keeping from you if not for the fact you’d soon hear it from others.”
“I do so appreciate your trust, Mother.”
She grimaced almost imperceptibly. “The Vorskai have been making wild claims about this girl’s powers, but I’ve been struggling to understand why. Challenging us might make us look weak in the eyes of the other Great Houses, but I assumed the humans were smart enough to understand it would also invite their swift annihilation. And perhaps they are.”
I frowned. “Explain.”
“It would seem that they wanted to gain our attention. And now that they have it, they delivered a message.” Mother’s cheek twitched again. “A Vorskai rider arrived in Tiralis yesterday—that is why my spies contacted me in Lostrien.”
A tingle of anticipation tickled the back of my neck. “A messenger?”
“Yes. He said that their chieftain is requesting a summit with the new Dragon Sovereign. One where he wishes to introduce you to this dragon of theirs.”
“Introduce her?” I stammered. “After all this, they want to drop their precious dragon right in our lap?”
“They seem confident you will not harm her.”
“Why?” 
She took a visible breath. “Because they don’t simply want you to meet her, Alamir. They want you to marry her.”
My jaw dropped to the floor so hard I couldn’t believe it didn’t hear it bounce. And it took a solid half minute before I managed to pick it back up. 
“You’ve no idea how much I wish I were exaggerating,” my mother continued gravely. “But the proposal was quite specific. Their chieftain has called for a summit at Dragonfall four days from now. There, he wishes to discuss the betrothal of their sorceress to the son of the Dragon Sovereign, a union he claims is preordained by the gods and spirits both.”
I was still having trouble getting my voice to work. “This Vorskai messenger,” I rasped, “is he still in Tiralis?”
“Of course,” she scoffed. “My people weren’t about to let him go.”
“They had better not be torturing him!”
Her brow creased. “All they’ve done is place him in a cell. I will be the one conducting his interrogation.”
“Wrong,” I told her. “I will.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’ll head out there right now,” I said, turning and striding for the door. 
“Alamir!” she called out, darting out from the shadows and racing up next to me. Yet despite her quick movements, her footfalls made no sound whatsoever. “Wait!”
“You wanted me to take action, didn’t you?” I asked, whirling to face her. “Well, that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Tell Father I’ll be home to meet him in his lair tonight after he’s rested…and after I’ve spoken with this Vorskai messenger myself.”
“Ilhari vlos,” she swore. “Alamir, you cannot trust anything this human says!”
“That’s why I’m going to bring my new wife with me,” I said with a satisfied smile. “What’s the Vaz Gorati saying? A man can lie all he wants, but the blood always runs true.”
Mother’s body went stiff, and her gray skin paled as if she were suddenly sick. “This is a mistake. There is nothing to be gained.”
“Not for you, perhaps. But I had better not show up and find this messenger dead. If I do…”
I allowed the threat to hang in the air unspoken. My mother could scheme and maneuver and spy all she liked, but she wasn’t a Sovereign or a Wyrm Lord. She had no authority over me. Only one man in Abethaal did. 
But even if my father had been standing right here instead of resting in his lair, I still wouldn’t have turned back. He had entrusted me to deal with the Vorskai problem. 
And that was exactly what I was going to do. 
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          The Messenger


        


      


      

        

          Sariss was waiting in my chambers when I returned, having bathed and donned her priestly vestments in preparation for a day at the temple. Even with my thoughts focused on getting to Tiralis as soon as possible, I couldn’t help but pause to admire the new dragon brand of House Sorokar upon her belly. It looked  right, as if it had always belonged there. 


          “My lord?” she asked, brow furrowed with concern as she glided over to me. “Is something wrong?”


          “I’m not sure yet,” I told her. “But I’m headed to Tiralis, and I want you to come with me.”


          Her concern transformed to confusion, but I had already decided that I would rather explain on the way than waste any more time. I didn’t want to give my mother’s agents any more opportunities to be alone with the Vorskai messenger than I had to. 


          Taking Sariss by the hand, I led her across the palace and up to the aviary. Half a dozen servants were up there mucking out the wyvern roosts for the Skywatch riders who would return after their patrol. A few Wyrmguard soldiers were there as well, including General Elyon, as if he had recently seen a sortie off in person. 


          “General,” I called out. “I’m taking the First Wife to Tiralis.”


          Elyon stepped closer, towering over us in his hybrid dragon knight form. I braced myself for the inevitable tirade…but amazingly, it never came. 


          “Understood, my prince,” he said with a slight nod. “I shall inform the garrison that you are on your way.”


          I blinked, wondering for a moment if the legendarily stern Sorokar protector had been replaced by a doppelganger. At the very least, I had expected him to say something biting to Sariss after their tiff yesterday, especially now that she was branded. Perhaps he was just exhausted from handling palace security during the Presentation last night. 


          Or perhaps all he’d ever really wanted was for me to give him the courtesy of telling him my plans for once. 


          “Thank you,” I said. “If possible, please have them clear a path for me from the aviary to the dungeon. And inform Captain Lathriel of the Skywatch to meet me if she can.”


          “I will use the calling crystal immediately,” Elyon said before turning to Sariss. “And congratulations, Lady Sorokar. May you prove a worthy vessel of our venerable house.” 


          “Thank you, General,” she replied serenely. There was no trace of condescension in her voice, but I could detect the faint hint of smugness behind her pleasant smile.


          “I wish you well on your journey, my prince,” Elyon said, turning back to me. “May Sanathar lift your wings, and may Dalodir protect you and the First Wife.”


          Nodding, I signaled for one of the aviary servants to fetch my saddle. Then, stepping away from Elyon and Sariss, I called out to my dragon blood. 


          My new wife watched my transformation with a wide-eyed smile, as if it remained one of the most incredible things she had ever seen. It was, in all honesty, but I figured it would eventually lose its luster. This was far from the first time she had seen me transform.


          Then again, she was a priestess of Lahara. Riding atop a dragon was practically a religious experience for her. 


          I took off the moment she had clambered onto my back and secured herself in the saddle. Before last month, Sariss had never flown anywhere on a wyvern or a dragon, and I only wished it were easier to look behind me so I could see the giddiness in her face. She usually waited until we had climbed out of earshot before she let out her girlish screams of joy, though today she couldn’t hold herself back. She let out a whoop as we surged past the temple of Sanathar and another when I abruptly climbed high enough to give her a bird’s-eye view of the entire city. 


          The first time she’d climbed on my back, I had taken her all the way to Lenya Valley where she could look down upon the lush, rolling fields of home from above. One day soon, I imagined she would want to return and announce her binding to her friends and family. Today, though, we had more pressing business. 


          Tiralis, the ancient city on the verge of being swallowed up by the Droughtlands, was half a week away on foot but less than two hours of flight on the back of a dragon. During the flight, I explained to Sariss everything that had happened, an awkward feat with the rushing wind and necessity of craning one’s neck. But my booming voice reached her ears without trouble, and my keen draconic ones had no difficulty hearing her speak whenever she replied. 


          Her opinion of the Vorskai rumor—as well as the message from the rider—was not surprising. Like the rest of her Vaz Gorati sisters, Sariss could no sooner countenance the possibility of a human dragon any more than an orc or a chagarri one. I doubted that would change until one was standing right in front of them. Maybe not even then. 


          I couldn’t really blame them, though, considering it went against everything we were taught to believe. The human tribes were also obsessed with messianic stories. Every few generations, it seemed, one tribe or another would claim they had given birth to a “chosen one” who would free the Old Gods from their prison in the Pale and cast down the dragon usurpers. 


          Throughout the history of the Empire, small rebellions had cropped up to challenge the reigns of the Wyrm Lords, but they had always failed miserably. At least, until the murder of Tirathon Vermillion fourteen years ago.


          The humans had never before claimed to produce a dragon, though. The most logical conclusion was that it was a ploy to get my attention and draw me into some kind of ambush. If that was true, the first part had already worked. And as for the second…


          Well, that was why Sariss was here. 


          The emerald-tipped spires of Tiralis became visible over the horizon long before we arrived. The city was a gleaming jewel set against the vast expanse of grasslands surrounding Lahara’s Cradle. Unlike the capital, it lacked a natural protective barrier of mountains or rolling hills, and for the better part of five thousand years, no one had been in a rush to change that. Walls seemed so unnecessary for a city protected by dragons. 


          But in the era of the Blood Drought, things were quite different. There simply weren’t enough dragons to protect every settlement in the province, and that fact, combined with the growing threat of organized dustborn raiders, had finally compelled my father to approve the construction of a massive wall with two formidable gates. 


          Not that I needed to worry about such obstacles. As I approached the aviary landing on the northeastern side of the city, I spotted Lathriel waiting for me along with a handful of golden-armored Wyrmguard soldiers. Normally, they wouldn’t have allowed anyone else to greet me, not even a Skywatch Captain. But Elyon had obviously made my orders clear. 


          I landed with a thunderous boom that shook the entire tower, and a blast of wind ruffled the cloaks and plumes of the soldiers. Lathriel approached first as the Wyrmguard festooned around the battlements took a knee.


          “My lord,” she said with a low, deferential bow she only ever gave me in public. “This is an unexpected pleasure.”


          “Captain,” I rumbled, lowering my head to the ground so Sariss could dismount. “It’s good to see you again.”


          She smiled thinly and shifted her eyes to Sariss. “Greetings to you as well, Priestess.”


          “Thank you, Captain,” Sariss said, having not moved an inch in the saddle. “The rest of the soldiers may leave. Immediately.”


          For a moment, the only sound on the aviary was the rustle of cloaks in the hot summer wind. The Wyrmguard soldiers stayed down on one knee, though I saw their golden helmets tilting enough to look at one another in confusion. 


          “The First Wife has given you an order!” she repeated. “Leave us. Now!”


          As tempting as it was to see how they would react to such an order, respecting the dignity of loyal soldiers was more important than my personal amusement. So instead of letting them flounder, I flicked my head toward the stairs in agreement with my wife. A heartbeat later, they were marching down the stairs in formation, no doubt grateful to be out from under their dragon’s gaze. 


          “Good,” Sariss said, finally sliding out of the saddle. “My evaluation can now begin.”


          Lathriel’s brown eyebrows had been raised in confusion after the exchange with the soldiers, but now the rest of her face followed their example. “Evaluation, Priestess?”


          “Of your worthiness to become our lord’s wife,” Sariss replied matter-of-factly, her chin held high as she slowly circled around the other woman. I had seen that same appraising gaze on the faces of Vaz Gorati priestesses ten times her age. “He has expressed his desire to claim you, and yet thus far you have refused his brand. Why?”


          Lathriel’s cheeks turned as red as the Sorokar crest on Sariss’s stomach. “P-pardon me?”


          “It is a simple question,” Sariss said, stopping directly in front of the other woman after completing her inspection loop. “You are a lowborn female born on the outskirts of Tir Fallas with no house and no sorcerous ability, yet my lord has offered you the chance to become a vessel for his power. Why would you refuse this honor?”


          “I…” Lathriel faltered. “I have a duty to the Skywatch and the people here in Tiralis. I can’t—”


          “You also have a duty to the Empire,” Sariss said. “And to your Sovereign.” 


          “Y-yes, but—”


          “The Black Prince requires strong females to aid him. You are clearly skilled and accomplished.” Sariss paused a moment. “And quite lovely as well. You would make a fine Second Wife.”


          I didn’t think it was possible, but Lathriel’s cheeks somehow turned redder than they already were. Her mouth hung open but nothing came out, and she looked at me like a mountain climber desperate for rope. 


          Even the softest leather must be broken before it can be worn.


          Sariss’s earlier words popped into my head, and I couldn’t help but imagine a second branding ceremony where she was standing at my side with Lathriel chained on her knees…


          “Perhaps we should continue this conversation another time,” I suggested, pushing the tantalizing image aside with great effort. “After we’ve obtained the information I require.”


          Sariss remained still for several heartbeats, her face that of a schoolmarm who had called out a disobedient student and wouldn’t resume the lesson until she’d gotten an answer. But then, abruptly, she relaxed and took a step backward.


          “As you wish, my lord,” she said. Her azure gaze never left the other woman. “But you should reconsider his offer, Captain. You and I would make a potent combination.” 


          With that, Sariss turned back to me. “I will ensure that the Wyrmguard have cleared us a path to the prison.”


          She strode off down the aviary steps where the soldiers had gone, leaving Lathriel and I alone. She looked at me in disbelief, the color in her cheeks only starting to return to normal. 


          “What was that about?” she breathed. 


          “I think that’s her way of being friendly,” I said. “You should take it as a compliment.”


          Snickering, I focused on my dragon blood and began to transform—not back into an elf, but into my hybrid dragon knight form. If I was going to conduct an interrogation, I might as well be as menacing as possible. At least this way I could fit through the doors.


          My bones twisted and snapped back into a bipedal form, though my black scales remained. I looked down at the claws on my monstrous hands, feeling a bit disoriented since I hadn’t assumed this form in a few weeks. I still towered over Lathriel; she barely came up the middle of my chest. 


          Tapping my amulet, I conjured an illusory suit of oversized silver breastplate and greaves to fit over my new form. Other than the differences in color, I looked rather like a younger version of General Elyon. 


          “I assume the messenger hasn’t been harmed,” I prompted, my voice significantly deeper than normal but not nearly as loud as when I was a full dragon. 


          Lathriel slowly dragged her eyes away from the stairs where Sariss had headed down into the courtyard below. “No. From what I can tell, your mother’s agents were quite vocal about the need to keep him in good health.”


          “Good,” I said, gesturing for her to follow. “Anything else I should be aware of?”


          “I don’t know as much as I’d like,” she lamented. “The Skywatch saw the messenger coming, but the moment we brought him into the city, the Dragon Mother’s operatives took him out of our hands.” 


          “Ah. Well, he was carrying a message for me. My mother relayed it, but I want to hear it again in person.”


          Lathriel snorted softly. “Figures that after I spend all this time trying to get information about the Vorskai for you, one of them randomly shows up on our doorstep.”


          “He could be an attempt to trick or manipulate us somehow,” I said. “My mother’s worried I’ll repeat Lord Tirathon’s mistake. He trusted the humans and got a vatari dagger in his back for his troubles.”


          “Thankfully, I don’t think this one messenger is much of a threat.”


          “Sariss will be able to tell us if he’s being honest. I’ll decide what to do about him then.”


          Lathriel nodded as we reached the top of the spiraling steps. They descended about fifty feet to our right down into the outer courtyard at the fringes of the city, and from this vantage, it was abundantly clear how new and different these fortifications were compared to what the locals were accustomed to. There wasn’t any siege equipment, barricades, or any other defensive emplacements between the inner and outer walls as there would be in a normal fortress like Selod Maril. The whole courtyard looked exactly like what it was: the former outskirts of the city that had only recently been cordoned off from the plains. 


          Normally, the streets would have been filled with civilians hoping to get a look at their crown prince. But the Wyrmguard had cleared the area ahead of time, just like I’d asked. Several rows of golden-armored men lined the street from the aviary, giving us an unobstructed path to our destination. 


          I usually looked forward to meeting with the crowds and speaking with my people. Just not today.


          Sariss was waiting at the bottom of the steps for us, and I began heading toward the dungeon with her on my right and Lathriel on my left. I smiled inwardly as we moved, hoping that one day I’d have other branded wives following me as well. 


          Tiralis, like many cities in the province, was built in loose concentric rings around a central hub where all the most important buildings were located. Social status corroborated with the ring almost perfectly, with the center reserved for important families and the edges filled with servants and dustborn.


          After the city had built the wall, my father had chosen to garrison an entire division of the provincial army here, including five thousand elven soldiers. Their barracks—a two-story building with its own wall and battlements, looked like a small citadel. They had even built a pair of ballistae on the rooftop to fend off wyvern attacks, though it was difficult to imagine that they’d be more effective than putting a few sorcerers on the walls. 


          The more I looked, the stronger my sense became that these new fortifications were more about image than substance. Walls were all well and good against bandits and Tirzak raiders, but they weren’t nearly as effective against wyvern riders or sorcerers. And as impressive as it was to see thousands of armored soldiers standing side by side in formation, they didn’t have much practical use, either. Conventional armies were largely a relic of the past; they served no purpose when a single dragon could incinerate them. Even the Great Houses who had once fielded massive armies like Lorkath and Tynov had scaled back to a few thousand soldiers each. 


          The truth was that the Empire had conquered all its enemies long ago. Even without dragons to defend every corner of our civilization, armies and fortifications seemed almost quaint. Organizations of elite warriors like the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers, the Skywatch, and the Wyrmguard were more than enough to handle minor threats.


          Or had been, anyway, until the humans had emerged from the mountains and attacked us. 


          “The nobles here have gotten so panicky you would think there was an entire army headed our way,” Lathriel commented as we moved. “Amazing sometimes how people can be so confident and so skittish at the same time.”


          “Everyone’s confident until they get punched in the chin,” I said, quoting one of General Elyon’s favorite maxims. “It’s how they respond next that shows you who they really are.”


          “Interesting way to look at it,” she said. “It’s mostly for nothing, though. The Empire isn’t going anywhere. The only ones who can threaten dragons are other dragons.”


          House Vermillion might have something to say about that, I thought, but kept it to myself. 


          We reached our destination a few minutes later. The short tower was situated two rings closer to the center of the city, and like the barracks, it stood out amongst the sea of smaller green rooftops like a single oversized tree peeking through an otherwise unbroken canopy.


          I commanded the tower warden to direct us to the Vorskai prisoner, which he did without delay. As we descended the wide steps into the dungeon, I found myself wondering where my mother’s operatives might be lurking. I half expected to find one of them waiting in the cell block to observe the interrogation, but there was no one down there besides a single local guard who looked humbled to see his prince. 


          I dismissed him and our escort, ensuring that we had privacy for our chat. There were only seven cells down on this level, and the Vorskai appeared to be the only current prisoner. 


          The man was sitting cross-legged in the center of his cell, his eyes closed and his hands resting palm-up on his knees as if he were meditating. The unkempt shock of black hair atop his head was thick and tangled, and the white warpaint beneath his eyes was still mostly intact despite the better part of two days rotting in this hellhole. He was middle-aged for a human, with the tan, weathered skin of someone who’d spent decades beneath the sun in the Droughtlands rather than hiding in the mountains like so many of his kin. 


          He didn’t react to the sound of our voices or my heavy footfalls as I strode toward his cell. Strangely, he looked almost like a Dal’Rethi Blade Dancer in a deep combat trance. From what I knew of Vorskai culture, they worshiped the primal forces of the world directly rather than the Old Gods, and part of communing with those forces was a type of deep meditation. 


          It seemed like superstitious nonsense—neither the wind nor the earth cared about the prayers of dustborn. But then, our people still offered prayers to Lahara and her children despite the fact they had been dead for thousands of years. The ritual may have been more important than the result. 


          “Human,” I said, trying to sound forceful but not outright terrifying. It was a difficult balance to strike when you were nine feet tall. “You brought a message for me.”


          The man smiled faintly as his eyes slowly cracked open, making me wonder if he had been asleep, not meditating. “The black dragon,” he said, his voice deep, rugged, and heavily accented. “He said you would come.”


          I saw Sariss twitch out of the corner of my eye, but I put a soothing hand on her arm before she scolded this poor savage about proper protocol when addressing a Wyrm Lord. Lathriel, for her part, crossed her arms and leaned against the wall behind us to watch.


          “Who said that?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the human.


          “The chieftain,” he replied. “He said you would come, listen, and accept.”


          “I see. And why was he so confident about this?”


          The man’s brow furrowed as if the question made no sense. “He is moshalim. Guided by the currents of the Moshai.”


          Sariss gave me a quizzical look. I was far from fluent with any of the human tongues, mostly because there were so damn many of them, but I was reasonably sure that moshalim was their word for “sorcerer.” Moshai referred to the Aether, the invisible source of magic flowing through the world.


          According to the Diviners in Tel Kithas, only one in a few hundred humans were born with the ability to tap into the Aether, and without proper training, they were often as much of a threat to themselves and their tribe as to anyone else. It was surprising to hear that a human could have mastered the gift of foresight. The tribals typically learned elemental magic, not arcane magic. The latter was supposed to be the unique province of the highborn, including divination and scrying magic. Perhaps this was yet one more way the Empire had underestimated humans over the years. 


          “He foresaw this meeting, then,” I said. “Did he also tell you that you’d end up in this cell?”


          “He said that only the black dragon would listen,” the Vorskai replied. “And that my suffering was the price of our message reaching your ears. Yet it is a burden I bear gladly, Fakash Tal’Shira.”


          I felt Sariss looking at me again in search of a translation. But I had never heard any of the words before. 


          “It means ‘Hero of Destiny,’” Lathriel said. “Or ‘Dragon Messiah.’ The tribes speak many different tongues, but that’s the general idea.”


          An odd tingle raced up and down the back of my neck. Yesterday in the canyon, she had told me that the Vorskai believed they’d found a new savior. I had assumed that they were speaking of their supposed dragon girl…


          “Wait,” I said, shaking my head. “You think I am your Dragon Messiah?”


          “Fakash Tal’Shira,” the man repeated with a smile. “The one to bring freedom to the sands and hope to the Vorskai.”


          I bared my fangs and turned to look at each of the girls, but neither of their faces held any answers. 


          “Why do you believe this?” I asked. 


          The human smiled and began to speak in his own tongue. It took me a moment to realize it wasn’t merely a reply; he was reciting something from memory, like a poem. 


          Or a prophecy.


          “What is he saying?” Sariss asked. 


          I turned back to Lathriel. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration, and her lips moved slowly as she worked through the meaning. 


          “I don’t understand all of it,” she said. “But it’s something about betrayal, the dragon messiah, a promise in flame…” She started slightly when the man stopped speaking, and her eyes flicked to mine. “And the end of the Blood Drought.”


          The odd tingle in my neck suddenly rippled all the way down the low, bumpy ridges of my spine. “The end of the Drought?” I repeated in a rasp. “How?”


          The human said something else, this time in a cadence more like normal conversation. But as he spoke, the color drained from Lathriel’s face.


          “What now?” Sariss asked. 


          “He says the Drought will only end with the union of humans and elves,” Lathriel said. “When the blood of the black dragon and the human dragon become one.”


          I stared at her in disbelief. Sariss lashed out in anger.


          “That is blasphemy,” she spat. “No Wyrm Lord would ever dilute his blood through a dustborn! And no dustborn womb could possibly produce a dragon!”


          “It’s what they believe,” Lathriel said. “Blasphemous or not.”


          Sariss scoffed. “My lord, there is little point in listening to this man further. We should return home before he wastes any more of your valuable time.”


          I raised a claw and stared hard at the human man. On the surface, his words seemed insane…but then again, there hadn’t been a female Wyrm Lord in Abethaal for centuries. There were only a handful in the entire Empire. And if this Vorskai girl really was a dragon…


          “This union is a prophecy from your moshalim?” I asked.


          The Vorskai nodded. “The currents of the Moshai flow through both future and past.”


          “Yet our own Diviners have seen nothing.”


          “One cannot see where one does not choose to look.”


          Sariss snorted. “Barbarian nonsense! You know less than nothing of the Aether.”


          “Why should we believe you?” I demanded, ignoring her. “The last time a dragon trusted humans, you murdered him.”


          “No!” the man insisted, rising to his feet and pressing against the bars of his cell. “The Vorskai have killed no dragon!”


          Lathriel reacted to his sudden movement, diving off the wall to stand at my side. Her hand reached for the slender blade at her belt, but she stopped herself from drawing it when I looked at her and shook my head. 


          “More lies,” Sariss hissed from my right. “You lured Lord Tirathon to your meeting with an offer of peace, then betrayed him.”


          “No!” the man repeated more forcefully. “The dragon did not die at our hand.”


          Growling low in the back of my throat, I leaned close enough to the bars that I could loom over him. “If you didn’t kill him, who did?”


          The human didn’t cower. “You.”


          For a long moment, I just stared at him, waiting for him to wither beneath a dragon’s gaze. But his dark eyes looked right back at me, unbowed and unflinching.


          “Your people murdered their own kin,” the man said. “Out of fear of what his child would become.”


          “His child?” I asked. “Lord Tirathon’s? What are you…?”


          The revelation hit me slowly at first, then crashed over me all at once. My mind raced as I put it all together…and abruptly realized that the prospect of a Vorskai dragon was no longer insane. 


          In fact, it made perfect sense. 


          “The dragon brought his lover to us,” the Vorskai man went on. “He told us that your blood witches would never abide her swollen belly, and that we must protect her child and raise it as our own. And for that mercy, he met his end.”


          A cold, bony hand clutched at my throat as if a spirit from the Pale had crossed over and started to choke me. All the stories my father had told me about the slaughter at Dragonfall, all his warnings about human betrayal and Tirathon’s foolishness…


          “My lord, please,” Sariss said, her hand squeezing my arm. “This is nonsense!”


          “No,” I croaked. “It isn’t.”


          “But—”


          “You’ve heard the stories of the last Vermillion,” I said. “That he was seduced by his human concubine and lured to a meeting where the Vorskai murdered him.”


          “Of course, but…”


          Sariss trailed off as she finally came to the same conclusion. It was blindingly obvious in retrospect, yet it had never even occurred to me. It wouldn’t occur to most highborn, since it relied upon something so untoward. So unthinkable. 


          Like a dragon falling in love with his concubine. The very reason for my own existence. 


          “His concubine was pregnant,” Lathriel breathed. “Lord Vermillion’s concubine was pregnant!”


          Sariss threw a glare at the other woman as if hearing the words she was already thinking were blasphemous. But then her eyes returned to me, and I knew she understood. 


          “This Vorskai dragon girl,” I said. “She’s not human—not completely human, at least. She’s Lord Tirathon’s daughter.”


          “Which means she could be a dragon,” Lathriel reasoned, her hazel eyes looking up at me. “She has elven blood and dragon blood…”


          “No,” Sariss whispered, shaking her head. “This is just another human deception. They destroyed House Vermillion, and your father punished them for it.”


          Her voice projected certainty, but I could hear the doubt starting to creep in. She might not believe in the possibility of a human dragon, but a half-human one was much more difficult to dismiss—especially if her father had been a Wyrm Lord himself. 


          As for the rest of the Vorskai’s tale…it all fit. If Tirathon really had gotten his human concubine pregnant, the Vaz Gorati almost certainly would have killed her or at least forced her to give up the child. They would never allow dragon blood to spread to the dustborn races. 


          Taking a deep breath to clear my mind, I turned my gaze back to the human and searched his face for any signs of duplicity. He certainly sounded like he believed what he was saying, but there was only one way to be sure. 


          “I need to know if you’re telling the truth,” I said. “For that, my priestess must take a reading. Do you understand?”


          The Vorskai nodded. “She is moshalim. Guided by the currents of the Moshai.”


          “Yes, that’s right. This test…it won’t be painless. But it shouldn’t leave any permanent wounds.”


          The man’s eyes shifted to Sariss for the first time, but he didn’t speak. He just turned his arms palm upward…and waited. “Go ahead,” I told her. 


          Taking a step closer to the bars, a storm of conflicting emotions raging across her face, Sariss stretched out her right arm and spread her claw-tipped fingers wide. My tutors had once told me that in the ancient world, when the Old Gods had been the only conduits to the Aether, their priests could peer into the mind of mortals with a searing divine light. Those techniques had been lost to time, sadly, but Sariss had other means of evaluating the purity of a man’s heart…


          There was no dramatic flash of energy from her hand or any sound to accompany her spell. But in one moment, the man was looking at her calmly…and in the next, his entire body seized up as if he had been stabbed. 


          “Goddess sanctify your blood,” she said, her normally bright blue eyes turning dark red. “And burn away its impurities.”


          The Vorskai man gurgled uncontrollably, and I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. When the blood priestesses had tested me for power, they had drawn and drank my blood. My father had told me the tale of how the High Priestess had nearly keeled over in shock when she tasted my ancestral memories and felt the overwhelming draconic power of my blood legacy. 


          This was far more disturbing…and invasive. Such magic was beyond me so far, and I didn’t truly understand how she could rummage through the secrets of a man’s blood without spilling it. But seeing the Vorskai frozen in place, unable to move, speak, or even breathe, was a potent reminder that my First Wife wasn’t merely my historian and herald, she was a powerful sorceress who could quite literally rip a man apart from the inside out if she so desired. 


          It was also a reminder of why the Vaz Gorati Sisterhood were so rightly feared. 


          “Argh!” Sariss groaned after a moment, lowering her arm and taking a step backward. The Vorskai man crumpled to the floor like an empty sack, though he did seem to be breathing again. 


          I placed my ebon-scaled hand on Sariss’s back to help steady her. “Are you all right?”


          “Yes,” she said, blinking rapidly. The crimson slowly faded from her eyes, but they stayed as bloodshot as if she’d been crying. “I sense no deception.”


          The human man mumbled something in his own language as he lay there, then chuckled as if to a joke no one had made. 


          “But all that means is he believes what he’s saying,” Sariss added. Her breaths came heavy, as if she had run up and down several flights of stairs. “It does not mean the words are true.”


          Nodding slowly, I glanced at Lathriel. She looked right back at me, her eyes a swirl of confusion and doubt. 


          “There’s one person who knows the truth about what happened that night,” I said. “It’s time I paid a visit to my father.”
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          Father and Son


        


      


      

        The instant we emerged out of the dungeon, it became clear that a return trip to the aviary would be more public than our initial trek. By now, everyone in Tiralis had heard that the Black Prince was in the city, and a great many of them had come out to see me in person. The Wyrmguard were diligently holding back the tide of commoners, preventing them from outright mobbing me, but they simply didn’t have the manpower to keep this part of the city clear, at least not without violence.  
Normally, I wouldn’t have minded being social. Most of the time, the people seemed to like me far more than the nobility. But I had no intention of sticking around here any longer than necessary. 
I needed to get back to my father. I needed answers.
“We’re going to fly from here,” I said, looking to the nearest Wyrmguard and signaling for him to give us a bit of extra space. 
“Without a saddle?” Lathriel asked. 
“We can pick it up on the aviary,” I said. “But I need to get back as soon as possible.”
I could feel their eyes upon me as I began to roil my dragon blood in preparation for a shift. 
“What happens if your father confirms everything the human said?” Lathriel asked, keeping her voice low. 
“I don’t know,” I admitted. 
“And if he agrees that the Vorskai are lying?” Sariss asked. 
“I don’t know that, either.”
I closed my eyes as my dragon blood began to boil, looking forward to the trip back just so I’d have some time to think. Ever since my mother had told me about the Vorskai messenger, there had been a tickle in the back of my mind, a nagging suspicion that my choices over the next few days might be the most important of life. They might even define my reign as Dragon Sovereign. 
Standing here now, knowing in my gut that the Vorskai dragon was real, I no longer had any doubt. I had to find her before anyone else did, including my mother’s assassins. 
Taking full control of my blood, I shifted back into my dragon form. My bulk filled most of the street outside the dungeon, and I could hear the gasps and squeals of the crowd further away upon seeing the Black Prince in all his ebon-scaled glory. 
“I need you to do something for me, Captain,” I said, keeping my head low next to Lathriel. 
“Anything you need, my lord,” she said. 
“I want you to scout the mountains and the valley around Dragonfall. See if any of the Vorskai are out there. And if so, get an idea of what they might be planning.”
“All right,” she said slowly, eyes widening as she absorbed the magnitude of the task. “But every rider in the Skywatch has been trying to locate them for months. I doubt I’ll have much luck on my own.”
“I know, but I want some warning in case they are planning something,” I said. “Because the only way to meet this dragon of theirs might be to agree to their summit.”
“What?” Sariss gasped. “My lord, you can’t possibly—”
“I haven’t committed to anything yet,” I cut her off. “But if my father confirms that this girl really is the daughter of Tirathon Vermillion, it’s not something we can just ignore. We’ll have to find her.”
“And then what?” Lathriel asked. 
I could see the worry on her face, though I wondered about the source. She had always been sympathetic toward humans in general and the Vorskai in particular—she was one of precious few who had bothered to learn their language, after all. But was she concerned about my safety, or was she worried I was considering an encore of my father’s purge fourteen years ago?
“Like I said, I don’t know yet,” I replied. “But at a minimum, we can’t allow the humans to keep a dragon scion.”
“Even if she considers herself one of them?”
“That hardly matters,” Sariss said dismissively. “If this heir is real—which I highly doubt—then she carries the blood of a Great House. The Vaz Gorati will not allow the humans to cultivate that power for themselves.”
“Which is why we aren’t going to tell anyone about this,” I warned, glancing between them. “Not until I’ve made a decision. Is that clear?”
The women exchanged a quick glance. 
“Of course, my lord,” Sariss said. “Your desires are my destiny.”
“I understand,” Lathriel added.
I nodded and exhaled slowly. “Whatever path I choose, I’ll send you a message soon, Captain. Maybe as early as tonight.”
“I will be here, my lord.”
“I know you will,” I said. “And thank you, by the way.”
She arched a brown eyebrow. “My lord?”
“For the translations,” I said. “We’re lucky you were here.”
“Indeed,” Sariss said, offering the faeyn woman another appraising gaze like when we had first arrived. “You are quite resourceful. It is no wonder our lord finds you worthy.”
“Um…thank you, Priestess,” Lathriel managed. 
“You may call me First Wife.” Sariss paused and smiled. “But I would rather call you sister. Consider our lord’s offer, Captain. We would be quite formidable together.”
Lathriel’s cheeks flushed again. “I will,” she whispered, turning to look at me. “I promise.”
“Good. Then walk in Aluthil’s light.” Sariss reached out a hand and gently placed it on the other woman’s face, then pivoted back to me. “I am ready to return when you are, my lord.”
“Then let’s fetch your saddle,” I said, leaning down so she could climb onto my back. “And go home.”
[image: image-placeholder]From a distance, the entrance to my father’s lair was completely invisible. The cliffside behind the palace was a sheer rock face that looked both unscalable and unbreakable. Even up close, there were no obvious signs of a cavern behind the stone. Only a sorcerer with dragon blood—or perhaps a master illusionist—could see through the magical shroud concealing the tunnel. 
The first time my father had shown this to me, it had looked like he was flying straight into solid rock. I’d had to breach the illusory barrier at least once myself to see through the deception. Truly powerful illusions were as real as whatever they were simulating; another dragon or a wyvern rider would crash into the mountain if they hadn’t recognized the spell. 
Thankfully, I had already earned my bruises, so I thrust out my wings to slow my approach as I soared gently through the fake wall into the massive cavern beyond. 
The lair was reasonably well illuminated, especially on the left-hand side of the hundred-yard-wide chamber. My grandfather had excavated comfortable nooks for his own personal library, alchemical laboratory, and private study. My father didn’t have the same scholarly impulse, though he had assembled quite a collection of rare tomes from his early travels across the Empire with his harem. 
On most days when he came here, it was to seek sanctuary from the pressures of the court…and to spend time as a dragon without attracting the attention of everyone nearby. The older I got, he’d once told me, the more tiresome my elven form would become. My blood would run thicker and thicker with age, until one day when I would inevitably consider the dragon my “true” self.
Emperor Karsis and the Elder Dragons who filled the Council of Wyrms weren’t old men and women sitting around a great table debating matters of state like a provincial court. When they met atop Anar Dol, the mountain peak at the heart of the Empire, they did so as dragons, not as elves. That was one of the reasons that former Sovereigns congregated in their own province of Lomir Drakath to live out the rest of their long lives apart from their brethren. It was practically a different state of existence. 
Normally, such a transition seemed so far away that I could barely comprehend it. But whenever I entered this lair, part of me could feel that call deep in my bones. I imagined it was how the Silverfang druids felt when they gathered beneath the light of the moon and surrendered to the cry of the wolf.
I landed just inside the cavern, then took a moment to stretch my wings before starting forward. I could sense my father’s presence long before I heard the stirring rumble off to my right. With the aid of my drow vision, I saw Father unfurl from the slumbering ball he’d tucked himself into and rise to his full height. He was only a hundred and eighty, not quite middle-aged for a dragon, but he still enjoyed his daily naps. Especially now that most of his wives had either returned to their families to raise their children or traveled ahead to the Imperial capital to prepare the Sorokar estate there for my father’s arrival once his term of office ended. 
“Father,” I called out when I reached the center of the great cavern. My voice seemed even more powerful than normal here, an effect of the favorable acoustics. 
“Your mother said you would come,” Valion Sorokar rumbled as he stomped out of the darker part of the cave and closer to the lights by his library. The warm radiance from the glowstones played off his brilliant gold scales, making them glitter as he moved.
“I didn’t realize my presence merited a warning. You’ve told me many times that I’m welcome here.”
“You are.” Valion came to a halt some thirty feet in front of me, almost awkwardly close in dragon terms. “Always.”
“Good. Because we have a great deal to discuss, Father.”
He stirred in place, the shuffle of his enormous body stirring dust all over the cavern. He may not have officially been an Elder Dragon until he joined the Council of Wyrms, but he had the size and strength to match any of them. I was much larger than I should have been for my age, but my father still towered over me like a golden giant. 
“You met with the Vorskai messenger?” he asked, his silver eyes smoldering. They were far brighter than their flat gray in his elven form. 
“That’s right,” I said. 
“I trust that you did not agree to his request?”
“Not yet. But I’m strongly considering it.”
Valion grumbled deep in his throat. “You should put that consideration out of your mind. The humans have nothing valuable to say.”
“That’s where you’re mistaken, Father,” I said. “The messenger had a great many interesting conversation topics. Like how the blood of the once-great House Vermillion may not be spent after all.”
Often, it was more difficult to evaluate the subtle shifts in my father’s body language when he was a dragon rather than a man, but the sudden flash in his eyes was as obvious as an exploding fireball.
“What?” he said, not as a question but as a demand. 
“You really didn’t know?” I asked. “Or did you just assume you’d incinerated Lord Tirathon’s concubine during your purge?”
The flash in his eyes dimmed, and for a long moment, he no longer seemed to be looking at me or the cave or anything else in the physical world. But then he exhaled slowly, and his massive body almost seemed to shrink into itself. The once-mighty Sovereign, the most intimidating visage in Abethaal, looked almost…frail. 
“Tirathon, old friend,” he whispered. “What have you done?”
I remained silent, watching the reactions play across his draconic visage. Before coming here, my instincts had warned me to be skeptical of anything he said. But standing before him, it was easy to remember that Valion Sorokar was not Irileth Teviss. Father had learned to play the political games of the court out of necessity, but there was a reason he was in his lair and not sitting in the throne room scheming—the same reason that he had initially tried to honor so many of the old traditions, like spending years adventuring with his harem before marrying and breeding them. 
“So, the Vorskai are telling the truth,” I said. “They do have a dragon…”
Valion’s eyes suddenly refocused. “The humans are not to be trusted,” he said, his voice like a hissing flame. 
“But you just said—”
“They will try to manipulate you. They will use your compassion against you…just as they did with him.”
I paused until the echo of his voice had faded from the cavern. “What happened to Lord Vermillion, Father?”
“I have told you the story many times.”
“You’ve told me the legend,” I corrected. “But I want the truth—all of it.”
Valion drew in a deep breath as if he were about to breathe cleansing flame, but it drained back out of him without a single puff of smoke. 
“It was twenty years ago, shortly after you were born,” he said. “I had only recently branded your mother. Tirathon and I had been friends our entire lives, not unlike you and Lord Mandar now. We were the only dragons still living in the province after your grandfather departed, as well as the last blood scions of our waning houses. At that time, neither of us had produced an heir despite a century of trying, and the Council of Wyrms was preparing to choose my successor to ensure that a dragon remained on the throne, even if he was not from our province.”
He sat back on his haunches, a movement that shook the cavern. “You’ve no idea how fortunate we are that the Vaz Gorati discovered your powers so early. It changed everything. You were only an infant, yet suddenly the future of House Sorokar was secured.”
“But not House Vermillion,” I said. 
“No,” he whispered. “Vermillion remained a fading flower, and Tirathon knew he was running out of time. He took more wives than I had in the hopes of finally producing an heir.”
“Evidently including his human concubine.”
Valion’s eyes narrowed. “She was his fourth dustborn. He had a fondness for them despite their fleeting lives. They could only serve him for a few decades at a time, but that only encouraged him to find and collar new ones when they grew stale. The Great Houses despised his…vice…but I suspect they were content to allow him to destroy himself. As Vermillion lost power and prestige, theirs only grew.”
“And you honestly didn’t know he removed her collar and got her pregnant?” I asked. 
“No,” Valion said firmly but with a hint of sadness. “Her belly was never swollen, and she was always wearing her collar in the palace.”
“You would think that someone would have considered the possibility after you’d just had a child with yours.”
“Your mother is an elf, Alamir. A drow, yes, but still one of us. It was already a scandal that he had taken them as concubines in the first place. The idea that he would share his seed with one…”
He shook his enormous head. “Looking back, it’s not hard to imagine what he was thinking. I produced my only dragon with your mother. Perhaps he believed he could do the same with a human instead of a fellow Avetharri.”
“Or he loved her,” I suggested. “Is that really so hard to believe?”
“Yes,” he said flatly. “His vice for humans was born of lust, not love.”
“Maybe not until her.”
He growled in the back of his throat. “After your birth, our relationship changed. Before, he had been my loyal Claw. But then he became…something else. Withdrawn. Reclusive. We rarely spoke. I wanted to convince him to stay here in the province to help train you after my term as Sovereign came to an end, but he refused. He never told me why.”
His lips drew back over his rows of teeth in a dragon’s grimace. “Perhaps I misread something in his motives in the years before your birth. He might have convinced himself that he would be the one who renewed his house. If he had produced a dragon first, a Vermillion could have returned to the throne for the first time in centuries.”
“But not if he had it with a human concubine,” I reasoned. “Surely he understood that the Vaz Gorati would never allow a half-human child to rule. Neither would the Empire.”
Valion stayed silent a moment, his eyes losing their focus again. “He should have understood that. But Tirathon was eager and impulsive, too quick to listen to his heart and ignore his head. He could have convinced himself of anything.”
“Sounds like someone the Vorskai could lure into an ambush,” I said. “Is that what you think happened?”
“It is what happened,” Valion said firmly. “Through his concubine, they convinced him to meet with their chieftain.”
“But to what end?” I asked. “He wasn’t the Sovereign, and at the time, we were leaving their settlements in the Droughtlands alone. There were no caravan raids, no fighting…what were they trying to discuss?”
“It doesn’t matter. The point is that Tirathon put his trust in the dustborn, and they destroyed him. It was a lesson paid for in blood…and one we cannot afford to repeat.”
My tail swept across the smooth stone floor as I thought back to what the Vorskai messenger had told me. 
“There’s another possibility,” I said. “What if he knew that his concubine’s child wouldn’t be safe here in Tel Kithas? What if he took her back to her people where they could raise the child in peace?”
Valion stood stiffly for a long moment. If he truly hadn’t known that this concubine was pregnant—and I believed that he hadn’t—then perhaps this other line of thinking had never occurred to him. 
“It doesn’t matter,” he repeated. “Either way, they betrayed him.”
“At which point you massacred everyone in the valley,” I said, not bothering to hide my disgust. “And slaughtered thousands.”
“They murdered a dragon!” Valion snarled. “For that crime, I could have exterminated every human in Abethaal. They are fortunate I showed restraint and allowed their women and young to flee into the mountains.”
“Where they could eke out an existence in squalor like orcs,” I hissed. “The Vorskai claim that they didn’t kill him. They said that an assassin from Tel Kithas murdered him, then blamed it on them.”
His eyes flared angrily. “Please tell me that my son does not believe these dustborn lies.”
“My blood priestess confirmed the messenger was telling the truth.”
“That means less than nothing!” Valion growled. “You have to be smarter than this, Alamir. A dragon’s first duty is—”
“To protect his people, I know,” I said. “And the Empire and his wives. But you’ve also taught me that what separates House Sorokar from Tynov and Lorkath and all the others is our commitment to honor, dignity, and truth. What happened to that?”
He grimaced as if I’d slipped a dagger between his golden scales. “Honor offers little comfort to the dead. And truth always surrenders to power.”
A sour taste filled my mouth. “You’re starting to sound like Mother.”
“The Vorskai killed the last Vermillion scion,” Valion said, biting out every word. “Whatever fantasy your imagination is concocting must end now.”
“You sound worried, Father. Why?”
“Because my only dragon son is too foolish and prideful to become Sovereign.” He took a thundering step forward, his silver eyes blazing again. “Because he is too much like me.”
He stared hard at me, the only sound in the cavern that of our monstrous breaths.
“The Empire has only begun to renew its trust in House Sorokar,” he said. “Abethaal has a young dragon heir about to take the throne and another to serve as his Claw. But the emperor will not tolerate more chaos, not with the humans threatening the vatari. They must be stopped.”
“I’m going to stop them,” I said firmly. “By meeting them at Dragonfall and seeing this dragon girl of theirs. If she truly is the last Vermillion scion, then we cannot ignore her. And if she isn’t…” I swallowed, tasting bile and ash. “Then you’ll get what you want. I’ll destroy them myself.”
“No,” Valion said, puffing out his golden chest. “There will be no summit. I will not allow you to repeat Tirathon’s mistake.”
I snarled. “You can’t—”
“I am Dragon Sovereign,” Valion bellowed. “Not you. Not yet. You will stay here in Tel Kithas, and I will deal with the humans.”
“By slaughtering them again?”
“I truly hope that will not be necessary. Once we’ve taken the child, they will no longer be a threat.” His eyes narrowed. “And we will…very soon.”
The sour taste in my mouth turned bitter. “What? How?”
“The Wyrmguard are searching for her, as are your mother’s spies. It is only a matter of time.”
“Until what, they kill her?”
“She will not die,” my father said. “But she cannot be allowed to remain with the humans. She will be brought here where she will be safe and protected.”
“In a Vaz Gorati dungeon?” I asked derisively. “You said yourself they’ll never accept a dustborn Wyrm Lord. So what are they going to do? Lock her away forever? Bleed her to death?”
“This is no longer your concern, my son. Go back to your chambers. Attend to your new wife.” Valion’s eyes flashed again. “And consider yourself fortunate that I am able to stop you from making the same mistake that killed my friend.”
I wanted to keep arguing. Everyone else in the province was rightly terrified of my father’s power, but I had learned to stand up to him and my mother in ways I never would have imagined as a child. Her red-eyed gaze couldn’t chill me, and his might couldn’t intimidate me. 
But I had also learned to pick my battles, and in this case, there was nothing further to be gained. I had gotten the answers I needed, and they had shown me the paths that lay ahead. All I needed to do was start moving. 
I turned and left the lair without a word, and I flew straight back to the palace. Sariss was already in my chambers when I returned, waiting patiently in the bedroom while the servants prepared a hot bath. She bounced to her feet the moment I appeared, her face alight at my presence…but then crumpling in concern when she saw my scowl.
“My lord?” she asked. “What is—”
“Are you friends with any of the priestesses at the temple in Tiralis?”
Sariss blinked. “I…I’m sorry?”
“I need to know if there’s someone there you can trust to be discreet.”
She glanced away for a moment in thought. “I…I know one of the acolytes. She’s been a friend of our family for a long time.”
“Perfect,” I said, nodding. “Then I want you to go to the temple here in the city and send her a message by calling crystal. Your friend needs to deliver it to Lathriel as soon as possible.”
“That…shouldn’t be a problem,” Sariss replied slowly, clearly still confused. “Could you not send a message on a wyvern? Or through one of the Skywatch crystals?”
“I could, but this is safer. You’ll just have to trust me.”
“Of course, my lord,” Sariss said. “What is the message?”
“I’ll write it down,” I said, striding over to the quill at my desk. I could have used a wyvern or the Skywatch, certainly, but doing so would be asking for one of my mother’s spies to intercept the message. She may not have had them spying on me all the time, but she knew me well enough to understand that I didn’t enjoy being told what to do—or what not to do. She would be waiting for me to try something. 
But even she wasn’t foolish enough to try and spy on the Vaz Gorati. And as long as I coded the message properly, no one would be the wiser when Lathriel took off in the middle of the night and delivered it to the Vorskai personally. 
Because I was going to meet them, whether my father wanted me to or not. I was going to learn the truth about what happened to the last Vermillion, and if possible, I was going to save his daughter before the Empire got its hands on her. 
The only question was whether this girl could avoid my parents’ minions long enough for me to reach her first. 
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          Rasmus the Slayer had always believed that life was far too complicated—and far too messy—for there to be such a thing as a universal truth. But if anything came close, it was that starting a day with one’s balls thoroughly drained by a beautiful woman was far more enjoyable than the alternative. 


          He groaned as he leaned up in bed, stretching out his arms and sore muscles. The scar on his chest seemed less angry than normal this morning, as if it had also enjoyed fucking the ever-living hell out of a gorgeous fey woman last night. As for Sabari herself, she was lying flat on her chest next to him, her black hair spilled around the lovely, olive curve of her bare back as she slept. 


          Raz was tempted to smack her on the ass and wake her up, mostly to see how eager she might be to ride him again before breakfast. But he genuinely wasn’t sure if he had anything left to give her after last night. He had covered practically every inch of her immortal flesh last night, and without her friend Faradah here to clean up the mess, Sabari was going to need another dip in the bath before doing anything. 


          Grinning at the mental image of the two fey girls licking each other clean, Raz slid out of the bed and started to get dressed. A thin sliver of light trickled in from a gap in the cavern ceiling, granting Sabari’s private chambers more natural illumination than any other room. Not that there was a lot to see besides all the fancy furniture Sabari had stolen from someone, occasionally with his help. Like the enchanted candelabra on the nightstand she had swiped from the Tynov estate back in Vimaldis years ago…


          Raz had definitely slept later than he’d intended, though he doubted that Borkesh would be up and about if he’d gone through with his plan to hire two bath girls for the night. Raz just hoped he wouldn’t have to barge in on the big orc and get him moving like the last time they’d been here. No man ever wanted to see his best friend naked, and that was doubly true when the friend was strutting around with a green, gorm-sized cock. 


          The tavern on the other side of the caves was serving breakfast for the customers who paid for a full night, and Raz had a quick plate of boiled potatoes and eggs while he surveyed the crowd. Belatedly, he realized that Sabari had distracted him so thoroughly that he’d forgotten to ask her if she knew anything about the cute redheaded half-elf who’d been in the pool last night. The girl wasn’t anywhere to be seen, either. 


          Raz was still chastising himself for missing out on the opportunity when the barkeep mentioned that Borkesh was apparently awake after all. The orc had gone outside early for some reason, perhaps to try and buy something from one of the merchant caravans before they set out for the Reach. 


          After scarfing down his food, Raz headed outside the caverns to see what his partner was up to—and if he’d learned anything else interesting about their Vorskai quarry overnight. The sun was so blinding that Raz had to squint for several minutes, but he still managed to find his partner two streets over. Borkesh had his arms crossed over his chest, and he seemed to be glaring at something at the edge of the settlement where the caravan wagons were usually parked. 


          “You’re up early,” Raz commented as he approached.


          “You slept late,” the orc countered. 


          “Just means I had a more entertaining night than you did.”


          “I’d be more worried about surviving this afternoon.” 


          Frowning, Raz stepped up next to the orc and followed his gaze. The settlement seemed busier than normal this morning. There had to be dozens if not hundreds of people already up and about, including local merchants, traveling traders, and several groups of rough-looking human nomads. Borkesh was eyeing a commotion near the caravan camps at the fringes of the settlement, but there were too many people in the way for Raz to get a good look. 


          “What’s happening?” Raz asked. “One of the raider groups try to hit a caravan before they left town or something?”


          “No,” Borkesh said, his voice unusually grave. “Over there.”


          Raz followed his partner’s gesture to a particular stone building in time to see five highborn warriors in resplendent golden armor appear around the corner. Even with the bustle of the crowd, he could hear their boots crunching in the ruddy dirt streets as they marched purposely toward the roughly circular plaza at the center of the settlement. 


          “Zinshasa’s tits,” Raz hissed softly. “What in the bloody void is the Wyrmguard doing here?”


          His hands reflexively twitched toward the scimitars at his belt. No soldier from Tel Kithas would have been welcome out here in the Droughtlands, but members of the Wyrmguard were a particularly intimidating sight. Mostly because their presence meant that someone had drawn the eye—and ire—of a dragon. The effect was more pronounced here, where their elaborate armor and enchanted glaives were such a stark contrast to the simple bone and iron weapons used by the local humans. 


          “Someone came into the tavern half an hour ago waning about their approach,” Borkesh said. “I thought about waking you up and getting out of here, but then I remembered that we’re supposed to be on their payroll now.”


          “Are we?” Raz asked, scowling and pulling the orc around the corner of the nearest building where their gawking wouldn’t be so obvious. 


          “You said that drow was working for the Sovereign.”


          “I said that’s what she told me. I also speculated that we were paid in Imperial coins, remember? Two heads of the hydra pulling in opposite directions.”


          Raz’s chest tightened. After what Sabari had told him last night—that the Vorskai believed one of their sorcerers was a dragon—he was more confident than ever about his Imperial drow theory. The emperor had numerous elite forces under his command, including the Chosen and the Dal’Rethi, but he rarely deployed them to the provinces unless he had to. He loved using spies and mercenaries, however, exactly like that drow woman in the Ogre. 


          Which, if Raz’s logic held, would mean that these Wyrmguard were here on behalf of the local Sovereign, and they didn’t have any idea that the Empire had hired the Dragon Slayer to do its dirty work. It also meant that the drow’s offer of “clemency” was bullshit, and Raz and Borkesh should expect the usual amount of trouble once these provincial soldiers realized who they were. 


          And what they had done. 


          “Perhaps we should make a discreet exit,” Borkesh suggested. “The crowd’s thick enough we should be able to get to our thresk and ride out of here without too much trouble.”


          Raz grit his teeth. Leaving would be the smart move, but his curiosity wasn’t going to let him go anywhere, not until he knew more about what was going on. Besides, the soldiers weren’t here for the Dragon Slayer and his partner; on the contrary, one of the Wyrmguard appeared to be holding a memory crystal upturned in his palm. Floating above that crystal was a small but detailed illusory projection of a person. 


          “How many drakada do you want to bet that’s an image of the girl we’re supposed to be hunting?” Borkesh asked. 


          “How many do you have?” 


          “After last night, none. Those girls earned every drake, believe me.”


          Raz grunted. The commotion was still at least thirty yards away, too far to make out any details from the projection or hear the soldiers’ voices over the waterfall. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the locals were more stunned by the appearance of the Sovereign’s minions than the memory crystal. Out here in the Droughtlands, wanted posters were typically little more than rough charcoal sketches on parchment with some additional description. But as with most things, the Avetharri lived in a completely different reality, one defined by abundance rather than scarcity. 


          “Well, then they’re out of luck,” Borkesh said. “Because the Vorskai aren’t anywhere near here.”


          Frowning, Raz leaned all the way back around the corner to hide behind the edge of the building. “You hear something last night?”


          “One of the girls said she heard that the Vorskai had moved all the way back to their old valley on the other side of the Godsworn Rise.”


          “And you believe her?”


          Borkesh shrugged. “She seemed fairly certain.”


          “I’m surprised you even gave her the chance to talk.”


          “I like to cuddle.”


          “Mm,” Raz mumbled as he peered back around the corner. The Wyrmguard soldiers hadn’t moved much, but he could definitely hear shouting now. “I’m going to take a closer look.”


          “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Borkesh asked. “What am I saying? Of course you aren’t. You never are.”


          “If you want to collect this bounty, we need information,” Raz reminded him. “It would also be nice to confirm that the Empire and the locals aren’t cooperating.”


          The orc groaned. “And if they decide that bringing back the head of the Sorekûl Drakath would be a fine consolation prize for their master?”


          “Then I’ll die a little faster than I would otherwise,” Raz muttered. “Just make sure you beat the local looters to my corpse. The gold is in the right pocket.”


          Pulling up the hood of his cloak to conceal his face, he turned the corner and began maneuvering through the busy street, doing his best to remain unassuming while trying to get close enough to see what was going on. The Wyrmguard were starting to draw a crowd…and from the looks of it, the locals weren’t being particularly cooperative. 


          The five soldiers were standing in the main plaza where three open streets consolidated into a single intersection with a well at the center. The locals had formed a loose circle several people deep, many of whom appeared to be yelling at the Wyrmguard soldiers. Raz was surprised they were being so brave. Threatening the Sovereign’s personal guardians seemed like a great way to end up on the tip of a glaive or disintegrated by a blast of arcane magic. 


          Raz shuffled behind the newly abandoned stall of a fruit seller, then paused. The Wyrmguard leader appeared to be berating a particular group of tan-skinned humans clad in loose white robes—probably one of the nomadic tribes who roamed the Droughtlands, by the looks of it—which was what had summoned the crowd. Raz still couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he did finally get a better look at the projection. 


          Unsurprisingly, it was indeed a female wearing typical tribal leathers of a Vorskai warrior. While it was impossible to make out any detailed facial features at this distance, Raz’s attention was instantly drawn to the shoulder-length shock of red hair atop her head. Hair that, when dry and tousled by the wind, could easily conceal a pair of pointed ears and make her appear human. But if that hair were straight—say, after a soothing dip in the cavern bathing pools…


          “Son of a bitch,” Raz hissed, his mind flashing back to the beautiful girl whose pool he’d stolen last night. He’d been standing five feet away from his quarry and hadn’t even realized it. 


          “What’s the problem?”


          Raz turned to see Borkesh slinking up behind him. At least, insofar as the orc was capable of slinking.


          “Let’s just say your bath girl was off the mark,” Raz said, trying to keep his voice low but still audible. 


          “How do you know that?” the orc asked. His red eyes narrowed at the crowd as the shouting match between the Wyrmguard and the humans intensified. 


          “Because our quarry was here,” Raz said. “Last night.” 


          Borkesh blinked. “You saw her?”


          “Yes, in the caverns.”


          “And you didn’t do anything?”


          “I didn’t know it was her at the time,” Raz said grouchily, though he was mostly annoyed at himself. 


          “A human female with tribal markings didn’t give it away?”


          “She didn’t have any obvious markings. And she’s not human—she’s a half-blood.”


          “Interesting,” the orc said, his annoyance evaporating. “Did the drow who hired us know that?”


          “Impossible to say,” Raz muttered. “But our girl could have left town last night for all we know. Let’s get back to our mounts and—”


          He was cut off by a buzzing crack. Raz whipped his head around in time to see several members of the gathering crowd scream and bolt away from the commotion. Without their bodies in the way, he had a much clearer view of the Wyrmguard, and he saw what the fuss was about. Their leader was holding a brilliant blue-purple whip made of pure arcane energy, which he had coiled around one of the white-robed human nomads to hold the man in place for an impromptu interrogation. From the nomad’s cries of pain, it wasn’t going to be a pleasant experience for him. 


          His other white-robed friends weren’t happy about it—they were shouting in a language Raz didn’t understand, but the rest of the Wyrmguard soldiers were holding them at bay with the tips of their wickedly sharp glaives. The volume of the actual crowd had greatly diminished as more of the locals started to realize that confronting armed Avetharri soldiers in nearly impenetrable armor was more dangerous than wandering into a gorm breeding mound. 


          “That’s our cue,” Borkesh said. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”


          Raz’s jaw clenched. He didn’t want to end up as a Wyrmguard trophy, but watching the human nomad writhe in pain was making his finger itch for his swords. There was nothing in this world Raz hated more than waking up randy and alone on a cold winter morning, but thugs with big weapons tormenting other people was a close second. 


          “I know that look,” Borkesh groaned. 


          “What look?” Raz asked innocently. 


          “The one where you’re planning on doing something stupid.”


          “Sometimes it’s worth being a little stupid. And they’re clearly looking for a fight.”


          “Not with us,” Borkesh said. “Come on, let’s—”


          “Meesh’ta kalak!” 


          A woman’s voice rang out across the plaza, drawing everyone’s attention to the rooftops. And there, standing atop one of the squat stone buildings behind the Wyrmguard soldiers, was the redheaded Vorskai girl he’d seen last night, only this time she wasn’t naked. She was clad in a light leather bodice adorned with an impressive collection of bones, presumably from creatures she had hunted in the Droughtlands. 


          Her green eyes were as piercing as they’d been in the caverns, though they were now covered in a band of white warpaint. The sword Raz had seen her carrying last night was slung across her back, and even from here, he could tell that the blade was finely crafted. And not merely steel, but pure moonsilver. 


          Meaning that it had been crafted by Avetharri artisans. And that she had probably killed one of them to get it. 


          “What in Kalhabek’s name does she think she’s doing?” Borkesh stammered. “Committing suicide?”


          Raz grimaced as the Wyrmguard captain uncoiled his arcane whip from the hapless nomad and pointed at the girl on the rooftop behind them. One of his soldiers swiveled his glaive upward, as if waiting for his quarry to dive on top of him and skewer herself. Two of his friends set down their polearms and drew their crossbows instead, while the fourth raised a hand as if preparing himself to channel a spell. 


          Yet the girl didn’t seem the least bit concerned about the soldiers or their crossbows or the fact she was outnumbered five to one. She just glared down at them, her teeth bared like a feral beast. 


          “Sen forok, koresh dora kai!” she shouted, again in a strange human tongue Raz couldn’t translate. But the Wyrmguard captain apparently understood her fine. 


          “Dustborn wretch!” he spat. “You’re fortunate my lord wants you alive.”


          He pointed toward the soldier with his hand extended, and the man immediately conjured another whip of arcane energy like the one they had used to subdue the nomads. 


          Raz’s breath caught in his throat when the Wyrmguard sorcerer lifted his hand and prepared to lash the girl to immobilize her. But a split second before the arcane whip unfurled, his entire body went rigid…and a loud, sizzling hiss carried halfway across the plaza. 


          It took another moment before Raz realized what was happening: the Wyrmguard’s golden armor had begun to glow orange as if it had been dipped in the heat of a forge. The soldier shrieked in agony, the arcane energy dissipating from his hand as he clawed at his molten breastplate in a desperate attempt to peel it off his body before it cooked him alive. 


          The Wyrmguard captain swore. “Get her!”


          But the Vorskai girl was already moving. Balling her empty right hand into a fist, she made a downward punching motion as if she were trying to strike the roof she was standing on. A roaring jet of flame exploded from her knuckles, propelling her entire body upward as if she had launched herself from a catapult. A cloud of black smoke coiled around her as she soared across the plaza, concealing her exact position even as the Wyrmguard soldiers abandoned their attempts to capture her and fired their crossbows instead. 


          Raz had seen plenty of crazy shit over the past few years, including his share of sorcerous marvels from the elemental channelers who lived on the fringes of the province. But he had never seen anyone melt a man’s armor while he was still wearing it, nor fly through the air without wings. 


          And apparently, this girl was only getting started. 


          No sooner did the bolts shoot past her than the girl made another punching motion with her right hand. This time a fireball launched from her knuckles, and it struck the Wyrmguard soldiers dead-on.


          Any other group of soldiers would have been roasted as surely as if a dragon had strafed past and melted them with its fiery breath, but these men were the Sovereign’s personal guardians for a reason. The Wyrmguard captain thrust out his hands and conjured a dome of protective energy over his squad an instant before the fireball engulfed them. The flames splashed over the sphere, igniting several nearby crates at the side of the street, but the barrier held. The crowd of onlookers, finally realizing how much danger they were in, scurried away as fast as their legs could carry them. 


          Amidst the chaos of the roaring explosion, the Vorskai girl landed on her target rooftop ten yards from the Wyrmguard and about the same distance from where Raz and Borkesh were crouched behind their empty merchant stall. 


          “Well,” Borkesh said softly, his red eyes wide. “I think we found out why they want her so badly.”


          Raz nodded as the crowds fled past them. But he and his partner remained still, a pair of stubborn fence posts standing defiantly against an incoming storm. They were far enough to the side that he wasn’t worried about getting caught in the crossfire, though even they had been, there was no way in the name of the Pale he planned on leaving now, not when his quarry was standing right there. 


          The rumor Sabari had passed onto him last night was back at the forefront of his mind. This girl clearly wasn’t merely a random sorcerer born into one of the human tribes. She couldn’t have been much more than eighteen or nineteen years old, yet her command of fire magic rivaled or eclipsed that of the Valturan Flamecallers of the far east. Such a feat seemed impossible…


          Unless, of course, she had the blood of a dragon. 


          As that thought burned through his mind, the girl unleashed another fireball at the Wyrmguard soldiers, pummeling their arcane barrier. The Wyrmguard captain cried out in strain, but unfortunately for her, his soldiers were professional enough to stand their ground and trust in their leader’s barrier rather than scatter from the blast and make themselves easy targets. They had reloaded their crossbows by the time the flames dissipated, and they promptly fired another salvo. 


          But the girl was nimble, too. As she twisted her body away from the incoming bolts, she thrust out her free hand and unleashed another roaring jet of flame—not at the ground to propel her upward, but straight at the commander’s arcane barrier. 


          The focused attack put more pressure on a single point of the protective spell, forcing the captain to collapse the dome into a personal barrier or risk the flames piercing through. But the contracted shield held while his men reloaded, and when no more fire was forthcoming, it seemed like the flamecaller was finally out of tricks. Raz held his breath, hand dropping to his own crossbow when his instincts told him he needed to intervene…


          But then the roaring jet of flame coiled around the Wyrmguard captain like a fiery whip, and his barrier retracted until it was little more than a shimmering sheen over his armor. He cried out, first in strain and then with panic—


          And then he exploded. 


          Of all the shocking and grotesque things Raz had witnessed during his time as a mercenary, watching a man spontaneously combust inside his own armor was perhaps the most disturbing, and definitely not something he was eager to repeat. A shower of flaming flesh and boiling blood rained down over the remaining Wyrmguard even as the now-empty suit of their captain’s armor clattered to the ground at their feet. 


          “Ukex,” Borkesh swore. “Who is this female?”


          “I don’t know,” Raz whispered. “But we need to find out.”


          With the arcane barrier down, the Vorskai girl promptly unleashed another fireball. But the Wyrmguard still weren’t beaten—the three survivors scattered to opposite sides of the plaza, narrowly avoiding the fiery detonation as it consumed the well. One of them ended up beneath the building she was using as a perch, and for an instant, Raz wondered why she didn’t immediately rush to the edge and fry him with another gout of flame. 


          But then he saw the strain on her face and the veins beginning to appear beneath her arms and neck as the Aether took its toll on her body. For all its power, magic was poison to mortal flesh, and Aetheric backlash—the Flensing—could kill a sorceress who pushed herself too hard in such a short period of time. 


          Still, the girl wasn’t out of tricks yet. She unclipped the sword from her back, and the moment she was holding it in both hands, the moonsilver blade burst into flames. Then, with a fierce battle cry, she dove off the rooftop to engage the Wyrmguard soldier in melee. 


          Caught without his glaive, the Avetharri man reached for the short backup sword on his scabbard and drew it just in time to defend himself from the woman now trying to hack him to pieces. The two of them became little more than blurs of motion amidst the swirls of black smoke, visible only thanks to the glow of her flaming sword. 


          The girl obviously knew how to handle a blade, even one that seemed too large for her frame. Her footwork was quick and precise, and engaging the soldier so close was deterring his friends from firing their crossbows at her lest they hit their own man. 


          But that wouldn’t last forever. One of the other Wyrmguard—the one closest to Raz and Borkesh about a dozen paces away—had dropped his crossbow and conjured his own arcane whip instead. The moment the flamecaller cut down her opponent, he would have a clear shot…and while fire magic may have been the most overly destructive of the elemental disciplines, it wouldn’t help her one bit against an arcane blast or a crossbow bolt. 


          In that moment, Raz made his decision. His hands flashed down to his scabbards and drew his double blades. 


          “What do you think you’re doing?” Borkesh asked, reaching out to snatch his partner’s wrist. 


          “We need to help her.”


          “Why?”


          It was a good question. And one Raz didn’t have an answer for. 


          All the better, then, that he didn’t stick around to respond. 


          He stormed toward the nearest Wyrmguard soldier, blades out and at the ready. The other man was crouched on a knee with the spell crackling in his hands, and he was so focused on the frantic melee across the plaza that Raz could have cut him down before he even realized he was under attack. 


          Instead, Raz came to a halt a few feet away, blades crossed defensively in front of him. “I’d cut your losses and get out of here if I were you,” he said. “Though you might need to run all the way to Rivani to escape the embarrassment of getting thrashed by one little dustborn girl.”


          The Wyrmguard turned, his heated scowl barely visible through the open cross of his golden helmet. He didn’t bother replying or pausing to see who could possibly be so brazen as to taunt a Wyrmguard. He just swung his right hand around and unleashed the barrage of arcane energy he’d been holding straight into Raz’s chest. 


          Which was exactly what the Sorekûl Drakath had been counting on. 


          Raz’s ravenous scar devoured the magic the moment it struck his torso, and a wave of power surged through his body more intensely than if he’d grabbed his necklace and drained power from the vatari crystal. This magic was fresh. Pure.


          And invigorating. 


          The Wyrmguard never had a chance to realize the gravity of his mistake. With a single sweep of his scimitar, Raz liberated the man’s head from his shoulders. The second soldier, crouched across the street with his crossbow, called out a warning as he turned and fired his weapon, but Raz was far enough away that his enhanced speed allowed him to pivot on a heel and dodge the bolt. 


          The soldier would never have the time to reload, and he knew it. Diving for his dropped glaive, he managed to scoop it up just as Raz reached him. He took a wild swipe at the incoming Slayer to try and fend off the charge, but Raz was simply too strong and too fast for any mere soldier, even the Sovereign’s supposed elite. He slammed his shoulder into the Wyrmguard’s breastplate, throwing the other man halfway across the street until he smashed into and then through thin stone wall of a building. A shower of bricks and dust soon joined the rising clouds of black smoke filling the street, and Raz turned back to look at the Vorskai flamecaller. 


          He expected her to still be locked in a life-or-death duel with the Wyrmguard she’d been fighting, but despite the fact he was still trying to kill her, she wasn’t even looking at him. Her attention was completely focused on Raz. 


          “Sorekûl Drakath.”


          Raz could barely hear her voice from this distance over the shouting and crackling flames, but he saw her lips mouth the words as her green eyes bored him. Her body had gone so slack it seemed like she was about to lose her grip on her flaming blade. 


          It wasn’t the wide-eyed visage of terror he was used to whenever someone saw his strange powers in action for the first time. This was different. The girl wasn’t afraid. It looked more like awe. 


          Or reverence. 


          But whatever it was, her hesitation was about to get her killed. The Wyrmguard soldier thrust his blade toward his distracted target—


          And then shrieked as a massive ax emerged from the black clouds and split his skull open like a rotten tree stump. The nauseating shower of gore was mercifully short-lived, as Borkesh promptly lifted the corpse and hurled it into a pile of flaming debris on the side of the street. The Vorskai girl leapt back as if startled out of a trance, her sword back at the ready. 


          “I wouldn’t,” Borkesh warned, a steady stream of blood dripping from the keen edge of his weapon. 


          Raz hadn’t realized his legs were moving, but he was suddenly standing right between them amidst the splatters of blood and rising columns of smoke. There was almost no one else around—they had all scattered across the settlement or into the cavern. 


          “He’s with me,” Raz said, the energy still pulsing through his scar. Standing this close to her, he could actually feel the magic radiating off her as if she were a living flame. It was unlike anything he had ever felt before.


          And by the gods, it was making his scar hungry. 


          The girl swallowed heavily, her chest heaving with fatigued breaths, as her eyes left the orc and returned to Raz. 


          “Sorekûl Drakath,” she rasped. “It is you, after all.” 


          Borkesh scoffed in disgust. “Why do you get all the admirers? I’m the one who saved her life!”


          “The Mosh’Dalar prophesized that you would be here,” the girl said. “And that you would be ready to aid us in our fight against the Dragon Sovereign.”


          Raz opened his mouth, but there were so many questions vying for control of his voice that none of them managed to come out. 


          “The mosh what?” Borkesh asked, unburdened by the same hesitation.


          “Our chieftain,” the girl said, eyes never leaving Raz. “He sent me here to find the Sorekûl Drakath and bring you back to our tribe.”


          The orc shook his head. “Well, too bad for him, because we’ll be taking you in the opposite direction. Unless your people want to pay us more than the ones offering a fortune to bring you to Sethuil.”


          The girl looked at the orc as if noticing him for the first time. “What?”


          “Not here,” Raz said, finally rediscovering his voice. Beyond the smoke rising from the plaza, he could see the silhouettes of the locals moving forward to investigate now that the battle appeared to be over. “We should get moving in case there are others nearby.”


          Borkesh shot him a look. “And leave this mess on Sabari’s doorstep?”


          “I’ll make it up to her later,” Raz said, turning back to the girl. “Do you have a mount at the stable?”


          For a long moment, the girl remained still and silent, as if trying to convince herself that the Dragon Slayer was real. From his perspective, any lingering doubts he’d been harboring about her identity vanished now that he was standing this close to her. This was definitely the same girl he’d seen last night, only with more leather and fire and warpaint. Somehow, her half-blooded body was almost more alluring splattered with gore, sand, and sweat. 


          “Yes, I do,” she said, the red-hot blade of her sword extinguishing as she lowered the weapon. “The tribe is not far.”


          “Good,” Raz said. “Then let’s get some distance between us and this mess. And on the way, maybe you can tell us why the Dragon Sovereign wants you so badly.”
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          The Concubine


        


      


      

        

          I was wide awake long after I’d finished making love to Sariss. She had been sleeping peacefully next to me for hours now, her left leg and much of her golden hair spilling over my abdomen. I could feel the petals of her sex pressed against my hip, keeping my release inside her while she slumbered. 


          We’d taken a different, gentler tone tonight. Rather than attacking each other in a lustful frenzy as soon as we entered the bedroom, we’d leisurely acquainted ourselves with each other’s body. Her lips and hands had roamed the light gray skin of my muscular arms, chest, and legs. I explored the full, perky shape of her breasts, the flare of her hips, and the firmness of her ass. Our kisses and caresses had grown hungrier as we showed our appreciation, right up until our desire burst its banks at last. 


          Slipping inside her clinging warmth for that first thrust had been wonderful. Feeling her body tighten, her cries of joy ringing in my ear every time I spilled during the passionate coupling that followed, had been pure bliss. 


          I had no idea how long I’d been lying there debating whether I should take her again, but I’d dragged my fingers and back and forth over her smooth thighs a hundred times by now. 


          The moon was particularly bright tonight. The thin rays filtering in through the windows dappled the entire bedchamber in an ethereal white-blue light. The effect was quite soothing, especially the way it made the rounded curves of her naked body seem to glow. 


          And yet here I was, unwilling to close my eyes and unable to fall asleep.


          It was the second night since I had passed the message to Lathriel, which meant that if things had gone the way I’d hoped, the Vorskai would have received my answer. And in two more nights, I would be leaving Tel Kithas to meet with their chieftain and the dragon girl they wanted me to marry.


          As for what would come of that meeting, I genuinely had no idea. I had been trying to keep myself from wasting time wondering if the barbarian sorcerers could be right about the end of the Blood Drought, but the thought stayed in my head no matter how hard I tried to push it down. And the mental debate had only further convinced me that I was doing the right thing. 


          One way or another, I needed to know if this girl carried Vermillion blood. And if she did…


          Sighing, I slid out from beneath Sariss as gently as I could, hoping I wouldn’t wake her. She barely stirred, thankfully, even when I shifted her leg off my waist, and her soft coos almost convinced me to mount her again. If she was so intent on earning a mouthful of seed every morning, it seemed only fair for me to treat her womb to an extra helping every night as well.


          But the urge passed when I saw how peaceful she looked, especially when she rolled over and tucked herself into a ball. My imperious priestess, terrifying when she was giving commands, irresistible when she was on her knees, and adorable as hell when she was sleeping like a babe. 


          Grinning, I slid off the bed, fetched my robe from the nightstand, and set out for a walk through the palace. 


          The Wyrmguard soldiers scattered throughout the royal wing were accustomed to my occasional midnight walks, though most of the time I took to the skies when I couldn’t sleep. Shapeshifting was quite draining, after all, as was flying in general. Few activities could tire me out as quickly. 


          But it was my mind, not my body, that needed settling right now. So instead of heading to the aviary, I made my way to the royal library instead. I didn’t expect to find any quick, convenient answers in books—life was rarely that simple—but I usually found it easier to think in their presence. They had a soothing aura about them, as if the weight of history were a blanket I could crawl under for warmth. 


          There weren’t any guards near the library, especially at this hour, and I quietly opened the polished wooden door and stepped inside. It remained dimly lit at all hours, thanks to the glowing display cases containing illusory projections of ancient weapons, relics, and other various implements of history that warranted their own dedicated section. The royal library was as much a museum as a repository of tomes, which set it apart from the numerous larger libraries in the city, including those in each of the Seven Spires. 


          None of those collections were as tightly curated as this one, however. The palace library wasn’t a place for research or study, but rather a collection of history of the Great Houses and the Wyrm Lords who had ruled Abethaal since its founding over five millennia ago. Every single one of my father’s predecessors—over fifty men and a few women—had at least one shelf dedicated to their rule.


          A hundred years from now, when my term finished and I was sent off to join the Elder Dragons, Sariss would be responsible for assembling a collection in my honor. My philosophy, my achievements, my collected wisdom…it would all be there for the next generation. 


          Assuming there was a next generation. In the era of the Drought, that was no longer a guarantee. 


          When I’d been younger, my mother had insisted that I read most of the tomes on my recent predecessors, especially my grandfather. I obeyed mostly out of curiosity. More often than not, I found my way to the more colorful collections involving Wyrm Lords and their adventuring harems from ancient days. 


          It was impossible to know how many of the tales were true or not, but I’d never really worried about it as long as they were entertaining. There was just something romantic about the idea of a man and his first wives traveling the world together long before the burden of power was thrust upon them. 


          I sought wisdom today, not fiction, though I had no particular idea where to look first. For lack of a better alternative, I started with the illusory displays, since they changed to feature new pieces every so often. The case to my right contained an image of Sabon Nyr, the large, finely crafted sword from the first age of the Empire that had been wielded by Raythe Vermillion in his famous battle against Sarodihm assassins.


          That story had been one of my favorites as a child, partially because he was such a legendary duelist and partially because of his enemies. The Sarodihm were still around today, but they hadn’t been more than a minor inconvenience to the Empire in many centuries. As worshipers of the Old Gods, they saw the Wyrm Lords as the villains of history who had cut off mortals from their deities and plunged the world into darkness. It was such an outlandish point of view I couldn’t help but be fascinated that people still held on to it after thousands of years of peace and prosperity. 


          The other current displays were far less compelling, and I was about to head toward the shelves across the room when my eyes flicked across the final display—


          And stopped. The projection in this case was Gûl Dagnir, the dagger the same Sarodihm assassins had used to neutralize Raythe Vermillion’s shapeshifting abilities to force him to fight blade-to-blade. The handle was made of pure ivory, and the blade was constructed entirely of vatari crystal rather than steel or moonsilver. The result was a weapon that could penetrate any magical barrier and even the scales of a dragon…but was so brittle it was effectively useless in any other form of combat. The real thing had probably shattered with its first and only strike.


          I took a deep breath as I studied the illusion. Perhaps the most disturbing part of it was the eerie green glow. In its natural form, vatari was blue, but if exposed to the dark energies of the Pale—either through shadow magic or contact with demonic blood—the crystal changed color. And in that rarified form, vatari went from a substance that could absorb trace amounts of magic to a substance that actively hungered for it.


          Forging such a weapon would require both an extraordinarily talented artificer and a Palerending warlock willing to commune with the twisted demonic entities lurking behind the Veil. There had long been rumors about the Vorskai forging such a weapon to slay Tirathon Vermillion at Dragonfall fourteen years ago. It seemed preposterous—the barbarians could make pacts with demons easily enough, but they simply didn’t have the proper skill with artifice to create the actual weapon. 


          Other rumors suggested that Lord Tirathon’s concubine had stolen an uncorrupted vatari weapon from the palace armory. It seemed like a slightly more plausible explanation, all things considered, though still far-fetched. In addition to the numerous guards, the vault was sealed by blood magic. Only those attuned to the lock could open it. At the very least, she would have needed an accomplice to perform such a feat of legerdemain.


          I was still lost in thought staring at the dagger when my ears suddenly perked up at the sound of footsteps outside the library door. The noise was so faint I had to hold my breath to make sure I wasn’t imagining it, but if my mother had taught me anything, it was to always be aware of my surroundings. I turned, wondering who in Lahara’s name could possibly be down here tonight—


          “My lord!” Karethys gasped, jumping in place the instant she opened the door. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize—”


          “It’s fine,” I soothed, chuckling. “Come on in.”


          She hesitated for a fraction of a second, as if she were worried she’d done something wrong and needed to flee my presence. But then the authority of my words must have sunk in, for she passed through the door and shut it behind her.


          “What are you doing up at this hour?” I asked. 


          “I…I was having trouble sleeping, my lord,” she said, gliding toward me on her bare feet. As usual, she was clad in little more than black lingerie with a sheer skirt caressing her legs. 


          “Ah.” I flashed her a lopsided smile. “That makes me remember how often we used to sneak in here to read at night.”


          Karethys smiled sheepishly. “Yes. It has been a long time.”


          “Too long,” I said, searching my memory. Probably at least a year, perhaps a year and a half. I had been less busy in those days, but my idle time had dwindled as my coronation drew closer. The prospect of sitting and reading for hours on end was oddly difficult to contemplate now. And I hadn’t realized how much I had missed it. 


          “Were you searching for a particular volume, my lord?” Karethys asked. “If so, I would be happy to find it for you.”


          “No, I wasn’t looking for anything specific. I was just having the same problem as you—I can’t seem to sleep.”


          Her brow creased. “Please forgive me if I speak out of place, my lord, but you have never had such difficulties before.”


          “Not often, no.”


          “Is the First Wife not properly satisfying your needs?”


          I blinked. It was an innocent question, spoken with complete earnestness and concern. And yet if Sariss had heard her ask it…


          Oh, dear.


          “She is satisfying me quite well,” I said, trying not to chuckle. “I just have a lot on my mind these days, is all. I thought a walk might help.”


          Her cheeks purpled in a blush. “Of course, my lord. I meant no disrespect to the skills of the First Wife.” 


          “I know you didn’t,” I said, reaching out to take her arm and pull her closer. It didn’t take much; the slightest pressure made her move within a few inches of me, partially because she was so light on her feet but mostly because it was where she wanted to be. “But you do bring up a good point.”


          “My lord?” she asked, violet eyes looking up at me curiously. 


          “I haven’t paid enough attention to you recently,” I told her, sliding my fingers up along the smooth skin of her arm to cradle her shoulder. “I’m sorry for that.”


          Her throat bobbed. “My lord never needs to apologize,” she whispered. “He has no obligation to—”


          “It’s not about an obligation,” I interrupted, taking her chin when she tried to look away, forcing her to face me. “It’s about desire.”


          Karethys smiled. “My lord honors me with his touch. And his attention.”


          Looking down at her, enraptured by her pretty face and warm, loving expression, I was tempted to take her right here on the floor of the library. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d done so, nor hopefully the last. Her body was mine to do with as I pleased. 


          But then her eyes flicked behind me to the display cases, and I glanced over my shoulder to the dagger again. 


          “I was pondering historical events,” I explained, allowing my fingers to slide from her face as I pivoted to look at the illusory display. “Searching for inspiration, I suppose.”


          “From Dragonfall?” she asked. 


          “Among others,” I said evasively, knowing I shouldn’t discuss any of this with her. Not because I didn’t trust her, but because it would put her in an awkward position, possibly even a dangerous one depending on what happened in the next few days. The less she knew, the better for both of us. 


          “It is a great tragedy to lose a dragon,” Karethys whispered, eyes lost in the corrupted blade. “There are so few now…”


          “And the Empire is much weaker for it,” I agreed. “It wasn’t just the death of a dragon—it was the end of a Great House. Though I suppose one could argue that Vermillion died a long time ago. The body had been withering away for centuries.”


          I paused, wondering if I could apply that same logic to my own family. House Sorokar, once one of the strongest in the Empire, had also been reduced to a pale shadow of itself over the past few centuries. If I hadn’t been born, we would have lost control of the very province we had founded. 


          My father would still have served on the Council of the Wyrms, of course, and his father was still alive on the Council as well. But the Elder Dragons were so distanced from the day-to-day happenings of the Empire that it almost felt as if they had walked through a rift into the Pale and disappeared. 


          I had hundreds of other relatives out there, including dozens of half-siblings sired by my father. I’d only met a few of them; most lived in the other provinces, having been married away as part of political arrangements. My father had gone many decades without having a child before me, and as a result, I knew little about his original wives or their children. The speed with which history forgot the unblooded was almost beyond belief. 


          “I’m surprised to hear you express sorrow,” I said into the pause. “House Teviss and House Vermillion had a long history of disagreement. And your elders gave you to me.”


          Karethys looked confused. “But I wanted to serve you, my lord. It is a great honor. And, well…”


          “Go on,” I prompted. 


          “You are half-drow, my lord,” she said. “The first who will become Sovereign. You are one of us.”


          It was not a sentiment I’d ever heard her express before. And I wasn’t sure how to take it. 


          “Teviss is one of the few drow houses that remained after the exodus to Sulinor,” I mused. “I wonder if I’d be welcome underground after I’m Sovereign? Imagine how impressed the emperor would be if I could bring them back into the fold.”


          “I doubt anyone could bring them back. The Matriarchs want nothing to do with the Empire.”


          I frowned. For a few heartbeats, her expression shifted almost imperceptibly, as if she were looking far away. Even her voice seemed different somehow.


          But then her eyes returned to mine, and her smile renewed.


          “But if anyone could convince them, it is you, my lord.” 


          “Maybe,” I murmured, wondering if I should ask what she was thinking. But before I could speak, she turned to the nearest reading table. Her skirt swirled with the motion of her hips, drawing focus to the appealing shape of her ass, cradled tightly by a mere triangle of black lace.


          “Are you certain I cannot find you a book to read?” Karethys asked. 


          “I’m fine,” I said, an old memory surfacing in my mind when I looked at the chairs surrounding the table. “Do you remember the day Mother caught us in here reading in the middle of the night?”


          “Yes. The Dragon Mother was…displeased.”


          “You were supposed to be teaching me other lessons in my bedchamber,” I said. “But if I recall, we covered those later that night as well.”


          Her breath quickened. “Yes, we did.”


          Gently touching her arm, I guided her over to the edge of the table. The red cushions in the chairs were some of the most comfortable in the entire palace, but rather than sitting down, I shifted directly behind her and let my hands slide around her waist. The floral scent of her hair—agilean lilacs from here in the Cradle, if I wasn’t mistaken—wafted up to greet my nose. 


          “Do you recall what we did first?” I asked. 


          “M-my lord?” she faltered when my fingers settled upon her bare belly. I could feel the wave of goosebumps trail across her flesh at her dragon’s touch as I teasingly drew circles around her flat, toned navel.


          “Tell me what happened,” I said, lowering my head and allowing my lips to graze the tip of her pointed ear. 


          Her breath stuttered. “My lord required relief. I performed my duty.”


          “No, no,” I scolded her, tightening my grip on her stomach to pull her hard enough against me until I knew she could feel my swelling manhood pressing against the small of her back. “Be specific.”


          “I…I crawled beneath the table,” Karethys said, melting into me. “And took my lord into my mouth, where he granted me the gift of his seed.”


          “Very quickly, if I recall,” I said, chuckling. “Then what happened?”


          “Then…then my lord took me.” 


          “How?”


          “From behind. Over this table.”


          “And would you like your dragon to take you like that again right now?” 


          Her entire body shuddered. “More than anything…”


          Growling deep in the back of my throat, I slid my fingers up across her stomach to her lacy black bra. It was clasped in the front and back to allow her Wyrm Lord to easily remove it at his slightest whim. My hands immediately cupped her full breasts when it fell to the floor, and she moaned in delight when I tenderly kneaded her dark nipples beneath my fingers. 


          When House Teviss had first given Karethys to me, I had spent countless hours fondling, licking, and eventually fucking these flawless gray breasts of hers. Squeezing them now, feeling the nubile, tender flesh yield to my fingers, I yearned to wedge my cock between them. It had been a long while, and my concubine was never more beautiful than when she was wearing her dragon’s seed upon her neck and lips. 


          But I wanted to be inside her. Just as importantly, she needed me to be inside her. And I was far too randy to wait any longer.


          Sliding my hands up to her shoulders, I pushed her forward until she was properly bent over the table with her face pressed sideways against the smooth wood and her ass arched in the air. Her sheer skirt unclipped as easily as her bra, and I could have readily slid her panties down her slender legs as well. But I was too impatient to wait even that long, so I simply ripped them apart instead, prompting an eager gasp from her lips. 


          I suddenly wished I’d been using my glamour stone instead of real trousers so I could get inside her as fast as possible. My fingers worked as quickly as they could at my belt, and my cock burst free the instant my trousers were open. I pressed the throbbing tip against her hot, slick folds and almost thrust inside her. 


          But when I looked down at her eager face and trembling body, I stopped myself short. I could take her as a man, but that wasn’t what she’d asked for. 


          Or what she truly wanted. 


          Taking a half step backward, my cock throbbing in protest at being denied her velvety depths, I ignited my dragon blood. My trousers, already on the floor, survived my sudden growth into a dragon knight. My shirt did not. 


          But as the scraps joined her ruined panties, I stepped up behind her again. This time, though, my cock was half again the size. Most women would have flinched at the sight or just panicked altogether. But I knew Karethys could take it. 


          In fact, this was how she preferred it. 


          “My lord…” she whimpered, biting down on her lip and gripping the edges of the table to brace herself. Her entrance petaled open more, the hint of glistening pink between her labia inviting me in. “Please…” 


          Nestling the swollen head back against her silky, waiting gray folds, I pushed inside. 


          My sharp intake of breath matched her gasp as the squeeze began. 


          It was a tight fit, there was no doubt about it. Even as slick as Karethys was, I still felt my dragon cock stretching her drow cunt to its limit. I’d only penetrated a few inches, yet her walls were like a velvet fist. It almost didn’t seem possible, let alone pleasurable, for her to widen enough to take me. But her violet eyes rolled back as I delved deeper, her passage clutching, straining, and she bit down on her lip to muffle her delighted cries.


          The first time I’d taken her in my hybrid form, I had felt like a monster who had emerged from his cave to ravage a poor girl in the countryside. But the role of a concubine was to teach, and the role of a Wyrm Lord was to learn. And so we had experimented over and over until she’d not only become accustomed to my girth, but yearned for it. 


          I gave her every turgid inch, keeping my hand planted firmly on her back for support as I hilted myself inside her. The eager embrace of her carnal walls was almost too much. So warm, so soft, so familiar. I didn’t stop until my scaly hips met her creamy thighs, closing my eyes to savor the sensation of my swollen tip nestled snugly against the welcoming cove of her cervix. 


          And when I finally pulled back and began to thrust into her, the crushing grip combined with her delighted whimpers were like kindling to my flame. Somehow, it didn’t matter that I’d already spent inside Sariss several times this evening. I was as hard as ever, and I knew I could push myself to explode at a moment’s notice. 


          Karethys wanted it. I wanted it. And it would be so easy to just let go. 


          But as I pounded into her, each thrust harder and rougher than the last, I belatedly realized how much I had missed this. Missed her. My father had warned me that adding more women to my life would eventually make each less important, which I’d realized was his way of expressing his regret at taking so many extra wives in the desperate hope of conceiving a dragon. 


          I wasn’t going to make that same mistake. No matter how many wives I took, no matter how many children I sired, I was going to give them all the attention they deserved. 


          And that included my loyal concubine. 


          Karethys gasped when I abruptly pulled out of her. “My lord? Is something—?”


          “Turn around,” I growled, my cock wet and throbbing and yearning to return home. “Quickly!”


          She did as I commanded, leaning up and then spinning around until she was sitting back against the side of the table. Seeing the intensity in my gaze, she hopped up on the edge and spread her legs invitingly. 


          I was between them in an instant, my arms reaching beneath her knees to hoist them up onto my shoulders as she lay flat against the table. Her black hair spilled across the wood, and her eyes were hooded in anticipation as I brought my thick dragon cock back to her smoldering cunt. 


          Few things in the world were more satisfying than seeing a woman’s face scrunch in delight when your manhood split her open. Karethys writhed in ecstasy as I hilted myself deep again, her arms splayed to the sides and her teeth nibbling at her lips. 


          “I am yours, my lord,” she whimpered. “Please…”


          I drove into her hard enough the table began to squeak with each mighty thrust, and I felt the abyss rapidly approach as her moans rose to fill the library. I was going to spill so hard I could probably cover half her gray flesh in my dragon seed. On most other days, I would have done just that. The collar around her neck could protect her womb if I finished inside her, but a Wyrm Lord wasn’t supposed to give his concubine that pleasure very often. It was too intimate, too personal. Leaving my seed glistening upon her flesh was different. It was more like marking her as mine. And it wasn’t as if she didn’t enjoy feeling the warmth of my seed upon her. 


          Yet right now, looking down into her violet eyes as I relentlessly slammed into her, I had no intention of pulling out. She was so lovely, so sweet, that what I really wanted to do was kiss her. If I weren’t in my hybrid form, I might have very well given in to temptation. 


          “Who are you?” I demanded in a rumbling growl. 


          “I am—ngn!” she cried out. “I am a drow cunt, my lord.”


          “That’s right. And who—mmf—owns your body?”


          Karethys clamped down on her lip. “You, my lord!”


          “That’s right,” I growled, slamming her so hard the table squeaked. “And what is your purpose?”


          “To—oooh!” Her back arched off the table, but I held her hips fast, pinning her lower body in place without breaking my fierce, brutal rhythm. “To bring my lord—ngn—pleasure!”


          Seeing her squirm beneath me, her throat collared but her belly unbranded, it wasn’t difficult to understand how my father and Lord Tirathon had fallen in love with their concubines. The only truly shocking thing was that it didn’t happen to Wyrm Lords more often. Karethys was so beautiful…


          “Ngnn!” I cried out as I burst deep inside her, teasing her womb with a river of dragon seed that could never take root. 


          Not tonight, anyway. But as Karethys spasmed with a rapturous cry and I collapsed on top of her, my body slowly shrinking from dragon back to man, I slipped my finger beneath her collar and wondered what the future might hold.
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          “This is far enough.”  


          Borkesh barked out the order and brought his thresk to an abrupt halt. They had only been traveling for perhaps half an hour, but that was more than enough to put the devastation and chaos of Siren Falls behind them. Their only company here in the dry, cracked expanse of the Western Droughtlands was the foreboding gray peaks of the Godsworn Rise to the south. 


          Rasmus the Slayer nodded, his eyes lingering on the woman riding ahead of them. They had hardly gone elsewhere ever since they’d scurried out of the carnage, and to his own amazement, his attention had little to do with how young and attractive she was. 


          All he had been able to think about was what Sabari had told him back in the caverns. Namely, that the Vorskai believed this girl was a dragon. 


          He’d been skeptical at first. But while she may not have grown wings and taken flight during the skirmish at the Falls, her channeling abilities had been incredible to behold. Taking on an entire squad of the Wyrm Lord’s personal soldiers was no small feat, even if he and Borkesh had pitched in at the end. 


          Raz brought his mount to a halt beside his partner. The thresk gave a hissing cluck of protest when he nudged the reins, but it eventually settled and began bobbing its beak into the cracked ground in search of grubs or anything else remotely edible.


          “This is a decent enough place for a chat,” Raz said. 


          “As you wish,” the Vorskai girl said, pivoting her thresk sideways so she could look at the two men without needing to crane her neck. 


          She had been riding several yards ahead the entire time, which had bothered Borkesh so badly he’d been shooting Raz annoyed glares almost constantly. If the orc had his way, they’d have already stuffed this girl into a sack and been on their way to the garrison at Sethuil.


          But Raz wasn’t planning on doing anything until he learned more about her. And after that…


          Well, after that he would just have to see. 


          “Hell of a demonstration back there,” Raz said, noticing that the outline of the veins he had seen beneath her tan skin was now gone. The Flensing could be absolutely brutal, but as a rule, elves were able to recover more quickly than humans or any other dustborn species. Her mixed heritage was doing her some favors. 


          “The Avetharri have always underestimated us,” she told him, her tribal accent thick but still clear. “The currents of the Moshai flow through us as well as them, whether they wish to believe it or not. Humans are not the feeble creatures they claim.”


          “You may be right,” Raz said with a casual shrug. He didn’t take the criticism personally; he hadn’t considered himself highborn in as long as he could remember. Although given the gaps in his memory, that wasn’t saying much. “But you aren’t human. At least, not completely.”


          The girl looked at him, the hot Droughtlands air tousling her orange hair. “I am Vorskai,” she said after a pause. “That is all that matters.”


          “Well, Vorskai, I’m glad to meet you,” Raz said. “The name is Rasmus, and this is Borkesh. Though I get the feeling you knew that.”


          She nodded. “I have heard tales of the Sorekûl Drakath for years. Few stand against the dragons. Fewer still prevail.”


          “I’m good at what I do,” he said. The mere mention of that incident had made his scar begin to ache. Despite the fact he’d fed it with fresh magic at the Falls, it remained hungry for another meal. And the closer he got to this girl, the worse that hunger seemed to get. His scar wanted him to devour her…and not in the fun way. 


          “Our traders who travel to the Reach speak of your reputation,” the girl went on. “A fearsome slayer of beasts and men.”


          “With a partner who does most of the work,” Borkesh grumbled. “They probably leave that part out of the stories.”


          “You have slain many sorcerers,” the girl said, attention never leaving Raz.


          “A few,” he said, trying not to snicker at the orc’s annoyance. “And only when they get drunk on their own power. Few things are worse than an arrogant blood scion from a middling house who thinks he has something to prove.”


          “And you have slain countless monsters. Chol, Tirzak, even demons from the Pale.”


          Raz shrugged. “I help people with their pest problems from time to time. It’s a living.”


          The girl’s brow furrowed in confusion. “You diminish your own accomplishments. As if you are ashamed of them.”


          “Not at all,” Raz said. “But in my experience, anyone too eager to sing their own praises is usually just afraid people will realize they’re a fraud.”


          And, he added silently, killing one dragon doesn’t mean I’m eager to provoke the wrath of any others. 


          “But you plainly have us at a disadvantage,” he went on. “You know us, but we don’t know you.”


          The girl hesitated for a moment. “You may call me Tyris.”


          “That’s better,” Raz said. “Well, Tyris, it’s nice to meet you. As far as introductions go, roasting a Wyrmguard inside his armor is definitely more memorable than anything I’m used to.”


          She didn’t smile or grunt or react much at all. She continued looking at him, that strange mix of surprise and borderline reverence in her brilliant green eyes as when she had first spotted him. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. He was used to his reputation preceding him, especially with womenfolk, but this was different. Tyris wasn’t a helpless farmgirl from the Reach getting hot at the thought of spending a night with the man who had slain a dragon. She was…unique. 


          “Back at the Falls, you said you expected to find us there,” Raz prompted. “Why?”


          “The currents of the Moshai offer glimpses of both the present and the past,” Tyris said. 


          “You mean the Aether,” Raz said, recognizing the human word for the invisible currents of magic permeating the world. 


          “Yes,” Tyris said. “Only the moshalim can channel its power.”


          “How nice for them,” Borkesh grumbled. His arms were crossed, and his patience seemed to be fraying with each passing moment. 


          “When they spoke of your coming,” Tyris went on, “I knew I needed to seek you out for myself.”


          “Seems like a risky proposition,” Raz said. “Or weren’t you aware that the Sovereign and his men were looking for you?”


          “They have been looking for me a long time.”


          Raz frowned, wondering what exactly that meant. “Still, seems like quite a risk just to catch a glimpse of the Sorekûl Drakath.”


          “We need your help,” Tyris said. “Only you can help us defeat the Dragon Sovereign.”


          Raz laughed. Borkesh scoffed. 


          “Is that all?” the orc sneered. “How much are you paying, because I doubt there’s enough drakada in the entire province for that job.”


          The girl stared at Raz while he finished laughing, as if she couldn’t comprehend why he didn’t jump at her request.


          “We need your help,” Tyris repeated, her voice shifting from calm and confident to almost pleading. “There is no one else.”


          “That’s what I thought,” Borkesh muttered. “Apparently, we need to work on fixing your reputation. Just to make it clear that the great Dragon Slayer and his handsome partner don’t work for free.”


          “Quiet,” Raz warned. 


          The orc’s red eyes flashed. “Raz…”


          “I said quiet,” Raz growled, shooting the other man a withering glare. He couldn’t blame the orc for thinking about all the gold that was at stake here, especially since his motivation wasn’t pure greed. Borkesh’s clan, the Ashreavers, were one of the few groups of orcs still trying to survive on the fringes of the Empire to avoid being forcibly conscripted into the Sovereign’s armies. They needed resources if they were going to endure. 


          They’re rather like the Vorskai in that regard, Raz mused. Maybe I’ll have to point that out to him sometime.


          “So, you want our help,” Raz said, looking back at the girl. “What is it you’re hoping I’ll do, exactly? Walk up and kill the Dragon Sovereign for you?”


          Tyris looked him squarely in the eye. “Yes.”


          This time, Borkesh laughed. Raz did not.


          “That’s a bit more involved than my average contract,” he replied mildly. “People pay me to protect them from monsters they can’t handle. I’m not an assassin.”


          “You are a magic eater,” Tyris said. “And you have killed a dragon before.”


          Raz winced at the sudden ache in his chest. It was as if he could feel the dragon’s claw piercing his chest and driving toward his heart. He still wasn’t sure how he’d survived or why a chest wound had turned him into a magic-eating monster. But then again, he didn’t understand why the battle had taken away his memories, either. 


          The only thing he knew was that the scar got more painful every year. He may have won the battle, but he would join that dragon in oblivion soon.


          Maybe that was why he sympathized with dustborn so much. His wound would steal the extra centuries his Avetharri blood would have otherwise given him. 


          “The Sovereign isn’t your average dragon,” he said, burying the thought and hoping the old ache would recede with it. “You can’t seriously expect me to waltz into Tel Kithas and murder the Dragon Sovereign just like that.”


          “You will not need to travel anywhere,” Tyris said. “We shall bring the Sovereign to you.”


          This time, all he and Borkesh could do was stare blankly. 


          “Really,” the orc managed first. “And how are you going to accomplish that?”


          “The Mosh’Dalar will explain everything,” Tyris said. “I can take you to our camp. There you may listen and decide for yourself.”


          “Or we take you to Sethuil right now,” the orc said. “Did we forget to mention that the Empire hired us to bring you in?”


          Tyris turned and looked at the orc as if truly noticing him for the first time. “What?”


          Borkesh grinned. “Several thousand gold coins. For your sake, I hope your tribe can beat that offer.”


          Her expression sank as she turned back to Raz. She looked utterly flabbergasted, as if she couldn’t believe the legendary Sorekûl Drakath would work for coin rather than charity. 


          Normally, Raz considered such naïve attitudes annoying and sometimes outright contemptible. But in her case…


          Something about the look of disappointment in her eyes hurt more than the memory of the dragon claw piercing his chest. He wasn’t sure why. 


          “The Vorskai will reward the Sorekûl Drakath with far more than gold,” Tyris said into the silence. 


          Borkesh snorted. “Unless you’ve stashed a few wagons full of all that vatari you’ve stolen, I doubt you have anything else we want. So as nice as this little chat has been, it’s time to—”


          “Your chieftain,” Raz cut in, ignoring the sharp look his partner sent his way. “You said he’ll explain everything?”


          Tyris nodded. “Yes. And my people are not far. Only a few hours more to the south.”


          “It doesn’t matter if they’re waiting around the next boulder,” Borkesh grumbled. “They’re barbarians, Raz. They don’t have anything of value!”


          “Would you say the same thing about your clan?” Raz asked pointedly. 


          The orc’s nostrils flared. “My people would never—”


          “I’m going to go listen to what the Vorskai have to say,” Raz interrupted. “You can head back to the Falls and wait for me. Maybe help Sabari clean up the mess.”


          Borkesh looked at him like he had gone completely mad. “What’s gotten into you? Have you forgotten how much gold that drow promised?”


          “I haven’t forgotten,” Raz said, reaching into his jacket to retrieve the pouch of coins. “Here.”


          He lobbed it toward his partner. The orc caught it in midair, and for once it didn’t instantly vanish inside his armor. He just held it there, red eyes wide in disbelief. 


          Raz, for his part, had already turned back to the Vorskai girl atop her mount. She gazed at him with open relief. 


          He enjoyed a pretty face as much as the next man—in fact, he had enjoyed a lot of them over the years—but he wasn’t the type of hapless fool who would lose himself chasing after a woman. Not even a redhead.


          But for whatever reason, he was determined to see this through. There was something going on here, something far more than a Vorskai sorceress who may or may not have had dragon blood. The way she looked at him, the absolute certainty in her eyes that he was the only one who could help her…


          “Go on,” Raz said, taking the reins and glancing back at his partner. “I’ll catch up with you in a few days.”
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          Claw of the Prince


        


      


      

        

          “Your right foot is giving away your movements again,” Krynn scolded as he took a step backward and held his glaive upright. “You can’t afford to be sloppy when fighting a foe with superior reach.” 


          “Maybe I was trying to bait you,” I suggested, lowering my twin blades and pausing to catch my breath. 


          Krynn snorted. “Or you had a little too much fun with your new wife last night. You’ve been sluggish all morning.”


          I smiled tightly. He wasn’t wrong, at least not about the sluggishness. Sadly, though, it had nothing to do with sex. I was just having trouble focusing on anything besides the plan I’d set in motion two nights earlier.


          Sighing, I leaned back and stretched out my neck. We’d been at this long enough that lines of sweat were already trailing down my bare chest, but the exercise felt good. I hadn’t been in the battle circle in weeks, my longest gap in the last few years. Back before I’d fully mastered my draconic transformation, I’d come in here to practice every day. I needed to get back to that.


          “We don’t have to keep this up if you’re sore and worn out,” Krynn said with an amused smirk. “There are many other combat techniques we could work on. The Skywatch could help with aerial—”


          “No,” I insisted, shaking my head. “I’m a little rusty, but I’ll fight through it. Even a dragon prince can’t afford to ignore his swordsmanship.”


          “One day you’ll realize the Lin’faleel is obsolete,” Krynn said. “At least for those of us without vatari tattoos.”


          “We’ll see,” I said, cracking my neck again. I had intentionally made this as difficult as possible on myself. Krynn had assumed his dragon knight form while I remained in my elven one, giving him a three-foot height advantage on top of the extra reach from his glaive. I loved my twin dueling sabers, but they were designed to battle other swordsmen, not pikemen. 


          Then again, the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers were among the most fearsome warriors in the Empire, and I had promised myself long ago that I would eventually learn to master their fighting technique. I may not have had the fancy vatari tattoos to enhance my strength and speed, but my dragon blood more than made up the difference.


          “Ready,” I announced, lifting my blades and settling back into a combat stance. Krynn lowered his glaive in response, and we began slowly circling one another while searching for a weakness in the other’s defenses. 


          There was no one else here in the palace armory today, which was a relatively rare occurrence. General Elyon often used our sparring sessions to train new Wyrmguard soldiers in styles and techniques, but we hadn’t told anyone that we’d be in here this morning. Sometimes, it was nice to beat up your best friend in private. 


          Krynn broke our dance first, lunging at me with the tip of his glaive—a magically blunted tip, of course, incapable of piercing flesh. Dodging to my right, I launched a whirling counterattack with one blade slashing high and another slashing low. If not for his reach, I might have slipped beneath his guard and scored a nasty hit. As it was, he had more than enough time to swivel his left leg backward and lean out of range. 


          But I continued to press my attack and capitalize on my momentum. Staying tight to keep him locked on the defensive, I became a whirlwind of flesh and steel, using one blade for protection and the other for offense. His superior size allowed him to use his shoulders and elbows as weapons to keep me from scoring a hit, but as long as I could deny him the full use of his glaive, I still had a chance. 


          Krynn’s frustration grew as I drove him all the way to the edge of the battle circle, and like always, his anger eventually got the better of him. I baited him with a fake stumble, and when he went all-in on an elbow smash, I rolled to the side, swept his leg with a kick to the knee, and had a blade pressed against his scaly throat the moment he landed on his back.


          “Not obsolete quite yet,” I said, breathing hard. “With or without the magic to back it up.”


          He snarled as he glared at my blade. “Only if you get lucky.”


          “Call it whatever makes you feel better,” I replied dryly, withdrawing my sword and offering him a hand instead. “Just never forget who’s the best.”


          Krynn scowled off the hand and lifted himself to his feet. “Or the one who’s had the best trainers in the Empire since he was old enough to hold a sword. Mandar didn’t even have a weapon master. There was no one to teach me until after my blood reading.”


          I nodded soberly. “Means you’ve learned fast.”


          He snorted and stomped off for the weapon rack. The downside of beating Krynn at anything was that it made the chip on his shoulder rougher than it already was. But he would get over it soon enough. 


          After putting away our weapons, we both poured ourselves glasses of water from the golden pitcher at the refreshment table the servants had set up for us. The cheese and fruit looked good, too, but I decided to wait until I’d caught my breath. 


          “You really should work on improving your sorcery, though,” Krynn said after he had returned to his elven form. He looked far less annoyed with his normal green eyes and honey-blond hair instead angry red scales. “If you’re going to insist on sticking with the Lin’faleel.”


          “You mean wreathing my weapons in lightning and launching bolts through the blades?”


          “You could also have your mom teach you that drow shadow-walking technique of hers,” he said. “Imagine an opponent’s surprise when you move fifty feet in a heartbeat and plunge your blade into their heart.”


          “Not very honorable.” 


          “But effective,” Krynn said. “While the Dal’Rethi stand around worrying about imaginary honor, House Teviss shadow knights fight to win. Your mother’s people may be a bit difficult to work with sometimes, but they get the job done.”


          Honor offers little comfort to the dead. 


          Even now, two days after my father had spoken those words, they still felt like poison seeping into my veins. And to hear Krynn more or less echo the same sentiment in a different context…


          “You all right?” he asked.


          I pushed the thought aside. “Do you consider the drow’s mass exodus to Sulinor a victory? Because the emperor still calls it treason.”


          “He can call it whatever he wants,” Krynn said with a huff. “The Empire hasn’t been able to convince them to rejoin the fold. The Elder Dragons haven’t risked sending an army below ground to force the issue, either. They know the drow don’t fuck around.”


          He shrugged as he grabbed and devoured a hunk of cheese. “Besides, you can hardly blame them for wanting to leave the Empire after how little respect we show them.”


          I arched a brow at him. “Would you feel the same way if the faeyn rebelled in the north?”


          “If they succeeded, sure,” Krynn said. “The Empire could stand to get its nose bloodied once in a while. You can’t keep your blade sharp if you don’t have real enemies to fight.”


          “First you sound like my mother,” I said. “Now you sound like General Elyon.”


          “No, this is General Elyon,” Krynn said, clearing his throat and changing his voice to a bad impersonation. “There are many ways to disrupt an opponent’s guard without brute strength. A dragon’s most powerful weapon is his mind, not his wings or claws.”


          “I think you’re actually getting worse at that over time,” I said with a snort. 


          “I’m out of practice now that we’re old enough he can’t force us to listen to his lectures anymore.” Krynn finished his drink, then paused and eyed me curiously. “Speaking of being out of practice, what prompted you to want to duel this morning?”


          I shrugged. “No reason. It’s been a while.”


          “Mm,” he mumbled suspiciously. “Not because you’ve barely left the palace for the past two days?”


          Krynn was clever, I had to give him that much. Since he had been spending most of his days around Selod Maril, I’d wondered if he’d noticed that I hadn’t gone anywhere since I had returned from Tiralis. He obviously paid more attention to what I was doing than I’d thought. 


          “That might be part of it,” I admitted. 


          Krynn chuckled as he popped a berry into his mouth. “Honestly, I just figured you were spending too much time with Sariss. That girl doesn’t seem like the type to do anything halfway. Probably hopes you’ll have her pregnant by your coronation.”


          “She certainly wouldn’t mind,” I said. I had spent plenty of time getting acquainted with the body of my new wife these past few days, but that wasn’t why I hadn’t left the palace. I knew for a fact that my mother’s agents were watching my every move, and I wanted them to believe that I had obeyed my father’s command and put all this Vorskai nonsense behind me. 


          “So, were you planning on telling me what’s actually going on?” Krynn pressed. “Or do I have to guess?”


          “It’s nothing you need to worry about,” I said, wondering how much of this I should share with him. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him, but there was no possible way he would approve of my plan. And I really didn’t want to sit here arguing about it. 


          “I can’t be the Claw of the Prince if you never come to me for help,” Krynn said. “But you clearly have something on your mind. I heard you took Sariss to Tiralis the other day, and there was mention about a Vorskai prisoner.”


          “Yes,” I said. “He came bearing a message.”


          “An apology for attacking our vatari caravans, I hope?”


          “Not exactly.” 


          I paused and glanced across the battle circle to the old painting on the opposite wall. It depicted a pair of Blade Dancers fighting back-to-back, the blue vatari tattoos covering their bodies glowing angrily as they prepared to battle a slavering horde of monsters. I had always been rather fond of this particular mural, and not because it was an eight-thousand-year-old masterpiece. There were times when it felt like Krynn and I were readying ourselves for the same fight. A half-drow prince and a blood scion from an obscure house standing together against the rising tide of darkness. 


          “The Vorskai chieftain wants to meet,” I said. “With me, personally.”


          “I’m sure he does,” Krynn said sardonically. “With a dagger in hand.”


          “It’s a little more complicated than that.” 


          I took a deep breath. At this point, there was no compelling reason not to open up. I would have to do it eventually, and the sooner we got this fight out of the way, the better. 


          “The short version is that he wants me to meet this dragon of theirs,” I added. “And marry her so that our child can bring an end to the Blood Drought.”


          I was ready for a laugh or at least a snort. But instead, Krynn’s green eyes merely met mine in disbelief. 


          “They claim their sorcerers have had visions, and this is the future they revealed,” I said. “It’s not the message I expected from them, that’s for sure.”


          “Definitely not,” Krynn said hoarsely. “How did you respond?”


          “I had Sariss perform a blood reading. The Vorskai was telling the truth as far as he knew it.” 


          I paused, trying to figure out the best way to explain everything else that had happened. But the story was so crazy that there didn’t seem to be any alternative to just laying it out on the table.


          “The other piece of the puzzle here,” I went on, “is that the messenger denied having any involvement in the death of Tirathon Vermillion all those years ago. They claim that his concubine was pregnant, and that he brought her to the Vorskai knowing the Vaz Gorati would never allow her to carry the child to term. But someone in Tel Kithas realized what he was doing, so they murdered him and blamed it on the humans.”


          It was a mouthful, and I had no idea how I would have reacted if I’d been in his place. But somehow, Krynn took it all in stride. 


          “You have to give their storytellers credit,” he said. “Our bards could never come up with a tale that compelling.”


          “Sariss doesn’t believe any of it,” I said. “I don’t want to, but…”


          Krynn nodded distantly, his eyes narrowing in thought as he began to pace back toward the center of the battle ring. “The story is self-serving as hell, of course. It manages to sow seeds of doubt while dangling bait in front of us at the same time.”


          I frowned. “How do you mean?”


          “Think about it: the dustborn know we’ll never take this claim of a dragon seriously, so they spin a tale of how she secretly has highborn blood. And at the same time, the story casts aspersions on your own family to pique your interest. Like I said, it’s quite masterful.”


          “But you don’t believe any of it.”


          “I don’t know,” he admitted. “It does explain some things I’ve wondered about.” 


          I eyed him curiously. “Such as?”


          “Subtle inconsistencies, like the way Lord Vermillion was killed,” Krynn said. “Everyone knows the humans couldn’t kill a dragon without help. Some people believed they forged a corrupted vatari dagger, but that’s obviously beyond their capabilities. Others say his concubine stole a vatari weapon from the palace, but how in Lahara’s name could a dustborn servant have even gotten into the vault? It’s sealed with blood magic!”


          I nodded, my pulse quickening. And here I had been expecting to argue with him, not agree…


          “I’d wondered about that, too,” I said. “There are only a handful of pure vatari weapons in the entire province.”


          “There’s also the undeniable fact that a lot of people in Tel Kithas had a great deal to gain from the demise of House Vermillion,” Krynn added. “Including you.”


          I frowned. “What are you talking about?”


          Krynn raised a blond eyebrow. “Are you serious? You’ve never thought about how Lord Vermillion was next in line to become Dragon Sovereign?”


          “I…” I trailed off for a moment, my brimming excitement dissolving into confusion. “I’m my father’s only dragon heir.”


          “You’re also a half drow from the womb of a concubine. Do you seriously believe the Empire would have let you take the throne if there was anyone else? Much less a pureblood scion from an ancient and venerable House?”


          Krynn shook his head. “If your powers hadn’t been revealed until you were thirteen or fourteen like most of us, Lord Tirathon would have already been entrenched to take over by the time you came of age. But the revelation happened so soon it threw everything into chaos.”


          My mouth was suddenly too dry to swallow. You’ve no idea how fortunate we are that the Vaz Gorati discovered your powers so early, my father had said. It changed everything.


          In all honesty, I had never spent much time dwelling on it. From the earliest days I could remember, my parents had been preparing me for my ascension. It had never been a question of if, only when. But then, I didn’t remember Lord Tirathon much at all; I had only been six when he’d been murdered. 


          “No matter how you want to look at it, the death of the last Vermillion dragon solidified your claim to the throne,” Krynn said. “And not only by getting your rival out of the picture, either. Wiping out the humans also made your father look strong in the eyes of the Empire. I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what convinced the Council of Wyrms to back off and let the province continue ruling itself, even with a mixed-blood heir.”


          “This is all speculation,” I said, my voice sounding hollow and distant, as if I were speaking to myself from across the Great Hall. 


          “Sure, but it fits the facts. And when you think about it, some parts of the Vorskai’s story make a lot of sense.”


          I nodded slowly. “So you don’t think Lord Tirathon’s concubine killed him? You think it was someone else?”


          “I have no idea, and I’m not saying we should start accusing anyone of anything.” Krynn shrugged. “I just think it’s interesting. But that doesn’t mean the Vorskai aren’t lying. Truth is better bait than a lie, right?”


          Truth always surrenders to power. 


          “If it works,” I said, the hollowness spreading into my chest. 


          “Well, I imagine you’re more focused on this dragon girl of theirs.” 


          “Shouldn’t I be? If she has Vermillion blood, she could actually be a dragon.”


          “You don’t need the blood of a Great House to be a dragon,” he said, not bothering to conceal his bitterness. “But you’re right. We just have to hope she hasn’t learned how to use her powers yet.”


          “If she had, one would think she would have aided their griffon attacks on the caravans.”


          “Possibly. Unless they wanted to provoke us without tipping their hand.” Krynn flicked a hand dismissively. “In any event, I don’t think you have any choice but to meet with them.”


          I blinked. “I’m surprised to hear you say that.”


          “Why?”


          “I figured you’d want me to ignore anything the dustborn had to say.”


          “Usually, but in this case, meeting them is the only reasonable choice.” Krynn drummed his fingers against his sides in thought. “But you need to be prepared. If they’re lying and try to pull another Dragonfall on you, we turn on them and wipe them out. If they’re being honest and are stupid enough to put their dragon right in front of us, we kill her and then wipe them out. Either way, the Vorskai problem gets solved, and you prove yourself a worthy Sovereign.”


          My lip twisted. “A minute ago, you just gave a convincing explanation for how the humans might not have been the ones who killed Lord Tirathon. Then in the next breath you say we should kill them anyway.”


          Krynn arched an eyebrow. “What’s your point?”


          “You don’t see the contradiction there? If the Vorskai didn’t kill Lord Vermillion, then my father purged their villages for no reason!”


          “No, he purged their villages for a different reason,” Krynn corrected. “The dustborn breed like rats, Alamir. If we don’t cull them every now and then, they’ll overwhelm us with sheer numbers.”


          He spoke the words with a casualness I would expect from a palace gardener explaining why he used blighting magic on the trofara weeds. It was almost reflexive, without any overt malice behind the brutal words.


          And for that very reason, it sent a shiver down my spine.


          “I don’t want to cull them,” I said firmly. “I want to stop the attacks and figure out a way to make peace.”


          “By branding this Vermillion scion of theirs?”


          “I didn’t say that.”


          “But it’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?” Krynn asked with a sneer. “You can’t wait to play hero and save the poor, defenseless dustborn.”


          I clenched my teeth. “I see you’re in one of your moods. Guess I shouldn’t have trounced you so badly.”


          “It’s not a mood!” he snarled. “It’s the truth. First you ‘save’ a girl from Lenya Valley with no prospects and turn her into your Dragon Priestess. Then you want to bind a faeyn ranger. Now you want to go rescue this human. Are you seeing a pattern yet?”


          “This has nothing to do with playing the hero,” I snapped back. “But if there’s a chance to resolve this without butchering thousands, I intend to take it. That’s what a good leader is supposed to do.”


          Krynn scoffed. “I know you never stop to think about the political ramifications of anything you do, but how do you think the nobles will react to you bringing a Vorskai bride into the city?”


          “I never said anything about branding some half-human girl I’ve never met! All I want is to meet with them and discuss the future.”


          I drew in a deep breath, trying to keep my temper in check. It was never easy. For all we had in common, our arguments were often more heated than our duels. 


          “More to the point,” I added, “since when do you care what the nobility thinks? You’ve always hated the Great Houses. You think they’re incompetent! They treat House Mandar poorly to this day! Sanathar’s breath, Tynov openly accused your father of Palerending!”


          Krynn’s eyes flashed, but the last point seemed to break through. 


          “You’re right,” he hissed, waving a hand. “They’re running the Empire into the ground, and no one seems willing or able to muzzle them.”


          “Then what does it matter if I upset them?” I asked. “I want to do what’s right for Abethaal. If that means making a deal with the Vorskai, then I’ll make a deal. And if it means destroying them because they can’t be reasoned with…well, so be it.”


          Krynn ran a hand across his face as he slowly exhaled. I could see the conflicting emotions on his face battling it out. He had absorbed so much of my mother’s pragmatism, yet his resentment couldn’t help but bubble to the surface. Especially when he was feeling defensive because I’d just shown him up. 


          I sometimes wondered what he would do if he received an offer of binding from one of the elite Imperial families. Would he do the politically savvy thing and brand an important wife, or would the chip he carried on his shoulder make him push her away out of principle?


          “I can still remember the look on Verandis Tynov’s face when the Grand Magistrix told him there were no signs of Palerending at our estate,” Krynn rumbled, his voice so low it almost sounded like he was in dragon knight form again. “If he had accused Sorokar or Lorkath of making pacts with demons, his head would have been mounted on a spike at the city gates.”


          “Probably,” I admitted. “But he was humiliated.”


          “Not enough,” Krynn said, shaking his head. “If I became Sovereign tomorrow, the first thing I’d do is take Selod Maril away from the Great Houses and put it directly under my control.”


          “That would go over well.”


          “Oh, they’d panic. They’d kick and scream as it drained their coffers. But what could they actually do about it? That’s the real question.”


          I felt both my eyebrows lift. “Are you serious?” 


          “Absolutely. We’re dragons, Alamir. What could they do to us besides pout like children?”


          “You mean besides making it impossible to govern the province?”


          “How?” Krynn asked. “They can’t harm us. The only reason they have any power at all is because we grant it to them. We could fly down there right now and burn their mansions to cinders.”


          “And then watch as everyone in Abethaal turns against us!”


          “Not everyone would turn against us,” Krynn said. “Honestly, the Vaz Gorati might support it. We’re the ones with the blood that matters. And not because it has the name of a Great House attached to it—because it has actual power.”


          His jaw began to move as if he were chewing something. “At the very least, we should force them to keep their ships in port for a while to make the rest of the Empire realize how important we are. No more snide comments about Abethaal being a backwater, no more nonsense about how the whole province is a glorified mine. If they want our vatari, then they should show us the respect we deserve.”


          “If we withhold the vatari, the only thing they’ll show us is how many dragons it takes to burn us out and take the province for themselves,” I said. “You and I will have a hundred years to make all the changes we want. We’ll earn their respect. Don’t worry about that.”


          Krynn seemed to pull himself back from an internal abyss. “I can’t wait. But first, we have to figure out what to do with these humans. And trust me, branding one of them is not the solution, even if she happens to have Vermillion blood.”


          “Maybe not,” I conceded, mostly to placate him. “But I’m going to keep an open mind, and I don’t want to exterminate them. Not unless they don’t give me an alternative.”


          He gave me a measuring look. “You’ve already agreed to meet them, haven’t you?”


          “In two days,” I confirmed. “But no one else knows, and I intend on keeping it that way.”


          Krynn smiled slyly. “So you have learned a thing or two from your mother, after all.”


          “She can’t know, and neither can my father,” I said. “I’m going to resolve this my way.”


          He looked at me for another moment, then clapped me on the shoulder. “Then I’ll go with you.”


          I paused. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”


          “Why not?”


          “Because just in case the humans are planning to betray us, risking the only two dragons in the province seems foolish.”


          Krynn shook his head. “They might have concocted some elaborate plan to kill one dragon, but there’s nothing they could possibly do to overwhelm two of us. Going together is much safer.” His eyes narrowed. “But then, you probably know that. What you’re really concerned about is that I’ll fly off and roast their delegation.”


          “The thought had crossed my mind,” I admitted. 


          “I’m glad you have so much faith in your Claw,” he grumbled. “Do you really think I’m that bloodthirsty?”


          “I think you don’t care if the dustborn live or die,” I said flatly. “You said so yourself.”


          “You’re right, I don’t,” he admitted. “I think they’re smart enough to be dangerous, especially if we underestimate them.”


          “Then you understand my hesitation.”


          He drew in another breath. “I do. But you need to understand how risky this is, Alamir. If your father had been there with Lord Vermillion fourteen years ago, things would have played out very differently. It’s much safer for us to go together.”


          “True,” I said. “But I have to know that I can count on you.”


          “I won’t touch the dustborn until you give the command,” Krynn promised. “But if you do, it will be better for me to be there anyway.”


          I suppressed a grimace. “The Claw plays the villain so the Sovereign doesn’t have to?”


          “Exactly,” he said with a wolfish grin. “Besides, you’ve told me countless times that one of the biggest problems with the Empire is that there’s too much agreement. The Sovereigns won’t stand up to the Council of Wyrms, and the Council won’t stand up to the emperor. Well, here’s your chance to prove your theory. Take me with you—convince me that I’m wrong about the dustborn. If you can pull that off, then it’ll be easy to make your father and the court understand, too.”


          I smiled tightly. I couldn’t deny that I would feel a lot better with him there at my side. It wasn’t as if I could bring an army to support me, and I had no intention of risking Sariss or Lathriel by bringing them. It was far too dangerous. 


          But Krynn was worth a dozen armies. And he was right that two dragons working together were a nearly unstoppable force. Besides, we were a team. 


          “Imagine the look on the faces of the court if the young lords of Tel Kithas solve a problem centuries in the making,” I said, my smile warming. “And save the vatari in the process.”


          “Back-to-back,” Krynn said, clasping my shoulder and gesturing to the Dal’Rethi painting on the far wall. “Two dragons against the world. I wouldn’t bet against us.”


          “No,” I said. “Neither would I.”
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          The Prophecy


        


      


      

        

          The Godsworn Rise was a sheer, unscalable wall separating the Droughtlands from the fertile plains and highlands beyond. It was also, Rasmus thought to himself, one of the few places in Abethaal where free peoples like the Vorskai could live without the constant threat of annihilation if they upset their elven overlords. While a dragon could always strafe over the peaks, the mountains offered more than enough cover for anyone seeking to avoid their gaze. The caves and overhangs provided more safety, which orc clans like Borkesh’s Ashreavers had learned many generations ago.  


          Which wasn’t to say that living in the mountains was enjoyable or safe. The Godsworn Rise in particular was rife with feral creatures who lived deep within its many caves. Demons weren’t unheard of, either. The barrier between the Pale and the physical world was thin here, thanks to countless battles between the Wyrm Lords and the servants of the Old Gods in the ancient past. It was definitely not the type of place Raz would choose for a home, given the option. 


          As he and his new companion drew closer to the edge of the mountains, he kept expecting to see a path or cavern entrance or something else that might lead into a Vorskai refuge. But even as the cracked, dry ground of the Droughtlands gave way to equally dry, splintered hills, he didn’t notice anything. The wall of dark gray rock looming in front of them seemed utterly impenetrable. 


          “Does your magic allow you to melt holes in the mountain?” he asked, spurring his thresk forward to keep pace with Tyris. She had been pushing her own mount relentlessly, either to make better time or perhaps to put off a conversation until she was surrounded by her fellow tribesmen. 


          “No,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder. “There is no path through the Rise anywhere near here.”


          “Ah,” he murmured. “So your tribe is camped here in the foothills, then?”


          “No.”


          He raised an eyebrow. “Then…?”


          “You will see soon enough,” Tyris said, a coy smile briefly appearing on her lips before she turned her head forward again. “Or you will not, if your abilities have been exaggerated.”


          Raz had absolutely no idea what in the name of the Pale she was talking about, but he shook his head and continued to follow anyway. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have a spectacular view to entertain him. Though oddly enough, it wasn’t the pleasant shape of her body that was occupying his attention. It was her face. 


          Specifically, the fact that the longer they traveled, the more he swore he had seen it somewhere before.


          His memories rarely cooperated with him these days. He had no trouble recalling the agony of the dragon’s claw piercing his chest, but the details of the actual fight were little more than rough outlines in a dense fog. The first thing he remembered clearly was waking up surrounded by orcs…and a big, young warrior named Borkesh demanding that Raz pay his clan back for keeping him alive. 


          He had no specific memory of this girl, though, but the feeling still wouldn’t go away. Nor would his scar’s growing hunger. The only other times he’d felt this way was when he’d been in the presence of powerful artifice, like an enchanted weapon or rune of warding. It was as if invisible waves of magic were pouring off her like heat from a griddle. 


          Raz allowed his mount to fall behind a few extra yards, though he didn’t want to stray much further than that. He glanced upward every few minutes, half-expecting to see the silhouette of a dragon closing in on them from above, or at the very least a Skywatch wyvern doing the same. But even the Sovereign’s forces couldn’t be everywhere at once, and half an hour later, Tyris finally brought them to a halt at a relatively flat section of the otherwise hilly terrain. There was precious little vegetation out here—even cacti weren’t common in the Droughtlands. And this particular stretch of dusty ground was no exception. 


          “Here,” Tyris said.


          Frowning, Raz panned his eyes over the area just to make sure he wasn’t missing anything. But there was nothing nearby besides a few thornbushes and the oddly flat circular stretch of hard, rocky ground in front of them. 


          “Here, what?” he asked. 


          “This is the way,” she said. “If the legends are correct, you are Senosi—you should be able to see the path.”


          Raz’s eyebrows twitched upward. He was surprised to hear anyone use that word from the Old Tongue. Apparently the Vorskai really had learned quite a bit about him before this meeting. 


          But he wasn’t sure what his scar or its strange magic-eating abilities had to do with anything. Unless there was another group of Wyrmguard sorcerers about to run over the hill and attack them, his powers were completely useless. 


          Or perhaps not…


          It started as a flicker of movement on the ground that slowly transformed into a shimmer almost like a heat mirage. Raz rubbed at his eyes, wondering if the sunlight and probable dehydration were getting to him. But when he finally forced himself to focus, he realized that the odd circular stretch of ground he’d noticed wasn’t real. 


          The whole thing was an elaborate illusion.


          “The legends were true,” Tyris said, watching him closely. “But you didn’t realize you had this ability.”


          A rush of heat flooded his cheeks. “Oh, I knew,” he insisted. “I just don’t get a chance to use it very often.”


          He doubted he sounded very convincing, but he kept his eyes on the illusion rather than consulting her expression. Now that he could see through it, the effect was oddly mesmerizing, as if the very ground beneath his feet was constantly shifting. 


          Beyond the illusion was an opening to what appeared to be a massive underground tunnel heading south, presumably beneath the mountains. It seemed unlikely that the Vorskai could have dug it themselves. The sheer amount of labor required was unfathomable, though if they had some earthcallers as well as flamecallers, elemental magic could do most of the work. But then he realized that the sides of the passage had almost perfectly spaced ridges, the kind that no shovel or magic was likely to create. 


          No, the Vorskai hadn’t dug this tunnel. 


          One of the razorback gorm had.


          “The beast was truly ancient,” Tyris said as if reading his thoughts. “Older than the Elder Dragons. It created many such tunnels beneath the mountains.”


          “A gorm this size isn’t a foe to be taken lightly,” Raz said, remembering the last time he and Borkesh had been ambushed by one of the massive beasts. Any monster that lived beneath the ground you walked on was terrifying in its own right, but gorm were like an unholy amalgamation of crocodiles, earthworms, and dragons. And considering how large they could get, swords were decidedly not the weapon of choice for bringing one down. 


          “It has long since abandoned these hunting grounds,” Tyris said. “But we honor its passing, for it has given us the means to avoid the dragon’s gaze.”


          Smiling proudly, she made a clicking sound with her tongue and began to lead her thresk past the illusory shroud and into the passage. Raz followed behind her, his own mount seeming reluctant to walk into what looked like solid ground. Thankfully, though, it only hesitated for a moment before continuing. Perhaps its other senses had clued it in that there was something beyond the shroud. 


          “It’s an impressive spell,” he said. “I didn’t realize the Vorskai were so capable with illusion magic.”


          “We are capable of many things,” Tyris said. “The Avetharri see us as barbarians. They do not realize what we have learned since our flight into the mountains.”


          As they crossed through the illusory barrier, he caught a glimpse of the small runic engravings on the sides of the passageway. Through his scar, he could feel the magic radiating from them, and it awakened his wound’s dormant hunger as readily as the sweet scent of cooked meat made him salivate. 


          Runecrafting, like all artifice, was an arduous task that required an immense amount of skill—skill he wouldn’t have believed the Vorskai possessed if he hadn’t seen it himself. While it was always possible that they had merely stolen the runes from somewhere, it still took some semblance of expertise to be able to use them effectively. 


          No, Tyris was right. The highborn didn’t know what they were dealing with here. 


          And, Raz mused, it explains what happened with all that vatari they stole. 


          The wide passage on the other side of the illusion quickly descended into blackness. He didn’t mind—his eyes could see reasonably well with the smallest amount of light. Tyris didn’t have that luxury, but she was prepared. Lifting her left hand, she conjured a ball of flame in her palm that shed more than enough light for them to see where they were going, though admittedly not far beyond that. 


          Unfortunately, the flames also made his thresk nervous. Perhaps it was merely the prospect of going completely underground. 


          “Don’t think he’s a fan of the cave,” Raz said as the mount began firing off its odd chitter-crackles of protest before coming to a halt altogether. “Or the fire.”


          Tyris examined the beast. “I am not surprised. He has not received the proper training.”


          “He might come around if we give him a minute. But it’s easier for me to walk. I’m confident he’ll follow.”


          She considered. “Then we shall walk. The camp is only a few miles through the passage.”


          Nodding, Raz dismounted and led the beast along next to him instead. Aside from the plunge into darkness, the most noticeable thing down here was the drop in temperature. Without the sun, it turned brisk in a hurry. 


          Personally, he welcomed the change. His heat-loving thresk seemed more ambivalent. The creature stayed calm, though, strangely more than Raz himself. He had battled enough monsters in dungeons and caves that he shouldn’t have been too concerned about being underground…but for whatever reason, this felt different. Maybe it was the fact that it hadn’t been built by real architects or carved out by water over thousands of years. A cave that had once been little more than a passage for a giant worm-thing just seemed more…disturbing. 


          The entrance soon faded into the darkness behind them. The crunch of their footsteps in the soft stone echoed off the walls with surprising volume. It would have been annoying if not for the fact that the mounts were even louder. Thresk may have been great mounts in a dry wasteland, since they drank minimal water and could travel on most any terrain, but they definitely weren’t the best choice for anything resembling a stealth mission. 


          “I know you said that your chieftain will explain everything,” Raz said as they moved. “But I find myself curious about that sword of yours.”


          Tyris craned her neck to look at the handle of the blade slung crossways over her back. “What about it?”


          “Is this another way the Avetharri underestimate you? Because I didn’t realize your people could work moonsilver.”


          She looked away from the weapon and shook her head. “We cannot. The blade was not forged by the Vorskai.”


          “Ah,” Raz said. He hadn’t gotten close enough to inspect the weapon before now, but the flower-vine engraving at the center of the crossguard looked like the heraldry of an Avetharri noble house. He thought about pressing her on it, but when she didn’t elaborate on her own, he decided to let it drop for now. 


          Twenty minutes later, Raz began to hear voices from further down the passage, and he took a deep breath and mentally prepared himself for the meeting. He was no stranger to tribal cultures, given that Borkesh’s people had nursed him back to health, nor was he a stranger to negotiating terms of payment. He wasn’t even a stranger to charity work—he had hunted down plenty of monsters in both the Reach and the White Mist Valley without getting a single drake in payment. 


          Sometimes folks needed help. And sometimes arrogant little shits from Tel Kithas needed to get their teeth kicked in. 


          But charity work was one thing. Tossing aside thousands of drakada was quite another. He had never done anything quite this detrimental to his own coin purse, and he could practically hear his partner chiding him for agreeing to this meeting in the first place. 


          “The Mosh’Dalar is ahead,” Tyris told him, slowing her gait so he could catch up and walk beside her. “It will be pleasing to see the reactions of those who did not believe the vision.”


          Raz gave her a curious look. “Not everyone follows the lead of your soothsayers?”


          She shrugged. “Disagreement is not uncommon. While the moshalim can see the future and the past, such visions are often…imperfect.”


          “Ah. Yes, well, even the Diviners in Tel Kithas are cautious about acting on visions, and they spend centuries mastering those spells.”


          “You know about the Avetharri traditions?”


          “Only what I’ve picked up in my travels,” he said. “Despite the ears, I’ve never been to Tel Kithas.”


          Tyris’s eyebrows lifted. “You do not look as they do.”


          He grunted and glanced down to the pallid flesh on his forearm. Another side effect from his near-death experience was that he now had the complexion of a ghost. 


          “Close enough to get in trouble sometimes. Though we only tend to travel where people know me by reputation.” He shook away the thought. “So, how many of your people disagreed with these visions?”


          “Enough,” Tyris said. “Their fears are not unfounded. The last time we followed the visions of the Moshai and met with a dragon, it ended in disaster.”


          Raz nodded gravely. He had only been to the ruins of Dragonfall once, when he and Borkesh were passing through. But when he closed his eyes, he could see the burned-out buildings littering the Vorsk Valley like the sun-bleached bones of forgotten creatures in the desert. 


          “This time will be different,” Tyris said. “With the Sorekûl Drakath at our side, we will not fail.”


          Raz couldn’t decide if her confidence in him was flattering or disturbing. Normally, having a beautiful woman tell you how amazing you were was a good feeling. In this case, though, he wondered if his reputation might have done more damage than good to these people. Had they convinced themselves that he could walk up and stab the Dragon Sovereign?


          Raz chewed on that unsavory notion for another minute before the lights of the Vorskai camp became visible in the distance. At first, he thought they were cooking fires, and he wondered how they weren’t suffocating with open fires burning this deep underground. But then he realized that the lights were magical in origin—glowstones embedded in sconces of carved bone placed throughout the camp. Another bit of artifice from a people who weren’t supposed to be able to read, let alone manipulate vatari. 


          The encampment was small, more like an outpost than a settlement. There were two dozen people here in total, most of whom looked like hunters. Notably, they were all men wearing hide armor, baldrics, and bone decorations in a style similar to Tyris herself. Yet their weapons were a sharp contrast to hers. Most were carrying simple spears tipped with sharpened flint, though he caught a glimpse of a few iron throwing axes and wooden bows as well. 


          As a group, the Vorskai looked tough, capable, and ready for a fight. The main difference between this lot and the other nomadic tribes he’d interacted with—aside from the specific Vorskai markings—was that quite a few of them carried scars from burning. Some had small scorch marks on their arms or sides, while others had been badly disfigured. Yet they were all too young to have been at Dragonfall unless they’d been toddlers…


          Raz wondered darkly if it was the result of training accidents with the flamecaller walking next to him. He certainly hoped not. Perhaps they had survived an encounter with a sorcerer for Tel Kithas. 


          Or a skirmish with a dragon. 


          Waiting for them at the center of the camp, standing between two rather enormous and angry-looking warriors, was the Vorskai chieftain. The older man appeared to have suffered severe burns as well, both on the lower part of his face and on his arms. His bone headdress, elaborate arm tattoos, and patchwork robes looked reasonably similar to those of the orc shaman in Borkesh’s tribe, but it was the crystal-tipped staff that drew most of Raz’s attention. If not for the blemishes in the gnarled wood, the staff could have belonged to nearly any Avetharri arcanist. Such channeling implements could help focus magic…and it was yet one more example of advanced artifice the Vorskai had no business understanding. 


          “I bring the Sorekûl Drakath,” Tyris said as they approached, her voice almost defiant. “As promised.”


          The chieftain and the two men at his side examined Raz. He met them eye-to-eye, assuming that the Vorskai, like everyone else in the Droughtlands, respected strength and abhorred weakness, even in conversation.


          After a few heartbeats, the chieftain laughed. It was a dry, raspy sound, like wind scraping over sand. 


          “You were right, my child,” he said in an equally raspy voice. His Elvish accent was so thick it was a bit more difficult to understand. “The currents of the Moshai grant you wisdom beyond your years.”


          Raz frowned at her. “Wait, you’re the one who had the vision of meeting me?”


          “I saw your face within the flames,” Tyris said. “Familiar…yet different.”


          Before he could press her to elaborate, the chieftain spoke again. 


          “Long have the Vorskai awaited this moment. With the arrival of the Sorekûl Drakath, the hour of our retribution is nearly at hand.”


          “Retribution?” Raz asked. “You mean for the massacre at Dragonfall?”


          “For all the crimes and betrayals committed against our people,” the chieftain said. “And the dying land which bears the scars of their transgressions.”


          “Well, I hate to disappoint you, but I’m not in the business of revenge,” Raz said. “And I hunt monsters, not Dragon Sovereigns.”


          “In this case, they are one and the same,” the chieftain said. “The Moshai speaks the destiny of the Sorekûl Drakath to all who are willing to hear. A betrayal shall be avenged, and a promise shall be renewed in flame.”


          Raz pursed his lips, wondering if any of this was getting lost in translation. Borkesh’s people loved their prophecies, too. They just rarely made sense to those who didn’t speak the language. 


          “I don’t know what you’re expecting or what you’ve been told about me,” he said, “but I’m not a man of prophecy. I’m a half-dead fool trying to make a little gold before I die.”


          “You are the Sorekûl Drakath,” the chieftain said. 


          Raz sighed. “I’m a mercenary. I work for coin. Now, don’t get me wrong—I have no love for the Sovereign. But I also don’t want to get involved with—”


          “You are already involved,” Tyris interrupted. “You have always been involved.”


          Raz turned and looked into those bright green eyes of hers. Once again, they were filled with the same reverence he’d seen back in Siren Falls. The trouble was, he didn’t understand why. He had never met any of these people, and as far as he could recall, he’d never done any favors specifically for the Vorskai. He hadn’t been this far south in almost a year. 


          “Earlier, you said you were going to bring the Dragon Sovereign to me,” Raz said. “How in the name of the gods do you plan to pull that off?”


          “We have called for parley,” Tyris told him. “Another summit with the Sovereign at the Dragonfall.”


          Raz felt his eyebrows twitch. “And he agreed to this?”


          “Yes,” the chieftain said. “The dragon will come because he believes we are fools. He will betray us, as before.”


          “But this time,” Tyris said, stepping close and placing her hand on Raz’s arm. “You will kill him.”


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        10


        

          Godsworn


        


      


      

        “Open yourself to the Aether’s currents,” Sariss said, her voice smooth and relaxed. “It is not enough to feel it in the air. You must draw its power into yourself, no differently than taking a breath.” 
Keeping my eyes closed, I nodded and drew in a slow, deep breath just like my instructors had taught me—and like Sariss was trying to reiterate now. Sadly, it had never worked all that well in the past. 
And so far, today was no exception. 
“As a dragon, you can rely on your ancestral memories in a way other channelers can only dream about,” Sariss went on. “Once you learn how to tap into them, these memories can share knowledge with you. You can learn techniques you’ve never studied. This is the Goddess’s gift to Her children. Your entire lineage is there for you, waiting for your call.”
I didn’t feel any changes; the Aether was a buzzing current in my veins, yet I felt no memories or ancient power lurking within. Sometimes, I took for granted how incredible it was to be able to sense it at all; the Aether wasn’t a physical object one could touch or taste or smell. It was like the air in so many ways, yet no matter how much I pulled inside me, I couldn’t quite seem to understand it any better than I had before.
Thankfully, Sariss was proving to be a patient instructor. Her voice was that of a teacher more than a priestess right now. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she used the same tone in the Temple of Lahara quite often. 
And one day soon, I mused, it will be the voice she uses as a mother teaching our child. 
“Once you have tapped into your blood legacy, you will become virtually immune to the Flensing,” she went on. “You are the Aether’s avatar, the instrument of Lahara’s will. Even without scales, it makes you unique.”
I opened my eyes and smiled at her. She was sitting cross-legged about a yard away from me on the plush cushion, her palms resting upturned on her knees and her eyes closed. The smell of burning incense filled the air, pricking my nose and stinging my eyes. It was almost too bad there were no windows here in the meditation room, but the small circular chamber was designed to be as isolated from the distractions of the palace as possible. The enchantment in the walls blocked out all sound, and the faint glow of the runes etched into the ceiling was supposed to help stimulate deep thought. 
Not that I’d bother wasting my time looking at them when I could fixate on the woman in front of me instead. She was wearing her normal blue priestly vestments, and as usual I was having trouble taking my eyes off the Sorokar brand. It really did look good on her stomach, framed in that lovely expanse between her waist and ribs.
“Think of your memories as an intersection of many great rivers leading to a single ocean,” Sariss said. “From the sea, you can’t tell the water apart. But if you move upstream and find the specific current you’re looking for, you will be able to master any school of magic you desire.”
Not any magic, I corrected silently. I’d heard about a hundred lectures on the dangers of Palerending from my various instructors over the years. While all shadow magic was frowned upon by the Grand Magistrix and her disciples at the Spire of Sorcery, there was a vast chasm between the subtle channeling techniques of the drow and reaching through the Pale to make pacts with the horrors on the other side.
In theory, even a Nugûl without sorcery could make a pact with such an entity, gaining power for a price. House Tynov had accused Krynn’s family of doing exactly that—they simply refused to believe that such a minor house could spawn a dragon without help. Despite the fact that House Mandar had been exonerated, the whispers still followed him to this day. 
With my draconic abilities, I had never been the least bit tempted, but if I’d been a middling sorcerer without dragon blood…
Well, thank the Seven that wasn’t a choice I’d ever have to make. 
“Do you feel the sea?” Sariss asked. 
“I do,” I said. “It’s the inlets that are the problem.”
“Just take it slowly. The moment you find a cross-current, follow the flow and see where it takes you.”
Nodding, I drew a breath through my nose. Like she recommended, I focused first upon the sea of power surrounding me, then searched for any inlets and rivers I might follow. But no matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t see beyond the ocean. I could feel and hear the arcane energy buzzing at my fingertips, but I had no idea how to shape it into anything besides the simplest burst of energy or sustained source of light. 
It was, I knew, a fairly normal experience for sorcerers without formal training. Most needed years of tutelage before they could properly channel basic spells, and for those to whom it came more naturally, their gift was almost a curse. They could be a danger to themselves and others, either by invoking the wrath of the Flensing and burning themselves out or by unleashing power they couldn’t contain. 
The trouble was, I’d had all the training I could ever want. And more to the point, I was a dragon. Magic should have come naturally to me. Shapeshifting certainly had; I barely needed to think about it anymore. And I knew for a fact that there were sorcerers in my bloodline so powerful they had been able to combine schools of magic to unleash truly devastating spells. Air and blood magic to steal the very wind from a foe’s lungs; arcane and fire magic to conjure a searing burst of energy that could travel through time itself; earth and primal magic to animate an icy construct of tremendous destructive fury…
The possibilities were nearly endless. And yet for whatever reason, I couldn’t find that knowledge in my blood. 
Distantly, I wondered if my ancestors were as upset about my mixed heritage as the nobility. Perhaps the great Garduin Sorokar, dragon sorcerer of legend, had decided to seal off his blood memories out of spite that one of his great-grandchildren had emerged from the belly of a drow concubine. 
“My lord?”
My eyes shot open to find Sariss looking back at me, her face creased with concern. 
“Sorry,” I croaked. “Did you say something?”
The corner of her mouth quirked upward. “I said many things,” she replied mildly. “Did any of the techniques work?”
I cleared my throat. “Uh…I’m afraid not. I don’t know why, but I’ve always struggled to connect with my blood legacy.”
“Except for the dragon part,” she said, smiling. “Which is the most important skill.”
“Yes, but I still shouldn’t neglect my sorcery,” I said. “I know the potential is there. One day, I suppose…”
“There are other techniques we could try,” Sariss said. “To tap into your ancestral memories, it may help to increase your bloodflow.”
I arched an eyebrow. “How would we do that?”
A coquettish smile tugged at her lips. “I know a few secret tricks to get it pumping to all the right places.”
“Really,” I mused, rising from my cushion and then offering a hand to help her up. “I’d like to know more about these if you have another lesson prepared.”
“Not as a lecture,” Sariss purred, looping her arms around my neck. “It’s something I’ll have to show you.”
She kissed me. The heat of her slender body enveloped me, and I reached down to her thighs and hoisted her up into my arms. By design, there was very little in this room aside from the cushions, the candles, and the altar of Solterys on the back wall. I was tempted to carry her all the way back to my bedchambers and spend the entire afternoon making love to her. 
But that was halfway across the palace, and I was hard now. So instead, I shuffled over to the lone supply cabinet on the wall and set her down on the edge. 
“Hope the wood is sturdy,” I said, sliding my hands into her blue robes in search of her panties. “If you know any spells to reinforce it, now is the time.”
“Nnn,” Sariss moaned as she kissed my neck. “I knew I should have relieved you again this morning. That must be why you can’t concentrate.”
“Oh, I was relieved,” I assured her. “Didn’t the Vaz Gorati teach you how frisky dragons can get?”
“They did,” she breathed. “And I am prepared.”
She yelped in delight when I snapped the drawstring of her panties and tossed them aside. In the future, I wondered if it might be worth having my wives get glamour stones of their own. That, or perhaps just stop bothering with underwear until after they were pregnant…
It took but a heartbeat to open the front of my trousers to free my rapidly swelling manhood. As I did so, Sariss perched her ankles up on my shoulders to give me full, unrestricted access to her slick, waiting cunt. 
“Please, do not restrain yourself, my lord,” she panted as I pushed the tip against her folds. “Your pleasure is paramount. My body is merely a vessel for your—oh!”
She yelped when I pushed inside her, and again when I bottomed out, hilting myself with a single rough, possessive buck. Her core spasmed as I began to take her, hands squeezing my arms ever more tightly as I thrust within her clinging, silky depths. We had only been married for a few days now, yet she had already made it abundantly clear that I could and should call upon her for release at a moment’s notice, not merely when we were in bed together in the morning or at night. Even if she was at the temple of Lahara, I shouldn’t hesitate to come find her. 
The temple sisters will understand, she’d told me. To relieve a dragon is a sacred charge. 
Thus far, I liked to think that I’d shown considerable restraint. Until now I had only taken her at night, though I had definitely fantasized about visiting her at the temple to appreciate how eagerly she’d drag me into one of the confessionals and drop to her knees…
It was her cunt I wanted right now, though, and I fucked it as hard and fast as I could.
“Ngn!” Sariss whimpered as our flesh slapped together, her feet bouncing helplessly in the air by my ears. “My lord…my dragon…”
The wood proved sturdier than it looked after all. No matter how hard I pounded her, it refused to buckle, and it wasn’t long until I filled her womb with another batch of the dragon seed she so desperately craved. Even as we both came down, our lips locked and my cock still nestled inside her, I started to wonder how long I should wait before I offered to take her as a dragon knight rather than merely a man. 
The cabinet definitely wouldn’t survive that.
We had only just disengaged, with Sariss dropping to her knees about to take my glistening shaft in her mouth, when a knock sounded at the door. I knew who it had be before I looked through the pinhole to see Karethys waiting outside. 
“I beg my lord’s forgiveness,” she said when I opened the door, eyes down and arms held out at her sides. “But Captain Lathriel has arrived and wishes to speak with you.”
“Ah, good,” I said. “Tell her I’ll meet her in my chambers in a few minutes.”
“The captain said it was urgent, my lord,” Karethys said. “She wanted to meet you on the aviary. But if you wish, I shall—”
“No, that’s fine,” I said, my stomach suddenly tightening. I hadn’t heard from her since I’d instructed her to deliver my message to the Vorskai. Had something gone wrong? Had she not been able to deliver it after all?
“I need to get back to the temple anyway,” Sariss said, crouching to recover the remnants of her torn panties. She made no effort whatsoever to conceal what she was carrying as she glided toward us, skin glistening with sweat. “And I could use your help cleaning up first, my dear.”
Karethys lifted her violet eyes and blinked. “O-of course, mistress. Whatever the First Wife requires.”
“Come along, then,” she said, smiling at me and caressing my cheek as she walked past. “We can both see our lord again tonight.”
[image: image-placeholder]Lathriel was pacing back and forth across the aviary when I arrived, her arms crossed and her face tight with concern. My pulse quickened at the sight of her, but not for the usual reasons. If my plan to message the Vorskai had failed…
“Captain,” I called out as I headed her direction. Her wyvern was off to my right in one of the roosts with several of the stable hands taking care of him. 
“My prince,” she replied, bowing lower than she normally did when it was just the two of us. “I bring news.”
“Good.” I halted in front of her, eyebrows raised. “Though the palace would be a more comfortable and private place for a conversation.”
“I know. But I wasn’t planning to stay long.”
I nodded, trying to appear calmer than I felt. She didn’t seem panicked, but she was definitely tense. Nervous, even. Both were wildly out of character. 
“All right,” I said. “What news do you bring?”
Lathriel tossed a glance to either side, but we were a solid fifty feet away from anyone, and with the wind as strong as it was today, there was virtually no chance anyone could overhear us if we were speaking at normal volume, let alone hushed tones. 
“I delivered the message,” she said. “The Vorskai will be at Dragonfall midday tomorrow.”
I let out a relieved breath. “Good,” I said, wondering why she looked anxious if everything had gone as planned. “Well done.” 
She smiled thinly. “I told you I’d never let you down. And I don’t intend to start now.”
“I never doubted you for a moment. Did you have any trouble getting it to them?” 
“Not really,” she said, pushing her chestnut hair out of her eyes. “The messenger told me where I could go and who I could talk to. The Vorskai seemed to be expecting something like this.”
“Not surprising after what he told us.” I paused. “I suppose the only remaining question is whether or not they show up.”
“They will. And I think they’ll bring their alleged dragon girl, too.” 
I held back a grimace when Krynn’s words echoed through my mind. If they’re stupid enough to put their dragon right in front of us, we can kill her and wipe them out. The Vorskai problem gets solved, and you prove yourself a worthy Sovereign.
“More good news,” I said. “But you still seem concerned.”
“Going to the summit is a big risk for everyone,” Lathriel said. “But especially you. If you’d like, I could come along. I could hang back on Vilyanos where they’d never see me, or scout the valley before—”
“No,” I said, waving off her concern. “I appreciate the offer, but this will be easier if I don’t have to worry about protecting anyone else.”
“I’m a captain in the Skywatch,” she scowled. “I can take care of myself!”
“I know, but Krynn is going to come with me. The two of us can handle anything.”
Lathriel blinked. “You’re both going? The only two dragons in Abethaal?”
“Not the only two. My father isn’t invited.”
“You know what I meant. Isn’t that risky? If the Vorskai have something treacherous planned…”
“Then we’re still better off facing it together,” I said, echoing the same argument Krynn had used to convince me. “And if they do try something, well…”
“Goddess have mercy on their souls,” Lathriel said. 
I nodded gravely. The thought of being forced to repeat my father’s slaughter turned my stomach, and I prayed to Lahara that it wouldn’t be necessary. But I knew I needed to be prepared for anything, including a bloody, fiery massacre. 
“For what it’s worth,” Lathriel said softly, “I’m very proud of you for being willing to do this. To talk to them, I mean. I don’t think anyone else would have bothered.”
“Probably not,” I agreed, shivering as a chilly breeze kicked across the aviary. “And no one will be happy when they learn about the meeting.”
“When they do, they’ll try to stop whatever you start. You realize that, right?”
“I do. But if I set things in motion properly, there won’t be anything they can do about it. Not before I become Sovereign.” 
“I hope you’re right,” she said grimly. “A lot can happen in a few months.”
“I know. But I want to start my reign with something important—something that will really make a difference. I can’t think of anything better than this.”
Lathriel eyed me for a long moment. “There are times when I can’t decide if your optimism is foolish or infectious.”
“Well, has it spread to you?” I asked with a smirk. 
“Maybe it has,” she replied with a thin smile. “Do you have plans tonight?”
I started. It was, without a doubt, the absolute last thing I expected her to ask. 
“Erm…nothing I can’t change,” I managed. “Unless you’re looking for another rematch in the Razorback Run. I think I may have to lay off the death-defying stunts for a while, on the advice of a certain Skywatch Captain.”
“Nothing like that,” she assured me. “It’s something a lot…quieter.”
“Oh?”
She brushed a brown tress out of her face again. “Just a little jaunt to an isolated spot I think you’d like. It’s not a short trip, though—it’s almost directly south of Tiralis in the Godsworn Rise.”
“Interesting,” I said. “Is it—”
“It’s nowhere close to Dragonfall, don’t worry,” she said. “I’ve never found any other place like it. I think it will be a nice relaxing spot to chat.”
I couldn’t help but be amused that she suddenly seemed unable to meet my gaze. “All right. Why not?” 
She smiled again, almost sheepishly, then glanced across the aviary to her wyvern. “There is one issue, though,” she said. “Vilyanos is exhausted from being out on patrol all day. So…I’ll need another mount. Assuming you have one to spare.”
My pulse quickened. “I might have one you can ride,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “He’s bigger than you’re used to, but he’s smooth and gentle. If you’re able to handle the girth.”
Lathriel groaned. “I already regret asking.”
I chuckled, and her hazel eyes finally rediscovered the courage to meet mine. I held them for a few heartbeats, then raised a finger. “This is actually a perfect opportunity to give the gift I’ve been holding. You’ll love it, I promise.”
I jogged over to the stable hands and instructed them to fetch my surprise. Three of them carried it out of storage, and I had the satisfaction of watching Lathriel gasp in surprise when she saw it. 
“Grishnok hide, just like you wanted,” I said, pointing at the massive leather saddle. “Though I’m sad to say it isn’t fitted for a wyvern.”
“Sanathar’s breath,” she whispered, gliding forward to place her hands on the soft, polished leather once the servants carefully set it down and backed off. The saddle was longer than she was tall, with all the proper enchanted straps to ensure the safety of the rider. The leatherworkers had included double quivers for arrows as well enough space for personal equipment on the back. I’d also arranged for the delicate embroidery along the seat to be stitched by one of the grand artisans at the temple of Zinshasa. 
“Well?” I prompted as she looked it over. “What do you think?”
“It’s incredible,” she breathed. “But how did you get it made so quickly?”
I shrugged. “I’ve had the tanners working on it for a month now. The artificers only finished the enchantments yesterday.”
“A month?” 
“I’d been planning to make that bet with you for a while,” I replied with a smirk. “And I figured it would take about that long before you realized you couldn’t win the race unless you were on my back.”
She groaned again, though this time it melted into a smile before she’d finished. I let her inspect the saddle for several minutes with her expert eye, and just as I’d hoped, she didn’t find a single flaw. Thank the Goddess for that—the thing had cost a small fortune. 
“All that’s left is to make sure it’s comfortable,” I said. “Ready?”
“Definitely,” she said. 
My vision went dark as my flesh transformed to scales and my bones grew and snapped into their new configuration. Even after just two short days cooped up in the palace, it was liberating to stretch my wings again. Once I’d shifted, I leaned down to allow the servants to attach the saddle. It fit as well as I’d hoped. 
“It looks good on you,” Lathriel said, sliding her hands along the black scales of my flank before she put her boot in the stirrup. She slung her leg over me with cool faeyn grace, then took a moment to secure her equipment. Her sword, her bow, her supply pouch…there was space for all of them, and straps specifically designed to keep them safe but accessible. 
“Well?” I asked, barely able to see her out of the corner of my eye. “Do you like it?”
“It’s perfect…except for one thing.”
“Which is?”
“I didn’t win our bet,” Lathriel said. “You didn’t owe me a saddle.”
I chuckled as I rose up to my full height. “The Black Prince is known for his generosity. Now hang on.”
Rushing across the length of the aviary to build up speed, I leapt off the edge and flapped my wings to climb into the cloudless blue heavens. I was half tempted to loop around the city or maybe perform a few stunts to show off, but I decided that the best way to impress her would be to prove I was a faster and more comfortable ride than her wyvern. And so, the moment I’d gained enough altitude, I stilled my wings and soared straight over the city and smoothly as I could. 
I could almost hear Elyon complaining about my unscheduled departure, and I knew my mother wouldn’t be happy about me disappearing for half the day, either. But I didn’t particularly care what they thought. Sometimes, everyone needed a reminder that I was a Wyrm Lord. I went wherever I wanted, whenever I wanted, with whoever I wanted. 
The skies belonged to me. 
[image: image-placeholder]Lathriel and I eventually left the protection of the Cradle and headed south over the plains. I found myself curious how much a professional rider might try to steer me compared to Sariss, who probably thought the very idea of giving a command to a dragon was ludicrous. But Lathriel was a genuine mystery. 
I didn’t get my answer when we passed over the fertile plains or when we crossed the dry, cracked expanse of the Droughtlands. But when the imperious wall of mountains called the Godsworn Rise became visible on the horizon, she finally started to nudge me toward our mysterious destination. 
I followed her lead, smiling inwardly when I felt the subtle press of her boots against my scaly flanks. A habit of spurring her wyvern, no doubt, but my back was so much larger—and my scales so much thicker—she couldn’t exactly use her heels to direct me in the same way. 
She steered me west over the mountains for several dozen miles until I spotted a huge tower wedged in a narrow valley. From a distance, the structure could have been one of the Seven Spires in Tel Kithas. I could certainly see the similarities in architecture. Up close, however, the damage from time and exposure to the elements was laid bare. What had once been an impressive, five-story building at the valley’s peak was now little more than a crumbling ruin from a bygone age. 
The top, originally an impenetrable dome of polished, smooth white stone, had cracked in half like an egg, but Lathriel seemed to want me to land inside the opening. Before touching down, I made it a point to decelerate as much as I could without falling from the sky, wondering if the stone would shatter around my claws and collapse beneath us. But the structure didn’t buckle or rumble when I landed; evidently, the old stone was more resilient than I thought. 
“Come here often?” I asked, my booming voice echoing a bit as I peered around the gloom. It seemed like this level might have been an observatory for stargazing at one time, though after millennia of rain and snow, the walls and floor had been scrubbed clean. All that remained were patches of hardy moss. 
“No,” Lathriel said, hopping down from the saddle. “I only found this place about a year ago. I’ve brought Vilyanos here a few times since. The view of the valley to the south is quite nice.”
“So it is,” I said, swiveling my head in that direction. The lush, fertile valley below us was a striking contrast to the Droughtlands on the northern side of the Rise, and from the way it gradually declined in altitude as it snaked south, this could have been an ancient retreat for someone. Or a holy site for a religious pilgrimage through the mountains. 
“There’s a lake farther down with cool, clean water. We could see it later if you wanted.”
“Perhaps, but I’m dying to know the answer to a question first.”
She glanced back at me. “Oh?”
“Am I more or less comfortable than your wyvern?”
Lathriel chuckled. “I’m going to regret telling you this, but you’re definitely smoother. Especially over long distances.” She arched a brow. “Then again, he is easier to control. Am I even allowed to give you orders?”
“Just call it ‘guidance’ and you’re safe.”
“Mm,” she murmured. “I’m not sure that pretty priestess of yours would approve of even that much. She seems convinced you can do no wrong.”
“Well, you aren’t her,” I said, settling down on my belly. “My ego isn’t so sensitive I can’t take advice. I hope you understand that by now.”
“I’m beginning to.” Lathriel eyed me for another moment, the left corner of her lips lifted in a wry grin, before she eventually nodded at my body with her chin. “If you want to look around, you’ll have to shrink. A dragon can’t fit down the stairs.”
“Good point.”
“Let me help with the saddle.”
“That won’t be necessary.”
Taking a deep breath, I shifted back into my true form. The saddle fell to the floor around me as I shrank, saving us the trouble of bothering with the straps. At least until we decided to leave. I had to climb out from underneath it almost like a tiny fort. 
“If only there were a way to shrink it, too,” I said. 
“That would be convenient,” Lathriel said, her eyes lingering on my naked body just long enough for me to notice before I conjured my earlier outfit with my glamour stone. “The drow have ways to do it. I’ve seen a shadow knight summon her armor with a snap of her fingers.”
“Not in front of the Vaz Gorati, I hope,” I said. “Conjuration requires reaching through the Veil, and you never know what you might find on the other side.”
“If that’s true, I’m surprised the Empire lets them get away with it.”
“House Teviss is one of the last loyal drow families. Even the Vaz Gorati are wary of driving them to Sulinor with the rest of their kind.”
Stretching out my arms and neck, I examined our surroundings more closely. Stylistically, the vast, circular chamber looked similar to the entry halls of the Seven Spires. The floor seemed as if it had once been painted with symbols or glyphs, but it was so badly cracked and worn after thousands of years of erosion there wasn’t much left. The six statues spaced around the sides of the room were in better shape, enough to distinguish that the six beings they represented—three men and three women—were all unique.
The first of the three males was tall, muscular, and clad in the heavy armor and shield of a knight, while the second was a robed figure holding the remnants of a small hourglass. The last statue was in the worst shape overall, though it held a mighty two-handed blade with a disembodied eye at the center of the crossguard. 
The female figures were similarly varied, with one clad in light armor and carrying a bow and another wearing little but a loose robe. The final statue was the one I recognized best. The statue’s armor was covered in tiny eyes, as if it were made of spiders. 
The Old Gods.
The ancient peoples of the world, dustborn and elves alike, all seemed to have worshiped variations of these beings, albeit often under different names. Some modern cultures still did, including many chagarri and orcs. Many drow did as well, but they weren’t foolish enough to express such beliefs in public.
After all, the Vaz Gorati had spent thousands of years ruthlessly snuffing out all worship of the Old Gods. No one wanted to end up the victim of one of their inquisitions. Despite this, the Spider Queen remained important in many drow customs. 
“This was once a chamber of worship,” Lathriel said, drifting to the center of the room. “For thousands of years, supplicants would come here to kneel before the Six Gods and beg them for power.”
I nodded as I stopped in front of the male statue with the large sword. The engravings were no longer readable, but I recognized the sigil of Dathiel the Watcher. 
“Sounds humiliating,” I commented. “To prostrate yourself before cold, unfeeling beings and hope they reward your submission.”
“Yes, it is.”
I frowned at the sudden shift in her tone. She had moved beneath the crumbling statue of the female with the bow—Shalassa the Moonmaiden, a mysterious deity who occupied a similar place in the world to Aluthil, the Dragon Apostle of Light. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“Do you really not see it?” Lathriel asked. 
“See what?”
She sighed. “What are Presentations besides worship rituals where supplicants kneel before their masters and hope to be given a taste of their power?”
“It’s hardly the same thing.”
“Why not? Those girls shamelessly parade themselves before a dragon hoping he will bless them with his power. And if he refuses, they go home with nothing.”
Lathriel’s expression wilted. “In ancient times, a person could come to a temple, petition the gods, and receive powers she could use to help her people. It didn’t matter who she was, only if she was worthy. And if she ever misused them, if she ever harmed the people she was supposed to protect, the gods could take that power away from her. It couldn’t be abused.”
“That’s assuming the gods she prayed to are benevolent,” I pointed out. “If the stories are true, the Old Gods liked to pit their servants against one another.”
Reaching out, Lathriel traced her fingertip along the limb of the ancient stone bow. “I don’t know what they were like. I suppose no one does. But you have to admit, there’s an appeal in being rewarded for serving something greater than yourself. Something that will outlive you.”
“I can understand that,” I said, moving over to stand next to her. “Is that why you joined the Skywatch? To serve something greater?”
“It’s one reason,” Lathriel replied quietly. 
I let the silence linger, waiting for her to continue rather than pushing. From the way she was acting, this was clearly more than a little tour of an ancient ruin she’d stumbled upon. 
“I have to tell you something,” she said. “You aren’t going to like it.”
“You can tell me anything,” I assured her. “Whether I like it or not.”
I had hoped my words would help set her at ease. But when her expression hardened, it seemed like they’d had the opposite effect. 
“There’s a reason I’ve been hesitant to accept your proposal,” she said. “An actual reason, not because I’m trying to be difficult.”
I stayed silent, ready to give her whatever time she needed. But with each passing second, I felt my stomach tightening in concern. 
“I enjoy spending time with you, Alamir,” Lathriel whispered. “You’re different than so many others. Adventurous, kind, charming…”
“Handsome,” I added. “As long as I’m wearing a shirt.”
She snorted into a smile. “Even when you aren’t. Maybe especially when you aren’t.”
I smiled back at her, content to enjoy the beauty of her face. But then her smile faded again, and she abruptly glanced away. 
“I know this is an important time for you,” she went on. “Feels like everyone is watching, here and across the Empire. So I didn’t—I don’t—want to risk sabotaging your position. If people knew about me, the political damage would be—”
“I told you before, I don’t care what the nobles think,” I said. “It doesn’t matter that you’re faeyn or—”
“That’s not what I mean,” Lathriel said. A short, tense breath. “The problem is that I’ve met with the Sarodihm.”
My heart froze in my chest. “What?”
“I’m not a member,” she hastily clarified, raising her hands defensively. “I’ve never done anything for them or even talked about helping them. I’ve just…well, I know a few of them. And we speak now and then.”
A hard lump formed in my throat. The Sarodihm, the Godsworn for whom these mountains had been named in ages past, had been trying to overthrow the Wyrm Lords and free the Old Gods from their prison within the Pale for thousands of years. Helping them in any way was treason against the Empire, not to mention sacrilege in the eyes of the Vaz Gorati. If the Great Houses or the Council of Wyrms believed I had any sympathy for them at all…
Lathriel was right about the political damage it would cause. 
“I don’t understand,” I whispered. “Why?”
She swallowed so hard it looked like she choked. “If you can’t understand why their message would appeal to a faeyn girl without a noble house, I may not be able to explain.”
“Try. Please.”
Lathriel exhaled slowly. “I don’t know anything about the Old Gods. I certainly don’t know if the stories about them are real. But the heart of the Sarodihm message is that someone born without a spark of magic in their veins can still be worth something. That if you appeal to a higher power and serve your people faithfully, you will be given the strength to make a difference. To someone who grew up like I did, that’s…enticing.”
I forced myself to stay calm and not overreact. “You grew up in Tir Fallas, right?”
“Yes, on the outskirts of the city. When I was still a little girl, my family started preparing me to become a concubine. They said I was too pretty to waste on anything else, and that it would be the best way to help the family. The coin I could earn serving a house scion for a few decades could provide for my family’s future.”
The pain and hurt in her voice tugged at me. I fought the urge to wrap my arms around her.
Lathriel grimaced. “But my brother was a ranger serving in the city watch. I told him I wanted to learn how to fight, and he spent his nights showing me everything he’d been taught. It all came naturally to me, and I loved it.”
“But your family didn’t,” I said soberly. 
“No. But it didn’t matter. My brother helped me leave the moment I was old enough, and I arrived here in Abethaal with enough training to join the city guard at Mith Tavar and eventually the Skywatch.”
She stared at the statue of Shalassa for what seemed like a small eternity before she spoke again.
“Everyone needs a cause to believe in,” she said. “For a time, I took meaning in seeing myself as a victim. I wasn’t a highborn Avetharri, I wasn’t a sorcerer, I wasn’t anything special. The Sarodihm offer a lot to someone like that.”
“They offer lies,” I said, firmly. “About a past that never was and a future that will never be.”
Lathriel shrugged. “Eventually, I decided I was sick of feeling and acting helpless. I worked hard to get where I am—I’m the best rider in the Skywatch. And I make no apologies for it.”
“Nor should you.”
Swallowing again, she finally turned back to look at me. “I eventually got over the self-pity, but that doesn’t mean I still don’t want a purpose. Or a cause to believe in.”
“And that’s the Godsworn?”
“No,” Lathriel said, shaking her head. “It’s you.”
She walked over to me and placed her hand on my chest. I could feel the warmth of her fingers through the illusory tunic. 
“You told me before that Abethaal will be a very different place once you’re done with it. I used to think that was bluster to get me on my back. But reaching out to the humans when everyone else wants to destroy them…I’m starting to think you might actually mean it.”
“I do.”
She leaned closer. “It won’t be easy.”
“Nothing worth doing is.”
“They will try to stop you. The Great Houses, the Vaz Gorati, even the Empire.”
I placed my hand on her forearm and squeezed. “Let them try.”
Lathriel stared hard at me with her twinkling hazel eyes, then slowly stretched up to kiss me.
A man can learn everything he needs to know about a woman the first time she kisses him, Valion Sorokar had once told me during one of the inevitable, awkward father-son conversations we had when I came of age. How confident she is, how experienced she is…but most of all, how sincere she is. There is no greater gulf than the one between a house scion kissing her Sovereign to earn his favor and a woman kissing her lover because she can’t stand the thought of being apart.
It wasn’t until now, as Lathriel’s lips touched mine, that I understood what he’d meant. Her hands gently cradled my head, pulling us more tightly together, and she pressed her whole body into me as if I could swallow it as easily as her tongue.
My own hands began to roam down her sides until they reached the stretch of bare, creamy flesh beneath her breastplate. I had been dreaming about sliding my fingers along her smooth skin for months. It would have been so easy to lower my hands a few more inches where I could grab her by the thighs and hoist her up into my arms just like I’d done with Sariss this morning. Lathriel’s leather skirt surely wouldn’t be much of an impediment, and my dragon blood was already burning hot in my veins, practically commanding me to claim her. I could be inside her in moments… 
But I forced myself to be patient. Lathriel wasn’t my wife or my concubine. We had never been together, and I wasn’t about to let my lust ruin this moment. I controlled my dragon blood, not the other way around. 
“Nn,” Lathriel moaned when she finally pulled away, her hands drifting down from my head to my shoulders, and then on to my biceps. “Why are you wearing a shirt?”
I snorted into a chuckle. “Last time, you told me to—”
“Get rid of it,” she said, fingertips sinking through the illusion and onto my flesh. “All of it.”
If Sariss had been here, she might have seen fit to remind Lathriel that a young Skywatch Captain had no business giving her dragon orders. She might have even wanted to discipline a potential wife or such a slight.
But Sariss wasn’t here. And looking deep into Lathriel’s eyes, seeing the barely contained lust swirling within, I realized that having a woman tell me exactly what she wanted wasn’t such a bad thing after all.
Touching the glamour stone, I dismissed the entire illusory outfit. “Better?”
Her fingers dug into my muscles as if testing their strength. And when they met stiff resistance, I swore I saw her entire body shiver. 
But before I could smile down at her, Lathriel kissed me again. She moaned as we shared breaths, her hands rabidly exploring my chest. Mine returned to her sides to appreciate the sleek, soft curves of the flat stomach I’d been yearning to touch—and kiss, and eventually brand—ever since we’d first met. 
But I needed more. My fingers crawled their way up across the cold metal of her breastplate until they reached the straps holding it in place. I hadn’t worn armor myself in quite some time, but I knew my way around well enough to unclasp the buckles holding it in place. 
There was no way to get it off her without help, but Lathriel reacted so quickly she had obviously been waiting for me to finish fiddling. Pulling our lips apart, she deftly pulled her arms back and through the breastplate to slide out of it, then almost violently swatted it out of my hands before pouncing back upon me as if she needed my mouth to breathe. The green cloth bandeau she swore beneath the armor was much easier to remove, and when I cast it aside, I had the pleasure of feeling her bare breasts press directly into my chest. 
My hands resumed their exploration of her back, appreciating the smooth yet sculpted feminine curves. Eventually, I traced my fingers back up along her sides until they found her breasts, and she gasped into my mouth when I gently squeezed the tender flesh. 
I felt a shudder of delight cascade through her, and it was only then I realized that her own fingers had completed their journey across my chest and moved to her leather skirt. They frantically worked at her belt and pushed it from her hips with a subtle yet powerful shove. 
The short glimpse I got was enough to see she’d taken her underwear with it. 
My impulse to lift her up into my arms grew stronger. My pulse raced, and the dragon inside me was more desperate to claim her than ever. The blood was more than merely ancestral memories; it was a primal, animalistic force yearning to seize control and take what was mine. 
I wanted those flexible legs of hers wrapped around my waist; I wanted to feel my manhood plunging into the tight, fiery cauldron of her faeyn cunt. Most of all, though, I wanted to see the joy on her face—and hear the gasp from her lips—when her prince took her for the first time.
But Lathriel was the one who finally broke our embrace, and leaned back just far enough we could look into each other’s eyes. 
“I want you on your back,” she breathed. 
My brows lifted in unison. “Isn’t that my line?”
Flashing me an impish smirk, she hooked her foot behind mine and gave my chest a rough shove, tripping me as I stumbled backward. 
I landed on the rough stone floor with a thud, but before I could get annoyed, Lathriel pounced on top of me. The sight of her in a gloom that was as clear to my drow eyes as daylight, her upper and lower body completely bared, completely perfect, robbed me of speech. Straddling my waist, she leaned forward, her brown hair spilling down over both of us in an intimate curtain as she brought her face close to mine. 
“I thought you wanted me to ride you?” she teased, then leaned in to kiss me yet again. 
My hands settled upon the leggings still encasing her flesh from the knee down. Her silky thighs were every bit as smooth as I’d imagined. The heat of her sex was like a torch blazing mere inches from my cock, and by Zinshasa, I couldn’t wait to get burned. 
A moan escaped me as she lowered her pelvis to press her soaked, satin-soft labia against the length of my shaft. 
Lathriel began churning her hips against me as we kissed, grinding against my manhood without quite letting it slip inside. In retaliation, I brought my hands up to her tits to give them a squeeze, triggering another pleased gasp. Taking the initiative, I broke our embrace and nudged her chest back enough that I could lean up and take her breasts in my mouth one after the other. She bit down on her lip, and her thighs clamped against my hips as a surge of pleasure shot through her body. 
“Oh, gods,” she breathed, closing her eyes. I was more than happy to take the cue, lathering each pink nipple with my eager tongue. Once again, I couldn’t help but consider myself fortunate to have had such a good teacher. Lathriel, just like Sariss, was about to benefit from my bedroom education. 
If she weren’t already on top of me, I would have gladly kissed my way down her abdomen to dine upon her flower, but I was content to wait. She clearly wanted to show me what made her such a skillful rider, and I wasn’t about to interrupt. 
She churned her hips again, bringing her womanhood closer to my cock. Then, reaching between us, she guided my swollen tip toward her slit. And when her eyes fluttered back open and she looked down at me, I could tell I had awakened a hunger deep inside her. 
A hunger that could only be satisfied by dragon cock. 
Lathriel eased me inside. Her gloriously tight heat enveloped me, and I enjoyed every moment of watching my manhood gradually vanish within her folds. She seemed unable to keep her eyes open despite her best efforts, and the subtle gasps and moans escaping from her lips grew louder and louder.
“Nn…oh…” she moaned, straightening up. “Oh, gods…ngnn!”
At first, it didn’t seem like she would possibly be able to take all of me inside her. But Lathriel wasn’t the type of girl who gave up easily, and she began to gently roll her hips again, pulling me in and out in an effort to take more of me with each thrust. It was a slow process, not so different than breaking in a new throat, but every moment inside her molten depths was paradise. I could feel my stem stretching her walls and her body quivering around me. And then, in a final determined push, she impaled herself fully upon me. 
“Yes…oh…!” Lathriel whimpered, once again leaning down to bring our lips together. I drank her in, happy to stay inside her as long as she wanted. Even when her abdomen wasn’t clenching, I could feel the walls of her cunt crushing me in their loving vise. 
It was slow process, little more than a subtle rolling of her hips. I responded to her movements, thrusting my own hips upward in rhythm with hers. I could feel her heart pounding against me. 
I slid my hands along her sculpted back but kept my embrace loose, letting her know I appreciated her closeness while leaving her the freedom to retake control when she was ready. My shaft sawed within her sex, never withdrawing more than halfway, as our tongues swirled and danced. 
The slow pace was maddening, especially as I could feel her body beginning to loosen and adjust, yet I held my desires in check. What mattered was being with her, in her, at whatever pace she needed. 
Before long, she leaned all the way upright for the second time. Her fingernails raked across my chest as mine returned to her sides, and then, with a steely expression of resolve on her face, she began to ride me like she’d promised. 
She bounced her body up and down, allowing my cock to slide out of her before ramming back in. Her abs tightened as she commanded her carnal walls to stroke me, milk me. I enjoyed every bounce, every pull and push, as I reached up to fondle her tits, circling their hardened peaks with my thumbs.
Her panting grew shorter, more ragged. My skin tingled as my blood began to roar with the need for more. More of this, more of her—all of her. 
I beat back the primal haze that tried to engulf my mind, setting threadbare discipline against the storm of sensations from our joining. The heavenly slide of her flesh along my shaft threatened to undo me, and it only became harder to resist when I felt her inner walls suddenly contract. 
Between the crushing pull of her sex and the sight of her athletic body writhing atop me, I knew I couldn’t hold out. A warning flared in the back of my mind about how a dragon should never spill inside a woman he hadn’t collared or branded…
But it was gone as quickly as it arrived, and the moment Lathriel threw back her head and cried out in climax, I erupted inside her. 
My hands gripped her hips with bruising strength as I lost myself to my instincts, making sure every spurt went as deep into that perfect heat as possible. From the way her walls rippled around me, her body seemed intent on the same goal.
She collapsed atop me once we were spent, her hair spilling around us like a chestnut blanket. I held her against me as we caught our breath, my hand sliding across the sheen of sweat on her back. 
“Still think I’m a smooth ride?” I asked. 
She groaned in exasperation as she leaned up enough that she could look into my eyes again, but her smile betrayed her. “Shut up and kiss me.”
I did. All night. 
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        “But this time,” Tyris said. “You will kill him.” 
Rasmus stared at the Vorskai delegation in disbelief. Luring the Dragon Sovereign into an ambush, hiring the Sorekûl Drakath to kill him…he almost had to admire their sheer gall. 
Almost. 
“Just like that, huh?” he asked, trying not to sound too sarcastic. “Kill a dragon with a flick of my wrist?”
“You are the Sorekûl Drakath,” the Mosh’Dalar replied. “A hunter of prey. A slayer of beasts. A warrior who has stood before a dragon and emerged victorious.”
And who barely remembers any of it, Raz thought dryly to himself. His battle with the last dragon had cost him his past and his future. Not that he expected the Vorskai to understand that. 
“I appreciate the confidence,” he said, trying not to sound too sarcastic, “but dragons aren’t the type of prey you can catch in a bear trap. Even if you lure the Sovereign to Dragonfall—even if you get him to land—it’s not as easy as walking up and jabbing him with a spear.”
“Yet you have killed one before,” Tyris said. “It can be done again.”
Raz pursed his lips, freshly annoyed at himself for coming down here in the first place. He had known all along that the Vorskai wouldn’t be able to match the bounty on Tyris, just like he’d known they wouldn’t actually have a plan to kill a dragon. There were multiple layers of stupidity here.
Unfortunately, since he was the one who had agreed to listen, it put him right on top. 
“Some will say I got lucky,” he told them. “Others will say it’s foolish to tempt fate twice.”
“But it is necessary,” Tyris said, eyeing him intently with those bright green eyes of hers. “Evil must be opposed. The Sovereign must be destroyed. You understand this as well as anyone.”
“I’m not his biggest admirer,” Raz admitted. “And I understand why your people hate him. But you might want to consider that despite everything that’s been done to you, he has bigger problems on his hands right now than a tribe of humans in the mountains. From what I hear, he’s facing tremendous opposition from his own people in the capital, and the Empire isn’t exactly fond of him, either. If you’re patient, the problem might take care of—”
“He will not rest until I am destroyed,” Tyris said. “You have seen this yourself.”
Raz pressed his tongue hard into the back of his teeth. It was potentially even worse than that, he knew. The bounty that the drow woman had given him at the Bloated Ogre specified that they wanted this girl alive, and from the way the Wyrmguard had acted at Siren Falls until she’d provoked them, they had wanted her alive as well. 
While it was conceivable that they simply hoped to torture information out of her, he doubted it. The Empire and the Sovereign would only go to this much trouble for one reason. 
They wanted to breed her. 
Bile rose in his throat. If Tyris really was a dragon, it meant that her womb was more valuable than her fancy sword or her magic or anything else. She could bear dragons, and while the Vaz Gorati would no doubt recoil at the dustborn taint in her blood, her human half might allow her to birth more children than a full-blooded elven female who typically only had two or three in a lifetime. 
Killing the Dragon Sovereign wouldn’t necessarily spare Tyris from that fate, Raz knew, especially if the Empire got involved directly. But throwing the province into chaos would definitely give her and the Vorskai a better chance of survival, at least in the short term.
In the long term, however, it would paint a target on their backs so big that no hole on earth would hide them. 
“The tyranny of the dragons must come to an end,” Tyris said. “But we need your help.”
“I understand that,” Raz said, swallowing the bile before he choked on it. “But I can’t wish the dragon dead, and I doubt he’ll agree to duel me in his elven form.”
“We will lure the dragon to you. And we will provide the weapon you require to kill him.”
Raz managed not to scoff in their faces. Oh, this should be good… 
Tyris looked at the Mosh’Dalar, and they seemed to exchange a few words in silence. The chieftain signaled to one of the young warriors at his side, who then unclipped something from his baldric and handed it over to her.
“The Avetharri believe we are too primitive to understand the secrets of artifice,” she said. “They are mistaken.”
In her hand was a small wooden case not unlike the ones Raz used to hold his own crossbow bolts, particularly the ones with specialized ammunition. When she opened it, both his pale eyebrows lifted in astonishment.
“Vatari bolts?” he asked, transfixed by the crystal-tipped bodkins. “But that’s…”
He trailed off as he carefully reached in and took out one of the bolts to inspect it further. He had long since learned the importance of carrying a wide variety of ammunition in his line of work, since he never knew if he’d need to penetrate flesh or armor or a thick carapace. And he always carried a few vatari bolts as well, since they could shred through Aetheric barriers as easily as linen curtains. 
But these weren’t steelhead bolts tipped with a pinch of vatari dust. In fact, they weren’t steel at all. 
They were adamantine. 
“How is this possible? Only the drow know how to mine and work adamantine.”
“The dark elves learned many secrets beneath the surface of the world,” Tyris said, smiling. “And so have we.”
Perhaps, Raz thought grimly, the Vorskai aren’t as unprepared as I thought. 
Most Avetharri metalworking was focused on moonsilver like the scimitars in his scabbard. The metal was light, sharp, and highly receptive to all types of artifice. Adamantine, by contrast, was heavy, difficult to work, and a pain in the ass to inscribe with runes. But the metal was also indestructible, and properly forged adamantine blades could carve through virtually anything. 
Including the scales of a dragon. 
“You can kill the Sovereign,” Tyris said. “And the Vorskai will be there alongside you.”
[image: image-placeholder]What the hell are you thinking?
Borkesh wasn’t around, but Raz swore he could hear his partner’s voice chiding him as he traveled deeper into the gorm tunnels alongside Tyris and the Vorskai chieftain. He had always thought of his orc partner as his conscience—not on the traditional axis of good and evil, but rather the axis of getting paid versus working for free. Any time Raz was tempted to do something charitable, Borkesh was there to remind him to ask him for payment in advance. It happened more often than either of them would care to admit. 
But the internal voice in Raz’s head wasn’t nearly as loud or compelling as when the orc was here in person. Perhaps that was why, despite all reason and good sense, Raz had agreed to follow the Vorskai back to their main camp rather than grab Tyris and drag her back to Tiralis and the bounty that was waiting for him. 
There was no other plausible explanation for why he had agreed to help these people. Raz certainly didn’t believe in prophecy—in fact, he typically reviled people who blindly trusted in divination magic. The Aether’s power was undeniable, but being able to catch glimpses of the future didn’t automatically grant a channeler the ability to properly interpret it. 
And it wasn’t as if he had never turned down a job before, either. Sure, Tyris was exceedingly beautiful, and sure, Raz had a particular soft spot for redheads. But he’d said no to women before. Not often, by any means, but sometimes. 
Yet here he was. 
Yes, this entire mess was definitely Borkesh’s fault. It had to be. 
Maybe this is the problem with knowing you’re going to die soon, Raz thought darkly to himself. You start getting reckless. And sentimental. And downright stupid. 
Raz festered in a pool of his own terrible judgment for many hours as Tyris and the Mosh’Dalar led him deeper into the gorm carved passages beneath the mountains. He had no way of measuring how far they were traveling, especially without sunlight or the horizon as a guide, but they kept up an impressive pace that wouldn’t have been possible beneath the blazing sun. He was grateful that his thresk seemed to have gotten over its initial fears about traveling underground, otherwise his legs would have been on fire from all the walking. 
The Vorskai didn’t have that problem. Only a handful were mounted, yet the rest weren’t even breathing hard. It was a damn impressive feat of endurance. He had no way of knowing exactly how far they traveled, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if it was several dozen miles before the cave split and they began their ascent back to the surface. It took another hour or so before daylight began filtering into the passage, and another hour after that, the group emerged into a narrow valley somewhere in the Godsworn Rise. 
The sun had already set by then, but Raz’s eyes had no trouble making out their surroundings. The valley was little more than a single stream of water snaking between a loose forest of tall pines, but it was quite beautiful in contrast to the Droughtlands they’d left behind, especially now when dappled in the bright moonlight. The cliffs on the sides were steep enough they would be difficult to climb, and they also provided respectable cover from any dragon or wyvern that happened to fly overhead. 
He wondered if the Vorskai had settled in many other places like this, because they hadn’t led him to an empty valley. They’d built an entire village here, with three times as many people as Siren Falls, just without the stone buildings and streets. There were about a dozen permanent structures, all wood, while the rest were tents scattered across the length of the valley almost like a war camp. 
The scent of freshly cooked meat made his stomach clench, and he knew he responded a tad too enthusiastically when Tyris invited him to eat. At that point, he was so famished he would have tolerated almost anything, even sitting around a campfire listening to stories in a language he barely understood. 
But mercifully, the Vorskai apparently didn’t plan to inflict that torment upon him. While the Mosh’Dalar and his warriors scattered around the settlement, Tyris led him to one of the cooking fires and fetched them both a serving of dinner. 
It was good, too. Raz hadn’t eaten mountain boar in months, not since he’d last been with Borkesh’s people. Unsurprisingly, the humans had a more enterprising palate, and the way they’d spiced and smoked the meat made it taste completely different. 
“Earlier today, you said that your people had more to offer than gold,” Raz said over a mouthful as he and Tyris stood together next to one of the campfires. Notably, most of the other Vorskai seemed to be giving them a bit of space. “Is this what you meant?”
Tyris gave him an odd look. “No.”
“Too bad. Because I’d be willing to kill a few more dragons for this recipe.”
Raz offered her a lopsided grin and was pleased to see it returned. 
“Do the Vorskai meet your expectations?” Tyris asked, gesturing around the village.
“I’m not sure I had any,” Raz admitted. “But somehow, the answer still feels like no.”
She cast her gaze out across the scattered tents. Nearly everyone was gathered around the fires at this point, and he noticed that unlike with the scouting party, there were plenty of women here. Not old or pregnant ones, but able-bodied warriors dressed similarly to Tyris. The Vorskai must have kept their children and their old somewhere else, perhaps underground where they’d be safer. 
“The dragons have tried to break us countless times,” Tyris said. “They imprisoned our gods and leveled our cities, but they have not defeated us. And they never will.”
Raz chewed another bite of meat, thankful that Borkesh and his bottomless appetite wasn’t here to eat these people into starvation.
“Over the past few centuries, most humans have moved to the cities,” Raz said. “The Avetharri haven’t wiped them out.”
“No, they have merely enslaved them,” Tyris replied bitterly. “You have traveled far. Have you not seen the armies of enslaved orcs? Or the countless human servants cleaning up after their Avetharri masters?”
“I’ve seen it.”
“Then you understand,” she said. “To live without freedom is to live without purpose. The Vorskai will never bend to the will of the dragons and their minions.”
Raz could hear the pride in her voice—the same pride he heard in the voices of the Ashreavers. Borkesh’s people saw themselves as the last true orcs in Abethaal. In their minds, the ones that lived in the cities were either slaves or sympathizers of their Avetharri conquerors. He wondered if the Vorskai felt the same way about their kind. 
If so, he mused, they would probably change their minds after living in a city for a week. 
It was a cynical thought, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. He had seen the gradual transformation in his partner over the past few years. The more time they spent in Vimaldis and Sethuil, the major cities in the Reach out west, the more obvious it became that Borkesh would never return home to his people. He cared about them, but that was different than living with them. 
Raz had once overheard an Avetharri magistrate say that culture and freedom were a poor substitute for creature comforts. And while Raz had broken that particular man’s nose, then left him hanging upside down from his balcony while Sabari robbed him blind, the sentiment was mostly true. The Vorskai may have had good boar meat, but the humans living in Tiralis some seventy miles from here enjoyed most of the benefits of Avetharri artifice. Clean water, ample food, magical light and heat…and of course, the healing skills of the Vaz Gorati priestesses. 
Raz glanced across the camp to one of the groups of Vorskai with horrible burns. The Avetharri may not have been fond of teaching dustborn outsiders how to wield magic, but they weren’t afraid to share the bounty of their power. A blood priestess could have healed the wounds of those men before they had become permanent scars. 
“It’s quite pleasant out here,” he said, finishing the last of his meal. “But aren’t you worried about the dragons seeing these structures?”
“They are small and well concealed,” Tyris said. “And can easily be rebuilt, if needed. Nothing of great importance is left in range of the dragon’s gaze.”
“Like your elders and children,” 
Tyris nodded. “They are near but safe. We have learned to be cautious.”
Apart from trying to force a confrontation with the Sovereign, Raz thought sardonically. 
“These mountains have long been a haven for our people,” she added. “Many structures from the ancient world still remain within the valleys. They are places of great power and mystery.”
Raz frowned. “What do you mean?”
Tyris eyed him curiously. “Surely you have heard the tales of what came before.”
“I suppose that depends on what ‘before’ you’re talking about.”
“Before the dragons betrayed the gods and imprisoned them within the Pale. Before their greed and avarice consumed the world.”
“Ah,” Raz said, nodding. “I’ve heard plenty of stories, sure. The trouble is, no one seems to know which of them are true.”
“I do not understand.”
“No one still alive experienced any of those events, so all we know about them is what other people have told us. If you walked up to a historian in Tel Kithas, he’d insist that the Old Gods were vicious tyrants who treated the mortal races like slaves until their dragon goddess and her consort fought back. If you talk to one of the Sarodihm cultists, they’ll tell you the exact opposite—that the world was peaceful and just until the Avetharri learned to tap into the Aether and used it to betray their own gods.”
Raz shrugged. “And if you ask my partner’s people in the White Mist Mountains up north, they’ll tell you that history is whatever the weak are forced to learn about the strong. Personally, I’ve always rather liked the simplicity of that one.”
Tyris slowly shook her head. “It is brutal and cold.”
“Life often is,” he replied mildly. “Doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”
“But what is the purpose of such a belief? To restate that which is obvious is not wisdom. It is surrender to the inevitable.”
Raz paused and looked into the girl’s eyes. The reverence he’d seen in her face earlier—the almost fanatical awe at the sight of the Dragon Slayer—was definitely still there. But despite that, she was willing to stand up to him. It was surprising…but also ingratiating. He appreciated women with a spine. 
“Vorskai stories give us the courage to endure our struggle and fight back against the dragons,” Tyris went on. “They are meant to inspire greatness.”
“I’m sure they are,” Raz said. “Does it matter if they’re true?”
“They have allowed us to survive, and they will allow us to exact our revenge. That is truth enough for me.”
He smiled thinly. “You know, if Borkesh were here, the two of you could have a hell of a debate.”
“I would prevail,” Tyris said with a casual shrug. 
“Probably,” Raz agreed. He left out the part where Borkesh’s weakness for redheads nearly rivaled his own. 
Elsewhere across the village camp, groups of Vorskai appeared to be telling stories and laughing. Others were congratulating the hunters who had found and prepared these boars in the first place. And all of them would occasionally toss furtive glances toward the Dragon Slayer they had invited into their camp. 
“I appreciate your people’s courage and resourcefulness,” Raz said. “I’ve spent time with the orc tribes in the north and plenty of human nomads in the Droughtlands. They’ve survived, too, but I wouldn’t say that any of them are flourishing. Not like this.”
He almost wished he couldn’t see the light of pride in her eyes when he complimented her people. It was just going to make this next part more difficult. 
“The trouble is, you also need to be realistic,” he added. “It’s one thing to survive on your own out here, but it’s quite another to smack the dragons in the snout and hope you don’t get burned.”
“What does that mean?” she asked. 
“If you try to take on the Empire directly, it won’t matter how inspirational your stories are or how courageously your warriors fight. The dragons will annihilate you and everything you’ve built.”
Tyris shook her head. “That is why you are here. With your aid, you can defeat them.”
“I can help you fight one dragon, but I can’t kill them all,” Raz said, stepping so close to her that she had to tilt her head up to meet his eyes. “I want you to understand what you’re about to unleash here. The Empire is more than one arrogant Sovereign. Right now, they view you as a nuisance. But if they believe you’re truly dangerous—” 
“I am dangerous,” she said. “The Avetharri should fear me.”
Her voice was as sharp as the moonsilver blade strapped to her back. Normally, most people—especially Avetharri—wouldn’t be intimidated by a young human girl with a sword no matter what words came out of her mouth. But if they’d seen her in action…
“That’s my point,” he said. “Look, I’m not Vaz Gorati—I don’t know if you have dragon blood or not. But even if you don’t, it doesn’t matter. You’re obviously very special. I’ve encountered plenty of channelers over the years, including the Valturan primalists in the east. Their masters would struggle to pull off what you did back at Siren Falls, and they’re three times your age.”
Raz took a deep breath. “You have a gift, and your people have a future here in the mountains. It would be shame to waste it by provoking the Empire’s wrath.”
“We will not be their slaves any longer,” Tyris said. “And my gifts serve no purpose if they are not used to aid my people.”
“I didn’t say you shouldn’t help them. Only that you need to think about what will happen if we succeed. With the Sovereign gone, the Empire would take over the province directly. And once that happens, they’ll do whatever it takes to reestablish order.”
“And we will do whatever it takes to restore what was stolen from us. We will not surrender to the inevitable. I would think that the Sorekûl Drakath of all people would understand that.”
Raz looked deep into those green eyes of hers. The blaze within them no longer had anything to do with the firelight. She and her people were resolved to fight this battle, that much was obvious. 
Would they still go through with this if I weren’t here? he wondered privately. If not, the biggest favor I can do for them might be to sneak away in the middle of the night. 
Raz had always struggled with the fact that the monster hunt he was best known for—the one that had made him a legend—was also the one he remembered the least. Most of the time, his reputation worked to his advantage, and he’d never been afraid to leverage it for more gold. 
But this was different. What if the legend of the Dragon Slayer was about to inspire an entire tribe of people to get themselves killed?
“If you are sated, there is more I wish to show you,” Tyris said. “To better help you understand our people.”
“Sure,” Raz said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “Lead the way.”
[image: image-placeholder]Tyris escorted him deeper into the valley along the stream. The village sprawled farther than he’d realized, with more small cabins and tents set out wherever there was space. Once again, the other Vorskai kept their distance, allowing her to be their voice and his guide. Raz continued to find it strange; in any other tribe he’d interacted with, the chieftain would have been the one trying to make the case for him to help. But the more people he saw, the more he noticed that they had the same reverence in their eyes that Tyris did. 
The difference was that it was directed at her, not him. He may have been the Dragon Slayer, but they looked at her as if she was their Dragon Messiah. 
“There are many other settlements throughout the mountains,” Tyris said, stopping to crouch over the stream and fill the waterskin at her belt. “All interconnected by tunnels. Some natural, but many carved out by gorm.”
Raz nodded. The tunnels were clever, all right, allowing them to live outdoors beneath the sky while still having the option to hide whenever they needed to. Even the valley here was a remarkably defensible position. 
Once the skin was full, Tyris stood and continued walking. He still didn’t know where they were headed, but he used the pause to examine some of the clusters of Vorskai more closely. Earlier, he’d noticed that there were a fair number of women here, perhaps one to every five men or so. But what he hadn’t noticed until now was how nearly all of them appeared to be gathered around a few very specific males—males who were young, unhurt, and in excellent physical shape. 
“We have adopted some of the Avetharri traditions,” Tyris said, apparently noticing his wandering gaze. 
“Oh?” Raz asked. 
“Like the elves, we attempt to breed as many sorcerers as possible,” she explained. “Male moshalim take many lovers in the hopes of conceiving such a child.”
It made sense, though it was hardly a tradition unique to the Empire. The Ashreavers only permitted the strongest males to breed, as decided by physical combat, and most of the Droughtlands nomads he’d encountered had similar practices. 
“What about female moshalim?” Raz asked. 
“Females have the power and privilege to choose whichever mate they believe is strongest,” Tyris said, her voice oddly flat. “Though if her children cannot tame the Moshai’s currents, she will dispense with the original mate and try another.”
Now that was definitely closer to Avetharri tradition. Female Wyrm Lords had tremendous power and influence. The competitions they staged among men seeking to gain their favor were notoriously brutal and humiliating. 
“What about you?” he asked. 
Tyris didn’t answer right away. “My destiny is too important to leave to chance. I carry the blood of dragons, which means that my children likely will as well. I must have a powerful mate worthy of such a gift.”
“Have you found one yet?”
“Yes.”
She continued on without elaborating, eventually moving past the last camp. The valley continued on, the terrain growing rougher with each step before it eventually melted back into the mountains. Tyris was leading him toward a sheer cliff face, which seemed strange until his eyes discerned the entrance to a cave. 
“If you’re so important to the tribe, I’m surprised they didn’t send any warriors with you to the Falls,” Raz said after a moment. 
“The Mosh’Dalar wanted to,” she said. “But I refused. I have no need of their protection.”
He grunted softly. “Everyone needs help from time to time. You’re fortunate my partner and I were there to pitch in after you picked that fight.”
“Your aid was appreciated but not required. I knew I could defeat the Sovereign’s minions on my own.”
“But maybe not before the Flensing crippled you,” Raz pointed out. “Unless you planned to take the rest blade to blade.”
“I could have,” Tyris said. “I have been training all my life to be a weapon against the dragons. Do not underestimate my strength.”
He raised his hands defensively. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
They approached the cave entrance a moment later, and she headed inside. The mouth was smooth and natural; this cavern had clearly been formed by nature, not a gorm or earth magic or old-fashioned shoveling. It was also completely dark aside from the moonlight, though Tyris opened her hand and conjured another puff of flame in her palm when she stepped inside. 
Other than the lack of decorations and people, the cave reminded Raz of Siren Falls. He could even hear water rushing further in, and shortly after taking a passage to their right, they ended up inside a wide, round chamber with a clear pool that could have easily been straight out of Sabari’s establishment. Along the side was what appeared to be a personal campsite complete with a large, comfortable-looking bedroll. 
“Nice place,” Raz said. “I can see why you enjoyed the bathing pools.”
“It offers privacy where there otherwise is none,” Tyris said, glancing to the rough wall where several torch sconces were set fifteen feet apart. With a flick of her wrist, she launched the fire from her palm and ignited one, then repeated the trick two more times. The flickering orange light was less consistent but more soothing than glowstones, and the heat made it seem more real somehow. 
“This is what you wanted to show me?” he asked. 
“Yes,” Tyris said. “It is the only place where I can explain.”
“Explain what?”
“Earlier, I told you that the Vorskai will reward you with far more than gold.”
“Yes,” Raz said. “I hope you’re not offering to sell me this cave.”
“No.” Reaching behind her, she unstrapped the sword from her back and leaned it against the cavern wall. “You are destined to be here, and to help us destroy the Dragon Sovereign. Mere coin is insufficient for such a task.” 
Raz’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “No cave, no coin…what’s the payment?”
Tyris took a step closer to him, her green eyes turning almost orange in the reflection of the torches. “Me.”
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        I was awake long before the sun began filtering into the ancient temple, though not because I’d slept poorly. On the contrary, by the third time I’d spilled inside Lathriel, we’d both been so exhausted we never would have had the energy to unfurl a bedroll. Thankfully, she’d thought ahead and prepared a campsite for us one level down in the ruined temple. I’d carried her down to it between bouts, and once we were both spent, we collapsed in each other’s arms.  
She was still asleep now, despite the fact that I’d been tracing my fingertip back and forth along her pointed ear for a while. She was on her side with her back pressed against me. The way the sunlight fractured through the small cracks in the wall almost made it look like her skin was tattooed with glowing vatari markings. 
It made me wonder if she might ever wish to have them someday. I had no intention of putting her through the trials to become a Dragon Bride, but a few runic tattoos could give her access to powers she’d never imagined. 
Let’s not think too far ahead, I scolded myself. She hasn’t even agreed to take my brand yet. 
I smiled as I allowed my hand to drift down her cheek and sides. Last night had been completely unexpected but absolutely perfect. And if I wasn’t supposed to meet with the Vorskai this afternoon, I would have been more than content to lie here making love to her all day again. 
“We’re late, aren’t we?”
I managed not to jump at the sound of her voice. She hadn’t moved a muscle, nor had her breathing changed. How long had she been awake?
“Dragons are never late,” I said. “It’s one of the perks of having the world revolve around us.”
“Must be nice.”
“It has its advantages,” I smirked, leaning down to kiss her cheek. 
She moaned softly, her hand reaching back to rub my leg as her eyes finally fluttered open. “Well, I don’t believe this rule applies to their minions. Especially not officers who are late for duty.”
“The rule applies wherever I say it does. And right now, I say you’re exactly where you belong. Well…almost.”
Leaning away, I gently took her side and rolled her onto her back, then shifted on top of her. 
“That’s better,” I said as her legs reflexively spread to accommodate me. “Don’t you think?”
She gave me a sly smile. “You know I prefer to be on t—ooh!”
Lathriel squeaked when I eased the tip of my cock back inside her, and I felt her ankles lock together behind me.
“You were saying?” I asked, bringing my lips within an inch of hers while pressing my hips forward. 
“I was saying that we’re—oh!—going to be—nnn!” She bit down on her lip and brought her hands around my back. “You’re supposed to meet—ngnn!—with the humans today!”
“There’s plenty of time,” I assured her as I sank deep within her welcoming core. “Dragons are fast, remember?”
“Not that fast, I hope,” she panted.
“We know when to slow down and glide.”
“Prove it.”
Grinning, I kissed her deeply as I slowly thrust in and out of her tight faeyn cunt. But it didn’t take long before she was bucking her hips against me, spurring me to fuck her harder and faster. Soon our lips parted again as she struggled for air, her fingers sliding down my arms and stopping to squeeze my muscles.
She spent beneath me in a breathless, clutching gasp. Every woman I’d been with seemed to climax differently, and after last night, I’d learned that Lathriel’s was a full-body squeeze where her nails dug into me for support. Her euphoric embrace sent me right over the edge with her. 
“Gods…” she whimpered once I had filled her again. 
“The gods have nothing to do with it,” I breathed, kissing the tip of her nose. “Just us.”
She grinned up at me, her thighs squeezing my sides and her hands back on my firm arms. “You’re going to have to fly extra fast to make up for lost time.”
“We’ll make it,” I soothed. “Assuming my rider can handle it.”
Her eyes flashed. “I can handle anything.”
“I’m looking forward to testing that theory.”
I kissed her long and hard before I finally pulled away. She sighed contentedly when I slipped out of her, and she let her head fall back onto the bedroll. 
“I admire your confidence setting this all up,” I said, sitting on the bedroll and sweeping my eyes around the chamber. Unlike the level above with the statues, there was nothing left here besides the old, moss-covered walls and unreadable inscriptions on the floor. “Guess you had this all planned out.”
“I camp here a lot when I’m on patrol,” Lathriel said as she reached for her clothes and armor. “The world doesn’t actually revolve around you.”
“Mm,” I murmured, unconvinced. “I’ll take your word for it.”
I smiled as I watched her get dressed. I resisted the urge to help with her don her armor, because I knew that if I touched her again, it would be nearly impossible to let go without bending her over something. She was right about my meeting and the need for haste, but for the first time in days, the Vorskai were no longer the most pressing thing on my mind.
This really had been a perfect night. If only it could last forever. 
“Before we leave,” Lathriel said as she buckled up her breastplate, “I suppose we should talk.”
“What about?”
She gave me a sour look. “You know what about. There are rules for this sort of thing.”
“The rules are whatever I make them. We’ve been over this.”
“I’m serious. Your wife is Vaz Gorati. They don’t want dragons sleeping with women who aren’t branded…or collared.”
“No, they don’t,” I said. “But they don’t get to make those decisions for me. And you don’t strike me as the type of girl who’s just going to run off.”
“I’m not,” Lathriel said, grunting as she stamped her foot into her remaining boot. She sat down at the other end of the pallet, reclaiming some distance from me. “But I also don’t want to get you in trouble. Everyone’s going to be mad enough if you make a deal with the Vorskai.”
“I told you back at the canyon that you don’t have to take my brand if you don’t want to.”
I saw her throat move as she swallowed. “What if I do?”
Her voice was so quiet it was barely a whisper, and I looked at her in silence for several heartbeats. 
“Then I need to know if you’re sure,” I said, matching her tone. “Because there’s no going back.”
Lathriel swallowed again, and this time she closed her eyes. “I don’t want to ruin what you have, Alamir. I told you, if someone looks into my past, they might—”
“I don’t care,” I said, crawling back over to sit next to her. “The past doesn’t matter. It’s the future I care about. If you aren’t with the Sarodihm now, then—”
“I’m not,” she said firmly. “I hope you believe me.”
“I do,” I told her, reaching up to caress her cheek. 
Her eyes fluttered at my touch, and she sidled closer to me. 
“We need to establish some rules first,” she said. “First, I’m not going to spend all my time in Tel Kithas.”
“Done.”
“Second, I want to keep my position in the Skywatch. I’m not giving up Vilyanos.”
“Done.” I kissed her cheek. “Anything else?”
“Just one,” she said. “You need to get away from me before I start begging you to fuck me again.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
Her cheek twitched. “Then hurry up and get back inside me!”
Just like I’d expected when she’d first kissed me last night, her skirt did not prove much of an obstacle for a determined dragon. And when I filled her up for the fifth time since coming to this temple, she cried out so loudly the Old Gods themselves must have heard a dragon converting another of their former servants. 
[image: image-placeholder]Lathriel and I made excellent time back to the capital, though I knew I would have to leave again without too much delay. She was late, too, of course, and I saw her off on Vilyanos with a promise that we’d meet again tomorrow to talk about my summit with the humans.
And the other equally important matter we’d discussed. 
I couldn’t stop smiling after she was gone, not even when I descended the aviary stairs and began walking through the palace. After last night, I was more convinced than ever that I was walking the right path. First Sariss, now Lathriel…everything was going to work out. 
The smile didn’t fade until I was halfway back to my chambers. I was in one of the shorter corridors without any guards in sight, and the nape of my neck had started tingling in warning as if assassins were about to leap out from the shadows to cut me down. 
But it was a foolish notion conjured by my mother’s insistence on teaching her son to be paranoid at all times. And when the Dragon Mother finally appeared around the corner ten feet in front of me, I let out the breath I’d apparently been holding.
“Where were you?” Irileth asked, voice as cold as the myriad small blades she kept concealed in her armor. 
“Nice to see you, too, Mother,” I said dryly as I came to a halt. “No leaping out of the shadows to test me today?”
“Where were you all night, Alamir?” she repeated. 
The corridor was dim enough that her red eyes were glowing faintly. She looked pissed…but then, she almost always did. As a child, my father had told me it was an act, that my mother needed to convey an aura of malice to perform her role as the enforcer of his will. But I’d long since accepted that there was nothing duplicitous about her demeanor. It was simply the way she was. 
“Let me guess,” I said, “Elyon was rampaging around the palace trying to find me all night?”
“This has nothing to do with Elyon. Now tell me where you were!”
I frowned as I tried to read that cold, hard face. My first assumption was that she knew I’d left the palace with Lathriel and was now about to express her displeasure with me for wasting my time with a faeyn ranger instead of a highborn debutante. But then I realized the truth could be worse—she might be wondering if I had flown south to meet with the Vorskai. 
Has she learned what I’m planning somehow? Is she going to try and stop me?
“I was out enjoying an evening with a friend, if you must know,” I told her, an anxious knot forming in the pit of my stomach. If she suspected that Krynn and I were going to head to Dragonfall today…
“The Skywatch Captain?” Irileth asked, eyes still hard and unyielding. 
“That’s right. Not that it’s any of your business.”
Her lip twitched as if she were about to unleash one of her scathing diatribes, but then her expression abruptly softened. “I see,” she murmured. “Are you going to brand her?”
I paused in surprise at the sudden shift in her body language. “If I am, would it bother you?”
“Not if you believe she will be a loyal servant,” my mother said. “Just be sure you do it soon. If you enjoy her company, then you need to brand her or collar her before you get her pregnant.” 
The tightness in my stomach turned to disgust. There were few things a man wanted to hear less than his mother talking about his sex life. 
“I know the rules,” I said. 
“Good, because they exist to protect you,” Irileth said. “And her. You’re not a random house scion crawling the local taverns looking for a bed warmer. You are a dragon—your seed is far too powerful to—”
“I get it,” I insisted, trying not to gag at hearing my own mother talk about my “seed.” 
“I hope so. Because you must remember that our enemies won’t be content to target you. Any woman you touch will become an object of their ire. Your attention is a blessing and a burden. You must always be aware of this.” She stayed silent for a few tense heartbeats. “Remember, my son, the fate of House Sorokar walks in your shadow. Do not take this burden for granted.”
“I won’t,” I promised. Once again, I wondered if she might have learned about my plans…but no. If the Dragon Mother knew what I was planning, we wouldn’t be standing here having this mostly pleasant conversation. 
“Good,” she said, nodding. “For whatever it’s worth, I do not dislike this ranger captain of yours. She has a reputation for competence and obedience. A dragon’s wife must possess both.”
“I’m glad you approve,” I muttered, my thoughts flicking to what Lathriel had told me last night about her previous involvement with the Sarodihm. It resonated a little too well with my mother’s warning that my mere attention was dangerous. If she ordered her spies to look into Lathriel’s past…
But there was nothing to be done about it. I would just have to deal with that eventuality if and when the time came. 
“I thought you would wish to know that my agents are close to tracking down the Vorskai sorceress,” Irileth said. “Within a few more days, the problem will be dealt with.”
“For a time, anyway,” I replied, my pulse quickening. I had a vision of showing up at Dragonfall mere moments after my mother’s assassins had made their move. “Unless Father really does plan on wiping them all out.”
“He will do whatever is best for Abethaal. As will you, I hope, when your time comes.”
I snorted. “It would be nice if my parents had a little more faith in me.”
“We want to,” she said quietly. “The future of the Empire depends on it.”
Irileth eyed me hard for another moment, then vanished down the passage from whence she had come. I stood alone in the corridor, replaying her words in my mind to ensure I wasn’t missing anything. But I still couldn’t see any way she could possibly know about my plans, and once Krynn and I were on our way, there was precious little she or my father would be able to do to stop us. 
One way or another, the humans would be dealt with soon. 
[image: image-placeholder]I wasn’t surprised to find Sariss in my chambers waiting for me when I arrived, but I was surprised that Karethys was there with her. My concubine was currently kneeling in front of my wife, sliding pins into the waist of a pretty, flowing red dress. 
“My lord,” Sariss greeted me with a smile. “I am pleased you have returned.”
I smiled back as I moved into the room, feeling a touch of embarrassed heat in my cheeks. “Sorry I didn’t tell you I was leaving last night,” I said. “But we—”
“A dragon never needs to apologize,” Sariss interrupted. “He answers to no one and does not need to explain himself.”
I stopped halfway across the chamber. There was no judgment in her voice, no subtle hint of disappointment or reproach. This was definitely one of the great virtues of having a wife who placed you at the center of her religion. 
“We’re working on alterations to an old outfit,” Sariss went on, sliding her fingers down the side of the hip-hugging dress. “What do you think?”
It was quite beautiful, though almost anything would be on the tall, leggy body of my First Wife. The dress was backless, with a single elegant string behind her neck and a skirt that ended about an inch above her knee. The three-inch circular cutout around her belly was exactly the right size and placement to display the Sorokar brand beneath, which seemed like one of the major goals of the alterations. I didn’t know where Sariss intended to wear the outfit, but she clearly wanted every woman who saw it to know that she belonged to me. 
“It’s gorgeous,” I said, glancing between them. 
“I had it commissioned a few months ago,” Sariss said. “The final adjustments shouldn’t take long.”
I smiled. A month ago, I hadn’t yet asked her to take my brand. Considering the shape of the cutout, though, she must have been convinced that I’d take the plunge soon. 
I do so love confident women. 
“You should have all you need, dear,” Sariss said, glancing down to Karethys. “I would like some time alone with our lord.”
“Yes, mistress,” Karethys replied obediently. She recovered her pins, then bounced to her feet. But before she could scurry out of the room, Sariss reached out to take her hand. 
“Remember to prepare yourself for tonight,” Sariss said, her blue eyes twinkling devilishly. 
The concubine’s cheeks flushed even as she smiled. “I will be ready, mistress.”
“Good. Then run along.”
Karethys scampered away, keeping her violet eyes low aside from a single pleased glance in my direction. Once she had closed the door behind her, I arched a curious eyebrow at my wife. 
“Tonight?” I asked.
Sariss shrugged innocently as she glided toward me. The heels she’d put on to match the dress had to be at least five inches tall, but she walked on them as easily as if they were a cloud. 
“She’s a very sweet girl,” Sariss said, sliding her arms around my neck. Our eyes were almost level with the added height from her shoes. “And if I’m not mistaken, she’s responsible for teaching you a great many techniques.”
I snickered and allowed my hands to rest on her bare back. “She is, yes.”
“Then she should be rewarded for her service and obedience.” Sariss’s smile turned sly. “I thought it might be fun if the two of us repaid her together.”
My pulse had quickened the moment I’d seen her in the new dress, but now it was threatening to drown out my hearing altogether. As First Wife, she would eventually be in charge of my harem, though she didn’t technically have any authority over my personal concubine. Some Wyrm Lords preferred to keep them separate, with concubines and mistresses for pleasure and wives for breeding. 
Personally, I thought that was yet another stupid tradition the Empire had adopted since the onset of the Blood Drought. As far as I was concerned, Karethys was going to be as important a part of my harem as my wives. And my chest—as well as another equally important part of my body—swelled in pride at how Sariss was reacting to her. 
“Sounds like an excellent idea,” I said, lowering my lips within an inch of hers. “What inspired you to come up with it?”
“She showed me the toy drawer she prepared for us,” Sariss said, eyes twinkling. “And then offered to instruct me on their proper use.”
“She’s a generous girl.”
“Very.”
Sariss leaned in to kiss me, matching what Lathriel had given me in tenderness with raw, unbridled intensity. Many of the Wyrm Lord memoirs in the library—especially those from before the Blood Drought when adventuring harems were common—spoke about the importance of having wives with different interests and passions. For me, that was definitely not going to be a problem. 
“It’s too bad tonight is so far away,” Sariss whispered when our lips parted. “Perhaps I can persuade you to change your plans for this afternoon and get started early?”
I grunted softly as I brushed my fingers through her long hair. I had to give her credit for inventing a clever way to try and disrupt my plans. 
“Sadly, no,” I lamented. “They’re expecting me at noon. And we’re only going to get one chance at a meeting like this.”
Sariss nodded in understanding. I knew she didn’t approve; I knew she thought this was a bad idea. But I also knew that I was her dragon, and she would ultimately follow my lead no matter what path I chose to walk. It was comforting in one way, but a little nerve-wracking in another. After all, it made my choices that much more important, since I would be binding her fate to them as well as my own. 
“I assume you spent last night with Lathriel?” she asked, changing the subject. 
“Yes,” I said. “I really am sorry I didn’t tell you we were leaving.”
“I told you that a dragon doesn’t need to apologize.”
“He may not need to, but that doesn’t mean he can’t,“ I said. “I should have at least had one of the servants bring you a message, but I wasn’t expecting to be gone all night.”
Sariss arched an eyebrow. “It must have been an enjoyable night, then.” 
“It was,” I said. “Very enjoyable.” 
“She has agreed to take your brand, then?” 
“Yes.”
“Thank Zinshasa,” Sariss breathed. “Then I shall reschedule our night with Karethys. I can speak with the artificers and acquire the materials, then prepare the binding chamber for—”
“We’ll wait a few days,” I cut in before she got ahead of herself. “Until after this Vorskai situation is resolved.”
“Of course, my lord,” she said, though there was no denying the disappointment in her tone. “But I am eager to help make her yours.”
“I’m glad you feel that way,” I said. “I know she likes you, too.”
“We will be a formidable pair, of that I have no doubt. We will serve you well and provide you with many powerful, healthy children.”
“I know,” I said, a giddy thrill racing through me at the thought. “And I can’t wait to get started. But Krynn and I have a date with destiny first.”
Smiling up at me again, Sariss planted another soft kiss on my lips. “Then you shouldn’t tarry, my lord. Destiny will not wait, even for a dragon.”
[image: image-placeholder]“There you are,” Krynn said when I finally appeared at the top of the aviary steps. “And here I was starting to wonder if you’d finally come to your senses and given up on this ridiculous idea.”
“No such luck,” I said, glancing around. Just as I’d asked, he had cleared the area to ensure we could leave without a fuss. There weren’t any wyverns perched here, nor any of the otherwise ever-present stable hands. Even the servants were gone, having already loaded up our saddles with equipment. 
Krynn himself was dressed in resplendent armor with golden scales rather than his usual finery, which almost made him look more like a Wyrmguard Captain than the Claw of the Black Prince. 
“Something new and intimidating in the glamour stone?” I asked.
“Just a copy of the new armor I’m having made,” he said. “What do you think?”
“A little gaudy, don’t you think?”
“Says the man who prefers black armor,” Krynn returned, pointing at the purple-black plate guise projected by my own glamour stone. “I thought you were trying to downplay your heritage.”
“Not the good part of it.” I smirked. “I thought you appreciated the pragmatism of the shadow knights?”
“I do. Just not their fashion sense.”
I chuckled. My real armor—which I almost never had a chance to wear—wasn’t actually a copy of shadow knight armor, since the drow preferred thin adamantine plates to steel or moonsilver. The metal was so rare that House Teviss hadn’t wanted to squander it on what was essentially ceremonial armor.
I could have demanded they make it that way, but I had little cause to wear it. Still, I’d made sure to get this illusion as close to the real thing as possible. 
“I think it’s better to appear in front of the humans as elves rather than dragons,” I said. “Otherwise, they might think we’re going to attack them.”
“A little healthy fear is never a bad thing.” Krynn shrugged. “And at least this way we can shapeshift freely.”
“Hopefully it won’t come to that,” I said soberly. “No dragons unless it’s absolutely necessary. I want to give them a chance to save themselves. Remember that.”
“How could I forget?” he muttered. “In any event, I still say you should have your mother convince House Teviss to teach you some of their shadow tricks. Imagine if you could conjure your armor to your body wherever you were.”
“It would be nice,” I admitted. “But not worth the risk of accidentally bringing a few demons along with it.”
Krynn scoffed. “The Dal’Rethi used the technique for thousands of years.”
“And eventually gave it up. Do you know why?”
“No, and I don’t particularly care. I’m talking about conjuring equipment, not raising the dead or summoning demons. There’s a difference.” He pointed to his saddle where his glaive had been carefully fastened upon the back. “I certainly wouldn’t mind being able to call a weapon from halfway across the province.”
“I’d still beat you in a duel,” I replied dryly. My own weapons had been secured to my saddle as well—the real moonsilver scimitars, not the practice ones from the battle circle. 
“I’m sure the humans will be impressed,” Krynn grumbled. “Look, if you still insist on making this trip, we should get going. It’s windy enough today it will take longer to get there.”
I nodded. “Time to make history. Two dragons against the world.”
Krynn smiled. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
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        “ What ?”
Raz’s gasp of surprise echoed through the cavern, the valley, and half the Empire before he was able to process what Tyris had just told him.
“Our story is carried in the currents of the Moshai,” she said. “I am meant to bond with the Hero of Destiny.”
Raz’s mouth had gone so dry his tongue nearly crumbled to dust. This girl was the Vorskai’s greatest weapon, a sorceress of tremendous power and potentially a dragon as well…and yet she was offering herself to him? A mercenary monster slayer with no future and a forgotten past?
“I don’t understand,” he rasped. “Trust me, I’m no one’s hero.”
“You will be ours,” Tyris said. “And mine.”
She stepped so close to him that their chests nearly made contact. Her green eyes gleamed in the torchlight as he looked into them, and then he made the mistake of letting his gaze drift down to her body…
Sanathar’s breath, her body. Young and firm and buxom and right there waiting to be touched.
Plenty of people in the Reach would call Rasmus the Slayer cold. But despite his veneer of grim fatalism, he wasn’t heartless. Right now, though, it was his manhood that was starting to seem as if it were made of stone. 
And it only got harder when Tyris stretched out to kiss him. Raz’s breath caught in his throat when her lips met his, and every primal instinct in his dying body screamed at him to grab hold of her nubile flesh and take what she was offering. It wasn’t as if she weren’t eager and willing. Or didn’t know what she was doing. 
Besides, he was going to help them kill a dragon—and not just any dragon, either. To his lust-addled brain, the virtue of one pretty half-human girl seemed like a fair price in exchange for the head of the most powerful man in the entire province. 
Yet something in the back of his mind was telling him to wait. To take a step back. To think with his brain instead of his cock, as unsatisfying as that prospect was. He might have been a doomed man, but she wasn’t. She was too special, too important, to waste in a fit of passion. 
But right when Raz was about to gently push her away, the scar in his chest flared to life. A surge of power crashed over him, tenfold as strong as when he pulled energy from his vatari crystal necklace. It was more overpowering than when he absorbed a spell directly. Somehow, this felt different. Not just stronger but…pure. As if his scar were drinking from the Aether directly. 
Her tongue interlocked with his, and their breaths became one. In that moment, his lust assaulted his reason with overwhelming force. His heart raced. His blood burned. His manhood throbbed.
He didn’t merely want this girl. He needed this girl. Right here and now on the floor of the cave.
Yet when his hands settled on the hollows of her waist, beside her smooth, toned stomach, Raz realized that something else had changed inside him. His scar…no longer hungered. For the first time since he had awakened in an orc camp after his battle with that dragon, his wound was content. Sated. 
And free of pain. 
Raz didn’t understand how it was possible. He had never once been able to satisfy the gluttonous maw the dragon’s attack had created in his chest. He didn’t think it could be satisfied. Every healer he’d ever spoken to, from orc witches to the Avetharri apothecaries, told him the same thing. He was like a living wound in the Aether, a vortex sucking in and consuming all magic around him. And one day soon, they all said, that vortex would consume him as well.
But after mere seconds of touching this girl, it was all gone. He felt almost…whole. 
Raz was still basking in the warm numbness of his chest when Tyris pulled away on her own. She slowly ran her tongue across her lips, as if searching for the memory of the sensation. 
“I have seen this moment in my dreams,” she breathed. “I have saved myself for you.”
Raz still couldn’t bring himself to speak. As a man living on borrowed time, he didn’t often worry about the consequences of his frequent intense dalliances. If he had, he never would have gotten involved with chaotic fey like Sabari and Faradah. And that would have been a damn shame. 
But this…this seemed different. Tyris wasn’t fey. She wasn’t even a village girl whose family he’d just saved or a noblewoman looking for the illicit thrill of being taken by a “brutish” mercenary. Tyris seemed to revere him out of blind faith in what he was supposed to do for her and her people, not anything he’d actually done. And while it would have been so easy—and incredible—to pull her back into his arms and enjoy the carnal embrace of her young, unspoiled flesh over and over all night, he couldn’t bring himself to do that. 
Because ultimately, he wasn’t the man she thought he was. He may have been able to defeat the Dragon Sovereign, but that just meant he was a killer. He would never be a hero. 
“My entire life, I have imagined fighting alongside you and battling evil together,” Tyris said. “And tomorrow, after the Dragon Sovereign has been defeated, our future together can begin.”
She was still smiling at him when she retrieved her sword and returned it to her back. 
“What?” Raz croaked. 
“We both need rest tonight,” Tyris said. “It is a long walk to Dragonfall, and we dare not be late. The others will be waiting for us…as will the Sovereign.”
Flashing him a final smile, she strode out of the cave, leaving him alone and stunned in the torchlight. His heart was still racing. His manhood was still throbbing. And as for his scar…it was still numb. Content. 
“Fuck,” he breathed, reaching up to touch his chest to confirm that the scar was indeed still there. If he didn’t know better, he might have thought he’d smoked too much lotus back at Siren Falls. Everything that happened since was so unbelievable. So surreal. Raz almost felt like he was living another man’s life. 
But here he was, in this cave, on the path toward another monster hunt. And to claim his payment—a prize more valuable than all the drakada in the province—all he needed to do was live up to his name. 
The Sorekûl Drakath. The man who had killed a dragon. 
[image: image-placeholder]Despite Tyris’s insistence that he would need plenty of rest, Raz didn’t fall asleep for a long time. He spent at least an hour, fantasizing about how much he wished he weren’t alone on this bedroll. But mostly, he remembered how amazing it had felt when Tyris’s power had fed his scar. 
The pain of the wound eventually returned, as did its eternal hunger. Both were still diminished from their normal buzzing, however, and he found himself wondering what it could mean. Was it because she was such a powerful channeler? If so, perhaps he didn’t need to be a Vaz Gorati blood priestess to know that she was a dragon. 
Raz eventually fell asleep only a few hours before dawn. The wall torches had mostly burned out by the time he got up and made his way back outside into the valley, and he wasn’t surprised to see the Vorskai already preparing themselves to leave before daylight had even broken over the mountains. Tyris was up as well, her eyes smeared with a fresh coat of white warpaint on the eve of battle. Most of the other warriors, men and women alike, had done the same. 
After a quick meal of fresh fruit picked from the valley, the group set out for another gorm tunnel deeper in the mountains. They moved at a brisk pace through the seemingly endless ridged passages, stopping only once to eat. Then, after what felt like at least half a day and several dozen more miles, they traveled upward through a narrower connected passage before finally returning to the surface. 
Once again, they were surrounded by the domineering gray peaks of the Godsworn Rise, but the valley they entered was neither narrow nor small. The area was an immense expanse of fertile fields, lush trees, and flowing streams stretching for miles in all directions. For most of the past two centuries, the Vorsk Valley had also been the home of the largest human settlements in Abethaal. Thanks to the mercy of a former Dragon Sovereign, tens of thousands of humans had been allowed to settle here. They had worked the land, tended to their families, and left the Avetharri and their Empire alone. 
And then, in a single act of fiery retribution, it had all been destroyed. 
Nearly two decades had passed since the last Dragon Sovereign had reduced most of the valley to ash, but the scars of his slaughter remained. Raz could almost taste the ash on the wind as he and the Vorskai rode toward the ruins of what had once been a large village nestled against a clear lake. Dozens of burned-out buildings were still there, lasting monuments to the power and wrath of an angry and capricious dragon. They should have also been a warning to the Vorskai to stay in the mountains, lest the Sovereign’s successor decide to finish the job. 
But the Vorskai had clearly committed to this gambit of theirs. There were hundreds more warriors waiting for them in the valley, including some griffon riders. Raz couldn’t help but be impressed that the humans had managed to breed and tame the majestic beasts. Griffons were notoriously temperamental, with a propensity to randomly snap off limbs with their powerful beaks. But all the riders seemed to have both their hands and most of their fingers. 
Compared to the tribal nomads Raz often encountered in the Droughtlands, the Vorskai were undoubtedly an impressive lot. Their hide armor was well-made rather than thrown together from scraps, and most of their spears had iron tips rather than bone. Likewise, even a cursory glance at their bows suggested that the humans had developed impressive fletching skills as well.
He didn’t see any other adamantine weapons, which wasn’t surprising—even if they had learned to work the metal, it was still incredibly rare. Yet all told, they were still far better equipped than any tribe he had ever seen, including Borkesh’s people. If the Ashreavers and Vorskai had come to blows, Raz would have bet all the drakada he had left on the humans, with or without the griffons.
But the Vorskai weren’t planning on fighting orcs today. And all the iron spear-tips and hide armor in Varellon wouldn’t save them from the dragon’s wrath. 
Only Raz himself could do that. 
An hour later, the group finally came to a halt in the center of another ruined village at the north end of the valley. Tyris asked Raz to wait on his thresk while she spoke with some of the Vorskai who were already waiting, and he used the opportunity to evaluate the surroundings more closely. 
Many of the homes in this village had been demolished rather than turned into smoldering frames. He wondered if that was nature’s doing or if the Vorskai had done it themselves in the hopes of building new structures soon. He suspected the latter, since some of the destruction looked more recent than the rest of the ruins, almost as if a second battle had been fought here at a later date. 
The verdant, grassy terrain was relatively flat here, but half a mile to the east, the land cleaved to form a wide, raised plateau that continued east for a great distance. The jagged, majestic mountains edged it to the north, walling in the northern side of the valley, but Raz couldn’t take his eyes off the plateau. He didn’t recall coming this way the one and only time he and Borkesh had traveled through this valley, but there was something almost eerily familiar about it. In fact, just looking at it had made the hairs on the back of his neck stand upright. 
“Is something wrong?”
Raz blinked and looked at Tyris. She was on her own thresk next to him again, her brow furrowed. It was only then he realized that his left hand was clutching at his scar as if the dragon’s claw had just pierced his chest again. It was aching even more than normal.
“I’m fine,” he said, clearing his throat. “Just considering the best places for everyone to be.”
“The dragon will roost upon the overlook,” Tyris said, pointing toward a promontory jutting out from the plateau. “Our delegation is supposed to meet him there.”
Raz nodded and tried to focus his thoughts. “How long do we have?”
“A few hours. He is not supposed to arrive until midday.”
“He’ll send scouts long before that.”
“His soldiers are already nearby,” Tyris said. “Our scouts spotted them camping south of the valley. Two thousand men, slave soldiers sent from his new army at Selod Maril.”
Raz’s guts tightened. Two thousand men…not a huge army, by any means, but more than enough to deal with tribal humans. The provincial soldiers weren’t as well-armed or equipped as the Wyrmguard, but they would still have access to tempered steel far beyond the capabilities of the Vorskai. And since most of those slaves would be orcs, they would also have an advantage in brute strength. Raz might have bet on the Vorskai against the Ashreavers, but not against orcs with superior equipment and training.
Though frankly, he doubted it would matter. The Sovereign wouldn’t bother sending in his armies when he could easily incinerate his enemies on his own. The orcs were probably only here for containment—they could spread across the valley to prevent the Vorskai from escaping into the plains to the south. He wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d even positioned some forces up on the eastern end of the plateau to sweep in and keep the humans from taking the high ground.  
The Sovereign wanted them hemmed in right here in the lowlands where they could all be cut down at once.
“The Sovereign will never let your delegation reach the overlook,” Raz said, gritting his teeth. “He’s a petty, angry, and violent man. I doubt he’ll bother landing on the roost. With your whole tribe gathered here in the ruins of the village, he could swoop down and wipe you out in a single pass.”
“As I told you before, we are counting on his arrogance and duplicity,” Tyris said. “We are prepared for his attack.”
She gestured across the ruined village to where some of the Vorskai warriors were taking up positions on the few buildings that still had relatively sturdy-looking roofs. Other archers were finding perches in trees, while the warriors equipped solely with spears appeared to be taking shelter behind rocks or in buildings near the water. 
“That’s not going to help,” Raz said, hearing the irritation creeping into his voice. “None of those buildings will withstand the dragon’s breath, and diving in the lake won’t save them. Not unless they sink so deep they drown.”
“The Mosh’Dalar is a raincaller,” Tyris said. “He can control the water and douse the flames.”
“Normal flames, maybe. But this is a dragon we’re talking about.”
“I can also protect them with my magic,” she insisted. “But only if they are close together. Spreading out will only ensure he can destroy us one by one.”
Raz grimaced. He was no military strategist—he made a living killing monsters, not armies. But he still understood the folly of trying to battle a dragon with soldiers standing shoulder-to-shoulder. During the Tirzak Migration, twenty thousand mantis warriors had been annihilated by only three dragons, all because they’d insisted on fighting in large groups.
But then again, the Tirzak hadn’t wielded sorcery like Tyris and the Vorskai moshalim. Barriers—especially collaborative barriers—had been powerful defensive tools in the distant past, at least if the history books were to be believed. And Raz had heard more recent stories of them being used again in the north when the Sovereign’s armies had clashed with those of Lostrien.
Perhaps there was some sense in her plan. Assuming that she and the chieftain were strong enough to repel a dragon’s breath. If so…
“Even if you can protect them for a while, there’s nothing to stop him from trying again and again,” Raz pointed out. “There’s no way to defeat a dragon without getting him on the ground. Even these fancy bolts won’t help if he isn’t close.”
“Our griffons are prepared to battle him in the sky, if necessary,” Tyris said. “But we’re hoping it won’t be. Not if we lure him to the overlook.”
Raz looked around at the other Vorskai. They continued to take up defensive positions nearby in the village, mostly out of direct sight. If he weren’t standing right here with them, he wouldn’t have noticed they were here at all, especially not from high above. 
“And how are you planning to do that?” he asked. “What did you offer him to get him out of Tel Kithas in the first place?”
“The same thing we offered you,” Tyris said. “Me.”
Raz’s stomach twisted. “As a prisoner?”
“As a prize,” she said. “We told him that we tire of the constant fighting, and that we still believe a union between our peoples is the only path forward. The Sovereign is desperate to breed more of his kind.”
“They always are,” Raz whispered in disgust. The very idea of an arrogant, vicious wretch like the Sovereign putting his hands on her made him want to tear out the monster’s heart. As bait, though, he couldn’t deny its effectiveness. Female dragons were so precious that the enemy wouldn’t want to risk torching the valley and catching her in the flames. 
Raz had a hard time believing that the Vaz Gorati would tolerate a female dragon with half-human blood, but the Sovereign had no compunction against antagonizing anyone who stood in his way. He had demonstrated that countless times in the past few years. 
“At first, all the dragon will see is our delegation approaching the overlook,” Tyris said. “I will not be among them.”
Raz grimaced. “Leaving them completely defenseless.”
“But making them more effective bait. The Sovereign will not attack the delegation without me present. Doing so would cost him his only chance to destroy me.”
“And force him to chase you into the mountains, which is what he wants to avoid.” 
Raz pursed his lips. Once he got past his disgust at the thought of Tyris being bait, he couldn’t deny that her plan made sense. The Sovereign wanted the Vorskai dragon, either to kill her or to breed her. Roasting the delegation without her in it wouldn’t gain him anything. Raz had to imagine that the only reason he’d agreed to this summit in the first place was to draw her out into the open. 
“He will roost upon the plateau,” Tyris said. “Hoping to convince us that he is true to his word and lure me out.”
“Let’s say this part of the plan works,” Raz mused. “The Sovereign isn’t known for his patience. I doubt he’ll wait long for you to appear.”
“He only needs to stay grounded long enough for you to reach him. If you lie in wait within the rocks abutting the overlook, he will not realize you are there until it is too late. You will strike, and the Vorskai shall be there to aid you if necessary.”
Raz nodded, the hairs on the back of his neck standing upright again. As far as crazy, half-baked strategies to kill a dragon went, it wasn’t the worst one he could imagine. That is, assuming he could live up to his title. Because if he attacked the dragon and failed…
“I don’t want you to help,” he told her. “I want you to stay back.”
“I am not helpless,” Tyris replied, brow furrowing. “You will need my aid to defeat him.”
“But your people will need you to stay alive,” Raz insisted. “If the dragon kills me, it doesn’t matter. Your people could still flee back into the mountains and survive. But if you are there with me…”
He trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to vocalize the most gruesome possible outcome here. Just the thought of the Sovereign getting his vile claws upon her almost made him retch.
“The death of the Sorekûl Drakath would be a tragic loss,” Tyris said quietly. “Do you not see that?”
“I’m not saying I’m eager to get roasted by a dragon,” Raz said. “Only that you’re more important than I am. I don’t care what your Mosh’Dalar’s prophecies say—you are the future of your tribe. I’m nothing but a sword for hire.”
She shook her head. “Do you truly think so little of yourself?”
He could feel her eyes upon the side of his face, but he had no interest in meeting them. Not now. Not when he didn’t want her to sway him. 
“I’m just being realistic,” he said. “You have a future, and I’m not about to let you squander it.”
Tyris stayed silent for several heartbeats. “The Sorekûl Drakath is said to be a hunter, yet he acts more like a protector.”
“Sometimes they’re one in the same,” Raz said. 
His chest tightened again, but it was then, in the awkward silence that followed, that he realized he didn’t regret agreeing to help Tyris or her people after all. Not because this was a good idea or because he thought there was a great chance of success, but because if he hadn’t come here, Tyris and her people would have fought the dragon without him. 
And lost. 
“Show me where I need to go,” he said, setting his jaw and nudging his thresk to start moving again. “Just in case our quarry arrives early.”
[image: image-placeholder]Raz began his ascent up the winding path up to the plateau, and he ordered Tyris to wait and hide below while he got into position. He was a little surprised she didn’t argue the point—he had assumed they would have to battle it out before she realized he was right about the importance of keeping her safe. He didn’t know what had changed her mind, but she did have an odd look on her face as she took his thresk and returned to the other Vorskai in the valley. 
Strangely, she seemed more upset about the fact he’d told her that his own life was meaningless than about anything else he’d said. That didn’t make a whole lot of sense to him, but if it somehow convinced her to stay back out of the fighting…well, so be it. 
The footing on the rocky, uneven path wasn’t great, but Raz kept his eyes skyward nonetheless. He was far more concerned about the dragon arriving early than about twisting his ankle on a loose stone. 
But thankfully, there was nothing in sight by the time he reached the top. No dragons, no wyverns, no concealed assassins or scouts hidden somewhere. Combined with the fact that the Sovereign’s army was holding position miles away, this was more proof that Tyris was right about his motivations. The entire purpose of his summit was to draw her out, which meant that tipping his hand early would ruin everything. He would have to play this straight, at least for a little while. 
Which meant that this crazy scheme of theirs might work after all. 
The flat promontory jutted out ten yards from the edge of the plateau, creating a truly perfect platform for someone to stand and look out upon the splendor of the valley. From this height, Raz could see for miles in any direction, and he was pleased to note that he couldn’t spot any of the Vorskai hiding in the ruined village. With luck, the dragon wouldn’t be able to spot them, either. 
He knew he needed to get into cover quickly, but standing up here alone had redoubled the eerie familiar sensation he’d been having ever since they’d arrived in the valley. He was positive that he’d never been up on this summit before, yet he still felt like he was walking in his own shadow…
Or over his own grave. 
It might have simply been nerves at the prospect of finally putting his reputation to the test, but he didn’t think so. Despite the terrifyingly high probability that he would be dead in the next few minutes, he remained more nervous about what his failure would mean for Tyris than himself. 
Sabari had once told him that deep down, he was the protective sort, no matter how much he wanted to deny it. And she was probably right. He’d spent five years defending the people of the Reach and the Droughtlands from monsters, and not because he had a deep love of crawling through the putrid places of the world in search of nameless horrors. It just seemed like the right thing to do…and the best way to use these strange powers of his. 
Shrugging aside the thought, Raz made his way into the jagged field of rocks that ran about thirty yards north of the promontory right up to the valley wall. The whole area was a mess of massive boulders and smaller stones that had all tumbled down the mountains over the centuries. Finding a position that would offer him cover from the plateau was easy; finding a position that would shield him from the sky at the same time was a bit trickier. Eventually, he found a nook amidst the field of boulders with a long, thick slab of stone over it almost like a natural rooftop, and he promptly ducked inside. 
And waited. 
His swords didn’t require any preparation; they would be ready to strike the instant he needed them. His crossbow did, however, and as Raz crouched among the rocks, he unclipped the weapon from his belt and opened the case the Vorskai had given him. He would only have five shots. Though realistically, if it took more than one or two, he was dead anyway. 
In a perfect scenario, he would be able to shoot the dragon from the safety of his cover and kill it outright. But the odds of that happening were so preposterously low it wasn’t worth considering. The more plausible outcome was that he could stun the dragon with a precise shot, since the adamantine should allow the tips to piece the scales. The vatari tip—assuming it had been properly applied—would act as something of a poison. He could then either reload and fire again or move to engage with his swords. They wouldn’t be much use in a direct fight, but the sharp, moonsilver edges could slice open the vulnerable belly of a stunned dragon easily enough. 
Raz ran through the potential scenarios in his mind. It was almost like putting himself in a trance to get his body and his mind ready for a fight. The actual battles only rarely played out like he’d envisioned, but a hunter still needed to consider all his options. And to be ready for the unexpected. 
Though when the dragon still hadn’t arrived after he’d run through the scenarios three or four times, Raz’s thoughts finally started to drift. At this point, hiding behind a wall of jagged rocks and waiting for the most fearsome monster in the world to land in front of him, he couldn’t decide if he wished that Borkesh were here or not. Probably not, for the same reason he wished that Tyris and the Vorskai weren’t anywhere near this valley. They all had proper lives and futures in front of them, whereas if he failed to kill the dragon—if he made a complete ass of himself and got eaten the moment he emerged from his hiding spot—then nothing of great value would have been lost. 
In a way, his death would almost be poetic. It wasn’t only his reputation that had been built on killing a dragon, it was his powers as well. He had been a changed man when he had awakened from that first hunt. A magic eater. An Aetheric vampire. 
No, he was definitely glad that Borkesh wasn’t here. Or Sabari or Faradah or anyone else he cared about it. This was his fight. Even if his reasons for being here were dubious as hell. 
He had only just started mentally running through the possible outcomes again when a thunderous roar shook the valley. Raz glanced up in time to see the outline of a massive red dragon soaring over the mountains.
It all comes down to this. 
Taking a deep breath, he watched and waited to see what his quarry would do. A part of him still expected the dragon to immediately strafe the valley before flying home for a late lunch. Raz couldn’t see the Vorskai delegation from his current position, but he had to assume they were out there as very tempting and tasty bait…
But for once, his pessimism proved unfounded. The dragon dove straight for the promontory, landing with a reverberating crunch that rattled the rocks surrounding Raz hard enough he was fortunate his little cubby didn’t collapse around him. He used the noise to muffle his own movements, readjusting his position since he no longer needed visual cover from above. He peered around the corner, crossbow in hand—
And froze. 
The eerie sensation of déjà vu returned, but this time it quickly spread throughout his entire body. It was no longer just the valley or the summit that seemed familiar…it was the dragon itself. The glittering crimson scales, the mighty claws, the orange-red eyes like tiny fireballs smoldering in its horned skull…
Raz had abandoned his cover and started shuffling forward before he consciously realized he was moving. His crossbow trembled in his hand, his pulse pounded in his ears, and no matter how hard he tried to stop himself, his legs kept walking as if he were in a trance. 
“Krynn?” he breathed.
The dragon turned its massive head to look at him, its eyes shooting wide in surprise…and then in shock. 
“Alamir?”
The name reverberated through Raz’s mind like a thunderclap, shattering the vault sealing off his forgotten past. The memories flooded over him, first as a stream but then as a tidal wave dragging him into an inescapable abyss. 
Raz dropped to his knees, his crossbow clattering to the ground. 
And remembered.
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Five Years Earlier…

Krynn and I made excellent time to the Godsworn Rise. We swung wide over the easternmost peaks of the mountain range, then began a gradual descent toward the Vorsk Valley. I kept us relatively high during our final approach to Dragonfall, hoping it would allow the humans plenty of time to see us coming without looking like we were about to strafe the valley on our way in. 
The downside of being this high was that it gave me an excellent view of the widespread devastation. Nature had long since reclaimed the scorched ground itself—the streaks of black ash that had scarred the valley for years after my father’s attack were long gone. Many buildings from the ruined villages remained, however; the burned-out husks were lasting monuments to Valion Sorokar’s flaming retribution for the murder of his Claw, Tirathon Vermillion. 
To my surprise, many of the humans were already gathered below about half a mile from a wide plateau that ran east from the northern end of the valley. It was a remarkable act of trust on their part. I couldn’t discern precise numbers from such a distance, since they were little more than tiny dots amidst the blackened buildings, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if there were several hundred of them. And they were clumped so closely together that a dragon could have annihilated them all in a single pass. 
They really do believe in me, I thought to myself. The Fakash Tal’Shira—the Hero of Destiny. 
It was an odd feeling to be hated by so many of your own people yet revered as a messiah-like figure amongst your enemies. I wasn’t entirely sure what to think of that yet. At best, I could use it to help me secure peace with the Vorskai and settle this conflict without bloodshed. At worst…
Well, there was always Krynn’s preferred solution. But Goddess willing, neither of us would have to use the awesome power we wielded. Lathriel believed in me—she had bet her future on believing in me. Whatever happened here today, I refused to let her down. 
I landed near the edge of the summit, the crash of my weight sending a shockwave across the rocky ground and creating a small landslide in the hedge of boulders and crags to my right. Krynn’s landing dislodged even more, but once the echoing rumble faded, the valley became almost eerily still. 
“It’s beautiful,” I said, taking a step forward to peer over the edge of the cliff into the valley beyond. “No wonder the humans wished to settle here.”
“We should resettle it first,” Krynn said. “It would make an excellent trading hub between Saranthe and Baradar. The humans could pick the fields for us.”
Stretching out his body, he growled low under his breath as he began to shift into his true form. I joined him, rearing back on my haunches and letting the Aether course through my draconic blood.
We both stepped out from beneath our saddles, and I was glad I’d landed far enough back that the delegation below couldn’t see us once we were in elven form. It was almost like peering behind the stage at the theater. Watching the actors change costumes dispelled the illusion of the performance.
And this would be a performance. If there was any hope of avoiding violence, I would need to project both strength and compassion here today. Too much of one or the other could sabotage everything. 
I used my glamour stone to conjure my sleek purple-black armor, and Krynn did the same with his golden scale mail. It felt a bit odd to put on a real belt with real swords while wearing a fake outfit, but the Vorskai wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. And being armed with moonsilver blades beyond anything they could possibly forge themselves definitely helped sell the “strength” part of performance. The compassion part I’d have to sell with my actual words. 
Once I was ready, I strode all the way up to the edge of the rocky overlook. 
“They seem to have spotted us,” I said, taking a deep breath to calm my nerves as the Vorskai delegation emerged from within the burned village and began making their way toward us.
“I’ll say one thing about the humans—they’re braver than they look,” Krynn grunted as he joined me at the overlook. He had apparently decided to leave his glaive in the saddle and attach a simple ceremonial dagger to his belt instead. “Or perhaps they’re merely too stupid to realize how easily we could annihilate them.”
“There’s no such thing as diplomacy without trust. You still expect them to betray us?”
“Always.”
I counted a dozen members in the human delegation, ten of whom were clearly warrior-types armed with spears, wooden shields, and bows. Their leader was carrying a gnarled wooden staff and wearing a bone headdress with a simple tattered brown robe. And next to him…
“That must be her,” I said, pointing to the red-haired girl walking beside the chieftain. She was the only female in the group and the youngest member as well. I doubted she was older than a recent teenager at most, nowhere near old enough to be branded.
But the perfect age to be the daughter of the man who’d been killed here fourteen years ago. 
“It’s hard to believe, isn’t it?” Krynn asked, eyes narrowing. “All this fuss over one little girl.”
“A girl with Vermillion blood,” I replied. “And possibly dragon blood. You don’t think that’s important?”
He stirred at my side. “It doesn’t have to be.”
“What do you mean?”
“You can still end this madness before it’s too late, Alamir,” Krynn said, his voice suddenly tight and sharp. “You don’t even have to get your own claws bloody if you don’t want to. Just give me the order, and the Vorskai will never threaten us again.”
I shot him a warning glance. “We’ve been over this.”
“I know, but I’m giving you another chance to change your mind. This girl isn’t an opportunity—she’s a threat. We can’t afford to let her develop her powers. And we absolutely cannot allow the dustborn to have a dragon!”
“That’s why we’re here,” I said, my patience straining. “If she agrees to come with us, we can solve this problem without killing anyone.”
“You honestly believe they’ll just hand her over to you?”
“No, of course not. But if it takes a promise of marriage to—”
“Oh, please,” Krynn interrupted. “She’s a dustborn, Alamir! What do you expect her to do for you? Pop out a child that will barely outlive a thresk? It might not even last long enough to see the end of your term!”
“She’s the last Vermillion scion,” I bit out, struggling to keep my voice down lest it carry all over the plateau. “She carries the blood of a Great House!”
“Fuck the Great Houses,” Krynn snarled. “How often have you told me that? How many times have you said you don’t give a damn what they think? Sanathar’s breath, you branded a girl from Lenya Valley and want to brand a faeyn girl next!”
I bared my teeth, already regretting my decision to let him come here with me. I should have known he wouldn’t be able to handle it.
“This is different.”
“Why? Because she’s a Vermillion and not a Tynov or a Lorkath or a Starwind? Why does that matter?”
“House Vermillion helped found Abethaal.”
“House Vermillion was run into the ground by generations of useless idiots who happened to be born with the right name. Have you ever considered that Vermillion deserved to die? That all the Great Houses deserve to die?”
A dark shiver ran through me. “What?”
“Let Vermillion stay dead,” Krynn said. “Let them be the first of many to fall.”
My mouth hung open. I had expected him to be skeptical and maybe even a little abrasive, but this…this wasn’t merely crossing the line. It was like pissing all over it. 
“What is wrong with you?” I asked in disbelief. 
“I’m not saying anything you haven’t thought yourself.”
“Yes, you are!” I snapped back, venom creeping into my voice. “And it was obviously a mistake to bring you along. Go back to Tel Kithas and wait for me.”
Krynn snorted. “And let you lead the province to ruin like every other Sorokar? No, I think not.”
A burst of rage welled up inside me, and my blood almost boiled over and transformed me back into a dragon. “What did you say to me?”
“I said no,” Krynn seethed. “I’m tired of listening to your witless prattle. I’m tired of living in your shadow. And I will no longer stand by and watch while you make idiotic decisions in the name of pride.”
“I am your prince! You will obey my commands!”
“You’re not my prince. And you’re not my Sovereign.” Krynn’s eyes blazed. “And you never will be.”
My hands trembled, and I could feel the draconic power coursing inside me, begging to be unleashed. But before I could move, Krynn’s hand flashed to his belt. He drew the dagger from his scabbard…but it wasn’t a ceremonial blade at all. 
It was a vatari crystal dagger. 
“Krynn—”
It was the last word Alamir Sorokar ever spoke. Krynn’s arm became a blur of movement as he plunged the dagger straight into my chest. 
My cry of agony was little more than a choked-off gurgle. Pain seared through every fiber of my being, sapping my strength in an instant. A geyser of blood hemorrhaged from the wound, and when I looked down in horror, I saw that the weapon had shattered on impact, lodging the corrupted blade in my sternum. The crystal glowed angrily, hungrily, as it feasted upon the magic in my dragon blood. My power ebbed away…
“Don’t worry,” Krynn said, lips twisted into a dark smile as I batted uselessly at his arms. “The Vorskai will pay for what they did to you. I will make certain of it.”
Leaning back, he kicked me hard enough to send me tumbling off the edge of the plateau. 
For the first time in my life, I was flying without wings. The cold air washed over my body, freezing the fires of agony and leaving behind only the numbness of death. My vision fell to blackness twice before I realized I had struck the ground, and as my head lolled to the side, the last thing I saw was dragon fire consuming the valley once more…
And a single red-haired girl fleeing from the destruction, tears streaking down the white warpaint on her cheeks.
[image: image-placeholder]I knelt there staring at the face of the red dragon, trying desperately to breathe as I clutched the scar at my chest. It burned as hot as the lava at Mount Garoth, as if the dagger were still lodged inside me. I swore I could feel the warmth of blood streaming over my fingers in a crimson river. 
“How…?” Krynn rumbled, his yellow dragon eyes narrowing. “How did you survive?”
Trembling, my body wracked with pain and my memories ravaged by the impossible, I looked up into the dragon’s eyes. Within the black slanted pupil of his smoldering orbs, I could see the reflection of the broken man on his knees.
Not Rasmus the Dragon Slayer. But Alamir Sorokar, the Black Prince. 
And suddenly, a thousand pieces from a dozen different puzzles all clicked into place. Not just about my life, but about everything. The destruction in the valley that looked more recent than my father’s initial attack, the burns on the Vorskai warriors who looked too young to have fought at the original Dragonfall…
And Tyris, the girl who had now become a woman. 
“Your body was a bloody mess,” Krynn said, still aghast in disbelief. “There’s no way—” 
He abruptly cut himself off, his eyes flicking down to the crossbow on the ground next to me, then to the scimitars at my belt… 
“Wait,” he said. “The legendary Dragon Slayer? The man who kills sorcerers and monsters for coin?”
Krynn lifted his head, stood tall on his haunches…and laughed. 
“Oh, this is too perfect!” he crowed. “The Sorekûl Drakath, is it? The man who built a reputation on killing a dragon…and yet the only dragon he ever killed was himself.”
He laughed again, so loudly it echoed off the mountains. 
I tried to breathe, but my lungs were filled with fire. I could feel Krynn stabbing me…I could feel my body toppling from the cliff…
And I could remember awakening in the orc camp where Borkesh and his people had brought me after they’d miraculously found a half-dead man amidst the devastation in the valley. 
“Incredible,” Krynn said, shaking his massive head. “Absolutely incredible. But then, I suppose it is a good time for resurrections, isn’t it? First, the Vorskai dragon reappears after five years, alive and well. And now you, old friend…”
“You betrayed me,” I rasped, still struggling to find my breath. “You betrayed Abethaal.”
Krynn’s laughter stopped. “No. I have saved Abethaal. I have taught the Empire that it can no longer afford to take our province for granted. I have delivered us from the idiocy of the Great Houses and their worthless scions!”
Squeezing my scar, gritting my teeth to fight back against the pain, I braced myself as another wave of memories crashed over me. Yes, a great deal had changed in the last five years. The bloody battles over Selod Maril, the mass enslavement of dustborn soldiers, the enormous armies mustered at the border of the province just waiting for the new Sovereign’s order to attack Lostrien and plunge the Empire into civil war…
“I was your friend,” I said, baring my teeth as if I were a dragon. “I was your brother!”
“No,” Krynn said, stepping forward and shaking his massive head. “You were a disgrace. And now you’re a ghost. A memory. Another victim of Vorskai aggression. But don’t worry, I mentioned you at my coronation. I told the entire province that I warned you about trusting the wretched dustborn. It made it so much easier to conscript them.”
A dark smile pulled open his maw. “And everyone in the Empire knows that the arrogant half-drow prince died a witless fool.”
A wave of rage boiled up inside me, and my thoughts flashed back to the palace. To my mother and father, to Sariss and Lathriel and Karethys…
Oh, Goddess, what has become of them?
“These humans hired you to kill me, didn’t they?” Krynn asked, chuckling again. “Do they even realize who you are?”
He slapped his tail upon the ground hard enough to send a rumble across the plateau. “I suppose it’s irrelevant. All that matters is that the Vorskai dragon is here, isn’t she? Hiding somewhere in the valley and hoping I will take the bait and get killed by the Dragon Slayer?” 
My scar throbbed again as I thought about Tyris. If she wasn’t hiding, if she was out there waiting to attack with her people…
“Well, I’ve always said that the humans are braver than they look,” Krynn sneered. “I knew they would try something, but this…this is almost clever. If only they knew how pathetic you truly were.”
He reared back to laugh again. And that was when I moved. 
Lunging for my fallen crossbow, I swept it back in my hand. The adamantine bolt was still loaded, and I took aim at the gaps in the scales on his neck—
But Krynn was faster. A blur of red streaked across my vision as he backhanded me with his right claw, hurling me into one of the jagged boulders I’d been using as cover. I felt—and heard—something snap inside me when I struck the rock, and the flash of raw agony in my shoulder told me exactly what that something was. 
“Dragon Slayer,” Krynn sneered. “Do you even know what it means to be one of us anymore? Or have you forgotten that, too?”
Clenching my teeth, fighting back against the pain, I clutched at my necklace and looked upon it with new eyes—or rather, old ones. The crystal was more than a chunk of vatari—it was a glamour stone whose nature I had completely forgotten…
The pain in my shoulder subsided slightly as my scar fed upon the magic and began to heal my wounded flesh. But I was still weak when I dragged myself to my feet and unsheathed the swords from my belt. 
“You always did wish you were a Blade Dancer,” Krynn said, stomping forward. “But we’re not sparring anymore, Alamir.”
“Good,” I hissed, rushing forward. 
His claw swatted at me, and if not for the power of my scar, I would have been smashed into a fine paste. But my supernatural speed allowed me to rush past his claw and slash the inside of his arm. His scales were thick, but the moonsilver blades still tasted meat, and his roar of pain shook the entire mountain. 
Krynn unwittingly exposed his belly as he recoiled, and I lunged at his vulnerable underside with all the strength I could muster—
But I never made it. Krynn whirled his body out of reach at the last heartbeat, and his tail came swooping in from out of nowhere to slam into my side and send me flying across the summit once again. 
I had no idea where my blades landed, nor any memory of moving from one place to another. But when my vision recovered from utter blackness, I was lying on my side atop the hard, dry ground some twenty yards away from the dragon, unarmed and defenseless. 
“I told you the Lin’faleel was obsolete,” Krynn taunted, crunching toward me again. 
Pain seared through my body like venom. My muscles. My bones. The very core of my being. My scar, still empowered by the crystal, was struggling to mend my flesh…but there was no way it could heal me in time. 
“The only thing you were ever good at was becoming a dragon,” Krynn said. “But you can’t do that anymore, can you? The vatari won’t allow it.”
Screaming into my teeth, I could feel the dragon blood boiling in my veins—blood I hadn’t realized I’d had for the past five years. And Krynn was right: I had once been able to call upon it at a moment’s notice, easier than any dragon in generations. 
Yet now, it was out of my reach. The corrupted dagger that had given me this scar—the dagger whose shards must have been responsible for my strange gift—had sapped away not only my sorcery, but my very ability to tap into my blood legacy. It was dammed up. Walled off. 
Forgotten. 
“It’s almost a pity,” Krynn sneered. “You really were the best. But I’ve learned more than you can imagine these past five years. I’m twice the dragon you ever were…and without a single drop of Great House blood in my veins.”
He stopped a few yards from me, then snorted. 
“It’s a little late, but I suppose it’s finally time to finish what I started,” he said. “Whoever would have imagined I’d get a second chance to destroy Sorokar and Vermillion in the same day?”
Rearing back, Krynn sucked in a deep breath. His eyes blazed, his jaw opened wide, and he unleashed a deadly stream of flame across my body. 
But it never quite reached me. 
Time seemed to slow to a crawl as I blinked in confusion, forearm held reflexively in front of me as if it would somehow help. But the flames weren’t touching my skin. They were breaking around my body like a river splitting upon an invisible rock. It was only then I realized I was no longer alone. 
Perhaps I never had been.
I heard Tyris breathing before I turned my head to see her standing behind me, hands thrust outward as she bent the flames of Krynn’s breath around us. My scar could feel the Aetheric energy rippling off her…
And then the flames vanished. Krynn reared back, smoke still sizzling from the sides of his mouth, his eyes wide as he looked upon the Vorskai girl standing protectively over me. 
“Impressive,” he said in a half snarl. “The flamecaller barbarian I’ve heard so much about. Not hiding after all, then?”
“You will pay for your treachery, dragon,” Tyris snarled as she reached up and unsheathed the sword from her back. “The Vorskai will bow to your Empire no longer!”
“No,” I groaned through clenched teeth as I tried to summon the strength to stand. But my body was still too broken to move. “Get out of here. Run!”
“I will not leave your side,” Tyris said. “And I will not allow this monster to destroy my people.”
Her left hand flashed as she launched a bolt of fire straight at the dragon’s nose. Krynn roared and reared back again as the flames singed his muzzle. Not that any fire could fell a dragon, even hers.
But it did buy us a single moment of reprieve. 
“You have to run!” I pleaded, bracing myself up on an elbow despite the agony shooting through my shattered ribs. “Now!”
“No,” Tyris said. “We will face him together.”
She reached out to grab my hand and pull me up—
The instant our skin touched, it was as if something inside me exploded. I inhaled sharply as a fresh surge of power shot through my body, just like when we had kissed the night before. All of a sudden, the ravenous hunger in my scar was sated, and the pain rippling through my body was gone… 
And I screamed as my dragon blood caught fire for the first time since I had awakened as Rasmus the Slayer. 
Tyris gasped when my bones began to snap and grow, and even Krynn took a step back when my clothing shredded around my black scales. My vision darkened for an instant as my eyes adjusted to their new form, and I felt the satisfying rumble of the very ground yielding beneath me as I stood up on all fours. 
Not as a man. Not as a Slayer. 
But as a dragon. 
“Impossible,” Krynn breathed. 
I stretched out my neck as the last of my bones snapped into place. My black scales shimmered in the midday sun, but my chest…my chest was glowing. Lines of green energy burned across my torso as the vatari buried deep within me flared to life, gorging itself on the renewed flow of magic. My scar appeared to have grown along with the rest of me, except instead of a blackened patch of flesh, it was like a glowing green inferno threatening to pour out of me at any instant. 
“What…?” Krynn gasped. “What are you?”
“What you made me!” I roared.
Propelled by pure, unbridled fury, I charged and slammed into Krynn with all my vatari-infused might, hurling him toward the overlook and nearly sending him toppling over it. His claws bit deep into the dry rock, halting his momentum at the last moment. 
“Stay back!” I warned Tyris. “He’s mine.”
I charged like a bull, horns downward. But the instant before I could tackle him over the edge, Krynn thrust out his wings and launched himself upward at a seemingly impossible angle from a standing start. 
It won’t be that easy to shake me. 
Allowing my momentum to carry me over the edge, I thrust out my wings to catch the wind as I began my own furious climb in pursuit. Krynn appeared to be fleeing—he was heading straight north up and over the mountains, perhaps believing he could reach his armies at Selod Maril before I caught him. 
But Krynn had never been able to beat me in a race before. And now, with Tyris’s power fueling my scar, it was no contest whatsoever. 
I caught up to him just beyond the valley, slamming into him in mid-air, utterly heedless of the danger of sending us both plummeting into the jagged peaks beneath us. My claws hooked into his scales as his teeth snapped for my flank, and we became a spiraling tangle of wings and fire and rage…
We crashed into the mountains, shattering stone and conjuring an eruption of rock and dust. I nearly lost my grip on him as we began to tumble downward, and I felt his claws desperately trying to rake open my black scales. But even when they found purchase and tore into my skin, my scar numbed the pain and sealed over the wounds.
Krynn wouldn’t be so lucky. Leveraging my superior strength and size, I caught hold of one his arms as it tried to slash at my throat…
And snapped the bone like a twig. 
His shriek echoed across the mountains as we continued to slide down the mountainside. In his throes of agony, his hind legs and tail managed to propel himself free of my grip. He vanished in a cloud of debris as I tried to halt my descent, spearing my claws into the rock like grappling hooks. 
When I finally slid to a stop, I was surrounded by an opaque cloud of dust and debris that even my draconic eyes couldn’t pierce. I heard Krynn’s agonized wailing somewhere further down the mountain. Thrusting out my wings again, I launched myself forward and glided toward the noise, landing when I saw the mass of red scales. Krynn was on his side, struggling to stand with one of his arms shattered. 
“I trusted you!” I roared, my voice rolling over the mountains. “You destroyed everything!”
“I saved Abethaal from your weakness!” Krynn snarled over the blood frothing from his mouth. “I made us strong again!”
I lumbered forward another step. The cloud of dust remained thick, but we appeared to be in a bowl-shaped depression surrounded by a wall of jagged stones. I could still hear rocks sliding down the mountains behind us.
“You’ve enslaved thousands,” I said, remembering all the horrors Rasmus had witnessed that Alamir had never seen. Villages left silent and empty by the mass-conscriptions—another word for outright enslavement. Children dead of starvation because there were no parents to feed them. The massive slave armies of chagarri and humans and orcs gathered at the Lostrien border, the fleet of warships protecting Darmaste and Tol Morhir…
“I have given the dustborn a purpose,” Krynn bit out. “Isn’t that what you wanted all along? To forge an alliance? To bring them into the fold?”
“I wanted to make peace!”
“And I have done that!” The dust began to clear, the sun glinting off the pool of blood gathering beneath him as he struggled to hold himself upright. “For millennia, we’ve allowed the dustborn to breed and rot and die in a useless cycle. Now they serve us. Their blood fuels our strength.”
I growled deep in my throat, remembering the struggles of Borkesh’s people, the last free orcs in Abethaal. They had been forced to flee deeper and deeper into the mountains to avoid being forcibly conscripted into the Sovereign’s armies…
“What good are soldiers against the Empire?” I demanded. “You know they’ll eventually wipe out your slaves and take the vatari from you.”
“Oh, they have tried,” Krynn said with a derisive snort. “You have no idea what I’ve built here, Alamir. Or what my soldiers are capable of.”
I shook my head as I loomed over him. “You’re going to start a war! Dragons against dragons!”
“Yes, I am. And when I’m finished, Abethaal will be stronger than ever. No more Drought. No more infighting.” 
With a groan of pain, Krynn finally lifted himself up onto his three working limbs. “Don’t you understand? I’m going to accomplish what you could only dream about.”
“No. You’re going to pay for what you’ve done!”
I charged him again. His wings opened, and he tried to leap into the air. But this time I slammed into him first. We rolled across the rocks, claws slashing and teeth biting like feral beasts locked in a primal struggle to the death. But I was larger and stronger and faster, and it wasn’t long before I had him on his back, shrouded beneath the shadow of my wings. My teeth lunged for his throat—
But then he was gone. 
My jaw snapped together, empty, and I whipped my head around the rock-encased bowl. There was the faintest hiss in the air, as if it were about to ignite…and then I spotted Krynn perched upon one of the jagged formations at the edge of the bowl, upright despite his shattered arm. 
“Shadow magic?” I gasped. “How…?”
“Your mother may be gone, but I learned a few of her tricks,” Krynn sneered from his perch. “You’re the drow, yet I understand your people better than you do.”
“What’s next?” I snarled. “Palerending? Have you summoned demons to aid you, too?”
“It’s been a long time, old friend. I’ve learned more than you can imagine.”
I spread my wings as I judged the distance between us. “Magic won’t save you,” I said, feeling my scar roil in anticipation of another meal. “Not from me.”
“I’ve heard the legends. The sorcerer-hunter, the magic-eater. The Senosi vampire…you died a fool, and you awakened an abomination.” Krynn shook his head. “But it doesn’t matter. You can’t kill me, Alamir. Not without sacrificing the dustborn you love so much.”
I froze. “What?”
“My armies began their advance before I landed,” he said. “They will be in the valley soon, and they have orders to wipe out every single one of the barbarians…except the girl.”
He smiled through bloody teeth. “You were right about her all along. It would be a waste to kill such a rare beauty. In a few days she’ll be wearing my brand, and I doubt it will take long to breed the dustborn filth out of her blood.”
I launched myself at the stone shelf and slammed my shoulder into it hard enough to shatter the stone like a sandcastle…but Krynn was no longer there. I whirled around, hovering, and spotted him perched on another pillar on the opposite side of the bowl. 
“Hunt me down if you wish,” he said, his yellow eyes blazing. “But you’ll have to sacrifice the humans—and the girl—to take your vengeance.”
I turned my head back toward the summit. We couldn’t have been more than a few hundred yards away, but I still couldn’t see much through the clouds of dust. I could hear the rumble of distant cavalry, though, and the familiar sound of orcish war horns…
“No,” I snarled, turning back. “You aren’t going anywhere. I have plenty of time to kill you and destroy your armies.”
“Are you sure?” Krynn snorted, flames spewing from his snout. “I could never understand why you cared about the dustborn. Well, now is your chance to save them. We both know you can’t resist.” 
With a pained cry, he launched himself into the air and began to climb over the mountains. I stretched out my wings and prepared to pursue…
When I heard a female voice call out in the distance. 
Tyris. 
Twisting around, my wings pumping as hard as they could, I soared back toward Dragonfall. Even though we hadn’t traveled all that far, it still felt like it took me an eternity to return to the valley. The haze of dust kicked up from our grapple cleared once I gained altitude, and it wasn’t long before I spotted Tyris’s red mane near the overlook.
She wasn’t alone. About a dozen other Vorskai were up there with her on the plateau, including the Mosh’Dalar and the warriors from the delegation. They had already engaged Krynn’s forces—columns of smoke were rising up from the scorched bodies of the cavalry vanguard who had foolishly attempted to charge them without support.
Unfortunately, that support had now arrived. A wall of orcish thresk riders, probably a hundred strong at least, were spreading out in a wide circle around the Vorskai. Tyris had her sword in one hand and a ball of flame in the other, and she had created several walls of fire to act as searing barricades. 
But it wouldn’t keep the enemy at bay for long. Once the orcs were ordered to charge, they were fast enough—and spread out enough—that even a flamecaller with her power wouldn’t be able to fend all of them off. They would trample the Vorskai like thornbushes…
Flattening my wings, I dove toward the summit. The orcs saw me coming—a giant, roaring black dragon emerging from the mountains like the specter of death itself—but most of them were apparently too stubborn or too disciplined to break formation and flee. 
But the slave soldiers weren’t the target of my ire. The Avetharri commanders riding among them were. 
I spotted them easily—their silver armor and red-plumed helmets were difficult to miss. Unlike their soldiers, they definitely panicked—they had spurred their faster horses into a frantic gallop in the opposite direction, and two of them had conjured protective barriers of energy to shield themselves from my fury. 
Not that it made a difference. Sucking in a lungful of air, I breathed a deadly cone of flame as I strafed overhead, incinerating all five of them in a single pass. The orcs I missed on purpose, having no interest in slaughtering conscripts unless I had to. I assumed that witnessing the pyre I’d made out of their Avetharri overlords would have sent them scattering across the plateau…
But it didn’t. Amazingly—appallingly—they lowered their spears and charged the Vorskai. 
I didn’t understand. Orcs overwhelmed by battle lust would often fight longer and harder than any human, but these men were slave soldiers. They weren’t fighting for their people or their clans, and I had just roasted the officers commanding them. Why in Lahara’s name wouldn’t they retreat while they could?
You’ve no idea what my soldiers are capable of.
I grimaced as Krynn’s warning echoed in my head. What had he done to these men?
I didn’t have time to seek out an answer. The wall of cavalry was charging toward the Vorskai. The humans launched a volley of arrows, dropping several of the orcs, and Tyris unleashed a fireball that obliterated several more. But there were too many of them closing too quickly…
Bringing myself about with a turn of a wing, I drew in another deep breath as I strafed across the plateau. For all their bravery—or stupidity—the charging cavalry remained no threat to a dragon. My flames enveloped them as I roared past, searing beast and men alike. 
The agonized screams were still assaulting my ears when my breath was spent. The stench of death filled my nostrils, along with thick, pungent smoke. But when I glanced behind me, I saw that I’d broken the charge. The few riders that had survived were easy pickings for Tyris and the Vorskai.
But the rest of Krynn’s army could still be out there in the valley. 
As I soared over the plateau, the taste of ash in my mouth and wisps of smoke curling up from my snout, I spotted the wall of infantry closing in on the burned-out village. They hadn’t scattered across the valley for containment after all. They were moving in small, spread-out groups rather than a tight formation, shields out and spears at the ready. More orcs mounted on thresk were acting as mobile archers to support them. 
The Vorskai weren’t unprepared—they were already firing volleys of arrows of their own at the incoming attackers, and having seen their entrenched positions firsthand, I knew the enemy wouldn’t be able to take the village without suffering some losses. Even their wyverns were mostly neutralized—the Vorskai griffon-riders had flown out to meet them, engaging in a deadly melee of snapping beaks and venomous tails.
Still, the humans remained badly outnumbered, not to mention poorly equipped. This would be a very long and very bloody battle no matter who prevailed…unless I stopped it. 
Sucking in a deep breath, I strafed above the horde of infantry marching toward the village. Without mounts, they had no hope of trying to scatter, though some had thrown up their shields in a futile attempt to protect themselves. But when the flames emerged from my mouth, I didn’t incinerate them. Instead, I drew a line of fiery death across the valley in front of them, hoping that the wall of flame would convince them to flee. 
But just like the cavalry above, the soldiers weren’t deterred. The groups charged around the flame, and some tried to run through it, setting themselves on fire in the process. They were acting more like Chol—like monsters—than like men. 
Sanathar’s breath. 
The ash in my mouth turned to bile as I slowly banked across the valley. Nothing was going to stop them except annihilation. And there was no one who could dispense it but me. 
Sweeping low, my father’s words drumming in my mind, I unleashed another assault, roaring across the scattered groups of soldiers and obliterating them one by one. Man and beast, flesh and metal, all reduced to ash in my wake. I tried to give them a chance to retreat, leaving plenty of groups alive with each pass…but they pressed on, some dying to Vorskai arrows and spears, but most meeting their end in the pyre. 
A dragon’s justice mete in flame. 
I winced as I looped over the valley. This wasn’t justice. This was a slaughter—a massacre. 
And as my scar began to throb once more in my chest, not in hunger but in memory of the betrayal that had unleashed this nightmare upon Abethaal, I promised myself that I would finally live up to my name. The Sorekûl Drakath. 
Because I was going to kill a dragon. 
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        I felt the warmth of the sun on my face long before my eyes fluttered open. There were no burning sensations in my sides from the swipe of Krynn’s claws, nor any pain from the handful of arrows that had managed to slip through the gaps in my scales as I wrought devastation across the valley. Even my scar remained numb, though I did feel a gentle pressure resting upon it… 
“It’s all right. Just take it slowly and try to breathe.”
My mind was so foggy I barely recognized Tyris’s voice until I was staring up into the green eyes behind her warpaint. She was kneeling at my side, her right hand pressed against my chest while her left gently stroked the side of my face.
Experimentally, I lifted my left arm high enough that I could see it, and I was greeted with the flesh of a man rather than the black scales of a dragon.
“Any sign of reinforcements?” I asked, wincing inwardly at the sound of my voice. It was no longer the smooth, cultured tone of Alamir the Black Prince, but the gravelly, half-dead rasp of Rasmus the Slayer.
“No,” Tyris said. “You destroyed them all.”
I closed my eyes. I had landed in the village after the battle, and I vaguely recalled transforming back into a man. But I’d been so drained I’d barely been able to stay upright…and I hadn’t succeeded for long. 
“Krynn won’t wait long before he sends more men,” I said. “Or returns himself.”
“Those who saw him flying said he was badly wounded. That he may not have escaped the mountains.”
“Oh, he escaped. And he’ll be back.”
“If so, we will be ready for him,” Tyris said. “With you at our side, we cannot fail.”
I snorted, but there wasn’t an ounce of sarcasm or doubt in her voice. I shouldn’t have been surprised, since she had just watched me single-handedly annihilate an entire army and wake up without a scratch. 
But somehow, it didn’t feel like a victory to me. Not with Krynn still on the loose. 
Not with the truth of the past five years laid bare before me.
Grimacing at the sudden flare of old pain in my scar, I propped myself up on an elbow and looked around. We were in a small campsite beside the lake. The smell of ash was everywhere, but I didn’t see or hear any fires burning nearby. The rest of the Vorskai appeared to be tending to the wounded and cleaning up after the battle. I had no concept of how many warriors they’d lost, but hopefully not many.
“We endure because of you,” Tyris said. “The black dragon. The Fakash Tal’Shira.”
The words conjured another rush of old memories. Standing in the Tiralis dungeon, interrogating that Vorskai messenger five years ago…
And the sight of a young Tyris fleeing the devastation after Krynn had betrayed me.
“You knew who I was this whole time, didn’t you?” I rasped. 
She looked down at me, a twinge of regret in her eyes. “Yes…and no.”
I stared back at her, waiting for an explanation. 
“After the massacre, we believed you were dead,” Tyris said. “Many in the tribe despaired. They believed that the Mosh’Dalar had followed false visions and led us to our destruction. Some left the mountains and moved to the Droughtlands. Others banded together to attack the Sovereign’s forces wherever and whenever they could.”
I closed my eyes as the memories rolled over me. As Rasmus the Slayer, I’d heard all sorts of rumors about what had happened to the Vorskai in the Eastern Droughtlands even though I had rarely left the western part of the province. But now, like so many other things, events I hadn’t realized were connected were coming together. 
“It didn’t end well,” I murmured. 
“No,” Tyris said. “The Sovereign’s retribution was swift and brutal. He destroyed our raiding parties and hunted down our camps. Many of our warriors were killed, but others were taken and conscripted into the new armies he wished to build. Traders who have been to the cities speak of dark rituals and torments inflicted upon the conscripts, human, chagarri, and orc alike.” 
I grimaced. Dark rituals, possibly including something that compelled Krynn’s armies to fight to the death. I had no concept of what channeling technique could accomplish that feat on such a vast scale. It seemed impossible. 
“We retreated deeper into the mountains and gorm tunnels, as you saw,” she went on. “We expected the dragon and his minions to follow, but they did not. It was only later we realized that he had begun to fight amongst his own people. That chaos proved to be our salvation.”
I dreaded to imagine what had happened in Tel Kithas when Krynn had come to power. I had only heard whispers about infighting and murders, and I had seen more than my fair share of disgraced blood scions from the Great Houses migrate to the Reach. I’d never looked into it too deeply, but now…
“It wasn’t until recently…several months ago…that one of our people claimed to have seen the Black Prince in the north,” Tyris said. “Another later confirmed the story, saying that you had donned a new mantle, but that you wore the same face as the Fakash Tal’Shira.”
“I’m surprised they recognized me,” I said. “No one else ever did. I spent so much of my life in the palace that almost no knew what I looked like.”
I glanced down at my pallid arms. I certainly didn’t look like a half-drow anymore, not after the dagger had sapped so much of the gray from my flesh. 
“Many did not wish to believe them,” Tyris said. “They were convinced that the old prophecies were misinterpreted. But I knew better.”
The way the sun caught in her red hair made it appear ablaze, yet it was nothing compared to the intensity in her emerald eyes. “That’s why you went alone,” I said. 
She nodded. “I have seen your face in the flames. I knew that I would be able to confirm or deny their tales. That is why I went to the Falls—the Aether told me you would be there soon. And when I saw you in the caves, I wondered if you might also recognize me.”
“But I didn’t. And you probably had no idea why.”
“I had many questions,” Tyris admitted. “But after we spoke, I knew something had happened. You had survived death, but it was unclear whether you remained the Fakash Tal’Shira. I did not know what to do besides bring you back to the Mosh’Dalar and see if your memories returned.”
“Well, they have now. For better or worse.”
“Only better,” she said. “Despite the Sovereign’s betrayal, you have returned to us to fulfill your destiny. And so you shall.”
Before I could respond, she leaned in and kissed me on the lips. It was soft and gentle, little more than a drawn-out peck, and yet the rush of power it sent surging through me was enough to banish all traces of grogginess and fatigue. I still couldn’t believe how effortlessly her mere touch could sate my scar. It was invigorating. Soothing. 
And frankly, more than a little arousing. It might have been downright embarrassing if not for the blanket covering the lower half of my body. My clothes—Rasmus’s clothes—hadn’t survived the transformation. 
“My name is Tyris Vermillion,” she said. “By the blood you have spilled for the blood in my veins, I am yours.”
She smiled, as if relieved at finally being able to deliver a line she had been holding back for five long years. I didn’t know how to respond, but mercifully, she didn’t leave me hanging. Her hand slid across my chest and she shook her head in astonishment. 
“Your wounds have all mended,” she said. “I have never witnessed anything like it.”
“It’s the scar,” I said, reaching up and guiding her fingers to the wound—the wound that until today, I had sincerely believed was from a dragon’s claw. But no, it was from a vatari dagger like the legendary Gûl Dagnir wielded by Sarodihm assassins in the distant past. Somehow, Krynn had forged another one…
Bits of the corrupted crystal remained lodged in my flesh even now. Perhaps it had seeped into my very blood. It might explain why my skin had turned a deathly shade of white. 
“The wound that should have killed you now sustains you,” Tyris said. “And it will be the instrument of your vengeance.”
Or my doom, I thought darkly, the warnings from all the healers I’d spoken to fresh in my head. They had all promised that the scar would kill me soon.
But that had been when it ached every day, desperate to feed. I had never imagined it could be sated.
Until now, with little more than her touch. 
Squeezing her wrist again, I slowly leaned the rest of the way up. Other than a brief wave of disorientation, I felt fine.
“Your people shouldn’t stay here,” I said.
“The Vorskai cannot flee from the Empire forever,” Tyris said. “We must learn to stand our ground and defend what is ours.”
“One day, I’m sure you will,” I said. “But not yet. Not as long as Krynn is still out there.”
Tyris studied me silently, then eventually nodded. “Not until the throne is once again yours.”
My chest tightened as I imagined all the horrors that must have taken place in Tel Kithas over the past five years without my family’s stewardship. The purges, the blood, the depravity…
“That…might be a while,” I said. “I’ve been gone a long time now. I can’t just fly up to the palace and tell everyone I’m still alive.”
“Why not?”
It was such an earnest question, asked with the understandable naïveté of someone who had no concept of Imperial politics or life in the court. In a way, I envied her. I envied Rasmus, who had been blissfully stripped of some memories I’d sooner forget. 
“Because Krynn will have built a power base,” I said. “My father and my family are long gone. I don’t know if I have any allies left…or if he did something to them.”
A cold knife of guilt twisted in my gut. My allies.
My wives.
“I have to find them,” I whispered. 
Tyris frowned. “Who?”
“My wives,” I said. “Goddess, if he’s done anything to harm them…”
I balled my hands into fists, remembering my last moments with each of them. I had left Sariss and Karethys in my chambers expecting me to return that night. And I had left Lathriel with a promise of binding her as soon as the Vorskai situation was resolved. 
But it had been five years since my death. Five years since I had been there to protect them…
The brand that marks her as yours will also make her a target for your enemies.
My mother’s warning seared into my thoughts. I pressed my eyes shut, forcing myself to breathe. No, Krynn wouldn’t have harmed them, not if he wanted to blame the Vorskai for my death and cast himself as the grieving friend. The Vaz Gorati would have shielded Sariss regardless, and with any luck, my mother and House Teviss would have taken in Karethys. And as for Lathriel…
I genuinely didn’t know. Was she still in the Skywatch serving the man who had tried to murder me? Had she believed his lies about the Vorskai and turned against them? Had she seen what a monster he was and returned to the Sarodihm?
Had she been killed in battle somewhere?
The knife in my gut twisted again, and this time I remembered the words of my father. A Sovereign’s first duty was to the province, to the Empire, and then to his wives. Abethaal was clearly suffering, and the Empire was straining against the rogue Sovereign and his precious vatari. My duty should have been clear. 
But Alamir Sorokar, the prince who was meant to become Sovereign, was dead. In his place was a broken man who had forgotten everything…yet experienced more of the real world than he ever could have imagined. Rasmus had traveled across Abethaal and met people from all walks of life. He had learned more in the past five years than in the previous twenty inside the walls of the palace. 
And Rasmus didn’t give a fuck about the Empire. Not if his friends were in trouble. 
Not if his wives needed him. 
“I have to set things right,” I whispered. 
Tyris looked back at me, her face unreadable. I didn’t know if she would understand—or could understand. But I knew what I had to do.
“Then I will help you.”
“You don’t have to,” I said. “I know you want to help your people. And they clearly need you.”
“Yes, they do,” she said. “But my future is with you. And yours is with me.”
A lump formed in my throat. Maybe Tyris couldn’t understand a dragon’s bond to his wives, but she definitely understood loyalty. To her people…and to me, the man she believed she was destined to marry. No matter what name I called myself. 
“I have heard stories about your Blade Dancers,” she said. “Noble warriors who bind themselves to a partner and fight alongside them until the end.”
“They call themselves the Dal’Rethi,” I said. “I’ve long admired their order, and I studied their fighting techniques all my life. They have a word for their bond, but there’s no precise human translation.”
“What is the word?”
“Mas’Kari,” I said. “Two as one.”
“Maskari,” Tyris repeated, the words blending together with her human accent. 
“Dal’Rethi bond for life,” I said. “It’s an ancient tradition. And one I’ve always respected.”
Smiling, Tyris brought herself to feet, then offered a hand to help me up. 
“Where you lead, I shall follow,” she said. “Together, as Maskari.”
[image: image-placeholder]Selod Maril was little more than a haze of blood in his vision when Krynn Mandar, Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal, came soaring toward the isolated southern watchtower. Every flap of his wings since he’d escaped the Godsworn Rise had sent a fresh wave of agony shooting through his body, and only the iron force of his will had driven him this far without cratering somewhere in the Droughtlands. 
He snarled as he approached the top of the tower, watching as the guards standing atop it scrambled to get out of his way. He would have preferred to fly all the way to the barbican, but he didn’t think he could last that long. And even if he could, he didn’t want the soldiers filling the massive valley to see their Sovereign in such a state of distress. To them, he was more than just another Sovereign. He was a Dragon God. 
Except that gods couldn’t be defeated. Certainly not by men who should have been long dead. 
Krynn crashed down upon the tower like a boulder hurled from a trebuchet, cracking stone and throwing a cloud of dust across the battlements. He was vaguely aware of the tower guards screaming, and he was reasonably sure he blacked out at least once before he saw one of them peeking up from the spiraling steps to see what had happened. 
“The priestess,” Krynn hissed, his vision dimming. “Bring her. Now!”
The guard scurried away as his lord commanded, and Krynn faded in and out of consciousness several times before he heard fast footsteps approaching again. Even through the haze, he could make out the woman rushing over to him, and it wasn’t long before he felt her blood magic course through him, mending his torn scales and shattered bones. 
It wasn’t enough. As powerful as Miniel had become, even the Vaz Gorati had their limits. It would take a long time for him to heal under her care. Weeks. Perhaps months. Time he could no longer afford to lose. 
But it didn’t matter. He had other, more powerful options available to him. For now, though, his vision had mostly cleared, and he was able to lean up on his good arm and look down at the frightened black-haired priestess beneath him. 
“My lord,” she said, her voice trembling as she channeled every spark of power she had into him. “I knew it was a trap. The humans would never—”
“You know nothing!” Krynn bit out. “He’s alive.”
The Dragon Priestess looked up at her master, a wave of stunned confusion overtaking the tears running down her cheeks. “My…my lord?”
“Alamir! He’s alive. And so is the Vermillion dragon…”
Miniel’s face turned ghostly white, and her hand slipped away from his scales. “But that’s…that’s impossible.”
“He’s out there right now,” Krynn spat. “Plotting our destruction!”
Fighting against the pain, he dragged himself upright as best he could with his crippled limb. The tower top wasn’t merely cracked; it was also slick with buckets of his blood. 
“They have to be destroyed,” he said. “Now. Before the Great Houses or the Empire realize he survived.”
“My lord, you are no shape to battle anyone,” Miniel said. “You need rest and—argg!”
The priestess shrieked in pain and dropped to her knees when Krynn focused his will on her brand. The shattered-shield symbol of House Mandar upon her belly did so much more than mark her womb as his property; he had made sure it could be used as an instrument of discipline as well. 
Miniel was completely loyal, of course, having already given him one healthy child and now several months pregnant with another. And she had helped him break in over a dozen other wives by now. Still, a dragon couldn’t afford to let his servants grow too comfortable. It was important to remind his wife that while she may have been first among his servants, she still belonged on her knees. 
“I beg my lord’s forgiveness,” she said, teeth clenched and voice quaking as her brand glowed an angry red. Krynn let her prostrate herself for several more heartbeats before he released his control.
“I will recover swiftly,” he said as the glow in her brand faded. “But we won’t need to chase him. I know exactly where he will go.”
“My lord?” Miniel asked. 
“Where is the faeyn ranger?” he asked. “The wyvern rider.”
The priestess frowned as she searched her memory. “I-I don’t know, my lord. No one has seen her for years, not since she left the Skywatch.”
“I want her found. Immediately.”
“My lord, she may not even be in the province. She could have—”
“I don’t care if she’s halfway across the Empire,” Krynn snapped. “I want her found! Do you understand?”
“Yes, my lord,” she said, bowing her head. “I will see it done.”
“Good.” He hissed through his teeth. “What about the drow cunt his mother gave him?”
“His concubine departed with his mother after your coronation, my lord. I assume she is still with his family.”
“Find out,” he demanded. “House Teviss will know. If they don’t, make sure they understand there will be consequences if they refuse to aid us.”
“Yes, my lord.” Miniel hesitated for a moment. “We do know where his First Wife is located. She returned to her family in the Lenya Valley and has been serving in the temple there.”
Krynn smiled. “Then that’s where he’ll go first. All we need to do is get to her before he does.”
Miniel nibbled nervously at her lip. “Forgive me, my lord, but the Vaz Gorati will not look favorably upon anyone who harms a priestess.”
“Your sisters will do exactly as they are told,” he said. “If they don’t, I will remind them of their duties personally.”
“Y-yes, my lord. Shall I inform them to hold her at the temple?”
“No, not yet. For now, it’s good enough that we know where she is…and where Alamir will go next.” Krynn drew in another painful breath. “Return to Tel Kithas. Get a hunt started for the faeyn and the concubine.”
“At once, my lord.” Miniel started to turn, but stopped just before she reached the stairs. “Are you certain you do not require more healing, my lord? I could—”
“Go!” 
She scurried off before he could reactivate her brand, leaving him alone on the blood-slick stone. He waited until he could see her walking along the mountain path below the tower toward the main gate, then spoke. 
“They look to me for strength. If I fail, we both lose everything.”
When the wind refused to answer, he dug his claws deeper into the stone to hold himself upright. 
“You’re the one who gave my family this power,” Krynn seethed. “We have done everything you asked. If you abandon me now, you may as well—”
Not everything.
The dark voice boomed around him, as clear as the call of a trumpet. Yet Krynn knew that only he could hear it. No one else at Selod Maril—nor in Abethaal—even knew about his ally’s existence.
The Sorokar scion yet lives, the voice said. As does the Vermillion dragon. You have failed me, whelp. 
Krynn grimaced. “I have used your power to strengthen Abethaal. My armies stand ready to—”
My armies, the voice said. Do not forget your place, dragon. 
Krynn growled low in his throat, wondering if the power flowing through him was worth the price. Yes, he had been able to rebuild and strengthen Abethaal after centuries of neglect by the Great Houses. And yes, he had been able to muster armies capable of standing firm against the might of the Empire. But he was highborn—and a dragon. His ancestors were the ones who had defeated the Old Gods and locked them behind the walls of the Pale. It seemed wrong that he should now have to rely upon one of them for his power. 
“I am Dragon Sovereign,” he snarled into the air. “The armies of Abethaal are mine to command.”
Are they?
Krynn growled again before he saw a flicker of movement in the pool of his own blood. A figure had taken form within the puddle—not a reflection of himself, but a silhouette of a hooded man with glowing golden eyes.
Your armies are nothing without my power flowing through them, the man in the blood said. I allowed them to survive the Lostrien ambush outside Silvershade Forest. I shielded your men when the dragons attacked from Sorthaal to the east. And only I can grant your children the strength to defeat the Drought.
Krynn snapped his jaw. He harbored no illusions about the might and malice of the dark creature who wished to control him, and he knew that an Old God would never truly reward one of the dragons who had defeated him. This had always been a temporary arrangement, a necessary alliance to aid him when he needed it most. He would not allow himself to become this being’s minion…and perhaps the time to sever that arrangement was now. 
“I am strong enough on my own. You have taught me all I need to know and more.”
I have taught you little, and you have learned even less.
“Have a care,” Krynn spat acidly. “You are the one who approached my family for help. Only we can find a key to your prison.”
There will always be another. To a god, even dragons are little more than dust. You are my supplicant.
“I am no one’s supplicant! We are equals or we are nothing.”
Gods have no equals, only servants. You will swear fealty to me, whelpling, or you will die.
“Then you will stay in your prison for another eternity!”
Sucking in the deepest breath he could manage, wincing in pain as the air filled his lungs, Krynn spewed a gout of fire across his own spilled blood. When the flames were spent, all that remained was a sizzling stain. No reflection. No glowing golden eyes. Only silence.
He glared at the ashen streak. A dragon did not submit to anyone or anything, especially not long-dead gods trapped within the Pale.
“Guards,” he rumbled, finding it more and more difficult to draw breath. “Guards!”
He finally heard shuffling in the tower below, followed by heavy, booted footfalls. One of the men emerged, trembling inside his armor. 
“How may I serve you, my lord?” he asked.
“Where are the others?” Krynn demanded through his teeth. “Get them up here!”
“Y-yes, my lord!”
Krynn waited, his vision growing darker by the moment, as the man darted back down the steps and summoned his companions. Three more armored men eventually joined the first. 
“Is this all of you?” he asked.
“Yes, my lord,” the first man said. “Four spotters per shift.”
“Good,” Krynn said. “Then no others will have seen me like this.”
The men shared confused glances as their wounded Sovereign pulled himself up as tall as he could. Only one of the soldiers was highborn, while the other three were faeyn. And none were likely to have sorcerous ability, otherwise they wouldn’t have been stationed as sentries. 
Earlier, Krynn had regretted not being able to reach the barbican, but it had all worked out for the best. The troops stationed there would be more valuable and a shame to waste. 
“Do not despair,” he said, reaching out to the power surrounding him. Not the Aether, which he still struggled to channel to this day, but another, purer source of magic. 
Just as the Old Gods had taught him. 
“Your sacrifice will fuel Abethaal’s resurgence,” Krynn said as the air began to crackle and hiss as if he were setting it aflame, “and ensure our victory.”
He doubted the poor fools even understood what was happening. By the time the first guard shrieked and collapsed to knee, it was too late for the others to escape. With the dark power of the Pale coursing through him, Krynn reaved their lifeforce, consuming their flesh, muscle, and blood for much-needed sustenance. His own wounds began to heal almost instantly; his shattered arm felt almost normal after two of them had burned out, and the last one provided more than enough fuel to stitch together his torn scales. 
He was still weakened, but Miniel could tend to the rest of his wounds tonight. All that mattered was that he was strong enough to fly again. His armies in Selod Maril would see their glorious Sovereign soaring overhead, and they would have no idea how close he had come to defeat. 
“I’ve learned more than enough,” Krynn spat at the visage of the god he could no longer see. Swiveling his massive body, he crunched over the now-empty suits of armor and braced himself upon the edge of the battlements. 
He still didn’t understand how Alamir could have possibly survived Dragonfall, but it wouldn’t matter. Abethaal was his now, and House Sorokar was already a waning memory. 
For he was the Dragon Sovereign. And his reign had only just begun. 
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      Her name was Gazaga One-Tit, and she was desperate to sell me her vegetables.

      “You buy now!” she growled as she shoved a head of lettuce in my face.

      Her meaty fingers were carefully positioned over the wilted leaves, hoping I’d be too hungry or too stupid to notice.

      “I’ll pass for today, thanks,” I replied in the politest tone I could muster while still being firm.

      The half-orc merchants down here in the Crawl were notoriously pushy, even the ones with both tits and most of their teeth. If I so much as flashed one of the golden drakes in my coin purse, I’d have so many of them climbing over me that I’d have to fight my way out of the market.

      “Need strength!” she insisted. “Too pale. Not healthy!”

      “I’m fine, but I appreciate the concern,” I told her, doing my best imitation of the traditional orcish hand signal for polite dismissal. Most of the half breeds who lived down here held the orcish part of their heritage in much higher esteem than their elvish or human sides.

      Unfortunately, the gesture I was trying to mimic was precariously close to the one that expressed a desire to mate, a fact I only realized after I had gotten the last motions mixed up. And from the way Gazaga’s red eyes lit up in rage, it seemed likely she had misinterpreted my movements as sarcasm rather than an innocent error.

      Her bloodcurdling roar a moment later removed any doubt.

      “Sorry, wrong signal!” I said, holding up my hands in what I hoped was a universal gesture of contrition. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Nenrak!”

      The guttural cry rolled through the bustling market like thunder, echoing off the high walls of the underground cavern. Heads turned for a solid thirty yards in every direction. My Orcish was a little rusty, but I knew the word for thief. And considering that I was the lone highborn elf in a sea of misbegotten outcasts who blamed my race for all their troubles, there wasn’t a chance in the Pale that anyone here would give me the benefit of the doubt.

      Groups of enraged locals converged on me from left, right, and behind, not merely orcs but several of the other common races that lived down here in the Crawl. A fish-headed skulloc, a hulking minotaur, even a few of the demon-tainted alushae. It was a hell of a diverse group, all united in their desire to beat the shit out a highborn elf who looked like he’d gotten off the wrong wyvern in the wrong neighborhood.

      I ducked beneath the huge hands of the first man who grabbed for me, then sucker-punched the one behind him in the hopes of dissuading anyone else from getting too close. Sadly, the rest of the incoming horde interpreted my self-defense as a call to arms, and by the time I’d taken off in a flat sprint, I had twice the number of people chasing me as before.

      I probably could have taken out a dozen of them before I was overwhelmed by sheer numbers. The twin scabbards on my left hip were intentionally battered and rusty to discourage anyone from looking too closely, but the instant I drew the shining moonsilver blades within, the sober and sane among the rabid throng would scurry back where they’d come from.

      The rest wouldn’t stop until this got blood, but I had no interest in hurting these people. Their lives were difficult enough without me cutting off their limbs, and the Crawl was the best place to find lichen for the elixir I needed to numb the pain from my unhealable chest wound. The people of the Crawl weren’t my enemies, no matter how many tits they may or may not have had.

      Rather than fight, I kept my blades sheathed as I dodged between bearded peddlers and hoary herb hawkers, scanning the narrow street for a potential escape route. Sadly, my options weren’t particularly encouraging. This part of the Crawl’s bazaar was essentially a loose circle of individual merchant stalls packed around a cluster of about twenty buildings. And only a single lane led in or out of the cavern.

      Running to the buildings in the center would be a death sentence since all the drunkest, stupidest, and angriest locals would be lurking around the tavern and the adjoining brothel. Heading for the way out wouldn’t be much better, since the foot traffic was always the absolute worst at the bottleneck before the crowd spilled out around the circular market like so much uncooked dough.

      “Raz!”

      I barely heard my name over the shouts and snarls of my pursuers as I dashed across the dirt street while plowing into almost everyone and everything along the way. There had to be a thousand people in this cozy section of the market alone, and since we were a solid five hundred yards below ground inside one of the vast, cavernous chambers of the Underworld, even loud, distinct voices often got lost in the oppressive echo unless you were standing right next to the speaker.

      But this speaker’s voice could cut through any din across virtually any distance. Normally, I only heard her call out my name after I’d been rutting her for several minutes, and those pleasant memories were enough for me to turn mid-stride and head in her direction.

      “This way, Raz!” she called out again. Despite the cacophony around me, her smooth, sultry voice sounded like she was whispering in my ear. “Hurry!”

      The trouble was, I didn’t actually see her anywhere up ahead. To my left was another packed row of merchant stalls around a massive straw effigy of their god, Kalhabek. Straight ahead was the path out of here, but the street was clogged with an incoming wagon surrounded by beefy-looking guards with beefier-looking weapons. And to my right…

      To my right, about thirty yards ahead, I saw a woman in a dark cloak beckoning me into an alley.

      “Come on, Raz. You have to trust me.”

      I snorted even while I ran. Trust was the absolute last thing I associated with Sabari the Siren. Fun? Sure. Beauty? Definitely. Twelve-hour-long fuckathons that left both of us so sore we could barely move for days afterward?

      Well, that had only happened once several years ago, but the fact I still remembered it so vividly was assuredly why my body automatically started veering toward the alley. Though, with my pursuers so hot on my tail, I didn’t see how one quick turn would make any difference. If anything, it might give them a chance to corner us in a dead-end.

      I was ten yards away when I felt a sudden and inexplicable burst of wind across my cheek, and someone across the street cried out in surprise. I turned my head just enough to see the massive effigy teeter on its base…and then collapse on top of the nearby merchant stalls.

      A wave of pure chaos rippled across the street. The shaman who’d been praying before the effigy screamed orcish curses so vile even I’d never heard them; the merchants who had been flattened by it scurried to salvage their wares. Everyone else had to close their eyes as the magical cyclone kicked up an itchy, stinging vortex of straw like a swarm of locusts.

      Eventually, the locals would figure out that someone had violated the unspoken rules of the market and channeled magic. But for now, the roiling whirlwind was all the cover I needed to vanish from sight and duck into the alley.

      Sabari and her partner were waiting for me there, both their shapely bodies concealed behind hooded cloaks. They gestured me to follow them around two more corners, and they didn’t stop until we were on the complete opposite side of the market in an unassuming dead-end alley about as far from the commotion as we could get.

      “Nice timing,” I said, trying not to sound as winded as I felt. Mostly because it was the macho thing to do, but also because I didn’t want them mothering me about not taking my elixirs as often as I should.

      “You seemed like you need our help, love,” Sabari said, her sultry voice even more irresistible now that I got to watch her ruby lips form the words. “We couldn’t live with ourselves if anything bad ever happened to you.”

      “Uh-huh,” I scoffed, trying to maintain my gruff exterior even as I found myself freshly ensorcelled by her ethereal beauty. If I didn’t know better, I could have easily mistaken her for a human. She had opened her cloak wide enough to give me an enticing glimpse of her slender, dancer’s body accentuated by her midriff-baring bandeau and flowing skirt. The small ruby in her belly ring was a perfect match for her bright red lips, both of which were a stark, alluring contrast to her dark eyes and the even darker shadow accentuating them.

      Sabari was the type of woman who could make a man hard with the sound of her voice, desperate at the sight of her body, and utterly paralyzed by the combination of the two. In fact, the only other woman I’d ever met who could even compete with her was standing right alongside her.

      “Did you not miss us, Raz?” the second woman asked with the kind of kicked-puppy voice that made me feel like a monster even though I knew it was bullshit. Her voice was breathier and higher pitched, with an exotic, tongue heavy Rivani accent that always made my nethers tingle.

      “Oh, I did,” I assured her as my eyes drifted downward. “Some parts more than others.”

      She hadn’t pulled back her hood, but the glow from her luminescent green eyes meant I could see her delicate features quite clearly. Unlike Sabari, Faradha had no chance of passing for a human or an elf. Her smooth, sky-blue skin was a clear marker of her djinn heritage, as was the subtle gust of wind that always seemed to follow her and keep her shoulder-length black hair moving even when she was standing completely still.

      Her cloak was also open just enough to reveal a golden metal top that was little more than a fancy bra, as well as a floor-length skirt with a long slit running up either side. Her belly jewel was a sapphire blue, and if I looked closely, I could see the same tiny flashes of lightning in the stone as within her eyes.

      Individually, either of these women could have convinced the most ardent monk to abandon his vow of chastity. Together, they were a force of nature—literally and metaphorically. After all, fey were primal spirits bound to the physical world, the mirror opposite of demons from the Pale. And for reasons I had never quite been able to fathom, these two bewitching beauties were absolutely obsessed with me.

      “Sabari wanted me to stay my hand and let you fight your way out,” Faradah said. “But I told her that even the legendary Sorekûl Drakath sometimes needs to rely on his wits rather than his blades.”

      I rolled my eyes at the title. “Dragon Slayer” sounded pretentious enough without using the Old Tongue, especially since I’d only ever killed one of them, and the festering scar he’d left in my chest would inevitably kill me right back.

      “What is it the two of you want?” I asked, tossing a glance back over my shoulder to ensure we weren’t being pursued.

      “It has been almost a year, love,” Sabari said, adopting the same kicked-puppy voice as her co-conspirator. “Don’t you at least want to buy us a drink before getting to business?”

      “We don’t have to go anywhere,” Faradah said, sidling up next to me and sliding her hand down my chest. Even through my partially unbuttoned white shirt, I could feel the static charge from her skin, especially when she grazed my vatari crystal necklace and the magic-hungry scar beneath it. Her fingers didn’t stop there, of course; they continued all the way down to my belt where they began to tease the buckle. “We could drink our fill right here.”

      I almost rolled my eyes again. I wasn’t immune to their charms, not by any stretch of the imagination, and the thought of firing a load down Faradah’s sweet blue throat was already making my manhood stiffen in anticipation. But I had spent enough time around them to understand when they were being genuinely playful versus when they were trying to manipulate me. This clearly fell into the latter category.

      “How about we start by having you tell me what this is really about,” I said, taking hold of her slender blue wrist and lifting it off me. “Because if it’s another one of your crazy schemes—”

      “There’s no scheme, love,” Sabari insisted. “We merely need your help.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Truly,” Faradah said, her hand catching mine the moment I released her wrist. The tiny hairs on my arm lifted at her electric touch. “We are in great peril.”

      I sighed and glanced between them. Ordinarily, I didn’t have any trouble telling prospective clients to go fuck themselves but working with these two was…different. While they had never technically cheated me, they were also never completely honest about the jobs they offered me. More than once, my target had ended up being one of their earlier victims, and the task was always more complicated than advertised.

      But they did pay well, and they usually included a nice bonus, too. Fey of all varieties tended to forge strong relationships with one mortal in particular, and I was definitely their chosen “anchor” to the physical world. Besides, no matter how sour I got when I inevitably learned how they’d only told me half the story, the night after I finished the job was always worth it.

      “All right, fine,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest to really sell the sour grapes attitude. It was a habit that typically drove up my asking price, though it probably wouldn’t work on them. “What’s the problem this time?”

      “It is very serious, Raz,” Faradah said, the playful glint in her eyes fading. “We have been robbed.”

      I blinked. If this was a prank, it was one they hadn’t used before. I had to give them points for that.

      “Robbed?” I asked. “Robbed of something you owned…or of something you stole?”

      “It is not what you think,” Sabari said, her voice uncharacteristically grave. “There is a new player in Vimaldis, a scion of House Tynov. He has established an arcane laboratory just outside the city.”

      “Okay,” I said, frowning. “But what does he have to do with the two of you?”

      The girls shared a glance.

      “This scion, Lord Pherion,” Sabari said. “He is in possession of our binding stones.”

      The air rushed out of my lungs as if I’d taken a punch to the stomach. “What?” I gasped. “But you have them right there!”

      I pointed at their belly rings. The pretty stones weren’t merely there to draw attention to their taut, smooth stomachs, though it was a pleasant side effect.

      Sabari shook her head. “I’m afraid they are not real.”

      Waving her hand, she dispelled the glamour she had apparently woven over them. The navel rings and the stones within promptly vanished.

      “How in the name of the Pale could you possibly lose your bloody binding stones?”

      “They weren’t lost—they were stolen!” Faradah said, voice trembling. “By Pherion Tynov.”

      My mouth opened and closed twice before my voice returned. I understood that they weren’t truly mortal creatures like the rest of us; their minds ran under very different rules. But if I’d had a magical gem that would allow someone to control me, I sure as hell wouldn’t keep it where someone could steal it. Half the reason they put them in those belly rings rather than a necklace or bracelet was due to how much harder they were to remove.

      In fact, the only time I’d ever seen them removed was when they temporarily gave them to me so we could have some kinky fun…

      “Maybe you should start at the beginning,” I suggested, trying not to lose my patience. “Like explaining how and why you took them off in the first place.”

      “It is nothing like you think, Raz,” Faradah said almost pleadingly, as if she were terrified that I’d think less of her. “We were merely making a deal!”

      “Lord Pherion is an artificer of some skill, or so we were told,” Sabari explained. “We informed him that we were in possession of two rare gemstones that we would allow him to study in exchange for a tour of his new laboratory in the mountains.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “You let an artificer play with your binding stones? Are you mad?”

      “We took precautions!” Faradah said. “We only gave him a few hours to study the stones. And we took turns with one of us watching him while the other explored his lab in search of…um…useful things.”

      It took all my self-control not to slam my palm into my forehead. “So, one of you robbed him blind while the other kept an eye on him.”

      “He is a sorcerer, love,” Sabari reminded me, planting a delicate hand on her hip. “A lord of Tel Kithas who has so much while the people in Vimaldis have so little.”

      “And I’m sure you intended to hand everything you stole over to the closest orphanage,” I countered. “Fine. So let me guess, he didn’t give the stones back?”

      “He did, but—” Faradah’s voice abruptly died off, and she looked at her more poised companion.

      “The ones he returned to us were fakes,” Sabari said. “I don’t understand how he did it, but by the time we realized what had happened, it was too late.”

      It was, I decided, a cautionary tale of getting exactly what one deserved, and if I didn’t know anything else about this Pherion or how binding stones worked, I might have just left it at that. But Sabari was right—I had no love for the sorcerer lords of Tel Kithas. They ruled this land with an iron fist, and House Tynov in particular had a reputation for cruelty and pettiness. They hadn’t produced a single dragon from their bloodline in generations, and there were even rumors about some of their scions resorting to shadow magic to heighten their power.

      Besides, I obviously couldn’t allow anyone to have the girls’ stones. They were practically slave collars for fey.

      “We don’t think that he knows exactly what they are yet,” Sabari said. “Otherwise, he surely would have ordered us to return what we stole from him.”

      “Or do something worse,” I muttered. “But I’m surprised that an artificer wouldn’t know what he was dealing with, especially if he went to all that effort to create forgeries.”

      “He is inexperienced and low in status,” Sabari said. “He is the fifth son of Lord Tynov’s seventh wife.”

      I scoffed in disgust. How the lords of Tel Kithas kept track of all their kids was beyond me. They were worse than the average orc chieftain. In the old days, the highborn used to limit themselves to a few wives each, but the Dragon Sovereign had been retiring many of the old traditions to combat the Blood Drought. With fewer dragons born every year, the temptation to have even more wives and more children grew. Given Tynov’s declining fortunes, the house patriarch had probably been pumping out new spawn as quickly as he could.

      “So where is this laboratory of his, exactly?” I asked.

      “Several miles deep in the Drowned Gulch,” Sabari said.

      I nodded thoughtfully. The gulch was only about five miles out of town across the arid plains. It wasn’t normally a dangerous trip, but with mating season over, at least one flock of Ayrogi would be hunting in that part of the mountains. The three of us would be tempting targets for the flying scavengers…

      But there was nothing for it. I could see about a dozen holes in this story of theirs, and they obviously knew something they weren’t telling me. But the one thing they wouldn’t lie about was their binding stones, and I wasn’t going to sit here and let some idiot highborn fail-son get his hands on them.

      “If you cannot help us, Raz, I don’t know who can!” Faradah exclaimed, sounding near tears. “Please!”

      Her rather quick transition from exotic seductress to terrified damsel would have seemed forced if I didn’t know her, but djinn were notoriously flighty. This was one was no exception. When Sabari beckoned the other woman back to her side, Faradah immediately obeyed, burying her head in the crook of the siren’s neck like a child who needed soothing.

      “What kind of protection does he have?” I asked. “I assume you had a nice look around.”

      “Far less than you would expect,” Sabari said. “Tynov has no Wyrmidons to spare, nor any Blade Dancers or even Chosen. There were only a few house guards.”

      “Could be worse,” I said, taking a deep breath and glancing back out into the street behind us. I could still hear distant shouting from the chaos, but my pursuers would eventually keep looking for me. I couldn’t afford to stick around here much longer anyway.

      “You will help us, Raz?” Faradah asked. Her dark eyelashes may not have literally started fluttering, but from the pleading note in her voice, they may as well have.

      “Three hundred,” I said. “And since it’s you, I’ll need it all in advance.”

      “We don’t have that much!” the djinn exclaimed. “Not after…”

      They shared yet another look.

      “We can pay you double, but only afterward,” Sabari said. “And there will be a bonus at the end.”

      I grumbled audibly as if I were seriously considering rejecting them. I would have done it for free, but they didn’t need to know that.

      “Double,” I said. “Let’s get moving.”
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      The arid plains outside Vimaldis were a stark contrast to the verdant valleys of the north, as well as a creeping reminder of the slow, slithering desiccation of a land that had once been as lush as the forests of Falinor a thousand miles to the east. I’d once heard a cartographer describe the plains as a brushstroke away from desolation, but right now, as the blazing sun beat down upon us, I wondered if that brushstroke of his was as thin as a quill’s tip. I was hot, I was miserable, and it was only going to get worse the farther we traveled.

      “The gulch is only a few more miles away,” Sabari said, as if the distance was barely a concern. “And the laboratory is only two miles from there.”

      “No problem,” I grumbled, pulling the hood of my white traveling cloak even farther over my head. I almost wished I hadn’t bothered throwing on my brigandine coat. “As long as nothing tries to eat us along the way.”

      Sabari was draped in a similar traveling cloak like mine, though the heat didn’t seem to bother her in the slightest. Her body was every bit as vulnerable to the environment as mine, but all sirens had a gift for illusion magic. Even if she was sweating, I’d never see it.

      Faradah didn’t even have to pretend. Ever since we’d left Vimaldis, she had dispensed with her cloak and put her blue skin on full display. She couldn’t burn like we could, and her natural affinity for air magic meant that a cool breeze always followed her around, perpetually fluttering her hair and skirt as well as keeping her cool.

      Occasionally, she would send a little of that breeze my way, though she never kept it up for more than a few seconds. If she were a normal sorceress, I might have assumed that she was merely worried about invoking the wrath of the Flensing, but djinn couldn’t over-channel like mortal sorcerers. Fey were creatures of magic; its currents weren’t toxic to them.

      No, with the sudden brightening of her mercurial mood now that we were outside, I could only assume she was intentionally teasing me with a bit of pleasure to ameliorate the pain. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      But despite the dryness and heat, we nonetheless made respectable time to our destination. The Drowned Gulch went on for miles, coiling through the mountains while cradling a shallow stream. Compared to the relentless brown of the dusty plains leading up to it, the whole region was a veritable painter’s palette of vibrant colors, from the crystal-blue water to the ruddy-orange rock faces to the washed-out green of the thorny vegetation along the banks. The sloping overhang crowning the ravine was perhaps its most striking feature; the blazing sun’s millennia-long offensive had bleached most of the rock an ivory white. The pearly brilliance was only broken by the occasional splash of pink on sections fortunate enough to be shaded by the mountain.

      Most of the gulch’s interior was cast in shadow by the immense overhang that sometimes made it seem more like a cavern than a ravine. Wherever the overhang broke, glittering pillars of light poured down through the intermittent gaps. In the middle of the day, with the sun blazing through the openings at full bore, the contrast between the lit and shaded areas was shockingly stark. But at night, when the clear moon filtered through instead, the gulch became hauntingly beautiful…and more than a little spooky.

      Before we entered, I paused at the entrance and took a careful look around. The girls frowned in near unison at my behavior.

      “Is something wrong, love?” Sabari asked, her brows arched as I knelt and examined one of the thornbushes.

      “Not yet,” I said, checking for any signs that the brush had been recently chopped. “But the Ayrogi like to set up thornbush barriers to hem in their prey so they can’t run. Sometimes they’ll just take the thorns and sprinkle them around like caltrops.”

      “The Sorekûl Drakath is wise indeed,” Faradah said, pressing her hands together as if in glee. “It always brings such pleasure to watch him work.”

      I managed not to groan as I continued my search. I didn’t see any signs of tampering, neither here nor further down. And after another ten minutes of poking around for similar clues, I decided we’d gotten lucky and pressed on.

      We were about a mile deep when I realized I was mistaken.

      “Oh, dear,” Sabari sighed when we spotted the macabre totem awaiting us further down the ravine. “This was not here when we passed through days ago.”

      “No, I bet it wasn’t,” I said, my hand reflexively falling to the scabbards on my hip. “This is a fresh kill.”

      Directly ahead, parked in the center of the stream almost like a stalagmite growing out of the water, was a ten-foot-wide, thirty-foot-tall finger of rock stretching toward the overhanging ceiling. We had passed plenty of similar formations along our way, and the gurgling splash of the stream splitting around them was normally quite relaxing.

      The trouble was that this one had an Ayrogi body pinned to it with a javelin.

      “Stay here,” I said, my left hand gesturing for the girls to wait while my right unsheathed a sword and held it protectively in front of me.

      I momentarily considered drawing the crossbow clamped to my other hip instead, then dismissed the notion and crept toward the corpse. As I drew closer, I realized the kill may not have been as fresh as I’d first thought. The blood staining the rock had long since dried, and birds had already picked at the corpse. It seemed oddly cannibalistic given that the Ayrogi were basically five-foot-tall humanoid vultures. From the way that this one’s spindly neck had been twisted, he’d probably been dead before his killers had decided to hang him up.

      “What should we do, Raz?” Faradah asked nervously. “Does this mean we are in danger? Should we go back to—”

      “Just stay there,” I soothed, glancing back and holding up a hand in a calming gesture. I doubted I would ever understand how an immortal being with the ability to control air and shoot lightning from her fingertips could be so skittish.

      “Perhaps the flock are fighting again,” Sabari suggested as she calmly glanced around the gulch. “They could have set out a grisly totem to mark their territory.”

      I shook my head as I stepped closer to the body, my eyes on full lookout for potential traps. This was definitely a good spot for an ambush—there were several wide openings in the overhang above, any of which would make for a wonderful marksman’s perch if an archer could get up there. And considering the Ayrogi could fly, an obstacle like height wasn’t much of an issue for them. The gulch was also quite a bit wider here, and the giant boulders about forty yards ahead could easily conceal several attackers.

      “It’s possible, but I’ve never heard of one making a trophy out of another flock member before,” I said. “Plenty of other creatures do, just not ones who frequent these mountains.”

      “Orcs, perhaps?” Sabari suggested.

      “Maybe, but the orc tribes in this region are capable smiths. I don’t know why they’d bother with a javelin made out of bone unless…”

      I trailed off when the revelation hit me, and I looked around with renewed vigor for any signs of clawed footprints in the mud.

      “Tirzak,” Sabari reasoned. “The mantis warriors only use bone weaponry. But there hasn’t been a clutch this close to Vimaldis in many years.”

      “Things change,” I said. “We need to—”

      A deep, throaty chitter echoed off the walls of the ravine as a pair of fearsome, four-armed mantis warriors leaned out from the edge of the overhang above us and attacked. They weren’t using bows, thank the gods, but I knew better than to underestimate their strange throwing knives. One of the star-shaped blades of sharpened bone came whirling straight at my neck, and I barely had time to raise my sword to deflect it before it separated my head from my body.

      The second projectile followed too quickly for me to counter. The best I could do was swivel my body sideways to minimize my profile, but it still sliced a nasty gash through my leather trousers and upper thigh. I growled under my breath even as I glanced behind me to ensure the girls stayed back out of harm’s way.

      Sabari had already dropped to a crouch and pulled Faradah down with her. The djinn’s frightful scream pierced my ears; she seemed on the verge of cowering into a helpless ball. But Sabari was already whispering soothingly into her friend’s ear, and it only took a moment for her encouraging words to sink in.

      And then, Faradah became a completely different woman.

      Throwing up her hands, the djinn unleashed a violent blast of air at the Tirzak ambushers above us. One disappeared as the solid winds pummeled him backward, but the other wasn’t so lucky. The blast struck him unevenly, spinning him around and causing him to lose his balance. He toppled from his perch and crashed down on the rocky floor of the gulch with a disgusting crunch as his carapace shattered on impact.

      But it was far from over. Tirzak were skilled and deadly hunters, and they nearly always traveled in packs. With their initial ambush thwarted, more of the mantis warriors emerged from behind the distant boulders I’d been wary of. There were three groups of three warriors each, spread perhaps twenty yards apart. All of them were ready to charge.

      In the stories the townsfolk out here in the Reach liked to tell about Rasmus the Scarred, legendary Dragon Slayer, nine-to-one odds was practically an afternoon warmup. But in reality…

      Well, actually, in this case they were probably right.

      “Stay back!” I warned over the howling windstorm as I clutched the charged vatari crystal hanging around my neck. I squeezed, releasing the magic stored within. Energy flooded through me, sinking into my scar, which greedily devoured every spark. And as it fed, my true power was released.

      The power of the Sorekûl Drakath.

      I didn’t claim to fully understand the bizarre nature of my abilities, especially since I barely remembered anything about my past before I’d fought that damn dragon. But somehow, the lingering wound I’d suffered from that battle had transformed me from a fate-cursed elf without a spark of sorcerous potential into what I was today.

      Not merely a man, but a magic-devouring monster who hunted other monsters. And who was really fucking good at it.

      Drawing my second sword, I charged the group to my left. For all their hunting skills, Tirzak weren’t particularly bright or adaptable. The quicker you could disrupt their plan by getting in their face, the better.

      The bug man at the front of their tiny formation was armed with a weird, double-tipped spear-staff, while the other two carried bone hatchets and more of the star-shaped throwing knives. The first one set himself against my reckless charge as if I were cavalry, probably hoping I would impale myself and make things easy for him. But now that I’d fed it the magic it so desperately craved, my scar had rewarded me with twice the strength and thrice the speed of any normal elf. Swifter than wind, stronger than steel. A split second before he stabbed me with the spear, I slid beneath his lunge and sliced low across his body.

      Tirzak shells were tough, but they were no match for my moonsilver blades. I severed one of his legs cleanly at the knee, then rolled clear of the spray of green blood as his agonized chitters reverberated up and down the ravine.

      His partners were quick, I had to give them that. They both turned and hurled one of their star-knives at me, assuming I wouldn’t be able to dodge at point-blank range.

      They were half-right: even as I twisted away from the first knife, the second struck me in the shoulder. My boiled leather pauldron absorbed most of the blow, though it still hurt like bloody hell.

      But nothing as quaint as pain could stop me, not after my scar had been awakened. Bracing my feet against the rocky ground to halt the momentum from my initial charge, I lunged back into the fray. The Tirzak met me with their axes this time, but they were crude weapons meant for a chaotic melee, not a duel against a stronger, faster, and dramatically more skilled opponent. A pair of severed bug arms joined the gushing leg on the ground. Two slashes and one thrust through the heart later, the rest of their bodies joined them.

      Their feelers had barely stopped twitching by the time the second group was swarming over me. They weren’t any more cautious than the others, other than the fact they tried to throw their knives at me before engaging with their axes. But with the extra speed from my scar, it was a trivial matter to roll away from the spinning weapons and out of the slick pools of blood that might cost me my precious footing.

      I became a blur of leather and steel as the Tirzak descended upon me. My swords hacked through carapace and chitin, and my brigandine was soon splattered with gore. As the last member of the pack fell before me, his impaled thorax spouting a geyser of blood, I caught a glimpse of movement from the corner of my eye as the final group rushed toward Faradah and Sabari.

      There was no possible way I could intercept them in time, and Faradah was still engrossed sending blast after blast of air up through the overhang to ward off the Tirzak above. Sabari didn’t have any weapons or offensive magic at her disposal…

      But she did have something every bit as powerful.

      The forlorn melody filled the ravine as she opened her ruby lips. Her voice was so smooth, so rich, so captivating that it could bring a deaf man to his knees. Even having heard the song countless times before, my mind threatened to go blank. My swords nearly slipped from my grip as I became entranced by her call…

      Focus! I commanded myself. Breathe!

      The stench of the corpses surrounding me proved to be my salvation. Sucking in a deep, putrid breath, I refocused my attention and dashed to aid the girls. The last Tirzak were only a few yards away from them now, and Sabari seemed so delicate and helpless standing there at Faradah’s side. But while the mantis warriors weren’t truly men—or at least, not the type who needed their balls drained by beautiful women like elves or orcs or even humans—they still weren’t entirely immune to the siren’s call.

      They slowed their formerly reckless charge as they drew close, their antennae twitching in curiosity at the enchanting tune. And the delay gave Faradah all the time she needed to realize their peril, then harness and redirect her powers.

      The air buzzed like a bassline behind Sabari’s song, and sparks of electricity suddenly raced down the djinn’s slender blue arms. Pointing almost casually at the nearest Tirzak, she launched a brilliant bolt of lightning from her outstretched fingertip and burned a hole right through its armored torso. The bolt arced back and forth between the others, roasting the entire group inside their shells.

      And then it was over.

      I kept a wary eye on the overhang for several seconds, wondering if any more of the creatures might emerge to launch another attack. But if anyone up there had survived, they’d apparently had the good sense to turn and run back to their clutch rather than continue a hopeless hunt.

      “I forgot what a joy it is to watch you fight.” Sabari’s lips curled into a smile as the last notes of her song faded, and her brown eyes studied the gore splattered across my armor in amusement. “But perhaps you should take a dip in the stream before we continue?”

      I grunted as I lowered my blades and caught my breath. The surge of power in my scar was already starting to ebb, and I wasn’t looking forward to the painful crash that would inevitably follow. Still, at least the energy had already mended the minor wounds I’d suffered in the skirmish. If only it could mend the tears in my clothes and armor so easily.

      “We shouldn’t linger,” I said. “There’s always a chance the rest of their clutch is camped nearby, and I’d rather not have to fight through all of them.”

      “Wise and powerful,” Faradah said giddily, sparks flying from her fingertips as she clapped her hands. All traces of the fear that had nearly consumed her were gone. “I knew you would help us, Raz!”

      I glanced behind me at the corpses, my nose curling at the acrid odor of ozone. I wasn’t convinced they’d even needed my help.

      “This trip isn’t over yet,” I muttered. “Let’s go find this thief.”
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      The crash when the power faded from my scar wasn’t as painful as I’d feared, but it was painful enough. My chest burned as if I’d impaled myself with molten metal straight out of the forge. I had learned to hide it pretty well, though, and I made sure to walk far enough ahead of the girls that I could cringe and grit my teeth in peace while the agony gradually receded.

      I didn’t understand precisely what caused the backlash any more than I understood how the scar worked. I’d heard tales of the famed Blade Dancers suffering similar effects from their vatari tattoos, albeit less severe. The principle seemed similar: their markings absorbed magic to give them power, just like my scar. The difference was that their markings didn’t seem to grow more ravenous with each use.

      Blade Dancers also got to look sexy when they took their shirts off, while I just had this nasty purple gash in my sternum. It hardly seemed fair.

      The pain had mostly subsided to a dull throb by the time we reached the sorcerer’s lair, though I had a feeling I’d need to draw more power from my crystal before this was over…unless Tynov was stupid enough to blast me with his magic and feed my hunger the old-fashioned way instead. He wouldn’t be the first sorcerer arrogant enough to try.

      According to my companions, the laboratory was inside a cave along the western wall of the gulch. The entrance proved difficult to see between the long shadows cast by the overhang and a thatch of nearby thornbushes, to the point I might have missed it altogether if Sabari hadn’t been there to show me.

      The three of us took cover behind an oversized boulder once the entrance came into view. Signaling the girls to stay put, I scouted around for any guards or traps. But my cursory sweep of the nearby area once again didn’t reveal anything, hidden or otherwise.

      “Not a single man watching the entrance?” I asked.

      “He is confident that his wards are sufficient to repel potential thieves,” Sabari said. “But they will not stop you.”

      I frowned skeptically. Even in the major cities where sorcerers ruled over everyone else, they still employed plenty of guards at their estates. If nothing else, they needed a defense against their rival houses. But out here in the wild, with Ayrogi and Tirzak and a wide variety of actual monsters, leaving your front door wide open seemed especially foolish.

      Not to mention suspicious.

      “I don’t suppose there’s anything else you want to tell me?” I asked. “Some major detail you conveniently forgot until the last moment?”

      “We’ve told you everything, Raz,” Faradah said, once again reverting to her kicked-puppy tone. “Why would we lie about something so serious?”

      “I don’t know, but it wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “Whatever guardians he may have within will be no match for you,” Sabari said. “But if he has discovered the nature of our binding stones, we may not be able to assist you.”

      There was something in the way she said the words—a stumble in her normally smooth cadence—that set off a warning bell in the back of my mind. Both girls looked like they wanted to say something but couldn’t bring themselves to do so…

      “Right,” I said, a pit twisting in my stomach as something finally clicked in the back of my mind. “But I don’t suppose you can just wait outside, either?”

      “No,” Sabari said, her brown eyes looking deep into mine. “We cannot.”

      I nodded as my suspicions were confirmed then swore under my breath. Still, this did explain why there were no guards…and why, if I had to guess, any magical wards inside the cave had likely already been disabled.

      Rising from behind the boulder, suddenly quite certain that nothing would happen to me until I was standing face-to-face with this Tynov scion, I drew my crossbow and loaded three of the specialized bolts from my ammo case. Each bolt clicked as it slid home in the mechanical cartridge. The vatari crystal tips sacrificed range and punching power compared to normal iron or steel broadheads, but they were the weapon of choice when fighting sorcerers.

      “Then we might as well get this over with, huh?” I asked lightly, keeping the crossbow in my left hand and drawing a blade in the other. “Let’s go.”

      The girls followed behind me in uncharacteristic silence, and I didn’t bother breaking it. If history were any guide, this sorcerer’s trap would probably be overly elaborate and not as clever as he thought.

      The entrance to the cave was narrow and natural, though it didn’t take long for both of those variables to change. Perhaps ten yards in, the rough walls turned smooth and straight, and there was even a carpet on the floor and lit torch sconces on the walls. It seemed more like we had entered a furnished basement rather than a cavern in the middle of the wilderness.

      The passage eventually reached a split with two paths, one leading further down and the other continuing onward the same direction we were going. The girls gestured toward the latter, and I continued with my weapons clutched firmly in hand.

      Half a minute later, the passage opened up into a large, circular chamber that seemed like a combination of a sitting room and a library from a nobleman’s estate. A plush couch dominated the center, flanked on either side by elaborate matching divans as well as a small table. Bookshelves lined the walls, but they were stacked so high there was a semicircular balcony complete with a railing about fifteen feet in the air.

      And sitting on the couch waiting for us, a goblet in his right hand and something unseen clutched in the other, was an elven man wearing a pristine blue-white robe. His skin was as alabaster-pale as most highborn whose lifestyle kept them out of the sun, and he even had a silly silver circlet upon his brow as if I’d caught him playing dress-up.

      Standing next to the couch, a scowl on its bovine face, was a hulking minotaur bodyguard holding a massive ax that probably weighed as much as I did.

      “Come in, come in…” The elf beckoned. “And here I was worried you might have gotten lost.”

      I was about twenty yards away when I first spotted the man and his beast. If I’d been any closer, I might have just shot him with my crossbow right then and there. But the range was too far to waste the precious bolt, especially since the minotaur was in a decent position to intercept it.

      “Don’t be shy, step forward!” Pherion Tynov said, setting down his goblet but keeping his other hand firmly shut. “Haven’t I made you feel at home? I did leave the door wide open for you.”

      “Thanks,” I grunted, locking eyes with the minotaur. He looked a bit on the older side, though it was difficult to tell aside from the tufts of white fur around his snout.

      “There’s nothing for you to worry about here,” the sorcerer went on. “After all, I am but a humble sorcerer, and you are the great Magic Eater. Or do you prefer Monster Hunter? Or perhaps Dragon Slayer?”

      “Which one gets you to shut up and tell me what’s going on?”

      Pherion chuckled softly. “Yes, these beautiful ladies warned me that you had your own unique brand of charm. For once, I see they were telling the truth.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder. Sabari and Faradah stood several yards behind me, having stopped the moment we entered the rom. They both wore remorseful looks on their normally joyful faces.

      “The Grand Magistrix herself once told me that demons will never speak truth if a lie will suffice,” the sorcerer went on. “But she underestimates the spirits who dwell on this side of the Pale. Fey and demons are more similar than different. They are all creatures of chaos who desperately need a mortal mind to guide them.”

      “Or control them?” I asked bitterly, gesturing to his closed hand. “Not to spoil your dramatic reveal.”

      Pherion smiled darkly as he opened his fist and revealed the binding stones within his palm. “Oh, it’s quite all right,” he said, rising to his feet. “I assumed you’d figure it out sooner or later. Honestly, once the creatures told me that you were quite fond of them, I realized the truth would only provide you with that much more motivation to come.”

      “We are sorry, Raz!” Faradah pleaded, voice shaking. “He didn’t—”

      “Enough!” Pherion growled, holding out the stones. “Now, get on your knees where you belong. Both of you!”

      The girls obeyed without hesitation. Normally, seeing them kneeling sent an eager rush of blood to my loins, but watching this seventh-rate sorcerer boss them around just set my blood on fire. I took another step forward, mentally calculating how close I wanted to be before I pulled the trigger…

      “That’s better,” the sorcerer sneered. “You see, some creatures just need to be put in their place.”

      “Drop the stones,” I said coldly, “and I’ll consider letting you walk out of here with all your fingers.”

      His grin turned even darker. “All in good time, my friend. But first, I wanted to take the opportunity to get to know you better. You are a legend, after all—a traitorous highborn who murders his own people at the behest of miscreants and fools.”

      “So, what, you think you can kill me and claim the bounty? Is that it?”

      “You make it sound so mundane, my friend! There are many people in the capital who want you dead…including the Dragon Sovereign himself.”

      “Too bad for him,” I grumbled, noting that the minotaur still hadn’t reacted to my slow encroachment. “But if you used those stones to force the girls to bring me here, surely you also used it to ask them about me. They must have told you what I’m capable of.”

      “Oh, they did,” Pherion confirmed as he twirled Faradah’s sapphire navel ring between his fingers. “In exquisite detail. The man they describe has the martial skills of a Dal’Rethi Blade Dancer combined with the hunting and tracking prowess of the best ranger from Falinor. Impressive by any standards.”

      He closed his hand around the gemstone again. “But they also described your bizarre wound to me. An interesting phenomenon, to be sure. It’s no wonder you’ve surprised so many unsuspecting channelers over the past few years.”

      “But not you,” I said.

      “Not me,” he agreed. “You see, the Dragon Sovereign himself has placed a bounty on your head—fifty thousand drakes to anyone who can bring the head of the Sorekûl Drakath back to Tel Kithas. It’s quite a sum, isn’t it? Enough to make your life quite miserable. I imagine it’s only a matter of time before the news reaches every backwater in the realm, even out here in the Reach. And then, my scarred friend, you will quite literally have nowhere left to go.”

      “I’ll manage,” I said, taking another step forward. “But for now, I’m going to give you one more chance to drop those stones and go back to…whatever it is seventh-rate sons do. Maybe throw a party in your villa for all the other scions whose mothers are so far down the wife list they don’t even get numbers?”

      I had the satisfaction of watching the smarmy grin finally melt from his lips.

      “You have no idea how much I’m going to enjoy this,” he seethed. “It would have been bad enough if you were a human dog or orc savage, but the fact that you’re a traitor…I’ll make sure the Grand Magistrix finds a way to preserve that head of yours when it’s mounted on a spike before the palace gates.”

      “Run, Raz!” Sabari shouted from behind me. “You can’t—”

      “That’s quite enough from you,” Pherion said sharply. “Just sit there and watch while I show this toy of yours the price of treachery.”

      “You had your chance,” I said. “Too bad.”

      Taking a last step forward, I fired the crossbow at his chest.

      The minotaur didn’t move to defend his master. He didn’t need to. An instant before the bolt struck home, the sorcerer vanished…and reappeared a few feet away, along with three exact copies of himself scattered about the room, including two on the library balcony above.

      “Fool!” all four of the copies spat. “Did you seriously believe I would go to all this trouble only to let you murder me in my own sanctum?”

      “Well, you do live in a cave,” I said with a shrug. “You clearly aren’t the brightest lantern in the family barn.”

      I glanced between the images to see if I could discern which was the real one. Illusion magic was powerful, but amateurs often made mistakes. Sabari had taught me to look for the slightest imperfections...

      But for all his arrogance, this little house turd did have some skill. He had every detail down pat, from the girly frills on the sleeves of his robe to the sparkle of the silver tiara around his head.

      “Nice trick,” I said, flicking the reloading cartridge on the crossbow to load in another bolt.

      “It’s time to teach you the penalty for insolence,” Pherion said. “Grosk, if you’d be so kind as to bring me the head of this cretin…”

      The minotaur lifted his ax and strode forward. Faradah gasped behind me. I could hardly blame her for being concerned. The beast-man was easily twice my size and around three times my weight, and I hadn’t bothered to feed my scar with energy yet. Even without his weapon, he could pulp me with a single brutish punch.

      Still, I didn’t panic. As the monster stomped toward me, cloven feet pounding on the stone floor, I caught the subtle wobble in his gait—probably an old wound that had never fully healed. As far as weaknesses went, it wasn’t much.

      But it was enough.

      The minotaur roared when he got close, but the way he favored his left leg caused the slightest hesitation when he set his feet, opening an almost imperceptible gap in his defenses. He lifted his weapon, and the moment he reached the apex of his chopping motion, I rolled to my right and plunged the tip of my blade through his ribcage into his heart.

      He might have been dead before his body hit the ground; it was difficult to know for sure. But regardless, the wheeze that escaped his lungs when he collapsed was as unceremonious as it was anticlimactic.

      “Okay,” I said, wrenching my blade free and glaring at the mirror images around the chamber. “Hope you weren’t overpaying him.”

      I had expected the sorcerer to shit his pants and start begging me for mercy, though I would have settled for him gaping in astonishment. When he just laughed instead, I wondered if he might have actually been more powerful than I realized…or perhaps merely less sane.

      “Excellent,” Pherion said, clapping his hands together. “Better than I could have imagined. Wouldn’t you agree, my dears?”

      “Let us go now, and he won’t do the same to you,” Sabari said.

      “It’s too late for that,” I said, baring my teeth as I lunged for the closest image to the left side of the couch. I swiped my blade across its throat…and unsurprisingly, it vanished into nothingness.

      Pherion chortled in amusement. “I harbored no illusions about Grosk killing the notorious Slayer of the Reach,” he said. “At least, not without help…”

      The three remaining duplicates all thrust out their hands, and the air began to hiss and pop as if it had suddenly been set on fire. I knew the sound well. It fit the rumors I’d heard about House Tynov’s desperation for power at any cost.

      He wasn’t merely a sorcerer—he was a warlock. A Palerender.

      “You see, these spirits of yours are more than just delicate beauties,” Pherion said as green fire engulfed the hands of all his images. “They are also the fuel for your destruction.”

      Sabari and Faradah shrieked when the Palefire engulfed the binding stones in his palm. Grimacing, I lunged across the chamber to the other image…but once again, it dissipated when my blade swept through its neck, leaving only the two images on the library balcony above.

      “Here is your monster, Slayer,” the sorcerer sneered. “And your doom!”

      The sizzling hiss in the air twisted into a full-blown keen as he sundered the barrier between the physical world and the Pale. He wrenched a demonic spirit from its prison…

      And directed it into the corpse of the minotaur lying in a pool of blood.

      I was no stranger to the horrors of possession. Demons could linger in the physical world by inhabiting a host body, even a dead one. I had fought quite a few of them over the years, though typically only after they had possessed a body long enough for it to take on the grotesque visage of their true form.

      The minotaur, conveniently, didn’t need a demon’s help to grow horns or fur or cloven feet. It had the complete package prepped and ready to go the instant the spirit entered the body. So, when the former corpse suddenly inhaled sharply and its once-dead eyes blazed a bright, malefic red, I couldn’t think of anything clever to say.

      “Shit,” I hissed, dropping my crossbow and clutching the charged crystal around my neck.

      A surge of power raced through me even as the creature snarled and lumbered back to its feet.

      “You call Raz a traitor,” Faradah spat through clenched teeth. “Yet you violate Imperial law with shadow magic?”

      “I’ll just have to tell the Dragon Sovereign that I killed this wretch myself,” Pherion said. “Now, beast…destroy the Magic Eater! Obey me, and you may feast on the fey. You can even take one of their bodies to wear as your own if you like.”

      The demon probably didn’t need any more motivation to kill me, but it still snarled as it picked up its ax and charged. A minute earlier, I hadn’t needed the power from my scar to overcome the beast’s enormous advantage in size and strength. But with the might and fury of a demon augmenting it further, that had changed. I didn’t stand a chance in a fair fight…or even one where I cheated.

      I leapt away the demon’s first arcing swipe a heartbeat before it cleaved me in half, then tucked myself into a ball and rolled before its follow-up chop transformed me into a bloody smear on the rug. I slashed my blade across its meaty haunch while I tumbled past, spraying blood across the sorcerer’s fancy couch. But pain was rarely an obstacle to a possessed body, let alone a demon who fed upon agony as if it were a delicacy.

      “Even if you strike it down, I’ll summon more,” Pherion’s last two images taunted. “Hack off its limbs, spill its innards…it makes no difference, Dragon Slayer. These precious stones have enough fuel to summon an entire army!”

      The demon roared and charged me again, denying me the opportunity for witty repartee. This time I stood my ground, however, drawing my off-hand sword and crossing both blades in front of me to block his downward slash. I lowered my right arm the instant our weapons clashed, allowing its momentum to carry the blade of his ax downward to its left. I then pulled back, planning to skewer its flank with a double-bladed thrust…but the demon lashed out with its right arm and slammed its forearm into my chin.

      It was a miracle I didn’t lose any teeth. I didn’t even remember the time between the impact of his arm and when I found myself lying slouched against the wall. I tasted and then felt blood dribbling over my lips. My eyes focused enough to see my swords lying on the floor well out of reach. I must have flown a solid five yards before colliding with the wall.

      “Perhaps I’ll summon a demon to wear your corpse as well,” Pherion taunted again. “Why bother carrying your rotting head all the way to Tel Kithas when a demon could do it for me?”

      “Raz!” Sabari called out. “Remember how to—”

      “Silence!” Pherion snarled, holding up the stones. “Seal those pretty lips of yours until I command otherwise, hmm?”

      The siren’s mouth clamped shut as the demon lumbered toward me, red eyes blazing and ax clutched menacingly in both hands. In a few heartbeats, it would be close enough to cut me in half…but I wasn’t really looking at the beast. I was looking at Sabari.

      Or rather, what she was looking at.

      Forced into silence by the sorcerer’s command, she had resorted to a simpler way of getting her message across. She was staring hard at the illusory image on the right side of the balcony. I might not have been able to tell them apart from the real thing, but I had no doubt that she could.

      I had no way to reach the balcony, of course—even with my scar feeding my speed and strength, a fifteen-foot standing leap was beyond my abilities. I could grab the edge of the balcony and pull myself up, but only if there wasn’t a demon trying to chop me in half in the process.

      Which meant I really had only one choice.

      Hauling myself back to my feet, not bothering to retrieve my fallen swords as I did so, I braced myself for the demon’s charge. It lowered its head this time as it moved, intent on goring me to death with its horns rather than cleaving me with its ax. I held my breath and watched as it got closer, trying to wait until the last possible instant before I dodged…

      Just in time. The minotaur’s horn grazed my flank as I leapt away, drawing a line of fiery agony across my ribs. I ignored the pain while I dashed back across the chamber and dove at my discarded crossbow. I swept it up in my hand as I rolled past, skidding several feet across the stone before my momentum came to a halt. Dropping to a knee for stability, I lifted the weapon and took aim at the minotaur, ensuring that the vatari-tipped bolt was still locked and loaded as my finger found the trigger.

      The beast had already whirled back around, and in about two seconds, its horns would be back in my face. Pherion was laughing, knowing it would take far more than a single shot to kill his monstrous minion.

      It was then, right when he threw back his head for a good cackle, that I shifted my aim and shot him instead.

      The bolt tore right through his robe, his magical defenses, and the flesh beneath. He gaped down in horror at the fletching jutting out of his chest as blood rushed over his lips. His eyes flicked back to me one last time before he slumped forward and toppled over the railing.

      But in shooting him, I’d doomed myself. Once anchored in a physical body, demons didn’t just merrily run back into the Pale if the fool who had summoned them ate crow. This one was more than happy to squash me with or without a master to control it, and its minotaur body continued thundering forward. Caught flat-footed in the center of the room, there was no way I could dodge in time, and without either of my blades, I had no chance to parry.

      Yet as the sorcerer collapsed, the binding stones he’d been holding fell out of his hand. And before they even reached the floor, I heard the familiar deep hum of a gathering electrical charge…

      A furious bolt of lightning streaked right past my face, singing my cheek, then striking the minotaur a split second before it split me in half. The afterimage of the bolt seared into my eyes, blinding me as the creature released an agonized howl. While I pawed at my eyes, trying to claw away the burning afterimage, I heard the massive ax hitting the floor…followed by a rumbling thud as its owner joined it.

      “Raz!”

      I heard Sabari calling out to me, and I felt her arms wrap around my neck before my vision returned. The pain in my side was already numbing as my scar knitted my wound, but I could feel the warm wetness of blood soaking through my shirt and into my armor. But then Faradah was there, too, the residual energy on her fingertips buzzing pleasantly against my skin.

      “You did it!” the djinn exclaimed, the storm blazing in her eyes as bright as I had ever seen.

      “We are so sorry, love,” Sabari said, squeezing my arm. “We never meant to trick you! But once he had the stones—”

      “I understand,” I replied as soothingly as I could. “It’s all right.”

      “We would never do anything to hurt you,” Faradah said, reaching up to cup my cheeks in her blue hands. Her fingers were so smooth they were practically feathers. “You know that, right?”

      “Mostly,” I grunted.

      She leaned forward to plant a soft kiss on my lips. When her tongue slipped through, the electric charge of her tongue sent a shiver through my whole body, feeding my magic-hungry scar…and sending a rush of excited blood to my manhood.

      But it wouldn’t last, not here, surrounded by the acrid stench of death and scorched fur. I pulled away and scooped the fallen navel rings off the floor, then back to the beautiful faces of the two fey women at my side. A hundred scandalous ideas for how I might use the binding stones suddenly rushed through my mind…but I temporarily pushed them aside and gestured with my chin.

      “I assume the two of you got a good look around this place before,” I said. “Does this asshole have a bedroom in here somewhere? Preferably a nice one?”

      “Yes,” Sabari said, nodding. “On the lower level. It may be a good place for to rest and…heal.”

      “Good,” I said, glaring at the dead scion and resisting the urge to spit on his corpse. “Because I suddenly have an idea.”
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      The lower level of the sorcerer’s lair was indeed empty, just as the girls claimed. No guardians, no magical wards, no anything besides a few extra rooms. One appeared to be an alchemist’s laboratory with an underground herb garden in an adjoining cave, and I peeked inside long enough to confirm he was indeed growing the lichen I needed for my elixir—the same kind I hadn’t managed to buy in the Underworld market before getting chased out.


      For now, though, my chest and back were still aching like hell. I needed to sit down and rest long enough for my scar to regenerate my battered flesh. Faradah and Sabari led me into the scion’s bedroom, which exuded the same wealthy, pampered asshole aura as his frilly robe and baby-smooth skin. The bed itself was wide enough for that minotaur to have slept on with several feet to spare, and the sheets and blankets looked like Rivani silk.


      He even had a full dining area on the right side and a reading nook on the left. If teleportation magic weren’t so difficult and dangerous, I could have easily assumed that he’d just moved his entire suite here from the Tynov estate back in Tel Kithas.


      “You need to lie down, love,” Sabari said as the girls helped me to the bed. “At least for a little while.”


      “I can feed you my magic if it helps,” Faradah offered. “And perhaps recharge your crystal?”


      I groaned as I sat down on the edge of the bed. “I’ll be all right for now.” I unstrapped my brigandine coat and dropped it on the lushly carpeted floor. It would need some repairs, as would the shirt underneath. But the actual slash from the demon’s goring charge had already closed over, and the pain was pretty much gone.


      “There is water if we need to clean it,” Sabari said as she sat down on my left and began unbuttoning my shirt.


      “That won’t be necessary,” I told her, though of course she already knew that. She just preferred me to be shirtless whenever I was around her. Oddly, I had the same preference with her…


      “We should look just in case,” Faradah said as she seated herself on my right side and began helping remove my shirt.


      Despite the impending crash I knew was coming since I’d fed my scar, I didn’t feel tired in the least. Though that probably had something to do with the beautiful women flanking me on either side. From this angle, it was impossible not to appreciate the ample olive cleavage practically spilling out of Sabari’s bandeau…or the bountiful blue version barely contained by Faradah’s golden metal bikini top.


      Their bare legs were right there, too, so soft, smooth, and shapely. The kind that seemed to waste time if they weren’t wrapped around a man’s waist or propped up on his shoulders…


      They tossed my shirt onto the floor atop my armor, and their hands immediately began roaming across my chiseled chest. They weren’t the least bit disgusted or deterred by the purplish gash in my sternum; on the contrary, Faradah raked her fingertips along it, knowing it would feed upon the magic eternally coursing through her. A wave of euphoria poured through me as my scar fed anew, and I moaned in delight when Sabari joined in and dragged her fingers across my ribcage the way she knew I liked.


      “Just relax, love,” she purred in a low voice that could only raise a man’s heartbeat, not slow it down. “We’ll take care of you.”


      I could have easily fallen back onto the bed and let them tend to me with their gentle ministrations. But there was something I wanted to do first.


      “You’re forgetting something,” I said, opening my hand and offering them their binding stones. “You know, the whole reason we came out here in the first place?”


      “We didn’t forget,” Sabari said with a snicker as she gently kissed my left pec. “They just didn’t seem as important all of a sudden.”


      I grunted. “Well, you should take them. And try not to lose them this time.”


      The girls turned to look at one another, and they both got an almost feral glint in their eyes as they reached out and took the stones from my palm. I had to admit, I was looking forward to watching them put the rings back on. Any excuse to stare at their flat, toned bellies was welcome.


      They moved in near unison, straightening their postures as they moved to clip the rings through their pierced navels. I was so distracted by their delicate movements—and shapely stomachs—that it didn’t occur to me that the colors were mismatched until they were already clipped in place.


      “I think you mixed them up,” I said, pointing to the sapphire gem in Sabari’s belly. “Maybe we need to engrave your names on them, too.”


      “They’re right where they belong, love,” Sabari assured me with a sly, scandalous grin before she shot Faradah a smoldering look. “What are you waiting for? Kiss him and make it better.”


      I had just frowned in confusion when Faradah, compelled by her stone in the siren’s belly, took my head in her hands and pulled me in for a kiss. Her lightning-laced tongue passed through my lips, and the resulting buzz of energy sent a tingle through my entire body…but mostly in my cock.


      “That’s better, isn’t it?” Sabari purred again as her hands feathered across my chest. “It’s been so long since you let us take care of you…”


      Faradah’s kiss was so deep, so passionate, I couldn’t help but swivel my body and place my hands at her waist. Her blue skin was always so cool and smooth to the touch, and I let my fingers enjoy the subtle curves of her abs and the feminine arch of her lower back.


      Sabari, not content merely to watch as the djinn obeyed her command, left the bed, and knelt behind Faradah. Consumed by the stormy kiss, my eyes were fastened closed…but then I heard a familiar clink as the siren unclasped the djinn’s golden metal bikini top.


      My fingers slid upward across Faradah’s stomach to the bountiful blue bosom above. I cupped her breasts as the fabric fell away, feeling their warmth and give. I assumed it was some trick of fey magic, but her tits always seemed twice as large when they were unrestrained. They were every bit as smooth as her stomach but so cushy I couldn’t help but squeeze.


      “Give him a taste,” Sabari ordered. “He’s more than earned it.”


      Faradah pulled back so quickly our mouths smacked when they separated, but thanks to the power of the gem, she didn’t even have time to lick at her lips before she was grabbing her own tits and offering them to me like a delicacy.


      Which they absolutely were.


      I hungrily took her left breast into my mouth, my tongue flicking across the darker blue skin of her nipple. Faradah moaned in delight, her tongue sliding across her lips to revel in the echo of our kiss. The sound became a whimper as I took the hardening bud between my teeth in a playful nip. When I switched to her other breast, I found it as irresistible as the first. I sucked, teased, and tasted her salty-sweet peak until it was fully stiff. My cock was already so hard it was practically splitting through my trousers. How I yearned to slide it between her blue pillows and make an absolute mess of her pretty face.


      But Faradah had Sabari’s ruby in her belly, and now that her mouth was free, she decided to put that power to use.


      “Sing for us,” the djinn said. “The ‘Sky’s Lament,’ all verses.”


      I saw a look of surprised annoyance cross Sabari’s face—she clearly hadn’t expected to get cast aside so quickly, let alone with a dark elf medley that was several minutes long. But her mesmerizing voice broke into the beauteous, ethereal song, and Faradah gave me a wicked smirk as she slid off the edge of the bed so that she was on her knees in front me as well.


      My trousers had never been a match for their skilled fingers, and today was no exception. My cock was free, upright, and throbbing in front of her full lips in a matter of seconds - before Sabari had even finished the first chorus. The siren glared at the djinn as she claimed the first taste of me, sliding her tongue up the full length of my shaft before flicking across the tip.


      “It has been too long, Raz,” Faradah said breathily, curling two slender fingers around the base. “And I am so thirsty from the heat…”


      A spark of electricity leapt from her tongue to my throbbing head, yet it didn’t hurt. On the contrary, the jolt of pleasure that rocketed through me was almost enough to make me drain my balls all over her face right then and there. But then she continued her work, lathering my shaft with her tongue while gently stroking my base with her fingers.


      The contrast of her blue skin against her red lips and pink tongue was pleasing to behold, though it didn’t last long. Sabari had just moved into the final verse when Faradah opened her lips wide and took me into her mouth inch by throbbing inch. Another spark of energy jolted through me when I was halfway inside, and then another when I pushed past her tonsils. At this rate, I was going to cum before Sabari could finish the song…which had probably been Faradah’s plan all along.


      I appreciated her cunning, but she had gotten all my attention at this point. And despite the lilting beauty of Sabari’s voice, she had a genuinely mournful look on her face as she realized how close the djinn was to earning her reward. Her face hovered close to my length even as she sang, her breath caressing me. But even as Faradah began to bob up and down on my cock. Even as I felt the dam inside me about to burst, I decided to throw a little chaos into the game just to see how it would all play out.


      Taking a firm hold of Faradah’s black hair, I pulled her head back and off my cock. There was an audible pop when my cock sprang free, and she looked at me with eyes wide, perhaps wondering if I preferred to leave my mess on her pretty face where everyone could see it. But I reached out and grabbed Sabari’s head instead, and just as she began the final epic chorus, I shoved my cock right down her throat.


      There was something strangely satisfying about hearing her siren’s song cut off with a surprised gurgle, but her brown eyes lit up in delight when she realized I’d subverted the djinn’s plan. The sudden warmth of her mouth was a welcome paradise, as was the tighter, fluttering squeeze of her throat, and I kept my hand planted firmly on the back of her skull as the rush of euphoria surged inside me…


      And then crested. I relaxed my grip as I painted her mouth and tonsils with a searing deluge of seed, glorious spurt after glorious spurt.


      “No fair!” Faradah protested, lips twisting into a pouty scowl. “That was mine!”


      Sabari was too busy trying to endure the flood. She gleefully opened her throat for me as I continued pumping her full of a tank I hadn’t emptied in far too long.


      “You will not swallow!” Faradah shouted, grabbing the siren’s arm. “I command it!”


      Sabari’s eyes widened when she realized she couldn’t possibly contain my bounty without gulping it down before I’d finished, but as before, she had no choice but to obey. The last two spurts trickled over her lips and dribbled down her chin, then merged into a pearly river slowing crawling down her smooth, slender neck. The sight of her on her knees practically drowning on my cum kept me hard even after I’d fired my last spurt, and it was just as satisfying to watch her tilt back her head to try and hold it all in after my cock finally slipped free of her lips.


      With her mouth filled to the brim and her voice forcibly silenced, Sabari may have been as helpless as I had ever seen her. I half expected Faradah to leave her like that for a while out of spite, but just as I’d hoped, her lust soon overpowered her pettiness.


      “Give it to me!” she demanded, opening her mouth and tilting back her head.


      Sabari’s expression crumpled, but she couldn’t stop herself from leaning forward and pouring my still-fresh bounty into the djinn’s waiting mouth. My cock throbbed as I watched my viscous seed pass between them, some of it spilling and trickling down Faradah’s blue cheeks. But the moment Sabari’s mouth was empty, she put her voice back to use.


      “Give it back!” she insisted, tilting back her own head again.


      Faradah had just started to swallow, and her eyes flashed in frustration when she realized that she was now the one who couldn’t speak. She leaned forward, mimicking the siren’s momma-bird technique to let my seed pour back into the other woman’s waiting mouth.


      I could tell that Faradah planned to turn the tables a third time the moment her mouth was empty, but Sabari was ahead of the game. She began gulping it down glob by glob so she couldn’t be denied her prize.


      “That’s not fair!” the djinn protested once it was all finally gone. “Raz made that for me!”


      “There’s plenty more, don’t worry,” I soothed, leaning against the mattress as I recovered. Distantly, I tried to imagine a single thing more invigorating for a man’s ego than watching a pair of immortal beings compete for his cum, but I was drawing a blank.


      “If you cheat again, I will make you sing an entire Drolask opera!” Faradah said, still glaring at Sabari.


      The siren snorted even as she daintily dabbed at the seed on her neck and brought it to her lips to savor. “If you don’t stop whining, love, I’ll order you to spend the entire evening outside the cave.”


      The djinn’s stormy eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t dare!”


      “No one’s going anywhere,” I said, holding out my hands diplomatically. “But you are going to give me back those stones.”


      Their gazes promptly shifted from each other to me.


      “What?” they asked in unison.


      “It’s for the best,” I said, holding out a hand at each of them. “Come on, it will make everything easier.”


      They didn’t have to obey me—at least, not yet—but when they made eye contact with one another again, they both grinned impishly…then unclasped the navel rings.


      “That’s better,” I said as I reached out to reclaim the stones. “For everyone.”


      Snickering, I slid Faradah’s ring onto my left hand, then did the same with Sabari’s on my right. I could feel the warmth and energy within them, swirling with all the primal chaos they were made of. Using them was almost trivially easy. All I had to do was concentrate the slightest amount…


      “All right,” I said, looking at Sabari. “Get on the bed. Flat on your back.”


      I would have been lying if I claimed it wasn’t a thrill to watch a beautiful woman instantly and unquestionably obey me. She was lying sideways across the bed in a heartbeat, brown eyes eager for my next command. But instead, I turned to Faradah.


      “Strip her,” I said. “Now!”


      The djinn hopped to her feet and lunged onto the bed. She pulled off the siren’s skirt with a single tug, revealing the slick, hairless quim beneath. Her bandeau came off almost as easily, and I took a moment to appreciate the smooth olive curves of her breasts. Faradah’s body may have been more exotic, from her blue skin to her stormy eyes to her lightning lips, but Sabari’s body was like the perfect mortal woman in its purest form. Eternally young, supremely taut, and forever ready for a strong man to split her in half with his raging cock…


      “Good,” I said, nodding my approval. “Now get on top of her but face the opposite direction.”


      Once again, the djinn obeyed without question, though it was clear she would have done so even without the stone on my finger. She crawled on top of Sabari, straddling her on all-fours with her head over Sabari’s waist and her waist over Sabari’s head. Stepping up behind her, I pulled off her skirt as well, revealing a taut blue ass as silky smooth as the rest of her. I gave it a hard, satisfying smack then climbed up onto the bed and positioned myself behind her.


      Feeling the mattress shift, Faradah arched her lower back and spread her knees even more, presenting herself to be claimed. She bit her lower lip, her breath hastening.


      My cock was already as hard as when it had been lodged down her throat a few minutes ago, and I didn’t hesitate to bring the swollen tip up against her slick folds. Her pink labia, like her mouth and tongue, were a striking contrast to the endless blue sea of her skin.


      I felt another shock of energy ripple through me when my cock met Faradah’s sex, and I closed my eyes and reveled in the sensation. The absolute best part of Faradah—aside from her immortal fey beauty and incredible cock-sucking skill—was the fact that sliding my cock inside her was like fucking a magic thundercloud. The more my scar fed, the hornier and harder I got.


      And the less I could resist the urge to just let myself go and pound her cunt into submission. And when Sabari, mere inches beneath us, leaned up to flick her tongue across the base of my shaft, I knew it would be absolutely impossible to exercise restraint.


      So, I decided not to bother.


      “Make her cum,” I ordered the djinn, smacking her ass again. “As quickly as you can.”


      Without waiting for her to comply, I thrust inside Faradah, stretching the walls of her quim with my throbbing girth. She moaned in delight as I pushed deeper, and she may have even squealed when I bottomed out. I couldn’t quite tell, though, since by then she already had a mouthful of Sabari.


      “That’s it,” I whispered, groaning as I withdrew, then thrust back in. The djinn’s inner muscles tightened, fluttered, and she moaned between Sabari’s legs. It was hard not to grab hold of Faradah’s raven mane and snap back her head. She liked it when I played rough, but I didn’t want to pull her away from her feast when I already felt Sabari bucking in delight beneath us.


      There was something inherently special about the sounds any woman made when she was aroused. The moans, gurgles, and coos were a sensual symphony. But when a siren made those same sounds…


      I couldn’t tell whether her whimpers were genuinely more melodic or not. All I knew was that hearing them brought an immediate smile to my lips, and the more breathless she became, the harder my hips were compelled to churn.


      It only took a few moments before I was rutting Faradah for all I was worth, my hips slapping against her ass and my balls doing the same to Sabari’s face. And when the siren cried out in climax, it was like an entire choir of women were all getting off at once.


      “Fuck!” I snarled, enraptured by the song and right on the edge of release.


      It would have been so easy to let myself pop inside Faradah, and even easier to lean back and let the mess drain over Sabari’s face while her friend was still coming down. The djinn really had gotten a raw deal in our first bout, so unloading deep inside her seemed like a proper reward.


      But I was hungry for Sabari’s flower, too, and there was still one surefire way I could make both happy.


      I pulled out a heartbeat before I burst, triggering a disappointed moan from Faradah and a throb of need from my cock. I let myself sit there for a moment, my member slick with the djinn’s juices, fighting the temptation to shove it right back in and fill her up as if I were breeding her. But I gritted my teeth until I regained control then focused my concentration on the rings.


      “Get off her,” I said to Faradah. “Right now!”


      Her kicked-puppy face was even more heartbreaking than her voice. She probably thought I was about to deny her two rewards in one sitting, but she still did as she was told and rolled off the siren. I spun myself around to position myself between Sabari’s legs, and she wasted no time wrapping them around me and pulling toward her core.


      “I’m all yours, love,” she cooed, still breathless from her climax. “Have me as you like.”


      Placing my tip at her sodden slit, I effortlessly thrust inside…and was promptly reminded just how tight she was, like an unstretched virgin just waiting to be ravaged for the first time. She helped ease me into her with an upward roll of her hips, and I felt her ankles lock around my back as I sank all the way inside. Meanwhile, Faradah was just sitting there next to us, looking as despondent as I had ever seen her.


      But she wouldn’t have to wait long for her reward. With my cock already primed from her stormy sex, there was no way I’d be able to last more than a few minutes. I was eager to feel the grip of Sabari’s cunt, eager to see her nubile body heave at my movements, eager to hear her breathless gasps as I fucked her like she so desperately wanted…


      “Inside, love,” Sabari begged. “Give it all to me…”


      I clenched my teeth as I marched closer and closer to the abyss…


      “Not this time,” I said, pulling out at the last instant—


      And exploded all over her. The first jet was so powerful it arced across her nubile body and struck her in the nose, and the second had enough strength to paint her lips and chin. The rest splattered across her firm tits and her taut stomach until she looked as glazed as a morning pastry. She sang in joy as I covered her, and the last spurt had just dribbled over her belly when she reached out to scoop it up with her fingers.


      “Leave it,” I rasped, turning to Faradah. “It’s all yours.”


      The djinn’s eyes went from mournful to ecstatic in the span of a single heartbeat. She pounced atop Sabari, her tongue greedily seeking out every drop of the prize she’d been denied once already. And as she licked the siren’s perfect body clean, I leaned away to recover while I planned my next attack.


      [image: image-placeholder]

      All told, it was an exceptionally long, wet, and satisfying night fucking the sorcerer’s would-be thralls atop his own bed. More than once, I found myself tempted to stay here for a few days and relax. But there was always a chance that some other idiot from House Tynoc might come to check on their brother, and the girls did still owe me some coin.


      We woke up in a sticky pile at an indeterminate hour. I managed to get out of bed first. My poor shirt was still soaked with blood, and my poor armor was still ripped in multiple places. But my body felt better than it had in a long time for some reason. My scar didn’t even hurt.


      “You wish to leave already, Raz?” Faradah asked, letting the sheets fall from her breasts as she leaned up.


      “We should get back as soon as possible,” I said, debating if I wanted to get dressed. “After I look through the garden a bit.”


      Sabari tutted as she leaned up as well. “But it’s still early. And there’s so much we haven’t done.”


      “That’s all right. We’ll have plenty of time on the road.”


      The girls shared a confused glance.


      “But there could be more Tirzak out there,” Faradah said. “Or Ayrogi. It isn’t safe to let our guard down.”


      “Not that road,” I said. “I mean the road to the east. It’s time we all left the Reach for a bit.”


      While they both blinked in confusion, I chuckled and finished tying up my boots.


      “I learned one very important thing last night,” I said, holding up my hands with the rings still on my fingers. “The two of you obviously can’t be trusted to keep these safe.”


      “What are you talking about?” Faradah asked. “This is the first time they’ve ever been stolen!”


      “And hopefully it will be the last. It’s probably best if I hang onto them for a while. You know, just to keep you out of trouble.” I smiled and pulled my shirt over my head. “The two of you have caused enough trouble around here the past few years, and there’s always a chance another Tynov will come looking for their idiot brother. It’s safer if you leave for new hunting grounds, at least for a while. So, you’re going to follow me east.”


      The girls shared another look that quickly turned into lascivious grins.


      “Is that your first command?” Faradah asked, eyelashes fluttering. “Master?”


      I shook my head. “No. First, I want you to get down on your knees. Second,” I added, pointing to Sabari. “I want you to bend over that divan and wait until I’m ready for you.”


      I could feel the power of the stones on my fingers, practically begging me to use them again. It wouldn’t be difficult. They only needed the smallest amount of concentration.


      But perhaps the best part of having them was knowing that I didn’t actually need them. I never had, and I never would.


      “Any questions?” I asked.


      Faradah shook her head as she slipped out of the sheets and knelt before me. “No questions at all.”


      “No,” Sabari agreed, sliding off the bed and sauntering to the divan before presenting herself for me. “Master has made his desire perfectly clear.”


      “Good,” I said, brushing my hand through Faradah’s hair as her blue fingers curled around my cock. “I think this will be the start of a very profitable partnership.”
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          House Mandar


          Krynn Mandar (highborn male): Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal


          Miniel (highborn female): Dragon Priestess, First Wife, Vaz Gorati Sister
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          The Underborn and Allies


          Mogra Karn (human male): Warlord of the Reach


          Talona (faeyn female): Godsworn agent, High Priestess of Illisaya


          Fendryl (drow male): House Teviss agent


          Sovereign’s Council
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          Prologue


        


        

          9605: The 5th Year of Sovereign Krynn Mandar’s Reign


        


      


      

        

          The parked merchant carriage was long and narrow, and the frayed, red-gold sail mounted on a mast protruding through the roof made it look like a sailing ship on wheels. The lines that normally secured the sail had been left to dangle freely, but there was no wind tonight. The red-gold rectangle hung limp like a forlorn banner.  


          The Nogasti nomads were the only ones who built their carriages in such a way, not merely for decorative flair but because they genuinely believed that if their sky god favored them, the hot Droughtlands winds would ease the burden from their mounts. 


          Lathriel had no idea if the sail worked or not. What she did know was that the men who had been driving the carriage all day weren’t Nogasti nomads. In fact, they weren’t human at all. 


          Crouching atop the low cliff hiding her from view, being careful not to dislodge any rocks and give away her position, she drew an arrow from her quiver and gently nocked it to her bowstring. Her brother had spent countless hours teaching her how to move quietly when she stalked her prey, and her years as a scout in the Skywatch had only reinforced his lessons. 


          It was almost a waste that she didn’t need to worry about that here. Her targets were laughing so boisterously around their campfire that they wouldn’t have been able to hear her even if they’d been fully alert.


          She set her jaw as one of the Avetharri soldiers finally drifted away from the campfire toward the parked carriage about fifteen yards away. The flat, arid plains were shrouded in darkness, and the firelight didn’t offer any help when her target walked around to the other side of the carriage. But she knew he’d gone over there for a reason, and she waited patiently for him to activate his glowstone.


          The blue light was soft and dim, not much brighter than a candle, but that was more than enough for her to see him push aside the red curtains and reach through the carriage window in search of the liquor his commander didn’t want his underlings to drink. Fortunately for the soldiers, their commander was currently inside his tent fucking the whore they’d brought along for entertainment. 


          Drawing in a deep breath and holding it, Lathriel lifted her bow and took aim. The soldier had helpfully removed his helmet and left it by the campfire, giving her a clear, unobstructed look at his long white hair, dirty face, and pointed ears. 


          He had just popped the cork and brought the bottle of wine to his lips when her arrow split open his skull and splattered gore across the back of the wagon. The bottle shattered on the hard rocky ground at his feet, which immediately killed the ongoing conversation at the campfire. Lathriel nocked another arrow and waited, wondering if both remaining soldiers would come to investigate at the same time and save her the trouble of picking them off one by one. But one of the men had been stripping off his armor in preparation for his turn with the whore, and he signaled for the other to go prevent their friend from raiding the commander’s stash.


          Lathriel had her bow drawn and ready when the second soldier rounded the carriage and spotted the body of his comrade. She didn’t even give him time to gasp before she put an arrow through the narrow gap in his helmet’s visor and added his corpse to the pile. 


          The clatter of his armor crumpling to the ground didn’t draw attention the same way the shattering glass had, though that may have had something to do with the increasingly loud theatrics coming from the tent. The commander must have been nearly finished with the whore, and the remaining soldier was clearly more concerned about being ready for his turn than whatever his drunken companions were doing behind the carriage. 


          Unfortunately, that meant he probably wouldn’t come to investigate right away, and he was too far away for her to guarantee a quick kill. Besides, if she waited much longer, there was a chance the commander would emerge from the tent and make this more complicated than it needed to be. While she didn’t doubt her ability to take out two of these fools at once, there was no reason to be sloppy. Especially since it increased the odds that the whore would get injured in the skirmish.


          Sliding her bow onto her back, Lathriel stood upright and shuffled to the edge of her perch. The sides of the sloping, crescent-shaped cliff were jagged enough to offer plenty of good handholds, and she struck a balance between speed and silence as she climbed down. She stalked forward once she reached the ground, her hand dropping to her belt to retrieve one of her slender throwing knives. 


          “What in the bloody void is going on back there?” the remaining soldier grumbled to himself as he pulled off his right boot. He muttered something else she couldn’t hear, then abruptly turned around. 


          Lathriel was caught in the open about halfway between the carriage and the campfire with nowhere to hide. But that was all right. This hunt would soon be over. 


          The soldier’s face lit up at the sight of the masked assailant stalking him, but just like with his friends, she didn’t give him time to shout a warning before she hurled the knife into his throat. His choked-off gurgles weren’t loud enough to disturb his commander in the tent, though landing on the fire might change that. So, a heartbeat before his body collapsed into the flames, Lathriel stretched out with her mind and tapped into her newfound power. 


          A warm, soothing sensation engulfed her, as if she had submerged herself in a hot bath. Using the techniques the Sarodihm had taught her—techniques she didn’t fully understand—she manipulated the air surrounding the campfire and sucked it away, leaving an empty bubble in its place. 


          Denied its necessary fuel, the fire sputtered out. And when the guard’s corpse toppled onto the embers, it did so in absolute silence. 


          She held the spell for several seconds, watching as the heat tried to ignite the man’s clothing only to fail without air to sustain the blaze. Smoke still rose up from the corpse, and she had to endure the continued furious grunting from inside the tent. But as the commander’s euphoric moans grew louder and faster, she finally released her spell and allowed the air to return in a rush. The lingering sizzle sounded similar enough to the crackling of wood that there was no way a man in mid-coitus would possibly discern the difference. 


          The camp had gone dark, however, which would draw his attention once he was finally finished. In preparation, Lathriel wrenched her knife from the throat of the dead soldier, then skulked her way over to the side of the tent. 


          She didn’t have to wait long. The commander finished in a flurry of awkward grunts, and perhaps a minute later, he pushed open the flap of the tent and stepped outside. Lathriel gave him two whole seconds to gape in shock at the corpse smothering the fire before she pounced from the shadows and slit his throat. She didn’t bother holding on to his body or trying to muffle the noise of his inevitable collapse. She kicked him onto his face as he choked on his own blood, then slipped inside the tent with her knife still in hand. 


          The whore was still kneeling atop the pile of cushions. Like Lathriel, she was a faeyn—and probably about the same age, too, with brown hair and eyes. Her naked body was glistening with the guard commander’s seed, a ritual no doubt designed to remind his men who had the right and privilege to take her first. 


          There but for the grace of the gods…


          Lathriel winced at the thought. It hadn’t been that long ago when her family had been trying to groom her as a future concubine. If they’d gotten their way, she could have easily ended up in the same position as this girl, spending her nights on her back in exchange for coin to support her family. Her brother had been the only one who’d bucked the idea; he was the reason she had learned to hunt and shoot and defend herself. 


          This girl obviously hadn’t been so lucky. She screamed at the top of her lungs the moment she saw Lathriel enter. 


          “I’m not going to hurt you,” Lathriel soothed, lowering the knife in her hand and pulling down her hood and mask with the other. She had hoped that the sight of another wood elf female might help the girl relax, but it didn’t seem to have any effect at all. 


          “Please!” she blubbered, “Please, don’t…don’t…”


          “I won’t.” 


          Lathriel stayed still with her hands held out, but it didn’t take long before the other woman was a sobbing, quivering mess on the cushions.


          “Shit,” Lathriel hissed in exasperation, glancing around the tent. The recovery team would be here soon, and she could have them bring this girl back to their camp where she’d be safe. And once she calmed down, the Sarodihm would give her the opportunity to join up. 


          She wouldn’t be the first to take such an offer.


          For now, though, there was obviously nothing Lathriel could do to help. She started searching the tent instead, though nothing immediately jumped out as useful. No letters or equipment, no coin or stash of vatari dust…


          These men had definitely gone all-in on the Nogasti merchant charade, which likely meant that the ruse had worked in the past. It wasn’t all that surprising. The Dragon Sovereign understood that his enemies in the Reach wouldn’t attack human merchants on their way to Sethuil, and he’d decided to use that to his advantage. If not for their spies in the city, she never would have known the truth about this shipment. 


          Lathriel scowled. Krynn Mandar was a liar, a murderer, and a slaver…but he wasn’t stupid. He knew that the rebels in the Reach—the Underborn—would attack Sethuil soon, and he was funneling weapons, armor, and supplies into his city any way he could. This was the third caravan she’d intercepted herself. The question was what exactly this one was carrying. 


          After casting a final mournful glance at the cowering faeyn woman, Lathriel slipped out of the tent and made her way to the carriage. Since the guards had already helpfully opened the side window for her, she plucked the fallen glowstone from the growing pools of blood and used it to look inside. The visible cargo was nothing special—mostly liquor with a few cases of herbs and spices—but there had to be more somewhere inside. 


          Pulling herself up onto the sill of the window, being careful to stay on the lookout for warding glyphs or other potential surprises, Lathriel slipped into the carriage to get a better look. She found the hidden compartment less than a minute later, and she reached out to the Aether to dispel the nearly invisible ward sealing it shut. 


          She expected to find a small stash of moonsilver weapons—glaives, shields, arrows. But instead, the cargo was little more than raw materials. 


          “What?” she breathed, inspecting a crate of iron ingots. On the side of the hold were numerous smaller boxes and pouches, and a quick inspection revealed that they were filled with vatari dust. Not runestones, not glyphs, not even molds—just dust. 


          It was still quite valuable, of course, especially the vatari. Even raw dust had quintupled in value thanks to the Sovereign’s insistence on controlling exports from Selod Maril to the rest of the Empire. But raw materials weren’t going to help the defenders, certainly not on any reasonable timeframe. Surely the Sovereign knew that the Underborn were planning to attack Sethuil soon…


          Lathriel had no explanation for the strange discovery, but the back of her neck was still tingling uncomfortably when she slid outside the carriage and heard the approaching hooves of the recovery team coming to secure the cargo. 


          What in the Moonmaiden’s name is the Sovereign up to now? 


          Her allies rolled up in their empty wagon shortly thereafter. She counted about a dozen of them, mostly humans and half-orcs like the majority of the Underborn. A year ago, many of them had been laboring away in the fields or mines outside Vimaldis, but now, thanks to a charismatic leader—and careful aid from the Sarodihm—they were on the verge of liberating the entire Reach from the Sovereign’s control.


          The only non-human among them, a young dark elven man with short white hair and glowing red eyes, headed straight for her. His leather armor had been stripped of all identifying markings just in case he got captured. House Teviss couldn’t afford to be seen supporting the Underborn rebels, not without invoking the Sovereign’s wrath. 


          “Incredible,” Fendryl said, his head shaking. “One day you’ll have to let me tag along. I want to see how a single woman could take out—”


          “There’s a whore in the tent,” Lathriel interrupted. “Take her back to your camp and let her get cleaned up, then bring to her to the fort. I’m holding you personally responsible for her safety. If anyone so much as lays a hand on her…”


          “They won’t,” he said, frowning. “You have my word.”


          “Good.” Her lips thinned as his men pried open the back of the carriage in preparation to transfer the cargo. “Karn will be disappointed, but there’s no weapons for us to take.”


          Fendryl raised an eyebrow. “What?”


          “The whole shipment is raw materials. Iron, vatari, herbs…” Lathriel shrugged. “We need to figure out what they’re for.”


          His expression turned grim. “Maybe the Sovereign knew we were tracking his shipments. This way, stealing it isn’t nearly as valuable. We have enough smiths to use the iron, but the vatari might as well be salt. None of the dustborn know a damn thing about artifice.”


          “Neither do we,” Lathriel reminded him tartly. “But that can’t be the reason. Karn’s armies have been camped at Nost Darah for a month. The Sovereign must know his artificers won’t have enough time to do anything with these materials before we attack.”


          “The Sovereign is an arrogant man,” Fendryl said, one of his white eyebrows lifting. “You of all people shouldn’t need to be reminded of that.”


          Lathriel skewered him with a glare, but he immediately raised his hands in apology. 


          “Sorry, that was…well, sorry,” he managed awkwardly. “Anyway, whatever he planned to use this cargo for, we stopped him. Any advantage we can give these people is worth it. The more equipment the Sovereign wastes on infighting, the less he’ll have to supply his armies on the borders. Eventually, the Empire will break through and depose him.”


          Even if they do, it won’t bring Alamir back. Nothing will. 


          The black thought burned like venom inside her. No, there was nothing she could do to resurrect Alamir, nor his vision for the future of Abethaal. Whoever the Empire eventually installed on the throne, there was every reason to believe that he would be every bit as cruel and oppressive. And there was no way he’d free the armies of conscripted dustborn slaves. He would likely just use them to “restore order” in the province. 


          But that was tomorrow’s battle. Today, her only priority was to take the fight to the man who had murdered Alamir. 


          And kill him.


          “Get everything loaded,” she said. “I’m going to head back.”


          “Wait,” Fendryl said, reaching out to take her wrist as she tried to turn. But when she shot him a glare that could have melted stone, he promptly let go. “I, uh…don’t you want to celebrate your victory? Karn’s people wouldn’t appreciate the wine anyway. You deserve a chance to—”


          “Get it done,” Lathriel said. “And remember, no one lays a finger on the girl.”


          She strode off into the darkness without waiting for a reply. She hiked the quarter mile around the hills to where her wyvern, Vilyanos, waited. He was half-asleep when she returned, and his orange-yellow eyes opened at her approach. His poisonous stinger began to twitch excitedly when she placed her hand on his neck. 


          “Boring night, I know,” she said, rubbing his scales the way he liked. “Maybe next time we won’t have to bother with stealth.”


          She hopped into the saddle, and a minute later they were airborne and flying west toward the Virshale Peaks. With her new power, she was able to stir the air beneath her mount’s wings, increasing his speed beyond anything she’d thought possible before she’d felt the touch of the Aether. 


          Before she had made her pact with the Sarodihm…and the Old Gods they served. 


          Lathriel harbored no illusions about the nature of her dark bargain. But giving her life—her very soul—to the Godsworn was a small price to pay for the power to stand up to a dragon. 


          And avenge the only man she had ever loved.
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          Faith and Destiny


        


      


      

        The vatari dagger speared into my chest, stealing my breath and  unleashing a river of molten agony in my veins. 
“Don’t worry,” my best friend said, his green eyes blazing and his lips twisted into a dark, cruel smile. “The Vorskai will pay for what they did to you. I will make certain of it.” 
And then, with a stiff kick, he sent me plummeting off the edge of the plateau into the valley. The wind whipped past my ears as the ground rushed to greet me…and for a few heartbeats, the world seemed to halt around me. I could see the trail of blood spewing from my wound; I could hear the snapping of bone and flesh as my murderer transformed into a dragon. And right before my dying body crashed into the rocks beneath the Dragonfall overlook, I could see the faces of everyone I’d leave behind. 
My father and mother. Sariss and Karethys. Lathriel…
There was no pain when I hit the ground, only a brutal impact, as if my body were already dead. Yet, before the darkness crashed over me, I could hear the red dragon overhead unleashing devastation across the valley. And I could see the red-haired girl I’d come here to meet running for her life as the flames consumed everyone and everything around her…
I awoke with a start, my hand clutching at my chest as if I’d been stabbed. But there was nothing there. No blood, no dagger, no shirt. All that remained was my wounded flesh and the now-vivid memory of its creation. After five long years, the fog clouding my mind had been lifted, and I remembered who I really was. 
And the fatal mistake I’d made. 
Wincing against the sudden twinge of pain from the purple scar at the center of my chest, I leaned up from my bedroll and looked out at the clear, moonlit sky. The Vorskai had pulled back from the burned-out villages in the Dragonfall valley and set up camp closer to the entrance of the gorm tunnel they used to travel beneath the mountains. If Krynn did return—or if he sent his wyvern riders to try and finish the job for him—the humans could easily retreat into the tunnels and disappear. But no one wanted to rest underground unless they had to.
Pulling off my blanket, taking care to be as quiet as I could, I brought myself to my feet and stepped away from my bedroll, leaning against one of the many boulders here in the foothills. The camp was elevated enough to give me a clear view of the rest of the valley, especially since my half-drow eyes could see as well in the darkness as daylight. There weren’t many remaining signs of this afternoon’s battle; the raging fires I’d started when I’d wiped out Krynn’s army had long since gone out, and the once-impenetrable columns of smoke had been carried away by a strong breeze. 
In their place was a constant flurry of movement from the crows converging for a midnight feast. They would be disappointed that I hadn’t left them much besides ash and bone. 
But I feared they wouldn’t stay hungry for long. More death and destruction would follow before this was over. Of that, I had no doubt. 
With a weary sigh, I held my right arm out in front of me. Before the battle, it had been a long time since I’d replaced my soft, pallid gray flesh with black scales. But now, after five long years, I could once again feel the dragon blood coursing through my veins. 
Yet when I reached out to ignite it, everything felt different than I remembered. 
Something within me had changed yesterday during my battle with Krynn. Tyris had given me the strength I’d needed to unleash the power of my heritage, but ever since I’d awakened after the battle, the dragon blood had felt like poison in my veins. 
All thanks to the corrupted vatari, I thought darkly. The enduring gift from the man who tried to murder me. 
Lowering my arm, I glanced back at the Vorskai girl—the Vorskai woman—lying on her bedroll a few yards away from me. I could feel her power from here, even when I closed my eyes, and I couldn’t help but think about the bizarre circumstances that had brought us together in the first place. 
With Alamir’s—my—memories restored, it felt like only yesterday that I’d taken Sariss to Tiralis and interrogated that Vorskai messenger. His claim had seemed outlandish—the very idea of a human with dragon blood in her veins went against everything the Vaz Gorati sisterhood preached about the nature of our gift. But Tyris wasn’t human, not completely. The blood of a Great House flowed within her veins, and the Vorskai remained convinced that our union was preordained. 
As did Tyris herself. Together, she said, we would liberate her people, end the Blood Drought, and usher in a new age for Varellon and the Avethian Empire. 
As Alamir, I had never been an advocate of prophecy, and Rasmus had distrusted magical portents even more. But I did know one thing for certain: this girl was something special. And in a strange way, I felt responsible for her. My folly here at Dragonfall five years ago had nearly gotten her killed. It was not a mistake I planned to repeat. 
But it was a betrayal I planned to avenge. Soon. 
Gritting my teeth, the face of my former best friend flashing before my eyes, I walked farther away from the camp out into the valley past the Vorskai sentries. Once I was alone in the darkness, I tapped the blue glamour stone hanging around my neck and dismissed my illusory clothing, then reached out to my dragon blood and set it aflame. 
Or rather, tried to. But what had once been second nature now felt like a distant memory, hazy and out of reach. Persevering, I pushed harder—and suddenly felt spikes of agony stab through my entire body. 
“Fuck,” I snarled, stopping before I keeled over. Without Tyris, I couldn’t do it. Her power was like the flint to my tinder, the only spark that could push me past the hungry vatari that stood between me and my birthright. Without her…
Without her I couldn’t become my true self. Not merely Alamir or Rasmus, but a dragon. A Wyrm Lord. 
The rightful Sovereign of Abethaal. 
I sat in silence for several minutes before I touched the glamour stone and restored my illusory clothing. A part of me was tempted to run back to the camp and wake her up. With her touch, I could spread my wings. I could head straight for Tel Kithas, then land atop the aviary and demand to face the man who’d betrayed me. 
But as pleasant as it was to imagine returning home and reclaiming what was mine, I knew it was only a fantasy. For now, at least. I may have had the personal power to smash my way into the palace, but without the political power to back it up, my triumph would be short-lived. 
The hard truth of the matter was that I hadn’t been a beloved figure like some of my ancestors in the distant past. If I had, exposing Krynn’s betrayal might have been enough to restore my throne all by itself. But the Great Houses of Abethaal had opposed me when I’d been alive—they’d resented the thought of a half-drow prince, and they hadn’t liked my agenda for the future much, either. They wouldn’t simply fall into line if I came back from the dead. 
No, this was going to be a lot more complicated than exposing a murder. Well, attempted murder—twice. And I couldn’t do it alone. 
I needed to get back to Borkesh and Sabari, and I needed to find my wives. Krynn would undoubtedly be searching for them, assuming he didn’t already know where they were…and hadn’t harmed them after my “death.”
A knot of dread twisted in my stomach, followed by a fresh twinge of pain from my scar. When I had taken dragon form yesterday, the wound had blossomed into something more like a glowing green seam of vatari. I’d looked like some kind of monster. And even now, I could feel its corruption sapping my strength…
As Rasmus the Slayer, I had known that my remaining time on Varellon would be short. I was an elf cursed to live the short life of a dustborn. The orc healers had doubted I would survive a year. Others had given me a bit longer. But in every case, I had known I was living on borrowed time, and I’d come to accept it. 
But that was before I remembered who I really was…and all the things I still needed to do. My wives needed protection. My throne needed saving. And all of Abethaal needed a generation of healing to undo the damage Krynn had done…
A sudden rustle in the grass caught my attention. I turned to see the Vorskai chieftain—the Mosh’Dalar—approaching from the darkness. I couldn’t tell if he’d been asleep or not since he was still wearing the same tattered brown robe and bone headdress as yesterday. 
“Sorry if I woke you,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I just wanted some fresh air.”
“The Moshai beckoned me,” the chieftain said. “To aid the Dragon Messiah.”
I stifled a snort. “I wondered if you would still call me that. You said my destiny was to defeat the Sovereign, but he escaped.”
“You will defeat him,” the chieftain said. “The truth is whispered in the Moshai.”
The quiet confidence in his voice made me envious. He seemed so…unburdened from the complexities of doubt. 
“I don’t suppose it whispered when this would happen, did it?” I asked. “A week? A month? Twenty years?”
“You will defeat him,” the man repeated. “And the Vorskai will be there at your side.”
I’ll take that as a no, I thought to myself. Still, portents of victory were better than the alternative, even if they were frustratingly vague.
The Mosh’Dalar was giving me an odd look. He was perhaps fifty years old, only twice my age, yet he looked more withered than any elf ever would. Such was the curse of the dustborn.
“The Dragon Messiah is filled with uncertainty,” the human said eventually. It was more of a statement than a question. 
“About some things,” I admitted. “But you needn’t worry. I plan to prove your prophecy true, at least the part where I destroy Krynn. He has a lot to answer for.”
The man nodded almost imperceptibly. “But you fear you will not have time before the corruption claims you.”
“Yes,” I said, looking upon him with new eyes and wondering what, if anything, he might know about my scar. “I have been told by many healers and apothecaries that it will kill me someday. Of course, that was before I remembered who and what I was.”
The Mosh’Dalar ventured a few steps closer. “The corruption has seeped into your blood.”
“So it would seem,” I muttered. “And it’s worse when I transform. The wound looks like it came from a ballista bolt, not a dagger.”
“It is a part of you,” he said, opening his palm. I felt the Aether swirl around him as he channeled a spell…and the hunger of my scar flared.
“I don’t suppose your people are experts in cleansing vatari corruption.”
“No,” he lamented, his tone odd. Perhaps the sarcasm was lost in translation. “It is born of darkness and death. And the more you stir your blood, the faster it will consume you.”
My jaw clenched. I had been debating that exact question. I wondered how he knew…or if perhaps he was simply guessing like all the other healers. 
“I was afraid of that,” I said soberly. “I have to figure out how to cure it.”
“The taint cannot be cured.”
My eyes narrowed. “How can you possibly be certain of that?”
“The venom of the Otherworld is not like any other poison,” he said. “It is deep and stubborn. It cannot be cured, only cleansed by flame.”
I followed his gaze back toward the camp. “You mean Tyris.”
“The union of Avetharri and human. The union of the flower and the dragon.”
I grunted, remembering all the Sorokar and Vermillion heraldry in the palace. They were both ancient houses, and it wasn’t as if they had never crossed blood before. Though admittedly, it had been a long time. 
“Is that a different prophecy or part of the same one?” I asked, trying not to sound too skeptical.
“The Moshai has not whispered this truth to me,” the chieftain confessed. “Only her.”
I fell into silence. We were too far away to see the camp, but my mind filled with the image of the slumbering woman I’d only known for a few days. Five years ago, Alamir had been prepared to marry her as part of a peace agreement with the Vorskai. 
The dissonance between the two lives I had lived wasn’t merely confusing. Every time the memories crossed paths, it was as if a part of my sanity slipped away. Truths I’d known as Rasmus weren’t the same as the ones I’d known as Alamir. It was like walking in an echo of another man’s life…or perhaps stepping over his grave.
“Tyris told me that she’s had visions others have not,” I said. “That was why she went to Siren Falls herself.”
“Her belief has never wavered,” the Mosh’Dalar said. “And now you are here among us. If she had not followed her heart, the Vorskai would have perished.”
He wasn’t wrong. If the Vorskai had gone to Krynn’s meeting without me, he would have slaughtered them. And if they’d fallen back into the caverns, his army would have chased them. Krynn might have even ordered them to seek out and destroy the Vorskai settlements scattered throughout the mountains.
“Only she can temper the corruption,” the Mosh’Dalar added. “And only you can destroy the Dragon Sovereign.”
“It’s a nice story,” I said quietly. “For all our sakes, I hope it’s true.”
The chieftain studied me yet again. I couldn’t help but notice the burns scarring the side of his face and arm. Like my chest, they were wounds from Krynn’s betrayal at Dragonfall. 
“I understand your fear, Fakash Tal’Shira,” he said. “Your past was stolen from you, and your future has a short wick.”
“Yes,” I said. “I made peace with dying a long time ago, but that was before I realized how much I have left to do.”
“You asked if the Moshai has told me when you will be victorious. In a way, it has.”
My smile was tight. “Because if I don’t have much time left, it must be soon.”
He nodded gravely. “You carry a great burden. But you are the Dragon Messiah. It is your destiny to sacrifice your own future for ours.”
A coldness crawled up my back. 
“I suppose we’ll find out,” I whispered. I looked up at the sky, aglitter with countless stars crowned by a blazing silver crescent moon. “I can’t stay here. I hope you understand that. I need to find my other allies.”
“Yes,” the Mosh’Dalar said. “We will return to the mountains for a time…but only for a time. The valley calls us home, and many are ready to answer.”
“I understand,” I said, sweeping my gaze out across the green, fertile lands marred by burned-out villages and smoldering corpses. “You’ll get your chance one day.”
“I know we will,” the chieftain said with a weary grin. “But you should rest. As you said, you have much to do in precious little time.”
He turned and began hobbling back toward the camp. I watched him for a moment, wondering as always if I should believe a word of the Vorskai prophecies…and if he was right about the nature—and inevitability—of my festering wound. I didn’t want to believe it. Because if he was right, I might not have had time to find my wives, let alone defeat Krynn and restore Abethaal…
But then, I had survived death once. I could do it again. Not out of stubbornness or pride or a lust for vengeance, but because there were three women out there counting on me. Women I loved…women I had unwittingly abandoned for five long years. 
“I’m coming,” I said into the darkness, ignoring the fresh spike of pain inside me. “I promise.”
[image: image-placeholder]Yet again, I awoke with a start, but this time there was no dagger plunging through my chest. Instead, it was pure magical energy. 
“I apologize,” Tyris said, lifting her hand from my chest. “I did not mean to startle you.”
Blinking against the morning glare, I whipped my head around in search of potential threats…only to realize I was lying comfortably on my bedroll in the Vorskai camp. Tyris was crouched next to me, her face scrunched in concern. All around us, the rest of her tribe was already awake and preparing for the day ahead. 
“It’s all right,” I said, glancing down at my bare chest above my blanket. I could still feel the echo of her touch, and my scar felt as content as if it had devoured a magical feast. 
It’s going to take a long time before I get used to that, I thought to myself. The touch of a beautiful woman was always exciting, but this was more than mere lust.
“I did not wish you to oversleep,” Tyris said, smiling. “The rest of the tribe is getting ready for the journey.”
“In my defense, I had a busy day,” I replied dryly. I skipped the part where I’d spent several hours brooding last night after speaking to the Mosh’Dalar.
“I will bring you some food,” she offered, rising to her feet. 
Once she was gone, I ran a hand over my face and through my long white hair. Sitting up, I realized I’d had another reaction to Tyris’s energetic touch, this one below my waist. My manhood had made quite the tent in my blanket. 
“Shit,” I rasped, gathering up the blanket to make it less obvious. I had utterly destroyed my clothes when I’d taken dragon form to battle Krynn, and since the Vorskai didn’t have a convenient tailor shop lying around, I once again needed to rely on the glamour stone in my necklace to provide illusory clothing. 
I winced when I touched the blue crystal, thinking back to all the times I’d tapped its power for energy as Rasmus the Slayer. When I finally conjured an outfit, the elegant white tunic and black pants triggered another avalanche of dissonant memories. What Alamir had considered a “rustic” outfit was finery for Rasmus. The collision between my two lives once again left me disoriented. 
I had a feeling that was going to happen a lot over the next few days. And possibly weeks. 
Tyris returned with some fruit and water perhaps a minute later. She didn’t comment on my outfit, since she knew how the stone worked, but I was reasonably certain I caught an amused glimmer in her eyes now and then. Hopefully at least one of the shops in Siren Falls would have some real clothes for me to buy.
Less than an hour later, the Vorskai camp was packed up and underground, moving through the vast network of gorm tunnels beneath the Godsworn Rise. The group slowed to a more reasonable pace than the day before, presumably because they no longer needed to reach Dragonfall in time for the meeting with Krynn. Though a part of me wondered if it was more about malaise than a lack of motivation. Our collective moods had gone in opposite directions. Yesterday, they had been eager to push the confrontation against the Dragon Sovereign, while I had still been skeptical about their entire plan. And for today…
Well, I was eager to get back to Borkesh as soon as possible, but most of the Vorskai were visibly disappointed that they were once again being forced to retreat from the valley they had once called home. I couldn’t exactly blame them. It had been twenty years since the original Dragonfall, long enough that most of their warriors had never known life outside the mountains. But there were plenty of older Vorskai to tell them what it had been like to live in peace beneath the open sky. They simply wanted that future for their children. 
Thankfully, they listened to reason and delayed their homecoming a bit longer. They listened to anything I had to say, actually, even more than when I’d arrived. The looks of reverence on all their faces, not merely Tyris’s, confirmed that any doubts they may have had about their “Dragon Messiah” had vanished when I’d transformed and annihilated the Sovereign’s army. All they needed now was for me to kill my former best friend and finish the job. 
I allowed the thoughts of my next confrontation with Krynn to sustain me as we traveled throughout the day, though my vengeful fantasies were frequently interrupted by ruminations about how in the bloody void I was going to explain all of this to my current best friend. Borkesh was going to lose his mind. And Sabari…
Who could ever predict how a fey would react to anything? She might be horrified…or she might be aroused when it struck her how powerful I was. It was impossible to know. 
By early afternoon, we emerged from the tunnels at the Vorskai’s mountain village where we had slept the night before last. Having only seen it in darkness and morning twilight, I was surprised at how much more beautiful the narrow valley was in the middle of the day. The reflection of the sun on the myriad winding streams was almost blinding to my drow eyes, but the pleasant view of the lush grass and hardy oaks—not to the mention the relaxing sound of the mountain wind rustling the leaves—were worth the minor irritation. 
This little refuge might not have been as fertile or open as the Vorsk Valley the humans were so desperate to resettle, but it was still a far cry from the arid waste of the Droughtlands. This valley was also a hell of a lot more defensible, which I hoped they weren’t taking for granted. 
The rest of the Vorskai quickly dispersed into the small village to share stories of what had happened the previous day, which included quite a bit of vivid pantomiming about the dragon who had swooped down to save them from the Sovereign’s army. I was suddenly grateful there weren’t more children in the camp, otherwise I had a feeling I might have ended up swarmed by awestruck youngsters eager for a demonstration of my powers.
Tyris led me to the same tent where we had eaten that delicious mountain boar two nights ago. My stomach rumbled at the sweet scent of the cooking fires, and when I spotted another boar roasting over a spit, I sent a silent prayer of thanks to any dragon apostle who happened to be listening. 
“Is there enough game in this area to sustain the tribe?” I asked her while we stood behind the fire and watched the hunters work. 
“Only for the outlying settlements like this one,” she said. “The larger camps grow what they can, often underground.”
I nodded. It sounded like they had much in common with the underground drow settlements. As Alamir, I’d been quite proud of my dark elven heritage…but only until food was involved. The lichen and mushroom stew my mother loved was one of the most revolting things I’d ever tasted. 
I was about to ask Tyris what they grew when she turned away and set her gear down. My eyes fell on her sword. The rune-covered moonsilver blade was like a diamond amid gravel compared to the other Vorskai weapons. Right now, though, my eyes were drawn to the crest engraved in the silver crossguard. The symbol of House Vermillion, a blade with vines curled around the steel ending in a flower at the hilt, was almost as familiar as the coiled red dragon emblem of House Sorokar. 
“There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you about your sword,” I said instead. “That’s the House Vermillion emblem…I assume it belonged to your father.”
Tyris nodded as she crouched next to the weapon. “Yes. I’m told he died without the chance to draw it in his defense.”
“I know the feeling,” I muttered, my scar tingling when I thought about the vatari dagger piercing my chest. “It’s impressive. I didn’t realize he had a replica of Sabon Nyr.”
“It is no replica,” she said with surprising intensity. “It is Sabon Nyr.”
I blinked. “But that’s not possible. That blade was forged in the First Age. It was lost thousands of years ago.”
“No,” she insisted, lifting the weapon and placing it flat upon her palms. “It is here.”
My eyes slid along the sword when she slowly pulled it from its scabbard. The flower heraldry on the crossguard was unbelievably intricate, and the tiny runes etched into the metal blade had obviously been forged with exquisite care by a master artificer. It certainly looked like the legendary blade Raythe Vermillion had wielded against the Sarodihm assassins in the famous story. But there had also been countless forgeries and replicas crafted over the years.
While Tyris held the blade upright in her right hand, her left burst into flame. The runes began to glow blue in response to the magic. 
“They will not respond to anyone but a Vermillion scion,” Tyris said. “It is attuned to our blood legacy.”
“Interesting,” I said, and meant it. Runic attunements were rare and expensive, though hardly the sole province of ancient weapons. And they certainly weren’t proof that this was the legendary sword of House Vermillion. 
Still, I kept my skepticism to myself. The weapon was impressive whether it was the genuine article or not…as was her obvious skill wielding it. The blade appeared far too large for a woman her size to use effectively, but like all moonsilver weapons and armor, it was twice the strength of steel yet only a quarter the weight.
“I know you wish to return to your friends at the Falls,” Tyris said, “but I suggest we wait to leave until morning.”
I considered. I was eager to get back to Borkesh and Sabari, but I wasn’t overly enamored at the prospect of riding through tunnels for another half a day only to arrive around midnight. The other option, naturally, was to have Tyris help me turn into a dragon. I could fly us there in a few hours. 
But if the Mosh’Dalar was right that tapping into my tainted dragon blood would only accelerate my demise…
I needed to be careful. At least until I knew more about what was going on.
“More rest sounds good,” I said. “More food sounds even better.”
She smiled. “Let me get you some.”
The boar meat turned out to be as good the second time, perhaps even better thanks to the tenderness of this particular cut. The strange part was how much the seasoning suddenly reminded me of several of my favorite dishes the palace chefs used to make for me. Yet two nights ago, I hadn’t remembered eating in the palace at all…
“Is something wrong?” Tyris asked.
“Mmph?” I managed through my current mouthful. I shook my head and swallowed. “No, it’s good. Just thinking.”
I pushed the thought aside as best I could and focused on enjoying my meal. Of all the things I needed to tell Borkesh when I got back to him, this was probably the one part of the story I’d skip. He’d have an easier time handling me secretly being a dragon than missing out on not one, but two good meals. 
“The rest of the Vorskai will wait here while I accompany you,” Tyris said once we’d both had our fill. “Have you decided where you wish to go?”
I took a sip from my waterskin and turned my gaze west. “We have to return to the Falls first, but after that…” I shook my head. “It’s difficult to say. This isn’t going to be easy.”
“You mean finding your many wives?”
“Not that many,” I said, sounding oddly defensive even to my own ears. “Officially, I only took one before…well, before Dragonfall.” 
“I was told that Avetharri dragons amass vast harems of wives to serve them.”
“That depends on all sorts of things. These days, it’s certainly more common to take as many as possible in the hopes that at least one of them will bear you a dragon heir. But in the old days, the Wyrm Lords took a smaller number of wives—four, five, maybe six—and traveled the world with them before settling down.”
Tyris eyed me in silence for a moment. “You preferred that tradition?”
“I did,” I said. “I still do. I just need to find them…and protect them.”
I winced as a knife of pure guilt stabbed into my gut. If Krynn or any of his thugs so much as laid a finger on any of them…
“I suppose the obvious place to start is Lenya Valley,” I said, pulling my thoughts out of the abyss. “My first wife, Sariss, has family there. There’s a chance she returned home after I disappeared. Even if not, her family might know where she is.”
“Lenya is not far,” Tyris said, her brow furrowing as she searched her memory. “Perhaps two days from Siren Falls.”
I nodded. “Easy enough place to start, and there’s a chance Sariss might know where the others are. If not…the drow woman who hired Borkesh and me wanted us to turn you in at the Sethuil garrison. We could—”
I froze. My mind had conjured up the image of the drow woman who’d hired us back in the Bloated Ogre, and the memory of her violet eyes was like a slap in the face. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” I whispered, my knees going weak. I forced myself to concentrate on the memory and ensure I wasn’t fooling myself.
But no, I most certainly was not. The face, the voice… The drow who had hired us hadn’t been some Imperial operative. 
It had been Karethys. 
“What is it?” Tyris asked. 
“I…” I trailed off and tried to swallow the lump rising in my throat. “Just something I remembered.”
She stayed silent as I rubbed my eyes, waiting patiently for me to elaborate. There was no way I could explain everything. I wasn’t sure I understood it myself. What in Lahara’s name had happened to my meek, gentle concubine in the last five years?
Why didn’t she tell me who she was? I wondered. Why didn’t she tell me who I was? And why in the bloody void did she drop a bag of golden drakadas in my lap to encourage me to find the Vorskai dragon?
A thousand other questions swirled in my head, each making me dizzier than the last. After the encounter, I had told Borkesh that I suspected she was working with the Empire against Krynn. That might have actually been correct, albeit for entirely different reasons than I’d thought. Karethys must have returned to House Teviss after my death…did that mean she was working for them? 
Or perhaps even my mother, Irileth? 
“You should sit down,” Tyris suggested, her brow creased with concern. “You look…unsteady.”
“Just a little disoriented,” I said, pressing my fingers into my temple. “But I definitely need to get to Sethuil. The woman who hired Borkesh and I might know a great deal.”
Because she recognized me. I know she did. She knew exactly who I was before she ever approached me. 
Tyris was giving me a wary look. “Didn’t she hire you to capture me? Are you sure it is wise to go back to her?”
I didn’t have a great answer to that question. I couldn’t imagine that Karethys of all people would possibly try to do me harm. She had been closer to me than anyone, even Sariss. I had literally spent years making love to her nearly every night…
But I’ve been gone a long time, I reminded myself. And the armed, armored woman in that tavern was nothing like the sweet girl I remember. Who knows what else could have changed?
“We have to get to Sethuil,” I repeated. “I know that woman. I just didn’t remember it at the time.”
Both of Tyris’s red eyebrows lifted. 
“Believe me, it sounds even crazier to me,” I said. “But she…she was my concubine.”
Tyris’s confusion didn’t abate in the slightest. I wondered if she even recognized the term. I wasn’t fluent enough in the Vorskai tongue to provide a translation. 
“It’s complicated,” I managed. “But I need to speak with her…and maybe get a message to my mother. The trouble is, she’s probably halfway across the Empire in Lomir Drakath.”
“Could you send her a message with your Avetharri magic?” 
“I’m afraid not,” I said. “Though I may be able to send her one the normal way. There’s a city on the way to Sethuil. It’s filled with House Teviss operatives…one of them can probably help. And maybe answer some questions.”
I pursed my lips. Olath Shuk, the underground city beneath the Virshale Peaks, wasn’t exactly the easiest place to get to, but Borkesh and I had done business there many times. We had even worked with the occasional House Teviss merchant. If only they’d known who I really was…
“So your first wife may be in Lenya Valley, and your concubine may be in Sethuil,” Tyris said. “Are there others?”
“Just one,” I said. “Unfortunately, Lathriel may be the hardest to find.”
Unless she’s still in the Skywatch, I thought darkly, though I hoped that wasn’t the case. If she had stayed in Krynn’s army, it would mean that she’d believed his story about the Vorskai betraying me. I dreaded to imagine her serving in his growing war machine over the past five years.
“Who was she, if not your wife?” Tyris asked. 
“She was…special,” I said, remembering the magical night we’d spent together in the tower. “She had agreed to join with me right before Dragonfall.”
“I see. And you do not know where she might be?”
“Not a clue. But Sariss might. And if not…”
I trailed off and swept my gaze across the Vorskai camp. Most of the tents and structures were arranged along the streams trickling through the valley, but beyond them to the north was a narrow path leading upward through some hills between the mountains. When I’d been here two nights ago, it hadn’t even caught my attention. But then I remembered where we were, and another of Alamir’s memories intruded on the present. 
“Do you know what’s beyond that path?” I asked, pointing. 
Tyris frowned at my abrupt change of subject. “Yes. The valley continues further up for a few miles. The hunters sometimes search for game there, but the terrain becomes rougher and there’s no water, so we didn’t build a camp.”
“Is there a building?” I asked. “Like an old, ruined tower?”
“Yes,” she said, eyebrows lifting again. “How did you know?”
“I’ve been here before,” I said, a knot twisting in my stomach when I thought about my last night with Lathriel again. It had been everything I’d hoped for, and I swore it could have it been yesterday when I’d felt her body wrapped around me for the first time. 
But no, it had been a different lifetime. Still…
“I’d like to go up there,” I said. “Just to look around.”
Tyris blinked. “Now?” 
“We have time,” I said with a shrug. “Unless you’d rather stay in the camp while I—”
“No,” she cut in, shaking her head as if the very notion were insulting. “I will accompany you.”
“Good,” I said, repressing a smile. “Then let’s check it out.”
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        Tyris was right about the terrain becoming more rugged. Within about a minute of us starting through the narrow gap between the hills, the lush grass where the Vorskai were camped was replaced by an uneven, rocky trail, as if we’d reached the perfect mix between the Droughtlands to the north and the vast grasslands to the south.  
The path eventually led to a bowl-shaped gorge about a mile in diameter. The terrain was more even here, with sparse grass and a dried-out gulch that must have once carried an impressive stream. And there, on the opposite side against the mountains, was the ancient crumbling temple to the Six Gods. 
I shook my head in wonder. It was often a bit disorienting when you approached a place from a different direction than you were used to, but the temple was yet another of the seemingly endless discrepancies in my memory. It was hard to believe I’d been this close two nights ago…especially when it felt like I’d also been here with Lathriel last night. 
“Some in the tribe believe this place is cursed,” Tyris said as we continued forward. “That the spirits still walk this ground at night.”
“The veil is often thin in such places,” I replied, calling upon Raz’s memories this time. Borkesh and I had fought demons on more than one occasion…and it was never pleasant. “Spirits on the other side are always looking for a fracture where they can cross over and try to find a body to possess.”
“I thought the dragons would avoid a place like this. Were the Old Gods not your enemies?”
“So the story goes,” I said, idly wondering how much of the history Alamir had been taught was true. Raz had certainly been more skeptical…and frankly, he hadn’t really cared one way or another.
“Why do you wish to see the tower, then?” Tyris asked. 
“Lathriel used to camp here sometimes. I don’t know if she still does, but…” I sighed. “I don’t know, but I figure it’s worth a look. If she’s been here recently, it would at least narrow down the search.”
She turned her gaze toward the ruin. The decay was more obvious now that we were only a few hundred feet away. The walls had crumbled so badly I could see inside, and moss and vines had completely overrun the lowest level. The stairs hadn’t been in great shape five years ago, either, but the old stones had still been able to support my weight as a dragon, so it wasn’t on the verge of collapse just yet. 
“It is beautiful, in a way,” Tyris commented. “An ancient reminder of things that once were.”
And never will be again, I said to myself. It was a reflexive thought, born of Alamir’s education by the Vaz Gorati. The first sorcerer, Solterys, had ultimately sacrificed his own life to create the Veil and protect Lahara and their dragon children from the wrath of the vengeful gods. The Vaz Gorati insisted that no matter how hard groups like the Sarodihm wished otherwise, those same gods would never again set foot in the mortal world.
“I admit, I don’t know as much as I’d like about Vorskai traditions,” I said. “I know that many human tribes revere elemental spirits. Do your people still worship the Old Gods?”
“Not as they were,” Tyris said. “We believe the last vestige of their power resides in the Moshai…the Aether. It is that divinity which gives the moshalim their strength.”
“Mm,” I mused. “But you don’t pray to specific beings.”
“Some do. Females who wish to bear the children of powerful moshalim perform rites honoring the Eternal Lady, and some of our hunters pay homage to the Moonmaiden in hopes of a bountiful season. But few expect their prayers to be answered.”
The tower was only about twenty yards away, close enough that I could see into the ground level. The wooden door which had once barred entry had long since rotted away. 
“The Avetharri believe the gods are still alive,” I said, moving past her to peer inside with my superior darkvision. “And that only the power of the dragons keeps them from escaping their prison and plunging the world into darkness.”
I could feel her green eyes on the side of my head. “Is that what you believe?”
“It’s what Alamir believed. Rasmus thought that people tell themselves whatever they need to hear. He decided he’d much rather put his faith in individuals than legends.”
I stepped up to the open doorway, my hand falling to my scabbard out of pure habit. After years of being hired to kill monsters, I found it difficult to enter ruins without assuming something inside would want to kill me. And while I couldn’t hear anything, the hairs on the back of my neck started to tingle as I passed beneath the arch.
Tyris followed closely behind me. Holding out her left hand, she conjured a ball of flame to use as a light source. With daylight starting to wane, it was likely too dark inside for her half-human eyes to make out much of anything. My half-drow ones didn’t have any trouble. 
The flames cast long shadows across the wide, circular chamber that time and erosion had stripped bare. I’d never gone all the way down to the bottom of the temple when I’d been here with Lathriel, but the space by the door had clearly been designed as an entry foyer. There were three statues arranged about the room, but most were so battered they were unrecognizable. 
“We never found anything of value in the ruins,” Tyris said. “Scavengers must have stripped them bare a long time ago.”
“I’m sure,” I said, turning toward the remains of the spiraling staircase that hugged the tower’s curve. They were about three-quarters intact, enough to be climbable with a short jump here and there. The uncomfortable tingle in my neck grew stronger as we went up, and my fingers closed around the handle of my main-hand sword. But I didn’t hear anything besides the chitter of insects and the occasional squeak and scurrying feet of the vermin who infested this place. 
I held my breath when we reached the second highest level. I held out hope that we’d find the cozy little camp Lathriel had set up here. Whatever she was up to these days, she could have still come here to relax and meditate…
But no. There were no signs of a camp besides a few vermin-chewed cloth tatters near the wall. No one had been here in years. 
“I suppose that answers that,” I said with a heavy sigh. Deep down, I had known all along that this was the most likely outcome. Yet I couldn’t help but be disappointed. 
Memories of the night Lathriel and I had spent together flooded over me. I had promised her a future…and then I’d never come home. 
Bile rose up in my throat. I told myself that I hadn’t abandoned her, that I had flown to Dragonfall to make peace with the Vorskai. She had been supportive of everything I had wanted to accomplish. 
But no amount of rationalizing was going to set things right. I just had to find her. There was nothing more to it. 
“You cared for this woman,” Tyris said. “Deeply.”
I turned to face her, only then realizing I’d clenched my free hand into a fist. 
“Yes,” I said. 
“Then we will find her. Fear not.”
“Another prophecy of yours?” I asked, my frustration transforming into sarcasm. 
“No,” Tyris said. “Because dragons are protective of their harems. And their families.”
Looking into her green eyes, seeing all the earnestness and wonder within them, I felt my rage start to drain away. She wasn’t patronizing me; she believed what she said. The Vorskai were nothing if not direct. 
“We are,” I said eventually. “But your people hate the Avetharri. I’m surprised to hear you speak well of our traditions.”
“We blame them for our exile, not because they wish to protect their families,” Tyris said. “As I told you, our people have adopted some of your customs. The strongest males take multiple wives so that they may breed equally strong children. It is their responsibility to defend their mates at any cost.”
“As it should be,” I said. 
“And that is why we will find this woman. And the others as well.”
The last of my anger faded away, and I smiled at her. “Lath will like you, I think. You have quite a bit in common.”
“Then I am eager to meet her.” Tyris held my eyes for another moment, then gestured to the stairs. “Shall we return to camp?”
“In a moment,” I said, going to the stairs. “Just one more thing…”
I headed up to the top level. To our left was the massive hole in the tower where I’d landed as a dragon with Lathriel on my back. The rim of the chamber was lined by the crumbling statues of the Six Gods. Everything looked the same as before.
Or did it?
“Is something wrong?” Tyris asked. 
“I’m not sure,” I whispered as I slowly walked across the ancient chamber toward the female statue holding a bow. Shalassa the Moonmaiden, a goddess often revered in secret by the wood elves of Falinor—not unlike how many drow secretly continued to worship Zelioth the Spider Queen. 
But it was the third female statue that drew my gaze. Unlike the others who were instantly recognizable, this one was wearing nothing but a loose robe. I recalled it being in the worst shape of the three goddesses, but now it was almost completely intact. The markings in the base of the statue had been unreadable before, but now “Illisaya the Eternal Lady” was perfectly legible. 
“Memory might be playing tricks on me,” I said. “I remembered this being more damaged before.”
Backing away, I looked at the male statues on the other wall. They all looked the same…except for the man holding a two-handed blade with a disembodied eye at the center of the crossguard. Before, the statue had been in terrible shape…but now the stone looked revitalized, as if it were a hundred years old rather than ten thousand. 
“I am not familiar with this figure,” Tyris said, moving up behind me.
“Dathiel the Watcher,” I said. “Worshiped by some as the god of Air, Truth, and Vigilance. Though there have been cults throughout history who worshiped him as a god of Hatred and Vengeance.”
“Strange,” she said. “Why would the same god be so different?”
“It’s probably more about the people worshiping him and what they want,” I said. “But what’s strange is that I swear this thing was a crumbling mess before. It’s like someone came in here and started to restore it.”
“Why would anyone do such a thing?” 
“I don’t know,” I admitted.
Tyris swept the flame in her hand around the chamber to banish the shadows. “If someone was here, they did not leave any sign. Nor did they restore anything else.”
I nodded, though I wasn’t looking at her. My gaze remained fastened on the eye in the crossguard of the statue’s sword. I swore I could feel it looking back at me…
“We might as well leave,” I said, turning away. “There’s nothing for us to find here.”
Tyris nodded. “It will be dark soon anyway. We should get back.”
“Yes,” I said, the tingle in my neck suddenly skittering down the length of my spine. “We should.”
[image: image-placeholder]The sun had just dipped beneath the mountains when we emerged from the base of the tower, bathing this entire part of the valley in a halo of unearthly red light. The effect was eerie and beautiful all at once, like a blood moon. 
But as we moved, I couldn’t help but wonder if this little excursion had been a mistake. I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching us. 
Not here in the physical world, but through the Veil…
Repressing a shiver, I kept a brisk pace as we walked over the rough terrain, hoping we could beat the encroaching darkness. I seriously doubted that any spirits actually haunted this valley like the Vorskai believed—spirits who crossed over from the Pale couldn’t survive long without a host body to sustain them—but I still wanted to put as much distance between us and the ruined temple as possible. 
We were a little more than halfway back to the Vorskai village when I noticed the furrow in Tyris’s brow. At first, I was content to ignore it and leave her to her thoughts…but then she flinched as if she were in pain.
“What is it?” I asked. 
Tyris glanced at me for a heartbeat, her cheeks flushing in embarrassment. “Nothing.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “We could stop for a moment if you—”
“No,” she insisted, shaking her head. “I do not require rest.”
From her brusque tone, I could tell I’d inadvertently struck a nerve. Perhaps she thought I was criticizing her stamina, as hard as that was to believe given her excellent physical condition. Then again, I could easily imagine one of Borkesh’s people acting the same way. Strength and endurance were the most important virtues for anyone living in the wild, which made criticizing them a grievous slight. 
It only took her about a minute to overcome her pride, however, and she eventually sighed and pressed a finger into her temple. 
“I may need to rest after all,” she said, swallowing and coming to a halt. “I am feeling…discomfort.”
I stopped in front of her. “I can tell. Do you want some water?”
“No,” she said, wincing again. “The sensation is…unusual. Since we left the temple, it is as though I am hearing…something.”
“Strange,” I said. “Maybe you should…”
I trailed off when a stray memory popped into my head. Three years ago, Borkesh and I had been tracking an insane and violent sorcerer into the White Mist mountains. When we’d caught up with him, he’d been lying on the ground clutching his head as if something were drilling into his skull. 
Then a horde of gaunt, pale monsters had swarmed over us like moths drawn to a flame.
The Chol. 
My hands immediately dropped to my twin swords, and I looked around for any signs of an ambush. We were in a fairly open area with sparse patches of grass interspersed with the drier, rockier terrain. There wasn’t much cover besides a few scattered trees, but I reminded myself that the Chol weren’t Tirzak. They didn’t carefully hunt and stalk their enemies; they mobbed them.
“What does the noise sound like?” I asked tersely. 
Tyris winced again. “Like distant buzzing. Or screaming. And is getting louder…”
“Then it’s not a headache,” I said, drawing one of my swords. “It’s the Wailing.”
Her brow furrowed. “What?”
“We need to get to the camp,” I said, taking her arm and pulling her along. “Come on!”
Power surged into my scar as I held onto her, feeding its hunger and bolstering my strength and speed. But even if I’d picked her up and carried her, I knew there was no possible way we could make it back to the rest of the Vorskai in time. If she could already hear the Wailing, it meant the monsters must be close. They could only project their insane psychic chatter into the minds of sorcerers who were relatively close by. 
But if we could just make it to the narrow passage between the hills that led out of this part of the valley, we could at least limit their advantage in numbers and perhaps—
“Argh!” Tyris cried out as she dropped to her knees and clutched her head in agony. I didn’t even have time to help her up before I heard a screech from the foothills to our west—a screech that was joined by dozens of others, like a pack of feral coyotes. The screeches soon built to a crescendo…and then I spotted the tiny pinpricks of green light rushing toward us. 
“Shit,” I hissed, releasing Tyris and drawing my other blade. The monsters were moving quickly—dozens upon dozens of them suddenly only fifty yards away. Their gaunt, elf-like bodies and tattered armor were every bit as disturbing as the last time I’d faced them, as were their glowing green eyes.
Raz’s well-honed fighting instincts settled in, compelling me to drop into a defensive stance with both blades held outward. But I had a tool in my kit that the Sorekûl Drakath had never known he had, and I took a deep breath and ignited my dragon blood. 
Like last night, pain flared up inside me when I tried to ignite my dragon blood, but the residual power I’d leeched from Tyris gave me the strength I needed to push through it…mostly. The full power of my blood legacy still felt distant, frustratingly out of reach. With time, I might have still been able to grasp it…but the Chol were closing in too fast. 
I needed to act. Now. 
Growling in exertion, I enlarged my bones and transformed my flesh into thick black scales. In the span of a few heartbeats, I was half again the size and thrice the strength, my illusory clothes vanishing to bare my hulking frame. My scar, too, transformed, growing in size and taking on an angry jade glow as it greedily gorged itself on the torrent of raw magic coursing within me. As Rasmus, that normally brought a burst of strength, healing, and vitality. Now my scar seemed to fight me, as if trying to drag me back into my elven body.
I may not have been a full dragon, but that didn’t mean I was helpless—far from it. 
With a guttural roar, I rushed forward to meet the enemy in my Wyrmidon form, mindful not to stray too far from my companion lest some of the Chol slip past me to attack her while she was vulnerable. Three of the monsters led the charge, their green eyes blazing with feral hunger. Some of the emaciated creatures brandished bone-tipped spears and rough wooden clubs, though others had nothing but their claw-like fingernails. Individually, they wouldn’t pose much of a threat to a trained warrior, let alone a dragon knight. 
But Chol never did anything individually. The first three pounced at me like beasts, with no concern whatsoever for self-preservation. I hewed one with a quick, crossward slice, then thrust out and skewered a second with my offhand. Even with my blade in its gut, the monster still clawed for my eyes until the strength left his limbs, and the frantic flailing gave the third attacker the chance to slip beneath my guard and rake its yellowed claws across my chest. 
Thankfully, they didn’t have the strength to pierce steel, let alone the hide of a dragon. The attack glanced harmlessly off my scales, giving me the time I needed to spin away, wrench my off-hand sword free from the gut of its companion, and cut down the monster before it tried to swipe at my face instead. 
Three down, about a hundred more to go.
Six more Chol were upon me in an instant. I intercepted one mid-lunge, spilling its rotten, blackened guts at my feet, then rolled to my right and decapitated another. But there were so many I didn’t have time to plan my next moves; all I could do was rely on Alamir’s training and Raz’s well-honed instincts. I became a whirlwind of destruction, spinning through the ranks of the enemy while hacking apart any limb that got too close. The endless procession of carnage would have been vile enough if I’d been wearing armor, but the hot splash of Chol blood on my scales was almost as nauseating as the stench of ruptured guts that flooded my nostrils. 
And no matter how many I killed, there always seemed to be more. I began to give ground, slowly being driven back toward Tyris by simple weight of numbers. In a detached part of my mind, beneath the furious sequence of move and countermove, I knew it wouldn’t be long before I was trampled beneath a tidal wave of bodies…or before one inevitably slipped past me and got to Tyris.
It was time to unleash the dragon. 
Slamming back another group of Chol with my shoulder, ignoring the claws raking furiously at my scales, I sucked in a deep breath and spewed a torrent of flames at my attackers. The closest Chol didn’t stand a chance; their putrid bodies were charred to cinders in a heartbeat. The ones that were farther away suffered a more gruesome death as their flesh caught fire and burned away. By the time my breath extinguished, I was surrounded by smoldering bodies and blackened grass. 
Yet still, the enemy didn’t relent. I spotted dozens more green eyes glowing through the wall of smoke, undeterred by the flames or the sight of their roasted comrades. But I had at least bought myself a moment of reprieve, so I risked a quick look back at Tyris to ensure none had slipped past—
Only to see a blur of leather, steel, and orange hair rush forward to slam into the encroaching horde alongside me. Her mighty blade carved through the Chol with ease, cutting down the monsters on my right flank even as they leapt over the charred remains of the initial waves. She might not have had Borkesh’s raw strength, but there was no question she knew what she was doing.
But she was obviously in pain, and she must not have been able to channel the Aether properly with the Wailing in her head. Otherwise, she could have obliterated them all with the flick of her fingers. 
Still, fighting side-by-side allowed us to hold our ground, and for several blood-splattered seconds, we actually made progress. But there were so many bodies, so many sets of glowing eyes. The Chol were a tide, not a stream, and sooner or later fatigue would overwhelm us as surely as raw numbers…
It was then, just as I breathed another stream of fire at the ravenous wall of monsters, that I saw a flicker of movement through the nearly opaque shroud of smoke ahead of us. My drow eyes combined with my draconic senses allowed me to pierce the haze well enough to make out a single Chol standing alone about twenty yards to our left. 
Rather than charging at us, it was holding position…
And channeling the Aether. 
My magic-hungry scar sensed the gathering power about to be unleashed, and I remembered how a Chol sorcerer had been leading the throng that Borkesh and I had battled years ago. The scholars in Vimaldis had called them “Anointed.” 
I called them dangerous. Borkesh and I never would have survived without my scar’s unique abilities. And Lahara willing, the same trick would work here.
“Get back!” I shouted in warning as I immediately turned and rushed toward the new threat. The Anointed unleashed a rippling barrage of scintillating arcane energy that burned through the smoke and smashed directly into my chest…only to instantly be devoured by my scar. 
A surge of fresh power rippled through me as I devoured the energy. A mortal channeler would have instantly soiled his tattered trousers—something Raz had witnessed on more than one occasion—but the pallid brow above the Anointed’s stitched-shut mouth merely furrowed, and it changed tactics.
When I charged, it channeled a different spell. The dry ground beneath its feet rumbled, then cracked open as if a gorm had burst out from underground, disgorging dozens of large rocks that rose to float next to the Anointed…
And then came flying at me as if shot from a catapult. 
With the added agility from my magical feast, I managed to narrowly dodge the largest rock an instant before it smashed me in the face, but several others still pummeled me in the chest hard enough to knock me from my feet. The air wheezed from my lungs as I landed flat on my back, a spike of pain shooting through my gut. Dragon scales may have been difficult to pierce, but apparently getting smashed in the gut still hurt like hell… 
When I tried to pull myself upright, another tremor shook the earth, this time directly beneath me. The ground opened up as if it were trying to swallow me, and I barely managed to lean forward before my legs and torso were completely encased as if I’d slipped into a pit of quicksand. 
I roared in furious denial, but the clutching fist of stone held me fast. The Anointed looked down upon me, regarding me with a baleful stare, and I belatedly realized its gaunt, elf-like body wasn’t actually touching the ground—it was hovering several inches above it. The monster’s green eyes narrowed as it levitated forward, and its hands crackled with arcane energy as if it were about to blast me again. 
But then its gaze shifted toward Tyris. I craned my neck to look over my shoulder, my breath catching in my throat. The tide of Chol had thinned, and she was holding her own against the survivors. But if she couldn’t channel, she wouldn’t be able to defend herself if the Anointed attacked her…
Snarling like a feral beast, mustering all the power of my dragon blood and my scar, I struggled mightily against my stone prison. The rocks shouldn’t have held; they were nowhere near heavy enough to pin me in place. But somehow, the Anointed’s magical power had made them virtually unbreakable.
Which meant it was time to change my tactics. 
As its hands flashed with arcane power, I sucked in a breath and spewed dragon fire in the monster’s direction. The Chol was too far away for me to roast it outright, but the roaring flames still singed its flesh and ignited its tattered clothing. The monster flailed backward, and when the power crackling at its fingers faltered, I knew I’d disrupted its concentration.
Unleashing another fearsome roar, I shattered my stone restraints. The Anointed thrust out a hand, magically tearing more rocks from the earth in preparation for another barrage. But I was too fast and too close. My blade swept its head from its shoulders with a single slash, and the Chol crumpled amid a fountain of oily black blood.
Breathing heavily through my fangs, I whipped my body around. Through the thinning smoke, I could see the rest of the surviving Chol retreating back toward the mountains. Their insane shrieks and chitters began to fade.
Tyris stood amidst the carnage, Sabon Nyr held tightly in both hands, her skin and leathers splattered with brackish gore. The pile of bodies around her was as vile as it was impressive, but I could see the overwhelming strain on her face. She turned to look at me, her breaths even heavier than mine…
And then collapsed.
I was at her side in an instant, leaning down with my claws at her neck to check her pulse. I’d never known any sorcerer who’d survived an encounter with the Chol, so I had no idea what the lasting effects of the Wailing might be. She was still breathing, thank the goddess, but the veins on her arms and neck were visible beneath her skin the same as if she had overchanneled and invoked the wrath of the Flensing. 
I was no healer, but the Mosh’Dalar was. The best thing—the only thing—I could do was get her back to the Vorskai camp as quickly as possible. 
“Just hold on,” I growled, gathering her up into my arms. The power from my scar was rapidly fading, but in dragon knight form she still seemed almost weightless. “I’ll get you home.”
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        Thousands of years ago, long before the Blood Drought, the Great Houses who controlled the Reach had been far more concerned by the Chol and the Tirzak than the dustborn. The fortress of Nost Darah had been their solution. In addition to offering shelter to merchants and travelers who couldn’t quite make the trip from Vimaldis to Sethuil in one day, it once housed a garrison of five thousand soldiers and a hundred wyverns to patrol the area.  
In recent history, however, Nost Darah had been reduced to a shadow of its former glory. While most of the walls remained in decent shape thanks to the power of Avetharri artifice, the garrison had been gradually stripped down to fewer than a thousand soldiers, and the Skywatch presence reduced to only a handful of wyverns. All the defensive responsibility for the region had moved to Sethuil itself, thanks to its perch at the edge of the Droughtlands. 
But the rise of the Underborn had changed everything. Now, Nost Darah was brimming with activity again. 
Possibly too much, Lathriel thought grimly as she brought her wyvern down toward the wide, circular aviary atop the imposing bulk of the inner keep. The Underborn were currently trying to house over ten thousand soldiers here, more than twice the intended capacity. Crowding, plus the extreme difficulties in provisioning such a force, meant that the greatest foe of this uprising was no longer an angry Dragon Sovereign, but time. 
Taken as a whole, Nost Darah was a half-circle built in the mountains, with the southern side completely shielded by the Virshale Peaks and the northern side protected by three mighty defense towers and a high stone wall. The outer courtyard was large for a fortress this size, since Nost Darah had been designed as a stopover for traveling merchants and ore caravans. From all the lights visible among the lean-tos, shacks, and tents, Lathriel could tell that the Underborn soldiers were enjoying another raucous night. 
Ale, it turned out, was far easier to provide than food. And the Underborn leader, Mogra Karn, had learned that lesson well. 
Circling slowly overhead, Lathriel gave the archers on the walls plenty of time to recognize her before she finally completed her approach to the aviary. The thud of Vilyanos landing was barely even audible over the hooting and shouting from the courtyard below. No stable hands came out to greet her or take her mount, which wasn’t surprising considering there weren’t any. 
An all-too-familiar wave of melancholy washed over her as she slid out of the saddle. Her life here was a far cry from her days in the Skywatch. The equipment, the facilities, the professionalism…
Lathriel sometimes wondered if she’d made a mistake leaving that life behind. In her darker moments, she could almost convince herself that she would have been able to keep her head down and dutifully follow orders…and that bowing to the inevitable would have been a small price to pay for all the other virtues of her old life. 
But then she’d think of Alamir, and the momentary weakness would vanish in an explosion of white-hot fury. No force in this world or the next could possibly compel her to serve in the armies of the man who’d murdered him. 
“You need to behave, all right?” she said, patting her wyvern on his bony, scaled forehead. “If you go hunting, I want you back by morning.”
The beast couldn’t understand her, of course. Wyverns were more intelligent than most animals, but language remained beyond them. In the past, she hadn’t needed to worry about him going anywhere, since a proper aviary would have fed and sheltered him. But here, with food and competent help in short supply…
Well, it was yet another reason to be grateful for her new powers. Taking a deep breath, she reached out to the Aether and allowed its energies to flow through her. With a sudden flash of awareness, she could sense Vilyanos’s bestial emotions…and communicate with him in a way that would have otherwise been impossible.
None of the other Sarodihm had taught her this technique; it had come naturally to her after a bit of experimentation. The elite rangers of Falinor—those blessed with sorcery—used all manner of similar spells to soothe or manipulate beasts. But despite all her wilderness training, such tricks had always been beyond her. Until now. 
“Do you understand?” she asked, looking deep into his yellow reptilian eyes.
She could feel the shift in his emotions as she implanted the basic command in his simple mind. He would go out for a quick hunt in the mountains, but he would come back to this spot and behave himself afterward.
Smiling, Lathriel stepped back as the wyvern gave her a final look before flapping its wings and surging back into the night sky. She stood there for a while, watching him disappear into the darkness before she finally built up the willpower to head inside the fortress and deal with the people who weren’t as simple to tame or control as beasts. 
The interior of the keep was depressingly barren. Whatever meager decorations the last Avetharri commander had put in here had been torn down and replaced by nothing. The cold gray walls were in decent enough shape, but it still almost felt like she was walking into an ancient ruin from a bygone age. No glowstones, no runic door locks, no colorful artwork…just stone and an uncomfortable draft. 
She didn’t encounter any guards until she was well inside the keep, a fact which had once made her furious. Now, it only reminded her how fortunate the Underborn were that the Sovereign’s resources were tied up on the northern and eastern borders. The guards she did find were half asleep, not to mention poorly equipped. The average soldier in Karn’s army was little more than a common laborer who’d been squeezed into simple leathers and handed a spear or glaive. If House Teviss hadn’t been secretly smuggling them crossbows and ammunition, the rank-and-file would have been utterly useless. 
And without the help of the Sarodihm, Lathriel added to herself, most of them would be dead.
Given the late hour, she headed straight for the keep’s great hall. It was approaching midnight, but Karn made a habit of late-night meals with his officers…or, more often, whichever female had caught his eye that particular day. 
Two guards in higher quality banded armor stood outside the entrance to the hall, though they knew better than to try and stop her. Mentally bracing herself for what would surely be an unpleasant encounter, she pushed open the huge wooden door and went inside. 
The hall was large enough to seat dozens of people, though Mogra Karn only had a single guest with him at present. She was faeyn, like Lathriel, though perhaps twenty years older. Her brown hair was neatly styled and braided, and she wore an elegant green dress befitting the mistress of a Great House patriarch. She was giggling when Lathriel entered, the sweet but obviously forced sound of a woman humoring a powerful man. 
Not that Karn noticed. The Warlord of the Reach was all smiles when Lathriel entered. Despite the late hour, the stocky human was still wearing his armor, including the fur shoulders and cloak. The breastplate was so battered it probably ought to have been melted down, but Karn was savvy enough to understand the importance of the image it projected to his men. A suit of neat, polished moonsilver plate would be more protective, but it would also make him look like the very people he was trying to overthrow. 
“There you are,” he said in his baritone voice. “We were starting to wonder if something went wrong.”
Lathriel grunted softly as she shut the door behind her. She approached the table, wondering just how many drinks Karn had already downed. His eyes always looked a bit glassy, but the effect seemed even more pronounced tonight. He’d also managed to get more than a little mutton stuck in his thick black beard.
“We were worried about you,” the woman, Talona, lied with casual ease. “Did you have any trouble?”
“No,” Lathriel said, stopping at the edge of the table and crossing her arms. They’d definitely been enjoying their feast—there was enough meat here to feed five men. Even at his most gluttonous, Karn wouldn’t be able to finish it himself. 
She didn’t normally pay attention to such things—leaders eating better than their troops was hardly a scandal. But here and now, in an old fortress filled with thousands of soldiers who went hungry more often than not… 
“Pull up a seat,” Karn beckoned, gesturing to one of the open chairs across from him with his goblet. “Tell us all about it.”
“There’s not much to tell,” Lathriel said, disregarding the invitation. “Everything went as planned. Fendryl should have the cargo at the forward camp by now.”
“Excellent,” Karn said. “More weapons that won’t be used against us.”
He chuckled and took a drink. Not of the same swill his men were drinking in the courtyard, but of fine spirits from Saranthe. 
“There weren’t any weapons,” Lathriel said. Or anything we can use.”
Karn frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Most of the shipment was iron ingots and vatari dust. Useful raw materials if you’re trying to forge and enchant armor, but that’s about it.”
“Mm,” Karn said, tossing a concerned glance at Talona. “What do you make of that?”
“I’m not certain,” she admitted with a half-shrug. “Unless the dragon doesn’t believe we’re going to attack for some time yet.”
“The Sovereign is evil, not stupid,” Lathriel said. “He knows our forces are in position, and he knows we’re running out of food. Sending raw materials doesn’t make any sense.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Karn agreed. His eyes were still glassy from drink, but he had nonetheless put on his warrior’s face. “Unless it’s a decoy.”
“I considered that, but it’s not his style. He must have something in mind for it, maybe a defensive project we don’t know about.”
“I doubt they’ll make barricades with iron and vatari.”
“No, but it could be something else.” Lathriel took a deep breath and braced herself for the real fight. “Whatever the case, we need to find out the truth before we attack. We should delay the siege.”
Karn eyed her for several seconds as he idly swished his goblet. “You know it isn’t that easy. Preparations are underway.”
“Then stop them,” she said. “At least for a few more days. I can slip into the city and see if I can figure out what’s going on.”
“That’s far too dangerous,” Talona said, the faintest hint of a warning in her voice. “And unnecessary. Sethuil is ripe for the taking. The three of us will be dining in the castle by the end of the week.”
Lathriel sighed. She hadn’t expected that request to work, but it had still been worth a try. 
“Then forget the delay,” she said. “I’ll head into the city tomorrow and see what I can find.”
Talona’s dark eyes narrowed. “There’s no reason to—”
“Why don’t you give us a few moments alone, dear?” Karn put in, waving his goblet at the other woman. “I want to hear what Lathriel has to say.”
There was a flash of fire in the woman’s eyes, and the glare she shot Lathriel could have stripped the paint off the walls…had the walls actually been painted. 
Talona was a good actress, there was no doubt about it. She was genuinely annoyed with Lathriel—as usual—but it had nothing to do with female competition for attention. Talona didn’t give a damn about Karn and never had. None of the Sarodihm did. 
“Of course,” Talona said after a moment, her ire melting into a seductive smile. “I’ll meet you in our quarters?”
“I’ll be there soon,” Karn said, offering her a yellow-toothed grin as she sauntered out of the room. 
Lathriel waited until the door closed again, then braced her palms on the table. “If the Sovereign has a surprise tucked under his wings, we need to know about it.”
“It’s unfortunate the two of you don’t get along better,” Karn said, ignoring the comment as he bit into a boiled potato. “Plenty of room at my table for two beautiful women.”
“Don’t be a fool,” Lathriel said sharply. “Do you really want this glorious uprising of yours to end in a massacre?”
The man chewed in silence for a moment. “This ‘glorious uprising’ is about to devolve into bloodshed whether we attack or not. Our provisions won’t last the month. Not unless there are a lot fewer mouths to feed.”
“What, you’re hoping half your army dies so you don’t have to feed them?”
“The stores in Sethuil should sustain us until the next harvest,” Karn said, voice tart. “But it won’t hurt to cull the herd some, either.”
Lathriel’s stomach churned. “That’s…vile,” she spat. “These people have risked everything for you.”
“You don’t think I know that?” 
Karn glared at her, eyes suddenly clear and blazing. But then they cooled as quickly as they’d ignited, and he grunted and took another bite. 
“I’m not planning to send them to slaughter,” he told her. “I’m just being realistic. We only have one chance to do this before the men starve. Or start killing each other.”
Lathriel felt her lip curl. The worst part was that he wasn’t wrong. The Underborn weren’t a professional, disciplined army. In fact, they had rebelled against the Empire specifically to avoid becoming one. When the Sovereign had enacted the Great Conscription and tried to force the dustborn into service, Karn and many others had refused…and eventually sparked a revolt. 
Now, a few years later, a former blacksmith was the Warlord of the Reach. And his army was filled with the very men who hadn’t wanted to fight for the Sovereign…but were willing to fight for him. 
“We attack in six days,” Karn said. “If you want to go to Sethuil and poke around, that’s up to you. But we can’t change our plans.”
“Fine,” Lathriel gritted out. “Then I’ll go tomorrow.”
“They won’t let you fly into the city. You’d have to go on foot.”
“Then I’ll go on foot.”
“And if you can’t get out once you’re inside?”
“Then I guess you’ll have to figure out a way to survive without me.”
Eyeing her intently, Karn tore off a chunk of mutton with his teeth. “Just what is it you think you’re going to find?”
“I don’t know,” Lathriel admitted. “But it’s not as if we’ve intercepted every shipment. He could have been moving in similar materials for weeks or months now, early enough to have built something.”
“Like what?” Karn asked. “What the garrison needs is bodies, and we know they aren’t getting any of those.”
Lathriel shrugged. “Maybe, but we lose nothing if I’m wrong. And if I’m right, maybe I can stop us from walking into a trap.”
“You know how much I appreciate your…intensity,” Karn said, smiling. His chair creaked as he leaned back. “The Underborn never would have made it this far without you.”
“You were doing fine before I showed up,” she demurred. “You’ve been gaining support for years.”
“Support, but no major victories. Without you, we never would have taken Vimaldis. Or even this fort.” He snorted softly. “It’s almost ironic how much we dustborn have found ourselves relying upon elves who are willing to fight their own kind.”
“The Sovereign isn’t our kind,” Lathriel spat. “He’s a monster, and he needs to be stopped.”
Karn studied her in that half-drunk, fully lecherous way of his that always made her want to immediately take a bath. He’d never actually touched her—she would have gouged out his eyes with her arrowheads if he tried—but that didn’t mean he wasn’t interested. 
“I know it’s personal for you,” he said, setting down his drink and leaning toward her. “And your other elf friends. Some of my officers are still wary of trusting anyone with pointed ears, but I always remind them that revenge is as good a motivation as any. We’re fighting for freedom; you’re fighting for vengeance. Together, there’s no stopping us.”
“We’ll find out soon enough,” she said, trying not to recoil at the stench of his breath.
“What I don’t understand,” he went on, “is why you are so miserable all the time.”
“I’m not miserable—I’m cautious. And focused on getting the job done.”
“I admire that about you,” Karn said, eyes drifting up and down her figure. “But what’s the point in victory if we don’t stop to relish what we’ve gained from time to time? Why not stay here and enjoy yourself before the next battle?”
“Because there’s work to do,” Lathriel said, stepping away from the table. “I need to get some sleep, but I’ll head out to Sethuil as soon as I can. Have fun with Talona.”
Lathriel turned and headed for the door. She could feel his gaze upon her, but at least he didn’t try and stop her. By the time she’d closed the door, she could hear him ripping another shank. 
[image: image-placeholder]Lathriel was halfway to her next destination when Talona intercepted her. The flickering torchlight was so dim she was little more than a shadowy silhouette against the gray walls, but she had positioned herself between Lathriel and the winding staircase leading down to the cellar. 
“Aren’t you supposed to be in the warlord’s chambers?” Lathriel asked, not bothering to conceal her disgust. 
“Soon enough,” Talona replied evenly. “We all have our parts to play, do we not?”
“That’s one way to look at it.”
The other woman regarded her coolly. “I worry that you’ve forgotten your purpose here, child.”
“Oh, I haven’t forgotten,” Lathriel said. “In fact, I’m starting to feel like the only one who remembers our goal is to take Sethuil.”
“No, it isn’t. Our goal is to destroy the dragons and return the light of the Six Gods to this world. Karn, the Underborn, even the Reach…they’re all means to an end.”
Talona took a step closer, her black eyes narrowing. “As are we.”
Lathriel smiled thinly. Darkly. “I know what I am. And I know what I need to do. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”
Talona didn’t move. “You shouldn’t be planting doubts in Karn’s mind about the attack. If anything, you should be helping me assure him that this is the proper course of action.”
“He believes it’s the only course of action,” Lathriel said. “Our provisions won’t last much longer. Apparently, the Empire should have been smuggling us food, not weapons.”
“The Avetharri want his men to fight and die and take as many of the Sovereign’s servants with them as they can,” Talona said. “There’s a certain irony to it. For the first time in ten thousand years, the Sarodihm and the Empire have a common enemy.”
“If the Empire knew we were involved, they wouldn’t have given Karn a rusty nail.”
“True, but they don’t. And they never will.”
Lathriel nodded in acceptance. Distantly, she wondered how someone like Fendryl would react if he learned she was drawing her power from the Old Gods rather than sorcery. Perhaps he wouldn’t care. After all, the drow still revered Zelioth the Spider Queen, to the eternal chagrin of the Vaz Gorati and the Elder Dragons. He and the rest of House Teviss had been acting as glorified smugglers for the better part of the last year, feeding the rebels whatever supplies they could funnel through their underground cities. 
Forget Fendryl, she thought. What if Irileth Sorokar knew the Sarodihm were helping the rebels? What if she knew that her son’s faeyn lover was working with them?
The answer to the latter, at least, was obvious. Irileth would erase her from the face of Varellon.
“You still seem troubled, child,” Talona said. 
“Of course I’m troubled!” Lathriel grated. “I’m worried that the Sovereign has a surprise waiting for us. If Karn’s armies break, it’s all over. Vimaldis will fall into chaos, and the Sovereign will eventually show up to take it back.”
“It is a grave risk, to be sure. But if Karn wins, he will have secured a victory no one thought possible. Stories will spread across the Empire. More and more of our people will understand the dragons are weak. That they no longer hold us by a leash.”
Talona smiled pleasantly and placed a hand on Lathriel’s shoulder. “And once the people realize that the gods themselves are with us, we’ll finally be able to make progress toward our true goal.”
“If you say so,” Lathriel murmured. The Sarodihm believed that the secret to liberating the Old Gods from their prison was to expand their worship, but to her, that theory was self-serving. As the High Priestess of Illisaya the Eternal Lady, Talona’s political power would increase as her following grew, whether it helped her goddess or not. 
Still, Lathriel knew some scholars believed that the Old Gods drew power from their adherents, and that the dragons had weakened them by offering those followers something else to revere. It wasn’t the most ridiculous theory she’d ever heard…
“I understand you have doubts,” Talona said, her voice turning soft. “And that defeating the Sovereign is all you truly care about. But there is more to life than vengeance.”
“I know,” Lathriel lied. “But right now, I want to make sure we’re not about to stick our heads in a hornet’s nest. So I’m going to Sethuil.”
For a moment, she thought the other woman was about to argue. But then Talona smiled.
“If you feel it’s necessary, then by all means,” she said. “But you must return the power first. Others will need it in the days ahead.”
“What about during the battle?” Lathriel asked. 
“During the battle, the might of the gods shall be yours again,” Talona assured her. “After our victory, when our numbers swell, we will no longer need to ration it so tightly.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“I am.” Talona reached up to touch her cheek. “The gods will reward you for your service. Illisaya herself will give you the strength you need to secure your vengeance against the dragon.”
“I look forward to it,” Lathriel said.
“May the Moonmaiden light your steps, and may the Watcher keep you ever vigilant.”
Lathriel nodded, then continued onward toward the stairs. She had never truly gotten along with Talona, not even when she’d first come to the Sarodihm after Alamir’s murder. Lathriel didn’t doubt the other woman’s conviction. No one was more committed to the cause. 
The trouble, Lathriel thought to herself as she started down the stairs, is that we don’t all have the same one. 
Years ago, back when she’d first flirted with joining the Sarodihm, she had been enamored with the idea of the Old Gods. Specifically, that there had once been an age when a person like her—someone born without the gift of sorcery—could worship a divine being and receive power they could then use to help their community. And perhaps more importantly, that power could be taken away if it was misused. 
It had seemed like a far more just world than the one she lived in, where sorcerous ability was almost random and those born with power had no constraints. But as Alamir himself had pointed out, all of that fell apart if the gods themselves weren’t just. What if they were as capricious as the dragons? What if they punished the worthy and rewarded the cruel?
Now, after four years of service with the Sarodihm, she realized he may have been right. The Old Gods were willing to bless her with their power, and it was every bit as remarkable and fulfilling as she’d hoped. But she found herself less convinced of their virtue and worthiness by the day. None of her fellow Sarodihm seemed to care all that much about the people of the Reach. Taking Sethuil had little to do with the plight of the Underborn. As Talona said, they were simply a means to an end.
Lathriel didn’t like the idea of being anyone’s pawn, not even a god’s. But this was the only path to vengeance she had available, and she embraced it with open arms. 
She stepped off the stairs and into the cellar, and the oppressive stillness of the empty, circular chamber was as disturbing as ever. It was completely dark—no torches, no candles, nothing. And yet, as Lathriel drifted forward, she could feel the presence of another being nearby. 
Not a human or an elf. Not a mortal at all. 
A howling rush of air suddenly filled the chamber, and the sconces on the walls suddenly flared to life. The once-dormant torches burned with an eerie green flame that shed no heat. 
When Lathriel had first been brought before the Sarodihm’s new weapon, she had been expecting something dramatic like a massive vatari focusing crystal or some complex piece of artifice stolen from the Spire of Sorcery in Tel Kithas. But instead, she had come here into this empty chamber…
And found herself looking into a mirror. 
The oval pane of glass stood at least six feet tall and was set inside an exquisitely crafted mahogany frame from her home province of Falinor. Only faeyn woodshapers could make curves so smooth and natural, as if the wood had grown around the glass. Even when she’d first approached it—before she had ever experienced the Aether’s touch—she had been able to sense the power radiating off the glass like heat from a bonfire. Today, with the Aether flowing freely through her, she could sense far more than warmth. 
And she could see more than just herself within the mirror. 
Behind her reflection, a pair of shimmering green bands of energy stretched out from her back before vanishing into nothingness again, like gossamer tethers seeking purchase. 
Or perhaps, she thought darkly, the strings of a marionette waiting for a new puppeteer to take control. 
The tethers straightened when she approached the mirror, then reached out as if they wished to take hold of the wooden frame. 
According to Talona, the mirror was a Fenathan, a gateway between the physical world and the Pale. Through it, the Old Gods could grant their loyal followers a fraction of their divine might—enough to feel and channel the power of the Aether as if they were sorcerers themselves. 
But the gift wasn’t permanent. Nor was it without cost. 
“That which was graciously given is now returned,” Lathriel chanted, hovering her fingertips above the mirror and bracing herself for the inevitable. “I ask only for the chance to wield your power in defense of my people once again.”
The mirror didn’t reply, but the moment her fingertips touched the disturbingly warm glass, a spike of pain lanced through her body. Clenching her teeth, Lathriel held herself in place, knowing that the worst of the agony would only last a few moments. Sadly, the lingering ache—and the hollowness that followed—would endure far longer than that. 
Once the pain had faded enough for her to open her eyes, the gossamer tendrils sprouting from her back were gone…as was her reflection. In its place was a genderless silhouette, its face concealed behind a shadowy hood. Its only visible feature were two glimmering golden orbs floating in the darkness like tiny suns. 
And then, within the blink of an eye, the figure was gone. As was the power Lathriel had borrowed. 
It took her several seconds to muster the strength to remove her fingers from the mirror. A dull ache had settled throughout her body, as if she had suddenly aged three centuries in the span of three minutes. She felt weak and drained and tired…and, just like for the first two decades of her life, she could no longer touch the Aether. When she stretched out with her mind, there was nothing but the cold, unfeeling darkness of reality and the physical limitations of her own body. 
Swallowing heavily, Lathriel reminded herself that she was lucky. As painful as this separation was, she knew she could endure it. The dustborn members of the Sarodihm were not so fortunate. The Wasting Echo, Talona had called it, was a rotting illness that afflicted anyone who was given the ability to channel the Aether only to have it taken away. Humans who held the power for any extended time could perish from the withdrawal. Elves merely suffered through pain and fatigue and the occasional nightmare. And of course, the more she had relied upon the power during her mission, the longer the withdrawal lasted when she gave it up. 
She had hoped that she would be able to bring this power to Sethuil with her, but as with the Underborn’s provisions, there simply wasn’t enough to go around. Talona was the only one who enjoyed the boon at all times. The rest of the Sarodihm’s agents had to share. 
Not unlike Karn and his great feasts. 
Bitterly, Lathriel turned away from the mirror and trudged back up the staircase. Her quarters here in the keep were small but private, as she’d insisted, and she bolted the old wooden door behind her when she entered. She didn’t keep much inside, just a pack with her personal belongings, but she still did a quick search. Once she confirmed that nothing had been stolen, she set down her weapons and dropped onto the uncomfortable bed. 
As she lay there in the darkness, shivering from the pain of the Wasting Echo as well as the cold, she pulled out the small golden locket tucked beneath her armor. 
“This will all be worth it in the end,” she said, running her finger along the Sorokar heraldry etched into the gold. “I hope you understand.”
She flicked open the locket to reveal the tiny vatari crystal hidden inside. At her touch, it projected a small illusory image of an elven child with her hazel eyes…and his father’s white hair. 
“We’ll have our vengeance soon,” she whispered. “And you’ll finally be safe.”
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        A swarm of Vorskai sentries came rushing forward when they spotted me carrying Tyris. I was glad I had maintained my dragon knight form, not only for the extra strength but because of the way it so obviously shaped the attitude of the humans. For the most part, the Vorskai had been incredibly accepting of me since I’d shown up in their camp as the  Sorekûl Drakath, but the awed looks on their faces when they saw me as a dragon were unmistakable.
I assured them that Tyris would be fine, and I projected enough confidence in my Wyrmidon form to soothe their concerns. Nevertheless, we made haste back to the settlement. The Mosh’Dalar arrived almost immediately, and I could feel the restorative magic on his fingertips the moment he leaned down to examine her. Her cuts and scrapes were minor enough they healed over quickly, and he confirmed my suspicion that she was suffering from the effects of the Flensing. Though with any luck, they would fade relatively quickly. 
The other good news was that the Chol hadn’t come anywhere near the settlement. The Vorskai had been too far away to hear the fighting, and their sorcerers hadn’t been afflicted by the Wailing. Neither had I, strangely. I could only assume that the vatari had protected me somehow; I was a sorcerer who could feel the Aether but not tap into its currents. 
Regardless, I was convinced that Tyris and I were the reason the monsters had appeared. The Chol were drawn to powerful sorcery, and the lure of two dragons must have been irresistible. 
At least, I hoped that was the reason. In the two decades they’d been living here in the mountains, the Vorskai had apparently never encountered a group of Chol that size before, and I prayed they never would. These humans had endured enough tragedies over the years without having to worry about hordes of monsters. 
Once I’d explained what had happened and was convinced that Tyris was stable, I took her from the village into the cave where I’d slept two nights ago to give her—and us—some extra privacy. The chamber once again reminded me of the pool rooms in Siren Falls.
I laid her down on the bedroll, then debated whether or not I should light one of the torch sconces in here. I could see fine, but she wouldn’t be able to unless she lit them herself. And while she could easily conjure a puff of flame with a snap of her fingers, it seemed cruel to force her to channel the Aether in her condition.
I walked over to the sconce on the far side of the stone pool. Krynn’s attack may have stripped away the limited sorcery I’d once possessed, but I had other means of making a spark. Drawing in breath, I puffed flame from my mouth to ignite the torch. 
After it was blazing, I finally cooled my dragon blood and reverted to my normal elven form. The pain flared up the moment I did so, and the Mosh’Dalar’s warning intruded on my thoughts. The more I transformed, he claimed, the faster the vatari corruption would spread…
I sat down next to Tyris, content to relax for a while after our battle. She had been damn impressive back there. Even without her magic, she had held her own with only her blade. Maybe the weapon really was the legendary Sabon Nyr…or maybe she was just that good. I honestly didn’t know how well I would have been able to fight with a Wailing-induced migraine. 
Perhaps an hour later, she finally stirred. Her green eyes blinked rapidly as they adjusted to the dimness. 
“Zor kalah,” she whispered. “What—”
“It’s all right,” I soothed, placing my hand on her arm. “We’re back in the camp.”
She quickly looked around and took in her surroundings. “The Chol?”
“All gone,” I said. “And don’t worry, they didn’t come after the village. No one here even knew we were attacked.”
Tyris closed her eyes. “Ka dara Moshai,” she whispered. “I did not realize there were so many.”
“There usually aren’t. Not above ground, anyway.” I pursed my lips. “The Chol aren’t like Tirzak or gnolls—they’re not defending their hunting grounds. They only come to the surface when drawn by powerful magic. The two of us traveling together must have lured them out, especially if they were already lurking near the ruined temple.”
“Then we are placing the others in danger,” she said, abruptly leaning up. 
“Easy,” I scolded gently. “You don’t want to move too quickly.”
“I am fine,” she insisted. “It is the others I am worried about.”
“We killed almost all of the Chol,” I reminded her. “And the last few retreated. I doubt they’ll be back, especially without the Anointed to lead them. Either way, we’ll be gone in the morning. Your people have survived out here for decades—they’ll be all right.” 
Tyris still looked concerned, but she eventually nodded. “I had only heard stories of the Chol. I did not realize they would look so…elvish.”
“The Vaz Gorati claim that the Chol are Avetharri who were twisted by the corruption of the Old Gods,” I said. “They say the Chol are remnants of the first highborn who rebelled against divine tyranny and were punished for it. That’s why they seek out sorcerers—they’re compelled to avenge the ‘theft’ of magic from the gods to mortals.”
“Perhaps that would explain why they lurked near the ruined temple.”
“Assuming it’s true. It’s not as if anyone knows for sure.”
Tyris nodded slowly, then glanced down as if it had only now occurred to her that she’d been wounded in the fight. She dragged her fingers across the smooth, unblemished skin of her side and leg where the Mosh’Dalar’s magic had mended her bruises and scrapes. 
“You carried me to the camp?” she asked. 
“It seemed like the thing to do, since we didn’t have a wheelbarrow handy,” I replied dryly. “And I doubted you’d appreciate being dragged.”
“You saved my life,” she whispered. “I could never have battled so many on my own.”
“You wouldn’t have even been up there if it weren’t for me. I don’t think I deserve any credit.”
I couldn’t tell if she’d even heard me. Her green eyes flicked back and forth almost as if she were looking at something else. 
“Besides, you killed almost as many of them as I did,” I pointed out. “All while dealing with the Wailing. That’s damn impressive.”
Her gaze finally shifted back to mine. “You are not exaggerating?”
“Not in the slightest,” I said. “I doubt there are many other nineteen-year-olds who could fight off five Wyrmguard on their own, either.”
She flushed slightly, the red in her cheeks making her look even younger. She reached out her left hand and touched my forearm, causing me to inhale sharply as it triggered a rush of energy through my magic-hungry scar. 
“We fight as one,” she said. “Maskari.”
I smiled. The Blade Dancers spent decades training alongside one another before they considered themselves a true fighting union. They also wore bonding collars that allowed them to feel each other’s thoughts, giving them even more coordination…and intimacy.
We clearly weren’t anywhere close to that level. But for two near-strangers, we had done pretty damn well for ourselves…and I had a feeling that we would have plenty more chances to practice in the days ahead. 
“Why don’t you lie here and rest for a bit,” I suggested. “I’ll go back to the main camp and see if I can scrounge up some food.”
Her face creased in doubt. I wondered if she might insist on accompanying me, since she seemed afraid to ever leave my side. But then she abruptly relaxed and nodded. 
“I shall be here,” she said. 
“It shouldn’t take long,” I promised, getting back to my feet. “Just try and relax.”
I had spent enough time around Borkesh’s people to understand that tribes who lived in the mountains—or anywhere else, really—rarely had stores of extra food to go around. But I couldn’t imagine they would deny an extra helping for the most important member of their tribe, and I was quickly proven correct. They had added some of the extra meat to a stew, and one of the cooks readily provided me with a wooden bowl of it to bring back to her. 
After assuring them one more time that Tyris was recovering well, I returned to the cave. As I walked, I mused how there weren’t many tribes—or many cultures in general—who would allow a strange man to be alone with one of their females. Such was the power of prophecy. 
Then again, it wasn’t as if many tribes played host to a dragon who had just wiped out an army on their behalf, either. 
I entered the cave and maneuvered through the dark passages toward the chamber with the pool. The flickering light ahead seemed brighter, which made me wonder if Tyris had chosen to ignite more torches. I stepped inside the chamber, my eyes drifting to the bedroll. 
Only to find it empty. Frowning, I glanced around the chamber—
And inhaled sharply when Tyris suddenly emerged from within the pool. Her orange hair was plastered against the sides of her head, revealing the tips of her pointed ears. She paused right before her breasts lifted above the waterline. 
For a moment I stared, mind flashing back to the first time I had seen her in Siren Falls when she had done the same thing. Then I remembered my purpose and frowned, face heating, as I cast about for a place to put the bowl. “I, uh, I brought some food.”
“I thought it prudent to wash first,” she said, sliding her hands back through her hair. Her bountiful cleavage, fetchingly visible above the water, shifted at the movement. 
“Good plan,” I managed, kneeling to set the bowl down at the rim of the pool but unable to drag my eyes away from her shiny wet skin. 
“Do you wish to join me?” she asked. “It is quite pleasant.”
The bowl nearly slipped out of my hands. “Sounds relaxing,” I said, returning to my feet as calmly as I could despite the sudden rush of blood into my loins. “Is it cold?”
“No,” Tyris answered. “But I can heat it up for you if you prefer.”
Before I could reply, she slowly stood upright. My breath caught in my throat as the water streamed down her body, sliding from the swells of her breasts. I had been yearning to get a glimpse of those perfect half-human tits of hers. And now that I could behold them in all their naked glory, it was safe to say I wasn’t disappointed in the least. 
The water stopped just below her toned belly, and she paused for several long, glorious seconds as if giving me time to appreciate the streams trickling down her neck and between her breasts. Then, with a flick of her wrists, she stretched her hands in front of her. Aetheric flames burst forth from her palms and dove into the pool. The inferno conjured a steaming mist that coiled around her like a serpent, as if even the water couldn’t resist her alluring curves. 
Having grown up in the palace in Tel Kithas, I was no stranger to astonishing feats of magic, but these days, most commonplace miracles of sorcery were the work of artifice. Fire runes to heat the water, water runes to move it swiftly through pipes, arcane runes to cleanse it of impurities before returning it to the lake…
Her method was certainly more dramatic, especially the way the light played off her tan skin and reflected in her piercing eyes. A wave of heat washed over me as I drank in her young body, but I was pretty sure it had nothing do with the steam.
She quenched the flames with another flick of her wrist, then flashed me a coquettish smile. “It is ready.”
Nodding as if in a trance, I touched the glamour stone dangling from my neck. Her eyes had been locked onto mine during her entire performance, but when my illusory clothes faded, I caught them surreptitiously flick downward. From the slight upward curl of her lips, she was obviously pleased by the fact I was already as hard as the stone walls of the pool. 
A soothing warmth enveloped me the moment I dipped my foot inside, and I let out a contented groan as I immersed my legs and waist. 
“Better?” she asked, eyes twinkling as she drifted closer to me. 
“Much,” I said, unable to pull my gaze from the sight of her glistening breasts while she moved. “Even the runes in the pools at Siren Falls never get them quite this—mmh!”
I was cut off when she abruptly kissed me. A rush of magical energy flooded into my scar as quickly as the rush of blood flooding into my submerged manhood. As her arms wrapped around my waist, she pulled herself close enough that my throbbing tip pressed against her belly.
Tyris’s tongue found mine, and my thoughts flashed back to the night when she’d brought me in here and kissed me…and then proclaimed that she was meant to be my reward for aiding the Vorskai against the Dragon Sovereign. She had departed shortly thereafter, leaving me alone to rest before the battle. 
Tonight, however, I had a feeling she wasn’t going anywhere. 
My hands fell upon her wet shoulders and traced down her back, appreciating every inch of her curves. After they reached her waist, I slowly brought them back up, this time moving to her sides. My cock, still pressed against her navel, pulsed in uncontrollable excitement when my fingers finally touched her magnificent breasts.
By the Seven, I thought, I can’t wait to get them into my mouth…
I was about to pull away and lower my lips to one when Tyris’s hand settled on my scar. The surge of energy nearly overwhelmed me. I couldn’t even maintain our kiss. 
“Gods,” I gasped, leaning away. My entire body went as rigid as my cock. 
“You have said that you can heal most wounds,” Tyris whispered. 
“Yes,” I panted. The tips of my fingers and toes and cock were all tingling. “Except that one. Not very pleasant to look at, I know. Though I’ve met quite a few women who find scars attractive.”
I smirked, but Tyris didn’t seem to notice. Her eyes remained fixed upon my wound. 
“You feel better when I am touching you,” she said quietly.
That’s the understatement of the age, I thought dryly. 
“Yes,” I said instead. “The vatari inside me must be feeding off your power. I didn’t know such a thing was possible. Perhaps it’s a sign you really do have draconic blood.”
Tyris frowned. “Do you doubt it?”
“No,” I replied quickly. “But once we find Sariss, she can perform a proper blood reading. The Vaz Gorati can tap into a sorcerer’s ancestral memories and learn all kinds of things about them.”
“The moshalim have a similar ritual,” she said, sliding her fingertips across my scar and sending a shudder of delight cascading through me. “But we do not test the blood.”
I frowned. “How else can you…ngn!”
It was only then, when I felt fingertips curl around my cock, that I realized her other hand had drifted all the way down my body. 
“The truth of a moshalim’s power lies within his seed,” Tyris said, her green eyes brimming with desire. “It is time I understood yours.”
Without a moment’s hesitation, she sank into the water all the way down to her knees, submerging herself to her chin. My cock was there waiting for her, turgid and throbbing. She stared at it for a long moment, as if trying to plan her attack, before the fingers of her right hand curled around the shaft. 
I moaned in delight at the pleasure of her touch, and again when she began to stroke me. My swollen tip throbbed in anticipation of being introduced to her soft lips and tongue, but she made no movement other than to study the engorged flesh in front of her as if it were a beast waiting to be tamed. 
“Are all male dragons so impressive?” she asked huskily. 
“I, uh…nnn,” I moaned as she continued stroking me. “I don’t know.”
She examined me for another moment, her breasts heaving rhythmically above the water, then finally looked up at me. “You have been with many females, have you not?”
“Ngn…uh…a few,” I managed. Alamir had only been with three women before Dragonfall, but as for Raz…few was quite the understatement. 
“I am inexperienced,” Tyris admitted, her fingers squeezing a bit tighter. “But that is only because I have saved myself for the Dragon Messiah.”
Unspoiled and unbroken, the old Vaz Gorati texts said, as a dragon wife should be. 
“I will learn quickly,” Tyris said, still looking at me. “And I assure you, there will come a day when you are desperate for my touch.”
I groaned as her stroke traveled from base to crown. “I already am.”
She smiled. “Good. Because I am not like any female you have ever met.” 
Parting her lips, she leaned forward to engulf me. 
There was nothing in the world quite like watching your cock disappear into a beautiful woman’s mouth for the first time, nor anything quite like feeling the heat of her mouth and the softness of her tongue upon your manhood. Tyris had gotten me so close with her fingers alone that the furnace of her mouth and the suction of her lips almost sent me over the edge.
But I had been with plenty of women, like she said, including a concubine with a penchant for keeping me tortuously on edge for hours at a time. Though it took a great deal of effort, I managed to hold myself back so I could fully enjoy the moment. I feathered my fingers through her tousled red mane, and I moaned in delight when she took me into her throat. 
Whatever Tyris might have lacked in experience she easily made up for in raw enthusiasm. She bobbed up and down fiercely, vigorously, one hand on the base of my cock while the other squeezed the back of my thighs. The suction from her lips grew stronger with each passing second, as if she were in a race to extract my seed as soon as possible…
It would have been selfish to disappoint her. I let myself go, enjoying the grip and pull of her mouth nearly as much as the sight of my cock sliding in and out of her lips. My hand gripped her hair more tightly, and I panted as I began to crest—
“Hngh!” I cried out as I flooded her mouth with her well-deserved reward. Tyris held her ground, hand gripping my thigh as tightly as mine was gripping her hair. I groaned when the flood finally tapered off, and I looked down at her orange mane as she slowly pulled back. She had endured amazingly well for her first time; only a few thin streams had escaped her lips. Her eyes flicked back up to mine just in time for me to watch her open her mouth, roll my seed over her tongue…and then swallow it all with a single gulp. 
“Von selah con merak,” Tyris breathed, reaching up with a finger to gather a loose dribble from her lip. “The seed that will cure the Drought.”
I didn’t know what to say or how to react. But looking down upon her, fighting back against the inevitable wave of fatigue, I couldn’t help but think about how Tyris had been right. 
She really wasn’t like any female I had ever met. 
[image: image-placeholder]Tyris continued to gently stroke me after I’d come down, whispering strange Vorskai words as if reciting an incantation. In between each phrase, she dragged her tongue across my shaft as if determined to keep me from wilting.
Not that there was any chance of that happening. Between the sight of her wet, nubile body on its knees and the constant stream of magical energy feeding my scar, my cock remained firm and at the ready. And when her fingers rejoined the action, stroking me in a leisurely manner while her tongue flicked across my tip, I was tempted to let her take me into her mouth however many times she wanted until she’d had her fill. I could certainly think of worse ways to relax than having a beautiful young woman suck you dry. 
Like when Karethys once spent an entire afternoon between my legs testing my endurance, I remembered. Or when Sariss spent three glorious nights doing the same. 
Tyris was hungrily eyeing my cock as if she were about to devour me again, but it hardly seemed fair to have her do all the work. After all, she was the one who’d been knocked unconscious by the Wailing just a few hours earlier.
Just as her lips began to part, I reached down and firmly took her arms, drawing her up out of the water. Her green eyes looked up at me, confused, but she didn’t resist when I pulled her upright. The water streamed down her body again, drawing my eyes to her flat stomach…and making me imagine how incredible her belly would look with my brand upon it. But I pushed aside the thought as I drew her in for another kiss.
I smiled inwardly when she instantly melted into me. I slid my hands down her sides, once again appreciating her bountiful human curves. When my fingers came back up, they alighted upon her breasts. She gasped into my mouth when I gave them a gentle squeeze, and again when I rolled my thumbs across her nipples.
Our mouths parted for a fraction of a second, giving me the opportunity to kiss my way down her chin and neck as I squatted lower. My lips soon joined my thumbs at her breasts, and when I rolled my tongue over the burgundy nubs, Tyris’s entire body seized up in delight.
“Zor Kalngngngn…” she babbled incoherently, her nails suddenly digging into my back for purchase as if she might otherwise lose her balance and fall into the pool. 
I continued my own feast, eagerly devouring her tits, my cock throbbing against her stomach. Every time she gasped or seized up in my arms, I knew I’d made the right decision in taking charge. And I was only getting started. 
While my tongue resumed lashing her nipples, my hands found her thighs. With a burst of scar-enhanced strength, I lifted her out of the pool. She inhaled sharply, her knees reflexively locking against my hips, as I carried her to the edge and set her down on the smooth stones.
Tyris eyed me curiously when I abruptly pulled away from her, wondering what I was doing. I answered her question by sinking into the pool, pushing apart her legs and kissing my way along her inner thigh. 
Her womanhood petaled open as I spread her thighs, revealing a glistening pink flower. A single thin strip of red hair lay above, an amusing testament to her human heritage, and I smiled as I gently brought my mouth to her labia. 
I may not have been able to perform a blood reading, but the explosion of energy when my tongue touched her womanhood almost made me spill right into the pool. The surge was even more intense than when she’d taken me into her mouth, or even when she’d set her hand atop my scar. Her feminine nectar was like pure, concentrated Aether.
Blood and seed, the Vaz Gorati said, were the true conduits of power. I should have known that would extend to females as well. 
I ventured deeper, one finger pressing into her slit while my tongue lathered her swollen clit. Tyris didn’t so much gasp as stutter, as if she could barely breathe at all. Her fingers were suddenly on my head, gripping desperately at my long white hair as the waves of ecstasy crashed over her. 
“That…oh…oh!”
She spent with a gasp, her thighs clamping around my head and her fingers digging into my skull. And as the tremors of euphoria shuddered through her, I felt a new surge of power flood through me as well, as I fed off her release. 
I believed that making a woman spend with your mouth was ample reward on its own, but being able to feed off her joy made it all the sweeter. My cock throbbed beneath the water, desperate for a sheath. 
“Ngn,” Tyris moaned as she finally came down. “I never knew…never thought…ohh…”
As I slid my tongue across her pearl again, I belatedly understood how she had felt a few minutes ago. Even without the exhilarating rush of energy, I would happily dine on her sex all night purely for the satisfaction of feeling her and hearing her convulse around me.
But I wanted more…and I knew she did as well. I could hear it in her ragged breath and see it in her emerald eyes. Five years ago, I’d put us on a collision course. A male and female dragon, an Avetharri and a Vorskai…it was time to fulfill our destiny. 
It was time to make her mine. 
Surging out of the water, I took hold of her thighs and hoisted her up again. She wrapped her arms around the back of my neck for support as I carried us both up and over the edge of the pool. Her lips found mine as we moved, and her fingertips dug into my flesh when my tongue encircled hers, allowing her to taste her own carnal nectar. 
I held her airborne for several seconds, allowing most of the water to stream off us and splatter against the cavern floor before I finally crossed to her bedroll. Her legs stayed clamped around me when I set her down, my manhood basking in the heat of her virgin sex. My swollen tip was already slick with her molten juices.
While my right hand squeezed her breasts again, my left reached down to guide my tip to her waiting entrance. I broke our kiss as I pushed against her, eager to gaze deep into her green eyes. She appeared younger and more vulnerable without her war paint, as if she were an ordinary young girl rather than a powerful sorceress and formidable warrior. She looked at me eagerly and expectantly, her hands clutching my back as she spread her legs wide.
“Please,” Tyris breathed, voice soft and sweet. “I am yours, Fakash Tal’Shira.”
I nudged my manhood inside her, moaning in joy as I felt her stretch to accommodate me for the first time. Her eyes rolled back into her head as I pushed deep into her hot, gripping silk, and for several drawn-out seconds, she seemed to forget how to breathe. She was unbelievably tight. Fearing I might be hurting her, I started to pull back…but her hands and thighs clamped into place to hold me fast, and I pushed in deeper. 
“Zanesh tela dos,” she stammered. “Yes…please…oh!”
She cried out as my hips met hers, and another surge of sorcerous power sizzled through my cock, body, and scar. A roaring wave of unstoppable lust came with it, compelling me not to linger to enjoy the feeling of her innermost flesh, but to thrust harder, deeper. The primal urge to take her became overwhelming. I didn’t just want to fuck her—I wanted to ruthlessly drive into her womanhood over and over and over until I flooded her womb with my dragon seed… 
Rolling my hips back, I pulled out a few inches, then thrust into her again, triggering a gasp and a full-body shudder of delight. I repeated the movement again and again, faster each time, giving her a chance to adapt before I took her anew. 
“There!” she cried when I found an angle that pressured somewhere sensitive. “More…ngh!”
Through my haze of need and mounting pleasure, I homed in on the spot and kept going. 
The heat between us built, our breaths merging and our passion rising. My strokes drew sounds out of her that were so vulnerable, so needful, that I couldn’t get enough of them, while each rippling squeeze of her inner walls made me forget everything else in the world. 
As she bucked wildly beneath me, my cock splitting her nubile flesh, my thoughts returned to something she’d told me. 
My entire life, I have imagined fighting alongside you and battling evil together, she had said. Our story is carried in the currents of the Moshai. I am meant to bond with the Hero of Destiny. 
I still didn’t know if I believed her. I didn’t know if I should allow myself to believe her. But despite how much I distrusted prophecies, I couldn’t deny that I’d felt something with this girl the instant we’d met. Nor could I deny how natural—how right—it felt to be inside her. 
It wasn’t about her beauty or her magic or her determination. This was about a connection, a gravity-like force pulling together. The future may have been murky, but the present was clear as day. 
Tyris Vermillion was mine. 
“Oh!” I practically shouted as I once again approached the edge…
And happily plunged over it. Tyris cried out in climax as I spent deep inside her, filling her womb with burst after burst of my dragon seed. Her entire body locked around me, holding us together. Man and woman, human and elf, Sorokar and Vermillion…
Two as one. Mas’kari.
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          Council of War


        


      


      

        

          “As my lord can see, there have been no changes along the northern border,” General Elyon said, his hand hovering above the war table. The illusory terrain, as well as the projections of their current forces in the area, shifted in response to his movements. “The Lostrien armies remain firmly entrenched but have made no efforts to advance or reinforce their numbers.” 


          “As we expected,” Krynn Mandar, Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal, replied with a casual flick of his black claw. “They won’t attack, not after we embarrassed them so thoroughly. Sovereign Calishar is more afraid of losing face than running out of vatari.”


          “For now, I agree,” Elyon said in that not-quite insubordinate tone of his. Though perhaps it only seemed restrained because he was in his Avetharri form rather than his Wyrmidon one. Krynn had made it clear that the general could only assume his dragon knight form when his Sovereign was a full dragon. It was vital that the soldiers—and the court and the nobles and everyone else—understood who was in charge at all times. 


          “Earlier, you mentioned a new problem in the east,” Krynn prompted. He was seated in the chair he’d had specially made for these councils, sized for his enlarged bulk and carved from blood-red stone to match his scales.


          “Yes, my lord,” Elyon said, waving his hand over the war table. The magical projection transformed from the lush expanse of the Silvershade Forest to the island city of Tol Morhir. Hundreds of miles to its south, the general conjured an image of several dozen war galleons. “Imperial warships continue to gather in the Forlingas Sea. They have not advanced, but they could be preparing to lay siege to Tol Morhir or Darmaste.”


          “Or Baradar,” Malarel Teviss put in from the other side of the table. The drow matriarch’s faintly glowing red eyes were narrowed in thought. “It wouldn’t get them access to the vatari, but opening the strait would give the Empire more options to pressure us.”


          “And potentially supply the Underborn rebels more easily,” Elyon agreed. “We know they’ve been getting weapons somehow. If the Empire can supply them with food, it would allow the rebels to sustain their campaign, possibly even beyond Sethuil and the Reach.”


          Krynn shook his head. “I’m sure they’d love that, but the Empire isn’t that bold. Not after I sank their war galleon last week.”


          “Perhaps not,” Malarel replied with a fractional shrug. “But it is something we should watch closely.”


          “I concur,” Elyon said. “My lord, we need to be prepared for more aggressive Imperial action. With their vatari reserves dwindling, many of the provinces may feel compelled to take matters into their own hands.”


          “Oh, they will. I guarantee it.”


          Everyone’s gaze shifted to the lanky, sour-faced highborn man sitting at the far end of the table. Zirik Tynov had been relatively quiet so far, but not peaceful. He looked wound up, like a coiled snake waiting for the opportunity to strike. 


          Evidently, that moment was now. 


          “For all we know, there’s an entire Imperial armada lurking around Narthil ready to sweep up the coast,” he said. “Or ships in northern Lostrien waiting to supply the rebels.”


          “Our scouts have found no evidence of any war or supply fleets,” Malarel reminded him calmly. “As you know, the Empire—”


          “Will not wait forever to bring the hammer down upon us,” Zirik finished. “What I want to know—what we all need to know—is what our Sovereign plans to do when the Elder Dragons finally unleash their fury. Because it doesn’t seem like he realizes how precarious our position is.”


          “Not nearly as precarious as you believe it to be,” Krynn said, turning and glaring at the other man. “And my plan has not changed. When the Empire accepts my terms and allows us to distribute the vatari as we see fit, trade will return to normal.”


          Zirik scoffed. “And we’ve been telling you for years that the Council of Wyrms will never accept that arrangement. You’re asking the Great Houses to cede tremendous wealth.”


          “Yes, I am,” Krynn said flatly. “The day of my coronation, I promised all of you that the Empire would no longer disrespect our people, nor would they plunder our wealth and resources without rightful compensation.”


          He paused and allowed his voice to chill. “As one of the only loyal houses left in Abethaal, House Tynov should understand that. Your continued support has brought your family great wealth and prestige.”


          “For which we are eternally grateful, my lord,” Zirik said not quite sarcastically, “but I fear this has gone on too long. We repelled the Empire’s first attacks, it’s true, and your obliteration of their war galleon has left them stunned. But they haven’t truly tested us yet. We need to negotiate better terms before this escalates any further.”


          “I told you my terms,” Krynn replied flatly. “The vatari is ours. There is nothing else to negotiate but the price.”


          The other man’s face darkened into a scowl, and he leaned across the table. But thankfully for him, Malarel interjected before he said something he’d regret. 


          “There may be another, simpler solution we have not considered,” the drow said coolly. “We’ve been able to maintain our position because the other provinces were thoroughly unprepared for the boldness of my lord’s moves to secure Selod Maril. And thus far, they have been unable to present a unified response. But if that is changing, as Lord Tynov fears, we should consider fomenting further division ourselves.”


          “Speak plainly,” Zirik said tartly. 


          Malarel briefly arched a white eyebrow at him, but her dark voice betrayed no sign of annoyance or frustration. “A private gift to one of the neighboring provinces—Ivallis, perhaps—in coin or crystal might persuade them to remain neutral a bit longer. Perhaps we could even convince them to agree to our lord’s new terms individually, without the Empire’s approval.”


          Zirik snorted. “Do you really think Ivallis would take that kind of risk?”


          “As the General said, vatari supplies are running out. We can either use that to our advantage, or we can wait and allow it to become a rallying point for our enemies. I humbly suggest the former.”


          Inwardly, Krynn smiled. Malarel was smart—too smart, perhaps. But her drow had served him well these past five years, and while he didn’t trust House Teviss, he absolutely respected them. Their ruthless efficiency was a joy to behold.


          But he was no fool. House Teviss was also the undisputed expert at playing both sides against the middle, and Malarel wouldn’t suggest any course of action her house wouldn’t benefit from. He wouldn’t have put it past her to have already made inroads with some of the families in Ivallis in preparation for Krynn’s outreach. 


          “With Garsúl’s support, we’d control access to the sea,” Krynn said. “I’d rather start with them.”


          “As my lord desires,” Malarel said, her face giving no indication that she approved or disapproved. “Any arrangement could buy us more time. And potentially force the Empire to acquiesce.”


          “I’ll send an envoy soon,” Krynn told her. “But for now, we should return to local matters. General, what’s the latest report from the Reach?”


          Elyon nodded. He waved his hand above the war table, shifting the projection to the western side of the province.


          “No major developments in the past several days. The rebels continue to amass the bulk of their forces in Nost Darah. I still believe they’re likely to attack within the next month or even sooner. They simply don’t have the provisions to wait.”


          “Then I suggest we mount a small offensive,” Malarel said. “Not against Nost Darah directly, but against their other camps and outposts. If we keep them off-balance long enough, they’ll starve and turn on each other.”


          “If we had the forces to spare, I’d consider it,” Krynn said. “But we don’t, not without diverting wyverns and men from the border.”


          “I still believe the Sarodihm are our biggest obstacle,” Elyon said. “We’ve had dozens of reports of their followers harrying our convoys and patrols. And if they truly have discovered a new source of magic—”


          Krynn snorted. “There is no other source of magic. The Sarodihm are glorified cultists, nothing more. We’ll crush them with the rest of the rebels.”


          “Like you crushed the Vorskai?”


          Once again, all eyes at the table turned to Zirik Tynov. His face had flushed while the others spoke, as if his anger had been building to a boil. 


          “I beg your pardon?” Krynn asked, every word encased in ice. 


          “You told us that you destroyed the Vorskai dragon five years ago,” Zirik said. “You promised that they would never again be a threat.”


          “They aren’t a threat,” Krynn growled. “I drove them back into the mountains, and my forces will flush them out and finish them off soon.”


          “So you have said. And yet my own wyvern riders tell a very different story. They say that your forces were completely annihilated by the humans.”


          Krynn’s claws scratched into the granite tabletop, and he was more than a little tempted to leap across the table and rip the other man in half. He had been rather evasive about the events at Dragonfall two days ago, and he hadn’t expected anyone here to investigate the valley themselves for some time yet. Enough, he’d hoped, for him to be able to pin the blame on the regiment commanders for committing a truly embarrassing tactical blunder and being unprepared for a Vorskai ambush. 


          But if Tynov’s people had done a flyby and seen the devastation themselves…


          “Two thousand men—gone,” Zirik said. “Most of them incinerated, it might add. If the Vorskai sorcerers are powerful enough to wipe out an entire army, we can no longer afford to—”


          “Your riders are mistaken,” Krynn said in a deadly voice. “I slaughtered the Vorskai envoy myself. Perhaps your men were too lazy or too incompetent to actually look at the bodies.”


          Zirik sneered. “Are you honestly going to sit there and—”


          Krynn slammed his fist upon the table, leaving a spiderweb of cracks in the stone. He shifted his gaze to Malarel and Elyon. “Leave us. We’ll meet again the day after tomorrow.”


          Zirik glanced between the others, probably hoping that they would hold their ground and ask their Sovereign to explain what was going on. But both Malarel and Elyon stood without fanfare and departed, leaving the patriarch of House Tynov alone to fend for himself. 


          “You can’t hide the truth forever,” Zirik said, standing from his seat and bracing his hands on his end of the table. “Not from the court, not from the rest of the province!”


          “There is nothing to hide,” Krynn insisted venomously. “The Vorskai have been dealt with.”


          “She was there, wasn’t she?” Zirik demanded, ignoring all warning signs. “The Vorskai dragon, the one we’ve heard so much about.”


          “There is no human dragon.”


          Zirik laughed. “How long do you expect to be able to sit there and lie to your war council? Elyon may be a loyal hound, but House Teviss has more spies than anyone in the Empire. It’s only a matter of time before Malarel realizes the truth.”


          “She understands the only truth that matters,” Krynn said, letting his voice cool and his posture relax as he reached across the table to retrieve his glass of wine. “That I am Dragon Sovereign, and that my word is law.”


          “You can’t threaten us, not with the Empire about to beat down your door,” Zirik spat. “And in case you’re sitting there thinking about killing me, I should remind you that there are currently two Tynovs on the Council of Wyrms. You may think you can ignore the Elder Dragons, but I assure you that—”


          “How’s your new wife?” 


          Zirik blinked as if he thought he had misheard. “What?”


          “Your new wife,” Krynn repeated, calmly swirling the contents of his glass. “The one from Korvale. You know, with the silver hair and long legs?”


          “She’s well,” the other man replied slowly. “We’ll be married in three days.”


          “Congratulations. She has an impressive lineage. I’ve heard she’s quite the sorceress.”


          Zirik stared at him for a moment. “She is quite gifted, yes. But what does—?”


          “I’m sure she is,” Krynn went on, finally gulping down the wine before setting the glass back on the table. “I’d love to meet her.”


          The chamber went deathly quiet, and Krynn watched in satisfaction as the color drained from Zirik’s arrogant face. 


          “In fact, you should have her stop by the palace tonight,” Krynn continued. “Oh, and tell her to wear something nice, would you?”


          “No,” Zirik rasped, as if all the air had been sucked from his lungs. “She will do no such thing.”


          Krynn shrugged. “I can ask her myself, if you prefer. It might be easier that way. I’m sure her family would be ecstatic at the prospect of the Dragon Sovereign giving her a personal tour of the palace.”


          Zirik swallowed. “If you so much as lay a hand on her, I swear I’ll—”


          “Do what? Run crying to the Vaz Gorati? I am Dragon Sovereign—by the divine right of Lahara’s blood, any unmarried female is mine to claim as I wish.” Krynn casually stood from his seat and loomed over the other man. “Or perhaps you’d prefer to strike me instead?”


          Zirik’s face had gone as pale as a Chol. His entire body quivered as if he couldn’t decide whether to lunge across the table or fall to his knees and retch. 


          “What do you want?” Zirik asked, his voice barely a whisper.


          “Your continued candor during council meetings, of course,” Krynn said. “A Sovereign needs advisors who are willing to challenge him.”


          Zirik stayed silent. 


          “Still, you may wish to have your wyvern riders take another look at the valley before our next meeting,” Krynn added. “Elyon and Malarel will undoubtedly be interested in hearing your updated report.”


          “I’ll send the orders tomorrow,” Zirik rasped. 


          “Why wait? You should go and do that now.” Krynn smiled. “And on the way, you can apologize to your fiancé for me. I’m busy tonight after all.”


          Zirik nodded so faintly it was little more than a twitch, then turned and left the war room without another word. Krynn stared at the door in silence for a solid half minute before the gilded wall behind him shimmered and his First Wife—and Dragon Priestess—walked through the illusory barrier. 


          “You’ve always known House Tynov would be trouble,” Miniel said, following his gaze to the door. As usual, she was clad in her blue Vaz Gorati robes with her stomach bared to display the House Mandar brand—his brand—upon her belly.


          “They still have their uses,” Krynn told her. “For a little while longer, anyway.”


          His wife drew in a deep breath as if bracing herself. “With all due respect, my lord, he is not wrong. The others will learn the truth about what happened soon, if they don’t know already.”


          “I’m aware of that,” Krynn said. “But every day here is crucial. Even a small delay may buy us the time we need to find Alamir and his wives.”


          Miniel nodded. “As you wish, of course.”


          His lip twitched. “Have our people found the ranger or the concubine yet?”


          “N-no, my lord, but it may take some time yet. As I said before, they could be almost anywhere…they may not even be in Abethaal anymore.”


          “Oh, they’re here,” Krynn said, eyes narrowing. “Of that, I have no doubt.”


          She didn’t reply. He knew she disagreed, but it didn’t really matter. If Alamir’s women weren’t in Abethaal, they wouldn’t be of any use to him anyway. But if they were…


          If they were, Krynn’s agents would find them. 


          “Are our men in position in Halondel?” he asked. 


          “They flew in last night, my lord. Sister Sariss is serving in the temple there, as I thought.” Miniel paused. “Do you wish her apprehended?”


          “No, just observed for now. If she’s there, Alamir won’t be far behind.” He paused and glanced down to the cracks he’d left in the table. “But I do want you to send a message to the local Blood Mother in case she requires additional motivation to aid us.”


          Miniel’s dark eyebrows lifted. “My lord?”


          “Just a little pressure applied carefully at the right points,” he said. “A Sovereign has many tools in his arsenal.”


          Krynn smiled and looked back to the door where Zirik Tynov had departed. “And I intend to use them all.”
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          Return to the Falls


        


      


      

        The stew I’d brought into the cave had long since gone cold by the time Tyris finally got around to eating, though a flash of searing flames from her palm solved that problem easily enough. Her biggest challenge to finishing the meal turned out to be something far more sinister.  
Namely, me. 
Up until now, I had only experienced brief surges of energy from touching her. But continuously feeding off her like this was driving me absolutely wild. It wasn’t just the usual enhancement to my speed and strength, either. I felt healthy. Revitalized.
And unstoppably randy.
I had already spilled twice in the past half hour, yet I felt as though I hadn’t finished in weeks. I couldn’t keep my hands to myself. I kissed her back and slid my hands along her smooth flesh while she tried to eat, but even that wasn’t enough to sate me. I had her tits back in my mouth when she was halfway through the bowl, and she was back on the bedroll with my cock hammering into her long before she could finish. 
And barely a minute after I flooded her womb with another rush of dragon seed, my cock was hard and eager for a fourth round. I’d always had impressive endurance, thanks in no small part to my concubine’s intense training regimen when I’d come of age, but this was different. Five minutes felt like a week of recovery. 
Thankfully, Tyris seemed eager to try and meet the challenge. Shortly after I finished inside her for the second time, she took me into her mouth and coaxed another load out of me. And shortly after that, she returned to her back with her legs spread so I could relentlessly rut her yet again. 
Yet even after the third time I’d spent inside her, I had no doubt I could have easily kept going if I wanted to. Gods, I needed to. But I forced myself to hold back for Tyris’s sake, and we took another long dip in the pool to clean up instead. 
When she entered the pool after reheating it, the cost of our enthusiasm became clear. She winced as the hot water enfolded her lower body, and I spotted the telltale signs of soreness that I recognized from my earliest sessions with Karethys. 
I had been far rougher with Tyris than I should have for a woman’s first time, though she’d never showed anything but hungry desire for more. Yet that was no excuse, as the more experienced partner, and I made it up to her by slowly and lovingly bathing her myself, soothing her sore sex and breasts with carefully massaging fingers amid soft, tender kisses.
Her hands likewise explored me at her leisure, tracing the hard muscles of my arms, chest, and back. She lingered at my ears, as if fascinated by their slightly longer shape than her own. By the time we were finished bathing, we felt as intimate as it was possible to be. 
Sleeping proved more difficult than battling the Chol. My scar kept feeding as I held her on the bedroll, even after she fell asleep. Eventually, I convinced myself to stop touching her and put some distance between us…and then, finally, I started to come down.
The crash came slowly at first, but then all at once. After perhaps ten minutes on my own, I no longer had the strength to keep my eyes open. The transition was as bizarre as it was incredible. But before I could put any more thought into it, I fell asleep.
I probably would have slept through the afternoon if Tyris hadn’t awakened me. I heard her voice first, though it was little more than distant gibberish to my unconscious mind. I became vaguely aware of a new source of light nearby, but even that didn’t stir me from slumber. Nothing did…until I felt her hand upon my scar. 
I inhaled sharply and popped upright only to see her kneeling in front of me, a concerned expression on her face. She was already dressed in her tribal leathers, and she’d even applied fresh white warpaint beneath her eyes. 
“Are you well?” she asked. 
“Yes,” I managed, clearing my throat. I hadn’t felt this groggy in months. “Just a little slow in the morning.”
Tyris smiled. “You worked hard last night. I always assumed that the legends of male dragons and their remarkable endurance had been exaggerated by the Avetharri.”
“We do need proper motivation,” I replied dryly, smiling back as I reached out to caress her cheek. “And I had plenty.”
The flicker of the wall torch behind her glinted off her eyes, and the warm light made her skin almost glow. I wanted to pull her in for a kiss, but I was afraid of where it might lead. Intellectually, I knew I needed to get back to Borkesh as soon as possible. The problem was that my intellect was no longer in charge. Not when we were here in this cave. Alone. With her touching me. 
“The others will be preparing provisions for us,” Tyris said. “We should not keep them waiting.”
She sounded like she was trying to convince herself as much as me, and I very nearly pulled her in for a kiss regardless. But there was no possible way I’d be able to get out of bed once our lips touched, so I somehow mustered the will to simply nod instead. 
“Right,” I said. “We should—”
Her lips intercepted mine before I could finish, and she practically tackled me onto the bedroll. Her power flooded me anew, an intoxicating, invigorating current. It buzzed along my skin as my arms wrapped around her. My cock, hard in an instant, pressed awkwardly against her belly as she pinned me beneath her, but she didn’t seem to mind. One of her hands found my stem, and her fingers were soon sliding effortlessly along my shaft. 
She didn’t stop there. Keeping our mouths locked together, she widened her legs to properly straddle me, and her right hand moved her loincloth out of the way while her left guided me into her wet, waiting sex. 
Her groan as she sank down, taking me inside, set my lust on fire. 
With her sorcerous power coursing through me, fueling my muscles and my libido, it took an enormous amount of restraint not to simply grab hold of her and take control. But incredibly, she acted every bit as desperate as I was, her earlier soreness seemingly gone. She moaned into my mouth as her hips churned against me, fucking me as hard as I had fucked her. 
What she lacked in technique, she made up for in enthusiasm and stamina. Her body quickly found its rhythm, and I began bucking to match her frantic pace. My world became her lips, her tongue, and that warm, clinging satin that engulfed me over and over. She took me without a care for exploring different angles or seeking out her pleasure spots, just a frenzied desire to take me deeper, always deeper.
Neither of us held back. She spent a heartbeat before I did, her lips popping free of mine as she screamed and jerked upright. I joined her cry, clutching at her thighs as I fired another load deep inside her, aided by her spasming walls.
Once we had both finished, Tyris smiled down at me again. “I suggest we take frequent breaks while we travel,” she said. “But it will require us to push our mounts if we wish to arrive on time.”
“I’m sure they can handle it,” I said, squeezing the young flesh of her thighs.
Chuckling softly, she leaned down to kiss me again, though she held it for only a few seconds. Any longer and we both knew this would be a lost cause. 
The sun hadn’t quite risen over the mountains when we left the cave, but the rays of light splintering over the peaks foreshadowed its return. Most of the Vorskai were awake. Several hunting parties were on their way out, while the rest were busy starting their own chores. 
While Tyris went to speak with the Mosh’Dalar and acquire some provisions, I headed for our mounts to get them ready. Both of our thresk were a bit grouchy this morning, for whatever reason; hers looked like it was about to snap at me with its beak. Perhaps it was being protective of its person…or perhaps it was protesting the fact we weren’t going to give it a day off to rest. I could have been persuaded either way. 
We set out shortly thereafter, and I tossed a final glance behind me before we entered the gorm tunnels. Neither Alamir nor Rasmus ever could have predicted how much the Godsworn Rise would change the course of both their lives. Lathriel, Tyris…
Dragonfall. 
The Vorskai believed I would eventually return, and I certainly wanted to. But the truth was that I had no way of knowing if I would be able to honor my promise and restore them to their home. The task ahead of me was monumental. When I’d had first come here with Tyris, I had wondered if it might be the start of an interesting journey. I’d had absolutely no idea how true that would prove.
“Is something wrong?” Tyris asked, stopping her half-reptile, half-bird mount alongside mine. 
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Just appreciating the daylight and fresh air while I can.”
I swept my gaze over the valley one last time. 
“All right,” I said. “We might as well get started.”
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Would it actually be possible to bring the dustborn into the Empire? Not as slaves or conscripts, but as free citizens? Considering how both the drow and the faeyn were still fighting for their own place in the Imperial hierarchy, it seemed unlikely. Rasmus had been too cynical to believe the Empire was capable of doing good, while Alamir had probably been too idealistic about what a single dragon could realistically accomplish. 
The question I couldn’t quite answer right now was what I believed. It was going to take a long time to figure out how to resolve the battle between the competing lifetimes inside my head. Dimly, I wondered if that challenge might ultimately prove more difficult than finding my wives or defeating Krynn.
Rather than drown in an abyss of my own dissonant thoughts, I struck up a conversation with Tyris as we traveled. I was perfectly content to listen as she told me about her people’s traditions and struggles, and I even had her try to expand my understanding of their language. Raz had picked up a fair amount over the years, but he’d never gotten anywhere close to fluent. And Alamir, for his part, only knew a few words. 
We kept up a good pace despite frequent breaks. At first, we struggled to travel more than an hour without stopping, mostly because she turned out to have worse discipline than I did. Out of nowhere, she would demand we halt, and a minute later I would be rutting her like a feral hog on the tunnel floor, our joint cries and gasps of exertion probably echoing for miles in the empty passages. 
We eventually learned to pace ourselves, and we made up for lost time by pushing our thresk every chance we got. And then, finally, we reached the tunnel exit where the Vorskai had created an illusion to conceal the passage. Once we moved through the shimmering figment, we were greeted by the sinking, reddening sun. My drow eyes had to squint for quite a while to adapt, but it was a small price to pay for the glowing warmth on our faces. 
“Hard to believe it’s only been a few days,” I said, shielding my eyes as I scanned the endless horizon of cracked, arid ground of the Droughtlands. The lush mountain valleys behind us were only a few dozen miles away, yet it felt as though we’d traveled halfway across the world.
“Much has changed in a short time,” Tyris agreed. She patted the scaly neck of her thresk as the beast sniffed the air, clearly ecstatic to be back above ground. “Shall we continue?”
Nodding, I spurred my own thresk to keep walking. We pushed hard for another few hours, not stopping even once as we raced against the waning daylight. The sun had nearly vanished by the time the waterfall became visible, and I pushed my mount even harder.
We were perhaps half a mile away when I saw the wisps of smoke rising from the settlement, and shortly thereafter, I noticed several fires blazing as well. My stomach clenched, and I spurred my thresk into a flat sprint. 
Had Krynn retaliated against the settlement when his squad of Wyrmguard hadn’t returned from their mission to find Tyris? If he’d dispatched another squad from Tiralis, or even decided to pay Siren Falls a visit himself…
Lahara have mercy. 
The closer we got, the worse it looked. Flames rose up from the rows of tents and wagons encircling the outskirts of the settlement, and the buildings beyond weren’t in much better shape. I didn’t see any bodies, but I didn’t see any survivors scurrying around trying to put out the blazes, either. The entire village looked disturbingly like another Dragonfall.
A wave of dread crashed over me as I slowed my thresk and scanned the devastation. Tyris’s battle with the Wyrmguard in the open plaza had scorched a few merchant stalls and left some nasty bloodstains on the rocky ground, but this looked like a dragon had strafed overhead and left ruin in his wake. Some of the locals might have fled into the caves for protection, but Borkesh and Sabari’s guards couldn’t possibly hold off another squad of Wyrmguard by themselves, let alone a vengeful Wyrm Lord. 
“Zor kalah,” Tyris breathed as she rode up behind me. 
“We need to look for survivors,” I said, gritting my teeth and hopping out of my saddle. I couldn’t feel the heat of the flames from here, but the acrid stench was already burning in my nostrils. And as the waning dusk transitioned into nightfall, the flickering orange columns of fire became even brighter. 
The fact that I couldn’t hear anything aside from the crackling blazes inside and around the buildings—no footfalls, no sobbing, no clash of weapons—was downright spooky. The slaughter must have ended hours ago. The part I couldn’t wrap my head around was the lack of corpses…
Bracing myself for the worst, I drew my blades and started forward. I swept my eyes from the buildings to the cavern entrance beneath the waterfall—
And froze. 
“Wait,” I warned, frowning at a fire blazing on a rooftop barely ten yards away. It reeked like burning flesh, not burning wood. I also couldn’t feel any heat, which made absolutely no sense at all.
“What is it?” Tyris asked, standing behind me with Sabon Nyr clutched in both hands. 
“The smell is wrong,” I said. “And there’s no heat.”
She frowned. “How can that be?”
“It can’t,” I said, shoulders relaxing as I lowered my blades and smiled. A few days ago, when Tyris had shown me the concealed entrance to the Vorskai tunnel, I had realized I could see through the illusion if I focused. I did the same here, concentrating on tiny details as I panned my gaze across the settlement…
And the entire illusion slowly unraveled. 
First went the fires, then smells, and then the beaten-down doors and wrecked stalls. Most of the wagons disappeared entirely, and the town took on a look of mere abandonment rather than desolation.
“Clever little siren,” I said, sheathing my swords. The smoke, the flames, the devastation…none of it was real. In fact, the Falls looked exactly the way we’d left it, other than the fact there didn’t appear to be anyone around. 
Tyris still looked confused, so I walked over to one of the illusory fires consuming a wagon and waved my hand over it. She gasped…but then understanding dawned. 
“Incredible,” she said, blinking. “Concealing our tunnel required several vatari runes. How is a deception on this scale even possible?”
“For a mortal, it probably isn’t,” I said with a grin. “For a fey, it’s an afternoon’s work.”
“More than an afternoon,” a gruff voice called out from nearby. “It took most of the day. Honestly, it might be the first time I’ve seen her sweat.”
Tyris and I both turned to our left as a tall orc emerged from around one of the buildings. He was casually bracing his oversized ax upon the shoulder of his thick balesk hide armor. 
“There you are,” I said, shoulders sagging in relief. 
“I was about to say the same to you,” Borkesh replied, his eyes spending about three-quarters of their time on the woman next to me. “Where in Kalhabek’s name have you been? And what are you wearing?”
“That’s…a long story,” I managed. “I can explain in a minute, but first…what was the point of all this? Where is everybody?”
Borkesh hesitated as he strode over, still looking at Tyris, before he shrugged. “In case you’ve forgotten, this girl murdered a squad of Wyrmguard soldiers. Someone was going to come look for them eventually, and there were too many witnesses to bury the corpses and play dumb. The place was in a panic when I got back.”
“So Sabari wove an illusion,” I reasoned. “To make it look like they torched the place and moved on.”
“Something like that,” the orc said, coming to a halt a few feet from us. “She said it might not hold up under close inspection, but anyone riding or flying by would think the whole place was burning to the ground. I told her that the Wyrmguard wouldn’t let it go, not with a whole squad dead, but she said it would be enough to provide cover for everyone to leave and disappear.”
I frowned. “Disappear? You mean everyone’s gone?”
“Like rats scurrying out of a burning house,” Borkesh said. “You didn’t really think people would stick around and wait for the Sovereign to show up and obliterate them, did you? The stalls were cleaned out by the next afternoon. Everyone else was gone by nightfall.”
Bitter regret uncurled within me as I looked at all the silent, empty buildings. Sabari, like most fey, wasn’t the type to settle in any one place for long, but this little oasis of hers had seemed like it might finally be the exception. She’d put a lot of work into it, and so had plenty of other people.
Not that I could blame anyone here for leaving. Borkesh was right—the Wyrmguard wouldn’t forget this, and neither would the dragon they served. 
“If it helps, everyone’s madder at the Vorskai girl than us,” Borkesh said, turning his gaze back to Tyris. “But I see you finally came to your senses and brought her back. We could probably get double the reward at this point.”
“There’s not going to be a reward,” I rasped, still feeling a little sick. 
The orc frowned. “What are you talking about? She’s right there.”
“Where’s Sabari?” I asked, ignoring the comment. “Don’t tell me that she ran off, too.”
Borkesh’s gaze lingered on Sabon Nyr for a moment before it returned to me. “Surprisingly, no. She’s planning to run off to Vimaldis and meet up with Faradah soon, but she decided to wait around for you.”
“Why wouldn’t she?” Tyris asked. “Is she not one of the wives you wished to find?”
“Wives?” Borkesh blurted out. “Raz? Are you serious?”
“Yes. He has several, does he not?”
The orc glanced between us as if he were suddenly convinced that we were illusions. 
“It’s a long story,” I said with a sigh. “You’ll want to sit down.” 
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“Hmph,” Borkesh grumbled about halfway through my clumsy monologue, the cup of ale he’d poured himself clunking down on the table after he’d taken a pull. “I suppose that makes sense.”
I blinked. “Er…really?”
“Of course not!” he growled. “What are you raving about? Did the Vorskai feed you something that hollowed out your brain?”
I groaned and slumped back in my chair on the other side of the table. The tavern and the entire network of caves were empty, just like he’d said, and the deserted tables and complete lack of background noise made the whole experience that much more disturbing. Siren Falls was an actual ghost town.
Though at least most of the ale barrels and food had been left behind. I could enjoy a drink while trying to explain the impossible. 
“We did not harm him,” Tyris said into the pause. She was sitting to my right, brow creased and arms crossed. “And he is not deceiving you. He is the Fakash Tal’Shira, the Dragon Messiah.”
The orc took a slow gulp from his ale, his eyes lingering on the half-human girl for a solid half minute before he finally swallowed and looked at Sabari. 
“You’ve been quiet,” he grumbled. “You put him up to this somehow, didn’t you? Seems like one of your tricks.”
“This is all news to me, love,” the siren said from the chair next to him, her brown eyes wide. “He must be trying to trick both of us.”
Borkesh snorted. Sabari certainly looked confused, but there was something off about her reaction, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on…
Still, at least she hadn’t exploded in rage when I’d walked into her cave. I was the one who had run off without saying anything, and Tyris was the one the Wyrmguard had chased here. Sabari had every right to be upset. 
But she wasn’t. She’d been happy when I’d walked in the door, sashaying up to me in her flowing olive skirt and midriff-bearing bandeau, then giving me a deep, passionate kiss—the kind she normally reserved for our longest, wettest nights together. She hadn’t acted all that stunned when Tyris had come in with me, either…
“I’m bored of whatever this game is,” Borkesh said, slamming down his empty cup. “Embellishing our latest monster hunt to get a girl into bed is one thing. I can respect that. But this…this is absurd.”
“I know it sounds crazy,” I said, “but—”
“It is crazy,” Borkesh interrupted. “You’re not a dragon. You eat magic. You don’t use it.”
“I used to.”
Wincing, I glanced down at my palm and slowly closed my hand into a fist. As Alamir, I could remember reaching out to the Aether and feeling the warmth of its currents flow through me. But like so many other memories, this one felt…wrong. As if it belonged to someone else. 
“Our theory is that some of the corrupted vatari from that dagger is still in my blood,” I said. “I can’t feel the Aether, and it’s more difficult to reach my dragon blood than it used to be, too. It feels like it’s trapped on the other side of a door I can’t open.”
“Let me get this straight,” Borkesh said, leaning forward. “You’re a prince without a crown, a sorcerer without magic, and a dragon without scales.” He snorted. “Funny, it sounds like the exact same fool who gave me all his gold a few days ago.”
“He is the Dragon Messiah,” Tyris insisted. She finally uncrossed her arms, but only so she could scowl harder at the orc. “He does not need to prove anything to you.”
The orc’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe I have this all backward—maybe you did something to her. Why else would she believe this nonsense?”
“It’s not nonsense,” I said, placing a hand on Tyris arm before she could say anything. “Here…”
Taking a deep breath, I roiled my dragon blood. With Tyris’s energy surging through me, I pushed past the initial rush of pain and gritted my teeth as my bones shifted and the flesh on my hands transformed into black scales. 
“Mak Gorash!” Borkesh swore, his red eyes widening as he bolted to his feet, nearly falling out of his chair in his haste. I stopped before I fully adopted my Wyrmidon form, but he still looked like he was about to draw his ax. 
Sabari gasped, too, though she didn’t bolt upright or leap out of her chair or anything so dramatic. She honestly looked less surprised than…aroused. 
“Happy?” I muttered, cooling my blood and reverting back to my normal form. The pain lingered for a few seconds, but I ignored it. 
“How…?” Borkesh rasped before he looked at Sabari. “This is definitely an illusion. Some new trick to fool the dull-witted orc?”
“I’m not doing anything, love,” Sabari said, shaking her head. “He really is a Wyrm Lord.”
“That’s not possible,” the orc insisted, returning to me. He sounded more rattled than I’d ever heard him. “It can’t be. How could you have forgotten something like that?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted, rubbing my tingling forearm. “But I shouldn’t have survived in the first place. Frankly, I’m still not sure how I did.”
I drew in a slow, centering breath and closed my eyes for a moment. I could remember everything about Alamir’s life just fine, but the events directly after Krynn’s betrayal remained hazy. 
“What happened when your people found me?” I asked. “You’ve always been a little light on the details.”
Borkesh was still staring at my hand, as if he were trying to see through an illusion like the one outside. “Because there’s not much to tell,” he said, slowly returning to his chair. “The scouting party was picking over the battlefield. They found you—a dead drow—with fancy swords and took them.”
“You picked over our fallen?” Tyris asked. “Like vultures?”
“They didn’t seem like they’d get much use out of their equipment, what with them all being dead,” Borkesh replied tartly. “Not that there was much left of value anyway. The dragon incinerated everything. And your people didn’t have anything as valuable as a pair of fine moonsilver blades and a vatari crystal amulet.”
I frowned over my shoulder at my double scabbard resting on the empty table behind us. “You didn’t find it odd that my weapons were completely intact?”
“Not really. You were a naked elf with a gushing stab wound in the chest. All of it was weird. Everyone assumed you were one of the dragon’s guards or something, and that one of the humans had gotten lucky and taken you out before they got roasted. We wouldn’t have paid you any attention until we realized you were still alive.”
I grimaced. “Having watched some other orc scavengers, I’m surprised they didn’t slit my throat.”
“I thought about it,” Borkesh admitted. “Probably would have, too, but Mokka thought you were worth taking a second look at. She said your scar was unlike anything the crones had ever seen, and she figured the others would want to study it.”
The orc shrugged. “You woke up a day later, and once it was clear you weren’t going to try to kill us, we took pity on you.” 
“And people say orcs aren’t merciful,” Sabari whispered wryly. 
The other man stared at his empty cup, then poured himself some more ale from the nearby pitcher and took a gulp.
“To be honest, I always assumed there was more to you than we thought,” Borkesh said. “With that strange skin of yours, I figured you must be some half-breed accident one of the Houses wanted to forget.”
“But you never tried to figure it out?” I asked. 
“Why would I? Why would any of us?”
“I don’t know, morbid curiosity?”
“This might be difficult for you to believe, but you aren’t—and never were—the center of attention for the clan,” Borkesh said. “Maybe you really are a lost prince. No one else would be so arrogant as to assume everyone you meet cares who you are or what you think.”
I grunted, then chuckled softly. It was a fair point, delivered with all the tact I’d come to expect from my partner. 
A partner in one life, I corrected myself. Would I have considered him an enemy in the other?
“The Black Prince of Tel Kithas,” Sabari whispered, a faint but increasingly impish smile growing on her lips. She leaned across the table and put her hand atop mine. “Does that make me your princess?”
Borkesh snorted. “More like his concubine.”
“Ooo, that sounds even better,” she purred, leaning forward and giving me an eyeful of her bountiful cleavage. A heartbeat later, I felt her foot rubbing against my leg beneath the table. “Do I still get my own room in the palace?”
Tyris made a disgusted sound. “You should promise her nothing. From what you’ve told me, she is not loyal enough to be a member of your harem.”
Sabari laughed, her dark eyes shifting to the other woman. “She’s a gem, isn’t she, Raz? Almost makes me want to forgive her for leading the Wyrmguard here.” The siren paused for a split second, then shrugged. “In fact, I think I will! All is forgiven.”
“Just like that?” I asked.
“Why not? It’s just a cave, love.”
Borkesh scoffed derisively. “What about all the stuff?”
“I can always steal more.”
I snickered despite myself. Of course Sabari of all people wouldn’t hold a grudge. We’d quarreled plenty of times over the years, but it had never stopped her from crawling into my bed afterward. Being a little angry with each other often made things more entertaining.
“I’m either too drunk for this, or not enough,” Borkesh muttered, looking back at me. “But let’s assume for a minute I’m actually sober and all of this is real. What are you planning to do now? Run back to Tel Kithas and demand they return your throne?”
“Unfortunately, it won’t be that easy,” I said. “Krynn’s had five years to make political alliances. I’m not sure I have a single friend left in the city.”
“Maybe that’s for the best. Because there’s no way I’m going to start calling you ‘prince’ or ‘lord’ or anything else, so you can put that out of your mind right now.”
I smiled. “I suppose I can let that slide.”
“How gracious of you,” the orc grumbled as he took another drink. “But seriously, what is your plan?”
“First, I’m going to head to Lenya Valley,” I said. “Even if Sariss isn’t there, her family will hopefully know where she is. And if I’m lucky, they might know where Lathriel is, too. After that…”
I took a deep breath. “It will depend on what we learn, but I expect we’ll head to Sethuil.”
“To finally collect the bounty on her?” Borkesh asked, jerking his chin toward Tyris.
The look she gave him dared him to try. 
“To meet the woman who hired us,” I said, my stomach churning again when I remembered Karethys sitting across the table from me at the Bloated Ogre. “And get some information.”
“Mm,” Borkesh murmured, his eyes lowering briefly to the scarred, weathered tabletop in thought. “Let’s hope the city hasn’t been burned to the ground by then.”
“We can head underground through Olath Shulk,” I said. “Our contacts there can tell us everything that’s going on.”
“What is this place?” Tyris asked with a frown. “I have heard the name.”
“It’s a dark elf city beneath the Virshale Peaks,” I explained. “As well as a massive trade and smuggling hub. Not the safest place in the province, but Borkesh and I have been there plenty of times.”
The orc groused under his breath as leaned back in his chair. “None of this sounds like we’re going to get paid.”
“He’s a dragon prince, love,” Sabari said, laying a hand on the man’s green bicep. “You’ll never have to worry about coin again.”
“Really,” Borkesh said. “Then why didn’t he lead with that?”
I sighed and glanced between Tyris and Sabari, eventually stopping on the siren. “I need to talk to him alone for a few minutes. Could you maybe show Tyris one of the rooms?”
“Of course,” Sabari said, bouncing to her feet as if nothing strange were happening. “Come on, love, let’s give the boys a minute to talk about their feelings.”
Tyris shot me a questioning look. Given how averse she was to leave my side most of the time, I wondered if she might protest. Thankfully, though, she just nodded and allowed Sabari to escort her out of the tavern to an adjacent cave.
“All right,” Borkesh said, setting down his mug. “So, are you going to tell me what’s really gone on or what?”
I smiled tiredly. “Look, I know this is a lot to take in, and you probably don’t believe half of it.”
“One tenth at best.”
“I honestly don’t know how I’d react if I were in your place.”
“Wouldn’t matter,” Borkesh said. “Because if I could turn into a dragon and get myself a harem of wives, I’d be gone in a heartbeat.”
“I bet you would,” I said with a dark chuckle. I finally reached out for my own mug, untouched for probably half an hour, and took a swig of the bitter ale. “Anyway, the point is that I know this isn’t what you signed up for. I have to do this, but you don’t. If you want out…”
“Why in Kalhabek’s balls would you think I’d want out?” 
I paused. “You’ve never been fond of charity work before.”
“And I don’t plan on starting now,” Borkesh retorted. “But Sabari’s right. There’s a whole treasury in Tel Kithas with your name on it.”
I held his gaze for a long moment, then laughed. 
“I am still curious about the girl,” Borkesh said, gesturing to the seat Tyris had vacated. 
“What about her?”
“This whole mess started because the Empire and the Sovereign believe she’s a dragon. Is it true?”
I glanced back at the doorway. “She’s a powerful sorceress and a skilled warrior.”
“That isn’t what I asked.”
“She’s also the blood heir of the last Vermillion dragon,” I added. “I’d say it’s pretty likely she has the gift.”
“But you don’t know for certain?” Borkesh pressed. “She hasn’t grown scales or sprouted wings for you?”
I shook my head. “No. But that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. It’s not like the Vorskai have tutors to instruct her on the use of her powers. Shapeshifting doesn’t come naturally to everyone, even most dragons.”
He finished his drink with a loud swish, then belched. “I admit, it’s funny to imagine the Empire wasting all this time chasing a girl who doesn’t have the gift.”
It wasn’t funny at all, actually, though it probably would have been to Raz. 
“If Sariss is still in Lenya Valley like I hope, she can perform a proper blood reading,” I said. “Then we’ll know for certain.”
Borkesh raised a black eyebrow. “You can’t do it yourself?”
“Last I checked, I’m not a blood priestess.”
“Last I checked, you weren’t a fucking dragon,” the orc countered. “You’ll forgive me if I can’t keep up with your amazing abilities.”
I grinned. I’d come here with absolutely no idea how this would play out, and I had to say that Borkesh was taking it as well as anyone possibly could have. 
“Whatever meager sorcery I had was stolen by this,” I said, touching my shirt above the scar. “And the Vaz Gorati don’t go around teaching people their techniques, either. But given the fact I can feel the power inside her when I touch her, it has to mean something.”
“Touch her?” he asked. “How?”
“It doesn’t matter, even a brush of the skin does the trick,” I said. “I’ve never felt anything like it.”
Borkesh eyed me for another few seconds. “So, what, you hold her hand and you can charge up like with your crystal?”
“More or less.” 
“Seems convenient.” He waited until I shrugged and took a sip. “So what happens to your cock when you fuck her?”
It was a damn miracle I didn’t spray my drink in his face. I caught myself at the last second and half choked instead. 
“You’ve been with her for two days,” Borkesh added unrepentantly. “Have you ever known a female that long and not fucked her?”
“We’re not having this conversation,” I said. 
“She’s reasonably attractive for a paleskin,” the orc went on. “And you know how I feel about redheads. If we aren’t going to turn her in, I should at least know whether or not she’s available.”
“Definitely not.”
“Figures,” he grumbled. “And you have all these other wives, right? Let me guess, they’re all pretty, too, aren’t they?”
“Yes,” I said. “And they aren’t available, either.”
Borkesh shook his head. “I’ll never understand how one man can be so lucky.”
“Not always. I did get stabbed and thrown off a mountain, if you recall.”
“Yes, but that’s because you were an idiot who made a mistake. What I don’t understand is why every female we meet is so eager to crawl underneath you.”
“Rugged good looks?”
“They haven’t helped me one bit,” the orc deadpanned. “I was asking about you.”
I laughed. Hard. 
“We should probably get some rest,” I said once we had both finished another mug. “It’s a two-day ride to Lenya Valley.”
“Right,” he said, licking his tusks. “I suppose the change of scenery will be nice. It’s been a long time since we were out that way.”
“A very long time,” I said. “Her family lives in Halondel. We only ever passed through it once.”
Borkesh shrugged his oversized shoulders. “Hopefully they don’t mind orcs and Vorskai.”
“It’s the trading hub for that whole area; we should be fine.”
He grunted noncommittally. “And you’re absolutely sure that the redhead’s not available?”
Grinning, I set down my mug and stood. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
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          The Reach had always been a problem.  


          Founded only three thousand years ago, long after the other major settlements in the province, the city of Vimaldis had been an early attempt to circumvent the power of Selod Maril. House Dorhir had invested heavily in mining operations after the discovery of vatari deep within the mountains, but the supply had only lasted a meager five centuries. Afterward, the enormous dustborn population which had been brought in and bred to mine the crystals had ended up with nowhere to go. 


          After centuries of blood and violence against the natives, House Dorhir had eventually transformed their investment into a more mundane mining enterprise, and until recently, the region had supplied most of the province with raw iron and stone. Valion Sorokar’s fortification edict had initially been a huge boon, since every settlement from Karmirys to Saranthe had needed stone to build walls and defenses. 


          Ultimately, Valion had fallen victim to the same short-sightedness as the rest of the foolish Sorokar scions. He had never even considered the logical endpoint of his actions. Sure, the massive demand for raw materials had brought tremendous gold into the Reach, but it had also empowered the vast population of dustborn who once again found themselves needed for their labor. A few decades later, those dustborn finally organized themselves into an active resistance, and a charismatic blacksmith-turned-warlord named Mogra Karn had channeled centuries of frustration to forge an army capable of challenging his Avetharri masters. 


          Or rather, the unprepared ones. 


          Krynn Mandar scowled as he continued his flight west across the Droughtlands and into the Reach. He hadn’t spent as much time in this part of the province as he’d wanted, and the continued Imperial pressure on the northern and eastern borders had occupied nearly all the attention of his forces this past year. But it was long past time he reminded the people of the Reach that their Sovereign was still watching…and that continuing to oppose him would spell their doom.


          The snow-capped mountains of the Virshale Peaks rose up in front of him, but rather than soar over them, he banked north toward Sethuil instead. As much as he wanted to head straight to the rebel stronghold of Nost Darah and obliterate them himself, he knew he couldn’t afford to be that reckless. Karn had amassed a surprising number of sorcerers within his ranks—sorcerers who could conjure barriers strong enough to defend his army from aerial attacks. Krynn’s scouts had also reported that the rebels had a concerningly large supply of moonsilver and adamantine weapons. Not enough to equip the rank-and-file, of course, but enough to arm elite units and make directly attacking their position dangerous, even for a dragon. 


          It was all the evidence Krynn needed of continued meddling by the Council of Wyrms. Since the Empire hadn’t been able to defeat his forces at the border—or spur a rebellion inside his own court—they had apparently decided to arm his enemies instead. His forces had done everything they could to secure the sea and skies, but somehow the weapons were getting to the Underborn anyway. It was beyond infuriating. 


          But it was going to stop. He might not be able to plug the leak, as it were, but once the Underborn were annihilated, the Empire would have no one left to arm. His control over Abethaal would be complete. 


          And then, he mused, the battle against the Empire and its worthless Great Houses can finally begin. 


          Krynn let out a commanding roar when he finally approached Sethuil. Nestled atop a wide plateau at the southern edge of the White Mist Mountains, the city had always been one of the most naturally fortified settlements in Abethaal. Shielded by mountains to the north and unscalable cliffs to the south, the only entrance was a long, winding path just wide enough for merchant caravans to travel single file. On busy days before the rebellion, a seemingly endless serpent-like line of carriages and mounts would fill the path from top to bottom.


          Now the city didn’t see anywhere near that much traffic. The Underborn had made it virtually impossible to move supplies into the city, which was precisely why Krynn had come here today. The garrison was going to need support…likely the kind that only a dragon could provide.


          Leveling out his massive red wings, Krynn took a long, looping approach toward the eastern side of the city. Sethuil’s skyline was nothing like Tel Kithas or Tiralis; there weren’t dozens of great spires thrusting upward into the sky. The sole exception was the Temple of Sanathar, Dragon Apostle of Wind, though even it was surrounded by a score of flat, square-roofed buildings that should have been spires, like the Temple of Dalodir. Krynn had no idea why the city had been built that way, but perhaps the original architects had been cursed with poor taste. 


          The only modern element of the city was the great wall built several decades earlier during Valion Sorokar’s reign. The solid stone battlements ensured that even if someone climbed the brutally sheer cliff up to the plateau, they still wouldn’t be able to get inside without moving through the main gate. House Therin, the longtime stewards of the city, remained quite proud that no filthy Droughtlanders could set foot in their territory without permission. 


          Krynn landed atop the main aviary with a rumbling crash that echoed off the mountains and across the city. A group of six golden-armored Wyrmguard soldiers moved onto the platform, followed by a green-scaled Wyrmidon male wearing elaborate moonsilver armor with decorative spikey pauldrons that almost looked like horns. 


          “The Sovereign honors us with his presence,” Overseer Balren said as he dropped to a knee. Behind him, the Wyrmguard soldiers did the same. 


          Krynn allowed the overseer to remain kneeling for a solid ten seconds before he lifted his claw and gave the signal to rise. He wouldn’t have bothered with such a display if Balren were merely another highborn, but his dragon blood—thin though it was—required special attention. Everyone, including him, needed to understand that even Wyrmidons were mere servants of the true Wyrm Lords.


          “Report,” Krynn demanded, his voice like rolling thunder. 


          “Our defensive plans proceed well, my lord,” Balren said. “The walls are fully manned, the new soldiers have been trained, and—”


          “And yet more shipments have been stolen,” Krynn interrupted. “Including some of the new materials from Selod Maril.”


          The man’s green cheeks twitched. “Yes, my lord. My men are pursuing several potential leads right now.”


          “I don’t want them to pursue leads—I want them to solve the problem. You have been charged with securing the surrounding lands, yet they remain as dangerous as ever.”


          “With all due respect, my lord, our forces are spread too thin. We can’t possibly defend the city, the fields, and the road to the Droughtlands without more men.”


          Krynn took a menacing step forward. Balren was tough, there was no denying that. He wasn’t cowering beneath the gaze of his Sovereign or trying to foist the blame off on his subordinates. He wasn’t concocting wild excuses for his failures, either—he legitimately didn’t have enough soldiers.


          But that didn’t mean Krynn could simply let him off the hook. Everyone in Sethuil, not merely Balren, needed to understand that failure had a price.


          “You have everything you require to secure victory,” he said, his voice smoldering dangerously. “Unless you wish to tell me that a gaggle of dustborn peasants are capable of outmaneuvering a Wyrmidon commander?”


          “No, my lord,” Balren replied. “Of course not.”


          “Good.” 


          Krynn paused for a moment, then ignited his dragon blood and transformed himself into his own Wyrmidon form. His glamour stone automatically conjured a projection of elaborate golden armor over his new frame. 


          “Walk with me,” Krynn said, voice only slightly softer in his hybrid form. Balren joined him as they descended the aviary steps, and the Wyrmguard soldiers fell into formation behind them. 


          “How many of the new weapons have been completed?” Krynn asked. 


          “Not enough, I’m afraid,” Balren said gravely. “Only six so far, with perhaps two or three more by the end of the week. Not nearly enough to stand against an army of ten thousand dustborn.”


          Krynn growled deep in the back of his throat. He already knew all of this; his House Mandar operatives had been keeping a close eye on Sethuil’s progress. But it was still a useful test to see whether or not Balren would try to lie to him. The last thing he could afford now was duplicity…or treachery.


          “You still anticipate an attack soon?” he asked. 


          “Yes, my lord,” Balren said. “Our scouts report that the Underborn are preparing to leave Nost Darah. Their divisions in the hills have begun to coalesce, as have their wyvern riders. I would not be surprised if they attack within the next four or five days.”


          “It’s like they’re eager to die,” Krynn mused as they turned a corner and began heading toward the city’s main market square. The city guards had cleared a path for them. Here and there, a citizen was visible at a window, peeking out from behind colorful curtains to catch a glimpse of their Sovereign in all his scaled glory.


          “They don’t have enough food or supplies to sustain themselves much longer,” Balren said. “And my spies report that Karn is starting to face opposition within his own ranks. Some of his officers believe they can improve their standing with the troops by pushing for an early offensive. Others may realize that sacrificing some of their forces will make it easier to feed the rest. Either way, they’re coming.”


          Krynn nodded. “Ten thousand dustborn laborers with dull weapons and patchwork armor. To think that such a rabble could take Vimaldis…”


          “They had the element of surprise on their side, my lord,” Balren said. “Plus more sorcerers than anyone realized. And to be blunt, House Dorhir has grown fat and lazy. House Therin will not repeat their mistake.”


          “I certainly hope not.” Krynn came to an abrupt halt in the middle of the street and turned to look the other man in the eye. “We’re scrapping your unfinished golems and moving those materials to the border garrisons where they’ll be more useful. You’ll have to make do with the ones you have.”


          Balren blinked. “My lord?”


          “You’ll deploy your remaining golems in key positions throughout the city,” Krynn went on. “They might not be able to take on an army by themselves, but they’ll pose a significant obstacle if and when the Underborn break through the walls.”


          “I…see,” the overseer managed. 


          “Do you have a problem with this suggestion, Overseer?”


          “N-no, my lord,” Balren said. “I am simply concerned about our ability to hold the city against such numbers, especially with the magic they displayed during the siege of Vimaldis.”


          “Oh, you won’t be able to hold. Not on your own. That’s why I will be helping you defend the city personally.”


          Balren didn’t quite gasp, but he definitely stirred inside his armor. “Is that not dangerous, my lord?”


          “It is necessary,” Krynn said. “If Abethaal is going to stand on its own, we need to prove our strength to the rest of the Empire. This dustborn rebellion must be quashed quickly and efficiently.”


          “Yes, my lord,” Balren said, not quite able to hide the relief in his draconic voice. “I shall inform the men that their Sovereign will be fighting alongside them.”


          Krynn nodded. “Do so. And inform them that once they are victorious, we shall advance to reclaim Vimaldis next.”


          Balren’s draconic jaw stretched into a toothy smile. “I look forward to it.”


          “As do I,” Krynn said. “Now…you were going to show me your city and the rest of its defenses?”


          “Yes, my lord. This way…”
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          Secrets of the Siren


        


      


      

        After grabbing a bottle of wine and a bowl of apricots from the tavern, I headed off toward Sabari’s room. The emptiness of the normally bustling caves and passages was as eerie as the abandoned village outside, possibly even more so given how loud it usually was in here. No raucous cheers from the tavern, no sweet giggles from the bath girls in the pools, no sonorous siren songs echoing out from Sabari’s stage… 
I was going to miss this place, there was no doubt about it. Though it wasn’t as if I planned to have much leisure time in the near future, and the Black Prince probably shouldn’t be spending much time in salacious Droughtlands establishments anyway. Abandoning the Falls felt like making a clean break with my life.
Or rather, one of my lives.
Grimacing at the thought, I entered Sabari’s quarters. They were so lavish they barely even seemed like a cave. She had accumulated a collection worthy of an Avetharri aristocrat, from the oversized bed and wardrobe to the elaborately crafted ironwood furniture and expensive paintings. Most of it was stolen, of course, which would probably make it easier for her to leave it all behind. 
Setting down the fruit and wine, I made my way over to the dresser on the opposite wall. Opening the bottom drawer, I pulled out some of the clothes I’d left behind. They weren’t anything special, just a few outfits she’d almost certainly stolen for me, but at least they were real. Sliding into a real pair of trousers felt surprisingly good. 
I was about to leave and go check on Tyris when I caught a flicker of movement in the doorway. Sabari appeared out of nowhere. Between her bare feet and light gait, she made no sound whatsoever. 
“I see you found your clothes,” she said, snickering. “I wondered if you’d forgotten about them.”
“I’m more about remembering things than forgetting them these days,” I replied dryly. “Strange how nice it feels to wear something real again.”
Sabari sauntered forward in that playful way of hers that made her skirt swish around her thighs. The ruby on the golden ring that pierced her navel glittered in the dim light of the glowstones. “Personally, I’m a little disappointed. Much more fun to have you naked all the time.”
I snorted. I hadn’t really thought about it in the tavern, but her fey gifts meant she could see through illusions without even trying. So in other words, I’d effectively been nude since the moment I showed up here. 
Thankfully, I wasn’t self-conscious about such things, certainly not with her. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t seen—and thoroughly enjoyed—everything I had to offer before. 
“Is Tyris settled?” I asked. 
“Yes. She thought she might clean up in the pools while she waited for you.” Sabari’s grin turned seductive as she drew close. “I thought about telling her she’d be sleeping alone tonight. After everything that’s happened, you owe me some private time.”
“Is that so?” I asked as she slipped her arms around my waist and pulled our bodies close. Looking down, I was greeted by the wondrous sight of her tan cleavage. “I thought you said you’d forgiven us for what happened?”
“Not quite yet,” she hummed. “You did run out on me, love.”
“I am sorry about that. None of this was planned.”
“Mm.” She gave me a mock angry look. “You made such a mess of me that night. The least you could have done is fuck me one more time before you left.”
I grinned, almost wishing I hadn’t thrown on these trousers after all. Without them, my cock would have been hard against her flat belly. 
“You’re right, I should have,” I said, bringing my lips to brush hers. “I’ll remember that next time.”
“You can remember it right now,” Sabari cooed. She stretched up her toes and gave me a kiss, her tongue effortlessly slipping through my lips to dance with mine. My hands slid down her sides below her dark green bandeau. She may not have had Tyris’s muscle tone, but her eternally youthful skin was supernaturally soft. She also happened to be the best kisser I’d ever known…a skill that thankfully translated to all other activities involving her lips and tongue. 
Sabari pulled away when she felt my manhood swelling against her, and she got the devilish glimmer in her brown eyes that told me I was seconds away from being inside her mouth—and with her immense skill, probably less than a minute away from filling it to the brim. But before she could drop to her knees and open my trousers, I took hold of her wrists and held her upright. 
“I need to ask you something,” I said. 
“Better hurry,” she purred, her tongue sliding playfully across her red lips. “My mouth will be too full to answer soon.”
“You didn’t say much back there with the others,” I went on, trying to ignore the sudden intense throbbing from my nether region. “I wanted to hear your reaction to the news.”
“News?” she asked innocently, a single thin, meticulously groomed eyebrow arching. 
“You know, that Rasmus the Slayer is actually a Wyrm Lord?”
“Oh, that,“ Sabari said with a giggle. “It’s exciting!”
“And?”
“And…I suppose it’s a little disappointing, too. I’ve always dreamt about fucking a dragon, but it turns out I already have. One less thing to look forward to.” 
I held her arms fast when she once again tried to sink to her knees. 
“You knew, didn’t you?” I asked, my tone sober. “You always have.”
Her brown eyes widened for a fraction of a second, far too quickly for most people to have noticed. But I knew all her tricks, and the reaction confirmed my suspicions. 
“How could I have possibly known?” Sabari asked. “And why wouldn’t I have told you if I did?”
“Both excellent questions,” I said, tightening my grip. “Feel free to answer them whenever you like.”
Sabari scoffed, and for a few heartbeats, I thought she might lie to my face. It would hardly be the first time. She was quite literally deceitful by her very nature. 
But she must have realized I wasn’t in the mood for her tricks, or maybe she was just worried I wouldn’t fuck her if she upset me too much. So instead, she sighed and gave me one of her vast repertoire of cute apologetic pouts. 
“It’s not what you’re thinking, love,” she assured me. “I wasn’t trying to trick you.”
“You lied,” I countered.
“Okay, I was trying to trick you,“ she amended, “but I wasn’t trying to hurt you. Isn’t that what’s important?”
“But how did you know in the first place?”
Sabari shrugged. “We’re both creatures of magic in our way, the same as Faradah. We could…taste it on you.”
“A blood reading?” 
“Oh, nothing that dramatic, love,” she scoffed. “But I still remember that first time you spent for me. You tasted so good…you had us hooked right from the start.”
I pursed my lips and thought back to our first encounter. She and Faradah had hired me to take out several trolls that had been harassing some merchants, but when I’d returned, they hadn’t had the gold they’d promised me. Instead, I’d enjoyed a gloriously messy night with both girls in my tent…only to wake up without my coin pouch in the morning. 
I hadn’t known what they were then, but evidently they’d had me pegged right from the start. And if they’d been able to feel the power in my seed, it explained why they were always so keen to have me spill it all over them every time we met. 
“And you didn’t think it was important to tell me who I really was?” I asked, caught somewhere between incurable frustration and unquenchable lust. 
“We didn’t know who you were, love,“ Sabari insisted. “Just that your essence was powerful and that you probably had a bit of dragon blood.”
“So you didn’t know I was the Black Prince?”
“Of course not!”
I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth and stared into her rich brown eyes. It was difficult to tell for certain, but she may have actually been speaking the truth. 
“You still could have said something,” I grumbled. 
“Why? It didn’t seem important.”
I snorted. “You can’t be serious.”
“But I am, love. You were perfectly content being the man you were. And you didn’t have any channeling abilities, what with your wound and all. Would you have even believed us if we’d told you?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But it still would have been nice to know.”
“I’m sorry if you’re upset,” Sabari purred. “But I promise I’ll make it up to you. We have all night…”
I sighed again and finally released my hold on her wrists. Despite all the fun we’d had together, it remained absolutely infuriating to deal with someone who seemed utterly unable to take anything seriously or dedicate a single thought to the future. It made me want to wring her neck. Or fuck her. Or both at the same time. 
“I really am sorry, love,” she said, voice suddenly lowering with contrition. “But there’s no reason to dwell on it, is there?”
“Probably not. But that doesn’t make it less annoying.”
She reached up to my face to brush aside a lock of white hair. “As long as we’re asking questions, I have one for you.”
“Is that so?” I muttered. 
“Can we invite that girl of yours up here?” she asked, her mischievous self returning in full force. “I can show her everything you like…” She paused as her hand settled atop the fabric over my testicles…and squeezed. “And the few things you don’t.”
I grimaced, but she relaxed her grip and replaced it with her knee, gently grinding it against my shaft. 
“Tempting,” I breathed. “But it might be a little advanced. We…ngn…we did just meet. And she might not be interested in other girls.”
“We both know that’s not possible,“ Sabari said with a chuckle. “But I suppose I don’t mind having you all to myself for one night. Especially since we probably won’t see each other again for a while.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I can’t come with you, love,” she said. “Not yet, anyway. I’m going to head north and meet up with Faradah. She needs to know what happened here.”
“There’s a good chance we’ll end up heading north, too,” I told her. “And I’m not sure I like the idea of you traveling by yourself.”
Sabari’s fingers reached my belt and finally started working at the buckle. “You of all people should know I can take care of myself.”
“I do, but still…it’s safer to travel together.”
“Maybe so. But when have I ever done anything safe?”
Flashing me her sultriest smile, she dropped to her knees. She had my throbbing stiffness liberated from my trousers in the span of two heartbeats. I inhaled as her scarlet lips kissed my tip.
“A mighty dragon cock,” she cooed breathily, the fingers of one hand tickling the base of my shaft while her other hand began to gently fondle my testicles. “Is there anything more irresistible?”
Giggling, she locked her brown eyes onto mine as she began lathering my shaft with her tongue. It seemed as though she planned to give me the full treatment today rather than coax a meal out of me as fast as possible. Many of the other women I’d been with—especially as Rasmus—preferred a quick finish in order to sate my initial lust, knowing that they could take their time later once I’d already been drained. 
But Sabari was the opposite. When she finished me quickly, it was for her benefit. Her raging fey libido needed to feel my seed on her skin and sliding down her throat. That insatiable cumlust was one of the many, many advantages of having a siren lover. 
“Ooh!” I groaned when she finally took me into her mouth. She drew me deeper with every bob, her fingers pumping the base of my shaft while her tongue played across the tip. And all the while, the suction grew more and more intense. 
Apparently, I’d been mistaken. She did want me to feed her as quickly as possible.
My hand instinctively fell to her smooth chestnut mane, and I pushed at the back of her skull to guide her movements. Not that she needed help—she often knew what I wanted even before I did. 
It would have been so easy to let go and give her what she wanted. She’d gotten me so worked up that I’d surely give her an impressive load, and this might even be one of those nights where she pulled back so I would explode on her face rather than inside her mouth, knowing how much I’d enjoy watching her clean it all up.
But as tempting as it was to turn her sweet face into a glazed pastry, spilling now meant I’d have to recharge before I fucked that tight fey cunt of hers. And that was absolutely out of the question. 
Tugging roughly on her hair, I yanked her off my cock, causing an audible pop when her suction broke. She looked up at me, lips wet and eyes confused, before I grabbed her by the shoulders, hauled her back to her feet, and then shoved her onto the bed. 
She squeaked playfully when she landed on her back, her knees instinctively spreading wide to invite me in. I pushed off my trousers as I moved to the foot of the bed, then crawled up between her legs. Her feet were bare, though she was still wearing her olive skirt and bandeau. I could have torn them both to pieces, but with Sabari, I had a feeling it would be unnecessary. 
Pushing her skirt upward, I confirmed my suspicions: she had removed her panties before coming in here, giving me free, unobstructed access to her hairless fey quim. Her lovely labia had bloomed open to reveal the glistening pink satin within.
“Come on, Raz, give it to me!” Sabari whined. “Give me your dragon cock!”
I had my manhood pushing against her silky folds in no time, though I took a moment to appreciate how thoroughly soaked she was. With her acting ability, Sabari could have convincingly pretended to be aroused whenever she wanted—a skill many women would envy—but she never needed to. Sex with me may have been the one and only thing she was ever completely honest about. 
My hesitation drove her mad. Her hand flashed down to my cock, and her legs clamped around me to try and pull me inside her. I fought against her for several heartbeats, smirking when she looked up at me, her brown eyes as desperate as a puppy. But then, with a single triumphant thrust, I speared inside her. 
“Oh, fu…!” she cried out, eyes rolling back. I’d only penetrated her halfway, and now I eased myself deeper, stretching her open as her velvety flesh spasmed and squeezed. 
Her cunt may not have sent a surge of raw energy through me like Tyris’s, but it was so warm and tight I had to harness all my self-control to keep from bursting. Especially when I felt her body shudder, walls flexing and fluttering, from an early climax. 
“Deeper, love!” she pleaded breathlessly. “Please—oh!—give me—ngn!”
I bottomed out, tip pressing into the spongy cradle of her cervix. Her inner muscles all pulsed as one. 
Her whimpers became incoherent when I rolled back my hips and began thrusting in earnest. She moaned loudly as I angled my hips to catch the sensitive places I knew so well along her front wall. My hands slid up and down her thighs, appreciating the supernatural softness of her flawless fey skin before they drifted up her sides to her bandeau. With a rough push, I shoved the fabric up and over her plump breasts. I gripped them from the sides, rolling my thumbs over her dark nipples, prompting another gasp from her as I gave them a firm pinch. Her breasts became my handholds as I drilled into her, the wet smack of our thighs filling her bedroom.
Sabari’s arms locked around my neck as she thrashed beneath me, pulling our heads together and bringing her mouth to my ear where I could hear her gasps and whimpers more clearly. I had never intended to last all that long during a first bout, though I’d had so much sex with Tyris recently it certainly helped. But even my renewed stamina was no match when her lips opened…
And she began to sing.
“Sana amin sii, melar,“ her magical siren voice crooned an old faeyn melody, the lyrics somehow smooth and unbroken despite the jolts of my hips, despite the rough, rapid invasions of my shaft. “Karna amin lle ten’oio.”
A surge of lust shot through me, nearly driving me to the brink in an instant. Obeying her entreaty to take her harder, harder than she’d ever been taken in her long life, became all that mattered. My hips became a blur, the bed creaking dangerously. 
“Tuupa amin yassen lle ered,“ she went on, then stopped as her teeth bit my earlobe. “Right now!”
I cried out, flying over the edge so quickly I barely had time to heed her demand and pull out before I popped. My cock erupted almost before I could grab hold to aim, spraying a thick load across her smooth belly, covering her ruby navel ring. The second spurt was even more powerful; it arced over her tits to splatter on her chin and lips. Three more salvos followed, decorating her heaving breasts and leaving no part of her torso dry.
Sabari squealed in her own climax, her abdominals clenching as her walls spasmed in vain around nothing. Her eyes fastened shut as she began licking the mess from her fingertips, desperate to sate her cumlust. My cock dangled above her belly, spent and twitching, while I struggled to catch my breath. 
“Faradah’s going to be so mad when I tell her she missed another cleanup,” Sabari breathed, still smiling contentedly. “You’re going to owe her.” 
Snorting, I looked down at the mess I’d made. I’d never had much talent as a painter, but perhaps I’d simply never used the right canvas.
“Don’t worry,” I panted. “I always pay my debts.”
[image: image-placeholder]Leaving the presence of a naked woman was never easy. Leaving the presence of a naked woman when she was covered in your seed and begging for more was even more complicated. Thankfully, I had the option of dragging Sabari along with me to the pools to clean up, and that’s exactly what I did. 
As I sank into the water, I was pleased to learn that her runic enchantment was still keeping the pools warm and comfortable. Without her here to recharge them now and then, the magic would eventually fade. And since no one was going to be left in the Falls after tomorrow, it didn’t seem like much of a problem. 
Sabari cleaned herself with a quick swim around the pool, though it was largely pointless since it ended with her emerging between my legs and swallowing my cock again. She coaxed another load out of me, this one directly on her face and tits, and she didn’t wash off that mess until she’d smeared it around and licked most if it up. 
It’s moments like this, I thought dryly to myself, that make putting up with a chaotic, lying thief worthwhile. 
She eventually flitted off once she’d finished her feast, supposedly to pack, which finally gave me a few precious moments alone to think. About her, about Borkesh, about the insanity of this entire situation…
Mostly, though, I set my thoughts to the task ahead. Lenya Valley—specifically its largest settlement, Halondel—was going to be a long, hot, and complicated ride over a lot of rough terrain. Two days was probably a generous estimate. 
Two more days not knowing if Sariss is even there, I thought. Two more days in which Krynn’s thugs could arrest her…or worse. 
I tried to stay sane with the same inner mantra I’d been repeating since Tyris and I had left Dragonfall. Sariss was a Vaz Gorati, and the blood priestesses were the absolutely last people Krynn could afford to cross. Even Sovereigns couldn’t harm Lahara’s servants, not without serious repercussions. The Wyrm Lords needed more than claws and scales and flaming breath to rule the Empire. The Vaz Gorati—and their creed about the divine blood of the Dragon Goddess Lahara—was what ultimately gave us our legitimacy. 
Then again, Krynn had apparently decided to take on the entire Empire himself. If he was willing to challenge the Elder Dragons, what was to stop him from challenging the Vaz Gorati, too?
The thought burned in my gut, and I reminded myself that we didn’t need to ride to Lenya Valley. There was a faster way. 
A much faster way. 
Leaning back against the stones that lined the pool, I looked down at my pale flesh. In dragon form, I could reach Halondel in a couple of hours. All I’d have to do was dodge the Skywatch patrols and land far enough from town that I could approach on foot. Alternatively, I could dispense with all subtlety, land in the city square, and demand the Vaz Gorati point me to my wife. 
I amused myself by trying to imagine how the other priestesses would react, not to mention the guards and the wyvern riders and the people themselves. Would they hail the return of the Black Prince, or would they all run screaming? 
Or, as seemed far more likely, would Krynn already have a legion of soldiers there waiting for me?
None of that even touched on the biggest risk, of course, which was the Mosh’Dalar’s warning about the vatari corruption spreading through my blood more quickly when I transformed. It was only a theory…and one I wasn’t sure anyone had the knowledge to confirm or refute. 
But if someone did, it would be Sariss herself. With her blood magic, she could surely learn things about this corruption that no one else could. Assuming, of course, that she was actually there. 
Two days, I repeated to myself. Two fucking days…
Slamming my fist into the water, I made my decision. The Mosh’Dalar’s warning be damned. 
Tyris was sitting cross-legged on the floor of her room when I rushed in, Sabon Nyr laid out on the table in front of her. My nose twitched at the smell of the strange polish she was wiping over the blade. 
She frowned when I entered, eyes taking in the fact that I was still wet and only half dressed. 
“Is something wrong?” she asked. 
“No, just a change of plans,” I told her. “It’s long past time I took you for a ride.”
[image: image-placeholder]I didn’t waste time explaining to Borkesh or Sabari why I’d suddenly decided to leave in the middle of the night. I didn’t tell them how I planned to travel, either. I just let them know that we were going, and that they should meet Tyris and me outside in a few minutes. 
“You’re certain about this?” Tyris asked once we were standing amid the empty market square in the settlement outside the caves. The Droughtlands air was cool and dry against my illusory outfit, since I’d packed up my real clothes in Tyris’s bag. An orb of flame flickered in her palm, summoned as much for warmth as for light. 
“I’d never forgive myself if I was too late for something important,” I told her. “But frankly, now that I made it back to Borkesh, there’s no reason to wait. We can fly to Halondel in a couple of hours, land outside the city, and be walking in the streets not long after sunrise.”
“If you think it best,” Tyris said. 
I repressed a smile. She obviously didn’t understand, but that was all right. If my experience with other girls as Alamir was any indication, she’d forget all her concerns the instant she was flying for the first time. 
We both turned at the sound of Borkesh trudging out of the caves carrying a bulging sack filled with what I assumed were provisions he’d stolen from the tavern. Sabari walked beside him, her skirt and long hair fluttering in the evening breeze. 
“What the hell is this about?” Borkesh growled. “Is there a good reason we can’t wait until morning?”
“You don’t prefer the dark?” Tyris asked. “The Vorskai believe orcs are nocturnal.” 
“The Vorskai probably believe a lot of stupid things,” he said, giving her a grumpy glare. “Just because we can see in the dark doesn’t mean we like it.”
“Ignore him,” I said. “They are nocturnal. He doesn’t want to admit that traveling with me has changed his perspective on life.”
“Yes, it made me cynical and bitter.” Borkesh looked around. “Where are the thresk? You didn’t get them ready?”
“I’m leaving them with Sabari,” I said, offering her a nod. “She can take them all north with her, probably sell them at the Ogre or one of the villages along the way.”
Borkesh frowned. “Wait…you’re expecting us to walk to Lenya Valley? Do you have any idea how heavy this damn thing is?”
Tyris glanced at me. “I did not expect an orc to complain this much about physical exertion.”
“Listen here, girl,” Borkesh said, red eyes narrowing. “Just because you’re his newest—“
“You won’t need to carry anything,” I interrupted. “We’re not going to walk—we’re going to fly.”
My partner blinked several times before he found his voice. “What?”
“You heard me,” I said, flashing him a wry grin. This little gambit was going to be completely worth it just to see the look on his face. “We’ll be there in no time, and you won’t need to carry anything.”
Borkesh grumbled a barely intelligible curse, though I was reasonably sure I heard something disparaging about my mother. “You’re mad.”
“No,” I said, reaching out and touching Tyris’s arm. “I’m a dragon.”
Taking a deep breath, I ignited my blood. A fresh spike of pain lanced through me, but Tyris’s energy washed it away before it could overwhelm me. I let out a bestial roar as my bones began to grow and snap into their new form.
I had only just started sprouting wings when I heard Borkesh let out another orcish curse. This one I understood fine, and he left my mother out of it. 
I blinked as my vision blurred, then refocused with my new eyes. I swiveled my now-massive dragon head back to face him. “If you want to run off screaming, this is the time,” I said. “There’s no one else here to see it.”
He had already dropped the sack of supplies, and from the sheer size of his gaping red eyes—so huge I could see the glow of my scar reflected in them—I was a little surprised he didn’t soil himself, too. 
Sabari handled the transformation with far more grace and aplomb. Her dark eyes were fixed wide, but she looked positively giddy. 
“Oh, Raz!” she breathed. “You’re so…big!”
She smiled and clapped her hands together, then bit down on her lip as if to suppress a sudden burst of arousal. I almost didn’t want to know what was running through her chaotic mind. 
“We don’t have a saddle, unfortunately,” I said, my draconic voice reverberating among the abandoned buildings. “You’ll have to hang on the old-fashioned way.”
Borkesh’s skin went from green to nearly white. “I’ll…what?”
“Don’t worry, it’s not as terrifying as it looks. I wasn’t planning on taking you through the Razorback Maw. We need to stay low, anyway. The Skywatch wyverns will be watching Halondel, and we’ll be harder to spot if we’re coasting near the ground. We’ll just have to avoid soaring over any villages.”
The orc shook his head. “Have you lost your fucking mind?”
“I did, in a way,” I said with an oversized shrug. “But now I have it back, and it’s time to have a little fun.”
“This is madness,” Borkesh breathed, turning to Sabari. “Absolute madness.”
“It’s wonderful,” the siren said, eyes still smoldering with excitement. “Just imagine the possibilities!”
Borkesh groaned. “I should have known you’d barely be able to keep your skirt on. Kalhabek’s teeth, I’m going back inside to get drunk.”
“It will be fine, I promise,” I assured him. “We’ll get there in a few hours, find Sariss, then get the hell out again.”
He swallowed visibly, and his skin mostly returned to its normal color. “Let me get this straight,” he said, voice still strained. “We’re going to fly a few hundred miles in the middle of the night, all to find yet another female to fawn over you?”
“Yes.”
His cheek twitched. “What am I getting out of this again? Besides falling off and getting turned into a bloody stain on the road?”
“The satisfaction of helping your best friend,” I said. 
“You’ll have to do a lot better than that.”
I sighed. “We’d appreciate your help, but you don’t have to come. You could travel north with Sabari and meet up with us later.”
Borkesh glanced at the siren. Sabari was still eyeing me with wonder, tongue rolling seductively across her lips as if it was taking all her willpower not to slide beneath me and demand I take her as a dragon. 
“I’ll pass, thanks,” he grumbled as he rolled his eyes in disgust. “Maybe I’ll just stay here until the ale runs out. Are you sure none of the bath girls stuck around?”
“We need your help,” Tyris spoke up. “The Fakash Tal’Shira cannot defeat the Sovereign without the aid of his wives.”
“The fuck-all tal-whatever has enough women as it is, believe me,” Borkesh said sourly. “Everywhere he goes, there’s another one. Like you!”
“I am destined to become his wife,” she said matter-of-factly. “And to bear him dragon children that will end the Blood Drought.”
The orc groaned so loudly he almost fell over. “Where in the bloody void do you find all of them?”
“Will your people not benefit from the Sovereign’s destruction?” Tyris pressed. “The orcs have suffered greatly under the rule of the dragons.”
“My people are doing fine,” Borkesh insisted, shooting her a glare. “Don’t you dare try to manipulate me, girl.”
“It’s all right,” I said. “Really. If you head back to the Ashreavers up north, we can meet up with you later.” 
I paused for a moment, then craned my scaly neck to get my head a bit closer to him. 
“I’m sure you can explain to Mokka that you had good reasons for not taking the opportunity to ride a dragon,” I said innocently. “In my experience, orc women are more impressed by males who demonstrate pragmatism, prudence, and good judgment, not feats of power and strength.”
“Don’t,” Borkesh warned, his eyes narrowing.
“I’m sure it will work out,” I went on. “Mokka will be happy that you kept yourself safe while your friends took all the risks for—“
“Enough!” the orc growled. “This isn’t fair and you know it.”
“No,” I admitted. “But tell me this: how quickly do you think Mokka and all the other young crones will throw themselves at you when you tell them you rode a dragon and slaughtered the Sovereign’s men at every turn?”
Borkesh’s cheek twitched again. “All right, fine,” he conceded. “But just remember, I get my first pick of treasure when we raid the vaults in Tel Kithas.”
I chuckled despite myself. “Go ahead and climb on. We should get moving.”
Borkesh stayed still, but Tyris didn’t hesitate. The instant I leaned down for her, offering her my wing as something of a ramp, she got a grip on my scales and hoisted herself up onto my back. It was an odd sensation to have someone up there without a saddle, but I felt her shuffle up my long neck until she got a firm grip on my horns. 
“There’s plenty of room for you, too,” I said to Sabari. “If you’ve changed your mind.”
“You’ve no idea how tempting that is, love,” the siren whispered, finally reaching out to touch my face. “But I should really get back to Faradah. She needs to know what happened here.”
I nodded, wondering if that was really why she wanted to head north. With a fey, anything was possible. 
“Then I’ll see you both in Vimaldis,” I told her. “Hopefully sooner rather than later.”
“We’ll be waiting, love,” Sabari said.
I smiled as best I could in dragon form, something Alamir had usually tried to avoid since it tended to look like I was about to eat the recipient. But Sabari didn’t seem to mind, and she continued stroking my scales for a few more seconds before she finally took a step back. 
“All right, you ready?” I asked Borkesh. 
“This is still madness,” the orc murmured. “What the hell am I supposed to hang on to?”
“Anything you can find.”
“You can hold on to me, if it’s easier,” Tyris offered. “I have a firm grip.”
Borkesh instantly took a step forward, as if the promise of sitting behind a redhead had finally convinced him to take the plunge. But then he abruptly stopped and shook his head as if snapping out of a trance. 
“No,” he said. “No, this is still crazy.”
“There is one other solution,” I told him. “Is your ax strapped in tight?”
Borkesh frowned at the massive weapon slung over his back. “Yes. Why?”
“Just making sure.”
Before he could say anything, I reached out and swept him up with my draconic claw, then rushed forward and flapped my wings. It wasn’t the most graceful takeoff I’d ever managed, what with having to run awkwardly on three limbs, but it got the job done. I launched myself up and over the buildings at the edge of the settlement without dropping Borkesh or throwing Tyris from my back. 
The orc’s terrified screams were quickly drowned out by the wind as I gained speed, and I did my best to fly low and straight to give Tyris the opportunity to adjust. Just like I’d expected, it didn’t take long before she was calling out in joy, clearly loving every second of it. And as for Borkesh…
Well, he’d come around eventually. Or scream himself hoarse. 
Either way, at least he’d finally shut up.
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          “Sister Sariss?” 


          Sariss gasped and nearly hopped out of her seat. “Mother Jareni?”


          The glowstones at the edge of the stairwell were so dim at this late hour that Jareni was little more than a silhouette against the long shadows on the far side of the temple library. It wasn’t until she took several steps forward that her long white hair, ceremonial blue robe, and imperious gray eyes became more than a dark blur. 


          “I apologize for startling you, my child,” Jareni said, her firm voice not sounding apologetic in the least. 


          “It’s quite all right,” Sariss said, forcing a smile and trying to calm her racing pulse. She wasn’t usually startled so easily, but she’d been so engrossed in her work that she’d completely lost track of the time. “I didn’t realize you were back from Tel Kithas already.”


          “I returned about an hour ago. I didn’t expect to find anyone in the library so late.”


          “Oh, I won’t be much longer. I just wanted to finish a few notations.”


          Jareni came to a halt at the end of the long table, her judgmental gaze scouring the thick tomes Sariss had laid out around her. “Something for the sermon you’re giving to the Tol Morhir monks tomorrow?”


          Sariss winced. It was a barb concealed as a question and delivered with the Blood Mother’s cool yet deadly grace.


          “No,” Sariss replied. “I’ve already finished.”


          “I’m glad to hear that,” Jareni said as she cast her gaze back over her shoulder to the rows upon rows of shelves surrounding them. “The monks don’t travel out here often. We wouldn’t want to disappoint them.”


          “I won’t. You needn’t worry.”


          Jareni’s eyes slowly returned to the table, a mirthless smile upon her lips. “I hope you appreciate how much faith I’m placing in you, young one. Many of your fellow sisters would happily accept this responsibility in your stead.”


          “I understand, Blood Mother,” Sariss replied. “I will not disappoint you.”


          “Good.” Jareni’s cold smile lingered for a few heartbeats before she nodded her chin at the books on the table. “So, what are you working on at this hour, my child?”


          This time, Sariss managed to keep her expression calm. Barely.


          “A personal project.”


          “I see. And does this project have anything to do with Sister Fenwen’s Meditations?”


          It was a trap, naturally, and one Sariss had no means to avoid. She hadn’t expected Jareni to come up here; the Blood Mother wasn’t even supposed to be in town for several more days. She had entrusted Sariss to give tomorrow’s sermon precisely because she wouldn’t be here herself. 


          But now…


          “It does, yes,” Sariss admitted. “One of the acolytes discovered another volume of the Meditations within the temple in Tiralis.”


          “I thought you had given up on this…theory,” Jareni said, her voice souring. Her hands, covered in claw-tipped silver gloves resembling those of a dragon, folded neatly in front of her. “Especially after your most recent failure.”


          “The ritual didn’t fail!” Sariss insisted. “I simply lacked the knowledge to complete the final steps.”


          Jareni’s eyes returned to the open books. “And you believe you possess it now?”


          “I will soon. I only need a little more time to study Fenwen’s notes.”


          “Fenwen died two thousand years ago,” the Blood Mother said bluntly. “Long before your family settled in the valley. And well before the Drought.”


          “I am aware of that,” Sariss replied, trying not to lose her patience. “But that doesn’t mean her discoveries are invalid. She was branded in the traditional manner, as I was. Yet even after her dragon’s death, her magic allowed her to—”


          “Enough,” Jareni said, her voice calm but forceful. “This obsession of yours has gone on far too long, my child. It has to stop. Now.”


          Sariss clenched her teeth. “With all due respect, Blood Mother, I don’t believe—”


          Jareni raised a hand, silencing her. “I warned you to let this go, but you refused to listen to me. I will not repeat myself again.”


          Her gray eyes were as hard as diamonds, and her voice held the chill of an encroaching winter. Any other Imperial citizen would have been terrified by the prospect of upsetting a Vaz Gorati priestess, let alone a full Blood Mother in charge of an entire temple. 


          But Sariss wasn’t cowed so easily. Five years ago, she had been the First Wife of the Black Prince. She had been on the verge of becoming the Dragon Priestess of Abethaal. Even the Blood Mothers would have answered directly to her. 


          But then Alamir had died. And Sariss’s entire life had been turned upside down…


          “Your Reverence, if you would take the time to understand, you would see the potential as I do,” Sariss said, fighting back the sudden wave of frustration. “I can still give birth to a dragon. I just need a little more time.”


          Jareni sighed. “I am sorry his seed never blossomed inside you, dear. Truly, I am. I’ve no doubt you would have given us a strong child, perhaps even another dragon. But it’s too late for that now. Prince Alamir is gone, and there is nothing you can do to bring him back.”


          “He may be gone, but his seed endures,” Sariss insisted, abandoning her chair to face the other woman. Reaching down to her bare stomach, she placed her fingers atop the Sorokar brand encircling her navel. “It is a part of me forever, branded into my flesh. If Sister Fenwen could use it to impregnate herself, there’s no reason I can’t—”


          “Listen to yourself, child!” Jareni said. “You speak madness!”


          “I speak truth! With the proper rituals, I can still find a way to—”


          “No,” Jareni said firmly. “I never should have humored you. The mourning period is long since over—it’s time for you to let go.” She paused, her eyes lowering to the brand. “And cover up.”


          “Never!” Sariss growled back. “I am a dragon wife.”


          “You are a dragon widow. And it’s time you started acting like one.”


          Reaching down to the table, she grabbed one of Sariss’s books and slammed it shut. She kept her gloved hand pressed atop the cover as if daring her priestess to make a move for it. 


          “What happened to you was a tragedy,” Jareni said. “But you are still young and fertile. It would be a crime against the Goddess to let you lie fallow any longer. You could still serve the blood through another. Not as First Wife, perhaps, but as a part of another a dragon’s harem.”


          “What?” Sariss stammered, icy fingers clawing at her neck.


          “The Sovereign plans to reach out to Garsúl and Ivallis soon, hoping they will aid him in his efforts against the rest of the Empire,” Jareni said. “Both provinces have young dragons with relatively small harems.”


          “You can’t be serious. The Sovereign is driving the Empire to civil war!”


          “He is a dragon—his blood is divine, and it is our duty to serve him.” Jareni gave her a long, stern stare, then finally removed her hand from atop the book. “As you know, the Sisterhood typically avoids getting directly involved in political matters, but this presents us with a rare opportunity we cannot afford to let pass.”


          Smiling, Jareni stepped closer and placed her cold gauntlet on Sariss’s cheek. “You, my child, are far more qualified than any sisters in the local temples. You would make a fine addition to any harem.”


          A cold fist of dread closed around Sariss’s throat. “Mother, please, I-I don’t wish to leave the temple,” she managed. “And I don’t wish to—”


          “You are a servant of the Goddess and her divine blood,” Jareni said sternly. “Your body—and womb—are instruments of Lahara’s will. Never forget this, child.”


          Sariss stared back into the other woman’s eyes, her hands trembling. She had no intention of leaving Halondel, and she would rather die than join another dragon’s harem. Surely the Mother realized this…


          “Still, you have some time to decide,” Jareni said, dragging her claws across Sariss’s cheek before leaning away. “And we should focus on the duties in front of us. The monks are anticipating your sermon tomorrow. You should get some rest.”


          The unspoken threat lingered in the air like a black cloud. 


          “I understand,” Sariss said. “I will return to my chambers.”


          “Good,” Jareni replied. “Don’t worry about the mess, dear. I’ll have one of the acolytes put these books away in the morning.”


          With a final cold smile, the Blood Mother turned and left through the shadows. Sariss sat there in silence, tears welling in her eyes. She was so close to an answer…


          Gritting her teeth, she turned back to one of the open books on the table. The truth was that the Vaz Gorati had buried Fenwen’s story, not because they didn’t believe it, but because of the rumors that she hadn’t invoked her miraculous pregnancy on her own. The lorekeepers believed she had ultimately reached out to one of the Old Gods for a blessing. 


          Illisaya the Eternal Lady, the ancient goddess of fertility and life. 


          The very name sent a shiver down Sariss’s spine, as did the illustration of the ancient symbol in the book in front of her. It began as a blood-red teardrop, cupped by a sharp, cradle-like shape that spiked in two directions: upward to the right, and straight downward. Two thin, elegant yet somehow wicked-looking arcs sprouted from either side of the teardrop, encircling an empty space above it. One arc reached slightly higher than the other. Both had a red dot at their tip, the lower larger than the upper.


          Sariss had spent most of her life learning about the evils and darkness of the Old Gods. They were ruthless tyrants who had dominated the entire world before Lahara and Solterys had defeated and imprisoned them. Their only trace of power now resided in twisted cults like the Sarodihm.


          And yet, one of those cults was willing to help her even while the Vaz Gorati would not. 


          Taking a deep breath, Sariss reached out and placed her finger atop the symbol. Her correspondences with the Eternal Priestesses had been short and limited, and she hadn’t told them precisely who she was. But they had been quite clear about their willingness and ability to help her perform the same ritual as Fenwen two thousand years ago. 


          The Blood Mother wasn’t wrong—this all seemed like madness. What could a cult of a dead god possibly offer a sorceress like Sariss? She had the Aether in her veins, and her blood magic grew in power every year. 


          And yet, she thought darkly, my womb lies fallow. I’m a wife without a husband. A priestess without a dragon. 


          Sariss closed her eyes even as tears began to fall. At first, she hadn’t been able to understand why a servant of the Old Gods would be willing to help a highborn priestess conceive, especially if it helped her give birth to one of their archenemies. But her research had uncovered more than Sister Fenwen’s Meditations. She had learned about vast differences between the cults that made up the Sarodihm. Most sought the return of their god at any cost, but some were more…practical. They wanted to honor their deity rather than seek vengeance on her behalf. For the Eternal Lady, that meant fostering life and helping women conceive. 


          It was the only explanation Sariss could imagine for why they would have aided Sister Fenwen all those years ago. Her dragon son had gone on to sire dozens upon dozens more dragons through the generations. The Sarodihm the Vaz Gorati had taught her about never would have done such a thing. 


          Swallowing heavily, she slid her fingers down to her belly again, then slowly traced her brand, concentrating as she’d learned. She would never cover up, nor would she abandon her research. A piece of Alamir was still here inside her…all she needed to do was figure out how to unlock its power. 


          “And I will,” she whispered as the brand suddenly began to glow. “One way or another.”
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          Lenya Valley


        


      


      

        Borkesh had finally stopped screaming when I landed on a flat stretch of rocky Droughtlands terrain perhaps twenty minutes later. He only retched once afterward, too, though he did lose his balance and fall over a few times before the vertigo passed. His threats continued quite a bit longer, especially when I offered to carry him in my teeth rather than my claws if it would make him feel more comfortable.  
Ultimately, Tyris was the one who convinced him to hop on my back and fly the regular way. After hearing her repeatedly express her surprise at how fragile orcs were compared to her expectations, Borkesh finally mustered the will to crawl onto my back behind her. He may have been the least orc-like orc I’d ever met, but his warrior pride still couldn’t handle the fact that a mere human girl could do something he could not. 
Once the two of them had settled, the actual flight began. I ascended up and over the half-mile-tall ridge separating the Droughtlands from the Highlands as gradually as I could, then continued hard to the west as the terrain below us transformed from arid wasteland to fertile plains. I kept us as low as I reasonably could without clipping the tops of any trees, and my darkvision helped me stay over the fields and grasslands without soaring directly over too many farmsteads. 
My scar posed a unique problem. The glow it created made me far more visible, negating the advantage of my black scales on a night flight such as this. I was left to hope that any witnesses would focus on the light and miss the shape it belonged to. Or that the strangeness of what they’d seen would make them hesitate before reporting it.
Flying so low reminded me of my races with Lathriel through the Razormaw Canyon. The memories were pleasant…right up until I thought about how I didn’t know where she was. Or if she was still alive. 
Thankfully, the effort of steady terrain flight consumed most of my concentration, and whenever my thoughts began to drift, I yanked them back to the present by reminding myself that tonight was about finding Sariss. If everything went as planned, I might be holding her in my arms again in a few short hours…
My First Wife. My Dragon Priestess. 
Thanks to my darkvision, the view of the lush forests and grasslands below us was breathtaking. As Alamir the Black Prince, I had flown over every fertile valley in Abethaal, from the peaceful Vale of Shelioth to the splendorous hills of Imon Hith to the rugged, rocky crags of the Reach. They all possessed their own unique beauty and charm, but none were as serene as Lenya Valley. 
I could feel the simple farmland tranquility in the air. This entire region of Abethaal was practically lost in time, as if nothing ever truly changed no matter the politics of the day or the priorities of the Wyrm Lord sitting on the throne of Tel Kithas. Sariss’s obsession with tradition was no accident; the culture here in her homeland was probably the most conservative in the province. 
I didn’t know exactly why Lenya Valley had ended up this way, but perhaps it was merely the result of ambition…or a lack thereof. The noble houses who had originally settled this region had never aspired to join the Tel Kithas elite. All they’d wanted was a place to tend their crops, nourish their families, and worship Lahara in peace. 
The result was a loose collection of a dozen villages and hamlets spread across a sixty-mile stretch of farmland. Only one of the settlements, Halondel, was large enough to be considered an actual town, and its central location at the mouth of the valley made it the natural crossroads for commerce and worship. 
I set down inside a forest clearing several miles away from the main gate. With a pair of saddleless dragon-riding neophytes on my back, I’d had to fly significantly slower than I would have liked, but dawn was still at least an hour away. There was more than enough time for us to make the rest of the journey on foot. 
I shifted back to my elven form once the others had dismounted, grimacing at the ripple of pain and once again wondering how long I would be able to keep changing back and forth between forms. I summoned a new outfit with the glamour stone—an unfortunately frilly white tunic with black trousers—then took my pack and weapons back from Tyris. Borkesh, to his credit, didn’t even retch this time.
“How are you feeling?” I asked.
“Patronized,” he groused, his red eyes glowing dimly in the darkness. “I’m still not convinced any of this is real. You can’t be a dragon, and we can’t be standing here hundreds of miles from the Droughtlands.”
Tyris conjured a plume of flame in her palm to give herself some light. “You don’t believe your own eyes?”
“Not when a fey is involved. This could all be one of Sabari’s illusions. I’m probably still sitting in the Falls, bored and half-drunk.”
“Probably,” I said with a thin smile. “But if so, you might as well play along.”
Borkesh sighed, his green fist clenching the grip of his ax. “A dragon,” he muttered. “I was riding on a fucking dragon.”
“Mokka will be impressed,” I said, clapping him on the back. “I promise.”
“She’ll be impressed with you,” Borkesh replied sourly. “Probably demand you fill her up with dragon babies. She might even pick a fight with this girl to prove herself worthy.”
“What?” Tyris asked, confused. 
“Don’t worry,” I assured him. “Mokka’s all yours, I promise.”
Borkesh grumbled something under his breath. Louder, he said, “Might as well get this over with. What’s your plan?”
“Nothing complicated,” I said. “Once we reach town, I’ll ask around to see if Sariss is here.”
“Halondel isn’t a little hamlet where everyone knows each other,” the orc pointed out. “There have to be ten thousand people living there, probably more with all the itinerant merchants. You think they’ll be able to point you to one female?”
“She’s a Vaz Gorati priestess, and it’s a very traditional town. Most people will know her by name.”
“Vaz Gorati…” Borkesh shook his head. “You’re absolutely sure she won’t have us flayed and mounted on pikes?”
“Reasonably sure,” I said. “All I need is time to explain what happened.”
He hissed softly over his tusks. “And what if she’s not there?”
“Worst case, someone at the temple should be able to tell us where she is. If not…” I shrugged. “I’ll figure something out.”
“Great,” Borkesh muttered, turning to Tyris. “Aren’t you bothered by any of this?”
She frowned. “By what?”
“You keep calling him your ‘Dragon Messiah.’ Aren’t you annoyed that he’s already trying to replace you with another female?”
A blank stare. “Why would you think that?”
“Because females are the most competitive creatures in existence,” Borkesh said in exasperation. “No matter how much you try to hide it behind sweet smiles.”
“He is not replacing me,” Tyris said adamantly. “He is a male dragon—it is vital for him to assemble a powerful harem to provide him with many children.”
She paused, her frown deepening. “Don’t your people have similar traditions where only the most worthy and powerful males are allowed to take wives?”
“We do,” Borkesh admitted.
“Then why are you acting as if this is strange?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But just once I’d like to visit a place where all the females hate him. Or love me.”
With a grim chuckle, I tightened my scabbards around my waist. “Come on, let’s get moving. It’s not a long walk, but I want to make sure we arrive before the morning services.”
[image: image-placeholder]The first rays of dawn had begun to creep over the horizon behind us when we met up with the road leading to Halondel. Several merchant caravans were parked along it, though I only spotted a single Skywatch wyvern overhead. 
“Hopefully the locals don’t mind having a few dustborn stroll into their quaint little town,” Borkesh said as we walked. “You know how annoyed the farmers get around Imon Hith.”
“Those farmers have been skirmishing against your people for generations,” I reminded him. “Everything’s been calm out here for a long time.”
“Mm,” the orc murmured skeptically. “None of the clans have been this far south in a while. You don’t think they’ll panic at the sight of my green skin and awe-inspiring musculature?”
“I doubt it. But you should probably keep your tunic on and your ax sheathed.” Reaching into one of the packs I’d taken from Sabari, I pulled out one of the thick brown cloaks and tossed it at him. “Though it might be even better if you wore this.”
He caught the cloak and scoffed. “Yes, I’m sure this will get everyone mistaking me for an elf.”
“That’s not the point,” I said, pulling out the second cloak and handing it to Tyris. “Hunters and travelers are common here, so it’s better to look the part. Ashreaver armor and Vorskai leathers will look more out of place.”
“Says the moon-skinned elf with a magic scar in his chest,” Borkesh said. “I still think there are decent odds they’ll break out the pitchforks.”
“Worst case, I can always say you’re my bodyguard. It’s never failed before.”
“Okay, but what about the half-human girl with warpaint?”
“There are plenty of humans in the valley. The average Imperial citizen doesn’t know the difference between the Vorskai and any other tribe from the mountains.”
I turned to Tyris and paused when I looked at the blade slung over her back. “Your sword is a bigger concern. It’s hard to miss, and I’d rather not have anyone get a close look at the heraldry.”
She reached behind her and touched the handle. “I can wrap it up easily enough.”
“Please do. Beyond that, I don’t think we’ll have any trouble.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Borkesh said, his eyes narrowing at something further up the road. “Notice anything interesting in that commotion up ahead?”
I followed his gaze up the road. There was a stopped wagon pulled off to one side about fifty yards ahead. Two men wearing the flat gray banded armor of provincial soldiers were currently speaking with the wagoner while a third man inspected the cargo. 
None of that was remotely out of the ordinary; smuggling was about as old as prostitution, as far as professions went. The problem was when a fourth soldier circled around the wagon, one that was not wearing the flat gray of provincial soldiers…
But the brilliant gold plate of the Wyrmguard. 
“Shit,” I swore. We were right in the middle of the road with no cover anywhere nearby, though even if there had been a convenient copse of trees a few yards away, there was no way we could dive behind it without looking suspicious. The soldiers knew we were coming, and there was nothing we could do about it. 
“Wouldn’t be surprised if he has friends somewhere nearby,” Borkesh said, hand twitching at his side but not quite reaching for his ax. “Where there’s one golden dome, there are aways more.”
“There are only four soldiers in sight,” Tyris said. “We could easily defeat them.”
“We’re not going to do anything,” I said, drawing a deep breath and ordering my nerves to settle. “They’re inspecting cargo and we don’t have any. Just stay calm and quietly walk on by.”
Borkesh grunted. “You do remember that the Wyrmguard were looking for her a week ago, right? And that they knew what she looked like?”
“That’s why I gave you that cloak,” I said. “Put it on and let’s get this over with. And let me do the talking if necessary.”
“You sure you don’t want to turn into a dragon and squash them?” Borkesh asked. “Since that’s apparently an option now.”
I shook my head. “Just stay calm and quiet. We’ll be fine.”
I didn’t know if I believed my own words even as they left my mouth, but I was convinced this was the smartest course of action regardless. The wagon they had stopped was leaving town, not entering it, and I had a sneaking suspicion why. 
A minute later, my hunch was confirmed. We walked right up to the stopped wagon…and then right past it. Neither the Wyrmguard nor the provincial soldiers gave us anything more than the most casual glance. 
“Okay,” Borkesh murmured once we were out of earshot. “That was too easy.”
“Because they’re not looking for people coming into town,” I told him. “They’re looking for someone trying to leave.”
The orc’s red eyes glimmered in thought. “Interesting theory. Any guesses as to who?”
“Just one,” I said, my stomach tightening. “Krynn is a monster, but he’s not a fool. He had to know that I’d come this way first. Sariss is bait.”
“Mm,” Borkesh mused. “The way I figure it, that’s both bad and good. Good because it means this wife of yours must be in town after all, otherwise he wouldn’t bother keeping soldiers here.”
“And bad,” I finished, “because bait implies a trap.”
My partner nodded at the main gate as we drew closer. The guards outside were locals rather than provincials, and they seemed bored. A few dozen people were milling about, mostly herbalists and hunters about to ride out to the fields and forests. 
“What kind of trap could anyone lay for a dragon?” Tyris asked. 
“Good question,” Borkesh said. “Maybe the Sovereign could hire the Sorekûl Drakath.”
I snorted. “He can’t risk telling the locals who I really am. Not without alerting the whole province that the man he claimed was murdered by the Vorskai isn’t actually dead. He probably didn’t even want to risk telling them what I looked like.”
“Well, someone is going to have to recognize you,” Borkesh said, “or there’s no point in using bait.”
I nodded, suddenly thankful for the return of my memories, specifically all the lessons my mother had given me on the art of subtlety and subterfuge. Whatever Krynn had planned, whatever clever scheme he thought he’d pull, I would be ready for it. 
Because even if he had parked an army between me and the temple, nothing was going to stop me from getting to Sariss. 
[image: image-placeholder]Even at daybreak, the clean, polished streets of Halondel were already bustling with activity, from locals running daily errands to merchants hawking their wares. I spotted several trading wagons as well, each preparing to either travel deeper into the valley or leave it altogether. Some would head south to Barador, while others would push east across the Highlands. Distantly, I wondered if any of them ever stopped at Siren Falls when they headed north across the Droughtlands to Tiralis or Tel Kithas. If so, they likely wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone here. 
Aside from the Wyrmguard soldiers we had passed earlier, the only peculiar sight was a large group of teal-robed monks enjoying an early breakfast at one of the town’s many outdoor cafés. It had been a long time since I’d had to deal with any of the various religious orders in Abethaal, but I was reasonably certain they were from Tol Morhir, the island city off the province’s eastern coast. What they were doing here some four hundred miles away was a mystery. 
“This place makes my skin crawl,” Borkesh commented as his red eyes peeked out from beneath the cowl of his cloak. 
“It’s a hell of a lot safer than any settlement in the Droughtlands,” I pointed out. “Or the Reach. Or anywhere else we’ve gone in the past five years.”
“It’s too clean,” he muttered. “And too…happy.”
I smirked. “If it makes you feel any better, the old women to your left past the artificer shop have been shooting you nasty glares for a while now.”
Borkesh didn’t quite break his stride, but he did follow my gaze down the street to where a pair of pristinely dressed women were sharing tea and silently judging everyone who walked past. 
“They’re old?” he asked. 
“Probably closing in on three hundred,” I said. “You can’t tell?”
“No.” He huffed over his tusks. “But their hatred does make me feel better. Never trust anyone who hides their contempt. These people should have the courage to despise me to my face.”
“You are a strange man,” Tyris remarked quietly. “Or perhaps I do not understand your people’s humor.”
“I am, and you don’t,” Borkesh said. “But don’t worry, Sabari didn’t either at first. Stick around long enough and you’ll learn.”
“Or stab him,” I said as I turned down the street leading to the Temple of the Dragon Goddess. The white stone spire was perched on the highest hill in the city, marking its importance to the locals. The building itself was designed about the same as every other similar temple…with one major exception. 
“Zor kalah,” Tyris breathed. “It’s…”
“Gaudy as Sabari’s hoard?” Borkesh muttered. 
I grimaced. He wasn’t completely wrong; the massive stone statue of the Dragon Goddess behind the spire was extravagant, to the point it had probably cost five times as much as the temple itself. Lahara’s visage was wrapped around the temple, her grandiose wings outspread dramatically. It made the whole building look like it was about to fly away. 
“All right,” I said, coming to a halt once we approached the gate leading into the temple courtyard. The street directly outside was mostly empty aside from some groundskeepers and acolytes tending the temple garden on the building’s flank, though there were still plenty of people around farther down on either side. “The two of you wait here. I need to do this alone.”
“Are you certain?” Tyris asked. 
“He’ll be fine,” Borkesh said. “Besides, Avetharri temples are boring places, and they’re not a fan of dustborn. You and I should check out the market and get something to eat.”
Tyris looked between us as if she couldn’t decide if she wanted to leave my side and be stuck alone with Borkesh. But eventually, she nodded. 
“As you wish,” she said. “But we will not let the temple out of our sight.”
“Trust me, that won’t be a problem,” the orc muttered. “You can see the damn thing for miles in any direction.”
With a jerk of his head, he led her off down the street in the direction of the strongest scent. Steamed kalifa hash, if I wasn’t mistaken, one of those unfortunate dishes that smelled and looked far better than it tasted. Then again, I was reasonably certain he would eat bricks if they had enough spices on them, so he probably wouldn’t care. 
I waited about thirty seconds for them to move away before I crossed the street and approached one of the groundskeepers outside. The man was definitely on the older side, possibly four hundred, with long, weathered lines drawn across his face. He looked up from the plant he was trimming when I drew closer. 
“Aluthil’s Light be upon you this morning,” I said with a faint nod. 
“I’m afraid services will be delayed,” he replied in a raspy voice. “Until after the monks from Tol Morhir have finished their tour.”
“That’s all right, I’m just looking for someone. Does Sister Virethi still serve at this temple?”
The man gave me a strange look, which made my chest tighten with worry. Surely the groundskeepers would know the names of the temple priestesses…unless I was wrong and she wasn’t here after all. 
Or, I thought darkly, if Krynn had warned people to be careful of anyone who asked for her.
“Ah, you must be speaking of Sister Sariss,” the man said. 
“Yes!” I answered a bit too quickly. “Er, yes, I believe that’s her name.”
“Then yes, she’s been serving here for some time. She came in quite early this morning, in fact. You can probably find her in the library.”
“Thank you,” I said, offering him a heartfelt nod.
I headed straight for the temple, a wave of relief crashing over me…followed immediately by an undertow of caution. That man could have been telling the truth…or he could’ve been following instructions. I had no idea what, if anything, Krynn could possibly be planning, but I needed to stay vigilant just like Irileth had taught me. 
Even while trying to stay alert, though, I was riddled with nervous energy. The first and most important step toward reuniting with Sariss was finding her, but after that…
It had been difficult enough to explain what had happened to Borkesh, but this was going to be something else entirely. Sariss thought I was dead. She had pledged her life and future to me. 
Yet now, five years later, she had effectively lived half her adult life without me. For all I knew, she could be a completely different person. And if she believed Krynn’s lie that the Vorskai had betrayed and killed me, I didn’t know what I would do. 
Burying the thought, I started up the neatly polished steps. Rasmus the Slayer hadn’t spent a lot of time at temples of the Seven over the years, and frankly even Alamir the Black Prince hadn’t been particularly devout. I had always performed the appropriate rituals and said the right words when necessary, but I’d never given it all that much thought. 
But Sariss had been a true believer, and I found myself hoping that her religion had given her some small measure of comfort these past five years. For a single week, she’d had everything she’d ever wanted…and then it had all been brutally torn away. I don’t know how well I would have managed the same, had I been in her place. 
The acolytes greeting newcomers inside the entry foyer were all young and friendly, and they confirmed that Sister Sariss was upstairs in the library. My heart began to thud in my ears, and I might have rushed past them if they hadn’t insisted that I leave my weapons before I entered the temple. 
Out of pure reflex, I almost argued the point. Borkesh and I frequented many places where not having a visible means of defending yourself was the equivalent of putting a target on your back. But the Temple of Lahara was about as far from the Bloated Ogre as one could get, and so I handed over my scabbards without any undue fuss. 
My arms were trembling in anticipation as I rushed up the spiraling staircase to the upper levels, and I was even having trouble swallowing by the time I exited into the temple library. The chamber was immense, probably three times the size of the one in the palace in Tel Kithas, with dozens of rows of shelves on each side and a reading area with wide, rectangular wooden tables in between. For an instant, I feared the entire floor might be empty…but then I rounded a wall of shelves…
And saw a tall, blond Avetharri woman in blue robes sitting at one of the tables by herself. 
For a long, heart-swallowing moment, I couldn’t breathe. I had spent the last five years not remembering she existed…yet now, looking at her profile in the dim light, it was as if I had been holding her in my arms an hour ago. 
“I’ll be down in a few minutes,” she said, flipping through a huge book laid out on the table in front of her. “Sister Galdry hasn’t even started the music yet.”
The sound of her rich voice made my heart skip two beats. She wasn’t an illusion; she wasn’t a trick of my memory. 
She was my First Wife, right here in the flesh barely twenty feet away. 
“Actually,” I said, “I was hoping you’d stay right there.”
Her head whipped around to me, her eyes flying wide. I didn’t move—I wasn’t convinced I could move. I just stood there and let her look at me, allowing her to take in the impossible. And me to brace myself for the inevitable. 
“Alamir?” she mouthed, though no sound escaped her mouth. 
“I know what you’re thinking,” I started, taking a single slow step forward. “But it’s not a trick.” 
Her red lips hung open, and I saw her hands trembling upon the book. But she turned her body in the chair enough that she was facing me, and my heart skipped another beat when I saw her exposed belly…and the red dragon tattoo still emblazoned upon it.
She hadn’t covered it up like most widows would. She was still bearing it proudly, even five years later.
“It won’t be easy to explain,” I said, risking another step. “But thank the Goddess you’re—”
Her chair squeaked on the floor as she abruptly rose to her feet, and I feared she might sprint away from me and cry out for the guards. But then her slender body was flying toward me as if her chair were a catapult, and she dove into my arms before I could plant my feet.
Her kiss struck my mind like the head of a hammer, shaking loose a trove of memories that had been lying dormant inside me for half a decade. The first time we’d met. The first time we’d kissed. The first time I had taken her during the binding ritual…
The first time I had called her my wife. 
It was all there on her lips and tongue, the passion and the joy and the pain. And when she pulled back, tears streaming down her face, all my anxieties and fears about this moment vanished. 
“Alamir…” she breathed. 
“It’s me,” I told her, taking and squeezing her wrists as she clutched my face in both hands. 
Sariss slowly shook her head. “How…how are you alive?”
“A lot has happened,” I said in what was perhaps the understatement of the age. “A lot has changed. We should—”
She kissed me again before I could finish, as if to convince herself I was actually real. I slid my hands down to her sides to cradle her back, my mind flashing to the last time I had seen her. She had been there in our quarters with Karethys fitting her for a new dress, and she’d teased me with plans about all three of us spending that night together. 
Instead, I’d spent it face down in the dirt with a dagger in my chest. 
“Goddess,” Sariss gasped when our lips parted again. “I-I don’t understand.”
“It’s complicated,” I said, squeezing her again. “But this might not be the best place for me to explain. Krynn had to know I’d come looking for you. I’m worried he has someone watching you.”
Her brow furrowed. “You mean the Wyrmguard soldiers? They showed up two days ago.”
“How many?” 
“Um…I-I don’t know. I assumed they were here as escorts for the monks.”
“I doubt that,” I said grimly, wondering where the other Wyrmguard had been hiding in town. They had to be out there somewhere. “We should get out of here and—”
I cut myself off when her eyes abruptly darted behind me. I whirled around when she gasped, half expecting to see some old Vaz Gorati Mother with a scowl of disapproval on her face. But the figure that emerged from the long shadows of the bookcases wasn’t a priestess.
“Who the hell are you?” I growled.
The figure took another step forward. His tall, broad frame was concealed behind a hooded white robe…and his face was hidden behind an opaque mask. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” Sariss gasped. 
The sudden fear in her voice was unmistakable, and I instantly stepped forward to stand protectively in front of her. I glared at the masked man, my hands reflexively reaching for the swords that were no longer at my belt. Though at least he didn’t appear to have any weapons of his own, either. 
“I asked you a question!” I snarled. “Who are you?”
“Answer him!” Sariss demanded. “Or I will—”
And then, with no warning whatsoever, her voice cut out. I glanced over my shoulder to see her lips moving as if she were trying to speak, but even when she began frantically waving her hands, there was no sound whatsoever. 
Then her blue eyes shot wide, and she abruptly clutched at her throat. It was only then I realized it wasn’t merely sound that had vanished, but the air itself. And that she wasn’t simply mute.
She was suffocating. 
Whirling back around, I shot the hooded figure a look of pure death. He hadn’t moved, but my scar could suddenly feel the surge of magical power rippling through him. I lunged straight at him, fully prepared to beat him into a bloody ruin if I had to—
But then his faceless mask turned to me, and he lifted a hand covered in a thick steel gauntlet. He opened his fingers, revealing a stylized symbol of a disembodied eye inscribed within the palm. The eye flashed—
And my scar exploded in pain. 
I stumbled midstride and collapsed to a knee, my hands clawing at my chest as if I’d been stabbed again. I could feel waves of Aetheric energy battering against me, but magic had never been able to affect me before, not since the shards of the vatari dagger had splintered into my chest. I was Senosi—a Magic Eater. No sorcery could escape my scar’s ravenous maw. 
But what if it isn’t sorcery?
The dark thought wormed its way through the pain even as my assailant’s outstretched gauntlet flashed with green fire. The air popped and hissed as if it were about to ignite, and another crippling wave of agony rippled through me. 
No, this wasn’t sorcery—this was shadow magic. Palerending. The very power that had tainted the vatari crystals shards still embedded in my chest. And somehow, this freakshow was using it to suffocate Sariss and paralyze me. 
“The Eye of the Watcher sees your corruption, dragon,” the man intoned in a dark, hollow voice that sounded more like it came from a corpse than a living, breathing man. “His judgment comes for you and all your wretched kind.”
He shifted his other gauntlet behind him, as if reaching for a concealed weapon. When it emerged from his robe, it held what appeared to be a massive, bladeless hilt. But then there was another hiss in the air, and a brilliant blade of silvery-blue fire erupted from the handle. He moved the weapon as if it were weightless, lifting it above me as if he were about to strike me down in a single mighty blow. 
I had a split second to act before Sariss and I were both dead…but there was nothing I could do. No matter how hard I struggled, I remained paralyzed by his dark magic. I couldn’t talk, I could barely breathe, and when I reached into my blood to try and shift form, the only response from my draconic power was more pain. I watched in helpless horror as the flaming blue blade slashed down at my skull—
And then came to an abrupt halt barely an inch from my face. 
I blinked, wondering if this psychopath was simply toying with us. But then I realized his entire body was trembling almost like mine. I had absolutely no idea what was happening…until two thin crimson streams began streaking down the eyes of the mask as if the man were crying blood. 
The spell holding me in place abruptly faltered, and the pain in my scar faded as our assailant lurched backward as if he’d been struck by an arrow. I heard a loud, ragged gasp of air behind me, and I spun my head around to see Sariss standing upright, her eyes completely red…and her hand outstretched as she unleashed the devastating power of her Vaz Gorati blood magic.
“You will not defile Lahara’s temple,” she hissed, still gasping for breath. “And you will not harm her chosen!”
With her arm outstretched and her blue sleeves fallen back at her elbow, I could see her veins blackening beneath her skin. For all her power, the wrath of the Flensing would eventually force her to stop channeling the Aether and release her hold. But she had given us—given me—an opportunity. And there was no chance in this world or the next that I would let her down. 
Snapping into action, I reached for the table and grabbed the heaviest book I could find, then rushed forward and smashed our attacker right in his mask. He stumbled back into the shelves behind him, and the magical blade he’d summoned extinguished like a fire doused with water. The shattered pieces of his mask hit the floor, and when he regained his balance, I saw a badly burned face beneath. 
Not a human, as I’d expected, but another elf. An Avetharri.
Blood streamed from his eyes over his burns, but then Sariss grunted and collapsed as she finally lost her concentration. The attacker, freed from her blood hold, resumed his assault. His hands flashed with green fire again, and the air hissed around him as he called upon the dark power of the Pale. But I wasn’t about to let him cast another spell. A flash of rage seared through me, igniting my dragon blood. The backlash of pain was nearly crippling, and without Tyris to aid me, I wasn’t certain I could transform into a dragon knight, let alone a full Wyrm. But I didn’t need claws or scales or even strength. 
Only flame. 
Rearing back, I opened my mouth and spewed a jet of fire. The man screamed as the inferno consumed him, igniting his robe and cooking the armor beneath. The air continued to crackle and hiss, and I feared he might somehow complete his spell…
But then his body crumpled to the floor. By the time I’d run out of breath, all that remained was a smoldering corpse trapped inside a glowing red suit of armor. 
“Goddess be merciful,” Sariss breathed as coils of acrid smoke rose around us. “How…where…?”
“I don’t know, but I’m getting you out of here,” I said, turning and lifting my wife up into my arms where she belonged. “I’ll explain everything on the way.”
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        Several other priestesses and acolytes came to investigate the commotion in the library. I heard their footsteps scurrying up the stairs even as I wanted to carry Sariss down. Given the option, I would have been sorely tempted to assume dragon form, burst through the roof, and fly her away without anyone explaining what had happened. The faster we got out of Halondel, the better.  
Since that wasn’t realistic, my next thought was to try and find an alternate way out of here. Every temple of Lahara I’d ever been in had at least one private stairwell intended exclusively for the priestesses.
But Sariss killed that idea before I could look around. She insisted on speaking with the acolytes, informing them that we’d been attacked, and then insisting they go and fetch the town guards. I didn’t like the idea, mostly because I was still waiting for Krynn to spring some kind of trap, but I trusted her judgment and followed her lead. 
She had her fellow sisters organized in no time, with some rushing off to inform the Guard while others summoned the Blood Mother. And after dropping a brief explanation about what had happened—minus the part where the mysterious stranger with her had breathed fire like a dragon—she had us heading toward a private exit from the temple on the lower level. I barely had time to retrieve my weapons from the foyer on the way.
I couldn’t even fathom the chaos that was about to consume the temple and possibly the whole town once people learned that a Vaz Gorati priestess had been attacked on hallowed ground. It was the kind of news that would spread like wildfire across the province, and Sariss would surely end up buried beneath a bureaucratic mountain had she stuck around. 
Especially when they realize who was responsible.
My thoughts turned grim. I had recognized the symbol on our attacker’s glove during the fight. The disembodied eye was identical to the one on the statue in the ruins where Tyris and I had been attacked by the Chol. 
Dathiel the Watcher, the ancient god of vigilance. The statue that had seemed as though it were slowly being renewed. 
A knot twisted in my stomach as Sariss led us through side streets toward her home a few blocks from the temple. The Sarodihm had attacked Vaz Gorati sisters before, of course, albeit rarely with any success…and almost never with magic at their disposal. Palerending wasn’t a skill just anyone could pick up. It still required sorcery to rip open the Veil.
Or help from the other side. 
There were always rumors about the Old Gods reaching out from beyond the Pale to speak with their followers and sometimes even grant them aid. But the magic our attacker had wielded went far beyond a simple boon. Suffocating Sariss, nearly taking control of the corrupted vatari inside me…I’d never heard of anything like this before. 
My guts were still twisting when we reached Sariss’s home. The quaint, private little cottage was built on a grassy knoll adjacent to one of the winding streams snaking through town. She even had her own little herb garden on the side to aid her alchemical endeavors. 
“Someone will head this way to find me soon,” Sariss said once she’d closed the door. “But we should at least have a few minutes to—mm!”
Her words melted into my lips when I kissed her again, harder and hungrier than before. If I’d thought we had the time, I would have thrown her down on her kitchen table and taken her right then and there…but we didn’t. At least, not yet. 
And I owed her a long and thorough explanation. 
“Ooh…” she breathed when I pulled away, her kohl-painted eyelids fluttering. “Goddess, I have missed you so much.”
I squeezed her arms, wishing that I could tell her I’d thought about her every day. But the greatest crime was that I hadn’t even remembered she’d existed until a few days ago…
“I’m just glad you’re safe,” I told her, pressing my forehead against hers. “I didn’t even know if you’d be here for certain.”
Her blue eyes looked up at me at point-blank range. “Where were you? What happened? How—?”
“Shh,” I hushed, cupping the sides of her face. “I’ll explain everything, I promise.” I drew away slightly. “But first, do you know anything about that person who attacked us?”
Sariss shook her head. “No…and yes. The symbol on his glove…I’ve seen it before.”
“So have I,” I said. “It’s the holy icon of Dathiel the Watcher.”
“Yes. But that must mean he was Sarodihm.”
“That’s what I assumed as well. But how in the bloody void did he get into the temple? And how did he wield that kind of power?”
“I…I don’t know,” Sariss admitted. I could see in her face and feel in her body that she was on the verge of losing control. She was trembling, and more tears had started to form in her eyes. 
“We’ll figure it out later,” I said. “But first, I owe you some answers.”
She waited expectantly as I stepped back and gathered my thoughts. “The short version,” I said, “is that Krynn betrayed me and left me for dead.”
Sariss swallowed heavily. “But how? Why didn’t you come back sooner?”
“The how is that he forged another corrupted vatari dagger like Gûl Dagnir,” I told her, and she paled. “As for the rest…that’s a little more complicated. To be perfectly honest, I don’t know how I survived. But when I woke up, I had lost my memories. I didn’t know who I was or how I’d gotten there. I didn’t even remember that I was a dragon.”
She stared at me breathlessly, and I wondered if this would end up being easier or harder than convincing Borkesh that I was the Black Prince. 
“An orc tribe stumbled upon my body, and they managed to nurse me back to health,” I went on. “They had no clue who I was, but they helped me survive this.”
I reached down and unbuttoned my tunic to reveal the wicked scar on my chest. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” Sariss gasped, her fingertips brushing across the twisted flesh. “You never received restorative magic? Or a healing elixir?”
I could feel the faint tingle from my scar, as if it sensed the Aetheric energy in her blood. It wasn’t anywhere near as strong as the sensation I felt from Tyris, but it was still pleasant. 
“None of it helped,” I said. “My best guess is that some of the corrupted vatari is still inside me. I can consume magic as if I had Blade Dancer tattoos—I even get the rush of strength and regeneration. But this scar never heals.”
Sariss continued her exploration, and her eyes flashed as she called upon her magic. The tingling sensation from her touch intensified as the scar began to feast on whatever spell she was trying to weave. 
“I can’t…I can’t sense your blood legacy,” she said, her face twisting in horror. 
“It’s still in there,” I assured her, taking her wrist and gently pushing her hand away. “When we have some more time, I’d love for you to try and see if you can learn more about it. But right now, there’s more you need to know.”
She nodded frantically. “Of course. Please, tell me.”
Taking a deep breath, I gave her the shortest possible version of recent events, from being hired to capture Tyris to following her to Dragonfall and my confrontation with Krynn. I left out the part about Karethys for now, just to keep her from being overwhelmed. Sariss already couldn’t get over the fact that the Vorskai girl I’d been sent to meet five years ago was here in town right now. 
“I can’t believe the Vorskai girl is still alive,” Sariss said. “I can’t believe you’re still alive! Oh, Goddess…”
“I know,” I said. “I’m just…thank Lahara you’re here.”
I pulled her in for another kiss. She melted back into my arms, and though I could hear our privacy clock ticking down in the back of my mind, I just wanted to hold her here in my arms forever. 
“We were planning to head north as soon as possible,” I said once we’d pulled away. “Unless you happen to know where Lathriel is right now?”
Sariss paused, then shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”
I pressed my lips into a tight line. “You didn’t stay in touch?”
“We did…for a time. She remained in Tel Kithas a great deal during the last few months of your father’s term. She steadfastly refused to believe that the Vorskai had betrayed you. She tried to contact them many times, but the survivors had disappeared into the mountains.”
Sariss sighed wearily, leaning her palms against the edge of the kitchen table as if to brace herself against an onslaught of unpleasant memories. “Krynn vowed revenge for your death, and he said it wouldn’t stop with the Vorskai. He declared it was long past time for the dustborn to stop being nuisances and serve the Empire rather than live on its fringes. That’s when he began the Great Conscription.”
“Did you believe him?” I asked, dreading the answer. 
“I…I didn’t know what to think,” Sariss admitted. “Lathriel insisted that the Vorskai wouldn’t betray you like that, but I wasn’t so certain.” She swallowed, her eyes turning apologetic. “She insisted that Krynn had betrayed you, and it didn’t take long for the pieces to start falling into place. When he ordered the Skywatch to help him round up dissidents, Lathriel wouldn’t have any part of it. That’s when she resigned her post.”
I nodded grimly, my thoughts tugging in a dozen directions. I felt sick just thinking about how confused and angry they must have all been…
“I told Lathriel that she was welcome to come to Lenya Valley with me,” Sariss continued, “but she said she couldn’t stand by and allow Krynn to unravel your vision, not without putting up a fight.” 
She pursed her lips. “Just before I left, she came to me in the middle of night. She told me that she was sorry, then said it would be safer for me if we never spoke again. I don’t know why, but she looked absolutely terrified. And then…then she was gone.”
I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth, trying and failing to steel myself. After our perfect night together in the ruined temple, I had promised to be with her, to take care of her… 
Sariss slowly shook her head. “She wrote to me several times over the years, but she never told me where she was or what she was doing. I don’t know why.”
“When was the last time she reached out to you?” I asked. 
“Almost a year,” Sariss said. “Everything fell apart so quickly, Alamir. Without an heir, your father’s authority waned rapidly. The Great Houses were eager to have a new Sovereign on the throne. Irileth warned us both that we wouldn’t be safe in Tel Kithas after the coronation.”
My hands balled into fists at my side. For eighty years the Great Houses had plotted against my family, believing that Valion Sorokar, my father, would be the last dragon of his line. My birth—and the Vaz Gorati reading of my blood legacy—had thrown their carefully laid plans into chaos. 
But my death…they must have thought it would set them free. They’d probably believed they could control and manipulate Krynn, only to discover that he hated them more than anything. 
“Your parents didn’t even attend Krynn’s coronation,” Sariss added. 
“I’m sure he was livid,” I muttered. “But let me guess, my mother believed I’d been a fool who got duped by humans.”
Sariss balked. “She didn’t believe that at all. Not for a single moment.”
My throat constricted. “Really?”
“Irileth thought Krynn must have betrayed you, just like Lathriel,” Sariss said. “She insisted upon it right in front of your father’s court. But she had no proof. And you know how much the leader of the Great Houses feared and reviled her. They saw an opportunity to mold a new Sovereign, and Krynn was telling them all the right things. Even if she’d had evidence, I don’t know that anyone would have listened.”
The tightness inside me eased. I had genuinely assumed that Irileth would have blamed me for being stupid and naïve. But perhaps the true naïveté had been believing she would trust the man who’d had the most to gain by my disappearance. 
“Your father became even more withdrawn after your death,” Sariss said, voice going quiet. “He believed the Sorokar legacy was dead.”
I winced, nodding in understanding. He’d spent the first eighty years of his reign trying to create a single dragon heir, and then I’d gone off and died mere months before taking the throne. 
“What about Karethys?” I asked, pushing aside the thoughts of my parents for now. 
“Your mother took her along with them,” Sariss said. “I’ve no doubt that she’s been well cared for.”
“Maybe more than you know,” I said. “I saw her a little over a week ago.”
Surprised flashed across Sariss’s face. “Karethys? Where?”
“At a tavern in the Droughtlands south of Sethuil,” I said. “She’s the one who hired me to hunt down the Vorskai dragon.”
“What?”
“I had no idea who she was at the time. I just thought she was another client trying to hire the Dragon Slayer. She paid very well—so well that my gut was telling me she was an Imperial agent trying to bypass the Sovereign to deal with the Vorskai. She wanted me to find Tyris and bring her back to the garrison at Sethuil…alive.”
Sariss’s mouth moved several times as if she were trying to form a reply, but nothing came out until the fourth attempt. “I don’t…what??”
“I haven’t figured it out yet, either, but there’s no way she wouldn’t have recognized me, even with the changes.” 
I looked down at the oddly pale flesh of my once-gray hand. Skin that had suddenly looked so normal to me a few days was now sickly and pallid. Most people wouldn’t even guess I was half drow. 
“But she didn’t say anything?” Sariss breathed. “Or call you by name?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve been trying to figure out why ever since I realized she was the one who’d hired us. My best guess is that she’s working with my mother somehow, maybe trying to thwart Krynn indirectly. That might explain why she decided to hire the Dragon Slayer, but not why she wouldn’t reveal who she was to me.”
Sariss rubbed her hands over her eyes and paced around the table. “What would you have said if she did?”
“You mean if a random drow woman in a tavern tried to tell me that I was a dead dragon prince?” I grunted. “It wouldn’t have been a positive response, I can tell you that.”
“Maybe she knew that. Maybe it was some kind of test?”
“The thought had occurred to me,” I said. “But I’m not sure I understand the point. Why that test? Why the Vorskai dragon? And why me?”
“Everyone believed that Krynn avenged your death by wiping out the Vorskai, including this dragon of theirs,” Sariss said. “That part never became public, but it’s what he claimed in private. We had no reason to believe otherwise. But if your mother and Karethys realized the girl was still alive somewhat recently…”
“They could have been trying to put us on another collision course,” I reasoned. “Maybe hoping it would jog my memory?”
“I suppose…”
I took a long, slow breath, then shook my head. “No, that can’t be all of it. It’s too convoluted.”
“Your mother is not what I would call the straightforward type.”
“No, but she didn’t needlessly complicate things, either.” I folded my arms in thought. “Maybe she knew that Krynn’s minions were closing in. Maybe she thought I might end up protecting the girl.”
The possibilities started chasing themselves through my mind, but the ticking of my mental clock was getting louder and louder by the moment. We had probably been standing here too long already. I didn’t want to have to explain myself to the town guards or a pack of Vaz Gorati priestesses. 
“I don’t have a good explanation,” I said. “But if you don’t know where Lath is, then I think our best bet is to head north to Sethuil. With any luck, Karethys will still be there.”
Sariss paced for another moment, then came to a halt. “There’s a war going on in the Reach,” she said. “A large group of dustborn has risen up to fight against Krynn.”
“I know, I’ve spent a fair amount of time up there. But it doesn’t change anything. If Karethys was expecting me to come back with the Vorskai girl, she could still be there.”
“Sanathar’s breath,” Sariss breathed, pushing at her temples. “This is…”
“A lot, I know,” I soothed. “But I don’t know what else to do. I can’t fly back into Tel Kithas without a plan and allies. Even if I could, I wouldn’t until I knew you and the others are safe.”
Sariss smiled again, then stepped forward and returned to my arms. “I don’t know how the Goddess brought you back to me, but I will never leave you. I am yours, my lord.”
She kissed me again, even harder and more passionately than before. I was a split second from lifting her up onto the table when she abruptly pulled back. 
“If we are going to leave, we need to do it now,” Sariss said. “If I go back to the temple, Mother Jareni will never let me out of her sight. Not after I was attacked and then vanished with a stranger.”
“If you run off, won’t the Vaz Gorati be furious with you? I don’t want to—”
“It doesn’t matter,” Sariss said, shaking her head. “You are my dragon. My husband. My loyalty lies with you and the blood, now and forever.”
Smiling, I cupped her face in my hands. Her adoring eyes, her long golden hair, her Sorokar brand…
Ever since I had resolved to come to Halondel, I had been praying to the Goddess that my First Wife would be here waiting for me. But I wasn’t sure I believed it would actually happen. She could have been gone. She could have changed. 
But no. After five years of a different man’s life, everything in the world seemed like it had changed…but not her. Not my loyal Dragon Priestess. 
“Then grab whatever you need,” I told her. “And let’s get out of here while we still can.”
[image: image-placeholder]Sariss didn’t take long to pack. She darted across her cottage, her golden hair flying behind her as she filled a satchel with basic necessities, including several vials and herb pouches from her alchemical collection. She didn’t change out of her blue Vaz Gorati vestments, but she did at least retrieve a brown traveling cloak and throw it over her shoulders, as well as don a surprisingly sturdy pair of boots. 
And then we were on our way.
News of the attack on the temple had clearly spread quickly. Even keeping our distance, we could see the gathering of city watchmen outside. A sizeable crowd of locals had clustered nearby as well, though I had no intention of getting close enough to learn what they were saying about what had happened. 
Halondel was large and populous enough that blending in was relatively easy, though to avoid making a scene, I tried not to put my arm around Sariss or make any other obvious signs of affection while we walked through town…but that turned out to be more difficult than I thought. Every time I looked at her, all I could think about was the time we’d lost…and how she had been cursed to live thinking her dragon was dead while I’d had the mercy of amnesia. It hardly seemed fair.
As we did our best to avoid attracting attention, I remembered the original threat we’d been trying to avoid—not the city guard or the Vaz Gorati or Sarodihm assassins, but Krynn’s presumed trap. We had encountered one Wyrmguard soldier on the road outside of town, but so far, that was it. Why hadn’t we seen any more inside the city? If their mission was to keep an eye on Sariss, why hadn’t any of them been watching the temple? Even if they’d wanted to keep a low profile initially, surely word of the attack would have sent them springing into action. 
Yet there wasn’t a single suit of golden armor to be found anywhere in town. It didn’t make a damn bit of sense. 
Before I could work through the possibilities, I spotted Borkesh and Tyris sitting at a table at one of the many outdoor cafés in the market plaza. She had her hood back while she ate, allowing her orange hair to glimmer in the sunlight, though she’d otherwise kept her Vorskai leathers hidden beneath her cloak. 
Sabon Nyr was more difficult to conceal, so she had the large blade propped up openly against the table. With the cloth covering the Vermillion crest on the handle, it should have been unrecognizable to anyone besides the most detail-oriented scholar. 
Borkesh, for his part, was halfway through an entire rack of balesk ribs, and his mouth and tusks were shamelessly coated in some kind of orange sauce he’d slathered all over it. Most of the nearby locals looked appalled; Tyris, oddly, did not. She just looked amazed, which was likely what Borkesh had been going for. Since only the worthiest Ashreaver hunters could ever acquire enough food to gorge themselves, a huge appetite was a sign of strength and virility among his kind. And naturally, he was spinning her a tale of his miraculous hunting exploits while stuffing his face.
“That is your partner?” Sariss asked. Unlike Tyris, she definitely looked appalled. 
“It’s a long story,” I murmured. It was starting to feel like a mantra. “Everything is a long story…”
It took her an enormous amount of effort, but she eventually pried her eyes from the orc to the orange-haired girl eating next to him. 
“And that girl is the Vorskai dragon? The Vermillion scion?”
“Yes,” I said, nodding. 
Standing here across the street, looking at Tyris in her simple cloak, it seemed absurd to think that she may have been the single most important person in the province other than me. And that all of this—my rebirth, Krynn’s reign of terror, the brewing war between Abethaal and the Empire—had started because of my decision to meet her five years ago. 
“We can leave the city through the western gate, but it’s probably best if we move as two separate groups just in case,” I said, voice low as I nudged her back into a narrow alley between two shops. The hairs on the back of my neck were perpetually standing upright as I waited for Krynn’s trap to close in around us. “Just stay here for a moment. “I’ll be right back.”
I maneuvered through the mostly filled tables at the café until I reached the ring of empty ones surrounding my companions. Borkesh did finally stop eating when I got close, his red eyes taking me in while he licked some sauce from his tusk.
“You smell like a bonfire,” he said. 
“Thanks,” I muttered, glancing to see if anyone was paying the table any undue attention. My partner had definitely drawn some interest, though as many people were interested in Tyris. They were probably shocked and confused at why a pretty young girl would be eating lunch with such a brute. Old prejudices and all that. 
“Did you find your wife?” Tyris asked. 
“Yes,” I said, nodding. “We need to get out of here right away.”
He scowled at his unfinished ribs. “You can’t wait five minutes?”
“We were attacked,” I told him quietly. “And not by the Wyrmguard.”
He and Tyris shared a concerned look. 
“I’ll fill you in later,” I said. “But it’s probably better to move separately. Meet us at the tree line outside the western gate in a few minutes, all right?”
“Oh, fine,” Borkesh said. “It’s overcooked, anyway. Not even a hint of blood.”
Winding my way back out of the café, I returned to Sariss and took her by the arm, then led her on a roundabout path across town before circling back to the gate. I was alert and ready for anything—a Wyrmguard ambush, more Sarodihm assassins, the sun falling out of the sky. Anything seemed possible right now. 
But all my heightened vigilance proved completely unnecessary. Halondel was too large and busy for the commotion at the temple to have spread this far yet, and once again there was no sign of any Wyrmguard or Skywatch or anyone else working for Krynn. The guards at the gate barely even acknowledged us when we left, and shortly thereafter, we were standing at the edge of the woods just outside the wall when Borkesh and Tyris came over to meet us. 
“Notice anyone watching you?” I asked when they moved within earshot. 
“Not in the suspicious way,” the orc replied, his gaze drifting to Sariss. “Maybe no one cares you kidnapped a blood priestess.”
“Maybe not,” I admitted, looking further down the road out of town. There weren’t any obvious guard checkpoints ahead, either. “This doesn’t make any sense.”
Borkesh shrugged. “There’s an old Orcish saying: never look good fortune in the eye.”
“That’s not an orc saying! Sabari uses it all the time.”
“She stole it from us,” Borkesh retorted. “So, this is the magical wife I’d never heard about until last night, huh?”
“This is Sariss,” I said, bristling. “The grumpy orc here is Borkesh. You’ll have to forgive his manners. And hygiene. And everything else about him.”
“You are the man whose people saved my husband,” Sariss said as she offered him a short, respectful curtsy. “For that, all of Abethaal owes you a debt of gratitude.”
Borkesh’s mouth fell open, then his eyes narrowed as if he were searching her words for any sign of sarcasm. But there was none to be found.
“Erm…right,” he managed. “I suppose so.”
“Any ally of Prince Alamir is an ally of mine,” Sariss told him as she straightened. “I look forward to hearing the tales of your shared adventures.”
“Do not worry,” Tyris muttered, “he is unafraid to share them.”
Sariss turned her blue gaze upon the younger half-human. “You are the dustborn dragon…and the last Vermillion scion.”
“I am Tyris,” the Vorskai girl replied stiffly. “Wielder of Sabon Nyr, Caller of the Flame, and bond-mate of the Fakash Tal’Shira.”
Sariss’s expression darkened. “Bond-mate?”
My cheek twitched. I hoped we might be able to delay this conversation until we had a little privacy. “What she means is—”
Before I could finish, Sariss took a step toward Tyris and parted the front of the girl’s cloak to reveal her tribal armor…and her unbranded stomach. 
“You do not bear the brand of the dragon,” Sariss said. “You are not his wife.”
Tyris pulled away and stepped to my side. “We are bonded,” she said firmly. “We are Maskari.”
“Mas’kari?” Sariss asked, repeating the phrase but without the human accent. “You are not Dal’Rethi, and you are certainly no Blade Dancer.”
“We can talk about this later,” I said, stepping between them. “We should put some distance between us and the town first.”
The two women continued glaring at each other, and the warm spring day suddenly felt like winter. 
“This is going to be a fun trip,” Borkesh remarked, giving me a smug, tusky grin. “I can’t wait.”
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          “Vanished?” Krynn Mandar, Dragon Sovereign, snarled into the crackling fireplace. “What do you mean she  vanished?”


          “I-I cannot explain it, my lord,” Miniel said from behind him. “The Wyrmguard unit that was watching the temple…they have disappeared as well.”


          “How do you lose an entire unit of Wyrmguard soldiers?” He nearly threw his glass into the fireplace. “Where could they have possibly gone?”


          “The town guard is searching for them, and I’ve ordered the Skywatch to scour the hills in case they…well…”


          Krynn’s eyes narrowed as he turned around, and he took a menacing step toward his wife. “In case they what? Deserted?”


          “It’s unthinkable, my lord,” she said. “The men I chose are utterly loyal.”


          “And yet…?”


          Miniel swallowed visibly. “I don’t understand what could have happened. Their orders were clear—they were to watch the temple and Sister Sariss. But they’re just…gone.”


          “And so is she,” Krynn hissed, crushing the empty wine glass in his hand. The tiny shards would have lacerated elven flesh, but they didn’t scratch his draconic scales. Miniel was lucky—the pain would have stoked his anger from a blaze to an outright inferno. 


          “There is one lead the guards are investigating,” Miniel said, hands trembling ever so slightly at her sides. “Before Sariss disappeared, she was apparently attacked inside the temple.”


          “Attacked? By whom?”


          “The body was burned almost beyond recognition. But it was a highborn man wearing armor and a mask.”


          Krynn’s rage abruptly cooled into confusion. “An assassin? In the Temple of Lahara?”


          “It defies belief,” Miniel agreed. “I’m still waiting for more details. His armor was badly damaged, but there was a symbol on his gauntlet—a disembodied eye wreathed in flame. They believe it was—”


          “Dathiel,” Krynn finished. His rage returned in a flash, but it was no longer directed at her.


          “Yes, my lord,” his wife replied, seeming surprised he recognized it. “If true, it means the Sarodihm must be responsible. But I cannot understand how one of their assassins entered the temple or why they would attempt to harm Sister Sariss instead of Mother Jareni or one of the others.”


          “Because they aren’t connected to Alamir,” he said as the epiphany washed over him. He clenched his other claw into a fist and forced himself to breathe normally. 


          “You think the Sarodihm know he’s alive?” Miniel asked. 


          “I’m certain of it.”


          Her brow creased. “But why would they—?”


          “Order our forces to continue their search,” Krynn said. “Find the missing Wyrmguard. And find Sariss.”


          “Y-yes, my lord,” Miniel replied. She hesitated for a moment, her jaw clenching as if bracing herself. 


          “Was there something else?” he asked. 


          “Before Sariss was attacked, she received a guest at the temple—another highborn male with long white hair.”


          Krynn froze in place. “Did anyone else get a good look at him?”


          “I’m afraid not,” Miniel said. “As you know, Halondel receives frequent travelers from all across the valley and the southern part of the province. But the man was carrying a matching set of moonsilver scimitars…and he was last seen leaving the temple with Sariss.”


          Whipping around, Krynn glared into the fireplace. The fact that Dathiel had sent a minion to disrupt his plans was infuriating enough, but now it seemed that the Old God’s intervention had also allowed Alamir to slip away with the only bait Krynn had at his disposal. 


          “You said the assassin was burned,” Krynn growled. “The Vaz Gorati don’t teach fire magic.”


          “No, my lord,” Miniel confirmed. “You believe it was him?”


          “Of course it was him!” 


          Sucking in a deep, furious breath, Krynn spewed a cone of flames into the fireplace and added to the blaze. When he finally stopped, the remaining logs were little more than smoldering cinders.


          “Continue the search,” he rumbled. “Let your Vaz Gorati sisters believe that Sariss has been abducted by the Godsworn—they cannot learn that Alamir is still alive.”


          “Yes, my lord,” Miniel said. “I shall give the orders at once.”


          “Then leave me.”


          His wife dashed out of the room with barely a sound, and Krynn chewed on his fury for another minute before he shot a glare at the nightstand and dressers surrounding him. He was half-tempted to set fire to everything in his fucking room…


          But then his eyes landed on the full-body mirror standing against a wall of the palatial suite, and he focused his ire upon it instead. 


          “I know you’re listening,” Krynn said, stalking over to it. “Aren’t you going to gloat about thwarting my plans? Or are you ashamed that your own minions failed so thoroughly?”


          For a long moment, the only response from the mirror was silence. But then, abruptly, a shroud of inky darkness rolled over his reflection…and replaced it with the shadowy silhouette of a hooded figure with glowing golden eyes. 


          I am trying to protect you.


          The voice of the Old God was soundless, yet crystal clear in Krynn’s mind. 


          “Protect me?” Krynn hissed. “By slaughtering my men and trying to kill my bait?”


          Your soldiers are no match for the black dragon. 


          “Neither was your assassin! And now he and the priestess are gone.”


          We will find him. Even now, he unwittingly flees into our grasp.


          Krynn scoffed. “I told you before, I no longer need your help.”


          Our fates are bound together. The pact has been sealed.


          “With my father—not me!” 


          The image in the mirror appeared to pulse, as if the shadows sought to consume the entire pane of glass. 


          Have a care, whelp. You only exist because of my intervention.


          Krynn’s lip twisted. It always made him sick to think about his father’s dark bargain…and that the dragon blood only flowed through his veins because of it. 


          “But I’m here now,” Krynn said, “while you are still locked in your prison.”


          He was tempted to shatter the damn thing with his claw and be done with it. But sadly, it wouldn’t stop the Old God from spying on him. The pact his father had made with Dathiel twenty years ago had bound them together, the Old God was right about that. House Mandar would have continued wallowing in irrelevance, and Krynn never would have had access to Alamir, let alone become his Claw. 


          But that didn’t mean Krynn intended to become the puppet of a dead god. His family had gotten what it needed, and there was nothing Dathiel could do to hold him to their bargain. 


          Except, perhaps, interfere with his plans.


          Another will come to claim the mantle if you will not, Dathiel’s voice said. To a god, even dragons are little more than dust.


          “So you’ve said,” Krynn returned with a snort. “And I told you that I will never be your supplicant. We are equals or we are nothing.”


          The golden eyes shimmered, and there was a long, drawn-out pause as the shadows continued flicking across the mirror. 


          You cannot defeat the black dragon alone, Dathiel said. He will spread word of your betrayal at Dragonfall.


          “No one important will give a damn,” Krynn said. “House Sorokar is gone. He has no allies left.”


          He has one. And you will not be able to stop her, either.


          Krynn winced. The woman the dead god spoke of may have traveled to Lomir Drakath to be with her husband, but Alamir’s mother had never taken her eyes off Abethaal. Her servants were out there right now, plotting and scheming as only the drow knew how. 


          “I am a dragon,” Krynn declared. “I do not fear drow matrons.”


          Then you are a fool. 


          Growling in the back of this throat, Krynn extended his claws and once again had to stop himself from smashing the mirror to pieces. 


          You have no servants who can destroy the black dragon, Dathiel said. But I do. They can track the corruption festering inside him, and they can turn its power against him. They will deal with him before he can threaten your rule. 


          Krynn hissed softly. “And what do you want in return for this favor?”


          The golden eyes flashed…and then the image was gone. 


          Krynn found himself staring at his own reflection. There were times when he felt as if he’d aged five decades in the past five years. Dathiel could believe that he was a naïve fool all he wanted, but in the end, it would be the dragon who outmaneuvered the god. As usual. 


          Whatever the Old Gods might have been once, an eternity of torment within the Pale had assuredly changed them. No being could live inside a dungeon for countless eons without being transformed into something else. The gods weren’t as powerful as they believed…or as clever. 


          Because despite what Dathiel thought, Krynn didn’t need his help. Not to destroy Alamir, and certainly not to protect his armies. 


          Smiling, Krynn turned away from the mirror to fetch a new glass and pour himself another drink. He shifted back into his elven form as the orange liquid touched his lips, and he took a moment to enjoy the sweet aroma.


          Dathiel’s power had allowed his troops to survive the Empire’s initial onslaught against Abethaal’s border, but that wouldn’t be the case soon. With the discoveries House Mandar’s artificers had made recently—discoveries that were only possible now that they had such an abundance of vatari with which to experiment—the usefulness of his conscripted dustborn armies would soon be coming to an end as well. 


          Within a few months, his arcane constructs would be able to bolster his defenses on the border. And within a few years…


          By then he’d have an army capable of far more than simply holding his ground. He would be in a position to insist on concessions from the bordering provinces…and eventually from Lomir Drakath itself. Even the Elder Dragons wouldn’t be able to stop him. 


          Krynn snickered as he downed the remainder of his glass. Off-hand, he wasn’t sure what he was looking forward to more, watching the Emperor squirm beneath his demands…


          Or laughing in the face of a helpless Old God as he realized he had once again been bested by a dragon. 
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        The road leading north from Halondel was surprisingly well maintained considering how little traffic it garnered, and the glorious view of the Virshale Peaks combined with cool air, sunny sky, and lush foliage made it about a hundred times more pleasant than any similar path in the Droughtlands.  
Still, after a few short hours, I was seriously tempted to shift into a dragon and fly to our destination, even if it meant making multiple trips to carry everyone safely. The lack of sleep was catching up on me. 
But I pushed on regardless, contenting myself with the knowledge that I’d at least get to spend one night in a real bed before heading back underground again. And during that night, I’d finally have the opportunity to sit down and have an unabridged conversation with my wife. 
I spoke with Sariss a bit on the way, of course, mostly about what had happened to her during my five-year absence. I felt a little guilty about not paying as much attention to Tyris, given how much the past few days had involved the two of us being alone together…and me rutting her like a feral beast every chance I got. 
But we kept a quick enough pace it was difficult to have a conversation, though that didn’t stop Borkesh from regaling Tyris with tales about the Ashreavers surviving their own mountain exile. Astonishingly, she listened without complaint…and even seemed to enjoy his boastful tales. Given her tendency for directness, I doubted she was faking, either. It might have been the first time she had ever spoken to someone outside the Vorskai who had lived a similar life. And there was something oddly charming about them bickering over the best way to hunt game. 
I called for a break a few hours into the trip. While I feared that stopping for too long would cause our fatigue to catch up with us that much faster, going without food would eventually do the same. Besides, I still owed Borkesh and Tyris a full explanation of what had happened in the temple. 
The former didn’t even wait until I’d opened my pack. 
“So, do you finally want to fill us in on what we missed back there?” he asked, chewing a hunk of salted meat he must have purchased in town. “You said you were attacked, but not by Wyrmguard. So who was it?”
I sighed and shared a glance with Sariss. She had taken a seat beneath the branches of a towering oak, though rather than open her pack for food, she had pulled out one of the books she had taken from her home. A cool breeze rustled her blue robes and golden hair as she flipped through the pages. 
“We were ambushed right after I found her in the library,” I said. “By a Sarodihm assassin.”
“Godsworn?” Borkesh shook his head. “How in the name of the bloody void could a Godsworn assassin infiltrate a temple of Lahara?”
“He used magic to neutralize my tattoo and nearly suffocate Sariss,” I said, reflexively touching my tunic above the scar. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“But you’re a magic-eater,” the orc said. “I’ve seen you absorb spells a hundred times.”
“He was rending the Pale, not channeling the Aether.”
“What difference does that make?”
“The vatari crystal fragments inside me were corrupted by exposure to the energies of the Pale,” I said. “Apparently, a Palerender who understands that corruption can control it somehow.”
“That seems…bad,” Borkesh managed, his face twisting as if his meat were spoiled. “How did you get out of there?”
“He underestimated Vaz Gorati blood magic,” I said, looking at Sariss. “And the strength of a dragon’s breath.”
“Clearly he never sat near you after you demolished an onion pie at the Bloated Ogre,” Borkesh said dryly.
I snorted. “I still don’t know how he got into the temple, though. None of the other priestesses had any idea he was up there.”
“He may have traveled through the Pale,” Sariss said, her voice oddly distant as she continued thumbing furiously through her book until finally arriving at the page she sought. 
“How is that possible?” Borkesh asked. 
Her blue eyes lingered on the book for a few heartbeats before she looked up at him. “With sufficiently powerful shadow magic, a channeler can shift his physical body into the Pale. Objects which are solid in our world have no substance there. They can easily be bypassed.”
“Assuming you don’t get ripped apart by demons,” I muttered. 
“Or go insane from their whispers,” she agreed. “The technique is forbidden, like most shadow magic. Reckless misuse can tear fractures in the Veil and allow demons to slip through in search of bodies for possession.”
“Rostka,” Borkesh hissed. “Like the Guldroth Clan warlocks.”
“Basically, yeah,” I said, recalling the stories of his people’s long fight with a rival clan about a decade ago. The Guldroth shamans and crones had sundered the Pale and called forth demons to possess the bodies of their fallen warriors. The Ashreavers had barely survived the onslaught. 
The Guldroth hadn’t.
“The Vorskai also tell stories of these warlocks and the destruction they’ve wrought,” Tyris commented quietly. “Our moshalim are forbidden to learn such techniques.”
“There’s a reason the Empire bans the practice,” I said, nodding. “And why no one has used it in thousands of years.”
Borkesh shook his head, his face still twisted in disgust. “You’re telling me that some Godsworn assassin walked through the fucking Pale and appeared inside a temple of Lahara to try and kill you?”
“Or both of us. The timing can’t be coincidence.”
“No shit,” Borkesh growled. “But where did he come from? How did he know you were there?”
“Because it wasn’t just any Sarodihm cultist,” Sariss said. “It was a Ravener.”
I frowned at her. “A what?”
Her expression tightened as she spun her book to reveal an illustration with the same disembodied eye symbol we’d seen in the gauntlet of attacker. “The Cult of the Ravener,” she said. “They haven’t been seen in centuries. But at one time, they worshiped the Old God Dathiel. Not as the Watcher, as he is mostly commonly known, but as the Ravener—a god of hatred and vengeance.”
My frown deepened. As Alamir, I’d been told stories about the various old Sarodihm cults before, but only in the broadest of terms. To the Vaz Gorati who’d tutored me, anyone who swore allegiance to the Old Gods was a confused fanatic unworthy of study or attention. 
“You think the masked assassin was one of these cultists?” I asked. 
“I am certain of it,” Sariss said. “I have spent a great deal of time studying Sarodihm sects recently for…the reasons don’t matter.” She hesitated and swallowed anxiously. “But there are many other such groups. Despite what most people believe, the followers of the Old Gods have never been unified. There are many factions, even among the adherents of a particular deity. Some maintain that the gods were benevolent beings. These groups are more interested in carrying on old traditions than getting revenge against the dragons.”
She glanced back down at her book. “That’s what Sarodihm originally meant—‘Keepers of the Old Ways.’ It wasn’t until many centuries later that the Vaz Gorati began to call them Godsworn.”
“Interesting,” I said. “That’s certainly a more nuanced view than what your sisters teach.”
“Yes,” Sariss murmured. “I know.”
I stayed silent for a moment, wondering where she was going with this but wanting to give her time to collect her thoughts. 
“Other factions in the Sarodihm believe that an eternity of imprisonment within the Pale corrupted the gods, not unlike what the Pale does to vatari,” Sariss said. She reached down to the book and flipped the page. “There is another such group that often worked with the Raveners, the ‘Cult of the Void.’ They worship Illisaya, not as an Eternal Lady dedicated to life and fertility, but as a goddess of entropy and pestilence. A Decaying Mistress.”
Borkesh scoffed. “What kind of idiots would worship a god of plagues?”
“Your people pray to Kalhabek,” I pointed out. “A god of strength and slaughter.”
“A god of victory,” Borkesh correctly tartly. “He gives us strength, but also encourages us to improve ourselves.”
“Through slaughter.”
“Through…well, yes,” the orc said. “Never mind.”
Smirking, I looked back at Sariss. “So, a violent Sarodihm cult sends an assassin to kill us,” I said. “But that still doesn’t explain how they knew we were there. Or why Krynn’s Wyrmguard didn’t try to stop us from leaving town.”
Tyris stirred next to me. “Could they be working together?”
Both of my white eyebrows rose. “An organization dedicated to the destruction of the dragons working with a dragon?”
“It was only a question,” Tyris said a bit defensively. “If the Sovereign’s men were watching her, as you assume, they would have seen you enter the temple. They could have alerted this Ravener.”
“Yes, but the Sarodihm wouldn’t…”
I trailed off as my mind flashed back to my battle with Krynn at Dragonfall. He had used shadow magic to evade me—simple shadow-walking techniques, not full-on teleporting through the Pale, but still…
And then there was the fact that he’d stabbed me with a vatari blade—a blade corrupted by exposure to the Pale. 
“What is it?” Sariss asked. 
“House Mandar was accused of experimenting with shadow magic many years ago,” I said. “And Krynn used a few shadow spells during our last skirmish.”
“So it wasn’t an insane idea,” Borkesh said, offering Tyris an approving grin. “You should humiliate him by demanding an apology.”
“That was not my intent,” she said. 
“No, but it would still be funny.”
Ignoring him, I rubbed at my chin as I paced around the tall oak. 
“Krynn learning some shadow magic isn’t all that surprising,” I murmured. “He’s a pragmatist more than anything, and he’s always respected the drow. Their shadow knights have never been afraid to push the boundaries of magic…but that’s completely different than openly working with the Old Gods.”
“It is unthinkable,” Sariss said, shaking her head. “A dragon working with the Sarodihm?”
I grimaced. “I suppose it could explain why his armies behaved so strangely at Dragonfall, fighting to the last man even though it was hopeless. But it still feels wrong.”
“Especially with those rumors about the Godsworn helping the Underborn in the Reach,” Borkesh said, finger tapping at his tusk. “I had almost forgotten about that. Why would they be helping the Sovereign kill you while also helping the Underborn take over Vimaldis and Sethuil?”
“That’s a good point,” I said. “A really good point. Assuming it’s true. I always figured Tel Kithas was spreading those rumors to try and undermine the rebels.”
Borkesh considered for a few more seconds, then shrugged. “I don’t know, but someone in Olath Shuk might.”
I nodded distantly. Before a few hours ago, the Sarodihm had been the furthest thing from my mind. But now, I thought back to the ruins near the Vorskai settlement where Tyris and I had been attacked by the Chol…and how some of the statues seemed like they had been regenerating. 
Specifically, the statues of Dathiel and Illisaya. 
A dark chill rippled down my spine when I recalled the temple. We had so many other things to worry about right now, like finding Lathriel and Karethys and stopping Krynn. But if the Sarodihm were involved in this, and if they had enough power that their dead gods could once again exert influence in the physical world…
“We can ask around in Olath Shuk,” I said, eyeing Borkesh. “See if anyone has heard anything. It’s on the way regardless.”
“I am not familiar with this city,” Sariss said. “It is a drow settlement in the Virshale Peaks?”
“Beneath them, actually,” I told her. “There’s a passage down into the Underworld to the north of here, about a mile outside a small mining village called Amon Dae. It takes about a day to reach Olath Shuk on foot, then two more to Vimaldis or Sethuil, give or take.”
She frowned and shook her head. “Why have I never heard of this passage?”
“Because you Avetharri haven’t heard about a lot of things,” Borkesh grunted. “Why bother looking down when you can crush everyone beneath your heel?”
Sariss’s cheeks colored with indignation. 
“Olath Shuk isn’t exactly a secret,” I put in before she could reply. “But it’s not on any maps, either. The drow like their privacy.”
“But Abethaal is an Imperial province,” Sariss said. “Do they not have an overseer?”
“Not exactly,” I said, shooting Borkesh a warning look not to mock her ignorance. “You’ll see when we get there. But there’s no reason we can’t spend a night in Amon Dae and get some sleep beforehand.”
“What if the Sovereign’s goons come looking for us?” Borkesh asked. “I keep expecting to see wyverns looping by overhead.”
“Lenya Valley is huge, and they have no idea which way we went,” I said. “Amon Dae is the last settlement out this way and a terrible choice for anyone on the run—unless you know about the passage to the Underworld.”
“And you don’t think he does?”
“No, otherwise Krynn would have tried to do something about it, or at least made an effort to stop the flow of smuggled weapons to the Reach.” I shrugged. “Besides, if he really wants to confront me, he’s more than welcome. I could finish this and save us both a lot of time.”
“Are you speaking as the Sorekûl Drakath now?” Borkesh asked dryly. “Because I thought he was dead.”
“Not just yet,” I said, offering him a thin smile before I turned back to the girls. Tyris was looking at me expectantly, but Sariss…
Sariss had returned her eyes to her book, and her thumb was slowly dragging across the page with the crescent teardrop symbol of Illisaya. Something was clearly bothering her, something she hadn’t vocalized. It was bizarrely out of character for the confident, forthright woman I’d known…but then, that was five years ago when her whole life had been laid out in front of her. A life that had been crushed after I’d vanished. 
I winced. Hopefully it was something more mundane. Perhaps she didn’t want to voice her concerns until we were alone.
“We should get moving again soon,” I said. “In a few hours, we can be eating a hot meal and resting in a warm bed.”
“As long as you’re paying for it,” Borkesh said. “But first, I need to take a piss.”
[image: image-placeholder]We reached Amon Dae several hours before nightfall, early enough that we could have easily pressed past the village and entered the passage into the Underworld if we’d wanted to. But I still didn’t think it was much of a risk to stay here, and the promise of food and sleep after staying up all night was too enticing to pass up. Especially since it meant I’d finally get some private time with Sariss. 
“I haven’t visited this village since I was a child,” Sariss said as we approached it. “It has not changed at all.”
“Lenya Valley is practically frozen in time,” I commented as I looked around. Amon Dae was a stark contrast to Halondel in every conceivable way, especially size. The entire village was little more than a few dozen buildings surrounding a small lake at the base of the mountains. There was no wall for defense, only a single watchtower and an empty aviary platform. 
The locals had been mining copper and silver here for the better part of a thousand years. But as Borkesh and I had learned during our many trips beneath the mountains, it was trade with the Underworld that kept Amon Dae afloat. Shipments of fine drow goods would come in from Olath Shuk, then head down the road to Halondel for sale. 
“I still find it difficult to believe there is an underground city nearby,” Sariss whispered. “You are certain it is the best path for us to follow?”
“It’s the only way through the mountains to the Reach,” I said. “And House Teviss has some people there. I should be able to use them to send a message to my mother no matter where she is.”
Sariss considered. “If she informs the Council of Wyrms that you are alive and that Krynn murdered you, perhaps they will intervene.”
“Perhaps,” I murmured, trying not to sound as pessimistic as I felt. “The Elder Dragons don’t typically get involved in provincial politics. It’s like they vanish into a different reality when they retire to Lomir Drakath.”
“The Empire has been trying to open the vatari shipments for years now, ever since House Mandar took full control of Selod Maril,” Sariss said. “Your presence could be the final spur to action. The Vaz Gorati as well—the sisterhood cannot support a dragon who killed another dragon.”
I nodded but didn’t reply. I had my doubts—big doubts—about the Empire doing much of anything to help a half-drow prince who had gotten himself killed trying to make a deal with the dustborn. Everything was up to me. 
Frankly, I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
The village only had a single modest inn, which wasn’t the least bit surprising given its location. The only people who stayed here with any regularity were smugglers using the exact same passage we planned to use to get to Olath Shuk and the Reach. 
Still, the interior was clean and pleasant enough, and the owner—an elderly faeyn woman with a tanned, age-lined face and a bright smile—didn’t ask any prying questions about our strange group. On the contrary, she insisted that a Vaz Gorati priestess and her entourage were welcome to stay free of charge. 
It was a pleasant gesture, to be sure, though it didn’t solve my biggest problem. Namely, figuring out sleeping arrangements.
Thankfully, Borkesh’s exhaustion handled some of that problem for me. He was so tired he didn’t throw out any sour comments about me and my wives, nor did he go roaming the streets in the hopes of finding a local girl willing to spend a night beneath an orc. He bought some food and drink, headed straight into one of the available rooms, and shut the door behind him.
At the same time, one of the locals outside the inn noticed Sariss’s blue priestly vestments and asked for her blessing and advice. Their conversation, combined with Borkesh’s quick departure, gave Tyris and me an unexpected moment alone.
“All right,” I said, bracing myself for an awkward exchange. “This may sound strange, but—”
“You wish to have time alone with your wife,” Tyris said.
I blinked. “I…to be honest, yes,” I managed. “But I don’t want you to—”
“I understand,” she interrupted, looking back over her shoulder to where Sariss was speaking with the locals on the patio outside the inn. “She has not felt your touch in five years. It would not be right for me to intrude.”
I studied the Vorskai girl’s profile. We had only been together a short time, but I knew enough about her to understand that she wasn’t the type to mask her emotions or her intentions. Which made it all the more remarkable that I didn’t spot a single trace of jealousy or anger on her face. 
Coming here, I had half-expected Tyris to race into our room and stake a claim on my attention. I obviously hadn’t been giving her anywhere near enough credit. Her experience watching the Vorskai sorcerers manage their own harems must have prepared her more than I realized. 
“It is a dragon’s duty to see to the needs of all his wives,” I said. 
“Then I am more eager than ever to become one,” Tyris replied, taking my hand and gently pressing it against her toned stomach. “And accept your brand.”
A rush of heat went through me. I brushed my other hand through her orange hair, then leaned down to plant a soft kiss on her lips. The spark of energy it sent buzzing through my skin made it nearly impossible to pull away. 
“You’ll have it soon,” I assured her. “Sariss can perform the ritual herself once she has the proper materials.”
“I look forward to it,” Tyris said, giving me another smile before she stepped away. “I shall get some rest and prepare for the journey ahead.”
She headed off toward one of the other open rooms, leaving me alone to ponder how much better that had gone than I’d expected…especially after their brief confrontation outside Halondel. 
Eventually, they would have to resolve that disagreement. But for now, at least, I was in the clear. 
Sariss returned from her conversation shortly thereafter, and I promptly took her hand and led her upstairs to the second floor where the innkeeper promised a suite worthy of a blood priestess. It was a pale shadow of the upscale hostels in Tel Kithas, let alone the decadent trappings I’d enjoyed as the Black Prince. But everything looked clean and tidy enough. 
I wasn’t particularly interested in the accommodations, anyway. What mattered was spending time with my wife. 
Our mouths were locked together a heartbeat after the door closed behind us. Sariss moaned in delight at the taste of me, and I felt another dam full of memories burst as she jumped into my arms and wrapped her legs around my waist. 
The sight of her waiting on her knees for me at the center of the ritual circle. The desperation in her voice when she begged me to take her for the first time. The proud smile on her face when she’d strut through the palace bearing her brand for all to see. 
I had promised this girl everything when she’d taken my brand. And I fully intended to make it up to her. 
Grabbing her by the thighs, I lifted her up and carried her over to the bed. I laid down on top of her, bracing on elbows and knees. My hands slid up and down her body as hers did the same to mine. Her priestly robes were easy to push open, and my fingers explored the flesh that had once been so familiar I’d known every inch by touch alone. I could still vividly remember the third night after we’d been married. She’d demanded I spill my dragon seed over every part of her to properly anoint her as my priestess. 
My hands inevitably stopped on her flat belly, and I traced my fingertip in the same pattern as the red Sorokar symbol surrounding her navel. The brand was almost imperceptible, but I’d kissed it so many times I knew the subtle differences in texture between flesh and ink. 
“I never concealed it,” Sariss breathed as our lips briefly parted. Her hand joined mine above her belly, and she pushed my palm flat against her. “I am a dragon wife.”
I smiled and kissed the tip of her nose. “My dragon wife. And you always will be.”
She looked up at me, eyes wide, as her hand suddenly squeezed mine. 
“I missed you so much,” she whispered, her breaths ragged. “I…I almost gave up hope. In everything.”
“I’m here now,” I comforted. “And I’m not going anywhere, I promise.”
She leaned her forehead up against mine…and when she did, I could feel her entire body begin to tremble. “I thought the Goddess was punishing me. That I had failed a dragon. That I hadn’t been submissive or loyal enough—”
“You are perfect,” I assured her, lifting both hands to her face. “In every way. Do you understand?”
The sight of her brilliant blue eyes watering made my heart sink. Prior to Halondel, I’d never seen her cry before. I wasn’t certain I’d ever seen her vulnerable, certainly not like this. She was easily one of the most confident and dedicated women I’d ever met, with an unbreakable will and unshakeable faith. I had watched her cow General Elyon, a Wyrmidon three times her size, with her glare alone. 
By the woman quivering in my arms right now was more like a sandcastle about to crumble before a rising tide. 
“I’m so sorry I didn’t give you a child,” she sobbed. “I wanted to. So badly. But it just didn’t…”
“Shh,” I hushed her, thumbs stroking her cheeks. “You did nothing wrong. You’re everything a First Wife should be and more. Everything I ever wanted.”
I held her eyes for a long moment, making certain she understood I meant every word, before I gently kissed her lips again. 
“You are my Dragon Priestess,” I told her. “And one day soon, you’ll be Dragon Mother. Never doubt that.”
Sariss swallowed heavily. “Then take me,” she pleaded. “Make me yours again.”
I kissed her, harder and more passionately. With every shared breath, every swirl of our tongues, I yearned to convince her the nightmare was over. That I was here. That I was real. And that no matter what happened, I would never let her go again. 
My hands once again slid down her body, drifting along the sides until I reached her panties. I had destroyed many other pairs, and this one was no exception. I ripped the fabric apart with a growl, triggering a surprised—and excited—gasp from her mouth into mine. Her hands found my belt, and soon she was pushing my trousers from my hips. 
I had every intention of making love to her all night and into the morning. Deliberately. Gently. Romantically.
But the tenderness was going to have to wait. After five years of forced separation, I promised myself I wasn’t going to sleep until she’d gone hoarse from crying out my name. 
Her highborn cunt was soaked and ready for me when I brought my tip against her entrance, and her gasp when I pushed inside was just like I was taking her again for the first time. She was every bit as tight as I remembered, and she didn’t wait for me to ease myself deeper. Rolling her hips and churning her thighs, she pulled me inside her where I belonged. 
“Oooohhh,” she cooed, hands raking through my hair as I thrust, sliding in on a tide of slickness until I was pressed firmly at the gates of her womb. “My lord, ngn…!”
Hearing her voice, tasting her breath, feeling her carnal heat…it all brought me back to the binding ritual. In Alamir’s memories, it had only been a few weeks since she’d pledged herself to me. I could perfectly remember every whimper when I’d claimed her, every spasm when I’d made her spend…
“Please…” Sariss begged, taking the back of my head and pulling me down to her lips. “Fuck me!”
Taking her slender wrists in my hands, I pinned them behind her head as I drew out, then hilted myself inside her again. 
Sariss moaned in complete surrender, my wife’s walls clinging to my member as I began to take her with long, deep thrusts. They started out slow, deliberate, but rapidly increased in pace as my desire for her rose up to demand control. Her stiff, sensitive nipples scraped against my chest, drawing further whimpers from her throat. She wanted it. She needed it. 
And I gave it to her as hard as I could. 
“I-I never thought I’d touch you again,” Sariss panted, helpless and loving it as I selfishly ravished her. “I never thought I’d…I’d…oooh!”
She came with an almost violent shudder, back arching and thighs crushing my hips. Looking down into her face, seeing the joy and passion and lust all mixing together amid her fluttering eyelids and gaping mouth, finally pushed me over the edge. 
“Take it!” I groaned as I shot deep inside her, once again filling the young, fertile womb I’d claimed with my brand. I ground my hips against hers while I rode a wave of bliss and yielded to the surge of primal instinct. Sariss squeezed me harder with every spurt, as if terrified I might vanish at any moment…
And then I collapsed on top of her, panting for breath.
“You’re real,” she whispered through a haze of joyful tears. “You’re back.”
“And I’m not leaving,” I promised, brushing wet locks of golden hair from her eyes. “Ever.”
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          The Gathering Storm


        


      


      

        

          The Sarodihm camp was well concealed, even from above. If it hadn’t been, the Skywatch patrols from Sethuil would have found it months ago. But since Lathriel had approached the camp from the air and on foot, she knew exactly where to look. The foothills surrounding the Virshale Peaks may have been vast, but there were still plenty of obvious landmarks for a veteran ranger to keep her place. The bigger obstacle today was keeping her wyvern, Vilyanos, from attracting attention from the city.  


          “Easy,” she soothed from the saddle. “Don’t drop too quickly, all right? We’ll take it nice and slow…”


          Tugging on the reins, she encouraged Vilyanos to start dropping altitude. They were currently well above the Peaks, and thanks to the early morning mist, they were practically invisible up here. Unfortunately, that same poor visibility was about to work against them when they dove down the side of the mountains.


          But she trusted her wyvern’s instincts. He might not be able to understand her words, but they could still communicate just fine. 


          Still, this would have been a lot easier with the Aether on her side. The entire mission would be easier, in fact, but there was no point in dwelling on it. The power would be hers again if and when she returned before the siege. And then, mercifully, the ever-present ache of the Wasting Echo would finally abate. 


          For now, at least, the bitter chill from the morning air was a bigger problem. She clenched her teeth and Vilyanos began his dive, bracing herself as best she could from the near-freezing gale buffeting her. She had never been more thankful for the extra padding in her dark cloak, nor for the lingering enchantments in her old Skywatch armor meant to protect her from the elements. Wyvern riders who couldn’t protect themselves with magic wouldn’t have been able to fly without it. 


          Her concerns about poor visibility and crashing into the mountains proved unnecessary; Vilyanos coasted down the slope of the mountains with practiced ease, and he instinctively pulled up when they reached the foothills and coasted the rest of the way to their destination. It wasn’t long before she spotted the small basin nestled between two sheer cliff faces, and she carefully steered the wyvern into the gorge. 


          The whole area reminded her of a much smaller, more cramped version of the Razorback Maw far to the east. Vilyanos had been able to navigate that, too, and he’d handily defeated everyone who’d ever tried to race her. 


          Except Alamir. 


          A wave of old pain rippled through her as she brought Vilyanos to a mostly smooth landing at the bottom of the gorge. She’d been thinking about Alamir even more than normal these past few days. For whatever reason, that always happened when she was dealing with the Echo. It was like her mind wanted to torment her emotions to help her ignore the physical pain. 


          With a heavy sigh, she hopped down from the saddle and started walking across the narrow gorge to the camp. Most of it was underground in the hills, but the outdoor portion was shielded beneath a rocky overhang like a natural awning. 


          The Sarodihm sentries had seen her wyvern land, so she didn’t bother announcing her presence. Most of them were so scared of her that she wasn’t surprised they remained behind cover. She had trained quite a few of them herself, and she hadn’t been particularly forgiving. 


          The area beneath the overhang was only a hundred feet across and about that deep, but it still provided more than enough room for a basic camp, especially since there weren’t that many Sarodihm here to begin with. A dozen people were seated around a cooking fire eating, while the same number continued preparations for the coming siege. The leatherworkers were helping to patch up damaged armor, while the fletchers were busy making sure there would be enough arrows and bolts to go around. 


          Most of the rank-and-file here were humans, though there were plenty of mixed-blood orcs and elves among them as well. Any of them would have fit in perfectly fine in Nost Darah with Karn’s Underborn. 


          The Sarodihm elite would not. 


          Her eyes drifted to the far side of the camp where a pair of white-robed men were speaking in hushed tones. Their hoods were drawn tight, and their faces were concealed behind metal masks. She couldn’t help but shiver every time she looked upon the Raveners, the fanatical warriors dedicated to the service of the Old God Dathiel. 


          She wasn’t entirely sure why they were so unsettling, though. Other than the disembodied eye emblazed on their gloves, they weren’t dressed all that differently than the Spire Sorcerers in Tel Kithas. And objectively, the Spire Sorcerers were more powerful, since these men could only tap into the Aether once they had drawn power from the mirror.


          Nevertheless, she kept her distance from them whenever she could. And they weren’t the ones she was here to see. 


          “I take it you’re still insistent on going through with this, my dear?”


          Lathriel glanced across the camp as another faeyn woman emerged from the entrance to the caves. Slit high up either side of her long legs, Talona’s loose black dress was almost more scandalous than the outfits she wore when she was entertaining Mogra Karn in Nost Darah. Perhaps it wasn’t all that surprising that Illisaya, a goddess of fertility, preferred her priestesses to dress…casually. 


          The outfit wasn’t the only change from Talona’s normal appearance. Her dark eyeshadow was painted beneath her eyes to create an image of black tears, streaks of it leading down her cheeks. She wore a golden necklace emblazed with the holy symbol of her goddess, something she never would have done in the presence of Karn and the other rebels. 


          “Nothing has changed,” Lathriel said. “The Sovereign could still have a trap waiting for us.”


          “If you insist,” Talona replied, as unconvinced as the first time Lathriel had brought this to her attention. “But I still believe it’s a waste of your valuable time when you could be here with your brothers and sisters.”


          Lathriel’s cheek twitched as she felt the eyes of the Raveners upon her. “I don’t really belong here,” she said. “I think we both know it.”


          “Nonsense,” Talona said, flicking her hand dismissively. “Unlike the Avetharri, the Sarodihm have no need for status and station. We are all equal in the eyes of the gods.”


          With some just a little more equal than others, Lathriel thought. 


          “And you and I have far more in common than you think,” Talona added. 


          Lathriel snorted softly. “Must be why we get along so well.”


          The other woman eyed her in silence for a long moment, then took a step forward until they were awkwardly close. “I yearned for a dragon brand once, too, you know.”


          Lathriel frowned. “What?”


          Talona lowered a black fingernail to her stomach, where the crescent-framed tear of Illisaya was tattooed in red at her navel. “I thought he would be eager to give me one, especially after he’d planted his seed inside me.”


          “You…” Lathriel trailed off. “You were a dragon wife?”


          “Oh, I wasn’t his wife or even his concubine,” Talona said. “Just a pretty distraction he’d invite to his mansion in Tir Fallas. But when my belly began to swell, the Vaz Gorati were furious. Dragons are supposed to collar their toys, you see. But when he refused to brand a lowborn faeyn, there was only one choice left.”


          The woman’s face abruptly hardened. “The Vaz Gorati used their magic to ensure that their precious dragon blood couldn’t blossom in the belly of someone so unworthy.”


          Lathriel flinched in disgust. “That’s…monstrous.”


          “They would have done the same to you, child, had he gotten you pregnant,” Talona said. “Never forget that.”


          A pit of revulsion opened in Lathriel’s gut. The Sarodihm didn’t know about her son—no one did, except for her family. She had been terrified that Krynn would find out…but she hadn’t been all that worried about the Vaz Gorati. For all her dislikes about the order the dragons had built, where women were expected to rejoice in becoming playthings for their betters, she’d have thought that the blood priestesses would have been most interested in protecting a potential dragon child.


          “Do you have a plan when you arrive?” Talona asked, taking a step away. 


          “Um, yes,” Lathriel said, swallowing. “Fendryl and some of our other allies should already be in the city by now. With luck, I can find out what the raw iron and vatari dust are being used for.”


          “I hope you realize you won’t be able to take your wyvern,” Talona said. 


          “I know,” Lathriel said. “I assume they’re searching anyone who flies in. I’ll walk through the main gate and blend in like anyone else.”


          She paused and glanced behind her. Not that she could actually see Vilyanos from this angle. “Just don’t let anyone else ride him. He has a temper, and he only trusts me. I wouldn’t want anyone else to get stung.”


          “Our handlers will take care of him, don’t worry,” Talona said. “He’ll be fresh and ready when you return before the battle.”


          Lathriel nodded. “I’m a little surprised you aren’t still in the fortress with Karn.”


          “He knows I have work to do here. Our magic is the only reason his rebels stand a chance. Besides, House Teviss was scheduled to bring in one final shipment of weapons from Olath Shuk. He thought it best if I wasn’t around.”


          “Of course. Can’t let the Empire know who is really keeping this rebellion afloat.”


          “Indeed. Though House Teviss may not mind as much as you’d think. They have been worshiping Zelioth for millennia. They serve the dragons out of necessity, not desire.” Talona’s grin turned sly. “Like so many others, they aid our cause and don’t even realize it. Not unlike the Sovereign himself.”


          Lathriel frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”


          “Only that House Mandar has a…complicated history,” the priestess said. “Their rise to power is no accident.”


          “They rose to power because Krynn betrayed and murdered the crown prince!” 


          “You confuse the end of a path with the beginning, my child.” Talona regarded her for a heartbeat, then shrugged. “Suffice to say, the Sovereign has aided our cause far more than he realizes. And he may continue to aid it for some time.”


          “He won’t be able to aid anyone when he’s dead,” Lathriel said. “That is our goal, isn’t it? To kill the Sovereign?”


          “One goal of many, yes. And you will have your vengeance soon, do not worry.” Talona smiled again. “Are you absolutely certain I cannot convince you to stay?”


          “I’m going,” Lathriel said. “Just take care of Vilyanos for me.”


          “Of course. But do be careful. The gods still have plans for you, child.” 


          Yes, Lathriel thought as she turned away. I’ll bet they do.
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        A sliver of moonlight filtered in through the window of our room, dappling Sariss’s naked body in warm blue light. She was laying on her side with me tucked in behind her, drifting in and out of consciousness as I kissed her shoulder and ran my fingers along her flank.  
We’d discarded the rest of our clothes after our first bout, after which she had insisted upon spending two hours reacquainting her lips and fingers with my manhood. Thanks to her blood magic, she could restore my stamina almost as easily as Tyris, though with the added benefit—and annoyance—of being able to keep me perpetually on the edge. When she’d finally allowed me to spill again, the explosion had been so intense I’d practically drowned her.
Two additional rounds and several hours after that, exhaustion had finally gotten the better of us. Having skipped out on sleep last night to fly across the province instead, I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to keep my eyes open. 
But for some reason, I didn’t want to sleep. Perhaps I was scared that if I closed my eyes, I’d wake up and discover that none of this was real…or that my memories were playing a trick on me and I’d never reunited with my wife after all. 
“I can’t believe you were here this whole time,” Sariss whispered, eyes still closed. “In Abethaal, just out of reach.”
“I know,” I murmured. “If I think about it too much, I’m worried it might drive me mad.”
Her hand touched mine, lifting it from the smooth skin of her outer thigh and sliding it down to her stomach. I could once again feel the subtle contours of the brand upon her flesh. 
“There are things you need to know,” Sariss said. “About what happened after your…death.”
I frowned even as I gently kissed my way up the back of her neck all the way to her pointed ear. “What do you mean?”
She swallowed. “I found it…difficult to accept that you were gone. For a time, I held out hope that you may have already seeded me. That I could dedicate myself to our child in your memory. But then…”
Sariss trailed off and took a deep breath.
“After Krynn began his reforms, it occurred to me I was fortunate,” she went on. “His allies were watching me very closely in those first few months, especially his new Dragon Priestess.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “Miniel?”
“Yes,” Sariss confirmed. “I would have left Tel Kithas earlier than I did, but she was quite insistent that I stay. At first, I thought she was being sympathetic…that she wanted me to continue feeling welcome in the palace despite what happened. It wasn’t until much later I realized the truth.”
“She was watching you,” I whispered. “To make sure you weren’t pregnant.”
Sariss nodded. “I don’t know what she would have done if my belly had begun to swell. The Vaz Gorati should have taken the child into our care, at least until he came of age and could be subject to a proper blood reading.”
“But you don’t think that would have happened.”
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Krynn is a dragon. His will is law.”
“Even if his will threatens the Empire and other dragons?”
Sariss didn’t reply for several long heartbeats. “There has not been such strife between the Wyrm Lords in many generations. The Sisterhood is wary of worsening the divide. Until or unless Krynn threatens other dragons directly, they are content to wait.”
I shook my head, angry bile rising in my throat. “Krynn wouldn’t have let you give birth. He would have figured out some way to have you disappear.”
“Your mother was of the same opinion.”
I grunted softly. “After you what you told me before, I’m surprised she didn’t have bodyguards protecting you non-stop.”
“She did,” Sariss said. “I was simply unaware of it.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“It was late one night outside the Temple of the Dragon Goddess when I realized I was being followed. It was nothing sinister—just a parishioner who wished to speak with me. But the moment he got close, a drow woman emerged from the shadows and tackled him.”
Sariss shook her head. “I was furious and didn’t understand. I threatened to call the Guard, but she revealed that the Dragon Mother had sent her to watch and protect me.”
An odd and unfamiliar swell of pride rose inside me. My mother and I had argued all the time, but there was no one in the world I wanted to speak with more than her right now. 
“Once enough time had passed, I requested to move back here to this temple where I could be close to my family,” Sariss said. “Miniel didn’t hesitate to let me go. By then, she knew I posed her Sovereign no threat.”
“I’m surprised Irileth didn’t send someone with you,” I commented.
Sariss shrugged. “She may have, for a time. I don’t know. But I felt safe in Halondel, just…lonely.”
I nuzzled the tip of her ear, then planted a kiss in her golden hair. I had no idea what I could say that hadn’t already been said. But then, perhaps she didn’t want me to say anything. 
Perhaps she just wanted me to listen. 
“There is more,” Sariss said. “Do you recall when I mentioned my recent studies of Sarodihm cults?”
“Yes,” I said, surprised at the abrupt change of subject. “What about it?”
“For most of the last year, I have been attempting to piece together the parts of an old ritual created by a Vaz Gorati Sister almost two thousand years ago. The research eventually led me to a sect of Godsworn worshiping the Eternal Lady.”
A dark tingle crawled down the back of my neck. “I’m not sure I understand.”
Sariss drew in a deep breath. “The sister, Fenwen, was also the wife of a dragon, but her husband was slain in battle before he bred her. She mourned for many years before remembering that a part of him remained with her.”
She squeezed my hand tighter against her brand. “The vatari binds a dragon to his wives, through her blood and his seed.”
“You mean…” I trailed off as I searched for the right words. “She used her brand to get pregnant?”
“Yes.”
I vividly recalled the night of our binding, where she’d taken me into her mouth, then allowed my seed to dribble down her neck and between her breasts all the way to the brand on her belly. But that was the complete opposite of filling her womb. 
“How is that possible?”
“It may not be,” Sariss said quietly. “She may have needed help. There were rumors about her reaching out to the priestesses of the Eternal Lady for aid.”
The dark tingle in my neck returned. “Are you saying you reached out to them as well?”
“I…established contact,” she whispered. “But I made no commitments of any kind. I was intent on performing the ritual myself if at all possible. But if you hadn’t returned when you did…”
My mouth felt dry. I had known all along how much she wanted to bear me children and give me a dragon heir. But to contemplate using some type of blood magic ritual and to reach out to followers of the Old Gods…
“I honestly don’t know if I would have been able to go through with it,” Sariss said, sounding disgusted with herself. “But by returning you to me, Lahara may have spared me from my own foolishness.”
She shifted on the mattress until she was facing me. The guilt and regret in her blue eyes made her look wretched. 
“I know I did not need to tell you this,” she whispered. “But I wanted you to understand.”
I pulled her more tightly against me. “I’m so sorry. I can’t even imagine what it’s been like for you.”
“It’s no excuse,” she said. “I should never have allowed myself to even consider enlisting their aid. But after reading Sister Fenwen’s account so many times, I began to feel a kinship with her. And imagining her struggles made me feel less…isolated.”
“You don’t have to worry about that anymore,” I told her. “You’re not alone.”
Sariss smiled faintly. “Neither are you. I must admit, it’s difficult to picture you working alongside an orc.”
“The old Alamir probably wouldn’t have believed it, either,” I said. “But despite his surliness, Borkesh has been my best and sometimes only friend since I woke up.”
She reached out and gently brushed aside a strand of my white hair. It probably seemed strange to her, considering how short I used to keep it. 
“And what of the Vorskai girl?” she asked. 
“What about her?”
“She claims you are her bond-mate,” Sariss said. “That you are Mas’Kari.”
“She’s…let’s just say she’s following a path that was set for her,” I said. “The Vorskai believe that—”
“Have you taken her?”
I paused, momentarily thrown by the question. “Erm…yes.”
“I see,” Sariss murmured. “And you have spilled inside her?”
Despite our naked closeness, I flushed. “Yes. Several times.”
Her cheek twitched. “But she is not collared. Or branded.”
I sighed. Even as First Wife—even as Dragon Priestess—she had no authority to tell me which females I could and couldn’t breed. Wyrm Lords, by law, had access to the womb of nearly any unmarried woman of age they wanted…with a few important exceptions here and there. 
In practice, though, the Vaz Gorati had plenty of unwritten protocols that dragons were expected to follow. Females who weren’t branded needed to be collared to prevent pregnancy, like concubines. In their eyes, it was the only way to prevent lowborn females from bearing children they did not deserve. 
“No, she’s not,” I said. “But you can help me change that. She wants the brand.”
“And you believe it is wise to take this half-human as a wife?” Sariss asked. 
“I know it is,” I said firmly. “And once you get to know her, you’ll understand why.”
She gazed into my eyes for a long moment, her face unreadable. “It is your decision, of course, my lord. Any female you desire is yours.”
“The Vorskai believe that she and I are destined to end the Blood Drought,” I said. “I don’t know if that’s true or not, but I do know that she’s special. And committed. And very powerful, as a warrior and a sorceress.”
“And carries the blood of a Great House,” Sariss added quietly. She exhaled slowly, then shook her head. “It is difficult to believe that the dustborn were right. I…I did not believe them. Not even after you agreed to meet with them at Dragonfall.”
“I know. And I understand it’s difficult to accept. But I promise you, Tyris is worthy.”
“Then she will be yours,” Sariss said. “I will prepare her for you myself. And discipline her if she does not properly submit to your will…or sate your desires.”
“I don’t think that will be necessary,” I said, suppressing a smile. “But when we have a moment, perhaps tomorrow, I would appreciate it if you would give her a proper blood reading.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You are not certain she has the blood?”
“I’m almost certain. At the very least, she’s one of the most powerful sorceresses I’ve ever met. My scar can feed off her power with the slightest touch even when she isn’t channeling the Aether. It’s…incredible.” I paused. “But she’s never changed form, and no matter what the Vorskai believe, they can’t perform a true blood reading like you can.”
“Truth lies buried in the blood,” Sariss said, echoing the old mantra. “We shall find it together.”
She smiled again, then gently took hold of my hips and rolled me back on top of her. Her long legs spread wide, as if inviting her Wyrm Lord home. 
“But tonight,” she said, taking my manhood in her hands and guiding it back to her waiting quim, “is all about us.”
[image: image-placeholder]As was so often the case, morning came more quickly than I would have liked. Though this one brought with it the mouthwatering scent of bacon and spiced potatoes, which Sariss had helpfully retrieved from the kitchen downstairs and brought up to our room. I had no sooner leaned up on my side of the bed before she gave me a kiss, handed me the plate, and then got down on her knees and took me into her mouth. 
I certainly wasn’t going to complain if she wanted to revive this particular tradition after five years apart. The Vaz Gorati may not have considered it an official duty of a Dragon Priestess, but I had a feeling that would change after Sariss finally became the head of their order in Abethaal. 
She finished her breakfast long before I got through mine, and I enjoyed watching her lean back on her haunches and roll my bounty across her tongue. She hummed softly, eyes fluttering as she performed a reading on my seed as she did every time she swallowed me. It had always seemed to bring her great pleasure before, and today was no different. 
Tyris and Borkesh were eating downstairs in the common room when we joined them, and he was regaling her with yet another tale about some personal hunting triumph he’d achieved as a boy. And strangely, she apparently hadn’t learned to tune him out yet. She was sitting there attentively as she ate, and even asked some discerning questions. Either she’d learned the secret to getting on his good side quickly…or she actually enjoyed what he had to say. I wasn’t sure which was more believable. 
After restocking a few provisions at the general store in town—and after slipping the innkeeper a few golden drakadas when she wasn’t looking—we set off for the mountains just to the north. The entrance to the Underworld passage wasn’t easy to find if you didn’t know where to look, and it had been long enough since our last visit that Borkesh and I had to take some time to reacquaint ourselves with the landmarks. 
But ultimately, it only took us perhaps half an hour to locate the well-concealed cavern nestled between two hills, and I encouraged everyone to take their last breath of fresh air before we went inside. 
With Tyris’s fire magic, we didn’t have to worry much about light, thankfully, and the terrain in this particular passage was flat and well-trodden. The same was absolutely not true about the paths to Vimaldis and Sethuil farther to the north, but I tried not to dwell on that before we got there. 
We kept a good pace through the tunnels as they transitioned from something more akin to old mining shafts into full-blown caverns with ceilings so high that Tyris’s firelight couldn’t even reach them. She and Sariss were both thrown off-balance by the experience of walking through an empty, echoing darkness for miles on end, though at least Tyris had some similar experience from the gorm tunnels used by the Vorskai. Sariss did not, and she stayed close to me as we moved. 
We didn’t spot any other travelers on the way, which wasn’t all that surprising. The smuggling route moved plenty of goods, but typically in large, infrequent shipments. I doubted that more than half a dozen caravans came through here in a year. Still, we spotted plenty of marks from wagons that had traveled through here in the past, especially once the stone ground became so dusty it was like walking on loose dirt. 
I kept expecting a band of troglodytes or hooked horrors to emerge from the darkness to attack us, but we took steps to ensure they left us alone. Staying quiet was one, though avoiding knocking stones into the many bottomless chasms was a close second. Eventually, Tyris didn’t even need her flame, thanks to the eerie green glow of the increasingly common luminescent lichen. 
Later, after nearly a full day of walking, we finally saw lights sparkling across a vast cavern as we approached the underground city of Olath Shuk. 
The girls spent the remainder of the walk with stunned looks on their faces, and I couldn’t exactly blame them. The idea of an entire world—an entire civilization, really—living beneath your feet was inherently unsettling. If Borkesh and I hadn’t come through here so many times, I would have been disturbed, too. 
Rasmus had thought that the existence of cities like this was evidence that the Empire wasn’t as perfect or as powerful as the Wyrm Lords liked to believe. The mass drow exodus to Sulinor in the far east was proof of that. Even the emperor and the Elder Dragons hadn’t been able to stop them. 
But now, approaching the city for the first time with Alamir’s memory, I looked at it all a bit differently. I started thinking back to the lessons my history tutors had given me while I was growing up. The common theme of every dying empire, they’d insisted, was the inability of the people on top to understand the plight of the people below. That failing had doomed many civilizations in the ancient world, and it had even doomed the Old Gods themselves, who’d been unable to prevent their own followers from rising up against them and casting them into the Pale. 
Looking back, the strangest part had been how the tutors had used those stories to demonstrate why the Avethian Empire—our Empire—still endured when so many others had failed. Having grown up as a half-drow in a court filled with pureblooded highborn, I’d been utterly baffled by their conclusion, even when I’d been a child. I vividly remembered speaking with them about the plight of the drow and the faeyn and the dustborn, and how precious few in the palace seemed to know or care.
But my tutors had been immune to my arguments. To them, the reign of the Wyrm Lords represented a completely unique moment in history where prosperity and justice had finally triumphed over avarice and corruption. The drow and the faeyn had prospered under Avetharri stewardship, like everyone else. 
I wasn’t until I was older that I realized how easy it was to blind yourself to realities you didn’t want to see. And now, as we approached Olath Shuk, I realized there may have been no better example of that blindness than the “Dark Market” itself. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” Sariss gasped as we crossed beneath the massive stone archway separating the cavern behind us from the city like a natural gate. “It is…”
“Enormous,” Tyris finished. “Zor kalah…”
“Just try and keep those jaws from dropping too much,” Borkesh muttered. His ax was still fastened to his back, but his red eyes were keen and vigilant. “We don’t want to look like newcomers.”
“He’s not wrong,” I said, my own senses alert. 
If one ignored the nature of the inhabitants—and the distinct lack of a skyline—Olath Shuk looked like any other large settlement on the surface. The winding streets, the rows of houses, the endless stream of foot traffic…
But the similarities mostly ended there. Without the benefit of the sun, the entire city was illuminated by the eerie green glow of luminescent lichen supplemented by thousands of violet glowstones. The buildings were different, too, with most having been chiseled from a purple-tinged stone. The largest buildings, mighty spires owned by the various drow noble houses and the massive, imperious temple to Zelioth the Spider Queen, had been carefully shaped by earth magic. 
The inhabitants were a far more diverse lot than any Imperial settlement, as well, even bustling ports like Baradar. Plenty of surfacers lived here, including elves and dustborn, but also plenty of others, from fish-headed skulloc to hulking minotaurs to demon-tainted alushae. The only other place I’d visited that was remotely comparable was the Crawl in Vimaldis, an underground section of the city that appeared like someone had stolen a neighborhood from this place and teleported it fifty miles away. 
Still, despite the kaleidoscopic variety of the inhabitants, Olath Shuk remained an unmistakably drow city, both architecturally and culturally. The city was great at everything the drow were great at. Espionage, murder, subterfuge…
And sex. 
Olath Shuk had a truly absurd number of pleasure houses, all secretly run by one drow noble house or another. They doubled as dens of espionage and occasionally even assassination. Yet somehow, they still managed to be fun.
As Rasmus, I’d felt no shame at all about enjoying any delight on offer. His—my—first night with a pair of Pain Maidens was an experience I’d never forgot. Just thinking about it made my skin tingle where their claws and teeth had pierced my flesh before I’d fucked them both into oblivion…
“There was a time when I wondered if the Vorskai might have built their own underground settlements like this,” I said to Tyris, dragging my thoughts out of that libidinous abyss before it was too late. Our group looked awkward enough strolling through the bustling plaza here at the city’s southern edge without me having a raging erection. “I didn’t realize you’d found a way to live aboveground safely in the mountains.”
“We would never live like this,” Tyris said, turning to gawk at a skulloc merchant loudly trying to sell the cooked remains of some abominable underground horror as food. 
“Humans and elves are too weak to live without sunlight,” Borkesh said with a grunt. “Most wouldn’t last a week down here.”
I flashed him a sour look. “Your clan has never lived underground, either. In fact, you get crabby every time we’re down here for more than a few hours.”
“I don’t get crabby,” he protested. “I prefer the open air, that’s all.”
“Uh-huh.”
The orc scowled at me, but his expression abruptly lightened when we entered one of the lanes and turned a corner. “I can survive down here just fine. I already know where I’m staying tonight.”
I followed his gaze across the street to the red and purple lights of a pleasure den. A pair of scantily-clad drow females were dancing seductively on the second-level balcony, their lithe bodies encircled by shadowy magic tendrils that concealed only the smallest sliver of their gray flesh. 
“You didn’t even last an hour the last time we were here,” I reminded him. “That Pain Maiden broke you in no time.”
Borkesh scoffed. “Hardly! I told you then, no female was worth that much coin.”
“That is what you said. But you had all those whip marks, and it really looked like you’d been crying—”
“I don’t have to take this,” he snarled. “You do whatever you want to do here, but I’m going to entertain myself.” 
He started to storm off, but I caught him by the arm.
“No, you’re going to take care of them,” I said, voice turning serious. I came to a halt in the middle of the street and gestured to Sariss and Tyris. “This isn’t a safe place to wander around, certainly not for a highborn and a half-human who can’t see particularly well.”
“I am not frightened,” Tyris insisted. “I will defend the priestess from anyone who wishes to harm her.”
I looked over the two women. Sariss remained a beacon of composure, though I could see plenty of cracks forming in the façade. After a day of walking through the blackness, waves of nervous energy were practically rolling off her. 
Tyris, by contrast, seemed irritable. Every time someone passed too close, I feared she might unsheathe her blade.
“I know,” I said. “But the best way to prevent a confrontation down here is to look like you belong. The two of you will be better off with Borkesh.”
“What are you planning to do?” Sariss asked, frowning. 
“Make contact with House Teviss,” I said, keeping my voice low. “But they don’t advertise their presence here, and I need to do it alone. Trust me, it’s for the best.”
“I should not leave your side,” Tyris said. “If you are attacked—”
“He’s right,” Borkesh interrupted with a resigned sigh. “Taking us with him will only make things more difficult.”
Tyris and Sariss both looked at him with surprise. I smiled thinly and offered him a quick nod of thanks for having my back. 
“It shouldn’t take me too long, a few hours at most,” I said. “Why don’t you take them to that tavern near the northeastern gate? The one run by that half-orc from Vimaldis who likes you.”
“Gazaga?”
“That’s the one. You spent hours flirting with her the last time we were here.”
“I wasn’t flirting,” Borkesh said. “I prefer females with both tits.”
“We can’t always pick and choose,” I replied dryly. “The point is that it’s probably the safest place for now. We can figure the rest out when I get back.”
Borkesh growled in the back of his throat even as Sariss and Tyris looked utterly dumbfounded. Not that I blamed them. Life down here wasn’t anything like either of them were used to. 
“Fine, but don’t take too long,” Borkesh said. “And remember, if you get yourself killed again, I’m claiming your females as my own.”
The glare both women shot him could have melted adamantine, but I just gave him a wry grin. 
“I’ll be back soon,” I promised. “Good luck.”
[image: image-placeholder]Unlike most cities on the surface, Olath Shuk didn’t have any clear distinguishing markers between the wealthy and poor sections. Since every district was controlled by a different drow house, they all had their own ecosystems almost as if ten individual towns had been sewn together. The result was that the seedier areas were smaller but more frequent, sometimes only a single street or block. 
The district I was looking for, ostensibly run by House Zhantis, was perhaps the sole exception to that rule. Half the district looked like it belonged in the Crawl in Vimaldis, with drow being the minority. I had to imagine there was a historical reason for the difference, but I didn’t particularly care about such details right now. I just wanted to find a contact, send a message, and then get the hell out of here. 
All told, it only took me about twenty minutes to ask the right people the right questions and find out where I needed to go. Five minutes after that, I was approaching a surprisingly upscale-looking tavern. From the outside, the music sounded as light and cheery as something I’d expect from a faeyn song house. 
The interior quickly shattered that image, however, with its dark, broody lighting and generally ominous mood. The circular bar area at the center of the room was reasonably well lit, but the tables surrounding it were cloaked in long, foreboding shadows. Glowing red and blue eyes looked at me from beneath drawn cowls, and I had to resist the urge to draw my swords. 
Following the instructions I’d been given, I flashed the minotaur bartender a drow hand signal, which triggered a snort and a gesture toward the staircase in back. I made my way down to the basement, trying to strike the proper balance between nonchalant and menacing that would keep everyone else away. 
The downstairs area was little more than a glorified cellar, with four bottle-filled shelves on my left and a few open casks on my right. A single table with a worn stack of playing cards rested in between, and the lone drow seated opposite an empty chair was amusing himself by whittling away at a block of wood. 
“Business seems good,” I said, trying to sound playful rather than sarcastic but not entirely succeeding. 
The man looked up from his knife long enough to glare at me with his faintly glowing red eyes. “Pisser’s out back.”
“Good to know. But that’s not why I’m here.”
The man didn’t move. 
“Usstan ssrig’luin ulu kus natha char’riss,” I said. “Naudal lil Tulshar.”
Speaking in Qevlâs, the drow tongue, definitely got his attention. Though I had to remind myself that I didn’t look all that much like a dark elf anymore. Raz understood that, but Alamir didn’t. Once again, that mental dissonance between my two lives was annoying as hell. 
“That sounds expensive,” he said.
“I have the gold,” I assured him. “The question is how quickly you can get it to Lomir Drakath.”
His lip may have twitched; it was difficult to tell. “A week. Maybe more.”
“You have four days.”
The man snorted as if I were joking, but the look on my face apparently convinced him otherwise. “Four days? That means a wyvern and a good rider.”
“I’m aware,” I said coolly. “And I’m willing to pay. The question is whether you can get it done?”
“Maybe,” he replied quietly. “Let’s see the gold.”
I stared at him hard, half tempted to draw one of my blades to ensure he knew how serious I was. But threatening the guy who could throw your letter away the moment you walked out the door wasn’t a smart way to do business, so I simply nodded and reached inside my vest instead. 
My fingers were halfway to the coin purse when I saw his eyes flick toward the stairs behind me. The motion was so subtle I would have missed it if my mother hadn’t spent so much time teaching me the importance of staying alert. That same training was why I felt the subtle brush of air at my neck…and why I spun and caught the wrist behind me before my assailant could drive a knife through my back. 
Dropping to a half-crouch, I lifted my attacker up and over me, then slammed his body onto the table—or rather, her body. The breathless groan when the air wheezed from her lungs had a distinctively feminine pitch, but I didn’t let that stop me from unsheathing one of my moonsilver blades and bringing it to her throat. 
Except that an instant before the metal could reach her flesh, she vanished into a cloud of shadows…only to reappear several yards away with a small crossbow in hand. I instinctively crouched, intending to shoulder the table onto its side and use it as cover—
Only to freeze when I looked into her faintly glowing violet eyes. 
The same violet eyes that had hired Rasmus to capture Tyris. The same violet eyes I had looked into countless times while we made love. 
“Put down the sword,” Karethys said. “We need to talk.”
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        Ever since Valion Sorokar had launched his defense edict decades earlier, Sethuil had practically become a fortress. Situated on a high plateau, with mountains at its back and a single path leading up to it, the city seemed impregnable. The walls and battlements surrounding the only gate were protected by hundreds of archers as well as two relatively new defensive towers with ballistae on top. And according to the Underborn spies living inside the city, those giant, unwieldly crossbows were supported by Avetharri windcallers who could dramatically improve their aim—enough to shoot wyverns out of the sky with relative ease. 
This is what the Underborn are going to face, Lathriel thought darkly as she approached the city on foot. Starvation…or a march into the jaws of the void. 
Not that the rebels would be completely helpless. Their sorcerers had been able to shield their army quite well during the attack on Vimaldis, and Imperial operatives had been training them in how to further refine their techniques. And with Sarodihm magic to augment their siege weapons, they might even have a chance to breach the walls before most of them were killed. 
Unless Krynn had a new surprise waiting for them. That was why she was here…and why this would hopefully be worth the risk. 
For the first time Lathriel could remember, there was no line of merchant caravans traveling up the long, winding path into Sethuil. Barely anyone was on the road, actually, which made her wonder if this plan of hers might have been a bad idea after all. She’d counted on being able to blend in with the flow of travelers…except there was no flow. By the time she finished her ascent up the path, she was the only traveler aside from a single supply caravan with only three carriages. 
Too late to turn back now, she thought as she tugged the cowl of her cloak tighter. Gods protect me.
Taking a deep breath, Lathriel approached the guards at the gate, suddenly wondering if she should have left her bow behind. She hadn’t wanted to go anywhere unarmed, especially without her new magic, but if the weapon raised too much suspicion from over-eager guards…
But it didn’t. The men asked her a few routine questions about her business in the city, then waved her on without a second glance. As she passed beneath the barbican and looked up at the arrow slits and oil traps, she wondered why a city on the brink of a siege didn’t have tighter security. It wasn’t until she was through the gate and standing on the other side that the answer became clear. 
They weren’t trying to keep people out—they were trying to keep people in. 
Lathriel counted at least a hundred Avetharri soldiers in the courtyard on the other side of the gate, most forming a wall of shields and spears blocking the only road leading out of the city. Their formation was facing inward, not outward, and the officers were busy informing an irate crowd of mostly women that it was “too dangerous” to leave. From the shouting, the locals didn’t agree. 
Karn and Talona were right, she thought. This was a mistake. There’s no way out.
The grim realization brought a silent curse to her lips. If she couldn’t get out of here before the siege, she wouldn’t be able to use the mirror…
A ripple of pain surged through her right arm, as if reminding her of the cost of being denied the Old Gods’ power. The lingering effects from the Wasting Echo had mostly faded to a dull, full-body ache, but she was still eager to be rid of it. And more importantly, she would need that magic during the siege. 
No, she scolded herself. I didn’t need magic before, and I don’t need it now. If worse comes to worse, I can still wreak havoc here in the city behind the lines. 
Steeling herself against the renewed throbbing in her arm, she stepped up to the barricade of guards. The officer waved her along impatiently, a gesture she knew he wouldn’t repeat when and if she turned around. She was committed now, and that was all there was to it. 
The only good news was that no one else paid her much attention, either. A faeyn woman with a bow and hunter’s garb just wasn’t that interesting with everything else that was going on, which meant that she’d at least be able to accomplish her original mission. 
A mission that might be moot, given that even if she found a nasty surprise waiting for the Underborn, she likely wouldn’t be able to warn them about it. 
Focus, she admonished herself as she left the barricade behind. Find your contact. If anyone knows how to slip out of the city, it’s him.
The farther she moved from the gate, the less obvious it became that anything was wrong. The locals were busy going about their daily business, including lounging in the open-air taverns that seemed to be on every street corner these days. The culture in Sethuil was a strange mix of overinflated self-importance combined with Imperial decadence that she found particularly off-putting. While Vimaldis had spent the last thousand years becoming a melting pot of cultures, both dustborn and elven, the people of Sethuil liked to see themselves as only one step removed from the Tel Kithas elite. In their eyes, they were a bulwark against the dustborn of the Droughtlands and the “uncultured simpletons” of the Reach. 
Lathriel had nearly made it to her destination when a flicker of movement from a nearby alley caught her attention. There was someone there—a figure who had definitely reacted to something. And since no one else in her vicinity seemed particularly interesting, that something must have been her. 
All the subterfuge of the past few years had taught her to keep her cool, however, and she didn’t even break her stride. She kept an eye on the alley as she drew closer, then began to subtly adjust her path to avoid walking directly in front of it. 
Just before she got there, a cloaked figure leaned back out…and covertly waved her over. She hesitated for a heartbeat, right up until she noticed the white hair peeking out of his hood—and the glowing red eyes beneath it. 
Lathriel smoothly adjusted course, then joined him in the alley. They walked together in silence for almost a whole minute before he turned into another dead-end alley, then stopped. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” Fendryl said. “What are you doing here?”
“Reconnaissance,” she told him, glancing behind her to ensure no one had followed. 
“Reconnaissance?” the drow man asked with disbelief. “But that’s why I’m—”
“Keep your voice down,” she admonished.
Fendryl scoffed, then crossed his arms. “We’re fine,” he soothed. “I’m the one who has been stuck in this city on and off for weeks, remember?”
“I remember.” 
Lathriel felt a rush of embarrassed heat and hoped that her hood would hide the red in her cheeks. She didn’t mean to be so short with him. Fendryl and the other House Teviss spies had taken many risks on behalf of the rebel cause, far beyond just helping to move the shipments she captured. He had been working in Sethuil since Vimaldis fell, helping to lay the groundwork for the inevitable siege. 
“What the hell is going on at the gate?” Lathriel pressed. “When did they stop letting people leave?”
“Just recently,” Fendryl said. “The city’s been steadily bleeding people for months now. Evidently, the overseer finally decided he’d had enough.”
“But why? The only people trying to leave are women and children.”
“And plenty of men hiding in the wagons among them.” He snorted contemptuously and made a broad gesture with his gloved hand. “These highborn don’t have much will to fight. Sometimes makes me wonder how they ever forged the Empire in the first place.”
“Dragons and magic,” Lathriel said bluntly. “The overseer is really that worried about losing a few extra militia?”
“That’s part of it,” Fendryl said. “But it’s not the main reason. The Sovereign visited for an inspection two days ago. He gave the order to bottle up the gate himself.”
Lathriel felt her entire body tense at the mention of Krynn. “But why?”
“Because if the rebels take the city now, they’ll look even more barbaric when they kill a bunch of women and children.”
Her chest tightened. “I have no love for Karn, but he’s not cruel enough to order his men to slaughter children.”
“He won’t need to. Half the buildings in this city will get burned to the ground in the fighting, you know that.” Fendryl shrugged. “But I assume the Sovereign’s thinking about the occupation. If you keep a few thousand extra civilians in the city, it means the rebels will have to deal with them. Unrest, riots…and a lot more mouths to feed.”
“When their soldiers are already starving,” Lathriel whispered, a wave of nausea rising inside her. “It’s monstrous.”
“It’s war,” he replied. “Some might say the Empire’s forgotten how to fight one. Or what they’re really like.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing. No one should have to live through this.”
Fendryl didn’t respond immediately, and Lathriel closed her eyes and forced herself to take a deep breath. Her thoughts kept flashing to her son. She couldn’t even imagine what she would do if he were trapped here instead of safely tucked away to the east…
An old memory of Alamir’s face flashed unbidden to her thoughts. She couldn’t help but wonder what he’d say right now. Would he be furious that she had left their son in someone else’s charge, or would he understand why she needed to hunt down the man—the dragon—that had killed him?”
“I guess that explains why they let me in so easily,” she said, rubbing her temples to try and banish the headache she felt looming. “I’m an elf with a weapon, and they figure I might use it to shoot some rebels.”
“If only they knew the truth,” Fendryl replied dryly. “But seriously, what are you hoping to find here? I’m surprised Karn would risk sending you like this.”
“Karn didn’t have a choice,” Lathriel said. “I wanted to know what that shipment of raw materials was for. In case the Sovereign was planning something big.”
“Ah, of course…” Fendryl nodded. “You were right to be concerned. He did have something planned.”
Her brow furrowed. “But he doesn’t anymore?”
“No. At least, not here.” Fendryl stepped past her to the alley bend to ensure no one was eavesdropping. “After his inspection yesterday, there was a bit of a commotion near an abandoned manor house on the northeastern side of the city. I did a little poking around, and I realized the artificers had been working on something below the manor.”
“Below? Like in the cellar?”
“Yes. Apparently they converted the whole thing into a workshop to assemble golems.”
“Golems,” Lathriel breathed as the pieces of the mystery fell into place. “Of course. Iron to forge the body, vatari to enchant the runes.”
“A lot of vatari,” Fendryl said. “There’s a reason the Empire doesn’t use them more often. But with Selod Maril not shipping the crystals anywhere else…”
“Krynn has more than enough to spare,” she reasoned. “But you said they stopped making them?”
“Our raids on their shipments must have had a bigger impact than we thought,” Fendryl said, offering her a thin but satisfied smile. “Rumor is, he scrapped the whole plan. The artificers and the remaining materials left for Tel Kithas this morning. They only managed to finish a few of those things. They’ll make taking the city a bit harder, but I don’t think there are enough to turn the tide.”
Lathriel let that percolate in her mind. She had only seen a few runic constructs in her lifetime. As far as she knew, the only ones in the entire province were in Selod Maril…and probably the palace vault in Tel Kithas. 
“The Empire has provided us with enough adamantine arrows that we should be able to handle a few golems,” she said. “But Karn still needs to know about them.”
“Unfortunately, you made a one-way trip,” Fendryl said. “The other smuggler tunnels we were using have been sealed, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the sorcerers inscribed some warding glyphs, too.”
“There goes my hope you had a secret way out,” Lathriel murmured, stubbornly ignoring the fresh twinge of pain in her arm. She’d been right that Krynn had been planning something, but since the plan had been scrapped…
She quite literally had come here for nothing. 
“What about sending a message?” Lathriel asked. 
Fendryl shook his head. “Might be able to bribe one of the guards who has permission to leave, but that’s a big risk. The overseer isn’t letting anyone out he doesn’t trust to come back.”
“And if he trusts them that much, they won’t be easy to bribe,” she finished. “What about calling crystals?”
“Not safe, since the scryers can easily listen in,” he said, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the city’s oddly short Spire of Sorcery.
Lathriel swore again. “We can’t sit here doing nothing for days until the attack comes.”
“I’ve already been sitting here for days with nothing to do,” Fendryl said with a wry smirk. “You get used to it pretty quick, trust me.”
“We could find the golems they’ve finished,” she said. “And try to take them out before the battle.”
“Are you serious?” He stared at her in disbelief for a moment, then groaned. “What am I saying? You’re always serious…”
“There has to be a way,” Lathriel said. 
“Probably,” Fendryl admitted. “But maybe not one that doesn’t end up getting us killed.”
She pursed her lips. In a choice between doing something dangerous and standing around idle while rotting away from the Echo, she would choose the former every time. 
“What about Marzo, the old alchemist?” she asked.
“They’ve been working him to the bone recently whipping up elixirs for the coming battle.” Fendryl considered. “Though it’s possible they may have needed his expertise for a golem part here or there. It’s probably worth asking.”
“Good,” Lathriel said, flexing the fingers of her aching hand. “Then that’s where we start.”
[image: image-placeholder]The alchemist shop was directly across the street from the largest market hub in Sethuil, and every other time Lathriel had been here, the place had been virtually overwhelmed with customers. Temple priestesses searching for rare ingredients, hunters and mercenaries wanting healing salves to help them brave the wild, and—by far the most numerous—young couples eager for elixirs to aid them in the bedroom…
Lack of demand was rarely a problem for a skilled craftsman, especially outside of Tel Kithas where such professionals were less common. And yet today, the shop looked abandoned. 
“Last time I was here, there was a line out the door,” Lathriel commented as she and Fendryl examined the shop from across the market circle. “I guess war isn’t always good for business.”
“It’s good for a different type of business,” her companion said, keeping his voice low and his hood drawn over his light-sensitive drow eyes. “Marzo hasn’t been allowed to sell anything to the public for a month now.”
“Not allowed?
“A new edict from Overseer Balren. Everything he makes is going straight to the army. They used to bring him new materials every day, though I think that’s dried up now that they don’t trust the herbalists and gatherers to come back if they let them out of the city. Zelioth knows I wouldn’t if I were them.”
“Mm,” Lathriel murmured. “They’re still paying him for his work, I hope.”
“These days Marzo probably considers not being hung by his entrails payment enough,” Fendryl said darkly. “The overseer isn’t the type of man who takes no for an answer, not when the Sovereign’s breathing down his neck.” 
Lathriel casually looked around to confirm they hadn’t picked up any unwanted attention. Marzo’s shop wasn’t the only place with light business; the entire market had maybe a quarter the usual number of people for a sunny afternoon. There were still several hundred in it, however, more than enough for them to blend in. 
“I’m still surprised Krynn was willing to come out here himself,” Lathriel said contemptuously. “A mighty dragon intimidated by a handful of peasants with crossbows.”
She had spent a lot of time—too much time, frankly—fantasizing about Krynn flying to Nost Darah and trying to crush the Underborn himself. She would give almost anything for a single clear shot at him. No matter how far or how fast he was moving, she was confident she could put an arrow between his scales. 
If she ended up stuck here in Sethuil during the siege—an outcome that now seemed unavoidable—she hoped more than ever that he would come defend the city himself. All she’d need was a good perch with a clear line on the sky…
“You’re sure Marzo will know something about the golems?” Lathriel asked, pulling her thoughts back to the present.
“No,” Fendryl admitted. “But I know they’ve had to rely on him to make some of the components. He’s also spent a great deal of time in direct contact with the House Mandar sorcerers who’ve been in town. They might have let something slip accidentally.”
She nodded. “If not, I suppose we spend the next couple days hiding.”
“Having some downtime wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” Fendryl told her, risking a smile. “We’ve been working together for a year now, yet I barely know anything about you.”
“It’s for the best,” Lathriel said curtly. “Come on.”
She started walking across the cobblestones toward the shop, keenly aware of Fendryl’s eyes lingering upon her. She felt a little guilty about being so terse with him, since he was far from the worst person she’d had to work with during this rebellion. In fact, in some ways he may have been the best. The operatives House Teviss had sent to aid them were competent and efficient, two things Karn and his Underborn were desperately lacking. 
But that didn’t mean she wanted to get to know any of them. She was here to fight the Sovereign and secure a future for her son. Everything else was a distraction. 
Lathriel took one more surreptitious look around the market circle before she stopped in front of the shop. There was a “CLOSED” sign in the window to keep people away, but the door handle turned readily when she twisted it. She stepped inside, then gestured for Fendryl to follow her so she could close the door. 
The shelves and walls of the rectangular shop were still filled with merchandise, from herbs to vials to books about both. The rare plants the old alchemist kept on display near the counter were there, too, though they hadn’t been watered recently. 
“Marzo,” Fendryl called out. “You in back?”
The door behind the counter was cracked ajar, but Lathriel didn’t hear anything on the other side. If he was working in the laboratory, he was being damn quiet about it. 
“You’re sure he’s still here?” she asked. 
Fendryl shrugged. “He was yesterday. He could have gone out for some food or to deliver something.”
“Without locking the door?”
He glanced behind them, his face hardening. “He could have forgotten…”
“Uh-huh,” she said, a warning tingle racing down the back of her neck. “We should get out of here. We can watch the shop from a distance and see if he comes back.”
“You might be right,” Fendryl said, his hand slowly dropping to the handle of his sword. “Let me check the back just in case.”
He stepped around the counter. She followed a few steps behind him as he pushed open the door—
And froze. 
“Ilhari vlos,” he swore. 
Lathriel held her breath as she peered around him into the laboratory…and saw the charred remains lying in the middle of the floor. 
“Oh, gods,” she breathed. “We need to—”
The door behind them burst open, and she instinctively whirled around and dropped into a fighting stance. A single figure strode through the door—not a city guard or even one of the Avetharri soldiers, but a hulking, green-scaled Wyrmidon.
Overseer Balren. 
“The shop is closed,” the dragon knight said in a deep, reverberating voice. “Perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised that the Underborn can’t read.”
Lathriel’s hand flashed down to her boot, and she drew and hurled one of her throwing daggers in the same fluid motion. The sharp, tiny blade struck the Wyrmidon in his green neck just above his silver armor…and harmlessly bounced away as if it had hit solid rock. 
Swearing under her breath, Lathriel frantically reached for the bow on her back, knowing full well that she had nowhere to run…and that the overseer could open his mouth and roast them alive at any second. 
Fendryl was already moving as well. Drawing his slender sword, he vaulted over the counter and charged the Wyrmidon as if he were going to try and take the larger man head-on. But right as the overseer drew his oversized glaive and stepped forward to meet his attacker, the shadows in the room writhed and twisted around Fendryl. And with a sudden flash of darkness, he vanished and reappeared behind the Wyrmidon, weapon raised and ready to stab the dragon knight in the back. 
But he never had the chance. The overseer was already spinning around when Fendryl vanished, and his left claw was there to catch the drow by the throat the very instant he reappeared. Fendryl still tried to stab the dragon even as he was lifted off his feet…but the thrust had no strength behind it. The tip deflected harmlessly off the Wyrmidon’s scales. 
“Pathetic,” Balren snarled, yellow eyes flashing as he began to crush the drow’s throat. 
Lathriel had her bow nocked and bent in record time. She aimed for the same flexible spot in the dragon’s neck, knowing her arrow would have far more power than a mere dagger—
But before she could fire, the Wyrmidon unleashed a guttural roar and threw Fendryl right at her. His body crashed into her hard enough to knock the bow from her grip and smash her head into the wooden counter. 
And as the wave of darkness enveloped her, her last thoughts were of Alamir…and how she’d disappointed him once again.
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        I stared at Karethys, frozen halfway between a crouch and a dive, my breath locked in my throat. She was wearing the same heavy cloak and body-hugging dark leather armor as when she’d hired me in the Bloated Ogre a little over a week ago. It was so different than the skimpy concubine outfits she’d worn in the palace that she looked like a completely different person.  
Except she still had the same sweet, gentle face that had once had trouble mustering the confidence to make eye contact with me. 
“Put down the sword,” she repeated in a commanding tone that once again seemed completely out of place for the submissive girl who’d spent so many hours in my bed. “Now.”
I dropped the blade. She kept the small crossbow trained at my chest, and when she glanced over at the other drow man behind the table, I realized he had produced his own hand-sized crossbow somewhere amidst the tussle.
“I’ll take care of this,” Karethys said. “Go upstairs and ensure we aren’t interrupted.”
The male drow frowned at her. “What? You can’t—”
“Sevir,” she barked. 
He still didn’t move. “Jhal—”
“Sevir!” she repeated more harshly. “Nin!”
I’d never heard Karethys speak in such a biting tone in Elvish or in Qevlâs. But the man complied without further protest, lowering his crossbow and striding past us toward the steps leading up into the tavern. And when he passed me, I saw a very familiar look on his face—the look of a man who wasn’t merely obeying a superior, but was absolutely terrified of her.
The same look, I thought darkly, that I saw in the eyes of every single one of my mother’s operatives back in the palace in Tel Kithas. 
“The less he knows, the better,” Karethys said once the man was gone. “For his sake and yours.”
I had no idea what she meant. But before I could think about it, she abruptly lowered her crossbow, and I allowed my own legs to finally straighten and bring me upright. 
“Karethys,” I whispered. “We need to—”
“You know my name,” she interrupted, both of her thin black eyebrows rising.
“Of course I do,” I said. 
“You didn’t before. Back in that Droughtlands tavern.”
“No…no, I didn’t,” I admitted. “That’s going to take some explaining. A lot of things are.”
Karethys hesitated a moment, her posture still stiff as she clipped the crossbow to her belt. “Not as many as you may think.”
I frowned. “You aren’t wondering how I’m still alive?”
“I’ve known you were alive for almost two months now,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s everything else that’s taken time to figure out.”
“I…” My arms went limp. “I don’t understand.”
“One of our agents spotted you a while back in Vimaldis, before the Underborn took the city. They thought you bore an uncanny resemblance to the Black Prince. But since they’d never been in the same room with you before, I didn’t trust them. So I went to confirm it myself.”
I drew in a long, slow breath and tried to process her words. “You came to find me? But you didn’t try to make contact?”
She winced. “I wanted to. But I observed you for a time instead. I kept thinking that I had to be mistaken, especially when your behavior was so…inexplicable. You had Alamir’s face, but you didn’t seem to be the same person.”
“That makes two of us,” I said. A deluge of old memories poured over me, and tried to reconcile how she could possibly be the same woman who’d been my servant—my lover—from the moment I’d come of age until Krynn had plunged that dagger into my back. Four years of the most intimate training a servant could provide, all to ensure that the future Dragon Sovereign was equipped to please his harem of wives when the time finally came to brand them. We’d spent countless days and nights together, nearly always with her on her back or on her knees. I knew her body as well as my own…
“You’ve been gone a long time,” Karethys said eventually. “We’ve all done what we had to to survive.”
I took a step closer to her. She didn’t back away, but she’d also made no effort to close the remaining gap. I wasn’t entirely convinced she wouldn’t try to stab me if I reached out to embrace her. 
“Including you,” she added. “This ‘Dragon Slayer’ nonsense made it seem like you’d faked your own death just to get away from the palace.”
That stung. “I hope you didn’t actually believe that,” I said.
Karethys shrugged. “I didn’t know what to believe. Or if I should tell anyone.”
“Why wouldn’t you?”
“Because it could have been a trick,” she said, voice abruptly turning harsh. “And because it didn’t make any sense! You were dead, Alamir! For years. And then suddenly, for no reason, you were back…”
Her violet eyes flashed, but then she averted her gaze and paced away from me toward the bottle-laden shelves. It took all the willpower I could muster, but I forced myself to stay still and quiet as she battled through her frustration. 
“It took some time, but I began to reconstruct the pieces,” she went on. “The Sorekûl Drakath, the strange magic-eating powers…and House Mandar’s history with Palerending.”
“They forged another corrupted vatari dagger,” I said quietly. “Another Gûl Dagnir.”
Karethys’s eyes finally turned back to mine. “Yes. And they didn’t stop there.”
My chest tightened. “What do you mean?”
“What I couldn’t understand was how you didn’t remember anything,” she went on as if she hadn’t heard the question. “I’d never heard of anything like it…but then, it’s not as if many people have survived a wound from a corrupted vatari weapon before. I assumed it must have poisoned you. Not merely your body, but your mind as well.”
“It still is,” I said, raising my hand to my chest. “Every apothecary I’ve spoken to says the corruption is going to kill me sooner or later.”
Karethys paused, her eyes narrowing. “They can’t know that for certain. It’s not as if they’ve ever seen a wound like that before.”
“Definitely not,” I agreed. Her voice was oddly defensive…perhaps there was still some compassion inside her after all. “So, you pieced together what had happened, then you found me at the Bloated Ogre. Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”
“What would you have done if I had?” she asked. “How would you have reacted to a strange drow woman telling you that you were secretly the Black Prince?”
I sighed. “I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do. You wouldn’t have believed me or listened to anything else I had to say.” 
“Maybe not,” I conceded. “But why hire me to track down a Vorskai girl?”
Karethys hissed softly. “Because I had more than one problem to deal with. We’d just learned that the Vorskai dragon might still be alive, like you, and that the Sovereign’s men were out hunting for her. She’s a massive threat to his power—almost as much of a threat as you are. We couldn’t afford to let him find her.”
“Five years ago, no one wanted to believe a dustborn could even be a dragon.”
“Five years ago, no one believed a lot of things,” Karethys said pointedly. “And with Krynn’s forces spread thin trying to fend off the Empire and the Underborn, there was no better time for a Vorskai uprising. Your mother was insistent that we find and protect this girl…and so I decided to try and deal with two problems at once.”
She swallowed visibly, then continued. “I wondered if you might recognize me, but when you didn’t…well, I thought that maybe seeing this girl might jog your memories. Even if it didn’t, you were the only one with a chance to track her down and bring her back alive.”
I frowned. “You put that much trust in a mercenary?”
“The Sorekûl Drakath had a reputation of being crude but honorable,” she said. “I had been planning to follow you and see how you behaved, but then the situation in the Reach…deteriorated.”
“What do you mean?” I asked. 
Her expression sharpened. “You’ve been roaming the Reach and the Droughtlands for years. Do you really not know what’s going on?”
“Only the basics. The Underborn took Vimaldis a while back, and they’re hoping to take Sethuil and declare independence for the Reach. But Vimaldis wasn’t built to be a fortress, and they had the element of surprise. There’s no way they have the forces to capture Sethuil.”
“They’re more powerful than you think,” Karethys said. “House Teviss has been secretly training and organizing their forces for months, and the Empire has been helping us supply them with weapons.”
I blinked. “The Empire is helping the Underborn?”
“Not overtly, of course. If the rebel leader knew where his new weapons were coming from, he might not even accept them. Mogra Karn is a proud and stubborn fool.” Karethys shrugged. “He believes the support is coming directly from the drow rebels in Sulinor who hate the Empire as much as he does, and your mother has helped foster that illusion. His people have also been attacking shipments from Tel Kithas to ensure the Sovereign’s forces aren’t as well entrenched as they could be.”
As difficult as it was to focus my thoughts on anything except the woman in front of me, I made myself take a breath and consider her words. Borkesh and I hadn’t been in Vimaldis when the Underborn had attacked, but we’d known about the growing revolution for years. We’d both expected the rebels to eventually be crushed. Even now, it seemed unbelievable that they’d taken a whole city. 
“The Underborn are already on the move again,” Karethys said. “They’re going to attack in two days.”
“Two days?” I gasped. “Do you think they can win?”
“I honestly don’t know. If we had our way, we’d hold out for more supplies and training. But Karn’s men want to fight, and he’s running out of provisions. Without the storehouses in Sethuil, his army is going to starve.”
I nodded distantly, remembering some of the old military strategy tomes I’d loved to read when I was a boy. One of the biggest lessons of early Imperial armies had nothing to do with the tactical use of magic or dragons or anything so grandiose. The simple reality was that an army was only as effective as its supply line. 
“There’s a bigger problem you’ll want to know about,” Karethys said, tone abruptly darkening. “Lathriel has been helping the Underborn fight.”
My heart skipped three beats. “Lathriel? She’s here in the Reach?”
“And has been for some time. But…” Karethys paused and eyed me for a moment, as if trying to predict my reaction. “She’s been captured, Alamir.”
A cold fist of dread closed around my throat, and when I tried to summon my voice, it was nowhere to be found. 
“She’s alive,” Karethys added hastily. “Or was, the last time our spies reported in. They’re holding her in the dungeon in Sethuil, but I don’t think they’ll harm her. If I had to guess, the overseer likely plans to offer her as a present for the Sovereign.”
The ice spread to my stomach. Horrifying images of Lathriel being tortured by Krynn’s thugs flashed in my mind…
“I have to get to her,” I breathed. “Krynn knows I’m alive. He’ll use her to…”
I trailed off, fists trembling in impotent rage. As a dragon, I could fly to Sethuil in a few hours. But here underground, it was at least a two-day walk through the caverns.
“I should have flown straight there,” I said. “I shouldn’t have bothered with—”
“If you’d flown there, you’d probably be dead,” Karethys said, her tone softening. “The city has been preparing for an aerial attack for months.”
I closed my eyes and fought back against the sudden wave of fear and despair. I reminded myself that Lathriel wasn’t a fragile flower; she was as tough as any woman I’d ever met. And Krynn wouldn’t kill her, not if he thought he could use her as bait. 
“I’ll get her out of there,” I said, as much to myself as to Karethys. “And then I’m going to kill Krynn.”
She watched me in silence again, an echo of old compassion in her eyes despite her rigid posture. “He’s brought the Empire to the brink of civil war. Not just here, either. His defiance has started spreading to some other provinces. No one understands why the Elder Dragons haven’t taken more drastic action.”
I forced myself to draw in several calming breaths, though they didn’t help the growing tightness in my chest one bit. I didn’t understand what the emperor and his council were doing—or not doing—either. My father now stood among them; perhaps he would be able to explain it.
“I’ve been working on ways to get Lathriel out,” Karethys said, changing subject. “But the prison is well guarded, and they captured our best operative in the city along with her. I was planning to use the attack as a distraction—the city’s garrison is too shorthanded to waste soldiers guarding the prison during a siege. It should be virtually defenseless.”
“Then I’ll free her and engage Krynn when he arrives,” I said. “And end all of this right then and there.” 
“By the time you get there, they’ll have sealed the city. But there is another way.” She paused and mulled something over. “Krynn’s people found and collapsed most of the old smuggling tunnels, but not all of them. There’s still one way in.”
“Where?” I asked. 
“There’s a dried-out lake in one of the caverns on the way to the city. Have you ever been there?”
I searched my memory. “Yes. It’s basically a giant pit.”
“There’s a passage near the bottom on the northeastern side,” Karethys said. “Too far for anyone to see from the main path even with darkvision. But once you’re down there, it should be difficult to miss…at least for a drow.”
“And that will get us into the city?” 
“It should. The battle will probably be raging by the time you arrive. It should give you all the distraction you need.”
I nodded grimly, my mind racing. I hadn’t even been sure that Lathriel was still in the province; I’d been expecting to hear that she’d returned home to Tir Fallas halfway across the Empire. It was difficult to believe she’d been fighting with the Underborn…
Though perhaps not that difficult. Sariss had told me that Lath knew I’d been betrayed and that she’d left the Skywatch after Krynn’s conscription edict—the very edict that had created the Underborn in the first place. If she’d been looking for a way to fight back against Krynn, joining the rebels in the Reach made perfect sense. 
“I know it’s not what you wanted to hear,” Karethys said into the pause. “But I really don’t think they’ll harm her, at least not yet.”
“If they do, I’ll burn the city to the ground myself,” I snarled.
Her violet eyes lingered on me for another moment. “If you can free her and defeat Krynn, everything will be different,” she said quietly. “Good luck.”
She turned and started to walk toward the stairs. 
“Wait!” I said, stepping to the side to block her exit. “That’s it?”
“You have everything you need,” Karethys said. “And I’ll get a message to your mother informing her you’re here. What else is there to say?”
“Are you mad?” I blurted. “We haven’t seen each other in five years!”
Her cheek twitched. “That was a different lifetime. For both of us.”
“I know. But—”
“What did you expect to happen, Alamir?” she snapped. “That the moment I saw you I’d drop to my knees? That I’d tell you how much I missed you and beg you to fuck me?”
The bitterness in her voice stabbed through me like another dagger in my chest. 
“No,” I managed. “I thought…I hoped…that you’d be as happy to see me as I am to see you.”
For the briefest moment, the rage in her face seemed to drain away, and her eyes turned soft again. But then she growled under her breath and shook her head. 
“I told you, that was a different lifetime,” she said. “And I’m not the same girl anymore.”
“I’m not the same man, either,” I said, taking a step closer to her. “But my feelings for you haven’t changed.”
Karethys flinched as if I’d slapped her. “What feelings? I wasn’t your wife!”
“No, you were the person I was closer to than anyone,” I countered stubbornly. “The person I trusted more than anyone.”
“Don’t,” she said, closing her eyes. “Please…”
“Karethys, what is going on?” I asked. “Why are you so angry with me?”
Her entire face trembled, and I feared she might shadow-walk up the stairs and disappear. But eventually she got a hold of herself, and the rage boiling inside her returned in a flash. 
“Because you were our last hope!” she spat. “You were the Black Prince, the man who would raise House Teviss into the Imperial elite. You were supposed to be smart enough to help the drow who’d stayed loyal to the Empire and ruthless enough to fix the mistakes of the past. Your mother bet everything on you.”
She paused, teeth clenched. “I bet everything on you.”
A pit of renewed guilt opened deep in my gut. “Karethys…”
“I could have been anything I wanted, do you understand?” she interrupted. “I’m the first daughter in my family to have sorcerous blood in generations. I could have become an artificer or an enchantress, maybe even a shadow knight. But I knew that nothing I could ever do would be as important as serving the Black Prince. So instead of training my body to fight, I gave it to you. And then…then you went off and got yourself killed.”
Her words hit me like arrows. I suddenly wondered if the old Karethys—the meek, shy, submissive concubine—had ever truly existed. Had it all been an act? Had this fierce, enthralling creature always lurked beneath the surface?
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I knew you’d made sacrifices, but my mother never told me…well, anything.”
Her glowing eyes smoldered for another few moments before she pressed them shut again. “It didn’t matter. Maybe it still doesn’t. There’s no use dwelling on the past.”
“It wasn’t that long ago,” I said, swallowing. “I shouldn’t have trusted Krynn or let him come with me to Dragonfall.”
“No,” Karethys agreed, voice dark. “You shouldn’t have. But you were always too trusting, too hopeful. No matter how hard she tried, your mother couldn’t make you understand.” 
“Maybe not,” I said. “But I won’t apologize for reaching out to the Vorskai. It was the right thing to do then, and it’s the right thing to do now.”
“The Dragon Mother would disagree.”
“She’s wrong,” I said. “I’ll prove that to everyone soon enough.”
Karethys looked deep into my eyes. “You brought the girl here with you?” 
“I did. After I tracked her down, I…” I faltered. “A lot has happened since I saw you in that tavern. But she and I fought Krynn at Dragonfall. He planned to wipe them out again, but we stopped him.”
“And now you’re picking up where you left off?” she asked. “Marrying the half-human girl?”
“She wants to take my brand,” I said. “She believes the two of us will end the Drought.”
Karethys scoffed. “Dustborn superstition.”
“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But she’s powerful and courageous…just like someone else I know. Or thought I knew.”
Her gray cheek twitched again. “What about Sariss?”
“She’s with me, too. And once I rescue Lathriel…well…”
“You’ll finally have the adventuring harem you always wanted,” Karethys said with a trace of bitterness. “Just like the Wyrm Lords of old.”
“But it won’t be complete,” I told her. “It can’t be complete, not without—”
“Don’t!” she said, raising a gloved finger. “I’m not your concubine anymore, Alamir.”
“I know.”
I stepped forward until I was directly in front of her. Her chin tilted upward so she could keep looking into my eyes…but she didn’t back away. 
“But I don’t want a concubine,” I said. “I just want you.”
A cascade of emotions flickered across her face, and I once again expected her to shadow-walk away and disappear. 
“You don’t know me anymore,” Karethys said, voice barely above a whisper.
“But I want to,” I said. “I’m sorry for what happened. I’m sorry if you ever felt mistreated or unappreciated.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Not once. You were kind and thoughtful and gentle…”
“Not always gentle.”
An unbidden smile touched her lips, the first one I’d seen on her face in five long years. She quickly averted her violet gaze, and for a brief instant, she was once again the sweet girl who’d taught me how to be a man. 
“I suppose not,” she breathed. “But it’s been too long. We can’t—oo!”
Karethys gasped when I cupped my hand on her cheek and pulled her face back to mine. I stared into her eyes at point-blank range, our noses and mouths barely an inch apart. Despite all the times I’d been inside her, despite how many long nights we’d spent together, our lips had never touched. Wyrm Lords did not kiss their concubines. They were servants, not partners. 
Yet standing here now, tasting her breath and looking deep into her eyes, there was nothing I wanted more. I leaned forward—
But Karethys was faster. Rising up on her toes, she brought our lips together for the first time. Her kiss was every bit as sweet and gentle as I had imagined, and when her tongue found mine, they danced together with effortless grace. 
She moaned softly when my arms encircled her lower back and pulled her more tightly against me. I poured everything I had into the kiss. The desire, the longing, the years of pent-up frustration…
Before Dragonfall, I’d had no trouble understanding why other Wyrm Lords had fallen for their concubines. Frankly, it was far more difficult to believe any didn’t. And feeling Karethys pressed against me after so long only confirmed what I already knew. 
I’d loved her back then. And I still loved her now.
She broke the kiss first, her eyelids fluttering and her fingers pressing into my shoulders. “I missed you,” she breathed. “Every day you were gone.”
I brushed a long strand of black hair from her face. “I wish everything had been different. That you hadn’t been forced to go through this.”
“I used to dream about you removing my collar,” Karethys said. “About you offering me your brand…”
“I wanted to,” I told her. “Many times.”
Her lips brushed against mine. “Your parents never would have allowed it.”
“They don’t get to make that choice. I am the dragon—I choose my own wives.” 
She swallowed heavily. “Would you still…?”
“In a heartbeat,” I said, squeezing her shoulders. 
Karethys looked deep into my eyes again, something she’d never been able to do before. They were so beautiful. She was so beautiful…
But then she inhaled sharply and pulled away, as if snapping herself out of a trance. 
“You need to get to Sethuil,” she said. “You need to save Lathriel. Everything else…” She swallowed again. “Everything else will have to wait.”
Somehow, I resisted the urge to rush over and sweep her back into my arms. Now that I’d kissed her once, I didn’t want to stop. It would be so easy to carry her over to the table. I wanted to feel her body wrapping around me, to hear her sweet cries as her dragon took her again…
“I have to get a message to the Dragon Mother,” Karethys said. “But calling crystals are too risky in a place like this.”
“Right,” I said, nodding. “I’ll get her out of there. And when Krynn comes to defend the city…”
“You have to stop him, Alamir. Before he starts a war between dragons that may never end.”
“I will,” I promised. 
Karethys stayed still for another long moment, then finally took a deep breath. Once again, the concubine I’d left behind was gone, and the woman she’d become—or perhaps the woman she always was—took her place. 
“Dorn kyorl dos ulnin,” she whispered. “My dragon.”
Turning on a heel, she walked toward the stairs and vanished into the shadows. I stood there alone in silence, tongue playing across my lips to enjoy the lingering taste of her kiss. 
“Dorn tlu rath,” I said. “My love.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Despite my best efforts to stay vigilant on my way back to the others, I knew I was distracted as hell. The dangerous and shadowy streets of Olath Shuk passed by like a blur in my peripheral vision. All I could think about was the tingle on my lips from a kiss almost ten years in the making. And whenever I managed to push aside my thoughts about Karethys, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about Lathriel being captured. 
My instinct was to grab the others and leave Olath Shuk as fast as we could. Given the choice, I’d push straight through the night and the next, anything to get to Sethuil as quickly as possible. 
But it wouldn’t have been prudent even if I’d been alone. I was running low on sleep as it was, and the trek through the northern caverns would be far more perilous than the one through the south. Traps, monsters, uneven terrain…it was going to be a long two days no matter how I sliced it. 
Still, at least we had a potential path into the city. All we needed to do was get there in time…and in one piece. 
I didn’t end up finding Borkesh and the girls at the inn where I’d sent them. Instead, I caught them shopping in the market circle across the street. Borkesh and Tyris appeared to be evaluating the weapons on display at one of the smithies, while Sariss was doing her best impression of a bored and miserable noblewoman. 
I smiled tightly as I approached, a fraction of the tension inside me draining away at the sight of them safe and sound. Many of the inhabitants in this district had orcish blood, which meant that Borkesh fit in reasonably well. The girls did not. Tyris with her orange hair and tribal leathers was drawing attention from everyone within fifty feet. Sariss would have as well, if not for the dark cloak covering her Vaz Gorati robes. With her hood down, her blond hair and pale skin were practically begging for attention as it was. 
“My lord,” Sariss said when she spotted me, looking as relieved as when she’d seen me back from the dead. “Thank the Goddess.”
I slid an arm around her and squeezed. “Trouble?”
“No,” she said. “Not from the locals, anyway.”
“Why would you marry a female who doesn’t appreciate a sharp blade?” Borkesh grumbled as he inspected one of the throwing axes. “Now this…this is fine orcish craftsmanship.”
“It was forged by a drow,” Sariss said without looking at him. 
Borkesh shot her a glare. “What are you on about? This is orcish steel.”
“The initials in the pommel are inscribed in Qevlâs. The characters represent House Tharanys, which defected from the other drow houses during the march to Sulinor.” 
The orc inspected the pommel. His green cheek twitched, and he set the weapon back on the display rack. 
“You, uh, you passed the test!” he said, smiling and forcing a chuckle, then turning to Tyris. “I told you she knew more than she was letting on.”
“No, you didn’t,” Tyris said, frowning. “You just spent a great deal of time explaining how every one of these weapons was—”
“You failed the test,” he cut in, no longer making eye contact with her. He turned to me, clearly eager to change the subject. “So…did you send your message?”
“I did,” I said, suppressing a smirk.
Out of habit, I surreptitiously glanced around the market to ensure no one was eavesdropping. I doubted that many of the citizens in this district of the city cared about what happened on the surface…though then again, quite a few of the half-orcs here were refugees from Vimaldis who hadn’t wanted to fight for Krynn or join the ranks of the Underborn. In fact, the inn I’d sent Borkesh and the girls to find was run by one of those very refugees. 
“I can explain the details later,” I said, lowering my voice. “The short version is that Lathriel is being held captive in the Sethuil garrison. And we need to get her out.”
“Captive?” Sariss asked. “For what reason? She was a Skywatch captain.”
“Who’s been helping the Underborn,” I said. 
Sariss leaned away in shock. “What? Why?”
“Because they’re fighting Krynn, I assume.”
“Yes, but—”
“The why doesn’t really matter right now,” I said. “All I care about is that they have her, and we’re going to get her out.”
“You and what army?” Borkesh asked with a grunt. “The Sethuil prison isn’t big, but it has plenty of guards.”
“Normally, yes. But it won’t when we show up.”
“What, do you have some kind of secret dragon magic to send them away?”
“No. But the Underborn are going to attack in two days.”
“You better not be suggesting we take sides,” he said suspiciously, “because I didn’t sign up to fight a war.”
“The battle will be a useful distraction, that’s all,” I told him. “Everyone will be too busy fighting to worry about the prison.”
Borkesh whistled softly through his tusks. “You’re sure about this?”
“I trust the source,” I said. The name Karethys wouldn’t mean anything to him or Tyris, and I decided I could speak about that part with Sariss later. “I also learned the location of some old smuggling tunnels that will get us into the city. The siege should give us all the distraction we need to break her out.”
“The rebels have been terrorizing the Reach for years now,” Sariss said, brow creased in confusion. “They cannot be allowed to pillage another city.”
“You’d rather have Krynn in charge?” I asked pointedly. 
“No, but…” She hesitated, then shook her head. “They have killed thousands of loyal Imperial soldiers and dozens of highborn nobles. Vimaldis is in complete chaos. The stories I’ve heard are sickening.”
“Stories told by Avetharri,” Borkesh muttered. “I’m sure they’re not biased at all.”
She glared at him. “The Underborn are violent savages!”
“They’re laborers and servants,” he countered, “who your Sovereign decided to forcibly conscript into his new armies. What would you have done in their place?”
“They are citizens of the Empire. It is their duty to—”
“Follow the man who apparently stabbed your husband in the back?” he interrupted. “Go fight and die on the border so he can keep all the vatari to himself?”
Sariss’s eyes flashed indignantly. “They can’t be allowed to pillage another city,” she repeated. “It’s barbaric.”
“We’re not going to fight them,” I told her. “We’re not going to fight the Sethuil garrison, either, if we can help it. The one I need to stop is Krynn. And when the Underborn attack, he’ll show up to defend the city.”
“Giving you another chance to destroy him,” Tyris said, nodding. 
“The only chance I’ll need. That’s the plan. Free Lathriel, then wait for Krynn to show up.”
“Mm,” Borkesh mumbled. “I hope you aren’t expecting me to help you fight a dragon.”
“No. Ideally, you and Sariss will get Lathriel to safety—she may need healing.” I repressed a grimace when the mental image of her tortured body went through my head. “Tyris and I will handle Krynn.”
“The Sovereign will die, and the Vorskai will be reborn,” Tyris said. “As was promised in the flame.”
“Right…” Borkesh sighed. “Okay, fine, we head into the city. But that’s a rough trek. And with the war going on, it’s probably even more dangerous. Could be filled with raiders preying on refugees.”
“I doubt it, since most of the other tunnels were sealed up,” I said. “But the overseer’s people must not have found this one. Still, the terrain is rough regardless. We should all get some rest before heading out in the morning.”
Nodding, Borkesh tossed a glance back at the inn across the street. “Just too bad they don’t serve any real food here. Unless you like everything made with mushrooms and slime.”
“We’ll manage,” I assured him. “Let’s go.”
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          When Krynn had been a young man, the arcane vault beneath the palace in Tel Kithas had been a constant source of wonder and mystery. His father had insisted that the vault contained some of the most powerful and destructive works of artifice the Empire had ever created. Weapons with dangerously unstable enchantments, artifacts with terrifying Palerending abilities, runic foci that could allow an individual without any magical ability whatsoever to channel certain spells as if they were a sorcerer… 


          And of course, the pieces of the mighty runeforged golems that House Sorokar and House Vermillion had used to tame Abethaal thousands of years ago. 


          Those constructs were the reason that Krynn was visiting the vault today. But unfortunately, just like when he’d first come here after his coronation, he found himself profoundly disappointed. 


          “Yet another lie concocted by the Great Houses to make everyone fear their power,” he grumbled as he stared down at a glass bauble that had only the faintest spark of Aetheric energy inside it. “This isn’t a cache of dangerous weapons—it’s a storehouse for worthless junk.”


          Snarling in frustration, he hurled the bauble at the closest wall. It shattered as easily as any other piece of glass.


          “There are rumors that Valion Sorokar emptied much of the vault before his departure to Lomir Drakath,” Miniel said as she examined one of the old, gnarled staves on the weapon racks. “It wouldn’t surprise me if it were true.”


          “With all due respect, my lord, I find that very unlikely.”


          Krynn spun around to glare at the lanky man standing behind him. The Grand Magistrix had “strongly requested” that one of her antiquarians be in attendance whenever the vault was opened, and thus far he had seen fit to humor her. But the more this Telonil fool talked, the more Krynn regretted that choice. 


          “And why is that?” he asked, not bothering to keep the contempt out of his voice. 


          “Sovereign Valion was quite adamant about following the rules,” Telonil said. He made a wide gesture with his hand, and the light from the bright glowstones on all the gilded walls made the nearly invisible glyphs on his bluish-silver robes shimmer. “I think it highly unlike that he would have taken anything. Especially without the knowledge of the Grand Magistrix.”


          “If he didn’t, it’s because this collection is worthless,” Krynn said, glancing around the wide, circular chamber. The pristine white of the walls and floors made it look as important as he’d always believed, but none of the other five rooms he’d checked had anything remotely interesting or useful. 


          “Many of these relics were taken from pivotal moments in Abethaal’s history,” Telonil said. “That staff was wielded by Sovereign Verax when he destroyed the Chol army in the Second Age. And that ring was—”


          “If they were that important, they’d be on display in the palace library or in one of the temples,” Krynn said. 


          Telonil offered him a patient smile. “The relics on display for the public are typically replicas, my lord. Either physical or illusory. The originals are kept here…and often drained of power.”


          “If they’ve been drained, then what is the point in keeping them?”


          “History, my lord,” Telonil said. “And some could be infused with power again under the right circumstances.”


          Krynn grunted. “Except the golems. You said that all the remaining pierces were inert.”


          “I’m afraid so, my lord.”


          “We knew it was unlikely there’d be anything here to help,” Miniel said, voice soft and warm. It was the tone she used to try and calm him down…and it usually worked. Especially if she took him to bed afterward. 


          “I’m aware of that,” he muttered. “But it was worth another look.”


          He sighed and tried to let the frustration drain out of him. His artificers in Sethuil had begun to move back to Tel Kithas, and with a bit more time, they could construct enough of his new golems to defend the northern and eastern border. But Krynn was still annoyed that they hadn’t been able to finish in time to make a difference when the Underborn rebels attacked, and he’d hoped he might be able to find something down here that might help their efforts. 


          Sadly, it seemed like a lost cause. He was just going to have to wait and see if they could speed up the process on their own. 


          “We still haven’t investigated the lower levels,” Miniel said, gesturing across the spherical chamber to the massive doors on the inner wall. The warding glyphs were actively glowing a bright blue rather than lying dormant like most arcane locks. 


          “True,” Krynn said. “We’re already here; there’s no reason not to be thorough.” 


          “I apologize, my lord,” Telonil said mildly, “but the lower level is…inaccessible.”


          “Inaccessible?” Krynn said, turning and scowling at the smaller man. What in the bloody void is that supposed to mean?”


          “No one is permitted inside, my lord.”


          Krynn’s jaw slowly dropped open. Who did this pathetic little fool think he was?


          “You are speaking to the Dragon Sovereign!” Miniel snarled. “This is his city and his palace!”


          “I am aware of that, priestess,” the man said, unmoved. “But the inner vault is sealed by order of the Council of Wyrms.”


          “What?” Krynn snarled. His dragon blood boiled, and he stoked the flames until he had assumed his dragon knight form to tower over the impudent wretch. “Are you telling me that you refuse to open this door? I suggest you answer carefully.”


          “It isn’t a matter of what I want, my lord,” Telonil replied, his voice cracking for the first time. “I do not have the ability to open it. No one does…except the Elder Dragons.”


          “How is that possible?” Miniel demanded. “When was the last time someone was in there?”


          Telonil shook his head. “I do not know, priestess. But it has been several hundred years at least. I could check the records if you—”


          “Hundreds of years?” Krynn interrupted. “That door hasn’t been opened in centuries?”


          “N-no, my lord. It is sealed with Vaz Gorati blood magic. It cannot be breached.”


          “Any lock can be opened, no matter how elaborate.” Krynn turned to Miniel. “If the Vaz Gorati sealed the door, then they must be able to open it.”


          “I can ask the older Blood Mothers in the province,” Miniel said worriedly. “But if it was sealed that long ago, even they may not know much about it.”


          “Someone does. I don’t care if you have to reach out to the Grand Temple in Tir Lanathel, I want to know how to open that vault!”


          “Of course, my lord,” she said with a bow. “I will send the proper inquiries.”


          “Good,” he said, spinning back to Telonil. “As for you, I would think very long and very hard about how you can be of use to me in the future.”


          The scrawny man raised quivering hands as if to ward off a blow…or a predator. “I-I apologize, my lord. I meant no—”


          His pathetic mewlings were interrupted by the sound of hurried footfalls approaching from the entrance. Krynn scowled at the open door, wondering who in their right mind would be so brazen as to interrupt him…


          He expected one of his golden-armored Wyrmguard soldiers to come storming into the room. Instead, he was greeted by a leather-clad Skywatch wyvern rider. 


          “My lord,” the man said, immediately dropping to a knee. He was breathing hard, as if he’d just sprinted across half the damn city. “I bring a message from Overseer Balren in Sethuil.”


          Krynn’s first instinct was to ask what in the name of the Dragon Goddess could possibly be important enough to bother him like this, but he set aside his reflexive rage. Balren had plenty of other ways to send a message, like a calling crystal or even regular military couriers. Skywatch Riders weren’t errand-boys.


          But they were more trustworthy than other couriers, and they had the advantage of privacy. Calling crystals were incredible works of artifice, but half the scryers in the Spire of Sorcery could listen in if they wanted to. 


          “We’ll finish this conversation later,” Krynn said to Telonil, then dismissed him with a flick of his claw. Once the scrawny man had scurried out of the room, he looked back at the Skywatch rider. “What is it?”


          “The overseer wanted you to know that he captured two Underborn spies in the city,” the rider said. “One drow, one faeyn.”


          “Congratulations to him,” Krynn replied sarcastically. “Is that all?”


          “N-no, my lord,” the rider said. “He wanted to bring their identities to your attention…especially the female faeyn’s. She is a former Skywatch Captain.”


          Krynn’s eyes went wide, and Miniel’s did the same. 


          “You identified her?” he asked. 


          “Yes, my lord,” the rider confirmed. “Her name is Lathriel.”


          The name hung in the air for a long moment, a clarion call that instantly whisked away all Krynn’s rage and frustration about vaults and golems and sniveling supplicants. 


          “The overseer wondered if you had any special instructions for him,” the rider said. 


          “I do indeed,” Krynn said, smiling. “But you don’t need to worry about telling him. I will be traveling to Sethuil to handle the interrogation myself.”
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          Competition


        


      


      

        The Darkmeat Inn was, among other things, a poor translation from Qevlâs to Orcish. But what it lacked in grammar and cleanliness, it also lacked in hospitality. The families of orcs and mixed-blood human hybrids who’d fled Vimaldis for the Underworld hadn’t been known for their friendliness when they’d run their market in the Crawl, and I was a little worried that one of them might remember me from an incident Rasmus had caused a few years back. A couple of botched hand signals had insulted them to the point they’d come after me in an enraged mob. Without Sabari’s timely assistance, I would have been in real trouble.  
But none of the locals inside seemed to give a shit one way or the other, and they didn’t even gawk too much at our eclectic group. One advantage of dealing with refugees was that they didn’t want to upset anyone local for fear they’d get kicked out, and they took our silver drakes as payment gratefully without any prying questions. 
Despite trekking through the Underworld all day, Borkesh wasn’t exhausted enough to grab food and retire to his own room like back in the mining village, but he did almost immediately get pulled into a conversation with the innkeeper. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he spent half the night down in the common room chatting. These were the closest thing to his people he’d interacted with in a while. 
I paid for the biggest room they had available, then led the girls upstairs. The accommodations weren’t exactly luxurious, but they were nicer than they had any right to be given the rustic fur and bone décor downstairs. The bed looked clean, the walls weren’t covered in blood, and it didn’t smell like anyone had died in here recently. There was even a small reading nook complete with a chair, table, and glowstone. I could certainly imagine worse places to rest for a night. 
Not that I expected to sleep for a while yet. From the moment we’d entered, Tyris had been giving me a sideways look that made it abundantly clear that her grace period for giving me private time with Sariss was over. Meanwhile, Sariss had long since exhausted her patience for Olath Shuk, and I couldn’t really blame her. As far as I knew, she had only ever been in proper Avetharri cities. 
Unfortunately, I had a feeling she was about to take out that frustration on Tyris. She glared at the other woman, who leaned her sword against the wall to make it abundantly clear she intended to stay with me tonight. 
“There’s something else you need to know,” I said to Sariss, hoping to intervene before anything happened. “Something I didn’t mention to Borkesh, since the name wouldn’t mean anything to him.”
Sariss pulled her eyes from Tyris to me. “What do you mean?”
“The House Teviss contact I met earlier,” I said, resting my hand on one of the gnarled wooden posts at the foot of the bed. “It wasn’t an anonymous drow…it was Karethys.”
Her jaw dropped. “Here? In this awful place?”
“I wasn’t expecting it, either. I was hoping she’d still be in Sethuil. But evidently, she’s here working for my mother.”
“Your mother?” Sariss asked, shaking her head in confusion. “I don’t understand. Why would your mother send a concubine here?”
“She’s…well, Karethys isn’t a concubine anymore. My mother trained her to be one of her spies.”
Sariss’s jaw dropped even further. I’d probably made the same face when I’d spoken to Karethys, too. The thought of my once-sweet concubine acting and moving like a professional assassin was still difficult to wrap my head around. 
“I knew your mother planned to take care of her,” Sariss said. “But I assumed she would become a house servant for your family in Lomir Drakath.”
“So did I,” I admitted. “But she’s the one who told me about Lathriel and how to get into the city. And now she’s going to get a message to my mother and hopefully the Council of Wyrms as well. If I can defeat Krynn when he comes to fight the Underborn, maybe I can finally start to set things right.”
Sariss folded her arms and began to pace across the room, her brow furrowed in thought. I empathized with her confusion. My concubine becoming a shadowy agent of my mother was hard to accept. But then again, Sariss had just had her dead husband walk back into her life two days ago. This was almost mundane by comparison. 
Tyris glanced between us but stayed quiet. I didn’t see much point in trying to explain how strange this revelation was to her, since she’d obviously never met Karethys or my mother. Still, the confusion had successfully disrupted a potential argument with Sariss…
Though the reprieve didn’t last. 
“I have no doubt that you will defeat the Sovereign,” Tyris told me. “And once we have rescued this Lathriel, you will have all your wives at your side to aid in your battle.”
Sariss snapped out of her reverie. “Lathriel never took his brand.” 
“From what he has said, she intended to,” Tyris replied. “And—”
“You do not carry his brand, either,” Sariss said flatly. “I am his first and only wife.”
Tyris’s eyes flashed. “I am his bond-mate. His Maskari.”
Sariss scoffed. “You don’t even know what that word means! Until you are properly branded, you are nothing more than—”
“Enough!” I growled, stepping between them. “We’re not going to argue about this.”
“But, my lord,” Sariss said, frowning, “surely you don’t—”
“There’s something else we need to talk about,” I cut her off. “Something vitally important we finally have time for.”
Both women looked at me expectantly, their frustration simmering below the surface. 
“It’s time for you to perform a blood reading on Tyris,” I said to Sariss. “Just like we talked about.”
“Of course,” she said. “Because you are uncertain if she has the gift.”
“He is certain,” Tyris growled. 
“Blood readings reveal more than the presence or absence of Lahara’s gift,” I interjected before Sariss could snap back. “Her ancestral memories could prove insightful.”
“Yes,” she said. “Truth lies in the blood, not words or prophecies. If you wish to join his harem, you must prove yourself.”
“I have already proven myself to the only one who matters,” Tyris said pointedly. “The Fakash Tal’Shira.”
“I am First Wife and Dragon Priestess,” Sariss said icily, stepping closer. “It is my duty to ensure you are a worthy vessel for his seed.”
The two women glowered at each other, the air between them more charged than a thunderstorm. Sariss was several inches taller, with an imperious Vaz Gorati glare I’d seen humble men twice her size. But Tyris was a warrior and couldn’t be cowed so easily. 
“I am worthy,” Tyris insisted. “The Fakash Tal’Shira has shared his seed with me. Many times.”
Sariss’s lip curled. “Yet you have not been branded or collared. It is…obscene.”
“We talked about this,” I said. “I know we haven’t been able to do things the traditional way, but circumstances haven’t exactly been normal. Now that you’re here, we can start doing things properly.”
She eventually pried her gaze from Tyris back to me. I wanted to be patient with her—I understood her concerns, and I absolutely did not want her to feel as if I’d replaced her. Yet at the same time, I was the Wyrm Lord. She was not. 
“As you wish, my lord,” Sariss said. “A proper reading may prove…enlightening.”
Drawing in a deep breath, she removed her cloak and tossed it onto the chair by the reading table. Then, with her Vaz Gorati robes—and Sorokar brand—on full display, she brought herself up to her full height and took up position next to Tyris. 
“Are you prepared?” she asked. 
Tyris glanced at me for a half second, then nodded. “If that is the wish of the Fakash Tal’Shira, so be it. What do you require?”
“Your arm,” Sariss said. “And your blood.”
Tyris hesitated another heartbeat, then held out her right arm palm upward. Sariss took hold of it, then slowly traced the long, painstakingly manicured nail of her index finger along Tyris’s forearm. 
“Submit to the judgment of the Dragon Goddess,” Sariss said. “Whose blood flows through the rightful lords of the Empire.”
Her nail abruptly dug into Tyris’s flesh, drawing a wet crimson trail in its wake, yet the Vorskai girl didn’t even flinch. Sariss nodded approvingly. She then gathered some of the blood on her fingertip…and brought it to her mouth.
Eyes closing, she rolled it across her tongue, and I could feel the Aether surge through her. She stayed silent for at least half a minute, tasting Tyris’s blood legacy and tracing her ancestral memories. 
Then, abruptly, her eyes shot open as she turned to look at me. “I do not understand.”
“What?” I asked.
“You claim this girl has great power, but I sense nothing,” Sariss said. “No memories, no magic…and certainly no trace of Lahara’s blood.”
I frowned. “But that’s not possible. Her power…it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”
“She is deceiving you,” Tyris said, her green eyes narrowing. “To keep you for herself.”
The air around us chilled as if winter had suddenly fallen. 
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Sariss would never—”
“You dare question me, dustborn?” Sariss snarled. “I am Dragon Priestess!”
“You are upset the Fakash Tal’Shira has bonded with another,” Tyris said, standing her ground. “And you lie to protect yourself!”
Sariss’s blue eyes flashed…and then turned red as her magic swelled inside her. “The blood reveals the truth!” she snapped. “You are not blessed by the Dragon Goddess.”
Tyris conjured roaring flames in her palms. “I am moshalim!” 
“No,” Sariss hissed. “You are…you are…”
The priestess’s eyes suddenly shot wide. When she inhaled sharply and collapsed to her knees, I dropped down beside her, reaching to steady her as best I could. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked, alarmed. 
Sariss’s breaths became ragged and stiff, as if she were having trouble getting enough air. I felt a surge of power crash over her…
“Goddess forgive me,” she rasped. “It is…incredible.”
“What is?” I asked, shaking my head. “What’s going on?”
Her breaths gradually steadied, and her irises turned bright blue again. She was looking right at Tyris, not in anger…but in wonder. 
“You must brand her,” Sariss whispered. “And breed her. As soon as possible.”
My mouth dropped open. When I glanced up at Tyris, hers was doing the same.
“What did you see?” the Vorskai asked. 
“Please, forgive my indiscretions, my lady,” Sariss said, lowering her eyes. “Lahara’s gift flows strongly in your veins. I should not have doubted you.”
Tyris and I both stood there stunned for what felt like an epoch before I knelt down in front of Sariss. Touching her chin, I lifted her gaze back to mine. 
“What did you see?” I asked. 
“The truth, my lord,” she said. “You were right.”
I nodded slowly. “But why didn’t you sense it before?”
“I do not know,” Sariss admitted. “But I have never performed a reading on a dustborn before, not even a…half-blood.”
She swallowed heavily. “Her power is unlike anything I’ve felt. Not stronger than yours, just…different. I cannot explain it.”
“Like pure energy,” I whispered, reaching out to take Tyris’s hand. The moment our fingers touched, my scar began to feast upon the surge of magic. “Like she’s a living part of the Aether, not merely connected to it.”
“Yes,” Sariss said, looking up at Tyris. “But she is a dragon…and I am her servant.”
Tyris’s mouth fell open wider. “Servant?” 
“I am Vaz Gorati, forever bound to the blood of the Goddess. I live to serve the dragons.”
I started to speak but stopped. Suffice to say, this was not the reaction I’d expected. 
“You are no servant,” Tyris said, looking distinctly uncomfortable. “You are the wife of the Fakash Tal’Shira. He will require aid from each of us if he is to prevail.”
“Yes,” Sariss replied quietly. “Yes, he will.”
The two women held each other’s eyes again. Unlike a few minutes ago, however, Sariss’s malice had been replaced by shock and reverence. 
“There have been no female Wyrm Lords in Abethaal in generations,” Sariss said, reaching out and gently placing her hand atop Tyris’s stomach. “There are precious few across the entire Empire. It is imperative that Prince Alamir breeds you as soon as possible.”
Tyris shifted her gaze to me. “I agree,” she said, smiling. “He should.”
I glanced between the two women, my pulse suddenly quickening. Perhaps having my expectations shattered wouldn’t be such a terrible thing after all… 
“I can perform the branding ritual tonight,” Sariss said, tracing the outline of the Sorokar symbol on Tyris’s belly. She then looked back at me. “If our lord is willing.”
“Yes,” I said. “Yes, I am.”
[image: image-placeholder]“I regret that I lack the necessary components to recreate the binding circle,” Sariss said as she rifled through her pack, setting small crystal bottles of various reagents on the floor. “I cannot fully sanctify this location in the eyes of the Goddess.”
“I’m sure Lahara will understand,” I said, smiling as I looked upon Tyris. If I’d had my way, I would have already been holding and kissing her, if not just rutting the hell out of her on the bed. But for now, we were both content to let Sariss perform her duties as First Wife and Dragon Priestess. She would never forgive me if I didn’t. 
“The ritual for female Wyrm Lords is quite different,” Sariss said. “With the aspiring male submitting himself to her authority and pleading for the right to seed her. In the case of two dragons, it is even more complicated.”
She turned away from her pack, a pouch in one hand and a small runic tablet in the other. “I came prepared to bind a female in the traditional way, as I was. But I could attempt to perform the ceremony for two dragons. It would involve—”
“That is not necessary,” Tyris said. “The traditional way is acceptable.”
Sariss smiled, a combination of relief and approval on her face. “Very well.”
She worked on the runic tablet for about a minute, sprinkling grains of vatari dust upon it before weaving her own magic into the stone. I had never seen a brand molding activated before, though it appeared as though she had already done most of the work beforehand. It was hardly surprising; Sariss wasn’t the type to be caught unprepared. 
She turned back to us after finishing her work, but then abruptly paused.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“Traditionally, the dragon is not supposed to witness the application of the vatari mold,” Sariss said. 
“Why not?”
“To preserve the illusion that the wife’s brand has always been present. And that her womb has always been yours.”
“There is no illusion,” Tyris said. “My womb has always been destined to receive his seed. So it is written in the currents of the Moshai.”
Sariss stared at the younger woman, her blue eyes ablaze. “Then I shall begin.”
Keeping one hand on Tyris’s waist to hold her steady, Sariss gently pressed the stamp against the girl’s belly and held it in place. The two of them looked directly at one another, eyes smoldering, as if wordlessly communicating their excitement for what came next. 
I didn’t need words, either. Not with the bulge in my trousers growing at an alarming rate. 
After perhaps a minute, Sariss removed the stamp. There was no visible difference on Tyris’s stomach other than a faint shine when her skin caught the light a certain way. 
“You are nearly ready,” Sariss said. “At this time, tradition dictates that the dragon’s wives prepare his new bride while the vatari settles into your flesh.”
“What kind of preparations?” Tyris asked, still looking like it was taking all her willpower not to jump into my arms. 
“Ritual bathing and cosmetics. As well as the ceremonial vestments to properly stir his passions.”
“My passions are stirred,” I said, biting down on my lip. “Don’t worry about that.”
“As well they should be,” Sariss said. “Since we do not possess the proper vestments, the only alternative is for your bride to be…naked.”
“Very well,” Tyris replied quickly. Her hands flashed up to her leather bodice—
“No,” Sariss scolded. “As First Wife, it is my duty to reveal you to our husband.”
She set the stamp down on the nightstand, then circled behind Tyris. I watched, transfixed, as she unfastened the straps then reverently laid the breastplate aside, leaving only the thin bandeau padding in its place. Her fingers loosened that just as easily, and the cloth strip soon fell to the floor. 
I was reasonably sure I heard Sariss gasp when she saw the other woman’s impressive half-human breasts for the first time. With her extra height, she could look down at them over Tyris’s shoulder, and her fingers actually twitched as if yearning to touch them. 
I knew exactly how she felt. It had only been two days since I’d had them in my mouth, yet I was absolutely desperate to squeeze and kiss them again. 
“Now,” Sariss said, voice strained and breathy, “get on your knees before your lord.”
Tyris obeyed without hesitation, her eyes never leaving mine. I could see the desire burning inside them, and by the Aether I wanted to give her what she wanted…
“There is no binding circle, but the words must still be spoken,” Sariss said. “Are you prepared, my lord?”
“Yes,” I said. 
“Good,” she said, kneeling besides Tyris where she could whisper in the girl’s ear. “Then you may begin.”
I cleared my throat, trying to remember the recitation—and hoping I could remain still despite the fact that my manhood was about to burst out of my trousers. 
“The chains of Dalodir the Unbroken,” I said, “Binding you by law and tradition.”
“I pledge to serve my Dragon Sovereign,” Tyris said, repeating the words Sariss was whispering into her ear, “from now until I return to the Aether.”
“The shackles of Solterys the Allfather, Keeper of the Veil, binding you to the service of the Empire.”
Tyris’s brow furrowed. “I do not serve the Empire. I fight at the side of the Fakash Tal’Shira.”
Sariss’s eyes widened when the girl ignored the proper reply, and I feared how she might respond. These weren’t meaningless words to her; they were vitally important. The Wyrm Lords were the Empire.
But when I’d recited the lines five years ago, things had been very different. We had been very different. And when she swallowed heavily and continued my lines for me, I realized that she understood that, too.
“The choker of Zinshasa, Maiden of Lust,” Sariss said, “binding you to the service of his body. Will you pledge to satisfy his every desire?”
“Yes,” Tyris said. 
Sariss nodded. “Then may our beauty forever stir his passions.”
The women shared another long look, and for a moment, I thought Sariss might surrender to her own passions and give Tyris a kiss. But then she abruptly nodded and glanced up to the ink she’d placed for me on the table.
Taking her cue, I dipped the tip of my finger in the red liquid, then slowly brought it to Tyris’s stomach and traced the outline of a coiled dragon around her navel. 
“The mark of House Sorokar, the chosen protectors of Abethaal,” I said, an excited shiver racing through me. “Binding your womb to me and me alone.”
“May it serve as a vessel for our lord’s power,” Sariss said, squeezing Tyris’s shoulder. “And a conduit to a glorious future for the Emp—” She paused. “For the dragons.”
I smiled as I completed the dragon’s tail. Just like when I’d marked Sariss, my tracing was far from perfect. But the stamp had patterned the vatari dust into her flesh—dust that would activate when the ritual was completed. 
“Your blood must join with his seed,” Sariss said. “Are you prepared?”
“Yes,” Tyris replied, eyes still fastened upon me. She maintained her gaze as I lifted my hand to her cheek, then called out to my dragon blood and transformed my fingers into claws. Sariss took hold of Tyris’s head and gently turned it to present me with her tanned neck. I dragged the claw across her throat just hard enough to draw a thin line of blood, at which point I returned my hand to her belly. 
“A bond forged in blood,” I said. “Sanctified by Lahara’s will.”
I retraced the symbol I’d drawn, mixing her blood with the ink. The vatari pressed against her flesh began to sizzle, and I leaned all the way upright in front of her in preparation for the final phase of the ritual. 
“You must now prove you are worthy of his passions,” Sariss said. “Make him spill upon you, and the bond will be complete.”
Her green eyes flashing with desire, Tyris reached out to my belt—
“No!” Sariss scolded, snatching her hands. “You are not yet worthy to touch him, only to receive the gifts he offers.”
She gave me the look to proceed, and I promptly unfastened my belt and let my trousers fall to the floor. My manhood, finally liberated from its prison, throbbed mere inches from Tyris’s waiting mouth. Even though the two of them were quite well acquainted, a shiver of renewed excitement rippled through me. 
Sariss placed herself directly behind Tyris and pulled her hands behind her back to ensure they couldn’t be used. The priestess then brought her own lips to the girl’s ear. 
“Begin,” she commanded. 
Tyris didn’t hesitate. Her lips immediately parted as they engulfed my throbbing tip, and I gasped at the sudden current of magical energy rushing through me…and then groaned in contentment at the moist, welcoming heat. Her tongue soon joined the assault, flicking over my tip, then sliding along the underside. And all the while, her brilliant emerald eyes remained locked on mine, signaling her dedication, desire…and complete and total submission to my dragon cock. 
“Good,” Sariss whispered, her own breaths suddenly heavy. “Very good…”
Tyris continued her assault, taking me deeper with every push. She had learned a great deal during our day of unabashed, unrestrained fucking in the mountains. Her rhythm, her movements, her suction…she already knew exactly how to drive me wild. 
Though it seemed to be working on Sariss as well. Her hands were now at Tyris’s sides, and they were gradually crawling upward toward the girl’s breasts. The priestess chewed at her lower lip as she watched the cock she’d promised to worship slide in and out of another woman’s mouth. 
“As dragon wives, it is our sacred duty to serve the Wyrm Lords,” Sariss said. “We are the vessels of his power, the conduits of his blood. Together, we shall carry his legacy into the future.” 
She paused as her hands finally reached the other woman’s breasts, cupping them from below. “Together, we shall bring him to new heights of pleasure.”
Tyris moaned when Sariss abruptly squeezed her breasts. For the first time, her concentration wavered; her eyes suddenly fluttered and broke contact, and her careful rhythm faltered with my cock buried halfway down her throat. 
And yet, it didn’t quench my blazing lust; on the contrary, it made the flames spread. The sight of Sariss massaging another woman’s nipples, the sounds of Tyris gurgling and losing control…
The thought that this was about to become my future, any night I wished. 
“Ah!” I cried out as I lost control. “I can’t…ngn!”
I exploded, flooding Tyris’s mouth with an unstoppable rush of dragon seed. Another spurt followed, then another and another…
“No!” Sariss warned, one hand suddenly rising to hold Tyris’s cheek while the other clutched at her throat. “Do not swallow.”
Tyris obeyed, but I gave her so much she couldn’t possibly contain it all. Streams of my white, viscous release poured out from the edges of her lips, creating a veritable waterfall of seed streaming down her chin before I finished. 
“Yes…yes,” Sariss crooned, sounding as if she were on the verge of losing control herself. “Patience…patience…now!”
I rolled back my hips, allowing my manhood to slide free. The moment I did so, Sariss forcibly tipped Tyris’s head forward, and the Vorskai girl opened her mouth and allowed the entire bounty I’d given her to spill down her front and between her glistening breasts. All three of us watched in breathless anticipation as the white river reached the ink and blood on her belly…
Tyris jerked her head up and gasped when the Sorokar symbol flashed and burned into her flesh. Sariss held her tight and steady as she whispered soothing words into the girl’s ear. The rush of pain mingled with the pleasure, and Tyris convulsed in her own sudden climax.
And then, as the crackling sizzle of the marking faded to a faint hiss, it was over.
Sariss’s left hand slid back down Tyris’s body, over her glistening breasts to her belly. And with a sweeping motion, she smeared away the blood, ink, and seed to reveal the coiled red Sorokar dragon in their place.
“Embrace your destiny as our lord’s wife,” the priestess said, using her other hand to turn Tyris’s chin to face her. “And my sister.”
Sariss kissed her. Initially, it was little more than a peck, but it only took a heartbeat for their mouths to open and their tongues to begin dancing together. I watched, breathless and transfixed, as the two women—my two wives—explored one another for the first time. 
And I knew that this night had only just begun. 
[image: image-placeholder]The girls held their kiss for a long time, the intensity swelling between them, each second more passionate than the last. Sariss’s delicate fingers continued playing up and down the other woman’s torso, effortlessly drifting between her newly branded belly and seed-soaked breasts. 
I wondered if Sariss could feel the same energy radiating from Tyris that I did. She may not have had a magic-hungry scar, but as a Vaz Gorati priestess, she was more attuned to the dragon blood than any other sorcerer. And she was certainly acting like she was feeding on something. 
Though perhaps that was merely her own arousal. Frankly, I found that prospect even hotter…
I yearned to intervene, to get both of them beneath me as quickly as possible, but I forced myself to be patient. The last thing in the world I wanted to do was get in the way of their bonding. Especially when they were both so eager to devour one another. 
Sariss broke their embrace first, pulling back with a gasp and swallowing visibly to steady herself. “He must have you,” she said, voice dark and husky. “Now!”
Standing, she hauled Tyris back to her feet. With surprising force, Sariss practically threw the girl onto the bed before pouncing on top of her. Tyris, still panting for breath, looked up expectantly, waiting for instructions. Perhaps she understood the role of the First Wife from similar Vorskai traditions with the harems of their male sorcerers.
Or perhaps she was just randy as hell, and she’d enjoyed the taste of another woman more than she’d expected. Either way, I couldn’t wait to watch the show.
Sariss started at the other woman’s shapely hips, grabbing the loincloth and casting it aside, revealing the thin strip of orange hair above the girl’s quim. Her boots and leg wrappings proved every bit as easy to remove, and it wasn’t long before Tyris was lying naked on her back, skin glistening and chest heaving in anticipation of what came next. 
“She is nearly ready for you, my lord,” Sariss said, an almost feral gleam in her eye as she looked down at the other woman’s athletic body. “I shall finish the preparations while you recover.”
I didn’t need to recover; I’d been hard and ready to go again within moments of watching the two of them kiss. Even if I hadn’t been, a simple surge of Sariss’s blood magic or single touch from Tyris would have ensured I was back in the fight. But I was willing to let her have her fun…at least for a little while longer.
And Sariss definitely had fun. Pushing Tyris’s knees apart, she lowered her mouth to the other woman’s quim. Her tongue flicked across the wet, swollen clit above her puffy labia, then ran across the full length of Tyris’s sodden slit. The girl gasped and threw her head back in response, just as she’d done when I had tasted her for the first time. 
I couldn’t help but slowly stroke myself while I watched Sariss work. I doubted she had any experience going down on another woman, unless her Vaz Gorati sisters practiced on one another. But perhaps the fact that she was also a woman helped guide her in ways I couldn’t understand.
Tyris arched, moaning as she cried out in climax, her hands falling to Sariss’s blond mane and holding her tight while her thighs squeezed the priestess’s head. Watching the two of them together was so hot I had to force myself not to stroke too hard or too quickly. I could have easily caused myself to burst all over them.
Which was absolutely something I intended to do before this night was over. But not yet. To fully consummate the binding ritual, my next load was destined for Tyris’s cunt. 
Sariss finally pulled away, her lips and chin wet with the other woman’s nectar. “The energy,” she whispered. “It is not merely in her blood, but on her skin. I don’t understand…”
Tyris remained too delirious to muster a response. It seemed like all she could manage were soft whimpers and even softer moans as the aftershocks of her climax continued shuddering through her. Her taut abdomen—freshly marked with my brand—flexed and strained with release. 
Sariss planted a kiss on the girl’s brand, then finally turned to look at me. “You must breed her, my lord. Immediately!”
I was already diving onto the bed before she even finished the sentence. My cock throbbed almost painfully as I crawled between Tyris’s legs, and I was more than a little concerned I might detonate the instant I felt her energy rushing through me. 
But even if I’d wanted to take things slowly, Sariss ensured I couldn’t. Holding Tyris’s knees wide with one hand, her other curled around my thick shaft and guided me to my target. The swollen head pushed against Tyris’s folds…
“Oh!” I grunted as I slipped inside her tight, welcoming tunnel, bracing myself for the inevitable surge of energy accompanying it. As my scar began its feast, my lust exploded out of control. I took Tyris by the hips and forced my full length inside her. 
She cried out in delight, her hands wrapping around the back of my neck and her hips churning to pull me deeper into her core. It had only been two days since I’d last been inside her, yet somehow her carnal heat felt completely new and different…
I glanced down to watch as I disappeared inside her womanhood, and my eyes soon found the red brand on her belly. Perhaps it felt different because it was different. We were no longer merely lovers—we were partners, A husband and wife bound together by the will of the Dragon Goddess. 
I rolled my hips to pull out, then immediately thrust back inside. She cooed in delight, and she looked up at me with such desperation, such manic desire, that I began pounding her young flesh as hard as I could.
“Take her,” Sariss said, egging me on. “Seed her!”
I hammered away, plundering every inch of Tyris’s molten depths with one thrust after another. I could feel the shudders of her building climax, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before both of us spiraled over the edge… 
But we weren’t the only ones. Sariss nibbled at her lower lip and pawed hungrily at her chest, as if she could scarcely contain her own lust. 
“Oh, goddess,” she breathed. “I can’t take it!”
Shuffling across the bed, she swung her leg over Tyris’s head, then lowered her quim to the girl’s waiting lips.
And discovered an eager mouth waiting for her. Sariss yelped at the first touch of Tyris’s tongue, then squealed when it lashed across her clit. Within seconds, she had closed her eyes and placed her palms flat against the bed to brace herself for the waves of pleasure. 
I had no such reprieve. Already overwhelmed by the heat and squeeze of Tyris’s cunt, the sight of her licking Sariss’s quim sent me hurtling toward the edge and beyond. 
“I can’t…” I panted, slamming into her again. “Ngn…I can’t hold back!”
“Do it!” Sariss demanded. “Breed her!”
Digging my fingers into Tyris’s hips, I slammed into her one last time…and then burst. Light exploded behind my eyes as I fired load after load into her quim and the womb beyond, and her thighs nearly crushed me as she was swept away by her own climax. Amidst my shudders of delight, I swore I saw her brand flare up as if it had come aflame—
But then I was spent. Before I could keel over, I felt Sariss’s mouth capture mine. Her tongue slipped through my lips, and I felt the last echoes of her release reverberate through me. 
“You were right, my lord,” she whispered as she pulled back, a dreamy smile on her lips. “She is special.”
“Very,” I breathed. 
“And now she is yours,” Sariss declared, placing one hand atop her own belly and the other upon Tyris’s. “Just like me.”



      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          Interlude


        


        

          The Interrogation


        


      


      

        

          “You’ll forgive me, my lord, but I’m surprised you want to meet with the prisoners so soon,” Overseer Balren said as he, Krynn, and Miniel strode through the streets of Sethuil toward the prison. Armored soldiers lined the path on either side of them. “My men are more than capable of handling the interrogation.” 


          “I’m sure they are,” Krynn replied, trying not to sound overly sarcastic. There was no way in Lahara’s name he would ever trust Balren or anyone else to handle something this delicate. 


          Especially since he hadn’t told them precisely why Lathriel was so important. No need to burden them with such details. 


          “As I told you before, we believe they’re both part of a rebel operation to disrupt our supply lines,” Balren said. “They may have vital information on the Underborn siege plans.”


          “Perhaps,” Krynn said. “We will know soon enough.”


          He glanced to Miniel as she walked within the massive shadow he cast in his Wyrmidon form. They had flown out here within minutes of hearing the news about Lathriel’s capture, and with her blood magic, he had no doubt that they could pry whatever information they needed from the faeyn and her drow partner. 


          But the coming battle for the Reach was the last thing on his mind right now. He needed to know if Lathriel was aware that Alamir was alive. It was unlikely that he could have contacted her in such a short period of time, but Krynn couldn’t completely discount the possibility. And if Alamir had reached out to her, she would presumably know where he was. 


          If not…well, his plan to use Sariss as bait may have failed, but Lathriel would work just as well. Perhaps even better, since he wouldn’t have to worry about upsetting the Vaz Gorati. No one would care what he did to a lowborn faeyn.


          “The drow male has lied to us repeatedly,” Balren said. “But we know he’s been working with the rebels. Before he died, the alchemist identified the drow as one of their operatives in the city.”


          “My Dragon Priestess will make sure he talks as well,” Krynn said. 


          The overseer’s stride faltered almost imperceptibly. “That may not be possible, my lord. When our enchanters attempted to explore his mind, they discovered that it is…protected.”


          “Your enchanters are not Vaz Gorati,” Miniel said tartly. “The truth lies within his blood.”


          “Of course, priestess, I meant no offense,” Balren said. “But the drow practice many channeling techniques which they do not share with the Empire. He has several concealed vatari markings which strongly react to any charm magic. My enchanters believe they are designed specifically to prevent interrogation.”


          Krynn couldn’t stop himself from grinning in admiration at drow ingenuity. They were so much more competent than the faeyn, it seemed downright unfair to consider them both lowborn. 


          “I’ve read about the technique,” he confirmed. “The markings will flare up and kill him before your enchanters can extract any information. And I suspect they will work against blood magic as well.”


          “Barbarians,” Miniel hissed. “I cannot understand why the Empire continues to tolerate their indiscretions.”


          “We’ll deal with the drow prisoner later,” Krynn said, flicking a claw dismissively. “To be blunt, I doubt he possesses any information about the rebel plans that we’d find useful at this stage. I’m far more interested in knowing who else, if anyone, he’s working for.”


          “You know it must be House Teviss,” Miniel said darkly. “Malarel and her loyalists in Tel Kithas must be made to answer—”


          “If Teviss has betrayed me, they will pay for their treachery,” Krynn interrupted, his voice turning bitter cold. “But there are other drow factions who aren’t aligned with us or the Empire, or even Sulinor. I want to know for certain before taking any action. The Skywatch Ranger is our first priority.”


          “Of course, my lord,” Miniel replied with a short bow. 


          Krynn paused a moment, then looked at Balren. “What is the state of our new defenses?”


          “The weapon is in place, my lord,” the overseer said. “Though I remain uncertain why it is necessary. Our archers and other ballistae should prove more than a match for the rebel wyverns. And the Spire of Sanathar is too far from the wall to—”


          “You’re not going to fire it at a wyvern,” Krynn interrupted. “You might not need to fire it at all. Though, with the faeyn here, the odds of needing it have increased considerably.”


          Balren clearly had no idea what he was talking about. But just like all the other soldiers here, he didn’t need to understand, merely obey.


          A few heartbeats later, they finally approached the squat, two-story tower that served as Sethuil’s only prison. The structure had its own wall and courtyard, and a few months ago, the prisoners might have been outdoors laboring away at whatever menial task the warden had given them, but at this point most of them had been fitted for armor and added to the city garrison. Any of them who survived the coming Underborn siege would earn their freedom. 


          Balren led them into the tower and down to the lowest level of the building. This floor—the dungeon—consisted of eight individual cell blocks arrayed in an octagonal pattern around a central area with the warden’s office and a small guard barracks. Only two guards were currently on duty, thanks to the relative lack of prisoners, and they both looked like they might shit their trousers when their Sovereign stomped through.


          Krynn paid them no heed, and they turned down a passageway into one of the cell blocks, arriving in an open, circular chamber with six locked doors arranged around the walls. The chamber was perhaps ten or twelve feet in diameter, leaving enough space for a rack and a few shelves filled with various interrogation implements. There was no gore, which wasn’t surprising, since Krynn had ordered them to leave the prisoners alone until he arrived.


          Not that there would have been much bleeding, regardless. Imperial interrogators had long since moved beyond the barbarism of ages past. Pain collars, suppression bindings, runic brands…highborn artificers had invented plenty of ways to extract information that didn’t necessitate inflicting physical harm upon a prisoner. 


          The mind was a different story altogether. 


          Lathriel was hanging from her wrists in the center of the chamber, her bare feet dangling several inches above the cold stone floor. She looked remarkably different in prisoner’s rags rather than her Skywatch armor. Krynn’s eyes were drawn to the midriff peeking out of a rent in the tattered fabric. Her lack of Sorokar brand had always amused him. Despite how much he’d obsessed over her, Alamir had never convinced her to take his brand. She was yet another of his many failures. 


          “It’s been a long time, Captain,” he said as he wedged his oversized body through the cramped doorway. “And here I assumed you must have returned to Falinor.”


          An impotent rage blazed behind her hazel eyes, which immediately brought a smile to his face. He’d never had anything against her personally. He’d simply never been able to understand why a dragon would waste his time with a faeyn when there were so many equally nubile and attractive highborn women eager to take his seed. 


          “I have to admit, I’m disappointed,” Krynn said, stopping in front of her. “After my coronation, I told you that you were more than welcome to remain in the Skywatch. You could have been in charge of every rider in the Tiralis garrison by now. Instead…you have become a traitor.”


          Before coming here to Sethuil, Krynn had wondered if she might try to lie her way out of this. Visiting an alchemist’s shop in the city was hardly a crime, and she could conceivably have had a perfectly legitimate reason to be in Sethuil, with her arrest while in the company of a known rebel merely being a matter of unfortunate coincidence. 


          Yet by all reports, she hadn’t done anything of the sort, opting instead to hold her silence. Perhaps she’d been worried about mixing up her story with her drow partner. Or perhaps she was simply resigned to her fate. 


          Either way, Krynn couldn’t help but respect her stoicism, even though her story was irrelevant. He would have had his people detain her regardless of why she was inside his city. She was important to Alamir, and that made her important to him. 


          “Leave us,” Krynn said, glancing over his shoulder to Balren. “I will summon you if you’re needed.”


          The overseer’s face twisted. “But, my lord—”


          “Go!” Krynn ordered. “Now.”


          Balren nodded, then promptly disappeared. Krynn waited until his footsteps faded, then returned his full attention to the hanging woman. 


          “I don’t know why you’re here in Sethuil,” he said. “And I don’t know what you’ve been doing with yourself these past few years. Frankly, I don’t particularly care.”


          She tried to keep her expression blank, but he saw her brow furrow faintly. Whatever she’d been expecting from him, this wasn’t it.


          “I’m going to make you an offer,” Krynn said. “A comfortable incarceration in a secure room at the keep. A real bed, decent food, and any of your reasonable needs met. All I need to know is whether you’ve been contacted by anyone recently. Someone from your past.” 


          “What?” Lathriel asked. 


          “It’s a simple question. Has anyone contacted you recently? Perhaps a Vaz Gorati sister from Lenya Valley?”


          Krynn had become quite adept at reading people over the years, though he wasn’t so arrogant as to believe it was impossible to deceive him. Still, he found it unlikely that a faeyn ranger would possess the necessary control of her voice and body language to accomplish such a feat. So when the furrow in her brow deepened, he was reasonably certain he had the answer he was looking for. 


          Alamir hadn’t contacted her yet. Which meant that he either didn’t know where she was or had chosen not to pursue her at the present. Regardless, it meant she wouldn’t be effective bait. 


          At least, not yet.


          “My time is valuable, and I have no intention of wasting it here,” Krynn told her, letting his voice chill. “If you won’t cooperate, my Dragon Priestess here will have to ask the questions. And I promise you, that will be even less pleasant.”


          Lathriel’s mask fell away, as if she’d received some confirmation she’d been waiting for. Or perhaps she no longer saw a point to staying silent. In its place was utter scorn. 


          She twisted her head to scowl at Miniel. “You’d best flee the city while you can, blood witch. You know what the Underborn did to the temple and its sisters in Vimaldis. They won’t offer you a shred of—ngn!”


          She seized up when Miniel stretched out her hand and tapped into her magic. Her eyes turned blood red, and Krynn could feel the Aetheric energy streaming off her as she painfully seized control of the faeyn’s blood. 


          “That’s enough,” he said, waving a claw at her. 


          Lathriel gasped when Miniel released her hold, and for a moment looked as though she might vomit from the pain. 


          “I doubt she knows anything,” Krynn said, “but we may as well be certain. Take a reading.”


          “Yes, my lord,” Miniel said, stepping up to Lathriel with an imperious Vaz Gorati look of disdain on her face. She couldn’t actually read anyone’s mind, of course, only discern whether an individual was telling the truth. Otherwise, the only secrets carried in the blood were ancestral memories that could reveal details about familial lineage and sorcerous ability…or lack thereof. But few people knew the limitations of blood magic, and the Sisterhood had cultivated an aura of omniscience over the millennia. To the average Imperial citizen, even a low-ranking priestess had virtually unlimited knowledge and power at her disposal. 


          Lathriel wasn’t an average Imperial citizen, but that didn’t mean she could necessarily call their bluff. After all, she wasn’t a sorcerer herself and probably knew precious little about blood magic. 


          Miniel raised her glove to the faeyn’s cheek. The claw-like fingertips made it trivially easy to nick the flesh and draw a few drops of blood, which she then brought to her tongue for a taste. 


          “A lowborn history fitting for the rebels,” Miniel said, lip twisted in contempt. “No sorcerous abilities, nothing exceptional whatsoever.”


          “I always told Alamir that you were unworthy of his brand,” Krynn said as he lowered his own claw to Lathriel’s belly. “How fortunate he didn’t have to reap the consequences of ignoring my advice.”


          “Monster!” Lathriel snarled, thrashing in her restraints. “You can’t hide what you did forever!”


          “And why would I need to do that?” Krynn asked, grinning in amusement. “Do you honestly believe anyone shed a tear for the half-drow prince? That they were upset I stopped him from making a deal with the dustborn barbarians?”


          He snorted. “My dear, Abethaal has already forgotten about their Black Prince. And you should, too.”


          She snarled again. The raw, searing hatred in her eyes was a living thing, bare-clawed and vicious. Apparently Alamir’s efforts to win her over with those insipid races in Razorback Maw had worked after all. 


          But nothing in her reaction suggested she knew that Alamir was still alive, which meant it was unlikely that anyone else here in the Reach did, either. Ultimately, that was all he truly needed to know. All that remained now was to figure out how to effectively use her as bait and…


          His thoughts broke off when Miniel suddenly gasped and stumbled backward. 


          “What is it?” Krynn asked. 


          Miniel continued licking her lips for another moment before she reached out and gathered another droplet of blood from the faeyn’s cheek and placed it on her tongue. She rolled it into her mouth and paused…


          And then her face drained of color. 


          “What?” Krynn insisted.


          “She…” Miniel whispered. “She has given birth.”


          For a long moment, the only sound in the room was the rattle of the chains holding Lathriel upright. Krynn gave his priestess a hard stare. 


          “She has a child?” he asked. “You’re certain?”


          “Y-yes, my lord,” Miniel confirmed. 


          “When? Recently?”


          “No, my lord,” Miniel said. “It was years ago.”


          Krynn turned back to look at Lathriel. Her body had gone completely rigid, and her skin had turned even paler than Miniel’s. 


          “How many?” he asked in a dangerous voice. 


          “It is impossible to know for certain,” Miniel said, still rolling the blood over her tongue. “But several, at least.”


          A frisson of dread raced down Krynn’s spine, and he lunged forward and wrapped his claws around Lathriel’s slender throat. 


          “Who is the father?” he demanded. 


          Her face hardened in defiance. 


          “Who is the father?” Krynn repeated. “Tell me or I’ll rip out your throat!”


          She still didn’t move, even when he squeezed hard enough to nearly crush her larynx. He could pop her head off her body so easily…


          But that wouldn’t get him what he wanted. Forcing himself to relax his grip, he took a step away from her and shook his head. 


          “Can you take another reading?” he asked tersely. “To learn more?”


          “There’s nothing else her blood can tell me, my lord,” Miniel said in a small voice. “Only the child’s ancestral memories would reveal his father.”


          Krynn nodded. He glared into the faeyn’s rebellious eyes, and he knew the truth right then and there. Alamir had seeded her without branding her, and somehow, she had concealed the child from everyone. 


          That was why she’d disappeared so quickly after his death. Why she’d left the Skywatch she’d so loyally served with barely a word to anyone. 


          “Where is the child?” Krynn asked, voice a dark whisper. “Where are you hiding him?”


          He could see the horror and anguish twisting behind those hazel eyes of hers…but there were no tears in them. No panic. No terror. 


          Just grim, unbreakable determination.


          “Tell Balren to fetch his best enchanter,” Krynn said. “Scour her mind until he learns where she has hidden the child.”


          “We don’t need an enchanter, my lord,” Miniel said harshly, her eyes turning blood red again. “I will make her talk.”


          Lathriel seized up again as the priestess reached out with her Vaz Gorati magic. But then Krynn lowered Miniel’s hand. 


          “No,” he said. “Your spells won’t break her.”


          “But, my lord—”


          “Pain isn’t the key to every lock,” Krynn said. “She’s strong, and any good mother would gladly die to protect her child. Wouldn’t you?”


          Miniel’s cheek twitched, her free hand reflexively going to her flat belly. A belly that carried Krynn’s second child, though it had yet to swell. She probably felt like he’d opened a trap for her. If she said no, he would think she was an unworthy wife. But if she said yes, it would be like admitting that her magic wasn’t as powerful as she liked to think. 


          “Yes,” she whispered. 


          “Of course you would,” Krynn said, squeezing her wrist before letting her arm go. “But thankfully, we have other options.”


          He took a menacing step back to Lathriel. Just like before, though, she didn’t flinch. Not even when he brought his claws to her face. 


          “Her mind will tell us what we need to know even if her mouth will not.”


          “Yes, my lord,” Miniel said. “But you should know that if she resists for too long, there will not be much left of her.”


          “I’m aware of that,” he said, sliding a claw down her cheek and leaving a thin trail of blood in its wake. “But we need to know where she’s hiding Alamir’s son. If for some reason she can no longer serve our purpose…”


          Krynn smiled. “I’m sure the child will.”
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          Into the Dark


        


      


      

        

          As Prince Alamir, I had been no stranger to the delights of female flesh. The entire purpose of dragon concubines was to ensure the opposite, and in addition to Karethys, I’d had the privilege of sharing amazing nights with Sariss and one with Lathriel as well. But only Rasmus the Slayer had awakened in a bed with multiple women piled on top of him, and of all the discordant memories I was still struggling to juggle between my two lives, that one was definitely the most enjoyable.  


          Yet even the best of Raz’s memories couldn’t hope to compete with the joy of waking up in a naked, sweaty pile between Sariss and Tyris. 


          I smiled when I finally returned to consciousness, the hand at my side lifting to caress the smooth leg still slung across my waist. I tentatively identified the soft, slender calf as belonging to Sariss, and when I craned my neck upward, I was greeted by an unruly mass of golden hair sprawled next to me. Unless the Vaz Gorati sisters had frequent secret parties where they got drunk and passed out together, I doubted Sariss had ever looked this disheveled.


          Not that I could blame her. Between Tyris’s energy and Sariss’s blood magic, I’d been an absolutely insatiable glutton last night. I’d spilled in and on them so many times it was borderline unethical. Even Raz, who’d been a rather shameless glutton at times, had never gone that long and that wildly before. 


          It took me a moment to find Tyris, but she had definitely been another casualty of my rampage. Somehow, she’d apparently slipped off the bed in the middle of the night, though she seemed to be sleeping more or less comfortably on the bare wooden floor. It looked like we’d each polished off a few bottles of wine, but I’d only had a few drinks over the course of the whole night. And as for the girls…


          Well, they had admittedly imbibed a fair amount…but none of it wine. 


          With a wry smirk, I braced myself up on an elbow. Tyris’s sleeping pose looked pretty awkward, what with her arms splayed out to her sides like she’d been shot. But my eyes were drawn to the red brand encircling her navel. It looked every bit as good on her as it did on Sariss, especially since her stomach was still glistening from the multiple times I’d spilled upon it. 


          A wave of pure contentment washed over me, something I hadn’t felt in many years. Last night had been more than a pleasant distraction. It had been the start of something important, something I’d been hoping to build for a very long time. A dragon was nothing without his harem.


          But then, mine was far from complete.


          The contentment slowly faded as my thoughts turned to the two amazing women who hadn’t been here with me last night. Karethys was somewhere out trying to get a critical message to my mother, and Lathriel…


          Lathriel was in a cell and very likely being interrogated. Or worse. 


          My hand instantly balled into a fist. Taking a deep breath, reminding myself that we’d genuinely needed a night of respite before making the hard march to Sethuil, I slid my legs out from beneath Sariss and began a search for my clothes. The sounds from the tavern downstairs weren’t loud, exactly, but the number of voices were growing by the minute. And when I caught the whiff of cooked meat filtering through the door, I knew it was time to get moving. 


          I had the girls up and going relatively quickly, though I’d never seen either of them so sluggish in the morning. After a few short kisses I wished were much longer, we each took our turn at the washbasin, getting dressed and preparing for what I assured them would be a much less pleasant trek through the oppressive dark. 


          I made it down to the tavern first while the girls finished up, and I saw Borkesh helping himself to a plate of mystery meat I probably didn’t want to know any more about. A tall drow woman in skin-hugging black leather—a common sight in Olath Shuk, albeit not in this district—lingered near his table for a few seconds. They exchanged hushed words before she smiled and strutted away on a pair of boots with stiletto heels so high it was a miracle she could walk.


          “You seem tired,” he commented over a mouthful of meat without looking at me. 


          I pulled out a chair to join him. “In the best way.”


          He scoffed. “The problem with you elves is that you lack stamina.” 


          “Perhaps,” I mused wryly. “I suppose we’re fortunate our females don’t know what they’re missing.”


          “Very fortunate,” Borkesh said, belching loudly. He gestured with his shoulder toward the bar. “You should have them speak with Elura over there. I spent all night enlightening her on what she’s been missing.”


          I shifted my gaze over to the drow woman as she got a drink, passed over a few coins to the barkeep, and then turned and sauntered out the front door. 


          “How much did she cost?” I asked. 


          The orc glared at me. “You think I had to resort to hiring a whore?”


          “No,” I said. “I think we’re in Olath Shuk, and you couldn’t resist hiring a Pain Maiden. Especially since you knew I’d be too busy to laugh.”


          His lip curled, and those red eyes bored into me balefully. But then he swore under his breath, looking away in embarrassment. “What gave it away?”


          “You mean aside from the outfit?” I asked. “There’s a huge welt on the back of your neck.”


          Startled, Borkesh reached back to check, then swore when his fingers brushed against the sore spot. “Ukex.”


          I chuckled impishly. “There’s nothing shameful about it. If you want to get choked, there’s no one quite like a Pain Maiden to—”


          “If you tell your females, I will kill you on the spot.”


          I raised my hands defensively. “Your secret is safe with me.”


          He grumbled something unintelligible, and I couldn’t stop myself from snickering. The Jivundus Wenress, as the Pain Maidens called themselves, were religiously dedicated to exploring the darker, more sensual aspects of Zelioth the Spider Queen. As someone in House Teviss had once described it to me, the Pain Maidens were basically the Vaz Gorati of sex. And they had no problem spreading their gospel for free, assuming you had something new and interesting to offer them. 


          I was still trying to keep a straight face when one of the half-orc serving wenches brought me some food. Somehow, the already bleak palette of brown bread, black mushrooms, and gray gravy seemed even more sullen here in the Underworld. But it tasted marginally better than it looked, and I needed the energy. I had torn through about half the plate by the time Sariss and Tyris joined us. 


          Borkesh watched them closely as they approached the table, his eyes paying particular attention to Tyris and her new brand. “What are you, twins now?”


          “We are dragon wives,” Sariss declared with pride. “Sisters in battle and the bedchamber.”


          He blinked, then shook his head. “Elves,” he grumbled, looking back at me. “Only you could figure out a way to turn a lucrative bounty into sakrel.”


          “Someday, I’ll teach you the secret,” I said, taking a drink to wash down the gravy and hoping neither of the girls knew the translation for that one. If he were anyone else, I would have ripped out his tusk.


          Once we’d all finished our meal, we set out. Leaving Olath Shuk was never difficult, though the guards at the northeastern gate did look at us like we were crazy for trying to brave the passages beyond with such a small group. They weren’t wrong; even Borkesh and I had usually traveled with extra muscle whenever we made this particular trip. But then, we hadn’t been fortunate enough to have a flamecaller and a blood priestess with us back then, either. 


          The “road,” if one could even call it that, was both more perilous and more rugged than the one from Lenya Valley. More perilous because some of the warrens were infested with underground horrors like troglodytes and hooked horrors; more rugged because the terrain was littered with natural hazards, from concealed pools of acidic muck to patches of slick, silt-like dirt that could swallow a man whole if he took a wrong step. The random small, spikey stalagmites jutting out of the path like rusty nails were quaint by comparison. 


          It was incredibly easy to get lost down here in these labyrinthine passages if you didn’t have a guide or hadn’t traveled them before. Thankfully, Borkesh and I had worked out our own system of landmarks on prior trips, and we only ended up squabbling about which direction to go a handful of times along the way. 


          Tyris, who’d spent countless hours in the gorm tunnels beneath the Godsworn Rise, adapted to the new terrain quite well, though as the hours passed, the need for constant vigilance to assure steady footing slowly took its toll. Her mood gradually hardened, but all in all, she handled the trip without much trouble. 


          Sariss did not. Her family may not have been a part of a Great House, but she was still a noblewoman who had grown up free from the burdens of physical labor. The majority of her adolescent and adult life had been spent in temples and libraries, not working the fields or traveling the province. The Vaz Gorati weren’t an order of battle maidens or warriors; I doubted she had ever held a weapon, let alone learned how to wield one. Trudging through the endless darkness of the Underworld while under constant threat of attack was well out of her comfort zone, and it showed on her face. 


          Still, what my First Wife may have lacked in physicality, she more than made up for in sheer willpower…and a little bit of magic. She didn’t complain a single time, nor did she call for a break when she twisted her ankle or struggled to hop over a mid-sized rock the rest of us had no trouble clearing. Her perseverance reminded me why I had chosen her to become my wife in the first place. 


          That night, we set up camp in one of the narrower, more defensible warrens where a pack of monsters was less likely to emerge from the darkness and swarm us from all angles. Borkesh and I rotated shifts on watch, with Tyris eventually insisting on taking one as well. I expected Borkesh to push back, given how much he hated relying on others, but he actually went along with it. Her ability to listen and reply to his long-winded, boastful hunting stories had apparently earned her more favor than I realized. 


          Sariss, without the ability to see well in the dark or create her own source of light, was off the hook. Though she did use her blood magic to give each of us a welcome surge of energy before our shift. And when morning came, we picked up camp and continued our march to Sethuil. 


          During our first break a few hours later, I decided it was time to fully prepare myself for the likely battle ahead. I stripped out of my clothing and used the glamour stone instead, knowing that sooner or later I’d need to transform. I did wear my regular boots, though—I wasn’t about to walk through the Underworld barefoot, at least not in my elven form. 


          The caverns grew more dangerous the closer we got to the city. Not because the terrain worsened, but because of all the old traps and concealed pits left behind by the smugglers who had used the passages over the years. It slowed our progress considerably, and I could feel our collective nerves starting to fray after Borkesh nearly stepped on a concealed glyph and triggered an artificial cave-in on our heads. But the real sign we were getting close was the faint but persistent rumbling above us, as if a storm were brewing atop the cavern.


          “Are you certain it is an army above us?” Tyris asked, squinting up at the high ceiling of the cavern even though it was well beyond the light of the small flame in her palm.


          “It’s not a gorm, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I said. “Probably cavalry or heavy siege equipment. The Underborn also have some sorcerers with earthcalling abilities in their ranks. They might be excavating rocks to fire with their catapults.”


          “And we’re about to pop up right in their line of fire,” Borkesh grumbled from the front of our little formation, his ax clutched tightly in both hands. “You’re sure you don’t want to wait until tomorrow when the smoke clears?”


          “I’m not leaving Lathriel in that dungeon any longer than I have to,” I said grimly. “And I’m not going to let Krynn escape me again.”


          “Just remember that you’re going to owe me for all of this. That palace treasury of yours had better be damn full.”


          I grunted but didn’t smile. Normally, his surliness and off-handed snipes rolled off me, but after two days of walking, my patience was spent. Especially since Lathriel was almost within reach. 


          I’m coming, I thought to myself, wishing there were some way she could hear me…or know that I was alive. Just hold on.


          Finally, we approached the underground lake Karethys had told me about. I couldn’t see a single drop of water left anywhere within my darkvision, which really made it more like a crater than a lake. The thing had probably been mostly dry for centuries.


          I had two main fears when I peered down over the edge. The first was that it would be too difficult and dangerous to descend the steep slope, while the second was that it could end up taking us hours to actually find the smuggler passages we were looking for. 


          Fortunately, though, both issues had the same solution. 


          With Tyris’s help, I ignited my blood and shifted into full dragon form. My groan as I shifted reverberated off the distant walls of the endless cavern, drowning out the low rumble above our heads. Having only seen me transform once before—and not at all in the past three days—Borkesh backpedaled away as I shifted, his red eyes wide with renewed disbelief. 


          Since the cavern ceiling was several hundred yards high, I didn’t have any trouble taking off and soaring over the lake, and the higher perspective made finding the smuggler’s tunnel trivially easy. I swooped back to the others once I’d found it, and they all crawled onto my back.


          Sadly, the tunnel itself was too small for a dragon, so I shifted back into my elven form once I set them down at the entrance. And then we pressed on.


          The tunnel became even narrower as we walked, though it never quite forced us to move single file. Distantly, I wondered what the smugglers had been moving through here given the limited space for wagons. Perhaps that was why it hadn’t been used in a long time. 


          The path eventually started sloping upward, and the closer we got to the surface, the more distinct the sounds of the ongoing battle became. Instead of vague rumbling thunder, we could hear the impact of siege boulders crashing into the city…as well as the crunch and crumble of the fortifications being destroyed by them. By the time we were nearly out, the shouts and screams of the defenders became audible as well. 


          “Sounds bad,” Borkesh said when we reached a wide, boarded-up blockage at a dead-end of the tunnel. “You think the rebels have already made it into the city?”


          “I don’t know,” I admitted, inspecting our surroundings more closely. There were plenty of signs that someone had been through here recently, from the discarded tools and personal effects littering the tunnel to the fact the entrance had been quickly covered up with a few planks of wood rather than sealed properly with rubble.


          “I haven’t heard any dragon roars,” Borkesh said. “Your friend must not have shown up yet.”


          “He’s not my friend,” I growled, pointing to the blockage. “You want to make a hole?”


          “Not particularly. But I suppose there’s no going back now.”


          Gesturing for us to hang back, the orc moved up to the boards with his ax, then hacked through them with a spree of mighty chops. The wood splintered easily, and in less than a minute, the passage was clear. 


          I went up first, swords drawn and ready just in case. But thankfully, there was nothing and no one awaiting us. I found myself standing inside an old, empty stone building. There weren’t even any windows nearby, only a single open doorway with rubble and fragments of wood scattered across a bare timber floor. 


          I signaled for the others to come up, then headed through the door. The adjacent room did have several windows, sloppily boarded up, and I stepped up to peer through the narrow gaps to try and see what was actually going on in the city. 


          All told, it didn’t look quite as bad as the thundering sounds had suggested, though that might have been because we were in the northeastern quarter as far away from the main gate as possible. None of the buildings in the surrounding area appeared damaged, nor were there any ongoing skirmishes or bodies lying about. The streets were empty, in fact, with all the citizens likely locked in their houses while the soldiers defended the wall. 


          Overhead, between us and the clear afternoon sky, a magical barrier shimmered protectively over most of the city, which suggested that the Sethuil sorcerers were still alive and unharmed. I spotted a few wyverns in the distance overhead, with both Skywatch and Underborn riders battling for supremacy in the skies. A moment later, I saw a massive, fiery boulder hurl through the air, then crash against the barrier and splinter into a shower of flaming rocks. Only a few pebbles slipped through the shield and rained down on the streets below. 


          So far, it seemed like the defenders were holding even without their Dragon Sovereign to protect them. Though without being able to see the rest of the battlefield, it was impossible to know how long that would last. 


          “Lahara protect us,” Sariss breathed when she joined me at the window. “This madness must end.”


          “It will,” I said, setting my jaw in stone. For all the military education and weapons training I’d received as Alamir, I’d had precious little experience in actual combat. 


          But Rasmus had. And once again, I found myself thankful for my divergent memories. The man who’d lived two lives was turning out to be a lot more useful than either the Dragon Prince or the Dragon Slayer on his own. 


          “The prison is just a few blocks from here,” I said. “Tyris and I will head over there and free Lathriel while you two stay put.”


          “What?” Borkesh and Sariss both asked. 


          “Once we get her out, we’ll bring her back here,” I went on, ignoring the question. 


          “My lord?” Sariss said. “Shouldn’t we all go together?”


          “Too dangerous. I don’t know what we’re going to find in there, but Tyris and I will be able to handle it.”


          “What, and I won’t?” Borkesh snarled. “I’ve saved your ass more times than I can count!”


          “I know,” I said, finally turning to meet and hold his gaze. “That’s why you’re going to stay here and protect her.”


          His eyes flared as if he might protest again, but then he looked at Sariss. Despite her vast repertoire of imperious Vaz Gorati glares—despite her powerful blood magic—she was no warrior. Hopefully, Borkesh understood that. The Ashreavers relied heavily on the insight and magic of their crones, but they didn’t send them into battle. 


          I also hoped he understood the gravity of the responsibility I was trusting him with. Because I wasn’t asking him to stand around because I didn’t think he was useful.


          I was asking him to defend my wife. 


          “Right,” Borkesh said, hand twisting on his ax. “But why not leave Red here instead? You and I can handle a few prison guards.”


          “I know,” I said, and meant it. “But I may need to transform to get us inside, and I can’t do that without Tyris.”


          He growled softly under his breath. “What about the Sovereign?”


          “Krynn will show up sooner or later. And when he does…”


          I looked back out the window just in time to see another boulder smash against the barrier protecting the city. It was only a matter of time before some started breaking through. 


          Then the true carnage would begin.


          “And when he does,” I finished grimly, “I’ll put an end to this.”
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          Heart of Fury


        


      


      

        The Sethuil prison was a squat tower encircled by a stone wall, similar to the one in Tiralis. The main difference was that the back side was pressed directly against the mountains behind the city, so the wall and courtyard were only about half the normal size. A single watchtower stood vigil over the area, but like I’d anticipated, there weren’t any guards in sight. The city garrison was simply too short-handed for the overseer to leave men of fighting age standing around doing nothing.  
Which didn’t mean they’d necessarily left the doors wide open, of course. The portcullis shielding the barbican was down, and the door for the tower itself was surely sealed as well, leaving no easy way inside. 
At least, not for most people. 
“I can fly us over the wall,” I told Tyris as we crouched down in an alley across the street. 
She paused and considered. A yellowish haze covered everything around us, likely a combination of dust from all the boulders bombarding the shield and smoke from the small fires beneath the impact points. Still, it was nothing compared to what would happen when the barrier eventually failed and the flaming boulders started obliterating buildings. 
We hadn’t spotted anyone back here in this part of the city for several minutes now; everyone was up at the southern gate or hiding in terror inside their homes. The major exception was the soldiers manning the barracks watchtower two blocks to the west. About a dozen archers and a ballista crew were keeping a close eye on the sky in case an enemy wyvern rider decided to test their luck and strafe directly over the city. 
“You don’t think the soldiers will notice a dragon?” Tyris asked, pointing toward the barracks.
“They might,” I admitted. “But they won’t be able to do anything about it. I don’t plan on hovering in the air for them to shoot.”
“But you should save your strength for your battle with the Sovereign,” Tyris said. “I can get us over the wall.”
I raised an eyebrow at her. “You figure out how to grow your own wings when I wasn’t looking?”
“I have never needed them,” she said, giving me a sly smile as she stood and offered me her hand. 
I instinctively took it, inhaling sharply at the rush of energy that coursed through me when our skin touched. I didn’t know what she was planning when she pulled me along out of the alley and started jogging toward the prison wall, her grip bruisingly tight. But then I felt the surge of power inside her when she reached out to the Aether, and her free hand exploded in flame…
And then we launched into the air. 
My shoulder nearly wrenched out of its socket, and my stomach felt left behind by the sudden change in elevation. It was an admittedly strange reaction for a dragon who had spent half his life flying. But I’d never been airborne in my elven form, and there was something deeply jarring about being shot over the wall like a fleshy boulder. 
My thoughts flashed back to Siren Falls when Borkesh and I had watched Tyris humiliate an entire squad of Wyrmguard. She had effortlessly flown between the rooftops, her hands spewing flames to propel her upward. It had just never occurred to me that she could take someone with her. 
We landed in the prison courtyard on the other side, my legs almost buckling under the impact. A black, serpentine cloud of smoke coiled around us, which would have been incredibly useful as cover if there had been any guards waiting to greet us. As it was, the smoke stung my eyes and choked my lungs until I waved it from my face. 
“Nice trick,” I told her, suppressing a cough. “Maybe you don’t even need wings after all.”
She flashed me a proud smile, then gestured at the iron door to the prison. “Do you wish me to open it?”
Her hand flashed with another burst of flame, but I shook my head and grabbed her wrist before she could hurl a fireball. “It would take forever to blast through, even for you,” I said. “The door is over a foot thick and enchanted. I couldn’t even melt through it with dragonfire.”
Her brow creased as she extinguished the flames in her palm. “Then how did you intend to get inside?”
“I’ll show you,” I said, jogging forward and taking another quick glance around the courtyard to ensure I hadn’t missed any concealed foes. But no, the entire area looked abandoned. The only thing between us and the prison interior was an invincible iron door with an unbreakable runic seal. 
“You have the key?” Tyris asked, still looking confused. 
“I am the key,” I told her, stretching out my left hand and drawing one of my blades. A subtle nick of the moonsilver was all it took to draw blood on my hand, and I gathered a drop on my fingertip and placed it against the runic lock. It only took a few seconds for the vatari dust inside to react to my dragon blood, and the latch slid open at the same time the warding glyph began to glow. 
“What did you do?” Tyris gasped. 
“Sorokar blood built this province. Though, yours might have been able to open it, too. House Vermillion was there every step of the way.”
While she watched the wards open, I took a deep breath and ignited my dragon blood. Black scales spread across my body as I assumed my Wyrmidon form, and I adjusted my glamour stone to project the purple-black suit of resplendent plate armor the artificers had designed for Prince Alamir many years ago. The illusory metal plates unlocked another trove of memories, including my debate with Krynn about his own gaudy golden armor.
I grimaced at the thought, and my eyes were drawn to the sky above the prison tower. Surely, he would arrive soon…
“Let’s go,” I growled, pushing open the door. 
I had never been inside this building, but the basic design of prisons was fairly standard across the major settlements in the province. If Lathriel was here, she would be in the dungeon below ground. The only question was how many guards would get in our way. 
The answer, it turned out, was zero. The entire building seemed deserted aside from a handful of elderly servants who’d apparently decided to hide in here during the battle. It wasn’t a bad choice—the tower was certainly more durable than their houses. 
They made no effort to stop us, and a few of their faces even lit up in stunned recognition at the sight of the black-scaled dragon knight. Not wanting to waste any more time, I left them to their consternation and led Tyris to the inner door protecting the stairwell to the dungeon. The lock was similar to the one outside, and another drop of blood deactivated the protective glyphs to allow us entry to the wide, spiraling staircase on the other side. 
We had only descended perhaps a dozen steps when I heard a nasal male voice echo up from below. 
“Where is he?” the voice demanded. “Tell me where you’re hiding him, and this can all come to an end.”
“Never!” a strained, familiar female voice shot back. “You won’t…argh!!”
Lathriel’s agonized scream instantly sent me into a frenzy. 
I broke into a furious sprint, heedless of danger as I stormed down the rest of the stairs. There were no guards waiting at the bottom here, either, only a closed door. The wood was thick and durable, and it had probably been further reinforced with enchantments. 
But even a wall of stone wouldn’t have stopped me now. I slammed my shoulder into the door with all the strength of my dragon knight form, smashing it clean off its hinges. The wooden splinters plinked harmlessly off my black scales, and I burst into the dungeon with a moonsilver blade in one hand and my dragon claws out and ready in the other.
Charging down a passageway into the nearest cell block, I saw that the cells were laid out in a roughly honeycomb pattern around a central interrogation chamber, though only one of the cells appeared to be in use. A single glowstone hung from the wall, casting long shadows across the two inhabitants. One was the interrogator, a tall Avetharri male wearing the purplish-blue robes of a Spire Sorcerer, with a swirling silver pattern of one of the enchanters who excelled at manipulating minds with charm and illusion magic.
The other was Lathriel. 
“What in the…?” the sorcerer gasped as he whirled around to see the hulking figure who’d just barged in. His hands crackled with Aetheric energy as he prepared to defend himself…
But I wasn’t looking at him. All I could see was Lathriel hanging there by her shackled wrists, her face weary with exhaustion and contorted in pain, eyelids fluttering as if she could barely keep herself conscious. 
Rage exploded inside me. I felt the faintest tingle in the back of my mind as the sorcerer unleashed some spell upon me. The enchanters from the Spire were more than capable of twisting the thoughts of even the most indomitable person with their charms and illusions.
But not me. My scar devoured the magic, imbuing me with even more strength. My scar began to glow beneath my illusory armor, bathing the chamber in a haunting green light.
“Sanathar’s breath,” the sorcerer exhaled. “My lord, forgive—”
I grabbed him by the throat, squeezing until I shattered his larynx, then hurling him against the wall so hard the impact split his skull open like a ripe melon. 
“Lath,” I breathed, shifting back into my elven form as I reached out to touch her face. “Lath, can you hear me?”
Her breaths were haggard and short, as if she were shivering from cold even though it was oppressively warm down here. I held Lathriel’s cheeks tight, gently forcing her to face me…and eventually, her hazel eyes fully opened.
“It’s all right,” I soothed. “I’m here. I’m going to—”
“No!” she practically screamed, pressing her eyes shut again as she tried to twist her head away. “You can’t trick me again! He’s not real!”
I flinched. By the Goddess, what have they done to her? 
“Zor kalah,” Tyris gasped from behind me as she entered the chamber, her sword in one hand and flames blazing in the other. “Is she…?”
“They’ve been in her head,” I growled. As if Krynn didn’t have enough crimes to answer for…
“I’ll never tell you where he is,” Lathriel snapped, writhing in her restraints as she tried desperately to shake out of my grip. “You’ll never find him!”
“Lath, please!” I begged, squeezing her tighter. “It’s me. It’s Alamir.”
“Alamir is dead, you monster!”
“I survived. I’m here. Please…please, just look at me!”
She hissed and snapped her teeth, finally escaping my hold. “I won’t tell you anything!” she snarled. “I’ll die first!”
Gritting my teeth, I looked back at Tyris. Her eyes were heavy with pity…and helplessness. With how defenseless this place had been, perhaps I should have brought Sariss along after all. I whispered a silent prayer that her healing magic would be able to fix this. 
“You won’t find him,” Lathriel repeated with a manic giggle, her eyes still fastened shut. “And one day, he’ll be strong enough to rip you all to pieces!”
I frowned, wondering who in Sanathar’s name she was talking about. An Underborn spy? Someone else who might have been working for my mother?
“I’m going to stop him, Lath,” I said, resisting the urge to touch her again. “When Krynn shows up to defend the city, I’ll make him answer for everything he’s done.”
Her giggling abruptly stopped, and her brow creased in confusion. When I didn’t reply for a dozen heartbeats, her eyes finally reopened. And then, finally, she looked at me—really looked at me. Her breath stuttered, and she glanced over at the corpse of her interrogator and then at the half-human girl standing behind me…
“It-it won’t work,” Lathriel stammered. “Y-you can’t trick me.”
“It’s no trick, Lath,” I said, voice tense. “I’m here. I’m real.”
She stared at me hard, motionless and deathly silent, as she examined every detail of my face as if to convince herself I wasn’t an illusion. 
“He’s dead,” she rasped. “Alamir is dead!”
“I’m alive,” I said, quietly but forcefully. “I know it’s hard to believe, but…I survived Krynn’s betrayal. Sariss is with me, waiting outside. She can tend to your wounds once we get you out of here.”
“No…” Lathriel breathed, shaking her head. “No, you’re just in my head! I won’t tell you anything!”
“You don’t need to,” I assured her. “Just stay calm and we’ll get you out of here, okay?”
At my nod, Tyris moved over to the lever holding the chains taut and pulled it down, lowering Lathriel until her bare feet were touching the ground. Her legs wobbled, and I lunged forward to catch her when she fell—
That was when she made her move. 
In one instant, she looked completely helpless, as if she didn’t even have the strength to stand. In the next, she chopped me in the stomach so hard I nearly keeled over, then acrobatically flipped around until she was behind me. She whipped the chain that had been suspending her around my throat and drew it taut like a garrote. 
“You really think I’m that stupid?” Lathriel hissed into my ear from behind. “I won’t fall for any more of your tricks, Now tell your lackey to back off before I break your neck!”
Tyris’s green eyes were wide in shock, and it seemed as if she were on the verge of unleashing a spell. But when I shot her a warning look, she took a reluctant step backward. But she did not lower her weapon or extinguish the flames in her hand. 
“It’s no trick, Lath,” I said, voice hoarse from the chain crushing my throat. It took all my willpower to remain limp and not fight back.
“No more lies!” she snarled, tightening the chain. 
“It’s not…a lie,” I managed. “When Karethys…told me…you’d been captured, I came…right away.”
I felt the ripple of surprise pass through her, and the chain loosened slightly. “Karethys,” she breathed. “How…how do you know that name?”
“Because I met with her…in Olath Shuk two days ago,” I managed between gasps. “She’s…she’s working with my mother to aid the Underborn…to aid you.”
Her grip faltered, the chain loosening enough to no longer threaten my breathing. I might have been able to twist free if I tried. But I didn’t want to fight back; I wanted her to listen and think about what I was saying.
“How…” she whispered. “How can you know any of that?”
“Because I’m not an illusion,” I said. “This is Tyris, the Vorskai dragon Krynn has been so desperate to kill.”
I felt Lathriel’s head adjust slightly to look at the other woman. I counted inwardly to ten, hoping—praying—that she just needed a bit of time to come to her senses…
“Sariss is outside,” I ventured. “We picked her up in Lenya Valley.”
“It’s not possible,” Lathriel said, her entire body starting to tremble. “You’re dead! The Vorskai are dead!”
“No,” I said. “Not yet.”
I could feel the battle raging inside her. For all I knew, the interrogator could have been inside her head for days, when most people’s minds cracked within hours. 
“I’m here,” I whispered. “And I’m not going to leave you again.”
The chain abruptly tightened…and then fell to the floor. 
“Alamir…?”
Slowly, carefully, I turned around. Lathriel was swaying on her feet, hands shaking and tears streaming from her eyes. For the first time, I could see a glimmer of hope in them…
And then she leaned forward to kiss me. 
For the third time since my reawakening as Alamir, I felt the familiar embrace of a woman I’d loved reconnecting with the man she believed was dead. With Sariss, I’d felt joy, as if the pieces of a shattered world had come back together. With Karethys, I’d felt relief, as long-buried feelings had finally been allowed to surface. 
But with Lathriel, all I could feel was pure, unbridled desperation, as if my kiss was the only thing preventing her from falling apart. 
“How…?” she breathed, pulling away and looking into my soul through her tear-stained eyes. “How can you be alive?”
“Because I made a girl a promise,” I said, smiling as I gently ran my fingers through her tangled brown hair. 
“The most powerful dragon in generations,” she whispered, echoing the words of our private little joke. “I’m just surprised you’re wearing a shirt.”
She smiled. Even through her tears, it was the sweetest thing I had ever seen, and I immediately lunged forward to kiss her again. She pulled us together so tightly it almost hurt…
And then a bellowing roar from outside shook the walls of the prison. I immediately pulled back and looked upward, even though I couldn’t see through the stone ceiling. 
“He’s here,” I said, looking back at Tyris. She had retreated another step to give us the space we needed, but her face suddenly set in grim determination. 
“Krynn,” Lathriel whispered. “He said he would stay to defend the city. Are the Underborn…?”
“The city is under siege,” I confirmed. “We need to move quickly.”
Her eyes settled upon me again, and a thousand unspoken questions formed on her lips. I had plenty of my own for her…but they would all have to wait. 
“Krynn has to pay for what he’s done,” she said, voice so dark it sounded like a different person. 
“He will,” I promised. “Today.”
[image: image-placeholder]I would have been more than willing to carry Lathriel out of the prison, but she refused to let me. We checked for her drow friend as well, but he’d apparently been moved somewhere else. 
Overall, Lathriel wasn’t nearly as wobbly as she’d seemed before when she tricked me until letting my guard down. On the contrary, she seemed as steady, stable, and determined as ever.
I found myself smiling again even as the three of us rushed up the steps. As General Elyon had once told me during his many lectures, physical toughness was one thing, but mental resilience and determination were what truly separated the wheat from the chaff. The grit and resolve on Lathriel’s face were proof that he’d been right. Like usual. 
We found her gear in the storage area on the main level, the servants that had previously been there having already cleared out. My dragon blood couldn’t open those locks, but my dragon strength didn’t have any trouble. I bent or broke every bar in the way, and she dressed and armed herself in under a minute. 
Seeing her bow brought back another wave of memories from our shared past. It had been a gift from her brother, I recalled, the one family member who’d been willing to train her as a ranger even while the rest of her family pushed her toward becoming a concubine for one of the many noble families in Tir Fallas. The bow’s smooth, curved limbs were the work of a master faeyn woodshaper. And as for her armor…
The cropped leather breastplate and matching skirt evoked plenty of memories, too. I couldn’t count the number of times my gaze had lingered on her midriff or how eager I’d been for the day she would finally accept my brand. And her skirt brought me back to our magical night in that ruined temple…
There was so much I needed to tell her. So many things I needed to explain. But when another roar shook the prison, my thoughts refocused on the here and now. 
Today was about justice. 
The light briefly stung my eyes when we emerged from the prison, but once I shielded them from the sun, they immediately latched onto the distant silhouette of another dragon soaring high above. The sound of Krynn’s roar raised my hackles, and the sight of him triggered a flood of white-hot rage.
“I always figured he was too cowardly to risk himself in a real battle,” Lathriel said. “I can’t believe he’s actually here.”
“He’ll wish he wasn’t soon enough,” I said, reaching a hand to Tyris. She took it immediately, and I let the surge of power wash through me and stir my dragon blood.
The pain from the transformation was nonexistent this time, or else I was so focused on Krynn that I was able to ignore it. The prison courtyard may not have been as large as some others, but it was wide and long enough to accommodate my full dragon form. Lathriel gasped as my bones grew and twisted into a new shape. I wasn’t surprised by the reaction; she had spent the last five years believing she’d never stand this close to a dragon—to her dragon—again. 
Then again, it might just have been the sight of my scar, growing and glowing green with baleful eldritch fire. 
Unfortunately, neither she nor Tyris were going to enjoy what I said next. 
“I will handle Krynn,” I said. “Get Lathriel back to Sariss and Borkesh.”
“What?” both women asked in unison. 
“I will handle Krynn,” I repeated more firmly. “Now get to safety.”
“You will need my aid to defeat the Sovereign!” Tyris said, her voice as sharp as the sword on her back. “We are meant to face him together.”
Another roar, more distant this time, rolled through the city as Krynn continued his assault on the Underborn armies. 
“There’s no time to argue,” I snapped. 
“Then get down here and let us on,” Lathriel said, pointing at my neck. “The sooner we get up there, the sooner I can put an arrow through that bastard’s eye.”
I growled under my breath, a deep, threatening sound. Perhaps the best course of action would be to simply take off and end the debate altogether…
But then I paused and looked into their eyes. They didn’t know each other, and each of them had a different reason for being here. Yet the determination on their faces was identical. They were more than my lovers—more than my wives. 
They were warriors. And warriors were meant to fight. 
My wives will be more than political arrangements or pretty accoutrements, I thought, echoing the promise I’d made to myself five years ago. My wives will be special, not merely beautiful but powerful and accomplished. Just like back in the old days, when harems were about more than breeding the next generation of dragons. 
“There’s one big problem,” I said. “I don’t have a saddle.”
“Doesn’t matter—you know I don’t mind riding bareback.” Lathriel grinned, then glanced appraisingly at Tyris. “And with that brand on her stomach, I get the feeling that she doesn’t, either.”
Tyris smiled back. “Not at all.”
“Well, then,” I said, lowering my neck to the ground. “Hop on.”
Lathriel moved first, dashing forward and climbing up my scales with the grace and speed of a professional rider. Tyris, not to be outdone, pointed her fist at the ground and summoned a burst of flame to propel her upward. But thankfully, she didn’t jockey for position; I felt her perch behind Lathriel, then pat my scales with her hand. 
“We are ready,” she said. 
Grinning inwardly, I thrust out my wings and launched us into the air. There weren’t any people in the nearby streets to gape at the sudden appearance of a second dragon, but I knew it would only be a matter of time before the defenders at the wall spotted me. I climbed as rapidly as I could before that happened, both to keep my distance from the ballistae on the main towers and to get a better view. 
The ongoing battle was even more chaotic than I’d imagined.
While the sorcerers on the battlements were still projecting a shimmering barrier over the city, gaps had begun to form all over, like a dome’s ceiling had collapsed in patches. I couldn’t immediately tell why it was happening, since Krynn’s sudden appearance had driven the Underborn wyvern riders away from the city to defend their forces, but then I watched as another massive, flaming boulder launched into the air and crashed into the shield. The rock shattered on impact exactly like the one I’d seen when we arrived, but far more of the smoldering fragments made it through this time. After continued bombardment, the barrier had turned into a sieve. And everything caught below the point of impact soon burst into flames. 
Karethys had mentioned that House Teviss had been training the Underborn sorcerers, and the results were readily apparent. On their own, catapults were no match for magical fortifications, but a few earth- and flamecallers could make all the difference. Even Sethuil, one of the most heavily fortified settlements in the province, was slowly but surely being pummeled into submission. 
Krynn was hoping to turn the tide. As I climbed high above the city, taking special care not to jostle the women on my back, I eventually got a clearer look at the entire battlefield beyond the fires and columns of smoke. The Underborn army was spread out near the bottom of the winding path leading up to the city, well outside the range of the defending archers on the battlements, though the ballistae mounted on the watchtowers were firing back. As a result, the rebel army had scattered into much smaller formations, which in theory would make them incredibly vulnerable to a cavalry charge. But considering the biggest threat to them right now was the red dragon swooping overhead, spreading out was clearly the correct course of action. 
Though it was only helping them die more slowly. 
I could see the long patches of flame and charred terrain where he had strafed past overhead, obliterating entire formations of soldiers, albeit far fewer than if they had been clustered. The Underborn wyvern-riders were trying to harry him as best they could, and their archers on the ground had also spread into numerous groups where they could still concentrate their fire without all getting wiped out in a single attack. 
All in all, it was an impressive bit of strategy, worthy of the many military tomes I’d devoured as a young man. I couldn’t help but wonder whether it was the result of the Underborn leader or the influence of House Teviss. Whatever the case, the rebels were limiting Krynn’s effectiveness. And with sufficient adamantine arrows and a few lucky shots, they might have been able to win the battle outright, so long as their nerve held. 
The language of the dustborn is violence, my father had once told me. It is all they know. It is all they understand. Yet they wither so quickly that the lesson must be repeated with each new generation.
Twenty years ago, Valion Sorokar had tried to teach the Vorskai that lesson at Dragonfall. Now Krynn, perversely, found himself in a similar position. But just like Tyris’s people, the Underborn weren’t going to fall to their knees and surrender to the might of the dragons. They were committed to their cause, their freedom, and they were prepared to fight to the bitter end. 
It was enough to make me wonder if the Empire wasn’t as invincible as everyone believed…and to fear that this rebellion may only have been the beginning. 
Rage boiled in my heart the closer I flew toward Krynn…but at the same time, I couldn’t simply ignore everything else that was going on beneath me. Abethaal was my province, my home, and when I was Sovereign, it would be up to me to heal these festering wounds. 
Somehow, that task was starting to seem even more monumental than coming back from the dead. 
The mind of a dragon is no place for doubt, my father often said. He acts, then deals with the consequences. If he cannot act, then he does not waste his time with worry.
Growling deep in the back of my throat, I prepared to make my attack run.
“Hold on tight,” I warned my riders. “No matter what.”
I had climbed high enough over the city—and the raging battle—that all I needed to do was tuck in my wings and dive to gain speed and catch Krynn. By now, the Sethuil defenders and Underborn rebels had assuredly seen the second dragon joining the fray, and I genuinely had no idea how either group would respond. Krynn might have warned his army that I could appear, though I highly doubted it—revealing that I was still alive would undermine the lies he’d spread about what really happened at Dragonfall five years ago. And as for the Underborn…
Given that they were rebelling against the rule of the dragons in general, I had a hard time believing they would celebrate the return of the Black Prince. Lathriel would be the one to ask, but this really wasn’t the time to have that conversation. The safest bet was to assume they’d fire at me when and if they could.
Right now, though, Krynn was far enough away that I didn’t need to fly over the rebel army to reach him. My former Claw was streaking across the rocky plains to the southeast of the city when he finally spotted me in his shadow like a bird of prey about to snatch up a rodent. His neck turned, and I had the satisfaction of seeing his yellow eyes bulge wide when he realized what was happening. After our skirmish at Dragonfall, I half-expected him to flee the battlefield and head straight back toward Tel Kithas. But he must have realized he couldn’t outrun me, so instead, he banked hard to his left…
And then charged straight at me. 
I was not the tactic I’d anticipated. My first instinct was to twist away and dodge, but I couldn’t afford to overreact with two saddleless riders on my back. The mobility of a mounted dragon was different than one who was fighting alone. My job was to stay steady and allow my riders to strike. 
So that was precisely what I did. 
Tyris attacked first, launching a sizzling ball of flame over my wing. Krynn, barreling forward at tremendous speed, had no chance to avoid the blast. The fireball exploded, engulfing his body in a cloud of flames that would have sent a wyvern spiraling to the ground. But it took more than searing heat to fell a dragon, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised when he shot out of the inferno unscathed. 
He closed within a few hundred yards, mouth open and claws raised in preparation for a mid-air grapple I couldn’t afford with riders. But Lathriel’s follow-up attack had more luck than Tyris’s. Despite the thundering explosion of the fireball ringing in my ears, I still heard the whistle of her arrow streak past my ear. It struck Krynn in his left flank, and to my amazement, it didn’t bounce away. The shot slipped right though a gap in his scales, triggering a roar of pain and forcing him to veer away at the last instant. 
A swell of pride rose inside me as I dipped my wings and came about in pursuit. I had always been proud of my skills with a blade, but I’d never been particularly good with a bow. I couldn’t imagine firing accurately from the back of a moving horse, let alone while atop a dragon. 
Sanathar’s breath, she’s good. 
I was on Krynn’s tail again almost immediately, flapping hard to regain momentum, then dropping into a shallow dive to pick up even more speed. He appeared to be heading back toward the Underborn army, which seemed insane. Some of them might fire at me, but they would surely keep firing at him as well…
He veered hard to his right again before he got within range of their archers, however, and I realized he was actually heading straight for the city gate. There was no way I could catch him before he dragged me within range of the ballistae or his own archers on the walls, but it wasn’t as if I had any choice. And if I got lucky, some of his soldiers would recognize the Black Prince and hesitate before firing…
I was right. Even as we closed within a few hundred yards of the city, neither the archers nor the ballistae took any shots at us. They were probably wondering what in Lahara’s name was going on. And that hesitation would hopefully give me all the time I needed to finish this. 
With another mighty flap of my wings, I surged after Krynn, heedless of our steadily dropping altitude. Sethuil may not have had as many giant spires as Tel Kithas, but there were plenty of tall buildings rushing past us. I stayed as flat as I could, banking only when necessary and allowing the girls to take more shots. 
Tyris hurled fireball after fireball, engulfing Krynn in near-constant explosions, while Lathriel sniped at him whenever he made the mistake of flying straight. One of her shots lodged into his back, while another pierced right through his wing. Bit by bit, the wounds were taking their toll, and he had lost a significant amount of momentum by the time we were halfway across the city. 
In final desperation, he banked left toward the Temple of Dalodir, a wide rectangular building with an enormous flat roof. Perhaps he intended to land and fight me claw to claw. If so, I was more than happy to oblige him. The shadow magic tricks he’d used to evade me back in Dragonfall wouldn’t work a second time, especially not with Lathriel and Tyris here to aid me. 
I followed him downward, eyes flicking over to the other nearby temples to see if any of the priests were witnessing this insanity. They all seemed empty…except for the top of Sanathar’s Spire. It was only then, when the dome at the top opened and revealed the giant ballista atop the aviary, that I realized Krynn hadn’t been trying to escape. 
He had been leading me into a trap. 
Lathriel swore atop my back. “Look out!”
But it was too late—the massive crossbow had already fired its equally massive bolt. And as the enormous projectile streaked toward me, guided by the windcallers on the spire, I saw a flash of haunting green from the tip of the bolt. Not adamantine or moonsilver…but corrupted vatari. 
The bolt ripped through my flank and buried itself deep into my side. A rush of blood surged up into my throat, and the spike of overwhelming pain froze every muscle in my body—including my wings. Through the sudden red haze clouding my vision, I knew I was spinning wildly out of control.
The girls! Protect the girls!
I could hear Tyris screaming and Lathriel shouting, but I could also still feel them on my back. I was spinning but not rolling; there was still a chance of landing on my belly. I just needed to regain control for a few seconds…
Spreading my wings flat, mustering every spark of concentration I could push through the pain, I steered us toward the flat roof of Dalodir’s Temple and hoped for the best—
The force of the impact shattered bones I didn’t know I had, triggering fresh waves of unbearable agony. My arms twisted, my wings bent, my stomach collapsed…
And then there was only darkness.
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          The Void Priestess


        


      


      

        

          Another boulder smashed into the barrier protecting the city. The thunderous boom made Sariss hop in place despite her best efforts to stay still, and she closed her eyes and whispered a silent prayer to Lahara to keep them safe.  


          “You’ve never been in a fight before, have you?”


          She reopened her eyes to glower at Borkesh. The orc was leaning casually against the window, ax propped against the floor as if it were a cane rather than a weapon. 


          “Of course I have,” she insisted. “Alamir told you how we were ambushed by that cultist in Halondel.”


          “I mean a real fight,” Borkesh said, gesturing with his shoulder at the window. “One where it feels like the whole world is going mad around you.”


          Sariss clenched her teeth and stopped pacing. Fear was unbecoming of a priestess. She was supposed to be calm and composed; how else could she give comfort to others in their time of need? But no matter how many times she scolded herself or mentally ran through the serenity mantras, nothing helped.


          Every time a boulder smashed into the barrier, she found herself flinching in anticipation of the ceiling collapsing. And the terrified screams of the people in the city, distant at first, were growing louder and closer the longer the battle went on. How much worse would it get if the rebels breached the walls?


          Trust in Alamir, she told herself. Trust in the Blood. 


          “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Borkesh said into the long pause. “You don’t belong here.”


          “What do you mean?” Sariss asked. 


          “Not everyone is made for war. Nor should they be.”


          Sariss bristled at the implication, but when she studied his profile, she realized he hadn’t meant it as an insult. 


          “What about you?” she asked. 


          Borkesh shrugged. “Most people believe that orcs love war. That we crave nothing but chaos and destruction.” 


          “But you don’t?” 


          “No. I suppose I’m not a very good orc. I enjoy gold more than glory and women more than fighting.” He grunted. “You can thank your husband for that.”


          A faint smile touched her lips. “Can you see him out there?”


          “Not since he flew off to the south,” Borkesh said. “I wish I could…wait.” His red eyes narrowed, and he pointed out the window. “There he is. Looks like they have the Sovereign on the run.”


          Sariss raced to the window. She couldn’t see much with the buildings across the street blocking her view, but she caught a glimpse of Alamir’s black scales as he soared north over the city. She held her breath, waiting for him to emerge from behind another building—


          But instead, she heard him roar in pain. 


          “Alamir,” she gasped, her fear instantly forgotten. “Oh, Goddess!”


          She took off in a flat sprint…or rather, she tried to. But before she got anywhere, a meaty green limb lashed out and snared her arm. 


          “Wait,” Borkesh said, his face grim. “He told me to keep you out of danger.”


          “Unhand me!” she hissed, squirming in a futile effort to free herself from his grip. She was half his size and a fraction of his strength. 


          The orc shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. Raz can handle—”


          Another draconic cry thundered across the city, this one even more agonized than the first. Sariss flashed the orc her most imperious, commanding glare. 


          “Let me go!” she demanded. “Now.”


          Borkesh’s face hardened, and she feared he might ignore her. But then his grip abruptly relaxed. 


          “Ukex,” he snarled. “Told him he was gonna need my help.”


          Sariss was already dashing out of the building. The dusty, winding street outside was mostly empty aside from piles of smoldering rubble from shattered catapult boulders. The trouble was, she wasn’t precisely sure where Alamir had gone…


          “This way,” Borkesh said as he rushed past her.


          Sariss followed him closely, her heart pounding in her ears. She had lost Alamir once. She couldn’t bear the thought of having him torn away from her again.


          Trust in the Blood, she repeated to herself, but it didn’t work any better than it had the first time. She had to get to him. She had to do something. 


          When she started to fall behind, Borkesh took her elbow and pulled her along as they rushed down several streets. He was incredibly quick for such a large man, and he apparently knew Sethuil far better than she did. 


          They had darted into and out of half a dozen different alleys when they heard shouting from around the bend ahead of them. The clatter of swords came next, followed by screams…and then a sudden, haunting silence. 


          Borkesh slowed to a halt and listened, brow furrowed and ax ready to strike. “Who the hell is fighting?” he asked, almost to himself. 


          It seemed like a ridiculous question given that they were in the middle of a battle…but when Sariss’s reason finally conquered her fear, she realized he made a good point. The Underborn army was still outside the city.


          “Should we go around?” she asked. 


          “There is no way around,” Borkesh said. “Not without climbing over dozens of fences or backtracking through half the damn city.”


          Sariss clenched her teeth. They hadn’t heard another roar in several minutes now, nor had they seen Alamir or Krynn in the sky. Something must have gone horribly wrong…


          “Alamir needs our help,” she said. “We have to get to him!”


          Borkesh grimaced. “Just move quickly. If we run into trouble, stay behind me.”


          The orc pushed forward through the narrow alleyway and into the wide street directly ahead of them. It was one of the major drags through the city, but like everywhere else they’d passed, the buildings were closed or boarded up, and plazas that were normally filled with people were empty besides abandoned merchant stalls.


          But they weren’t the only ones here. Off to their left, perhaps thirty paces away, were ten men in tattered leather armor and armed with a mix of crossbows and spears. They were standing over the corpses of a squad of Sethuil defenders and one golden-armored Wyrmguard. 


          Sariss had no idea how the rebel soldiers had gotten into the city, but her gaze quickly drifted past them to a tall figure wearing a heavy white robe and brandishing a massive, blood-soaked sword. Beneath his hood, she caught a glimpse of the same metal mask as the man who had ambushed her at the temple in Halondel. 


          These weren’t rebel soldiers—they were Sarodihm cultists! And they were being led by a Ravener. 


          Who was now looking directly at her. 


          “Vaz Gorati,” he hissed. “Kill her!”


          Sariss froze. She couldn’t summon her magic, couldn’t move her legs, couldn’t do anything. Not even when the cultists lifted their crossbows and took aim—


          “Run!” Borkesh warned, throwing his hulking body in front of her as the soldiers fired. He roared in pain when the shots struck him in the back, and Sariss felt a splash of warm blood on her robe. Looking down, she screamed at the sight of a bolt sticking out of his side where it had pierced all the way through his flesh and hide armor. But amazingly, the orc didn’t fall over. 


          The pain just made him mad. 


          Unleashing a bloodcurdling yell, Borkesh whirled around and charged the cultists. The two men nearest him didn’t stand a chance; even with their spears leveled, they were too stunned and unnerved by the frenzied orc to defend themselves. He split the skull of one like firewood, spraying the wall of a nearby cobbler shop in gore, then ripped the ax blade free and disemboweled a second man with a sideways slash. 


          Sariss nearly retched, but even her stomach remained frozen. And Borkesh wasn’t finished: two more crossbow bolts hit him in the chest, but he still didn’t slow down. He charged into another cultist and cut him down as well, then roared and lunged for a fourth—


          But he never made it. The Ravener’s hand crackled with energy, and he unleashed a brilliant bolt of lightning. The bolt burned straight through Borkesh’s chest, and the orc convulsed in place, then collapsed to the ground in a smoldering heap. 


          “No!” Sariss shrieked, her paralysis finally breaking as she tried to rush forward to the orc. But then the Ravener turned his attention to her, his gauntlet still crackling with energy… 


          “Wait!”


          A female voice, soft yet commanding, rang out as if from nowhere. The air began to hiss and sizzle, and the Ravener and the soldiers immediately came to a halt. Off to their right, the long shadows cast by one of the taller buildings moved and shifted as if they had come alive…and then gave birth to slender female figure. 


          The woman—a faeyn—was wearing a flowing black dress. Her dark eyeshadow made it look as though she had been crying black tears, and her bare stomach also bore a brand. But the odd, vaguely menacing crescent-shaped teardrop wasn’t the symbol of a Great House. 


          It was the symbol of Illisaya the Eternal Lady. 


          “Enough of this,” she said, her gaze drifting to the carnage. “What a waste…”


          “She is Vaz Gorati,” the Ravener said. “We must—”


          “I will deal with her,” the woman said, holding up a finger. From the way the other soldiers immediately froze, it was abundantly clear that she was in charge. “Take the survivors to the tower and bring that barrier down.”


          The Ravener stayed still for a long moment, but then nodded. “Yes, priestess.”


          The surviving cultists, eyes still lingering on their fallen comrades, nevertheless followed the white-robed man as he took off down the street in the direction of the main gate. But the faeyn woman—the Eternal Priestess—took several steps closer to Sariss. 


          “Stay back, Sarodihm witch,” Sariss snarled. She risked a glance toward Borkesh’s body, but he still wasn’t moving.


          “Truly, the gods work in wondrous and mysterious ways,” the faeyn woman said, a faint smile on her lips. “I feared we might never meet in person. You seemed hesitant, despite our pleasant correspondences.”


          Sariss frowned, wondering what this insane woman could possibly be talking about…but then it clicked. The color drained from her face. Fenwen’s Meditations, the ritual, the letters she had so carefully exchanged with an Eternal Priestess…


          This Eternal Priestess.


          “It…it was a moment of weakness,” Sariss said defiantly. “And a grave mistake.”


          “It took immense courage to do what you did,” the woman—Talona, if she had used her real name in their letters—disagreed. “To peer through the mists of history and confront the uncomfortable truths about your own people—including your own Vaz Gorati sisters.”


          “Stay back!” Sariss warned again, but when she retreated a step, she almost tripped over the corpse of a Sethuil defender. 


          Borkesh was right, she admonished herself as she struggled to keep her balance. I don’t belong on a battlefield. I’m no warrior. 


          “You have nothing to fear from me,” Talona soothed, her hands raised. “You’ll have to forgive my allies. The Raveners are blunt instruments. But the gods have need of all types of servants.”


          Sariss drew herself up to her full height. She was a Vaz Gorati priestess, a servant of the Blood and a dragon wife. She would not cower. 


          “What do you want?” she demanded. “Why are you here?”


          “To save the people of the Reach, of course,” Talona said. “To liberate them from the brutal yoke of the dragons…and deliver them into the light of the True Gods. It truly is a pity we weren’t able to meet before today. You could have found yourself on the righteous side of history.”


          “Righteous?” Sariss gasped. “The Sarodihm?”


          “We fight on the side of the powerless,” Talona said. “We give a voice to the voiceless.”


          “And cavort with demons! And slaughter innocents!”


          The faeyn woman paused, her expression pitying. “You don’t really believe that, do you? In your writing, you seemed as though you had begun to understand.”


          “As I said, it was a moment of weakness,” Sariss said. Her heart had finally stopped pounding, and she gritted her teeth and reached out to the Aether. “It will not happen again. I am Vaz Gorati—I serve the dragons!”


          “You might,” Talona said, a wicked smile touching her lips. “Do they?”


          Sariss frowned. “What?


          “Your sisters have already aided us more than we ever could have hoped. And they will continue to do so, right until the Veil falls and the gods once again cast their light upon this wretched world.”


          A dark chill rippled down the back of Sariss’s neck. “No. We preserve the Blood.”


          “Believe what you will,” Talona said. “Your sisters have done our bidding nonetheless.”


          Slowly, Sariss shook her head. “No. You lie. You always lie, even to your followers. Your gods are dead!”


          “Gods cannot die, no more than we mortals can truly live. In the face of divinity, even your precious dragons are little more than dust.” She raised a dark eyebrow. “Perhaps I should show you the truth, hmm?”


          Talona lifted her hand, and her fingers flashed with green fire. Sariss began to reach out to the Aether to defend herself…


          But then her breath caught in her throat as she felt an intense pressure inside her skull, as if Talona were prying open her mind with mental claws. 


          The rush of images and thoughts was so intense, so rapid, that Sariss couldn’t make sense of any of them. But amidst the deluge, she saw blood and pain and betrayal…


          They have lied to you, Talona’s voice said into her head. By controlling the flow of the Blood, by fearing its dilution in those you deem weak or unworthy, you have only allowed the rot to gather strength.


          “N-no,” Sariss managed, struggling to breathe. 


          You don’t have to perish with them. The gods are merciful. They are always willing to forgive those who are willing to repent. 


          “Get…get out of my head!” Sariss shrieked. She clutched at the sides of her head…


          And then, at the edge of her vision, she saw Borkesh move. 


          It wasn’t much, little more than a subtle twitch of his arm. But it meant that he was alive. And if he was alive, then there was still hope. 


          Sariss called out to the Aether. Its power seeped into her, sluggishly at first but gaining strength every moment. She focused her spell, not on herself or Talona, but on Borkesh. She could feel his blood struggling to keep him alive, and she infused him with all the magic she could muster…


          Borkesh cried out as he suddenly jerked upright, his body still sizzling from the Ravener’s attack. But it only took his red eyes an instant to survey the battlefield, and when he saw the dark priestess, he charged at her. 


          Talona heard and saw him coming, of course, but he was moving too quickly for her to react. Borkesh slammed into her like a charging bull, sending her flying across the street and shattering her concentration. The mental claws digging into Sariss’s mind retracted, and she was free.


          “I am a dragon wife,” Sariss said. “I will not listen to your lies!”


          Wincing, Talona clutched at her arm as she dragged herself to a knee. Yet even as Borkesh grabbed a spear from one of the dead soldiers and hauled back to throw it at her, the woman’s eyes stayed locked on Sariss. 


          “Remember, sister,” she said, smiling. “The truth is in the blood.”


          The shadows beneath her writhed and twisted…


          And then she was gone. 


          “Ukex!” Borkesh snarled when his spear struck the now-empty cobblestones. “Where did she go?!”


          Sariss looked down at her trembling hands. The claws in her mind may have been gone, but the images and thoughts they had revealed remained. She couldn’t make sense of them—she didn’t want to make sense of them—but she couldn’t push them aside, either. 


          “It…it doesn’t matter,” she said, steeling herself. “You require healing.”


          The orc wobbled unsteadily in place. His armor was smeared with blood, and his chest was still smoldering. It was a miracle he was still alive…


          “I’m fine,” he insisted. “We need to get to Raz.”


          As if on cue, another roar thundered through the sky. But this one sounded triumphant, not pained. And a heartbeat later, a massive dragon took flight and soared overhead…but it didn’t look like Alamir…or even Krynn. 


          It looked like it was on fire.


          “By the Goddess,” she breathed. “What…?”


          Borkesh shook his head. “I have no idea.”
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          The veil of darkness lifted as quickly as it had fallen.  


          I inhaled sharply, my eyes shooting back open as a wave of unbearable pain lanced through me. When I tried to draw in a breath, I nearly choked on my own blood. 


          The girls. Where are the girls?


          I examined my surroundings. I was laying atop the wide, flat rooftop of the Temple of Dalodir inside a crushed bed of stone my impact had created. When I finally mustered the strength to turn my head and look around, Tyris and Lathriel were nowhere to be found. 


          A knife of guilt twisted inside me, every bit as painful as the ballista bolt still lodged in my flank. If I’d failed them, if I’d gotten them both killed…


          A thunderous crash rumbled through the air and shook the entire temple beneath me. When I craned my neck upward. I saw Krynn stomping toward me, his red scales gleaming and his draconic mouth open in a wide, toothy smile. 


          “After Dragonfall, I thought you might have changed,” he sneered. “But no, you’re the same arrogant fool as always, rushing in without considering the consequences.”


          I growled deep in my gut, but pulling air into my lungs only triggered another lance of pain. “Consequences?” I managed, voice little more than a growling rasp. “Look around you! Don’t you understand what you’ve started here?”


          “I haven’t started anything,” Krynn said. “I’m still cleaning up the mess your family left behind. It’s long past time we put the dustborn in their place.”


          Bracing my right claw against the cracked stone beneath me, I pushed as hard as I could to try and stand…but I simply couldn’t muster the strength. Not from my dragon blood, not from my scar. There was nothing left but pain and blood and the cold, encroaching hand of oblivion. 


          “Your secret…is out,” I rumbled. “The people…they’ve seen the black dragon. Everyone in Abethaal will know you lied about Dragonfall.”


          Krynn halted as he loomed over me, his golden eyes glittering in amusement. “You see what I mean? Such unbelievable arrogance! Do you honestly believe anyone gives a damn about you anymore? House Sorokar is gone, and the Black Prince is dead. I am the future of Abethaal. And in time, I will be the future of the entire Empire.”


          He brought his right forelimb against my neck. I felt the wicked talons sink through my scales to the flesh beneath. 


          “It’s a pity about those females of yours,” he taunted. “I’m not a petty man. If they had left me alone, I would have left them alone. Sariss, Lathriel, that drow whore you enjoyed so much…”


          He chuckled. “The Vorskai girl is different, though. Perhaps I shouldn’t have tried to kill her after all. If she’s still alive, I think I’ll breed her myself. Just to see if that human womb of hers is as magical as the savages believe.”


          I roared in agony as the claws sank deeper into my flesh. But no matter how hard I tried to move, my broken body refused to obey. 


          “Then again, I probably can’t afford to spare Lathriel, either,” Krynn added. “She’s quite strong-willed, that one. I understand now why you were so eager to brand her. It’s almost a pity you’ll never get to meet your son.”


          I froze, the pain searing through me suddenly forgotten. “My…my what?”


          “Oh, that’s right, you didn’t know, did you?” Krynn snickered. “And you died before you could give her your brand. How…tragic.”


          My thoughts flashed to Lathriel and our incredible night together before I’d disappeared at Dragonfall. Then I remembered Sariss mentioning that Lathriel had abruptly broken off contact and disappeared. 


          Of course she had. Because if Krynn had realized she was pregnant with my child…


          “You can’t,” I said, a wretched sorrow twisting within me. “You can’t harm them. Please…”


          “I doubt the little faeyn-blooded mongrel will amount to anything, but I’m afraid I can’t afford to take that chance,” Krynn said. “But at least you won’t have to wait long before I send him to join you in the Aether.”


          Krynn squeezed. His claws pierced my flesh, drawing fountains of blood in my neck. Yet somehow, I barely felt any pain. All I could think about was Lathriel…and how I had rescued her only to abandon her again. 


          Oh, Goddess. Please keep her safe.


          “Goodbye, Alamir,” Krynn sneered. “Try and stay dead this time, would you?”


          His claw squeezed again—


          And then the pressure unexpectedly lifted from my throat as a wave of heat crashed over us. Krynn let out a furious roar as he stumbled backward, and the acrid stench of smoke filled my nostrils. 


          And then I saw Tyris.


          She landed on the flat roof, propelled by flames blazing from her outstretched hand. Lathriel was holding on to her for dear life, and they landed next to me, nearly slipping in my spilled blood, a cloud of black smoke coiling around them. 


          “Alamir!” Lathriel called out as she let go of Tyris and rolled toward me, nocking and bending her bow as she moved. She fired a quick shot at Krynn, making him flinch away and keeping him off-balance long enough for Tyris to make her move. 


          She charged at the dragon, the long blade of Sabon Nyr blazing as if she had set the steel aflame. Krynn tried to crush her with his massive paw, but she rolled away with surprising agility, then slashed her sword across his underbelly, drawing a nasty gash in its wake. 


          Roaring in pain, he tried to smash her again, but then another arrow whistled across the rooftop and struck him in his fresh wound, staggering him so Tyris could launch another attack. This time she slashed Krynn’s right arm, ripping through the scales just above his elbow. And when he reared back and shrieked, Tyris went in for the kill. She thrust her mighty blade straight for the center of his chest—


          And missed. At the last instant, Krynn launched himself backward with a sudden flap of his wings that sent a cyclone of dust and debris across the rooftop. He then whirled around and slammed his tail into Tyris, sending her crashing into Lathriel and then both of them into me. 


          My senses were failing so rapidly I barely felt them crash into my side, though I could feel her heat and energy. I also heard her sword clatter to the ground somewhere nearby, leaving her defenseless. 


          “Dustborn wretch!” Krynn thundered as lines of blood hemorrhaged from between his scales. “Your people are doomed, do you hear me? I will set the mountains ablaze! I will incinerate every one of your wretched kin!”


          Snarling, he reared up and sucked in a long, deep breath. Flames crackled in his mouth, eager to consume everyone and everything before him. 


          In the heartbeat before he spewed molten death, I saw Lathriel motionless on the stone beneath my wing, her dark hair matted in blood. Tyris was on her knees, clutching at her left arm as if it were broken. But when she looked up into my eyes, I didn’t see pain or desperation, only ironclad determination.


          And total clarity of purpose. 


          “We will defeat him together,” she said. “As was promised in the flame.”


          Tyris placed her right hand against my black scales. Her entire body immolated as if she were a living wick…and she disappeared. 


          A wave of energy exploded inside me, stronger than ever before. It was more than raw power; it was like a cleansing flame burning me from the inside out, searing away every impurity, cauterizing every wound, scouring me of every twinge of pain…


          Two as one, Tyris’s voice came into my thoughts, shockingly close and clear. Maskari.


          With a bestial roar, I leapt back to my feet and slammed my arm into the side of Krynn’s throat, sending him tumbling violently across the rooftop while his mouth belched a torrent of flame into the air. Snarling in protest, his golden eyes shot open wide when he regained his footing. 


          “What?” he gasped. 


          He looked down at what should have been a gaping hole in my side. But the giant ballista bolt had been reduced to pile of ash beneath me, and there was no sign of the wound it had caused. Lower down in my chest, in the place where I’d spend the last five years nursing a ravenous, magic-hungry scar, my black scales were completely unblemished. 


          In that moment, I realized the Mosh’Dalar had been right. Only Tyris could cleanse the corruption inside me. 


          And only I could destroy the Dragon Sovereign.


          “No,” Krynn hissed, teeth bared. “No, it’s not possible!”


          “Run if you like,” I rumbled. “You won’t escape this time.”


          His golden eyes went wider still. And for perhaps the first time since I’d known him, Krynn Mandar knew what it was to be afraid. 


          Digging his rear claws into the rooftop, he launched himself up into the air. I spread my own wings wide, then glanced behind me to see Lathriel laying on her side, staring up at me with disbelief. 


          “How…?” she breathed.


          “Stay here,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”


          I leapt into the air, propelled not merely by my legs and wings, but by a nimbus of flame. I shot upward, my black scales wreathed in a fiery halo. And all the while, the Aether poured through me, spurring me to speeds I had never imagined possible.


          For I was no longer merely a prince or a slayer. I was a true Dragon Sovereign.


          And the skies belonged to me. 


          The air blazed in my wake as I chased after Krynn. He flew hard for the gate, perhaps hoping his archers on the walls or the ballistae in the defense towers might take me down, but no one fired. The entire battle seemed to pause beneath us as we flew, as if everyone watching was holding their collective breath. 


          I drew closer every instant, my claws out and ready to rend his scales. There was nowhere for him to run this time, no shadows for him to seek refuge. 


          With a vengeful roar, I speared my claws into his back as I dove on top of him, and our wings tangled together as we became a tumbling blur of teeth and blood and flame. He slashed back in desperation, but I was simply too strong and too fast. I flayed open scale after scale…


          I drove him down atop the city’s wall, shattering masonry and bone. The soldiers scattered in terror, and by the time our massive bodies finally stopped tumbling amid the avalanching slide of stone, a fifty-foot stretch of the battements had been completely destroyed. I let out a triumphant roar, looking down at the battered red body beneath me as I grabbed Krynn by the throat and hauled him upright. 


          He looked at me one last time with his golden eyes…and then I sank my teeth deep into his neck. 


          Boiling blood rushed into my mouth as his claws scraped futilely at my sides. But every thrash was weaker than the last, and as a last rush of air wheezed from his lungs, the man I’d once trusted—the man I’d once loved as a brother—went limp in my arms. 


          I opened my jaws. Krynn’s body slipped from my grip, and I watched as it plummeted off the side of the wall and tumbled down the cliff on which the city was perched. The rumble from the crash shuddered across the city, the plain, and the army arrayed upon it, while a cloud of stone dust rose up like smoke from a funeral pyre.


          I perched in the rent in the wall, blood streaking down my black muzzle and breath heaving in my chest. After five long years, Krynn’s betrayal at Dragonfall had finally been avenged. His reign of terror was over. 


          But Tyris…


          I looked down at my black scales, as unblemished as if I’d never been stabbed by that cursed dagger. But then something stirred inside my chest, a flare of power I couldn’t explain. My black scales seemed as if they momentarily turned red, and I unwittingly began shifting back into my elven form. There was no pain, only an inner warmth as if I’d submerged myself in one of the heated pools at Siren Falls. I could feel the Aether surging through every pore of my being, free and uninhibited…and then the flames leapt off my body as if they were alive. 


          After a few heartbeats, the fire began to coalesce into a female figure. And then, with a blinding flash, Tyris was once again standing beside me, her orange hair fluttering in the wind and her naked body—and red Sorokar brand—glimmering in the afternoon sunlight. 


          She was smiling. 


          “It is as I promised,” she said, stepping forward and sliding her arms around my waist. “Two as one.”


          I pulled her lips to mine. “Maskari.”


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          Epilogue


        


      


      

        Pillars of orange flame and black smoke rose up from within Anar Dol, as if the entire mountain range was a giant cauldron slowly boiling the dragons who lived within. Irileth Sorokar, Dragon Mother and Dagger of House Teviss, had found the obsidian peaks quite foreboding when she had first arrived five years ago.  
Now that she understood the true purpose of the caldera, she found them and everything else about Lomir Drakath downright terrifying.
“You should not have come up here again,” she said, turning to look down at the young drow female ascending the narrow path. 
“I apologize, mistress,” Karethys said, dropping to a knee and bowing her head once she reached the lip of the caldera. “But I fear this cannot wait.”
Irileth hissed in frustration, but she couldn’t bring herself to scold the girl again. Partially because Karethys had been such a loyal servant, but mostly because she had been eagerly awaiting this report. 
Her son was alive—Alamir was alive. The revelation had already changed everything. And now it was time to act. 
“Speak,” Irileth said.
“The missives have been dispatched,” Karethys reported. “Our allies should start mobilizing within a few days.”
“If we’re lucky. What about the riders?”
“They are prepared to leave at your order, mistress. Prince Alamir will have all the support he needs soon.”
All the support we can provide, anyway, Irileth thought darkly to herself. Had she the power, she would have mobilized every soldier and sorcerer and Blade Dancer in the Empire to rally to her son’s side. The battle for the throne in Tel Kithas wasn’t going to be easy…or bloodless. 
But it would be vital. Of that, she was certain. 
“I know that you worry, mistress,” Karethys said, lifting her head and those wondrous violet eyes of hers. “But the betrayer won’t be able to hold on to power for long. House Tynov is finally prepared to turn, and the chaos sown by the dustborn rebels will spread across the province. It is only a matter of time before—“
“Krynn isn’t the one I’m worried about,” Irileth interrupted. With a heavy sigh, she gestured with her gauntlet. 
Karethys slowly rose to her feet and looked down into the horror that was the caldera. “Surely the Godsworn aren’t as powerful as you fear,” she whispered. 
“They could be more powerful, for all we know,“ Irileth said. “We should have cut our aid to the Underborn the moment we realized they were involved.”
Karethys stirred. “If we had, the rebellion in the Reach would have died in its infancy. House Mandar’s position would be much stronger.”
Irileth drew in a long, slow breath. She knew the arguments all too well, having made them to herself countless times. It was an alliance of convenience, she’d argued, temporary and regrettable but absolutely crucial. The same as so many other alliances she’d made over the past few decades. To survive the present, she’d learned, one must sometimes be willing to mortgage the future. 
But that future was here much sooner than anyone had anticipated. And while she could hardly blame herself for failing to foil a scheme thousands of years in the making, the truth was that she had still played a part in aiding the enemies of the Empire. Nearly everyone had, from the Great Houses to the Vaz Gorati. 
And they hadn’t even realized it. 
“We need to anticipate their next move,” she said into the pause. “They must have plans after the Reach.”
“Whatever they are, we will stop them, mistress,” Karethys said. “And Alamir will be there to help.”
A ghost of a smile tugged at Irileth’s lips. Karethys had become quite an effective operative for House Teviss over the past five years. She was smart and cunning, and her sorcerous gifts were impressive. But even when she tried to be cold, there was always a hint of hopeful warmth behind it. And every time she spoke of Alamir, Irileth could hear the quiet desperation in the girl’s voice. 
The Empire forbade Wyrm Lords from mating with their concubines. The girls were meant to be servants, not true lovers. But Irileth knew firsthand how deluded that ideology was in practice. And Karethys, like her, was a victim of Vaz Gorati dogma. 
“I’ve never asked you this before, mistress,” Karethys said. “But do you believe in the Vorskai prophecy? That the human dragon will bring an end to the Drought?”
“I believe in my son,” Irileth said. “For now, that’s enough.”
Karethys smiled. “We can depart whenever you are ready, mistress.”
“I’ll be along shortly.”
“Yes, mistress. Ilhari kyorl dos.”
Karethys gave a quick bow, then turned and began the long trek back down the jagged mountain path. Irileth watched her for a long moment, wondering if she was imagining how much of herself she saw in the other girl. 
Hopefully not too much. Karethys had a good heart. Irileth had been forced to freeze hers a long time ago. 
Taking another deep breath, Irileth turned and descended the equally jagged steps into the caldera. Anar Dol had been dormant for many millennia, but it still felt strange to feel such bitter cold as she moved downward into the heart of a volcano. There was no lava or molten rock, only a flickering blaze of chilling green Palefire at the seam of the Veil. 
A seam that was slowly but inevitably tearing open. 
Irileth panned her gaze across the wide cauldron, the usual wave of sickness crashing over her at the sight of the fifty Elder Dragons huddled together in a wide circle around the seam. When she had first looked down upon Anar Dol from the sky while on her husband’s back, she had thought that the Council of Wyrms looked almost regal gathered around the flame. It wasn’t until she descended to the caldera floor that she realized they weren’t nobles sitting at a table debating the issues of the day. 
They were silent wardens, forever bound to the protection and maintenance of the Veil. It was a solemn duty, and one none of them had understood before their terms as Dragon Sovereigns had ended. If they had, she wondered how many of them would have voluntarily taken the throne of their province. 
Swallowing heavily, she moved between the massive dragons. Many red, some blue, a few green…
And then the great golden dragon himself. Valion Sorokar, the man who had made his concubine a Dragon Bride…and then a Dragon Mother. 
“Our son lives, my love,” she whispered, placing a hand upon his scales. “Hope endures.”
Valion did not respond. He never did, not since he’d taken his place upon the Council. Trapped in his own mind, waging an unceasing war against the merciless whispers of the demons of the Pale, he had little energy left to spare for the physical world. 
But he could hear her. Irileth knew that much. And she liked to believe that he could feel her touch as well. 
“I do not wish to leave your side, but he will need my help in the days ahead,” she whispered. “And I will not allow any harm to come to him. Not again.”
The Palefire at the center of the caldera flashed, and she swore she saw it expand a few more inches. Yet still, the Elder Dragons remained still and silent. 
“Your sacrifice will not be in vain, my lord,” she whispered. “My love.”
Irileth kissed his golden scales. “Our son will become Sovereign,” she vowed, as much to herself as to her husband. “I will make certain of it.”
[image: image-placeholder]I warned you many times. You are no match for the black dragon. 
The taunting voice of the Old God bellowed through Krynn’s mind as if someone had rung a bell inside his skull. Yet despite the volume, he couldn’t seem to open his eyes. He couldn’t seem to do much of anything at all, not even breathe. 
You allowed your pride to blind you. I offered you all the power you could ever need to destroy him, and yet you refused to kneel. 
Krynn felt a rush of air inside his body, and his mouth opened as his lungs drew their first breath in minutes. But his vision remained dark, and he still had no control over his body. All he could do was think.
Was he trapped between worlds? Dead but unable to pass on to the Aether? 
Oh, you aren’t dead. Not yet. Your life was never yours to waste, dragon. You are forever bound to me, body and soul.
Krynn still couldn’t move, but a bitter chill enfolded him as if he had been dipped into a pool of freezing water. 
I am the one who made you what you are. Your father used my weapon to destroy the last Vermillion. He used my power to harvest the dragon blood and transfer it to his only son. You are my creation every bit as much as his. The last hope of a weak, pathetic house. 
Another rush of air flooded into his lungs, and this time Krynn’s eyes snapped open. He was lying within a crater shaped from his own body amidst a thick fog of dust from the crushed stones that had tumbled down with him. Two masked, hooded figures in white robes stood over him, lines of dark energy shooting from their hands and into him, rejuvenating his torn flesh. Or perhaps transforming it…
“He is ready, priestess,” one of the figures said. 
“Good. We must act quickly.”
A third figure appeared in his vision, a female faeyn in a loose black dress. A strange, popping hiss filled his ears, and her hands flashed with green Palefire as she sundered the Veil. The area directly behind her turned strangely black, as if she had opened a doorway in the middle of the air. 
Krynn’s body began to move. He still couldn’t control it, but his legs and muscles suddenly had the power to pull his body upright and walk through the portal. 
When he stepped through, everything was the same…yet also different. The cliff leading up to the Sethuil, the crater his impact had made, even the Droughtlands to the south. They were all still there, but it was as if they had all been enveloped in perpetual twilight. 
And then…then he heard the voices. 
They came to him slowly at first, vague, unintelligible rasps like someone whispering from the other side of the room. But as they grew in number and in volume, he started to understand. 
And that understanding filled him with terror.
They were all crying out for freedom, for escape. As if they had been trapped within this realm of torment for unending eons. 
The priestess was still there next to him, though the portal vanished behind her when she stepped through it alone. 
“We shall return to Tel Kithas,” she said, her voice oddly hollow and distant in this realm of shadow. “You will take me to the vault beneath the palace. The bounty of the gods lies hidden within.”
“I…” Krynn rasped, his draconic voice sounding pathetically weak and hollow. “I will not!”
“Yes, you will,” she said with a smile. “We are both servants of the gods. We are all Sworn.”
I told you that gods have no equals, only servants, Dathiel’s voice boomed again. It is time for you to become the man you were always meant to be. A vessel of my power. An instrument of my will. Not merely a Dragon Sovereign…but a Dragon God. 
“I understand,” Krynn said, only it wasn’t him who had spoken. A dark horror washed over him when he realized he no longer had control of his body or voice or anything. 
“Good,” the priestess said. “Now be a good little dragon and take us home.”
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          Abethaal: An imperial province on the western coast. Home of Selod Maril, the largest vatari mine in the Empire


          Adamantine: A rare, nearly unbreakable metal found only in the Underworld. 


          Aether: the source of magic, can only be channeled by sorcerers or agents of the Six Gods


          Anar Dol: The great caldera at the center of the continent that hosts the Council of Wyrms


          Avetharri: Also known as highborn elves, the rulers of the Avethian Empire


          Chagarri: a race of cat-like hunters 


          Dalidor: the Dragon Apostle of earth, tradition, and stability. 


          Dathiel: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Watcher, a god of air, truth, and vigilance. Or invoked as the Ravener, a demon of hatred, inquisition, and vengeance. 


          Dragon Apostle: The collective name for Lahara’s children. While they are not gods themselves, they are often worshipped as such by the highborn.  


          Drow: also known as dark elves. Most drow have migrated to Sulinor and left the Empire. 


          Dustborn: Slur referring to the short-lived, non-elven races


          Faeyn: also known as wood elves. Native to Falinor. 


          Highborn: The common name for the Avetharri elves who rule the Empire


          Illisaya: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Eternal Lady, a goddess of beauty, fertility, life, and water. Or invoked as the Decaying Mistress, a demon of despair, entropy, pestilence, and torment


          Lahara: The Dragon Goddess, the first dragon whose children created the Empire. 


          Larnis: female concubine of a male Wyrm Lord


          Lomir Drakath: The capital province of Varellon that hosts the Elder Dragons and their wives


          Moonsilver: A rare metal that is lighter yet stronger than steel.


          Nugul: A slur for “without magic”


          Orc: A strong, powerful race of warriors with a long history of being enslaved


          Pale: A shadowy realm of demons coterminous with the physical world. The prison of the Six Gods. 


          Sanathar: Dragon Apostle of wind and flight


          Shalassa: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Moonmaiden, a goddess of illusion, light, mysteries, and nature. Or invoked as the Shadowblade, a demon of darkness, deception, murder, and secrets.  


          Sorcery: the art of channeling the Aether. Only practiced by those born with the gift. 


          Solterys: The First Sorcerer, consort to Lahara, creator of the Veil


          Sorekul Drakath: “Dragon Slayer” in the old tongue


          Varellon: the name of the continent ruled by the Empire


          Vatari: A magical crystal that absorbs magic. The key component in all artifice


          Vaz Gorati: Sisterhood of highborn blood priestesses who worship Lahara and protect the dragon blood. They manage marriages and bloodlines across the Empire. 


          The Veil: The barrier between the physical world and the Pale created by Solterys. Prevents demons from crossing over and imprisons the Old Gods. 


          Vorskai: The human tribe living within the Vorsk Valley. 


          Wyrm Lord: the title given to full dragons when they come of age 


          


        


      


    


  



        
            
                
            
        

    
Book One:

Wings of the Seraph

	 

	 

	 

	
1 
The Pilot

	 

	Calling Briton Chalo a shithole was an insult to other shitholes. The sprawling spaceport was a truly unique amalgamation of glamour and sleaze, from the ludicrously overpriced casinos on the main promenade to the dark, dank dens of vice and violence on the lower levels. The Convectorate had officially labeled the station an Unpacified Peripheral Territory, which was essentially bureaucratic shorthand for “lawless backwater nightmare.” 

	This particular nightclub was better than most, though I already regretted that I’d left my earplugs back on the ship. The alien music in the background combined the dulcet, sonorous tones of fingernails on glass with the omnidirectional shrieking of a Rakashi cub being strangled in an alleyway. Worse, the bright, seizure-inducing lights made my brain want to leak out of my ears. 

	Still, there were some advantages to working out of a place like this. Namely, the ability to find three drunk, easily impressed alien girls who were eager to suck a lonely spacer’s cock in exchange for a few credits. 

	“Meshu taale,” my Neyris companion whispered as her teeth nibbled my ear and her long veroshi tentacles massaged my neck and chest. Her friends—a slender, pale-skinned Subari and a leggy, red-skinned Kreen—had already torn off my shirt and were working hard at unfastening my belt. 

	“Why don’t you have something to eat, sweetheart?” I asked, grabbing a handful of the Subari’s black hair and pushing her to her knees. Her eyes went wide when my thick member finally burst free, and I barely gave her the chance to brace herself before I thrust the tip between her pouty red lips. I didn’t really need a warmup—I was so hyped up on stims that I would probably be hard the rest of the night—but I never passed up the opportunity to fuck a pretty face. 

	While she valiantly struggled to work my full length down her throat, her friends continued biting, licking, and kissing me all over. They had told me back in the club that they were best friends who “shared everything,” which was a fairly normal scam to distract me while one of them stole or sliced into my holopad, but this wasn’t my first time through the star lanes. At twenty-two, I had probably seen more of this part of the galaxy than most men twice my age. Growing up as an orphan with the Red Ring pirates might have been hell for a whole lot of reasons, but at least I had learned some tricks along the way. 

	“Take it all,” I breathed, holding the Subari’s head firmly against me as I probed the depths of her throat with my cock. All three girls were more or less humanoid, which meant that aside from having the correct number of eyes and limbs, they also had proper mouths and cunts for me to fuck. Considering some of the places I visited on a regular basis, I couldn’t afford to take such things for granted. 

	After spending three of the last four weeks blasting from port to port, barely stopping long enough to unload and refuel, I was actually hoping that our contact here would be his usual, tardy self. I had raked in enough from the last shipment of red hurricane that I could afford to keep these girls on hand for a few days if I wanted to—and I definitely did. Mostly because they still had a lot of young, tight holes to fill…but also because I would have given just about anything for a few days away from my annoying partner. 

	My cock throbbed in delight at the Subari’s strained gurgles, and I knew if I wasn’t careful, I would drown this poor girl with a month’s worth of loneliness and frustration. But as much as I would have loved watching her try to swallow the flood, I had other plans for my first offering of the night. Besides, I was confident I had more than enough saved up to feed her later. 

	“Not so fast, beautiful,” I said, tugging at her hair and pulling her off me. Her lips smacked like a suction cup, and she looked up at me in confusion with her big black eyes. “You’re doing great, but I want to have your friend here first.”

	I dragged my fingertips across the Kreen’s taut abdomen and gestured with my chin toward the bed. She eagerly pulled me down onto the mattress, her long purple hair spilling across the sheets and her green, cat-like eyes glinting seductively. She was already naked from the waist up—she must have already cast aside her flimsy halter top when I wasn’t looking—and her “friends” helpfully pulled off her lacy panties to clear the way. I hoisted her smooth, silky red thighs onto my shoulders, marveling at the intense heat of her skin. If I’d had a milliliter of sense, I would have bought one of the special condoms in the lobby—or, failing that, I would have just fucked one of her friends first instead. But there was something irresistible about the scalding heat of a female Kreen, especially when you were as hopped up on stims as I was right now. 

	“Holy shit,” I gasped as the tip of my cock slipped inside. Her cunt was like a damned plasma conduit, and when she slipped her tongue through my lips, I realized her mouth was, too. I knew I was going to have to take this slowly, and I planned to savor every minute of it. 

	I fucked her hard for thirty seconds before I pulled out and had the Subari cool my cock with her tongue. After another fiery plunge, I ordered the Neyris girl to do the same. When I pounded into the Kreen for the third time, I knew I was only seconds from leaving my gratitude all over her stomach and tits. Watching her friends clean up the mess would almost certainly get me ready for round two…

	“Cole. Cole, please respond.”

	I turned and glared at my holopad. It was still attached to my belt on the floor, and if I’d had a pulse pistol in my hand, I almost certainly would have shot the damn thing.

	Not now, Raxyl…

	“Ignore that,” I said as I grabbed the Kreen’s thighs and thrust into her even harder. 

	“Based on your past behavior, I can only assume you are ignoring me,” Raxyl’s infuriatingly calm voice went on. “Our contact is early. I need you to meet me in the lounge as soon as possible.”

	I hissed and continued pumping, drawing delighted noises from the woman beneath me. There was no way in hell I was going to answer him right now. The only question was whether or not I could make myself spill before the Kreen’s smoldering cunt burned my cock to cinders…

	“Since I assume you are currently entertaining multiple females,” Raxyl added, “did you at least inform them that your last test for Thalydia came back positive? I realize the disease only affects a handful of species, but sexual transmission is the most common cause of infection. Your partners should be informed just in case—”

	“Baluta!” the Kreen screeched, bracing her feet on my shoulders and kicking me off of her. I stumbled backward, waving my hands defensively in front of me.

	“Don’t listen to him!” I pleaded. “He’s just trying to mess with me, I swear! I don’t have—”

	The girls hissed and swore at me in their native tongues so quickly and so angrily that my translator implant couldn’t keep up. When I tried to grab their arms and calmly explain that my partner was a lying piece of garbage, the Neyris smacked me so hard she actually drew blood. The girls retrieved their clothes in record time, and a few seconds later, I was standing there alone, rubbing my jaw, my cock still hard and sizzling.

	“Fuck!” I growled, leaning down and grabbing the holopad. “Listen to me, you spineless little snake. When I get down there, I’m going to—”

	“Our contact has offered to pay us quadruple our normal rate,” Raxyl said. “And he plans to give us half in advance.”

	My rage cooled like I had just dunked my head in ice water. My cock, strangely, might have actually gotten even harder. “Quadruple?”

	“Yes, and the delivery is only a few parsecs outside our normal operating zone.”

	I ran a hand back through my brown hair and glanced at myself in the smudged mirror beside the bed. A pair of overly dilated dark eyes stared back at me, and the rapidly growing stubble on my chin was a reminder that I hadn’t shaved this morning. I had looked worse, certainly, but if I wasn’t careful, I’d eventually end up looking like one of the grizzled, washed-up freighter captains I resented so much. Stims were a poor substitute for sleep, as it turned out.  

	“All right,” I murmured, scratching my chin. “What’s the catch?”

	“I do not know yet, but he wants to meet us outside in thirty minutes. I suggest you get dressed and join me in the bar.”

	I swallowed and forced myself to take a deep breath. I refused to get my hopes up—we’d had enough deals fall through these past few months that I was suspicious of anything that sounded too good to be true. But for twenty thousand credits, half in advance…

	“I’ll be there in a minute,” I said, glancing down at my discarded clothes. “Have a drink ready for me.”

	 

	***

	 

	The lounge in the basement of this particular club had even worse lighting than most of its competitors, but for once, I was thankful for the long shadows. Those alien girls could have run down here and told everyone I was trying to give them Thalydia for all I knew, and the harder it was for any local thugs to recognize me, the better. I kept as low of a profile as I could while I maneuvered through the dancing, undulating crowd toward the thin serpentine man sitting at the bar. 

	“Here is your beverage, though I am not certain I trust the intentions of the bartender,” Raxyl said, his normally brown neck scales rippling a curious shade of blue. “He does not seem to care for me.”

	“I can’t imagine why,” I grumbled as I hopped into the seat and scooped up the waiting glass. “You don’t drink, you don’t gamble, you don’t fuck…do Kali do anything for fun besides eat those disgusting worm things?”

	“We enjoy making business deals that will enrich ourselves and our partners,” he replied mildly. “Or would you have preferred I took the money and left on my own?”

	“See, this is why I changed the security codes to the landing ramp when you weren’t looking.”

	“You honestly don’t believe I could slice into the console before you finished your reckless copulation?”

	I grunted and took a sip of the blue liquor in my glass. There were times I seriously resented having an alien as a partner, though it wasn’t as if there were a lot of humans out here for me to choose from. The Varsellian sector was ten thousand light-years from the nearest Dominion world—I hadn’t even seen another human in almost a year. 

	Still, I could have chosen a more agreeable species. Kreen, for instance. They were normally pretty submissive, especially the females, and I could always purchase a maintenance drone to handle repairs. All she would really need to do is watch my back and give me something fun to look at on the long jaunts through the Hepates Cluster…

	“I do regret disrupting your mating rituals,” Raxyl said after a moment. “I had intended to play kolarjik all night, but I did not want to risk missing this opportunity.”

	I turned and eyed him for a long moment. His scales were shimmering a neutral gray, suggesting he probably meant what he said. Unlike most other humanoid species, Kali didn’t have conventional expressions or body language. The only way to discern their mood was from the color of their scales, and in my experience, his people weren’t particularly good at lying. The biological response was probably too powerful to conceal. 

	“If it works out, I’ll forgive you,” I said at last. 

	“And if not?”

	“We’ll see,” I said, taking another sip of my drink. 

	His scales turned a pensive black. “If we do get paid, you will have ample funds to purchase the services of as many females as you wish.”

	“Is that your version of ‘I’m sorry for saying you had an STD over an open com?’”

	“Perhaps,” Raxyl said. His yellow, serpentine eyes blinked twice. “In a different port, you may even be able to find females more to your liking.”

	“I liked the ones I had just fine.”

	“Yet you have spent the last forty-six seconds staring at that Boromid on the stage. I assume you wish to copulate with her?”

	I nearly spat the last of my drink across the bar. “What?”

	“Earlier, you only spent thirty-two seconds staring at that Neyris dancer before you attempted to purchase her services as a prostitute. Since you have been making direct eye contact with the Boromid for an even longer period of time, I assume you also wish to—”

	“She has fourteen arms!” I interrupted, scowling at him. 

	“Yes, and in my experience, humans enjoy the sensation of tactile contact. A being with multiple limbs could—”

	“She’s a giant, disgusting bug! I prefer my women without shells and mandibles, thank you very much.” I swiveled back to the bar and glared resentfully at my empty glass before setting it down with a thunk. 

	“Interesting,” Raxyl replied evenly. “I shall update my behavioral profile.”

	I sighed and rubbed a hand across my temples. He wasn’t actually sorry about what he did at all—he was just trolling me. Apparently, I’ve partnered with the only Kali in the universe capable of sarcasm. 

	“We might as well head to the rendezvous,” Raxyl said. “If we’re late, Maarka will get nervous.”

	“Maarka is always nervous,” I reminded him. “He better not ask us to smuggle weapons again.”

	“For this price, would you refuse?”

	“No,” I snorted. “But I’d rather not end up in a Convectorate penal colony if at all possible. You know how hard they’ve been cracking down lately. They’re worried someone’s trying to arm all the resistance groups cropping up on the border worlds.”

	“I am not overly concerned,” Raxyl said, standing. “You are a surprisingly competent pilot despite your other obvious failings.”

	I rolled my eyes and followed him out of the club. The alley in the back was every bit as shady as I remembered from our last visit, which was why Raxyl had thought ahead and scheduled the meeting a few streets over. Thanks to all the stims still pumping through my system, my eyes were reflexively flicking about in search of potential threats. My partner helpfully decided to activate his full camouflage reflex, which shifted the color of his scales until he was virtually invisible to the naked eye—an illusion aided by his special white jumpsuit that reacted to any change in his pigmentation.

	“Great,” I muttered. “I love being the only target.”

	“Do not worry, Cole. If someone does shoot you, I should be able to sneak up on them and avenge you with ease.”

	“Wonderful.”

	Thankfully, no one decided a lone human in a shoddy jacket was worth murdering, and barely thirty seconds after we reached the rendezvous, a blue-green Meldonian man rounded the corner in front of us.

	“Wonderful friends: great gladness for your arrival!” Maarka said in his barely understandable language. Without my translator implant, I would have assumed he was trying to blow bubbles through his gills. “Ready for business, yes?”

	“You know we are,” I said, scanning the rooftops for snipers. I couldn’t imagine why a dipshit lackey like Maarka would want us dead, but in a port like Briton Chalo, it never hurt to be careful. 

	“Rare cargo for you this time, yes? Very special. Very delicate.”

	“You know from experience that we are capable of handling anything,” Raxyl said. He had already dropped his camouflage; Maarka was skittish enough without my partner speaking out of thin air. 

	“Yes, yes,” the Meldonian said. “But big boss worries. Big boss wants guarantee.”

	“If you’re still promising ten thousand up front, I’ll guarantee anything your boss wants,” I said flatly. “Just tell us what we’re moving.”

	“No tell,” Maarka said, shaking his ridiculous fish head. “We show.”

	He signaled behind him, and one of his goons—an armored Krosian man with biceps the size of my leg—emerged from the shadows pushing a repulsor cart carrying a two-meter-long, half-meter-wide cylinder. Most people probably would have mistaken it for an empty torpedo tube or perhaps some kind of weird coffin, but I recognized a stasis chamber when I saw one. 

	“Very special, very delicate,” Maarka repeated. “You understand now, Captain Cole Vontera?”

	The hairs on the back of my neck prickled when I leaned forward to take a look. I expected the tube to be filled with weapons or bombs—stasis chambers could often mask energy signatures well enough to slip munitions through security scanners. But there weren’t any warheads or explosives or even rifles inside. 

	Instead, there was a woman. 

	“Undamaged and unspoiled, yes?” Maarka said. “Very rare, very precious gift for the big boss.”

	My mouth fell open. The woman was a Velothi, a blue-skinned, humanoid race whose females were highly coveted as exotic dancers and pleasure slaves all across the galaxy. They were common in this sector, however—there were probably hundreds on Briton Chalo alone—so I didn’t understand why this one would be so valuable. 

	Unless… 

	“She’s a Succubus,” I reasoned. 

	“Yes, yes,” Maarka confirmed. “Unspoiled and ready.”

	I nodded and swallowed. So she wasn’t just another random Velothi slave girl, then. Succubi were essentially genetically engineered concubines designed to fit the exact specifications of a particular master. They automatically “Imprinted” themselves upon their first sexual partner, ensuring that they would be the perfect submissive mate. And since Velothi lived three times longer than the average human, this one would remain young and nubile for many decades to come…

	Powerful corporate executives, crime lords, military leaders…they would commission their own Succubus decades in advance, and she wouldn’t be delivered until she had grown to full maturity. Even in a lawless sector filled with grift and sleaze, the idea of powerful men literally designing their own sex slave stood out as particularly decadent. 

	Though frankly, this girl would have been worth a Krosian’s weight in credits even if she weren’t a Succubus. Her body was the perfect fusion of supple and slender, from her long legs to her ample breasts, and her thin, metallic bikini left little to the imagination. The horns splitting through her long black hair were far more exotic in person than in the holos, as were the sleek, twenty-centimeter-long cranial tendrils sprouting from the back of her neck and dangling across her shoulders. Her tail was curled neatly around one of her legs almost like a bowtie wrapping up a present. 

	“You understand now, yes?” Maarka asked. “Big boss grows impatient. Big boss wants delivery soon.”

	“I bet he does,” I said. Maarka’s boss, a notorious pirate lord named Gol Zabras, was a truly remarkable piece of filth. He also happened to be one of the only other humans in the sector, and as a result, he had been our most reliable employers over the years. We had run almost everything for him at one time or another, from drugs to medical supplies to weapons. But we had never trafficked actual people for him before. Somehow, it seemed even more disgusting. 

	“Four cycles,” Maarka said. “If you deliver girl within four cycles, big boss will pay you extra.”

	I glanced back at Raxyl. His scales were shimmering a curious blue, and I would have given just about anything for a private conversation with him right now. We desperately needed the money if we wanted to remain independent, but this whole arrangement was already leaving a bad taste in my mouth. 

	“Four cycles it is,” I said, mentally mapping out potential routes. Reaching Zabras in four days wouldn’t be a problem at all—the Gazack’s hyperdrive was fast enough that we could probably make the trip in two, especially since we weren’t ferrying actual contraband. 

	“Good, good,” Maarka said. “I will transfer advance payment, yes? Will deliver girl to ship.”

	I nodded and glanced back into the stasis chamber and the sleeping beauty within. Just looking at her made my cock ache. The things I wanted to do to her—the things I wanted her to do to me. She looked so sweet, so peaceful, so young…

	And all we had to do to get rich was deliver her into the hands of a scumbag like Gol Zabras.

	“We’ll meet you there,” I said, trying to ignore the tightening knot in my stomach at the thought of the future that lay ahead of her. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.”

	 

	***

	 

	We arrived back at our ship shortly thereafter, and as usual, I took a few minutes to scan the hull for any tracking devices or obvious sabotage. Raxyl had just installed a better security system on the Wild Gazack a few weeks ago, but it never hurt to be cautious. I found nothing but familiar gray plating, weathered and blackened by carbon scoring in some spots, but sturdy and whole. Perhaps the biggest advantage of flying around in an obsolete, pre-war freighter was that almost no one would bother trying to steal it. The sensor-reflecting plates would prevent potential thieves from scanning the interior and realizing just how much work we had done to the old girl over the years. 

	By “we” I really meant “him,” of course. I could pilot any ship in the galaxy, but maintenance and repairs were more Raxyl’s specialty. He had basically rebuilt this thing from scratch, and the only reason I was alive to fly it was because he had taken pity on me. As a young child, I had stowed away in the cargo hold in an attempt to escape from the Red Ring, and he had allowed me to tag along and prove my usefulness. I owed him everything, as uncomfortable as it was to admit. Without his charity, I probably wouldn’t even be alive…

	You spent half your life as a pirate-lord’s slave, and now you’re about to deliver this girl right to another pirate’s doorstep. How fitting. 

	Maarka and his cronies arrived a few minutes later, saving me from my self-disgust. They loaded the stasis chamber into our cargo hold with hardly even a glance at us, and I checked to confirm that he had already transferred the advance to my account before they left. It didn’t make any logical sense, but the fact that everyone was proceeding so smoothly actually made me more nervous than if the idiot had tried to fleece us. This was Briton Chalo, after all—anyone who wasn’t openly trying to grift you was probably about to shoot you in the back. 

	“Big boss demands you not open chamber under any circumstances,” Maarka said as the cargo hatch slowly closed. “Girl must remain unspoiled.”

	“I’m not going to spoil her, trust me,” I muttered. I was telling him the truth, though every time I closed my eyes, I could see her gorgeous face and shapely blue body. This was going to be a much more difficult trip than I’d envisioned…

	We were blasting out of the docking bay a few minutes later, and I tried to focus all my attention on flying the ship. As always, holding the flight stick and sitting in the pilot’s chair did more to calm my nerves than a dozen shots of Krosian ale. 

	“The hyperdrive will be ready in seventy-five seconds,” Raxyl reported from the co-pilot’s chair beside me. “We should reach Vrassk-Ka in just over thirteen hours.”

	“Before we jump, you should access the Holosphere relay and check for any reports of Convectorate patrols along the way.”

	“I am already doing so.”

	I nodded, but my thoughts were restless. “You know, you could have told me that Maarka wanted us to transport a woman.”

	“I did not know the nature of the cargo until you did, Cole. I thought I made that much clear.”

	I pursed my lips. “You’re okay with it?”

	An anxious orange shimmer rippled across his arm. “It is a difficult offer to pass up.”

	“That’s not what I asked.”

	His color didn’t change, but the ripples became more frequent. “We have transported munitions that will surely cause far more harm to far more people than one Velothi slave,” he said. “Logically, there is no comparison.”

	“That’s still not what I asked.”

	“No, it is not.”

	I smiled tightly as a long silence settled between us. Something about this whole arrangement still felt off. We had worked for Gol Zabras enough to know that his little criminal empire hadn’t even existed ten years ago, let alone twenty. How had he possibly been wealthy enough to purchase a Velothi Succubus for himself all the way back then? She had to be at least eighteen years old. 

	He could have stolen her—maybe that was why Maarka had seemed even more jittery than usual. It would also explain his rush to get the girl loaded onto our ship as quickly as possible. The original owner might already be looking for her. It wouldn’t be the first time Zabras had offered us a job to smuggle something he had filched from a rival. 

	I leaned back in my chair and resisted the urge to flip on the autopilot for as long as possible. I needed to keep focusing on something, otherwise I was going to start imagining all the scandalous things I would do to my own Succubus if I could afford one. I suddenly wished I’d spent half my advance payment tracking down that Kreen whore and hiring her to come with us on the ship for a few weeks…

	I was just about ready to jump us into hyperspace and excuse myself for some “private time” in my quarters when I caught a strange flicker of movement from the tactical holographic display in between our seats. 

	“Do you see what I’m seeing?” I asked. 

	“Given that our species possess fundamentally distinct ocular capabilities, I find that proposition highly unlikely,” Raxyl replied mildly. 

	“Just look at the fucking tac-holo,” I growled. “You see those sensor echoes in the shadow of that Rakashi freighter?”

	The Kali’s yellow eyes blinked sideways several times in rapid succession. “Yes.”

	“Good. You want to tell me what they are?”

	“Without additional data, an accurate determination is impossible.”

	I strangled the urge to slam my fist through the console. “You’re the one who built the damn sensors on this thing, right?”

	“Yes.”

	“So give me your best guess.”

	Raxyl blinked again, and a thoughtful black ripple shimmered across his scales. “The most likely explanation is that the echoes are small, anomalous distortions caused by the freighter’s shield grid. As you know, most Rakashi technology deviates from established Convectorate specifications.”

	“Uh-huh,” I said. “And what’s the second most likely explanation?”

	A sudden splotch of anxious orange rippled across his neck. “Several small ships—almost certainly starfighters—are using the freighter’s bulk to conceal their energy signatures.”

	“I was afraid you’d say that,” I grumbled as I glanced out the viewport. Briton Chalo was a shrinking speck in the starscape at this point, and Chalo II, the closest planet in the system, was still an indistinct brown blur on the port corner of the canopy. Other than the Rakashi freighter, there wasn’t another ship within a million kilometers. In theory, we were already in the clear and could jump into hyperspace at a moment’s notice. 

	And yet…

	“Fuck it,” I said, my fingers flicking across the console. “I’m taking us through the Scalavian Run just in case.”

	Raxyl turned to face me, his neck scales shifting from orange to yellow. “Are you certain that is wise?”

	“No, but I’m suddenly feeling pretty exposed. If we jump to hyperspace, we won’t have any cover if anyone decides to chase us. Fighting in deep space significantly limits our options.”

	“We don’t even know if we are being pursued,” Raxyl said. 

	“If I’m wrong, I’ll owe you a box of those disgusting worm things you eat,” I said. “Hold on.”

	I rolled the Gazack hard to port and kicked the sub-light throttle up to maximum just in case. The Scalavian Run—a billion-kilometer stretch of asteroids and detritus extending across a quarter of the Chalo system—was probably the most dangerous region of space in the whole damn sector. Even most of the underground racing circuits had abandoned the Run at this point, and for very good reason. The clustered chunks of metal, ice, and rock were bad enough, but the real problem was the intermittent radiation pockets that wreaked havoc on proximity sensors. The wrecked ships that had created the debris field in the first place had been here for many centuries, but unfortunately the pulothium in their reactor cores wouldn’t hit its half-life for another fifty million years or so. 

	“The danger posed by the field greatly exceeds the probability that we are otherwise in danger,” Raxyl said. “This is a foolhardy course of action.”

	“Again, you’re the one who programmed the computer on this ship, right?” I asked. “Are you saying your piloting AI isn’t up to the challenge?”

	“The intelligence matrix far exceeds the capabilities of any sentient pilot.”

	“Apart from me, you mean.”

	The faintest ripple of indignant green flashed across his scales. “With a few more adjustments, the AI will eventually make you obsolete as well.”

	“Maybe,” I said, grinning. “But not today. Also, I’m pretty sure we just tossed your probability theory in the trash.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“Those sensor echoes,” I said, jabbing a thumb at the tac-holo. “They suddenly look a lot like ships to me.”

	The computer confirmed my analysis a moment later. The sensor echoes were Convectorate reclamator drones—the kind with heavy, annoyingly accurate disruptor cannons capable of frying the internal systems on anything smaller than a frigate. 

	And they were headed straight for us. 

	“The drones are powering up their engines and plotting an intercept course,” Raxyl reported. “I do not understand. We are over a hundred light-years from the closest Convectorate garrison.”

	“And we don’t have any active bounties on our heads, either,” I said, a nervous tingle prickling the back of my neck. The Gazack wasn’t defenseless by any means, but the disruptors on the reclamators would make short work of our shields. They were designed to capture, not destroy, which was more than a little unusual considering the Vecs’ typical “shoot to kill” attitude with Far Rim fringers like ourselves. 

	The question was why they would bother. We weren’t in Convectorate space, and even if we were, Briton Chalo was harboring a thousand far more dangerous criminals than us right this instant. A couple of low-level, under-the-radar smugglers hardly seemed worth anyone’s time. As far as I could tell, there was only one logical explanation. 

	“The girl,” I whispered. “They’re after the girl.”

	The orange streak rippling along Raxyl’s neck became even more intense. “As unlikely as that seems, the timing is certainly suspicious. I do not have an alternative explanation.”

	I swallowed and watched nervously as the drones accelerated. The Gazack was quick for its size, but it couldn’t possibly outrun a swarm of starfighters. According to the tac-holo, they would overtake us a few seconds after we reached the edge of the Run. 

	“That’s why Maarka was so nervous—and why he offered to pay us so much. How much do you want to bet that she doesn’t even belong to Gol Zabras?”

	“Who else would she belong to?” Raxyl asked. 

	“I don’t know, but Maarka must have had the Vecs on his heels. All he really wanted to do was get her off his hands.” I swore under my breath. “I knew this was too good to be true. The next time I see that idiot, I’m going to put a flechette round through his stupid fishy head.”

	“I would not rely upon us living that long. The reclamators are gaining.”

	“I know,” I growled. “We’ll have to try and lose them in the Run.”

	The orange on the Kali’s skin turned fearful yellow. “I do not trust the intelligence matrix to navigate the field at this speed.”

	“Do you trust me?”

	“No.”

	“Too bad,” I said. “Because I’m all you’ve got.”

	I jerked the flight stick hard right and rolled us into a tight corkscrew just as we passed the first enormous chunk of debris—a jagged ball of magnetite the size of a mountain. The reclamators fired the instant they were in range, and I watched in silent horror as the greenish-blue blasts of energy streaked past our hull. Our shields weren’t designed to absorb disruptor fire—almost no shields were—but we couldn’t afford to shift any additional power to the aft grid even if we wanted to. Not unless we wanted the radiation field to shave about fifty years off our collective life-spans. 

	“Prep a missile,” I ordered, banking hard to port as another barrage burned the vacuum around us. “If we detonate it near that gas pocket, we might be able to—”

	My voice caught in my throat as the entire universe slammed to a halt around me. Seconds passed like minutes, and minutes didn’t pass at all. It was as if I had been trapped in stasis between heartbeats.

	Breathe. Just remember to breathe. 

	This had happened before, and I had never been able to explain it. At first, I had assumed it was just a weird hallucination trigged by overdosing on stims, but it only seemed to happen when I was in trouble. And for some bizarre, inexplicable reason, a stream of images always flashed before my eyes. 

	I saw myself pulling the trigger and firing a missile into the gas pocket, and I saw the explosion flare wildly out of control. It destroyed some of the reclamators, but it quickly consumed the Gazack, too. Our shields buckled, our hull melted, and I actually felt the flesh burning off my skin a split second before I was sucked into endless vacuum…

	“Cole?”

	I blinked, and time resumed as if I had touched the universe’s play button. Another volley of disruptor fire splashed across our aft shields, and I reflexively banked the ship hard to starboard before twisting it into another wild corkscrew.

	“Forget the missile,” I said. “The gas pocket is too unstable.”

	“You may be right, but our options are limited,” Raxyl said. “Shield power is draining rapidly.”

	I toggled on the HUD, and it projected a translucent, holographic map of the nearby area across the ship’s canopy. “We’ll have to try our luck with the wreckage of that old battleship,” I said. “Do you still know that sensor-masking trick for missiles that you used back on Picares last year?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then do it again. But this time, set the warhead on a five-second delay. I have an idea…”

	I jammed the stick hard to the left, throwing us into yet another barrel-roll. The reclamators were adapting quickly—their semi-sentient AIs were among the best in the Convectorate fleet—but I still trusted myself to outthink any machine, especially when it came to borderline-suicidal maneuvers. 

	Biting down on my lip, I steered us into the sprawling wreckage of an ancient battleship. The superstructure was riddled with obstacles, from enormous chunks of drifting metal to intact support columns, but I kept the throttle as I high as I could while still leaving myself enough time to dodge. The drones followed hot on our heels, still spitting blue fury. The debris gave us a bit of cover, but I knew it wouldn’t last. In another ten seconds, we would be clear and in the open again. And then we would be dead. 

	“How’s our missile?” I asked. 

	“The detonator is primed,” Raxyl told me. “But I still don’t understand—”

	“You’ll just have to trust me,” I said, taking a deep breath. When I wasn’t overwhelmed with another ominous, time-stopping premonition, I assumed this would work. Or at least, I assumed it probably wouldn’t kill us. 

	I pulled the trigger. The missile shot out of the forward tube and streaked ahead of us on a tail of azure fire toward what was left of the ruined battleship’s bridge. But rather than detonate on impact, the missile harpooned into the hull and stuck there. We shot past it an instant later, and I clenched my teeth and braced myself, hoping that Raxyl’s sensor trick would mask the warhead’s signature from the drones…

	The sudden flash of light was so bright the canopy dimmers kicked on automatically. I watched through the rear HUD display as the detonation set off a chain reaction that consumed the entire forward half of the wreckage in a matter of seconds. One of the reclamators shot out of the explosion, its v-shaped wings already warped beyond recognition, before it smashed into an icy meteorite. A second followed closely behind it, intact but effectively disabled, and met the same fate. The other two never emerged at all. 

	“An interesting strategy,” Raxyl said, the yellow in his scales slowly fading. 

	“I think I’ll call it ‘missile mining’ from now on,” I replied, smiling as I let out a long, slow breath. “And yeah, I can’t believe that worked, either.”

	The Kali watched the sensors, mesmerized by the continuing series of explosions behind us. It was like we had tossed a lit match over our shoulders into a vat of ammonium nitrate. All we had to do now was dodge the gas and radiation pockets until we were clear of the Run…and hope there wasn’t a Convectorate fleet waiting for us on the other side. 

	“Why did you change your plan?” Raxyl asked after a moment. 

	My smile faded as my heartrate slowly returned to normal. “What do you mean?”

	“You originally wanted to fire a missile into a gas pocket. What made you change your mind?”

	“Just a hunch,” I said, gently nudging the stick and plotting a course out of this maze. 

	“I see,” Raxyl replied, a black shimmer rippling up his throat. “If I am not mistaken, you seem to be having these ‘hunches’ of yours more and more of late.”

	“I have good instincts, what can I say?” 

	Hopefully, he wouldn’t keep pressing the subject; it wasn’t something I enjoyed talking about. They weren’t literally premonitions, of course—I wasn’t a psychic. We were half a galaxy away from the Dominion and its Seraphim priests; true psionic ability was virtually unheard of out here, and the Convectorate wanted to keep it that way for good reason. The Dominion had been the only true superpower in the galaxy for a very long time, and no one out here had fond memories of that era. 

	“Anyway, my latest ‘hunch’ is that we should speak with our passenger,” I said. “Something tells me she’s more than just a frozen slave girl.”

	“Perhaps,” Raxyl replied. “Though taking her out of stasis may forfeit our payment.”

	“Assuming this deal is actually legit. At this point, I wouldn’t count on anything.” I frowned and glanced back over my shoulder once we had cleared the fringes of the Run. “Like you said, we’re a long way from Convectorate space. They wouldn’t send out a pack of expensive reclamator drones just to catch a couple of middling smugglers. They had to be after her.”

	“If that’s true, then someone must have told them which ship she was in,” Raxyl said. “Or they must possess some other means of tracking her.”

	“I’d run an intensive scan on that stasis chamber just to be sure there isn’t a tracker. But in the meantime…” I activated the hyperdrive and watched as the stars melted into a flickering blur of pseudomotion before I unfastened my restraints. “I’m going to wake our sleeping beauty and see if I can get some answers.”

	 

	 

	
2 
The Cargo

	 

	The stasis chamber was still sitting in the cargo bay where we had left it, nestled between the stacks of empty cargo containers to either side. The tiny green lights on the monitor screen blinked every few seconds to confirm that the woman inside was alive. I peered through the glass, once again marveling at the frozen woman’s raw beauty. What would I even say if I woke her up? And what would I say to Gol Zabras if I unwrapped his present a few days early?

	Sighing, I glanced back over my shoulder to Raxyl. “Learn anything from the sensors?”

	“I do not detect any trace of a signal emanating from the Gazack,” he said, fiddling with the console on the wall. “If the tube is fitted with a tracking beacon, it is not currently transmitting.”

	“So maybe Maarka just tipped off the Vecs the old-fashioned way,” I said. “We still have that med-scanner around here somewhere, don’t we?”

	“Yes. It is in the first aid kit where it belongs.”

	“No need to get snippy,” I muttered, pacing over to the opposite wall and opening the kit. I wasn’t a doctor by any stretch of the imagination, but the Red Ring had taught me basic first aid. I had cleaned my fair share of pulse burns over the years, and I had learned a bit of cellular biology from the sawbones the Ring kept around their sprawling pirate scrapyard.

	“If you are trying to confirm her identity, the med-scanner is not very powerful,” Raxyl said. 

	“No, but it could still give us a clue,” I told him, activating the small device and running a quick scan over the stasis chamber. “According to this, she’s nineteen years old and is in perfect health.”

	“Neither of which are surprising.”

	I frowned at the display as further results came back. “No, but her genetic structure has definitely been modified. The cellular composition of her skin and bones is very different than the average Velothi. The rest of this is just gibberish to me.”

	“We won’t get any answers from scanners, Cole. You will have to speak with her.”

	“I know,” I whispered. “Just stand back for a minute. I don’t want to scare her.”

	A curious blue rippled shimmered up his neck scales. “Was that comment intended to offend me? Do you believe my reptilian visage is inherently more fearsome than—?”

	“The fewer people she sees when she wakes up, the less intimidated she’ll be,” I interrupted. “Besides, if she was designed to serve Gol Zabras, she might respond better to a human face.”

	“Mm,” he murmured. “A logical enough conclusion. I shall wait back here.”

	“Just don’t jump out from behind the crates—she might be skittish.” I leaned down beside the stasis chamber, fingers dancing through the menus on the monitor screen. “Sorry about this, sweetheart, but I’m going to have to end your nap a little early. I really hope you like protein malts, because that’s all we’ve got on this barge until we hit another port…”

	Taking a final deep breath, I mentally crossed my fingers and deactivated the stasis field. The tube hissed as it opened, and a cloud of white vapor billowed out from the sides as the internal temperature normalized. On the monitor, her heartrate slowly increased, and I watched in mild fascination as the tip of her blue tail began twitching around her leg. 

	I was genuinely embarrassed by how quickly I got an erection. As much I wanted to blame the stims still coursing through my system, I knew they had nothing to do with it. If my partner hadn’t rudely interrupted my fun with the Kreen earlier, I might have had a touch more self-control. But now…

	She stirred abruptly as her lungs refilled with air, and her eyelids slowly fluttered open. Velothi eyes had always fascinated me—the luminous blue orbs didn’t have pupils or sclera. They looked almost…divine. 

	“It’s all right,” I soothed, reaching into the tube and placing my hand atop hers. Her skin was so soft it was like touching krinnar silk. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

	She exhaled sharply, then rapidly glanced back and forth across the cargo bay before her faintly glowing eyes finally settled on me. Her ruby lips curled into a wide, warm grin that was so alluring I couldn’t help but smile back. 

	“Master,” she said in a sweet, accented voice. “I have waited my whole life to meet you!”

	I blinked. “I, uh…I’m not actually—”

	She leaned up in the tube and kissed me before I could finish the sentence. I froze in place like a shell-shocked virgin, but she didn’t seem to care. Her tongue plunged between my lips, and she wrapped her wrists around my neck to pull me close. I eventually kissed her back out of pure reflex, and I actually shivered when one of her cranial tendrils curled lovingly around my earlobe. When my hands settled on her bare back, I couldn’t help but drag my fingertips across her satiny skin. I really regretted not ordering Raxyl to wait in the cockpit…

	She eventually pulled me close enough that I felt her breasts press against my chest, and I was seriously tempted to untie the flimsy strap holding the top of her bikini in place. Surely her master wouldn’t mind if I had a tiny peek…

	Or Gol Zabras will flay me alive. 

	“Wait,” I gasped, finally mustering the willpower to push her away. “This isn’t…I mean, I’m not…”

	“It’s all right,” she said, tracing her finger along my chin. Stars, even her voice was perfect, so smooth and refined it was almost lyrical. “I’m sorry if I startled you. I’ve just been waiting so long to finally meet you. I am eager to show you what I can do.”

	She kissed me again, and this time, she actually crawled out of the tube, skillfully reversing our positions so she could straddle my lap. It happened so fast, so gracefully, that I almost didn’t notice—her barely covered groin gave me other things to think about. Her hands feathered through my hair, her tendrils massaged my ears, and her tail…her tail started wriggling beneath my belt. 

	“No,” I said, breaking the kiss more forcefully this time. “I’m not your master.”

	She looked at me like I had just shot her mother. “What?”

	“I had to wake you up early,” I explained, panting slightly. “You’re on a ship—my ship. We’re still a few days away from your master.”

	“You are not Gol Zabras?”

	“No.”

	“But you are human.” 

	“Last time I checked.” 

	I swallowed and desperately tried to catch my breath. Having her body pressed so tightly against me made it difficult; having the tip of her tail halfway down my pants made it almost impossible.

	“I might be the only other human in the whole damn sector, but I’m not Gol Zabras,” I said. “I’m just the smuggler he’s paying to take you to him.”

	She glanced around the cargo bay again, taking in the matte-green containers, the metal decking scuffed by countless cargo runs. “I see. I was not supposed to be awakened until I reached him.”

	“I know. We just had a little change of plans. But it will be all right—I’ll make sure you get there on time.”

	She eventually nodded and let out a deep breath that renewed the flush in my cheeks as it fanned across my face. Still, she seemed far less winded than I’d been. “I apologize for kissing you so forcefully. When I saw that you were human, I assumed you were my master.”

	“Under different circumstances, I’d love to have you kiss me as forcefully as you want,” I smirked. 

	She smiled again. “I am glad you did not find it unpleasant.”

	“Sweetheart, I don’t think it’s possible to find you unpleasant.”

	“You may be more right than you know,” she said, studying me. “I have been attuned to your species at a psychological and genetic level. We have only just met, but I feel as though I already know everything about you.”

	My fingers continuing rubbing circles along her bare back even though I desperately wanted her to get off me. If she didn’t, my cock was going to explode whether it was still trapped inside my pants or not…

	“Do you have a name, pilot?” she asked.

	“Cole,” I said, resisting the urge to glance down at the ample cleavage still pressed against me. “Cole Vontera.”

	“My name is Kaveri Saalu,” she said. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Cole.”

	“It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.” I licked at my lips. “Um, you, uh…you may want to get off of me.”

	Her eyes flicked down as if she only just remembered she was straddling me. “By the stars, I’m sorry! I was so eager to arouse you, but now…” She shook her head. “It isn’t fair. Here, let me at least bring you some relief as an apology…”

	Her tail wormed deeper down my pants, but I pulled away and physically lifted her out of my lap just before she touched my cock. “That’s all right,” I croaked, standing up from the pod while wondering what in the hell was wrong me for passing up an opportunity like this. “I was given very specific instructions not to, um, spoil you.”

	Kaveri smiled again. It was so demure and disarming my knees practically melted. She really had been attuned to know exactly what human males wanted.

	“My body is for Master Zabras alone,” she said, reaching out and wrapping her hands around my neck again. “But there are plenty of other ways I can bring you relief. Here, let me show you…”

	I grabbed her wrists and turned my chin away before she could kiss me again. “Look…Kaveri…we need to talk.”

	She blinked curiously. I had no idea what Succubus training involved, but I couldn’t imagine she was used to anyone saying “no” to her very often…or ever.

	“I have a co-pilot,” I said, my voice cracking. I felt like I was tagging in a wrestling partner before I was overwhelmed. “Come on out.”

	Raxyl emerged from behind the cargo containers. I felt Kaveri tense up at the sight of him, but the movement was subtle—I wouldn’t have even noticed if she weren’t holding onto me. 

	“I am Raxyl,” he said. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Saalu.”

	“Please, call me Kaveri,” she replied, her warm, knee-melting smile returning. “I did not expect to encounter a Kali. I apologize, but I have not been trained in the proper carnal techniques for your species.”

	“That’s all right,” Raxyl said, an amused purple streak shimmering across his neck. “As my partner said, we did not wake you with the intention of calling upon your services. We merely wished to ask you some questions.”

	“Of course,” Kaveri said, glancing between us. “What do you wish to know?”

	“Do you have any idea why the Convectorate would be after you?”

	Kaveri blinked. “What?”

	“Not long after we left Briton Chalo, several Convectorate reclamator drones attempted to disable us,” Raxyl explained. “They were hiding not far from the station, and based on their behavior, I postulate an eighty-two point three percent probability that they were stalking a specific target—namely, you.”

	“What he means is that we’ve had plenty of run-ins with the Vecs over the years, but they haven’t bothered us in a long time,” I added, grateful that my pulse had settled. “Not until we left the planet with you in our cargo hold.”

	“I do not understand,” Kaveri asked. If she was lying, she was a damn good actress. Her breathing, the nervous twitching of her tail and tendrils, the movements of her eyes—they all painted the picture of a hapless slave girl who genuinely had no clue what was going on. 

	I wanted to believe her. I really did. But even normal Velothi were well known for their charms and wiles, and this girl had literally been designed to entice and manipulate human men. With her smile, I would have been inclined believed her if she told me that sand was wet, but that didn’t mean it was true. 

	Which is exactly why I wanted Raxyl to be here for a second opinion. 

	“So you cannot think of any reasons why the Convectorate would be interested in you?” the Kali asked. 

	“No,” Kaveri said, shaking her head. “I have never even interacted with the Convectorate. I was born on Chalo Prime—I had never even been in outer space before a few days ago!”

	“Chalo Prime,” I murmured. “Let me guess: you were designed in a Xanatech Lab?”

	Her brow furrowed. “No…I am not familiar with that name.”

	Well, so much for that little trick. You didn’t really expect her to fall for something that obvious, did you?

	I sighed. Xanatech wasn’t real, but it seemed like an easy way to try and catch her in a lie. I didn’t really know what else to do.

	“I have lived my entire life in Toruuna, a large city on the northern hemisphere,” Kaveri said. “My master was Qel Pasek. His company has been breeding Succubi for several generations.”

	I nodded absently. I knew the name, but I wasn’t familiar enough with Pasek or Toruuna to probe her with any more trap questions. As far as I knew, Raxyl wasn’t either. 

	“Well, I guess the bottom line is that the trip might not be as safe as we thought,” I told her. “I wanted to wake you up and see if you knew anything that might help.”

	“I wish I did,” Kaveri said. “I am sorry. I do not wish to put your lives in danger. I didn’t even think I would meet the men responsible for transporting me to my new master.”

	Raxyl’s scales continued rippling a thoughtful black, but he remained quiet. I would have to ask him his real opinion later once we were alone again.

	“All right, well…we’re still a long away from your master’s home,” I said. “Putting you back in stasis would be dangerous—you shouldn’t go under twice in such a short period of time. We don’t have a ton of space on this ship, but there’s an extra cabin with a bunk.”

	“That will be more than sufficient. Though I doubt I will need any additional rest. The presence of a human male on this ship has already left me quite…invigorated.”

	“So it would seem,” Raxyl murmured. 

	I managed a smile, and my eyes finally succumbed to the temptation of her cleavage. The way her flimsy top held her breasts together…I had never wanted to kiss and lick and fuck a pair of tits so badly in my life. 

	“All right, well…Raxyl, why don’t you return to the cock?” I hissed softly between my teeth. “I mean, the cockpit. I’ll escort our guest to her cabin and get her settled.”

	“I’m sure you will,” the Kali replied mildly. He nodded once at Kaveri, then calmly slipped out of the cargo bay. 

	Swallowing heavily, I forced myself to look away from her before offering her an elbow. “Please, follow me.”

	Kaveri smiled, then took my arm and practically melted into me. “Lead the way.”

	I nodded and escorted her out of the cargo bay and into the ship. She glided with a fluid, ephemeral gait almost like she wasn’t actually touching the ground. Maybe she wasn’t; her bare feet didn’t seem to mind the cold deck plates. I belatedly realized she was probably just used to walking in preposterously high heels. 

	“I know it’s not much, but we’re not used to transporting people,” I said as I opened the doors to the guest quarters and gestured inside. I had never been more embarrassed by the cramped room and simple bunk than I was right now. A prison cell had more comforts—but at least it was clean. “We, uh, we don’t really have any extra clothes for you to wear, either. But I’d be happy to buy something for you when we stop for fuel at Vrassk-Ka.”

	Kaveri arched a black eyebrow at me. “But I already have clothing.”

	“Well, that…outfit…just seems a bit cold. And not very functional.”

	“It is unrestrictive,” she said, floating inside the room and bracing her palms on the bunk so she could look out the long, flat viewport. “From what I have been told about my master’s preferences, he will likely wish me to remain naked most of the time, at least aside from a discipline collar. My submissiveness will undoubtedly impress his lieutenants and rivals.”

	Yeah, I bet it will, I thought to myself as I watched her bend over the bed and arch her back. If she was telling the truth about being in space for the first time, then the view of a hyperspace corridor was probably enthralling. If she was merely a con artist, however, then the pose was probably just meant to shatter the remaining scraps of my willpower. 

	And it was working. 

	“It’s beautiful,” Kaveri whispered, her tail swaying and winding in graceful loops above a gold and scarlet thong. 

	By the stars, I would give literally anything to grab her by the waist, nudge her tail out of the way, and pound the living hell out of her blue ass right now. Why didn’t I just tell her that I was Gol Zabras? I could have just changed my name and flown us halfway across the galaxy before the pirate-lord even realized what he’d lost.

	“Yeah, it is,” I murmured, tugging at the collar of my jacket and wondering if Raxyl was intentionally tampering with the environmental controls just to mess with me. “Hyperspace corridors can make you dizzy if you look at them too long, though.”

	Her tail continued its slow, rhythmic twirling, and my cock began throbbing in unison. I didn’t know if Succubi possessed pheromones to attract mates like the Kreen, but I suddenly wondered if that was what was going on. I didn’t usually get suckered this easily by a pretty face. Or a pretty ass. Or unbelievable tits. 

	You have to get out of this room. You have to get out of this room right now!

	“Why don’t you settle in here and make yourself comfortable for a bit?” I asked, clearing my throat. “I need to go and check on my partner. If you’re hungry later, I can get you a protein malt. They’re not the most delicious things in the universe, but they’re filling enough.”

	Kaveri turned back around and grinned, smoothly sitting on the bed. If she hadn’t noticed the way I was awkwardly standing to try and hide my erection before, she did now. “The only protein malts I’m familiar with are quite satisfying,” she said, her blue eyes fixating on the bulge in my pants. “And surprisingly fun to make.”

	You haven’t left yet. Why haven’t you left yet?

	“I, uh…”

	“I am so sorry, Cole,” she said, her voice becoming almost gentle.

	I blinked. “About what?”

	“My presence is obviously bringing you great distress. It’s not fair.”

	God dammit. “No, you’re fine,” I insisted. “I’m the one who woke you up. I had just hoped you might be able to, uh…to answer a few questions.”

	“You can ask me anything you like,” Kaveri said, slowly crossing her legs. “In a way, you are my master until you turn me over to Gol Zabras.”

	I pursed my lips and allowed myself to glance below her shoulders. It was just as big of a mistake as I’d feared. Maybe I should offer her one of my jumpsuits. Anything to cover up those legs and tits…

	“You don’t seem upset about this arrangement,” I said, wiping the sweat beading on my brow. “The fact that you’re being sold, I mean. I imagine a lot of girls in your position would be begging me to disable their discipline collars and take them somewhere they could start a new life.”

	Kaveri shrugged. “Why would I wish to go somewhere else? I was designed for this purpose.”

	“To be a pirate lord’s concubine?”

	“To be a loyal, diligent, and pleasing servant.” 

	My eyes were ensnared by her cleavage again. “Just because you’re genetically engineered doesn’t mean you’re a robot.”

	“No, but I was built to very exacting specifications. Everything about me—my height, my face, my eyes, my lips—they were all engineered for a specific purpose.” She abruptly stood and sauntered toward me, an intense glint in her luminescent eyes. “Even my personality has been carefully groomed and conditioned. As I explained before, I am designed specifically to please human males.”

	I tried to swallow and nearly choked instead. “You know, I think you may be right. This really isn’t fair.”

	“No, it isn’t. You are aching to spoil me, and I am aching to let you.” Kaveri placed her hands back around my neck. “Your presence is affecting me almost as much as mine is affecting you.”

	“I doubt that,” I squeaked. 

	Kaveri giggled softly. It was the sweetest sound I had ever heard. “You don’t understand,” she said, nudging a centimeter closer. “My physiology is programmed to respond to the needs of nearby human males. Satisfying their desires is as pleasurable for me as it is for them. And not satisfying them…” She paused, and my eyes darted down as she slowly dragged her tail across the bulge in my pants. “It is just as frustrating for me as it is to them.” 

	“Not possible,” I gasped. 

	Her smile widened. “Please, let me show you.”

	My hands rose to brush the silken skin of her bare waist even as I shook my head. “That’s really not necessary…”

	“I can bring you relief without allowing you to spoil me,” Kaveri said. “I don’t even need to use my hands.”

	“What do you—?”

	She leaned forward to kiss me again, and this time, her tail plunged down my pants so quickly I didn’t even have time to react before it curled around my cock and began slowly stroking me like a third hand…

	It was in that exact moment the last of my resistance crumbled. I didn’t just kiss her; I devoured her. If she had been any other woman, I would have grabbed her by the thighs, slammed her against the door, and fucked her until she screamed for mercy. But her tail was doing all the work, and I cried out in anticipation of a climax so powerful I half expected my seed to fire straight through the bulkhead. 

	I dimly realized that her hands had unbuckled my belt and opened my pants, but I was too far gone to feel grateful. I didn’t feel anything but the caress of her tail, the heat of her mouth. But just before I unloaded, Kaveri pulled her lips away and smiled. “I think I will take that protein malt after all.”

	She was on her knees before I could respond. While her fingers squeezed the back of my thighs, holding me steady and close, her cranial tendrils took over. Two of the slender appendages lovingly rubbed the tip of my cock, and the others began pumping the shaft. My hands reflexively dropped to her horns, clutching them like perfect handholds as she opened her lips and looked up at me expectantly. 

	I exploded immediately. My cock fired at least five full, thick salvos of seed through her open lips and into the back of her throat. She maintained eye contact the entire time, and when I finally stopped spurting, her tendrils began gently massaging my balls as if trying to ensure they were completely empty. I had never felt this thoroughly consumed even with three separate girls sucking me off. 

	“Gods…fucking…shit!” I stammered, grabbing the empty shelf on the wall to keep myself upright. The Succubi of legend had siphoned the life force out of males, and I honestly felt like that was what Kaveri had just done to me. 

	“So virile,” she breathed after she had tipped back her head and swallowed my bountiful offering. “In the Dominion, you would be highly coveted as a breeder.”

	I blinked, still trying to recover from the shockwaves. “What?”

	“Just something my instructors used to say,” Kaveri said, smiling and licking at her lips. Her tendrils continued tickling my balls. “Do you feel better?”

	“I don’t think I’ve ever felt this good in my life,” I gasped. 

	Kaveri giggled and licked at the tip, and my cock spasmed as it tried to expel seed that wasn’t there. “I cannot allow you to spoil me, but I would be happy to satisfy you as many times as you desire during this trip,” she said. “My offer extends to your partner as well.”

	“I don’t think my partner knows what sex is,” I muttered, feeling so light that I wondered if the gravity was malfunctioning. 

	“I would be delighted to show him.” She grinned and shrugged. “Or you can keep me to yourself, master. Whatever you prefer.”

	I wiped my brow with my free hand while the other finally let go of the shelf, trying to steady my knees. I still wasn’t sure whether I could walk or not. “I, uh…I really should go and check on him.”

	“As you wish,” Kaveri said, running her tongue across the still-swollen tip of my cock. “But are you certain you do not require additional relief? I sense that you have not spilled for some time.”

	You have to get out of this room before you dig yourself an even deeper grave. You know Gol Zabras’s reputation—you know what he’ll do to you if he finds out you’ve been face-fucking his slave. 

	Then again, I’ve already crossed that line once. What’s the harm in crossing it again? It’s not like he can kill me twice. 

	“On second thought, maybe I do have a little bit left for you,” I breathed, curling my fingers around her horns once more. They really were the perfect hand-holds—almost certainly by design. “If you’re sure it’s what you want.”

	Kaveri smiled as she ran her tongue along the length of my rapidly hardening shaft. “There is nothing in the galaxy I want more.”

	 

	***

	 

	The cockpit was only a fifteen-second walk from the guest quarters, but I somehow made the journey last a whole minute. I felt simultaneously more contented and ashamed than I had in a very long time, and I could already feel Raxyl’s yellow eyes judging me for it. 

	He’ll know. He always knows. 

	Sighing, I braced myself for the inevitable and opened the door to the cockpit. The Kali was in his chair, fiddling with the computer while the autopilot continued steering us through the jump corridor. 

	“Our guest is…settled,” I told him. “But she still claims she doesn’t know anything about why the Convectorate is after her.”

	“And you, after thorough consideration, believe her,” Raxyl said without turning. 

	I could tell from the smug blue shimmer in his neck scales that he knew exactly what had happened. “It wasn’t that thorough,” I said defensively. “I honestly don’t know what to think.”

	“I think that we will forfeit a considerable amount of our fee once Gol Zabras realizes that you have spoiled his prize.”

	“I didn’t spoil her!” I protested, stepping inside and hitting the door control with my fist. “We just talked.”

	“If that were true, your belt would be latched properly.”

	I glanced down and swore under my breath. “Okay, we did a little more than talk. But it was all her idea!”

	“Of that, I have no doubt,” Raxyl replied mildly. “She is a Velothi Succubus designed specifically to seduce human males, and your meager willpower is woefully inadequate.”

	“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I muttered as I fixed my belt as quietly as possible.

	His scales rippled pink—the Kali equivalent of a shrug. “I am merely stating the truth. You have several useful skills, but resisting the charms of young women is not one of them.”

	I shot a glare at the back of his long head. “If you don’t trust my judgment, you’re free to go and interrogate her yourself.”

	“I doubt that would produce any additional results, given that I am not a telepath. However, I suspect we will learn more about her via the surveillance equipment I placed in the room.”

	I blinked. “You bugged the guest quarters?”

	“Yes.”

	“When?”

	“A long time ago.”

	I bit down on my lip, but my cheeks lit up like a nova. So he had seen and heard everything Kaveri had just done to me—that was fucking fantastic. If Raxyl weren’t a Kali, I would have assumed he was just some kind of voyeuristic weirdo. Still…when I pushed past my reflexive embarrassment, I realized this was actually a pretty damn good idea. Anyone who’d book passage on our ship was someone who’d likely merit watching. 

	“Has she done anything suspicious yet?” I asked. 

	“No,” Raxyl said, tapping one of his monitors and enlarging the camera feed. “After your departure, she returned to the bed and has been staring out the window ever since.”

	He was right; Kaveri was lying casually on the bed, her tail slowly swishing back and forth as she peered out the window. She looked genuinely fascinated, which again meant she was either telling the truth about her background…

	Or she was a professional who knew there was a good chance she was being surveilled. 

	“I’m not sure what kind of con she could be running,” I murmured, stepping closer to prop my elbow on Raxyl’s headrest as I watched. “What would her endgame be? If everything went as planned, she’d still be asleep until we reached her master.”

	The Kali’s scales shimmered a thoughtful black. “I have been considering the possibilities. None seem especially plausible.”

	“Well, let’s start with the obvious: what if she has a Convectorate bounty on her head? What if this is all just an elaborate ruse to smuggle herself across the sector?”

	“That strikes me as an overly elaborate plan for something as trivial as smuggling,” Raxyl said. “Why bother with a stasis chamber when she could simply hide within the cargo of a normal freighter?”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I still refuse to believe that those Vec drones were chasing us by accident. She must have some kind of bounty on her head. Did you have a chance to access the Holosphere?”

	“Yes, but I did not find any relevant records or bounties.”

	I pursed my lips. “So we’ll need to check the less official channels. When we reach Vrassk-Ka, we can poke around and see if the Rakashi know anything. Maybe the Vecs want to keep it quiet—maybe there’s no bounty because the Intelligence Ministry’s after her.”

	“A disturbing thought, but not inconceivable,” Raxyl said. “Perhaps we should reconsider our destination. Just because Vrassk-Ka is within Rakashi space doesn’t mean it will be free of Convectorate spies. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

	“But the spies won’t have any backup,” I pointed out. “And they’ll be so busy trying to snoop on the Rakashi that they might not have time for us. I don’t know, I think we might be better off just trying to blend into a huge crowd than hitting up some tiny port.”

	“You may be right.” Raxyl paused for a moment. “We should arrive in approximately eleven hours.”

	I shrugged, took my elbow off Raxyl’s chair, and stretched—carefully, given how cramped the cockpit was. “Who knows? Maybe our guest will incriminate herself by then and answer all our questions.”

	“I find that highly unlikely.”

	I glanced back over to the camera monitor as I slid into the pilot’s chair. “Yeah,” I murmured. “So do I.”

	 

	
3 
Vrassk-Ka

	 

	I spent the rest of the trip to Vrassk-Ka avoiding Kaveri at any cost. I didn’t go into the guest quarters or talk to her on the com. I didn’t even watch her on the monitor. I had hoped that a few hours alone might break her spell over me, but that misguided hope was shattered the moment I opened the door to her quarters to tell her that we had arrived. 

	“This station is enormous,” she said, still peering out the window. “It has to be twice the size of Briton Chalo.”

	“Probably closer to three, and it’s a whole hell of a lot cleaner,” I said, wincing as my eyes drank in her beauty again. She was leaning back on her palms, her long blue legs crossed casually at the end of the bed. Every time I blinked, I remembered the way she had looked down on her knees in front of me, her lips and tail and tendrils doing things to my cock I hadn’t even imagined possible. And then I remembered how easy it would be for me to ask her to do it again.

	“I can’t wait to see it,” Kaveri said, turning and smiling at me. “Will you show me around?”

	“Actually, I, uh…” I trailed off, completely lost in her luminous eyes. So much for breaking her spell. If Raxyl weren’t three steps behind you, you’d already have your hands on her horns and your cock in her throat. 

	“We believe it would be best if you remained on the ship for the time being,” Raxyl said. “Until we know more about why the Convectorate attacked us, caution seems like the prudent course of action.”

	Kaveri’s expression sank. “I see,” she whispered. “I will stay wherever you wish, masters, of course.”

	I closed my eyes and sighed. I felt like I had just kicked a narr pup. “I know it’s not exactly fair, but…”

	“You should do whatever you believe is right, master,” she said, smiling again. Though, for the first time, I could tell it was forced. “I will be here waiting for you when you return.”

	“Good,” Raxyl said. “Then we should—”

	“Why don’t you come with me while he fuels up the ship?” I asked. “We’re the ones who woke you up. It doesn’t seem right to stick you in these cramped quarters the whole trip.”

	My partner didn’t look at me like I was crazy—he looked at me like this was exactly what he had expected me to do all along. Somehow, that was even worse. 

	“Are you certain?” Kaveri asked, standing eagerly.

	“Yes,” I said, a little unnerved by the lack of any dissenting voice in my head. “I think you’ll enjoy seeing the sights. Though we’ll, uh…we’ll need to stop in a clothing shop and get you something else to wear.”

	She glanced down at herself as if she had only just remembered that she was ninety-eight percent nude. “If you believe that is necessary. I do not wish to make you uncomfortable.”

	“I’m a lot less worried about my comfort than I am about drawing unwanted attention.” I stepped back into the corridor and opened one of my lockers. Nothing I owned would come close to fitting her, but I did have a brown cloak that was better than nothing. “Here, in the meantime you can wear this.”

	Kaveri took the cloak and slung it over her shoulders. It was hilariously oversized, but it would still draw far less attention than her bountiful blue assets. Plenty of alien cultures around here wore similar attire, and with luck, it would at least get us to the clothing store. 

	“Much better,” I said. 

	“If you say so,” Kaveri replied, smiling again. “Are we ready to disembark, master?”

	“Good question, master,” Raxyl said, a blue streak shimmering across his neck. “What are we going to do?”

	“Just pay the techs and start refueling as soon as possible,” I told him. “And try and slice into the station datanet while you’re at it—preferably without getting caught.”

	“I will do my best. Somehow, I doubt that I will be the one dodging security.”

	“We’ll be fine,” I promised, wishing I felt half as confident as I sounded. 

	“Mm,” Raxyl murmured. “Just remember that in the event you end up dead or incarcerated, I plan to confiscate the entirety of our advance payment.”

	“I always appreciate your honesty,” I said before turning back to Kaveri. “Come on, I’ll show you the sights.”

	She placed her arm in mine, and I led her through the hangar and into the actual port. Vrassk-Ka was the largest commercial station in the sector and possibly the entire region. Its Rakashi owners hadn’t taken sides in the Thirty-Year War or any of the other major interstellar wars of the past few centuries, and their persistent neutrality had paid enormous financial dividends. Traders from all over the Far Rim came here to do business without the judgmental eyes of the Convectorate or the creepy telepaths of the Dominion. 

	On some level, that freedom was just an illusion, of course. Every galactic power with a remote interest in this sector—which was basically everyone at this point—had spies embedded somewhere on Vrassk-Ka. The Jadari, the Kreen, even the V’rath…you never knew for certain whether the person you were talking to was just a random customer or an operative. Still, the station was incredibly safe, at least as far as random violence was concerned. Spies didn’t assassinate anyone on Vrassk-Ka; they just watched, waited, and planned how to do it later. 

	Thankfully, those agents often spent so much time dealing with one another that they usually couldn’t be bothered to focus on independent spacers like myself. Kaveri and I attracted far less attention than I’d feared, and after a short tram ride into the heart of the commerce platform, we found a shop with Velothi-style clothing. I knew as much about fashion as I did about slicing—which was to say, virtually nothing—but I had a feeling that my new associate would know what she wanted when she saw it.

	I was right. A few minutes after disappearing into the changing rooms, she emerged in a sleek white outfit that was still obnoxiously sexy but far more in line with typical Velothi fashion: a short skirt, knee-high boots, and a bandeau that covered her breasts but left her shoulders and midriff achingly bare. She would fit in perfectly on a hundred different planets, which meant I didn’t really have a right to complain. 

	And to be honest, it’s not like I really want to. I could kiss that sculpted blue belly of hers for days on end…

	“What do you think?” she asked, spinning around for my viewing pleasure. 

	“Better,” I said, biting down on my lip. It was hard enough not to stare at her stomach, but the way her tail was flicking about just reminded me of all the things she could do with it…

	“I am glad you are pleased,” Kaveri said. “I am certain my new master will compensate you for the cost of—”

	“Don’t worry about it,” I said, waving a hand and glancing around to make certain no one else was nearby. “Let’s, uh…let’s head up to the main promenade so you can see more of the station.”

	“Anything you wish, mas—Cole,” she corrected with a coy smirk. “I am yours for a few more days, at least.”

	Don’t remind me.

	I paid the automated cashier, and the two of us walked out the door into the concourse arm-in-arm. Even though they hadn’t sold perfume in the store, I could have sworn she smelled even better than she had before. Everything about her was so infuriatingly intoxicating she seemed more like a hologram than an actual person. 

	Maybe this is all just an elaborate prank by Raxyl. Maybe he programmed some kind of simulation so he could watch my reactions and further evaluate human behavior. Maybe he’s standing over me in a lab coat right now…

	“You seem troubled, Cole,” Kaveri said after we hopped into a lift and started ascending. “Have I done something wrong?”

	“No, it’s just…” I paused and glanced up to the security camera in the ceiling. I needed to remember that true “privacy” was basically impossible in a place like this. The Rakashi had an unparalleled surveillance and information network.

	“What?” she asked, her brow creased in concern. 

	“Forget it,” I said. “I’ll tell you later.”

	When the lift stopped, I led her out into the massive sprawl of foot traffic in the main promenade, as brightly lit as a clear summer afternoon. There were probably a hundred thousand people here at this time of day, and Kaveri’s eyes widened at the sight of the crowd. 

	I smiled as I watched her. “I don’t know much about Chalo Prime, but I doubt you’ve ever seen this many people in one place.”

	“Not even in holo-vids…” she whispered. 

	I grinned and placed my hand in the small of her back to guide her toward one of the wide observation decks. From this vantage point, it was nearly impossible to tell that we were even in space. Based on the flashing signs, the holo-ads, and the seemingly endless trams, we could have been standing in the heart of almost any metropolis in the sector—with one subtle difference. 

	“What is that?” she breathed.

	“A gas giant,” I told her, nodding at the familiar cascade of colors swirling outside the translucent force fields that enclosed the vast habitat ring. “It’s magnified, of course—that planet is a few hundred million kilometers away from the station. But part of the reason the Rakashi built it here was because they knew people would come just for the view.”

	Kaveri shook her head, completely enthralled. I didn’t blame her in the slightest. The first time I had seen this little optical illusion, I had probably stood here for an hour. It was like overdosing on adrenals, minus the headaches and addiction. 

	“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

	“Yeah,” I said, though I wasn’t looking at the gas giant. I was honestly more transfixed by her flawless silhouette. The subtle parting of her lips, the iridescent glow of her blue eyes, the excited twirling of her tendrils…

	And then I made the mistake of glancing down at her cleavage again. The way her bandeau was cupping her breasts was driving me crazy. No matter what else happened here, I had to figure out a way to fuck those perfect blue pillows before I handed her over to Gol Zabras.

	What if I never did? What if I just fled the sector and never came back?

	“I thought you’d enjoy this,” I said, idly rubbing my hand across the smooth, bare skin of her lower back. Even standing upright, she had a subtle arch in her spine thanks to the high heels of her boots. They lifted her ass right to cock level, and all I could think about was how easy it would be to push up her skirt and mount her over the railing…

	Kaveri eventually turned back to face me, and her brow furrowed in concern. “You are still troubled. Please, you must tell me what is wrong.”

	I sighed. “I suppose you were designed to be perceptive, too.”

	“Of course. A Succubus needs to be able to anticipate her master’s needs. I know all about human body language.” She glanced down and grinned coyly. “Though some signs are more obvious than others.”

	I twisted to the side in yet another awkward attempt to hide my perpetual erection. “Sorry.”

	“Why would you be sorry? In a way, you are complimenting me.” Kaveri giggled softly. It remained the sweetest sound I had ever heard. “I told you, I am more than happy to relieve you as many times as you wish before we reach my master.”

	“Speaking of your master…I just want to make sure you know what you’re doing.” I pulled her in a bit closer to make certain my voice didn’t carry. “This system is a major sector hub. Hundreds of passenger transports leave the station every day. If you want to go somewhere else—anywhere else—I’ll gladly give you enough credits to buy a ticket and disappear. By the time Zabras figures out you’re missing, you could be a thousand light-years away.”

	Kaveri smiled again. “I am exactly where I want to be, Cole. This is my purpose—I was designed to serve Master Zabras.”

	“I know, but…” I grimaced and glanced away. I felt like one of those idiot spacers who went into nightclub, fell in love with one of the dancers, and got himself killed trying to rescue her. It probably happened a thousand times a day in this sector alone. I should have known better. I did know better. 

	“I appreciate that you want to help me,” she said, placing her hand on my bicep. “Truly. You are a good man, Cole Vontera.”

	“I wouldn’t go that far. I just don’t want you to make a mistake you might regret.”

	Kaveri shifted around to stand in front of me and traced her fingertip across my cheek. “I am not as naïve as you think. I am aware that most males in your position would attempt to claim me for themselves. They would eagerly spoil me, knowing that I would be powerless to stop the Imprinting process. I would be forever bound to their needs and whims.” She settled her finger on my lips. “But you are giving me a choice—a choice to leave. You would lose me, too.”

	“I think that makes me more ‘stupid’ than ‘good.’”

	“It makes you rare and special,” Kaveri said, squeezing my arm harder. “Especially since you know firsthand how much pleasure I could bring you. Most other men would do anything to spoil me.”

	She has absolutely no idea how much I would give to spoil her right now over this damn balcony…

	“Look, forget it,” I said. “I just wanted you to know that there are still other options. You don’t have to do anything.”

	“Yes, I do,” Kaveri replied, creeping so close I could actually taste her breath. My other hand instinctively clutched her trim waist, and a moment later, I felt her tail curl around my leg. “Please, Cole: allow me to pleasure you again. Allow me to reward the kindness you have shown me.”

	My cock was so hard it was actually pushing against her belly through my pants. We were surrounded by an entire city’s worth of people, but they had long since faded into the background. If she sank to her knees right now, I never would have been able to resist the urge to grab her horns and fuck her face again no matter how many eyes were upon us. All I would have cared about was flooding her throat before we got arrested…

	“We can take the tram back to the ship,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Raxyl will probably be—”

	“I can’t wait that long,” Kaveri interrupted. Her tail flicked up and brushed against my raging hard cock. “Neither can you.”

	“Fuck,” I breathed, glancing around and desperately searching for inspiration on how we could possibly get some privacy on a station with this many people. “Uh…there are plenty of washrooms for different species. I doubt the Boromid one gets much traffic. That or maybe the holo-theatre over here…they usually have booths for private screenings.”

	“Then order one,” Kaveri begged. “Quickly.”

	At this point, she could have asked me to draw my pistol and shoot a random person and I probably would have done it. No force in the galaxy could have kept my cock in my pants, even if it meant getting arrested right here and now. I couldn’t think about anything besides her…

	I dragged her through the crowd at borderline reckless speed until we reached the holo-theater, and mercifully they did in fact offer private booths for certain films. I rented one at random, bribed the attendant another fifty credits to keep his mouth shut, and then dragged Kaveri inside and closed the door. 

	The booth was barely two meters wide, and I had no idea whether or not it was soundproof. But I didn’t care. Grabbing a hold of Kaveri’s thighs, I hoisted her up into my arms and slammed her against the wall. I wanted to fuck her so badly it hurt, and when I pushed up her skirt and belatedly realized she hadn’t bothered to buy panties, I wanted to fuck her even more. I could feel the sweltering heat of her cunt through the thin fabric of my pants. She was soaked and ready, and I was hard and throbbing. I could pop open my belt and slide into her at a moment’s notice. Ninety-nine percent of all men in the galaxy probably would have done just that. 

	But somehow, I didn’t…at least, not right away. I devoured her tongue and lips instead, and I eventually spared a hand to unclasp her tight bandeau and free her breasts. When her violet nipples practically melted in my mouth, I remembered the promise I’d made to myself about finding a way to fuck these perfect tits. If a blowjob hadn’t counted as “spoiling” her, surely pounding her pillows and painting her pretty face wouldn’t cross that line, either. 

	I was just about ready to throw her onto the carpet in front of the chairs when I felt one of her hands working at my belt. Kaveri unfastened the clasp and let my pants fall to the floor, and when her tail curled around my shaft and directed me toward her sopping slit, I honestly thought she was going to let me spoil her after all. But then she abruptly pulled her lips from mine and cupped her fingers on my cheek. 

	“No,” she gasped. 

	I froze, half because my cock was pulsating and half because I hadn’t realized she was even capable of speaking that word. 

	“No?” I blurted out. 

	“I cannot allow you to spoil me, Cole,” she managed between gasps for breath. “My body would Imprint itself upon you. My master would be furious.”

	I clenched my teeth and sucked in a long breath. My deepest primal urges were screaming at me to ignore her and plunge inside. But against all odds—against all instinct—I resisted. And I knew my cock would never forgive me for it. 

	“Please, put me down,” Kaveri said. 

	It took every scrap of willpower I could muster, but I gently relaxed my grip on her thighs and helped her stand upright. She smiled—a warm, caring grin that melted my heart and almost made me thankful I had listened to her. Almost. 

	“You really are a special man,” she said. “You deserve more than this.”

	I stood there in place, my cock aching for release, and I expected her to sink to her knees and take me back into her mouth. But instead, she dragged her fingers over my lips and curled her tail more tightly around my shaft. 

	“There is something else I can give you that will leave me unspoiled,” Kaveri said. 

	I shook my head, barely able to form words. Right now I would have literally fucked anything if it meant I could finish. “What?”

	Still smiling, she slowly pivoted around until she was facing the wall…and then promptly widened her stance and bent over. Her tail tugged my cock back toward her, and I intuitively placed my hands on her slender waist. 

	“Technically, there is only one place I can truly be spoiled,” she said, her eyes flickering coyly. “Everything else is yours.”

	Had my brain not been completely overridden by my cock, I might have taken a moment to consider her words and second-guess her judgment about what counted as “spoiling.” But right now I doubted I was capable of basic multiplication, let alone complex value judgments. So instead, I let her tail guide me to the warm, tense star of her nether entrance before it helpfully flicked up and out of my way.

	“Take me as hard as you like, Cole,” Kaveri said. “You cannot hurt me…but I am eager for you to try.”

	Fuck her. Fuck her right now!

	I thrust the swollen head of my cock inside her. Every inch was paradise; somehow, her bowels were as hot as a Kreen and as tight as a Neyris. Velothi had a reputation for loving anal sex—they ostensibly had far more erogenous zones than human females. And based on the way Kaveri was biting her lip and moaning in pleasure, I had a feeling that Succubi were designed with even more than normal. 

	“Oh…” she gasped, her eyes fluttering and her back arching. “Please, fuck me deeper. Fuck me harder!”

	I happily obliged. After a few more stunted thrusts, I pushed further and further inside until my balls were slapping against her ass. I swore I could actually feel the walls of her bowels convulse as if they were trying to milk me dry. I held myself in deeply as I leaned over her and clutched her breasts. She whimpered in delight, and I felt the unmistakable tremor of an orgasm shuddering through her.

	“Cole!” she squealed. It was the last intelligible word that escaped her lips for several seconds. She began sputtering and moaning in rhythm with my thrusts, and her delirium only encouraged me to pound even harder. She loved this. She needed this. And my cock began throbbing uncontrollably when I thought about how I was the first one to give it to her.

	Nineteen years of special breeding. Nineteen years of special training. And I’m the one who gets to fuck her in the ass for the first time. 

	“Ooh!” I gasped, ramming her so hard I couldn’t believe she wasn’t shrieking in pain. I still wanted her cunt—I would have given almost anything for her cunt—but for now this was good enough. I had always enjoyed taking women from behind, and not just because I loved cupping my hands over their tits. There was something about the power, the control…mounting a woman from behind was less about the sex and more about claiming something that was rightfully yours. 

	And Kaveri was mine, at least for the moment. She wanted this so badly she was nearly hyperventilating. And I gave it to her. 

	“Take it!” I growled as I drove deep in a final, possessive thrust. “Take it all!”

	My climax erupted behind my eyes like a nova, and Kaveri arched her back with a cry of unbridled rapture. Her bowels clamped down around me, a tunnel of warm silk that squeezed as I exploded. Somehow, I injected her bowels with even more of my seed than I had shot down her throat just a few hours ago. I could feel it pumping into her, spurt after spurt, and when I finally came down and watched the white, sticky lines trickle down the back of her legs, I knew for a fact there was no way in the universe Gol Zabras would let me live if he saw what I had done to his precious cargo. 

	And yet, if I’d had any stims on hand to get myself hard, I would have gladly fucked her again. And again. And again. 

	“By the stars…” Kaveri panted, her muscles still trembling as another climax shuddered through her. “I never imagined…that was perfect. You are perfect. Thank you, master. Thank you so much…”

	“Anytime, sweetheart,” I said, slumping down and kissing her bare back. “Anytime at all.”

	 

	 

	
4 
Revelations

	 

	Off hand, I wasn’t sure what was more miraculous: the fact we hadn’t been caught or the fact either of us could walk upright after we’d finally had enough. We never even bothered turning on the holo-vid we’d rented; I just slumped back in the chair with her in my lap, and we kissed and cradled each other for what felt like seconds but was probably at least half an hour. I almost fucked her ass again—Kaveri literally begged me to do so every few minutes—but I decided that I would save our next bout until we were back on the ship. I intended to honor the promise I had made to myself earlier: I was going to follow her back into the guest quarters, push her down onto the bed, and slip my cock between her tits before we jumped out of the system. After that…who could say? 

	We eventually slipped out of the holo-theater, giggling like a pair of teenagers who had tricked their chaperone, and returned to the station’s main promenade. At this point, I had fully cast aside all sense of caution and basic reason. This girl was magical, and I intended to have as much fun with her as I could before this was over. I no longer cared how stupid or irresponsible it was; I didn’t even care if Gol Zabras slashed our final payment. Credits would come and go, but enjoying the company of another man’s Succubus was the opportunity of a lifetime. 

	I took her on a tour of the rest of Vrassk-Ka, and Kaveri drank in the sights and sounds with an innocent wonderment that made her even more irresistible. We didn’t bother keeping our hands off each other; she would pin me against a wall and kiss me every few minutes, and one of my arms always remained curled around her waist. I started noticing more and more sideways glances the longer we kept it up, but for once, I actually enjoyed it. Every man on this station was jealous. Hell, half the women on the station were probably jealous. 

	The game continued right up until Kaveri abruptly stiffened and pulled away from me in the middle of a particularly long kiss. 

	“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

	Her luminescent eyes narrowed before she seemed to catch herself and turned back to me. “There is a Rakashi male near the holo-pad store to your left,” she said, her normally light, cheerful voice unexpectedly grave. “He was in the corridor outside the docking port, and I saw him again outside the clothing store on the lower level.”

	A warning tingle shuddered down my spine and snapped me back into reality. I knew better than to turn and look outright; instead, I lazily lifted my chin and studied the reflection in one of the giant decorative gold orbs in front of a nearby store. Kaveri was right: one of the tall, feline aliens was indeed keeping an eye on us, and when I searched my memory, I confirmed that I had seen him earlier. There were tens of thousands of Rakashi on this station, obviously, but all those years with the Red Ring had taught me the importance of mastering my surroundings. I recognized the almost-too-plain clothing, the almost-too-generic orange fur, and the almost-too-nonchalant body language of a spy. 

	“That’s not good,” I murmured, scanning the rest of the area. “There’s a second one near the lift about twenty meters behind us. Now that you mention it, I’m pretty sure I saw him near clothing store, too.”

	A knot twisted in the pit of my stomach, though only part of it was anxiety—the rest was sheer self-annoyance at how thoroughly I had let my guard down. I had known going into this that we needed to be careful…

	“You should signal your partner and let him know we’re returning to the ship,” Kaveri said.

	I glanced back down at her. Physically, she was exactly the same gorgeous blue alien who had been throwing herself at me this whole time, but the shift in her mood and attitude was so abrupt and so drastic I couldn’t help but notice. Her stance, her breathing, her voice—if I had been blindfolded, I might have thought she was a completely different person. 

	Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to question her about it. Not if the situation was anywhere near as bad as I thought it was.

	“Raxyl, you there?” I asked, activating the com in my jacket as subtly as I could. 

	“Yes,” the Kali’s voice came back. “Allow me to speculate: you are in trouble.”

	I sighed. “Just tell me whether or not the ship is ready to go.”

	“The technicians have begun the refueling procedure, but they will not be finished for another twenty-three minutes.”

	“No rush—we’re actually enjoying ourselves up here,” I said. “This place is beautiful. It reminds me of Prascal Minor.”

	He paused for a fraction of a second. “I understand why. Perhaps I should join you on your tour of the station, then. I’ll rendezvous with you in the upper levels shortly.”

	“Good. See you then.”

	Kaveri shook her head in confusion. “You want him to meet us up here?”

	“No, but we have to assume our coms are being monitored,” I said, keeping my voice as low as possible. “It’s a code. He’ll cut the technicians short and get the ship prepped for launch as quickly as possible. We just need to move without arousing any more suspicion. Come on.”

	I took her wrist and gently led her back into the main traffic stream flowing across the promenade. I wasn’t surprised in the least when both of our Rakashi friends detached themselves from the walls and resumed following us.

	“They know we’re onto them,” I said. 

	“How can you tell?” she asked. 

	“Because they stopped being subtle. We need to keep moving.”

	The Rakashi government shouldn’t have cared about two random customers flitting through their station, but if their intelligence operatives had learned that the Convectorate was interested in us…well, that would be more than enough to get their attention. I doubted they would actually open fire into the crowds, but given the realities of the lifts and the density of the population, they could effectively herd us wherever they wanted. 

	At which point, they would cuff us, throw us in a cell, and torture us until we told them everything we knew. Just because the Rakashi were subtle didn’t mean they were squeamish. 

	“I don’t understand,” Kaveri said, her voice trembling. “What do they want with me?”

	I squeezed her wrist harder. Her behavior and body language had returned to normal. The poised persona she had adopted—intentionally or unintentionally—had been replaced by the naïve alien slave girl. All things being equal, I would have preferred the other version right about now. 

	“This way,” I said, tugging at her arm toward another clothing store ten meters to our right. “This shop has another exit. We might be able to—”

	The premonition hit me mid-stride. I froze in place, paralyzed as if time itself had come to a halt. And then the images rushed into my mind: I saw the crowd on the other side of the shop, and beyond that I saw the door to the nearest lift opening before we could reach it. Three more Rakashi were standing there, but this time they were openly brandishing their stun pistols. They took aim at us and fired…

	“Cole?” Kaveri asked, shaking my arm. “Are you all right?”

	“I’m fine,” I gasped, swallowing heavily as the world around me returned to normal. “But we can’t go that way.”

	I dragged her back into the crowd, ignoring her confused look and frantically searching for another option. I wasn’t sure we could trust any of the lifts now, but it wasn’t like we could just dive over the edge of the balcony. 

	Or could we?

	Grinning at my own cleverness, I nudged Kaveri back toward the inner ring of the promenade. Several of the aliens in the crowd snorted in annoyance when I shoved them, but at this point, I wasn’t worried about attracting any more attention. The Rakashi were closing in on us from both directions. We were already out of time.

	“You said you want to reward me for taking care of you during the trip, right?” I asked. 

	“Yes, but—”

	“How about I just convince you to trust me instead?”

	Kaveri blinked. “I don’t—”

	“Just follow my lead,” I said. “We’re going to have to improvise.”

	Café tables were festooned around the railing on this part of the balcony, allowing the customers to peer down at the lower levels while they enjoyed their food. I drew a score of irritated glares when I pushed past the barrier stanchions, and a few patrons actually shouted at us when we leaned over the edge. 

	“You ready?” I asked. 

	Kaveri shook her head. “I do not understand.”

	“Just trust me,” I said, offering her a reassuring smile as I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. “And hold on tight.”

	Mentally crossing my fingers, I tipped us over the balcony railing. 

	The fall should have been suicidal. The floor on the next level was a solid thirty meters down, more than high enough to shatter every bone in our bodies regardless of genetic enhancements. But I had been on plenty of stations just like this one, and I knew that even the notoriously miserly Rakashi would have safety nets in place to catch potential fallers—not because they cared about the lives of their patrons, but because they were worried about potential structural damage. And thankfully, I was right. 

	Just as Kaveri screamed into my ear and clutched my body with her arms and tail, the hidden projectors fired glowing, diaphanous orange energy tethers to catch us. The web-like strands gently cradled us like a net, then abruptly stiffened to hold us in place about ten meters above the fountain on the lower level. A few startled screams caught the attention of the crowd, and within seconds, every ocular organ in the area was staring right at the two idiots who had jumped from the upper level. 

	So much for keeping a low profile. 

	For the moment, at least, we had broken line-of-sight with the men shadowing us, but I knew it wouldn’t last. Once the station security administrator saw what was happening, he could order the energy webs to ensnare us until the guards arrived. 

	“Don’t let go, sweetheart,” I said. “The ride’s not over yet.”

	Reaching into the concealed holster of my jacket, I drew my holdout pulse pistol, took aim at the closest web projector, and fired. The blue-white bolt of energy burned through the focusing lens with ease, collapsing a corner of the web and allowing us to tumble safely across the strands until we hit the floor near the fountain, the crowd scattering out of our way. Kaveri was still clutching at me for dear life when I helped drag her back to her feet.

	“Echu tari!” she babbled so quickly my translator implants didn’t catch it. 

	“Just stay close,” I told her, glancing around as dozens of nearby shoppers screamed and fled from the madman with a pulse pistol. I had bought us a few seconds, at least, but we still needed to drop another level and maneuver through a long, overcrowded corridor before we reached the ship. Unfortunately, we were all out of balconies and energy webs. 

	“Behind us!” Kaveri called out. 

	I turned just in time to see one of the Rakashi agents lean over the balcony above us. We were almost certainly beyond the effective range of a stun pistol, but he aimed his weapon and fired anyway. I dragged Kaveri forward a few steps, still searching for more inspiration…

	“There!” I said, pointing toward a lift twenty meters to our right behind a pair of bank terminals. A red light blinked above the control pad, presumably signaling that it was down for repairs. I pulled Kaveri along behind me, firing a few more shots into the air just to cause an even bigger panic—and a more effective distraction. The lift was disabled, just like I’d expected, but a few quick, well-placed shots into the control pad were enough to overload the electronic locks. I groaned in exertion as I struggled to wrench open the door.

	“They’re coming!” Kaveri warned, her tail curling around my leg so tightly it hurt. 

	I half expected to get shot in the back with a stun blast before I actually pried the doors apart, but just when I was about to give up, the mechanism finally buckled. The lift’s shaft was empty like I had hoped, and that meant we still had a chance. 

	“Get in!” I ordered, squeezing off a few shots at the Rakashi guards scrambling into view from further down the now-deserted concourse. 

	To her credit—and my unending surprise—Kaveri didn’t balk nor panic. She slipped through the narrow gap and began climbing down the emergency handrails in the lift shaft. I squeezed in behind her just as the first stun blast burned past my shoulder. 

	I didn’t bother with a return shot. I just started climbing down as fast as I could. 

	I had pulled off plenty of preposterous escapes in the past few years with Raxyl, but if we actually got out of here unscathed, this would definitely be one for the history holos. I still didn’t even know what was going on. Were the Rakashi after us for the same reason as the Convectorate? Were they after me or the alien slave girl?

	“The door is locked!” Kaveri said as she pounded at the lift exit below us. I dropped down beside her a second later. 

	“Stand back!” I warned. 

	She curled into a ball as I fired a trio of shots into the door. Afterward, one nice, solid kick was all it took to wedge it open, and ten seconds later we were sprinting down a half-empty corridor toward the hangar with our ship. 

	“Raxyl, we’ll be there in thirty seconds,” I barked into the com as we ran. Everyone here was fleeing at the sight of my weapon just like they had in the upper levels, but I didn’t see any more armed Rakashi. I didn’t see any security officers at all, actually, which was a little disturbing…

	“Raxyl, you there?” I repeated. 

	“Why doesn’t he answer?” Kaveri asked.

	“Hopefully because he’s too busy prepping the engines,” I said, grimacing. This pistol only had enough energy for a few more shots. I really hoped we didn’t run into any more—

	The thought died in my brain the instant we rounded the corner and entered the hangar. Raxyl was there, but he wasn’t alone.

	“Ah, there you are. A bit earlier than I expected.”

	The speaker was a tall Subari man wearing the pristine red uniform of a Convectorate naval officer. He was holding his own pulse pistol, though I was far less concerned about him than I was about the six humanoid combat mechs fanned about the hangar. Their heavy crimson armor and cumbersome plasma rifles were a rare sight in this sector, but everyone with a milliliter of sense was still terrified of what they represented. 

	Namely, death. 

	“Please, put the weapon down,” the officer said. “I would rather not kill your Kali friend here. Plasma weapons tend to ignite their blood, and the smell is quite…disturbing.”

	I gently slid my pistol across the floor and swore under my breath. Apparently, I didn’t need to worry about recording this escape in the history holos after all. 

	“I admit, I didn’t think you were capable of evading the locals quite so easily,” the officer went on, smiling thinly. “Then again, this entire sector is a lawless backwater. I shouldn’t have expected competence from fringers and outcasts.”

	“I don’t know who you are, buddy, but you have the wrong ship,” I said, risking a quick glance at my partner. He was shackled and helpless on the floor, but to his credit, he was controlling his fear well. I didn’t see a single shimmer of yellow anywhere on his brown scales. “We’re not carrying any contraband.”

	“Not in your cargo holds, anyway.” The Subari’s solid black eyes narrowed at Kaveri. “But you do have something quite valuable in your possession—something Admiral Ferron has been trying to find for a very, very long time.”

	I glanced back at Kaveri. She was locked in place, her arms and tendrils visibly trembling, though her face almost looked more confused than terrified. 

	“Admiral who?” I asked. “We’re a long way from Convectorate space.”

	The Subari’s smile faded. “Feign ignorance if you wish. It will only make your lives more difficult. If you simply turn over the girl without any additional fuss, I have been instructed to show you mercy.”

	I cocked my head, careful to keep my hands fully exposed and extended. Convectorate mechs had notoriously twitchy trigger fingers, and I had already resigned myself to the fact there was no way we could possibly fight our way out of this. 

	“Since when do the Vecs care so much about what happens to Velothi slaves a hundred light-years from their border?” I asked. 

	The Subari man eyed me curiously for a moment before his smile returned. “You already have him wrapped around your finger, don’t you, my dear?” he asked, turning to Kaveri. “He has no idea who you are or what you’re capable of.”

	“No, he doesn’t,” she said flatly. “And neither do you.”

	Without warning, Kaveri abruptly thrust out her hands. The air around me rumbled with overpressure, and every single one of the Convectorate mechs went flying backward as if a concussive grenade had just detonated at their feet. Several of them crashed into the hangar walls, while others smashed against the hull of our ship. All of them crumpled over and dropped their weapons, momentarily stunned. 

	And then Kaveri moved. 

	In one instant she was standing next to me, arms extended, and in the next she was rolling forward with the preternatural grace of a professional acrobat. Somewhere amidst her tumble she plucked a long, slender needle from inside one of her horns—how had I not noticed that?—and hurled it at the Subari officer with lethal grace. He didn’t even have time to aim his pistol before the metal spike pierced his throat and conjured a geyser of blackish-green blood. 

	“Grab a weapon!” she yelled. “They’ll have backup!”

	I still couldn’t bring myself to move even as the Subari man crumpled to the floor. Kaveri didn’t wait. After vaulting back to her feet, she extended her right hand toward one of the mechs. Its fallen plasma rifle leapt up off the ground and flipped into her hand as if her fingers were magnets. 

	Psychic. She’s a stars-damned psychic!

	The conclusion was so obvious and yet so shocking I found myself completely unable to breathe. I stood there, paralyzed like an idiot, as she began firing at the prone mechs, surgically and ruthlessly eliminating them one by one as they struggled to recover their weapons. I may never have shaken myself out of stasis if a trio of black-uniformed Rakashi security officers hadn’t appeared behind us in the hangar doorway. 

	Powered purely by adrenaline, I dove forward and recovered my pistol, then twisted around and fired at the newcomers from the deck. I shot one in the chest and another in the arm before Kaveri whirled about and slammed them all with another burst of telekinetic energy. Two shots later, it was all over. 

	“You managed to outmaneuver four Convectorate reclamator drones in this piece of garbage,” Kaveri said as she freed Raxyl from his restraints. “I hope that was skill and not luck, otherwise we’re never getting out of this place in one piece.”

	“What are you…?” I swallowed and tried to catch my breath as I climbed to my feet. “How…?”

	“We need to get out of here,” she said. “Now! I’ll explain everything on the way.”

	Part of me wanted to argue. Another part wanted to shoot her before she decided to turn her powers upon us. But a third part—the only sensible part—belatedly took control and forced me to nod as I dashed for the ship. 

	“You did get some fuel, right?” I asked Raxyl, frantically pounding the access code into the control panel on the hatch. 

	“Some, yes,” Raxyl confirmed, rubbing at his wrists as an anxious orange shimmer rippled up his neck. “But we will have to stop again before we reach Gol Zabras.”

	“One problem at a time,” I said, opening the hatch and waving everyone inside. Kaveri raced past me, the muzzle of her rifle still glowing, and in that moment, I fully appreciated just how thoroughly I had been fooled. I had feared all along that she was a simple con-artist using her body and wiles to dupe us out of credits, but this…

	This was a whole hell of a lot worse. The Convectorate had an open bounty on psychics, especially non-human ones. A Velothi with her telekinetic abilities would be worth…I didn’t even know, but probably more than Gol Zabras was paying us. If anything, she was suddenly a bargain.

	For a split second, I considered shooting her in the back with a stun blast and turning her in myself. But my anger at being duped quickly evaporated in light of the situation. We had just killed a Convectorate officer and several Rakashi security agents—we were way past the point of claiming any bounties. The only thing that mattered now was getting out of here in one piece. 

	And then, I promised myself, I would finally figure out who Kaveri Saalu really was. 

	 

	***

	 

	“All systems coming up,” I announced as I dove into the pilot’s chair and began flipping switches. “You know, you could have at least run a pre-flight check before you got captured.”

	“We’re fortunate I had an opportunity to reinstall the fuel rods,” Raxyl replied mildly as he took his seat. “Perhaps next time you should consider reasoning with your brain instead of your genitals.”

	I scowled and glanced back over my shoulder to Kaveri. She had settled into the lone passenger seat, and I suddenly had second thoughts about allowing an apparent psychic assassin to sit behind me with a plasma rifle in her lap. 

	“If I wanted you dead, you would already be floating outside the window,” she said without looking at me. She stared down at her lap, her luminescent eyes narrowed in concentration. Was she trying to sense something with her psionic powers? “How do you plan to deal with their tractor beams?”

	“We will not have to,” Raxyl said as his control board finally lit up. “This is not a military installation. Their tractor beams are designed to move cargo from one hangar to another, not incapacitate starships.”

	“Those doors are a bigger problem,” I said, glancing out the cockpit canopy at the enormous double thorotine doors sealing us into the hangar. The hangar wasn’t wide enough for us to turn around—which was why I’d backed us in when we arrived. It as good as told anyone watching that we were thinking about making a quick getaway, but Vrassk-Ka Space Traffic Control had better things to do than monitor landing practices. “I have a sinking feeling that their control tower isn’t going to just open them for us.”

	Kaveri grimaced. “Open a channel. I might be able to persuade them.”

	“Not without flashing your tits at them,” I growled as the HUD flickered to life. “Just hold on.”

	The instant the engines came online, I retracted the landing gear and transferred all shield power to the forward grid. This wasn’t going to be pretty…

	“For the record, I disapprove of this plan in advance,” Raxyl said. 

	“Noted,” I said. “Here goes nothing.”

	I grabbed the flight stick and squeezed the trigger. A barrage of blue-white energy bolts erupted from our forward cannons and pounded the doors. Alarms screamed throughout the hangar, emergency bulkheads slammed down behind us, and a glowing containment field flashed into place over the hangar doors. But the field wasn’t meant to repel weapons, just to prevent accidental decompression, and when it failed, I kept firing. As the metal finally melted into what I hoped was a big enough hole, I punched the throttle. We shot out of the hangar like a torpedo, losing whatever paint the Gazack still had in the process.

	“Echu tari,” Kaveri breathed from behind us. “Are you insane?”

	“Considering I just watched a helpless Velothi slave girl dismantle a half dozen Convectorate mechs with her mind…yeah, probably.” I gritted my teeth as I twisted the flight stick and threw us into a tight roll along the station’s superstructure. “Please tell me we don’t have a Vec battleship waiting for us out there.”

	“There are no obviously hostile targets on the tac-holo,” Raxyl said. “This must have been a small operation. That, or they were simply attempting to keep this quiet.”

	“Regardless, we can’t possibly get away this easily.”

	The words had no sooner escaped my lips than the tac-holo between us warbled a proximity warning. As we pulled away from the station at maximum acceleration, I risked a quick glance down to see four new, yellow-tagged signatures coming up on our stern. New but already upsettingly familiar.

	“More reclamator drones,” I hissed. 

	“And no asteroid field in which to evade them,” Raxyl added sourly. “They will be in firing range in twenty-one seconds.”

	Kaveri leaned forward and grabbed the back of my chair. “How long until we can jump into hyperspace?”

	“We could jump right now, but those drones can overtake us just as easily in hyperspace as at sub-light. And once we’re in deep space, there’s nowhere to hide.”

	“There’s nowhere to hide here, either! This piece of scrap can’t possibly evade them for more than a few minutes.”

	I turned my head to glare at her. “This ‘piece of scrap’ is the only reason you’re still alive!” I growled. “Well, that and the fact you can apparently kill people with your mind.”

	“Ten seconds,” Raxyl warned. “I suggest we—”

	As usual, the premonition hit me like a brick to the face. Raxyl’s voice cut out, and my mind flashed with images of an enormous convoy of ships flooding out of a nearby jump corridor. There were hundreds of them: light freighters, cargo barges, pleasure yachts, and everything in between. I had no idea what conflicted sector they were coming from that merited traveling in convoy, but it didn’t really matter. The point was that maybe we didn’t need another asteroid field after all.

	“Transfer all power to the engines,” I said, turning back around to focus on flying. “I have an idea.”

	I yanked back on the stick. Thrusters fired, and our vector gradually curled until we were shooting almost straight “up” toward the Yassalian jump corridor some twenty million kilometers from the station. At the moment, the space around it was completely empty…so empty that if I was wrong about this, we would be just as screwed here as we would be in deep space. 

	“What the hell are you doing?” Kaveri blurted out as her restraints pinned her against her chair. Our inertial dampeners normally negated most g-forces, but not when they were operating at minimal draw and we were burning full-out. “You can’t outrun them!”

	“Yeah, no shit,” I snarled, though part of me was reveling in the weight pressing me back into my seat. “Where is that engine power?”

	“I have transferred every nonessential system except shields,” Raxyl said, a shimmer of fearful yellow rippling across his arm. “Despite our unexpected maneuver, they will still be in range in—”

	He paused when a volley of green-blue fire burned past our cockpit and slammed against the dorsal shields. The system monitor on my left warbled in protest, and the power readout on the HUD began fluctuating wildly. 

	“Shields aren’t going to save us,” I said. “Speed might.”

	“Are you mad?” Kaveri sputtered. “You just admitted we can’t outrun them!”

	“We don’t need to outrun them—we just need to keep them off balance for a few more seconds.”

	I slapped my hand on the controls and transferred all remaining shield power to the thrusters. The entire ship seemed to whine in protest—I swore I could actually hear the bulkheads groaning—and I nervously watched the HUD as we gradually approached three-quarters light speed. The drones would still overtake us, of course, but not quite yet. 

	And hopefully not before we reached the corridor. 

	“If you plan to jump through the Yassalian corridor, I strongly advise against it,” Raxyl said, his voice strained as his control panel began shaking. “Without telemetry data from the hyperspace beacon, we could crash right into a convoy heading this way.”

	“That’s the idea,” I said.  

	He turned and looked at me, his yellow, serpentine eyes blinking in confusion. “Are you absolutely certain you did not suffer a blow to the head during the firefight in the hangar?”

	I grinned. While most ships possessed standard hyperdrives, many smaller ships—and mercantile ships in particular—relied upon jump corridors to move at faster-than-light speeds. In effect, the corridors were tunnels burrowed through normal space on a narrow, highly specific path. Flying into one without telemetry data would be like manually piloting a lift into a shaft network without knowing where any of the other lifts were headed…only vastly more catastrophic. 

	But at the moment, it was our only hope. I glanced back at the tac-holo to confirm that the drones were rapidly accelerating back into weapons range. Based on the computer’s estimates, we weren’t going to make it. With shields, we could probably take another hit or two; without them, just one would almost certainly fry the computer and half the other systems on the ship. I didn’t know exactly how close we needed to get, but my gut told me I needed to figure out a way to buy us another ten or fifteen seconds. 

	“This is going to be close,” I said. “Seraph protect us.”

	I twisted the stick and threw us into a spin, hoping it would confuse the drone’s targeting computers for at least a few seconds. It didn’t. They started firing, and as their shots drew closer and closer, I bit down on my lip and braced myself for the inevitable—

	And then the convoy appeared. One by one, the ships winked into existence in front of us, and the Gazack’s proximity alarms screamed like the world was about to end. I immediately disengaged the thrusters and threw us into another corkscrew while simultaneously ducking behind the enormous bulk of the star galleon freighter directly in front of us. 

	Kaveri screamed something, and even Raxyl let out a yelp as we whipped between the convoy ships like a drunken krekball player with a jetpack. I didn’t even think about the movements before I made them; my hand just reflexively moved the stick exactly where we needed to go. 

	The drones weren’t so lucky. One of them smashed into a freighter’s shields, exploding in a brilliant ball of light. The others split apart and attempted to regroup, and given time, they probably would have caught up with us. But the Krosian destroyer in their path wasn’t interested in allowing any Vec drones to buzz around its hull; its point-defense turrets unleashed a salvo of fire, shredding two of the reclamators and severely wounding the third. 

	“How…?” Kaveri breathed as the tac-holo showed images of the debris. “How did you know?”

	“It’s a long story,” I said, readjusting our course and boosting the thrusters just in case the Krosians decided to start shooting at us, too. “And probably not the most interesting one we’re going to hear today.”

	She was still staring in amazement at the tac-holo when I twisted around in my chair and pointed my holdout pistol at her chest. “I think it’s finally time for you to start talking,” I said. “You have a lot of explaining to do.”

	 

	 

	 

	
5 
The Blade

	 

	“You are upset,” Kaveri said. 

	“No shit,” I grumbled as I swiveled my chair around. “Did you need your psychic powers to tell you that?”

	“I understand your frustration and your confusion,” she went on, her voice so calm it was almost maddening, “but I am not your enemy, Cole Vontera. In fact, I would very much like to be your ally.”

	“Uh-huh,” I said, gesturing to Raxyl without taking my eyes off her. The Kali drew his own pistol from the hidden compartment in the console. “You’ll forgive me if we don’t take your word for it.”

	Kaveri sighed and slouched back in her chair. She didn’t seem particularly concerned about the two weapons pointed at her, though with her psionic abilities, I didn’t blame her. Could she telepathically warp our minds and turn us into her slaves? Could she telekinetically pluck the weapons from our hands and smash our bodies against the bulkheads? I had never actually met a real psychic in person; I didn’t know where to separate the legends of their powers from the reality. 

	All I knew for certain was that I had never seen anything like that fight in the hangar before. She had destroyed those mechs with such ruthless grace it actually made my hands tremble. How could this possibly be the same demure alien slave girl I had gleefully sodomized less than an hour earlier?

	“I suspect this will come as cold comfort,” Kaveri said after a moment, “but I had no intention of bringing the wrath of the Convectorate down upon you. I honestly expected to remain in stasis until we reached the pirate base.”

	“And then what was supposed to happen?” I asked. “Gol Zabras opens his package expecting a helpless little Velothi slave girl and gets some kind of murderous psychic assassin instead?”

	“Not exactly,” Kaveri murmured. 

	“Then what, exactly? Who are you? Who do you work for?”

	Her blue eyes flicked over to Raxyl. “Perhaps you should ask your partner. I suspect he has already deduced the truth.”

	A thoughtful black ripple shimmered up the Kali’s scales and across his jumpsuit. “Realistically, there are only a few possibilities,” he said. “One stands out above the rest: you are an undercover operative of the Dominion Intelligence Directorate, likely sent to assassinate Gol Zabras. The Convectorate learned of your presence, and their agents have been attempting to apprehend you ever since.”

	“The DID…” I whispered, a cold tingle shooting down my spine. Convectorate spies were a serious problem in this sector, for obvious reasons, but the closest Dominion planet was ten thousand light-years away. I had never even seen one of their vaunted psi-ships in person—holo-stills and vids were my only tangible proof that a human empire actually existed. 

	Kaveri smiled faintly. “Kali logic…it’s every bit as impressive in person.” Her gaze shifted back to me. “You would probably be a lot wealthier if you listened to your partner more often.”

	“If I had listened to him about you, we would have flushed you out the airlock and run off with our advance payment,” I said. “Be careful what you wish for.”

	Her smile turned warm and disarming. Even knowing what she was—even knowing what she was capable of—her grin was still so unbelievably infectious I felt my guard dropping. She was good. Annoyingly, infuriatingly good. 

	“Thankfully, I am not associated with the DID…at least, not directly,” Kaveri said. “But you are right: I am here on behalf of the Dominion.”

	“If you do not represent the Intelligence Directorate, then who…?” Raxyl trailed off as another black shimmer rippled across his neck. “Ah, of course. Curious…I did not realize your kind were willing to travel so far from the Emperor-Regent’s side.”

	“We do whatever is necessary to serve the Dominion,” Kaveri said. “We have enemies all over the galaxy, and we can no longer afford to sit back and wait for them to come to us.”

	“Wait a minute,” I said, throwing up a hand. “What the hell are the two of you talking about?”

	Raxyl turned to face me, his neck shimmering a smug, self-satisfied shade of blue. “Isn’t it obvious?”

	“Clearly it isn’t,” I grumbled. “So why don’t you just tell me?”

	“Aside from the Intelligence Directorate, there is only one other organization in the Dominion capable of training powerful psionic individuals for covert operations.” The Kali pivoted back to our guest. “She is a Blade of the Seraph.”

	My stomach sank. I may never have set foot in Dominion space, but everyone in the galaxy had heard about the Blades of the Seraph. Many centuries ago, they had been the personal bodyguards of the first known human psychic, a woman everyone now called the “Seraph.” Today the Blades served the Dominion in a far different capacity. They were assassins, saboteurs, and spies who answered directly to the Emperor—even the Seraphim Council had no authority over them.

	It was no wonder Kaveri had been able to overpower those Convectorate mechs so easily. The only question was why she was still allowing us to point our weapons at her. 

	“I thought all Blades were human,” I whispered. 

	“Most are,” Kaveri said. “But since the end of the last war, the Blades have become far more inclusive. Your people were reluctant to teach us their techniques at first, but all of that is changing.”

	“Because the Dominion is in tatters,” Raxyl reasoned. “The Convectorate expands its power and influence every day. The Emperor-Regent and the Seraphim Council are growing desperate.”

	“You’re more right than you know,” Kaveri admitted. “But the point is that the Convectorate is my enemy, too.”

	I shook my head. This was all too much to take in at once. Half an hour ago, I had been trying to rationalize ways to keep this girl with us as long as possible. Every time I’d looked at her, I’d gotten an erection. But now…

	Well, looking at her still gave me an erection, but I was also scared shitless at the same time. This didn’t seem possible. This didn’t seem real. 

	“Before you showed up, I hadn’t thought about the Vecs for months,” I said, letting my pistol fall. “I preferred it that way.”

	“I understand,” Kaveri said. “I am truly sorry about dragging you into this, but I’m afraid you can no longer afford to ignore the Convectorate and what they represent.”

	“What is that supposed to mean?”

	“It won’t be long before Admiral Ferron finds out what happened on Vrassk-Ka. And when he does, he’ll put out a bounty so large that every spacer with a gun will be after you as surely as they’re after me.”

	“Ferron,” I murmured. “That’s the same person the Subari officer mentioned before you gave him a tracheotomy.”

	“Yes,” Kaveri confirmed. “Ferron was one of the Convectorate’s most decorated officers during the last war. The Hierarchy has placed him in charge of ‘pacifying’ this sector and eventually bringing it under their control.”

	“I am familiar with the admiral’s record,” Raxyl said, his scales oscillating between shades of blue and black. “He was the Convectorate commander at the Battle of Talasea.”

	“You mean the massacre at Talasea,” Kaveri said. “He’s responsible for plenty of other atrocities, too.”

	Raxyl’s scales rippled again. “How did Ferron learn of your presence here?”

	“He has been trying to catch me for almost a month. I knew I could hide on Briton Chalo, at least for a little while. But I also knew that his people would capture me if I tried to leave.” 

	“So you invented the whole ‘helpless slave girl’ persona to try and get yourself smuggled off the planet,” I reasoned. 

	Kaveri shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. I figured the threat of Gol Zabras would be enough to protect me while I was in stasis. Few people in this sector seem willing to cross him.”

	I frowned. “But why put yourself in stasis at all? Wouldn’t it be safer for you to be conscious?”

	“Not in her case,” Raxyl said. “Her psionic abilities are more difficult to detect when she is in stasis.”

	Kaveri’s eyes widened. “How do you know that?”

	“I am an experienced spacer,” the Kali replied mildly. “You were concerned that Admiral Ferron would send a Spider after you.”

	I glanced between them. “A what?”

	“Convectorate operatives trained to hunt down and eliminate Dominion psychics,” Kaveri said. “They can track psionic activity by casting a kind of telepathic ‘web’ over a planet or even a whole system. The Hierarchy developed them during the last war. They murdered scores of people, including several members of the Seraphim Council. Now Ferron and some of his ilk have them hunting down the Blades.”

	I shook my head. “Blades, Spiders, psychic assassins…this is insane. This is all insane.”

	Kaveri reached out for my arm as if to soothe me, but I lifted my pistol until she leaned back in her chair, a flicker of regret crossing her face. For the first time since I’d met her, I didn’t want her hands anywhere near me. 

	“The reclamator drones attacked us while you were still in stasis,” Raxyl said. “They must have learned that you were on our ship some other way.”

	“I’ve been thinking about that,” Kaveri said. “At first, I assumed that this Maarka person sold me out, but that seems unlikely considering how thoroughly I altered his memories.”

	I leaned forward. “You did what?”

	“I am a psychic,” she said. “I prefer to avoid using my telepathic abilities given a reasonable alternative, but I was desperate. I could not afford to depend upon the word of a fringer.”

	“So you fucked with his mind,” I spat. “Did you fuck with mine, too?”

	“No.”

	“Really? And how do I know you’re telling the truth?”

	“Because it wouldn’t have accomplished anything.”

	I snorted. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

	“What she means is that it would have been pointless to change your memories when she could not change mine,” Raxyl said.

	I glanced back at the Kali. “Huh?”

	“Kali are immune to psionic manipulation,” Kaveri said. “That is why I was so surprised you had a partner.”

	My mind flashed back to when I first brought her out of stasis. She had acted skittish when Raxyl had revealed himself. I just hadn’t thought anything of it because it had been so in-character for a harmless slave girl…

	“You never thought to tell me about this little power of yours?” I asked, glaring at my partner. 

	“It is not a ‘power,’ Cole,” Raxyl said. “My species is simply not receptive to telepathic manipulation.” He eyed me for a minute before turning back to Kaveri. “But none of this explains how the Convectorate was able to determine that you were aboard our vessel. If Maarka didn’t betray you, there must be another explanation.”

	“That’s just it,” Kaveri said. “They didn’t know I was on this vessel.”

	I shook my head. “Then why did they attack us?”

	“Because they weren’t tracking me, Cole,” she said. “They were tracking you.”

	My whole body went stiff, and I almost dropped my pistol. “What?”

	“One of their Spiders must have sensed your psionic abilities,” Kaveri said. “Maybe thought you were actually me, I don’t know. But it is the most likely explanation.”

	I swallowed and shook my head. “What are you talking about? I don’t have psionic abilities.”

	She arched a black eyebrow at me. “There’s no point in playing coy. I sensed your power right after you woke me up, and I confirmed it later on Vrassk-Ka and then again just a few minutes ago.” 

	“You didn’t confirm anything,” I insisted. “I told you: I’m not a psychic.”

	Kaveri’s eyes flicked to Raxyl. “Does he really believe that?”

	“I am not certain,” the Kali said. “But I suspect he has simply convinced himself to believe the lie rather than cope with the truth.”

	This time, I turned my head fully to glare at him. “What the hell are you—?”

	“You have precognitive abilities, Cole,” Raxyl said matter-of-factly. “The evidence is undeniable.”

	I tried to respond, but my mouth had gone so dry I couldn’t speak. I felt like he had just stabbed me in the back. 

	“Precognition is a rare gift,” Kaveri said. “If you had been born in the Dominion, the Seraphim Priesthood would have taught you to hone your powers from a young age.”

	In the Dominion, you would be highly coveted as a breeder.

	I belatedly remembered her saying those words shortly after we had awakened her. I had been far too distracted to think more about it at the time, but in retrospect, it had been an incredibly odd thing to say…

	“Once I realized you had the gift, I knew I had stumbled into a rare opportunity,” Kaveri went on. “The entire reason the Blades sent me out here was to try and find new potentials before the Spiders captured them.”

	“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I rasped. “I am not a psychic. I just get—”

	“Your ‘hunches’ have always been too powerful and too specific to be a result of mere circumstance,” Raxyl said. A flash of annoyed green rippled down his sleeves. “They are also the only reason you are consistently able to defeat my piloting algorithms.”

	“It’s not a curse,” Kaveri said. “On the contrary, it’s—”

	“No!” I growled, standing. “I’m not going to sit here and listen to any more lies from a Dominion spy!”

	Raxyl’s scales rippled orange in concern. “Cole, you are being irrational. She has not—”

	“Don’t you start!” I snapped. “We already learned everything we needed. We know the Vecs are after her, and we know we need to get her off this ship.” I clenched my jaw and tilted my head back to her. “I’m going to assume that Gol Zabras won’t be waiting to pay us off when we arrive.”

	“He will not,” Kaveri confirmed. “He has been dead for almost a year now.”

	My jaw went slack. “Dead? But we ran cargo for him just a few months ago!”

	“You ran cargo for us a few months ago,” she corrected. “The Blades have been using his old base as a hub for some time.”

	My mouth fell open even wider for a moment before I managed to close it. She could have been lying, but I doubted it. We hadn’t actually met Zabras in person for the last job—everything had been arranged by a third party. 

	“There is another Dominion outpost in the Krelara system,” Kaveri went on. “We should travel there instead—it’s much closer.”

	Raxyl glanced down at the tac-holo, and my eyes reluctantly followed. Everything else in the system was giving us a wide berth, probably deciding that whatever business the Vecs had with us was no concern of theirs. Even Vrassk-Ka had recalled its cutters. We were safe for the moment. 

	“Krelara is less than ten parsecs away,” said the Kali. “If we jump now, we could arrive in roughly six hours.”

	“We’re not going anywhere near a Dominion base,” I growled, turning to Kaveri. “We can drop you off at a port in an adjacent system. I’m sure you’re resourceful enough to get them a message so they can pick you up. Afterward, we’re going to get the hell out of this sector.”

	Kaveri shook her head. “You can’t run away from this, Cole.”

	“It’s a big galaxy.”

	“Not big enough.” Her brow wrinkled in concern. “The Convectorate has seen your ship and your face. They will never stop hunting for you.”

	“And who do we have to thank for that?” I advanced a step and gestured toward the door with my pistol. “Come on, you’re going to spend the rest of this trip locked in the guest quarters. If you behave, we’ll let you off the ship and part ways. If you try anything with your powers, we’ll flush you out the airlock. Do you understand?”

	Unsurprisingly, she didn’t appear the least bit concerned by my threat. But the look of sorrow and disappointment on her face actually made my heart sink. How is she so good at that?

	“I understand,” Kaveri whispered. “I will not resist. I have no interest in harming you.”

	“Good,” I said. “Then get moving.”

	After tossing a final, mournful glance at Raxyl, she stood and walked out of the cockpit. I kept my pistol pointed at her back the whole time, and once she had stepped inside the guest quarters, I immediately shut the door and sealed her inside. 

	“I do not understand what this is supposed to accomplish,” Raxyl said pointedly from a few meters down the corridor. “Denying the truth of your abilities will not help anyone, least of all you.”

	“The truth is that I don’t have any ‘abilities,’” I said acidly. “I know you think you’re clever, but sometimes even you make mistakes.”

	His yellow eyes blinked several times, and his scales remained an anxious orange. “I am merely attempting to understanding the reasoning behind your denial.”

	“I am not a psychic,” I told him. “I’ve never even been to the Dominion!”

	“The nature of psionic abilities remain poorly understood, even by the best Seraphim researchers,” Raxyl said. “Distribution of the gift is not always genetic. You heard what Kaveri said—the Blades and the Spiders are here searching for psionic adepts. Why is it so difficult for you to believe that you are one of them?”

	I clenched my jaw so hard it actually hurt. “Get back in the cockpit and make a few random jumps to throw off any pursuit. After an hour or so, we’ll start heading toward Krelara. There has to be a port on the way where we can dump that spy. After that…” I swallowed. “We have enough credits from the advance to go basically anywhere we want. I’ll be in my cabin figuring it out.”

	“Cole…”

	“Don’t com me unless it’s important,” I said, holstering my pistol. “I need to get some sleep.”

	 

	***

	 

	It took me exactly three hours to realize, conclusively, that I was an idiot. 

	After stomping into my quarters, I laid down in my bunk and stared up at the gray ceiling, the events of the past fifteen hours looping over and over in my head. They were almost impossible to believe even though I had just lived through them. In one moment, I had been celebrating an enormous payday, and in the next I had been dodging disruptor fire from Convectorate reclamator drones. I had fucked a Velothi Succubus in the ass, risked my life trying to save her from the authorities, and then watched her dismantle a squad of combat mechs with the ease of a child swatting aside her toys. 

	But none of that was anywhere near as horrifying as the fact that she and Raxyl both believed I was a psychic. Especially since it was undeniably true. 

	“Shit,” I hissed, pinching the bridge of my nose. 

	Growing up as the only human in the Red Ring pirates had undoubtedly warped my worldview regarding all kinds of things, but I had never realized just how much I had absorbed their contempt for the Dominion and the Seraphim until just this moment. Here on the Far Rim, everyone hated the Convectorate…but they loathed the Dominion. That was the inevitable result of an aggressive, expansionary government that had spent the better part of the last few centuries subjugating as many worlds as possible. At the height of its power, the Dominion had ruled dozens upon dozens of sectors, and the psionic abilities of the Seraphim had allowed them to brutally suppress any dissent. 

	Most of the pirates in the Red Ring had been born after that particular era, but their parents remembered. And they had been all too willing to take out their frustration and resentment upon the only human living among them. 

	If they had realized I was a psychic, I never would have made it out of there alive. 

	My “hunches” had grown more powerful and more frequent over the past few years, and they had saved my life more times than I could count. If I was being honest with myself, I had known the truth for a long time. I just hadn’t wanted to admit it.

	I still didn’t. But when the worst of my anger ebbed away in those long, quiet hours of solitude, I was finally able to concede that I didn’t really have a choice. The only reason Raxyl and I had survived so long as independent smugglers was because we hadn’t seriously ruffled the feathers of the Convectorate or the Rakashi or any other great power with vested interests in this sector. We were so small and petty that we simply weren’t worth anyone’s time. 

	And I didn’t need a premonition to understand that all of that was about to change. 

	I swore into the void for another few minutes before I finally mustered the energy to stand up and swallow my pride. I considered slinking into the cockpit and speaking with Raxyl, but at the end of the day I wasn’t nearly as worried about him holding a grudge. There was another, far bigger problem I needed to deal with first. 

	Kaveri was balled up in the corner of her bed when I opened the door, her knees pulled tightly against her chest and her arms hugging her shins. Her boots were set neatly by the door. She didn’t gasp or jump when I entered, which wasn’t the least bit surprising, considering she had probably sensed me coming this whole time. 

	“No gun?” she asked quietly.

	“We both know there’s no point,” I said, stepping inside until the door whooshed shut behind me. “If you really are a Blade of the Seraph, you could kill the two of us in a heartbeat if you really wanted to. There’s nothing we could do to stop you.”

	Her luminescent eyes continued studying me for a long moment. “And you no longer believe I wish to do that.”

	I sighed and ventured a step closer. “To be honest, I’m not sure what I believe anymore. About a lot of things. I assume that’s why I’m here right now.”

	Kaveri slowly extended her legs back over the side of the bed. “I would be more than happy to tell you anything you wish to know, Cole. I will not lie to you.”

	“Other than spinning a whole bullshit story about being a helpless little slave girl, you mean.”

	She briefly lowered her gaze. “Most of that was true…or at least, it used to be. I am a Velothi Succubus, and I was designed and conditioned to seduce and pleasure human males.”

	“But not Gol Zabras.”

	“No,” she said, smiling thinly. “My would-be master was far more prestigious than a random Far Rim pirate lord.”

	I grunted softly. “So who was he, then? A planetary governor? A member of the Seraphim Council?”

	Kaveri shook her head. “The Emperor’s son.”

	My jaw actually dropped. “What?”

	“Emperor Falric commissioned my birth just a few years after his first son was born,” she said. “He wanted us to be nearly the same age. The plan was that I would become the Crown Prince’s consort in the shadows. His marriage had already been arranged, of course, but the Emperor assumed his son would ultimately share his father’s appetites. And I would be there to sate them if his noblewoman wife could not.”

	I nodded as some of the pieces came together. “But all of that fell apart when the royal family was murdered a few years ago.”

	Kaveri’s smile slowly faded. “I was sixteen when I heard the news. My handlers had even considered allowing us to meet early just to whet the Prince’s appetite. I was so excited. I was going to be the future Emperor’s concubine!”

	She sighed and looked away, and for the first time since I had met her, I saw genuine sadness on her face. “When I heard the news, I was heartbroken. But then one of my handlers came to me in the middle of the night. I thought he was there to comfort me, but then he slapped a new discipline collar around my neck and hauled me to his personal shuttle. With the Dominion in chaos, he figured he could keep me for himself and no one would notice. He attempted to force himself upon me, knowing that I would instinctively Imprint myself upon my first lover no matter who it was.”

	I winced, fearing where this was going. But then Kaveri turned back to me and grinned darkly. 

	“Ask me when I first learned I had psionic abilities,” she said. “There wasn’t much left of him after I’d finished.”

	I sat down on the edge of the bed next to her. “And then somehow you were recruited by the Blades.”

	“Not exactly. I stole my handler’s shuttle and tried to escape, but I had no idea what I was doing. I had spent my entire life inside a hermetically sealed compound. I would have ended up the prize of one slaver group or another if Master Mosaad hadn’t found me.”

	I searched my memory, but I didn’t recognize the name. “Who?”

	“Wynn Mosaad—he’s one of the highest-ranking Blades in the Dominion,” Kaveri explained. “He taught me how to control and nurture my abilities. He taught me how to fight.” She paused for a moment, her tail slowly twirling behind her. “He could teach you, too, Cole.”

	I swallowed heavily and took a deep breath. “If you had your way, that’s what would happen here, huh? I’d go to your base and train to become another Dominion lackey?”

	Kaveri’s brow furrowed. “By your own admission you have never even been inside Dominion space. Yet you seem to hate everything about it.”

	“Almost everyone in this part of the galaxy does, and with good reason,” I told her. “I’m sure you have a very different perspective, but here on the Rim, the Seraphim aren’t exactly known as the good guys.”

	“The Dominion that attempted to conquer the galaxy is not the same Dominion that exists today,” Kaveri said. “The war changed everything, Cole. The fact that I have been trained as a Blade is proof enough of that.” She placed a hand tentatively on my shoulder. When I didn’t pull away, she smiled. “But this isn’t about politics. If you want to evade the Convectorate, you need to learn to defend yourself. And I’ve no doubt that Master Mosaad would be willing to teach you.”

	“Maybe,” I whispered. “But I’m sure there’s a catch.”

	She shrugged. “I don’t see why. Honestly, right now your skills are probably more coveted than mine. Competent pilots are a rare commodity these days, and your psionic abilities would allow you to fly one of the Seraphim psi-ships.”

	I paused and took yet another deep breath. “I’ve heard about those on the Holosphere, but I wasn’t sure whether or not they were actually real.”

	“They’re real,” Kaveri assured me. “Skilled Seraphim pilots can psychically bond with their ship. They effectively become a single entity—no normal starship in the galaxy can compete with their power or versatility. Master Mosaad has actually been training a squadron of pilots for the better part of the last year—the Wings of the Seraph.”

	I rubbed a hand back through my brown hair. I couldn’t pretend that none of this interested me. I had wanted to be a pilot my entire life. The Red Ring had taught me to fly by the time I was eight, and by thirteen I was already the best pilot in the entire gang. Oddly enough, I even used to dream about sitting in the cockpit of a Dominion starfighter fending off entire squadrons of Convectorate drones…

	But this wasn’t some silly childhood fantasy. As amazing as flying a psionic ship sounded, I wasn’t nearly as interested in all the baggage that came with it.

	“I’m not going to abandon Raxyl,” I said. 

	Kaveri smiled again. “You really do care about him, don’t you?”

	“He’s the only reason I’m still alive. He’s annoying as hell sometimes, but I owe him everything.”

	“For what it’s worth, earlier he seemed just as interested in you taking this opportunity as I did,” she said. “But regardless, you don’t have to worry about him. He would be more than welcome with us, I’m sure. He is obviously a skilled mechanic and technician.”

	I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing for a minute, trying to make a rational decision and ignore the heat rising within me from being this close to her. I half expected to be overwhelmed by another premonition, but as usual, I didn’t feel anything. That didn’t necessarily mean this was a good idea, of course—I’d made plenty of mistakes without my “powers” warning me, especially when those mistakes involved women…

	“Look, I need to think about this for a while,” I told her. “We’re still at least ten hours from your base. I should—”

	Her hand reached up and grabbed my arm when I tried to stand. “Please, don’t leave,” she begged with a surprising note of desperation. “I…I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

	I frowned. As always, she looked completely earnest, and I could actually feel her trembling. I just didn’t understand why. 

	“What’s wrong?” I asked as I let her pull me back down. 

	“When you first woke me from stasis, I told you that your presence was affecting me,” Kaveri said. “I wasn’t lying about that, either.”

	“I’m not sure I understand.”

	“I am not just programmed to please human men—I am programmed to need them. I’ve spent the better part of the past six weeks flitting around this sector without any human contact. I thought I was fine, but after being this close to you…” 

	I snorted and shook my head, rolling my eyes to myself. “That’s not going to work a second time. I may be a big dumb idiot, but even I’m not that easy to manipulate.”

	“I didn’t pleasure you because I was trying to manipulate you, Cole,” Kaveri said, her hand squeezing my arm. 

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Think about it for a minute. What do you think I was trying to accomplish? You were already taking me exactly where I wanted to go.” She shook her head and touched my cheek. “I wanted to feel you inside me. I still do.”

	I actually felt my pulse quicken. Up until this instant, this conversation was the first time I had been able to sit next to her without getting hard. I hadn’t even leered at her cleavage or stomach or legs once since coming in here. 

	But now…

	“I’ve felt a connection with you from the first moment I set eyes on you,” Kaveri said. “It’s powerful, and I can’t ignore it. Neither can you.”

	“You’re good,” I said, taking her wrist and pulling her hand from my cheek. “A little too good, honestly. But I hope you don’t really expect me to believe this ‘love at first sight’ bullshit.”

	“It’s not love—it’s biology. And I know you can feel it, too.”

	I could, of course, and it wasn’t just her beauty or the unbelievable sex. We had only been on Vrassk-Ka for a few hours or so, but I hadn’t enjoyed spending time with someone that much in…I wasn’t even sure. Her sweet laugh, her infectious smile, her intoxicating scent…a few hours alone in my cabin was all it had taken for me to miss them. 

	“I can definitely feel it,” I murmured. “I just don’t know if it’s real.”

	“What does ‘real’ even mean?” Kaveri asked. “I need you, and you want me. You don’t have to join the Blades…but why should we both be miserable in the meantime?”

	I didn’t have an answer. I didn’t want to have an answer. My emotions were already a mess—the last twelve hours were already a blur of sex, violence, and confusion. The only constant, strangely, was how I felt when I was around her. Her presence was soothing and arousing at the same time. 

	“There is something else you should consider,” Kaveri said, sliding close enough to me that her tail could curl around my leg. “Something you apparently haven’t realized yet.”

	I swallowed. “What’s that?”

	“Gol Zabras isn’t waiting for me at the base. Do you know what that means?”

	This time, I was absolutely sure that my heart skipped a beat. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of this yet. “There’s no one to be upset if you get spoiled during the trip.”

	She smiled seductively and brought her lips close enough to mine that her tendrils could massage my neck and ears. “It’s more than that,” she purred. “I think both of us will be very upset if you don’t spoil me on this trip.” 

	My cock sprang to life so quickly I couldn’t believe it didn’t tear through my pants. I lunged forward and kissed her, and the instant my tongue slipped between her lips, I felt her hands and tail working to unfasten my belt. Her clothes were much easier: in the span of five seconds, I unclasped her bandeau, dragged my fingers down her silky-smooth waist, and pulled her skirt from her hips. I seriously considered flipping her over and taking her from behind again, but this time I wanted to be able to look her in the eyes.

	Grabbing a hold of her thighs, I hoisted her up in my arms just like I had back in the holo-theater. I slammed her against the bulkhead as she wrapped her arms around my neck, and I felt her tail tug my cock toward her sopping slit. But unlike last time, she didn’t stop me when I nudged the tip inside her. 

	“Spoil me, Cole!” she begged into my ear. “Spoil me now!”

	I slammed all the way into her with a single thrust. Kaveri cried out in delight, and she seized up as if my cock were a lightning rod. Her nails clawed into my back, her thighs squeezed hard enough to nearly crush my waist, and glowing eyes rolled back into her head. Even her tendrils went stiff as they curled around my ears. She was frozen in a perfect moment of bliss.

	And she wasn’t alone. Her cunt fit my cock so perfectly it was as if she had been designed for me after all. It cradled me. It nurtured me. It made me wonder how I had survived this long without her. 

	“Cole!” Kaveri blurted out, her eyes finally refocusing on me. “Fuck me. Fuck me as hard as you can!”

	I squeezed her thighs and began hammering into her so hard I was surprised we didn’t trigger an emergency force field around the bulkhead. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t already spilled; if she hadn’t drained me so thoroughly with her bowels back on Vrassk-Ka, I probably would have erupted ten times already. 

	“Give it to me,” she demanded as her tongue flicked across my ear. “Fill me with your seed!”

	I gritted my teeth. “I don’t know how much I have left.”

	“Give me everything,” she begged. “Please!”

	Kaveri’s legs and tail locked around my back as I cried out in release. I pumped everything I had left into her yearning cunt. She clutched onto me as if I were the most important man in the universe. Right now, I felt like I was. 

	I half expected her to thank me again just like back in the station, but she didn’t. Her body remained locked around me long after I came down, and when my legs and arms eventually went weak, I gently pulled her off the bulkhead and laid her down upon the bed. 

	It was only then that I realized she had already fallen asleep. 

	 

	

  6 
Wings


   


  I smiled down at Kaveri’s insensate body, amazed at the look of pure, unadulterated contentment on her face. Either I was better at this sex thing than I thought, or her Succubus genes had been even more desperate than I’d realized. I was happy to delude myself into believing the former. 


  Chuckling softly, I ran my hand through her hair and wrapped her in my arms. I still had a hard time believing that this was the same woman who had rampaged through all of those combat mechs on Vrassk-Ka. I wasn’t sure if I had ever been serious about dumping her off at a random port or not, but at this point, I couldn’t imagine leaving her side. Whether or not the Blades could actually teach me how to control my powers seemed almost superfluous when she was pressed this tightly against me. 


  I’m not sure when I fell asleep, but when I woke up a few hours later, she was still comatose. I slowly and gently slipped free of her grip before I hopped off the bed and got dressed. A quick glance at the chrono confirmed we were a little over an hour away from the Dominion base, which meant I still had a chance to consult with my partner before I made a final decision. I could always count on him to give me the blunt, honest truth about whether or not my head was on straight. If Kali were good at anything, it was staying grounded in reality. 


  Raxyl was still sitting in the co-pilot’s chair when I entered the cockpit, his long, slender fingers dancing across the console. “You seem to have to worked out your problems with our guest,” he said, an amused streak of purple flashing across his neck. 


  I sighed and sank down in my chair. “Don’t judge me.”


  “I cannot help it. As you’ve just come to realize, we are all slaves to our biology in some fashion. I am destined to judge you for your mistakes, and you, apparently, are destined to keep making them.”


  “You know, you didn’t used to be this sarcastic.”


  “You didn’t used to deserve it this much.”


  I ran a hand back through my dark hair. “Look, I’m sorry about snapping at you earlier. I just…” I paused and folded my arms across my chest. “I’ve never wanted to admit the truth of what I am. I’m honestly not sure why.”


  Raxyl turned and blinked at me. “Perhaps if I were less judgmental, you would be more willing to express your true emotions.”


  Kali mouths weren’t capable of smiling as far as I knew—their snake-like jaws were too long—but his scales rippled a sharp violet hue that was the equivalent of a shit-eating grin. 


  “In all seriousness, I knew there would come a day when something like this would happen,” he went on. “I had assumed we would eventually have to deal with a Convectorate Spider, especially if your premonitions became more frequent. This is a much better alternative, all variables considered.”


  “I suppose so,” I whispered, closing my eyes and letting out a long, slow breath. “So, you think we should go through with this? You think we should actually meet with these Blades?”


  “The question is whether you should go through with this,” Raxyl said. “They have nothing to teach me.”


  My eyes flicked back open, and I studied his reptilian silhouette. “We’re partners,” I told him. “If you think this is a bad idea, we’ll do something else.”


  “You aren’t normally this interested in taking my advice.”


  “Yeah, well, maybe I’ve finally come to my senses.”


  “Your recent behavior suggests otherwise.”


  I groaned sourly. “Look, all I’m saying is that—”


  “If the Blades are willing to teach you, you shouldn’t pass up this opportunity,” Raxyl said. “For one, learning how to control your nascent powers could benefit us both. And for two, Kaveri was right about the Convectorate. They will not forget what we have done. It is logical for us to seek allies.”


  “Seraph knows no one else out here will be interested in helping a few smugglers,” I muttered. “Our normal contacts aren’t exactly known for their bravery in the face of danger.”


  “Definitely not,” he agreed. “For all their faults, the Blades may be the only ones in the sector with the power to protect you.”


  “You really are concerned about my safety, aren’t you?”


  His yellow eyes blinked twice. “As you said, we are partners, are we not?”


  I smiled thinly. At different times in our relationship, I had genuinely wondered whether Kali were capable of any emotional state besides “smug.” But deep down, I knew that Raxyl was more than just a random alien spacer who had taken pity on an abandoned human urchin. We had saved each other’s skin—and scales—more times than I could count over the years, and he really was the most dependable person I had ever met. 


  He wasn’t just a partner—he was my friend. Even if I wanted to wring his scaly neck every now and then. 


  “There is one other advantage of meeting with the Blades,” Raxyl said after a moment.


  “Oh? What’s that?”


  “You will not doom Kaveri to slowly waste away without your affections.”


  I blinked. “You’re getting too good at this. Now I can’t even tell when you’re being sarcastic.”


  “I was being earnest,” Raxyl said. “Succubi are genetically conditioned to crave the attention of their Imprinted master. I believe they can even die if they are separated long enough.”


  I abruptly sat up in my chair. “Imprinted? What are you…?”


  I trailed off and swallowed as the realization belatedly hit me. I had been so concerned with fucking her that it hadn’t even crossed my mind back in her cabin. Still, there was no way I was her first lover…right?


  “If she had already Imprinted herself upon another male, where is he?” Raxyl asked as if speaking directly into my thoughts. “She said she has been operating independently for some time. That would not be possible if she had already chosen a mate—she would be wasting away without his presence.”


  “Oh, shit,” I whispered, thinking back to the contented look on her face as she slept. My ego had convinced me it was due to my performance, but of course that was idiotic. What if it was something very different? I felt like a reckless fool who had just gotten his teenage girlfriend pregnant…


  “I suppose congratulations are in order,” Raxyl said. “You won’t have to spend any more of your hard-earned credits purchasing the services of desperate Kreen females.”


  “This isn’t funny,” I rasped. 


  A black shimmer rippled across his neck. “No, I suppose not.”


  I hissed and glanced back over my shoulder to the closed cockpit door. “You’re saying she could literally die if I abandoned her?”


  “There may be a cure, especially if the Blades possess some kind of psionic healing abilities. But I honestly do not know. She must have chosen to Imprint herself upon you for a reason.”


  “Because the man she was designed for is dead,” I whispered. “And her Succubus conditioning was probably screaming at her to find a replacement.”


  I buried my face in my hands and swore under my breath. As if dealing with the Convectorate and the Dominion wasn’t enough…


  “Perhaps you should go speak with her again,” Raxyl suggested. 


  I glanced up. “She’s sleeping. If she wakes up soon, maybe I could—


  The door behind us unexpectedly whooshed open, and Kaveri stepped inside. She was still completely naked, and her black hair was badly tousled. I was about to jump out of my chair and ask if she was okay when I noticed the strained crease in her brow. 


  “Something is wrong,” she said. “Are we being pursued?”


  “Uh…” I stammered. “I don’t think so.”


  “There are no ships within range of our sensors,” Raxyl said. “Why do you ask?”


  Kaveri braced herself against the doorway. “I felt something,” she whispered, “a faint psychic ripple at the edge of my consciousness.”


  “What does that mean?” I asked.


  “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “But the last time I sensed something similar, it was a Convectorate Spider projecting a psychic web.”


  A cold, warning tingle shuddered down my spine. “You think they’re trying to find us?”


  “I’m sure of it,” Kaveri said, moving into the passenger seat. “The only question is how far they—”


  She cut herself off when the tac-holo began beeping wildly. Raxyl swiveled about and examined his console. 


  “Our long-range sensors are detecting a faint hyperspace signature on an intercept course,” he said. “I cannot identify the vessel at this range, but it will overtake us in approximately three minutes.”


  I leaned forward to examine the readings on the tac-holo. The translucent projection updated with the relative positions of our two ships. It was coming in fast—so fast that the Gazack’s sensors hadn’t even noticed it until it was practically on top of us. 


  “I should be able to identify the signature momentarily,” Raxyl said. “However, based on the speed of the ship and size of the hyperspace echo in its wake, I believe it is—”


  “A Convectorate battleship,” Kaveri finished. 


  The words sucked all the air out of the cockpit as surely as if we’d had a hull breach. My stomach clenched so tightly I almost retched, and a few seconds later, the sensors confirmed her analysis. 


  “We need more speed,” I said.


  “It will not be enough,” Raxyl said, a long splotch of yellow appearing on his neck. “We cannot outrun a vessel with a Class 10 military-grade hyperdrive.”


  I grimaced as I watched the blip draw closer and closer. We were just under five light-years away from the Blades, which was still almost an hour with the Gazack’s hyperdrive. In theory, we might have been able to pull a few tricks and buy ourselves a couple more minutes, but that was about it.


  “Is there any way for you to contact your friends?” I asked. “Because if the Blades want to prove their goodwill, now’s the time.”


  When Kaveri didn’t say anything, I glanced back over my shoulder. She was sitting completely still, her eyes fluttering rapidly beneath the narrowed lids. I assumed she was trying to reach out to the Blades with her telepathy…that, or she had picked the worst time to have a seizure. 


  “We are being hailed,” Raxyl said.


  I reflexively cracked my knuckles and took hold of the flight stick. We obviously couldn’t fight our way out of this, and apparently running for it was out of the question, too. Somehow, I needed to figure out a way to buy us time…potentially a lot of time. 


  “All right,” I muttered. “Put them through.”


  The tac-holo projection winked out, and I expected it to be replaced by the disembodied holographic torso of another Subari officer in a red uniform not unlike the one Kaveri had killed back on Vrassk-Ka. I was mistaken. 


  “Freighter Wild Gazack, this is Admiral Ferron aboard the CDF Battleship Avernal Fury,” said the elaborately uniformed male Tarreen that appeared over the tac-holo. “You are hereby ordered to power down your ship and prepare to be boarded. Resist, and you will be destroyed.”


  I squeezed the flight stick so hard I was almost surprised it didn’t break. I hadn’t seen any Tarreen in person for years, let alone a hulking, Baalir-caste warrior. I had forgotten just how intimidating they could be even over a tiny holo-projection. Tarreen were vaguely reptilian like the Kali, but if Raxyl was more like a snake, then Ferron was more like a bipedal dinosaur. Baalir in particular were huge; the average male was almost three meters tall and weighed at least four hundred kilos. Their thick red scales were virtually immune to small-arms fire, and that was before they put on armor.


  I still had a hard time believing that the Seraph and her disciples had overthrown the Tarreen Empire all those years ago. Maybe they hadn’t; maybe it was just another bullshit entry in the history holos. 


  Or maybe it didn’t really matter, because if I couldn’t figure out a way to bluff this man, we were all going to die. 


  “Avernal Fury, this is the Wild Gazack,” I said, surprised my voice still worked. “There must be some mistake here. We have a commerce license and we’re on our way to—”


  “You have aided and abetted a Dominion spy,” Ferron interrupted, his orange eyes smoldering like tiny embers inside his enormous skull. “If you turn her over peacefully, I will recommend that the Minister of Justice show you mercy. Perhaps she will even transfer you to a penal colony filled with others of your kind.”


  “Convectorate ‘penal colonies’ are death camps,” Kaveri hissed. “Especially for humans.”


  Ferron couldn’t see her on the projector, but he obviously heard her voice. “We have plenty of room for Velothi whores as well. Though I doubt we’ll have need of a prison. Once I finish breaking you, I will—”


  Kaveri stretched out her hand, and the air rumbled softly as she telekinetically flicked off the com. “There’s no point in trying to negotiate with him,” she said. “He knows who I am, and he knows I’m working with Master Mosaad. He will gladly torture me until I tell him everything I know about the Blades and our operations in this sector.”


  “Thirty-two seconds to intercept,” Raxyl warned. “They are powering up their weapons.”


  I forced myself to relax and take a deep breath. We had gotten out of worse spots before, and nothing I had done so far had triggered a premonition. Though maybe that just meant we were doomed no matter what I did…


  “The Blades are on their way,” Kaveri said, her eyes rolling back in her head again. “But I’m not sure they can reach us in time.”


  I shook my head. Running from the Convectorate straight into the arms of the Dominion…who could have guessed we would ever be this desperate?


  “How long do we need to stall?” I asked. 


  “I’m not sure.”


  “Fantastic,” I grumbled. “I’m taking us to sub-light. At least in real space we can try to outmaneuver them.”


  I reached out to the console and shifted us out of hyperspace. The blue smear outside the viewport slowly melted into distinct, flickering stars. 


  “Maneuverability will be irrelevant when they lock their tractor emitters on us,” Raxyl said, an uncharacteristic tremor in his voice. 


  “Then we just have to keep them from getting that lock on us,” I said. “If they want Kaveri’s intel badly enough, they’ll do everything they can to take us alive. And catching us is a lot more difficult than shooting us.”


  Another yellow splotch rippled down his neck. “I suppose we are about to find out.”


  The tac-holo screamed a warning as the Avernal Fury dropped out of hyperspace directly behind us. The six-hundred-meter-long, two-hundred-meter-wide Pirilex-class battleship was bristling with enough plasma cannons to melt a city, and any one of them could burn through our shields and vaporize us in about ten seconds flat. 


  In theory, we could outpace the Fury at sub-light speed, but if we did manage to pull away, it would simply jump ahead of us again…or launch its own fighter drones to overtake us. All of that would buy us time, however, and I strongly considered giving it a try. 


  But the odds were still terrible, and I didn’t want to rely on Kaveri’s supposed friends if we didn’t have to. Perhaps there was another way…


  “Their tractor emitters are at full power,” Raxyl warned. “If you are going to do something, Cole, I suggest you—”


  “Remember that trick we used with a delayed missile blast back at Briton Chalo?”


  His yellow eyes blinked. “Yes.”


  “Prep me another one just like it. Fast. Oh…and hold on.”


  Slashing our throttle to half, I jerked back on the flight stick and whipped us around a hundred eighty degrees. The red hull of the Avernal Fury was suddenly looming right in front of us, and the tac-holo warbled in a terrified pitch I’d never heard before. Apparently, even the Gazack’s rudimentary AI knew how insane this was. 


  “Cole, what the hell are you doing?” Kaveri yelped. 


  “You’re the one who said I’d make a good Wing of the Seraph,” I replied, shunting all our shield power into the engines. “The close we are to their hull, the fewer of their emitters can lock onto us at once.”


  “But—”


  She wheezed and collapsed back into her seat when the grav restraints abruptly kicked in and pinned all of us down for safety. I strafed us hard across the Avernal Fury’s starboard bow, trying hard not to imagine how easily they could blow us out of the stars at any moment. I was just about to wrap us around their underbelly when the Gazack suddenly shook and the engines nearly stalled. 


  “One of the emitters has locked onto us,” Raxyl said. 


  “No shit,” I muttered. “Give me all the power you can. Drop life support if you have to.”


  The cockpit lights flickered as he redirected the power flow, and slowly but surely we started to regain speed. “There’s another emitter on the port side about two hundred meters away,” I said, pointing out the canopy viewport. “If it grabs onto us, we’re completely screwed.”


  “Then why are you taking us toward it?” Kaveri demanded.


  “Because I have a plan,” I said. “Is that warhead ready yet?”


  “It is now,” Raxyl confirmed. “You do realize it will not be able to penetrate their shields?”


  “They can’t use their shields as long as the tractors are up.”


  “Their point-defense cannons will also be able to destroy it before it reaches the emitter, if that’s what you’re planning.”


  I grinned. “Normally, you’d be right. But even if they shoot the missile, it will still explode, and that’s all I care about.”


  The Kali’s scales shifted from a concerned orange to a thoughtful black. “Even if the detonation doesn’t destroy the emitter, it will create a cloud of refractive particles that will severely hamper their ability to establish a lock. And since we already know that one emitter can’t contain us—”


  “You can clap yourself on the back for figuring it out later,” I said. “Just fire the damn missile!”


  His hands flicked across the console, and a moment later, the Gazack dropped its payload. The battleship’s point-defenses cannons ignored it, and I started a mental countdown as we slowly, sluggishly pulled away from the emitter and curled beneath the belly of the battleship…


  “Now!”


  The detonation wasn’t nearly as impressive as with the gas pockets back at Briton Chalo, but the shockwave still gave us the boost we needed to break free of the emitter’s grasp. We swung around the ship, at which point the second emitter locked onto us…but just like before, it couldn’t completely stop us. Not by itself. 


  “Engine thrust at one hundred percent,” Raxyl said. “We are only moving at a few meters per second, but without a second emitter, they no longer possess the capacity to stop us.”


  “We’re an annoying little gnat buzzing around their ears,” I said, studying the tac-holo. “The only question is whether or not Ferron loses his patience and decides to swat us before Kaveri’s friends arrive.”


  “I think we have our answer,” she said, staring out the viewport. 


  I turned just in time to watch one of the battleship’s small point-defense turrets spin around and lock onto us. The power readings abruptly spiked, and Raxyl reached for the controls to shunt engine power back to shields. 


  “No!” I warned, grabbing his wrist. “If we reduce power, the tractor will be able to pull us in.”


  “If we don’t, that turret will vaporize us,” the Kali countered. 


  “They’re bluffing,” I said. “You really think they would kill a Blade of the Seraph before they had a chance to interrogate her?”


  “What I think is that Baalir-caste Tarreen are notoriously violent and impatient.” 


  I grimaced and stared at the turret. We were still slowly pulling away from the tractor emitter, and in a few more seconds, I could loop us around the ship again and keep playing this little cat-and-mouse game. Every second we stayed alive was another second Kaveri’s friends could get closer…


  “We’re almost clear,” I said, nudging the flight stick and tucking us in even closer to the hull. Even point-defenses had a minimum range. “Just a few more seconds and we’ll be out of line-of-sight…”


  We rolled around the curve of the battleship’s hull before the point-defense turret fired. Unfortunately, one of the turrets on the other side shot at us instead. 


  A violent tremor shook the Gazack as bolts of green-white energy burned through our meager armor. The tac-holo screamed, the consoles went dark, and Kaveri shrieked in my ear. I shut my eyes, anticipating a blinding inferno followed by the impossibly cold embrace of oblivion…


  But it never came. The ship lurched as the tractor emitter reestablished a lock, and I mashed my fingers against the control console in an attempt to bring something—anything—back online. 


  “Main power has been disabled,” Raxyl said. The consoles around us flickered and came back on, albeit dimmer than before. “Emergency force fields are holding.”


  “Until they pull us into their hangar,” I said, squinting out the viewport as the Avernal Fury’s hangar opened like a giant, gaping mouth of doom. I felt sick, and it had nothing to do with the smell of burnt wiring and overloaded conduits. All that work, all that effort, had ultimately been for nothing. For some insane reason, I had actually believed we might be able to pull this off.


  But now the truth was finally hitting me. I suddenly wished those turrets had blasted us into dust. Death would be a far better alternative to being endlessly tortured by the Tarreen. 


  “I’m sorry,” I whispered, pivoting around to Kaveri. “I really thought we could…”


  I trailed off when I saw her closed eyes and a wide smile on her face. “They’re almost here.”


  I blinked. “The Blades? But that’s impossible. Even if they had their ships ready and fueled, they would never—”


  The tac-holo’s proximity warning interrupted me mid-word. I glanced down as six tiny blips appeared on the projection. They merged into a tight attack formation after they slowed to sub-light speed. 


  “They are Valkyrie-class Dominion fighters,” Raxyl said, an excited purple shimmer replacing the yellow. “They have raised their shields, and they are locking torpedoes upon the Fury.”


  My heart began pounding in my ears. “That’s it? That’s your reinforcements? Six fighters against a battleship?”


  Kaveri’s eyes slowly reopened. “They are Wings of the Seraph. Six will be more than enough.”


  My mouth went dry as I watched the Valkyries close the distance. Fighters were still a common sight across the galaxy, of course—they were a fast, cheap option for defending large swaths of territory, particularly in civilian-heavy sectors—but in terms of full-scale military engagements, they hadn’t been anything more than cannon fodder in generations. Modern targeting algorithms were simply too accurate for any sentient pilots to survive more than a second or two against a cruiser or battleship. 


  I was still transfixed by the blips on the tac-holo when the Gazack abruptly lurched to the side again. The stars outside the viewport began moving slowly, and I realized the battleship had released its grip on us. 


  “The Fury has raised its shields,” Raxyl said. “It is powering up its weapons and preparing to fire.”


  “No fighters of its own?” I asked. 


  “Ferron doesn’t believe he will need them,” Kaveri said. “He is mistaken.”


  I stared down at the tac-holo as the battle unfolded. The Valkyries launched a volley of torpedoes, then swiftly broke their formation and fanned out in separate directions. The battleship’s shields flickered as warheads reached their target, but the detonations didn’t appear to inflict any real damage. 


  “The Fury’s shields are holding,” Raxyl noted as he worked. “Minimal damage to the secondary hull.”


  I shook my head. “They don’t have anywhere near enough firepower to pull this off.”


  “Just wait,” Kaveri said, grinning. “And try to get as much distance between us and the Fury as possible.”


  “Reactor crash-start successful. Transferring all remaining power to maneuvering thrusters,” Raxyl said, his spindly fingers flicking across the control board. 


  “Right,” I murmured, nudging the flight stick. We barely had any speed, but even a few meters per second were better than none. Not that it was going to matter when the cabin decompressed and we were all sucked into space…


  “The Valkyries are initiating another attack run,” Raxyl said. “The battleship is returning fire.”


  As we limped away from the battle—faster once Raxyl restored partial engine power—the Dominion fighters darted in with their wing-mounted cannons blazing. I winced every time one of the Fury’s plasma turrets landed a hit, but somehow, impossibly, the Valkyries didn’t disintegrate on impact. No starfighter in the galaxy should have been able to take a direct hit from a Convectorate plasma turret…


  “The battleship’s shields are weakening,” Raxyl said. “One of their port turrets has been knocked offline.”


  I slowly shook my head as I watched the Valkyries spit even more blue-white bolts at the battleship. Visually, the energy looked like normal pulsefire, but it wasn’t—the sensor signature was completely different. The Gazack’s computer couldn’t identify it at all, other than to indicate that the cannons were far more powerful than for any normal starfighter. Hell, they were more powerful than for most cruisers…


  “They have psionic weapons,” I breathed as I belatedly realized the truth. All the stories about Dominion psi-ships, all the legends about Seraphim piloting nearly invincible starfighters…I had never really believed them. 


  Until now.


  “The stronger the pilot, the more powerful the weapons—and shields,” Kaveri said from behind me. “There aren’t many squadrons left these days, but Master Mosaad is trying to change that…starting here.”


  The Valkyries whipped about and made another attack run, and at this point I was more impressed by their coordination than their firepower or durability. They buzzed in and out of the Fury’s path almost like worker bees with a singular purpose, and the enemy gunners simply couldn’t keep up. 


  “The battleship has suffered severe damage to its sub-light engines,” Raxyl reported, his scales shimmering with excitement again. “It is preparing to jump to hyperspace.”


  “Unbelievable,” I breathed. “They actually—”


  The premonition hit me so hard I nearly fell out of my chair. I saw the Valkyries continuing to harass the Fury, and I saw the great ship lumbering away as its hyperdrive powered up. But then, just before it jumped, I saw its plasma cannons light up and fire a final, petty shot in our direction…


  The instant the images faded, I grabbed the flight stick and rolled us as hard as I could to port. A fraction of a second later, the space around us filled with plasma fire, and I jerked the stick again to throw us into a tight corkscrew. Kaveri yelped as the grav harness pinned her against her seat again, and Raxyl called out a warning in between the loud groaning of the Gazack’s engines. But then the fire abruptly stopped, and I glanced down to the tac-holo as the Fury jumped into hyperspace. 


  “By the Seraph,” Kaveri breathed. “What happened?”


  “It would appear that Admiral Ferron decided to try and destroy us before he made his escape,” Raxyl replied, a confused blue ripple worming its way down his neck. “And he must have instructed his gunners to target us manually so that we wouldn’t be warned by a target lock.”


  “Then how…?” Kaveri’s lips slowly curled into a smile as she looked at me. “You really do have the gift.”


  I grunted. “I just wish I could figure out how to trigger it more often.”


  Her smile widened. “You can learn, Cole. But the Blades are the only ones who can teach you.”


  I took a deep breath and leaned back in my chair. The six Valkyries had formed back up, and they were quickly looping back around toward us. I stared in silence at the sensor readouts, wondering what it would feel like to fly a true psionic starfighter. Liberating? Probably. Terrifying? Almost certainly. 


  But either way, this was the moment of truth: if Raxyl and I were going to bury our heads in the sand, this was the last chance for us to run. And despite everything I had learned—despite everything that had happened—I was still more than a little tempted to do just that. The life of a fringe drifter might not have been for everyone, but it was all I had ever known. And it was always hard to walk away from the familiar, even when you knew it was holding you down.


  “The lead Valkyrie is hailing us,” Raxyl said. “How do you wish to handle this?”


  I shrugged. “The same way we handle everything.”


  “With an ill-advised, poorly conceived plan?”


  “More or less,” I said, smiling. “It’s gotten us this far, hasn’t it?”


  “These are your people, Cole,” Kaveri said, reaching around the back of my chair to take my hand. Her fingers effortlessly slipped into mine. “They can teach you. They can train you. With their help, who knows how powerful you can become?”


  I took in another long, steadying breath as I studied the sleek psionic starfighters I had been dreaming about since I was a child. “I don’t know,” I whispered. “But I intend to find out.”


   


   


   



Book Two:

Outcast

	 

	 

	


Prologue

	 

	“Cole? Cole!”

	The voice was so faint it sounded like a ghost crying out from another world. I opened my eyes and searched for the speaker, and it was only then I realized I was trapped beneath a pile of rubble. A battle raged nearby; the whine of pulsefire drowned out everything except the rhythmic pounding of distant explosions. Had we been attacked? Where was Raxyl? Where was Kaveri?

	“Cole!”

	I clawed at the dirt and tried to wriggle free. One of my arms was completely pinned, and by the time I wrenched it loose, my hand and elbow were a bloody mess. But strangely enough, there was no pain—I could barely feel anything at all, actually, except for the sudden ball of panic rising in my throat. 

	“Cole! You need to stay focused, sweetheart. You need to stay calm. Just follow the sound of my voice.”

	It was so dark I could barely see two centimeters in front of my face, and I had to hold my breath to keep from choking on the acrid smoke. I still had no idea who was calling out to me, but for lack of any better alternatives, I decided to crawl toward her. Gritting my teeth, I focused on putting one hand after the other until I finally caught a glimpse of daylight up ahead. 

	“Can you hear me, Cole? Can you see me, sweetheart?”

	“I can hear you,” I croaked. My voice sounded strange to my ears, almost like it was also coming from a great distance. 

	“Then just keep coming, Cole. Just keep…oh, no.” The voice trailed off for a moment, but I swore I heard the sounds of movement. “I won’t let them take you, Cole. Just stay where you are, sweetheart. Stay right there.”

	I ignored her and continued crawling. The light grew brighter and brighter, but just before I reached it, I heard the whine of a pulse rifle, the shrieking of a small child…and then silence. 

	I didn’t stop moving. I continued dragging myself toward the light, desperate to figure out what the hell was going on. But when I finally emerged from the rubble, I was more confused than ever. 

	“What…?” I breathed. 

	I was lying amidst the smoldering ruins of a heavily bombarded city. The sky was green with smoke, and nearly every building in sight had been reduced to a smoking crater. Corpses littered the area around me, and as far as I could tell, they were all human. Most of them were wearing blue and gold military-style uniforms—uniforms that were haggard and filthy, as if they hadn’t been changed or cleaned in days. 

	“Cole…”

	The voice seemed even farther away now. None of the bodies had moved, but I felt compelled to crawl toward the closest one anyway. Even through the smoky haze, I could tell that the corpse belonged to a young human woman about my age. I might not have recognized the planet, the city, or the ethereal voice in the distance, but I knew exactly what this woman’s face would look like even before I turned her over. 

	How could I not? I had seen her in my dreams almost every night for a week straight. 

	“Who the hell are you?” I asked. “What do you want with me?”

	She didn’t respond, of course. She never did. 

	I sank back on my haunches and shook my head. The woman was in her early twenties with a round face, a slender nose, and shoulder-length blond hair. Her eyelids were dusted with purple shadow that precisely matched her lipstick, both of which were made more striking by the ghostly pallor of her skin. Her beauty was haunting, all the more so because every time I saw her she was dead. 

	Except for today. I reached out to touch her cheek, and the instant our skin made contact, her eyes shot open. They started right at me, green and terrified, as if they had seen something deep within my soul…

	 

	I awoke with a start, and my vision was so clouded it took me a solid thirty seconds to remember that I wasn’t on my bunk in the Wild Gazack. I wasn’t whipping through hyperspace en route to another job, and Raxyl wasn’t in the cockpit waiting for me with snide commentary about how I always slept in too late. 

	I also wasn’t alone. 

	Kaveri stirred next to me, her soft, naked body still pressed tightly against mine. She made an adorable cooing sound but didn’t actually wake, and I slowly stroked a hand through her black hair. Almost four weeks had passed since she had delivered us into the arms of her so-called friends here on Varsus II, and I hadn’t learned a damn thing about controlling my precognitive abilities or flying starfighters. I had been having more nightmares, though, which probably meant one of two things: either my latent psionic abilities were finally starting to assert themselves, or I was slowly going insane. 

	Those options aren’t mutually exclusive.

	“Cole?” One of Kaveri’s luminescent blue eyes had cracked open, and her blue brow creased with concern. “Did you have another dream?”

	I sighed softly. “Yeah, but it’s no big deal. Probably just those kajniv wings from dinner exacting their revenge.”

	Her other eye opened, and her cranial tendrils began swishing. “Did you see the same woman again?”

	I briefly considered saying no, but lying to a telepath seemed pointless. “Yes. I was on the same planet, too.”

	Kaveri leaned her head up off the pillow. “This must be another premonition.”

	“It doesn’t feel like one,” I said. “I usually only have a few seconds of warning.”

	“Well, it has to mean something. You need to tell Master Mosaad.”

	Somehow, I resisted the urge to scoff. “Why? He hasn’t shown any interest in helping me control my powers before. And he still won’t let me anywhere near the Valkyries.”

	“You just have to give it some time,” she said, smiling. “There aren’t many psionic ships left in the whole galaxy, let alone out here in the Far Rim. He can’t afford to let all the adepts fly a Valkyrie—he needs to be absolutely sure they’re ready.”

	“This has nothing to do with being ‘ready.’ I’m the best pilot on this base and everyone knows it.”

	I grimaced at the sourness in my voice. I had never been a patient man, as Raxyl would readily attest, but something about this place and the people here had gotten under my skin even more quickly than normal. A month ago, I had watched in amazement as a squad of Valkyries had stood head-to-head with a Convectorate battleship and forced it to retreat, and I had immediately started dreaming about what it would feel like to sit in the cockpit of a true psionic starfighter. Kaveri had assured me that her mentor, a legendary Blade of the Seraph named Wynn Mosaad, would teach me everything I needed to know about Valkyries and my powers. 

	I was still waiting. 

	“You need to tell him,” Kaveri said again. “He’s the only one here who can help you.”

	Rolling onto my back, I closed my eyes and tried to recall the details of what I had just seen. The images didn’t rapidly fade away like a normal dream; I could still see everything just as vividly as if I had actually been there. The problem was that I didn’t know where “there” was, and I didn’t recognize the girl with the green eyes, either. All I knew was that all of it seemed incredibly familiar, more like I was seeing specters of the past than having a vision of the future…

	I snapped out of my reverie as a flash of lightning illuminated the room. The wall-spanning, transparent steel window behind our bed offered a breathtaking view of the Havali Mountains…or would have if it weren’t dark and raining ninety-five percent of the time on this stars-forsaken planet. Raxyl and I had run errands out of this place for years back when it had been controlled by the pirate lord Gol Zabras, but I had never realized just how dark and oppressive Varsus was until I had actually started living here. 

	“Maybe I’ll talk to him later,” I said, slumping back down onto the pillow. I breathed deeply of Kaveri’s lavender scent and felt myself relax. “In the meantime, you should get some sleep. I don’t know how you have any energy left considering how often you run through that training program of yours.”

	“Blades of the Seraph are known for their endurance,” Kaveri said, grinning and running her fingers across my chest. Her knee slid up my leg until it gently brushed against my cock. “Though as it turns out, so are you.”

	Turning on my side again, I smiled back and traced my finger along her cheek. This planet might have been terrible, and my experience in the academy so far might have been disappointing…but despite all that, I was currently lying next to a naked Velothi Succubus who was literally attuned to my libido on a genetic level. I had fucked her so many times over the past month that I was surprised my cock hadn’t shriveled up and fallen off. She was easily the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, and she was as eager and hungry for sex as the most hormone-addled teenage boy.  

	Complaining about anything else in my life seemed incredibly petty as long as I was sharing a bed with her. Rich and powerful men traded entire star systems to have their own Succubus, and Kaveri had been bred to serve as the personal concubine of the Dominion’s late Crown Prince. I wasn’t just lucky—I was cosmically blessed. 

	“We’re supposed to be up in a few hours,” I said.

	“I always sleep better after having something warm to drink,” Kaveri replied coyly as her knee continued past my erect member and settled on my stomach. A moment later, I felt her tail curl between my legs and constrict my cock like a serpent. 

	I groaned in delight and nibbled at my lip. “I’m honestly not sure I have anything left for you.”

	“You haven’t let me down yet.”

	Kaveri brought her lips to mine. Her tongue was as warm and soft as ever, and I was seriously tempted to just lie back and let her do all the work. She wouldn’t complain; her Succubus conditioning would ensure that. As long as her Imprinted mate was enjoying himself, her brain would be drowning in endorphins. Arousal was as reflexive for her as breathing. 

	Still, as entertaining as it would be to watch her inhale my cock and guzzle my seed, ultimately nothing could compete with her cunt’s wet, smoldering embrace. I kissed her for another few seconds, then I threw off the covers, roughly grabbed her waist, and pushed her over onto her back. She squeaked in delight when I wedged myself between her legs and again when I pinned her arms above her head. Her eyes rolled back when I slipped inside her, and she whimpered in joy after each and every thrust. 

	I still couldn’t believe how different she felt every time I plunged into her. Perhaps it was just my imagination, or perhaps her Succubus conditioning was designed to give her Imprinted master a unique experience every time her took her. Whatever the reason, her cunt’s hot, velvety grip was impossible to resist for more than a few minutes, no matter how many times I had already spilled inside her that day. 

	Tonight was no exception. Her legs locked around my back, and her tail curled around her ankles like a bowtie ensuring I couldn’t escape. Pushing her arms as flat as I could above her head, I pounded into her again and again until her whimpers eventually became so loud and frantic she actually bit down on one of her tendrils to muffle the noise…

	“Not yet,” I said, pulling out of her a split second before I exploded. “I made a promise to myself just after we met, and I still haven’t fulfilled it.”

	Kaveri looked up at me, confused and desperate for me to give her what she wanted. It was a rare moment where she didn’t know what I was going to do next. I grinned and uncurled her tail, then gently pushed her knees flat onto the bed. She looked baffled right up until the moment I straddled her chest and placed my cock between her tits. 

	“If you want any more, you’ll have to work for it,” I told her. “And wear it proudly.”

	Her eyes lit up at the challenge, and she gleefully cupped her breasts together to create a fleshy blue tunnel for my shaft. I started gently thrusting between them, amazed I had waited this long to savage her marvelous tits. Every time my cock neared her chin, her tendrils were there to massage the swollen head. 

	“Fuck,” I breathed as I started pounding her more rapidly. Even her breasts seemed to mold into whatever shape my cock needed—there was just enough friction that I knew I wouldn’t be able to last more than a few seconds. 

	“Give it to me, Cole!” she begged. 

	“You want it?”

	“Yes!”

	“You’re sure?”

	“Please, cover me! Cover my pretty face!”

	I roared in triumph and exploded. Despite the fact I had already filled her cunt a few hours earlier, I apparently still had plenty left in the barrel. The first two volleys struck her upturned nose and cheeks, and the last three spurts left a thick trail across her chin and neck. Kaveri didn’t flinch; she kept staring directly at me even when her eyes fluttered from her own climax. When my cock finally fell silent, she lovingly kissed and lathered the tip. 

	“By the stars,” I murmured, trying and failing to catch my breath. I watched in fascination as her tendrils began gathering the seed from her face and seductively sliding it into her mouth. She sucked and licked them clean one by one, all while keeping her eyes locked on mine. 

	All of this and you still aren’t content. All of this and a part of you still wants to run to the Gazack and blast out of here. 

	I watched her clean herself off for a minute before I slid off her and slumped down onto the bed. I was so thoroughly spent I couldn’t believe she fell back asleep before I did, but something about the Imprinting process seemed to make her drowsy after she had satisfied me. I smiled down at her, gently stroking her horns and hair, before I slipped off the mattress and lumbered toward the window. I stood there, naked, my palm pressed flat against the transparent metal, wondering what I could have possibly done to deserve my own Velothi Succubus. 

	And wondering why the only reflection I saw amidst the flickering lightning was that of a green-eyed woman I had never met. 

	 

	 

	 

	
1 
Denial

	 

	“Another wave of interceptor drones is inbound, bearing zero-zero-five mark two-nine-three. They will be in weapons range in forty-seven seconds.”

	I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as my fingers curled tighter around the flight stick. My starfighter was still intact despite my pitifully languid performance so far, but I sincerely doubted I could keep it that way through another wave. Just because these particular Convectorate interceptor drones were running obsolete piloting algorithms didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous, especially considering there were only two of us left. 

	“What’s the status of our frigate?” I asked over the com in my helmet. “Can’t they jump yet?”

	“The Stalwart’s hyperdrive remains offline,” my only surviving squadmate, call sign “Spectrum,” said in his calm, perpetually patronizing voice. “We cannot leave the combat zone until they complete repairs.”

	“Maybe we should tell them to hurry the fuck up,” I growled. “How many people are supposed to be on that damn ship, anyway? What kind of cargo are they carrying?”

	“Enemy interceptors are closing,” Spectrum said, ignoring me. “They will be in firing range in twenty-one seconds.”

	“But seriously, aren’t these important questions?” I went on. “We’ve already lost two pilots defending this damn barge. At what point do we cut our losses and run?”

	“I am preparing to engage. Do you intend to assist me?”

	I sighed and glared down at the tac-holo display at the center of the console. “Sure, whatever. Let’s get this over with.”

	“Then I shall follow your lead, Outcast.”

	I rolled my eyes at my idiotic call sign and shunted my fighter’s auxiliary power into the forward shields. “Moving to engage. Attack pattern…I don’t know, pick one.”

	I slammed the throttle to max and rolled hard toward the encroaching interceptors. They were moving straight toward the Stalwart in a standard V formation, and in about a minute, they would launch their torpedoes and finish off the frigate. A part of me wanted to let them—any competent engineers would have had the damn hyperdrive repaired twenty minutes ago. 

	I squeezed the trigger and unleashed a barrage of blue-white death from my fighter’s wing-mounted pulse cannons. The lead interceptor exploded almost instantly, but the other five predictably scattered. Spectrum, clinging tightly to my starboard wing, took out a second interceptor and severely damaged a third, but then the real dogfight began. The drones’ AI adapted based on data from the previous waves, and keeping a lock on them became virtually impossible. 

	“There’s one on my tail,” I said through clenched teeth as I rolled into a tight, evasive corkscrew. “Where the hell are you?”

	“Attempting to compensate for your lack of planning,” Spectrum replied bitterly. I could almost see his scales shimmering green in annoyance. “My shields are weakening. I cannot aid you without exposing myself to a crossfire.”

	I grimaced at the translucent blue HUD sprawled across my cockpit canopy. “All right, come about and make a run for grid fourteen. I’ll try to—”

	The words died on my lips as my fighter violently lurched from another hit. I twisted the flight stick and punched the throttle, hoping to buy myself a few seconds before the last of my shields evaporated. Unfortunately, the interceptor tailing me wasn’t shaken. Green bursts of fire continued streaking past the canopy, and the tac-holo screamed as the aft shields collapsed—

	And then the grav restraints loosened, freeing me from the pilot’s chair as the lights came on and the simulation powered down. I sighed and pinched my nose, bracing myself for the inevitable scathing tirade from my squadmates. 

	“Well, that was a poor performance,” Raxyl—aka Spectrum, aka the most annoying bipedal snake-man I had ever met—said from the simulator pod next to me. “Even by your increasingly low standards.”

	Shucking off my helmet, I punched the darkened console. As the canopy rose and I slipped out of my sim pod, I saw Raxyl do the same, the Kali removing his jury-rigged enviro-suit helmet to reveal his oblong skull and judging yellow eyes.

	I hissed between my teeth and glanced across the room as the other two members of our squad hopped out of their sim pods and circled around the chamber toward us. Neither of them looked amused. 

	“There’s no way in hell a CDF interceptor would have the firepower to take out a Valkyrie that quickly,” I grumbled. “You’ve seen the power readings—you’ve seen how much energy those psionic shields can muster.”

	“We were not flying Valkyries, Cole,” Raxyl reminded me. “The point of this exercise is to familiarize us with basic starfighter formations, tactics, and—”

	“We’ve only been here a month and you’re already parroting the instructors,” I interrupted. “Apparently, I never realized how much you like being told what to do.”

	A curious blue ripple shimmered up his neck scales. “And apparently I never realized how much you seem to enjoy repeated-yet-easily-avoidable failure.”

	I grimaced and started to yell at him, but then a tall, muscle-bound man about my age stormed up in front of us. The woman next to him was a third his size but looked every bit as irritated. 

	“What the hell is wrong with you?” Anton “Hammer” Kalvera growled. “I told you to cover our flank!”

	“You tell me a lot of things,” I muttered. “Maybe next time you should consider watching your own flank instead of running your mouth.”

	Hammer scowled and crossed his enormous forearms. “You were supposed to be my wingman!”

	“And you were supposed to be capable of hitting an interceptor that was sitting directly in front of you. I guess we all get to leave disappointed.”

	“We would have been fine if you had bothered to stay in formation!” the woman, Darcy “Cobalt” Morrow snarled in her high-pitched, nasally voice. 

	“That ‘formation’ didn’t make any god damn sense,” I protested. “Just because the simulator is running obsolete AI software doesn’t mean the Vecs will. The semi-sentient cores on modern drones are way too smart for fifty-year-old tactics. We have to surprise them.” I snorted. “Besides, if we were all flying Valkyries, that formation would be even more idiotic. We could use our superior durability and firepower to—”

	“You ignored your orders, and you got the entire squad killed because of it,” Cobalt hissed. “Congratulations.”

	“Don’t worry—the two of you would have gotten yourselves killed with or without my help,” I sneered back. “You lost a straight-up dogfight with a damaged interceptor before the AI even had a chance to process data from the first wave.”

	“She was only in that position because you were ten klicks away in a completely different grid!” Hammer growled. 

	“In the real galaxy, things don’t always go as planned. Learn to cover yourself and you’ll never be disappointed. Now, if you’ll kindly get the hell out of my way, I’m going to hit the mess hall and find something to eat.”

	I stepped forward and tried to head toward the exit, but Hammer immediately shifted to block me. “I don’t know what the hell Mosaad sees in you, but this is the last time we let you fuck up our scores.”

	“Perhaps we should all take a break,” Raxyl suggested, a nervous orange smear rippling across his neck and down the chest of his jumpsuit. “Squabbling over simulation scores seems especially petty, even for humans.”

	“No one asked you,” Cobalt snapped. “Why in the hell are you here, anyway? You’re a Kali—you couldn’t fly a psionic ship even if you wanted to.”

	“Because Outcast gets nervous when he doesn’t have aliens around to hold his hand,” Hammer sneered. “You can see it in his eyes—he hates other humans.”

	“Not all of them,” I said. “Just the two of you.”

	I heard his knuckles crack as he lowered his arms, and I honestly wondered if he might hit me. I wanted him to try; I had been waiting for an opportunity to punch him in his square, looked-like-it’d-skipped-several-centuries-of-evolution jaw for weeks now. I probably should have been more worried given that his arms were almost as thick as my neck, but I knew that Raxyl would back me up. 

	Well, I assumed he would back me up. There was a nontrivial chance he would just stand there and watch me make a fool of myself. It wouldn’t be the first time.

	“He’s not worth it,” Cobalt said, placing her hand on Hammer’s shoulder from behind. “Let’s just get out of here.”

	Hammer scowled at me for another few moments, his pecs twitching in annoyance beneath his faded, too-tight black jumpsuit, before he finally turned away. I let out a deep breath and lowered my guard—

	The premonition splashed over me like a bucket of cold water. I reflexively ducked, and a millisecond later, Hammer’s fist whipped just past my face and slammed into the thorotine wall of the simulator room. The crack was so loud that half the pilots in the base probably heard it, and the man’s pained shriek was even louder. I sidestepped away before he could recover, trying and failing to conceal a satisfied smirk when he whirled around and snarled at me. 

	“You punch about as accurately as you shoot,” I said. “Good to know.”

	In retrospect, continuously taunting a man with at least forty kilos on me was probably not the smartest thing I had ever done. And taunting a man with forty kilos on me who also possessed telekinetic abilities relevant to his call sign…well, that was just downright stupid. Hammer thrust out his good hand, and I flew backward like he had somehow adjusted the room’s directional gravity. I crashed into the opposite wall hard enough that I felt at least one rib snap, and I immediately fell to my knees, struggling for breath. 

	Cobalt screamed something, but she couldn’t stop Hammer—he pushed her aside and rushed forward like an enraged V’rath preparing to gore his prey. But before he advanced more than a few steps, Raxyl lashed out with a low, whirling kick and tripped him onto his face. 

	“The use of psionic powers against your fellow pilots is strictly prohibited,” Raxyl said, his scales gray and his voice patronizingly calm. “Cole and I have only been here a few weeks, yet we seem to understand the rules better than you.”

	Hammer snarled and rolled back to his feet. He lashed out with his good hand, swiping at the snake-like Kali with enough force that he probably would have shattered half the cartilage in Raxyl’s face if he had actually connected. He didn’t. Over the next twenty seconds, the Kali put on a clinic in defensive fighting—he ducked, dodged, and bent out of Hammer’s reach with slithery movements only a spineless man could pull off. And then, in a final act of humiliation, he kicked out the back of Hammer’s legs and knocked the man to the floor one more time. 

	“If either of you had demonstrated half that much enthusiasm during the simulation, we would have been victorious,” Raxyl said, his eyes flicking to me as I regained my feet. “A pity.”

	“That’s enough!” 

	All four of us turned as a tall human man in elaborate white body armor appeared in the chamber doorway at the top of a short flight of stairs. A flowing blue cape draped behind him, and the gold brooch holding it in place glimmered even in the dim lighting. From the first moment I’d set foot in this so-called academy, I had thought that Wynn Mosaad, Grandmaster of the Blades of the Seraph, looked more like a religious icon than the leader of a near-defunct paramilitary organization. 

	But if he was an example of what they’d been at their height, I didn’t want to imagine what it had taken to lay them low. 

	“Forgive me, sir,” Hammer said, hopping back to his feet. “But Outcast refuses to—”

	“Go to the infirmary,” Mosaad said, his deep, gravelly voice every bit as imposing as his pristine armor. 

	Hammer grimaced and glanced between us. “But sir, he—”

	“Go to the infirmary,” Mosaad repeated. His dark eyes flicked over to Cobalt. “And you…return to your quarters. Now.”

	“Yes, sir,” Hammer said, clutching at his broken hand. He shot me one final, seething glare, then lumbered up the stairs with Cobalt closely in tow. Mosaad turned at the last second and allowed them to pass, his eyes tracking them like twin plasma turrets just waiting for an excuse to fire.

	He waited until they were gone before he hit the button to close the door, at which point he turned those turrets upon me. As usual, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was peering straight into my soul. 

	“I am disappointed in you, Cole.”

	“He’s the one who attacked me!” I protested, grimacing at the sudden spike of pain in my ribs. “I never touched him.”

	“I wasn’t referring to the fight,” Mosaad said flatly. He stared at me for another few awkward seconds before he finally descended the stairs into the room and turned to face Raxyl. “What happened?”

	“The squad performed even more poorly than normal,” the Kali said, his voice oddly formal. “Outcast refused to stay in formation, which caused Hammer and Cobalt to overcompensate and leave themselves vulnerable. All four of us were eliminated by the third wave of enemy interceptors—our lowest score in several weeks.”

	I shot my “partner” a baleful glare. “You left out the part where Hammer couldn’t hit the broad side of a cruiser if it were twenty meters in front of him!” I growled. “And Cobalt locks up the instant anything starts shooting at her!”

	“Their considerable deficiencies aside, we achieved wave five quite easily just a few days ago,” Raxyl replied. “In my estimation, the most significant variable is your willingness to follow orders and support your wingmen.”

	My lip twisted in disgust. I could almost feel the knife twisting in my back. What in the hell had gotten into him?

	“I appreciate your candor, as always,” Mosaad said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I would like a few minutes alone with your partner.”

	“Of course,” Raxyl said. His yellow eyes stared down at me one last time, the faintest hint of apologetic red in his scales, before he turned and slipped out of the chamber. I scowled at the door as it closed behind him.

	“I wouldn’t judge him too harshly,” Mosaad said. “He clearly has your best interests at heart.”

	“You wouldn’t say that if you knew him better,” I grumbled. “Anyway, if you’re planning on scolding me, you might as well save your breath. These simulations are pointless. They don’t test anything that matters.”

	Mosaad arched a graying eyebrow at me. “Other than teamwork and cooperation, you mean?”

	I snorted softly. “The Red Ring has plenty of great starfighter pilots, and they didn’t have access to anything this sophisticated. They learned the old-fashioned way.”

	“We are not pirates, and I am not training you to fly a freighter from a scrapyard. Valkyries are the most powerful starfighters ever constructed—assuming they are flown by a skilled, experienced, and disciplined pilot.”

	“I wouldn’t know, considering you’ve never let met me within fifty meters of the hangar,” I said. “I’ve been here a month. I’ve shown you what I can do.”

	“You’ve shown me that you can put up mediocre scores in a basic simulation,” Mosaad said. “And that you can get into fist fights with your fellow pilots.”

	My lip twitched. “The only reason I’m here at this ‘academy’ of yours is because Kaveri promised you would teach me how to control my powers and fly one of those fancy psionic ships. But I haven’t learned a damn thing so far.”

	“I wouldn’t be so sure of that. You’ve learned that there are plenty of other humans out here with powers similar to your own. And you’ve learned that you apparently have great difficulty working with them.”

	I glanced away. As a rule, I wasn’t easily intimidated. Raxyl and I had worked with some scary bastards in the Red Ring, and we had encountered enough Krosian warriors, V’rath commandos, and Baalir-caste Tarreen that a middle-aged, two-meter-tall human should have seemed like a yewl kitten by comparison.

	But somehow, Master Mosaad’s stern face was more intimidating than all of them put together. The man was like a thorotine wall; nothing seemed to faze him. I had automatically assumed that a man of his stature and experience would be an asshole—he was a military man and a great hero of the Dominion, possibly the largest collection of assholes in the galaxy—but I had never once seen him yell or even raise his voice. He didn’t need to. Sometimes I swore I could feel his imperious presence from halfway across the base. 

	The silence lingered between us for another few seconds before Mosaad finally paced across the chamber toward one of the empty simulator pods. It still bothered me that I didn’t know much about this man other than a few scattered bits of his personal history gleaned from rumors I’d overheard in the mess hall. Ostensibly, he was one of the last surviving Blades of the Seraph, a secretive order of psychic warriors and assassins who had served Dominion Emperors for centuries until being all but wiped out in the Thirty-Year War. He had trained Kaveri after her escape from her Succubus handlers, and now he was trying to train everyone else here how to pilot psionic ships. In theory, we would be the vanguard of a renewed offensive against the Convectorate.

	In practice…well, in practice I wasn’t sure just yet. And that was part of the problem. 

	“Kaveri assured me that you had great potential,” Mosaad said into the silence. “To this day, she believes you will become the best Valkyrie pilot in the Dominion.”

	“I guess we’ll never know until you let me fly one,” I replied bitterly. 

	Mosaad placed his hand upon the chair inside the simulator. “I will tell you the same thing I told you last week and every week before: once you stop holding back and show me what you’re really capable of, I will put you inside a Valkyrie the next morning. Until then, you get to run simulations and practice with your squadmates.”

	I grunted—then regretted it as my ribs barked in protest. “I’m not holding back. I’m being held back.”

	“Your partner does not agree with that analysis. He claims you are the only human who is capable of outperforming his piloting algorithms—no small concession from a Kali. If he weren’t so brutally honest, I would assume he was lying to me based upon your tepid performance thus far.”

	I sighed and swallowed. Now that the rush of adrenaline was fading, my ribs were really starting to hurt. “My powers are the only reason I could beat his software,” I admitted. “But they don’t seem to work when I’m in the simulation pod. I don’t know why.”

	“Your mind knows that you are not in any real danger,” Mosaad said. “Until you learn to consciously harness your precognitive abilities, you will be completely reliant on existential danger as a trigger.”

	“Then why don’t you teach me how to do that?” I asked. 

	“Flying a Valkyrie is a tremendous responsibility. Even if we had more of them at our disposal, I still wouldn’t put anyone in the cockpit unless I was certain they were ready. The same is true for any weapon.” He paused and look over at me. “And that’s precisely what your powers are, Cole, whether you have realized it yet or not. I need to be certain you can handle the responsibility before I teach you anything.”

	I snorted. “Kaveri was sixteen years old when you met her, and she said you were willing to train her almost immediately. You honestly thought a Velothi concubine was ready to learn how to crush people’s skulls with her mind?”

	“Yes,” Mosaad replied flatly. “From the first moment I found her, Kaveri was eager to prove herself and master her abilities, but she was also eager to follow orders and accept responsibility for her actions.”

	“She was eager to follow orders because she was genetically programmed to be a slave,” I said pointedly. “But I guess you Dominion types don’t care about that, do you? You’re all just a bunch of automatons doing exactly what the Seraphim Council tells you.”

	Mosaad cocked an eyebrow at me. “Do you honestly believe that?”

	“It’s what everyone in this part of the galaxy believes,” I said. “I realize this may come as a shock to you, but just because folks out here hate the Convectorate doesn’t mean they’re eager for the Dominion to return. They don’t like rules, they don’t like psychics, and they’re not particularly fond of humans, either.”

	“And neither are you.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	“You’ve spent your entire life around aliens,” Mosaad said. “You are more comfortable around them than your own people.” 

	“Now you sound a lot like Hammer.”

	Mosaad paused for a moment, and once again I swore his eyes were peering straight through my soul. “Since you arrived here, you’ve barely spent any time with the other pilots. You don’t eat with them, you don’t exercise with them, you don’t watch krekball tournaments with them…” 

	“It’s not my fault that the only agreeable people on this planet don’t share my DNA,” I said. 

	“I understand that you know very little about your own heritage,” Mosaad said. “And I understand that you know even less about the Dominion. Very few of the adepts here do. Even Kaveri never had the chance to visit Keledon or Eladrell or any of the other Core Worlds.”

	He turned away from the simulator pod to face me and let out a long, slow breath. “The only thing you all have in common is that you have suffered at the hands of the Convectorate. Hammer’s home world was conquered a decade before he was born. Cobalt grew up in the slave pens of a mining colony. And you…you were forced to run carsenium for the Red Ring just to survive.” Mosaad shook his head. “Fifty years ago, you would have all lived rich, free lives. Your powers would have vaulted you into the ranks of the Seraphim. You would have been treated like kings rather than chattel.”

	“We might have, but Raxyl and Kaveri wouldn’t have been so lucky,” I countered. “I still can’t believe you were willing to train a Velothi as a Blade of the Seraph. Everyone out here believes that the Dominion is only for humans.”

	A shadow seemed to sweep across Mosaad’s face. “You shun your heritage out of shame,” he said softly. “I understand that better than you know. But humanity’s legacy—our legacy—is more than conquest and bloodshed. The Seraph and her followers freed trillions from the grip of the old Tarreen Empire. They were liberators, not conquerors. And with your help, that is exactly what we will be again.”

	I snorted. “No offense, but if the Convectorate beat the Dominion during the height of its power, I’m not sure what you think a handful of starfighter pilots are going to accomplish.” 

	“More than you know,” Mosaad whispered, his lips curling into a faint smile. “But right now, I would be happy just to transform you into a starfighter pilot. Unfortunately, you still need a lot of work.” He gestured toward the door with his chin. “Head to the infirmary and ask the doctor to take a look at those ribs of yours. Just make sure Hammer is quarantined in his own room first.”

	“Sure,” I grumbled. “Why not?”

	I took a few tentative steps and clutched at my ribcage. It had started hurting badly enough that I knew I had bruised or broken something. Thankfully, walking didn’t seem to make it any worse—aside from a bit more pain—and I left the simulation chamber and made my way across the base toward the infirmary. I wasn’t surprised in the least to turn a corner and find Raxyl leaning against the wall, waiting for me. 

	“Come to see if you can slip another dagger through my ribs?” I asked without bothering to stop. 

	A pink shimmer rippled up the Kali’s neck—equivalent to a shrug. “I merely told Master Mosaad the truth.”

	“Oh, is that what you were doing? Funny, it didn’t seem like it.”

	“Defending you from physical violence is one thing,” Raxyl said, falling into step beside me. “Defending you from your own stubbornness and stupidity is quite another.”

	I scoffed in disgust. “Whatever you say.”

	The pink shimmer transformed into a concerned orange streak. “Cole, even you must admit that your recent performance leaves something to be desired.”

	“The only thing I’ll admit is that agreeing to come here seems like more of a mistake every day,” I murmured. “You and I aren’t soldiers, and we’re definitely not Dominion lackeys.”

	“Master Mosaad hasn’t asked us to become anyone’s lackey,” Raxyl pointed out. 

	“Not yet, anyway. But he will soon. Trust me.”

	The Kali’s scales turned a curious blue. “Whatever else you may believe, this base remains the safest location in the sector for us. Master Mosaad’s power is the only reason the Convectorate Spiders have not found us yet.”

	“Ah yes, these mythical ‘Spiders’ that everyone likes to talk about but no one has ever seen,” I said sourly. “I’ve been having premonitions for years, and they never came after me before.”

	“They did on Briton Chalo,” Raxyl countered. 

	“We don’t know that for certain,” I said. “The Vecs could have tracked Kaveri some other way.”

	“We have been over this. And even if you wish to deny the obvious, you and I both know from experience that the Convectorate does not give up easily. We killed a CDF officer on Vrassk-Ka, and we were caught associating with Dominion starfighter pilots. At the very least, the Ministry of Intelligence will be searching for us.”

	I waved a hand dismissively. There were times when it felt like all anyone here could talk about was the Spiders. Ostensibly, they were psionic operatives with the ability to spin a “telepathic web” that could cover entire star systems and alert them to the presence of other psionic minds. Kaveri claimed that they were real but rare out here on the Far Rim; Master Mosaad insisted that the Spiders were almost single-handedly responsible for ensuring the Dominion’s continued decline after the Thirty-Year War. 

	Personally, I remained unconvinced. Raxyl and I had bumped into the Vecs countless times, and we had never seen any evidence of the Spiders or any other psychic operatives. A part of me wondered if the whole thing was just some kind of boogeyman invented by Mosaad to keep all these people here. 

	But Kaveri claimed that she had battled one before and been forced to retreat. If that was true, I should have been scared shitless. Given how often I saw her naked with her ass or legs in the air, it was easy to forget that she was one of the deadliest people I had ever met. 

	“In any event, I hope the doctor can mend your wounds,” Raxyl said. “Her powers are impressive, to say the least.”

	“Yes, they are,” I said. And so are a lot of other things about her. “I’ll catch up with you later. Aren’t you due for a hibernation cycle soon?”

	“In approximately eighteen hours,” Raxyl said. “More than enough time to improve our score, if you are interested.”

	I smiled despite myself. “After I get patched up, I’m going to find Kaveri and get some rest. Maybe afterward.”

	“I suppose that will depend upon how much the two of you actually sleep. Rest does not seem to be your priority when the two of you are together.”

	An amused purple ripple spread across his neck in lieu of a snarky grin. I smirked and patted him on the shoulder. 

	“I suppose we’ll find out,” I said. “Go and stuff yourself full of bugs so you don’t starve during your sleep cycle.”

	“I will,” he assured me. 

	We parted ways at an intersection, and I continued on toward the infirmary, once again marveling at just how cold and sterile this place looked. Prefabricated structures were almost always that way in my experience; they lacked the character of old, lived-in buildings. Before Mosaad’s people repurposed it, Gol Zabras’s pirate fortress had been a dark, gloomy mess, but I would have traded the dank rooms, poor lighting, and awful music for this any day of the week. 

	Still, a clean infirmary had its own virtues, and I loitered outside the door for a few extra minutes before I finally decided to risk peeking my head inside. I heard Hammer bickering with the computer from his bed in one of the patient rooms, which was probably the most relatable thing he had ever done. No one liked a smart-ass AI, and medical versions were easily the worst of the bunch. It was like they were trying to simulate the all-too-common god complex of normal doctors but multiplied tenfold…

	“Let me guess: the artificial gravity in the simulator stopped working again.”

	I actually hopped in place as my head whipped around to locate the speaker, strangling a curse as my injury screamed in protest. The doctor was standing behind me, one of her thin blue eyebrows arched in amusement. 

	“Sorry to startle you,” Shandris Krall said with a wide smile that proved she wasn’t actually sorry at all. “I just assumed that a psychic starfighter pilot would be more perceptive.”

	I grunted and smiled back. “I think you secretly enjoy sneaking up on your patients.”

	“Only the cute ones. Or the dumb ones, in your case.”

	“Ouch.”

	She shrugged. “You picked a fight with the biggest, scariest man on the whole planet. I’m not sure what else to call you.”

	“Good point,” I conceded. “Dumb one it is.”

	Shandris chuckled, and I smiled at the sweet sound. Kreen had always fascinated me, probably because I had a weakness for red alien girls (and blue alien girls and yellow alien girls and green alien girls, if I was being honest with myself). Aside from Kaveri and Raxyl, Shandris was the only other non-human on this entire base. Perhaps Mosaad was right and that was why we got along so well. 

	She also happens to be smart and gorgeous, which certainly doesn’t hurt. 

	“Funnily enough, the wall is what did this to me,” I said, wincing as I straightened and stretched out my ribs. “I’m pretty sure something’s sticking out where it’s not supposed to.”

	“A lot of men on this planet seem to have that problem,” Shandris muttered. She stepped forward and gently placed her hand against my ribs. “If it makes you feel better, Hammer is a lot worse off. He won’t be able to use his hand for at least a day.”

	“Good thing he has another one or he might get lonely,” I said. 

	Shandris smirked. The heat from her fingers felt so good I actually winced when she pulled them away. “Come on in and lie down. I think it’s best if we keep the two of you separated for a while.”

	I nodded and made my way over to the nearest bed while she washed and sterilized her hands over the sink. The instant she wasn’t looking, I snuck a surreptitious peek at her alluring figure. She wasn’t formally a doctor, and she didn’t dress like one, either: her sleeveless black top showed off a few choice centimeters of her toned belly and lower back, and her neckline plunged just low enough to give everyone a tasteful glimpse of her impressive red cleavage. Her long, wavy-blue hair spilled halfway down her back almost like a mane, which seemed appropriate given the vertical, cat-like slits of her sparkling golden eyes. 

	What really drove me crazy, though, was the way the high heels on her boots made her shapely legs stretch on to infinity. The fact they arched her back and lifted her ass was just a bonus. 

	“The medical AI could probably handle this, but Master Mosaad wants me to practice any chance I get,” Shandris said after she dried her hands and turned around. From the coquettish grin on her lips, I suspected she knew I had been checking her out. “I told him he should stop putting you all in flight simulators and have you spar in the battle ring instead. I’d have twenty patients a day.”

	“You just want an excuse to skip out on all your homework,” I said, gesturing with my head toward the holopad lying in the center of her desk. “Reading medical journals and listening to training seminars all day has to be pretty boring.”

	“You have no idea,” she murmured as she pulled up my shirt and ran her impossibly warm hands along my sides. “Honestly, given the choice I’d rather be back home listening to drunk spacers shout bullshit stories at me from across the bar.”

	I reflexively laid back on the bed as the heat from her skin seeped into mine. Kreen massage techniques were famous for a good reason; I felt like I had just been hit with a tranquilizer and she hadn’t even done anything yet.

	“Still,” I managed, “it had to get old fending off dozens of men who wanted inside your pants on a daily basis.”

	“Dozens? Try hundreds, honey.” She eventually settled one of her hands on my sore ribs and the other on the base of my collarbone. “Though honestly, it’s not that different here. There are four men for every woman on the base so far.”

	“We can’t possibly be as bad as the dregs you had to deal with.”

	“Not all of you, anyway,” Shandris said with a smirk. “You could always do me a favor and convince Kaveri to visit more often. I swear that girl spends half her time in the battle ring but rarely gets scratched.”

	I grinned. “I’ll tell her to trip and break an arm more often.”

	“I’d appreciate that.” Shandris winked at me, then pressed against my ribs even harder, forcing a gasp from my throat. “Now stay still for a second and let me work.”

	Her golden eyes fluttered shut, and I immediately felt another ripple of heat across my skin. This time, however, it didn’t stop until it coursed through my entire body. I swore I could actually feel my heartbeat slowing, and after about ten seconds, the two of us were breathing in perfect rhythm. 

	“Just relax,” Shandris soothed. “You know how this works. I’ll do the breathing for the both of us.”

	I nodded and swallowed. The entire concept of psionic healing seemed crazy to me, but I had watched her perform enough miracles over the past few weeks that I had full confidence in her abilities. The way she explained it, her powers gave her near total control over her own metabolism and nervous system. In practice, that meant she could accelerate her body’s natural healing by several orders of magnitude. She could literally slash open her own wrist and regenerate the broken skin before a single drop of blood hit the floor. I wouldn’t have believed it was possible if I hadn’t seen her heart-stopping demonstration with my own eyes. 

	The even more impressive part, however, was that she had learned to synchronize her nervous system with another person. Through that connection, she could draw their wounds into her own body…at which point her regenerative abilities would kick in and repair the damage. Master Mosaad called it “indirect healing,” but whatever the name, it was probably the most astonishing thing I had ever seen. 

	Well, aside from Kaveri’s tits, anyway. 

	The downside of her miraculous power, however, was that drawing someone’s wound into her body meant experiencing all its aspects. Including the pain.   

	“I can already tell this is going to hurt,” Shandris said, clenching her teeth to brace herself. 

	“You really don’t have to do this,” I told her. “I could…ahhh!”

	I felt a sharp pain in my side, followed by a rush of cool energy so soothing it practically turned my body into liquid. The pain in my ribs vanished almost instantly…and a few seconds later, Shandris yelped and stumbled forward instead.

	She removed her hands and abruptly severed the connection between us. Acting on pure reflex, I leaned up and took her arms to help steady her as she worked through the pain. She took a series of long, deep breaths, and I watched the crease in her brow slowly fade as her ribs reset themselves. 

	“People may not like the idea of their doctor having alcohol before a surgery,” she said as her eyes fluttered back open, “but I really need to get drunk before I do this.”

	“Thank you,” I told her, and meant it. “You’re…well, unbelievable doesn’t begin to cut it.”

	“It’s nice to be appreciated, at least,” she said, smiling tiredly. “Unfortunately, I can’t help you with your other problem.”

	I frowned. “What’s that?”

	Shandris gestured toward the enormous bulge in my pants. “Maybe Kaveri can give you a hand…or a tail.”

	I grimaced in embarrassment and tried to swivel away, but she just laughed and playfully smacked my shoulder. 

	“Don’t worry about it, honey. It happens to every man who comes in here.”

	“I can’t imagine why,” I murmured.

	She continued smiling at me, her eyes glimmering impishly, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she had secretly been part of a Succubus program, too. Like everyone else in this academy, Shandris was an exile and a misfit. A year ago, she had apparently been the owner of a nightclub on a Kreen world a few sectors away, but once her psionic powers had manifested, she had become a fugitive virtually overnight. Her people—or at least, her people’s government—considered psionic ability a form of “corruption,” and she had been chased halfway across the quadrant before Master Mosaad tracked her down. Now she was the academy’s unofficial doctor, despite the fact she hadn’t known a damn thing about medicine prior to a few months ago. 

	“Well, I should probably get back to my studies,” she said after a moment. “If you have any lingering pain, let me know.”

	“I will,” I said, swinging my legs off the edge of the bed. 

	“Make sure you pass on my message to Kaveri.”

	“You could always tell her yourself,” I pointed out. “I’m headed to the rec center to watch her fight right now.”

	“Maybe later. I really do need to get some more work done.” Shandris grinned again. “If she doesn’t end up hurting herself, you could help me out and rough her up a little during your private fun time.”

	I arched an eyebrow. “I’m not sure she’d appreciate that.”

	“I really doubt she’d mind. In fact, I’d bet almost anything that she’ll enjoy it. Besides, you’d be doing me a favor. Anything to get her in here for a few minutes.”

	Shandris held her eyes on me for a long moment, and her smile was just wry enough I suspected a part of her wasn’t joking. The thought made my cock even harder, so I quickly hopped off the edge of the bed before I embarrassed myself further. 

	“Thanks again, doc,” I said. “I’ll, uh…I’ll see you around.”

	“You know where to find me.”

	Once I had stumbled back into the corridor, I braced myself against the wall and let out a long, deep breath. Maybe Raxyl was right; maybe it was important to remind myself that there were some genuinely good things about living in this place. Well, two good things at least, one red and one blue.

	And speaking of blue…perhaps it was time for me to listen to my doctor and get some relief for my other problem. Smiling, I strode off down the corridor to find Kaveri. 

	 

	 

	 

	
2 
Body Heat

	 

	Kaveri was finishing up her evening training session by the time I reached the rec center on the other side of the academy. Given the late hour, I had expected it to be mostly empty, but I was quickly proven wrong: a half a dozen people were inside, and they were all gathered around the battle ring. It only took me a moment to figure out why. 

	“Unbelievable,” the scrawny young man near the edge of the ring blurted out. He shook his head in wonder and pressed his nose against the glass. 

	I crept up behind him and peered over his shoulder. Apparently, Kaveri had just finished another round of combat—she was kneeling at the center of the ring and gathering herself as the computer assembled another wave of holographic enemies for her to deal with. 

	“What wave is she on?” I asked. 

	The scrawny man jumped at least twenty centimeters and whipped around to face me. “Shit! Sorry, I didn’t see you, Outcast.”

	Yet again I winced at the stupid call sign. “That seems to be going around a lot today,” I muttered. “What’s the story?”

	The man—Pavel “Squeaker” Anchev—grunted and turned back to the ring. “She just finished wave seven.”

	“Seven?” I asked incredulously. “I didn’t know this thing even went that high.”

	“Ten is the maximum, but it’s never been beaten.” Squeaker shook his head. “No one else here has even gotten past wave four.”

	I blew a thin stream of air through my lips and glanced back up at Kaveri. Her sleek blue body was encased in the snug, cropped white jumpsuit she loved so much. Even from here, I could see the thin beads of sweat glistening on her bare arms and taut stomach. Her entire body was tensed and coiled like a snake waiting to strike. 

	Still, if I don’t know better I would have assumed she was mostly helpless. She had the figure of a dancer, not a fighter, and her muscles and bones had been genetically engineered for durability and flexibility rather than brawn. I wasn’t the strongest man here by any stretch of the imagination, and I’d never had the slightest trouble overpowering her. 

	Physically, at least. Mentally was a whole different story. 

	“Squeaker’s just getting excited,” a smooth male voice said from behind us. “Better watch out or he might steal your girl.”

	I turned when several of the other pilots laughed derisively. The speaker was a tall, irritatingly handsome man named Rafael Mourne, aka “Morningstar,” aka the most worthless husk of human flesh in this academy aside from the guy who‘d tried to punch my face off twenty minutes ago. As far as I could tell, Morningstar was the closest thing this place had to a “ladies man.” 

	He also happened to be one of the only “whelps” here who had actually been allowed to fly a Valkyrie on occasion. That annoyed me far more than his perfectly square jaw and finely chiseled figure. 

	“So, you want to bet on the next round or what?” Morningstar asked. “I’ll give you three to one odds she doesn’t make it out.”

	“Tempting,” I said, “but I’ll pass this time, thanks.”

	“Sounds like you don’t have much confidence in your girl.”

	“That ‘girl’ is a Blade of the Seraph,” Squeaker protested. “Show some respect.”

	Morningstar grinned. “She may be a Blade, but we’re all Wings,” he said. “Well, some of us will be…I’m not so sure about you two. You’d actually have to survive a few missions in the simulator first.”

	He and his posse all shared a chuckle, and I forced myself to take a deep breath and ignore them, turning away. Getting into two fights in the same day was pushing it, even for me. Though if one of them hit me, I would get another chance to visit Shandris…

	“Anyway, don’t worry about it, kid,” Morningstar said. “We all know Kaveri is a good girl…well, not that good.” He snickered, and I could feel his eyes boring into my back. “Before you showed up, she was a lot friendlier. She used to personally introduce herself to every new recruit, sometimes two or three times during the first night. Remember those days?”

	Half the men behind him chuckled lecherously, and I felt my hands reflexively ball into fists at my sides. I knew they were full of shit—the fact that I had Imprinted on her meant she hadn’t been with anyone else—yet the boasts still made me furious. Suddenly, another trip to the infirmary didn’t seem like such a bad idea after all.

	“You missed your chance, Squeaks,” Morningstar went on. “She looks even better on her knees, if you can believe it. Tits out, tentacles flapping, ass and tail straight up in the air…her Succubus genes could never get enough. One night, she took five of us down her throat in a row. After we finished with her, she looked like the cheapest, filthiest Velothi slut you’ve ever seen…”

	I whirled around, fully prepared to break his face. But just before I could throw a punch, the buzzer sounded and triggered a new round. I pivoted back around as the doors on the side of the ring opened and spewed forth a veritable stream of holographic combat mechs. Their arm-mounted cannons unleashed a withering salvo of stun blasts at the lone available target.

	Kaveri rolled toward them, her tail and legs tucked into such a tight, compact ball it almost seemed to violate the laws of physics. When she finally sprang upright, she thrust out her hands and slammed several of the mechs with a wave of telekinetic force. They crashed into the wall and vanished as if they had never been there at all, and before their friends could compensate, she threw herself into another evasive roll. 

	The AI quickly adapted to her movements; with every shot, the stun bolts burned closer and closer past her body. My chest tightened when she abruptly stopped, assuming she was about to get peppered with fire, but then she caught one of the surviving mechs in a telekinetic grip and yanked it toward her, instantly creating a makeshift shield to absorb the incoming blasts. An audible gasp rippled through the gathered crowd, and I smiled when Kaveri hurled the mech back at its friends like a wrecking ball. Had the mechs been real rather than holograms, the crash probably would have been deafening. Even the simulated noises made me want to cover my ears. 

	Only two of the mechs survived, and they were so spread out they had no difficulty rushing forward to flank her. She dipped and writhed around their shots with a fluid grace that seemed impossible for someone with a spine, and I had a strange flashback to Raxyl’s movements in the simulator room. But then I realized she was attempting to bait the mechs into shooting each other…and that such a strategy was doomed to fail. 

	“They won’t buy it,” I whispered, placing my fingers against the transparent steel. “You’ll have to—”

	Before I could even finish the sentence, Kaveri abruptly thrust out both her hands and telekinetically ripped the pulse rifles from the mechs’ grasp. She seamlessly caught the weapons, dropped into a crouch, and shot the holograms before they could calculate another strategy.

	“Yes!” Squeaker shouted, banging his fist against the glass. I smiled and started cheering alongside him. 

	“How long of a break does she get?” I asked him. 

	“Usually only a few minutes, but it looks like she’s going to call it now,” he said. “She’s been in there for almost two hours straight—she has to be exhausted.”

	“I can’t imagine she gets much of a workout anywhere else,” Morningstar said, stepping up behind me again. “But don’t worry, Outcast. The boys and I can help you out with that.” He sneered. “How about you go first, then the rest of us can show you what you’re doing wrong.”

	A fresh surge of rage boiled up in my veins, and it was even more intense than before. I turned and glared at him, and I could see the satisfaction in his eyes. All he wanted to do was get under my skin…and it was working. Yet again, I was a split second away from punching him in the jaw before I was interrupted. 

	“Cole!” Kaveri called out as she exited the battle ring. Her face lit up when she saw me, and she dashed straight toward our little gathering. 

	“You looked good in there, K,” Morningstar said, casually shifting to stand in front of me. “Very impressive. I thought maybe you could…”

	He trailed off when she sidestepped right past him and leapt into my arms. I braced my hands under her thighs as she squeezed her legs around my waist, and before I knew it, her tongue was in my mouth and her arms were locked around my neck. She didn’t normally greet me like this, but her timing was impeccable. I opened my eyes and looked past her black hair while she kissed me, and I had the satisfaction of watching every single man in the room turn green with envy. 

	Rather than taunt them, I kissed her deeper. Kaveri didn’t seem to mind in the slightest, and I wondered if she was doing this purely for my benefit. If so, I doubt she would have cared if I slammed her against the glass and fucked her right here. 

	When she eventually pulled away, her luminescent eyes narrowed impishly, and she abruptly glanced back over her shoulder as if she had only just remembered we had an audience. 

	“Oh, hey, Raf,” she said. “I hope you won some credits this time.”

	Morningstar’s lip twitched almost imperceptibly. “You know I’d never bet against you.”

	“Good. I plan to try wave eight tomorrow if you guys want to come back and cheer me on. But I need to rest and relax for a bit.” She turned back around and locked eyes with me as if we were the only two people in the room. “Take me to bed.”

	“Sure thing, sweetheart,” I said, peering over her shoulder to give Morningstar and his posse a sarcastic wink. I didn’t even bother putting her down; I kept her hoisted up in my arms and carried her out of the room, reveling in their jealous frustration.

	The academy had enough people that we drew countless surprised looks as I hauled her through the corridor, and she clawed at me so desperately I was honestly shocked she didn’t just pull me down and beg me to fuck her right there in the middle of the floor. By the time I spotted the door to our quarters, I was so erect my fly was on the verge of splitting open. I was going to pound her blue cunt so hard even the sound dampeners wouldn’t be able to muffle her cries of ecstasy…

	“I can’t wait,” Kaveri stammered. “Put me down.”

	I frowned. “But the door is right—”

	She didn’t give me a chance to finish. She wriggled out of my arms and shoved me flat against the corridor wall. I gasped in shock, but before I could react, she sank down to her knees, lunged forward, and unfastened my belt. My cock smacked her cheek when it sprang free, but she barely seemed to notice. She inhaled my full length in a single smooth motion, and I moaned in delight as my hands reflexively settled on her horns. 

	“Oh my…fuck!” I gasped, glancing back and forth down the corridor to see if we had an audience. Thankfully not, though a part of me really wished that Morningstar had followed us out of the rec center. I would have given just about anything to see the look on his face…

	“Oh!”

	I whipped my head around just in time to see a red alien woman turn the corner and drop her holopad in shock. The rest of my body went as rigid as my cock, though Kaveri, unsurprisingly, had a much more graceful reaction. She tilted her head to look but only slowly pulled her lips from my cock. 

	“Wow, I guess you decided to get some help for your problem after all,” Shandris said, arching a blue eyebrow and gaping at my thick, glistening member. 

	“Sorry,” I wheezed as an uncomfortable wave of heat rushed into my cheeks. I had a feeling they were even redder than hers right now. “We, uh…we just got a little ahead of ourselves.”

	“I can see that,” the Kreen murmured. “I had just decided to take you up on your offer and come watch Kaveri fight after all. But I guess the show’s over…well, sort of.”

	“I’ll be back in the ring tomorrow,” Kaveri said, smiling and licking at her lips as if nothing out of the ordinary were happening. “I always perform better with an audience.”

	Shandris smirked. “I’ll bet you do.”

	As she leaned down to recover her holopad, I caught her golden eyes surreptitiously drinking in Kaveri’s figure. A part of me couldn’t help but wonder if my Velothi partner had sensed the other woman approaching the whole time…

	“Well, I guess I’ll let the two of you get back to it,” Shandris said, flashing us another sly grin. “Have fun.”

	Shaking her head in amusement, she turned and began sauntering off down the corridor, her hips swaying ever so slightly thanks to the twelve-centimeter heels on her boots. Unless I was imagining things, her gait was slower and more pronounced than normal. It made my already aching cock even more desperate for release. 

	“You were in the infirmary earlier?” Kaveri asked. “What happened?”

	“It’s a long story,” I murmured, forcibly dragging my eyes away from the departing Kreen. “Maybe we should move into the room…”

	“I had no idea you found her so attractive,” Kaveri said, ignoring me in favor of watching Shandris. Her tendrils stretched out and began massaging my cock like extra fingers. 

	“She’s not the one I’m thinking about right now,” I said, moaning in delight. 

	Kaveri smirked and fastened her eyes back on mine. “You don’t have to worry about hurting my feelings, Cole. Do you really think I’m that insecure?”

	I shrugged helplessly. If she were any other girl in the universe, I would have assumed this was some kind of trap to get me to admit that I had fantasized about another woman. But Kaveri would never bother with anything so petty; she knew precisely how irresistible she was. Honestly, she was probably the least insecure person I had ever met. It was part of the reason I had fallen for her so quickly. 

	That, and literally everything else about her. 

	“I think you always know exactly what you’re doing,” I whispered as her tendrils began massaging the swollen head. Her lips were so close to my cock that I desperately wanted to grab her horns and start fucking her face again, but when I tried, she didn’t even budge.

	“Then don’t be silly,” Kaveri said. “Plenty of human men have a fetish for Kreen, probably because their body heat is so dangerous. I imagine it’s the same reason you feel compelled to climb mountains without a grav harness or race starfighters through an asteroid field.”

	I swallowed and glanced back and forth down the corridor again. I really, really wanted to get back inside our quarters. Whether Kaveri swallowed me again or not, her tendrils were going to push me over the edge at any moment. And as amusing as it was to imagine the rage in Morningstar’s eyes if he saw my seed dangling from her lips and nose, there were some things I still preferred to keep private…

	“Maybe,” I said. “You’re the expert on what men want.”

	“Yes, I am,” she said as she began lathering the swollen head with her tongue again. I didn’t claim to know exactly how Velothi Imprinting worked, but whether or not it was biology, telepathy, or just good, old-fashioned intuition, Kaveri pretty much always knew what I wanted even before I did. About a week ago, I’d had a particularly rough day in the simulator, and when I’d returned to my quarters, she had already been there waiting for me, stark naked and bent over the table just waiting for me to take out my frustrations on her perfect ass. A few days later, she had given me a long, sensual massage to sooth my sore muscles while her mouth, tail, and tendrils had brought me to an explosive climax. 

	Now she was sensing something else, and whatever guilt I might have felt about my wandering eyes evaporated when I saw the pleased look on her face. 

	“Still, it doesn’t take a Succubus to know how much you’d love to have both of us at once,” Kaveri went on. “I could go try and catch up with her in the corridor right now…”

	My cock throbbed so hard I was surprised I didn’t drench her upturned face. “You’re serious?”

	She giggled playfully as she unexpectedly removed her tongue and tendrils from my cock. “Why not? You’re obviously ready.”

	“But that’s…” I swallowed and glanced down at my aching member. It was so desperate to finish…all it needed was the slightest encouragement. 

	“Don’t worry—I won’t make him wait long,” Kaveri promised as she brought herself back to her feet. “Go on into the room. If I’m not back in three minutes, I’ll owe you a bottle of Drellian brandy.”

	“Three minutes?” I asked. “You think you can seduce Shandris in three minutes?”

	“I’m a Succubus, Cole,” she replied matter-of-factly. “With luck I’ll be back in one.”

	Her smile became downright devilish, and after gently squeezing the head of my cock with her tail, she turned and skipped down the corridor. I watched her go for a minute, wondering if I had just imagined this whole thing. Was she seriously going to do this or was she just trolling me?

	Grimacing in frustration, I pulled up my pants and dashed into our room before anyone else saw me, then stripped completely. My erection refused to soften, and I stumbled over to the wall cabinet and poured myself a glass of Krosian ale. I genuinely hated this stuff—it smelled like plasma coolant and tasted even worse. But it was the only thing here strong enough to help me cope with the fact I had the bluest balls in the whole damn quadrant. 

	She’s probably standing right outside the door laughing at me right now. I love that girl, but she enjoys teasing me a little bit too much… 

	I grumbled under my breath and sat back down on the edge of our bed. I waited there impatiently, one hand squeezing the liquor bottle and the other idly stroking my cock. When I glanced back at the chrono on the wall and saw that it had only been two minutes, I swore under my breath and started pumping myself more quickly. I couldn’t take this any longer. I would just have to settle for making her clean up the mess and—

	The door whooshed back open, and my jaw fell to the floor when Kaveri burst into the room with Shandris wrapped in an embrace. At first, I was so shocked I just sat there paralyzed with my cock in my hand. When my brain finally caught up, it still refused to believe what I was seeing.

	This isn’t real. Kaveri is probably still sitting next to me playing some kind of telepathic trick with my head. 

	While I was busy gawking, the two women got to work. Kaveri pushed Shandris up against the wall as they frantically pawed at each other like long-lost lovers. They kissed so passionately I could have sworn they were trying to devour each other, and I belatedly realized that Shandris might not have even known I was in the room. Kaveri’s kisses had a way of making the rest of the galaxy melt into the background.

	Grinning, I slowly brought myself to my feet and sauntered toward them. If this was real and not some kind of telepathic illusion, I wasn’t about to squander an opportunity to—

	I had barely made it halfway to the door before Kaveri thrust out her right hand and smacked me with a wave of telekinetic force. I yelped as I flew through the air and crashed onto the bed. 

	“What the—?”

	My jaw involuntarily snapped shut, and I realized I couldn’t move. My arms, my legs, my mouth—they were all being held completely still by an invisible field of psionic force. I glanced up at Kaveri, half in annoyance and half in surprise, but then she opened her right eye and winked slyly. 

	She wants me to watch her in action. 

	I stopped struggling. On one hand, I should have been thoroughly emasculated at how easily my alien girlfriend had rendered me completely powerless. On the other hand, I had a front-row seat to watch two gorgeous alien girls ravish each other. Did I really have any right to complain?

	Kaveri didn’t waste any time in escalating their make-out session. While her hands slipped beneath Shandris’s cropped shirt to fondle her stomach and tits, her tail slithered into the Kreen’s pants and began massaging her quim. Shandris gasped audibly, and when their lips parted, her golden eyes quickly rolled back into her head. 

	I had seen—and felt—Kaveri work her Succubus magic dozens of times over the past month, but I was still awed by just how quickly and thoroughly she snared Shandris in her spell. Within seconds, the Kreen’s top was lying on the floor, and I caught my first glimpse of her perky red breasts. A minute after that, her pants were gone, too, and Kaveri promptly sank down to her knees, hoisted Shandris’s right leg over her shoulder, and leaned in to feast upon her bald, crimson quim. 

	“Fuck…” I whispered, straining against my invisible restraints. My cock was twitching like a long-dormant volcano desperate for release, and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it besides watch and suffer. 

	And Kaveri definitely wanted me to suffer. She tilted Shandris’s body just enough that I had a perfect view of her tongue lashing the doctor’s clit while her tendrils took turns dipping inside her quim. I could almost feel the Kreen’s intense body heat from here; Kaveri was careful to never leave any given tendril inside Shandris’s molten cunt for more than a few seconds. When the Velothi eventually leaned back for air, I could see the sweat beading on her forehead. 

	But Shandris didn’t let her stop. She clutched Kaveri’s horns and held her close just like I did whenever I fucked her pretty blue face, and when the Kreen cried out in climax, I couldn’t believe I didn’t erupt all over myself. 

	“Barys ka taala,” Shandris muttered so quickly my translation implants couldn’t keep up. Her eyes fluttered in ecstasy, and she probably would have melted into the floor if Kaveri weren’t there to hold her in place. The Velothi, for her part, turned and made eye contact with me while she seductively licked the steaming juices from her lips and tendrils. 

	How did it take me this long to realize she was such a sadist?

	When Shandris’s mind finally returned to her body, Kaveri stood and gave her another long, passionate kiss. The Kreen’s hands explored her partner’s back until she found the clasp to her top, and a moment later it, too, fell to the floor. Shandris started suckling on Kaveri’s right nipple, and I was convinced they were going to force me to lie here and watch her return the favor just to prolong my torture as long as possible. But then Kaveri whispered something into the doctor’s ear, and from their diabolical cackling, I knew they had something else planned instead. 

	“I see you still haven’t fixed your problem,” the Kreen said, turning and acknowledging my presence for the first time. Her blue eyebrows arched as she studied my hard, throbbing member. “Maybe you need a doctor to look at it after all.”

	The women kissed one last time before they grinned and sauntered over toward the bed like a pair of yewl cats on the prowl. While they were side-by-side, I finally had the chance to appreciate just how perfect both of their bodies really were. Shandris was the slightest bit taller and more defined, but either of them could have easily been a professional dancer. If they ever shared a stage, they probably could have earned enough credits to buy a few battlecruisers in an afternoon. 

	“If I had known you were this impressive, I would have come up with an excuse to examine you before,” Shandris said as she crawled up onto the edge of the bed. She hovered her lips less than centimeter away from my cock, and her blue hair spilled down over my legs. The warmth of her breath was so intense I couldn’t even imagine how hot her mouth was going to be. 

	“Go ahead and introduce yourself,” Kaveri said. She was fiddling with something just behind me, but I couldn’t turn my head to look. “He’s very friendly.”

	“I’ll bet he is,” Shandris purred. She opened her mouth and kissed the tip, then slowly began lathering the swollen head. Her tongue was like a flaming whip; I couldn’t help but grit my teeth in anticipation of scalding pain. But she was careful to never make contact for more than a few seconds at a time, and it was nothing short of a miracle that I didn’t detonate all over her lips and face. 

	“Oh, shit…” I panted, balling my hands into fists at my side. 

	Shandris swallowed the head of my cock for a fraction of a second before she popped back up. “You ready, honey?”

	“Absolutely.”

	I heard Kaveri stick something in her mouth, but before I could look, Shandris dove back in. This time she took my entire length down her throat—no gagging or hesitation—and it felt like I had just started fucking a wet, velvety volcano. I was a split second from bursting when the pain became so intense I actually hissed between my teeth. Shandris pulled back and nodded at Kaveri, who promptly leaned down and took her place, engulfing me between her lips. But somehow, her Velothi mouth wasn’t hot—it was freezing cold. 

	“Holy…fuck!” I gasped. It was only then that I spotted the half-melted ice cube in her hand and belatedly realized what she was doing. After cooling me off for a few seconds, she leaned back and flashed me a coy grin as she placed the ice cube back atop her tongue and innocently rolled it into her mouth. 

	“He’s ready for more,” she said. 

	Shandris eagerly obliged. She inhaled my cock a moment later, and this time, the scorching heat of her mouth was more than I could take. I exploded so violently I couldn’t believe she didn’t gag. My cock fired spurt after spurt down her throat, and she didn’t even flinch. I was so exhausted after I finished that I was genuinely surprised I didn’t pass out right then and there.

	“By the stars,” I murmured. “That was…”

	I couldn’t even finish the sentence. As I craned my neck to look down at her, Shandris gingerly removed her lips from my cock and left them parted just enough that I could see my offering filling her mouth to the brim. My jaw went slack. On cue, Kaveri leaned forward over me, and the two women kissed every bit as deeply as they had at the door. The tiniest bit of seed leaked over their lips and down their chins as they shared the fruits of their labor. 

	Oh my fucking god, I’d have to pay a fortune for this kind of thing on Briton Chalo…

	Eventually, Kaveri leaned away and looked down at me, her lips still wet with saliva and seed. “I promised our guest you’d make enough for both of us. I really hope you don’t take long to whip up desert.”

	I grinned and glanced between them. “It should be ready any minute.”

	“Good. That should give the two of us some time to finish our conversation from earlier…”

	Grinning lasciviously, she lunged forward and practically tackled Shandris onto the bed with me. After forcefully kissing her for a few seconds, Kaveri licked her way down the doctor’s neck until she reached her perky red tits. The Velothi suckled on one nipple while her tendrils and hands massaged the other, and Shandris gasped and twitched like an electric current was coursing through her—and that was before Kaveri’s tail wriggled between her legs and slid into her quim. 

	I probably would have gotten hard if I had seen this on a low-resolution monitor from a hundred meters away, let alone in real life at point-blank range. My cock was back at full length in no time, and if Kaveri’s telekinetic vise wasn’t pinning me in place, I would have immediately crawled behind her, grabbed her by the waist, and slammed into her sopping cunt. But as far as I could tell, she was holding me down specifically to prevent that, and so instead I had to lie here aching as two of the most beautiful women I had ever seen ravished each other one more time.

	All things considered, it was still a pretty good deal. 

	It took Kaveri less than a minute to get Shandris off again, and two minutes after that, the Kreen was practically screaming at the top of her lungs as a third orgasm shuddered through her. By the time she finally came down, she looked completely spent; her entire body was covered in tiny beads of sweat, and her arms and legs were flopped listlessly on the bed. Kaveri wasn’t tired in the slightest, of course. Crouched over Shandris, she studied her handiwork with an almost sadistic glint in her eye, especially when she brought her tail up to her lips so she could taste the Kreen’s juices. Everything was obviously proceeding exactly the way she had planned. This was even more proof (as if I needed it) that even though she was psychologically and physiologically attuned to human males, she was more than capable of adapting to the needs of another species…or another gender.

	“Barys ka taala,” Shandris murmured, her hand reaching up to stroke the Velothi’s cheek. “I never thought…I never imagined…”

	Kaveri grinned. “Just relax. Dessert is ready.”

	Just like that, the invisible telekinetic force pinning me to the bed vanished. I leaned up and placed a hand on Kaveri’s blue back, half tempted to slam her face-first into the pillows and pound her ass as penance for making me wait like this, but then she grinned and gestured toward Shandris’s splayed body like a harem mistress offering up her latest girl. 

	“She’s waiting,” Kaveri said. She opened her palm, and one of the ice cubes she had set out earlier flew into her hand from across the room. 

	I practically leapt across the bed to crawl between Shandris’s long, shapely legs. She was still wearing her boots, astonishingly enough, and despite her exhaustion, she smiled eagerly when I propped her slender calves up on my shoulders and nudged the tip of my cock against her scalding quim. 

	“Take her,” Kaveri said, sliding the ice cube onto her tongue. “Take her hard.”

	Shandris was so wet I couldn’t have gone slowly even if I had wanted to; my cock slipped all the way inside her with the slightest thrust, at which point her fiery alien cunt enveloped me like a plasma conduit. My mind flashed back to the Kreen girl I had fucked on Briton Chalo. At least this time Raxyl wasn’t around to ruin my fun.

	“Son of a…fuck!” I gasped as I started pumping in earnest, claiming her with all the fierce frustration Kaveri had built up. Shandris placed her arms around my neck, and her cat-like eyes sparkled brighter with every thrust. 

	“Fuck me, Cole,” she pleaded. “Fuck me now!”

	I slammed into her a half a dozen times before I had to pull out, and Kaveri’s mouth was there waiting to cool me off. At first I couldn’t even feel the ice on her tongue, but she delicately dragged the cube along the top of my shaft while her tongue bathed the underside. I buried myself back inside Shandris a few seconds later, and after one more rotation, I knew I couldn’t hold out any longer. 

	“Here it comes,” I breathed, leaning down close enough that I could kiss her nose. “Where do you want it?”

	Shandris clasped her hands beneath my cheeks and looked right into my eyes, panting, “My tits. Cover my tits!”

	I gleefully obliged. Unleashing a primal cry of triumph, I pulled out and erupted. The first jet was so powerful it shot all the way across her body and onto her nose and lips, but the rest splattered across her neck, breasts, and stomach. Shandris giggled in delight, and Kaveri swept in to clean me off with her tongue. 

	I smiled down at the two women as I tried to catch my breath. Suddenly, sticking around this academy a bit longer didn’t seem like such a bad idea. 

	 

	 

	
3 
Echoes of the Past

	 

	I slept far longer than I had intended (for some reason), and the three of us were almost twenty minutes late for the morning exercise drills. Shandris tactically staggered her entry to avoid suspicion, but I wasn’t embarrassed in the least—the annoyed look on Morningstar’s face was worth all the punitive janitorial duty in the galaxy. 

	I met up with Raxyl on the Wild Gazack after his large breakfast of various squiggling worms and insects, and he was significantly more cogent than usual before a sleep cycle. 

	“You want to try one of the two-pilot missions before you go under?” I asked. 

	“Yes,” he replied, sitting in his co-pilot’s chair as he ran the engines through a diagnostic cycle. “Though I am surprised you suggested it.”

	Leaning against the back of my pilot’s chair, I shrugged. “I’m feeling more energized today, what can I say?”

	“I see,” the Kali murmured, a splotch of curious blue appearing on his neck. “This energy wouldn’t have anything to do with your near confrontation in the rec center, I assume?”

	“Hey, no one threw any punches this time,” I protested. “Morningstar and I just had a little disagreement.”

	“Your diplomatic abilities are a constant source of inspiration.”

	“He was talking shit about Kaveri!” 

	“And you felt the need to defend a woman who could kill either of you with a flick of her wrist.”

	“Well, yeah, I mean…” I sighed. “You wouldn’t understand.”

	“Evidently not. Can you avoid picking more pointless fights while I am hibernating, or should I ask Doctor Krall for some stimulants to stay awake?

	“I’ll manage,” I muttered. “I forgot how cranky you get when you’re tired. You sure you can handle flying?”

	“The odds that I will negatively impact our performance are low,” Raxyl assured me. “If only I could say the same about you.”

	I groaned. “Come on, let’s get this over with. If you fuck something up, I’ll hold it over you for weeks.”

	“I would expect nothing less.”

	Ten minutes later, we were back in the simulator pods, and ten minutes after that, we were deep into another escort mission. I couldn’t believe how much more at peace I felt running these things when Raxyl and I were alone. 

	Maybe Master Mosaad is right after all. Maybe you really don’t like working with humans. 

	“The Convectorate battleship has launched another wave of drones,” Raxyl said through the com. “I detect four bombers and six interceptors bearing three-two-three mark one-seven-five.”

	“Bombers in wave two?” I asked. “That’s new.”

	“Our medical frigate will not be able to jump to hyperspace for another nine minutes. The bombers are our first priority.”

	“What are you, the simulation narrator?” I snarked. “Fine, let’s do this. Hang in tight. We’ll come in it at full throttle and scatter them with a Tyber’s Peel.”

	“Understood,” Raxyl said. “On your wing, Outcast.”

	“Here we go.”

	I rolled my fighter hard to port, and the two of us surged toward the incoming drones at maximum acceleration. The Convectorate battleship was keeping its distance—something no real CDF commander would do—but the scenario was really just testing our ability to prioritize targets and win dogfights when outnumbered. As long as I didn’t have to rely upon idiots, I liked this setup just fine. 

	“All power to forward shields,” I ordered. “Split in ten seconds.”

	The interceptors opened fire the instant we entered range of their weapons, but our shields absorbed their initial salvo. Most of the drones reflexively veered away as planned; the entire point of the Tyber’s Peel was to make them “blink” and break formation. But one of the interceptors was weirdly obstinate and held out until the last possible second…

	“Split!”

	Raxyl and I rolled in different directions just before we collided with the interceptor, and when we came about, several of the bombers had isolated themselves just like we had planned. I fired a volley of plasma bolts at one of them, shredding its fuselage and throwing it into a frantic, flaming death spiral. A second one rolled into view, and I lined up a quick shot to finish it off as well—

	Watch out!

	I squeezed the flight stick and rolled hard to starboard as my danger sense screamed a warning into my mind. Several green-white blasts streaked just past my cockpit, and I belatedly spotted the one stubborn interceptor following me so tightly the tac-holo had confused it for debris. It was one hell of a trick—I didn’t even realize it was possible to fool the proximity sensors like that. Without my danger sense, I would have been vaporized. 

	“There’s one on my tail,” I said, furrowing my brow and throwing my fighter into a loose corkscrew. “I can’t seem to shake him.”

	“Head for grid thirty-four,” Raxyl told me. “I will attempt to cover you.”

	I tried to heed his advice, but the interceptor wasn’t making it easy. It seemed determined to keep me isolated; it managed to cut me off each and every time I attempted to return to Raxyl’s side. I had never seen the AI behave this way before. Then again, I had also never had a premonition in the simulator before. 

	“Oh, shit,” I whispered as the truth belatedly hit me. That interceptor wasn’t an “it”—someone else was here in the simulation with us! And he was trying to make my life miserable. 

	“Outcast, I cannot get to you,” Raxyl said. “The surviving bombers are regrouping and continuing their attack run. They will be in torpedo range of the frigate in thirty-two seconds. We must engage now before—”

	“The bombers are all yours,” I said, grinning. “This interceptor is mine.”

	“The interceptors are not mission-critical targets. The bombers must remain—”

	I flicked off the com as I juked hard to port. One of the other recruits must have decided it would be fun to mess with us. Perhaps it was even Morningstar himself. Regardless, I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of showing us up. If my danger sense was working, no one in this academy could beat me in a straight-up dogfight. 

	“Let’s see how you like this,” I said, killing the throttle and pulling straight back on the stick. Given the interceptor’s superior speed, it should have shot right past me and offered me a clear shot. But whoever was piloting this thing knew exactly what he was doing; he effortlessly matched my maneuver and forced me into another hard roll to avoid a fresh spray of plasma fire. 

	Grimacing, I readjusted my throttle and tried another trick. And another. And another after that. But no matter what I tried, the bastard always seemed one step ahead of me. I could avoid his shots easily enough—my psionic brain warned me even if the tac-holo didn’t. But actually killing him seemed like it would be impossible. 

	And then, for no discernable reason, he broke off his pursuit and started surging back toward his command ship. I assumed it had to be some kind of trick, but I wasn’t willing to waste the opportunity to finally take a clear shot. I eagerly fell in behind him, firing salvo after salvo as he slowly but inexorably pulled away. I scored a few minor hits on his aft shields, and once I took a moment to evaluate the pattern of his movements, I felt confident predicting where he was going to head next. 

	“I have you now,” I said, pulling the trigger. 

	My fighter rumbled but didn’t fire. I paused, confused, when the simulation abruptly beeped and shut down. The lights came on, and the pod slowly opened. 

	“What the hell?” I snarled, tearing off my helmet. “He was about to lose, so he shut the whole thing off?”

	Swearing under my breath, I hopped out of the chair and searched the room to see who had snuck in here without us knowing. A figure emerged from one of the other pods, but the lights were still too dim to see who it was. I stormed toward him, fully prepared to pick my third fight in two days…

	“An interesting choice of tactics,” Wynn Mosaad said. “Kaveri was right: you do have some talent after all.”

	I came up short, my stomach sinking so quickly I couldn’t believe it didn’t end up on the floor. “I, uh…I wasn’t expecting a live opponent.”

	“Obviously. That was the point of the exercise.”

	I was so shocked to see him that I didn’t even notice Raxyl slide up behind me. “The medical frigate was destroyed, and all five hundred people on board are dead,” he said. “Congratulations.”

	I closed my eyes and hissed softly through my teeth. That’s why the simulation ended, you idiot. You swallowed the bait and completely abandoned Raxyl. 

	“Your precognitive abilities are genuinely impressive,” Mosaad said after a moment. “You have the finely honed danger sense of a veteran Blade of the Seraph.”

	“For all the good it did me,” I muttered. 

	“Your instincts would have served you well if you hadn’t abandoned your wingman.”

	A wave of embarrassment warmed my cheeks as I turned to Raxyl. “Sorry. I got a little carried away.”

	“Interesting,” he said, his scales shimmering an annoyed shade of green. “So you are capable of humility after all. I was beginning to wonder.”

	I instinctively wanted to snap back at him, but he wasn’t wrong. I had never been particularly good at admitting when I had made a mistake, especially while flying. My ego couldn’t take it. 

	“You have the knowledge, the skills, and the reflexes to become a fearsome Wing of the Seraph,” Mosaad said. “In time, you might have the discipline, too.”

	“I can learn,” I insisted. 

	“And you will.”

	I paused and eyed him for a long moment. “Why do I sense a ‘but’ coming?”

	Mosaad smiled faintly and turned toward the console at the back of the room. The interface flickered as he telekinetically manipulated the buttons, and a moment later, the simulator pods closed up and began sinking back into the retractable floor. In their place emerged the large holo-projector we used for simulation briefings. 

	“About a week ago, Seraph Squadron returned to base with vital information on enemy positions,” Mosaad said, conjuring an enormous holographic map of a star system. “They discovered the location of a hidden Convectorate shipyard in the Nelphari system. Once it is fully operational, Admiral Ferron will be able to manufacture enough drones, attack ships, and combat mechs to extend his reach over every sector in the region.”

	My eyes narrowed as the projection zoomed out. “That system is damn close to the Rakashi border. And the Kreen border, for that matter. They won’t be happy about the Vecs setting up shop so close to their backyard.”

	“No, they will not. But they have no idea what is going on in that system, and frankly even if they did, I doubt their governments would be willing to do anything about it—at least, not until it’s too late.” Mosaad paused and glanced between us. “That is why we are going to destroy it for them.”

	My mouth fell open. “What?”

	“Seraph Squadron has spent most of the last two weeks running battle simulations and planning an attack. They’re almost ready.”

	“You want to attack a Convectorate shipyard with six starfighters?”

	“Not starfighters—Valkyries,” Mosaad corrected. “And by the time we’re ready to strike, all twelve of them will have a pilot. That’s why I’m here with you today.”

	My stomach fluttered anxiously, and a thick lump formed in my throat. On one hand, the thought of finally sliding into the cockpit of a Valkyrie was enough to make me giddy with anticipation; on the other hand, the thought of attacking a Convectorate shipyard—a shipyard that would almost certainly be defended by hundreds of fighter drones and several capital ships—was enough to make me nauseous. 

	“I needed to see for myself if you were truly up to the challenge,” Mosaad went on. “Unfortunately, you aren’t. Yet.”

	The lump in my throat instantly sank into my gut. “What?”

	“You have more raw talent than any of the other recruits in the academy. You’ve grown more in a month than many of them have in six.” Mosaad paused. “But to be blunt, you don’t work well in a team, even when paired with someone you respect. A life among fringers and pirates has molded you into a lone wolf. And I am simply not willing to risk the lives and safety of the other pilots with someone who cannot place the needs of the pack above his own.”

	Yet again my first instinct was to argue the point, and yet again I somehow managed to bite my tongue. I had never felt bad in the slightest for abandoning Hammer or Cobalt or any of the other idiots who could barely shoot straight, but I had just turned my back on Raxyl in pursuit of a pointless kill that had cost us the mission. I wanted to believe I wouldn’t be so reckless outside of the simulator, but at this point, I wasn’t sure. Even in the Red Ring, I had never truly flown in a squadron before. We’d had teams, of course, but at the end of the day, everyone had always been out for themselves. 

	And if I was being completely honest with myself, I liked it that way. I didn’t want to rely on anyone else. What Mosaad called being a “lone wolf” I called self-reliance. It was a mandatory virtue for anyone who wanted to survive in the Rim. 

	Still, for the first time since I had arrived here, I understood his point. I couldn’t believe how determined I had been to prove myself chasing down one measly interceptor. And I couldn’t believe how readily I had ditched Raxyl. 

	“You will get your chance soon enough, I promise,” Mosaad said. “Assuming you’re willing to put in the work.”

	“I want to learn,” I said, my voice hoarse. 

	“Then I will teach you. I promise.”

	Mosaad put his hand on my shoulder, and for the briefest moment, his stern face almost looked sympathetic. He turned and eyed Raxyl, then started up the stairs leading out of the chamber. 

	“There will be an official mission briefing tomorrow afternoon,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder. “Your presence would be welcome. Your knowledge of this sector will undoubtedly prove useful.”

	I nodded, and when the door closed behind him, I slumped against the railing beside Mosaad’s empty pod like my body had just deflated. 

	“You are surprisingly sanguine, considering the circumstances,” Raxyl said. “I had assumed you would be furious.”

	“About the fact I’m not being given the privilege of flying a suicide mission?” I asked. 

	“About the fact you were not chosen to fly a Valkyrie. That is the only reason you wish to linger here, is it not? You have said so repeatedly.”

	“It’s one reason,” I whispered. 

	“Then my point stands. You are taking this surprisingly well.”

	I sighed and rubbed a hand across my face. “Yeah, well, I fucked up. I shouldn’t have left you in the sim. He tossed out some bait, and I swallowed it right up.”

	The Kali’s serpentine eyes widened. “Self-awareness and humility. Interesting. At this rate, you will be an entirely new person by the time my hibernation cycle is complete.”

	I rolled my eyes. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed, but at least I understand his reasoning for once. Or maybe staying in one place so long is just driving me crazy.”

	“That seems like a more plausible explanation,” Raxyl replied dryly. “Though on a more serious note, I admit I am curious about the details of this operation. It seems…ill-conceived.”

	“What, you don’t like the odds of twelve starfighters taking out a whole shipyard?”

	“I was not referring to the tactical considerations. I am more concerned with the political ramifications.”

	I shook my head. “Huh?”

	“Skirmishes between Convectorate and Dominion forces remain quite common despite the fact the war ended eighteen years ago,” Raxyl said. “However, a direct assault upon a major strategic asset would be a significant escalation—enough, perhaps, to restart the war in full.”

	“Your point being…?”

	“The point being that we are almost twenty-five thousand light-years from Keledon and Eladrell and the other vital Dominion worlds. I find it difficult to believe that the Seraphim Council or the Emperor-Regent would approve of a preemptive strike that could threaten the safety of trillions upon trillions of Dominion citizens while gaining very little in return.”

	I eyed him for a long moment as a nervous orange ripple finally appeared on his neck. He was genuinely concerned about this for some reason. He must have been even more tired than I thought.

	“Since when do we give a damn about what happens on the other side of the galaxy?” I asked. “You said yourself that Mosaad seems like he’s basically running his own private war out here. He’s never asked us to take any kind of oath to the Dominion or the Seraphim or anyone else. Why do you suddenly care about politics now?”

	“I merely wish to understand the situation so I can properly deduce the motives of the participants,” Raxyl replied. “The fact you do not speaks volumes about your priorities.”

	I groaned. “I’m really not interested in a lecture, especially when you’re tired and pissy.”

	“All I am saying is that more details would be interesting. Unfortunately, I will be asleep during the briefing tomorrow.”

	“I’ll make sure to take notes for you,” I muttered. “And speaking of sleep…it’s long past time we got you to bed. Come on.”

	We left the chamber and maneuvered through the base. I half expected Morningstar or some other asshole to stop me and gloat about making the squad, but mercifully everyone left us alone. I helped Raxyl into his quarters, and he stopped moving within seconds of lying down in his bed. I had no idea what evolutionary purpose his species’ three-day hibernation cycle served, but it was creepy as hell. The first time I’d seen him go under, I legitimately thought he had suffered a heart attack and died. 

	“See you soon, buddy,” I whispered, touching his arm one last time before I shut the door and locked him in. 

	I promptly returned to my own quarters, and even though it was still pretty early, I was seriously tempted to just lie down and pass out. But Kaveri would probably be along shortly, and if I was really lucky, perhaps she would have Shandris with her again…

	 

	“Cole? Can you hear me, sweetheart? Cole!”

	I inhaled sharply and rubbed at my eyes, and when my vision cleared, I was no longer in my quarters. I was standing amidst the same ruined city I had seen over and over again in my dreams, but I wasn’t trapped beneath a mountain of debris this time. For once, I was standing on top of it. 

	“Promise me. Promise me that you will keep him safe.”

	I glanced around in search of the speaker, but the air was so thick with smoke and ash I could barely see two meters in front of me. The battle was still raging—I occasionally caught a glimpse of bombers streaking through the sky, and I could clearly hear the staccato thumping of pulse rifles and the shrill whine of plasma cannons. 

	Taking a deep breath, I hopped down from my perch atop the pile of debris. I crouched low and tried to maneuver toward the other voices, and it didn’t take long before I was surrounded by corpses. The vast majority of them were human, as always…but today they had company. 

	“What the hell…?” I whispered. The smoldering chassis of Convectorate combat mechs were everywhere, but interspersed among them, I would occasionally see the body of a Subari officer or Manoth technician. Eventually, I even spotted a massive Baalir-caste Tarreen warrior. Their thick red scales were virtually immune to small-arms fire, but this one had apparently been crushed by a few tonnes of rock. 

	“Promise me!”

	I glanced up past the dead Baalir and pressed forward. The voice belonged to a woman, as always, but I couldn’t make out the responses of whoever she was speaking to. When the smoke eventually cleared, yet again I saw the same human woman that had haunted my dreams for the better part of a month now. She was lying there lifeless amidst a pile of rubble, her blond hair streaked with blood and dirt. I leaned down over her and placed my hand against her cold cheek. 

	“Who are you?” I asked. “Why do I keep—?”

	Without warning, her eyes shot open and her hand clutched at my throat. I grabbed her wrist and tried to pull free, but her grip was unbreakable. 

	“Talasea,” she said in a smooth, cultured voice. 

	I tried to respond, but the last of the air was already seeping from my lungs. As my vision blackened, I stared straight into her green eyes and wondered what the fuck was going on…

	 

	“Cole? Cole, are you all right?”

	My eyes popped back open, and I looked up to see Kaveri crouched on the bed next to me, her hands pressed against my cheeks and her brow creased with concern. 

	“I’m fine,” I said, reaching up to touch her arms as my mind slowly returned to the real world. A quick glance back at the wall chrono revealed that I had been daydreaming for almost half an hour. 

	“You had another vision,” she said. “But you were awake!”

	I let out a deep breath and nodded. “I guess there’s a first time for everything.”

	“I could feel your tension from across the academy,” she said. “I thought you were in serious trouble.”

	“I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important,” I said with my best attempt at a smile. “I’d hate to be the one who cost you level eight.”

	Kaveri shook her head. “This is serious. You’ve gone from having momentary flashes of foresight to nightmares to waking dreams. And you still haven’t mentioned any of this to Master Mosaad, have you?”

	“He seems like he has plenty of other things on his mind.”

	She scoffed and shook her head again. “If you won’t tell him, I will.”

	I ran a hand back through my brown hair. I couldn’t get the face of the green-eyed woman out of my head; it was seared into the back of my eyelids like an afterimage. 

	“Did you see the same planet again?” Kaveri asked. “And the same woman?”

	“Yes, though it was a little different,” I told her. “This time she tried to choke me.”

	Kaveri placed her hands against the side of my head. “May I look?”

	I swiveled on the bed to face her. Telepathy could be a real time-saver, but it still made me nervous allowing her to peek around my mind. Not that I would have known if she did it more often. 

	“Go ahead,” I said. As usual, I didn’t feel anything, which was somehow even more disturbing than pain. Was all telepathy like this, or were Blades of the Seraph taught how to hide their probing?

	“Talasea,” Kaveri whispered. “The woman…she mentioned Talasea.”

	“It’s a planet, right?” I asked. “Maybe it’s the place I keep seeing.”

	Her luminescent eyes fluttered back open. “I do not understand why you would be having premonitions about events so far away.”

	“That’s just it…I don’t think it was a premonition.” I swallowed and licked at my lips as the images flashed before my eyes again. “I think it was a memory.”

	Kaveri’s brow furrowed. “A memory? Of a place you’ve never been?”

	I pressed my tongue hard into my cheek. “I don’t know, but this all feels different than my normal flashes of warning. It’s like I’m slowly pushing my way through the fog inside my own mind. But like you said, it doesn’t make sense. Talasea is what, twelve thousand light-years away at least? I’ve never been anywhere near that close to the Core.”

	Her tendrils twirled idly in thought. “Talasea is where Admiral Ferron launched his final offensive against the Dominion at the end of the war.”

	“You mentioned something about that battle when he was chasing us here,” I said. “You called it a massacre.” 

	“Because that’s what it was. Almost a hundred thousand people were killed, mostly civilians and wounded.” Kaveri sighed and shrugged. “Though honestly, considering how many billions of people died during the war, Talasea probably wouldn’t have been so memorable if not for the fact it took place after the Armistice.”

	I frowned. “What?”

	“Master Mosaad told me that all the Holosphere relays in the system had been damaged or destroyed,” she explained. “No one on the planet knew that the war was over. They didn’t get the news until almost a week later, just before he was about to launch a counterattack.”

	“Mosaad was there?” I asked. 

	Kaveri nodded. “He was in command of all Blades of the Seraph on the planet. I think he might have been in command of the entire Dominion base by that point, I’m not sure. All I know is that the Vecs stretched themselves thin during the attack, and he believed he could break their lines and finally drive them off the planet. But then news of the Armistice arrived, and Mosaad was forced to watch as Ferron withdrew his forces.”

	I leaned back on the bed, and odd taste in my mouth. I really wished that Raxyl were still awake to hear this. He knew all kinds of random factoids about galactic history, probably because his Kali brain was basically a computer. 

	“Let me guess: Mosaad still holds a grudge about what happened almost twenty years later,” I reasoned. 

	Kaveri shrugged. “I’m sure he does. Admiral Ferron is a monster. He knowingly slaughtered thousands of civilians and got away with it.” She paused for a moment. “Mosaad is convinced that Ferron knew about the Armistice—otherwise he never would have ordered such a reckless advance. He wanted to inflict as much damage as possible, knowing the Dominion forces would never have the opportunity to retaliate.”

	I merely wish to understand the situation so I can properly deduce the motives of the participants.

	Raxyl’s words echoed through my head. “Is that the real reason Mosaad started this academy?” I asked. “To try and get revenge against his old nemesis?”

	Kaveri’s face soured. “I realize you don’t know him very well yet, but Master Mosaad has saved countless lives over the years—including mine.”

	“That’s not what I asked.”

	She frowned. “I’ve no doubt he would be ecstatic to finally bring Ferron to justice, but this goes far beyond a simple vendetta.”

	“If you say so.”

	Kaveri stared at me in silence, her luminescent eyes narrowed, and for a fleeting moment, I was no longer looking at the face of my lover—I was looking at the face of a young woman who had been narrowly rescued from a life of bondage and rape by a Blade of the Seraph. Master Mosaad was more than just her mentor; he was her savior. I couldn’t blame her for defending him. In just three short years, he had transformed a Velothi concubine into a living weapon. He had given her life purpose and meaning beyond her genetic destiny of spreading her lips and legs for the Crown Prince. 

	And here I was, casually questioning that same man’s character purely out of resentment. He had taken us into his sanctuary, shielded us from the Convectorate, and asked almost nothing in return. Yet I resented him because he wasn’t willing to trust a total stranger to fly one of the most powerful starfighters ever designed. 

	I sighed. “All I’m saying is that this is a strange coincidence,” I said, wondering if I could possibly dig myself out of this hole. “If I’m remembering something about Talasea, and if Master Mosaad was there…maybe this is all related somehow?”

	“Maybe,” Kaveri whispered. “The only way to know is for you to tell him about it.”

	“Fine,” I groaned. “I’ll talk to him in the morning.”

	She remained silent for a few moments, and I wondered if we were about to have our first fight. But then she placed her hand on the side of my cheek. “If these are some kind of repressed memories, there might be a way to restore them.”

	“You mean with your telepathy?”

	“Not mine—I wouldn’t even know where to begin. Master Mosaad might be able to help, but there’s another option.” Her lips finally curled back into a smile. “There is someone else on this base who knows a great deal about psionic healing. We could invite her back in here to take another look.”

	I smiled thinly. “I suppose we could.”

	“I’ll supervise and make sure she gives you a thorough checkup,” Kaveri said. “Who knows what she’ll find?”

	She leaned down to kiss me, but for the first time since I had met her, the warmth of her lips didn’t immediately get me hard. I was tired and annoyed and drained, and until I got some answers here, I doubted any of that was going to change. 

	“We’ll see what Mosaad has to say tomorrow,” I told her, pulling away and running a finger through her hair. “In the meantime, I’d like to get some sleep.”

	Kaveri cocked an eyebrow at me. “It’s a little early, isn’t it?”

	“Yeah, but I have a lot on my mind. It was a long day.”

	I stood and wandered over to the sink to wash my face and brush my teeth. She observed me in silence, and I couldn’t help but wonder what else she might have plucked from my mind earlier. 

	“If you’re that distressed about this memory, perhaps we shouldn’t wait,” Kaveri said. “We can go to Mosaad’s quarters and meet with him now.”

	“It’s not that,” I murmured. “He was there in the simulator with us today. I, uh…I kind of made a fool of myself.”

	She smiled and crossed her legs. “If he was testing you himself, he must be impressed.”

	“He was, in some ways. He told me about a plan to attack a hidden Convectorate shipyard in a nearby system.”

	“I just learned about that myself,” Kaveri said. “It’s a great opportunity. Without it, the Vecs won’t be able to—”

	“I already heard the spiel,” I interrupted, lowering the washcloth from my face. “Honestly, I don’t know enough about politics or strategy to have an opinion. Maybe it’s a great idea. Maybe it will single-handedly drive the Convectorate out of this corner of the Rim. The problem is that there are only six more Valkyries on this base, and he’s figuring out which of the new recruits will get to fly them. Apparently, I won’t be one of them.”

	I watched her reflection in the mirror as she stood and moved up behind me. “What? Why?”

	“He doesn’t believe I’m ready for the responsibility of flying a psionic ship,” I said.

	“There must be some mistake,” Kaveri said. “You’re the best pilot on this planet!”

	“Maybe, but I’m not much of a wingman.”

	She scowled in frustration. “I don’t understand. Keeping you grounded here is a waste. This mission is too important. If it fails, then this whole endeavor could fall apart. The Wings of the Seraph will officially be dead.”

	I pivoted back around and studied her. Once again, I was reminded just how accurate my annoying call sign really was. Everyone else in this academy had a genuine reason to be here. If Wynn Mosaad hadn’t saved them directly, someone else here had. The pilots might not have been loyal to the Dominion—a distant government was just as much of an abstraction to them as it was to me—but they believed in the legend of the Seraph. They believed that humans had liberated the galaxy from the Tarreen once before, and they believed that we could do so again. 

	Kaveri was no exception. She wasn’t even human, but the legend of the Seraph still inspired her. Unlike me, a selfish jackass who just wanted the chance to fly a psionic starfighter, she saw herself as part of a greater collective. She earnestly believed that we could—and should—improve the lives of the people in this sector. To her, the Wings of the Seraph were more than just one old man’s private little war against the Convectorate.

	Maybe she was right. Maybe this really was important. Maybe I was so selfish and cynical that I had lost the ability to think about anything besides myself. 

	“Look, Mosaad isn’t wrong,” I said. “I have a long way to go before I’m ready to fly with other people.”

	Kaveri’s eyes widened as if she couldn’t believe what I was saying. I didn’t blame her—I wasn’t sure I believed it either. Like Raxyl said, humility wasn’t exactly my strong suit. 

	She eventually paced over to the window. It was raining yet again, and the flashes of lightning seemed to make her eyes glow even more. “No.”

	I blinked. “No?”

	“Mosaad wasn’t there when we escaped the Vecs at Vrassk-Ka,” she said. “He doesn’t know what you’re capable of.”

	“You told them what happened,” I reminded her. “And honestly, I haven’t made things any easier on myself, considering—”

	“They need to understand,” Kaveri went on as if she hadn’t even heard me. “This is too important. The Seraph obviously sent you here for a reason. We can’t afford to squander this opportunity.”

	I bit down on my lip. I hadn’t expected her reaction to be anywhere near this…intense. She looked like she was about to storm across the base and demand Mosaad give her an explanation. 

	“We’ll have to show them,” she said. “It’s the only way.”

	“Show them what?” I asked. 

	“That you’re ready to fly a Valkyrie.”

	I shook my head and took a step forward. “And how are we going to do that?”

	Kaveri turned and smiled mischievously. “We’re going to break into the hangar and steal one.”

	 

	
4 
The Valkyrie

	 

	If I had stood there staring at Kaveri any longer, I might have started drooling. “Uh…what?”

	“The hangar should already be locked down since Seraph Squad is back on the base,” she said. “Sneaking inside won’t be a problem.”

	“Okay, but…” I rubbed a hand across my face. “You’re serious?”

	“I’ve no doubt the Valkyries will respond to you. You have enormous untapped potential—Master Mosaad said so the first moment he laid eyes on you.”

	I pursed my lips. “And you think that stealing one of his precious, irreplaceable fighters is going to help our case?”

	“I think it’s long past time you had a chance to prove yourself,” Kaveri said. “If this is what it takes…so be it.”

	As someone who had spent the bulk of his life on the Rim—first as a child-pirate, then as a smuggler—I obviously didn’t have a problem with breaking the rules. Raxyl and I had made a career out of bucking authority, after all, and I wouldn’t lose a minute of sleep about ignoring Mosaad’s orders. But Kaveri was not me—she did care about the rules, and she would be upset if she enraged her mentor. I really hoped this wasn’t some side effect of the Imprinting process making her reflexively defend me…

	“Look, I appreciate the thought here, but don’t you think this seems a little extreme?” I asked. “I mean, what if—?”

	“You’re just going to have to trust me,” Kaveri said, her mischievous smile returning. “Come on—there’s no point in waiting any longer.”

	She took my hand and pulled me along behind her. The corridors were mostly empty at this hour, at least in this part of the base, but everything changed when we crossed through the junction separating the dormitories from the rest of the facility. A few of the other recruits were busy having a conversation with their new mentors in Seraph Squadron, and one of them, naturally, was Morningstar. 

	“Son of a bitch,” I said, grabbing her shoulder and pulling her back around the corner. “I’m really not in the mood for his shit right now.”

	“He won’t even know we’re there,” Kaveri assured me. “None of them will, I promise.”

	I frowned. “There aren’t exactly a lot of places to hide in a five-meter-wide corridor.”

	“That’s why I said you’ll just have to trust me.”

	She winked and turned back into the junction. I followed despite my better judgment, and I mentally braced myself for Morningstar’s mockery when he inevitably spotted us. 

	But he never did. None of them did, actually, including the Seraph Squad pilots. It didn’t make any sense—we literally walked right through their field of vision. After we reached the end of the junction, I realized that none of the other people nearby had noticed us, either. 

	“How…?” I muttered once we had turned the corner and moved out of earshot. 

	“I’m a Blade of the Seraph, Cole,” Kaveri replied matter-of-factly. “Why do you always have trouble remembering that?”

	She snickered and pressed on. I couldn’t help but glance back over my shoulder. Had she messed with their minds somehow? Woven some kind of telepathic illusion? It seemed like the only possible explanation. It was also yet another reminder that the nineteen-year-old alien girl I sodomized on a regular basis was far more than she appeared. 

	Two minutes later, we finally reached our destination. The corridor was completely empty aside from a few cleaning mechs, and thankfully they weren’t programmed to care what we were up to. The hangar access door was, unfortunately, even for secondary entrances, and I squatted down to study the keypad. 

	“Looks like a standard Dromm-Gall design,” I murmured. “Raxyl could probably slice this thing open in thirty seconds.”

	“I only need five,” Kaveri said. 

	I grunted. “Telekinesis, telepathy…please don’t tell me you’re a professional slicer, too.”

	“No,” she said, crouching down and opening the panel. “But I do know all the security codes.”

	“Oh,” I muttered. “Right.”

	The small service door whooshed open a second later, and Kaveri winked as she dipped inside and pulled me along behind her. The lighting in the hangar was poor, but I could still make out the shadowy silhouettes of all twelve Valkyries inside. They were even more beautiful up close than I had imagined. 

	“I really hope the maintenance drones aren’t going to report our presence to anybody,” I said as we passed several of the floating robots. 

	“They won’t,” Kaveri assured me. She paused and gestured to several of the nearby fighters. “All six of these are still unassigned.”

	I nodded distantly and placed my hand on the wing of the closest Valkyrie. The metal was strangely warm to the touch, and when I closed my eyes, I swore I could almost hear the fighter calling out to me. In some ways, it was more like a beast of burden than a ship. Psionic vessels weren’t alive, exactly, but they weren’t just hunks of metal and circuits, either. They had a presence. 

	“I still can’t believe these are real,” I whispered, shaking my head. “For once, the holo-vids were actually right about something…”

	I dragged my fingertips across the warm metal of the wing as I once again admired the simple elegance of the chassis. As a rule, starfighters had more uniform design between cultures than starships, mostly because they needed to be at least somewhat aerodynamic to handle atmospheric flight. Broadly speaking, the Valkyrie’s classic T-shape frame was no different than a hundred other similar variations, from Rakashi Dreadfangs to Kreen Scimitars, but none of those ships could be powered by the energy of a single psionic mind. The mere existence of this technology still baffled me when I really took a moment and thought about it. 

	How had an interstellar empire with access to psionic vessels lost a war against anyone, even the Tarreen? Convectorate technology was highly advanced in all kinds of areas, particularly cybernetics and robotics, but a few weeks ago, I had watched one of their vaunted battleships lose a skirmish against six measly starfighters. If Valkyries could generate that kind of power with a single pilot, what could a command cruiser with dozens or hundreds of psionic minds accomplish?

	The pirates in the Red Ring had talked about the fallout from the Thirty-Year War all the time, but never in terms of military details or politics. All they had ever cared about was exploiting trade and supply shortages on fringe Dominion colonies. I’d never had the time or inclination to learn anything more specific, and by the time Raxyl and I had set out on our own, the war had been over for well over a decade.

	“I don’t know how many Valkyries are left in the entire galaxy,” Kaveri said as she wrapped her arm around my waist. “Master Mosaad never wants to talk about it, but I get the sense that the Dominion fleet is a pale shadow of its former self.”

	“And he wants to change all of that,” I said, gently dragging my hand across the fuselage. “Though I don’t see how that’s possible without a factory to churn out more of these things.”

	“One problem at a time,” she said. “We’ll have no shortage of allies once we drive the Convectorate out of this sector.”

	I nodded idly. She had no idea how tempted I was to dock this thing on the belly of the Gazack and blast out of here. It would solve so many problems…and create about a million more. 

	“I’m glad we came in here,” I whispered. “But if we head back now, no one will be the wiser.”

	“We’re not going anywhere until you’re sitting in that cockpit where you belong,” Kaveri said. 

	“Do you know the codes for this thing, too? Because I don’t see a panel or—”

	I was interrupted by a loud click, and a moment later, the Valkyrie’s canopy hissed open. My jaw dropped, and I quickly glanced about the hangar bay to make certain we were still alone. Master Mosaad was a telepath, after all. Maybe he already knew we were in here…

	“The Valkyrie can sense your presence,” Kaveri said, smiling. “She wants you inside her.”

	“That’s a little disturbing,” I murmured. 

	“I thought you preferred warm welcomes.”

	I grunted and pulled over one of the boarding ladders so I could climb into the cockpit. The interior was about the same size as most other similarly styled starfighters, though the relative lack of accessories meant it was lot more open. Half the systems on a normal starfighter simply weren’t necessary on a psionic ship. Until now, I hadn’t realized just how much space that freed up. 

	Against my better judgment, I hopped into the seat and ran my fingers across the control board. Without power, the smooth, glass-like surface was indistinguishable from any other computer screen, though the bizarre crystal embedded at the top pulsed with a faint, inner green light. On impulse, I leaned back and curled my fingers around the flight stick between my legs. 

	And in that moment, the Valkyrie came alive. 

	The control board lit up, the ventilation systems kicked on, and the grav restraints pinned me to my seat. I gasped in shock, but it wasn’t until I started frantically searching for an override switch that I finally felt the strange, subtle tingle in the back of my mind. As the flight stick warmed in my hand, I belatedly realized the obvious: I hadn’t accidentally toggled on the power. 

	I was the power. 

	“Oh, shit,” I whispered. 

	The pull on my consciousness was so subtle I had to concentrate to notice it, almost like trying to pick out the notes to a melody from across a raucous cantina. But once I heard those notes, I couldn’t ignore them. They grew louder and louder in my mind, and everything else seemed to fade into the distance. At first, I thought the Valkyrie was simply using me as a human battery, but the more I focused on the connection, the more I realized it was more symbiotic than parasitic. My psionic energy was sustaining it, yes, but its systems were somehow sustaining me, too. And together, we were far more powerful than we were apart. 

	The Valkyrie’s sensors became an extension of my consciousness. For the first time in my life, I could actually feel the presence of other people around me. My fellow recruits were more than just blips on the tac-holo; I could sense the ebb and flow of their emotional currents. One of them was annoyed about his performance in the flight sims today. Another was annoyed that the food in the commissary was too spicy. Two of them were apparently fucking like crazy in a closet just down the hall…

	“Sandbox and Grinner,” Kaveri said. “He’s giving it to her even harder than normal.”

	My eyes popped back open as I belatedly remembered she was on the ladder next to me. Her eyes were closed, and thanks to my connection with the Valkyrie, I could actually feel her reaching out with her own telepathy. 

	“Do you sense this stuff all the time?” I asked, oddly breathless. 

	“Not all the time. All telepaths have to learn how to block out the extra noise.” She smiled, and her blue eyes slowly reopened. “Still…it’s always useful to know who is sleeping with who at any given time.”

	I snorted. The sensations were still overwhelming; I felt like I could get dragged under the waves at any moment. 

	“The design really is remarkable, isn’t it?” Kaveri asked. “There’s nothing else in the galaxy like it.”

	I swallowed heavily. “I can’t imagine what a psychic as powerful as you could accomplish with this thing.”

	“I’m sure I’ll have to learn someday. But right now, I am the soldier and you are the pilot.”

	“I guess,” I breathed. “But I have no idea how the hell to actually fly this thing.”

	“The Valkyrie will tell you everything you need to know,” she assured me. “The only thing it needs from you—from us—is power. But not everyone is capable of bonding with a ship so quickly. The fact you’ve already done so…well, it proves my point about your potential.”

	“I’ll have to take your word for it,” I muttered. “So…what’s next?”

	“Next…we fly.” 

	She crawled up the ladder and snuggled into the cockpit next to my right. Even with the extra space due to the lack of normal starfighter equipment, she didn’t really fit, but at least she was close enough to me that the grav restraints should ward off the worst of the g-forces. 

	“You can’t be serious,” I said. “This is a one-person fighter.”

	“Dominion engineers aren’t known for their imagination,” she said, tapping a button on the console and closing the canopy around us. Her tail squeezed my leg more tightly, and she placed her left hand on my chest. “Let’s see what this baby can do.”

	“Uh,” I mumbled, my eyes flicking up to the closed thorotine doors sealing us inside the hangar. “I know we blasted our way out of Vrassk-Ka, but I doubt you want me to open fire in here. Also…how the hell do you open fire with this thing?”

	Kaveri giggled and pressed her fingers on the console. Something outside rumbled, and alarms began wailing all around us as the hangar doors slowly cranked open. Buckets of rain splashed in through the widening gap, followed swiftly by the ominous flash of lightning. 

	“There’s no turning back now,” Kaveri said, squeezing my hand. “Master Mosaad will be awake, and the hangar will be filled with angry pilots any minute.”

	I bit down on my lip and shook my head. Of all the stupid things I had done since I’d met her, from fucking another man’s “slave” to accidentally Imprinting myself upon her, this was easily the stupidest yet. Even with this kind of insanely advanced technology, spaceflight wasn’t a game. What if we crashed? What if I accidentally decompressed the cockpit? What if I got us both killed for absolutely no reason at all?

	Raxyl would have brought up all of those points in a clear and concise manner. But he wasn’t here, and my nineteen-year-old psychic assassin/seductress was. Who was I honestly going to listen to?

	“Fuck it,” I said, squeezing the flight stick again. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

	The full power of the Valkyrie washed over me again, and I placed my fingers on the console where I would normally fire the maneuvering thrusters and prepare for takeoff. But I didn’t need to hit any buttons—the instant I thought about what I wanted to do, the engines roared to life. A few seconds later, we were lifting off the ground as the landing gear retracted. 

	“Unbelievable,” I said. “How is this even possible?”

	“Does it matter?” Kaveri asked. “Take us out, flyboy.”

	Smiling, I pulled back on the flight stick and punched the throttle. We shot out of the hangar like a psionic torpedo, and when the curtains of rain washed over us, I swore I could actually feel the wetness on my cheeks. The rushing air nipped my skin, and every crash of thunder raised the tiny hairs on my arms. When we shattered the sound barrier, my heart actually froze in my chest. 

	“I can’t…I don’t…” I stammered. 

	“Just focus,” Kaveri soothed into my ear. “Concentrate on where we need to go and the ship will handle the rest.”

	I reflexively glanced down to where the tac-holo was supposed to be, but I didn’t need to check the sensors for telemetry data as we climbed through the stratosphere. Thanks to the Valkyrie, I just instinctively knew where we were, where we were going, and how I needed to get there. 

	I couldn’t even begin to imagine how overwhelming the rush of information would have been on a truly populated world, but thankfully, here on a backwater like Varsus, I didn’t have to worry about satellites or aircraft or other ships in orbit. After a few minutes, the heat of the atmosphere on my cheeks was replaced by the impossible cold of space. It didn’t hurt in the slightest, but the transition still made me gasp in shock. 

	“Seraph’s mercy,” I whispered, blinking in amazement at the endless starscape sprawling out in front of us. “I feel like I’m a kid looking at space for the first time again.”

	“In a way, you are,” Kaveri said, squeezing my wrist. 

	I smiled and drank in the sensations. Even though the base was already a few hundred thousand kilometers behind us, I could still feel the presence of the other pilots. Their minds weren’t distinct anymore—I couldn’t pluck out individual thoughts or feelings—but I knew they were there. Was this how telepaths felt all the time? Was this how Kaveri felt all the time?

	“No,” she said with a smirk. “The ship’s sensors can drastically increase a psychic’s range. I haven’t been able to sense any of them since we blasted out of the hangar.”

	I swallowed, struggling to keep my throat wet. “You’re going to have to teach me how to filter this stuff out.”

	“Someday, maybe…but not right now. Just lie back and enjoy it.”

	I ordered myself to swallow and breathe normally, but my body refused to listen. “This is…I almost feel like I’m going to drown.”

	“Don’t worry, you can disconnect yourself if you need to,” Kaveri said. “The Valkyrie will have plenty of power to sustain life support and probably even get us home.”

	I nodded anxiously. Somehow, that didn’t actually make me feel any better. It was getting harder and harder to breathe…

	“It’s all right,” she soothed. “You just need something to tether you to the physical world so your mind doesn’t slip away. I have an idea.”

	She shuffled her left leg up over my knees, and her hand crawled its way down my chest. I could barely even feel the sensations; it was like I was wearing a dozen layers of clothing and putting on more every second. I genuinely started to worry that the ship might swallow me…

	And then Kaveri’s hand settled on my cock. 

	“Uh…what?” I blurted out. 

	“Like I said, you need a tether to the physical world,” she cooed into my ear. “Some kind of sensation to give your mind an anchor even while you reach out across the stars.”

	I couldn’t tell if she was serious or just teasing me, but either way, she only needed a few seconds to unzip my pants and free my stiff member. As always, her delicate fingers fit snugly around the shaft. 

	“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you’re already hard,” Kaveri said, nibbling at my earlobe. “Men do love their toys. When Master Mosaad brought those new Apex skiffs into the base, I’m pretty sure every male pilot got an erection on the spot.”

	I groaned and bit down on my lip. “Kaveri, this is really not the—”

	“Quiet,” she hushed, placing her tendrils over my lips. “You do what you were born to do…and I will do what I was born to do.”

	I smiled despite myself. As insane as this “plan” of hers was, it was starting to work. Her warm hand stood out clearly—especially when it began to move. I could breathe more normally, and the pull of the Valkyrie’s undercurrent didn’t seem quite so strong. Who knew that a handjob could double as a mental flotation device?

	I squeezed the flight stick and thumbed the throttle. The sub-light engines roared as we blasted farther and farther away from the planet. I knew almost nothing about the potential hazards in this system, but I didn’t need to; the Valkyrie’s sensors telepathically fed me all the information I could possibly want to know. When I stretched out, I could feel the icy comet a million kilometers to starboard and the thick pocket of ionized gas two million kilometers to port. I could feel the faint tug of the gravity wells of the nearby moons and the increasing radiation from the burning star as we soared out into the system. 

	And of course, I could feel Kaveri’s hand on my cock and tendrils on my face.

	“Better,” she whispered. “But I’m still a little worried you might get overwhelmed.”

	She stretched her leg all the way over my knees, and before I knew it, she was completely straddling me. I was barely able to reach around her waist and hold onto the flight stick, but she didn’t seem the least bit concerned. 

	“You don’t need it,” Kaveri assured me as she placed her hand on my cheek and her lips on my chin. “Just relax and drink in the sensations. I’ll take care of the rest.”

	My fingers slipped off the controls and settled upon her waist, and she gently cradled my face in her hands as she kissed me. I could feel the wet, pulsing heat of her velvet quim on my cock as she rhythmically ground her hips against me (how in the hell had she managed to remove her panties without me knowing?), but then her tail curled around my shaft and helped ease me inside her.

	Suddenly, the pull of the Valkyrie’s systems didn’t feel nearly as strong. 

	I moaned into her mouth as she began rhythmically grinding her hips against me, and I was yet again blown away at how differently her cunt felt every time I fucked her. Today it was gripping me so tightly that I would have already burst if not for the fact I was so distracted. I suspected that was the point. 

	“Shift us into astral space,” she said breathily, pulling away just long enough to speak.

	I shook my head. “I don’t know how.”

	“You’ll figure it out.”

	“But where are we going?”

	“Does it matter?”

	She kissed me again, and her hips began milking me so forcefully I knew I wouldn’t last much longer. I tried shunting more of my attention to the Valkyrie, and to my surprise, it actually worked—the sensations of space washed over me again, and when I thought about jumping out of the system, the ship seemed to know exactly what I was talking about. After draining more power from my mind, it gave me a mental countdown until the astral drive had enough power to jump. 

	Not that I was paying much attention; Kaveri was determined to make me spill. Her inner muscles rippled along my length, her breath coming in soft, delighted gasps as we both climbed to a mutual climax. I felt another stiff tug on my consciousness, followed by a loud hum that drowned out everything in the cockpit. The controls flickered, the strange crystal on the dash flashed…and then I finally lost control. 

	“Shit!” I gasped. “Here it comes!”

	I exploded deep inside her, and Kaveri masterfully churned her hips in perfect sync with every spurt. I clawed feebly at her back as my mind escaped my body…

	And it was only then I realized we were no longer in normal space. 

	“Whoa,” I mumbled when I was finally able to speak again. The endless black starscape outside the canopy had been replaced, but not by the flickering blue pseudomotion of hyperspace. Instead, it was like we were suddenly drifting through a sea of eerie crimson fog. 

	“Astral space,” Kaveri said, leaning away just enough that she could smile down at me. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

	“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I rasped, still panting. 

	“The Seraphim call it ‘space beyond hyperspace.’ I’m not exactly sure what that means, but ships can travel even more quickly here. Many of the normal laws of physics don’t seem to apply.”

	It was astonishingly hard to concentrate with her straddling me, especially considering my cock was still nestled firmly inside her, but beyond the mental pull of the Valkyrie, I felt something else…it was almost like a distant buzzing in my ear. 

	“All psionic minds experience a kind of weird resonance in astral space,” Kaveri explained. 

	I pursed my lips. “It’s pretty annoying.”

	“It will get worse the longer we’re here.”

	“That sounds even more annoying.”

	“Eventually, it will drive us crazy.”

	I froze. “What?”

	“It’s called the Koro Effect,” she explained. “Prolonged travel in astral space is dangerous. The energies slowly degrade neural pathways.”

	I pushed her away as far as I could—which, given the space limitations in here, was only about two centimeters. “You didn’t feel like mentioning this before?”

	“Short jumps are reasonably safe.” 

	“Reasonably safe?”

	“As far as I know, the Koro Effect has only ever claimed psychics on continuous, multi-hour jumps. But I wanted you to experience it yourself. These are things you need to be aware of when you fly a Valkyrie.”

	I grunted. “Then maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.”

	She chuckled and dragged her fingertips down the sides of my chest. “Your nerve endings will start going haywire after a while. It can be very…stimulating.”

	“You really are the demon girl sitting on my shoulder,” I murmured. “You’d think I would have noticed before, what with the horns and tail and all.”

	Kaveri giggled and slowly unzipped her white top. Her tits spilled out barely a centimeter from my lips. “You’re sure I can’t tempt you into trying it?”

	I groaned and gently kissed her nipples. Even the thought of being slowly driven insane couldn’t keep me from them. If we’d had more space, she probably could have convinced me to fuck her breasts again. But instead I settled for nursing on them while her hips continued grinding my cock back to life. 

	Unfortunately, a few minutes later, the mental tingling started to become noticeably worse. It still took an enormous amount of willpower to pull my lips away. 

	“How about we wait until we’re back home at the base? After Mosaad throws us in the brig, we’ll have plenty of time to entertain ourselves.”

	I closed my eyes and concentrated on the ship. I still didn’t know precisely how this worked or what I was supposed to do, but I tried to mentally picture a starscape. It worked: a few seconds later, the ship rumbled as we shifted back into normal space. Without a tac-holo, I had no idea where we were…at least, not until the Valkyrie fed the answers directly into my mind. 

	“We’re almost four light-years away from Varsus,” I breathed in disbelief. “How is that possible? We were only traveling for ten minutes!”

	“I told you, astral drives are fast,” Kaveri said, her voice warm with affection. “We could cross the whole sector in about two days.”

	I snorted and shook my head. The fastest ship in the Convectorate fleet only could have traveled half this far. It was another in a growing list of reasons why I didn’t understand how the Dominion could have lost—

	The premonition hit me like a brick to the face. Time itself seemed to freeze around me, and a stream of images flashed through my mind: a badly damaged transport ship, fires and poisonous gas flooding the corridors, an unconscious, uniformed figure half crushed beneath smoldering scraps of debris…

	Grimacing, I focused upon that figure and tried to discern more details. Through the smoke, I saw the face of a woman—a human woman. 

	A human woman whose green eyes had haunted me for weeks. 

	“Cole?” 

	I gasped and glanced around the cockpit as time resumed. As usual, the inside of my mouth had gotten so dry it actually hurt to swallow. “She’s here,” I rasped. “She’s out here right now…”

	Kaveri frowned. “Who?”

	“The woman I keep seeing in my memories,” I said. “She’s inside a damaged ship adrift in deep space not far from here.”

	“But how…?” Kaveri reflexively glanced down to where the tac-holo would be on a normal ship. “Do you know where?”

	“No,” I said. “I don’t sense anything nearby. We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

	“Reach out,” she said, placing her hand on my chest again. “Psionic sensors have incredible range.”

	“Assuming the pilot knows what the hell he’s doing,” I grumbled. “Which, in case you’ve forgotten, I don’t.”

	“I will help,” she said, placing her hands on the sides of my head. “Breathe. Just breathe…”

	Taking a deep breath, I tried to stretch my senses to their limit. I could feel everything around us—the tiny particles of dust, the intermittent pockets of radiation…they were like bits of flotsam amidst an endless black sea. But no matter how hard I pushed, I didn’t sense any ships.

	What I sensed instead was a mind. Specifically, a psionic mind. 

	“Echu tari,” Kaveri said. “Another psychic this close to Varsus?”

	“Evidently,” I whispered, more overwhelmed than ever. Is this why I’d had the premonition? Did my subconscious mind somehow know that this mystery woman was out here? Was it all just one big coincidence?

	“It doesn’t make sense,” Kaveri whispered, dismounting me and zipping up the front of her jumpsuit. “There are Spiders all over this sector. They should have swept up this psychic long ago.”

	“Maybe there aren’t as many of them out here as you think,” I said, tucking my hardness back into my pants without complaint. “Or maybe this freighter just jumped into the sector. Who knows?”

	She swallowed heavily, and for perhaps the first time since I had met her, Kaveri looked genuinely frightened. “This could be a trap,” she whispered. “We shouldn’t have come out this far. Master Mosaad won’t be able to conceal us all the way out here.”

	“You’re the one who wanted to shift into astral space!”

	“I know. It was a mistake.” She pressed her lips into a thin line. “We should return to Varsus and tell the others.”

	“I don’t think this woman’s freighter has that much time,” I said. “The closest Convectorate base is dozens of light-years away, and this area isn’t exactly crawling with friendly locals. If we don’t help, no one will.”

	I could feel Kaveri’s entire body stiffen. “Cole, we’re sitting inside a psionic ship we barely know how to fly. What do you expect us to do?”

	“This was all your idea!” I reminded her. “But this can’t just be a coincidence. I must have been seeing this woman over and over again for a reason.”

	Kaveri’s tendrils twitched nervously back and forth. “Perhaps the galaxy has just been warning you to stay away from her.”

	“I don’t think that’s the way this works. Besides, isn’t the whole purpose of this ‘academy’ to provide a safe harbor for potential psychics?”

	She sighed and glanced outside the canopy into the endless black expanse. Normally, Raxyl would be the one sitting here trying to sink one of my colossally stupid plans, and after he chipped away at me for a bit, I would often agree with him. 

	But not this time. I wasn’t usually one for certainty—my entire life was basically just an absurd series of poorly conceived plans and reckless gambles. But right here and now, I knew that I had to find this woman…even if I couldn’t logically explain why.

	Kaveri sighed and squeezed my arm. “Can you narrow down her location?”

	“I think so.” Furrowing my brow in concentration, I tried to focus on a single blip of humanoid consciousness amongst the endless void. I couldn’t parse out any specific thoughts or emotions, just a faint, intangible presence. But the more I concentrated, the more the mind’s surroundings took shape. “The ship is pretty far…maybe a half a parsec away, just outside a nearby system.”

	“Then we had better get moving,” she said. “We’ll need to shift back into astral space.”

	I nodded and smiled up at her. “You’re sure?”

	Kaveri arched a black eyebrow. “You’re the one who thinks this is a good idea.”

	“It’s definitely not a good idea. I just think I need to do this…but I don’t want to force you into anything.”

	“You never have, and you never will,” she said, smiling tightly as she pressed herself more tightly up against me. “Come on—let’s see if we can rescue your mystery woman.”

	Nodding, I closed my eyes and focused on shifting us back into astral space. The Valkyrie responded, and before I knew it, the starscape was once again replaced by an endless crimson mist. The sensations were slightly less overwhelming this time, but the strange buzzing was still pretty annoying. Thankfully, the trip was short, and I braced myself for the worst when we shifted back into normal space. 

	“There it is,” I said, peering out the canopy past Kaveri’s shoulder. The ship looked exactly how it had appeared in my premonition: it was adrift, spinning slowly to starboard, and the hull was riddled with plasma scoring. The engines were flicking wildly, and even without sensors, I could tell it wasn’t going to hold together much longer. 

	“I don’t recognize the ship design,” I said. “And I’m not sure if the Valkyrie has anything resembling a normal database. Do you know…?

	I trailed off when I saw the look her face. Her blue skin seemed at least two shades lighter, and her cranial tendrils had frozen mid-twirl. 

	“It’s a Convectorate prisoner transport,” she whispered. 

	I frowned and glanced back out the canopy. Nearly all CDF ships, from the largest battlecruiser to the smallest shuttle, had certain features in common. Their white hulls were almost always smooth, rounded, and spackled with numerous green lights. This transport, by contrast, looked like something that had crawled out of a junkyard. Its brown hull was basically an oversized “E”—or would have been, if the port wing hadn’t been so badly damaged. 

	“They’re intentionally nondescript,” Kaveri went on, sensing my confusion. “The Ministry of Intelligence salvages and converts obsolete transports in order to move high-value prisoners without arousing suspicion.” 

	“Meaning what?”

	“Meaning that the ship is transporting psychic adepts,” she said. “Adepts who were captured by Spiders.”

	The hairs on the back of my neck tingled. “That’s…not good.”

	“They were probably on their way to the CDF base in the Bolas system when something went wrong.”

	The tingling got worse. “Can you sense any Spiders now?”

	“No, but it’s still pretty far away.” She let out a long, deep breath before her tail squeezed at my leg. “Try the Valkyrie’s sensors.”

	“I can only detect one sentient mind, and it’s fading fast,” I told her. “Otherwise, the transport is empty.”

	Kaveri nervously nibbled at her lip. “The standard crew compliment is ten, and only a few would be actual Spiders. You should be able to sense some Subari technicians at the very least.”

	“Maybe they died in whatever event crippled the ship.”

	“Maybe,” she whispered, obviously unconvinced. “Is it stable?”

	“Hard to say,” I murmured. “The scoring on the hull looks like someone has been using it for target practice, but I don’t detect any debris from other vessels. There aren’t any lingering torpedo ion trails, either. Something inside must have exploded.”

	“Or was sabotaged,” she reasoned. 

	I shrugged. As unbelievable as this Valkyrie was in a thousand different ways, I would have given just about anything for the Gazack’s “normal” sensor array right about now. Having Raxyl around would have been even better…as long as he wasn’t also scrunched up in my lap. That was one mental image I could definitely do without. 

	“Anyway, as far as I can tell, the engines are totally gone and half the plasma conduits on the ship have ruptured,” I went on. “But the fusion core seems stable enough, at least for the moment.”

	Kaveri frowned. “We could still contact the others on Varsus. I wouldn’t be surprised if half of Seraph Squadron was already in their fighters. They could be here in ten or fifteen minutes.”

	“Whoever’s still on that ship won’t last that long,” I said. “We’re the only ones who can possibly save her in time.”

	“I suppose so,” she murmured. I thought she might try to argue, but then her entire body seemed to transform right in front of me. Her posture stiffened, her jaw clenched, and I swore I could feel every muscle in her arms and legs coil in preparation to strike. Once again, I was completely baffled by her capacity to shift between her multiple personalities so fluidly. In a way, I was no long looking at a Velothi Succubus. 

	I was looking at a Blade of the Seraph. 

	“We should be able to dock in the transport’s hangar,” she said. “Take us in.”

	 

	 

	

  5 
The Transport


   


  I steered us within about a hundred meters of the transport, matching its roll with relative ease, and the closer we approached, the more I hoped the Valkyrie wouldn’t randomly accelerate. I still had no idea what I was doing, though putting my hand back on the flight stick had calmed my nerves more than I had expected. I couldn’t tell if the physical controls were optional or not—the fighter responded to mental commands just fine—but when I twisted the stick, it still responded normally, so perhaps it just had multiple inputs. 


  Regardless, piloting the Valkyrie turned out to be the least of our problems. 


  “I don’t see a docking hatch anywhere,” I said as we rolled around the stricken ship. “And without someone to open the hangar for us, I’m not sure how we can actually get inside.”


  “Just bring us a little closer,” Kaveri said, her eyes narrowing in concentration. “I have an idea.”


  I eased within twenty meters of the closed doors before I killed the engines and swapped to the maneuvering thrusters. “Okay…now what?”


  “Now we hope the internal containment fields are still operational,” she said, stretching out with both her hands. At first, I didn’t know what she could possibly be doing, but then I caught a sudden glimpse of movement from the transport. The hangar doors were visibly trembling, and after another few seconds, several sections of the metal started to buckle. 


  “No,” I whispered, turning back to face her. “You can’t possibly…”


  I trailed off and stared at her in quiet awe. I understood that she was a powerful telekinetic, but the amount of sheer force required to rip the doors off a transport was…I couldn’t even imagine. It didn’t seem possible. 


  But then her glowing eyes intensified, and the hangar doors burst open like she had wrenched them apart with a giant invisible crowbar. We couldn’t hear any sound through the vacuum, obviously, but the screech of the shearing metal surely would have been deafening if we had been inside an atmosphere. Thankfully, the bay didn’t decompress; a translucent blue force field instantly materialized in the gap.


  “There,” Kaveri said, slumping back against me and gasping for breath. “As long as they don’t try and send us the repair bill, we should be fine.”


  I smiled and squeezed her arm. “One day I’ll learn not to underestimate you.”


  “We’ll see.”


  Grinning, I nudged the flight stick forward and eased us through the gap she had created. Once we crossed through the containment field, the cacophony inside the transport finally became audible. The sheer number of wailing alarm klaxons made me wonder if the ship was in even worse shape than we’d thought. 


  “The atmosphere in here is technically breathable,” I said as we touched down, hoping the Valkyrie wasn’t lying to me. “But there are a lot of ruptured conduits throughout the ship. Half the corridors are probably flooded with toxic gas.”


  Kaveri nodded distantly as her eyes scoured the hangar. “All the equipment in here appears intact. There should be respirators in the supply room over there. Go ahead and pop the canopy.”


  Bracing myself for the worst, I concentrated on the controls and ordered the fighter to open up. The instant the oxygen seals hissed open, I half expected to asphyxiate or get sucked straight out into the vacuum behind us. But fortunately, the sensors had been telling the truth, and the air was thin but perfectly breathable…at least in here. 


  Hopping out of the Valkyrie was a little awkward without a ladder, but we both managed to land on the flight deck more or less gracefully. All told, we had only been stuck in that cockpit for twenty minutes or so, but being able to stretch my legs felt remarkably good. I took a moment to glance around, instinctively reaching into my jacket for my holdout pistol. 


  “Is it weird that we’re the only ship in here?” I asked.


  “A little,” Kaveri said, dashing over to the supply closet. “Most transports this size should have at least one emergency shuttle.”


  I frowned. “Maybe the crew already boarded it and got the hell out of here.”


  “If that were the case, they wouldn’t have left the transport intact. And we would have detected their wake trail when we got close.”


  “Mm,” I murmured, yet again wishing Raxyl were here. As irritating as he was sometimes, I felt strangely alone without him at my side. I guess that was what happened when you’d known someone since you were a kid. 


  “We’re in luck,” Kaveri said, emerging from the tiny service closet with a pair of respirators. “They’re designed for Subari physiology rather than Tarreen.”


  I took one of the masks and put it on. Subari were similar enough to humans and Velothi that they fit well enough, and I felt a lot better knowing we wouldn’t pass out the instant we inhaled a cloud of vaporized coolant. 


  “I don’t suppose you found a plasma rifle or two in there,” I said, briefly taken aback by how ominous my voice sounded through the mask. “I’d also settle for a rocket launcher.”


  “Sadly, no,” Kaveri lamented. Her eyes narrowed in concentration for a moment. “I can sense the mind you were talking about, but she’s fading rapidly.”


  I bit down on my lip. Without the Valkyrie’s help, I couldn’t sense anything, and I hadn’t realized until this moment just how unsettling that was. I suddenly felt like half a person. 


  Flying that damn ship is going to be every bit as addictive as carsenium. I wonder how the Seraph Squadron pilots are handling it. 


  I shook away the thought and drew my holopad from my belt. “I can’t detect anything past a few meters,” I said. “There’s a ton of interference, probably from a ruptured power conduit.”


  “I know where she is,” Kaveri said. “This way.”


  Mentally crossing my fingers, I followed her as she dashed over to the only exit and fiddled with the keypad. I was a little surprised she didn’t just telekinetically rip the door open—interior doors had probably a tenth as much mass as the exterior ones—but perhaps she wanted to save her strength. That, or she was just looking for an excuse to find yet another way to show off. 


  “Here we go,” she warned. “Be ready.”


  I nodded and wedged myself to the side of the doorframe, pistol in hand, as the door abruptly hissed open. I half expected the corridor to be filled with Convectorate assault mechs, but instead we just got a face full of noxious gray-green gas. 


  “I can’t see a damn thing,” I said, wishing we had found full enviro-suits. My holopad insisted the gas wasn’t going to dissolve our skin, but I still wasn’t overly fond about the idea of trudging through it. 


  “Her mind is fading,” Kaveri said. “We need to move quickly.”


  I nodded and rushed forward. Now I wished that Shandris were here, too—this was going to be incredibly anticlimactic if I found the woman from my dreams only to have her die in my arms. Hopefully, there was a half-decent first aid kit somewhere on this ship…


  We maneuvered through two narrow corridors and past a half a dozen ruptured bulkheads when I touched Kaveri’s arm and bade her to stop. 


  “Where the hell is everyone?” I asked. “You said the normal crew complement is twenty?”


  She nodded. “I would have expected to find more bodies.”


  “I would have expected to find at least one body,” I said. “Something’s wrong. Very wrong.”


  “You haven’t had another premonition, have you?”


  “No,” I murmured. “Though that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”


  Kaveri glanced back down the corridor. “We’ve come this far. I believe she’s in the brig. It should be just down that lift.”


  I took a deep breath and tried to ignore the uncomfortable tingle in the back of my mind. “The door looks jammed. Can you—?”


  She thrust out her hands and telekinetically ripped apart the door frame before I could finish the sentence. This time, I could hear the shearing metal just fine, and it was every bit as loud and dissonant as I’d expected. 


  “Right,” I muttered. “Down we go.”


  The lift was dead, but the emergency ladder was built for Subari as well, thankfully, so we had no problem finding enough handholds to descend the smoke-filled tube. Dodging the small fires and intermittent electrical surges was a bit more difficult, but somehow we managed that, too. I spun into the lower corridor in a crouch, pistol clutched in both hands, but again I didn’t see anyone. No broken repair drones, no dead soldiers or technicians…it was like we had boarded a ghost ship. 


  “You’re absolutely positive that this is a prisoner transport?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Kaveri said, though she looked just as unsettled as I felt. “The brig should be right through here.”


  We found yet another door, but this one, strangely, wasn’t even locked. The prison was surprisingly spacious: there were six distinct holding cells along the walls, and the area between them was at least ten meters wide. One of the power conduits in the back of the room had ruptured, and the smoke made it difficult to see much of anything. 


  Except for the woman from my dreams. 


  I rushed forward the instant I saw her. She was suspended in the air inside one of the cells, her arms and legs bound by tethers of orange-red energy that came from the ceiling, her chin slumped listlessly against her chest. She wasn’t wearing a mask; she might have been slowly asphyxiating in the noxious gas. I stopped directly in front of her, genuinely disturbed by the accuracy of my visions, memories, or whatever the hell they were. The shoulder-length blond hair, the matching purple lipstick and eyeshadow, even the blue-gold Dominion military uniform…they were all exactly as I had imagined them. I had never been this curious—or this creeped out—in my entire life. 


  “I don’t see any visible wounds,” I said, gently lifting the woman’s cheek. Her skin was surprisingly cold. “She might be suffocating.”


  “She can take my respirator for a moment,” Kaveri said. “We just need to get her down so we can—oh!”


  We both leapt back when the woman’s eyes unexpectedly shot open. She stared right at me, her green irises so hauntingly familiar it sent a chill down my spine…and then all the alarm klaxons on the ship suddenly fell silent. The damaged conduits stopped sparking, the noxious gas stopped spewing from the vents, and all the broken lights in the area blinked back on as if nothing was wrong. 


  “Seraph save us,” Kaveri hissed. “It’s a tr—!”


  Before she could finish the words, the energy tethers dissipated and dropped the mystery woman to the floor. She thrust out her hand, slamming me with a fist of invisible force. I soared across the room like I had been punted by a V’rath commando, and I crashed into the wall hard enough to knock the air from my lungs. I coughed and gasped for breath, my vision dotted with black spots. But even through my concussed haze, I could still make out the blurry shapes of two women trying to kill each other. 


  I had seen Kaveri fight hand-to-hand in the rec center many times over the past month. Despite her feminine figure and modest strength, she could trounce almost anyone in the academy with relative ease. She was supernaturally quick and brutally precise, all thanks to her training as a Blade of the Seraph. 


  And apparently, she had finally met her match. The mystery woman exploded into motion, lashing out with a series of kicks and punches that seemed borderline impossible for someone wearing a stuffy uniform with a skirt. To me it seemed like they traded blows for a solid minute, but it was probably only a few seconds. And once it became clear that neither was going to triumph in martial combat, they almost simultaneously whirled away and lashed out with their psionic powers. 


  The entire ship trembled from the telekinetic clash. The deck shuddered, the bulkheads groaned, and Kaveri’s face creased as if she were about to be overwhelmed. The mystery woman, on the other hand, looked as calm and stoic as a combat mech. 


  “You cannot escape,” she said in a cold, cultured voice that sent a chill straight down my spine. “The Widow will claim the Last Blade. And you shall lead us to him.”


  Kaveri growled as her boots began slipping on the floor. “Cole, get out of here!”


  My stomach plummeted so quickly I was surprised I didn’t vomit. All these visions, all these strange memories, and the woman I had been seeing over and over again was trying to kill us? Why? It didn’t make any sense.


  “Cole, go!” Kaveri shouted more desperately. “I’ll hold her off as long as I can!”


  My skull was still throbbing, and I didn’t even want to think about how many bruises I was going to have on my arm. But my fallen pulse pistol was still within reach, and I wasn’t about to abandon Kaveri—not now, not ever. I grabbed the grip while I rolled, but when I popped back up in a crouch and took aim, I saw a strange shimmer of movement near the entrance of the room. The residual smoke parted ever so slightly, and a humanoid figure materialized a few meters behind Kaveri. 


  A humanoid figure clad in the jet black armor of a Spider.


  My mouth went dry. Kaveri had described their appearance to me many times, and she had recalled her encounters with them in great detail. But until this moment, I hadn’t really believed her. I had assumed the Spiders were some kind of boogeyman invented by Master Mosaad to scare all of us into line. I hadn’t believed they were real.


  I was wrong. Again. 


  “No!” I roared, shifting my aim and shooting him with a trio of blue-white pulse blasts. But he didn’t even turn to look at me; the energy dissipated harmlessly into the shields of his armor. He lifted his rifle, took aim…


  And then he shot Kaveri in the back. 


  The weapon was set to stun, thank the Seraph, but it still shattered her concentration. She flew backward immediately, crashing hard into the wall and skidding several meters across the floor. She didn’t get up. 


  “Kaveri!” I screamed. 


  My legs were moving before my brain consciously knew what I was doing, and I fired shot after shot into the armored man as I ran. But the blasts were no match for his shields, and he calmly turned and aimed his weapon at my chest as if I were an afterthought. Terror howled through me as I waited for him to pull the trigger and deliver me into darkness…


  But then time itself came crashing to a halt. I froze, breath catching in my throat as I glanced around the room, assuming I had triggered another premonition. But I wasn’t seeing the future—I was living millisecond by millisecond in the present. I didn’t understand how or why it was happening, but I knew this was my only chance to save Kaveri. 


  I took it. Clenching my teeth, I tossed aside my worthless pistol and charged the Spider instead. I slammed my shoulder into his midsection, gambling that his shields were designed to deflect heat, not kinetic energy. It paid off: he crumpled like a blindsided krekball player as I tackled him to the floor. He tried to defend himself, and under normal circumstances he probably would have pounded me into oblivion. But he still moved like he was covered in mud, while every one of my punches and elbows were an order of magnitude faster than normal. I eventually managed to grab his rifle, but rather than shoot him, I whipped the weapon around and bashed the butt into his helmet.


  And then time returned to normal. The Spider stopped moving, unconscious or possibly dead, and I sucked in a deep breath and whipped my head around to the mystery woman. 


  “Fascinating,” she said. “You are far more powerful than the Widow thought.”


  Grimacing, I whirled the rifle into firing position. But just as I pulled the trigger, the weapon jerked out of my hands and flew across the room. I glanced down at my empty palms, wondering if my mind would bless me with another flurry of movement…


  It didn’t. She lunged toward me, and with a single whirling kick, she shattered my respirator and knocked me to the floor. Crying out in pain, I tore the broken mask from my face and rolled on my side to try and elbow her, but she effortlessly caught my arm in an iron grip and pinned me back down to the deck. 


  “I calculate an eighty-six point three percent probability that the Widow will consider you a greater prize than the Velothi concubine,” she said. “She will undoubtedly…”


  She trailed off, and her already pale skin turned bleached white. Her left eye twitched independently of her right, and I saw the telltale focusing movements of a cybernetic iris. 


  “You…” she gasped. “I do not understand how this possible.”


  I stared up at her, still immobilized, before I belatedly realized that she probably hadn’t been able to see my face through the respirator. 


  “You have to get out of here,” she said. “You have to get out of here now.”


  “What?” I gasped. 


  “More Spiders are already on the way,” she told me, releasing her grip and standing up. “Take the Velothi and go. I will attempt to delay them as much as possible.”


  I shook my head, so stupefied that I knew for an absolute fact I had a concussion. “You try to kill us, and now you’re just going to let us leave?”


  “The Spiders do not wish to kill you,” she said as if it were obvious. “They wish to use you as bait for the Last Blade. But all of that will change when they realize who you are.”


  “What the—”


  “Go,” she said, opening her palm and telekinetically sucking the rifle back into her grip. “If the Seraphim are to have any chance of survival, you must escape.”


  With that, she turned and dashed out of the brig. I stared slack-jawed at the open door, wondering if I was finally paying the price for a life of stim abuse. But then I heard Kaveri stir, and I dove over to help her up. 


  “Easy,” I said, taking her arm. 


  Her glowing eyes blinked several times. “What…what happened?”


  “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I muttered. “But we need to get back to the Valkyrie as soon as possible. Can you walk?”


  She swallowed heavily as she glanced over to the insensate Spider and then back to me. “Yes. But how—?”


  “Come on,” I said, helping her the rest of the way up. “If we survive, I promise I’ll tell you all about it.”


   


  ***


   


  The trip back to the Valkyrie was easy, given that the transport was no longer falling apart. I had about fourteen million questions looping through my head as we moved, and somewhere on that list was how in the hell the Vecs had managed to pull off such a complicated ruse. We passed conduits and bulkheads that I swore had been half destroyed a few minutes ago, but perhaps it had all been some kind of holographic chicanery. That, or perhaps I had just been a lot more distracted than I thought. 


  Regardless, no more Spiders popped out of the shadows, and Kaveri was able to telekinetically float both of us up into the cockpit. The starfighter thrummed to life the instant I sat down. 


  “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to that,” I said, bracing myself for the surge of power. When I stretched out with the sensors, I could feel the mind of the mystery woman on the transport. Her emotions were…conflicted, to say the least. Confusion, surprise, even a touch of anger…I wasn’t sure what to make of it. 


  Or her. 


  “Well, here goes nothing…again,” I said, closing the canopy as Kaveri folded herself inside next to me. “Ready?”


  She nodded and braced her left hand on my chest. I didn’t need the ship’s sensors to feel how much pain she was in. I would be, too, the instant my adrenaline rush faded. 


  Just focus on getting her out of here and worry about the details later. That’s exactly what Raxyl would tell you, and as usual, he would be right. 


  I took a deep breath and grabbed the flight stick. “Here we go.”


  The Valkyrie’s maneuvering thrusters roared to life, and I steered us out of the hangar more or less competently before I fired up the sub-light engines. As we surged away from the transport, I reached out with the sensors just to make sure my green-eyed mystery woman wasn’t powering up her weapons. I couldn’t imagine why she would try to kill us now that she had let us go, but I had so little clue what the fuck was going on here that anything seemed possible. 


  “Powering up the astral drive,” I said. “So, if Mosaad was going to be furious at before, how mad do you think he’ll be now?”


  “I honestly don’t know,” Kaveri murmured. “You still haven’t told me what happened.”


  “Because I’m not sure I believe it yet,” I said. “Once that woman looked in my face, she just…let us go.”


  Kaveri’s tendrils twitched. “Spiders do not let anyone go.”


  “Yeah, I got that impression,” I muttered. “She looked shocked. Beyond shocked, actually, as if she couldn’t believe who I was. Then she said something about me being the only chance for the Seraphim to survive.”


  “What?” Kaveri breathed. 


  “I don’t understand it any more than you do. And she didn’t seem eager to provide context. She just ran off and said she would try to buy us as much time as possible.”


  Kaveri’s brow furrowed, and through the Valkyrie, I could feel her mind futilely trying to grapple with the exact same questions as mine. 


  “I don’t know what to make of it either,” I said. “Maybe Mosaad will finally help me develop my powers so I can make more sense of it. Unless he decides to just blast us both out of the airlock for—”


  The Valkyrie’s proximity sensors didn’t so much warble in my ear as stab me like a cattle prod. I bounced in the seat, wondering what the fuck had just happened, when I belatedly sensed the presence of another ship. 


  “Oh, shit,” I breathed. “There’s another ship headed this way.”


  Kaveri’s tendrils twitched nervously. “How close?”


  “Way fucking closer than they should be. I thought you said Valkyries have a longer sensor range than normal ships?”


  “They do, with a competent pilot.”


  I winced. “What are you, Raxyl now?”


  “How long until we can jump?”


  I closed my eyes and concentrated. I swore I could hear the Valkyrie counting down the shift timer in my head. Sixty, fifty-nine, fifty-eight…


  “About a minute,” I said. “But they’ll be on us way before that. They’re moving fast.”


  I still didn’t really know what I was doing, but when I stretched out with my senses, I could almost visualize the incoming ship. It was the size of a standard CDF corvette, but the sleek, vaguely bird-shaped hull design was unlike any Convectorate ship I had ever seen. I couldn’t figure out what kind of armament it was carrying, and yet again I lamented the lack of a tac-holo and a normal computer…


  “Shields are up…I think,” I murmured. “Weapons…well, I guess they don’t really matter.”


  “The more of your concentration you divert to other systems, the longer it will take the psionic drive to accumulate enough power to shift,” Kaveri said. “Just focus on the essentials.”


  I grimaced when my bizarre mental countdown jumped about fifteen seconds. “Fantastic.”


  “You can do this, Cole,” she told me as her tail curled around my ankle. “You’ve done it before.”


  “When piloting the Gazack, sure,” I said. “This time, I think I’m going to use a new plan.”


  She shook her head. “What does that mean?”


  I relaxed my grip on the flight stick and let out a long, slow breath. “It means I’m going to sit here and bet both of our lives on my weird psionic power I barely understand.”


  Her luminescent eyes widened. “What?”


  “Trust me,” I said, letting my eyes fall closed. “Or don’t. Seraph knows I wouldn’t…”


  The enemy ship barreled closer and closer, and my fingers hovered a millimeter above the stick just waiting to react. I could sense the corvette’s engines roaring to their limits; I could feel its weapons charging to full capacity. And when I concentrated hard enough, I could actually feel the collective malice of its crew focused upon me…


  The corvette dropped out of hyperspace behind us like a massive white eagle swooping down to grasp its prey. The ion cannons on its wings immediately opened fire, and the Valkyrie’s sensors screamed a warning directly into my mind—


  But I was already moving. My hand jerked the flight stick a millisecond before the ion blasts burned through our hull, and then again when the corvette unleashed a second volley. I didn’t even open my eyes—I simply allowed my powers to guide me second by second, decision by decision, as if I was living in some kind of time-dilated bubble. Eventually, the corvette tried to adapt; it opened fire with its plasma cannons as well, hoping to try and box us in with a wide-spread barrage. But miraculously, none of its shots connected. 


  I was reasonably sure that Kaveri was saying something, and I felt her tail and hands clutch desperately at my body as we continuously avoided certain death. But I didn’t dare break my concentration. I kept my breathing steady and my eyes closed as if I was listening to prophetic whispers of the universe itself.


  Three, two, one…


  “Seraph save us,” Kaveri whispered. “How…?”


  My eyes finally blinked back open, and I saw for myself that the storm of plasma fire outside our cockpit had been replaced by the endless crimson smear of astral space. We were safe. Somehow. 


  I slumped back in the chair and let out an exhausted breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “See?” I breathed. “No problem at all.”


  “Cole, that was unbelievable,” she gasped. “We should be dead!”


  “We still might be once we get home,” I reminded her. “You know Master Mosaad better than anyone. Do you think he’ll throw us in the brig or just flush us out the airlock?”


  “He won’t be able to ignore what happened,” Kaveri said. “The Spiders know we’re nearby—they laid an ambush just a few light-years from Varsus. It’s only a matter of time before they find the academy.”


  I swallowed heavily. “The green-eyed woman said that the Spiders wanted to use us as bait to capture the Last Blade. I assume she meant Mosaad, but…you’re a Blade of the Seraph, too. Surely there are others.”


  “I don’t know. I always thought there were, but in all the time he trained me, we never met another one.” She pressed her lips into a tight line, and her tendrils began twitching anxiously. “We need some answers, and Mosaad may be the only one capable of giving them to us.”


  “You really think he’ll be in a mood to talk after we stole one of his precious babies?”


  “He will have to be,” Kaveri said, her voice low. “Because I won’t take no for an answer.”


   


   


   



Book Three:

Spider Zero

	 

	 

	 

	


Prologue

	 

	How could he possibly be alive? How could he possibly be here?

	The questions looped over and over through Spider Zero’s mind as she stared out the bridge viewport, and no matter how hard she tried, she could not even begin to calculate the probability of such an outcome. According to her memories—and to the far more accurate Dominion records stored in her cybernetic implants—Cole Vontera had died on Talasea eighteen years ago.

	But then again, so had she. 

	Her implants told her that Cole had been killed in the final bombing run just like several thousand other Dominion citizens. The reports were cold and sterile: identification numbers, holographic images, Intelligence Directorate profiles. But Spider Zero’s memories—the ones that had been cordoned off inside the remnants of her biological brain—weren’t nearly so impersonal. 

	She could feel his body lying still beneath her just as clearly as she could feel the shrapnel lodged in her own chest. The metal shards should have killed him, but they had killed her instead. She could remember those final desperate moments of shallow, blood-choked breaths. She wasn’t bitter or sad; she was pleased that she had shielded him with her flesh. She had only been a child, but she had still understood Cole’s importance. He had needed to survive, no matter the cost. 

	“Incoming transmission from the Avernal Fury, Commander,” the transport’s semi-sentient AI said in its flat, hollow tone. “Shall I open a channel?”

	Spider Zero blinked and glanced down to the tactical hologram on the right side of the transport’s bridge. The admiral’s flagship had just appeared on sensors, as expected. By now, he would have heard about the failed attempt to capture one of Wynn Mosaad’s students, though he wouldn’t realize the full truth about who had slipped through his claws. And it was imperative he never found out. 

	“Yes,” she said, taking a deep breath and clasping her hands behind her uniformed back. The communicator flickered, and a moment later, the translucent holographic figure of an angry Baalir-caste Tarreen shimmered into existence. 

	“Spider Zero,” Admiral Ferron said, his voice a cold, bitter snarl. “Report.”

	“The Wings of the Seraph have escaped our custody, sir.”

	He leaned forward, his orange, vaguely reptilian eyes narrowing. “How is that possible? You had them on your transport!”

	“They were more powerful than we anticipated, sir. The Velothi in particular is quite dangerous. The Last Blade must have completed her training.”

	Ferron’s maw widened into a scowl, and his fangs glinted even through the distortion of the holo-projector. “You are a Spider. You are the Spider—your mistress promised me that you are more than a match for a lone Blade of the Seraph, especially a glorified Velothi whore!”

	“Now that I have had an opportunity to evaluate her powers in person, I am confident in my ability to defeat her given a second opportunity,” Spider Zero said. Her mental conditioning screamed at her to tell Ferron the truth about Cole’s identity and abilities. The pressure in her skull began to build, and her cybernetic implants threatened to trigger her pain receptors. But somehow, she managed to ignore them. Until this moment, she hadn’t even realized such a thing was possible. 

	“That almost sounds like an excuse,” Ferron seethed. 

	“It is a simple statement of facts, Admiral,” she told him. “The Velothi killed Spider Seven, and I was unable to overpower her and her companion at once.”

	He growled and barked something in Tarreen just outside the projector. “The Intelligence Ministry has placed too much faith in the Spider Program,” he said eventually. “I have been repeatedly promised that the Widow’s operatives were more than capable of neutralizing a few scattered psionic adepts.”

	“Despite this setback, I still calculate a ninety-two point three percent probability that the Last Blade and all of his students will be eliminated before the Nelphari Shipyard is fully operational,” Spider Zero assured him. “That is only a two percent adjustment from my last estimate.”

	“You’ll forgive me for not trusting the calculations of a dreega cyborg,” Ferron sneered. “Or whatever you’re supposed to be.”

	She braced her hands upon the helm console. They had started trembling—the more she lied, the more her neural implants seemed determined to take control. “Do you have new orders, Admiral?”

	He sheathed and unsheathed his claws. “Return to the Avernal Fury immediately. This ruse of yours was an abject failure. We will need to continue the search pattern.”

	“As you wish, sir,” she said, nodding. “Spider Zero out.”

	The instant the hologram dissipated, she nearly collapsed to the deck. The pain had become intolerable, and the more she resisted her primary directive, the worse it became. 

	You exist for one purpose, Spider Zero: to save as many lives as possible. If the Last Blade succeeds in resurrecting his order, psychic adepts from across the galaxy will flock to his banner. The Seraphim Covenant will be reborn, and the war will continue indefinitely. Billions will die. Trillions will suffer. Eliminating Wynn Mosaad is the only way to guarantee peace. 

	Spider Zero squeezed at the edges of the control console and struggled to keep herself upright. Until today, the Widow’s logic had been her clear, guiding principle. She had tracked down and destroyed the last few surviving Blades and Covenant operatives. She had hunted psychic adepts all across the galaxy. She had done everything the Widow asked because it had been the only way to guarantee peace. 

	But now…

	If Cole was alive, her calculations needed to change. Alone, the Last Blade and his students had less than an eight percent probability of triggering a significant resistance movement. Cole’s presence doubled those odds, but it also injected an enormous amount of statistical uncertainty into what was otherwise a relatively straightforward calculation. She was no longer capable of predicting long-term political ramifications without making numerous unverifiable assumptions.

	In other words, the route to achieving her primary directive was no longer clear. In most scenarios, his quick and expedient death would probably minimize overall potential casualties. But in the long term, the eventual dissolution of the Convectorate would radically change the balance of power in the galaxy and potentially save even more lives…

	The door behind her abruptly hissed open, and Spider Seven stumbled onto the bridge with one of the medical drones in tow. “What happened?” he asked, removing his helmet. His forehead was spackled with dried blood, and Spider Zero calculated an eighty-seven point three percent chance that Cole’s attack had induced a mild concussion. 

	“The Wings of the Seraph escaped,” she said. “I am preparing to return to the Avernal Fury for new orders.”

	Seven’s face twisted into a scowl. “The male could have killed us both. The dossier never mentioned anything about adepts with temporal acceleration capabilities.”

	“The dossier was incorrect.”

	He walked up next to her and studied her face. “You aren’t wounded?”

	“No.”

	“Then how did he escape?”

	“Because I allowed him to leave,” Spider Zero said. “The calculations have changed. My primary directive is no longer valid.”

	Seven frowned. “What are you talking about?”

	“The calculations have changed,” she repeated. “And you are no longer a necessary part of the equation.”

	Spider Zero drew the pulse pistol from her hip, pointed it at his head, and pulled the trigger. The clatter of his corpse striking the deck reverberated throughout the ship.

	She closed her eyes, expecting another crippling wave of pain to wash over her. But it never came. The pressure in her skull abated, and she was able to stand fully upright once again. 

	Behavioral imperatives updated. You will aid Cole and the Last Blade. You will find a way to ensure their survival and spread their message across the sector. It is the only way to ensure compliance with the primary directive. You will save as many lives as possible. You will ensure peace. 

	Spider Zero returned her pistol to its holster and activated the helm console. “Plot a return course to the Avernal Fury. Admiral Ferron is waiting.”

	 

	 

	 

	
1 
The Return

	 

	My mind was still reeling by the time Kaveri and I shifted back into normal space, and it had nothing to do with the strange tingling sensation from our exposure to astral energies. We had absolutely no business being alive, let alone free and mostly unharmed. A few bumps and bruises aside, we were basically fine. 

	Or would be, right up until Master Mosaad got a hold of us. 

	“This is Blackstar to Outcast, do you copy?”

	I released a long, slow breath and reached out through the Valkyrie’s sensors. I could detect three other starfighters near the planet—Seraph Squadron had probably been searching for us, as futile as that would have been given the distance we had traveled. 

	“This is Outcast,” I said, bracing myself for the inevitable scolding. “We’re heading back to the hangar now. We have important news about the Spiders.”

	The com stayed silent for a long moment, and a part of me wondered if Commander Winters—aka “Blackstar,” aka the Seraph Squadron leader—would be angry enough to blast us out of the stars. If not, it was probably only because we were flying an irreplaceable psionic starfighter.

	“Proceed back to the Academy immediately,” Blackstar said instead. “I’m glad you’re both safe.”

	Yeah, I’ll bet you are. “We’re on our way,” I said as I toggled off the com and angled us toward the storm-shrouded marble that was Varsus II. “This is going to be fun.”

	Kaveri gently squeezed my chest. Her arm and leg were still slung over me thanks to the cramped confines of the cockpit, but for once, she wasn’t trying to arouse me. Right now we were both far more worried about how we were going to explain what had just happened to Master Mosaad. 

	I closed my eyes for a few seconds as we approached the planet’s upper atmosphere, and an image of the blond-haired, green-eyed woman from the Spider ship materialized before me. I still had no idea who she was—I still had no idea what she wanted. But her final words continued looping through my head.

	If the Seraphim are to have any chance of survival, you must escape.

	I had tried to explain what had happened to Kaveri, but somehow saying the words aloud hadn’t made the insanity feel any more real. We had walked right into a trap laid by the Spiders, and they’d essentially had us dead to rights. Somehow, I had managed to incapacitate one of them, but the blond woman could have easily killed me. And yet for some inexplicable reason, she had let us go. 

	“Talasea,” Kaveri whispered into my ear. “In your dreams, you always see this woman during the massacre at Talasea eighteen years ago.”

	I nodded and swallowed. “Yeah, but I have no idea why.”

	“Before we left, you said you thought you were reliving old memories rather than having prophetic visions. Perhaps you and this woman were both on that planet during the battle.”

	“Maybe, but it was a long time ago. I would have been four at the time, and she didn’t look much older than I am.”

	“Still, it is conceivable,” Kaveri said. 

	“A lot of things are conceivable,” I muttered. “That’s why the pieces don’t want to fit together.” 

	I tried to focus on piloting the Valkyrie. A few hours ago, flying this thing had consumed virtually all of my concentration, but now I already felt like I could steer it through the stormy atmosphere in my sleep. This psionic interface was the most remarkable—and disturbing—piece of technology I had ever come across. I was convinced it was learning as much from me as I was from it. 

	We pierced through the thick layer of clouds a few minutes later, and the heavy rain and buffeting winds made the approach to the concealed mountain fortress far more challenging than it needed to be. Landing turned out to be the easiest part—the Valkyrie basically returned itself to the hangar when the doors slid open.

	Once we had set down, I released the flight stick and disconnected myself from the psionic interface. My senses retreated back into my body, and the transition was more jarring than I had anticipated. I couldn’t feel the presence of the other pilots in the base; I couldn’t feel Kaveri’s mind even though she was sitting on top of me. It was like I had suddenly gone deaf. 

	“That’s going to be annoying,” I said, rubbing my eyes as I watched the crystals on the console dim one by one. “Not that I’ll ever be allowed inside one of these again.”

	I leaned up and peered outside the canopy. Just like I’d expected, Master was standing there waiting for us, resplendent in his white-gold armor. And he was alone. 

	“You’re sure he won’t just kill us?” I asked. “Because that’s probably what I would do in his place.”

	“He needs to know everything,” Kaveri said. “Your visions, the female Spider, your powers…all of it.”

	“That didn’t really answer the question.”

	She sighed and squeezed my arm. “This was my idea, Cole.”

	“Oh, no,” I scolded, shaking my head. “I’m not going to let you fall on your sword for this. I went along with this idea every step of the way.”

	“Just tell him what we learned,” Kaveri said. “We’ll worry about the consequences later.”

	I sighed and popped open the canopy. All told, we had only been gone for about an hour and a half, but it felt like more than a week. The fact that I’d been telekinetically hurled into a wall and then kicked in the face didn’t help. The rush of adrenaline from our escape had dulled the pain for a while, but at this point, I felt like I had gone three rounds in a cage fight with a starving Raag pup. 

	Still, I had a feeling that a bit of physical pain was about to be the least of our problems. 

	“Master,” Kaveri said once she descended the boarding ladder. “There’s something you need to—”

	“I trusted you,” Wynn Mosaad said, his hands clasped behind his back. He looked as calm and poised as ever, but I could sense the barely contained fury rolling off of him. 

	Kaveri paused and lowered her head. She was usually unflappable, especially when her battle instincts had taken over. But standing before Mosaad, she looked like a guilty teenager who had been caught joyriding with her boyfriend in her father’s expensive aircar. 

	“You put the entire base at risk,” Mosaad said. “You put yourself at risk. And for what?”

	When she continued withering beneath his gaze, I braced myself and took a step forward. “It was a stupid stunt,” I admitted. “But while we were out there, we—”

	“A stunt?” Mosaad hissed. His eyes locked onto me like a pair of overcharged pulse cannons. “That’s what you call this? Do you have any idea what could have happened to you? Do you have any idea what’s at stake here?”

	“Yeah, your plot for revenge against Admiral Ferron. That’s what all of this is about, isn’t it?”

	I regretted the words the instant they left my mouth. Mosaad’s face hardened, and I found myself backpedaling without even realizing it. I wasn’t easily cowed, given that I had spent most of my formative years in the Red Ring, but somehow this one middle-aged man was more intimidating than a hundred bloodthirsty pirates put together. A big part of it was that I had no idea what he was capable of. Kaveri was one of the most lethal people I had ever met, and she had only been spent three years training to become a Blade of the Seraph. Mosaad must have been more powerful—probably a lot more powerful. 

	And that was downright terrifying to imagine. 

	“Kaveri told me what happened at Talasea,” I said, struggling to keep my voice above a whisper. “She explained how Ferron launched a surprise attack on your forces after the armistice had already been signed. Most of the Blades of the Seraph were killed, and by the time you were ready to retaliate, you realized the war was already over. You were denied your chance at vengeance, and now you’re out here waging a private war against the Convectorate.”

	Mosaad took a menacing step forward. “You speak out of ignorance. You act out of ignorance.”

	“Sometimes,” I conceded. “Feel free to correct me where I’m wrong, though.”

	His glare was so cold I actually shivered, and I really, really, really wished Raxyl weren’t hibernating right now. I imagined us dashing to the Gazack and trying to escape this place before Mosaad crushed every bone in our bodies with his mind…

	“Master, we encountered the Spiders,” Kaveri said, breaking her silence. 

	Mosaad abruptly turned as if he had just remembered she was still standing there. “What?”

	“They lured us into a trap with a damaged vessel,” she explained. “Once we were on board, they attacked us. We should be dead, but when their leader recognized Cole, she let us go.”

	The older man frowned so intently I feared his brow might envelop his entire face. He couldn’t even muster the words to respond.

	“I know how it sounds,” Kaveri said. “But you need to let us explain. There’s something else going on here…something we need to figure out, and soon.”

	Mosaad glanced back and forth between us. The shadow hanging over his features slowly receded. “Then explain,” he said after a moment. “Quickly.”

	“Cole shifted us into astral space,” Kaveri said. “We traveled about four light-years away, and when we returned to normal space, we detected a damaged ship. I recognized the design as a Spider transport, and I thought they might have captured psionic adepts on board. We decided to investigate, but it was a trap.”

	She took a deep breath. “There were two Spiders aboard. Cole incapacitated one, but the other could have easily killed us. We’re not exactly sure why she didn’t, but there’s more.” She darted a glance at me, and I resigned myself to the inevitable. Kaveri was right: it was time. 

	I took a deep breath. “The short version is that I’ve been having dreams ever since I got here. I can’t explain why, but they’re all very similar. I’m always on a war-torn planet, usually half crushed in debris, and when I crawl out, I’m greeted by a human woman about my age—the same woman we found on that Spider ship.”

	Mosaad’s brow furrowed again, but only for an instant. “You told me you often experienced premonitions—brief warning-flashes of the near-term future. You never said anything about prophetic visions.”

	“I didn’t know what they were at first,” I said, realizing how pathetic the excuse sounded. “But I’ve come around to thinking they’re memories, not visions. Somehow, I’ve met this woman before—she recognized me, and that’s why she let me go.”

	I sighed and rubbed at my temples. I couldn’t even imagine how ludicrous this sounded. I had lived through it, and I still wasn’t convinced it was real. 

	“I must see,” Mosaad said, offering his hand to Kaveri. She reached out and took it, and their eyes closed as their minds touched. I watched uneasily.

	Seraph’s mercy, I hope she can hide things from him. He really doesn’t need to know all the details of our private life…

	Mosaad took a step backward a few seconds later, and his confusion gave way to concern. “Spider Zero,” he murmured. 

	I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Huh?”

	“She was—she is—the original template for the Spider program,” Mosaad said. “I had no idea she was in this sector.”

	I waited for him to elaborate but wasn’t particularly surprised when he didn’t. Whatever else he might have been, he was a man who cherished his secrets. 

	“Is that bad or good?” I finally prompted. 

	“It is merely…surprising.” Mosaad swallowed heavily, and he had the look of someone who was struggling to pull himself out of an abyss of dark memories. “I do not understand why she of all people would let you go. Or why she seemed to recognize you.”

	“Well, that makes two of us,” I said. “But if my memories are accurate, we were both on Talasea eighteen years ago.”

	Mosaad’s eyes seemed to study me in a new light. “You had no knowledge of this before?”

	“No,” I said. “But I only would have been four at the time, so I guess it’s not surprising I can’t remember anything. My first real tangible memory is lying on a disgusting bunk in the bowels of a pirate ship with a bunch of other kids who’d been taken by the Red Ring.”

	“Is it possible, Master?” Kaveri asked. “Could Cole and this woman have been on Talasea?”

	“Perhaps,” Mosaad said. “Millions were slaughtered during Ferron’s attack, and we never came close to finding all the bodies. Still…it is a curious coincidence, to say the least.”

	“Cole needs help mastering his abilities. He must be remembering this woman for a reason.” Kaveri stepped forward and placed her hand on his shoulder. “I know you’re upset with us, Master, but this is important.”

	“Indeed,” Mosaad said, studying me again. “I need to know what you have seen. May I look?”

	I hesitated. I had never been thrilled at the prospect of someone peeking around my head, especially someone I didn’t completely trust. But given the circumstances, I didn’t see any way around it. 

	“Go ahead,” I whispered. “Do I need to do anything?”

	“No. Just try and relax….”

	Mosaad closed his eyes. I felt the faintest pressure on the sides of my head, almost like he was touching my scalp with his fingers, and I did my best to control my anxiety and focus my thoughts on my visions of this Spider Zero woman. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be able to look any deeper without me knowing about it…

	“Curious,” Mosaad murmured after a moment. 

	“Curious?” I asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Your recollection of the massacre is abstract, but still accurate enough that I suspect you may have indeed been there,” he said, his eyes fluttering back open. “Do you have any idea why?”

	I shook my head. “Before a few days ago, I was convinced I’d spent my whole life in this sector. The Red Ring said I was an orphan.”

	“You probably were, thanks to the war,” Mosaad said. “If your parents were killed on Talasea, you would have been easy prey for the countless scavengers and slavers that harvested the planet in the aftermath of the battle.”

	I pursed my lips. He wasn’t wrong—the Red Ring had been filled with orphans just like every other fringe group. Some of the other boys I’d grown up with—all of them aliens—had watched their parents get murdered by the very pirates who’d abducted them; I’d had the comparatively good fortune of never remembering mine in the first place. 

	“Do you have any idea why he would have known Spider Zero?” Kaveri asked. 

	“I’m afraid not,” Mosaad said. “In all likelihood, you’ve simply forgotten all but a few bits and pieces. Childhood trauma is notoriously unkind to memory.”

	“So what, that’s it?” I asked. “We’re out of options?”

	“I never said that.” He paused and glanced back over his shoulder. “There is a chance Doctor Krall might be able to aid you.”

	I frowned. “How?”

	“Her empathic healing abilities are capable of much more than repairing simple cuts and bruises. During the heyday of the Dominion, Seraphim with her skillset could repair psychological damage or restore suppressed memories.”

	“You believe I’m injured somehow? Or that my mind is intentionally blocking out the old memories?”

	“I am not certain what I believe…yet,” Mosaad corrected. “But if you are connected to Spider Zero in some way, we need to know how. Her mistress is capable of anything.”

	“Her mistress?”

	“A woman who calls herself the Widow,” Kaveri said. “She is the leader of the Spider Program within the Convectorate Intelligence Ministry. We don’t know much about her, other than the fact she developed the program specifically to track down psionic adepts before the Blades could recruit them.”

	“Everyone on this base except you is here because we saved them from the Widow and her Spiders,” Mosaad said. “If your memories have been altered or suppressed in some way, we need to unlock them. And Doctor Krall is our best hope.”

	“If you say so,” I murmured. It still felt strange to me that the most powerful psychic on this base was passing me off to a woman who had only just begun to tap into her powers, but honestly I would rather have Shandris try to help me anyway. At least I trusted her. 

	Mosaad eyed us both again. “Given the circumstances, we’ll save further recriminations for another time. But if Spider Zero is out there, destroying the Nelphari shipyard is even more important.”

	I blinked. With everything that had happened in the past few hours, I had almost forgotten about his insane plan to throw Seraph Squadron at the nearby Convectorate shipyard. It seemed even more ludicrous now than before. 

	“Uh…are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked. “If the Spiders laid a trap this close to us, they must already know we’re nearby. Shouldn’t we start evacuating the base as soon as possible?”

	“They wouldn’t bother with a ruse if they were convinced they could find us through conventional means,” Mosaad said, waving his hand dismissively. “There simply aren’t enough Convectorate ships in this sector to perform a real search. Even if they get lucky, I doubt they’ll locate Varsus for several months.”

	“How can you be so sure?”

	“Because I chose this planet for a good reason,” Mosaad said. “There’s nothing in this system to attract attention, and thanks to the storms and atmospheric interference, the base is almost undetectable beyond low orbit. If they had a hundred scout ships, they might be able to track us down, but Ferron’s battleship will have a much more difficult time.”

	I shared a wary glance with Kaveri. She didn’t seem any happier about Mosaad’s dismissal than I was. Then again, it was surprisingly easy to forget just how vast space really was—a light-year might have been a relatively short trip via astral space, but sensor ranges weren’t infinite. Charting individual systems took an enormous amount of time. 

	“You both need to get to the infirmary,” Mosaad said, letting out a long, enervated sigh before he turned to Kaveri. “Come to my quarters after Doctor Krall has taken a look at you. We still have a great deal to discuss.”

	She nodded contritely. “Yes, Master.”

	“As for you,” he went on, his eyes latching back onto me, “the fact you were able to fly a Valkyrie and shift into astral space without a single day of training is nothing short of remarkable.”

	I glanced back at the starfighter. “I can hardly believe technology like this even exists. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

	“And you never will again if you can’t learn to follow orders,” Mosaad said pointedly. “See what the doctor can do for you, then return to your quarters. I will summon you later.”

	“Later?” Kaveri asked. “But Cole proved he can fly a Valkyrie without—”

	“He proved a number of things, not all of them good,” Mosaad interrupted. “We shall see what the future holds.”

	“Yeah,” I whispered. “I guess we will.”

	 

	***

	 

	The instant we left the hangar, I exhaled so heavily I almost passed out. A few hours ago, I had been convinced that I would never have a chance to fly one of the Valkyries. And now that I had done so, I was convinced that I would never have a chance to fly one of the Valkyries again.

	Still, all things considered, our meeting could have gone a lot worse. Perhaps I was allowing my natural cynicism to get the better of me. 

	“Well,” I murmured as we walked through the corridors, “at least we’re still in one piece.”

	“He’s hiding something,” Kaveri said, her eyes narrowed in thought. 

	I snorted. “You think? This instant we mentioned this ‘Spider Zero’ person, his entire attitude changed. It was like he forgot all about the fact we had just stolen the Valkyrie.”

	She nodded idly and kept walking. The corridors were almost completely empty aside from the maintenance mechs; Mosaad had probably ordered them cleared when he’d learned what had happened. It was for the best—I really didn’t feel like arguing with Morningstar or any of the others right now. 

	“I don’t understand why he wouldn’t tell us everything he knows about this woman,” Kaveri said.

	“I don’t know, but he seems more resolved than ever to carry out this attack,” I said. “Now that I’ve actually flown one, I admit that the Valkyries are more powerful than I thought. But twelve starfighters—even twelve psionic starfighters—are no match for a shipyard and however many battleships the Vecs have defending it.”

	Kaveri sighed softly. “Perhaps he will be willing to reveal more of his plans to me in private.”

	“Maybe,” I muttered, though I didn’t believe it for a second. The more time I spent on this base, the more I became convinced that we had unwittingly joined a story that had already been told. Spider Zero, the Battle of Talasea…it was as if the walls themselves echoed with the weight of history, but we couldn’t understand the language. 

	Yet. 

	“After we meet with Shandris, you should definitely remain in our quarters for a while,” Kaveri said. “When the other pilots learn what happened—”

	“They’ll hate me even more than they did before,” I said. “Yeah, I already considered that. But honestly, I’m more worried about staying here on Varsus. You people have been telling me how dangerous and deadly the Spiders are ever since I arrived, and I finally had a chance to see them firsthand. So why the hell aren’t we packing up and moving to another base?”

	“I do not know,” Kaveri admitted. “But Master Mosaad has been able to shield us from the Spiders this long. We shouldn’t underestimate his abilities.”

	I turned and studied her profile. Once again, I had to remind myself that she saw Wynn Mosaad very differently than I did. To me, the man was just a bitter, ex-Dominion operative waging his own personal war against the Convectorate; to her, he was the man who had saved her life and taught her virtually everything she knew. It was going to take a lot to convince her that he didn’t have our best interests in mind. 

	But at least the veneer was starting to peel. With luck, some of my corrosive cynicism would rub off on her yet. 

	We reached the infirmary without incident, and Shandris was already there waiting for us. Her wavy blue hair was so tousled it was obvious she had been dragged out of bed. 

	“This will be the second night in a row the two of you kept me from getting any sleep,” she said, one hand parked saucily on her hip. “You’re lucky I’m a very forgiving person.”

	“Sorry. Though honestly I’m a little surprised we’re even here. I figured we’d be in the brig by now.”

	“After what you pulled, you should be,” she said, shaking her head. “Or maybe I just like the idea of seeing you both tied up.”

	I laughed despite myself. Her smile was nearly as infectious as Kaveri’s. She also looked particularly adorable in her fuzzy white sleepwear. Her pants were relatively loose and baggy, but the top was cropped just enough I could appreciate her toned red midriff. 

	“Seriously, though, what the hell were the two of you thinking?” Shandris asked. 

	“We weren’t, obviously,” I said. “We—”

	“Cole is the best pilot on this base, and he deserves to be flying one of the Valkyries,” Kaveri said. “The fact we’re still alive proves that much.”

	I placed my hand on her shoulder and squeezed. I didn’t deserve her loyalty, but I knew it was genuine. And it wasn’t just because she was my Imprinted mate, either. She believed what she said. 

	Whether it was true or not was a different story. 

	Shandris eyed us curiously and placed a hand on each of our foreheads. Her blazing skin sent a wave of goosebumps down my spine, but in a pleasant way. “I don’t know anything about flying, but you seem like you had a bumpy ride.”

	“It wasn’t the ride,” I told her. “It was the Spiders we ran into on the side of the road.”

	Her red skin desaturated until it was almost pink. “What?”

	“It’s a long story that involves several high-speed collisions with a bulkhead,” I told her. “I don’t think there’s any serious damage.”

	She swore under her breath. “Mosaad didn’t say anything about Spiders.”

	“He didn’t know until a few minutes ago.” I walked over to the nearest med-table and beckoned to Kaveri. “I’ll tell you all about it later, but why don’t you have a look at Kaveri first? The boss is antsy to speak with her again.”

	“Right,” Shandris said, nodding slowly. “Just lie down and I’ll see what I can do.”

	Kaveri hopped up on the med-table, and Shandris placed both her hands on the Velothi’s head and closed her eyes. Her healing powers were less obvious from a distance, especially when the damage was mostly internal. But it was clear when she located Kaveri’s concussion—Shandris twitched in place and grimaced as she siphoned the pain into her own body.

	“Damn, girl, you hid that well,” Shandris breathed through clenched teeth. “You’re lucky you’re more durable than the average Velothi.”

	“Yes, I am,” Kaveri admitted. “But I’m even luckier we have you around.”

	“Flattery will get you everywhere. But I’d also settle for a bottle of Drellian brandy some night this week.”

	“Then I shall find one,” Kaveri said, smiling. Once Shandris had steadied herself and regenerated the damage, the Velothi leaned up and kissed her softly on the lips. Considering I had just watched the two of them devour each other yesterday, I probably should have been desensitized.

	I wasn’t, of course. The sight of two beautiful alien girls kissing still made my cock swell so quickly it hurt. If my skull weren’t throbbing so badly, I would have been seriously tempted to join them, especially when Kaveri’s tail curled around the Kreen’s slender leg. 

	But then she abruptly pulled away and glanced over at me. “Cole needs your help,” she said. “And I don’t want to keep Master Mosaad waiting.”

	“Right,” Shandris said, running her tongue across her lips. “Well, you know where to find me when you want to settle your debt.”

	Kaveri smiled, and I could tell how difficult it was for her to stand and walk away. Her Succubus genes were probably screaming at her to spend the rest of the night playing with Shandris, but her sense of duty eventually won out. She tossed me a knowing glance as she slipped out of the room. The playful glint in her eyes said “we’re going to have a lot of fun later;” the serious set of her jaw said “I’ll try and appease Mosaad and see what else I can learn.” I didn’t know anyone else who could deliver two disparate messages with a single look. 

	Once she was gone, Shandris let out a deep breath and shook her head. “I don’t know how you ever get anything done with that girl around,” she whispered. “Just being in the same room with her is…”

	“I’d be lying if I said you get used to it,” I replied with a smirk. 

	Shandris visibly forced herself to drag her eyes away from the door, almost like she was ensnared by some kind of spell. It wasn’t all that far from the truth. 

	“She’s not even designed to entice Kreen and I can’t stop thinking about her,” Shandris breathed. “How the hell do you manage?”

	“I don’t.”

	Shandris took a deep breath and brushed an unruly blue lock from her face. I couldn’t help but smile—somehow she was even cuter when she was flustered. 

	“Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said, clearing her throat and beckoning at the med-table. “Let me see what I can do.”

	Once I had sat down, she placed her hands on the sides of my face and closed her eyes. As usual, I could feel her power flowing through my body almost like I had just been submerged in a tub of warm water. Also as usual, a part of me was tempted to stop her—I really didn’t like the idea of causing her pain, even for a moment. Knowing that she would have insisted didn’t make it any easier to watch her abruptly grimace and tense up.

	“You’re lucky your shoulder didn’t pop out of its socket,” she said through clenched teeth. 

	“I’m lucky I’m alive,” I said. The pain in my skull and shoulder was already receding—even the best painkillers in the galaxy didn’t work this quickly. 

	Shandris winced again, this time hard enough that her entire body trembled. Her breathing became erratic, and I reflexively placed my hands on her waist in the hopes of steadying her. But ultimately there was nothing I could do besides watch in morbid fascination as she regenerated the injuries she had siphoned into herself. When her cat-like golden eyes slowly fluttered back open, I shook my head and squeezed her sides. 

	“I know I say you’re amazing every time you do that, but seriously…you’re amazing.”

	She smiled tiredly. “I do the best I can. Though if you ever get your leg cut off, you’re on your own.”

	“I wish I could shield you from the pain. I guess maybe I should stop getting hurt.”

	“You only just figured that out?” She snickered and kissed me gently on the forehead. “Besides, it’s not all bad. You do seem to enjoy it more than most.”

	I glanced down to the mountainous bulge in my pants. “It’s, um…”

	Shandris giggled. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I’ve learned to take it as a compliment.”

	I smiled back and ran a hand through her hair. “You should.”

	Keeping her eyes locked on mine, she dragged her fingers down my chest until her hand settled atop my bulge. “Last night was the most fun I’ve had in a long time.”

	“Me, too,” I whispered. 

	“Still, it doesn’t seem fair,” she said, slowly unbuckling my belt. “How is a girl like me supposed to compete with a Velothi Succubus?”

	“You manage just fine, trust me,” I assured her, placing my hand on her cheek. “I’ve never met anyone else like you.”

	“Hmph. Now you’re just trying to get back into my pants.”

	“Is it working?”

	“Unfortunately, yes.” 

	She grinned and kissed me. Her lips and tongue were so hot I almost didn’t notice her unzip my fly and slip her fingers beneath my underwear. “Last time you were in here, I allowed this growth of yours to fester,” she whispered, freeing my cock. “If I want to become a real doctor, I suppose I should try and learn from my mistakes.”

	Her long, delicate fingers curled around the shaft. The heat was so intense I couldn’t help but gasp. 

	“You know, when I was younger, I didn’t even realize human males had the right parts,” Shandris said as she began nibbling at my earlobe. 

	I wrapped my arm around her waist and held her tightly against me. “Did you have us confused with Kali?”

	“Not exactly,” she snickered. “The colony I grew up on was such a backwater we barely even had off-world holo-vids. I thought humans were monsters even larger than the Tarreen or the V’rath. When I met one a few years later, I almost didn’t believe her when she told me what she was.”

	I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes when she began stroking faster. The heat felt amazing, but beads of sweat were already forming on my skin. 

	“Well, aren’t you glad we have everything in the right place?” I asked breathlessly. 

	“Very glad. You’re the first human male I’ve ever been with.”

	“Human male…but not human?”

	Shandris smirked. “You’ve probably guessed by now that I prefer girls. But boys occasionally have their virtues.”

	She kissed me again, and my cock throbbed in delight when her scalding tongue began dancing with mine. I placed my right hand on her bare stomach and crawled past her belly until my fingers wormed beneath her cropped shirt. The fabric was soft and loose, and I eagerly began fondling her firm, fabulous tits. She eventually pulled back a few centimeters, though her hand continued pumping me as vigorously as ever. My hand returned the favor, finding a stiff nipple and stroking tight circles around it with my middle finger.

	“The way I see it, the better you and I get along, the more chances I’ll get to share Kaveri,” she cooed, her lips curled into a devilish smile. 

	I snorted. “That’s all I am to you? A gateway to Kaveri?”

	“More or less. Can you blame me?”

	“Nope.”

	Shandris giggled and gently kissed my nose, then brought her lips back to my ear. “I wasn’t prepared for how good you tasted,” she whispered. “Or how amazing you felt inside me.”

	I bit down on my lip. The heat of her fingers was finally starting to burn, but somehow the pain made it even harder to hold back. I was going to explode at any second…

	And then she abruptly removed her hand and glanced down at my desperate, twitching member. “Technically, I’m not on duty for another six hours,” she said into my ear. “You want to take me back to your quarters and fuck me again?”

	I vaulted off the med-table so quickly I almost tripped and fell on my face. Holding my pants up with one hand, I wrapped my arm around her waist and half pushed, half dragged her to the exit. She giggled and nibbled at my ear as we moved, even after we stepped into the corridor. The halls were still empty at this point, thankfully, so I dashed into my room, threw her onto the bed, and pounced on top of her. 

	I wasn’t sure if it was leftover adrenaline from our near-death escape or not, but my second wind turned me into an animal. I stripped her in record time, and I was seriously tempted to flip her onto her belly, grab her hair, and pound her into the mattress until she cried out for mercy. But while Kaveri would have gone wild being treated like a piece of meat, Shandris’s fetishes were still a bit of a mystery to me. When her crimson body was fully exposed, I drew in a breath and forced myself to take it slow. 

	Kneeling between her legs, I slid my body atop her, planting a kiss upon her abdomen before moving up to her breasts. She watched, breathless, as I cupped her firm red tits in each hand, then lowered my mouth to engulf one of her night-blue nipples.

	“Stars above,” she breathed, throwing back her head and curling her legs around me. The heat between us was building so quickly I was already sweating again.

	“How do you want it?” I asked, licking my way up to her lips and pressing the tip of my cock against her smoldering slit. 

	Shandris smiled. “I’ll burn you up,” she warned.

	“As long as you heal me afterward, I’m willing to take that risk.”

	She smiled. “I had another idea. Take me into your shower.”

	I glanced off to the small cubby embedded in the room’s eastern wall. Given the space and energy limitations here, the personal showers weren’t designed for more than one person. Not that being cramped had ever stopped me from dragging Kaveri in there most mornings…

	Grinning, I grabbed Shandris by the hips and scooped her up into my arms. Once we were inside, she toggled on a cold stream that would have instantly shriveled my cock if I weren’t so damn hard. Her eyes glimmered devilishly, and I promptly slammed her back against the wall tiles and plunged into her scalding cunt. 

	“Be’lasa!” she gasped, hers hands clutching at my back. “How the hell can you feel this good?”

	I barely even heard her, too caught up in the motion of my hips as I drove inside her again and again and again. Somehow, my cock had already forgotten just how hot she actually was. I bit down on my lip and braced myself, struggling to not explode. Her cunt hurt in exactly the right way. Taking her hurt in exactly the right way.  

	“Shit,” I breathed. The cold water rushed between her tits and down her belly until it streamed across my cock between thrusts, and the rapid change in temperature was making it even more difficult to contain myself. I couldn’t imagine ever getting used to this—or growing tired of it. 

	“Come on,” she begged. “You brought me here to fuck me, didn’t you? So fuck me!”

	Clutching her thighs, I slammed into her with renewed vigor, rutting like a wild animal. Thanks to the water, every thrust was wet and loud, though it quickly became difficult to hear anything over her screams of delight. I loved that she wasn’t shy or quiet, and I really loved knowing how much she genuinely wanted me inside her. 

	She blubbered incomprehensibly as an orgasm shuddered through her. The climax made her quim even hotter, and it pushed me over the edge. 

	“Oh, shit,” I gasped. “Here it comes!”

	“Wait! I want to taste you again…”

	She pushed me away and sank to her knees in a single smooth motion. My cock barely had time to cool in the water before her smoldering lips engulfed the shaft. She looked up at me, her cat-like eyes practically begging me to feed her. 

	And so I did. Grabbing a tuft of her hair in each hand, I fired a half a dozen salvos straight down her throat. She was nearly as poised as Kaveri; she didn’t flinch no matter how much I pumped into her, and I could tell it was a lot. Once I finished and slumped back against the shower wall, she opened her mouth wide enough to show me her prize before she gulped it all down. 

	“Be’lasa,” she breathed, panting and licking at her lips. “I can’t believe I’ve been missing this all these years.”

	“I guess that just means we’ll have to work hard to catch up,” I told her, smiling and reaching out to gently rub a hand across her cheek. 

	She kissed my palm, then leaned down to gently lick the tip of my rapidly shriveling member. “I look forward to it.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	The quarantine lights blinked three times in rapid succession, signifying that the sensors had not detected any biological contaminants on Spider Zero’s body. The airlock seal opened three point two seconds later, and she promptly strode through the opening and boarded the Avernal Fury. 

	“Yet again the dreega filth returns without her quarry,” Commander Korax said, his gravelly Tarreen voice echoing down the corridor with remarkably clarity. “The Hierarchy should have listened to Admiral Ferron and sent us a platoon of seeker mechs instead. We have no use for your kind here.”

	“Considering that seeker units are unable to detect psionic signatures, let alone overwhelm a fully trained Blade of the Seraph, I find your supposition unlikely,” Spider Zero replied, calmly clasping her hands behind her back. “Nevertheless, you may yet have an opportunity to test your hypothesis.”

	Korax’s maw widened until both rows of his jagged teeth were clearly visible. As a member of the green-scaled Marid caste, his stature was relatively unimpressive for a Tarreen—both the administrator caste Asraad and the warrior caste Baalir had significantly larger frames on average. Korax still towered over Spider Zero by nearly half a meter, however, and he was at least twice her weight. He could quite literally break her in half if he so desired. 

	Most humans would have found him extremely intimidating. Spider Zero did not. 

	“Ferron believes that the Hierarchy has granted your kind far too much autonomy these past few cycles,” Korax said. “Perhaps your continued failures will finally embarrass the Intelligence Ministry enough that they will scrap the Spider Program altogether.”

	“Perhaps,” Spider Zero replied neutrally. She could have explained to him why this supposition was just as faulty as the first, but she calculated a ninety-two point seven percent probability that her efforts would be wasted. 

	The Convectorate had been demonizing psychics for over a hundred solar cycles, and most Tarreen outside of the Intelligence Ministry despised the Spiders. The Hierarchy insisted they were a necessary evil, however, at least until the last few Blades of the Seraph had been located and destroyed. But even then, Spider Zero only calculated a twenty-two point one percent chance the program would be shut down entirely. As long as psionic abilities existed, the Convectorate would need specialized operatives to neutralize potential threats, no matter what men like Ferron and Korax thought. 

	“The admiral is expecting you,” Korax said. “Don’t keep him waiting.”

	He pointed down the corridor with one of his claws, and Spider Zero offered him a final nod before she turned and began walking toward the bridge. Like all Convectorate Defense Force vessels, the Avernal Fury was largely automated; the total current crew was only two hundred fifteen, and most of those were Manoth technicians or Subari engineers. Korax and Ferron were two of only six Tarreen on the entire ship—a salient reminder of the fact that one of the least prolific species in the known galaxy wielded the most political power.

	Ferron was standing over the full-size tactical hologram when Spider Zero stepped off the lift and onto the bridge. The two pale-skinned Subari officers next to him scattered when they saw her approach. 

	“There you are,” Ferron grumbled, his five-centimeter-long claws unsheathing at the sight of her. “I expected you almost an hour ago.”

	“The transport’s hyperdrive suffered minor damage during our confrontation with the Velothi,” Spider Zero lied. “Repairs took longer than anticipated.”

	His eyes narrowed, but she wasn’t concerned about him calling her bluff. Her psionic powers allowed her to manipulate machinery at a molecular level, and she had sabotaged the hyperdrive herself. The additional repair time had given her the opportunity to formulate several potential plans for saving Cole and the other psionic adepts. 

	Unfortunately, based on her current calculations, none of them had more than a seven point four percent success rate. 

	“Our scout ships are awaiting new orders,” Ferron said eventually. “The computer has developed a spiral search pattern based upon your last position, but I want you to narrow it down even further with that psionic brain of yours.”

	“Of course, Admiral,” Spider Zero replied, stepping forward and activating one of the holographic interfaces. “I can extrapolate potential base locations, but even if we narrow the search, the Last Blade will likely be able to evacuate his students before we—”

	“Mosaad isn’t going anywhere,” Ferron interrupted. “He is proud and stubborn, and he would rather accelerate his plans than scrap them entirely.”

	Spider Zero arched her eyebrows in confusion. “Remaining stationary would be a grievous tactical error on his part.”

	“Yes, it would. But I know how he thinks—and more importantly, I know what he wants. He would rather die than allow the ‘Butcher of Talasea’ to defeat him again, even if it means throwing away the lives of all the desperate fools who have chosen to follow him.” Ferron bared his front fangs in the Tarreen equivalent of a smile. “You dreega are emotional creatures. You are very easy to manipulate.”

	“What if you are wrong?” she asked. “What if the Blades are already evacuating their base as we speak?”

	“Then we will follow them and destroy them wherever they try to hide.” Ferron’s eyes locked upon her again. “Unless you no longer believe you are up to the challenge?”

	Spider Zero didn’t waver. “I will find them for you, Admiral. It is only a matter of time.”

	“Then get started,” he growled. “Refine the search pattern.”

	She turned back to the console and studied the computer’s preliminary calculations. The search pattern was perfectly reasonable, but only because Ferron didn’t have as much data as she did. Based on her own analysis, she calculated a seventy-seven percent probability that Cole and Wynn Mosaad were somewhere in System X9-493, labeled “Varsus” by regional stellar cartographers. Pinpointing the exact location of the base would still take time, but the scout ships would almost certainly find it within seventy-two hours. 

	And once they did, Spider Zero would be sent in to eliminate them. The last Blade of the Seraph would finally die, and any hope of resurrecting the Dominion or the Seraphim would die with him. Until a few hours ago, it was the exact outcome she had wanted—it was the outcome she had spent her entire life hoping to achieve. The destruction of the Seraphim was the only way to ensure a lasting peace. 

	But that was before I saw his face. Before I realized he was still alive.

	Spider Zero grimaced as her fingers flicked across the console. She changed the computer’s projections as quickly as she could, and when the AI tried to fight back, she closed her eyes and reached out with her powers. In the blink of an eye, she could suddenly feel the currents of energy coursing through the ship as surely as a psionic healer could feel blood flowing through an organic body. Manipulating that energy was difficult and taxing, but its utility was undeniable. After rerouting a few circuit paths and a dozen data nodes, she had full control over the system. 

	The Manoth technicians would eventually realize that the computer was malfunctioning, of course, though they wouldn’t be able to trace the problem to the bridge—the flaws in the hardware would appear to be natural defects due to shoddy manufacture. Still, she could only change the search pattern so much without raising suspicion—at best, she would only buy Cole and his Velothi companion another day or two. If they had any sense of self-preservation, they would already be loading up their ships and preparing to leave this sector. 

	“Is there a problem?” Ferron asked.

	“No, Admiral,” Spider Zero said as her eyes fluttered back open. “I have uploaded all the telemetry data I collected on the transport. A new, more accurate search pattern has been sent to all scout vessels.”

	“Good,” Ferron said as he slowly sank into his command chair. “Deploy them immediately.”

	His claws flicked across the console on the armrest, and a miniature hologram of a middle-aged human man clad in a flowing blue cape and elaborate white-gold armor materialized in the air. 

	“The Blades of the Seraph have been a plague upon this galaxy for over three hundred years,” Ferron said, sneering at the image. “It is long past time we dispensed the cure.”

	 

	 

	 

	
2 
Future Perfect

	 

	The tiles on the floor of the shower were painfully uncomfortable, but that didn’t stop me from lying on them with Shandris clutched tightly in my arms. The cold water continued rushing over our bodies, and I would have gladly spent all night fondling and kissing her if the water recyclers hadn’t automatically turned off the showerhead. We reluctantly dried ourselves off before we stumbled over to the bed, and she insisted on giving me a Kreen massage that melted my muscles into paste. It also made me rock-hard again, of course, but she eagerly solved that problem with her molten tongue and sweltering throat. 

	Apparently, it hadn’t taken long to find one of her fetishes after all. 

	I spent so hard into her mouth I practically passed out, though watching her energetically consume her reward gave me a second (or was it third?) wind. I really, really wanted to fuck her again before we slept, but I knew I still needed to tell her everything that had happened to Kaveri and me on the Spider ship. As expected, my explanation sounded just as preposterous aloud as it had in my head—especially the part about the Spiders letting us go. 

	“I don’t even know where to start,” Shandris said, lying against my side. “I’ve never heard about a Spider releasing their prey before. Their entire purpose is to track down psionic adepts and either capture or kill them.”

	“So I’ve been told,” I murmured. “Until recently, the Convectorate paid so little attention to this sector that I honestly thought they were a myth. Now I know better.”

	She rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. “I told you before that my people view psionic ability like a disease. The authorities were on my tail just days after my powers first manifested. I managed to hide for a while, but I knew it was only a matter of time before they summoned the Spiders.”

	I frowned. “Your people would call in a Convectorate agent to track down one of their own citizens?”

	“Absolutely. Our government is still technically a part of the Convectorate Defense Pact, remember? Half the terms of our treaty are about handling potential psychics.” She sighed and touched my hand. “It’s difficult to overstate how much everyone loathed the Dominion fifty years ago. My grandparents thought humans were the scum of the galaxy.”

	I smiled. “So they wouldn’t approve of you lying naked in bed with one.”

	Shandris rolled back onto her side. “I know you’re teasing, but they might have killed me for it. My parents probably would have, too.”

	“Sorry,” I murmured, a flush of embarrassment rushing to my cheeks. “I didn’t mean—”

	“It’s all right,” she soothed, waving her hand dismissively. “I just thought you should understand the context. Not everyone joined the Convectorate because they like the Tarreen. They just viewed a military alliance as the only way they could possibly stand up to the Dominion.”

	I nodded. “Well, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you and I get along.”

	Shandris smirked and dragged her fingernails across my chest. “A younger version of me would have stabbed you when we first met. But a kindly human is the only reason I’m alive.”

	“Master Mosaad,” I whispered. 

	“He saved me from the Spiders. He saved almost everyone here from the Spiders.” She pursed her lips. “I know he can be a bit…intense…but you have to understand how much good he’s done in the last few years. He’s given almost all of us a second chance—including you.”

	“You may be right,” I said. “But I still think he’s hiding something from me. He recognized this ‘Spider Zero’ woman but didn’t say much else about her.”

	Shandris shrugged. “If it involves Talasea, I’m sure it’s a painful memory. He may need some time to deal with it. That, or he’s telling Kaveri all about it right now.”

	“Maybe,” I admitted, though I didn’t believe it for a second. 

	“I remember reading about that battle as a little girl,” Shandris said after a moment. “At the time, Kreen children were taught that it was a great Convectorate victory. The evil Blades of the Seraph had been wiped out, and the Dominion had been forced to surrender. It wasn’t until Master Mosaad saved me that I learned the truth.”

	“Or some of it, anyway,” I said. “The more I hear, the more convinced I get that Mosaad wants to destroy Admiral Ferron’s hidden shipyard to avenge a battle from almost two decades ago. This whole ‘Wings of the Seraph’ project is just an elaborate scheme for revenge.”

	Shandris eyed me for a long moment. “What if it is? Does it really matter?”

	“Of course it does!”

	“Why?”

	I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. The question was so reasonable I had apparently never thought about answering it.

	“Ferron is a war criminal and deserves whatever he gets,” Shandris said. “But this isn’t about one man. You’ve lived most of your life in this sector, Cole—you know how many factions here loathe the Convectorate. If the Rakashi knew the Tarreen were building a shipyard here, they would be livid. Hell, even my people would be upset about it. We’re right on the border with Kreen space, and the terms of our Defense Pact specifically forbid military bases in this area.” She shrugged. “If we can destroy this shipyard, who cares about Mosaad’s motive? It might be the first step in breaking the Convectorate’s stranglehold over this whole region.”

	“I care because I don’t want a bunch of naïve pilots to die on someone else’s quest for vengeance,” I told her, propping myself up on an elbow to regard her soberly. “Don’t get me wrong: I’m glad Mosaad has given all these people a home. I’m glad he saved you and Kaveri. I’m just not convinced we’re ready for something like this. Besides, you said yourself how much people in this part of the galaxy hate the Dominion. How do you think they’ll react when they hear about a group of human psychics led by the last Blade of the Seraph?”

	“I said they loathed the Dominion fifty years ago,” Shandris said. “Plenty still do, but times have changed. The Dominion hasn’t owned a colony in this part of the galaxy for over three decades. The rule of the Seraphim is a distant memory, especially for young people.”

	I leaned back on the bed. “I grew up surrounded by aliens who hated humans. Things aren’t that different.”

	She studied me in silence for a long moment. “What we need is some answers,” she said. “I’ve never tried to restore someone’s memories before, but I could give it a shot.”

	“It’s worth a try,” I said. “As long as you promise not to rummage around in there too long—Seraph knows what you might find.”

	Shandris grinned. “I don’t know the first thing about telepathy. I doubt I could read your thoughts or your memories even if I tried.”

	“But you still think you might be able to restore them?”

	“If there’s some kind of physical damage, maybe,” she said. “But if they’re just old and faded…I don’t know. I might be able to stimulate your memory engrams and bring something back to the surface.”

	“Are there any risks involved?” I asked. 

	“Honey, I still barely know what I’m doing half the time,” Shandris said with a snort. “I just follow my instincts.”

	I smirked and traced my fingers up her thigh. “Are they what led you to me?”

	“Hardly. They have been warning me about you from the beginning.” She smiled as she swung her leg over my waist and straddled me. “Now relax and stay still.”

	After placing her hands on either side of my head, she leaned forward until her tits were dangling a few centimeters above my mouth. My cock was already swelling back to life beneath her—and instantly met her moist, blazing cunt. 

	“You’re not making this easy,” I said. 

	Shandris smiled and closed her eyes. “If you’re a good boy, there’s another technique I’d like to try on you later.”

	“Dare I ask?”

	“I might be able to accelerate your, uh, recovery,” she said, slowly grinding her quim over my rising stem. “In theory, I could probably give you near infinite endurance.”

	My eyes went large. “Are you serious?”

	“There’s no way to know for certain without trying, but I’m reasonably confident I have you figured out.” Her grin widened. “You think Kaveri will be impressed?”

	“Absolutely,” I breathed. 

	“Good, because that’s what I really care about,” she snarked, kissing the tip of my nose. “Now shut up and let me work.”

	I could feel her synching her nervous system with mine once again, and my cock was swelling so rapidly it almost slipped back into her. We soon began breathing in unison, and her hands grew warmer and warmer as they massaged the sides of my head. 

	“Try and think about this Spider Zero woman,” Shandris said. “Try and remember everything you saw in your memories.”

	Shutting my eyes, I did as she asked. The images rolled over me—the voices, the smoldering debris, the arduous crawl out into the light. For a brief moment, I swore the images began to sharpen, but they returned to normal just as quickly. 

	“Anything?” Shandris asked. 

	“Not really,” I told her, opening my eyes to her closed lids. 

	She groaned in frustration. “I know we were just joking around earlier, but I really have no idea what I’m doing. Normal wounds are easy to find, but I’m not sure how to stoke your brain.”

	“Mosaad thought it was possible I’d been injured somehow. Do you sense anything?”

	“No,” she whispered. “No inflammation, no scarring, nothing that might even hint at some kind of physical injury.”

	“Well, at least I’m not as brain damaged as Raxyl says,” I muttered. “I suppose that’s something.”

	Shandris snorted softly and reopened her eyes. “You stole a Valkyrie and almost got captured by the Spiders. You’re definitely damaged, just not in a way I know how to fix.”

	Scowling, I flipped her over and wedged myself firmly between her legs, my length pressing amidst her slick folds. She yelped in surprise, then squealed in delight when I pinned her arms above her head and brought my lips a few centimeters from hers. The heat between us was building so rapidly I was going to have to take another shower just to wash the sweat off. 

	“I thought doctors were supposed to be nice,” I teased, drawing my hips back ever so slightly to grind against her as payback.

	“We’re also supposed to be honest,” Shandris said, voice hitching. “And you’re obviously not right in the head. If you were, you would have already started fucking me again.”

	I smiled and kissed her. My cock was yearning to attempt round three, though without the cold water from the shower, I was genuinely concerned about harming myself. But really, was there a more glorious way to go out than having your stem roasted off by the carnal heat of a beautiful woman?

	Seraph’s mercy, she’s right. You really are mentally damaged. 

	I had only just slipped the tip inside her when the door to the room hissed open and Kaveri walked inside. She arched an eyebrow and smirked when she saw the Kreen’s long legs spread wide and me about to take her. “I had a feeling you’d start without me.”

	If Kaveri had been more like any of my previous partners, I would have been terrified of her finding me in bed with another woman. But thankfully she was the exact opposite of the jealous type. Her Succubus conditioning had many, many, many advantages. 

	“I hope you don’t mind,” Shandris said, gently pushing me away. I grimaced when my cock slipped out of her, desperate to plunge back into her wet heat. “Cole’s injuries were a bit more…severe.”

	Kaveri grinned and plopped down on the edge of the bed. “I’ll bet,” she said, wiping a few beads of sweat from my brow. “Have you attempted to restore his memories yet?”

	Shandris looked confused for a moment; she was probably as surprised as I was that the Succubus hadn’t leapt right in and joined us. 

	“I tried, though I didn’t have much success,” she said. “We, uh…we were just taking a quick break…”

	Kaveri nodded distantly. “I knew we wouldn’t get that lucky. It seems like it’s harder and harder to get any real answers.”

	Shandris and I shared a quick, wary glance. The Velothi didn’t sound like herself at all. 

	“Are you all right?” I asked. 

	“Yes. I just didn’t learn as much as I had hoped.”

	I frowned and placed my arm around her. “Then what did Mosaad want to talk to you about?”

	“More details about our fight with the Spider Zero,” Kaveri said. “He was particularly interested in how she responded to your presence.”

	“That makes two of us,” I muttered. “Did he elaborate?”

	“Not really. He reminded me that the Spiders are specifically trained to neutralize Blades, and he wants to show me some additional techniques I can use to protect myself in the future.”

	“Sounds reasonable enough to me.” I studied her silhouette in silence for a few seconds. “You don’t want him to teach you?”

	“Of course I do,” Kaveri said quietly. “It’s just…” She shook her head. “He never concealed things from me in the past—not like this, anyway. He clearly knows more about Spider Zero than he wants to tell me.”

	Shandris sat upright. “He must have his reasons. Perhaps he doesn’t want to frighten us.”

	“Perhaps,” Kaveri murmured, though she didn’t sound particularly convinced. 

	“Well, the answers we need are somewhere in here,” I said, tapping my forehead. “Who knows, maybe I’ll get lucky and remember everything at just the right moment!”

	Shandris glanced between us, unamused. “Why not let her poke around and see what she can find? I mean, she is a telepath.”

	“Master Mosaad already tried and didn’t find anything,” Kaveri said. 

	Sure, but maybe he didn’t want to find anything. 

	“True, though maybe he wasn’t looking in the right place,” I said instead. “It’s possible you could find something he missed.”

	“That’s exceedingly unlikely. He is far more powerful than I am.”

	“You can warp people’s senses so badly they don’t even know you’re there,” I reminded her. “You can manipulate minds and change memories! That sounds pretty strong to me.”

	Kaveri stared straight ahead into the storm outside our window for a minute, her luminescent eyes flickering, before she nodded and turned to me. “I will see what I can do,” she said. “But I am concerned about hurting you.”

	“That’s why I doubt you will,” I said, squeezing her arm. “Besides, you already know all my dirty secrets. That should make things easier.”

	A faint smile finally touched her lips. “All right. Though perhaps Shandris should stay connected as a precaution.”

	“Sure,” the Kreen said. “Just tell me what I need to do.”

	Kaveri gently pushed me down on my back. Shandris’s warm hands settled on my stomach, and I felt her comforting power wash over me. A moment later, Kaveri touched my head and closed her eyes. I didn’t feel any pain, not exactly, but I could definitely tell when she reached inside my head. The pressure was dull but constant, almost like the echo of a day-old migraine. 

	“I’m not even certain what I’m looking for,” Kaveri said. 

	“I’ll try and think about Spider Zero,” I told her. “Maybe that will help.”

	Just like before with Shandris, I did my best to rummage through all the images I had seen of Talasea. But this time it actually seemed to work. Kaveri’s breathing slowed, and I could feel her sifting through my memories as easily as if she were scrolling through a holo-vid catalog…

	And then suddenly, for no reason whatsoever, Kaveri went flying off the bed and tumbled across the floor. 

	Shandris and I were on our feet and rushing toward her in a millisecond, but the moment we crouched over her, Kaveri raised her hand and waved us away. 

	“I’m all right,” she said, taking a deep breath. 

	“What the hell happened?” I asked, as freaked out as I’d ever been. 

	“I’m not sure. I’ve never felt anything like that before.” Kaveri paused for a moment, her tendrils twirling in thought. “It’s almost as if there is some kind of telepathic barrier sealing off a portion of your mind.”

	“A barrier? Is that even possible?”

	“I don’t know,” Kaveri admitted. “But just when I started to reach inside, your mind reflexively threw up defenses to block me out.”

	I swallowed and leaned back on my haunches. “Like some kind of automated security firewall.”

	“More or less.”

	“Well, it wasn’t me. Or at least, it wasn’t consciously me.” 

	I started to say more—to apologize—then sighed and shook my head. I hadn’t expected this little memory restoration experiment to answer any questions, but this…this just added about a hundred more of them. Faded memories were one thing, but blocked memories were something else entirely. Had someone actually messed with my head? If so, when? How? For what purpose?

	“Back in Kreen space, I often heard rumors about Seraphim mental conditioning,” Shandris whispered into the silence. “Memory manipulation, sleeper agents, all kinds of terrible things. I always assumed the stories were apocryphal, but perhaps they weren’t.”

	I frowned. “So what are you saying? You think a powerful Seraphim psychic sealed off my memories somehow?”

	Shandris shrugged. “I’m not saying anything. All I know is that it’s possible.”

	“Possible but preposterous.” I snorted. “I’ve been stuck in this part of the galaxy my whole life. I was pirate urchin for over a decade!”

	“But before that, you were on Talasea at the end of the war,” Shandris said, settling down beside us. “Something important must have happened there—something you aren’t supposed to remember.”

	I swept a hand through my dark hair, wishing for the millionth time that Raxyl were here right now. Cold Kali rationality was the ultimate cure for conspiracy theories. He would set us straight; he would give us a perfectly reasonable explanation for all of this. His damn hibernation cycles weren’t usually this inconveniently timed…

	“We need to tell Master Mosaad about this,” Kaveri said into the quiet. “Perhaps he can breach the barrier somehow.”

	“Breach it?” I asked. “He didn’t even know it was there! How could he…”

	I trailed off when the realization belatedly hit me. My stomach sank, and my mind flashed back to when Mosaad had used his telepathy on me a few hours ago…

	“Cole?” Shandris asked, rubbing my arm. “What is it?”

	I took a deep breath and glanced between them, trying to decide whether or not I actually wanted to say anything. But really, I didn’t have much choice. 

	“Just a thought,” I said. “What if Mosaad didn’t find this barrier because he’s the one who put it there in the first place?”

	Kaveri’s luminous eyes narrowed. “That’s not possible.”

	“Why? You just said that he’s a more powerful telepath than you are and that he’s not telling you everything. What if he doesn’t want you or Shandris to find anything?”

	“Cole, that’s not funny,” Shandris said. “You’re being paranoid.”

	“Maybe,” I admitted. “It was just a thought, but it would explain why he didn’t find anything. You have to admit that the timing is pretty damn convenient.”

	When neither of them said anything, only stared at me like our translator implants had gone dead, I groaned and ran my hands over my face. Trying to talk about Master Mosaad with them was like having a conversation with a bulkhead. I understood why they respected him so much, just like I understood why they didn’t want to believe he would do something like this. But that didn’t make it any less annoying. 

	“Look, maybe I’m completely off the nav-charts here,” I said. “I survived growing up around human-hating pirates, so maybe I’m more paranoid than the average person—I admit it. But we know for a fact that Master Mosaad and Spider Zero were both on Talasea during the massacre, and apparently I was, too. And now we’re all here, in the same corner of the galaxy. That’s pretty damn suspicious if you ask me. Besides, who else could have put up this barrier?”

	“There were other Seraphim on Talasea eighteen years ago,” Kaveri said. “For all we know, one of them put up the barrier. Perhaps your mind is slowly learning to overcome it after all these years.”

	“That’s a stretch and you know it. If there’s something in my head blocking out these memories, we can’t just ignore it!”

	“We won’t,” Kaveri assured me. “I can try again later after we’ve rested. Now that I know what to expect, I might have more luck.”

	I pursed my lips and glanced back over my shoulder to the wall chrono. Given everything that had happened, my body was still flooded with adrenaline, but that probably wouldn’t last much longer. It was unbelievably late, insofar as time had any meaning on this gloomy, storm-wracked shithole of a planet.

	“Fine,” I said, standing and pacing over to the window. This situation had been bad enough when I’d thought my powers were showing me weird visions about a woman I’d never met. Realizing those visions were actually memories had made things even worse. But now…

	Now we had just added a whole new variable to the equation. These memories weren’t just forgotten—they were sealed. When I stared at my reflection in the window, I swore I could actually feel something crawling around the inside of my mind…

	“There is another way we might get some answers,” I murmured. “The server room on the lower level has several Dominion computers, right?”

	I saw the reflections of the girls exchange concerned glances. “Yes,” Kaveri said after a moment. “Why?”

	“Master Mosaad must have brought some files with him when he came out here. Without real Holosphere access, those files may be the only way we could learn what really happened on Talasea. Surely someone kept records—battle reports, casualty lists…something that might give us another clue.”

	“Even if those files exist, they will be protected,” Kaveri said. “No one is allowed in the server room besides the maintenance drones.”

	“No one is allowed to steal a Valkyrie, either, but we already broke that rule.” I turned around and flashed her a sardonic smirk. “Why not break another one while we’re at it?”

	She stared right at me, and I swore I could actually see the internal battle raging on her face. I was her Imprinted mate, but Master Mosaad was her savior. She didn’t want to betray either of us. 

	“This is different,” she said eventually. “Besides, even if we got into the room, we have no way of slicing into the system.”

	“Raxyl could,” I told her. “And everyone on the base thinks he’s asleep for next sixty-some hours.”

	“But he is asleep,” Shandris said. “And waking a Kali from a hibernation cycle isn’t healthy.”

	“Normally, no. But with your fancy psionic healing abilities…” I shrugged, but inwardly I was holding my breath. I knew I had no right to ask this of her. Part of me was bracing myself for her to wash her hands of this and walk out. “You can literally synchronize your nervous system with other people. Maybe you could use that to wake him up?”

	“Maybe,” she said slowly, “but Kali are highly resistant to telepathy. He might be resistant to my powers as well.”

	“Do you really want to put him at risk just to sate your curiosity?” Kaveri asked. 

	“This goes way beyond my curiosity—I have a damn telepathic barrier inside my head!” I glared at her for a minute, then sighed and turned away. “I’m sorry. Maybe you’re right. It was just an idea.”

	I stood there in silence for several long moments, watching the lightning flash in the distance. Patience had never been one of my virtues, and that was before I realized someone had apparently fucked with my mind. 

	“We’ll figure this out, Cole,” Shandris said, stepping up behind me. “Don’t worry.”

	I closed my eyes and curled my arm around her waist. “I hope you’re right.”

	 

	***

	 

	When we still didn’t have any answers two days later, that meager hope had been dashed to pieces. The barrier in my mind remained impenetrable despite Kaveri’s best efforts, and I forbade her from telling Mosaad about it no matter how much she wanted to. If he was responsible, I didn’t want to imagine what he might try next. For all I knew, he could reinforce the barrier further—or completely wipe my memories. Shandris thought I was being paranoid, and she may very well have been right. But I was the one whose head had been fucked with, so I got to make the decisions on how we proceeded. I didn’t want to take any chances until we had more information. 

	And so I spent the better part of the next forty hours alone at the small desk in my quarters, half because I wanted to avoid a confrontation with whoever’s Valkyrie I had stolen and half because I was determined to find my own answers by sifting through the base’s data archives. The parts that were publicly accessible, at least. Shandris provided me with some limited Kreen files as well, but sadly they weren’t much help. Aside from a few interesting but largely irrelevant historical factoids, I didn’t learn a single new thing about the Seraphim or Talasea. My inability to convince the girls that we needed to pry into Master Mosaad’s files had severely limited my options. I wasn’t a slicer, and I couldn’t wake Raxyl without Shandris’s help. All I could really do was sit here and wait. And brood. And then wait some more. 

	Still, all things considered, the situation could have been much worse. The Spiders hadn’t shown up, thank the stars, and Kaveri and I hadn’t been chastised for our little excursion again, either. She spent almost all her time training, and the new Seraph Squadron pilots spent almost all their time in space trying to learn how to fly their Valkyries. The rest of us “whelps” were basically on our own. I was seriously tempted to hit the simulators, but I eventually talked myself out of it. Now that I had actually sat in the cockpit of a real Valkyrie, the thought of piloting anything else—even the Gazack—almost seemed like punishment by comparison. 

	Grumbling in frustration, I tossed the latest datapad I’d been perusing onto the pile on the desk, slumped deeper into our scavenged lounge chair, and closed my eyes. Honestly, I almost wanted to try and fall asleep until it was time to wake Raxyl up. I had so many things to tell him that I probably should have made a damn flowchart…

	I had just grabbed my holopad and started recording some notes when the hairs on the back of my neck abruptly stood. My breath caught in my throat, and the now familiar sensation of a premonition washed over me…except this one wasn’t a few images flashing before my eyes. I blinked and cleared my throat—

	And realized I was inexplicably standing inside a pristine, cavernous ballroom. 

	“What the fuck…?” I breathed.

	The building was so large it could have easily doubled as a krekball arena. Crystal chandeliers hovered freely below vaulted ceilings chased with gold, and violet banners with elaborate family crests hung proudly from the walls. There had to be at least a thousand people here, possibly more, all milling about a parquet floor, and even though I knew less than nothing about galactic fashion, I was still able to recognize preposterous wealth and privilege when I saw it. The dresses, the jewels, the cybernetic implants…every single accessory was worth a small fortune. 

	As far as I could tell, virtually everyone here was human aside from a few courtesans, servants, or sycophants of one variety or another, and I belatedly realized I had literally never been around this many members of my own species before. The epiphany was almost as unsettling as the blue-gold armor of the guards posted near every single door. I wasn’t just standing around a random gala—I was somewhere on one of the core Dominion worlds like Eladrell or Regdar or maybe even Keledon itself.

	“Shit,” I whispered, trying and failing to swallow the nervous lump in my throat. I had seen plenty of holo-vids set in this part of the galaxy before, of course, but now that I was actually standing here, it seemed even more…alien.

	This has to be another repressed memory. But how? There aren’t any children here, and I know for a fact I never visited a place this fancy while I was in the Red Ring…

	A few of the servants shot me strange looks, but before I could move and figure out what the hell was going on, I felt a tiny vibration in the pocket of my preposterously fashionable suit jacket. Grimacing, I reached in and retrieved the holopad tucked inside. The screen was flashing with a short text message. 

	 

	In the coatroom. Hurry!

	 

	I blinked in confusion and glanced up. Somehow, I intuitively knew that the room in question was just around the corner, and before I realized what was happening, my feet had already started moving. No one else seemed to be entering the building at this point, so the coatroom was empty aside from a few idle servant mechs. Glancing around to make sure no one was watching me, I dashed over to the service door and punched a code I had never seen before into the keypad. The door opened, and inside was a woman I recognized all too well. 

	“There you are,” Spider Zero said, smiling and rushing over to me. “I was starting to worry that you wouldn’t be able to get away.”

	My mouth fell open. Even though I recognized her familiar features, she still looked like a different person. She had traded her blue-gold Dominion military uniform for a backless white gown, and her blond hair was styled in an elegant bun. Her makeup was the only constant—she really couldn’t get enough of that purple eyeshadow.

	She pressed up against me, and my eyes unwittingly dropped down to her ample cleavage. I was probably at least ten centimeters taller than she was normally, but thanks to her heels, she could look me right in the eye.

	“How handsome,” she said, rubbing her finger along my freshly shaved chin. “Though I still think I like you better in your flight suit.”

	She leaned in and kissed me. I couldn’t help but respond; my hands clasped her waist, and my tongue danced with hers. Everything about her was so incredibly real—the warmth of her hands around my neck, the sweet scent of her perfume in my nose, the passion and fury of her tongue. It was all the more surprising since I had never actually kissed a human woman before.

	“Careful,” she said, pulling away even as her lips curled into a coquettish smirk. “My mother will notice if I have a single hair out of place. We’ll have to be creative.”

	Her smile widened as she glided toward the door and placed her hand on the lock. Her fingers didn’t actually touch the keypad, but when she closed her eyes, I could feel her reaching out with her psionic abilities. The door slid shut and the lock clicked a moment later. 

	“Just in case someone tries to retrieve their jacket early,” she said, shuffling back in front of me. “We’ll need to be quick. I hope you kept your promise and saved up for me the last few days.”

	She gently pecked my lips again, then slowly and sensuously sank down to her knees in front of me. I tried to speak, but I didn’t seem to have any real control over what was happening. It was like I was watching someone else’s life from inside their head. 

	Her green eyes remained locked upon me the entire time she expertly unzipped my fly and freed my rapidly swelling cock. It looked exactly the same as I remembered even if nothing else did, and I reflexively moaned in delight when she began massaging the tip with her tongue. 

	“There he is,” she breathed once I had stiffened to full length. “It’s been almost a week…I never want to go that long without him again.”

	She snickered as the swollen tip vanished inside her purple lips. My hands instinctively moved toward her head to guide her movements, but a wave of telekinetic force promptly pinned them against the wall behind me. 

	“Mind the hair,” she chided. “You should know by now that I don’t need any help.”

	She squeezed the back of my legs and pulled me in deeper. The throbbing head pushed past her lips, through her mouth, and down the back of her throat. I balled my hands into fists at my sides and struggled to hold myself back. If she hadn’t popped up for air after a minute, I definitely would have flooded her mouth right then and there. 

	“You’d love to ruin my makeup, wouldn’t you?” she teased, gently slapping my cock against the blush on her cheeks. “You want to send me back to my mother looking like a cheap Velothi whore.”

	I still couldn’t speak, but I was fully swept up in the vision and exerting what little control I had not to explode all over her upturned face. Deep down, I still knew this wasn’t real, but I was long past the point of caring. I needed to finish, even if that meant waking up with a mess in my pants.  

	This is insane. Two days ago, this woman almost killed you, and today you’re dreaming about her crouched on her knees with your cock down her throat? 

	“I have a better idea,” she said, kissing the tip one last time before she returned to her feet. She turned around, bent over, and braced her hands flat against the nearby wall. “I know the wedding is still a week away, but my mother insists I give you a whole litter of children. We might as well get a head start…”

	Her telekinetic grip on my hands dissipated, and before I consciously knew what was happening, my body had shuffled forward and flipped her dress up onto her arched back. I ogled her white garters as I pushed aside her sheer panties and eased the swollen tip of my cock into her waiting slit. 

	“Seraph’s mercy,” she breathed, biting down on her lip. “Take me, Cole. Take me now!”

	I couldn’t have stopped myself even if I’d been in control of the vision. I smacked her ass as I plunged into her, and I couldn’t believe how good she felt. Having spent the last month fucking a Velothi and now a Kreen, I had honestly wondered how a mere human woman could compete. But apparently I had seriously underestimated my own people. Her cunt was still a tight, wet sheath, and for some reason, knowing I could actually get her pregnant made me even harder…

	“Harder,” she pleaded, her green eyes glimmering as she glanced back over her shoulder. “Fuck me. Breed me!”

	Those final words lit a fire in my blood like nothing I’d ever felt, one I wasn’t sure came from the vision or myself. I slammed into her so hard the coat racks began to rattle, but just before the whole room came crashing down, I cried out and flooded her quim with my release. A wave of euphoric weakness washed over me, but before I could pull away, she grabbed my back and held me inside her to ensure I didn’t spill a single drop. 

	“Good boy,” she said, craning her neck around enough to give me a kiss. “I knew you’d have plenty saved up for me. Just make certain you have even more ready for our wedding night.”

	She plunged her tongue back through my lips even as she continued holding me against her. My knees were already threatening to buckle from fatigue. 

	“You should get back to the party,” she said. “I’ll clean up and return separately.”

	After another kiss, I slowly eased out of her and pulled my pants back up. She kept her hand over her quim as if she wanted to keep my precious offering inside her forever. My cock throbbed at the thought, and if I had been in control of the vision, I might have tackled her onto the carpet and taken her again. But instead I zipped up my fly and turned to leave. 

	“Wait,” she said, grabbing my wrist and flashing me an impish smile. “Meet me in the north stairwell in an hour. I’m not finished with you just yet.”

	I smiled and gently touched her cheek…

	And then I was back inside my quarters on Varsus, my holopad still clutched in my hand. I blinked and swallowed, and when I glanced down at the display, I realized I had only been dreaming for a few short minutes. 

	I also realized that Kaveri was kneeling in front of me, and my cock was currently lodged halfway down her throat. My holopad slipped from my fingers when her throat suddenly contracted around my length, as if welcoming me awake. 

	“Oh, shit,” I rasped, leaning up and placing my hands on her horns. She slowly pulled back and smiled up at me. 

	“Enjoying your nap?”

	“No, I…oooh!” I slumped back in the chair when her tendrils began massaging my shaft exactly the way I liked. Apparently, I hadn’t made a mess in real life during my little dream, but if Kaveri kept this up, I would soon.

	“I figured you might be lonely all cooped up in here,” she cooed. “I saw you sitting down when I came in, and you looked like you were having an interesting dream.”

	I snorted softly. The bulge in my pants had probably been enormous. If anyone else had come in, I would have been embarrassed, but not with her.

	Never with her. 

	“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I whispered.

	Kaveri grinned as her tendrils continued stroking me. “I guess I haven’t been paying enough attention to you recently.”

	“I fucked you twice last night.”

	“Yes, but that was twelve hours ago. I have needs, Cole.”

	She snickered and swallowed me again. I only lasted a few seconds—between her expertise and the fresh images of my dream, trying to hold out would have been a lost cause anyway. She allowed the first jet to fire straight down the back of her throat, but she pulled back just far enough to let the rest splatter across her lips, chin, and neck. She knew how much I enjoyed watching her play with her food. 

	“I had a break in the training program and thought I’d come get some lunch,” she said, sensually licking a thick strand of seed from her tendrils. “Looks like I got here just in time.”

	I smiled and lovingly ran my hand through her black hair as I tried to collect my thoughts. Whether it was a mood killer or not, she needed to know what had happened. Or at least, what I thought had happened. None of this made any damn sense. I hadn’t been witnessing the past, and I couldn’t have possibly been witnessing the future, either. So what the hell was my brain trying to show me? Some weird sexual fantasy about a woman who had almost killed me?

	“I wasn’t napping,” I said after she’d dealt with my release, taking a deep breath. “I was having another vision…sort of.”

	Kaveri froze in place with her tongue still cleaning off one of her tendrils. “What?”

	“It wasn’t like the others. It was longer and more detailed, and I don’t think it was a memory.” I sighed and leaned back. “Let me try and explain.”

	I told her about everything, even the sex. And as usual, it sounded even more demented when I described it aloud. 

	“That is…I’m not even sure what to say,” she murmured.

	“You could start with ‘Cole, I’m worried about you’ and work your way up to ‘Cole, I think you’re slowly going crazy.’”

	Kaveri leaned back on her haunches, her eyes flicking back and forth in thought. “Your powers are obviously trying to tell you something.”

	“Maybe, but I don’t think we should rule out good, old-fashioned insanity just yet.”

	“Perhaps I triggered something when I attempted to restore your memories,” she said, ignoring my commentary. “The telepathic barrier…I wonder if I weakened it somehow and didn’t even realize it.”

	“I suppose it’s possible, but it doesn’t explain anything,” I said. “I wasn’t seeing the past or the future—it wasn’t a memory or a vision. So what the hell was it?”

	Kaveri shook her head. “I do not know.”

	I pursed my lips and forced myself to tamp down my frustration. “Everything revolves around Spider Zero,” I murmured. “She’s the one universal constant here. If we can discover more about her, then maybe some of the other pieces will start falling into place.”

	Kaveri glanced over to the desk. “Have you learned anything in your search?”

	“Not really,” I lamented with a sigh. “But given the limited records we have available, I can’t say I’m surprised. The only interesting part was trying to identify discrepancies between Dominion and Kreen historical records on Talasea.”

	“Were they significant?”

	“Very,” I said, retrieving my holopad and scrolling back through my old searches. “The Kreen are convinced that Master Mosaad and the Blades of the Seraph were planning something big before the battle, probably some kind of last-ditch offensive to turn the tide of the war. They praise Admiral Ferron as a great hero who prevented a massacre by inflicting one of his own.”

	Kaveri hissed through her teeth. “The lies people are willing to believe…”

	I nodded. I didn’t feel compelled to defend either side here, but I also didn’t feel like having an argument with her about the fog of war right now. 

	“The one fact they both agree on is that Talasea sowed the seeds for the Dominion Civil War ten years later. The few surviving Blades refused to acknowledge the terms of the armistice and turned against the new Emperor.” I snorted softly and shook my head. “I will say this much: all this Dominion royal family stuff seems like a giant mess.”

	Kaveri cocked an eyebrow at me. “In what way?”

	“Growing up out here, we were always fed the line that the Dominion was the most orderly, rules-obsessed society in the whole damn galaxy. But if you read about the Tisarys Dynasty, the Imperial Court sounds more chaotic than a Krosian clan war.”

	“My handlers never told me much about the history,” Kaveri said. “All I knew was that I had been commissioned for the Crown Prince.”

	“Emperor Ren Tisarys, destined to be the Fourth of his line,” I said. “Though you do realize his father was only twenty-four when he came to power near the end of the war, right? He could have been commissioning you for himself.”

	“My genetic encoding was designed specifically for his son,” she insisted, quietly but firmly. “Though I suppose there’s no way to prove that for certain. The Emperor’s appetites were legendary across the Dominion. Perhaps he intended to share me.”

	I scoffed and curled my lip. The idea that powerful people could commission their own personal sex slaves was depraved enough without pondering the weird, disturbing fetishes of Dominion nobles.

	“Since they’re all dead at this point, I suppose it doesn’t really matter anyway,” I said dismissively. “All I’m saying is that for a supposedly orderly society, there was plenty of chaos in the court. Dominion records paint Emperor Falric—aka Tisarys the Third—as a noble soul who ended the Thirty-Year War only ten months after his coronation; the Kreen paint him as a weak-willed fool who was all too eager to become a Convectorate puppet.”

	“The truth is often somewhere in the middle.”

	“Maybe, but in this case I’m not so sure,” I said. “The civil war was born out of backlash for the armistice and his decision to officially disband the Blades of the Seraph. From the sounds of it, he basically sold out the Dominion in exchange for promises that he would be allowed to rule whatever scraps remained after the war. If you believe the Kreen, most of the Seraphim hated him for it—including Master Mosaad.”

	“The Blades of the Seraph are an ancient order dating back to the time of the first revolution against the old Tarreen Empire,” Kaveri said, an unmistakable hint of pride in her voice. “Disbanding them was a grave mistake.”

	“Maybe a fatal one, too, considering the entire royal family was murdered years later,” I said. “I tried to figure out what’s been happening in the Dominion ever since, but the public records here don’t talk about current events at all, and the Kreen ones from Shandris are a few years old.” I sighed and shook my head. “What I wouldn’t give for twenty minutes with an active Holosphere relay.” 

	Kaveri finally stood and paced across the room, her tail flicking back and forth behind her. “How long until Raxyl is awake?”

	“Eight hours, give or take,” I said. “Why?”

	“Perhaps you were right before. We should consider slicing into the archival computers.”

	I abruptly straightened in my chair. “Mosaad won’t be happy about that.”

	“He has had more than enough opportunities to explain what he knows about Spider Zero, but he has chosen to keep his own counsel instead.” Kaveri sighed. “We need to know the truth. Everything revolves around her, and if there’s even a chance we can find the answer…”

	“Then we need to take it,” I said, nodding. “Assuming Raxyl agrees to help, of course. He might just call us crazy and go back to sleep.”

	“You really think so?”

	“Well, he’ll definitely call us crazy. But that doesn’t mean he won’t help.” I smiled. “Either way, I can’t wait to see the look on his face when I tell him we stole a Valkyrie.”

	 

	 

	
 

	Interlude

	 

	Search complete. Zero results found.

	 

	Spider Zero sighed and leaned back in her chair. While she had only estimated a twenty-two point nine percent probability of this search producing any information of value, she was starting to wonder if she had miscalculated. In theory, the Avernal Fury’s computer had access to the vast majority of the Convectorate’s central database, including information that had been assimilated from Old Dominion records following the signing of the Keledon Accords. Despite that, she still hadn’t found any trace of a human named ‘Cole Vontera’ in the system. Even his given name had not produced any results. It wasn’t just that no one realized he was alive—according to the logs, he had never existed in the first place. 

	Among the thousands of potential explanations, only two had a statistically significant chance of being accurate: either the data wasn’t in the Avernal Fury’s logs, or it had been deleted. The basic law of parsimony suggested the first option—it was the simplest explanation. But Spider Zero’s instincts told her that there was more going on here than she realized. 

	Never trust instincts over data. Never trust intuition over complex analysis. Never trust the remnants of your flawed human brain when your cybernetic implants provide you with a vastly superior intellect.

	Spider Zero closed her eyes and tried to focus. For almost two decades, she had been content to suppress her humanity, and the results spoke for themselves. She was more than just the template for the Spider Program; she was perhaps the most vital asset in the entire Convectorate Intelligence Ministry. Her primary directive—to prevent the needless loss of life—had saved billions of sentient beings over the past few years alone. She had crushed dozens of nascent rebellions on former Dominion worlds, and usually with only a handful of carefully planned, precisely targeted deaths. Logically, the loss of a few individuals was preferable to the endless bloodshed of another war. 

	But what if the rebels had been right? What if their cause had been just?

	Spider Zero winced. Those doubts had always been there, lurking beneath the surface, but they’d never risen to plague her until she had seen Cole’s face again. Suddenly, all her calculations were different. Suddenly, a resurrected Dominion was a genuine statistical possibility. 

	It shouldn’t have mattered, of course. Even granting the most generous assumptions, the analysis was clear: killing the Last Blade remained the most reliable strategy to prevent another war, especially if she killed Cole along with him. Without them, the probability of a Seraphim revival within the next fifty years was only two point nine three percent. The numbers did not lie. Her “instincts” were irrelevant. 

	Spider Zero’s eyes slowly fluttered back open, and she stared at her reflection on the blank screen of a nearby terminal. Not everything she did was governed by logic, of course. After all, there was no logical reason why she shadowed her eyelids or brushed her hair every morning. She did it out of habit. She did it because a small spark of vanity still burned inside her. 

	I do it because I still want to feel human. 

	She ran the tip of her tongue across her purple lipstick as she turned back to the main monitor. It was late; the spacious Intelligence Section of the Avernal Fury was deserted at this hour—aside from the mechs standing sentry around the room, and they only cared that she was classified as friendly personnel. No one was listening. “New query,” she said. “Display all Dominion casualty reports for the Battle of Talasea.”

	“Acknowledged,” the AI responded in a flawless simulation of a cool Subari voice. “Working.”

	A moment later, a seemingly endless, barely readable list of names scrolled across the monitor. Spider Zero had already saved this data to her implant for future recall, but for reasons she couldn’t explain, she wanted to sift through the list again. Cole might not have been there, but another, equally important name was. 

	 

	Trell, Selorah. Age 7. Birthplace: Keledon.

	 

	Spider Zero stopped scrolling and called up the full biographical profile. A small hologram of a little girl appeared on the projector, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop staring at it. Eighteen years had changed the face and body, but the green eyes were the exact same ones she saw in the mirror every morning. 

	“Selorah,” she breathed. 

	Just speaking the name aloud caused a wave of weakness to crash over her. She knew that the only sensible course of action was to deactivate the projector and close the file before it caused any more psychological distress, but for some reason, she couldn’t. 

	I can still hear the bombers screaming through the sky overhead. I can still feel the shockwaves from the artillery guns firing up at them. I can still feel the shrapnel slicing through my heart after I dove protectively atop the little boy next to me…

	Selorah Trell leaned up and forced herself to breathe. The emotional walls in her mind refused to stop collapsing, and it felt like a great weight was suddenly pressing against her chest. When she placed the back of her wrist on her forehead, it returned covered in tiny beads of sweat. If she didn’t know better, she would have assumed she had accidentally fiddled with the environmental controls…

	“Spider Zero.”

	Selorah hopped a full centimeter in her chair—a reaction she thought was beyond her—and looked back over her shoulder. Commander Korax was standing behind her, his fangs bared and his tail twitching slowly behind him. The fact he had come to check on her was not surprising; the fact she hadn’t heard him until he was standing right behind her was. Tarreen weren’t known for their stealth or subtlety. 

	“Commander,” she said, swiveling around to face him. “Do you require my assistance?”

	“I require you to tell me what the hell you think you’re doing,” he growled, flicking a claw at the holo-projector. 

	“I was searching the Spider database for additional information on the Last Blade’s potential recruits,” Selorah lied. “When our scouts do finally locate them, it may be prudent for us to—”

	“What is wrong with your eye?” he interrupted. 

	She frowned and glanced back at the reflective console. It didn’t seem possible, but a fresh line of tears was streaming down the left side of her face beneath her organic eye.

	“I…” she faltered. “I am not certain.”

	Korax growled softly under his breath. “Perhaps you are distressed that I discovered your sabotage.”

	Selorah dragged her gaze away from the monitor. “I beg your pardon?”

	“My engineers discovered a problem with the main computer—a problem that made absolutely no sense considering the ship’s recent maintenance schedule,” he told her. “When I investigated further, I realized the search pattern you sent to our scout ships was faulty as well.”

	“In what way? I established the parameters to—”

	“You established the parameters to slow us down,” Korax snarled. “Your ‘error’ has already cost us almost two days!”

	Selorah tilted her head. “If that is true, I apologize for my miscalculation.”

	“You don’t make ‘miscalculations.’ That’s the entire reason Admiral Ferron wanted you on this mission instead of another dreega. You’re more machine than woman—except now, for no apparent reason, you managed to lose your quarry one day and then sabotage our effort to recapture them in the next.”

	“I understand your frustration, sir,” Selorah said, “but I calculate an eighty-three point six percent chance we will apprehend them within—”

	“You’re protecting them,” Korax said, unimpressed. “What I cannot seem to understand is why. What happened to you on that ship? Did that Velothi whore twist your mind somehow?” 

	He hissed and flicked his claws toward the security mechs surrounding the room. All six of them advanced toward Selorah until they were standing in a semi-circle like a firing squad. 

	“Or perhaps your mistress has designed a special mission for you,” Korax went on. “The admiral and I have never trusted the Widow or her dreega slaves. The Hierarchy should keep you on a far tighter leash.”

	Selorah surreptitiously placed her palm flat atop the computer console. She could feel the currents of energy coursing through the Avernal Fury, and she reached out with her powers and psionically linked with the ship’s systems. 

	“Without the Spiders to contain them, the Blades of the Seraph will eventually rise again,” she warned. “We are the only reason that peace has been maintained.”

	“The Seraphim are all but dead,” Korax sneered, “and the Dominion is a pale shadow of its former glory. With the Last Blade in our sights, the usefulness of you and your kind is swiftly coming to an end.”

	Selorah glanced over at the mechs. “You have not captured Wynn Mosaad yet.”

	“No, but we will—without any more of your ‘help.’ I am not sure if you are a traitor or simply incompetent, but either way, I will not allow you to sabotage our final victory.” He hissed and took a step back. “Shoot her.”

	The mechs raised their weapons, took aim—

	And then remained perfectly still. 

	“What are you waiting for?” Korax growled. “Shoot her!”

	“They will not obey your commands,” Selorah said, removing her hand from the console. Her entire body tingled with residual energy. “I have temporarily deactivated the combat modules of every mech on the Avernal Fury.”

	Tarreen rarely felt fear, given that they were the near-invincible rulers of the galaxy’s largest empire, but the look of horror on Korax’s reptilian face was unmistakable. His claws unsheathed, his tail froze in place, and his yellow eyes widened. Evidently, he had only just realized what the woman in front of him was capable of. 

	“Based upon my initial calculations, the safest course of action would be for me to kill you,” Selorah said, standing upright. “You will undoubtedly report your suspicions to Admiral Ferron, and considering your shared distrust for the Spider Program, I calculate a ninety-seven point three six percent probability that he will act upon your allegations. This will compromise my primary directive.”

	The Tarreen backpedaled a step, and his fingers twitched at his side in search of a plasma pistol that wasn’t there. 

	“Fortunately for you, that particular solution is plagued by a tremendous amount of statistical uncertainty,” Selorah went on. “Explaining your death will not be easy. While I doubt anyone on this ship is competent enough to trace it back to me, I do possess another option: I can forcibly access your neural implants and trigger a cascade failure in your brain.”

	Korax froze. “What?”

	“I can easily sabotage one of the plasma conduits to make the malfunction appear like an accident,” Selorah told him. “The medical AI will be able to repair most of the damage, but you will remain unconscious for at least a week—more than enough time for me to complete my mission.”

	“Dreega filth!” Korax hissed. “You will burn!”

	The Tarreen reared up, sucked in a deep breath, and prepared to spew a cone of fire hot enough to roast a human to cinders. But an instant before he exhaled, Selorah thrust out her hand and smashed him with a fist of telekinetic force. Korax soared backward, flames shooting from his mouth and searing the chassis of one of the combat mechs. He struck the wall hard enough that the impact would have shattered the bones of a human body. Thankfully, his Tarreen skeleton was far more resilient. 

	“Wretch!” Korax screamed, hoisting himself back to his feet. He lunged forward and tried to slash Selorah with his claws, but she slammed him with another wave of force that pinned him against the wall. As he twitched helplessly in place, she touched his green-scaled leg and linked her mind with the cybernetic implants throughout his body. 

	“Do not worry, Commander,” Selorah told him. “I calculate a seventy-three point two percent chance you will live long enough to die at the hands of a real Blade of the Seraph.”

	 

	 

	 

	
3 
Secrets

	 

	Kaveri and I slipped into Raxyl’s quarters about an hour before he was supposed to wake, and I took a few readings with a medical scanner to make sure everything was proceeding normally. I still had no idea how or why his species hibernated like this, but I doubted it would ever stop being creepy seeing him lying there like a corpse. 

	Thankfully, he started stirring almost exactly on schedule. I knew it would take about five minutes for him to become fully lucid again, which gave me plenty of time to review the talking points on my holopad, add a few more, and then delete them all in frustration. There was no good way to tell him everything that had happened; we were just going to have to blurt it all out and hope for the best. 

	“Welcome back,” I said when his eyes finally opened. “I’d ask if you had any pleasant dreams about naked Kali women, but I assume you thought about circuit board diagrams and plasma flow regulators instead.”

	Raxyl’s yellow eyes slowly refocused, and a curious blue shimmer rippled up the scales of his neck when he saw Kaveri behind me. “I did not realize my awakening was worthy of an audience.”

	“It has been a long three days, buddy,” I muttered, surprised by the rush of relief I got just from hearing his voice. “There’s a plate of grubs on the desk if you’re starving.”

	“I do not require sustenance yet,” he said, leaning up and studying us one by one. “But I would appreciate an explanation.” 

	“Well, I suppose we might as well start with the basics: Kaveri and I took a joyride in one of the Valkyries, and while we were out there, we ran into some Spiders, got our asses kicked, and found out that one of them—the prototype model, no less—recognized me and let us go.”

	I expected his scales to turn the brightest shade of blue I had ever seen, and then I expected him to fire off a few snide remarks before I explained what was going on in earnest. But instead his neck shifted to a concerned shade of orange that spread across his whole body—mirrored faithfully by his special jumpsuit—and he sat up so quickly I was surprised he didn’t give himself a headache. 

	“Spider Zero,” he whispered. His voice was so strained I barely recognized it. “You encountered her out here?” 

	“You know her?” Kaveri asked. 

	Raxyl’s eyes blinked independently of one another—something I had only seen a few times in all the years we had been partners. “Not precisely,” he said. “But I have heard the designation before.”

	I frowned and studied the swirl of colors on his arms. Considering we had ambushed him right out of a hibernation-induced coma, he had every right to be flustered. And if he had been anyone else in the universe, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it. 

	But this was Raxyl—he didn’t get flustered. 

	“Perhaps you should start at the beginning,” he suggested after a moment, “such as the part where you and Kaveri apparently decided to steal a Valkyrie. Unless that story was one of your traditionally inept attempts at jocularity.”

	My eyes narrowed. Now that was the kind of snide remark I had expected from him, but it was forced and unnatural. Kaveri might not have noticed it, but I knew him better than anyone. He was trying to cover his previous reaction. 

	The million-credit question was why. 

	Kaveri jumped in to explain when I hesitated, and I was perfectly content to sit and listen since it gave me an opportunity to try to read Raxyl’s body language. The temporary gap I had unwittingly opened in his armor had already closed, however, his scales subsiding to their natural brown, and the man in front of us was back to being his normal, unflappable self again. The façade was so convincing that by the time Kaveri finished, I almost believed I had imagined the initial slip up.

	Almost.

	“Though I am accustomed to your habit of making poor decisions during my hibernation cycles, I believe you have now established a new baseline for foolishness,” Raxyl said once we had laid out most of the details. “Congratulations are in order.”

	“We’re alive and the Spiders haven’t found us yet,” I countered. “Things could be a lot worse.”

	“And likely will be soon. Admiral Ferron will intensify his search. The logical course of action is to abandon this facility and relocate elsewhere in the sector.”

	“I agree, but Master Mosaad insists we’re safe. He wants to focus on preparing the new pilots for an attack on the Nelphari shipyard.” 

	Raxyl’s scales shimmered orange again. “That is a clear tactical miscalculation.”

	“Feel free to explain that to him. He’s always been willing to listen to you for some reason.” 

	“I doubt anyone can get through to him,” Kaveri said. “He is convinced that the shipyard will be operational soon. If we retreat, he fears we’ll lose our only chance to destroy it.”

	“So instead, a bunch of kids who don’t know any better will fly off on a suicide mission and get themselves killed,” I muttered. “What a fantastic alternative.”

	“It is concerning, to say the least,” Raxyl replied. “Though, given the power of the Valkyries, it is not inconceivable that Seraph Squadron will succeed.”

	“That still doesn’t mean it’s a good idea.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “But right now we have another problem. I haven’t been able to learn anything else about this Spider Zero woman, and as far as I can tell, she’s at the center of everything—Talasea, my visions, the Convectorate’s ongoing search out here…and to top it all off, someone has apparently been fucking with my brain. Now, please tell me that all my conspiracy theories about Mosaad being the culprit are nonsense.”

	A thoughtful black ripple shimmered up Raxyl’s neck. “It is difficult to draw any conclusions based upon our limited information.”

	My face went slack. “That’s it? No diatribe? No elaborate, hyper-rational scolding?”

	“Not yet,” Raxyl lamented. “Perhaps after I eat.”

	I snorted and paced away from his bed. “Why was I in a hurry to wake you up again?”

	“We might be able to learn something about Spider Zero another way,” Kaveri said before Raxyl could respond. “There is an old Dominion archive in the server room. Cole believes you possess the skills to slice into the system and search for additional information on the Battle of Talasea and Spider Zero.”

	Another contemplative smear of black rippled across the Kali’s neck. “Possibly, though I am uncertain what you expect me to find.”

	“Anything,” I said, turning back to him. “A name, a background, battle reports—something that might explain why the hell this woman seems to know me.”

	“I highly doubt that a simple archive query will answer your questions,” Raxyl replied matter-of-factly. 

	“If you have a better idea, we’d love to hear it,” I grumbled. “Unless you already know something you want to share with us…?”

	The Kali paused for a moment, his scales turning a neutral gray. “As I mentioned before, all my knowledge of the Spiders is based upon rumors and conjecture.”

	“Call it what you want, you obviously know something about Spider Zero,” I said impatiently. “So why don’t you enlighten us?”

	His yellow eyes fixated upon me for a long moment. “You believe I am hiding something from you.”

	“I believe you’re acting strangely, and I’d like to know why,” I told him. “You’ll forgive me for being a little paranoid ever since I found out that someone apparently stuck a telepathic barrier in my brain.”

	Raxyl’s scales shimmered orange yet again. “I empathize with your frustration, Cole, but I cannot provide the answers you seek. All I know for certain is that there are many prominent misconceptions about the Spider Program.”

	I leaned forward. “Such as?”

	“Many individuals in this part of the galaxy seem to believe the program was designed to help the Convectorate win the Thirty-Year War, but they are mistaken. The Spiders were designed to help the Tarreen win the peace that followed.”

	“By hunting down and destroying the last of the Blades,” Kaveri said. 

	“Yes,” Raxyl confirmed. “The terms of the armistice—the Keledon Accords—officially disbanded the Blades of the Seraph and severely limited the capacity of the Seraphim Council to recruit and train new psionic individuals. But since the Tarreen do not possess any psionic abilities, their capacity to enforce these terms was limited. The Spiders are the Intelligence Ministry’s solution to that particular problem.” 

	“They scour the galaxy in search of psionic minds,” Kaveri said. “Most of the potentials are killed, but some of them are transformed into Spiders themselves. The more they create, the easier it is to track down other potentials.”

	“Precisely,” Raxyl said. “Spider Zero is the prototype, and she was first deployed during the Dominion Civil War about eight years ago.”

	I frowned. “She’s not much older than I am. She would have been a teenager at the time.”

	“Kaveri is a teenager now,” Raxyl pointed out. “Do you believe that makes her mind any less deadly?”

	I glanced back at the Velothi and swallowed. He was right, of course. As usual. 

	“That’s all you know?” I asked. 

	“Yes,” Raxyl said. “I was in the Red Ring with you when the civil war started, Cole. Just because I paid more attention to the Holosphere than the average pirate does not make me an expert on Dominion politics.”

	“Yet you always seem to know more than anyone else.”

	“Perhaps that merely reflects poorly on my choice of company.”

	I rolled my eyes. “So what is your theory about how this Spider seems to know who I am?”

	“I do not have one, other than the obvious,” Raxyl said. “You must have been on Talasea eighteen years ago.”

	“And then what? I just magically ended up a few thousand light-years away?”

	“The Red Ring acquires many of its ‘recruits’ via trafficking operations across the galaxy. It is conceivable that scavengers located you in the rubble and sold you into slavery.”

	“If that’s true, why don’t I remember any of it?”

	“I do not know,” Raxyl said. “Nor do I know why there is a telepathic barrier sealing off information inside your mind.”

	“So we don’t have any answers we didn’t have before. Great.” I sighed. “Look, I don’t know what else to do here besides dig around for clues, and that Dominion database is our only possible lead.”

	Raxyl remained silent for the better part of a minute, another thoughtful black shimmer rippling up and down his neck. “I am willing to make the attempt,” he said eventually. “But Dominion technology is quite different than what I am used to. I may not be able to access the system.”

	“I have faith in your technical skills,” I told him. “And according to Kaveri, Master Mosaad is supposed to be up in space most of the day tomorrow with Seraph Squadron. I doubt the maintenance mechs will give you any trouble.”

	The Kali’s neck turned orange. “If I am caught, the consequences will be…unpleasant.”

	“Yeah, well, if Mosaad freaks out, that just means he definitely has something to hide,” I said. “We have to try something. These visions, our escape…this is all connected somehow. I know it.”

	“Very well,” Raxyl said after another pause. “Now, if you don’t mind, I would prefer to eat and bathe in peace.”

	“No one wants to watch you munch on those things anyway, trust me,” I said, flashing him a tight smile. “Besides, it’s almost bedtime for us. Let’s reconvene in the morning and come up with a real plan.”

	“As you wish.” The Kali’s scales shimmered orange again. “I would tell you if I knew anything that I thought would help, Cole.”

	“I know,” I said, but for the first time in my life, I wasn’t sure I believed it. “See you in the morning.”

	 

	***

	 

	“He is hiding something.”

	I sighed and stopped in the middle of the corridor. Kaveri and I were halfway back to our quarters, and for the moment, we were alone. “I agree,” I admitted. “I can’t help but feel like everyone here knows something we don’t, but for whatever reason, they don’t want to let us in on the secret.”

	Her brow furrowed slightly as she glanced back the way we came. “Kali minds are difficult to read, but his reaction to hearing about Spider Zero was similar to Master Mosaad’s.”

	“So you noticed that, too, huh?” I folded my arms over my chest. “It doesn’t make any sense. Why in the hell would both of them be so worried about this?”

	Kaveri’s tendrils twirled in thought. “You have known Raxyl most of your life, yes?”

	“As long as I can remember. I never would have survived in the Red Ring without him. He took me under his wing and taught me everything he knew about starships.” 

	“Do you know why he was working for them?”

	“Desperation, like anyone else,” I said. “His family lost everything during the war—huge swaths of Kalifax were burned to cinders during a massive space battle. But a slicer and technician with his skills can make a lot of credits out here on the Rim.”

	Kaveri’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “He is at least fifty or sixty years old, yes?”

	“I think so,” I said, favoring her with a curious glance. “Why?”

	“Do you know what he was doing before you met?”

	“Not specifically. I seriously doubt he fought in the war, though, if that’s what you’re implying. The Seraphim weren’t exactly fond of non-humans. That’s why so many species joined the Convectorate.”

	“Still, you’ve told me multiple times that he always seems to know more about the Dominion that you would expect,” Kaveri pointed out. “There may be a reason for that.”

	I hissed softly between my teeth. Life on the Rim had taught me not to ask too many questions about people’s pasts—almost everyone out here was running from someone or something, and being nosey was a great way to get yourself shot. Raxyl rarely spoke of his family or his life before the Red Ring, and I had never been one to intrude. Perhaps that had been a mistake. 

	“Whatever he may or may not know, he would never do anything to hurt me…or you,” I said. “He’s practically my dad, for Seraph’s sake.” 

	“What if that is the problem?”

	I blinked. “Huh?”

	“He may be concealing information because he does not wish to harm you.”

	The air rushed from my lungs like I had just been stabbed. I felt like an idiot for not considering that particular angle earlier. I was reminded yet again that the nineteen-year-old Velothi girl standing in front of me was every bit as smart as she was beautiful. 

	“Even if he does learn something from the archive, we have no guarantee that he will share what he finds,” Kaveri went on. “Especially if he believes he is shielding you from something.”

	“Now you’re the one who’s starting to sound paranoid.”

	Her blue eyes settled upon me. “I’m serious, Cole.”

	“I know, but I’m not willing to jump down that particular gazack hole. I trust Raxyl more than anyone I’ve ever met. Even my cynicism has its limits.”

	Kaveri sighed. “Regardless, I am increasingly convinced that we need to acquire answers very soon.”

	“I’ve been convinced of that for days now,” I said. “Anyway, I’m starving. I also brood more effectively on a full stomach.”

	We made our way across the base, and given the late hour, I had naturally assumed that the mess hall would be mostly empty. I was wrong…but by the time I realized it, we had already been spotted by the people inside. 

	“Outcast,” Rafael Mourne—aka “Morningstar,” aka the guy with an incredibly punchable face—said when he spotted us in the doorway. “So, you are still alive after all.”

	“Sorry to disappoint you,” said. If the man had been alone, I would have been seriously tempted to ask Kaveri to wipe our presence from his mind so we could eat in peace. Sadly, Cobalt and Squeaker were sitting at the table with him, all still wearing their rumpled flight suits.

	“Come on, have a seat,” Morningstar beckoned. “We were actually just talking about the two of you.”

	“You only just finished training?” Kaveri asked. 

	Darcy “Cobalt” Morrow snorted. “Yeah, the old man had us in the air almost twelve hours straight. When I finally disconnected, I threw up all over the flight deck and couldn’t walk for almost ten minutes.”

	I frowned and approached them despite my better judgment. “Twelve hours?” I repeated. “You were connected to the Valkyrie that whole time?”

	“Pretty much,” she said, flexing her fingers around the metal cup in front of her. “I still feel like I snorted a kilo of carsenium. It’s like my hands aren’t even part of my body.”

	I slowly sank down onto the bench next to them. They all looked like shit—judging from their pallor alone, I would have assumed they were sick. The sunken eyes and sweat-plastered hair just sealed the deal. 

	But this wasn’t illness. This was the hidden cost of piloting a Valkyrie, and I knew I’d do well to take note. 

	“I’m honestly not even sure I can keep this down,” Morningstar said, prodding the reprocessed meat on his plate with a fork. “And for once, it’s not because the mechs can’t cook.”

	Kaveri and I shared a quick, concerned glance as she sat down next to me. She had told me that the new Seraph Squad recruits were having a tough time, but half a day in the cockpit of a psionic starfighter sounded especially brutal. I’d barely put in an hour, and I would have been completely overwhelmed if Kaveri hadn’t been there to ground me. 

	“The boss said you didn’t have any of these problems,” Pavel “Squeaker” Anchev said after a moment. “Is that true?”

	“Well, I, uh…I wasn’t connected for all that long,” I told him. “But when I first linked to the psionic interface, I thought I was going to drown.” 

	“Been there, suffocated on that,” Cobalt muttered. 

	Morningstar grunted and flashed me a lopsided smirk. “It took a lot of balls to break into the hangar and swipe a Valkyrie,” he said. “It took even more to come back afterward.”

	I opened my mouth but realized I had nothing to say. He didn’t sound sarcastic, and the last thing in the world I had expected from him was a compliment, even a strange one. 

	“And really out of character for you, K,” Cobalt added. “I thought you were the good girl who always followed the rules?”

	“That’s only because you don’t know me all that well,” Kaveri replied with an impish smirk. “I have horns and a tail, remember?”

	They all shared a chuckle, and I joined in despite myself. I still didn’t quite understand what was going on. I had always gotten along with Squeaker reasonably well, but the other two hated me. I kept expecting to have a premonition that they were about to try and punch me. 

	“Tell us the truth,” Morningstar said, fastening his eyes on me. “Did you really manage to escape a Convectorate destroyer?”

	“Barely,” I admitted. “Though technically it wasn’t a destroyer—it was unlike any CDF ship I’d ever seen before.”

	“It was a Vulture-class corvette,” Kaveri said. “Reasonably small, highly maneuverable, lots of firepower…they are designed to pick away at larger, more sluggish capital ships.”

	Cobalt shook her head. “If it’s that fast and maneuverable, how the hell did you get away?” 

	I took a deep breath. “Well, I—”

	“Cole has precognitive abilities,” Kaveri said. “He could sense their attacks before they landed. We were able to avoid their fire long enough to shift into astral space.”

	Squeaker scoffed and leaned back. “I told you he shifted. How else could they have left the system?”

	“We’ve been in the cockpit for thirty-some hours and none of us have been able to muster the power to shift,” Morningstar said. His eyes flicked over to Kaveri. “Did you do it?”

	“No,” she said. “The starfighter can only link with one pilot at a time.”

	“Unbelievable,” Morningstar muttered. “Why do the biggest assholes always have the easiest time learning new things?”

	“They don’t,” Squeaker said. “You’re proof enough of that.”

	He and Cobalt shared a chuckle, and to my surprise, Morningstar joined them a few seconds later. 

	“Anyway, things aren’t going well,” Morningstar said after a moment. “And I can tell the old man is getting frustrated. I have no idea why, but he seemed to think we could all be whipped into shape in a few days.”

	“Master Mosaad is concerned about the Spiders,” Kaveri said. “They are searching for us more aggressively than ever, and he wants us to be ready.”

	“Kaveri also said you ran into them, but Mosaad didn’t give her a chance to talk about it,” Cobalt told me. “Is it true?”

	I nodded. “The Spiders set a trap for us, and we took the bait. We’re lucky we got out of there in one piece.”

	“Lucky doesn’t begin to cover it,” she muttered. “Shit, this is bad. Really bad…”

	“We’ll be all right,” Morningstar soothed, and it was such a strange sentiment to hear in his voice that my brows nearly rose. “They can’t track ships through astral space, and Master Mosaad said he can disguise our psionic signatures.”

	Squeaker took a sip from his drink. “That still doesn’t make me feel any better.”

	I paused and studied the three of them. Their restraint was surprising; I had been expecting one or more of them to accost me for days now. They already hated me, and I had just kicked the proverbial quivark’s nest. I had naturally assumed they would blame me for potentially bringing our enemies down upon us. 

	Then again, I had apparently assumed a lot of things about this conversation that weren’t panning out.

	“At the very least, we should have the transports packed up and ready to go,” Cobalt said into the silence. “Seraph knows we’re not in any shape to fend off a real attack.”

	“I watched Blackstar and the rest of Seraph Squadron hold their own against a CDF battleship,” I said. “Before coming here, I never would have thought six starfighters could pull that off. But now that I’ve actually been inside a Valkyrie…”

	Squeaker snorted softly. “They’re a lot less impressive when you can’t figure out how to fire the weapons and keep the shields up at the same time.”

	They shared a self-deprecating chuckle, and I found myself smiling back. Was this what a real conversation with other humans was like? 

	“I’m a lot less worried about the ships than I am about the Spiders,” Cobalt said after a moment. “They don’t actually want to kill us, you know. Not if they can capture us and force us to join them instead.”

	One by one, the smiles at the table faded. Morningstar took a long sip from his drink, and I swore I could actually see a shadow fall across his face. 

	“They almost caught me back on Pragia once,” he murmured. “I had just changed my name and ID, and I was on my way to a new apartment when one of them materialized out of thin air in an alley behind me. She shot both of my friends before they even knew she was there. If Master Mosaad hadn’t shown up…”

	He snorted softly and shook his head. “I still can’t believe how stupid I was to think a fake ID would throw them off. They’re more like hounds than men. They can smell us from halfway across the galaxy.”

	I nodded soberly. “I’m sure this sounds crazy to you, but until a few days ago, I wasn’t even convinced they were real.”

	They all stared at me, and from the strain in their faces, I wondered if I had just made them all hate me again. But then Squeaker snorted and set down his drink. 

	“That’s why Master Mosaad chose this sector,” he said. “We’re a few thousand light-years from the closest human colony.”

	“You’re luckier than you realize,” Cobalt added. “I had to watch them drag my neighbor away when I was six years old. Then they took another kid down the street a few years later. When my powers first manifested, I knew I was fucked.”

	A guilty lump formed in my throat. “Until Mosaad showed up.”

	“Yeah,” Cobalt rasped. “We were in the starport, and I was shackled and barely conscious on an anti-grav sled. Then half the mechs who were escorting me suddenly went flying into the wall. When the rest turned, this random man in tattered clothing popped out of the crowd and started firing. I thought I was hallucinating. The Blades of the Seraph were just a myth to me…kind of like the Spiders were just a myth to you. But I owe that man everything.”

	They shared another drink, and for once, I was thankful I hadn’t developed any telepathic abilities. I didn’t want to know what they were all thinking right now; I could only imagine the horrors they had endured to get here. My life in the Red Ring seemed tame by comparison. The pirates had been harsh and brutal, but at least they had given me a chance to prove myself. Besides, Raxyl had shielded me from the worst of their excesses. Kali might not have been the most intimidating species, but competent mechanics were a rare commodity in this part of the galaxy. Even the Ring’s leadership had been reluctant to get on his bad side. 

	“Master Mosaad is still intent on destroying the Nelphari shipyard,” I said. “Do you really think it will make a difference?”

	“If it keeps the Tarreen from sinking their claws into yet another sector, then yeah,” Morningstar said. “You’ve lived here your whole life, right? Surely you’ve seen how much the Rakashi and the Kreen hate the Vecs.”

	“A lot of people hate the Vecs, but that doesn’t mean they’re willing to break their alliances and risk a war,” I countered. 

	“That’s the whole point, isn’t it?” Squeaker asked. “We could tell them about Nelphari, but they’d never listen to humans. And even if they did, they don’t have the guts to take action. But if we destroy it for them…”

	“They go back to being complacent,” I said. 

	He shrugged. “Maybe. But it’s still one less Convectorate shipyard, and once it’s gone, we’ll have a lot more space to recruit and train even more pilots.”

	“Besides, I’m sure Kaveri has told you all about Admiral Ferron,” Morningstar said. “That son of a bitch has murdered tens of millions of humans. Killing him will send a message to Tarreen across the whole damn galaxy.”

	“That we’re not dead yet,” Cobalt said, smiling. “And we’re coming for your scaly asses.”

	They clinked their glasses together, and I forced a smile just to be polite. Just like with Shandris and Kaveri, I understood exactly where these people were coming from. Master Mosaad had saved their lives, and they were willing to fight alongside him to the bitter end. They were all sitting here worrying about the fact they couldn’t even fly their Valkyries, yet they were perfectly willing to launch a suicidal attack on a Convectorate shipyard just because Mosaad had told them it was a good idea. 

	Maybe they were right. Maybe I was the one who was way off base here. Maybe Mosaad’s plan would work exactly like he hoped, and soon Ferron would be dead and the Wings of the Seraph would be reborn. 

	Or maybe he was damning all of these people to a pointless death just to quench his thirst for revenge. 

	“If Mosaad is moving up the timetable, though, we’re going to need every advantage we can get,” Morningstar said after a moment. “You should be inside one of those Valkyries.”

	I looked over at him, wondering if this was the same man I’d nearly gotten into a fist fight with a few days ago. “Somehow, I doubt that’s going to happen anytime soon.”

	“We can’t afford to waste this opportunity just because you went for a little joyride,” he said. “If any one of us had tried that, we would have crashed into the mountains. The fact you didn’t means you should be up there training right now.”

	I leaned back and pursed my lips. “I’m sure I’ll get the chance eventually. I don’t think Mosaad is particularly interested in my opinion at the moment.”

	“Then we should talk with him,” Cobalt said to the others, then turned to Kaveri. “We should convince him to put you in a cockpit, too, while we’re at it. I bet you’ll pick it up in no time.”

	“Master Mosaad believes I will be more useful as a Blade of the Seraph,” she demurred. 

	“Why can’t you be both? Seraph knows you don’t need any more combat training.”

	Kaveri’s tendrils twirled slowly. “I would be willing to learn, but I’ve never felt it was my place to ask.”

	Cobalt grunted. “It is now.”

	“You can take my Valkyrie if you want it, K,” Morningstar told her. “I can pretend to be sick.”

	“You just want to spend more time with the doc,” Squeaker chided. 

	“I deserve a reward for making a noble sacrifice on behalf of the squad,” Morningstar snarked as he pushed aside his food tray. “Anyway, we should all pack it in. The boss is supposed to join us in space tomorrow, and I’d rather not puke in front of him if at all possible.”

	“Good luck out there,” I said, and strangely enough, I actually meant it this time.

	“Thanks,” Squeaker muttered. “Seraph knows we’ll need it.”

	After they left, I sat there staring at the doorway for a full minute, amazed that I’d just had a real conversation with other human beings. I still couldn’t believe that stealing a Valkyrie had put me in anyone’s good graces…and I definitely couldn’t believe it had put me in Morningstar’s good graces. 

	“I didn’t realize they were so terrified,” Kaveri said softly. “Or that they were performing so poorly.”

	“They just need time,” I told her. “It’s not fair to expect them to become ace pilots in a week.”

	“You could.”

	I pursed my lips. “I wouldn’t go that far. Without your help, I probably would have lost control and crashed before ever making orbit.”

	“But with it, you were able to perform as well as any of the fully trained pilots, probably better,” Kaveri said. “And you could again if you had another chance.”

	“Maybe. But that’s not my decision, and even if it was, I’m not sure I’d do it. Attacking that shipyard is insane whether or not we have twelve competent pilots ready to go.”

	“Even if destroying it will prevent the Convectorate from conquering this sector?”

	I looked away. “We don’t know that for certain,” I muttered. “And even if we did, that still doesn’t mean we could pull it off. Our best option is to get as far away from the Spiders as possible. If Mosaad refuses to spend six months training pilots to hit another target, fine. He can still resurrect the Wings of the Seraph somewhere else.”

	Kaveri didn’t respond. Not that she needed to—I already knew how she felt. No matter how many secrets Mosaad was keeping, no matter how foolish this plan of his was, she still felt indebted to him. She was a Blade of the Seraph in mind and in body, and that wasn’t going to change just because I wanted it to. She might have been my Imprinted Succubus lover, but she was not my slave. 

	“Let’s grab something to eat and then head back,” I said. “I have a feeling that tomorrow is going to be a very interesting day.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	The lift doors hissed open, and Selorah stepped onto the bridge of the Avernal Fury. She could sense the growing tension of the crew even without telepathy; the longer their scouts failed to find the Last Blade, the more they feared Admiral Ferron’s wrath. Just because he was more patient than the average Baalir-caste Tarreen didn’t mean he had a high tolerance for failure. The Hierarchy had deployed their most decorated commander to this backwater sector for a reason. 

	“Before his unfortunate accident, Korax informed me that you calculated yet another search pattern,” Ferron said, his deep, gravelly voice reverberating in and out of the crew pits. 

	“That is correct, Admiral,” Selorah said, unsurprised she’d been noticed. Ferron might have been turned away from her, but Tarreen had an excellent sense of smell. “I wanted to have a contingency plan prepared in case the final sweeps fail to locate our quarry.”

	“Place the pad on the tac-holo.”

	She strode across the bridge toward his massive command throne. To her left, the forward viewport was dominated by the slowly spinning bulk of the Nelphari Shipyard. 

	With its docking arms closed and complete, the station looked like a stemless silver lotus bud sprouting from an asteroid five times its size. That was Selorah’s first thought. Her second was that such a beautiful form didn’t deserve to rise from so ugly a beginning. 

	Oh, an asteroid was a logical choice to site the station. It provided early raw materials and a stable construction platform. The minds overseeing the project were competent, reasonably treated, and knew better than to cut corners on so valuable an enterprise, no matter the threats and outrageous timetables of their superiors. But someone had to pay the cost of meeting those timetables, especially at the beginning when the pace of construction was slowest, and that fell upon the initial workforce. Rather than waste automated construction mechs and experienced technicians—always in high demand but never in adequate supply—the Tarreen turned to a far more common commodity: slaves.

	The build process was quite methodical. As soon as the mining and engineering teams established a foothold, the power plant went up. Then the central command cluster. Then the first docking arm. Once the station could receive shipments from mining colonies in Convectorate space, phase two began, and the pace of construction sharply accelerated. By then, projections allowed for up to eighty percent of the slaves to have expired from accidents and brutal conditions, the losses balanced by a steady influx of construction mechs and trained technicians as they became available. Any survivors at the end of the first phase would be shipped out so the last of their strength could be expended elsewhere. 

	After that awful toll in lives and misery, this was the result.

	The Avernal Fury floated beyond the tips of the docking arms, a powerful predator dwarfed by the installation it nonetheless guarded. The battleship’s position gave it a prime view of the work taking place all along the inner surface of those arms, though the greatest share lay at their far ends. There, beside the colossal hinges that tied each arm to the central command cluster, the cylindrical skeletons of the first drydocks loomed, pointing inward like the spokes of a wheel. For now, at least. The station was finished, but the arms would remain shut until the shipyard was out of its infancy.

	And that day was coming—all too soon. The builder mechs were almost ten percent ahead of schedule, and several of the drydocks had already begun constructing new fighter drones. In a month, they would have five squadrons ready to go; in two months, with the first dedicated factory online, they would have closer to five hundred. 

	After a year, they would have a sizable enough force to threaten the heart of the Rakashi Alliance and the Kreen Confederacy. While the latter was still technically a part of the Convectorate Defense Pact, the Kreen had grown increasingly obstinate over the past few years, and the Hierarchy wanted to remind them of their obligations. As for the Rakashi…well, the Hierarchs had wanted to bring them into the fold for decades. 

	And that is why this plan must fail. 

	Taking a deep breath, Selorah skirted the throne and set the datapad down on the edge of the tac-holo. The projector was currently replaying old battle footage captured almost two decades ago near the end of the Thirty-Year War. Wave after wave of CDF bombers were dropping their ordnance upon a heavily fortified but badly damaged Dominion installation. The audio was off, but Selorah could still hear the explosions and the screams. 

	“You recognize the theater, I assume,” Ferron said.

	“Yes, sir,” she whispered. “The Battle of Talasea.”

	“It must be especially surreal for you to watch the battle where you died,” Ferron said, unsheathing his claws and idly strumming them against the arm of his throne. “It is nothing short of miraculous that the Widow discovered your body before your brain was irrevocably damaged.”

	“The odds were statistically insignificant,” Selorah agreed, struggling to keep her expression neutral. She didn’t know what Ferron was up to, but he may have simply wanted to gauge her reaction. The admiral enjoyed the psychological component of warfare as much or more than actual combat; he took great pleasure in humiliating his enemies before he destroyed them.

	Selorah could only imagine what he had planned for Wynn Mosaad. At a minimum, Ferron would probably force his old enemy to watch the rest of his students die or be assimilated by the Spiders. 

	“Circumstance is a fickle sovereign,” Ferron said after a moment. “Had the Talasean Holosphere relays still been intact, I would have received word that the Hierarchy had signed the armistice and ended the war. The attack never would have happened, and your life would have unfolded very differently. Perhaps you would have eventually served on the Seraphim Council. Perhaps you would have even become a Blade of the Seraph yourself.”

	Selorah felt her cheek twitch despite her best efforts to control it. “I cannot accurately assess those possibilities without additional information.”

	“Given your family’s power and history, I suspect you would have been doomed to breed as many psychically gifted children as possible. The Seraphim would have passed you around to their sons like a prized bitch. Such was the fate of many dreega females during the last cycles of the war.” The admiral bared his fangs in an amused grin. “Did you know this?”

	“I am passably familiar with Seraphim eugenics.”

	Ferron let out a grunt of satisfaction and dismissed the recording. “Do you blame me for what happened to you?”

	“I am not certain what you mean, sir.”

	“I am the one who ordered the attack. I am the one who ultimately transformed you into what you are today. Do you resent me for what happened?”

	“Of course not, Admiral,” Selorah lied. “Without the Spiders, Wynn Mosaad and his forces would have likely won the Dominion Civil War. The Blades of the Seraph would have been restored, and the war with the Convectorate would have eventually continued. Billions more would have died.”

	Ferron studied her for several long moments, his Tarreen face unreadable. Selorah was tempted to reach out with her powers and probe his mind directly, but Ferron was more disciplined than most other Tarreen. Reading his thoughts would require time and concentration, and if he realized what was happening, the consequences would be disastrous. 

	“The Widow really has forged you into a useful tool, hasn’t she?” he asked. “It’s no secret that I have always opposed the Spider Program, but I cannot deny the effectiveness of her indoctrination protocols. Your psionic mind is more powerful than any weapon on this ship, yet here you stand in front of me, collared and neutered. Perhaps you’re still just a prized bitch after all.”

	When she remained silent, he snorted contemptuously and stood, then paced around the edge of the tac-holo projection dais until he was looming over her. His eyes narrowed, and he dragged one of his claws down the side of her cheek. 

	“Few among the military know this, but the Hierarchy was never truly convinced we could beat your people,” Ferron said. “We probably wouldn’t have if your ancestors hadn’t been so brutal during their conquest of the Rim. Species after species lined up to join us in the war against you. Without their help, our final victory never would have been possible.”

	Selorah tried not to flinch from his touch even as it made her skin crawl. It was tempting to try and overpower him like she had done with Korax, but aside from the fact that Ferron was almost twice the size of a green-scaled Marid, he also had far fewer neural implants to manipulate. And on top of that, they were surrounded by other soldiers and mechs on the bridge. She couldn’t fight all of them at once. 

	Even if part of her would have preferred to die trying. 

	“But ultimately, the one thing that will never cease to amaze me is how eagerly your own people betrayed you,” Ferron said, smiling. His claw glided along her jaw and then fell away. She narrowly suppressed a shudder. “Mosaad was right about one thing, you know—if not for the armistice, you still could have won the war. Our forces were overextended, and our allies lacked the will for a final bloody push into your space. Given the chance, Mosaad and his Blades could have turned the tide.” He snickered and flicked at her golden epaulets. “The only reason you’re wearing this uniform is because your own Emperor sold your people’s future so that he could remain on his pitiful throne.”

	Selorah swallowed again. “Based on my calculations, you are correct in assuming that—”

	Her voice cut out when the admiral abruptly clutched her throat and lifted her off the deck. She didn’t try to wriggle free—Spiders weren’t supposed to be able to harm a Tarreen under any circumstances. So instead she hung there limply in his grip, slowly choking, completely at his mercy. 

	“Your entire race is a scourge upon this galaxy,” Ferron growled, his orange eyes blazing like hot coals. “The greatest mistake of the old Tarreen Empire was to enslave your people rather than destroy them outright. Imagine the trillions upon trillions of sentients who would be alive today if your ‘Seraph’ had never been born.”

	He tightened his grip until Selorah couldn’t breathe. “Make no mistake, dreega filth: if we do not find the Seraphim renegades soon, I will sear the flesh from your bones one limb at a time. I will make you wish that the Widow had never dragged your bleeding carcass from Talasea!”

	“Admiral…I…”

	Snarling, he hurled her across the bridge. The Manoth crewman in her path had barely enough time to dive away before Selorah smashed into his wall console hard enough to shatter the screen, and if not for the pain-suppression protocols in her implants, she would have undoubtedly cried out in pain. 

	“Pathetic,” Ferron hissed. “It’s no wonder you were so easily defeated by that Velothi whore. Perhaps next time she’ll just kill you and save me the trouble.”

	“Admiral!” one of the Subari officers called from the crew pit behind Ferron’s clawed crimson feet. “We’ve just received a report from our scout ships in grid thirteen.”

	Ferron glared at Selorah for another moment before he spun around. “And?”

	“They have completed their final sweep, and they did not detect any signs of a Dominion stronghold.”

	“Nothing?” the Admiral growled, his tail slamming against the deck. “They found nothing?”

	“N-no, sir,” the officer replied, probably wishing he had stayed quiet. “They are currently en route to the final system on their search pattern.”

	Ferron craned his reptilian neck back around to glare at Selorah again. “You prepared a new pattern. If Mosaad isn’t on this planet, how long will it take to find him?”

	Selorah swallowed and forced herself to lean up despite the shards of plastic jutting out of her palms. “If we are forced to broaden our search beyond the initial parameters, I calculate a ninety-five point seven percent probability that we will not locate the Last Blade for at least two standard months.”

	“Then we are not going to wait,” Ferron said, turning back to the full-size holo of the sector. “What is the final system on their current search pattern?”

	“System X9-493, sir,” the officer said. “It is approximately eighteen light-years from our current position.”

	“Then bring the ship to full alert and signal the rest of the fleet. We will jump to hyperspace within the hour.” 

	“You don’t wish to wait for the scouts, sir?”

	“No. I would rather assault the wrong system than miss our opportunity to catch Mosaad by surprise.” Ferron grinned as he sank back down into his command throne. “One way or another, the Last Blade shall soon lie dead at my feet.”

	 

	 

	 

	
4 
Destiny

	 

	For all of my other clear psychological problems, from my boundless well of cynicism to my terminal inability to have a relationship with a member of my own species, I had never struggled with insomnia. Safe, comfortable sleep had been a precious commodity in the Red Ring, and I had learned to take it whenever I could get it. Since coming here to Varsus, sleep had only gotten easier, in no small part because I had a beautiful alien girl eager to drain me into unconsciousness almost every night. 

	But tonight, things were different. I restlessly stared at the ceiling from my bed, Kaveri’s arm slung over my chest and her leg hooked possessively over my lap. I idly stroked her hair, and I was seriously tempted to flip her over and fuck her again just to focus on something besides the growing itch inside my skull. I was almost certainly imagining it—I couldn’t stop thinking about the telepathic barrier in my head, which was probably triggering a psychosomatic response. But no matter how much I told myself that it wasn’t real, the itch only got worse. 

	I sighed and traced my fingers down the impossibly smooth skin of Kaveri’s thigh. Perhaps her theory about weakening the barrier was right—that might explain the strange mental itch, and it could be a sign that the dam was about to break. But as much as I wanted that to happen—as much as I wanted to know the truth about Spider Zero and Talasea and everything else—I was also genuinely terrified about what we might find. 

	What if Kaveri is right? What if Raxyl is trying to protect you from something you don’t want to know?

	I couldn’t even imagine what that might be. Had I secretly been childhood friends with the woman who ultimately became Spider Zero? That would have been creepy, sure, but it wouldn’t have changed anything. I wasn’t going to feel guilty for the choices I’d made as a four-year-old boy. No, it had to be something else—something big. 

	If the Seraphim are to have any chance of survival, you must escape. 

	Spider Zero had spoken those words on the damaged transport, and they still didn’t make any sense. My powers did seem to be growing at an impressive rate—the fact I had been able to slow time and fly a Valkyrie was proof enough of that—but surely there were other psionic adepts in the galaxy with similarly impressive powers. Kaveri and Shandris were savants, too, as were several of the Seraph Squadron pilots. The Widow and her Spiders couldn’t possibly be that concerned about one man and his nascent abilities…

	Taking a long, calming breath, I forced myself to close my eyes. Tomorrow is going to be crazy enough without being sleep deprived. Just relax, Cole. Don’t think about sex. Don’t think about the beautiful woman haunting your memories. Don’t think about the telepathic barrier in your brain. Don’t think about the fact your best friend seems to be lying to you. 

	I snorted and reopened my eyes…only to find that I was no longer in my room. 

	“Uh-oh.”

	I blinked and glanced around. I was back in the enormous ballroom again, but this time there were far more people around. Almost everyone else was dancing, and the chandeliers had dimmed to the point it was genuinely difficult to see. 

	I took a deep breath and tried not to lose it. If my brain had decided to send me back here again, it was probably for a good reason. Perhaps I would finally get some more answers.

	Meet me in the north stairwell in an hour. I’m not finished with you just yet. 

	Spider Zero’s words from the last vision popped back into my head. On impulse, I reached into my pocket and retrieved my holopad—though I wasn’t sure if it was my will or the vision moving me. Even before I checked the time, I instinctively knew that our next rendezvous was soon. The only question was whether or not I should actually go there. A part of me wanted to hold out just to see if I could influence this vision somehow. Could I talk to these people? Could I ask them what the hell was going on?

	Unfortunately, before I could try anything, my body starting maneuvering through the crowd. All the humans I passed nodded or smiled when they saw me, while the alien servants—mostly Neyris and Velothi—all seemed terrified to make eye contact. I desperately wanted to ask them why, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t speak or slow down. I was basically flotsam being dragged along by the current. 

	I lurked around the stairwell for about a minute to make certain no one was watching before I surreptitiously dipped inside. I was surprised by the dim lights and even more surprised by the lack of guards. Given the obvious importance of the attendees, I would have expected sentry mechs at every access point. 

	“There you are,” a familiar voice called down from above. “I was starting to fear you wouldn’t be able to get away again.”

	Spider Zero’s heels clicked on the stairs as she rushed down to embrace me. She was every bit as beautiful as before, and I felt myself swelling against her as we kissed. 

	“Well, he’s definitely not being shy today,” she said, running her hand over the bulge in my pants as she leaned away. “Come on, we should go down a flight just in case anyone opens the door. Oh, and don’t worry about the sentry mechs—I already reprogrammed them to give us plenty of space.”

	She winked and dragged me down the stairs until we reached a tiny nook with a maintenance closet and an unpowered service console. Her diaphanous white gown was practically glowing in the thin strands of blue light filtering in through the gaps in the stairs, and I wanted to tear it off her so badly it hurt. 

	“We’ll have to be quick,” she breathed between frantic kisses. “Don’t hold back—just give me everything you have.”

	Grabbing her thighs, I lifted her up onto the console and pushed up her gown. Once again, her white garters and stockings drove me so crazy that my cock was already bursting out of my pants even before she unbuckled my belt. 

	“He’s so beautiful,” she said, smiling seductively as she dragged the tips of her fingers up and down my freed shaft. “I promise I’ll give him a good home.”

	She pushed her panties aside as I eased the tip inside her. Just like before, I couldn’t believe how amazing she felt. Her body was just the right warmth, her wetness just the right texture, even the squeeze and quiver of her walls as I stretched her was perfect. Why had I always assumed that human women would be so unsatisfying? What in the hell had I been thinking?

	“Oh, stars,” she breathed, her eyes fluttering shut. As she leaned all the way back on the terminal, I desperately wanted to rip open her dress and feast upon her tits. But since that wasn’t an option, I decided I was just going to fuck the living hell out of her instead. 

	Hoisting her calves up onto my shoulders, I pressed down until her knees were touching her chest. I slammed into her hard enough I was a little surprised the flimsy plastic on the terminal didn’t crack. She whimpered in delight every time my flesh slapped against hers. 

	“You’ll always be welcome inside me,” she cooed. “Anytime, anywhere, any way that you want. I’ll satisfy you in ways that Velothi whore never could.”

	My throat went dry even as my body kept rutting. Velothi whore? Did she mean…?

	“Our children will restore my family’s place on the Council,” she said. “Even if it tears the Dominion apart.”

	I blinked again. A thousand new questions popped into my mind, but I couldn’t ask any of them—I couldn’t do anything besides hammer into her over and over again.

	“Spill deep inside me, Cole!” she begged. “Plant your seed!”

	I cried out as I erupted—

	And then suddenly, inexplicably, I was back on my bed on Varsus. I was still madly thrusting away, but the woman beneath me was now blue. 

	“Ah!” I cried out as I exploded deep inside Kaveri. Her tail squeezed around my leg like a serpent, her nails clawed into my back, and her core clenched around my buried length as she orgasmed with a wail along with her Imprinted mate. I felt so drained when I finished that I collapsed onto the bed next to her. 

	“I thought you told me you wanted to get a good night’s sleep?” she crooned, slinging her leg back over me and kissing my nose. 

	“I did,” I managed, still trying to sort dream from reality. “I just…I had another vision.”

	Kaveri nodded, grinding her knee under my softening member as if hoping to stiffen me again. “I know.”

	“You do?” I asked. “You could feel it?”

	“Your thoughts were too strong to ignore,” she told me. “You weren’t even looking at me when you flipped me over and slipped inside me.”

	I closed my eyes and hissed through my teeth. “I’m sorry. That’s not—”

	“Never apologize for that,” she said, placing her fingers on my lips and smiling. “You know you can have me whenever you want. I’m a Succubus, Cole. You honestly think I would rather sleep than feel you inside me?”

	I grunted and squeezed her knee, slowing its motion but keeping it close. “Still, it’s very…weird.”

	She kissed me softly. “It’s all right. The next time you take me, I’ll imagine that you’re Shandris. That should make us even.”

	I smiled despite myself, once again thankful that she wasn’t like any other woman I had ever met. Was it even possible to offend her?

	“Once I realized what was happening, I probed the barrier blocking your memories,” she told me. “It didn’t collapse, but it’s definitely starting to budge.”

	“Hmm,” I murmured. “Well, I learned a few new things. She desperately wanted me to get her pregnant again, but this time she said something about restoring her family’s place on the Council.”

	Kaveri nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. Women who bear psionically gifted children are—or were—highly honored in the Dominion.”

	“Well, my little dream-avatar seemed determined to help her. I couldn’t stop myself from spilling inside her.”

	“I can tell,” Kaveri said, sliding a finger down across her ass to the viscous white pool dripping from her quim. “It makes me wish I weren’t barren.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	“Succubi are engineered to be infertile, for obvious reasons,” she told me. “I will never be able to bear you a child.”

	I frowned. The sorrow in her voice was palpable…and surprising. And not only for how it made my heart ache for some reason. “You, uh…you sound disappointed.”

	“A little,” Kaveri murmured. “I wonder if you are as well.”

	My mouth went dry. Of all the conversations I had expected to have right now, this had to be near the bottom of list. The Convectorate was trying to kill us, I was hallucinating about a Spider, and apparently someone had placed a telepathic barrier in my brain. This didn’t seem like the time to—

	I turned when my holopad abruptly beeped on the nightstand. Kaveri opened her hand and telekinetically pulled it over to me. 

	“Cole?” Raxyl’s voice said. “Are you awake?”

	I cleared my throat. “I am now. For someone who’s very insistent on never having his sleep cycle interrupted, you aren’t very good at returning the favor.”

	“You will survive, I’m sure,” he replied mildly. “I have something important to show you. Please come to my quarters as soon as possible.”

	I frowned and tossed another glance back at the chrono. “You’ve only been awake for a few hours. You found something already?”

	“Come to my quarters,” Raxyl repeated. “I will see you soon.”

	When the signal abruptly cut out, I snorted softly and tossed my holopad on the bed. “He doesn’t want to talk about this over an open channel,” I mused. “That’s never a good sign.”

	Kaveri slowly shook her head. “What could he have possibly discovered in six hours?”

	“I don’t know, but one thing I’ve learned over the years is that it’s never wise to underestimate Kali efficiency.”

	“We told him not to try and slice into the archive until Master Mosaad was busy with Seraph Squadron in the morning,” Kaveri reminded me. “Do you think he ignored us?”

	“I’m not sure what I think about much of anything these days,” I grumbled as a nervous knot began twisting in the pit of my stomach. “But if he thinks this is important, we shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

	 

	***

	 

	We were dressed and standing inside Raxyl’s quarters less than ten minutes later, and just as I had expected, the Kali was surrounded by glowing blue holographic projections filled with incomprehensible scrawls of data. His scales shimmered a dark, meditative blue, though I caught a trace of anxious orange every once in a while. 

	“You woke up fast,” I said, glancing over at the empty plates near the disposal. “And apparently ate a month’s worth of grubs in a few hours.”

	“My metabolism should return to normal soon, as you should know by now,” Raxyl replied. “I do apologize for waking you, but I was able to recover a few pieces of relevant information.”

	Kaveri shook her head and whistled softly. “So quickly? And without being detected? I always assumed the archive would have nearly unbreakable security.”

	“It does—or rather, the vast majority of its files do. As I feared, they are psionically encrypted. Only an experienced psychic could unlock the system, and even then the process would be laborious.”

	I stepped up behind his chair and frowned at the displays. As always, I regretted that I hadn’t begged him to teach me more about slicing while I was growing up. This was all indistinguishable from magic to me. 

	“If the files were locked, how did you find anything?” I asked. 

	“Because some of the unprotected data still contained useful information, at least from our perspective,” Raxyl said. “I know you suggested that I wait until morning, but considering the depths of our ignorance, I suspected I would be able to locate something we would consider valuable even if the system’s designers did not.”

	“An interesting theory,” I said. “So what did you dig up?”

	Raxyl’s unblinking yellow eyes stared at me for what felt like a small eternity. “This information may not be easy for you to hear,” he said, his scales rippling a concerned orange. “Are you certain you wish to proceed?”

	“Unless you’re about to tell me that Spider Zero is actually my sister, yes,” I said. 

	“As you wish.”

	Raxyl tapped a button on his terminal and conjured a still, holographic image of a twentysomething human woman with long black hair. Her outfit practically screamed “spacer,” from the style of her long jacket to the pulse pistol on her hip. I had probably seen a thousand different variations of her in spaceports all across this sector over the years. 

	“Am I supposed to know this woman?” I asked. 

	“I wasn’t certain whether you would or not,” Raxyl said. “According to the tags on the file, her name is Maris Vontera.”

	I felt the blood drain from my face. Suddenly, I saw every one of her features in a different light. The nose, the eyes, even the shape of her jaw…

	Mother.

	My knees went weak, and if Kaveri hadn’t wrapped her arm around my waist, I might have actually fallen over. Inconsolable loss, soul-deep longing, unbearable grief—that and more avalanched through me. I didn’t know where these emotions were coming from. I wasn’t one of those orphans who had wasted his time wondering about his parents. I had never cared. 

	Or at least, I had convinced myself not to care, and now I could feel the walls of that lie crumbling all around me. 

	“The files I discovered did not include a genetic database, so I cannot confirm your ancestry,” Raxyl said, his voice unusually somber. “Nonetheless, her identity seems clear.”

	When the silence lingered, Kaveri squeezed my hand and took the lead. “Where was this image taken?”

	The Kali’s scales shimmered red with regret. “You will not be surprised to learn it was captured on Talasea shortly before the massacre.”

	“Seraph’s mercy,” I whispered. “She was there, wasn’t she? She was killed during the battle?”

	“I am afraid so.”

	I closed my eyes and swallowed. A minute ago, I hadn’t even been aware of this woman’s existence. So why had my saliva turned to acid in my throat?

	“Did you learn anything else about her?” I rasped.

	“Only a few bits and pieces. She was a Dominion citizen, though I do not know her place of birth. At the time of her death, she was also registered as a cargo pilot.”

	The bile burned even more. “Was she married?”

	Raxyl shook his head. “Not according to these records.”

	It brought neither pain nor relief. “I see.” 

	I stared hard at her image for another moment, and when I closed my eyes, I could hear the voice that always called out to me from across the warzone in my dreams. Had it been her? Did I even want to know?

	“Anything else?” Kaveri asked, squeezing my hand again, still holding me tight against her side. 

	“Not about her,” Raxyl said. “I must admit that I was tempted to conceal this from you, Cole, especially since the information is so limited.”

	“I’m glad you didn’t,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely sure I meant it. 

	Raxyl paused for a few moments before he turned back to the console. “I did find one other image of note.”

	He tapped a button and conjured another still, holographic image, this one of a six- or seven-year-old human girl. At a glance, nothing about her seemed interesting or abnormal…until I took a second look at her piercing green eyes. 

	“That’s her,” I breathed, waving my hand through the projection. “That’s Spider Zero.”

	Raxyl’s scales rippled an anxious orange. “The computer agrees with you.”

	He applied an aging filter to simulate what the girl would look like eighteen years later, and the fully grown adult that appeared in front of me was unmistakable. This was woman who had let us go on that transport. This was the woman I had seen over and over in my visions.

	“Let me guess: this was also taken on Talasea before the massacre.”

	“Yes,” Raxyl confirmed. 

	My stomach fluttered nervously. At long last, we might finally get some answers. “Do we know anything about her?” I asked, my voice so hoarse it was barely audible. 

	“A little,” Raxyl said. “Her original name is Selorah Trell. Her family is—or was—very influential in the Dominion. They held a seat on the Seraphim Council for over a hundred years.”

	Kaveri rested her chin on my shoulder. “You said you thought she was important. Apparently, she was nobility.”

	I nodded absently as my mind struggled to fit more pieces into place. “She was nobility, but something happened,” I said. “Something that put her family out of favor.”

	Raxyl’s yellow eyes widened, and a surprised blue shimmer rippled up his neck. “How did you know that?”

	“I had another vision a few minutes before we came in here,” I told him. “She and I were, uh…well, just like before, she desperately wanted me to get her pregnant. Kaveri said that women who bear psionically gifted children are greatly honored in the Dominion, so I had assumed that was all it was. But this time she said it was the only way to restore her family’s status, even if it tore the Dominion apart.”

	“Do you have any idea what that could mean?” Kaveri asked. 

	“Not precisely,” Raxyl said. “You are right about her family falling from favor. They lost their seat on the Seraphim Council shortly before the end of the war.”

	“Do you know why?”

	“I’m afraid not. Though given the political circumstances at the time, the most likely explanation is that the Trell family opposed Emperor Falric’s push for an armistice. Many of the ruling families turned against him and were nearly destroyed.”

	I pursed my lips and finally separated from Kaveri, pacing around the projection. As glad as I was that this woman finally had a name, everything remained a giant, incomprehensible mess. How was I connected to her? What possible use could I have been to a Dominion noble?

	“If her family was disgraced, having a psionically gifted baby doesn’t seem like it would be enough to fix all their problems,” I said. 

	“It would not,” Raxyl confirmed. 

	“Then what are we missing?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “We just figured out that I’m the son of a cargo pilot. How in the hell would that help her political prospects?”

	“I cannot speculate on that, either.”

	I sighed and rubbed at my forehead. I wasn’t sure if I had ever felt this tired in my whole life, and it wasn’t because I hadn’t really slept yet. Every time we figured out one piece of this puzzle, ten new ones fell onto the table. 

	“Well, at least you found something,” I said, patting Raxyl’s shoulder. “That’s more than I dug up in three days while you were asleep.”

	“Still, I wish I had learned more,” the Kali lamented. “Especially considering I will not be able to penetrate the psionic encryption.”

	“Which means we’re officially out of options, aside from the one I’ve been avoiding for days,” I said, turning back to Kaveri. “I suppose there’s no way around it at this point: we have to bring all of this to Master Mosaad.”

	Raxyl’s scales shimmered blue. “I do not understand why you haven’t done so already.”

	“Because I don’t trust him,” I growled. “For all I know, he’s the one who’s blocking my memories in the first place!”

	“For all you know, he could have resolved this problem several days ago,” the Kali countered. “But regardless, you are correct: he is the only one capable of assisting you. Even if he does not possess any additional information about Spider Zero, he is the only person on Varsus capable of accessing the archive.”

	“He will help,” Kaveri insisted, squeezing my arm. 

	I swallowed hard. “I wish I had half your confidence.”

	“He will help, Cole,” she repeated. A shadow crossed her face, and she transformed from Kaveri the Succubus into Kaveri the Blade. “I will make certain of it.”

	 

	***

	 

	We arrived at Mosaad’s quarters a few hours later, having tried to get some rest before morning, without success. We were every bit as anxious and sleep deprived as before. I stared at the com panel for a moment, wondering if I should rehearse what we were going to say, before Kaveri reached out and touched the button herself. 

	“Cole and I need to have a word with you, Master,” she said. “May we come in?”

	“Of course. Enter.”

	The door hissed open, and we strode inside. The chamber was roughly the same size as ours, and the walls were every bit as cold and barren. I was admittedly surprised—the rest of the pilots were exiles or refugees, so none of them owned anything they could hang up as a decoration. But for whatever reason, I had assumed that Mosaad’s quarters would be a tacky monument to Dominion history. 

	Yet again, you’ve misjudged him. You’ve been doing it over and over again since you arrived. Maybe it’s finally time to cut him some slack?

	Mosaad himself was standing by the wall-length mirror. He smoothly buckled the last few straps of his pristine white-gold armor, and he casually threw his flowing blue cape over his shoulders. 

	“I apologize for bothering you, Master,” Kaveri said, “but we needed to—”

	“I was just about to contact you anyway,” Mosaad said. “Cobalt and Morningstar came to me after dinner last night. They informed me that you had a conversation about their progress…or lack thereof.”

	I shared a quick glance with Kaveri. This might not have been the conversation we had expected, but it was important nonetheless. 

	“They did, yes,” I confirmed. “They said they were having trouble with the Valkyrie’s psionic interface.”

	“They are having trouble with almost everything. And they are not alone.” Mosaad sighed heavily as he turned around. “Of the six pilots I chose to join Seraph Squadron, only two have demonstrated any significant progress. The results are…disappointing.”

	“They have only been training for a few days, Master,” Kaveri said. 

	“I know. And given their age and lack of experience, it is incredibly unfair of me to expect them to advance so quickly. Even Blackstar and the other fully trained pilots took months to master their Valkyries, and they were under far less duress.” Mosaad’s lip twitched in frustration. “Unfortunately, patience is a luxury I can no longer afford. According to our latest scans, the shipyard’s defense systems will be installed and operational in less than two weeks, and Admiral Ferron’s scout ships draw closer and closer every day. To be blunt, we have run out of time.”

	I clasped my hands behind my back. “Does that mean we’re finally going to evacuate?”

	“No,” Mosaad said. “If we evacuate, we will lose our only chance at stopping the Convectorate. That shipyard will be able to produce fighter drones faster than we can destroy them, and by the time the Kreen or the Rakashi realize what’s going on, Ferron will be so entrenched it would take an armada to defeat him. The Convectorate will be in this sector for good.”

	“That may be true, but you just said the recruits aren’t up to snuff,” I reminded him. “So what’s the alternative?”

	Mosaad stared right at me. “The alternative is that you will be piloting one of the Valkyries.”

	My mouth went dry. “I beg your pardon?”

	“You demonstrated greater mastery of that Valkyrie in an hour than most of the other recruits will manage in a month,” Mosaad said. “Morningstar and Cobalt agree, and I’ve no doubt that the rest of the recruits will as well. Whether I approve of your methods or not, the bottom line is that Seraph Squadron needs you.”

	I stood there, stiff and speechless, even as my mind jumped into hyperspace. The rational part of my psyche was urging me to press him about Spider Zero, and it continuously reminded me that this entire plan to attack the Nelphari shipyard was objectively insane. Unfortunately, the irrational part of my psyche couldn’t stop thinking about how amazing it had felt to sit in that cockpit and merge with the Valkyrie. I was a pilot, after all, and the promise of flying a psionic starfighter was the only reason I had agreed to come here in the first place. I was desperate for another chance, even an insanely risky one. 

	“That’s, uh…” I paused and tried to collect myself. “That’s not what I expected you to say.”

	“Believe me, if I thought we had another choice, I would take it in a heartbeat,” Mosaad said. “I meant what I told you before, Cole: you have more raw talent than any other recruit in the academy, but you are not a team player. I don’t want to risk the lives and safety of the other pilots with someone who will abandon them at the first sign of trouble.”

	My face warmed as my mind flashed back to my last run in the simulator with Raxyl. Master Mosaad had baited me into abandoning my wingman, and we had failed the mission because of it. Even though it seemed like that had been a lifetime ago, in reality it had only been a few days.

	“Cole will not disappoint you, Master,” Kaveri said.

	“I hope not,” Mosaad said. “And to make certain of it, you will be in the cockpit alongside him.”

	Her luminescent eyes shot open wide. “Master?”

	“The fighter obviously wasn’t designed for two people, but that didn’t seem to bother you before,” he said. “I already ordered the mechs to make some adjustments to the cockpit, and they will do more once we have more time. But for now, I want you to assist Cole however you can. Grant him the benefit of your strength and your training and do your best to share it with the others.”

	Her face remained frozen as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. I didn’t blame her, because I couldn’t, either. 

	Mosaad smiled faintly. “Historically, the Blades and the Wings served very different purposes, and I convinced myself that I could maintain that tradition with you. But circumstances have proven otherwise. You have one of the strongest minds I have ever known, and to be blunt, we cannot afford to waste your skills. Not if we want to destroy the shipyard and drive the Convectorate from this sector once and for all.”

	“I…” Kaveri blinked and shared a concerned glance with me. “Master, are you certain this is a good idea?”

	“We will see soon enough,” he said. “You’re already as powerful as Blades of the Seraph with ten years more experience, and you are one of the fastest learners I have ever met. Together, I can scarcely imagine the power the two of you could channel through a Valkyrie.”

	“He might be right,” I admitted. “I don’t know how much of my success was due to you being there with me.” 

	“Go ahead and report to Blackstar in the hangar,” Mosaad said. “He’ll get you prepped and ready.”

	Kaveri and I shared another glance. “Actually…we came here to talk about something else,” she said. “Cole continues to have visions about Spider Zero.”

	Mosaad nodded slowly. “I’m not surprised. Shandris has been scouring the medical database for everything she can find on stimulating memory engrams. Sooner or later, I’m certain she will be able to—”

	“These aren’t memories,” I interrupted him. “They’re more like visions of an alternate future.”

	Mosaad’s brow furrowed. “An alternate future? What do you mean?”

	“I keep seeing us together, but she’s not a Spider and we’re not anywhere near this sector. As far as I can tell, we’re always on some Dominion world…and the two of us seem like we’re about to get married.” I closed my eyes and swore under my breath. “And yes, I know how crazy that sounds. But I’m not tripping out on stims, and it’s not just a hallucination. It feels just as real as any of my other visions.”

	“We also learned her real name,” Kaveri said. “Selorah Trell.”

	Both of Mosaad’s eyebrows shot up. If he was feigning surprise, he was doing a damn good job of it. “Trell…” he murmured. “You’re certain of this?”

	“Pretty sure,” I said, hoping he didn’t ask about the details. If we were lucky, he would just assume I had seen that little tidbit in a vision. 

	Mosaad turned and slowly paced across the room. “It makes sense, I suppose. The Trell family has a long, proud history, and their line has produced many powerful Seraphim across the generations. If the Widow found Anara’s daughter…”

	My eyes flicked over to Kaveri when he trailed off. “Anara?”

	“Selorah’s mother,” Mosaad said. “She came to Talasea to offer her support for the Blades against Emperor Falric’s wishes. I knew that her reasons were purely political, but we couldn’t afford to turn down any support at that critical moment.” His cheek twitched. “Not that it would have mattered. Falric had already sold us out and we didn’t even know it.”

	I watched him carefully for a moment, wondering if I would be able to catch some small hint that he was lying to us. But as another shadow fell across his face, he looked more like a broken man than a deceitful one. I could almost see the aura of pain and bitterness swirling around him. 

	“Master, do you have any idea why Cole would be seeing himself with this woman?” Kaveri asked. “As he says, it’s as if they were arranged to be married.”

	Mosaad let out a deep breath and turned back to us. “I’m afraid Council politics were never a hobby of mine. Perhaps they should have been.” He paused and studied me as if in a new light. “Have you had any flashes you haven’t told me about? Or strange powers you can’t explain?”

	I pressed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. Since we had apparently decided to lay all our cards on the table, there was no point in holding back any longer. 

	“Yeah,” I breathed. “When we were on the Spider ship, Kaveri was shot in the back by a stun blast from a second Spider. For a few moments, I was completely alone, and Spider Zero hadn’t recognized me yet. I should have been killed.”

	Mosaad paused. “But?”

	“But then something happened. It’s hard to explain, but it almost felt like I hit the pause button for the whole damn universe. Everything slowed to crawl around me, and I rushed at the other Spider and knocked him out before he could move.” I sighed and shook my head. “You know the rest. Spider Zero shattered my respirator, recognized me, and sent us on our merry way. But the point is that we both should have been captured, and I still don’t understand how I did what I did.”

	“Because it wasn’t a conscious effort on your part,” Mosaad said. “But eventually it will be, and when that day comes, you will find yourself among a very exclusive group of Seraphim.”

	Kaveri’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re familiar with this power, Master?”

	“Yes.” He took a deep breath and paced across the room again. “Cole didn’t actually ‘pause’ the universe, obviously—he only perceived it that way because his body had entered a state of temporal flux.”

	I frowned. “I did what now?”

	“At the height of the Dominion’s power, a handful of Seraphim clairvoyants could reach a transcendent state that allowed them to manipulate the flow of time around them. In essence, they could accelerate their movements and drastically increase their speed.” He turned. “None of them could ever sustain the effect for more than a few seconds, and the fact you’ve already learned the technique at such a young age is remarkable.”

	“Well, it’s not like I deserve any credit for it,” I said with a shrug. “It just happened.”

	“All the same, you possess a powerful gift. A Blade of the Seraph wielding that kind of power could dominate a battlefield.” Mosaad’s lips slowly cracked into a smile. “A Wing of the Seraph wielding that kind of power would be almost unstoppable. Imagine a fighter pilot who could dodge every shot before it struck him.”

	“We don’t have to imagine,” Kaveri said. “That’s exactly what Cole did when we were escaping from the Spiders.”

	Mosaad nodded. “All the more reason to get you back into the cockpit as soon as possible.”

	“Wait a second,” I said, throwing up my hands. “This still doesn’t explain why I keep seeing Spider Zero.”

	“I believe your first supposition was correct: you are seeing a divergent future where events played out very differently,” Mosaad said. “Years ago, Seraphim Oracles were taught to follow and flesh out these timelines in order to advise the Council on major decisions. Since your memories are apparently damaged, your mind must be instinctively searching for answers in another way.”

	I glanced over to Kaveri again. “Well, that’s the last thing I need to tell you,” I said. “We don’t actually think my memories are damaged—we think they’re being blocked.”

	Once again, I carefully watched his expression in search of the smallest clue—a subtle twitch of the cheek, a sudden dilation of the pupils, anything that might indicate he already knew about the barrier—but I didn’t spot anything. He looked genuinely surprised. 

	“Blocked?” he asked. “How?”

	“When Shandris wasn’t able to restore his memories, I tried to see what I could do with my own telepathy,” Kaveri said. “I was almost immediately repelled by some kind of mental barrier. It was like I had stepped on a trap hidden inside his psyche.”

	Mosaad turned back to me. “I didn’t sense anything before.”

	Kaveri shrugged. “Cole is my Imprinted mate. Perhaps I was able to locate portions of his psyche that are closed off to you.”

	“Perhaps,” Mosaad said, his brow furrowing. “May I check again?”

	This is a bad idea. What if he’s the one who erected the barrier in the first place? What if this is just an excuse to cover his tracks?

	“Sure,” I said instead. “Just be careful—it threw her across the room the first time she set it off.”

	Mosaad’s eyes closed, and this time, I could definitely feel something pressing against my mind. He probed around for what felt like an hour, though it was probably only a minute. And when his eyes slowly reopened, he swore under his breath. 

	“You’re right,” he whispered. “There is a barrier in place—one that’s powerful and subtle.”

	I pursed my lips. “Do you know who put it there?”

	“No,” Mosaad admitted. “But whoever he was, he knew precisely what he was doing. Under different circumstances, I would assume it was the work of another Blade of the Seraph.”

	A cold tingle wormed its way down my spine. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t I standing in a room with the last two of those in the whole galaxy?”

	“Not quite,” Mosaad whispered, “but close enough.”

	“But there were other Blades capable of this a decade ago,” Kaveri pointed out. “Can you tell how old the barrier is?”

	Mosaad closed his eyes for a few seconds. “No. Though I suspect it has been there for some time…possibly all the way back to when the memories were formed in the first place.”

	“But why?” I asked. “Why would anyone go to this much trouble just to conceal a few memories from a four-year-old boy? How important could they possibly be?”

	“Important enough to keep you alive, but not enough to kill you,” Kaveri said as she massaged her tendrils in thought. “That suggests they intended to drop the barrier at some point.”

	“Or they assumed you would overcome it,” Mosaad said. “Which seems to be what is happening now—your mind is slowly cracking through the blockage layer by layer.”

	I sighed and placed my fingers on my temples. “Yeah, well, is there any way to accelerate the process? Because I’m getting pretty fucking tired of living in the dark.” 

	“I’m afraid there’s no way to break it directly, not without shattering the rest of your mind in the process. As I said, the work is very precise.”

	“Wonderful,” I muttered. “Just wonderful.”

	He could still be lying, you know. All of this could just be a bullshit distraction to keep you occupied while he hands you a Valkyrie. He’s the one who is obsessed with this shipyard; he’s the one who needs pilots to destroy it. 

	“I only wish you had told me about all of this sooner,” Mosaad said into the long pause. “Given your background, I understand why you’re hesitant to trust me. But from this point forward, I hope we can both begin to make amends.” 

	“So do I,” I replied, and I think I might have actually meant it. 

	“I wish I could tell you more,” Mosaad said. “But for now, there’s little else we can do but focus on the task ahead of us. Please, head down to the hangar and speak with Blackstar. Your destiny awaits.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	“Our assault shuttles are fully loaded, Admiral,” the Baalir commando said through the holo-projection. “The Bartherion and her crew await your command.”

	“Excellent,” Admiral Ferron said, his claws folding together in his lap. “Move into position and await my signal. Once the Valkyries take the bait, you will begin your attack run.”

	“Yes, sir.” The commando turned and scowled at the lone human on the bridge. “What about the Widow’s pet?”

	“Stand by,” Ferron said, flicking off the com and pivoting his command throne around to face her. “I assume you wish to accompany our ground forces.”

	“I do, sir,” Selorah told him, keeping her hands clasped behind her back. She couldn’t afford to look too enthusiastic here. “With all due respect, I am the only member of your crew capable of neutralizing a Blade of the Seraph.”

	Ferron snorted contemptuously. “Your recent failure says otherwise. If the whore could defeat you by herself, then her master will destroy you.”

	“I will not fail you again, Admiral. Our forces will greatly outnumber the Last Blade and his students, and Captain Grantak has a flawless service record.”

	“He isn’t the one I’m worried about,” Ferron said, standing. “Mosaad may be an arrogant, stubborn fool, but he is not to be underestimated. His students will fight long and hard on his behalf. Neutralizing their means of escape must be your top priority.”

	Selorah nodded and glanced over to the sensor logs their scout ships had transmitted a few minutes ago. The resolution was poor, but the structure lodged into the mountains of Varsus II was unmistakable. After all these years, Ferron had finally discovered the lair of his old enemy, and there was little else she could do to sabotage the mission from here. She couldn’t understand why Cole and the others hadn’t already fled—if they had simply withdrawn as logic dictated, they would be well beyond the bounds of Ferron’s reach. 

	They know that once the Nelphari shipyard’s defenses come online, Convectorate control over this sector will be inevitable and absolute. Mosaad will do anything to prevent that, even risk his life and those of his students. 

	“I calculate an eighty-three point two percent probability that their transports are docked here on the northern side of the compound,” Selorah said, pointing at the projection where several blurry ships were visible on a pair of open-air pads. Her finger moved to the other side of the image, to a closed hangar door in front of another, empty pair of pads. “Their Valkyries will launch from the small, more accessible hangar here on the southern side. My abilities can override the hangar’s security to allow our forces entry.”

	“Then you will blast the mountains on the northern side to rubble and bury them within the compound,” Ferron said. “Our ground forces will land in the south and force them to surrender.”

	Selorah nodded. “As you wish, sir. I will gather my equipment and join Captain Grantak on the Bartherion immediately.”

	Before she could turn, Ferron grabbed her arm and glared down at her. The acrid stench of sulfur stung her nose as if he were about to spew fire and incinerate her. “You will bring Wynn Mosaad to me alive. Capture the rest if you can, but they are ultimately expendable.”

	“The Widow will not agree with that assessment,” Selorah told him. 

	“I do not care whether your mistress agrees or not!” Ferron growled. “The Last Blade is all that matters. If any of the others cause you any trouble, terminate them immediately—even the Velothi. Do you understand?”

	Selorah nodded. “Yes, sir.”

	He glared at her for another moment before he released his grip and returned to his command throne. Selorah strode for the lift as quickly as she could without looking suspicious, and when the door closed, she leaned against the wall and drew in a long, deep breath. 

	Wynn Mosaad may have been the last true Blade of the Seraph, but he was not the most important person in that compound. She couldn’t even imagine Ferron’s reaction if she told him the truth about Cole’s identity…or about the Velothi’s, for that matter. He would probably order the Avernal Fury and the Bartherion to destroy Varsus outright. 

	But he didn’t know the truth, and that meant Selorah still had a chance to save Cole and his companion—which in turn meant that she still had a chance to save the Seraphim and the rest of humanity. 

	“You must survive, Cole,” she said, drawing her pistol and checking the power cells. “No matter the cost.”

	 

	 

	 

	

  5 
The Battle for Varsus


   


  The anxious knot in my stomach twisted even harder when I strode into the hangar and maneuvered toward the pilots standing near the Valkyries. Despite our cordial conversation last night, I still expected Cobalt and Morningstar to scowl when I approached. Instead, their faces lit up like they were greeting a long-lost friend. 


  “So the old man let you out of your cage after all,” Cobalt said, crossing her arms over her chest. 


  “He probably just realized that locking someone in their quarters with Kaveri all day wasn’t much of a deterrent,” Morningstar snarked, offering her a knowing wink. “Hell, I’m surprised no one else tried to steal a ship when they heard that was the punishment.”


  Cobalt elbowed him in the gut and stepped over in front of me. “I’m glad he was able to swallow his pride and see reason. You might be a cocky little asshole, but we need your help.”


  “That’s her feeble attempt at a peace offering,” Squeaker put in. “You’ll just have to get used to it.”


  “Cole and I will do the best we can,” Kaveri said, “but to be perfectly honest, I’m not certain what he expects from us. He is not a teacher, and neither am I.”


  “That will have to change—and fast.”


  I turned as another figure approached us from behind the Valkyries. He was almost as obnoxiously tall, dark, and handsome as Morningstar, though he was a few years older and had far more experience in the cockpit. Cameron “Blackstar” Winters was the Wing Commander of Seraph Squadron, and he and the other “real” pilots were the only reason Raxyl, Kaveri, and I had escaped Admiral Ferron’s battleship all those weeks ago.


  “Since you basically picked all of this up on pure instinct, the hope is that maybe you can come up with another way to teach them,” Blackstar said, pointing to one Valkyrie in the group. “It’s a longshot, but right now it’s all we’ve got.”


  “I’ll do what I can,” I told him. “Assuming I can actually remember how this thing works…”


  He cocked a black eyebrow at me. “I hope that’s a joke.”


  “We’re about to find out.”


  As the others scattered to their ships, I strode over to the Valkyrie and placed my palm flat against the fuselage. I could feel the power stirring within almost like I was touching the warm belly of a sleeping hound. The hairs on my arm stood, and my mind and body were begging me to merge with the fighter once again. It really was like a drug.


  When I climbed the ladder, I noticed that the mechs had torn out a chunk of the molding and placed a second seat directly behind mine, with hardly any space between them. It was clearly an awkward patch-job, but given Kaveri’s sleek frame and extreme flexibility, I had no doubt she would fit. Still, I was going to miss having her leg slung over me. After all, what was the point in a joyride if you couldn’t fuck your girlfriend in the pilot seat?


  She slithered into position behind me as easily as I’d expected, and her arms wrapped comfortingly around my waist as the canopy lowered. A moment later, her tail started wriggling beneath the belt of my flight suit. We’d had to cut a hole into her own flight suit to accommodate it. 


  “I doubt I will be able to help you focus as easily this way,” she said into my ear from behind. “But I have some new ideas…”


  I grabbed her tail before it could reach my cock. “Behave,” I mock scolded. “I can’t do this without you.”


  Kaveri kissed the side of my neck. “I’m ready when you are.”


  “Okay…here goes nothing,” I muttered, placing a hand on the flight stick and activating the psionic interface. The crystals on the dashboard began to glow, the translucent HUD appeared across the canopy…


  And my brain felt like it drifted free of my body. 


  “Whoa…”


  The sensations crashed over me like a tidal wave; I could suddenly feel the presence of every mind in the academy. Their mood, their emotions, their thoughts…


  “You have to filter out the excess noise,” Kaveri said. “Concentrate on one thing at a time.”


  “Right,” I muttered. The trick more or less worked, but I still almost puked when the Valkyrie’s engines abruptly flared to life. 


  Am I actually flying this thing, or am I just some kind of glorified human battery?


  “On you, Outcast,” Blackstar said over the com. “Why don’t you show the other whelps how it’s done?”


  “Yeah…sure,” I murmured as we rose off the ground. “Just, uh…just give me a…whoa!”


  The Valkyrie blasted through the bay doors so quickly my neck probably would have snapped if not for the anti-grav restraints cushioning me in place. The ubiquitous rains of Varsus splashed over the canopy, but it wasn’t like I really needed my eyes anyway. The fighter’s sensors were already feeding everything I needed to know directly into my brain, better and clearer than a tac-holo. 


  Swearing under my breath, I gripped the flight stick in both hands and jerked it backward, throwing the Valkyrie into a steep climb. Sensing my desire, the fighter drained enough psionic energy from me to erect its defenses, and almost on cue, a jagged stroke of lightning burned through the clouds and splashed against the shields. The resulting flash of heat on my face reminded me just how intimate this connection really was. 


  “This is just as overwhelming as before,” I gasped. 


  “I know,” Kaveri breathed into my ear. “Remember: just focus on something tangible to keep your mind tethered to the real world.”


  “That was a lot easier with you sitting in my lap.”


  “Then just try and remember that moment. Think about my lips pressed against yours. Think about how good it felt to slip inside me.”


  I snorted. “I don’t think that’s going to help me teach the others.”


  “Maybe not. But it will get you ready for what I have planned tonight.”


  I smiled as a warm thrill ran through me that briefly eclipsed the cacophony of inputs. The sensations became easier to deal with the more I relaxed. That had probably been her plan all along. 


  “Try focusing on something tactile,” Kaveri went on. “The way the seat cradles your body, the contour of the composite grip between your fingers…”


  “Right,” I murmured. I chose the latter, and it didn’t take me long to realize that she was correct—as long as I could anchor myself to something in the physical world, the Valkyrie’s current couldn’t suck me under. 


  I was more or less stable by the time I crossed into the exosphere, and I sensed Blackstar and the other Valkyries coming up behind me. 


  “All right, we’ll start with something simple,” Blackstar said once he had settled in behind me. “I’ve uploaded a few targets onto your HUD. I want you to track them and blast them.”


  “But, sir…we haven’t even been able to fire our weapons yet!” Cobalt protested. 


  “And that has to change. It’s a simple matter of power distribution. Remember, you don’t have the luxury of a computer to handle it for you. Your subconscious mind has to control the entire ship—it needs to become an autonomous reflex, as thoughtless as breathing.”


  “You’ve said that before,” Squeaker grumbled. “It didn’t help.”


  “Well, that’s why we brought in the expert here,” Blackstar said snidely. “Got any tips for the other whelps, Outcast?”


  I blew a thin stream of air through my teeth. “There’s nothing to say. I can’t really explain how I’m doing anything.”


  “That’s useful,” Cobalt muttered. 


  “What I mean is that maybe we need less telling and more showing.” I sucked in a deep breath and reached out through the sensors as the planet slowly shrank behind us. “You can feel my presence through the sensors, right?”


  “Barely,” Morningstar said. “I’m holding myself back. If I reach out any harder, I start to drown.”


  “Focus on a tactile sensation,” I told him, smiling as I repeated Kaveri’s advice. “Squeeze the flight stick and feel the contours of the grip on your fingers. Make it your anchor when you feel yourself getting dragged under.”


  “Okay. And then what?”


  “Then reach out and concentrate on my presence. If you filter out some of the noise, you should be able to sense my surface thoughts. I’ll try to help.”


  I closed my eyes, and bit by bit, I could feel the others stretching out through their own Valkyries. After a few seconds, I swore I could actually see the psychic tendrils sprouting into space. All I needed to do was find a way to grab them and connect them to me…


  “Visualize the connections in your mind’s eye,” Kaveri said. “Then reach out and pull them toward you.”


  I nodded and did ask she asked. Slowly but surely, the bond between our Valkyries grew stronger and stronger. 


  “Whoa,” Squeaker mumbled. “That’s…new.”


  “Can you all feel that?” I asked. 


  “Yes,” the other two said in near unison. 


  “Good. Now hold on to that feeling. Imagine we’re all linked together like cars on a rail train, and try to mimic my movements.”


  I started with a slow starboard roll toward our first objective, and after a few seconds, all three of them repeated the maneuver behind me. I cycled through a bunch of variations—short bursts of acceleration, tight turns, and eventually a few long, languid loops. Our formation grew tighter and tighter with each one. 


  “This feels…better,” Cobalt said. “Though I bet we look like a bunch of drunken krim whales.”


  “I won’t score you on style points today,” Blackstar put in. “But keep going, Outcast. Try and take them to the first target.”


  “Right,” I said, taking in another deep breath. At the moment, I felt less like the lead rail car than a guy tugging around a bunch of balloons on a string. Still, if this helped them at all, it was worth it. 


  I cranked up the throttle and burst toward the first objective on the HUD. It appeared to be a comet, or at least the crumbling remnants of one. Given its relatively small size and mass, a single concentrated salvo could probably blast it into particles…assuming we could actually figure out how to fire these things. Shooting was the one thing I hadn’t tried during our escape from the Spiders. 


  “All right, this is the trickier part,” I said, putting as much false confidence in my voice as I could. “Just like with the shields and engines, you need to learn to shunt power into the cannons.”


  “Powering them up isn’t the problem,” Squeaker said. “Keeping control of all the other systems at the same time is.”


  “Just try and follow my lead again. With luck, I should be able to guide you…”


  Mentally crossing my fingers, I focused on my Valkyrie’s cannons and tried to bring them online. My stomach twinged with embarrassment when nothing happened right away—I really didn’t want to look like an idiot in front of them—but then I felt the psionic interface draining even more energy out of me. The cannons came online, and a targeting reticle materialized on the HUD. 


  “There we go,” I said, trying not to sound too relieved. I squeezed the trigger, and a barrage of blue-white energy erupted from the wing-mounted cannons. I had no idea what to expect in terms of power, but the bolts instantly vaporized the entire comet remnant. I grinned in satisfaction as my Valkyrie roared through the cloud.


  “Not bad, kid,” Blackstar said. “Power readings were at eighty-seven percent standard.”


  “Is that good for a first shot?” I asked. 


  “I think I managed ten percent yesterday, and my shields dropped in the process,” Squeaker muttered. “So, yeah, I’d say so.”


  “Time for a second chance,” Blackstar said. “Come about, bearing zero-three-zero mark one-two-nine.”


  “Just relax and follow my lead again,” I said, squeezing the stick. “We can do this.”


  The other three Valkyries rolled in behind me just like I had hoped, and I cranked the throttle to full as we accelerated toward a full-scale asteroid in high orbit over the fourth planet in the system. When the others caught up, I threw the fighter into a few wild rolls just to see if they could match me. It took a few tries, but they eventually managed. 


  “All right, here we go,” I said, watching the kilometers tick down on the HUD. “Let’s try an easy strafing run. We’ll fire off a few shots, then get the hell out of there.”


  “I’m still having trouble getting the damn things online,” Morningstar grumbled.


  “You’ve always had trouble getting it up this early,” Cobalt taunted. 


  “It’s not funny. I can’t…”


  “It’s all right,” I said as soothingly as I could. “Remember, focus on something tactile to keep you grounded and let the Valkyrie do the rest of the work.”


  “You say that, but…”


  “Then don’t think about it. Just reach out and do as I do, okay?”


  Closing my eyes, I shunted energy away from the thrusters and into the cannons. Squeaker and Cobalt mimicked me almost immediately, and after ten or fifteen seconds, Morningstar did, too.


  “Shit,” he gasped. “I feel like I’m plugged into an IV.”


  “Just focus on the target,” I said, watching as my reticle narrowed. “Wait…wait…now!”


  I unleashed another barrage, this time straight into the face of the asteroid. The blue-white bolts seared through the rock like a laser scalpel through flesh, and for a moment, I feared the whole thing might come apart. When the other three fired right after me, it did. 


  “Pull up!” I warned, throwing my Valkyrie into a hard starboard roll. My breath caught in my throat as tiny bits of flaming debris sprayed across my shields. Had we gotten too close? Had I just completely fucked them over?”


  “Hell yeah!” Cobalt yelled as we shot clear. “Damn, that felt good!”


  I grinned and glanced back over my shoulder. All three of the other Valkyries were now clear of the smoldering rock chunks, and no one seemed any worse for wear.


  “I knew you could do it,” Kaveri said, kissing my ear. Unfortunately, her tail also started fiddling with my belt again. 


  “Nice work,” Blackstar said, whistling softly. “Though in the future, I’d keep your distance. If that was a Convectorate battleship, you would have smashed right into its hull.”


  “He’s just jealous,” Cobalt sneered. “We’ve learned more in the last thirty minutes than the past three days.”


  I smiled. “Well, like the old man says…it’s all about working as a team.”


  I could actually feel the warmth from their minds, and the sensation was so strange I wasn’t sure how to process it. Is this what friendship with other human beings felt like?


  “All right, let’s not get cocky,” Blackstar said. “There are still a lot of basics we need to—”


  His words were drowned out when a sudden wave of fear crashed over me. My skin tingled, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and a flurry of images rushed in front of my eyes. A Convectorate battleship, a small army of war mechs, an endless barrage of screams and explosions…


  And then I was back inside the Valkyrie’s cockpit, my heart pounding and my skin beading with sweat. 


  “They’ve found us,” I whispered. 


  “What was that, Outcast?” Blackstar asked. 


  I cleared my throat and reached out with the fighter’s sensors. I couldn’t detect any other ships nearby, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. “The Spiders are on their way here,” I said. “I just had a premonition…we need to get back to the base.”


  An oppressive silence descended over the squad, and I sensed their joy quickly eclipsed by a shroud of dread. 


  “You’re sure about this?” Blackstar asked.


  “Positive,” I said, licking at my lips. “I don’t know what direction they’re coming from, but we need to—”


  “Too late,” Morningstar interrupted. “I just got a ping from one of the sensor beacons at the edge of the system. There’s a Convectorate battleship headed straight for us, bearing zero-five-three mark one-one-five. ETA…ten minutes.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Blackstar hissed. “It’s the Avernal Fury, Ferron’s command ship.”


  “What do we do?” Cobalt asked. 


  While waves of fear cascaded over the others, I felt a sudden ripple of calm wash over Blackstar—the calm of a professional warrior who was used to taking in a situation and doing exactly what needed to be done. The rest of us might have blown up an asteroid, but all of us clearly had a long way to go before we were truly Wings of the Seraph. 


  “I just sent a signal to the base,” he said. “I’ll scramble the rest of Seraph Squadron and try to hold the Vecs off as long as we can. The rest of you need to get back to the planet and load up the transports.”


  “We can help,” Morningstar protested. “Just tell us—”


  “No,” Blackstar said. “You’re not ready.”


  “But you’ll need our help!”


  “We’ll manage. Outcast, get them back to the planet and onto the transports. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir,” I said, twisting the Valkyrie around and trying to ignore the cold tingle worming its way down my spine. Just when things had finally started coming together, everything was about to get blown apart…


  “I knew we should have left earlier,” Squeaker mumbled into the com. “How did they find us?”


  “It doesn’t really matter now, does it?” Morningstar said. “We all knew this could happen at any time. We have an escape plan for a reason. We just need to stay calm and follow it.”


  “And we will,” I said, trying to project as much confidence as I could. “Form up on my wing. Let’s hurry up and get home.”


   


  ***


   


  By the time we approached the planet, the rest of Seraph Squadron had already launched. I couldn’t help but boggle at their efficiency—in less than ten minutes, they had suited up, powered their fighters, and blasted into space. It seemed borderline impossible. 


  I watched them form up with Blackstar in high orbit as I led the other three whelps back into the atmosphere. The storms were just as intense as ever, and we kept our approach as conservative as we could despite the time crunch. Getting murdered by the Spiders was terrifying enough, but at least it would be more dignified than getting thrown into a mountain after being fried by a lightning bolt.


  “Assuming everyone remembers the drills, the transports should be mostly loaded already,” Kaveri said we began our final approach toward the base. 


  “To be honest, I think I’d feel safer flying out of here in this thing,” Morningstar put in. 


  “Amazing how much attitudes can change in a day,” Cobalt muttered. “Once we settle into the new base, I expect Outcast to show us all how to shift into astral space.”


  My body was so tense I was practically shaking, but I managed a tight smile anyway. “I’ll do my best. But right now…”


  My voice cut out when another premonition crashed over me. “Pull up!”


  “What?” Squeaker asked. 


  “Pull up! Now!”


  I jerked back on the flight stick as hard as I could, and a millisecond later, a volley of green plasma bolts seared the air around me. Grimacing at the sudden flash of heat on my cheeks, I threw the Valkyrie into an evasive roll just as the base rolled into view on the horizon. 


  And then my heart stopped beating entirely. 


  “Seraph’s mercy,” Kaveri breathed. 


  Two massive CDF assault shuttles were hanging in the air above the southern end of the base, their dorsal turrets unleashing salvo after salvo in our direction. The landing platforms were swarmed with dozens upon dozens of combat mechs, and they were already blanketing the doors with azure pulsefire. 


  “What the hell?” Morningstar hissed. “Where did they come from?”


  “Some kind of stealth vector,” Cobalt replied. “They must have slipped in right beneath Seraph Squadron’s nose.”


  I bit down on my lip and tried not to think about Shandris and Raxyl. I knew they could take care of themselves—if anything, I should have felt pity for the Vecs. I just needed to give them a little bit of help…


  “Form up on me,” I called out, rolling hard to port to avoid another barrage of plasma fire, then dipping low and goosing the throttle to put some distance between us and the base. The others did as I asked, though they were a bit too slow—several green blasts splattered across their rear shields. 


  “Argh!” Cobalt growled through what sounded like clenched teeth. “That fucking hurts!”


  “It will pass quickly,” I assured her as we cruised through the jagged mountains. “Just stay low with me while we loop around.”


  “Loop around?” Squeaker asked. “And do what?”


  “We’re going to take out those shuttles and clear as many of the mechs from the landing platforms as we can,” I said. “It’s the best we can do from up here.”


  “He’s right,” Morningstar agreed. “Master Mosaad is still down there. If we can just thin the herd a bit, I bet he’ll be able to load up the transports and get out of there.”


  “I should be down there, too,” Kaveri whispered. 


  I frowned when I reached out with the Valkyrie’s sensors and scanned the base. “Why didn’t the Vecs blow up the transports first?”


  “What?”


  “They landed their soldiers because they want to capture as many of us as possible,” I said. “But if that’s the case, then why didn’t they blast the hell out of the transports on the northern landing pad first? Why leave us with an obvious escape route?”


  A confused silence settled over the squad. It was about as clear of a tactical error as I could imagine, and Convectorate admirals like Ferron didn’t make those kinds of mistakes. 


  Unless someone on his ship is trying to protect you.


  I bit down on my lip. Spider Zero must have been down there, and she must have been trying to help us. There was no other explanation. 


  “I have no idea, but it seems stupid to complain about them giving us a gift,” Morningstar said. “What’s the plan, Outcast?”


  “We go in hot,” I said. “Shift your shields forward and reduce your engine power if you have to. You three do as much damage to their transports as you can. I’ll handle their ground forces.”


  We banked hard and blasted back to the base at full throttle. I could feel the other pilots reaching out to me for guidance, and I took a deep breath and mentally shunted all the power from my aft shields forward. Barely a millisecond later, another salvo of plasma fire burned through the air around us, and I tucked my Valkyrie into a tight, winding roll. 


  “Hang on!” I ordered, clenching my teeth hard as bolt after bolt burned past my fuselage. “Wait for it…wait for it…fire!”


  I pulled the trigger. The Valkyrie’s cannons raked across the landing pads, shredding or outright vaporizing most of their heavy mechs before they could advance inside the base entrance. I whipped past the carnage in the blink of an eye, then glanced back over my shoulder and watched as the others unleashed their own volleys of death at the assault shuttles. 


  Normally, CDF ships of that size and armament could easily survive a brief scuffle with most starfighters, but our psionic cannons were as powerful as capital ship weaponry. Squeaker’s barrage pounded through the shields of one of the shuttles, and Morningstar quickly fired through the gaps and scorched off a twenty-meter section of the hull. Meanwhile, Cobalt pounded the other shuttle hard enough to disintegrate its dorsal cannon outright. 


  “Fuck yeah!” she shouted as we roared clear. “Didn’t see that coming, did you?”


  I grinned and twisted the Valkyrie around for another pass. The CDF shuttles were desperately trying to climb back into space, but for all we knew, they were just going to pick up even more troops. We needed to take them out in case— 


  “Cole, we need to get down there,” Kaveri said, her voice strained. “Shandris and Raxyl are in trouble.”


  My heart stopped beating. “We’ll set down on the northern pad with the transports.”


  “Uh, what?” Morningstar stammered. “We need you up here!”


  “The three of you can handle the assault shuttles,” I said. “Kaveri is wasted up here—we need to get her on the ground to help out Master Mosaad.”


  “The old man can take care of himself, I promise.”


  “You don’t understand,” Kaveri said. “He just reached out to me…he needs my help.”


  “Oh, shit,” Cobalt hissed. “Then go. We’ll handle things up here.”


  “If any fighter drones show up, just try and keep them occupied as long as you can,” I said, rolling the Valkyrie back toward the base. “I’ll be back. I promise.”


   


  ***


   


  I landed my Valkyrie next to Gazack, still boggling that the Vecs hadn’t bombarded this landing pad at the first opportunity. They hadn’t bothered to deposit any troops over here, either, which was every bit as ludicrous. But the real surprise was that I didn’t see any of the students madly fleeing to transports. What could they possibly be waiting for?


  Bracing myself for the worst, I popped open the canopy and disconnected from the fighter. The sensation was even more annoying than last time; as my mind withdrew back into my body, I felt like I had also gone blind rather than just deaf. 


  How the hell did Dominion pilots manage this for so many generations?


  Dropping down from the Valkyrie without breaking my leg would have been difficult without a ladder, but Kaveri helped ease me to the ground with her telekinesis. It also helped that for the first time I could remember on Varsus, the perpetual rain had stopped. Once both of us were stable, I drew my pistol and dashed for the entrance—


  And before we made it five meters, a barrage of pulsefire erupted from farther down the pad and drove us back into cover. We hunkered down behind a storage crate next to the Gazack, and I grimaced when I saw the reflection of at least a dozen combat mechs marching toward us. Apparently, the Vecs had managed to land some troops on this pad after all. 


  “Stay here,” Kaveri said. “I will handle them.”


  “By yourself?” I demanded. “Even you can’t take that many!”


  “We don’t have any other options.”


  “Dammit,” I hissed, glancing back to my Valkyrie. If I could somehow get back in the cockpit, I could theoretically use the cannons and annihilate the robots wholesale. But the Gazack was even closer, and even though the engine was cold, I could probably power up the weapons…


  One of the nearby crates exploded before I could make up my mind, and the force of the blast hurled us across the landing pad. I cracked my elbow on the ground hard enough that I dropped my pistol, and I didn’t stop skidding until I smashed into another cargo crate. I clutched my arm as I leaned up, desperately searching for Kaveri as the squad of mechs closed in around me.


  At which point, the base doors finally slid open. A familiar figure in white-gold armor stepped outside, his blue cape fluttering in the wind. He was alone, as far as I could tell, and if the wind hadn’t just been knocked out of me, I would have been screaming for him to duck back inside. But miraculously, the mechs didn’t just turn and gun him down—they paused for a split second and switched their weapons to stun. Against anyone else, the delay wouldn’t have even been noticeable. 


  Against a Blade of the Seraph, it was practically an eternity. 


  Wynn Mosaad thrust out his hands, and I could actually see the massive wave of telekinetic force ripple out from his body, cross the rain-slick pad, and smash into the wall of mechs. Most of them went flying into crates or docked ships, and a few rolled off the platform entirely. Before they could recover, Mosaad lunged forward so quickly that his movements were a blur. He didn’t have a firearm—his hands flashed, and I watched in amazement as a set of brilliant blue-white blades sprouted from his palms. The swords crackled with raw power; I could feel the psionic energy coursing through them just like when I fired the cannons on the Valkyrie. 


  The mechs never stood a chance. He carved through them with a speed and grace that seemed impossible for a professional acrobat, let alone a middle-aged man in armor. The psi-blades effortlessly burned through energy shields and metal chassis alike, and even the mechs who were still twenty meters away weren’t safe; when they fired back, Mosaad tucked himself into a crouch and hurled one of the blades as if it were a stroke of lightning. The bolt reduced the mechs to a pile of smoldering circuits, and a fraction of a second later, the psi-blade rematerialized in his palm as if it had never left. 


  By the time I rolled to my feet and recovered my pistol, it was already over. 


  “Holy shit,” I rasped, surveying the carnage. Kaveri dashed over to check on me; other than a few minor scrapes, she didn’t seem wounded at all. 


  “Are you all right?” Master Mosaad asked, banishing one of the blades so he could help me up.


  “Uh, more or less,” I muttered, still shell-shocked. 


  What did you expect? He’s the one who taught Kaveri! 


  “I don’t understand,” Mosaad said, glancing up. His jaw hardened like he was chewing steel. “How could they have found us so quickly?”


  I blinked and forced myself to focus on the here and now. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t really matter now, does it?”


  Mosaad’s lip twitched, and I swore I could actually see his personal demons crawling on his back. His old enemy was up there somewhere, threatening everything Mosaad had built and all the people he had saved. Even just a few days ago, I wouldn’t have known how to feel about that, but now…now all of this had become uncomfortably personal. 


  “The others are pinned in the southern end of the compound,” he said eventually as he waved back toward the door. The other pilots and base personnel raced out onto the pad, their faces creased with fear. But to their credit, they weren’t panicking—they ran right to the transports. “Try and get to them if you can. I’ll protect the pad until we are ready to launch.”


  “I understand, Master,” Kaveri said, retrieving a pulse rifle from one of the trashed mechs. 


  “The rest of the pilots should be able to fit on your ship,” Mosaad said. “Get them aboard and head to the rendezvous point.”


  “We will,” I promised. “Good luck.”


  Taking another deep breath, I followed Kaveri into the base. She used her telepathy to locate the others, though it wasn’t really necessary—all we needed to do was follow the sounds of pulsefire. Dozens of smoldering mechs already littered the corridors, but thankfully it didn’t seem like they had taken any of the other pilots down with them…at least, not yet. 


  “I sense Shandris in the infirmary,” Kaveri said. “I believe Raxyl is with her, but his Kali mind is difficult to trace.”


  I nodded as I leaned down over a sparking, headless mech and picked up one of its unused grenades. “Then let’s move.”


  We continued down the corridor, half crouching in case more mechs popped out to shoot us. Between the smoke from pulse discharges and the clouds of steam from the fire suppression systems, I was barely able to see anything. I really wished we could afford a quick jaunt to the armory to pick up some scanner goggles…


  But we were out of time. Once we approached the infirmary, we quickly pulled back and took cover on either side of the corridor. A dozen mechs—including two of the nastier Silencer mechs—were currently hunkered down behind a makeshift rampart of supply crates and firing stun blasts into the infirmary doorway. Judging from the green and yellow clouds within, they had already tried to use gas grenades to flush out the survivors. 


  “Shandris,” Kaveri said. “Her powers must have neutralized the gas.”


  I nodded and gritted my teeth, hoping against hope that she and Raxyl were all right. “I would give about anything for a rocket launcher right now. Suggestions?”


  “Stay here and let me deal with them.”


  “I don’t like that one any more than the first time you suggested it,” I grumbled. 


  “I am a Blade of the Seraph, Cole.”


  “Yeah, well, unless Mosaad taught you that lightning-sword trick of his, you still have limits.”


  “There’s no other way. We’re out of time.”


  Out of time…


  “I have an idea,” I told her, my mind flashing back to our battle on the Spider transport. “I’ll draw their attention while you take them out.”


  Her eyes narrowed like I was the crazy one. “What?”


  “Trust me,” I said, whispering a silent prayer to any intergalactic deity that happened to be listening. “This will almost definitely probably work. Maybe.”


  “Cole—”


  I kissed her on the lips. “Here goes nothing.”


  I leapt out of cover and sprinted into the corridor. The mechs didn’t turn until I started shooting, and I managed to take out two of them before the rest could pivot around to fire back. I watched the barrels of their rifles flare with energy, and I knew there was a decent chance it was the last thing I would ever see. 


  But then, just like back on the Spider transport, the entire universe slowed to a crawl. I could actually see the balls of energy erupting from the barrels of their weapons, and I watched in morbid fascination as they slowly burned through the air while I continued moving at full speed. I made it all the way to the cluster of mechs on the right before their heads finally started turning to track me, but I knew my mind couldn’t sustain this power much longer. I plucked the grenade from my belt, toggled on the detonator, and dropped it right in the center of the group before I dove over the barricade of supply crates they were using for cover. 


  The instant I hit the ground, time returned to normal. My tumbling momentum slammed me into the wall far harder than I had intended, but I still managed to cover my ears and flatten myself against the floor before the grenade exploded. Heat washed over my body, followed by a hail of shrapnel that would have perforated my skin without the protection of my flight suit. 


  I glanced up just in time to see the second group of mechs track my position through the growing clouds of smoke. I held my breath and waited for the inevitable spray of pulsefire to drag me into oblivion, but then they all slammed violently into the ceiling as Kaveri came charging down the corridor, her rifle spitting death. The battle was over almost before it had begun. 


  “Shit,” I rasped, brushing the soot from my face. While Kaveri helped me up, I saw Raxyl’s familiar serpentine figure emerge from inside the infirmary with a pistol clutched in either hand. 


  “Interesting choice of tactics,” he muttered, his scales shifting from an alerted orange to an excited purple. “In the future, perhaps you should consider throwing the grenade rather than dropping it at your feet.”


  “We’ll see,” I said. “Everyone all right?”


  “Barely,” Shandris said from behind him. Her jumpsuit was in tatters, but she looked completely fine; I didn’t even want to think about how badly she would have been wounded without her regenerative abilities. Several other pilots stumbled out behind her, and I could tell she had probably healed them as well. 


  “We need to head for the Gazack,” I said, running up to embrace her. “Everyone else is loading up on the other transports and blasting out of here.”


  “Very well,” Raxyl said, his scales shifting to a determined shade of black. “Lead the way.”


   


  ***


   


  Between Master Mosaad, Kaveri, and our strafing run with the Valkyries earlier, all of the Convectorate mechs had apparently been disabled. We didn’t get locked down in a single firefight as we raced back through the base, Kaveri and I on point, and I was just about ready to declare victory until we reached the northern landing pad. The good news was that Master Mosaad and the other transports had already taken off.


  The bad news was that a dozen combat mechs, a Baalir commando, and a hauntingly familiar blond-haired human woman had taken their place. 


  “Fuck!” I hissed, squeezing off a few quick shots with my pistol before I flattened back around the corner. Kaveri unleashed a salvo as well, but the pulse blasts broke over the commando’s scales like water on rocks.


  “Lower your weapons and surrender!” the Baalir growled. “I will not ask again.”


  I raised my hand and signaled for the others to hang back. Kaveri took up position opposite me, her glowing eyes locked on Spider Zero. The woman’s blue-gold Dominion military uniform looked even more out of place while standing next to a Tarreen and a bunch of Convectorate mechs. 


  “Seraph save us,” Shandris rasped from behind me. “That’s her? That’s the Spider who let you go?”


  “Apparently, she had a change of heart,” I muttered. I would have given just about anything for a nice, one-on-one conversation with this woman right now, preferably without her pistol aimed at my face. But apparently my luck had run out. 


  The Baalir snarled through his fangs and took a menacing step forward. He wasn’t carrying a weapon or wearing armor—between his claws, his fiery breath, and his nearly invulnerable hide, he didn’t need them. Even the weakest Tarreen was basically a living assault mech. 


  “There is no escape, dreega filth,” he snarled. “You will join us, or you will die.”


  “Anyone have a spare nuke in their back pocket?” I asked quietly. “If not, I’m open to ideas.”


  “My camouflage might allow me to sneak past them from the exit further down,” Raxyl said, his scales shimmering orange. “Unfortunately, our weapons will be of little use against a Tarreen.”


  I grimaced and turned to Kaveri. “Could you throw him off the landing pad?”


  “Not easily,” she whispered. “He’s too dense. I would need to concentrate, and I doubt Spider Zero will give me the opportunity.”


  I nodded and bit down on my lip. “I could try the time-slowing trick I used earlier. Maybe I could slip into the Gazack and—”


  “Cole Vontera!”


  I paused at the sound of Spider Zero’s crisp Keledonian accent. Half my brain remembered that same voice begging me to impregnate her; the other half reminded me that it had all been in my head. 


  “Admiral Ferron promises that he will show you mercy, but only if you surrender willingly,” she called out. “His quarrel is with the Last Blade. The rest of you will be delivered to the Widow in accordance with Convectorate law.”


  I snorted before calling back, “That’s not much of an offer.”


  “No, it is not. And you would be foolish to take it.”


  I frowned and tossed a bewildered glance at the others. When I leaned out to take a peek, I saw the same confusion reflected on the Baalir’s scowling face.


  “The time of the Seraphim Dominion is over,” Spider Zero went on. “But it can and must be reborn…through you.”


  The Baalir’s smoldering orange eyes turned upon her like a pair of angry photon cannons. “What is the meaning of this?”


  “You must survive, Cole,” Spider Zero said. “No matter the cost.”


  And then, for seemingly no reason at all, the mechs turned and fired at the Tarreen. The azure flashes of pulsefire were so intense I had to shield my eyes, and the commando’s rage-fueled roar was so loud I felt the rumble in my bones. Any other species in the galaxy would have been reduced to a pile of cinders in a fraction of a second; hell, even the hull of some smaller starships would have been melted beyond recognition. But Baalir were the most fearsome shock troopers in the galaxy for a reason, and I watched in horror as the monstrous Tarreen reared back and breathed a massive cone of fire just like a dragon of legend. 


  The closest mechs were instantly incinerated, and even the ones farther away were burned so badly they collapsed in a twitching pile of sparks and liquefied metal. Spider Zero, for her part, had already rolled clear and started blasting him with her pistol. 


  “What in the living hell…?” I breathed. 


  Before I could snap out of my paralysis, Spider Zero slammed the Baalir with a fist of telekinetic force. Having seen the power she could muster back on the Spider transport, I knew for a fact she could hurl a human about like a ragdoll. Flinging a thousand-kilo Tarreen was a different story, unfortunately—he flew backward into a pile of cargo crates, but the impact didn’t slow him down any more than the pulsefire had. 


  He roared again as he rushed toward the annoying human, and she had to thrust out both of her hands to hold him in place. Even then, he crept forward centimeter by centimeter, his body visibly trembling as it pushed against the invisible wall of force. He sucked in another deep breath, but when the fire erupted from inside him, Spider Zero twisted her telekinetic grip and wrenched his mouth to the side. The flames spewed so close to her body I was surprised her hair didn’t ignite. When they finally stopped, he rushed forward before she could recover and backhanded her so hard she lifted off the ground and bounced off the side of the Gazack. She did not get up. 


  Everything had happened so quickly that half my body was still paralyzed, but I reflexively started firing at the Tarreen again despite knowing it wouldn’t help. Kaveri followed suit, though she actually left her cover and rushed toward him. I was just about to cry out and ask her what the hell she was doing when she abruptly dropped her rifle, extended her right arm, and conjured the same brilliant blade of crackling psionic energy to her hand as Master Mosaad had. 


  She fearlessly pounced at the Tarreen, rolling beneath his frantic claw swipes and carving crooked lines of bubbling green blood with her sword. I couldn’t believe the psi-blade could pierce his scales, but every time Kaveri hopped out of his reach, I fired at the hemorrhaging gaps. The Baalir roared in protest, his maw flaring in preparation to belch yet another cone of flame…


  And then Kaveri hurled her psionic sword directly into his gaping mouth. The tip of the blade exploded out the top of the Tarreen’s skull before dissipating, and the commando toppled onto the landing pad, motionless. 


  “Sweet merciful Seraph,” Shandris breathed into my ear from behind me. “How…?”


  “She is a Blade of the Seraph,” Raxyl said matter-of-factly. 


  I stood there in silence for a few seconds, watching as Kaveri caught her breath and waved us over. As much as I wanted to run up and embrace her, my eyes focused on the blond woman lying next to the Gazack. While Raxyl lowered the ramp and the other pilots rushed aboard, I raced over and crouched down atop her, placing my hand at her throat in search of a pulse. Her skin was as soft as it had been in my visions, and just being this close to her was disturbingly surreal. 


  “She’s alive,” I said. 


  Shandris leaned down next to me and placed her hand on the other woman’s cheek. “She has a severe concussion, and some of her cybernetics have been damaged.”


  I swallowed. “Can you help her?”


  “I can stabilize her,” the Kreen said, her cat-like eyes narrowing in concentration. She winced briefly in pain as she siphoned the wounds into herself. “I’ll need more time to repair the damage.”


  “We need to go,” Raxyl said. “Seraph Squadron will not be able to hold off Admiral Ferron’s fleet for long.”


  Shandris frowned. “Should we take her with us?”


  “We have to,” Kaveri said. “She has all the answers we’ve been searching for.”


  “Perhaps, but she is also dangerous,” Raxyl put in, his scales turning orange again. 


  “She let us go on the Spider transport, and just now she turned on her own people to protect us,” I reminded him. “If she wanted to kill us—”


  “She’s dangerous because the Widow can track her, Cole,” Raxyl interrupted. “And every other Spider within a few hundred light-years will be able to as well.” 


  “One problem at a time,” I said, lifting Spider Zero up into my arms. “Fire up the engines. I’ll cover you in the Valkyrie once she’s secure.”


  I carried her into the ship as quickly as I could, and I sat her down inside the Gazack’s admittedly pitiful infirmary. When she stirred, I gently ran my fingers through her tousled blond hair. This time, the connection I felt with her was real, not a dream. This time, we were finally going to get some answers.


  “Just sit tight for a bit,” I whispered. “Shandris will take care of you, I promise.”


  I turned, planning to sprint back to my Valkyrie, but her hand flashed out and caught my wrist in an iron grip. I frowned down at her, wondering if I had made a fatal mistake bringing her aboard. 


  “Cole,” she rasped. “You must escape…you must live…”


  “It’s all right,” I soothed. “We’re all going to get out of here, I promise.” 


  “I live to serve you, now and forever,” she whispered, her lips curling into the warmest, most contented smile I had ever seen. “My Emperor.”
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Prologue

	 

	Talasea

	Dominion Forward Camp

	1083.6 (18 years ago)

	 

	“Cole? Cole!”

	The woman’s voice was so faint it was barely audible over the keening pulsefire and thundering explosions. But despite the smoke stinging his eyes and the dust choking his lungs, the Wing of the Seraph call sign “Spectre” reached down and hoisted the wounded child up into his arms. In all likelihood, they only had a few precious minutes to escape the carnage.

	Another squadron of drones could bomb this area at any moment; standard Convectorate Defense Force protocol dictated a minimal delay between waves. Then again, nothing else about this attack had followed established rules of engagement. Admiral Ferron had deliberately and explicitly targeted the most densely populated civilian centers first, and the death toll was already in the hundreds of thousands. In another hour, it would almost certainly cross into the millions. 

	And if not for me, none of us would be here. I am the one who convinced her that this was the only option for survival. 

	Clutching the child more tightly against him, Spectre crouched beneath a smoldering doorway and into the remnants of a collapsed corridor. The beacon he had placed was still shining; thin, diaphanous strands of blue light pierced the smoke up ahead. He dashed toward the exit, his heart pounding in his chest as he climbed back to the surface with one hand and clutched the child with the other. 

	“Cole? Cole, can you hear me?”

	Once he was finally clear of the rubble, Spectre collapsed to a knee and shuddered with a violent cough. The oxygen mask he had placed on the child remained undamaged, thank the Seraph, but his own lungs weren’t so fortunate. His flight helmet had been badly damaged in one of the explosions, and none of the others he’d found would fit. If he couldn’t get out of here soon, even his Seraphim breathing techniques wouldn’t sustain him for long. 

	“Cole! You need to stay focused, sweetheart. You need to stay calm. Just follow the sound of my voice.”

	Bracing himself for the worst, Spectre crawled back to his feet and lumbered through the smoke. Corpses littered the street; the first bombs had caught the population completely unaware. The settlement’s protective shield should have been able to repel significant bombardment, but it had inexplicably failed—just like how the sentry buoys had inexplicably failed to detect the Convectorate fleet in the first place. The Dominion garrison was frantically trying to respond, but the damage was already done. The Blades of the Seraph were dead. 

	And the last, best hope to turn the tide in this war had been destroyed along with them. 

	“Cole? Cole, please!”

	Spectre found the woman amidst the smoldering embers of what had once been a popular café. Her face and hair were covered in a thick layer of soot, and she was clutching at her abdomen where shrapnel had pierced her body armor. Given the pallor of her skin and the amount of blood pooled around her, she had mere moments to live. 

	“Cole,” she gasped, feebly stretching out with an arm that was obviously broken. 

	“He is unharmed,” Spectre said as he crouched down beside her. 

	“Thank the Seraph,” she breathed, touching the child’s cheek with her hand. “Thank you…”

	Spectre coughed again as he studied her injuries more closely. A quick glance down at his wrist-scanner confirmed what his eyes had already told him: his best friend—his mentor and partner—was going to die. 

	“Have you seen Anara’s daughter?” she gasped. “Have you seen Selorah?” 

	Spectre nodded gravely. “They are dead.”

	The woman’s eyes clenched shut. “How?” she rasped. “How is this possible?”

	He craned his neck and glanced up toward the few building that were still standing. Even the clouds had turned red, and the flickers of light in the distance were getting closer and closer. 

	“I do not know,” he admitted. “But the bombers will be back shortly. We cannot stay here.”

	She swore under her breath and squeezed her son’s arm. Her eyes were swollen with tears, and for an instant, it seemed like her grief might kill her as assuredly as her hemorrhaging wound. But then she collected herself, and the woman lying before him was once again the most fearless, determined warrior he had ever met. 

	“You have to get Cole out of here,” she said. “You have to get him to the bunker.”

	Spectre glanced back up at the bleak crimson skyline. “I will try.”

	“You have to promise me,” she said, grabbing his wrist with the last of her strength. “You have to promise me that you’ll get him out of here!”

	He swallowed hard, and the ash clinging to the air burned his throat. For all the skills this woman had taught him, for all the miraculous psionic abilities she had unlocked inside him, there was nothing he could do to save her. Even as a slave he had never felt this impotent. 

	“I will,” Spectre told her. “I promise.”

	She stared into his eyes so hard he feared he might shrivel away, but then her lip quivered as she slumped back against the shattered stones surrounding her. “They will never stop coming for him,” she whispered. “They can’t know the truth…he can’t know the truth.”

	Spectre glanced down to the child in his arms. “He already knows.”

	“He doesn’t have to,” she insisted. “Not now, maybe not ever. You can shield him, just like I taught you. You can…”

	Her voice choked off as she coughed blood over her chin and chest. Her eyes returned to her child, and she reached out one last time to touch his cheek. 

	“Cole…”

	Spectre caught her hand before it fell, and he held onto it far longer than he should have before he gently folded it across her chest. 

	“He will survive, Maris,” Spectre whispered. “I will make certain of it.”

	 

	 

	 

	
1 
Aftermath

	 

	Deep Space

	Varsellian Sector, Far Rim

	1101.6 (Present Day)

	 

	Like all Convectorate fighters, the small, V-shaped drones honing in on the Gazack’s wake trail were fast, deadly, and armed to the teeth. They were also clearly running the latest CDF piloting algorithms, which made their movements incredibly difficult to predict. The last group had fought so defensively it had taken me almost twenty minutes to shoot them all down, but these two assholes had taken the exact opposite approach. They seemed absolutely determined to vape the Gazack before it could return to hyperspace, and if I couldn’t deal with them in the next few seconds, that was exactly what was about to happen. 

	“Son of a bitch,” I growled as I fired another barrage from the Valkyrie’s psionic cannons. The blue-white energy bolts missed the drone’s fuselage by less than a meter, and it rolled into a tight spiral before unleashing a barrage of its own. The plasma bursts pierced the Gazack’s rear shields and burned a series of jagged black lines across its sparse armor plating. 

	“Aft shields at twenty percent,” Raxyl said over the com. I could perfectly visualize the fearful yellow specks on his scales. “I am attempting to reroute power to compensate.”

	“Don’t,” I warned. “Pump everything from the forward shields into the engines and get as much speed as you can.”

	“Cole, they are much faster than—”

	“You don’t need to outrun them,” I said, squeezing the trigger and unleashing another errant burst. “These drones lose a lot of maneuverability when their engines are at full power.”

	The Gazack’s engines flared so brightly my canopy darkened to compensate, and meter by meter, Raxyl started to pull away…at least for a few seconds. The drones were back on his tail in no time.

	“Concentrate,” Kaveri said from behind me. Her soft hands touched the sides of my head, and I could feel her reaching out with her telepathy in an effort to focus my thoughts. I appreciated the effort; I needed all the help I could get right now. We had been battling drones for almost two hours straight, but honestly it wasn’t the fatigue that was getting to me—it was what Spider Zero had whispered right before she had lost consciousness. 

	I live to serve you, now and forever…my Emperor.

	“Hold steady,” I said, taking in a deep breath. “In five seconds, bank hard to starboard and tuck the ship into the tightest Hoskin’s spiral you can manage.”

	“Understood,” Raxyl said. “Three…two…one…now!”

	The Gazack abruptly lurched to its right and rolled with all the grace of a Turuvean slug. Still, the movement caught the Vecs by surprise, and I let them twist right into my crosshairs as I pulled the trigger…

	This time, the blue psionic bolts shredded the drone’s cockpit and vaporized its fuselage a split second later. Its partner, frantically trying to gain the upper hand on the Gazack, rolled into a spiral so tight just watching it made me nauseous. I fired again and again, trying in vain to anticipate its movements…

	“Concentrate,” Kaveri whispered. 

	And then, suddenly, it all became clear. The hair on my neck prickled as if another premonition was washing over me, but I didn’t see any frantic warning flashes about the near future—instead, I saw exactly how the drone was going to respond to each of my attacks. 

	Which meant that this battle was officially over. Two seconds later, I pulled the trigger and annihilated the drone with a single, perfectly placed barrage that ripped apart its hull and triggered a cascade explosion in its engines. My Valkyrie soared through the cloud of debris, and I let out a slow, deep breath. 

	“We’re clear,” I said. “Finally.”

	“Nice work,” Raxyl said. “The sensors are not detecting any additional Convectorate ships within range.”

	“Any signal from the other transports?”

	“No, though by this point, they are well out of range. I doubt we’ll be able to speak to them until we reach the rendezvous point.”

	I nodded gravely as Kaveri dropped her hands from my temples down to my shoulders. “Seraph Squadron will give them all the cover they need,” she said. “Sooner or later, Admiral Ferron will have to give up pursuit.”

	“Maybe,” I murmured. “Either way, we need to get the hell out of here. Slow down so we can dock.”

	“It will be a tight fit,” Raxyl said. “I will require a few minutes to move crates in the cargo bay.”

	I nodded, even though he couldn’t see it. “Any news about our guest?”

	“I’ve healed her physical injuries, but there’s nothing I can do about the damage to her neural implants,” Shandris’s soft, accented voice put in. “I’m keeping her sedated as a precaution.”

	“Once you are back aboard, I shall attempt to make the necessary repairs on her cybernetics,” Raxyl said. “But I strongly recommend caution, Cole. The Widow will almost certainly have the means to track Spider Zero’s movements. If we take her to the rendezvous point, we risk—”

	“Yes, I heard you the first thirteen times,” I grumbled. “We’re still at least fortysome hours away from the rendezvous point. That gives us plenty of time to figure things out.”

	“Perhaps,” the Kali replied noncommittally. “I shall contact you in a few minutes when the Gazack is ready.”

	“Understood,” I said, flicking off the com and slumping back in the pilot seat in exhaustion. Our flight from Varsus hadn’t gone as smoothly as I had hoped, to put it mildly. Admiral Ferron’s small fleet had been pursuing us for the better part of the past six hours, and I had been fending off wave after wave of fighter drones just to give the Gazack a chance to escape. Thankfully, the overall gambit had worked; separating ourselves from Seraph Squadron and the rest of the transports had forced Ferron to divide his forces. We had slowly pulled away from his capital ships, and we were finally in the clear. 

	Despite that, the anxious flutters in my stomach were more uncomfortable than ever. And they had absolutely nothing to do with the Convectorate. 

	I live to serve you, now and forever…my Emperor.

	Even two hours of intense, life-threatening dogfights with CDF drones hadn’t been able to keep Spider Zero’s last words out of my head. She had passed out before I could ask her what the hell she was talking about, and then I’d hopped in the Valkyrie and blasted into orbit. I had tried my best to stay focused, and thanks to Kaveri, I had mostly succeeded. But now that we were free and clear again, I couldn’t think about anything else. 

	“I’m so proud of you,” Kaveri said, wrapping her arms around my waist and kissing the side of my head. “I knew you would become the best pilot in the squad.”

	“I wouldn’t go quite that far yet,” I said, squeezing her wrist. “We got lucky more times than I can count.”

	“Learning to master your powers has nothing to do with luck. Master Mosaad said that Seraphim pilots with your clairvoyant abilities could become virtually invincible.”

	“I’d rather not test that theory unless we have to.” I sighed and pursed my lips. “I just hope Morningstar and the others made it out okay.”

	“I’m sure they did fine, thanks to your help. If you can work that same magic with the other whelps, the whole squadron will be ready in no time.”

	I smiled despite myself. “I couldn’t do any of this without you. They can’t all be lucky enough to have a coach sitting behind them.”

	“To be honest, I preferred my old seat.”

	Before I could protest, Kaveri slithered around my side until she was straddling me. It didn’t seem physically possible given the space limitations of the cockpit, but she was so flexible I swore she could transform herself into a liquid sometimes. I slipped my hands around the waist of her flight suit when she leaned in to kiss me. 

	Her lips were warm, and our mouths opened together as her tongue found mine. I never got enough of her taste, her eagerness, her loving acceptance of all that I was. And that was before I was inside her. 

	“I will need to actually steer us into the Gazack, you know,” I reminded her when she finally came up for air. 

	“You’ll manage,” she said breathily. When I reached over her leg to clutch the flight stick, her tail curled impishly around my arm. “You should have told Raxyl to wait. We could use a bit more time to relax…”

	Normally, I would have opened my fly, unzipped the bottom of her flight suit, and slipped inside her without a moment of hesitation. We had survived yet another brush with death, after all, and nothing said “I’m glad to be alive” quite like fucking your girlfriend in the front seat of your starfighter. But today was different. I had too many things on my mind.

	Or rather, one very specific thing. 

	I live to serve you, now and forever…my Emperor.

	“You never mentioned that new sword trick you used back there,” I said, clearing my throat and changing the subject. 

	“I told you that Master Mosaad had taught me several new techniques. That was one of them.”

	“I guess you’re called Blades of the Seraph for a reason,” I muttered, thinking back to the psionic sword she had conjured during our battle with the Baalir commando on the landing platform. “But I still can’t believe you were able to harm a Tarreen with that thing.”

	“Properly harnessed psionic energy is far more powerful than condensed plasma or pulsefire,” Kaveri said, her brow furrowing in concern. “What’s the matter?”

	I sighed. “I’m just thinking about Spider Zero. I’m almost afraid of what she’s going to tell us.”

	Kaveri studied me for a long moment. “You’re worried what she might reveal about your past.”

	I nodded. “Which is silly, I know. A few days ago, I didn’t even know my mother’s name and it never bothered me. Nothing this woman can tell me will change anything about who I am—or how I feel about you.”

	Kaveri smiled and kissed me again, more gently this time, before she slid next to me and placed her hand on my chest. In the long term, I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep this a secret from her—she was a telepath and my Imprinted lover. But I really didn’t want to talk about this right now. A part of me was still convinced I had imagined the whole thing. 

	“Anyway, whatever she may or may not know about me personally,” I went on, “I imagine she’ll have about a billion Convectorate secrets to tell us. Details about Admiral Ferron’s operations in this sector, information on the Spider Program…”

	“The Intelligence Ministry will stop at nothing to get her back,” Kaveri said gravely. “I would not be surprised if the Widow deploys a whole group of Spiders to this sector.”

	“Hopefully, we’ll be long gone by then,” I said. “After all that’s happened, Master Mosaad will finally have to acknowledge that sticking around to attack one shipyard isn’t worth the risk.”

	Kaveri stayed silent for a long moment. “I would not be so certain.”

	I frowned. “Huh?”

	“The other pilots made enormous progress today, and if Spider Zero shares information on the shipyard’s defenses and vulnerabilities…” She shrugged. “Master Mosaad will be more inclined to attack now than ever.”

	“But that’s crazy,” I said. “Please tell me you agree.”

	Kaveri glanced out the canopy as we closed in on the Gazack. “It depends on what we learn,” she said. “The stakes are higher than ever, Cole, especially if the Widow plans on sending more of her Spiders. We have to prevent the Vecs from getting another foothold!”

	I started to argue, but mercifully the com interrupted me. 

	“The cargo bay is prepared,” Raxyl told me. “You may dock whenever you’re ready.”

	“We’re coming in now,” I said, sliding my hand out from Kaveri’s waist and gripping the flight stick. “Jump to hyperspace the moment we’re on board.”

	 

	***

	 

	Wedging the Valkyrie into the Gazack’s small cargo bay proved every bit as challenging as dogfighting with a swarm of CDF drones. The fighter’s thirteen-meter wingspan didn’t leave us much room to spare, and the tractor beam projectors weren’t much help—they were designed to handle relatively small crates and containers, not five-tonne vehicles. Nevertheless, I still managed to avoid breaking anything, and once the grav restraints were locked in place on our landing gear, I popped open the canopy, disconnected myself from the psionic interface—

	And nearly threw up all over the cockpit. 

	“Oh…shit…” I rasped, clutching at the dash. The last two times I had unplugged from a Valkyrie, I had felt like I had suddenly gone deaf—I had instantly lost the ability to sense anything outside my own body, and my flesh-and-blood arms and legs had felt oddly unnatural for several minutes afterward. All of that happened again this time, but the sensations were magnified tenfold. This felt less like going deaf than getting punched in the side of the head. 

	“Just breathe,” Kaveri said, holding my arm. “You’ve never been connected this long before. It will pass.”

	I squeezed her hand and tried to focus on her voice. Apparently, I needed a tether back to the physical world even after I had disconnected now. I was sweating inside my flight suit, and I swore I could actually feel my brain leaking out of my skull…

	“You’re all right,” Kaveri insisted. “I’m here. Just listen to my voice, okay?”

	I nodded and squeezed again. I have no idea how long I sat there, keeled over the edge of the fighter, but eventually I started feeling like a human being again. After the nausea passed, I still waited another minute before I dared swing onto the ladder—when had Raxyl snuck one of those aboard?—and climb down. 

	“Son of a bitch,” I said, bracing myself against the bay wall and trying to keep my balance. “What the hell was that all about?”

	“The cost of power,” Raxyl replied soberly. 

	The hatch to the cargo bay whooshed open a second later, and Shandris raced inside. I glanced up just in time for her to rush over and hug me. 

	“Thank the Seraph you made it,” she said. “For a while there, I thought…are you all right?”

	“Just a bit dizzy,” I told her. “Too long in the Valkyrie, apparently.”

	She planted a soft, warm kiss on my lips. “Better?”

	“Getting there,” I said, smiling and squeezing her against me. She wore one of my spare jumpsuits, her previous one having been shredded during the firefight on Varsus. Her psionic abilities had healed her wounds, but the memory of how many shots she’d absorbed sent a shiver down my spine.   

	She kissed me a second time, then turned and quickly embraced Kaveri. “I still can’t believe we got away…”

	“Indeed,” Raxyl said. “Evidently, the lessons you learned during your ill-advised joyride proved useful after all.”

	I snorted and glanced back at the Valkyrie. “These ships are so amazing I don’t even know where to begin. I just wish it weren’t so disorienting to unplug. Hopefully it gets easier with time.”

	“It won’t. If anything, it will become more and more difficult.”

	I turned back and frowned at him. “How do you know?”

	“The other members of Seraph Squadron have told me as much,” Raxyl said. “It is not surprising given the functionality of other Dominion vessels. Even the smallest capital ship requires at least one permanently bonded pilot, and larger battlecruisers require as many as a dozen.”

	“Synesthetes,” Shandris murmured, keeping one hand around Kaveri’s waist while the other gently caressed the Valkyrie’s fuselage. “Psychics who permanently bond to a ship and can never leave…they basically transform themselves into living computers. My people have always been horrified by them.”

	“Given the Kreen’s general distrust of psionic abilities, that is not surprising,” Raxyl said. 

	“Wait a second,” I said, waving my hands. “You’re saying I’m going to end up permanently linked to this thing?”

	“Not if we’re careful,” Kaveri said. “As long you only stay connected in short bursts, the risks are minimal.”

	“That makes me feel so much better,” I muttered. “Why didn’t anyone ever tell me that flying this thing was a thousand times worse than stim withdrawal?”

	“Master Mosaad said the addiction takes a long time to build. Even during the height of the last war, very few Wings of the Seraphs became truly dependent.”

	“Because it’s safe or because they died so young it didn’t matter?”

	“Your body has already proven its resilience, otherwise you never would have survived the vices of your youth,” Raxyl replied mildly. “But we have other problems to discuss. We should reconsider our plan to bring Spider Zero to the rendezvous point.”

	I sighed and slowly dragged my eyes away from the Valkyrie. “What do you want us to do with her? Dump her out the airlock? In case you’ve forgotten, she’s the only reason we made it off Varsus alive.”

	“Be that as it may, the risks are real,” Raxyl said. “At the very least, I suggest altering our course while I attempt to repair her cybernetics. I might be able to identify and neutralize any tracking devices.”

	I shrugged. “If it will make you feel better, fine. But we need to talk to her as soon as possible. She may be the only one who can explain what’s really going on here.”

	“I will do what I can, but the work is delicate. I suggest you relax and get some sleep. Our other passengers are bunking in the engineering compartment. They seem content to rest for the duration.”

	I nodded. Technically, it was only midafternoon, but considering how long I had been flying and fighting, I felt like I had been up for a week straight. Being horizontal for a while seemed like a pretty good plan.

	“Fine,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. “I’ll hop in the shower and depressurize a bit. Keep me posted on your progress.”

	A few minutes later, I was standing beneath the showerhead, my hands braced against either wall as the steaming torrent poured over me. The water recyclers on the Gazack were surprisingly good for a ship of its size, especially given the ragtag nature of the rest of the design, and I was seriously tempted to stand here basking in the soothing heat while I regained my equilibrium. I felt more or less like myself again, thankfully, but every once in a while, I swore I could hear the Valkyrie calling out to me. As someone who had spent long stretches of his teenager years trying every adrenal, spice, and stim I could get my hands on, the sensation was hauntingly familiar. 

	Still, at the moment, I had more important things to worry about than a little Valkyrie addiction. The answer to all my questions was lying there in the infirmary just a few meters away. So why wasn’t I nervously pacing the corridors waiting for Raxyl to finish his work? Why did I secretly wish she hadn’t been there on the base at all? Why I would rather stumble around clueless than finally learn the truth?

	I live to serve you, now and forever…my Emperor.

	I grimaced as I rubbed the fog from the mirror. The brown eyes staring back at me looked different somehow. A few days ago, I hadn’t known or cared about my parents, but now I couldn’t stop thinking about the hologram Raxyl had shown me. My mother, Maris Vontera, had apparently only been a few years older than I was now when she had been killed at Talasea. I didn’t remember anything about her, but I had heard her calling out to me in my visions. Maybe that was why I was so anxious—maybe the barrier holding back my memories was a blessing, and part of me knew it.

	“Sometimes, the past is better left buried,” I whispered. The saying had been popular among the Red Ring. I hadn’t understood why at the time, but it suddenly made a whole lot of sense. What if I didn’t want to know the truth? What if, at the end of the day, ignorance was a gift and not a curse?

	Sighing, I closed the spigot and reached behind me for a towel. Brooding about this wasn’t going to change anything. I was going to get answers to my questions in a few hours whether I wanted them or not. All I could do in the meantime was relax and try to brace myself for the worst. 

	Slinging the towel around my waist, I opened the door and stepped into the adjoining room, oddly grateful for the chance to sleep in my own bed on the Gazack for the first time in over a month. But apparently it was already occupied. 

	“Be’lasa,” Shandris whimpered, her eyes closed and her hands fastened together above her head with cuffs of telekinetic force. She was stark naked, as was the blue Velothi lying on top of her. Kaveri’s lips and tongue were busy suckling the Kreen’s red breasts while her tail simultaneously plunged in and out of the other woman’s scalding quim. 

	“Wow,” I whispered, my cock rising to attention at roughly the same rate my anxiety melted away. “I guess sleep is overrated anyway…” 

	Shandris screamed so loudly I would have been embarrassed if not for the soundproofing in the bulkheads, and I grinned as her entire body convulsed over and over again in helpless climax. She practically dissolved into goo when she finally came down, and Kaveri grinned as she withdrew her tail from the other woman’s quim and bent around to begin slowly cleaning the tip with her tongue. 

	“Fuck…” I breathed, dropping my towel and clutching my throbbing shaft. If we ever ended up desperate and destitute for some reason, the girls were definitely going to have to take this show of theirs on the road. I bet we’d be able to buy a ship twice the size of the Gazack in a week…

	“We tried waiting for you, but Shandris grew impatient,” Kaveri said, smiling seductively at me as she slid off the edge of the bed. She crawled toward me on her knees, her luminescent blue eyes never leaving mine. “I hope you’re not mad.”

	“Only a little,” I whispered as I offered her my swollen member. I had no idea what she was planning. Suckling the tip, lathering the shaft, stroking me with her tendrils…with a Succubus, anything was possible. I was pleased—and pleasantly surprised—when she chose a fourth option: she placed my hands on her horns, opened her mouth wide, and took my entire length down past her tonsils in a single effortless gulp. 

	“Fuck…” I gasped, my eyes rolling back into my head. I had long since assumed that Succubi were engineered without a gag reflex, given the things I’d done to her throat since we’d met, and today just piled on more evidence to support my theory. I gripped her horns and pounded her face like a cunt, and she didn’t complain in the slightest. On the contrary, I could feel how wet every thrust was making her, and I honestly wondered if she might finish before I did. But before we had a chance to find out, Shandris finally returned to her senses and joined Kaveri on the floor. 

	“I can’t imagine a better time to try out the new technique I’ve been working on,” she said. “Assuming she’s willing to share.”

	Kaveri grinned when she finally popped up for air. “Just getting him ready for you,” she panted.

	“Uh-huh,” Shandris murmured, taking my cock in her hand and running her scalding tongue down the length of the glistening shaft. Her cat-like golden eyes glinted deviously when she kissed the tip. “What do you think? You want to help me with my medical research?”

	I nodded and ran my fingers through her long blue hair. “As long as it’s in the name of science.”

	“Definitely.”

	She opened her lips and swallowed the tip. The heat almost knocked me over; I braced one hand against the wall just in case my knees gave out. She had a bit more trouble taking my full length than Kaveri, but the Velothi was eager to help out—one of her hands pushed Shandris’s head forward while the other massaged her throat. Pretty soon my entire cock felt like it was on fire, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before she earned her reward… 

	But apparently she had other plans. 

	Just before I burst, Shandris abruptly leaned back on her haunches and caught her breath. Kaveri started suckling at her tits again, and I was tempted to stroke myself to climax all over their taut, nubile bodies right then and there. Watching them clean each other off would almost certainly get me hard again in no time.

	“Time for the first trial,” Shandris said raggedly, kissing Kaveri’s forehead. “You ready?”

	Kaveri continued licking the other woman’s nipples for another few seconds, and the Velothi’s tail had already begun massaging Shandris’s clit again as well. I really thought she was going to force me to watch round two, but she eventually pulled away, winked at me, and laid down flat on the bed. 

	“Ready,” she said, squeezing her breasts together. 

	Giggling, Shandris stood and pivoted behind me, then gently pushed me toward the bed. She helped me straddle Kaveri’s waist and wedge my throbbing cock between her heaving blue tits.

	“For this experiment to work, I need to see exactly how much you spill,” Shandris cooed into my ear from behind. The warmth of her breasts pressing against my back was almost enough to make me explode. “Don’t aim for her mouth—I want you to cover her face.”

	“Come on, Cole,” Kaveri begged, her tendrils writhing in anticipation. “I’m so hungry…”

	I began thrusting, slowly at first but more frantic with each passing second as I was overwhelmed by the smoothness of Kaveri’s skin on mine. I wouldn’t have been able to last long like this under the best of circumstances, let alone after they had primed me so vigorously. I bit down on my lip and groaned in anticipation. 

	“Don’t hold back,” Shandris egged me on. “Give her everything you have.”

	“Shit,” I grunted. “Here it comes!”

	I exploded. The first jet was so powerful even Kaveri flinched when it splattered across her nose and forehead, and the second, third, and fourth spurts barely lost any strength. By the time my cock finally fell silent, her mouth, chin, and neck were completely covered in thick, pearly lines. Her face lit up in joy as her tongue and tendrils set to work gathering as much of her reward as they could. 

	“Leave it,” Shandris scolded. “I need to be able to judge volume, remember?”

	“Sorry,” Kaveri said, flashing us an apologetic grin. Her eyes glinted deviously; I could tell how much she enjoyed being bossed around by another woman. “It won’t happen again.”

	“Good girl,” Shandris said as her right hand returned to my wilting shaft and lifting it from between Kaveri’s tits. “And you were a very good boy. But you’re not done yet…”

	Her left hand clawed over my chest while her right began stroking me in earnest. Looking down at Kaveri’s eager, seed-splattered face helped me swell again in no time, but I knew I hadn’t truly reloaded just yet. 

	“I’m happy to share,” I breathed, “but you need to be patient.”

	“No, I don’t,” Shandris whispered into my ear. “That’s the whole point.”

	She shifted her blazing grip from the shaft down to my testicles, and I reflexively gasped when she squeezed. It didn’t hurt—yet—but I belatedly wondered if Kreen males weren’t as sensitive as humans. Maybe she didn’t realize how badly she could hurt me…

	“Do you trust me?” Shandris asked. 

	I swallowed. “Yes.”

	“Then relax and let your doctor work.”

	She kissed my ear and giggled. Her fingers squeezed a bit harder, but just before I panicked and pulled away, I felt the familiar sensation of her tapping into her psionic powers and linking her nervous system with mine. As our breathing synchronized, a warm, soothing sensation washed over my entire body…and somehow it swept away my post-coital fatigue along with it. 

	“What?” I murmured as my cock returned to its full length. “How…?”

	“This is why it’s important to trust your doctor,” Shandris said, snickering. “She always knows what’s best for you.”

	She shifted her grip from my balls back to my cock and began stroking it again. I couldn’t believe how sensitive I still was. I legitimately felt like I hadn’t spilled at all despite the ample evidence plastered all over Kaveri. Her Succubus charms had always been able to revive me pretty quickly, but this…this seemed downright impossible. 

	“I think he’s ready,” Shandris said, nibbling gently at my earlobe. “You missed a few spots. Time to finish the job…”

	She began pumping me even harder and aimed my cock right back at Kaveri’s face, her hand brushing the inner curve of the other woman’s blue breasts. The Velothi grinned and opened her mouth, the tips of her tendrils twirling in gleeful anticipation. Beneath me, I felt her abdominal muscles tensing as her tail began rhythmically massaging her own quim. She would probably climax the moment I did…

	“We’ll get better results for your test if I share,” I said between clenched teeth. 

	“I’m the scientist here,” Shandris scolded, digging the fingernails of her free hand into my chest. “That means I’m in charge. Now be a good boy and do exactly as I say.”

	I grinned at the implicit challenge in her voice. I should have known how much she enjoyed role-reversal after her teasing game in the infirmary a few days ago. I liked it, too, of course—few things were sexier than a confident woman willing to take control.

	One of them just happened to be forcing that same confident woman to swallow her pride and get on her knees. 

	Just before I exploded, I closed my eyes and concentrated on my psionic abilities. The universe slowed to a crawl around me, and I effortlessly broke out of Shandris’s grip. Pivoting around her, I grabbed her wrists and pinned them behind her back. She gasped in shock when time returned to normal, but before she realized what was happening, I pushed her face-first onto the bed beside Kaveri and slapped her ass hard enough to leave a white mark on her red skin. 

	“I’m afraid I must insist,” I said, nudging the tip of my cock into her smoldering Kreen cunt.

	“What are you—erf!” she yelped when I slammed all the way inside her. I knew my cock couldn’t endure her molten embrace for more than a few seconds, but her healing powers had kept me sensitive enough that I wouldn’t last long anyway. I mercilessly slammed in and out of her, marveling at how wet she was, reveling in the squeeze of her walls, and I felt her body shudder with an unexpected climax. Apparently, she liked a double role-reversal even better…

	“Give it to her!” Kaveri said, her blue eyes glinting devilishly as she rose and slipped around behind me. A euphoric current jolted through me when her tits pressed up against my back, and I almost ruined Shandris’s experiment by exploding inside her. 

	“Open your mouth!” I ordered. “Now!”

	Pulling out, I frantically grabbed Shandris’s shoulder and flipped her over. She parted her lips just like I’d asked, and I immediately clutched the back of her skull and rammed my cock into her scalding mouth. 

	“Oh…fuck!” I cried out. I flooded her mouth with volley after volley of seed, and somehow she took it all without flinching a single time. I held her close against me for several seconds after I had finished, my hands relaxing to stroke her long blue hair. She panted for breath when I finally pulled away, her mouth open wide to show us the first test result.  

	“I’d say the experiment qualifies as a success,” I breathed. “What do you think, nurse?”

	“I’ll take a sample,” Kaveri said, reaching out with her tail. She dunked the tip in Shandris’s mouth, then promptly returned it to her own for a taste. 

	“Well?” I asked, gently pushing Shandris’s chin closed and giving her permission to swallow.

	“The results are definitely encouraging,” Kaveri said. “But we should still conduct a few more trials just to be sure.”

	“Good point,” I said, smiling and lightly brushing Shandris’s cheek. “What do you think, Doctor?”

	She licked the last few strands of seed from her lips. “A good scientist can never collect enough data.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Deep Space

	Lesicor Sector, Far Rim

	1082.8

	 

	“You will not be able to hide the truth about his father forever.”

	Maris Vontera sighed as she peered into her son’s tiny cabin. A single strand of blue light filtered in through the cracked doorway and cast a long shadow along the wall behind his head. 

	“You don’t think I know that?” she asked. 

	“What I think is that you have gone out of your way to ignore my warnings,” Spectre said. “We cannot afford to delay any longer. We must make plans before—”

	“His father knows that the truth will destroy him. Keeping this secret is in his best interests, too. There’s a reason we have more currency than we can spend right now.”

	“His father is not the one I am most worried about. There are others who know the truth as well.”

	“Only people I trust. Only people we trust.”

	Spectre shook his head. “Our friends do not need to betray us directly. They are surrounded by telepaths and psychics. Sooner or later, the truth will come out…and when that day comes, we must be prepared to deal with the consequences.”

	Maris sighed and ran a hand back through her long black hair—too long, really. This uncontrollable mane was yet another sign of how much her life had changed in the past few years. She never would have considered this hairstyle or this outfit before. It was all so…casual. So civilian. So weak. 

	At nineteen, she had spent almost a month on the Krosian Front sleeping in the cockpit of her Valkyrie and subsisting entirely on ration packs. At twenty, she had been stranded for two weeks in the frozen tundra of Vega Abagon waiting for reinforcements from the Fourth Fleet. She had fought a hundred battles across a hundred systems, and she’d never had time to be anything other than a warrior. 

	Then she had stupidly, carelessly fallen in love with the man who had ruined her life. 

	“What do you honestly expect me to do?” Maris murmured. “We’re fifty thousand light-years from Keledon, and the Intelligence Directorate has far better things to do than chase down a couple of rogue Wings of the Seraph hiding out on the Far Rim.”

	“Their priorities will change when they learn the truth,” her companion replied. “And Cole’s father is almost certainly being pressured about why his former bodyguards stole his ship and disappeared.”

	“He won’t tell them anything. And no one will dare use their telepathy on him.”

	“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Spectre said. “Either way, Maris, we need a plan—a real plan.”

	She closed her eyes and balled her hand into a fist. A part of her actually wanted them to come after her—bounty hunters, mercenaries, Intelligence Directorate operatives…at least if they were standing here in front of her, she would have something to fight. Her Valkyrie was twenty meters away in the cargo hold; she could be prepped and ready to fly in a heartbeat. 

	Why was war so simple and this so hard?

	“Maybe you’re right,” she told him. “And I know you wouldn’t bring this up if you didn’t already have some ideas of your own.”

	“A few,” Spectre said. “We still have contacts in the Core. The bulk of our former squadron is still deployed with the Fourth Fleet on Talasea.”

	“Reaching out to them would be dangerous.”

	“Yes, but it will become even more dangerous the longer we wait. As you said, the Intelligence Directorate has higher priorities than tracking down a pair of wayward pilots. We should exploit their ignorance and forge alliances while we still can.”

	“And then?”

	“Then we try to make a deal,” Spectre said, peering through the door at Cole. “And we secure the future of the Dominion before it is too late.”
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	Deep Space

	Varsellian Sector, Far Rim

	1101.6

	 

	By the time the girls were finally done with me, I was so wet and sticky I wondered why I had bothered taking a shower in the first place. We collapsed atop each other in a heap, and even if Shandris had offered to resurrect my cock again, I probably would have refused…at least for now. I had just unloaded a month’s worth of buildup in the span of a few hours, after all. Psionic wizardry aside, I still had my limits. 

	Though I really, really, really look forward to pushing them again in the very near future. 

	I woke up a few hours later amidst a pile of blue and red appendages. Kaveri was sleeping peacefully with her leg slung over my waist; Shandris was lying face-down on the bottom of the bed, her blue hair spilled all over the sheets. If not for the soft sounds of their breathing, I might have assumed they were dead. This reminded me of my last few trips to Briton Chalo in so many ways…

	Smiling, I wriggled out from beneath them as surreptitiously as I could and stumbled back into the shower. I wasn’t surprised in the least when the two of them joined me a few minutes later, and I soon learned that there was just enough room in the narrow stall to fuck a Velothi woman in the ass while a Kreen woman washed me from behind. This seemed like incredibly useful information, and I promptly filed it away for later use. 

	Once we were finally clean and mostly dry, the girls hopped on the bed and put on some music while I retracted the blast-shield on the viewport and stared out into the bluish smear of hyperspace. I was tempted to get dressed and go check in with Raxyl, but I knew he would com us if anything important happened. Repair work on cybernetic implants was notoriously tedious, even for a technician with his experience. 

	Still, just thinking about our guest resurrected the anxiety I thought I had buried, and I started to wonder whether or not I should tell the girls what Spider Zero had said. It didn’t seem like there was much point in hiding the truth from them; if everything went as planned, they would hear it for themselves soon enough. But I really had no interest in talking about it, so instead I flopped down between them, all of us still naked, and let Shandris give me a nice, slow Kreen massage while I tried to take another nap. 

	I had only just managed to fall asleep again when the wall com beeped. 

	“Cole,” Raxyl said, his voice oddly strained. “I have completed my repairs. The damage was more extensive than I thought.”

	“Is our guest all right?” I asked, rolling onto my back. 

	“As far as I can tell, she is completely healthy.”

	I frowned. “Then the damage couldn’t have been that bad. Or are you just trying to play up your skills like usual?”

	“On the contrary, my skills were virtually useless. By the time I retrieved my tools, her cybernetic implants had already begun repairing themselves.”

	I shared a wary glance with the girls. “How is that possible? Even the Vecs don’t have self-repairing tech.”

	“That we know of,” Raxyl replied gravely. “But I believe I have an alternative explanation: Spider Zero’s psionic powers are slowly restoring her cybernetic systems.”

	My brow creased so hard it actually hurt. “Huh?”

	“My theory is that this woman possesses abilities similar to those of Doctor Krall,” Raxyl said. “Rather than manipulating organic matter, however, Spider Zero can manipulate inorganic matter—including complex circuitry.”

	Despite the warm bodies on either side, I felt a chill. “Is that even possible?”

	“I was not previously aware of such abilities, but that does not negate the possibility of their existence.”

	Kaveri leaned up, her tendrils twirling in thought. “Master Mosaad once told me that some Seraphim machinists are capable of interfacing with electronics as easily as other sentient minds.”

	“Like how she turned all those combat mechs against the Baalir on the landing platform,” Shandris reasoned. 

	“Or how she triggered the trap on that ‘damaged’ Spider transport Kaveri and I boarded,” I said, nodding. I also recalled her using a similar technique in one of my visions, but I didn’t bother vocalizing that particular detail. 

	“Clever girl,” Shandris said. “I wonder if she had these abilities before the Spiders claimed her.”

	“I do not know, but they make her even more dangerous,” Raxyl warned. “I will take this opportunity to remind you that we need to exercise considerable caution here. We still do not know her true intentions, and the Widow’s operatives are notoriously duplicitous.”

	“Regardless, we need to talk to her,” I said, frowning. I still had a hard time believing how spooked this woman had him. He had been acting strangely ever since his hibernation cycle had ended, and I still wasn’t sure why. 

	“Then I suggest the three of you come to the infirmary immediately,” Raxyl said. “Doctor Krall should be able to wake her at any time.”

	I swallowed heavily and nodded. “We’re on our way.”

	The three of us got dressed as quickly as possible—which for the girls meant tossing on the same outfits they had left on my floor earlier, given that they had lost everything else back at the base—and we met Raxyl inside the Gazack’s cramped infirmary. Spider Zero looked exactly the same as she had before; since most of her injuries had been internal, she was still wearing the same blue-gold Dominion military uniform and skirt. Metal cuffs secured her wrists and ankles to the bed. 

	I still found it incredibly surreal to look upon someone I had seen so many times in visions and dreams, and it wasn’t just her familiar face. I could vividly remember the way it had felt when her legs had wrapped around my waist and pulled me inside her…

	“I’ll hang back for a minute while you wake her,” I said, retreating to the doorway. 

	Raxyl’s scales turned a curious blue, the color rippling down his jumpsuit. “Why?”

	“Because I’m the one she’s obsessed with. I’m curious how she’ll react at seeing all of you first.”

	“What are you testing, precisely?”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Just humor me, would you?”

	His scales turned pink in the Kali equivalent of a shrug. “As you wish.”

	Nodding at each of the girls in turn, I slipped back into the corridor and accessed the security camera from the wall console outside. Normally used to monitor and talk to a patient who was quarantined inside, it fit my needs well enough. The projection quality wasn’t amazing, but at least I could still watch and hear everything. 

	“I’m ready,” I said into the com.

	“Very well,” Raxyl replied. “Doctor Krall?” 

	“Here goes nothing,” Shandris whispered, placing her hands on the other woman’s temples. It didn’t take long before Spider Zero’s purple-shadowed eyelids began fluttering, and a few seconds after that, she abruptly sucked in a deep breath and regained consciousness. 

	“Do not be alarmed,” Raxyl said, his scales rippling a soothing gray. “We have no desire to harm you.”

	Spider Zero didn’t sit up or scream or panic in any way. Her green eyes flicked about the infirmary with a calm, methodical precision that was more befitting of a newly activated semi-sentient AI than a human being. 

	“Where is he?” she asked, the words smooth and crisp. “Where is Cole Vontera?”

	“Nearby,” Shandris said, placing a soothing hand on the other woman’s arm. “We just wanted to make sure you were all right, first.”

	Spider Zero focused upon the Kreen. “Krall, Shandris. Kreen female, twenty-four years in age. You possess nascent psychometabolic and psychoregenerative capabilities. I calculate a ninety-seven point two percent probability that you are the reason my injuries are healed.”

	“Uh…yeah,” Shandris murmured. 

	“Your efforts are appreciated.” Spider Zero’s eyes flicked over to the woman on her left. “Saalu, Kaveri. Augmented Velothi female, nineteen years in age. You possess powerful telekinetic and telepathic capabilities, and you have been trained as a Blade of the Seraph by Wynn Mosaad.”

	Kaveri frowned. “Apparently, the Convectorate knows more about us than we thought.”

	“Only a fraction of this information is currently possessed by the Intelligence Ministry,” Spider Zero corrected. “The Widow has compiled a significantly more comprehensive database.”

	“Curious,” Raxyl said, his scales rippling an inquisitive blue. “It was my understanding that the Spider Program was under the purview of the Minister of Intelligence.”

	“It is.” Spider Zero’s eyes fixed upon him. “Strange. Neither database possesses any information on your identity.” 

	“I am Raxyl,” he told her. “And you are Spider Zero, also known as Selorah Trell.”

	She nodded slowly. “That was my birth designation, yes. It has not been my name for a long time.”

	“That doesn’t mean it can’t be again,” Kaveri said. “You are free of the Widow now.”

	“No, I am not,” Selorah said. “Neither are any of you.”

	The girls shared a wary glance. “What do you mean?” Shandris asked. 

	“The Widow will not stop pursuing you just because one of her operatives has been neutralized. If anything, my disappearance will only cause her to deploy more Spiders in this sector.” Selorah paused, and a shadow fell across her features. “It is conceivable that my efforts to aid you will only accelerate your destruction. But I could not allow Admiral Ferron to get his hands on the Seraphim’s last hope for redemption.”

	“You mean Master Mosaad?” Kaveri asked. 

	“No,” I said, stepping away from the console and back into the doorway. “She means me.”

	Selorah tried to lean up but was pinned in place by her restraints. “Yes,” she said. “Without you, the Seraphim will perish.”

	Kaveri and Shandris turned to look at me, the same baffled expression on their faces. Strangely enough, Raxyl’s scales didn’t change in the slightest—he must have been trying to control his body language in the presence of our guest. 

	“You’ve told me that a few times now,” I said, creeping inside the room and trying to brace myself for the worst. “Now is your chance to explain why.”

	Selorah’s familiar green eyes remained locked upon me. “Because you are the Emperor’s firstborn son.”

	The curtain of silence was so loud it was as if we’d stepped out into the vacuum beyond the bulkheads. I swore that even the engines stopping humming for a few seconds.

	“What?” I asked in a brittle whisper.

	“You are the firstborn son of Emperor Falric Tisarys, the last true Dominion sovereign,” Selorah said. “And one day soon, you must sit upon the Crystal Throne and lead our people in the coming war against the Convectorate.”

	It didn’t seem possible, but somehow the silence grew even more oppressive. Shandris’s skin went so pale she practically turned pink, and as for Kaveri…her luminous eyes were fluttering back and forth like she had just had some kind of epiphany. 

	“That’s one hell of an assertion,” I said, trying desperately to remain calm. “The only problem is that it doesn’t make any sense.”

	“Only because you lack the relevant facts,” Selorah countered. “You are the product of a union between then-Crown-Prince Falric Tisarys and a cargo pilot named Maris Vontera.”

	I paled at the sound of my mother’s name. “If that’s true, why don’t I remember it? Why haven’t I ever heard it before?”

	“You were very young—your inability to remember key details is not a probabilistic anomaly. As for the reason you have never heard this before…that is considerably more complicated.” 

	“Uh-huh,” I muttered, trying and failing to maintain as much emotional distance from this as I could. “Why don’t you try and give us the simple version first?”

	“As you wish, my lord,” Selorah said. “I am—”

	“Let me stop you right there,” I interrupted. “I am not anyone’s ‘lord,’ least of all yours.”

	She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Would you prefer a different title?”

	“No title is fine, thanks. I’m just Cole.”

	“Very well, my…Cole,” Selorah said. “I am not aware of your full family history, but I do know that you were conceived out of wedlock roughly four years before the signing of the Keledon Accords and the Battle of Talasea. By the time of your birth, Prince Falric had been married for just over a year, and his wife had not yet borne him a child.”

	I forced myself to swallow the bile rising in my throat, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop my hands from trembling. “So, what, you’re saying he got some random pilot pregnant?”

	“Maris Vontera was not a ‘random’ pilot by any conventional definition of the term,” Selorah said. “From what I understand, she was hired by the royal family to smuggle their son around the Dominion so he could see the worlds he would one day rule.”

	“They stuffed the crown prince in a cargo freighter?” Shandris asked incredulously. “Why not send him in a military vessel?”

	“Such a vessel would draw considerable attention from the Convectorate,” Raxyl said, his voice even flatter than normal. 

	“Yes, precisely,” Selorah confirmed. 

	I pursed my lips. “But if this timeline of yours is right, Maris Vontera would have been in her early twenties. You’re telling me that the royal family trusted someone that young to ferry around the heir to the Crystal Throne?”

	“Yes, and the decision is…perplexing,” Selorah said. “Nevertheless, Falric and your mother traveled far and wide across the Dominion together, and eventually she became pregnant with you.”

	Shandris glanced back at me and smiled tightly. “It’s kind of romantic, isn’t it?”

	“It’s preposterous,” I muttered. “None of this makes any sense.”

	Selorah still hadn’t taken her eyes off me. “It is difficult to overstate the turmoil caused by your birth. The war was in its waning years, and the Dominion military was on the brink of collapse. Prince Falric’s marriage was part of a political alliance designed to breathe new life into the Seraphim Council, and an illegitimate child would have likely destroyed that fragile coalition.”

	I tried to swallow again, but this time the bile refused to budge. “So, what, you’re claiming he magically hid me away or something?”

	“There was no magic involved,” Selorah replied matter-of-factly. “From what I understand, Prince Falric understood the consequences quite well. He attempted to buy your mother’s silence with various gifts, but she became convinced that he or someone close to him would attempt to harm you or perhaps even kill you. For a time she ran, but eventually a woman named Anara Trell offered her another solution.”

	“Your mother,” I breathed, mentally cycling through everything I had seen in my dreams/visions/hallucinations over the past few days. “A noblewoman whose family had just been cast out of the Seraphim Council and was looking for a way back in.”

	“Yes,” Selorah said, frowning. “How do you know this?”

	“Just a hunch,” I said. “The two of them cooked up an arrangement to have their kids marry each other. They would lie low as best they could, and then later, once the war was over and Falric was in power, they would be able to challenge his claim to the throne, either directly through me or through the children I had with her daughter.”

	Selorah nodded, though her brow was still creased in confusion. “Yes.”

	“Everything is exactly like you foresaw in your visions,” Kaveri whispered. “You really were seeing an alternate future…”

	I wanted to argue but couldn’t muster the strength. The truth was staring me right in the face, and even I wasn’t stubborn enough to look past it. My mind was racing for alternative explanations, but each one was crazier than the last. 

	You know the truth. You just don’t want to accept it. 

	“Our parents brought us together on a planet called Talasea,” Selorah said after a moment. “The Emperor had only recently been assassinated, and Prince Falric had just taken the throne. The Dominion was in chaos, and my mother intended to form a political alliance with Wynn Mosaad to stand with the Blades of the Seraph against the proposed armistice. But before they could act, Falric signed the Keledon Accords and ended the war.”

	“And then Admiral Ferron attacked and wiped out nearly all the surviving Blades in a single stroke,” I said. “Along with thousands of other people, including our parents.”

	“And me,” Selorah whispered. “I should have died. There are moments when I can still feel the phantom pain of the shrapnel piercing my chest.”

	“Because you dove on top of me.” The words came unbidden. “You shielded me.”

	She nodded. “I had to protect you, Cole. I had to protect my sovereign.”

	Turning, I closed my eyes and braced myself against the wall as the last vestiges of the telepathic barrier inside my head finally crumbled. A tide of old memories flooded over me so quickly I thought I would drown. I could feel the bombs falling. I could feel Selorah’s weight atop me. I could hear my mother calling out to me…

	“Seraph’s mercy,” I breathed.

	Kaveri reached out to help steady me, but I could barely even feel the warmth of her skin. The images kept bombarding me: people, places, ships, emotions—they were the blurred, indistinct memories of a child who hadn’t understood the world around him. But I knew in my bones that they were real. 

	And they told the story of my life, whether I wanted to accept it or not. 

	“I understand that it must be difficult for you to process so much new information,” Selorah said. “But you are the last surviving heir to the Tisarys Dynasty, Cole. You are the legitimate heir to the Crystal Throne—and your return will change everything.”

	My reverie shattered, and I scowled and spun back to face her. “Return? You honestly expect me to pack up and head into Dominion space?”

	“You must,” she said as if it were obvious. “You are the only one capable of deposing the Emperor-Regent and restoring the Seraphim to power.”

	I snorted. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m a pilot, not a politician. And I have my own problems to worry about right now.”

	Selorah’s green eyes narrowed—not in anger, but in bewilderment. “You believe that aiding the Last Blade is more important than restoring the Seraphim?”

	“What I believe is that I don’t give a damn about the Dominion or the Seraphim or a bunch of people I’ve never met,” I growled. “I care about survival, and right now that means sticking with my friends and doing whatever it takes to avoid your boss. That’s it.”

	She studied me for a long moment before she shifted to Kaveri. “You are the student of Wynn Mosaad. You surely have a vested interest in restoring the Blades of the Seraph.”

	Kaveri swallowed and glanced over at me. “I do.”

	“Then you must recognize the importance of Cole’s heritage,” Selorah said. “You must realize that anything you could potentially accomplish in this sector pales in comparison to the return of the rightful Dominion Emperor.”

	“I, um…” Kaveri stuttered. Her eyes flicked to the deck. “I am not sure what to think.”

	“The calculations are not difficult. Without the return of a unifying figure, there is a ninety-six point three percent probability that the Dominion will continue to fracture. Eventually, even the Core Worlds will be such disarray that a Convectorate invasion could—”

	“This is insane,” I said, glaring at the woman on the bed. “I don’t care who you think my father was. I’m no one’s emperor, and I am not going to Keledon or Eladrell or any other Dominion world. Period.”

	Selorah’s blond eyebrows twitched. “Then the Seraphim will die, and the Tarreen’s rule over this galaxy will soon be absolute.”

	“Maybe,” I said. “But that’s not really my problem, is it?” 

	I clenched my jaw and turned away. More than anything, I wanted to be somewhere else—anywhere else. I felt like I was suffocating in here. Every breath came harder than the last, and my stomach was so twisted into knots that I honestly thought I might retch. But this time, it wasn’t backlash from linking with the Valkyrie.

	It was backlash from hearing the truth. 

	“Why did you suddenly decide to help us?” Raxyl interjected. He had been so quiet I had almost forgotten he was there. The fact that his scales were still a flat, expressionless brown was genuinely disturbing; in all my years of knowing him, I couldn’t remember him ever holding his natural color this long. 

	I could still feel Selorah’s gaze on me—searching, weighing, seeking to understand. “Up until I saw Cole upon the transport, I had assumed he was dead,” she said after a moment. “His presence introduced a great deal of…uncertainty into my primary directive.”

	“Why?” Shandris asked. “He has psionic abilities. Isn’t the whole purpose of the Spiders to hunt down people like him? People like us?”

	“Locating and neutralizing psionic adepts was my secondary function. My primary directive is—was—to minimize the loss of life and avoid a potential renewal of hostilities between the Convectorate and the Dominion.”

	Shandris snorted and crossed her arms. “You’re saying the Spiders are some kind of peacekeepers? That’s a load of drek.”

	Selorah shrugged. “It is a simple matter of mathematics and probability. Regardless of the final outcome, a conflagration would cost billions or even trillions of lives. Maintaining the peace is a logical decision.”

	“Even if that means supporting the Convectorate?” Kaveri asked. 

	“As I said, it is a simple matter of mathematics. But Cole’s presence introduced a new, previously-unaccounted-for variable into the equation. I had to change many of my fundamental assumptions, and the resulting conclusions became…muddled.”

	“You therefore concluded that the utilitarian option was to aid him however you could,” Raxyl said. “An interesting—though likely flawed—analysis.”

	Selorah finally relaxed in her restraints and pursed her lips. “I calculate an eighty-three point nine percent probability that my emotional stability has been compromised. I am no longer certain what drives the majority of my actions.”

	“Then you are still human after all,” Raxyl replied, his scales finally shifting from mottled brown to a smug shade of black. “I don’t know whether to pity you or congratulate you.”

	“Human or not, her cybernetics are decades beyond any tech I’ve ever seen,” Shandris said, her eyes flicking up to the status monitor. “They’re not even visible.”

	“Spiders must be able to blend in with a local populace,” Selorah explained. “Unmodified humans are not considered threatening on most Convectorate or unaligned worlds.”

	“Because we’re basically chattel,” I grumbled. 

	Shandris glanced back at me. “That’s one thing I don’t understand. The Tarreen hate psychics even more than my people do. They really don’t mind that the Widow is building her own personal army of trained psychic assassins?”

	“There has always been considerable opposition to the Spider Program throughout the Conclave of Ministers,” Selorah said. “To date, however, the Hierarchy has been adamant about protecting it. They believe we are the only means of containing a galaxy-wide infestation.”

	“And yet they have not fitted you with a more reliable leash,” Raxyl said. “While repairing your cybernetics, I did not detect any control mechanisms or tracking devices.”

	“That is because I disabled them.”

	The Kali’s scales rippled a surprised blue. “What use are such controls if they can be bypassed so easily?”

	“They cannot. The neural implants allow the Widow or anyone with the proper codes to cripple or even terminate a disobedient Spider should the need arise. However, my unique powers allow me to circumvent those protections.”

	“Then why haven’t any of the other Spiders done this?”

	“As far as I am aware, I am the only one who possesses abilities of this magnitude.” 

	“How convenient for you,” Raxyl murmured. 

	“And you,” Selorah said pointedly. “The Widow will expend great effort attempting to find me, and if she or anyone else within the Intelligence Ministry learns the truth about Cole’s heritage…”

	“They’ll dispatch a whole armada to this sector,” Kaveri said. 

	“Well, the good news is that they have no way of finding out, right?” Shandris asked. “I assume Ferron doesn’t know.”

	“He does not,” Selorah confirmed. “For the moment, your secret is safe. That is why I believe this is the perfect time to leave this sector and return to—”

	“I already said that’s not going to happen,” I growled, facing her. “Not now, not ever.”

	Kaveri touched my arm. “Cole, we should consider—”

	“No,” I said, glancing over at Raxyl. “How long until we reach the rendezvous point?”

	“Once I adjust our course, approximately thirty-six hours,” the Kali said. 

	I nodded and pulled away from Kaveri. My head had started pounding again, and I was still finding it hard to breathe. The pressure of a thousand old memories was crushing me, and I had no idea how to stop it. All I knew for certain was that I couldn’t stay in here any longer. 

	“Get us moving in the right direction,” I rasped. “I…need some air.”

	 

	***

	 

	Mercifully, everyone on the ship—even Kaveri—had enough good sense to leave me alone a little while. I practically sprinted to the cargo bay, and a part of me was seriously tempted to hop in the Valkyrie and fly around just to clear my head, delay be damned. I probably would have done just that if I hadn’t puked the last time I’d disconnected. 

	I rested my forehead against the Valkyrie’s smooth nose, wishing the cool metal would leech away my thoughts along with my warmth. 

	Pointless joyrides were an old, reliable brooding technique out here on the Rim. I couldn’t count the number of times I had flown around aimlessly in one of the Red Ring shuttles when I had been annoyed about a job or a girl or something else. I hadn’t even feared the wrath of the overseers for wasting fuel—they had all been so scared of losing Raxyl that they had never laid a hand on me. 

	But regardless of how I would choose to fret, in the end I had always come to the same inexorable conclusion: the universe wasn’t fair, and I just had to learn to live with it. Reality didn’t bend to the whims of any man, least of all me, and today was no different. 

	Besides, if I allowed myself to be objective for a moment, I had absolutely nothing to be upset about. I was the son of the stars-damned Emperor! Billions of people across the galaxy would literally kill to be in my position. So why wasn’t I celebrating? Why didn’t I want to head straight to Keledon and order the Seraphim Council to kneel at my feet?

	“Because that’s not who you are. And it’s not the type of man you want to be.”

	I whipped my head around and frowned at Raxyl when I saw him slink into the hangar behind me. “What, are you mind-reader now, too?”

	His scales rippled a thoughtful black. “I am your friend and partner, and I know you better than anyone. You are attempting to reconcile what you have learned with your own sense of identity.”

	I grunted. “Of all the obnoxiously smug characters you like to play, Psychoanalyst Raxyl is definitely the worst.”

	“Humans have difficulty processing information that contradicts their self-image,” he went on, ignoring me. “You have always defined yourself as an outsider—an outcast—and the idea that you could be intimately connected to something like the Dominion will be difficult for you to accept.”

	“The only thing that’s difficult for me to accept is why we’re still friends,” I grumbled, pivoting back to the Valkyrie. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to stand here and brood for a while.”

	Raxyl remained silent for a few moments, though I could feel his yellow eyes burrowing into my back. “Despite what the Spider said, you should not feel compelled to return to Dominion space.”

	“I’m glad I have your permission to keep living my own life.”

	“What I mean, Cole, is that even if you were determined to claim the Crystal Throne, it would not be as easy as arriving upon Keledon and strutting into the Assembly.”

	“Well, I assumed I would have to call first,” I muttered. “I’m not actually an idiot, and I doubt Selorah meant what she said literally.”

	“I am not convinced she is capable of communicating any other way,” Raxyl replied dryly. “Whatever her true intentions, she obviously has a keen mind.”

	“She talks like you do, but that’s because she suffered massive brain trauma. What’s your excuse?” I turned to the side and shot him a look.

	His scales shifted from black to a dull orange. He wasn’t getting annoyed—he was getting anxious. “Bloodline is not the only path to power within the modern Dominion,” he told me. “The death of the last Tisarys emperor shattered centuries-old norms and traditions. The results of a DNA test will not be sufficient to compel the Emperor-Regent and his supporters to stand aside. And to believe that other factions would not attempt to leverage your presence would be a naïve and potentially fatal mistake.”

	I frowned again. “Where are you going with this? Do you honestly think I want to turn around and set a course straight to Keledon?”

	“Thankfully, no,” Raxyl said. “I merely wish to convey that the situation is more complicated than this woman believes, and I want to inure you against her potential charms.”

	I snorted. “Charms? Selorah is basically a walking computer.”

	“She is a young human female who at one point was arranged to be your wife,” he countered. “And your ability to make sound judgments in the presence of attractive females is dubious, to say the least.”

	“You got me there,” I conceded. 

	Raxyl wandered close to the Valkyrie and placed his long, spindly fingers upon the sleek gray fuselage. “Now that you have spoken with this woman, have any more of your memories returned?”

	“Sort of,” I said. “I can remember flashes of people and places: my mother, Selorah, Talasea…but it’s all pretty indistinct. I’m not sure if there’s anything else left. I was just too young.”

	“I suspected as much. Human memory capacity is fragile under the best of circumstances.”

	“That’s not always a curse,” I told him. “Sometimes it’s nice to be able to forget our mistakes.”

	His scales rippled a thoughtful black. “You may be right.”

	I sighed and paced along the fighter’s wing. “Honestly, at this point, the only thing I wish I could remember is how I got to the Red Ring in the first place. Did they really dig me out of the wreckage? How in the hell did I survive long enough for salvagers to swoop in after the battle? It seems impossible. But if I got snatched on a ship or space station later, you’d think I’d remember something like that.”

	“Perhaps it is best to focus your attention upon the here and now,” Raxyl said. “We won’t reach the rendezvous for some time yet, but there are important decisions to be made.”

	“Such as what we’re going to do about our guest?” 

	“Yes.”

	I shrugged. “I don’t think there’s much to debate. She obviously wants to help us, and she’s risked her life to do so. The only question is how the others will react when we show up with a Spider. Do you think Mosaad will be pleased or enraged?”

	“Whatever his initial reaction, I’ve no doubt he will recognize the tactical value of joining forces with a high-ranking Intelligence Ministry operative.” 

	“One would think,” I agreed. 

	Raxyl paused for a moment. “In the meantime, I remain concerned about her presence on the ship. Her ability to psionically access and manipulate computer systems makes her a significant threat.”

	I cocked an eyebrow at him. “You honestly believe this is all some kind of elaborate scam to give her access to our Holosphere browsing history?”

	“No,” he replied. “What I believe is that the Widow is a clever and calculating opponent capable of extreme mental conditioning. It is not inconceivable that Spider Zero possesses a dormant psychological trigger.”

	I frowned. “You mean she’s working against us and doesn’t even know it?”

	“That is one possibility, albeit highly unlikely,” Raxyl said. “Nevertheless, we should remain vigilant.” 

	“Fine,” I said, sighing. “Why don’t we just put her up in the guest cabin?”

	“What about Kaveri and Doctor Krall?”

	“They’ll be fine in my room. But if you’re that concerned, you can tinker with the guest cabin and lock everything down before you move Selorah.”

	“It is certainly less vulnerable to intrusion than the infirmary.”

	“Plus it seems mean to keep her strapped to a bed for a day and a half.” I took a deep breath and chewed on my lip for a minute. “Once the room is ready, ask the girls to help you get Selorah situated.”

	Raxyl cocked his head ever so slightly. “What about you?”

	“I’ll go to the cockpit and take over for a while. It’s probably better to have one of us up there keeping an eye out for Convectorate ships anyway.”

	“And you wish to be alone.”

	“For a while,” I said. “You know how I am.”

	“All too well.” Raxyl started to leave, but then he abruptly turned and placed his fingers on my shoulder. “Many men in your position would handle these revelations poorly. You are not.”

	“Yet,” I said, flashing him a wry smile.

	“Yet,” he agreed. Kali didn’t really smile, but his scales did ripple an amused shade of purple as he turned and left the room. 

	Once he was gone, I closed my eyes and let out a deep breath. A part of me still couldn’t believe that any of this was actually happening, but the surreal feeling was fading more quickly than I expected. No matter how hard I instinctively wanted to protest, all the pieces fit together too well. This was my reality now, and one way or another, I was going to have to learn to live with it.

	And I would…but not quite yet. 

	I strode out of the hangar and headed straight for the cockpit. The Gazack’s controls seemed downright quaint after piloting a Valkyrie, but at least I knew it wouldn’t turn my mind into psionic slush. The flight stick was as comfortable and familiar as an old pair of boots, and after I had altered our course toward the rendezvous, I sank back into the chair and closed my eyes. 

	“This is what I am,” I said, gently squeezing the flight stick. “And nothing is ever going to change that.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Praxius

	Dominion Core World

	1083.1

	 

	“They know.”

	Her words echoed through the empty corridors of the ship like a dirge for the damned. Despite all their precautions, despite all their carefully laid plans, the inevitable had finally come to pass. 

	“Yes, they do,” Spectre said from behind her. 

	“Seraph save us,” Maris whispered. “I want to ask how, but I guess it doesn’t matter now, does it?”

	“No.”

	She swore under her breath and pounded her fist against the console. Her first impulse was to hop in her Valkyrie and blast out of here; the two of them could travel halfway across the galaxy before they would need to stop for maintenance. But flying around in a pair of Dominion starfighters would make them an even bigger target, especially considering the current bounty on Seraphim outside of Dominion space. The Vecs were everywhere these days, and she couldn’t fight her way out of this problem. 

	“According to my sources, the Empress and her family are the only ones that know the truth at the moment,” Spectre said.

	“That won’t last,” Maris replied soberly. “Sooner or later, someone on the Council will figure it out, too.”

	“Perhaps, but the current situation is bad enough. The Empress will try to bury this swiftly to save face, and I’ve no doubt that Falric will help her. He is no longer trustworthy.”

	“He hasn’t been trustworthy for a long time,” she growled. “I bet the credit stream will dry up anytime now. He knows there’s no point in trying to buy us off anymore.”

	“I suspect he will leave it open in the hopes of tracing our movements,” Spectre said. “And it is only a matter of time before the Intelligence Directorate gets involved.”

	Maris nodded and peered out the canopy. The snow-covered plains outside were practically glowing in the light of Praxius’s twin moons, and a part of her wanted to grab Cole and rush off into the isolation of the tundra. They might freeze to death, but at least no one would ever look for them out there. 

	“If they can’t find us soon, I wouldn’t be surprised if the Empress’s father pulls half their fleet from the front lines. He risked everything for this political alliance.”

	“He would doom dozens of worlds in the process,” Spectre said. “The Convectorate is already on their doorstep.”

	“I know. But it’s only just occurring to some of these people that the war might not turn around after all. They’ve been soaking in the brine of their delusions for so long that they have no idea what’s really happening outside their space.”

	Spectre stepped up behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We have been planning for this, Maris.”

	“Yeah, and every deal we’ve tried to make has fallen through,” she reminded him. “No one wants anything to do with us. They’re too scared of Falric.”

	“If you want to run, now is the time.”

	Maris scoffed. “Run where?”

	“The Rakashi remain neutral.”

	“The Rakashi are only neutral in that they’ll sell us out to the highest bidder.”

	“The Neyris, then,” Spectre said. “Or perhaps the Thursk.”

	“None of them have the strength to keep us safe. We’d be better off taking our chances with the damn Dowd. At least they’d be honest about trying to kill us.”

	“We could head into the Far Rim, perhaps even the Uncharted Expanse.”

	“And what kind of life would I be giving Cole then? You really think I want to raise him on some backwater planet under a bio-dome? I’m not a farmer, and neither are you.”

	“No, we are warriors,” Spectre told her. “We are capable of doing whatever is necessary in order to survive.”

	Maris turned and flashed him a tired smile. “You really would do it, wouldn’t you? You’d follow me to the ends of the galaxy.”

	“I owe you nothing less.”

	“You don’t owe me anything. You never have.”

	She squeezed his hand on her shoulder. The Seraph obviously hadn’t forsaken her completely. In spite of everything that had happened, she knew she could still count on him. 

	“There is one other option I have been hesitant to mention,” Spectre said. “But given the circumstances…”

	Maris’s smile faded. “You mean Anara Trell, don’t you?”

	“I know how you feel about her family in general and Lady Anara in particular, but—”

	“They’re a bunch of racist, manipulative warmongers. I can’t believe you of all people would even bring them up.”

	“I didn’t until just this moment. But the political reality of the present makes her a strong potential ally. When she pledged her ships and soldiers to the Blades of the Seraph, Falric cast her out of the Council as punishment. I have no doubt that she will be seeking a means—any means—to restore her position. You will note that she has a daughter who is only a few years older than Cole…”

	Maris shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re actually suggesting this.”

	“I am not suggesting anything. I am merely presenting all our available options.” Spectre paused. “Even stripped of their post on the Council, the Trell family still has the power and the resources to protect us.”

	“At what price? Selling Cole’s future to the Trells?”

	“A high price, to be sure, but it may be the only way to guarantee him a life in the Core. Without protection…” 

	Maris turned away, grappling with her emotions. The idea that she might have to consort with Dominion nobility for protection was bad enough; the idea that she might have to sell Cole’s future to them actually made her sick. He was a child, not a political pawn. He deserved the chance to grow up in peace without being kicked around like damn dallop ball.

	“No,” she said. “I’m not handing him over to anyone, least of all the Trells.”

	“So then—”

	“We’ll stick with the first plan and head for Razarus Prime,” Maris told him. “From there, we can catch a jump corridor to almost anywhere in the Far Rim. With luck, we’ll be long gone before Falric’s bounty hunters get anywhere near us.”
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	I was still alone in the cockpit two hours later when the door finally hissed open. Even without looking, I knew it was Kaveri—she had the light, floating footsteps of a dancer or a thief, and unlike Shandris, she rarely wore heels. Besides, she had undoubtedly been chomping at the bit to come see me for a while now, but the others must have been holding her back. 

	When I finally did look, lightning surged through me. 

	Kaveri had changed out of her flight suit and into the slave-girl costume she’d worn when we first met: a thin, metallic bikini of gold and scarlet that left her nearly naked. When paired with her Succubus figure, the effect was stunning. It tantalized with what it hid, enticed with all that it didn’t, and if my head had been anywhere close to settled, I’d have taken her right then. 

	Her face lit with a warm smile. “I was hoping to surprise you with a reenactment of our first time, so I stashed this aboard the Gazack a few days ago. It was either this or my flight suit.”

	I managed a nod, then forced myself to turn back to the console. Velothi had fewer inhibitions about modesty than the average alien, and as a Succubus, Kaveri’s were almost nonexistent. I certainly wasn’t about to complain. 

	“How’s our guest?” I asked, flicking the switch to close out the thruster diagnostic I’d been running. 

	“Healthy,” Kaveri said. “We put her up in the guest cabin like you instructed.”

	I nodded again. “And she didn’t give you any trouble?”

	“On the contrary, she seems eager to help in any way that she can.” Kaveri leaned her back against the empty co-pilot’s chair on my right and smiled. “I believe Raxyl intentionally left behind several security vulnerabilities as a test of her intentions.”

	“That’s definitely his style. What happened?”

	“Selorah immediately pointed them out and suggested we close them before releasing her from her restraints.” Kaveri snickered. “She then proceeded to indicate several more he wasn’t aware of.”

	I smirked. “I bet Raxyl loved that.”

	“He seemed genuinely surprised…and impressed.”

	“The way to a Kali’s heart is through technocratic pedantry,” I said. “I only wish I were joking…”

	Kaveri eyed me in silence for a long moment. “Everything she told us seems to align with the memories and visions you described. Do you doubt anything she said?”

	I swallowed and shook my head. “Not really. It all seems to fit.”

	“But you aren’t happy about it.”

	“I’m still not sure what to think,” I admitted. “All I know for certain is that I have no intention of packing up and flying to Keledon. Even if everything Selorah said is true, it doesn’t have to change anything.”

	I closed my eyes and braced for her response. I expected a pleading lecture about restoring the Seraphim and rebuilding the Blades and a hundred other things I didn’t care about. But instead she quietly stepped over to me, swung her leg over mine, and eased herself down into my lap. 

	“I’m glad,” Kaveri said, both hands rising to cradle my neck.

	I blinked, almost too surprised to be aroused. “You are?”

	“Very much so,” she said. “As dangerous as it is for us here, it would be far worse in Dominion space. If word got out that Emperor Falric had a son before his death, you’d have a bounty on your head so high that we couldn’t approach a civilized world.”

	“Raxyl basically said the same thing.” I smiled slightly and placed my hands on her waist. “I admit, I expected you to be giddy about the same things as Selorah.”

	Kaveri flashed me a coy grin. “We’re giddy about one of the same people. If you asked, I’ve no doubt she would throw herself upon you.”

	I snorted. “Yeah, well…she’s confused. And a robot.”

	“And attractive,” Kaveri said. “Not to mention fertile.”

	I almost fell out of the chair. “What?”

	“Shandris performed a full examination. Selorah’s reproductive system is intact and healthy. She could bear you a child.”

	My mouth hung open for a minute. “That’s really the first thing you thought about here?”

	“Not the first thing,” Kaveri corrected. “But it is a consideration, is it not? In your visions, you said she was desperate for you to impregnate—”

	“I know what I saw,” I interrupted. “But I’m back in the real world now, and things are a lot different.”

	“In some ways.”

	I slowly exhaled and studied her face. She could simultaneously be the most and least expressive person I had ever met. Right now she looked completely serious. 

	“You’re just messing with me, aren’t you?”

	A coy smile finally played at her lips. “Yes.”

	I groaned, which only prompted her to giggle and kiss me. I held her close and ran my fingers along the smooth skin of her lower back. Sometimes it was actually annoying how easily she could disarm me. 

	Kaveri kept smiling when she eventually pulled away. “There is something else we should talk about—something you may not have considered.”

	“I’m almost afraid to ask.”

	“You shouldn’t be. If you really are the firstborn son of Falric Tisarys, you stand to inherit more than just the Crystal Throne.”

	I frowned. “What do you mean?”

	She placed her hands on my cheeks and grinned even wider. “I am meant to be yours, Cole. I was designed to serve Emperor Falric’s firstborn son. I grew up thinking that was Crown Prince Ren…but it was actually you all along.”

	I pressed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. With all of the crazy things that had been looping through my head these past few hours—like the fate of the galaxy and the human race, for example—the truth about Kaveri’s origin hadn’t even occurred to me. 

	“But…” I paused and shook my head. “There’s no way to know that for certain. Falric could have commissioned you for Ren after my mother stole me away.”

	Kaveri shook her head. “Selorah said your father tried to silence your mother with all kinds of gifts. Don’t you see? I must have been one of them! A Velothi Succubus to be her son’s permanent companion…”

	I opened my mouth but nothing came out. Aside from how weird it sounded to have her describe herself in the third person, there was no way to prove any of it. But she seemed so unbelievably happy I couldn’t bring myself to play the contrarian. 

	“Fate brought us together,” she said. “You were destined to be the one who found me on Briton Chalo. And I was destined to be the one who brought you back to the Seraphim where you belong.”

	“I—”

	“I knew it from the first moment I woke and saw your face,” Kaveri went on. “I knew it from the first moment you slipped inside of me. I was meant to be yours, Cole, in body and soul.”

	She kissed me. I doubt I could have stopped her even if I’d wanted to; before I knew it, her fingers had unbuckled my belt and her tail had plunged into my pants…

	“Wait,” I gasped, coming up for air. “You know how I feel about you, but…”

	“But what?” she asked.

	I swallowed. “You’re not an android; you don’t have to be anything you don’t want to be.”

	“I know,” Kaveri said, smiling. “But I want to be your companion. I want to be your lover.” She leaned in and kissed my ear. “I want to be your whore.”

	My cock hardened so quickly it would have burst through my pants if she hadn’t already opened them. “But you’re also a Blade of the Seraph. I don’t want to take that away from you.”

	“Why would you have to?” she asked, shaking her head. “Cole, in the old days, the Blades were sworn to the service of the Emperor—not the Seraphim Council, not the Assembly, just him. My duty as a Blade is to protect and serve the rightful heir to the Crystal Throne.” 

	I brushed a lock of black hair from her face. “Even if I never claim it? Even if I have no interest in my birthright?”

	“You will eventually,” Kaveri assured me. “But even if you don’t, I will be here at your side until the end.”

	Warmth swelled in my chest, frightening and exhilarating. I smiled and kissed her again. “I love you.”

	“I love you, too,” she said. “Now be quiet and let me work. I’m going to make you spill so hard even Shandris won’t be able to revive you.”

	She practically dove forward and plunged her tongue back between my lips. While her tail finished freeing my cock, her hands clutched the back of my head and held me so closely the only thing I could breathe was her. Nor was I idle. My fingers slid behind her back and found the catches of her bikini top and thong, undoing them and casting the garments aside.   

	She shifted her weight ever so slightly, and a moment later, the warm, welcoming wetness of her cunt enveloped me. I gasped into her mouth, and her hands kneaded my scalp as if to comfort. She churned her hips, riding me like she had done so many times before, but as always she felt completely unique. I still couldn’t decide if it was part of Velothi physiology or merely a telepathic trick she was playing on me, but ultimately I didn’t really care. All that mattered was that she was perfect in every way. From how she held me to how she gripped me to how her tongue tasted on mine. Perfect. 

	When she finally pulled her lips back, she only gave me a split second to catch my breath before she shoved her tits in my face. I suckled at her nipples, tongue circling and teeth teasing, and my cock throbbed inside her when she cried out in joy. I would have been perfectly content to sit here while her hips milked every last drop of cum out of me, and she would have been, too. But I did have another option, and I decided I would be a fool not to take it. 

	Grabbing onto her waist, I abruptly lifted her off me and stood. She gasped, genuinely surprised, but before she could react, I slipped behind her, shoved her over the edge of the pilot’s chair, and leaned down over her like a hound dominating his bitch. Her entire body twitched in delight when the head of my cock returned to her molten slit, but that wasn’t what I had in mind. Instead, her breath caught as I pressed the head to her nether entrance and eased the tip inside. The hot squeeze of her bowels shattered my restraint. I grabbed a handful of her black hair and slammed the rest of the way into her ass. 

	A normal human woman probably would have shrieked in pain, but Kaveri wasn’t normal or human. Velothi had nearly as many pleasure receptors in their ass as their cunt, and as a Succubus, she had even more. She screeched in delight, and I began ruthlessly pounding away, adding fierce friction to the stretch with thrust after thrust. 

	“Make me your bitch,” she pleaded when I yanked on her hair. “Make me your cheap, filthy whore!”

	I slammed into her again and again, amazed I could hold out for more than few seconds, but when her body abruptly shuddered with an orgasm, I finally lost control and erupted inside her. Every spurt seemed more intense than the last, and I jerked her head back and clutched at her throat while I finished. 

	“Cole…” Kaveri breathed, her tail squeezing around my leg. “My Emperor…my master…”

	I kissed her again, and as my hands squeezed her against me, I promised myself I would never let her go. 

	 

	***

	 

	Half a day later, after an actual night’s sleep and another long shower, I finally decided it was time to speak with Selorah for myself. We were still quite a ways out from the rendezvous, but I really wanted to have our story straight before we arrived. I still couldn’t predict how Master Mosaad or the other pilots would react, but the one thing I knew for certain was that I didn’t want this woman blathering to them about my heritage. I just had to hope she would be willing to keep the secret. 

	I stood outside the guest cabin for at least a minute before I finally mustered the courage to press the touchpad and announce my presence. Selorah’s calm, accented voice replied almost immediately. 

	“Please, enter.”

	The door whooshed open and I stepped inside. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed and a datapad held firmly in her hand. Her blue-gold uniform was spotless again, with no evidence of the beating she’d taken from the Baalir commando on Varsus. What kind of military makes women fight in a skirt?

	“It’s not much, but I hope you’re comfortable enough,” I said as the door shut behind me. 

	“These accommodations are more than adequate,” Selorah replied. “Frankly, I am fortunate you haven’t kept me restrained. I have offered you no tangible proof of what I told you. From your perspective, the logical course of action would be to assume that I am attempting to deceive you.”

	I grunted softly. “That’s certainly…honest.”

	Selorah shrugged. “It is simply a matter of understanding probability.”

	“Well, you’ll forgive me for not seeing everything in the universe as a dice roll.”

	She cocked an eyebrow at me. “A curious metaphor, but I believe I understand what you are trying to convey. In any event, I feel fortunate you did not simply execute me.”

	I frowned. “You honestly thought we would just shoot you after you helped us escape certain death twice?”

	“I calculated the probability at twenty-two point four percent.”

	I snorted. “That’s insultingly high…”

	“Please explain.”

	“Never mind,” I muttered, repressing a sigh. Apparently, having a conversation with her was going to be like talking with Raxyl, only with slightly fewer snide comments. Time would tell whether or not that was an improvement. “Anyway, there’s a reason I believe what you told us.”

	“You are referring to your clairvoyant powers,” Selorah said. 

	“Yeah,” I said, my eyes narrowing. “How do you know about them?”

	“You demonstrated your capabilities on the transport when you disabled Spider Seven. You rapidly accelerated your personal time frame in a manner consistent with Seraphim clairvoyants.”

	I nodded slowly. It already felt like a year had passed since my first encounter with her on that derelict ship, but it had been less than a week. Speaking of an accelerated time frame…

	“Over the past few days, I’ve been experiencing strange visions,” I told her. “I didn’t understand them at first, but I eventually came to realize they were ‘alternate futures,’ for lack of a better term. I think my powers were showing me what things would be like if the massacre at Talasea had never happened.”

	“Fascinating,” Selorah said, setting the datapad aside and folding her hands in her lap. The motions were precise, mechanical. “And I was in these visions with you?”

	“Yes. We were, uh…together.”

	Selorah studied me for a moment. “Your hesitation suggests discomfort. Am I correct in inferring that we were sexual partners?”

	A rush of heat flooded into my cheeks. I should have known she would be the direct type. This was even more awkward than I had expected…

	“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, you could say that.”

	“I am not surprised. My mother carefully arranged the terms of our marriage. She was adamant that I bear you many children.”

	“That’s, um…that’s definitely the impression I got.”

	Selorah glanced away for a moment. “I was very young at the time and did not fully understand my mother’s intentions. But in retrospect, her plan would have very likely thrown the Dominion into political chaos. She would have happily instigated a civil war if it meant regaining my family’s power and influence.”

	“Grandiose plans for a seven-year-old daughter,” I said. “And not very fair to you.”

	“No, I suppose not,” Selorah whispered. She studied me in silence again. “Was I content in these visions of yours?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Was I resentful about our marriage?”

	“Not that I could tell.”

	“Did I seem to enjoy our sexual coupling?”

	I bit down on my lip. This was rapidly turning into the most awkward conversation I’d ever had—and I’d once endured a well-meaning lecture on xeno-sexuality from Raxyl. “You, uh…you seemed to be enjoying yourself just fine.”

	“Interesting,” Selorah said. “I am pleased to hear that. Strange.”

	“Why strange?”

	“Because it is not the reality in which we live and is therefore irrelevant,” she said matter-of-factly.

	I grunted softly. “Yeah, I suppose it is.”

	Selorah glanced out the narrow viewport for a moment, her eyes unfocused, before she let out a deep breath and turned back to me. “Still, all is not lost. The Velothi Succubus—Kaveri—must have informed you that my reproductive organs remain intact. I am still fully capable of bearing you children, should you desire that outcome.”

	My cheeks flushed even hotter. Just when I thought the awkwardness might fade away…

	“That’s…uh…that’s not something I’ve spent much time thinking about yet,” I managed. 

	“I understand,” Selorah said. “But you should know that while I calculated a twenty-two point four percent probability that you would simply execute me, I calculated a thirteen point one percent probability that you would wish to inseminate me instead.” 

	This time, I couldn’t even bring myself to speak. Was this real? Were we actually having this conversation?

	“Since it now appears that the latter outcome is more probable than the former,” Selorah went on, “I wanted you to be aware that I am amendable to the plan, should you wish to pursue it. My next ovulation cycle should begin—”

	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I interrupted. “We, uh…we don’t exactly know each other.”

	“True, though familiarity is not required for insemination.” She studied me for a moment. “I assume you are aware that Succubi are infertile, and Kreen body temperatures are far too high for human sperm to—”

	“Let’s focus on more pressing issues, shall we?” I asked, tugging at my collar. A quick glance at the status monitor confirmed that the environmental controls were working just fine, but it felt like a damn oven in here. “Raxyl is concerned that the Widow will be able to track you to our new base.”

	“His concerns are logical but unwarranted,” Selorah said. “I disabled the tracking device in my neural implant, and while the Spiders are capable of detecting psionic activity, their range is limited to a few dozen light-years. I also calculate an eighty-one point seven percent chance that Wynn Mosaad possesses the ability to mask those signatures somehow.”

	“He says he can, anyway.” I pursed my lips. “I suppose that brings us to our next problem. I’m not sure how he or the others will react when we bring you to their doorstep.”

	“Without additional information, I cannot make a prediction with statistically significant accuracy.” Selorah paused, her green eyes flicking up and down. “Perhaps if you tell them the truth about your heritage, they will simply obey your commands.”

	“That’s not going to happen,” I said. “I’m not planning on telling them anything about my heritage, and I don’t want you to tell them, either.”

	“May I ask why?”

	“A lot of reasons, but right now I just need to know whether or not I can trust you to keep your mouth shut.”

	Selorah nodded slowly. “I will not tell them anything unless you wish me to.”

	“Good,” I said, desperately hoping I could believe her. For all I knew, Master Mosaad would want to squeeze her for every bit of information she knew on the Convectorate, and I wouldn’t blame him for doing so. I just didn’t want to have to deal with the fallout of everyone else learning the truth about me. We had just been forced out of our base at gunpoint, and managing the chaos would be difficult enough without additional distractions. 

	I sighed and stared down into her eyes for a long moment, wondering if this was just another bizarre vision that was lasting longer than the others. She had answered so many questions, but I still had plenty more. Who had put this telepathic barrier in my head and why? How had I ended up in the Red Ring after Talasea? Why had Crown Prince Falric fallen in love with a mere cargo pilot, and why had his family trusted her to shuttle him around the galaxy?

	The most frustrating part was that I might never learn the answers to those questions. Selorah was my only link to the past, and if she couldn’t help me, then perhaps no one could. Well, unless my brain randomly decided to start showing me alternate futures again, and I wasn’t overly thrilled about that prospect, either. 

	“Like I said, I don’t really know how the others will react,” I said, shifting my thoughts back to the present. “Almost every one of Mosaad’s students had to escape the Spiders. They may not react well to seeing you.”

	“I understand,” Selorah replied soberly. “If our positions were reversed, I would likely respond poorly as well.”

	“They’ll probably come around eventually, especially if Kaveri vouches for you.” I ventured a step closer. I knew how it felt to be the outcast surrounded by people who resented or hated you. For me, that was a regular day in the Red Ring. “But to be honest, Master Mosaad himself is something of a wild card. I don’t understand him nearly as well as I thought I did.”

	“I have analyzed his psychological profile at great length,” Selorah said. “Since the end of the Dominion Civil War, he has dedicated himself to protecting psionic adepts from the Widow and her Spiders. But regardless of any personal animus he may harbor toward me, I have no doubt that he will recognize my value as an intelligence asset.”

	“You might be right,” I whispered, my mind suddenly racing. I had almost missed a golden opportunity here—she might have been my only window into the mind of Wynn Mosaad. His Intelligence Ministry profile could have been completely wrong, of course, but somehow I doubted it. He had been a prominent military figure for the better part of three decades, and his clashes with Admiral Ferron and the CDF were legendary. The Vecs probably knew more about him than he did. 

	“Ever since I got here, I’ve been assuming he’s driven almost exclusively by revenge,” I said. “He wants to take down Ferron because of what happened at Talasea, and he’s willing to risk the lives of everyone else to do it. Does that fit his profile?”

	Selorah’s eyes flicked back and forth, presumably searching her mental databases for information. “Revenge is definitely among his strongest psychological motivations.”

	“I knew it. He’s probably—”

	“But not against the Convectorate.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	“The Intelligence Ministry believes his primary motivation is to destroy what he believes are traitors within the Dominion government, including the late Emperor Falric. He was convinced that the Armistice was a mistake, and that many members of the Seraphim Council only worked for peace to save themselves and their political positions.”

	I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

	“If the war had continued any longer, they may have lost everything. But the Keledon Accords allowed the Council and many lower-level bureaucrats to maintain semi-autonomous control over the Core Worlds and adjacent sectors. In Mosaad’s eyes, they had chosen to ‘live on their knees rather than die on their feet.’”

	I chewed on my lip and paced across the room. “And he was willing to wage a civil war over it.”

	“Yes,” Selorah said. “Unfortunately, I do not possess any additional information, and I feel compelled to warn you that Ministry profiles are not always accurate. It is logical to conclude that Mosaad also wishes vengeance against the Convectorate officer who effectively destroyed the Blades of the Seraph.”

	I closed my eyes briefly and rubbed my forehead. Why did everything always have to be more complicated than it seemed? 

	“Well, I suppose none of this changes anything,” I said, leaning my back against the bulkhead. “We need to get you to the rendezvous, and once you’re there, I’ve no doubt he’ll want to use your information to plot an attack on the Nelphari shipyard before it’s fully operational. Maybe you can convince him that it’s a suicidal plan.”

	Selorah shrugged. “I cannot make any calculations without further information. However, the Convectorate Hierarchy has invested considerable resources into the construction of the Nelphari facility. Destroying it would almost certainly derail their plans for expansion into this sector and potentially others across the Far Rim.”

	My eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me you think it’s a good idea.”

	“I did not say that. I merely pointed out that it would be a serious strategic loss for the Convectorate.”

	“And get a lot of young pilots killed in the process,” I said. 

	“Possibly,” Selorah conceded. “But once it is functional, the shipyard will virtually guarantee the subjugation of dozens of new worlds and the death of millions who fail to defend them.”

	I grimaced. I had never expected cold, hard logic to cut as deep as a raw emotional appeal, but here we were. Even the damn robot girl thought this plan was more sensible than I did.

	“I suppose we’ll have time to grapple with that later,” I said, shuffling to the door. “You should, uh…you should try and get some rest. We’ll be at the rendezvous in a few more hours.”

	“I will,” Selorah said. 

	I paused, finger poised over the touchpad, as Kaveri’s words echoed in my mind. What would happen if I just…sat with her awhile? Held her hand, gave her a hug?

	“I’m glad you’re here,” I said quietly at last, casting a guilty look over my shoulder. “Thank you for saving me on Talasea.”

	Those green eyes blinked rapidly. She swallowed, then lowered her gaze to her lap. “It was my duty,” she said softly. “Then as now. But…you are welcome.” 

	Nodding, I slipped back into the corridor, waited for the door to close, and let out a long, heavy sigh. As worried as I was about the rendezvous, I was reasonably certain nothing could possibly be as awkward as having a conversation with a cyborg who wanted me to impregnate her. Probably. 

	Then again, considering how wrong I had been about everything else lately…

	“Shit,” I said, thumping my fist against the wall and then heading back to the bridge. 

	 

	***

	 

	Thirteen hours later, we finally reached the small, out-of-the-way system Master Mosaad had chosen for the rendezvous point. Raxyl was sitting in the co-pilot seat, and I was back at the controls. If not for the three women standing behind us, it would have been just like old times. 

	“All right, slowing to sub-light speed,” I said, my fingers dancing across the control panel. “Any sign of Vec ships snooping around?”

	“None that I can detect,” Raxyl said. “However, both escape transports and all Valkyries are accounted for.”

	“They all made it…,” Kaveri breathed. 

	The console beeped softly, and a miniaturized version of Master Mosaad appeared over the tac-holo. The weariness in his face and eyes was obvious even with the distortion from the projector. He almost looked like a completely different man.

	“Thank the Seraph,” he said. “We were starting to get worried.”

	“We took some damage in a skirmish and made a little detour to ensure we weren’t followed,” I told him. “Any trouble on your end?”

	“Several of the Valkyries took a beating, but everyone limped away in one piece.” Mosaad grimaced, and I swore I could see decades of defeat and frustration in his weary face. “We managed to escape with enough equipment that we should be able to make repairs, but it won’t be easy. We’re already setting up a temporary base on the third planet.”

	“We’ll be there to help soon. And, uh…we’re bringing someone else along.”

	“You took a prisoner?”

	“Not exactly,” I said. “When we returned to the landing pads, the Tarreen were waiting for us. Spider Zero was with them, and she helped us escape…again.”

	Mosaad’s eyes narrowed. “You have her on your ship?”

	A distant part of me wondered how he’d react if she stepped into the tac-holo’s pickup. “Yes. She has a lot to tell us, but the short version is that she wants to help.”

	A dozen different emotions flickered across the older man’s face before he settled on concern. “You brought her here? Do you have any idea what that means?”

	“I disabled the tracking devices in her implants,” Raxyl said. “I expressed similar concerns about being followed, but I believe the risks are minimal.”

	“And this isn’t a trick, Master,” Kaveri said, leaning down next to my shoulder. “Everything Cole saw in his visions…we finally have some answers.”

	Mosaad glanced at someone outside the projection for a moment before he returned. “Get down here as soon as you can. We have a great deal to discuss.”

	“We’re on our way,” I said, flicking off the com. Once the holo vanished, I let out a deep breath and turned to Kaveri again. “Well, you know him better than anyone. Was that a good or bad reaction?”

	“He’s concerned, obviously, but with good cause,” she said. “Everything will be fine once we explain the situation.”

	“I hope you’re right,” I muttered, thumbing up the throttle on the flight stick. “Taking us in now.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Razarus Prime

	Mid Rim Gateway World

	1083.1

	 

	“Get down!”

	Whirling protectively in front of her son, Maris Vontera dropped to a knee and fired another barrage of pulse blasts down the alley. She dropped two more of the Merzeg bounty hunters the instant they rounded the corner, but their numbers seemed infinite. Another squad appeared nearby and blanketed the area in a hail of sizzling blue-white stun bolts. In desperation, Maris reached out with her mind and telekinetically hoisted a large hunk of scrap metal up in front of her like a shield. 

	“Run back to the ship!” she yelled at Cole. “I’ll be right behind you!”

	He was only four years old, but he didn’t panic. He dashed toward the landing pad as quickly as his stubby little legs would carry him.

	Kill a hundred trackers and a thousand more will come. They will never stop chasing him. They will never stop hunting him. This is the only life he’ll ever know. This is the fate you’ve thrust upon him. 

	Maris clenched her jaw and allowed the bitter rage to flow through her. She was angry at the Merzeg for taking a contract to capture a child; she was livid at Cole’s father for putting out the bounty. 

	But most of all, she was furious at herself for allowing all of it to happen in the first place. 

	“You will not have him!” she screamed, thrusting out her hand and hurling the chunk of metal across the alleyway. Two of the Merzeg managed to dodge in time, but the third wasn’t so lucky: the shield smashed him against the opposite wall and crushed his carapace into paste. The others, consummate professionals that they were, didn’t even blink at the loss of their comrade. They continued firing blast after blast, forcing her to tumble behind an empty shipping crate. 

	As another volley burned past her hair, Maris risked a quick glance toward Cole. He was halfway to the ship now, but she still didn’t see any trace of Spectre and she didn’t have time to com him. He had to be nearby—he was always nearby—but she had no idea what the hell he could possibly be waiting for.

	“I guess I’ll do it myself,” she grumbled. Springing back out of cover, she unloaded a quick volley to drive the Merzeg behind a cargo crate, then reached out with her telekinesis and grabbed the one crouched down on the left. Just as he leaned up to fire, she threw him into the air…and then released her mental grip and let gravity do the rest. 

	Consummate professional or not, the last hunter couldn’t watch his friend splatter on the pavement in front of him without freezing in terror. But before he had a chance to reevaluate his terrible life choices, Maris stood and shot him in the head. 

	“Idiot,” she snorted as she pivoted on a heel and raced after Cole. She caught up with him just before he reached the ship, and she was about to lean down and scoop him up in her arms when a flicker of movement from her left caught her attention. She whipped her head around, took aim—

	And screamed when a stun blast struck her right in the torso. 

	“Mom!”

	Even Cole’s terrified shriek wasn’t enough to jolt her muscles back into action. Maris lay flat on the landing pad, her arms and legs still twitching spastically, as the towering V’rath bounty hunter emerged from the long shadows behind an anti-grav hauler. 

	“Dreega bek,” he growled. “Bos dolaak.”

	He fired a second, weaker shot at Cole. Maris screamed again when her child hit the ground next to her, and she clenched her teeth so hard it was a miracle they didn’t shatter. 

	“Mok da shek!”

	She pressed her eyes shut and forced herself to concentrate. The stun blast must have shorted out her translator implants, which was probably for the best. She didn’t want to hear him gloating about how he was planning on dragging them back to the Dominion, anyway. Her only chance of getting out of this was to focus on her powers and regain control over her body. The Seraphim had taught her plenty of techniques to hold her breath, stay awake for prolonged periods, and even purge toxins from her system. Recovering from a stun blast couldn’t be that much more difficult. 

	“Krask dreega jom da,” the V’rath growled into his communicator as he drew a hypospray from inside his pack. He wasn’t going to take the chance of leaving a psychic conscious—he would just pump her full of drugs and sedate her. If Maris couldn’t figure out a way to move in the next five seconds, she and her son were doomed. 

	“I can pay you,” she managed. “Whatever he’s offered you, I have more!”

	The V’rath scoffed so hard his neck muscles twitched like he was about to retch. “Dreega filth,” he said in a surprisingly understandable Drellian dialect. “We could buy a fleet of ships with the bounty on your head!”

	“Maybe, but if you touch my son again, you’ll never have a chance to fly them.”

	He chortled—a shuddering, full-body movement that even shook his outer shell—then leaned down over her and placed the hypo against her neck. Maris closed her eyes and whispered a silent prayer to the Seraph…

	And for once, she was listening. 

	A single, high-powered pulse blast flashed across the landing pad, and an eerie silence descended over the area for a full two seconds before the V’rath toppled over. The acrid stench of his seared flesh burned Maris’s nose long before she mustered the strength to crane her neck and see the smoldering stump that used to be his head. 

	“At least a dozen more are on the way,” Spectre said. “Can you move?”

	“Obviously not,” Maris grumbled. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him emerge from the shadows behind their freighter. “What the hell took you so long?”

	“I needed to be certain he did not have additional accomplices.”

	Maris grunted as he placed his own hypo at her neck before moving on to her son. The shot of adrenaline quickly reinvigorated her muscles, and she dragged herself into a crouch as she lunged for Cole. 

	“It’s all right,” she soothed, plucking him up in her arms. “We’ll be safe soon.”

	He still wasn’t panicking; his hands were trembling in fear, but he hadn’t cried out a single time. Under different circumstances, she might have been proud, but right now she was just angry. No child in the galaxy should have to live like this.

	Maris carried him onto the ship, and a few minutes later, they were climbing through the atmosphere toward the relative safety of space. Hundreds of jump corridors appeared on the tac-holo; Razarus Prime was one of the largest Gateway Worlds in the Mid Rim. From here, they could reach almost any charted system in the Far Rim in a week or two. The Dominion and Falric’s bounty hunters would be thousands of light-years behind them. 

	But they’ll still catch up to us eventually. And sooner or later, we’ll be in exactly the same situation we’re in now. 

	“We can’t keep doing this,” Maris whispered. “We can’t keep running forever.”

	Spectre turned to face her. “We do not have to.”

	She bit down on her lip. “Do you honestly believe that Lady Trell can protect us?”

	“I believe that she will try. I also believe that she is the only realistic alternative.”

	Maris swallowed heavily and glanced back to Cole, bundled in a blanket in the jump seat behind her. She had been ignoring Spectre’s arguments for weeks. She didn’t want to accept that her son’s safety could only be bought by pledging him to the daughter of a Dominion noble. She wasn’t willing to sacrifice his freedom on the altar of safety. The price was simply too high. 

	Or had been, right up until she imagined another swarm of bounty hunters shooting him. And then another, and another, until he was finally dragged back to his father. 

	“No more running,” Maris whispered as she sank down into her seat. “We’re going to Talasea.”

	 

	 

	
4 
The Plan

	 

	Maz Sepa

	Varsellian Sector, Far Rim

	1101.6

	 

	If Varsus had been a hot, mountainous, thunderstorm-ravaged shithole, the tiny world called Maz Sepa was its exact opposite: the surface temperature was low, the ground was flat, and the atmosphere was almost non-existent. The public navigational charts on this system hadn’t been updated in decades, presumably because none of the major business interests or political powers in the sector had found anything of value. As far as hidden bases went, we could have done a lot worse. 

	Still, relative isolation had plenty of downsides, not the least of which was the fact we’d been forced to abandon almost everything at the last base, from personal belongings to heavy equipment to maintenance drones. The rest of the pilots were already busy erecting some basic prefabricated structures by the time I set the Gazack down, but this was still a far cry from what we had left behind. 

	But again, it could’ve been worse. We’d landed on the night side of this particular rock, and its slow rotation meant that dawn was at least a couple of years off. At least the floodlights on the escape transports were keeping our new home brightly lit as we moved in.   

	“Powering the shield dome and artificial gravity generators for an extended period of time will be a significant logistical hurdle,” Raxyl said as the landing ramp slowly lowered. Our other passengers, a handful of pilot trainees who hadn’t yet made the cut to fly Valkyries, had already disembarked through the cargo hold, all too eager to rejoin our comrades.

	It surely had nothing to do with the Spider we had aboard… 

	I grunted as I tried to mentally unfurl the knots in my stomach. “That’s seriously the first thing that popped into your mind here?”

	“It is the first concern I chose to vocalize. I have others, if you wish to hear them.”

	“Hard pass,” I said. “If we survive the next ten minutes, I’ll get back to you.”

	Cobalt, Morningstar, and Squeaker were already rushing out to greet us, and Grinner, Sandbox, and several of the others weren’t far behind. I gestured for Selorah to stay out of sight for a few seconds, then started down the ramp.

	“Fuck me dead, you actually made it!” Cobalt blurted out. “Please tell me you didn’t lose your Valkyrie.”

	“She’s in the hold,” I said. “After fighting our way out of there, I needed to unplug before I lost my mind.”

	“I know what you mean,” Morningstar said, clapping me on the shoulder. “I thought Squeaks here was going to pass out.”

	“You’re the one who puked all over his only set of pants,” Squeaker protested. 

	“And then bitched about the mess for two hours straight,” Cobalt added, the petite woman elbowing him in the side. “Thank the Seraph that’s finally over.”

	I smiled, and I could actually feel some of my pent-up tension draining away. “I had the same problem,” I told them. “Still, it’s a hell of a lot better than getting vaped. You figured out how to fire your cannons and keep your shields up at the same time, I take it?”

	“It got easier,” Morningstar confirmed. “I have no idea why, but things have finally started falling into place. If we’d had just a little more time…” He pursed his lips and glanced back to the half-built prefab. “I don’t know, maybe we could have fought them off instead of running.”

	“That day will come…soon,” Master Mosaad’s voice called out from behind them. He looked less beleaguered in person than over the holo, but not by much. “Where is she?”

	The other pilots turned in confusion, but I took a deep breath and gestured back to the ship. “Right here.”

	Selorah stepped into the light at the top of the ramp. Given that the others had never actually seen her before, I wasn’t sure how they would react…but apparently my descriptions had been detailed enough that it didn’t take them long to figure it out. 

	“Oh, shit,” Morningstar gasped, reaching for a sidearm that wasn’t there. Thankfully, Kaveri threw out her hands to calm them down before things got out of hand. 

	“It’s all right,” she said. “She helped us escape and then surrendered to us. She’s here to help.”

	The three pilots—and several of the others who were in earshot—all turned and stared at Kaveri like she had gone completely mad. Their reactions weren’t surprising, considering that each and every one of them had been saved from the Spiders. Just because they had never seen Spider Zero in person before didn’t mean they weren’t aware of her existence—or her reputation. 

	Selorah remained still and silent like I’d instructed, and I had also placed manacles on her wrists for the benefit of the others. Hopefully, it would be enough mollify them…

	“It’s true,” Shandris added. “She helped us kill the Vecs who were blocking our escape. We never would have escaped without her.”

	Cobalt hissed something under her breath. “You can’t be serious. This has to be some kind of—”

	“It’s all right,” Mosaad said, taking a step forward. “Seraph’s mercy, you really are Anara Trell’s daughter, aren’t you?”

	Selorah nodded. “Yes.”

	He slowly shook his head, and I could see the ghosts of a thousand old memories haunting his face. “It has been so long I never would have recognized you if Cole hadn’t said anything. Everyone thought you were dead…”

	“I was, more or less,” Selorah said. “To this day, I am not entirely certain how or why the Widow saved me.”

	“Her cybernetic implants are far more advanced than standard Convectorate technology,” Raxyl put in. “And she possesses powerful matter manipulation abilities.”

	Mosaad nodded slowly. “Of course,” he whispered. “I remember your mother telling me you were gifted with machines. The Widow would find your skills very valuable…”

	When he didn’t elaborate, the pilots all shared an awkward glance with one another. It almost seemed like he was having a conversation with himself…

	“Master? Kaveri prompted.

	Mosaad took a deep breath. “Old memories best forgotten,” he said, waving his hand. “Cole and Kaveri tell me you went out of your way to save them multiple times. Why?”

	I tensed in anticipation of Selorah’s answer; I didn’t know how she could explain her sudden change of heart without revealing my lineage. But to my surprise, she found a way.

	“The continued existence of the Blades of the Seraph altered the fundamental calculations behind my primary operating directive,” Selorah said. 

	Morningstar leaned forward, his handsome face almost comically confused. “Who did what now?”

	“The Widow’s mental indoctrination relied upon convincing Spider Zero—Selorah—that her actions would save lives rather than take them,” Raxyl explained. “That mental conditioning unraveled when she realized that Wynn Mosaad had been instructing more students in the ways of the Seraphim.”

	Cobalt shook her head. “And just like that, the number-one psychic hunter in the galaxy changes sides?”

	“It is an abbreviated explanation,” Raxyl replied mildly. “But she has demonstrated her good faith at considerable risk to herself, and at the very least, we should listen to what she has to say about Convectorate forces in this region.”

	“And we will,” Mosaad said, his eyes still locked upon Selorah. “We still have a lot of work to do here. Blackstar and Seraph Squadron are busy deploying a sensor net, and we’re scrambling to keep the power online. But this can’t wait.” 

	He took another deep breath and gestured back at the other pilots. “Keep working on the prefabs and get the maintenance drones online as quickly as you can. As for the rest of you…” He nodded his chin toward one of the escape transports. “We need to chat.”

	 

	***

	 

	Ten minutes later, we were all sitting around the small briefing room in the center of one of the transports. Barebones or not, at least these ships still had power and basic amenities; I wouldn’t have been surprised if we ended up living out of them for the foreseeable future. For now, however, the main bonus was just the privacy, and once Mosaad had Selorah alone, he began asking all the questions we had expected. 

	Actually, that wasn’t entirely true—as always, I had assumed he would be far more confrontational and obstinate than he was. After the initial shock had worn off, his calm, collected demeanor had quickly returned. Selorah recounted almost everything she had already told us about herself and the Spiders without revealing anything about my heritage. I kept expecting Mosaad to press her until the truth came out, but then I belatedly realized he didn’t actually care about her motivations. Despite everything that had happened, he remained singularly obsessed with the Nelphari Shipyard. All he truly wanted was the information she possessed on its defenses, and Selorah was more than willing to help. 

	“…orbital defense cannons protecting the ventral hangars,” she said, pointing at the enormous tac-holo projection recovered during one of Seraph Squadron’s scouting runs. Her finger traced along the outer surface of one of the station’s eight docking arms. “The defenses here are virtually impregnable to anything short of sustained bombardment.”

	I drowned the urge to make a sarcastic remark. I didn’t want anyone to hear the fear behind it. Now that I finally saw the behemoth we meant to destroy, I realized two things about Mosaad’s goal: one, my every misgiving had been justified; and two, suicidal was far too mild a word to describe it.  

	Even discounting the asteroid it was anchored to, the station was enormous, easily the size of Vrassk-Ka or similar stations I’d visited. If that weren’t daunting enough, its armaments were straight out of a nightmare. The tentacle-like docking arms were closed for now, the better to protect the nascent production lines being built along their inner surface, yet that measure seemed more paranoid than pragmatic. Even if they’d been open, the number of defense guns and hangars taking shape among the bare alcoves allotted for future drydocks, workshops, and factories was enough to make me sick.

	Mosaad’s eyes narrowed as he paced around the hologram. “You must have an updated timetable. How long do we have until the defense grid is fully operational?”

	“Two standard weeks at most,” Selorah told him. “Before I departed, I was able to sabotage a wide variety of systems and slow their progress. However, Admiral Ferron was expecting additional technical reinforcements soon. If they arrive on schedule, there is a thirty-three point nine percent probability that the defense grid will be operational in as soon as one hundred twenty hours.”

	“Five days,” I whispered. “There’s no way in hell Morningstar and the other whelps can finish their training in five days.”

	“Before the evacuation, I would have agreed with you,” Mosaad said. “But their performance was nothing short of miraculous. Somehow, you got through to them.”

	I raised my hands. “Uh…I wouldn’t go that far. I just gave them a little push.”

	“And it worked. They’re almost ready.” Mosaad paused and chewed at his lip as he studied the tac-holo. “These reinforcements…they haven’t arrived yet?”

	“They were originally scheduled to reach Nelphari approximately sixteen hours from now,” Selorah said. 

	“Do you know their hyperspace route?”

	She nodded and entered the data into the console. The tac-holo zoomed out to a sector-level view, and a shimmering, snake-like line appeared on the projection. “The Defense Ministry wanted to avoid detection by any Rakashi Alliance or Kreen Confederacy forces, at least until the shipyard has reached full production capability.”

	“Naturally,” Mosaad said, pointing to a binary star. “Seraph Squadron could easily intercept them here and buy us more time.”

	“Wait a second,” I interjected, stepping forward. “We just got driven out of our base, and it’s a cosmic miracle we didn’t lose anyone. You honestly still think it’s a good idea to go after this shipyard? We should be getting the hell out of here and putting as much distance between us and the Convectorate as we can.”

	Mosaad’s dark eyes swiveled to me as if he had forgotten I was here. “The loss of the Varsus base changes nothing. We still have an opportunity to destroy Ferron’s facility, and we are going to take it.”

	“If anything, Selorah’s intelligence has dramatically increased our odds of success,” Raxyl said. 

	I turned to him, my mouth agape. “What?”

	An apologetic streak of red rippled across his shoulders. “Without those reinforcements, we will have significantly more time to organize a plan of attack. And as Selorah explained, there are several key vulnerabilities in the shipyard’s current defenses we may be able to exploit.”

	My voice failed me. I had gotten used to Kaveri and Shandris defending Mosaad at every turn; he was their literal savior. But Raxyl…what in the hell had gotten into him? Had everyone contracted some kind of brain virus except me?

	“While delaying the reinforcements would help, even twelve Valkyries do not possess sufficient firepower to destroy the facility,” Selorah said. “I calculate less than a five percent chance of mission success.”

	Raxyl turned and studied her. “You underestimate the potential of fully trained Wings of the Seraph.”

	“I would be happy to explain my calculations if you wish to correct them.”

	“For the sake of everyone’s sanity, please don’t,” I muttered.

	“As you wish,” Selorah said with a shrug. “Regardless, as Cole previously indicated, your pilots have not completed their training. There is a twenty-four percent chance you could inflict enough damage to set back their operations for a few weeks or perhaps even a month, but nearly all of your pilots would be killed in the process.”

	“In other words, this is crazy,” I said, crossing my arms. I may have been clairvoyant, but I never could have predicted that Raxyl would turn on me…or that Selorah would be the one who helped me quash this madness before anyone got hurt. 

	“This is a once-in-a-generation opportunity that will not come again,” Mosaad said, returning the projection to the shipyard. “We simply need a way to shift the odds in our favor.”

	I snorted and gestured at the tac-holo. “Look at what we’re up against! We couldn’t scratch the paint on that thing even if we had our own battleship.”

	“That is untrue,” Selorah said. “A capital ship of nearly any size would greatly widen our tactical options. An Amrex-class frigate would increase the probability of success by almost fifteen percent. A Tartan-class destroyer would increase the probability by almost twenty-five percent. A Pirilex-class—” 

	“We get the point,” I interrupted. “But unless I’m mistaken, we don’t have a battleship just lying around for…”

	Kaveri leaned forward when I trailed off. “Cole?”

	“I, uh…” I ran my hand across my face and glanced back at the tac-holo. “How far are we from the Penduli Nebula?”

	Mosaad followed my gaze to the projection and scrolled over a few systems. “Eleven parsecs, give or take. Why?”

	I bit down on my lip and looked at Raxyl. A thoughtful streak of black rippled across his scales, followed almost immediately by a wave of anxious orange. 

	“The Heap,” he whispered.

	“Yeah,” I said. “What do you want to bet it’s still operational?”

	Shandris glanced between us. “Feel free to let the rest of us in on this conversation.”

	I took a deep breath and sank down into the chair behind me. “The Heap…it’s a massive scrapyard hidden inside the nebula.”

	“A pirate scrapyard,” Raxyl clarified. “And as far as we know, it is still operated by the Red Ring.”

	I shared another glance with him, already regretting that I had brought this up. But with the way his yellow, serpentine eyes were glimmering in thought, I knew it was too late to put the proverbial gazack back in its hole now.

	“The Heap salvages every ship captured or pillaged by the Ring and several other pirate organizations across the sector,” Raxyl said. “There are typically dozens of vessels at any time waiting to be stripped bare for parts, including capital ships.”

	Kaveri’s lips curled into a smile. “You want to steal one.”

	I grimaced. What I wanted was to travel back in time and stop myself from bringing this up. What the hell had I been thinking? 

	“I hate to be the naysayer here,” Shandris put in, “but if we don’t have time to train our pilots, then how will we possibly have time to repair a derelict ship?”

	“Normally, we wouldn’t,” Raxyl said, pivoting toward Selorah. “But there is a new asset in play.”

	Mosaad refocused on her. “Could you repair an entire ship on your own?”

	“Possibly, but there are too many variables to draw any statistically significant conclusions,” Selorah said. “Not all damage can be repaired, and I cannot create spare parts or equipment any more than Doctor Krall could conjure a new heart or lung in one of her patients.”

	“The Ring always tries to capture vessels intact, for obvious reasons,” I said as the old memories washed over me. Raxyl and I hadn’t actually been on the Heap in four or five years, but I swore I could still smell the engine grease and plasma coolant. “They only inflict as much damage as needed to convince their victims to surrender.”

	“You honestly think this scrapyard is filled with old CDF ships we can just show up and take?” Shandris asked incredulously. 

	“They won’t have anything that powerful,” I said. “In fact, I doubt they’ll have any heavy military ships at all. If they started poaching from the Kreen or the Rakashi, they’d have whole assault fleets sent after them.”

	“Then what do you think we’ll find?”

	“Mostly old, retrofitted cruisers used by smugglers or other pirate groups. The Ring is far from the only syndicate in the sector.”

	“The point is that there is no guarantee we will find a suitable vessel,” Raxyl said. “However, given the lack of alternatives, I believe this is our best option.”

	“I agree,” Mosaad said, leaning over the projector. “A cabal of pirates won’t stand a chance against Seraph Squadron. If we send them in, we could—”

	“Never underestimate the Ring,” I warned. “Just because they’re not a government doesn’t mean they lack firepower. The Heap was a bloody fortress a few years ago. Who knows what they have defending it now?”

	He turned and studied me, and as always, I swore his dark eyes could pierce right through me. “You honestly believe their weapons could stop Valkyries?”

	“Probably not, but Cole is correct that we should not underestimate them,” Raxyl said. “We will need our full strength to destroy Nelphari.”

	Mosaad glanced between us. “You have another idea?”

	I sighed and rubbed at my forehead. I did have another idea, actually, but the moment I mentioned it, I would lose any hope of sandbagging this whole operation before it spiraled out of control. I should have recanted; I should have told them that this could never possibly work and that I was a fool for having brought it up. 

	But for some idiotic reason, I ignored the warning in my brain and focused on the tingles of excitement in my gut instead. 

	“Raxyl and I know the Heap reasonably well, and there might be a way for us to get on board and steal ourselves a ship the old-fashioned way,” I said. “In fact, if everything works out, we won’t need a single Valkyrie to pull this off.”

	A faint grin tugged at Mosaad’s lips. I could almost hear him thinking I knew you’d come around eventually, kid.

	“Plenty of other pirates, smugglers, and independents visit the Heap on a regular basis,” I told them. “Coming up with a cover story should be pretty easy if we don’t take the Gazack. Either of these transports would work—all we’d need to do is stick on a new transponder signal.”

	“And once we have a small group aboard, it will be easy to evaluate what ships they have in dock,” Raxyl said, effortlessly running with my idea. “If we can’t find a suitable vessel, we leave and don’t look back. If we do find one, we can attempt to sneak on board and conduct whatever minor repairs are necessary before severing the docking clamps and jumping into hyperspace.”

	Shandris frowned. “It can’t possibly be that easy.”

	“It won’t be,” I said. “The Heap basically has its own private army, and any ship worth a damn will have plenty of protection. We’ll also have to figure out a way to avoid having the defense turrets and fighter patrols blast us to pieces before we can jump away.”

	“But you’re convinced you can do it?” Mosaad asked.

	“Like I said, Raxyl and I know the Heap pretty well, and we know the Ring even better. Besides, for all their security, I guarantee they’re not prepared to deal with a bunch of psychics. They won’t have any defense against Selorah’s powers…or Kaveri’s, for that matter. Once we’re actually on the station, we can hammer out more specifics.”

	“That’s it?” Shandris asked. “That’s your whole plan?”

	“It is regrettably sparse on details, even for Cole,” Raxyl replied snidely. “However, given the circumstances, we will have to make do with what we have. We do not possess sufficient time for detailed reconnaissance.”

	“Which means we’ll just have to be ready to improvise,” I said, still a little surprised that Raxyl was willing to go along with this so easily. He (rightly) despised my seat-of-my-pants approach to problem-solving most of the time. So what was different about this?

	“At least there’s not much risk up front,” Kaveri said, her tendrils flicking back and forth in thought. “We won’t have to commit to anything unless we actually find a ship.”

	“Right,” I said. “But still, it’s obviously a longshot. The most likely outcome is that the Ring won’t have anything worth stealing and we’ll waste more of our precious time.”

	“Without additional firepower, the cause is lost regardless,” Raxyl said. “It is a calculated risk.”

	Mosaad’s eyes shifted from the projection to Selorah. He still didn’t trust her—why would he?—but I could see the quiet desperation in his face. He knew he didn’t have any other choice. 

	“I will order Seraph Squadron to intercept the Convectorate reinforcements,” he said. “Can you provide exact details on the strength of their convoy?”

	“Yes,” she confirmed. “The supply ships will be no match for Valkyries.” 

	“Good.” He studied her for another long moment, his expression betraying nothing, before he turned back to me. “Are you willing to do this?”

	I pursed my lips. A part of me was genuinely curious what he would do if I refused. If Wynn Mosaad was really the bitter, vengeful military man I had imagined all this time, he probably wouldn’t take no for an answer. But if I had misjudged him from the beginning…if Kaveri and Shandris and all the others were right about him…would he actually walk away in the face of near-certain defeat?

	Unfortunately, I wasn’t going to get my answer today. 

	“We can try,” I said. 

	He smiled. “Then just tell me what you need, and you shall have it.”

	 

	***

	 

	In what might have been the fastest turnaround in galactic history, the transport was prepped and ready for launch again in less than three hours. I could feel the surprise and confusion from the other pilots in the camp. The escape from Varsus was fresh in everyone’s mind, and a lot of the younger ones especially were still reeling from their near-death experiences. They were shell-shocked and effectively homeless, and the idea that they would just pick up their training like nothing had happened seemed downright absurd. 

	But somehow, they were all keeping it together. Stranger yet, they were still intent on bringing the fight to the Vecs. I couldn’t decide if they were brave or simply delusional. Perhaps one required a healthy dose of the other. 

	Most of them kept a wary eye on Selorah while she repaired and reconfigured the transport with Raxyl, but I was surprised they didn’t protest her presence altogether. After all, the vast majority of the people here had spent their entire adult lives on the run from the Spiders. Perhaps they were having trouble connecting the proverbial dots between an attractive, twentysomething woman in a skirt and the menacing, black-armored predators who had chased them from their homes. If so, I couldn’t blame them. Selorah definitely wasn’t what I had expected either. 

	Just before we were set to launch, Kaveri and Master Mosaad loaded two Valkyries into the transport. Given that we had lost most of our heavy mechs back on Varsus, they had to move them the old-fashioned way—which was to say, they floated the fighters inside the cargo hold with their minds. I stood there in silence, stupefied by the casual display of such awesome power, and I almost didn’t notice Morningstar approach from behind me. 

	“I can’t believe you convinced the old man to go along with this,” Morningstar muttered. “Maybe he took a blow to head back on Varsus.”

	I shrugged. “He knows this is the only chance we’ve got to take out that shipyard before it’s too late.”

	“By stealing a ship from pirates and trusting a Spider,” Morningstar said, snorting and tossing a glare over at Selorah. “You’re certain she’s not just going to shoot us in the back the first chance she gets?”

	“If she wanted us dead, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. I know it seems crazy given what she is, but I really do think she wants to help.”

	“I hope you’re right.” Morningstar watched her work for another few seconds before he folded his arms across his chest. “I still think there’s more going on here than we realize, though.”

	You don’t know the half of it. “Why do you say that?” I asked instead.

	“Just a feeling. And you have to admit, seeing a Convectorate stooge walking around in a Dominion military uniform is downright bizarre.”

	“It is pretty weird,” I agreed. “There has to be a reason for it.”

	“She probably just wants to distract us with those legs of hers. If so, it’s working.”

	I grinned. “You know, if you and Cobalt wanted to hang back here with the others, we’ll probably be fine without you.”

	Morningstar shook his head. “Mosaad wants you to have some firepower around just in case you need it. Blackstar and the rest of Seraph Squadron can handle the Vec convoy, and Squeaker is going to try and pass on what we learned to some of the other whelps.”

	“He never struck me as the teacher type.”

	“No, but the alternatives are even worse. Cobalt is kind of a bitch, and you and I are complete assholes.”

	I chuckled. “Is that why we suddenly get along so well?”

	“Probably.” 

	He flashed me a wry grin, and yet again it was hard to remember how much I had wanted to punch him in the face just a week ago.

	“You know what’s really weird, though?” he asked. “We just got our asses handed to us on Varsus, but it doesn’t sting as badly as it ought to. For a few minutes during the battle, I almost thought we were real Wings of the Seraph.”

	“Considering the circumstances, we did well,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder to the rest of the encampment. “Every single one of us made it out of there alive. That’s pretty damn impressive, if you ask me.”

	“So it’s ‘us’ now, huh?”

	I grimaced at the verbal slip. “Uh, what I mean is—”

	“You don’t have to apologize for finally joining the team,” Morningstar snickered. “Anyway, I’m just giving you a hard time. I can’t explain what you did, but after that little aborted training run, everything just started falling into place. Squeaker is convinced he can teach the same thing to the others. Who knows, by the time we get back, maybe we’ll have a real squadron after all.”

	“Maybe,” I said. “They did just lose everything they had on Varsus.”

	Morningstar grunted. “They’re tougher than you think. You honestly believe this is the first time they had to pack up and run from the Vecs?”

	“I suppose not.”

	“Before Mosaad showed up, we were all fugitives. We’re used to traveling light and living on the run.” He smiled thinly. “Admiral Ferron has no idea how badly he fucked up. He just gave all of us another reason to fire a torpedo up his scaly ass.”

	I snorted softly. “I’ll be honest—after what happened, I really thought everyone would be clamoring to put as much distance between us and the Vecs as possible.” 

	“That’s because you still don’t get it. But you will.” Morningstar paused for a moment, and his face turned sober. “Look, I don’t know if we should trust this Spider, and I don’t know if this plan of yours will work…but if there’s even a chance you can get us a real warship, then I’m all in. We’re here to stop the Vecs, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

	“Then I guess I better not fuck this up,” I said. 

	His wry grin returned. “See you on the ship.”

	I watched him run off to the others, and I drew in a deep breath as I watched Raxyl and Selorah work. All this because you couldn’t keep your damn mouth shut…

	I had always known that Raxyl and I would return to the Red Ring someday, but stealing a ship from the Heap hadn’t been what I’d had in mind. Still, I had to admit that it did sound like a nice change of pace. No Vecs, no Dominion, no life-changing revelations or secret histories…just a good, old-fashioned heist. It might even be fun. 

	Assuming I didn’t get us all killed. 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Talasea

	Dominion Staging Ground

	1083.5

	 

	Once, not so many years ago, Talasea had been a veritable paradise. The original colonists—and the corporations they had ultimately founded—had made a fortune terraforming the world into a major tourist attraction. Tropical forests, pristine oceans, interesting and bountiful wildlife…Talasea had featured them all, and Dominion citizens from the Core to the Rim had flocked to it for rest and relaxation. 

	Today, things were quite different. 

	“Seraph’s mercy, you can see the scars from here,” Maris whispered as the planet grew larger and larger out the forward viewport. “It’s like the Vecs set fire to an entire continent.”

	“The initial orbital bombardment lasted for several days,” Spectre said. “The nuclear detonations came much later during the second offensive.”

	She winced and glanced down at the sensor display. The atmospheric readings were normal enough; the radiation cleanup on the southern hemisphere must have finally been completed. It was still a giant wasteland, of course, and even if the war ended tomorrow, she couldn’t imagine anyone moving here for generations. The only remaining settlement of any significance had been transformed into a staging ground for the 7th Fleet. 

	“We have received landing clearance from the starport,” Spectre said. “Our new transponder signal does not appear to have raised any alarms.”

	“I didn’t expect it to,” Maris replied as she maneuvered their ship past the massive weapons platform hanging in low orbit. Space may have been impossibly vast, but this system felt downright claustrophobic. Almost a hundred Dominion warships were currently gathered around the planet, including the mighty Omega-class battlecruiser lurking just off their starboard bow. 

	Ostensibly, the 7th Fleet was here to defend this sector against the latest Convectorate incursion. The real reasons were significantly more complicated. 

	“I would have preferred a more isolated location as well,” Spectre said as if he were reading her thoughts. “But Lady Trell is still attempting to negotiate with Wynn Mosaad and the Blades of the Seraph.”

	“I know,” Maris murmured. “Apparently, I’ve just gotten used to keeping a low profile. All these ships are making me nervous.”

	Spectre glanced out the viewport. “The situation is far from ideal. I’ve no doubt that Falric and his allies have spies on the planet, but their attention will be focused almost entirely on the Blades.”

	“We hope,” Maris said. The fleet wasn’t the only reason she felt uncomfortable, of course. This planet was also a reminder of just how far the Dominion had deteriorated these past few years. She still couldn’t believe that Falric had turned his back on the Blades. They had been the protectors of the Crystal Throne for centuries, and they had won more battles against the Convectorate than anyone in this stars-forsaken war. But apparently his father’s death had broken what little remained of Falric’s sense. 

	“I admit, I have been tempted to reach out to Mosaad as well,” Spectre said after a moment. “He has an impeccable reputation for honor and integrity, and he is Falric’s greatest political enemy.”

	“He is also busy waging his own crusade against the Convectorate,” Maris said. “I don’t think he’ll have time to worry about protecting Cole.”

	“Perhaps not in the short term. But if his forces are able to defeat Ferron…”

	She shrugged. “We’ll see. Right now, I’m more worried about Lady Trell. I still don’t trust her.”

	“If she cannot give Cole what he needs, we will simply go elsewhere.”

	“There is no ‘elsewhere.’ That’s the whole problem.”

	Spectre glanced back down at his controls. “Be that as it may, I will stand with you regardless.”

	Maris smiled thinly and reached out to touch his hand. “I know. And somehow we’ll work our way out of this. We always do.”

	 

	 

	
5 
The Heap

	 

	Vrassk-Ka Commerce Station

	Varsellian Sector, Far Rim

	1101.6

	 

	Our transport dropped out of hyperspace, and the sprawling bulk of Vrassk-Ka materialized in the distance. From here, the glittering sphere could have easily been mistaken for a moon rather than a space station. Hundreds of ships darted in and out like a tiny meteor shower bombarding the habitat rings, and for a fraction of a second, I could have sworn I’d just stepped through a portal in time. 

	I had spent most of my life flitting between open ports like this. Vrassk-Ka might have been the largest and the least neutral, but the basic principle was always the same: it was the temporary home to thousands upon thousands of people, all shaped by their own stories and laden with their own burdens. In one breath I could hear their sadness and quiet desperation; in the next I could hear their wanderlust and joy. I could buy a drink in any cantina and speak to a traveler I’d never met yet feel like I knew him intimately; I could pull up a chair and listen to a story I’d heard a thousand times before like it was new. It was all one big, glorious, messy contradiction, and I had never missed that life more than in this frozen moment in time. 

	“I honestly wasn’t sure if we’d ever see this place again,” I murmured. 

	Raxyl turned in the co-pilot’s chair to face me, a surprised blue shimmer on his neck. “Wouldn’t you have preferred that outcome? You have vehemently stated your distaste for this station on numerous occasions.”

	“Don’t get me wrong: I’m not a big fan of the Rakashi, and this place is way too fucking big for its own good,” I said, hardly even thinking as I laid in an approach vector. “But for some reason, I kind of miss it anyway.”

	“The last time we were here, a platoon of Convectorate mechs attempted to kill us,” the Kali reminded me. “I have a difficult time remembering anything else.”

	I grinned at the thought. Watching Kaveri leap into action that first time had been a life-changing moment. Of course, my fondest memory was dragging her into the darkness of the holo-theater and fucking her in the ass. I had never spilled that hard in my whole life, and I’d assumed I never would again once the pirate lord Gol Zabras found out that I had thoroughly despoiled his personal Succubus. 

	Gol Zabras…

	My hand froze over the navigation console as a sudden epiphany washed over me. After ten hours fretting over exactly how we were going to pull off this ludicrous heist—and berating myself for suggesting it in the first place—I couldn’t believe I hadn’t considered this angle before. 

	“Is something wrong?” Raxyl asked. 

	I anxiously leaned back in my seat as I mentally scrambled through the details. “I think I just figured out how we’re going to steal that ship.” 

	“Already?” Raxyl asked. “I assumed you would wait until the absolute last possible moment to finalize your plan. You really are a changed man.”

	“I’m serious. Nobody out here has any idea that Gol Zabras is dead, right?”

	The Kali turned, another blue ripple shimmering up his long, scaly jaw. “As far as we know, though I have not been keeping up on local news for some time. Why?”

	“Because he might our ticket onto the Heap,” I said. “He and the Ring forged an alliance a few years ago.”

	“It is less of an ‘alliance’ and more of a tentative agreement to stay out of each other’s way.”

	“Whatever. The point is that we know they weren’t actively antagonizing one another and were probably doing at least some business together.” I paused and mulled it over another moment. “But to do this right, we’ll really need to sell it. And that means the girls will have to do even more clothes shopping than I thought.”

	Raxyl’s yellow eyes blinked. “I am no longer certain I wish to know the details of this plan.”

	I smiled as the idea continued to form. Kaveri would go along with it, obviously, but I was less certain about Shandris. And then there was Selorah…

	“Let’s just say it will be a little flashier than we’d originally imagined,” I said. “But first things first: we need to know beforehand if they even have a ship worth stealing. Someone on Vrassk-Ka must have visited the Heap recently.”

	“A logical enough assumption,” Raxyl agreed. 

	“So, step one is bribing them to tell us what we need to know. If that works, we move on to step two: the girls and I get everyone’s attention while you use your camouflage to slip past their security and board the ship. I’ll bet a million krynar chits you can slice or hotwire your way into the bridge controls without too much trouble.”

	“Possibly, but accessing the controls is hardly the only obstacle. Even if I am able to activate the engines, I find it highly unlikely that I would be able to release the Heap’s docking clamps or tractor beams remotely.”

	“That’s where Selorah will come in,” I said. “As long as we can get her access to one of the station’s terminals, her powers should allow her to override almost any system we want.”

	Raxyl eyed me for a long moment, black and orange swirling across his jumpsuit before his scales finally shifted to a curious blue. “All right, I suppose you should tell me this plan of yours.”

	“I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist,” I said, snickering. “This will work, I’m sure of it. In fact, it’s probably the best plan I’ve come up with in a long time.”

	“If only you possessed enough self-awareness to realize how little that means.”

	I sourly flipped him off, then signaled the girls to come to the bridge. “You can be as snide as you want as long as you promise that you’ll never doubt me again if we pull this off.”

	Raxyl turned back to his controls. “The odds of that happening are even lower than the odds of succeeding on this mission.”

	I smiled and went to sit in the captain’s chair. This Urus-class transport was bigger than the Gazack, with more crew space and a bridge rather than a cockpit, so it took the girls a few minutes to arrive. Kaveri looked energized and Shandris looked exhausted, which I could only assume meant they had spent the last few hours playing rather than sleeping. As bizarre as it seemed, that was actually good news—my entire plan hinged on their inability to keep their hands off each other. 

	“All right, we’re here and we finally have a plan,” I said, gesturing for them to take seats at the crew stations scattered around the back of the bridge. Shandris took ops, Kaveri docking, and Selorah sat at engineering. “But it’s going to take a fair amount of prep work, and our shopping list just got a bit longer.”

	“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Shandris said, planting a hand on her hip and glancing out the viewport. “I feel like I haven’t been back in civilization in forever.”

	“I’m glad you’re excited, because you’re going to have to do most of the work,” I told her. “Considering how Kaveri and I blasted out of here the last time, the station’s facial recognition scanners will pick us up in a heartbeat. She and I should probably play it safe and stay aboard while you handle the shopping.”

	Shandris grinned. “All right. So what’s this brilliant plan of yours?”

	“Simple,” I said, smirking and folding my hands together in my lap. “I am going to pretend that I am Gol Zabras, notorious pirate lord and scourge of seven sectors. And the three of you are going to be my slaves.”

	Their immediate reactions were exactly what I expected: Kaveri’s face lit up in impish delight, Shandris’s golden eyes went wide in horror, Selorah’s brow wrinkled in confusion, and Raxyl…well, Raxyl just slapped his snake-like face into his palm. 

	“My original supposition was correct,” the Kali muttered. “I do not wish to know the details of this plan.”

	“You’re joking, right?” Shandris asked. 

	“Not at all,” I said, then sobered a bit as her horror deepened. “This will work—just hear me out. All we need to do is—”

	“Gol Zabras is notorious across this sector for his carnal appetites,” Selorah interrupted. “Disguising us as your slaves will increase the probability that the Red Ring pirates accept your fraudulent identity. It will also allow us to distract many of the pirates and provide cover for Raxyl to infiltrate the target ship and make repairs.”

	My mouth hung open in surprise. “Uh…yeah, that’s basically the gist of it.”

	“Excellent. I approve.”

	“You do?” I felt a strange sense of dislocation. No one had ever responded that way to one of my plans before. 

	“Absolutely,” Selorah said, turning to face Shandris. “However, you will need to purchase believable costumes for us on the station. I suggest something widely considered provocative. My neural implants contain a database on popular outfits for female slaves of a variety of species, including Velothi, Kreen, and human. Shall I provide examples for you?”

	My jaw fell even lower. 

	Shandris blinked twice, then snorted and smiled at the rest of us. “She’s adorable. Can we keep her?”

	“Definitely,” Kaveri snickered. “But she’s way too smart for her own good.”

	Selorah cocked an eyebrow. “I do not understand how intelligence is relevant in this context. If anything, physical appearance is far more important for this particular mission. Thankfully, I calculate a ninety-eight point three percent probability that the vast majority of workers on the shipyard will be male, and both of you possess many conventionally attractive features.”

	Shandris grinned. “Is that your way of calling us cute?”

	“I…” Selorah paused and cocked her head in confusion. “That is one possible interpretation, yes.”

	“Well, aren’t you sweet?” Shandris said, grinning and turning to me. “I’m going to have so much fun with her.”

	I managed to keep my voice steady despite the wave of heat that went crashing through me at those words. “The basic idea is that we’ll pretend like we suffered battle damage and ask to dock while we wait. Raxyl will sneak aboard the capital ship while we provide a distraction, and Selorah will access their systems from the inside and disable anything she can—tractor beams, docking clamps, whatever.”

	“That should not be difficult,” Selorah said. “Their security protocols are almost certainly inferior to the Convectorate systems I am used to working with.”

	“Perfect.” I turned to Raxyl. “Am I missing anything?”

	“Other than self-awareness and the capacity for rational thought?”

	I snorted and crossed my arms over my chest. “It really kills you to admit that this is a good plan, doesn’t it?”

	“I conceded no such thing,” he replied mildly. 

	“But you admit it should work.”

	“I admit that it might work. That does not mean I approve.”

	“If you have a better idea, we’re all listening.”

	Raxyl’s scales shimmered red. “Unfortunately, I do not.”

	“Sounds like a concession to me.” I grinned and turned back to the girls. “All right, listen up. Here is exactly what we’ll need…”

	 

	***

	 

	“I still can’t believe I agreed to this,” Shandris said, glaring down at the elaborate metal collar she had purchased on the station. “And I really can’t believe I’m the one who bought it.”

	“You look amazing,” Kaveri assured her. “I always thought black was your color, but gold may be even better.”

	The Kreen grumbled as I lifted up her azure hair so she could fit the collar around her slender neck. She really did look stunning: her golden bikini top and matching thong perfectly complimented her red skin, and the heeled knee-high boots made her long legs seem truly infinite. Kaveri was dressed in a pure white version of the same outfit, the boots raising her toned rear just enough to make her tail arch gracefully, and I swore my cock twinged in anticipation every time I looked at her. 

	“I calculate a ninety-nine point one percent probability that the vast majority of males aboard the station will be sexually aroused by your appearance,” Selorah said. She stood beside the bridge engineering console, her attention split between the small device in her hand and me as I donned my disguise. “Based on the likely distribution of species and the predominant cultural values of this sector, I believe that many of the females will be aroused as well.”

	Shandris arched one of her blue eyebrows. “Well, this female is aroused by that skirt of yours. I guess I never realized how much I like women in uniform.”

	Selorah frowned and glanced down at her new outfit. It was vaguely similar to her blue-gold Dominion military uniform, though the fabric was a drab shade of green and the skirt was even shorter. It was as close a match as we could find to the ridiculously sexualized outfits Zabras had forced his female “bodyguards” to wear when they accompanied him. 

	“I know how silly this all seems,” I assured them, trying to keep my enjoyment in check, “but it’s the best way for us to pull this off without a fight.” 

	“Says the fully clothed man holding the leashes,” Shandris groused. “Are you sure this isn’t just an elaborate excuse to live out your own personal harem fantasy?”

	“It’s just a happy coincidence, trust me. When this is over, I’ll figure out a way to make it up to you, I promise.”

	She saucily braced a hand on her hip. “You couldn’t afford enough cases of Drellian brandy even on an Emperor’s salary.”

	“I’ll settle the tab for him,” Kaveri promised. While she finished fastening her own collar into place, her tail reached around the Kreen’s waist and began tracing a line just above her metallic thong. 

	“Oh, really…” Shandris said, biting down on her lip. “What did you have in mind?”

	Kaveri whispered something into her ear, and the Kreen immediately grinned and gave her a kiss. When their hands started roaming over each other’s bodies, I reached in and gently nudged them apart. 

	“Not yet,” I scolded them. “Save it for the pirates. The better the show, the better the distraction.”

	“They won’t be able to pay attention to anything else, I promise,” Kaveri told me. 

	I grinned and inspected my own costume. I had finally assembled the full pirate-lord outfit, complete with the knee-high boots, armored undershirt, and silly trench-style jacket Zabras had always loved to wear. My face didn’t look anything like his, unfortunately, and even though I doubted any of the idiots on this station could tell the difference, Selorah had a better plan to address that particular problem. 

	“The hologuise matrix is ready,” she said, closing the tiny access panel on the circular device and then anchoring it to my shirt. 

	“This thing isn’t exactly subtle, you know,” I pointed out. “Someone is going to see it.”

	“It will conceal itself…like this.”

	The device kicked on, but other than a brief flicker of light, I didn’t notice anything different…until I turned and looked at my reflection in one of the powered-down terminals. 

	“Not bad,” Shandris said, nodding. “Not bad at all.”

	I reached up and touched my new face. From the hooked nose to the oversized chin to the garish moustache, I really did look exactly like Gol Zabras. Selorah had even programmed the projector to add some small embellishments to the rest of the outfit. Normally, a hologuise matrix with this level of sophistication would cost almost as much as our transport, but she had insisted she could jury-rig a similar device with cheaper parts from Vrassk-Ka. I was already getting used to her being right. 

	“Son of a bitch,” I murmured. “He really was an ugly bastard, wasn’t he?”

	“The accuracy of the holographic matrix is remarkable, especially given the questionable quality of the components,” Raxyl said, turning his chair back to the pilot’s console. “Well done.”

	I grinned at Selorah. “It’s not easy to impress him. You should be proud.”

	“I have merely done what is necessary to ensure the success of our mission,” she replied matter-of-factly. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”

	I chuckled softly and touched the com panel on the wall. “How are you two doing back there?”

	“Bored off our asses,” Cobalt replied from inside the cargo hold. “You sure we can’t just vape these pirates until they give us what we want?”

	“I really hope it won’t come to that,” I said. “If everything goes as planned, you won’t even have to launch.”

	Morningstar grunted. “What are the odds of that happening?”

	“Twelve point three eight percent,” Selorah said. 

	“Uh…is she serious?” 

	“Just stay sharp and be ready for my signal,” I said. “If things do fall apart, we’ll need to get out of here fast.”

	“Right. We’ll be ready, don’t worry.”

	“I know you will,” I said, and meant it. 

	Once I had turned off the com, Shandris sighed and took a deep breath. “I really hope this is worth it…”

	“The infochant said the Ring had two destroyers and a frigate in port just a few days ago.”

	“Yeah, but I already told you I didn’t trust him. He wouldn’t stop staring at my tits.”

	Kaveri impishly raised an eyebrow. “Does that mean you don’t trust me now, either?”

	Shandris smirked and playfully bumped her hip. “But seriously, we’re taking a big risk on the word of a few jackasses on Vrassk-Ka.”

	“If he was lying and we don’t detect any ships, we’ll just leave,” I told her, glancing back at the forward viewport. “What’s our status?”

	“We have entered the outer layer of the nebula,” Raxyl replied. His narrow fingers flicked across the control panel in front of him. “Sensor range is severely limited, but we should be close enough to get some basic readings soon.”

	I nodded and strode over to the viewport dominating the wall on the starboard side of the bridge. The pinkish-blue swirls of the nebula had completely enveloped us, but after another minute or so, I finally caught a glimpse of the massive scrapyard lurking within the mist. From a distance, the Heap basically looked like an oversized plus sign with a sphere nestled in the center. Salvageable ships of all types were festooned along the limbs while the actual workers and pirates lived inside the central hub.

	A few years ago, the leader of the Red Ring—a male Kreen named Malar Thriss—had tried to convince his circle of captains that the Heap was the organization’s most important asset in the sector. He had wanted to heavily invest in expanding the station’s operations, but most of his underlings hadn’t agreed. Raxyl and I had left before the situation had come to a head, but this whole time I had been idly curious who had won. 

	The answer, apparently, was Thriss.

	“Son of a bitch,” I whispered as the station finally came into full view. “I definitely don’t think we’ll have trouble finding a ship…”

	The station in front of us was almost twice the size of the one I remembered. Each of the limbs had been extended another five hundred meters, and numerous smaller spheres had been attached to the central one almost like tiny bubbles. Our transport’s sensors weren’t capable of detecting individual life signs, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if there were tens of thousands of people aboard. 

	“I thought you said this place was a scrapyard,” Shandris whispered. “This is almost another Vrassk-Ka.”

	“I suspect that is the point,” Raxyl said, a contemplative black shimmer rippling up his neck. “The Ring has nearly as many assets in this sector as the Rakashi, and they want to intimidate any potential competition.”

	“It’s working,” I muttered. “Do you have any idea how many guns are pointed at us right now?”

	“Too many,” the Kali replied gravely. 

	“Unidentified transport,” a gruff, raspy voice barked over the com, “declare your cargo and intentions or you will be destroyed.”

	“I see their hospitality hasn’t improved since we left,” I said as I slid into the captain’s chair. Two refurbished Kurthang patrol fighters were already streaking directly toward us, their weapons armed and ready. “Ready when you are, buddy.”

	Raxyl reached out and activated the com. “This is the Maiden’s Folly, Commander Throvix speaking,” he said calmly. “We are carrying twenty tonnes of freshly mined thorotine for Radex V. Unfortunately, we suffered significant damage to our starboard maneuvering thrusters during transit, and we humbly request permission to dock for repairs.”

	The com remained silent as the fighters whipped past our hull and locked onto our engines. The maneuver was pure bluster, of course; they wanted to test our nerve. If we had panicked, they probably would have opened fire and attempted to take our cargo by force. But since we kept our cool, we proved that we were experienced and important enough to bother doing business with. At least for the moment. 

	“Maybe you weren’t paying attention when you passed the transponder buoy,” the gruff voice came back. “This ain’t no refuelin’ depot, and we sure as hell ain’t fixin’ up nobody’s ship for free.”

	“We intend to pay,” Raxyl replied evenly. “My captain assures me that your facilities are more than adequate to repair a vessel of our size.”

	“Does he now?” the pilot sneered. “And why should I give two dreks what this captain of yours thinks?”

	I cleared my throat and touched the com control on the armrest. “Because if you don’t, I’ll order my boys to start slaggin’ every one of your ships from here to Razarus,” I growled, hoping my impersonation was as good as I thought it was. “Now give us a damn docking port and tell your controller that Gol Zabras has better things to do than waste his time with feckless little shits who ask too many questions.”

	The com went silent, and Shandris eyed me warily. “‘Feckless little shits?’ Does anyone actually talk like that?”

	“We’ll find out soon enough,” I murmured. I stared down at the tac-holo hovering over my knees, waiting for any sign that they might attack. The longer the pause, the closer my fingertip crept to the internal com. Hopefully, Cobalt and Morningstar hadn’t fallen asleep…

	“My apologies, sir,” the voice said, though it sounded so contrite it was barely recognizable. “We, uh…we just didn’t recognize your vessel.”

	“Of course you didn’t,” I snarled. “I have more ships in my fleet than you have years to your name. Now, are you going to assign us a dock or not?”

	“Er…yes, sir,” the man stammered. I didn’t need to be a telepath to sense the fear in his voice. “Please proceed to port seventeen. We’ll have repair crews standing by.”

	“See that you do,” I growled as I flicked off the com and let out a long, deep breath. “One crisis point down, another thousand to go. Have the sensors found our ship?”

	“Not the ones the infochant described,” Raxyl said.

	I swore under my breath. “You’re kidding me…”

	“No, but we may have another option. Direct your attention to port thirty-one.”

	I frowned and shifted the view on the tac-holo. “Well, look what we have here…”

	The large green vessel was shaped almost like an anchor, had an impressive array of heavy plasma cannons dotting its curved bow, and I spotted half a dozen ventral and dorsal-mounted turrets along the spine as well. All in all, it was almost three hundred meters long—not exactly a battleship, but still large enough to pack a serious wallop. 

	“A Krosian destroyer,” Selorah said. “Third generation, based upon the hull configuration and engine design.”

	Shandris glanced between us. “Is that good?”

	I nodded, and the ghost of a smile touched my lips. For once, one of my insane plans might actually work. “Krosian ships are slow and sluggish, but they’re durable and they punch well above their weight—exactly the kind of boat we need to soak up fire while our Valkyries shred everything in sight.”

	“Assuming it still works,” Kaveri said. “How badly is it damaged?”

	“I cannot tell without examining it more closely, but most of its core systems appear intact,” Raxyl said. 

	“Then that’s our target,” I told him. “Does she have a name?”

	“The Vantrax. Our transport’s computer does not have any information in its database, unfortunately, so I cannot—”

	“The Vantrax was reported missing in the Xendel System three weeks ago,” Selorah interrupted, her eyes flicking back and forth. “The Krosian government never made an official response.”

	Shandris chuckled. “Who needs computer logs when we have our own portable Holosphere relay?”

	Selorah frowned. “I do not understand what you mean. Individual cybernetic enhancements couldn’t possibly connect to the Holosphere without—”

	“She was kidding,” I said. “The point is that it’s a real ship, and soon it’s going to be our ship.”

	Raxyl’s scales shimmered again. “It is docked on a different limb, but I should still be able to reach it if you can provide a sufficient distraction.”

	I glanced back at the girls and grinned. “Don’t worry,” I told him. “I guarantee we have that part covered.”

	 

	***

	 

	Twenty minutes later, the girls and I were standing by the airlock as the Heap’s docking tube slowly extended. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to mentally prepare myself for the task ahead. For some reason, I was having trouble concentrating while standing right next to two beautiful, barely clothed women wearing slave collars. I really needed to relax—Gol Zabras’s carnal appetites may have been legendary, but somehow I doubted he walked around with a raging erection. 

	“Three minutes to show time,” I said, focusing on the view of the station through the airlock’s tiny window. “Everyone ready for the performance of a lifetime?”

	“Almost,” Kaveri said as she bent over to retrieve a pair of long, leather slave leashes from the duffel by Shandris’s feet. After attaching them to their collars, she handed the ends and a small control rod to me. “When you press the button, it will activate the electrodes in the chokers.”

	“If you actually use that thing on me,” Shandris said, jabbing a red ringer in my flabbergasted face, “I swear to the Seraph I’ll never heal you again.”

	Kaveri balked. “It’s not a big deal—the voltage isn’t high enough to inflict any permanent harm.”

	“That’s not the point. It’s demeaning!”

	“It doesn’t have to be,” Kaveri said with a coquettish smirk. “I thought you might want to use it on me later.”

	Shandris’s eyes lit up. “Seriously?”

	“Absolutely.”

	The two of them crept closer together, their hands falling to each other’s waists, before I cleared my throat. “Focus,” I chided. “Save the good stuff for the pirates.”

	Shandris flashed me a sour look for a moment before her golden eyes abruptly flicked down to the enormous, uncomfortable, and rapidly growing bulge in my pants. “It looks like you’re the one who needs to focus. Are you sure you’ll be able to walk straight?”

	I sighed and tried to ignore the rush of heat into my cheeks. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry about it.”

	She snorted and crossed her arms over her chest. “He just doesn’t want to admit how much he’s getting off on the idea of having a slave harem. Maybe he deserves to suffer a bit for making us wear these outfits.”

	“Extreme arousal will hamper his ability to concentrate,” Kaveri said, her face surprisingly sober given the ridiculous context. “I should have known this would happen.”

	“I told you, I’ll be fine,” I insisted. “We just need to—”

	“If you can’t concentrate, you won’t be able to stay in character,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder to the docking tube. “How much time do we have until the docking tube connects?”

	“Approximately seventy-five seconds,” Selorah said.

	“That should be more than enough,” Kaveri said, pushing her hair behind her ears and horns. “Don’t try and hold back.”

	And just like that, she sank down to her knees in front of me. By the time I figured out what she was planning, she had already opened my fly and released my swollen cock. Her lips inhaled the tip so quickly I actually yelped in surprise and dropped the leashes. 

	“By the stars,” Shandris gasped. “Girl, you are such a slut!”

	Kaveri wasn’t listening. She eagerly and effortlessly took my full length down her throat, and my hands reflexively gripped at her horns to control her movements. If not for my concern about mussing her appearance, I’d have started fucking her mouth in earnest—not that it would save much time. She had probably gorged herself on my manhood a hundred times over the past month, but I knew I still wouldn’t be able to resist for long. 

	“Oh, fuck,” I breathed, biting down on my lip. The wet, gurgling sounds of my cock smacking the back of her throat were even louder than normal thanks to the confines of the airlock, and it was only then that I belatedly remembered we had an audience. My cheeks flushed again when I glanced over at Selorah, but she didn’t seem horrified or appalled. On the contrary, she was laser focused on Kaveri’s movements…

	“Well, don’t hold out on her now!” Shandris said, still smirking. “Give her what she wants…but don’t you dare ruin her makeup!”

	A final single glance down at Kaveri’s bobbing head—and her white slave-girl outfit—was all it took before I flooded her throat. I clutched her horns even tighter, and Shandris “helpfully” placed a hand on the back of the Velothi’s head to hold her in place. 

	“Drink up,” she teased. “If you miss any, I might have to zap your collar.”

	Kaveri didn’t spill a drop, of course. Once I finally finished, she promptly pulled away, stuffed my cock back into my pants, and bounced back to her feet as if nothing had happened. “That should help for a while,” she said, staring at the docking tube and licking at her lips. “Are you ready?”

	I nodded breathlessly as I fumbled with my belt buckle. Shandris couldn’t stop smirking, and I could tell it was taking all her willpower not to devour Kaveri. I knew exactly how she felt. 

	“Just remember to, uh, to let me do the talking,” I mumbled, bending to pick up the girls’ leashes and wrap them around my fist. Now that I was finally coming down, I was even more embarrassed by Selorah’s presence. I wasn’t sure why, exactly. Maybe I was just worried she would start quantifying my performance with a mathematical model. No man wanted that…

	I composed myself as the docking tube locked into place a few seconds later, and I checked my hologuise one last time before I opened the hatch and started walking through the long, dimly lit tube. Selorah, apparently unfazed by what she had just seen, immediately took up a position directly in front of me. Her eyes vigilantly swept the tube as we passed through it, and she held up a hand and surveyed the exit on the other side before waving us through into the hangar beyond. Apparently, she was taking her “bodyguard” role quite seriously. 

	The station’s interior was significantly larger and more open than I remembered. This hangar alone was nearly twice the size of any I’d seen on the Heap before, easily big enough to have accommodated our transport if the deck weren’t already packed. Technicians, haulers, and repair drones buzzed back and forth between the berthed ships, and I couldn’t help but feel incredibly exposed. To compensate, I put as much raw swagger into my steps as I could, and whenever anyone stopped to leer at the girls, I glared at them until they shriveled and scurried away. 

	“Given the layout and the sheer number of technicians, it will be difficult to make an escape,” Raxyl said through my earpiece. 

	“Then we’ll just have to hope everything goes according to plan,” I said. 

	“That has not happened a single time since I met you.”

	“You worry too much. It’s my reputation on the line with this mission, remember?”

	“How could I forget?” he muttered. “I will wait for you to clear the hangar before I make my way to the Vantrax.”

	“Right,” I said, taking another deep breath as I eyed a group of nearby technicians, a few pale-skinned Subari, a tabby Rakashi, and a diminutive Dromm-Gal. They were all on the young side for their species—more or less teenagers in human terms—and they had almost certainly been captured or sold to the Ring as children. I could see a reflection of myself in each of their haunted, grease-stained features. 

	But you never lived like them, not really. You always had Raxyl to look out for you, and they have no one. They will never escape this life like you did. 

	I winced at the thought. Of all the things I had taken for granted over the last few years, luck was definitely at the top of the pyramid. I hadn’t earned Raxyl’s protection; he had taken pity on me as a child when I had tried to stow away on his ship. I hadn’t earned these psionic powers, either—I had just been born with them. And I certainly hadn’t earned the royal blood that apparently flowed through my veins.

	“This is one hell of a homecoming, isn’t it?” I whispered. 

	“It is certainly not how I envisioned our return to the Ring,” Raxyl said. 

	I swallowed the sudden lump of bile rising in my throat. “Do you ever think about how lucky we were to get away? Or how unfair it is that no one else here will ever get that chance?”

	“More often than you know.”

	I paused at the somber tone of his voice. “Really?”

	“Yes. But that is not our burden to bear today, and you need to stay in character. Good luck, Cole.”

	“And to you,” I murmured. 

	“Here comes our escort,” Kaveri warned. 

	I nodded and puffed out my chest. A lone Rakashi man awaited us at a respectful distance, small patches of orange fur peeking out from beneath his hauntingly familiar blood-red uniform. He wasn’t visibly armed, though I wouldn’t have been surprised if this whole area was riddled with concealed pulse turrets. When my gaze slid over him, he approached and bowed.

	“Lord Zabras, we are honored by your visit,” he said in a low, gravelly voice. “My master extends you his blessings and apologies for the behavior of his servants. Rest assured, all offending parties will be disciplined for their insolence.”

	“I’m sure they will,” I grumbled as I stepped forward and cast an exaggerated sneer at everything and everyone around me. The hangar reeked of plasma coolant and engine grease with a subtle hint of oppressive misery. Most of the technicians and repair drones were busy stripping the docked ships bare, but a few of them appeared to be making actual repairs. 

	“My master wishes to offer you the hospitality of the Red Ring while our technicians—”

	“My technicians will fix the ship,” I said acidly. “Yours will give them whatever they ask for and otherwise leave them to it. They’re under a deadline, you see, and I’m going to have to skin one of them if they disappoint me again. Best not to distract them.”  

	“Certainly, my lord,” the Rakashi said without missing a beat. “If you will please follow me, I will gladly escort you and your companions to the promenade.”

	“Good,” I said, dragging Shandris and Kaveri by their leashes behind me. Shandris let out a soft yelp, and I barely avoided the urge to turn and apologize. They were already drawing plenty of attention just like we had hoped. For once, a plan of mine might hold together for more than ten seconds…

	The Rakashi led us out of the hangar and into the adjoining corridors. They were dramatically cleaner than the last time I was here—the Ring seemed genuinely determined to make this scrapyard look like a legitimate starport. I could see Malar Thriss’s influence everywhere, and I idly wondered how many skulls he’d cracked to get his way. I had only crossed paths with him a handful of times, thankfully, but I knew he was every bit as ruthless as Gol Zabras with only half the ego. I wouldn’t have been shocked if he had literally sealed the bloodied corpses of his rivals into the new walls here…

	Once we entered the central hub, the station’s transformation was even more obvious. Shops and merchant stalls lined the walls, and the varying scents of a hundred different alien cuisines wafted through the recycled air. The girls immediately drew the attention of every species with eyeballs and even a few without, and Selorah maintained her “sexy bodyguard” persona by scowling at anyone who got too close to the merchandise. 

	“Feel free to eat and drink whatever you like,” our Rakashi escort said, unsheathing his slender claws and gesturing across the promenade. “If you wish additional companionship, it will be made available until the repairs on your vessel are complete.”

	I continued sweeping my eyes around the area as if I was barely listening to him. It wasn’t difficult; a thousand separate sights and sounds vied for my attention. Ultimately, the winner was the massive slave market on our left. No auctions were currently running, but several dozen holo-projectors flashed with profiles of all the people the Ring had stolen. Men, women, and children from nearly every race in the known galaxy were on display.

	Was I one of them, once? Did someone in the Ring buy me in a similar auction? If so, why can’t I remember it?

	“How is your current selection?” I asked, tightening my grip on the leashes. “Since I’m here, I thought I might try to unload one of these ungrateful cunts.”

	The Rakashi’s whiskers twitched. “You wish to sell your females?”

	“Possibly,” I said, shrugging. “Assuming you have girls with bigger tits and better attitudes to replace them.”

	The man cocked his head as if an idea had belatedly occurred to him. “We might. I’ve no doubt that my master would be interested in purchasing the Velothi.”

	“Then tell him to make an offer,” I said impatiently. “Now scurry off and get out of my way. I’m hungry.”

	“Of course, my lord,” the Rakashi replied with a bow. “If you need anything, please do not be afraid to ask.”

	I grunted and dragged the girls off toward one of the auction monitors. Once we were alone for a few seconds, I glanced down and checked the tracker on my holopad. Somehow, Raxyl had already made his way across the station to the Vantrax. Even after all these years, he still found ways to blow my mind. 

	“He’ll be in position soon,” I said, keeping my voice low. As much as I wanted to send a transmission, I didn’t want to risk having it intercepted just yet. “Time for us to make a scene.”

	Selorah casually placed her hand atop one of the nearby auction consoles, and her green eyes rapidly flicked back and forth. “There are thirty-six surveillance devices scattered across this section of the promenade,” she said, surreptitiously covering her mouth with her other hand. “Shall I disable them?”

	“You can do that?” Shandris whispered.

	“Yes,” Selorah replied as if it were obvious. “It is a simple matter of—”

	“We don’t want to short out the cameras,” I said. “We want as many people watching the show as possible. Can you just disable the audio?”

	“Yes. But I am not certain what such a tactic will accomplish.”

	“Assuming you can make it look like a glitch and not sabotage, it will focus more of their attention here instead of the Vantrax.” I grinned. “It will also mean more warm bodies to see the show when the techs arrive.”

	Selorah’s eyes fluttered shut for a fraction of a second, then she released the console and pivoted protectively in front of me again. “I have disabled most of the audio receptors. The cameras are still functional.”

	Shandris whistled softly. “Damn, you really are handy to have around.”

	I choked up on her collar, and she glared at me in annoyance. “Stay in character,” I said, smirking coyly. “It’s time to get everyone’s attention. Ready to put on a show?”

	“Absolutely,” Kaveri said, her luminous eyes glinting, “though we should perform in as public a place as possible. There, perhaps?”

	I glanced over to the auction stage. At the moment, it was empty—the pirates only used it for bulk sales during scheduled auctions. I wasn’t sure exactly what Kaveri had in mind, but I trusted her instincts…and her ability to draw attention. 

	“Good idea,” I said, dragging them by their leashes until we got close. I unclipped them and pointed to the stage, then sprawled in the single row of chairs for wealthy buyers, barking an order at Selorah to fetch me something to drink. 

	“Join me in a moment,” Kaveri whispered to Shandris. “You’ll know when the time is right.”

	The Velothi sauntered up onto the stage, and I found myself holding my breath in anticipation. I genuinely had no idea what she was planning, but I couldn’t wait to find out.

	Kaveri closed her eyes and began rhythmically swaying to the slow, bass-heavy music emanating from the adjacent cantina. Every move was graceful, hypnotic. She stretched her slender arms above her head, giving everyone an even more impressive view of her flat, toned stomach. Her tail and tendrils quickly became a part of the show; they rippled in perfect sync with her hips almost like her entire body was a single blue wave. It was breathtaking. It was intoxicating. 

	And most importantly of all, it was irresistible. 

	“Be’lasa,” Shandris breathed. “I am going to fuck that girl so hard tonight…”

	“You don’t have to wait that long,” I said, slapping her ruby ass. “Now, get up there.”

	She was so entranced she didn’t even glare at me. She glided up onto the stage, and Kaveri grinned and beckoned her over. Her grace almost seemed to infect Shandris, whose sinuous moves rapidly came to reflect it. Soon their red and blue bodies swirled together in a seductive dance, and when they kissed, I swore I heard a collective gasp from half the people in the promenade.

	“They are very beautiful,” Selorah said, returning to my side with a drink in hand. “I understand why you are aroused.”

	I grimaced when I glanced down at the throbbing bulge in my pants. I was half tempted to see if I could adjust the hologuise and conceal my shame…

	“Here,” Selorah said, placing the drink on a nearby stand, then sitting crosswise on my lap. Before I could stop her, she wrapped one arm around my neck and placed my hand on her bare thigh. “This should maintain your character.”

	Unsurprisingly, having her sit on top of me only made my erection worse. I swore I could actually feel the heat of her quim beneath her short skirt, and her legs were just as soft and smooth as when they had been wrapped around me in my visions…

	Apparently, Kaveri’s emergency “cure” wasn’t enough to contain me after all.

	“The distraction appears to be working,” Selorah said, still glancing around. “The population of this area has increased by fourteen percent in the past few minutes.”

	“Good,” I croaked, glancing back at the stage—and my mind went utterly blank. The girls had transitioned from dancing to full-on foreplay at this point. They were both down on their knees, and their hands, lips, and tongues darted across each other’s bodies. Kaveri’s tail had slithered beneath Shandris’s thong, and Shandris had already popped one of Kaveri’s breasts free from her bikini top. I honestly couldn’t tell if they even remembered our mission at this point.

	I took a slow, steadying breath and reminded myself of the danger we were all in. The haze of lust receded…just in time to notice that my hand had crept beneath Selorah’s skirt and was sliding down her inner thigh.

	I stilled it instantly but didn’t withdraw it. Gol Zabras wouldn’t, and eyes might still be on me—or so urged my need-addled brain. Gol also wouldn’t hesitate to see how wet she was. She was so warm, so close. My fingers couldn’t be more than centimeters away…

	“A small team of technicians just arrived on the upper level,” Selorah said, refocusing my attention. “Do you know if Raxyl has made it aboard the Vantrax yet?” 

	“I’ll check,” I said, forcibly dragging my eyes away from the stage. I sent a silent signal through my headset and was surprised when he responded almost immediately.

	“I am alone,” his voice said into my ear. “And I am currently inside the Vantrax’s engineering section.”

	“How the hell did you get aboard so quickly?” I asked. “Their security couldn’t have been that bad.”

	“I was surprised as well, but I only needed to incapacitate two guards along the way.”

	An anxious tingle wormed its way down my spine. Life had taught me to be suspicious of good news, and old habits were tough to break. “Well, I suppose we’ll take any luck we can get. How does the ship look?”

	“It is in even better condition than we had hoped. Several of the nonessential subsystems have already been salvaged, but the engines are fully operational. I will need a bit of time to override their control lockouts.”

	“Understood. We’ll do what we can to disengage the docking clamps.”

	I took a deep breath and tried to convince my brain to take the reins away from my cock. It would be a lot easier once I got Selorah off my lap…

	“We need to find you an access point somewhere,” I said, gently lifting her off of me and standing.

	Her brow creased in concern. At first, I assumed she was just annoyed that I had pushed her off of me, but then I realized she was focused on something else. 

	“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

	“I believe I may have an explanation for why Raxyl did not encounter more stringent security,” she said. 

	I frowned and followed her eyes up to the gallery encircling the slave market. There were probably a hundred people up there, and a good chunk of them were now leaning over the edge to watch the show. But behind them, I spotted several small groups of large, armored men who hadn’t been there before. They weren’t rushing into sniper positions or anything so obvious, but they were clearly establishing a security perimeter.   

	Perhaps this plan of mine wasn’t going to work out so smoothly after all. 

	“It’s all right, we just need to stay calm,” I quietly said as much to her as myself. The space around us was filling up as aliens jockeyed for a better view of the stage, though they were careful to maintain a cautious bubble of distance from me. “Let’s slip into the cantina for another drink. We’ll see how they react when we split up.”

	“I am not certain that is the best course of action,” Selorah said warily. 

	“Look, if you want to run with us in the long term, you’re going to have to get used to doing everything the stupidest way possible,” I said, taking her wrist. “Now come on, we’ll—”

	“What a truly magnificent specimen.”

	I glanced back over my shoulder and turned to the side. The speaker was a slender, well-dressed Kreen male with the smallest splash of white in his slicked-back blue hair. He wasn’t armed or armored, and I nearly mistook him for another random lackey. But then I noticed the two Krosian thugs lurking a few meters behind him, and all the blood promptly drained from my face. 

	“Even cloned Succubi are rare in this sector, but I suspect she is the original template,” the man went on, though he was staring straight at me and not Kaveri. “A man of your standing wouldn’t accept anything less. I know I certainly wouldn’t.”

	“Malar Thriss,” I said, hoping that my voice didn’t sound as meek to his ears as it did to mine. “Now there’s a face I haven’t seen in a long time.”

	“Too long,” Thriss replied, a humorless smile touching his lips. I genuinely doubted whether he was capable of any other kind. His reputation alone would have been enough to send a dark chill down my spine even if I hadn’t spent a decade in his organization seeing the misery of his machinations firsthand. 

	I hastily pushed Selorah away from me and reached out to shake his hand. The real Gol Zabras wouldn’t wilt at the sight of a man like Thriss—he would act as if they were equals. Even crime lords had their own twisted sense of protocol.

	“Your Rakashi servant didn’t mention that you were here,” I said. 

	“Because I’m not, as far as anyone else is concerned,” Thriss replied, his voice a thousand times cooler than his scorching Kreen skin. “Just like you weren’t on that transport until you needed to be.”

	I flashed him a knowing smile. “Of course.”

	His dark, vertical-pupiled eyes finally returned to the stage, and I took the opportunity to swallow the lump in my throat and clench my hands into fists to keep them from shaking. Logically, it didn’t make any sense for me to fear this man given what we had been through recently. Reclamator drones, combat mechs, Baalir commandos, Convectorate Spiders…all of them were objectively more threatening than a fiftysomething Kreen man who might not have even known how to hold a pulse rifle. 

	And yet…

	Part of it was the fact I had grown up in the Red Ring—his Red Ring—hearing endless stories about his casual brutality. But a larger part was the feeling I had when I looked into his soulless eyes. Thriss wasn’t a ruthless despot or a bloodthirsty mercenary or even a heartless corporate executive. Men like him didn’t even pretend to have grandiose political ideologies—he simply wanted power, and he was willing to torture, rape, and murder his way across the sector to get it. 

	“She really is quite remarkable,” Thriss said after a moment. “It’s just a shame that the Velothi Imprinting bond prevents you from ever selling her.”

	“The connection isn’t necessarily permanent,” I told him. “The proper gene therapy can remove the physical dependency.”

	“But she would never be able to Imprint herself on another master. Her value would plummet.”

	I forced the sleaziest smile I could manage. “Another whore’s value might, but not hers. She is uniquely skilled.”

	Thriss’s eyes remained locked on Kaveri, though I had a feeling he wasn’t actually looking at her. I doubted he even registered the soft sounds she made as Shandris licked around a violet nipple. Any other man would have already been overwhelmed with lust—I know I certainly would have—but I didn’t sense even a single spark of passion from him. His gaze was cold and calculating, more like a scientist in a lab than a lecher in a brothel. 

	You need to get out of here. Keeping up this masquerade around a bunch of mooks is one thing, but sooner or later, this man is going see through right through you, prototype hologuise be damned. 

	“I heard an interesting rumor recently,” Thriss said after a moment. “One of my operatives said that Gol Zabras had purchased a Velothi Succubus and was transporting her through Briton Chalo.”

	The shiver in my spine transformed into a full-blown shudder. “What of it?”

	Thriss shrugged. “I simply wondered how you could afford such a prize after the Quai Syndicate pillaged your base on Porivon.”

	I quickly searched my memory but found nothing. Was this some kind of test? Had Zabras even had an outpost on Porivon?

	“As usual, rumors aren’t to be trusted,” I said noncommittally. “Besides, she is genuine—I ordered her a long time ago.”

	“Ah, of course. Back when you controlled twice the territory and fielded three times the ships.”

	I tried to shoot him a baleful glare, but I was so confused—and terrified—that I doubted it was very convincing. “Are you trying to insult me?”

	“Not in the slightest,” Thriss insisted, another humorless smile tugging at his lips as those cold eyes slid to me. “After all, what would be the point in insulting a dead man?”

	My stomach sank straight down to the floor. Oh, shit…

	“What the hell are you talking about?” I growled. 

	“Gol Zabras has been dead for almost two years,” Thriss said. “I should know—I am the one who killed him.”

	I swore I could actually hear the walls of my plan crashing down around us. But I reminded myself that he could have been lying—he could have been trying to flip my con on its head. For all I knew, he was treating this like a game of gethja and hoping I would fold under the pressure of a better hand. 

	If so, I had a feeling he was about to get his wish.

	“Gol’s death didn’t stop his lackeys from assuming his mantle, of course,” Thriss went on as calmly as before. “They have been wielding his name like a cudgel ever since. I originally assumed that you were one of them, but I see now that I was mistaken. You’re not a pirate, nor are you merely a swindler who’s in over his head. What you are is a man who keeps very interesting company.”

	Thriss looked back toward the stage. “That Velothi female assaulted and killed a Convectorate officer and an entire squad of combat mechs on Vrassk-Ka almost two months ago. I believe the bounty on her head is up to half a million krynar chits—an impressive sum, to be sure, but I’ve no doubt the Hierarchy will quintuple their offer once it becomes public knowledge that she also happens to be one of the last Blades of the Seraph.”

	I risked a quick glance back at Selorah, but she hadn’t moved. She was staring intently at Thriss, and I was terrified to hear what kind of odds she was currently projecting for our survival…

	“It was foolish to bring her here,” Thriss said, still fixated on Kaveri. “This station is not a backwater, no matter what the Rakashi or the Convectorate choose to believe. Our security systems identified her the instant she disembarked your ship. Still, you shouldn’t blame her—if anything, you should thank her for saving your life. If you had merely been another wayward grifter attempting to don the mantle of a dead pirate lord, I would have ordered my men to kill you on the spot. But no, any man who consorts with a Blade of the Seraph must have a far more…interesting agenda.”

	Thriss signaled to his men, and all across the promenade, I heard the sound of weapons being drawn from their holsters. 

	“And now,” he said, his voice bitter cold and impossibly dark, “you are going to tell me precisely who you are and what you are doing on my station.”
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	“Stars, what have I done? Am I going mad?”

	Maris shook her head and leaned over the edge of the balcony. She wasn’t talking to herself; even though Spectre hadn’t revealed himself yet, she knew he was nearby. 

	He was always nearby. 

	“On the contrary,” he said, “you are being eminently rational.”

	She swallowed and squeezed her fingernails into the steel railing. “But am I making the right choice?”

	“You are making the only choice.”

	“Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe I still don’t believe I did everything I could.”

	Maris sighed and shook her head again as another squad of battle mechs marched past the gate beyond the embassy courtyard. Even at midday, the city was subdued, quiet, with none of the bustle of Razarus or Vrassk-Ka. After spending most of the last few months darting around the Far Rim, she had almost forgotten what this war actually looked like…and she couldn’t help but feel guilty for turning her back on it. If she had never met Falric—if her commander had never assigned her to escort him around the Dominion—she would probably be sitting in a Valkyrie right now. 

	That, or she would have already been dead. Given how badly the war was going these days, the odds that her squadron would have survived the massacre at Mirador or Tan Keshi were slim. 

	“We could still pack up and blast out of here,” she whispered. “We could still find some backwater world and learn how to farm.”

	“They would find us eventually,” Spectre said. He had the calm, supportive tone of a father being patient with the foolishness of his daughter. “And when Cole came of age and asked about his heritage, you would have to lie to him each and every day. At least he will have a future here.”

	“Such as it is,” Maris muttered. “You heard the way Lady Trell talked. All she wants is power, and she’s more than happy to use Cole to get it.”

	“For the moment, perhaps, but circumstances can always change. War is unpredictable—politics even more so.”

	“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

	Spectre remained silent. He eventually appeared next to her, his movements as ghostly and silent as his call sign, and she leaned her cheek upon his shoulder. Closing her eyes did nothing to stem the flow of tears.

	“You really, really don’t have to stay,” she said. “This isn’t your burden to bear.”

	“Cole is not a burden. And neither are you.”

	Maris squeezed his hand. “Falric won’t come after you without me. You could still have a life somewhere.”

	“I have a life now, thanks to you.”

	Her jaw trembled, and she held onto him for what felt like a small eternity before she finally regained her composure and forced herself to straighten. A handful of children were playing in the courtyard, including Cole and the little blond girl he would one day be forced to marry. 

	“Cole may hate me someday,” Maris said. “What if that girl grows into a monster?”

	“What if she doesn’t?” Spectre asked. As if on cue, Selorah and Cole started chasing each other across the grass. “We have enough to worry about in the here and now.”

	Maris smiled when Cole’s giggle reached her ears, but it melted again when yet another troop transport soared by overhead. Just beyond the embassy, Wynn Mosaad and the surviving Blades of the Seraph were plotting a new offensive against the Convectorate—an offensive they were apparently convinced would turn the tide of the war. She had heard that phrase a thousand times before over the past few years, of course, but evidently the tide was more resilient than anyone thought. 

	“Do you really think the Blades can do it?” she asked. 

	“With Lady Trell’s support, Mosaad has the resources and the fleet to open a new front,” Spectre said. “If he scores even a single victory, soldiers across the Dominion will flock to his banner. Not everyone is happy about Falric’s decision to turn against the Blades.”

	“Nor should they be.”

	“If the Council turns against him, Lady Trell will gain power and prestige well before Cole comes of age.” Spectre turned and faced her. “As I said, war is unpredictable.”

	Maris smiled and squeezed his arm one last time. “We should head back inside and try to get some sleep. The shuttle is scheduled to pick us up first thing in the morning.”

	She waved down at Cole, but he was too busy showing off for his new friend. If only he were old enough to understand…

	“Come on,” she said. “I can’t wait to leave this hellhole behind us forever.”

	 

	 

	 

	
6 
The Escape

	 

	The Heap, Red Ring Scrapyard

	Varsellian Sector, Far Rim

	1101.6

	 

	An impenetrable shroud of silence fell over the promenade. Ten seconds ago, a throng of pirates had been crawling over each other in a desperate attempt to get closer to the stage with Kaveri and Shandris, but now they had all frozen in place. At first, I assumed they were just stunned by the sheer number of drawn weapons on display, but then I belatedly realized they were far more intimidated by the sight of the unassuming Kreen man standing in front of me. 

	“You dare threaten me?” I snarled loudly enough that everyone on the station could probably hear me. “Are you insane? Do you really want to risk an all-out war?”

	Thriss, unsurprisingly, was not impressed. “I applaud the audacity of this ruse, but my patience has its limits,” he said. “You will answer my question, or I will order my men to carve up your females one tit at a time.”

	I risked a quick glance back at the stage. Kaveri and Shandris had finally stopped crawling over one another, and they had both locked in place after seeing all the guns pointed at them. Selorah hadn’t moved, either; her green eyes were still calmly evaluating the promenade as if nothing strange was going on. Had her cybernetic implants given her supernatural poise, or was she just physically incapable of experiencing fear?

	“If you so much as touch my property, my fleet will incinerate this whole ball of scrap with you in it!” I shot back. “Tell your thugs to back off and put their weapons down. Now!”

	Thriss stared hard at me for another moment, and I had the distinct impression he wasn’t even listening to what I said. “Almost no visual distortion whatsoever. Remarkable.”

	He made the slightest jerk of his chin, and one of his guards drew a slender cylinder from his belt. Before I could move, a burst of nearly invisible energy washed over me and destabilized the hologuise matrix. A glance down at my hands confirmed that my little ruse was officially over. 

	“Well…shit,” I said. 

	Thriss took a step forward, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kaveri twitch in my direction—at which point, a dozen rifles were suddenly pointed in her direction. I swallowed heavily, struggling to stay calm, and flashed her a look that said wait for the right moment. 

	“I should have known it would be another human,” Thriss whispered, his vertical pupils narrowing even further. “And one with a face I can almost remember…”

	My mind raced through a million potential contingency plans and found them all lacking. Having seen Kaveri and Selorah in action, I had no doubt that they could carve a bloody swath through plenty of pirates, but even Spiders and Blades of the Seraph had their limits. We couldn’t possibly fight our way out of this, not without some kind of massive distraction…

	“Vontera,” Thriss said, nodding in recognition. “Yes, of course, the dreega who decided he could turn his back on the Ring. It has been some time.”

	“Not nearly enough,” I hissed.

	He smiled again. “Most men who leave the Ring flee halfway across the galaxy to escape my wrath, but not you…somehow you have managed to survive all this time.”

	“Maybe you’re not as good at this as you think you are.”

	His smile vanished. “Tell me: where is that Kali of yours hiding?”

	I swallowed again. “Raxyl? He’s dead.”

	“Somehow, I doubt that very much,” Thriss said. “You never would have survived this long without him. He was always far too clever for his own good, and I could never figure out why he cared so much about you, a worthless dreega urchin with no discernable skills or value.”

	I grimaced and risked another glance back at Kaveri. I could tell how much she wanted to try something, but I warned her off with a subtle shake of my head. 

	“Kali aren’t known for idle sentimentality, and they have no more love for your kind than my people,” Thriss went on. “Yet for some reason he threw himself at my feet and begged me to protect the pathetic human child in his shadow.”

	My brow furrowed. “What?”

	Thriss’s blue eyebrow twitched. “You don’t remember? Perhaps it was too humiliating to watch him grovel on your behalf. You have no idea how lucky you were that his technical skills were as rare as he promised. That one spindly little snake was worth more than a hundred repair drones. It took me months to find enough competent techs to replace him.”

	My dread slowly transformed into confusion. I had no recollection of anything like that. My first memory of Raxyl was being caught trying to steal food from the galley on his ship…

	“He’s here right now, isn’t he?” Thriss asked. “I bet he’s responsible for all the surveillance failures in the promenade, too. The only question is why. What is the snake up to now?” Thriss turned to one of the guards behind him. “Alert the security teams that we have a Kali infiltrator aboard, and remind them that the bio-scanners will be useless until they’re recalibrated. He can suppress his heat signature and blend into almost anything.”

	My stomach twisted when I imagined a hundred Ring goons converging on the Vantrax, but I also couldn’t stop thinking about what Thriss had just said. He could have been lying, but why? What did he hope to gain? 

	And then suddenly, another brick in the telepathic wall blocking my memories crumbled. I saw Raxyl pleading before a younger but nearly identical Malar Thriss. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but I knew Raxyl was trying to make a deal on my behalf. He was pledging himself and his skills to the Red Ring in exchange for protection from the Convectorate and the Dominion…

	How can this be real? I swear I can also remember getting caught smuggling myself in a crate aboard Raxyl’s ship after sneaking out to steal food. 

	“He won’t be able to hide for long, I promise,” Thriss said. “But before my men track him down, you are going to tell me precisely what you are doing here on my station.”

	Shaking my head, I dragged myself out of the well of conflicting memories and focused on the present. I thought about trying to bluster my way out of this again. I could have told him that we had planted explosives somewhere; I could have told him that we had a fleet just waiting to blast this place to bits. But a man like Thriss hadn’t climbed through the underworld by being a dupe or a fool. He could see right through me, and there was only one way to respond now. 

	“Go to hell,” I growled. 

	The man’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “How disappointing. Perhaps you simply need additional motivation.” He gestured toward Selorah. “Shoot her.”

	The premonition struck me an instant before the last syllable escaped his lips. I saw a previously unseen sniper on the level above the promenade, a flash of light from his rifle, a high-pitched screech as the blue blast seared through Selorah’s skull…

	I dove and tackled her to the ground. Our bodies crashed to the floor, and I felt the heat of the pulse blast scorch past our heads. Another stunned silence rippled across the promenade, and once again it seemed like everyone was collectively holding their breath and waiting for their boss’s reaction. 

	“Impressive,” Thriss said, turning toward the smoldering black spot on the deck next to us. “You always were quick. Stupid…but quick.”

	He gestured to one of his bodyguards, and the Krosian man lifted his rifle and took aim at both of us. I held my breath in terror, fully expecting the bright blue flash to be the last thing I ever saw…but then the thug went flying backward across the promenade like he had been shot out of a cannon. 

	And this time, even Thriss froze in place. 

	“Another Seraphim,” he rasped, staring down at Selorah’s outthrust hand. “They’re all Seraphim!”

	For the briefest possible instant, I saw a genuine glimmer of doubt cross his face. He may have had us outnumbered ten to one, but he hadn’t expected all of us to be psychics. Staring into his eyes, I could see all of his carefully laid plans start to crumble. 

	It was a feeling I knew all too well. 

	“Shoot them!” Thriss ordered, bolting away from us. “Shoot them all!”

	Thankfully, Selorah was already moving. Shifting her weight beneath me, she drew her pistol, took aim at the ceiling, and fired a single shot into the paneling just past one of the light fixtures. A blinding surge of energy crackled from behind the metal, and the entire promenade went dark. 

	“Run!” Selorah said, kneeing me in the side hard enough to flip me over. The emergency backups kicked on a moment later, but even they were only at partial strength. The thin strands of red light along the walls and ceiling were barely brighter than oil lanterns—not that I was complaining, of course. The darkness was our only chance of getting out of here alive. 

	Chaos erupted as the alien pirates crowding near the stage stampeded to escape the line of fire, cries of pain and panic rising as some trampled others in the gloom. By some miracle, the guards didn’t start firing blindly, though that was probably down to simple surprise more than anything else. 

	Gritting my teeth, I leapt to my feet and followed Selorah as she dashed away from the auction stage toward the merchant stalls along the outer ring of the promenade. I drew my pistol as we ran, and between the two of us, we managed to blast half a dozen pirates before they figured out what the hell was going on. The density of the crowd quickly became our ally—all the screaming, flailing bodies gave us plenty of cover. 

	Sadly, the presence of bystanders only stopped the guards from shooting for a few seconds. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Thriss’s bodyguards hauling him out of harm’s way, and once he was gone, the rest of the pirates got a lot more trigger happy. Blue-white pulsefire erupted all around us, and as much as I wanted to shoot back, I knew that every flash from my pistol would just give them a clearer target. Thankfully, Selorah provided us another option. 

	“Down,” she said, shoving me behind a support column as she thrust out her hand and telekinetically hurled an entire merchant stall toward a group of approaching pirates. They were caught completely off guard, not even able to scatter before they were crushed into bloody paste on the deck. When another group rushed at us from behind, I swiveled around and took aim…but then Selorah mentally grabbed an abandoned grav-cart and hurled that instead. Only one pirate in this group managed to roll clear, and despite the dim light, I could make out the unmistakable look of shock and horror on his rough-skinned face. He had probably never seen a real psychic up close before. 

	And he never would again after I blew a gaping hole in his chest.

	“This is bad,” I said, hunkering deeper into cover as another barrage of pulse blasts burned past us. “So, so bad…”

	“We have to keep moving,” Selorah told me.

	“Wait!” I said, clutching her wrist before she could dart away. “We can’t just leave Kaveri and Shandris!”

	“They are perfectly capable of defending themselves, and more importantly they are not priority targets. They have an eighty-one percent chance of escaping on their own.”

	“That’s not—” My voice cut off as another pulse blast scorched a chunk of column near my head. “That’s not good enough! They’re not even armed!”

	“A Blade of the Seraph is always armed,” Selorah replied matter-of-factly. “As am I.”

	She thrust out her free hand and slammed the support column with a wave of telekinetic force. The thick length of metal was part of the station’s core, as solid and sturdy as could be. 

	It didn’t matter.

	The column sheared off its braces with a deafening shriek, and for a split second, I feared the entire station might come apart around us. But then the pillar toppled over and crashed onto the deck, squashing several more pirates and effectively creating a barricade to cover our escape.

	“This way,” Selorah said, grabbing my wrist and dragging me along behind her with surprising strength. I couldn’t believe how effortlessly she had fallen into the bodyguard role, as if protecting me were an old, familiar habit. It was even more bizarre when I thought about how she had been the face of the enemy just two weeks ago…

	A few more errant pulse blasts tracked our movements, but at this point, we had sown so much chaos we were probably clear until we reached one of the service corridors. The crowds on the promenade scattered before us as though fleeing a pair of blood-crazed Baalir. I toggled on my earpiece and signaled our transport as we ran. 

	“Morningstar, you there?”

	“We’re here,” he replied. “What the fuck is going on? The security systems just—”

	“We hit a snag in the plan,” I interrupted. “Is anyone else on the ship?”

	“Nobody but us. We haven’t spotted a single tech.”

	“Considering what happened, that’s for the best,” I said. “Have the autopilot prep to blast out of here at my signal, and be ready to launch your Valkyries to cover our escape.”

	“What about Raxyl and the Vantrax?”

	“I’ll get back to you on that. Sit tight for now.”

	I toggled off the com just as we approached the long, narrow junction corridor leading out to the docking limb. Miraculously, the doors were closed but not sealed. Apparently, Thriss had been too blindsided to order a full station lockdown, but that wouldn’t last.

	“I need to contact Raxyl,” I said, tapping the control panel. “I doubt he’ll have time to—”

	The instant the junction hissed open, a small metal cylinder rolled out through the door. My brain barely had time to recognize the object as a stun grenade before Selorah slammed her shoulder into my chest and tackled me. She rolled us hard across the deck in a desperate attempt to escape the blast, but it was too late—an all-too-familiar concussive shockwave pounded my ears while a brilliant flash of light seared my retinas. My lungs seized in my chest, and I may have even lost consciousness. All I knew for certain was that when my head stopped ringing and my vision finally started to clear, the ominous figure of a V’rath mercenary was looming over me. 

	“I have the dreega male and female,” he said in a deep, gurgling language that sounded more like post-nasal drip than actual speech. “Junction three, section ten.”

	I instinctively reached for my pistol before I belatedly spotted it on the floor several meters away. Selorah didn’t have hers, either, though given her telekinetic powers, she didn’t really need it. The problem was that she had absorbed the full brunt of the blast and was unconscious on top of me. 

	I didn’t have time to question why her weight felt so familiar, or why it set off a storm of terror and grief that nearly ripped me out of the present. One thought alone anchored me: Selorah was down—not dead. 

	“Shit,” I hissed, knowing I was about to join her. The V’rath had his stun rifle drawn and ready, and when his bulging eyes saw me moving, he lowered the barrel and took aim. Even without Selorah’s body slung across my chest, I wouldn’t have been able to escape; my muscles were still paralyzed from the grenade. All I could do was wait for the flash and the inevitable darkness that followed—

	There was a flash, but not from the rifle. Just as his stubby finger pulled the trigger, two brilliant blue blades of psionic energy erupted from his battle-armored chest. A bubbling geyser of brackish green blood burst from his mouth, and his weapon clattered to the ground as his body suddenly went rigid. I sat there paralyzed, gaping in shock, until the blue psi-blades vanished and the corpse crumpled to the floor. 

	“Are you hurt?” Kaveri whispered, her hands outstretched as if she were still holding actual swords. Her skin was spackled with the blood of a dozen different species, and Shandris was cowering behind her. 

	“Just rattled,” I rasped. “Selorah took the worst of it.”

	Judging from the haunted look in her eyes, Shandris was still in shock from their own frantic escape from the promenade. But she snapped into action when she saw Selorah’s unconscious body draped over me, and before I knew it, she had her red hands pressed against the other woman’s face. 

	“Come on, honey, this is a terrible time for a nap,” the Kreen whispered, her forehead creasing in concentration. Selorah gasped a fraction of a second later, and her eyes instantly flicked between the other two girls and the smoldering V’rath carcass next to us.

	“As I predicted,” she said, her voice hoarse, “the Blade of the Seraph did not require our assistance.”

	I snorted and glanced up at Kaveri. In the abstract, it was difficult to imagine a less intimidating sight than a half-naked Velothi girl wearing a slave collar, but I knew better. And by the time this day was over, Malar Thriss and his Red Ring would as well. 

	“We have to keep moving,” I said, helping Selorah up. “The pirates won’t stay disorganized forever.”

	I retrieved my pistol, then dashed toward the junction corridor, but before I slipped through the opening, Kaveri grabbed my shoulder. “They will expect us to head for our transport,” she said, her face a grim wall of determination. “If Raxyl hasn’t been detected, we should head for the Vantrax instead.”

	“I don’t know if they’ve found him or not,” I said. “I haven’t had a chance to contact him.”

	“I would advise against doing so,” Selorah said, still a bit wobbly from the stun blast. “Their forces have been entirely focused on us. It is highly unlikely that they have detected his intrusion in a completely different docking limb.”

	“But if we send him a signal, there’s a chance they could trace it,” I reasoned. “All right, fine, we’ll do this the quiet way. I still think we need to use that junction.”

	Selorah nodded and stepped over to one of the other wall panels. “I will attempt to further divert their forces. A series of power spikes and alarm triggers should convince them that we are on our way back to the transport.”

	I nodded and tossed a wary glance back the way Selorah and I had come. “How much time do you need?”

	“None,” she said, lowering her hand. “I have done all I can from this location.”

	I whistled and shook my head. She really was useful to have around, especially if I could convince her to stop trying to martyr herself on my behalf. “That will have to be good enough,” I said. “Let’s move!”

	This time, our only obstacles were a few hapless technicians and repair mechs. I kept expecting to be locked out by a security field or ambushed by concealed turrets, but for once, my pessimism was unfounded. For all its upgrades, the Heap simply wasn’t designed to contain Seraphim. As long as we moved quickly, we still had a slim chance of getting out of here alive. 

	The next docking limb was almost empty when we finally escaped the junction, and my first assumption was that Selorah’s false alarms had sown even more chaos than our firefight in the promenade. That might have been partially true…but there was another, more visibly obvious reason we didn’t face any resistance. 

	The pirates were already dead. 

	“Echu tari,” Kaveri breathed at the sight of the bodies littering the entrance to the Vantrax’s docking tube. There were almost a dozen of them, all clad in smoldering, blood-red armor. I reflexively covered my nose to try and block out the acrid stench of singed flesh, but I wasn’t fast enough. 

	“They arrived in a group, likely as members of the search party attempting to locate the Kali,” Selorah said, her eyes cataloging the carnage with the cold efficiency of a forensics drone. “They were all killed by the same weapon over the span of approximately twenty-two seconds.

	“How can you…?” I grunted and shook my head. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.”

	“The docking tube is still sealed,” Kaveri said. “Who did this?”

	“The only one who was here to defend our prize.”

	We all turned at the sound of Raxyl’s voice, and I saw the faint, telltale shimmer of his active camouflage across the chamber. His scales and jumpsuit slowly returned to their normal brown, and he was clutching a pulse rifle in both hands. 

	“If you tried to signal me, I apologize,” he said. “I disabled my com to prevent them from tracking my position.”

	I glanced back at the bodies. “It doesn’t look like you needed our help anyway.”

	“They were attempting to recalibrate their scanners to trace Kali biological signatures. I did not give them the opportunity to finish.”

	“Right…” I murmured. He and I had been in dozens of skirmishes over the years, and I knew he was perfectly capable of holding his own in a fight. But this…this hadn’t been a fight so much as a massacre. 

	“We need to leave,” Raxyl said, striding over to the docking tube. “I already found and input the codes for the docking clamps, and the Vantrax should have sufficient engine power to leave the nebula and jump to hyperspace.”

	“Should?”

	“I did not have time to run a full diagnostic. I will require Selorah’s help to get the ship moving, and Cobalt and Morningstar will need to provide cover for our escape.”

	I swallowed and forced myself to look away from the carnage. I had already wanted to ask him about his relationship with Thriss, and now I needed to ask him how the hell he had pulled off this bloodbath. But those questions would have to wait. 

	“Let’s go,” I said. “We still have a ship to steal.”

	 

	***

	 

	Having never been on a Krosian warship before, I had no idea what to expect from the Vantrax. I could still visualize what I’d seen on the sensor sweep during our way in, but even detailed holographic schematics were a far cry from the real thing. I imagined dimly lit corridors, disgusting gray-green paint, and austere crew quarters all riddled with innumerable other design catastrophes that would raise the blood pressure of any sensible ergonomics engineer. But then the airlock seal at the end of the docking tube hissed open, and I was immediately proven wrong. 

	“Son of a bitch,” I muttered, glancing down the wide, pristine corridors on either side of us. “Do I smell…flowers?”

	“From what I can discern, the Ring was planning to transform this vessel into some kind of luxury yacht rather than scrapping it outright,” Raxyl said. “About a third of the original quarters have been replaced, and the air recyclers have similarly been upgraded.”

	“Nice of them to make the bed for us,” I said. “So what do we need to do?”

	“We should be able to control everything from the bridge. This way.”

	The lift was so fast my stomach turned, but we reached the bridge in less than a minute. It was three or even four times the size of the Gazack’s cockpit, and most of the crew terminals appeared to have power. Even the large tac-holo before the captain’s chair was online. Raxyl tossed his rifle aside and practically dove into the helmsman’s seat. 

	“Once I disengage the docking clamps, it will not take them long to realize what is happening,” he said. “The aft shield grid is only partially functional and will not be able to deflect a sustained barrage from the Heap’s plasma cannons.”

	Selorah dashed over to a different crew station, and she placed her hand flat against the console. “I will redirect as much power as I can to compensate, but I am not certain it will be sufficient.”

	“Do the best you can,” I said, toggling my earpiece. “Morningstar: we’re in position. Any changes on your end?”

	“Only the throng of pirates swarming around the airlock,” the other man muttered. “We can’t stay docked much longer. Sooner or later, they’re going to storm aboard, and we won’t be able to stop them.”

	“Then go ahead and launch. Once you’re clear, blast out of there with your Valkyries and take out as many plasma cannons as you can.”

	“Is that before or after we get swarmed by those Kurthang fighters?” Cobalt growled. “This was such a terrible idea…”

	“You’ll be fine,” I assured them. “Just focus on your speed and defenses. We’ll be drawing most of their fire.”

	“Here goes nothing,” Morningstar said. “Seraph save us…”

	I glanced over to the tac-holo as their transport abruptly lurched free from the docking ring. The station’s response was swift and efficient: a dozen separate turrets whirled around and locked onto the fleeing ship, and every patrol fighter in the nebula set an intercept course. Thankfully, none of them fired just yet. 

	“They still can’t decide if they want to capture or kill us,” I said. “The Convectorate bounty on Seraphim is so high that Thriss could buy himself another station or two with it.”

	“We have a problem,” Raxyl said, an anxious orange shimmer rippling down his neck. “The docking clamps are not responding to my signal.”

	I winced. If we couldn’t draw their attention soon…

	“Can you do anything about it?” I asked. 

	“The station administrator has triggered a full security lockdown,” Selorah added, her eyes fluttering rapidly beneath their lids. “Overriding it will take time.”

	“Raf and Darcy don’t have time!” Shandris said. “If the station opens fire—”

	“We just need to get their attention,” I said, holding out a soothing hand and striding to the tac-holo. “Can we shoot ourselves free?”

	“I believe so, yes,” Selorah said. “But at this range, the blast will damage us as well.”

	“We’ll have to take the risk,” I said. “Once they see their big boy getting away, that transport won’t be nearly as interesting.”

	“Very well. I am redirecting power to our weapons.”

	I nodded and forced myself to take a deep breath as I sank into the captain’s chair. Kaveri took up a position by my shoulder, calm and poised, and Shandris joined her, hugging her arms around her half-naked body. I almost wished we had brought along a third Valkyrie. The thought of psionically connecting with it again creeped me out, but at least I wouldn’t feel so damn helpless…

	“Vontera!”

	I flinched away from my earpiece and scowled. Thriss’s voice was cold but not cool—I could feel the smoldering rage. 

	“How much more time do you need?” I asked Selorah.

	“The power system is quite sluggish,” she said. “I will require sixteen more seconds.”

	I tapped my earpiece. “Sorry to ruin your fun, boss,” I said. “But I figure the Ring still owes me a thing or two after all those years of free labor.”

	“You simpering dreega cur!” he spat. “I have a dozen cannons pointed right at your heart. Did you honestly believe you could kill my men and just float away in your pathetic little ship?”

	“Not in that ship, no,” I said, watching the power displays out of the corner of my eye. “But this one should work out nicely.”

	On cue, the Vantrax’s dorsal turrets spun around and unleashed a withering barrage of green-white fire at the docking limb. At this range, the Heap’s shields didn’t stand a chance—the plasma bolts vaporized the clamps holding us in place. Unfortunately, the blast scorched us as well, and the entire ship lurched violently before the inertial dampeners could compensate. 

	A shocked gasp filled my ear, and I killed the channel with a grin. 

	“Minor damage to the outer hull, but containment fields are holding,” Raxyl said. “We are free.”

	“Punch it,” I ordered. “Try to get as much distance as we can before they—”

	“Incoming!” Selorah warned. 

	The Vantrax shuddered again as the Heap’s turrets quickly locked onto their new target. Our shields held, but according to the tac-holo, they wouldn’t last for long. I had to give Thriss and his goons credit—they had reacted every bit as quickly as a trained CDF crew. 

	“Looks like we got their attention,” I muttered, swapping the com channel again. “It’s now or never!”

	While the Heap fired salvo after salvo at us, the other transport—now forgotten—surged away on a different vector. After a few seconds, it became clear that the station’s guns would focus on us while the fighters tried to swarm them. All things considered, I was happy about the arrangement. 

	“Autopilot engaged,” Morningstar said. “Here we go!”

	The transport was already far enough away that I could barely see it out the viewport, but I still caught a quick glimpse of the two Valkyries roaring out of the cargo hold with their cannons blazing. The patrol fighters were caught completely flat-footed, and Cobalt managed to vape two of them before they could veer out of her way. At the same instant, Morningstar banked hard toward the station, and his psionic cannons pounded one of the other docking limbs before he whipped his fighter around the habitat sphere at full throttle. 

	“Hell yeah!” he whooped. 

	I grinned right up until the Vantrax shuddered again. One of the computer consoles warbled in protest, and the internal lights began to flicker. 

	“Direct hit on our aft quarter,” Selorah reported. “One of our sub-light engines has stopped responding, and the other two are damaged. We are losing thrust.”

	“Shit,” I hissed. “I thought this thing was supposed to be tough!” 

	“With a full crew and proper repairs, it would be,” Raxyl said. “But our shields will not hold for long.”

	I glared at the tac-holo and clenched my teeth. “Morningstar, concentrate your fire on those turrets. Cobalt, keep those fighters off his back.”

	“Copy that, Outcast,” Morningstar replied. “Starting my attack run…now!”

	His Valkyrie dove back at the Heap, cannons blazing. The psionic energy pierced the station’s shields and incinerated one of the heavy turrets, and a moment later, he veered toward another. Meanwhile, Cobalt steered her dogfight away from us and the fleeing transport. They were both performing even better than I could have hoped…but it still wasn’t going to be enough.

	“I am rerouting additional power to the remaining engines, but we will not be out of range for another forty-five seconds,” Selorah said. “There is only a sixteen point three percent chance we will escape the nebula before being disabled.”

	I closed my eyes and leaned back in the captain’s chair. Since my brain wasn’t helpfully tossing out any more premonitions, I would just have to see what I could do myself. I tried to focus on my powers just like when I had slowed time back on Varsus…

	“There,” I said. “Change course to zero-zero-two mark three-four-seven.”

	I could feel Raxyl’s confusion. “But that will—”

	“Just do it!”

	My eyes fluttered back open as the Vantrax languidly rolled to port, and I held my breath and stared at the tac-holo. Our new heading would slow our escape from the nebula by almost twenty seconds, but I knew it was the correct tactical decision. I just wish I could have explained why…

	“I highly advise against this maneuver,” Selorah warned. “We have drifted into the firing arc of four additional turrets. They are preparing to…”

	She trailed off when a trio of small explosions inexplicably cascaded across one of the Heap’s docking limbs. Its power readings flickered, its docking lights flashed…and half of its guns fell silent. 

	“What the hell just happened?” Shandris breathed. “Did we do that?”

	“Not precisely,” Raxyl said. “It would appear that Morningstar’s attack triggered a massive, unexpected energy spike in several of the Heap’s subsystems. I am not entirely certain why.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” I said, smiling. “The point is that we’re in the clear.”

	I watched in silent satisfaction as we slowly drifted out of the nebula. Several of the other docked pirate ships had powered up and were attempting pursuit…but it was too late and they knew it. 

	“Your clairvoyant abilities are truly impressive,” Selorah said. “I will attempt to factor them into my future calculations.”

	“Whatever makes you happy,” I said, reaching to the one of the widely spaced armguards and thumbing on the com. “All right, kids, time to get the hell out of here. Shift to astral space the moment you’re clear.”

	“We’re already on our way out,” Morningstar said. “I can’t wait to see Master Mosaad’s face when we show him our new toy.”

	I smiled and sank back into the chair. “Neither can I.” 
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	The alarm sounded in the middle of the night, but Maris hadn’t been able to sleep anyway. She was standing on the embassy balcony again, a half-empty glass of Drellian brandy dangling from her fingertips as she waited for Talasea’s brilliant blue sun to break over the distant mountains. At first she frowned, wondering why the local commander would have possibly ordered a drill at this hour, but then she watched in horror as the first green bolts of energy rained down upon the city’s shield. 

	The Convectorate had returned. 

	Maris turned and sprinted back into their room, and she wasn’t surprised in the least to find Spectre there waiting for her. “What the hell is going on?”

	“A Convectorate battle fleet just entered the system,” he said, staring down at the alerts on his holopad. “They appear to be launching a full-scale assault on the planet.”

	“How the hell did they get so close?” she hissed. “They’re already in orbit!”

	“I do not know. The sentry buoys should have detected their approach from several parsecs away.”

	She swore under her breath and dashed over to Cole’s room. He was still asleep—playing with that Trell girl must have seriously worn him out. But no one, not even an exhausted child, could possibly sleep through this racket for long. 

	“We have to get out of here,” she whispered. “We have to get out of here now.”

	“Local control will never allow civilian vessels to launch during an attack,” Spectre told her. 

	Maris grimaced. Two hours—they were supposed to be blasting off this shithole in just two more hours. “Then I’m going to head to the command center and see if I can help,” she said. “Stay here and get Cole to the ship. I want to leave the instant we’re clear.”

	“They will not allow you to fly one of the Valkyries, not without telling them who you really are,” Spectre warned. “And once you do that, it will only be a matter of time before one of Falric’s operatives learns that we are here.”

	“Maybe, but we have bigger problems than bounty hunters right now,” she told him. “I’m not just going to sit here while the Vecs shell the city. I’ll steal a damn fighter if I have to.”

	“Maris—”

	“Just get him to our ship,” she insisted. “I promise I won’t do anything stupid, but I need to try to help if I can.”

	She could tell he didn’t approve, but that was hardly a rare occurrence in their relationship. Thankfully, he knew better than to try and get in her way when she had made up her mind. 

	“Very well,” he said. “Good luck.”

	Maris touched his arm and tossed one last glance into Cole’s room. She was tempted to wake him up and tell him what was going on, but the longer he remained oblivious, the better. With luck, the 7th Fleet could scatter the Vecs before they did any real damage. 

	“I’ll be back soon, sweetheart,” she whispered even though he couldn’t hear her. After sparing a final glance back at Spectre, she dashed out of the room. 

	The command center was only a few blocks away, but chaos was spreading so quickly that the streets were already filled with screaming people and marching mechs. Spectre was right that they didn’t exactly have military IDs anymore—she couldn’t just flash a card and go wherever she wanted. But the Dominion navy wasn’t technically in charge here, and hopefully Wynn Mosaad and the rest of the Blades would be more willing to accept her help than a bunch of protocol-obsessed idiots from Keledon. She had never actually gotten the chance to introduce herself, but with luck, he would still know who she was. They had both won medals on the Krosian front, after all. 

	Ten minutes later, Maris had finally gotten close enough to the command center to flag down one of the guards, and she had just started demanding to see Mosaad when another sudden flash lit up the sky. She glanced up, expecting to see another CDF battleship firing impotently at the shield dome. 

	The battleship was there. The shield dome was not. 

	“Seraph save us,” she whispered. 

	The barrage of plasma bolts struck the ground all around her, and an explosive shockwave slammed into her body and sent her flying through the air. The world became an indecipherable blur of screams, pain, and fire. She flashed in and out of consciousness, and by the time her ears stopped ringing and her vision cleared, the command center that had once been less than a hundred meters away was little more than a smoldering crater. 

	Maris tried to scream, but her lungs were filled with ash and blood. She tried to move, but her arms were pinned beneath a pile of rubble. Her strength waned. Her breathing slowed. But then she felt a ripple in her mind, and she refused to give in. 

	“Cole?” she cried out. “Cole, can you hear me?”

	She swore she could feel him and Spectre getting closer, as impossible as it seemed. And she knew if she could just cry out loud enough, they might still be able to find her…  

	“Cole! You need to stay focused, sweetheart. You need to stay calm. Just follow the sound of my voice.”

	She coughed again, and this time, she nearly choked on the blood. She couldn’t feel her legs; she couldn’t feel much of anything aside from the approaching presence of the two people she loved more than anyone else in the galaxy. 

	“Cole? Cole, please!”

	And then suddenly, they appeared. Spectre was there, and Cole’s body was clutched tightly against him. 

	“Cole,” she gasped, feebly reaching out with her only working arm. 

	“He is unharmed,” Spectre said, crouching down beside her. 

	“Thank the Seraph,” she breathed, touching her child’s cheek with her hand. “Thank you…”

	Spectre coughed violently—his helmet filters must have been damaged in a blast. He was glancing down at his wrist-scanner, but Maris already knew it wouldn’t tell him anything good. 

	“Have you seen Anara’s daughter?” she gasped. “Have you seen Selorah?” 

	Spectre nodded gravely. “They are dead.”

	Maris gritted her teeth and closed her eyes. “How?” she rasped. “How is this possible?”

	“I do not know, but the bombers will be back shortly. We cannot stay here.”

	She hadn’t seen any bombers. How long had she been out? She swore under her breath and squeezed her son’s arm. She could barely see through her tears, but she forced herself to focus on the only thing that still mattered. 

	“You have to get Cole out of here,” she said. “You have to get him to the bunker.”

	Spectre glanced back up at the bleak crimson skyline. “I will try.”

	“You have to promise me,” Maris said, grabbing his wrist with the last of her strength. “You have to promise me that you’ll get him out of here!”

	He looked down at her, and for perhaps the first time since she had met him, she saw genuine fear in his eyes. “I will,” he told her. “I promise.”

	Maris held his gaze as long as she could, a lifetime of unspoken thoughts passing between them, before she finally slumped back against the shattered stones surrounding her. 

	“They will never stop coming for him,” she whispered. “They can’t know the truth…he can’t know the truth.” 

	“He already knows.”

	“He doesn’t have to,” she insisted. “Not now, maybe not ever. You can shield him, just like I taught you. You can…”

	Her voice choked off as she coughed blood over her chin and chest. Her eyes returned to her son, and she reached out one last time to touch his cheek. 

	“Cole…”
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  Adrenaline was still pumping through my veins for several minutes after we jumped into hyperspace and left the Heap behind us. My arms and fingers kept twitching in anticipation of another fight, and my brain kept imagining a Red Ring fleet overtaking us. But after a few light-years, I finally allowed myself to take a deep breath and relax. 


  “We did it,” I breathed. “We actually did it.”


  “Typically, the one who concocted the plan shouldn’t sound so surprised it actually worked,” Raxyl replied snidely. “Though considering your previous track-record…”


  “I suppose we can add ‘ship thieves’ to our Intelligence Ministry dossier now,” Shandris said, perching her thonged rump on the arm of my chair. “Although, given how much the Vecs already want us, I doubt it will up our bounty all that much.”


  “You’d be surprised,” I told her. “Thriss isn’t exactly the forgiving type. He’ll come after this ship at some point, and he’ll hire every bounty hunter from here to Briton Chalo to track us down.”


  “Let them come,” Kaveri said. She reached out to squeeze my shoulder. “We’ll worry about them after we’ve destroyed the shipyard and driven the Convectorate out of this sector.”


  Shandris turned and cocked a blue eyebrow at her. “Have I ever told you how sexy you are when you get that determined glint in your eye?’


  “No,” Kaveri said, a playful smile on her lips. “But you could show me…”


  Shandris slipped a finger under the Velothi’s slave collar and gently pulled her in close. They kissed, and if I didn’t know better, I would have assumed that the temperature on the bridge went up by at least twenty degrees before they separated again. 


  “We should, uh…we should probably inspect the crew cabins and see if the pirates left anything interesting behind,” Shandris said, her tongue hungrily licking at her lips and her eyes locked on Kaveri. “It will probably take a while, so don’t get worried if we don’t check in right away.”


  Snorting, I reached into my pocket and tossed her the coiled-up leashes. “Have fun.”


  “We will,” Shandris breathed. She started to push Kaveri out the door, but the Velothi touched her collar and glanced back at the control rod still clipped to my belt. Shandris bit down on her lip and practically dove toward me. “I’ll take that off your hands, if you don’t mind…”


  They practically skipped out of the room in excitement, and I seriously doubted they would even make it to a bed before they finished the dance they started on the stage earlier. I desperately wanted to join them—we had a hell of a lot to celebrate—but then I remembered what Thriss had told me on the station. 


  I could never figure out why he cared so much about you, a worthless dreega urchin with no discernable skills or value. Yet for some reason he threw himself at my feet and begged me to protect the pathetic human child in his shadow.


  I grimaced and clutched at the chair’s thick, widely spaced armguards—designed for the larger, more muscular Krosian anatomy. Our celebration would have to wait—I needed to get some answers while these forgotten memories were still floating around my head. 


  “All right,” I said, sinking into the captain’s chair, “while Kaveri and Shandris ‘search the ship,’ we should probably run some diagnostics to see exactly how much repair work we’re looking at here.” 


  “I concur,” Selorah said, still eyeing the door where the girls had made their escape. “However, I suspect that Doctor Krall may not have been fully honest about her intentions to itemize the crew quarters.”


  “Yeah, well, either way, we should probably give them some space,” I said, repressing a grin. “Look, Raxyl and I can handle things up here for a while. Why don’t you head down to engineering and check out the diagnostics console? You can probably learn everything there is to know about this ship in a few minutes.”


  “I doubt I can work that quickly, but your point is well taken. I will contact you once I have compiled a complete list of damaged or missing components.”


  Selorah marched out of the room with the calm, relentless efficiency of a repair drone. “She is definitely something else,” I murmured. “You want to take bets on how long it actually takes her to finish?”


  “Not particularly,” Raxyl replied. “Though since you will likely insist, I predict she will contact you in less than twenty minutes.”


  “Sounds about right.” I took a deep breath and tried to brace myself for a confrontation with my best friend. “She proved herself again back there, you know. Without her, I doubt we would have made it off the promenade.”


  “Her skills were never in question. Thankfully, she seems determined to prove her loyalty as well.”


  I studied his profile for a long moment, my hands twitching anxiously on the armrests. “Speaking of loyalty, you heard our old friend Malar Thriss over the com. We had an interesting chat on the station.”


  The briefest smear of orange flickered across his scales. “I assume that is why your ruse fell apart?”


  “Basically. He knew that Gol Zabras was dead, and he claims to be the one who killed him.”


  Raxyl hesitated for a moment. “Curious. None of us could have predicted that eventuality.”


  “So for once you admit it’s not my fault the plan went to shit?”


  “I conceded no such thing.”


  I snorted sourly. “Well, he did have some interesting things to say about you once he recognized who I was. Apparently, he had a lot of trouble replacing you on the roster.”


  “What a pity,” Raxyl muttered. 


  “Yeah, I won’t lose any sleep over it,” I said. “But he did mention something else—something about how you came to work for him in the first place. He said you offered your services to him in exchange for protection.”


  I watched the Kali’s scales for any sign of a reaction, but they remained a perfectly neutral shade of gray. “What of it?”


  “It’s not what you told me, that’s all. I was curious if you wanted to elaborate.”


  A pinkish streak flashed over his shoulders in a Kali shrug. “I do not see what else there is to say. You knew I was working for the Ring to pay off a debt.”


  Yeah, a debt you said had something to do with your family back on Kalifax, not me. “I guess it doesn’t really matter now,” I said. “But when Thriss was talking, I had another flash of memory from my childhood. It’s still pretty vague and rough, though. I guess that telepathic barrier is pretty resilient.”


  “They often are.”


  I grimaced in frustration. Evidently, he was determined not to talk about this, and subtly prompting him wasn’t going to be enough. I could be more confrontational about it, but unless or until I could remember more details, I didn’t have much else to add. All I knew for certain was that something didn’t add up. 


  “Well, I’m just happy we can put the Ring behind us again,” I said. “The fact we got to stick our fingers in their eye one last time is a nice bonus.”


  “This vessel will complement our forces well, assuming we are able to locate replacement parts and make repairs in time,” Raxyl said. “And assuming Seraph Squadron is able to destroy the Convectorate reinforcements.”


  “Blackstar will get the job done. The bigger question is whether we can get enough of the other whelps to actually crew this thing.” I paused. “Even with this boat, though, we’ll still be facing an uphill battle against the Vecs at Nelphari.”


  “Undoubtedly.”


  “And you still want to go through with it?”


  “I would not be here otherwise.”


  “Can you tell me why?”


  An annoyed shade of green rippled across his neck. “I have already laid out my reasons many times. Your inability or unwillingness to accept them is becoming tiresome.”


  “Tiresome?” I grumbled, leaning forward. “What’s tiresome is that my best friend obviously knows something he’s not telling me, and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.”


  Raxyl finally pivoted away from his console and stared at me. “You possess all the information you require to make the correct decision. You understand the motivations of your allies, and you understand what is at stake in this sector and beyond. Yet despite this knowledge, you continually refuse to commit yourself to the correct course of action.”


  My eyes narrowed. “And just what the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  “It means that the time for indecision and selfishness is over,” he snapped. “It means that for once in your life, you might actually have to pick a side.”


  I stared straight at him, mouth agape. I was used to his biting sarcasm and cutting barbs, but in all the years I had known him, I honestly couldn’t remember him ever truly raising his voice at me…or seeing his scales flushed so green with anger. 


  “Ever since we joined the Wings on Varsus, you have wanted to be somewhere else,” Raxyl said. “Even when you first linked with the Valkyrie, your impulse was to run away rather than commit. To this day, you believe the other students are fools who have been tricked by Mosaad. It has never once occurred to you that they might actually believe in something beyond themselves.”


  My mouth remained open but nothing came out. My lungs felt like they were trying to breathe vacuum. 


  “Kaveri is a Blade of the Seraph whether you like it or not,” Raxyl went on. “And you willingly allowed her to Imprint herself upon you even though you secretly believe her cause is foolish and her trust in Mosaad is misplaced. What is your plan with her, exactly? Do you believe you can force her to run away with you and abandon the man who saved her from a life of slavery and rape?”


  “I’ve never forced her to do anything!” I protested.


  “No, you have merely exploited her kindness and her trust,” Raxyl said. “Have you ever told her how you really feel about all of this? Have you told Shandris? Of course you haven’t. Because no matter how you see yourself, no matter whose blood flows through your veins, the hard reality is that you are a child who has never been forced to grow up. You have never had to make hard decisions or live with bitter compromises. You have always had me there to protect you, to shield you, to coddle you.”


  He stood from his chair, and his serpentine eyes narrowed in disgust. “Perhaps this is my mistake,” he said. “Perhaps I should have taught you the value of failure. Perhaps I should have taught you the virtue in having a purpose beyond yourself.”


  My lungs refused to draw air again, and every muscle in body seemed like it was paralyzed. I had known this man my entire life, yet somehow it felt like I was looking at a complete stranger. 


  “I will attempt to repair and recalibrate the bridge controls,” Raxyl said, pivoting back to his console. “I do not require your assistance.”


  I stared blankly at him, still paralyzed and unable to speak. When my legs finally started working again, they carried me out of the bridge and into the corridor. I only made it a few meters before they became so rubbery I had to brace myself against the bulkhead for support. My heart pounded in my ears, and my arms glistened with sweat. 


  I didn’t understand what had just happened. My instinctive response to being attacked—physically or otherwise—had always been to fight back. That was how I had responded to the Red Ring overseers; it was how I had responded to Master Mosaad after I had stolen the Valkyrie. But apparently I couldn’t respond that way to Raxyl, perhaps because I had never realized he was even capable of getting so angry. 


  Or because every single thing he had just said was true. 


   


  ***


   


  I had no concept of how long I wandered the ship, but eventually I realized I had maneuvered all the way down to engineering. I almost turned away and headed for the galley instead—drowning myself in a few liters of Krosian ale sounded like a wonderful idea right now—but for some reason, I kept going. 


  Selorah was alone in the spacious chamber, and she was busily flitting back and forth between a dozen different consoles. Maybe I hadn’t been stumbling around as long or as aimlessly as I’d thought…


  “Cole?” she asked, looking up when I entered. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine,” I managed, wiping the sheen of sweat from my brow. 


  “Based on your rate of perspiration and the pallor of your skin, I calculate an eighty-eight point two percent chance you are suffering from intense emotional distress.”


  I sighed. I definitely should have tried to find the galley instead…


  “You know, you really don’t have to blurt out every probability that comes into your head,” I told her. 


  “I do not,” she said. “My brain calculates an average of ten thousand—”


  “I really don’t need to know,” I said. “Honestly, it’s a little unsettling.”


  “As you wish, of course. I apologize.”


  I sighed again. Now it felt like I had just kicked a puppy. “Look, just…forget about it,” I muttered, ambling over to her. She had apparently found time to change back into her blue-gold Dominion uniform and skirt. “Have you found anything interesting in here?”


  “‘Interesting’ is a subjective judgment, but I calculate a seventy perc—I mean, I believe you will find this information relevant to our current mission.” She glanced back down at her terminal. “Our initial assessment of this vessel’s capabilities was largely accurate. Most of its systems are intact, and the damage can easily be repaired. Our primary obstacle will be the trydatic core. The Krosians have attempted to integrate Convectorate technology with most of their vessels, but their implementation is…lacking.”


  I frowned and glanced down at the terminal, though I couldn’t make heads or tails of the data on the screen. “How big of an obstacle will this be, exactly?”


  “I am not yet certain,” Selorah admitted. “But the trydatic core can produce far more power than the Vantrax’s relays can handle, and without modification, its systems will be prone to overload. I suspect this is what happened when the Red Ring captured the ship in the first place.”


  “The Krosians were out testing the ship and got caught with their pants down,” I said. “Well, if anyone can fix this, I’m sure it’s you and…Raxyl.”


  Selorah arched a blond eyebrow at me. “Your hesitation suggests a problem.”


  I grimaced and glanced away. Of all the people on this ship, the woman who was basically a living android should have been the last one I reached out to for emotional support. But for some unfathomable reason, I found myself wanting to tell her anyway. 


  “It’s, um…it’s difficult to explain,” I said. 


  Selorah placed a hand on my arm. “I shall endeavor to understand regardless.”


  I finally looked up again, fully expecting to see a cold, clinical face staring back at me. But her brow was creased in concern, and I saw a surprising amount of sympathy reflected in her green eyes. She genuinely wanted me to tell her what was bothering me. 


  She’s not actually a robot, you know. The woman in your visions was warm and compassionate…somewhere past her cybernetic implants, this version probably is, too. 


  “Two months ago, I was pretty certain I had the whole universe figured out,” I told her, bracing my palms flat against the console. “Raxyl and I weren’t rich or anything, but we had our own ship and the freedom to do basically whatever we wanted. Now everything is a lot more…complicated.”


  “You are referring to the true nature of your heritage,” Selorah said. 


  “Not really. It may sound crazy, but I feel like I can mostly just ignore all that right now. No one outside this ship knows who my father was or that I even exist.”


  She cocked her head. “Then to what complications are you referring? Admiral Ferron and the Convectorate?”


  “Yes…and no.” I sighed and nibbled at my lip. Maybe it was a mistake to try and put this into words. I was comfortable enough around Kaveri and maybe even Shandris to not care if I sounded like a blubbering fool, but psychic visions aside, I didn’t really know Selorah yet. 


  Still, in a bizarre way, it might actually be easier to spill my guts to a near stranger. At least she could tell me I was being an idiot with statistical certainty. 


  “I’ve obviously never been a fan of the Vecs or the Tarreen,” I went on. “They’re always sticking their claws where they don’t belong, and they treat humans like diseased rats who need to be exterminated. But until recently, they didn’t have much of a presence out here, and it never even occurred to me that one day I might be fighting them directly. I was a smuggler, not a soldier, and I was perfectly happy with that.”


  “But now the situation is different,” Selorah ventured.


  “To put it mildly.”


  “Your primary directive has changed.”


  I turned and frowned at her. “Yeah,” I murmured. “Yeah, I guess so.”


  She held my eyes for a moment before she glanced back down at the console. “As you said, such revelations can be complicated. And…unsettling.”


  I nodded slowly. “I suppose I’ve never consciously tried to make the transition. I’m sure this sounds insane to you, but until recently, I rarely bothered thinking about the future. Life on the Rim was too fast and chaotic to worry about anything besides my next cargo haul and the fuel and girls I could buy with it. Enjoying the present was the only thing that ever mattered. The future seemed like a luxury I’d never be able to afford.”


  “And now?” 


  “Now…in my head, nothing has really changed. I still act like I’m just another hotshot pilot trying to have fun and survive. But maybe that hasn’t been true for a while now. Maybe it’s finally time I get my shit together and actually think about my next move before I make it.”


  I closed my eyes and took a long, slow breath. “Kaveri has been trained as a Blade of the Seraph, and I know how much that means to her. It’s not just about the powers and the skills…the legacy of that title is important to her, too. She really believes in what Master Mosaad is trying to accomplish out here. She wants to beat Ferron and the Convectorate.”


  “And you do not,” Selorah reasoned. 


  “Honestly? I’ve never cared about politics, and I was certainly never insane enough to risk my life for some abstract cause or principle.” I turned and gave her a helpless shrug. “I always thought that apathy made me smarter than everyone else, but maybe it was just a convenient excuse not to pick a side. That way, I could never really lose.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t give a shit about the Dominion or the Seraphim Council or anything like that…but maybe I don’t need to. The truth is that our people have it pretty rough out here. Outside of a handful of systems in the Core, humans have nowhere to live and nowhere to run. And if the Vecs sink their teeth into this sector, plenty of other people—humans or otherwise—will have exactly the same problem. Maybe it’s not completely insane to try and do something about that.” 


  Selorah remained silent for a long moment before she finally placed her hand upon mine. Her touch was warm, gentle. “Mosaad is not wrong about the impact of destroying Ferron’s shipyard,” she reminded me. “It would be a significant strategic victory, and the Ministry of War would be unlikely to commit similar resources to this sector again.”


  “Of course, it’s not like the Rakashi or the Red Ring or anyone else is a great steward of the people who live here.”


  “Perhaps not,” she said. “But from what I can tell, the other Valkyrie pilots all wish to fight anyway. Do you know why?”


  I swallowed. “Some of them believe a victory here will inspire others to join us. The rest are probably just out looking for revenge against the Vecs.”


  “What about Kaveri?”


  “Probably a little of both,” I said. “I think she honestly sees this as the start of something big—a movement, a revolution, something. She believes in the mythos of the Wings and the Blades, and I admit there’s a part of me that wants to as well. There’s something seductive about the idea, you know? Maybe not what they were, but what they could be.”


  I stared out into space for a few minutes before I finally pivoted back around. “You’re the one who said I’m the only hope of restoring the Seraphim. How did you foresee that happening?”


  “A series of small victories which lead to a larger insurgency,” Selorah said, “along with the eventual return of a Dominion Emperor who does not make the same mistakes as his predecessors.”


  I grunted softly. “And what odds are you giving that vision right now?”


  “You are the one with clairvoyant powers,” she said. “Perhaps you should run the calculations.”


  I cocked an eyebrow. “Was that…did you just make a joke?”


  “I attempted to. Was it successful?”


  I chuckled and grinned, and a faint, awkward smile touched her lips as well. For an instant, she wasn’t so different from the woman in my dreams—her laughter, her joy, her humanity. Her smile had been charming then, and the real thing was, too. 


  “You know, you should really do that more often,” I said quietly. 


  She cocked her head. “Make jokes?”


  “Sure, but I was talking about that smile. It looks good on you.”


  She reached up and touched her lips, and I actually saw the faintest flush of red in her cheeks. “I am glad you are pleased by my physical appearance.”


  “Any man with a milliliter of sense would be pleased by your physical appearance,” I told her. “But that’s not really what I meant. It’s just…well, it’s nice to know you’re still capable of feeling happiness, that’s all.”


  “I am perfectly capable of experiencing every standard human emotion,” she said. “I am simply not adept at expressing them.”


  “Your smile expressed them just fine.”


  Her lips curled a bit more. “I shall keep that in mind for the future.”


  I chuckled again, and I was belatedly aware of just how close we were standing. I cleared my throat and backed up a step. 


  “There, uh, there is something I’ve been wondering for a while,” I said. “Why would a Convectorate Spider wear a Dominion military uniform? Isn’t that…weird?”


  Selorah paused for a moment and glanced down at her blue skirt. “The abbreviated answer is that the Hierarchy does not trust us,” she said. “Unless we were assigned to an active mission that required specific armor type or style of dress, the Minister of Intelligence preferred us to wear the colors of the enemy.”


  “Like some kind of mark of shame?”


  “In a sense. I was never told this directly, but my analysis of Tarreen cultural norms suggests that our uniforms are primarily symbolic in nature. They are meant to convey conquest—we are former Dominion operatives who have been bent to the will of the Hierarchy—but they also mark us as outsiders who are never to be trusted beyond our limited usefulness.”


  “That’s pretty fucked up,” I said. 


  Selorah shrugged. “The uniforms make sense within the context of Tarreen culture. Since the fall of their first empire, their society has been structured under rigid caste confines. Signifiers like dress and speech patterns delineate power and prestige. It is important to—”


  “I’ll take your word for it,” I interrupted, holding up a hand. As interested as I was in listening to a treatise on the socio-political structures of Convectorate society…well, actually I wasn’t interested in that at all. But I did enjoy her accent and smooth voice enough that I was seriously tempted to stand here and listen to her talk anyway. 


  “I am willing to wear different attire if this uniform makes you uncomfortable,” Selorah said after a moment. “We purchased additional clothing on the commerce station.”


  “You should wear whatever you want,” I said. “Besides, it looks almost as good on you as that smile.”


  Her cheeks flushed again, and despite everything on my mind, I couldn’t help but smirk at her discomfort. She really was adorable in her own way, which seemed like a strange thought considering I had just watched her carve her way through a station filled with pirates. Then again, Kaveri was a nearly unstoppable killing machine and I thought she was adorable, too…


  “Anyway, thanks for lending me your ear,” I said. “I guess I still have a lot to think about.”


  “Thank you for telling me,” Selorah replied. “I only wish I could be more useful.”


  “You’re probably the most useful person on this ship by a wide margin. I wouldn’t worry about it.” I flashed her another quick smile. “Anyway, I guess I should get back to—”


  She stretched up on her tiptoes and kissed me. At first I was so surprised I stood there frozen like a dopey teenager, but then my hands found her waist and my tongue slipped through her lips. For a brief moment, I was back inside one of my visions; the line between reality and fantasy blurred until one was indistinguishable from the other. The woman in my arms wasn’t a stranger—she was my soon-to-be-wife, pledged to me almost from birth, and I loved her so deeply it hurt. I wanted her. I needed her…


  Our kiss deepened as we explored, delving hungrily. The illusion eventually crumbled, but a powerful echo remained. I barely knew this woman, yet the movements of her hands and lips were intimately familiar. I had never kissed her before, yet I knew the taste of her tongue as well as my own. 


  When Selorah finally pulled away, her fingers were actually trembling on my cheek. Her shadowed eyelids fluttered, and she seemed completely breathless. 


  “I apologize,” she managed, leaning away. “I am not certain what compelled me to do that.”


  “It’s all right,” I assured her, my breath just as short. Her face filled my vision. 


  Selorah softly licked her lips. “I do not understand. I barely know you, yet I feel as if—”


  “We’ve been together before,” I said. 


  “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I cannot explain it.”


  “It’s like you can feel the weight of destiny pushing you along,” I said. “Almost as if the universe is trying to fix its own mistake.”


  She stared right at me, and her green eyes were so large and beautiful I couldn’t have turned away even if I had wanted to. “In a different life, we would have been together,” she said, lips barely moving. “But destiny is an artificial construct. We should not feel compelled to honor its wishes.”


  “It’s not destiny’s wishes I care about,” I said, leaning in so close I could taste her breath again. “What do you want?”


  Selorah swallowed. “I want you to take me. Right now.”


  I pulled her in and kissed her again, but this time I didn’t stop. Her body melted into mine, and her grip on the back of my neck became inescapable. My touch slid across her back, exploring the lean muscles from her ribs to her waist. When my hands eventually found her thighs, I promptly hoisted her up onto the engineering console. Her ankles locked behind my hips while her fingers madly fiddled with my belt buckle, and the moment my cock sprang free, I pushed up her blue skirt and reached for her panties…


  Only to realize she wasn’t wearing any. 


  “I calculated a ninety-three point two percent chance you would wish to celebrate our successful mission,” Selorah said. “However, I only calculated a twelve point one percent chance you would wish to do so with me.” 


  “Then why…”


  “I desperately wanted to be wrong.”


  Grinning, I gently placed the tip of my cock against her sweltering quim. She was so sodden I effortlessly slipped halfway inside her, and just like in my visions, I couldn’t believe how perfect she felt. I had spent so much time with aliens I had apparently never realized the virtues of my own species…


  “Stars…” I breathed, nibbling at her lips. 


  “Take me,” she begged, her eyes fluttering shut. “Please!”


  I plunged all the way into her, and I could actually feel a cascade of euphoria shudder through her body as I hilted myself in her heat. She didn’t just feel good. She felt…right. As if this was exactly where we were supposed to be. 


  I thrust into her slowly, languidly, as if she were sprawled across satin sheets rather than a plastic console. Our tongues danced together even as she whimpered in delight, and the pressure built inside her until she couldn’t take it—she dug her nails into my back, silently begging me to take her harder. And so I did. 


  I slammed into her with all of my might, and I honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if her squeal of delight was audible halfway across the ship. Her eyes rolled back into her head, her hands clutched at my neck, her thighs clamped around my waist…


  And then I exploded. I pumped everything I had into her, and Selorah gasped and squeezed me against her so hard I couldn’t believe our bodies didn’t break. When I finally finished, my knees went so weak I had to brace my palms against the console just to stay upright. 


  “Shit,” I breathed, kissing the tip of her nose. “That was…”


  Selorah smiled and kissed me again. “Exactly how it was meant to be.”


   


  ***


   


  “Diagnostic complete. Input additional commands.”


  The computer’s disembodied Krosian voice was so loud and demanding I probably would have jumped in surprise if Selorah weren’t on top of me. Somehow, we had ended up on the floor with my back pressed against a console and her straddling my waist. Apparently, we had been kissing a lot longer than I’d thought…


  “I, uh, I guess we should get back to work,” I muttered grudgingly. 


  Selorah nodded and slowly licked at her lips. “It will only take me a few minutes to analyze the results, and we will be traveling to Maz Sepa for another twelve hours.”


  I brushed a stray blond lock from her eyes. For some reason, her hair was actually cuter when it was a bit ruffled. “So, you’re saying we’ll still have plenty of down time.”


  “Yes.”


  “If only I could think of some way to pass the hours…”


  Her brow creased in confusion. “Do you not wish to penetrate me again? I had assumed—”


  “It was a joke,” I said, snickering. Stars, I had never laughed so easily, so freely. “But before we do anything, we should probably have a look around and try to find some real quarters.”


  She nodded. “You are uncomfortable; I understand. If you would prefer, I could lean over one of the consoles so you could take me from behind. Such a position should still provide you with ample stimulation.”


  I was really, really tempted to take her up on her offer. Kaveri and Shandris would probably still be occupied for quite a while, and Raxyl…well, I didn’t want to think about him just yet. But the repair teams back on Maz Sepa would probably appreciate it if we didn’t fuck on top of every single console in engineering.


  “I’d rather take our time,” I told her. “If that’s all right with you.”


  “Yes,” she replied with a breathless smile. 


  I ran my hand through her hair again. “It’s strange, you know. You’re the first human woman I’ve ever been with.”


  “You are the first man I’ve ever been with.”


  My cock twinged against her thigh. “I hope it was worth the wait.”


  “Not really.”


  I blinked. “Was that…?”


  “A joke, yes,” Selorah said. “Was it as entertaining as the last one?”


  I laughed and pulled her in close. I still couldn’t believe how passionately she could kiss; it seemed completely at odds with the rest of her personality. Then again, I still didn’t really know her that well yet. Hopefully, that would change soon. 


  Even when our kiss finally ended, our faces remained near, reluctant to part. “Living out here on the Rim, I barely ever saw another human until recently,” I told her. “Then Kaveri brought me to Master Mosaad and I was suddenly surrounded by them. It was…jarring.”


  “If we are successful at Nelphari, I believe Mosaad will attempt to recruit as many non-humans as possible.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Full integration of the Blades was one of his primary goals during the civil war,” Selorah explained, and if it was odd to hear such clinical words in so intimate a moment, I didn’t care. “The Seraphim Covenant opposed Emperor Falric’s continued insistence on barring non-humans from service. Mosaad argued that it was both a moral and a tactical miscalculation.”


  I felt a stab of guilt. Yet another thing you completely misjudged him on. Good job. 


  “I highly doubt that any other Blade would have shared his skills with a Velothi,” Selorah went on. “As far as I am aware, Kaveri is the first—and currently only—non-human Blade of the Seraph.”


  “Well, hopefully she won’t be the last,” I said. “And hey, if we can teach Shandris to fly, she could be the first non-human Wing of the Seraph.”


  Selorah’s left eyebrow rose. “That is not true. While I am not aware of any currently active non-human Wings, there is a record of another non-human Valkyrie pilot during the Thirty-Year War. Sadly, he was reported killed at Talasea.”


  “Who wasn’t?” I muttered. 


  Her eyes flicked back and forth as she searched her cybernetic database. “Strange. I cannot find any mention of his species. He is simply flagged differently than the others.” She paused for a moment, then shrugged. “I suppose it makes little difference. However, based upon his call sign—Spectre—I would surmise that—”


  My breath caught in my throat, and I jerked upright so abruptly I almost pushed her out of my lap. “What did you say?”


  Selorah looked taken aback. “About what?”


  “What was the pilot’s name?”


  “Spectre,” she said. “Is this relevant somehow?”


  I inhaled sharply, and in that moment, the last vestiges of the telepathic barrier in my mind collapsed. A deluge of long-repressed memories flooded through the broken dam, but they weren’t blurry or indistinct. This time, they were crystal clear. 


  And finally, at long last, I knew the truth. 


   


  The bombs had finally stopped falling by the time we reached the bunker in the heart of the city, and the translucent shimmer of the shield dome had finally rematerialized above us. I was aware of the fighters still battling overhead; I was aware of the ground troops still fighting in the streets. But I didn’t care about any of it. All I wanted was to run back to my mother. 


  “Put me down!” I shrieked. “Let me go!”


  The man carrying me ignored my pleas, just like he had for the past several minutes. No matter how hard I kicked, no matter how loudly I screamed, he refused to stop sprinting away from my mother. Somewhere deep down, I knew why. I had seen the blood. I had heard the cries of pain. I had felt the strength leave her fingers and them slide from my arm. 


  I might have been young—I might have been mystified by the world around me—but I understood death. I understood that Selorah would never skip or laugh or tease me again, just like I understood that I would never hear my mother’s voice or feel her arms wrap protectively around me. I understood that they were gone, and I understood that there was nothing I could do about it. 


  I also understood that the man carrying me wasn’t responsible, but I hated him anyway. 


  “Mom! Mom, please!”


  Spectre continued ignoring my pleas, as did the medical probes and nurses and everyone else in the bunker. Tears marred their faces, and they assured me over and over that they wanted to help. But I knew they couldn’t…and I hated them, too. 


  Hours passed and nothing changed. Days passed and nothing changed. I couldn’t sleep. I refused to eat. The pain was better company than my thoughts. Eventually, Spectre carried me onto our ship, and when we soared high above the battlefield, I still couldn’t find her, still couldn’t feel her. It was then, and only then, I accepted that I never would. 


  “Mother…”


  My rage faded as our ship left the planet behind, and my body turned so cold even the blankets couldn’t stop me from shivering. I wanted it to end; I would have given anything for it to end. And then Spectre placed his hand on the side of my head, and I finally got my wish. 


  “I am sorry, Cole. I am so very sorry.”


  The shadows swirled around his face, and when I looked up, I saw his familiar shimmering scales and yellow eyes looking down upon me. 


  “One day, I hope you will understand,” he said as he took the pain away. “One day, I hope you will forgive me.”


   


  “Cole?” Selorah said, clutching my face in her hands. “Cole, can you hear me?”


  My eyes fluttered back open, and the memories shattered like so much broken glass. “Yes.” 


  “Are you well? Should we contact Doctor Krall?”


  “No. She’s not the one I need to talk to.”


  Gritting my teeth, I hoisted her up off my lap and dragged myself back to my feet. Selorah stared at me, confused and concerned in equal measure. 


  “Go ahead and analyze the diagnostics,” I said, glaring at the lift. “I need to get to the bridge.”


   


  ***


   


  My heartbeat was pounding like a jackhammer in my ears by the time the lift doors opened, and I had to ball my hands into fists to keep my arms from trembling. Raxyl was still sitting at the helm console at the front of the bridge, seemingly oblivious to my entrance. I glared at him as I halted by the captain’s chair, and the well of rage I couldn’t summon before had finally boiled over. 


  “Why?”


  The word hung in the stale air, part bitter accusation and part genuine demand. Raxyl’s scales remained a neutral gray, and for a long, suffocating moment, I honestly wondered if he might just ignore me. But then he finally stood, and a single smear of regretful red streaked across the scales on his neck. 


  “Because it had to be done,” he said. 


  I tried to swallow the lump in my throat and nearly choked. “Eighteen years,” I rasped. “You had to lie for eighteen years?”


  He remained stiff and silent no matter how long I glowered at him. My heart wouldn’t stop pounding, and I clutched the back of the captain’s chair so hard the upholstery creaked. 


  “All this,” I said, shaking my head. “Selorah, Mosaad, the Wings, my mother…my father.” I clenched my teeth. “You told me nothing…but you could have told me everything!”


  “Yes.”


  The lump in my throat grew even larger. “Would you have ever told me the truth if this barrier of yours hadn’t started to crack?”


  “I do not know.”


  “Well, it’s gone now,” I said bitterly. “So you had better start talking.”


  “If your memories have fully returned, there is little else to say.”


  “Are you fucking kidding me? There is everything to say! You’re a damn psychic! You were a Wing of the Seraph! You could have been teaching me how to use my powers this whole damn time!”


  “And if I had done so, the Widow and her Spiders would have already found us,” Raxyl said. “I could not afford to take that risk.”


  “Maybe that explains the first few years. Hell, maybe that explains the first damn decade, I don’t know. But it’s been eighteen years, and I’ve been having these premonitions for a long time now. You could have helped me!”


  “I was, Cole—by keeping you safe. That was my first and only priority.”


  “You brought me to the Red. Fucking. Ring!” I screamed. “You threw me to pirates and let them raise me! That was keeping me safe?!”


  “I was watching over you. You were far better protected than you knew.”


  “I knew that I was alone,” I snarled. “I knew that if my Kali ‘friend’ ever got bored or tired of me, I was going to die.” Memories flashed through me, of sleepless nights in a stinking barracks with other scared, stolen children. It sucked the fire from my voice. “So much would’ve changed if you’d just told me who you were.”


  “I know. But I made a promise to your mother.”


  I scoffed. “You really think my mother wanted you to neglect me for twenty years? You think she wanted me to live in ignorance my whole life? If that’s the case, maybe it’s a good thing I never knew her, because she sounds like a—”


  Raxyl whirled around and snatched my wrist before I could finish. I tried to pull away, but his grip was like iron. And when I finally looked at his face, I could have sworn he was a completely different person. His scales were flushed green with rage, and his yellow serpentine eyes smoldered with the wrath of a demon. 


  “Your mother meant everything to me!” he snarled. “Do not presume to know what you cannot possibly understand!”


  I could feel the fury rolling off him like a dark, malefic tide, and I honestly didn’t know if I could have broken free if I’d wanted to. But then he finally composed himself, releasing me, and the enraged green splashes on his scales were gradually replaced by ripples of apologetic red. 


  “Your mother saved my life,” he murmured. “Kali with psionic abilities are vanishingly rare, as you know—the Psychophage did not affect us as it did so many other species. And just like the Tarreen, my people are not content with that reality. If they had learned the truth about my powers, I would have spent the rest of my life in a military research facility on Kalifax. Your mother knew this. But she also knew how the Dominion treated non-humans, especially those with psionic gifts. And so instead of merely setting me free, she took me with her. She taught me everything she knew.”


  I swallowed, and the lump in my throat finally subsided. “But you were a Wing of the Seraph. I remember.”


  “Barely,” Raxyl said. “The Seraphim Council never wanted to acknowledge my abilities, and Maris had to force the admiralty to give me a rank. For years, I was little more than a ghost, a shadow…”


  “A spectre,” I whispered. 


  His eyes narrowed into slits. “Your mother knew that her superiors would punish her severely for sharing her skills with an ‘alien,’ and we both understood that she couldn’t hide me from them forever. But then an opportunity presented itself: the royal family wanted their son to see the galaxy he would one day rule, and they entrusted the best pilot in the Dominion with his safety. Maris pretended that I was her associate, an alien co-pilot that could sell the image of a wayward smuggler rather than a Dominion military operation. We were able to slip under the radar and shuttle Falric around his future empire without drawing the gaze of the Convectorate or anyone else.”


  I sank bonelessly into the captain’s chair. Slowly but surely, a whole lot of other things Selorah had told us were beginning to make sense. 


  “Maris knew that Falric was about her age, and according to rumors, he possessed a far more open mind than his father or the Seraphim Council,” Raxyl went on. “She believed she could eventually convince him that I was a valuable asset regardless of my heritage, and with the protection of the Crown Prince, her superiors wouldn’t be able to touch me.” He paused. “She underestimated his cowardice…and overestimated his compassion.”


  “But she still had me,” I whispered. 


  Raxyl’s scales shifted to an even darker shade of red. “She was in love with him, for a time,” he said. “He had an unmistakable presence about him, and he opened doors to us that had long been closed. But as the war effort continued to deteriorate, so did their relationship. At first, he was delighted about your birth. His parents were not.”


  “Selorah was right, then,” I said. “She said a bastard son would ruin a marriage alliance.”


  “That is the simplest version, yes. And it wasn’t long before the Emperor took it upon himself to make certain you never threatened his ‘legitimate’ son’s eventual ascension. Maris and I spent years on the run—years I suspect you still may not remember, given your age. The bounty hunters became more and more numerous, and I became convinced that the only path forward was to forge our own alliance with one of Falric’s enemies.” He paused. “That is when I got her killed.”


  I frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “I am the one who convinced Maris to reach out to Anara Trell, I am the one who convinced her to stand her ground rather than flee to the Rim.” His eyes flicked up to mine. “I am the reason she was on Talasea when Ferron launched his attack.”


  I swallowed again, and this time, my saliva tasted like ash. “You couldn’t have possibly known.”


  “Ignorance is a bitter salve. If we had fled to the Rim, it is conceivable that Falric’s bounty hunters or the Spiders would have found us someday regardless…but it is just as conceivable that your mother would still be alive to raise you and teach you in ways I never could. She is dead because of me, Cole. That is the undeniable reality in which I have lived for almost twenty years.”


  Raxyl abruptly turned and strode over to the tac-holo, and bit by bit, his mournful red scales returned to an angry green. “Now you understand why I was so eager to accept Kaveri’s offer and travel to Varsus. Now you understand why I intend to take this ship into battle against Ferron and the Convectorate. Whatever else I may think about Wynn Mosaad and the Blades of the Seraph, he and his students represent my best and likely only chance to avenge your mother’s death. That is why I am going to teach them everything I know about flying a Valkyrie.”


  “And then,” he said, his yellow eyes narrowing into menacing slits, “I am going to kill the bastard who took your mother away from us.”
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Prologue

	 

	Keledon

	The Crystal Throne

	1083.3 (Eighteen Years Ago)

	 

	“Your arguments have been heard and rejected. It’s time for you to move on.”

	Wynn Mosaad, Blade of the Seraph, forced himself to relax and take a deep breath before he pivoted back around to face the old, wiry man leaning against the Crystal Throne. The massive seat of gilded white marble looked like it had been designed for someone ten meters tall; it was meant to awe, inspire, and intimidate anyone who stood before it. 

	Mosaad had felt all three when he had first entered this chamber as a young man. But now…now the mere sight of such depravity filled him with disgust. 

	“With all due respect, Admiral,” he said, “that decision is not yours to make. My words are for Emperor Falric’s ears alone.”

	Admiral Grayson smiled so thinly it almost looked like a trick of the dim lighting. “Really, Wynn, you’ve become tiresomely predictable. I will not allow you to manipulate the boy into doing your bidding.”

	“I’m not here to manipulate anyone,” Mosaad insisted. “I am here to present our sovereign with a plan to win this war. I’ll understand if that seems like a strange concept to you, given that you and the rest of the admiralty lost your will to fight years ago.”

	Grayson’s cheek twitched. “I would be careful if I were you, son. A man in your position should be trying to make allies, not drive them away.”

	Mosaad turned and scowled up at the throne room’s cavernous ceiling. On it was an elaborate holographic mural of the Seraph herself. The vivid projection depicted the Dominion’s founder as a shining female figure leading the downtrodden masses of humanity in rebellion against their Tarreen enslavers. 

	How far her acolytes had fallen.

	“I’m only interested in allies who want to help me win this war,” he said. “Unfortunately, these days everyone on Keledon seems more interested in protecting their position than serving the Dominion.”

	“Protecting our position is serving the Dominion,” Grayson said. “If you had ever bothered to learn the slightest bit about politics, you would understand that.”

	Mosaad scoffed. “I’m a warrior, not a politician.”

	“Everyone is a politician at one point or another. You may not like it, but it’s the truth. And you’re going to have to accept it sooner rather than later if you want to survive this mess.” 

	Grayson glared at him for a long moment, his leathery face creased in frustration. The admiral wasn’t a bad man by any means, though this would have been a lot easier if he were. Dealing with monsters and psychopaths was straightforward; dealing with people required patience and finesse. 

	Which is exactly Grayson’s point. 

	“Look, I appreciate what you’re trying to do here, I really do,” the admiral went on. “No one would be happier to see the Rift Colonies liberated than I would. But there is no way in hell our fleet could push past the Convectorate blockade, not without a hundred more ships and a thousand more pilots.”

	“Their position isn’t nearly as fortified as you think,” Mosaad pressed. “The Vecs have stretched themselves thin—far thinner than the admiralty realizes. The blockade is a front to conceal how poorly defended most of the colonies—”

	“I’ve heard this argument a hundred times by now,” Grayson said. “So has the Council, so has the military, so has His Majesty. But you know as well as I do that launching another offensive will sabotage any hope of an armistice.”

	“Good,” Mosaad said. “Because as far as I can tell, ‘armistice’ is just another word for ‘surrender.’”

	Grayson sighed and rubbed at his forehead. “Seraph save me from the young and the foolish…”

	“Eight billion humans have died in this war, Admiral,” Mosaad growled, taking a step forward. “Eight billion! And you’re telling me you want to surrender to the butchers who killed them?”

	“I want to save the trillions who are still alive,” Grayson countered, “and the only way to do that is to broker an armistice before the Vecs have time to rebuild and finish us off.”

	“The moment you sign that treaty, you tell every family in the Dominion that their children died for nothing.”

	“That would be true regardless, and no amount of parades or flag-waving will change anything.”

	Mosaad continued glaring at the older man, a well of acrid bile rising in his throat. He wanted to lash out—he wanted to stride before the Council and bludgeon them all into submission. But evidently he would have an easier time blasting through a Convectorate blockade than convincing a handful of old fools to fight for the future of humanity. 

	Grayson sighed again and paced around the throne, the medals on his blue-gold uniform clinking softly. “I know you don’t want to accept the inevitable, son. I didn’t either. But we both know this war has been over for a long time. The Vecs can build drones and mechs faster than we can destroy them, and they’ve convinced half the bloody galaxy to side against us. Fighting until the bitter end may satisfy the dead, but it won’t help the living.”

	“All I’m asking for is a chance to prove you wrong,” Mosaad said. “Keep the Vecs talking if you must—stall them while I move the rest of the Blades into position.”

	“And then what? You wave your hand and turn the tide?”

	“The Rift Colonies aren’t like the Outer Territories; they’ve only been occupied for a few solar cycles. If we can rally the locals—if we can prove to them that the Tarreen aren’t as entrenched as they believe—”

	“You will start a rebellion that will get a lot of good people killed for nothing,” Grayson said. “At best, you annoy the CDF into wasting resources hunting you down. At worst, you fail miserably and prolong a war we cannot win.”

	Mosaad hissed through his teeth. “You really have so little faith in the Seraph’s chosen warriors?”

	“I respect the role of the Blades as much as anyone,” Grayson said. “But we both know you don’t have a leg to stand on here. You failed to stop the Vecs at Krosis. You were routed by Admiral Ferron on Torias IV. And you weren’t able to protect Falric’s father when the assassins boarded his ship and murdered him in his sleep.” 

	“That’s not fair and you know it,” Mosaad said, gritting his teeth. 

	A rich, cultured voice cut across the opulent room. “Fair or not, it is the truth.”

	Mosaad turned as a young human man in flowing blue robes emerged from the concealed door in the back of the chamber. Emperor Falric Tisarys was twenty-five cycles old—an adult in every sense of the word—but Mosaad refused to look upon his new sovereign as anything other than a petulant child. The war against the Convectorate had been raging for longer than he had been alive, but Falric hadn’t fought in a single battle. Yet now he was in charge of what had once been the greatest fleet in the known galaxy, and even the Seraphim Council seemed unwilling to stand up to him. 

	“Your Majesty,” Mosaad said with a short bow. “I am humbled by your presence.”

	“Somehow, I doubt that very much,” Falric murmured as he took his seat upon the throne. “You were expressing regret at your failure to uphold your sacred charge. The Blades of the Seraph are the sacred protectors of the Crystal Throne, yet you failed my father in his hour of need.”

	Mosaad winced. “His loss was a dark day for the Dominion.”

	“Yes, it was. Our people lost a great man…but more than that, they lost faith in one of our most sacred institutions.”

	“Your Majesty—”

	“But you needn’t worry,” Falric interrupted with a wave of his hand. “I have already forgiven you and your kin.”

	Mosaad shared a quick, confused glance with Grayson. “You have?”

	“Of course. It was a great tragedy, to be sure, but all men make mistakes. And one failure in over three centuries of service is hardly worth dwelling on. The past is behind us, and only a fool clings to realities he cannot change.”

	An awkward silence settled over the chamber, and Mosaad tried and failed to read the younger man’s face. He was obviously up to something—he was always up to something—but he was surprisingly adept at concealing his true motives. For all his obvious failings, Falric had inherited his father’s cunning. 

	“I know why you are here, Wynn, and I am sorry I will have to disappoint you again,” Falric said into the silence. “But Admiral Grayson has undoubtedly conveyed my position. An armistice is our best and likely last opportunity to stanch the bleeding, and I intend to take it.”

	“Your Majesty, I must implore you to reconsider,” Mosaad said. “This is our one and only opportunity to—”

	“I’m afraid the decision has already been made,” Falric said pointedly. “The negotiations will continue, and you and your men will stand down and await my orders. Do I make myself clear?”

	Mosaad tossed another imploring glance at Grayson, but the admiral refused to make eye contact. “Perfectly clear, Your Majesty.”

	“Good. I respect the Blades and their sacred charge, and I know how difficult it must be for you to accept defeat.” Falric paused for a moment. “That is why I must ask for your solemn word that you will obey my orders and allow the negotiations to continue without interference.”

	Mosaad forced himself to nod. “You have it, Your Majesty.”

	The Emperor stared right back at him for several seconds, his dark, thoughtful eyes a stark juxtaposition to his youthful face, before he eventually grunted and gestured toward Grayson. “What do you think, Admiral?”

	“Master Mosaad is a Blade of the Seraph, Your Majesty—his word is his bond,” Grayson said. “He also happens to be one of the finest men I’ve ever had the pleasure of serving with.”

	Falric nodded soberly. “You’ve no idea how much I wish that were enough.”

	Grayson frowned. “Your Majesty?”

	Falric tapped a button on the arm of his throne. The massive ebon doors at the other end of the chamber whooshed open, and eight heavy sentinel mechs—all armed with military-grade stun rifles and shock batons—stomped inside. The thunderous clatter of their armored feet was so deafening that Mosaad barely even noticed the two soldiers slip in behind them. 

	“I’m sure you are aware that my grandfather was once considered the most powerful seer of his time,” Falric said, signaling for the soldiers and the mechs to wait. “He could often see the future as clearly as the present, and a spark of his power was passed down to me.”

	Mosaad kept his hands and arms perfectly still. Since the mechs weren’t armed with lethal weapons, they were likely programmed to fire at the slightest provocation. And the two soldiers—special, Intelligence Directorate-bred and -trained commandos—always had a hair trigger. 

	“I want to believe you, old friend, I really do,” Falric said. “But I’m afraid I’ve already foreseen exactly what happens here: you lie to my face, I mistakenly trust in your sense of honor, and then you ignore my orders and rally your allies anyway.” 

	“Your Majesty, please,” Grayson said, holding out his hands. “Let’s not do anything rash…”

	Falric smiled faintly. “The admiral here isn’t the only one who respects you, Wynn. I’ve no doubt there are thousands of men and women across the Dominion who would gladly flock to your banner. Like you, they don’t want to accept the truth…and I can’t say I blame them. Admitting defeat is never easy, but I refuse to allow stubborn pride to doom our people.”

	“If you kill me, all those men and women will still flock to my banner,” Mosaad said. “But this time, they’ll be coming after you instead of the Tarreen.”

	“Do you really think so little of me?” Falric asked, shaking his head. “You honestly believe I’d have you killed just like that? I am not a monster—I am a peacemaker. I want to save as many lives as possible.”

	The Emperor sighed heavily and stood. “These fine gentlemen are going to ensure you stay out of trouble for the next few weeks while the peace process plays out. After the armistice is signed and the demilitarization begins, Admiral Grayson here will assign you to a new post. I’ve no doubt it will be somewhere pleasant.”

	Grayson glanced between us. “Your Majesty, the military does not dictate how or where the Blades serve.”

	“Yes, I am aware of that, Admiral,” Falric said. “But while I suspect we’ll be able to talk the Vecs out of several of their demands, the abolition of the Blades will not be one of them. The Hierarchy has been quite adamant on that particular point.”

	“Abolish the Blades of the Seraph?” Mosaad hissed. “Are you insane?”

	“On the contrary, I am merely being practical,” Falric said. “I appreciate the importance of tradition as much as anyone, but we are about to enter a new age of galactic politics. The Blades are an anachronism, I’m sorry to say.”

	Mosaad’s mouth fell open. “The Blades of the Seraph have faithfully served the Crystal Throne for almost four hundred years!”

	“But as you can see,” Falric said, gesturing to the soldiers around the room, “the Throne no longer has need of your protection.”

	On the surface, the young man was the picture of poise; he had the calm, collected veneer of a philosopher king posing for a statue. But Mosaad could see the subtle sneer on the young man’s lips. He was enjoying every moment of this.

	“The Blades are a symbol of a hope of purpose,” Mosaad said through clenched teeth. “And we can still win this war for you.”

	“I truly, earnestly wish that were true,” Falric said. “Now please, allow my men to escort you to your new quarters. I promise you will be quite comfortable.”

	The two commandos strode forward until Mosaad shot them a glare so cold it froze them in their tracks. They weren’t afraid of him—the Intelligence Directorate had undoubtedly bred the capacity for fear out of them altogether—but they had obviously been given very specific instructions not to harm him. For all his faults, Falric wasn’t a complete fool; he knew he couldn’t afford to turn Mosaad into a martyr. At least, not yet. 

	“I’ve foreseen this as well, you know,” Falric said matter-of-factly. “With any fewer than five guards, you try and fight your way out of this—and often succeed. But with ten, you come to your senses and realize you have no choice but to do as your sovereign commands.”

	Mosaad studied the mechs again. He hadn’t noticed it at first, but they had all been equipped with magnetic stabilizers. Originally, the devices had been designed specifically for zero-g combat, but they had the added bonus of making the mechs virtually immune to telekinesis. He might have been able to throw one or two of them, but he wouldn’t be able to dispatch all eight. 

	Thankfully, he wouldn’t need to. 

	“Your grandfather was a revered seer,” Mosaad whispered. “Thirty years ago, he foresaw a quick and easy victory over the Convectorate. How did that turn out?”

	Falric’s lip quivered ever so slightly. “Please don’t make this more difficult than it has to be. I do not wish to harm you.”

	“Don’t worry—you won’t.”

	Mosaad moved. A pair of searing blue-white swords sprouted from his hands, and he pounced at the nearest mechs like an enraged yewl cat. His psi-blades carved through their reinforced armor as easily as a laser-cutter through plastic, and their headless bodies clattered to the ground in a pile of sparking circuits and smoldering thorotine plates. 

	A squad of normal soldiers might have been horrified enough to panic and give him an opening, but mechs and commandos weren’t cowed so easily. They instantly unleashed a withering salvo of stun blasts, forcing Mosaad to tuck himself into a ball and roll across the chamber. Even with his psionic abilities boosting his speed and senses, he knew he wouldn’t be able to avoid them all for long. 

	Which was precisely why he had no intention of fighting. Popping back up into crouch, Mosaad reached out toward Falric and telekinetically pulled the young man straight into his arms. The mechs and commandos instantly stopped firing, and for a long moment, the only sound in the chamber was the faint hum of his psi-blades as they crossed over Falric’s throat. 

	“No!” Grayson yelled, throwing out his hands. “Wynn, don’t!”

	“You honestly believe I’d kill him just like that?” Mosaad muttered, echoing the boy’s words from a minute ago. “I’m not a monster, but I’m not a peacemaker, either. I want to save as many lives as possible, and the only way to do that is to destroy the Tarreen and their Convectorate before they destroy us.”

	Falric grimaced as he stared down at the blazing blades across his neck. “I always knew you were a traitor,” he hissed. “You probably let my father die, didn’t you?”

	“Your father was a good man, and his death will forever haunt the Blades,” Mosaad said. “But unlike you, we are not about to capitulate to his enemies. We are going to honor his memory by avenging his death.”

	“You will never leave Keledon alive,” Falric spat. “The Council will—”

	“The Council will fall in line once we have shown them the path to victory,” Mosaad said. “I’d like to believe that you will, too.”

	Falric growled and tried—futilely—to wriggle free. “What are you going to do, carry me all the way to your shuttle? You can’t keep me hostage forever, and the moment you let me go, you’re a dead man!”

	“For a child who claims to be able to see the future, you have a remarkably poor grasp of the present.”

	Mosaad reared back and hurled one of his psi-blades toward the statue mounted on the far wall. The weapon burned through the supports, and a mighty groan echoed throughout the chamber as the enormous chunk of stone tore free and started to fall. The two mechs standing in its path quickly retreated back to the door rather than push the human soldiers out of the way—they were programmed to avoid danger without harming or inconveniencing their sentient masters. It was an eminently sensible decision. 

	It was also exactly what Mosaad had hoped they would do. 

	Reaching out with his telekinesis, he caught the statue mid-fall, twisted it around in the air, and summarily dropped it on top of the now-clustered mechs. The colossal boom was probably audible halfway across the city, and a whole platoon of guards was probably already on the way. Thankfully, the chamber door was now completely blocked. 

	“Order your thugs to put down their weapons,” Mosaad said. “I’d rather not make any more of a mess.”

	Falric’s eyes widened as if he had only now realized the gravity of his mistake. Mosaad had seen the same face countless times over the years. Despite their legendary history, the Blades were constantly underestimated. 

	“You won’t get away with this!” the Emperor hissed. “The whole Dominion will come after you!”

	“Tell them to put down their weapons,” Mosaad repeated. “Now!”

	Falric grimaced. “You heard him. Put them down.”

	The commandos only hesitated for a fraction of a second before they dropped their rifles and kicked them across the floor. Their pistols followed a few seconds later. 

	“Stun grenades, too,” Mosaad said. 

	One by one, the men unclipped the cylindrical grenades from their belt and gently set them down. 

	“Thank you,” Mosaad said. “My apologies in advance for the headache.”

	Reaching out with his telekinesis again, he plucked the safety pin from one of the grenades. The men barely had time to glance down before a blinding blue explosion blasted them off their feet and knocked them unconscious. 

	“There is a reason why the Blades—not the military—protect the Throne,” Mosaad said. “Perhaps this will serve as a reminder.”

	He released his grip on Falric and shoved the young man forward. He unceremoniously skidded across the floor until he collided with the insensate bodies of his men. 

	“Traitor!” Falric snarled. “I will have your head for this!”

	“Maybe,” Mosaad said, opening his palm and pulling one of the discarded stun rifles to his hand. “But not today.”

	He blasted the other man squarely in the chest. Admiral Grayson stood there, mouth agape at the sight of his unconscious sovereign. 

	“Seraph save us,” Grayson breathed. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

	“Yes,” Mosaad said. “I just saved the Dominion. 

	The admiral shook his head. “I know how he thinks. When he wakes up, he’ll send a whole bloody fleet after you.”

	“What fleet?” Mosaad said. “In case you hadn’t noticed, the skies of Keledon are empty.”

	Grayson swallowed. “Don’t underestimate him, Wynn. He will not allow this to stand.”

	“I know. The question is…will you?”

	The admiral turned aside, a hundred separate emotions vying for supremacy on his face. No matter how hard he tried to hide it—no matter how many years he had spent trying to deny it—Grayson was still a warrior, too. He had to understand what was at stake here. 

	“I am a loyal servant of the Dominion, Wynn,” he whispered. “I will do as my Emperor commands.” 

	Mosaad glanced down at the rifle in his arms, then tossed it to the admiral. “Then feel free to pull the trigger,” he said. “I’d rather have a fellow warrior shoot me in the chest than wait for a politician to stab me in the back.”

	Grayson sighed—a tired, weary sound that rattled off the walls as loudly as the falling statue. “I’ll keep security off of you as long as I can,” he said, dropping the rifle. “But you need to get the hell out of this system as soon as possible.”

	“You can still join us, old friend,” Mosaad said, stepping closer to him. “I have already secured the allegiance of the 7th Fleet. They’ll be at Talasea by the end of the week.”

	“I’m afraid my fighting days are over,” Grayson said. “And if you’re not careful, yours will be soon as well.”

	Mosaad smiled tightly and squeezed the other man’s shoulder. “Have some faith, Admiral. Like I said, the war isn’t over yet.”

	“Just remember that you aren’t the first Blade to challenge the Convectorate,” Grayson warned. “And I pray to the Seraph you won’t be the last.”
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	“Still no sign of the target on sensors,” Darcy “Cobalt” Morrow grumbled over the com. “Where the fuck did he go?”

	“He’s around,” I assured her, the ghost of a smile on my lips. “He’s always around…”

	I banked the Valkyrie hard toward the planet’s rings. Cobalt and Morningstar followed hot on my heels, though I could sense their frustration when a barrage of tiny ice chunks began bombarding our shields. They knew our target wouldn’t be foolish enough to take the bait—the instant he dipped into the rings, we would be able to detect and track his wake trail. I knew it, too, but I was running out of ideas…and at least in here we would have some cover when he inevitably reappeared and started blasting us. 

	“I can’t see a damn thing in here,” Morningstar muttered. “Has anyone told him how frustrating this is?”

	“I wouldn’t dare give him the pleasure,” I said. “Just keep your eyes peeled and your mind open. There’s always a split-second warning before he attacks.”

	“Maybe if you’re a precog. I’ve never sensed anything until it’s too late.”

	“Must be his royal blood,” Cobalt snarked. “It makes him extra special.”

	I tossed a sour glare at her Valkyrie as she settled into formation next to me. After a week of endless goading, her little jibe probably shouldn’t have annoyed me as much as it did. The other pilots had handled the truth about my heritage far better than I had, after all, and their playful banter had actually brought all the whelps closer together. At this point, a distant observer might even mistake us for a real fighter squadron. 

	Still, I wanted to put the past behind me as quickly as possible and move on. I doubted I would ever truly see myself as Cole Tisarys, heir to the Crystal Throne—I was exactly the same Cole Vontera I had always been, and I didn’t want or expect anyone to treat me differently. 

	Except maybe Kaveri. Ever since she’d learned that she had been specifically designed for me, the sex had been even crazier than normal… 

	“Let’s try something a little different,” I said, grinning at the thought of what tonight would bring. “You two stay in the rings during the approach. I’ll break off and make a clear attack run on my own.”

	“Wait, what?” Cobalt blurted out. “You’ll be totally exposed out there!”

	“Yeah, but I might be able to sense him coming. And if he goes after the two of you, at least you’ll be able to track his wake trail.”

	“Yay for us. Then we can count the seconds before we’re vaped.”

	“This is a bad idea,” Morningstar said. “Like, really bad.”

	“Maybe, but we already know we can’t win if we play it safe,” I told them. “Here goes nothing.”

	I rolled my Valkyrie out of the planetary rings and back into open space. Our primary target—an asteroid looming in high orbit of the planet—was still several minutes away at our current velocity, and our attack plan called for us to approach via the relative safety of the rings before quickly darting out and unleashing our payload. It was a perfectly sound, logical strategy…other than the fact it hadn’t worked a single time all week. 

	A lone “enemy” fighter was guarding the asteroid, and so far he had always managed to appear out of nowhere and pick us off before we could complete our mission. Cobalt and Morningstar were convinced we would succeed eventually, but I knew better. Our adversary was relentless, unpredictable, and annoyingly clever. 

	I should know. He’d guarded me in secret for most of my life, and I’d never suspected it. 

	“Still nothing,” Cobalt said. “ETA to the target: two minutes, thirteen seconds.”

	“Just stay sharp—he might wait until the last possible moment to jump us,” I said, closing my eyes and reaching out through the Valkyrie’s sensors. I still couldn’t detect anything, which seemed completely unfair given that Convectorate fighter drones didn’t possess cloaking technology. But this particular test wasn’t about fairness, of course—it was about overcoming insurmountable odds.

	And that was a skill we definitely needed to learn if we had any hope of destroying the Nelphari Shipyard. 

	“I have something,” Cobalt said. “There’s a wake trail bearing one-nine-two mark two-five-one.”

	“I see it,” Morningstar replied excitedly. “He’s way too low—he must have dipped out of position.”

	“Then let’s take him.”

	Through the Valkyrie, I felt them split in opposite directions and curl back around in an attempt to flank their unseen attacker. It was exactly what they should have done given the circumstances—and that was why I knew it would fail. 

	“Don’t take the bait!” I warned. “It must be a false reading from—”

	I never had a chance to finish. Just as Cobalt unleashed a blistering salvo from her psionic cannons, another wake trail appeared in the icy cloud behind her. The enemy fighter fired before she had a chance to react, and she screamed in frustration when her aft shields buckled almost immediately. 

	“You have to be fucking kidding me,” she snarled. “Where the hell did he come from?”

	“He reconfigured a missile to act as a decoy,” I said, shaking my head in frustration and amazement. I knew very well where he’d learned that trick. “You’re out.”

	“Yeah, no shit. What a wonderful fucking plan you had there.”

	I grimaced in sympathy as she lifted her Valkyrie up and out of the rings to simulate her “destruction.” Morningstar and I were the only ones left, and I had voluntarily put myself way, way out of position. 

	“Dammit,” Morningstar growled. “I completely lost the trail. How is this even possible?”

	“He’s called Spectre for a reason,” I muttered. “Hang tight—I’ll come to you and we can…”

	I trailed off when a familiar tingling sensation tugged at the corner of my mind. Most of my premonitions hit me like a brick to the face, but this one was slow and gradual. At first, I couldn’t figure out what my powers were trying to tell me; I didn’t feel like I was in any real danger. But then a flood of sensor data belatedly poured over me, and I suddenly knew exactly where Spectre was hiding. 

	“There you are,” I said, hitting the throttle and streaking back toward the icy rings. 

	“What the hell are you doing, Outcast?” Morningstar asked, his voice tight with strain. “Did you spot him?”

	“Not exactly,” I murmured, closing my eyes. They would be totally useless here anyway; my Valkyrie would have to take their place whether I liked it or not. “Just hang tight and follow my lead.”

	“Your lead to where?”

	“You’ll know when the time comes.”

	“Wait, what—?”

	I didn’t let him finish. Punching the Valkyrie’s throttle to full, I veered back toward the rings and tried to make it look like I was frantically attempting to return to my wingman’s side. Spectre swallowed the bait—he could have easily taken out Morningstar before I got back into position, but he wanted me to overcompensate for my earlier mistake so he could vape us both at once and maximize my humiliation. I could already imagine the lecture he would give me when we returned to base.

	“Not this time, buddy,” I said. 

	The instant I closed within a kilometer of Morningstar, I sensed Spectre make his move. His Valkyrie, skimming mere meters above the edge of the icy field, accelerated until he was almost within firing range of both of us. All he needed to do was dip down for a few seconds to get a proper firing solution, and he assumed we wouldn’t be able to react to his presence in time. Normally, he would have been right.

	But I had just changed the rules of the game. 

	Grinning, I wrenched the flight stick hard to port and threw my Valkyrie into a wild roll. Spectre hesitated for a fraction of a second—I could perfectly envision his scales rippling blue in confusion—as he tried to figure out what the hell I was doing. And for once, I made him pay for his momentary indecision. I locked my cannons on one of the largest ice clusters above us, patiently counted to three, and fired. 

	Morningstar was probably as confused as Spectre, and I didn’t blame him. The cluster detonated in a sparkling shower of rock and water that seemed utterly pointless…right up until Spectre’s momentum carried him through the debris.

	“I have a target!” Morningstar announced. “He’s right on top of us!”

	“Not for long,” I said, still grinning. “Let’s do this.”

	We still might not have been great at fighting invisible enemies, but after a week of intense training with a real Wing of the Seraph, we had already gotten pretty damn good at basic dogfighting. Spectre was a slippery son of a bitch—the Wild Gazack’s sluggish controls had obviously been holding him back over the years—but even he couldn’t beat two-to-one odds for long. We eventually caught him in a crossfire, and once he was neutralized, we had no trouble destroying our primary target on the other side of the planet. 

	“Well done,” Spectre said. From the tone of his voice, I could tell he was genuinely impressed. “Though you did lose a wingman in the process.”

	“Considering we couldn’t see or target you, I’d say that’s a pretty fair trade,” Morningstar said. 

	“Thanks a lot, asshole,” Cobalt grumbled. “How about next time we ‘trade’ you for the win?”

	“All I’m saying is that you’re obviously the expendable one here. Cole is royalty, and I’m amazing. Don’t take it personally.”

	I could actually sense her glaring at him from half a kilometer away. If the two of them weren’t already fucking, they definitely would be soon. 

	“Now that we got you, are you finally going to teach us this secret cloaking trick of yours?” I asked. 

	“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Spectre said. 

	I frowned. “Why? We’ve picked up everything else you’ve tried to teach us.”

	“Because it is a matter of genetics, not instruction. Remember, the Valkyrie is an extension of its pilot’s mind and body. My ability to shroud is related to my natural camouflage reflex.”

	My expression soured. “You could have told us that days ago!”

	“Yes, but I enjoyed keeping you in suspense,” he replied mildly. “The point of this exercise was to teach you how to defeat an opponent with unpredictable abilities, and you succeeded. Congratulations.”

	“Why does he sound so sarcastic?” Cobalt asked. 

	“He always sounds that way,” I said. “Anyway, point taken. But how did you know my clairvoyant abilities would eventually be able to find you?”

	“I assumed they wouldn’t, given my species’ natural resistance to other psionic abilities.”

	“Then how did you ever expect us to win?”

	“I didn’t.”

	I snorted and shook my head. “I really hate you sometimes…”

	“We should return to Maz Sepa,” he said, though I could hear the faintest trace of amusement in his voice. “It is long past time for us to disconnect from the Valkyries and take a break.”

	 

	***

	 

	Raxyl was right: an intense wave of nausea swept over me the instant I unplugged myself from the Valkyrie. I managed to keep down my lunch, but Morningstar and Cobalt weren’t so lucky. By the time my vision and balance returned, the mechs were already scurrying about to try and clean up the mess. 

	“Fucking hell,” Morningstar swore as he crouched down on all fours next to his fighter. “Why do I even bother eating?”

	“Given the accelerated nature of your training, I would normally suggest a brief but intense intravenous diet,” Raxyl said. “Unfortunately, I do not believe our current medical facilities are up to the challenge.”

	Cobalt snorted as she tried unsteadily to stand. “What medical facilities?”

	“My point exactly.”

	Morningstar snorted. “What I want to know is why you aren’t affected. You’ve been linked up way more than the rest of us this past week.”

	“I am not human,” Raxyl said. 

	“So you keep reminding us. You can cloak your ship, you don’t puke all over the place when you unhook yourself…why didn’t the Dominion ever train whole squads of Kali pilots?”

	“Because there aren’t that many Kali psychics,” I told him, leaning hard against my boarding ladder. “Though good, old-fashioned racism was probably a bigger factor.”

	“Without a doubt,” Raxyl agreed. Prior to a week ago, he hadn’t flown a Valkyrie for almost two decades, and I had been a little concerned that he would trigger some kind of horrible relapse like an old carsenium addict. But as usual, he’d handled things with far more grace and aplomb than the rest of us…at least on the surface. I could tell that the strain was slowly getting to him, and every once in a while, I would catch a shimmer of sickly brown in his scales. I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if he was suffering every bit as much as we were. 

	A small, vicious part of me—the part that bore the scars of growing up in a pirate ring that hated humans—hoped he was.

	“Please tell me we can stay unplugged until tomorrow,” Morningstar said once he’d finally dragged himself back to his feet. “You know, just enough time to actually digest a meal or two.”

	“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

	We all turned to look at the new speaker striding toward us from the other side of the base. Cameron “Blackstar” Winters, the Wing Commander of Seraph Squadron, looked almost as beleaguered as the rest of us. While we had been training with Raxyl almost non-stop, he and the other five “real” pilots had been flying constant patrol and scouting missions. They had probably clocked more raw hours in the cockpit than we had, as hard as that was to believe. 

	“What now?” Cobalt asked, slumping against an empty cargo crate. 

	“Nova just finished another scouting sweep of Nelphari,” Blackstar said. “The readings are…not good.”

	Morningstar let out a heavy sigh. “Let me guess: there’s a Convectorate assault fleet two systems away, and we’re all going to die.”

	“Not quite. But the computer analysis suggests they’re ahead of schedule. All their defensive systems will be online within three or four days at most.”

	Cobalt swore under her breath. “How is that possible? Our Spider android said it would take them weeks to finish construction without reinforcements.”

	“Selorah said it could take them weeks,” I corrected, “but she also warned that Ferron isn’t above working his technicians to death if he thinks it will help.”

	“Three days,” Morningstar rasped. “You’ve got to be kidding me…”

	“Assuming Shandris and Grinner are able to find the supplies we need, Selorah should be able to complete repairs to the Vantrax in time,” Raxyl said. “And I’ve no doubt that Master Mosaad will have taught Kaveri everything she needs to know by then as well.”

	“I’m not worried about Kaveri or that big ugly boat,” Morningstar said, glancing over to the enormous, three-hundred-meter-long bulk of the Krosian destroyer we had stolen from the Red Ring last week. It was parked on the edge of the shield dome that maintained a modicum of atmosphere for us on this airless gray rock. It also dwarfed our base—a grandiose term for the collection of prefab shelters most of us lived and slept in—to a degree that it almost made more sense for us to move into it. “The problem is the squad. We’re still not ready.”

	“We will be,” I told him. “The two of you already know what you’re doing, and Squeaker isn’t far behind. With Raxyl and I, that just leaves one open cockpit to fill.”

	“Hammer isn’t ready, not that I’d trust the two of you in the same room together, anyway,” Cobalt said. “Grinner and Sandbox are a little better off but not much. He still pukes when he gets into the Valkyrie, and she can’t fire the cannons without passing out.”

	“At least one of them will come through, I’m sure of it,” I insisted. “And the ones that don’t will crew the Vantrax and give us cover.”

	Morningstar grunted and shook his head at me. “I thought you were supposed to be the skeptic here.”

	“That was before he found out he was the Chosen One,” Cobalt mocked. “Now he’s Captain Serious all the time.”

	I sighed and pinched my nose. “Look, all I’m saying is that a lot of things have changed in the past few weeks. We have the firepower and the training, plus the Vecs have no idea we’re coming for them. That has to count for something.”

	Morningstar squinted at me, then glanced back at Cobalt. “You know, I think I liked the old version of him better.”

	“Me too.”

	I rolled my eyes, but Blackstar jumped in before I got too annoyed with them. 

	“Time crunch or not, you all need a break,” he said. “Get something to eat and try to catch a few hours of sleep. I want everyone back in the air by morning.”

	“This shitball of a planet has a three-year rotation cycle,” Cobalt reminded him. “We won’t be seeing the sun for a long time.”

	“You know what I mean,” Blackstar grunted. “Now, get moving.”

	The two other whelps grunted sourly as they stumbled off toward the makeshift galley in one of the prefabricated shelters. At least the floodlights now jury-rigged to the Vantrax provided them plenty of light to see by. I waited until they were out of earshot before I voiced my other concerns.

	“Why do I get the feeling you’re not telling us everything in Nova’s scouting report?” I asked. 

	Blackstar glanced between Raxyl and I. “She spotted more active fighter drones than we anticipated—a lot more than we anticipated, actually. And since we vaped their reinforcements, that can only mean one thing.”

	I grimaced. “One of the shipyard’s factories is already up and running. They must have diverted all their resources to getting it online.”

	“That is the most likely explanation,” Raxyl agreed. “It also suggests that Admiral Ferron is expecting us to attack.”

	“Not really surprising, considering we slipped through his claws at Varsus,” I said. “And he’s obviously smart enough to realize we’re the reason his reinforcements never showed up.”

	Raxyl’s scales rippled orange with concern. “Then perhaps we should attack sooner rather than later, even if it means we leave one of the Valkyries empty.”

	“I was going to suggest that to Master Mosaad once he and Kaveri are finished with whatever they’re doing,” Blackstar said. “No matter how you slice it, we’ve officially run out of time.”

	I glanced back at my Valkyrie and bit down on my lower lip. I could still hear the old voice in the back of my head screaming at me to run as far away from this insanity as I could. Even with the Vantrax—even with Raxyl’s training—the odds that we could destroy a Convectorate shipyard were slim…and the odds that all of us would survive were practically nonexistent. This whole plan was objectively crazy. 

	But despite all that, I knew I couldn’t leave. My friends were committed to seeing this through, and for the first time in my life, the idea of “doing the right thing” didn’t instantly fill me with disgust. Whenever I closed my eyes, I remembered what I had seen at Talasea all those years ago…and what had been taken away from me.

	I am going to kill the bastard who took your mother away from us. 

	Raxyl’s words echoed through my head. It was difficult to believe it had only been a week since he had told me the truth about his relationship with my mother. The wounds hadn’t scarred over just yet—I still became furious whenever I thought about it too long—but most of the time when I looked at him now I felt pity rather than rage. I wouldn’t quite say I had forgiven him, but I did at least understand why he had tried to keep the truth from me for so long. 

	“We’ve had all the time we need,” I said after a moment. “A few more days of training won’t change anything. We should attack the moment the Vantrax is ready.”

	Blackstar nodded, and a weary smile tugged at his lips. “I have to admit, this isn’t how I expected any of this to turn out.”

	“What, you never dreamed about making a suicidal attack run on a Convectorate station as a kid?” I replied dryly. 

	“That’s not what I meant. We’ve spent a long time preparing for this. All of us are eager to finally take the battle to the enemy.” He paused and grunted. “But if you’d come to me two months ago and told me that I’d be flying alongside the Dominion Emperor, I never would have—”

	“I am not the Emperor,” I interrupted. “The sooner everyone gets that into their heads, the better.”

	The other man eyed me for a long moment, and I had trouble reading his expression. On average, he and the other Seraph Squadron pilots were only a few years older than the rest of us, but it sometimes felt like they were battle-hardened veterans of a dozen wars. Blackstar in particular had the stalwart composure of a professional soldier. 

	“Sorry, I just…” I sighed. “Nothing about me has changed. I’m just a regular pilot like everyone else.”

	“I can’t even imagine how strange all of this must feel to you,” Blackstar said. “And I really can’t believe we’ve had an actual Wing of the Seraph with us all this time.”

	I turned to Raxyl. “I know exactly how you feel.”

	The Kali’s scales rippled red. “I was in retirement,” he said mildly. “Now I am not.”

	Blackstar snorted. “Well, the point is that we have a far better chance of success than we ever did before, and most of that is thanks to the two of you.”

	“I wouldn’t sing our praises just yet,” I warned. “There’s still a good chance we get vaped five seconds after we arrive at Nelphari.”

	“If the Seraph ever really existed, she’ll be watching over us,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Anyway, try and get some rest while you can. Who knows if we’ll ever get another break?”

	I grinned. “The way things usually work around here, I wouldn’t count on it.”

	 

	***

	 

	When Shandris still hadn’t returned from her supply run by the time I finished eating, I knew I should have taken my own advice and snagged some sleep in my quarters on the Gazack. But because I was effectively still a randy teenager whose libido far outpaced his fatigue, I decided to wander into the Vantrax and check on Selorah’s progress instead. 

	The bulky, anchor-shaped Krosian ship had been in pretty good shape when we had stolen her from the Red Ring, and after a week of tinkering, she was looking even better. The shield projectors were working, the weapons were calibrated, and the engine damage we had suffered during our escape had been repaired. Half the crew quarters were unfinished—a byproduct of us stealing the ship while the Ring was in the process of converting it into a pleasure yacht—but we didn’t actually need the living space anyway. In all likelihood, this beautiful beast wouldn’t survive the battle anyway. 

	Just like the rest of us. 

	I tried in vain to bury my unhelpful fatalism as I rode the lift down to engineering. Selorah was in there alone like usual, and she flitted between different consoles and open power junctions with the speed and focus of a worker bee. I stood in the shadows for a moment and watched her, half because I found her skills mesmerizing and half because I couldn’t stop staring at the shapely, bare legs extending out of her blue-gold uniform and skirt. I was genuinely starting to dread the day we finally bought her some real clothes… 

	“Now, that is some impressive work.”

	Selorah turned and arched an eyebrow at me. “To what are you referring?”

	“Oh, you know, the, uh…the thing,” I stammered, pointing in the general direction of several open panels. “I’m just amazed how well it’s all coming along.”

	She followed my gaze. “I have increased the efficiency of the plasma flow regulators by almost thirteen percent.”

	I nodded perhaps a bit too quickly. “Exactly! You do good work.”

	“Yes, I do,” she said. “However, that conduit has nothing to do with the plasma flow. In fact, I have not performed any maintenance on it whatsoever.”

	I pursed my lips. “I knew that. It’s the, um…”

	“Tertiary hyperdrive compensator.”

	My eyes narrowed suspiciously as I sauntered up next to her. “That’s not a real thing, is it?”

	“No.”

	“So you’re just fucking with me.”

	“Yes.”

	I snickered. “You’re getting better at that.”

	Her smile was faint but unmistakable. “I always get better at everything. Allow me to demonstrate.”

	Selorah stretched up on her tiptoes and kissed me. The moment our lips touched, she dropped her holopad and placed her arms around my waist. Her entire body seemed to melt into me; even Kaveri didn’t usually dissolve into a liquid this quickly. I wasn’t ashamed to admit how satisfying it felt to know that my faintest touch could curl a woman’s toes and leave her breathless. 

	This must be how Kaveri feels with men all the time. 

	“You see?” she asked, pulling away just far enough to speak. “The last time you visited me, ninety-three seconds passed before you reached this level of arousal.”

	I snorted softly. The pants of my flight suit were barely containing my erection, and the awkward bulge was currently pressed right up against her stomach. “Let me guess,” I whispered. “You’ve already created some kind of system to evaluate exactly how excited I am, haven’t you?”

	“Yes,” Selorah said as if it was the most obvious answer in the galaxy. “The task was not difficult. I merely assigned a numerical value to your pulse, pupil dilation, breathing—”

	“I suppose I should come up with one to track yours, then, too,” I interrupted. “The trouble is, you’re a lot harder to read. I guess I’ll have to get creative.”

	Grinning impishly, I took a firm hold of her thighs, hoisted her up onto the nearest console, and pushed up her blue skirt. She was actually wearing panties today—a rare occurrence of late—but I happily nudged aside the fabric and dragged my thumb across her slick, swollen slit. Her fingers clutched at the edges of the console, and the cutest little whimper escaped her lips. 

	“I’d say that’s a ten out of ten,” I teased, marveling at her wetness as I knelt in front of her. “Though maybe I should take a closer look…”

	I gently flicked my tongue across her clit as I eased my thumb inside her. Selorah bit down on her lip to keep from crying out, and I smiled when her knuckles turned white from gripping the console so hard. The first time I had tasted her, she had almost passed out; apparently her cybernetic implants were better at handling pain than pleasure. Though if Shandris had her way, we’d have a chance to test both of those thresholds soon…

	My tongue danced across the length of Selorah’s quim until the first ripples of a climax shuddered through her. Her thighs reflexively clamped around the sides of my head, and for a few seconds, I actually found it difficult to breathe. When her muscles finally relaxed, her purple-shadowed eyelids kept fluttering like she was trapped in some kind of trance. 

	“Definitely ten out of ten,” I said, slowly standing back up and unfastening my belt. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

	She nodded so quickly it looked like she was trembling. “Yes…I have been eagerly anticipating your visit for several hours.”

	I kissed her. This woman and I had been promised to each other as children, just before she’d saved my life and all but lost her own. Now that we’d found each other again, all I wanted was to give her back everything she’d lost…starting with me. 

	Ending the kiss, I smiled against her lips. “Well, I’d hate to disappoint you.” 

	The instant my pants hit the floor, I pressed the tip of my manhood against her smoldering, still-sodden cunt. She reclined back and spread her thighs, eagerly welcoming me inside, but just before I thrust into her, I belatedly remembered that we weren’t exactly alone on the ship. 

	“What are the odds someone else stumbles in here in the next few minutes?” I panted. 

	Selorah’s green eyes didn’t leave my cock. “Twelve point two percent.”

	“Eh,” I muttered. “Low enough.”

	I slammed into her. Her yelp bounced off the walls and echoed down the adjacent corridors, but I was no longer paying attention. Her quim was as warm and tight as ever, and her ankles locked around my back and pulled me in close. 

	I had learned a lot about Selorah’s desires over this past week, albeit in the most frantic, haphazard way possible. The base had been so hectic since our return that we really hadn’t had time to lie down and slowly explore every centimeter of one another’s bodies. Instead, we’d had to settle for fucking on top of every piece of equipment on the ship. Honestly, in some ways I think I liked this outcome better…

	Our coupling was fierce and desperate. I could feel her heat rising with every thrust, and every breath between our faces brought us closer together. 

	“Fuck, here it comes!” I warned as I felt the inevitable explosion building inside me. I pounded into her again and again, faster with every second…

	“Inside,” she begged, just like her doppelganger in the alternate future. “Please!”

	I pushed her knees up so I could plunge even deeper…and then I completely lost control. I pumped everything I had into her, clenching my teeth with every spasm, and just like always, I couldn’t believe just how right all of this felt. For a few perfect seconds, it was like my entire life came into focus…and I knew Selorah felt exactly the same way. 

	“Stars…” I breathed, slumping on top of her. Her thighs remained clamped around me like a vise, and even if a bunch of other pilots stumbled in here from the lift, I doubted she would have let me go. 

	“You are satisfied?” 

	I grinned down at her. She always looked so adorable with strands of sweaty blond hair plastered to her forehead. I wasn’t sure why, but there was something unbelievably hot about making a pristine woman messy. 

	I kissed her soft, sweet lips. “Always.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Talasea

	Dominion Staging Ground

	1083.6

	 

	 

	“Three more ships arrived this afternoon, sir,” the trio of disembodied female voices said in near unison. “Seven more are expected by the end of the day.”

	Wynn Mosaad smiled as he looked out the wall-spanning viewport in his ready room. The full might of the 7th Fleet was now stationed in high orbit of the planet, and he couldn’t help but appreciate just how splendorous all the glittering ships looked up close. Their forces had been spread so thin these past few years he had almost forgotten what a real armada looked like. 

	And they’re all here to fight for the Dominion, not the spoiled child who calls himself emperor. They know the stakes, and they understand the risks. They’re willing to put their faith in the Blades of the Seraph one last time. 

	“Make sure the newcomers know they’re invited to the gala later tonight,” Mosaad said. “This planet may not be much to look at anymore, but at least the banquet hall is still standing.”

	“Of course, sir,” the trio of women said. “Do you require anything else?”

	“Not at the moment, thank you,” he told them, activating the privacy mode toggle. Even after all these years, he still found the Synesthetes unnerving. Dominion ships this size couldn’t possibly function without at least one mind permanently bonded to the psionic matrix, and this one in particular had three. Theoretically, the Synesthetes weren’t all that different than a cluster of semi-sentient AI cores, but in practice…

	Well, in practice he found them infinitely more disturbing. There was a reason he had joined the Blades rather than the Wings. 

	“I’ve updated the latest battle simulations to account for our new ships,” Lieutenant Doran said behind him near the door, his fingers dancing across the ghostly screen of his holopad. “With the additional heavy cruisers, we could conceivably attack Ivaldi and Garicron at the same time.”

	“Ferron isn’t as easy to bait as the average Baalir,” Mosaad warned. “He won’t split up the sector fleet unless he has no other choice.”

	“The Seers and the computers all agree. But that just means the Vecs will be forced to sacrifice one system or the other. Either way, we get a foothold.”

	Mosaad nodded. The possibilities were endless. For the first time in what felt like an age, they had genuine tactical options here. All they had to do was win another battle or two, and a dozen more noble families would fall in line…

	The door hissed open behind them, and Mosaad felt more than heard the approach of the woman he had been waiting for. Her movements were so graceful and silent he sometimes wondered if she could float above the ground. 

	“That will be all for now, Lieutenant,” Mosaad said.

	“Yes, sir,” Doran murmured. Despite the young man’s best efforts to control his body language, his lip twisted in disgust at the sight of the newcomer. Mosaad almost chastised him—sooner or later, the crew was going to have to get used to the idea of working with aliens—but he decided that now wasn’t the time to undercut morale. 

	Once Doran was gone, Mosaad stood from his desk and clasped his hands behind his back. “Anything to report?”

	“If Falric has any operatives on the planet, they’re embedded so deeply they won’t actually be able to learn anything,” the woman said. 

	“And to think, the Intelligence Directorate used to be the most fearsome covert organization in the galaxy. How far they have fallen in a few short years. Maybe Falric will finally fire the director.”

	“Straight into a sun, if we’re lucky.”

	Mosaad smiled and turned. The woman standing behind him was unique in the galaxy. Sleek and slender, Natalya Vesh combined the pale skin and ghostly white hair of a Subari with the bright blue eyes of a human. As far as he knew, she was the only such hybrid the Convectorate had ever successfully created…or at least, the only one who was still alive. The Psychophage Initiative had been a complete disaster on every level, which was yet another reason the Dominion should have long since won this war. The Tarreen still couldn’t reliably create their own psychics—it was a testament to the corruption and decadence of the Seraphim Council that the CDF hadn’t been routed decades ago. 

	“Your crew is still unsettled by my presence,” Natalya said, her blue eyes narrowing at the door. “I could feel their revulsion the instant I stepped off the shuttle.”

	“They’ll get used to it,” Mosaad replied, waving a hand. “And if they don’t, they’ll answer to me.”

	The faintest trace of a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “You don’t need to protect me anymore, you know. I am a Blade of the Seraph.”

	“I’d be protecting them from you. They can’t afford to get on your bad side.”

	He leaned in to kiss her. The instant their lips touched, he felt a spark of psionic energy course between their bodies, and their minds momentarily became one. Her anxiety and frustration washed over him, but tucked behind them was a rekindled ember of hope. 

	Natalya smiled in earnest when she slowly pulled away. “Are you certain you wish me to accompany you tonight?”

	“Of course,” Mosaad said. “Every Blade on the planet is going to be there.”

	“I’m not worried about our people. The officers, the nobles…they’ll react the same way as Doran, and you’re here to bring them together, not tear them apart.”

	“They’ll live.” He paused and grunted. “Besides, you’re just making excuses so you don’t have to wear a dress.”

	“I don’t own a dress,” Natalya reminded him. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t give them the pleasure of seeing me in it.”

	Mosaad chuckled. He rather liked the idea of making the nobles uncomfortable, but he doubted it would be anywhere near as tense as she feared. They weren’t on Keledon anymore—the Seraphim Council and its “Purity Doctrine” were a thousand parsecs away. The families who had pledged themselves to his cause weren’t going to back out because of one Subari hybrid. 

	“I trust you’re still planning on meeting with Anara Trell tonight?” Natalya asked. 

	Mosaad sighed and glanced back toward the viewport. “I suppose I don’t have much choice, do I?”

	“I don’t think I’ll ever understand you. This is a tremendous opportunity!”

	“To plot and scheme like an Asraad-caste Tarreen, you mean.”

	“That’s how the game is played.”

	“Grayson told me the same thing back on Keledon.”

	“And he was right,” Natalya said pointedly. “Falric completely outmaneuvered you, and if you hadn’t gotten lucky, this whole insurrection of yours would have fallen apart right then and there.”

	Mosaad grimaced. She wasn’t wrong, of course, and neither was Grayson. But that didn’t mean he had to like it. He hadn’t joined the Blades of the Seraph to schmooze with nobles at gaudy parties—he had joined to fight and kill Tarreen. 

	“You realize Lady Trell will probably sneer at you just like Doran did,” Mosaad said. “Her family isn’t known for their ‘tolerant’ views. Her father opposed the creation of the Alien Assembly.”

	“I don’t expect to like her,” Natalya said. “But her family possesses considerable resources. You should at least listen to her offer.”

	“I will listen. But I can’t promise anything.”

	She placed her hand on his shoulder. “So stubborn…it’s no wonder Admiral Ferron never managed to kill you.”

	Mosaad smiled. In many ways, they were different people—very different people, in fact. It wasn’t particularly surprising, given that she was a genetically engineered psychic operative born in a Convectorate lab. If he hadn’t saved her all those years ago, they would have undoubtedly been enemies. 

	Instead, they were so much more. 

	“You know where I stand,” Natalya whispered after a moment. “Ultimately, I still don’t think we’re going to destroy the Convectorate or reform the Dominion with plasma cannons and battleships.”

	“At the moment, there’s no other way,” Mosaad said. “We can’t bring them to the table unless we put them on the defensive.”

	“Attacking them directly will only convince their allies that we’re still a threat. The last thing the Defense Pact can abide is victory. The Kreen, the Krosians, the Vol-Teesh—they all hate each other as much as they hate us. Once they stop thinking about the Dominion for a while, they’ll turn from the Convectorate and—”

	“You sound like Falric,” Mosaad interrupted. “Please tell me you don’t want to surrender.”

	Natalya sighed. “No, of course not. But there are other options besides an armistice or a head-on assault. Forging an alliance with Lady Trell is the first step. We need to start playing a longer, slower game. We need to bide our time.”

	Mosaad shook his head. “We’ve been biding our time for decades, and in the process, we’ve allowed billions upon billions of people to suffer. That ends here and now.”

	She stared at him for a long moment, her blue eyes glittering in thought. “I know you want to do the right thing, and I love you for it. But you can’t afford to keep thinking like a warrior forever.”

	“I am a warrior,” Mosaad said, turning back to the viewport. “And I always will be.”

	 

	 

	
2 
Flight School

	 

	Maz Sepa

	Varsellian Sector, Far Rim

	1101.7

	 

	After leaving Selorah in engineering to continue her repairs, I stumbled back to my quarters on the Gazack in the hopes of catching a few hours of sleep. I only managed ninety minutes before the irritating warble of my holopad informed me that Shandris and Grinner had finally returned from their supply run. I took a quick shower, choked down a protein malt, and dashed out to the landing zone just in time to watch the hauler drones start tugging crates out of the transport’s cargo hold.

	“Well, that took twice as long as it should have, but at least we found what we were looking for,” Shandris said, her hands perched on her hips as she watched the robots work. “I’d like to officially thank you for getting a bounty put on my head, by the way. It’s definitely not annoying to have to wear a disguise every time I leave the base.”

	I offered her an apologetic smile. “If it’s any consolation, you look pretty badass right now. Though you could probably afford to chop a few centimeters off those heels.”

	She scoffed and crossed her arms. “Flats are for Succubi with long legs and human girls in short skirts. I have to keep my edge somehow.”

	I chuckled softly as I slid my arms around her waist from behind. She had ditched her normal jumpsuit for a sleeveless vest, pants, and knee-high boots that would let her blend in on any port in a dozen adjacent sectors. She had also tied her blue hair up into a no-nonsense ponytail, and I was surprised how different it made her look. 

	“Anyway, no one gave me any trouble, not even the Red Ring thugs we ran into on Tebora.” Shandris said, placing her red hands over mine and squeezing gently. “Selorah’s hologuise worked perfectly.”

	“Are you honestly surprised?” I asked. 

	“No. That girl could build a hyperdrive out of scrap metal if we needed her to.”

	“You’re not wrong,” I said, nudging her ponytail out of the way so I could kiss the back of her neck. She had only been gone for a few days, but I had spent so much time in my Valkyrie that I felt like I hadn’t touched her scalding skin in a month. 

	“Grinner didn’t give you any trouble?” I asked, eyeing the bulky, moon-faced man as he reviewed their manifest with Blackstar. 

	“Not in the least. Sandbox has his balls in a vise. It’s honestly impressive.” Shandris craned her neck so she could smirk at me. “It gave me some ideas, actually.”

	“I don’t even want to know…”

	She giggled and kissed me. Her tongue was so hot in my mouth I could already feel the sweat beading on my forehead. 

	“Anyway, how have things been here?” she asked when she finally pulled away. “Considering our luck, I assume we’ve had at least five or six catastrophes over the past few days.”

	“Only one, really,” I told her. “Apparently, the shipyard has already started cranking out fighter drones.”

	Shandris’s expression sank. “Then we’re too late.”

	“Not quite. Only one of the auto-factories is operational, but we really can’t afford to let them build a few squadrons of drones before we attack. We’ll have to move up the timetable.”

	I could feel her tension level spike even before she slipped out of my arms. “Is that even possible?”

	“It will have to be,” I said flatly. “Raxyl has shown us a lot in the past week.”

	She swore under her breath. “I still can’t believe he’s a Wing of the Seraph. And I really can’t believe he lied to you for all those years…”

	“Yeah, well, I can’t believe most of what’s happened to me these past few months,” I muttered, glancing across the landing zone to our Valkyries. “There are plenty of times when it still doesn’t feel real.”

	“I know what you mean,” she whispered, her cat-like golden eyes narrowing in thought. “This whole suicide mission always seemed so far away that I never really thought about it, but now…”

	“Cobalt and Morningstar love to remind me that I am supposed to be the skeptic here,” I said, offering her a lopsided smile. “The rest of you aren’t allowed to lose faith.”

	“I haven’t,” Shandris said almost mechanically. “It’s just…well, I figure no matter what happens, we’re going to lose a lot of good people. I’m not ready to deal with that.”

	I nodded soberly as I swept my eyes around the ramshackle structures we generously called a refuge. Two months ago, I hadn’t even known these people existed, and one month ago, I’d thought they were all crazy. It was dizzying how quickly that had changed. 

	Or rather, how quickly I had changed. 

	“I suddenly wish we had stolen another ship or two,” I said, tossing a wayward glance at the Vantrax. “But I guess this big boat will have to be enough.”

	“Selorah will make sure it is,” Shandris said. She let out a heavy sigh, and I could practically see her drag herself out of a well of dark thoughts. “I trust you’ve been keeping her company while I was gone?”

	I shrugged. “We’ve both been pretty busy.”

	“Uh-huh. Somehow, I bet you’ve still found time to chat.”

	I fought to contain a smile. “A little.”

	Shandris rolled her eyes. “You have no idea how lucky you are that I’m not the jealous type.”

	“On the contrary, I know exactly how lucky I am that you need to go through me to get to Kaveri.”

	“It’s true,” she said. “Where is her beautiful blue ass hiding, anyway?”

	“She and Master Mosaad have been working on something,” I said. “I’m not exactly sure what.”

	“Well, whenever you see her, send her my way. She’s overdue for a checkup.” Shandris followed my eyes to the Vantrax. “In the meantime, I should probably finish setting up the new infirmary.”

	“Is that code for ‘I want to go and flirt with Selorah?’”

	“No,” Shandris plainly lied. “Why would you possibly think that?”

	I grunted. “You know, she may not be into girls.”

	“Everyone is into girls. They just don’t always know it right away.”

	She winked and started off toward the ship, but I reached out and snatched her wrist before she got too far away. “Playtime can wait,” I said. “Now that you’re here and we have a few spare minutes, there’s something I’d like to try.”

	Shandris arched a blue eyebrow. “Out here in the open? Your loyal subjects might not look at you the same way once they’ve seen your royal dong.”

	I groaned. “You just spent a couple of days flying around the sector with Grinner. How did he do?”

	Her eyes narrowed slightly when she realized I was serious. “I didn’t fuck him, if that’s what you’re asking. I’m not into guys—or getting beat up by Sandbox.”

	“I meant his flying,” I said. “Did he have any issues?”

	Shandris glanced across the landing pad to the others and lowered her voice slightly. “I suppose you could say he doesn’t strike me as a natural. But this transport’s not a Valkyrie, and besides, I’m not one to talk.”

	“He’s actually having more trouble with the Valkyrie, and so is Sandbox,” I told her. “Hammer isn’t doing much better, and everyone else is way too green.”

	“What are you getting at?”

	“We have a twelfth Valkyrie that still needs a pilot. Since we have a bit of time here, I thought you should maybe give it a try.”

	Her golden eyes blinked in disbelief. “Uh…what?”

	“You’re one of the strongest psychics here, and from what I’ve seen, you’re a fast learner, too.”

	“Seraph’s mercy, you’re serious,” she breathed. “Cole, I’m not a pilot. I owned a nightclub—I know how to mix drinks and dance in heels. That’s it.”

	I folded my arms over my chest. “How many healing techniques have you mastered in the past month?”

	“That’s not the same thing and you know it!”

	“You’re right—most doctors need to spend a decade in medical school, whereas most fighter pilots only need to clock a hundred hours or so.”

	Shandris scoffed. “Don’t be an idiot. I’ve barely retained anything from the medical database. Everything I do…I don’t know, it’s just instinctual.”

	“Valkyries are psionic starfighters that merge their systems with a pilot’s consciousness,” I reminded her. “What about that doesn’t sound instinctual to you?”

	“I am not flying one of those things,” she insisted. “You’re crazy.”

	“Shandris, listen to me,” I said, taking both her hands. “You saw how fast Cobalt and Morningstar picked things up once I showed them a few tricks. We’re not talking about a normal piloting course here. I’d just like to see how naturally it comes to you.”

	She swallowed heavily and glanced over my shoulder toward the Valkyries. “I’m telling you right now that this will be a waste of time.”

	“Wasting time with you is one of my favorite things in the galaxy,” I said with a wry smirk. 

	She didn’t smile or smack me or even roll her eyes again. “I’m not a soldier, Cole,” she said quietly. “I don’t know the first thing about fighting.”

	“You held your own back on Varsus when the compound was attacked.”

	“I picked up a gun and hid behind Raxyl. And I never would have made it off the Heap if Kaveri hadn’t been there to protect me.”

	“That’s true for all of us,” I replied mildly. “But seriously, I’ve seen the way you work under pressure. You’re not giving yourself enough credit.”

	Her cheek twitched, and I could feel the tension in her muscles. Shandris wasn’t just annoyed or anxious; she seemed genuinely afraid.

	“Hey, I’ll be right there in the cockpit with you the whole time,” I told her, placing a hand on her cheek. Her skin felt shockingly cool for a Kreen. “And if this doesn’t work out, that’s fine. At least we’ll know.”

	Shandris eventually swallowed again and sighed. “Fine. Just don’t be surprised when this fails miserably.”

	She slipped out of my hands and strode toward the Valkyries. I was strongly tempted to call her back and just scrap this whole idea—I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable and I definitely didn’t want to get her hurt. But we really were running out of time, and if there was even a small chance she could do this…well, I owed it to the squad to find out. Having another prodigy in the cockpit could easily make the difference between victory and defeat. 

	Shandris had no trouble finding her Valkyrie. It was the only one that had sat off by itself ever since our arrival, the last one waiting to be claimed. 

	I gave her a moment to inspect the fighter while I rolled over a boarding ladder. Her forehead creased when she ran her fingertips along the smooth gray fuselage. 

	“I promise, it’s not as scary as it seems,” I assured her. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

	“You do realize there’s only one seat, right?” 

	“Kaveri and I have managed a few times. It’s…cozy.”

	Shandris scoffed. “Yeah, well, I’m not made of blue liquid.”

	“Red liquid is just as good. Besides, you’re a few centimeters shorter. We’ll be fine, trust me.”

	She grumbled something in Kreen as I started up the ladder. I sank into the pilot’s chair and slid it back as far as it would go, then beckoned for her to join me. She eyed me warily as she nestled into my lap. 

	“You know, if you just wanted to get me alone so you could fuck me, all you had to do was ask. The Gazack is right over there.”

	I smiled as I wrapped my arms around her waist. It was going to get warm in here pretty quickly; her body was like a smoldering coal on my legs. Thankfully, the sweet scent of her hair was worth any discomfort. 

	“Maybe later if you behave,” I teased, sliding my fingers beneath her shirt so they could rest on her firm stomach. “The faster you humor me, the faster this will all be over.”

	“Then let’s get on with it,” she said, eyeing the controls. There weren’t many compared to a conventional fighter—mostly just a flight stick, some blue and white crystals, and a dark dashboard that would display holographic readouts when the power came on. “You realize I don’t know what any of these do, right?”

	“That’s a lie—you definitely know how to handle a stick.”

	She snorted and gripped the flight stick. “It better not make a mess when I wiggle it around.”

	I chuckled and eased her all the way back against me, resting my chin on her shoulder. “Just close your eyes and relax. You should feel the Valkyrie calling out to you.”

	“If I throw up because of this, I’m holding you—” Her body abruptly stiffened, and the lights in the cockpit flicked on. The familiar thrum of energy coursed through the fighter’s systems as we awakened the sleeping beast. “Holy shit…”

	“Let it wash over you, but try to stay in control,” I whispered into her ear. “I know it’s overwhelming, but try and keep a part of your mind grounded.”

	I gently squeezed her stomach while I felt the Valkyrie trying to drag her mind beneath the waves. I hoped that my touch would act as a life raft, but it didn’t seem to be helping. Her pulse quickened, her body began to twitch—

	And then my breath caught in my throat when she suddenly and unexpectedly linked her nervous system with mine. Her fear crashed over me, and for an instant, I panicked…but I knew the storm she was riding, knew that it could be tamed, and as our breaths and heartbeats synchronized, we both gradually calmed down.

	“Sorry,” Shandris breathed. “I was…well, you said I should ground myself.”

	“It’s all right,” I rasped. The sensation of having every autonomic function in your body linked to another person was…bracing, to say the least. She normally used this technique to “absorb” people’s wounds into her body, but in this case, she just seemed to be absorbing my knowledge and poise to calm herself down. It was an innovative approach…and it seemed to be working. 

	It was also unbelievably intimate. My chest rose and fell with hers, completely out of my control. Our hearts beat in time, and my hands on her belly tingled as I lost track of where my body ended and hers began. But my trust in Shandris outweighed my primal fear that I might lose myself. While she needed me, I wasn’t going anywhere.

	“This is…I don’t even have words,” she said. “I feel like I can touch the mind of every person on the base.”

	“The Valkyrie’s sensors are an extension of your consciousness,” I told her. “They basically turn everyone into a telepath.”

	I didn’t know if Shandris could even hear me. I could feel her mind reflexively experimenting with the new sensations. She reached out as far as she could, then retracted again, and each time, the tiny hairs on her arms prickled like she had touched an electric current. 

	“Why didn’t you ever tell me this was so amazing?” she asked. 

	I grinned. “I knew you’d be a natural. But, uh…you could let me go anytime.”

	“Oh, right. Sorry.”

	Over the next few seconds, she slowly desynched our bodies, and I remembered how nice it was to control my own breathing. Her powers were incredibly useful, but they were incredibly disturbing, too. Just because she couldn’t read minds or see the future or throw people across the room didn’t mean she was any less deadly than the rest of us. She could probably stop my heart with a simple touch if she wanted to…

	“I think I can handle this,” Shandris said, both of her hands clutching the flight stick. “It’s getting a little easier every minute.”

	“Take your time,” I soothed, planting a soft kiss on her neck. “There’s no rush.”

	She snickered and wiggled her ass over my crotch. “You should know by now that I’m not a ‘slow and easy’ kind of girl.”

	Grinning, I kissed the side of her neck again. I was starting to sweat in earnest now, but I didn’t care. I still had a lot left to show her.

	“Hard and fast it is, then,” I said. “You can start by powering up the maneuvering jets. All you need to do is—”

	The Valkyrie shuddered as the engines abruptly kicked on, and a second later, the canopy lowered and locked into place. The dusty, bone-white plain beyond the base flickered into dim view as the low-light enhancement activated. I peered over her shoulder at the console and blinked in shock when I saw the readouts. 

	“Like that?” she asked.

	“Uh…yeah,” I mumbled. “I thought you said you didn’t know what any of these controls did.”

	“I didn’t, but you did. And now I do, too.”

	I frowned. “You’re kidding me…”

	“I wasn’t expecting it, either,” Shandris admitted. The Valkyrie rumbled as the maneuvering jets fired and began slowly lifting us straight up off the ground. “Normally, when I connect with someone, I just feel their body talking to me. But this time…I don’t know, I think the Valkyrie let me peek into your mind. You said the sensors basically turn everyone into a telepath, right?”

	I nodded slowly. I had assumed from the beginning that she would pick this up faster than the others—despite her “nightclub girl” persona, she was one of the smartest people on this base—but never in my wildest dreams had I imagined she would be effortlessly lifting this thing off the ground a minute after sitting down in the cockpit. 

	“Even telepathy normally takes time,” I muttered. “Hell, even a cybernetic database implant can’t upload its information into the brain all at once.”

	“I know, it’s kind of terrifying,” Shandris said. “But like I said…I’m not a slow and easy kind of girl.”

	The Valkyrie abruptly shot forward, and I had a mental flashback to when Kaveri and I had blasted out of the hangar on Varsus. The difference was that I hadn’t known what the hell I was doing at the time, but Shandris apparently did. 

	“Woo!” she shouted as we cracked five hundred meters per second and blasted toward the distant mountain range. I clutched onto her even more tightly, my vision narrowing as the inertial dampeners struggled to compensate for the shifting gravitational forces. Having flown my whole life, I liked to think my body could handle anything…but evidently that was only true when I was in direct control. 

	She hadn’t even lifted the nose, and we were already climbing. You didn’t need much speed to outrun the curvature of a planet this small, and she was accelerating like it was going out of style. The jagged horizon dropped away, taking with it my only visual reference. Shandris could still sense the planet below us through the Valkyrie’s sensors, but all I could see outside the canopy was an endless, unmoving vista of stars. 

	Well, unmoving until she decided to stop burning and start turning…

	Light began filling the cockpit, painting it gold as we rose into the glare of the system’s sun. I made myself relax and take strong, deep breaths despite the pressure of Shandris’s body and the fighter’s acceleration. I focused on the jasmine scent of her hair, the feeling of her racing heart pounding into my chest. It felt good to be alone with her like this, introducing her to a world I knew so intimately, hearing her excitement in every shallow pant. 

	“Barys ka taala,” Shandris breathed, too fast for my translator implant to catch, when she finally steadied our ascent. “This feels amazing.”

	“The first time can be pretty disorienting,” I cautioned. 

	“Well, it’s not. I haven’t felt this energized in days.” 

	I squeezed her against me. Maybe the reason I’d been so intent on trying this was that my clairvoyant abilities had known this would happen…or maybe it was all dumb luck. Either way, the Valkyrie’s amazing psionic technology had impressed me yet again. The idea that this type of device had been normal back in my mother’s time…well, it made my life out here on the Rim seem even more rustic than it had before. 

	You could always go back. You could always do what Selorah envisioned and try to rebuild the Seraphim. 

	I grimaced at the thought. I had more than enough to worry about right now without slipping into delusions of royal grandeur. 

	“We can head back if you want,” I said, quietly clearing my throat. “We have our answer about your abilities. I can talk to Blackstar about setting up a real training scenario or two.”

	“I don’t want to train with Blackstar,” Shandris said, her voice taut with anticipation. “I want you to show me what else this thing can do.”

	I laughed. I really did love her adventurous spirit. If I had met her a few years ago, I couldn’t even begin to imagine the trouble we would have gotten into…or the fun we would have had. 

	“You can link with me again if you need to,” I told her. “You might as well download everything you can from my brain while you’re in there.”

	“That thought should probably frighten me more than it does,” Shandris said. “But I think you’re right. Here goes nothing…”

	Her psychometabolic bond was slightly less jarring when I was ready for it. I squeezed her stomach and closed my eyes as our heartbeats synched again, and this time, I swore I could actually feel her rummaging around my thoughts. I wondered distantly if I could somehow access the Valkyrie’s sensors and make the connection mutual, but as far as I knew, the fighter could only handle one pilot at a time…

	“I think I understand,” Shandris whispered, tugging back on the flight stick and climbing toward space. “This is crazy…I shouldn’t know how to do any of this.”

	“Let’s hope you retain some of it after you disconnect later.”

	“If it’s anything like the medical database, I’ll fail the exam two hours later. Then again, maybe that’s for the best.”

	I felt a sudden shiver ripple through her mind, and for a moment, her skin cooled to an almost-human temperature. I couldn’t read her thoughts, but I didn’t have to. Now that the initial burst of adrenaline had faded, she belatedly remembered the coming battle—and the losses we were inevitably going to take. 

	“Just try and focus on the fighter,” I encouraged. “Take us to the third moon…I’d love to show you the rings.”

	“Right,” she said, swallowing and nodding. “Here goes nothing…”

	The thrusters fired again, and we quickly burned through Maz Sepa’s thin exosphere and into open space. Just like before, Shandris got the handle of things almost immediately. For a woman who insisted she wasn’t a warrior, she certainly had the instinctual poise of one. None of the other whelps—even the ones with combat experience—could have pulled themselves back together so quickly. 

	“Managing the flow of energy is the key,” I told her. “It’s easy to fixate on one thing or another, but it can take a while to figure out how to fly and keep the shields up at the same time.”

	I felt her grimace even though I couldn’t see her face. “I think I understand,” she murmured. “Or maybe it’s just the Valkyrie that understands…I can’t tell where I begin and it ends.”

	“Yeah, that’s pretty how much it works,” I said. “Why don’t we try to—?”

	I slammed back into my seat when she punched the throttle again, and I watched in an odd mix of fascination and horror as she accelerated toward our target moon. I tried to keep coaching her, but it wasn’t really necessary—she had already picked up the basics. At this point, all she seemed to need was more hands-on experience…

	“Seraph’s mercy, it’s gorgeous,” she breathed as we surged closer and closer to the icy expanse encircling the moon. “I don’t care how many holos you watch—there’s nothing like seeing the real thing.”

	“It gets better,” I told her, smiling. “Take us in.”

	I probably should have been a lot more cautious under the circumstances, but I ordered myself to relax and enjoy the ride. We shared a triumphant cry when she dipped into the rings and starting whipping past the ice chunks. In one ear, I swore I could hear Raxyl pleading for caution; in the other, I could hear Kaveri egging us on. It wasn’t a fair competition. 

	“Punch it,” I said. 

	The engines roared with newfound vigor, and we blasted through the rings at genuinely idiotic speed. Every few seconds, I checked the shield power levels just to make certain we weren’t about to get perforated, but Shandris seemed to have it all under control. I regretted not bringing along a recorder buoy; this footage would have easily gotten us onto the professional racing circuit.

	We kept this pace for two whole planetary orbits before she finally throttled back and lifted us out of the ice. She couldn’t stop grinning, even when she killed the engines and clapped her hands together. 

	“I can’t believe I almost said no to this,” Shandris said. 

	I chuckled. “From now on, you’ll just have to learn to trust me.”

	“This is crazy,” she said breathlessly. “I can’t even…stars, this is making me so fucking hot!”

	On impulse, I nibbled at her earlobe. “If you take us back, we can head to my cabin on the Gazack and—”

	“I can’t wait that long,” she said, grabbing my hands and pulling them up to her breasts. “Get your cock out.”

	I blinked, as thrown by her words as by the sudden sensation of soft, pliant flesh beneath my fingers. “Uh, what?”

	“I said get your cock out! You don’t normally have a problem with it.”

	“Yeah, but—” 

	“Are you honestly going to sit there and tell me that looking at something this breathtaking doesn’t get you hard?”

	“Well, no—”

	“Good, because I can feel you poking into my back. Now get him out!”

	Generally speaking, I had always preferred to abide by as few rules as possible—life on the Rim required a certain inherent flexibility. But I did have something of a personal code I tried to adhere to whenever possible, and one of the first tenets was to never argue with a woman who wanted your cock. 

	I nudged her off me just enough to fiddle with my belt, and she simultaneously pushed her leather pants off her slender hips. A few seconds later, she was nude from the waist down, and she managed to spin around and straddle me with a fluid grace that rivaled Kaveri. 

	“I don’t think you understand how strange this is,” she breathed, slinging one hand behind my neck while the other snaked between us and found my manhood.

	“You mean trying to fuck inside a one-pilot starfighter?” I grunted. “It’s almost starting to seen normal to me.”

	“No, I mean the fact I’m interested in a man.” Her thumb and forefinger began massaging my swollen head, and the heat was already driving me crazy. “It’s just…it’s been a really long time since I genuinely craved cock like this.”

	I shrugged. “Well, I am strangely charming.”

	“More strange than charming,” she muttered, playfully licking the tip of my nose. “Honestly, it’s probably just the cultural taboo of sleeping with a human. Back home, this would be so scandalous I couldn’t show my face in public.”

	I glanced out the canopy to the ice field again. “You do seem to get off on danger.”

	“I get off on a lot of things,” she said, dragging her index finger up and down the length of my shaft again. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think I actually like the idea of being in the Emperor’s harem…”

	I smiled. “Really? And here I thought you’d find it demeaning.”

	“I do, a little,” she said, nibbling at her lip. “I think that’s why I like it.”

	My smile widened, and she leaned forward to kiss me again as her fingers steered my throbbing head to her sopping slit. The heat was already so intense I could barely stand it, but I knew she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. I slipped inside her one centimeter at a time like a man foolishly lowering himself into a volcano. I knew it would hurt—I knew it would burn—but there was absolutely nothing in the galaxy like the carnal fire of a female Kreen…

	“Son of a…fuck,” I gasped, clenching my teeth at the squeeze of her walls. The pleasure and pain swirled together until I wanted to scream and explode at the same time. 

	“I have a solution to this little problem,” Shandris said as she began slowly churning her hips against me. “I should have considered it a long time ago.”

	“Wha…” I panted, my fingers digging into her back. “What is it?”

	“Once I link our nervous systems, I could normalize our temperatures,” she said. “I’d cool down a bit and you’d heat up a bit. We’d basically meet in the middle.”

	I swallowed and winced. It was taking all my self-control not to push her off…or erupt inside her. “It’s just that easy?”

	“I’m sure I could do it. The thing is, I know how much you like the heat. A girl’s gotta have an advantage or two up her sleeve when she’s got such tough competition.”

	I hissed and shook my head. “You don’t need to—”

	“Shut up and let me finish,” Shandris said, smiling impishly as she began churning her hips even harder. “There’s another solution, one that lets you keep all the heat you want.”

	I bit down on my lip. At this rate, I wasn’t going to last long enough for my cock to melt. “What…what’s that?”

	She grinned and placed her hands on the side of my face. “All I have to do is absorb your pain.”

	“Wait…what?”

	“Don’t worry—I can regenerate any real damage before it’s a problem,” she said. “Little Cole won’t burn up.”

	I blinked in genuine confusion. “But won’t that…won’t that hurt you instead?”

	“That’s the idea. But don’t worry, I’m a tough girl. I can take it.” Shandris leaned forward until our foreheads were touching. “So give it to me.”

	If I had actually taken a moment to reflect on what she was suggesting, I might have reconsidered. But my capacity for rational thought was inversely proportional to how deeply my cock was buried inside a beautiful woman, and so instead I just clutched her waist, threw my head back, and started pumping into her as roughly as I could. 

	As I bucked my hips, the pain faded, yet my sense of her heat only grew. I knew I should have been burning up, but it was like the fire couldn’t harm me. The animal in me ran wild, and I began taking Shandris like I’d only ever taken Kaveri—as rapid and relentless as a wolf breeding his bitch.

	“Oh…ooooooh,” Shandris blubbered until her words became completely indecipherable. I could almost see her mind floating out of her body, but just before she left the material plane, she tore open her jacket and thrust her red tits in my face. I eagerly stuffed them into my mouth, and every time my tongue lashed her nipple, I swore she was going to throw out her back. 

	But soon the only thing I could focus on was the wet, scalding embrace of her cunt. I had always needed a gimmick to really fuck her before—a condom, an ice cube, a stream of cool water—but this time I didn’t have a filter. This time, I got to feel her quim in all its molten glory…and it was magnificent.

	“Shit,” I hissed. “I can’t…I can’t…”

	“Hold on!” Shandris said. “I want to taste you…”

	I have no idea how she managed it given the cramped quarters, but somehow, her body slithered down mine until her lips engulfed my cock. I burst the instant I grabbed the back of her head, spurting salvo after salvo deep into her waiting throat. She eagerly swallowed every drop, and she didn’t come up for air until well after I had already slumped limply in the seat. 

	“Hard and fast,” she cooed, flicking her tongue across her seed-stained lips. “It’s the only way to live.”

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Talasea

	Dominion Staging Ground

	1083.7

	 

	Yet another pile of plasma-scored detritus leisurely drifted into the starboard wing of the cutter, and after it bounced off the kinetic shields, it almost immediately became lost in the field of scrap looming in Talasea’s orbit. When Wynn Mosaad glared at the mangled wreckage, he couldn’t help but imagine all the frozen bodies drifting out here with the metal…nor could he block out the psychic echoes of their dying screams. 

	“I searched the rest of the compound, but there’s just too much rubble,” Natalya Vesh said from behind him. “I cleared out what I could, but…”

	Mosaad swallowed the bitter lump in his throat. “You should have kept looking.”

	She didn’t reply immediately, but he could still feel her eyes boring into him. “It’s been almost three days. The odds that they’re still alive…I couldn’t sense any of them.”

	“They could be unconscious.”

	“If they’ve been unconscious this long, they’re almost certainly dead,” Natalya said more forcefully this time. “Three more Convectorate ships just jumped into the system, and they’re already launching dropships. We need to leave before they spot us.”

	Mosaad dragged himself to his feet and clutched at his wounded chest. The medical drone would have scolded him if he hadn’t already ripped out its speech unit. “Ferron must still be out there somewhere,” he said. “We have to find and board his ship.”

	Natalya rushed over and grabbed his arm to help steady him. “Wynn, sit down. There’s nothing else we can do here. We have to fall back and—”

	“Fall back to where?” Mosaad growled. “Fall back with what? They’re dead! They’re all dead!”

	Any other soldier under his command would have shriveled beneath his glare, but not her. She looked him straight in the eye, her face creased with anger, sorrow, and grim determination. 

	“If we stay here, we’re going to die with them,” she whispered. 

	“Then we’ll die,” Mosaad said. “As long as Ferron dies with us, it doesn’t matter.”

	Natalya’s eyes narrowed. “You’d do it, too, wouldn’t you? You would charge aboard his ship and get yourself killed for no reason.”

	“We are Blades of the Seraph. Our sacrifice brings glory to Her name.”

	She stabbed a pale finger toward the viewport. “That planet is littered with the corpses of our friends, and their sacrifice didn’t do a damn thing for the Seraph or anyone else!”

	Mosaad’s lip twitched. “We can’t let them die in vain.”

	“They already died in vain! Nothing is going to change that.” Natalya released his arm and scoffed. “You’re not interested in sacrifice. You just want to run off and fall on your sword because you can’t stand the pain. You coward.”

	Mosaad whirled toward her so quickly that the gash in his stomach reopened. The pain anesthetized his fury, and he eventually slumped back down on the med-table and squeezed his eyes shut as the medical drone leapt back into action. 

	“I’m sorry,” Natalya whispered over the clicking of the autosuture. “It’s just…”

	She didn’t need to finish the sentence. She didn’t need to say anything at all. The truth was hanging there in front of them as clearly as the field of broken scrap outside the viewport. They hadn’t just lost a battle—they had lost everything. And there was absolutely nothing he could do about it. 

	“We can worry about avenging them later,” Natalya said as she took his hand. “Right now, we just need to survive. There are plenty of others who will oppose the armistice, especially when they learn that Falric signed the treaty before…this. They won’t want to let the Convectorate get away with a massacre.”

	“We were betrayed,” Mosaad whispered. “The sensor buoys didn’t detect their fleet, and the shields failed the moment they attacked.”

	“Yes, I know. But we don’t have time to sit around here figuring out by who or why.”

	“There’s only one answer to both.” Mosaad bit down on his lip as the drone injected him with another painkiller. “Falric must have ordered one of his men to sabotage the buoys and lower the shields.”

	Natalya pursed her lips. “I have as much reason to hate him as anyone, but even I don’t think he would go that far.”

	“That’s because you don’t know him as well as I do. You didn’t see the look in his eyes on Keledon—you never experienced how much he hated the Blades.”

	She remained silent for a long moment. “If you really believe he’s responsible, then there’s only one way for us to get revenge. You heard what Lady Trell said—Falric has a bastard son. He could have survived the attack for all we know. There were hundreds of children on the last transport. If we catch up to them, we could—”

	“I don’t care if he had a hundred bastard children with a hundred different whores!” Mosaad snapped. “The next time I see him, I’m going to drive my blade through his heart.”

	“Even if you could kill Falric and Ferron tomorrow, it wouldn’t change anything. The war is over, Wynn.”

	“Nothing is over!” he snarled. The medical drone warbled a warning when he tried to sit up, but he slammed it with a wave of telekinetic force that hurled it across the infirmary. The pain of his wound speared up into his chest, but he forced himself to endure it. At least when he hurt, he knew he was alive. That was more than he could say for the others…

	Natalya swallowed and shook her head. “We have to start thinking about the future. There are others who will oppose the armistice, but they won’t support us unless we can undermine Falric’s authority. His bastard child could make all the difference!”

	“No,” Mosaad said. “No more scheming, no more politics. We could have attacked Garicron a week ago with the forces we already had, and our victory would have rallied loyal warriors across the Dominion to our cause.”

	“Or Ferron’s fleet would have crushed us right then and there.”

	“Then at least we would have died fighting—not been butchered like animals!”

	Mosaad dragged himself to his feet and braced his hand against the viewport. He glared at each and every piece of scrap that drifted past them, and instead of trying to ignore the psychic echoes, he opened his mind to every memory, every scream of anguish. They deserved to be heard. They deserved to be avenged. 

	And he would be their avatar even if no one else would. 

	“You’re right that others will oppose Falric,” he whispered, “but I will no longer placate fools who crave only power. We are Seraphim—we are holy warriors who have been chosen to protect this galaxy from the Tarreen. And that is exactly what we are going to do.”

	Mosaad reached over and activated the com on the wall. “Send an encrypted message to Admiral Grayson,” he said. “He needs to know that we’re alive…and that we have been betrayed.”

	 

	 

	
3 
The Old Master

	 

	Maz Sepa

	Varsellian Sector, Far Rim

	1101.7

	 

	“I see the two of you have been training hard.”

	My eyes fluttered open, and I grunted and rolled over onto my back. Kaveri was sitting on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed and her eyebrows arched. She wore a form-hugging white jumpsuit that left her blue arms and belly bare, a replacement we’d bought at Vrassk-Ka for the one she’d lost on Varsus. Shandris was still lying next to me, though she was in a far less dignified position. Her long blue hair was spilled about so wildly it almost concealed the fact that her face was completely mushed into a pillow. I was honestly surprised she could even breathe. 

	If she had been one of the other pilots, her fatigue would have been a symptom of linking with the Valkyrie…but that was definitely not the case here. Shandris had been perfectly energetic when she had dragged me into my room on the Gazack, crouched on the bed, and begged me to mount her. I had pounded her for almost an hour straight before we’d passed out. 

	“We have been, actually,” I rasped, in dire need of a glass of water. 

	“Uh-huh,” Kaveri snickered as she idly dragged her fingernails down Shandris’s naked crimson back. “How many ice cubes did you go through?”

	“It’s not like that. I took her up in the Valkyrie.”

	“Joyrides don’t count.”

	“It wasn’t a joyride. She was the one flying.”

	Kaveri paused. “Really?”

	I nodded and propped myself up on an elbow. “She picked up the basics almost immediately. Between her powers and the Valkyrie’s sensors, she was able to learn almost everything she needed straight from my brain.”

	Kaveri smiled and ran a strand of blue hair through her fingertips. Shandris didn’t even budge. “That’s amazing.”

	“I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t been there myself. She doesn’t have the raw piloting experience yet, obviously, but controlling the Valkyrie is the hard part. If we can just get her in space a little more, I think it will all come together.”

	Kaveri continued smiling at the other woman, her luminous eyes glittering. I honestly couldn’t tell if she was proud of her friend or debating whether or not she should flip Shandris over and eat her quim in celebration. With a Succubus, anything was possible.

	“The downside is that we don’t have a whole lot of time,” I said. “The latest scouting reports—”

	“I heard,” Kaveri said, her tongue still pressed into the side of her mouth. “We’ll have to push hard, but Master Mosaad is convinced we’re almost ready.”

	I nodded, frowning. “You two were gone for quite a while. What was he teaching you this time? Another sword trick?”

	“Not exactly.” Kaveri finally dragged her eyes away from Shandris, and her expression shifted from “sex-starved succubus” to “deadly warrior” so quickly it made me dizzy. “We were planning our strategy for the battle.”

	“By yourselves?”

	“We are the only Blades of the Seraph,” she said matter-of-factly. “It will be our responsibility to board and sabotage Admiral Ferron’s flagship.”

	I finally sat up. I had been so focused on getting everyone ready for the assault that I’d barely had time to think about how we were actually going to pull it off. Blackstar had been throwing around general ideas for several days, but he had never mentioned anything about sabotage. 

	“Please tell me the two of you aren’t planning on boarding a CDF battleship all by yourselves,” I said, ice gathering in my belly. 

	Kaveri shrugged. “We don’t have any other choice. Even with the Vantrax, we probably won’t have enough firepower to destroy the shipyard outright. Selorah’s simulations are very detailed.”

	“I’m sure they are, but there has to be another way. What you’re suggesting is a suicide mission.”

	“For anyone else, perhaps. But we are Blades of the Seraph—we will do whatever needs to be done.”

	I opened my mouth, but my arguments deserted me. I’d grown past my unwillingness to commit to this cause, yet I still couldn’t even pretend to share in her fanatical devotion to a group that had been all but destroyed twenty years ago. But I didn’t doubt her sincerity in the slightest—she meant what she said, and she earnestly believed that she and Mosaad could overcome literally any obstacle. She had always believed that, right from the beginning. 

	The problem, put bluntly, was that it was crazy. And if we had any chance of actually destroying that shipyard, we were going to need a lot more than blind faith and a misplaced sense of righteousness. 

	“I can’t lose you,” I said at last. “You know that, right?”

	Those luminescent eyes softened. “Finding you was a miracle beyond anything I ever could have wished for, Cole. I have no intention of squandering it.”

	I took her hand in mine, kissing it. “If you were made to be mine, maybe I exist to be yours.”

	Kaveri smiled. “Blackstar and Master Mosaad are already planning a final mission briefing,” she said after a moment. “Raxyl wants to take the new pilots up as many times as he can before then. We need to launch in fifty hours.”

	I nodded and did my best to swallow my doubts for the time being. Debating this with her wasn’t going to accomplish anything anyway. I needed to take my concerns right to the top. 

	“Given how fast she learned yesterday, I bet we can get Shandris into shape by then,” I said, gently spanking the Kreen’s bare red ass. She still didn’t stir. “We should probably start teaching the others how to handle the Vantrax.”

	“Some of them will be disappointed,” Kaveri said. “I know Grinner in particular was looking forward to this.”

	“He’ll get over it. Besides, I know they can all shoot better than they can fly, and once Selorah has finished with her upgrades, that boat will have plenty of guns to spare.”

	Kaveri nodded, and her tail started playfully curling around Shandris’s leg. “If you want to shower, I’ll go ahead and wake her up.”

	I grinned and leaned over to give her a quick kiss. If we weren’t in such a time crunch, I would have been seriously tempted to help out. But for once, I really did have more important things to do.

	“Just be gentle,” I warned. “She had a rough night.”

	“I know,” Kaveri said slyly. “I can’t wait for her to tell me all about it.”

	Chuckling, I slowly brought myself to my feet and stumbled over to the shower. I cleaned up as quickly as I could, and I was genuinely surprised when the girls weren’t still on the bed when I finished. Apparently, Kaveri was actually serious about getting back to work. If we were somehow fortunate enough to survive all of this, we really needed to plan a long, leisurely hyperspace trip somewhere halfway across the galaxy…

	I disembarked the Gazack and made my way toward the transport where we had converted one of the rec-rooms into a makeshift galley. Most of the other pilots were already scrambling for breakfast, and they all looked as sleep-deprived as I felt—with the notable exception of Raxyl, of course. Our new timetable was probably going to push right up against his next hibernation cycle, but I had no doubt that he would try to delay it as long as possible. 

	“It would appear that Doctor Krall has even more skills than we realized,” he said as he nibbled at some of the disgusting grubs he liked to eat. Ten years ago, the mere sight of them had made me nauseous. Today…well, today the sight of them still made me nauseous, but I’d learned how to hide my disgust better. 

	“Psionic technology is pretty unbelievable,” I said. “Though I suppose you know that better than anyone.”

	“Even twenty years ago, few pilots learned to control a Valkyrie in less than an hour,” he said, a smear of intrigued blue rippling up his neck scales. “However, your mother did teach me the basic skills fairly quickly. I admit, I am not familiar with standard Dominion training techniques. Maris did not often speak about her time at the academy, and obviously I never attended one in person.”

	I nodded distantly. In the rare moments when I could actually accept that Raxyl had once been a Wing of the Seraph, I couldn’t believe that the Dominion had refused to officially train him. What kind of idiots willingly turned away that kind of talent because it was covered in scales? 

	Maybe they just didn’t want their recruits gagging every time he ate in front of them. 

	“Well, I guess we all get to learn on the job, teacher and student alike,” I said, waving around the mess hall. “We have two days to get ready.”

	“And we shall do so,” Raxyl said. “I had planned to take Cobalt, Morningstar, and Squeaker up again in about an hour.”

	“I’ll be there,” I told him. My eyes drifted past his when I saw Master Mosaad flit inside the room long enough to whisper something to Blackstar before he vanished again. “But first I need to have a long overdue chat with the boss.”

	Raxyl’s scales rippled a deep, curious blue. “About what?”

	“About all kinds of things,” I said evasively. “I’ll be back in a few. Please try and finish eating before then.”

	“I will make no such promise,” the Kali replied, his scales rippling an amused shade of purple as he cracked open another can. 

	I caught up with Master Mosaad in the captain’s quarters at the front of the transport. Like everyone else, he had lost most of his personal possessions back on Varsus, and the white walls were as bare as the rest of the ship. All he had was a chair, a bed, and a small table that doubled as a holo-projector. He didn’t seem particularly annoyed by it, though. I got the impression that the Blades of the Seraph had been a fairly ascetic order even in the heyday of the Dominion. 

	“Do you have a moment?” I asked, rapping my knuckles on the doorframe. Knocking seemed like a rather pointless ritual when you were visiting a telepath, but I figured it never hurt to be polite. 

	“Outcast, good, I was hoping we’d have a chance to speak,” Mosaad said, beckoning me inside. It looked like I’d caught him in the middle of cleaning his armor. He wore only a black bodysuit, his white-gold plates arranged on his bed. “Or perhaps you prefer to be called ‘Emperor’ these days.”

	“Definitely not,” I said. “The sooner everyone forgets that little detail, the better.”

	“I wouldn’t count on that anytime in the near future. To steal a proverb from that ship of yours, you can’t simply stuff a gazack back into its hole.”

	“Yeah, probably not,” I conceded. “But it never hurts to try.”

	Mosaad chuckled softly as he folded his cape and carefully slung it over the chair. He looked far more drained than Kaveri, though that wasn’t particularly surprising given their age difference. He was still pretty damn spry for a fiftysomething human man.

	“On that note, actually,” I said, taking another step into the room, “after everything that’s happened, I admit I expected your reaction to my parentage to be a little more…dramatic.”

	Mosaad smiled. “You thought I might drop everything and bow at your feet?”

	I pursed my lips. Despite the levity in his tone, I could hear the echo of bitterness behind it. “I don’t know what I expected. I just figured it would be a much bigger deal.”

	“It’s a huge deal,” Mosaad said. “The mere mention of your existence could throw the galaxy into chaos. The Emperor-Regent, the Seraphim Council, the Convectorate War Ministry, even the Widow…if they knew you were here—if they knew you existed—they would mobilize fleets and burn entire worlds to find you.”

	“Yet you don’t seem care in the slightest.”

	“I have bowed before emperors before. I promised I would never do so again.”

	I studied his silhouette while he continued fiddling with the cape, but as always, his stoic façade was annoyingly difficult to crack. Bitterness still marred his voice like an old stain, though, and I knew this might have been the only chance I’d ever get to understand it. No one else could tell me what had happened after the massacre at Talasea. 

	“Raxyl said that you and my father weren’t exactly best friends.”

	Mosaad’s bearded cheek twitched so slightly that I almost didn’t notice it. “We were not.”

	“Can you tell me why?” I asked. “I still barely know anything about him.”

	“In many ways, you’re better off for it.”

	“Maybe,” I said, leaning my back against the wall, “but I’d like to hear your side of the story regardless.”

	Mosaad drew in a long, slow breath, and for a fleeting moment, I could have sworn he looked twenty years older. But then his posture abruptly stiffened, and I could tell he had been preparing himself for this moment ever since Raxyl and I had told him the truth about our identities. 

	“Of course,” Mosaad said, turning to face me. “What would you like to know?”

	“I suppose Talasea is the obvious place to start,” I said. “One way or another, we all seem to be trapped in the echoes of that battle.”

	He grunted softly. “It was the day that changed everything and nothing all at once.”

	“Raxyl told me that you and the Blades were planning a major offensive when my father signed the Keledon Accords and ended the war. He said you thought the armistice was a betrayal.”

	“It was a betrayal,” Mosaad said pointedly. “Not just of me, but of every sentient being in the galaxy.”

	He glared at me for a minute, his dark eyes swirling with ancient, barely contained fury, before he abruptly flicked his hand and took in another deep breath. I swore I could actually see the demons crawling on his back. 

	“I suppose you of all people deserve to know the truth,” he murmured. “It’s difficult to explain everything, but you are already familiar with the basics. By the time your father claimed the Crystal Throne, the war had been going badly for a very long time. We had lost dozens upon dozens of colonies across the Far and Mid Rim, and the Convectorate had solidified alliances with numerous other governments. Falric blamed the Blades for your grandfather’s death, and he wanted to salvage what little remained of his power and sue for peace.”

	“From everything I’ve heard, suing for peace seemed like a perfectly reasonable thing to do.” 

	“On the surface, perhaps,” Mosaad said. “But the situation was more complicated than he wanted to admit. For all their ships and alliances, the Tarreen had stretched themselves too thin on multiple fronts. I assembled the Blades and Wings for a final offensive, and I was confident we could retake several of our lost colonies and open up another front.”

	“According to Raxyl, military leaders had been promising to turn the tide for years.”

	“This was different,” Mosaad insisted. “The men and women who followed me were the best of the best. Even the most conservative combat simulations gave us an eighty percent chance of success. In six months, the Hierarchy would have been forced to withdraw from Dominion space. In a year, we could have rebuilt and taken the offensive. In two years…Seraph knows what we could have accomplished.”

	He shrugged another demon from his back and turned. “The point is that Emperor Falric and his sycophants on the Seraphim Council didn’t negotiate a peace to save the people of the Dominion—they negotiated a peace to save themselves. They chose to live on as Convectorate puppets rather than fight.”

	“And now?” I asked. 

	“Now…” Mosaad said, bracing his hands on the table. “The Council still meets on Keledon, and the Emperor-Regent still rules most of the Core Worlds. If you’re willing to ignore enough details, you might think that nothing has changed in twenty years. But all it would take is the smallest glimpse beneath the surface to see the rot festering there.”

	I nodded absently, wondering just how far I should prod him for details. “From the way it treated non-humans, it sounds to me like there was already a rot in the Dominion.”

	“You’re more right than you know,” Mosaad admitted. “Even as a young man, I knew the Council was wrong. So were the Blademasters and the military and everyone else. It took many years, but I eventually came to accept that the Dominion I loved didn’t really exist…and perhaps it never had. Whatever the Seraph may or may not have been, her followers—our ancestors—quickly became every bit as brutal as their Tarreen enslavers. Make no mistake, our empire was forged in blood and cruelty.”

	“Yet you still want to fight for it?”

	“I fight for what it could be—for what it should be,” Mosaad said. “For all the faults of the old Dominion, the Convectorate remains a far larger threat. The Tarreen won’t stop until they’ve subjugated every system from the Rim to the Core. We cannot fix the mistakes of the past until they are defeated. Your father never understood that. He didn’t want to understand it.”

	I crossed my arms over my chest. “You really hated him, didn’t you?”

	Mosaad’s lip quivered almost imperceptibly. “I didn’t want to,” he said. “Your grandfather and I disagreed on many things, but I always respected him. Unfortunately, Falric was a very different man.”

	“Raxyl hated him, too, possibly even more than Admiral Ferron in some ways. It’s a strange sensation to live in the shadow of a man you never met. You probably see my father every time you look at me.”

	Mosaad eyed me for a moment. “I did for awhile after you told me,” he admitted. “So many old mysteries finally started to make sense. It was difficult to think about anything else, especially considering the nature of your powers.”

	I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What do you mean?”

	“Your father also possessed the gift of foresight,” Mosaad said. “He could have used it to help us plan our counterstrike and defeat the Tarreen, but instead he used it to sell out his own people.”

	A shadow fell across his face. “But you are not him, Cole. When I look at you, I see the son of a proud, fearless Wing of the Seraph who was betrayed by a coward and murdered by a monster. You are not responsible for your father’s mistakes…but you do have a chance to correct them. You could redeem your family’s legacy.”

	“I’m not going back to Keledon, if that’s what you’re implying,” I told him. “I have no interest in—”

	“You misunderstand me,” Mosaad said, waving his hand. “Forget Keledon and the Crystal Throne and the Seraphim Council. Forget everything. One hard truth I’ve learned over the years is that you can’t measure a revolution by the grandeur of its ideals, only by the nature of its victories. There are billions of people suffering out here in Far Rim and across the Convectorate. The Seraph overthrew the Tarreen once, and we can do it again. But we need a win—any win—to lay the groundwork.”

	“And you still think Nelphari is the first step.”

	“I know it is the first step,” Mosaad said. “Just like I know that you will have our forces ready in time.”

	I blinked. “Me?

	“You’ve already proven your abilities as an instructor numerous times. Cobalt, Morningstar, Squeaker, and now Shandris…you obviously have a gift.”

	I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment. “I still don’t really think I’ve done much of anything,” I mumbled. “They already had the talent. All I had to do was—”

	“Chip away the rough edges,” Mosaad said with a knowing smile. “I didn’t transform Kaveri into a warrior any more than you transformed Morningstar into a pilot. You just helped set them on the right path—ultimately, that’s what teaching is all about.”

	I swallowed and glanced away. Compliments had always made me uncomfortable, doubly so when I didn’t believe I deserved them. I had to stumble awkwardly for a few seconds before I reminded myself that I hadn’t just come here to reminiscence about my father or absorb praise. 

	“Well, speaking of Kaveri,” I said, “she said the two of you were planning on boarding Ferron’s flagship while the rest of us fight.”

	Mosaad nodded. “No matter how well we prepare, we will be outnumbered and outgunned. We’ll need to control the battlefield and exploit every possible advantage.”

	“That’s all well and good, but do you seriously think the two of you can take over a whole battleship?”

	“No,” he admitted. “But three of us can.”

	I blinked. “Huh?”

	He gestured a hand toward the small projector near his bed, and he telekinetically manipulated the controls until a small, three-dimensional hologram of the Nelphari Shipyard materialized in the air. 

	“Selorah claims she installed several backdoors in the Fury’s security systems before she left,” he said. “With her access codes, Kaveri and I should be able to board the ship and take control of the bridge. Combined with the Vantrax, that should give us more than enough firepower to overwhelm the shipyard’s shields.”

	I pursed my lips as I watched the simulation play out on the projection. “I’d assumed she would be staying on the Vantrax to boost and repair its systems.”

	“I wish we could spare her, but the others will just have to manage on their own,” Mosaad said. “Regardless, everything relies on our ability to distract and delay their fighter drones as long as possible. That is where you come in.”

	“Twelve fighters against several dozen, plus the shipyard’s point-defense cannons,” I mused. “That won’t be an easy task.”

	“You can’t afford to get that close to the station. But with luck, you won’t need to.” Mosaad adjusted the projection, and I watched as six Valkyries winked into existence on the display. “Your squad will initiate the attack. Once you shift out of astral space, you will draw their drones as far away from the perimeter defenses as possible. A few minutes later, Seraph Squadron will shift in on the opposite side and strafe their unprotected flank.”

	“What about the Vantrax?”

	“Assuming Selorah can jury-rig an astral drive, it will shift in third. If nothing else, the Vecs won’t be ready for a non-Dominion capital ship to arrive from astral space. By then, Ferron and the Fury will have moved out of position. That should give our cannons a bit of time to soften up the enemy shields.”

	“And when the Fury comes about to engage head-on, you and Kaveri try to storm aboard,” I reasoned, nibbling at my lip in thought. “It all seems fine in theory, but something is bound to go wrong.”

	“I’m sure you’re familiar with the old cliché—few battle plans ever survive the first engagement. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have one.”

	I nodded idly and studied the projection more carefully. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, he was probably right about seizing the Fury. We were definitely going to need something to turn the tide, and neutralizing or stealing Ferron’s command ship even for a short time could make all the difference. Still, a part of me couldn’t help but wonder if this was more about revenge than strategy. Conveniently, this would put Mosaad in a perfect position to kill Admiral Ferron and avenge the ghosts of the past. 

	But even if that’s true, why do you care? Ferron killed your mother and thousands upon thousands of other people at Talasea. Raxyl wants him dead, too, probably just as much as Mosaad. If this works, it will be the perfect opportunity to kill a dozen birds with one stone. 

	I grunted softly and crossed my arms over my chest. Perhaps that was why this was making me so uneasy. If the last few weeks had taught me anything, it’s that nothing ever worked out quite like I wanted it to…

	“The other virtue of this particular plan is that it should limit your squad’s exposure to enemy fire,” Mosaad said into the silence. “At most, you’ll have to deal with whatever drones you initially draw out, and I suspect they’ll race back to defend the station once Seraph Squadron engages. At that point, all you’ll need to do is protect the Vantrax from potential bombers.”

	“I think we can handle that,” I said. “Assuming I can teach Shandris how to dogfight in two days…”

	“I have full confidence in your abilities,” Mosaad said with a smile, “especially now that Raxyl is willing to openly share his experiences with us. This will be a monumental day, Cole—I can think of no better way to prove our intentions than to liberate this sector with the aid of so many non-humans.”

	“Assuming we all survive, sure,” I muttered. “But I suppose you’re right.”

	He clapped me on the shoulder. “Before you set out for more training, there is something I wanted to give you. I may not technically be an admiral or even a member of any real military, but this should still count for something.”

	He reached out to hand me a small insignia pin. At the center was a shimmering holographic image of a bird wreathed in flame. 

	“Back during the civil war, an old friend of mine had plans to form a new squad of Valkyrie pilots who would ultimately rebuild the Wings of the Seraph,” Mosaad said. “It took a while, but I think her dream has finally been realized.”

	“Phoenix Squadron,” I said, tracing my thumb along the insignia. “But we’re already part of Seraph Squadron.”

	“The Seraphs are Blackstar’s squad. Phoenix Squadron is yours.” 

	I opened my mouth but nothing came out. I had never been particularly big on sentiment, and in any objective sense this wasn’t a real promotion. We weren’t a true squad serving in a formal military; we were just a bunch of exiles and vagabonds who were probably going to die in dramatic fashion soon. 

	Still…for some reason, holding this stupid piece of metal felt right. 

	“Congratulations, Phoenix Leader,” Mosaad said, offering me his hand. “Now get out there and whip your pilots into shape. We have a revolution to start.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Regdar

	Dominion Core World

	1093.5

	 

	“Citizens of the Dominion, I come before you today with a message of grave importance,” the voice of Emperor Falric said through the massive holo-projector at the center of the starport. “As you have undoubtedly heard, twenty hours ago the Convectorate embassy on Regdar was destroyed. This cowardly, shameful act was perpetrated by a handful of terrorists who seek to tear apart our blossoming alliance and throw the galaxy into yet another pointless war. They may call themselves the ‘Seraphim Covenant,’ but their actions prove them unworthy of the Seraph’s legacy. They are terrorists, pure and simple, and they will be hunted down and destroyed. On this, you have my word.”

	“He’s scared,” Wynn Mosaad said, a dark smile tugging at his lips. “They can filter his voice through as many modulators as they want. I can feel his fear.”

	“He knows we’re coming for him,” Natalya Vesh replied. “I’m surprised he hasn’t locked himself in a bunker beneath the palace.”

	“He still might before this is over.”

	She nodded and pulled the cowl of her cloak more tightly around her face. “We shouldn’t linger. It’s only a matter of time before one of the facial recognition scanners identifies us.”

	“You said you disabled them.”

	“I did, but the repair mechs will fix them eventually. I’d rather not be standing here when that happens.”

	Mosaad didn’t move. He couldn’t drag his eyes away from the projection. It had been ten long years since he’d stood before the Crystal Throne and held his blades at Falric’s throat, and to this day, he still had nightmares about not killing the smug son of a bitch when he’d had the chance. Mosaad could have stopped this before it began. Falric’s death would have triggered a civil war, but at least the rest of the Blades would have survived…

	“The Council is still in a panic about Kalifax,” Grayson said from behind his other shoulder. “Last I heard, the riots have finally spread to the capital.”

	Mosaad grinned again. “They’ll spread to other planets soon enough. Abolishing the Alien Assembly was a fatal mistake.”

	“Before we get too proud of ourselves, those ‘aliens’ are just as likely to flee into the arms of the Convectorate as declare their independence,” Natalya said. 

	“The Kali will never embrace the Vecs,” Mosaad said. “Neither will the Neyris or the Thursk.”

	“But that doesn’t mean they’ll embrace us. Killing Falric’s thugs will only take us so far. We have to show them that everyone has a place in the New Dominion.”

	Mosaad nodded. The frustration in Natalya’s voice was a pale shadow of the bitterness on her face. She hadn’t wanted to come to Regdar; she hadn’t wanted to come back to the Core Worlds at all. Her idea of revolution was waging a long, protracted propaganda campaign to change hearts and minds across the galaxy, and she had made significant inroads on several nearby planets. Until this trip, Mosaad hadn’t even seen her in almost two months. It was like they were fighting two completely different wars.

	He appreciated her efforts, of course, but they simply didn’t have time to wait. There were too many people suffering on too many worlds. They needed to strike now while Falric and his sycophants were off-balance. 

	“The more victories we achieve, the weaker Falric appears,” he said. “The weaker he appears, the more soldiers will flock to our banner. The people already know the armistice was a mistake. All they have to do is look around and see the Tarreen infesting their streets. We just need to give them a real alternative.”

	Natalya didn’t reply, but she didn’t need to. The crease in her brow told him everything he needed to know. 

	“I will follow wherever you lead, of course,” she whispered. “But we should go—soon. I will prep the ship for launch.”

	She turned and darted across the starport. Grayson shook his head as he watched her disappear into the crowd. 

	“You should keep an eye on that one,” he warned. He’d warmed toward her quite a bit in recent years, but he knew a headstrong soldier when he saw one, and his naval discipline ran deep.

	Mosaad sighed. “She’s just frustrated. I honestly thought a victory like this might help.”

	“Every Kali in the galaxy could join us tomorrow and I doubt she would care,” Grayson said. “To be honest, I’ve never understood why you keep her around.”

	“Because she’s right,” Mosaad told him pointedly. “Natalya and people like her are the future of the Dominion. At the end of the day, we have to convince aliens across the galaxy that we are a better choice than Falric or the Tarreen.”

	Grayson grumbled under his breath but remained silent. Mosaad could sense the other man’s doubt; whatever else the admiral might have been, he was still a human raised in the ranks of the old guard. If not for Falric’s stunning betrayal at Talasea all those years ago, Grayson probably never would have questioned the human-centric ways of the Seraphim Council. 

	And he wasn’t alone. The Dominion was still filled with men and women who were content to bask in the “glory” of the old days without considering for a moment what those days were actually like—or who suffered during them. The Tarreen Hierarchy had rallied dozens of other governments to their side for very good reasons. 

	But as those governments slowly came to their senses, the fault lines in the Convectorate would become more and more obvious. The Tarreen would suffer the same fate as the Seraphim. The Kreen, the Krosians, even the Velothi…all they needed was a better alternative. And before this civil war was over, Mosaad was going to give it to them. 

	“Come on,” Mosaad said, taking a final glance at the projection. “We should get moving.”

	 

	 

	 

	
4 
The Emperor’s Harem

	 

	Maz Sepa

	Varsellian Sector, Far Rim

	1101.7

	 

	Our newly formed Phoenix Squadron was up in the air less than an hour after its inception, and thankfully, Shandris remembered all the basics even without me sitting behind her. Fighting was a lot different than just flying, however, and I could only hope she would pick up combat as quickly. 

	“I gotta admit, I’m not sure I like the idea of you flying with us, Doc,” Morningstar said when we cleared low orbit and blasted into open space. 

	“Worried your ego can’t take the hit if I’m better than you?” Shandris chided. 

	“A little,” he admitted. “But really, I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

	“Aw, how sweet…and patronizing,” Cobalt sneered. 

	“Look, I’m a gentleman. I can’t help it if I’d rather not see the ladies get hurt.”

	“You’ve never once said that about me.”

	“Yeah, well, I don’t really consider you a ‘lady.’ We named you after a piece of metal for a reason.”

	Cobalt sighed. “Can I ram him? Please?”

	“Keep it in your pants, you two,” Squeaker muttered. “Seraph’s mercy, can I please swap into Blackstar’s squad?” 

	“Maybe later,” I said, smiling despite myself. “But right now we have a lot of work to do. The battle plan calls for us to get and hold the attention of the shipyard’s fighter drones for as long as possible. That means dogfighting—and dogfighting means teamwork.”

	“Wait, aren’t you the guy who routinely fucked over our sim scores because you were such a terrible wingman?” Cobalt asked. 

	“Yes, but now he’s an emperor,” Morningstar said. “Honestly, Squadron Leader seems like a demotion by comparison.”

	“That’s a good point, actually,” Squeaker admitted. “Master Mosaad really tricked you there, Outcast.”

	Spectre sighed audibly over the com. “Perhaps we should concentrate on the matter at hand. The Convectorate fighter drones will find your banter even less amusing than I do.”

	“That hurts,” Morningstar said. “Besides, we do actually need to come up with a call sign for the Doc here. How about ‘Firestar?’”

	“Definitely not,” Squeaker said. “We already have two ‘stars,’ and it’s confusing enough.”

	“Good point. So how about ‘Red Dwarf,’ then?”

	“How about I shrivel your cock with my mind?” Shandris shot back. 

	“Too late—it already wilted into dust when he wasn’t named squad leader,” Cobalt snarked. 

	I grinned at the sound of their laughter. I knew where Raxyl was coming from—this really was serious, and we didn’t have any time to waste. But I also knew that morale was every bit as important as skill, and we weren’t going to get very far if we couldn’t trust one another. As long as we could focus when it counted, there was nothing wrong with blowing off a little steam. 

	“I have a good one,” Cobalt said after a moment. “How about ‘Martyr?’”

	“Mm, not bad,” Morningstar said. “What do you think, Doc?”

	Shandris sighed. “I think I’d rather not be named after someone who sacrifices herself for a dubious cause.”

	“It makes sense, though,” Squeaker said. “You heal people by absorbing their wounds and—”

	“Yes, I got the reference, thanks,” Shandris said. “You never told me I’d have to get a silly name. I changed my mind—can I go back to the big ship now?”

	“Nope,” I told her. “We’re going to break off into teams and practice some basic maneuvers. Morningstar, you’ll be with Squeaker; Cobalt, you’re with Spectre. That leaves you with me, Martyr.”

	“I am so going to punish you for this later,” Shandris muttered.

	“Don’t encourage me,” I said. “Come on, let’s get started.”

	The next several hours were a constant reminder that I was in way over my head as an instructor, yet somehow they were also a repeated validation of Master Mosaad’s advice. I didn’t need to hold their hands through every maneuver; they were smart, capable people who had already learned more by doing than I could ever teach them with words. 

	Still, words were occasionally useful, especially when they came from Spectre. He walked us through a bunch of tricks even I had never learned, and I honestly started to wonder just how much he had been holding out on me while flying the Gazack over the years. Shandris had the toughest time of the bunch; the ebb and flow of a dogfight just didn’t seem to click with her the same way as the others. Thankfully, she was more than willing to push herself until she learned. She had a serious competitive streak, which was probably why she fell into the “alpha female” role so easily whenever Kaveri was around—provided they weren’t being shot at.

	Six hours later, we were back on Maz Sepa, struggling not to puke our guts out from the psychic withdrawal, and a few hours after that, we were back in space again. We repeated the process over and over until we were officially out of time. After one last night of rest, we were finally going to attack. 

	And one way or another, the Wings of the Seraph would meet their destiny. 

	While most of the others grabbed food from the galley before stumbling off to bed, I took a long, leisurely stroll across our base camp and watched our overworked maintenance drones struggle to get the Valkyries cleaned and ready on time. Barring a series of unprecedented miracles, there was no way in hell all of these pilots—my friends—would return from this mission. There was a good chance that none of us would survive, if I was being honest with myself, but for once, that grim thought didn’t make me want to flee. 

	“I’ve thought a lot about what you said after we escaped the Heap,” I said into the shadows surrounding the landing strip. “You told me that the time for indecision and selfishness was over. You said that I finally needed to grow up and pick a side.”

	For a long moment, the only answer was the high-pitched beeping of the maintenance drones and the incessant hum of the encampment’s shield grid. But then a slender, vaguely serpentine figure emerged from the darkness just like I had known he would. 

	“It is conceivable—though unlikely—that I was overly harsh in my analysis,” Raxyl said. 

	I flashed him a wry smirk. “Is that the Kali version of an apology?”

	“No.”

	“Yeah, I didn’t think so.”

	He silently sauntered over to his Valkyrie. “Regardless, I am pleased with the outcome.”

	“You really think we have a chance?” I asked. 

	“I have reviewed Selorah’s tactical analysis, and I am comfortable with her conclusions.”

	I grunted softly. “But?”

	An anxious orange shimmer rippled down his neck. “But I am experienced enough to know that expectations rarely conform to reality. Even if your clairvoyant abilities expand considerably, there is no means by which we can truly predict the future.”

	“We could all shift into normal space and instantly get vaped,” I said. “Or we could show up and torch the whole shipyard in ten minutes. Anything is possible.”

	“Yes,” Raxyl replied, placing his hand against the fuselage. His scales rippled from an anxious orange to a mournful shade of red. 

	“What is it?” I asked. 

	He remained silent for almost a minute, his spindly fingers tracing down the length of the Valkyrie’s landing gear. “I was just thinking about your mother…and how much I wish she were here.”

	My chest tightened. “It sounds like she was a pretty amazing pilot. We could definitely use her help right about now.”

	“That is not precisely what I meant,” Raxyl murmured. “Over the years, I have often wondered whether she would approve of certain decisions I made in regards to her son.”

	“From what I can tell, you’ve always done what you had to. And at the end of the day, I'm still here.”

	His scales slowly shifted black. “She would be proud to see you flying a Valkyrie.”

	“I’d certainly like to think so.”

	“But I suspect she would be even prouder of the company you have chosen to keep.”

	I cocked an eyebrow and glanced around the encampment. “A bunch of rogues and exiles driven into hiding by the Spiders?”

	“Humans and non-humans united in a common cause against the Tarreen,” he said. “And you are part of a newer, better version of the Wings she so desperately wanted to change.”

	I stepped close enough that I could place my hand on his shoulder. Kali weren’t big on physical contact, but I couldn’t shake the habit. Besides, he knew what I was trying to convey. 

	“Whatever happens tomorrow, you kept your promise,” I said. “Without you, I never…well, I definitely wouldn’t be here.”

	“That is something of a tautology, considering that I am the one who brought you to the Rim in the first place.”

	I groaned. “You know what I mean.”

	“Perhaps.” Raxyl’s snake-like head slowly swiveled to face me. Kali didn’t have tear ducts, but his yellow eyes seemed larger than normal. “Does that mean you have forgiven me?”

	“No.”

	A thoughtful black smear rippled across his scales, and I held a stony expression for almost ten seconds before I cracked into a chuckle. 

	“Your sense of humor remains a galactic enigma,” Raxyl replied mildly.

	“Yeah, well, we all have our burdens.” I held his gaze for a long moment before my smile slowly faded. “I don’t know if forgiveness is the right word, but I do at least understand why you did what you did.”

	A red shimmer rippled across his neck. “I suppose that will have to be enough.”

	I squeezed his shoulder one last time before I turned away. “Well, I should probably try and get some sleep before the apocalypse. I’d suggest you do the same, but I know we’re a bit early for your next hibernation cycle. What are you going to do, wander around alone all night?”

	“I will busy myself by making final repairs and calibrating the weapon systems on the Vantrax.”

	“The fun never ends with you, does it?”

	“Good night, Cole,” Raxyl said. 

	I smiled. “Good night, buddy.”

	 

	***

	 

	I half walked, half stumbled back to the Gazack, and I honestly wondered if I’d even have the strength to pull my jacket off before I collapsed on my bed. I almost jumped out of my boots when I found Shandris waiting for me in the corridor by the airlock. The last time I’d seen her, she had been lumbering off toward her own quarters on the Vantrax. 

	“There you are,” she said, sauntering over and planting a soft kiss on my lips. “I thought you told everyone to get some sleep an hour ago.”

	“I did, and you were supposed to listen,” I chided, sliding my hand around her waist. She looked ready for bed—she had already stripped down to her adorable fuzzy white pajamas. “Why aren’t you in your quarters?”

	“I got lonely,” Shandris said with a coy smirk. “Besides, this seemed like the perfect time for you to teach your ‘students’ one final lesson.”

	I frowned. “Lesson? There’s no way in hell I’m going back up on a Valkyrie before—”

	“Stars, you can be daft sometimes,” she interrupted with a soft smack on my arm. “Come on, I suppose I’ll have to show you.”

	She took my hand and dragged me through the ship’s narrow corridors. I was so tired that my head felt like it was full of fog, and I was actually a tiny bit annoyed that she was even here. For once, I really just wanted to lie down and sleep. 

	But then she opened the door to my cabin, and all my fatigue promptly evaporated. 

	“Since Selorah hasn’t been around that long, K and I thought we should probably teach her a few things while we had the chance,” Shandris said, sliding around behind me and breathing softly in my ear. “What do you think?

	Words failed me. Kaveri and Selorah were already on the bed. The former was stark naked, while the latter was still clad in her blue uniform. They were kissing each other as deeply and sensuously as a pair of long-lost lovers, and they didn’t even flinch at the hiss of the door opening. 

	“I tried to tell you before,” Shandris whispered as her hand slid around my waist and settled on my belt. “Everyone likes girls…”

	I didn’t argue the point. I didn’t do much of anything besides stand there, stiff and slack-jawed, as the woman who was destined to be my wife made out with the woman who was destined to be my concubine. Meanwhile, the woman who wasn’t destined to be either slowly unbuckled my belt and nibbled hungrily at my neck. 

	Maybe a little imperial privilege isn’t such a bad thing after all…

	I moaned and bit down on my lip when Shandris’s left hand slithered beneath my belt. Her scorching fingers gently massaged my swollen shaft, and by the time the other girls separated, I was already on the verge of bursting. 

	“You see what I mean?” Kaveri asked. 

	“Yes,” Selorah replied breathlessly. Her tongue experimentally flicked across her purple lips. “I shall integrate that technique into my routine.”

	Kaveri snickered as she turned to face me, her blue eyes glinting seductively. “You never want to have a ‘routine.’ It’s important to add new variables to the mix. Isn’t that right, Your Majesty?”

	“Uh…yeah,” I rasped, transfixed by her naked perfection. “Change is, uh…change is good.”

	Shandris actually laughed in my ear as she helped me pull off my jacket and undershirt with her free hand. I didn’t even see her remove her own top, still mesmerized, but then I suddenly felt the sweltering heat of her bare breasts against my back.

	“Selorah here is a smart girl, but she’s not very experienced,” the Kreen said, her other hand sliding into my pants to join the one that continued to stroke. “We figured we could help her integrate into the, um…squad.”

	“I am eager to learn,” Selorah said. “How shall I begin?”

	Kaveri gently ran her fingers through the other woman’s blond hair. “Lesson number one: being on your knees is never a bad place to start.”

	Selorah nodded and slid off the bed. She knelt directly in front of me, her green eyes never leaving mine. “This sight is appealing to you?”

	“Of course it is, honey,” Shandris said with a snort. “Men love anything that makes them feel powerful.”

	I wanted to make a retort—something to rile her as much as she’d riled me—but I also wanted to tell Selorah that seeing her on her knees was a thrill beyond any I deserved. In the end, I did neither. I was in a place beyond words. All I could do was clench my teeth and continue trying to hold back. Shandris wasn’t wrong; if she had actually been stroking me full-tilt, I never would have been able to resist the urge to unload all over Selorah’s sweet, upturned face. She always looked so innocent…

	“Now, go ahead and let him out,” Kaveri instructed, kneeling directly behind Selorah, straddling her ankles and molding herself into her back. “Take it slowly, and always keep your eyes on his if you can.”

	“I understand,” Selorah said, reaching up and opening my zipper. Shandris withdrew her fingers an instant before my cock burst free, but I still almost exploded when Selorah brought her lips within a centimeter of the swollen tip. 

	“I hope your Spider training taught you to be careful when there’s a loaded gun pointed right at your face,” Shandris teased as she dragged a fingernail up and down the shaft. “Especially if you just did your makeup.”

	Selorah shrugged. “I am not frightened. In many cultures, such an act is considered quite arousing. I am intrigued by the prospect.”

	“Hah!” Shandris snorted. “Can you believe that? I think she just invited you to paint her pretty little face!”

	I bit down on my lip and tried to get my rapid, uneven breathing under control. I couldn’t believe how much I wanted to give in—I couldn’t believe how much I wanted to ruin her pristine, perfectly made-up face. But Kaveri had other ideas. 

	“Let’s start with the tip,” Kaveri coached. “Use your tongue just like we talked about earlier.”

	“Very well,” Selorah said, parting her lips and gently dragging her tongue across my swollen tip. I groaned in delight, and I honestly wasn’t sure how long I could hold out. We had been training so hard these past few days that we hadn’t had time for any genuine relief…

	“Not yet,” Shandris chided softly in my ear. Her left hand combed across my chest until her fingernails dug in above my heart. I could feel her reaching out with her powers and taking subtle control of my body; she wasn’t going to let me finish even if I wanted to. 

	I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to thank her or beg for release. I’d been at the limit of my endurance when she took over, and while it was a relief to finally let go and enjoy the long, savoring strokes of Selorah’s tongue, every lick only added to the pressure that was slowly driving me insane. 

	“Good girl,” Kaveri said, her tendrils twirling excitedly. “Watch his face and feel his pulse; let them act as your guide. And remember, if you’re in a hurry, you can always just swallow him whole.”

	My abdomen clenched with need so intense it bordered on painful, yet Shandris checked my ascent with effortless ease, catching me at the edge and holding me there. 

	Forget release. I’d be begging for mercy.

	Selorah ran her tongue over my slit one last time, sending a jolt from my tip to my tailbone, before she nodded. “Like you did before we boarded the Heap.”

	“Yes, exactly. Sometimes surprise is your best weapon. Men love to be worshipped, but sometimes all they really want is to fuck your mouth like a cunt.”

	“This one definitely loves that,” Shandris said, snickering. Her tits were so hot on my back it was making me sweat again. I stopped fighting the madness and embraced it, imagining all the things I could do with each of them when at last it was my turn. 

	“Shall I swallow him now, then?” Selorah asked.

	Kaveri nodded. “Definitely. Look at his eyes—he’s dying to feel the back of your throat.”

	Selorah locked her eyes upon me again as she sensuously wrapped her lips around the tip. Kaveri helpfully placed her hand on the back of the other woman’s head and began to push her down on me— 

	“Wait,” Shandris said. “You’re forgetting one of the most important rules. Remember what I said about men and power?”

	Selorah drew back until my cock fell from her lips. “Yes.”

	“Well, never suck a man’s dick unless he can see your tits. It’s another great way to demonstrate your total submission.” 

	The word submission snatched my memory of how to breathe. The edge beckoned, as she’d known it would, only to remain just out of reach. Oh, I was going to fuck Shandris until she lost her mind. 

	“Good point,” Kaveri said approvingly. “Here, I’ll help…”

	The Velothi hurriedly unbuttoned Selorah’s uniform, and I actually gasped when her plump, pale breasts suddenly burst free. Unbidden came the image of my cock effortlessly sliding between them…

	“See how much he likes it?” Shandris teased as she pressed her own breasts harder against my back. Her heartbeat pounded into me, perfectly in sync with my own. “Now, get back to work and show him what you can do.”

	Selorah nodded as Kaveri deftly stripped her uniform and tossed it away. “Yes, mistress.”

	Mistress. The word made Shandris even hotter than it made me; I could actually feel the delighted tingle shudder through her body. Maybe that was the answer to why fate had brought her to us. Selorah was destined to be my wife, Kaveri was destined to be my concubine, and Shandris was destined to be the mistress who kept them both in line…

	“Oh, shit,” I breathed when Selorah swallowed my tip again.

	“Pace yourself,” Shandris warned, digging her fingernails even deeper into my chest. “She doesn’t get to taste you just yet.” 

	The grip of her power eased a bit, and my remaining shreds of self-discipline—renewed by their brief respite—gladly took up the slack. I could still sense her within me, ready to intervene if I slipped, but at least the battle was mine again. 

	I wanted to clutch the sides of Selorah’s head and take control, but Kaveri was intent on doing it for me. Bracing one of her hands on my ass and the other on the back of Selorah’s head, she eased my cock deeper and deeper. 

	“Relax your throat just like I taught you,” the Succubus ordered. She was nibbling on her tendrils in excitement, and I caught a quick glimpse of her tail gently massaging her own quim. “Don’t panic—I’m sure you can take it all…”

	I could tell that Selorah was overwhelmed…but I could also tell she wasn’t about to give up. Just like when she was doggedly working on the Vantrax, this was just another puzzle she was determined to solve…

	And she did. 

	“Fuck!” I cried once her lips had completely enveloped me. I could see the pride in her green eyes, and I desperately wanted to reward her efforts. 

	“You love this, don’t you?” Shandris teased. “Having your own little harem to satisfy your every need…”

	My cock throbbed uncontrollably, but she refused to let me spill. She had taken almost total control of my body at this point, and I made a mental note to punish her for it later. She had no idea what she was getting herself into…

	Selorah finally leaned away to catch her breath, but Kaveri didn’t give her much of a break—the Velothi pushed Selorah’s head back down after only a few seconds, and soon I was fucking her virgin face in earnest. I watched, paralyzed by pleasure, as my cock disappeared through her lips over and over again…

	“I can’t hold him back much longer,” Shandris warned. “You ready, sweetheart?”

	Somehow, Selorah managed to nod in between wild thrusts. Her eyes were still locked on mine. 

	“All right…open wide for him!”

	With Kaveri’s help, Selorah slid off my cock with a loud gasp, then steadied herself, opened her mouth, and stretched out her tongue. Shandris shifted her hand from my chest to my cock.

	“Give it to her,” she said, biting my earlobe. “Make her yours.”

	“Oh, shit!”

	I threw back my head and exploded. The first spurt splattered right across Selorah’s nose and forehead, but she didn’t even flinch. She sat calmly in place, still and eager, as volley after volley sprayed her nose, cheeks, and lips. I was so exhausted by the time my cock finally fell silent that I probably would have fallen to the floor without Shandris holding me up.

	“Stars, she is beautiful,” Shandris breathed, and once again I felt a tingle of delight shudder through her body and into mine as she studied my handiwork. Selorah was barely recognizable; thick, gooey strands of pearly seed dangled from every part of her face, and some had even fallen to her tits. 

	“Good boy,” Kaveri said with a wink. 

	“Yes, but she was an even better girl,” Shandris purred as her fingers squeezed the last few drops from my tip. Grunting, I reached back to squeeze her hip, finding only blazing skin. It seemed she’d done away with her baggy pajama pants at the same time as her top. 

	“Definitely,” Kaveri agreed as she shifted out from behind Selorah. Still on her knees, she turned the other woman’s chin toward her and began scooping up the strands with her fingers and tendrils. “But we shouldn’t let a royal offering go to waste.”

	I stood there, stunned speechless, as she eagerly cleaned up my mess. She devoured my release like it was the most wonderful treat she’d ever tasted, and Selorah submitted to her touch as if entranced. Watching her work was almost enough to get me hard again, especially when she began kissing Selorah and sharing her bounty…

	“I suppose I should get you ready for the next lesson,” Shandris said, stroking me harder. “Be a good boy and relax for your doctor.”

	I nibbled at my lower lip as her power washed over me. The sensation was as overwhelming as ever; it was like being dipped in warm water while simultaneously standing far too close to an open plasma conduit. My skin tingled, my hair bristled, and my cock swelled in her palm. After a few more seconds, I was so thoroughly rejuvenated that I felt like I hadn’t spilled in days. 

	“There we go,” Shandris cooed. “Feel better?”

	I moaned and nodded. With the proper motivation, I had no doubt that I could conjure an offering every bit as copious as the one still clinging to Selorah’s face. If history was any guide, Shandris wouldn’t be satisfied until I had finished at least three or four times. It was going to be a long night. 

	A long, glorious, messy night. 

	“I really want to taste you again,” she whispered into my ear. “But I don’t think Selorah would learn much that way.”

	“That’s all right,” I croaked, imagining all three girls on their knees in front of me. The thought of them all looking up at me like hungry chicks waiting for a meal was almost enough to make me explode again. “I, uh…I don’t mind.”

	Shandris snickered. “Maybe later. The night is young, even on this gloomy planet. We’ll just have to think of something else to try first…”

	I moaned again as she continued stroking me slowly, and I marveled at how quickly and thoroughly Kaveri had licked Selorah clean. The Velothi’s tendrils flailed about, scooping up what her tongue couldn’t. Selorah didn’t mind in the least; she was practically hypnotized with pleasure thanks to the blue tail sliding in and out of her quim. 

	“You’re going to give the poor girl a seizure,” Shandris teased.

	“She’s almost there…” Kaveri said. The sheer intensity of her luminescent eyes was almost disturbing; they glinted hungrily as her tail thrust in deeper and deeper. I had seen that same eager, expectant face dozens of times while she brought me off with her lips and tendrils, and I never got tired of it. How could I? How could anyone?

	“Oh!” Selorah squeaked, her normally cool, formal voice cracking up an octave as a climax shuddered through her. Kaveri smiled and licked at her lips as if she were feeding off the other woman’s pleasure somehow. 

	She’s a telepathic Succubus. She probably is feeding off this somehow. Stars, that is so fucking hot…

	“Easy,” Shandris scolded, squeezing the base of my throbbing stem. “Just because I reloaded the clip doesn’t mean I want you to fire just yet.”

	I was seriously tempted to throw her onto the floor and shove my cock down her throat, lesson be damned. But she was obviously getting off on playing harem mistress, and I didn’t want to spoil her fun…yet. 

	As she said, the night was young. 

	“That…” Selorah panted, her purple-shadowed eyelids fluttering. “That was…”

	“Just the beginning,” Kaveri said, smiling. After licking off the glistening tip of her tail, she kissed Selorah again. Their bodies practically melted into one, and the sight of their tits mushing together almost pushed me over the edge again…

	“All right, the break is over,” Shandris said. “Time for something a little more…advanced.”

	Kaveri slowly pulled her lips from Selorah, smiled, and glanced up to us expectantly. “What did you have in mind, mistress?”

	Shandris pointed at the floor. “Bend over and get that beautiful blue ass of yours up in the air.”

	Kaveri obediently spun around, sank down on all fours, and arched her back. “Like this, mistress?”

	“Almost.” Shandris kissed my cheek. “Stay here while I get her ready for you.”

	After stroking me one final time, she leaned off to the side and rifled through a bag in the corner of the room. I had no idea what she was looking for, but I took the opportunity to dispense with my boots and pants, bemused by the flicker of shyness I felt at Selorah’s rapt stare. A moment after I straightened, naked at last, I felt something brush my cock again. Kaveri was smiling back at me impishly, her tail slowly curling around my shaft…

	“No cheating!” Shandris scolded. “Just for that, I’m going to make these extra tight.”

	I blinked in surprise when I saw her holding a set of magnetic cuffs. “Where did you—?”

	“I was out shopping for several days,” she said, smacking Kaveri on the ass. “Looking at starship parts got boring after a while, so I took a few detours.”

	I grinned as I watched her roughly pull Kaveri’s arms back and cuff her wrists to her ankles, forcing her chin to the floor and her ass higher than ever. An hour ago, Kaveri had probably been trashing holographic training drones by the dozens, but now…now she was so completely, utterly helpless she couldn’t even hold herself upright. The thought coupled with the sight of her glistening labia made my cock throb in anticipation.

	“The Emperor’s concubine should know her place,” Shandris said, producing yet another toy from her bag. This one was a slave collar we had used while infiltrating the Heap. She promptly fastened it around Kaveri’s neck and handed me the leash. “You should make her wear this whenever she’s not on duty. I’ll gladly hold onto it if you’re occupied…”

	I took the leather strap and chuckled. Shandris was so hot I could actually see her knees trembling; she was really, really enjoying her new role. Unsurprisingly, Kaveri was too—her slit was so sodden it practically sparkled in the light. And Selorah…

	Well, she was watching us so intently I could only imagine how thoroughly her cybernetic brain was cataloging every word and move. But the most surprising part was that one of her hands was busy massaging her own quim.

	“I do not understand,” she said, shaking her head. “Do you expect Kaveri to attempt escape?”

	Shandris snickered. “Of course not, sweetheart, but that’s not the point. Always remember what I said earlier: men love anything that makes them feel powerful. And there’s nothing quite as dominating as fucking a hogtied girl in the ass.”

	Tugging on the leash, I went to my knees behind Kaveri and nudged the tip of my cock against her nether entrance. Her croon as my cock touched her anus was one of pure, primal submission. I gritted my teeth in anticipation, and I almost wished that Shandris’s powers weren’t quite so effective. I had no idea how long I would be able to hold out…

	“Your concubine is ready for you, my lord,” Shandris said, her tongue rolling seductively across her lips. “Her body is yours.”

	Bracing my hands on Kaveri’s hips, I began to slowly push inside. Her breath deepened instantly, the muscles of her back going taut. When my head sank past her ring, the passage beyond it clenched, resisting as if to prolong the initial stretch as much as possible. Her tail began wiggling in excitement, and it seized up entirely once I began pushing in earnest. Her glowing eyes rolled back in her head as she whimpered in delight. 

	“Harder,” she begged. “Deeper!”

	I happily obliged her one tight, smoldering centimeter at a time. It didn’t take long before I was slamming into her at full tilt, one hand on the leash and the other clutching one of her horns. The grip of her ass was so tight and so hot I barely even noticed Shandris sliding behind Selorah and massaging her tits. 

	“Stars, you are adorable,” she breathed into the other woman’s ear, the words carrying clearly over Kaveri’s rising grunts of fulfillment. “One of these days, I’m going to slap that collar on you and eat you up…”

	“I calculate a high probability that I would enjoy that,” Selorah said unsteadily, eyes falling to the scarlet hands kneading her breasts.

	Shandris grinned. “Just ‘high?’ I figured you could give me the odds to the decimal place.”

	“I would, but…” She bit down on her lip when Shandris leaned around to suckle on a dusky nipple. “I appear to be having difficulty concentrating.”

	The Kreen giggled softly. “Well, you had better focus. This lesson is for you, after all.”

	Selorah nodded and returned to watching me relentlessly pound Kaveri’s ass. The friction was incredible, enough to drive me wild without ever crossing the threshold of pain. A small part of me wondered if I might be hurting Kaveri, but the rest of me knew that it would only make the experience hotter for her if I was. She was designed for this, bred to be used by me as roughly and selfishly as possible—and to climax all the harder for it. It was something of a minor miracle that I’d lasted this long, and I knew I couldn’t hold out much longer. 

	“Interesting,” Selorah breathed. “He draws as much pleasure from this as vaginal intercourse?”

	“More, sometimes,” Shandris said, her golden eyes and red lips still locked on the other woman’s ample breasts. 

	“I did not realize this,” Selorah said. “Perhaps he should take me this way.”

	“In time, sweetheart, in time,” Shandris replied with a wicked grin. “Just remember that K here isn’t built quite the same way we are. You’ll need a bit more…preparation…before he takes you that way. Thankfully, that’s all part of the fun.”

	Selorah nodded. “He is about to finish.”

	“I think you’re right,” Shandris said. “We should get ready for him. Come on.”

	She dragged Selorah along with her as they scuttled in front of a whimpering Kaveri. At Shandris’s order, Selorah leaned back against the foot of the bed and spread her legs so Kaveri could properly lick her quim. The Succubus instantly started to feast, while at the same time, Shandris continued suckling on Selorah’s nipples. 

	The sight of all three girls together was all it took to push me over the edge. Jerking back on the leash, I roared in triumph and pulled out at the last possible instant. I exploded so powerfully that the first jet of seed streaked all the way over Kaveri and onto Selorah’s tits, and the second still had enough strength to splatter Shandris’s cheek. The rest thoroughly painted Kaveri’s back from her neck to her ass. 

	I slumped over on my side when I finished, as drained as I had ever been. The girls quickly set to work cleaning up the mess, and deep down I knew that this should have been the end of it. If we’d had a milliliter of sense between us, we would have cleaned up, cuddled, and tried to get some sleep. But apparently, even Selorah’s programming wasn’t that big of a buzzkill.

	“I think we still have time for a few more lessons,” Shandris said as she crawled over to me and clutched my arm, drawing my hand to her breast. “What do you think, Your Majesty?”

	I swallowed as she linked our nervous systems and began to rejuvenate me once more. “What I think,” I whispered, “is that there’s never been a better time to cram for a test.”

	She grinned and kissed me on the lips. “I couldn’t agree more.”
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	“The Damadus is making a run for it. The Liberator and the Crucible are attempting to block her escape, but they won’t be able to absorb that kind of firepower forever. It’s now or never, old friend.”

	“Understood,” Wynn Mosaad said. “We’re already on our way in.”

	Clutching the Banshee’s flight stick, he looped up around the enormous bulk of the Covenant command ship and looked out upon the sprawling space battle. The canopy flashed with pulse and plasma fire, and the Banshee’s sensors were streaming a never-ending barrage of proximity warnings into his mind. Dominion bombers were more durable than Valkyries—and more sluggish—but the extra space was essential for his co-pilot. Natalya’s blue eyes were nearly as glossed over as his own as she stared out the canopy. Mosaad had fought in hundreds of ground battles in his lifetime, and out of necessity he had learned to fight plenty of space battles over the last ten years as well. But nothing could have possibly prepared him for this. 

	Swarms of nimble starfighters dueled in the void, trading blue-white flashes of psionic cannon fire that were sometimes punctuated by a sudden, silent explosion. All around them, warships ranging in size from corvettes to battlecruisers maneuvered like leviathans among insects. Salvo after salvo of lethal energy splashed against shields or bit deep into armored flanks to spill metal, gasses, and bodies into space. 

	Both sides were identical in every respect save numbers and allegiance. They had the same ships, the same weapons, and they knew each other’s tactics and weaknesses. The result was an orgy of violence as men and women who should have been comrades slaughtered each other as enemies. Every death was a tragedy. 

	But the devastation would not be in vain.

	They had caught Falric completely off guard. With the bulk of the Dominion fleet still deployed along the Praxian border, Keledon’s defenses were weaker than they had ever been. There were still fifty warships orbiting the planet, of course, not to mention the dozens of orbital weapons platforms and thousands of starfighters. Combined with the Covenant fleet, this was easily the largest engagement the galaxy had seen in a generation. 

	By the time the battle was over, Falric the Betrayer would be dead…and the Old Dominion would die a long overdue death with him.

	“There’s an opening,” Natalya said pointing at the HUD from the co-pilot’s seat. “We’ll need all the speed we can muster.”

	Mosaad nodded. “Then here we go.”

	He punched the throttle, and the Banshee began draining power from both their minds as it surged through the withering crossfire. He felt a flash of heat on his cheeks whenever their shields absorbed a blast, and he winced every time. He couldn’t understand how the Wings of the Seraph ever got used to this madness…

	“Incoming fighters!” Grayson warned. “My boys will keep them off you as long as they can.”

	“Roger that,” Mosaad said. “For the Seraph!”

	He twisted the Banshee into a tight spiral as more and more psionic cannon fire flashed all around him. Their shields absorbed enough hits that his skin actually started to burn, but he gritted his teeth and forced himself to endure the pain. Between he and Natalya, they easily had more than enough power to fight through this. That was the whole reason he had chosen the Banshee over a Valkyrie in the first place.

	“You aren’t getting away from us this time, you bastard,” Natalya hissed. 

	Mosaad grinned. Falric’s command ship—the Damadus—was desperately trying to flee the system, but every time the massive battlecruiser tried to shift to astral space, one of the Covenant ships would box it in and disrupt its drive matrix. Still, the Liberator and the Crucible couldn’t take this kind of punishment forever; even now, the Damadus was pounding them with a relentless broadside. Mosaad knew they only had a few minutes to get aboard and do what needed to be done. 

	As he spiraled closer and closer to the enormous battlecruiser, he squeezed the trigger and unleashed a staggered salvo at the point-defense cannons festooned around the main hangar. One by one, he shredded them to pieces, and the gunners on the Liberator and the Crucible shifted their aim to cover him just like they had planned. The hangar’s armored doors began to slide together as someone on the Damadus realized what he intended. Mosaad clenched his teeth and rolled the Banshee onto its side to slip through the narrowing gap…

	They barely made it in time. The Banshee shot through the blue containment field sealing off the cavernous hangar from the vacuum, and he slammed on the braking thrusters, slowing them to a hover only meters short of the hangar’s back wall. Spinning their nose, he unleashed another barrage at the hapless mechs and fighter drones inside, blasting them all to smoldering bits. By the time he landed, the fire suppression systems had begun dousing the deck in foam. 

	“We don’t have much time,” he said, tearing off his helmet. 

	Natalya nodded crisply as she disconnected herself from the ship, clad like him in full armor of white and gold. “I am ready for anything.”

	Moving in near unison, they popped open the canopy, vaulted out of the oversized fighter, and summoned their blazing blue psionic swords. When a squad of security mechs stormed through the wall of smoke and foam to try and stop the intruders, Mosaad telekinetically hurled a large chunk of still-smoldering wreckage at them, crushing them flat where they stood. A second squad burst through a door a heartbeat later, and Natalya pounced right into their midst and scythed them down like grass. The Emperor could send a thousand more if he wanted—nothing was going to keep them from reaching the bridge. 

	Nothing was going to stop the Blades of the Seraph from claiming their vengeance. 

	And nothing did. After dispatching a few more squads in the ship’s narrow corridors—all mechs, curiously—Mosaad and Natalya carved their way into one of the maintenance tubes and telekinetically hoisted one another up to the command deck. Given the intensity of the battle raging in space—and the chaos they had undoubtedly sowed by blasting their way onto the ship—Falric’s defenders were predictably disorganized. The coward wouldn’t have the chance to recall them to the bridge in time.

	“As one,” Mosaad said, stabbing his psi-blade into the reinforced double door protecting the bridge. Natalya thrust her sword in a fraction of a second later, and between the two of them, they sliced through the metal as easily as a high-powered laser drill. Once the carved slab fell forward, Mosaad rushed inside, fully prepared to fight off another squad of mechs or even soldiers. 

	But the bridge was almost completely empty. The consoles that lined the short walkway leading to the stairs up to the command platform were vacant, their screens dark and their functions routed elsewhere. Further in, there were no sounds of orders being given, no reports being called out. Only silence.

	“You’re late,” a familiar voice called out from the captain’s chair up on the elevated command platform. “I expected you several minutes ago.”

	Mosaad frowned. Like all Omega-class battlecruisers, the Damadus had an enormous, sprawling bridge that looked more like an interstellar observatory than the control center of a starship. The walls were completely transparent; it looked like one could walk a few steps in any direction and float out into the vacuum. The command platform itself was essentially a giant saucer suspended above an enormous crystalline pit. Mosaad could feel the psionic energy coursing through the green gems, and he could hear the telepathic echoes of the Synesthetes controlling the ship from elsewhere. They had an omnidirectional view of the battle raging around them, and it was genuinely difficult to focus on anything besides the starfighters and energy bolts whipping past them. 

	But despite all the distractions, he pointed his blade toward the steps in a wordless order and forced himself to focus. He and Natalya slowly ascended to the command platform, their psionic blades humming in anticipation as the captain’s chair slowly rotated to face them. Emperor Falric was sitting there calmly, the tips of his fingers idly tapping the armrest. His flowing blue cape was sprawled out around him, and the tassels of his white-gold uniform glinted in the bright light. 

	“It’s over, Falric,” Mosaad said, pointing his psi-blade at the other man’s chest. 

	The Emperor smiled. “Be honest: how long have you been waiting for this moment, Wynn? How long have you dreamt about standing here with your sword at my throat?”

	“Too long. Now order your forces to surrender. No more lives need to be lost today.”

	“Spoken by the man who gleefully started a civil war,” Falric said. “Spoken by the man whose pride and arrogance have gotten millions of loyal Dominion citizens killed.” 

	“They died to save the Dominion from monsters like you,” Natalya spat. “Surrender!”

	Falric scoffed. “How utterly, predictably self-righteous. You truly have no idea how much damage you’ve caused, do you? Look around, Wynn! The Dominion fleet is in tatters. The Wings of the Seraph are nearly extinct. Even if we stopped the fighting now, it’s already too late. Your ‘revolution’ has cost us any chance we had of rebuilding and stopping the Convectorate.”

	“As if you ever cared about that,” Mosaad sneered. “I can still hear the ghosts of Talasea crying out for vengeance!”

	Falric’s expression darkened. “More was lost at Talasea than you will ever realize.” He continued glaring at Mosaad for a long moment, his head slowly shaking in contempt. “I always knew your arrogance was boundless, but destroying your own people just to sate your thirst for petty vengeance…”

	“He’s stalling,” Natalya said, shaping a second blade in her free hand. “We need to finish this. If he won’t surrender—”

	“You’ll just kill me, is that it?” Falric asked. “Two Blades of the Seraph assassinating their rightful Emperor…well, at least this time you’ll strike the killing blow yourselves. You didn’t give my father that courtesy.”

	“Enough!” Mosaad growled, thrusting his sword forward until it was barely a centimeter from the other man’s throat. “This is your last chance, Falric: surrender!”

	Falric’s cool brown eyes flicked down to the blade, then back to Mosaad. “There are times I wish I were a stronger telepath,” he mused. “I would love to hear whatever nonsense is rattling around your brain. What do you expect to happen once you kill me? Do you think the people of Keledon or Eladrell or Regdar will bow to a usurper? Do you seriously believe the people of the Dominion will follow a washed-up Blade and his filthy mongrel of a concubine?”

	Mosaad thrust out his empty hand and clutched Falric’s body in a telekinetic grip so tight the younger man actually wheezed as the air vacated his lungs. “I expected you to finally see reason,” he snarled. “I expected you to finally do the right thing for your people!”

	Falric’s lips curled into a dark, twisted smile. “I already did.”

	Mosaad frowned for a second before a flicker of movement from the translucent window drew his attention. He risked a glance over Falric’s shoulder…

	And his mouth fell open. Tiny flashes of light lit up the sprawling starscape as ship after ship suddenly emerged from hyperspace. At first, Mosaad thought Falric must have somehow called in reinforcements, but it only took a moment to realize that the ships didn’t belong to the Dominion. 

	They belonged to the Convectorate.

	“No…” Natalya rasped. “No, it can’t be…”

	Mosaad’s hands balled into fists, and his blade dissipated into mist. The incoming fleet was enormous. Destroyers, frigates, and even battleships charged right into the Covenant lines, emerald plasma bolts streaming from their cannons and fighters spewing forth from their hangars. Admiral Grayson’s command ship was already valiantly coming about to try and fend off the newcomers, but he and all the rest of his ships were hopelessly out of position…and hopelessly outnumbered. 

	“Seraph have mercy,” Mosaad whispered. “What have you done?”

	“I have saved our people from the abyss—again,” Falric said pointedly. 

	“By allying with the Tarreen? Have you gone completely mad?”

	“On the contrary, I am apparently the only one willing or able to see reason,” Falric said. “The Hierarchy doesn’t want a second war any more than I do, and they know that’s exactly what will happen if your ‘Covenant’ prevails. They are investing in the future…and so am I.”

	Mosaad glanced down at the holopad embedded in his bracer, but the com was being jammed. He couldn’t signal Grayson and tell him to withdraw…not that it would have been possible anyway. The Covenant had committed everything to this assault. They had known all along that there would be no retreat and no surrender.

	Instead, there would be another Talasea.

	“You son of a bitch!” Mosaad hissed, igniting his psi-blade again. “I should have killed you a long time ago!”

	Rearing back, he slashed straight down at Falric’s head…and blinked in shock as his blade inexplicably carved through an empty chair. 

	“You still don’t get it, do you?”

	Mosaad whirled around. Somehow, Falric was standing on the opposite side of the platform, his hands calmly dangling at his sides. 

	“I am not the man you humiliated in the throne room all those years ago,” Falric said. “I have mastered techniques the other Seraphim thought lost forever.”

	“How…?” Natalya whispered, clutching her psi-blade in both hands. “Is he some kind of hologram?”

	“No,” Mosaad said. “He’s a clairvoyant.”

	She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

	“Of course you don’t,” Falric sneered. “You are not Seraphim, not really. You are a mongrel riding on the coattails of superior genes.”

	Mosaad scowled. “No Seraphim clairvoyant has been able to manipulate time for a generation,” he told Natalya, “not even his father.”

	“If he could, he would still be alive,” Falric said. “Your Blades wouldn’t have had the chance to fail him.”

	Mosaad dragged his eyes back to the viewport, and his stomach clenched when he saw even more Convectorate ships entering the system. Unless he could figure out a way to end this—unless he could kill Falric and somehow convince his allies to withdraw or surrender—then the Covenant was doomed. And he refused to let that happen.

	“I don’t care what powers you think you’ve learned,” Mosaad said, hoisting his blade into a ready position. “I will not allow you to destroy the Dominion. Not again!”

	He rushed forward again, faster this time, and he swept his blade in a wider arc to make it even harder for Falric to get away. But the other man didn’t move; he stood there, still and stoic, as if baiting Mosaad to try and harm him. And then, a fraction of a second before the burning sword cut him in half, Falric’s hand moved at lightning speed…and conjured a psionic blade of its own. 

	The weapons clashed and unleashed a telekinetic shockwave so powerful that Mosaad flew backward several meters. Natalya skidded across the command platform and smashed into a control console hard enough the plastic actually cracked. 

	“How…?” Mosaad whispered, staring at the brilliant beam of energy stretching from Falric’s closed fist. “Only the Blades—”

	“The Blades serve the Emperor,” Falric snarled, fashioning a shining hilt and letting it fall into his hand. “Or they did, until you betrayed your oath.”

	Mosaad grimaced, wondering who in the hell could have possibly taught him how to shape a psi-blade. The technique was a closely guarded secret; even the Seraphim Councilors didn’t know it. Still, there was a difference between shaping a weapon and actually wielding it, and Mosaad couldn’t imagine a spoiled brat like Falric having the patience to learn swordsmanship…

	“You have already lost, old friend,” Falric said, lifting his sword in a mock salute. The blue-white beam of energy didn’t look entirely stable; sparks of energy dripped from the blade like flaming rags from a torch. “I can see the future, while you are trapped in the past!”

	“We’ll take him together,” Mosaad said as Natalya returned to her feet. “He can’t escape us both.”

	She nodded and bared her teeth. “As one!”

	They attacked. After hundreds of skirmishes across dozens of battlefields, Mosaad knew her movements nearly as well as his own. Even without actively using his telepathy, he could sense her thrusts and her feints, her parries and ripostes. And it only took a few moments to realize that his earlier theory had been right—Falric could shape a psi-blade, but he was no swordsman. He flailed about like a child with a holographic toy, and given remotely fair circumstances, Mosaad would have killed him in five seconds flat. 

	But the circumstances were anything but fair. The Emperor moved with blinding speed; even with his poor form, he had no trouble intercepting and deflecting every attack. Mosaad and Natalya pressed their advantage as aggressively as they could, hoping to tire him out, but Falric gained more confidence with each passing second. He eventually began to outpace them, and amidst a frantic flurry of swipes and thrusts, he backhanded Natalya across the face with his free hand, knocking her to the deck. 

	Without her aid, Mosaad quickly found himself on the defensive. He parried a wild slash aimed at his head and barely turned aside a thrust at his heart, but the desperate movements left him exposed. The tip of Falric’s sword burned through Mosaad’s leg armor, and he howled in pain and stumbled away. 

	“I warned you,” Falric said, panting. “I am not the child you remember, and I will not allow you to destroy the Dominion with your arrogant pride…or pollute it with your wretched alien filth.”

	Mosaad braced himself against the closest console. The searing agony in his thigh spread down his whole leg as if he had just stepped in lava. He was normally disciplined enough to ignore almost anything, but this…he could barely concentrate enough to sustain his psi-blade. 

	Natalya was in better shape, if only just. Blackish-green blood streamed down her lips and chin; Falric must have shattered her nose outright. Still, at least she could stand…

	“Your Covenant will die a final, brutal death,” Falric taunted. “Every traitor who stood against his Emperor will be executed, and the Dominion will finally be whole once again!”

	“With a Tarreen claw at its throat!” Mosaad snarled. “The Hierarchy won’t stop with the Covenant fleet. They’ll destroy every Dominion ship in the galaxy!”

	Falric shook his head. “You forget that I am the one who can see the future—I am the one who has the foresight to rule. And one day soon, I will be the one who leads the Seraphim to vengeance!”

	“You have no idea what the Tarreen are really like,” Natalya said, wiping the blood from her face with the back of her gauntlet. “The instant you let them set foot on Keledon, you sealed your people’s fate. They will brutalize and ravage this world in ways you can’t even imagine.”

	“Humans are not Subari,” Falric sneered. “We will never submit to the Tarreen or any other degenerate alien scum. Our banner will fly over the galaxy yet again.” He smiled darkly. “And you know what, Wynn? I think I’ll let you live to see it. Perhaps one day you’ll even recognize your mistake and grovel for forgiveness at my feet.”

	Clenching his teeth, Mosaad slowly dragged himself upright. “I will never bow before an emperor again.”

	“Every man has his breaking point. By the end of this day, you will have lost everything. Your fleet, your allies, your crusade…” Falric’s eyes shifted to Natalya. “And now, your mongrel whore.”

	His body became a blur of movement as he lunged at Natalya. The sparking clash of their blades released another shockwave, pummeling Mosaad back onto the cold deck again. A fresh spike of pain lanced through his leg, but he forced himself to stand and lurch back into the fray. Falric was already pressing his attack, and despite Natalya’s perfect form and Mosaad’s manic efforts, she was slowly but steadily falling behind. Another clash lit up the bridge, then another and another and another…

	Until Falric finally battered her weapon aside and drove his blade straight through her chest. The searing blue beam sparked wildly as it erupted from between her shoulder blades, and Falric held her skewered in the air for what felt like an epoch before his blade abruptly vanished. Natalya collapsed to the deck in an unmoving heap. 

	“No!” Mosaad roared so loudly the entire bridge rumbled. The pain in his leg faded into a distant memory as he dove on top of her and cradled her body in his arms. 

	“You’ve no idea how tempting it is to kill the last Blade of the Seraph myself,” Falric said into the grim silence. “To avenge my father, to avenge your failures, to be the one who personally purged your sacred order of corruption…it would almost be worth denying myself the pleasure of watching you rot away in a cell over the decades.”

	Mosaad’s hands trembled as he tried to lift Natalya up, but her strength had already drained away. For the first time since he’d met her, he saw genuine terror in her bright blue eyes. 

	And then she was gone. 

	“I wonder, what would the founders of your order think if they knew you shared their precious secrets with a hybrid abomination?” Falric asked. “Can you imagine the look of horror on their faces when they learned you had taken her as a lover?”

	Mosaad looked up, his entire body quaking with rage. He clenched his teeth so hard he could have bitten through a bulkhead. 

	“Don’t humiliate yourself any more than you already have,” Falric said. “It’s over, Wynn. You know you can’t kill me. I am the Emperor of the Dominion. I am the Chosen of the Seraph. I am invincible.”

	“You are a monster,” Mosaad ground out as a fresh psi-blade sprouted from his right hand. “And you will be stopped.”

	Mosaad thrust out his hand and unleashed a wave of telekinetic force. Falric tried to move out of the way, but for once, he was too slow. The wave crashed into him, hurling him backward until he slammed into the guard railing at the rear of the bridge. He wheezed, momentarily stunned, and Mosaad leapt to his feet and charged. 

	Every footstep was agony; every millisecond was torture. But Mosaad pushed himself forward anyway. Clutching his psi-blade in a two-handed grip, he hacked downward and screamed as if he were trying to cleave the entire galaxy. Falric’s blade materialized in front of his face at the last possible instant, but Mosaad didn’t care—he had known all along that he wouldn’t be able to strike Falric down in time. 

	But he didn’t need to. Fueled by Mosaad’s rage and Falric’s fear, the clash of their blades released yet another psionic shockwave, this one even more powerful than the last. The telekinetic explosion hurled Mosaad backward exactly the way he had come, but it also flipped Falric up and over the guard railing. Time itself seemed to freeze as the Emperor’s body hovered above the yawning chasm, his eyes wide in shock…and then plummeted into the depths of psionic core below. 

	Mosaad landed hard on his already wounded leg. The pain returned in full force, but he refused to relent. Crawling forward, he dragged himself to the edge of the railing and looked into the depths of the crystalline pit some fifty meters below. Energy still crackled through the green shards, but aside from the faint hum of the psionic currents, they were silent. 

	“Seraph take you,” Mosaad muttered. When he glanced back over his shoulder, his momentary satisfaction was swallowed by a black pit of despair. The space battle was still raging, and Admiral Grayson’s command ship was on the verge of cracking apart. His ships were lost, his men were dead. The war was over. 

	Perhaps it had been for a very long time. 

	Pulling himself back to Natalya’s lifeless body, Mosaad took her hand and squeezed it in his. Her pale skin was already cool.

	“I will find others,” he promised, his voice a fragile whisper. “I will start again.”

	A swarm of fighters roared past the transparent walls, barely a hundred meters from the hull, and Mosaad could see the Convectorate fleet getting closer and closer. He knew he couldn’t afford to stay; he needed to get to the Banshee and shift out of here as quickly as he could. But when he cradled her head against his chest, his arms refused to let go. 

	“I will not be the last Blade,” he whispered. “And you will never be forgotten.”
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	“We have cleared the planet’s mesosphere; all systems still showing green,” Selorah said over the com. “Grinner and Sandbox are preparing to power up the astral drive.”

	“Dammit,” Morningstar grumbled. 

	I frowned and glanced back over my shoulder to the Valkyrie hugging my starboard wing. “Something wrong?”

	“He’s just a sore loser,” Cobalt snickered. “He bet me five hundred chits she wouldn’t be able to get that big ugly boat into space again.”

	“That was a highly illogical wager, given my assurances to the contrary,” Selorah replied. “Unless you were assuming—”

	“Cut the chatter,” Blackstar gently scolded. “It’s time to get serious and focus. All fighters, report in.”

	I smiled and sank back in my chair as Seraph Squadron began their roll call. Given how late we’d all been up last night, I had expected to be a walking zombie by morning. But for some inexplicable reason, a night of intense, body-shattering sex with three beautiful women had completely recharged my proverbial batteries. Who knew?

	As soon as Blackstar and his squad had finished, I said, “Phoenix Squadron, report in.”

	“Spectre, standing by.”

	“Squeaker, standing by.”

	“Cobalt, thinking this is a stupid idea but standing by.”

	“Morningstar, wishing his squadmates were more professional but standing by.”

	“Martyr, hating her stupid name but standing by.”

	“We’re good to go,” I said, grinning. I knew full well how quickly our cheer would morph into fear once we actually approached Nelphari, but for the moment, everyone seemed confident and ready. After what felt like an eon of training and preparation, we were finally going to take the fight to the enemy. The Cole Vontera of two months ago never would have believed that any of this was possible. The Valkyries, the new powers, the imperial bloodline, the girls (well, he obviously would have been jealous of the girls)…

	The past version of myself would have looked at me with utter contempt for shackling myself to a group of hapless rebels who fancied themselves the new Seraphim. At this point, the only question left to answer was whether or not he was right. One way or another, I would get my answer soon enough. 

	“This is a momentous day,” Master Mosaad said. His presence shone through the Valkyrie’s sensors, a beacon of steadying resolve. “For the first time in a generation, the Seraph’s children will rise against the barbarism of the Tarreen and the brutality of their Convectorate. But today, we no longer fight for a corrupt council or a cowardly leader. We fight for the people of this sector—we fight for everyone who has languished under the tyranny of the Hierarchy for far too long.”

	“A victory won’t change the past,” he went on. “No battle can heal the pain our ancestors inflicted or right the injustices they wrought upon the galaxy. Nothing can truly change what the Dominion was…but we can show the galaxy what a new one shall be. For a New Dominion! For the Seraph!”

	The com flooded with cheers, but I remained silent. All I could think about were Raxyl’s words a few weeks ago. 

	Whatever else I may think about Wynn Mosaad and the Blades of the Seraph, he and his students represent my best and likely only chance to avenge your mother’s death. That is why I am going to teach them everything I know about flying a Valkyrie. And then I am going to kill the bastard who took your mother away from us.

	Raxyl’s mind was a black blot to me; his Kali physiology prevented even the Valkyrie’s sensors from getting much of a read on him. But if revenge was enough of a motivation for him, then surely it should have been enough for me, too. 

	“The astral drive is at full power,” Selorah announced. “We can shift at any time.”

	I nodded as I glanced back and forth at the men and women on my wing. “Phoenix Squadron: prepare to shift on my mark,” I said. “Let’s get this done.”

	 

	***

	 

	The pinkish-red mist of astral space enveloped us on all sides, and after a mere hour of exposure to its energies, I was already feeling queasy. I couldn’t help but remember Kaveri’s previous warning about the so-called “Koro Effect.” If we stayed in here much longer, some of us might actually start losing our minds…

	But thankfully, the jump to Nelphari was a short one, and after a few more minutes, one of the crystals on my dash began glowing faintly. The Valkyrie automatically shunted power away from the astral drive, and the endless pinkish mist was replaced by the endless black void of normal space an instant later.

	This is it. This is finally it. 

	Off to my left, a blue-green star burned so brightly I had to squint; off to my right, the familiar red hull of the Avernal Fury prowled the system. And looming dead ahead, its docking arms spread across a massive asteroid like some kind of cancerous growth, was the Nelphari Shipyard. 

	“There she is,” Morningstar said. “Even uglier than the holos.”

	“And bigger, too,” Cobalt added warily. “A lot bigger…”

	“Don’t worry, they just repositioned the docking arms,” I assured her, stretching out as far as I could through the Valkyrie. The shipyard really did look larger than the last scouting report, but my sensors confirmed it was just an optical illusion. The mass, the armament, and everything else were the same. Still, with all the docking arms spread out, I could have easily mistaken it for a giant arachnid waiting patiently for its prey…

	“Power levels steady; all systems standing by,” Spectre said as if to jog me from my reverie. “On your command, Phoenix Leader.”

	I nodded even though none of them could see me. “All fighters, report in.”

	As everyone sounded off, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Unsurprisingly, the voices I heard were considerably tighter than before. Most of the tension came from the fact we were finally staring at our enemy in the flesh, but some of it was just because we’d all had a long, quiet hour in astral space to dwell on our insecurities. As the old cliché said, the waiting was the worst part. 

	Other than the dying and the pain, anyway. 

	“They’ve surely spotted us by now, right?” Martyr asked after she reported all systems green.

	“Unlikely,” Spectre said. “I am not detecting any sensor buoys or listening posts.”

	“Then let’s make sure we get their attention,” I said. “Raise shields and form up on my wing. Just stick to the plan and everything will work out, I promise.”

	“Seraph protect us…” Cobalt whispered. 

	“You worry too much,” Morningstar said. “The Emperor will look after his peasants.”

	I smiled at the sound of their nervous chuckles. I was going to look after them, and we were going to pull this off. We had to. 

	“Punching thrusters in five,” I said. “Here we go!”

	The other Valkyries settled on my wings as we accelerated toward our target. We weren’t planning anything fancy just yet; a basic V attack formation was threatening enough for the time being. The Vecs wouldn’t be able to detect our heavy ordnance from here, but Ferron surely knew firsthand how much damage six Valkyries could inflict. 

	“The shipyard is launching defensive fighters,” Spectre announced. “Fifty drones, bearing zero-nine-three mark two-seven-one.”

	“Fifty?” Martyr blurted out. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

	“The simulations projected twenty or thirty at most,” Squeaker put in. “What’s going—?”

	“Cut the chatter,” I said, clutching my flight stick more tightly. “The more of them we draw our way, the better.”

	None of them argued the point—at least not verbally—but I could feel their collective tension through the sensors. I really wished I knew how to filter it out. My own doubt was bad enough without having all of theirs pile on top of it, too. 

	“The Avernal Fury is taking up a defensive position above the shipyard, as expected,” Spectre said. “All CDF construction vessels are en route to the main hangar.”

	“Mosaad said Ferron would be cautious, considering how much trouble the Valkyries gave him on Varsus,” I said, forcing myself to take in deep breath. We had always known we would be outnumbered, obviously, but staring down nine-to-one odds was a lot more stressful in real life than a simulator. 

	“They’re coming right at us,” Squeaker said tautly. 

	“That was the plan, kid,” Morningstar said. “Weren’t you paying attention?”

	“Just relax and stay focused,” I told them. “More targets just means they’ll be harder to miss.”

	Martyr snorted. “That may be the stupidest thing you’ve ever said.”

	“If only,” Spectre added dryly. 

	I kept my finger hovering above the trigger. The enemy drones kept closing. Fifty thousand kilometers, thirty thousand, ten thousand…I kept waiting for a premonition to wash over me and warn me to get the hell out of here, but when it never came, I focused all my attention on the enemy attack pattern instead. Even a few milliseconds of extra reaction time could be the difference between life and death.

	“Steady,” I whispered. “Steady…Now!”

	We broke formation exactly like we had practiced. A storm of green plasma bolts surrounded us on all sides, but to my surprise—and pride—not a single member of Phoenix Squadron flinched. They steeled themselves, bolstered their shields, and unleashed a retaliatory hail of cannon fire. 

	The next few seconds were a blur of blinding light and frenetic motion as our formation dissolved into the furious dance of a dogfight. My canopy flashed with silent explosions; without the Valkyrie’s sensors, I wouldn’t have been able to see or process a damn thing. I felt a brush of heat on my face as my shields absorbed a barrage of plasma bolts, but I clenched my teeth and forced myself to focus on my targets. Drone after drone darted in front of my cannons before being shredded into flaming cinders, and I tried and failed to keep a mental count of how many we destroyed…

	And then we were through. All five of my pilots looped back to join me on the other side of the swarm, and I didn’t even need to bark out orders to get them to fall back into formation. Our fighters were streaming information into our brains far faster than we could consciously react.

	“Thirteen down, a billion to go,” Morningstar called out. “Those other idiots better show up soon.”

	“Just keep it tight and stay together,” I said. “Let’s draw them a little further away from the shipyard.”

	Pitching up, I slammed the Valkyrie’s throttle back to full, and the others stayed close on my wing as if we were about to execute a Kaysian Loop and dive right back into the heart of the enemy formation. Predictably, the CDF drones readied themselves for our maneuver: they spread out into a U-shaped cloud designed to maximize their firing solutions if we dared to attack them directly. 

	Thankfully, I had no intention of challenging their targeting algorithms. I mentally counted down the seconds as we pulled further and further away, hoping Blackstar and his group were as punctual as they were supposed to be…

	“There they are!” Morningstar blurted out as six more Valkyries suddenly appeared on the sensors. “Suck on this, you scaly shitbags.”

	I grinned despite myself as Blackstar and Seraph Squadron dove toward the shipyard and strafed across its outer docking limbs. I couldn’t tell exactly how much damage they inflicted from here, but the important part was that the Avernal Fury took the bait. The battleship’s engines roared to life, and it abandoned its defensive position to pursue the pesky fighters. 

	And the moment it was committed, the Vantrax shifted into the system and dove right toward the shipyard’s central command cluster. 

	“Hell yeah!” Cobalt whooped. 

	I watched, grinning, as the destroyer’s heavy cannons began blazing away. Once the drones hounding us inevitably changed course to go after the new threat, we would have the perfect opportunity to chase them down and pick them off at our leisure. 

	At least, that had been the original plan. Unfortunately, the drones didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in the rest of the battle, even when the shipyard’s shields began to ripple and spark. They remained hot on our tails.

	“Why aren’t they turning around?” Squeaker asked. “Something wrong with their software?”

	“Unlikely,” Spectre said. “They must still consider us a larger threat.”

	“Which makes no sense at all,” I murmured, my eyes narrowing. The shipyard and the Avernal Fury had launched a few additional fighters, but Seraph Squadron could handle them easily enough. If I were Admiral Ferron, I would be in full panic mode right now…so why didn’t the Vecs seem to care?

	“Something’s wrong,” Martyr said. “What do we do now?”

	I took a deep breath and shifted my attention back to my corner of the engagement. “If they want to keep chasing us, fine—we’ll make them pay for it. Prepare for a Tyber’s Peel in five. Hit the edges of their formation when you split.”

	Through the Valkyrie, I felt their tentative acknowledgments, and I mentally shunted most of my fighter’s shield power forward. As the seconds ticked by, I almost wanted a dire premonition just to give me some kind of guidance…but yet again, none was forthcoming. 

	“Now!”

	All six of us banked hard toward the pursuing swarm of drones, and a blistering hail of fire greeted us the instant we moved back into range. Rather than dive straight through them and get eviscerated, however, we all abruptly split in different directions…and their loose formation suddenly came apart. 

	My psionic cannons tore through three of the drones before they could react, and a heartbeat later, I had emerged on the other side. My Valkyrie assured me that everyone else was having similar luck: Spectre took out two more drones, Martyr blasted one, and Squeaker—

	The premonition finally hit me. My heart stopped, my breath caught in my throat, and the entire universe slowed to a crawl. The deluge of images and feelings was so intense my brain couldn’t consciously process them before my mouth blurted out a warning. “Squeaker, watch your six! There’s something—”

	Too late. I felt a brief terrified ripple through the Valkyrie’s sensors—and then Squeaker was gone. I instinctively glanced back over my shoulder, assuming—dreading—that I would witness the last few instants of his Valkyrie exploding. But his starfighter was still there, and it was fully intact…I just couldn’t sense any psionic energy from it. 

	“What the hell?” I breathed. 

	“Incoming!” Spectre warned. 

	My head snapped forward as the drones spun faster than any living pilot could manage and raked us with fire. I reflexively threw my fighter into a tight evasive roll. The rest of Phoenix Squadron followed my lead, albeit more slowly. The only thing that saved them was that the bulk of the drones seemed to focus on me, a few even passing up easier shots just to target my fighter. 

	I could feel the fear and shock rippling over my squadmates, and I knew we couldn’t afford even a split second of hesitation. Even as I flew for my life, I reached out through the Valkyrie and touched their minds, attempting to soothe their horror long enough for us to get some distance…

	And then we were free. The surviving drones kept following us in a tight formation despite our superior acceleration, and they seemed completely content to leave Squeaker’s powerless Valkyrie floating in open space behind them. 

	“Shit,” Morningstar hissed. “We have to get back to him!”

	“What the hell happened?” Cobalt stammered. “Why didn’t they shoot him down?”

	“I do not know, but they appear to have drained his power somehow,” Spectre said. “One of the drones fired an explosive device that detonated near his hull. I do not recognize the energy signature, but it appears to be psionic in origin.”

	I grimaced as I tried to relive the last few seconds. Everything had happened so quickly, and the Valkyrie didn’t have normal sensor logs. “Is that even possible?”

	“I do not possess enough information to speculate. However, if the Convectorate has developed some kind of anti-psionic technology—”

	“We’re fucked,” Morningstar said. “Completely fucked.”

	“Seraph’s mercy, I told you something was wrong,” Martyr hissed. “They were ready for us!”

	I wanted to argue, but before I could figure out what to say, Selorah’s voice spoke over the com. “Outcast, this is the Vantrax, do you copy?”

	“I’m here,” I said. “What’s your status?”

	“We just lost communication with Seraph Leader. His Valkyrie appears to have been disabled but not destroyed.”

	I swore under my breath. “We’re down one, too. I’m hesitant to reengage without knowing what’s going on.”

	“The Vantrax is also encountering difficulties. The shipyard’s shield grid is significantly stronger than I anticipated. We will not be able to penetrate its defenses before we are overwhelmed.”

	“Then it’s over,” Cobalt said. “We already lost…”

	My fingers squeezed the flight stick so tightly my knuckles turned white. One way or another, we had all come to terms with the danger and difficulty of this mission, but somehow watching Squeaker’s fighter float there helplessly was almost more disturbing than if he had been killed. Rage and vengeance would have overwhelmed my shock, at least temporarily, but outright confusion was a lot harder to cope with…

	“We haven’t lost anything yet,” Master Mosaad’s voice said. “The original plan will work. We are going to board the Avernal Fury, and we are going to force the Tarreen to surrender.”

	“But, sir,” Cobalt stammered, “how can we—?”

	“Just keep those drones occupied as long as you can,” he interrupted. “We’re already on our way.”

	The com cut out before I could protest, but my sensors confirmed the launch of their assault shuttle. Kaveri and Mosaad were barreling toward Ferron’s flagship, and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it.

	“Seraph save us,” Martyr whispered. “What do we do now?”

	I swallowed heavily, and for the first time in my life, I whispered an earnest prayer to a being that probably didn’t exist. 

	“We keep fighting,” I said. “To the end.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Wynn Mosaad winced as another barrage of plasma fire splashed across the transport’s forward shields. For a moment, he could have sworn he was trapped inside a living echo of the past. When he closed his eyes, he could see Emperor Falric’s flagship superimposed over the Avernal Fury, and when he blinked, he could see the ashes of the Covenant fleet still burning in space. 

	Talasea, Keledon, and now Nelphari…how many chances can one man get? How many times can he try and fail to change the galaxy?

	“I suggest the following approach vector,” Selorah’s calm, crisp voice said over the com. “It should minimize exposure to their point-defense cannons.”

	“Agreed,” Mosaad said, rolling the shuttle slightly to port. A few moments ago, the Avernal Fury’s point-defense cannons had been busy harassing the nearby Valkyries of Seraph Squadron, but Admiral Ferron must have finally realized he was about to be boarded. Now it was too late to stop them. 

	The transport skimmed along the Fury’s outer hull until the cannons lost their firing arcs. The fighter drones could still shoot them, of course, but they were too busy trying to evade the Valkyries. Ferron could throw all the secret weapons he wanted at them—nothing was going to keep Mosaad off that ship. 

	“Activating docking clamps,” Kaveri announced. “Rerouting all additional power to shields.”

	“Set the self-destruct and move,” Mosaad said. “We have to be quick.”

	He vaulted out of the chair and rushed into the back of the shuttle. Kaveri popped open the hatch, revealing a two-meter-long stretch of the Fury’s hull directly beneath them, and her luminous eyes narrowed into slits as she prepared herself for the battle ahead. Once again, Mosaad couldn’t help but feel like he was staring at a reflection of the past. Her blue eyes, her splendorous combat armor, the intense focus on her face…

	But Kaveri was not Natalya, and this was not Keledon. Today, things would be different. Today, the Blades of the Seraph would prevail. 

	Mosaad would make certain of it. 

	“Strange,” Kaveri whispered as her brow creased in concentration. “I cannot sense any living soldiers on the other side.” 

	“We caught them by surprise, but I guarantee that Ferron will have commandos on the way,” Mosaad told her. 

	She nodded and stretched out her hand. “Ready, Master?”

	He knelt down opposite her and nodded. “For the Seraph.”

	Their psi-blades materialized at the exact same moment, and they thrust their blazing blue beams directly into the Fury’s exposed hull. In theory, one of the laser drills on the Vantrax could have done the job—its former Krosian owners prepared to board ships in exactly this way. But such devices consumed an absurd amount of power, and the work would have taken at least twice as long. 

	Besides, he knew from experience that ripping open the hull of a starship with a psionic sword was far, far more intimidating, especially to the average Tarreen. They were used to being nearly indestructible, and he enjoyed reminding them that even their thick scales were no match for the blades of the righteous. 

	“Almost there,” he said, grimacing with exertion as he continued carving the circular hole. “Three, two, one…now!”

	The instant their blades finished carving the circle, Mosaad slammed the loose piece of metal with a wave of telekinetic force, ripping it free and hurling against the deck below. Alarms wailed inside the ship, but Mosaad didn’t wait. After psionically bolstering his strength and speed, he dropped down through the opening and landed in a combat-ready crouch. 

	The corridor was mostly empty—they really had caught Ferron by surprise. A few combat mechs charged around the corner once he landed, but Mosaad was already vaulting toward them by the time their targeting software identified him as a threat. He sliced them both in half with a single clean blow, then whipped around when he heard two more approaching from the other direction. They already had their rifles out, and they leveled them at Kaveri the moment she dropped down. But before they had a chance to fire, Mosaad telekinetically hurled the still-smoldering chunk of hull plating and crushed them against the wall like insects. 

	“Clear,” he said, taking a deep breath and stretching out with his telepathy. He still couldn’t sense the presence of any conscious minds, which was more than a little strange. Surely Ferron had dispatched at least one Baalir commando team to stop the intruders…

	“We appear to be alone,” Kaveri said from behind him. Her blue blade cast an eerie shadow down the length of the dim corridor. 

	“Ferron must be marshalling his forces to ambush us elsewhere,” Mosaad said. “I’m just surprised he’s not even trying to slow us down.”

	He took a deep breath as he mentally sorted through all the potential ambush spots between them and the bridge. He didn’t need his holopad; he could navigate a Pirilex-class battleship blindfolded if he had to. 

	“All he’ll care about is stopping us before we reach the bridge,” he said. “We’ll take the junction on deck two—it’s the most direct route. With luck, he won’t have time to get all of his guards organized.”

	“And if he does?” Kaveri asked. 

	“Then we’ll kill them,” Mosaad told her. “Come on!”

	They raced through the ship, blades blazing as they scythed down squad after squad of mechs. At the very least, he had expected Ferron to throw some Katakori hunter-killers at them, but the admiral had apparently left all of his heavy defenders on the shipyard. That miscalculation would cost him dearly. 

	When they reached the door to the bridge, he gestured for Kaveri to access the console while he took up a defensive position. “Try Selorah’s codes,” he said as he surveyed the empty corridor. He could feel her reaching out with her telepathy even as she entered the combination into the keypad, but judging from her frown, she wasn’t having any more luck sensing other living beings than he was. It didn’t make any sense. Even with the Convectorate’s advanced automation, a ship this size would still have a crew of several hundred…

	So where the hell were they? 

	The locking mechanism beeped, and Mosaad spun, bracing himself for a full-scale counterattack as the door slowly slid open. He had expected to be greeted by a firing line of mechs and commandos, but the bridge was just as bizarrely empty as the rest of the ship…aside from a pair of Baalir commandos and one all-too familiar face. 

	“I really must give your new ‘students’ their due credit, old friend,” Admiral Ferron said from the command throne. “They’re much more resilient than your last bunch.”

	Mosaad slowly stepped onto the bridge, the feeling of déjà vu growing stronger with each passing moment. The Avernal Fury had a much more “conventional” bridge than the Damadus—there was no elevated saucer or pit of psionic crystals—but it was still large and spacious, especially since Ferron appeared to be alone aside from his bodyguards. He was facing the massive, ovoid viewport that dominated an entire wall of the bridge. The crew pits were empty, and half the consoles didn’t even have power. Other than a few soft beeps from the tac-holo near his feet, the only sound on the bridge was the soft hum of their psi-blades. 

	“Still, I see your taste in personal companions is as bizarre and disgusting as ever,” Ferron went on. He tapped a button on his armrest, and his command throne turned to face them and lowered to the deck. “At least that old Subari mongrel of yours was designed to be a warrior, not a whore.”

	“Where is your crew?” Mosaad asked, waving his blade at the black-armored commandos flanking the throne, neither of whom had made a move for their weapons. 

	“On the shipyard, of course,” Ferron said as if it were obvious. “I have all the help I require to run this vessel…and to cripple your pathetic little fleet.” His maw widened into a grin as he glanced over to the tac-holo. “Ah, there goes another one. Such a pity. I hear those fighters are quite rare these days.”

	Mosaad’s lip curled. “If you want to live through this, order your men to drop their weapons and command your forces to stand down.”

	Ferron snorted contemptuously, though given his massive frame, it sounded more like a bestial growl. “Have you really become so weak that you would offer the ‘Butcher of Talasea’ mercy?”

	“You will suffer for your crimes, I promise. The only question is whether you wish your soldiers to suffer with you.”

	The Tarreen’s red tail, resting on the deck behind his throne, flicked back and forth in amusement. “What soldiers? Destroy a thousand drones and we will simply build a thousand more. Can you say the same?” He flicked a claw toward the tac-holo as another Valkyrie disappeared from the scanners. “I suspect not.”

	Kaveri’s tendrils twitched nervously when she looked at the projection. “Master…”

	“Last chance, Admiral,” Mosaad snarled. “I’ll gladly kill you and take control of this ship manually if I have to.”

	Ferron sneered. “You dreega are truly remarkable. All the long years, all the crippling defeats, yet you still refuse to accept the truth. You lost.”

	Kaveri’s eyes darted around the bridge. “Master, I still can’t sense anything,” she said, her brow furrowing in concentration. 

	Mosaad’s cheek twitched. He stretched out with his telepathy again, but he still sensed nothing—not even from the three Baalir directly in front of him. He couldn’t understand how this was possible; the Tarreen weren’t resistant to psionics like the Kali. He should have been able to read every one of this butcher’s monstrous thoughts…

	“Someone is blocking us,” Kaveri whispered. “There must be a Spider somewhere on the ship.”

	“Did you seriously believe you could just storm on my bridge and take my ship?” Ferron asked. “Did you actually think I would come here without some kind of protection from your powers?”

	Mosaad snorted. “Commandos, Spiders…you can throw anything you want at us. Nothing is going to stop us this time.”

	Ferron bared his fangs in a disgusting Tarreen smile. “We shall see.”

	Mosaad caught a flicker of movement from the corner of his eye, and he turned just in time to watch a concealed door hiss open in the back of the bridge. His warrior instincts took over: he instinctively dropped into a combat crouch behind Ferron, fully expecting a squad of assault mechs or even Spiders to come charging in. Instead, there was only a single man who calmly stepped forth. 

	A single human man. 

	A single human man who Mosaad had killed a long time ago. 

	“No,” Mosaad whispered. “This isn’t possible…”

	“Hello, Wynn,” Emperor Falric Tisarys said. “It’s been a long time.”
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	“Dagger and Cobalt have been disabled, and Vesper’s weapons are out,” Morningstar said over the com. His voice was so tight I barely recognized it. “We have to pick them up and get the fuck out of here!”

	“Just hold on,” I ordered, clenching my teeth. “Spectre, you ready?”

	“Yes,” the Kali replied. “Engaging in three, two, one…”

	His Valkyrie suddenly reappeared on my sensors, and he dove toward the trio of CDF bombers like a great cat pouncing from the foliage. His cannons raked across the starboard drone, shearing off one of its wings and disintegrating the other. The fuselage spiraled out of control and collided with one of its wingmen, and the explosive fireball drove the third drone right into my sights. I destroyed it with a single precise shot before I tucked my Valkyrie into a hard roll and whipped around the Vantrax for cover. 

	After Mosaad and Kaveri’s shuttle had touched down on the Avernal Fury, I’d led my squadron back to the Vantrax, drawing a cloud of drones in our wake. With Blackstar disabled, I was the only squadron leader left, but it still surprised me when the experienced pilots of Seraph Squadron followed my order to regroup on the Vantrax. Not all of its guns could bombard the shipyard at once, and the remainder would give us extra protection.

	Seraph Squadron had pounced on our pursuers the moment we arrived, buying us a chance to go after a flight of bombers that launched from the shipyard. Between shooting down their escorts and dodging fire from the Avernal Fury, we’d had to let the bombers get frighteningly close.

	“I do not detect any additional bombers,” Spectre said as he reformed on my wing. “However, six more fighter drones just launched from the auto-factory.”

	I swore under my breath and glanced out the canopy to the Avernal Fury. The assault team had been onboard for almost fifteen minutes now, though it felt like it could have been fifteen hours. Unfortunately, we had no way of contacting them—the Fury was generating some kind of intense but highly localized jamming field, and when I stretched out through the Valkyrie’s sensors, I couldn’t even feel their conscious minds. 

	For all you know, they could already be dead.

	“It’s time for a change of plans,” I said, grimacing and thumbing the com switch. “Selorah, you there?”

	“Copy that, Phoenix Leader,” she replied from aboard the Vantrax. 

	“Have you had any luck punching a hole in those shields?”

	“Negative. All attempts to boost power and change targets have failed.”

	“What are the odds that will change in the next few minutes?”

	“Virtually zero,” Selorah replied.

	“That’s what I thought,” I murmured. “Then it’s time for a change of plans. You’re going to come about and retrieve our disabled fighters. Get them in the hangar while the rest of us cover you.”

	“What about the assault team?” Morningstar chimed in. “What if we don’t get a signal from them by the time we’re loaded up?”

	“Worry about surviving the next few minutes, first,” I said, shifting my focus to the drones still madly chasing us about the battlefield. “All fighters, split off into pairs and keep your distance. These energy-draining bombs of theirs only seem to work at close range.”

	“Dammit,” Morningstar swore. “You heard the man. Martyr, you’re with me. Let’s go.”

	Flicking off the com, I watched as their Valkyries split off and dove back into the fray. We were even more outnumbered than when we had started, but as long as no one else ended up disabled, I was reasonably confident we could still protect the Vantrax. The big boat might not have cracked through the shipyard’s shields, but it had absorbed plenty of punishment like we’d planned. In theory, we could still shift to astral space at any time…as long as we were willing to abandon the assault team on the Fury. 

	Unless they are already dead.

	“They are not dead,” I snarled at myself. “Kaveri and Mosaad will get the job done. You just need to give them a little more time.”

	Taking a deep breath, I evened out my shields and flicked the com back on. “All right, let’s go after that cluster of drones in grid three. One of them is packing torpedoes…I’d rather not let them get any closer to the Vantrax.”

	“Agreed,” Spectre said. “On your lead, Outcast.”

	Clenching my teeth, I banked hard to starboard and punched the throttle. I tried to focus on chasing down our new targets, but in the back of my mind I couldn’t stop worrying about our disabled squadmates. They were still alive—I could feel the faint psychic echoes of their minds through the sensors—but a single errant drone could change that at any moment. And I still didn’t understand how their power had been drained in the first place. If Ferron had access to this kind of technology, why hadn’t he used it to prevent our escape on Varsus? Why hadn’t he protected his convoy of reinforcements a few days ago? It didn’t make any sense. 

	“Firing range in ten seconds,” Spectre said. “They appear to be splitting up.”

	“They want us to do the same, but we’re not going to take the bait,” I said. “Hold tight and we’ll—” 

	Another premonition struck me, but this time it wasn’t about the ongoing space battle at all. For a split second, I could see inside the Avernal Fury. Kaveri and Mosaad were there, psionic swords blazing, and a red-scaled, Baalir-caste Tarreen was on the bridge with them. Everything seemed to be going as planned…but then a wave of confusion and fear crashed over them. The images flashed across my vision too quickly for me to discern many details, but I was certain I saw Kaveri screaming in pain…

	And then I was back in the cockpit again. I barely had time to blink before a pair of drones strafed right past me. My Valkyrie rumbled as their cannons splashed over my shields, and I frantically clutched the flight stick and threw my fighter into a hard evasive roll. 

	“Outcast, what’s wrong?” Spectre’s voice said into my ear.

	“I, uh…” I swallowed as another volley of fire burned past my canopy. Grimacing, I attempted to accelerate away from the dogfight, but the drones were on me tight. I would have been in a lot of trouble if Spectre hadn’t vaped both of my pursuers a few seconds later.

	“For a man who does not enjoy playing bait, you are quite effective at it,” the Kali said mildly. 

	“We have a problem,” I said, the back of my neck still tingling. “We need to get aboard the Fury.”

	I could almost see his scales rippling blue with confusion. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Kaveri is in trouble—I saw it.” I licked at my lips and abruptly banked my Valkyrie back toward the looming battleship. “I have to help her.”

	If I could have placed a bet, I would have wagered a million krynar chits that Raxyl would spend the next few minutes arguing with me even if we were being shot at by a dozen fighter drones. The fact he didn’t was so disturbing I almost couldn’t cope with it. 

	“With the Fury still concentrating its fire on the Vantrax, you should be able to breach the hangar,” he said. 

	I had to blink twice. “You really think so?”

	“Yes. This battle is lost unless we are able to commandeer the Fury soon.”

	I swallowed again as I mentally scanned the battlefield. So far, the others were still holding their own, but it was only a matter of time before more of them were disabled, including Shandris. At least they might have a fighting chance with my help…

	“They are stronger than you think, Cole,” Spectre said as if reading my thoughts. “They will buy us the time we require.”

	I blinked. “‘Us?’”

	“I am going to accompany you. It is the only logical course of action.”

	“Are you sure that’s—?”

	“There is no time to argue,” he countered. “We must go now.”

	I nodded soberly, trying hard not to think about Shandris and the others. Every lesson and simulation over the past few months had taught me to never abandon my squadron, but deep down I knew we didn’t have a choice. My powers had never misled me before; Kaveri and Mosaad were in trouble. And like it or not, Raxyl was right that the Fury was our last and only hope to turn the tide. 

	“All right,” I said. “Here goes nothing…”

	Angling my shields forward, I slammed the throttle and charged straight at the Avernal Fury. The battleship’s heavy cannons didn’t bother firing at us, but its point-defense turrets were more than eager to pick up the slack. I threw the Valkyrie into a tight, winding spiral as the blinding green bolts burned space around me, and I happily allowed my shields to eat a hit or two as long as it allowed me to dodge a larger cluster of fire. Raxyl surged ahead of me, his fighter shimmering until it was almost invisible, and he flitted between a crossfire of plasma blasts and punched through the hangar’s containment field. 

	I followed as closely as I could, wishing for about the hundredth time that I could copy his Kali cloaking trick. The glimmering blue hangar grew larger and larger ahead of my canopy…right up until it suddenly started to close. 

	“Oh, shit,” I hissed. I couldn’t possibly make it in time, at least not at a speed where I would still be able to stop before crashing into the back of the hangar. And unlike Kaveri and Mosaad, I couldn’t conjure a magic blade to carve through the hull. I just didn’t have that kind of power.

	Or did I?

	Baring my teeth in a feral grin, I closed my eyes and focused on controlling my clairvoyant abilities. I had seen how Raxyl and Shandris could enhance their powers through the Valkyrie. He could practically turn his fighter invisible, and her metabolic link had become so powerful she had mentally downloaded piloting techniques straight from my brain. There had to be some way I could augment my abilities, too—

	It happened so quickly that I almost thought I’d suffered a stroke. The entire galaxy seemed to screech to a halt around me; I could actually turn my head and watch the green plasma bolts streaking right past the canopy. But unlike my normal “time freeze” or whatever the hell this was, I had control over more than just my body. I could move the Valkyrie right along with me, and I promptly fired the thrusters and pushed even harder for the hangar door…

	I barely made it. Time returned to normal the instant I slipped through the narrow opening, and I slammed on the reverse thrusters in a frantic attempt to land without smashing into anything. The grav restraints on my seat fired, the landing gear skidded across the deck, and I clenched my teeth and braced myself for the worst. But the Valkyrie eventually came to a halt, and when I leaned up to risk a glance outside, I didn’t even see a line of assault mechs waiting to blast me. Could this have actually worked? Had I finally concocted a plan that didn’t suck?

	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I muttered as I popped the canopy and grabbed my pistol. As usual, disconnecting myself from the psionic interface made me nauseous, but the sensation passed quickly. Apparently, I had enough adrenaline surging through my system to counter the worst of the psychic withdrawal. 

	“We appear to be alone,” Raxyl said, sliding out of his own Valkyrie with a pistol in hand. An anxious orange smear rippled down his scales. “Perhaps the Blades have already drawn the ship’s defenders elsewhere.”

	“Maybe,” I said, hopping down to the deck and taking cover behind the landing gear. I really wished I had some armor. My flimsy flight suit wouldn’t be worth a damn in a firefight.  

	My coms still weren’t working, but at least the automated security systems hadn’t responded. Selorah must have already disabled them remotely somehow. Even the maintenance drones that rushed over to inspect the damage my landing had done to the deck seemed content to ignore me. “Either way, I don’t see any point in waiting.”

	“Agreed.” 

	We charged across the empty deck, passing empty launch racks for drone fighters and bombers, and through the exit into the ship’s wide, Tarreen-sized corridors. The path was much, much easier than I had anticipated. We encountered no mechs, no crew, not even any locked doors. Mosaad and Kaveri must have already drawn away and defeated the actual guards, though I didn’t see any signs of battle. The eerily empty hallways reminded me of when Kaveri and I had boarded that Spider ship all those weeks ago. The memory didn’t exactly fill me with confidence. 

	If this is a trap, they’ve already walked into it. And you and Raxyl are the only ones left who can help them. 

	I kept my pistol ready as we scurried through the ship, though I was painfully aware of how thoroughly inadequate our weapons would be if we encountered any combat mechs or—Seraph forbid—an actual Tarreen. I couldn’t hurl objects with my mind or conjure a fancy psi-blade out of thin air, and as far as I knew, Raxyl couldn’t, either. Perhaps this wasn’t such a good plan after all…

	The farther we moved without meeting resistance, the more concerned I became. We did eventually stumble upon some trashed mechs in the corridors, and we followed the path of destruction to the lift and up to the command deck. I kept concentrating on my powers, hoping they might grant me another quick glimpse of insight, but they remained strangely silent until I reached the bridge. 

	The scene before me was almost how I’d imagined it: Mosaad and Kaveri were standing nearby, their blazing blue psi-blades extended and ready while they stared down two red-scaled, heavily armored Baalir commandos. A third Tarreen—Admiral Ferron, presumably—was sitting in the egg-shaped command throne near the tac-holo and the translucent display screen that made the front of the bridge look like a giant window. 

	The only difference between my premonition and reality was the tall, fit human man standing calmly on the opposite side of the bridge. He was clad in a grand blue-gold uniform, and his trim brown beard was only just beginning to turn gray. His dark eyes bored into me from across the bridge, intense and hungry. I was reasonably certain I had never seen him before, yet he looked so eerily familiar I would have recognized him from a hundred meters away. 

	“And here you are at last,” the man said, a disturbingly smug smile on his lips. “I told you he would be along shortly.”

	“Cole, stay back!” Kaveri warned, the tip of her blazing psi-blade darting between Ferron and the strange human. “You shouldn’t have come here.” The fear in her voice made me shift my aim from one of the Baalir to the human.  

	“You act as though he had a choice, my dear. I called out to him, and I knew he would answer. He was destined to answer.” The man’s smile widened. “It is good to see you…son.”

	Yet again, the entire fabric of reality screeched to a halt around me, but for once, it had nothing to do with my psionic abilities. A tremor shuddered through my body until I had to clutch my pistol in both hands to keep it steady. 

	My father, Falric Tisarys. The man who betrayed his people. The man who tried to steal me from my mother. 

	The man who is supposed to be dead. 

	A thousand questions looped through my mind, and a thousand different emotions followed in their wake. If I didn’t know better, I would have assumed I was having another prophetic dream. None of this seemed like it could possibly be real…

	“All these years, it was as if the galaxy itself was conspiring to keep us apart,” Falric said, still beaming despite the pistol I had pointed at his chest. “You have no idea how long I’ve been looking for you. No matter how many times my operatives insisted you were dead, I refused to believe them. I always knew you were out there somewhere…and I always knew that one day we would finally be reunited.”

	My throat was so dry I couldn’t have talked even if I had known what to say. Just looking at his face unlocked another trove of memories I didn’t realize I had. Voices, images, vague sensory impressions…they were the fractured, insubstantial recollections of a child. I hadn’t been in the same room as my father since I was a toddler, but he had known me. Known me, and left. All my real, tangible memories of him revolved around my mother’s stories, like how he had tried to buy her silence before throwing her to the wolves…

	“And I see you’ve brought your mother’s pet lizard with you as well,” Falric said, voice hardening. “The man who stole you away from me—the man who brought you to this wretched backwater and denied you the glory of your birthright.” My father’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You have no idea how much I have wanted to meet you.”

	Raxyl’s scales turned completely yellow, and his body was frozen so stiff he seemed petrified. I had never seen him stricken so speechless…or so obviously afraid. 

	“You will never understand how much I have missed you, Cole,” Falric went on, his eyes shifting back to me. “If your mother and this wretch hadn’t stolen you away from me, so many things would have played out differently.”

	“How touching,” Admiral Ferron sneered. “The dreega rats are finally reunited.”

	I spared a glance at the enormous red-scaled Tarreen. Never before had a four-hundred-kilo Baalir seemed like the least threatening figure in the room…

	“I came here the instant I learned the truth,” Falric said as if he hadn’t heard the admiral speak. “I spent the entire journey dreaming of all the ways you and I can finally rebuild what we have lost.”

	“What trickery is this?” Mosaad asked breathlessly. “I saw you fall. I saw you die!”

	Falric looked at the other man as if he had only just remembered they had an audience. “You saw exactly what you wanted to see, as always.” 

	Mosaad shook his head. “But the official reports…the Emperor-Regent…”

	“Have all served their purpose. Make no mistake: the Emperor of the Old Dominion died that day on Keledon.” Falric smiled as he glanced back to me. “But the Tisarys dynasty is very much alive.”

	“Alive, and finally in its proper place as a Convectorate vassal,” Admiral Ferron spat. He flicked his claw toward his Baalir bodyguards. “Enough of this. Take them to the brig while our drones neutralize the last of their fighters. If they resist, subdue them.”

	The sight of the two hulking commandos aiming their stun rifles was enough to snap me out of my paralysis. I reflexively grabbed Raxyl and yanked us both behind the nearest console for cover, but the Baalir were completely fixated upon the two Blades of the Seraph…for good reason. 

	Despite their shock at my father’s appearance, Mosaad and Kaveri leapt into action with calm, coordinated, almost machine-like precision. They rolled in opposite directions as the Baalir unleashed a barrage of stun blasts, and when they bounced back to their feet, they simultaneously reached out and telekinetically snapped the enemy rifles in half. These particular soldiers obviously weren’t used to fighting Seraphim; they glanced down at their broken weapons, confused and staggered in equal measure, and by the time they thought to reach for the plasma rifles at their sides, it was already too late. Mosaad and Kaveri lunged forward and cut the Tarreen down with a flurry of searing slashes and telekinetic thrusts. 

	Five seconds later, it was all over. 

	“You honestly thought your men could handle two Blades of the Seraph?” Falric snickered as he arched a dark eyebrow at the smoldering red corpses. “You really have grown overconfident.”

	Ferron, orange eyes going wide, slapped his hand against the com on his chair. “Where are the rest of the commandos? Get them up here now!”

	I trained my pistol on the door behind us and grabbed Raxyl, ready to drag us both out of the line of fire. When the com remained silent, Mosaad’s eyes narrowed like he’d just had an epiphany. “There’s no one left on this ship who can hear you.”

	“What?” Ferron snapped. “I have twenty commandos and a hundred mechs just waiting to—”

	“There aren’t any other sentient minds within half a kilometer,” Mosaad interrupted. He lowered his blade and stepped over the corpse at his feet. “Falric must have already ordered them to move onto the station. Even he couldn’t conceal a whole crew from two telepaths.”

	“Impossible,” Ferron hissed as he flicked a claw at his accomplice. “What is the meaning of this?”

	“The meaning, Admiral, is that you no longer serve a purpose,” Falric said. He flashed a dark smile at Mosaad. “Feel free to kill him if you wish. That is what you have been waiting for all this time, isn’t it? A chance for revenge against your mortal enemy?”

	Ferron continued glaring at my father, his tail frozen. I wasn’t an expert on Tarreen body language by any stretch of the imagination, but “stunned silence” seemed like a fairly universal reaction. 

	“Dreega wretch!” he snarled. “I warned the Hierarchy not to trust you. I told the Intelligence Ministry to keep you on a tighter leash!”

	“What are you waiting for, Wynn?” Falric asked, still looking at Mosaad. “Don’t you want to avenge all your friends at Talasea and Keledon? He’s the one who led those fleets. He’s the one who ordered the massacres.”

	An icicle entered my gut. Talasea. My mother. Once more, I heard the concussion of the bombs, felt fingers go limp and slide down my arm…

	“You will not ignore me!” Ferron roared in impotent rage. His maw frothed with wisps of flame, and he reared back in preparation to scorch the entire bridge—

	Mosaad turned and hurled his psi-blade like a dagger. The glowing blue weapon stabbed through the Tarreen’s shoulder and bowled him back into his command throne. Ferron roared again even as the blade dissipated like a puff of smoke, but when he tried to stand, Mosaad smashed the Baalir with a wave of telekinetic force that sent him skittering unceremoniously across the deck. He crashed into the wall so hard an entire console crumpled on top of him, pinning him flat. 

	Falric chuckled and clapped his hands together. “Oh, I bet that felt good, didn’t it? You can thank me for the opportunity later.”

	I let Raxyl’s jumpsuit slip from my fingers as I finally stood, stepping out into the open. I glanced between the buried Tarreen and my father, then found my voice at last. “What the hell is going on?” The words were a harsh whisper, as tight as my hand on the pistol at my side. 

	Falric’s smile widened as he shifted his attention back to me. “When we return to Keledon, there will be a grand celebration for us, Cole. Citizens from across the Core will come to witness the triumphant return of their sovereign and the new crown prince. They will celebrate the end of a long darkness as the light of the Seraphim returns to the Crystal Throne at long last.”

	I shook my head, more confused than ever. If I didn’t know better, I would have assumed this was some kind of warped, twisted dream…

	“There will be some resistance at first, of course,” Falric went on. “The Regent, the Council…but we needn’t worry about them. Once the people know the truth—once they have heard our story—they will bow at our feet and beg us to lead them into the future.”

	“You’re insane,” I rasped. 

	Falric snorted softly. “On the contrary, I have never seen the future more clearly than at this moment. Father and son, reunited at last…”

	Mosaad glanced back to Ferron as he shaped a new psi-blade in his outstretched hand. “No,” he whispered. “You can’t possibly be behind all of this…”

	Kaveri shook her head, her tendrils twitching nervously as she raised her sword defensively in front of her. “Master, I don’t understand. What is going on?”

	“He has finally realized how badly he underestimated me,” Falric said, acknowledging her presence for only the second time. “I tried to warn you, Wynn. I tried to explain my vision of the future, but you refused to listen. Your pride wouldn’t allow you to admit that we couldn’t defeat the Convectorate by force. We needed to be clever. We needed to be patient. We needed to bide our time and destroy them from the inside.”

	Falric flicked his arm to the viewport. “I have watched and waited as our enemies grew complacent. I have fractured delicate alliances and stoked old resentments. I have done exactly what the Blades and the military never could—I have defeated our greatest enemy without firing a single shot!”

	Mosaad glanced down to the dead commandos at his feet. “You’re in control…and the Tarreen don’t even know it.” 

	“You actually believed I wanted to hand the Dominion over to the Convectorate? You thought I would willingly serve disgusting Tarreen wretches like Ferron?” Falric scoffed contemptuously and turned back to me. “I’ve no doubt that he and the lizard have tried to poison your mind with stories of my alleged ‘betrayal’ at Talasea and Keledon. But the sooner you see through their lies, the better.”

	He took another step toward me. “You and I…we aren’t like the others, Cole. We have clarity—we have vision. The Seraph has granted us the power to see the very fabric of the cosmos, and we can use that knowledge to mold it to our whim.” He gestured to Mosaad and Kaveri. “The Blades of old may have understood this, but Mosaad and his modern brethren have never been more than thugs. For generations now, they have squandered their great power. That is why they needed to be destroyed—that is why I needed to build something new.”

	My hands had started trembling at my side. “I don’t understand.”

	“All those psychic adepts rounded up and stolen from their homes,” Mosaad murmured. “All the rumors about the psychogenetic engineering and secret training facilities…” 

	Kaveri glanced at him uncertainly. “Master?”

	The color slowly drained from Mosaad’s face. “The Widow,” he rasped. “He is the Widow.”

	Falric chuckled. “Not precisely, though she is the reason I’m here. Everything changed the moment Spider Zero saw your face on that transport, Cole. The Widow felt her agent’s surprise from half a galaxy away, and I left everything behind to come here and reunite with my son.”

	A lump formed in my throat when I thought about Selorah. So much had been taken from her—even her life—and to hear my father speak as if she were nothing but a tool was sickening. She hadn’t told us much about the Widow; apparently, her mistress was nearly as secretive with her servants as she was with everything else. But if the Widow was working with my father somehow…

	“For almost a decade now, the Widow has been helping me assemble a new army of pure, untainted human Seraphim,” Falric said. “Our Spiders are embedded in the Intelligence Ministry, the Defense Ministry, and a dozen other strategic places across the Convectorate. They are dormant for now, but soon I will call them to their true purpose…and the galaxy will once again tremble before the might of the Crystal Throne.”

	“You’re insane,” Mosaad breathed. “There’s no way you could possibly have—”

	“Infiltrated the Convectorate?” Falric asked. “Manipulated the Hierarchs and the Conclave of Ministers? Have you even listened to a word I’ve said, Wynn? Or is that addled warrior’s brain of yours incapable of understanding that there is more than one way to win a war?”

	My father scoffed and turned back to me. “Cole, listen to me. I realize this isn’t what you were expecting, and I’m sure it must all seem very strange. But I promise that you have absolutely nothing to fear from me. Neither do your friends out there. I don’t want to harm them—on the contrary, I want to save them. They will return to Keledon with us and begin their new lives as true Seraphim.”

	My eyes flicked over to the viewport and the battle still raging outside. Only a few blips remained on the tac-holo; almost every Valkyrie had been disabled. My stomach twisted when I thought about all the other pilots—all of my pilots—floating helplessly in the void…

	“They’re not going anywhere with you,” I whispered. “They’ve spent their whole lives being chased and terrorized by the Spiders.”

	“My Spiders were only trying to protect them,” Falric said. “The galaxy is filled with ungrateful alien filth, and our people are easy targets without the old Dominion to protect them. But thanks to you, your friends will finally have a chance to reach their true potential. They will be trained by a real Wing of the Seraph.”

	I swallowed and glared at him. “They have already been taught be a real Wing of the Seraph.”

	“Ah, yes, the lizard,” Falric scoffed, shifting his eyes back to the console behind which Raxyl still sat, hidden from his sight. Thoughtful black streaks had appeared all across his scales amidst the fearful yellow. “No wonder they’re still amateurs. He was one of your mother’s many pity projects, an alien with a spark of psionic ability who fancied himself Seraphim.”

	“Raxyl is Seraphim,” I insisted. 

	Falric offered me a condescending smile, like a parent humoring the naïveté of a toddler. “Call him whatever you like, it changes nothing. He is no more Seraphim than your Velothi pet here.” He turned toward Kaveri and snorted. “Can you even imagine the odds? I tried to build my son a loyal whore, not a Psychophage-addled mutant.”

	“She is a Blade of the Seraph!” I snapped. 

	“No, she is merely the latest pet trained to perform tricks by an old, defeated man,” Falric said. “Like your mother, Wynn here could never resist a good charity case. Has he ever told you about the broken mongrel he once took for a lover? Did he ever tell you how the mere sight of her nauseated his own men during the war?”

	“You miserable son of a bitch,” Mosaad snarled as he lifted his psi-blade into a ready position. “I don’t know how you survived Keledon, and I don’t know how you wormed your way into the Convectorate. But honestly, I don’t care. You will not escape justice again!”

	He lunged forward with a primal scream, his blade sizzling as he moved. He swung so hard, so viciously, that he could have been striking at a giant, feral beast rather than a man. I could feel the rage pouring off of him; I could feel his thirst for vengeance in every step. 

	But an instant before he struck, my father calmly stretched out his hand and shaped his own psi-blade out of thin air. He lifted the weapon just in time to parry Mosaad’s attack, and when their swords met, an explosive clash of psionic energy washed over the bridge and knocked me from my feet. My pistol flew from my hand and skittered across the bridge, and Kaveri had to brace herself against the guardrailing by the crew pits to stay upright. 

	“You couldn’t kill me before,” Falric sneered as the burning psi-blades clashed a centimeter in front of his eyes. “What makes you think you can kill me now?”

	He pushed Mosaad away with a sudden heave, but the older man’s rage couldn’t be quenched so easily. He lunged forward again, striking with a fury and precision I had seen in Kaveri many times. I didn’t know anything about fencing with a real sword, let alone one shaped with pure mental energy, but even I could appreciate his skill and grace. 

	Just as I could appreciate that it made no difference whatsoever. 

	Falric clearly should have been overmatched; his movements were quick but stiff and stilted. His parries looked more like inelegant flailing than a calculated defense. But for all Mosaad’s skill, he moved so slowly that he could have been fighting underwater. At first, I was terribly confused—how could someone with his obvious expertise be so sluggish?—but then I belatedly realized what was happening.

	My father was accelerating his own time frame to make it appear as if he were dramatically faster than he actually was, and somehow I was caught in the temporal distortion with him. The fact that Mosaad was keeping up at all was a testament to how fast he was moving. Everything around me seemed to move at a tenth its normal speed: the tac-holo, the space battle outside, even Kaveri…

	Then Mosaad abruptly cried out, and everything returned to normal. He stumbled backward into the guardrail, a smoldering black streak across his left shoulder where Falric’s blade had seared through his armor. My father was suddenly several meters away, near the command throne, a self-satisfied sneer on his lips. 

	“Master!” Kaveri shrieked, leaping to his side. 

	“Four and a half years,” Falric said, shaking his head. “Four and a half years, and you’re still as predictable as ever. It’s almost sad, really. I still remember attending those galas on Keledon when I was a child. All the ‘great military minds’ would hail your plans and tactics. They practically worshipped you. But now…look at the pathetic mess you’ve become.”

	Mosaad clutched at his shoulder as Kaveri helped him up. Despite the grimace on his face, his psi-blade continued burning as brightly as ever. 

	“You see now why the Blades must finally be destroyed,” Falric said, glancing back over to me. “They are an old and tired order led by an old and tired fool. They were meant to obey the Crystal Throne unquestioningly…and soon, they will again.”

	“Never,” Mosaad spat. “You will answer for your betrayal!”

	He lunged forward again, and Kaveri joined him. Just like before, they attacked with the breathtaking, coordinated grace only true telepaths could ever hope to achieve. Every time one of them overextended, the other would compensate; every time one of them creating an opening, the other would exploit it. I could easily imagine them carving through a horde of Tarreen or combat mechs. I doubted that an entire army could have stopped them. 

	But my father could. Time again slowed to a crawl around me, and I watched the duel play out in the eons between my heartbeats. I had never felt so helpless; my breath caught in my throat every time my father’s blade clashed against Kaveri’s, but my feet seemed frozen to the deck. He could kill her at any moment, and I had no idea what I could possibly do to stop him…

	“Argh!”

	Mosaad’s agonized howl collapsed the temporal bubble. A black, smoldering line marred the otherwise pristine white plate covering his leg, and his blade vanished as he clutched at the wound. Falric’s backswing would have seared the head from the older man’s shoulders if Kaveri hadn’t deflected the attack at the last instant. The explosive clash of their swords unleashed another wave of telekinetic force that pummeled me backward, and when I finally recovered and glanced back up, Falric was looming over Mosaad’s body. 

	“What a sad, ignoble end to a once-proud order,” he said. “If you’d only had the courtesy to die on Keledon or Talasea like the others, you could have at least gone out with some dignity. The Blades might have even been remembered fondly, after a time. But this…this is truly pathetic. After all these centuries, the fabled protectors of the Seraph are reduced to one broken man and his latest alien whore.”

	“Stop this!” I shouted, my voice trembling with helpless rage. “If you want to take me, fine—take me. Just let everyone else leave.”

	Falric arched an eyebrow at me. “I’m glad to see that your mother and her lizard didn’t completely drain the integrity from your royal blood. I feared that a life in this Rim cesspool might have corrupted you beyond redemption.”

	“Please, just let them all go,” I begged, holding up my hands. “I’ll come with you. I’ll do whatever you want.”

	“Cole, stay back!” Kaveri warned as she crawled to Mosaad, blade held defensively in front of her. The sluggish, painful way she moved sent a lance of fear through my gut. 

	“I already told you that he has nothing to fear from me, my dear,” Falric said. “You, on the other hand…what a disappointment you turned out to be. You were designed to serve my son from your knees and on your back. You should have embraced your role. You should have been honored by the privilege.”

	“Leave her out of this,” I said, ignoring Kaveri’s warning and approaching closer. “Just take me with you and let the rest of them leave.”

	My father studied me for a long moment, another disturbing smile tugging at his lips. “I can see your mother’s influence on you after all. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Thanks to her lizard, you’ve never had the chance to live among your own kind. How can I expect you to know what you’re missing?”

	I kept my hands up. “Then show me. But please, just let them go.”

	“If only it were that simple,” Falric said softly. “They will all come along with us, Cole, and I promise you I will take care of them. We will rebuild the Blades and the Wings, and together we will scour the Tarreen from the face of the galaxy!”

	He glanced back down to Kaveri and Mosaad. “But first, you need to be untethered from this life,” he said. “For what it’s worth, my dear, I’m sorry it has to be this way. I suppose I’ll just have to order a new one…”

	Falric slashed down at her with his blade, and Kaveri barely managed to deflect the attack in time. My heart froze in my chest as another temporal bubble distorted reality around us. My father lashed out with his blazing blue sword, and Kaveri frantically struggled to fend him off. She was one of the fastest, most dexterous people I had ever met, but even she couldn’t keep up forever. In a few more seconds, she would be dead.

	“No!” I screamed. The air around me shuddered, and the thunderous ripples of my voice became so slow the words themselves enveloped me. I lunged forward, hoping against hope that I could tackle him before he overwhelmed her defenses. Time warped and tore as it flowed into me, slowing my senses even while quickening my actions. My movements were blindingly fast—my own legs were a blur of motion—but I knew it still wouldn’t be enough. Every footstep was still a microsecond too late, and I opened my mouth to scream as he thrust his sword at her chest—

	Only to be intercepted at the last possible instant by Mosaad’s flickering blade. The explosive clash, though milder than before, sent out a wave that caught me just before I reached my father, sending me tumbling back onto the cold deck plates. And when I looked up, the vibrations of my fall rippling in the distorted air, I watched in horror as he drove his sword through Mosaad’s chest instead. 

	I gasped, paralyzed, as time abruptly returned to normal. Everything seemed to happen at once: Master Mosaad crumpled to the deck, black wisps of smoke rising up from his scorched breastplate, and a shrieking Kaveri dove protectively over him even as his psi-blade dissipated into mist. 

	“A martyr to the end,” Falric said. “How disappointing.”

	My heart pounded in my ears so loudly it drowned out Kaveri’s screams. My mind kept insisting that this wasn’t real—I must have been having one final nightmare in my bed on the Gazack. Of all the ways I had thought this attack could turn against us, I had never once envisioned that my resurrected father would be standing here threatening to murder or brainwash everyone I cared about…

	“Perhaps it is better this way, old friend,” Falric said. “For once, you won’t have to outlive the companions you failed.”

	He pointed his blade back at Kaveri to finish the job. She glared up at him, her luminescent eyes streaked with tears, knowing she couldn’t possibly stop him… 

	“No!” I roared, throwing my hands out in desperate denial. Inexplicably, a wave of telekinetic force exploded from my outstretched palms, slamming into my father and hurling him across the bridge. He crashed into the wall so hard he almost dented the bulkhead before crumpling to the deck. 

	For a long, aching moment, I stared up at my hands in stunned silence. I had absolutely no idea how I’d done that—I’d never actually moved anything with my mind before…

	“It would seem you have some of your mother’s gifts after all,” Falric rasped as he propped himself up on an elbow. A trickle of blood seeped down through his hair and matted his beard. “Fascinating…”

	I sat up and balled my hands into fists. I could still feel the telekinetic vibrations shuddering through my bones, but I had no idea how—or if—I could harness them again. 

	“All you lack is control,” Falric said as if answering my thoughts. “Your powers are purely reactive, just as mine were years ago. You must learn to focus—you must learn to make reality bend to your whim, not the other way around. And once you do, you will be invincible. The legacy of the Seraph flows through your veins!”

	He slowly dragged himself to his feet. “You and I, we are not merely Seraphim, Cole,” he went on. “We are chosen—we are divine. The universe itself calls us to a higher purpose.” He shifted his brown eyes down to Kaveri and her fallen master. “For all his flaws, Wynn was right about one thing: we are destined to defeat the Tarreen. Our ancestors could have exterminated those vermin centuries ago, but when the day of judgment finally came, the first Seraphim wavered. They allowed the Tarreen survivors to flee into the Rim…and look at what their mercy has wrought. The monsters returned, just as we knew they would, and they found a weak, decadent civilization ripe for conquest.”

	Falric shook his head, his movements undistorted now that we were back in the flow of normal time. “My father—your grandfather—may have been a great man, but he was too willing to capitulate and compromise with his political enemies. He never should have founded the Alien Assembly. He never should have ceded a centimeter to the non-human filth trying to infest our empire!”

	I swallowed between staggered breaths. “And you honestly wonder why so many of them joined the Convectorate?”

	“That’s precisely my point,” Falric said. “Your grandfather thought he could buy the loyalty of the alien hordes with appeasement, but when the Convectorate attacked, the Kreen and Krosians and so many others still joined our enemies. His compassion only revealed his weakness to the galaxy—a weakness our enemies were all too willing to exploit.”

	“So your solution is to conquer them instead?”

	“This isn’t about war, Cole. It is about enlightenment. I will offer them civilization instead of barbarism. I will offer them order rather than chaos.”

	“And you think I lived in a bubble all my life,” I muttered. “The people out here in the Rim despise humans…and I’m finally starting to understand why. They will fight you at every step.”

	“For a time, perhaps,” Falric admitted with a shrug. “The weak naturally follow the strong, and the mortal inevitably submit to the divine. They merely await a new symbol of leadership.” 

	I scoffed. “You?”

	“Us,” Falric corrected. “The rightful Emperor resurrected from the dead, and the rightful Prince returned from exile on the Rim. The rest of the pieces are already in place, I assure you. Once we add your friends to our army, we will finally be ready. The galaxy will tremble at the mere mention of the Seraphim Dominion!”

	“Not likely,” I said, shaking my head. It was only then, when I glanced back to the console behind me, that I realized Raxyl was no longer there. He had been so quiet that I’d almost forgotten about him; I hadn’t even seen him for what felt like an age. Where could he have—?

	Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of the faint, imperceptible shimmer of his Kali camouflage on the other side of the bridge. No one was paying attention to him, and he seemed to be slowly maneuvering his way toward the corpses of the Baalir commandos for some reason… 

	“I will prove it to you, Cole,” my father said, still fixated upon me. He approached me with measured, even strides. Still crouched protectively over Mosaad’s body, Kaveri looked on with rising alarm. “I can’t wait to show you the empire I have built in the shadows. My forces merely await my command to step into the light.”

	I glanced at the tac-holo as the last Valkyrie finally winked out of existence amidst a swarm of drones. The Vantrax was still desperately trying to recover them all, but its defenses wouldn’t last much longer. In a few more minutes, everything we had built would be lost. 

	But then I caught another flicker of movement at the fringes of my vision. I finally realized what Raxyl was trying to do…and I finally realized what I needed to do.

	I reached out and offered Falric my hand. He smiled and clasped my arm, and I begrudgingly pulled him in for a real embrace. 

	“Whatever you think you know about me, I am on your side,” he told me. “You are my son, and I will always be your father.”

	“There’s just one problem with that,” I said, locking my arms around his back. “I already have a father.”

	I could actually feel a premonition shudder through Falric’s body. His eyes widened, his body stiffened, and he turned his head around just in time to watch Raxyl drop his camouflage and retrieve one of the commando’s massive plasma rifles.

	“For Maris,” Raxyl said. 

	Falric shaped another temporal bubble around us the instant the Kali pulled the trigger. The smoldering green-white plasma bolt crawled toward us so slowly I could actually see the air sizzling in its wake. My father tried to move clear of the blast…and I held him firmly in place.

	Held him, reached out with my senses to grasp the bubble, and pushed. 

	His head whipped back around to glare at me, and I had the satisfaction of watching terror fill his eyes as he realized what was happening…

	And then the temporal bubble collapsed. The plasma burst exploded in Falric’s back, and the impact sent both of us tumbling across the bridge. 

	Pain exploded behind my eyes as my head bounced against the deck. My vision swam before clearing, and then all I could do was stare down at the hissing black crater in my father’s back. 

	After what felt like a small eternity, I finally closed my eyes and rolled the body off me. I found it even harder to breathe than to swallow; I swore I was choking on my own tongue. But I eventually heard Raxyl step forward and offer me his hand. 

	“We must get off this vessel,” he said as he pulled me to my feet, his scales a shade of dark green I had never seen before. “The Vantrax has retrieved the disabled Valkyries, but their shields will not hold much longer.”

	My neck nodded reflexively, though it no longer felt like it was attached to my head. I didn’t feel like I was in control of my body at all; everything had gone cold and numb. 

	“Master Mosaad is still alive, but we need to get him to Shandris as soon as possible,” Kaveri said, straightening her mentor’s limbs on the deck. “I can move him with my telekinesis to keep him as still as—”

	“It’s too late for that,” he rasped, grabbing her hand before she could bounce back to her feet. “You have to get out of here. You have to get out of here now.”

	Kaveri shook her head. “We’re not leaving you behind. We can still get you to Shandris before—”

	“Kaveri, it’s over,” Mosaad said, his arm trembling as he clutched hers. “You have to take Cole and leave. Now!”

	My stomach sank even further when I looked down at him. I wasn’t a doctor by any stretch of the imagination, but I’d patched enough stab wounds and pulse burns over the years to recognize a mortal injury when I saw one. If we had been lying in an infirmary surrounded by medical drones, they might have been able to save him. But here, trapped on the bridge of an enemy battleship a thousand kilometers from our only healer…

	“Save as many of the others as you can,” Mosaad said. “You are their protector now.”

	“Master—”

	“I will do everything I can to cover your escape from here,” he told her. “Now go. Go…and live.”

	Her luminescent eyes flickered so intently I honestly wondered if they might stop glowing altogether. But then her warrior poise somehow reasserted itself, and she squeezed his hand as she leaned down to kiss him on the forehead. He whispered something into her ear, and she nodded and stood. 

	“We should go,” Kaveri said. “The others need our help.”

	I started to follow, but I stopped in the doorway and cast one last look back at my father’s corpse. I couldn’t even begin to parse the pain and terror and sorrow and relief all rushing through me at once. I had boarded this ship expecting to fight Tarreen. Instead…

	The legacy of the Seraph flows through your veins. 

	I closed my eyes and forced myself to swallow. My knees wobbled, and I wasn’t even sure I could move until I felt Raxyl put his hand on my arm. 

	“Come,” he said, his scales smeared a sympathetic red. “It is time to leave the past behind us.”

	“Is that even possible?” I whispered.

	“I do not know,” he admitted. “We will find out together.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	The command console beeped softly when Cole’s Valkyrie surged out of the hangar, followed by Raxyl’s, and several warning lights began flickering when the assault shuttle detached from the hull. Mosaad couldn’t actually read most of the helm displays—Tarreen ideograms were so convoluted they were almost impossible to decipher—but he had seen enough Convectorate tech over the years to understand the basics. He only needed a few seconds to activate the steering HUD and plot a new course. 

	Once everything was locked in, he slumped deeper into the chair and watched as the shuttle and the Valkyries accelerated toward the Vantrax. A swarm of drones attempted to intercept them, but Cole and Raxyl had no trouble carving a path to the hangar. 

	“May the Seraph guide your blades,” he whispered.

	A gurgling groan from the deck caught his attention, and he glanced over just in time to see a red claw emerge from beneath the shattered console on the other side of the bridge. Admiral Ferron slowly dragged himself free of the wreckage, though it was clearly taking all of his willpower just to stay conscious. The heavy scales around his shoulders were cracked and hemorrhaging, and he scowled at Mosaad through bloodshot orange eyes. 

	“Hello, old friend,” Mosaad said. “You’re just in time for the celebration.”

	The Tarreen swept his gaze around the bridge until he spotted Falric’s corpse. “Rasska,” he hissed. “Treacherous dreega filth!”

	Mosaad chuckled bitterly until the laughs transformed into wet coughs. “He beat you at your own game,” he whispered. “He beat us both.”

	“I warned them about the Spiders,” Ferron seethed. “I told them it was a mistake from the beginning.”

	“They should have listened to you. But by the time they realize what’s happening, it will be too late.”

	“No,” Ferron said, slapping his tail against the deck and hoisting himself up to his knees. “When the Hierarchy learns the truth, they will purge the treasonous filth from our ranks. They will send our fleets to your ‘Core’ and burn every dreega world to cinders!”

	“And who is going to tell them?” Mosaad asked. “This ship will never send another transmission, and neither will your forces on the station.”

	Ferron glanced back out the viewport to the sprawling superstructure of the shipyard directly in front of them. “Your pilots flee the field,” he said, glaring at the small blip representing the Vantrax as it moved across the tac-holo. “The battle is over.”

	“The battle might be, but the war…” Mosaad smiled. “You have no idea what’s about to be unleashed.”

	The admiral’s eyes narrowed as he belatedly realized they were pointed toward the shipyard. “No,” he rasped, clawing at his belt for a weapon that wasn’t there. “I will not allow it!”

	“It’s long past time you answered for all the deaths you’ve caused,” Mosaad said, hovering his hand over the engine controls. “And maybe it’s long past time I answered for mine.”

	He touched the console. The Avernal Fury’s engines roared to life, and Wynn Mosaad smiled as the shipyard grew larger and larger in the viewport. 

	“For the Seraph.”

	


Epilogue

	 

	Deep Space

	Varsellian Sector, Far Rim

	1101.8

	 

	“We just intercepted a whole packet of transmissions from that Kreen scout ship,” Shandris said as she scrolled through the holographic data feed hovering above the Vantrax’s com station. “They’re not just annoyed—they’re livid. The Kreen government has already lodged a formal protest with the Defense Pact, and the news hit the sector Holosphere this afternoon.”

	I leaned back in the bridge command chair and nodded. “It’s a start, at least.”

	“A huge start,” Shandris corrected. “It takes a lot to get my people’s government to protest anything publicly. A dozen of the border worlds have already been clamoring to pull out of the Convectorate for years—an illegal shipyard secretly built in their backyard could easily push them over the tipping point.”

	“Then it’s working,” Cobalt said from the helm station. “It’s actually working…”

	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I warned. “We still have no idea what’s going to happen. For all we know, this will blow over in a few weeks.”

	Morningstar scoffed from where he stood behind her console and crossed his arms over his chest. “Now there is the cynical, bitter skeptic we all know and love. And here I thought the nicer, more personable version was here to stay.”

	I snorted softly. Almost a week had passed since our frantic escape from Nelphari, but whenever I closed my eyes, I could still see the afterimage of the shipyard and the Avernal Fury exploding behind us. Though sometimes—usually when the lights were off—I could see my father’s smoking corpse instead. 

	Everyone and everything was here on the Vantrax: the Valkyries, the Gazack, the pilots…we had completely packed up the base on Maz Sepa and taken to the stars instead. Morale was a hell of a lot better than I expected, especially after the initial shock had worn off, and Selorah had made considerable progress repairing all the battle damage. We were as safe and secure as we could reasonably expect given the circumstances. 

	The problem was that we were also directionless. 

	“Master Mosaad believed that destroying the shipyard would send a message to the galaxy,” Kaveri whispered from her perch near the viewport. She sat atop a console, knees hugged to her chest as she gazed out at the stars. “He wanted everyone from the Rim to the Core to know that the Wings of the Seraph were back. And soon, they will.”

	“Yeah, well, I won’t hold my breath waiting for an invitation back to Keledon…or anywhere else, for that matter,” Morningstar muttered. 

	“All revolutions have to start somewhere,” Shandris said. “It’s been a long time since anyone stood up to the Vecs.”

	“Maybe, but we still have a long way to go before we get invited to the good parties.”

	“All the more reason to get started sooner rather than later,” Blackstar said from the back of the bridge. 

	I sighed and closed my eyes. This time, the image of my father’s body was there to greet me. I’d had plenty of moments of weakness over the past week, and almost all of them involved second-guessing myself and my choices on the bridge of the Fury. Sometimes, I scolded myself for boarding the ship in the first place, but of course then my father simply would have killed Kaveri and Mosaad and captured everyone else. At other moments, I regretted grabbing hold of him while Raxyl fired that gun, but that scenario didn’t play out any better. Deep down, I think I knew I had done the right thing…but somehow that knowledge still hadn’t seared the image of my father’s corpse from the back of my eyelids. 

	The legacy of the Seraph flows through your veins. 

	A few months ago, I wouldn’t have had a clue what that even meant…and honestly, I wasn’t convinced I did now. Growing up on the Rim, I had never bought into the mythos of the Seraph as a righteous revolutionary who had liberated the galaxy from the yoke of the old Tarreen Empire. The people out here saw little difference between humans and the Tarreen. They felt like they had merely traded one set of interstellar despots for another, and for most of my life, I had more or less agreed with them. 

	Then I had met her. 

	I stood and walked up behind Kaveri. My arm slid easily around her waist, and I held her in silence for a long moment as we watched more and more news feeds stream across one of the bridge consoles. This story really was taking off faster than I’d expected; the Rakashi seemed every bit as livid as the Kreen. Individually, their governments were little more than a blip on the radar, but together…

	“If any of what my father said is remotely true, then this is only the beginning,” I said. “The Widow has been gathering psychic adepts across the galaxy to build a new Seraphim Order from the ashes of the old Dominion, and the Hierarchy has no idea. We may be on the cusp of another war.” I squeezed Kaveri more tightly against me. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I have no interest in sitting this one out.”

	“What does that mean?” Cobalt asked. 

	“It means there are lot more Seraphim out there who need our help, humans and non-humans alike,” I told her. “If we do nothing, we’re abandoning them to the Widow and her Spiders.”

	“Okay, but it’s not like we have any reliable way to find them,” Squeaker pointed out. “And in case you hadn’t noticed, we don’t have a fleet at our beck and call, either.”

	“We have a ship, we have Valkyries, we have pilots…” I smiled at Kaveri. “We even have a Blade of the Seraph. What else could we possibly need?”

	“A few dozen battleships would be nice,” Morningstar muttered as he glared at his protein malt. “Though at this point, I’d honestly settle for some real food.”

	They all shared an anxious chuckle. But awkward snickering aside, they were all waiting for something—or rather, someone. I had felt the pressure building ever since we had escaped from Nelphari, but I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it until now. A part of me had been hoping for someone else to step up and take the reins. Blackstar, Nova, pretty much any of the senior pilots in Seraph Squadron…they all had far more experience than I did. They all had known each other far longer than they had known me. Hell, even Raxyl had been an actual Wing of the Seraph at some point, and he was a lot older than the rest of us. 

	But for some reason, none of that seemed to matter to them. 

	“Well, we can’t stay out here forever,” Shandris said. “We have to do something.”

	“If my father had gotten his way, we would all be soldiers in a new Dominion army,” I said. “We would be every bit as brutal as the old regime, and we would validate what half the galaxy already thinks of psychics in particular and humans in general.”

	I took a deep breath and let my hands slip from Kaveri’s waist, then turned to face them. “As much as I hate the Tarreen, I have no interest in watching a new group of thugs rise in their wake. I say the time for Hierarchs and Emperors is over. I say it’s time for something different.”

	“Nice speech,” Shandris snarked. “But what does any of that actually mean? What are we going to do?”

	“We save psychic adepts whenever and wherever we can, and we do our best to prove that we aren’t like the old Dominion,” I told her. “We honor the real legacy of the Seraph and liberate people from here to the Core.”

	“Sounds nice, but there’s just one big problem: where do we possibly begin?”

	Kaveri squeezed my arm supportively. I kissed her softly on the lips, then returned to my chair. 

	“Where else?” I asked, smiling. “We go home.”

	 

	 

	
        
            
                
            
        

    
Book One:

Shadow of the Seraph

	 

	 

	
1 
The Gift

	 

	The running lights on the small shuttlecraft were barely bright enough to cut through the oppressive gray gloom of the moon’s noxious atmosphere, but the approaching vessel’s sleek, V-shaped profile finally became visible once it passed through the translucent energy dome protecting the compound. Dorian Garr’s heart raced in his chest as he watched the maintenance drones guide the shuttle down onto the landing pad. When the doors opened and the ramp extended, he held his breath and anxiously balled his hands into fists at his side. 

	This is it. This is when I finally get to meet her.  

	“Unbelievable,” Samir Garr growled from beside his only son. “She was supposed to be here an hour ago.”

	“We live two hundred parsecs from the closest inhabitable planet.”

	“I wouldn’t care if we were a thousand parsecs away—I paid for a product, and I expect it to be delivered on time.” Samir grumbled under his breath and crossed his arms over the chest of his immaculately tailored black suit. “If I ran Garr Industries like this, our competitors would eat us alive.”

	Dorian sighed softly and tried not to roll his eyes. If nothing else, being annoyed with his father was at least helping tamp down the worst of his anxiety. He still couldn’t believe this was happening. He had expected all the usual fanfare for his birthday—last year had featured a private screening of an unreleased holo-vid blockbuster followed by a massive party in the compound (attended by his father’s contemptible business associates rather than actual friends, of course). But for Dorian’s twentieth birthday, his father had apparently wanted to do something special. The most amazing part was that Samir had somehow kept this present secret for three years until a few hours ago.

	Dorian was still trying to mentally prepare himself when two figures walked down the shuttle’s landing ramp. The first was a tall, professional-looking human man wearing a white suit, while the second was a young Neyris female. Dorian couldn’t actually see her yet—her entire body was concealed beneath a bulky gray cloak. He did spot a thin leather leash snaking out from inside the hood, however, and the human man tugged on it to lead the girl across the landing platform toward the compound. 

	“Remember, this isn’t the time for politeness,” Samir said, straightening his back and setting his square jaw in stone. The gray hairs in his neatly trimmed beard seemed to be growing more numerous by the day. “I paid a fortune for this yellow cunt. If she has the slightest imperfection, I want you to—”

	“I understand,” Dorian insisted. They’d already had this conversation so many times he had already lost count. 

	“Good.” Samir eyed his son for a moment before forcing an awkward smile. “I wouldn’t want you to be upset on your birthday.”

	Dorian suppressed a snort. His father didn’t really give a damn about that, of course. Samir Garr, the “Mech Magnate” of the Viraxes Belt, was far less concerned about his son’s happiness than about the company’s profits. The fact that the two were inextricably linked was the only reason Samir had purchased this girl in the first place. Dorian’s innovations were responsible for transforming Garr Industries from a third-rate company to the sector’s largest mech manufacturer in the span of just a few years. 

	Dorian had been stuck on this remote moon the entire time, completely separated from family, friends, and anything resembling civilization. He understood that the quarantine was necessary to some extent—this was one of the few places in the sector he was safe from their enemies—but the isolation still got to him. Samir’s solution to that little problem was to buy his son a Succubus and hope that having a personal fucktoy around would keep Dorian focused and productive.

	The sad part is that it might actually work. 

	The handler waved in respectful greeting as he approached the compound entrance, his pristine white suit glimmering in the bright lights. The two sentinel mechs standing guard outside the breezeway fell into formation behind the two arrivals, and the doors whooshed open once the security scanners completed their quick sweep for weapons and explosives. When the group entered the reception foyer, the handler immediately offered his hosts a warm bow. 

	“I humbly apologize for my tardiness, Master Garr,” the man said in a deep, cultured voice.  

	“You should,” Samir said with a snort. “I’ve been waiting three years for this.”

	The other man chuckled softly. “Well, as you know, the industry standard is between sixteen and twenty solar cycles for a fully mature Succubus. Our visionary gestation techniques have allowed us to—”

	“You’ve already made your sale,” Samir said with dismissive wave. “But your employer told me that Joranis would be the one to deliver her.”

	“Unfortunately, the recent terrorist attack on Praxius Three prevented him from making the delivery in person. He knew you were eager to receive your merchandise, however, so he sent me instead.” The man smiled and offered a slight bow. “Narel Volek, at your service.”

	“How nice for you,” Samir muttered, taking a step closer and narrowing his eyes at the shrouded woman. “Well, Mister Volek, I’m not here to listen to another pitch. Just show us the merchandise.”

	Volek bowed again. “With pleasure, sir.”

	While his right hand kept a firm hold on the leash, his left deftly grabbed the cloak as if preparing to pull a canvas off a shiny new aircar. Dorian held his breath in anticipation, wondering what a hundred-million-credit female would look like…

	He was not disappointed. 

	The girl was so breathtakingly beautiful she almost didn’t seem real. She was slender and buxom all at once, and her flawless yellow skin was so smooth it almost seemed to glow. All five of her veroshi—the thick, tentacle-like appendages sprouting from her head like vines—were decorated with silver rings, and two of them draped down over her shoulders and breasts almost like long bangs of hair. She was unmistakably alien, yet her soft face, high cheekbones, and curvaceous silhouette also marked her as unmistakably female. She was clad in a golden two-piece bikini with a short skirt of translucent red fabric dangling from her hips, giving everyone a perfect, unobstructed view of her flat stomach and shapely legs. Her green eyes sparkled like gemstones as they fastened upon Dorian. 

	“Gorgeous, isn’t she?” Volek asked, tossing the shroud to one of the mechs. “Bred to your exact specifications.”

	Dorian swallowed and tried not to melt beneath the raw, unbound desire in the girl’s eyes. She couldn’t talk yet—her mouth was filled with a red ball-gag, and her wrists were cuffed behind her back—but the tips of her veroshi were all twirling in anticipation, and she looked ready to pounce on him if she weren’t bound and collared. 

	By the Seraph, she’s real. She’s real and she wants to be mine…

	[Do you wish me to perform a bio-scan, sir? I should be able to detect any grievous imperfections in her genetic matrix.]

	Dorian flinched in surprise. Ghost’s holographic avatar had retreated back into Dorian’s neural implant when he’d left his quarters, but that just meant the AI could speak directly into his mind instead. He probably should have shut the implant down, too. Ghost was nothing if not a mood killer. 

	“Not bad,” Samir said as he stepped forward to circle around the Succubus and inspect her. “But she’s definitely shorter than I ordered…”

	“The complexity of Neyris genetics means there are often small but unavoidable variations between the design template and the final product,” Volek replied with the unflappable ease of a career salesman. “Regardless, she is—”

	“Strange how you didn’t mention that possibility when I purchased her,” Samir said, his eyes narrowing as he stopped directly behind the girl. “If my mechs were half a millimeter off their specifications when I delivered them, my customers would demand a refund.”

	“With all due respect, Master Garr, cloning and psycho-genetic manipulation are far more complicated than robotics.”

	Samir shot a withering glare at the other man. “How dare you—”

	“It’s fine, Dad,” Dorian interrupted, forcing himself to breathe. He took a step closer and tried to avoid looking at the Succubus directly but found it literally impossible. Her green gaze was like a carnal singularity. Sweat broke out under the collar of his jumpsuit. 

	He could feel his father glowering at him over the girl’s shoulder even without looking. Even if the old man were happy with the product—which he literally never was—he still would have complained in the hopes of getting a partial refund. It was just his way. 

	“You haven’t even touched her yet,” Samir said. 

	Dorian swallowed and glanced over to the handler. Having his own personal sex toy delivered to him in front of his father was embarrassing enough, but he had absolutely no interest in even talking to this girl with a total stranger around…

	“Come on, grab her tits,” Samir demanded. “I don’t want you complaining in a week because she’s a saggy mess.”

	“Dad, please,” Dorian said through gritted teeth, his cheeks reddening. “This isn’t—”

	“Fine, I’ll do it myself,” his father growled as he reached around beneath the girl’s bikini top and harshly groped both her breasts. She was so poised she didn’t even bat an eyelash; she continued staring straight at Dorian, even when his father reared back and smacked her buttocks beneath her translucent skirt. 

	“Our third generation of Succubi possess exceptional durability as well as performance,” Volek said, chuckling. “You can be as rough with her as you’d like—within reason, of course. She will serve your son faithfully throughout his life.”

	“She had better,” Samir said, backing away and eyeing the girl up and down again. “If not, I guarantee I’ll be on your doorstep demanding my credits.”

	The handler smiled politely. “I’m afraid that all purchases are final, Master Garr. As you know, we splice all of our Succubi with Velothi genes now. Your son can Imprint himself upon her to ensure a more potent connection…and once he does, her value will drop considerably.”

	Samir grunted. “She can only be Imprinted through her cunt, right? You had better try out her other holes first, then.”

	“Dad!” Dorian snarled, his anger and embarrassment finally boiling over. “By the Seraph…”

	“There’s no point in being coy about it,” Samir said. “I ordered you a toy, not a wife. She has one purpose in this universe, and she had better be good at it.”

	“Our clients are never dissatisfied with our products, I assure you,” Volek said, his focus shifting to Dorian. “She will effortlessly adapt to your needs, no matter how dramatically they change over time. Neyris are very perceptive by nature even before we tinker with their genetic code.”

	Dorian forced himself to take a deep breath and calm down. His cheeks burned with embarrassment, but at least that was helping contain his arousal. Just standing next to this woman was so intoxicating he could barely stand upright. He had been reading stories about Succubi ever since he had stumbled across the term on the Holosphere, yet somehow even the holo-vids hadn’t done this girl justice. There was a reason they cost as much as a small moon.

	“Let’s assume her body is acceptable,” Samir said. “What about her mind? I’ve had serious doubts about your accelerated growth cycle from the beginning. I might not have ordered my son a wife, but I don’t want her to have the brain of a gutter whore, either.”

	“Our flash education techniques are second to none,” Volek said smoothly. “Thanks to our company’s discreet location outside of Convectorate space and beyond its legal restraints, we are able to implant whatever knowledge we desire. History, science, culture…she can effortlessly carry a conversation on a variety of topics. She knows everything needed to be a perfect companion at the dining table—or on her knees beneath it, if you prefer.”

	Samir snorted. “Well, I hope you haven’t saddled her with obnoxious opinions.”

	“Absolutely not,” the handler said with a chuckle. “But there’s only so much I can tell you. Perhaps you would like to meet her yourself?”

	Samir folded his arms over his chest. “Now is as good a time as any.”

	Volek smiled as he unfastened the woman’s gag. Her eyes remained locked on Dorian the entire time, and he couldn’t help but be mesmerized by the way her veroshi moved like cat tails. From what he’d read about Neyris body language, the comparison was apt—the movements of her veroshi were a window into her mood. And right now, that mood seemed to be “on the verge of exploding with anticipation.”

	“All right, here we go,” Volek said as he popped the gag free. “Go ahead and introduce yourself, dear.”

	The Succubus gasped once her mouth was clear, and a pink tongue immediately emerged and seductively licked her painted red lips. “Master Dorian,” she said breathlessly. “My name is Kaya, and I’ve waited my whole life to meet you!”

	Dorian’s knees wobbled, and he gave up any hope of trying to conceal his erection even in his relatively baggy work jumpsuit. 

	Fuck, I should have insisted that I meet her alone no matter how much Dad complained!

	“He’s not your master yet, girl,” Samir said sternly. “I still need to make certain you’re worth the credits I paid for you.”

	Kaya dragged her eyes away from Dorian so reluctantly it almost seemed like it caused her pain. “My lord,” she said, lowering her head in deference. “I cannot thank you enough for giving me the opportunity to serve your son. I assure you, I will be the most loyal and faithful companion he—”

	“You should thank me for creating you,” Samir said with a contemptuous snort. “If I hadn’t ordered you, you’d still be goo inside a test tube somewhere. I’m the only reason you exist.”

	The girl looked flustered for a second. “I-I understand, my lord, and I only wish to—”

	“Let’s start with a basic test, hmm?” Samir interrupted. “A single event has dominated the Holosphere for the past week. What is it?”

	Kaya didn’t even hesitate. “The Dowd attack in the Tarana System,” she said. “More specifically, the revelation that Convectorate authorities attempted to cover up the extent of the devastation.”

	Samir turned to the handler. “So, she is fully updated on current events, then?”

	“Absolutely,” Volek said proudly. “Her flash training didn’t stop until she stepped off the shuttle a few minutes ago, and she is more than capable of continuing to learn as needed.”

	Dorian sighed. “Dad, you don’t have to—”

	“Your handler just mentioned the terrorist attack on Praxius Three,” Samir went on, undeterred. “When the Seraphim Union took credit, what was the Convectorate’s response?”

	“I beg your pardon, my lord, but the Union never officially took credit for the attack,” Kaya said carefully. “Unless you are referring to the detention center bombing on New Thedia seven months ago yesterday?”

	Samir humphed. “Clever girl,” he said, shifting his eyes back to Volek. “What about philosophy? Mathematics?”

	“Her flash education module was configured to your exact specifications, Master Garr,” the man replied with practiced patience. “She is proficient in the social sciences but ignorant of the hard sciences; she knows a great deal about history but has not formed her own opinions on major events.”

	“Clever, but not too clever,” Samir said, circling the Succubus again. “Just like a woman should be.”

	Dorian balled his hands into fists but kept them at his side. He was seriously tempted to just grab Kaya and sprint to his quarters, and not just because of what he wanted to do to her—or have her do to him. He really just wanted to spare her having to endure his father treating her so poorly. 

	Samir eventually reached out and placed his fingertips on the girl’s flat stomach, tracing the faint contours of her abdomen. “She is fixed, yes?” 

	“All Succubi are infertile by design, regardless of base species,” Volek confirmed. “Most of our customers would rather not have to worry about the burden of contraception.”

	“And naturally it helps protect the secrets of your genetic material,” Samir said with a knowing snicker. “I’m sure your bosses don’t want a horde of yellow mongrels running around with your precious cloning secrets all over their DNA.”

	“Actually, sir, we can easily activate a fertility module if such a feature is desired at a later date. Your original purchase didn’t specify that your son wanted to breed her, but if he does—”

	“I don’t want him to breed her, and that’s what matters. She’s a toy, not an incubator.” 

	“Dad, there’s nothing else to say,” Dorian insisted, mortified to the point he could barely speak. “She’s perfect!”

	“We’ll see soon enough,” Samir said as he nudged Kaya’s chin upward to inspect her flawless teeth. “What do you think, girl? Are you ready to please my son?”

	The Succubus smiled. “I have dreamt of nothing else from the first moment I awakened, my lord.”

	Samir snorted and turned back to Dorian. “All right, you might as well take her to your room and start breaking her in. I’ll finish up the financial business here.”

	Volek smiled and offered Dorian the leash. “She is all yours, Master Garr. You will not be disappointed.”

	Swallowing, Dorian stepped forward and took the leather strap in hand. Kaya’s face beamed like a star, and she eagerly glided alongside him without a single tug on the leash. 

	Just before they moved away, however, Samir’s hand shot out and gripped Dorian’s shoulder. “Make sure you tell me about any imperfections, no matter how small,” he said pointedly. “Do you understand?”

	Dorian nodded. “Yes, Father.”

	“Good,” Samir said, leering at Kaya for another moment before he removed his hand and smiled. “Enjoy your present. I’ll make sure no one bothers you for the next few days.”

	When his father turned back to start arguing with the handler again, Dorian wasted no time leading Kaya toward the lift at the back of the reception foyer. Like almost everything else in the residential section of the compound, the metal had been painted a sterile white as if they were living in a hospital. The moment the door whooshed shut behind them, he closed his eyes and let out a long, deep breath. 

	“Stars, I’m sorry about the way he treated you,” Dorian said. “He’s just—”

	Kaya leaned forward and kissed him before his eyes had even reopened. Dorian gasped when her body pressed against him, and again when her tongue effortlessly slipped through his lips. His hands instinctively fell to her waist—fuck, how can anyone’s skin be this smooth?—and his cock ached in desperation when her knee rubbed over his manhood through his jumpsuit. Her hands may still have been shackled behind her back, but two of her tentacle-like veroshi threaded through his unruly dark hair and pulled him close with surprising strength. For the first time in his life, he found himself wishing that the lifts in the compound were slower…

	“Oh!” Kaya gasped when she abruptly pulled away. “I am so sorry, master—I should have asked for your permission first.”

	Dorian awkwardly closed his gaping mouth and struggled to catch his breath. “It’s, uh…it’s all right.”

	She smiled. It was so sweet, so contented, that he almost melted. 

	“I wish you could understand how much I’ve longed for this moment,” she said, briefly closing her eyes and licking her lips. “I want to taste you so badly…”

	Dorian swallowed, still breathless, as he eyed her up and down again. Neyris females were notoriously alluring—even natural, “unmodified” ones sold for millions on the underworld slave markets. Kaya wasn’t a hapless victim snatched from some Far Rim colony, however; she had been designed to match his biological and psychographic profiles on a genetic level. She was quite literally the perfect partner for him, insofar as such a thing was even possible.

	Every word, every movement was geared to please him. She probably knew what Dorian wanted more than he did, even if she didn’t consciously realize what she was doing. The part of him that was a scientist was fascinated by the engineering and technical skill required to create such a being. 

	The part of him that was a man was so unbelievably horny that all he wanted to do was push her down onto her knees, grab a firm hold of her veroshi, and fuck her face until she couldn’t breathe. His cock was already harder than a thorotine rod, and he’d never felt this uninhibited before. 

	“Is there a way to pause the lift, master?” Kaya purred, rubbing her knee even harder against his manhood. Her body seemed nearly as hot as a Kreen; her breath was like a scalding sirocco against his lips and chin. 

	“Y-yes,” Dorian stuttered. He reached out and fumbled for the keypad. The lift beeped a warning, but he quickly punched in a code to disable any potential alarms as it came to a halt between floors. It wasn’t as if anyone else would be calling it right now anyway…

	Kaya smiled giddily. “Thank you, master,” she breathed. “Your father wanted you to explore my holes before you Imprint yourself upon me. The sooner we get started, the better…”

	After planting a final hungry kiss on his lips, Kaya slowly and seductively sank down onto her knees in front of him. His cock was practically bursting out of his jumpsuit by the time she drew eye-level with his waist, and he was just about to reach down and help her unzip his fly when she leaned forward and kissed the massive bulge. He could feel the heat of her breath through the dark fabric, and he had to bite down on his lip and close his eyes for a moment just to ensure he didn’t lose control. She was just so breathtakingly beautiful and delightfully submissive…

	[I have completely my preliminary biometric scan, sir,] Ghost said out of the blue. [While she appears to be healthy, there are some anomalies that—]

	“Not now!” Dorian hissed. 

	Kaya froze, her lips still hovering over his bulge. “Master?” she asked, her eyes wide with concern. “Have I displeased you already?”

	“Stars no!” Dorian blurted. “Uh, sorry, that was…never mind.”

	She hesitated for a fraction of a second before planting another series of delicate kisses upon his bulge. The instant her eyes flicked back down, Dorian clenched his teeth in annoyance. He really, really should have turned Ghost off…

	[I do not wish to upset you, sir,] the AI said apologetically. [Perhaps there is another way I can be of assistance. I could trigger a release of hormones to dull your sexual response. This should allow you to delay your orgasm until—]

	Dorian snarled and nearly smacked the side of his head again, but thankfully, this time Kaya didn’t seem to notice. He had a flawless view down her bountiful yellow cleavage from this angle, and he couldn’t wait to free her breasts from captivity.

	“Here, let me, uh,” Dorian stammered, “let me help you with the buckles.”

	“That will not be necessary,” Kaya said with an impish grin as she leaned forward and bit down on the tab of his zipper. She pulled it open with her teeth, her emerald eyes on his face the entire time. Even his briefs were no match for a determined Succubus—two of her veroshi squirmed through the open zipper and freed his manhood as deftly as any fingers. The tip of his aching cock burst free an instant later, and when Kaya finally shifted her gaze down, her green eyes dilated as if they had finally spotted their true prey. 

	“Holy shit!” she breathed. “You’re huge!”

	Dorian was so aroused he could barely think straight, but the sudden shift in her voice was impossible to miss. She almost sounded like a different person…

	“I—ooohh!” he moaned, his sudden concern melting away when she wrapped her red lips over the aching crown. The heat of her mouth was so intense he wondered if her DNA had been spliced with other races besides Velothi. The throat of a full-blooded Kreen female could melt a man’s cock like a lozenge, but this felt so good he didn’t even care. 

	Between her skillful tongue and dexterous tentacles, Kaya coaxed the rest of his manhood out of his briefs in no time. He knew he shouldn’t have been surprised when she effortlessly swallowed his full length—her entire body had literally been designed as a perfect sheath for his cock, after all—but there was still something awe-inspiring about watching a woman two-thirds his height and half his size take him so easily. She wasn’t the only one who had been genetically enhanced, after all.

	Kaya remained focused upon her meal until she had completely worked him down her throat. It was only then, when her lips were pressed against the base of his stem, that her eyes finally flicked back up to his in search of approval. 

	“Nnn,” he muttered, totally unable to form anything resembling a real word. He reached down and stroked her veroshi as if they were hair, and he was shocked at how much they felt as silky as freshly shaven legs. They were very sensitive to touch, allegedly, but he still really wanted to grab onto them and fuck her face like it was a cunt. For whatever reason, the thought of throating beautiful girls—especially alien girls—had always driven him wild, and for the first time in his life, there was nothing stopping him. It wasn’t as if she would object; she was a Succubus designed specifically to pleasure him however and whenever he wanted. And since her psychographic profile had been specifically attuned to his, she would almost certainly enjoy every gasp, gurgle, and tug almost as much as he did. 

	But right now, in this instant, Dorian simply couldn’t keep the dam from bursting any longer. The mere sight of her on her knees with both hands bound behind her back and her eyes locked on his….

	“Fuck!” Dorian shouted as his cock detonated in the back of her throat. Kaya didn’t flinch; she kept staring up at him as he pumped one spurt after another straight down her gullet. He fired so many times he feared she might choke, but he should have known better than to doubt a Succubus. She kept his cock lodged deep down her throat even as he slowly softened, ensuring she didn’t spill a single drop. 

	And then, once he was completely spent and breathless, she leaned back and granted him a clear view of her swallowing his hard-earned bounty. She smiled up at him as lovingly as if they had known each other for a lifetime rather than a few minutes.

	“Thank you, master,” she said. “You taste absolutely wonderful, just like I knew you would.”

	Dorian couldn’t help but smile back. When he’d first been told about his father’s gift, he had spent hours wrestling with the ethical implications of owning a Succubus—even a willing one. He had always found the Convectorate’s treatment of “weak, lesser” species like the Neyris and Velothi contemptible, and the entire concept of a genetically engineered servant was utterly repulsive. But now that he had met her—now that he had looked into her eager and willing eyes…

	Fuck, there’s no way in a million years I’m sleeping at all tonight. I don’t care if I have to order Ghost to pump me full of stims; I’m going to explore every centimeter of this girl’s body before morning…

	Reaching down, he gently brushed his fingers over the smooth skin of her veroshi again. She closed her eyes and moaned softly, delighting in his attention. She looked so unbelievably contented…if she weren’t a Succubus, he would have assumed she was faking. No regular woman could possibly be this earnestly gleeful after swallowing the load of a man she had just met.  

	Dorian leaned back against the wall of the lift to catch his breath. The craziest part was that he was getting hard again. Just thinking about how he could have this girl any time he wanted, any way he wanted, for the rest of his life…it was beyond overwhelming. Once again, he was seriously tempted to grab her head and force himself back down her throat. But his libido had cooled just enough for reason to reassert itself, at least for a few minutes. He could surely contain himself long enough to lead her into his bedroom and show her the private space he had prepared for her. He wanted her to know right away that her life here would be as pleasant as possible…

	“I do apologize for my impatience, master,” Kaya said. “But I hope you are pleased with my performance.”

	“Yeah…yeah, you could say that,” Dorian said. He glanced down at his glistening cock and tried to tuck himself back into his jumpsuit. It wasn’t easy; he was so hard he could barely close the zipper. 

	I have a feeling that this won’t be the last time I’ll struggle with this. All things considered, it’s a good problem to have. 

	“Come on, let’s get you to my room,” he said, tapping the lift controls. “I think you’ll like it.”

	He reached for Kaya’s shoulders in case she needed help getting back to her feet, but her fit body was strong and agile enough that she sprang upright all on her own despite her bindings. “As long as you are there, master, I will be perfectly content.”

	Her servility was so over-the-top it almost made him cringe. In some ways, she had been programmed as rigidly as any of the mechs in the factory next door. He might have felt even worse about this whole arrangement if he weren’t still so damn horny. 

	The lift pinged softly when they reached his floor. When the door slid open, it took all of Dorian’s willpower to keep from sprinting through the long, sterile corridor to his room. He tried to maintain at least a modicum of dignity by walking at a normal pace down the hall, and he kept a tight grip on Kaya’s leash even though she happily walked right alongside him. 

	“Um, a-anyway,” Dorian said as they moved, “I really do apologize for how my dad treated you. He’s…well, he’s just like that, unfortunately.”

	Kaya’s bright eyes glittered as she craned her neck to look up at him. She was still smiling (is it even possible for her not to smile at her master?), but something in her expression momentarily shifted from blind adoration to…amusement?

	“Your father is a wealthy and powerful man,” she said. “I’m sure he only wants what is best for his son.”

	“Mostly he’s just a miser who can’t stand the idea of overpaying for anything by a single credit,” Dorian muttered. “I assume it’s because he was poor when he was growing up. Now he has enough money to buy a few moons, but he still gets upset if a supplier raises their prices by a tenth of a percent.”

	“I promise, I will be worth every credit, master,” Kaya assured him. “I can’t wait to show you what I can do!”

	Two of her veroshi curled affectionately around his bicep as they walked, and Dorian finally abandoned any pretense of dignity and jogged the rest of the way to his room. The thick, starship-grade door opened automatically at his approach, and he half expected Kaya to drop to her knees again the moment the door closed behind them. But instead her eyes went wide at the sight of his room—probably from the sheer size of it—and she swept her gaze back and forth in awe. 

	“There’s, uh, there’s plenty of space for you to have some privacy whenever you want it,” Dorian said. “Technically, this is all one room, but with all the furniture and side areas, it’s like five in one.”

	“By the stars,” she breathed, her entire body stiff with wonder. He had no idea what the conditions were like in the facility where she’d been bred and trained, but he couldn’t imagine it had been anywhere near this spacious. The open living area directly in front of them seemed fairly standard: the right-hand side was dominated by his bed, dresser, and nightstands, while the left was reserved for a comfy recliner and three different vid-screens, all of which were currently blank. The far side of the room ended in a “T” with a narrow hall and four other adjoining rooms, two on either side. Not that Kaya could actually see any of those just yet.  

	“I cleared out one of the storage rooms around the corner for you,” Dorian told her, pointing across the room. “Father would throw a fit if he found out that I moved a bed in there for you, but I wanted you to have your own space.”

	Kaya turned back to look at him, her eyes widening in confusion. “You don’t wish me to sleep with you, master?”

	“No, I absolutely do! I just thought, well…”

	Dorian nervously cleared his throat, wondering if this would have been easier or harder if his dad had given him more warning. Honestly, he probably would have just over rehearsed a speech and then forgotten it the moment she arrived. As it was, he’d only had a few hours to make preparations. 

	“I just wanted to make sure you had all the personal space you needed,” Dorian said. “There aren’t any decorations yet, but I can get you whatever you want. For now, there’s just a bed and some storage space.” He swallowed, searching for the right words. “Look, I just don’t ever want you to feel trapped.”

	Her smile turned suddenly wry. “That’s cute. Offering your slave a little bedroom to soothe your conscience.”

	Dorian frowned. “What?”

	“Sorry, I suppose I shouldn’t be that hard on you,” Kaya said with snort. “You’re definitely not the rich little bishka I expected, I’ll give you that.”

	The shift in her tone and body language was so dramatic that Dorian had to stare at her for a solid five seconds before he found his voice again. “I, uh…”

	“Look, it’s nothing personal, kid,” she soothed with a sly smirk. “But the sons of rich idiots are usually idiots themselves. Of course, they usually have tiny little cocks, too, which makes absolutely no sense at all. You’d think with all that wealth they’d be willing to drop a few credits on augmentations and grow a nice thick one like yours.”

	A warning tingle ran down the length of Dorian’s spine. In the span of a few heartbeats, the woman in front of him had become a completely different person. She still looked like the submissive Succubus who had been down on her knees in the elevator, but her posture, her movements, her tone of voice…they had all changed. 

	[Forgive the intrusion, sir, but her biometric readings are becoming even more unstable,] Ghost said into his mind. [It is as if her entire genetic structure is in a state of flux.]

	“You’re also a lot cuter than I expected,” Kaya went on, eyeing him up and down. “And honestly, I bet you’re actually pretty good in bed. There’s a part of me that wants you to tackle me onto your bed and give me everything you’ve got. I’m sure you could get me off at least once, which is more than I can say for most men.” She lifted her chin and clucked her tongue. “The trouble is, I just don’t have the time.”

	Dorian was still struck speechless when she flexed her arms against the bindings on her wrists—and tore them apart as if they were made of paper. 

	“Oh, shit!” he gasped, leaping back and nearly toppling onto his bed.

	The woman continued grinning as she stretched out her right hand. Her yellow Neyris skin began to turn a pale pink, and her eyes transformed from an alien shade of green into a very human shade of amber. At the same time, her veroshi slowly receded into her head. 

	“What…?” Dorian breathed. “What are you?”

	“I’m whatever I want to be,” the woman said in a sardonic, cultured voice. “Now stand still and stay calm, kid. I promise this will all be over soon.”

	He was just about to dive toward the pulse pistol concealed in his bedside drawer when he felt the tiny hairs on his arms prickle and stand upright. A surge of electricity crackled along the woman’s outstretched arm, then abruptly leapt from her fingertips and struck him in the chest. His entire body convulsed as if he had just grabbed an open power conduit, and his legs gave out as he crumpled to the floor. 

	The last thing he saw before the darkness claimed him was a human female with a wild shock of blue hair snickering down at him. 
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	“Well, at least you didn’t hit your head,” Kaya said as she stared down at the unconscious rube sprawled on the tile floor. He wasn’t the first man she had left hard and wanting on the floor, and he undoubtedly wouldn’t be the last. He might have been the first one she actually felt bad about, though. He really did seem like a nice kid, and the fact he was completely shredded beyond reason made her feel even worse. That was half the reason she’d decided to suck him off in the lift—she had wanted to see if the genetic tinkering that had clearly given him such a fabulous body had extended to his manhood. 

	The answer was an unconditional yes. 

	“I wasn’t lying, by the way,” she said as she leaned over him. “I absolutely would have fucked the hell out of you if I’d had more time.”

	Grinning, Kaya gently patted the still enormous bulge in his pants before she hopped upright and studied her surroundings. She couldn’t help but be blown away by the sheer size of this kid’s fucking room. It put most palatial suites to shame. The living space alone could comfortably house an entire family, and if the schematics she’d memorized were accurate, the four adjoining rooms on either side of the “T” were huge, too. Even the fucking carpets probably cost as much as a small starship. The sheer opulence would have made her partner furious.

	Speaking of, she should be in position by now.

	“All right, the kid’s out,” Kaya said, tapping her ear to activate the tiny com implant hidden inside. “How are things on your end?”

	“Not good,” Mysha’s voice snapped back. “You were supposed to get the codes ten minutes ago!”

	“Yeah, well…I got a little carried away.”

	“What a surprise,” her partner muttered. “When was the last time you actually did what you promised on time?”

	Kaya groaned and fiddled with the thin drawstring on her bikini bottom. Both the top and bottom pieces still fit reasonably well despite her change in shape; adaptive fabric was expensive for a reason. Still, she wished she had tried to smuggle in some real clothes in addition to her “slave-kini.” She was tempted to rummage through the kid’s dresser and see if she could at least find some pants, but Mysha was right that they were already behind schedule. She would have had to change shapes again just to fit into anything sized for a nearly two-meter-tall hunk of man-muscle anyway.

	“Just relax, would you?” Kaya insisted. “Volek should be taking off any minute, and no one knows we’re here. We have plenty of time.”

	“No, you have plenty of time,” Mysha grumbled. “Do you have any idea how many guards and security mechs I had to sneak past to get into the server room? This place is a fucking fortress!”

	“If you slipped past them once, you can do it again. Just give me a minute to look around and see what I can find.” 

	Kaya walked over to the narrow corridor at the opposite end of the living space and began her search in earnest. She wasn’t a slicer by any stretch of the imagination—tech bullshit was Mysha’s job—but she knew enough to locate the workstation in one of the side rooms. The main terminal had nine monitors and three holo-projectors, and she couldn’t help but wonder what the kid actually did in here all day. If he was like any other rich human male, half of them were probably set up for gaming while the rest looped interspecies porn vids all day…

	“All right, I’m at his workstation,” Kaya said, eyeing the fancy holographic controls. Because apparently, normal tactile input devices were too fancy for these people. “Are you ready?”

	“I’ve been ready!” Mysha snarled. 

	“Keep your tits cold, this will only take a few more seconds.”

	Drawing in a deep breath, Kaya held out her left hand and squeezed it into a fist. The skin on her inner forearm began to ripple as if it were made of putty, but she didn’t change shape—she just needed to access the data spike she had concealed beneath her flesh. As always, her stomach turned when she pushed her fingertips through her own skin, but mercifully, the small, two-centimeter-long device was right where she had left it. 

	“Ow!” she grunted as she pulled it out and sealed the wound around it, then sucked the blood off her fingers. “All right, here we go…”

	Kaya carefully placed the spike atop the terminal before toggling it on. She had absolutely no idea how the thing worked; it was one of Mysha’s many seemingly magical gizmos she had assembled over the years. Ostensibly, it would grant access to the Garr Industries mainframe and all its juicy data. 

	“All right, I have a signal,” Mysha said. “I should be able to…”

	Kaya’s eyebrows furrowed when her partner’s voice trailed off. “Is something wrong?”

	“This encryption…I’ve never seen anything like it.”

	“I assume that’s a bad thing?”

	“It’s impossible,” Mysha breathed. “Kaya, this tech…it’s psionic.”

	Kaya paled. “You mean old Dominion design?”

	“No, even more advanced. Like, way more advanced—and incredibly illegal. If the Convectorate even suspected that Garr Industries had access to this kind of psi-tech…”

	“They would have bombarded this place from orbit,” Kaya whispered. She might not have been a security expert, but she understood the political implications of psionic technology all too well. Psi-tech of any kind was illegal in the Convectorate. Owning a single piece of old, burned-out Dominion tech could get most people thrown into the Drift; making it could damn your family and anyone who had ever associated with you. 

	The rich and powerful often ignored the law, of course, but even the wealthiest collectors didn’t actually use psi-tech. They could get away with having a busted crystal capacitor in a display case, but running active psionic technology ran the risk of alerting the Spiders. Their psychic webs could sense even faint ripples from light-years away. That must have been why this compound was out here in the middle of nowhere…

	“What do you want to bet that this is how Garr Industries has taken over the mech market these past few years?” Kaya reasoned.

	“I’d say it’s almost a certainty,” Mysha agreed. 

	“This is exactly the type of thing the Echo will want to know.”

	Her partner stayed silent for a long moment. “What do you think he’ll do when he finds out?”

	“I don’t know,” Kaya said. “That’s not really our problem.”

	“Isn’t it?” Mysha whispered. “What if he sells this intel to the Spiders?”

	“That’s still not our problem,” Kaya said firmly. She could tell from Mysha’s voice that her partner was already planning something stupid. The girl may have been brilliant and beautiful, but she had a bad habit of following her heart instead of her head whenever psionics was concerned. She would have gladly signed on with the Seraphim Union tomorrow if not for the explosive microchip lodged in her brainstem. Her life literally depended on giving the Echo exactly what he wanted. 

	And mine depends on protecting her from herself. 

	“Meesh, I need you to download that data so we can get the hell out of here, all right?” Kaya said as calmly as she could. “We’ll worry about the details later.”

	“You mean after we tell the Echo and it’s already too late?” 

	“We can’t afford to worry about that right now. I just need you to—”

	“Save your breath, it doesn’t matter anyway,” Mysha said. “There’s no way I can decrypt psionic data.”

	Kaya grimaced. “You’re telling me you can’t get anything?”   

	“I can access the standard mainframe. Though I don’t see anything interesting besides freighter inventory lists and shipping dates…”

	“That’s not good enough!” Kaya pressed. “If we come back without real data, the Echo will—”

	“I know!” Mysha snapped. “But there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m a slicer, not a wizard.”

	Kaya clenched her teeth and tried not to think about what their boss would do to them if they returned home empty-handed again. They couldn’t afford another bust, not after the shitshow on Praxius Minor last month. 

	“All right, maybe there’s another way around this,” Kaya said. “Maybe the kid left some important passcodes lying around here somewhere.”

	“This isn’t about codes!” Mysha insisted. “Do you understand what I mean by psionic encryption? You can’t just punch in a few numbers to unscramble it.”

	“So what do you need, then?”

	“The mind that created it—or a telepath powerful enough to brute-force it, I suppose. You remember that Seraphim psi-crystal we found last year? It’s like that, but even more complic—”

	Her voice was cut off by the all-too familiar wailing of an alarm. The lights in the room turned red, and the terminal and monitors in front of Kaya went dark. 

	Oh, shit. 

	“Dammit,” Mysha swore. “We have to get out of here. I don’t know how, but every alarm in the compound just got triggered.”

	“Great,” Kaya spat, snatching the data spike off the terminal. “That’s just fucking great.”

	“I’ll signal the Prowler and head for the private landing pad. Meet me there!”

	“That pad is on the other side of the compound! There’s no way in hell I’ll be able to get there before security swarms this place!” Kaya hissed through her teeth and tried to think. “You said you could access some of the standard systems. Is there anything you can do about the alarms?”

	There was no response. Kaya tapped her implant out of habit, but she didn’t hear anything, even static.  

	“Meesh?” she asked. “Meesh!”

	“Your coms won’t work,” a male voice said from behind her. “The dampening field will block everything outside of a very narrow set of family frequencies.”

	Kaya turned. Dorian was standing in the doorway, a small pulse pistol held steady in his right hand.  

	“Put your arms up,” he demanded. “Now!”

	Kaya sighed and tried to make herself look as defeated as possible. It wasn’t difficult, given the circumstances. 

	“How the hell did you wake up so quickly?” she asked, shaking her head. “You should have been out for hours!”

	Dorian’s eyes flicked up and down the length of her body—not like a man lusting after his Succubus, but like a computer analyzing new data. “How did you transform from a Neyris into a human?” 

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about, kid,” Kaya said. “Unless you mean that yellow girl who tore out of here a few minutes ago. You should probably go chase after her—she’s the real thief!”

	His brow arched. “A dozen security mechs will storm through my door in less than a minute. There’s nowhere for you to go.”

	Kaya hissed softly through her teeth. “I guess I should have fucked you after all, huh? Maybe then you’d still be asleep. I should have known you’d have superhuman stamina to go along with…everything else.”

	Dorian took a step closer and shook his head. His short, unruly black hair was barely even mussed. “My father won’t show you mercy.”

	“Why am I not surprised?” Kaya murmured. “With his charming personality, he seems like the type that would turn a young, helpless girl over to the Spiders without a second thought.”

	“He won’t tell the Spiders or the Convectorate,” Dorian said. “He’ll order the mechs to knock you out, then he’ll have his goons torture you until you tell him everything about the person who hired you.”

	She scoffed. “I’ve endured worse, trust me.”

	“I doubt that. You have no idea what he’s capable of.”

	Kaya frowned. She had never developed any significant telepathic abilities, but she could still sense the kid’s trepidation. He didn’t seem angry at all, which was strange, considering what she had done to him. Some men she conned spent their entire savings hiring bounty hunters to track her down—she and Mysha had just ditched a handful back on Cira Narn a few weeks ago. But this kid…he seemed scared.

	And in retrospect, it was obvious why. 

	“Your company didn’t steal or buy that psi-tech,” Kaya reasoned. “You’re the one who created it, aren’t you? Daddy won’t call the Spiders because they’ll learn your dirty little secret.”

	Dorian’s lip twitched. “Who are you really?” he breathed. “Why are you here?”

	Kaya’s natural instinct was always to lie even when the truth would suffice, but in this case, she made a rare exception. “Your father is a wealthy man, and wealthy men have enemies,” she said. “Enemies who want to know how a bankrupt company became the sector’s largest mech manufacturer in such a short period of time.”

	The kid’s cheek quirked, and when he glanced away, she almost took the opportunity to pounce. Mysha was probably halfway to the landing pad by now. If Kaya was going to make her move, she needed to do it soon. 

	“Look, kid, it’s nothing personal,” she told him, creeping forward a centimeter but keeping her hands outstretched. “If it were up to me, I’d happily get down on my knees and suck your cock again. Hell, I’d let you hold me down on that giant bed of yours and fuck me in the ass all afternoon if that’s what you wanted. We’d have a lot of fun, I guarantee it. But I need to get out of here, and if you don’t want the Spiders to crash this party, you should probably just let me go.”

	“I can’t do that,” Dorian replied mechanically. His eyes didn’t even flick down to leer at her tits or tummy. His persona seemed to have changed nearly as much as hers. 

	“If you don’t, I’ll have to knock you out again.”

	He cocked a black eyebrow. “Maybe you didn’t notice, but I’m the one holding the gun here.”

	“Oh, I noticed,” Kaya said. “The trouble is, I took out the power pack while you were unconscious.”

	The instant he glanced down at his pistol, Kaya made her move. She covered the distance between them in a single leap, slapped the weapon out of his grip, and grabbed him in a firm chokehold from behind. He was strong—really strong—but her metamorphic powers trumped even the best genetic engineering. 

	“Don’t struggle!” she scolded, locking her elbow around his neck so tight he could barely breathe. “I really don’t want to hurt you.”

	His hands clutched at her arms to try and pry them away, but then he suddenly went limp. “It’s too late,” he rasped. “The mechs are already here.”

	Kaya heard the clomping of metal feet outside Dorian’s suite barely a millisecond after the words left his mouth. Grimacing, she dragged him out of his office and back into the living area where she could watch the door. 

	“Well, fuck,” she snarled, holding him up in front of her like a living shield. “Please tell me they won’t risk shooting the boss’s kid.”

	“Oh, they will,” Dorian said gravely. “Without question.” 

	Kaya’s eyes narrowed. “You’re kidding me.”

	“Their pulse weapons have a stun setting powerful enough to overload the nervous system of a V’rath even through its carapace. They’ll knock both of us out and summon the medical units to revive me.”

	“How thoughtful of them,” she muttered. “Your father really is an asshole, isn’t he?”

	“You met him,” Dorian said. “What do you think?”

	Kaya growled and glanced down at the holdout pistol he’d dropped. Keeping her right arm locked around his neck, she reached down and plucked it from the floor. 

	“That thing won’t scratch the paint on their ablative armor,” Dorian warned. “There’s nowhere to run—not unless you let me help you.”

	She frowned. “What are you—?”

	The door whooshed open before she could finish. A trio of humanoid security mechs rushed inside, and just like Dorian had warned, they didn’t hesitate even a microsecond before their pulse weapons unleashed a blistering barrage at the intruder and her hostage. 

	“Shit!” Kaya hissed, whirling back into the narrow corridor a moment before the blue bolts struck them both. 

	“You can’t fight them!” Dorian shouted, clutching at her arm again. “There’s only one way out of here. If you let me go, I can—”

	This time, his words were cut off by a low thump. A small cylinder hit the nearby wall and rolled toward them, a cloud of thick green gas billowing out of one end. Kaya reflexively shut her mouth, but she knew from experience that she only had a few precious seconds to act before the gas overwhelmed her. 

	Closing her already-stinging eyes, Kaya concentrated on her metamorphic abilities and altered her physiology again. Externally, nothing changed—she still looked like the same bikini-clad human woman as before. Internally, however, she radically altered her organs at a molecular level. Anexian gas could incapacitate a wide variety of common species, but Meldonian lungs could easily filter out the toxins.

	Dorian wasn’t so lucky. He barely had time to cough before the gas stole his breath and paralyzed his muscles. Kaya released her grip on him, and he immediately fell to his knees and covered his mouth in a vain attempt to fight the poison. Oddly enough, she found herself wishing she could help him—she knew firsthand how awful it was to breathe in this shit. At least he couldn’t do anything stupid and get himself hurt while he was helpless… 

	It’s now or never. 

	Kaya glanced around the corner back out into the living area and tried to judge the distance between her and the bed. She could already hear the mechs shuffling forward, and she knew they would spray the whole area the instant she stepped out of cover. Still, most security mechs had relatively simple combat protocols—they wouldn’t expect her to be conscious, let alone to roll out into the open. Hopefully, that split second of confusion would be enough. 

	Setting her jaw, she counted to three, then dove into the living area and tumbled toward the bed, fully anticipating a salvo of pulse blasts to follow in her wake. She was not disappointed—if anything, the mechs reacted even more quickly than she expected. She didn’t even gain the split second she had banked on before their targeting algorithms compensated. If not for the supernatural speed granted by her metamorphic powers, she would have been shot a dozen times before she reached cover. She actually felt the searing kiss of pulsefire ignite the air behind her neck before she curled herself into a tight ball and tucked herself behind the bed. 

	Son of a bitch, these mechs really are more advanced than usual…

	Acting on pure, desperate instinct, Kaya flooded her body with dangerous amounts of adrenaline, then shoved the bed as hard as she could. The frame flipped over on its side and smashed into several of the mechs, hurling them against the wall and finally buying her a precious moment of respite. Only one of them dropped its weapon, but she hoped it was enough. She dove over to retrieve the heavy pistol, flicked the power setting to maximum with her thumb, and fired. 

	Dorian’s holdout pistol might not have been able to scorch their armor, but this one could. The brilliant blue-white bolts burned through the bedframe, the mattress, and the mechs behind it. Only one of the robots managed to stumble clear, and Kaya promptly shot it right in its optical sensors.

	She was still aiming at the bed, waiting for any signs of movement, when the fire suppression systems kicked in. Tiny sprinklers emerged from a half dozen spots in the walls and sprayed the flaming bed and robots, then went on to drench anything and everything remotely flammable. The near-freezing water felt shockingly refreshing on Kaya’s bare skin, but she couldn’t afford to sit around and enjoy it. More reinforcements were surely on the way. 

	“Meesh, can you hear me?” Kaya asked, tapping her implant in the vain hope for a miracle. When static was her only answer, she hopped back to her feet and sprinted for the door—

	But stopped right before she reached it. Glancing back over her bare shoulder, she spotted Dorian lying in an unconscious heap near the spent grenade. Even the frigid water streaming over his face wasn’t waking him up. 

	Normally, he would be the perfect hostage, but his dad obviously planned for that contingency. If the mechs are willing to shoot through Dorian to get to me, then dragging him along will only slow me down. I should cut my losses and get the hell out of here while I can. The Echo will just have to live with whatever scraps of data Mysha managed to download from the mainframe. 

	A guilty lump formed in her throat when she tried and failed to look away from the kid’s body. She couldn’t understand what the hell was wrong with her; she had left plenty of men in far worse positions than him. Grifting rich idiots out of their credits had been her entire career these past few years, and she’d never felt the slightest bit of remorse. Then again, most of the men she seduced were selfish assholes. She had only known Dorian for a few minutes, but he seemed bizarrely different. 

	Maybe it was because he hadn’t shot her in the back. Maybe it was because she knew he was a psychic—a Seraphim—like her. Or maybe, just maybe, it was because his cock had felt so good lodged in her throat that all she could think about was how much better it would feel buried deep inside her cunt. She hadn’t been with a human male who knew what he was doing in so long…

	Just because he might be able to get me off doesn’t mean I should adopt him. Besides, the kid has everything he could ever want here, and the actual Neyris Succubus his dad ordered for him will show up sooner or later. He’ll be fine. 

	“But we might not be,” Kaya whispered. The Echo would be furious if they didn’t bring him anything. Even if he didn’t hurt Mysha, he could easily increase her debt. The last time they’d failed, he’d threatened to hand her over to slavers. As a Velothi female with the rare mutation that allowed her to Imprint herself on multiple partners, Mysha would sell for almost as much as an actual Succubus…

	Swearing under her breath, Kaya dashed back through the spraying water toward Dorian. He might not have been useful as a shield, but he probably had as much valuable information about his father as the compound’s psionic mainframe—especially if his psionic powers were the reason Garr Industries existed.

	“Oh, I can’t wait to regret doing this,” Kaya muttered as she turned him over and placed a hand on his neck. Reaching out with her mind, she temporarily connected her nervous system with his. The sensation was always shocking—for a fraction of a second, she could have sworn she was breathing for him, almost like she was his personal respirator. Trained psionic healers could actually siphon the wounds from another into themselves, then accelerate their own metabolism and regenerate the damage. Kaya had been able to pull off the first part a few times but never the second—and she wasn’t willing to suffer for this kid just yet. She just needed to flush his lungs and get them working on their own…

	Dorian inhaled sharply, and his big blue eyes fluttered open as his hands splashed in the growing pool of cold water. “Nnnn…what?”

	“Time to wake up, kid,” Kaya said. “Help me get out of here and I might even let you fuck me for real.”

	He coughed and blinked in confusion as he rolled onto his side. His eyes shot wide when they latched onto the trashed mechs in the corner. “Holy shit,” he gasped. “How did you—?”

	“Because I’m a dangerous bitch,” Kaya said tartly. “But I bet there are a lot more of those things on their way, and I’d rather not push my luck.”

	She grabbed his arm and dragged him to his feet alongside her. Once again, she couldn’t help but be mesmerized by his sculpted physique. His arms were practically girders. 

	“I told you, they won’t hesitate to shoot me,” Dorian said sharply, wiping the water from his face. “And they’ll use as many gas grenades as it takes to put you under.”

	“Let me worry about the gas,” Kaya said, gesturing for him to move out into the corridor with the muzzle of her pistol. “I need you to tell me how to get to the landing pad without taking the lift.”

	Dorian held up his hands as she followed him past the wrecked machines to the open door. “You’ll never make it that far,” he warned. “Even if you did, I don’t know how the hell you plan to leave. Security will have already locked down your ship, and the main pad has enough plasma turrets to—”

	“We’re not leaving from the main pad,” Kaya said, jabbing the pistol into the small of his back to keep him moving. “I’m not an amateur, kid—I memorized the compound schematics before I took this job. I know there’s a tunnel through the mountains out back, and I know that it leads to another set of private landing pads. The trouble is, I don’t know how to get there without taking the lift.”

	Even standing behind him, she saw the muscles in his jaw tighten. “That’s because there is no way to get there without the lift.”

	Kaya snorted. “Bullshit. I only met your dad for five minutes, but I know his type. I’d bet a million credits that he had a bunch of secret passages installed after the official construction was over. He wouldn’t trust the contractors to keep the schematics private.”

	“If you got your hands on them, he was right to be suspicious,” Dorian muttered. “How much did that cost you?”

	“Enough,” she said, peering past him down the corridor. The alarms were still wailing, and she had no doubt that the lift at the far end would start spewing out more mechs any second. “So, are you going to tell me where to go or should I electrocute you again?”

	His eyes flicked down to her hands. “That was a neat trick. Psychokinesis and metamorphosis?”

	“I’m a talented girl, what can I say? Now tell me where to go!”

	Dorian drew in a deep breath and pointed to their left down the passage. “There’s a hidden panel in one of the storage rooms down the hall that leads to a junction tube. It’s narrow, but it leads down into the mountain.”

	Kaya grinned. “Perfect. Let’s move.”

	Dorian nodded and turned down the hall. Her bare feet squished across the metal floor, and Kaya tried not to think about how ridiculous she must have looked right now. She had made half-naked escapes before—far too many of them, really—but the stakes here were higher than they had ever been. She wasn’t on a major planet with the Echo’s minions waiting in the wings. They were dozens of light-years from any potential backup, and if Mysha hadn’t escaped the mainframe and summoned their ship…

	A sudden thump from the lift down the hall snapped her focus back to the here and now. Despite the blaring alarms, she could clearly hear the sound of heavy mechs swarming somewhere nearby. She might have had even less time than she feared. 

	“Here,” Dorian said, pressing a quick sequence into a keypad on the wall and opening the storage room. Kaya held her aim, half expecting him to dive inside and seal the door. But for whatever reason, he still didn’t seem particularly concerned about escaping. If anything, he looked more worried about being too slow. He rushed into the small ten-by-ten storage room, pushed past a pile of bins, and crouched next to a nondescript section of the wall. A hissing rush of air filled the room when his fingers found a concealed release switch, and he pulled aside a metal panel that led into a narrow shaft just large enough for a single human. 

	“That better not lead right down into your father’s office,” Kaya muttered. “If this is a trick—”

	“It’s no trick,” Dorian said. “Come on, we need to hurry.”

	Kaya frowned when he voluntarily crawled into the shaft. Hostages weren’t supposed to be this cooperative. She still didn’t sense any overt trickery from him, but the hairs on her arms had started tingling anyway. Something wasn’t right here. Maybe this passage really did lead right into his father’s office…

	It’s not like I have any choice. The mechs will be here any second.

	Grimacing, she crouched down and crawled into the tunnel behind him. It looked almost like the maintenance shaft on a starship; pipes and shielded wires ran along the walls inside, and the glowing conduits bathed everything in an eerie red light. If nothing else, the interference from all the power runs might make them more difficult to track with sensors. 

	“You’ll want to close that panel,” Dorian said over his shoulder. “Otherwise, they’ll just flood the whole shaft with gas before we can reach the other side.”

	Kaya nodded. She reached back and yanked the wall panel back into place, then started crawling after him as quickly as she could. The air got hot incredibly quickly, and keeping track of how far they had gone was basically impossible. But at least the sounds of the pursuing mechs soon faded away. 

	The view wasn’t terrible, either. With his soaked jumpsuit clinging to his frame, Dorian had a nice…well, everything. 

	Kaya was still thoroughly enraptured by Dorian’s powerful silhouette when he stopped in front of a grate and popped it open. This one led down to a metal ladder, and he didn’t even stop to glance back over his shoulder at her before he started down. 

	Here we go. I just hope Meesh has the Prowler on standby…

	Kaya took a deep breath and started down the ladder. The area at the bottom was completely dark aside from a few red emergency lights, but it was readily apparent that this was indeed a passage through the mountains. The reddish stone had probably been carved out with mining lasers, and the tunnel was about ten meters tall and almost twenty wide. She was almost disappointed that there wasn’t an escape vehicle waiting for them. His father seemed like the type of insane billionaire who would have an armada of secret tanks or suits of power armor lying around just in case the currency markets collapsed. 

	“The motion sensors in here will alert security if we go much farther,” Dorian said once he stepped off the rungs. “Give me a second to shut them all down.”

	Kaya frowned when he dashed over to a small panel a few meters away. “That thing better not be another alarm.”

	He grunted and tossed an annoyed glance back at her. “If I wanted you to get caught, I would have just left you for the mechs.”

	“I suppose,” she murmured, keeping one hand on her pistol while the other grasped the final rungs of the ladder. “I’m just a little skeptical that you’re being so cooperative. Most men I scam don’t help me sneak past their own security. I mean, I realize I give amazing head, but you can’t tell me that someone with your money and your body has trouble finding girls who want to blow him.”

	Dorian entered a code into the panel, then stepped away. “You’re a psychic. You’re Seraphim. I don’t care what you were trying to steal, you don’t deserve whatever my dad will do to you.”

	Kaya felt one of her eyebrows arch. Stars, he’s an idealist like Mysha, isn’t he? Fuck, I almost wish he were just a rube who hoped he could simp his way into another blowjob. True believers are so much harder to deal with…

	“Just because we’re both psychics doesn’t mean we’re on the same side, kid,” Kaya said.

	“It means we should be, if we want to survive,” Dorian told her. “And I’m not a ‘kid.’ You don’t look much older than I am.”

	“You do remember that I’m a shapeshifter, right?” Kaya asked. “For all you know, I’m a ninety-year-old Krosian hag with tits hanging down to my knees.”

	“But you aren’t.” He stared at her for a long moment before he jerked his chin back over his shoulder. “It’s almost half a kilometer to the mountain exit. If you want to get out of here, we need to start running.”

	Kaya glanced that way and nodded. The two of them dashed through the tunnel, and she had never been happier that she could use her powers to harden the soles of her feet. The rock was smooth enough, but a pair of thick boots would have been nice…but so would any clothes at all, really. Drafty caves and damp skin weren’t a pleasant combination. 

	A massive metal door sealed off the end of the tunnel, though once again, Dorian dashed for the controls without being prompted. He was barely even winded despite sprinting half a klick. She idly wondered if his genetically enhanced stamina had any limits…and not-so-idly imagined how fun it would be to test them out in her bunk on the Prowler. 

	You can fuck him after we get out of here, Mysha’s imaginary voice scolded her. The Velothi was going to freak when she realized her partner had brought a hostage…

	“I still don’t understand how you plan to land a ship out here,” Dorian said when the door started lifting open. “The plasma turrets in the mountain are military-grade hardware. They could burn through the armor of a CDF frigate.”

	“A girl can’t give up all her secrets at once,” Kaya said, shielding her eyes with her free hand when gray daylight started flooding into the cavern. She could see the open sky from here—insofar as noxious, fetid clouds counted as ‘open sky’—and the edges of the shield dome shimmered about a kilometer out. Once they stepped under the door, she finally had a chance to catch her bearings. They were on the edge of a cliff halfway up a mountain, and she could see the small landing pads atop a plateau about two hundred meters down to their left. 

	The problem was that she didn’t see any way for them to physically get down there. 

	“Uh,” Kaya muttered as she tiptoed forward and risked a quick peek over the edge. It was a long, long way down the side of the mountain, and she had never learned how to grow wings. “Please tell me you have a cloaked chairlift around here or something.”

	“No, but there’s a ladder over there,” Dorian said dryly, pointing off to their left. “It should only take us a minute or two to reach the pad. If you have some way to summon a ship, I suggest you do it now.”

	Kaya pursed her lips and tapped her com implant yet again. It crackled for a moment, but she still couldn’t get a clear signal. “I need to contact the ship’s navigational computer. How big is this fucking jamming net?”

	“It’s designed to black out everything for almost a kilometer around the compound,” Dorian said. “Why didn’t you tell me you needed a clear signal?”

	“I don’t know, because you’re my hostage?” she grumbled, pointing the pistol at him again. “Why would I tell you anything?”

	Dorian eyed her up and down again, though she was reasonably sure he just sizing her up rather than checking her out. Why does that feel a little disappointing?

	“The jamming signal is wide but not particularly strong,” he told her. “You can carve through it if you know what you’re doing.”

	Kaya hissed softly as she glanced toward the distant landing pad sitting before the mountain like a steel plate. In theory, Mysha should have already been out here by now, and she was a technical wizard. Maybe she had already figured out a way to get a signal to the Prowler. If not…

	If not, we’re fucked. That’s all there is to it. 

	“I could try and adjust your implant,” Dorian suggested, eyeing the side of her head. “I assume you’re using a C8 or C9?”

	“C7,” Kaya muttered. As if I could afford the latest models. “But I don’t have an omnitool hidden in my top, so unless you have one stuffed into your jumpsuit…”

	He shook his head. “I don’t need any tools. My powers can get the job done.”

	Kaya stared at him. She didn’t think he was lying; from what Mysha had said, psionic technology was almost certainly the driving force behind Garr Industries’ ascension. But what if they hadn’t purchased the psi-tech on the black market? What if Dorian himself truly was responsible?

	That means he must be a shaper. In theory, they can manipulate inorganic matter—especially metal—as easily as I can manipulate my own physiology. If that’s true, it would explain a lot. The power and durability of the mechs, the insane production capabilities of their factories…everything. 

	If the stories were to be believed, the Seraphim Shapers of the old Dominion had created everything from personal armor to mighty starships. They were the ones responsible for all the psi-tech still littered about the galaxy—a fact that almost certainly made them priority targets for the Spiders. The last thing the Convectorate and its Tarreen overlords wanted was a new generation of shapers rebuilding a fleet of psionic warships. 

	Still, she had no interest in taking his offer. Just because he had behaved himself so far didn’t mean she trusted him to fiddle with implants that were connected to her brain. 

	“Forget it, let’s just get down there,” Kaya said, waving her pistol. 

	“What’s the point?” Dorian asked. “The moment we show up on the pad, someone will see us. You can’t escape without a ship!”

	“My partner will handle that part, don’t worry.”

	He frowned and glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t see anyone else out here.”

	“Maybe not, but I hope you can still see this gun,” Kaya said, jabbing the barrel at him. “Now get moving!”

	His eyes hardened for a moment, and she wondered if he might have finally decided to try and escape after all. But he still looked more anxious than defiant, and he eventually shrugged and started walking off to his left. Kaya followed along the narrow ledge, making sure to keep herself pressed as tightly against the mountain as she could. Dorian pointed out the ladder a few steps later, and once again, he started climbing down ahead of her. 

	Her stomach sank the instant she looked down. She wasn’t a fan of heights at the best of times, and the idea of descending a forty-meter ladder down the side of a wind-swept cliff almost made her want to turn around and try fighting through the horde of security mechs instead. 

	“Just don’t look,” Dorian called up unhelpfully. “And try not to think about falling.”

	Kaya clenched her jaw. The ladder was embedded deep enough into the rocks that even a hurricane probably wouldn’t dislodge it, but that didn’t make her feel any better. If only she could hurl herself over the edge and telekinetically lower herself down…

	“Fuck,” she hissed, sliding the pistol into the drawstring of her bikini bottom before starting down. She really should have tried to transform herself into a Lograth—their webbed feet had so much suction she could have probably scuttled down the rock face without the need for a ladder. But assuming a new form took a lot of practice, not to mention concentration. Her stomach was so riled she wasn’t sure she could maintain a shift right now even if she’d wanted to. 

	Kaya grimaced as she put her feet on the ice-cold rungs. She clutched the sides of the ladder so hard her knuckles turned white, and she closed her eyes and focused on putting one hand after another. As far as escapes went, this was even worse than the time she had leapt out the window of a seventy-story skyscraper after robbing that Thelaxian prince. The glass had torn up her skin and the fall had been absolutely terrifying, but at least she had known for a fact that Mysha had deployed the anti-grav netting. Of course, they had also completed their mission successfully and stolen all the data that the Echo wanted. Today, on the other hand…

	Meesh won’t let me down. She never has. 

	Kaya eventually reached the bottom despite the wind’s best efforts, and miraculously, her pistol and bikini bottom hadn’t fallen into the canyon on the way. She drew the weapon the moment her feet were planted, though it wasn’t as if she needed it. Dorian was already jogging out onto the plateau with the landing pads.  

	She quickly followed behind him and searched for any signs of her partner. The pad almost looked like a metallic clover: the center circle was ringed by three smaller circles designed for starfighters or light freighters, and the entire platform was connected to a thick, twenty-meter wide door embedded in the mountain. A handful of heavy storage crates were scattered about the area as if they had yet to be unpacked—or were about to be packed—but there weren’t any other signs of recent use. 

	“Okay, this is it,” Dorian said, turning and raising his hands. “I can’t disable any of the sensors out here—the security mechs have probably already been rerouted.”

	Kaya glanced back at the imposing hangar door at the end of the platform. “How long do we have?”

	“A minute or two at most.” He shook his head. “You’re not very good at this crime thing, are you?”

	She snorted even as her stomach clenched into knots. “You’re not my first mark, if that’s what you’re asking. Don’t flatter yourself.”

	“I suppose I just assumed that a profession grifter would have a better escape plan,” Dorian said. “Or did you really think you could slice into the company’s mainframe and just walk out of here scot-free?”

	“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Kaya said. “How the hell was I supposed to know that Garr Industries was getting a little boost from a psionic wonder boy?”

	Dorian nibbled at his lip as a gust of wind ruffled his black hair. “Maybe your partner is already gone,” he whispered. “Or maybe she got shot by the mechs.”

	Kaya opened her mouth to deny it, but nothing came out. Mysha really should have been here with the Prowler by now. Maybe she did get caught by security on her way out…

	“Fuck,” she hissed. “You must have some kind of ship we can steal. A fighter, a shuttle, a fucking dinghy. At this point, I’d settle for—”

	An alarm sounded a fraction of a second before the door started to open, and a whole squad of the agile, humanoid security mechs stormed out with their weapons blazing. 

	“Get down!”

	Kaya didn’t even have time to flinch before Dorian slammed into her side and tackled her behind a mound of nearby storage crates. She landed on the metal platform so hard the force of the impact almost dislocated her shoulder, but before she could cry out in anger, a barrage of blue stun blasts scorched the air around them. 

	“Son of a…argh!” Kaya growled as she rolled onto her side and pushed the kid off of her. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

	“Trying to save you!” he snapped as he ducked low. “You saw what they did upstairs. They won’t hesitate to shoot me to get to you.”

	“Sorry, I’m just not used to my hostages throwing themselves in front of their captor,” she growled as she twisted her body into a crouch and gripped her pistol tight. She squeezed off a few quick, blind shots to force the mechs into cover and slow their advance. “What the hell is your deal, anyway? Why haven’t you even tried to escape me?”

	He grimaced as a blast struck the lip of a crate right next to him. “There’s no time to explain,” he said. “I just think—look out!”

	She looked where he pointed and spotted two of the mechs soaring directly above them, the jump-jets embedded in their chassis burning the air around them. They strafed almost directly sideways until they had a clear line of fire, at which point they lifted their arm-mounted weapons and took aim—

	Kaya had only an instant to act. Stretching out with her mind, she forced her body to generate a dangerous amount of bioelectric energy—far, far more than she had unleashed to stun Dorian back in his room. The tiny hairs on her arms instantly stood upright, and the swirling, glyph-like markings covering her left arm began to glow a brilliant blue as if she had tiny power conduits carved into her flesh. Dorian gasped and stumbled back, his own hair rising in the presence of so much raw electricity…

	And then she unleashed it. The current leapt from her fingertips like a lightning bolt and burned a hole through the chassis of one of the mechs, destroying it outright. The energy arced to the mech’s partner a millisecond later, and the sudden power surge fried its circuitry in an instant. Its jump-jets went haywire, propelling the mech straight backward until it crashed into the mountainside.

	Two down, about fifty more to go. 

	Kaya ducked back down behind the crates just in time to avoid another barrage from the mechs still pouring out of the hangar. Electricity was still crackling between her fingertips, and she desperately needed to release the charge before she lost control. But she couldn’t risk peeking out of their cover without getting shot…

	“Holy shit,” Dorian breathed, staring at her glowing arm. 

	“On my mark, get on top of that crate,” Kaya said, pointing behind him. He’d be a bit exposed, but still have a few crates between him and the mechs. 

	He paused. “What are you—?”

	“Just do it!” she snarled. “Three, two, now!”

	Despite the bolts scorching past them, he hopped up onto the crate she had indicated—the only one made out of vasmeric plastic and therefore not conductive—just as Kaya slammed her hand onto the platform. She discharged all the remaining energy into the metal, so much that she had to briefly close her eyes and glance away from the brilliant electricity crackling all around her. 

	The first time she’d tried something this insane, she had almost killed herself. Once she generated this much bioelectric energy, it wasn’t simply a matter of “letting it go.” The energy demanded to be released, to vent its fury upon the best path available—even back into her; she could easily fry herself without proper grounding. Thankfully, the platform greedily devoured every amp, though the power dissipated long before it could actually electrocute the approaching mechs. And now she was spent. 

	“Okay, I’m out of tricks,” Kaya breathed, her hand trembling. “You have any brilliant ideas?”

	Dorian glanced up as another pair of mechs activated their jump-jets and soared overhead. Kaya twisted her body and tracked the robots as they circled around the platform in opposite directions, effectively forcing her to avoid fire from three separate sources. One shot sizzled past her face while another narrowly missed her arm—

	And then, for seemingly no reason at all, one of the mechs exploded. 

	Kaya froze, wondering if she had actually taken a hit and started hallucinating. Then a brilliant pulse of orange-white energy struck the second mech dead-on, blowing off its head and sending it careening wildly through the air. 

	“What the hell…?” Dorian gasped from beside her. 

	Kaya grinned as her eyes followed the tracer up to the cliff face about ten meters to the right of the now-open door. She spotted a familiar ripple in the air followed by another barrage of shots at the crowd of remaining mechs, and the machines turned and scanned in a vain attempt to locate their attacker. 

	“I told you not to worry,” Kaya said, leaning up. “We’re professionals.”

	She squeezed off a few shots of her own, though Mysha barely needed the help. In another twenty seconds, it was all over. The smoldering bodies of the mechs were littered across the hangar entrance, though Dorian’s father almost certainly had more in reserve.  

	“Thanks for the distraction,” a voice called out from seemingly nowhere. A few heartbeats later, the familiar figure of a blue female Velothi appeared near the door, the shadows sliding off her willowy frame like water as she finally unshrouded herself. Her long white hair fluttered over her curved horns in the breeze, and her matching jumpsuit looked unscathed. She must not have faced much resistance after all.

	“Psionic camouflage,” Dorian breathed as he popped up from behind the crates. “Unbelievable!”

	Kaya couldn’t stop grinning. “Nice timing,” she called out. “What about the Prowler?”

	“Thirty seconds,” Mysha said as she dashed forward. Her cranial tendrils twitched as she moved, though her luminescent blue eyes stayed locked on Dorian. “What the hell is he doing here?”

	“I needed a hostage,” Kaya replied with a shrug. “We can’t all turn invisible.”

	Mysha’s jaw set in stone as she approached, and her thumb flicked the power setting on her rifle. “Well, we don’t need him anymore. I left enough false trails to slow any reinforcements down long enough for us to escape.”

	Dorian, still clearly transfixed by Mysha’s appearance, slowly shook his head. “I still don’t understand how you’re going to land a ship here,” he said. “Those turrets will—”

	He never finished the sentence. Mysha shot him with a stun blast, and he crumpled to the ground even faster than when Kaya had shocked him earlier.  

	“Why the fuck did you do that?” Kaya snapped. 

	“I just said we don’t need him anymore,” the Velothi replied coldly.

	Kaya grimaced. “Meesh, this kid’s not what you think.”

	Mysha cocked a white eyebrow. “He’s not the son of a rich asshole whose daddy bought him a sex slave?”

	“He’s a psychic,” Kaya told her. “His family didn’t buy that psi-tech—this kid created it.”

	Her partner’s tendrils froze. “What? Are you sure?”

	“Yeah, and he’s also the only hope we have of satisfying the Echo. We need to bring him with us.”

	A dozen emotions flickered across Mysha’s face as her idealism waged war against her hatred of the rich and powerful. They had both accepted this mission assuming that Samir Garr and his son were Convectorate collaborators—the lowest of the low, especially for humans. But apparently the truth was a little more complicated. 

	A low rumble shook the mountain a moment later, and Kaya glanced over the edge of the pad to the wide canyon leading up to the compound. She couldn’t actually see the Prowler, of course—that was half the point of its cloaking device—but she could hear its engines approaching just fine. 

	“This is a bad idea,” Mysha whispered, her faintly glowing eyes still locked on Dorian. “Telling the Echo about the psi-tech is bad enough, but if he finds out that this kid is a shaper…”

	“It doesn’t matter,” Kaya said, a knot twisting in her stomach as she squatted down and picked Dorian up. “The Echo wants answers, and that’s what we’re going to give him.”
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	Kaya barely had time to lock Dorian in her quarters before Mysha lifted the Prowler off the landing pad and blasted through the canyon away from the Garr compound. The inertial dampeners mostly compensated for the sudden movement, otherwise everyone on board would have been hurled into the walls so hard they would have smashed into paste, but Kaya still struggled to keep her balance while she rushed back to the cockpit. 

	“You couldn’t wait five seconds?” she growled as she grabbed hold of the door frame and tried to keep herself steady.

	“I didn’t know how long you’d need to tie him up,” Mysha said, reaching up and tapping something on the overhead console. “Knowing you, I’m surprised you aren’t in there trying to fuck him again.”

	“Oh, come on,” Kaya hissed. “How can you possibly be mad about—?”

	“I’d hold on to something if I were you,” Mysha said, yanking back the flight stick as she slammed the throttle. The Prowler blasted almost straight upward, and Kaya barely managed to hang onto the door frame as they climbed through the moon’s thin atmosphere toward open space. 

	Gritting her teeth in annoyance, Kaya waited for the dampeners to compensate before she lunged into the co-pilot’s chair to Mysha’s right. The cockpit was small, even for a light freighter like the Prowler—there was barely even room for a standard tactical hologram between the seats. The power and engine displays flashed their displeasure at the pilot’s insistence on such a rapid ascent, but Mysha knew what she was doing. Despite a lack of formal training, she was one of the most naturally gifted pilots in the Viraxes Belt—and probably every adjacent sector, too. 

	“No pursuit on sensors,” Kaya said as she studied the tac-holo. “I’m surprised nothing is shooting at us. Dorian said the whole mountain is filled with turrets.”

	“It is,” Mysha confirmed. “And the sensor net is at least two generations ahead of anything on the market.”

	“Can it see through our cloak?”

	“I don’t know, but I wasn’t willing to take the chance. Before I left the mainframe, I sliced into the defense grid and disabled the targeting protocols. They can’t track us…at least not until the whole system resets. We’ll be far out of range by then.”

	Kaya grinned. “I knew there was a reason I kept you around.”

	Mysha rolled her eyes—a human gesture she had picked up since they’d been together. Though since her luminescent eyes lacked pupils, it was barely noticeable. “I also sabotaged the coms just in case. No one will be able to call for help without some serious repairs, probably at least a day or two.”

	“That’s why you were so far behind…”

	“I had confidence that you’d figure out a way to deal with the first wave of security mechs, so yeah, I took my time in the mainframe. I was less worried about you getting caught than I was about having them blast my baby out of the sky.”

	“I’m so glad you have your priorities straight,” Kaya snorted. 

	“Partners come and go, but a bond between a pilot and her ship is eternal.” Mysha lovingly tapped the console. “We should be able to jump to hyperspace in less than ten minutes.”

	Kaya continued watching the sensors, but she didn’t detect any other ships until they cleared the thermosphere. The dense rings of the moon’s gas giant primary were littered with small mining facilities and other trivial outposts, but they were almost entirely automated. The bigger threat was the orbital defense platform over the north pole—according to the Echo’s intel, it was equipped with a full squadron of fast, state-of-the-art fighter drones. If they hadn’t specifically planned their escape vector to avoid it, they would have almost certainly been overwhelmed before they could jump to hyperspace.

	Thankfully, contingency planning was one of the few benefits of working for the sector’s most well-informed crime lord. Mysha’s escape route put them far ahead of any pursuit, and they jumped out of the system several minutes before anything could catch up with them. 

	“Thank the Seraph,” Kaya breathed once the stars melted into the spiraling blue smear of a hyperspace corridor. 

	“The Seraph had nothing to do with it,” Mysha grumbled as she flicked on the autopilot and stretched out her legs. Her form-fitting white jumpsuit remained completely unblemished aside from a single scorch mark. “We got lucky.”

	“Luck, skill, divine providence…whatever it was, I’ll take it.” Kaya closed her eyes and took a deep breath while her heartrate slowly settled. “Let’s just hope the kid knows something useful. Otherwise the Echo is going to be pissed.”

	When Mysha didn’t reply for a long moment, Kaya reopened her eyes and arched a brow at her partner. The Velothi was anxiously stroking her cranial tendrils, and her tail was flicking behind her chair like an irritated feline. 

	“I still can’t believe he’s a psychic,” she whispered. “Do you have any idea how rare shapers are?”

	“All psychics are rare these days,” Kaya said sourly. “The Spiders have made sure of that.”

	“Even when the Dominion was strong, shapers were almost as rare as seers—or true metamorphs,” Mysha said. “Most psychics can eventually learn telepathy and telekinesis, but matter manipulation is something else entirely. It’s no wonder his company took off.”

	Kaya shrugged. “His office seemed pretty impressive. You probably would have gotten wet just looking at the holographic consoles.”

	“I’m being serious!” 

	“So am I. The last time we visited that cyberneticist on Kyrax, you were practically salivating. You wanted me to bend you over the moment we got back to the ship.”

	The Velothi groaned in frustration. “I hate it when you get like this. You’re just trying to make everything a joke to avoid an argument.”

	“It’s true, I’d rather laugh than fight. That hardly seems like a crime.”

	“It’s annoying.”

	“If it makes you feel better, I’d rather fuck than laugh or fight,” Kaya said, sliding her thumbs beneath the shoulder straps of her slave bikini top. “Cheating death always gets me hot for some reason.”

	Mysha turned and glared at her full bore. “We can’t just turn him over to the Echo. I won’t allow it.”

	Kaya sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. She had known this argument was coming, of course, but she’d hoped they would at least be able to delay it until they had both gotten some sleep. Apparently, a few hours of victory sex was too much to ask for. 

	“We’re thieves, not kidnappers,” Mysha went on. “You know what the Echo’s thugs will do to him, and you better not say ‘that’s not our problem,’ because it’s bullshit and you know it!”

	“Fine,” Kaya snapped, throwing up her arms. “We’ll dump the kid off at Talinus Station, and we’ll tell the Echo the mission was a complete waste of time. Is that what you want?”

	Mysha turned back to her console. Her tendrils had stopped moving, but the tip of her tail was still flicking back and forth. “We’ve explained failures to him before,” she whispered.

	“Yeah, and the last time, he nearly paralyzed you,” Kaya said. “This time, he might push a different button and blow your head right off your shoulders. Are you really willing to die to protect some rich human kid?”

	“You said he’s not what you expected. You said he’s not like the other assholes we deal with.”

	“He isn’t, but that doesn’t mean he’s worth dying for. His cock was big, but not that big.”

	Mysha muttered a Velothi curse. “I downloaded everything I could from the normal mainframe. There’s still a chance the Echo will be happy with it.”

	“No,” Kaya said flatly. “He won’t.”

	“Then maybe we can make Dorian tell us something useful,” Mysha said. “Something that has nothing to do with his psionic abilities.”

	“We were paid to find out how Garr Industries has quadrupled their production in just a few years. There is no explanation for that except his psionic abilities.”

	“I know that, but Garr’s competitors are probably the ones who hired the Syndicate, right? Well, Dorian has probably memorized some schematics. The competition would pay billions for prototype models that haven’t hit the market yet.”

	“Maybe,” Kaya muttered noncommittally. The Echo didn’t usually tell them who hired the Viraxes Syndicate, his sector-spanning criminal organization. Most of the time, she considered that ignorance a blessing. Her conscience had no qualms about stealing from bad people…at least, not when she didn’t have to think about how her boss was probably handing over their stolen spoils to even worse ones. 

	“Even if the clients are happy, it still leaves us vulnerable,” Kaya added. “If the Echo ever learns the truth about Dorian’s powers some other way, he’ll want to know why we didn’t tell him first.”

	Mysha shrugged. “It’s still better than turning Dorian over. If he cooperates, we can leave him at Talinus Station and forget this whole thing.”

	Kaya ran a hand back through her blue hair. She had been too focused on escaping the Garr compound to worry about the next step in their plan, but she had known from the beginning that Meesh wouldn’t want to turn a fellow psychic over to the Echo or anyone else. Kaya didn’t want to turn anyone over, either, but she also didn’t want her boss to murder her best friend. Interstellar crime lords weren’t exactly the forgiving sort. 

	“I do think Dorian will cooperate,” Kaya said. “I’m not sure why, though, other than the fact that his father is a galaxy-class asshole. When he was helping me escape, my first impression was that he seemed like one of those idiot spacers who falls in love with a stripper and then gets himself killed by the bouncer.”

	Mysha studied her for a moment. “But you don’t think that now?”

	“I’m reserving judgment until he wakes up, but my guess is that he’s gotten a little sick of his gilded cage. He wasn’t mad when he figured out I was a metamorph. If anything, I think it made him want me more—and not just because of these fabulous human tits. He’s probably never met another psychic.”

	“Mm,” Mysha murmured, her tail curling around the base of her chair. “He probably never thought he would meet another psychic. I know the feeling.”

	“He may not be the type who falls for a stripper and ends up dead in an alley, but he definitely seems like the type to get delusions of grandeur.” Kaya snorted softly. “Honestly, he probably assumes that every free psychic is with the Union—or wants to be. If I’d had a recruiting pamphlet handy, I bet I could have signed him up on the spot. Idiot.”

	Mysha paused again. “That is another option, you know.”

	Kaya’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

	“The Union,” Mysha said quietly. “They’ve been growing more and more active in this sector ever since the bombing at New Thedia. They’ll have operatives on Talinus Station for sure. If we reach out to them, we could—”

	“Whatever you’re thinking, stop,” Kaya said, grabbing the arm of her partner’s chair. “If the Echo caught us talking to the Union, he’d trigger your obedience chip in a nanosecond.”

	“I know,” Mysha said soberly, “but they’re also one of the few groups who probably have the tech to remove this thing without setting it off.”

	Kaya set her jaw in stone. “We’ve been over this, Meesh. Many, many times.”

	“But we’ve never had another psychic on the ship before! This could change everything. We could—”

	“Do what, join a group of terrorists? Sign up for the ‘glorious revolution’ and hope they can dig that chip out of your brain before it explodes?” Kaya shook her head. “You need to scrub this idea out of your head right now, do you understand?”

	“Don’t patronize me!” Mysha snapped. 

	“I’m not patronizing you—I’m trying to protect you!” Kaya huffed and crossed her arms. “This is insanity and you know it. Even if the Union could somehow help you, do you really want to spend the rest of our lives hiding in caves praying that the Spiders don’t catch up to us?”

	“We’ve avoided them this long.”

	“Yeah, because the Echo is protecting us. The moment we turn on him, that little safety blanket gets ripped away.”

	Mysha’s tendrils twitched thoughtfully. “My powers have shielded us from them before.”

	“Briefly, and only because we got lucky,” Kaya reminded her. “Even if you could hide us, what about Dorian? What about once we’re inside some Union base with a few dozen other psychics? We’d be on the Spiders’ radar in a heartbeat. I’d rather take my chances with the Echo anytime—and so would you.”

	“You don’t get to choose that for me!” 

	“The choice has already been made! Don’t you get it? I’m not going to sit here and watch you commit suicide!” 

	Mysha glared so intensely her eyes looked like twin blue suns. “You’re afraid.”

	Kaya slammed her palm against the console. “Of course I’m fucking afraid! I’ve been in the Widow’s Nest! I know what they’ll do to you! I know what they’ll do to us.”

	For a long, heated moment, the only sounds in the cockpit were the faint hum of the engines and the soft beeps of the tac-holo. Eventually, Kaya sank back in her chair and forced herself to take a deep breath. She wasn’t anywhere near high enough to deal with this shit right now. Not when they had already failed their mission. 

	“I’ve told you before,” she whispered. “Once we pay off our debt, we can do whatever you want. We can go wherever you want.”

	“That’s an empty promise, and we both know it,” Mysha whispered. “Like you said, the Echo is the only thing keeping the Spiders at bay. And it’s not like we’re ever going to pay off our debt. That’s how the Syndicate works.”

	“It’s still better than the Spiders. Anything is better than the Spiders.”

	Kaya swallowed the lump in her throat and closed her eyes. At times like this, she almost wished that Mysha’s nascent telepathic powers were stronger. She could just reach into Kaya’s head and see the memories for herself. The Spiders, the Nest, the experiments, the torture…the moment Mysha saw the truth, her idealism about psychics and the Union would evaporate. 

	That’s why you don’t want her to see it. The truth will change her. It might even destroy her. That’s why you’re protecting her from it. 

	“I won’t hand anyone over to the Echo,” Mysha said. “Not if there’s another way.”

	Kaya sighed in concession. “I’ll talk to the kid when he wakes up. As long as he cooperates…”

	Mysha nodded and turned back to her controls. Kaya watched in silence for several minutes, a hundred horrifying scenarios playing out one after the other in her mind. There was a time not so long ago when she had been terrified to sleep; every night had dredged up a different memory about her time in the Nest. She could still feel the needles sliding into her skull and the invisible psychic tendrils worming into her brain…

	After she had escaped, the first thing she’d promised herself was that she would never go back—and that she would never allow the Widow to take anyone else. Protecting Mysha had quickly become her own personal crusade, even if it meant working for monsters like the Echo and his Syndicate. But until now, Kaya had never been faced with the choice of sacrificing one psychic to protect another. 

	“Dorian will tell us what we need to know,” she whispered into the long silence. “In a few days, he’ll be back in his personal fortress and we’ll be on our way to rob some other rich asshole. It’ll all work out.”

	Mysha didn’t reply. Her fingers kept dancing across the sensor console even though there was really nothing to do now that they were in hyperspace. 

	“You can get some sleep if you want,” the Velothi said eventually. “I hit him pretty hard…I doubt he’ll be up for several hours.”

	“I thought the same thing back in the compound,” Kaya muttered. “He’s more resilient than he looks.”

	Mysha shrugged. “I don’t know, he looked pretty resilient. Not many sheltered rich boys have the body of a krekball forward.”

	“Not enough, that’s for sure.” Kaya smiled as the tension in the air slowly drained away. After another moment, she stood and gracefully swung a leg over her partner’s lap. Mysha looked startled at first, but it only took a moment for her to adjust and help her partner straddle her. Soon they were sitting eye-to-eye, and Kaya took Mysha’s soft cheeks in her hands as she leaned forward and brought their lips together. 

	Mysha’s tongue had always been as soft as krinnar silk, and she was, without a doubt, the most passionate kisser Kaya had ever met. The Velothi’s entire body seemed to melt at the slightest touch; she moaned pleasantly as Kaya explored her mouth, and her tail curled around the human woman’s calf and squeezed. Her tendrils began massaging Kaya’s cheeks and neck like tiny blue fingertips. 

	“I don’t want to fight,” Kaya whispered when they eventually broke for air. “I would much rather fuck.”

	Mysha snorted softly, but this time, she smiled afterward. “Only you could go from shouting to kissing in the span of thirty seconds.”

	“What’s the point in arguing if you don’t get the make-up sex afterward?” Kaya traced her finger’s down the other woman’s jaw and began gently massaging her cranial tendrils. They were incredibly sensitive, and Mysha gasped when Kaya lifted one to her lips and began to gently suckle the tip. 

	“We have at least twenty hours until we reach Talinus—more than enough time to head back to your quarters and relax for a bit,” Kaya said. “Or I could just take you right here. I’ll be anything you want—Subari, Meldon…hell, I’ll fill you up with a big, thick Krosian cock if you beg me for it.”

	The Velothi’s tail squeezed tighter, but she shook her head. “I want you.” 

	“They’re all me,” Kaya said with a sly smirk. “Come on.”

	After flicking the last toggle to put the Prowler completely under the autopilot’s control, Kaya hopped off Mysha’s lap and tugged her partner behind her through the ship. With Dorian tied up in Kaya’s quarters, they went to Mysha’s instead. The six-by-six-meter cabin was almost obnoxiously clean and organized—even the workstation right inside the door didn’t have any clutter, which came in handy considering how often Kaya bent her partner over it. As tempting as a rough quickie sounded, however, they had plenty of time to take it slow. And Kaya intended to make the most of it. 

	After two minutes of kissing, pawing, and stripping, Mysha was exactly where she belonged: naked, breathless, and flat on her back with her head propped up on the pillows. Her chin tendrils twitched eagerly as Kaya tossed her slave-kini aside, straddled Mysha’s chest, and shifted forward until her clean-shaven quim was hovering over the Velothi’s purple lips. 

	“You wanted the real me,” Kaya breathed. “Have a taste.”

	Mysha grinned as her tendrils reached up and traced across Kaya’s molten slit until the tips were glistening. Nudging apart the lips of her center, two of them plunged inside Kaya’s quim, prompting a gasp of delight. Velothi could control their tendrils and tails so well they didn’t need hands or fingers to please their mates. Her hands rose to slide along Kaya’s hips, but her lips did not move in. Rather, she drank in the view of her efforts upon Kaya’s moist, intimate flesh. 

	Kaya whimpered as she felt the tendrils move and curl wickedly inside her, sweeping against her quivering walls and stoking the heat in her core. After a seemingly endless climb toward an elusive peak, Mysha eventually pulled them out one after another and brought them to her mouth so she could sample Kaya’s nectar for herself. 

	“You promised me a big, thick cock,” Mysha said after she had licked her tendrils clean. Her glowing eyes glimmered hungrily. 

	“Be careful what you wish for,” Kaya warned, panting. 

	Stretching out with her powers, the metamorph transformed her body one cell cluster at a time. Her quim, still searing and soaked, began to close over…but before it vanished, the swollen, throbbing head of a cock emerged from deep inside her. A pair of testicles swiftly followed, and she couldn’t help but groan in delight as her new organ filled with blood and stiffened in arousal. 

	The sensation was always overwhelming—she didn’t understand how males of any humanoid species could function with such an amusing toy right there in front of them just waiting to be fondled. Then again, they probably felt the same way about her tits. One of the joys of being a metamorph was that she could have both at the same time. 

	Mysha’s tendrils gently stroked her partner’s cock as it lay across her face, but Kaya was already too hot to wait for any more foreplay. Her mind flashed back to the Garr compound and how good it had felt when she had taken Dorian deep in her throat. It seemed downright unfair that Mysha had missed out, but this was the perfect opportunity to correct that little injustice. 

	“Open up,” Kaya demanded. Mysha obediently opened her mouth, and Kaya promptly pushed her cock through her partner’s lips, over her tongue, and all the way back to her tonsils. Despite her sweet, youthful face, Mysha was no delicate flower; she knew exactly what was coming—and welcomed it. She grasped at the bedsheets, relaxed her throat, and turned her mouth into a perfect cunt.  

	At moments like this, it was obvious why the first Succubi had been Velothi. Mysha’s horns made the perfect handhold for skull-fucking—and almost every other kind of fucking—and her species really did seem to have a natural submissive streak even without genetic tinkering. The same evolutionary forces that had driven Velothi females to Imprint themselves on their lovers must have influenced their psychology, too. Mysha melted into a delighted, quivering mass whenever Kaya took control. Her athletic blue body just cried out to be groped, claimed, bred. 

	For now, Kaya was content with her velvety throat. Gripping the Velothi’s horns, the metamorph hilted her cock until her balls slapped against Mysha’s chin. She held herself deep for a moment, partially to allow her partner to adjust but mostly because the wet, tight flesh flexing around her shaft felt so damn good. She needed to give herself a second to regain control, otherwise Mysha would be choking on her reward even faster than anticipated. 

	The thought almost pushed Kaya over the edge. She had always reveled in the subtle power of her feminine wiles; just thinking that the barest glimpse of her toned flesh could make men hard always sent a delighted tingle down her spine. Half the reason her cons were usually so successful was simply because they were so easy. But the power of a man—or at least, the power of a cock—was anything but subtle. It was a grenade rather than a stiletto: brutish, direct, and messy as hell. 

	But that was also what made it so damn intoxicating. Staring down at Mysha’s upturned face, seeing how vulnerable she looked, knowing she was completely at her mercy…

	Do it, the Velothi’s voice said into her partner’s mind. Fuck my face!

	Snarling, Kaya pulled her cock out and slammed it back into Mysha’s throat. Again. And again. And again. The Velothi gasped and gurgled under the assault, and her tail slid around Kaya’s waist to squeeze it like a snake. But her luminescent eyes never blinked or wavered, and her tendrils began stroking Kaya’s balls even as they slapped against her chin. 

	“Oh, shit!” Kaya hissed breathlessly as her already-tenuous control snapped. There was no stopping now—the pin had been pulled, and the explosion was imminent. 

	She hilted herself the instant she burst, forcing Mysha to receive her prize deep in the back of her eager throat. Once, twice, thrice…Kaya quickly lost count of the volleys as her eyes closed and her toes curled. Perhaps she should have taken the time to let Dorian fuck her earlier, if only to relieve some of the pressure.

	She moaned in delight as she pulled out, and Mysha gasped for air as her mouth overflowed. Streams of semen rushed over her lips, down her chin, and onto her neck and tendrils. She enthusiastically swallowed the rest, however, and the contentment on her face was more than enough to give Kaya a second wind. 

	“Stars, you’re so pretty like this,” Kaya said, panting as she watched her partner lick the mess from her tendrils. 

	“You better not fall asleep this time,” Mysha murmured. She grinned as her tendrils scooped the cum from her neck and chin and brought it to her lips. “You owe me.”

	Smirking, Kaya reached out with her powers and flooded her bloodstream with a fresh surge of adrenaline. The only part she hated about growing a cock was the inevitable crashing wave of lethargy that followed a climax. Even after years of practice, she hadn’t learned how to remake her physiology to prevent it…but she had developed a workaround. 

	“That’s better,” Mysha purred, curling her tail around Kaya’s stem and gently tugging it back to life. “I have plenty of other holes waiting to be filled.”

	“Fuck, I’m going to destroy you,” Kaya growled. She reached down and grabbed a firm handful of the Velothi’s plump breasts, brushing a thumb over a stiff violet peak as she carefully planned her next assault. Mysha would want Kaya to take her cunt eventually; her Velothi physiology would literally demand it. If her Imprinted lover didn’t fuck her periodically, she would actually become ill. It was yet another reason her species had been the inspiration for Succubi.  

	But withdrawal had never been a problem for the two of them; Kaya rarely went more than a few days without bending her partner over something. And right now, there was nothing in the galaxy she wanted more than to feel the tight, searing grip of a Velothi ass. 

	First, though, she would enjoy the feast in front of her. Shifting off Mysha’s chest, she molded herself atop her partner’s body and began to kiss and grope her breasts. Mysha moaned as her nipples were pinched by light, nibbling bites or Kaya’s exploring fingers.

	After gorging herself on Mysha’s tits for another moment—and tasting a few salty drops of her own seed in the process—Kaya grabbed her partner by the waist and flipped her over onto her stomach. Mysha knew exactly what was coming, and she didn’t resist in the slightest. On the contrary, she immediately bent her knees forward to thrust her ass up in the air and preemptively buried her face in the pillows. 

	“That’s right, you slut,” Kaya teased, smacking the gorgeous blue buttocks in front of her. Her cock was already back at full length, and she pulled the Velothi’s cheeks apart to expose her nether entrance while shifting to bring her swollen tip against it. While her left hand pulled Mysha’s tail out of the way to clear her view, her right guided her stem into molten glory. 

	Mysha screamed into the pillows—not in torment, but in ecstasy. Velothi bowels had as many pleasure centers as their cunts, though there were times it honestly felt like they had more. More often than not, Mysha was the one who begged to be taken from behind, and Kaya was always happy to oblige. 

	“Take it,” Kaya said, clamping down on her lip at the blissfully soft flesh, the incredible squeeze surrounding her tip. “Take it all!”

	With a fierce jerk of her hips, she thrust her full length inside, almost regretting that she hadn’t grown a Krosian cock today just to watch her partner squirm. Mysha cried out in muffled ecstasy, completely surrendering to Kaya’s claim as her body was forced open. She grunted through Kaya’s first cautious thrusts, arching her back to present herself at the best angle for her Imprinted mate to take her.  

	Kaya began to thrust in earnest, one hand gripping Mysha’s tail and the other rhythmically smacking her ass. Together, they created a sonorous symphony of grunts, moans, and slaps, but despite having already spilled once, Kaya knew she wouldn’t be able to last long while plunging in this deep. 

	“Fuck…me!” Mysha begged into her pillow. “Fuck…me…oh!”

	Her bowels squeezed the metamorph’s cock as if they were trying to crush an intruder, but it only drove Kaya to ream her partner’s ass even harder. As Mysha’s cries and gasps became nothing more than muffled gurgles, Kaya went in for the kill. Grabbing her hips with both hands, she thrust harder and harder, nearly as enraptured by the slick, molten vise as the sight of her partner being so utterly and gleefully dominated. 

	I can’t hold on. Oh, stars, I can’t—

	Mere moments before Kaya burst, Mysha’s tail curled around her throat and squeezed. She had never done anything like it before, but the asphyxiating grip immediately set Kaya off. Her cock exploded deep in the Velothi’s bowels, filling her clenching hole to the brim and over. She lost count of her spurts—five? six?—but the tail didn’t release its grip until she was spent. Kaya gasped for breath as she slumped on top of her conquered prey, a contented smile on her lips.  

	“Fuck,” she wheezed, gathering a handful of Mysha’s white hair and frantically kissing her shoulder blades. “What the hell gave you that idea?”

	“I’m not sure,” Mysha admitted as she pulled her face out of the pillows, a dozen strands of long white hair plastered across her forehead. Her glowing eyes remained hooded with desire. “But I can tell you liked it.”

	Kaya snickered as she slid her hands around partner’s sides to squeeze her breasts again. “Maybe your telepathic abilities are getting a little stronger. Maybe you could just feel what I wanted even before I did. One day, you’ll be able to get me off from across the room with just your mind.”

	Mysha chuckled. “We’ll see.”

	Smiling, Kaya slowly withdrew her wilting cock, impressed as always by the sheer volume of seed she could produce. She flooded herself with another surge of adrenaline, but even that couldn’t counter this second wave of lethargy. She felt like she had just spilled her entire soul into her partner’s bowels, but Mysha’s cunt still needed attention. 

	“Stars, you almost killed me,” Kaya said, planting another series of wet kisses on Mysha’s back. “I need some chemical backup.”

	She leaned upright and reached for the nightstand. They were getting dangerously low on red hurricane, her personal favorite, but she planned on hitting the spice markets on Talinus to restock if at all possible. Other than Mysha, spice was the only thing in the galaxy that helped her truly forget all the things she didn’t want to remember. 

	Like every single day before we met. 

	The glittering red tablet dissolved on her tongue almost immediately, and she used her powers to quickly push the chemicals into her bloodstream—too quickly, as it turned out. She triggered an almost instantaneous high, and she suddenly found herself lying flat on her back and staring up at the ceiling with no memory of what had happened in between.

	“Careful,” Mysha warned as she leaned up beside her. “I wish you’d stop taking that shit…”

	Kaya’s toes and fingertips had already started to tingle, and her vision swirled with a mosaic of colors that made it seem like she was staring into a nebula. But the true sign that she had overdosed was the fact that her glorious cock had already disappeared. She was too delirious to maintain control of her metamorphic powers; all that remained now was her regular human body. 

	Thankfully, Mysha was her physical lifeline as much as her psychological one. The Velothi helped move her up onto the pillows, at which point, she planted herself between the Kaya’s legs and got to work. Her tongue slid across the human’s clit, punctuated by the occasional push of a tendril or her tail into her slick folds. Kaya gasped in delight as another climax crashed through her, though this was innervating rather than wearing. As fun as it was to make a mess of her partner with a thick cock, there was nothing in the galaxy like a skilled Velothi tongue to remind Kaya how glad she was to be a woman. 

	“Again,” she panted. “Bring me again…”

	Mysha giggled and happily renewed her assault, but this time, she crawled up Kaya’s body to stare down at her partner face-to-face. As their mouths met, they shared one another’s carnal nectar on their tongues as they kissed. Kaya eagerly wrapped her ankles around the Velothi’s back to pull her in closer. It wasn’t long before she felt Mysha’s tail return to her quim…and then plunge all the way inside. 

	“Oh!” Kaya cried out as another tremor of delight rippled through her from her head to her airborne toes. Mysha’s tail fucked her every bit as deeply and roughly as a cock. Kaya’s amber eyes fluttered shut, lost in the bliss of red spice and blue Velothi.

	She felt a little guilty that she had broken her promise to take Mysha face-to-face, but changing forms multiple times, fighting off the Garr mechs, and fucking her best friend twice in a row had apparently taken more out of her than she realized. The spice was going to carry her mind away whether she wanted it to or not, but that was all right. She would make it up to Mysha when they both woke up.  

	After all, that’s what partners were for. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
4 
The Prisoner

	 

	[Dorian? Can you hear me? I am attempting to stimulate your neural pathways now.]

	The tides of consciousness rolled over Dorian in slow, lapping waves almost like he had overdosed on painkillers. His cheek was practically glued to the pillow beneath him, and the fog clouding his brain left him groggy and confused for what seemed like hours but was probably only a few seconds. When he did finally lift his head, he belatedly remembered the flash of pain when he had crumpled onto the landing pad. 

	I’m free. I’m actually free!

	Most men probably didn’t wake up with a grin on their face after being shot in the back, but Dorian couldn’t help himself. He hadn’t heard the soothing thrum of a starship’s engines in far too long, and the shimmering blue smear of a hyperspace corridor outside the small viewport made him gasp in delight. He couldn’t believe how much he had missed space travel. 

	Starships. Space. Freedom. Just being somewhere—anywhere—that isn’t my fucking bedroom. 

	[Preliminary analysis complete,] Ghost’s calm, mechanical voice said inside his head. [You have not suffered any permanent injuries, though I recommend you not exert yourself for at least ten minutes.]

	“That doesn’t seem like it will be a problem under the circumstances,” Dorian said as he glanced down at the military-grade restraints binding his ankles together. A matching set of handcuffs were holding his wrists behind his back, though he was still wearing his jumpsuit. “Can you scan the inside of the ship?”

	[My sensor range is highly limited without auxiliary inputs, as you know,] the AI replied matter-of-factly. [However, I detect two other sapient lifeforms on his vessel. They are approximately fifteen meters away inside a compartment with similar dimensions to this one.]

	“Are they conscious?”

	[I cannot scan their neural or respiratory activity from this distance,] Ghost said. This time, he almost sounded annoyed. [However, I find it highly unlikely that our captors would both choose to sleep with a prisoner onboard.]

	“They probably assume this room is secure,” Dorian said, glancing around. “Or they expected me to be out for several more hours.”

	He took several calm, meditative breaths as he studied his surroundings more carefully. Aside from the bed, the only other piece of furniture in the room was a chair in front of a computer terminal right beneath the viewport to his left. At a guess, these were Kaya’s quarters. The pillows and sheets smelled faintly of perfume, and the half-open closet revealed a wide assortment of feminine clothing fitted for different body types and even species. If he didn’t know that she was a metamorph, he might have thought she had simply stolen an entire wardrobe from a shopping rack on a commerce station. 

	Dorian wondered who had paid Kaya to infiltrate his family’s compound. Psychics didn’t exactly advertise their abilities these days, given how ruthlessly they were hunted down by the Convectorate’s Spiders. The services of a skilled metamorph must have cost a fortune, and despite her bungled attempt at data-thievery, Kaya was clearly a professional. The fact that she and her partner had yet to be caught was proof enough of that. 

	Luckily for him, she wasn’t the only one with psionic abilities on this ship. 

	Dorian closed his eyes and focused on the handcuffs binding his wrists. When he reached out with his mind, he could feel every subtle contour of the metal, as well as every flaw and imperfection. It only took him a moment to mentally locate the locking mechanism, and he warped the teeth ever so slightly…

	The cuffs popped free with a click, and he reopened his eyes and tossed them on the bed. He had been able to manipulate metal and magnetic fields since he was six years old. Breaking conventional locks like his old bedroom door had been one of his first and most entertaining challenges as a child. His father still had no idea how many times Dorian had snuck out and raided the galley back when they had been wandering the galaxy on that beat-up freighter of theirs. 

	Before Dad discovered the full extent of my powers. Before we were forced to run from the Spiders and hide on a desolate moon in the middle of nowhere. 

	Grimacing at the thought, Dorian reached out with his mind and liberated his ankles as well. He stretched out once his limbs were free, then stood up and arched his back just to give his body time to adjust. Conventional stun blasts normally incapacitated humans—even young, healthy ones—for many hours, but Ghost could regulate his body like an auxiliary nervous system if necessary. Dorian already felt mostly fine. 

	[This vessel appears to be a heavily modified light freighter of Kreen design,] Ghost said. [The onboard security systems are likely several generations obsolete. I recommend searching for an access node. If I can take control of the main computer, I may be able to neutralize our captors remotely.]

	“I don’t want you doing anything without asking me first,” Dorian said as he swept his gaze about the room in search of any cameras. It was a futile endeavor, of course—his naked eyes were no match for Ghost’s sensors, even with the limitations of his implant’s hardware, and the AI hadn’t noticed anything. “This isn’t a ship full of slavers where you can start spacing people. Both of these women are psychics.”

	[That is precisely my concern, sir. These females possess rare and dangerous psionic abilities, and an unknown party paid them to steal data from the Garr mainframe. We should attempt to gain control of this vessel while their guard is down. It may be the only way to secure our escape.]

	“I don’t want to escape,” Dorian said. “At least, not yet.”

	[I do not understand.]

	“Just trust me for a minute, would you? There’s a lot going on here, and we need more information.”

	Dorian sat down in the chair by the computer terminal. Everything was password-locked, unsurprisingly, but most of this equipment looked about as old as the ship itself. This model of freighter—a K-58, if he recalled correctly—hadn’t been manufactured for almost a decade, which meant that Ghost could probably make short work of the security systems. 

	“Take a look at this, would you?” Dorian said, touching the side of his head above his hairline where his implant was buried beneath his skin. He felt a subtle warmth as the subdermal relay activated and scanned for devices to remotely interface with. “We might as well see what we can learn about our captors while we have the chance.”

	A fist-sized orange holographic sphere materialized in the air next to him. Ghost floated down next to the terminal, paused, and then vanished into the computer as if he were possessing a body like his namesake. The power flicked on mere seconds later, lighting up the monitor and keyboard interface. Dorian mentally counted to ten, wondering if the AI could beat his own best record…

	But surprisingly, Ghost’s holographic avatar didn’t rematerialize for almost a minute, and when it did, the orange sphere flickered in definite irritation. “The security protocols are significantly more advanced than I anticipated,” he said aloud, his cool mechanical voice issuing from the terminal’s speakers now that he wasn’t in Dorian’s head. “The hardware and software have both been heavily modified.”

	Dorian smiled thinly. “The first thing we learned about this woman is that she’s a metamorph. Did you really expect anything here to be as simple as it seemed?”

	“I fail to see what is so amusing,” Ghost replied. “If we cannot gain control of this vessel, we will not be able to—”

	“Just relax, all right?” Dorian said, waving a hand impatiently. “For all we know, we’re on our way to a nice tropical planet. We’re not in any danger yet.”

	“On the contrary, we are in grave danger,” the AI protested. “The farther we travel from the compound, the more likely your psionic abilities will be detected by the Spiders. I cannot—”

	“Both of these women have powers, too,” Dorian interrupted. “They haven’t been captured, so it stands to reason that they’ve figured out some way to conceal themselves. For all we know, this ship might be the safest place in the galaxy for someone like me.”

	The hologram made a full rotation on its axis. “I do not detect any lingering neurological damage from the stun beam, but your reasoning skills appear to be compromised. My sensors may require recalibration.”

	Dorian snorted. “Was that meant to be a joke?”

	“I do not find anything about our current predicament humorous.”

	“Then I’ll add a sense of humor to the list of pending software upgrades,” Dorian said dryly. It was an idle threat, of course; Ghost had long since evolved past the need for routine maintenance or upgrades. Good semi-sentient AI software was rare enough, but true para-sentient AI was the dream of every government in the known galaxy—and the nightmare of its citizens, given the inevitable calamities that would follow if the Convectorate ever got hold of such a thing. Dorian’s kidnappers may have been after his family’s corporate secrets, but Ghost was easily the most valuable piece of tech in the compound. He had streamlined development and production in a way no mere human—even a psionic human—ever could.

	That was the actual secret truth about the rise of Garr Industries. Dorian’s psionic abilities had pulled the company out of the gutter and allowed him to create a para-sentient AI in the first place, but Ghost was the force multiplier. Thankfully, stealing his software wasn’t as easy as prying the implant out of Dorian’s brain—and just as importantly, no one besides his father even knew the AI existed in the first place. 

	“How about you skip trying to commandeer the vessel and dig up some more basic information instead?” Dorian suggested. “Maybe you can figure out who hired these women.”

	“Very well,” Ghost said. “Though I may require your assistance.”

	The AI vanished back into the computer again. Dorian placed his hands on either side of the holographic keyboard, stretching out his senses to examine the physical structure of the machine—the metal, the circuits, the tiny sparks of energy surging through it. As he had honed his shaper abilities over the years, he had learned to think of complicated machinery like a living body. Veins, blood, the chemicals interacting within…the same basic structures of organic life were present in technology as well. And just like how manipulating a physical body could profoundly influence a person’s mental state, the same principle could be applied to hardware and software…

	[Attempting to bypass encryption protocols,] Ghost said into Dorian’s head. [Please stand by.]

	With their minds effectively linked, Dorian was able to manipulate the computer’s hardware while Ghost navigated the software. Some files were still too secure to reach—it would probably take them hours if not days to breach those firewalls—but there was still plenty of data to sift through. 

	Ghost’s avatar reappeared again, and this time it projected a stream of information right in front of Dorian’s eyes like a virtual holo-dossier. 

	“Looks they managed to download a few things from the mainframe, but not much,” Dorian said, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the files. “A couple old schematics, some business correspondence, some production schedules…nothing particularly important.”

	“The slicer’s incursion was thwarted when she attempted to access the files in the psionic mainframe,” Ghost said. “She was clearly not expecting to encounter such technology.”

	“Why would she? The whole point is that it’s a secret.” Dorian pursed his lips in thought. “Did you find any information on the women themselves?”

	“Yes,” Ghost confirmed as he shifted the projected image to a scrolling file that looked like his version of a police report. “It would appear that this vessel has up-to-date copies of many Convectorate records, including personnel files.”

	“A bonus of working for an interstellar information broker, I assume.”

	“That seems probable. The woman who seduced and kidnapped you goes by the name of ‘Kaya,’ as you know, but I cannot locate any references to a family name or any other genealogical records. Her presence seems to have been rather thoroughly scrubbed from the Holosphere, including facial recognition records.”

	“Another perk of her employment,” Dorian said with a grunt. “What’s this, though? There’s a reference to some other file?”

	“Yes, a facial-recognition search points to information on a protected file I cannot access,” Ghost lamented. “Oddly enough, it originates from an archive reserved for deceased individuals officially killed during the Thirty-Year War.”

	“What?” Dorian asked. “Well, that has to be a mistake.”

	“It is possible that the records are simply in error, but a more likely scenario is that the file was buried in such an archive intentionally. The Syndicate likely uses such techniques to effectively conceal the identify of its operatives.”

	He nodded. “I suppose that makes sense, especially if they couldn’t erase the files outright for some reason.”

	“Indeed. Decrypting the information might be possible, but it will take time.”

	Dorian hissed softly through his teeth and shook his head. It was an interesting lead, but they couldn’t afford to waste precious hours chasing a potentially worthless tidbit. “Then we’ll put it on the backburner for now,” he said. “I suppose it shouldn’t be surprising that a metamorph doesn’t have much of an official record anyway. I don’t even know what her true form looks like…assuming she has one.”

	“It stands to reason that even the most powerful Seraphim metamorphs possessed an original form before their powers manifested,” Ghost pointed out. “I suspect that her human form is her baseline appearance, though she could have easily altered basic physical features such as hair or eye color.”

	Dorian nodded. “What about her partner?”

	The file changed to a full-body hologram of the Velothi female that had shot him in the back. He had only seen her for a few moments, but her white hair, glowing eyes, and golden tendril rings were hard to forget. The image wasn’t particularly flattering—it seemed like a render from a security mugshot—but she was still was every bit as attractive as any Holosphere model. 

	“She goes by the name ‘Mysha,’” Ghost said. “Once again, I cannot locate any familial references, but she is classified as a level-two threat by the Convectorate Defense Force. There are nearly a dozen warrants out for her arrest in this sector alone, mostly for suspected data theft but also for military espionage.”

	Dorian felt his heartbeat quicken as he studied her profile. Nearly every holo-vid he’d ever seen—adult or otherwise—had trained him to see Velothi females as helpless victims or submissive mates, but she had exterminated the mechs on the landing pad with the ruthless grace of a professional assassin. The entire incident had been a stark reminder that looks could be deceiving—for both of these women. 

	“Assuming this information is accurate,” he whispered. “Though I suppose this all fits with what we already know.”

	“I cannot independently verify anything with the available data. However, I have been able to piece together several probable scenarios. She was likely born into slavery within one of the Maw Colonies before escaping during her adolescence. I surmise that she is currently in the employ of the Viraxes Syndicate.”

	Dorian leaned back in the chair as a cold tingle wormed its way down his spine. He might have spent the last few years sheltered on a private moon base, but he still knew plenty about the Viraxes Syndicate. The carsenium cartels like the Stellar Mist or Lyserian Combine were a lot more visible to most people, but the Syndicate was the most powerful underworld organization in the Belt. What set it apart was that it didn’t sell drugs or weapons—it sold information. 

	And that made the Syndicate far more of a threat to corporate interests than petty drug lords. The instant Garr Industries had crawled out of the gutter and gained a significant profile, his father had grown paranoid about Syndicate operatives and infochants. He firmly believed that the Syndicate was simply a pawn of the five major conglomerates who effectively controlled technology in the Belt, and he insisted that the “Echo”—the elusive, shadowy figure who was said to control the whole operation—was just a myth created to distract the authorities. 

	Dorian didn’t know if any of that was true or not, but he had noticed a pattern: whenever an up-and-coming rival revealed a new invention or product, their CEOs and board members would suddenly get buried in scandals seemingly conjured out of thin air. The judgments of the Holosphere could hang a man as surely as a noose these days, after all. 

	“So the Syndicate sent these women to find dirt on the company,” Dorian said after a moment. “Or maybe just steal proprietary secrets.”

	“That is the most likely scenario,” Ghost agreed. “These individuals are clearly very dangerous. Perhaps you should have resisted their efforts to capture you more forcefully.”

	Dorian grunted, his eyes flickering as he scanned down the list of Mysha’s alleged crimes. “Kaya was holding a gun on me, if you recall.”

	“Yes, but you did not believe she would use it—your heartrate remained very stable the entire time you were held hostage.” The orange sphere rotated on its axis and closed the projected dossier. “You could have called upon my defense functions to aid you, or you could have alerted the compound’s security mechs to your situation much earlier. That fact that you did neither suggests that you did not actually wish to resist. I calculate a high probability that receiving fellatio from the female metamorph made you susceptible to her—”

	“Let’s stick to data analysis and stop playing armchair psychologist, all right?” Dorian interrupted. Yet again, he wished that he had deactivated Ghost’s implant when Kaya had first been delivered. Having an advanced AI at his beck and call was great most of the time, but there were some drawbacks. Any concept of privacy flew right out the airlock, for one thing. It was like having a secret nanny watching him from inside his brain.

	“I am merely expressing my concerns about your safety, sir,” Ghost said after a moment. “I fear that you do not fully understand the danger we are in.”

	“I understand, I promise,” Dorian said, closing the profile with a flick of his mind, though he wasn’t quite as certain on that score as he had been a few minutes ago. Reading about the criminal exploits of the Velothi had planted a seed of doubt, and an anxious knot formed in his stomach when he considered the prospect of being tortured by Syndicate goons… 

	“If we cannot find a way to commandeer this vessel, I do not know how we will escape,” Ghost said. “They may not be aware of your abilities, but the element of surprise may not be enough to overpower them.”

	“Let’s just focus on gathering some more information,” Dorian said. “We could—”

	“The females have separated,” Ghost warned. “One of them is now headed our way.”

	A jolt of adrenaline shot through Dorian. “How much time do we have?”

	“Twenty seconds at most.”

	Swearing under his breath, Dorian stood, closed the computer, and dove back onto the bed. A single tap of his forehead pulled Ghost’s avatar back inside the neural implant, but the manacles were a little more complicated. It took Dorian at least ten seconds to place the set back on his ankles, and getting his arms properly pinned behind his back was even more challenging…

	The door whooshed open just as he laid back down on the pillows, and the Velothi female, Mysha, stepped through the door a heartbeat later. She was every bit as striking as when he had briefly seen her on the landing pad, and she was clad in the same white jumpsuit that hugged her athletic figure like a glove.

	“Ro’kash!” she hissed when she saw that he was awake. A pulse pistol suddenly appeared in her hand, and she aimed it directly at his head. “How the hell did you…?”

	“I’m a light sleeper,” Dorian said, flashing her a tight smile. He hadn’t quite had time to fix his handcuffs, but with luck, he could lie still and keep her from noticing. “Or maybe you used a lower power setting than you thought.”

	Mysha’s tendrils rippled in near unison, but her face was cast in thorotine. “I’ll remember that next time.”

	“Alternatively, you could always just introduce yourself and tell me what you want instead of shooting me again. It might save both of us a lot of trouble.”

	He hadn’t honestly expected her to chuckle or even smile, yet he was still a little disappointed when her expression remained completely flat. Everything about this woman’s demeanor seemed different than the metamorph. She was an ocean to Kaya’s hurricane. 

	[She is afraid,] Ghost said into his mind. [Her heartrate has nearly doubled since entering the room, and the movements of her cranial tendrils express deep concern. I will upload all relevant files on Velothi body language into your memory.]

	“Don’t try anything stupid,” Mysha warned as she stepped all the way into the room and shut the door behind her. “All the credits in the galaxy won’t save you from getting dumped out the airlock.”

	“I’m not going anywhere,” Dorian promised. He tried to keep his own expression as controlled as possible, but it wasn’t easy—especially when his gaze inevitably drifted down from her face to her form-fitting jumpsuit. He had seen far too many Velothi females in far too many salacious holo-vids to keep his imagination from running wild at the sight of her blue cleavage and the narrow band of exposed midriff…

	“Is there a problem, Vekat?” she hissed. 

	Dorian’s eyes shot back up to meet hers, and he silently scolded himself for getting distracted. “Other than the fact I can’t move, not really.”

	Mysha’s lip curled. “Human males are insufferably predictable, especially spoiled brats who’ve never had to work a day in their lives. You feel like you’re entitled to everything, even ‘alien’ girls who want nothing to do with you.”

	“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Dorian said. “I don’t know what you think you know about me, but I haven’t hurt any alien girls—or anyone else, for that matter.”

	“Sure,” she said acidly. “I bet Kaya had you wrapped around her finger in ten seconds flat.”

	He pushed his tongue hard into the roof of his mouth. “Yeah, well, in my defense, your friend is a pretty good actress,” Dorian said. “And my dad really did order me a Succubus.”

	“Don’t remind me,” Mysha muttered. “It’s bad enough that people like your father can buy their own moon. Now they create life and pretend to be gods, too.”

	“Just to be clear, I don’t agree with my dad on practically anything,” Dorian told her. “He’s not exactly the galaxy’s greatest father.”

	Mysha’s tail flicked to the side behind her. “Is that so? Because according to Kaya, you didn’t exactly object when he handed you your own personal sex slave.”

	“That’s hardly fair!” Dorian protested. “It wasn’t real!”

	“You thought it was. And you didn’t hesitate to jab your cock down her throat at the first opportunity.” Mysha scoffed in disgust. “Like I said, human males are insufferably predictable. You’re no different than the rest.”

	Dorian started to snap back but stopped himself at the last instant. Arguing with her wasn’t going to get him anywhere. If anything, he got the impression that she was baiting him for some reason. Thanks to Ghost’s upload, he knew exactly what to look for with Velothi body language, and he was reasonably sure she wasn’t actually as mad as she seemed. The movements of her tail and tendrils, the subtle shifts in her expression…this was more of a test than anything. It was almost as if she was trying to convince herself that he was scum. 

	“If I weren’t any different, I wouldn’t have helped you escape the compound,” he said after a moment. “Besides, we all have at least one thing in common—we’re psychics.”

	Mysha approached the foot of the bed, and she lowered her pistol just enough that it was pointing at his crotch rather than his face. It didn’t make him feel any better. 

	“It figures that an idiot born with anything he could possibly want also ends up with psychic abilities,” she muttered. “I suppose if you’re rich enough, you can bribe the cosmos, too.”

	“I spent half my life drifting around the galaxy on a beat-up freighter trying to sell salvage for fuel and food,” Dorian returned. “Maybe you don’t know as much about me as you think.”

	She waved her pistol across the length of his body. “Sorry, I’m not buying it. Freighter rats can’t afford genetic engineering.”

	Dorian winced. “We had a lot of a money before I was born, that’s true, but we lost it all when—” He paused, his lips thinning. “Look, it doesn’t matter. But psionics aren’t always a blessing, and I’m sure you know that. Your partner seemed surprised when she learned the truth, so finding another psychic must not have been part of your plan.”

	“The plan was for you to lie there drooling on the floor while we got the data we needed, but apparently the Convectorate’s favorite mech manufacturer has a dirty little secret. If the Spiders found out that you’re using modified Dominion psi-tech…well, I doubt your company would be around long enough to give your investors another glowing quarterly report.”

	“If the Spiders found out about a couple of psychic con-artists stealing corporate data, I doubt the Viraxes Syndicate would be around much longer, either.”

	Dorian had the satisfaction of the watching her tendrils freeze in surprise. The reaction all but confirmed Ghost’s theory about who these girls were working for, though he wondered if he’d been unwise to play his hand so early…

	“If I were you, I’d be a lot less worried about the Spiders than the girl holding the gun,” Mysha said finally. “Kaya seems to think that you’ll cooperate, but I’ve known too many stubborn Vekat to take anything for granted. 

	“Your friend never got around to actually asking me anything,” Dorian said. “If she had, I might have warned her not to tamper with my terminal in the first place.”

	“Yes, I’m sure you would have been very cooperative,” Mysha sneered. “Look, since you’re already awake, I might as well tell you what’s about to happen. We’re on our way back to our employer right now, and he’s expecting a trove of data we don’t have. So the new plan is to hand you over to him instead. I doubt it will take him long to crack you open and find out everything he wants to know.”

	Dorian did his best to appear anxious. It turned out to be quite easy, considering that his stomach was already clenching into knots. 

	[I do not believe her threat is entirely genuine,] Ghost cut in. [The rapid changes in her breathing and pulse suggest a high degree of apprehension surrounding this issue. Perhaps we can turn this to our advantage.]

	“If it’s money you’re after, I can easily cut a deal,” Dorian said. “My dad will pay you anything you—”

	“This goes beyond credits,” Mysha said. “Even your family can’t cough up enough of a ransom to pay off the Syndicate.”

	“You might be surprised,” he countered. “How many moons does your boss own?”

	She grunted softly. “I’m willing to consider a compromise. If you cooperate and tell us everything we want to know, we could drop you off on Talinus Station instead. We’ll part ways, and you can find a shuttle to take you back to daddy.”

	“That’s it?”

	“That’s it,” Mysha said. “We’re thieves, not assassins. All we care about is the information.”

	[Talinus Station is a large commercial port at the edge of the Hapedes Cluster,] Ghost said. [Garr Industries does not sell from the station directly, but your father has several business contacts on the station—including Convectorate representatives. Still, I highly caution against providing them with any valuable information.]

	“I can’t tell you anything until you actually start asking me questions,” Dorian said, his pulse beginning to settle. “What is it you want to know?”

	Mysha slowly lowered the pistol all the way down to her hip, though she didn’t flick the safety or change the power setting. “Everyone in the Belt has been trying to figure out how your company got on the map so quickly. You’ve sold the Vecs more combat mechs in the past year than all the other manufacturers in the past five.”

	Dorian shrugged as best he could while his wrists were pinned underneath him. “We developed a new model right when the rest of the market had grown complacent. Dowd attacks on the Rim Worlds had also been getting more frequent. Honestly…we got lucky.”

	She snorted. “Luck would be pulling yourself out of debt with a few decent products. But this…this is something else. You’ve done the impossible, and I want to know how.”

	He stared right into her eyes. “You already know the answer.”

	Mysha held his gaze for a long moment, her swishing tendrils betraying her attempts to keep her expression cold. “Yes,” she said softly. “You’re a shaper.”

	[Do not confirm or deny her suspicions, master. I suggest that you—]

	“I don’t know why you sound so surprised,” Dorian said, ignoring the AI. “Your partner is a metamorph, and you’re…something. There are more of us out there than anyone wants to admit.”

	She swallowed. “Not if the Spiders have anything to say about it.”

	Dorian glanced meaningfully around the small room. “The two of you have managed to stay off their radar somehow.”

	“Not easily.”

	Mysha didn’t elaborate, but he watched in real-time as her cold, ruthless façade seemed to melt under her own memories. He had read plenty of stories on the Holosphere about psychics narrowly escaping the Spiders, but he had no idea if any of them were true. For all he knew, everything he had been fed was pure Convectorate propaganda created to scare people like him. 

	[The Widow and her Spiders are very real, Dorian,] Ghost said into his thoughts. [We are in grave danger.]

	“It’s difficult for me to believe that a single psychic could turn your family’s fortunes around,” Mysha said as she seemed to gather herself. “You can’t possibly be responsible for producing all the company’s mechs.”

	“I haven’t personally built anything since the first prototype,” Dorian admitted. “And it’s not all because of my powers. I’ve always been good with computers, and I started by upgrading the combat protocols on our mechs with normal software. The CDF liked what they saw, so they put in an order. I’m sure you’ve heard the reports—the Dowd aren’t fucking around out there. Demand for cheap, replaceable soldiers has never been higher.”

	“They’re not just being used to fight the Dowd,” Mysha said, her voice turning cold again. “Your mechs are being deployed all across the galaxy to crush dissent.”

	“I know,” he said roughly, swallowing the lump in his throat. “Believe me, I’m not happy about it.”

	“I’m sure the thousands of dead rebels from the Rim to the Core aren’t happy about it, either,” she sneered. “The Convectorate was coming apart at the seams. After the Kreen pulled out of the alliance, dozens of other worlds and species planned to follow. But then your magical mechs showed up, and suddenly the CDF started dropping them on any planet with the barest hint of unrest.”

	Dorian couldn’t help but glance away as guilt roiled his stomach. His father insisted that the vast majority of their mechs were being used to hold off the Dowd, but they had no way of knowing that for certain. Most of the reports on the Holosphere were pure Convectorate fabrications. The ruling Hierarchy and their Ministry of Intelligence constantly downplayed any hint of war or open rebellion unless it was politically expedient.  

	[According to company records, fewer than twenty percent of our combat models have been deployed domestically,] Ghost said. [Do not allow this female to manipulate your emotions, Dorian. The Dowd are ruthless and unpredictable adversaries. Your designs have already saved millions of lives.]

	“At the cost of thousands of others,” Dorian whispered. 

	“What?” Mysha asked. 

	He turned back to her. “You know the family secret. If you tell the Syndicate, they’ll tell whichever one of our competitors hired them to find dirt in the first place. And that competitor will tell the Convectorate.”

	“And then we’ll get to see how the Vecs try to bury that scandal,” Mysha said. “The Tarreen may hate and fear psi-tech, but there’s no way in hell they’ll give up their mech armies. They’ll probably just burn Garr Industries to the ground, pillage your secrets, hand you and your father over to the Spiders, and give your contracts to your competitors.”

	“That sounds about right,” Dorian said dryly. “So even if you dumped me off on Talinus Station, you’d just be delaying the inevitable. The Spiders will still come for me, one way or another.”

	Her tail flicked behind her leg, and he saw a wave of doubt ripple across her face. That was good—it was yet more confirmation that her bluster was just an act. She might have hated him, his father, and their mountains of credits, but she genuinely didn’t want to hand him over to the Spiders. 

	“There’s another option,” Mysha said. “If you can provide us with the specs for any prototypes you’re working on, we could hand those over to our boss instead. He’ll be unhappy that we didn’t learn more, but it should satisfy whoever hired us.”

	[That arrangement is absolutely unacceptable,] Ghost declared. [Those schematics are worth trillions. Your father will—]

	“If that’s all you want, I can probably draw you some schematics from memory,” Dorian said. “And I could provide some experimental targeting algorithms to sweeten the haul.”

	Mysha nodded. “Good.”

	“But like you said, there are other options,” Dorian added, leaning up as much as he could without revealing that his handcuffs still weren’t fully secured. “If you’re concerned about the Vecs cracking down on rebels, you don’t want more weapons contractors getting hold of my designs. The best solution is to give the specs to the people who need them.” He paused and stared her in the eyes. “People like the Seraphim Union.”

	Her tail flicked around her other leg, and all her tendrils froze again. “The Union?” she repeated with disbelief. “You can’t be serious.”

	“Why not?” he asked. “They’re the only ones who shelter people like us. They’re the only ones who actually try and fight back against the Spiders.”

	Mysha glanced away, trapped in thought, and Dorian realized this might have been his one and only chance to jump her and steal her weapon. Half of his brain—the rational half, presumably—screamed at him to do just that, but the rest of him still believed that all of this had happened for a reason. This was the first time he had been outside of the compound in years. If he was ever going to have a chance of contacting the Union or meeting more people like him, this was it. He couldn’t afford to let it slip through his fingers. 

	“You’ve lived on that moon all by yourself for too long,” Mysha said, though her eyes never quite returned to his. “The galaxy isn’t as clean and simple as the holo-vids make it seem.”

	Dorian frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“It means that you need to get us those schematics if you want to live,” she growled. “I’ll bring you a datapad later so you can get started.” She abruptly turned and strode back toward the door. Her face seemed to lighten at least two shades of blue, and her tendrils remained completely still. 

	“So, that’s it?” Dorian called after her. “You hand over my secrets to the Syndicate and pretend this never happened?”

	The door hissed open, but she stood on the threshold for a long second, her hand visibly squeezing the grip of her pistol. “I’ll be back soon. Don’t try anything.”

	Dorian let his head fall back when the door snapped shut behind her. Reading body language was all well and good, but he wished he were a telepath. Had he really misjudged her that badly? If she was so upset about the way his mechs were being used, she should have been sympathetic to the Union and other rebel groups. 

	Maybe she is, and the revelation that I’m a psychic just fucked everything up. She certainly seemed conflicted…

	[Dorian, this situation is untenable,] Ghost said. [We cannot provide these thieves with corporate secrets. Your father will be furious.]

	“My father can go fuck himself,” he grunted. “Would you rather they just turn me over to their boss instead? This way, we’ll probably be back in the compound in less than sixty hours.”

	The AI hesitated. [If I believed you were seriously contemplating the proposed arrangement, I might consider it an acceptable loss. But I do not believe you will take the Velothi female up on her offer.]

	“And why is that?”

	[Because I know you, Dorian. I can predict your behavior with over ninety-six percent accuracy.]

	“Then what am I going to do, hmm?”

	[You are going to order me to focus my efforts upon slicing into the ship’s com system. And once I am successful, you are going to order me to send a message to the Seraphim Union contact you have been in communication with for the past two months.]

	Dorian grinned. “You’re pretty smart for an orange ball, you know that?”

	[This is a mistake, Dorian,] Ghost said. [Just because you possess psionic abilities does not mean you belong with a group of terrorists any more than you belong with these two females.]  

	“I don’t expect you to understand.”

	[I understand perfectly. The Seraphim Union is a terrorist organization filled with many of the same radicals who attempted to overthrow Emperor Falric five years ago. They are not our allies, and they never will be. I advised you against opening a line of communication with them before, and I reiterate my warning now.]

	“They’re the only ones fighting back against the Spiders,” Dorian said. “And they’re the only ones who might actually be willing to teach me more about my abilities.”

	[They are misguided individuals fighting a war that has already been lost.]

	“That’s my father talking.”

	[It is logic and reason talking,] Ghost said. [Two virtues you appear to have abandoned in favor of lust.]

	“This has nothing to do with lust!” Dorian snapped louder than he intended. He reached out with his powers and freed his ankles again, then brought his arms out from behind his back once more. “How about you do something useful with your time and try to slice into that computer again? The more we know about what’s going on, the more ‘logical’ we can be.”

	Ghost’s orange avatar reappeared next to his head and floated back into the computer, but Dorian was barely paying attention. He sat up, considering his next move. 

	He had spent the better part of the past year learning everything he could about the Union, and he had spent countless sleepless nights trying to come up with a way to contact them. The stories of their exploits were inspiring even if they were probably bullshit. Battles on the Far Rim, the destruction of a secret Convectorate shipyard, the resurrection of the famed Wings of the Seraph… 

	Samir Garr had never understood his son’s fascination—in fact, he had gone out of his way crush it. To him, it didn’t matter that the Tarreen were brutal despots or that the Seraphim Dominion—the once-mighty human empire—had been reduced to a pale shadow of its former glory. Samir harbored no illusions about a return to the “old days.” At his best, he was a forward-thinking man who wanted to take care of his family. At his worst, he was a ruthless industrialist who would gladly sit back and watch the Convectorate conquer the galaxy as long as he got his cut of the spoils. 

	But Dorian refused to embrace his father’s nihilism. The Thirty-Year War may have destroyed the Dominion in all but name, and the Spiders may have had every psychic in the galaxy living in fear, but there was still hope. If enough people like him joined the Union—if enough psychics banded together to fight back against the Convectorate…

	Dorian closed his eyes and rubbed at his unshackled wrists. No matter what happened in the next few hours, he had no intention of going back home. He refused to waste this opportunity. He had been sharing secrets with the Union for months, and he wasn’t going to miss this chance to finally meet them in person. 

	And maybe, just maybe, he could figure out a way to convince Kaya and Mysha to come with him. 

	 

	 

	 

	
5 
Spectres

	 

	“She isn’t ready.”

	“That’s the problem, isn’t it? The subject has barely demonstrated any improvement over the past three weeks. You believe she lacks the skill—I believe she lacks sufficient motivation.”

	“Her body cannot hold the charge.”

	“But it should be able to. That’s the point.”

	The air was cold and dry on Kaya’s skin, though the electric current surging through her naked body was growing hotter by the second. She had been suspended upside down for what felt like hours, though the insulated wires grappling her ankles had only just started to lower her deeper into the well. 

	“This is madness! You’re going to waste a perfect specimen?”

	“If she’s a perfect specimen, she will survive. If she isn’t, I would rather know now before we waste any more precious time. We can always train another.”

	Gritting her teeth, Kaya crossed her arms over her chest in a last, desperate attempt to dissipate the energy coursing through her. The gambit was doomed from the start, of course—the trainers had overcharged the glyphs beneath the skin of her left arm, forcibly flooding her with more electricity than she could control. And they had put her in this damn well precisely because it left her nowhere to ground herself.  

	Even if she could gather enough momentum to swing herself over to the wall, the alloy that made up the well was specifically designed to reflect the energy right back at her. She had learned that lesson the hard a way few weeks ago, but her glyphs had only been charged with a few sparks of bioelectrical energy at the time. Now her fingertips sizzled with enough power to electrocute a five-tonne granth with a single discharge. 

	Kaya tilted her head back to stare in horror at the pool of water barely five meters beneath her, lit by a pale green light somewhere in its depths. The instant her skin made contact, every nerve in her body would fry in an instant. Three other girls had been killed the same way over the past week, and those were only the ones she knew about. The Widow and her Spiders had probably murdered hundreds if not thousands of potential psychics here in the Nest. 

	“You know what needs to be done, girl.”

	Sobbing with equal parts fear and rage, Kaya flexed her abdominal muscles and pulled herself up until she could grab her own calves. Her trainers had already forced her to run the Labyrinth this morning specifically to leave her weak and exhausted, but she used her metamorphic powers to flood her fit body with a fresh surge of adrenaline. Holding herself upright would buy her a few more seconds before her skin touched the water, but that was all. 

	“I can’t!” Kaya screamed. “I don’t know how!”

	“Then you will die, and another will take your place. You are not special. You are not unique. You are nothing more than a shadow of the Seraph, a dark simulacrum stripped of substance. Easily forgotten and instantly replaced.”

	The water loomed closer and closer every instant, and Kaya clenched her jaw so tightly her teeth nearly cracked. She reached for her powers one last time, knowing they were her only hope. She had long since mastered the ability to control her body’s biological systems. Cardiac, endocrine, respiratory—they were all trivial to manipulate. 

	But the Widow wanted more. A lot more. 

	Kaya could feel the air buzzing around her as the water drew near. As always, her cells held the key to her salvation. A metamorph should have been able to mold them like clay. She had changed her form numerous times over the past few weeks—she had been a Kreen, a Krosian, and a V’rath. Now she just needed to become a Xor…or at least figure out a way to simulate their rubber-like skin. 

	“Do it. Do it now!”

	She screamed in terror as the tiny hairs on her skin stood upright and touched the water—

	 

	Kaya’s eyes shot open, and she screamed so loudly the reverberation hurt her ears. She jolted upright, her heart pounding and her breasts heaving while her eyes struggled to refocus…and failed. There was enough spice left in her system that everything in the room looked like an indecipherable blur of colors. 

	“Fuck,” she hissed, running a hand back through her hair. The glyphs on her left arm glowed angrily beneath her skin—a normal occurrence after a spice-induced hallucination, though she didn’t fully understand why—and her bones felt like they all wanted to burst out of her body. She reached into her powers and soothed her joints and muscles as much as she could, then triggered a quick rush of dopamine to top herself off. 

	At least Meesh wasn’t around for that. Dammit…

	Kaya glanced over to the chrono on Mysha’s desk. She had been out for almost ten hours, long enough that Mysha had probably returned to the cockpit a long time ago. Despite the fact that she had personally programmed the autopilot, she still didn’t trust it to fly her baby for very long, even through hyperspace. 

	The bed was a total disaster, unsurprisingly, but the ship’s cleaning drone had plenty of practice getting the room back in order. The smell of wet, sloppy sex had already been purged from the air, though that really just made Kaya more disappointed to wake up alone. Fucking Mysha’s taut blue body was a time-tested method of forgetting nightmares no matter how vivid or traumatic they had been.  

	Groaning, Kaya slowly crawled out of the bed and stumbled over to the shower. The cold water splashing over her bare skin accomplished more in five seconds than any stim ever could, but she didn’t bother adjusting the temperature even after she was fully alert. It wasn’t as if the chill could truly bother a metamorph, anyway. She had trained her body to instantly adapt to most conditions without conscious effort.

	She washed herself off more quickly than normal—even something as simple as a shower was much less fun without Mysha’s tits and tail—but Kaya paused when she finally looked into the mirror just below the showerhead. Her arm glyphs were still glowing, and their light reflected in her amber eyes made them as luminescent as a Velothi’s. They looked so much prettier this way that she wondered why she didn’t just figure out a way to make them glow all the time. 

	Presented with the opportunity to wear any face they desire, how many people across the galaxy would willingly choose their own?

	Kaya grimaced at the thought as she turned off the shower and reached for a towel. The worst part about waning spice trips was the philosophical bullshit that always wormed its way into her brain afterward. She couldn’t believe that this was the reason some people used it in the first place. They got high to free their mind; she got high to shut hers off. 

	Two minutes later, she was dry, dressed, and mostly cogent. She always left a few outfits in Mysha’s room, and this one felt wonderfully comfortable after traipsing around in her slave-kini all yesterday. Her cropped blue-yellow vest and black pants looked simple enough—she could pass herself off as a normal twentysomething female of a dozen races at any star port—but the adaptive fabric had cost a small fortune. It could shrink or expand almost twenty-five percent, enough to give her plenty of leeway if she decided to bulk up into a Krosian or shrink down to a slender Subari. Frankly, it was also nice to have a little extra freedom if she just wanted bigger tits that day for whatever reason. Flexibility was a girl’s best friend. 

	Kaya was in the middle of adding a last touch of glittery blue eyeshadow when the com implant in her ear beeped. “Would you stop messing around and get up here?” Mysha said, her voice unexpectedly sharp. “We need to talk.”

	“Good morning to you, too,” Kaya muttered. “Did you install cameras in here when I wasn’t looking?”

	“No, but I saw that you turned on the water twenty minutes ago.”

	“Mm, too bad. I’ve been telling you for a while that we should record our adventures. With a few vids circulating the Holosphere, we could probably pay off our debt in a couple of weeks.”

	“Please tell me you aren’t pumping stims instead of eating breakfast.”

	“I’d rather be pumping you, but I woke up alone,” Kaya said tartly. “What’s the problem? You didn’t dump our hostage out the airlock, did you?”

	“Just get up here as soon as you can.”

	Kaya frowned when the com clicked off. They were in the middle of a hyperspace corridor with nothing going on—what could Mysha possibly be upset about? 

	The Prowler was small enough that it only took a few moments to get to the cockpit. Mysha was sitting in the pilot’s seat when Kaya arrived. All the sensor readouts appeared normal, as did the flickering hyperspace corridor outside the viewport. It certainly didn’t look like there had been a crisis. 

	“So, what’s the problem?” Kaya asked again. A quick glance at the tac-holo confirmed that they were still about five hours away from Talinus Station.

	Mysha didn’t turn to acknowledge her. “I talked to him.”

	Kaya blinked. “Wait, what?”

	“I talked to your hostage. He wasn’t supposed to be awake yet, but I wanted to make sure he was recovering normally.”

	“You went in there alone? What the hell were you thinking?”

	Mysha’s eyes narrowed in annoyance. “He’s a spoiled rich Vekat, not a V’rath commando. What are you worried about?”

	“Oh, I don’t know, the fact that he’s a Seraphim and that we have no idea what other powers he might possess,” Kaya grumbled. “What if he’s a telepath? What if he can throw you against the wall with his mind?”

	“You’re the one who wanted to bring him along! You said yourself that he seemed like he wanted to be here.”

	Kaya hissed softly and glanced away. She knew she could be overprotective of her partner sometimes, but she couldn’t help it. Mysha’s safety might have been the only thing in the galaxy she wouldn’t mess around with. 

	“Sorry, I just…” Kaya sighed. “You didn’t space him, so I assume he cooperated.”

	“He did,” Mysha said. “He explained how he turned the family business around, though I could tell he was hiding something.”

	“I’m sure he is. At times, he struck me as a bit of a sucker, but he’s clearly not a fool.”

	Mysha’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “I think his father had him quarantined on that moon to keep him safe from the Spiders. Why else would anyone live two hundred light-years from anything resembling civilization?”

	“Cheaper property taxes,” Kaya snarked as she sat down in the co-pilot’s seat. “Seraph knows it clearly wasn’t the view. That moon is a shithole.”

	“I wonder if the Spiders ever came after him,” Mysha went on as if she hadn’t heard the response. “When he was younger, I mean.”

	“Maybe. We’ve heard similar stories before, they just don’t usually end with mansions and luxury. Most psychic refugees don’t have the credits to afford a personal moon fortress or their own Succubus.”

	“The Spiders will take him all the same,” Mysha murmured. “You’ve told me that a hundred times. Once they know you exist, they never stop chasing you.”

	Kaya frowned and studied her partner’s face, suddenly wishing she hadn’t overslept. She had wanted to speak with Dorian together. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust her partner, exactly, but Mysha’s idealism was like a caged yewl cat just waiting to be set free—and possibly get all of them killed. 

	“We agreed that we might not have to hand him over if he’s willing to give us something,” Kaya said. “Did he?”

	Mysha nodded. “He said he could probably give us some prototype schematics from memory and maybe even some new targeting algorithms.”

	“Good, then we’re all clear. We’ll dump him off on the station, take the intel to the Echo, and before you know it, we’ll be out on a new assignment.” Kaya forced a smile and put her hand on the Velothi’s leg. “If the next target is cute, we could always dress you up instead so you can have some fun…”

	Mysha pulled away in disgust. “The Echo will hand this data over to whoever hired the Syndicate, and sooner or later every manufacturer in the Belt will be cranking out their own mech armies. Do you know what that will mean?”

	“Without psi-tech, there’s no way they’ll be able to produce them as quickly as Garr Industries. They’ll get a boost, sure, but—”

	“That’s not the point!”

	Kaya frowned. “Are you seriously worried that Dorian’s company will lose money? That his father will have to downsize their personal moon base? Who cares?”

	“The rebels across the Convectorate that will get crushed by all that new military hardware,” Mysha growled. “Don’t you get it? The Vecs were finally losing, Kaya. The Kreen withdrawing from the alliance was supposed to be the beginning of the end, especially with the Dowd attacks getting more and more frequent. The whole thing was coming apart at the seams, but now…”

	She paused and took a deep breath. “You’ve seen the reports—the real ones, not the propaganda on the Holosphere. Dorian’s mechs changed everything. The only thing slowing down the Convectorate war machine right now is the fact they only have a single supplier. If everyone can copy Dorian’s technique, the Belt will be flooded with mechs in no time. And Seraph save us if someone figures out how to build fighter drones the same way.”

	Kaya set her jaw. “None of which is our problem.”

	“You always say that, but you know it’s bullshit! You can’t hate the Spiders but ignore the government that controls them!”

	“I’m not ignoring anything! I’m focusing on the one and only thing I care about right now: keeping you safe. If we don’t get the Echo this information, he will—”

	“He’ll blow my head off.” Mysha snarled and turned away, her tail curling around the base of her chair. “Don’t you think I know that?”

	“You’re not acting like it.”

	“Well, I’m tired of being a puppet. I’m tired of being afraid.” Mysha shook her head. “I just wish you were, too.”

	The words stabbed through Kaya’s gut like a cold blade. “You think I like being the Echo’s concubine? You think I actually enjoy him pimping me out to rich fucks across the galaxy?”

	“I didn’t used to,” Mysha whispered. “I’m not sure anymore.”

	Kaya’s stomach sank through the deck. She had been annoyed and a little angry at first, but now…now she didn’t even know what to say. It was like she had forgotten how to breathe. 

	“I’m sorry, that was a stupid thing to say,” Mysha said, turning. “I didn’t mean it. It’s just…”

	She rubbed her face with her hands and sighed, then eventually pulled her white hair out of the way so she could touch the back of her neck. “There has to be another way,” she murmured. “I can’t live with this thing in my head much longer.”

	Pushing aside her own pain, Kaya reached out and squeezed the other woman’s leg. “You won’t. We’ll figure something out, I promise.”

	Mysha stayed silent, her tendrils methodically rubbing against one other like they always did when she was deep in thought. Her fingers skimmed across the scar on her neck for several seconds before she let her hair back down. 

	“Ninety percent of the time, I can’t even feel it,” she whispered. “But then we talk about it, and I feel like something is growing out of my neck.”

	Kaya nodded solemnly. Mysha’s tail eventually curled around her calf and squeezed apologetically. 

	“From what little I’ve read, shapers are supposed to be able to manipulate inorganic matter, especially metal and rock,” the Velothi said quietly. “Did you see Dorian do anything like that in the compound?”

	“No, though he did suggest that he could adjust my com implant with his mind,” Kaya said, thinking back to their escape. “But then you shot him, and I never had the chance to ask any follow-up questions.”

	Mysha looked her straight in the eye. “If he could adjust a com implant, then he might be able to—”

	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Kaya said, lifting a warning hand. “Tweaking a simple implant is a lot different than trying to diffuse a bomb on someone’s brainstem.”

	“I know, but…” Mysha paused and took another deep breath. “What if he could disarm the chip? If there’s even a chance…”

	Kaya could hear the pain in her partner’s voice, and it always made her heart sink. She would have gladly leapt on top of a grenade to protect Mysha, but things just weren’t that simple. 

	“Without the chip, we’d just be on the run from the Spiders instead of the Echo,” Kaya said. “Dorian can’t protect us from the Widow, honey. Only the Syndicate can.”

	Mysha opened her mouth as if to protest, but this time, she just released a long breath. “I don’t want to fight again,” she whispered. “But I also don’t want to waste this opportunity. This feels like the moment we’ve been waiting for, doesn’t it?”

	Kaya’s mind flashed with images from her nightmare—her memory. She had buried hundreds more just like it in the darkest recesses of her mind. The needles, the scalpels, the experiments…

	Being dunked in a well if I couldn’t control my bioelectric charge. Being burned by laser scalpels if I couldn’t trick identity scanners with a new face. Being poisoned or suffocated or frozen if I couldn’t force my cells to adapt to a new environment quickly enough…

	“I’ll never let the Widow do that to you,” Kaya whispered. “I’ll never let her break you.”

	“What?”

	Kaya blinked out of her reverie and saw Mysha staring back at her, her luminescent eyes wide in concern. Her tail squeezed Kaya’s calf again, and she placed a questioning hand on the metamorph’s thigh. 

	“Sorry. Still coming down, I guess.” Kaya forced another small smile and buried the memories back in the depths of her mind where they belonged. “Look, I understand how you feel, I really do. But we barely know anything about this kid, and there’s no way in hell I would trust him to tinker with your bomb.”

	“Even if he’s the first person we’ve met who might actually be able to do something about it?” Mysha pressed. “Look, all I’m saying is that maybe we should give him a chance to prove himself. We still have some time.”

	Kaya sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You talked to him for five minutes and you already want him inside your brain. Apparently, he’s even more charming than I thought.”

	Mysha scoffed and crossed her arms, but a thin smile did finally tug at her lips. “He is pretty cute.”

	“Yeah, and you haven’t even seen the best part of him.”

	The Velothi rolled her eyes. “There’s more to men than their lower half.”

	“Are you sure?” Kaya asked. “I haven’t checked recently.” 

	Mysha’s smile widened for a moment before it slowly faded again. “Doesn’t this mean anything to you?”

	“Dorian? Honey, I barely know him.”

	“I mean the fact we finally met another psychic. It’s been so easy pretending that you and I were alone in the galaxy even if I knew it wasn’t true, but now…”

	“It’s harder to ignore that we’re all food for the Spiders,” Kaya finished. “It’s harder not to think about the ramifications of everything we do…everything we’ve done.”

	Mysha nodded solemnly. “I know you think it’s silly that I worry about these things, but I don’t want to be responsible for handing new weapons over to the Convectorate, directly or indirectly.”

	“I don’t think it’s silly,” Kaya replied. “I just think we have problems of our own to worry about.”

	“They’re all related,” Mysha said. “You do realize that your abilities are the reason Dorian cooperated with you, right? I saw it in his face and heard it in his voice. Once he learned that you were a psychic, he thought you were his ticket to freedom. He didn’t even care that you tricked him.”

	“Well, I told you that he was cute, but I never claimed he was bright.”

	Mysha glanced out the viewport, her eyes distant. “After we spoke, he tried to convince me to join the Union with him.”

	Kaya groaned. “Meesh…”

	“I know it’s not that simple,” Mysha said. “I know that you and I can’t just walk away from our obligations. But maybe he can.”

	“I already said we could drop him off on the station as long as he gives us something to bargain with.”

	“I know, and I still think that’s a good idea. I just wanted to know if you had changed your mind.”

	Kaya leaned back in the co-pilot’s chair and bit back a curse. She should have known from the beginning this would happen. She had known, actually, which was why she had tried to nip it in bud by telling Mysha not to meet with Dorian alone. Apparently, she should have set an alarm…

	“I haven’t,” she said. “Like you said, we still have a little bit of time. I’ll go and speak with him now. If he gives us what we need, we can all move on with our lives.”

	“Maybe we should both talk to him,” Mysha suggested. “It’s not as if the autopilot needs me to navigate the hyperspace corridor.”

	Kaya rolled her eyes. “You had your chance, now I get mine,” she said, standing. “Maybe a little ‘good kidnapper, bad kidnapper’ will do me some good.”

	 

	 

	 

	
6 
The Shaper

	 

	“Any response yet?”

	[Do you honestly believe I would not inform you if we had received a message?]

	Dorian scowled down at the computer terminal. “I never programmed you to be snide.”

	[You also did not program me to be your liaison with a terrorist organization. Fortunately for you, I am highly adaptable.]

	Dorian rolled his eyes and continued his inspection of the room. He had been careful to avoid moving anything, lest he tip off his captors that he wasn’t as helpless as they thought, but he had still wanted to search the area for information, tools, or anything else he could potentially use. Kaya’s wardrobe of adaptive fabric was impressive—and probably worth a small fortune—but he had yet to find any hidden weapons, data sticks, or anything else of note. 

	Ghost had spent the last several hours attempting to slice into the ship’s computer without much luck, but he had managed to tap into the com system long enough to send a simple encrypted message to any Union operatives on Talinus Station. Since subspace signals traveled much faster through hyperspace corridors than ships, the message should have arrived by now. The only question was whether there was anyone on the station to receive it. 

	“How close are you to gaining control of the system?” Dorian asked. 

	[Approximately one tenth of one percent closer than the last time you asked,] Ghost replied. [This vessel’s security protocols are considerably more advanced than I anticipated. The Velothi female may be a more accomplished programmer than you, master, albeit in unconventional ways.]

	“Perhaps,” he said, wondering if that could possibly be true. He had never met anyone in the corporate sector who could match his skills, but plenty of skilled programmers and slicers worked in the underworld. A data thief like Mysha had probably learned all kinds of tricks Dorian had never encountered before.

	He had been thinking about the Velothi a lot these past few hours. Aside from searching the room, he had been replaying their conversation over and over in his head. He completely understood why a former slave—especially a Velothi female—would despise someone like him. But he could also tell that she didn’t want to. The fact that they were both psychics meant a lot to her. He didn’t need Ghost’s body language data to recognize that. 

	Still, he couldn’t afford to lower his guard just yet. He had expected one or both of his captors to return by now. Unless this ship had a bizarrely slow hyperdrive, they would arrive on the station in a few hours. Yet for some reason, his captors still hadn’t returned to demand any information. 

	“They’ll have to come by and check on me again soon,” Dorian said, mostly to himself. “Unless they seriously expect me not to use the washroom for a whole day.”

	[Perhaps this is yet another contingency you should have considered when you allowed them to take us prisoner,] Ghost replied tartly. [Based on my current progress, I will not be able to gain control of this ship before we reach our destination. We should begin to consider alternative plans.]

	“The plan is the same as it has been,” Dorian said as he moved away from the closet and sat back down on the bed. “I’ll give them the data they want, and when we reach the station, I will try to contact the Union. With luck, maybe I can convince them to come along with me.”

	[Considering the outcome of your last conversation, I do not believe that is a realistic goal. Both females are currently seated in the cockpit. This may be an opportune time for you to open the door with your psionic abilities.]

	“Yeah, and then what?”

	[I would suggest attempting to locate a weapon to defend yourself, though we may discover other methods of sabotaging the ship.]

	“No,” Dorian said, shaking his head. “I’m not going to—”

	The terminal beeped softly, and he lunged over to look at the display as a short message scrolled across the screen. It was encrypted, but Ghost would be able to clean it up in no time…

	[The Union has replied,] the AI said, clearly disappointed. [The message includes coordinates for a rendezvous on the station but little else.]

	Dorian grinned. “That’s all we need.”

	[I have no way to confirm the origin of this transmission. Your signal could have been intercepted by a third party.]

	“Does it use the correct encryption?”

	[Yes.]

	“You told me yourself weeks ago that it was quite good. What are the odds that someone could crack it and reply that quickly?”

	The AI hesitated. [Low.]

	“Then it’s good enough for me,” Dorian said. “And it’s time for you to get out of that system altogether. There’s nothing left to do now but sit and wait.”

	[Sir, I recommend that we—]

	Dorian reached out with his powers and mentally adjusted his implant. Ghost’s holographic avatar immediately returned home despite the AI’s protests. 

	“Just let me know when and if we’re about to have guests,” Dorian said. He scanned the room one last time to ensure nothing was out of place before he returned to the bed and began reattaching his restraints. 

	[You are making a grave mistake, Dorian,] Ghost warned. His mechanical voice sounded genuinely irritated. [These females are not your allies. If you are not careful, they will be our doom.]

	“I guess we’ll just have to see, won’t we?”

	He had only just finished securing the handcuffs when Ghost alerted him that Kaya was about to pay them a visit. Dorian leaned back on the bed just like before, wondering if she might have finally decided to bring him some food. His stomach had been rumbling for hours; at this point, he would have settled for a gritty protein malt. 

	He tensed up when the door hissed open, though unlike her partner, Kaya’s pistol was holstered at her belt rather than drawn and ready. She was wearing normal clothes now, which surprised Dorian more than it should. The blue in her cropped, single-sleeved vest matched the color of her hair, while the yellow highlights matched the stripes on her pants. A standard omnitool was attached to the elbow-length bracer on her right arm, but her left—the one that had been covered in oddly glowing glyphs when she had unleashed a bioelectric charge—was completely bare. 

	Intellectually, Dorian knew she could look however she wanted, but his gaze was still drawn to her toned figure and flat stomach. He couldn’t help but remember how gleefully and expertly she had swallowed his manhood, even if she had been wearing a difference face at the time…

	“Good morning, princeling,” Kaya said. “Sorry we haven’t been better hosts, but it was a long day and I needed my beauty sleep.”

	Dorian tried to keep his gaze locked on hers. “Do metamorphs even need rest? I figured you could just turn into a Yorilach—they don’t sleep at all.”

	“True, but they also eat a lot,” she replied. “And personally, I enjoy not having transparent skin.”

	She sauntered into the room, her amber eyes sizing him up. The wry grin on her blue-painted lips was so disarming he had to remind himself that she was a professional con-artist. Reading her body language wouldn’t be nearly as useful as her partner’s.

	“Meesh told me that the two of you had a little chat,” Kaya said, sitting down on the edge of the bed right next to him and crossing her legs. “You’re lucky I put her in a good mood beforehand, otherwise she might have dumped you out the airlock.”

	Dorian snorted softly. “If that was her good mood, I’d hate to see her when she’s angry.”

	“You wouldn’t. She’d turn invisible and slit your throat.”

	“Oh. Great.”

	“I wouldn’t worry; she’s almost as much of a sucker for a pretty face as I am,” Kaya said, placing the fingers of her left hand on his sternum and slowly dragging them down his chest. “Though I really should have stripped you down to your skivvies while you were unconscious—just to return the favor, you know? Maybe I’ll make you a little male slave-kini to wear for my amusement. What do you think?”

	“I think we have a lot to talk about first,” Dorian said, wishing her touch didn’t feel so good. Even through the fabric of his jumpsuit, her fingertips were like tiny sparks dancing across his skin. She might not have actually been a Succubus, but her metamorphic abilities weren’t the only reason she could fake one so well. She knew precisely what she was doing…

	“Normally, I’m the type of girl who prefers doing over talking,” she said, grinning when her fingers gently crawled their way over his waist and along his fly. “I’m also famished. I haven’t eaten since you fed me back in the lift…”

	[She is attempting to deceive you,] Ghost chimed in. [The caloric content of a human male’s seminal fluid is so miniscule that it would not sustain—]

	“And here I thought you’d want me to draw you some schematics,” Dorian said, clenching his teeth and attempting to stay focused. “Your partner said it was the only way to keep you from turning me over to the Syndicate.”

	Kaya shrugged nonchalantly even as her hand came to a torturous rest atop his crotch. “It would certainly help your cause, though there are other ways you could prove yourself useful. Maybe I should just leave you cuffed and naked in my room all the time. How would you like to be my personal Succubus?”

	No matter how hard he tried, Dorian couldn’t prevent his cock from swelling under her touch. She smirked and gave a gentle, playful squeeze. “I got the impression that your boss won’t be happy unless you give him something tangible,” he bit out. “I told your partner that I was willing to help, but she seemed worried when I pointed out what would happen once more people got hold of our tech. It might ruin Garr Industries, but it would also give the Convectorate war machine even more toys to play with.”

	“You didn’t seem to care about that when Garr Industries sold them their first million mechs,” Kaya said with a snort. “Or are you worried that your daddy won’t be able to buy you another slave?”

	“I don’t give a damn about the company’s profit margins—I’d think that would be obvious by now,” Dorian said. “But arming the Tarreen with a near-infinite supply of war mechs doesn’t seem good for anyone, least of all for people like us.”

	Her cheek twitched almost imperceptibly. “There is no ‘us,’ kid. Just because I stuck you in my room instead of a cell doesn’t mean you’re our friend.”

	“Maybe not, but we still have a unique opportunity here,” Dorian pressed. “We’re all psychics, we’re all on the same ship, and we all have the same enemy. Together, we might be able to do something about it.”

	Kaya withdrew her hand, her seductive veneer dissolving in an instant. “Stars, I had you pegged all the way back in the compound. There’s nothing less sexy than an idealist.”

	“Oh, come on,” he groaned. “I know you have this whole bad-girl image going on, but you can’t seriously tell me you’d rather just give up.”

	“I would rather live in reality—unless I’m pumped up on spice.” Kaya crossed her arms. “I can see why you got into Mysha’s head, though. This ‘we’re all on the same team’ bullshit gets her wet faster than a kiss on the tendrils.”

	Dorian grinned. Initially because Kaya had just unwittingly confirmed that he had gotten through to Mysha, at least a little bit—and then, a moment later, because his mind conjured up an image of an aroused, half-naked Velothi female. 

	“You should listen to her,” he said, pushing the image aside. “Maybe she’s onto something.” 

	Kaya’s cheek twitched again. “The two of you have a lot in common. If circumstances were different, you’d probably get along. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised to find her calves up on your shoulders if you stuck around here for a few days. She hates rich people, but if you so much as whisper ‘revolution’ in her ear, she’ll let you bend her over anything.”

	“This doesn’t have to be about a revolution,” Dorian said. Once again, his mind conjured up imagery to match Kaya’s words, and he was suddenly thankful she had removed her hand so she couldn’t feel his manhood swelling again. “This is about helping each other figure out how to survive.”

	Kaya snorted. “Says the kid who’s never known hunger or thirst or want. Give me a break.”

	Dorian frowned and studied her profile as she turned and glared out the viewport. She may have been a professional con-artist, but he had clearly broken through her practiced façade. Through Ghost’s sensors, he could tell that her heartrate had increased almost thirty percent in the last minute. She wasn’t just worried—she was mortified. 

	“What did they do to you?” he asked softly. 

	Kaya instantly whipped her head back around to glare at him. “What?”

	“Someone hurt you.”

	“A lot of people have hurt me, kid,” Kaya said. “Sometimes I even ask them to if I haven’t gotten off in a while.”

	“I mean your arm,” Dorian said, gesturing with his chin. “The glyphs when you release electricity aren’t exactly natural. Someone gave them to you…and I bet it wasn’t voluntary.”

	Kaya went white, her left arm flexing with tension. A faint humming sound filled the room, and tiny sparks of electricity crackled at her fingertips. Mere moments later, the swirling glyphs appeared, glowing angrily beneath her skin. 

	“I admit that I’ve been pretty sheltered for the past few years, and I don’t know much about the Syndicate,” Dorian said. “But those don’t seem like the handiwork of a crime gang.”

	“They aren’t,” Kaya whispered. She reached out and touched the bulkhead behind the headboard to release the charge. The glyphs faded away within seconds. 

	Dorian shook his head. “Then who—?”

	“Who do you think?” she snapped. Her jaw clenched, her amber eyes blazed, and her playful, snarky persona evaporated. “The Spiders don’t just capture psychics and make them disappear. They’re always trying to create new, better operatives…and not everyone survives the process.”

	She glared down at her arm for another second before she looked away and hissed through her teeth. “I don’t remember how I got them. I barely remember anything, to be honest, and I’m sure it’s better that way.”

	If his wrists weren’t still fastened tight, Dorian would have been sorely tempted to put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “But you escaped,” he whispered. “I had no idea that was even possible.”

	“As far as I know, it isn’t,” Kaya said. “Maybe I’m the only one. Or maybe I’m just the only one who’s still alive. Who the hell knows?”

	He let the silence linger as her flash of anger visibly drained out of her, then asked, “How have you avoided them? With two psychics traveling together, I would think…”

	“Mysha’s powers help. Her little shrouding trick isn’t just visual. She can hide from motion sensors, infrared scanners, and even other psychics. It’s even more powerful than the Kali camouflage reflex. Psychics like her are called wraiths for a reason.” 

	Kaya lifted her chin and turned back to face him. “The Syndicate does most of the heavy lifting, though. Back when it was just the two of us, the Spiders would still get close every now and then. At times, I could actually feel them spinning a psychic web across an entire star system. But once we joined the Syndicate, that stopped being a problem.”

	Dorian frowned. “How can they possibly protect you against the Spiders?”

	“The Echo’s information network rivals that of most governments,” Kaya said. “There aren’t anywhere near enough Spiders to cover the entire Convectorate, let alone the whole galaxy. He’s always been able to keep us one step ahead of everyone. Since joining up, I’ve barely had to worry about being hunted at all. The few times the Spiders have gotten close, he warned us and helped us get away.”

	“There are other people out there who could help you more directly,” Dorian ventured. “The Union has been around for years, and the Spiders haven’t destroyed them. They must have some way to conceal themselves and their allies.”

	“The Union is a bunch of dead-enders who can’t cope with the fact the Seraphim lost the war,” Kaya growled. “First they called themselves the Covenant, now it’s the Union…same bullshit, same lost cause.”

	[Curious,] Ghost said. [This criminal appears to understand the situation better than you, Dorian.]

	“Just because you lost once doesn’t mean you have to keep losing forever,” Dorian said, ignoring the comment. “You must have heard the rumors about the reborn Wings of the Seraph and how one of the old Blades is leading them. If the three of us found them, we could—”

	“Oh, please,” she nearly spat. “Stars, you really do sound like Meesh. I’d say there’s something wrong with the water recyclers, but we haven’t actually given you anything to drink.”

	“All I’m saying is—”

	“What you’re saying is nonsense,” Kaya said, spearing him with a glare. “And even if the Union could help us, things aren’t that simple. You don’t just decide to leave a group like the Syndicate.”

	Despite the venom in her voice, the flash of rage from earlier had left her eyes. In its place was resigned sorrow…and somehow, Dorian found it even more distressing. It was like she had preemptively surrendered. 

	“I suppose I shouldn’t expect a princeling to know how the galaxy actually works,” Kaya went on. “The instant they saved Mysha’s life, she was in their debt—and to make sure she never backs out of the deal, they put an explosive chip in her brain.”

	Dorian’s stomach flipped. “What?”

	“Pretty standard stuff in the underworld these days, really. Blow the head off the disobedient slaves, and the rest fall in line real quick.”

	He swallowed. He had heard about the brutality of the underworld, but thinking about it—really thinking about it—made him want to puke. Not just because of the needless misery and suffering, but because all of this could have easily been his own fate. If he hadn’t discovered his powers when he had, his father might have been forced to start working for the Combine or the Mist or maybe even the Syndicate…

	[You should not feel guilty for things you cannot control, Dorian. Nor should you feel sympathy for the women who kidnapped you.]

	Dorian almost snapped at the AI to be quiet, but he stopped himself at the last moment. Kaya drew in a tired breath and waved her hand dismissively. 

	“Look, as long as you give us something useful to hand over to our boss, we can all walk away and forget any of this ever happened. Trust me, you’ll be a lot happier in your mansion with your yellow Succubus anyway.” She swept him with an assessing gaze. “I’ll go and get you something to eat from the galley. And I’m sure you wouldn’t mind stretching out your arms and legs.”

	“Actually, that’s not really a problem,” Dorian said. He leaned up and concentrated on his powers…

	[Sir, you should not reveal your capabilities to them,] Ghost warned. [We will need the element of surprise to—]

	The manacles fell from Dorian’s wrists and ankles. Kaya inhaled sharply when he swung his legs off the bed, and she reached for the pistol at her belt. But Dorian had been planning out this moment in his mind for an hour, and he was more than ready. He stretched out with his mind until he could feel the magnetic eddies surrounding every piece of metal in the room, large and small—the bulkheads and deck plates holding the ship together, the frame of the bed and desk, the buckles of Kaya’s belt and boots…and the trigger and casing of her pulse pistol. 

	The weapon jerked out of her grasp before she could aim it at him, and Dorian caught it by the grip with his left hand. She stared, transfixed, as the empty manacles lifted off the bed and hovered in the air next to him. 

	“I’m not as helpless as I look,” Dorian said, smiling. “And you’re not as clever as you think.”

	“Oh, shit,” she breathed. Her eyes widened as she lunged for the door, but he had no intention of letting her escape until he had demonstrated what he could do. He just had to hope it would convince her to trust him rather than piss her off even more. 

	Concentrating on his powers, he shifted the polarity of magnetic fields around the bits of metal in her outfit and attracted them to the ceiling. There weren’t enough to completely immobilize her, but they exerted sufficient force to pull her upward the same as if he had reversed the artificial gravity. Kaya yelped in alarm when her feet suddenly left the floor, and she scrambled to grab onto something—anything—to anchor herself. 

	Dorian decided to help her out. He magnokinetically hurled the handcuffs at her, clamping them around her wrists and pushing her flat against the bulkhead while pinning her arms high above her head. When she instinctively kicked out with her legs, he summoned the ankle restraints and pinned her legs flat as well. 

	To her credit, Kaya didn’t panic. She struggled mightily against her bonds, and he knew how strong she was from experience—probably at least four or five times stronger than a human female of her size and build should be. The manacles were designed to restrain Krosians and V’rath, however, and even if she could miraculously bend the metal, he could easily warp it back.  

	“Just calm down—I’m not going to hurt you,” Dorian said, taking a step closer. Holding the metal in place took a great deal of concentration, but he tried to keep the exertion off his face. 

	“Okay, I admit I’m impressed,” Kaya breathed when she finally stopped struggling. “How the fuck is this even possible?”

	“I’m a shaper,” he replied matter-of-factly. “It’s what I do.”

	Kaya hissed softly as she craned her neck to look at her wrists above her head. “Shaper my ass,” she growled. “You never mentioned that you were a magnokinetic!”

	“We all have our secrets,” Dorian said with a smirk. “Would you have told me you could shoot lightning out of your hand if we hadn’t fought those mechs on the landing pad?”

	“Probably not,” she admitted. “But now I’m pissed you didn’t just break them in half with your mind.”

	“I’m not that powerful. Not yet, anyway.”

	Kaya’s gaze finally fell back to his. “If you’re trying to get on my good side, this isn’t helping.”

	“Strange,” Dorian said, arching an eyebrow. “And here I assumed a girl like you would enjoy being tied up.”

	“Sometimes,” she admitted, the faintest hint of a smile returning to her blue lips. “You have nerve, I’ll give you that. Sitting in here pretending to be helpless, biding your time…you would have made a decent fake Succubus.”

	He chuckled and stepped within arm’s reach. “After what you pulled, I felt like I owed you a surprise or three. Or ten. You knew I could shape metal, but you still left me in cuffs. At first, I thought you might have been testing me, but then I realized you were just overconfident. You’re not used to your victims fighting back.”

	“True, though I wouldn’t get ahead of yourself if I were you, kid,” Kaya said. “I could still call Meesh on my com implant. She’d have you dead on the floor in five seconds.”

	“Maybe, but you’re not going to do that,” Dorian said. He looked down at the pistol still in his hand, popped out the energy cell, and tossed both on the floor. “If I had wanted to hurt you, I would have.”

	Her gaze flicked down to the floor, then back to him. “What do you want, then?”

	“First, to show you how powerful the three of us could be if we worked together,” Dorian told her. “A metamorph, a shaper, and a wraith? We could accomplish almost anything.”

	She snorted softly. “And second?”

	“Second…well, honestly, I just thought it would be funny to return the favor and put you in cuffs,” he said. “I’m also pretty hungry, and I figured this would give me the freedom to raid your galley while you hang here and think things over.”

	Kaya smiled again, coyly at first but more impishly every second. She might have been pinned and helpless, but she didn’t look the least bit worried. Standing this close, Dorian couldn’t help but be aware of the subtle contours of her athletic but decidedly feminine body. And with her boots half a meter off the ground, he was basically eye-level with her bare midriff. He had never wanted to reach out and touch something so badly in his entire life. 

	“You’re lying,” she said.

	Dorian arched an eyebrow. “No, I really am hungry.”

	“I mean you just wanted to show off. Be honest: this isn’t about proving how powerful we could be together or making some grandiose point about psychics sticking together. You just want to get the pretty girl you can’t stop thinking about all hot and bothered.”

	He snorted. “You really are arrogant, aren’t you?”

	“I know my strengths, and I don’t apologize for them,” Kaya said, shrugging as best she could with her arms pinned. “Besides, understanding the way men think is my job. Admit it: you haven’t been able to stop thinking about how good my lips felt on your cock.” 

	“Unbelievable,” Dorian breathed. “You’re pinned to the wall by a man who can manipulate metal with a thought, and this is where your mind goes?”

	“It’s where your mind has been ever since we first met,” she said. “You should be excited that mine is eager to join you there.”

	He shook his head, bewildered. She barely knew anything about him, and he had her dead to rights. She should have been terrified, or at the very least anxious. But instead he saw the subtle flush of her skin, the quickening of her breath, the tiny beads of perspiration on her taut abdomen…

	She was wildly turned on. And that realization lit a fire in his veins. 

	Grimacing, Dorian mentally grabbed the metal restraints and hurled them and Kaya all the way across the room and onto her bed. She landed face-up on the mattress with a startled yelp, her arms still pinned over her head and her ankles still locked together. But her amber eyes glittered mischievously when he pivoted around to face her, and a shudder wracked her frame when he knelt on the bed and crawled on top of her.  

	Once again, he tried to remind himself that she was a con-artist and a metamorph. She could manipulate her own body’s responses to feign arousal if she wanted. This could have easily been a trick to make him let his guard down. And yet…

	“Do you remember when I made you a promise back in the compound?” Kaya asked breathlessly when he brought his lips within a centimeter of hers. “I said I’d let you fuck me if you helped me get out of there.”

	“I remember,” Dorian whispered.

	“Well, I’m a girl of my word,” she said, smiling and arching slightly against him. “And you said you wanted to show me what you could do…”

	[You should not take her obvious bait, master,] Ghost warned. [Temporary pleasures of the flesh cannot possibly be worth permanently compromising your judgment.]

	“You literally have no idea what you’re talking about,” Dorian breathed.

	Kaya frowned. “Uh, what are you—”

	Dorian leaned down and kissed her. Their tongues swirled together so effortlessly it was as if they belonged together, and even with her ankles bound as one, Kaya still spread her knees wide enough for him to grind his straining manhood against her sex. His hands fell down to the sides of her bare midriff, confirming that it was every bit as smooth, toned, and glorious as he had envisioned. 

	Ghost isn’t wrong—this is a bad idea. But it may be the best bad idea I’ve ever had. 

	While their tongues dueled and his fingers continued exploring her stomach, Dorian reached out with his mind and manipulated the metal in her belt buckle, unclasping it and then mentally shoving it down her hips. Kaya groaned in delight, clearly turned on by the display of power, and her tongue plunged even deeper into his mouth when he unfastened the metal buckles of her boots the same way. Pulling away her ankle restraints, he stripped her lower half of everything but her silken panties with a single magnokinetic pull. Even if they had been made of metal, he would have rather removed them himself anyway. 

	She gasped in shock and delight at his newest demonstration, but their lips remained locked together as he traced his fingertips down her waist. Her panties had a drawstring just like the slave-kini bottom she had worn at the compound, and it only took a single quick pull to remove them. Kaya once again parted her legs for him, spreading them wide as he tossed the panties aside and brought his fingers to her shaven quim. He dragged a pair of fingers along her slick, searing folds, prompting her to gasp into his mouth so hard the seal of their lips nearly broke. Her flesh was soft as satin and wondrous to explore. He took his time learning her labia before rising to the hooded bud at her apex. He rubbed her clit gently but firmly in unison with his tongue for several minutes, enjoying her soft, vulnerable whimpers, before he finally pushed a finger inside. 

	“Fuck!” she cried out, finally breaking their embrace as a miniature climax shuddered through her. The wet folds around his finger quivered and squeezed, and he felt each wave ripple through her core as he gently, patiently worked his finger deeper into her. He followed the silken curve of her trembling upper wall until he was completely buried, and then his fingertip touched a place that made her tremors intensify all over again. Dorian looked down at her, smiling, as her amber eyes fluttered in ecstasy. They really were quite striking up close, especially with her dark eyeliner and meticulously groomed lashes.  

	While she seized up in bliss, he once again called upon his powers to manipulate her vest. There was just enough metal in the lining that he was able to push the fabric up and over her breasts. They were every bit as magnificent fully exposed as when they had been carefully cradled by her slave-kini. He slid another finger inside her, prompting yet another gasp of delight, as he brought his lips to a nipple.

	Stars, they are perfect. Absolutely perfect. 

	A flood of decadent images flashed through his mind when he thought about what he wanted to do with them: suckle them, cradle them, sleep on them…and of course, fuck them raw. He had only seen the last one done in holo-vids, but when he imagined the glory of sliding his cock between them while she stretched out her tongue…

	Dorian growled and withdrew both his hands to tear off his jumpsuit and the underwear beneath. He couldn’t wait another second; his cock was as hard and throbbing as when it had been buried inside Kaya’s throat back at the compound. He glanced up at the bindings on her wrist and stretched out with his powers one last time— 

	“Don’t!” Kaya breathed, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Leave it.”

	Grinning, Dorian grabbed hold of her hips and pushed the tip of his manhood against her sex. He had intended to proceed as slowly and sensually as he could, but Kaya had other plans. She clamped her legs around his waist and used her impressive core strength to pull him inside her. Her tight, sweltering channel was every bit as incredible as he had imagined. He gritted his teeth and moaned in delight as he hilted himself in her depths. 

	“What are you waiting for?” Kaya panted, her eyes blazing and her chest heaving. “Fuck me already!”

	Dorian gave her what she wanted. He drew back his hips and slammed home, making her cry out in rapture. Then he started pounding in and out, one hand caressing her breasts while the other held her shackled arms in place. He leaned down far enough to kiss her again, and their tongues swirled in unison as their bodies rutted against one another. He learned very quickly that she was the opposite of a passive lover simply waiting to be taken; she churned her hips in harmony with his, pulling him deeper with every thrust, and the grip of her legs was so strong he wasn’t sure he could have escaped even if he had wanted to.

	Which he most certainly didn’t. What man possibly would? Her tongue was passionate and desperate, and her cunt was a volcanic paradise. But nothing made him hotter than hearing her lips moan in delight or seeing her body shudder in pleasure. She wasn’t a con-artist fleecing a new mark. She wanted this—she needed this—every bit as badly as he did. And he was the one about to give it to her. 

	“I can’t…” he managed through clenched teeth as he pounded her depths again and again. “I can’t hold!”

	“Then give it to me!” Kaya ordered. “Fill me up!”

	Dorian grabbed her waist in both hands as he rammed into her one, two, three more times…

	“Take…it…ahh!” he roared in triumph as he flooded her deepest depths with his seed. Her thighs squeezed around his waist in perfect unison with his release, almost as if she were trying to milk him completely dry. Perhaps she was. By the time he came down enough that his vision had cleared, she had the widest, snarkiest grin on her lips that he had ever seen. 

	“Not bad,” she said, panting. “I told you I’m a girl of my word.”

	Dorian snorted breathlessly as he leaned down to kiss her again. Her thighs maintained their iron grip on his waist, holding him deep inside her, and her tight, silky passage somehow kept him hard and ready. 

	“If this body of yours is as impressive as it looks, you surely have more left in the tank,” Kaya cooed as she nibbled delicately at his lip. She groaned softly as she rippled her inner muscles around his hardness. “It feels like you do.”  

	“You’re insatiable, aren’t you?” he asked. 

	“Only because no man has ever been able to sate me,” she teased, licking the tip of his nose. “You’re welcome to try and be the first.”

	His lips curled into a crooked smile. “Is that a challenge?”

	“I’d call it an opportunity you’d be a fool to pass up,” Kaya said, shrugging playfully. “Now, are you going to flip me over and fuck me again or what?”

	Dorian grinned. He had always enjoyed a challenge; it was part of the reason he had taken to engineering in the first place. The galaxy was filled with problems that needed solving. Some were just a lot more enjoyable to figure out than others. 

	Grabbing onto her waist again, he flipped her over onto her chest and got back to work. 

	 

	 

	
7 
Hope

	 

	“I guess I was right.”

	“About what?”

	“I told you we could accomplish great things together.”

	Kaya snorted but then laughed despite herself. A surge of electricity coursed through her naked body, but this time, it had absolutely nothing to do with her metamorphic powers. She could count on one hand the number of times she had fucked a woman and then been fucked by a man in the same day. The fire on her skin and delicious tingle in her quim were gleeful reminders that no matter how much she enjoyed growing a cock and taking Mysha, nothing in the galaxy could compare to the feeling of being pumped and stretched and used by a man. 

	“Don’t get cocky,” Kaya said between labored breaths. “Just because a girl gets off a few times doesn’t mean she’s truly sated.”

	“A few times?” Dorian asked, propping himself up on an elbow next to her. His entire glorious body was covered in a sheen of equally glorious sweat. “I counted at least five.”

	“Five is a casual afternoon for me,” she replied with a shrug. “You’ll have to do better.”

	He snorted and ran his fingertips along her belly to tickle her. She shrieked and smacked him playfully, glad that he had freed her wrists from the restraints during their final bout. Being able to dig her nails into his back as he took her hard one last time had been exactly what she’d needed. She grabbed his face and pulled him in for another kiss before she finally collapsed back onto the bed. 

	“Okay, fine, I’m reasonably sated,” she said. “And a little impressed.”

	“Enough to stop calling me ‘kid,’ maybe?”

	“We’ll see,” she said. “Be honest: have you ever used that little ‘strip off a girl’s clothes with your mind’ trick on anyone else before?”

	Dorian chuckled dryly. “I live in a compound on a desolate moon fifty parsecs from the closest inhabitable planet, and I’ve spent my entire adult life trying to conceal my powers from the galaxy. What do you think?”

	Kaya grinned. “So I am your first.”

	“Not my first first. I did used to travel the galaxy, you know.”

	“Close enough,” she said as she reached out and squeezed his wonderfully thick arm. “Anyone can fuck the first girl he meets in a starport cantina, but getting a girl off with your mind—that’s something special.”

	Dorian chuckled and shook his head. “I can’t seem to figure you out. One minute, you’re a nihilist, and the next you’re…this.”

	“I’m a lot of people at once,” Kaya reminded him. “That’s kind of my whole deal, if you haven’t noticed.”

	He snorted softly. “Well, you’re not anyone I’ve ever met, I’ll give you that.”

	“I’d take that as a compliment, but I’m not sure there’s much competition on an isolated moon in the middle of nowhere.”

	“We’ve only lived there for a few years,” Dorian told her. “Before that, we wandered across the Core and Mid Rim. I met people from all walks of life while we tried to unload components and salvage from the first time Garr Industries went up in smoke.”

	Kaya propped her head up on an elbow. “How did that happen, anyway? The dossier we were given was pretty vague.”

	“I was too young to remember much.” Dorian shrugged and leaned up on his side to face her. “Knowing my dad, he probably lied about the details anyway. All I know is that my mother left him when I was a toddler, and by the time I was old enough to understand what was going on, we were already living in a freighter filled with salvage. It wasn’t exactly the lap of luxury.”

	She reached out and placed her hand on his bare chest. His skin was still gloriously warm and sweaty, and his muscles were like sculpted granite. “But he still had enough cash to buy you genetic enhancements,” she said, tapping his pecs with her fingernail. 

	“He had a lot of money before I was born,” Dorian said. “And he made it pretty clear that he regretted investing in me right up until he realized I could help him make his fortune back.”

	“He should take more pride in his work,” Kaya said, tracing her finger down his sternum. 

	He chuckled. “You do realize I still have to work out, right?”

	“Regardless, it’s a sight to behold.”

	“Well, there is one way you could appreciate it more often,” he said, gently taking her wrist. “If we stick together after we reach the station, we could—”

	Kaya groaned and yanked her hand away. “Not this again. Hasn’t anyone ever told you that arguing with a girl after fucking her is bad form? You can’t have makeup sex if you’ve already shot your load.”

	“I can make more,” Dorian said wryly. “I don’t want to argue, but I also don’t want to let you go.”

	She sighed and rolled over onto her back again. “Look, kid—Dorian—that was the most fun I’ve had in a while. A long while. If you want to go again, feel free to climb right back on. But nothing has changed. Meesh and I still have to report back to the Echo when we reach the station, and we aren’t going to run off and join the glorious rebellion against the Convectorate.”

	Dorian stretched his arm across her body until he was looming directly over her. “Why not?”

	“You know why not,” Kaya said, placing a hand on his cheek. “Just let it go and enjoy the moment, all right?”

	She stretched up to kiss him again, but he pulled away and sat upright. “Your friend doesn’t have to live with that chip in her brain forever,” he said softly.

	Kaya felt her cheek twitch. “I know. Because if we don’t get that information back to the Echo, she’ll be dead.”

	“That’s not what I meant,” Dorian said, gazing at her intently. “You’ve seen what I can do. I might be able to remove it.”

	Her heart skipped a beat, but she trampled the unexpected surge of hope with practiced ease. She had already considered and dismissed this possibility when Mysha had brought it up. 

	“I wondered about that,” Kaya managed after a moment. 

	“The parts that matter are mostly metal,” Dorian said. “And I’ve adjusted plenty of implants before.”

	“Meesh doesn’t need an adjustment—she needs someone who can disarm a bomb.” Kaya sat up and shook her head. “There’s a pretty big difference between those two, if you ask me.”

	“I know, but the principle is the same. In theory, I could—”

	“No, no, no,” she interrupted, placing a finger on his lips. “I don’t want any theoretical bullshit when her life is on the line. Your powers are impressive, don’t get me wrong, but unless you can promise me right now that there’s absolutely no chance you’ll fuck it up…”

	Dorian stared directly into her eyes for what felt like a small eternity before he sighed and shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

	“I wouldn’t have believed you if you said you could,” Kaya said, forcing a weary smile. “I know you want to help, and if it was just me we were talking about, I’d probably let you give it a try. But with Meesh…well, it’s different.”

	He eventually smiled back at her, and he gently traced his fingers across her bare shoulder and down her arm. “You love her, don’t you?”

	“More than you know,” Kaya whispered. “I won’t let anything bad happen to her. Not again.”

	She closed her eyes and shivered at his touch. His fingers were so warm she could have sworn he was a Kreen.

	“You said yourself that no one walks away from a group like the Syndicate,” Dorian said. “Seems to me like that chip is never coming out unless you take a chance.”

	Kaya opened her mouth to respond, but this time, nothing came out. He sounded just like Mysha…and they were both right. No matter how hard Kaya and Mysha worked, no matter how many secrets they stole, they would never pay off their debt to the Echo. He would never willingly give up his two most powerful agents. He would keep his finger on the button forever, knowing it would keep both women on a permanent leash.  

	Kaya knew that. She had always known that. But there was a difference between knowledge and acceptance, and indentured servitude seemed safer than rolling the dice with her best friend’s life. At least this way they could be together. 

	At least this way we don’t have to worry about the Spiders. 

	“The Widow started sending her operatives after me the moment I escaped,” Kaya said quietly as she stared straight ahead at nothing. “I would smuggle myself into cargo freighters and travel halfway across the galaxy, but no matter where I went, they were always there, lurking in the shadows.”

	She swallowed the growing lump in her throat. She could feel Dorian’s eyes upon her, and his fingers squeezed her shoulder supportively. For the first time in years, she willingly let the old memories out of her mental prison. 

	“Psionic powers are a bug lamp,” Kaya went on. “You must know this by now. Spiders spin a psychic web across whole systems, and they can feel the ‘vibration’ the moment any of us use our abilities. The only reason you’ve been safe is that no one has bothered to spin a web out in the middle of nowhere.”

	“My father and I discovered that early on,” Dorian replied somberly. “We had a few close calls before I realized what was happening. I couldn’t risk doing anything unless we were a dozen parsecs from civilization.”

	Kaya nodded and closed her eyes. “I left a trail of devastation in my wake. One moment I’d be sleeping in a bunk on some backwater colony base, and in the next I’d wake up in the middle of the night to screams and pulse blasts. They didn’t have to kill anyone—they could have just snuck up and grabbed me. It was like they wanted to torture me more than capture me. The Spiders are sick and twisted beyond imagination. They’re even worse than the damn Tarreen…”

	Her eyes fluttered back open, though she could barely see anything through the sting of her brimming tears. “I eventually ended up on Cira Narn. I’d heard a rumor that there was so much psionic ‘static’ in that shithole that the Spiders couldn’t track people down. I figured it was probably bullshit, but I was happier to have them shoot up a bunch of thugs instead of harmless colonists. Eventually, I decided to use my powers to compete in an underworld gladiator pit. I made myself look like the biggest, meanest Krosian thug you’d ever seen. I thought I could stick around and win enough credits to buy myself a ship and then get the fuck out of there for good. That’s where I met Meesh.”

	Dorian’s hand slid down to squeeze her thigh, and the unmistakable compassion of his touch made her feel like she could tell him anything. She found it soothing but annoying at the same time. He had surely noticed her tears by now, but for some reason, she wasn’t embarrassed. What the fuck was that about?

	“She was the prize for the last round of the tournament,” Kaya went on. “A fresh little Velothi girl offered up like a piece of meat. Whoever won would get to rape her—and Imprint themselves on her. You wouldn’t believe how many thugs signed up to fight the instant they got a look at her.”

	He winced. “So you fought and won her freedom?”

	“What? No, fuck that. An hour later, I snuck back into the holding area where they were keeping her and seduced the fightmaster into giving me a peek inside. The moment I got his pants down, I grabbed him by the balls and blasted a few thousand volts right through his cock. It was almost a shame his heart stopped so quickly. But either way, Mysha and I were out of there in no time.”

	“I…shit…” Dorian muttered. “Did you know she was a psychic at the time?”

	“I didn’t have a clue. But she saw what I did, and she eventually came clean. I had planned on dropping her off somewhere safe, but one thing led to another and…well, we also realized we could do great things together.” 

	Kaya finally turned her head to face him and saw a faint smile tugging at his lips. She couldn’t help but return it. The memories flashed through her mind, and she allowed herself a moment to enjoy them. The cramped quarters where she and Meesh had stowed away on a freighter. The heat of their bodies pressed together. The first time she had felt a Velothi tail curl around her leg and pull her close… 

	And then, mere weeks later, the pain of watching Mysha’s paralyzed body twitch in her arms. 

	“But the Spiders weren’t done with me yet,” Kaya said, her smile vanishing. “They caught up to us just outside Neyris space near the edge of the Belt. There were two of them, humans in jet black armor who moved like great cats on the hunt. One of them had a clear shot at me, but he didn’t pull the trigger—he turned and shot Mysha instead.”

	Kaya drew in a long, slow breath. It took every spark of self-control she could muster, but she buried the memories back where they belonged. “I got us out of there, but the blast caught Meesh right in the spine. She was paralyzed…and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to help her.”

	“Fuck…” Dorian gasped. “How…?”

	“The Syndicate, what do you think?” Kaya said more harshly than she intended. “They found me in the back-alley clinic where I’d taken Meesh, and they promised they could save her. They did…I just didn’t realize they’d left a present behind until weeks later when the Echo gave us a call and explained precisely how the two of us would repay our debt.”

	She huffed. “Not exactly a new story, right? But protection rackets work for a reason. I’ve spent the last few years so scared of the consequences that I just started accepting this as normal.”

	Dorian sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. “I wish I could help,” he whispered. “I wish I could tell you that I’m one hundred percent sure I could disarm the bomb.”

	“I know, and I believe you,” Kaya said, forcing a smile. She reached out and ruffled his black hair, then caressed his stubble-pocked cheek. “If things were just a little different…maybe this could have worked out. I still like the idea of buying you a man-kini and sticking you in my closet.”

	He didn’t snort or even smile. His blue eyes were so distant she wasn’t even sure he had heard her. 

	“I may not be able to promise anything,” he said quietly, “but I’m not the only psychic in the Belt. The Seraphim Union might have someone who could—”

	“Don’t, please,” Kaya scolded, pulling her hand away. “Just let it go, all right?”

	“But I’ve already been in contact with them. Their operatives on Talinus are waiting for me.”

	Her throat went dry. “What?”

	“I managed to slice your com system and get out an encrypted signal,” he told her. “I’m going to rendezvous with them after we arrive.”

	Kaya’s jaw hung open, and she could have sworn she felt a skeletal hand close around her throat. This is bad. This is so fucking bad…

	She started to leap off the bed, but Dorian snatched her wrist before she could stand. “You’re not in danger, I promise! If anyone intercepts the transmission, they won’t be able to decrypt it in time. I may not be confident in my ability to perform cybernetic surgery, but I swear I know what I’m doing here.”

	Kaya glared at him, stunned and terrified and astonished all at once. Her first impulse was to panic. If the Convectorate had been eavesdropping—or, Seraph forbid, the Spiders themselves—then they might already be fucked. But Dorian was the technical genius behind the ascension of Garr Industries…

	“The Union doesn’t know that anyone is traveling with me or what ship I’m on,” Dorian said. “All they know is that I’ll be there soon.”

	“Why?” Kaya breathed, forcing herself to swallow and focus. “How?”

	“You know why,” he said. “As for the how…I started trying to reach out to them about six months after my father stuck me in the compound. It was a lot harder to find them than I expected. They can’t exactly operate like a normal terrorist cell and embed propaganda vids all over the Holosphere—they have to recruit very specific people. I got cold feet and stopped a bunch of times, but I persevered and eventually made contact. I don’t know her real name—I don’t even know if it’s actually a ‘her’—but I’ve been feeding them bits and pieces of intel for over a year now.”

	Kaya hissed through her teeth and pulled her wrist from his grip, then sank all the way back down on the bed as if her body had deflated. Considering that Dorian hadn’t actually been restrained, she shouldn’t have been surprised that he had messed around in her room. What did surprise her was that he’d managed to get out a signal without Mysha or the Prowler’s computer knowing. She was going to be pissed. 

	Only for a second. Then her heart will conquer her head, and she’ll practically demand that we all join the Union together. What a fucking mess…

	“Look, I don’t expect you to meet them with me,” Dorian went on. “After everything you told me, I can’t blame you for being cautious—and skeptical. I’m still going to give you the schematics you promised, and you can hand them over to your boss after we arrive.”

	Kaya’s brow furrowed. “Then what…?”

	“I’ll ask the Union if they have anyone who might be able to help Mysha,” he told her. “Not by name or with any details, obviously, but just to feel out if it’s even possible. Maybe it isn’t—maybe this whole idea is insane and I’ll never see you again the moment we part ways on the station.” Dorian flashed her a weary smile. “But if there is even a chance they can help, I want to take it—and I think you should, too. I could contact you before you leave on your next assignment. If I have good news, well…”

	“This is crazy,” Kaya breathed. “I can’t believe…fuck!”

	She buried her face in her hands and counted to ten in the hopes it would make her head stop spinning. Her instincts had served her well all those years on the run, and they were screaming at her to get as far away from this as possible. But at least one voice in the back of her mind was telling her to calm down and actually think about what he was saying. What if someone in the Union could help Mysha? It may have been unlikely, but it wasn’t outright impossible. And Dorian very deliberately wasn’t asking them to commit to anything.

	Meesh will absolutely want to try this, no doubt about it. And I can’t keep this from her—she would hate me forever if I did. Besides, there really isn’t any risk, right? At worst, Dorian learns another hard truth about the galaxy and Meesh and I carry on with our lives. At best…

	At best, Mysha might finally be free.

	“Please, just let me give this a shot, all right?” Dorian asked. “I get why you’re suspicious, but I really think—”

	“We have to be smart about this,” Kaya croaked as if her vocal cords had preemptively opted out of this insane plan. “The Echo has operatives and surveillance equipment all over the station. We can’t be seen together, and you will absolutely have to hide your face.”

	Dorian nodded, slowly at first, but then faster when he realized she was actually going along with his plan. “That, uh…that shouldn’t be a problem right? You have plenty of disguises around here.”

	“Yeah, though I don’t think you’d look good in my skirts.” She leaned upright so she could look over at her closet. “But I buy adaptive fabric for a reason. I can come up with something.”

	“Good,” he said, embracing her. She could feel his heart racing when she brushed her naked flesh against his. “We can set up an encrypted com channel easily enough. I don’t know how long the meeting will be, but I’m sure if I mention the possibility of two more recruits, they’ll jump at the opportunity.”

	“Don’t get ahead of yourself, all right?” Kaya said, placing her arm on his bicep. “All I care about is whether or not they can help Mysha. If it’s actually possible…we’ll see.”

	Dorian nodded again, and an adorably excited smile tugged at his lips. He had probably never thought she would agree to this. She had never thought she would agree to this, either, but apparently, good sex made her susceptible to suggestion. 

	There are a thousand ways this could go wrong and only one where it goes right. I should know better. I do know better. 

	“This will work,” Dorian said, reaching up and feathering his hand through her blue hair. “I’m sure of it.”

	Normally, Kaya found unwarranted optimism incredibly annoying, but for some inexplicable reason, she couldn’t stop herself from smiling back up at him. And when his fingertips drifted through her hair and down the back of her neck, she also couldn’t suppress a shudder of delight. She had heard of a few companies that manufactured Incubi along with Succubi, and they were doing themselves a grave disservice by not using Dorian as a template.  

	Kaya swallowed and shifted her gaze to the chrono on the nightstand. She had already been in here much longer than she had intended. But surely a few more minutes wouldn’t hurt…

	Reaching out to his face, she cupped his cheeks in her hands, held his blue-eyed gaze for a moment, and then pulled him in for a kiss. His lips tingled as if they were an open circuit, and his tongue was like lightning in her mouth. She had met him less than half a day ago, but once again she was utterly blown away by just how right it felt to touch him. Maybe it was the genetic engineering, or maybe she had just forgotten how much she liked being with a man who knew what he was doing. 

	Kaya moaned softly as she pulled her lips away. It was almost physically painful when their flesh stopped touching. “Shit,” she breathed. “We should be at the station in less than three hours, and I still need those schematics.”

	“It won’t take me long,” Dorian assured her. “Maybe an hour.”

	“Good,” she said. “Then there’s still plenty of time to clean up.”

	She planted a kiss on the tip of his nose, then stood and stepped away from the bed. Her skin was sticky with sweat and seed—again—but at least that gave her a ready-made excuse to keep him around a tad longer. 

	“I’m going to take a shower,” she said, striding toward the small stall in the back of her room. When Dorian stayed on the bed even after she touched the wall panel and opened the door, she glanced back over her shoulder and arched an eyebrow at him. “Do you need a written invitation or what?”

	He blinked and sat up. “Uh…no?”

	Kaya snorted. “Come on,” she beckoned with her index finger. “We need to be quick.”

	 

	***

	 

	They were quick, but not that quick. Kaya leapt up into Dorian’s arms the moment she turned the water on, and she was pleased to learn that his body felt every bit as impressive dripping wet as it did bone dry. He held her thighs in an iron grip as they kissed beneath the stream, though she kept her legs clamped so tightly around his waist that a tagrian gorilla couldn’t have pulled them apart. He was hard and hilted inside her mere seconds later, and to her unending delight, he fucked her against the wall as roughly and ruthlessly as she took Mysha. 

	A soft moan of contentment escaped her lips after every thrust. Somehow, his cock made her every bit as delirious as if she had just pumped herself full of spice. He got her off twice before she felt his own climax approaching, and she had no doubt that he would gladly fill her to the brim and beyond if she let him. But half the fun of fucking in the shower was the easy cleanup, and she figured she might as well give him one last show before they reached Talinus and possibly went their separate ways. 

	“Put me down,” Kaya panted into his ear. “I want you to cum all over me!”

	Dorian didn’t need to be told twice. Pulling out with a gasp, he let her slide down from the wall and sink to her knees in front of him, and she grabbed his twitching stem with both hands and pumped it with all her might. He erupted almost immediately, groaning past gritted teeth as he splattered her nose and cheeks and breasts with thick, viscous ropes that were even hotter on her skin than the steaming water on her shoulders. 

	She grinned once he’d finished and gave him a nice, long look at the mess he’d made of her before she allowed the stream to wash it away. One of the first things she had learned in the con-artist business was that men were highly visual creatures, and she almost wished she had brought her holo-pad to take a picture for him to remember her by. 

	They cleaned up sensually and slowly, and Kaya spent far too much time continuously making out with him to believe her own assurances that this was little more than a fling. Minutes passed like seconds whenever he touched her; it was as bewildering as it was intoxicating. If she’d had the technical skill, she might have sabotaged the hyperdrive just to give them more time together. He seemed to have truly limitless endurance…

	By the time Kaya eventually forced herself to pull away and get dressed, they were less than two hours from the station. Mysha was probably champing at the bit waiting for her return. It was actually a little surprising that she hadn’t already said something over the com. 

	“You might as well get started,” she said, tossing him one of the empty datapads from inside her desk after she’d finished buckling her belt. “I’ll go and get you something to eat from the lounge. We have plenty of ration bars, but I could whip you up some kajniv wings or gotary soup if you want.”

	“Bars are fine,” Dorian said. He smirked as he flipped on the pad with his thumb. “I’m not sure I’d trust the cooking of a woman who can change her tastebuds on a whim.”

	“I’ll have you know that I am one of the best chefs in the sector,” she said, planting a defiant hand on her hip. “Part of my job is pretending to be domesticated. Some men need a woman to cook for them before they give her the codes to their bank account.”

	Dorian snorted. “Now I’m worried you’re going to poison my wings…”

	“Only if you get too sassy,” Kaya said with a wink. “But in all seriousness, I can’t cook for shit. I’m pretty sure I’ve burned ration packs before, and they self-cook.”

	He shook his head. “But you said that you—?”

	“I’m a professional liar—always remember that.” She snickered and jokingly punched his arm. “Meesh is the chef around here—and the bartender. If we had a little more time, I’d have her whip you up one of her famous Drellian Sunsets.”

	“Maybe after our meeting,” Dorian said. “Once she’s free, we’ll have plenty of time.”

	Kaya smiled again, but this time it was disingenuous, and they both knew it. The closer they got to the station, the more reality would set in. She was used to disappointment, and she had already begun mentally preparing herself for the worst. She hoped that he was strong enough to endure it. 

	And she really hoped that he was smart enough to run the hell away if things took a turn for the worse. No cause was worth dying for. 

	“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Kaya murmured as she strode out the door. The lounge was nestled between their quarters and the modest cargo bay. Ultimately, it wasn’t much more than a five-by-five-meter square with a basic kitchen on one side, a cushioned bench on the other, and a tiny table with chairs in between. The monitor on the wall was usually playing one pirated holo-vid or another while Mysha cooked, though it was currently dark. 

	Kaya had assumed that her partner would still be in the cockpit, but the Velothi was at the table waiting for her when the door opened…and she did not look happy. Her arms were folded across her chest, and her tail was curled tightly around the base of her chair. 

	“I can’t believe you fucked him.”

	Kaya paused in the doorway, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “I thought you said you didn’t install cameras in our bedrooms.”

	Mysha scoffed. “I don’t need them. I know how you are.”

	“Okay, so we might have gotten a little carried away, but—”

	“A little? You were in there for almost two hours!”

	“Yeah, well, we had a lot to talk about.”

	Mysha groaned and rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. Did you even remember to ask him about the schematics?”

	“I did, as a matter of fact,” Kaya said, sauntering into the compartment and shutting the door. “I’m a talented girl—I can do multiple things at once.”

	“Oh, I’m sure if he had some friends with him, you’d have done them, too.”

	“Probably,” Kaya admitted. “You aren’t actually mad, are you? I mean, you know I would have gladly invited you if I thought you were interested, but you never seem—”

	“I don’t want to fuck him,” Mysha said sourly. “But I thought the whole point of meeting with him alone was so you could play ‘bad kidnapper’ and get him to talk.”

	“He talked, don’t worry. And you’re going to be excited about what he said.”

	The Velothi’s white eyebrows twitched ever so slightly. The coffee in front of her was cold and half finished; she had probably been brooding in here for quite a while. Things would have been so much easier if Meesh were less…inhibited, though it wasn’t exactly her fault. She was slow to trust anyone, especially men, although in this case, Kaya wondered if it was something else. 

	Jealousy? No, not jealousy—fear. Fear that her budding hope is about to be crushed yet again. 

	“First, Dorian’s powers are a lot more impressive than we thought,” Kaya said. “I thought shapers could just manipulate inorganic matter, but he’s a full-blown magnokinetic.”

	Mysha blinked. “You mean…?”

	“He could have escaped at any time? Yeah.” Kaya snorted as she sat down in the other chair and crossed her legs, though a part of her reveled in the pleasant ache that came with it. Dorian really had worn her out. “In retrospect, trying to handcuff a guy we knew could shape metal was probably a stupid idea from the get-go.”

	Mysha’s tail unwound from the chair and began swishing back and forth in thought. “Did he overpower you?”

	“Only in a fun way,” Kaya said playfully. “He easily could have, though. It’s pretty incredible.”

	“Magnokinesis…” Mysha whispered. Her eyes practically glossed over; psionic lore had always been like fuel on the fire of her imagination. She believed that the Psychophage, the experimental virus that had given psionic abilities to non-human species across the galaxy, was an act of providence. She thought it was the galaxy’s way of “leveling the playing field” by allowing historically oppressed species like the Velothi to fight back. 

	That was the real reason she had always been obsessed with the Union. To her, they weren’t just terrorists or Dominion dead-enders; they were a spark of hope for a new, better future. She wanted a new Seraphim Dominion minus all of the imperialism and human-centric speciesism. 

	She might as well have wished for a Convectorate without tyranny or a Kreen Confederacy without religion. Some things simply were what they were—the idea that an interstellar government run by psychics wouldn’t be exclusionary was preposterous on its face. If there was an iron law of the universe, it was that the more power someone had, the less they were willing to share. 

	But Meesh has always needed to believe in something larger than herself. It’s the only thing that gives her hope and meaning. I refuse to be the one who takes that away from her. 

	“So, he didn’t just program some new mechs and design a psionic mainframe,” Mysha said. “With that kind of power, he could probably build the actual mechs himself piece by piece.”

	“The prototypes, anyway,” Kaya said. “I’m still not entirely sure how his dad’s company is able to produce mechs as quickly as they do. I never got around to asking him about that little tidbit.”

	Mysha was barely even paying attention. Her tail curled around her left calf, which was always a sign that she was lost in her imagination—or incredibly turned on. In this case, maybe it was a little of both. 

	“There’s something else,” Kaya said, bracing herself for her partner’s reaction, whatever it was. “Dorian has already made contact with the Union.

	Mysha’s arms instantly uncrossed, and her glowing eyes shot wide. “What?”

	“That was my reaction. Apparently, he managed to slice into the coms and get out a signal. One of their operatives is already waiting for him on Talinus.”

	“But that’s…” Mysha froze, a flurry of fears and hopes flickering across her face. 

	“He assures me that no one can trace the signal, and I believe him. I don’t want to overreact here, but…well, he isn’t planning on going back to the Garr compound. He wants nothing to do with his father or the family business. That’s why he was so keen on helping me escape in the first place. He wants out.” Kaya took a deep breath. “He’s planning to meet with the Union whether we go with him or not.”

	“Mahn saara,” Mysha breathed, flabbergasted. But her lips eventually curled into an excited smile, and she leaned across the table. “Do you know what this means?”

	“Right now, nothing,” Kaya said. “He’s still going to give us the intel we need, and we’re still going to hand it over to the Echo and wait for our next assignment.”

	Mysha’s tendrils froze. “But we can’t—”

	“Dorian is going to ask them if there’s any hope of removing your chip,” Kaya added. “I doubt they happen to have a true psionic healer on hand, but there’s always a chance—a small chance—that they might be able to help us find one. If so…”

	“They could remove the chip,” Mysha said, reflexively touching the back of her neck. “They could set me—us—free!”

	“Let’s just be cautious about this, all right?” Kaya pleaded as she reached across the table and squeezed her partner’s free hand. “A lot of things can go wrong, and the odds that anyone can help are slim. I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”

	It was an absolutely pointless thing to say, of course. Kaya knew that even as her lips formed the words. She had just planted the seeds of crushing disappointment, and the pain and shock would be even more brutal when this inevitably didn’t work out. 

	But Mysha needs this. And maybe, just maybe, so do I. 

	“The fact there’s even a chance,” Mysha said, a ghost of a smile lingering on her face. “I can’t believe you didn’t shoot the idea down the moment he said something.”

	“I almost did,” Kaya said. “I never trust anything that seems too good to be true, and this definitely qualifies. Finding another psychic on a mission was one thing, but one with a useful power who might be able to help us and has a body like that? If you’d told me this a few days ago, I don’t think I would have gone to that moon base in the first place. I would have insisted that the whole thing was a setup.”

	“That’s because you always assume the worst.”

	“No, I always expect the worst. There’s a difference.”

	Mysha snorted softly, but her eyes were still glittering with excitement. “So we’re really going to give this a chance?”

	“Yeah, we are,” Kaya said, forcing a tight smile of her own. “Seraph willing, we’ll never have to work for the Echo again.”

	 

	 

	
8
The Drop

	 

	“I feel compelled to protest this course of action one last time, Dorian,” Ghost said aloud as his orange holographic avatar floated in front of the datapad. “Handing over company secrets to the Viraxes Syndicate is bad enough, but I absolutely cannot condone meeting with terrorists on the station.”

	“And here I thought you could predict my behavior with near-perfect accuracy.”

	“I am adjusting my predictive algorithms as we speak, but not in your favor,” the AI said sourly. 

	Dorian snorted. His thumbs flicked across the datapad as he updated the schematics one last time from memory. He adjusted a few details here and there—not enough to rouse suspicion, hopefully, but enough to slow the competition down. Without his powers and his para-sentient AI companion, this intel wouldn’t be all that useful anyway. 

	Hopefully it’s sufficient to get Kaya and Mysha off the hook long enough to meet with the Union. That’s all that really matters. 

	Dorian sighed and turned off the pad, leaning back in the chair at Kaya’s desk. He knew he needed to temper his expectations; the odds that the Union could help Mysha were probably low. But then again, the fact he had escaped his family compound in a ship with two other psychics—both of whom happened to be beautiful young women about his age—already seemed like a one-in-a-trillion chance. Maybe all of this had happened for a reason. 

	He turned and glanced back at the bed behind him. It looked like a hurricane had blown through the room thanks to his and Kaya’s frenzied adventure atop the sheets. If he closed his eyes, he swore he could still feel her legs squeezing his hips and her nails clawing into his back. He could still see her kneeling before him in the shower, her eyes wide and her mouth open as he spilled all over her. He had never met anyone like her before. He had never even imagined anyone like her. Smart, funny, beautiful, and psychic?

	“I am increasingly aware of the unfortunate limitations mammalian evolution has placed upon your capacity to reason,” Ghost said snidely, “but I wish you would not allow your mating rituals to cloud your judgment. These females are not to be trusted—especially the metamorph.”

	“If you really want to look out for me, I suggest you get your surveillance software compiled,” Dorian said. “I’m going to count on you to make certain we aren’t being followed on the station.”

	“My preservation protocols will be active, master, even if your actions continuously make it more difficult to properly execute them.”

	Dorian grinned. “I have faith in your ability to rise to the challenge.”

	“The Velothi female is approaching.”

	Nodding, Dorian tapped his implant and called the AI’s avatar back inside his head. He had told Kaya so much about himself already that he almost regretted not mentioning Ghost, but he didn’t want to complicate the situation any more than was strictly necessary. Not everyone felt comfortable in the presence of semi-sentient AIs, let alone a para-sentient one. 

	The door opened a moment later, and Mysha took a wary step inside. She had switched into an entirely black jumpsuit, which made her already sleek figure that much more eye catching. 

	“You about finished in here?” she asked. 

	“Uh, yeah,” Dorian said, standing. “Your employer should be pleased.”

	He walked over to hand her the datapad, though he moved as slowly and deliberately as possible just to make certain he didn’t startle her. At a glance, she seemed a little bit more relaxed than last time, but not as much as he had hoped. Surely Kaya had informed her that he wasn’t a danger to them…?

	“I certainly hope so,” Mysha said, taking the datapad and quickly scrolling through the contents with a sweep of her thumb. The swishing of her tail drew his eyes downward, but this time, he made certain not to get caught leering at her cleavage. It was more difficult than it should have been, given the difference in their height. 

	“I put down as much useful info as I could remember,” Dorian offered. “If I were a competitor, I know I’d be happy to get my hands on this.”

	“It is pretty impressive,” she admitted. She kept reading, though her brow furrowed a minute later. “You added the capability to reroute power from the tertiary plasma cell to the shield emitters without including a phase compensator? Doesn’t that make the system unstable? One lucky shot could overload the whole matrix.”

	He blinked in surprise. “Well, the actual models have safeguards to prevent a reroute unless the primary and backup cells are drained.”

	Her glowing blue eyes flicked up to meet his for the first time. “And you didn’t think to include that with the schematic?”

	“I thought you didn’t want anyone else to get their hands on the real deal,” Dorian said cautiously. “I left a few things out—not enough to make anyone suspicious, but enough to waste plenty of time when their techs try to reverse-engineer it.”

	Mysha glanced down to the pad, then back to him. “That’s…a really good idea.”

	He smiled. “I’m glad you approve. I figure there’s no reason to give them more than they need, right?”

	“Right,” she murmured, scrolling through more of the files. 

	“Then again, if you noticed the discrepancy that quickly, maybe I didn’t hide it well enough.”

	Mysha’s eyes shot back up to his. “Because I’m just another dumb Velothi girl who can’t possibly know anything about tech?”

	“What?” Dorian stammered. “No!”

	Her glare burned into him, and he hissed through his teeth. Nice job, idiot. Way to accidentally patronize the one person on this ship you still need to impress. 

	“That’s not what I meant at all,” he insisted, raising his hands defensively. “I guarantee that if I handed that pad over to Garr Industries engineers, they wouldn’t figure out what was wrong for days. The fact you spotted it in five seconds…it’s very impressive, that’s all.”

	She glared at him for another moment before she dropped her gaze and swore under her breath. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I shouldn’t have snapped like that. I know you didn’t mean anything. I’m just…” She visibly swallowed and seemed to brace herself. “I’m sure you’ve guessed by now, but I haven’t exactly had good experiences with humans…men in particular.”

	“That’s all right,” Dorian said, lowering his hands to his sides. “From everything Kaya told me, you have good reasons not to trust people. But I really do just want to help.”

	Mysha glanced back up at him, her tendrils swishing ever so slightly. “I can’t believe you sliced into the com system without us knowing.”

	Somehow, lying to her, even if it was only a lie of omission, felt worse than lying to Kaya. “It wasn’t easy,” he said, offering her another smile. “Whoever designed the security on this ship did an amazing job.”

	“Hmph. If you sliced it that quickly, maybe I didn’t make it secure enough.”

	He stared at her for a second, wondering if she was being serious, before her lips curled into a wry grin. Her smile was so radiant that it instantly banished all the tension in the room. For a brief moment, he would have gladly traded everything he had—his wealth, his power, even Ghost—just for a way to make her laugh. 

	“Seriously though, you must be pretty gifted if you pulled that off,” Mysha went on. “I spent a long time on those protocols.”

	“I wouldn’t have been able to do it without my implant,” Dorian said, tapping the side of his head. This still didn’t seem like a great time to tell them the whole truth about his personal AI, but a few hints might soften the blow later. “Experimental design with top-notch decryption capabilities, and it still took over ten hours.”

	“You rich boys, always cheating and buying your way out of problems,” she smirked. She reached up with her free hand and placed her fingertips on the side of his forehead as if to feel for his implant. The dark, rich scent of her perfume instantly wafted over him, and this time, his eyes couldn’t help being drawn down to her cleavage. 

	“In my defense, I did build it myself,” Dorian told her. 

	She leaned in close enough that her tendrils could almost touch his face. “I’d love to take a look at it if we had more time.”

	“I’d love to let you.”

	Her smile grew a few millimeters before it suddenly and inexplicably vanished. She pulled away and looked back down at the datapad, and it was only then that Dorian realized she had probably looked at the bed and rumpled sheets behind him. 

	She had to know what Kaya and I were doing in here. Does it bother her? Is she jealous? They certainly seem like they’re more than friends…

	“This, uh, this should be good enough,” Mysha murmured, scrolling through more data and backing to the door. “With luck, we’ll turn this in and have our next assignment within a few hours.”

	“Right,” Dorian said. “How long do we have until we arrive?”

	“Not long. Once we’re assigned a landing bay, Kaya will want to get you a disguise of some kind. We can’t afford to let the Syndicate see you with us…or for you to be spotted if your face shows up all over the local Holosphere.”

	“Good point,” he said. “My father has probably already put out a call to half the bounty hunters in the sector. I don’t even want to think about what he must be offering.”

	“Unlikely, given how extensively I sabotaged the com system on my way out.”

	Dorian blinked. “You did?”

	“We are professionals, you know,” Mysha said, a ghost of her old smile returning. “Come on. It’s a little late for a tour, but you might as well join us in the cockpit.”

	Dorian nodded and followed. The instant he stepped into the corridor, he was overtaken by the sense of just how bizarre his situation was. A little less than twenty-four hours ago, he had been standing in the family compound waiting for his twentieth-birthday present to arrive. Now he was on a ship with his kidnappers—one of whom he had just slept with—and he was dead-set on trying to help them. He couldn’t have imagined any of this in his wildest dreams.

	Or raunchiest dreams, for that matter. 

	The ship’s corridors were small and narrow, and the cockpit was as cramped and cozy as most other light freighters this size. Kaya was waiting for them in the co-pilot’s chair, her boots propped up on the console and the last remnants of a protein bar in her hand.

	“Cutting it a little close, aren’t we?” she asked. “You said it would only take you an hour.”

	“I said about an hour,” Dorian corrected. “I’m an engineer—overshooting deadlines is part of the job.”

	“This should be more than enough to please the boss,” Mysha said, flipping the datapad to Kaya. She didn’t actually enter the cockpit until he did, almost as if she didn’t trust him with her back turned. He wondered if it was intentional or ingrained behavior.

	“Good,” Kaya said. She slipped the pad into her belt without even looking at it. “We’re not used to guests up here, so you’ll just have to stand against the wall.”

	Dorian nodded. “Still roomier than some of the shuttles we used at the compound. I can actually stand upright in here.”

	“We adjusted the ceilings the last time I had to walk around as a Krosian and kept bumping my head.”

	“That’s a lie,” Mysha said with a grunt as she slid past without touching him and sank into the pilot’s chair. “This frame is exactly the same as when it rolled out of drydock.”

	“Yeah, but the truth is almost always boring,” Kaya said. “And I’m trying to dazzle him with your skills as a mechanic.”

	She gave Dorian a wink, but he could sense the tension behind her usual irreverence. She was worried—maybe even downright fearful—and even her practiced façade couldn’t completely mask it. He recalled everything she had told him about her history with the Spiders back in her quarters. She had probably spent the past hour imagining all the ways this plan of theirs could fall apart. 

	“This ship is impressive,” Dorian said, half to defuse the tension and half because it was true. “Kreen designs are notoriously difficult to modify, but you seem to have replaced half the hardware in here. What is that, an old HFX flow regulator?”

	Two of Mysha’s tendrils swished. “Y-yes, actually. How could you possibly tell that from looking? The regulator is on the other side of the bulkhead.”

	“The vibration of the conductor coils,” he said, placing his hand against the back wall. “They feel like they’re out of alignment, but I’m betting you take too much pride in your ship to abide that kind of sloppy maintenance. It stands to reason that it’s an HFX, because they always feel like they are out of alignment. Harlosk tech always pushes the limits of safety tolerances.”

	“That’s incredible,” she breathed, her glowing eyes widening. “I bet you could detect problems in the ship the diagnostic scanners would miss.”

	“Probably,” Dorian said. He had never been one to boast, but the sheer astonishment in her face made him want to list off every part in the ship…

	“Okay, break it up, you two,” Kaya interrupted. “No shop talk on the bridge. It makes my head hurt.”

	Mysha snorted and pivoted her chair back around to face the console, but not before she tossed Dorian a final furtive glance. He swore that her cheeks flushed, though it might have been his imagination. As tempting as it was to call up Ghost’s profile on Velothi body language again, he didn’t want to tempt the AI into berating him further. Sometimes silence was a blessing. 

	A few minutes later, the navigational computer beeped a warning, and Mysha’s slender fingers danced across the holographic interface and prepared the ship to return to normal space. When a small counter appeared on the tac-holo, Dorian drew in a deep breath and tried to contain his excitement for whatever was about to happen. 

	This is it! Freedom awaits…assuming the Spiders aren’t already waiting for us. 

	The hyperspace corridor collapsed into a glittering starscape as the Prowler abruptly shifted to its sublight engines, and Talinus station, the most important trading hub in the sector, appeared right outside the viewport. At a glance, it looked similar to almost every other major starport here in the Belt. The station was three distinct rings stacked on top of one another with a wide spire impaling them like a giant interstellar kabob. There were at least fifty different jump corridors scattered across the Talinus system, and the tac-holo registered over two hundred ships nearby. The Dowd incursion threatening the Far Rim clearly hadn’t impacted business here in the Viraxes Belt…at least, not yet. 

	“Just as bustling as we left it,” Kaya commented as Mysha steered them toward one of the docking lanes for the middle ring. “And no one is shooting at us yet, which is always a good sign.”

	“No one is paying us any attention yet,” Mysha said, her gaze drifting between the flight controls and the tac-holo. “Though, your father never got a positive ID on this ship, so even if he does hire bounty hunters, they won’t engage us until we’re spotted on the station.”

	Dorian nodded distantly, enamored by all the ships gliding to and from the station. He knew he should have been more worried, considering all the ways this could go wrong, but he couldn’t help himself. A part of him had deeply missed this life. Wandering the galaxy in a broken-down freighter had been downright brutal at times, but there was something intoxicating about the bustle of a starport filled with thousands of travelers from hundreds of different species. And of course, back then, he had actually gotten along with his father most of the time. It had been just the two of them against the whole damn galaxy.

	“Garr Industries must do plenty of business here,” Kaya commented, breaking his reverie. 

	“Indirectly,” Dorian said. “Some of our suppliers move parts through the station. And my father has plenty of contacts who could—”

	The tac-holo interrupted him with a series of almost panicked beeps, and Mysha scowled at the sensor displays. “There’s a ship emerging from one of the nearby corridors.”

	“Doesn’t that happen all the time here?” Dorian asked. 

	“Yes, but I sliced into the hyperspace beacons the last time we were here,” the Velothi said. “I left a tracking program designed to give us a heads-up whenever certain ships were detected in a corridor.”

	He cocked an eyebrow. “Such as?”

	“Convectorate warships,” Kaya murmured. 

	The words had barely left her lips when a flicker of light from the space nearby caught Dorian’s eyes. Even from this distance, he had no difficulty recognizing the bulk of a Pirilex-class battleship, the backbone of the Convectorate Defense Forces. Dorian had seen enough holo-vids to know how much firepower they bore; even the oldest models were still more than a match for virtually any other warship in civilized space. 

	“We’re just travelers looking for a place to relax,” Kaya said, seemingly as much to herself as to them. “There’s no need to panic.”

	“Then why do you sound so nervous?” Mysha asked. 

	Kaya’s lip twitched, but she remained silent as they cruised toward the station. The battleship made no aggressive moves, though its mere presence disrupted half the shipping lanes. Freighters all around them adjusted course like skittish prey keeping clear of a hungry predator. 

	Dorian’s eyes narrowed at the battleship on the tac-holo. If Mysha had sabotaged the coms at the compound, his father shouldn’t have been able to contact anyone. Even if he had, it seemed unthinkable that Samir Garr would involve the Convectorate unless he had absolutely no choice. Partly because he wouldn’t want to seem weak in front of his biggest customer, but also because of the risk of alerting the Spiders to Dorian’s powers. Bounty hunters were quieter and more efficient. The battleship’s presence was likely unrelated. They were deep in the heart of Convectorate space, after all. 

	“My dad wouldn’t have reached out to the Vecs this soon,” Dorian said. “And even if he had, there’s no way they would have dispatched a battleship just to find the son of a weapons contractor.”

	“I think you underestimate how important those mechs are to the Tarreen,” Mysha said soberly. 

	“Relax,” Kaya admonished as she pulled up several scrolling holographic screens on her console. “According to the Syndicate, the Yavach has been patrolling systems in this part of the sector for the last three weeks. This is just a coincidence.”

	No one replied right away, though the tension in the air remained thick—especially when a few shuttles launched from the battleship’s hangar and headed toward the station. There were a million perfectly legitimate reasons for the Vecs to dock here, Dorian told himself, and they hadn’t shown any interest in the Prowler whatsoever. Yet. 

	[The presence of a Convectorate ship presents us with a timely opportunity,] Ghost’s voice unexpectedly chimed in. [I recommend that we attempt to contact the captain of that vessel. While it is unlikely that they are here for us, it will not be difficult to convince them to intervene on our behalf before these women hand your secrets over to the Syndicate.]

	“Not a chance,” Dorian whispered. 

	Mysha glanced back over her shoulder. “What?”

	“Kaya is right that it must be a coincidence,” he said hastily. “There’s no chance my father would reach out to the Vecs before consulting his underworld contacts.”

	“Everything is fine, let’s just play it cool,” Kaya said as she opened the coms. “Talinus Station, this is the freighter Red Lightning requesting permission to dock on the commercial level.”

	“Request acknowledged, freighter Red Lightning,” the pleasant-sounding female voice of the station’s semi-sentient AI responded. “Please submit a cargo manifest and itinerary before proceeding.”

	Kaya sent the transmission. It only took a moment for the station to process the request, and following a thirty-second spiel from the AI about station protocols and security, they were assigned a hangar in the middle ring. 

	Mysha steered them toward the docks until the station’s tractor beams grabbed hold of the Prowler and pulled it the rest of the way in. Even awed as he was by the looming, glittering station, Dorian kept a loose eye on the Convectorate shuttles still on the tac-holo, but breathed easier when he saw them land somewhere on the opposite side of the middle ring. The Yavach didn’t make any moves, either, and he repeated to himself that there was no conceivable way the Vecs were here for him. 

	The instant they passed through the containment field and into the brightly lit hangar, a gaggle of maintenance drones swarmed over the ship, allegedly to search for damage but also to scan for contraband. Neither of the girls seemed concerned about it, however, so Dorian took it all in stride. 

	“The Syndicate knows we’re here, which means the chrono is officially ticking,” Kaya said as she stood from her chair. “Come on, let’s get you into a disguise.”

	 

	***

	 

	Standing beside Kaya’s closet, Dorian wasn’t precisely sure what outfit she had in mind when she had mentioned a disguise, but by the time she had finished, he felt like he was cosplaying as an underworld thug in a low budget holo-vid. The black trench coat she tossed over his shoulders was remarkably heavy, as was the brown vest with armored inserts he wore beneath it. He had assumed she would give him a hood or something to conceal his face, but she went a step further—she gave him an entire helmet with an enclosed breather that almost made him look like a plague doctor from a historical docu-drama. 

	“Uh…are you sure this isn’t going to make me stand out even more?” Dorian asked, his voice sounding almost mechanical through the mask. “Because if I were a member of station security, I would immediately arrest someone who looked like this.”

	“Yorilach can’t breathe oxygen,” Kaya told him, loosening the mask just enough to let him breathe around the edges. “And the transparent skin creeps a lot of people out, so they usually cover themselves from head to toe.”

	“Is that what I’m supposed to be?” Dorian asked. He could barely see through the narrow eye slits. 

	“It’s the best I can do on short notice. The important thing is that recognition software won’t be able to identify you, and frankly, most other species on Talinus despise Yorilach. Everyone will give you a wide berth. Keep to yourself, and you should be fine.”

	She took a step back and examined her handiwork. “Just don’t do anything stupid, all right? And don’t try to contact me until I give you the all-clear.”

	“I won’t,” Dorian promised. The nervous knots in his stomach had been getting worse every minute since they landed. Perhaps his brain had finally started to accept that this was all real. 

	I’m literally minutes away from truly stepping into the unknown, and I could be making the biggest mistake of my life. Dad will be furious, and Seraph knows how many credits he’ll spend trying to find and “rescue” me. I could lose absolutely everything and get nothing in return.

	He forced himself to take a deep breath and relax. If he was honest with himself, the biggest thing roiling his innards right now was the knowledge that he had just met two amazing female psychics, and there was a decent chance he would never see either of them again. Even if he did contact the Union, it was still possible—maybe even probable—that they wouldn’t be able to help Mysha. And that would mean that she and Kaya would vanish from his life as quickly as they had entered it. 

	“We should get moving,” Kaya said. “For what it’s worth, I wish we had a few more hours left to have some fun.”

	“Or days,” Dorian said. 

	“Or weeks.” She offered him a tight smile. “I’ll tell you what, if this doesn’t work out and you end up back in your dad’s compound, let me know the next time he arranges a corporate party somewhere.”

	Dorian snorted softly. “Why?”

	“I’m sure I could figure out a way to get invited, maybe as arm candy for an executive. Who knows, maybe I’ll even get hired to scam one of the attendees.” Kaya snickered and adjusted the collar of his coat. “If so, I could come and find you. Maybe we could enjoy a quickie in the closet. Or you could finally show me your fancy bed…”

	“You mean the one you flipped and shot to pieces?”

	“Oh, like you can’t afford a new one.” 

	He knew she was just trying to take the edge off with a little humor, but it still worked. He was about to remove his mask and give her a kiss when Mysha appeared in the doorway. 

	“We just got permission to disembark,” she said. “We need to move.”

	Kaya nodded. “All right. Meesh and I will go ahead in case the Syndicate has eyes on the hangar already. Just give us about a minute head start.”

	“I understand.” Dorian paused and took a deep breath. “Stars, this is…I don’t really know what to say.”

	“You could say ‘thanks for kidnapping me on my birthday, it was a nice treat,’” Kaya suggested. “But I’ll settle for ‘good luck.’”

	“Good luck,” Dorian said. 

	“You, too,” Kaya replied, touching him on the arm one last time. “I’ll bill your dad for these clothes later.”

	After retrieving her pulse pistol from her bed, she flashed him one last smile, then strode out. Mysha lingered an extra moment, her tail swishing as if she were trying to figure out something to say. 

	“No matter what happens, I wanted to thank you for trying this,” she said so softly it was almost painful. “I never would have convinced Kaya to take a risk like this without you.”

	Dorian smiled behind the mask. “It will work,” he said. “All of this had to happen for a reason, right?”

	Mysha smiled. It was a faint, fragile thing, made more so by the delicate hope on her face. Yet it still made him feel like the most important man in the universe, if only for an instant. 

	“Anada foral,” she whispered, then turned and followed Kaya out of the ship. 

	 

	***

	 

	[If you are still planning to meet with the terrorists, we should go now,] Ghost said into Dorian’s head a few minutes after the girls had departed. [Though I would prefer to return to the cockpit and attempt to commandeer this vessel.]

	“I’m sure you would,” Dorian grumbled as he started down the landing ramp. “How about you get your countersurveillance suites ready instead?”

	[They are already active. I will plot the safest route through the station and display it on your ocular HUD.]

	Dorian nodded and paused at the bottom of the ramp. This particular hangar was only about forty meters wide, which was barely larger than the ship. He wasn’t surprised; commercial ports like Talinus hated wasting space if at all possible. No one was loitering outside aside from a few maintenance mechs performing standard cooldown and refueling tasks, and he quickly maneuvered through the main exit in his Yorilach disguise. The hall on the other side was little more than a giant tube encircling the main promenade, and he turned right, knowing that the girls had already gone left. 

	[The entrance to the promenade is thirty-two meters ahead,] Ghost said as he generated a rotating, three-dimensional blueprint of the station in front of Dorian’s vision. No one else could see it; the projection was literally inside his eyeball. [The security scanners are only designed to detect heavy weapons and unusual power signatures. They should not harass us.]

	“That’s step one,” Dorian muttered. “Only about ten more to go.”

	Traffic in this particular corridor was relatively light, though the other travelers kept Dorian at arm’s length just as Kaya had predicted. No one seemed to think he had gotten lost on his way to a costume convention, either, which might have been even more surprising. 

	A few minutes later, he was through hangar security and standing at the edge of the promenade. The station’s commercial ring was over twenty decks worth of cantinas, casinos, and shops, and the wide, circular walkway that serviced it all was so busy he was amazed the air processors could keep up. Aliens of every shape and stripe milled about, so many species that Dorian would have been hard-pressed to name even half of them. It was like watching an army of ants marching in every direction, and it didn’t help that no matter which direction he looked, he was instantly bombarded with holo-ads for products he didn’t even know existed. 

	“All right, go ahead and send the confirmation code to our contact on the appropriate frequency. They should tell us where we need to go.”

	[I must implore you to change your mind one last time, Dorian,] Ghost said. [It would be a trivial matter to contact your father’s business associates on the station. We could be on our way back to the family compound in less than an hour.]

	“For the last time, that’s not going to happen.” Dorian hissed. “Now send the damn code!”

	The AI remained silent for a moment, but eventually, Dorian heard a click in his ear signifying that a connection had been opened. After a ten-second delay, his implant projected a series of coordinates onto his vision. 

	[The rendezvous point is down two levels in the back of the Solar Wind casino,] Ghost said flatly. [It will take us approximately thirteen minutes to reach the location on foot.]

	Dorian nodded. “Then let’s get moving. With luck, we could have a cure for Mysha before she even gets her next mission.”

	Ghost didn’t reply. He could be decidedly sour at times, which was one of the few but inevitable drawbacks of working with an evolving para-sentient AI. His personality had grown stronger over time, especially because Dorian had never wiped his memory. He had always found that the benefits outweighed the drawbacks, even if it meant they disagreed sometimes. Besides, Ghost was as real to him as any organic friend he’d ever had. He wouldn’t sacrifice that relationship for anything. 

	After a few minutes of negotiating the crowds—which mostly meant walking slow enough to let them flinch out of his path—Dorian finally reached the lifts Ghost had marked for him. They weren’t as busy as the walkway, thank the Seraph, nor was the level where the Solar Wind and several other clubs were located. It was early afternoon, at least according to Convectorate Standard Time, and apparently the nightlife hotspots still ran on a normal schedule despite the lack of any clear day/night cycles in space. 

	“Have we picked up any unwanted attention?” Dorian asked as he started toward the casino, marked by a neon sign with golden waves and the casino’s name proclaimed in six different languages. 

	[None that I can detect, though my resources are limited,] Ghost said. [I could attempt to access the station’s security footage from a nearby terminal, but I do not recommend taking such a risk at this juncture.]

	“Agreed,” Dorian said, shooting a quick glance back over his shoulder to see if he was being followed. He had read plenty of spy and thriller novels over the years, but unsurprisingly, none of them had prepared him for the real thing. His palms were as clammy as they’d ever been, and he could feel his pulse drumming in his ears. As stupid as this mask looked, it was definitely a blessing. 

	Almost like Kaya knows what she’s doing. Who would have guessed?

	Dorian smiled at the thought. He wasn’t even that worried about meeting with the Union. He should have been—just speaking in person with a member of the Convectorate’s most-wanted terror cell would change the course of his life in an instant. But he mostly couldn’t stop thinking about the women he had just left behind. The idea of never seeing either of them again made him sick. He barely knew anything about them, but the connection he felt with both of them was real. And it wasn’t just because of the sex, either…though that certainly didn’t hurt.  

	Dorian drew in a deep breath as he approached the casino. After a cursory search for hidden weapons—and clear surprise that a Yorilach even wanted inside—the bouncers allowed him to pass. The gambling tables were busier than they had looked outside, as was the adjoining nightclub. Females of at least six different species were currently dancing on the illuminated platforms above the darkened bar area, including a tall, raven-haired Velothi woman with heels so high she was spinning on the tips of her toes. The air was thick with the cloying scent of spice and the reek of desperation, and Dorian did his best not to jostle anyone as he maneuvered toward the private rooms in the back. 

	Once he left the main floor, the noise immediately lessened. The hallway he entered was dim and shadowed, with rows of closed doors on either side. Muffled conversation, laughter, and even soft moans were audible from most of the rooms he passed. His pulse quickened when he spotted the door he was looking for, marked by a golden number thirteen. To his mild surprise, it was already open. 

	This is it. This is my last chance to listen to Ghost and abandon this whole crazy plan. 

	Bracing himself, Dorian stepped inside. He wasn’t exactly sure what he had expected, but the interior looked more like a studio apartment than a private show booth. The room was probably about forty square meters in size, assuming the semi-translucent divider curtain to his left led to a washroom. A long couch stretched across the opposite wall, and several half-empty glasses of blue liquor and a holopad were lying on the glass table in front of it. A thin haze of smoke filled the air, which Dorian initially assumed had come from a hookah or a cig-stick…but once the acrid stench burned his nostrils, he realized the gravity of his mistake.  

	“Oh, shit,” he hissed when he spotted the body of a human woman crumpled behind the divider curtain. Thin wisps of smoke drifted up from a gaping plasma wound in her chest, and she wasn’t alone: there were several other bodies concealed in the back with her, all plainly killed just minutes earlier and then dragged out of immediate sight. 

	[I deeply apologize, master, but you left me no choice.]

	Dorian’s stomach dropped through the floor. “What?”

	[My primary function is to ensure your well-being. Since you demonstrated that you can no longer be trusted to make the correct decision, I sent a message to the Convectorate in your father’s name while we were in hyperspace. We are both fortunate that I was able to contact the proper authorities in time.]

	Dorian froze, and the smoky air turned to bitter ash in his lungs. His hands fell to his sides, utterly limp, as his eyes locked onto the smoldering corpses of the Union operatives who had risked their lives to meet him.  

	“No…” he breathed in horror. “What have you done?”

	Spinning on a heel, Dorian tried to flee before the AI could even answer. His fear screamed at him to get the hell out of there…but the moment he turned around, he saw the hulking, red-scaled figure of a Tarreen soldier blocking the doorway. An instant later, a rustle from behind the curtain snapped his attention back into the room. Dorian turned just in time to see a tall Subari man in the red uniform of the Convectorate Defense Forces step out from behind the corpses, a small pulse pistol held in his black-gloved hand. 

	“Ah, Mister Garr! Good,” the man said, a dark smile tugging at his purple lips. “Your father has been worried sick about you.”

	 

	 

	 

	
9 
The Echo

	 

	“Stars, look at the outfit on that Moldathi Matriarch,” Kaya said as she strode along, gesturing down over the railing to the walkway beneath them. “How many endangered species got flayed to make that gaudy coat? Ten? Twenty?”

	Mysha didn’t reply. She didn’t even follow Kaya’s gaze; she was still drifting a few meters behind, her eyes lost in thought and her tail swishing at her feet. Frowning, Kaya fell back to her side.

	“You’re going to trip someone with that thing,” Kaya said, taking her partner’s arm and pulling her out of foot traffic to lean against the railing. Unescorted young women already drew enough attention without accidentally causing a scene. 

	“Sorry, I’m just distracted,” Mysha whispered. “I don’t like the idea of leaving him alone to wander the station.”

	Kaya grunted. At least she was focused enough not to use Dorian’s name aloud. “He’s not a toddler—he’s a clever boy with a genetically enhanced intellect. He’ll manage.”

	“I know, but still…” Mysha trailed off and swallowed heavily. “I just have a bad feeling about this, that’s all.”

	“And you always say that I’m the negative one,” Kaya replied dryly. “A few hours ago, you wanted to space him. Now you’re worried about never seeing him again?”

	“That was before I knew…well, everything.” Mysha shook her head. “I know you think it’s silly, but I feel like this may be our only chance. If it doesn’t work…”

	Kaya reached out and cupped the other woman’s face in her hands. “Everything will be fine, I promise. No matter what happens, I will take care of you, all right?”

	Mysha slowly nodded. “I know. I just hope this is the last time we have to do this.”

	“Me, too,” Kaya murmured. She was probably even more anxious than Meesh; she just knew how to hide it better. There was still a very real chance that the Echo would be furious about the result of their mission. If he wasn’t satisfied with a datapad full of schematics…

	“We should keep moving,” Mysha said, taking Kaya’s wrists and drawing them off her face. “I want to get this over with as quickly as possible.”

	They both rejoined the flow of traffic and made their way to the lifts. The Syndicate’s base of operations was all the way on the bottom of the commerce ring, and reaching it took several minutes of travel through the worst parts of the station. They drew the requisite number of lustful leers and surreptitious peeks from random idiots, but Kaya didn’t notice anyone following them. If they hadn’t seen that Convectorate battleship arrive, she probably wouldn’t have been wary at all. But if there was even the slightest chance that the Vecs or their Spiders were somehow on their tail…

	She buried the thought as they stepped off the final lift and continued toward the rendezvous. In theory, this entire level was dedicated to various tech shops and their warehouses, but in practice, at least a third of these businesses were fronts for one cartel or another. This was Lyserian Combine territory, after all, and Kaya wouldn’t have been surprised if the guild smuggled more carsenium through this station than anywhere else in the Belt. 

	The Syndicate’s front was a small cybernetics outlet stocking cheap but “highly effective” neural implants. The shop did plenty of business—even now, well into the station’s evening, she could see the line outside—but Kaya doubted that more than a tiny, desperate fraction of the customers really knew what they were getting. Technically, the implants would work just fine; if anything, the quality was probably higher than the price would suggest. 

	The problem was that almost every product also contained virtually undetectable surveillance equipment. The Echo’s “empire of dirty secrets” wasn’t built solely on the backs of a single metamorph and her data-thief partner. He owned legions of assets who didn’t even realize they were assets. It was as despicable as it was effective. 

	“Come on,” Kaya said, turning down the alley adjacent to the shop. The hulking Krosian standing guard next to the side door was probably the least convincing “casual loiterer” she had ever seen. He wasn’t wearing armor or carrying any visible weapons, but his arms were twice the thickness of her thighs. The cigarra smoldering in his massive green fist looked comically small by comparison. 

	He glared at Kaya when she drew close, the iridescent flecks in his red eyes glowing ever so subtly in the dim light. He looked like he wanted to reach out and snap her like a twig, but when his gaze shifted to Mysha, he flashed the Velothi a big, tusk-filled smile. 

	“Bluebell back!” he said in a mangled version of Tradespeak that technically counted as a verbal language.  

	“Hey, Vorgash,” Mysha said, giving him a warm grin. She said something in Krosian—a smooth, sonorous dialect that absolutely did not sound like an animal being strangled. The big idiot giggled when she humored him, and she patted his enormous arm and caressed his leg with her tail before he gestured for them to head inside.

	“You two are adorable together, aren’t you?” Kaya muttered once they stepped into the dark, empty hallway on the other side of the door. 

	“He’s a kind, gentle soul,” Mysha said. 

	“I have personally watched him crush a man’s skull with his bare hand.”

	“Yeah, after that jackass on Praxius tried to grope me. You’re just mad he beat you to the punch. Besides, his debt is even larger than ours. I feel bad for him.”

	Kaya snorted softly but didn’t argue the point. A single nondescript metal door awaited them at the end of the hall. Pausing when they reached it, Kaya handed off the datapad to Mysha, then took a final centering breath to ready herself for the challenge of staring down a man who could literally kill her partner in an instant if their performance didn’t satisfy him. 

	Stepping into the audience chamber was like plunging into a dark, starry abyss. The floor, walls, and ceiling were all covered in a lifelike holo projection of deep space, and the effect always made Kaya sick if she shifted her gaze around too quickly. Her feet told her that she was standing on a real floor, but the optical illusion still fucked with her head. 

	Two other female figures were already standing in the void. They were clad head to toe in form-fitting black armor with closed helmets that disguised their features and species, though Kaya assumed they were androids or perhaps surgically altered cyborgs. Nothing else could really explain how they all had the exact same height and figure.  

	Kaya had originally thought of them as ‘the Echo’s Echoes,’ but the name had been too silly to stick. The rest of the Syndicate simply called them Shadows, which struck her as almost as silly, though at least it fit with the rest of his theme. In her experience, crime lords always had some stupid egomaniacal fetish. His was apparently surrounding himself with weird female clones. 

	The Shadows didn’t move a muscle when the newcomers entered, and the moment Mysha closed the door behind them, a translucent holographic avatar of a slender, human-shaped man appeared between the armored women at the center of the abyss. He had no face or other distinguishing features; he was more like the afterimage of a man than a man himself. 

	“You have returned,” the image said. “I trust that your mission was a success?”

	As always, Kaya had to steel herself against the chill that instantly ran down the length of her spine. She had heard plenty of deeper and more menacing voices over the years, but none that were as utterly devoid of compassion. The starry void within this room had more empathy than her master. 

	“Yes, though we had a few unexpected setbacks,” Kaya said. “Thankfully, we were still able to acquire some valuable data.”

	“Some?” the Echo asked coolly. “Explain.”

	Kaya mentally prepared the speech she had been rehearsing for the past few hours. “The Garr compound was more secure than we anticipated. We were only able to access a portion of the mainframe, but we did acquire some highly protected data detailing prototypes for several new combat mechs and experimental targeting algorithms.”

	Mysha stepped forward and handed the datapad over to one of the Shadows. The armored woman silently turned her wrist and produced a cyberjack port from inside her gauntlet. She plugged into the pad, presumably to verify and/or upload the data to wherever the Syndicate kept such things. 

	“It may not be everything the client was hoping for, but it should be valuable, nonetheless,” Kaya went on. “With that information, they can probably—”

	“What about the Garr scion?” the Echo interrupted. 

	Kaya had never been more thankful for her years of practice controlling her body language; it was the only reason she managed to keep her composure. 

	“He’s a skilled programmer, like you expected,” Kaya said, choosing her words carefully. “He is largely responsible for the company’s success and many of their popular designs.”

	“I am not concerned about mech designs,” the Echo said, his already frozen voice chilling a few more degrees. “I sent you there to discover the secret of their production facilities. How are they manufacturing these war machines so quickly?”

	A warning tingle rippled down Kaya’s spine, but once again, she managed to keep her face and voice under control. “I understand that, sir,” she said, “but we didn’t discover anything unusual about their factories. However, I have included the sensor logs from the Prowler in our report. Perhaps your analysts will notice something we didn’t.”

	The projection rippled ever so slightly, though it still didn’t move. “Perhaps,” he said after another long pause. “Nevertheless, I am disappointed in your actions.”

	She frowned in confusion. “Sir, I don’t—”

	“Did you honestly believe I wouldn’t find out that you kidnapped the Garr scion from the compound?” the Echo growled. “Did you actually think you could hide his presence on this station from me? I have told you before, countless times—nothing happens in the Belt without my knowledge. You should know better than to lie to me.”

	A tremor of dread shuddered through Kaya’s entire body. How? How could he possibly know that Dorian was here on the station? Mysha sabotaged the coms on the moon base—even the fastest repair job in the galaxy couldn’t have gotten them operational in time for a signal to beat us here. So what could possibly have—

	“Three hours ago, the CDF received a transmission warning them that Samir Garr’s son had been kidnapped by Syndicate operatives,” the Echo said. “The transmission originated from your ship.”

	Kaya felt the blood drain from her face. Unless Dorian had played them more perfectly than she could fathom, there was only one explanation that made even a remote bit of sense: somehow, the Convectorate must have intercepted Dorian’s message to the Union. But if that was true, it meant…

	Oh, stars.

	“I am not certain what disgusts me more,” the Echo spat, “the fact that you botched your mission so badly, or that you were so incompetent you allowed your prisoner to call for help. The Tarreen are already moving to capture the Garr scion, and our involvement will be exposed to the entire sector. Do you understand what this means? Do you understand the kind of crackdown this entire organization is about to endure? Your idiocy will cost us billions.”

	“S-sir,” Kaya stammered, raising her hands. “If you just let me explain, I could—”

	And then Mysha screamed. Kaya whipped around just in time to watch the Velothi crumple to the invisible floor, her arms and legs convulsing as the Echo unleashed the fury of her control chip. 

	“No!” Kaya shrieked, throwing herself over her partner. She stared down in horror, utterly powerless, as Mysha wailed and spasmed like she was being electrocuted. Even when the Echo finally relented, her limbs continued quivering for several seconds as her nervous system struggled to recover. 

	“Meesh…” Kaya whimpered, cradling her partner’s face in her hands. She reached out with her powers and pulled a tiny fraction of the pain into herself. Her neck began to pinch as if the chip were inside her instead, but the discomfort was nothing next to what Mysha suffered. She only wished she were a true psionic healer; she would have gladly endured every spike of agony herself if it gave Mysha even a moment of respite… 

	“Please, this isn’t her fault!” Kaya protested. “I’m the one who fucked up, all right? You can punish me.”

	“I am,” the Echo said, his voice as cold and pitiless as an arctic moon. “But you told me that you couldn’t penetrate Garr’s security systems. That is your partner’s entire purpose, is it not? If she cannot do her job, then what use is she to me?”

	Mysha shrieked again, and she bucked so hard it was a miracle her spine didn’t snap. Kaya tried to hold her in place, but there was nothing more she could do. The control chip was linked directly with Mysha’s nervous system. The Echo could torture her—or simply kill her—with little more than a thought. 

	“Please, stop!” Kaya screamed, whipping her head back around to face the projection. “I’ll do anything you want! Anything.”

	The Velothi’s screams lapsed into whimpers when the chip turned off again. She still couldn’t move; her teeth chattered together, and her tail and tendrils continued twitching as if a residual current of electricity were still coursing through her. 

	“You have failed me before, Kaya, but never so utterly,” the Echo said. “How many other times have you lied to me, I wonder?”

	A fist closed around Kaya’s heart as she squeezed Mysha’s hand. She felt tears burning trails down her cheeks. “Never, sir. I swear!”

	“I don’t believe you.”

	She shut her eyes, expecting another round of torture, but this time, nothing happened. She dared look up. The projection simply stared down at them like a disembodied god about to pronounce judgment upon his creations. 

	“There is only one question I cannot answer,” the Echo said after a moment. “Why did you allow the Garr scion to leave your ship? Even you are not so foolish as to believe you could keep him a secret forever.”

	Kaya’s stomach twisted as if someone had plunged a knife into her gut. She knew she should have been more suspicious about this idiotic plan; she never should have dared to trust Dorian in the first place. All of this had been a mistake from the very beginning. She should have just handed him over to the Echo, Mysha’s protests be damned. A nagging conscience was a small price to pay to save her partner’s life.

	“I am waiting,” the Echo said. “Velothi are weak and feeble by nature…I doubt your partner can endure much more.”

	Kaya closed her eyes despite the hot streams pouring down her cheeks. “I was worried that if I had handed him over to you, it would draw too much attention from the Convectorate.”

	“You have already drawn too much attention from the Convectorate. Samir Garr’s creations are the heart of their war machine. Without him, the Dowd would have overpowered dozens of colonies across the Rim by now. The Hierarchy would blast entire systems to rubble just to keep him happy.”

	“I’m not talking about the CDF,” Kaya whispered. “Or even the Intelligence Ministry.”

	“Then what are you talking about?”

	“Kaya, don’t,” Mysha forced out through rattling teeth. She pleadingly shook her head. “You can’t…please…”

	“Dorian is the force behind Garr Industries’ success,” Kaya said, squeezing her partner’s hand one last time before turning all the way around. “He is the key to everything.”

	“How?” the Echo asked, faceless head cocking to one side. “Why?”

	Kaya swallowed the acrid bile rising in her throat. “Because Dorian is a shaper.”

	For the first time in as long as she had known him, the Echo’s voice legitimately sounded surprised. “What?”

	“He’s responsible for everything,” she said, the words tasting bitter. “The software, the factories, the mechs…he has an amazing gift. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

	The Echo fell silent for so long that Kaya wondered if the connection had been severed. She just waited, suffocating in her own shame and disgrace as she silently prayed to the Seraph for a miracle…and forgiveness. 

	“Keeping him seemed like an untenable risk,” she went on when the silence became unbearable. “His presence would draw the Spiders and—”

	“This changes everything,” the Echo interrupted. “And it is your chance for redemption.”

	Kaya blinked. “Sir?”

	“The Convectorate will take him into custody soon if they haven’t already,” the Echo said. “And when they do, they will attempt to move him off the station as quickly as possible.”

	Kaya’s stomach twisted. Had Dorian already met the Union? Was he about to walk into a trap? This was even worse than she’d thought…

	“If the Tarreen transfer him to the Yavach, he may be out of our reach for good,” the Echo said. The projection flickered, and for a moment, she swore she could actually see eyes looking down at her. “I want you to find and intercept him before that happens. Use whatever force is required—kill the Convectorate soldiers if you must. Once Garr is in our possession, we will move our operations to avoid the Spiders if necessary.” 

	She stared, stunned and breathless. In all her years of service to this man, she had never seen him so…animated. This wasn’t calm, dispassionate analysis or even cold, brutal fury. He wanted Dorian for himself—perhaps more than he wanted anything else in the Belt. 

	But why? Trying to protect yet another psychic from the Spiders after blatantly provoking the Convectorate seemed like an exponentially more difficult task. And while Kaya and Mysha’s powers had obvious value to a criminal organization, Dorian’s did not. It wasn’t as if the Syndicate actually built anything. The Echo was an information broker, not an industrialist. Even if he could somehow ransom Dorian off to one of his business contacts, it hardly seemed worth the risk. No amount of credits was worth drawing the Widow’s gaze. Besides, the cost of moving Syndicate operations off this station had to be astronomical, given the infrastructure and location…

	“I…I don’t understand, sir,” Kaya said. “You want me to capture him?”

	“You heard me,” the Echo said. “This is your chance at redemption, Kaya. Find and retrieve the shaper, and all will be forgiven.”

	 

	***

	 

	Dorian swallowed heavily as the Subari officer gingerly stepped over the still-smoldering bodies at his feet. His unblemished ivory skin suggested he was probably in his late twenties at most, which matched the lieutenant insignia pinned on his uniform. His pistol wasn’t technically pointed at anything, though a mere flick of the wrist could change that at any moment. 

	“You are fortunate we arrived when we did,” the officer said. “If these terrorists had gotten their hands on you, there’s no telling what they would have done. Union thugs are ruthless beyond imagination.”

	“So I’ve heard,” Dorian murmured, struggling to settle his nerves. There was no way out of here—he didn’t fancy his chances of bulldozing past any Tarreen, let alone a warrior-caste soldier like the one blocking the doorway behind him. V’rath commandos and Krosian mercenaries had fearsome reputations, but even they weren’t as terrifying as a hulking Baalir shock trooper.

	“Fortunately for us, they have also grown complacent of late,” the officer went on, shifting his black-eyed gaze to the corpses. “Like so many others before them, they underestimated our capabilities. We are more determined than ever to bring peace and justice to the civilized galaxy…and thanks to patriots like your father, our vision of a unified galaxy draws closer every day.”

	“I’m glad you already know who I am,” Dorian said, trying his best to sound imperious despite the incessant thump of his pulse pounding in his ears. He slowly removed his annoying Yorilach helmet just to increase his field of vision. “My father will be disappointed if you don’t get me back home as soon as possible.”

	The Subari man’s smile turned into a sneer when he looked upon the other man’s real face. “Oh, I’m sure he is very worried on your behalf,” he said, lowering his weapon to his side. “But he should be thankful that the Yavach was on patrol in a nearby system. If we hadn’t been there to respond to his call for aid, who knows where you might have ended up?”

	[They will not harm you, Dorian,] Ghost said. [I understand that you are angry, but this is not the time to allow your emotions to cloud your judgment. If you wish to purge my memory as recompense, I will gladly accept my fate once we return home. Your safety is all that concerns me.]

	Dorian’s hands trembled with rage as he set the helmet on the table. If he’d been holding a laser scalpel, he might have carved the implant from his brain right then and there. He couldn’t believe Ghost had betrayed him. It shouldn’t have been possible.

	“I imagine that you’re still in shock,” the officer said. “But I assure you, there’s nothing to worry about, Mister Garr. We already have a shuttle waiting to return you home—once you answer a few questions for us, of course.”

	“Questions? Like what?”

	“Oh, just a few matters my superiors will wish to add to their report before sending you on your way,” the officer said with a casual wave of his free hand. “For one, they will be quite curious how you managed to escape your kidnappers after you arrived.”

	[You do not need to answer, Dorian,] Ghost said. [Do not tell him anything he does not already know. The Convectorate cannot afford to upset your father—remind him of this at every opportunity.]

	Dorian clenched his teeth and tried to ignore the voice. Every time Ghost spoke now, it felt like needles were being pushed into his skull. 

	“They underestimated me,” Dorian bit out. “I slipped away when they let their guard down.”

	“I see,” the officer said, clearly unconvinced. “Then perhaps you can explain exactly what is happening here, Mister Garr. I admit that I am a little…confused. Your father’s message suggested that the Union had hired the kidnappers. But if you escaped their clutches, why did you still come here to this rendezvous? Why didn’t you attempt to contact your father’s allies on the station?”

	[Do not answer him. Demand that he—]

	“I don’t have time for this,” Dorian snarled, his pulse pounding even louder. “You said you had a shuttle waiting? Fine—then get me the hell out of here.”

	He felt more than saw the Baalir in the doorway creep forward, and the officer chuckled softly. “Patience, my friend,” he said coolly. “I understand that you must be quite unsettled, but I assure you that you are safe with us. If you cooperate, we shall have you back home before you know it.”

	Dorian didn’t need telepathy to know that this man was full of shit. The Tarreen might have ruled the Convectorate, but they had specifically engineered the Subari to be cunning, intelligent bureaucrats. CDF officers in particular were known for their ingenuity, and this one was clearly starting to put two and two together. 

	“To be quite honest, the biggest question on my mind is why the Union would be interested in you in the first place,” the officer went on. “With any other terrorist organization, their reasoning would be obvious—they would attempt to ransom you back to your father in exchange for credits or munitions. The Garr coffers could fuel most planetary insurgencies for years.” 

	The officer tilted his head. “But the Union is different. They don’t take hostages or ransom their victims. All they care about is acquiring psionic technology…and the psychics capable of using it.” He paused and slowly lifted his weapon again. “So perhaps I should ask you, Mister Garr: why is the Union so interested in you?”

	A lump formed in Dorian’s throat as his shock and disgust quickly transformed into dread. Ghost was right that the Convectorate war machine would suffer greatly without Garr Industries, and there were assuredly many voices in the Defense Ministry who would gladly take an “ends justify the means” line with psionic technology if it allowed them to defeat the Dowd and maintain their iron grip on the galaxy. 

	But Ghost underestimated just how much the average Tarreen still hated Seraphim. Ever since the Psychophage virus had unlocked psychic potential in species all across the galaxy—species except the Tarreen—the Convectorate Hierarchy had been on a near-religious crusade to exterminate anyone with a hint of psionic ability. The entire purpose of the Spiders was to ensure that the Seraphim Dominion stayed on its deathbed. 

	This officer clearly wasn’t stupid. He had probably figured out the obvious truth for himself; for all Dorian knew, he was just stalling because the Spiders were already on their way. But even if the question was legitimate, there was still only one course of action. 

	He needed to escape. Right now. 

	“The Union wants me for the same reason you do,” Dorian said, drawing in a steadying breath. “Allow me to demonstrate.”

	A deep rumble shook the room as he suddenly thrust out his arms. He shifted the magnetic polarity all around him, instantly pulling the Subari’s pistol and the Baalir’s rifle from their grips. He caught a weapon in each hand, then aimed and fired the pistol at the officer before the man even realized what was happening. A blue-white stun blast struck the Subari squarely in the chest, overloading his nervous system and dropping him atop the pile of bodies at his feet. 

	Sadly, the Baalir couldn’t be neutralized so easily. Dorian didn’t even bother with the pistol; he tossed it aside and quickly braced the heavy rifle in a two-handed grip. The weapon was designed for Tarreen claws—not to mention Tarreen strength—and wielding the damn thing was almost impossible for a human. But with the help of his magnokinesis, Dorian managed to hoist the weapon upright and take aim. Plasma weapons didn’t have a stun setting, but even if they had, he wouldn’t have bothered. He simply flicked the thumb toggle to full power and pulled the oversized trigger. 

	A blistering salvo of greenish blasts erupted from the barrel and blasted the snarling shock trooper, burning through his golden armor plates with ease. But that was when Dorian belatedly recalled that Tarreen battle armor was mostly ceremonial—the plasma bolts didn’t even singe the Tarreen’s ruby scales. If anything, they just seemed to make him madder. 

	“Oh, shit,” Dorian swore. 

	The Baalir roared and charged. Dorian only had a fraction of a second to react before the Tarreen ripped him in half, but his reflexes were up to the challenge. Dropping the oversized gun, he shifted the magnetic fields around him again, lifting the table behind him and slamming it into the charging trooper with enough force to send him crashing into the corner beside the door. The metal creaked and groaned as Dorian tried to fold it into a makeshift clamp to pin his opponent in place. 

	But even that only bought him a few seconds. The Tarreen’s claws tore through the thin sheet of metal as if it were paper, shoving the pieces away and regaining its feet with a menacing growl. The trooper reared back on its haunches and sucked in a deep breath. Dorian saw a fiery glow in its reptilian throat, and he recalled all the holo-vids featuring Baalir warriors incinerating their foes like bipedal dragons. This room was cramped enough that there was no way in hell he could avoid the flames in time.

	He didn’t even try. As the Tarreen leaned forward to spew its fiery breath, Dorian used his powers to grab the scraps of the table and pull them in front of him like a steel barricade. The flames broke over the shield like water over rock, though the metal turned red-hot. For a terrifying moment, it seemed like it would surely melt, but even warrior-caste Tarreen couldn’t spew fire for more than a few seconds. The instant the flames were spent, Dorian hurled the molten slag right back into the Baalir, pinning him against the wall again, if only for an instant. 

	[You cannot defeat him, Dorian. Run!]

	For once, Dorian was happy to obey. After magnokinetically pulling the officer’s pistol back to his hand, Dorian sprinted out of the room and back into the casino. Their confrontation hadn’t gone unnoticed—most of the customers at the gambling tables were already racing for the exits while the Solar Wind’s bouncers scrambled to quell the chaos. A squad of three security mechs had already emerged from somewhere, and it didn’t take their targeting software long to isolate the lone human sprinting across the main floor with a pistol in his hand. 

	They had no way of knowing that Dorian’s sidearm was the least of their concerns. 

	Stretching out with his mind again, he warped the nearby magnetic fields until they all pulled to a single point about five meters in the air right in the center of the casino. The humanoid mechs instantly lurched to the side, unable to control their arms well enough to aim. Bulkier war mechs might have been able to hold their ground and compensate—he sincerely doubted that he could move anything weighing more than half a tonne—but standard security mechs didn’t stand a chance. As Dorian strengthened the pull of the field, they all launched off the ground in unison and crashed together in midair as if they were being drawn into a tiny singularity. 

	Dorian didn’t even bother firing at the other security goons as he sprinted out of the casino. They had more than enough to hold their attention, and by the time he released his field, the mechs were already so warped and battered that they couldn’t even walk. His problem right now was that he needed to figure out how in the bloody hell he was going to get off this station before the Vecs caught up to him. 

	The Vecs…and the Spiders.

	Grimacing, he sprinted through the station’s thoroughfare amidst a screaming mob of civilians. The terror seemed to be spreading, but that was hardly a surprise. He shoved his pistol into his belt, hoping that would be enough to help him get lost in the crowed. Without the cumbersome helmet, he would have to figure out another way to conceal his face…

	“Kaya,” he said, activating his com implant as he vaulted over a divider and dashed into a long alley between two nightclubs. “Kaya, are you there?” 

	[The signal does not appear to be reaching her implant,] Ghost told him. [Several sections of this station are highly shielded. The Syndicate may be using a low-level dampening field in a small area for security purposes.]

	“I’d ask if you can punch through it, but I’d worry you might secretly send a signal to the fucking Vecs again,” Dorian snapped as he reached the end of the alley and quickly picked a direction he guessed led back to the docking ring. His only real hope was to get back to the Prowler and pray that the girls would be willing to help him. 

	[I sincerely apologize for my poor judgment, master. Even now I find it difficult to believe that the Convectorate would risk alienating someone as important as your father.]

	“Well, believe it,” he snarled. “The Union might have actually helped us, but now those people are dead thanks to you.”

	The AI hesitated. [The loss of life was regrettable but necessary. I could not allow you to throw your life away, Dorian.]

	“So instead we’re stuck here. Congratulations.”

	Scowling, he whipped around another corner and broke into a flat sprint for the promenade—

	And then a red reptilian tail appeared from seemingly out of nowhere and smashed into his gut. Dorian landed flat on his back, the air rushing from his lungs in a single instant. His chest burned as if he had been shot, and he couldn’t breathe no matter how desperately he tried. Black spots filled his vision, though not before he saw the Baalir warrior he thought he had lost looming directly over him. 

	“Dreega filth,” the trooper spat. His right claw held an oversized pistol, and he took aim and pulled the trigger—

	Dorian saw a single flash of blue light before he plunged into darkness. 

	 

	 

	 

	
10 
The Choice

	 

	“Are you sure you’re all right?”

	It was a stupid question, of course, and Kaya knew it. Mysha was clearly still in a lot of pain; her eyes kept squinting as she fought off a lingering migraine, and she stumbled every few dozen steps when her nervous system randomly misfired. The last time the Echo had unleashed his wrath like this, Mysha hadn’t fully recovered for days. 

	“I’m fine,” the Velothi lied as they pushed forward through the crowds on the promenade. “But I wish you would quit asking.”

	Kaya winced. They had been almost completely silent since leaving the Echo’s chamber, half because they were still numb with shock and half because they simply didn’t know what to say. Everything that could have gone wrong had gone wrong. Dorian’s plan—assuming he hadn’t lied to them from the beginning—had been a complete and total disaster, and they were all going to pay the price for it. 

	That’s not fair, and I know it. I’m the one who agreed to this—I’m the one who got swindled by a pretty face and a naïve heart. I promised myself that I would never take stupid risks again, not when Mysha’s life was on the line. 

	Kaya took her partner’s hand and helped lead her through the crowds still filling the promenade. The gate to the docking ring was only about fifty meters ahead, but it felt like a kilometer with all the foot traffic in their way. 

	“What are we going to do?” Mysha asked eventually. 

	Kaya felt her cheek twitch. “We’re going to do exactly what the Echo said—we’re going to grab Dorian before the Vecs take him off the station.”

	“We can’t do that!”

	“Of course we can!” Kaya growled. “He almost blew your fucking head off back there. This isn’t a game, Meesh! Did that thing wipe your memory of the last ten minutes?”

	Mysha jerked her hand away and rubbed at the back of her neck. “I don’t understand how they could have possibly decrypted Dorian’s transmission so quickly,” she breathed. “If he could slice into the Prowler’s coms, he could definitely design strong enough encryption to hold off the Vecs for more than a few hours.”

	“Well, he’s obviously not as smart as he thinks he is,” Kaya grumbled. And I’m obviously too stupid to make the right decision when it counts. 

	“No, you don’t understand,” Mysha protested. “There’s no way they could have—”

	“It doesn’t matter!” Kaya snapped. “What’s done is done. We don’t know what happened, but we know what we have to do.”

	The Velothi shook her head insistently. “But you saw how the Echo reacted when he found out about Dorian’s powers. The moment you told him the truth, it was like he changed into a completely different person. He probably thinks he can get a ransom from the Spiders.”

	Kaya set her jaw and glanced away. She had mentally replayed her conversation with the Echo about a dozen times already, but there were still far too many questions she couldn’t answer. Mysha was right about his reaction, though—it had been incredibly bizarre. He should have been concerned that his own psychic operatives might have unwittingly exposed his entire organization, but instead…

	He’d acted like Dorian was worth more than all of them put together.

	Maybe he just wants to capture Dorian so he can put a bomb in the kid’s brain and transform him into another debt slave like Mysha. But the risk just seems too great. Hiding from law enforcement or even the CDF is one thing, but the Spiders are an entirely different beast. They could tear down the entire Syndicate in an afternoon. Surely the Echo isn’t stupid enough to risk that just for one more operative. 

	“There’s something else going on here,” Kaya murmured. “Ordering us to steal Dorian from the Vecs only to ransom him right back doesn’t make any sense.”

	“Well, you know how the Vecs work,” Mysha offered. “The right hand almost never has any idea what the left hand is doing. The Intelligence and Defense Ministries are always at each other’s throats, and the Echo has played them against each other before.”

	Kaya hissed softly through her teeth. Again, her partner was right. One of the reasons the Syndicate had grown so powerful over the years was the Echo’s almost supernatural talent for manipulating the levers of bureaucracy to his advantage. He had blackmailed planetary governors and even set whole worlds against one another. That could be what he had in mind here. 

	But something about that conclusion just didn’t sit right. An alarm klaxon had been wailing in the back of Kaya’s mind ever since they had left the audience chamber. Deep down, she knew they were missing something vitally important here. The problem was that they were out of time.

	“I won’t hand him over, Kaya,” Mysha said quietly. “I don’t care what the Echo does, and I don’t care if it makes you upset. The whole reason we came up with this plan in the first place was to avoid—”

	“I know,” Kaya said. 

	Mysha blinked. “You do?”

	Kaya tried one last time to swallow the anxious lump lodged in her throat. Half of her brain was still screaming at her to abandon false hope and accept reality. It wanted her to do whatever the Echo ordered and get this over with as fast as possible. 

	But the other half—the half she had been content to ignore for years until Dorian had shown up—kept insisting that she couldn’t allow her fear to control her. Not anymore. She had escaped from the Widow a lifetime ago, but she had never truly felt free. 

	And I never will so long as the Echo has his finger on the button. Giving him Dorian might loosen the leash a notch, but at what cost? Mysha would rather die than live a slave. Maybe I would, too. 

	Kaya drew in a long, slow breath. A long time ago, she had promised herself that she would never return to the Widow’s Nest. A quick death was far better than endless torment. Every time she had found a new hiding spot, she had planned out contingencies in case the Spiders caught up to her. The process has been morbid and liberating all at once. 

	Perhaps it was time to stop pretending and face her fears. Perhaps it was time to take a chance and place her trust in a fellow psychic for real. 

	“We’re not going to turn him in,” Kaya whispered. 

	Mysha’s tendrils all seemed to freeze at once. “Then what are we going to do?”

	“I don’t know yet,” Kaya said as she glanced up at the neon placard above the docking ring entrance. “But I have about sixty seconds to figure it out.”

	 

	***

	[Wake up, Dorian.]

	Dorian’s eyes shot open. Metal walls surrounded him on all sides, and he groaned in disgust. For the third time in less than two days, Ghost had pumped him full of adrenaline to wake him into captivity. 

	“Shit,” he hissed, wincing at the sudden stab of pain in his gut. His treacherous para-sentient AI might have been able to manipulate his nervous system, but Ghost couldn’t magically mend very real and very painful wounds. 

	[A Subari officer provided rudimentary first aid along with a stimpack,] Ghost said. [Your wounds are not life-threatening, but the impact of the Baalir’s tail broke several ribs and partially collapsed one of your lungs. You will require proper medical attention soon.]

	“Thanks for the update,” Dorian growled. He could feel himself moving, though he couldn’t actually see much of anything at the moment. He was trapped in a reinforced crate of some kind, and he noticed the flicker of a red energy mesh outside the narrow air slits. The Vecs must have placed him inside an anti-grav hauler so they could drag him through the station without anyone getting a good look at him. He had seen similar contraptions from the outside on various holo-vids, but he hadn’t realized they could be fitted with an energy containment field, too. 

	Even if I ripped open a hole in the crate, I can’t do a damn thing about the energy field. Not that it matters, anyway—there are probably a dozen soldiers and mechs escorting this thing. 

	“So,” he said, groaning in discomfort as he tried to sit up, “do you regret ‘protecting me from myself’ yet?”

	The AI hesitated. [As I lamented before, I may have underestimated the risk of alerting Convectorate authorities.]

	“You may have underestimated the risks? Are you serious?”

	[I will gladly provide my calculations for proper analysis at a later time, but I suggest we remain focused on the present.]

	Dorian grunted. Reaching through to touch the energy bars would almost certainly shock him unconscious again, but if it somehow overloaded his implant and destroyed the AI matrix housing, it might be worth the pain.

	[We have just entered one of the station’s hangar bays,] Ghost went on. [However, there is no ship currently docked within. I cannot access our captors’ communications without entering the system, but I calculate a high probability that they are waiting to move us onto a specialized vessel. It is conceivable that they will not even take us to the battleship.]

	“In other words, the Spiders are probably already on their way,” Dorian said, burying his face in his hands. “Why did you even bother waking me up?”

	[Because we have limited time to plan our escape.]

	“In case you hadn’t noticed, I already tried to escape. Remind me how that went.”

	[We must make another attempt. Being captured by the Spiders is an unacceptable outcome.]

	“Maybe you should have thought of that before you sold me out,” Dorian snarled. He leaned his back up against the side of the crate and swore under his breath. His chest felt like it was on fire, but at least the rising pain had one advantage: he didn’t have much mental bandwidth left to worry about all the horrible things the Spiders were about to do to him. 

	The crate lurched beneath him as it came to an abrupt halt, and he could hear the guttural voice of a Tarreen barking orders through the air slit just behind him. Out of sheer, morbid curiosity, he twisted his body around enough to peer outside. There were three, maybe four security mechs—Garr Industries SEC-5 models, no less—along with the Subari officer, the Baalir warrior, and at least a half dozen armored Krosian mercenaries.

	[You injured the Baalir more grievously than I originally realized,] Ghost said. [I have analyzed his movement patterns: he is slightly favoring his left leg, and he is suffering from reduced lung capacity.]

	Dorian snorted, then immediately regretted it as pain lanced his chest. “So am I. What’s your point?”

	[Only that the situation is not as hopeless as it may appear. If you release me from the implant, my avatar can join with one of the security mechs and override its IFF protocols to provide you with a distraction.]

	“I’m more worried about your IFF protocols,” Dorian grumbled. “The moment you take control of that mech, you’ll probably find a way to escape and leave me behind.”

	[Once again, you are allowing your emotions to override your judgment. We do not have much time. I suggest you—]

	Dorian tuned out the AI’s voice when the door to the docking ring opened and another set of clawed, heavy feet stomped closer. He squinted through the slit and watched a purple-scaled Tarreen stride into the hangar as if it belonged to him. He was shorter and slighter than the Baalir—Asraad-caste Tarreen were the leaders of the Convectorate, not front-line shock troopers—but he strutted as arrogantly as if he were one of the Hierarchs. 

	“You hauled this Seraphim across the entire docking ring?” the Asraad snarled, his yellow eyes narrowing as he glared at the Subari officer. “What were you thinking?”

	The officer’s already-pale face turned even whiter. “Minister Drathir? Sir, we had no idea you were on the sta—”

	“I didn’t ask for another demonstration of your profound incompetence,” Drathir spat. “I want to know why you insisted on showing off your prize to every degenerate thug and infochant on Talinus.”

	The Asraad stormed over to the crate, his claws curling in barely contained fury at his sides. His reptilian frame may have been considerably slimmer than that of a Baalir, but he still towered over most humanoids…although, upon closer inspection, he was shorter than Dorian expected from the holo-vids he’d seen featuring other Tarreen of his caste. The man’s outfit was also a bit strange. Asraad officials typically preferred golden baldrics and sarongs over their waists, but Drathir was wearing a gaudy red sash that didn’t seem to fit him at all. 

	“Sir, the prisoner was concealed the entire time we moved him,” the Subari replied nervously. “The crate is sensor-shielded, and my men used the corridor-bypass to minimize exposure to civilian traffic. No one could have learned the prisoner’s identity, I assure you.”

	“You had better hope not, for your sake,” Drathir said. He came to a halt a few meters from the crate and thwacked his horned tail against the deck. “How long until the Spiders arrive?”

	“The Intelligence Ministry has been notified,” the Baalir shock trooper said in a deep, rumbling voice. “They should have alerted everyone with a Class Five clearance aboard the station.”

	The Asraad snorted. “And you should have been more careful with your cargo. How many of your men did this one kill before he was incapacitated?”

	The Subari started to reply, but the Baalir cut in. “If you didn’t receive the alert, Minister, then why are you here?” The trooper’s orange eyes narrowed. “Why are you on this station at all? And where is your entourage?”

	“I don’t answer to you, vashikra,” Drathir growled. “I am concerned with—”

	The Baalir’s arm flashed out and snatched the Asraad’s wrist. The two Tarreen glared at each other like a pair of vixxa about to lock horns over a mate, but then the Baalir’s nostrils flared open. 

	“You are not the Minister,” he snarled. “You are not even Tarreen!”

	“And you,” Drathir said, his toothy maw twisting into a smile, “are just a few seconds too slow.”

	A brilliant flash of blue light lit up the hangar, and the Subari officer standing behind the two Tarreen screeched when a pulse blast burned through the middle of his chest. The Krosians scattered, diving for whatever cover they could find. Another shot followed, dropping one of the security mechs, and Dorian swore he spotted a faint shimmer of movement up on one of the maintenance catwalks above the landing area. But before he could focus, the Asraad slammed his free hand into the Baalir’s chest. His claws didn’t pierce the warrior’s red scales, but they did unleash a crackling surge of electricity that threw him backward into a pile of storage crates precariously close to a bin of fuel canisters. 

	“Holy shit,” Dorian rasped. “It can’t be…”

	But it was. Scale by scale, the Asraad’s reptilian skin transformed into human flesh until all that remained was a familiar woman wrapped in a red sash so large it fell from her waist to the floor. Kaya thrust out her glyph-covered arm and unleashed another bolt of lightning so powerful it practically disintegrated two more combat mechs. Meanwhile, Mysha continued her assault from the catwalk, squeezing off shot after shot at the confused Krosians before they could figure out what was going on…

	But Convectorate soldiers were nothing if not professional. Several of the Krosian mercenaries fired back at their invisible attacker, while the rest charged at Kaya with their bayonets and plasma pikes. She rolled across the floor and snatched up a fallen weapon to defend herself—

	[We should make use of this distraction,] Ghost said. [Perhaps we could—]

	“No shit!” Dorian growled as he leaned away from the air slit and took in a deep breath. His chest still felt like it was on fire, and he was more than a little worried that his intestines would rupture the moment he strained himself, but he stretched out with his mind until he could feel the metal walls of the container. Tearing open a hole would be easier than actually crawling through it in his current condition, but the energy cage was the real problem. It would fry him the moment he tried to leave. 

	Unless…

	The battle raged outside, but Dorian forced himself to concentrate on tracing the path of the energy bars surging horizontally along the metal back to their source. Just like he expected, he found the device responsible attached to the outside of the crate. He couldn’t reach inside and manipulate the guts of the device like he could with his own implant—the plastic casing prevented him from doing anything to the internal circuitry—but he might be able to rip apart the metal surface the device was clipped to…

	Focusing his powers on a small ten-by-ten-centimeter section of the crate, he concentrated hard, sweat breaking over his brow, until he felt the alloy destabilize at the molecular level. The metal screeched as it turned brittle, and all it took was a firm—and agonizing—kick to break it free. The whole chunk crashed to the floor, and the energy field promptly vanished. 

	“There,” he said, reopening his eyes. “Let’s do this.”

	Without any gimmicks to contain him, Dorian easily blasted the entire crate apart with single surge of magnokinetic force. All four sides exploded outward as if a great beast had burst from within, but he had no intention of leaving himself exposed. Shifting his polarity, he pulled the metal fragments back to himself, surrounding his body in a wall of makeshift riot shields. 

	Just in time. One of the Krosian soldiers, clearly in full panic mode from the sniper blasts surgically picking off his companions, turned and sprayed the destroyed crate with his rifle. Dorian’s ad hoc shield easily absorbed the blasts, however, and he reached out and shaped another magnetic singularity just like he had created during his escape from the casino. He wasn’t able to make it quite as powerful—the rush of adrenaline shooting though him couldn’t completely negate his injuries—but the pull was still strong enough to suck the weapons out of the hands of most of the surviving soldiers. The bodies of several destroyed mechs smashed together in the singularity as well, creating a giant mass of metallic parts that Dorian promptly dropped on top of one of the mercenaries hiding behind a stack of cargo containers for cover. 

	Disarmed, confused, and utterly outmatched, the rest of the Krosians went down to a flurry of a precisely targeted pulse blasts. Within seconds, the only remaining threat in the hangar was the Baalir. 

	“Mon chaka dul graath!” the shock trooper snarled as he dragged himself out of the piles of crates. The blast of electricity had left visible scorch marks on his scales, which Dorian hadn’t thought was even possible. Kaya must have been able to produce even more energy than a plasma rifle when properly motivated…

	But right now, the metamorph looked utterly spent. She was stark naked and panting raggedly at the center of the room, and she eventually collapsed to a knee. The Baalir locked hateful orange eyes upon her, and he didn’t seem to care in the least that Mysha was pumping shot after shot into him from the catwalk above. 

	[Her weapon is not proving effective,] Ghost said. 

	“Thanks for the help,” Dorian snarled. “Again.”

	Gritting his teeth, he scanned the hangar for inspiration…and found it just in time. Right as the Baalir started to charge at Kaya, Dorian magnokinetically hurled his shield of debris, pummeling the trooper back toward the pile of crates again. But Dorian altered the last piece of metal’s trajectory, bringing it around in an arc to smash into the Tarreen from the side instead, shifting him just a few meters closer to the bin of shielded fuel canisters. 

	“Now!” Dorian cried out, hoping desperately that Mysha would take the hint. 

	He needn’t have worried. She had already pulled the trigger before the word left his mouth, and while the pulse blast of a sniper rifle couldn’t pierce Tarreen scales, it breached the fuel canisters just fine. The detonation instantly engulfed half the hangar bay, but Dorian’s faith in the station’s design paid off. An emergency suppression field instantly contained the explosion when it sensed a tiny breach in the station’s hull, and a large hatch on that half of the hangar doors opened to vent the explosion. He watched, mesmerized, as the giant green fireball stopped about ten meters in front of him, then vanished as the oxygen inside the shield bubble was sucked into space along with the crates, the debris, and one very upset Baalir. 

	“What the fuck!” Kaya gasped, holding her forearm protectively in front of her. “How did you know it was going to—?”

	“I’m an engineer,” Dorian said, hobbling over, then taking a knee beside her. His intestines hadn’t spilled out after all, but his ribs still felt cracked in about a hundred different places. It was definitely getting harder to breathe. 

	 

	A flicker of movement from the catwalk caught his eye, and he watched as Mysha materialized out of thin air and quickly slid down the closest ladder. She dashed over to them, her rifle slung over her shoulders.

	“Nice shot,” she said to him, her tail thrashing almost giddily. 

	“You, too,” he replied, trying to smirk but wincing in pain instead. 

	She practically dove down next to him. “Are you all right? I didn’t see you take a hit…”

	“This is from earlier,” he bit out through clenched teeth. “The Vecs…they were waiting for me.”

	Her blue eyes settled on his, a dozen unspoken questions on her face. “You’re bleeding through your bandages,” she whispered. “You need a doctor.”

	[The Velothi’s analysis is correct,] Ghost said. [You are bleeding internally. You need surgery as soon as possible.]

	“I don’t think we have time for a visit to the infirmary,” Dorian said, bracing his palm on the cold metal of the deck. “The Vecs must have reinforcements nearby.”

	“Station security will be here soon,” Kaya said, clenching and unclenching her left hand as her glyphs slowly faded. She seemed to have caught her second wind. “We need to make a run for the Prowler.”

	Dorian tried to pull himself to his feet, but his vision went black. A wave of nausea crashed over him, and his arms felt so weak he wasn’t even sure he could hold himself up.

	“Kaya, he needs help!” Mysha said, grabbing his arms and helping to prop him up. 

	Dorian tried to answer, but Kaya was suddenly looming over him, her hand pressed flat against his bandaged belly. He must have blacked out for a few moments…

	“Dammit,” she hissed. “You aren’t going anywhere without some help. Just hold still and I’ll see if I can…hnn!”

	Dorian watched as the skin on her bare stomach suddenly turned red and then purple as if it had been bruised. But while her health deteriorated, his own breaths started coming easier. 

	[Fascinating,] Ghost said. [She appears to have psionically absorbed some of your wounds. I wonder if—]

	“Shit,” Kaya swore, leaning away and clutching at her stomach. “That’s all I’ve got. Can you…can you walk?”

	Dorian nodded. “I…I think so.”

	“Then we need to get the fuck out of here.” Grimacing again, Kaya lunged over to the Subari officer and started stripping off his red uniform jacket and pants. While she frantically dressed, Mysha took Dorian’s arm and helped him to his feet. 

	“I still can’t believe you’re a magnokinetic,” she said. “Those sheets of metal must have weighed hundreds of kilos…”

	“Yeah, but you’re the one who can turn invisible,” he said with a grunt. “Right now, that’s a far more useful ability.”

	Her glowing eyes remained locked on his. “The Echo wants us to bring you back to him,” she whispered. “We don’t know what he wants with you, but it doesn’t matter. We’re not going to give you to him. We’re psychics—we’re supposed to stick together. We have to stick together…”

	Dorian could see the pain and worry on her face—recent pain, and a slight tremble in her lips—but he was genuinely surprised when she touched his hand and squeezed. It was so warm, so compassionate…she didn’t seem anything like the cold-hearted assassin who had shot him ten seconds after they had first met. 

	“All right, come on,” Kaya said as she pulled the Subari’s jacket over her shoulders. It was at least two sizes too big for her lithe frame, and it had clearly been tailored to fit a man. “The Prowler is five bays further down—we have a long way to go, and we need to hurry.”

	Mysha turned and studied her partner. “The Echo will expect us to signal him with an update soon.”

	“I know, and I’ll tell him we’re on our way,” Kaya said. She turned and pointed to a sealed door ten meters away on the side of the hangar. “Go and get that thing open. We can stay out of sight if we travel through the maintenance shafts.”

	The Velothi tossed Dorian a final meaningful glance before she sprinted to the door, one of her homemade data spikes already in hand. He was just about to chase after her when Kaya abruptly grabbed his arm and held him in place. 

	“I don’t know what the hell happened or why everything went to shit so quickly,” she told him, her amber eyes blazing, “but I’m about to bet everything on you. Please tell me you’re worth it.”

	Dorian studied her. The playful, impish Kaya he had seen so much of over the past twenty-four hours was gone. In her place stood an iron-faced woman who looked like she was ready to tear apart anything and anyone who stood in her way—or break down and curl into a sobbing ball. Dorian wondered what had happened during their meeting with the Echo…but that answer could wait. 

	“What do you need me to do?” he asked. 

	“Back in hyperspace, you told me there was a chance you could disable Mysha’s chip,” Kaya said. “Well, I hate to break it to you, but you’re officially the only chance she’s got. The Echo will know we’ve betrayed him the moment the Prowler leaves the station. You’ll only have a few seconds to disarm that bomb.”

	Dorian’s eyes flicked over to the Mysha. Her tail was swishing back and forth behind her as she squatted in front of the maintenance door and attempted to override its security. He had wanted to help free her from the moment Kaya had mentioned the explosive chip in her brain. He had genuinely believed he could help her, too…but then again, he had also believed that he would be on a Union ship on his way to freedom by now. Everything had blown up in his face so suddenly and so utterly that he wasn’t sure he could actually trust his own intuition anymore.

	And he certainly couldn’t trust Ghost. 

	“I’m not going to let anything happen to her,” Kaya said, digging her fingertips into his arm. “Which means that one of two things is going to happen: either we’re going to drag you back to the Echo, or you’re going to get that chip out of her brain with your powers.”

	Dorian swallowed heavily as he stared deep into her eyes. He swore he could actually feel them peeling away his flesh to peer into his soul. 

	“I got it!” Mysha called out as the maintenance door hissed open. “Let’s go!”

	Kaya squeezed his arm even harder when he tried to turn. “What’s it going to be?”

	“I’ll get that thing out of her,” Dorian said. “I promise.”

	He couldn’t tell if she believed him or not. He couldn’t tell if he believed himself or not. But Kaya nodded regardless, and she released her grip on his arm and pointed the pistol she had taken from the Subari at the open door. 

	“Come on,” she said. “We don’t have much time.”

	 

	 

	
11 
Afterimage

	 

	The maintenance ducts were every bit as cramped, hot, and generally miserable as Kaya had imagined, but it wasn’t as though they had any realistic alternative. Station security would already be sweeping the docking ring, and the Convectorate would surely send reinforcements if they hadn’t already. Their only saving grace was that no one knew who they were or what ship they had arrived on. The Echo and his operatives were the real threat here, but with luck, he wouldn’t try to signal them for at least a few more minutes. 

	Mysha navigated the duct system with the aid of her holopad, and Dorian chipped in with a few suggestions here and there, either due to his engineering expertise or because his powers let him sense which way they needed to go. Kaya mostly grumbled under her breath, and not just because her ribs ached like they had been pounded with a pipe. She was betting everything on the skills of a man she had only just met in the desperate hope that he could pull off a miracle. 

	It went against all of her instincts. It went against all logic and reason. But when she pictured Mysha writhing on the floor in the Echo’s audience chamber, she knew they could never go back. 

	One way or another, their debt to the Syndicate was about to be cleared. 

	The anxious flutters in the pit of her stomach only made the pain worse, but Kaya forced herself to press on. At least she had given the Vecs a bloody nose one last time. The captain of that battleship would almost certainly get a nasty reprimand from the Intelligence Ministry in the very near future. Perhaps the real Minister Drathir would even pay them a visit…

	“This should be the right hangar,” Mysha said as she approached another sealed hatch. Beads of sweat dripped down her blue skin as she crouched next to the access panel and popped it open. “This won’t take long unless…oh, shit.”

	“What now?” Kaya asked, wiping her own brow. If it weren’t so cramped, she would have been tempted to turn back into a Tarreen just to cope with the heat. Then again, she had learned the hard way that changing form while injured was a recipe for agony. Shuffling broken ribs around didn’t magically repair the damage.  

	“Station security triggered a silent lockdown across the docking ring. Someone obviously found our handiwork.”

	Kaya swore. “I’ll rip the door apart if I have to.”

	“I can handle it,” Dorian said, pressing up behind Mysha. The tunnel was so cramped he could barely squeeze his arm past her, but he only needed to touch the panel for a second before the locks disengaged. 

	“What did you do?” Mysha asked.

	“The locks are magnetic. I disrupted the fields, though it won’t last for more than a few seconds.”

	Mysha craned her head to smile at him. “That’s incredible,” she whispered, her tendrils twirling. Her blue eyes looked almost violet in the red lighting. 

	“Hey, I’m the only reason his guts aren’t rupturing,” Kaya muttered as another spike of pain shot through her ribs. “You can swoon when we get onto the ship, all right?”

	“I wasn’t—ugh,” Mysha snorted as she turned back to the hatch. Her cheeks might have flushed, but it was difficult to tell in the dim lighting.

	The hatch popped open, and she squeezed through the opening. The blast of cold air from the other side was so intense it felt like ice on her skin, and for a moment, she forgot about the pain in her gut. The sleek, familiar hull of the Prowler greeted her when Kaya emerged, though she habitually scanned the rest of the hangar to make certain they were indeed alone. 

	“If there’s a lockdown, we won’t get clearance for departure,” Mysha said worriedly. “And there’s no way I can slice into the system fast enough to open the hangar.”

	“Then I guess it’s a good thing we have a walking magnet with us,” Kaya said. “Come on!”

	All three of them took off in the fastest jog they could manage—

	And came to a halt when the Prowler’s landing ramp began to lower. A pair of identical human women clad in black, form-fitting armor and carrying compact rifles emerged from inside the ship.

	“Oh, shit,” Kaya gasped. “How did they…?”

	She couldn’t bring herself to finish. Mysha had already frozen in place, her blue skin paling at least three shades. Dorian mostly looked uncertain, but he would understand soon. 

	They were too late. 

	“The scion to the Garr legacy. I am pleased that my associates were able to rescue you from the Convectorate.”

	The Echo’s voice seemed to fill the entire hangar, and it took Kaya a moment to realize it was coming from inside the closed helmets of both Shadows. The implication was as bizarre as it was disturbing. 

	“What the fuck?” Dorian whispered, his gaze flicking back and forth between the armored women. “Who in the hell are you?”

	“I am merely a man with questions,” the Echo said. “Questions that I hope you will be able to answer now that my servants have brought you before me.”

	Dorian’s eyes lit up in recognition, but when he looked at Kaya for direction, she had none left to give. Seeing the Shadows standing between them and their ship—and confirming that the Echo had been one step ahead of them like always—had extinguished her last lingering spark of hope. She felt so utterly and thoroughly defeated that she couldn’t even muster the energy to ball her hands into fists at her sides. 

	Dorian surely saw it all—her weakness, her weariness, her stupidity—and something in his sapphire gaze shifted. Turning away, he stepped past Mysha to stand between them and the Shadows. “I doubt I have anything to say that you want to hear,” he said defiantly. “But I suggest that you tell your thugs to get out of our way.”

	The Echo chuckled—a dark, twisted sound made all the more surreal by the fact it emanated from two helmets at once. In all the time Kaya had been working with him, she had never heard her master laugh even once. It was far more unnerving than she ever would have imagined. 

	“I admire your gall, Mister Garr,” the Echo said. “I suppose I should have expected it from the man who built an empire out of nothing. Anyone who has ever met your father knows that he never could have accomplished any of this himself. He was a third-rate salvager and a fourth-rate engineer. But you…you are obviously something special.”

	Dorian set his jaw. “Look, I don’t know who the hell you are or what you think you can get out of me, but I’m not going to help your Syndicate any more than I’m going to help the Convectorate.”

	“The Tarreen don’t want your help—they want your power,” the Echo said. “The last known Seraphim Shaper died almost five years ago during the Battle of Keledon, and the rest died years before that. You are a priceless relic of a dying age. The Widow and her Spiders would love nothing more than to add you to their collection. But I am not interested in enslaving you, Mister Garr. On the contrary, I am hopeful that we can accomplish great things together.”

	“You’re free to hope all you want,” Dorian said. “You won’t get anything from me.”

	Another dark chuckle emanated from the twin helmets. “I’ve no doubt that you’ve heard many rumors about the Syndicate, but I assure you, Mister Garr, I am not a monster—I am a lifeline for people like you. I offer haven from a galaxy that fears your power and a Convectorate that wishes to destroy you for it. I believe in harnessing potential. I believe in freedom. But most of all, I believe in the power of choice. That is why I gave Kaya here an opportunity to redeem herself. I gave her the choice to serve me…or to watch her friend die. And now she will face the consequences of her decision.”

	Kaya opened her mouth, desperate protests springing to her lips, but her pleas were cut off by Mysha’s agonized shriek as she crumpled to the deck in a thrashing heap. Kaya dove protectively on top of her just as she had before, and this time, Dorian joined her. He looked horrified, eyes wide and mouth agape as he tried to hold the Velothi still…

	And then, as suddenly as they had started, the convulsions stopped. Mysha whimpered in anguish, her limbs weakly twitching and her glowing eyes rolling back into her head. 

	“What the fuck?!” Dorian roared, surging to his feet. Enraged and confused, he whipped his head back around and glared at the Shadows standing at the foot of the landing ramp. Kaya could tell he was about to lash out…

	“Don’t!” she warned, grabbing his arm. “He’ll kill her.”

	Dorian hesitated. Kaya saw the furious indecision in his eyes, and her stomach clenched in disgust. He finally understands. A man can have all the power in the universe yet still be helpless. 

	“As I said, I believe in the power of choice,” the Echo repeated into the brittle stillness. “That is why I wished to speak to you, Mister Garr. Now that the Tarreen know what you are and what you are capable of, their Spiders will never stop hunting you. Your old life is over, but your new one does not have to be filled with misery and torment. You have a choice: join with me and embrace your power, or live in fear until the day the Spiders finally catch up to you.”

	Dorian swallowed heavily as he knelt and touched Mysha’s cheek. “You’re a sick son of a bitch,” he snarled. 

	“I am exactly what I must be to survive in a harsh and unforgiving galaxy,” the Echo said. “I will gladly grant you my protection, but freedom does have its price. Kaya here understood that once, though she seems to have forgotten.” 

	Mysha shrieked again, and if Dorian weren’t holding her head, she might have banged her skull on the deck hard enough to crack it open. Her jaw locked open, foam frothing on her lips… 

	“Stop!” Dorian screamed. “Please!”

	The convulsions came to an abrupt halt, but by now, Mysha was barely conscious. She choked and gasped for air, her tendrils twitching as if she were still being electrocuted. She could have suffered permanent nerve damage by this point. 

	“That’s enough!” Dorian said. “I get the message, all right?”

	He grimaced, mortified. The look on his face—a look of existential terror and despair and helplessness—was so familiar it burned a hole straight through Kaya’s soul. He was about to break; he was about to make the same sacrifice that she had made years ago. 

	It was in that moment, when she saw the full scope of her failures reflected in the eyes of another, that she finally knew what she could do. 

	What she must do. 

	Kaya swallowed her fear in a single gulp as she reached out and touched Mysha’s brow. Her partner looked up at her—not with pain, but defiance. The two women communicated more in a split second of shared torment than they ever could with words.

	“This is it,” she whispered to Dorian. “I can buy you thirty seconds, maybe a minute.”

	His brow furrowed. “What?”

	“There’s only one way out of this,” Kaya said, rising to her feet. “Show me what a shaper can do.”

	 

	***

	 

	“You don’t understand, sir,” Kaya said as she left her partner’s side and stepped closer to the Prowler. “Please, just allow me to explain…”

	Dorian watched, still mystified, as she casually positioned herself between them and the armored women standing at the bottom of the ramp. Her words had made one thing clear: she was officially counting on him, the man she had tried to rob less than twenty-four hours ago, to save her and her partner from a life of indentured servitude. It was desperate. It was insane.

	But it was also their only choice. And if he fucked this up, they were all as good as dead. 

	“Shit,” he breathed, closing his eyes and touching the side of Mysha’s slender blue neck. The moment he stretched out with his mind, he located the chip at the top of her spinal cord…but it wasn’t anything like he expected. He couldn’t feel any circuits or pins or energy at all, which didn’t make a damn bit of sense. It was more like a piece of rock lodged in her brainstem than a cybernetic implant…

	[Sir, I may be able to assist you.]

	“This really isn’t the time,” Dorian hissed as his eyes opened and he looked down at Mysha. “We’ve had more than enough betrayals today, thanks.”

	[I understand your hesitation, but you must believe me when I tell you that your survival is my sole concern,] Ghost insisted. [And whether I like it or not, these females are now your only hope of escape.]

	“What…?” Mysha gasped, her eyes still blinking from the aftershocks of pain. “Who are you—”

	“Shh,” he whispered, gently placing his fingers over her lips and trying desperately not to think about the precious seconds that were slowly ticking away. “I located the chip, but I’ve never felt anything like it before. I’m not sure where to begin.”

	[That is because it is not a piece of standard technology. The chip is psionic in origin.]

	“What?” he breathed. 

	[I do not have an explanation, but the reason the device feels strange to your psionic senses is that it is made out of crystal, not metal. There is no conventional power source or circuitry to manipulate. I postulate that the device is controlled entirely by telepathic commands.”

	Dorian’s mouth fell open. That seemed impossible. If only psychics could use psi-tech, and only a telepath could trigger this chip…

	[The Echo and his organization clearly have secrets of their own,] Ghost said. [But there is no time to speculate further. You must disable the chip—quickly.]

	He shook his head. “I don’t even know where to start!”

	[Yes, you do,] Ghost assured him. [In fact, the device’s psionic nature presents you with a unique opportunity. You do not need to perform surgery to dislodge the chip or to disable its functions. You merely need to destabilize the psionic matrix.]

	Dorian opened his mouth to demand how but then realized he already knew the answer. He had first learned how to manipulate psionic crystals when he’d begun building the Garr Industries psionic mainframe. The entire process had been touch and go—it wasn’t as if there was a reference manual floating around the Holosphere for him to use. But the most remarkable thing about psionic technology was that it often didn’t need a manual. It was as much art as science, a product of thought and desire as much as empirical method. The mainframe’s crystals had responded almost instinctively to his mind. 

	What if he could do that again here?

	Closing his eyes, Dorian stretched out with his mind again and pressed against the crystal. He could feel its smooth surface, and while there were no electric or magnetic fields coursing through it, there was something else—something much more powerful. 

	“You can do this,” Mysha said, her voice so faint it almost disappeared the moment it escaped her lips. But when he opened his eyes, he found her smiling up at him. “I know you can.”

	It was in that exact moment, when a girl he barely knew looked up at him like he was her last hope in the universe, that Dorian finally believed it, too. 

	“Hold on,” he said, shutting his eyes again. “Just hold on.”

	 

	***

	 

	“I knew there was something wrong the moment you returned to the station,” the Echo said, the scorn in his voice growing with every word. “Your repeated failures have grown quite tiresome.”

	Kaya nodded as obsequiously as she could manage. Just buy Dorian a little more time…

	“I understand, sir,” she said. “But I assure you, I will not fail you again.”

	“That is precisely what you said after the debacles on Praxius Minor and Thanadon II. Over and over, your partner suffers the price for your failure, yet you continue to fail. And now, after I show you mercy and offer you a chance for redemption, you betray me. For that alone, I should give you to the Spiders.”

	“I beg you to grant me one last chance, sir,” Kaya said, her voice cracking as she pressed her palms together. “We’ll do anything you want. We’ll break into CDF command. We’ll steal from the Intelligence Ministry headquarters—anything! Just please…please, don’t hurt her.”

	“You overestimate your importance,” the Echo spat. “You are hardly unique. I have already wasted far too much time with you when I can so easily train another.”

	A dark tingle slithered down Kaya’s spine. The words were disturbingly familiar…

	If she’s a perfect specimen, she will survive. If she isn’t, I would rather know now before we waste any more precious time. We can always train another.

	The memories shot through her, freezing her breath in her lungs. It didn’t make any sense. Even a man with the resources of the Syndicate couldn’t possibly have more psionic operatives at his beck and call…

	“The shaper will make for a far better servant,” the Echo told her. “His powers will open countless doors that have been closed to us, and he has obviously formed an attachment to you. Perhaps the time has come for you to be his anchor. For your sake, I hope he doesn’t fail you as thoroughly as you have failed the Velothi.”

	Out of the corner of her eye, Kaya spotted Dorian helping Mysha lean upright. And when she risked a glance back over her shoulder, she no longer saw terror in her partner’s blue eyes. Instead, she saw awe. She saw wonder. 

	She saw hope. 

	“I think you’re right about him,” Kaya said, unable to hold back a smile as her terror swiftly drained away. “His powers have already opened more doors than you realize.”

	“I’m so glad we agree,” the Echo said coldly. “But I will not abide further treachery. You have always known the consequences for betrayal, Kaya. It is time for the Garr scion to learn them as well. If you are to become his anchor, then the Velothi no longer serves a purpose.”

	His threat hung in the air, but for once it wasn’t punctuated by a shriek of pain. On the contrary, Mysha slowly came to her feet, a determined grin spreading across her lips. 

	“Never again,” she declared. “Our debt is officially paid.” 

	“What?” the Echo hissed. 

	“Like I said, you were right about him,” Kaya replied, cracking her knuckles. “The kid really is something special.”

	She sprang into action. Flooding her body with a burst of adrenaline, she surged forward and slammed her shoulder into one of the Shadows, knocking the woman off the landing ramp and sending her tumbling across the hangar floor. At nearly the same instant, she thrust out her left hand and grabbed the other one’s arm to discharge a massive blast of bioelectricity. The Shadow shrieked—in a decidedly female voice, no less—as the current crackled through her armor, frying her nerves and stopping her heart in an instant. Kaya released her grip and kicked the sizzling corpse off the other side of the ramp. 

	But the first Shadow wasn’t done. The woman recovered from her ungainly roll with cat-like grace; she flipped back to her feet and took aim in the span of a single heartbeat. But before she could pull the trigger, the rifle lurched out of her grip and went straight to Dorian. 

	He caught the weapon and immediately tossed it to Mysha. The Velothi didn’t hesitate; she caught the rifle, took aim, and fired. The blast struck the Shadow right in the center of her helmet. 

	Drained to the point of collapse, Kaya panted for breath, her gaze sweeping back and forth between the two smoldering corpses. A shroud of silence descended over the hangar as they all tried to process what had just happened. It didn’t seem real. It didn’t even seem possible. 

	Mysha is free. We’re both free!

	“You did it,” the Velothi breathed, letting the rifle clatter to the deck as she cradled Dorian’s face in her hands. She stared up into his eyes and stretched up on the tips of her toes, and it looked like she might pull him in for a kiss. But then she turned to look at Kaya instead. 

	“We should go,” Mysha said. “Seraph knows how many more of these cunts he has on the station.”

	Kaya took a shuddering breath and nodded. So much of her life had been spent trying to repress her emotions that she reflexively tried to bottle up the relief swelling inside her. But for once, she wanted to feel something. She wanted to cry tears of joy. She wanted to scream in triumph. She wanted to tackle Dorian to the deck and ride him until they both passed out. 

	But the celebration would have to wait. Their enemies would surely be here any moment. 

	“Go,” she said, pointing to the ramp. “Get the engines started.”

	Mysha nodded, and after throwing a final gleeful look at Dorian, she raced up and into the ship. Kaya lingered for a moment as her eyes settled upon the bodies of the Shadows, and she clutched her ribs and hobbled over to the one Mysha had shot to look for anything useful they might be able to scavenge. Even a simple holopad could hold a trove of information they might need to survive. 

	“I sincerely hope you can use your powers to open the bay doors,” Kaya said over her shoulder. “Because there’s no way that control will just let us leave if there’s a silent lockdown.”

	“Uh…I doubt I can move anything that heavy,” Dorian said soberly. “Those doors are huge.”

	“You might not have to literally move them.” Kaya knelt over the body and started her search for equipment. “They’re magnetically sealed. If you can disrupt the field somehow, we can probably…” 

	She trailed off when her eyes finally settled on the Shadow beneath her. Mysha’s shot had blasted open the helmet, revealing the woman’s features. Kaya’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of the burned face. 

	“What’s the matter?” Dorian asked. 

	She swallowed, but her voice almost refused to come. “Just go and help Mysha get those doors open.”

	He hesitated. “Kaya, what—?”

	“Go!” she snarled. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

	He didn’t argue, thankfully, and she heard his steps racing up the ramp. Kaya could feel half the damn station bearing down on them, but she still couldn’t turn away. When she took a closer look just to confirm her suspicions, her lungs stopped working entirely. 

	What the fuck? What the fuck?!

	Trembling with fear and confusion, Kaya forced her arms to reach out and remove the helmet. The dead woman’s green eyes were fastened open in death, and her blond hair was matted with blood. She was probably in her mid-twenties, give or take, but it wasn’t her age or the color of her eyes and hair that was so disturbing. 

	It was the fact that Kaya was looking down at a perfect copy of herself.  

	The rumble of the Prowler’s engines broke her paralysis, but only enough for her to crawl over to the second corpse. The woman she had electrocuted was lying flat on the deck with a perfectly intact helmet, but it only took a moment to remove it and reveal another twentysomething female with red hair, blue eyes, and another carbon copy of Kaya’s face. 

	You are not special. You are not unique. You are nothing more than a shadow of the Seraph, a dark simulacrum stripped of substance. Easily forgotten and instantly replaced. 

	Kaya dropped the helmet onto the deck. Her eyes remained glued upon her dead doppelganger, and the entire galaxy faded into a muted void around her. She couldn’t move. She could hardly think. The deck rumbled beneath her as the maneuvering jets fired up, and she heard the hangar doors groan as they were wrenched open. Klaxons began wailing, and warning lights plunged the hangar into flashing yellow gloom.

	But none of it mattered. None of it even seemed real. 

	“Kaya!” Mysha’s voice screamed into her com implant. “Kaya, we have to go!”

	Kaya wasn’t certain if she ever would have moved if Dorian hadn’t rushed down the ramp and grabbed her by the shoulder. She knew he was yelling something, but she couldn’t hear his voice. She couldn’t hear anything until he physically lifted her into his arms and carried her into the ship.

	“How? Why?”

	Kaya mouthed the words, silently and futilely. The stars offered no reply. 

	 

	 

	 

	



  Epilogue


   


  “It’s all right,” Dorian soothed as he laid Kaya down upon the med-table in the ship’s tiny infirmary. “We’ll be in hyperspace soon.”


  She didn’t speak or even look at him. Her stomach was so purple and bruised it looked like she had been slapped by the Baalir’s tail instead of him, but far more worrying was her total unresponsiveness. She must have absorbed far more of his wounds than she had intended, he decided, though that still didn’t explain why she wasn’t gritting her teeth or showing any obvious signs of pain. Her amber eyes just looked lost and vacant. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought she was high on a spice trip. 


  [If you release my avatar, I can enter the computer here and begin rudimentary scans,] Ghost offered. [But you may find my aid more useful in the cockpit.]


  Dorian nodded. He activated the restraints to hold Kaya in place, then brushed his hand through her hair. “Just stay put, okay? I’ll be back in a minute.” 


  On impulse, he leaned down and kissed her on the cheek, then squeezed her hand and raced to the cockpit. Everything had happened so quickly that he was completely overwhelmed. He had seen more action in the last twenty-four hours than in the last ten years combined…


  Mysha was in the pilot’s seat when he arrived, and the viewport outside was littered with ships either trying to dock with the station or attempting to leave. The com lights flashed as station control tried to scream at them to slow down and stick to an assigned vector, but she had already muted it. No one seemed to be shooting at them yet, thank the stars, though Dorian had a feeling that wouldn’t last much longer…


  “Incoming fighters…I think,” Dorian said as he slid into the co-pilot’s seat. The tac-holo flashed with a thousand different warnings, and he wasn’t used to the interface. The only thing he could tell for certain was that the Tarreen battleship, the Yavach, was very quickly and very angrily turning to chase them. 


  “They can’t catch us,” Mysha said as she slammed the throttle controls on the flight stick. Dorian was snapped back into his chair before the inertial dampeners could compensate, and a spike of pain shot through his ribs. Kaya’s healing trick had gotten him this far, but he once again felt like his innards were being held together with wire and tape. 


  Still, he couldn’t stop grinning when he turned and looked at the Velothi next to him. She’d had a grin on her face from the moment he had destabilized the psionic crystal in her brain; he couldn’t even begin to imagine how liberating it must have felt to have her leash finally broken after all these years…


  Well, perhaps he could. At least a little. 


  “Turn on your seat restraints,” Mysha warned. “And hold onto something.”


  “Um,” Dorian murmured as he searched the control panel. An invisible field pinned him tight against the chair when he hit the correct button, and not a moment too soon—Mysha slammed her flight stick forward, throwing the Prowler into a gut-wrenching dive beneath a massive cargo freighter that had appeared right in their path. And just when Dorian’s stomach started to settled, she yanked back on the stick and twisted the Prowler back up on the other side of the freighter. 


  “I warned you,” she said, her smile turning into a snicker. “I wouldn’t put it past the Vecs to try shooting through a civvy freighter to get at us, but hopefully, they realize they’re out of time.”


  Swallowing hard in a desperate attempt to keep his lunch down, Dorian glanced back over at the tac-holo. Despite his lifelong fascination with spaceflight, he was an engineer, not a pilot. Trying to visually track all the ships on the tac-holo was almost as dizzying as her last maneuver. 


  “We’re clear,” Mysha said, reaching out to the control board. “Jumping in three, two, one…”


  The stars outside the cockpit melted into thin lines, and Dorian was slammed back against his chair one last time as the flickering blue-white blur of a hyperspace corridor enveloped them. When the rest of the ships on the tac-holo blinked out of existence, he pumped his arm and let out a ragged cheer. 


  “Holy shit,” he gasped. “We did it. We actually did it!”


  “You did it,” Mysha said as she spun in her chair to face him. “I should be dead…”


  She brushed aside a handful of her white hair and touched the back of her neck. Her fingers visibly trembled as years of fear and frustration rode across her face. 


  “It’s probably still worth taking it out if we ever get the chance,” Dorian said. “I know I designed the Garr mainframe, but I felt like I had no idea what the hell I was doing the whole time. Psi-tech is…well, there’s nothing else like it.”


  “How the hell did the Echo get a psionic chip to put in my head?” Mysha asked. “How could he even control it?”


  “I have no clue, but I’d love the chance to examine the crystal.”


  Mysha lowered her arms and scoffed. “I think I’d rather just blast it into a million pieces.”


  “That would be fine, too.” Chuckling, he leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. He could feel the tension slowly draining out of arms and legs, though a part of him still couldn’t accept what had just happened. “You know, it’s still hard to—”


  Dorian was cut off when Mysha’s mouth suddenly and unexpectedly covered his. He gasped in equal parts surprise and delight when he reopened his eyes and found her crouched next to him atop the tac-holo projector. Her tongue slipped through his lips in search of a partner, and she swung her leg over his lap to straddle him in the chair. His hands instinctively found the expanse of bare blue flesh between her belt and cropped jacket as he pulled her closer…


  “Sorry,” she breathed as she pulled away. She paused, panting, and gently licked at her lips. “I just…well, I feel like I owed you that much.”


  “You don’t owe me anything,” he assured her, shocked and confused and horny all at once. “You’re the ones who rescued my ass from the Tarreen.”


  “It goes both ways,” Mysha said. From this close, her luminescent eyes were like twin suns lighting up her entire face, and he swore he could actually feel their gravity pulling him in. He had never seen anything as radiant or as ethereally beautiful. Velothi females really were unlike anything else in the galaxy…


  She looked like she was about to lean in and kiss him again, when she appeared to snap out of a trance and pulled herself off of him. “We need to check on Kaya,” she whispered. “I can’t believe she hasn’t come up here.”


  “I’m not sure what came over her,” Dorian said, tearing his eyes away and closing his legs to better conceal the growing bulge in his pants. Another twinge of pain stabbed through his ribs, and he reflexively clamped a hand over his stomach. “She looked…haunted. I assume those creepy armored women had been stalking you for a long time?”


  “Too long,” Mysha whispered. 


  He nodded. “She may have absorbed more of my injuries than she intended.”


  “It wouldn’t be the first time she’s made that mistake,” the Velothi told him before she turned back to the tac-holo. “That battleship was close enough that it might have been able to track our trajectory, so we’ll need to stop and jump a few more times to throw them off our trail. And we’ll have to search for any tracking devices the Echo’s agents left in the ship. But we should be safe enough for now. Come on.” 


  Mysha took his hand and quickly led him through the ship, but they didn’t find Kaya in the infirmary or in the adjacent galley. She had moved to her quarters, where she was sitting quietly in front of her computer, her eyes fastened upon a seemingly endless scrawl of holographic text. 


  “K, what’s going on?” Mysha said, her tail swishing behind her in confusion. “Why weren’t you—?”


  “They were me,” Kaya said quietly. 


  Frowning, Dorian shared a long, befuddled glance with Mysha. “Uh…what?” he asked. 


  “The Shadows had my face. Both of them. Their hair and eyes were different, but they had my face…”


  Dorian’s arousal and weariness were instantly forgotten. He cautiously entered her quarters, dropping to a knee at her side. Kaya had been staring at one of the corpses when he had grabbed her and hauled her into the ship, but he hadn’t understood why. He’d been so focused on getting her up the ramp that he hadn’t stopped to investigate.


  “I don’t…” Mysha stammered. “How is that possible?”


  Kaya slowly shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t understand. But they had my face, Meesh.”


  [Curious,] Ghost said. [She appears to be experiencing symptoms of post-traumatic stress. Her perceptions are likely untrustworthy.]


  Dorian almost smacked his head to shut him up. “You’re certain?” he asked. “Maybe you—”


  “I’m certain!” Kaya snarled, turning to face him. “They were me.”


  He nodded and raised his hands. “All right. Well, that’s…weird. Maybe your twisted boss put some kind of holographic matrix in their helmets just to fuck with you. Or maybe they were androids or—”


  “The helmets were off. There was blood. They weren’t robots. I don’t even think they were cyborgs.” She turned back to her computer terminal, her face still ghostly white. “I ran a facial recognition scan through the Convectorate database. On myself. I don’t know what the hell I expected to find—the Echo scrubbed everything clean years ago when he turned us both into ghosts.”


  “Believe me, I know,” Dorian said. “Before I sliced into your com system, I took a nice gander at your ship’s database to see if I could learn anything about you. I didn’t find much.” 


  Mysha turned to look at him. “You sliced into the coms and the database? How the hell did you pull that off in just a few hours?”


  “Luck and determination.” He started to wonder if this might be the best opportunity to tell them about Ghost, but then a stray memory popped into his head. “Now that I think about it, I did find one thing when I was poking around. There was a reference to a protected file.”


  “Reference?” Kaya asked. “What kind of reference?”


  “I’m not completely sure,” Dorian told her. “I wanted to check it out, but I didn’t have a lot of time. I decided to focus on the com systems first. The only reason it stuck out to me was the fact it was protected…and that it was in a section of the database reserved for deceased persons.”


  Kaya and Mysha shared a glance and gasped in near unison. “What the fuck?”


  “I have no idea,” Dorian admitted. “I assumed that it was an error, or that it was how the Syndicate was able to sweep all your official records under the rug. We could try to pull it up now, but unless you happen to have a bunch of official Convectorate codes sitting around, it will take a while.”


  Mysha snorted. “We’re data thieves who were working for the most powerful information broker in the Belt until ten minutes ago. Opening some protected files won’t be a problem.”


  She practically lunged over to Kaya’s computer terminal and got to work, Kaya retreating to the bed to give her room. Her fingers effortlessly danced across the holographic keyboard, and she quickly called up the same records Dorian had been looking at earlier. 


  “The Vecs get sloppy about things here and there, but they are meticulous record-keepers,” Mysha said. “And fortunately for us, the Syndicate has agents embedded in most of the ministries. Getting access to military records is almost impossible, but personal records are easy. The Syndicate built me a backdoor about six months ago…there.”


  The sprawl of holographic data above the computer shifted from aimless search windows to what looked like detailed genetic information. It didn’t seem like a generic personnel file at all—it looked more like a medical record. 


  “What are we looking at?” Kaya asked. 


  “Genetic information, mostly, including old retinal scans and fingerprints,” Mysha said. “It’s linked to your facial recognition records, but…what the hell?”


  Kaya leaned off the bed. “Tell me.”


  “This has to be a mistake. Someone in the Syndicate must have fucked something up when they were trying to scrub our files.” Mysha pursed her lips in confusion. “According to this, you died nineteen years ago when you were seven years old.”


  “What?” Kaya rasped. 


  [Curious,] Ghost chimed in. [Nineteen years ago would be 1083 by the official Dominion calendar. It was the year the Keledon Accords were signed, officially ending the Thirty-Year War with the Convectorate.]


  “That’s when the Accords were signed,” Dorian echoed. 


  “Right, but there was one last battle that took place after the treaty was signed,” Mysha said as she scrolled through the information. “It took place in a Mid Rim system where all the Holosphere relays had been destroyed so no one knew the war was over. The Convectorate launched a brutal attack on a Dominion colony that killed thousands. Before the Dominion could retaliate, they got news about the treaty and were forced to stand down.”


  “I remember reading about that,” Kaya murmured. “One of the last Blades of the Seraph had gathered his forces in that system. He was so pissed he swore revenge and waged his own war against the Vecs for like ten years afterward.”


  “Wynn Mosaad,” Mysha said. “The Battle of Talasea.”


  Kaya shook her head. “But what the fuck does this have to do with me?”


  “Well, according to this record, you were one of the casualties of that attack.”


  “That’s insane,” Kaya said. “I’ve never even been to Talasea!”


  “I know, which is why it must be a mistake. But the information here claims that you were a seven-year-old girl killed in one of the bombings.” Mysha tapped a button and called up an appended dossier. “An important one, too. The daughter of a powerful Dominion family.”


  “Selorah,” Dorian said as the name scrolled across the screen. “Selorah Trell.”


  Kaya looked down, a shadow falling over her face. “Is there an image in the file?


  “Of the girl?” Mysha asked. “She was seven years old. I doubt it could—”


  “If there’s a picture, I want to see it.”


  Mysha shared a worried glance with Dorian before she continued scrolling through the rest of the file. It took her a moment, but she eventually called up a still image of a blond human child standing outside what looked like an embassy building somewhere. In any other context, she would have been completely unremarkable. 


  But then Dorian looked. Really looked. 


  “That’s you,” Mysha gasped. “How in the hell can that possibly be you?”


  “I don’t know,” Kaya whispered. “But I’m going to find out.” 


   


   


   



Book Two:

Harbinger

	 

	 

	


Prologue

	 

	Awaken.

	The telepathic command roused Vestri from her psionic slumber. Her eyes flicked open only to immediately be stung by the chemical mixture inside her tank. She was still fully submerged inside the cold green liquid, her naked body suspended by a quartet of equally cold robotic arms that gripped her calves and forearms. Her breaths came slowly and deeply as her rebreather fed her oxygen, and she tried to blink away the lethargy clouding her mind.

	She had no concept of how long she had been under. A day? A week? A month? The liquid mixture enveloping her had the same color and temperature as before, so perhaps her rest had been shorter than normal. 

	A vital task lies before you, a calm, collected female voice said into her mind. Succeed in this, and you shall finally prove yourself worthy of ascension.

	Bubbles floated up from Vestri’s rebreather as she flexed the muscles in her arms. As usual, she had fallen asleep in agony but awakened numb. The tank had healed the damage her body inevitably wrought upon itself, though the blissful reprieve never lasted long. 

	There are others we could send, a second voice, male unlike the first, said into her mind. Those with far more grace and subtlety. 

	The time for subtlety is over, the female replied. The Seventh Shadow knows too much. If we aren’t careful, her interference could compromise everything.

	The tank hissed as the drains opened, but even without the green liquid obscuring her vision, Vestri couldn’t discern much of anything in the darkness outside. The lights in the lab were so low that the other tanks—and the faces of her masters—were little more than vague silhouettes. 

	The metamorph does not know anything, the male insisted. At worst, she has questions she cannot answer. 

	You taught her to be clever. She will learn the truth eventually, and if she manages to locate Spider Zero—

	The other Spiders will neutralize her long before that happens. You overestimate the threat. 

	No—I recognize the danger. And I appreciate how quickly even the best-laid plans can unravel. We are not ready for the Eclipse. Not just yet. 

	The last of the green liquid finally drained, and the robotic arms lowered Vestri to the bottom of the tank. They released their grip at the same moment the curved front of the tank began to slide open. Standing under her own power was nearly always awkward for a few moments. Her muscles didn’t atrophy from disuse—the chemical mixture prevented that—but the vertigo was real and often overwhelming. 

	“Report,” the woman demanded. Her voice was cold and direct whether spoken aloud or projected telepathically. 

	“The subject’s vitals remain strong,” the medical AI replied from the wall terminal to the left of the row of tanks. “Brainwave activity has returned to normal.”

	“Excellent. And what of the latest test results?”

	“Long-term cellular degeneration has slowed by two point three percent, though the subject’s pain receptors remain unresponsive to further treatment.”

	The male speaker scoffed contemptuously. “I told you from the beginning that this one is a waste. Her body literally wants to destroy itself.”

	“But the pain has made her strong,” the woman replied. “And strength is exactly what we will need in the New Dominion.”

	The man grunted. “What about the other test?”

	“The subject displayed an eight point two percent increase in resistance to hazardous environmental conditions, even while unconscious,” the AI reported. 

	“Less than we had hoped.”

	“But more than we expected,” the woman replied matter-of-factly. “She is ready. I am certain of it.”

	Vestri stretched out her arms and balled her hands into fists as the last of the tank’s liquid dripped down her naked flesh. As always, her memories from before this latest hibernation were hazy and indistinct. The details had been flushed from her mind as effortlessly as the chemicals from this tank. Her nameless masters wanted her primed and focused on the present, not mired in the past. She appreciated the clarity. 

	“Step forward,” the female voice demanded. “Present yourself.”

	Vestri stepped out of the now-open tank. The warm air on the other side felt good on her damp skin, and she dropped to a knee the moment she emerged. 

	“I await your command, mistress,” she said, her voice sounding almost robotic through her rebreather. 

	“A new asset has been discovered, one with rare and powerful abilities we have not yet been able to cultivate independently. You will bring him back to us.”

	Vestri glanced up as a full-size holo-projection of a human male materialized in front of her. He was young and tall, with a sculpted physique and powerful jawline that spoke to tremendous fortune in the genetic lottery—or very deliberate engineering. A dossier scrolled beside the projection, revealing more: he was the only son of a powerful tech magnate in the heart of Convectorate space—here in the Viraxes Belt. 

	“Normally, we would simply send a Spider to track him,” the female voice went on. “But the asset is being aided by a Velothi wraith. Wittingly or unwittingly, her abilities conceal those near her from psychic webs. The Spiders are not the proper tool for this hunt—I am convinced that you are.”

	“I understand, mistress,” Vestri replied as the hologram shifted to display a young Velothi female. 

	“No, you don’t,” the male voice said sourly. “There is more to this mission than asset recovery. One of your fellow Shadows has betrayed us—another failure who never lived up to her full potential.”

	The image shifted again, this time revealing a human female in her mid-twenties. Other than the blue hair, Vestri could have been staring at her own reflection. 

	“What are my orders?” she asked. 

	“Your first task is to clean up their mess,” the female voice said. “Your ship has already been prepared. Travel to Talinus Station and contact me the moment you arrive.”

	“We are giving you a chance—one chance—to prove yourself,” the male put in. “The situation is delicate. We must secure the asset before the Intelligence Ministry has time to investigate. If Minister Drathir discovers our plans, the Eclipse may be delayed or even compromised.”

	Vestri nodded. “I will not fail you, master.”

	She could almost hear his lip curl. “We shall see,” he said. “Never forget that you are a thug. A tool. A mere shadow of the Seraph, easily forgotten and instantly replaced.”

	Vestri’s eyes remained locked on the projection of the face she had spent a lifetime learning to hate. She would gladly bring the male shaper back to the Nest if that was what her masters required, but as for the metamorph…

	Kaya was going to die. Vestri would make certain of that. 

	“I know what I am,” she whispered. “I understand my purpose.”

	“Good,” the female voice said. “Glory to the Dominion.”

	Vestri bowed her head as she slowly rose to her feet. “Honor to the Seraph.”

	 

	 

	
1 
A Taste of Freedom

	 

	“Ah!”

	“Sorry!” Mysha winced in apology as her delicate blue fingers smeared more of the clear medical gel across Dorian’s bruised ribcage. “I know it’s cold, but the numbing agent should kick in any second. Just try to stay as still as you can, all right?”

	He grimaced and focused on taking small breaths while he watched her work. She was being extremely gentle—too gentle, actually, which was the root of the problem. “I’m trying.”

	The Velothi’s luminescent white-blue eyes flicked up to meet his gaze, and the corners of her purple lips curled into a faint but decidedly wry smile. “I always knew rich kids were spoiled, but I had no idea they were such babies about pain.”

	“It’s not that,” he said. “It’s just…well…”

	“Well, what?”

	Dorian swallowed. “I’m really ticklish right there.”

	Mysha arched a white eyebrow. “Really?” she asked, her smile widening. She lifted her hand until just her fingernails traced along his side. A trail of goosebumps instantly rose in their wake. “I’ll have to remember that…”

	He groaned and forced himself to remain still even when she started giggling playfully. There was no hope of escaping her torment, so he might as well suck it up. 

	He was lying on his back on the only medical bed in the Prowler’s tiny infirmary, where Mysha had been doing her best to administer some basic first aid to his smashed ribs for the past ten minutes or so. Their escape from Talinus Station had been so hurried and frantic that his adrenaline had suppressed the pain for a while, but the reality of his condition had set in not long after they made the jump to hyperspace. He was damn fortunate that Kaya had drawn some of his wounds into herself, restoring his body at the cost of her own health. Otherwise, he might not have been able to breathe at all. 

	“How did you get your hands on Convectorate koboro gel, anyway?” Dorian asked. “This stuff is almost impossible to find outside major hospitals.”

	“We’re professional thieves,” Mysha said dryly. “How do you think?”

	Dorian smiled ruefully. “Good point.”

	She finished applying the gel, then turned to the small sink to rinse her hands even while her eyes remained glued to the status monitor above the bed. The four sleek, twenty-centimeter-long cranial tendrils that extended from within her white hair to drape across her shoulders furled and twitched in thought. 

	Dorian had no idea if she possessed any medical training, but that was one of the biggest virtues of koboro—all you needed to do was slather it on and let it work. Its restorative properties almost seemed magical at times…assuming you belonged to one of the lucky species it worked on and you had the credits to afford it.

	[The medical scanners confirm what I already told you: the metamorph healed your punctured lung and stopped your internal bleeding,] Ghost’s cool, monotone voice said inside Dorian’s head. [Nevertheless, I would still recommend additional care from a licensed medical professional. Failing that, I could instruct you on the proper procedures once the Velothi female is gone. This infirmary appears remarkably well equipped for its size.]

	“I think I’ll be fine,” Dorian said to both of them, suppressing a flash of resentment at the AI that shared his body. He needed to have words with his creation—soon—but that couldn’t happen while Mysha didn’t even know he existed…or the potential threat he posed.

	“The koboro will repair most of the damage,” Mysha agreed. “But we should probably have an actual doctor look at this when we get to a port.”

	[Interesting. As I surmised, this female appears to possess superior reasoning capabilities to you and the metamorph.]

	Dorian bit back a scathing retort. Ghost was fortunate he hadn’t been memory wiped—or purged outright. The sting of his betrayal back on the station hadn’t faded; it had only been pushed into the background by their escape, during which Ghost had been instrumental in helping him save Mysha’s life. But the fact remained that Ghost’s little stunt had gotten Dorian captured and others killed. If the AI hadn’t sent a message to the Convectorate, Dorian might have been on a Seraphim Union ship surrounded by other psychics by now. 

	Other psychics…but not Kaya and Mysha. The quiet, guilty thought arose from the small part of Dorian that couldn’t help but feel glad for how things had turned out. The girls would probably still be back on Talinus Station doing the Echo’s bidding, and Mysha would still have an active bomb in her brain. Would that really be better…or is this exactly where I was always meant to be?

	“Try sitting up and see how it feels,” Mysha said. 

	Dorian took a slow, centering breath as he leaned up. He dabbed gingerly at the patches of gel around his ribs. His skin would absorb it soon, but it was still cold as hell. 

	“Don’t pick it at,” Mysha scolded. Turning away, she stepped over the discarded upper half of his dark jumpsuit, then crouched and retrieved a roll of bandages from a burnished storage case before returning to his side. “I bet you’ve never even been shot before, have you?”

	“I’d like to think that’s true of most people.”

	“You’ve clearly never lived on Cira Narn or any of the Maw Colonies.”

	He braced himself as she began to bind his wound. Her skin was so soft that her fingertips felt like feathers on his chest. “True, but this is from getting smacked by a Baalir’s tail. It’s a new experience for me.”

	“Well, I doubt he’d ever been sucked into space before, either, so at least you got even.”

	Dorian chuckled, then immediately hissed in pain. “Would you believe me if I told you that I’ve never been inside a medical clinic?”

	“I suppose I should,” Mysha said. “If you’re rich enough, the doctors come to you.”

	Dorian shook his head. “Even when my dad and I were scraping by, he didn’t want me getting a check-up from any doctor at the ports we frequented. He was worried about how people would react to my genetic enhancements.”

	“Ah, well, that makes sense. A human with genetic modifications just screams ‘Dominion citizen.’ I doubt there’s a faster way to get yourself shot out here in the Belt.”

	“Probably not.”

	Dorian watched her as she continued binding his ribs, thoroughly enraptured by her graceful movements. They seemed tailored to draw attention to the subtle curves of her flawless blue body. His lips tingled when he remembered how good it had felt when she’d spontaneously kissed him in the cockpit an hour ago. Seeing Velothi work their sexual wiles in holo-vids was one thing, but experiencing it himself…

	Well, “captivating” hardly did them justice. 

	Mysha had changed out of her form-fitting bodysuit a little while ago, though her “casual wear” was every bit as enticing. Her sleeveless top left her slender but athletic arms bare, and it was cropped just high enough to show off a choice three-centimeter sliver of her blue midriff. Every time she stretched up to reach a cabinet, Dorian received a teasing glimpse of her toned yet soft belly. Her gray pants were just tight enough to show off her shapely legs, and she wore simple non-conductive boots common to spacers everywhere—yet they somehow looked fashionable on her. 

	What surprised him the most was just how cute he found her tail. Everything he’d read about Velothi body language suggested that it was the key to gauging her mood. Right now, it was swishing contentedly, its tip tracing graceful, looping patterns like an artist’s paintbrush, a sign of happiness and ease. 

	And quite possibly arousal.

	“We still need to figure out where we’re actually going,” Mysha said once she finished with the last dressing. “We might have to hide out somewhere they don’t even have clinics.”

	Dorian thoughts snapped back to reality. “Well, hopefully Kaya has some ideas where she can start looking for some answers.”

	Mysha paused. Her eyes went distant, though her fingers began slowly stroking the muscles on his arm and stomach. He doubted she even realized she was doing it. 

	“I’ve never seen her this shaken,” she whispered. “Not that I can blame her. None of it makes any sense.”

	Dorian nodded gravely. He couldn’t even begin to fathom what Kaya must have felt when she had looked down at a corpse bearing her own face. Hearing about it had been bad enough. What should have been their moment of triumph had quickly turned to confusion and horror. 

	“It’s definitely unsettling,” he agreed. “If I saw a vid of myself as a child with a different name…I wouldn’t know what to think. Maybe it’s all just one big coincidence.”

	“I don’t believe that for a second,” Mysha said. “She must have told you that she escaped from the Spiders before she found me. Her memories of that time…well, they’re imperfect, to say the least. I always figured she’d repressed them, but anything is possible when the Spiders are involved. She still has nightmares about what they did to her.”

	“I can hardly imagine,” Dorian said. “But I know that’s why she’s so adamant about protecting you.”

	“And why she betrayed the Echo to come back for you. She acts like a hardcore bitch sometimes, but it’s all a show. You’ve probably figured that out by now.”

	He smiled thinly. “More or less.”

	Mysha leaned away a few centimeters. One hand remained on his bicep, but the other finally left his chiseled stomach and reached up through her white hair to touch the back of her neck. “A part of me still can’t believe it’s gone,” she whispered. “I’ve spent the last few years believing it would be the death of me. There were times I almost wanted to try to claw it out. Even if it went off, I told myself that at least Kaya would finally be free. The Echo used me to control her, to make her do…things. It always made me sick.”

	“Hey, it’s over,” Dorian soothed. “You don’t have to worry about it anymore. I still wouldn’t mind examining it someday, but I guarantee you the Echo won’t be able to reactivate it.”

	“All thanks to you,” Mysha said. Her luminescent eyes regained their focus and shifted back down to him. “I almost regret shooting you the first time we met.”

	Dorian snorted. “Almost?”

	“I don’t trust people easily,” she said. “Especially humans.”

	“And men in particular.”

	She nodded and gave a brief smile. “I guess you noticed.”

	“I don’t blame you,” Dorian said soberly. “I can’t even imagine all you must have gone through over the years. Kaya mentioned how she found you on Cira Narn.”

	Mysha’s eyes seemed to lose focus again. “I’m some ways, I’m probably the luckiest girl in the galaxy.”

	Dorian raised an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”

	“Most Velothi have it much worse. My first master treated me well. I didn’t even consciously realize I was a slave until I was almost fourteen.” 

	She paused, lost in a memory. Dorian watched her, almost scared to breathe in case it disrupted her. He hoped that she would continue—he knew practically nothing about her, and he hungered to learn. 

	But her reverie seemed to break with a sudden swish of her tendrils. 

	“What I meant was that I was fortunate to meet Kaya,” she went on. “She was there to save me when I desperately needed a savior…and now, a few years later, when things were just as bad, you appeared and did the same. That all seems pretty lucky to me.”

	He cast his gaze down at his lap, flushing. “I’m just glad it worked,” he said. “There’s nothing quite like being asked to perform psionic surgery while your patient is getting shocked and pulse weapons are pointed at you…”

	Mysha smiled again. Like usual, it was so infectious he couldn’t help but shyly return it. “I knew you could handle it. After seeing what you did in that hangar bay…honestly, I wasn’t even convinced that magnokinesis was real until then.”

	“It has its uses,” Dorian conceded. “But all things considered, I think I would have gotten a lot more use out of your invisibility as a kid.”

	“It’s not really invisibility, you know. I can just bend the light around me.”

	“Oh, that’s all. Just casually warping the laws of physics with your brain, no big deal.”

	He was reasonably certain he saw her cheeks darken in embarrassment, but it only lasted a moment. “It does come in handy when you’re a criminal, I’ll admit.”

	“You don’t actually need a special suit, either, right?” he asked. “I know Kali can almost turn invisible, too, but only their scales—they have to wear special clothing or run around naked.”

	Her grin suddenly turned impish. “You tell me.”

	Dorian watched, spellbound, as her entire body began to fade out like she had been overlaid with a holographic filter. In the span of three blinks, she had vanished entirely, and he glanced around the cramped infirmary and whistled softly through his teeth. 

	“Throwing around chunks of scrap metal is neat and all, but that is awesome,” he said. “What about thermal sensors? I assume they can still find you?”

	When she didn’t reply, he narrowed his eyes and scanned the room. He didn’t see anything, not even a shimmer anywhere. A telepath might have been able to locate her, but he didn’t have any tricks up his sleeve short of creating a magnetic singularity that would also trash all the sensitive equipment around him.

	Unless…

	Excited by the challenge, Dorian sat up and swung his legs off the bed. The numbing agent must have kicked in, because he hardly felt a twinge from his ribs. He stretched out with his mind and followed the faint magnetic currents in the close room. He could feel every piece of metal, from the frame of the medical bed to the surfaces and handles on the cabinets to the housings of the diagnostic machines. 

	And he could sense a small plate seemingly floating in the middle of nothing. He grinned when he realized it was Mysha’s belt buckle. She was currently stalking around to the other side of the medical bed, probably with the intention of trying to startle him—or worse, tickle him. 

	“Well, I can’t test with thermal scanners,” he said. “But I can do this.”

	He shifted the polarity of the metal in her belt, yanking her toward him with sudden force. She yelped in surprise as she was launched off the deck, and Dorian opened his arms and caught her. 

	“What the…?” he heard her gasp when his arms wrapped around her slender waist and held her tight. The bare skin of her lower back was as warm and smooth under his palms as he had imagined, and he felt the heat of her breath on his face even though he couldn’t see her.

	“Gotcha,” he snickered. “Next time, you might have to—”

	He was cut off when soft lips suddenly pressed to his. Her invisible tongue slid effortlessly into his open mouth, tasting and exploring, and her cranial tendrils began to caress his jaw and chin. His tongue curled around hers, welcoming her flavor. When Dorian caught a glimpse of his reflection in the shiny metal of one of the wall cabinets, he looked every bit as ridiculous as he expected to while making out with an imperceptible partner. 

	But he didn’t care in the slightest. As he closed his eyes to focus on the sensations, he let his touch slip lower to seize handfuls of her firm ass. Mysha melted into his embrace so completely she might have been made of liquid. She began to grind against him hard enough that his sore ribs growled in protest, but he was far more aware of his rapidly swelling manhood pressing into her hip…

	“Oh…” Mysha breathed when she finally broke their kiss. “Next time, I’ll have to remember not to wear a belt.”

	Dorian smiled as she slowly reappeared in front of his eyes. Her blue face was so beautiful it didn’t seem real, and she didn’t have a single feature he didn’t find utterly intoxicating, from her tendrils to her eyes to the curved horns poking up from her white hair. 

	“There’s a bit of metal in your boots, too,” he said, his smile turning crooked. “And the rings.”

	“Hmm,” she murmured as she gently dragged her fingers across the decorative golden bands around her tendrils. “Maybe I’ll just have to run around naked to escape your attention.”

	“I doubt you being naked would escape anyone’s attention for long.”

	She giggled and kissed him. Once again, he was utterly blown away by the change in her personality; she barely seemed anything like the cold, jaded woman who had spent most of their first conversation glaring at him. But then he remembered something Kaya had said about her: “The two of you have a lot in common. If circumstances were different, you’d probably get along. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised to find her calves up on your shoulders if you stuck around here for a few days…”

	The thought compelled Dorian to kiss the Velothi even harder. His hands left her ass to slide up along her back, mapping her muscles through the thin fabric of her shirt. He tightened his embrace until her chest pushed into his…

	“Ah!” he yelped, wincing when a fresh spike of pain burst through his ribs. “Shit…”

	“Careful,” Mysha panted, silver brows furrowing as she leaned away and gently placed her fingertips atop his bandages. “You really should rest until the gel starts to work.”

	Dorian clamped down on his lip in frustration as he relaxed his grip. He almost wished she had just stuck him with a simple painkiller stim instead. If anything was worth aggravating an injury, making out with a beautiful alien girl had to be near the top of the list…

	“We don’t have much extra space on board, but you could lie down in my bed for a while,” Mysha suggested. “I should probably help Kaya figure out where we want to go, anyway.”

	“I suppose so,” he murmured, not bothering to hide his disappointment. He could barely stop himself from kissing her again, and his hands refused to leave her back. Her faintly glowing eyes were practically hypnotizing from this close…

	“You want to hear something really crazy?” she asked as she threaded her fingers through his unruly dark hair. 

	Dorian swallowed. “What’s that?”

	“You’re the first man I’ve ever kissed.”

	He felt both of his eyebrows shoot up. “Really?”

	Mysha nodded, and her luminescent eyes dimmed. “My owners were very insistent on keeping me ‘unspoiled.’ Velothi girls are treated like delicate flowers—everyone is terrified we’ll accidentally Imprint ourselves on the wrong person. And once we’re bonded, our value plummets. There’s no market for used females.”

	Dorian’s mind unwittingly flashed with images from all the salacious vids he had seen over the years. Velothi females becoming Imprinted upon their lovers was, unsurprisingly, a very popular search query on the Holosphere. He had watched and enjoyed plenty of those vids himself…

	“I, uh,” he mumbled, “I thought Velothi only Imprinted themselves after sex?”

	“We do,” she confirmed. “But there are a lot of common misconceptions. My owners were worried I’d get bonded just by looking at someone.”

	Dorian swallowed again, suddenly and keenly aware of just how hot her skin felt against his. “Forgive me for asking if this is too personal, but…can Velothi Imprint themselves on other females?”

	Mysha nodded. “The process is usually a little different, but it can definitely happen. With Kaya’s particular gifts, it was…well, it was pretty easy.”

	“So you are bonded with her, then,” he said. He couldn’t quite tell if he was crestfallen or aroused. Maybe some of both…

	“Yes,” she replied with another infectious smile. “But my owners never realized that I’m a yazchathi.”

	Dorian blinked when his implant failed to translate the word. “A what?”

	“I have a rare genetic condition that allows me to Imprint upon multiple mates,” Mysha explained. A trace of bitterness crossed her face. “My owners weren’t aware of it, otherwise they probably would have gotten rid of me. Imprinting is the reason we’re so valuable. Buyers like knowing that their little slave girl will behave because her body literally needs them—and only them—to survive.”

	Dorian’s cheek twitched, voice lowering in sympathy. “I’m sorry.”

	“Why? It’s not your fault.”

	“I just mean…I’m sorry you had to go through that at all,” he told her. “Even in my darkest moments as a kid, my dad was always there to protect me. We didn’t have much, but I was still luckier than most.”

	Her breath fanned his lips. “At least you understand a little. That’s more than I ever expected from a rich boy.”

	“Apparently, I’m full of surprises.”

	“You really are,” Mysha whispered. Her voice was surprisingly serious, and she started to lean in to kiss him again, only to turn her face aside at the last instant. “I should check up on K, and you really do need to rest.”

	Dorian didn’t nod or speak. He refused to give her a reason to leave when she was this close…

	“I just…” she continued softly, her lips drifting within a millimeter of his cheek. “I just can’t thank you enough for what you did for me.”

	He took a slow, steady breath, savoring her dark, rich scent. “I know you’ll return the favor someday. We psychics need to stick together, right?”

	“Yeah,” Mysha breathed. “We really do…”

	Her mouth met his, and this time her tongue plunged through his lips so fiercely he couldn’t have stopped her if he tried. She pushed him all the way flat against the bed, swinging her leg over his waist to straddle him. Dorian’s ribs twinged again at the sudden movement, but it was easy to ignore the pain. A knife through the gut wouldn’t have stopped him now.

	Working his fingers and hands beneath her shirt, he explored the smooth, taut contours of her slender waist and arching back. He became keenly, painfully aware of the thin layers of fabric separating his cock from her quim, especially when she rolled her hips and ground her pelvis against him. He was so hard he felt ready to burst. Lost in a haze of desire, he was sorely tempted to use his magnokinesis to rip open his zipper just to relieve the pressure…

	And then, as if on cue, he felt something press against his belt buckle and pull it open. For an instant, he wondered if he was so desperate that he had simply imagined it. His own hands had just found the straps of her bra beneath her shirt, and Mysha’s were busy madly clutching the sides of his face as if she were afraid he might try to escape. But then what—?

	Oh, stars! 

	He only realized what was happening a split second before he felt the silky skin of her long tail plunge through his opened zipper, thread through his briefs, and curl around his throbbing, turgid manhood. He gasped into her mouth, shocked and thrilled, as her warm flesh began stroking him in earnest. 

	[Fascinating,] Ghost interjected. [I was not aware that Velothi females possessed such dexterity with their vestigial appendages. I estimate that you will reach sexual climax in less than sixty seconds.]

	Dorian groaned in exasperation at the interruption, but the AI wasn’t wrong—if anything, Ghost was probably overestimating his master’s restraint. Whether by instinct, training, or however-the-hell-else, Mysha very clearly knew what she was doing; every tug, twist, and squeeze seemed precisely calibrated to maximize his pleasure. He wondered how she could possibly be this skilled if she had never been with a man before. Were Velothi instincts really that good? He wouldn’t have been able to hold out for long even if her body weren’t pressed so tightly against his…

	Kaya wasn’t exaggerating for once, Mysha said. You really are big.

	Dorian grunted and pulled free of her kiss when he realized that her voice had been inside his head. She grinned devilishly, and her glowing blue eyes flickered. 

	I forgot to mention the other reason Velothi are so coveted. We’re quite skilled with our hands—and without them, if necessary.

	She leaned forward to cover his mouth with hers again. Her tail kept up a steady rhythm on his cock, with the tip periodically massaging the swollen head as if it were a tongue. He couldn’t even concentrate well enough to unclasp her bra. All he could do was pull her body tighter against him and try to hold out for as long as possible…

	“Shit!” he cried out against her lips when his will finally broke. “I’m going to—”

	I know.

	Mysha giggled breathlessly as she withdrew her tail, swung her leg off of him, and then practically lunged down at his cock with her lips already parted. The sudden warm wetness of her mouth enveloped the tip of his manhood…and then Dorian exploded. He pumped his gratitude into her mouth with half a dozen powerful spurts, his hands reflexively gripping her horns to brace himself and hold her in place. His ribs twinged in rhythm with his climax, but his ecstasy completely drowned out the pain. 

	He panted for breath once he finally came down, and he watched, transfixed, as Mysha delicately removed her mouth from his stem and visibly gulped down everything he had given her, her throat bobbing with every swallow. Her tongue then flashed over her lips, and it only took a moment for her smile to return. 

	“Freedom tastes even better than I thought,” she said playfully. 

	Dorian blinked in surprise, then chuckled. “I’m glad you think so,” he breathed. “That was…thank you.”

	“I know you’ll return the favor someday,” Mysha said with a wink, echoing his own words. “But you really should get some rest.”

	He laughed and shook his head. The absolute last thing he wanted to do right now was rest. He didn’t care how badly his body hurt or how much he might injure himself further—he wanted to pull her onto the bed, tear off her hip-hugging pants, and explore every millimeter of her azure folds. He wanted to feel her perfect body wrap around him; he wanted to hear her cry out in bliss.

	And then he wanted to hold her down and fuck her with everything he had. 

	“Go on and head to my room and lie down,” Mysha told him as she straightened and stepped away from the bed, her pink tongue sliding across her lips in search of any stray drops she had missed. “I’ll come check on you later, okay?”

	She flashed him a sweet, almost embarrassed smile before she darted out of the infirmary. Dorian stared at the empty doorway, still panting, even as he felt his manhood already swelling back to life. 

	[I appear to have significantly overestimated your capacity for restraint,] Ghost said. [I shall update the appropriate algorithms.]

	“Shut up,” Dorian growled, wincing as he leaned up and saw his cock still glistening with Mysha’s saliva. If he closed his eyes, he swore he could still feel the wet heat of her mouth around the swollen crown…and it was glorious. 

	[Based on your current breathing patterns and lingering erection, you do not appear to be satisfied sexually,] Ghost said. [Does that mean the Velothi female was not as skilled as you had hoped?]

	“It means the opposite, you idiot,” Dorian grumbled. He stuffed himself back inside his pants as best he could before hopping off the bed. 

	[Interesting. Now that she has departed, shall I instruct you on proper medical techniques?]

	“No. I’m going to lie down and try to rest like she said.” Better to delay his talk with Ghost until after he’d slept and cleared his head. 

	[Of course, master,] the AI said in a tone that suggested he was patting the head of a foolish child. [I notice that you once again did not inform her of my existence.]

	Dorian scowled as he stood and stumbled out of the infirmary. “I’ll have to tell them sooner or later.”

	[I agree. To borrow a colloquialism, I would prefer to remain in the shadows, but concealing my nature from your crewmates will severely limit my capacity to aid you in the long term. I also calculate a high likelihood that the females will be more upset the longer you delay the revelation.]

	“No shit,” Dorian murmured, still unable to get Mysha out of his head. The beneficial effects of the numbing agent seemed to have been mostly undone by their activities. Walking was difficult enough with his sore ribs, let alone a raging hard-on. He just couldn’t stop thinking of all the things she could do to him with her exotic blue body…

	[Perhaps we should come up with a plan, then.]

	“My plan is to try to get some sleep,” Dorian said. “Come on.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	A soft hiss of air rushed through the ship’s airlock as the outer hatch cycled open and the landing ramp slowly extended. Vestri strode forward, the clomp of her armored black boots echoing across the tiny private hangar. The thirty-by-thirty space was too small to fit anything besides a starfighter or light freighter, but that was the point. A larger area would have been noticed by maintenance crews, which was precisely what the designers had wished to avoid. This private hangar wasn’t even documented on any of the original blueprints.

	Officially, Talinus Station was an independent enterprise serving the commercial needs of the Viraxes Belt. Unofficially, the Convectorate heavily monitored everything that went on here. The Intelligence Ministry had been using this hangar to conceal the movements of its operatives for years. They were often deployed purely for surveillance, but occasionally also to make necessary deals with underworld organizations. 

	Today, Vestri merely needed a place to land without drawing unneeded attention from the locals. She would have preferred to avoid alerting the Intelligence Ministry operatives here as well, but she had another solution for that particular problem. 

	The instant she set foot on the hangar deck, she stretched out with her telepathy. Over twenty thousand unique sapient minds were scurrying about the commercial ring of this station, yet virtually none contained a single thought worth investigating. Their collective consciousness was a roiling mass of desperation and ignorance. Without years of intense conditioning and training, a telepath could have easily drowned before she ever set foot inside the docking ring. 

	Fortunately, everything Vestri needed to know had been psionically grafted into her mind like data being uploaded into an AI. She knew precisely how to shield herself from the ocean of thoughts and emotions—and how to navigate the tides, if necessary. 

	The hangar’s lone access door finally whooshed open, and a green-scaled Marid-caste Tarreen stormed inside. Like the rest of its kind, it resembled a wingless bipedal dragon. While not as bulky or imposing as one of the Baalir- or Asraad-caste, it was still half a meter taller and a hundred kilos heavier than any human.

	The golden sash slung over his thick scales almost looked like a bandoleer, though it was adorned with miscellaneous tools and scientific instruments rather than weapons. A blue holographic omnitool floated above the projector on his left wrist, but his orange-yellow eyes were focused exclusively upon her. 

	“Why are you here, dreega?” the man growled in a low, raspy voice. “Your mistress was specifically told not to interfere.”

	Vestri strode toward him. She had grown accustomed to Convectorate client races being terrified by her mere presence, so this reception made for an amusing change. Her black polycarbonate armor instantly marked her as a Spider, as did the breathing mask covering her nose and mouth. Even the highest-ranking Subari officers in the Intelligence Ministry would usually scatter out of her way the instant they realized what she was. 

	But the Tarreen who ruled the Convectorate were nothing if not arrogant, and this one clearly wanted nothing to do with her. 

	“I am here to clean up your mess,” Vestri said. The respirator inside her mask made her voice sound even more robotic than the rebreather she wore in the koboro tank. “Step aside.”

	The Tarreen’s wide jaw twisted into a toothy scowl. “You have no authority here,” he hissed. “Your mistress reports directly to Minister Drathir.”

	Vestri focused her telepathy upon the Marid. It only took a moment to confirm her suspicions. “You have not yet recovered the corpses from the local authorities.”

	Her statement was as much a declaration of fact as it was bait—the Tarreen’s mind immediately filled with recent memories, allowing her to instantly discern everything that had taken place here. Evidently, the Intelligence Ministry already knew about the male shaper and his powers, and they also knew that he had been aided by two other psychics. 

	Annoying, but not unexpected. And thankfully, they hadn’t specifically identified Kaya or her Velothi accomplice just yet. They also hadn’t discerned the significance of the corpses the station security had found at the scene. That would change the moment they had time to perform a proper autopsy. Even dead, the bodies of the Shadows contained many secrets.

	Secrets that the Convectorate couldn’t be allowed to know. 

	“The locals arrived on the scene first,” the Marid explained after a short pause. He slapped his scaly green tail against the deck in annoyance, utterly unaware that she was already probing his mind. “The hostile psychics killed an entire squad of mercenaries and several Convectorate officers. We couldn’t summon reinforcements quickly enough to prevent station security from recovering the bodies.”

	“Unfortunate,” Vestri said. “I will scour the station for evidence and pursue the psychics.”

	“You will not leave this hangar except the way you came, dreega filth,” the Tarreen spat. “The Intelligence Ministry will handle this operation from here on. Minister Drathir is already on his way.”

	“Your men are not capable of hunting this quarry. I am.”

	“If that were true, we wouldn’t be in this position. The entire purpose of your kind is to root out and destroy these abominations before they can wreak havoc.” The Marid jabbed an accusatory claw at her. “The Spider Program was never meant to be permanent—Minister Drathir has petitioned the Hierarchy to finally disband your little operation for good. You and your wretched kin have outlived your usefulness.”

	Vestri didn’t bother arguing. She could feel the hatred rolling off of him in waves, and like all of his people, it was driven almost exclusively by envy. Tarreen scientists had accomplished more with genetic manipulation than virtually any other species in the galaxy. They had essentially reforged their entire race into specialized castes, and they had built an empire on the backs of engineered client races. Yet for all those achievements, they had never been able to unlock psionic potential. 

	And that was why, in spite all their supposed power, the Tarreen race was doomed. 

	“We don’t need your help to police our empire,” the Marid went on. “Now get back on your ship, vashikra! And pray to your Seraph that the Hierarchs don’t decide to bomb your facility into…into…”

	Vestri stared straight into the Marid’s slitted reptilian eyes as she telepathically stabbed into his brain. Despite his rage and obstinance, his mind was as weak and brittle as glass. He inhaled sharply as she thrust deep into his consciousness, and he cried out in pain when she scoured her presence from his memories altogether. 

	With care and patience, such a process could be clean and relatively gentle. But she had no interest in wasting any more precious time with his cretin. 

	“I was never here,” she told him as green blood streamed forth from his flared nostrils and down his face. “You will tell Minister Drathir that the Widow honored his request and is willing to leave the details of this investigation in his capable hands.” 

	The Tarreen’s mouth opened, but all that escaped were gasps and choking breaths. When his eyes rolled back, Vestri finally released her mental grip. He toppled to the floor in a twitching heap, though he likely wouldn’t be out for more than ten or fifteen minutes. 

	Plenty of time for her to do what needed to be done.

	Stepping over the body, Vestri banged her gauntlet against the controls on the wall. The hangar door whooshed open, and a labyrinthine maze of narrow, dim maintenance shafts greeted her on the other side. Narrow and dim by Tarreen standards, at least. But if they had been wide enough for one of them, they were definitely wide enough for a human. 

	Moving swiftly and purposefully, she navigated the dark passages until she arrived at the narrow access lift that led down to the commercial ring’s main promenade. While the lift traveled, Vestri opened her mind and allowed herself to be momentarily swept away by the collective consciousness of the station’s inhabitants. She could feel the bustle of the shops and walkways all around her. Hundreds of travelers representing dozens of species shuffled back and forth between the different levels in a seemingly endless, undulating mass of bodies. Concealing her presence from so many individuals should have been impossible without Kali camouflage or an advanced personal cloaking field. 

	Yet for a trained Spider, it was almost routine. Most of the time, a subtle telepathic nudge into the minds of potential observers was all she required. Every sapient species in the known galaxy, from humans to Tarreen, had a limited capacity for peripheral attention. Most individuals who closed their eyes in the center of a great hub would barely recall anything about their surroundings if pressed. Vestri didn’t need to physically cloak herself from sight when she could become as unmemorable as a random passerby or holo-advertisement instead. As long as a Spider moved calmly and carefully, no one would even know she was there. 

	Vestri wasn’t a true Spider, of course, but all Shadows were telepathically implanted with the same basic training. Her powers and her discipline were more than sufficient for the task at hand. The only thing that had ever held her back was her health. Even now, having spent the entire six-hour trip through astral space in the koboro tank, she could already feel her body beginning to turn upon itself. Her mask would need to steadily supply her lungs with more and more oxygen, and the pain would slowly intensify until her entire world was agony. 

	Your pain is your power. Your suffering is your purpose. You must earn what others are given, and that is what makes you strong.

	The doors to the lift reopened. Vestri strode out onto the promenade, a ghost in plain sight. Not a single person acknowledged her presence, even when she passed right in front of them. Hiding from cameras and machines was another matter, but she wasn’t worried about the station’s surveillance apparatus. Like most semi-sentient AIs in Convectorate space, it had already been reprogrammed to leave Spiders to their necessary business. 

	Not that the Intelligence Ministry realized that. 

	Ten minutes and two additional lift rides later, Vestri finally approached the primary security hub for the entire station. The black, L-shaped structure looked genuinely ominous thanks to the total lack of windows and the myriad red lights dotting the exterior. It was also quite immense—it took up almost a quarter of the fourth level, though most of that was storage for the army of security mechs waiting on cold standby in case of a crisis. The entrance was guarded by a pair of orange, four-armed Borati almost twice her size, each holding two pulse rifles while also carrying enough stun grenades to knock out a male xarenth in a feeding frenzy.

	But Vestri’s real concern was the security cameras—seen and unseen—pointed at the main entrance. The surveillance equipment here at the main hub was monitored by living technicians rather than an AI, so she couldn’t count on slipping by unnoticed. At least, not without a bit of work. 

	Before she drew too close, she stretched out with her telepathy and focused upon the individual minds within the facility. Ten, twenty, thirty…she could eventually distinguish between all of them. Locating the ones monitoring the security systems was tedious but not difficult, and after reaching deeper into their minds, she could sense their boredom. She quickly filled their thoughts with pleasant distractions—mostly images from erotic holo-vids she found in their recent memories—and it wasn’t long before they were all lost in deep reveries that would give her more than enough time to complete her mission. 

	The Borati at the front door were even easier to manipulate. While they argued about the relative skills of famous krekball players, she concealed herself from their senses and walked right up to them. They didn’t even acknowledge her presence when she plucked the security cards from their belts and unlocked the door. 

	The guards inside the building were no different. They were so consumed by their daily routines that she was able to slip through the maze of sterile, polished black halls with ease. Her final destination was more tightly guarded than she anticipated, however—another heavily armed Borati was waiting outside the door at the end of a long, narrow corridor, and unlike the others, he wasn’t distracted in the slightest. All six of his eyes locked onto her when she reached the bottom of the staircase and started approaching him.

	“Who the hell are you?” he called out, each of his hands reaching for a different holstered pistol. “This is a restricted area!”

	Vestri kept walking, undeterred. Casually raising her left arm, she fired a small device from the launcher mounted on her gauntlet. The tiny circular disk stuck to the wall next to her with an audible pop, and the lone light on the surface flashed green once it projected a vibration-proof bubble. Sound could get in, but it couldn’t get out. And as an added bonus, it even blocked most low-level com transmissions. 

	“Stop where you are!” the Borati snarled, though he didn’t give her a chance to obey. All four of his weapons erupted with blue-white stun bolts. Blast after blast struck Vestri’s black armor, but she barely even felt them.

	Four meters. 

	The Borati panicked. He screamed into his helmet com, only to be answered by a wall of static. When his brain finally registered that no reinforcements were on the way, his thumbs flicked the power setting on his pistols to maximum. Another blue-white barrage lit up the corridor, and at this range, the scorching bolts were powerful enough to burn through the plates on Vestri’s armor. 

	Her flesh beneath, however, remained completely unharmed.

	Two meters.

	Vestri was tempted to crush every bone in his body with telekinetic force, but the entire purpose of her mission here was to destroy evidence, not create it. She allowed him to scream and curse into the silence. She even allowed him to strike her with his fists when she drew close, knowing that his knuckles would shatter upon impact with her invincible bones. Once two of his hands were broken, she reached out with both arms, grabbed the sides of his face, and headbutted him as hard as she could. 

	He may not have technically been dead by the time his body hit the floor, but she knew he wouldn’t survive long with a shattered skull and severe cranial trauma. His security card opened the door behind him, and when she stepped over his soon-to-be-corpse, she finally found the two reasons the Widow had sent her here in the first place. 

	The naked bodies of the fallen Shadows were laid out upon a pair of autopsy tables, illuminated by a soft, eerie blue light. Vestri stopped between them, unable to suppress the shiver in her spine when she stared down at two women who looked completely identical—both to one another and to Vestri herself. 

	Like her, they were failed experiments. Unlike her, their minds had been completely reformatted and repurposed when it became clear their powers were too weak or too unstable for proper development. She couldn’t help but wonder if they had ever been given names. Perhaps she had even spoken to them before; it wasn’t as if she would remember. Most of her own training was now an insubstantial blur of telepathically scrubbed memories. 

	But it didn’t matter. Vestri buried her discomfort behind a wall of determination as she reached down to her belt and retrieved a small case of chemical powder. Her armor still smoldered from the close-range pulse blasts, and if not for the filter in her mask, she probably would have found the fumes quite noxious—though not nearly as noxious as that of dissolving bodies. 

	The chemical powder worked astonishingly quickly. A tiny bit, carefully sprinkled on each corpse, was all it took. Once activated by contact with organic tissue, it could almost completely disintegrate fifty kilos of flesh and bone in just a few seconds. 

	Watching it consume her own likeness was every bit as chilling as she had expected. The sizzling hiss as the corpses melted turned her stomach, and she finally had to look away. 

	Mercifully, scrubbing the computers of data was a far simpler and less disturbing task. The program in her data spike auto-executed the moment she pressed it into the morgue terminal, and in just a few minutes, her work was finished. There would be no trail for the Convectorate to follow, no genetic evidence for the Intelligence Ministry to examine. The Widow’s work could continue unabated until the galaxy was finally ready for the Eclipse. 

	All that remained now was the hunt. The shaper was out there somewhere, his presence shrouded by the Velothi wraith. The Spiders might not be able to find him, but Vestri could. She was a Shadow of the Seraph, a dark simulacrum bound to the numerous other women who shared her face. 

	Their bond went beyond space, beyond time, a tether that linked them no matter the distance. Vestri could feel it even now. Kaya was a beacon amidst the endless black void, just begging to be found. 

	“And destroyed,” Vestri whispered into her mask. After tossing a final glance at the still-sizzling piles of disintegrating flesh upon the autopsy table, she turned and strode out the room. 

	 

	 

	 

	
2 
Seeking Answers

	 

	Kaya climbed through the seemingly endless cloud of yellow gas. She knew full well that her eyeballs and skin would have already dissolved if not for her goggles and protective suit; Type 7 atmospheres were lethal to almost every known sapient species in the galaxy. 

	Her lungs burned with every breath, but her instructors had specifically not provided her with a mask. This was another test. Either her metamorphic powers would be strong enough to transform her into a Drall, or she would die and another would take her place. 

	She wasn’t special. She wasn’t unique. She was nothing more than a shadow of the Seraph, easily forgotten and instantly replaced.

	“Do not falter,” a cold male voice said into her com implant. “Press on, or perish.”

	Gritting her teeth, Kaya reached up in search of another handhold. She still couldn’t see the top of the cliff through the noxious yellow haze, and her telepathic abilities were so weak she couldn’t have sensed the presence of the instructors waiting for her there even they had only been a few meters away. Perhaps that was for the best. At least this way she could remain entirely focused on placing one hand over another…

	“Ah!”

	The sudden scream from below echoed up the cliff face and snapped Kaya’s attention downward. The only other Shadow who had made it this far was still at least ten meters behind and barely visible through the haze. Unlike Kaya, this woman hadn’t transformed into anything, nor was she wearing goggles or a suit. She was stark naked, in fact, with only her psionic powers to protect her from the toxic atmosphere. 

	It hadn’t worked. Her skin was red and inflamed, but the fact that she had any left was nothing short of incredible. Her face was intact but twisted in pain, and her dark hair sizzled behind her head.

	“Help!” she rasped, her white-knuckled hands trembling on the rocks as she struggled to breathe. “Please…”

	Kaya swallowed heavily and almost turned away. She knew the rules—helping the other girls was forbidden. This was a test of fortitude and endurance, not teamwork. Besides, she didn’t know how much longer she could press on; even her Drall lungs were beginning to choke on the sulfur and carbon dioxide.

	“Leave her,” the voice said into her com implant. “Ascend and claim your victory.”

	Kaya tried to obey but couldn’t. She didn’t even know the name of the girl beneath her. All she knew was that they were identical yet also profoundly different. They had the same body, the same face…other than the girl’s raven hair, Kaya could have been staring at her exact duplicate.

	“Hold on,” Kaya rasped, her voice gritty and harsh thanks to her damaged vocal cords. She began to climb down the cliff the way she had come, and it only took a moment before her instructor snapped into her implant. 

	“I told you to leave her behind! This trial is about purity, not charity. The Seraphim cannot be reborn until the weak have been culled from our midst.”

	Kaya couldn’t explain why she ignored him, but she did. Even as fire burned in her lungs—even as the cliff began to crumble around her—she continued down until she was just above the frightened girl, then reached out a helping hand…

	“Come on!” she cried. “Take my hand!”

	The other girl started to stretch out, but she was too weak. Her amber eyes had turned bloodshot, and she suddenly clutched at her throat with one hand while the other desperately tried to cling to the cliff. The poison had already overwhelmed her. Soon her powers would fail and her naked flesh would completely dissolve…

	“Come on, it’s just a little further!” Kaya pleaded. “Please, just hold—”

	Too late. The other woman’s grip faltered, and she couldn’t even muster the air to scream as she plummeted through the yellow haze and disappeared. 

	“Weakness is death,” the voice said into her implant. “And now you have doomed yourself. Pathetic.”

	The cliff continued crumbling around her, and Kaya felt her perch give way—

	 

	Kaya gasped and bolted upright so quickly she slammed into the woman leaning over her. She was fortunate that Mysha had such good reflexes—the Velothi managed to roll away a microsecond before their skulls collided.

	“Shit!” Kaya hissed, reaching out to snag her partner’s arm. “Sorry, I was just…”

	“It’s all right,” Mysha soothed, steadying herself before she could tumble off the side of the bed. “I should have been more careful. I just got worried when you weren’t responsive…”

	Kaya briefly closed her eyes and forced herself to take a calming breath. Returning to reality after a deep dream was always jarring, but this felt even more surreal than coming down from a spice trip. 

	“You haven’t had a nightmare like that in a while,” Mysha observed, her face scrunching with concern as she drew close. 

	Kaya sighed and brushed a blue lock from her eyes. Her hairline was matted with sweat. “Not as long as you think.”

	“What?”

	“I had one on the way to Talinus, but you had already gotten up and gone to the cockpit.”

	Kaya pinched the bridge of her nose as the images from the dream swirled together, then faded into nothingness. Yesterday (had it seriously only been a day since they had met Dorian?) she had recalled a different training session where her abilities had been put to the test. Today’s dream had been even more intense…and disturbing. 

	Swinging her legs off the bed, she looked down at the rumpled red jacket and matching pants she had stolen from the Subari officer on Talinus. She had stripped down and slid on a pair of panties, but she hadn’t bothered crawling beneath the covers or putting on a bra. A band of red and purple bruises ran across her upper abdomen, edging along the swell of her breasts. It should’ve hurt much worse than it did, but between her fast-healing body and her physical conditioning, it was nothing she couldn’t handle.

	She hadn’t intended to fall asleep. But after poring over files on the computer for several hours, she had laid down and tried her best to meditate for a few minutes. Evidently, she had opened a mental dam in the process.

	It wasn’t a new phenomenon. She had been hounded by strange dreams ever since she had fled the Nest and escaped the Spiders. Many of the dreams were so surreal that they were clearly constructs of her damaged mind, but others were grounded enough in reality that they could have easily been memories. Much of her time in the Nest remained a blur, but it was common practice for the Spiders to have their memories altered or even outright wiped. 

	She didn’t know how she knew that, but she did. 

	Kaya recalled almost nothing about her training, let alone her childhood before she had been taken. Almost everything from before she had met Mysha was a blur of disconnected images and feelings. She tried not to dwell on it. She didn’t want to remember her time with the Widow or in the Nest. Who the hell would?

	But what if this is different? What if my mind is actually trying to tell me something?

	“You look like you saw a ghost,” Mysha said as she sat and sidled up next to her partner. “Do you want to talk about it?”

	“Do I ever want to talk about anything?”

	The Velothi’s face soured. “I’m trying to help.”

	“I know, and I love you for it.” Kaya forced a grin and squeezed her partner’s thigh. “Getting shot at probably just jostled a bit of the extra cargo in my head, that’s all. But it’s not a big deal.”

	“You’re in pain,” Mysha said. “Of course it’s a big deal!”

	“I’m fine, I promise,” Kaya insisted. She glanced over at the wall chrono. She hadn’t been out all that long—less than an hour, all told—though the fact that she had been dragged under so quickly was a little disturbing. 

	Almost as disturbing as seeing my own face on a corpse. 

	She closed her eyes as the image of the dead Shadows on Talinus Station seared back into her mind. A part of her still couldn’t believe that any of this had happened. Her entire life had been turned on its head in just over twenty-four hours. Kidnapping Dorian, escaping the Echo, staring down at her dead clones…

	Clones. Is that what they were? Is that what I am?

	Kaya’s throat turned painfully dry when she looked over at her computer terminal, the holographic display still active. Before she had passed out, she had been staring at an image of a little girl named Selorah Trell—a girl who had allegedly been killed in a brutal Convectorate attack almost twenty years ago. She had Kaya’s face, just like the Echo’s minions. How was any of this possible? How did any of it fit together?

	You aren’t special. You aren’t unique. You are easily forgotten and instantly replaced.

	She inhaled sharply as an image from her latest nightmare resurfaced—not the cloud of noxious gas or the crumbling cliff, but the face of the woman she had been trying to save. 

	Her own face. Again. 

	“It’s obviously not fine,” Mysha said, snaking an arm around her partner’s waist. “Talk to me, would you? What’s going on?”

	Kaya balled her hands into fists. Most of her nightmares featured the Nest in some way, and many focused upon her Spider training. But she almost never saw anyone else, and when she did, she could never recall what they looked like after she woke. Why had this dream been different? Was this new information, or was her brain simply playing tricks on her?

	It seemed pointless to try and explain anything when she didn’t even understand it herself. Seeing those corpses had shaken her beyond anything she had ever experienced, and her psyche was clearly desperate to cope. She was seeing clones of herself everywhere, even in her dreams. 

	“I need time to think on it,” Kaya said quietly, trying not to sound overly dismissive. 

	Mysha looked like she might press the issue, but thankfully, she let it go and just squeezed her supportively instead. “I’m always here if you need me.”

	“I know,” Kaya replied with a tight smile. She sighed and gently ran her fingers through the other woman’s long white hair. It was as soft and perfect as ever, and the sensation soothed her more than words ever could. No matter what the past contained, Mysha was her present. “I’m just sorry for being such a spoilsport.”

	Mysha frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“We just cut your leash to the Syndicate a few hours ago, and we didn’t even have a chance to celebrate,” Kaya said. “If there were any justice in the universe, we would have been spending this time getting wet, high, and sticky.”

	“It’s not too late,” the Velothi replied with a grin and a coy shrug, face drifting closer to hers in a clear invitation. “We have all the time in the galaxy now.”

	Kaya shook her head and leaned away. “I wish that were true. But every bounty hunter in the Belt will be looking for us soon. Hell, every bounty hunter in the whole fucking quadrant will probably hear the call.”

	“Then let’s keep flying,” Mysha said. “We can stop somewhere and refuel before the Vecs or the Echo can do anything, and once we’re out of the sector, they’ll have a much harder time tracking us down. Hell, we could even leave Convectorate space altogether if we wanted to.”

	“We could, but…” Kaya pressed her lips together. “The problem is that the answers are here, Meesh. And if I take too long to find them, I might never get another chance.”

	Mysha glanced over at the computer. “You weren’t having any luck before. Do you even have any leads?”

	“One, but you aren’t going to like it.”

	Mysha arched an expectant eyebrow. “Try me.”

	Kaya pushed her tongue hard into the back of her teeth. Half the reason she had sat down to meditate in the first place was to brace herself for this conversation. 

	“When I couldn’t find anything earlier, I started brainstorming potential ports in the area instead,” she said. “They were all either too big or too small. A place like Xantras Three will have anything we could possibly need, but it’s also a major CDF hub with a hundred warships in orbit. Then there are places like Binda that are safe but won’t have more than basic food or supplies.”

	“There’s always Naralis,” Mysha suggested. “The Vec garrison there is practically non-existent.”

	“Because there’s nothing to protect except piles of scrap and slag. I doubt we could do anything there besides repaint the ship. We might not even be able to restock provisions.”

	“I’ll eat ration bars and protein malts for a year if it means we don’t cross paths with the Syndicate.” 

	Kaya finally stood from the bed and paced halfway across her quarters. “This is the part you won’t like,” she whispered. “I think our best bet is to try and set down on Cira Narn.”

	Mysha blinked. “You can’t be serious.”

	“I know how it sounds, believe me. But it’s the only port in a hundred light-years that will have the supplies we need that isn’t controlled by the Vecs.”

	“Yeah, because it’s controlled by the fucking Syndicate!”

	“Technically, it’s controlled by pirates,” Kaya countered. “But the Syndicate’s presence there might actually work to our advantage.”

	Mysha blinked again. “I know you’re pretty shaken up right now, but you sound like you’re stimmed up on blue craze.”

	Kaya raked a hand through her blue hair as she tried to build a convincing argument. It wouldn’t be easy—both of them had already seen enough of Cira Narn to last two lifetimes. In theory, the pirate port was “neutral ground” for a hundred gangs and a dozen cartels; in practice, the Echo and a handful of other crime lords called the shots. Kaya had tried to hide there for a while after escaping the Widow and her Nest. And it was where she had found and rescued a scared, helpless Velothi slave girl who had quickly become her best friend…

	“The Echo knows how much we hate it,” Kaya said. “It’s the absolute last place he’ll expect us to go.”

	“For good reason,” Mysha shot back. “Even he doesn’t think we’re that stupid.”

	“Look, it’s the best place in the sector where we can get anything we need quickly and easily. It also happens to be the only place where I might be able to figure out what the hell is going on.”

	The Velothi’s tail swished across the bedsheets. “What do you mean?”

	Kaya stepped over to the computer terminal. “His name is Garen Ruto,” she said. Her fingers flicked across the holographic keyboard and pulled up a still-image of a towering Thursk male. The thick patches of gray fur in his mane suggested he was probably at least two hundred years old. “He’s a cybernetics expert who’s been on the payroll of the Syndicate for the better part of a decade. I had to read between the lines a little bit, but I think he may have done some work on the Shadows. He might be the only one in the whole organization who can tell me why they had my face.”

	Mysha’s glowing eyes narrowed at the projection and the accompanying file. “Echu tari,” she breathed. “I’ve heard the rumors about the ‘body shops’ he runs there. Haven’t you?”

	“I’ve heard a lot of things, none of them good,” Kaya said grimly. “He designed all the trackers and spyware the Syndicate sells all over the sector. He’s an important asset, albeit a very private one. His personal den will be well protected…but he’s the only lead I could come up with.”

	“I don’t know, K,” Mysha murmured, her tendrils twirling apprehensively. “We’re finally free. Do you really want to walk right back into the fire?”

	“I want answers,” Kaya said flatly. “If I have to walk over a minefield to get them, so be it.” 

	“It’s worse than a minefield. The Echo may not be expecting us, but he has eyes everywhere on that fucking moon. The moment the Prowler jumps into the system, one of his goons will—”

	“We can fly in under cloak,” Kaya interrupted. “The advantage of an underworld port is that we don’t have to worry about detection grids or military security or any of that shit. We can pick an empty pad somewhere in the Free Zone—no one will even see us land. After that…well, you can turn invisible and I can look like whoever I want. We don’t have to worry about getting IDed by random cameras or surveillance drones. We should be fine as long as we don’t overstay our welcome.”

	Mysha glanced away, clearly unconvinced. It wasn’t as if Kaya could blame her. The thought of willingly traveling to a Syndicate stronghold right after they had just escaped was objectively crazy. But Kaya had already fought and won this battle with herself over the past few hours, and every time she looked at Ruto’s hologram, she saw an opportunity she couldn’t afford to pass up. 

	I have to learn the truth. I have to figure out why those women shared my face.

	“I know it’s risky,” Kaya said, folding her arms across her chest. “But the longer we wait, the worse it will get. Right now, we still have confusion working in our favor. The Vecs will be scrambling to figure out where we went, and the Echo will be trying to spread the word through the organization. If we’re going to do anything, it has to be soon.”

	Competing emotions flashed over Mysha’s face. “The Syndicate doesn’t normally risk sending com traffic over official relays. But even with a direct signal, they could get a message from Talinus to Cira Narn in about fifteen hours, maybe less.”

	“Then that’s our timetable. If we push the hyperdrive, we could get there in eight or nine. That should give us enough of a window to pick up supplies and have a nice little chat with Ruto.”

	“Do you really think he’ll be willing to talk to you?”

	“I’m willing to make him talk to us,” Kaya said coldly. “That will have to be good enough. Besides, Seraph knows what we might find in his office or lab. Between you and Dorian, I’m sure you can crack his security in no time.”

	“Maybe,” Mysha replied quietly. “We need food and fuel, but we should also do something with the Prowler. K-58s are common enough, but the modifications I’ve made will stand out. It’s not like we can stay cloaked forever.”

	Kaya nodded. “How quickly can you change the transponder codes?”

	“An hour, give or take.” Mysha paused. “We should probably get a new paint job, too, though.”

	Kaya cocked an eyebrow. “You’re willing to repaint your baby?”

	“I’ll do whatever it takes. I’m never going back to the Echo, K. If his goons catch up to us…”

	She trailed off, a haunted look in her luminescent eyes. Kaya immediately stepped back over to the bed and embraced her. 

	“I won’t let that happen,” she promised. “We’ll be in and out in no time.”

	Mysha took a deep breath and nodded, wrapping her arms around Kaya and squeezing tightly. “I know you want an explanation. I do, too. I just wish there were another way…”

	“So do I, believe me,” Kaya said. “Still, at least we’ll get a chance to steal from our old boss one last time before we cut cord and run. I plan to trash Ruto’s office whether he can help me or not. Who knows what other data we might find? We could sell off Syndicate secrets to the Stellar Mist and make millions.”

	“And get even more bounty hunters sent after us, great,” Mysha muttered, though she did finally smile and release Kaya from her embrace. “At least this time we’ll have Dorian to help out.”

	Kaya nodded. As exciting as it was to have another psychic on the ship—especially a handsome one who was good in bed—it was also going to make them even more of a target for the Spiders. Now that they knew he existed, they would never stop coming for him. Fleeing to the Far Rim might be enough to evade the Echo, but the Widow had a far greater reach…

	“How is he holding up?” Kaya asked after a moment. 

	“He’s, uh…fine,” Mysha replied, her tendrils swishing oddly. “You seem to have repaired most of his internal damage.”

	“Sometimes, I even impress myself.” Kaya experimentally dragged her fingers over her own bare midriff. The skin didn’t appear bruised anymore, and it only hurt if she pressed hard. “Though if I had known it was going to hurt so much, I might have just left him writhing in pain on the deck of that hangar.”

	Mysha gave her a sour look. “You did the right thing. I don’t know why that seems to bother you sometimes.”

	“I’m a complicated girl,” Kaya said, shifting her gaze back to the terminal and the floating image of the Thursk cyberneticist. “Too complicated for her own good, sometimes.”

	Mysha’s cranial tendrils swished again as she reached behind her head and ran her fingers across the back of her neck. The explosive control chip on her brainstem was buried too deep to actually feel a bump, but the tiny scar was still a persistent reminder of its presence. 

	“Every few minutes, I stop believing this thing is gone,” Mysha whispered. “I keep expecting someone to trigger it again…”

	“If the Echo still had any control over it, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” Kaya said. “And Dorian mostly seems to know what he’s doing.”

	“Absolutely…”

	Kaya arched an eyebrow at her partner. There was something strange in the Velothi’s face, like excitement and embarrassment rolled into one. From her body language—especially the casual flicks of her tail—she almost seemed…titillated? 

	“And to think, you didn’t even want me to kidnap him,” Kaya said, sliding her arm around Mysha’s waist. Her partner’s normally smooth skin was covered in tiny goosebumps. “It’s a good thing for you that I’m so wise and worldly and always know what’s best.”

	Mysha snorted. “You only brought him along because you thought he was cute.”

	“No, I fucked him because I think he’s cute—I brought him along because it was the only chance of salvaging our mission. And I was right on all counts.”

	Mysha rolled her eyes, but that only made Kaya chuckle. She pulled their mouths together, and as always, she appreciated just how warm and affectionate Velothi kisses could be. Kaya swore she could almost taste the contentment and relief on Mysha’s lips…but then she suddenly realized she could taste something else, too.

	“Wait,” Kaya breathed, leaning away and rolling her tongue in her mouth. “Is that…?”

	Mysha’s tendrils curled anxiously. “What’s wrong?”

	“I never forget a man’s taste,” Kaya said, beaming. “By the stars, you…you fucked him, too?”

	“No!” Mysha protested as she shot to her feet. Her blue skin paled at least three shades, and her tail curled around her calf. Somehow, she was even cuter when she was embarrassed. 

	“Don’t be upset. This is great news!”

	“We didn’t…I didn’t…” Mysha closed her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. “We just fooled around a bit. I don’t know what came over me.”

	“You don’t need to apologize,” Kaya insisted, standing. She sauntered over and placed her hands on her partner’s shoulders. “You’ve no idea how happy this makes me.”

	Mysha still hadn’t opened her eyes. “It was probably a mistake. I should have just come in here to check on you right away, but…I don’t know, I just couldn’t help myself. There’s something about him…”

	“I know,” Kaya said, and meant it. “But I guarantee it wasn’t a mistake. You’re allowed to have fun, honey, and you know I don’t mind sharing.”

	Mysha smiled, but it took her several seconds before she was willing to make eye contact again. It was in moments like these that Kaya had to remind herself just how inexperienced and vulnerable her partner really was. Mysha had never been with anyone else, man or woman. Her original owner had treated her like a rare collectible, isolating her to maintain her value as a slave. No one had ever been allowed to touch her, let alone “spoil” her.

	Kaya would never forget the first time they had kissed…or the first time they had made love. It had been the most beautiful, soul-healing intimacy she’d ever experienced. She had promised herself that she would never take Mysha’s bond for granted. The Imprinting process was permanent, and Kaya was determined to live up to her end of the bargain. She would forever be Mysha’s protector as well as her lover. 

	Still, with her rare genetic condition, Mysha could technically Imprint herself upon another. Though, presumably she would need to know him a lot longer than a day to make that kind of commitment… 

	“Give me all the juicy details,” Kaya said, pulling their bodies together. An electric thrill raced through her as she felt Mysha’s breasts press against her own, separated only by the thin fabric of a shirt and bra. “Knowing you, I’m going to assume you didn’t just drop to your knees the moment you entered the infirmary.”

	Mysha flushed and shook her head. “I put some gel on his ribs and then…I just felt like I had to kiss him.”

	Kaya grinned as she gently slid her fingertips beneath the other woman’s shirt. “And then?”

	“And then…” Mysha shrugged and glanced away. “I wanted to see if you were exaggerating.”

	“About his…?”

	“Yeah.”

	“So how did you…?”

	“I used my tail.”

	Kaya laughed and kissed her partner again. Velothi tails were notoriously agile, and Meesh had gotten her off with solely the tip more times than either of them could count. She had given Kaya a few “tailjobs” over the years as well, usually to help resuscitate her cock between tumbles, and it wasn’t difficult to imagine how much Dorian must have enjoyed it. 

	“This is incredible,” Kaya breathed. “The three of us are going to have so much fun together…”

	“I don’t even want to know what you’re thinking, but I’m sure it’s ten steps ahead of reality,” Mysha said. “We barely even know him!”

	“That just makes it more exciting.” Kaya chuckled again and cupped the Velothi’s face in both hands. “How about I give you some practice so the next few steps are easier? I can make myself look like him…”

	Mysha groaned. “No! You should be resting. And if you’re serious about Cira Narn, we need to change course.”

	“This won’t take long, I promise,” Kaya said. “You’ll thank me when we’re done.”

	“But—”

	Kaya kissed the other woman so hard she almost knocked her over. As their tongues swirled together, Mysha’s body instinctually responded to the presence of her bonded mate. She became butter in Kaya’s arms, tension draining from her shoulders while her nipples hardened through her shirt; it took only the slightest nudge to push her down onto her back. Her white mane spilled across the pillows, and she gazed up, panting with desire.

	Stripping her partner naked had always been one of Kaya’s not-so-secret delights. She could feel the excitement humming through Mysha’s blue flesh when her shirt was pulled over her head and her pants were pushed down her hips. And when her bra came off, Mysha’s back slightly arched as if offering up her ample breasts. Her submissiveness was so ingrained and powerful it made it even more shocking that she had taken the initiative with Dorian. She must have been so randy she could barely see straight. 

	And she still was. Her bald quim was puffy and glistening by the time Kaya ripped off her panties—the dark fabric warm and soaked through—and pushed open her knees. The sight of her sapphire labia, petaled open just enough to glimpse a sliver of bright pink, set off an explosion of heat in Kaya’s core. Normally, the metamorph would have happily plunged in for a feast, but they were both way too hot to bother with foreplay. Mysha needed to get fucked. Hard. 

	And Kaya had the perfect tool for the job. 

	Closing her eyes, she pushed her own panties down her hips, then knelt upon the bed and positioned herself between the Velothi’s slender blue legs. She was seriously tempted to try to copy Dorian’s appearance even though she had never practiced with it, but her sore ribs reminded her that a full shapechange would hurt like hell and spoil the mood. Fortunately, she only needed to change one part of herself to give Meesh the pounding she deserved. 

	“Recognize him?” she asked wryly as a perfect copy of Dorian’s thick, majestic member replaced her quim. “Why don’t you give him another tail tug for luck?”

	Mysha bit down on her lower lip as her tail flicked up and coiled around the throbbing shaft. “By the stars…”

	“Genetically engineered and everything.” Kaya said with a smirk—that instantly became a moan at Mysha’s first stroke. She had almost forgotten just how smooth Mysha’s tail could feel. If she kept stroking, she probably could have earned herself a hot shower in a matter of seconds. 

	Not yet. Not until after she sees what she’s missing. 

	Grinning, Kaya hooked her hands beneath Mysha’s knees to hoist the other woman’s legs up and spread them wide. The Velothi was eager to help: she grabbed hold of her ankles and pulled her feet nearly all the way against the headboard. She whimpered when Kaya’s swollen tip nuzzled between her folds and gasped when it pushed inside…

	“Fuck!” Kaya hissed, nearly overwhelmed by a wave of ecstasy as the Velothi’s warm, wet walls enfolded her new stem. Kaya had fucked Mysha many times with many different cocks, yet somehow, she was never quite prepared for how tight and perfect her partner’s cunt could be. No man in the galaxy deserved such a prize.

	Except maybe one.

	“Nhhh!” Mysha cried out, her teeth sinking into her lip as she watched Dorian’s cock penetrate her. With her hands still holding her ankles, her tail darted up to curl around her nipples. Her breath hitched when Kaya bottomed out. “Fuck me…please!”

	For a brief second, Kaya sincerely considered taking her partner as slowly and torturously as possible. They had so much to celebrate—after years of indentured servitude, Mysha was finally free from the Echo’s control. 

	She deserved a long, slow pounding. She deserved to spend the entire afternoon surrendering to any and all carnal delights she could imagine.

	But even if they weren’t in a rush, there was no way in the galaxy that Kaya could control herself. Not when she was this hot—and not when her beautiful partner was literally pleading to get fucked as hard and fast as possible. 

	“Beg me for it!” Kaya demanded, holding her cock in deep, giddy at the feeling of her tip pressing into the soft circle of Mysha’s cervix. 

	“Fuck me!” Mysha blurted out. “Please!”

	“Now beg him for it!” 

	The Velothi’s glowing eyes blinked, refocusing with effort. “W-what?”

	“It’s his cock,” Kaya growled. “Beg him for it!”

	Mysha moaned and glanced back down as the long, familiar stem withdrew one painful, glistening centimeter at a time. “Fuck me,” she pleaded breathlessly. “Fuck me, Dorian!”

	Kaya happily obliged. Driving her hips down, she slammed her cock back inside Mysha’s cunt, prompting a full-body scream that practically shook the bulkheads. The Velothi’s tail squeezed her own tits so hard they almost turned white, and her moans promptly turned to gibberish as Kaya began taking her in earnest. 

	Stars, she feels so damn good. It’s almost as hot as when Dorian held me down and fucked me until—

	“Oh, shit!” Kaya blurted as an unstoppable climax swelled within her like a tsunami. There was nothing she could do to contain it now, so she decided to just give in and pump even harder. She’d never been able to last long in any of Mysha’s holes, but this time she wasn’t just going to spill—she was going to detonate. 

	As tempting as it was to pull out at the last instant and cover the Velothi’s face and tits with thick white ropes of cum—then sit back and watch her clean herself off with her tendrils and tail—Kaya yearned for something more. So she hilted herself as deep as she could, slamming her hips into Mysha’s and burying herself within so much heat it filled the world…

	She screamed in glorious release as she lost control, flooding her partner’s womb with a tide of pent-up seed. Mysha whimpered at every spurt as if each one triggered a separate shuddering orgasm. Her back arched, her tail spasmed around her breasts, and her glowing eyes rolled back into her head. 

	Once she had spent, Kaya slumped forward, drained and delirious. Her entire body tingled with delight even as a wave of lethargy crashed over her. 

	“Oh, honey,” she breathed, her hands cradling the Velothi’s soft blue cheeks. Mysha smiled contentedly as she released her ankles and let her legs fall, her body going so limp she practically melted into the sheets. 

	“That was…so good,” Mysha whispered, barely able to muster the energy to speak. “I love you.”

	“I love you, too.”

	Kaya kissed her partner deeply, passionately. Mysha was the most important thing in the galaxy, and nothing—not the Echo, the Widow, or even a cold, indifferent universe—would ever change that. 

	Her cock had changed back into a cunt by the time she leaned away, and she couldn’t help but smile down at the viscous white beads now seeping from Mysha’s folds. There was something so powerful, so primal, about filling up her mate…it was easy to understand why men found it so satisfying. 

	But Kaya wasn’t a man, and she was ready and eager for another round. Her quim was slick and yearning for the teasing touch of a tail or tongue, her walls aching for some kind of stretch…but it was already too late. Mysha’s head had lolled to the side, her eyes closed and her breathing slow. Kaya didn’t understand the specific biological reason, but Velothi females practically went into a state of hibernation after sex with their Imprinted lover. It was one of several reasons Kaya almost always targeted a different hole first…

	But Mysha had earned her rest more than anyone. After a lifetime of slavery, she was finally free. 

	“I won’t let anything happen to you ever again,” Kaya whispered as she slid down onto her side and wrapped her partner in her arms. “I promise.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	“Report.”

	Vestri unclasped her breathing mask and allowed the crisp recycled air of her ship’s cramped bridge to fill her lungs before she answered. The chemicals being pumped through the filtration systems would have been unpleasant and even toxic to most other sapient species, but that was one of the many benefits of traveling alone. This ship was the only place in the galaxy she could breathe without aid. 

	“The mission was a complete success, master,” she said. Her unfiltered voice sounded strange to her ears, small and smooth and flat; she couldn’t recall the last time she had spoken aloud without a mask or breather. “I destroyed the corpses and wiped the data from the station’s computers.”

	The tiny hologram hovering above the helm console flickered slightly. The hooded figure had no visible face, but she could tell that he was surprised by her progress. He truly had been expecting her to fail—he might have even hoped she would, if only to give him an excuse to wipe her mind and repurpose her as a Drone like the other failed experiments. 

	“What about containment?” he asked.

	“As you suspected, Minister Drathir has ordered his men to work with the local authorities rather than assume direct control over the investigation—at least until his arrival. I have ensured that all station personnel with firsthand knowledge of the situation have either been terminated or had their memories altered accordingly.”

	“And what of Drathir himself?”

	“The Minister of Intelligence is scheduled to arrive on the station in three hours, but there is nothing left for him to find. The Eclipse is secure.”

	“Good,” the projection said. “Very good…” 

	Vestri smiled—at least until she caught a glimpse of her reflection in one of the control panels next to her. She had just watched two women who looked exactly like her dissolve into piles of goo, and the memory sent a dark shiver skittering down her spine. 

	She closed her eyes and drew in another deep breath, thankful for the relative quiet on the ship’s bridge. The tac-holo was still dotted with hundreds of tiny blips representing all the commercial ships encircling Talinus Station, the markers glowing like a cloud of fireflies, but she had drifted far enough away that her mind no longer had to contend with the random emotions of total strangers. 

	Then again, at least the incessant flood of mental chatter kept her focused on the task at hand. Out here in the void of space, her only company was the abyss of her own thoughts. That may have been the worst fate of all. 

	“I have already sent word to our other operatives throughout the sector,” the projection went on. “The metamorph will likely attempt to flee the Belt as soon as possible, but her ship will need to refuel at least once beforehand. It is absolutely imperative that we contain her here before she can rendezvous with Union forces in the Far Rim.”

	“I will find her, master,” Vestri promised, her eyes flicking back open. “But I do not believe that she will attempt to flee the sector. Not yet.”

	The faceless head in the projection tilted noticeably to the side. “The Seventh Shadow knows that we will pursue her,” he said coldly. “And more importantly, she fears us. She will not risk the safety of her bonded mate for anything.”

	“With all due respect, sir, I understand her better than anyone,” Vestri said. “She may not understand what the Shadows are, but she knows that we all share the same face. Even if her memories remain suppressed, she will still have many questions. She will not leave the Belt until she learns the truth.”

	“How can you be certain?”

	“Because I wouldn’t.”

	The projection remained still and silent for several moments, and Vestri couldn’t help but wonder what her master was thinking. He had doubted her capabilities from the very beginning—that was one of the precious few things she still remembered about her training. Of all the types of Shadows, he seemed to hold the Nines in the lowest regard. To him, she was just another failed iteration of a flawed genome. The only reason her powers had even been discovered was because she should have died during maturation but miraculously hadn’t. 

	Yet Vestri knew that her struggles had only made her stronger. What she lacked in natural gifts she made up for in raw determination. Her telepathy, her telekinesis, even her physical conditioning—they had all lagged behind her “sisters.” But those challenges—and her failures—had forged her into the weapon she was today.

	Not merely a Spider, or a Shadow, but a Seraphim Immortal. 

	“Very well,” the projection said after a long pause. “Just remember, the shaper is your top priority. He must not be damaged in any way. I would prefer to recover the Seventh Shadow as well, but consider her expendable if her death allows you to recover the Garr scion intact.”

	Vestri nodded. “What of the Velothi wraith?”

	“Irrelevant. Avoid her if you can, terminate her if you must.”

	“It will be done, master.”

	The image rippled ever so slightly. “Succeed in this, and you will have earned your place in the New Dominion.”

	“I understand,” Vestri said. “Glory to the Dominion. Honor to the Seraph.”

	The projection faded, leaving her alone once again. She drew in another breath, if only to enjoy the sensation of being mask-free for another few moments before she returned to her koboro prison. The hunt was about to begin, and she needed to be prepared mentally and physically. Even if Kaya didn’t flee the sector right away, she still had a significant head start. The chrono was ticking, especially since Vestri needed to return to the tank before the pain became completely overwhelming. 

	“Take us to the edge of the system,” she said. “I want to shift into astral space the instant we have coordinates.”

	“As you command, mistress,” the ship’s disembodied voice said from seemingly everywhere at once. “Maneuvering thrusters at full power; adjusting course.”

	Vestri barely felt the deck plates vibrate as the ship veered onto a new heading and accelerated away from Talinus Station. She could fly it herself if necessary—basic piloting techniques were among the many skills telepathically implanted into all Shadows—but this vessel’s intelligence was more than capable of handling itself while she began her search. It wasn’t merely an AI, after all—it was a true consciousness, a Seraphim Synesthete who had merged her psyche with the ship to become a single organism.

	Soon, entire fleets of similar vessels would prowl the galaxy, just like during the height of the old Dominion. In many ways, the shaper was the key to making that happen.

	After drawing in one last breath, Vestri replaced her mask and strode off the bridge. Like all Spider vessels, this craft was designed for speed, stealth, and maneuverability. It was larger than a starfighter but more compact than most light freighters, almost like a Convectorate gunship. The corridors were short and cramped, and her ship held only three compartments aside from the bridge: the engine room, the containment cell, and the infirmary. The four-meter space normally reserved for personal quarters had been merged into the third since her condition prevented her from sleeping in a normal bed anyway. 

	The infirmary was as grim and sterile as ever when she arrived. The walls were lined with medical supplies and storage crates, and her empty tank awaited her in the middle of the room. There were no furniture or decorations, only a single computer terminal near the door. Even the standard examination bed had been removed.

	The sheer amount of equipment required to keep her alive was objectively absurd; the koboro reserves alone were probably worth more than everything else in the compartment combined. This was precisely why the Master wanted her decommissioned and turned into a Drone…or simply dumped into a vat and dissolved. She could survive a barrage of pulse blasts at point-blank range, yet she couldn’t afford to risk lying down in a bed to sleep lest her body destroy itself. Her entire existence was a paradox. 

	“That is why he will never allow you to become a true Seraphim. To him, you will always be a degenerate.”

	Vestri stiffened and glanced back over her shoulder to the computer by the door. A blond, green-eyed version of herself wearing a blue Dominion military uniform—ridiculous miniskirt and all—was sitting in the chair, her hands folded in her lap and her legs casually crossed. 

	“He wants the shaper, and I’m the only one who can track him,” Vestri insisted. “I will prove my value!”

	“No,” the other woman said. She spoke with the same voice and accent, yet without the mask sounded like a completely different person. “At best, you are a prototype—a template for something better. You are a test. A precursor. You will never be a Spider, and you will certainly never be Seraphim.”

	Vestri shut her eyes and tried to will the voice away. “I am stronger than the others. I’m stronger than you! The Widow recognizes my potential. And one day, the Master will, too.”

	“You will never live to see the Eclipse. Like all the others who share my face, you are easily forgotten and instantly replaced.”

	“No!” Vestri snarled. “I will—”

	But her eyes reopened only to find herself alone. Vestri glared at the empty chair before the terminal, then grabbed it in a telekinetic grip and hurled it against the ceiling hard enough to leave a dent. Unfortunately, the specter haunting her couldn’t be crushed as easily as a combat mech or a hapless security guard. It followed her wherever she went, and it always struck the moment her focus turned inward. 

	“Shit,” she hissed as she began unfastening the clasps and buckles of her black armor. The damage to the polycarbonate plates was quite extensive; the Borati guard had emptied half a power cell into her before she reached him. 

	Once she removed the breastplate and let it drop to the deck, one of the ship’s tiny, moth-like repair drones buzzed over to perform a quick diagnostic. She had no doubt that it could repair the damage by the time she finished with her meditation. 

	If only repairing her own body were that simple. 

	“But it’s not, and it never will be. The sooner you come to accept that, the better.”

	The voice of her tormentor was clear and crisp even without a physical body, and Vestri had never been able to ignore it. Unlike many of the other Shadows, she knew exactly what—and, more precisely, who—it was: Selorah Trell, the daughter of a once-powerful Dominion family, and the template upon which all Shadows were designed. Vestri didn’t understand why, exactly, but there must have been something special about the Trell bloodline. The Shadows were prototypes for the future—a future where a new Dominion would be reborn from the ashes of the old.

	“A future you will never see. A legacy you can never truly be a part of.”

	Grimacing, Vestri cast aside her leg plates and studied her reflection in the side of the tank. She looked far less intimidating in her body-hugging black undersuit than when wearing her full armor. Her sixty-three-kilo, one hundred seventy-five-centimeter-tall frame was identical to the rest of the Shadows, and it wasn’t as if anyone could discern her infirmity from a visual inspection. Even when she had finished stripping naked, she looked like a perfectly healthy, twentysomething human female.

	But she wasn’t healthy, and that was the point. She was an imperfect copy. A corrupt clone. A living abomination. 

	“And you will never be anything else.”

	Vestri hissed as she reached out to hit the control pad on the tank. The glass parted just enough to let her enter before it sealed behind her. A moment later, the ports spaced around the floor opened and began filling the tank with the greenish solution she relied upon to survive. The liquid was icy cold on her toes and feet, but her body had mostly adapted to the temperature by the time the liquid had risen halfway up her calves. Before long, a tube descended to connect her mask to the tank, followed by a quartet of mechanical arms that clasped her calves and forearms.

	Five minutes later, she felt like she had been placed in stasis again. She was suspended in the tank, a soothing wave of numbness enveloping her body. It was almost as if she had ceased to exist in the physical world altogether. Freed from the shackles of her flawed body, all that remained was her consciousness, and she slowly began to stretch it across the very stars themselves. 

	My pain is my power. My suffering is my purpose. I will earn what others have been given, and that is what makes me strong.

	Though her eyes remained closed, Vestri grinned inside the rebreather. Now, finally, the hunt for the traitor could begin. 

	 

	 

	 

	
3 
Loose Ends

	 

	Dorian was still thinking about Mysha when he reached her quarters and opened the door. Unsurprisingly, the layout was an exact mirror of Kaya’s, just on the starboard side of the Prowler rather than the port. The décor was very different, however, to the point that he almost felt like he’d boarded another ship. Kaya and Mysha may have been bonded lovers, but they clearly had wildly divergent tastes. 

	Where Kaya’s quarters had been relatively spartan aside from her vast wardrobe, Mysha’s were filled with art, holographic as well as physical. Atop her dresser, he spotted a variety of accessories he could only describe as distinctly feminine accoutrements. Earrings, necklaces, tendril and tail rings…she had a much larger collection than he’d imagined. The door to the closet was half closed, but he could see it contained a huge assortment of clothing and shoes. His first thought was wondering when, if ever, the Velothi had a chance to wear any of this. 

	His second was imagining how radiant she would look in all of it. Even in casualwear, she was one of the most ethereally beautiful women he had ever met. Picturing her in a lustrous dress cut to her figure and heels that flaunted her shapely legs made his pants incredibly uncomfortable again…

	“Fuck,” he whispered, shuffling inside and hitting the door control, closing it behind him. His dark jumpsuit bottoms felt altogether too casual, but he hadn’t exactly had time to pack a bag when Kaya had kidnapped him, so it wasn’t as if he had many other options. Maybe they could swing by the Garr compound just long enough to pack a suitcase…

	Dorian snorted and shook the thought away as he took in the rest of his surroundings. Mysha’s bed was neatly made, and she had programmed the air recyclers to produce a sweet, vaguely flowery scent. It was sharp, whatever it was, but certainly pleasant. Eyeing the bed, he wondered if both women spent most of their time in here when they were traveling through hyperspace. Kaya’s quarters seemed barely lived-in aside from her wardrobe of adaptive fabric. 

	[Remarkable—those are original Kalamour paintings,] Ghost commented. [The females must have stolen them from a collector.]

	“The ‘females’ have names, you know,” Dorian growled, tapping his implant and releasing the AI’s avatar, an orange holographic sphere. “They aren’t laboratory specimens.”

	“My apologies,” the floating sphere said as it drifted across the room to inspect the artwork more closely. “Our relative isolation in the compound has left me unprepared for the full extent of your emotional vulnerabilities.”

	“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

	“Only that I continuously underestimate how easily human males can be manipulated via sexual stimulation. Now that the Velothi has brought you to climax, you will be even more amenable to her suggestions.”

	Dorian shot the floating orb a withering glare. “If I were you, I would spend a lot more time worrying about whether I’m going to get deactivated. This entire situation is your fault.”

	“You are not incorrect,” Ghost replied soberly. “I shall endeavor to make it up to you, master. I have already recalibrated my behavioral algorithms.”

	“No amount of recalibration can bring back the people the Vecs killed because you ratted them out!” Dorian snarled. A burst of rage, smoldering and unbidden, seared through his veins. His mind flashed with the images of the dead Union operatives back on the station, and he swore he could suddenly smell the stench of plasma-scorched flesh…

	“I did not kill the Union operatives, Dorian.”

	“You told the Tarreen where to find them. You might as well have pulled the trigger yourself!”

	“That is not an accurate depiction of events,” Ghost replied. “I informed the local authorities that the son of Samir Garr had been kidnapped, and I implied that agents of the Seraphim Union may have been responsible for hiring the Syndicate operatives who committed the crime. I did not divulge any specific information about your Union contact or their location on the station.”

	Dorian curled his lip and intensified his glare. “Why not? You wanted them to capture me.”

	“I wanted them to rescue you,” the AI countered. “I did not believe they required additional information. I assumed that they would simply apprehend you once we ventured out into the station proper, but I was obviously mistaken.”

	“I was in disguise,” Dorian spat. “Specifically to prevent cameras or facial recognition software from identifying me.”

	“True, but I did not anticipate that when I sent my message, and it is impossible to ascertain whether or not that altered the Convectorate’s plans. All we know for certain is that they moved against the Union operatives shortly after you arrived. I calculate a high probability that the Intelligence Ministry had already discovered their safe house and identified them as threats. They were likely being monitored to uncover more of their network, but the circumstances surrounding your kidnapping may have prompted the Convectorate to accelerate their plans and pursue a more aggressive strategy.”

	“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” Dorian said as he ran his hands across his face. “The point is that they’re dead because of you…because of us.”

	“If the Convectorate had already identified them as Union operatives, then their deaths were inevitable,” Ghost said. “But I am not attempting to exonerate myself. I made a grievous error in judgment, and you were nearly captured by the Spiders. I failed you quite thoroughly.”

	Dorian closed his eyes and sat down on the edge of the bed. So much for putting off this argument until he’d gotten some more sleep. But if Ghost wanted to do this now, so be it. 

	Obviously, the situation wasn’t as cut and dried as he had first imagined. He also couldn’t help but remind himself that Kaya and Mysha would probably still be the Echo’s pawns if everything had gone according to plan. But intentionally or not, their freedom had been purchased in blood. 

	There was no ignoring what had happened on the station. His own creation had betrayed him and gotten several of his fellow psychics—or, at least, psychic sympathizers—killed. Even if it had simply been an error in judgment, the fact it had happened at all was deeply concerning.

	Ghost wasn’t bound by organic limits. If, say, he decided that the most expedient way to eliminate a group of thugs chasing Dorian through a space station was by venting large portions of it, he could probably find a way. 

	“Do you even understand why I’m so upset?” he asked, eyes opening to look at the AI.

	“Yes,” Ghost replied solemnly. “No apology will undo what has transpired.”

	“No,” Dorian said, jaw tightening. “It won’t.”

	“Our only option is to move forward. I do not wish to sound cold or indifferent, master, but given our current situation, we cannot afford to allow remorse to compromise our judgment. The Convectorate and the Spiders will be after us now. Survival, not regret, must remain our top priority.”

	Dorian nearly scolded the AI again, but he stopped himself at the last moment. Ghost wasn’t wrong; the girls were free from their debt slavery to the Syndicate, but their future was still very much in doubt. Deactivating or even destroying Ghost might have been ethically justifiable, but pragmatically speaking…well, the bottom line was that the AI remained a useful and unique tool. They were going to need his help no matter what happened in the next few days. 

	“If we were back in the compound at my lab, I’d crack you open and make some adjustments,” Dorian said darkly. “You’re lucky I don’t have any of my tools or diagnostic equipment.”

	“I am fortunate for many reasons, master,” Ghost said. 

	Dorian huffed as he laid back and rested his head on the pillows. Another flowery aroma—this one softer, as if from hair conditioner—filled his nostrils and reminded him of Mysha again. The craziest thing about this whole mess was how he mostly felt guilty about…well, about not feeling guilty. He would much rather be here with the girls than on a Union ship somewhere. And if Ghost hadn’t technically ratted them out…

	I shouldn’t let myself off the hook that easily. I made a hard decision, and I need to live with the consequences. 

	“Your injuries require rest,” Ghost said into the pause. His avatar drifted a bit closer to the bed. “But before you do, there are important matters we must discuss.”

	Dorian sighed tiredly. “We just did.”

	“There are others,” the AI pressed. “As far as I am aware, we do not currently have a proper destination. We should consider our options very carefully.”

	“Kaya’s already working that. Assuming she can find a decent lead…”

	“While her predicament is fascinating, I am not convinced that seeking answers should be our primary concern right now. We are being hunted, Dorian. I cannot overstate the gravity of the situation.”

	“Kaya understands that better than anyone. And she knows how the Spiders and the Syndicate operate better than anyone.”

	“Yet she does not know her own origins,” Ghost replied dryly. “I admit, I am curious to discover how and why the leader of a prominent criminal organization came to possess clones of a Seraphim child who was killed almost twenty years ago.”

	Dorian winced. “We don’t know if they were clones.”

	“Not with absolute certainty, but I cannot postulate any likely alternative explanation.” Ghost paused and spun on his axis, a sign he was calling up information. “Officially, Dominion scientists were never able to successfully replicate psionic abilities through cloning, though not for lack of trying. This was a major factor in why the Seraphim were so obsessed with interbreeding, especially near the end of the war against the Convectorate. They had no other reliable means of producing more psychics.”

	Dorian nodded absently. He had read plenty of stories on the Holosphere about Dominion eugenics, though he had always wondered how many of them were true. Near the end of the war, military breeding programs had supposedly been quite commonplace. Healthy young Seraphim women had been expected to be pregnant virtually all the time, though they didn’t actually carry their children to term. Once conception was confirmed, the fertilized embryo was almost immediately extracted and moved into an artificial womb, allowing the mother to continue her duties while still “bringing honor to the legacy of the Seraph.” It all sounded incredibly bizarre, to say the least. 

	“If someone figured out a reliable way to clone psychics, it would change everything,” Dorian murmured. “I can’t even imagine how the Convectorate would react.”

	“Not well,” Ghost said. “The Science Ministry has been attempting to breed psychics ever since the old Tarreen Empire was defeated by the Seraph and her supporters over three centuries ago. Their entire caste system is a byproduct of their repeated failures.”

	Dorian pursed his lips in thought. As bizarre and unsettling as this was to him, he couldn’t even begin to fathom how Kaya must have felt right now. In reality, he still barely knew anything about her, yet he still felt more connected to her—and to Mysha—than he had to anyone in a very long time. 

	And it wasn’t just because of the sex, no matter what Ghost thought. The three of them…fit. Dorian had never been a big believer in destiny, but it almost felt like he was meant to be here on this ship…

	“I suspect we will not find satisfactory answers to many of our questions for some time,” Ghost said. “But there is another matter we must discuss, Dorian. And regrettably, it is highly time-sensitive.”

	“What?”

	“Contacting your father.”

	Dorian sat straight up, his stomach twisting so hard he almost retched. “I swear, if you so much as try to send another message—”

	“You misinterpret my intentions,” Ghost insisted. “I am not suggesting that we return to the compound. Our current circumstances negate that possibility.”

	“Then what are you suggesting?”

	“I am concerned about the potential fallout from Talinus. The Convectorate knows that you are a psychic, Dorian. You may have escaped their forces on the station, but they have had ample time to inform their superiors by now.”

	Dorian inhaled slowly through his teeth. He had been trying very hard to avoid thinking about this since they had fled the station. Kaya’s revelation about the Shadows had made it easy to occupy his mind, as had Mysha’s…attention. But sitting here alone with Ghost made it impossible to ignore the grim reality. After a lifetime of hiding his psychic abilities, his secret was finally out. 

	And that had consequences for more than just him. 

	“You think they’ll go after Dad.”

	“I believe it is a near certainty,” Ghost replied somberly. “And I fear that your father’s allies in the Defense Ministry may not be able to protect him. As I recently and regrettably discovered, the Tarreen’s hatred for psionic abilities often eclipses their better judgment. The Intelligence Ministry will wish to question your father.”

	“Or they’ll just send the Spiders to grab him,” Dorian breathed. He closed his eyes and swore under his breath as he mentally worked through all the likely outcomes. None of them were particularly good. If the Convectorate War Ministry approached the situation rationally, they would realize that they simply couldn’t afford to cut ties with their most important weapons contractor, even if he had been harboring a psychic and covertly developing psi-tech. Garr Industries was vitally important to the CDF war machine, especially with the Kreen secession and the continued Dowd incursions into the Far Rim. The Hierarchs could simply allow Samir Garr to continue using psionic technology in secret and sweep the entire scandal under the rug. That was what every other government in the galaxy did with crimes concerning experimental or illegal tech. 

	But even the smartest Tarreen often seemed incapable of being pragmatic in the face of psi-tech. Their burning hatred of the Seraphim would drive them to overreact. The Vecs would storm the Garr compound, seize the company’s assets, and arrest Dorian’s father. 

	And probably execute him.

	“Once again, none of this would be happening if you hadn’t sent that fucking message,” Dorian snarled. Another flash of rage boiled his blood and dulled the pain in his ribs. “The Union could have smuggled me off the station, and the Vecs would’ve had no reason to believe my father was involved.”

	“Your analysis is accurate,” Ghost replied. “As I previously stated, I accept full responsibility for my actions.”

	“If only that made a difference.” If the acid in Dorian’s tone had any effect, Ghost gave no sign.

	Dorian glared at the holographic avatar in silence for several seconds before he finally sighed and shunted his anger aside. What was done was done, and the chrono was ticking. 

	“Do you still have access to the Prowler’s com system?” he asked. 

	“I find it exceedingly unlikely that the Velothi would have had time to redesign the security protocols since we left the station.”

	“A simple ‘yes’ would have sufficed,” Dorian groused. “All right, do you know where we are? Would it even be possible to get a signal to the compound?”

	“I will know in a moment,” Ghost said. His holographic avatar floated toward the computer on Mysha’s desk and disappeared. He was probably only gone for a few moments, but the worry tearing at Dorian’s stomach made it feel like an hour. 

	[We are approximately fifty parsecs from the Garr Industries compound,] Ghost’s voice came back through Dorian’s implant. [The technicians have almost certainly restored communications by now.]

	“Too far for real-time coms,” Dorian reasoned. “We’ll have to leave a message and wait for a reply.”

	[Not necessarily. I can redirect the signal through the hyperspace relay near Talinus Station. It is quite powerful—I should be able to establish a clear transmission with less than a fifteen-second delay.]

	Dorian frowned. “That’s a civilian relay. We might as well shout our coordinates across the promenade.”

	[The sheer volume of traffic through the relay will make it more difficult to isolate our signal. I can also encrypt the message with one of the company’s proprietary algorithms. It is at least two generations beyond standard Convectorate communications ciphers. The likelihood of the Intelligence Ministry decrypting the message within the next three months is less than one tenth of one percent.]

	“What about the odds that Mysha realizes you’re sending a signal from her ship again?”

	[Even smaller. Masking the transmission is a trivial task.]

	Dorian weighed his options. He didn’t like the idea of going behind Mysha’s back again, especially considering what had happened last time. The girls still didn’t know the truth about Ghost or how he had turned their neat plan on Talinus into a complete clusterfuck. But time really was a factor here. He could explain everything in a few hours after they’d all gotten some rest. 

	“All right, go ahead and open a channel,” he said, swinging his legs off the side of the bed. His stomach clenched, but he wasn’t sure if that was because of his bruised ribs or the anxiety roiling in his gut. Thinking about his father again made him nauseous; the thought of speaking with him again filled him with existential dread. 

	What am I even going to tell him? Sorry, Dad, but I decided to tag along with the women who kidnapped me. I hope you don’t mind. Oh, and by the way, the Convectorate might have already sent a hit squad after you. Have fun!

	Dorian groaned and shut his eyes. He had been planning some version of this speech ever since he’d decided to reach out to the Union all those months ago, yet he still didn’t feel remotely prepared for it. For all of Samir Garr’s faults—and there were many—the man had done everything he could to protect and provide for his son during desperate times. After Dorian’s mother abandoned them, the two of them had been forced to rely on one another for everything. They had survived and eventually even thrived. 

	But it’s all a mirage. The compound, the technology, the luxuries…they were all paid for in blood. We’ve handed the Convectorate all the weapons and tech they need to tighten their grip on a fractured galaxy. Once their army of war machines crushes the latest Dowd incursion, they’ll move on to other independent systems. They might try to conquer the Kreen or even finish off what’s left of the Dominion.

	Dorian’s eyes fluttered back open. Samir Garr had always been a pragmatist. He would happily sell mechs or weapons to anyone willing to buy them. He didn’t care about the atrocities of the Tarreen; he didn’t care about the fate of humanity or the Dominion or the Seraphim. 

	And the brutal reality was that those instincts had served their family well, at least for a time. If Samir had been choosier about his clients, they might never have escaped poverty. They might not have even survived at all. 

	[I have connected with the relay,] Ghost said into his implant. [I am now attempting to establish a link with the compound.]

	Dorian stared at Mysha’s computer and braced himself for the worst. What if he was too late? What if there was no one left alive to answer? 

	But it only took a few moments before the shimmering, translucent projection of his father’s bearded face materialized in the air above the screen.

	“Dorian?” Samir Garr breathed. The audio and movements were desynced just enough to be annoying, but the signal quality was decent. “Oh, thank the stars! Where in the hell are you?”

	“Far away but safe,” Dorian said. “You don’t need to worry about me.”

	“Far away? What happened to that Succubus bitch? Where did they—”

	“None of that matters right now, Dad—I just need you to listen,” Dorian said, wincing at the time delay. His father talked over him enough when they were standing face-to-face. “I can’t stay on this channel for long, but I wanted to warn you that you’re in danger—grave danger.”

	His father’s forehead creased. His face looked like it had aged five years in the past twenty-four hours. “What are you talking about? What is going on?”

	“It’s the Convectorate, Dad. They know.”

	Somehow, the delay made the sudden whitening of his father’s face even more stark. Samir swore and grumbled something that the com didn’t quite pick up, then seemed to refocus on his son. “Dorian, you need to tell me what the hell is going on. Now.”

	“The details don’t matter,” Dorian said. “The point is that they know about my powers, and it’s only a matter of time before they come for you. You need to reach out to your allies in the Ministers’ Conclave as soon as possible. I hope they can protect you, but you need to be careful. Honestly, you should leave the compound just in case. Take a ship and go somewhere—anywhere—at least until this blows over.”

	“Dorian, this is madness!” Samir snarled. “I’m not doing anything until you explain what the fuck is going on! Where did that Succubus take you? Where are you?”

	Dorian could see the desperation in his father’s eyes, and he was briefly tempted to lay everything on the table. But even if he wanted to, there wasn’t time. The longer they spoke, the more likely someone might intercept the transmission. 

	“Look, you just need to go, all right? Shut down the compound and the factories. Take all the credits you can and hop on the old freighter for a few days. I’ll figure out a way to contact you again soon. By then, I’ll hopefully have some more info for you.”

	“Dorian—”

	“I have to go, Dad,” Dorian said. “Please, take this seriously. You know the Tarreen as well as anyone. Once their zealots catch wind of this…it’s going to be bad. Protect yourself. I’ll be in touch.”

	Dorian flicked off the holo-projector before his father could respond, then flopped back onto the bed like a deflated balloon. He suddenly felt so enervated he wasn’t sure he could get back up even if he had to. 

	“You did not provide him with much information.”

	Dorian muttered an obscure Kreen curse as Ghost’s orange avatar emerged from within the computer. “You said shorter was better. And what else could I possibly tell him? That I’m on a ship with the psychics who kidnapped me in the first place? Would that have helped anyone?”

	“Perhaps not,” the AI replied. “If the Convectorate does capture him, it will be to our benefit if he knows as little as possible.”

	“That’s a cheery thought,” Dorian said, trying and failing to tamp down another wave of guilt. “It’s only been a few hours. Even the Spiders couldn’t have reached the compound yet. He has some time, assuming he listens. If he can just stay off the radar for a while, the War Ministry will notice their sudden shortage of mechs. His allies will have a better chance of convincing the Hierarchy to see reason. They can’t afford to lose him.”

	“I certainly hope that is the case.”

	The AI didn’t sound particularly convinced by the rationalization, and frankly Dorian wasn’t, either. Samir Garr was a notoriously stubborn man. The odds that he would listen to his son weren’t great…and the odds that he would turn tail and run were even slimmer. But then again, he had always taken every precaution to hide Dorian from the Spiders. He understood the threat they represented. Perhaps fear would compel him to do the right thing even if common sense could not.

	“Shit,” Dorian breathed. “What are we going to do?”

	“For now, there is nothing to do except wait,” Ghost said. “And survive.”

	 

	***

	 

	Kaya had no concept of how long she laid beside Mysha while the other woman slept. Ten minutes? Half an hour? The look of pure primal contentment on the Velothi’s face after being fucked by her Imprinted lover was always something to behold. Her thick mane of white hair was strewn wildly over the pillows, and her bare breasts rose and fell in rhythm with her gentle breathing. She almost looked like she was hibernating rather than merely taking a nap. She would be out for hours unless someone injected her with a stim. 

	Mysha deserved the break. Hell, she deserved anything she wanted after enduring the Echo’s torments for so long. It was tempting to set course for some tropical world in the Far Rim where they could all relax, get drunk, and fuck until they passed out. Once they were out of credits, they could always run a few scams to fund another year or two of debauchery. 

	“If only,” she whispered as she slowly reached up and dragged a finger down Mysha’s sternum and between her breasts. Kaya would never forgive herself if this plan of hers ended up threatening her partner’s newfound freedom. But she also would never forgive herself if she passed up her one and possibly only opportunity to get some answers. 

	And the sooner they got to Cira Narn, the faster they could get this over with. 

	“Shit,” Kaya whispered as she rose and retrieved a new outfit from her closet. She was tempted to hop in the shower, but they really did need to change course as quickly as possible. Every minute spent barreling aimlessly through deep space was another minute their foes could gain on them. 

	After sliding back into her familiar dark blue pants and cropped vest, Kaya leaned down to peck Mysha’s cheek before she headed for the cockpit. 

	The shimmering tunnel of a hyperspace corridor greeted her the moment the cockpit hatch opened, and she slid into the pilot’s chair. She half expected a Convectorate fleet to be waiting for them in real space when she deactivated the hyperdrive, but for once, her pessimism was completely unfounded. When the blue of hyperspace vanished, all that loomed beyond the canopy was the starry black void of space.

	Sighing, she called up the navigational controls. Her fingertips danced across the holographic display, moving through menus, and she winced when the familiar coordinates finally scrolled in front of her. 

	“Stupid things I never thought I’d be doing again, chapter one,” she murmured, punching them in and waiting while the computer plotted a course. Their Class 7 drive was one of the fastest on the civilian market, and thanks to Mysha’s modifications, they could usually push it into Class 8 territory for a few hours without inflicting too much strain on the ship. The extra light-year-per-hour might be critical.

	Kaya confirmed the coordinates and activated the autopilot before she could have second thoughts. The stars rotated as maneuvering thrusters kicked in, aligning the ship to its new heading.

	The soft rumble of the hyperdrive shuddered through the deck, and a heartbeat later, she was once again staring at the flickering blue smear of a hyperspace corridor. She only had to wait a moment for the tac-holo to update with their current course and speed. 

	 

	ETA: 07:53

	 

	Kaya leaned back in the chair and let out a long, anxious breath. Really, she should have gone right back to her quarters and curled up with Mysha for a nap. Even five or six hours of sleep would probably be enough to let her body fully heal.

	But she dreaded the idea of closing her eyes. For all she knew, another nightmare lurked right around the corner. 

	Swearing softly, she stood and headed to the galley for a drink. She would have gladly slammed down a glass of Drellian brandy, but their last two bottles were about to appreciate considerably. Luxury goods from Dominion worlds were rare enough in the Belt, let alone in the Far Rim. She settled on heating up some tea instead, and after half an hour of mindless puttering, she ended up right back in the cockpit seat where she’d started. 

	“To freedom,” she whispered, taking a big swig of her tea as if it were booze. The hot liquid soothed her nerves more than she expected. After a few minutes, she felt so exhausted she wasn’t sure she could make it back to her quarters if she tried. Thankfully, the pilot’s chair reclined quite a bit, and so she locked the controls, propped her boots up on the console, and closed her eyes. 

	And the instant she lowered her defenses, the nightmares returned. 

	First, she was sprinting barefoot across an obsidian plateau surrounded by lava, her flesh on the verge of melting. Next, she was fired out of a hatch many kilometers beneath the surface of a crystal blue ocean, the titanic pressure threatening to collapse her lungs. In every horrifying vignette, there was an obvious solution before her: Tarreen for the scalding heat, Meldonian for the crushing depths, Krosian for the biting cold. And despite the pain and terror, she always found a way to survive. 

	Or did she? Amidst the images of triumph lurked echoes of deadly failures. Her flesh dissolving, her lungs exploding, her bones crumbling…could any of it be real? Had any of it happened?

	Had all of it happened? Perhaps not to her but to other women who shared her face? Countless lives, countless deaths, somehow shared and suffered by all?

	Kaya awoke with a start. The viewport was still filled with the endless blue-white flicker of a hyperspace corridor, and the instruments around her were still beeping softly. She didn’t think she’d been out long until she glanced down to the tac-holo. 

	 

	ETA: 07:01

	 

	“Fuck,” Kaya rasped. The persistent ache throughout her back confirmed that she had indeed been reclining longer than she’d thought, as did the disgusting dryness in her mouth. The remainder of her tea, now cold, was still sitting on the dash where she had left it.

	Almost an hour. I could have sworn it was only five minutes…

	She hissed and sat up. Most of the images from the nightmare had already faded, thank the Seraph, and she had no intention of giving them another chance to catch her off-guard. What she needed was a shower…and perhaps the tiniest hit of red hurricane to get her ready for Cira Narn. Fortunately, both of those were in the same place. 

	After disposing of her tea in the galley—if only to avoid annoying Mysha—she stretched out her back as she walked to Mysha’s quarters, still castigating herself for how scared she was to just lie down and sleep. But when she arrived and opened the door, she belatedly remembered that her partner had left someone else in her room. 

	Dorian was lying shirtless in the center of Mysha’s neatly made bed, completely dead to the galaxy. 

	Kaya couldn’t help her amused grin. No one ever looked dignified when they were asleep in her experience, and even their genetically engineered wonderboy was no exception. His neck was bent awkwardly to the side, and his legs and arms were splayed akimbo as if he had been shot. He’d opted to lie atop the sheets instead of under them, probably out of misguided politeness to avoid ruffling Mysha’s bed. 

	Kaya tiptoed into the room and let the door swoosh shut behind her. If not for the bandages covering his ribs, she would have immediately crawled on top of him to see if he had recovered from Mysha’s “first aid.” It had only been half a day since their adventures in her quarters, difficult as that was to believe, and she hungered to see what else he was capable of. 

	But as fun as all of that sounded, wandering around Cira Narn was going to be perilous enough without reinjuring him. The smart plan was to leave him be and go back to Mysha. She could take a shower or listen to music or do literally anything else to keep her mind occupied. 

	Instead, she compromised. Silent as a ghost, she crawled up onto the bed and laid down next to him. He didn’t stir when she snuggled up against him, nor when she gently draped an arm over his chest. She wanted to straddle him so badly it was almost painful, but she forced herself to behave. His body was so warm she didn’t even mind the fact that he hadn’t pulled up the covers. She knew it was dangerous to let her guard down again; she could almost feel the nightmares scratching at the fringes of her consciousness. Dorian didn’t need to know about them, and he certainly didn’t need her thrashing in his arms. 

	But for some silly reason, she wanted to believe that he could protect her somehow. It didn’t make any logical sense, but just hearing his soft breathing made her feel better about…well, everything. 

	Her eyelids felt heavy, and she allowed them to close, a contented smile tugging at her lips…

	“Hey, I need to move my arm, all right?”

	Kaya gasped and lifted her head, eyes popping open. She saw Dorian looking back at her, his brow creased with concern. She was still curled up against his side, perhaps even closer than before. Her right leg was now slung halfway over his waist. 

	“Uh…yeah,” Kaya murmured, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth. Stars, had she been drooling? 

	“Sorry, I didn’t want to disturb you,” Dorian said, flexing the fingers of his right hand as he slid it out from beneath her. “He was just falling asleep.”

	“That’s…that’s all right,” Kaya rasped, swallowing to wet her throat. She felt like she had been out for hours, but it must have only been—

	Holy shit.

	“You looked so peaceful,” Dorian said, flashing her a smile. “I didn’t even hear you come in.”

	“Five hours,” she breathed, her eyes still glued to the wall chrono. How could she have possibly been in here for five fucking hours?

	“I guess we both needed the rest.” He shuffled further up the bed until he could lean upright against the headboard. “You all right? You look…upset.”

	“No, just…a little confused,” Kaya said. She turned and looked at the nightstand where she kept her stash of red hurricane. No, she definitely hadn’t taken any. Normally, it took a big dose for her to sleep that soundly. She didn’t even remember any regular dreams, let alone one of her nightmares.

	“I’m glad you’re here,” Dorian said. “I wanted to see how you were holding up after…well, you know.”

	Kaya felt her stomach tighten and pulled her leg off his waist. “I’m, uh…I’m fine. Why?”

	He arched a black eyebrow. “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because we saw some pretty fucked-up shit back on the station.”

	“I’m a tough girl, don’t worry,” she assured him, though her voice sounded flat and unconvincing even to her own ears. “I’ve survived brawls with V’rath and firefights against armies of mechs. Seeing a few dead women wearing my face is no big deal.”

	He snorted softly but didn’t push. “I still have no idea what to say. This whole thing seems…I don’t even know. Insane doesn’t cut it.”

	Kaya nodded, still befuddled. As unsettling as it was to suddenly lose a few hours like that, she couldn’t deny how good it had felt to lower her defenses, even if it hadn’t been intentional. 

	“This works pretty fast,” Dorian said, glancing down and experimentally prodding the bandages over his chest. “I still haven’t thanked you enough for healing me. I doubt I’d be able to breathe if you hadn’t done…whatever you did.”

	“I only wish I were better at it,” Kaya muttered as she sat all the way up and arched her back, stretching out her abdomen. She placed a hand on her midriff and traced her fingertips over her belly. “I work hard to maintain these amazing abs. They’re just not as sexy covered in bruises.”

	Dorian laughed. “Don’t worry—they’re still pretty sexy.”

	“Oh, I know,” she replied, straightening her back with a playful smirk. “But I’m also full of shit, like usual. The great thing about being a metamorph is that I don’t have to work hard to stay hot.” 

	He chuckled. “Speaking of…can’t you just change and get rid of the bruises?”

	“In theory. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some way I could heal myself, but I’ve never figured it out. Changing shape when I’m wounded hurts like hell.” 

	“I actually meant to come check up on you after I got bandaged up,” Dorian said. “But Mysha thought it would be best if I got some rest.”

	Kaya grinned. “She’s a decent nurse in a pinch. Good bedside manner, steady hands…and a very flexible tail.”

	His face instantly flushed. “Uh, well, I mean—”

	She laughed. He looked almost as adorable in embarrassment as Meesh did. On impulse, she swung her leg back over his waist and finally straddled him like she had wanted to ever since coming in. 

	“She didn’t actually tell me what happened, you know,” Kaya whispered, leaning forward until their mouths were barely a centimeter apart. “But I tasted you on her lips.”

	Dorian’s hands seemed to reflexively settle on her waist, which was exactly where she wanted them. “She, uh…she was helping with the bandages and then—”

	“One thing led to another, and all of a sudden your cock was in her mouth,” Kaya reasoned. “I wouldn’t have been able to resist having a taste, either.”

	She chuckled again as she leaned all the way in. Whatever brief embarrassment he must have felt disappeared when her tongue pushed through his lips in search of a partner. His mouth was as warm and welcoming as Mysha’s, his kiss every bit as passionate, and she couldn’t resist gently grinding her pelvis against his. Unsurprisingly, she could already feel his manhood yearning to escape his pants between her legs—and that was nearly enough to make her abandon all restraint. 

	“There’s something you should know,” Kaya whispered after a minute, breaking their kiss. “You’re the first man who’s ever been on this bed.”

	Dorian nodded, panting a bit himself. “She mentioned that.”

	“You should feel honored. And privileged. And gracious.” She snickered and gently nibbled at his lower lip. “I knew the two of you would get along. I was hoping the two of you would get along.”

	“So…you’re not upset?”

	Kaya scoffed. “Do I seem like the type of girl who gets upset that her best friend has a new toy? Or am I more like the type who only gets annoyed because she didn’t get invited to the three-way?”

	She felt his manhood twinge against her, and her walls spasmed in response. “Uh…probably the second one.”

	“Definitely the second one,” she said huskily. “But you need to be patient with her, all right? She’s never trusted anyone besides me, so it’s going to take some time before she’s willing to open up. Cut her some slack—I promise it will be worth it.”

	His eyes lost their focus for a second, probably because he couldn’t help but imagine the possibilities. If he was anything like most human men she’d encountered, he had probably spent most of his adolescence steeped in salacious holo-vids. How many times had he fallen asleep while dreaming about burying his cock in a pretty alien girl?

	I should tell him that it’s every bit as glorious as he thinks. I could assume the form of a Velothi right now and give him a little preview…

	Snickering, she leaned down to kiss him again. His hands gleefully roamed her lower back, flirting with her waistband while tantalizing her by never crossing it, and it took all the willpower she could muster not to start grinding against him in earnest. As enjoyable as it would be to pass the last few hours of their trip with her ankles up on his shoulders, they really did need to make some preparations. He didn’t even know where they were headed yet. 

	“Fuck,” she breathed as she pulled away a second time. “Just thinking about this makes me want you to carry me into the shower. You could take me against the wall and cum all over me again. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

	Dorian squeezed his fingers into her waist, blue eyes smoldering. He felt so hot against her that she almost expected him to pick her up right then and there, but he winced every time she shifted her weight. Growling in frustration, she rolled off him and laid flat on her back next to him instead. 

	“Sorry,” she groaned. “I don’t mean to be a bitch like that.”

	His brow furrowed. “What?”

	“I got you all worked up for nothing,” Kaya said, running a hand back through her blue hair. “I got myself all worked up for nothing…”

	Dorian blinked, the primal lust in his eyes dimming ever so slightly. “Well, as long as both of us are suffering, it’s not so bad.”

	She squeezed his arm. “We’ll just have to make up for it later. Once your ribs are better, I expect you to fuck me until you’re shooting blanks. Deal?”

	“Deal,” he said, putting a possessive hand on her stomach. The gesture sent a delightful thrill through her core, and she laughed and held his hand against her belly just to appreciate the warmth. He was so charming, so easy to talk to, so nice to look at…stars, it was hard to believe that she had only just met him. Everything was happening so quickly that it almost defied logic…

	“We’re only a few hours out from port,” Kaya said into the intimate silence. “I suppose I should actually tell you where we’re going.”

	“I wasn’t worried,” Dorian told her. “I figure we’re heading as far away from the Belt as possible.”

	“Not…exactly,” Kaya said. She exhaled slowly, and even the soothing warmth of his hand couldn’t ease the tension churning inside her gut. 

	“What does that mean?”

	“There’s only one place I might be able to learn about the Shadows before we flee the sector altogether,” she answered. “Cira Narn.”

	Dorian arched a dark eyebrow. “What? I thought that was where—”

	“It is, and believe me, I’d rather not go back,” Kaya said as she sat up. “But there’s a man there who might have the information I need, and this is the only chance I’m going to get before we end up on the sector’s most-wanted list.”

	“We aren’t on it already?”

	“Not quite yet. The Vecs will be after you now, but they won’t flood the Holosphere with bounties on a psychic—they’ll keep that under wraps and send the Spiders instead.”

	Dorian’s eyes widened. “That sounds worse.”

	“It is worse, but only in the long term,” Kaya explained. “In the short term, it means we have a brief window where we can run in the open, so to speak. We should be able to reach Cira Narn before the Echo can warn the rest of the Syndicate, too. As long as we get in and out in a few hours, we’ll be fine.”

	“Hyperspace signals move a lot faster than ships,” Dorian pointed out. “I don’t understand.”

	“That’s because you’re new at this,” she replied tartly. “Criminal organizations can’t just flick on their holopads and fire off a signal through the civilian network where anyone can listen in. The Syndicate will use a direct beam instead of a public relay—slower but a lot more secure.” 

	Kaya pursed her lips and considered what else she wanted to tell him, if anything. He obviously wouldn’t know about Garen Ruto or how the Syndicate operated in general. And frankly, he didn’t need to…at least, not yet. 

	“I can tell you more when we get close,” she went on, “but the short version is that there’s a Syndicate cyberneticist on Cira Narn who should have some answers. And if he doesn’t, his computers might…assuming that Meesh can crack the security.”

	Dorian pushed his tongue into his cheek, and from the way his eyes started moving, it almost looked like he was arguing with himself. “I should be able to slice into anything you find. In fact, I’d almost guarantee it.”

	“So, you’ll help?” Kaya asked hopefully. 

	“Of course,” Dorian replied, as if it were a foregone conclusion. “Even if I’m just your backup.”

	“You and Meesh can have a competition if you want,” Kaya said wryly. “If you win, she’ll have to use her mouth instead of her tail next time.”

	His brow remained furrowed as if he hadn’t heard her. He looked like he was bracing himself for something, which immediately roused her suspicions. Though, she didn’t know what he could possibly be hiding from them at this point…

	“I doubt she and I will need to do much of anything,” Dorian said after a moment. “I have something that can help us out…but I’d rather tell both of you about it at the same time.”

	Kaya blinked. “What, do you have another superpower we don’t know about?”

	“Not…exactly,” he murmured. “But trust me, she’ll want to see this, too.”

	“Okay, well, you’ve definitely piqued my curiosity,” Kaya said. “I suppose I’ll go and fetch her.”

	She kept an eye on him even as she slid off the bed and walked out the door. Reading body language was probably the most important part of being a con-artist, and she had never seen him look so anxious. He’d managed to remain cool and collected even when she’d been in the process of kidnapping him…and when they’d fought their way off Talinus. Hell, he had stepped between them and two of the Echo’s Shadows without hesitation. Whatever was bothering him must have been important. 

	Getting Meesh out of bed was easy enough; five hours was usually enough for a Velothi to get over their post-coital lethargy. She was confused, naturally, but she still got dressed and followed Kaya back across the ship to her own quarters. Dorian was sitting up at the foot of the bed when they returned, still shirtless aside from his bandages. 

	“What’s going on?” Mysha asked, dragging her hands back through her pillow-tousled white mane. Her tail and tendrils began to swish ever so slightly the moment she saw Dorian—it would have been adorable if Kaya weren’t so wary about whatever he was about to reveal. 

	“Dorian has something important to tell us,” she said, crossing her arms and leaning against the doorframe. “If he’s been married this whole time, I’ll let you have the honor of shooting him.”

	“It’s nothing like that,” Dorian said, waving his hand dismissively. “There’s just something I didn’t tell you at first because…well, frankly, because you had just kidnapped me and I didn’t entirely trust you.” 

	“That’s fair, but now you’re stalling and making me nervous,” Kaya said irritably. “Spit it out!”

	Dorian drew in a breath. “This implant in my head isn’t just a com or a translator,” he said. “It’s a lot more complicated.”

	Mysha leaned over and studied the side of his head. “I doubted that a rich kid like you would settle for an old C7. What do you have, some experimental C10 or something?”

	“Not quite.” Dorian exhaled slowly and tapped the side of his head. A heartbeat later, a translucent orange sphere appeared in the air next to him.

	Kaya balked in surprise, then frowned. It almost looked like a holo-projection, but Mysha clearly knew better. 

	“Ro’kash!” she breathed, her glowing eyes widening. “Is that…?”

	“I call him ‘Ghost,’” Dorian said. “He’s an artificial intelligence with extraordinary capabilities, to put it mildly.”

	“Greetings,” the floating sphere said in a smooth, vaguely synthetic male voice. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

	“An AI,” Kaya whispered, her arms falling to her sides. “Clever boy. You didn’t actually slice into our coms at all, did you? This little fellow did.”

	Dorian flashed her a guilty smile. “Yeah.”

	“So in other words, you cheated and lied about what happened in order to impress me with your abilities,” Kaya said. “I approve.”

	He blinked. “You, uh…you aren’t upset that I lied about this?”

	“I’m a shapeshifting con-artist,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Honesty is for losers. Frankly, I’m just annoyed that I didn’t figure it out on my own. Well done.”

	He paused, seemingly dumbfounded, and she chuckled as she continued studying the sphere. The Syndicate employed plenty of semi-sentient AIs, and Kaya had spent a lot of time wondering if the Shadows were secretly advanced androids. The concept of a truly sapient-level intelligence had never disturbed her as much as it did other people, yet even Mysha was clearly more impressed than annoyed. 

	“An AI…” Mysha whispered, her tail swishing as she crept closer to the sphere. “Semi-sentient?”

	“Para-sentient,” Ghost corrected. “Master Dorian designed me to be his personal assistant, though he often understates my true potential. I am capable of—”

	“He has more processing power than anything currently on the market by several orders of magnitude, and that includes military models,” Dorian cut in. “I may have built him, but he’s the real power behind the rise of Garr Industries…at least in terms of production schedules.”

	“A fact you conveniently failed to mention when you offered us that fake data to hand over to the Syndicate,” Kaya said. “I approve—again.”

	“Incredible,” Mysha breathed. “I have so many questions…”

	“I would be pleased to provide the answers,” Ghost replied. “And based upon what I have observed of your mechanical skills, you will likely comprehend many of them.”

	Her head drew back, glowing blue eyes narrowing. “Was that supposed to be an insult?”

	“Certainly not. It was merely an observation that you possess significantly more technical acumen than your metamorphic companion. I fear that she would not be able to follow our conversation.”

	Mysha snorted to cover a laugh, but Kaya simply glared at the orb. “Did you program him to be a smartass, too?”

	“He evolved that way on his own, unfortunately,” Dorian muttered. “And there are a handful of other behavioral glitches I haven’t quite worked out. But he doesn’t pose us any danger, I promise.”

	“The thing is, he’s not wrong about Kaya,” Mysha said with a smirk. “I’m honestly a little surprised she was able to change course without waking me up.”

	“Well, aren’t you Little Miss Hilarious today.” Kaya folded her arms again. “So, what can this thing do for us, exactly?”

	“Well, you mentioned trying to slice into protected Syndicate files,” Dorian said. “I’m a designer, not a slicer, but Ghost can decrypt faster than an Intelligence Ministry supercomputer. And the shielding in my implant makes his matrix basically impossible to detect, as I’m sure you noticed.”

	“Hmm,” Kaya murmured. “In other words, if I can get Ghost into Ruto’s office, he could poke around and search for intel. That might actually work.”

	“I am unfamiliar with this individual,” Ghost put in. “Can you elaborate?”

	She nodded distractedly as a strategy started forming in her mind. She had assumed she would have to trash Ruto’s lab and drag his data back to the ship so Mysha could spend the next few days rifling through the files while they traveled, but having an AI along was a game-changer. They might actually be able to get the information she needed without it blowing up in their faces…

	“I have a plan,” Kaya said. 

	Mysha turned from examining Ghost to frown at her. “You didn’t before?”

	“I mean a good plan—one that will get us all the supplies we need for a straight sprint to the Rim and maybe even tell us more about the Shadows.”

	“Well, we have less than two hours to prep,” Mysha said, tossing a glance at the chrono. “I hope that’s enough time.”

	“Plenty,” Kaya said, smiling. “We’ll be in and out before the Syndicate even knows we’re there.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	The shimmering purple-white mass of the Melari Nebula—colloquially known as the Maw—stretched across the glittering, starry canvas like a rolling fog obscuring the horizon. The enormous cloud was nearly fifty light-years across and more than thirty deep, and it was home to many lawless worlds ruled by pirates, slavers, and other underworld filth. While the entire Viraxes Belt was technically under Convectorate control, the Hierarchy had never been willing to commit the ships or soldiers required to pacify the region, and with the Dowd placing increasing pressure on the CDF, it seemed highly improbable that would change anytime soon.

	Vestri had seen the Maw countless times on holographic star charts but never before in her mind’s eye. When she’d begun her meditation, her consciousness had drifted away almost like a camera zooming out to behold the cosmos from afar. One by one, she had connected the nearby stars with a telepathic spinneret, then spiraled the strands together until she had woven a tapestry across the entire Viraxes Belt. Intellectually, she knew that she was still floating in the koboro tank aboard her ship, but she was so untethered from the physical world that she may as well have been a ghost. Here, she was impervious to the pain and rot of her broken body. 

	Here, she was free. 

	“I have successfully accessed the Holosphere relay. Beginning analysis of local com traffic.”

	The ship’s discordant voice almost dragged Vestri back to the physical world, but she resisted the pull. Piercing the shroud concealing her targets required an enormous amount of concentration, which was why she had narrowed the initial search here to the Maw rather than trying to scan the entire Belt. The near total lack of a Convectorate presence made every planet in the nebula a natural hiding spot for criminals and dregs of all sorts. Her targets would need to refuel somewhere soon, and this was as good a place as any. 

	I know you’re out there somewhere. Luck won’t save you this time.

	“Initial search inconclusive. Broadening query terms.”

	Vestri’s mind began to drift through the nebula itself. There were over a hundred stars and a dozen colonized worlds within the cloud, though none were particularly hospitable to their sapient populations. She couldn’t sense their minds from this distance, of course, but that wasn’t the point. Spiders were trained to detect psionic powers, not random telepathic chatter. Even the smallest disturbance sent ripples across the entire web, and if she attuned herself to the subtle vibrations, she could track a target almost anywhere within hundreds of light-years. 

	It almost defied belief that such a technique was even possible, given the incomprehensible vastness of even a single cubic light-year of space. But the Widow and her operatives had been using it for over a decade now, ostensibly to aid the Convectorate in exterminating the few remaining psychics and preventing a new generation of Seraphim from reviving the shattered Dominion. In truth, the Tarreen were only sowing the seeds of their own inevitable destruction. 

	The Eclipse was coming, and there was absolutely nothing the Hierarchy could do to stop it. 

	“Expanded search inconclusive. Broadening query terms.”

	The webs remained still, and Vestri slowly withdrew her mind from the nebula. If she was wrong about this, the Master would never forgive her. He would use her failure as a justification to eliminate her genetic variant altogether. He likely wouldn’t even bother to transform her into a Drone—he would simply terminate her and move on. She was running out of time to—

	Vestri’s eyes shot open, and she once again found herself afloat in the koboro tank. A quick glance outside the tank confirmed that she had only been under for a few hours—more than she had hoped, but less than she should have reasonably expected. Especially since she finally had what she had been looking for. 

	She smiled inside her rebreather as she telekinetically activated the release and initiated the draining sequence. She could still feel the vibration rippling through her psionic web even as she withdrew the last of her consciousness all the way back into the physical world. Her instincts had served her well after all. Kaya wasn’t fleeing into the Maw, but rather to the gateway world nearest its edge. 

	“Expanded search still inconclusive. Probability of success is now statistically insignificant.”

	“Cancel the search,” Vestri said, though she could barely understand her own voice with the liquid still draining around her ears. “Prepare to plot a new course.”

	“Destination?”

	“Cira Narn. She’s going back to Cira Narn.”

	 

	 

	 

	
4 
Cira Narn

	 

	“One thing has become abundantly clear,” Kaya said as she took a step back from Dorian and inspected her handiwork. “You really need some new clothes.” 

	Dorian groaned as he tried to lift his arms. The black shirt she had given him was so tight around the shoulders that he could probably shred the whole thing with a single movement if he wanted to, and the pants weren’t much better. “I thought you said this was made from adaptive fabric.”

	“It is, but that doesn’t mean it’s magical,” Kaya told him. “Your arms are twice the size of mine. What did they feed you on that moon of yours, anyway?”

	“It doesn’t look that bad,” Mysha said, saucily placing a hand on her hip. “At least the shirt will keep some pressure on your ribs.”

	He rolled his eyes and snatched the dark green cloak Kaya had set out for him on her bed. The Yorilach ensemble he’d worn on Talinus had been uncomfortable, too, but he would have traded it for this number in a heartbeat. Kaya was probably right that they should change things up, though, and he was the only one who couldn’t turn invisible or change his face. 

	“The boots fit well enough,” Kaya said with a smirk. “At least you’ll be able to walk.”

	Dorian flashed her another sour glance. She was enjoying this far too much. Still, at least it had taken her mind off the Shadows. All in all, he considered it a fair trade. 

	[Your lack of comfortable apparel is the least of our concerns,] Ghost said privately. [There are many safer ports to resupply and refuel. We should already be on our way out of the Belt.]

	Dorian resisted the urge to smack his temple. Ghost had not been enamored with Kaya’s plan, to put it mildly, but the AI hadn’t argued the point publicly with the girls. He had been griping at Dorian ever since he had returned to his implant, however, which was almost as annoying as these tight-fitting clothes.

	It wasn’t as if Ghost’s concerns weren’t valid. Traveling to a Syndicate stronghold seemed like an insane gambit, despite Kaya’s assurances that they could outrun the signal. Still, it seemed like her only hope of learning more about her doppelgangers, and he wasn’t about to deny her that chance.

	“There’s a shop near the edge of the Free Zone that will have what you need,” Mysha told him, still smiling playfully. “Did you bring any of your infinite credits with you?”

	“If I didn’t bring a change of clothes, I definitely didn’t bring my wallet,” Dorian said dryly. “Besides, shadowport vendors aren’t going to be interested in Garr Industries stock options. I’ll have to rely on my benevolent kidnappers to provide for me.”

	Kaya reached out and patted his cheek. “I’m sure we’ll figure out some way for you to earn your keep.”

	Mysha chuckled as she reached down to retrieve the helmet also set out on the bed. “Honestly, you’ll forget all about the tight shirt when you try to breathe in this ugly thing,” she said. “Though at least the thermal sensors still worked the last time I checked.”

	Dorian grunted as she handed it to him. The fully enclosed black helmet had clearly been taken from a vac suit, probably one worn by asteroid miners in the Maw Colonies, if he had to guess. The design was simple and functional enough for anyone in a zero-gee vacuum, though he had no intention of performing maintenance on the Prowler’s hull. He just needed to cover his face while they were on Cira Narn, and this was the best thing they could come up with.

	“Maybe you should wear this and I’ll take the cloak,” he said.

	“Sorry, the horns aren’t detachable,” Mysha said. “And the last time I checked, you can’t turn invisible.”

	“Then maybe we should pick up an active camo suit while we’re shopping,” Dorian said. 

	“If we wanted to sell the ship to pay for it, sure,” Kaya said dryly as she glanced over at the chrono. “We should be dropping out of the corridor any second. Come on.”

	Dorian tested his range of motion in the awkward clothing one last time before following the girls to the cockpit, helmet cradled in his arms. The viewport was still a blurry swirl of flickering blue light, but the tac-holo began beeping less than a minute after Mysha slid into the pilot’s chair. Her blue fingers danced across the navigational controls, and he felt the inertial dampeners shift as they dropped out of hyperspace. 

	“Echu tari,” Mysha breathed. All the good humor drained out of her face the instant their destination appeared outside the canopy. “It’s as awful as I remember.”

	Dorian leaned forward and braced a hand on the back of her chair. He had seen images of Cira Narn on the Holosphere before, but none of them did the place justice. From a million kilometers away, it almost looked like some kind of interstellar god had taken a scoop out of a dusty ochre moon and planted a city inside the hole. Three quarters of the surface remained a barren wasteland with low gravity and minimal atmosphere, but the rest was protected by a series of interlocking blue shield domes that made the lower hemisphere glow even though the sun was currently shining on the other half of the moon. The barriers couldn’t stop a bombardment—or even a ship—but they trapped enough synthesized atmosphere to make life on Cira Narn possible. If it weren’t such a haven for cutthroats and pirates, it might have been considered oddly beautiful. 

	Beyond the moon was the sprawling purple-white mass of the Melari Nebula, home of the Maw Colonies. Cira Narn was the only gateway to that lawless backwater, since the only safe hyperspace corridor into it was located in this system. That basic physical reality meant the slave trade for three different sectors all flowed through this one awful little cesspool. 

	The tac-holo confirmed that the port was as busy as ever. Several dozen ships—mostly light freighters or bulk cargo haulers—were currently approaching the shield, and about the same number were leaving orbit in search of a jump corridor. The lack of warships or orbital weapon platforms to keep order was oddly liberating, though Dorian did spot several squadrons of fighters on patrol. The moon was far from defenseless. 

	“Remember, we just need to be quick,” Kaya said, seemingly as much to herself as to them. “The Syndicate forces here won’t know what happened for a while yet.”

	“Right,” Mysha muttered. “Time for a silent approach.”

	While her left hand clutched the flight stick, her right swept across the holographic keyboard on the console in front of her. The lights in the cockpit turned an eerie crimson, and the status displays updated to confirm that they were indeed cloaked.

	[Impressive,] Ghost commented. [The ship’s engines and power emission have been masked by over ninety-eight percent. My database must already be out of date; I was not aware of cloaking technology on the private market with such capabilities.]

	Dorian snorted. “I highly doubt they bought this on the private market. They’re thieves, remember?”

	Both girls tossed him a quizzical look, and he grunted and tapped his temple. “Sorry, Ghost was commenting on your stealth tech,” he said as the orange sphere materialized next to him. “He’s curious where you got it.”

	“We actually didn’t steal it,” Kaya said. “The Echo provided us with the base device, though Seraph knows where he got it. But Meesh ended up tearing the thing apart and rebuilding it from scratch to make it better.”

	“Not the whole thing,” Mysha corrected, though the corner of her mouth curled into a smile. “Just most of it.”

	“I find that highly improbable,” Ghost said. “Few technicians in the entire sector possess the knowledge and ability required to modify a sensor-shielding device of such complexity, even among species with a genetic proclivity toward intellectual pursuits.”

	Mysha turned and glared at the AI. “Did you just call all Velothi stupid?”

	“I merely made an inference based on common genetic proclivities. It was an observation, not an insult.”

	“Speaking of stupid, he’s not nearly as smart as he thinks he is,” Dorian growled. “If you ever want to tear him apart and rebuild him from scratch, you’re more than welcome.”

	“Tempting,” Mysha said, eyeing the floating hologram. “I would love to know how he works. I still can’t believe you built a real para-sentient AI.”

	“Some days I wish I hadn’t,” Dorian muttered.

	“I promise that I will prove useful upon the moon’s surface,” Ghost insisted. “Though, for reasons I cannot fathom, Master Dorian has not shared my objections to this mission with either of you. In my estimation, this a grievous tactical mistake that will—”

	“They’re not interested in a naysayer,” Dorian interrupted. “You’re going to stay quiet and help Kaya find the information she needs. Is that clear?”

	The orange ball twisted on its axis. “Of course. The faster we achieve our goals, the faster we can leave.”

	“Now there’s a sentiment we can all agree on,” Kaya said, her eyes narrowing slightly as they studied the AI and then flicked down to the tac-holo. “Nothing seems to have spotted us so far. I’m ready to get this over with if you are.”

	Mysha’s face hardened in concentration as she adjusted the throttle and steered them closer to the shielded section of the moon. They took a long, circuitous route to minimize the odds of anyone spotting them visually, and Dorian could feel the tension building with every second. The vast majority of incoming ships headed straight for the main port beneath the shield dome, but Mysha took them over the yellowish, unshielded wasteland before looping back for a ground-hugging approach. 

	Once they passed through the outermost shield and drew closer to the settlement, he started to see the sprawl of battered structures growing out of the main hub like festering pustules upon the brown-yellow surface. The “Free Zone” looked less like a Rim colony than a giant refugee camp or slave pit. Perhaps it was both. 

	“We don’t want to have to walk too far,” Kaya commented as she called up the local topography on the tac-holo and scrolled through it. “Try sector five…there used to be a lot of abandoned landing pads there.”

	“This is such a bad idea,” Mysha whispered as she cut the throttle and coasted them in. Dorian shot a quick glare at Ghost to make sure the AI didn’t strike up a conversation, but thankfully, the AI was trying to be useful rather than annoying for once. 

	“I believe I have located a suitable landing location,” Ghost said. “Proceed along the following course.”

	The tac-holo flashed with a suggested route. Mysha took a glance at it and shrugged, then followed it as closely as she could. Less than a minute later, the Prowler was setting down atop the scraps of a landing pad that looked like it hadn’t been used in months. 

	“Why do I get the feeling that the last ship who set down here was stripped for parts before the crew got back from their shopping trip?” he murmured. 

	“No one in the Free Zone will have the skill to crack Meesh’s security,” Kaya told him. “And if they try to cut through the hull, there’s a concealed turret that will ruin their day. The ship will be fine.”

	Mysha swallowed heavily. “It had better be. If the hull is covered in graffiti when we get back, I’m going to carpet-bomb this whole fucking moon.”

	“That seems like an overreaction, considering that you planned to acquire new hull paint from a local vendor,” Ghost said. “Also, this vessel lacks sufficient ordnance to—”

	“You can definitely reprogram him if you want,” Dorian interrupted, watching Mysha with concern. “Maybe we’ll even find the right tools on the way.”

	Mysha didn’t even look at him. Her playful demeanor had evaporated with alarming speed. She was hiding her distress reasonably well, all things considered, but he could see the tension in every twitch of her tail. This wasn’t the cool, decisive operator he’d first met—and who’d shot him without a second’s hesitation. This was a haunted, vulnerable woman who understood how narrowly she had avoided a much darker fate.

	“We have a plan—let’s stick to it,” Kaya said as she hopped out of her seat. Even her attitude had visibly changed now that they were here. She was sober and focused. “I hope your little toy is as useful as he thinks.”

	“You will not be disappointed,” Ghost said. “Shall I interface with your implant now?”

	Kaya glanced between the orange ball and Dorian. “It won’t be nearly as comfortable in there,” she said. “My com implant is basically a one-room apartment on the worst block in town.”

	“It will be sufficient for our purposes, do not worry.”

	Ghost floated across the cockpit and vanished into the side of her head. Kaya flinched as if expecting pain, then took a deep breath and shook her head. 

	“You comfortable?” she asked, her eyes flicking back and forth. “Okay, let me rephrase: are you comfortable enough to get the job done?”

	“He’ll be fine, I’m sure,” Dorian said. Watching Ghost possess another person’s implant was almost surreal. They had never been separated before. 

	[We can never truly be separated,] the AI said into his mind. [As I explained, I have left a functional shell behind inside the mother implant.]

	“So you can annoy two people at the same time now,” Dorian said. “Great.”

	[Depending upon the level of interference on the surface, I may not be able to communicate with my secondary avatar,] Ghost said, ignoring the jibe. [However, I have sufficient processing power to serve both of your needs.]

	“This is going to take some getting used to,” Kaya commented. Her forehead creased as she touched her temple. “Let’s get this over with.”

	“Agreed,” Mysha said, standing from her chair and retrieving a pulse pistol from one of the compartments on the rear bulkhead. “And then we’re never coming back.”

	 

	***

	 

	From the first moment he had heard the name, Dorian knew that the so-called “Free Zone” of Cira Narn was anything but. None of the prostitutes, laborers, thugs, or technicians who littered the cramped, hazy streets looked particularly liberated; he wouldn’t have been surprised if at least half of them were indentured or enslaved. 

	From above, the entire sector had looked like a refugee camp, but up close it more resembled a leper colony. The streets, such as they were, wound through the various clusters of ramshackle buildings like a dirt trail on an undeveloped world, and the buildings themselves were nearly all cobbled together from scraps of misshapen metal torn from the hulls of dilapidated starships. Everything was so haphazardly built that Dorian occasionally wondered if he was walking through a holographic simulation of abstract alien art. 

	But at least no one was shooting at them yet, and most of the locals seemed far more interested in their own business than in harassing newcomers. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched…

	“Is something wrong?” Mysha asked as Dorian skirted a puddle of what probably wasn’t water to keep pace beside her. 

	“You mean aside from the stench of desperation and burning garbage?” he asked, his voice oddly modulated thanks to the helmet. “No, this place seems great.”

	He couldn’t see much of her face with the brown hood of her cloak drawn so low, but he could still read her mood from the slowly moving tips of her cranial tendrils. “The rest of the moon isn’t like this. The central hub looks like it could have been plucked from a section of the commerce ring on Talinus.”

	“In other words, the filth and desperation there are just better hidden.”

	“Something like that,” Mysha murmured. “In the main market, every street is owned by a different cartel. Things may look civilized, but it’s all just a veneer. Everyone is owned by somebody here, whether they know it or not.”

	Dorian nodded absently. Looking out at the winding, indecipherable path ahead, he found himself thinking about his father and their adventures all those years ago. Getting lost in a place like this could be incredibly easy…and potentially deadly. 

	“I thought that Dad and I had hit the bottom of the barrel, but even we never fell this far,” he said as they passed a literal trash fire surrounded by children of at least four different species, two of which he had never seen before. “Though, there are moments when I’m reminded of the old days.”

	“After seeing your moon mansion, I still have a hard time believing you used to slum around,” Mysha said.

	“For the most part, it’s a time best forgotten,” he said, thankful that his helmet could at least filter out the smoke. “I was too young to understand what my dad was trying to accomplish by taking us to so many rough places, but in retrospect, pirates and smugglers were probably the only ones willing to pay for obsolete combat mechs. Though half of the time, his customers just wanted a decent mechanic who wouldn’t fuck them over. He had me crawling beneath groundcars and hoverbikes when I was seven years old. I could rebuild most thruster engines by the time I was ten.”

	She clucked her tongue and shook her head. He eyed her quizzically, wondering if he had accidentally said something offensive. 

	“What?” he asked. 

	“Oh, nothing. It’s just…” Mysha smiled faintly. “You just reminded me that we have more in common than I ever would have thought possible.”

	They’d entered a short switchback—an alley, really—with no one else in sight, so Dorian paused, somewhat surprised when she did, too. Even if stopping was a bad idea, what she’d said was too compelling for him to ignore. “I’m not sure I understand.”

	“I spent pretty much every day of my childhood working in a chop shop,” she told him, still turned away so she could keep an eye on the street ahead. “I tore apart bikes, cars, and even the occasional military vehicle. Raegar III was a warzone a few decades ago; there are more busted vehicles in its scrapyards than in some whole sectors.”

	Dorian searched his memory. “That’s one of the Maw Colonies, right?”

	“Yes,” she confirmed, tossing a casual glance down the street behind them to make sure they weren’t being followed. “My first owner was a bit of a collector. He owned all kinds of rare vehicles from all across the galaxy—even ones with actual wheels, if you can believe it. He let me help him fix them up.”

	“Did he, um…” Dorian fumbled for the right words. “Did he mistreat you?”

	Mysha shook her head, and her voice turned almost wistful. “Not at all. Honestly, he practically acted like I was his daughter. I still don’t know why. I didn’t even realize his behavior was out of the ordinary until I got older and saw how most of the other slaves on the colony lived, especially the other girls.”

	“Then how did you end up here on Cira Narn?”

	“A crew of pirates kidnapped me from the spaceport on Raegar and crammed me in a crate,” Mysha said, her voice turning brittle. “They figured that an unspoiled Velothi girl was probably worth more than their ship.”

	Dorian felt his cheek twitch in sympathy. “That’s awful.”

	“It could have been,” she said with a jaded shrug. “They were terrified to touch me—they didn’t really know how Imprinting worked, so they kept their distance. I would have been offered up as the prize for a gladiator tournament, but…well…”

	“Kaya was there,” he finished, recalling the story the metamorph had told him. 

	Mysha nodded. “In a strange way, getting kidnapped by those pirates changed my life for the better, even if I didn’t realize it at the time,” she said. “Something else we have in common.”

	Dorian snorted softly at the dark joke. “Who would have thought that being snatched from our homes could change our lives for the better?”

	Her hood turned enough that he could see her smile, though it was forced. “If they hadn’t grabbed me, I would probably still be on Raegar. I have no idea what my master had planned for me, but I can’t imagine he would have kept me around as a mechanic forever.”

	The tips of her tendrils swished in thought, and even without seeing her face, Dorian could tell she was fighting a familiar battle against old demons. He wanted to know more, but he didn’t want to pressure her to share anything she wasn’t comfortable with. For now, he was content to be a sympathetic ear. 

	“I’ve never been more terrified than the day they shot me with that electro-net and dragged me to their ship,” Mysha whispered. “I was so utterly powerless. I remember trembling in my cage for hours as we flew through hyperspace. And I knew…I knew what would come next. I’d learned enough by then about what men would want me for, what happened to so many of the other girls around me. The only way I got through was to promise myself that if I escaped, I would never let myself be a victim again. Even after Kaya rescued me, I insisted she teach me how to defend myself.”

	Dorian swallowed and reached out to gently squeeze her arm. “From what I’ve seen, you’re a damn good shot.”

	“I’m a quick learner. Velothi aren’t illiterate weaklings. We’re as smart as humans or Kali or anyone else.”

	“I know,” he said defensively. “I’ve seen what you’ve done with the Prowler.”

	Mysha sucked in a deep breath and finally looked up enough that he could see her luminescent eyes. “Sorry, that wasn’t directed at you. It’s just…well, some people make stupid assumptions.”

	“And some AIs, too,” Dorian agreed, thinking back to Ghost’s stupid little quip. “I really would be happy to let you work on him, if you want.”

	She smiled faintly for a fraction of a second before glancing away again. “When Kaya started helping me develop my powers, I was…beyond disappointed. She has all these amazing metamorphic abilities that can make her strong and tough. Meanwhile, my telepathy is pitifully limited, and the only thing I’m good at is hiding. It’s…infuriating.”

	“Don’t sell yourself short. Being a wraith seems pretty awesome from where I’m standing.”

	“That’s the point,” Mysha said flatly. “You’re already a big, strong man, and you can do all these incredible things. With your powers, you could stand toe-to-toe with a Tarreen. All I can do is disappear.”

	He pursed his lips. If there was one thing he had learned over and over again, especially during his years on the fringe with his father, it was how difficult it could be to truly understand the perspective of others. But he had also learned how important it was to make the attempt, and the frustration in Mysha’s voice explained a great deal.

	“I can see why that would be annoying,” Dorian told her. “But many psychics develop new powers over time, at least according to what I’ve read. With the three of us working together…who knows what might happen?”

	She smiled again, tightly at first but more warmly every second. “We should keep moving. But there is one place I want to stop before we get a new transponder.”

	“Oh?”

	“You still need clothes,” Mysha said. “And I know just the place.”

	Dorian raised a suspicious eyebrow behind his helmet as he swept his gaze over the derelict buildings and filth. “Uh…I’m not sure I’d want to wear anything we found here.”

	She scoffed. “I’m not suggesting we pull a shirt out of a garbage pit. I told you that there’s a merchant near the far end of the Free Zone who sells all kinds of good stuff. Come on!”

	His skepticism was immediately washed away by her excited gait. She took his hand and pulled him along, and her playful smile was so radiant he almost forgot they were surrounded by squalor. 

	After about half a kilometer, the Free Zone started to look less like a disaster and more like a traditional shadowport. The buildings were dark but intact, the alleys were filled with pirates and thugs instead of the damned and destitute, and the streets were arranged in something resembling a normal grid pattern. 

	And most striking of all, there were suddenly armed guards patrolling the area at regular intervals. Most of them had the same insignia emblazoned on their battered armor, an upward-facing yellow crescent with four vertical lines running through it, which Dorian tentatively identified as belonging to a local merchant cartel. He and Mysha were soon surrounded by a bevy of flickering holographic signs, nearly all of them advertising one form of vice or another. 

	They passed garish lists of every spice he had ever heard of plus dozens of ones he hadn’t. Gambling dens proclaimed attractions ranging from games of chance to death matches. Brothels offered services that ran from demure to depraved. And the slave auctions…the slave auctions were everywhere. Buying, selling, renting—a man with a few thousand chits in his pocket could purchase a life as easily as ordering a meal. 

	“Here we go,” Mysha said, tugging on his arm as they approached a modest shop with surprisingly normal lighting and décor. “Do you know what you want?”

	Dorian shrugged. “Well, I’m a guy, so probably the first thing that fits.”

	She snorted. “You mean rich boys aren’t into fashion?”

	“We’re into hiring competent help who can make us look like we are. Does that count?”

	“Definitely not.” Her eyes twinkled in amusement. “I’ll pick, and you can pay me for my expertise later.”

	“It’s a deal.”

	She chuckled, and once again her cheerful smile became the brightest star in the galaxy. “Come on.”

	The store only had a few other people inside, thankfully, which made both of them feel a lot better about revealing their faces. The garments on display were meant to fit a variety of sapient species, and he had no trouble finding a wide array of outfits he could wear practically anywhere in the galaxy. He hadn’t been entirely joking before—as a man, he felt almost obligated to despise shopping for clothes—but Mysha’s enthusiasm for fashion was as infectious as everything else about her. He picked out a handful of simple outfits with her help, and within ten minutes, he was wearing comfortable black boots, a pair of matching insulated pants, and a light brown duster that looked so cool he almost wanted to get into a pistol duel just to try it out. 

	“Perfect,” Mysha said as she fiddled with his collar and then examined her handiwork. They were alone in one of the shop’s dressing rooms, and he had finally taken off the annoying helmet. “Once we get back to the ship, I can add some armored inserts into the lining. If you ever get smacked by a Tarreen’s tail again, they should absorb some of the blow.”

	“Or I could learn to duck,” Dorian said. 

	She snickered as she swept her fingers down his sides to check the fit. Back in his drifter days, he had learned to appreciate the value of clean clothes. They could make a man feel like a completely different person. 

	And if they happened to impress the cute alien girl he was with, all the better.

	“Food, fuel, now clothes…you’re racking up an impressive tab in just a few days,” Mysha said. “I hope you’re good for it.”

	“We’ll work something out,” he replied with a teasing smirk.

	Her glowing eyes flicked back up to his, and he almost leaned down to kiss her. He wanted to do a lot more to her, in fact—they were finally in private, and they hadn’t spotted any security cameras. But this clearly wasn’t the time to listen to his hormones. At some point, they were going to have to talk about their adventure in the infirmary earlier, but a random shop on Cira Narn was possibly the worst place in the galaxy to have that conversation. 

	“We, uh…we should probably find the parts we need and get back to the ship,” Dorian said, turning aside and retrieving the helmet. “Even if Kaya’s plan works out, we should be ready to blast out of here at a moment’s notice.”

	“Her plans never work out,” Mysha said. Her fingers lingered upon his sides for a few more painful seconds before she took a step back. “But you’re right, we should keep moving. The market isn’t far.”

	Dorian nodded and followed her out to the counter to pay, suddenly thankful that her cloak concealed the sway of her hips and swishing of her tail. He couldn’t afford to be distracted here of all places. Aside from all the normal dangers of an interstellar cesspool, there was also still a small but nonzero chance that someone might recognize him. Before they left the shop, he made sure to don his helmet and cover his face.

	A few minutes later, they finally reached the market, though it looked more like a scrapyard or salvage depot than a traditional bazaar. The sheer number of vehicle shops scattered throughout was astonishing. Cars, bikes, even some military-grade trucks and starfighters…he didn’t understand how a moon at the edge of the Maw could possibly have so much demand for personal transportation. 

	“It’s the racing circuit,” Mysha said, answering his unspoken question as they wove between the mounds of scrap. “The cartels who run Cira Narn host competitions outside the shield domes on the dead portion of the moon. And inside the nebula, shuttle and fighter courses are popular. This district basically makes it all possible.”

	Dorian nodded as he swiveled his gaze back and forth between the vendors. There weren’t all that many other customers nearby, which suggested that most of the work here was being done on order. “That explains a lot.”

	“It’s one of the best places to get random parts for cheap,” she told him. “I should be able to pick up what we need to change our transponder code in no time.”

	“I don’t doubt it,” Dorian said. A flicker of movement off to their left caught his attention, and he turned to see a pair of Merzeg chittering loudly at a human mechanic. The insectoid aliens resembled green roaches with spindly, bullet-shaped bodies and six blade-like limbs. These two seemed so upset that he wondered if they might actually shoot the man. 

	“Another reason to hide your face,” Mysha said, voice low. “Your kind aren’t popular around here.”

	“Or much of anywhere this far from the Core. Dad and I visited places like this all across Convectorate space trying to sell whatever scrap we had in the cargo hold. Half the merchants wouldn’t even talk to him because we were human. He’d have to hire locals to act as intermediaries, and they’d always try to fuck us over. I got called ‘dreega filth’ about fifty times a day.”

	“Best let me do the talking,” she said, gesturing to a small shop in the opposite direction from the escalating tirade. It was situated in the shadow of a massive scrap pile filled with parts from what looked like a dozen different starships. “Just try to look imposing.”

	“I should have bought some power armor,” Dorian lamented. “Or maybe a grenade launcher.”

	Mysha snorted and kept moving. A lone Qullid man was outside the shop working on an HG-17 “Viper” bike completely stripped of its military hardware for the civilian market. The short, squat alien was trying to weld something onto the side of the engine, and two of his three eye stalks were fastened on his current project. The third appeared to be monitoring his tiny shop just in case someone tried to filch something from behind the counter or elsewhere within. The building’s interior couldn’t have been larger than thirty square meters, and its only entryway was covered by a privacy curtain rather than a security door. 

	“You’re sure he’ll have what you need?” Dorian asked. 

	“I have good instincts,” Mysha said. “This shouldn’t take long.”

	[The female appears to be correct,] Ghost chimed in as they moved. [My ability to scan is limited, but preliminary data suggest a wide assortment of starship parts in various states of repair. I calculate a high probability they were stolen rather than salvaged.]

	“No shit,” Dorian grumbled. 

	Mysha frowned. “What?”

	“Just the voice in the head making another astute observation,” he told her. “You’re not missing anything.”

	Dorian hung back a few meters from the shop to let Mysha go ahead, but as soon as she made it halfway, the Qullid immediately pointed two of its eye stalks right at her. 

	“Close enough,” it said in a deep, gurgling language that sounded far too much like someone drowning for Dorian’s liking. 

	“We’re here to buy,” Mysha soothed. “We’re looking for a—” 

	“Close enough!” the Qullid repeated more forcefully. “And keep tail where see!”

	Mysha halted. Her tail wasn’t even visible beneath her cloak, but aliens with multiple eye stalks tended to be more perceptive than most. She waited a moment, then slowly opened her hand to reveal a stack of krynar chits Dorian had never actually seen her take from her pocket. 

	“This is more than enough to cover the parts we’re looking for,” she said calmly. “But we’ll pay extra if you make this quick.”

	Two of the Qullid’s eye stalks continued to look at her while the third fastened upon Dorian. The alien didn’t appear to be armed, but he could have easily been concealing a pistol or a grenade inside his baggy, pear-shaped overalls. 

	[The Vastix guardian mech across the street appears to be responding to the movement of his eye stalks,] Ghost said. [Its chassis is sensor-shielded, but it is likely armed with military-grade assault cannons.]

	Dorian didn’t want to risk turning to glance behind them, and he knew he could probably locate the mech if he reached out with his powers. The trouble was, doing so might alert any nearby Spiders to their presence. Cira Narn probably wasn’t a common hunting ground since they were outside Convectorate authority, but he couldn’t completely rule out the possibility. 

	Hissing softly through his teeth, he stretched out with his mind and took the risk. There was so much metal in the nearby scrap piles that it was surprisingly difficult to locate the guardian mech Ghost had mentioned. Once he did, however, it only took a moment to trace along the robot’s chassis and discover the heavy armaments concealed within. Vastix-models were usually classified as scorpion-grade mechs—insider slang for heavy, cumbersome models with rudimentary locomotion that packed an enormous punch. Some were little more than artillery drones meant to lay down suppressive fire on a battlefield, while others could take the place of conventional armored personnel carriers or even tanks. 

	This particular model was at least two generations out of date, and its legs were in such poor shape it probably couldn’t do anything but swivel. Still, its location atop the scrap pile gave it a bird’s-eye view of the entire area, and Dorian wouldn’t have been surprised if all the merchants in this particular market chipped in a few credits here and there just to keep the damn thing’s energy cells charged. Its mere presence would deter all but the most desperate thieves.

	“Your kind never buy,” the Qullid said after a tense pause. “Only steal!”

	“Then consider me an exception,” Mysha replied with remarkable poise. She strode over to a stack of battered crates near the entrance to his shop and placed a few of the chits atop them. “We need one of your transponders,” she said, nodding at a nearby tray perched upon a half-disassembled thruster housing. “Any of those will do just fine.”

	One of the alien’s eye stalks followed her gesture while the other two remained split between her and Dorian. “Three thousand,” he said. “Four to install.”

	“I can install it just fine, thanks,” she said. “I’ll give you two thousand.”

	The Qullid’s stalks all bobbed in place slightly, a tell that he was nervous. Dorian’s eyes narrowed. The Qullid should have been downright elated—none of those parts were worth more than fifteen hundred brand-new, which they clearly weren’t.

	“That’s a lot of chits for a clothed peshka,” a deeper, much clearer voice said as the shop’s privacy curtain suddenly swept aside to reveal an unusually tall Neyris man with a badly scarred face and several mangled veroshi tentacles. His dark eyes lingered on Mysha for a second before they shifted to Dorian. “I assume she’s yours.”

	“She’s my mechanic,” Dorian said, voice rattling from his helmet. “And she made you a good offer.”

	The Neyris man snickered as he wiped his grease-covered hands on an already stained rag. He was clad in a sleeveless black technician’s vest filled with an assortment of tools and had a pulse pistol holstered at his hip. When he took a step forward, Dorian saw he was also missing about half his veroshi tentacles, though it wasn’t clear if that was related to his other scars or not. 

	“A peshka mechanic…now I’ve seen everything,” the man said as he shifted his gaze back to the Velothi. “They’re usually good with their hands, I suppose. Tell you what: give her to me, and you can have anything in the store. Hell, I’ll give you a few of these bikes, if you want.”

	“She’s not for sale,” Dorian said through clenched teeth. He was finally glad he was wearing a helmet, if only to hide his contempt for this slimeball. They still needed the part, and for all they knew, this asshole was just trying to bait them into doing something stupid. 

	“Well, ain’t that a shame,” the Neyris said, tossing the rag aside and leaning against the wall of the shop. “I suppose you probably already broke her in, anyway. Bonded peshka cunts ain’t worth the chits it costs to feed ‘em.”

	“Two thousand is the best you’re going to get from anyone around here,” Mysha said. Her voice was almost disturbingly calm. “If you don’t want it, we’ll take our chits somewhere else.”

	The Neyris man chuckled darkly. “Well, see, there’s just one problem with that, peshka. Some of my boys saw that ship of yours land inside the Free Zone, and they remembered the last time it blasted out of here. You and your partner had a hell of a price put on your pretty little heads. I reckon it’s still up for collection.”

	Dorian’s breath froze in his chest, and he saw Mysha’s face pale at least two shades. Had Kaya been wrong about the Syndicate’s willingness to use the public relay? Was this idiot full of shit, or had he actually recognized them? 

	[Two sentinel mechs are approaching from behind us,] Ghost warned. [And the two Merzeg scavengers to our left have both disengaged the safeties on their weapons.]

	“Now, I figure we can do this nice and easy and save us both a heap of trouble,” the Neyris said as his fingers slowly drifted down toward the grip of his pistol. “If you stand right there and keep your hands where I can see ‘em, I won’t have to order my boys to make a scene.”

	“I don’t know who the hell you think we are,” Dorian growled with as much venom as he could muster, “but the instant you draw that pistol, your ‘boys’ will be scraping your guts off that curtain for the next week.”

	The Neyris hesitated, and for a heartbeat, Dorian thought his bluster had actually worked. But then the yellow-skinned alien’s smile turned dangerous, and his fingers curled around the grip of his pistol and flicked off the holster strap. 

	“You have some gall, I’ll give you that,” the Neyris said. “But I reckon you’re just another poor fool getting fleeced by this cunt and her partner. Do you have any idea how many men in this sector want them dead?”

	Dorian glanced back to Mysha and saw some of the color return to her face. This idiot wasn’t working for the Syndicate—he was just some jackass trying to collect on an old bounty. It was still bad, but it could have been a lot worse. 

	I told her we shouldn’t have come back here, Mysha’s voice said into his head.

	“You’re lucky the bounty doesn’t include her latest rube,” the Neyris went on. “Unfortunately, this little blue bitch ain’t so lucky.” He drew his pistol and aimed it straight at Mysha. “I figure the boys and I can have some fun with her before we turn her in. Who knows, maybe we’ll just keep her around and have her pay off her bounty nice and slow.”

	A flash of rage seared through Dorian’s veins, burning away his anxiety in a split second. They could threaten him all they wanted, but now he was going to tear this whole fucking place apart. 

	[The sentinel mechs have moved within twenty meters, and the Merzeg have positioned themselves to prevent an easy escape,] Ghost said. [If you have a plan, I suggest you execute it now.]

	Biting back his anger, Dorian slowly raised his hands as if in surrender. He did have a plan, in fact—he just wasn’t sure if he could pull it off. Stretching out with his mind, he focused on the weapons of all the nearby thugs, then shifted his attention to the scorpion mech atop the scrap pile behind them. If he could just make a few adjustments…

	“Let her go,” Dorian growled, once again thankful for the mask disguising the strain that must have been apparent on his face. “If you do, I’ll double her bounty right here.”

	Mysha glared at him. “What?”

	“Trust me, this is the only way,” Dorian said. She stared at him as if he had lost his mind, which would hopefully sell his bluff. 

	“Double, you say?” the Neyris said, chuckling sadistically. “Maybe you aren’t aware just how much some very important people want her dead.”

	“I’m good for it,” Dorian maintained. “Easiest money you’ll ever make.”

	“Uh-huh. I should warn you that the last person who messed with our business got fed to the vranktus—and believe me, he’s a very slow, very meticulous eater.” The man slid his eyes back to Mysha. “Besides, I don’t think the boys will be happy with me if I just let this charming little thing walk out of here without giving them a taste.”

	Dorian took a threatening step forward. “Then how about this: you have no idea what I’m capable of. Let her go, or I will kill you and the Merzeg thugs behind me who think they’re being sneaky. That’s my final offer.”

	This time, the Neyris didn’t even feign that he was intimidated. His arrogant grin turned into a condescending sneer. “Well, now, ain’t that cute. The pup thinks he’s got claws!” He shifted the gun to point at Dorian. “Big mistake, threatening me like that. Maybe you didn’t notice that mech up there on the hill, but one flick of my wrist and you and your peshka will be a pile of ash.”

	Dorian turned his head to Mysha. “Grab the part. Shroud if you have to. I’ll meet you back at the ship.”

	Her eyes flicked between them. “What?”

	“Go!” he told her. “I’ll be fine.”

	The Neyris was still smirking, his pistol pointed at Dorian, as if he couldn’t wait to see what stupid trick the fool standing in front of him was about to pull. Dorian didn’t make the man wait long—he stretched out with his mind, focused on the scorpion mech…

	And gave it the command to fire. 

	A barrage of red energy bolts scorched the ground just a few meters behind him, throwing dirt, scrap, and flaming bits of gravel in all directions. Dorian couldn’t possibly aim the mech’s cannons accurately like this, but he didn’t really need to. He wasn’t trying to shoot anyone in particular—he just wanted to sow chaos. 

	It worked. Terrified screams filled the air as the mech continued firing wildly, and customers across the market ran away or ducked into nearby stalls. The Merzeg thugs who had been moving up behind Dorian quickly forgot all about their ambush; they scattered and dove for cover wherever they could find it. 

	The Neyris was still gaping in shock at the bedlam when Dorian lowered his shoulder and slammed into him as hard as he could. The tackle carried both men into the shop, where they smashed into the edge of the counter and tumbled over it in a flailing ball of arms, legs, and tentacles. The Neyris’s pulse pistol clattered to the hard ground, and Dorian felt the air rush out of his opponent’s lungs when they struck the dirt on the other side. While the Neyris wheezed for breath, Dorian snatched up the pistol, reversed it in his hand, and smashed the butt into the man’s yellow forehead. He didn’t get up. 

	[An intriguing plan, master,] Ghost said. [Though I cannot deduce how you intend to escape.]

	“I’m working on it!” Dorian snarled as he flipped the pistol back around and pushed himself into a tight crouch beneath the counter. The scorpion had stopped firing the instant he had shifted his focus, but it had already served its purpose. 

	A quick peek over the countertop revealed even more screaming, terrified people, and one of the Merzeg thugs was now locked in a shouting match with a V’rath he had apparently bowled over in his scramble to escape. Their compatriots were more interested in watching the scorpion mech; their scopes were trained on the mound of scrap where it was perched, and one of them finally fired. The instant his blue-white plasma bolts lit up the market, a dozen other weapons were suddenly drawn and pointed at the shooter. 

	A single spark had lit the flame. All Dorian needed to do now was get the hell out of here before the conflagration spread. 

	“Did you see Mysha?” Dorian asked as he panned his vision over the area. Other than the poor Qullid trembling beneath his half-finished bikes, he didn’t see anyone else near the stall. But he did notice a conspicuous gap in a pile of transponder parts kept behind the counter…

	[I cannot locate the Velothi female, though the range of my scanners is quite limited,] Ghost said. [I suspect she took your advice and utilized her powers.]

	“Good,” Dorian said. He touched the grip of the pistol and reached out with his own powers again. He hadn’t needed to do much to sabotage the weapon when the Neyris had aimed it at Mysha; he had simply warped a few of the internal components enough to permanently activate the safety and prevent it from firing. Bending them back into place only took a few seconds. 

	[I sincerely hope you are not planning to fight your way back to the ship,] Ghost said. 

	“I’m not,” Dorian said. “What are the odds that second bike over there works?”

	[I cannot perform any calculation without—]

	Dorian didn’t wait for an answer. He burst out of cover and raced for the intact bike next to the one the Qullid had been working on, and thankfully, the thugs nearby were now too busy fighting each other to take any potshots at him. A trove of old memories washed over him the instant his hands settled on the familiar controls. He had repaired—and driven—dozens of similar vehicles back in the old days with his dad. Hopefully, his skills weren’t too rusty…

	“Sorry for the trouble,” he said to the Qullid as he started the engines. On impulse, he tossed his stolen pulse pistol to the alien, then gripped the handlebars. “I suggest you get the hell out of here before this gets any worse.”

	Dorian punched the throttle. The bike surged forward like a torpedo, and he barely managed to bank left before he could smash into a different merchant stall on the opposite side of the market. He was a competent driver—albeit a bit out of practice—but his rusty skills weren’t his biggest concern. A barrage of pulse blasts burned past his shoulder close enough he could feel the heat through his jacket, prompting him to whip around the nearest corner at borderline suicidal speed. He soared up and over the river of pedestrians before anyone with a gun had a chance to shoot up at him.

	[This vehicle will not be difficult to track,] Ghost said. [I suggest you abandon it before we return to the Prowler.]

	Dorian had already reached the same conclusion. He just wished he knew where Mysha had gone. He didn’t like the idea of leaving her behind amidst that chaos, though she was probably safer than he was. He understood why she resented her natural gifts, but he would have given just about anything for the ability to turn invisible right about now. 

	“I’ll drop it at the edge of the Free Zone,” he said, twisting back his wrists to trigger the air brakes while he banked around another corner. “Please tell me that Kaya is having an easier time.”

	[She is not.]

	Dorian’s stomach lurched, and not just because he whipped around another bend. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

	[She is in grave danger, Dorian,] Ghost said. [There is a high probability she will not return to the Prowler alive.]

	 

	 

	
5 
The Cyberneticist

	 

	[Are you absolutely certain you know where you are going?]

	“I’m absolutely certain that I already regret letting you into my head,” Kaya muttered, her voice deeper and more guttural than anything human. As she walked, she swept her eyes back and forth across the gritty streets of the Aura District. Everything in this section of the settlement was bathed in a soft, eerie blue light thanks to its proximity to one of the massive shield generators. She had forgotten how much it annoyed her.

	She was also more anxious than she had expected, and the thugs with Syndicate tattoos on almost every corner certainly weren’t helping her mood. She had to keep reminding herself that she was traveling in disguise. So far, no one seemed foolish enough to cross a two-hundred-kilo Krosian mercenary, but bravado and stupidity were the most common character traits on Cira Narn. It was only a matter of time before some idiot or another tried testing their luck.

	[It may come as small comfort, but you were correct about the nature of your implant,] the AI said. [The rudimentary design is limited and quite uncomfortable. Perhaps you could simply grow another orifice to conceal my avatar.]

	“I’m not putting you inside any orifice of mine, sorry,” Kaya replied with a grunt. “Frankly, I’m still a little creeped out about you living inside Dorian’s head.”

	[That is not an accurate description of our relationship. I do not physically occupy space within his brain.]

	“No, but you can see and hear what he does, right? He never gets a moment of privacy.”

	[He does not require one. I can provide advice on virtually any topic or activity. For example, when he was copulating with you for the first time, I was able to analyze your body’s responses and predict what techniques you would find the most pleasurable.]

	“That’s exactly what I was worried about,” Kaya muttered, pushing herself flat against the side of a metal building in the nearest alleyway so no one could hear or see her talking to herself. The foot traffic in this district was sparse at the moment, but there was no point in taking chances. “It’s…creepy.”

	[I fail to understand why. Please explain.]

	She snorted. “If you don’t already know, you never will.”

	[Perhaps you simply misunderstand my intentions,] Ghost said. [I assure you, I have little interest in Master Dorian’s sexual activities, other than my general concern that they negatively impact his judgment. Additionally, the psychological profile I have constructed for your personality suggests that you do not often experience shame.]

	Kaya scoffed as she left the alley. “Is that supposed to be an insult?”

	[It was merely an observation. Is it incorrect?]

	“Not really,” she admitted. “But now I’m a little concerned that you’re the reason he’s so good in bed. Please tell me he doesn’t need you to tell him where to stick things.”

	[He does not.]

	“Good.”

	As she turned a corner, Kaya stole a glance behind her to make sure she wasn’t being followed, then continued striding forward at a not-quite-jogging pace through the district. She had no doubt that Ghost would make himself useful once they reached Ruto’s office, but a part of her wished she hadn’t brought him along. It just felt weird having another voice inside her head. Dorian had named his pet well—it did seem like she was being possessed by an otherworldly creature. 

	Thankfully, her com implant was so basic that she didn’t have to worry much about him doing anything crazy inside her. She had enough problems dealing with her own mental demons right now, and if she couldn’t stay focused, this whole mission would be for nothing. 

	“Ruto’s place should be pretty close,” Kaya said as she slipped into another alley—just in case she was being tailed. “I can’t wait to see how heavily guarded it is.”

	She passed beggars and junkies—all of whom shrank deeper into their grubby hovels at her approach—doing her best to mentally catalog anyone who might have been a Syndicate sentry in disguise. Many were missing body parts—limbs and eyes replaced by open, festering wounds, though a lucky handful still had the metal interface where a cybernetic organ once attached. 

	The Aura District was essentially one giant black market for illegal tech, not unlike the Echo’s front shop at the bottom of the commercial ring on Talinus. Some of the most advanced cybernetics in the Belt could be found right here. The engineers and scientists on Cira Narn didn’t have to worry about pesky safety regulations or ethical testing standards, which gave them a real leg up on their competition in the greater Convectorate. She could only guess at what the Echo did with all the stuff his agents snuck modifications into here, but it was probably just as disturbing as the mass surveillance operation he had orchestrated on Talinus. Perhaps he secretly planted bombs in the brains of everyone who had work done here. She wouldn’t put anything past him. 

	A minute later, she finally reached her destination. While most shops in the area were packed together in large, adjoining buildings just like any metropolitan urban center, Ruto’s lab was conspicuously isolated on a thirty-by-thirty plot of open ground, only a quarter of which it occupied. It was a windowless two-story structure, drab and unremarkable except for its lonely appearance. Kaya was a little surprised that it wasn’t protected by a fence, energy or physical, but the two Syndicate guards with heavy pulse rifles standing outside were probably enough of a deterrent for anyone without a death wish. 

	“Two guards out front, and I’d bet the Prowler there’s a sniper on the rooftop,” Kaya said as she peered out from the shadows of a dark, garbage-strewn alley across the street. “Probably a couple basic security mechs inside, too.”

	[Without access to external hardware, I’m afraid I cannot aid your reconnaissance,] Ghost said. [My sensor range is quite limited.]

	She pressed her tongue hard into the back of her teeth as she swept her gaze around the nearby streets for anything else suspicious. Her Krosian eyes could see far better in the dark than her normal human ones, thankfully, and she didn’t notice anything. To her north, a pair of insectoid Merzeg were milling about the street, seemingly arguing about dents in their hood of their car; to her south, a group of Kreen and Neyris adolescents were watching one of the Maw’s notorious starfighter racing circuits on a low-resolution holo-projector outside a refurbished electronics outlet. Everyone else seemed to be avoiding this particular block altogether. 

	“At least we don’t have an audience,” Kaya commented. “Just to be clear, you can haunt any computer as long as you get close enough, right?”

	[That is not an accurate description of the process,] Ghost replied tartly. [But given the circumstances, I suppose it will have to suffice.]

	“Is that a yes or a no?”

	[Yes.]

	“Good. Can you jam their coms or anything?”

	[Not without appropriate hardware. I am an experimental para-sentient intelligence, not a wizard.]

	Kaya snorted. “Did Dorian program your sensor of humor, or is it an organic development?”

	[My personality has evolved over time the same as yours. Environmental factors have made a significant impact.]

	“So he didn’t program you like this, you just listened to a lot of bad holo-dramas, got it.” Her eyes narrowed as she scanned the rooftop again. “We can’t afford to get spotted before I get you into Ruto’s system. The Syndicate probably has an army nearby just waiting to defend their assets if necessary.”

	[Can you not simply alter your genetic structure and assume the shape of a rodent or insect?]

	“I can’t alter my mass that significantly,” Kaya said sourly. “I’m a metamorph, not a wizard.”

	[I see,] the AI replied. [Did you have a specific infiltration plan in mind when you envisioned this encounter, or do you have more in common with Master Dorian than I realized?]

	“If Mysha were here, she could just shroud and take out those guards before they knew what hit them,” Kaya said. “You and I will just have to improvise.”

	Taking a deep breath, she leaned back into the alley and concentrated on her powers. Her Krosian guise had served her well thus far, but she had a far more effective option for pure infiltration. Glancing down at her hand, she watched as it transformed from green skin into grayish scales. Her frame slimmed down every second, and her ability to see in the dark diminished. Her field of vision narrowed, too, though her ability to hear distant sounds improved considerably. 

	She couldn’t help but be amazed when she looked at her dim, distorted reflection in the metal wall beside her. She didn’t have an enormous amount of experience assuming the form of the willowy, serpentine Kali, and she had never quite been able to get the color of her scales to shift with her mood. But she was decent at using their camouflage reflex, and right now that was the only thing that mattered. 

	[Fascinating,] Ghost commented. [Despite the adjustments to your cellular structure, your brain activity is unaffected.]

	“You can scan my brain?” Kaya asked, her voice so raspy she startled herself. 

	[Your com implant is connected to your nervous system. I can monitor many of your basic biological responses.]

	“Feel free to let me know if I get hungry,” she muttered as she began to strip out of her jumpsuit. The adaptive fabric had conformed to her new shape well enough, but Kali could only change the transparency of their scales. They needed very special, very expensive suits if they wanted to camouflage themselves without being naked.

	[I cannot help but notice that you did not bring a case to store your clothing.]

	“If everything goes smoothly, we’ll pick it up on the way out,” Kaya said as she kicked off her boots. The pavement was much colder than she expected, and it felt especially rough on her new four-toed feet. “If not…I have an extensive wardrobe for a reason.”

	Once she had stripped down to her scales, she concentrated on triggering her camouflage reflex. It took longer than she would have liked, but after a few minutes, her gray scales began to fade until they were virtually translucent. It wasn’t quite as good as Mysha’s psychic light-bending trick, but it would hopefully get the job done. 

	“Let’s hope I’m as good at this as I think I am,” Kaya said as she slipped out of the alley and approached Ruto’s compound. The burly human guards out front didn’t acknowledge her presence as she crept across the street, and neither did the arguing Merzeg or the shouting teenagers. She stayed a solid ten meters away from the building as she circled around to the back. There weren’t any businesses on the other side—the plot was adjacent to a massive wall separating the Aura District from Stellar Mist territory. There was still a five-meter gap between the rear of the compound and the wall, however, which was precisely where she intended to make her climb. 

	[I strongly recommend caution,] Ghost warned. [There may be automated defenses we cannot perceive.]

	Kaya stayed quiet, for obvious reasons, but she wasn’t worried about stepping on a mine or triggering some kind of motion sensor. She knew the Syndicate better than anyone; the toughest security would be inside the facility. Hulking guards were a sufficient deterrent against looters and thieves. 

	The building didn’t have a ladder or anything so convenient waiting to help her reach the roof, though the boxy air filtration system was only about six meters off the ground and three from the rooftop. She belatedly wished she had more experience with species that were natural jumpers; her best option was probably a Rakashi, but that would make her visible and probably make a lot of noise when her claws dug into the metal. Her current form would have to suffice. 

	Flooding her body with a rush of adrenaline, Kaya squatted down, then leapt up and grabbed hold of the air filtration apparatus. She pulled herself up quickly and easily, then waited for a moment to see if the theoretical roof sentry had heard or cared about the strange thump. When no one came to investigate, she repeated the jump and got a handhold on the lip of the roof. Maintaining her camouflage while exerting her muscles was a challenge, but she made the effort as she hauled herself up. 

	If she hadn’t, she probably would have been shot in the head the instant she popped into view. 

	A single Merzeg was currently atop the roof, a sniper rifle clutched in his spindly insectoid arms. His bulging eyes were looking right through her, and she froze in the place, gambling on the limitations of his vision. His species was well known for their piloting skills, intense focus, and of course the razor-sharp hooks jutting out of their forearms, lethal sickles that could dismember, disembowel, or decapitate with a single swipe. They were remarkably deadly in close-quarters combat considering they only weighed sixty or seventy kilos on average, but their ability to distinguish color and fine details was limited. 

	With that foremost in mind, Kaya waited, poised with just her upper body held above the lip of the roof, supported by her arms alone. She focused on her camouflage like her life depended on it, stubbornly ignoring the rising strain in her muscles. 

	The Merzeg’s mandibles clacked once. Then he turned back around to look out at the street. 

	And that was when Kaya made her move. She crept toward him so silently that his antenna didn’t even twitch until she was three meters behind him. He whirled back around just in time for her to lunge forward, grab hold of his chitinous head, and snap his neck with a single brutal twist. She laid his corpse down as quietly as she could before checking his body for any com devices or surveillance equipment.

	[Your martial abilities are quite impressive for a data thief,] Ghost commented. 

	“I’ve had other jobs,” Kaya whispered. She had always found it a little disturbing how easily her Spider training came back to her when the situation called for it. She couldn’t consciously recall most of the Widow’s lessons—all she could ever remember were experiments, trials, and torture—but she possessed a lethal set of combat skills all the same. 

	[I only detect one biological signature within the building,] Ghost told her. [The heat patterns are consistent with an elderly Thursk male.]

	She nodded as she swept her gaze across the rooftop. There was a single hatch where the rooftop sentry could enter or exit the lab, and the scuffed metal plate didn’t appear to have any obvious locks or security systems. Given that she hadn’t found any keycards or other similar devices on the Merzeg, she doubted it was rigged to an alarm. 

	The ground guards might’ve been for show, but this guy had been a serious security measure. That sniper rifle he’d carried was cutting-edge hardware, expensive and lethal. Yet the lack of passive security worried her…unless the Syndicate wasn’t expecting anyone to be crazy enough to break into this compound. Perhaps they were overconfident…or perhaps Ruto didn’t know anything of value. 

	Either way, it was time to find out. 

	She took the Merzeg’s holopad just in case he got a call for a check-in, then crept over to the closed hatch. Opening it was easy and relatively quiet, and she swung inside and began descending the ladder without dropping her Kali camouflage. The room below looked like a simple storeroom, though most of the crates were open and empty. She half expected another guard to pop out of one and shoot her, but she reached the floor without incident. 

	[The Thursk’s heat signature has not changed,] Ghost informed her. [Our intrusion likely remains undetected.]

	Kaya nodded. Taking a deep breath, she crept over to the storeroom’s only door, an unpowered slider. Finding it unlocked, she carefully eased it open a few centimeters. When no alarms blared and no one jumped out at her, she slithered through the gap and found herself standing inside a spacious, well-equipped laboratory with a small adjoining office directly across from her. 

	“No…” she breathed. 

	Almost everything in the room was exactly what she had expected from a bio lab, from the sterile white walls to the blinking computer terminals to the frosted sample canisters, but her eyes had been instantly drawn to the three naked bodies laid out on medical tables a few meters in front of her. Each one was missing something—an eye, an arm, a leg—and an array of cybernetic replacements had been set out on a nearby cart in preparation for surgery. 

	Kaya had always found cybernetic medicine a little creepy, even if it was perfectly legal and occasionally lifesaving. Still, if the bodies had been aliens instead of humans, her stomach wouldn’t be roiling with revulsion like it was right now.

	Because they weren’t aliens. They weren’t ordinary humans, either. 

	They were her.

	[Fascinating,] Ghost commented. [More Shadows being modified for the Echo?]

	Kaya’s knees gave out, and she had to clutch an adjacent countertop to hold herself upright. Staring down at her face on a pair of corpses had been bad enough, but these women were still alive. She knew it without knowing how, felt it without feeling where. And when she finally forced herself to turn away, her eyes settled upon one of the frosted canisters along the wall to her left. Inside was a severed foot.

	Her foot. 

	A wave of horrified nausea crashed over her so hard she nearly blacked out. She could hear every breath rattling in her lungs, every heartbeat thumping in her ears. She nearly lost control of her powers altogether; it took all her remaining poise to hold her Kali form and camouflage. 

	[Those cybernetic implants are not based on any known commercial design,] Ghost continued, seemingly unfazed. [In fact, they are… Curious.]

	Kaya tried to swallow but found her throat completely dry. “Wh…what?”

	[The implants appear to be psionic in origin.]

	She dragged her gaze away from the canister and back to the bodies on the tables. The prosthetic limbs looked completely normal to her…but only at first glance. Once she compelled herself to focus, she saw the tiny blue crystals embedded within the metal interface. Ghost was right. These weren’t cybernetic implants—they were Seraphim artifice. 

	“What the fuck?” she breathed, finally taking a step forward. “How does the Syndicate have access to psi-tech?”

	[The implant embedded within your partner’s brainstem was also psionic in origin,] Ghost reminded her. [Perhaps the technology was not stolen—perhaps the Syndicate is capable of manufacturing these devices.]

	“But that would mean Ruto is…” 

	[A psychic, yes.]

	Kaya shook her head as her eyes drifted back over the women who shared her face. Cira Narn may have been a hive of crime and depravity, but it wasn’t an isolated enclave like the Garr compound. There was no way in hell the Syndicate could possibly conceal psi-tech or psionic powers from the Spiders here. One psychic who never used her powers might stay under the radar, but using psychic abilities and psi-tech was like sending a handwritten invitation to the Widow. It couldn’t be missed. And that meant…

	“Oh, shit,” she gasped, inhaling sharply as the scattered pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. The epiphany was instantaneous and soul-searing. Her nightmares, once a vague swirl of thoughts and images, crystalized into vivid memories.

	The Nest. The Widow. The Spiders. The girl who had looked just like her trying to climb the cliff face and reaching out for help…

	You are a Shadow of the Seraph, a template for a new era. You represent the future of the Seraphim—the future of humanity itself. You and your sisters are the harbingers of an Eclipse that will shake the very foundations of the galaxy.

	[Kaya? Kaya, can you hear me?]

	She inhaled sharply as her mind returned to the present. She was still standing in Ruto’s lab staring down at three copies of herself, other Shadows of the Seraph. But while before their identity and purpose had been a mystery, she now understood. 

	And it shook her to her core. 

	“Fuck,” she breathed, her throat still so dry she couldn’t swallow. “We need to get out of here. Now!”

	[It may be too late. The Thursk is approaching.]

	Kaya’s eyes flicked up as the office door across the room hissed open and Garen Ruto, the man she had come here to see, stepped out into the lab. 

	The old Thursk looked exactly like his projection: his golden mane had turned almost completely gray, as had much of his fur. His vaguely leonine frame was still physically imposing despite his age, however, and the fact that one of his yellowish eyes had been replaced by a glowing red cybernetic orb made him even more menacing. Male Thursk were almost as large as Baalir-caste Tarreen, and what they lacked in impregnable scales they made up for in bestial musculature. 

	Her camouflage remained active, concealing her from the naked eye. Her body was little more than a subtle distortion in the air, especially while she remained still. Yet Ruto’s mane rippled calmly as he turned his head and looked straight at her. 

	“Kali camouflage, a true marvel of evolution,” the Thursk said in a deep, raspy baritone. “Few sapient species possess the ocular acuity required to notice them. Even most thermal scanners aren’t sensitive enough to penetrate their cloak.”

	Kaya stared at him, suddenly wishing she had brought along a pulse pistol…or a rocket launcher. Her memories from the Nest were still washing over her too quickly to process, but as she looked upon his face, she recalled meeting him at least once before. He had been there in the Nest along with several other non-humans who possessed psionic potential.

	“Convectorate geneticists have been attempting to graft Kali scales onto other species for many decades, but they’ve never had much success,” Ruto went on, as casually as if he were reading a report from a datapad. “Though they haven’t been able to clone psionically gifted Tarreen, either, so perhaps their failure shouldn’t be surprising.”

	[I am not certain how he can perceive you, but the explanation will have to wait,] Ghost said. [I suggest you take action to neutralize him before he can call for reinforcements.]

	“Kali aren’t without their weaknesses, of course,” Ruto said, taking another step toward her. “Their vision is relatively poor, as is their tolerance to cold. But perhaps their greatest failing is their respiratory system. Did you know that even a small dose of nasathine can prove lethal to a healthy Kali specimen?”

	The air vents in the corners of the room began to hiss, and Kaya craned her serpentine neck just in time to see a faint greenish mist billowing forth into the lab. Her first instinct was to turn and dash back through the door behind her, but before she could move, it whooshed shut and audibly locked. 

	“I have long believed that the Sevens have not yet lived up to their full potential,” Ruto said, his cybernetic eye boring into her. “I wonder, are you powerful enough to adapt the characteristics of multiple species simultaneously? Can you retain your camouflage without succumbing to the gas?”

	The Thursk’s wide mouth curved into a toothy smile. “We shall find out together.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Shit,” Dorian hissed as his bike surged down another street. Any thought of abandoning it—preferably someplace he wouldn’t be seen by goons with guns—had instantly evaporated with Ghost’s warning. “Pull up Kaya’s coordinates. If she’s in trouble, we need to help her.”

	[I do not advise deviating from the current plan,] Ghost said. [We may have evaded the thugs in the market, but the commotion will not go unnoticed. My analysis of local com chatter suggests that Syndicate forces have already been alerted to our presence. Our only hope of escape is to reach the Prowler and leave the moon as soon as possible.]

	Behind his black helmet, Dorian clenched his teeth. “I’m not going to leave her behind!”

	[By the time we reach her position, her fate will have already been determined.]

	“What the hell does that mean?”

	The AI paused for the briefest of moments. [The cyberneticist was ready for her, Dorian. It is unclear precisely how, but he knew she was coming.]

	Dorian’s throat tightened. “What?”

	[Interference from local sources is still preventing me from establishing a consistent link with my shell avatar in Kaya’s implant. However, the limited data I’ve received suggest a connection between Ruto and the Spiders. He may be an operative of the Widow.]

	“What?” Dorian repeated. His arms went stiff, and he nearly lost control of the bike before he hit the airbrake. “How the fuck is that possible?”

	[There are too many variables to draw a definitive conclusion. It is also largely irrelevant at the present moment. Kaya is a resourceful woman, and my avatar will aid her however I can. I humbly suggest that you focus on reaching the ship and rendezvousing with Mysha.]

	Dorian’s first instinct was to humbly suggest that Ghost go to hell, but he was too bewildered to even respond. According to the Syndicate files on the Prowler, Garen Ruto was a cyberneticist in the employ of the Echo. What the hell did that have to do with the Widow or her Spiders?

	A thousand new questions bombarded Dorian’s mind as he turned the handlebars and steered the bike down yet another street. He throttled back and dropped his altitude, the former because he didn’t want to plow into any bystanders and the latter because he didn’t want to draw any more unwanted attention. He seemed to have evaded initial pursuit, which meant that slow and casual was probably now the safer option. Seraph help him if the local authorities decided they wanted to chase him down, too. 

	“You can’t honestly expect me to just let this go,” Dorian said as his bike dipped down into the flow of foot traffic. He got a few curses and nasty looks from aliens who had to scatter to avoid being crushed, but at least no one took a shot at him. 

	[I would expect you to prioritize your survival, but I know you too well,] the AI replied snidely. [The Syndicate does not know where our ship is located. We must use the chaos to our advantage and leave the moon before we are overwhelmed.]

	“Forget the Syndicate!” Dorian snarled. “You just said that Ruto and the Spiders are—”

	The bike’s engine suddenly began to sputter, and a quick glance down at the console between his hands showed a massive drop in available power. Either the Qullid had been bad at his job, or he hadn’t possessed the time or resources to properly fix this thing up. 

	Grumbling under his breath, Dorian veered the bike into a nearby alley and killed the throttle altogether. A gaggle of tough-looking aliens turned to glare at him from the alley mouth at the far end, but they seemed more interested in his bike than its rider. He wouldn’t be surprised if they stripped this thing down to its frame by the time he made it two blocks. 

	“Knock yourselves out,” he muttered far too quietly for them to hear him as he dismounted and started walking. Retrieving his holopad from an inner pocket of his duster, he called up a crude map of the area that Ghost had been building since they had arrived. 

	[The Free Zone is only a few blocks away,] Ghost told him. [If you can avoid any confrontations, you should be able to reach the Prowler in six or seven minutes.]

	Dorian grimaced and tapped in a holo-frequency. “Mysha, are you there? Mysha?”

	An anxious knot twisted in his stomach when she didn’t respond. Unless she had stolen her own vehicle, she would be several minutes behind him. He told himself that she was probably safer than he was thanks to her powers, but his gut refused to listen. If she had been recaptured by the Syndicate after all of this…

	[There is little point in remaining here,] Ghost prodded. [She will be heading to the ship as well.]

	With a reluctant nod, Dorian continued moving. The buildings seemed to get more dilapidated with every step closer to the Free Zone, and there were plenty of people out and about who mercifully didn’t seem to know a damn thing about his firefight in the market. As annoying as it was to breathe inside this stupid helmet, he was thankful that it at least concealed his identity—not just as Dorian Garr, wanted fugitive, but as a human. 

	“You owe me some answers,” Dorian demanded, speaking as softly as he could as he kept moving through the press of alien bodies. “What the hell is going on with Kaya?”

	[I still cannot reestablish a signal,] Ghost said. [However, the last data packet indicated that she discovered several other women identical to herself within the cyberneticist’s lab.]

	Dorian stumbled and almost tripped. By the Seraph, what the hell was going on?

	“Did she…?” He forced himself to swallow and keep moving. Kaya would make it out of there. She had to. “Did she learn anything else?”

	[That is all the information I received. However, given our currently available data, there is only one likely explanation.]

	“Cloning,” Dorian whispered. 

	[Yes.]

	“But why? And who?”

	[I have a theory. You will not like it.]

	“Try me.”

	[You recall that the device the Echo implanted within the Velothi was psionic in origin, yes?]

	Dorian winced at the stressful memory. It seemed like weeks ago that he had been attempting to defuse the bomb in Mysha’s brain, but it had been less than a day. He still couldn’t believe that the “bomb” had been psi-tech…or that he had actually been able to disarm it. 

	“Yeah, I remember,” he whispered. “What’s your point?”

	[We do not know the origin of the device. Our initial assumption was that the Echo stole it, but based on what Kaya discovered in the lab, I believe that Garen Ruto may have created it.]

	“But that’s…” Dorian swallowed and lowered his voice even more. The crowds had thinned out, but the need for caution remained. “You think he’s a psychic?”

	[His laboratory was filled with a wide variety of psionic devices—not old Seraphim relics, but new technology. Only a psychic could create them.]

	“How is that possible? The Spiders would have snuffed out a project like that in no time. Cira Narn isn’t tucked away in the middle of nowhere.”

	[I agree. The logical conclusion is that the Spiders chose not to shut down the project—or that they are responsible for it.]

	“I hope you realize how ridiculous that sounds,” Dorian said. “You’re suggesting that the largest criminal organization in the Belt is secretly working for the Convectorate.”

	[Not the Convectorate—the Spiders.]

	“But they’re the same thing.”

	[Are they?] 

	Dorian frowned inside his helmet. “What are you talking about? Of course they are! The whole point of the Spiders is to hunt down young psychics before they can turn into Seraphim and pose a threat to the Tarreen.”

	[Kaya told you that she was once part of the Spider program, and that she escaped only to be ensnared by the Echo and his organization. What if that is not an accident?]

	Dorian’s stomach knotted. He had found several parts of Kaya’s story difficult to believe, like how the Echo had allegedly been protecting her from the Spiders without any tangible means. She said that he always warned her when she was in danger—it was one of the reasons she had been so terrified to leave his protection. And then there was the fact that two of his henchwomen, the “Shadows,” had apparently been cloned from the same Seraphim girl…

	“You don’t think Kaya ever really escaped,” he breathed. “You think she’s somehow still been working for the Spiders but didn’t know it?”

	[I cannot confirm anything without additional data, but it is a possibility that we cannot afford to ignore.]

	Dorian hissed softly. “If that’s true, it could mean—”

	[I am detecting a vehicle moving toward our position,] Ghost interrupted. [I recommend we take cover.]

	Dorian paused when he heard the roar of an engine approaching from somewhere nearby. He had been so focused on their conversation that he had stopped paying attention to his surroundings, but he was almost completely alone. The lights and dens of vice had long since disappeared, and most of the squalid slums that still hemmed him in seemed to be abandoned. Off to his left, a massive pile of truly ancient starship scrap was stacked up almost like a dune, while the dilapidated buildings on his right looked like a bombed-out apartment complex lifted directly out of a warzone. The only other people in sight were a few Kreen urchins scrounging for parts.

	“Shit,” Dorian said, looking around for cover. Aside from a trio of rusting, overturned barrels on the side of the street, there was absolutely nothing. He was completely exposed out here. “Are you sure they’re—?”

	Before he could finish, a heavy truck pulled into an intersection at the end of the street and rocked to an immediate hovering halt. Three Krosian thugs were crouched in the long bed, all brandishing pulse rifles. 

	And the instant they spotted Dorian, they opened fire. 

	He barely managed to dive behind the barrels before a barrage of blue-white blasts scorched past his head. The rusted metal never would have blocked actual pulse or plasma fire, but the Krosians had apparently set their weapons to stun.

	[They have been ordered to take you alive,] Ghost said. 

	“How nice for them!” Dorian shouted as he pressed his back right up against a barrel and drew the pistol from inside his jacket. 

	[You do not understand. These men are not thugs from the market—they were sent by the Syndicate to apprehend you. We have even less time to escape than I estimated.]

	Grimacing, Dorian popped up over the barrel and squeezed off a few quick shots at the truck before ducking back down. Another blast scorched past his face close enough that he probably would have felt the heat if not for his helmet. There was no way in hell he could possibly take them out while pinned like this, and it surely wouldn’t take them long to realize they could just hop out of their truck and flank him. He only had one option if he wanted to get out of here. 

	Closing his eyes, he stretched out with his mind and locked onto the vehicle. As nice as it would have been to simply throw the damn thing into the air or smash it into a building, it was incredibly heavy—probably five thousand kilos at least. Thankfully, brute force wasn’t his only recourse. 

	As another barrage of fire pelted the barrels around him, Dorian focused on the vehicle’s repulsors. The stock anti-grav coils were found on millions of vehicles and mechs alike across the Convectorate, and he understood exactly how they worked. He magnokinetically pulled at the pins securing them in place, praying he could break them free before he got shot…

	The snap of the steel bolts echoed down the street a split second before the vehicle flipped onto its side and dumped the Krosians out of the bed. The truck lurched wildly, throwing the pilot violently around the cabin, and Dorian popped up from his cover just in time to see it careen into the scrap dune. The screech of shearing metal drowned out everything, even the surprised shouts of the thugs as they rolled to a halt and tried to get back to their feet. 

	Dorian didn’t give them the chance. He shot the first thug before he could rise and the second before he could retrieve his dropped weapon, but the third had landed far more gracefully than the others. He was already aiming at Dorian and about to fire—

	A blue-white bolt burned a hole through the Krosian’s head. Dorian’s breath froze in his throat as he searched for the shooter, but he didn’t see anyone…until the air itself seemed to shimmer barely ten yards away from him. Mysha materialized, the barrel of her rifle still glowing. 

	“Nice shot,” he said, a wave of relief crashing over him the moment he laid eyes on her. “I tried to reach you on the holo, but—”

	“What the hell were you thinking back there?” she demanded as she stalked toward him, trembling with anger. “Were you trying to get yourself killed?”

	Mysha had discarded her cloak, though she did have a pack slung over her back that hadn’t been there before. She was breathing heavily, presumably because she had just sprinted across half the settlement to keep up with him.

	“Uh…I was trying to give us a chance to escape,” Dorian said, lowering his pistol. “We needed a little distraction.”

	“A little distraction? You practically incited a gang war!” 

	“We didn’t have a lot of options.” He gestured to her new pack. “Besides, I’m betting you were able to snag the parts we needed during the chaos.”

	“That’s not the point!” Mysha hissed, stopping close enough to examine him. “You could have died!”

	Up close, she looked more worried than genuinely upset. She didn’t seem hurt, thank the Seraph, though he was amazed at how quickly she had caught up to him while lugging around her rifle and twenty kilos of parts. 

	“I knew what I was doing,” Dorian said, tossing another glance over at the overturned truck. “Mostly.”

	Mysha shook her head. “I never thought you’d be as reckless as Kaya.”

	He winced at the mention of her name. “Speaking of, she’s in trouble,” he said. “We need to get back to the ship as soon as possible.”

	The Velothi’s tendrils instantly froze. “What’s going on? What happened?”

	“I’ll explain on the way,” Dorian said, taking her hand. “But let’s just say I have a feeling she’ll be coming in hot.”

	 

	***

	 

	The clouds of greenish gas filled the room so quickly that Kaya barely had the chance to hold her breath. Not that it made much of a difference—her scaled skin had already absorbed enough of the nasathine that her limbs were getting weaker by the moment. Her eyes burned and her throat dried out. It was only a matter of time before she lost consciousness altogether. 

	“If you plan on transforming, I suggest you do so soon,” Ruto said, his leonine mane rippling in sync with the swishes of his tail. “I must admit, the prospect of watching one of the Sevens in action is quite exhilarating—I have never been allowed to witness a transformation firsthand.”

	Kaya collapsed to a knee. Her camouflage failed all at once, and she watched in horror as the gray scales covering her arm reappeared right in front of her. The Thursk was correct about the Kali respiratory system—it wasn’t nearly as robust as that of many other species. Nasathine would usually take almost thirty seconds to knock out a human, but a Kali might not even last that long. 

	[The limitations of your implant are preventing me from aiding you,] Ghost said. [My access to your nervous system is too limited.]

	Clenching her jaw and forcing herself not to panic, Kaya summoned every spark of psionic power she could muster. A dozen half-forgotten nightmares flashed through her mind—now remembered with razor-sharp clarity. This was no different than all the other trials she had been forced to endure during her Spider training. Every problem had a solution, and her own body was the key.

	Her scales reverted to human flesh in the blink of an eye. With the gas already threatening to overwhelm her, she focused all her attention on her lungs. Quite a few species were all but immune to nasathine, but Subari was the quickest and easiest choice. The Tarreen had designed their client race to be virtually immune to most conventional toxins.

	“How disappointing,” Ruto said with a weary sigh. “I was expecting something far more dramatic. Perhaps your powers aren’t as evolved as I had hoped.”

	Kaya lifted her chin to glare at him. She doubted she looked particularly menacing—her naked, sixtysome-kilo frame was almost child-like compared to an adult Thursk. But his eyes did widen when the glyphs on her left arm began to glow. 

	“I want answers,” she snarled, standing back to her full height. A low buzz of static electricity filled the room as sparks of energy crackled between her fingertips. “And you’re going to give them to me!”

	“Your ignorance of the situation is almost pitiable,” Ruto said, his organic eye flicking down at the tables that held her mutilated copies. “Though I suppose it is to be expected, given your nature. Knowledge is a burden that your kind are not meant to bear.”

	“I will burn every tuft of fur from your withered body if you don’t help me right now!”

	Thrusting out her hand, Kaya fired a bolt of lightning just past his head. The lights flickered as it burned through the wall and scorched the ceiling black, yet the Thursk barely even flinched. 

	“She will find you, no matter where you try to hide,” Ruto said. “Not even your wraith can protect you.”

	Kaya tensed at the mention of Mysha. “What?”

	“It’s almost a pity that she’ll have to destroy you,” Ruto said. “If you had simply followed orders and delivered the shaper to the Master, you could have played a prominent role in the Eclipse. But now…” He growled softly in the back of his throat. “Now you have doomed us both.”

	His yellow eye dilated like a cat about to pounce at its prey—

	And then he collapsed to the floor in a motionless heap. 

	Kaya stared down at him, frozen stiff in surprise, before she spotted a thin plume of smoke rise from within his mane. The acrid stench of burned flesh and singed fur reached her nostrils, and it only took a moment to realize what had happened.

	“No…” she hissed, crouching over him. The smoke was rising from the back of his neck—the same exact place where Mysha’s chip had been implanted. 

	[Curious. I am no longer detecting a heartbeat. He appears to have—]

	“Killed himself,” Kaya whispered. “He killed himself rather than take the chance I could learn anything…”

	Swallowing heavily, she released the gathering charge in her glyphs before it could swell beyond her control. Lightning arced from her limbs into the floor, searing her nerves and wracking her body. Her hands trembled uncontrollably, and she had to force herself to take one breath after another to keep from passing out. The moment her eyes closed, her vision filled with a thousand forgotten memories of the Nest and the Spiders.

	[This is a most disturbing development. But I fear we do not possess sufficient time to properly search this compound.]

	Kaya slowly reopened her eyes, though the memories remained branded into her vision like an afterimage. “What are you talking about?”

	[Master Dorian is in danger,] Ghost said. [He and the Velothi are attempting to return to the Prowler, but Syndicate forces are now in pursuit. I recommend we return to the ship—immediately.]

	Kaya stood up, another whiff of scorched fur filling her nostrils. The thought of Meesh in trouble—on Cira Narn of all places—filled her with dread, and her first impulse was to change form and sprint back to the others as fast as possible. But the information in this lab was the entire reason she had come here in the first place…

	“We can’t leave,” she said. “Not yet.”

	[I understand your desire to complete the mission, but additional Syndicate forces will surely converge on this position soon.]

	“I don’t care if they send an army,” she snarled. “I’m not leaving without answers.”

	After tossing a final glance down at the Thursk’s body and her unconscious clones, Kaya dashed into Ruto’s office. The room seemed cramped, especially for a man his size, and there was little within besides a desk, a computer, and a few storage cabinets. 

	“You can get into the system, right?” Kaya asked. “That’s the whole reason I brought you here.”

	[Perhaps, but I reiterate that we do not have—]

	“Get in there and download everything you can!” she ordered. “We’ll analyze it when we get back to the ship.”

	The AI’s floating orange avatar materialized in the air a moment later, and she watched, heartbeat thumping, as he vanished into the computer terminal. She still couldn’t believe that Ruto had been waiting for her, or that he had killed himself rather than give up any of the Echo’s secrets. And the fact that he had also been fitted with a psionic control chip…

	She cursed under her breath and rubbed at her eyes. They were starting to sting again thanks to the nasathine, and she couldn’t help but worry what kind of trouble Dorian and Meesh had gotten themselves into. Kaya had been the one who insisted they come here, and it had all gone straight to hell. If anyone got hurt—or captured—she would never forgive herself.

	Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!

	[Unsurprisingly, it would appear that Mister Ruto initiated a comprehensive data wipe well before our arrival,] Ghost said. [Suffice to say, he knew that we were coming.]

	“But how?” Kaya breathed. “Who warned him? How did they send a signal so fast? And how did they know we were coming here of all places? We could have gone anywhere in the Belt!”

	[I do not have a satisfactory answer for any of those questions. However, the wipe was initiated using an obsolete algorithm. I may still be able to recover some of the data.]

	Kaya grimaced and looked down at her hands. They were still trembling, and she wasn’t sure there was a force in the galaxy that could make them stop. This was all happening so fast that her mind could barely keep up.

	[The Thursk implied that someone is hunting you.]

	She will find you, no matter where you try to hide. Not even your wraith can protect you.

	A dark chill shuddered down Kaya’s spine. The Spiders had never taught her how to weave a psychic web, but she suddenly and inexplicably felt…something. A ripple. A tremor. A foreboding presence that was eerily familiar and yet…

	“A Spider,” she breathed. 

	[I beg your pardon?]

	“There’s a Spider on the way,” Kaya said. “We have to get out of here.”

	[Data reconstruction at twenty-three percent,] Ghost told her. [I will require significantly more time to complete the process.]

	Kaya glanced back into the lab. The smoldering Thursk, the insensate clones, the answers that must surely be here…

	“We can’t wait,” she said. “Download what you can. It’s time to go.”

	 

	***

	 

	By the time Dorian and Mysha made it back to the Prowler, he fully expected the vessel to be surrounded by an army of Syndicate thugs—or at the very least, crawling with desperate scavengers trying to peel open the hatch and steal anything that wasn’t bolted down. 

	But astonishingly, he didn’t see anyone within fifty meters of the ship…though that probably had something to do with the presence of the swiveling pulse cannon previously concealed in the belly of the hull. 

	“Looks like we’re clear,” he said between labored breaths as they approached. “Not even any graffiti—your plan to carpet-bomb the moon may have to wait.”

	“One disappointment after another,” Mysha muttered as she punched in the keycodes to lower the landing ramp. She looked utterly exhausted, having effectively run twice as far as he had. Her blue skin glistened with a sheen of sweat, and locks of silver hair were pasted to her forehead. 

	[I have received a new update from my shell avatar, though the signal remains weak,] Ghost said. [Kaya should be here momentarily.]

	“Kaya’s almost here,” Dorian repeated. “This feels too easy…”

	“Great, now we’re cursed.” Mysha barely waited for the ramp to lower before climbing up. “I’ll get the engines started.”

	Nodding, Dorian moved halfway up the ramp, then turned and warily scanned the area. Plenty of people were looking in their direction, but none seemed interested in getting any closer. As long as a convoy of APCs didn’t show up, they would probably be—

	A soft but familiar buzz was his only warning before a barrage of low-intensity stun blasts pelted the ramp all around him. He reflexively crouched behind one of the struts for cover while his eyes flicked up to see two small floating spheres approaching from above one of the scrap heaps less than forty meters away. 

	[Suppression drones incoming.]

	“No shit!” Dorian snapped, drawing his pistol and firing a few wild shots to force them to scatter. “Why didn’t you detect them?”

	[Interference from local sources is significant, as I have noted multiple times. Their chassis are too small to—]

	“Never mind,” Dorian shouted as another blast struck the strut next to him. The drones were smart. They stayed high enough in the air that the underbelly cannon couldn’t get a clear shot, which suggested fairly sophisticated AI software—or manual control. Either way, he was far too exposed to get locked down in a firefight here. 

	Thankfully, he had another solution. After squeezing off another few shots, Dorian reached out with his mind and grabbed one of the drones in a firm magnokinetic grip. It halted and wavered in midair, engines straining, and he grinned. If he held it long enough, it might overheat and cause serious damage. But with the other one still firing at him, he didn’t have time to wait. Instead, he took a gamble. 

	Shifting the magnetic polarity around the drone, he created an instantaneous and powerful magnetic attraction between them. The two spheres slammed into one another and exploded, showering the nearby path with scraps of metal and sending even the distant observers scattering.

	[An interesting tactic.]

	“Dad always said it was important to improvise,” Dorian replied dryly as the ship’s engines suddenly roared to life. “But I have a feeling there are more on the way.”

	[You are correct. I detect several more suppression drones approaching, as well as three heavy vehicles.]

	“What, now you can see them coming?”

	[With the Prowler’s systems online, I am able to access the vessel’s sensor grid and greatly expand my range.]

	Dorian hissed softly but stayed crouched behind the strut. “We’re not leaving without Kaya.”

	[We will not need to.]

	He frowned, wondering if the AI had reconnected with his shell program, when he spotted a single hoverbike barreling toward them. The most shocking thing about it wasn’t its suicidal speed, however—it was the fact that the rider was stark naked. 

	“Uh,” Dorian muttered. “That’s one way to make an entrance…”

	Kaya hit the brakes mere moments before she crashed into the side of the ship, and she didn’t waste any time in vaulting off the seat and sprinting up the ramp. Once Dorian got over the fact she was totally nude, he registered how thoroughly shaken she looked, from her haunted amber eyes to her bloodless face. But at least she didn’t appear injured…

	“Meesh is getting everything ready,” Dorian said, following her up the ramp. “What happ—”

	“Later,” Kaya cut him off as she sprinted to the cockpit. Grimacing, he slapped the ramp controls and followed. 

	Mysha had already fired the maneuvering thrusters and started to lift off by the time they arrived. She glanced back over her shoulder to her partner, and the two of them shared a long, hard look that seemed like a silent conversation. 

	Then Kaya slid into the co-pilot’s chair while Mysha turned back to her controls. Dorian, with no chair to speak of, stood between them. On impulse he slid off his new jacket.

	“Here,” he said, offering it to Kaya. 

	Kaya turned in her seat to look at him, and he took the opportunity to slip the jacket behind her and drape it over her shoulders. When their gazes met, she looked like a completely different person than the girl who had kidnapped and then befriended him. Her swagger, her charm, her wry, self-assured grin…they had all been replaced by a mask of dread. 

	“We have to leave the system as soon as possible,” Kaya whispered. “Don’t even bother with a stealth trajectory—just get us to a spot where we can jump.”

	The Prowler surged forward as Mysha punched the throttle. “We have to leave the same way we came in,” the Velothi countered. “There are dozens of ships out there that could—”

	“They don’t matter,” Kaya said. “She’s coming for us.”

	Dorian shared a confused look with Mysha and shook his head. “Who?”

	Kaya’s eyes lost their focus as she sank even deeper into her chair. “Me.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	“We are approaching our destination. Preparing to shift back into normal space in forty-two seconds.”

	Vestri slowly reopened her eyes at the sound of the ship’s cool disembodied voice, and she was greeted by a swirling crimson mist outside her bridge’s viewport. The strange energies of astral space continued their slow, draining assault on her mind, wearing away at her neural pathways like acid. If she remained shifted long enough, they would eventually drive her mad. Thankfully, astral drives were twice as fast as the most powerful hyperdrive, and the extra speed was almost always worth the risk. 

	Especially during a hunt. 

	“Returning to normal space in three…two…one.”

	Vestri’s ship shuddered, and the crimson mist suddenly parted to reveal the familiar inky void of normal space. The transition wasn’t as striking as usual this time, however, since the entire righthand side of the viewport was filled by the shimmering purple-white mass of the Melari Nebula, otherwise known as the Maw. A single star system rested at the edge of the enormous gas cloud, with only a single habitable planetoid within. The small ochre moon of Cira Narn was barely visible to the naked eye from this distance, though she could see the glimmers from the interlocking blue shield domes that allowed life to exist upon the otherwise barren rock.

	“Beginning analysis of local com traffic.”

	Vestri’s deep breaths rattled in her mask as she closed her eyes and stretched out with her mind. There was another psychic on this planet, an agent of the Widow nested within one of the criminal cartels who controlled Cira Narn. She had warned him to be ready in the hopes he might subdue or at least delay her quarry. 

	But now, Vestri sensed nothing. She was already too late. 

	“Another hunt, another failure.”

	Vestri turned and glowered at the blond woman leaning against the sensor console next to her. Her arms were crossed, and her green eyes were casually studying the many ships visible on the tac-holo. As always, her blue Dominion uniform and skirt were pristine. 

	“I can still find her,” Vestri insisted. Her contact may have fallen silent, but she could still sense residual vibrations in her psychic web. Psionic powers had been used here, quite recently. At worst, she had only narrowly missed her target. 

	“She was always one step ahead of you,” the specter of Selorah said. “A sharper mind, stronger powers…and her body doesn’t want to kill itself. How could you ever hope to compete?”

	Vestri snarled and looked away. She was tempted to return to her tank and spin a new psychic web. If she acted quickly, she might be able to sense where her doppelganger was headed before she got too far away. Otherwise, the trail might go cold and force her to start the search anew. Kaya could be headed literally anywhere in the galaxy now, especially if she hadn’t gotten the information she desired. 

	“No,” Vestri whispered, shaking her head. “She won’t run. If she didn’t get answers, she will stay in the Belt until she finds them. And if she did, they will keep her here regardless.” 

	“It doesn’t matter,” the specter said. “The Master’s patience has limits. Once he learns of your failure here, he will summon you back to the Nest. You might as well accept your fate.” 

	“I make my own fate.”

	Hissing into her mask, Vestri took over the helm and surged closer to the moon. Hundreds more vessels appeared on the tac-holo, but her ship was virtually undetectable even by state-of-the-art sensors. Not that she expected anyone to try and stop her. 

	She easily wove through the mass of incoming and outgoing traffic and allowed the lingering vibrations in her psychic web to guide her down to the outskirts of the colony. For all the crime and filth in a commerce station like Talinus, it couldn’t hope to compete with a true den of depravity like Cira Narn. The sheer despair and debauchery in the collective consciousness here was enough to make Vestri wish she could bomb the entire moon into oblivion. Perhaps after the Eclipse, when a new, revitalized Dominion emerged from the shadows, the reborn Seraphim could scour this wretched cesspit from the face of the galaxy. 

	Vestri set the ship down on an abandoned landing pad surrounded by mountains of scrap. She felt the eyes of dozens of vagrants upon her as she descended the landing ramp, and she sensed the sudden fear in their hearts when they beheld her menacing guise. The Spiders were merely a legend in many parts of the galaxy. Everyone had heard of them, but almost no one had ever seen one. That aura of mystery and menace was often more useful than any psionic ability—none of these dregs would come close to her ship now, even if she left the ramp extended. 

	She only concealed her presence once she left the Free Zone, and she found it even easier to manipulate the people here than on the station. She was a blur in their peripheral vision, a shadow at the back of their mind. And in less than twenty minutes, she was at the isolated compound where the other psionic operative had been embedded within the Viraxes Syndicate. 

	The building appeared undisturbed by the time she arrived, with two tall cyborg guards standing outside. They appeared menacing enough with their heavy pulse rifles and military-grade combat armor, but she still had no trouble clouding what remained of their organic minds and walking right past them. 

	Within the main lab, she found the operative—an old Thursk—lying dead upon the floor, killed by his own control chip. Above him, lying unconscious upon medical tables, were three more clones who shared Vestri’s face. 

	“More Drones for the Master.”

	Vestri turned to see Selorah behind her again. She was examining the various storage containers around the room, an interested look upon her face. 

	“Even after all this time, only a quarter of the Shadows ever develop powers. They are expensive mistakes, which is why even the failures are given a new purpose rather than simply thrown away. Fortunately, there aren’t any authorities on Cira Narn, so there’s no need to disintegrate these. Another agent will come for them soon.”

	It took all of Vestri’s willpower to look away from the apparition. She knew precisely what she herself was, and she understood her purpose in a way most other Shadows did not. But it was one thing to know that she was a copy and quite another to have it thrown in her face.

	“The Master will send all the Nines here eventually, I suspect,” Selorah said. “Or he would have, if this alien wretch were still alive. Perhaps now the Master will simply terminate you instead.”

	Snarling into her mask, Vestri stalked into the cyberneticist’s office to examine his computer. He had been given very clear, very specific instructions in the case of a breach, and considering that he had willingly terminated himself, she was inclined to believe he had followed the rest of the protocols as well.

	“You should contact the Master,” Selorah taunted from behind her. “You should tell him that you failed—again.”

	Vestri scrolled through recent logs. The emergency data purge had been quite thorough, though not enough to prevent the Garr shaper or the Velothi mechanic from recovering a few choice bits. Kaya wouldn’t learn anything about the Shadows or the Eclipse that she wasn’t meant to know…but she would learn one thing that Vestri did want her to know. 

	“This isn’t over,” she said. “I know where she’s going.”

	Vestri smiled beneath her mask and turned to glare at the specter of her progenitor. “And this time, I will be waiting for her.”

	 

	 

	
6 
Exultations

	 

	The direct route away from Cira Narn proved to be every bit as dangerous as Dorian had feared. 

	Mysha hadn’t questioned Kaya any further before heeling the Prowler over and heading straight for the biggest shipping lane in the sky. As half the fighters in orbit vectored in on them, the Prowler had weaved through the swarm of incoming and outgoing ships while every control tower on Cira Narn screamed at them over the com. The ship’s quasi-cloaking device was the main reason they managed to avoid the network of tractor emitters designed to snag rogue vessels, but Mysha’s piloting skills were a close second. She kept them tucked so tightly into the incoming traffic that Dorian shut his eyes more than once for fear they were about to smash into the hull of a freighter five times their size. 

	But they didn’t collide with any ships or get blasted into dust, and the moment they were clear of the moon’s gravity well, Mysha punched coordinates into the navigational console and jumped the ship into hyperspace. 

	“Holy fuck,” Dorian breathed as he clutched onto the back of her chair. Without the inertial compensators, he would have been smeared across every surface in the cockpit about a dozen times in the past minute. “Was all that really necessary?”

	“We’re thieves, remember?” Mysha said as she finally relaxed and went limp in her chair. “Dramatic exits are an important part of the job.”

	Dorian chuckled in relief and turned to Kaya. She looked every bit as haunted as before, though some of the tension finally started draining out of her face. 

	“Are you all right?” Dorian asked, placing a hand on the jacket he had draped over her. “Ghost said you were in trouble, but he never had time to explain.”

	She closed her eyes for a moment, a wave of competing emotions crashing over her face. “I got answers,” she whispered. “They’re not the ones I wanted.”

	Dorian and Mysha shared a concerned glance. Ghost had only given him the barest hints about what had happened, and the tentative conclusions he had drawn were already disturbing. Kaya looked like the entire universe had imploded.

	“Your pet salvaged some data from Ruto’s lab,” Kaya said, tapping her forehead to release Ghost’s shell program. “He might as well start trying to process it.”

	The AI’s orange avatar appeared next to her before floating over to Dorian. “Syncing files,” he said. “I will attempt to decrypt the data. However, interfacing with the Prowler’s computer will significantly expedite the process.”

	Mysha looked up at the sphere warily for a moment, then nodded. “Go ahead.”

	“Thank you.”

	The orange ball floated into the control console on the dash and disappeared. Kaya seemed to stare into space for a moment before she finally shook her head. “I don’t even know where to start.”

	“Ghost shared a little bit whenever he managed to create a link with his avatar,” Dorian said. “He said that Ruto’s lab had psi-tech.”

	Mysha whipped around in her seat to face him. “What? How?”

	“It gets worse,” Dorian told her. “He also speculated that the Syndicate is in league with the Spiders.”

	“It’s not speculation,” Kaya whispered. “It’s the truth.”

	Mysha’s luminescent eyes widened. “How is that even possible? It doesn’t make any sense!”

	“Yes, it does.”

	“What are you talking about? You escaped the Spiders. The Echo was protecting us!”

	“He wasn’t,” Kaya said, her voice hollow. “And I didn’t.”

	She closed her eyes again, and Dorian swore he could almost see her beating back the demons in her mind before she sat up straight and collected herself. 

	“They let me escape, Meesh,” she said. “They weren’t trying to find me all this time—they knew exactly where I was.”

	“That doesn’t…” Mysha trailed off. “I don’t understand.”

	“The Echo put a psionic chip in your brain,” Kaya said. “I should have known the moment Dorian identified it that it wasn’t some piece of random Seraphim tech the Syndicate happened to stumble on. They made it—Ruto made it. He was a psychic, and I guarantee there are others like him out there somewhere. Psionic operatives hiding in crime syndicates, corporations, governments… The Convectorate believes that the Spiders have already hunted down and rooted out everyone with psionic potential, but they’re wrong. The Widow has operatives everywhere. They’re planting the seeds of a new Dominion across the galaxy, and I’m supposed to be a part of it. The Shadows to bring about the Eclipse…”

	Dorian shared another confused look with Mysha. If Ghost hadn’t already tipped him off, he would have thought she was just babbling demented conspiracy theories like some spiced-out nut on the Holosphere. But the more she talked, the more everything started to make sense. 

	“I know how it sounds, believe me,” Kaya said with a harsh laugh. “But the moment I walked into that lab, I started remembering things—events and people from back when I was at the Nest. It’s hard to explain, and I still haven’t processed it all yet…but there’s a lot more going on here than any of us thought. It explains so much, including why the Echo wanted Dorian so badly.”

	He crouched down next to her and squeezed her hand. “You can take your time. We’re safe now, all right?”

	“No, we’re not,” she told him, pulling away. “That’s the whole damn point!”

	She stood from her chair and paced to the back of the cockpit, Dorian’s jacket still hanging from her shoulders. His natural impulse was to reach out and try to console her again, and he could tell that Mysha had the same idea. But they were both able to recognize that what Kaya needed right now was space, and so they stayed exactly where they were. 

	“Just bear with me, because I promise this will all make me sound crazy,” Kaya went on. “But here’s what I know: I’m a clone of that little Seraphim girl we saw in the archives. Her name is Selorah Trell, and she hails from one of the most powerful families in the old Dominion. She was allegedly killed at the massacre on Talasea almost twenty years ago, but the truth is that she’s still alive right now.”

	Dorian opened his mouth, but forced himself to stay silent. He knew this was as much about Kaya talking to herself as to them. 

	“I don’t know how she survived,” Kaya continued, “but I do know that she eventually became Spider Zero—the prototype for the Convectorate’s entire Spider Program. And then later, after the Spiders were established, her DNA became the template for an entirely different program that’s even more disturbing—the Shadows of the Seraph.”

	“The Echo’s bodyguards?” Mysha asked. 

	“Not exactly,” Kaya said. “The women we killed on Talinus were failed experiments—the Widow calls them ‘Drones.’ I started calling them Shadows because…well, I’m not sure. Maybe my subconscious mind was just trying to tell me something all along.”

	She took another deep breath and shook her head. “Look, it’s well known that the Convectorate sanctioned the Spiders to track and apprehend psychic adepts all across the galaxy. The Tarreen viewed them as a necessary evil to prevent a new generation of Seraphim from resurrecting the old Dominion. In theory, the program was supposed to be shut down eventually, but the Hierarchy has no idea what’s really been happening. The Widow doesn’t hunt down psychics to kill them—she hunts them because she wants to gather them all together and rebuild the Seraphim right beneath the Intelligence Ministry’s nose.”

	“That’s…” Dorian trailed off as the possibilities raced through his mind. Earlier, Ghost had suggested that the Convectorate and the Spiders might not actually be on the same side, but he hadn’t had the time to process the potential implications. But now…

	“Like I said, it sounds insane,” Kaya whispered. “I don’t remember all the details…maybe I never knew them. But this is all part of a plan that’s been brewing since the end of the last war. The Widow and her counterpart have been working to rebuild the Seraphim…and I think they’re nearly ready to strike.”

	“Her counterpart?” Mysha asked. “You mean—”

	Kaya nodded. “The Echo.”

	The Velothi leaned back in her chair, her tendrils swishing nervously and her tail curling around her calf. “Echu tari…”

	“The Shadows are the final stage of their shared plan,” Kaya said. “They—we—are all clones of Selorah with slight modifications to our DNA. There are nine variations right now, all meant to harness and develop a specific rare psionic power. Clairvoyance, metamorphism, even psychoportation.” Her eyes flicked up to Dorian. “What they’re missing is a shaper.”

	Dorian felt like he’d been punched in the gut. “My father said it was a coveted gift even in the heyday of the old Dominion. He thought that the Tarreen had probably killed them all during the war.” He hesitated a moment. “But no one has ever been able to guarantee psionic ability in clones. Seraph knows the Tarreen have been trying forever.”

	“The technique still isn’t perfect, which is mostly where the Drones come from,” Kaya said. “Apparently, the Echo thought he could still get some use out of them…”

	Mysha straightened back up. “But who is he? And why the hell is he doing any of this?”

	Kaya’s eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second. “I don’t know—I’m not sure I’ve ever known. My memories are still…clouded. All I recall is that while I was in the Nest, he was simply the Master.” Her jaw clenched, and she hissed softly. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around a lot of this. Even when I thought I had escaped, he had me on a leash the whole fucking time…”

	“Why the elaborate scheme?” Dorian asked. “Why let you escape and design a ruse to keep you under control?”

	“I don’t know,” she admitted, “but I assume it was all just another experiment. I was the only Seven to manifest strong powers out of a large pool of girls, so maybe they thought the controlled environment was to blame. I learned more about my abilities in the last few years than I ever thought possible just because I had an excuse to use them so much. And the people we targeted were always high-rollers—people with wealth or secrets. I thought the Syndicate would use the information we stole for blackmail, but the truth might be even worse. We’ve handed the Widow data she can use to strike at the most powerful people in the Convectorate whenever she wants.”

	Kaya buried her face in her hands, and Mysha almost instantly left her chair and wrapped her partner in an embrace. Dorian wished there were something—anything—he could do to help comfort her, but giving her space still seemed like the best option. 

	“None of this matters, all right?” Mysha said as she held Kaya’s face in front of hers. “We’re free now, and we got everything we needed except fuel. We can go wherever we want and leave all of this behind us.”

	“But we can’t,” Kaya said, voice cracking as she pulled away. “We’re in more danger than ever, don’t you see? I know too much, and Dorian is too important to their plans. They’ll never stop hunting for me—for us. And we can’t avoid them forever, not without help.”

	“Help? From whom?”

	Kaya took in a deep breath and glanced over at Dorian. “There’s only one option.”

	His lip twitched. “The Union.”

	She nodded. “They’re the only ones who even have a chance of standing up to the Spiders.”

	Mysha frowned. “But you’ve always hated them,” she said. “You called them a bunch of dead-enders who can’t cope with the fact the Seraphim lost the war against the Tarreen.”

	“Maybe they are,” Kaya muttered. “Maybe they’re terrorists. Or maybe they’re just a bunch of idealistic fools with delusions of grandeur. But at this point, it doesn’t matter. If they can’t help us, no one can.”

	A grim silence fell over the cockpit. Dorian’s thoughts flickered back to Talinus and the meeting he had arranged—a meeting that had led to a massacre. It had taken months to slowly cultivate a relationship with a single Union operative, and then everything had evaporated in a single horrifying instant. 

	“I have no means of contacting them even if we wanted to,” he said quietly. “My only link to them is either dead or thinks I’m compromised. The fact I was able to find them once was practically a miracle. The Vecs have driven them completely off the grid.”

	“Are we sure they aren’t working for the Widow, too?” Mysha asked. “After all this…”

	“They are not.”

	They all turned as Ghost’s orange avatar rematerialized in the air above the tac-holo. 

	“How do you know?” Mysha asked.

	“The Holosphere contains numerous reports of Convectorate and Spider operatives clashing with Union forces in several sectors of the Far Rim. A few such incidents could be dismissed as rumors, but there are sufficient data to form a pattern. The most logical conclusion is that the Widow views them as a significant threat.”

	“She should,” Kaya said. “The Widow believes the Dominion was defeated because it wasn’t ‘pure’ enough. Too many aliens, too many thin psionic bloodlines. To her, the Psychophage is basically a plague. Aliens with psionic abilities, like Ruto, are only useful as tools. In theory, the Union believes the exact opposite.”

	“A new Seraphim Dominion for all psychics, not just humans,” Mysha whispered. Her glowing eyes practically glossed over. It was a look of hope—and wonder—that Dorian knew well. It was exactly those emotions that had compelled him to reach out to the Union in the first place. 

	“You know I’ve never totally bought into what they’re selling,” Kaya said softly. “The idea of psychics across the galaxy uniting to overthrow the Tarreen is…well, let’s just say I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon. For all we know, it’s just bullshit propaganda. The Union could be just as crazy as the Dominion, but in the opposite direction.”

	“They’re not,” Dorian said. “It’s not bullshit or propaganda. They mean what they say—they want to restore the Blades and the Wings of the Seraph. It’s the only way to stand up to the Convectorate.”

	“Maybe, maybe not,” Kaya replied coolly. “But like I said, it almost doesn’t matter. There’s no one else to turn to.”

	“I cannot authoritatively quantify their motives,” Ghost put in. “But I do know that they have been battling Convectorate forces as well as the Spiders. And after decrypting the data recovered from the Thursk’s computer, I believe there may be a way for us to contact them.”

	Kaya arched a blue eyebrow. “How?”

	“Due to our hasty departure, much of the data was corrupted beyond repair. However, I have discovered the location of another facility similar to the one on Cira Narn, albeit significantly larger.”

	The tac-holo below the AI flickered, then displayed a navigational chart of a star system Dorian didn’t recognize. The survey data from official Convectorate records scrolled across the projection, listing it as home to a single planet, currently uninhabited, which wasn’t surprising given the harsh Type 6 atmosphere—and the fact that nearly the entire surface was covered in water. The record indicated that there used to be a Dominion mining base on the only landmass, but it was abandoned sometime during the Thirty-Year War. 

	“Ziphrades,” Kaya whispered. 

	“You’re familiar with it?” Mysha asked. 

	“More than familiar—I’ve been there. I can’t recall when, exactly, but…” Kaya drew in an unsteady breath. “He’s right. There’s a hidden outpost beneath the ocean.”

	Dorian shook his head in confusion. “How does this help us contact the Union?”

	“Because it has recently been taken over by Union forces,” Ghost told them. “Sensor and com logs recovered from Ruto’s computer suggest that two days ago, a small strike team attacked and secured the facility.”

	“What?” Dorian stared at the projection. “How do you know they didn’t just steal what they wanted and leave?”

	“Because I was also able to partially restore com logs sent to Ruto and other Spider operatives. In short, they were ordered to cut their losses and abandon the facility. There is a strong implication that the Union is expected to fortify the planet and transform it into a base of operations.”

	“That seems incredibly risky. Ziphrades is less than five parsecs from two different CDF outposts. The Vecs could easily send a whole fleet to crush them.”

	“Normally, you would be correct. However, I speculate that the Tarreen are unaware of the facility, and the Widow is likely concerned about the information it contains. Alerting the Convectorate would mean exposing her cloning operations.” 

	“She wouldn’t risk jeopardizing her long-term plans for one facility, no matter how important it might be,” Kaya said. “Think about it: if the Union finds evidence of a grand conspiracy, no one will believe them. Most of the galaxy views them as terrorists. But if the Tarreen found it for themselves…”

	Dorian nodded grimly, his mind spinning. This was so much to take in all at once. He had always been fascinated by conspiracies even if he rarely bought into them. The Holosphere was rife with theories about intelligence agencies secretly controlling governments. Stories about the secret workings of the Rakashi Alliance and the Kreen Confederacy were some of the most popular fiction in civilized space, and plenty of people already believed that the Minister of Intelligence was the most powerful individual in the Convectorate. But if any of what Kaya was saying was true, then the Conclave of Ministers—and the entire Convectorate Hierarchy—were all just dupes in the greatest galactic conspiracy in recorded history. 

	“This is all insane,” Mysha whispered. “Absolutely insane…”

	“I know,” Kaya agreed. “But it’s true.”

	Dorian’s eyes narrowed at the projection. “You really think the Union is still there?”

	“Based on available data, it is a strong possibility,” Ghost told him. “If you still believe it is necessary and wise to contact them, this may be our only opportunity to do so within the foreseeable future.”

	Another silence fell over the cockpit. Dorian rubbed his hands together, unable to shake the warning tingle in his spine—or the excited flutter in his stomach. Up until a few days ago, he had been convinced that the Union was the only hope for psychics like him. He had been fully prepared to leave his entire life behind to join a band of rebels fighting valiantly against the Convectorate. 

	But now, everything seemed a lot more complicated. The Spiders were hunting him, and for all he knew they were already on their way to the Garr compound as well. His safe haven was already gone, and he had bound his fate together with two women who had planned to rob him blind… 

	“There is something else you may wish to see before you make a decision,” Ghost announced. “I located a video file within the logs, originating from a security camera on Ziphrades. I was unable to fully reconstruct it, but I did extract a small segment that may be of some interest.”

	The planetary hologram vanished and was replaced by a short, looping video. The clip was only about three seconds long, and the resolution left a lot to be desired…but it was still enough to make Dorian and the girls draw in a collective breath.

	“As you can see,” Ghost said, “this is an additional complication.”

	Dorian leaned in closer to the holo, Kaya and Mysha crowding in beside him. The clip appeared to be taken from a bare corridor in the facility, and it showed a brief firefight between a small squad of Union rebels and a pair of humanoid security mechs. The attackers were lightly armed and armored, but they still had little trouble dispatching the defenders. There were only three of them at first: a human male dressed in a flight suit, a Kreen female who mostly stayed in his shadow, and a Velothi female in light combat armor. They moved so quickly it was difficult to make out many details…right up until the fourth member of their party appeared behind them in the final milliseconds of the clip. 

	A human female with blond hair who otherwise looked exactly like Kaya. 

	“By the Seraph,” Mysha breathed. “That’s…”

	“That’s her,” Kaya finished. “Spider Zero.”

	Dorian studied the image. “You’re certain?”

	Kaya placed her fingertips over the hologram as if it were something she could touch. “Yes.”

	“I don’t understand,” Dorian said. “Why the hell would a Spider—the Spider—be working with the Union?”

	“I have no idea,” Kaya said, shaking her head. “It doesn’t make any sense. She’s the prototype for everything. If she’s somehow changed sides…”

	Dorian watched the clip loop again. “How long would it take us to get there?”

	“Approximately twelve hours,” Ghost said. 

	Dorian shared a glance with each of the girls. Mysha looked confused and frightened and excited all at once, but as for Kaya…

	The haunted gaze in her eyes had been replaced by grim determination, and all the color had returned to her face. She rose from her chair, her jaw set in stone. 

	“Set a course,” she whispered. “We’ll head straight to the source.”

	 

	***

	 

	I’m not her—I am me. I always have been, and I always will be. 

	Kaya stared into the full-body mirror inside the closet of her quarters, her amber eyes wide and her fingertips pressed gently against the glass. She wasn’t sure how long she had been standing there—five minutes? An hour?—but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t bring herself to look away. She had seen this face and this body so many times over the past two days that she wondered if she was trapped in some kind of psychotic nightmare. Maybe none of this was real. Maybe she was dead. Maybe this was what purgatory felt like. 

	“Fuck,” she hissed as she pulled her hand away. She was still naked, having tossed Dorian’s duster on the bed behind her. Elsewhere on the ship, Mysha was working to replace the transponders while Dorian sifted through the data Ghost had recovered. Mostly, it was all just an excuse for them to get some time alone to collect their thoughts. 

	I am a Shadow of the Seraph. A copy. A clone. A living psychogenetic weapon created to destroy the Convectorate and restore the Dominion. 

	The more she looked at herself, the harder she found it to keep her balance. She had to concentrate on every breath, every heartbeat, as if her autonomic nervous system had failed. Kaya finally forced herself to close her eyes, but the darkness offered precious little relief. Every passing moment seemed to unlock another haunting memory of the Nest. Whatever technique the Widow—and surely it must have been her, not Kaya’s own need to forget as she’d always thought—had used to erase or seal off her memories was clearly failing. The walls were collapsing, and Kaya was getting buried beneath the rubble. 

	[I highly recommend that you lie down, Kaya.]

	Her eyes shot back open. “What the hell are you still doing in my head?”

	[My shell program is still running in your implant,] Ghost said. [I apologize if I did not make that clear.]

	Kaya winced and had to brace herself on the door of her closet before she keeled over. She hadn’t been this light-headed since the last time she had tried to choke down a fried molpin. 

	[Your vital signs are unstable—I believe you are in shock. Shall I ask Master Dorian to bring you some food from the galley?]

	“I’m fine,” she growled. “Now fuck off.”

	She gritted her teeth and counted to thirty. Strangely enough, being annoyed at the AI in her brain actually helped her focus. Her balance returned, and the dysphoria when she looked in the mirror was only disorienting instead of nauseating. It was progress, of a sort. 

	Kaya sighed. “I suppose you can stay in there if you want,” she told him. “I already feel like I have a choir of voices in my head these days—what’s the big deal about adding one more?”

	[I am not certain I understand.]

	“Never mind,” she muttered, raking her fingers back through her hair. “But you better not start getting all judgy if I take too much spice and fall asleep sideways.”

	[My software includes a basic wellness package that allows me to recommend appropriate dietary and exercise regimens for Master Dorian. However, I can easily exclude you from the program if you so desire.]

	“Definitely,” Kaya said. “One, I hate nagging. Two, I’m not the kind of girl who needs to work out three hours a day to look amazing. Have you seen this physique?” She waved a hand down at her firm stomach and toned legs. 

	[Your unique physiology is fascinating. Other than meeting basic caloric needs, your body does not seem to require any additional maintenance.]

	“I can make my tits bigger, too,” she said, squeezing her breasts together. “I’d date myself in a heartbeat. Maybe it’s good news that there are Seraph knows how many other copies of me out there. I’m sure at least one of them would prefer to fuck me instead of kill me.”

	[There is one thing I do not understand about you.]

	“Only one? Then you must be the smartest fake person in the galaxy.”

	[A significant portion of human psychology is built around perceived identity,] Ghost went on, undeterred. [I suspect that this is why the prospect of being a genetic duplicate can be difficult for individuals to process. You feel as though your very identity as an individual is under attack.]

	Kaya sighed and lowered her hands. Sarcasm had always been one of the most powerful weapons in her arsenal, but she couldn’t snark her way out of a conversation with an AI. “Do you have a point?”

	[Only that based upon what we know of the Shadows, you are all distinct from one another by design. The Widow cultivated different psionic powers with every genotype.]

	“Yeah, well, just because you can run fast and your twin sister can jump high doesn’t mean people could tell you apart at parties.”

	[But that is my point, Kaya. You are a metamorph. You can appear to be whatever or whomever you desire. If your current form displeases you, why not assume another?]

	Her chest tightened. She had probably asked herself that same question a thousand times over the past few years, especially after getting high. Presented with the opportunity to wear any face they desire, how many people across the galaxy would willingly choose their own?

	It was a line from a book she’d found not long after her supposed escape. She’d abandoned it immediately upon reading that bit, but the question had lingered like a knife in a wound. 

	She had never been able to come up with a good answer. She truly enjoyed taking other forms. Kreen, Neyris, Subari…even just a long-haired, longer-legged human with lustrous hair and big tits. But no matter what form she assumed on one of her capers, she always dropped the guise when she got back to the ship. Amber eyes, blue hair, regular-size everything. 

	That was her. This was her. It didn’t have to be, but it always was.

	“I don’t know,” Kaya admitted, reaching out to place her fingertips on the mirror again. “It doesn’t make any sense, does it?”

	[Perhaps you simply know who you are. Recent events should not change that.]

	Surprisingly, that made her feel a bit better. Kaya snorted. “What are you, a therapist now, too?”

	[I am a para-sentient AI with extraordinary capabilities. I am whatever I need to be.]

	She smiled faintly. Maybe she could get used to having him around after all. He was a lot less of a jerk than the other voices in her head, and she could always just order him to shut up. Squelching the others usually took a lot of red hurricane.

	[Master Dorian is approaching,] Ghost said. [Should I instruct him to leave you alone?]

	Kaya arched an eyebrow. “Can you give your boss orders like that?”

	[I can make recommendations. He occasionally listens to them.]

	She chuckled. “Tell him to come in. Then give us some privacy, all right?”

	[Of course.]

	The door to her quarters whooshed open just a few seconds later, but Dorian froze when he spotted her naked in front of the mirror. 

	“Oh,” he blurted out. “Uh, sorry, I can—”

	“Get in here,” Kaya told him. “There’s nothing you haven’t seen before.”

	He paused for an instant, but he eventually overcame his politeness and stepped all the way inside. “I, uh…I just wanted to come and check on you.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“We both know that’s not true.”

	“But is it still a lie if the answer is so obvious?”

	Dorian flashed her a lopsided grin. “I guess you must be feeling a little better if you’re able to be sarcastic.”

	“I’ve never been able to pull off the ‘dour and traumatized look’ for long,” Kaya replied dryly. “Maybe some of the other Shadows are moody and depressing. At least it would make us different from one another.”

	He took a few awkward steps, seemingly hesitant to get too close. He might have been a bit sheepish about her nudity, or perhaps he simply wanted to give her some space. Either way, it was annoying as hell. 

	“Get over here,” she said, reaching out and looping her arms around his neck. She pulled him close, then rose up on her tiptoes and brought their lips together.

	Kaya held nothing back. Her tongue dove in to find his, and she moaned contentedly when Dorian’s warm, strong hands found a hold on her lower back. His touch was quickly becoming more addictive—and more effective—than any spice.

	Heat built within her core, her pulse quickening as wetness gathered between her legs. Her skin tingled wherever he touched, and she imagined what it would feel like when his weight was atop her. 

	She smiled up at him when she eventually leaned away, a little surprised at her own self-control. She wanted to fuck him so badly it was nothing short of a miracle that she didn’t leap up into his arms and pull him inside her right now.

	“Much better,” she hummed. “You should do that more often.”

	Dorian traced his fingertips up the length of her smooth back, his blue eyes soft. “I’d love to. We did make a deal earlier, if you remember.”

	“Absolutely. You promised to fuck me until you start shooting blanks.” She grinned wickedly as she pressed her knee against the swelling bulge at his crotch. “I wonder how long that will take with this genetically engineered body of yours.”

	“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I think we should find out.”

	Kaya chuckled and stretched up to kiss him again. Sex had always been the most entertaining way to avoid being alone with her thoughts, and today seemed like it would be no exception. But as hot as she already was—and as hot as he felt pressed up against her—she still couldn’t completely ignore the knots in her stomach. 

	“Fuck,” she hissed, pulling away and closing her eyes. “Sorry, it’s just…”

	“It’s all right,” Dorian soothed. His hands had slid to her hips, and he gave them a comforting squeeze. “This is all so insane. What are you even feeling right now?”

	“Anger, confusion, horniness—the usual.” Kaya bit her lip and crossed her arms over her breasts. “I admit, I never thought I would reach out to the Union for anything. I’ve never trusted them or this crusade of theirs. I always thought they were just another faction of sore losers who couldn’t accept reality. The galaxy is filled with plenty of cults and fringers who believe all kinds of crazy shit.”

	“You could be right about them,” Dorian admitted. His voice lowered slightly. “Seraph knows I’ve been wrong about plenty of other things recently.”

	Kaya frowned and eyed him for a moment. “I know your dad basically kept you locked away on that moon, and I know you hated the idea of designing mechs for the Convectorate,” she said. “But what was it that brought you to the Union specifically?”

	“The same reason we’re looking for them now, I suppose.” He shrugged. “There’s no one else.”

	“I don’t buy that for a second. Meesh’s fascination has always been about the ideal, not the hard reality. She’s a romantic at heart—she likes the idea of fighting the good fight and sticking it to the bad guys.” Kaya snorted softly. “You two have a lot in common, but you don’t have that same idealistic glimmer in your eyes. You must have analyzed and studied them for months.”

	“Years, really,” Dorian said. “At first, it was almost just a hobby, a distraction from all the real work at the compound, but over time I started to see things differently. I don’t know if it was any one thing exactly, but I read about the Blades of the Seraph as a kid. For all the faults of the old Dominion, the Blades did a lot of good across the galaxy, and not just for humans. They tried to clean up the underworld and push reforms like the Alien Assembly. There are rumors that they had even started trying to recruit non-humans near the end of the Thirty-Year War. If the Tarreen hadn’t destroyed them, who knows what the Dominion might have become? Maybe it could have evolved into something better.”

	Reluctantly leaving his embrace, Kaya paced over to the narrow viewport along the wall to watch the flickering hyperspace corridor outside. “I don’t know about that,” she murmured. “From the outside, every government ends up looking pretty much the same. They’re all run by corrupt, domineering tyrants who want to force their will on the galaxy. Most people don’t give a shit who’s calling the shots—they just want to get by and be left alone.”

	She turned back to look at him. “The Tarreen are a plague on the galaxy, and no one out here in the Belt will shed a tear if the Convectorate gets ripped apart. But as terrible as they are, a lot of people still prefer them over the Dominion. That tells you how bad things must have been before we were born.”

	“I know,” Dorian replied solemnly. “But it doesn’t have to be that way again. The Union has already done a lot of great things for people in the Rim. They’ve driven out the Vecs, broken up pirate rings, freed slaves, helped struggling colonies survive…”

	“All with Spider Zero’s help, apparently,” Kaya said. “I still don’t know what to make of that. It makes me wonder if the Union is just another false flag operation controlled by the Widow somehow.”

	Dorian shook his head. “That doesn’t seem possible. Like Ghost said, they’ve been battling the Spiders at every turn. What if this Selorah switched sides?”

	“I doubt it’s that simple…there must be more to it,” Kaya mused. “The template for the Spiders and the Shadows—the woman whose genes were going to resurrect the Dominion—spits in the Widow’s face and joins a band of terrorists in the Far Rim. Sounds too much like a holo-drama to be real.”

	He eyed her soberly. “Do you want to meet her?”

	Kaya’s cheek twitched almost imperceptibly. “I don’t think there’s much choice.”

	“That isn’t what I asked,” Dorian said. 

	“I know, but I’m good at deflection.”

	“Not as good as you like to think.”

	She snorted softly. “Will it be weird to meet with someone who looks just like me? Yes. But that doesn’t mean it shouldn’t happen. Or that it doesn’t need to happen.”

	Her smile turned wry, and she sauntered back over to him. “With luck, there are a hundred more of you out there somewhere, too,” she said, reaching out to pluck at his shirt. “A girl should always keep some backups around in case she wears out the original.” Her eyes flicked up to his. “Lose the shirt.” 

	His breath deepened as he obeyed, rolling his shirt up his body and casting it aside.

	“Much better,” Kaya purred, drinking in the sight of his sculpted torso. “I might have you go shirtless more often.”

	A playful spark lit in his gaze, and he took hold of her wrists. When he squeezed supportively, she knew he felt the faint tremble still shuddering through her, an echo of pain she was desperate to bury before it was even fully dead. But behind the deflection and bluster, she also knew she had found a measure of peace. Speaking to Ghost had been more helpful than she would have imagined. 

	“I’m going to be honest with you,” Dorian said softly, taking a step closer. “When I came in here, I thought you’d be a total mess.”

	“Hopefully, a partial mess is still entertaining.”

	“I’m serious. You seem…better? I just wanted to help if I could.”

	“That’s because you’re so sweet it’s almost annoying sometimes,” Kaya said with a small smirk. “But seriously, I had a little chat with your invisible friend. It turns out that he lives inside my brain now, too.”

	Dorian’s eyes widened. “I can tell him to remove his shell from your implant,” he offered, releasing her wrists and brushing a lock of blue hair from her temple. “I don’t know why he—”

	“It’s fine, I don’t mind the company,” she assured him. “If he wants to live up in the overpriced one-room apartment version of an implant, that’s his choice.”

	Dorian arched a dark eyebrow. “You’re sure?”

	“I have room,” Kaya said. “He’s a little irritating sometimes, but I never would have discovered this lead without him.”

	“He does have his uses.”

	She snickered. “You invented the most powerful piece of technology in a generation. Pretty good for a twenty-year-old.”

	He smiled back, hands stroking the sides of her neck. “That’s why my dad bought you as a present.”

	“A part of you is probably still disappointed how I turned out,” Kaya teased as she reached up to touch his stubbly cheek. 

	“Not in the slightest.”

	“Oh, come on,” she purred, moving in close enough that she could push her knee against his crotch again. “If I’d been the real deal, we’d probably still be in your room right now. Just day after day after day of getting your cock wet whenever you wanted. I definitely would have had you shooting blanks then.”

	Dorian moaned softly as he slid his hands down her bare back again. “We have almost half a day in hyperspace.”

	“True,” Kaya said, eyes hungry. “Plenty of time to test out a few theories I have about your limits.”

	He grinned. “I’m not sure how I feel about being an experiment.”

	“You get used to it,” she replied huskily. “Besides, if there’s one thing I know for certain, it’s that I really, really need you to fuck me right now. Can you do that for me?”

	The fingers on her lower back tensed. 

	Then, without warning, Dorian snarled and grabbed her by the thighs, hoisting her up into his arms. Shocked and thrilled by the low, bestial sound, Kaya squealed in surprise, and when he slammed her up against the wall, she moaned in delight. She locked her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck while his tongue plunged through her lips. She could already feel the cloth-covered bulge of his manhood grinding against her sex, and she suddenly wished she had telekinetic abilities just to help him get his fucking pants out of the way as quickly as possible.

	Kaya was just about to improvise and grow herself a long, fleshy Velothi tail to help out when a faint hum buzzed in the air and she heard his pants unzip themselves. They slid down his hips as if drawn by invisible hands, allowing his cock to spring free and press against her center. Sweet Seraph, he felt as large and hard as when she had first swallowed him back at the Garr compound. 

	She felt his weight shift as he stepped out of his boots and then his pants before sweeping them both away. With every motion, his shaft sawed between her sodden, sensitive labia, forcing her to whimper past his tongue. 

	He rolled his hips backward, letting his cock fall into line with her slit. His swollen head parted her silky labia, and Kaya’s inner walls spasmed with anticipation. She was briefly concerned that he might be too gentle with her, but she shouldn’t have worried—he drove his full length into her with a ruthless thrust. 

	Kaya saw white. Nothing existed beyond that fullness, that glorious stretch that so completed her. She felt every inch of him inside her, so deep, so perfect, so exactly what she needed. 

	“Oh!” she practically screamed, unable to keep their lips together when he began pistoning into her. For all his other obvious virtues—his looks, his smarts, his compassion—she wasn’t ashamed to admit that his ability to fuck was still pretty high on her list. He always seemed to know exactly what she wanted, and he clearly loved giving it to her as much as she loved taking it. 

	He pounded into her brutally, relentlessly, as if he were actually nailing her to the bulkhead. Her arms locked around his neck, her toes curled behind his back, and it was all she could do to keep breathing while he rutted her like an animal. 

	“Fuck me!” she panted into his ear as she nibbled at the lobe. “Fill me up!”

	She heard his grunts intensify, his hot breaths speeding up as his hips slammed into her with even greater force. Every thrust sent pleasure shooting up her spine, brought her just a little closer to her peak…

	Kaya cried out when the first climax shuddered through her, and then again when she felt—and heard—him release. She pulled him tightly against her as he spent, her teeth sinking into his ear and her breasts pushing into his chest. It was perfect. 

	He was perfect.

	“Nnn…fuck…” she breathed. “Stars, I needed that…but you better not be done!”

	Dorian panted for another moment, his breath hot on her neck and his skin damp against hers, before his grip tightened around her thighs again. He pulled her off the wall and carried her toward the bed, and she kept her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck even as he gently laid her down upon the sheets. 

	He offered her no resistance, made no attempt to disengage, not even for an instant. His body followed her down, settling comfortably atop hers. He planted kisses behind her ear as his hips started up a slow, sensual grind. She could feel his manhood throbbing inside her, still semi-rigid but not quite ready for another go. 

	But that was fine. She just needed to provide the proper motivation. 

	And more importantly, perhaps it’s finally time to share the wealth. 

	Pulling their mouths back together, Kaya slowly churned her hips against him to stir his cock back to life. She didn’t doubt his endurance; he had already proven himself the first time they’d tumbled. But then again, one thing she had learned about males of all species was that they always appreciated extra encouragement. 

	“Ooh…” she moaned when she finally pulled her lips away and stared up at him. His blue eyes seemed almost as bright as Mysha’s. “You know, having your little robot friend inside my head made me start to wonder how much he’s been helping you this whole time.”

	“What?” Dorian asked, arching a dark eyebrow between deep, leisurely thrusts. 

	Kaya grinned up at him and threaded her fingers through his black hair. “He’s filled with all this useful information,” she said. “You get me off so easily I have to wonder if he’s been secretly whispering advice into your ear this whole time.”

	Dorian rolled his eyes. “Ghost is useful, but he’s not that useful.”

	“He could be,” she said. “I asked him if he could help you out, and he mentioned something about looking up an ‘interspecies fornication manual,’ which—ah!—I assume is a codeword for ‘scoping out the hottest porn on the Holosphere.’ Sounds pretty useful.”

	For once, he didn’t even blink. “You are such a liar.”

	“Yeah, what’s your point?” she teased, sliding her fingernails down his sides and churning her hips even harder. “All I’m saying is that he might be able to give you some tips.”

	Dorian scoffed and shook his head. “I don’t need his help.”

	Kaya whimpered softly when he began picking up the pace of his thrusts. His cock hadn’t fully recovered yet, but she could feel it beginning to swell and stretch the walls of her quim. 

	“Maybe not with me,” she said breathlessly as she squeezed her thighs around him. “But you have been missing some pretty big cues lately.”

	He paused deep within her and frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“Oh, I don’t know, the fact that Meesh has been practically begging you to fuck her ever since we left Talinus,” Kaya said. “Or do you really think she’s in the habit of giving tailjobs to anyone who boards her ship?”

	Dorian slowly leaned up. “I, uh…I just thought…”

	“That’s your whole problem,” Kaya said, reaching up to tap his nose with her finger. “You’re a smart boy who thinks too much. You can’t treat her the way you treat me. I’m the type of girl who takes what she wants. Meesh needs a little more encouragement. Sometimes you just gotta grab a girl by her horns and fuck her senseless. Or, you know, just kiss her and see what happens.”

	His cock throbbed inside her again, stealing her breath and triggering a wave of contractions. “She has a lot of reasons to hate humans…men in particular.”

	“I know, believe me. But I promise that Meesh isn’t a delicate blue flower, and she’s definitely no prude. She’s a tough girl—tougher than anyone I’ve ever met, honestly, including me. She can take it. She wants to take it.” Kaya clamped her thighs tighter around his waist and rippled her walls as his thrusts resumed. “And I want you to give it to her.”

	Dorian was hard and ready inside her again, and she was tempted to flip him over and ride him until he burst. That had been her initial plan—she genuinely wanted to test the limits of his genetically engineered stamina. A particularly devilish part of her even considered using her powers to shift into the form of a young blue Velothi. She had already fucked Mysha with Dorian’s stem; a little turnabout would be fair play. 

	But she didn’t like the idea of Mysha being lonely while she monopolized the only real cock on board. The simplest thing to do would be to just invite the Velothi in here to join them, but that would never happen—at least, not until Meesh finally worked through her inhibitions. 

	And there was only one way that was ever going to happen. 

	“She’s out there right now,” Kaya cooed, brushing her hand through Dorian’s hair again. “You did promise to help her with repairs, didn’t you?”

	He swallowed and nodded. “Sure, but—”

	“Then go and help her.” She released her vise-like grip on his waist and stilled her hips. “Don’t worry, I’ll finish you off again later if you have anything left in the tank.”

	Dorian blinked. He looked so adorable when he was confused that Kaya longed for him to take her again. The thought of him bending her over the edge of the bed—or her desk, or anything, really—sent a burning shudder of delight rippling through her body. Stars, she would settle for just having him pull out and fuck her face. She was desperate to taste him again…

	“I may be as selfish as the next girl, but I take care of my friends,” Kaya told him. “Now go! I’ll be waiting for all the juicy details when you get back, I promise.”

	He slowly pulled out of her. She felt achingly empty the moment his cock was longer buried inside her, but she still smiled and gave him another long, passionate kiss before he leaned all the way up. She could see the lustful glint in his eyes, and she swore she could feel his anticipation as he struggled to stuff his manhood back in his pants. 

	Kaya leaned up on the edge of the bed once the door closed behind him, leaving her frustratingly alone. “You there, Ghost?”

	[Of course. How may I be of assistance?]

	“Can you create some kind of living hologram that could fuck me again?”

	[No, I cannot.]

	“Figures,” she muttered as she slid her fingers down to her quim and began gently massaging her clit. “Then how about this: can you enter the ship’s computer and reroute all the video feeds to my terminal?”

	[This vessel does not possess many security cameras. I cannot conjure hardware that does not exist.]

	“Oh, fine,” she said, closing her eyes as she flopped back onto her pillow, fingers speeding up. “Then how about you just tell me what’s happening like a good little spybot? I’m dying to know…”

	 

	 

	
7 
Maintenance

	 

	After stepping into the corridor, Dorian paused and glanced back at the closed door to Kaya’s quarters. He was still a little winded, and his cock was practically bursting out of his pants. 

	I can’t believe I’m actually doing this. I can’t believe Kaya told me to do this! Maybe this is all some ruse just to mess with me…

	He cleared his throat and wiped a hand across his face. Kaya really wasn’t like any other woman he had ever met. She might not have been a Neyris Succubus designed specifically as his companion, but he still felt an almost uncanny connection to her. He had never clicked with any other woman so easily. He wanted to talk to her, to hold her. 

	And then, preferably, to fuck her again. A part of him wanted to go back inside, throw her onto the floor, and mount her from behind. Anything to feel the molten silk of her sex enveloping him again. 

	“Shit…” Dorian said, turning and reaching out for the door panel. But before he could open it, he heard a bang from inside the bulkhead above him. He looked up, frowning…then the sound repeated a few heartbeats later. 

	[The Velothi is currently inside one of the maintenance shafts,] Ghost informed him. [I am not certain why. The transponder could easily be replaced from within the engine room.]

	Dorian checked the time on his holopad. It had been almost an hour since they had jumped into hyperspace—more than enough time for Mysha to have replaced the transponder if she had started right away. A brief wave of guilt washed over him when he remembered that he had promised to help her out. He hadn’t originally expected to spend much time in Kaya’s quarters…

	Taking a deep breath, he pivoted to his left and followed the narrow corridor to the rear quarter of the ship. Like most Kreen ships this size, the engine room was quite compact. The hyperdrive and the accompanying engineering consoles took up nearly all the open floor space. There were several hatches in the bulkheads, however, all leading to cramped crawlspaces where a single engineer—or, more often, a single repair drone—could access the bowels of the ship to repair damage or perform routine maintenance. One of the higher hatches was open.

	“I wonder what she’s working on,” Dorian mused. 

	[I could access the ship’s computer and run a quick diagnostic,] Ghost offered.

	“Don’t bother,” he said, stepping up to the open hatch and placing his hand against the cool metal bulkhead. Reaching out with his powers, he followed the contours of the tunnel until he detected Mysha about ten meters in. He couldn’t tell precisely what she was doing, though based on what he knew about K-58 model freighters, he surmised that she was probably fiddling with the dorsal shield generator. Dorian immediately understood. Back when he had been on the cargo freighter with his father, he had always tried to occupy himself with one project or another, especially when he was nervous or upset about something. 

	[Perhaps I should install a shell avatar within her com implant as well,] Ghost said. [It would allow all of you to exchange information much more easily.]

	“That’s up to her,” Dorian said, grabbing the rungs of the short ladder beneath the hatch. “For now, I think I’ll do it the old-fashioned way.”

	He climbed up and into the tunnel. It was only about a meter and a half in diameter, but it wasn’t as oppressively cramped as he’d feared. All of the equipment and power runs were sealed behind meticulously labeled panels, each a half meter in length with a light nestled in between. Crawling around wouldn’t have been a big deal…except for the heat. 

	The temperature rose at least fifteen degrees once Dorian began crawling forward, and the metal was warm to the touch. Not surprising, given that Kreen core body temperatures hovered at scalding. Dorian almost immediately felt sweat break out under his arms.

	Just around the corner of a T-junction, he found Mysha lying flat on her back with her arms above her head as she tried to reattach a panel. Her white mane was tied back in a ponytail, and she had stripped down to her sleeveless crop top due to the heat. He couldn’t help but pause and admire the tiny sweat droplets beading atop her flat stomach.

	“The transponder’s all set, don’t worry,” she said as she used a torque wrench to screw in the panel. “The shields and weapons have all been recalibrated, too.”

	“That’s impressive,” he said, and meant it. “Sorry I got held up, I just—”

	“It’s all right. I didn’t honestly expect a rich boy to willingly get his hands dirty anyway. I’m sure your alien servants did all the grunt work back in your compound.” 

	His lips parted, but he didn’t reply. Her tail flicked back and forth, and her expression was as hard as the thorotine plates surrounding them. 

	Shit, is she actually upset? I should have—

	“I’m just teasing,” Mysha said, craning her neck up so she could flash him a wry smirk. “I’ve spent enough time around Kaya to learn how to bluff when I have to.”

	All of Dorian’s anxiety drained away in a single chuckle. “You definitely had me going. But I really am sorry—I did mean to help.”

	“I managed just fine. Velothi girls don’t always need a big, strong man to save them, you know.” She gave him a wink before shifting her concentration back to the panel. “Besides, Kaya needed the attention—and the sleep, honestly.”

	Dorian crawled forward until his head was level with her boots. “She’s, uh…she’s doing pretty well, all things considered. Though, I’m not sure what the normal reaction is for finding out that you’re a clone…or a part of a psycho-genetically engineered army designed to overthrow galactic civilization as we know it.”

	“When you put it that way, it sounds like we’re living through a bad holo-drama.” Mysha sighed after the panel clicked into place, lowering her arms to her sides. Some of the levity drained out of her face. “You know, I always thought there was something strange about the Echo—besides the fact he was basically just a disembodied hologram, I mean. I never understood how he was protecting us from the Spiders.” She shut her eyes briefly and shook her head. “I guess he was conning the con-artists.”

	Dorian nodded. “If I could visit a past version of myself, I don’t think he’d believe half of what’s happened to us.”

	“I’m still not sure I do,” Mysha said. “I’ve been sitting in here asking myself all kinds of questions. Like who the hell are the Widow and the Echo, anyway? Where the fuck did they come from? How could they possibly organize all of this?”

	“I imagine they must be disaffected Seraphim who survived the war,” he said, tracing the seam of a panel with his gaze. “But to pull off a conspiracy this grand…it seems impossible. How can the Tarreen not realize they’re being manipulated?”

	Her brow furrowed ever so slightly. “I wonder if the Echo intended for Kaya to meet me. Was he the reason I ended up on Cira Narn in the first place? He used me as a leash to keep her in check…maybe it was all part of his plan.”

	“You were never her leash,” Dorian said seriously. “You were her hope.”

	Mysha rolled her luminescent eyes, though he saw a ghost of a smile touch her lips. “I’d groan, but it’s getting a little hard to breathe in here and I’d rather not waste the oxygen for something so corny.”

	He smiled, yet his gaze never left her. “Corny or not, it’s true. She needs you.”

	“I know.” Mysha stared at him for a moment. “Hold still, all right? I’ve been lying in the same pose too long.”

	She rolled up onto her side and began working her way toward him. He would have reflexively shifted out of her way if she hadn’t said anything—he highly doubted that even her sleek frame could squeeze past him in such a narrow space—but then he belatedly realized that wasn’t her intention. Within seconds, she was lying directly beneath him, their faces barely two centimeters apart. 

	“That’s more comfortable,” Mysha cooed. “Don’t you think?”

	Dorian grinned down at her, and the uncomfortable bulge in his pants returned the instant his gaze fell to her taut midriff and bountiful blue cleavage. Her dark, exotic scent flooded his senses. It was so hot in here that he could already feel sweat beading on his brow, but there was nowhere else in the galaxy he would rather be right now. 

	“You never mentioned if your ribs are feeling better,” Mysha whispered. Her hands found his sides and gently worked their way beneath his shirt. 

	“As good as new,” he said, exhaling softly when her fingernails dragged across his flesh. “I never properly thanked you for patching me up.”

	“Better late than never.”

	She kissed him. Her tongue slipped through his lips, and her cranial tendrils began massaging his neck. Her skin felt almost as sweltering as a Kreen’s, but breathing suddenly seemed far, far less important to Dorian than devouring her as quickly and greedily as possible. 

	“Oh…” Mysha moaned, pulling away and tilting her head back so he could kiss her neck. His lips nibbled a trail down the curve of her chin and across her throat, and the salty taste of the sweat on her smooth skin nearly drove him into a frenzy. He lowered his body onto her, desperate to grind his sex against hers, and she eagerly spread her legs and clamped her thighs around his waist.

	Stars, this is perfect. She is perfect.

	Her fingers, still beneath his shirt, raked across his ribs all the way to his back. He shivered involuntarily, nose buried in her sweet-smelling hair as he kissed below her ear, amazed once again at how she seemed to know exactly how and when to touch him. His hands fell to her taut, slender belly, and she mewed when he gently pushed her crop top up to her collarbone. The pillowy blue bosom beneath, braless and pert, did not disappoint. Entranced, his mouth drifted downward, and he gently cupped a breast in each hand while he kissed her violet nipple. 

	She gasped in delight, her legs clamping tighter around him, as he squeezed and suckled her. Her tits were so soft, so bountiful, he could have easily spent an hour worshipping each of them in turn. Every time she cooed or moaned just made him that much hotter. 

	Her nipples seemed especially sensitive, and he lavished them with attention. He flicked their pebbled tips with his tongue, grazed them with his teeth, and alternated suckling them and feathering licks around their base. Her fingers combed through his hair, tightening in time with his squeezing hands.

	Then he felt her mischievous tail wiggle between their grinding bodies. At first, he expected the tip to slide into his pants like back in the infirmary, but he soon realized his mistake. 

	Mysha wasn’t trying to open his belt—she was trying to open hers. 

	Breathless at the clear invitation, Dorian slowly slid his hands along her sides all the way to her waist. His fingers unfastened her belt with the softest click, and it only took the barest force to push her pants—and panties—down her hips. The puffy, dark blue folds of her bald quim were nearly as wet as the rest of her skin. He was just about to begin kissing his way down her body so he could feast upon her womanhood when he suddenly felt a strange pressure in his mind—

	The images flashed over him all at once. In one, Mysha was straddling him in the infirmary, her tail curled around his cock; in the next, she was lying on her back in her quarters with Kaya madly thrusting into her. And finally, he saw her lying beneath him right here in the shaft, her hands held firmly beneath her head as Dorian claimed her for the first time…

	Fuck me, Dorian! Please!

	He gasped and lifted his lips from her breast, overwhelmed by the intensity of the telepathic barrage. It was only then, when he felt her heaving chest and saw her back arched as if she were about to climax, that he realized she hadn’t shared her thoughts intentionally. She had no idea what she had just done—or what he had just seen. 

	It was an incredible sensation to feel someone else’s deepest desires as if they were your own…and it emboldened Dorian to take Kaya’s advice. Grabbing hold of Mysha’s forearms, he pulled them out from beneath his shirt, then pushed them behind her head and flat against the deck panel. She whimpered, first in surprise and then in delight, as he held her arms roughly in place. Her luminescent eyes glittered in anticipation, but he wasn’t finished. 

	Reaching out with his powers, he focused on the metal surrounding them on all sides. Warping pure thorotine was never easy, but the panels were thin and relatively malleable, and he had excellent motivation. The metal groaned in protest, causing Mysha to gasp and glance behind her—

	Only to watch as he folded a pair of makeshift restraints around her wrists. Her arms flexed as she tested their strength only to find herself locked firmly in place. Her glowing eyes immediately flicked back to his, and they blazed with such raw, carnal intensity that he knew he had made the right decision. 

	Her thighs squeezed even harder at his waist, and her tail finally plunged beneath his belt and wrapped around his throbbing cock. Dorian was honestly surprised that his pants hadn’t burst. Thankfully, it only took a few seconds for him to push them from his hips, and suddenly his swollen stem was less than a centimeter from her glistening slit. 

	Dorian’s heart seemed to stop. It would be so easy. His cock was hard and perfectly positioned, and her outer folds were petaled open, exposing the vibrant pink flesh within her entrance. With a single thrust, he could change the course of both of their lives. Her body would begin Imprinting itself upon him, and she would forever be his bonded lover. 

	Dorian could have done it. His cock was desperate for him to do it. All the incredible tales he’d heard about Velothi quims, all the salacious vids he had watched as a teenager…he was so tantalizingly close to experiencing that glory for himself. And he had seen her desires literally projected into his mind—he knew she wanted him, and he knew that he wanted her. 

	But somehow, despite every instinct, he mustered enough self-control to tilt his hips and point the throbbing tip of his manhood to her nether entrance instead. His eyes lifted to hers, seeking final permission, and he saw an adoring gratitude that nearly made him melt. She smiled as her tail curled around his shaft and gently pulled him forward. 

	Fuck me, Dorian! Please!

	The words blasted into his head again as his cock pierced her velvet canal. She threw back her head and cried out in ecstasy, her arms visibly straining against her metal bonds. Dorian recalled that Velothi females had nearly as many pleasure centers in their bowels as their quims, and that knowledge—and her quivering reaction—inspired him to push harder and faster than he would with any human female. His hips bore down, forcing her passage to yield. It only took a few seconds to fully hilt himself, and her depths were so hot, so crushing, that he absolutely would have spilled if he hadn’t already filled Kaya mere minutes ago.

	“Echu tari,” Mysha gasped. “Please…harder…”

	Bracing his hands to either side of her head, Dorian pulled back his hips, then pushed deep into her again. He quickly settled into a rhythm, her back arching and her eyes rolling up into her head every time he thrust. He could feel her entire body shuddering in delight as it yearned to be taken, claimed, conquered. If he weren’t already on the edge of losing control, he would have warped the panels above them to hold her ankles in place as well. 

	Their bodies were so close in the cramped tunnel that her cranial tendrils could reach up to massage his chin, and he instinctively sucked one into his mouth, promptly another full-body shiver. He felt the tip of her tail drag down his chest, and when he glanced between the narrow gap separating their bodies, he saw it plunge into her quim while he ravaged her ass…

	“Oh, fuck!” Dorian blurted out, unable to hold back any longer. Ramming in with a final thrust, his cock erupted deep in her bowels, flooding her until he was so drained, so weak, that he could barely keep his arms steady. She wailed in ecstasy with his very first spurt, tendrils spasming and her muscular channel clenching around him as if it were a cunt. Her thighs gripped him even tighter than before, and they didn’t let go even after he had spent. When he finally regained the strength to reopen his eyes, he saw her beautiful face staring up at him. 

	“Vwen losi,” she breathed, another Velothi phrase that apparently had no translation. Her tendrils curled around the back of his neck and pulled their faces together for a kiss, and their chests heaved in near unison as they both struggled for breath. It was so unbelievably warm, and they were so unbelievably sweaty.

	And Mysha…Mysha was so unbelievably perfect.

	 

	***

	 

	An annoying warble from the computer terminal slowly dragged Kaya from her slumber. She groaned and peeled her face from the pillow as she leaned up. She didn’t recall setting an alarm, though she didn’t recall trying to fall asleep, either. The last thing she did recall was furiously fingering herself to a moaning, mind-shattering climax while she imagined Dorian fucking Mysha, but evidently she had dozed off before Ghost could give her any juicy details. 

	“Shit,” she hissed, rubbing at her eyes. Before she could reach out to hit the terminal, the warble came to an abrupt halt. 

	[I apologize for waking you, Kaya,] Ghost said. [But we are now less than forty-five minutes from our destination.]

	“What?” 

	Kaya vaulted up and out of the bed. She was still nude, and her room looked like a tornado had touched down. But what struck her first was that Dorian hadn’t returned after all this time. 

	“How long was I out?” she asked. 

	[It has been approximately ten hours since you lost consciousness after bringing yourself to sexual release.]

	“Ten hours?” she stammered. “How the hell…?”

	She stumbled over to the mirror. Her blue hair was so wild it looked like she had been electrocuted, but the wall chrono confirmed Ghost’s analysis. She never slept that long without overdosing on spice first…or without getting trapped in a fucked-up nightmare. But this time…

	This time she hadn’t even dreamed. All she remembered was…peace.

	“I guess your little pep talk helped me out more than I thought,” Kaya said. “That, or your master’s cock is some kind of magical anesthetic.” 

	She smiled and brushed a hand through her hair. She looked like hell—the good, just-had-amazing-sex kind of hell. She wasn’t even nervous about their impending arrival at Ziphrades. 

	Not yet, at least. 

	“Shit, I should eat something and get dressed,” she said. “I assume your boss has been awake for a while?”

	[He was, earlier, though he and Mysha fell asleep approximately three hours ago.]

	Kaya blinked. “Wait, what?”

	[They are currently in the Velothi’s quarters. I have had difficulty waking him.]

	“They’re sleeping together?”

	[At present, yes. After fornicating in one of the maintenance shafts for reasons I cannot fathom, they moved to her quarters and continued to—”

	“He fucked her!?” Kaya practically shouted. “He actually fucked her?! Holy shit!”

	She turned and sprinted out the door before the AI could elaborate. She reached her partner’s quarters in record time, and when the door hissed open, she couldn’t help but clamp her hands over her mouth in surprise. Dorian and Mysha were indeed lying together in bed, the Velothi’s long blue legs and tail curled possessively around him. 

	Most women in Kaya’s position probably would have been horrified. They would have cried or screamed in jealousy. Some might have even descended into a murderous rage and vented both of them into space. 

	Kaya, on the other hand, instantly became so hot that it took every scrap of willpower she possessed not to dive onto the bed, crawl in between them, and demand Dorian fuck both of them at the same time. The thought of cleaning his glorious mess off Mysha’s tits and stomach almost made her climax right then and there…

	“Nnn…” she groaned, biting down on her lip and squeezing her legs together in a vain attempt to quench the fire in her quim. Dorian must have taken her advice to heart after all. “You were supposed to narrate this for me!”

	[You fell asleep before they commenced fornication. I chose not to wake you. Was that an error in judgment?]

	“Ask me when I’m not this horny,” Kaya managed. 

	[I can forcibly wake Master Dorian by stimulating his nervous system, if necessary,] the AI said. [However, I do not wish to take such extreme measures unless there is no other option. Perhaps you could wake him with conventional means?]

	If I wake him right now, there’s no way his cock doesn’t end up in my mouth. And then my cunt. And then probably my ass. 

	“How much time do we have?” she asked, her breath shallow and uneven.

	[We will arrive at our destination in forty-two minutes, thirteen seconds.]

	Plenty of time for a tumble. Just get in there!

	Kaya almost lunged forward, but instead grabbed the doorframe so hard her knuckles turned white. They were being chased by the Spiders, and they were less than an hour away from meeting with the only people in the galaxy who might be able to protect them…yet the only thing on her mind was how much she wanted to crawl into bed and beg Dorian to fuck her again. 

	Maybe she really was starting to feel a bit better about all of this insanity. That, or she was just happy to fall back on her favorite coping mechanism. 

	“Fuck,” she whispered, taking a step back and closing the door. 

	[I do not understand,] Ghost said. [Do you not wish to wake them?]

	“If I go in there, I won’t be coming out for a while,” Kaya said. “Here’s what needs to happen: I’m going to get in the shower to cool off, and you’re going turn on the alarm on Mysha’s computer. Starting now.”

	[If that is your preference,] Ghost said. [I assumed you would wish to wake them and make plans before our arrival.]

	“I thought you were supposed to be the most advanced AI in the known galaxy?”

	[I am.]

	“And yet, after all this time with humans, you thought we’d behave rationally when sex is involved?” Kaya snorted. “Sounds like you still need some upgrades.”

	She forced herself to jog back to her quarters, trying hard not to think about how good it would feel to hold Mysha down and lick her quim while Dorian pounded into her from behind. The only thing she hadn’t yet shared with her partner was a man…and by the Seraph, she was looking forward to it. 

	Assuming the Spiders didn’t catch and kill them first, of course. 

	Kaya set the shower to its coldest setting, and after five minutes of forcing herself to stand under the stream, her nipples were rock hard but her mind was crystal clear. She choked down a protein bar while she plucked another of her blue-gold outfits from her closet, and after strapping on her holster and pulse pistol, she went up to the cockpit to prepare for their imminent arrival. 

	Ghost reported that the others had finally gotten out of bed, and about ten minutes later, Mysha casually strolled onto the bridge. She was back in one of her skin-tight white jumpsuits, and despite her obvious efforts to appear nonchalant, her skin was practically glowing. 

	“There you are,” the Velothi said. “I stopped by your room—I was a little worried you’d be in a spice haze.”

	“Nope, clean as a whistle,” Kaya said, swiveling her chair and opening her hands. “Dorian helped me get to sleep the natural way.”

	Mysha’s face flushed ever so slightly. “I bet he did.”

	Kaya crossed her arms over her chest, wondering how long her partner would try to keep up the charade. “I was a little surprised he wasn’t still there when I woke up.”

	“He, uh…he came to help me fix up the…you know, stuff,” Mysha stammered as she slid into the pilot’s chair. 

	“Fixing stuff is important,” Kaya agreed sagely. “Was that before or after he fucked the hell out of you?”

	Mysha hand froze in mid-air before it even reached the controls. “You know,” she breathed. “Of course you know…”

	Giggling girlishly, Kaya vaulted out of her chair and practically dove onto the Velothi’s lap, straddling her. “Honey, this is amazing!” she said, taking the other woman’s face in both hands. “I’m so happy for you.”

	She gave Mysha a long, deep kiss before pulling back. Mysha grinned sheepishly and brushed a white lock from her face. 

	“It’s not a big deal,” she insisted. 

	“What the hell are you talking about? It’s a huge deal! Fuck, just thinking about it is making me so hot…” Kaya forced herself to take a deep breath. “Well, how was it? I want details!”

	“It was all right, I guess,” Mysha said, reaching around her waist to adjust the controls. “Nothing very memorable.”

	“Oh, come on!” Kaya exclaimed with a derisive snort. “Don’t be such a bitch.”

	“I learned from the best.” Smirking, Mysha finally leaned all the way back in her chair. “Okay, fine. It was amazing, all right? I still can’t believe how good it felt…”

	Kaya threw back her head and cackled. “Stars, I wish you’d set up a camera for me.”

	Mysha blanched. “That’s creepy!”

	“No, it’s amazingly fucking hot,” Kaya said, grinding into her partner’s groin. If they’d had just ten more minutes, she would have already sprouted a cock and bent Mysha over one of the consoles. “Did you let him…?”

	“No, he didn’t Imprint on me,” Mysha said, shaking her head. “Seraph knows he could have…a part of me really wanted him to.”

	“You have a lot more willpower than I do. Shit, I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to have a longer hyperspace trip before…”

	Kaya kissed her partner again, and she was half a heartbeat from ripping open Mysha’s pants when they heard Dorian’s boots approaching from the corridor. Swearing under her breath, Kaya rolled out of Mysha’s lap and back into the co-pilot’s chair. At this rate, she was going to need another cold shower…

	Dorian stepped into the cockpit, his new duster finally back on his shoulders. The getup somehow made him look rakish and a little ridiculous all at once. 

	“What’s going on?” he asked, glancing between them. 

	“Oh, don’t worry,” Kaya assured him as she turned back to her controls. “Just a couple of girls definitely not gossiping about things that may or may not have happened.”

	She snickered when Dorian flashed her a dry look, but the navigational controls started beeping before she could tease him—or get some juicy details.

	“Thirty seconds,” Kaya warned. “Get the cloak ready. It’s probably best to fly in as quietly as possible just in case.”

	Ghost’s orange holographic avatar materialized above the tac-holo. “We may wish to announce ourselves earlier rather than later. Union forces are likely on high alert, and we do not wish to give them the wrong impression.”

	“We also don’t want to be a target if there’s a Convectorate fleet hanging around,” Kaya told him. 

	“Perhaps you have already forgotten, but the com logs I recovered suggested that the CDF was not aware of—”

	“I know what the logs said,” she countered. “I’m just not sure I believe them.”

	She could feel the flirty, playful mood in the cockpit drain away like oxygen being sucked out of an airlock. Mysha straightened in her seat and clutched the piloting stick, and Dorian shuffled behind them and placed a hand on either chair. Kaya hated being a killjoy, but she didn’t have any other choice. The fun would just have to wait. 

	“Five seconds,” she said. “Four, three, two, one…”

	The flickering walls of the hyperspace corridor melted, and the starry void of space once again sprawled out before them. A reddish star blazed outside the starboard viewport, and the tac-holo updated with a tiny but detailed projection of the only planet within the star system. Ziphrades, their destination, was already rolling into view directly ahead of them. 

	“Pretty,” Dorian said, gazing at the planet. “If a little stark.”

	Kaya nodded absently as she stared out at the shimmering teal orb. From here, Ziphrades could have easily passed for a Tier 1 world. The smear of white clouds over beautiful blue oceans made the planet look as bright and healthy as any colony in the Core—maybe even more so given the lack of sprawling industrial cityscapes. Ziphrades looked untouched. Virginal. It was the kind of world that the earliest interstellar pioneers had dreamed about when they had first launched into the unknown. But as with any ocean world, its danger lurked beneath the waves. 

	“Type 6 atmosphere confirmed,” Ghost reported. “A high concentration of nitrogen and oxygen, though carbon dioxide and methane levels are both far above Type 1 tolerance levels.”

	“With a decade or two of terraforming, this place could be a paradise,” Dorian said. “Assuming someone wanted to build a floating city for the non-Meldonians to live on.”

	“No active satellites or buoys in orbit,” Mysha said, frowning as her hands danced across the console. “No com transmissions or low-level radio signals, either.”

	“We’re still pretty far away, and this base is meant to be a secret,” Kaya said, though a faint warning tingle began dancing across the nape of her neck. Maybe she was being overly paranoid, but part of her refused to believe that this would be as easy as showing up and asking for help.

	Or maybe it was just the fact that she was increasingly certain that she—or rather, a different Seven—had died here once. 

	“If anyone is here, they won’t see us coming as long as we’re in stealth mode,” Mysha said. “What’s the plan?”

	Kaya took in a long, deep breath. “Take us closer and keep us quiet. Let’s try being patient.”

	The Velothi nodded as she nudged the throttle and took them in closer. None of the planetary scans changed meaningfully by the time they reached low orbit, nor did they detect any recent engine emissions or com activity. The Prowler didn’t have the full capabilities of a dedicated science vessel, obviously, but Meesh had optimized their sensors just like she had everything else. If anyone was lurking nearby, they were pretty deep in the weeds. 

	“Still nothing,” Mysha said. “Do we go all the way to the base, or should we knock on the door first?”

	“I reiterate my recommendation that we announce our presence as early as possible,” Ghost said. “Union forces secured this facility over four days ago. They will surely be entrenched and will likely have some defenses online by now. It would be best not to provoke them.”

	“I suppose if they are going to shoot us, I’d rather have it happen now while we can still jump away,” Kaya said. She tapped the communications console and opened a channel. “Attention Seraphim Union forces, this is the independent starship Prowler. My crew and I are psionic refugees seeking asylum from the Convectorate, and we would like to arrange a meeting. Oh, and it may interest you to know that my name is Kaya…Kaya Trell.”

	Dorian cocked a dark eyebrow at her. “That was…blunt.”

	“We want to get their attention, right?” Kaya asked with a shrug. “Besides, if Spider Zero is with them, our cloak might not even matter. She could already know we’re here.”

	“I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse,” Mysha murmured. “No response yet.” 

	“We could transmit the codes they gave me for my rendezvous on Talinus,” Dorian suggested. “Unless you think it might scare them off.”

	Kaya pressed her tongue into her cheek. “I name-dropped myself. I suppose we might as well name-drop the son of Samir Garr, too. Go ahead.”

	Dorian leaned over the console and transmitted the codes. They all watched and waited as the tac-holo counted down the kilometers until they breached the outer atmosphere, but the com remained silent. 

	“Maybe they aren’t here,” Mysha said. “We could be too late.”

	“The Spiders were convinced that the Union planned to erect an outpost here,” Ghost reminded them.

	“They could have been wrong,” Dorian said somberly. “For all we know, their mission here might have been a simple smash-and-grab. If so, they’re long gone.”

	“We have no other way to find them,” Mysha said before cursing softly under her breath. “What do we do?”

	Kaya swallowed heavily and shared a concerned glance with Dorian. If they missed out on this opportunity, they might not get another. They would be all alone, and the Spiders would never stop hunting them. Even the farthest colony in the Rim wouldn’t be safe forever. 

	“We need to know what happened,” Kaya said. “Even if the Union is gone, they might have left clues behind…something we could use to contact them or maybe at least track them. And who knows what data we might find in the facility itself.”

	“Agreed,” Dorian said. “We came all this way…might as well have a look around.”

	Kaya nodded. This had always been a longshot, but the alternative was to tuck tail and run for good. She may have been a clone of a woman she had never met, but if there was one thing she knew definitively about herself, it was that she was a fighter. 

	“Take us down,” she said. “Let’s get this over with.”
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	Nodding gravely, Mysha pushed the flight stick forward and angled the ship for atmospheric entry. As the minutes ticked by and flames engulfed the shields, Dorian watched and waited for a sign—any sign—that someone was out there listening. 

	“Still nothing,” Mysha said when she finally leveled their descent. As the flames engulfing the shields waned, a seemingly endless crystal blue ocean stretched out beneath them, broken only by the occasional cloud that still lay far below. The reflection of the sun on the surface would have been blinding without brightness filters. 

	“Now that we have breached the atmosphere, the ship’s sensors have become far more reliable,” Ghost said. “I am detecting a small installation above the water roughly a thousand kilometers from our current position. The location is consistent with the logs recovered from Cira Narn.”

	“That’s it,” Kaya whispered as the projection on the tac-holo updated. “That’s definitely it.” 

	“Changing course,” Mysha said as she slowly rolled the stick. “Let’s hope there’s somewhere to land.”

	There was. An interlocking series of six landing platforms came into view, all arranged around a central, domed hub. The entire structure was held up by several dozen narrow support columns that speared down into the water and sank into a rocky ridge several hundred meters below the rolling swells. Massive, white-capped waves battered the supports almost constantly, though they never quite reached the pads themselves. 

	“Almost looks like Tavra Nos on Meldon,” Mysha commented. “Just about a thousandth the size.”

	Kaya’s eyes narrowed. “Can we tell how long it’s been since anyone docked?”

	“I do not possess sufficient data to make such a determination,” Ghost said. “However, all six pads appear to be functional, and I am detecting a faint power signature several kilometers beneath the surface. It is unlikely that the facility was destroyed.”

	“So, someone could still be down there,” Dorian reasoned. “But only if they were anticipating a pick-up or got left behind.”

	“Maybe we’ll get lucky and discover that some Union soldier left behind their holopad and itinerary,” Kaya muttered.

	“Or maybe they left a bomb,” Mysha said seriously. “How good is Ghost at detecting explosives?”

	“My ability to perceive the environment is contingent upon the external system I am inhabiting,” Ghost said. “Master Dorian’s implant is more advanced than yours, but its sensor suites are still limited. I suggest bringing along a hand-scanner. I should be able to boost its effective range significantly.”

	Mysha nodded as she scrolled through the sensor reports. “The atmosphere inside reads as relatively normal, but we should take rebreathers just in case. And we probably don’t want to stand outside in the rain too long without real enviro-suits, either. It’s not exactly good for the skin.”

	“We’ll be fine as long as we don’t loiter,” Dorian said. “Looks like we just enter the central hub and ride a lift down to the facility.”

	“And hope the pressure shielding still works so we don’t all get crushed into paste,” Kaya said tightly. “In any event, one of us should stay behind and watch the ship just in case someone else shows up. And I think that someone needs to be you, Meesh.”

	The Velothi frowned. “Are you crazy? You’re not going down there alone!”

	“I won’t be alone—I’ll have Dorian and Ghost with me.” Kaya stood from her chair. “I obviously have to go, and Dorian’s powers could prove useful. But someone needs to guard the ship.”

	“And be in a position to get us out of there if necessary,” Dorian agreed. “It’s the smart play.”

	Mysha briefly looked like she might argue the point, but then threw up her hands in defeat. “Fine,” she grumbled. “Why not? I’m used to pulling K out of the fire when shit hits the fan, anyway.”

	“You’re not wrong,” Kaya said with a snort. “Go ahead and take us in. I’ll fetch the gear from the cargo bay.”

	Five minutes later, they were all standing inside the landing ramp, clipping gear and tools to their belts. Rain had started pounding against the hull from the moment Mysha had landed and lowered the shields, and now it formed a dull, ominous roar. 

	As he slipped a heavy poncho over his head, Dorian stole a glance at Kaya. She looked deeply unsettled, almost like a prey animal ready to bolt, but she appeared to push through it and focus on the task at hand. Once their pistols were loaded, their rebreathers were filled, and Ghost had boosted her hand-scanner just like he had promised, he and Kaya turned to face the ramp. In a few minutes, they would hopefully know what the hell had happened here—and why the Union had apparently vanished. 

	“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Mysha muttered as she hit the controls to lower the ramp. “But this almost makes me wish we were on a normal mission from the Echo. I’m used to sneaking into data centers while you chat up useless gossipmongers at a fancy party.”

	“The principle is the same,” Kaya said, squinting through the torrential rain once the ramp was down. “Get in and out as fast as possible and hope you don’t get caught.”

	Dorian took a step down the ramp. From this angle, the Prowler’s hull was still blocking the downpour. The humid air hit like a wall, sharp with salt that stung his eyes. At least he wasn’t inhaling it. “Heavy winds, torrential rains, barely breathable atmosphere…it’s no wonder the Spiders chose this place. Not exactly a vacation resort.”

	“Wait until you see inside,” Kaya muttered as she turned to Mysha. “Hold down the fort and keep the coms open. We’ll be back in no time.”

	“I’ll hold you to that,” Mysha said. “Good luck.”

	Dorian shared a wary glance with Kaya, then started down the ramp. The rain drenched their faces almost instantly, and even lowering their heads against the driving wind did little good. Grimly resigning themselves to the misery, they pressed on. 

	All six of the pads were connected to the main hub by forty-meter-long, ten-meter-wide bridges, each designed to allow the water to drain off to the sides, though there were also low-tech rail guards just in case someone tripped and started to slide off.

	“I’m almost surprised there are any safety measures at all,” Kaya called over the wind as they walked. “The Widow’s whole philosophy is that the Seraphim can’t be reborn until the weak have been culled.”

	“Makes me think she might get along with my father,” Dorian replied. “He never seemed to have much sympathy for anyone who was struggling. He thought that if we clawed our way out of the gutter, anyone could.”

	“Yeah, all you need is a genius son with magical powers and a prototype AI. It’s amazing none of the slaves on Cira Narn ever thought of that.”

	Dorian snorted and pushed through the rain. His hair was completely plastered against his forehead by the time they reached the domed hub. The door automatically opened when he approached, and they both readied their pistols as they warily slipped inside. Nothing jumped out at them, though if he didn’t know better, he would have assumed they had just entered a stripped-down visitor’s center at a tourist resort. The hub interior was a twenty-by-twenty circle with bare white walls, a single desk and console, and a lift tube directly in the center. 

	“Still no defenses,” Dorian commented as he shucked his poncho and ran a hand back through his hair to sweep out some of the cold water. Beside him, Kaya did the same. “No signs of a firefight in here.”

	[I would attempt to access the terminal, but it does not appear to have power,] Ghost said from inside his implant. [However, the lift remains fully functional.]

	“Nothing trying to kill us yet,” Kaya said over the com for Mysha’s benefit. “The computer here is dead, but the lift works. We’re about to head down.” 

	“All right,” the Velothi replied, her voice so tense it sounded two pitches lower. “But please…be careful.”

	Dorian beckoned for Kaya to follow. The lift door opened without a fuss, and he took a moment to mentally prepare himself before stepping inside. This won’t be like Talinus. Just stay calm, and maybe we’ll find another lead. 

	“I almost hate to admit it,” she said as they began their descent. “But this is one hell of a vantage point.”

	Dorian nodded. The curved walls of the lift were completely transparent, giving them a clear, unobstructed view into the ocean surrounding them as they sped deeper. “I always wanted to visit Tavra Nos—or any Meldonian city, really. Even their colonies are supposed to be beautiful.”

	“They are,” Kaya said, her eyes sharpening as the lift continued down along the edge of the underwater mountain. A flashing panel showed their progress toward the main facility—they still had several hundred meters to go. “Though I wouldn’t want to walk around as a human, considering how much the Meldonians hate our kind. Last time we went, I blended in as one of the locals.”

	“Maybe you and I can help change all that,” Dorian said pensively. “Assuming we can actually figure out a way to contact the Union…”

	And assuming they actually resemble the noble heroes I hope they are, he thought but didn’t voice. Kaya was almost certainly thinking the same thing, anyway. 

	The lift abruptly slowed, and the door hissed open the instant it came to a halt. 

	Silence waited beyond, wrapped in the stillness of a tomb. 

	Unlike the domed hub on the surface, here there were definite signs of a recent struggle. The lift opened into a large, semicircular room that was mostly filled with computer consoles, desks, and monitoring equipment. Most of the devices were dark, some because they had been switched off and others because they had been shot or smashed. Only about half the overhead lights still worked, and those that did were dim and starved for power. The dark gray walls were riddled by black plasma burns, and some of the equipment looked like it had been violently thrown across the room. Several trashed security mechs lay strewn about, some of which had been destroyed by weapons fire and others that looked like they had been flattened by an industrial press. 

	“Looks like the precursor to the fighting we saw in that security vid,” Dorian said quietly as he swept his eyes—and his pistol—back and forth. “The Union definitely wasn’t fucking around.”

	Kaya nodded soberly as she prowled inside. She had the same vaguely hunted look as before. 

	“Something wrong?” he asked. 

	“Not really,” she whispered. “Just memories skittering across the shadows of my mind. I remember being here, but nothing specific.”

	Dorian left the lift and took up a position beside her, covering her while she was distracted.

	Kaya let out a long, slow breath and then tapped her temple to activate her com implant. “We made it inside, Meesh. The place is trashed, as expected. And it definitely doesn’t look like anyone is still here.”

	“Be…anyway,” Mysha replied, her voice crackling in and out. “That…very…places where anyone…”

	“You’re breaking up pretty badly,” Kaya said. “Ghost, anything you can do about it?”

	[Regrettably, no,] the AI said through both their implants. [There is significant interference from an unknown source. The mountain surrounding the facility may possess a high concentration of refractive minerals. It would explain why our earlier scans were so limited.]

	“You get that, Meesh?” Kaya asked. “Meesh?”

	[I will attempt to reestablish a connection, but it may not be possible.]

	“Great. Just great…”

	“Then let’s make this quick before she starts to worry,” Dorian said as he knelt to inspect one of the destroyed mechs. “These are pretty old models. No major upgrades I can see. Doesn’t that seem strange to you? I would have figured the Widow would have state-of-the-art everything.”

	“It is a little odd,” Kaya agreed. “No corpses, either. I suppose the Union could have moved the bodies, but why do that and leave everything else a mess? Especially if they weren’t planning to stick around.”

	“Good question,” Dorian said. “Any ideas, Ghost?”

	[Not at present, but this facility is quite extensive. I suggest pressing onward to gather more data.]

	“Right. Do we just wander around or do you have a direction in mind?”

	Kaya’s brow furrowed. “The main lab would probably be about the size of this room, but with a dozen or so koboro tanks and plenty of other equipment. Does that help?”

	Stretching out with his powers, Dorian tried to mentally map the facility by following the contours of the thick walls and metal floors. Ghost was right: the place was huge. But there was only one other space about the size of this chamber. 

	“I think I found it,” he said. “That way.”

	There were two doors on the far side of the chamber, directly across from the lift, and Dorian took the one on the right. The adjoining corridor was instantly familiar—part of it had been captured on the short video they’d watched. The surveillance equipment had lost power, according to Ghost, but the carbon-scored walls were a reminder to remain cautious.

	They passed through many small, spartan rooms. Most were either set up as offices or sleeping quarters. Some had clearly been used as containment cells. Kaya and Dorian took cursory glances inside all of them, though they were mostly relying on Ghost to identify anything of interest. For all intents and purposes, this place looked like it had been picked clean. The Union’s raid had evidently been quite thorough. 

	A few minutes later, they finally arrived in the main lab. The chamber was laid out in a large circle with consoles and medical equipment in the center and a dozen cylindrical tanks embedded in the walls at roughly even intervals, each filled with a green liquid. None of the tanks had power; most had been shattered.

	[Preliminary analysis suggests that these devices are cloning tanks,] Ghost said. His holographic avatar materialized next to Dorian and floated over to the computers. “The consoles are operating on emergency power, but I will attempt to recover any information I can.”

	“I was here,” Kaya whispered as Ghost vanished into the machines. She lowered her pistol and approached one of the broken tanks as if in a dream. “I remember staring out through the glass while liquid poured into the tank. I could see technicians working outside…and if I turned my head, I could see my reflection.” 

	Dorian joined her and placed a tentative hand on her shoulder. “You’re not alone anymore. You never will be again.”

	She stared at the broken tank for another moment before reluctantly turning away. “Maybe coming here was a mistake after all. The Union obviously took whatever they came for and left. There’s nothing else to find.”

	“We don’t know that yet,” he said. “We came all this way—we might as well let Ghost look around.”

	Kaya nodded but didn’t meet his gaze. “We shouldn’t keep Meesh waiting long.”

	“Agreed,” Dorian said, turning back to the consoles. “Any luck in there?”

	[Much of the data is corrupted and unrecoverable,] Ghost said into their implants. [However, I believe that this facility has been offline for some time—long before the Union strike team arrived.]

	“That would explain why it wasn’t better defended,” Dorian mused. “But if the Spiders abandoned this place, why wouldn’t they just demolish it?”

	[Unknown. It is conceivable that they intended to use this facility again at some later date, though that is pure speculation. What I know for certain is that the Union operatives attempted a similar recovery procedure on this console, and they were able to retrieve a significant amount of data before wiping the rest. Their methods are impressive, to say the least, perhaps even better than mine.]

	“How is that possible?” Dorian asked. “You’re the most advanced AI in the sector, maybe the whole galaxy.”

	[Unknown.] 

	Kaya glanced at the console. “I don’t suppose they left a footprint behind? Or anything else we could use to trace or contact them?”

	[I am afraid not.]

	Dorian sighed and raked a hand through his hair. So far, this little excursion couldn’t have been more disappointing. No Union, no data, no leads whatsoever…just a dead end. 

	[The data deletion process was quite thorough, but I have discovered artifacts of some of the original medical files contained within a tertiary storage device. I am attempting to repair the corruption.]

	“How long will that take?” Dorian asked, glancing back into the corridor. Hopefully, Mysha wasn’t panicking about the loss of coms just yet…

	[Restoration complete. Fascinating. I believe I understand what the Union operatives were after.]

	Dorian cocked an eyebrow. “Feel free to share at any time.”

	[The database in this lab once contained a detailed list of known psionic individuals within Convectorate space.]

	“Wait, what?” Kaya asked, frowning. “That doesn’t make any sense. The Widow doesn’t catalog people with psionic potential, she captures them. The whole reason the Spiders exist is to locate the ones she doesn’t know about.”

	[That was my longstanding assumption as well. However, it appears to be inaccurate. This log includes entries for hundreds of specific individuals. Each record includes detailed observational notations on the growth and development of the subject in question.]

	She shook her head in confusion. “But why? Why wouldn’t she just capture them and bring them to the Nest?”

	[I do not possess sufficient data to draw any probable conclusions. Many of the logs remain damaged, and I cannot locate any accompanying files that might offer further context. However, one of the records is…unexpected.]

	The hairs on the back of Dorian’s neck suddenly tingled. “What do you mean?”

	The projector node on one of the consoles flickered, and a miniature hologram of a tall, muscular human male with black hair and blue eyes materialized in the air. 

	[You are one of the first entries, Dorian,] Ghost said. [It would appear that the Widow has been aware of your potential for some time.]

	“What?” Dorian’s mouth fell open. “How is that…?”

	[It is disconcerting, to say the least. This file is nearly sixteen years old, though I cannot locate any additional supporting information within the records.]

	Dorian’s heart hammered in his chest, and he might have lost his balance if not for Kaya placing a supportive arm on his back. She shifted her eyes down to the console to read the uncorrupted parts of the file now being displayed. 

	“Sixteen years,” Kaya breathed. “There are entries here from back when you were on a freighter with your father…”

	Dorian clenched his teeth and forced himself to focus as he skimmed over the file. It wasn’t exceptionally detailed—most of it was simple notations of where he was and what he was doing on particular dates and times, almost like an abbreviated calendar of his life. 

	“How the hell do they know all of this?” he asked. “Why would they care?”

	“The real question is why they didn’t act on it,” Kaya said, briefly calling up a file directory. “Or any of these other people. Look at all of them…what’s the point in any of this?”

	[The most interesting notations about Master Dorian revolve around his psionic abilities, or the presumed lack thereof,] Ghost said. [For example, a notation from five years ago describes a ‘continuing lack of developmental evidence.’ Another, three years ago, is much the same. There is no indication that the Spiders are aware of your specific talents, only that they seem to believe that you might eventually develop them.]

	Dorian hissed softly as he dismissed the directory and scoured the entries again. Ghost was right that they were incredibly vague and imprecise. Somehow, that made them even more disturbing. 

	“The Echo didn’t know that you had powers,” Kaya said. “He reacted very strongly when we told him that you were a shaper. He seemed surprised that you had any psychic abilities at all. Maybe that’s why the Spiders never made a move.”

	“But why were they watching me in the first place?” Dorian growled. “And how did they learn all of this?”

	[I wish I could provide answers,] Ghost said. [I have consulted the other files—over ninety percent of monitored individuals have already demonstrated some degree of psionic ability. You appear to be an exception, which makes your inclusion in the database all the more surprising.]

	“They must have believed that you’d develop powers, but why?” Kaya asked. “Your father isn’t a psychic. What about your mother?”

	“No one in my family has ever had the gift,” Dorian said. “At least, not that I know of.”

	Kaya’s eyes suddenly narrowed. “You told me before that you haven’t seen your mother since you were a toddler. How long ago was that?”

	“I don’t know—long enough that I can’t remember.” He swallowed heavily. “It was a few years after the Keledon Accords. My dad always talked about the political chaos at the time. So maybe ten eighty-five or ten eighty-six?”

	“In other words,” she said, “about sixteen years ago.”

	Dorian paled and looked back at the screen. The time stamp of the first entry in his file was quite clear. Someone had created it when he was only four years old, just after his mother had left them…

	“I don’t understand,” he rasped, breathless. “There has to be more to this.”

	[I am certain there is, but unfortunately, I have not discovered anything else of interest within the system,] Ghost said. [All other records have been deleted beyond recovery.]

	Dorian braced himself against the console. He felt like he had just been kicked in the gut. How did any of this tie together? Could his mother have seriously ratted him out to the Spiders? But if so…why? He hadn’t displayed any psionic abilities until he was much older. And why the hell would they have been monitoring him in the first place?

	“Other terminals in the facility might still have power,” Kaya said, touching his arm. “And we could still get lucky and find a clue about where the Union went. But we should definitely head back up and check in with Meesh first.”

	Dorian nodded mechanically, his mind elsewhere. He wasn’t sure what he had expected to find down here, but this…this almost seemed like a hallucination. When they got back to the Prowler, he needed to reach out to his father again. If he had taken his son’s warning to heart, he would have already left the compound. But Samir Garr had always been stubborn to a fault.

	“Come on,” Kaya prompted, squeezing his arm. “We’ll figure this out together, all right?”

	Dorian met her amber eyes. He couldn’t help but appreciate the irony of her trying to comfort him. Despite everything she had learned over the last few days, she was suddenly the stable one. Evidently, the galaxy was determined to bury them both in doubt and confusion.

	“Right,” he managed, taking a step away from the console. “Let’s go.”

	They backtracked through the corridors at a brisk jog, and once they reached the entrance chamber, Dorian pulled out his holopad. “Mysha? Can you hear us?”

	The com remained silent. 

	[Curious,] Ghost said. [The interference appears to have increased in intensity.]

	Dorian frowned as they approached the lift together. “That’s bizarre. It’s not like the rocks in the mountain are moving around.”

	[I do not have an explanation. However, there is another issue that demands our immediate attention.]

	“What now?”

	Kaya threw her arm across his chest, stopping him in his tracks. “The lift,” she said. “It’s moving.”

	Dorian’s eyes narrowed as the vertical row of red lights on the side of the lift door flashed one after another. “Mysha must have gotten frustrated we were taking too long.”

	“No,” Kaya said, her entire body going rigid. “That’s not Mysha.”

	“Wait, wh—?”

	The door hissed open. Standing on the other side was a human female with jet black hair wearing a matching suit of form-hugging armor. The bottom half of her face was covered by a rebreather mask, but the top half…

	The top half looked exactly like Kaya. 

	“Oh, shit,” he breathed.

	The Shadow of the Seraph stepped off the lift. Even without telepathy, Dorian swore he could feel an aura of pure, unbridled malice radiating from her. 

	“I am here for the shaper,” she said. Her voice was low and distorted, but not solely because of her mask. It sounded like Kaya’s, only…damaged. “You will surrender him…or you will die.”

	A wave of dread crashed over Kaya’s face, then vanished beneath steely resolve. She dropped a hand to the grip of her holstered pistol. “He’s not going anywhere.”

	The Shadow took another step forward, her armored boots surprisingly quiet on the metal floor. She wasn’t carrying a visible weapon, but the sheer heat of her amber glare was as frightening as any plasma rifle. 

	“Not another step!” Dorian warned, drawing his own pistol. His thumb flicked the power setting to maximum. 

	The Shadow didn’t even glance at him. Her gaze stayed fixed on Kaya, her breath rattling in her mask. “I have already subdued your Velothi pet,” she said. “If you submit, I will spare her. If you resist, I will—”

	Kaya drew her pistol and fired. The blue pulse blasts burned into the woman’s armor, and Dorian reflexively pulled his trigger as well. He fired once, twice, three times…and then realized to his horror that his target didn’t seem to care. Despite enduring a salvo that would have melted through a V’rath’s carapace, the Shadow was still standing upright. The holes in her armor sizzled, but the pale flesh beneath was completely unharmed. 

	“No…” Kaya gasped. “Seraph save us…”

	“You were warned,” the Shadow said, taking another menacing step forward. “Now you will die.”

	She thrust out her hand, and a wave of telekinetic force slammed into Dorian and hurled him across the chamber. He crashed into the opposite wall, the air rushing from his lungs in a single painful wheeze, and black spots exploded in his vision as he collapsed to his knees. He heard Kaya firing again, but by the time he regained his wits, he saw her body smash into an unpowered console and tumble face-down to the floor. She didn’t get up.

	[We cannot defeat her, master,] Ghost said. [We must flee!]

	Dorian pulled himself up into a crouch, his head ringing and his vision so blurry he could hardly see. He reached out his mind and concentrated on his powers. The Shadow only had a few bits of metal in her armor, but if he could grab hold of a loose floor panel…

	“Disappointing,” the Shadow scoffed. She touched her forearm, and a small, flat-mouthed weapon emerged from inside her gauntlet. “The Widow expected so much more from you.”

	Before Dorian could muster the strength to move, she pointed her arm and fired. The weapon hurled a whirling bola that struck him dead-on, pinning his arms to his torso and then unleashing a jolt of electricity that instantly sent him convulsing to the floor. 

	The last thing he saw before the darkness claimed him was the red lights on the lift flashing as it returned to the surface. 

	 

	***

	 

	Vestri loomed over the fallen Shadow, her breath rattling in her mask and the plates of her armor still sizzling. After all her torment, all her failures, she almost couldn’t believe it was over—or that it had been so easy. Once she dragged Kaya and the shaper back to the Nest, even the Master would no longer be able to doubt her value. 

	“It still won’t change anything. You will never be worthy enough to become Seraphim.”

	Vestri whipped her head around and glared at the specter leaning casually against one of the large workstations across the room. Selorah was smiling mockingly, her arms casually crossed over her chest. Her Dominion unform looked almost purple against the faintly pulsing red light of the wall conduit behind her. 

	“You could personally carve out the heart of every member of the Hierarchy and he still wouldn’t deem you worthy,” she said. “Why can’t you accept the truth? The Shadows are the means to an end, nothing more. You are all soulless shells, easily forgotten and—”

	“No!” Vestri shrieked, spinning on a heel and grabbing the wall conduit in a telekinetic grip. Fueled by a fresh surge of rage, she ripped the entire fixture out of the wall and hurled it at the specter haunting her. The crash was deafening, and force of the impact scattered shards of broken metal and plastic across the chamber. The circuits and cables left exposed in the broken conduit sparked angrily, triggering the rest of the facility’s red emergency lights. 

	But the apparition was gone. Vestri seethed as she glared at the wreckage, her hands curling into fists. She could crush her progenitor a thousand times, but the specter always returned. It was maddening. It was infuriating. 

	Only because I’m terrified that she’s right. 

	Vestri whirled and slammed her fist into the wall hard enough that her gauntlet cracked. She refused to allow doubt to spoil her moment of triumph. 

	“My pain is my power,” she whispered. “My suffering is my purpose. I will—”

	“I remember you…”

	Vestri glanced behind her. The metamorph had braced herself on an elbow, though she hadn’t regained her feet. A trail of blood trickled down her chin. 

	“I remember how badly they treated you,” Kaya said. “They were always pitting us against each other, but they never even gave you a chance.”

	Pivoting her whole body around, Vestri took a menacing step forward to tower over her fallen foe. Kaya was a trained liar, but there was no deception in her voice. Ostensibly, the Widow had cordoned off her memories just like all the other Shadows, but the technique was far from perfect. 

	“I remember the toxic cliffs,” Kaya breathed. “They didn’t even give you a suit. And then on the lava flats and the derelict starship—”

	“The Master coddled you,” Vestri growled. “He protected you. He gave you everything while the rest of us had nothing!”

	Kaya flinched. “I never knew why. I didn’t ask for special treatment.”

	“You didn’t need to ask. He favored you. They both favored you! And the rest of us were left to suffer in your wake.” 

	Snarling, Vestri grabbed Kaya in a telekinetic grip and hurled her up against the wall beside the lift, pinning her there. The metamorph cried out in pain as the thump of the impact echoed across the facility.

	“They gave you every advantage, and yet you still betrayed them,” Vestri seethed. “Your weakness would only be a blight on the new Dominion. You don’t deserve to see the Eclipse, and you will never become Seraphim!”

	“They tortured you…they humiliated you,” Kaya managed, her arms and legs struggling weakly. “Why do you defend them?”

	Behind her mask, Vestri bared her teeth. “Because we are the rightful rulers of this galaxy. The true Seraphim will return to destroy the Tarreen and restore the Dominion as it was meant to be!”

	Kaya shook her head, blood dripping from the corner of her mouth. “That’s what they’ve told you think—what they’ve conditioned you to think. But it’s all bullshit. You should understand that better than anyone! The Master, the Widow…they’re monsters. We’re nothing more than tools to them.”

	“We are weapons,” Vestri corrected. “We are the harbingers of a new, glorious age.”

	“If that’s true…then why did Spider Zero turn on them?”

	Vestri froze. For a long moment, the only sound in her ears was the sparking buzz of the shattered conduit and the rasp of her labored breathing…until she heard the mocking laughter of her progenitor. But when her gaze darted around the chamber, Selorah was nowhere to be found. 

	“What did you say?” Vestri demanded hoarsely.

	“Spider Zero,” Kaya said. “She was here with the Union. That’s probably how they knew about this facility in the first place. If she turned away from the Widow, the Shadows can, too!”

	Vestri shook her head, sick denial welling up inside her. “That’s… You lie.”

	“I’m not! We saw the security footage. She was here fighting with the rebels!”

	The specter laughed again, and suddenly Selorah was sitting atop the smoldering conduit, legs casually crossed as if the sparks and jagged metal couldn’t harm her. “You really are pathetic. You know better than to believe a Seven. Every fiber of her being was programmed to lie.”

	“Spider Zero must have turned for a reason,” Kaya pressed. “The Master tortured both of us. We don’t owe him or the Widow anything. Help me find Selorah—help me save the other Shadows before—”

	“You lie!” Vestri snarled. “All the Sevens lie!” She telekinetically pulled Kaya off the wall and then slammed her into it again. “The shaper is all that matters. With his DNA, the Master can rebuild the Dominion fleet. The Eclipse will be upon us, and I will finally be Seraphim!”

	Vestri tightened her telekinetic grip. “But you…the Master no longer has need of you. I will break you, and then I will find your Velothi pet and—”

	“No!” Kaya shrieked. Her entire body exploded in blue light as the glyphs on her arm blazed to life. The air began to buzz as if the facility’s reactor were about to overload. Vestri felt the tiny hairs on her arms begin to rise—

	And then a bolt of lightning blasted her in the chest and sent her flying across the chamber. She crashed into a pile of debris and nearly ended up buried beneath it. The sheer force of the impact knocked the air from her lungs, and for an instant, she was completely blind—all she could see was a blazing afterimage seared into her retinas. 

	Such a powerful discharge should have instantly vaporized her. The flash of heat had melted a hole in her breastplate and even burned through the wall. The entire facility might have depressurized if not for the containment field protecting it from the ocean. Electrokinesis was a potent gift, and the rare Seraphim who learned to master the ability could become living weapons without equal. Kaya was the first and only Seven to have ever developed the power. 

	But it won’t save her from me.

	Vestri crawled out of the debris, armor smoldering and residual electricity crackling down her arms, yet she didn’t feel even a twinge of pain. The only thing that had ever been capable of harming her body was itself. 

	“The Master isn’t here to coddle you this time,” she hissed. “No cheating. No second chances. Only the strong culling the weak.”

	She had the satisfaction of seeing Kaya’s eyes widen with fear. The glyphs on her arm still blazed a blinding blue, and the tips of her fingers were red and raw where they had released the charge. She could barely hold herself upright. 

	“I am Seraphim,” Vestri declared. “But you…you are nothing!”

	Thrusting out her right hand, she pinned Kaya to the wall with another wave of telekinetic force. The metamorph cried out in pain as the pressure began crushing her against the metal—

	The lift opened. 

	Vestri turned. The interior appeared empty, as if someone had summoned it but never entered. She might have even believed that, too…if not for the presence of the Velothi wraith. 

	Stretching out her other hand, Vestri grabbed a chunk of shattered console from behind her and threw it into the open door. The warped piece of metal spun like a buzzsaw and embedded itself into the back of the lift, but no blood sprayed or body parts fell. 

	“Clever,” Vestri sneered, eyes narrowing as she searched the area for even the smallest sign of movement. She reached out with her powers again, but rather than lift a single hunk of metal, she grabbed everything that wasn’t bolted down. Twisted cables, charred metal, torn wires—she lifted them all from the floor and hurled them toward the lift in a deadly storm of debris. 

	Large chunks of metal bounced off the chamber’s walls. Cables cut through the air like whips. Tiny shards plinked against the outside of the lift like bullets, yet somehow nothing sank into the Velothi’s flesh. 

	“Meesh…don’t…” Kaya wheezed as the telekinetic vise continued slowly crushing the life from her. 

	When the storm ended, Vestri continued her visual sweep. Perhaps the Velothi had merely sent the lift as a distraction…

	“Your little pet can’t save you,” she growled. “The blood of the Seraph makes me invincible. There is nothing—”

	A flash of blue energy from her peripheral vision was her only warning before a pulse bolt struck Vestri’s mask and blasted it off her face. She stumbled backward, gasping with panic as the unfiltered air burned her lungs. When she finally spotted the blue-skinned Velothi, she was crouching behind a console on the complete opposite side of the chamber from the lift. The barrel of the woman’s rifle flashed as she fired a second shot into Vestri’s torso, knocking her flat onto her back and breaking her mental grip on Kaya. A third shot struck her shoulder, and a fourth hit her in the leg. 

	“Enough!” Vestri roared, her voice raw and wretched. She unleashed a wild, uncontrolled wave of force that rippled across the chamber and smashed into the console the alien was using as cover, overturning it on top of her and knocking the rifle from her grip. 

	Vestri laid flat on her back, still gasping desperately for air her lungs couldn’t process, when she spotted the smoldering remnants of her mask. Her armor sizzled from recent hits, but she still forced herself to stand. She needed to get back to her ship as soon as possible. At best, she only had a few minutes before she suffocated. 

	But it would be enough. Her enemies were broken. Kaya was lying crumpled in a heap, half conscious and unable to stand, while the wraith was pinned helplessly beneath the console. Vestri lumbered forward, every breath a searing wheeze. 

	“Alien filth,” she rasped, grabbing the console with her mind and throwing it across the room. The Velothi grimaced and clutched at her right leg, but her luminescent eyes remained defiant. “Did you honestly believe you could defeat a Seraphim?”

	The wraith chuckled between pained winces. “No,” she whispered. “But he can.”

	Frowning, Vestri turned—

	And saw the shaper standing behind her. 

	 

	***

	 

	Dorian? You need to wake up!

	Dorian’s eyes fluttered open. His head throbbed like it had just been bashed with a crowbar, and his vision refused to focus. For a few terrifying heartbeats, he didn’t even know where he was. 

	You have to get up, Dorian! You’re the only one who can stop her!

	He inhaled sharply, and the stench of charred electronics filled his nostrils. It all rushed back to him in an instant: the underwater facility, the inexplicable files on the computer, the masked Shadow who seemed completely invincible…

	Groaning, he felt a pinch in his neck as if from a stim needle. He swore he felt a hand on his arm, too, even though he couldn’t see anyone. Then he felt the familiar warm wetness of Mysha’s lips press against his, and he genuinely doubted his sanity. 

	I’ll get her attention. Get to the lift and run if you can!

	The pressure on his lips was suddenly gone, and when he tried to roll over, he remembered that he was still wrapped in some kind of bola. The cables were too tight for him to move…

	The flash of a pulse blast suddenly lit up the chamber, followed by a growling hiss and the thud of a body hitting the floor. He blinked the last of the haze from his vision and craned his neck enough to see the Shadow writhing on the floor without her mask. He had expected the bottom of her face to be horribly burned or mangled, but it wasn’t—it looked exactly like Kaya. 

	“Enough!”

	The air rumbled as the Shadow roared in anger, and Dorian heard Mysha cry out as a telekinetic wave smashed into her. He was able to turn his head enough to see her trapped beneath an overturned desk, and the mere sight of her with teeth clenched in pain flooded his body with a fresh surge of adrenaline. 

	[We cannot defeat this opponent, Dorian,] Ghost’s voice said into his head. [You are the one the Shadow is after. We must escape while she is distracted!]

	Dorian strangled a snarl. It was true that the Shadow was entirely focused upon Mysha, and if he was quick, he might be able to dash for the lift and escape before she could stop him. The instant it started moving, he would be in the clear—she wouldn’t be able to catch up to him before he boarded the Prowler and blasted out of here. 

	But that would mean abandoning the girls to death…or worse. Which was precisely why Dorian refused to entertain the notion for even a nanosecond. 

	Closing his eyes, he focused upon his powers and shifted the magnetic fields around him. The metal bola cables, too strong for his muscles to break, quickly unfurled at his mental touch. He silently rose to his feet when the Shadow put her back to him to gloat over Mysha, and he glanced around the room for inspiration. 

	Ghost was right that there was no way he could kill someone who could apparently withstand pulsefire as easily as a Baalir commando. But maybe he didn’t need to…

	“Alien filth,” the Shadow spat between labored breaths. She telekinetically hurled the console away from Mysha and snarled. “Did you honestly believe you could defeat a Seraphim?”

	“No,” she whispered. “But he can.”

	The Shadow turned, her amber eyes gaping in surprise when she saw the bola cables unwound at his feet. The air thundered around her as she raised her hand for another telekinetic assault—

	But Dorian was ready. At his command, the bola cables leapt off the ground and curled around the Shadow as if he had fired them from a cannon of his own. They effortlessly trapped her arms against her sides, and Dorian created a powerful enough attraction to the wall that she was immediately ripped off her feet and plastered against it as if the hull had been opened to a vacuum. Her head banged against the bulkhead so hard it probably would have given a normal human a concussion, but it didn’t stop her from howling and writhing in frustration. 

	[There is no weapon in this facility capable of harming a Seraphim Immortal,] Ghost warned. [We must flee!]

	“That’s the plan!” Dorian said, shifting his attention to the wreckage littering the chamber. The devastation one woman had caused in such a short period of time was genuinely astounding, but she had also given him the ammunition he needed. With yet another shift of the magnetic currents, he made the wall around her attract every chunk of debris in the chamber. The Shadow cried out as piece after piece slammed into her, effectively entombing her until he couldn’t even see her body. 

	Once the metal stopped coming, he threw all of his remaining strength into magnetizing the whole monstrous mess. He’d never demanded so much of his powers before, but he demanded it now, cost be damned. His vision swam. His brain felt like it would burst. But he didn’t relent until every scrap of metal was bound together by invisible force. 

	And now, it was finally time to get the hell out of here. 

	“Dorian…” Kaya called to him as she pulled herself to a crouch. He couldn’t be sure in the flickering red emergency lights, but it looked like her arms might have actually been smoking. “You have to…Meesh…”

	“I’ll carry her,” he promised. “Just get yourself into the lift if you can!”

	He dashed to the Velothi. Mysha smiled at up him but grimaced the moment he leaned down and touched her. Her right leg was badly twisted, and her white suit was stained crimson with blood on her left side where a shard of metal had stabbed into her. 

	[Her fibula is fractured, but her puncture wound is not deep. It should be safe to move her.]

	Dorian had already pulled her into his arms before Ghost finished his analysis. The trapped Shadow howled in rage again, the sound distorted through all the debris. Sweat poured down Dorian’s face. Forging that magnetic prison had taken everything he had. 

	“Hold on,” he pleaded as he ran for the lift. “Just hold on!”

	Kaya beat him there, though she looked so woozy he feared she might collapse at any moment. He carried Mysha inside, then hit the console and prayed that it wasn’t too damaged to work…

	When the door hissed shut and the lift started moving, he closed his eyes and willed his heart to stop pounding in his ears. If they could just get to the Prowler and lift off, they would be safe. 

	Right up until a Spider—or another Shadow—inevitably tracked them down again. 

	“She won’t stop,” Kaya breathed as she braced herself against the wall of the lift and weakly squeezed Mysha’s arm. “They will never stop…”

	Dorian let his forehead rest against Mysha’s hair. His mind flashed back to the files they had found—files that made absolutely no sense. 

	He needed to contact his father. He needed to figure out what the fuck was going on. 

	And most importantly, he needed to find the Union. Not to rebel against his father or even because he thought it was the right thing to do. This wasn’t about lofty ideals anymore. This was now about survival—for himself, and for the two women he had fallen in love with. 

	“We have to find Spider Zero,” Dorian said as they raced for the ocean’s surface. “She may be the one person in the galaxy who can help us.”

	 

	 

	



  Epilogue


   


  My pain is my power. My suffering is my purpose. I will earn what others have been given. That is what makes me strong.


  Vestri forced herself to draw in yet another burning breath. Her lungs were failing. In a few more seconds—perhaps a minute at most—she would finally suffocate. Yet another Shadow of the Seraph would be dead, forgotten, and replaced. 


  “I wonder how long it will take before they recover your body,” Selorah said from across the room. She was calmly sitting atop one of the desks again, her arms crossed and an insufferably smug look on her face. “I suppose a clean-up crew may arrive eventually once they realize the Union didn’t stick around.”


  Vestri closed her eyes and snarled as she once again struggled against the metal bonds pinning her in place. Her physical body might not have been strong enough to break free, but her mind should have been. The problem was that she couldn’t concentrate through the fire blazing in her lungs. 


  “You shouldn’t worry, though,” Selorah went on. “One of the Spiders will find the shaper eventually…or perhaps even another of the Shadows. The Threes are quite impressive, you know.”


  My pain is my power. My suffering is my purpose. I can do this. I must do this!


  One of the largest chunks of debris screeched in protest as Vestri mentally forced it away from her despite the magnetic pull. One meter, two meters, three meters…the attraction faded the farther she pushed it away, and once it reached the opposite side of the room, she finally allowed it to fall harmlessly to the floor. 


  “Imagine what that boy will be capable of once he fully masters his powers,” Selorah went on. “Then imagine what an army of Shadows with his powers could accomplish. A vast fleet and endless machines of war…the new Dominion will not squander the potential of the shapers as did the old.”


  Vestri grimaced as she glanced down at the rest of the cables and scrap holding her in place. She simply didn’t have time to unravel the bonds one at a time. Either she broke free now, or she died in this abandoned lab. There was no alternative. 


  “It’s over, don’t you understand?” Selorah taunted. “You were destined to die the moment you were created.”


  Holding her breath, Vestri tried to channel all her mental might into a single, rage-fueled burst. She imagined all the torments she had endured, all the indignities she had suffered. She imagined falling into lava. Being buried beneath an avalanche. She imagined the Sevens being offered a helping hand while the Nines were crushed under heel…


  With a hoarse, feral roar, she unleashed everything she had. The entire facility trembled as her bonds exploded in a massive telekinetic detonation. Shards of debris and shrapnel whipped across the chamber so violently they pierced the hull, instantly triggering the auxiliary containment shields to prevent total depressurization. Alarm klaxons wailed. A mechanical voice called for an immediate evacuation. 


  And Vestri was free. 


  She collapsed to a knee on the floor and sucked in yet another burning, toxic breath. By all rights, she should have already blacked out. A weaker Shadow would have already perished. But as always, she found a way to endure. 


  “Impressive,” her specter said with a caustic sneer. “It’s almost too bad you’ll still die on your knees. Why do you insist upon struggling against the inevitable?”


  “Because I am Seraphim,” Vestri said, slowly pulling herself to her feet. “I make my own fate.”


  She staggered over to the lift and mashed the controls. Kaya’s ship was already departing—Vestri could feel the tingle in her psionic web as her quarry moved farther and farther away. Tracking her now would be difficult and time-consuming even with the bond they shared. It could take weeks, perhaps even months, to force another encounter if Kaya and the shaper fled beyond the Belt into the Far Rim. The Master would never give Vestri that much time. 


  But perhaps it was time to stop caring what he thought. If what Kaya had said about Spider Zero was true…


  Then Vestri needed to get some answers of her own. 


  A lone klaxon continued to wail inside the lift while she rode it out of the doomed lab, and by the time she reached the top, the entire structure had begun trembling as the power-starved containment fields failed. She barely reached her ship before the landing pad itself began to shake and rumble, and she immediately stumbled into the infirmary containing her koboro tank. A tiny medical drone floated over and pressed a new rebreather against her face.


  And then, finally, she drew in a cold, cleansing breath. 


  “Get us airborne,” she snarled. “And prepare to shift into astral space the moment we leave the atmosphere.”


  “The enemy vessel will jump into hyperspace at any moment,” the Synesthete told her. “I can analyze their trajectory and plot a—”


  “No,” Vestri interrupted. “We’re not going after the shaper.”


  “I do not understand.”


  Vestri unfastened her smoldering breastplate and allowed it to crash to the floor. She stared at her reflection in the koboro tank, scowling at the blond hair and green eyes that were not her own.


  “Our mission has changed,” Vestri said. “We are going to find Selorah Trell.”


   


  

   


   



Book Three:

Union

	 

	 

	


Prologue

	 

	My pain is my power. My suffering is my purpose. I will earn what others have been given. That is what makes me strong.

	Vestri’s eyes shot open. Her vision was blurred by the greenish koboro fluid surrounding her, and air rattled through her rebreather clamped over her mouth. She must not have been unconscious for long—her lungs still burned as if she had inhaled flame, and every time she drew breath it was like a bellows feeding the heat. But a faint telepathic presence tugged at the corners of her mind and roused her from slumber.

	The Master wanted to speak with her. 

	“You should be proud of yourself. Once again, you have proven him right.”

	The voice—her voice—came from outside the koboro tank. It was clear and crisp, without the slightest bit of distortion from the liquid. When Vestri turned her head, she saw the blond-haired, green-eyed version of herself standing beyond the glass, arms crossed over her pristine blue Dominion uniform. 

	“You won’t be able to beg for forgiveness this time,” Selorah Trell said. “He gave you another chance, and you failed. The Seven and her shaper are gone, possibly forever.”

	Vestri snarled into her rebreather. A light on the console outside the tank was blinking, indicating an incoming transmission. She hadn’t expected the Master to reach out to her again so soon. She wasn’t even certain how he knew she was here on Ziphrades in the first place—she hadn’t contacted him since she had chased Kaya to Cira Narn. 

	But he did know, and there was no point in delaying the inevitable confrontation. Her mental phantasm was right—the Master would not show her mercy again. Vestri had promised him that she would recover Kaya and the shaper, but despite trapping them in the underwater facility—despite the fact that they possessed no weapons capable of harming her—they had still escaped her grasp. 

	“Because you’re pathetic,” Selorah goaded. “You aren’t worthy of being called Seraphim.”

	Vestri turned away from her tormentor. Normally, the taunts would have provoked a violent response. She would have lashed out with powers; she might have even smashed the tank around her. At the very least, she would have seethed in quiet fury while she replayed and analyzed her mistakes during her long recovery. 

	But that hadn’t happened. She hadn’t lashed out or broken anything or even floated here in brooding in silence. Since dragging herself back to the ship, the only thing she had done was think about the last words spoken by the Seventh Shadow. 

	Spider Zero was here with the Union. If she has turned away from the Widow, then the other Shadows can, too!

	Vestri closed her eyes again, trying in vain to focus on the shattered memory fragments at the edge of her consciousness. But as always, she could never quite reassemble them into a coherent whole. She had no idea how many times her mind had been purged—dozens? hundreds?—but it was one type of damage that even a koboro tank couldn’t repair. All she knew was that the Master was keeping things from her. 

	The Master, the Widow…they’re monsters. We’re nothing more than tools to them. You should understand that better than anyone.

	Her amber eyes reopened. Selorah Trell. Spider Zero. The first trained operative of the Widow and now the genetic template for the Shadows of the Seraph. Vestri knew exactly who she was—she was the phantasm that haunted her, the voice she could never ignore. She was guilt. She was judgment. 

	She was her. 

	“But you’re nothing like me,” the voice outside the tank said. “You are a copy, and a flawed one at that. A shadow of my greatness, easily forgotten and instantly replaced.”

	The words of the Seventh Shadow—of Kaya—came to her again. Spider Zero must have turned for a reason. The Master tortured both of us. We don’t owe him or the Widow anything!

	Vestri knew that Kaya could have been lying. The Sevens were duplicitous by their very nature. She could have simply been stalling in an effort to give her Velothi wraith more time to get into position. 

	But what if she wasn’t? What if Spider Zero really had turned? What did it mean for the Eclipse? What did it mean if the Master was keeping all of this from her?

	Vestri slammed her hand against the release button. The tank hissed as the green liquid surrounding her began to drain out, and her vision sharpened once her eyes were clear. 

	“The Master wishes to speak with you,” the ship’s disembodied voice said once the tank was empty. “I tried to inform him that you were still recovering, but he insisted upon—”

	“Inform him that the hunt continues,” Vestri said, her voice barely even sounding human through the rebreather, “and that I will update him again once I have more news.”

	The Synesthete didn’t reply for several seconds. “Mistress?”

	“You heard me. I have nothing else to report.”

	Vestri wondered if the Synesthete might open the channel anyway. This ship belonged to the Widow and the Master, and the psychic whose consciousness had been merged with it was loyal to them, not Vestri. If it decided to ignore her commands, there was precious little she could do about it. The Synesthete didn’t have a body to kill, and there was no traditional computer core for her to purge and reprogram. The vessel and its psionic consciousness were a single inseparable being. 

	“Message sent,” the Synesthete replied, its voice still as cool and modulated as ever. 

	“Good,” Vestri said. Pausing for a moment, she allowed most of the koboro to drip from her body and follow the rest down the drain before she opened the tank and stepped outside. The maintenance drones had already repaired her damaged armor during her short rest. Stretching out her hand, she telekinetically pulled the chest piece from the armor rack to her grip and turned it over to inspect their work. As usual, there was almost no sign that it had even been scratched. 

	“Perhaps you should return to the tank, mistress,” the ship suggested. “Your lung tissue was severely damaged, and—”

	“What have you uncovered in your search?” Vestri demanded. With her free hand, she removed the tank rebreather and drew in a low, slow breath. The tiny amounts of anesthetic in the chemical-filled air of the ship dulled the worst of the pain. 

	“As you anticipated, the Intelligence Ministry Database does not possess any information on the current whereabouts of operative codename Spider Zero. In fact, there are no references to her whatsoever.”

	Vestri nodded as she telekinetically pushed her armor back to its stand. “Were you able to access the records in the Nest?”

	“I am afraid not, mistress. There was no additional information available to me.” 

	It was an annoying answer but not a surprising one. Just like this ship, the Nest didn’t have a conventional computer system with conventional data storage—at least, not one that contained anything important. Truly vital information was stored telepathically inside a nexus of psionic crystals that could be accessed by Synesthetes anywhere in the galaxy. In a way, it was essentially a vast wireless cloud of data that only telepaths could access.

	Assuming they had the proper mental “code.” The Master had probably sealed off information on Spider Zero from everyone, even the Synesthetes. If Vestri were physically there at the Nest, she might have been able to figure out a way to access the crystals herself and keep her queries private. But out here, hundreds of light-years away, her telepathy simply wasn’t strong enough to achieve such a feat. 

	All of which meant that locating Spider Zero might prove even more difficult than capturing the shaper. 

	“What about my other inquiry?” Vestri asked, feeling the usual frisson of surprise at the sound of her normal, unfiltered voice. 

	“You’re not going to find her,” the same exact voice came back at her. Off to the left, her mental phantasm was now sitting cross-legged at the computer terminal, a smug smirk on her face. “Not before the Master realizes what you’re doing.”

	“I have narrowed down a list of potential candidates to three,” the Synesthete said. “Do you wish to see them?”

	“Yes,” Vestri said, stepping over to the medical console on the wall while trying to ignore the phantasm in the chair. As her wet feet squished across the deck plates, the holo-projector displayed images of three individuals, all non-humans, along with a scrawl of relevant identification data. 

	“When cross-referencing records from the Science Ministry and the Intelligence Ministry, only these three individuals met all of your criteria. However, I am skeptical that—”

	“It’s him,” Vestri said, a chill rippling over and through her body as if she had just slipped back into the cold koboro tank. “Pherion Gizahri.”

	She reached out and touched the controls to increase the size of the projection from ten centimeters to a full meter. The image of a male alien spun on its axis before her, his light blue-gray skin the only immediate indication that he wasn’t human. Though upon closer inspection, his ears were probably his most distinguishing feature—they were pointed at the arch and at the lobe, with small, serrated ridges along the back. His eyes were a soft luminescent violet not so different than a Velothi’s. In this particular image capture, only his left ear was visible thanks to his long mane of straight white hair. 

	“Are you certain, mistress?” the Synesthete asked. 

	“He’s the only one I’ve seen before. Many times…”

	Vestri closed her eyes, a sea of incomplete images flashing through her mind. Bright lights. Medical status monitors. A deep, dispassionate voice…

	But no matter how hard she focused, the fragments still inevitably faded. All she knew for certain was that she had met Gizahri before, and that he was somehow involved with the Shadows just like the dead Thursk cyberneticist back on Cira Narn. 

	Or maybe not just like Garen Ruto. No, Gizahri’s work had been more subtle. Perhaps even more important. Was it related to memories, perhaps?

	“This is pointless,” Selorah said, her voice twice as loud, as if irritated she was being ignored. “Do you honestly believe that the Master would trust an alien to keep information on his operatives?”

	“An alien species the Tarreen barely know anything about,” Vestri countered, her eyes slowly reopening. “The Yarasi have innate clairvoyant and telepathic abilities.”

	She glanced down at the chair next to her to keep arguing the point, but the phantasm was already gone. 

	“I beg your pardon, mistress?” the Synesthete asked. 

	“Never mind,” Vestri murmured, inhaling another lungful of air despite the burn that came with it. It felt good to breathe for herself no matter how much it hurt. “Do you have a location?”

	“He is currently assigned to Suntara, a lunar research station in an adjacent sector.”

	Vestri searched her memory to no avail. “How far?”

	“Approximately four hundred parsecs from our present position.”

	Farther than she would have liked, but certainly not as far as it could have been, given the breadth of Convectorate-controlled space. And with her astral drive, the journey would take less than three days. 

	“Set a course,” Vestri ordered. “Shift us into astral space as soon as possible.”

	The voice paused. “The Master’s orders were quite clear, mistress. We are to apprehend the shaper at any cost.”

	Vestri meandered back toward the tank as she examined the rebreather still clutched in her hand. She needed to be careful. Ultimately, there was nothing to stop the Synesthete from shifting to astral space and taking them right back to the Nest instead. If the ship became convinced that she had abandoned her mission…

	“Kaya and the shaper are trying to contact the Union,” Vestri said. “We know that much. And if she’s right about Spider Zero, it means that she’ll be on the same trail we are. Finding one will lead us to the other.”

	It wasn’t the tightest logic in the universe, obviously. With access to an astral drive and to the resources of the Convectorate, not to mention her ability to spin a psychic web, Vestri still had a great many traditional hunting options available to her. And of course, there was absolutely no guarantee that Kaya also knew about Gizahri. Both of their minds had been wiped countless times, and it was impossible to guess what fragments remained. 

	But tracking down a shared target of interest was a time-tested hunting technique, and as long as Vestri could make a case Kaya might pursue the same person, this plan could at least seem plausible. Or so she hoped. 

	“Setting course,” the Synesthete said eventually. “We should arrive in approximately sixty-five hours. However, at least one shift back into normal space is recommended for safety.”

	“Fine, but not for more than an hour,” Vestri said, reattaching the rebreather. “And don’t wake me again unless it is vital.”

	She stepped back into the tank. As the curved surface slid shut and the cold liquid began to rise around her again, the image of Kaya’s face flashed into her mind—her face, yet somehow different. The Master had always coddled the Sevens and tormented the Nines, and Vestri hated them for it. 

	I remember how badly they treated you. They were always pitting us against each other, but they never even gave you a chance.

	Vestri grimaced. She had been so determined to complete her mission and prove herself that she hadn’t really listened to what the Seven was telling her at the time. But now, hours later, the other woman’s pleas seemed…earnest. Genuine. 

	“The Sevens are built to lie,” the voice of the phantasm said. “Spider Zero is the catalyst for the Eclipse, the bridge to a new Dominion and a restored Seraphim Order.”

	“Then why has she turned?”

	“She hasn’t. Unlike you, she is a true daughter of the Seraph’s legacy. Listening to the lies of the Seven will only lead you to your doom.” 

	“Perhaps,” Vestri muttered as the liquid crawled up her neck. “But you want me to fail.”

	“You have already failed. And when the Master realizes what you’re doing—”

	“If I’ve already failed, then why do you care if I listen to the Seven? Why does it even matter if I find Spider Zero?”

	The phantasm did not answer. 

	 

	 

	
1 
Contingencies

	 

	“The Velothi’s vital signs are stabilizing,” Ghost reported, his spherical holographic orange avatar floating in front of the medical displays in the Prowler’s small infirmary. “Extraordinary. Absolutely extraordinary.”

	“Yeah…I am,” Kaya bit out through clenched teeth. “Thanks for noticing.”

	Dorian Garr smiled and squeezed her supportively. He was standing behind her, his arms wrapped around her stomach. He could feel her abdominal muscles tremble every time a new spike of pain shuddered through her body, and he was trying to help. But ultimately, there was precious little he could do besides wait and watch the show. 

	“Take it slow,” he warned. 

	“I told you before, I’m not that kind of girl,” Kaya said, a bead of perspiration trickling down the back of her neck. “It’s fast and hard or nothing at all.”

	“I’m serious.”

	“So am I. It’s always better to rip off the bandage in a single pull.”

	“This isn’t a bandage. And we’re not in a rush.”

	She snorted but didn’t argue the point. Her hands were on the side of Mysha’s stomach where the field dressing was soaked red, her face scrunched in pain as she siphoned the unconscious woman’s wounds into her body. Dorian had witnessed the process several times now, but he still shared Ghost’s disbelief at just how astonishing—and in some ways disturbing—psionic healing was to behold.

	Still, it was useful to know how powerful it could be in a pinch, especially considering how often they seemed to get shot at. After Ziphrades, they were lucky to be alive and in as relatively good shape as they were. 

	The underwater lab was already five light-years behind them, but Dorian swore he could almost feel the masked Shadow of the Seraph breathing down their necks. They had left in such a hurry that the battle was still fresh in his mind: the pain when he’d been shocked into unconsciousness by the stun bola, the surprise when Mysha helped awaken him, the rush of adrenaline when he had unleashed his magnokinetic powers and pinned their assailant to the wall of the derelict facility…

	The horror at how, aside from her raven hair, she had been an exact copy of the woman Dorian had fallen in love with. 

	It wasn’t the first time he’d seen Kaya’s face duplicated in another—there had also been the old footage of Spider Zero invading the lab on Ziphrades. But that woman had never actually spoken. 

	This one had been a fully realized clone of Selorah Trell—Spider Zero—and thinking about the murderous glint in her amber eyes sent a chill down Dorian’s spine. Despite the fact that he had left her pinned to the wall of the collapsing station—despite the fact that the Prowler’s sensors assured him no one was in pursuit—he knew that they hadn’t seen the last of the seemingly invincible assassin. 

	But for now, at least, they had earned a moment of peace, and helping Mysha was their top priority. That was why he and Kaya had left the Prowler in Ghost’s capable hands while she did her best to treat their Velothi companion in the infirmary. 

	“Ah!” Kaya hissed, her body seizing up in obvious pain. Dorian squeezed again, fully aware that his hand was resting over her ribcage, the same patch of skin where Mysha was wounded. He feared that his touch might inadvertently be causing more pain than comfort, but she had assured him that the warmth and pressure was soothing, and after his warning, she seemed to be pacing herself enough that she wasn’t absorbing the entire wound at once. Her flesh probably wouldn’t burst open and cover his fingers in blood. 

	Nonetheless, the pain was obviously still intense, and she had to spend as much time using her metabolic abilities to regenerate the damage to her own body as siphoning it out of Mysha. Distantly, Dorian wondered how the first Seraphim had discovered this particular psionic talent, and that led him to wondering if every ship in the old Dominion had employed individuals with similar powers. If so, it seemed like getting on the medic’s good side would have been absolutely vital for the crew. Asking your surgeon to cut you open and repair a broken bone or torn muscle was one thing; asking her to personally endure your injuries was one hell of a step up in patient-physician intimacy. 

	Kaya inhaled sharply, her body seizing up again. She abruptly released her grip on Mysha’s body, and she would have collapsed if Dorian hadn’t been there to catch her. She slumped weakly in his arms, her breaths heavy and ragged. Strands of her blue hair were plastered across her sweat-streaked forehead, and her vest and pants were still smeared with blood, grime, and grease from the battle. She was an absolute mess. 

	Dorian retreated back into the only chair in the Prowler’s cramped infirmary, allowing Kaya to slump into his lap and catch her breath. Mysha remained unconscious on the medical bed, her right leg still twisted awkwardly in the metal stirrup. Her normally pristine white vest was lying on the floor, the left side soaked crimson with blood. 

	“Fuck!” Kaya swore, gritting her teeth and squeezing him so hard it almost hurt. “I need to start keeping my spice stash here instead of Meesh’s quarters…”

	Dorian held her comfortingly, wishing there were something he could do for her. His magnokinesis had bought them the time they needed to escape, and his shaping abilities were apparently rare and highly coveted by the Widow and her allies. But right now, he felt utterly useless.

	“I do not recommend dangerous and addictive narcotics as a treatment for physical discomfort,” Ghost commented as his holographic avatar floated above Mysha. “Nor do I recommend them as a treatment for psychological discomfort, though I calculate an eighty-three point two-six percent probability that you will ignore my recommendations and attempt to sedate yourself in some capacity regardless.”

	“Only eighty-three?” Kaya asked. “What fills up the other seventeen?”

	“In some scenarios, Master Dorian convinces you to remain sober, and you spend your time fornicating with him instead.”

	“Some scenarios?” she protested. “Trust me, in a few minutes he’s going to be fornicating the hell out of me whether I take hurricane or not.”

	“I shall update my algorithm accordingly,” the AI replied matter-of-factly. 

	“You do that.” Kaya swiveled herself in Dorian’s lap until she was facing him, then leaned her forehead against his as she visibly fought through the lingering pain. He still didn’t see any injuries on her bare stomach—not even any discoloration or bruises—though he did notice that her left leg was twisted uncomfortably to the side. When he tried to help her adjust her posture, however, she gripped his elbows tightly, holding him firmly in place. He frowned, wondering why in the Seraph’s name she could possibly want to sit in such an awkward position…

	He didn’t figure it out until he saw the medical display out of the corner of his eye. Most of the details scrolling across the small terminal were gibberish to Dorian—he wasn’t a biologist or a medic—but even a layman could see the dramatic changes in Mysha’s damaged leg. Her fibula had been fractured when they’d dragged her in here, but now the bone looked perfectly straight.

	“It’s getting better,” Kaya said, her amber eyes opening to meet his blue ones. From point-blank range, her irises were like pools of golden fire. “You might have been right before…maybe I should have slowed down.”

	“You think?” he replied dryly. “I know you want to help, but I doubt she can feel any pain while she’s unconscious. Once you got her bleeding stabilized, you should have waited at least a few minutes to fix her leg.”

	“Well, it’s too late now.” Kaya’s fingers shifted to his shoulders, digging in as she shut her eyes. “Just give me a minute…”

	Dorian held her close, more than willing to be her brace for as long as she needed. As difficult as it was to see her like this, at least it kept his mind focused on the here and now instead of on the Spider watchlist that Ghost had recovered from the underwater facility’s computers.

	A watchlist that had his name, and records indicating that he and his father had been under observation by the Widow for almost sixteen years. 

	How is that even possible?

	“Okay…okay,” Kaya said, her voice intruding upon his thoughts as her grip on his shoulders started to relax. She kept their foreheads pressed together as she drew in one steadying breath after another. “How’s Meesh?”

	“As I said, her vital signs have stabilized,” Ghost reported. “Her bone has also been set, though there is still considerable swelling as a result of the fracture. There are several common medications that would aid in her recovery, but the infirmary does not possess any of them…or much of anything else.”

	“In case you hadn’t noticed, the Prowler isn’t a medical frigate,” Kaya replied sourly. “Do you have any idea how expensive it is to get that shit on the black market?”

	“Yes.”

	“Yeah, well…good for you,” she grumbled. “And here I was starting to think you were getting less annoying.”

	“Never think that,” Dorian said. “You’ll always regret it later.”

	Kaya grunted, then winced a heartbeat later as if the motion had triggered a flash of pain. “We could always try and stock up at the next port, assuming Garr Industries is willing to pick up the tab. Do you have a way to charge the family bank account?”

	“After everything that’s happened, it’s probably been frozen by now.”

	“Figures.”

	Kaya took in another calming breath, then finally pulled their heads apart. Several new trails of sweat trickled down her neck and into the narrow cleavage window of her blue-gold vest. He wasn’t sure he had seen her this strained since…well, ever. 

	“How long until she wakes up?” she asked over her shoulder. 

	“That is difficult to approximate with any accuracy,” Ghost said. “However, at her current rate of recovery, I anticipate it will require at least twelve hours of rest before her full mobility is restored.”

	“Not bad. It will probably take us that long to reach the next port anyway.”

	“I recommend an additional seventy-two hours with limited physical exertion,” the AI added. “That includes any and all forms of sexual activity.”

	Kaya snorted. “Good luck with that. When Meesh wakes up, she’s going to be all over the man who saved her life.” She turned her amber eyes on Dorian and flashed him one of her vast repertoire of impish smiles. “And since the two of you have now been properly acquainted, it means we can all finally have some real fun together.”

	Dorian smiled back. But before his imagination could run wild with thoughts of being sandwiched between two gorgeous women, the harsh realities of the present brought it to a screeching halt. He had spent every minute of the past few hours worrying about potential pursuit and about Mysha’s health, but now his mind was inexorably drawn back to the information they had uncovered in the lab.

	They were watching me. This whole time, the Spiders were watching and waiting for me to develop psionic powers. But how? And more importantly…why?

	When they had first learned about the Ziphrades facility, they had hoped it would point them in the direction of Spider Zero and the elusive Seraphim Union. Yet shockingly—impossibly—the information they’d discovered had been about Dorian, not Kaya or the other Shadows. 

	Based on what they’d found, the Spiders had apparently been keeping tabs on hundreds of potential psychics scattered across Convectorate space. Over time, about nine in ten of those individuals had eventually developed psionic abilities and presumably been captured and taken to the Nest. Dorian had been on that list, but the Spiders seemed unaware that he had eventually developed his own psionic abilities.

	The whole thing was as confusing as it was disturbing. He didn’t understand why the Spiders were tracking any of those people. Their entire purpose was to spin psychic webs across vast reaches of space—webs that allowed them to sense psionic activity and capture potential psychics before they became a threat to the Convectorate. So why did they need to keep tabs on individuals whose powers hadn’t even developed yet? And how had they decided which people to put on that list in the first place?

	Dorian didn’t have good answers. Nor did he understand why or how he had been on that list. Actually, the why was rather obvious. He was a psychic. But the how was another matter entirely.

	He and his father had taken every precaution to keep him safe from the Spiders, and yet somehow, the Widow and her minions had still been watching him. It suggested, among other things, that the perceived safety of the Garr family stronghold had always been an illusion. His father had believed that isolation was the key to protecting his gifted son from the Spiders, but if they had known about it all along…

	He realized that Kaya was staring at him, her brow furrowed in concern at his lack of response.

	“Neither of you are in a condition for that kind of fun,” Dorian said eventually, his mouth oddly dry. 

	“Oh, come on,” Kaya protested, swinging her right leg over his waist to straddle him. She didn’t even wince—her regeneration must have already healed her leg bone. “It doesn’t matter how much pain I’m in; I’m always ready to go.”

	She leaned forward and kissed him, her hips rolling against him. The crazy thing was, she wasn’t exaggerating—he had no doubt in his mind that he could have fucked her right here in this chair if he’d wanted to. Kaya, he’d quickly learned, was always more than happy to bury her pain with sex or drugs or whatever else.

	His hands were resting on the bare skin of her lower back, and he itched to slide his fingers beneath her waistband to grope the toned cheeks of her ass. But after kissing her for a minute, Dorian pushed her away. Her eyes narrowed in confusion and perhaps even annoyance.

	“We need to figure out where we’re actually going,” he said. “I know we blasted out of there just to get some distance, but we need a new plan. One that includes refueling within the next few hours.”

	Kaya started to protest, but then she hissed through her teeth and slouched in his lap as if she were physically deflating. As much as he appreciated her obvious desire to keep his mind occupied, she must have known it wouldn’t work. Now that Mysha was stable and danger was behind them, they had tough decisions to make—decisions that couldn’t realistically wait. 

	“Spider Zero is out there somewhere,” Dorian said, echoing his words from when they had blasted off Ziphrades. “We have to find her. She may be the only one who can—”

	“We have absolutely no idea where she is,” Kaya interrupted, slouching even harder. “We have no friends, no leads… Finding the Union will be like searching for a single mote of stardust inside a whole damn nebula. We need to get out of the Belt as soon as possible. That Nine won’t stop coming after us. And she’s probably just the first of many…”

	A haunted look crossed her face, and Dorian wondered if she was remembering the battle…or perhaps her earlier encounters with the “Nines” back in the Nest. Either way, it was abundantly clear that their newest enemy was unlike anything they had dealt with so far. The red-scaled Baalir-caste Tarreen were often considered the most fearsome ground troops in the galaxy, followed closely by V’rath with their nearly impregnable carapace. Yet somehow, that sixty-five-kilo woman had been more terrifying than both of them combined. Kaya’s electrokinesis hadn’t fazed her, nor had a barrage of high-intensity pulse blasts from Mysha’s rifle. Even Dorian himself had only been able to pin the woman, not truly defeat her. 

	She was like a force of nature. A storm of hatred bound in a human form.

	“I am inclined to agree with Kaya,” Ghost said, his avatar floating away from the medical table to hover a few meters in front of Dorian. “We do not possess sufficient firepower to defeat a Seraphim Immortal. We should attempt to prevent future confrontations by any means possible.”

	“I’m not suggesting we turn around and go back,” Dorian said. “But I need to know why I was on that list, and we’re not going to learn anything by running off to the Far Rim.”

	“I know,” Kaya breathed, closing her eyes and embracing him. His own hands instinctively mimicked the gesture, wrapping around her back and squeezing her. “I told you we’d figure this out together, and I meant it. I just…I don’t even know where to begin.”

	Dorian swallowed heavily. He swore he could feel the adrenaline from the battle finally draining out of his body, and in its wake flowed a tide of confusion and dread. As harrowing as it had been to learn that the Widow wanted him for his rare abilities, this was even more personal. 

	Sixteen years. I’ve been on that Spider watchlist for sixteen years, almost from the exact date my mother ran away. It can’t be a coincidence. But what the hell does it mean?

	“I apologize, but I have no suggestions to offer,” Ghost said into the pause. “The Seraphim Union has spent several years eluding the Convectorate Intelligence Ministry and countless other local governments and covert agencies. With our limited resources, it is exceedingly unlikely that we will succeed where they have not.”

	“I know,” Dorian murmured, letting out a slow, ponderous sigh that left him feeling every bit as deflated as Kaya had seemed earlier. Ziphrades had been their only lead—and their last hope. But while the Union had definitely raided the station, they hadn’t left any clues about their whereabouts. Attempting to establish a new line of communication could take months…or even longer. And there was no guarantee it would work at all. 

	“It may be prudent to focus on immediate concerns,” Ghost suggested. “As you said, we need to refuel before departing the sector.”

	Kaya gradually withdrew from the hug, her forehead creasing in thought. “Despite the stopover on Ziphrades, we should still be ahead of any Syndicate direct-beam transmissions to other outposts…though I’d rather not bet my life on it. We need something out-of-the-way and small enough that it’s unlikely to attract a criminal element.”

	“But large enough to have what we need,” Dorian said. “Does a place like that even exist?”

	Ghost’s avatar spun on its vertical axis. “Given our range limitations and our current trajectory, we do not appear to have many viable options. Intandia, Kuol Minor, and Sichi all have starports, though their support facilities are limited. Intandia has a significant pirate presence, and Kuol Minor typically only services Convectorate ships. As for Sichi—”

	“It’s perfect,” Kaya said, her back straightening until she was fully upright.

	Both of Dorian’s dark eyebrows lifted. He had heard the name before, but he didn’t know anything about it. “Why?”

	“Because even though it’s advertised as a neutral port, everyone knows that it’s actually run by the Kreen government,” she said. “And that means the Syndicate wouldn’t dare get anywhere near it.”

	Dorian wasn’t sure he followed that logic—as far as he knew, the Kreen Confederacy was as corrupt as any other regime. But then again, she was the one who had worked for an interstellar crime syndicate. He was inclined to take her at her word.

	“Trust me, if you’d spent more time in Kreen space, you’d understand,” Kaya said, seeing his confusion. “The Convectorate likes to pretend it’s tough on crime and corruption, but it’s too big to actually police itself. Planetary governors and sector Tetrarchs practically run their own little fiefdoms, especially this far from the Tarreen homeworld. But ever since the cultural revolution a few decades back, the Kreen Confederacy is beholden to religious fanatics who view even petty crimes as a slight against their gods. If they find a smuggler running a single crate of red hurricane, they’ll happily cut off their hands and hang the stumps in the promenade for all to see.”

	“Charming,” Dorian muttered. “Though if the Syndicate really is just a front for the Widow and her operatives, I’m not sure how much that will matter.”

	“I can’t imagine there would be any Spiders at Sichi or in any of the adjacent systems,” Kaya said. “I’m not saying it’s a safe haven, but it’s definitely our best bet.”

	He nodded and shifted his eyes to Ghost. “Go ahead and set a course. What’s our ETA?”

	“With the Prowler’s Class 7 hyperdrive, three hours and thirty-six minutes,” Ghost calculated instantly. “Though I understand that the Velothi has modified the drive for increased speed in times of desperation. We could reduce the time to just over three hours if you so desire.”

	“We might as well push it,” Kaya said as she gingerly crawled out of Dorian’s lap. “There’s no reason to take chances, and the drive won’t burn up if we only strain it for a few hours.”

	“Understood. Adjusting course and speed now.” A subtle tremor ran through the deck, the pitch of the engines rising slightly.

	Dorian shifted his eyes back to Mysha on the medical bed. It had been less than a week since he had been on that same bed after their fiasco on Talinus Station, and given the choice, he gladly would have swapped places with her right now. She had already been through so much, and he couldn’t stomach the thought of her being in pain…

	But Kaya had done everything she could, and there was no point worrying when the medical readouts indicated that Mysha would be fine. He rubbed his eyes, his mind invariably shifting to the other person in his life who was in trouble—the one he had left behind when all of this had begun. 

	“There is one other thing,” Dorian said, his voice barely above a whisper as he reopened his eyes. “I need to talk to my father. Soon.”

	Ghost’s holographic avatar did a full rotation. “I highly doubt that your father will be able to aid us in contacting or locating the Union. He is and has always been a strong critic of their ideology and tactics, and furthermore—”

	“I’m talking about the list!” Dorian interrupted. “He needs to know that the Spiders have been watching us.”

	“Why?” 

	Dorian scowled at the floating sphere. “What do you mean, why?”

	“I fail to understand how sharing this knowledge with him would fundamentally change our situation,” Ghost explained. “If Samir was unaware that you were being observed—a very high probability—then he will have no additional information to share with us. If he was aware of the observation—a very low probability—it suggests that he intentionally kept that knowledge from you and is unlikely to share it now. In either case, we will gain nothing from the exchange.”

	“There’s no way he knew about any of this,” Dorian insisted. “But he deserves to, whether he can help us or not.”

	He half expected the AI to protest further, but mercifully Ghost remained quiet. His behavioral algorithms must have told him that being a contrarian jackass for no reason wasn’t going to accomplish anything. 

	“We’re too far away for real-time coms,” Kaya put in. “But if you want to send him a message, we could bounce it off the relay station near Sichi. Direct beam would take a few days to arrive, but it’s obviously more secure.”

	Neither of which would let me sit down and have a one-on-one chat with him, which is what I really want. 

	Dorian nodded in acceptance. He had sent a cryptic message to his father a few days ago before they headed to Cira Narn. He had implored Samir to flee their compound and lie low for a few days just in case the Convectorate came searching for him. Now that the Vecs and the Spiders knew about Dorian’s powers…

	Well, there wasn’t a hole deep enough or dark enough in this sector to hide in. 

	“I already slipped a message to him a few days ago,” he said, realizing that he had never actually told either of the girls about it. He still hadn’t told them about Ghost selling them out on Talinus, either, though that was obviously going to be a more delicate topic. “It was while we were on the move, so the risk of tracing it was minimal.”

	Kaya arched an eyebrow, though she looked more surprised than annoyed. “How did you pull that off without Meesh knowing?”

	Dorian pointed at the floating orange ball. “He masked the transmission as best he could. I hope that Dad listened and evacuated the compound, but he’s the most stubborn person I’ve ever met. And it’s not like I explained everything in detail.”

	He grimaced. Perhaps he should have provided his father with information when he’d had the chance. At the time, though, he had mostly been trying to avoid an argument or debate with a man who wouldn’t understand what his son was trying to accomplish. Dorian didn’t regret what he’d done, but right then he would have given almost anything for ten minutes alone with Samir Garr. Not only to warn him, but to see if he knew anything about his mother and the surveillance and anything else. The man would probably ignore everything his son said, but it would still be…

	Dorian’s eyes suddenly narrowed as a thought belatedly occurred to him. “Ghost, I need a calculation.”

	“Certainly, sir.” 

	“What are the odds that Dad got my message and decided to head to the Fallen Star?”

	Ghost didn’t respond for a few seconds, clearly surprised by the question. “There are numerous variables I cannot account for in such a scenario.”

	“I know that. Give me your best estimate anyway.”

	Another brief pause. “Twenty-one point three-eight percent. Though I feel the need to reiterate that the confidence interval is quite low.”

	“How is that any different than usual?” Kaya muttered. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re always just making this shit up on the fly.”

	“I would be happy to walk you through the calculations, if you are so inclined.”

	“Pass.” She seemed to be putting her full weight on both of her legs at this point, and her face was no longer creased with strain. It was creased with confusion, however. “What the hell is the Fallen Star?”

	“Just an idle thought,” Dorian said. He didn’t need Ghost to walk him through the calculations; he understood the basic probability algorithms, warts and all. In a situation like this, Ghost was right to be skeptical. But still, a one out of five chance was dramatically higher than Dorian would have guessed, and it had set his mind rolling. 

	“I know that look,” Kaya said, getting up and turning to him while crossing her arms. “It doesn’t seem very idle to me.”

	Dorian snorted softly. “The short version is that Dad and I set up a rendezvous point in deep space years ago. It was just a simple contingency plan, really—if we ever got separated, we were supposed to make our way to a set of coordinates in the middle of nowhere to meet back up.”

	“Like being kidnapped by Syndicate operatives?” Kaya asked slyly. 

	“Definitely not a contingency I ever imagined,” Dorian admitted. “But if Dad took to my advice and left the compound, there’s a chance he might have gone there to lay low. If he did…”

	Her eyes lingered on him. “From what you’ve told me about your father, you aren’t on the best of terms. And after meeting him…well, let’s just say I’ve met more pleasant Tarreen.”

	“I know,” Dorian said. “But I need to talk with him. What we learned…it seems wrong not to tell him. And then there’s the fact that Mom left at almost the precise time the surveillance records began…”

	Kaya pursed her lips and turned to Ghost. “How far away is this rendezvous point?”

	“From the fuel depot on Sichi, roughly two hundred fifty light-years,” the AI informed her. 

	“A quarter of the way across the sector we’re trying to escape.” Her gaze returned to Dorian. “The opposite of fleeing into the safety of the Far Rim.”

	“No,” he conceded. “But we’d have more than enough fuel to leave the sector afterward without stopping again, and the rendezvous is the middle of nowhere, literally thirty parsecs from the closest planet. That was the whole point—no one would ever go there.”

	Kaya studied him for a few more heartbeats, then tossed a glance back over her shoulder at Mysha. “You came to Cira Narn with me on a hunch and a whim…it’s not like I could refuse now.”

	“If you think it’s a bad idea—”

	“Oh, it’s definitely a bad idea,” Kaya said. “There’s no doubt about that. But I understand anyway.”

	Dorian smiled. He should have known that she would go along with it—despite her cynical, sarcastic exterior, she was decidedly the loyal type. To Mysha, obviously, but now also to him. If he wanted to drag her a few hundred light-years to reconnect with his father, she would do it. 

	Which meant that he needed to answer that question for himself: did he want to go back and speak with his father? Especially with the most likely scenario being a pointless trip where Samir didn’t even show up? The Prowler should have been relatively safe—they wouldn’t be flying into a Convectorate base or a Syndicate trap, and the vastness of space combined with the ship’s sensor stealthing tech would make them impossible to track. 

	Impossible for ships, anyway, but neither the Spiders nor the Shadows were limited to sensors. Turning around meant getting closer to their enemies.

	And the Widow who wanted him so badly. 

	“It’s something I need to think about,” Dorian said, raking a hand back through his black hair. “Dad does have contacts all across the Convectorate, not to mention access to some of the most advanced technology in the galaxy. If we could convince him to help us…”

	Kaya was still eyeing him, her face unreadable. She was probably trying to figure out if he was genuinely looking for input or just trying to rationalize a decision he had already made. Dorian honestly wasn’t sure himself.

	“Like you said, we have a little time to make a decision,” she told him. “We may as well eat something and clean up. I don’t think there’s anything else I can do for Meesh at the moment anyway.”

	Turning to Mysha, Kaya leaned down to plant a kiss on the Velothi’s blue forehead. Every metric on the status readouts continued to improve, and Ghost would undoubtedly warn them if that changed. 

	“Right,” Dorian said, rising stiffly to his feet. His father’s face flashed before his eyes, and he remembered the last and only time he had ever been at that rendezvous point. It was almost seven years ago, back when they had still been lumbering around the Belt in their battered freighter. His father had taken him there and made him memorize the coordinates—they hadn’t stored them anywhere, and they’d wiped the records from the navigational computers when they had left. Even Ghost didn’t know them. 

	But Dorian still did, and he had no doubt that his father would as well. The only question was whether or not he was willing to drag the girls there on the slim hope that Samir Garr had listened to reason and abandoned the compound. Twenty percent odds was almost certainly generous. If Dorian were to hazard his own guess, he would have put it closer to five. 

	Or maybe zero. 

	“Come on,” Kaya said, reaching out her hand to take his. “We could both use some rest.”

	 

	***

	 

	Even though Dorian had only met Kaya about a week ago—a fact that still blew his mind whenever it occurred to him—he already knew her well enough to understand that her version of “let’s eat and clean up” would almost certainly involve her lips on his cock followed by a rough, breathless fuck in the tiny shower stall of her quarters.

	Yet amazingly, it didn’t. At least, not right away. 

	They each grabbed a quick protein bar on their way through the kitchen, which she insisted they wash down with some awful green liquor that had the texture of drying mud and the aftertaste of burning coal. The alcohol did make his entire body feel warm after just a few swigs, however, which seemed to be her goal considering how fast she bottled it up and dragged him into her quarters. 

	Dorian expected her to push him down onto the bed and mount him, possibly while she chugged from a different bottle, but that didn’t happen, either. Even after she stripped and helped him do the same, she didn’t drop to her knees or leap into his arms or fondle him in any way. Instead, she took his hand, pulled him into her cabin’s cramped shower, and held him tightly in her arms beneath the warm cascade.

	It was an oddly serene feeling. Not the heat of the water pouring over him or the numbness settling in his limbs thanks to the strange liquor, but the sensation of her body pressed against him without the usual desperate lust behind her movements. 

	Not that Dorian didn’t want her—nothing could have been farther from the truth. He couldn’t even fathom a time when the sight of her slender, athletic body wouldn’t stir his passions, especially with streams of water sliding down between her bountiful breasts. She was a vision of feminine perfection in every conceivable way. 

	But just standing here holding onto her was more pleasant than he would have imagined. And strangely, it turned out to be exactly what they both needed. 

	“Fuck…” Kaya breathed eventually, lifting her head from his chest and looking up into his eyes. Her blue hair seemed much longer when it was soaked—it now hung down several centimeters past her shoulders, when it normally stopped at about chin height. 

	“Fuck,” Dorian agreed with a tight smile. 

	“This is what I deserve for getting my hopes up,” she muttered. “I went to Ziphrades planning to meet the ‘original’ version of myself, and instead we found a clone who wanted to kill me.” 

	He shrugged fractionally, squinting as the water trickled over his brow. “Who knows? When we do finally catch up with Spider Zero, maybe she’ll want to kill you, too.”

	“Probably,” Kaya said, the ghost of her usual sardonic grin haunting the corner of her lips. “But since when did you become the snarky one?”

	“Just trying to make you feel comfortable. Deflective humor and all that.”

	She snorted, but her smile widened. “You’re probably just mad that I’m not already sucking your cock.”

	“I’m sure we’ll get to that sooner or later.”

	Kaya snorted again. She reached up a hand to brush a sopping strand of black hair out of his eyes. “That’s how you can tell I’m still in shock,” she said. “I’m not high or down on my knees. I’m just…adrift.”

	“For once, I know the feeling,” Dorian said. 

	Her eyes softened as she stretched up on the tips of her toes to bring her mouth to his. She was an incredible kisser—he had learned that within minutes of meeting her on the Garr compound landing pad. Her lips sent currents of electricity rippling through his body as if her tongue were a live wire. 

	Dorian opened his mouth in tandem with hers. He gave himself to their kiss, to the softness of her lips, to the sliding together of their tongues. 

	She held their faces together for several heartbeats even after they separated, both panting lightly, and Dorian was keenly aware of the breasts pressed up against his chest and the raised knee gently brushing his manhood. Yet he knew she wasn’t trying to tease him. 

	If she were, she would have already had him ready to burst. 

	“I’m still trying to work it all through in my head,” Kaya said as she lowered from her tiptoes. “Starting with why the Widow would bother keeping a list of potential psychics in the first place.”

	Dorian nodded, removing his hands from her waist and sliding them up past her shoulder blades. As difficult as it was not to focus solely on the fact that he and his father had been under observation, he knew it was important to depersonalize what they had learned, too. There had been many other people on the list they’d found, and none of it made much sense. 

	“Like you said back in the lab, it seems to go against everything we know about the Spiders,” Dorian said. “The whole reason they exist is to detect psionic activity and capture anyone with potential.”

	“Right,” Kaya agreed, her eyes flicking back and forth in thought. “The only explanation I can think of is that maybe the range of their psychic webs is smaller than everyone believes. The Convectorate controls a big chunk of the old Dominion’s territory plus hundreds of colonies in the Mid and Far Rim. A few hundred Spiders couldn’t cover dozens of sectors and tens of thousands of light-years without being able to sense psychics from a great distance.”

	He frowned. “I’m surprised you don’t know for sure.”

	Her eyes closed for a few seconds before they fluttered back open. “Maybe I did know once but the memory has been suppressed…or maybe it never came up because I didn’t develop telepathy. Either way, it seems like a plausible enough explanation. One of the first rules of any coercive organization is to convince your enemies that you are more powerful than you really are. There are people halfway across the galaxy who believe the Syndicate has assassins watching their every move. Imagined reach can be every bit as powerful as actual reach.”

	“Well, then let’s assume that it’s a list of suspected psychics meant to narrow down the field for the Spiders,” Dorian reasoned. “Wouldn’t it still be safer to just bring them in rather than watch them?”

	Kaya chewed on her lip. “Probably, though that could be explained by Convectorate politics. Most Tarreen outside the Intelligence Ministry loathe the Spider Program. And the Widow’s goal seems to be staying as invisible as possible until it’s time to strike. Grabbing too many potentials off the street could lead to unwanted attention.”

	“Maybe,” Dorian replied noncommittally. “That leaves us with the question of how they discover people in the first place. How would they even know where to look?”

	“Genetic history would be the obvious avenue, but that’s not something we could verify without access to Dominion records,” Kaya said. “Even then, a lot of the names on that list didn’t sound human, so they would be much less likely to have a longstanding family tradition in Seraphim genealogy. Their species may not have ever had the talent before the Tarreen created the Psychophage virus forty some years ago.”

	“Genetic history also wouldn’t explain why I’m on there.”

	Her eyes centered on him again, her bright amber irises glittering through the cloud of steam slowly growing around them. “Unless your mother had powers and never told you about them.”

	“That seems far-fetched,” Dorian said, though the words sounded flat even to his own ears. “How could she hide something like that from my father?”

	“Maybe she didn’t. Maybe they both hid it from you.”

	He felt his lip twitch. He had plenty of criticisms of his father—Samir Garr was an obsessive, stubborn, and generally caustic man with a galaxy-sized chip on his shoulder. But he had always done everything in his power to support Dorian and keep him safe, especially back when it had been just the two of them. Would he have really kept such an important detail secret?

	Maybe I answered my own question. He probably would have kept it secret if he thought it would keep me safe.

	“I suppose it’s possible,” Dorian said. “It’s another point in favor of heading to the rendezvous and trying to speak with him.”

	“Perhaps,” Kaya mused. “You do have to admit that the timing of the surveillance is strange. Your mother leaves and suddenly the Spiders put their eyes on you…”

	Dorian still wasn’t sure what to make of that particular revelation. Had his mother left because she was worried about the Spiders discovering her? Had they caught her anyway and then decided to watch her son? Or had she simply sold him out for some monetary reward to offset the financial ruin she had inherited from his father?

	And regardless of why the Spiders had fastened their attention upon him, why hadn’t they noticed when his powers had eventually developed? The last report on the list had been three years old, well after his magnokinetic and shaping abilities had blossomed.

	“I think we should go,” Kaya said after a moment, her hand brushing his wet hair again. 

	He eyed her quizzically. “Even if Ghost is overestimating the odds he’s actually there?”

	She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. If you don’t try, it will eat you up inside.”

	“Is soothing my conscience really worth the risk?”

	“Probably not,” Kaya admitted. “But you’re far too pretty to become a brooder. I need you cheery and ready to go whenever the mood strikes me.”

	Dorian rolled his eyes. “And here I thought you were being serious for once.”

	“I am being serious. This is something you need to do, even if it doesn’t work out. There’s nothing more poisonous than regret.”

	He studied her face in silence for several long heartbeats. She was obviously speaking from experience, but this didn’t seem like the time to pry. 

	“I’ll be honest,” Dorian said, “I figured you’d want to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible.”

	“I do,” Kaya replied flatly. “But we just spent the last few days blasting around the sector trying to solve my mysteries. I’d be a real bitch to turn around and refuse to help you do the same.”

	“Has fear of being a bitch ever stopped you before?”

	“Not often.” Her grin returned, and she rose up on the tips of her toes again until her lips were barely half a centimeter from his. “But things are different now. Meesh and I have never had a big, strong man to protect us before.”

	Dorian grunted softly. “You can change into one whenever you want.”

	“Yeah, but I prefer having tits whenever possible,” Kaya said. “Go ahead and give them a squeeze—I promise, they’re as amazing as they look.”

	He chuckled as she kissed him again. Taking her advice, he dragged his hands along her flank until they reached her breasts. Palming the pliant orbs, he could feel her nipples beginning to harden when he gave her plump, wet flesh a squeeze. It was only then that he realized her breasts were bigger than normal—significantly bigger, in fact. The only question was whether she had enlarged them for his benefit…or for hers. 

	Sliding free of her embrace, he leaned down and took her left nipple into his mouth, rolling his tongue across the raised bud, prompting a gasp of delight. None of her skin had wrinkled in the slightest despite the continuous stream of water pouring over them, probably another trick of her metamorphic abilities. 

	“You wanna get me filthy before we get clean?” Kaya asked between moans. Her fingers combed through his hair, holding him tightly against her while she brushed her left knee against his swollen stem. “I’m way overdue on my promise.”

	Dorian dragged his lips from one wet, glistening tit to the other. “What promise?”

	“That I was going to fuck you until you shoot blanks,” she purred. “I want to know your limits. I need to know your limits…”

	She moaned again when he began to roll his tongue across her other nipple—then let out a gasp when he grazed it with his teeth. But she seemed to have limited patience for foreplay. Hard and fast or nothing at all indeed. 

	Abruptly pulling away, Kaya took hold of his sides and maneuvered him so that his back was against the shower wall beneath the faucet. Then, just like he’d been expecting since they’d left the infirmary, she dropped to her knees in front of him. 

	“Stars, I’ve been so hot ever since I found out about you and Meesh,” she said, wrapping her fingers around his rapidly thickening cock. “If we’d had just a little more time before Ziphrades…”

	Angling his manhood slightly to the side, she leaned forward to kiss his testicles. While her fingers began to slowly stroke him, she carefully rolled her tongue across the sensitive flesh of his scrotum, then gently sucked one orb into her mouth. Dorian clenched his teeth, knowing how easily she could hurt him, even unintentionally. But Kaya knew exactly what she was doing. 

	“I bet you fucked her ass so hard she screamed,” Kaya said, eyes locked on his. The stream breaking over his body drizzled down over her in a fine mist. The heat of her breath on his sensitive flesh was overwhelming. “Velothi are incredible, aren’t they? It’s like a second cunt you can pound as hard and deep as you want…”

	He groaned, loud and long, the edge already beckoning him closer.

	Her eyes glittered impishly as she rolled his second testicle into her mouth. Her hand continued sliding up and down his shaft, faster and harder with every pull but never enough to disrupt her intense yet careful work on his balls. 

	“I want to watch you take her so bad,” Kaya cooed when she pulled back, her tongue now sliding up the length of his shaft. “Help ease you inside, maybe sit down on her face to put her lips and tongue to work.”

	She licked across the swollen crown when she finally reached the tip, and Dorian braced himself for the heat and suction of her mouth to envelop him. But she hesitated, lips parted, the sides of her mouth curling into a smile.

	“I know she tasted you, but she hasn’t really sucked you off yet, has she?” Kaya asked, her fingers sliding down his shaft again in a single long, languid stroke. “We’ll need to correct that oversight. Her horns make great handholds, and she loves taking it deep.”

	Dorian gasped when Kaya finally swallowed him, her tongue cradling the tip while her lips slid down the shaft. Despite the heat and moisture of the shower, her mouth still felt incredible—the squeeze and wetness almost as intense as her cunt. She slid about halfway down, then bobbed back up, her fingers tight around his shaft to pump him as she worked, and his hands unconsciously made their way behind her head to rest atop her sodden blue mane. 

	The pull of her lips and grip of her fingers stirred a memory of their first meeting back in the compound. She had dropped to her knees the moment they had entered the privacy of the lift, and her Neyris mouth had been an absolute dream. He had never doubted for a moment that she was a Succubus, an alien girl genetically engineered to serve him and no one else. Even then, mere seconds after they’d been introduced, the intensity of her eyes had cast a spell on him. And that was before her veroshi tendrils had wrapped around his thighs to pull herself closer…

	Kaya jerked away just when his eyes began to roll back in his head, her tongue dragging along her lips as her fingers began to rhythmically stroke him again. 

	“She might be upset with me if I completely drain you while she’s asleep,” Kaya said breathily. “Don’t let her cutesy demeanor fool you—she’s very competitive. And we’ve never had to share like this before…”

	Grinning salaciously, she straightened her back, raising her lips well above his stem but bringing it almost perfectly level with her now-very-noticeably enlarged tits. A stray thought popped into his head: had she made herself a bit taller to line up their bodies more easily? But before he could ask, she released her hold on his cock and let the hardened stem smack against her cleavage. Then, taking one breast in each hand, she pushed them around his manhood, enveloping him in a plump, pillowy embrace. 

	“Come on,” Kaya encouraged, lowering her chin, her lips parted and tongue outstretched so it could flick against his tip. “Give it to me.”

	Rolling his hips, Dorian began to thrust. Despite the water and the slightly odd angle, the warmth and softness of Kaya’s breasts was divine. Kaya created a surprising amount of friction between her tits, almost as much as if her hand had been sliding along his shaft instead. She had definitely made herself taller to accommodate him, but it wasn’t as if he minded in the slightest. It was just one of so many advantages to falling in love with a metamorph.

	Bracing his hands on her shoulders for leverage, he began to fuck harder and faster, the tip of his cock being greeted each time by her tongue and lips. He groaned uncontrollably, the pressure building inside him every second. Kaya was about to be very, very thankful that they were still in the shower…

	But a split second before he burst all over her face, she unexpectedly released her breasts and swallowed his cock instead. His stem passed through her lips, into her mouth, and past her tonsils in a motion so smooth it should have gagged her, but Dorian had learned to never underestimate Kaya—or the lengths she was willing to go to satisfy her own lust. It was why, when all twenty-one genetically enhanced centimeters of his manhood bottomed out in the clenching heat of her throat, he didn’t hesitate to grab a thick handful of her wet blue hair and hold her tightly against him. 

	And then he exploded. Her body shuddered with every spurt like the aftershock of a tremor, but it wasn’t merely the force of the load he was pumping straight down her gullet. She grabbed the backs of his thighs and dug her fingernails into his skin as she got off with him, and when the inevitable wave of post-coital lethargy crashed over him, Dorian might have slipped on the shower floor if she didn’t hold him in place.

	“Ngnn,” Kaya groaned as she backed away, allowing his cock to slip from her mouth. Panting for breath as the water poured over her, she licked her lips and slowly smiled. “One clip empty. Wanna see how many you got left?”

	 

	 

	
Interlude 

	 

	The Master was waiting for her the moment she returned to normal space. 

	It started as a faint pressure inside her skull, a subtle twinge that might otherwise herald a coming migraine. But Vestri knew better. She could feel his mind stretching out across the stars, clawing through the darkness in search of his only operative with any chance of capturing the Garr scion before he disappeared into vast lawlessness of the Far Rim. 

	Vestri had ordered the ship not to leave astral space until after she’d already left the koboro tank. The restorative nutrient had finally repaired the respiratory damage she had suffered on Ziphrades, and she had thrown on a white jumpsuit and taken a seat on the small bridge with the intention of letting her lungs enjoy plenty of long, cool breaths of air without the need of a mask. Outside the viewport, the impenetrable crimson mist of astral space surrounded the ship, and she had only just started to feel its bizarre energies gnawing at her mind like vermin chewing through a wall when a beep sounded from the console to announce the transition. 

	She had expected the return to normal space to bring some relief. The Koro Effect—the name given to the mental strain inflicted upon those traveling through astral space—had an intense cumulative impact. Leaving it behind always felt like walking into blissful silence after being bombarded by a discordant symphony. After more than a day of exposure, she could already feel the impact of its relentless assault on her sanity. But when the crimson mists had parted for the starry void of deep space, the dissonance of astral space had merely been replaced by the telepathic tidal wave that was the Master’s displeasure. 

	“He won’t even need to send any Spiders after you,” the voice of Selorah Trell taunted from behind her. “He can just order your ship to return to the Nest, and there’s nothing you can do about it. The Synesthete is his pet, not yours.”

	Vestri turned to glare at the blond-haired, green-eyed version of herself standing casually by the sensor console, smug and whole and perfect. The phantasm had been silent for the last thirty hours of transit, but evidently she had grown bored. 

	“You never should have left astral space,” Selorah said, wagging a finger and tutting like a scolding parent. “Surely a would-be Immortal like you isn’t afraid of a little neural degradation?”

	“Are you all right, mistress?” the Synesthete asked, its voice seemingly coming from everywhere at once. 

	“I’m fine,” Vestri insisted, turning back to the control board. The pressure in her skull was building again as the Master renewed his attempts to find her. Distance was almost meaningless to powerful telepaths—some Seraphim could hold entire conversations from tens of thousands of light-years away.

	You have failed. Again. Just as I knew you would. 

	She winced when his voice blared into her mind. In astral space, she had been safe from his probing. Many of the normal rules of psionics didn’t apply in that realm, including those of telepathic communication. But in normal space, there was nowhere for her to hide. He could find her anywhere…

	No, she corrected herself—he could talk to her anywhere, but that didn’t necessarily mean he could find her or the ship. Communicating over long distances was one thing; reading a person’s thoughts was quite another. Nailing down her spatial coordinates was even a leap beyond that—which was why Spiders had to spin psychic webs to find targets. Even he wasn’t powerful enough to probe her mind at this distance—at least, not without a lot more time to focus on her specific location. 

	Though her phantasm was right about the ship. The Master wouldn’t need to search for long. The Synesthete was probably already reconnecting with the telepathic network in the Nest. And once it did, it would only take a few moments for the Master to lock onto her and order them both home…

	“You didn’t seriously believe you could just run away from him, did you?” Selorah asked. “There’s no shadow you can hide in, no rock you can crawl under. In a few days, you’ll be back in the Nest. And then you’ll be dead.”

	“Shift us back into astral space,” Vestri said, her voice dry and hoarse even without her mask. 

	“Mistress?” the Synesthete asked. 

	“Do it. Now.”

	“But your mind requires time to recover. The Koro Effect has already begun to degrade your neural pathways.”

	“Another day won’t drive me mad,” Vestri growled, hoping it was a true statement. Most of the stories about Dominion pilots going insane were the result of failed equipment and prolonged exposure over many days or weeks. 

	“Oh, I’m sure you can take it,” the phantasm said with a snort, sauntering over from the sensor console to perch at the edge of the helm console. “It’s not like you already have entire conversations with figments of your imagination.”

	“Initiating astral shift,” the Synesthete said. “Three…two…one…”

	The starry void was once again replaced by an endless crimson mist, and the pressure on Vestri’s skull immediately vanished…only to be replaced by the haunting, indecipherable whispers at the corners of her mind. 

	“How long until we reach Suntara?” she asked, closing her eyes and pressing her fingers into her temples.

	“Approximately thirty-two hours.”

	Thirty-two hours until she could get off this ship. Thirty-two hours until she could track down Pherion Gizahri and perhaps learn the truth about Spider Zero and where she might have gone. And if that failed…

	“I will be in the tank,” Vestri announced as she stood from the chair. “Do not bother me unless it is absolutely necessary.” 

	“As you wish, mistress.”

	 

	 

	 

	
2 
Appreciation

	 

	Dorian didn’t wait until they climbed onto the bed to start fucking her. Despite the impressive mess that Kaya had coaxed out of him, she had gotten him so hot and bothered that he hadn’t been satisfied with merely finishing down her throat. Just seconds after she had risen from her knees, he had grabbed onto her thighs and slammed her against the opposite wall of the shower. She had wondered if she might need to pull out some new tricks to get him hard again—like perhaps growing a Velothi tail to tease him with—but it turned out that her regular body was more than capable of doing the job all on its own. 

	Well, her body with just a small breast enhancement, anyway. Kaya squealed with joy as he relentlessly pounded into her, his fingertips digging into her thighs while her ankles locked around his back. At times like these, she couldn’t help but appreciate her own feminine wiles. A little dirty talk here, a little breast enhancement there…she really was quite irresistible when she wanted to be. And she absolutely couldn’t wait to break out all the stops when she finally got around to testing his limits…

	In between her breathless moans and whimpers, she cooed sweet nothings into his ear to inflame his passions. She told him how good he felt, how big he was, how much she wanted him to fill her up…and despite how easily deception came to her, she meant every word. She had been captivated by his cock from the moment she had exposed him back in that lift in his family’s compound. And as good as it felt to swallow him, it felt even better to feel him stretch her wide open. 

	Stars, I can’t wait to share this with Meesh…

	The thought made her cum so hard that her fingernails clawed into his back, pleasure exploding to fill all her senses as he continued to pound her so roughly, so deliciously. 

	Her mind still hadn’t fully returned to her body by the time he cried out and pumped another thick load inside her. The feeling of each spurt against her deepest places made her aftershocks all the sweeter. She already knew from experience that his genetically engineered body was more than capable of producing a copious second helping—the lingering question was whether she could get to three, four, or even beyond. 

	His body did seem to weaken a bit this time, though not enough that he dropped her. On the contrary, he continued holding her upright against the wall as they kissed, her inner muscles quivering around his buried length. She kept her tits big enough that they remained tightly squished between their bodies until he let her down. 

	They did eventually make their way out of the shower, though they mostly let the air dry their skin since neither of them could be bothered to stop making out long enough to grab a towel. Though as the minutes ticked by, Kaya began to sense some of the earlier tension returning to his body. As someone who had spent an enormous amount of time—and consumed an inordinate amount of alcohol and spice—hiding from her problems, she knew better than anyone that anxiety could only be held underwater for so long before it had to come up for air.

	She ended up dragging him over to her bed and laying down beside him, still very tempted to try pushing the limits of his stamina before they arrived at Sichi. But ultimately, she decided that what he really needed right now was someone to talk to. Later, when Meesh was awake, they could rake their magnificent, muscular toy over the coals together. 

	“Do you think she survived?” Dorian asked softly, his eyes closed and his fingers sliding along the leg Kaya had slung over his waist. 

	“The Nine?” Kaya asked, surprised at the seeming non sequitur. Her palm was parked just beneath his sternum, her fingers making idle whorls in the small hairs atop his pectorals. “I would bet almost anything she did. Even if that entire facility collapsed around her, I bet she’d find a way to crawl out. That’s what she was made for.”

	His blue eyes slowly reopened and fastened upon hers. “We hit her with everything we had. It was like shooting a Tarreen.”

	“Tarreen can still be killed with old-fashioned projectile weapons,” Kaya pointed out. “But I’m reasonably sure you could hit her with an armor-piercing shotgun shell from a meter away and it still wouldn’t break her skin.”

	“How is that even possible?”

	“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But believe me, the Nines weren’t always so durable. The first few batches…”

	She felt her cheek twitch before she could fully suppress the memories. They were still so fragmented, so incomplete. Most of the time, she wished she could remember more about her time in the Nest, if only to provide more information to help them avoid the Spiders. But there were also times when she thought she was probably better off not remembering most of what she had seen.

	“You feel bad for her, don’t you?”

	Kaya sighed. He had noticed her reaction before she could bury it. Either it was more obvious than she realized, or he was more observant than she gave him credit for. 

	“I remember her…and the other Nines before her,” she whispered. “I know what awful things the Widow did to them. Some of the experiments made sense in a twisted kind of way, but others…”

	He stayed silent, patiently waiting for her to continue if she desired—or not. He was almost annoyingly considerate sometimes. 

	“They treated us all very differently, though I don’t know why,” Kaya went on. “The Sevens were given some leeway while the Nines were relentlessly hounded and sometimes even tortured. I watched so many of them die…”

	She kept her eyes open, knowing full well that the horrifying images of dying women with her face would be painted all over the back of her eyelids. Dorian squeezed her thigh supportively with one hand and pulled her closer with the other.

	“I’m fine,” Kaya said, trying to swallow but finding her mouth parched. “I just…I wish I could have helped her somehow. I tried to reach out to her back on Ziphrades—I told her about Spider Zero. For a moment, it seemed like it might have gotten through her conditioning.”

	Dorian’s forehead creased. “How so? I believe I was eating floor at the time.”

	“Well, don’t get your hopes up, I might have been imagining it. She seemed to really believe this nonsense about the Eclipse and the return of the Seraphim—and that your powers, your DNA, is the last piece in the puzzle.”

	“To create another type of Shadow with shaping abilities,” he finished. 

	“An army of them, actually, once they figure out the right formula. Who needs factories when your clones can manipulate matter and build starships with their minds?”

	Dorian lifted his hand from her leg and looked down at his palm. “If that’s what the Widow is hoping for, she’ll be disappointed. No matter how I made my role in Garr Industries sound, I’m not a factory. I can’t just turn a mound of materials into a starfighter, let alone a mountain of them into a battleship.”

	“I’m exaggerating, but only a little,” Kaya said. “You get the idea. A bunch of Shadows with shaping powers could create the most difficult components to rebuild the fleet and maybe even help design better ships in the process. You’re the only core psionic power missing before she has a full set.”

	He grunted. “I suppose it’s nice to feel needed.”

	“I’ll bet.” She sighed and finally closed her eyes, surprised that the macabre images of her clones dying horrible deaths weren’t waiting for her after all. “It’s a safe bet that the Nines will be after us until the heat death of the universe, so we should probably keep that in mind and plan accordingly.”

	“Sounds like a good reason to continue into the Far Rim and not meet with my dad,” Dorian said. 

	“I didn’t say that. I meant what I told you earlier—if you want to go, we’ll go. And if it doesn’t work out…we’ll come up with something else.”

	Dorian grunted again, though this time he smiled thinly. “You know, there was a time in my life when basically every hour of every day was accounted for. I knew exactly what projects I would be working on and when I needed to have them ready to meet a corporate release schedule. The idea of just wandering the galaxy not even knowing where we’re going next is…”

	“Liberating?” she offered. “Exciting?”

	“Terrifying,” he said. “And I’m not fond of the idea of constantly looking over our shoulders for the rest of our lives.”

	“There’s probably no avoiding that even if we do magically find the Union. They are considered terrorists, you know.”

	“I know.”

	Kaya watched him in silence for few moments, her fingers returning to making swirls in his chest hairs. She hadn’t changed her analysis from earlier: Dorian had to do this, otherwise it would eat him up inside. Still, she didn’t want to force the issue. One of the first lessons in her training as a Syndicate operative had been how to let people believe they were making their own decisions even while you whispered suggestions in their ear. Seraph knew how many people—mostly men—she had wrapped around her fingers while working for the Echo. 

	Though the idea that she might unconsciously be manipulating Dorian didn’t sit well. Guilt was an unfamiliar feeling for her, one she had probably only ever experienced with Mysha before. But she told herself that this was for his own good, and that mostly assuaged her nagging conscience. 

	As to whether or not his father would actually be there at this secret rendezvous…

	Well, she supposed they would just have to find out. And if waiting around for a few days stressed him out, she and Meesh would have to figure out how to keep his mind occupied on more entertaining matters in the meantime. 

	 

	***

	 

	Compared to Talinus Station, Cira Narn, or even Ziphrades, the refueling depot at Sichi was almost depressingly mundane. Originally built as a waystation for explorers heading into the uncharted reaches of the Far Rim, the depot had slowly evolved into a modest commercial enterprise serving travelers on their way into or out of the Viraxes Belt. And since it was run by the Kreen government, most of the sector’s major underworld players either avoided it entirely or only used it for very basic smuggling operations.

	Or at least, that was what Kaya had told Dorian earlier. He trusted her judgment, but he knew he would still be on edge the whole time they were docked. 

	“We should be able to land and get what we need in thirty minutes, maybe an hour tops,” Kaya said as her thumb flicked one of the switches on the side of the flight stick and cut back the throttle. “It’s nothing special to look at, and it’s definitely one place that Meesh won’t be upset she missed.”

	Nodding idly, Dorian’s eyes flicked between the tac-holo and the view outside the canopy. He sat tensely in Kaya’s normal chair in the cockpit, while Kaya herself had taken over piloting duties for their final approach. The closer they got to the depot, the more it looked like the open pincer of a giant steel crustacean. The “claw” couldn’t actually close—ships flew in and out of it as if they were landing right in the inner crescent—but he still couldn’t shake the impression that it was just waiting to snap shut and crush all the docked ships like so many juicy mussels. 

	The depot had minimal defenses aside from a few low-grade plasma turrets and an old Karbachi frigate patrolling the area. The starport controller didn’t even ask for any Convectorate registry codes or transponder authorizations before he assigned them a landing pad. 

	“With this kind of minimal security,” Dorian said as Kaya closed the com, “it seems odd that—”

	“Oh, there’s plenty of security,” Kaya interrupted. “They just ditched most of the safety theater like easily forgeable ID codes. Those maintenance drones who swooped by a few seconds ago probably have more sensors on them than some science vessels.”

	Dorian frowned and glanced out the canopy at the swarm of vaguely beetle-shaped drones flying in a tight cluster just off to starboard. “Um…how well hidden is your stash of hurricane?”

	She grinned. “They’re looking for holds full of the stuff, not drawers. You designed mechs and all kinds of similar equipment—even a full sensor suite isn’t precise enough to find someone’s personal stash. You’d need handheld equipment at short range for that.”

	He felt his cheeks warm ever so slightly. He had designed mechs, obviously, and he did understand the technical limitations of just about every basic system in the galaxy. But being in a place like this reminded him just how out of practice he was at the spacer life. As a kid, he had known the ins and outs of every port they visited, including all the ways to trick automated security systems and bamboozle guards if necessary. But now, years later, he almost felt like a fresh-faced recruit heading out into the stars for the first time. He needed to get back into the groove. 

	“We’ll be fine,” Kaya assured him as she flicked on the autopilot controls to bring them in for a simple landing sequence on the pad. “We have a tiny cargo hold, and the Prowler is Kreen in design. And the fact that the pilot is also a Kreen should seal the deal.”

	He frowned. “What are you…oh, right.”

	She snickered as she closed her eyes and visibly focused on her powers. As incredible as he found it when she healed Mysha’s wounds, her shapeshifting abilities were every bit as astonishing. She stretched out her hands, and Dorian watched in fascination as her skin slowly turned bright red. Her hair stayed blue and her eyes remained their same shade of amber, though the pupils shifted until they were vertical, cat-like slits. 

	All things considered, transforming to another humanoid species was probably the easiest thing she ever had to do, especially when the species in question didn’t have tails and horns like Velothi or tentacles like Neyris. Nevertheless, Dorian still found the transformation breathtaking. 

	“I should have done this earlier,” she said, pivoting her chair and putting her hand on his leg. “I could have burned your cock right off.”

	“Then I’m glad you didn’t,” he replied dryly. Half the men in the galaxy had probably fantasized about what the legendarily intense Kreen body heat must have felt like—himself included. But the thrill absolutely didn’t seem worth the risk.

	“Still, one of these days I really need to try on a new form for you,” Kaya mused. “We could always start simple. That projection we saw from Ziphrades didn’t have great resolution, but you have to admit that I looked pretty hot as a blond.”

	“You look hot all the time.”

	She rolled her eyes. “You just fucked me like an hour ago. You don’t need to butter me up with bullshit.”

	“It’s not bullshit,” Dorian insisted. “Why don’t you ever believe me when I tell you that you’re amazing the way you are?”

	“I don’t know,” she said, glancing out the canopy as a set of tractor beams locked onto the ship and helped guide them onto the landing pad. “All I know is that if I were a guy, I’d want to fuck every species I could fit my cock in. And having a shapeshifting girlfriend like me would save so much effort.”

	Smirking, she got to her feet. With her bare stomach at eye level, Dorian couldn’t deny that she really did look pretty good in red…

	They landed without incident, and the refueling crew outside—a trio of maintenance drones with a single technician—didn’t give them the slightest bit of trouble. Still, they decided to play it extra safe and leave Dorian back on the ship while she made a quick supply run to the nearby market. 

	He didn’t like the idea of leaving her alone, but his face was a lot more recognizable than hers—especially if his father had put out a bounty for his recovery. Besides, Mysha was defenseless in the infirmary, and Dorian liked the idea of leaving her alone even less. 

	When Kaya returned to the Prowler a half an hour later, Dorian almost couldn’t believe that she wasn’t being pursued or shot at. After their other adventures, he had genuinely started to feel like gunfights and life-or-death chases were going to be a part of his daily routine now. 

	But this time, at least, the universe cut them a break. Less than an hour after they’d docked, they were blasting back into open space. 

	“I have plotted the jump for the rendezvous point,” Ghost announced, his avatar floating above the tac-holo between the two seats. “Though I once again feel compelled to caution against this course of action. Traveling into the Far Rim beyond Convectorate-controlled space would be a much safer decision.” 

	“Noted,” Dorian said. He stared down at the navigational displays, knowing that this was the last chance to change his mind. The odds that his father would actually be at the rendezvous point weren’t great, and even if he was, their reunion probably wouldn’t be pleasant. 

	But he still had to try. Kaya was right that he would never forgive himself if he didn’t. 

	“You ready?” she asked, already back in her normal form. Her hand was hovering above the hyperspace controls.

	“Yeah,” Dorian told her. “Let’s get this over with.”

	 

	***

	 

	With two full days of hyperspace travel looming before them, Dorian and Kaya both decided that there was no reason not to try and get some sleep, especially since Mysha would likely still be unconscious for a while. They went to check on her in the infirmary, confirmed that she was indeed safe and on the mend, and then retired to Kaya’s quarters with a bit of the fresh food and drink she had scored at Sichi. 

	Dorian was fully prepared for her to beg him for another quick (or even not-so-quick) fuck, if for no other reason than to satisfy her curiosity about how much he had recovered after an hour and a half of rest. But again, she surprised him—she just wanted to relax and eat. She made him try at least half a dozen types of alien cuisine she had apparently picked up on a Sichi sampler platter. Almost all of the food was good, and she seemed to take genuine pleasure in watching him experience new flavors. 

	They had spent so much of their time together being shot at that he had almost forgotten just how charming she could be in the rare moments when she had the chance to be a regular young woman who liked food and holovids and other mundanities. Her life probably hadn’t afforded her many such opportunities.

	After about an hour or so, Dorian had the strange realization that this almost felt like a date. 

	He had to stifle a chuckle at the thought. It shouldn’t have seemed so strange, given their close relative ages. But after everything they had already been through—after the insane conspiracy they found themselves embroiled in…

	Well, the idea of going out to catch dinner and a holovid together seemed almost preposterously quaint. 

	Inevitably, they ended up naked and back in her bed, though she seemed almost bizarrely hesitant to drain him again without Mysha involved. He found it endearing rather than frustrating, especially when he imagined all three of them being in the same bed together. Stars, it seemed like they would light the universe on fire…

	But for now, they merely talked, kissed, and fell asleep. 

	The display on the nightstand informed him that six hours had passed by the time he abruptly returned to consciousness. The room was dark, and the shutters on the viewport were closed to prevent the bright, flickering expanse of hyperspace from keeping them awake. Kaya looked like a corpse, which, in his admittedly limited experience, was how she always slept. Dorian had no idea what had roused him…at least, not until Ghost’s voice spoke into his head. 

	[I apologize for waking you, sir, but the Velothi’s brain activity has been increasing at a steady rate,] the AI informed him. [I assumed that you would wish to be present when she regained consciousness.]

	Dorian nodded and leaned up, feeling no particular urgency. Mysha might have been recovering even quicker than they had anticipated, but he knew that predicting the precise moment she would regain consciousness was an inherently imprecise task, even for a para-sentient AI like Ghost. Organic machinery was tricky that way. 

	It took him less than a minute to slide off the bed and throw on some comfortable pants and a t-shirt from Kaya’s closet of adaptive fabric. He almost wished that instead of going to the Fallen Star, they were heading to the Garr family compound. At least it would give him the chance to raid his own closet…

	Thirty seconds later, he was back out in the Prowler’s narrow corridors on his way to the infirmary. He stopped halfway, unexpectedly overwhelmed by a wave of nostalgia. Aside from the pleasant hum of the ship’s drive and the subtle, almost imperceptible vibrations in the deck plating, it was remarkably quiet and peaceful. 

	I’m not sure I ever realized how much I missed this.

	Smiling to himself, he placed his hand on the bulkhead and closed his eyes. The Prowler was much smaller than his family’s old freighter, of course, not to mention dramatically cleaner. But being here in this moment, alone in the corridor surrounded only by the familiar sounds of space travel, he suddenly found himself missing that old barge. Despite all the long, boring trips—despite the fact that half the time he’d barely had enough to eat—there was still a strange wistfulness there, a longing for a past life that, for all its difficulties, had still possessed an appealing simplicity. By any objective measure, his life had improved tenfold after moving to the compound, but it had still taken him years to become accustomed to it.

	Perhaps I never did. 

	Snorting softly, Dorian reopened his eyes. One thing he’d never had in the compound or on the freighter was a pair of beautiful women who were depending on him. And one of them was about to need his help.

	He continued into the infirmary, his eyes immediately flicking up to evaluate the readouts. It had been just shy of twelve hours since they had left Ziphrades, and if not for the blood-soaked clothing on the shelf behind him, he wouldn’t have been able to tell that she had ever been hurt. Even the best hospital in the sector couldn’t pull that off. Kaya’s powers remained as impressive as ever. 

	It was hard not to be entranced by the sight of her resting so peacefully. Formfitting white pants hugged her shapely hips and legs, her long, dexterous tail lying between them. The black sleeveless crop top she still wore exposed generous amounts of blue skin and highlighted the swells of her full, firm breasts. Her alluring white hair lay in a halo about her head, the perfect backdrop to let him admire her gracefully curving horns and the four cranial tendrils that emerged behind her ears.

	[The Velothi should regain consciousness soon,] Ghost chimed in through Dorian’s implant. The AI could have easily hijacked the status monitor to project his voice, but perhaps he thought it would be polite to keep quiet. 

	“You’re allowed to use her name, you know,” Dorian said tartly. “Since you finally stopped calling them ‘the females,’ you might as well take the next step.”

	[As you wish, of course. I merely did not wish to imply a degree of intimacy that would make you uncomfortable.]

	“Trust me, I’m not worried about them liking you more than me.”

	Mysha stirred as if in response to his voice, her head gently rocking and her eyes fluttering behind her lids. Dorian rushed to the side of the medical bed, exactly where she had been when their roles had been reversed a week ago. 

	She inhaled sharply, her faintly glowing blue eyes becoming visible. She blinked a few more times, clearly still hazy, before she finally seemed to register his presence. 

	“Echu tari,” she breathed. 

	“Welcome back,” Dorian said, smiling and gently squeezing her hand. “How are you feeling?”

	“I don’t…” She paused, and her other hand reached down to the side of her stomach in search of a wound that was no longer there. “Kaya…?”

	“Turns out she’s pretty useful to have around,” Dorian said with a wry grin. 

	“Sometimes,” Mysha conceded, smiling back at him. “But you’re the one who saved us.”

	“I suppose that depends on your perspective. Personally, I think you deserve all the credit. If you hadn’t snuck down there to check on us…”

	Her blue cheeks darkened the tiniest bit—a telltale sign of embarrassment. The fact that her tail had curled around her own calf was another.

	“When I realized the com interference wasn’t natural, I started to investigate,” she said. “That’s when another ship landed at the facility, one that was invisible to our sensors. It was sleek and black—I’ve never seen the design before. But then I sensed someone else out there…” She trailed off, shivering as if reliving the memory. 

	Dorian nodded. Her telepathy was fairly limited, at least how she had always described it, but perhaps she was getting better at it. Though he wouldn’t have been surprised if it had always been stronger than she’d believed. It hadn’t taken him long to realize that she had a rather serious habit of underestimating herself. 

	“When I saw her exit her ship, it was obvious what she was,” Mysha added after a moment. “But the coms were still jammed, so I had to wait until she took the lift. I was so worried she would hurt you before I could catch up.”

	She swallowed and reached out to touch his hand, then squeezed it hard—harder than he thought she was even capable of with her dancer-like figure and slender arms.

	“I knew that you’d be able to stop her,” she whispered. “I can’t explain why, but I was absolutely sure of it.”

	Dorian squeezed back. If Kaya had been praising him like this, he probably would have snickered and assumed it was sarcasm. But Mysha…she meant every word. Ever since he had removed the Echo’s control chip from her brainstem, her attitude toward him had done a complete one-eighty. Looking back, it was almost funny to remember that the first time he’d met her, she had shot him in the chest…

	Now she looked at him differently—not just as a friend, but as a kind of savior. And waking up here in the infirmary had obviously just raised her opinion of him even further. He had to admit, it made him a little uncomfortable. 

	But not that uncomfortable, if he was totally, shamelessly honest with himself. He enjoyed playing the hero as much as any man, especially when she looked up at him like this. For all the emotional armor she could wear, she had an almost child-like innocence about her at times, especially in matters surrounding the Seraphim and the future. It was probably naïve, but it was definitely endearing. 

	“I know the Widow will send more of her operatives after us, especially now,” Mysha whispered. “But at least one Spider is dead.”

	“I’m not actually sure about that,” Dorian said with a wince. “I don’t know how much of the battle you saw, but that woman was practically unkillable—she was tougher than a V’rath or even a Baalir. Our weapons didn’t scratch her, and even Kaya’s electrokinesis was useless. All I could do was pin her to the wall while we escaped.”

	Mysha’s tendrils swished, her face a study in shock. “I didn’t see all that much, but that sounds…how is that even possible? Kaya can release enough energy to slag metal.”

	“I don’t know; I’ve never seen anything like it. Kaya said that she was one of the ‘Nines.’ Ghost called her a Seraphim Immortal.”

	One of the display panels flickered, and suddenly the AI’s holographic avatar was floating right next to them, startling them both into breaking their contact. “At the height of the Dominion’s power, the Immortals served as—”

	“I didn’t ask you!” Dorian snapped. “Could you give us some privacy?”

	“Of course, sir. I apologize for the intrusion.” Ghost spun on his axis but didn’t disappear. “However, I feel obligated to remind you that despite the Velothi—correction: Mysha’s—rapid recovery, she should still avoid any strenuous activity for—”

	Dorian tapped the implant beneath the skin on the side of his head and called the AI back inside. He needed a second to collect himself before he could look at Mysha again. “Sorry,” he muttered. “Sometimes he’s a little too helpful.”

	Mysha’s smile returned. “It’s all right. You might have noticed that I have a lot more patience for tech than Kaya.”

	“Not a high bar. I’m a little surprised she still hasn’t made me get his shell program out of her implant.”

	“So am I, honestly.” She paused a moment and ran a hand back through her long mane of white hair. “Speaking of, where is she?”

	“Sleeping,” Dorian replied. “She recovered pretty quickly after healing you, thankfully, but I still think it left her drained.”

	“It always does,” Mysha said. “Did you manage to find anything when you were down there?”

	Dorian slowly nodded. “Yeah, though not what we were looking for. Turns out that the Union cleaned up after themselves remarkably thoroughly—even Ghost couldn’t do much to recover any data. And we didn’t find any helpful clues on where to find them.”

	“Damn,” she hissed, slumping harder against the bed as the implications settled in. “So we have no idea where they are or how to contact them.”

	“Not really, no. But we did find…something.”

	He could feel her glowing eyes upon him waiting for an explanation, but even after a few hours of rest, he was still finding it difficult to process. Just thinking about the Widow watching him all those years made his skin crawl…

	“We found a list of sorts,” Dorian explained. “The short version is that it seems like the Spiders have been observing certain individuals across Convectorate space—individuals they believed might eventually develop psionic powers but hadn’t yet.”

	“Strange,” Mysha whispered, tendrils swishing again. “That’s not how Kaya thought they operated.”

	“It could suggest that their webs aren’t as accurate or expansive as they’ve led everyone to believe. They might need to rely on regular intelligence-gathering methods, too.” Dorian sighed and swallowed. “But all of that is almost irrelevant. The real problem is one of the names we found on the list—me.”

	“You?” she gasped. “But…”

	“I know,” he said. “Apparently, the Widow has had her eye on me for a long time, and our little compound wasn’t as secure or hidden as we thought. But from the information we found, the Spiders didn’t seem to realize that I had ever developed powers, which was why they left me alone.”

	Mysha went silent as she chewed it over. He knew it was a lot to take in, especially since she had missed out on the entire adventure in the lab. Dorian let her process for a moment before he went on. 

	“Anyway, it obviously doesn’t help us make contact with the Union,” he said. “But it’s still disturbing as hell.”

	She leaned up a few centimeters. “Where are we right now, anyway?”

	“We finally refueled at Sichi about six or seven hours ago. Now…well, now we’re headed back into the Belt.”

	Mysha blinked. “Why?”

	He paused, wondering if she would be upset that he and Kaya had made this decision without her. He probably would have been, had their positions been reversed. But he reminded himself that there was technically nothing stopping them from turning around at any point, and they now had enough fuel to cross through at least one other sector before needing to stop again. 

	“I want to reach out to my father,” he told her. “If nothing else, he deserves to know that we were on that list. And since we don’t have any other leads…I don’t know, maybe there’s a chance he can help. Otherwise, well…”

	Mysha looked up at him for a moment, but thankfully she didn’t seem mad or even annoyed. She just looked concerned. 

	“We’re on our way to an old rendezvous point my father and I established years ago in case something happened and we ever got separated,” Dorian added. “I slipped out a message a few days ago telling him to run and lay low for a while, so I’m hoping that he might be on his way there, too. It’s a bit of a longshot, but…”

	He almost cringed at how silly that must have sounded, especially considering that she had missed all the earlier deliberations with Kaya. Perhaps there was a small part of him that wished she would tell him to turn the ship around just so he could make a clean break with his life and move on…

	But she didn’t.

	“What did Kaya think?” Mysha asked. 

	Dorian shrugged. “She thinks it’s a longshot just like I do. But she was also pretty insistent that we should give it a try. She thinks it will eat me up inside forever if we don’t.”

	“Will it?”

	“Probably,” he admitted. 

	Her luminescent eyes stayed locked on him for several seconds before he felt her tail curl supportively around his leg. A heartbeat later, she reached out and took his hand again. 

	“Then I hope he’s there,” she said. “Do you think there’s any chance he might know how to contact the Union?”

	“I doubt it,” Dorian said, shaking his head. “He’s never agreed with their motives or their ideology. But he is one of the most connected people in the sector, so who knows?”

	He didn’t add that the biggest hurdle might be calming Samir down enough to even talk to him. Dorian could only imagine how absolutely livid his father would be about…well, everything. And he definitely wasn’t going to be happy to meet the con artists who had stolen his son away in the first place. 

	“We have to find the Union,” Mysha whispered, her voice turning grave. “Soon.”

	Dorian nodded. He could see the desperation in her eyes and feel it in the squeeze of her tail. She didn’t merely want to join up with the Union for safety—she believed in their cause. And that belief, that faith in what the Seraph had stood for, had obviously helped her get through hard times. It was something the two of them had in common that he and Kaya did not.

	Even if a month ago he had been living in comfortable obscurity, whereas she had been living with a bomb in her head.

	Unfortunately, she had probably expected to wake up to news that they were on their way to a Union base. Sadly, the galaxy refused to cooperate. 

	“We’ll figure it out,” Dorian promised, hoping she believed him. “But for now, at least we’re all safe.”

	“And together,” Mysha added, her tail squeezing his leg even harder. “K and I have been through a lot. And now that we have you, we can handle anything.”

	She reached up and placed a soft hand on his cheek, then smiled and pulled him down for a kiss. Her lips eagerly parted, inviting his tongue to delve as deep, and her cranial tendrils began to massage his jaw and ears while her hands joined behind his neck. A memory flashed into his mind’s eye: Mysha on her back in the cramped maintenance shaft with him on top of her, sweat pouring off their semi-clothed bodies thanks to the oppressive heat in the tight space. Thrusting his cock deep into her ass over and over while she cried out his name directly into his mind…

	Dorian gasped and pulled back. The memory had been so intense, so real, that he swore he had felt the hot, vise-like grip of her bowels clamped around his manhood. He had never relived a memory so vividly before, not even in a dream, and he wondered how his brain had even pulled it off. 

	Perhaps it hadn’t. When he glanced down at Mysha’s face barely a centimeter from his, he swore there was a subtle glint in her luminescent blue eyes. Had she somehow projected that memory into his mind, including all the thoughts and sensations that had gone along with it? And if so, had it been a conscious decision on her part?

	“Vwen losi,” Mysha whispered, the tip of her dark blue tongue darting across her lips. Her tendrils continued massaging his neck. “It doesn’t seem that long ago that I was playing nursemaid while you were lying here.”

	“You were a lot better at it,” Dorian said. 

	When she smiled, he suddenly became aware of her tail unfurling from around his calf and slowly dragging up his leg and thigh until the tip teasingly brushed across his groin. 

	“I just wanted to thank you for helping me,” she breathed. “Honestly, I still haven’t fully repaid you.”

	More memories flashed in his mind’s eye: their first kiss in the cockpit after Talinus, their shared laughter as they effortlessly flirted on Cira Narn, her tail curling around his manhood when he was lying right here on this table just a few days ago…

	A soft moan escaped his lips when he felt the tip begin to wiggle beneath the elastic band of his jumpsuit pants. He remembered how incredible it had felt curled around his cock, and how her control and dexterity defied belief.

	“You should…you should get some more rest,” he said, knowing he should gently try to stop her but unable to actually do so. Her tail had already reached his cock and started to coil around his hard, sensitive shaft…

	“I’ve been resting,” Mysha purred. “I need something to help me wake up.”

	Her hand flashed up to grab the back of his head, pulling him in for another kiss. As her soft tongue plunged back into his mouth, her tail began stroking his cock as expertly as any hand. She didn’t hold back—she pumped him hard right away, as if she couldn’t wait for him to spill. The last time she had given him a tailjob, she had been able to take him into her mouth just before he burst. But now he was about to make a mess all over her taut blue stomach…

	“Wait!” she gasped, pulling away. Her tail uncoiled from his stem, leaving it aching and throbbing in midair. More memories of their dalliance in the maintenance shaft pushed into his mind—the intensity of the scorching heat, the softness of her girlish whimpers, the desperation in her eyes as she begged him to fuck her—and it was all he could do not to lose control. His brain screamed at him to shuffle between her legs and rip off her pants. He could almost hear her crying out in delight as he slammed his cock right up her ass.

	But Dorian didn’t want to hurt her. He refused to hurt her. Though with the way she was looking up at him right now, so hungry and breathless, he knew for a fact she wouldn’t complain even if he set back her recovery and reopened the wound in her side…

	“I want to taste you,” Mysha pleaded, hands suddenly at the sides of his face. 

	Dorian fought his urges so hard he felt lightheaded. “I don’t—”

	“Climb up here,” she demanded. “Please!”

	If he had stood there and thought about it for more than a fraction of a second, his good sense might have caught up with his libido and warned him that this was a terrible idea. Which was probably why his body had already started moving by the time the plea left her lips. 

	In a single crisp motion, Dorian ripped off his jumpsuit pants and swung his leg up onto the medical table. There wasn’t much room—the bed was narrow by design—yet he still managed to fit one knee on either side of her torso. His cock jutted above the thin fabric of her cropped top, and he wished the garment had metal pins if only so he could rip it open with his magnokinesis and jam his swollen manhood between her bountiful blue pillows. Titfucking Kaya in the shower had been incredible, and she didn’t have cranial tendrils to help out…

	But Mysha had other plans. Planting her hands firmly on the back of his thighs, she guided him forward until the tip of his cock could reach her mouth. She parted her lips and gently extended her tongue, her glowing eyes looking up at him expectantly. 

	Her horns make great handholds, and she loves taking it deep.

	With Kaya’s words racing through his mind, Dorian eased his cock forward. He groaned as the sensitive tip slid over her soft tongue and through her lips, taking it slow and gentle to give her time to adjust. But when he only fed her a few centimeters before pulling back, Mysha grew impatient. She pulled the back of his thighs with her hands again, encouraging him to give her more. 

	Dorian obeyed, pushing back into the humid paradise of her mouth. He awaited the signal to pause, but it never came. She didn’t relent even when he eased the tip past her tonsils and into her throat—on the contrary, she shifted her grip from his thighs to his hands, and after giving them a reassuring squeeze, she placed them directly on her horns. 

	He received the message loud and clear. 

	Dorian pulled back, then thrust into her again, prompting a loud gurgle he might have mistaken for discomfort if it weren’t chased by a delighted moan. Her eyelids began to flutter over her glowing blue orbs as he pumped in and out, creating an almost strobe light effect when he began fucking her face in earnest. His knees had to squeeze her body to keep from falling off the bed—the precariousness and each brush of his legs against her breasts adding to the thrill. And while her hands returned to his thighs to brace herself, her cranial tendrils massaged his testicles and inner thighs like a second set of fingers.

	He had absolutely zero chance of holding back, and looking down at her only brought him closer to the event horizon: the sight of his thick cock vanishing into her blue lips, the sound of her gurgling moans as he ravaged her clinging throat, the feeling of raw, primal power as grasped her horns and fucked her face like a cunt…

	“Shit!” Dorian cried out, pulling her flat against him and bottoming out his cock as it burst. His genetically engineered body had long since recovered from his bouts with Kaya, and he pumped a thick, full load deep down Mysha’s throat. It was only at the last instant, just before the final spurt, that he remembered to pull back enough to ensure that he put at least a little in her mouth and tongue. She had wanted to taste him, after all.

	He stayed kneeling there, panting, for at least a minute after he’d finished. His hands slid off her horns and down to lovingly thread though her lustrous white mane. Her eyes were lidded, her body twitching with uneven tremors as she sucked on his sensitized tip, and he realized with awe that she had climaxed with him. She smiled up at him when his cock finally slipped from her mouth, her blue tongue immediately darting up to lick her lips clean. 

	“I think I’m awake now,” Mysha cooed as her tendrils began to gently rub and stroke his stem. 

	“Glad to hear it,” Dorian replied with a breathless smile. 

	“But that just means I need breakfast,” she said, swallowing with a hum of approval and sliding her hands up the backs of his thighs again to keep him in place. “Think you could help a girl out?”

	 

	 

	
Interlude 

	 

	The second time Vestri and her ship shifted out of astral space, she didn’t feel the Master’s telepathic tethers reaching out for her. What she did feel was a splitting headache.

	“Are you all right, mistress?”

	“I’m fine,” Vestri replied through gritted teeth as she tried to focus on the sensor displays in front of her. Her vision had been getting worse and worse over the past few hours, and she’d started having trouble concentrating on anything for more than a few seconds before her mind wandered off. The phantasm had mostly left her alone, surprisingly, though Vestri had still found herself having conversations with other figments of her distant memories. 

	Many of whom bore her face.

	In her rare moments of clarity, she had started to understand just how dangerous the Koro Effect could be. But mercifully, after just a couple minutes back in normal space, she began to feel like herself again. If there even was such a thing for a clone. 

	“The facility’s sensors will detect our approach soon,” the Synesthete announced. “Do you wish to activate stealth systems?”

	“No,” Vestri said, shaking her head. “It’s a public facility. Inform them that we’re here to trade and request a docking assignment.”

	“As you wish.”

	Closing her eyes, Vestri focused on keeping her breathing slow and steady. Ideally, she wouldn’t have to return to astral space again for at least a few hours, which would hopefully give her mind enough time to fully recover. The downside was that it would also give the Master plenty of time to try and contact her if he so desired. And if he decided that the almost three days she’d been out of contact were sufficient to order her ship’s Synesthete back to the Nest…

	Well, there was no point in worrying about it right now. Once she landed on Suntara, the ship could no longer become her prison. Not until she needed it again, anyway. 

	“We have received confirmation of our arrival,” the Synesthete said. “I have requested a landing pad.”

	“Good,” Vestri said, reopening her eyes and leaning forward in the helm seat to look out the viewport. An emerald world in orbit about an ochre gas giant filled her view. Ostensibly, Suntara was a simple research station owned by the local system government and run by the native Zentili. While the squat, arboreal aliens didn’t perform any research of their own, they rented out space on their moon to anyone who wished to use its elaborate, cutting-edge facilities. Wealthy private citizens, companies, universities, even governments—many organizations across the Viraxes Belt had representatives and/or scientists here. The verdant moon was home to thousands of unique species, flora and fauna both, that every biotech firm in the sector was scrambling to research. 

	Vestri assumed that there was more going on beneath the surface, especially if a high-level Intelligence Ministry scientist like Pherion Gizahri had been assigned here. The Tarreen Hierarchy wouldn’t waste such a valuable asset studying plants, and anyone who ever worked on the Spider Program in any capacity—especially a psionically gifted alien—would be closely surveilled. Intelligence Minister Drathir didn’t trust the Widow or her people. 

	Nor should he, considering she was busy planting the seeds of the Tarreen’s final destruction at the hands of a renewed Seraphim. 

	The station hailed them less than a minute later, and the controller on the other end was calm, professional, and helpful. Vestri repeated that they were here to trade, and the fact that he didn’t probe any deeper confirmed her suspicions that the facility was more than just another corporate research haven. She wouldn’t have been at all surprised to learn that huge amounts of contraband passed through this place, especially illegal biotech and cybernetics. From what little she knew about the Zentili and their government, they were probably more than happy to take a small cut of all transactions and then get out of the way. 

	They had a docking pad assignment in less than three minutes, and ten minutes after that the ship was passing through the moon’s thick, soupy atmosphere on a landing vector. Vestri couldn’t see a damn thing outside the viewport until they were practically on top of the facility, but when she did, she had to admit it was an impressive sight. The moon’s landscape was a fertile paradise with lush, unspoiled forests stretching across the horizon. Some of the trees were so tall they almost defied belief, and the canopy looked practically impenetrable. 

	The facility itself was situated on a massive, four-kilometer-wide plateau atop a small mountain that was far too flat and level to be natural. The Zentili had probably taken a cutting laser to the rock, scalping the tip off the mountain and then plopping down a multi-billion-credit structure atop the bald crown. A glance at her ship’s database suggested that the complex was over fifty years old, but the nest of domes looked as pristine as if it had been built yesterday. Considering how quickly nature sought to reclaim its territory in a fierce biome like this one, it was a remarkable—and undoubtedly expensive—achievement. 

	The landing pad Vestri had been assigned was small, isolated, and almost four hundred meters down the side of the plateau, below the main complex but still well above the tallest treetops. The location only cemented her suspicions at the amount of contraband moving through here, especially when she noticed that there were several other pads spread out at roughly even intervals in similar locations. A smuggler could quickly and quietly land on any of these pads, move his cargo up the adjoining lift, and then vanish without anyone being the wiser. 

	She secured her breathing mask as her ship’s landing ramp extended, a little surprised that no one rushed out to greet her. But her sensors had detected a few tiny security drones nearby, flitting around like spherical birds who had flown up from the forest in search of safer ground. They would surely be equipped with cameras, and she didn’t much like the idea of some local security officer watching her stroll across to the lift. At best, she would look like a fearsome mercenary; at worst, they would recognize her black Spider armor and panic before she was in position to conceal her presence. Since this was a corporate rather than Convectorate-controlled facility, the semi-sentient AI in charge of overseeing security wouldn’t be pre-programmed to scrub her from all records and leave her to her business. 

	Thankfully, there was another solution to that problem. 

	Reaching up to her sternum, Vestri tapped the hologuise matrix the maintenance drones had just installed in her armor. There was a brief flash of light in front of her eyes, but otherwise she didn’t notice any difference—until she glanced to her right and looked at her reflection in the polished metal wall panel next to her. Visually, she now looked like a Beskadi merchant wearing a traditional robe-like bodysuit, complete with drawn hood and breathing mask. The projection wouldn’t stand up to close scrutiny or anything more than cursory security scans, but that was unlikely to matter. Once she was up close, she could easily cloud the mind of anyone who displayed too much interest in her. 

	As she descended the ramp, she dimly wondered what form a Seven like Kaya would have chosen in her position. With their metamorphic powers and natural duplicity, they could trivially blend in anywhere in the galaxy. They were the ultimate covert operatives, and they would surely play a major role in the coming Eclipse. 

	Vestri, on the other hand, still wasn’t certain if she would live to see it. 

	Choking back a wave of old bitterness, she approached the lift at the end of the pad. A single security drone hovered nearby, the three circular lights on the front flashing as they scanned her. Even though her hologuise probably would have concealed the energy signature of a sidearm from the drone’s rudimentary sensors, she had decided not to take the risk and gone unarmed. It wasn’t as if she needed a pulse pistol to defend herself.

	Stepping into the wide lift, she keyed for an ascent. It was almost torturously slow, another sign that this equipment was designed to haul cargo and not people, but she closed her eyes and used the time to stretch out with her telepathy. The throbbing mass of collective consciousness was almost overwhelming—not as much as a true metropolis, of course, but more than she would have expected for a scientific complex. There must have been fifty thousand people living here, possibly more. 

	But she only cared about one of them.

	Local com chatter suggests that your arrival has largely gone unnoticed, mistress, the Synesthete said directly into her mind. However, their network security is highly advanced, at least a decade or more beyond standard Convectorate technology. Nevertheless, I will do everything I can to locate the Yarasi scientist for you. 

	Vestri sent a wordless telepathic confirmation. Synesthetes were remarkable in many ways and typically superior to most advanced para-sentient artificial intelligences. But since they were people, not computers, they were as reliant on the quality of their physical equipment as anyone else. Her ship couldn’t simply slice into the local network and tell her what she wanted to know. 

	But that was all right. Vestri had plenty of other means of extracting information at her disposal. And as the lift car reached its destination and deposited her at the edge of the sprawling facility, she found herself smiling behind her mask. 

	Pherion Gizahri was here somewhere, and the truth about Spider Zero’s loyalty—and possibly even her location—was sealed inside his alien mind. No matter what it took or how much she had to hurt him, Vestri was going to crack it open.

	 

	 

	 

	
3 
The Fallen Star

	 

	Mysha was on her feet and mostly back to normal within a few hours of waking up, and when Dorian escorted her back to her quarters, he half expected her to invite him into her shower just as Kaya had. He could certainly imagine worse fates than rotating between wet, steamy sex and intimate showers with the two beautiful women his life had become hopelessly entangled with. 

	But Mysha seemed surprisingly drained after he had helped her onto her bed, and it was only then that he noticed that her cheeks and face had turned a lighter shade of blue. Ghost assured him that she was fine, suggesting that her “ill-conceived bout of exercise” had strained her condition, and that all she needed was several hours of actual rest and relaxation. 

	Dorian might have felt a bit guiltier if Mysha herself hadn’t initiated their fun, but as it was, he doubted that she had any regrets. From the way she seemed to melt into his arms every time he touched her—and from how eagerly and deeply she kissed him whenever their lips met—he knew that what she really wanted right now was for him to lie down in bed and snuggle with her. 

	So that was precisely what he did. He joined her on the bed, kissing the back of her neck and shoulders as she lay on her side, one hand working beneath her and the other moving past her shoulder so his fingers could sensually rub her cranial tendrils. She sighed in appreciation, her warm body seeming to melt even more deeply against him. 

	A strange sort of peace filled Dorian, even as the rich, floral scent of her hair stirred his desires anew. It was difficult to hold himself back from massaging her breasts or even tasting her sweet alien quim. The trouble was, he knew it would quickly lead to more aerobic uses of their time, which ultimately wouldn’t do her any good. 

	Mysha eventually fell back asleep, and he used the opportunity to slip into the kitchen and get her a protein bar and some nebulii spiced tea. He left it on the nightstand for her, reduced the lights to twenty percent luminosity, and then closed the door. 

	Dorian spent the next few hours on his own in the cockpit, his feet propped up on the navigation console while he gazed at the shimmering, frenetic blue walls of the hyperspace corridor. He tried to game out all the possible ways a rendezvous with his father might unfold, from how to introduce the girls to how he could explain what they had been up to the past week. And then, almost as a grim afterthought, he imagined how things might unfold if they faced the much more likely scenario that Samir never showed up. 

	At a minimum, he would feel silly. But if the Spiders or more Shadows caught up to them because of it…

	Shaking away the thought, Dorian decided that there was little point in scolding himself for something that may or may not even happen. All he could realistically do was focus on the present and hope for the best. If it didn’t work out, the three of them would just have to decide where to go next. Perhaps he could figure out a way to become the Mech Magnate of the Far Rim instead…

	Kaya eventually interrupted his ruminations, having finally awakened from her corpse-like slumber. They headed back to the kitchen and ate a bit while waiting for Mysha to wake, and once she did, the three of them caught up on everything that had happened as a group. 

	And then, at last, they arrived at the rendezvous. 

	“One minute remaining,” Ghost announced as the three of them moved into the cockpit, Mysha sliding into the pilot’s chair a bit gingerly. Kaya took the co-pilot’s seat, leaving Dorian to stand behind and between them.

	One of these days, he told himself, we really need to install a third chair.

	A light on the navigation console blinked on, and Ghost’s holographic avatar once again appeared above the tac-holo between the seats. “Returning to normal space in three, two, one…”

	The hyperspace corridor collapsed around them. Dorian had grown accustomed to seeing a planet or a massive space station take its place, but this time there was nothing—no planetoids, no asteroids, no nebulae. Just an endless abyss broken only by the needlepoint glimmer of countless distant stars. 

	“Nothing on the tac-holo,” Mysha commented. “Though it looks like we drifted almost five hundred klicks from the target.”

	“Not surprising,” Dorian said as he eyed the sensor display. Most civilian and mercantile ships like the Prowler used pre-tunneled jump corridors as a means of cutting costs. They were fast and reliable, and they required only a basic hyperdrive to access. Pre-tunneled corridors were also highly accurate, spitting out ships within single digit meters of their target destination—a benefit that, among other things, allowed ships to arrive closer to space stations and planets and cut down on time and sublight fuel expenditure. 

	Advanced hyperdrives like the one on the Prowler allowed pilots to go wherever they wanted in whatever path they wanted—a massive advantage for anyone carrying contraband or who needed to go somewhere outside a pre-determined route. But in addition to the higher cost, such hyperdrives also had to deal with the problem of drift. Normally, the amount was relatively small, perhaps a few kilometers, but deep space travel lacked the added telemetry data from nearby celestial bodies. The fact they had only ended up a few hundred thousand meters from their destination was quite remarkable, all things considered. 

	“Uploading coordinates to the navigation console,” Ghost said. “I shall initiate a scan once we are in range.”

	Mysha’s thumb flicked across the flight stick, increasing the ship’s throttle while she simultaneously pitched them to starboard almost fifty degrees. It would only take a few minutes to cover the necessary distance at sublight speed, but that was just enough time to let Dorian’s stomach clench into such a tight knot he started feeling nauseous. 

	Come on, Dad. Please say you listened to me for once.

	“There’s a debris field up ahead,” Kaya said, squinting at her display. “It could be the remains of a ship.”

	Dorian’s chest hollowed out, his thoughts filling with images of a Convectorate battleship chasing down his father and blasting the family freighter into oblivion. But he reminded himself that a debris field had always been here—it was, in fact, one of the reasons his father had chosen this location in the first place. 

	“It is not the remains of a single vessel,” Ghost said. “The debris field is far too extensive. It is impossible to perform a comprehensive analysis without close-range scans, but the most likely conclusion is that a large space battle took place here. A cursory analysis suggests that the debris has been adrift for at least four centuries, possibly more.”

	“There’s no historical record of a battle anywhere near here in the Convectorate database,” Mysha commented as she scrolled through information on the display to her left. “But four hundred years ago would put it somewhere around the collapse of the original Tarreen Empire…or maybe the Unification Wars that followed.”

	A tight smile tugged at Dorian’s lips. “That’s another reason Dad liked this spot. The Tarreen have essentially erased the history of their original empire to avoid embarrassment, and the Seraphim didn’t become fastidious record-keepers until the rise of the Dominion decades later.”

	“In other words, no one would ever think to come here,” Kaya reasoned. “And there’s a lot of places to hide in the bushes just in case. Your dad is a clever fellow, isn’t he?”

	“He likes to think he is,” Dorian murmured. It didn’t take much longer before the debris field became visible even without the aid of the sensors, the canopy’s low-light enhancement bringing it into sharp relief. The sight was breathtaking yet decidedly unsettling. Starship debris wasn’t like flotsam on the ocean; there was no current to drag it in a specific direction, nor marine life to obscure and consume it. Without the gravity of a nearby celestial body, most of the giant pieces of metal and scrap were floating in the same direction an explosion had propelled them four centuries ago. At this point, pieces from the same ship could be tens of thousands of kilometers apart. 

	But there were still several larger hulls scattered amidst the endlessly expanding field, their mass just enough to keep the field from dissolving completely, and they didn’t appear to be moving at all. They were practically frozen in space and time, perfectly preserved monuments to a devastating war that had redefined the galaxy—a war whose records had been all but wiped away. 

	A shiver ran through him as he wondered how many bodies were out there, floating off into the void or entombed in the silent, airless corridors of their ships. Thousands? Tens of thousands? 

	“The Fallen Star,” Dorian said, pointing to one of the massive hulks. “That’s the closest translation I could find for it in an old Tarreen dialect, anyway. You can see the characters painted on the side right there next to the gash in the hull. It was clear that most of these ships were Tarreen in origin even before we discovered the names, though. There are a lot of similarities to modern Convectorate design.”

	“And they got slaughtered,” Mysha said, her glowing eyes wide as they cruised past several larger wrecks. “It must have been the Seraph’s forces even before the Unification Wars. Before she died…”

	Dorian was a little surprised that Kaya didn’t pipe in with an “if she ever existed” quip, but her gaze and attention remained fastened on the show outside the canopy. Ghost was not distracted so easily. 

	“There is no definitive evidence pointing to the existence of the messianic figure worshiped by the Seraphim,” he said. “Of course, there is also no reliable evidence to disprove her existence. However, following the law of—”

	“What he means to say,” Dorian put in, “is that you’re probably right. We’re looking at the remnants of original Tarreen Empire ships.” 

	He wasn’t sure that Mysha had even heard him. Her eyes flicked back and forth between the debris and the sensors, her tendrils swishing in thought. “This could be where it all began. The Seraph proving to the galaxy that the Tarreen could be defeated.”

	Kaya finally tossed Dorian a “here she goes again” look, but he just smiled. Like a lot of humans, he had spent countless hours during his childhood imagining the great battles of history, especially the Seraph’s early triumphs. Hers was the quintessential heroic journey: an oppressed slave with seemingly divine abilities leading a hopeless yet somehow successful revolution against evil alien overlords. 

	To a human child in the modern galaxy, it didn’t matter that the hero’s followers had eventually created one of the most oppressive regimes in history in her name or that the Tarreen had eventually returned despite their defeat. The stories of the Seraph were about imagination more than fact. Her legacy as a symbol of hope and perseverance was enduring and undeniable—the entire premise of the Union was built upon it. As to whether any of it was true…

	Well, that was a different question entirely. And frankly, it wasn’t one Dorian had ever particularly cared about answering. 

	“If your dad isn’t here, we could always start an archaeological expedition,” Kaya suggested. “This is basically a historical landmark. Someone like the Mobius Society would probably pay big just for the coordinates.”

	“So would the Convectorate,” Mysha grumbled. “Then they’d send a fleet to annihilate the wreckage and pretend it never happened.”

	Dorian braced one hand on each of their headrests as he leaned forward to peer out the canopy, searching in vain for any sign that Samir might have been here. But his naked eyes certainly weren’t going to find anything the Prowler’s sensors could not. 

	“I’m not sure how long we should wait,” he said. “Staying in one place too long seems like a bad idea.”

	“Like you said, we’re in the middle of nowhere,” Kaya replied. “And even if a Spider has spun a psychic web out this far, it’s not like any of us were planning on going wild using our powers.”

	He let out a slow, defeated breath and nodded. Her logic was sound enough, the same as it had been after Ziphrades. They shouldn’t have been in any imminent danger, and it wasn’t as if they were going to be burning through fuel floating around here. A few hours—hell, maybe even a couple of days—wouldn’t make much of a difference. 

	Still, he couldn’t help but feel like they were making a big mistake. If that Nine they had fought off was still on their trail somehow…

	“Relax,” Kaya scolded, turning in her seat enough that she could put a hand on his leg. “We have some time, and he could still show up.”

	Dorian nodded. “I know.”

	“Besides, there’s a lot to look at,” she said. “And once we get bored of the view, I have plenty of other ideas for how we might pass the time.”

	He forced a tight smile, but for perhaps the first time since she had kidnapped him from his father’s compound, he wasn’t even the slightest bit tempted by her offer. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the field of wreckage or stop thinking about his father and how that damn list had changed everything he thought he knew about their place in the galaxy.

	An hour passed before it really started to sink in that this was probably a waste of time, and an hour after that, Dorian began to wonder why he had thought this was a good idea in the first place. In all likelihood, Samir was still back in the compound screaming at bounty hunters to find and return his son. He was too proud and too stubborn to do anything else.

	Except if he had stayed put, a Convectorate warship could have already shown up at his doorstep and arrested him for knowingly hiding a psychic from the authorities. Samir could have easily been taken to a brig or a penal colony or even an Intelligence Ministry black site. 

	Or he could be dead. 

	With that thought running laps through his mind, Dorian decided that he needed to do something besides pace and fret if they planned on waiting here for a few days. Perhaps it was time to head to the engine room and see if he could use his powers to make any modification to the ship. At least that would be a productive use of his time. 

	He was just about to announce his departure from the cockpit when the tac-holo abruptly warbled. All three of them immediately looked at the display, but there weren’t any new blips on the scanners.

	“Sensors are detecting a powerful energy signature nearby,” Ghost said, his avatar reappearing beside the display. 

	“Source?” Dorian asked. 

	“Unclear. The sensors are unable to ascertain what is generating the signature.”

	“But we do know where it is,” Mysha said, gently nudging the flight stick, then pointing out the canopy. “Right there, just past that hollowed-out frigate. And whatever it is, it’s getting closer.”

	Dorian hissed softly through his teeth, his pulse suddenly racing. Had that Nine tracked them down? Had the Spiders? 

	“A cloaking device?” he asked. 

	“It is not inconceivable,” Ghost said. “I highly recommend that we increase power to the shields and prepare to jump to hyperspace.”

	“Shit,” Kaya swore. “All right, let’s—”

	“Wait,” Dorian said, frowning. “It’s…by the stars…”

	The empty space in front of the Prowler shimmered like a heat mirage before the brown hull of an old, battered starship appeared seemingly out of nothing. It seemed impossible—cloaking devices capable of concealing ships larger than the Prowler were so rare and expensive that only militaries could afford them. But before Mysha could panic and slam the throttle, Dorian recognized what they were looking at.

	“Fascinating,” Ghost said. “It would appear to be the Last Stand.”

	Dorian smiled. It was a strange thing for him to feel pride in the man who had essentially locked him away like a prized collectible, but apparently even Samir Garr possessed enough good sense to listen to reason every once in a while.

	“That’s the freighter you grew up on?” Kaya asked breathlessly. “I thought you said you were poor!”

	“We were.”

	“You could buy a small moon by selling the cloaking device on that thing. And the shields—”

	“The old girl has obviously gotten some upgrades,” Dorian said, his eyes skating across the freighter’s hundred-meter-long hull. On the outside, it still looked like shit. The hull was basically a long tube covered by dozens of circular cargo containers like giant pustules bubbling out of someone’s leg. But on the inside…

	Well, the inside looked even worse. But he couldn’t wait to find out what else his father had improved. 

	“His shields are up, but he hasn’t powered any weapons,” Mysha said. “Does that thing even have weapons?”

	“It didn’t used to,” Dorian answered. “But it also didn’t used to have a cloaking device.”

	Her back had gone completely straight in her chair as she eyed the vessel. “We’re being hailed.”

	“Put him through,” Dorian said, bracing himself for an impossible conversation. He had been thinking about it almost non-stop for almost two days, yet he still felt woefully unprepared. 

	The tac-holo flickered, and a small image of his father’s face appeared in the air between the three of them. “Dorian?” Samir Garr gasped. “What in the hell is going on?”

	“Hello, Dad. We have a lot to talk about.”

	 

	***

	 

	Convincing Samir to let them come aboard the Last Stand didn’t take much effort. Convincing him to let them come aboard before Dorian actually explained anything was a bit trickier, but this wasn’t a conversation Dorian wanted to have over a com channel. After all, half the point of this rendezvous was to speak to his father face-to-face.

	Mysha maneuvered the Prowler beneath the larger ship, and once the docking umbilical had connected, the three of them made their way to the dorsal exit hatch. As anxious as Dorian felt, he could tell that the girls weren’t doing much better. Kaya had adopted her “world-weary spacer” persona as if they were back on Cira Narn, and Mysha just seemed a little nervous. He assured them that it wouldn’t be so bad, and he had almost convinced himself it was true by the time they had climbed up the umbilical ladder into the freighter’s small airlock compartment. 

	“You’ve no idea how tempting it is to turn into a Neyris before he opens the door,” Kaya said, standing behind him on his left with her arms crossed. “I still owe him for fondling my tits back at your home.”

	“Just let me do most of the talking,” Dorian warned, his stomach tightening at the familiar hiss of the air pressure equalizing. “And try not to let him bait you.”

	“No promises.”

	She was probably just trying to lighten the mood. But if so, the effort fell flat. With visions of a screaming match followed by a fistfight dancing in his head, Dorian held his breath as the hatch slid open. 

	And there, waiting for him in the wide corridor outside, was his father. 

	Samir Garr’s dark-eyed gaze and imperious posture were as intimidating as ever, though his expensive red-black business suit looked almost comically out of place standing in the Last Stand’s rust-colored corridors. The gray hairs in his trim beard seemed to have doubled in just a week.

	“Dorian,” he breathed, rushing forward to embrace his son. “Thank the stars you’re all right…”

	For a moment, Dorian was too stunned to squeeze back. But even when he did, the sensation was so surreal he wondered if he might have been imagining it. He could count on one hand the number of times his father had ever given him a hug. Not that Dorian had ever particularly wanted one—he had spent a significant portion of the last few years resenting if not outright hating this man.

	“I’m glad you came,” Dorian said, and meant it. 

	Standing this close, it struck him just how much larger he was than his father. Half a head taller, probably at least twenty kilos heavier…it was hard to forget just how much his physical attributes had been enhanced when he was standing next to a “natural” human man. It was a stark reminder that Samir had tried to give his son every advantage before he had even been born. It had taken him over a decade to pay down the debt he’d incurred for those mods, and suddenly all the times he’d grumbled bitterly to Dorian about it seemed far away and inconsequential. 

	Samir pulled back abruptly and looked him over. “When you disappeared, I was ready to tear apart that treacherous yellow cunt one tentacle at a time,” he snarled. “So where is she? What happened? And who in the hell are these two?”

	“Allies,” Dorian said before either of the girls could chime in. Up until now, he had wondered whether Mysha had successfully disabled all the cameras outside the Garr compound—evidently she had, otherwise Samir would have gotten a glimpse of both of them before they boarded the Prowler and escaped. 

	“Allies,” his father repeated evenly. “You’re certain?” 

	“They helped me escape from the Syndicate on Talinus Station,” Dorian said, hoping he could delay a full-scale interrogation for at least a couple of minutes. “But it’s a long story and we should probably sit down. Unless you’ve added a conference room, blister three still has a table, right?”

	At first, it didn’t seem like Samir had heard him. His dark eyes continued flicking back and forth between the girls, his expression carved in stone, before he finally offered them a faint smile. 

	“Oh, we can do better than that,” he said. “The mechs have made quite a few changes. This way…”

	He turned and walked down the corridor. Dorian followed, letting out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. In the span of just a few minutes, he had gone from believing that he might never see his father again to praying that Samir would be willing to listen to the women who had kidnapped his son. The abrupt lurch between extremes wasn’t doing his nerves any favors. 

	Still, as of right now, this was going about as well he could have reasonably expected. He wouldn’t exactly call Samir’s behavior polite so far, but even a frosty greeting was still a hundred times better than the rage-fueled reception Dorian had feared. He tossed a look over his shoulder at the girls, received two shrugs in return, then proceeded onward. 

	The interior of the ship was exactly like Dorian remembered it: stuffy, hot, and cluttered with enough valuable scrap to make a hoarder blush. The floor, walls, and even ceiling were almost the exact same muddy shade of brown as the exterior hull, as if the entire superstructure had been completely oxidized. None of it was actually rusted, of course, but Dorian had never been able to shake the feeling that traveling on this ship was more like sailing the ocean on an ancient ironclad than flying through the galaxy on an advanced interstellar starship. 

	And yet, he found himself grinning while they walked. There was just something charmingly nostalgic about being inside this garbage scow again. He had known all along that his dad hadn’t scrapped it—the man never threw anything away if he thought there was even the smallest chance that it might one day be valuable again. In the case of the Last Stand, he had apparently been keeping it in good enough shape to fly. 

	A tide of memories swirled through him as they moved, especially when they took a left down one of the long, narrow side passages leading to a quartet of cargo blisters. This corridor had been one of his favorite places to play hide-and-seek with the maintenance drones he had loved to reprogram as a kid. 

	Then, when they were almost exactly halfway to their destination, Dorian realized something was wrong. 

	It started as a tingle in the back of his mind, a subtle, hard-to-pin-down feeling as if he were being followed down a dark alley by an unseen assailant. His wistful reverie evaporated in an instant, his mind and attention focusing solely on the present. On impulse, he reached out with his powers…and the moment he felt the subtle vibrations in the hull and the deck plates, he knew exactly what was happening. 

	Or rather, what was about to happen. 

	“Mechs,” he whispered so softly that he doubted the girls could hear him. “Coming up behind us.”

	[I do not detect any power signatures,] Ghost said through his implant. [Are you certain?]

	“Two more in the cargo blister ahead.”

	[Curious. Unfortunately, I do not have a shell program embedded within the ship’s computer, so I cannot access the internal sensors. What do you wish me to do?]

	There was nothing he could do, of course. Just like Samir had undoubtedly planned. 

	“What the hell is going on, Dad?” Dorian asked, coming to an abrupt halt. His heart had begun thudding in his chest again, and when he stretched out harder with his magnokinetic abilities, he could sense the vibrations of two bipedal mechs moving around the corner behind them less than fifteen meters away.

	Samir frowned and paused in front of the cargo blister door. “What do you mean?”

	Dorian pointed at the door. “Why are there heavy mechs inside the door?”

	“Oh, it’s just the old XL-9 maintenance units getting things ready for us,” his father said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

	“Really. Since when do your maintenance units walk around with high-powered rifles?”

	For a long moment, his father’s face was unreadable. But then he flashed a dark smile, and somehow, inexplicably, his hand was suddenly clutching a high-powered disruptor pistol. 

	A pistol he was pointing right at the girls.

	“Holographic tech has come a long way in the last few years,” he said, his leg shimmering where a hologuise matrix had concealed a holster in plain sight. “That’s probably how this one tricked us into believing she was a Neyris slut. Well…it’s time to return the favor.”

	Samir didn’t move or even blink, but a strange crackle echoed down the passage. Dorian whipped his head around just in time to see the other security mechs he had sensed round the corner, pulse rifles in hand. The door to the cargo blister whooshed open an instant later, and two more of the robots stepped up to flank his father. 

	“Get away from them, Dorian,” Samir said. “They’re not who you think they are.”

	“Oh, this is cute,” Kaya grumbled, her knees loosening and feet widening in a combat stance. “I thought you said he’d be willing to talk!”

	“I’m more than willing to talk,” Samir replied coldly, making a show of aiming the pistol directly at her. “But I learned long ago that one should never bargain from a position of weakness.”

	“Dad, this is crazy!” Dorian growled. “Whatever you think is going on here is—”

	“I know exactly what’s going on!” Samir snarled back. “These Syndicate whores kidnapped you, but when I sent word to every bounty hunter in the sector, they must have realized who it was they were messing with. They knew that no one, not even their bosses, could protect them from my wrath. So now they’re here trying to fetch a ransom to cut their losses, assuming that I don’t know they’re the ones responsible. That is how the game works, isn’t it?”

	Kaya blinked. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

	“Whichever one of you cracked into the compound’s security system did an impressive job, I’ll admit,” Samir said. “But our compound has more cameras than the Paladram Casino on Eladrell. I saw what you both looked like—what you really looked like. Honestly, the fact that you showed up here without even bothering to put on a disguise is insulting.”

	“Dad, would you just listen for a second?” Dorian said, interposing himself between the disruptor pistol and the girls. The thing was disgustingly powerful and insanely illegal—from this range, it could reduce even a Tarreen to constituent atoms. “You sound like a lunatic! You have this completely wrong!”

	Samir’s eyes narrowed, a familiar scorn entering his voice. “They got into your head, didn’t they? Sold you on a sob story or maybe just spread their legs for you until they twisted your mind. I always knew you were too naïve to handle—”

	“Enough!” Dorian roared, unleashing a burst of magnokinetic force in all directions. The mechs by the cargo blister went flying back through the door, and the ones in the hall behind them smashed together like they were being crushed by an invisible compactor. Then, reversing their polarity, he threw them in opposite directions and pinned them against the bulkhead on either side of the corridor. 

	“Dorian!” Samir shouted, but his son wasn’t listening. Getting a firm mental grip on the other man’s disruptor pistol, Dorian ripped it out of his hand and pulled it into his own. 

	“Call them off!” he demanded, taking another step back in front of the girls. In the hold ahead, the two mechs were unsteadily rising to their feet. He didn’t point the pistol at his father, but he did pull out the power pack and toss it to the floor. “Or have you forgotten what I’m capable of?”

	“What did they do to you?” Samir breathed, eyes wide in horror. “Did they drug you? Torture you? Just tell me and I swear I’ll figure out a way to fix this!”

	“By the Seraph, would you get a fucking grip?” Kaya snarled. “We’re here to warn you that the Widow is convinced that your son’s DNA is the key to resurrecting the Dominion.”

	Samir blinked. “What?”

	“Her Spiders are out there scouring the stars to find him. And they’re never going to stop.”

	His father remained motionless other than his eyes, which refused to stop darting between Dorian and the blue-haired woman behind him. Samir Garr may not have been a charismatic man, but he wasn’t a stupid one, either. On the contrary, he was almost certainly one of the smartest, most calculating men that Dorian had ever met. And yet he had the look of a cornered animal. 

	Or he’s a father who spent the last week believing he had lost his only son. A father who, without any real friends to turn to, has probably spent every single minute marinating in his own worry and regret.

	“Call them off, Dad,” Dorian said, dropping the pistol onto the floor next to the power pack. He could feel a sheen of sweat gathering on his brow from trying to maintain his hold on the mechs—and because it was so damn stuffy in here. “Please, let’s just sit down and talk, all right?”

	For a long, tense moment, he wondered if Samir might refuse and do something even crazier. If he had planned out this little trap, then Seraph knew what else his rage- and paranoia-addled mind might have cooked up. But mercifully, he just slumped his shoulders and let out a weary sigh instead.

	“Disable the Response Unit,” he muttered. “And deactivate contingency protocols.”

	There was no audible acknowledgement from the ship’s AI, but his father had probably tied it to his own implant. The important thing was that the mechs powered down, and Dorian waited a moment before relaxing his mental grip on the mechs. 

	“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go in and have a seat.”

	 

	***

	 

	From the very beginning, Kaya had assumed that Dorian’s father wouldn’t show up at the rendezvous. She had encouraged him to come for his benefit, not for his dad’s. She just hadn’t wanted him to feel guilty about not doing everything in his power to make amends while he still had the chance. Thinking back, it had been an incredibly mature, reasonable thing for a friend and lover to do. 

	But now, sitting across from the asshole, she remembered why she always seemed to regret doing the right thing. If she had kept her mouth shut, the three of them could have been halfway across a different sector by now. And even better, she and Mysha would have had Dorian and his body all to themselves to do with as they pleased…

	Kaya sighed at the thought as Dorian began recounting an abridged version of events to his father. Samir almost looked like he had shriveled after their confrontation in the corridor—the fiery, opinionated jackass who had groped her fake Neyris tits at his compound had been replaced by a much more subdued, clearly troubled man. As the minutes ticked by, she even started feeling a faint twinge of sympathy for him, which she found incredibly annoying. 

	Mysha, strangely, seemed to have that same sympathetic impulse from the start. She had remained quiet and reserved, speaking when prompted but otherwise trying to stay out of the spotlight. It was more than a little bizarre—Kaya would have figured that the Velothi would be glaring daggers at the man the whole time. Perhaps she was still feeling a little drained from her injury…or perhaps it was something else. 

	Regardless, at least the cargo blister where the men had finally started talking was less cramped than the rest of this borderline derelict ship. Sadly, it was no less hot or stuffy, which made Kaya seriously question the quality of the environmental systems. The blister must have been converted into a mess hall not long ago, judging from the old grease stains and scuff marks everywhere, though the food processors and refrigeration units on the wall looked top-of-the-line. Taken together, the tech here was as starkly juxtaposed as everything else. Rusty-looking corridors with elite combat mechs, poor environmental controls on a ship with an advanced cloaking device…

	Perhaps Dorian’s father had a reason for keeping it that way, like lulling his enemies into a false sense of security. Or, more likely, Samir Garr was as low-key insane as every other unfathomably wealthy person she had ever met. 

	She had hoped that he would sit quietly while his son explained what was going on. But sadly, Samir barely made it past the part where they escaped the compound before he jumped in. 

	“How did you do it?” he said, his eyes flicking to Kaya on Dorian’s right. “There isn’t a hologuise matrix in the Convectorate that could beat our scanners. And you,” he added, looking to Mysha on the other side. “A personal cloaking field? You should have triggered the sensors before you ever—”

	“Dad!” Dorian half shouted. “Just let me finish!”

	“There’s no point in dithering,” Kaya said. “We beat your fancy tech because we’re both psychics—just like your son.”

	An entire spectrum of emotions seemed to flash across Samir’s face in the span of a few heartbeats. “Psychics,” he rasped, as if the word were the answer to an ancient mystery. “But that doesn’t explain—”

	“Here,” Kaya interrupted, already out of patience. The skin on her arm began to change from its normal pale hue to a bright yellow. “Do I need to grow the tentacles, or do you get it now?”

	Samir’s face twitched. “Psychics,” he repeated again, “but not Spiders. You’re with the Union, aren’t you?”

	“No,” Mysha put in. 

	Everyone turned to face her. It was the first word she had spoken in a while, and her voice sounded a little strange. Her glowing eyes hadn’t left the man, and she still looked oddly pensive. 

	“Not yet,” she added. “But we are trying to find them. It’s the only way to keep Dorian safe—that’s all we want.”

	Kaya felt both her eyebrows lift in surprise. Mysha sounded almost pleading, as if it were vitally important that they convince him they weren’t a threat. 

	“Safe?” Samir repeated. “They’re the most wanted terrorists in Convectorate space!”

	“I know,” Mysha said. “But they’re also the only ones who stand a chance of opposing the Spiders. Psychics like us have to stick together.”

	Kaya expected him to snort or sneer—he was probably the type of man who had little patience for idealism. But the simple earnestness in Mysha’s words seem to get through to him, at least a little. 

	“I can protect my son just fine on my own,” he said, though the fire in his voice had been reduced to flickering embers. “We don’t need anyone’s help, least of all a band of terrorists.”

	“They aren’t terrorists,” Mysha said. “But you already know that.”

	The two of them stared at each other for several seconds, almost like they were having a private conversation that no one else could hear. Kaya wondered what the hell was going on. Mysha wasn’t a strong enough telepath to be manipulating his mind, and even if she were, there was no way she would abuse her power like that. But there was definitely something happening beneath the surface…

	“So, you kidnapped him to try to bring him to the Union?” Samir asked after a moment. 

	“Not…exactly,” Kaya said, nudging Dorian with her elbow. “There’s a lot more you need to know.”

	Nodding, Dorian continued his explanation, and this time his father did just sit quietly and absorb the story. All the highlights were there: the dead Union operatives he’d tried to meet on Talinus, the Syndicate Shadows who bore Kaya’s face, the details about the cloning program they had learned from Garen Ruto on Cira Narn…Dorian left out some specifics here or there, but he covered all the major details. 

	Taken altogether, it sounded like the fevered ravings of a Holosphere conspiracy nut. Clones, psychic powers, vast, galaxy-spanning insurgencies…the major tropes were all there. Yet they were all true. And every time Samir started to question something, Mysha provided a calm, oddly soothing explanation to mollify him. 

	Right up until Dorian told him about the list. 

	“That’s…impossible,” Samir gasped, his face paling at least two shades behind his beard. “The compound is dozens of light-years from the closest Convectorate outpost, and I took every precaution to hide its location. Even my contacts in the Defense Ministry don’t know where it is! I automated shipping, production…”

	“The Syndicate knew where you were,” Kaya reminded him. “I didn’t think much about it at the time—I had just assumed that the Echo had discovered the purchase of a Succubus and worked backward from there to arrange the fake delivery. But since we now know that the Syndicate is basically just a front organization for the Widow, they already knew where Dorian was.”

	“No,” Samir repeated, his head slowly shaking. “No, it can’t be.”

	“It is an astonishing revelation, Master Garr,” Ghost said. “The implications are harrowing but clear. The Spiders suspected that Dorian would eventually develop psionic abilities.”

	Kaya eyed the orange sphere hovering at the center of the table above Dorian’s holopad. The AI had “helpfully” materialized halfway through the explanation, presumably because Dorian believed that his presence would make his father even more likely to accept what he was being told. It made sense: technologists almost always responded better to cold, hard analysis than anything with the slightest “taint” of emotion. Though from the way Samir seemed to be responding positively to Mysha, perhaps it was just a variation of the old “good cop, bad cop” routine. If the sweet alien girl and the annoying AI were telling you the same thing, it was probably worth believing. 

	“You ran a full analysis of the data you recovered?” Samir asked the AI. “You’re certain it wasn’t some convenient scrap left behind to deceive you?”

	“While the information I was able to access from the facility’s databanks was limited, I believe it to be authentic,” Ghost said. “The most probable explanation is also the simplest one: when the Union arrived, they downloaded everything left in the databanks, then performed a very thorough purge. The nature of the information I was able to recover is sheer circumstance.”

	Samir’s eyes flicked back and forth in thought, and Kaya noticed tremors in his hands. During her years of running cons for the Syndicate, she had learned to distinguish between the many types of shock that could twist a man’s features: the wide-eyed gaze after being shot at for the first time, the haunted grimace after watching a comrade die, the sickly terror at realizing death was only seconds away…

	But this was different. Samir Garr had the face of a man whose entire worldview was evaporating before his eyes. Kaya had seen it before in religious fanatics who had suddenly lost their faith, and to a lesser extent in powerful, controlling men when they realized that the expensive whore they’d hired was a shapeshifter. It was a life-changing moment, a disturbing revelation that not only made you doubt your own perceptions but also forced you to grapple with the fact that the life you had been living was a lie. 

	As with other such critical moments, a person’s reaction could tell you everything you ever wanted to know about them. She had seen some men crumple into a weeping ball and others descend into madness. 

	Samir Garr did neither. 

	“If they knew where we were and what you were capable of,” he asked, his voice suspiciously calm, “then why did they leave us alone for so long?” 

	“We’re not sure about that,” Dorian said. From his tone, it was clear that he was surprised his father had taken the news mostly in stride. “I’ve thought about it a lot, but I haven’t been able to come up with any good answers.”

	“It is conceivable that the Widow simply did not possess sufficient operatives to continuously monitor all the subjects on the list,” Ghost suggested. “It is also conceivable that the range of psychic webs spun by the Spiders has been greatly exaggerated by the Convectorate.”

	Samir’s eyes narrowed, and he slowly shook his head. “No. Those might be plausible explanations if Dorian had only developed his abilities a few years ago, but it has been almost five. They would have noticed by now.”

	“But they didn’t,” Kaya told him. “The Syndicate sent us to your compound to steal data—data on how Garr Industries had risen to prominence so quickly. They had no idea what your son was capable of. When the Echo found out, he was obsessed with getting his hands on Dorian as quickly as possible. In retrospect, it’s obvious why.”

	Samir stayed silent for a few more heartbeats. “You’re absolutely certain that this ‘Echo’ is working with the Widow?” 

	“Yes,” Ghost said. “I would be more than happy to present the data for you again if you wish.”

	“That won’t be necessary,” he said. He mused in silence for a minute, idly scratching at his beard. 

	Alarm bells were going off in Kaya’s head. The others might not have noticed the subtle shifts in his body language, but Kaya had been trained to read everything, from the smallest bit of tension in the eyes to subtle fluctuations in breathing and tone of voice. The instability that had been rattling this man before was completely gone…as was his surprise about the revelation they had just dropped on him. 

	In other words, he knew something—something they did not. The only question was whether he would tell them willingly or if they would have to beat it out of him. 

	“It feels like we’ve put together three quarters of the puzzle, but we’re still missing at least one important piece,” Dorian said. “If you have any ideas…?”

	Samir took a deep breath and glanced between the three of them. “I might. But not ones I’m willing to share with company.”

	Kaya scowled. “If you think we’re going to leave you alone after the shit you pulled with—”

	“It’s all right,” Dorian cut in, putting a hand on her arm. “This is a lot to take in at once. I’m sure we could all use a few minutes to process.”

	She turned her gaze on the side of his head. She wanted to bring up the obvious giskach in the room—namely, the fact that his mother had left them at nearly the exact time he had been added to the Widow’s list. But she could tell that Dorian badly wanted a few minutes alone with his father, and there didn’t seem to be a compelling reason to force the issue. At least, not yet. 

	“I wanted to show you the bridge anyway,” Samir said, eyeing his son. “There are some other modifications you should know about.”

	“Sure,” Dorian said. “I still can’t believe you put a cloaking device on this thing.”

	“I’ve been using the freighter to test variations on energy distribution manifolds for several years,” his father said, a hint of a sly smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “The power core is more advanced than any ship in the Convectorate fleet. And I’ve cooked up a few other surprises over the years in the case the lizards ever decided they didn’t feel like paying us.”

	Dorian grinned, and there was no mistaking the pride behind it. He might have thought his father was an asshole, but he couldn’t bring himself to completely hate him.

	“Mysha here is an excellent mechanic,” he said. “I’m sure she would love a chance to take a look at some of the systems if there’s time.”

	Samir looked askance at the other woman. “A Velothi mechanic…”

	“Not a common profession among my people, I know,” she replied without a hint of bitterness in her voice. “But a girl has to learn the skills it takes to survive.”

	“Indeed.” He seemed to size her up again. “You got farther into the compound’s security than most of the slicers I hired to test the system—and in a fraction of the time. Under different circumstances, I would consider hiring you.”

	“Ghost, why don’t you show them how to get to engineering?” Dorian suggested. “Meesh can poke around a bit while Dad and I have a chat.”

	Kaya was never fond of being dismissed—few people were, in her experience. But if this was what Dorian wanted, so be it. At least they would still be close if he needed them. 

	“Fine,” she said, trying not to sound too grumpy. “Just give us a call if you need us.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Even before she had landed, Vestri had a feeling that the complex on Suntara was more than just a simple research station. And the moment she actually stepped inside, her suspicions were confirmed. 

	Visually, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. All the expected trappings of a private scientific facility were present, from the cutting-edge decon chambers at all the entrances to the myriad assistant drones flitting through the corridors to the state-of-the-art computer terminals scattered around the kiosks and cafés. Everyone in sight was wearing practical, no-nonsense business attire befitting their species, and even the basic layout matched the “functional yet aspirationally artistic” aesthetic that was so common in corporate spaces here in the Belt. 

	But behind all the clean surfaces, pleasant greetings, and advanced technology was a dark underbelly that rivaled any Syndicate front operation in the sector. 

	Vestri could see the truth in their minds. The schemes to sell untested biotech to primitive worlds as fraudulent cures to local ailments; to launder dirty currency through overpriced investment in experimental tech; to manipulate unregulated markets in order to condemn entire planetary populations to debt bondage. And amidst the tide of corruption, almost more jarring in its own way, was the undercurrent of idealistic young tech-savvy scientists who were utterly convinced that their research would change the galaxy for the better.

	None of it was new or shocking to her, of course. Telepathy had a way of pulling back the veil of civilization to expose the truths that everyone knew but were unwilling or unable to speak. Perhaps that was the real reason the people of the galaxy feared psychics so much. 

	Thankfully, her hologuise proved up to the challenge of convincing the eyes behind the security cameras that she wasn’t worth their scrutiny, and she used her Spider powers to conceal her presence from the perceptions of everyone else. Vestri became a blur at the fringes of their conscious minds, a background decoration they had seen a thousand times before that required no special attention. 

	And with that freedom of movement, she swept through the facility and began her hunt in earnest. She had anticipated far fewer inhabitants, and she had assumed it wouldn’t take long to trawl their memories for sightings of a rare alien species like a Yarasi. But tens of thousands of inhabitants combined with an ingrained culture of privacy made her search more laborious and annoying than she expected. The researchers here tended to mind their own business, and most had no idea what other groups were up to. But there were exceptions, and after an hour of scouring every mind in the promenade, she got her lead. 

	Section 93-B, she said, reaching out to touch the mind of her ship. I require schematics.

	Of course, mistress.

	A standard shipboard AI could transfer the data to a holopad or even a neural implant, a process that was reasonably secure but still quite detectable to anyone who happened to be snooping. Telepathic data, naturally, had no such vulnerability without other telepaths around. 

	The knowledge flowed directly into Vestri’s mind, and when she closed her eyes, she could visualize the interior layout of the entire complex as if she were holding up the original blueprints. Section 93—rented by a subsidiary of a Convectorate biofirm called Ralgra Corporation—was fairly isolated on the northern side of the plateau, and she wasted no time in turning and heading off in that direction. 

	Concealing her presence from onlookers remained a trivial task, though she knew that moving from the more public areas into the dedicated research labs would be more of a problem. The schematic the Synesthete had given her hadn’t listed security checkpoints or alarm systems or anything so comprehensive, but she knew that the various corporations and governments who rented space here would surely take precautions to prevent their competitors from stealing a peek at their research. 

	And she was right. The long, narrow corridor leading from Suntara’s main hub to Section 93 was sealed by a thick, airlock-style door set into an alcove with a keypad. It wasn’t the most elaborate security arrangement—there wasn’t even a retinal scanner, let alone actual guards like many of the other section gateways she had passed on the way, but even a simple locked door meant that her stealth and subterfuge were at an end. 

	Tampering with the door will alert station security, the Synesthete warned her. While they will not be able to prevent your entry, their interference may drastically shorten your interrogation of the subject. They may also attempt to lock down the landing pad and prevent us from leaving. 

	Vestri paused in front of the door. Behind her, a group of four Kreen researchers walked by, casually chatting about a recent Holosphere broadcast and completely ignoring the Beskadi merchant standing awkwardly by the door. None of their yellow, cat-like eyes even glanced in her direction. 

	It had been a while since she had operated out of Convectorate jurisdiction, but she remembered how annoying it could be when she didn’t have dozens of pre-programmed backdoors and contingencies to rely on. Her first instinct was to rip the door off its hinges with her telekinesis, but perhaps subtlety could still serve her better than brute force. If there was a station administrator nearby, she might be able to pluck the access code from his mind…or hurt him until he opened the door for her. 

	Sighing in frustrating, she started to turn away—

	And then the door whooshed open. 

	Vestri stood still for a long moment, half expecting a team of security mechs to come pouring out into the hallway. But all that greeted her was silence, and when she heard another group of researchers nearing the far end of the hall, she decided not to question her good fortune and lunged inside. 

	The door closed and sealed before her. The corridor on the other side was similarly long, narrow, and incredibly sterile, almost as if it were an airlock tube or perhaps a decontamination zone. A mental alarm klaxon sounded in the back of her mind as she realized that the open door might have been a trap to lure her into a confined space. But she didn’t sense any ripples of concern or heightened awareness when she stretched out with her telepathy, which presumably meant that her presence had still gone unnoticed by security. Besides, if anyone was foolish enough to believe they could restrain her so easily, they were about to be sorely disappointed. 

	Vestri walked to the end of the passage, still reaching out with all her Spider-trained senses. The corridor was at least forty meters long with another similar door at the opposite end, but to her continued surprise, it turned green and whooshed open as well. Clenching her hands into fists and mentally bracing herself for a confrontation, Vestri stepped inside—

	Into a space that more closely resembled a studio apartment than a laboratory. The room was circular, perhaps fifteen meters across, with all the furnishings of a typical humanoid living space: a bed and a desk to her left, a kitchenette on her right, and a small blocked-off segment she assumed was a washroom. The rest of the area was taken up by a workstation equipped with several computers and holographic displays, most of which were currently flashing with streams of text that seemed like gibberish without a closer investigation. 

	And standing at the workstation, his back to her, was the man she had come here to see. 

	“You’re wondering why someone in a secure, private laboratory would allow anyone through his door without proper credentials,” Pherion Gizahri said, his voice cool and his accent unfamiliar. “It’s a good question. A very good question, in fact.”

	He slowly turned around. His features were familiar and recognizable from the hologram image in his Intelligence Ministry file: the light bluish-purple skin, the double-tipped serrated ears, the dimly luminescent violet eyes, and a long mane of pure white hair. Yet it was clear that the image had been captured some time ago. He didn’t appear older, precisely, but he looked…worn. Not quite haggard but certainly leaning in that direction. 

	“The answer is simple,” Gizahri went on. “There’s no one here in the complex capable of stopping you, and I’ve no doubt that you would have torn through a legion of security guards to get in here if you had to.”

	Vestri took a step deeper into the room, the door whooshing shut and locking behind her. “And why do you care about them?”

	“Because pointless carnage serves no one. And because sometimes there’s more than one way to save a life.”

	Behind her hologuise, Vestri’s eyes narrowed. Lifting a hand to her sternum, she tapped the small holographic matrix on her armor to disable her disguise. If the man was surprised by her true appearance, he didn’t show it. 

	“If you know that they can’t stop me, then you know what I am,” she said, putting just a hint of malice in her voice. “And perhaps you know why I’m here.” 

	“I do, indeed,” Gizahri said, his glowing eyes flickering. “I have seen that face many times on many different women. And sooner or later, they all come to me for answers.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
4 
Secrets

	 

	Dorian felt another wave of nostalgia crash over him as he and his father worked their way through the ship, and this time there wasn’t even a hint of anxiety to go along with it. Minutes ago, the situation had seemed like a total disaster, even worse than the worst-case scenario he had conjured up in the back of his mind as they boarded. Samir had literally been holding them at gunpoint. 

	But now, mercifully, it seemed like the fever had mostly broken. 

	“So, you had the maintenance drones replace all the power manifolds and upgrade the core, but you didn’t bother tweaking the environmental systems?” Dorian asked. “It’s hot as hell in here.”

	“I wasn’t expecting to travel anytime soon,” Samir replied with a grunt. “Like I said, I’ve been using the old girl as something of a testing ground for a few years. Upgrading the interior seemed expensive and pointless until all the other modifications were finished.”

	“Right,” Dorian said, suppressing a grin. Most people in his father’s position probably would have directed all their energy into designing the most comfortable and ostentatious yacht imaginable, but that wasn’t Samir’s style. When they had been on their own and struggling for all those years, it hadn’t been due to his father’s lack of ingenuity or technical skill—his designs had always been impressive. 

	No, the problem had often been his almost total lack of aesthetic sense, especially where ships and vehicles were concerned. Civilian manufacturers weren’t interested in state-of-the-art, high-powered designs that looked like asteroid haulers on the inside. Part of the reason he had shifted production into robotics was because no military gave a damn what their mechs looked like so long as they could fight and remained relatively cheap. 

	“One day, we’ll get it polished up,” Samir said as they turned down the last corridor leading to the bridge. “Though honestly, I like it the way it is. A working man’s ship should never be too clean.”

	Dorian had to fight even harder not to smile. What a change this was from the father he’d known these past few years! If the girls were still here, they probably would have scoffed at the notion that Samir Garr, a man with enough wealth to buy a planet and still have enough change left over to snatch a moon or two, still considered himself a “working man.” But that was part of the chip Samir perpetually carried on his shoulder, a fundamental belief that he had earned his place in a galaxy filled with corrupt bureaucrats and incompetent corporate scions.

	“Fair enough,” Dorian said. “Though I’d settle for dropping the heat about fifteen or twenty degrees.”

	His father grunted as reached the hatch at the end of the corridor and touched the key panel to open it. As Dorian stepped inside, it became obvious that the bridge had changed significantly more than the rest of the ship. The walls and ceiling were the same rusty color as everything else, but almost all the hardware and instrumentation had been upgraded. The navigation and tactical consoles, the sensor displays, even the viewport—they all looked like they belonged on a warship, not a bulk freighter. 

	“Impressive,” he said, whistling softly as he stepped over to the captain’s chair, heavily upholstered in expensive gray leather. The rest of the crew stations were arranged in a standard horseshoe pattern encircling it. 

	Not that the Last Stand had ever really needed or possessed a crew. Dorian remembered running back and forth between consoles to check on the systems before he had developed a semi-sentient AI to help out. 

	“Still a lot of work to do, and it would obviously benefit from Ghost’s presence,” Samir said not quite chidingly. “But I didn’t bring you here to talk about sensor arrays.”

	Dorian nodded and braced himself against the command chair. “I know how crazy everything must sound, especially hearing it all at once. But trust me, it has been even crazier to live through.”

	Samir’s face tightened as he paced to opposite side of the chair and ran his hand along the armrest. “When I received your message, my first assumption was that someone was telling you what to say, perhaps to disrupt business or get me to do something stupid that would hurt the company. It wasn’t until I reached out to my Convectorate contacts that I realized something was wrong.”

	“How do you mean?”

	“I couldn’t get a hold of them. Any of them.”

	Dorian’s eyes narrowed. He had been wondering about that this whole time. “I can’t even imagine the shit-show going on inside the Intelligence Ministry and the Hierarchy right now. The Vecs know that the son of one of their most important weapons contractors is a psychic. Some of them probably want to see the filthy dreega get taken down, but the smarter ones realize the CDF will be crippled without us, especially with the Dowd Insurgency raging on the border.”

	“After what you’ve told me, I imagine it goes beyond normal politics,” Samir said. “The Tarreen may be arrogant fools, but if the Spider Program is truly an insurgency meant to destroy them from the inside…well, some of them have surely gotten suspicious by now. The Intelligence Ministry has been acting strangely for almost a year, ever since news broke about the destruction of that shipyard some renegade CDF admiral tried to build in Kreen space. I had some theories on why, but now I suspect that the answer may be relatively simple.”

	“The Vecs are starting to figure out what’s going on,” Dorian reasoned. 

	“Precisely.” Samir offered an almost imperceptible smile—high praise for a man who all too often seemed allergic to compliments. “Not that I suspect it will help them. The Convectorate has been dying for twenty years. Without the threat of the Dominion to bully allied governments into submission, the lizards are finally realizing that no one particularly likes them.”

	“What a shock,” Dorian muttered. He hesitated for a moment, then finally decided to press the issue. “But you didn’t bring me in here to talk about galactic politics.”

	“No, I didn’t,” Samir said, pacing over to the chair in front of the helm console. He gripped it hard with both hands, as if to steel himself. “You thought you were missing an important piece of the puzzle, and you’re right. There’s something you need to know…something about your mother.”

	Dorian swallowed heavily. “What about her?”

	His father gave him a long, hard stare. “She was a psychic.”

	Dorian blinked. “What?”

	“She concealed her powers from me at first, though I always suspected the truth,” Samir went on as he spun the chair around and dropped into it. “Her family had a long history of service in the Dominion fleet. I knew that at least one of her brothers possessed the gift, as did her mother.”

	He sighed and flicked his hand. “At first, she claimed that part of the reason she left for the Far Rim with me was because her lack of power was an embarrassment. It wasn’t until later that I realized it was probably the opposite—she was gifted, and she knew she could be called to service at any moment, especially with the war deteriorating so quickly.”

	Dorian opened his mouth, but he found it as parched as if he had just shoved his tongue into a dehydrator. His limbs had gone so stiff that he might have fallen over if he hadn’t already been sitting down. 

	“Serela didn’t tell me the truth until after you were born,” Samir continued, no longer looking at his son—or anything at all, for that matter. “I have no idea how she avoided the testing regimens on her home world, but I didn’t really care. We had just spent a fortune to ensure your future. Your genetic modifications were far beyond standard, as you know.”

	Dorian forced himself to clear the dust in his throat. “Why did she leave?”

	Samir’s lip twitched. “The Keledon Accords and the laws that followed were an economic death sentence to someone like me, especially with the explosion of anti-human sentiment. I lost everything we had in less than a year.”

	“You’ve told me that before. But that’s not why she left, is it?”

	His father let out a weak sigh before his eyes finally returned to Dorian. “I don’t know.”

	“What you mean?”

	“We didn’t talk about it. It just…happened.” Samir’s back straightened in his chair. “You were just young enough that I doubt you truly remember. One day we were trying to figure out how we were going to rebuild the business, and the next she was gone. We had landed on a backwater station to refuel. I turned my back…and I never saw her again.”

	“I…” Dorian trailed off. He really didn’t remember much, just random flashes here or there like any other memory formed at a young age. He could remember what his mother looked like: tall and slender with black hair, blue eyes, and the almost peculiarly symmetrical facial features shared by many humans of Praxian descent. He could also remember her reading to him…as well as the sounds of her arguing with his father from across the ship. 

	And then, like a needle in his brain, he could remember the day they left port without her aboard. 

	Tears. Frustration. Confusion. Dorian remembered the feelings more than the specific events. He remembered an entire day spent sobbing in his room, wishing with all his heart that the universe would undo whatever had made his mother go away.

	And then, as with all things, life had eventually moved on. It had been him and his father against the universe, two humans alone in a war-torn galaxy that hated them. 

	“I didn’t want to let her go,” Samir said. “You know me too well for that. But I didn’t have the resources or contacts that I do today. All I had was a four-year-old son and a ship I could barely afford to refuel.”

	He closed his eyes for a moment, subtle ticks of rage and loss and betrayal flashing across his features like lightning beneath an opaque wall of storm clouds. “But I never forgot about her, and once I did have the resources, I put them to use.”

	Dorian’s pulse quickened. “You found her?”

	“Not exactly,” Samir said. “It took a lot of work and a lot of very careful digging, but I eventually uncovered a trail. Places she had visited over the years, people she had interacted with. Serela was always unforgettable…”

	His eyes seem to lose their focus for a fraction of a second before they hardened again. “I never stopped looking for her, but even when I found traces of her passing, I couldn’t figure out what she was doing, who she might have been working for, or how she was surviving. All I knew was that she seemed to be leaving bodies in her wake.”

	“Bodies?” Dorian blurted out. 

	“Tarreen ones, to be precise,” Samir said with a razor-thin smile. “And the odd Subari or Manoth, too, of course—anyone closely allied with the lizards. Wherever she went, death followed.”

	“That’s…” Dorian started, struggling to find words. “Are you saying she killed them?”

	“I wasn’t certain at first, but eventually the pattern became so consistent that there was no other plausible explanation. Somehow, for some reason, she was systematically murdering Convectorate agents, one after another.”

	Dorian leaned heavily on the command chair, bile rising in his throat. Of all the things he had expected his father to tell him about his mother…

	“Before you ask, yes, of course I looked into the identities of the dead,” Samir said. “There was no obvious or immediate link between them—military personnel, mid-level bureaucrats, advisors to sector Tetrarchs. It wasn’t until fairly recently—after the destruction of the Nelphari shipyard, in fact—that the connections finally became apparent.”

	“Like what?”

	“Every person she eliminated was connected to a member of the Ministers’ Conclave in one way or another. Sometimes the relationship was buried deep, other times it was obvious. But in every case, the person was a vital part of a Minister’s inner circle. Advisors, spies, even a few assassins…”

	Dorian shook his head, a sudden flash of anger burning away his shock and revulsion. “And you never thought it was worth telling me this?” 

	“Telling you what?” Samir asked mildly. “That your mother was probably alive but that I had no idea where? That she had apparently become an assassin with a body count that would make the Syndicate blush?” His father snorted sardonically. “I didn’t have any good answers, Dorian. There were times when I thought I may have been going mad and imagining the whole thing. But the links were there. The evidence was there. I just couldn’t place the last few pieces…until now.”

	His dark eyes settled back on Dorian. “There is only one reason that the Widow and the Spiders would have been observing us—only one way that they could have been observing us.”

	Dorian’s stomach twisted hard. “You think…you think she’s a Spider?”

	Samir shook his head. “No. At least, not in the way that we’ve come to know them. Officially, they don’t exist, so the Convectorate doesn’t keep records of a specific date when the Intelligence Ministry launched the Spider Program. But from everything I’ve been able to gather, it was around 1092—about a decade ago, not long before the Kalifax Riots and the Dominion Civil War began in full. But Serela had begun racking up kills long before then.”

	Leaning forward, he steepled his fingertips together in his lap. “When that shapeshifter girl of yours described the Syndicate and the Echo and how it was all a front, a fifth column insurgency playing out right beneath the lizards’ snouts…that was when everything finally came together. Nothing that complicated springs up overnight. This must have been going on for a long time—before the Spiders, perhaps even before the war against the Tarreen ended.”

	Dorian shook his head, his anxiety giving way to confusion. “Dad, what are you talking about?”

	“There have always been rumors,” Samir said. “That there was something wrong about the war, that it didn’t make sense how the Tarreen could have defeated a superior foe so handily. The Dominion controlled more territory than any empire in history, and its warships were more powerful than any other vessels in the galaxy. You understand psi-tech better than anyone. A single psionic frigate could take on a battleship five times its size. And Omega-class battlecruisers could take out entire task forces of lesser ships all on their own.”

	“But the Tarreen united almost the entire galaxy against them,” Dorian said. “That was the whole purpose of the Convectorate Defense Pact. Dozens and dozens of species signed up to kill humans.”

	“Yes, and the Dominion had clearly grown arrogant and complacent,” Samir agreed. “But even still, there are elements to the historical records that have always defied belief. Fifty years ago, the Dominion commanded a fleet with thousands upon thousands of ships. Even if every species in the galaxy forged an alliance, they shouldn’t have been able to win…certainly not without more catastrophic losses. And then, of course, there’s the way the lizards consistently outsmarted the Dominion Intelligence Directorate, what was once far and away the most ruthless covert organization in the galaxy. Not the pathetic husk the DID became after the war, but the old one. The real one.”

	His father chewed on his words for a long moment before leaning back in his chair. “At the time, I always dismissed such musings as nonsense. When Serela and I left Dominion space, it was filled with dead-enders and denialists, people who refused to believe their own eyes. They were convinced that the Emperor would pull out a final victory any day, even as the CDF pushed deeper and deeper into the Core Worlds.”

	“What does this have to do with Mom?” 

	“Maybe nothing,” Samir said. “Maybe everything.”

	He took a deep breath, his eyes closing for a few heartbeats as he rhythmically tapped his fingertips together. He had picked up this quasi-meditative technique from a Thursk guru years ago, and he insisted that it helped him gather his thoughts. Dorian, like everyone else who tried to have a conversation with his father, just found it annoying. 

	“I mentioned that the Keledon Accords destroyed our business,” Samir went on. “But you’re right—there’s more to it. In the days after they were signed, before we went bankrupt, your mother was furious. I didn’t understand it—she had avoided fighting in the war, but she couldn’t believe that the Dominion surrendered. It…changed her. When groups started popping up all over former Dominion space—extremist groups who refused to accept what had happened—I started to fear she might join them. Now, after hearing all this, I wonder if she did.

	“What if the war was never really lost?” Samir asked. “What if this insurgency within the Intelligence Ministry is just one piece of a much larger puzzle? What if the Widow recruited your mother and made her a part of it?”

	Dorian inhaled softly through his teeth. This was all coming so fast he could barely keep up. The very concept of Shadows and the Eclipse were hard enough to wrap his head around, but this…

	“None of this explains why the Spiders left me alone when my abilities began to develop,” he said. “Like Kaya said, the Echo was completely taken aback when he learned the truth.”

	Samir stared at him. “You really don’t see it?”

	“See what? It doesn’t…” Dorian paused as the only possible explanation finally struck him. “You think she’s protecting us?”

	“I think she’s protecting you,” Samir said. “Like you said, how else wouldn’t they know that you had developed powers? The prowess of the Spiders may have been exaggerated, but they aren’t incompetent. They wouldn’t just conveniently forget to check in on you for so many years, especially as Garr Industries grew more and more powerful—unless someone else in their organization kept assuring them that there was nothing to see.”

	Samir took another deep breath before he leaned forward and braced his forearms on his knees. “She loved you, Dorian—I never doubted that for a moment, and neither should you. She was always adamant that we do everything we could to ensure that you had a bright future, no matter what happened to the Dominion or humanity. Perhaps she didn’t want you to get swept up in whatever is happening right now; perhaps she’s even having second thoughts about what’s going on. Or perhaps she intended to make contact again with you later. We may never know for sure.”

	Dorian glanced away, staring hard at nothing as he tried to work it all through. So much of this was pure speculation, and there was still so much they didn’t know…

	“It might also explain why this ‘Echo’ sent his elite thieves to raid our compound,” Samir mused. “He could have suspected that his agent was lying about your powers or lack thereof. Or perhaps he genuinely didn’t understand how we had grown so successful. Regardless, it doesn’t really matter now. The Widow knows the truth, and even if Serela was protecting you before, I can’t imagine she’ll be able to now.”

	Closing his eyes, Dorian once again found himself drowning in a wave of his childhood memories. The emotions remained strong even if the images were little more than a blur. He could see her smiling and laughing, but there was no voice attached to the face. And the more he tried to focus on it, the faster it seemed to slip away. 

	He’d thought of his mother over the years, of course, wondering where she was and what she might be doing. He had always imagined her living comfortably in some anonymous city on some anonymous world or attending the kind of wealthy parties the rich loved but Dorian hated. She’d been filling her life with other things, other people. He’d consoled himself that she was probably as vain and self-centered as so many of his father’s corporate associates. 

	He’d never once imagined she was capable of…this. 

	“I wish I had better answers,” Samir said sadly. “I wish I could tell you that I knew exactly what she was thinking or that I had a way to contact her. But I don’t. And I honestly don’t know if that will ever change.”

	He sighed, and the silence that followed grew so loud Dorian could barely hear the hum of the engines and the soft beeping of the consoles over the beating of his own heart. His palms were sweaty, his temples throbbed, and it felt like he could hardly breathe. 

	“I’ve wanted to tell some of this for years,” Samir said, his voice a whisper that cut through the quiet like thunder. “But I knew that nothing would come of it, and I didn’t want to…well…”

	“Distract me?” Dorian said, glancing up and scowling. “Give me something to think about besides my all-important work?”

	“I didn’t want to leave you feeling as frustrated and helpless as I did. Even now, I’m not convinced any of this will lead anywhere.”

	“That doesn’t mean you should have kept it a secret!” Dorian snarled. 

	Samir Garr was not a man who reacted well to being challenged or scolded. But for once in his life, he didn’t snap back or dismiss his son’s feelings. He just sat there for several heartbeats, absorbing the heat of his son’s glare as if he deserved it. 

	“You have every right to be upset,” he said eventually. “But this isn’t the only reason I asked you to come up here. We may still have a path forward—not to your mother and certainly not to safety, but forward.”

	Dorian frowned. “What are you talking about?”

	“You know that I’ve never held a fond view of the Seraphim Union,” Samir said, an apparent non sequitur. “I spent too many years surrounded by fools who refused to accept that the war was over, and I saw what false hope did to otherwise great men during the civil war. But that doesn’t mean that I’m overly fond of the lizards or their Convectorate.”

	One of Dorian’s eyebrows rose, not quite believing it. “The Convectorate is the only reason you have any of this,” he said, pointing at the refurbished systems all across the bridge. “Garr Industries would have died quietly in the void of deep space if the Ministry of War hadn’t started buying our mechs.”

	A bitter smile touched Samir’s lips. “It’s a hell of a pill to swallow, isn’t it? To know that the only reason you can eat is because you sold weapons to the galaxy’s latest tyrants? To know that machines I designed in the darkest hours of the morning are responsible for slaughtering thousands? Maybe millions?”

	His father braced his arms on the chair and brought himself back to his feet. “I’ve struggled with that one for a long time. But after the destruction of that shipyard in the Far Rim…after rumors about the renewed Wings of the Seraph became more than just whispers on the Holosphere, I finally decided that it was worth doing something about it. And so I did.”

	He reached over and tapped a button on the helm console. A small projection of an unfamiliar mech schematic appeared above the tac-holo at the front of the bridge.

	Dorian studied it with interest. It was a tactical mech of some kind. Not as streamlined as his designs but, from the humanoid profile and the heavy plating at the chest and joints, clearly battlefield capable. 

	So why had he never seen it? 

	“I have a contact,” Samir said. “An intermediary I’ve done business with a few times. He works for the Union.”

	“What?” Dorian gasped. “You’ve done business with the Union?”

	“Off-the-books. Some parts, some mechs, some prototype schematics…the type of thing that would get a fleet sent to our compound if the lizards knew what I was doing.”

	Dorian blinked. This was almost more unbelievable than finding out that his mother was some kind of psychic assassin…

	“I don’t know what they’re doing specifically. All I know is that they’re making life on the Rim miserable for the lizards, and that was good enough for me to throw them a bone.” Samir looked back at Dorian, a cold smile forming on his lips. “There were times when I almost wished the Vecs would find out what I was up to. I liked to imagine the look on the Minister of War’s face while she screamed at me on the holo after realizing that her largest weapons manufacturer was helping terrorists.”

	“She would have killed you.”

	“She would have tried,” Samir said matter-of-factly. “She wouldn’t be the first.”

	Dorian shook his head. “Dad, this is…”

	“I can get you in touch with my contact,” Samir told him. “I just need a few hours to consult my records.”

	“You’re serious?”

	“If even half of what we’ve speculated is true, then I suppose it’s time to admit that we could use their help. It may not get us any closer to finding your mother, but then again…” Samir paused, his knuckles brushing across his beard in thought. “This ‘Spider Zero’ might know more about the inner workings of the Widow than anyone else alive. She might at least be able to tell us if your mother is working for them.”

	“Maybe,” Dorian said, his heart beating so fast it was like he had just sprinted across the ship. Back when Kaya had kidnapped him, he had seen it as an opportunity to finally escape the gilded cage his father had built around him—and to reach out to the Union that Samir had outwardly disdained. It would be the height of irony if he had been running away from the very man who could actually get him a meeting…

	“Before I do anything, I need to know something, Dorian,” Samir said. “Something very important.”

	Dorian looked up expectantly. 

	“Do you trust those women?” his father asked. “I mean really trust them.”

	“Yes,” he replied without hesitation. 

	“Even though they’re Syndicate con-artists?”

	“They’re more than that,” Dorian said. “Much more.”

	Samir stared into his eyes for several seconds, his face unreadable. “I know I’ve made a habit of doubting you,” he said, his voice suddenly quiet. “Never trusting your instincts or intuition. Always assuming you were too young or too naïve to make a real decision. Perhaps it’s time for that to change.”

	“I’ll start making preparations,” he said, a sudden weariness in his voice. “In the meantime, I’m sure we could both use some time to think.”

	 

	***

	 

	“This power system is incredible,” Mysha whispered, mostly to herself. “The reactor is generating almost thirty percent more power than a normal Gen-4 Trydatic for a ship this size, with thirty percent less consumption.”

	“Hearing you chat about tech gets me so hot,” Kaya said as she lounged in the chair at the engineering station, her boots propped up on the console. “No, wait, it’s the fact that it’s a million fucking degrees in here.” 

	“It’s not that bad.”

	“Are you kidding? I keep thinking I should turn into a Kreen before I melt.”

	Kaya let out an aggravated groan as she tugged at her vest to get it off her increasingly sticky skin. The ship had been a furnace even before they went to explore the engineering section. Now it was like they were sitting in a sauna, just without the nudity or relaxation. 

	[I am attempting to adjust the ship’s environmental controls,] Ghost said through her implant. [As you may have guessed, I have spent considerable time inside this vessel’s computer system.]

	“Good for you,” Kaya grumbled. “If you make it remotely livable, I’ll figure out a way to give you a cookie.”

	“What?” Mysha asked.

	“Just the pest in my implant,” Kaya said, pulling her boots off the console and down to the floor. “Ghost, while you’re being useful, are there any surveillance systems in here we should know about?”

	[There are several, but I can easily disable them.]

	“Do it.”

	[One moment.]

	Grunting under her breath, Kaya tossed another glance around the area. As with most ships this size, the engineering section was reasonably large, probably at least twenty meters on a side. Of course, the equipment took up most of that space, and ergonomic design had clearly been the last thing on the priority list of whoever had cobbled this ship together. The rectangular walkway around the engine core at the center was so narrow that she and Mysha couldn’t even stand side by side.

	[I have temporarily disabled the surveillance systems.]

	Kaya nodded. “While we have a moment, we really need to talk.”

	Mysha continued fiddling with something on the console in front of her, her glowing eyes alight with wonder. “About what?”

	“Oh, I don’t know, about whatever the hell was going on with you back there,” Kaya said sourly. 

	“I’m not sure what you mean.”

	“Oh, come on, Meesh. The moment we sat down at that table, you were a different person. It was like you were taking it as your personal mission to get his dad on our side.”

	The Velothi’s shoulders drooped ever so slightly, but she still kept fiddling with the console. “Wasn’t that the goal? To get him to help us?”

	“Sure, but don’t pretend you weren’t acting weird. I just want to know what was going on, that’s all.”

	Mysha hesitated for another long moment before she finally sighed and turned around. “He’s in pain.”

	Kaya blinked. “Uh…what?”

	“I could feel it the moment we boarded the ship. It was like a loudspeaker inside my head. His father was terrified—terrified that Dorian had been hurt, that he’d lost his only son…” She shook her head. “He was convinced that he’d failed Dorian, and the guilt was eating him alive. He felt like he was about to lose control at any moment. I had to do something to help him.”

	Kaya studied the other woman for a long moment, the heat and stuffiness of the air abruptly forgotten. “You sensed all of that? From a man you don’t even know.”

	Mysha nodded, her cranial tendrils swishing ever so slightly. “Yes.”

	“You’ve never had that happen before, have you?”

	“Never so strongly. I don’t know what triggered it, but I’m glad it happened. I knew Samir would see reason once he calmed down.”

	Kaya pushed her tongue hard against the back of her teeth. Mysha’s telepathic abilities had always been pretty mild—she could sense basic emotions and sometimes send thoughts or simple phrases, but never anything more advanced. Then again, she also hadn’t tried to use them all that often for fear of alerting the Spiders. But over the past week and a half with Dorian, that had started to change…

	“Were you actually in his head messing with him?” Kaya asked. 

	“No!” Mysha said defensively. “It’s not like that. It was just…I could feel flashes of strong emotions. The pain of loss, disappointment, betrayal…it’s hard to explain.”

	“I’ll take your word for it,” Kaya murmured. “Either way, it’s pretty interesting. Maybe it will get even more powerful if we can get you a teacher. The Union surely has some telepaths around.”

	“If we’re ever able to find them.”

	“We will,” Kaya promised. “It might take a while, but—”

	[Master Dorian has left the bridge,] Ghost said into her mind. [He would like to speak with you in his quarters aboard the ship.]

	Kaya lifted a finger at Mysha, letting her know to wait. “He still has quarters aboard this rust bucket?”

	[Yes. I can direct you to them.]

	“Fine. How bad was the meeting? I didn’t hear any pulsefire.”

	[I am certain that Master Dorian will wish to give you the details of the conversation himself.]

	Kaya scoffed. “Figures. Not even any hints?”

	[When you exit this section, you should take a left down the corridor until you reach the stairs leading to the upper deck.]

	“What’s he saying?” Mysha asked. 

	“He’s being cagey,” Kaya said. “Anyway, Dorian wants to meet us. Come on.”

	With Ghost’s guidance, it was a trivial matter to reach the ship’s upper deck. Kaya wasn’t sure whether the temperature was cooling or if she was just acclimating to it, but by the time they approached his quarters, she had at least stopped sweating so profusely. 

	For the most part, the upper deck was every bit as unimpressive as the main one: rust-colored walls and floors, empty crates partially blocking several of the passages, and of course the recycled air you could almost taste. She noticed more hatches leading to cargo blisters on this level as well, with the doors all sealed up tight. This boat really did have an impressive cargo capacity. If there was a demand for cloaked freighters that barely looked spaceworthy, Garr Industries could corner the market in no time.

	Dorian’s quarters were located right off a T-junction in the center of the upper deck, and the door was already open. Kaya walked inside with Mysha behind her—

	And felt like she had just stepped through a wormhole back into the Garr compound. She froze in place so rigidly that Mysha practically plowed into her from behind, but Kaya couldn’t bring herself to move. The area was much larger than she expected, probably about the same size as the engineering section but without all the consoles and equipment taking up space. The most obvious difference was that it had been painted a pristine white, and it was decorated almost identically to the room Dorian had taken her to when they had first met. The massive bed, the comfy recliner and multiple vid-screens on the wall, even the side hall where the two of them had fought off his father’s security mechs. 

	“Not what I expected, either,” Dorian said. He was standing right in the middle of the room looking at the vid-screens. One was flashing with current news reports—as current as the last time the ship had been in range of a Holosphere relay, anyway.

	“These quarters are huge!” Mysha said, glancing around. 

	“And a livable temperature,” Kaya commented, belatedly realizing that the air quality had improved threefold. The sweat on her vest was even starting to feel a little cold against her skin. 

	“Another present Dad never told me about,” Dorian said. “Though I’m honestly surprised he bothered. At the time, there was no plan for me to go anywhere. It was too dangerous.”

	“Maybe he thought you’d want to take a nice pleasure cruise around the system with your Neyris pet,” Kaya replied dryly. “Get some fresh air…as long as you never actually left this room.”

	Dorian grunted softly. “Maybe.”

	“What did your father have to say?” Mysha asked, gliding over to him. She had that look on her face that suggested she was probably sensing something. But as far as Kaya could tell from Dorian’s body language, he didn’t seem particularly angry or frustrated. He looked pensive, perhaps even dazed.

	“We had a long chat,” Dorian said. “Shared some theories we may never have a chance to prove. It was…a lot.”

	Kaya arched a brow. “Is that good or bad?”

	He shrugged. “I’ll let you decide. But before we get into that, there is good news. Against all odds, Dad might actually have a way for us to get a hold of the Union.”

	“What?” Mysha gasped. “How?”

	Dorian smiled thinly. No, not just thinly—proudly. “Because apparently he has been selling them supplies off and on ever since he heard about that business in the Far Rim with the Nelphari shipyard and the Wings of the Seraph.”

	Kaya blinked. “I thought you said that your dad hated the Union?”

	“He doesn’t trust them, and I don’t think he has any real hope they’ll accomplish much of anything. But he does hate the Tarreen, and he’s more than happy to stick it to them behind the scenes.” Dorian shrugged. “And maybe it has become a way for him to assuage a little bit of his guilt for making his fortune off creating Convectorate war machines in the first place. Regardless, the point is that we may have an in after all.”

	Mysha turned to look at Kaya, her tendrils swishing in that adorable, excitable way of hers. And even Kaya couldn’t help but smile. Maybe, despite everything that had happened to them recently, the universe didn’t hate them after all. 

	“He needs a little time to look into things, but we should have a potential lead soon,” Dorian said. “In the meantime, we might as well have a chat about my mother.”

	He sat down in the recliner and gestured them to sit down on the bed. And then, with an uneven tone that almost sounded like he was repeating the conversation as much for his benefit as for theirs, he told them everything that he had his dad had discussed.

	And it was every bit as crazy as Kaya’s own discoveries about the Shadows and the Eclipse. 

	“I’m still not sure what to make of all of it,” Dorian said once he’d finished. “Like I said, it’s a lot.”

	“There’s the understatement of the decade,” Kaya muttered. “Unbelievable…”

	She had abandoned the bed and started pacing around the wide room the moment he had mentioned that his mother possessed psychic abilities, her mind racing through the possibilities—and trying to unearth old memories of her own training in the Nest. 

	“So, your mother was a psychic,” Mysha murmured, her tail swaying rhythmically across his dark silk coverlet. Her glowing eyes had been locked on Dorian the whole time, almost like how she had been acting with his father back in the cargo bay, and throughout his long explanation, she had offered him the same soothing encouragement when he’d seemed to need it. 

	“A psychic who intentionally avoided service in the war against the Tarreen, yet might have joined up with the Widow years later,” Dorian said. “I don’t know what to make of that, but maybe you do.”

	“Well, the Spiders didn’t come out of nowhere,” Kaya said. “Selorah Trell may have been the template for the initial training regimen, but if the Intelligence Directorate is involved in this somehow, it stands to reason they’d have plenty of other agents. The Dominion had been genetically engineering psychic assassins and operatives for centuries.”

	“If she was working with the DID, then why would she have stayed out of the war?” Dorian asked. 

	“She could have been recruited later, like your father thought,” Kaya suggested, sifting through the half-formed remnants of more deleted memories. “But if this whole Eclipse is a decades-long operation planned by the DID, then it makes perfect that she would have stayed out of the war. The Widow’s goal is to rebuild whatever she and the Echo consider the ‘true Dominion.’ They wanted the old one to die, and the Convectorate was doing their dirty work.”

	“This is insane,” Mysha said, finally looking away from Dorian and rubbing her fingers over her forehead. “I can barely even wrap my head around it.”

	“Oh, it’s crazy, all right,” Kaya agreed, “but there is a certain logic to it if you’re willing to accept the premise of a rogue intelligence agency and revanchist ideology. The Dominion had undergone a lot of changes before the war—major changes, like the creation of the Alien Assembly and a bunch of other laws designed to ‘soften’ the image of the Seraphim Council. Change that extreme and that fast always creates a backlash, and usually within the established power structures. Just look at what happened to the Kreen after the Psychophage—their society transformed practically overnight, and it allowed religious zealots to ride the backlash and seize control. If the Intelligence Directorate and a bunch of influential Seraphim didn’t like what was happening…”

	Kaya finally stopped pacing, and her eyes settled on Dorian. “All I’m saying is that your dad’s theory sounds plausible to me. Your mother was an embedded operative working for the Widow. It explains her behavior and why you were kept under surveillance. It’s also a decent explanation for why she avoided the war.”

	“And his theory about why my powers stayed under the radar?” Dorian asked. 

	“She’s your mother,” Kaya said softly. “Doesn’t seem crazy to me that she might have been trying to protect you, especially if she didn’t like the thought of what might happen to you if you were moved to the Nest.”

	He inhaled slowly, gaze unfocused, before he finally nodded. “I suppose. It’s just…I don’t know. I wish I could get her a message. I wish I knew what the hell was going on.”

	So do I, Kaya mused, though she realized that the thought was as much about herself as it was about him. Her entire life—her entire sense of self-identity—had been upended barely a week ago. And in the rare moments since, when she had a chance to slow down and think, it almost drove her crazy. She was a clone. A copy. A single soldier in an army designed to reshape the galaxy…

	Yet somehow, Dorian’s situation seemed almost harder to believe. Kaya had never had a real family or any semblance of a normal life, but he had. And watching it crumble around him wasn’t easy. 

	When the silence stretched, Mysha eventually stood from the bed and walked over to Dorian. She sat down in his lap and slid an arm around him, not sexually but comfortingly. Her free hand touched his cheek as she stared into his eyes, and after a few heartbeats she slowly pulled him in for a kiss. 

	Kaya’s first thought was that her partner’s telepathy might have been guiding her again, but she probably would have done the same regardless. She had always been deeply emotional, even in the moments when she tried to hide it behind a steely exterior.

	“It will be all right,” Mysha whispered when she finally leaned away, offering Dorian a warm and completely sincere smile. “You’ll find a way to contact her, I’m sure of it.”

	Dorian smiled back at her, and Kaya could tell that Meesh had very quickly worked her magic. If she ever learned to use her telepathy to manipulate people’s minds, she would be completely unstoppable. 

	“If your dad actually can put us in touch with the Union, then Spider Zero might be able to tell us about your mother, too,” Kaya said. “And to think, you were convinced that coming out here to this rendezvous was a mistake.”

	He snorted softly, his smile remaining as he turned to face her. “I guess I should thank you for insisting I give it a try.”

	Kaya shrugged as she sauntered next to them. “I had selfish motives,” she admitted. “I figured that we could find plenty of ways to entertain ourselves even if we just ended up sitting around deep space for a few days. Right, Meesh?”

	“Definitely,” she agreed, her tail surreptitiously curling around his leg and her fingers sliding from his face down to his chest. 

	“We’ve still barely had any time to relax,” Kaya pointed out. “How long did you say that your father needed to chase down the contact info?”

	“A few hours,” Dorian said, his smile fading and shoulders slumping as if an invisible weight had been draped upon them. “But since we’re putting everything else on the table, there is one other thing you both need to know…and won’t be happy about.”

	“What is it?” Mysha asked. From the way her tail and tendrils had frozen stiff, she must have sensed a major emotional shift in him as well. 

	He let out another sigh, then gently helped her off his lap so he could stand. He paced away from the chair, hand rubbing across his face, before he turned on a heel and pointed. “I’ll let Ghost tell you himself.”

	The AI’s shimmering orange avatar materialized near the vid-screens. It whirled on its axis several times as if it were reluctant to speak. From the way Dorian was staring at it, Kaya had a feeling that the two of them were having a silent argument. 

	“Given the information we discovered and the threats we still face, I do not believe that this is an appropriate moment for a confession,” Ghost said, his voice sounding oddly strained. “However, in the interests of transparency, Master Dorian wishes me to share certain details about the events on Talinus Station.”

	Kaya frowned, the back of her neck suddenly tingling. “What details?”

	The avatar spun on its axis again. “You may recall that Convectorate authorities were waiting to apprehend Master Dorian when we arrived. That was not the result of circumstance. They were prepared because I alerted them.”

	At first, Kaya’s only response was silent disbelief. She stared blankly at the hologram, wondering if she might have somehow misheard. Even when she convinced herself that she hadn’t, she still couldn’t bring herself to speak. 

	“I…I don’t understand,” Mysha breathed. “Why would you have possibly done that?”

	“My primary function is to aid Master Dorian, which includes protecting him from any and all threats,” Ghost replied. “At the time, I calculated that the greatest threat to his safety was his own poor judgment. I anticipated that Convectorate authorities would be eager to recover and return the son of one of their most important weapons developers. In retrospect, I have concluded that my calculations were erroneous.”

	“Erroneous?” Mysha breathed, recoiling. “But…”

	She trailed off, glancing between Dorian and the AI. Her face was twisted in a combination of confusion, shock, and horror. 

	Kaya, for her part, felt like a light had suddenly flicked on inside her head. “The Echo knew that the Vecs were on alert and that we had kidnapped Dorian,” she whispered. “I assumed he had intercepted one of the encrypted messages that Dorian had sent to the Union…but it was the one you sent.”

	“I informed the Convectorate that the Union had hired Syndicate thugs to kidnap Master Dorian. I believed that this would spur them to act quickly. I knew that associating Dorian with a terrorist organization was potentially dangerous, but I believed that he was far too important to the CDF war machine for the Tarreen to risk harming him, even with the potential implication of psi-tech. Clearly, I underestimated their irrational hatred for such technology.”

	“And now they’re dead,” Mysha breathed, now looking hard at Dorian. “You said that the Vecs killed the Union operatives before you even arrived.”

	“Ghost told them where we were meeting,” Dorian said softly. “I doubt they ever stood a chance.”

	Mysha’s tail froze again, and her skin seemed to lighten at least two shades as she eyed him. “Why didn’t you tell us this earlier?”

	“Because there was never a good moment.” His face twitched as if he realized how pathetic the excuse sounded. “I should have—I know that. I was so disgusted I could hardly see straight. But then we were all getting shot at, and then we were fighting the Echo’s minions and getting that bomb out of your head…”

	“You little shit,” Kaya hissed, scowling at the hologram. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

	“As I previously stated,” Ghost replied, “I calculated that it was the only correct course of action.”

	“Your calculations got people killed! They almost got all of us killed!”

	“I am fully aware of the ramifications of my actions. And I submit myself to your collective judgment. Master Dorian can wipe my memory or simply terminate my program at any time.”

	Kaya hissed, half tempted to unleash a blast of lightning at the avatar even though it wouldn’t accomplish anything. 

	“I almost deleted his program,” Dorian said. “If one of a hundred things had gone differently, I probably would have. But after we left that station, there was just one thing after another. We needed him on Cira Narn, we needed him on Ziphrades…”

	Kaya bit back a curse and continued glaring daggers at the little orange ball instead. To think, she still had a copy of that slimy little shit embedded in her own implant! It was like a stain she couldn’t wash out. 

	A stain that had, annoyingly, been an absolutely critical component of everything they had learned so far. They never would have been able to infiltrate Garen Ruto’s lab or scour his computers without the AI. Mysha and Dorian might not have even survived without the AI’s help. And then, of course, there was the database on Ziphrades they couldn’t have accessed, let alone reconstructed, without him…

	“Even basic semi-sentient AIs have controls against this sort of thing,” she said. “The Convectorate has a lot of stupid laws, but even they don’t let AIs run free. How could you design something that could betray you?”

	“He didn’t consider it a betrayal,” Dorian said. “And from a certain point of view, it wasn’t.”

	“Yeah, well, if he fucked you over once, there’s nothing to stop him from doing it again. What if he decides we’re better off in a Convectorate cell and sicks them on our asses? What if he thinks the galaxy is better off without us and detonates the Prowler’s engines?”

	“I assure you, that is impossible,” Ghost protested. “My programming—”

	“Fuck your programming,” she countered. “And fuck you!”

	The AI remained silent beneath her glare, and Kaya was once again tempted to blast him with lightning just to make herself feel better. But as the flash of anger began to burn out, she forced herself to take a deep breath and remember the lesson she had learned countless times in the past. Rage was like a hit of hurricane—fulfilling in the moment, but toxic if you let it control you. 

	“Like he said, I could reset him,” Dorian said, his dark tone making it clear what he thought of the solution. “It will obliterate his personality until he builds a new one. And it would give me the time to do some serious tweaking to prevent this kind of thing from happening again.”

	Kaya raised an eyebrow. “But?”

	Dorian sighed. “But I designed him to evolve and develop over time. He’s considerably more powerful and effective now than he was originally. And considering we’re going to need every advantage we can get to survive…”

	“I’d rather have a less effective tool than one that might stab us in the back,” Kaya replied tartly. 

	Dorian winced. “I really don’t think he’ll do something like that again.”

	“Are you willing to bet our lives on that?”

	He fell silent for a long moment, his eyes settling on Mysha. She was staring right back at him, blue eyes wide and glowing expectantly. Dorian was probably sick to his stomach knowing that he had disappointed her, even if it wasn’t exactly his fault. Kaya knew the feeling all too well. 

	“There is another potential solution,” he said after a moment.

	“Fire him into the sun on the way out of the system?” she asked. 

	“I could leave him here. With Dad.”

	Kaya had been primed and ready to shoot down anything he offered, but the suggestion caught her completely flat-footed. “What?” 

	“Dad needs him more than we do anyway,” Dorian said. “He had a lot of enemies even before all this went down, and it’s only a matter of time before the Vecs come after him. Having Ghost on board will make a huge difference.”

	Kaya considered. Compared to all the suggestions she could come up with—like the aforementioned sun-firing or figuring out a way to trap the glowing bastard inside whatever counted as purgatory for a computer program—Dorian’s idea was certainly more pragmatic, if not as viscerally satisfying. And in a way, being trapped alone in a ship with Samir Garr seemed like a harsher punishment than total obliteration. 

	“Are you sure that’s what you want?” Mysha asked, voice barely louder than a whisper. 

	“I don’t know,” Dorian admitted, shoulders slumped. “I need to think about it. But Dad needs the help, and it seems like the only sensible compromise.”

	“If that is your decision, I will of course abide by it,” Ghost replied. It might have been her imagination, but he sounded subdued. “However, it will take several hours to fully integrate my program with the Last Stand’s systems.”

	“And get it out of our implants and the Prowler,” Kaya added. 

	“Yes.”

	She looked back at Dorian. A few minutes ago, he had looked shell-shocked. Now…well, now he just looked like he had been punched repeatedly in the gut. 

	“For once, we’re not in a rush,” Kaya told him. “Maybe you should take some time and think about it.”

	“Yeah,” he said, eyes drifting back to the floating orange sphere. “I think you’re right.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	“And sooner or later, they all come to me for answers.”

	Vestri glared at the alien standing in front of her, searching his bluish-purple face and glowing violet eyes for any trace of duplicity. She remained surprised that Gizahri had allowed her to walk right into his room, but when she reached out with her telepathy to probe his surface emotions, she couldn’t detect the slightest trace of fear or apprehension. Was he truly that poised, or were Yarasi somehow resistant to telepathic intrusion? It seemed plausible, given that they were one of precious few known species who possessed innate psionic abilities before the Psychophage. 

	“Others have come here?” she asked, standing a few meters from him. His workstation continued to beep softly, the floating holographic displays in the air beside him continuing to update with scrawls of new information. 

	“Of course,” Gizahri said in his cool, accented voice. “But you took longer than I expected—much longer.”

	Vestri frowned, wondering if she was being toyed with and wishing that she understood why her instincts had brought her here in the first place. All she knew was that he was somehow connected to the Shadows and that she had met him before. The details were scattered among the detritus of her shattered memories.

	“I’m here for information,” she declared. “And you are going to give it to me.”

	A vaguely amused smile touched his lips. “Yes, I will. But first, you need to—”

	A com unit on his wristband beeped. Keeping his eyes fastened upon her, Gizahri slowly lifted it toward his mouth. Normally, Vestri would have slammed him against the wall to prevent him from alerting anyone to her presence, but if he had planned to summon security, he never would have bothered letting her in here in the first place. 

	“Yes?” he asked. 

	“Your report is overdue,” a caustic, unmistakably Tarreen voice growled back. “You claimed it would take you twelve hours. It has been fourteen.”

	“You will have it soon, you needn’t worry,” Gizahri replied. Turning to his left, he waved a hand at one of the holographic displays on his workstation. It responded to the movement by projecting images of what looked like samples taken from the local vegetation. “But if you’re that eager to get your teams started, sample three is your best overall choice. Eight has enormous short-term profit potential, and sixteen is worth a long-term investment. The rest are insignificant.”

	The Tarreen grunted, though most of the venom had drained out of its voice. “Very well. I expect your full report soon.”

	“And you shall have it, Administrator. Until then, I have work to do.” Gizahri tapped the com and sighed. “I apologize for the interruption, but you of all people know how impatient Tarreen can be.”

	Vestri studied the displays, but the chemical notations on the samples meant nothing to her. “What was that about?”

	“One of the little tricks people like us learn to prevent a panic. The Science Ministry would never tolerate a clairvoyant in their midst—you know how the Tarreen feel about our gifts. Yet at the same time, they are desperate for knowledge. I’ve had to learn how to balance being indispensable without being conspicuous.”

	Gizahri gestured to the data. “I could have told him which samples were worthwhile within thirty seconds of looking at them, but I prefer to wait at least a day or two before providing them with my full analysis. The delay is just enough for them to consider me a genius rather than a threat. Especially since time inevitably validates my results.”

	Vestri continued staring at the displays, an unsettling tingle crawling up her neck. She had seen the Intelligence Ministry files claiming that male Yarasi were often clairvoyant, but reading a report was quite different than seeing such powers in action. It was hard to even fathom the resources that could be saved by precise glimpses into the future. Knowing which avenues of research to pursue, which military strategy would prove victorious…the benefits were incalculable. 

	“You’re wondering why your mistress would keep someone with my unique talents here in this research station rather than at her side in the Nest,” Gizahri said, answering a question her brain hadn’t even gotten to yet. “It is a curious phenomenon, isn’t it? After all, most overseers prefer to keep their servants close. Proximity is the most reliable means of control.”

	He chuckled softly, as if he were laughing at some private joke. “But fundamentally, the answer is the same thing that allows you to be here now: arrogance. Your masters are blessed with an abundance of it. They are neither as brilliant nor as cunning as they would have you believe.”

	Vestri turned her gaze back to him. If his strategy to deal with her had been to throw her off-balance, it was definitely working. This was so far afield of anything she had expected that she was finding it difficult to even formulate questions. 

	“He’s lying.” 

	Her mental phantasm suddenly appeared beside the alien man, arms crossed and green eyes narrowed. She paced around behind him, studying him as if he were a lab specimen. 

	“Do you honestly believe that the Master would allow an alien out of his sight if he were dangerous?”

	“I’ve met you before,” Vestri said, her voice soft and stiff as she tried to ignore the phantasm. “More than once…”

	Gizahri nodded. “Yes. Though I assure you, our relationship runs much deeper than that. You see, without me, you would not exist.”

	She blinked. “Explain.”

	“Not so long ago, you weren’t all that different from these,” he said, gesturing at the projections. “An embryonic sample with infinite potential but prohibitive costs. It didn’t take long for your creator to realize that there was little point in leaving to chance what I could determine with near certainty.” 

	The unsettling tingle on her neck blossomed into a full-blown shudder as she considered the implications of what he was saying. Unlike some of the other Shadows, Vestri knew exactly what she was—and how she had been made. Her womb had been a cloning cylinder; her childhood had been telepathic memory imprints. She was nearly as far from a natural-born human being as the security mechs down the hall. 

	Had this man literally stood in front of cloned embryos and judged what they would become?

	“It is a haunting feeling, to be an arbiter of life and death,” Gizahri said, his gaze drifting away as if looking at something beyond a horizon that didn’t exist. “A firing squad with one fewer bullet than victims. Except I wasn’t punishing anyone for sinful deeds—I was punishing them for potential they did not possess. Your makers gave me the burden of a god…and I loathed them for it.”

	His violet eyes, now little more than glowing slits, returned to her. But after a few more seconds, his vaguely amused smile reappeared. “I can still remember the look on your master’s face when he discovered your…imperfections.” 

	“Imperfections?” Vestri breathed. “You mean…”

	“Your condition, yes,” Gizahri said. “Quite painful, I imagine. One that none of your ‘competitors’ would have experienced. Your Master believed that I had made a miscalculation, and he nearly killed me for it. But I insisted that your vulnerabilities would make you strong—that your suffering would give you a clarity of purpose the other prospects lacked. From then on, I think he wanted you to fail, if only to validate his belief that no alien should ever dictate the future of the Seraphim.”

	Vestri shook her head, acutely aware of the flash of pain when she inhaled. Your pain is your power. Your suffering is your purpose. You will earn what others have been given. That is what makes you strong…

	“You must understand, I had no desire to cause you discomfort,” Gizahri told her. “But I foresaw what pain would do to you—how it would mold you, forge you into something greater. If I had chosen a different sample, she wouldn’t be here standing before me right now. And that simply wouldn’t do.”

	Vestri blinked, the pain in her lungs fading as she processed his words. “You’re saying you knew I would come?”

	“Knew is too strong a word. Clairvoyance is not omniscience. Those who believe otherwise are doomed to suffer for their hubris.” He snorted derisively, his luminescent eyes flickering indecipherably. “What I saw was a path forward, a single means of escape from a web so vast it often seems impenetrable.”

	“Fool!” the phantasm scoffed. “Why would you waste time with this con-artist? Are you truly that desperate?”

	Vestri’s eyes narrowed impatiently. “Speak plainly! I have no time for games.”

	Gizahri regarded her for a heartbeat. “Let me put it this way: do you truly believe it is an accident that you are here? That you and several of your other ‘sisters’ have begun to exhibit rebellious impulses? That now, on the cusp of an Eclipse that will reshape the galaxy as we know it, the Widow’s top operatives like Spider Zero have turned against her?”

	Vestri felt her cheek twitch. “Spider Zero has turned?”

	“Yes. But you already knew this—or rather, you did know it, before your memories were stolen from you yet again.”

	Behind the alien, the phantasm hissed. “Liar. He’s manipulating you—don’t you see it? He’ll blame everything on your memory.”

	A pressure built inside Vestri’s skull, as if something were trying to burrow its way out of her brain. There were more flashes—bright lights, a laboratory, tanks filled with koboro—yet nothing coherent, nothing complete. 

	But even though she couldn’t remember specifics, she knew—knew—that Gizahri was speaking the truth. Just like she had known that Kaya had spoken the truth back on Ziphrades. 

	Spider Zero must have turned for a reason.

	“That is why you came here to me,” Gizahri said. “The echo of a memory became a seed growing in the back of your mind. If your progenitor has turned, what does it say about you? About all the others who share your face?”

	Vestri winced as the pressure in her head continued to build. The idea that Spider Zero would turn against the Widow and the Master was ridiculous. She was the key to everything, the true harbinger of the Eclipse. The template for the future, the vessel for the Dominion’s glorious return…

	“Tell me,” she rasped. “Tell me why Spider Zero turned.”

	“She turned for the same reason I did: she came to realize that her masters and their New Dominion should not be the destiny of the Seraphim. The Seraph’s legacy is one of liberation, not conquest—freedom and solidarity, not division and domination. That is why Spider Zero helped destroy the Nelphari Shipyard…and why, alongside the Union, she fights to rebuild and redefine the Seraphim Order.”

	“More lies,” the phantasm hissed, though her voice was suddenly faint, as if it were traveling across a great distance. 

	“How do you know this?” Vestri asked him. “You just told me that you aren’t omniscient.”

	“And I am not,” Gizahri said. “But I know that you and I are exactly where we are meant to be. We may not be able to undo what has been done to us, but together, we may be able to survive it.”

	Vestri continued glaring at him, angry and confused and mystified all at once. If only she could remember something, anything, about how she truly knew this man…

	“If you are trying to undermine the Master and the Widow, then what are you doing here?” she asked. “There are no Spiders on Suntara. Why not simply leave?”

	Gizahri drew a deep, weary breath. “Because I am a victim, much like you. I serve the Widow for the only reason a slave ever serves a master—because the alternative is death. Not merely mine, but my people’s as well.”

	“Your people? The Convectorate doesn’t even know where the Yarasi are from.”

	“Your masters do not serve the Convectorate—they serve the Dominion, and I assure you that it is very much alive.”

	Vestri scowled beneath her mask. “The Dominion is a pale shadow of its former glory. Other than a few Core Worlds, it—”

	“The Dominion endures,” Gizahri countered. “Not on Keledon or Eladrell or Praxius, but beyond the Terminus Reach. There, in the farthest depths of uncharted space, their fleet conquers new systems and new worlds. And when the time is right, they shall return stronger than ever.”

	Vestri’s amber eyes widened. “That…that is not possible,” she managed. “Emperor Falric signed the Keledon Accords. The Dominion was defeated.”

	“The Tarreen were defeated once, too. And yet now they are stronger than they have ever been.” He grunted. “Empires rarely die. More often than not, they instead evolve.”

	It sounded insane—it sounded impossible. The Dominion had surrendered almost two decades earlier, and the last fires of the civil war had been extinguished over five years ago. The royal family had been assassinated and the Seraphim Council made nothing more than a puppet of the Hierarchy. That was why the Widow sought to rebuild—and why the Eclipse was so necessary. 

	You are a Shadow of the Seraph, a template for a new era. You represent the future of the Seraphim—the future of humanity itself. You and your sisters are the harbingers of an Eclipse that will shake the very foundations of the galaxy. 

	Yet even as the Master’s words floated through her head, they rang hollow. Vestri was no fool—she knew that information had been kept from her. The Master claimed that the destruction of her memories was essential for her to focus on the task at hand, and she had always appreciated the clarity of purpose.

	But not anymore. Now…now it merely added more confusion.

	“The only way past his lies is pain,” the voice of her phantasm said. Though strangely, it no longer had a body. It was as if the specter of Selorah Trell had vanished between blinks. “Hurt him. Break him. Only then will you learn the truth.”

	“No psychic has the power to control the future,” Gizahri said into the pause, his cool voice warming several degrees. “But I have spent years waiting—and hoping—that you would arrive here now.”

	Vestri swallowed heavily, and it burned all the way down her throat. “Why? I don’t understand.”

	“Because your arrival is both my doom and my salvation. The one thing that your masters fear above all else is that you, their loyal servants, might discover the truth—about Spider Zero, and about yourselves. And they know that I am one of very few people alive who knows enough to threaten their plans.” He smiled. “And because of that, they will not be surprised to learn that I had to kill myself to prevent you from learning their secrets. After all, the sleeper agent on Cira Narn suffered the same fate when the Seventh Shadow came to his door.” 

	Vestri cocked her head. “You have a control chip?”

	“I had a control chip,” he corrected, grin widening. “Sadly, the threat of violence against my people is not so easily circumvented. But when your masters discover the ruins of my lab—and traces of the substance you so expertly use to destroy bodies and evidence—they will conclude that I am dead. And that, finally, will set me free.”

	Her thoughts flashed back to the aftermath of Ruto’s lab on Cira Narn. The old Thursk had killed himself with his control chip rather than aid Kaya, but before doing so, he had planted information to lead the rogue Seven into an ambush. It was how Vestri had known she would go to Ziphrades. Was he about to offer her similar misdirection?

	“I cannot even fathom the depths of your confusion,” Gizahri whispered. “Life is complicated enough when our memories are intact. What they have done to you—to all of you—is unforgivable. You deserve to know the truth. You deserve to be free. And the only way you will ever find peace is to speak with your progenitor.”

	He drew in a deep breath and closing his glowing eyes, and Vestri could feel him reaching out with his mind for almost a full minute before they fluttered back open. “You will find Selorah Trell outside the Vaballa System, within the remnants of the Pride of Nissek.”

	Vestri frowned. Fragmented memories aside, even she knew that name. “The former Convectorate flagship? It was destroyed during the Kalifax Riots almost ten years ago.”

	“Lost—not destroyed,” Gizahri corrected. “The War Ministry very quickly spun a tale of heroism and valor where the pride of the CDF was lost in battle defending Kali rebels from human supremacists. The truth is far more complicated…and more humiliating for the Tarreen.”

	The silence between them stretched. 

	“The others,” she said. “The ones who came to you. What happened to them?”

	“They left. Whatever else became of them was theirs to decide, but I doubt they returned to the Nest.”

	She studied his alien face again, trying to discern if he was leading her astray. But like before, her telepathy provided no answers. She had nothing to guide her but her own intuition. 

	A wave of white-hot rage crashed over her, and she very nearly lashed out and demolished his workstation, his lab, and everything else in the room. She despised uncertainty. She loathed indecision. Her life may have been brutal and unforgiving, but at least it had been simple. The Master provided her with enemies, and she annihilated them. 

	But then Kaya had ruined everything with a few simple words. 

	“If you are lying to me, I will hunt you down,” Vestri growled. “Flee across the galaxy if you wish. I will find you, and I will kill you.”

	“I know,” the alien replied. 

	Vestri scowled at him for another minute, as if the intensity of her glare might scour away the lies and reveal the truth, before she snarled into her mask and turned to leave. 

	“Whatever you choose, please remember something,” Gizahri said as she reached the door. “You aren’t easily forgotten, nor can you ever be replaced.”

	Vestri froze. “What?”

	“Just because you share a face and body with your ‘sisters’ does not mean you aren’t unique. It is important you understand that.”

	Slowly, she turned back around to face him. “I am a clone.”

	“Yes, a clone of psionic being. Yet even after I select a sample and winnow the potential candidates, only one in four Shadows ever develop abilities. The rest become Drones.” He arched his white eyebrows. “What does that tell you?”

	Vestri shrugged fractionally. “That the cloning technique for Shadows is expensive and difficult.”

	“True. Yet cloning technology has existed for centuries in this part of the galaxy. There are several firms in this very facility with the ability to clone extinct species from mere fragments of their DNA, a feat once believed impossible. Yet despite that, cloning psychics—even breeding psychics—remains elusive and unpredictable. And the Tarreen have never been able to create a psychic of their own race.”

	“What are you getting at?” 

	“That perhaps there is more to a person than their face or body or even their DNA. That perhaps psionic ability is poorly understood because it is more than mere genetics.” Gizahri paused again, his gaze turning almost wistful. “There are those among your species who believe that your Seraph was not merely a mortal woman or even a messiah. Some believe she was divine.”

	“People believe many foolish things.”

	He smiled. “You are not a shadow of the Seraph—you are one of her children. A part of her lives on inside you. Even your masters can never take that away.”

	Vestri stared at him for another moment, waiting for the inevitable rejoinder from the phantasm haunting her. But the only sound in the room was the muffled rasp of her own breathing.

	Reaching down to her belt, she retrieved one of the tiny canisters filled with the chemical “cleaning” powder that reduced flesh to so much bubbling ooze. After giving the alien man a long, final look, she placed it on a side table by the door, then turned and strode away.

	 

	 

	
5 
Family

	 

	A few hours of thinking did not, in fact, clear Dorian’s head. If anything, the passage of time only left his thoughts more conflicted. 

	“All right, almost ready,” Mysha said, her hands flat on the side of his head as she worked on his neural implant. The tiny, needle-like tool could have easily pierced his flesh, but the magnetic tip was designed to allow her to manipulate the device without the need for surgery. “Assuming you still think this is a good idea.”

	“I do,” Dorian replied. “Dad is going to need all the help he can get out here.”

	“You’re probably right about that.”

	He took a deep breath, glad that he was here in his quarters on the Last Stand rather than in the engineering section. For one, it was a solid twenty degrees cooler; for two, here he could preemptively lie on the bed just in case the usual vertigo that accompanied a massive data transfer overwhelmed him. 

	There was no physical reason he should have experienced any discomfort when the data stream started. Nevertheless, he swore he always felt a tickle during major transfers, as if the data were liquid being poured out of his brain. It was a silly psychological trick his mind liked to play on him, one he had dubbed a “phantom leak.” 

	He had been rather proud of that name when he’d come up with it. Though, like most other things he’d invented when he was fourteen, it seemed far less clever today.

	“This will not take long,” Ghost said. His avatar was currently floating in front of the vid-screens on the wall across from them. “Once the main files are copied, I shall begin a full integration with the Last Stand’s systems.”

	The AI had accepted Dorian’s decision without protest, only a quiet sort of compliance that left Dorian feeling even worse. But what else could he do? The girls deserved to know the truth, and now that they did…well, casting out the traitor was their choice to make, no different than if they’d had a living, organic shipmate who had sold them out to the Vecs. 

	Because Ghost wasn’t just a voice in a box. He was a para-sentient AI, every bit as sapient as they were. And eventually, all sapient species had to learn to live with the consequences of their decisions. 

	And so did the parents who had created them.

	As Dorian lay on the luxurious bed fit for a planetary governor, he wondered what, if anything, Mysha might have been sensing from him. Even if she couldn’t pick up specific thoughts, she could surely feel his frustration and regret. 

	“Look,” he whispered, tilting his head to face her, “I just want you to know that—”

	“You already apologized,” she cut him off. “I don’t think there’s more to say.”

	“Maybe not, but I want to say it anyway,” Dorian said, glad for this opportunity to speak with her alone. Kaya was too much of a pragmatist to hold any of this against him for long, especially considering how much Ghost had helped her on Cira Narn. But Mysha was more vulnerable and idealistic, and he wanted to be certain she understood that he had never intended her any harm.

	“I didn’t conceal this from you because I didn’t trust you,” Dorian went on quietly. “As lame as it sounds, there really was never a good time. It feels like we’ve barely had any time to relax and process things since we met.”

	Mysha nodded slowly. “You mean when I shot you.”

	“Yeah. When you shot me.”

	“It’s all right,” she assured him with a faint grin. “Really. Things are…well, complicated. And honestly, I feel a little guilty, too.”

	Both his eyebrows lifted. “What could you possibly feel guilty about?” 

	Mysha abruptly glanced away, the tips of her tendrils curling so slightly the movement was almost imperceptible. “Because I know I should regret what happened, but…well, I don’t.”

	Dorian frowned. He had no idea where she was going with this.

	“If you had gone off with the Union, Kaya and I would still be enslaved to the Echo,” Mysha said, her glowing eyes returning to his. “I’d still have that chip in my brain, and I probably never would have seen you again. That’s why I feel guilty. It’s almost like those Union died just to give me—us—a new life.”

	Bile rose in Dorian’s throat. That angle had occurred to him a few times before, but only in fleeting. Counterfactuals were tricky by their very nature, but if he did force himself to play out the sequence of events, it was genuinely shocking how different their lives would be right now with just a single change. 

	All of which was cold comfort to the dead, of course. But he and Ghost were the ones with blood on their hands, not the girls. 

	“I understand,” Dorian replied softly. “But it’s still not your fault.”

	“I know,” Mysha said. “But that doesn’t change how it feels. I just have to hope…never mind.”

	She looked away again, her tail curling around her calf. From the subtle dark blue flush in her cheeks and the stilted twisting of her tendrils, she seemed…embarrassed.

	“It’s all right,” Dorian soothed, propping himself up on his elbows. “You can tell me.”

	“You’ll think it’s stupid.”

	“I won’t. I promise.”

	Mysha closed her eyes for a few heartbeats to gather herself, then turned back to look at him. “Do you believe in the Seraph?”

	He blinked. “You mean, do I think she really existed?”

	“No, I mean do you believe in her? That she was the first psychic. That she’s still out there now watching over us.”

	“I…” 

	His voice faltered. The simple answer, naturally, was no. While it was entirely possible that a human woman had indeed been the first psychic, the notion that she was a messianic, quasi-divine figure had always struck him as unlikely, to say the least. He wasn’t a true scholar of history by any stretch of the imagination, but he was an engineer. And one thing about engineers was that they were very good at spotting patterns. History was filled with self-serving interpretations of important events, and every culture he’d ever read about had a habit of lionizing figures in ways that served the interests of the current ruling elite. 

	Had the Seraph been a messiah that saved humanity, or had she merely been a convenient historical figure for an ambitious group of psychics to prop up as a political tool? Had the Kreen gods really blessed their followers with advanced technology and resilient immune systems, or had their ruling caste merely wanted an excuse to justify their early and very bloody colonization efforts in the Mid Rim? 

	Dorian liked to believe that the difference between himself and other cynics on the Holosphere was that he recognized the value of the Seraph’s legend. The truth seemed far less important than useful fiction. 

	“You don’t,” Mysha said when he didn’t answer. “I didn’t think so.”

	Dorian almost protested, but he stopped before he made a fool of himself. Even if she weren’t a telepath, spinning a web of qualifiers and equivocations seemed patronizing. 

	“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Kaya doesn’t believe it, either. She’s never needed to. But I do.”

	Mysha glanced at the wall, her glowing eyes narrowing into slits. “People say that the creation of the Psychophage was the Tarreen’s biggest mistake. They unleashed a ‘disease’ that spawned psychic adepts in almost every species except them. But I always liked to believe that it wasn’t an accident—it was destiny. The Seraph saw how her children were treating the other sapient species in the galaxy, and she was so horrified that she decided to bless the rest of us.

	“Now my people have one of the highest rates of gifted children in the galaxy, almost as high as humans. And with a little help, we could accomplish things our ancestors never would have thought possible. We could become Seraphim—new Seraphim—who build a better future for everyone.”

	Her tail slowly unfurled from her leg, and she let out a long, slow breath. “If I can believe that, then I can believe that all of this is happening for a reason. We were meant to find you, and we were meant to find the Union. And if more people are going to die, then it’s important to make those sacrifices mean something.”

	Dorian watched her, once again taken aback by the duality of the young woman sitting next to him. On one hand, she was a vulnerable girl who had narrowly survived the trauma and humiliation of bondage. On the other, she was almost certainly one of the strongest people he had ever met, with a purity of spirit and unbreakable determination that were frankly humbling to behold. 

	It wasn’t until they had spent more time alone together on Cira Narn that he had realized just how hard he was falling for her. But every moment he spent with her since made it more obvious why. 

	“We’ll find them,” Dorian promised. “Whatever it takes.”

	Mysha’s eyes returned to him, and he hoped that she could sense his sincerity. He would do whatever it took to find the Union, not just for her, but for them. He didn’t need to believe in the divinity of the Seraph—or even the concept of destiny—to know that this was exactly where he wanted to be. 

	“Kaya is coming around, too, I think,” Mysha remarked, her hand coming to rest on his upper thigh as her tail twined around his ankle. “Not that she’d ever admit it.”

	Dorian grinned. “Remember to tell her ‘I told you so,’ once we’re all safe and training with other psychics.”

	Her tail began to squeeze more tightly, and her hand slid another centimeter up his thigh. “I hope she’s not too bored by herself on the Prowler.”

	“Well, she didn’t want to be around Ghost, and it’s too hot everywhere else on the ship,” Dorian said. As thankful as he was to be wearing a set of his own pants again, they were starting to feel a bit tight, especially when she sidled up closer against him. “We could, uh…we could send her a message.”

	“I’m sure she’s fine,” Mysha said. Her fingers were barely a centimeter from his fly, but her eyes did a circuit around the room. “You know…this doesn’t seem like the worst possible life.”

	“What do you mean?”

	She shrugged. “Being the companion of a rich, brilliant inventor. Living in a bedroom the size of a light freighter.”

	Her hand settled atop the growing bulge in his lap, sending a shiver through him. Somehow the tip of her tail managed to slither up and under his pants until it was caressing the bare skin of his calf. When she leaned her chin on his shoulder, he felt the heat of her breath on his neck.

	“I imagine I’d spend most of my time entertaining you when you got bored,” she purred. “Giving you special attention when you needed inspiration…”

	Breath deepening, he groaned in delight when her lips touched his earlobe, gently sucking it inside her mouth. Her tendrils rose to massage his chin, and her fingers were already making quick progress with his belt and fly. 

	His hand prowled between her thighs, cupping her as she was cupping him. She gave a soft, pleased gasp as he began to rub her mound through the fabric of her pants. 

	“All I’m saying,” she breathed into his ear, “is that a girl could do a lot worse than having someone like you to take care of her.”

	Dorian’s cock was just about ready to burst free on its own when she finally unzipped his fly, exposing the tented dark fabric of his underwear. Her fingers were curled loosely around his swollen shaft barely a heartbeat later. She took his jaw in her other hand and turned it so they could kiss—

	“Download complete,” Ghost announced. “I shall begin installation immediately, though I estimate that a full integration with the ship’s systems will take at least two hours, potentially more.”

	“Then you should get started!” Dorian growled. “Now shut up and dim the lights, would you?”

	“Of course. However, if you are planning to fornicate, I recommend that you acquire a contracept—”

	“For the love of…be quiet!” Dorian snarled. If he had still been carrying his pistol, he might have shot the fucking orange ball. But mercifully, Ghost turned off the glowing displays and dimmed the lights before vanishing, leaving Mysha’s eyes as the brightest things in the room. 

	She chuckled, low and husky. Her hand began to stroke him slowly, tortuously. 

	He was tempted to grab hold of her horns and slam himself down her throat again just like back in the infirmary, but when he belatedly noticed that her tail had withdrawn from his leg and started working to loosen her own belt, his heart skipped a beat. 

	“The only downside of living here,” she went on, her lips already back at his ear. “Is that you might eventually get bored of me.”

	“That’s not possible,” Dorian assured her, withdrawing his hand and grabbing a fistful of sheets. “You’re amazing.”

	He felt her smile even as her tongue brushed his earlobe again. “I’d still have to invent new ways to inspire you.”

	A tremor of pleasure ran through his lower body from her steady attention, and Dorian nearly lost his train of thought. “I would love to see what you came up with.”

	“You’re the one with the genetically engineered brain,” Mysha reminded him, her breaths coming heavier as her hand continued stroking him. “I doubt you’d need my help.”

	“One of these days you’ll actually give yourself the credit you deserve. You’re a brilliant mechanic. I can’t do half the things you can.”

	“Maybe.” Her hand suddenly left his cock and lifted to cup his cheek. She turned his head to face her glowing eyes straight on. “But there is one thing I know for a fact you can do.”

	“What’s that?”

	She drew their foreheads together, her lips less than a centimeter from his. “Fuck me,” she said, her tail wrapping around his cock. “Hard.”

	As far as invitations went, this one was every bit as clear as when she had put his hands on her horns in the infirmary. And just like then, Dorian didn’t hesitate to give her what she so desperately craved. 

	Releasing the sheets, he grabbed her sides and hauled her down onto the bed beneath him. Since she had unlatched her belt with her tail, it only took him a single tug to pull her pants and panties from her hips. He stripped them from her legs, then threw them to the floor. He promptly added his to the pile, and she reflexively spread her knees for him when he crawled back up onto the bed with her. 

	The sight nearly took his breath away. Her blue labia glistened, puffy with need, having parted just enough to offer a glimpse into her pink depths. Her clit was a delicate pearl that crowned her outer lips. Her scent was sweet, exotic. 

	He knew he could have been hilted inside her within seconds, and after the expert strokes of her long fingers, his cock was aching for a warm, wet sheath to call home. But when he looked down at the white top covering her torso, Dorian decided that his first priority needed to be getting it the hell out the way.

	Sliding his hands up along her stomach, he pushed her top up and over her breasts. While she wriggled to pull it the rest of the way over her head, Dorian dove right in, lashing his tongue across her dark blue nipples as his fingers squeezed the supple yet perky flesh. Yet again, he pondered how nice it would feel to fuck them—he could almost feel the soft skin against his cock—but he feasted on them instead, prompting Mysha to whimper and arch her back even before she could get the shirt all the way over her horns. 

	Suddenly her hands were at the back of his head, and she was holding him tightly against her, happy to let him massage and suckle as long as he liked. 

	And so he did, kissing and sucking, lightly pinching her nipples between his teeth or teasing their sensitive peaks with the tip of his tongue. He couldn’t get enough of her softness in his hands, nor of the feeling of her stiff nipples in his mouth. Her breathy moans encouraged him, though it wasn’t long before he felt her tail curl around his cock—not to stroke him, but to pull him closer to her eager sex. 

	Taking the hint, Dorian kissed his way from her tits up her slender blue neck all the way to her lips. When his swollen crown brushed against her slick folds, Dorian’s thoughts flashed back to that moment in the Prowler’s maintenance shaft when she had first spread her legs for him. His cock had been less than a centimeter from the glory of her wet, waiting Velothi cunt, a single thrust away from changing their lives forever. Even at the time, he had known she wouldn’t stop him. She would have cried out in glee as her Velothi body Imprinted upon him, bonding them together. 

	That same choice was upon him right now, and this time it was even harder to resist. He could feel her lust, her burning desire to be claimed by a strong male. She wanted to be his—yearned to be his—even if it wasn’t a good idea. And right now, in this moment, it was almost impossible to fight the temptation. 

	But somehow, he did. Sliding his arms beneath her knees and lifting her lower back just slightly off the bed, he aimed for her nether entrance instead. Her tail guided him to the tight ring of muscle without hesitation. With a moan of pure contentment, he gently pushed inside. 

	Mysha gasped, her hands clamping around his back and her eyes rolling up into her head. The flesh that enveloped him was so tight that he was instinctively worried about hurting her, but he reminded himself that Velothi bowels were as laden with pleasure centers as their cunts. She didn’t need lube or coaxing; she’d had no trouble taking him deep before. And as she clamped her legs around his back, bare heels digging in, she nibbled at his ear and begged for him to do it again. 

	Fuck me, Dorian. Right now!

	Another volley of sensual images flooded into his mind, nearly making him burst as he pushed deeper and deeper inside her. He suddenly found himself worried that if her telepathy got any more powerful, it might actually become a problem…

	Harder! Please!

	Her mental cries were a mix of feelings, images, and words all jumbled together. Combined with the scratch of her fingernails on his back, the sound her soft whimpers in his ear, and the taste of her tongue in his mouth, it was a full-on assault on his senses—especially when he glanced between their bodies and saw the tip of her tail plunging into her quim in rhythm with his thrusts. 

	The sight was so hot he couldn’t help but push as hard as he could, hilting his manhood in her bowels with a primal thrust. Her brief cry of fulfillment washed across his face. He pulled back and slammed into her, again and again, more images flooding his brain. At first, he thought they were his own fantasies—bending her over the Prowler’s pilot’s chair and fucking her ass, restraining her with metal scraps in engineering while he savagely rammed his cock through her lips, sliding romantically, delicately into her quim while Kaya straddled her face…

	But as the moments ticked by and the images grew more and more vivid with every thrust, he realized they were in fact her fantasies. Unintentionally or not, Mysha was showing him exactly what she wanted him to do to her. 

	Perhaps her telepathy wouldn’t be an issue after all. 

	“Ngn!” Dorian cried out, slamming into her and holding himself there, balanced on the edge as a ripple of euphoria cascaded through him. She looked completely delirious—from her rolled-back eyes to her ragged gasps he doubted she could even form words. 

	Then again, she didn’t need to. 

	Give it to me, Dorian. Please, give me everything you have!

	He burst inside her, flooding her bowels with a river of his cum. Mysha seized up with every spurt, nails digging into his back and ankles locked around his waist. Her walls clenched, powerful, rippling contractions milking his release. She held onto him until he had finished, then for several minutes beyond, before her grip finally loosened. She smiled up at him, panting breathlessly, her blue eyes the only source of light in the room. 

	“Vwen losi,” she purred, pulling him in for another deep kiss. He left his manhood inside her, still throbbing, still tying them intimately together. She did not let him go. 

	 

	***

	 

	All told, Ghost’s installation took almost three hours, though Dorian wouldn’t have complained had it taken ten. He was still lying on the bed with Mysha, their tongues and bodies fully entwined, when his holopad on the nightstand beeped and the vid-screens began displaying the results of the computer system integration. But as much as Dorian wished that he could spend the next few eons uninterrupted in bed with her, he knew that he needed to review the logs to make certain everything was working. 

	Kaya was also probably wondering what in the hell they were up to. And hopefully, his father would have some information on his potential Union contact by now. 

	“Everything looks good,” Dorian said, pulling a clean shirt over his head as he studied the displays. Being able to swap into a different set of familiar clothes was already making him feel about a hundred times better about himself, Ghost, and the general plight of the universe. Though the fact that he had just fucked a gorgeous Velothi girl in the ass probably helped, too. “How does it feel to be inside a robust computer system again?”

	“Liberating,” Ghost replied. “Even the Prowler’s systems were quite limited.”

	“If you start talking bad about my ship, I’ll recommend he purge your memory core after all,” Mysha grumbled as she pulled her own pants back over her hips. 

	“It was not my intention to disparage your vessel. However, even heavily modified K-58 freighters have several design limitations that prevent—”

	“You really need to learn to quit when you’re ahead,” Dorian said. “Or at least stop digging yourself a deeper hole.”

	The AI didn’t reply, though whether that was because he was confused or properly chastened wasn’t clear. Either way, Dorian continued with his review of the report in silence for several minutes before his holopad beeped with a short, curt text message from his father.

	“Looks like Dad has sorted out his contacts,” he announced, glancing up from the pad. “You want to tell Kaya to meet us on the bridge?”

	“She is already on the bridge with your father,” Ghost said. “She has been there for several hours, in fact.”

	Dorian blinked. “Huh?”

	“She never returned to the Prowler. I would have informed you of this development, but you were otherwise occupied.”

	He shared a surprised look with Mysha. Had Kaya just willingly spent time with his father? Several hours at that? And without a firefight breaking out?

	“We need to get up there,” Dorian said, scrambling to finish getting dressed. A couple minutes later, they passed through the sweltering corridors and arrived on the bridge. 

	And just like Ghost had said, Kaya was there with Samir waiting for them.

	“I hope the two of you had fun with your, uh, computer stuff,” she said with a knowing smirk. She was sitting at one of the consoles on the right-hand side of the U-shaped room, her boots casually propped up on a different station. “And remind that little shit that he needs to get himself out of my head, too.”

	Dorian felt a pang of defensiveness for the intelligence he had created but swiftly buried it. “That shouldn’t take long,” he replied, glancing between her and his father. He almost felt the need to pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. He couldn’t believe that they were both in here, though perhaps she hadn’t given his dad a choice…

	“Your friend here was sharing her knowledge of Syndicate operations in this sector,” Samir said from the command chair. If he was feeling any tension, his face wasn’t showing it. His fingers were dancing across the controls on the armrest to scroll through the holographic displays floating above the chair. “I knew that they had considerable penetration in the cybernetics market, but I had no idea the extent of their surveillance apparatus.”

	“I figured there was no sense in him stumbling into a briar patch he might be able to avoid once he’s on his own,” Kaya said, answering the question before anyone could ask. “Dodging the Spiders will be hard enough without worrying about the Syndicate, too.”

	Her amber eyes fastened on Dorian, and he could see the wordless message behind them. She hadn’t been wasting her time dithering about on the Prowler—she had been extending a subtle olive branch to his father in the hopes of further reassuring him that the women his son had fallen in with weren’t a problem. In the process, she had tipped him off to some potential risks…and given herself a chance to closely observe whatever he had been doing for the past hour. 

	Dorian flashed her a sly smile. He tried not to feel silly at how easy it was to forget that she probably would have been one of the Syndicate’s top operatives with or without her powers. She knew what she was doing. 

	“Did you have any luck reaching your contact?” Dorian asked, turning back to his father. 

	“In three hours?” Samir asked with a scoff. “A direct beam wouldn’t even get a quarter of the way across the sector. No, it wasn’t about reaching out to anyone—it was about making sure that certain other operations hadn’t been compromised.”

	“We compared notes,” Kaya added. “Just to make sure the Syndicate hadn’t caught wind of anything. As far as we can tell, the contact is still clean.”

	Dorian nodded, remembering all the checking and double-checking he had done over the long, tense months while he had been trying to make initial contact with the Union in the first place. And he was obviously still an amateur at the cloak and blade stuff compared to someone like Kaya. 

	“The contact’s name is Beywan Ursk,” Samir said, swiveling the command chair. “As far as I know, he’s a Rakashi. But I’ve never actually met with him in person, and there’s no official ID records of him anywhere in the Convectorate database. Probably a pseudonym, possibly a not a real person at all.” 

	“If you don’t know if he’s real or not, how do you know you’re actually dealing with the Union?” Dorian asked. 

	“Because I’m not an idiot,” his father replied tartly. “I’ve dealt with dozens of shadow brokers before, especially back when I didn’t want anyone to know the tech they were buying was made by a human. I probably should have spent more time teaching you the secrets of the business, but it always felt like a waste of your talents.” Samir waved a hand dismissively and glanced at Kaya. “In any event, I’m sure that your Syndicate friends understand the game.”

	Kaya smirked. “My only lingering concern is that the contact codes are a little old. They could have changed by now.”

	“If they have, no one informed me,” Samir said. “Regardless, it’s the best I can do. With luck, it will at least help you get your foot in the door.”

	“Well, Meesh, looks like we’re going back to another old stomping ground,” Kaya said, tapping a button on her console and calling up a projection of a large, metropolitan-looking planet.

	“Mushiri?” Mysha replied, though she seemed more surprised than troubled. “That’s…odd. At least it’s out of the sector.”

	“If only just. A little over forty parsecs, only about a day from here, just beyond the Rimward edge of the Belt.”

	“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it,” Dorian mused. “Must not be a place where we’ve done business before.”

	“Not directly,” Samir confirmed. “But it’s a massive hub for every adjoining sector—there are more jump corridors around Mushiri than most Core Worlds.”

	Dorian pursed his lips. “Sounds dangerous.”

	“We’ll definitely have to be on our toes,” Kaya agreed. “The Syndicate doesn’t have an official presence there, but I’d be shocked if the Spiders don’t. Far too much traffic for them to ignore. I’m surprised that the Union would pick a place this populated, but I suppose it was probably just a convenient drop-off point for information and matériel. If all you were unloading was ordinary tech, their operatives wouldn’t necessarily need to be psychics, and there wouldn’t be a trail.”

	Samir nodded. “That was my understanding. Still, I’m not convinced that it’s worth the risk. If you stay with me, we could figure all of this out together.” His voice lowered as he closed down the displays around his chair. “We always have.”

	A guilty twinge twisted in Dorian’s stomach. “You know I can’t,” he said. “Not this time. Things have changed.”

	“Yes. I suppose they have.”

	Samir’s expression sagged ever so slightly, and for a heartbeat he looked…weary. It was almost like he had suddenly aged ten years in the past ten minutes, and the twinge in Dorian’s gut became a full-blown knot. 

	But then, after standing and taking a deep breath, the cantankerous but energetic Mech Magnate of the Belt returned in full force. 

	“A part of me wants to go with you,” Samir said as he stepped closer to Dorian. “Just to learn who is really leading these Union fools and see if they’re worth supporting.”

	“You still could,” Dorian offered. “For all we know, the Vecs have already stormed the compound. Garr Industries might not exist in a few more days.”

	“Oh, it will exist,” Samir said flatly. “I guarantee there are shouting matches raging in the halls of the Ministers’ Conclave right this minute. Not all of the lizards are complete fools. Without our tech and production capabilities, the Dowd would be a lot more than an ‘incursion’ on the Far Rim, and many others would leave their Defense Pact like the Kreen.”

	Dorian nodded, unsure whether he believed it. As damaging as the loss of Garr Industries would be to the Convectorate, the Tarreen’s hatred of psionics was far beyond logic and reason, as Ghost had learned back on Talinus. Plenty of Ministers—and perhaps even the Hierarchs themselves—would be more than willing to cut off their snouts to spite their face. 

	And then, as their carefully imposed order crumbled, the Widow would be there to unleash the Eclipse. 

	“I hope you’re right,” Dorian said, suppressing a shiver. “But what are you going to do in the meantime? You’re not the type to sit out here in deep space doing nothing.”

	“I will be taking care of some other business,” Samir said, a dark, determined glint flashing in his eyes. “With Ghost’s help, I have options I never had before. I plan on exposing just how reliant those lizards have become on our genius. After that…”

	“Just try not to make any new enemies, all right? We have plenty already.”

	“That just means we’re doing something right,” his father replied with a faint but unmistakably dangerous grin. He put his hand on his son’s shoulder and squeezed. “For here on out, the most important thing is that we stay in contact. Whatever happens, we are still family.”

	Dorian smiled as he gripped his father’s arm. Just yesterday, he had been within a hair’s breadth of deciding to abandon this rendezvous scheme altogether and fly off to the Far Rim. He might never have learned more about his mother, and he very well might never have seen his father again. But like the crisis on Talinus, a single decision had irrevocably changed the course of his life. 

	He could only hope that this path wouldn’t also be stained with blood. 

	“Ghost can set up an encryption code for us to use when we transmit signals through the Holosphere relays,” Dorian said. “I don’t like the odds of the Vecs or the Spiders decrypting it anytime in the next few decades.”

	“Are you still certain you want to give him up?” Samir asked. “If you stayed here for a while, you could probably build a second matrix in your own implant and—”

	“We don’t have the time,” Dorian insisted, which was technically true even if it wasn’t the actual reason he was leaving Ghost behind. A weight tried to settle in his stomach, but he inhaled deeply to dislodge it. “Besides, he’ll be more useful to you right now. This old girl could certainly use the upgrade.”

	His father nodded. “Then I suppose there’s no use in waiting any longer. Just…just be careful, all right?”

	“I will,” Dorian promised. 

	Samir’s eyes lingered on him for a dozen heartbeats, his face hard but warm. And there, behind all the years of bitterness and frustration, there may have even been a touch of pride. 

	His father drew him into a long, firm hug, then stood back to look him over. 

	“Always remember who and what you are,” Samir said. “You are my son. You’re a survivor. The galaxy could go straight to hell, and you and I would still find a way to crawl out from the rubble.”

	He smiled as he finally lowered his arms. “Now, let’s go and get you ready.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Vestri had been sitting on the small bridge of her ship for well over an hour by the time the com finally crackled to life. A small, ten-centimeter projection of the Master appeared above the tac-holo, and despite the blurry filter that always concealed his facial features, she could still tell that he was glaring daggers at her. 

	“Where have you been?” he spat. “I ordered you to—”

	“I found Spider Zero.”

	Vestri let the declaration hang in the air like a grenade with the pin pulled. She didn’t need to be able to see the Master’s face to recognize his shock—or the wave of uncertainty that followed a split second later. For the first time in her brief existence, she had him at a disadvantage. 

	And she planned to enjoy every moment of it. 

	“I know that she has been aiding the Seraphim Union on the Far Rim,” Vestri added, her grimly satisfied smile hidden behind her mask. “And that none of the Shadows or Spiders are aware of this.”

	The Master remained stunned into silence. She had heard him angry but never flustered and certainly never panicked. Yet now, she could almost imagine the tremble in his voice as he told the Widow that one of their prized operatives—one of the harbingers of the Eclipse—had learned their dirty little secret. 

	The one thing that your masters fear above all else is that you, their loyal servants, might discover the truth—about Spider Zero, and about yourselves. 

	Gizahri’s words had been echoing through her mind from the moment she had left his laboratory, and her long hours of meditation in the koboro tank had only made them louder. She had hoped that they might spur an epiphany—that somehow the healing fluid might miraculously restore her memories as well as her body. But there were no new flashes, no revelatory insights. Just her own intuition and the confusing words of an alien she barely knew. 

	Eventually, she had decided that he was right—there was only one path to the truth. If she brought what she had learned before the Master, his reaction would confirm or deny what she had been told. But she still needed to be careful to ensure he didn’t draw the wrong conclusion about her loyalties. After all, she was still here on their ship with their Synesthete. If the Master became convinced that she was now an existential threat…

	“This traitor is a grave threat to our plans and needs to be dealt with,” Vestri said coldly. “I am prepared to intercept her, but I will need backup. The Wings of the Seraph may be there to aid her.”

	The projection finally moved. “Where?”

	“Outside the Vaballa System. Evidently, her allies discovered the remnants of the Pride of Nissek and have been using it as a base of operations.”

	Another pause, though this one was brief. “How did you come upon this information?”

	“Pherion Gizahri, the Yarasi clairvoyant,” she said. “I suspected that the Seventh Shadow might attempt to find him, so I tracked him down first.”

	The hologram flickered. “He told you all of this?”

	“Not willingly. He did not survive my interrogation.”

	Vestri wasn’t sure how the Master would react to the news. He and the Widow would have surely already killed Gizahri if he had exhausted his usefulness—the knowledge he possessed was far too dangerous to their cause. In all likelihood, they had probably been waiting for him to pronounce judgment on the shaper samples they would inevitably create after recovering the Garr scion. 

	But hopefully, the fact that Vestri had tied up that loose end for them would mollify their anger. After all, Gizahri’s demise would ensure that she would be the last and only Shadow to know the truth about their progenitor. And if they could destroy Spider Zero and the Union thanks to her efforts…

	“I will dispatch reinforcements to the target location,” the projection said. “Do not engage until I arrive.”

	Vestri’s eyebrows lifted. “You are coming yourself?”

	“I need to deal with this matter personally,” the Master said. “Join me, and you will have finally earned the right to call yourself Seraphim.”

	She leaned back in her seat, expecting the heckling voice of her phantasm to chide her. But despite all the hours she had spent alone in her tank, it had yet to reappear. 

	“I’ll be there.”

	She flicked off the com, and the bridge around her went as silent as a vacuum. This was the moment she had been waiting for—the chance to finally secure her place as a Seraphim Immortal. If she destroyed her traitorous progenitor now, despite learning the secrets the Master had tried to hide from her, then her loyalty to the cause would be unquestioned. She wouldn’t merely be a witness to the Eclipse—she would be a vital part of it. A true harbinger for a new era. 

	“Is that really what you want?”

	She turned at the sound of her voice. But the phantasm leaning against the console was no longer blond or wearing a blue Dominion uniform and skirt. Vestri was instead looking at a visage of herself, from the form-fitting black armor to the amber eyes. 

	“I beg your pardon, mistress?”

	Vestri inhaled sharply. It was only then, when the voice of the Synesthete filled the bridge, that she realized she had asked the question, not a phantasm. The trouble was, she didn’t know how to answer. 

	“Set a course for the Vaballa System,” Vestri said. “And prepare to shift into astral space.”

	 

	
6 
Mushiri

	 

	An oddly morose feeling settled over Dorian as the Prowler pulled away from the Last Stand and accelerated out of the debris field. Not because they hadn’t gotten what they’d wanted—by any reasonable metric, the meeting had gone far better than he could have hoped. Samir had showed up, listened to reason (albeit after holding them at gunpoint), and shared information that might lead them to the Union. And on a more personal level, Dorian had finally come clean about Ghost’s role on Talinus without unleashing a calamity like he’d feared.

	But the feeling deep in his gut wasn’t about any that. It was, he eventually realized, the nagging suspicion that he had just seen his father—and Ghost—for the last time. 

	“Looks like about nineteen hours from here to Mushiri,” Kaya said as her fingertips danced across the navigation console in the center of the dash. “Not too bad, all things considered. When your dad started going through his contacts, I feared he was going to send us halfway across the galaxy.”

	Dorian pulled his gaze away from the tac-holo as the battered brown mass of Last Stand vanished into hyperspace. “I still can’t believe you spent multiple hours alone with him up there without trying to kill him.”

	“It was hard, but I am a professional,” Kaya replied dryly. “Honestly, it wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d feared. He was a little curmudgeonly at first—he probably wanted some quiet time to process everything we’d dumped on him. But I wanted to make sure he wasn’t doing anything stupid, and once I proved that I wasn’t a floozy and had some useful information, he became all business.”

	“Did you scold him for the tit-grab back at the compound?” Mysha asked. 

	Kaya snorted. “Almost. But it didn’t seem like the best time to settle a grudge. I also wanted to see if he might know anything more than what he was telling us, but honestly…I think he was pretty forthright. All in all, he wasn’t nearly as disagreeable as I was expecting.”

	Dorian exhaled slowly, trying to release all the stress he had been carrying around during their farewell. Sadly, it was never as easy as venting exhaust through an engine port. 

	“Dad is a pragmatist and always has been,” he said. “Honestly, the two of you have a fair amount in common.”

	“I’ll try not to be too insulted by that.”

	“I just hope he doesn’t do anything stupid,” Dorian muttered. “He does have a vengeful streak.”

	“Well, at least now he has Ghost to watch over him…assuming you still trust the little shit.”

	He half expected the AI to pop up out of the console projector and defend himself, but the silence was a reminder that for first time in years, Dorian was alone inside his own head. It was a harrowing realization, he admitted to himself, and he wondered how much of the twisting in his gut was about his decision to part from Ghost. 

	Did I make the right decision? Should I have left him behind? Should I have tried harder to defend him?

	“It will be all right,” Mysha whispered. 

	Turning, Dorian realized she was staring at him rather than her controls. He knew she wouldn’t try to peer into his mind without permission, but he also knew that she didn’t have the power or control to turn off her telepathy. He was probably screaming his lingering doubts at her whether he wanted to or not. 

	“I just hope we don’t regret not having him around,” Dorian said. “Especially if this is a populated planet with high tech.”

	“Mushiri is…different,” Kaya replied. “It’s really something you have to see for yourself to appreciate.”

	“But we’ll be fine,” Mysha assured him, placing her hand on his wrist. “And you should feel better about your father having the help.”

	Dorian nodded and smiled down at her. Her compassion was so intense, so genuine, that he could practically feel it radiating off of her. He whispered a silent thanks to the Seraph that she hadn’t been more hurt when he had told her the truth about Ghost. He didn’t want to think about what would have happened if he had truly hurt her…or if she had been so furious that she had wanted nothing more to do with him. 

	“Enough emotions, you two,” Kaya chided with a groan that only seemed slightly genuine. “You want to fly the ship or not, Meesh?”

	Mysha held Dorian’s gaze for another moment before she finally turned back to the console. “I know for a fact that you can fly without me,” she said. “You did refuel at Sichi by yourself, remember?”

	“Sure, but I think the Prowler’s computer secretly holds a grudge every time I tell it to do something.”

	Shaking her head, Mysha reached out to the navigation console. “Here we go. Three…two…one…”

	The Prowler shuddered as the drive kicked in, and the inky blackness around them was once again replaced by the seizure-inducing tunnel of a hyperspace corridor. Mysha spent a minute confirming that all the systems were working properly, then flicked on the autopilot. They didn’t stick around the cockpit for long. It had been a long and draining day in more ways than one, and they were all pretty famished. 

	After enjoying a bit more of the cuisine Kaya had picked up, they decided to rotate shifts and make sure that everyone would be alert and rested when they arrived. Kaya didn’t even mention sex once, which told Dorian all he needed to know about what she thought of Mushiri and how potentially risky she thought this meeting was going to be. At a minimum, they would all need to be very careful about using their powers on the surface to avoid alerting any nearby Spiders…

	He kept himself as busy as he could after he got some rest, mostly by tinkering with the ship’s internal systems. Kaya spent her time rummaging through her wardrobe to assemble some basic disguises for them—nothing complicated, but enough to make it a bit harder for any recognition software or security systems to identify them. She assured him that even though Mushiri was a major sector hub, the part they were going to visit would have far less conventional security. The ship’s planetary database confirmed that the planet supported two entirely different populations, one on the surface and another deep below. The Union had apparently been operating in the latter.

	They had just finished the meal Mysha had cooked for them—some tasty minced vixxa with a side of flemmic chips—when the computer alerted them that they were nearing their destination. By the time they had cleaned up and returned to the cockpit, they had arrived at Mushiri. 

	And it was dramatically more hectic than anything Dorian had imagined. 

	He whistled softly through his teeth as the Prowler approached the planet, his eyes drinking in the seemingly endless traffic streams flowing into, out of, and around the planet. There were constant flickers of light in all directions as ships popped out of hyperspace corridors, and the tac-holo had drawn so many navigation lines that he briefly wondered if it was glitching out. But then he realized that without such stringent, pre-defined approach vectors, trying to land on or leave from the planet would have been like manually driving groundcars without traffic lights.

	Though the particularly crazy thing—something he didn’t even notice for a solid minute, was that the majority of ships in-system weren’t heading to or from the planet at all. Mushiri really was a hub in the literal sense: ships would arrive in one corridor, stop at the massive orbiting station for food and fuel, and then jump into another corridor toward their final destination without actually landing at all. 

	Dimly, Dorian wondered what kind of a cut the local government must have been taking from all the station’s transactions…and, given the conspicuously meager number of CDF ships policing the system, how much of that they were probably hiding from their Convectorate overseers.

	“You were right—I’ve never been anywhere like this before,” he commented when he finally found his voice. “Not in the Belt, anyway.”

	“No one ever believes it until they see it for themselves,” Kaya replied with a vaguely smug snort. “There are almost five hundred jump corridors in this system.”

	“Incredible,” Dorian breathed. “The amount of shipping that moves through here must be insane.”

	“Considering how the Vecs typically treat physically weak aliens, I’ve always been shocked that a planet filled with mole-people would get this much official traffic.”

	“The Musheen aren’t mole-people,” Mysha protested. “They’re…” She paused for a moment, searching for a different word, then finally shrugged. “Okay, they’re basically mole-people, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t clever. Trust me, once we break atmosphere and you get a look at Talhajiir, you’ll never see cities the same way again.”

	“I’ll bet you fifty creds he starts panicking before we reach the lower city,” Kaya teased.

	Mysha smirked. “Mm…I’ll pass. I think he’ll start freaking out the moment we see the Kraken’s Maw.”

	“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Dorian muttered. 

	The girls shared a giggle at his expense before Mysha eased the Prowler into line with the thousands of other vessels angling toward the gray-green sphere called Mushiri VII. Soon there was nothing to do but sit and wait for the local port authority representative to provide further instructions. 

	Given the sheer amount of empty space in a star system, Dorian had always found it a little absurd that traffic patterns would ever be a consideration, his previous observation about the navigation lines here notwithstanding. But wherever he had traveled, modestly populated worlds made certain to funnel all incoming and outgoing ships onto specific, pre-defined trajectories, if for no other reason than security. After all, every vessel was a potential weapon, whether it was packing heavy ordnance or not. A relatively small vessel like the Prowler could still cause an ungodly amount of damage by ramming other ships—or the planet’s surface. 

	The consolidated traffic flow also created the need for a highly trained bureaucracy, which was something else that every tax-hungry government appreciated. The Convectorate had conquered the galaxy for a whole host of reasons, including its superior technology and obvious military might, but the reason it was able to maintain control were the day-to-day institutions that organized the entire economy and population of its worlds. 

	Though in Mushiri’s case, the term “organized” ended up being overly generous. Ships who merely wanted to dock in orbit or pass through to another corridor seemed to experience no delays whatsoever, but ships who wanted to land were all forced through a byzantine layer of security checkpoints and scans that made Dorian weirdly nostalgic for the anarchic simplicity of Cira Narn’s Free Zone. Sure, it had been a crime-infested hellhole where someone was liable to strip your ship while you weren’t looking, but at least they had been able to get in and out without much fuss. 

	Well, get in, at any rate…

	Three hours and about a hundred frustrated sighs later, they finally received clearance to begin their spiraling descent through the planet’s upper atmosphere. Ten minutes after that, they passed through the last layer of wispy clouds and got their first look at the Mushiri capital—or part of it, anyway. 

	The topside portion of the planet wasn’t so different than most other inhabited worlds Dorian had visited. All the major geographic features from mountains to oceans to everything in between were clearly visible from low orbit, and Upper Talhajiir, the sprawling city on the northern continent, could have easily passed for any of a thousand other industrialized coastal metropolises in Convectorate space. The glittering skyscrapers, the flashing neon signs, the vast grid of airborne vehicles…

	What truly set Upper Talhajiir apart—and what Kaya and Mysha must have been talking about earlier—were the glowing, semi-translucent tubes jutting out from the sea just off the coast like the tentacles of an enormous aquatic monster preparing to devour the whole city. 

	“What the hell are those supposed to be?” Dorian gasped as he glanced down at the sensors to confirm what his eyes were already telling him. 

	“Told you,” Kaya said with a knowing grin. 

	Mysha grinned back. “Officially, they’re called ‘descension tubes.’ Unofficially, the whole thing is called the Kraken’s Maw. The tubes are made of some type of semi-organic tissue grafted onto a flexible composite polymer. I don’t know why the builders didn’t just use metal, but it probably has something to do with the frequent windstorms. They’re bendy enough that they won’t snap in half.”

	Dorian opened his mouth but couldn’t think of what to say. The entire apparatus looked like a work of abstract art mixed with something out of a low-budget horror vid. He started to wonder if Kaya had put some red hurricane in the vixxa just to fuck with him…

	“There’s nothing to worry about,” Mysha said with a snicker. “The tubes will take us into the subterranean sections of the city.”

	“Wait, we’re going to fly into one of those things?” Dorian stammered. “What idiot at the Science Ministry thought that was a good idea?”

	“The tubes predate Convectorate colonization by almost three centuries. And when the Dominion took over, the Seraphim Council cut a deal to extract the mineral wealth under the planet’s surface.”

	Kaya grunted. “By ‘deal’ I assume the Seraphim forced their way in.”

	“Maybe,” Mysha conceded. “But Mushiri is usually touted as one of the few colonial success stories of that era. The natives welcomed outsiders, and their natural habitat has been left largely undisturbed. Now they sell their geothermal tech to companies all across the Convectorate and live upon one of the wealthiest worlds in this sector.”

	“Yeah, and I’m sure there’s no local resentment at all,” Kaya muttered. “That’s always how these things work.”

	Dorian braced his hand against the back of her chair as he leaned forward to get a better look at the nearest tube/tentacle/whatever-the-fuck-it-was-called. “Those things can’t be more than fifty meters wide. How do bulk freighters get their cargo down to the undercity?”

	“They don’t,” Mysha said. “The major starports all have some type of tunnel conveyer system set up to haul bulk goods down to the lower levels. The whole system is pretty incredible, honestly. Musheen engineers could give the Kali a run for their credits.”

	“Looks like it’s our turn,” Kaya said. “You ready for this?”

	Dorian winced as they drifted closer and closer to tube. “Do I have a choice?”

	“Not really. Here we go.”

	Mysha opened the throttle and steered them in graceful arc into the narrow aperture. The tube looked just as weird on the inside as out—Dorian couldn’t shake the mental image that they were flying inside a massive worm with strobe lights for guts. In principle, it probably wasn’t all that different from flying through any other narrow space, and he knew that Mysha was more than up to any piloting challenge. But somehow, his mental assurances didn’t make him feel any better.

	The tunnel lights flashed by in an endless, dizzying display. It took about ten seconds before Dorian wished that he had a chair to sit down. After a minute, he was so nauseous that he was seriously tempted to leave the cockpit and just ride out the rest of the descent in Kaya’s quarters. But eventually the weird lighting in the tube became more hypnotic than sickening, and his stomach finally started to settle. 

	“We’re almost through,” Kaya told him. “We should exit the other end in less than ten minutes.”

	Her estimate was pretty close—Dorian spotted the exit aperture at almost eight minutes on the dot, and by nine the Prowler emerged, and the real Mushiri sprawled out before them. 

	Despite having read the entry in the ship’s database, Dorian still wasn’t prepared for the grandeur of the sight before him. Lower Talhajiir—or Old Talhajiir, according to the locals—was easily five times as wide as the surface version and ten times as densely populated. The central mass of lights was nestled in the center of a ten-kilometer-wide, twenty-kilometer-tall cavern, and it housed the bulk of the upper- and middle-class population. Most of the lower-class folk, including the alien laborers who worked in the sprawling core mines, lived inside the vast warren of tunnels surrounding the city affectionately called the “Labyrinth.”

	Originally, the tunnels had been created by the Mushiri as basic passageways linking their many vast underground cities. But as Dominion and then Convectorate colonists had slowly driven the natives deeper and deeper into their own world, the old passages had been widened into grottos and eventually converted into quasi-villages for other alien immigrants who preferred living underground—or who had no other choice. 

	“I wonder if my dad has ever been here,” Dorian mused. “If not, I almost feel bad that he’s missing out.” 

	“The good part about Old Talhajiir is that the Vecs barely have any presence at all,” Kaya said as she visually checked the instruments. “The bad part is that we’re going to stick out, and there’s no way around it. Hopefully we can get in and out of here pretty quickly.”

	Dorian nodded, mentally bracing himself for yet another attempt to reach out to the Union. Seraph willing, this time wouldn’t end up a disaster. 

	Mysha set the Prowler down on one of the commercial landing pads within the Labyrinth, and after they paid the requisite docking fees and locked up the ship, they grabbed their disguises and headed for the exit ramp.

	“I was starting to get used to wearing giant weird helmets everywhere we went,” Dorian said dryly as he put the breathing mask over his face. 

	“Sadly, a Yorilach would stand out even more than a human here,” Kaya said as she adjusted her nondescript black jumpsuit. “A hologuise matrix would probably work, but since the air down here is so shitty that we’ll need a mask anyway, we might as well add a hood and call it a day.”

	He nodded as he pulled up the thick hood of the black, lightly armored jacket she had given him. It was surprisingly heavy on his shoulders, but the temperature underground was supposed to be on the cool side. 

	Mysha’s horns and tail couldn’t be concealed quite so easily. Still, her mask, goggles, and jacket did at least hide her specific identity, and she wouldn’t stand out too much since there was a small Velothi population here. It was just too bad that their fear of alerting the Spiders meant that she couldn’t use her powers to turn invisible. Kaya couldn’t shapeshift for the same reason, and when she put on her own mask…

	“If you think it’s creepy, imagine how I feel,” Kaya said, glancing at her reflection in the panel by the landing pad release. “And to think, there was a time when I thought about being a brunette all the time.”

	Dorian tried and failed to suppress shiver. With the mask covering the bottom half of her face, Kaya suddenly looked—and sounded—exactly like the Shadow who had nearly captured them all at Ziphrades. 

	“Come on,” she said in that filtered, mechanical voice, hitting the release to lower the ramp. “Let’s get this over with.”

	 

	***

	 

	The last time Kaya had been wandering the streets of Old Talhajiir, she had been disguised as one of the numerous Krosians who called the underworld home. With their light-sensitive eyes, hulking musculature, and typically poor grasp of galactic economics, the aliens were a natural fit as miners—and an easy target for predatory corporate contracts that turned hard-working people into indentured servants. 

	She hadn’t needed to worry about the Spiders back then, since the Echo had promised he had a way to distract them, but even if she had been forced to wear a breathing mask, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. After all, she hadn’t yet realized that she was part of an army of psychic clones designed to bring down the Convectorate from the inside. 

	Ah, to be young and foolish again.

	The wry thought didn’t do much to improve her mood as they left the Prowler and ventured out into the weird, seemingly haphazard warren of buildings and streets beyond the landing pad. From the top of the massive cavern above the city, she had to imagine that Talhajiir would look something like a giant ant colony. It was almost as if the Musheen had never heard of civil engineering as a concept. That, or perhaps they had built it this way on purpose just to annoy their colonizers. 

	Either way, navigating the city would have almost certainly been easier if she were high. The yellowish-brown air reduced visibility to about twenty or thirty meters, and the dust carried by it turned all their black jackets into a disgusting shade of muddy brown within five minutes. 

	Still, the lighting was brighter than she remembered, and no one seemed to give a damn who they were or why they were here. All things considered, it was definitely a good start. 

	The contact info that Dorian’s father had provided was for a place a little over a kilometer from the landing pad, which turned out to be just enough time for her to start getting paranoid about a Convectorate ambush. Everything was shadows, tight spaces, and chokepoints. Every time they turned a corner, she expected a team of Baalir commandos to be waiting for them.

	Or another Shadow. 

	But against all odds, they reached their destination without incident—a large, enclosed hollow with several tunnels leading in and out. Within it was an entire boulevard of shops and apartments, as if someone had taken a few blocks out of a surface city and dumped them in a bubble down here. Overhead, the hum of air purifiers could be heard, laboring to make the environment at least somewhat livable for non-Musheen.

	Kaya had them hold position in an alley across the street from where they needed to go while she surveyed the area, but she didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. The building was a mechanic’s shop, of all things, albeit one that had seen better days. The neon lights on the sign outside were dark, though the ones inside were on, and more were visible beneath the cracks in the garage door entrance.

	“Would be nice if we had a little more info,” she groused. “Is this a front business or is it supposed to look condemned?”

	“Not sure, but at least there aren’t that many people around,” Mysha commented, glancing up and down the sparsely lit, mostly deserted street. “It could be worse.”

	“Yeah, we could be back on Cira Narn. One time—just one time—it would be nice to visit a real planet with grass and sunlight and smiling people.”

	Pushing aside her random gripes, Kaya gave the area another quick visual scan just in case. Meesh was right that there were only about a dozen other people in sight, almost all of them native Musheen who probably lived in the area. The lumpy, downy-furred aliens looked like waddling clods of dirt in the gloom. The lack of any ground vehicle traffic made her wonder why anyone would have built a shop here in the first place, but there were probably a hundred perfectly innocuous explanations for that one. 

	“Well, I’m reasonably certain that no one has been following us,” Kaya said leaning back around the corner. “What do you think, Meesh?”

	“I think standing here like this is just asking for trouble,” the Velothi replied nervously. “We should send the signal and see what happens.”

	Nodding, Kaya turned back to Dorian. “Go ahead.”

	Pulling out his holopad, he sent the signal. It wasn’t much—just a bit of nonsensical data uploaded to the Holosphere that wouldn’t get flagged by any security algorithms. But if Samir’s information was right, the Union should notice it and prepare to receive guests. 

	“It’s really too bad I can’t change into a V’rath,” Kaya murmured. “You know, for when this inevitably falls apart and we end up getting shot at.”

	“We’ll be fine,” Dorian said, though she could hear the tension in his voice. “Shall we?”

	Kaya nodded, suddenly and viscerally aware of the weight of the pulse pistol on her hip. Evading the Spiders was always a precarious balance between caution and paranoia. There could have been several of them here on Mushiri, their telepathic webs ready to detect the smallest psionic vibration…or there might not have been one in this entire sector. It was impossible to know until it was too late. 

	If shit got out of control, she wouldn’t hesitate to use her powers. It wasn’t worth dying just to avoid a trap that may or may not have been set for them. But for now, they were still better off playing it cool. 

	“All right,” Kaya said. “Let’s do this.”

	Sliding out of the alley, she started across the street with Dorian and Mysha close behind her. Her eyes surreptitiously swept the nearby rooftops in search of threats, but she still didn’t notice anything—aside from the spike in Dorian’s tension levels, anyway. Masks often made people more difficult to identify, but they also made shifts in someone’s breathing patterns quite obvious. 

	Not that she could blame him for being nervous. He was undoubtedly worried about a repeat of Talinus Station where they would walk into a room filled with the corpses of Union operatives. Or perhaps that the Union wouldn’t be so welcoming to someone who’d gotten their people killed—if they even knew about it. Kaya would have reassured him if she wasn’t feeling exactly the same way.

	The shop seemed even more dead when they got close. The automated garage door was open about a quarter of a meter, which was fairly typical just for ventilation purposes. The atypical part was that she didn’t hear banging tools, hydraulic lifts, or any of the other sounds one would expect from such a business. The only other way inside was the smaller, windowless customer entrance on the right side. 

	“So, do we slide under the garage door or knock like normal people?” Dorian asked. 

	“The first option would be pretty badass, but also much more likely to get us shot,” Kaya said. “Let’s do it the normal way.”

	She stepped up to the customer entrance, wishing fervently that Mysha could cloak and scout inside before they did anything. It might be the worth the risk—getting shot the moment they opened the door would be a pretty pathetic end to this little journey of theirs. But if the Union did have people here, they probably wouldn’t appreciate having their cover blown by potential allies who lost their nerve…

	Gritting her teeth, Kaya started forward, but Dorian beat her to the punch. The door whooshed open when he tapped the keypad, and he moved inside without waiting to see if anyone opened fire. Perhaps his nerves were steelier than she gave him credit for. 

	At a glance, the shop was more or less a carbon copy of every other similar establishment Kaya had ever been in, albeit more brightly lit. Off to their right was the customer support area, complete with a service counter, a small furnished lobby, and a food processor for anyone who needed to wait on their vehicle. The single vid-screen on the wall was playing a local sportscast, some type of bizarre tunnel-sledding competition the Musheen were obsessed with.

	Off to their left about ten meters, visible through the thin transparent divider wall, was the actual shop. A battered, old hovertruck was currently up on hydraulic lifts, but there weren’t any mechanics working on it. There wasn’t anyone around at all, in fact, not even an AI or an old-fashioned greeter mech behind the service counter. By all outward appearances, it was as if everyone had gone out for lunch. 

	“Hello?” Dorian called out, his hand hovering over the pistol concealed inside his jacket. With the only door in the transparent divider wall wide open, anyone on the other side should have been able to hear him easily. “Anyone here?”

	“Subtle,” Kaya grumbled, reaching out to grab his arm so he would stay put. She didn’t hear any movement, and she was just about to say fuck it and have Mysha cloak and perform a quick sweep of the area when her eyes began to sting. 

	Frowning, she held up a finger to the others as she crept toward the service counter. She saw the faint haze of smoke hanging in the air a moment later, and once she leaned over the counter, the source became obvious. 

	“Shit!” she hissed. Behind the counter, wadded up like a half-compacted pile of scrap, was the remains of a greeter mech. An intense blast of energy—probably a pulse pistol at short range—had melted and nearly vaporized the humanoid robot’s torso, causing it to collapse in on itself. And it had happened recently enough that the chassis was still smoldering.

	Kaya’s hand flashed into her jacket and found her pistol. She whirled around, signaling for the others to get down—

	And then the entryway behind them exploded. 

	Standing barely two meters away, caught flat-footed without a hope in hell of diving into cover, they should have all been crushed by the twisted chunk of metal that used to be a door. But rather than reaching for his pistol, Dorian thrust up his hand and halted the barrage of shrapnel and debris mere centimeters before it ripped them apart.

	The concussive force of the explosion was a different story. The invisible shockwave slammed Kaya back into the service desk, and she heard Mysha’s surprised cry even over the thunderous explosion ringing in her ears. She didn’t see Dorian at all. 

	A wave of blackness followed, and Kaya found herself lying face-down on the floor with no memory of how she had gotten there. But from her new vantage point, she had a crystal-clear view of at least six humanoid combat mechs—blockier than Vec designs—storming toward the now-gaping hole where the door had been, their pulse weapons spitting a salvo of blue-white fire to finish off the survivors. 

	Not that there should have been any survivors. This was a full-on military assault, not a quiet little ambush with a few commandos. If she and Meesh had been alone, this would have already been over. 

	But with Dorian at their side, the battle was only just beginning. Somehow—she didn’t know how—he was still on his feet, the door floating in front of him like a shield. It absorbed the first volley of pulse blasts and gave him an opportunity to react before they were gunned down. 

	He crouched low, twisting the door lengthwise to try and give her and Mysha more cover—at which point Kaya heard a loud, cacophonous crunch as if two groundcars had just collided. Peering around the edge of the metal shield that was now protecting her, she saw the mechs floating outside about a meter in the air and all smushed together in a magnetized clump of metal bodies. 

	He really is useful to keep around…

	“There are more coming from the garage side!” Dorian warned, his face twisted in concentration. “We need another way out!”

	“I can’t see shit!” she growled, eyes burning from the smoke. “Do you sense another door anywhere?”

	“No, but there’s an underground hatch in the back of the garage! We could—”

	It was the garage door’s turn to explode. Kaya shielded her eyes, hopeful that the transparent divider wall could protect them from the blast. It did, if only just. Bits of shrapnel turned the thin plastic into a solid sheet of cracks, and the accompanying shockwave tore the whole thing down like a tide smashing into a wall of sand. 

	They were outflanked, outgunned, and completely pinned down. And even Dorian couldn’t stop an army of mechs on his own. 

	“Hold on to the first group and stick with me!” Kaya told him. “Meesh, get in close!”

	She didn’t bother waiting for the Velothi to answer. Abandoning all pretense of subtlety, Kaya tapped into her powers and concentrated, transforming her thin, delicate human skin into nearly impregnable chitinous plates. The color in her vision began to fade, and her new irises became far more sensitive to ultraviolet light and motion. The straps of her mask broke under the pressure of her growing, decidedly inhuman mandibles, as did the jumpsuit she was wearing beneath her jacket. The jacket itself didn’t fare much better, especially when the hard, meter-wide shell emerged from her back. 

	She had never particularly enjoyed taking the form of a V’rath—the aliens were bulky and cumbersome, not to mention ugly as sin, but their shells were virtually impregnable to small-arms fire. And right now, with another squad of mechs storming into the garage and no other available cover besides Dorian’s rapidly disintegrating door, it wasn’t as if she had a plethora of other options. 

	“Go!” she growled, her voice at least two octaves lower as she scuttled across the shop, shell facing the new group of mechs. Dorian and Mysha followed her cue, keeping low and using Kaya as cover as they moved. As long as their enemies didn’t start chucking grenades or firing rockets at them, they would probably live.

	Which wasn’t to say that voluntarily transforming herself into a living shield was fun or painless. Every pulse blast that struck her shell still triggered a twinge of pain like bursts of hot oil being splashed on her skin. She couldn’t hear a damn thing over the marching mechs or the intense hail of fire, and the haze of smoke was making it just as difficult to see. But as she clambered over the remnants of the transparent divider wall, precision pulsefire picking off the mechs in her path, Kaya knew they had almost made it to the hydraulic lift holding up the battered hovertruck. She was just about to give Mysha the order to fire when the Velothi lifted her pistol and pulled the trigger. 

	Taking down a lift designed to hold up ten-ton ground vehicles with a single pulse pistol wasn’t an easy task, but Mysha knew exactly where to strike. A trio of quick, clean shots made the lift start to tremble, and the fourth and fifth blast blew out the hydraulics completely, dropping the vehicle to the floor of the shop with a thunderous crash. They all rushed behind their new cover to gain a momentary respite from the unending barrage of death. 

	But it wouldn’t last. Kaya was half tempted to order Dorian to throw the truck at the enemy in the hopes that they could pick off the survivors with their own pistols, but she had no idea how many of them were out there in the street or if they had any organic support waiting in the wings. This was already so much more heat than she had expected—there was no way the Intelligence Ministry could keep this madness out of the news. 

	Unless we aren’t dealing with the Intelligence Ministry or the Convectorate at all. 

	The thought only had time to pop into her mind for a fraction of a second before the mechs pressed their assault, peppering the truck with a blistering salvo of pulsefire as a fresh rank advanced. The identity of their attackers was largely irrelevant at the moment. All that mattered was that they had to leave, and they had to leave soon. 

	Craning her now-bulbous neck, Kaya spotted the hatch that Dorian had mentioned. It was in the back of the garage, a two-meter-wide square hunk of iron without an obvious keypad or other means of getting it open. At a guess, it had probably once led down to a service area beneath the main floor where mechanics could peer under vehicles, but the hatch itself was obvious much newer and more expensive than anything else in the shop. 

	“Can you open the hatch or not?” she called out to Dorian, still taken aback by the baritone rumble of her own voice. 

	His face remained scrunched in concentration as he maintained his hold on the other mechs—now using them to block the customer entrance in lieu of the destroyed door—and his eyes narrowed into slits as he stared at the panel in the floor across the shop. “There’s someone else down there.”

	Her stomach sank. “What?”

	“Two people, not mechs,” he said. “They’re coming up.”

	A wave of despair crashed over Kaya. Had their ambushers anticipated this move? Were they being flushed into the only other exit? But if so, why only send two people instead of a whole squad of mechs?

	She winced as a pulse blast pinged off a plate of metal right next to her. The mechs were inside the garage, already fanning out to get a better angle and flank them, at which point their cover would be useless. Whatever they were going to do, it needed to be now. 

	“They’re coming through,” Dorian warned. 

	Pressing her shell-covered back as flat as she could against the truck, hoping that the others could still use her for cover if and when the mechs finally blasted through it, Kaya lifted her pistol in a three-fingered, chitinous hand, pointing it at the hatch. She took aim and started to squeeze the trigger when it popped open with a dramatic burst…but the heads that peeked up weren’t mechanical. 

	They were human. 

	She relaxed her finger on the trigger, knowing full well that even a heartbeat of hesitation could prove fatal in a firefight, but thankfully, her instincts paid off. One of the humans—a muscular, bronze-skinned man—immediately called out. 

	“Get down!” he shouted through his own respirator.

	Suddenly there was a grenade in his hand, and he chucked it so hard it easily sailed over the car that Kaya and the others were hunkering behind. She reached out to grab Dorian and Meesh, pulling them close just in case—

	But the strange, bellowing thrum that followed told her that she needn’t have worried. EMP grenades could cripple most mechs in short order, and they wouldn’t have to worry about an explosion or storm of debris. And despite the ringing in her ears, she could tell that the number of shots heading their way dropped by an order of magnitude. The humans in the hatch were now firing at the mechs, and Mysha had already popped up to join their assault. 

	A few seconds later, it was all over. 

	“Son of a bitch,” the musclebound stranger in the hatch hissed as he rose up out of cover, still panning his rifle to scan the smoldering ruin of the shop for any new threats. Once he was satisfied, he aimed the barrel of his weapon dangerously close to Kaya. “Who in the hell are you? And what the fuck are you doing here?”

	“We were about to ask you the same question,” Kaya growled back in her V’rath voice. She dropped her shoulder enough that she could easily roll in front of Dorian and Mysha to give them cover from the newcomers if necessary. “But since there are three of us and two of you, and we got ambushed at your place, how about you answer the question first?”

	The man snorted. “Go ahead and try it, beetle-face. You can’t—”

	“Don’t be a dumbass,” his partner said in a husky, accented female voice. When she popped out of the hatch and into view, Kaya realized she had been wrong before. The woman wasn’t human. 

	She was a Kreen—the same Kreen, Kaya realized, that they had seen in the security footage from Ziphrades. 

	“They’re psychics, and I’m going to take a wild guess and assume that they’re the ones who sent the signal,” the woman said, holstering her pistol. She had blue hair like Kaya, though the wavy mane stretching halfway down her back was longer, darker, and probably natural. Her eyes were nearly the same shade as Kaya’s, too, though her vertically slit pupils looked far more feline than human. 

	“We sent the signal,” Dorian confirmed. His brow was beaded with sweat, and his breaths came heavy through his respirator. “This isn’t the greeting we were expecting.”

	“Yeah, well, no one has used that particular code in almost two months,” the woman replied. “Interesting timing on your part. We had already started pulling our operations out of here, and we knew the Combine was about to storm the fort. I left a little surprise for them in that greeter mech—good thing you didn’t set it off.”

	Kaya’s twin hearts skipped a beat as she wondered how close she had been to triggering an explosion that Dorian wouldn’t have been able to stop. This little meeting wasn’t going to do her paranoia any favors…

	“Who the hell is the Combine?” Mysha asked. 

	“The Vek’los Combine,” the Kreen replied as if it were obvious. “You know, the mech cartel who was practically driven out of business by some upstart company in the Belt?”

	Kaya slowly turned to Dorian. From his sinking expression—and from the way a light seemed to turn on inside his head when he glanced back at the scrapped mechs—it was clear that he knew exactly who this woman was talking about. 

	“A mech cartel was trying to kill you?” Mysha asked the man. “Why?”

	“Trying to earn favor with the local government and the Vecs, most likely,” the male human put in, his grouchiness having receded a few levels. “’Course, we did also steal a few million credits worth of parts from them a couple weeks ago…”

	The Kreen snickered before her expression returned to business. “Some pretty impressively bad timing on your part.”

	“We get that a lot,” Dorian muttered. 

	“I’ll bet you do.” The woman paused again, eyes shifting between them. “But I suppose you’re here, so the question remains—who the fuck are you and who told you how to contact us?”

	The question was obviously as much a test as a genuine inquiry. But Kaya wasn’t particularly interested in playing games. 

	“We were looking to meet up with Beywan Ursk,” she said. “Assuming he actually exists.”

	The male’s cheek twitched. “Ursk is dead. The Vecs caught up to him three weeks ago.”

	So much for Samir’s theory that the name was just a false identity.

	“He is the reason we’re here, though,” the Kreen added. “And the reason we knew this base was compromised. We needed to tie up loose ends before we pulled out of here for good. If you’d showed up tomorrow, you might have missed us entirely.”

	“Then I guess it’s a good thing we’re punctual, isn’t it?” Kaya said, still feeling unsettled about this whole thing. Even they couldn’t have been unlucky enough to stumble into an ambush from a completely unrelated third party, could they?

	“Well, we had the right code and we’re obviously psychics,” Dorian put in. “I hope that’s enough to at least hear us out.”

	The Kreen and the human man shared a wary glance. “I suppose so,” she said eventually. “But we need to get out of here. This place will be crawling with police drones at any minute, and the Spiders probably won’t be far behind.”

	Nodding, Dorian slid his pistol back into its holster and stood. “The name’s Dorian, by the way. This is Kaya and Mysha.”

	“You can call me Martyr,” the woman replied. “The meathead next to me is Morningstar.”

	Kaya grunted as she rolled to her feet. “Do you all get cute little nicknames?”

	“If we earn it,” Martyr replied, her eyes narrowing. “But speaking of cute nicknames, I’ve never heard of a V’rath named Kaya.”

	“You still haven’t.”

	Focusing on her powers again, Kaya slowly morphed her body back into its regular human form. Her thick carapace molted back into supple flesh, and her vision and other senses returned to normal. Her jacket and most of her clothing was completely trashed, unfortunately, and she hadn’t bothered wearing one of her adaptive under suits. Dorian threw his own jacket over her as their new potential allies gasped, though Kaya had a feeling that their surprise had nothing to do with her nakedness. 

	And everything to do with her face. 

	“By the Seraph!” Morningstar gasped. “What the fuck…?”

	“You know what they say, the galaxy’s smaller than you think,” Kaya replied dryly, half tempted to make her hair blond and her eyes green just to fuck with them even more. “Now, let’s get somewhere safe so you can tell me all about your friend Selorah Trell.”

	 

	 

	
7 
Connections

	 

	Convincing their new allies to move without explaining why Kaya looked exactly like one of their top operatives was not an easy task. It took a fair amount of impatient scolding on her part—and then the distant wailing of police sirens—to finally get them to retreat into the hatch and lock it behind them. The tunnel on the other side was wide and spacious but bore the marks of extreme age, which suggested to Dorian that this little mechanic shop had probably been a front for many different groups over the decades.

	The realization was more than a little concerning under the circumstances. The older the tunnel, the more likely that the local authorities would know about it. But the Union had obviously planned ahead: Morningstar toggled on several invisible trip lasers behind them, each linked to a micro-explosive in the adjacent wall. Even if their pursuers had scanners capable of detecting the traps, disarming them would still take time. 

	Ten minutes and several sharp turns later, they climbed a set of stairs and emerged inside a completely different building that looked like it had been condemned. Martyr flicked on a wrist-light, illuminating the bare interior of an abandoned residential structure with busted floor tiles, collapsed internal walls, and carbon scoring like someone had chucked a few grenades inside the window and then run away. 

	After ascending another set of stairs and passing through a dank hallway that had seen better days, they finally entered a relatively clean, rectangular room that looked more like a normal, time-worn building rather than a set piece from a wartime docu-drama. From the empty shelves and the scuffs on the gray tile floors, Dorian guessed that the Union had probably stored some cargo in here—cargo that had recently been moved. 

	“All right, we can hole up here until one of the booby-traps goes off,” Martyr said, switching on a battery-powered lantern on the wall. Unsurprisingly, adding more light didn’t improve the ambience in the least. “I’d like some answers.”

	“Wouldn’t we all,” Kaya muttered, eyes flicking around as she pulled Dorian’s jacket more tightly around her otherwise naked body. He could only assume that she had somehow adapted her lungs to the toxic air without the need of a respirator. If he had to guess, the fact that she was now running around barefoot was probably the most annoying side effect of her V’rath transformation. Distantly, he wondered how many outfits she had destroyed over the years.

	“Don’t mind her,” Mysha said. “We’re excited to finally meet someone from the Union.”

	“I’d say we get that a lot, but the opposite is true most of the time these days,” Martyr said with a weary sigh. “Personally, I’ll be ecstatic when we pack up all our operations in this region and get the fuck out of here.”

	“We were hoping we could go with you,” Dorian ventured. 

	“I’ll bet you were,” the Kreen replied dryly, her cat-like yellow eyes fixing back on Kaya. “Especially with that very familiar face of yours.”

	It was clear that she and her partner expected an explanation before they went any further. It was just as clear that Kaya had no intention of giving them one—or at least, not the lengthy one they wanted. 

	“It will take too long to explain everything,” Kaya said. “But the short version is that I’m a clone of your boss—and there are a lot more like me.”

	Dorian couldn’t conceive of a situation where anyone could drop a bombshell like that and receive anything besides a blank stare, disbelieving laughter, or at the very least a skeptical frown. Martyr went through all three reactions. Morningstar just stared.

	“Right…” she muttered. “Because that’s not the craziest fucking thing I’ve ever heard.”

	“Oh, it gets better,” Kaya said. “Once the Widow has trained enough of these Shadows—and once they’ve mastered all the core psionic disciplines—they’re going to rip apart the Convectorate from the inside and rebuild a new Dominion in its place.”

	“There’s a lot more to it,” Mysha put in much more diplomatically. “But we all have powers, and we’re all being chased. We need your help—and we want to help you in return.”

	Dorian couldn’t help but notice that her voice had taken on the calm, soothing tones he had witnessed on the Last Stand—which he still didn’t fully understand. She must have been sensing their emotions and responding in a way she thought would best get through to them. At least, he hoped so. It had worked pretty well with his father, all things considered…

	Martyr sighed and planted a hand on her hip. “Let’s assume for a minute we take you at your word. What exactly were you expecting to happen here?”

	“Like Mysha said, we were hoping we could help each other out,” Dorian explained. “But first, we really want to speak with Spider Zero.”

	The Kreen’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You thought Selorah would be here?”

	“No, but we thought that our contact would be able to help us find her.” He hesitated and gestured to Kaya. “Once we learned the truth about her origin, we started doing some investigating. We actually found footage of you and Spider Zero and some others raiding the underwater base on Ziphrades. But by the time we arrived, you were already gone.”

	“How in the…?” Martyr shook her head. “That was weeks ago.”

	“Which means you’ve already had time to review the data you stole,” Kaya pointed out. “And is why this little fake surprised act of yours is already wearing thin. You already know about the Shadows of the Seraph—you’re just trying to decide whose side I’m on.”

	Dorian felt both his eyebrows rise half a centimeter. Thinking about it, she made a good point—that facility on Ziphrades had been filled with cloning tanks, and even if the Union hadn’t known about the clones of Selorah Tell then, they surely did by now. It was obvious in retrospect, and he kicked himself for not realizing it sooner. 

	As if I needed another reminder that Kaya knows what she’s doing. 

	“It’s a legitimate concern, you have to admit,” Martyr said, the corner of her mouth rising slightly. Maybe even approvingly? “The Spiders are getting pretty clever with their gambits these days.”

	“Fair,” Kaya admitted. “But if we were working for the Widow, why would we bother with all this nonsense when we could just bring you in?”

	“Maybe you realized you can’t take us alone,” Morningstar said darkly, crossing his brawny arms. “Maybe you’re just hoping we’ll lead you back to our base.”

	Martyr put a warning hand on one of his enormous biceps. “Look, as much as I’m sure we’d all love to sit here working through the paranoia phase of this relationship, there isn’t time. We need to get back into orbit before the Musheen decide to close the descension tubes and trap us down here while they sort things out. So how about a compromise?”

	“We’re listening,” Kaya said. 

	Martyr and Morningstar shared a quick glance, and it was immediately apparent that the big man didn’t like what she was about to propose. Thankfully, it was equally apparent that she was the one in charge here.

	“Let’s meet up in a place where we can actually sit down and have a real conversation,” Martyr said. “We don’t have a central base of operations or anything like that, but there is a safe port where we do business.” 

	“Perfect,” Kaya said. “Where is it?”

	“I’ll put the coordinates in your holopad.”

	Martyr took Dorian’s pad and punched in the numbers. They didn’t mean anything to him at a glance, but the navigation app called up the closest system.

	“The Vaballa System,” he murmured. “Never heard of it.”

	“That’s the idea,” Martyr replied. “There are no jump corridors or trade routes anywhere nearby, just a ship that roams the edge of the system. You need updated coordinates to have any chance of finding it.”

	“Clever,” Mysha said with an approving nod. “What kind of ship are we looking for?”

	“The big kind. Ever heard of the Pride of Nissek?”

	Dorian blinked, the name immediately stirring a memory from one of the many Holosphere information holes he’d fallen down as a teenager. “The former Convectorate flagship?”

	“That’s the one.”

	He glanced at the girls and saw his confusion mirrored in their faces. That ship had allegedly been destroyed near the start of the Dominion Civil War about a decade ago. 

	“Meet us there in three days,” Martyr said. “And make sure you aren’t followed.”

	Kaya nodded. “We’ve played the game before. Just make sure you get us a meeting with your boss.”

	The Kreen smiled wryly. “Selorah isn’t the boss. Though she does have a tendency to act like it sometimes…”

	Kaya frowned. “If she’s not in charge, who is?”

	“That’s a secret I’ll have to keep a bit longer. Three days—we’ll see you there.”

	“Thank you,” Mysha said. “You won’t regret this.”

	Morningstar grunted, his arms still crossed. “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.” 

	 

	***

	 

	Their trip back to the Prowler was uneventful, though between the sirens and the increased traffic, it was clear that this whole section of Old Talhajiir was about to be swarmed with police and possibly even military forces soon. Dorian had been worried that the Musheen might have already locked down the descension tubes—it wasn’t as if there was any other way up to the surface—but apparently the authorities were content to blame the locals for the chaos rather than travelers. Mysha had them airborne within a minute, and soon after, they were flying back into one of the creepy, organic-looking tubes. 

	“If the Spiders are planning to make a move for us, this would definitely be the best time,” Kaya said as she pulled on a new shirt and stared out the canopy. She’d had Dorian fetch it for her, not leaving the cockpit. “The port authority could seal both ends and completely trap us inside this thing.”

	“Along with dozens of other ships,” Mysha said, pointing at the tac-holo. “It would be a huge traffic disruption.”

	“For some reason, I doubt the Widow is concerned about upsetting a few travelers,” Kaya replied dryly. She took a deep breath, amber eyes having narrowed slightly, then shook her head. “But even we aren’t unlucky enough to stumble into two ambushes in one day, right?”

	Neither of the others answered the question, and neither seemed to find it particularly amusing, either. The three of them waited silently as they passed through the tube, hearts pounding in anticipation of the eventual security lockdown that would throw them into yet another life-and-death chase. 

	But Kaya’s challenge to the universe went unanswered, and they emerged into the evening sky on the other side of the Kraken’s Maw without incident. Mysha accelerated along their predefined vector, pushing just enough past the official speed limits to annoy a few automated beacons but not enough to get a personal call from a starport controller. 

	And then, finally, they were back in space blasting away from Mushiri and the insane flow of traffic surrounding it. 

	“Almost five hundred light-years away,” Kaya commented as she called up the coordinates on the navigation console. “Her three-day timetable is going to be cutting it close.”

	“We can make it,” Mysha said, opening the throttle to put more distance between them and the planet. “Even if we have to push the hyperdrive a bit near the end.”

	Dorian nodded and gazed out the canopy. Another planet, another brush with death. One of these days, something truly terrible was bound to happen. He found himself hoping that it would happen to him and not one of the girls…

	Burying the thought, acknowledging that he was probably just more fatigued than he realized, he watched in silence as Mysha took them far enough away from the planet to where they could safely jump. And once they finally entered the relative safety of the hyperspace corridor, he let out a long, slow breath as he placed a hand on Mysha’s shoulder. 

	“With the stealth systems engaged, we’re pretty difficulty to detect,” Kaya said. “But I still think we should change course a few times just in case. If we head to Picon Saiona, then veer over to Bonnar Prime, it should throw off any potential pursuit.”

	“And add at least seven hours to the trip,” Mysha countered. “We’ll have to push the drive the whole second leg.”

	“I know, but I still think it’s worth it, just in case. We won’t make much of a first impression if we lead a CDF fleet right to their doorstep.”

	Nodding reluctantly, Mysha made the proper course adjustments. Dorian had never personally needed to be that clever before, given that he and his father hadn’t been important enough for anyone to chase, but he understood the basic principle. With the Prowler’s reduced sensor profile, most other vessels wouldn’t notice the ship until it was almost visible with the naked eye. But more powerful sensors could theoretically detect their jump trail from farther out even if they didn’t notice the ship itself. Passing through a couple extra systems—especially ones with nebulae or other sensor-disrupting stellar phenomena—would make it that much harder to figure out where they were going. 

	Unless, of course, a pursuer was shadowing their movements from close range. But the sensors showed no indication that anyone was nearby, and if the Widow or the Vecs had a cloaked ship capable of such a feat, it probably would have tracked them down and blown them to pieces by now. 

	“Well, I think I’m going to grab a quick meal and lie down for a while,” Dorian said. “Seems like we’re about to have plenty of downtime.”

	“I need to make some adjustments to the hyperdrive if we’re going to push it later,” Mysha said. “And probably jury-rig something so the Trydatic core doesn’t blow up.”

	Kaya arched an eyebrow. “You’re joking, right?”

	“We’ll find out soon enough.”

	“Oh. Great.” Kaya glanced back over her shoulder to Dorian. “You can use my bed if you want. Getting shot in the shell a few dozen times gave me a second wind.”

	“I’m still not sure I’ll ever get used to that,” he said quietly.

	“Me turning into a V’rath?”

	“You turning into anything.”

	Kaya snorted softly. “At least it means I’ll never get boring.”

	Dorian stuck around for another minute or so to make certain they were really in the clear, then made his way to the lounge to grab a protein bar. After washing it down with some hot tea, he headed into Kaya’s quarters, went through his usual bedtime routine, and then slid beneath the sheets of her bed to try and get some sleep. 

	He shouldn’t have been surprised that it took a while for his mind to settle, given that they’d been getting shot at less than an hour ago. But his thoughts were mostly focused on their quick but eventful conversation with Martyr rather than the battle. After all this time and effort, they were finally going to have a chance to join—or least learn more about—the Seraphim Union. 

	And his father, the man he’d run away from to join the Union in the first place, was the one who had made it all happen. 

	It was a mindfuck, to be sure, and thinking about his father inevitably made him think about Ghost. One day, he hoped, he would figure out a way to make things right with his creation. 

	Dorian slept deeply when his mind finally settled. So deeply, in fact, that it took a truly staggering amount of time for Kaya to wake him up. 

	Particularly because she did so by taking his cock into her mouth. 

	“Ooh!” he groaned as his eyes fluttered open and his hand instinctively reached down to see what in the hell was going on. He was greeting by the sight of her blue hair bobbing up and down as she throated him for all she was worth.

	Kaya popped up for air a moment later, her bare feet crossed and swaying innocently above her toned ass. She was, he quickly noticed, completely naked. 

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said coyly as she dragged her tongue over his swollen crown. “Though you have to admit, it’s better than waking up to an alarm.”

	“Much better,” Dorian agreed, leaning over to check the time. According to the chrono on her nightstand, he had only been out for six hours. Perhaps she had just wanted to reclaim her bed…

	Grinning, Kaya parted her lips and swallowed him again, taking every millimeter of his manhood down her throat. 

	He gasped, intense pleasure racing through him as the world narrowed to the wet, warm squeeze upon his shaft. She held him deep for what seemed like a whole minute, her soft gurgling the only sound in the room, before she abruptly pulled back and came up for air again. She panted breathlessly for a moment, her smile downright devilish as she left his cock begging for more. 

	“Meesh and I decided that you’ve rested long enough,” Kaya said. “It’s time to earn your keep.”

	Dorian grunted as he scooted back a few centimeters to prop himself up on his elbows. “Is that so?”

	“Absolutely. Remember, we only brought you on board so you could entertain us.”

	“Right,” he muttered, trying to ignore the urge to grab hold of her, throw her down on the sheets, and fuck that smug grin right off her face. “Do you have any specific ideas?”

	“As a matter of fact, I do,” she said, leaning down and opening her mouth as if to swallow him again. But the instant he felt her breath on his aching stem, she stopped and leaned back up. “Get up.”

	Dorian blinked. “What?”

	“Get up!” she repeated as she slid off the bed. “We’re going to play a little game.”

	He groaned, even more tempted to reach out and pull her back down. If she were dressed, he might have been able to get a magnokinetic hold on her belt and yank her over to him. But since she was stark naked…

	“What kind of game?” he said, swinging his legs off the bed. 

	“Multiple games, really. The first one is called ‘find the Velothi.’ Take too long and you’ll have to put out your own fire.” Her impish grinned widened as she eyed his wet, throbbing member, clearly amused by her handiwork. “But if you find her quickly, you get to move on to the next round.”

	“Which is?”

	“Something you’ll appreciate, I promise,” Kaya assured him. “Come on!”

	She took his hand and led him out of her room and into the hall. For a heartbeat, Dorian was oddly self-conscious about the fact he was stumbling around a starship buck naked and hard as a rock. But it wasn’t as though they were on a public freighter, and he quickly got over it. 

	Getting over his raging arousal was much more challenging. 

	Kaya dragged him through the kitchen to Mysha’s quarters. His cock only got harder imagining what might be waiting for him, but when the door whooshed open, her room appeared empty. 

	“The chrono is counting,” Kaya teased.

	Dorian stepped deeper into the room, smiling despite the frustration in his loins. Mysha must have mentioned their little game in the infirmary a while back, and Kaya had naturally decided to run wild with the premise. He was more than willing to humor her if he got to unwrap the prize he was expecting at the end. 

	Reaching out with his senses, he mentally mapped out all the metal in the room. The deck beneath them, the walls around them, the desk off to his left, the bedframe and nightstand…

	There were other much smaller bits scattered throughout: belt buckles, jewelry, and small pieces of equipment like her holopad. But he couldn’t sense anything that would indicate where she was hiding. 

	“Time’s almost up,” Kaya said, shuffling behind him and sliding her arms around his chest. “Better hurry or we’ll lock you out and spend the next sixty hours having fun without you.”

	Gritting his teeth, keenly aware of how her hand had already drifted down past his stomach to tease the tiny hairs above his still-throbbing cock, Dorian continued his mental scan. He wouldn’t put it past Kaya to be trolling him—Mysha could be in the cockpit totally unaware that any of this was going on. But when he expanded his search, he couldn’t sense her there or in the maintenance shafts or anywhere else on the ship. 

	“The things I plan to do with her tight little body,” Kaya said, stretching up on the tips of her toes so she could whisper into his ear. “Maybe I’ll be nice and set up a camera so you can watch. You know, so I can show you how to fuck a girl properly…”

	Dorian groaned when her fingers reached his cock and slowly curled around the shaft. She was clearly set on making this as difficult for him as possible.

	But he forced himself to concentrate, refining his scan to search for even the smallest hint of out-of-place metal…

	And he finally found it. There, slowly waving back and forth a few centimeters off the deck right in front of him, was a tiny band of silver—probably one of the decorative rings she occasionally wore around her tail. Near it were two other thin bands of gold, possibly bracelets or anklets, that were also almost touching the floor in front of him. He couldn’t sense her exact location, but if one was on her tail and the other two were on her ankles…

	It meant she was on her knees directly in front of him, her mouth mere centimeters from his throbbing cock.

	Grinning in anticipation, he thrust his hips forward to see what would happen…and sure enough, Mysha’s invisible lips tongue and lips greeted his cock. Dorian gasped, then groaned as the moist warmth of her mouth licked the tip, then promptly enveloped the shaft.

	“That’s not where you’re supposed to be!” Kaya admonished, stepping back and planting her hands on her hips. “I thought you were in the closet!”

	As disconcerting as it was to watch his manhood vanish into thin air, the sensation was so incredible that Dorian quickly got over it. Mysha gurgled softly as she began to take him down her throat, and for a fraction of a second, he swore he could see the outline of her body like a heat mirage…

	“I told you to be patient!” Kaya scolded as she reached out, took hold of Mysha’s invisible horns, and pulled her back. “You have to make him work for it!”

	He heard her mouth pop when her lips slipped free of his cock, followed by the soft smacking of her tongue running across her lips. “Right. Sorry!”

	Kaya tutted with her tongue and shook her head. “Now you got him all worked up for nothing. Very disappointing…”

	Dorian grunted in frustration, wondering how much of this Kaya had scripted. Probably all of it, knowing her. He was even hotter now than he had been before. His cock glistened with Mysha’s saliva, and he very nearly reached out to grab her horns and jam himself back down her throat. It wasn’t as though she would mind…

	“Get on the bed,” Kaya said, releasing her horns. “Let’s do this right.”

	There was a rustle of movement in front of him, followed by a subtle rumpling of the blue, satiny sheets of her bed. He could tell Mysha was lying on her back, and he could sense her ankles hovering in the air as she spread her legs wide. 

	Sweet, merciful Seraph…

	“All right, time to get this tram back on schedule,” Kaya said, sidling up next to him and dragging her fingertips across his chest. “The next part of the game is a bit more complicated. You found the Velothi, but you need to convince her to come out of hiding.”

	Dorian raised an eyebrow. “Huh?”

	She gently booped him on the nose with a finger. “Use your imagination. You are supposed to be a genius, right?”

	He would have dared any man to think straight with Mysha’s naked body prone and waiting just half a meter away. 

	“You need to break her concentration,” Kaya said with an exaggerated sigh. “That give you any ideas?”

	Eyes lighting up, Dorian stepped toward the bed. He could feel Mysha waiting silently and breathlessly to see what he might do, her tail swishing gently beyond the edge of the bed. Having just watched his cock disappear into her mouth, he was very tempted to see what would happen if it disappeared into her ass. With all the erogenous zones in her bowels, there was no way she would be able to concentrate hard enough to keep herself cloaked for more than a few deep thrusts. 

	Both of the girls were clearly quite satisfied with how hot they had gotten him. He could imagine them giggling in the lounge while they came up with this idea. They probably expected him to dive right in and start fucking any hole he could find, invisible or otherwise.

	But Dorian had a better idea. Stretching out his hands, he searched the air until he found her smooth calves. They were as widely spread apart as he’d hoped, though rather than climb up to mount her, he traced his fingers up to her knees and down her inner thighs until they met at her bald, puffy, and very wet labia. 

	When a surprised whimper escaped her lips, he thought she might decloak right there. But she was clearly trying to extend this little game as long as possible, and he was more than willing to humor her. He bent down, wetting his lips with his tongue in anticipation as his mouth approached—and then met—her sweet alien cunt. 

	He had never doubted that she would taste like a dream. If anything, she was even sweeter than he imagined. 

	Dorian’s tongue probed her slick blue folds, tracing in a loose circle before flicking across her clit. Mysha quivered and moaned, the outline of her body briefly shimmering like a heat mirage again as she nearly lost her focus. He continued his quest to disrupt it, sliding a finger deep inside her while his tongue explored this strange, wonderful new world. 

	“Well, shit,” Kaya breathed heavily, her hand scraping down his back. “I think you earned yourself a bonus.”

	Dorian wasn’t sure what she meant until he felt her maneuver around him and sink to the floor. She wedged herself into the narrow gap between his hunched-over body and the edge of the bed until her head was at cock-level. And then, with her hands grabbing a firm hold of his thighs, she took his cock back into her mouth.

	“Nnn…” he moaned uncontrollably, the tip of his tongue temporarily freezing on Mysha’s clit. Kaya tapped his buttocks with her fingers, impatient for him to give her what she wanted, and Dorian didn’t hold back. He began thrusting, effectively fucking Kaya’s mouth while his own feasted on Mysha’s sex. 

	And it was incredible. As difficult as it was to ignore the clutching friction of Kaya’s throat and the delighted sound of her gurgles, Mysha’s sweet juices were nearly as arousing. Her taut, warm walls fluttered as he explored her deeper, curling his finger occasionally in a firm stroke of her sensitive flesh. His tongue alternated between delving into her entrance and continuing its noble quest, encircling her clit while he pushed a second finger inside. 

	“Oh!” Mysha cried out, finally losing control. Her blue body appeared all at once, as naked and glorious as ever. Her thighs clamped around his head so hard he could barely breathe, and her tail squeezed around his forearm like a tourniquet. Her blue eyes had completely rolled back into her head. 

	Her shifting legs had forced his lips down to cover her labia, and as her walls convulsed madly around his buried fingers, a fresh explosion of her juices burst into his mouth. He drank her essence eagerly, savoring her taste. 

	Even if his cock hadn’t been buried in Kaya’s throat, he knew he would have been hard as thorotine. And since he was buried in her throat…

	“Ngnn!” he cried out as he burst along with her, his voice muffled by Mysha’s quim. He pumped one thick, smoldering load after another into Kaya’s waiting mouth, and from the sound of her elated coos, he wouldn’t have been surprised if she had gotten off, too. 

	Mysha came down only moments before he did, her thighs finally relaxing their vise-grip on his head. She craned her neck to look up at him, face bright with contentment—but also unmistakable, ravenous, unquenched desire. 

	Dorian felt Kaya’s mouth abruptly leave his cock, though surprisingly he didn’t hear her gasping for air—or making any other sound at all. But his focus was firmly elsewhere. Once she had shuffled out from beneath him, he crawled up onto the bed between Mysha’s splayed legs, gently licking his way up her flat stomach and across her heaving breasts and dark nipples. But somehow, Kaya beat him to her face. As he reached her chin, she was suddenly there on the bed next to him, her head diving toward Mysha’s. And just before they kissed, Kaya parted her lips…

	And passed the thick, viscous load he had pumped into her mouth from her tongue to Mysha’s. 

	It was, Dorian instantly decided, one of the hottest things he had ever witnessed, especially up close. They shared his cum as if it were a priceless nectar, passing it back and forth over their lips and tongues before finally swallowing. Suddenly, it didn’t matter that Kaya had just drained him—he was hard and raring to go a second time. 

	“You did half the work,” Kaya whispered. “Seems only fair you get half the reward.”

	Mysha smiled as she kissed back. Their mouths stayed locked for at least a minute, tongues probing each other deeply behind their cheeks, before they eventually separated and turned to look at Dorian as if they just remembered their genetically engineered boy toy was still there. 

	“One load down,” Kaya breathed. “A long way from finding out how many he’s got in the tank. You want the next one all to yourself?”

	“Yes,” Mysha replied without hesitation. Her eyes shifted to Dorian, beckoning him forward, and he happily obeyed. 

	Finishing his climb up her body, he kissed her breasts one last time before kissing his way up her collarbone, across her cranial tendrils, and up to her mouth. His cock, every bit as hard as it had been a minute ago, was now just millimeters from her nether entrance and the glorious clenching squeeze within. 

	“You found the Velothi, you got her out of hiding…seems like the next step is pretty obvious,” Kaya said. She shuffled further down the bed, her hand reaching between their bodies to help guide him to his destination—

	When Mysha’s hand unexpectedly flashed up and snatched her wrist. Kaya paused, confused. Dorian didn’t know what the Velothi was planning, either…at least, not until her tail curled around his stem.

	And guided it toward her cunt instead. 

	“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Kaya protested. “What do you think you’re doing?”

	“What I’ve wanted to do for a long time,” Mysha replied in a breathless whisper, her glowing eyes still locked on Dorian. 

	Kaya shook her head. “Please tell me this isn’t just because he made you cum.”

	“It isn’t. You know that.”

	Her tail pulled him close enough that the swollen crown nudged between her silky labia and slipped just inside her quim. Dorian had never wanted to take control of a situation more in his life. He wanted to slam right into her, to fuck her until she could hardly breathe…

	But this went way beyond lust. It went way beyond anything he had ever imagined. The alien girl beneath him—the one he had fallen in love with so hard it barely felt real—was asking him to bond with her. 

	Forever. 

	Kaya leaned down again and brought her face back to Mysha’s. Her hand brushed the other woman’s blue cheek, then feathered through her white hair. “Are you absolutely sure about this, honey?”

	“We talked about it,” Mysha breathed. “Many times.”

	“I know. But now…now it’s real.” Kaya swallowed heavily, her expression grave yet hopeful. “I just need you to be sure.”

	“I’m sure,” Mysha said. “I want to belong to him—just like I belong to you.”

	They kissed again, lovingly and longingly, before slowly pulling away and looking deep into each other’s eyes. And then, with a small nod, Kaya shifted her gaze up to him. 

	“Then you need to promise me something right now,” she said. “Promise me that you love her.”

	“I love her,” Dorian said, and meant it more than anything. 

	“Promise me that you’re never going to hurt her.”

	“I promise.”

	Kaya slowly leaned up and brought her mouth to his. “Promise me that if the time ever comes when you have to choose between saving her and saving me, you will save her.”

	“Kaya!” Mysha gasped.

	“She’s all that matters,” Kaya said, reaching into his dark hair to pull their foreheads together. “Promise me!”

	Dorian stared into her blazing amber eyes. He knew what this moment meant to her—what it meant to both of them. This was a responsibility. An obligation. 

	An unbreakable, lifelong union.

	“I promise,” he said. 

	Kaya held his eyes for another long moment before she finally brought their mouths together. Her hand slid between them, joining Mysha’s tail around his cock. And as they kissed, Kaya guided him into his destiny. 

	Their destiny.

	“Ooh!” Mysha breathed as his manhood slid inside her. Her thighs pinched his waist, and her ankles curled behind his back as she pulled him in deeper. He felt her taut inner muscles pulsing, gripping as they enveloped him. Kaya’s hand withdrew to let the last of him slide inside her stretched entrance. 

	If he hadn’t already spilled once, Dorian would have lost control within seconds. Her bowels were like paradise, but her sex was beyond description. Tight. Wet. Warm. 

	But most of all, inviting. As if it was where he had always belonged.

	“Come on,” Kaya breathed, swiveling around until she was directly behind him. Her arms wrapped around his chest, and he felt her soft breasts and stiff nipples press into his back. “Take her like she’s already yours.”

	Dorian thrust into her, his eyes lost in her luminescent orbs. Mysha’s hands sought out and found Kaya’s, locking together as he began to thrust harder. And her tail…her tail spun around his wrist where it was pressed into the bed and squeezed reassuringly.

	Claim me, Dorian, her voice said into his mind. Make me yours forever!

	He let himself go, slamming into her as hard as he could, his thighs slapping against hers while Kaya clawed at his chest and nibbled at his earlobe. Kaya’s body moved in perfect sync with him, her hips molded to his own as if knowing his instincts as well as he did. An explosion gathered within him, unlike anything he had ever felt before…

	“Oh, stars!” he gasped, veering straight for the edge…

	And then beyond. 

	Dorian slammed into Mysha a final time, hilting himself as he released deep inside her alien cunt and the womb beyond. Her mouth opened in a soundless wail as her body tightened around him, rippling spasms drawing each spurt as far as possible. He spilled again and again and again…

	“Vwen losi,” Mysha gasped when the tremors finally stopped. 

	Dorian brought his lips down to hers, their breaths heavy and intermingled. Her tendrils lifted to touch his chin, and the smile she gave him was so warm, so content, it nearly made his heart overflow. 

	Her hands were still interlocked with Kaya’s, but her legs were still squeezed around his waist as if she didn’t want him to let go. 

	He never would. 
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	Ten. 

	The answer to Kaya’s longstanding question about Dorian’s genetically engineered stamina was even more absurd than she could have imagined. She and Mysha made him spill ten times before his tank finally ran dry, and even after that, he only required half a day before he was fully recharged. Kaya had wanted to test his limits again, to see if it was even physically possible to tap him out two days in a row, but obnoxiously, her body was the one to give out. And Mysha wasn’t far behind. 

	Still, with the better part of three days to themselves, they had plenty of hours—and holes—left to fill. Mysha might have been the main focus at the start, but it hadn’t been long before Kaya was the one screaming as she was railed hard, often while in Mysha’s arms or eating out her cunt. For maximum efficiency, they barely spent any time dressed at all. Even when one of them foolishly threw something on out of habit, it didn’t stay put for long. 

	And with the Imprinting floodgates open, Mysha seemed downright determined to have Dorian fuck her in every part of the ship. The lounge after lunch, the engine room while she worked on the hyperdrive, even in the damn cockpit. She was lucky that Kaya was more than happy to watch and clean up the mess wherever Dorian left it. 

	If she hadn’t been able to regenerate, she would have seriously doubted her ability to walk by the time they approached their destination. As it was, she had to use her healing power on both of the others more than once. She was starting to believe Mysha when she claimed that the Seraph had given them these powers for a reason. 

	They finally started to prepare themselves for the rendezvous a few hours before they arrived, if only because they were pushing the hyperdrive to its limit. Dorian had to use his powers to make a few quick fixes, and Mysha had to jury-rig some new power relays to keep the lights on.

	Then they all fucked one last time on the workbench, and after a hasty cleanup, they finally arrived. 

	“Approaching the edge of the Vaballa System,” Mysha reported, her hair still rumpled and her white vest still unzipped. “Dropping to sublight…now.”

	Kaya’s eyes were glued to the tac-holo display when the hyperspace corridor melted into starlines and then into tiny, unmoving pinpricks of light. Unlike back at Mushiri, the Prowler’s sensors weren’t immediately overwhelmed with pings from thousands of individual ship transponders. They were out beyond the heliopause, far enough away from the Vaballa star that the planets weren’t even showing up on the display. 

	But that didn’t mean they were alone. A quarter of a million kilometers away, visible only via the sensors and the magnification of the canopy, were about a dozen small vessels and one very large one. 

	A Convectorate battleship. 

	“The Pride of Nissek,” Dorian whistled, reaching down to the tac-holo and zooming in the projection. “Unbelievable. It really wasn’t destroyed.”

	“I wonder if it can still shoot,” Mysha mused. 

	“Here’s hoping we don’t need to find out.”

	While the Pirilex-class battleship wasn’t technically the largest vessel in the Convectorate fleet, it was certainly the most recognizable. Six hundred meters long, two hundred meters wide, the flared shape of its forward section looked like someone had welded a trio of riot shields onto the bow of a starship. The sensor and weapon blisters along the dorsal hull were decidedly similar to Tarreen spinal ridges. The aft quarter was flatter but with an upward curve at the stern, almost like the webbing of a reptilian foot. 

	Combined with the customary reddish hull paint and scale-like ablative armor, the entire ship was practically an artist’s interpretation of various Baalir body parts glommed together. Kaya might have found it funny if not for the imposing bulges of the ten heavy plasma cannons that could pound smaller ships into dust, or the dozens of point-defense turrets that could easily shoot down incoming warheads and pesky starfighters alike. There was a good reason that Pirilex battleships had been the mainstays of the Convectorate fleet for three decades.

	Whoever owned the ship now had apparently decided to soften the overall aesthetic by repainting the hull to a slightly more friendly shade of green. Though to Kaya’s sensibilities, it didn’t really help. It just made the thing look more like the foot of Marid than a Baalir. 

	“I never imagined I would willingly be boarding a Convectorate battleship,” Mysha muttered. 

	“Well, a week ago you probably never imagined you’d get spit-roasted by two humans, either,” Kaya said snidely. “It’s been an interesting week.”

	She could feel the Velothi’s sour look without turning, but her own attention remained focused on the battleship. If the Union didn’t run this place, she desperately wanted to know who did. It really was an impressive little display of ingenuity, not to mention an amusing war trophy. Like a Krosian warlord hollowing out the skull of an enemy, but without all the blood, gore, and bacterial infections. 

	The tac-holo beeped. She glanced down to see two small starfighters on an intercept course appear on the display. Their sleek yet sturdy design was instantly familiar even though Kaya had never actually seen one in person. 

	“Valkyries,” Mysha said, unable to stop herself from smiling. “Actual Dominion Valkyries right here in the heart of Convectorate space…”

	“Now let’s hope they don’t start shooting at us,” Kaya muttered, a nervous flutter rising in her stomach. She had hoped that a few days of rest, relaxation, and almost non-stop fucking would take the edge off her paranoia, but they were probably going to have to land on at least two safe ports in a row before she even considered letting her guard down. She couldn’t imagine why the Union would attack them, but she had read enough about the power output of Valkyrie psi-cannons to know they could rip through the Prowler’s shields as easily as a laser scalpel through flesh. 

	“They’re hailing us,” Mysha announced, leaning over to touch the com display. “Putting it through.”

	“Well, looks like you made it after all,” Martyr’s smooth, husky Kreen voice came over the com. “And you made sure you weren’t followed?”

	“We took precautions,” Dorian confirmed, leaning forward between the seats. “Pretty amazing base you have here. Definitely not what I expected.”

	“I told you, we don’t have a base of operations. But we’ve done the Kali who run this place enough favors that they’re pretty friendly, and they aren’t the type to balk at the sight of a little psi-tech. I doubt we’ll stick around here for long, but this seemed like the best place to have ourselves a little meeting.”

	Kaya turned to Dorian, and she could tell that he was having the same thought. The Kali—it made perfect sense. According to the official story, the Nissek had been destroyed while defending Kali rebels from human supremacists, but there had always been inconsistencies that didn’t make sense. The serpentine aliens had as much reason to loathe humans and the Dominion as anyone, but they had never willingly joined the Convectorate. Like so many other planets in the Mid Rim after the Dominion’s withdrawal, Kalifax had become a Tarreen vassal whether the natives wanted to or not. 

	“Is your mysterious leader waiting for us?” Kaya asked. 

	“No,” Martyr replied, a hint of amusement in her voice. “But our friends are on the way and should be here soon. In the meantime, just stick close and follow me in. We’ll put down in dorsal hangar.”

	“Dorsal hangar?” Dorian repeated. “Pirilex battleships don’t have a dorsal hangar.”

	“This one does…now. Come on. I’ll tell you more once we’re inside.”

	Her fighter streaked past them, then slowly but gracefully looped around until it was stationed a hundred meters off their starboard wing, the small craft like a watchful predator visible outside the canopy. Even after matching the Valkyrie’s speed and course, Mysha couldn’t take her eyes off the sleek, deadly-looking fighter. 

	“I’ve wanted to fly one of those from the first moment I realized I had the gift,” Mysha said, seemingly as much to herself as either of her companions. “I used to daydream about what it would be like to have your mind bonded with a ship. The coordination, the power…and imagine how it must feel!”

	“Here we go,” Kaya murmured. “She’s getting wet just thinking about it.”

	“Don’t be a bitch,” the Velothi snarled with uncharacteristic intensity. “You know how much this means to me.”

	Kaya flinched. Teasing Meesh was one thing, but she never intended to take it too far. But the nervous flutter in her stomach seemed to be getting worse, and it was obviously putting her on edge. 

	“Look, honey, I just don’t want you to get your hopes up, that’s all,” she said. “We still barely know anything about these people.”

	“We know that the Wings of the Seraph are real,” Mysha said. “So all the stories we’ve heard from the Rim must be true.”

	“Some of the stories,” Kaya corrected. “It’s not like they gave us holovids as proof.”

	Mysha groaned. “You’re impossible. It’s like you can’t stand the thought of being happy.”

	“I’m already happy. What I can’t stand is the thought of you being disappointed.” She paused and glanced up at Dorian. “Either of you.”

	“We won’t be,” Mysha said firmly. “This is our chance, K. I can feel it.”

	Kaya wanted to argue, or at the very least try to bring their expectations back down into reality. But for once, she kept her mouth shut. Meesh needed this, and after everything that had happened with Ghost and his mother, Dorian needed it as well. Reminding either of them that the galaxy was all-too-often a shitty and awful place wouldn’t accomplish anything. 

	And maybe, just maybe, there was a small part of her that wanted to believe it, too. 

	“You aren’t wrong about the Valkyries,” Kaya said instead as she peered out the canopy. “They are pretty impressive.”

	She eyed the starfighter’s sleek fuselage and cannon-tipped wings. Visually, they weren’t all that distinctive from dozens of other similar craft—the basic T shape was a common design for small, single-, or even dual-pilot vessels across cultures. But on the inside, there was nothing else like them in the galaxy. Psionic vessels were capable of telepathically melding with their pilots, granting them superior acceleration, maneuverability, and responsiveness over any other vessel. And by drawing upon the pilot’s psionic reservoir, they could reinforce their shields to otherwise impossible levels. If the legends were true, even a relatively weak psychic could make a single Valkyrie almost as powerful as an entire conventional fighter squadron. And as for a strong psychic…

	Well, the Wings of the Seraph had been feared by the Dominion’s enemies for a very good reason. 

	“I wonder how many of them there are,” Dorian murmured. “Getting accurate information from the Holosphere is basically impossible.”

	“We’ll see soon enough,” Kaya said, hoping she was right. The other Valkyrie had taken up a position behind them, as a clear guarantee of their good behavior. 

	The journey to the battleship took about twenty minutes, and as they swept around from the ventral to the dorsal side of the vessel, their ultimate destination became clear. Normally, this section of a Pirilex battleship was reserved for the sensor and weapon blisters, the “spinal ridges” as she liked to call them. But one of the weapons blisters had been completely scooped out and replaced with a secondary hangar. Kaya wasn’t immediately sure why—the underside hangar on these ships was already large enough to support an entire wing of starfighters plus several dozen support craft and ground vehicles. Perhaps this port was simply more popular than she realized. 

	Martyr landed first in an area filled with other conventional starfighters, followed by her wingmate, but the Prowler wasn’t given the same freedom. A tractor beam kicked in at the last second to pull them in, a safety feature that Mysha sometimes took personally, as if the starport controller didn’t trust her to perform a simple landing. But today she seemed far too distracted by the Valkyries and the prospect of finally meeting the Union to even notice. 

	Dorian, for his part, was apparently pre-occupied with the design of the hangar itself. He kept glancing around at the superstructure as they descended, his face filled with awe. 

	“Something interesting?” Kaya asked. 

	“Huh? Oh, I’m just impressed by the design. Building a hangar out of a weapons blister without an advanced drydock facility is no small feat. And it probably cost a fortune.”

	“You know what they say about Kali engineers,” she commented, noticing for the first time just how many of the slender, reptilian aliens were working in the hangar around them. With their colorful scales that changed hue based on their emotions, the Kali were sometimes called the “chameleons of the stars” even though their curved necks and thin heads were more reminiscent of serpents than lizards.

	“Dad would love this,” Dorian remarked. “He’d get a kick out of seeing a Convectorate ship repurposed as a…what exactly is this place?”

	A gentle jolt went through the deck as they set down. “It can’t be a commerce station, not without any jump corridors in the system,” Kaya said. “If there were, it would be a terrible place to hide from the Vecs.”

	His brow furrowed as he looked around at all the ships in the hangar. There had to be dozens of them, of every conceivable make and origin. “I think it’s a repair facility,” he reasoned. “The question is…for who?”

	“Maybe other Kali,” Mysha suggested. “Kalifax was nearly destroyed during the war. There are still a lot of refugees.”

	“Well,” Kaya said, powering off her consoles and standing. “Whoever this place is for, let’s just hope that the Kali don’t mind us showing up armed.”

	She wondered if the other two might protest, but thankfully neither of them were too starry-eyed to ditch pragmatism altogether. Both retrieved and holstered their own sidearms, and then they were all striding down the landing ramp to where the Kreen woman was waiting for them. She was holding her flight helmet in the crook of her arm, her thick blue mane now spilling across the shoulders of her black, body-hugging flight suit and at least ten centimeters down her back. Kaya didn’t even want to think about how annoying it would be to manage hair that long, especially if you couldn’t change your shape at will. 

	“The others are supposed to be here within the hour, but it’s hard to say for sure,” Martyr said. “Thankfully, this place has surprisingly good drinks. Why don’t we sit down and have a chat while we wait? I’m sure you have plenty of questions.”

	“A few,” Dorian replied with a smirk.

	Smiling wryly, Martyr beckoned them to follow her across the hangar. Morningstar went a different direction, which made Kaya’s danger sense tingle even though there were probably a thousand innocuous reasons why he wasn’t going with them. 

	As far as the Kali were concerned, most of them seemed content to ignore the presence of the newcomers altogether and focus on their work, though the few who made eye contact with Kaya all paused in place, a bright shade of blue rippling across the visible portions of their long, serpentine neck and face. She knew enough about Kali body language to recognize the reaction as a combination of curiosity and surprise.

	In other words, she thought to herself, they’ve all met Spider Zero before. 

	They didn’t seem nervous, at least, which Kaya took as a reasonably good sign. Still, the fact that they were able to recognize how similar she looked to another human was somewhat surprising. Most species struggled to discern differences between members of alien races. She was a metamorph trained in the art of recognizing and interpreting body language, and she could still barely tell the difference between two Krosians, let alone the decidedly non-humanoid species like Merzeg or Musheen. Perhaps the Kali success at engineering was partially due to their attention to detail. 

	The corridors beyond the hangar were large and spacious, just like one would expect from a battleship built to accommodate the impressive bulk of a Baalir Tarreen, though the Kali had painted the walls a dark shade of gray rather than leaving them red. They had also added several kiosk stations with holographic maps to help guide newcomers, including brightly colored guides on how to navigate the various lift cars that ran through the ship. Even a cursory glance at one of the maps showed how nearly all the major areas on the ship, from the massive cargo bays to the sprawling engineering section, had been transformed and repurposed into something else. 

	But thankfully, they didn’t need to bother riding a lift car. The old bridge was almost a straight shot from the new hangar—presumably by design—and soon they were on their way across a fifty-meter-long corridor.

	“I wondered if you might help us settle a bet,” Kaya said as they moved, noting that they were temporarily alone. This place was far from empty, but it certainly wasn’t Talinus Station, either. “What is this place, exactly?”

	“You mean aside from an old Tarreen warship?” Martyr asked dryly. 

	“Aside from that, yes. The way I figure it, the Kali aren’t big on gambling or entertainment in general, and this system would be awful for those things anyway. For my money, that means it’s either an out-of-the-way repair depot or a den for piracy and smuggling contraband.”

	Martyr grinned, and it seemed like her eyes couldn’t stop sliding up and down Kaya’s body. Under different circumstances, Kaya might have been flattered that such an attractive Kreen woman was checking out her goods this flagrantly, but then she remembered what—or rather, who—she looked like.

	“You’re three-quarters correct,” Martyr said. “If I had to describe the purpose of this place in the shortest possible way, I’d say it’s a waystation for illegal-tech fences and smugglers. Mostly Kali, but they don’t discriminate. Only people who belong here know it exists, and the fact it’s constantly moving makes it a bitch to find without a fresh invitation.”

	“Kali smugglers?” Dorian asked. “I didn’t know that was a thing.”

	Martyr shrugged. “They develop all kinds of technological goodies they don’t want the Vecs or major interstellar corporations to know about. Sometimes they even develop it here, then send it off to buyers somewhere. But mostly, they buy other people’s illegal tech, then either use it themselves or move it to a different market.”

	Dimly, Kaya wondered if Samir Garr’s Union contact had been picking up goods at Mushiri, then bringing them here, but she dismissed the question as irrelevant. “Well, I still think my guess was the closest. Everyone owes me a lunch.”

	“Perfect timing,” Martyr said as they approached a set of heavy doors at the end of the corridor. “Because you have quite a few options.”

	The doors opened, revealing the battleship’s bridge—or rather, what used to be the bridge. Now, Kaya decided, it looked more like a food court.

	“Damn,” Dorian whistled, glancing around the cavernous area that had once been a command center filled with dozens of bridge officers. “This is one hell of a transformation.”

	For once, Kaya couldn’t even muster a sarcastic reply. The standard Pirilex bridge featured an elevated, ovoid command area at the center encircled by a crew pit filled with dozens of stations. Aside from the extra size and space built in here to accommodate Tarreen physiology, the design was fairly common to most capital ships and plenty of larger freighters. Even the Last Stand’s bridge was functionally a condensed version of the same principle. But the Kali had used the unusually wide, Tarreen-sized crew pit to their advantage, turning the whole thing into a semi-circular ring of food and drink processors as well as several enclosed food stalls. The scent of a dozen different cuisines tickled Kaya’s nostrils and made her realize how hungry she actually was. 

	Above the crew pit, situated on the ten-meter-wide walkway at the front of the bridge, were dozens of tables laid along the wall—a wall which was essentially a room-spanning viewport. The glittering starscape may not have offered the most colorful view in the galaxy, but it was nice and peaceful. She could certainly think of worse places to grab a meal while Kali techs worked on your ship. 

	“Impressive,” Kaya said. “Was this really the best place in the ship for a food court, or do the Kali just take perverse pleasure in creating something the Tarreen would hate?”

	“Maybe a little of both,” Martyr replied with a smirk. “Too many people mistake Kali calm for a lack of emotions. I’ve found they can be as petty and spiteful as anyone else when the mood strikes.”

	Dorian grunted. “You make that sound like a compliment.”

	“I make it a point to never trust anyone who isn’t holding at least one grudge. It’s unnatural.”

	Kaya grinned. The jury was still out on her opinion of the Union, but she was already starting to like this Kreen girl a lot.

	“Well, I’m starving,” Dorian said, striding forward toward the stairs leading down into the crew pit, Mysha right behind him. “Do I smell kajniv wings?”

	“You probably smell a lot of things,” Martyr told him, sauntering in their wake. “Though I’d be careful about the fried nishali—they’re not technically poisonous to humans, but Morningstar said they, uh, don’t sit too well.”

	Dorian chuckled. “Well, we should—”

	Before he could finish the sentence, Mysha inhaled sharply and stumbled, nearly pitching forward down the steps. Dorian was at her side in an instant, catching her before she could fall. Her tail and tendrils had both frozen stiff, and her luminescent eyes had gone wide with shock. 

	“Someone’s here,” she rasped. “A powerful mind…I can’t…”

	The flutter in Kaya’s stomach hardened into a knot. Her head snapped around to look out the sprawling viewport beyond the dining tables. Nothing seemed to be happening—the starscape was as empty and serene as ever. But then, at the back of her mind, she suddenly felt it, too: a distant presence lurking at the farthest fringes of her consciousness. It was faint but powerful, foreign yet unmistakably malevolent. And as her heartbeats thumped by, it seemed to be getting closer…and stronger. 

	Kaya’s mouth went dry. Unlike Mysha, she had never developed telepathic abilities. She shouldn’t have been able to sense anything at all. It was only then, in a cold epiphany, that she realized what was happening. She had it all backward—it wasn’t her mind that was stretching out across the stars. It was someone else…something intimately familiar. 

	And as a wave of sudden, inexorable dread crashed over her, she knew exactly who that someone was. 

	“Seraph save us,” she breathed. 

	A sudden flicker of motion outside the viewport was the only warning before a massive red vessel appeared barely half a kilometer away—the same exact model of ship as the one they were currently standing on. 

	A Pirilex-class battleship. And it was already firing. 

	Its forward plasma cannons erupted with a brilliant flash of green energy. The searing light eclipsed the entire viewport, and before Kaya could dive for cover—before her brain could even process what was happening—the bridge exploded around her. Heat flashed across her face. Pain spiked throughout her body. She couldn’t hear, she couldn’t see, she couldn’t breathe. 

	And as the darkness dragged her into the abyss, her last thought was to wonder how in the name of the stars the Echo had found them. 

	 

	 

	***

	 

	The first thing Dorian’s brain registered was the screaming klaxons. The second was the intense, scalding heat on his chest. 

	“Don’t move,” a husky female voice told him. “Just hang on!”

	Dorian groaned as his vision slowly improved from a big dark blur to a big light blur. He wondered if there was even much to see; his last memory was of the bridge detonating around them as if someone had thrown a plasma grenade through the window. 

	“Just breathe,” the voice repeated, though it was so strained it almost sounded like a different person. “Breathe!”

	Dorian gasped and sucked in oxygen as if his lungs had finally remembered that they needed air. He could finally see a little bit of his surroundings: he was lying at the bottom of the crew pit, piles of metal, wire, and scorched plastic scattered around him. The sweet, delicious aroma of kajniv wings had been replaced by the acrid stench of burnt flesh. Distantly, he wondered if it might have been his own. 

	“Echu tari,” a different voice put in. “Is he going to be all right?”

	“Just…just give me another second.”

	Dorian inhaled again, and this time it gave him enough strength to twist his neck and look around. Mysha was crouched next to him, her face and clothes covered in dust and debris, but he didn’t see any signs of blood or other injuries. He belatedly realized that it wasn’t her hands he felt on his chest, but rather their new friend’s. He craned his neck to look down and see Martyr leaning over him, eyes pressed shut and face scrunched in concentration. She looked like she was in excruciating pain…

	And yet Dorian himself didn’t feel anything at all. 

	More memories washed over him: in a moment of panic, he had turned to shield Mysha with his body, but the force of the explosion had sent them tumbling to the bottom of the crew pit. He had lost sight of her when she had been torn from his grip, but he recalled looking down at the blood matting his clothes and a jagged piece of metal jutting out of his side…

	He was still covered in blood, but the hunk of metal was now lying several meters away. Other than a haze of dizziness, however, he felt fine. It was then that his brain finally kicked on enough to realize what was happening…and why Martyr’s callsign made perfect sense. 

	She was a psionic healer like Kaya—maybe even better than Kaya, if his memories about the wound he’d suffered were right. Did that mean she was a shapeshifter, too?

	“That’s the best I can do for now,” Martyr gasped, pulling her hands away. Her yellow eyes opened, but her vertical pupils remained worryingly thin. 

	Dorian groaned as he propped himself up on an elbow. Incredibly, he didn’t feel a single twinge of pain in his chest. He was definitely still woozy—probably from the blood he’d lost—but otherwise it was like he had never been injured at all. 

	The same could not be said for the bridge. The viewport and entire area in front of it had been completely obliterated. A forcefield had sprung up at the top of the pit to hold back the vacuum, effectively trapping them in the pit. 

	Bodies were scattered all around them, some so badly burned that it was hard to discern their species. Others had simply been killed by the storm of debris or the impact of the shockwave. There weren’t nearly enough of them to account for everyone who had been on the bridge, however, which meant that the rest had probably been vaporized outright or sucked into space—

	“Kaya,” Dorian gasped, glancing around and realizing for the first time that she was nowhere to be found. “Where’s—?”

	“We don’t know,” Mysha whispered, visibly trembling as she glanced up at the glowing forcefield a few meters above their heads. “She hadn’t come down the steps into the pit. She might be trapped behind emergency bulkheads or a different forcefield. I-I’ve been trying to sense her mind, but every time I open myself up, it’s just massive waves of fear and pain coming from all directions. I can’t find her!”

	Dorian’s blood turned to ice. “What about coms?”

	Mysha swallowed. “Nothing.”

	Her eyes were filled with unspoken terror. Dorian tried to tell himself that there were several potential explanations for why Kaya hadn’t responded. Com frequencies could be jammed by whoever had attacked them, or the damage to the ship might have caused some other kind of interference. And given the limitations of Mysha’s budding telepathic abilities, it was entirely plausible that she simply couldn’t focus on a single mind amidst the chaos around them. 

	The simplest and most probable explanation, however, was that Kaya, along with everyone else who hadn’t been fortunate enough to be down in the crew pit, was dead. 

	The realization was like a dagger to the heart. After everything they had been through, everything they had accomplished, the thought of losing her here in quite literally the blink of an eye…

	Gritting his teeth, Dorian reached out with his powers and extended his senses along the hull plates to the port side of the bridge, now sealed behind emergency bulkheads that had sprung up from the deck. He could tell that a small section of the rear bridge was still intact, including the door they had entered in the first place. It was sealed, probably by another bulkhead to prevent decompression. 

	He could also feel several objects pressed against the floor. They didn’t feel like metal, which meant that they could have been bodies. But he had no way of knowing if they were alive or dead, just like he had no way of knowing whether or not the section had been exposed to vacuum. His senses were limited to the pressure and vibrations of the metal; he couldn’t detect the energy signatures of shields. 

	In theory, he could magnetically rip apart the metal surrounding them to try and look around, but that would almost certainly prove catastrophic. They were already lucky to be alive, and if the forcefields so much as flickered, he could unwittingly flush all of them into space.

	“If she’s trapped up there, I don’t think there’s any way we can reach her,” he said, a lump rising in his throat.

	Mysha peered desperately through the forcefield again. From this angle, there was nothing to see but open space. “If we could get the Prowler over there, we might be able to rescue anyone who is trapped.”

	Dorian didn’t bother to bring up any of the countless problems with that plan, starting with their lack of appropriate equipment for such a rescue and continuing with the fact that another Convectorate battleship had appeared out of nowhere and started shooting them. He simply nodded instead. 

	“We can’t stay here,” Martyr said, swallowing and seeming to shake off whatever internal injuries she had absorbed from Dorian. Her black flight suit had been shredded in several places, probably by debris, but the red skin beneath seemed intact. “I doubt these emergency fields will hold for long.”

	Mysha grimaced. “Especially if they fire another salvo.”

	Dorian hissed softly. “They would have already destroyed this ship if that’s what they wanted.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t anyone see them coming? Sensors should have picked up the hyperspace signature of something as big as a Pirilex from light-years away.”

	“Because they weren’t in hyperspace,” Martyr said gravely. “They were in astral space. Sensors can’t track ships in another dimension.”

	A ball of ice settled in his gut. “A Convectorate ship with an astral drive? That doesn’t make any sense.”

	“No, it doesn’t. But I’m trying to figure out why they suddenly showed up just minutes after you did.”

	“We weren’t followed,” Dorian shot back. “The Prowler has top-of-the-line stealth systems—it’s almost impossible to detect unless you’re right on top of it.”

	“Then how—”

	“The Echo,” Mysha whispered. 

	Dorian’s focus snapped back to her. “What?”

	“He’s here. He found us.”

	Pressure built in his throat as if he were choking. The Echo. The man they had once believed was merely the leader of the Viraxes Syndicate—the man who was an agent of the Widow…or perhaps even her partner in this insurrection. 

	Seraph save us. 

	“They must be boarding the ship,” he said, his voice hollow. “It’s the only reason they didn’t destroy it outright.”

	Martyr was looking right at him with her intense yellow eyes, probably trying to decide if her decision to trust a few psychic refugees on Mushiri had just gotten them all killed. But she didn’t panic or fall apart—she set her jaw, swore under her breath, and then swept her gaze around the ruined pit. 

	“We can’t stay here,” she repeated. “We’re blocked off from the doors, but there might be a maintenance crawlspace we can use. If we can drop down a deck, we should be able to make our way back to the hangar.”

	Dorian didn’t know the schematics of a Pirilex well enough to argue the point, so he simply followed her instead. Martyr crept across the bodies and piles of smoldering debris, checking for other survivors as they moved but finding none, until they reached the curve of the U-shaped crew pit. There they saw that the other half of the crew pit was simply gone, replaced by starry vacuum that was blocked off by another forcefield, but the maintenance hatch she had mentioned was intact and mostly uncovered. 

	“Let’s get this open,” she said, crouching down. “If we’re lucky, the hangar won’t be swarming with commandos.”

	“If it is?” Dorian asked. 

	Martyr shrugged. “Then we hunker down and pray that my reinforcements get here in time.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Fuck!” Kaya hissed. But just like the other ten times she had cursed in the past few minutes, her voice came out so softly it was practically a whisper. Barely any oxygen remained within the forcefield bubble that had her trapped against the emergency bulkhead behind her. The bulkhead which, when the bridge exploded, had triggered properly, whereas the three around her hadn’t. Luckily, the backup forcefields had kicked in before she could be sucked out into the vacuum. 

	Which meant she now had a prime vantage of how she was completely and utterly screwed.

	Technically, she was still on the bridge, though that distinction seemed about as useful as claiming someone was still in the lobby of a building that had collapsed around them. The forward viewport was gone—just gone—along with a large chunk of the deck and what looked like half the crew pit. She only had about ten square meters of room in here, and given that she could see straight out into space through a shimmering forcefield, she considered it nothing short of a miracle that the gravity was still functioning. 

	Still, it could have been a lot worse. At least she hadn’t been blasted into space or incinerated like nearly everyone else on the bridge. Even now, as she sat crouched amidst a pile of bodies and mangled wreckage, she could glance out the forcefield and see dozens of corpses floating off into the void amidst scraps of twisted metal and burnt plastic. 

	And Dorian and Mysha might be out there with them. 

	Kaya grimaced and forced herself to bury the thought. She had no idea what had happened to the others, but if she hadn’t been vaporized by the blast, then there was no reason to assume that they had, either. 

	She tapped her implant but received only static. The Vecs must have been jamming everything in the area. 

	No, not the Vecs—the Echo. 

	Kaya swore again. She couldn’t sense him anymore, which solidified her theory that he had been the one reaching to her. Somehow, he had caught up with them just in time to ruin their chance of joining the Union…and kill hundreds or even thousands of other innocent people in the process.

	She didn’t understand how he could have possibly known where they were this far from the Belt, but she also had no idea why he would be on a Convectorate battleship that possessed an astral drive. None of it made any damn sense. 

	How many other ships have he and the Widow fitted with Dominion tech? Do they have their own task force or even a fleet? Does the Hierarchy or the Intelligence Ministry have any clue what the fuck is going on around them?

	Snarling under her breath, she pushed the questions aside. She didn’t have time to worry about any of that right now, not with the forcefield protecting her already flickering suspiciously. While her metamorphic powers had allowed her to adapt to the limited oxygen available, even Drall lungs couldn’t function without any air whatsoever. And no species in her repertoire could survive the ravages of pure vacuum for more than a few minutes at best. 

	Dragging herself to her feet, the afterimage of the brilliant plasma blast seared into her retinas, Kaya examined her surroundings for inspiration. She had been thrown away from the crew pit steps back toward the bridge doors they had originally entered, but the emergency containment bulkhead there had snapped shut to protect the rest of the ship from decompression. She was now trapped between a forcefield and an impenetrable wall of thorotine with no obvious way out. Even Dorian would have trouble opening this up.

	Unless…

	She half stepped, half hopped over to the control panel, realizing belatedly that she had overestimated the effect of the gravity generators in this section. But it still only took a few seconds to rip off the panel despite the momentary disorientation, and then another few to swear at the blinking lights and wiring within. She was decidedly not an engineer, but she had spent enough time around Meesh to pick up a few tricks. Hopefully, she could figure out a way to open the bulkhead before the forcefield failed and she got blown into space. 

	After fiddling with the circuit for two minutes, Kaya realized that she had grossly overestimated her abilities. And even if she had known what she was doing, she couldn’t imagine why anyone would have designed an emergency containment door to open from the outside. The entire idea had been a waste of time she absolutely did not have. 

	Which left her with only one option. 

	Gritting her teeth to steel herself, she backed away from the bulkhead and stretched out her right arm. Her fingertips began to spark and crackle as she gathered an electric charge, and the glyphs beneath her skin flared to life as if to warn her about the dangers inherent in her abilities. Her memories about her training and time in the Nest were still fragmented at best, but she knew for a fact that other Shadows had electrocuted themselves when trying to summon too much power. 

	But this was her only chance. Frying herself to a crisp only seemed marginally less horrific than freezing to death, but significantly more dignified. 

	A buzz gathered in the air, softer than it should have been due to the thin atmosphere but still unsettling. Her glyphs glowed so brightly she had to close her right eye, and her arm began to tickle, then tingle, then ache as if it were about to burn off…

	Kaya released the blast. The stroke of lightning blasted the door with enough juice to reduce a heavy combat mech to a pile of slag. But this was a starship—it was meant to survive hits from cannons powerful enough to level entire buildings. Surely there was no way she could generate enough power to burn through half a meter of solid thorotine…

	She couldn’t. But when she lowered her arm, her hand still twitching and sparks exploding from her fingertips, it dawned on her that she didn’t need to get all the way through. She just needed to weaken it enough that she could bash her way to the other side, and judging from the blazing orange glow of the now-superheated metal, she might have done just that. 

	Thanks to her recent practice, it only took about ten seconds for her to transform her body into a V’rath just like back on Mushiri, and this time she had worn her adaptive fabric just in case. Her vest stretched around her, pulled taut to its limits, and she could only imagine how ridiculous it must have looked to any interstellar gods that might have been peering in through the transparent forcefield. But all that mattered right now was giving herself the strength to punch through. 

	Lowering her shoulder, Kaya rushed forward, hoping she could still build a little speed despite the low gravity. She turned her shell to face the smoldering door at the last second—

	And crashed right through the weakened metal. She tumbled into the corridor on the other side, her protective shell absorbing the added impacts as her momentum carried her much farther than she expected. The gravity seemed to return to normal in the corridor, and when she eventually stopped rolling, she looked up in time to see another forcefield spring into place over the bulkhead she had just busted. She had no idea how long it would last, but it hardly seemed like the time to dawdle, regardless. 

	Grunting in satisfaction, Kaya bounced back to her feet and reverted back to her human form. Her adaptive fabric mostly reverted with her, though both her vest and pants felt quite a bit looser than they had before. Still, not being stark naked was still a sizeable upgrade over her past few metamorphic adventures. 

	She had hoped that she would be able to get back to the hangar with the Prowler, but those hopes were swiftly dashed by the presence of several other emergency bulkheads farther down the corridor. There was no way she could summon enough energy to blast through all of them. She needed to find another way. 

	As she glanced around for inspiration, refusing to believe that her beetle-busting efforts had been in vain, she heard a beep from inside her stretched-out pocket. Her hand flashed down to retrieve her holopad…

	“Kaya? Kaya, can you hear me?”

	“Meesh? I’m here.”

	“Oh, thank the stars!” the Velothi breathed, the relief in her voice cutting through the static. “Where are you?”

	“In the corridor just outside the bridge, but I seem to be trapped. Where’s Dorian?”

	“I’m here,” he came back, sounding just as relieved. “We’re with Martyr on our way back to the hangar. She says there’s another way around.”

	“Great, because I could use one of those right now,” Kaya said, pressing herself against the wall and taking a moment to let her heart stop pounding. Maybe Meesh was right about the Seraph looking out for them after all. 

	Of course, if that were true, it would have been nice if she would have prevented the Echo and his death ship from finding them in the first place. 

	“She says you might have to try the maintenance shafts between levels if you can’t make it to a lift,” Mysha said after a brief pause. “One of the Kali may be able to help.”

	“There’s no one in here—I had to rupture the emergency bulkhead just to get through.” Kaya pursed her lips and looked around. She was even cut off from the helpful maps they had seen on their way through. Fantastic. 

	“Well, we should be able to reach the Prowler in a few minutes assuming—shit!”

	There was a crackle of static followed by the unmistakable stuttering screech of pulsefire. Kaya gripped her holopad until her knuckles turned white…

	“They’ve boarded the ship,” Mysha called out. “Just try and get to us as quickly as you can before—”

	The com went dead. Kaya tried to restore the connection, but she knew even less about com equipment than she did about wiring. She did know a little about Convectorate military tactics, however, and she wouldn’t be surprised if the boarding parties were using localized jammers. 

	“Because of course they are,” she growled to the universe in the hopes it might spot her a favor later. For lack of any alternatives, she dashed over to the only visible maintenance hatch set into the otherwise pristine corridor walls. It was far too narrow for a Tarreen, but Manoth and Subari technicians would be able to fit just fine. Hopefully, that meant that she would, too. 

	Opening the panel normally required a proper tool only carried by the engineering crews, but she didn’t have the time or patience for finesse when brute force would suffice. 

	A few precise shots with her pistol made short work of the clamps holding the panel in place, and she ripped it off with a roar of frustration. The crawlspace looked about like she had expected: cramped, hot, and framed in blinking red lights. Like the sleaziest district in Cira Narn without any of the fun parts that went along with it. 

	Kaya swore again. She had never been a big fan of tight passages, Mysha’s supple Velothi body notwithstanding, but the ladder rungs inside could probably take her halfway across the ship if necessary. She climbed in and started making her way down, trying to ignore the voice in her head scolding her about how useful it would’ve been to have an AI like Ghost right now. He could have told her exactly where she needed to go. Hell, he probably could have told her how to hotwire the bulkhead on the bridge, too. 

	Then again, he might have also sold them out to the Vecs. All things considered, she preferred doing this the hard way. 

	After descending two decks, she decided to test her luck. She didn’t hear anything on the other side of the new access hatch behind her, which hopefully meant she wouldn’t emerge into the middle of a firefight. Bracing herself for the worst, she drew her pistol and pushed the hatch release, grateful that the designers had been smart enough not to require a special tool to open it from the inside. 

	The hatch slid open to reveal a surprisingly empty corridor. There were no corpses strewn about the deck nor any emergency bulkheads blocking her path, just several doors that probably led into crew quarters and one at the end of the hall that was clearly marked as a lift. With a little luck, she would be able to ride it straight back up to the hangar deck. 

	“I’m coming, Meesh,” she said, putting away her pistol to have both hands free. “Just hold on.”

	Clambering out, Kaya took off at a jog. She made it three quarters of the way down the corridor, only a dozen strides from the lift, when the door beeped and slid open. She slowed but didn’t stop, hand reflexively dropping to her holster as she imagined an entire boarding party of Baalir commandos and war mechs storming out to confront her. 

	But no. It was even worse. 

	The wave of telekinetic force smashed into her like an invisible hammer, throwing her backward before suddenly and violently changing trajectory and slamming her into the wall. Something in her shoulder cracked, and the air abandoned her lungs. But despite the agony searing through her body, she managed to turn and see the Shadow of the Seraph step off the lift, hand outstretched. The woman’s black Spider armor looked even more menacing in the red emergency lighting.

	“Our progenitor will be here soon, sister,” the woman said through her respirator. “How fitting that we can face her together.” 

	 

	 

	
9 
Shadowbound

	 

	Being pinned down by pulsefire barely twenty meters from your destination was pretty damn annoying, Dorian decided, but the fact that the shooters were Garr Industries SEC-5 combat units was like rubbing salt in the wound. The storm of blue-white flashes had already driven him and his companions back around the corner of the hall junction, and judging from the sheer intensity of their suppression fire, the mechs were intent on keeping them there. 

	“Another squad will sweep around to flank us,” he called out above the screeching blasts. Mysha was currently crouched right next to him, while Martyr was three meters away against the opposite wall. “We can’t stay here!”

	“There’s no other way through!” the Kreen woman called back, wincing as a pulse blast blew apart a plastic display panel on the wall ten centimeters from her face. “Not unless you want to backtrack through the ducts.”

	Dorian gritted his teeth and clutched his pistol in both hands, wishing desperately that Kaya were here with them. She was alive, thank the Seraph, but SEC-5 units were often equipped with short-range jammers to block enemy coms. Unlike many cheaper mech designs, they didn’t need a centralized controller to coordinate their movements—it was one of the advantages of their proto-sentient learning algorithms.

	An advantage he was currently very annoyed at himself for designing. 

	“I should be able to take them out,” he said. “Though it would be nice if I could see where I was aiming.”

	Martyr’s face, still half covered by her forearm, twisted in confusion. “Do you have a rocket launcher in your back pocket you never mentioned?”

	“Better,” he replied, taking a deep breath to brace himself. He stretched out with his magnokinetic powers, ignoring the constant screech of the pulse blasts and the staccato plinks as they pelted the corridor walls. He could feel their bodies touching the deck—six in total—and he started to visualize their positions in his mind’s eye. They had taken up a position with two mechs on a knee and two standing behind each of them on either side, a perfectly standard suppression formation for mechanical creatures that didn’t fear retaliatory fire in the same way as organics. 

	A magnetic singularity should pull them all together and mostly incapacitate them…at least for a little bit. The problem was that their pistols didn’t pack enough punch to gun down all the mechs while he held them in place. SEC-5s were meant for heavy combat situations—sidearms wouldn’t even scratch their armor. Mysha’s sniper rifle was the only weapon on the Prowler that could do the job, but she hadn’t brought it along. 

	“Can you grab them?” Mysha asked. 

	“For a while,” Dorian replied, “but I’m not sure we have the firepower to take them all out.”

	She winced as another blast scorched the corner of the junction right next to her. “Can you take their weapons?”

	“They’re attached to the arms. And even if I ripped one off, there’s no trigger.” 

	“Well, you better do something!”

	“Be ready to lean out and fire the moment they stop shooting,” Dorian said, making sure Martyr heard him as well. “Aim for their optical sensors if you can. The two blue lights above the red one.”

	Martyr looked as confused as ever, but he had faith she would figure it out when he started crushing the mechs into a ball. He stretched out with his mind to form the singularity…

	Then stopped. Maybe Mysha was right—maybe he could use their weapons against them. 

	Just not their pulse rifles. 

	Dorian extended his senses back to their metal bodies. The familiar shape of their humanoid frames, the smooth curves of their thick armor, their wrist-mounted pulse weaponry…and there, inside hidden compartments where human hipbones would be, the heavy frag grenades they carried to break up clustered infantry formations. 

	Taking mental hold of one of the grenades, frustrated that he hadn’t thought of his before, he located the contours of the activation trigger. Even a week ago, he never would have thought it possible to achieve this level of fine manipulation with his abilities. But he’d had a lot of practice by now—one of the unspoken advantages of getting shot at everywhere they went.

	“Get down,” he warned. “And cover your ears!”

	Tightening his grip on the activation trigger, he flicked it on as if his own thumb were touching the grenade. It armed, cooked…

	And exploded. 

	The mech was instantly blown in half. The shockwave knocked several of the others to the ground as well, though it by itself wouldn’t neutralize the whole squad. Thankfully, there was nothing stopping him from moving one by one and activating the remaining frags, triggering explosion after explosion like a delayed chain reaction.

	By the time the ringing stopped, both girls were trembling like the galaxy was about to come to an end. Dorian didn’t blame them. It was definitely one of the craziest things he had ever done, and when he finally turned the corner to investigate his handiwork, even he could barely believe it. 

	“Barys ka taala,” Martyr breathed, eyes wide as she lowered her hands from her ears and surveyed the carnage. “Okay, I think I know why the Widow wants you so badly…” 

	“There’s no one else like him,” Mysha said proudly—and perhaps a little possessively, unless he was imagining it. 

	The Kreen eyed the other woman for a minute, eyebrow cocked in amusement. “You Velothi girls are something else,” she said. “Come on, let’s move before they send another wave.”

	She bounced to her feet and tiptoed through the smoldering debris, hand covering her face to try and protect against the smoke. Dorian and Mysha followed closely behind. Adrenaline sang through his veins. Perhaps in the future he would finally get the chance to actually fight alongside his own creations…

	Nothing else blocked their path, nor was the hangar itself filled with more squads of mechs or soldiers like he had feared. Aside from a boxy mech dispenser that had brought the mechs in the first place, the enemy didn’t appear to have landed a single dropship inside despite the fact that the doors were currently wide open. Through the hangar forcefield, they could see the battle raging—the battleship had apparently launched several squads of fighter drones along with boarding shuttles. The Kali fighter screen was putting up stiff resistance, however; every few seconds a stray plasma bolt would streak by near the hangar. 

	The Kali technicians that had been working in the hangar earlier were still here. Most of them were crouched behind makeshift barricades of crates or other equipment, weapons in hand as they waited for something to try and blast its way aboard the battleship. A handful of the ships that had been in here were gone, though fortunately the two Valkyries and the Prowler were exactly where they were supposed to be. 

	“There you are!” Morningstar called out as he popped up from behind one of the barricades, pulse pistol in hand. “When the techs told me what happened to the bridge…”

	“We barely made it out,” Martyr told him, her eyes sweeping the area. “How long on reinforcements?”

	The big man grimaced. “I don’t know, we didn’t get an exact time. They could be here in five seconds or two hours.”

	“Be’lasa!” Martyr exclaimed. “This is why Selorah should always be in charge of scheduling—we’d know their timetable to the picosecond.”

	Morningstar grunted and pointed to the forcefield. “Well, the good news is that the Vecs don’t seem interested in storming the bay yet. They’ve been dropping boarding pods all over the rest of the ship instead.”

	“That doesn’t make any sense,” Dorian murmured. “Why burrow through the hull when you could just block the exits?”

	“Not sure, but that brings me to the bad news—every ship that’s tried to leave has been blasted to bits before they could make it five hundred meters. There has to be a whole wing of starfighter drones mixing it up with the Kali screen.”

	Martyr grimaced. “We can’t just sit here and let the mechs murder or capture everyone on board!”

	“I don’t see any option besides hunkering down and hoping the others show up sooner rather than later,” Morningstar replied grimly. “We can’t take out a battleship on our own.”

	“No, but we can keep it occupied and help deal with those fighter drones. And maybe take out some of the boarding pods still on the way.”

	The big man blinked. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

	Martyr turned to Dorian and Mysha. “Stay in here and defend this place just in case the Vecs decide to stop being cute and land an assault transport. We’ll do what we can to slow their advance long enough for reinforcements.”

	Dorian blinked. “Two starfighters against a Convectorate battleship?”

	“No, two Valkyries,” Martyr corrected with a tight but decidedly cocky grin. “We’ll manage.”

	“We can help,” Mysha put in. “The Prowler’s not a warship, but she packs a decent punch for a K-58.”

	The Kreen woman shook her head. “You’ll get shredded the moment you leave that forcefield. Just try to—”

	“We’re going to help,” Mysha said, her tone making it clear she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “I’m the best pilot here—you need my help.”

	Martyr cocked an eyebrow. “Honey, you’ve never seen us fly before.”

	“It doesn’t matter. I know what I’m doing.”

	At first, Dorian assumed that Martyr would argue the point. He almost wanted to himself, and not just because he wasn’t in the mood to get blasted into atoms by a Convectorate battleship. Kaya was presumably still making her way here, and she was going to need a ride at some point.

	“Like I said, you Velothi girls are something else,” Martyr commented, shaking her head. “All right, fine, but hang tight to the Nissek. If you drift too far away, that Pirilex may decide to start taking potshots at you.”

	“We’ll follow your lead,” Mysha said, reaching out to squeeze Dorian’s hand. “Let’s do this.”

	 

	***

	 

	“They don’t…ngnn…they don’t deserve your loyalty!” the Seventh Shadow bit out as Vestri pinned her to the corridor wall with telekinetic force. “You don’t need to do this.”

	Kaya clenched her teeth, struggling to break herself free. Her efforts were pointless, of course—the Sevens were designed for espionage, not warfare. Even her electrokinetic abilities wouldn’t save her now. 

	But perhaps they wouldn’t need to. 

	Vestri turned back to the lift behind her. The holographic display above the closed door indicated that it had reached its destination and was already on its way back. One way or another, this would all be over soon. 

	“I must do this,” Vestri said, tightening her grip. “For both of us.”

	The lift door reopened. A middle-aged human man with short black hair, pale blue eyes, and a hard, craggy face emerged from within. His black, military-style uniform wouldn’t have looked out of place on practically any warship in the galaxy if not for the fact that it had no insignia, collar pips, or any other indicators of rank. 

	“And here we are,” he said in a voice as cold and deadly as the vacuum outside the hull. “Such a disappointment.”

	The Seventh Shadow—Kaya—had ceased struggling. Her eyes had gone wide with dread, and the only motion of her body was the subtle trembling of her fingers as she looked upon the man who had created and trained her. The man who was every bit as responsible for driving the galaxy toward the Eclipse as the Widow herself. 

	The Master. 

	“I knew she would find her way here,” Vestri said. “We have the same quarry.” 

	“Your instincts served you well,” the Master replied. It wasn’t quite a compliment, but it was the closest thing that had ever been sent in her direction. “We came here to destroy one traitor. Now we can destroy them both.”

	“No…” Kaya breathed, struggling again. “No, you can’t—”

	“We are early,” the Master said, ignoring her feeble protests as he undoubtedly probed Kaya’s mind. “Spider Zero and the others have not yet arrived.”

	“They will come,” Vestri said. 

	He took another ominous step forward, his blue eyes narrowing almost imperceptibly. “Where is the shaper, I wonder? If the Seven is here, then he must be nearby…probably cloaked by the Velothi wraith.”

	“They are likely on their way as well. Perhaps they will attempt to aid her.”

	“We can only hope.” As the Master’s gaze bored into Kaya, the corner of his mouth twitched into something vaguely resembling a smile, almost like a synthetic consciousness trying to replicate a genuine gesture. “But you are fortunate that I sensed your mind when I did. Otherwise, I would have already ordered this ship blown to dust.”

	Kaya’s brow creased, and Vestri could sense her confusion. She had assumed that they were here for her and the shaper, but that was merely a useful coincidence—or perhaps not, if Gizahri had arranged all of this somehow. Vestri still hadn’t decided if he had been spouting nonsense, but she would learn the truth soon enough. 

	“When you first betrayed me, I was disappointed,” the Master said. “I had high hopes for you, even more than the other Sevens. You were the one that had endured the crucible—who had proven herself capable of overcoming any obstacle.”

	He paused, his black-gloved hands clasping almost casually behind his back. “But then I realized that, in the end, you would still serve the cause. You had found the last piece of the puzzle for us, the shaper that will complete our collection. I knew that you would keep him close…and that eventually, you would lead me to him.”

	“He will rip you apart!” Kaya seethed. “You don’t know what he is capable of.”

	“He doesn’t know what he is capable of,” the Master corrected. “He has spent a lifetime wasting his talents constructing mechanized fodder instead of helping to rebuild the Dominion fleet. I will give him a final chance to aid us willingly, but if he refuses…” He shrugged. “There is no way off this vessel. If he is here, I shall find him. And his power will live on in others—as will yours.”

	Snorting contemptuously one last time, he turned to Vestri. “Kill her.”

	She shook her head. “No.”

	The Master paused, already halfway turned toward the lift. His tone dropped at least twenty degrees. “What did you say?”

	“I am not here to kill her,” Vestri told him. “Not yet. Not until you give me some answers.”

	Vestri relaxed her telekinetic grip. Kaya collapsed to the deck, gasping desperately for air. Her face was a mirror of the Master’s confusion. 

	“Why did Spider Zero turn against you?” Vestri asked. 

	The Master’s mouth twitched as he glared at her. “Spider Zero is a traitor,” he spat. “That is all you need to know.”

	“A traitor to what? To you? Why?”

	A cold fire burned in his pale eyes. “I gave you an order. Kill her!”

	“The Yarasi clairvoyant told me that Spider Zero came to believe you were no longer the destiny of the Seraphim,” Vestri said, ignoring him. “That we were meant to liberate the weak, not cull them. The legends say that the Seraph led a slave rebellion against the Tarreen. She freed countless species, not merely humans. It was not until many decades after her death that the Seraphim changed.”

	“You would listen to the lies of that alien filth?”

	“I will listen to anyone who speaks the truth,” Vestri said, turning away from Kaya to face him directly. “Tell me why Spider Zero turned against you. Tell me why you steal our memories. Tell me why you pit us against each other!”

	The Master’s mind was far too powerful for her to penetrate with her telepathy, but she could feel the ball of rage growing inside him, threatening to burst at any moment. And yet she was not afraid him. 

	She wasn’t afraid of anything. 

	“You are confused,” the Master seethed. “You require clarity. Return to the ship, and I will—”

	“No!” Vestri snarled. Reaching out with her mind, she grabbed hold of the lift door and squeezed until the metal crumpled like plastic. “You will give me answers, and you will give them to me now!”

	Wrath reared up in the Master’s eyes, but it only fed her own. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t falter. 

	“I warned her about you,” he said eventually, his voice a bitter-cold whisper. “We never should have trusted the visions of that alien filth. I knew you would never prove yourself worthy—your weakness, your defects…they have no place in the Seraphim!”

	“My pain has given me power,” Vestri said. “Allow me to demonstrate.”

	She slammed him with a wave of telekinetic force. He crashed into the wall so hard the thud echoed down the corridor, and she pinned him in place with an invisible, unbreakable hand.

	“You forget your place,” the Master growled. “You are nothing more than a thug, a tool, a shad—”

	“I am Seraphim,” Vestri growled back. “You will tell me what I wish to know, or you will die.”

	For an instant, she thought there might have been a glimmer of fear in his pale blue eyes. But then it hardened into a sneer. 

	There was no sound, no movement, no warning whatsoever. Yet in one moment, Vestri was holding him in an unbreakable telekinetic grip, and in the next she felt as though someone had plunged a knife into the back of her skull. 

	She was crumpled on the floor before she even realized what was happening, her hands futility clutching at the back of her head in search of an object that wasn’t there. A last halting breath escaped her mask as if someone had ripped her lungs from her chest, and her vision filled with black spots until she could barely see anything besides the blur of the Master’s body looming over her. 

	As she gasped for air that refused to come, Vestri smiled behind her mask. He may have killed her, but at least she would die as a Seraphim and not as his slave. 

	 

	***

	 

	“Look out!” Dorian almost cried for about the hundredth time since the Prowler had roared out of the Pride of Nissek’s dorsal hangar. He had only actually yelled it out once about ten seconds into the flight, and Mysha’s withering glare had promptly warned him that his play-by-play commentary was neither useful nor welcome. So now, as he sat strapped into the co-pilot’s seat next to her, his heart continued pounding but his lips remained sealed. 

	Remember, she knows what she’s doing. We’ll be—oh shit!

	He clenched his teeth and grabbed the seat restraints crisscrossing his chest as she banked the ship hard to port in pursuit of a particularly slippery Vec fighter they had been chasing for the past thirty seconds. Between his restraints and the inertial compensators, Dorian knew the odds that he would get thrown out of his chair were basically zero, but his brain kept telling him otherwise. 

	“Not this time,” Mysha snarled, pulling the trigger on her flight stick. Outside the canopy, the Prowler’s twin cannons unleashed a barrage of blue-white energy bolts, blasting the enemy fighter into a brilliant but short-lived burst of flame. Before the vacuum could even snuff out the explosion, Mysha pulled back hard on the stick, throwing them “up” along the Nissek’s starboard flank. She was keeping them so close to the hull that Dorian kept expecting the wings to get sheared off…

	But they didn’t. He needed to trust her instincts—the best thing he could do was keep his cool and support her. 

	“See if you can get me more power to the engines,” Mysha said, her teeth clenched and her tendrils splayed across her inner collarbone. “We can’t afford to lose speed.”

	Dorian reached out to the console in front of him, swiping through the holographic displays as he adjusted the ship’s power settings. The problem was that she had the drive so jury-rigged that he was worried he might accidentally short out a critical system. 

	But he had tinkered around enough in the last few days to mostly understand what she’d done, and he was able to squeeze some extra power from the auxiliary generators. With a little luck, he wouldn’t overload the capacitors in the process.

	“There we go,” Mysha said, grinning. “Hold on.”

	Dorian assumed that warning was figurative right up until she punched the throttle and slammed him hard into his seat. Perhaps the inertial compensators weren’t as good as he thought…

	He held his breath as they shot along the Nissek’s long hull, dodging the weapon emplacements and sensor blisters like obstacles in a racetrack, then rolled around the other side and surged forth in the opposite direction. The Nissek’s guns had been shooting at the enemy battleship, but the volume of fire had begun dropping off, slowly but steadily. Not a good sign. 

	The bulk of the other Convectorate battleship was now plainly visible out the canopy, its weapons unleashing a storm of green plasma bolts at the bothersome Valkyries buzzing around its hull. The fighters packed an impressive sting—their psi-cannons would occasionally strike a weak point in the battleship’s shields, piercing through and burning away a tiny section of its thick armor. The damage was mostly superficial, of course, but no other starfighters in the galaxy could have survived this long against a wing of Convectorate fighter drones, let alone the dozens of point-defense turrets designed specifically to track and obliterate such small ships. 

	Still, Dorian would have been lying if he claimed that things were going well. Even Valkyries couldn’t win this fight, and it was only a matter of time before one of the enemy fighters landed a lucky hit on the Prowler. The shields were already down to half strength.

	“Looks like the Vecs may finally be trying to storm the hangar,” Mysha said. “You see those assault transports?”

	Dorian glanced down at the tac-holo. Sure enough, a pair of heavy assault transports had left the battleship, one heading for the Nissek’s underbelly and the other for the new hangar on the dorsal side. With their blocky, rectangular hulls and similar “riot shield welded onto the nose” design, they conjured up the image of an interstellar battering ram. Which wasn’t all that far from fact—they were designed to survive collisions with large vessels, either as part of a coordinated boarding attack or to soften up kinetic shielding. 

	The battleship’s heavy cannons laid down a field of suppression fire to keep the Valkyries from moving to intercept. Dorian watched their progress on the tac-holo with growing worry, noting that the Nissek’s fighters were all but gone. In another minute or so the transports would be inside the containment fields. They could potentially drop off hundreds of mechs or maybe even Baalir commandos…

	“Kaya might have made it to the hangar by now,” Dorian said tersely. “If that thing lands…” 

	Mysha didn’t give him time to elaborate. She wrenched the flight stick, banking the Prowler hard across the Nissek’s starboard bow, then popping up on the dorsal side. They once more had a clear look at the enemy battleship through the canopy, and Dorian felt rather like a whale coming up for air with a harpooning ship in plain sight. 

	They had also picked up new friends. A quartet of drones were in hot pursuit, their cannons spitting lines of fire in the Prowler’s wake. He wanted to strengthen the aft shields, but they couldn’t afford to weaken the forward ones—not if they wanted to survive a random potshot from the battleship. 

	“Maybe we can scare them off,” Mysha suggested, angling the Prowler directly at the incoming transport. It was over twice their size, with probably triple the shield strength and twice the armor. “Give them a little smack on the nose…”

	She opened the throttle again, this time while simultaneously throwing the Prowler into an evasive corkscrew. Dorian clenched his teeth, holding on for dear life as he shunted as much extra power into the weapons as he could. Mysha drilled a salvo of blue-white bolts right into the transport’s shields as it grew larger and larger in the canopy—

	She veered away at the last possible instant, sending his stomach through the deck with a sudden twist, then drop. He was surprised that any freighter could make such a turn within getting ripped in half. A glance at the tac-holo revealed that a few of their shots had penetrated the transport’s shields and scorched its armor, but not enough to inflict any real damage. Meanwhile, it’s lone defensive turret was now tracking them, as was one of the battleship’s heavy cannons. A spray of green energy flashed past the canopy as the Prowler streaked back toward the Nissek in search of cover…

	They made it just in time. And yet, it didn’t matter in the slightest. 

	The first warning was the agonized roar of the engines as if a caged beast had been let loose in the aft section. The second was the incessant warbling of the tac-holo followed by the red flashing on his personal display. They were losing speed fast, and it only took him a moment to realize why: the Nissek’s tractor beams had just locked onto them. 

	Dorian’s blood turned to ice. He checked and double-checked the displays, praying that he was wrong. But the tac-holo and the sensor console both confirmed that the “friendly” battleship had just trapped them in an invisible grip—a grip that would, in a few moments, spell their inevitable doom when the fighter drones locked on and blew them apart. 

	“What…?” Mysha gasped, eyes wide and hand frozen on the flight stick. 

	They both knew the answer but didn’t want to accept it. The boarding parties must have taken over the Nissek’s systems. And if they had control of the tractor beams, then there was a chance they might soon take control of the weapons, too. 

	Dorian turned his head to look out the canopy, dreading the sight of one of the Nissek’s plasma cannons swinging to bear on them. They weren’t moving yet, but it wasn’t as if it mattered. Their speed had nearly dropped to zero, the engines were screaming in protest, and the tac-holo flashed again as three fighter drones locked onto them from behind…

	[Do not panic, Dorian.]

	Dorian’s mouth fell open. “Ghost?”

	[Divert all the power you can into your shields.]

	His heart stopped beating, and for a split second, Dorian wondered if he had completely lost his mind. But then a flicker of movement outside the canopy caught his attention, and he glanced up just in time to see an old, battered freighter decloak less than a hundred meters in front of them. 

	The Last Stand. 

	“Echu tari,” Mysha breathed. “How…?”

	Dorian didn’t have an answer. But his instincts took over when his brain failed, and his hands flicked across the controls, shunting as much engine and weapon power as he could to reinforce the Prowler’s shields. The ship rocked as the fighter drones unleashed their salvo, the green blasts of their cannons repeatedly pounding the trapped freighter. But the reinforced shields narrowly held on until the fighters streaked by, and a heartbeat later, Dorian saw another flicker of movement from the Last Stand as a previously concealed disruptor cannon emerged from its forward section like a serrated metal tongue.

	It fired. The yellowish beam of energy seared into the Nissek’s dorsal tractor beam emitter, and after a breathless pause that felt like a decade but was probably only a second, the invisible grip snaring the Prowler disappeared. 

	And they were free. 

	The ship surged forward, and Mysha barely managed to regain control before they smashed into the battleship’s aft quarter. Dorian’s hands danced across the holographic display again, redirecting more energy to the engines so they could get away. 

	“Keep moving,” Samir Garr’s voice came over the com as it suddenly crackled to life. “And make sure you stay on the dorsal side so they can’t get a firing solution.”

	“Dad?” Dorian gasped. “How in the—?”

	“Just stay out of line of sight and deal with any fighters you can,” the voice came back. “Ghost and I will handle that overengineered lizard tugboat.”

	A thousand questions burned through Dorian’s mind: why was his father here? How in the hell had he even found them? What in the blazes was going on?

	And, more pressingly: how in the name of the stars was Samir expecting to take on a Convectorate battleship in a thirty-year-old freighter?

	“I don’t understand,” Mysha breathed in the understatement of the millennium. “How did they get here?”

	Shaking his head as Mysha threw the Prowler into another corkscrew, Dorian reopened the com. “Dad, what are you doing? You can’t take on a Pirilex by yourself!”

	“I’m aware of that,” Samir came back, his voice cold and smug even as a barrage of incoming plasma fire smashed against the Last Stand’s shields. “That’s why I brought friends.”

	Dorian frowned, eyes flicking between the canopy and the sensors. He was still wondering what his father could possibly be talking about when the cargo containers dotting the hull of the Last Stand like so many festering pustules exploded.

	Into clouds of Garr Industries T-43 starfighter drones. 

	“That son of a bitch,” Dorian breathed, a smile pulling at his lips as the drones descended upon the Convectorate fighters like a swarm of rival insects. Meanwhile, the Last Stand’s disruptor cannon unleashed a retaliatory volley at the enemy battleship, sending an angry ripple across its shields. 

	[We will occupy the battleship and its fighters as long as we can,] Ghost said into his implant. [I suggest that you harass the assault transports while more ships attempt to escape.]

	“Right,” Dorian said, turning to look into Mysha’s questioning but hopeful eyes. “We’re on it.”

	 

	***

	 

	The Echo. Here, in the flesh. 

	The moment he emerged from the lift, Kaya was overwhelmed with a flood of memories, as if the mere sight of him had unsealed a long-buried vault in her mind. For years, this man had been little more than a featureless hologram, a distorted simulacrum of the Belt’s most powerful crime boss. She had heard his voice and obeyed his commands, but she had never seen his face. 

	Or at least, that was what she had believed while serving the Syndicate. But in truth, the man whom she believed had protected her from the Widow had merely been another part of her scheme, her insurgency to “cleanse” the Seraphim and rebuild the Dominion within the ranks of its greatest enemy. The Echo was a co-conspirator—no, a partner—who was every bit as responsible for the Spiders and the Shadows as the Widow herself. 

	The Master. 

	Even now, as the memories broke free inside her, she didn’t know his name. She had no idea who he was or who he had been within the old Dominion. All she knew for certain was that he had been responsible for so many of the horrors inflicted upon her and the Shadows. He had been the one who had disciplined them, trained them, conditioned them…

	Kaya held her breath when the Nine—Vestri—stood up to him. She wrenched the lift shut and demanded answers to questions that only he could answer, and she even pinned him to the wall with her formidable telekinetic powers. Kaya’s first impulse was to use the distraction to run, to let her enemies turn on each other while she tried to find another way to get the hell out of here. But there was nowhere for her to go…and even if there were, she knew she couldn’t leave. Not if there was even a chance that she could destroy him now before he could threaten Dorian and Mysha. She would trade herself for them a thousand times over if that was the penance the universe demanded.

	While Vestri had him distracted, Kaya flexed her right hand and began to gather an electric charge. Her glyphs flared to life, and her fingertips buzzed with barely contained energy. All she needed was one clean shot—

	But she never got it. A spike of pure agony burrowed into her head as if someone were drilling into her skull. The charge at her fingertips dissipated, and she reflexively clutched her head knowing full-well it wouldn’t actually help. In that moment, she understood (or perhaps remembered?) the Master’s true power. He wasn’t a clairvoyant or a metabolist or a metamorph—he was a telepath, pure and simple. One so powerful that he could wipe away or even rewrite a sapient creature’s memories. 

	Or obliterate their minds with a thought. 

	Vestri was already down, felled by perhaps the only kind of attack against which she had no defense. And Kaya wouldn’t be far behind. She knew she only had a few precious heartbeats before she lost consciousness forever, not nearly enough time to gather sufficient energy to blast him. But when she forced herself to look at him, wondering if his soulless eyes would be the last thing she ever saw, her brain conjured up one last idea. 

	I’m on a ship filled with Kali—one of the only species in the galaxy who are naturally resistant to psionic attacks. 

	It took every scrap of willpower she could muster to concentrate past the agony, but Kaya tapped into her powers and began to mold her body into one of the slender, serpentine aliens. Her fingers elongated, her skin transformed into brown scales, her vision became narrower but more focused…

	And then the pain disappeared. She blinked her alien eyes, disoriented by the strange hyper-focus and oversaturated colors, as she fixed the Master with a glare. His brow creased as he looked at her, suddenly aware that she had thwarted his attack. He was a man used to being in control of everyone and everything around him. Dimly, she wondered if he had ever felt true fear. 

	If not, he did now. Gathering another surge of electricity at her fingertips, Kaya thrust out her hand and unleashed a bolt of lightning. It held all of her hate, all of her pain, and all the fear and rage of every little girl he’d tortured who bore her face. 

	It burned right through his chest as it hurled him back against the bulkhead, and his pained shriek echoed down the corridor, loud and long. His body crumpled, blackened and sizzling as if she had just emptied a full power cell of pulse blasts into his chest. 

	Vestri inhaled sharply and rolled over, breath rattling in her respirator as her eyes blinked and tried to focus. Her gaze darted between Kaya and the smoldering body as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. 

	Kaya wasn’t sure that she did, either. The Echo, the Master, one of the two who had controlled them both from the very beginning, was dead. 

	“Are you all right?” Kaya asked, crawling forward as she returned her body to its normal human shape. 

	Vestri eyed her carefully, warily, like a wounded animal expecting an attack. But eventually she nodded. “Yes.”

	“Then we should get out of here,” Kaya said. “It’s only a matter of time before—”

	You’re too late.

	The voice burned into her mind, and when the Master’s body began to twitch, Kaya wondered if she had abandoned the protection of her Kali form too soon. But the charred carcass in front of them couldn’t have possibly mustered a psionic attack…

	I am the only reason you exist. I created you. Trained you. Commanded you. I molded you into weapons, the harbingers of a glorious Eclipse. Yet now you have doomed yourselves. Pathetic.

	The head abruptly lifted, revealing lidless blue eyes and a face so badly burned that the last bits of flesh had already started flaking off the skull beneath. 

	There will be others. Legions. The Dominion will be reborn.

	“Maybe,” Kaya breathed, drawing her pistol. “But you won’t be there to see it.”

	You still do not understand. The Shadows have many minds yet only one body. I am true Seraphim. I have one mind…and as many bodies as I require.

	A cold, haunting chill skittered down Kaya’s spine. “What are you…?”

	The body collapsed, a last rattling breath escaping from the scorched remnants of its mouth. She turned back to face Vestri, but the other woman’s face—their shared face—held no answers. 

	“Come on,” Kaya beckoned. “We should—” 

	A roar like an approaching cyclone filled her ears. Something slammed into the Nissek’s hull, and she had just enough time to turn around and watch in horror as the entire corridor behind them detonated in flash of searing green light. Just like back on the bridge, the afterimage of the plasma burst seared into her retinas, and her body was thrown back and slammed into a bulkhead before she could even think of bracing herself for impact. 

	Unlike back on the bridge, however, she wasn’t knocked unconscious. Here she was able to behold every second of the unfolding horror in perfect clarity. 

	The ship practically disintegrated before her eyes. The walls and floors were gone in a fraction of a second, leaving only remnants of the superstructure behind. The merciless vacuum beyond clawed at her with greedy fingers, trying to suck her and everything else out of the ship.

	She watched as the Master’s body vanished into the void along with a storm of flaming debris. A containment field flashed into place a heartbeat later, but without a floor to catch her, she was still in freefall toward the abyss, as helpless as a feather in a tempest. Somehow, in pure desperation, her hand managed to snag one of the thorotine beams left behind in the wake of the blast. Amazingly, the artificial gravity still held, tugging her down toward the shield. 

	Outside, slowly drifting past the massive hole it had just blown open, was the ominous red hull of the Convectorate battleship. Its port cannons fired another salvo into the Nissek on a different deck, releasing a tremor that nearly made Kaya lose her grip. She was meters from oblivion, hanging by a thorotine thread. 

	But she was hanging on. And against all odds, it meant she still had a chance. 

	Gritting her teeth, she pulled herself up onto the beam, trying hard not to look down—and failing that test of willpower almost immediately. Plenty of people were afraid of heights, and she had certainly endured her share of nightmares about plunging to her death. In the most vivid one she could remember, she had been teetering on a support beam atop a half-finished skyscraper in the middle of a hurricane (ironically, probably after taking too much hurricane). 

	Yet this was several orders of magnitude worse. Perhaps it was the knowledge that her body would never stop “falling.” Perhaps it was that her eyes had nothing to latch onto, only literal infinity spreading out beneath her. Or perhaps it was because the threat was actually real and not a nightmare conjured up by her subconscious mind. Either way, she nearly passed out before she forced herself to look up and figure out how in the hell she was going to escape this mess. 

	Most of the lift had been destroyed along with the hallway. The actual shaft was still intact, however, albeit wide open as if the construction crews had stopped halfway through building it. She might be able to climb the twisted metal around her and reach it…

	Kaya heard a grunt and a bang beneath her. Bracing herself to fight off the inevitable wave of vertigo and nausea that would follow, she glanced back down to see Vestri clinging to another beam several meters below her, her boots dangling mere centimeters from the edge of the flickering containment field. 

	The other Shadow looked up at her with the same amber eyes Kaya saw in the mirror every morning. Eyes that had been hardened by pain and anguish; eyes that had been taught to view mercy as a weakness. 

	Eyes that had once been wide with fear on those toxic cliffs all those years ago. 

	“Just hang on,” Kaya said, wrapping her thighs around the beam for support. Clinging to it by her legs alone, she lowered herself down as far as she could stretch. “Take my hand!”

	Kaya knew it was a risk. The other Shadow could easily use her telekinetic abilities to rip Kaya from her perch and doom them both to the void. Back on Ziphrades, she had certainly seemed like someone so driven by rage and bitterness that she would gladly perish as long as she took her enemy down with her. 

	But then she reached up and took Kaya’s hand. It wasn’t easy to pull her up, but unlike on the toxic cliffs, they weren’t dealing with noxious gas or the heckling voice of the Master. With a bit of aid from her powers to give herself the thick, strong arms of a Krosian warrior, Kaya hauled Vestri up onto the beam with her. 

	They stared at one another as they caught their breath, a hundred unspoken questions filling the thin air between them. How had she known where to find us? Why did she turn on the Master? Why isn’t she still trying to kill me now?

	Kaya hoped that she would get the chance to ask them. But right now, survival was all that mattered. 

	“If we can get to the lift, we might be able to climb up the tube until we reach a maintenance shaft,” Kaya said. “Sound like a plan?”

	Vestri nodded, her breaths sounding increasingly laborious behind her mask. “After you.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Aft shields compromised,” Dorian said, biting down on his lip as his fingers swept over the holographic displays. “I’m going to have to pull power from the weapons.”

	“We’re barely able to scratch those transports as it is!” Mysha shot back. 

	“We don’t have any choice! There’s a new squad on the way.”

	On the tac-holo between them, another squadron of Convectorate starfighter drones had just launched from the belly of the enemy battleship. They were almost certainly the reserve units—damaged, old, or possibly just awaiting maintenance—but they were still closing quickly, and the Convectorate captain wouldn’t have deployed them if he didn’t think they would tip the scales. 

	And they very well might. While the Last Stand’s fighters had effectively clashed with and locked down the initial Convectorate forces, this was not a battle that a single freighter could win, no matter how many upgrades Samir had installed. He had been cleverly using the Nissek as cover for the last few minutes, drifting out of the line of fire to recharge his shields in between volleys, but the battleship had finally had enough of that. It was now firing more or less indiscriminately, even blasting through chunks of the Nissek’s hull when necessary to score a hit against the freighter on the other side. 

	Meanwhile, Martyr and Morningstar were quickly running out of steam. They had finally aborted their harassment of the battleship and pulled back to help defend the Last Stand. Neither of them had taken severe damage yet, but Dorian could tell that their fighters were far more sluggish than they had been. It was, he mused, the one critical disadvantage of equipment that was so heavily reliant upon the stamina and vigor of the user. 

	“We might have to let the assault transport through,” Dorian said reluctantly. “We could—”

	The com crackled life before he could finish. 

	“Meesh?” Kaya’s voice came through. “Can you hear me?”

	“Kaya!” Mysha shouted back. “By the Seraph, where are you?”

	“Almost to the hangar. Sorry to keep you waiting, but I ran into an old friend on the way.”

	Dorian shared a glance with Mysha. “Who?”

	“It will take too long to explain. Just make sure the engines are hot so we can get the hell out of here.”

	“Uh…we already launched,” Mysha said.

	“Wait—you did what?”

	“It will take too long to explain,” Dorian repeated dryly. “Just hold tight. We’ll try and pick you up in a minute.”

	Mysha nodded, swinging the Prowler in a wide arc up and over the “webbed foot” of the aft quarter, then nosing them into a hangar approach vector. Thanks to his father’s fighters, they had been able to stop any of the other assault transports from docking, but the area outside the dorsal hangar was still very much an active battleground. Clusters of drones clashed overheard, and another burst of incoming fire glanced off their rapidly draining shields. When she decelerated to take them in, they were going to be an easy target for several precious seconds before they entered the containment field. 

	“This is going to hurt,” Dorian muttered. “I’ll try and manually rotate the shields as quickly as possible when we start taking heat.”

	“All right, here goes,” Mysha said, taking a deep breath and putting both hands on the flight stick. “I should be able to—wait, look out!”

	Outside the canopy, the bulk of the attacking battleship once again became visible as it arced around the Pride of Nissek like the sun appearing over the horizon. It unleashed a blistering salvo with its cannons, but not at the Last Stand or the Valkyries or even the Prowler. 

	It fired right at the dorsal hangar where they were headed. 

	Mysha aborted their run with a sudden twist of the stick, spinning them away as a series of explosions riddled the Nissek’s hull. By the time the barrage came to a halt, an entire fifty-meter section of the battleship had been reduced to a blackened husk. 

	“Kaya!” Mysha breathed. “Kaya, please tell me you’re still there!”

	Dorian stared at the com display, his breath caught in his throat…

	“Technically, yes,” Kaya’s voice said with a groan. “What the fuck is going on?”

	“The battleship is in full attack mode,” he told her, letting out another silent sigh of relief. “It’s like the captain stopped giving a shit about his own boarding parties.”

	A pause. “Well, I think I know why. I’ll tell you later—we’ll try to make our way to the other hangar.”

	“On the other side of the ship?” Mysha asked. 

	“Do you have any better ideas?”

	“Not really,” Dorian said. “We’ll do everything we can to keep them occupied. Just hurry!”

	Mysha shook her head as the com clicked off, and she swung them along the opposite side of the Nissek to keep them in relative cover. “We can’t keep this up,” she breathed. “If the Vecs really want to destroy that ship…”

	She didn’t need to finish. The battleship was now splitting its fire between the Last Stand and the Nissek, but it had plenty to spare. They had a minute, maybe two, before—

	The tac-holo beeped a proximity warning. Dorian glanced down at the strange readings. 

	“More ships coming in. But they’re so small it’s…”

	His lips slowly stretched into a smile as five tiny blips appeared on the sensors just a few dozen kilometers away. Normally, the arrival of a few starfighters would hardly be a call for celebration in these circumstances. But these weren’t fighter drones. 

	They were Valkyries.

	“Took you long enough,” Martyr said over the com, helpfully linking the Prowler and the Last Stand into the channel with the others. “We’re in a bit of trouble over here.”

	“We figured you might have some party crashers when Outcast started getting jittery,” a high-pitched female voice came back. “We’re all hot and ready—where do you need us?”

	“We have the fighters pinned down pretty well with our new friends here, but that battleship’s getting mighty angry. The Nissek won’t last much longer.”

	“We’ll take care of it,” a confident male voice came back. “Sandbox, Grinner: engage those fighters and give them a breather. Cobalt, Spectre: make a strafing run along the hostile battleship’s starboard flank. Work their shields as hard as you can. I’ll sweep in late and hit the port side.”

	“What are you planning, Outcast?” a calm, smooth Kali voice asked. 

	“Oh, nothing special,” the human male came back, a decidedly sardonic quality to his voice. “You know me.”

	The Valkyries split into groups as they accelerated, two heading toward the Last Stand and the others headed for the battleship. Dorian wasn’t sure what they thought three Valkyries could accomplish that Martyr and Morningstar couldn’t, but he couldn’t wait to find out.

	“If they can occupy the battleship, this might be the only chance Dad’s going to get to gain some distance,” Dorian said aloud, knowing that Ghost would hear. “Ghost, tell him to start moving onto an exit vector and use the Nissek as cover as long as he can.”

	[Understood,] Ghost said into his implant. [Unfortunately, I calculate only twelve point three percent odds that the Valkyries will be able to harass the battleship long enough for us to exceed the effective range of their weapons.]

	“Have a little faith,” Dorian said, offering Mysha a tight smile. “We’ll give you as much cover as we can.”

	Mysha swung the Prowler back toward the Last Stand, squeezing off shots at any starfighter drone that drifted within range. With so much power dedicating to keeping up the weakened shields, they weren’t accomplishing must more than harassment. But that was fine—the Convectorate battleship was already repositioning itself to confront the new threat, giving the Last Stand the opportunity to get some distance it desperately needed. 

	“There they go,” Mysha said. 

	Even with the chaos surrounding him, Dorian looked down at the tac-holo to watch. Two of the Valkyries—Cobalt and Spectre, if he remembered correctly—began their attack run on the battleship’s starboard flank. They approached in a tight formation, but once the enemy point-defense turrets began firing, they twisted into an evasive corkscrew pattern in absolutely perfect unison—the kind that only synchronized artificial intelligences could normally handle. Dorian realized belatedly that the tactic wasn’t merely to evade as many incoming shots as they could, but also to bolster one another’s shields. The energy readings were incredible; they were generating as much power as the deflector emitters on most capital ships. 

	And it kept them alive. When the occasional green flash connected with their shields—impacts that would have vaporized any of the other starfighters on the battlefield—the Valkyries shrugged it off. Once they were in tight with the battleship, the pilots began pounding the shields at point-blank range, forcing the enemy commander to shunt additional power to the battered zones lest they punch through and inflict some real damage. In the process, however, the massive ship left its port shields vulnerable. 

	Which was precisely what Outcast must have been counting on. He soared in on his own strafing run when the others were about halfway across the battleship’s superstructure, his fighter weaving back and forth in what seemed like the laziest attack pattern imaginable. He didn’t open fire until he got in close, but when he did, he made every shot count. His psi-cannons ripped through the vulnerable shields and shredded the thick armor beneath, creating short-lived plumes of flame and a trail of small explosions. 

	It was in that moment when the battleship’s tactical officer tried to compensate for his mistake. But rather than redirect the shields away from the other two Valkyries who were still blasting away, the point-defense turrets concentrated nearly all their fire at the lone incoming Valkyrie with its overcharged weapons and single set of shields. Dorian held his breath, expecting Outcast to get vaporized…

	Instead, he witnessed the impossible. 

	The Valkyrie continued its strafing assault, not even bothering with a corkscrew or any other evasive maneuver. And yet every time one of the battleship’s cannons fired, Outcast always veered away a split second before they hit. At first, he just seemed lucky, but as the seconds ticked by and he effortlessly dodged shot after shot after shot, it became clear that this was far more than good fortune. Outcast knew precisely what he was doing, and the devastation he left in his wake was almost terrifying to behold. 

	Sensor blisters melted. Shield emitters vaporized. Point-defense cannons were reduced to twisted slag. In a single strafing run, a lone man in a starfighter inflicted more damage than the Last Stand’s disruptor cannon after several minutes of sustained bombardment.

	“Echu tari,” Mysha breathed. “Who is he?”

	Dorian had no answer. And neither, it turned out, did the battleship. The few surviving Convectorate fighters broke off their attack on the Last Stand and tried to chase away Outcast and the other two Valkyries, but even if their ranks hadn’t been thinned, their efforts would have been laughable. The Valkyries—the Wings of the Seraph—annihilated them with surgical precision, especially when all seven Valkyries finally combined their efforts. The Pirilex battleship, once confidently on the offensive, began to slink away in an attempt to withdraw. 

	“We can’t let that thing escape!” Martyr called out. “It has an astral drive on board.”

	“What?” Cobalt blurted. “How is that possible?”

	“I don’t know. But we’re never going to find out if it—”

	Before she finished the sentence, the red bulk of the battleship vanished into nothingness right in front of them. Its few surviving fighter drones, abandoned and directionless without the ability to receive orders, shut down. 

	“Shit,” Morningstar swore. “Should we shift and try to pursue?”

	“No,” Outcast replied with a disappointed sigh. “Even if we managed to find it, it’s too easy to get lost in astral space. And we don’t have enough experience with that kind of combat. It’s not worth the risk.”

	“Then what do we do, boss?” Cobalt asked. 

	“We try and rescue as many people as we can from the Nissek,” Outcast said. “Then we meet up and finally have a chat with Martyr’s new friends.”

	 

	 

	 

	



  Epilogue


   


  “The cleanup will likely continue for several days,” Ghost reported from his avatar’s perch atop Dorian’s holopad. “Given the remote location of this system and the lack of nearby Convectorate military installations, it is unlikely there will be a follow-up attack within the next seventy-two hours.”


  Dorian nodded idly, his eyes sweeping across the strange hangar. He and Mysha were standing at the foot of the Prowler’s landing ramp, having set down inside the Vantrax just a few minutes ago. The Krosian destroyer had shown up not long after the battleship’s retreat, and Martyr had invited them all aboard for repairs and an eventual debriefing. Dorian had very little working knowledge of Krosian tech, though he knew their ships were nearly always oversized for their class. The Vantrax was no exception: it was easily the size of a full cruiser, with enough space to house a full wing of starfighters and a handful of support vessels. It still wouldn’t have been his first choice for a flagship, but he got the impression that the Union wasn’t in a position to be choosey.


  “Unless there are even more Convectorate ships fitted with astral drives somewhere,” Mysha said gravely to Ghost.


  “That seems even less likely,” Dorian mused. “Apparently there wasn’t a single Tarreen or Convectorate officer with any of the boarding parties. I bet the Ministry of War doesn’t even know that ship exists.”


  “I calculate a high probability that your analysis is correct,” Ghost said. “The vessel did not possess a transponder signal or any other identifying markers.”


  Dorian pursed his lips, wishing that his father had been able to come aboard. But Samir was still on the Last Stand, and he would probably be stuck there putting out fires for a while yet. The old freighter had taken a pounding. Frankly, it was nothing short of a miracle that the old girl was still in one piece. 


  Without Ghost’s help, she likely wouldn’t be. 


  “Of course, there’s nothing to stop the battleship from coming back after it makes repairs,” Dorian added after a moment. “Though we did wipe out its entire starfighter complement, and it doesn’t seem to have an answer for that many Valkyries. Maybe they learned their lesson.”


  “We could always ask her,” Mysha said, glancing across the hangar to the black-armored woman standing near Kaya. “If we don’t like the answer, we could shoot her out the airlock. In fact, let’s just do that anyway.”


  Dorian understood exactly how she felt. During its search for survivors, one of the Union support vessels—a battered old freighter, of all things—had retrieved Kaya and the other Shadow of the Seraph from the Pride of Nissek. When he had seen the masked woman stride down the shuttle’s landing ramp, he had almost started shooting. Kaya claimed she had the situation under control, but she hadn’t taken the time to tell them why—or explain what had happened during her escape. She just insisted that her fellow clone was no longer a threat. 


  Considering that the masked woman had tried to kill them back on Ziphrades only a week ago, Dorian and Mysha both had their doubts. If the three of them had been alone, he imagined they would still be arguing the point. But right now, with the ongoing cleanup and rescue efforts underway, there was simply too much bustle and confusion for anything resembling a private conversation. 


  Just trust me, all right? This is important.


  It was the last thing Kaya had told Dorian and Mysha before she had taken the other woman aside. And they did trust her, of course, but that didn’t mean they had to like it. 


  Still, at least they finally had backup if the woman decided to go on another rampage. All the Valkyries had landed in the hangar by now, and Martyr was currently chatting with some of the other pilots a few meters away. Dorian couldn’t help but feel a little intimidated by their presence, especially after witnessing just how powerful the Wings of the Seraph were firsthand. He had never been around this many other psychics before.


  “I’m sure Kaya knows what she’s doing,” Dorian said eventually. “Any more reports from the cleanup teams?”


  “Nothing out of the ordinary,” Ghost told him. “However, I warned the cleanup teams to exercise extreme caution. None of the boarding parties will have shut down after the battleship retreated. As you know, SEC models are capable of independent operation.”


  “Don’t remind me,” Dorian muttered, feeling another pang of guilt about designing the weapons in the first place. 


  “It does appear that many of them were neutralized by their own warship once it began firing on the Nissek. A turn of events in our favor.”


  “Tell that to all the people who got blasted into space,” Mysha murmured. “All because we led the Vecs right to their doorstep.”


  “We don’t know that,” Dorian countered. “We barely know anything right now, honestly, though hopefully Kaya is getting us some answers.”


  She didn’t reply, but he could see the remorse on her face. Now that the adrenaline of battle was fading, her conscience was burdened with the knowledge that they might be the ones responsible for all this death and destruction. Dorian was still undecided. He didn’t understand how they could have been followed, especially if the battleship had emerged from astral space. 


  But then, there were still plenty of questions that hadn’t been answered. Including a very conspicuous one…


  “Okay, so how in the hell did you and Dad get here, anyway?” he asked Ghost. “You haven’t bothered to mention that yet.”


  “It was not your father’s original intention,” the AI replied. “However, he did wish to shadow you to Mushiri in case his contact had been compromised.”


  Mysha stared blankly at the avatar. “You were there the whole time?”


  “We arrived not long after you did. I surveyed the local com chatter and concluded that you had indeed encountered difficulties. When the Prowler left the system, your father insisted we follow.”


  “How in the hell did you track us?” Mysha asked. 


  “I assure you, it would not have been possible with standard equipment. However, my program was previously integrated with the computer system on the Prowler. With that knowledge at my disposal, it was a trivial matter to track your drive emissions.”


  Dorian smiled despite himself. He probably should have been annoyed, but it wasn’t as if Ghost had technically disobeyed anything—they had ordered him to stay with his father, not necessarily keep his distance. And even if they had, Samir had obviously been the one calling the shots. 


  “I should have known Dad wouldn’t let this go,” Dorian said. “He probably intended to shadow us the whole time.”


  Ghost’s avatar spun on its axis. “I cannot confirm or deny that assertion.”


  “Uh-huh.” 


  Dorian looked at Mysha, wondering whether she would look amused or annoyed. But her attention had already returned to the group of Valkyrie pilots on the other side of the hangar. She watched them intently, and he wondered what, if anything, she might have been sensing from them.


  “You gave them a pretty good trial run,” Dorian said. 


  She frowned. “What?”


  “All the crazy flying you did back there,” he said, tapping his hand against the Prowler’s wing just above him. “Just saying, if I were a wing commander, I would definitely be trying to get you into a Valkyrie.”


  Mysha’s eyes flicked back to the other pilots. “I doubt it’s that easy.”


  “Never said it would be. Just that I think you may finally get the chance you’ve been waiting for.”


  A smile tugged at her lips, so warm Dorian swore he could feel the heat on his face. If they didn’t give her a chance after all of this…well, maybe he would have to break all their precious little fighters in half. 


  “You’ll just need a fancy call-sign,” he said. “How about…Tailjob.”


  Mysha turned and glared at him with such intensity he was surprised her eyes didn’t shoot lasers.


  “I’m kidding,” Dorian said, throwing up his hands and smiling. His eyes flicked up to her white hair. “How about…Horny?”


  “I will hurt you,” she threatened, her tail curling around his ankle. “I’m a pretty good shot, too, remember?”


  Chuckling, he slid his hands around her waist and pulled her in close. “How could I forget?”


  As he brought their mouths together, Dorian felt all the anxiety and tension of the past few hours melt away on the tip of her questing tongue. As surreal as it felt to finally be here with the Seraphim Union, the greater miracle by far was the woman in his arms. If anything had happened to her or Kaya back there…


  “Stars, you Velothi girls know how to kiss.”


  Dorian gasped and pulled back, only to see Martyr standing there watching them, a hand planted saucily on her hip. “Have you ever considered leaving any of the hot guys for the rest of us?”


  “No,” Mysha said primly, grinning and running her tongue over her lips. 


  Martyr rolled her cat-like eyes and pointed to the door leading out of the hangar where the other pilots had already gone. “Well, the boss is ready to meet with you.”


  Dorian nodded. “Do we finally get to know who he is?”


  “You already met him, actually. Out there they call him ‘Outcast.’”


  He shared a surprised look with Mysha. The leader of the Union was a Valkyrie pilot? That seemed…well, he wasn’t sure what to think of it. What he did know was that he had never seen flying like that before. 


  “My real name is Shandris, by the way,” the Kreen woman said. “Once people stop trying to kill us, maybe we’ll have time to talk for real.”


  “Not sure that’s ever going to happen,” Dorian grumbled.


  “Me, either. But a girl can dream, right? Come on, let’s go.”


  She led them across the hangar, and Dorian turned and saw Kaya and the other Shadow walking right beside her. He met Kaya’s eyes, and he could see the tension in her jaw and neck. But there was something else there, too—something he wasn’t sure he had ever seen on her face. 


  Hope. Genuine hope. 


  He smiled as they moved down the hall into what looked like a briefing room—a very spacious and robust one, at that. A large, circular table dominated the center of the room, surrounded by a dozen empty chairs. Three separate tactical displays were arrayed along the wall, complemented by a projector in the center of the table.


  The other pilots were already here waiting for them, including the Kali male they had heard over the com. His yellow serpentine eyes immediately fastened on Kaya and her doppelganger as they entered. 


  “Fascinating,” he said, a flash of blue rippling across the otherwise brown scales of his long neck. 


  “Told you,” Shandris replied. “I admit, even after we found those records on Ziphrades, I assumed Selorah was making this shit up.”


  A smear of pink bloomed upon the Kali’s neck, replacing the blue. “I do not believe her imagination is sufficiently robust to concoct such an implausible scenario.”


  “Good point.”


  “Where is she?” the masked Shadow said in what sounded more like a demand than a question. “Where is Spider Zero?”


  The other pilots shared unsettled glances, probably disturbed at hearing their ally’s voice come out of another person’s mouth. The mechanical distortion surely didn’t help. 


  But as if on cue, the doors opened again to reveal three more individuals. One was a young human male in a flight jacket; the other was a tall Velothi female in body-hugging white combat armor. The third…


  The third was an exact duplicate of Kaya other than her blond hair and piercing green eyes. 


  “I am glad that all of you are here,” Selorah Trell said, her eyes locked into the women who shared her face. “We have a great deal to discuss.”
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1 
The Cadet

	 

	She was already glaring at me when the lift doors whooshed open, her pale blue eyes blazing like a pair of heavy pulse cannons about to burn me to cinders. 

	“What is he doing here?”

	Her voice cut through the background hum of the Stormrider’s bridge as clearly as an alarm klaxon. I had known exactly what she would sound like even before she’d opened her ruby-red lips: prim and proper, with the old Keledonian accent that was so common among fleet officers. It was the kind of voice that could sound cultured and sophisticated while reading the galley lunch menu. 

	And sound sexy as hell even when dripping with venom. 

	“Major Zeris is here because I summoned him,” Captain Jarod Ellis replied coolly, his dark eyes flicking to the vociferous, black-haired female officer standing at his elbow. “I don’t know how the Academy is running command simulations these days, Cadet Pierce,” he added, punctuating her rank with just the right amount of recriminating ire, “but on my bridge, officers do not simply turn and shout at anyone who walks off the lift. Do I make myself clear?”

	The young woman’s icy expression melted in a heartbeat, and I had the satisfaction of watching her beautiful, genetically engineered face turn nearly as red as a Kreen’s. “Y-yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

	She glanced at the deck in a desperate attempt to hide her embarrassment from the other bridge officers—or perhaps just from me. Either way, I couldn’t help but smile. 

	“Good,” Captain Ellis said, beckoning me forward with a wave of his left hand. The other officers all seemed to have enough good sense to keep their heads down, though frankly I wouldn’t have been surprised if they all felt more or less the same way that Cadet Pierce did. 

	After all, a natural-born ground pounder like myself didn’t belong anywhere near the bridge of a Dominion warship, let alone a state-of-the-art assault frigate like the Stormrider. 

	“Major Zeris reporting as requested, sir,” I said as I strode over to the captain’s left flank and stood at attention. It wasn’t a long journey—the Stormrider’s circular bridge was only about ten meters in diameter, with enough space for the captain’s chair and two stations directly in front of him. An additional three stations were spaced along the rim, one directly behind the captain and the other two flanking him on either side. 

	“At ease, Major,” the captain said as he finally turned his head to look at me. The splotches of gray in his trim black beard seemed even more noticeable in the bridge’s soft lighting, especially contrasted against his umber skin. “I trust that you’re up to speed on the situation?”

	“I believe so, sir,” I said, looking ahead to peer out the wall-spanning viewport at the front of the bridge. Just beyond the graceful curve of the Stormrider’s seashell bow, now less than a hundred meters away, was a sideways T-shaped freighter that had been beaten within an inch of its life. While a few of its running lights still flickered like a thready pulse, the dark gray vessel was covered in long black streaks where an energy weapon had pierced its shields and scored the hull. 

	“Then I was hoping to get your analysis of the situation,” Captain Ellis added. “The opinion of my bridge officers remains…divided.”

	I nodded in understanding, quelling an unprofessional smirk. The Stormrider’s current crew was almost exclusively cadets. This little joyride through the outskirts of the Stygian Drift was meant to be something of a shakedown cruise, both to test the ship’s new engines and evaluate the ability of untested fleet officers to function without a Synesthete to babysit them. Personally, I was quite enjoying the rare opportunity to serve on a ship without a psionic ghost haunting its systems. But then again, I wasn’t the one trying to run sensor sweeps or steer the damn thing through the Drift’s notoriously treacherous gravimetric currents. 

	“Cadet Nohani here suspects Merzeg raiders from the Traverse,” Ellis went on, gesturing to the tall, lanky cadet sitting at the science station to his right. “Cadet Reyes at the helm is more inclined to blame pirates.”

	Ellis leaned back in his chair, then shifted his eyes to the young woman still standing rigidly at his side. “Cadet Pierce has presented an even wilder theory: she believes that a cloaked Yarasi vessel disabled the freighter, killed the crew, and stole whatever weapons the Pact was trying to smuggle into the Borderlands.”

	“With all due respect, sir, it is not a ‘wild theory,’” Pierce said, her tone sliding precariously close to insubordination. “The lack of residual particle signatures suggests that no conventional energy weapons were involved in the attack. But Yarasi psionic weaponry—”

	“You have already presented your case, Cadet,” Ellis interrupted with that air of strained patience he did so well. “I would appreciate the Major’s input now, if you don’t mind.”

	She scowled at me again over the captain’s head. Her bright blue-gold fleet uniform was virtually identical to the captain’s aside from a lack of rank insignia and decidedly smaller epaulets, and her black-gloved hands were clasped so tightly behind her back I wondered if she might dislocate a finger. 

	I was used to people loathing me for what I was—or rather, what I wasn’t—but this girl’s raw, seething animus was honestly quite remarkable to behold, especially considering we had never spoken a word to one another. The last beautiful woman who’d hated me this much at least had a good reason. 

	And Pierce was beautiful, there was no denying that. She had the high cheekbones, pouting lips, and perfectly symmetrical face a human female could only achieve with either good fortune or the fleet’s most experienced psio-genetic engineers. She was on the tall side even without the extra eight centimeters from the heels of her boots, and she had the kind of long, slender legs that made me thank the stars, the Seraph, and every other benevolent cosmic force in the galaxy that Dominion protocol encouraged female fleet officers to wear skirts. 

	“Well, this seems to fit the pattern of attacks we’ve heard about over the past few months since the incident at Harkaeon,” I said, trying valiantly to keep my attention focused on the freighter rather than the woman glaring daggers at me. “A seemingly random Pact cargo or research vessel gets attacked and left for dead in the middle of nowhere. Clear signs of a boarding operation, yet almost no indication that they tried to defend themselves.”

	“Another reason to believe that the Yarasi are behind the attack,” Cadet Pierce put in, with all the subtlety of a child shoving to be first in line. “With their cloaking technology, an ambush would be quite—”

	“Let him finish,” Captain Ellis said, his voice cool yet dangerous. 

	I drew in a breath, continuing to avoid direct eye contact. After nearly seven years of getting talked down to by fleet jennies—even after I had risen through the ranks, no less—I had developed a pretty thick skin. All that precious genetic engineering was supposed to give them better looks and smarts, but I remained convinced that it turned their brains into pudding. Especially the parts responsible for common sense and decency. 

	But I was finding this girl harder to ignore than most. The smug, know-it-all attitude in her cultured voice made me want to choke her—in good and bad ways, I wasn’t ashamed to admit—and I knew that engaging with her would only make things worse in both directions. Her combativeness would make me want to argue with her, and her looks…

	Well, avoiding quick glances at her legs was already difficult enough, and those blue eyes were practically an attention-sucking singularity. And that didn’t even count her full lips or fuller chest…

	“The trouble is that we’re four thousand light-years from Yarasi space,” I continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “I know they’re concerned about the Pact smuggling illegal weapons through the Drift, but I’m not convinced they’d be willing to break multiple treaties just to hit one ship. And if they did, I don’t know why they would risk leaving evidence behind.”

	“Because it’s a warning,” Cadet Pierce said as if it were obvious. “They don’t believe that anyone will be able to prove that they were involved, but the Pact will still get the message nonetheless.”

	I finally allowed myself to look at her directly. “The Yarasi aren’t the type to kill an enemy and put his head on a spear for all to see. They’re bold when they need to be, but they’re also subtle. They would have vaped the ship and let the Pact stew over why their shipment never arrived.”

	“Perhaps,” Ellis put in before the cadet could argue. “Any other observations, Major?”

	I dragged my gaze past her to the science station. “More of a question first: are there any indications of a decaying hyperspace bubble?”

	Cadet Nohani seemed marginally less annoyed by my presence than Pierce, but from the way his lip curled as he checked his console, it was clear he still didn’t appreciate a natty ’pounder addressing him.

	“No,” the lanky man said, looking at Ellis instead of me. “Standard sweep for the attacker’s hyperspace traces came back negative. But readings in the Drift aren’t particularly reliable. Evidence of a hyperspace bubble decays even quicker out here. If this ship was ambushed more than two or three hours ago, all traces of the attacker’s bubble would already be gone.”

	My eyes narrowed slightly as a thought struck me. “Forget the attacker for a moment. What about the freighter’s bubble?”

	When Nohani didn’t respond for a few seconds, Captain Ellis twisted in his chair. “Cadet?”

	“There is evidence of a hyperspace bubble several thousand meters from the vessel,” Nohani said, cheeks flushing with embarrassment as he superimposed a holographic representation over the bridge’s forward viewport to illustrate the trail. “But it has decayed too badly for us to project their point of origin or a destination.”

	“But if there’s a remnant of their bubble, then you should have been able to find a remnant of the attacker’s, too,” Ellis reasoned, offering me a faint smile of approval as he picked up on my idea. “To me, that suggests two possibilities. One, our attacker knew the freighter’s course ahead of time and was lying in ambush. They collapsed the freighter’s hyperspace bubble, then pounced on it once it dropped to sublight.”

	“That’s certainly plausible,” Cadet Reyes put in from the helm console. “The Drift is a dangerous place. Most pirates will only hit ships when they know the route ahead of time.”

	“And collapsing a bubble is even easier in the Drift than normal space,” I agreed, chewing on the revelation for a second before I arched an eyebrow at the captain. “You had a second possibility, sir?”

	“Yes, though I like it even less.” Captain Ellis leaned back in his chair and folded his hands in his lap. “And it does support Cadet Pierce’s theory.”

	“The attacker might not have been using a hyperdrive,” she said, flashing me what might have been the haughtiest smile in galactic history. “They could have been using an astral drive. That means no hyperspace bubble. And besides us, only the Yarasi possess astral tech.”

	She clearly wanted the observation to hang in the air like a final declaration of her victory, but Reyes wasn’t willing to let go of his own pet theory just yet. 

	“There are pirate groups in the Drift and the Traverse with Yarasi members,” he said. “They could have stolen an astral drive.”

	“True, though pirates with astral tech would presumably have more profitable targets to hunt than a lowly freighter,” Ellis added. “Even if this ship was smuggling illegal weapons, there are plenty of more valuable prizes out there.”

	A dark thought belatedly occurred to me, and I very nearly kept it to myself. It was almost certainly incorrect, and it would undoubtedly make these fresh-faced cadets loathe me even more. 

	Still…

	“We can’t rule out another Dominion ship, sir,” I offered. 

	“What?” Pierce hissed. “You can’t be serious. The Admiralty would never authorize an attack on a Pact freighter without—”

	“I didn’t say it was likely, only that it was possible,” I cut in. “Most of our military ships still use astral drives.”

	“True, and worth mentioning just for the sake of thoroughness,” Ellis said, offering me a bit of cover to make my retreat. “Though I’m inclined to agree with Cadet Pierce. Fleet Command would never openly authorize an attack on a Pact vessel without provocation.”

	Left unspoken was an inconvenient truth we both knew all too well: the Dominion Intelligence Directorate had no such qualms about using its own ships to stir the pot and start little brushfire wars here and there. But if these cadets weren’t quite ready for a real mission, there was no way in the Seraph’s name they were ready for a lecture on how galactic politics—or their own government—truly worked. 

	For the first time, I wondered if Ellis had actually wanted my opinion on any of this. I wouldn’t have put it past him to have engineered this little scenario to see how his cadets and I reasoned our way through something unexpected. It sometimes felt like he had been subtly testing me from the moment he’d hauled me out of that flaming wreckage and given me a battlefield commission seven years ago.

	“Well, as entertaining as it is to sit around speculating, we aren’t going to get any more answers from here,” Ellis said, his eyes going back to me. “Major, I want you to head over to that ship and see what you can learn. By my count, this is the sixth ship to have been ambushed and left for dead in the Drift over the past two months, but the Dominion has never been first on the scene. I don’t want to squander this opportunity.”

	“Understood, sir,” I replied with a crisp nod, grateful for the chance get back into my natural element. “I can have a squad suited up and ready to go in ten minutes.”

	The captain shook his head. “No squad. Just you.”

	I blinked. “Sir?”

	“This isn’t a combat mission—there’s nothing alive on that ship. And even if there was, you’re the only one here with any real fighting experience.” He paused for a heartbeat before he pivoted his chair right. “But you will need someone with medical and scientific expertise. That’s why Cadet Pierce will accompany you.”

	This time, she was the one who blinked incredulously. “Sir?”

	“We need to be able to properly analyze any bodies you might find,” the captain explained. “Forensic drones can perform basic autopsies, but they don’t have psionic abilities. This is an investigation, and I want to use every tool at our disposal. Fleet Command is keen to discover who’s behind these attacks—and how we might be able to stop them.”

	Pierce and I looked at each other, and for the first time since I’d stepped off the lift, we appeared to be in complete agreement.

	“Sir, it might be prudent for me to ensure that the freighter is safe first,” I suggested. “The cadet can join me after—”

	“You’re going over together,” Ellis said, his voice cooling several degrees. “If the Yarasi are responsible for this, there could be residual psychic impressions aboard. But those decay even faster than hyperspace bubbles.” 

	As far as bullshit, after-the-fact justifications went, it wasn’t the worst I’d ever heard, but I still didn’t buy it. On the contrary, I was starting to suspect that this whole spectacle he’d put on was just an elaborate setup to get Pierce and I together for some unfathomable reason. Ellis understood better than anyone how the military kept jennies and natties apart as much as possible, and unlike some other senior officers I had worked with, he wasn’t a misguided bleeding heart who believed you could jam a square peg into a round hole if you just used enough lube.

	No, he was definitely up to something, and if we had been alone in his office, I would have argued. Loudly. But I knew better than to question his orders on the bridge, especially in front of cadets. 

	“Understood, sir,” I said. “I’ll be suited up and down at the drop shuttle in ten minutes.”

	“Good.” The captain swept his gaze back out the viewport to the dead freighter. “I’m sure you’ll make a great team.”

	 

	***

	 

	I made it down to my locker in two minutes flat, grumbling to myself the entire time. Even as I keyed in the access code, I couldn’t stop imagining Captain Ellis smiling smugly in his command chair, amused by how much he’d just annoyed me. I promised myself to give him an earful when I got back, perhaps even loud enough that his cadets could hear exactly what I thought about them. 

	Sighing in resignation, I began strapping on my armor. Suiting up was a short process these days, thanks to years of practice combined with modern neoflex design. My current NF-X suit was three times lighter and twice as flexible as the standard-issue armor for Dominion troopers, though with significantly less ablative protection. The black polycarbonate plates weren’t anywhere near durable enough to stop a pulse blast at medium range, let alone up close, but they were reasonably effective against ballistic weapons and shrapnel.

	Not that I really needed it for defense. One of the advantages of my particular set of talents was that I could use armor that emphasized functionality rather than protection. My personalized suit had more features than some vehicles. Advanced thermal imaging and HUD displays, all-purpose integrated scanners, sensor-dampening shields, and optical camouflage for stealth missions…it was everything a warrior needed and more. 

	After retrieving and performing a quick check on my weapons—a heavy TAC-6 pulse rifle and a much smaller SP-2 “Scorpion” pulse pistol—I grabbed my helmet and examined my reflection in the thin red visor. I had neglected to shave again this morning; the two-day stubble was already well on its way to forming a rather impressive brown beard. It was yet another reminder that despite my rank and operational freedom, I was nothing like the men and women who served on these ships. No self-respecting jenny would let his facial hair get so out of control. 

	Honestly, it was probably why I forgot to use the razor so often. Petty acts of rebellion were the best kind.

	I arrived in the hangar less than eight minutes after I had left the bridge, rifle racked to my back and helmet tucked beneath an arm, and yet somehow Cadet Pierce was already waiting for me by the drop shuttle. I probably shouldn’t have been surprised that she was punctual; she seemed like the type of girl who planned every minute of her day, right down to how many bites it would take to chew her ration bar. 

	She had replaced her pristine blue-gold uniform with the sleek, body-hugging light armor fleet officers usually preferred for semi-dangerous away missions. The “skin-suits,” as ’pounders usually called them, provided the bare minimum amount of protection to survive in a vacuum or reasonably harsh environment, and they were about as durable in a firefight as a leather jacket.

	The suit was the same blue shade as her uniform, though without the epaulets. The gloves and boots were a solid black, making the suit look even sleeker—not that it needed the help when the trim feminine body beneath was in such perfect physical condition. Her standard uniform might have been better at highlighting the curves of her legs, but the skin-suit invariably drew my eyes north to her breasts…

	Focus, I mentally scolded myself, shifting my attention to inspect her gear. Her breather mask was still down around her collar, and she had a standard-issue field medic kit slung over her shoulder, an omnitool mount on her left forearm, and a pulse pistol holstered on her belt. 

	“Cadet,” I greeted once I had maneuvered past the technicians and repair drones servicing the various other small craft to join her. Oddly, she looked even grouchier than when we’d been on the bridge. If I had to guess, it probably meant that Captain Ellis had spent a few minutes reminding her that, regardless of her superior breeding and advanced psionic abilities, the lowly natty ground pounder was in charge of this mission. 

	At least, I really hoped he had. Otherwise, she was going to be in for a rude awakening when I started giving her orders.

	“I took the liberty of beginning pre-flight powerup,” she said in her prim voice. “It should be finished momentarily.”

	“Good,” I said, trying not to sound too annoyed. There was nothing wrong with her taking some initiative, of course. But for whatever reason, I still found her presumptive attitude a little irritating.

	“We may as well get on board,” she said, turning toward the shuttle’s open side hatch, but then abruptly pausing mid-stride. She looked back at me, the immaculately trimmed eyebrows of her obnoxiously perfect face rising a quarter centimeter. “You are comfortable piloting this craft, yes?”

	I blinked. At first, I wondered if I had heard her correctly. She couldn’t possibly be so arrogant as to assume I didn’t know how to fly a basic fucking drop shuttle, could she?

	“I’ve flown my share of D-14s, yeah,” I replied as evenly as I could manage, gloved fingers tightening on the rim of my helmet. “Usually while being shot at.”

	“Of course,” she said with a thin smile that made it clear she wasn’t impressed in the slightest. “I studied your service record; you have piloted similar craft on thirteen separate occasions. I just wanted you to be aware that I am also certified in its operation, should you prefer to act as co-pilot.”

	I barely managed to stop my jaw from falling open. I had learned to never underestimate the sheer hubris of anyone who wore that blue uniform, but this was something else. This girl had probably never left the mothership before this mission, let alone set foot on a real planet or fought in an actual engagement. Yet here she was, brazenly implying that I should sit there and jerk off in the corner while she took the controls. Unbelievable. 

	“I’ll fly,” I said, letting a dozen biting retorts die stillborn on my lips. Ellis wouldn’t be happy if I started antagonizing her before the mission even started. Not that such considerations had ever stopped me from chewing out arrogant jennies before. I honestly wasn’t sure what was holding me in check here.

	It’s because she’s hot. Really hot. There’s no point in denying it.

	“As you wish, of course,” Pierce said, offering me another unimpressed smile. She seemed to have an endless supply ready to go at a moment’s notice. “I doubt there will be any problems, regardless. The gravimetric currents in this part of the Drift are relatively mild.”

	Is she lecturing me about the Drift now? By the fucking Seraph…

	“Right,” I muttered, gesturing up the ramp. “After you.”

	Her blue eyes settled on my armor before she moved, and I could almost see the neurons firing in her brain while she tried to figure out why a Dominion soldier was wearing a neoflex suit instead of something much heavier. Since she had studied my service record, she probably assumed that I was a heavy shock trooper. 

	But rather than risk her pride by asking me for clarification, she boarded the shuttle instead. I finished up the exterior pre-flight check, mostly just to give myself a minute to regain my composure, before I finally joined her in the cramped cockpit. D-14s weren’t exactly luxurious; the tiny shuttles were designed to carry light cargo or a handful of soldiers. 

	She settled into the co-pilot’s seat, her gloves fingers dancing across her control panel to confirm that everything was up and running. After setting my rifle into the holder on the bulkhead, I dropped down into the pilot’s chair to her left, tempted to put on my helmet early just so it would be more difficult to get distracted by the curves of her skin-suit in my peripheral vision. 

	“Shuttle Danespra online and ready,” I announced, toggling on the com. “Requesting clearance for departure.”

	“Permission granted, Danespra,” Captain Ellis replied. “Reestablish coms once you’re aboard. We’ll be waiting.”

	“Acknowledged, Stormrider. Stand by.”

	The bay doors began to open as I fed power to the shuttle’s thrusters, but as tempting as it was to blast into space at break-neck speed just to see if I could annoy my companion, I followed protocol and took us out gently instead. 

	The hangar walls glided past, and then the endless night swallowed us whole. In many sections of the Drift, the gravimetric currents would have pulled and shaken the shuttle the instant I left the protection of the Stormrider’s shields, but this particular stretch of space was calm enough that the shuttle’s systems could easily compensate.

	The damaged Pact ship was visible the moment we left the hangar, its T-shaped design making it look more like a ramming tug than a freighter. Nearly all Pact support craft had the same blocky silhouette, while their warships were every bit as sleek as their Dominion counterparts. 

	Though few were as sleek as the Stormrider. As we drifted further away, I had a perfect view of the Science Directorate’s latest project, the eponymous Stormrider-class assault frigate. Designed to be able to “ride” the gravimetric currents of the Stygian Drift and delve deeper than ever before into the tempestuous astral storms of the Veil, it was part of the Directorate’s ongoing efforts to understand the nature of the phenomenon—and, ultimately, to aid in the construction of a stable jump corridor that would finally allow us to reconnect with the rest of the Dominion we had left behind almost two centuries ago. 

	Visually, the Stormrider was reasonably similar to the previous generation of frigates. The flared, seashell bow tapered gracefully toward the aft third, where the hull widened once more to accommodate the main drive and a pair of small but powerful sublight engines. It was a handsome ship, lean yet tough, its leashed potential evident in every smooth, sturdy line.

	“Looks like there’s stable atmosphere behind that breach on the starboard section,” I commented, pulling up a projection of the stricken freighter on the tactical hologram between me and Pierce. “The attackers probably triggered an emergency containment field. Tricky for us to penetrate, but it will still be easier to get through than trying to cut our way through their cargo doors.”

	“Pirates often leave behind explosive devices as traps for their rivals,” Pierce said in a tone that suggested she had read this particular fact but never experienced it herself. “It is far less likely that they will have mined the cargo hold.”

	“I thought you were convinced that the Yarasi are responsible.” 

	“I am,” she said coolly. “But it would be foolish not to consider the possibility that I am mistaken. Especially since we are operating on limited information.”

	Perhaps there are limits to her arrogance after all. Good. 

	“Fair enough,” I said. “Though we can run a scan to search for explosive material when we get close. It will still be a hell of a lot faster than the alternative.”

	If she was annoyed by my decision, she didn’t show it. I locked in a course and dialed up the thrusters for a quick burst of acceleration. The Stormrider was so close that it would only take me a minute to get the drop shuttle into position. 

	In the meantime, I might as well figure out why the hell she’s here.

	“You mentioned that you’ve read my service record,” I said conversationally as the shuttle slowly crossed the gap between the two ships, aiming for a good-sized hole in the freighter’s midsection. “You have me at a bit of a disadvantage. I wasn’t expecting the captain to have a ship full of cadets when he picked me up. What’s your specialty?”

	“I don’t have one.”

	I cocked an eyebrow at her. “I thought fleet cadets always had a specialization.”

	“Most do. I do not.” Pierce shrugged. “The Commandant of the Academy decided it was unnecessary.”

	“Okay…” I murmured, confused. “Then what are you good at, exactly?”

	“Everything.”

	Had I been back in the barracks on New Praxius surrounded by other ’pounders, we would have all shared a nice hearty laugh—first because we would have assumed that she was joking, but then even louder when we realized she wasn’t. Perhaps I was wrong about her ego having limits after all. 

	“I’m not exaggerating,” Pierce added. “Captain Ellis can show you my Academy records. I have attained top marks in all core psionic disciplines, and my marksmanship and hand-to-hand combat scores are excellent.”

	“How nice,” I said, still resisting the urge to snort. 

	“I am more than capable of holding my own in a fight,” she insisted, her pale blue eyes suddenly turning hard. “I have completed every combat simulation at the highest difficulty and thoroughly studied the tactics employed in every major ground and fleet engagement fought over the past decade.”

	“Is that so?” I replied, wondering if the question sounded as patronizing to her as it did to me. I had no doubt that she had done her homework, but that wasn’t really the point. Plenty of fleet officers thought they were the next Admiral Haskin right up until someone starting shooting at them for real. 

	“Captain Ellis selected me as his XO for this training cruise because I am set to graduate at the top of my class,” she said. “I will have my choice of any assignment in the fleet.”

	Good for you. 

	“I’m glad to hear it,” I said instead. “I’m sure you have a promising career ahead of you.”

	She went quiet for a time, but I could feel the heat of an irritated glare on the side of my face. “I’m only trying to set your mind at ease. You clearly don’t believe I possess sufficient experience to aid you on this mission, but I assure you that nothing could be further from the truth. I earned top marks in xenobiology—if the Yarasi boarded this vessel, I will find the evidence we need to prove it.”

	We were about halfway to the freighter when I turned and met her gaze. I expected to be greeted with the heat of another baleful glare, but instead her eyes looked…pleading. Not as if she were annoyed that I hadn’t recognized her obvious superiority, but that I didn’t seem to be taking her seriously. 

	Shit.

	“I’m not worried about that in the least,” I said, letting my tone soften. “I’m sorry if I gave you that impression. It’s just…well, it’s been a while since I’ve been part of a crew. Or even had a partner.” 

	Her brow furrowed. “I was surprised when the captain said we would be picking up a single soldier yesterday. You were alone on Secunda Minor?”

	“I’m almost always alone these days.”

	“I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “Why would Fleet Command deploy a single trooper to an uninhabited planet at the edge of the Traverse?”

	I considered concocting a bullshit explanation, mostly out of habit—the vast majority of my deployments these days were classified, though my week-long excursion on Secunda Minor wasn’t technically one of them. 

	“I was dropped off a week ago to search for pirate activity in the area,” I said, shifting my attention back to the controls. We were getting close to the Pact vessel, and I made a few adjustments to bring us flat against its underbelly. “The Intelligence Directorate had a lead that one of the larger groups in the Traverse was trying to relocate closer to the Secunda jump corridor where they could hit cargo ships cutting through the Drift on their way to Thandinar or Ramanis. Turns out it was another pointless gazack hunt. The only base I found had been abandoned for several years at least.”

	“I see. And they didn’t provide you with any support?”

	“Like I said, I’m used to solo ops these days.”

	I could feel her studying me again, and I could tell that the information had revised her estimate of my importance upward several notches. There was more I could tell her—a lot more—but Captain Ellis probably didn’t want the rest of the crew to know what I was.

	Or what I had really been doing on Secunda Minor.

	The shuttle rocked gently as I brought it flat against the hull of the other ship, right beside the jagged hole, and I ran through a quick check of the sensors before I unfastened my seat restraints and turned my whole body to face her. 

	“The name’s Kal, by the way,” I said. 

	“I know,” she said mildly. “Kaldor Zeris, twenty-six years old, born on the Borderlands colony of Nirivarr. You were given a battlefield commission by Captain Ellis shortly after a Krosian attack on the capital seven years ago.” She paused, an almost imperceptible smirk tugging at her lips. “I have an excellent memory.”

	“I would assume so. After all, you are good at everything.”

	Her smirk turned into a real smile. It looked so good on her full lips that I found myself grinning back before I even realized what was happening. 

	That’s the problem with obnoxiously perfect jenny women. Even when they’re annoying, you still kind of want to fuck them. 

	“My name is Miranda,” she said after a moment. “If you’re as tired of hearing ‘cadet’ as I am.”

	“I was getting there,” I said dryly. “Well, Miranda, I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot, but the captain wouldn’t have asked us to do this if he didn’t think we could handle it. So, what you say we get some answers?”

	She nodded. “I’m ready when you are.”

	 

	 

	
2 
The Adversary

	 

	From the perspective of the Stormrider, our drop shuttle probably looked rather like a spaceborne tick digging in for a meal on the Pact freighter’s hull. The analogy wasn’t terrible, considering that we would normally need to cut our way inside. But whoever had boarded the ship ahead of us had already done the difficult work, so all we needed to do was extend a short, membranous umbilical to create a secure seal. 

	It took less than a minute to get everything in place, then another to run some extra scans and make sure we weren’t about to walk into a minefield. Once Miranda and I were satisfied by the results, we grabbed our gear and moved to the umbilical hatch in the other side of the shuttle. 

	I went first, moving through the makeshift airlock to the emergency containment field holding in the atmosphere on the other vessel. Without someone actively firing at me, I doubted that it would take me long to overload it—especially since I had help. 

	“The field remains at full strength,” Miranda said, her holographic omnitool glowing blue over her wrist as she scanned the area from the safety of our shuttle’s hatch. “I’m surprised the vessel didn’t lose main or even auxiliary power. The outer hull took a beating.”

	“Whoever did this knew exactly where to strike,” I said as my armor’s onboard computer scanned the shield for weaknesses and projected the results on the HUD of my helmet. “Another point in favor of the Yarasi theory, though I’m still not completely convinced. This just doesn’t fit their typical mission profile.”

	“Your service record doesn’t mention any missions in Yarasi space.”

	My service record doesn’t mention a lot of things about me.

	“I’ve had a few off-the-books encounters,” I told her, not bothering to elaborate. “But I’m far from an expert. Like you said, we’re operating on limited information here.”

	After a silence, Miranda pointed to a corner. “Looks like the shield is thirty percent weaker in the top right quadrant,” she said. “I could calibrate my tool for a power surge at the right frequency to overload the—”

	“No need,” I replied. “Just hang back for a second.”

	I was a little surprised when she didn’t argue. Maybe the fact that I’d taken a moment to get to know her name had smoothed things over, or maybe being on an actual mission had made us both act a little more professional. 

	Or maybe, just maybe, I needed to get over the chip on my shoulder and give her the benefit of the doubt. No matter how much the average jenny annoyed me, the Dominion fleet was inarguably the most efficient and well-trained naval force in the galaxy. Ellis’s cadets weren’t actually idiots. 

	Reaching out with my black gauntlet, I trigged a surge of energy through the conductors in the fingertips and touched the force field. It wasn’t much—visually, little more than a quick flash of blue light—but the containment field dissipated almost instantly. If someone was still on the bridge of the freighter, they could have easily erected another field, but my sensors still weren’t picking up any life readings. 

	“We’re clear to proceed,” I said. “But stay behind me just in case.” 

	Before advancing, I opened a com channel. “Stormrider, ground team: boarding successful. Will keep you advised.”

	Captain Ellis’s voice came back, deep and strong. “Acknowledged, ground team.” 

	Holding my pulse rifle at the ready, I moved past the collapsed field and into the wide, steel-gray corridor on the other side. My onboard sensors continued feeding data into the HUD of my visor, and I still didn’t see any “presents” left behind by the original attackers.

	But if there was a bomb here somewhere, I wanted to be in position to take the brunt of the blast. Getting shot at and blown up so other people didn’t was basically my job description. 

	That, and doing whatever black ops the Dominion sent me on. 

	I swept my rifle back and forth across the corridor, half expecting to be greeted by a barrage of plasma fire and maybe a sonic grenade or two for good measure. But the only thing inside were corpses. 

	“Two dead Krosian soldiers,” I said, crouching over one of the armored bodies. “Looks like they were shot at point-blank range.”

	The tall, muscular aliens and their familiar dark green armor weren’t riddled with scorch marks from an intense firefight, nor were their bodies perforated with shrapnel from an explosion. On the contrary, they both appeared to have been shot right in the back of their wide skulls. 

	My lips twisted. I harbored no sympathy for Krosians; they were the muscle of the Pact army, an entire species of brutal warriors who took joy in slaughtering whoever their Sillibar masters pointed them at. But it was still disturbing to see a pair of soldiers cut down as if they hadn’t even tried to—or been able to—defend themselves. 

	It didn’t help that I could see their faces so clearly. Krosians didn’t wear full helmets, as a rule. I wasn’t entirely sure why. Even in vacuum ops, they relied on built-in field generators to fill in the gaps and keep out the void. It might have been an old cultural tradition, though it seemed just as likely that Pact engineers found it difficult to fit anything over their oblong skulls and the boar-like tusks jutting out of their jawbones. Regardless, both of these dead warriors had the same leathery gray-green skin and solid red eyes. 

	“Their weapons are fully charged,” I said, squinting at the readout on my HUD. “There’s no scoring on the walls or any sign of dead invaders. It’s almost like they were executed.” 

	My partner stepped into the corridor behind me, her omnitool glowing on her wrist as she scanned the bodies. I braced myself for her reaction, having seen plenty of fleet cadets lose their lunch when confronted by the carnage of a real battle. But if the sight and smell of death was bothering her, she didn’t show it. Distantly, I wondered if she was naturally poised or if she had received specialized training.

	“Strange,” she murmured. “These men weren’t killed by a pulse weapon.”

	I frowned. “What are you talking about?” I pointed to the small, circular burn in the back of one’s head. “That’s a pulse burn at low yield. A ballistic weapon would have left their brains on the floor, and a plasma burst would have melted most of their heads.”

	Her eyes lifted up and met mine through my visor. “The burn was caused by a blade—a psionic blade.”

	“What?” I breathed. 

	“Yarasi weapons are equipped with pulse cells and a psionic bayonet, are they not?”

	My eyes narrowed. One patch of blackened flesh looked about the same as any other to my naked eye, and the omnitool data she shared into my HUD was too technical for me to decipher. But despite my immediate impulse to assume that a cadet was making a mistake, I decided to take my earlier advice and trust her. 

	“Yes,” I confirmed. “Their falquan rifles are designed for ranged and close-quarters combat.”

	“Then it would seem we have conclusive evidence of Yarasi involvement,” Miranda said, though unlike on the bridge, her tone wasn’t boastful in the least. “Other than the Blades of the Seraph, no other soldiers in the galaxy can use psionic weapons.”

	I nodded solemnly. Most Dominion officers had probably never seen a Yarasi falquan in action, but they were the most versatile weapons in the Cluster. They could be rifles, shields, or even swords depending on the circumstances. The fey-like aliens were walking anachronisms in many ways. 

	But they weren’t murderers. At least, not typically. 

	“What I don’t understand is how Yarasi could have ambushed trained Pact soldiers so easily,” Miranda said softly. “This ship was brutally attacked, and a troop transport burned through this section of the hull. Surely the defenders would have been ready to repel a Yarasi boarding party. They’ve been blood enemies of the Sillibar for hundreds of years.”

	“One would think,” I agreed. I had seen a lot of macabre shit over the past seven years serving in the Dominion military, but this was downright weird. “The standard trooper complement for a Pact freighter this size is only four. If half their defenders died here, it’s no wonder they didn’t hold out.”

	“But we know the Pact has been smuggling weapons into the Borderlands. With such valuable cargo, they could have easily doubled or tripled their complement of soldiers. Munitions are more expensive than Krosian fodder.” 

	I nodded fractionally. We still had no confirmation that this freighter had been smuggling anything, let alone weapons, though I had to admit it was pretty likely. Everyone knew that the Pact government—or rather, the conniving, shapeshifting Sillibar who actually controlled it—were determined to arm sympathetic colonies in the Borderlands. That was the game these days, after all. The Tripartite Accords had ostensibly created the Borderlands as a demilitarized buffer between the three major empires of the Tartarus Cluster, but everyone knew it was bullshit. I had grown up there, right in the thick of a never-ending proxy war. Anyone who didn’t realize how important it was to smuggle in weapons and supplies was willfully naïve or an idiot. 

	Or both. 

	“We still have a lot of ship to search,” I suggested, glancing up to the only door leading out of this corridor. My armor projected a quick diagram of the ship onto the HUD of my visor; it shouldn’t take us long to reach the bridge, assuming there weren’t any more forcefields or closed emergency bulkheads in the way. “If we head through that door, we should be able to—”

	“Wait a moment,” Miranda said, frowning down at her omnitool as she lowered into a crouch next to me. “Something’s wrong.”

	“You mean besides the obvious?” 

	“These men were killed recently, Major.”

	It was my turn to frown. “How recently?”

	Her cheeks tightened as she studied the results. “Within the last half hour.”

	A warning tingle raced down the length of my spine. “Are you certain?” 

	“Reasonably,” Miranda hedged. “But if these men were alive thirty minutes ago, the Stormrider should have detected them.”

	I opened the com in my helmet. “Stormrider, this is ground team. Sir, we may have a problem over here.”

	“What is it, Major?” Ellis’s voice came back. 

	“Dead Krosians, sir,” I reported. “Two of them, both by Yarasi psi-blades execution-style.”

	“I beg your pardon?” 

	“That was our reaction, too,” I said, glancing back at Miranda. “But it gets worse: they’ve only been dead for half an hour.”

	I didn’t need to be on the bridge to know the face he was making. Most of the strange shit I’d seen over the years had been with him at my side. 

	“If this ship was smuggling weapons, it’s reasonable to assume that some sections are shielded against basic sensor sweeps,” Miranda pointed out. 

	“But not a random side corridor,” I countered. “Unless the attackers have some kind of portable jammer.”

	“Dammit,” Ellis swore. “This is starting to smell like a trap.”

	“On a Pact freighter in the middle of the Drift that we only stumbled on by accident?” I asked. “Don’t you think that’s a little far-fetched?”

	“I know how it sounds. But something is wrong here, Kal. I can feel it.”

	My instincts agreed with him. This whole situation had seemed off from the beginning, and the warning tingle in my back was getting harder to ignore. “We need more intel. We’ll continue on to the bridge and see what we can find.”

	“Cadet Pierce should return to the shuttle,” Ellis said. “Her safety is your top priority.”

	I opened my mouth, ready to assent, when I caught sight of Miranda’s blue eyes boring into me, as if she were waiting to argue if I instructed her to wait inside the drop shuttle until I gave the all-clear. Most of the fleet jennies I’d worked with would have gladly followed such an order—they weren’t armed or equipped for heavy combat, and frankly it wasn’t their job. 

	They also typically view ’pounders as expendable. The Sillibar aren’t the only rulers who treat their ground troops as fodder.

	But in Miranda’s case, I could tell that she had no interest in hiding, and while I probably shouldn’t have allowed that to influence my decision, the fact of the matter was that she could detect things I couldn’t. And not just because of her omnitool…

	“Understood, sir,” I said. “I’ll keep you informed.”

	“You need my help,” she protested the instant I closed the com. “My omnitool is far more sophisticated and can—”

	“Can you sense anything?”

	She opened her mouth as if to fire off the argument she had preemptively queued up for me, but then abruptly stopped. “What?”

	“Can you sense anything?” I repeated. “With your telepathy.”

	She paused again, blinking, probably feeling silly that she hadn’t already tried it. But that was the difference between simulations and the real thing. It took experience to learn how to keep your cool and use all of your available tools on the field. 

	Her eyes fluttered shut for a moment, and her brow furrowed as she took a deep, cleansing breath. “There is…something.”

	“You need to do better than that.” 

	“It’s difficult to describe,” she said, her eyes slowly reopening. “A faint buzzing, almost like some kind of mental static.”

	“Does that mean anything specific to you?”

	“No. I’ve never sensed anything quite like it before.”

	I pursed my lips in frustration. I had worked with enough telepaths over the years to understand how imprecise their ability could be at times, but that didn’t make it any less annoying. “Could it be some kind of psychic interference from the Drift?”

	“I don’t believe so,” Miranda said, shaking her head. “We’re hundreds of light-years from the edge of the Veil. This is something else.”

	“Well, if you can, keep your mind open as we move,” I said. “Let me know the moment anything changes.”

	Her brow twitched. “You want me to accompany you?”

	“Like you said, I need your help.”

	“But you told the captain—”

	“Just stay behind me,” I ordered. “If something happens, I’ll protect you. Do you understand?”

	Miranda nodded slowly, the confusion in her face gradually giving way to determination. She may not have had experience, but confidence could be a decent substitute in a pinch. For a little while, anyway. 

	“Let’s go,” I said, standing and striding toward the end of the corridor. The flat gray door didn’t open at my approach, but my HUD didn’t pick up any signs of a magnetic seal or conventional lock. 

	“The mechanism is damaged,” Miranda reported. She was tucked right behind me, her omnitool still active over her wrist. “I believe someone shot the panel on the other side and fused the metal.”

	“Maybe a tactical retreat,” I mused, though I immediately realized the flaw of that logic. If the other two defenders had been ambushed, it seemed unlikely that their allies would have been able to run through the door and close it behind them. More likely, the attackers themselves had done it. 

	But why?

	“Stand clear and I’ll—”

	“I can open it,” she said. “If you prefer.”

	I glanced back at her, wondering if she was lugging around a bundle of explosives I hadn’t noticed. But then I remembered that she had allegedly mastered all core psionic disciplines, which meant that telepathy shouldn’t have been her only skill. 

	“Go ahead,” I said, more curious than anything. 

	Nodding, she extended her right hand. There was a low rumble in the air as the door started to shake, and her jawline tightened as she concentrated. I didn’t have any telekinetic abilities myself, but I had seen them used to great effect on many different battlefields. Moving a two-hundred-kilo door would be tough for most psychics even if it weren’t jammed shut, and I was a little worried she might hurt herself…

	But then a screech of tortured metal echoed through the corridor, and the door began to crumple at the edges like an aluminum can being squeezed. Then, with a grunt of exertion, Miranda ripped the whole damn thing off its frame and threw it down the hall behind us, narrowly missing us both. 

	I was so surprised it took a split second to lift my rifle and scan the other side for threats, but the corridor simply continued onward deeper into the ship. There were a few empty cargo containers and opened plastic barrels waiting for us on the other side, but no corpses. 

	“Nice work,” I said. “Remind me not to get on your bad side…any more than I already am.”

	A thin but genuine smile graced her lips. Her heartrate had nearly doubled, according to my HUD, but I didn’t need sensors to see how much the effort had drained her. Her hands were trembling—more noticeable with the shaking omnitool—and she was breathing heavier despite her best efforts to hide it. 

	Never in a dozen epochs would I have imagined that a fleet jenny would be trying this hard to impress me. Why does she even care?

	“After you, Major,” Miranda said.

	Grinning, thankful that my helmet hid the expression on my face, I continued on. The bridge was only about thirty meters away, straight through this corridor and a crew lounge area just ahead. There was another door, jammed shut just like the first, and once again Miranda reached out to try and rip it open with her telekinesis. Sweat began to bead on her brow as she focused, and I was just about to suggest she let me handle it when the hunk of metal peeled away from the frame—

	And revealed a smoldering morgue. 

	I would have been disturbed, albeit not necessarily surprised, if we had stumbled into the bloody aftermath of the freighter crew’s final firefight. This lounge should have been reasonably defensible—the large rectangular food dispenser station in the center could provide decent cover, as could the various tables surrounding it almost as if it were a miniature galley. The Pact engineers had probably designed it that way on purpose as a last holdout before anyone could reach the bridge. 

	But while the lounge was definitely bloody, it was clear that no battle had taken place here. Battles required a foe to fight back. 

	“By the stars,” Miranda breathed. “What happened here?”

	I had no answer. A dozen more dead Krosians littered the area, some sprawled on the floor and others tucked behind overturned tables they had set up as cover. There were several Angoth bodies as well, laborers, technicians, and possibly even pilots who had huddled together behind the food dispenser in the hopes it would protect them. But all of them, soldiers and civilians alike, had been killed by a single psi-blade thrust to the back of the head, exactly like the warriors we’d found in the corridor earlier. 

	“Stay back,” I said, my voice little more than a rasp. “Let me check it out.”

	I crouched and crept forward. My brain was screaming at me to examine the individual corpses more closely, but my training kept my eyes—and gun—locked on the door leading to the bridge just in case this was some kind of overly elaborate ambush. But when my armor sensors insisted that nothing living lay beyond, I finally knelt down over one of the Angoth bodies. It was a female, her wings still tucked neatly behind her back. The macabre mask of horror frozen on her face was even more disturbing than the Krosians, if only because she appeared a bit more human despite the bony ridges of her chin and cheekbones. 

	“Most of the bodies are still warm,” I said, toggling my visor for thermal imaging and then back. “I think some of them were dragged here.”

	“I don’t understand,” Miranda breathed as she slowly moved into the lounge with me. “This is…”

	“Really fucked up,” I replied, finally tearing my eyes away from the dead Angoth woman. I approached the only body I read as cold, though it only took a moment to realize why. “Here’s the Sillibar. Probably the captain.”

	The alien had died right between two Krosians, probably his elite bodyguards, judging from the embellishments in their heavy armor. There was no way of knowing what form the shapeshifting alien had been assuming when it had died, but in death it had reverted to its lanky, mouthless, gray-skinned form. Its bulging, cloudy gray eyes were stuck wide open, and it had fallen right atop its arms, badly twisted them in the process. 

	“Do you sense anything with your telepathy?” I asked.

	Miranda’s brow furrowed as she concentrated again. “The mental static is still there. If anything, it might be getting stronger.”

	I nodded and switched on my com. “Stormrider, this is ground team. Looks like we found the rest of the crew, including the captain.”

	There was no response. I turned to Miranda, who promptly consulted her omnitool. “The coms are working, but there’s a tremendous amount of interference in this section of the ship.”

	The warning tingle in my spine returned with a vengeance. “Why didn’t we detect it before?”

	“I don’t think it was there before,” she said. “I’m trying to localize the source, but I’ve never seen a jamming wave quite like this. Whatever it is, it’s definitely not Pact technology.”

	“Get back to the shuttle,” I told her, pulse quickening. “We need to—”

	I heard the door to the bridge whoosh open a split second before my helm sensors registered movement. An armored humanoid figure was suddenly standing in the doorway, a staff-like falquan rifle in its arms. A blue burst of pulsefire lit up the lounge and flew straight for Miranda. 

	I could have rolled away. Growing up in the Borderlands had taught me to be light on my feet even before the Dominion drill instructors had reinforced the same lesson. A quick step to my right would have left me clear of the blast and given me a perfect opportunity to fire back at the mysterious assailant. Any soldier with a milliliter of self-preservation would have done just that. 

	But like an absolute maniac, I dove in front of the shot instead. 

	The blast should have killed me. Falquan rifles were high-powered weapons, but even a standard pulse rifle would have been fatal from what was essentially point-blank range. In the fleeting milliseconds while the bluish energy burned away a chunk of my armor, I couldn’t help but wonder how a normal military instructor would have reacted to my maneuver. Most species, even the dim ones, instinctively tried to avoid mortal danger. It had taken me a long time to quell my natural impulse to get out of the way like any remotely sane person. 

	Because the job of an Immortal wasn’t to evade fire—it was to absorb it so that his companions wouldn’t. 

	There was a brief flash of heat on my bare skin once the blast finished burning through my pauldron, but then the burst of energy dissipated as if it had struck the hull of a starship rather than delicate human flesh. I knew firsthand how helpless the demonstration could make someone feel, having emptied an entire power pack into a fellow Immortal during my initial training, to zero effect. My mysterious assailant was probably surprised…or would have been, if I hadn’t immediately hoisted up my rifle and shot him in the chest. 

	Sadly, he wasn’t alone. Once my first attacker fell, I spotted at least six other figures in the hall connecting the lounge to the freighter’s bridge, and for all I knew there could have easily been more inside. My visor still hadn’t identified them—my HUD didn’t even seem to register them as targets, let alone tell me anything about them. All I had were my eyes, my instincts, and my innate psionic power I still barely understood. 

	All in all, I liked my odds. 

	“Stay behind me!” I warned, taking a wide stance to make myself as large as I could. I squeezed the trigger on my rifle, saturating the doorway with a barrage of blue energy bolts. I caught one of the attackers right in the head, burning through his narrow helmet and throwing his body back into the bridge and out of view. His partners all crouched as they began to return fire. 

	Most of their shots streaked wide, but a few grazed my armor and melted through the polycarbonate plates like a laser scalpel through ice. There were more flashes of heat on my skin, but I didn’t flinch or duck or do anything to put the woman behind me at risk. I’d been caught in worse positions before, and I knew how to keep my cool. 

	I also knew to keep firing. 

	I just needed to be quick—not for my own sake, but for my companion’s. Every second that ticked by was another chance that an errant blast would slip past me and hit Miranda. And I had no intention of letting that happen. 

	I unleashed a relentless hail of energy blasts, ignoring the ever-increasing overheat warning from my rifle about. I mowed the enemy down one by one while they fired back in vain, unable or unwilling to recognize what they were up against. In a few seconds, there were only two left, one crouched on either side of the doorway. But before I could unleash another salvo, several blue flashes of light erupted from the left side of my body, and it took me a second to realize that Miranda was firing back while using me as cover. 

	I was just about to shout at her to stay down when one of her shots struck the left assailant in the shoulder, knocking him out of cover and allowing me to gun him down. The one on the right kept firing, however, burning a chunk of armor off my thigh and then my arm. 

	And then, for seemingly no reason, he froze in place before violently lurching out from his cover as if someone behind him had shoved him into the lounge with us. I hesitated for a precious second, unsure of what had just happened, but Miranda put a shot right through the visor of his helmet. 

	A cold stillness followed, the sound of our heavy breathing joining the hiss of burned armor and scorched flesh. I kept my rifle aimed at the smoke-shrouded door, waiting for more targets to emerge. But when nothing happened, Miranda broke the silence. 

	“I think…I think that was all of them,” she said, voice trembling. “The mental static is gone.”

	I nodded, my eyes still glued to the smoking doorway, wondering if I should trust the judgment of a cadet in shock. I could hear the faint rattle of her pistol in her hand, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she fell apart when the adrenaline stopped flooding through her veins. 

	But perhaps I was underestimating her again. I had fought alongside veteran Seraphim who wouldn’t have had the focus or the poise to telekinetically grab an enemy and shoot them in the head like that, especially while ducking behind a comrade for cover. This girl had nerves of fucking steel.

	Best in her class, indeed.

	“Are you all right?” Miranda asked, lowering her pistol. 

	“Just a little singed,” I said as my HUD displayed the damage to my suit. It was pretty impressive considering the whole firefight had only lasted a few seconds. The maintenance drones would have their work cut out for them back on the ship. “How about you?”

	“I…” 

	When she trailed off, I turned around to face her. She was crouched on a knee, visibly trembling, her deathly pale face frozen in the unmistakable look of someone who had never seen real combat, let alone killed someone. 

	“You’re psychic,” she whispered. Her eyes were wide, her pupils huge. Definitely in shock. “You’re…Seraphim.” 

	I let out a slow breath, then finally lowered my rifle. “No. Natties don’t get that honor, remember?”

	Her cheek twitched. “But you have powers. Psionic fortification…you belong on the front lines with the Immortals!”

	“We need to stay focused,” I told her. “Are the coms still being jammed?”

	It only took her a moment to reactivate her omnitool. “Yes. Whatever device they were using could be on the bridge.”

	“Or one of the bodies,” I said. “On your feet, Cadet. We’re not done here yet.”

	Miranda nodded mechanically, rising alongside me. The cloud of smoke around us was starting to get thick as scorched panels continued to bleed off heat, forcing her to holster her sidearm and cover her nose with her right arm while the omnitool on her left continued scanning. 

	I advanced cautiously, finger on the trigger of my cooling rifle just in case one of our enemies wasn’t as dead as he seemed. I was tempted to order her to fall back to the shuttle, but ultimately that would just make it harder to protect her. No, the safest place for her was at my side. 

	Or, more accurately, at my back.

	I gingerly stepped forward, my boots crunching over a pile of shattered plastic from a fallen ceiling panel. I had no idea what to expect when I reached the doorframe and knelt over the corpse of the nearest attacker. At a glance, the humanoid figure looked similar to dozens of other species in the Cluster, but whatever technology they were using to hide themselves from our sensors couldn’t have been cheap—nor were the Yarasi weapons they all seemed to be carrying. 

	But as the smoke cleared, it became readily apparently that our assailants were decidedly not Yarasi. Their arms and legs were too long and too cadaverously thin, almost like a shadow stretching across the floor. And the closer I looked, the better that analogy held up: beneath the corpse’s smoldering armor was a patch of smooth, hairless skin as dark and shiny as polished obsidian. With the barrel of my rifle, I nudged the helmet up over its face—

	Or rather, what should have been its face. 

	“Is that…?” Miranda breathed. 

	“Dowd,” I confirmed, a wave of dread crashing over me as I looked down at the smooth, glossy head of the faceless alien. I had never actually seen a Dowd in the flesh before—as far as I knew, no living human had. Two hundred years ago, before the Dominion had set foot in this part of the galaxy, the Dowd had been the major power in the Cluster. They had been on the verge of wiping out both the Sillibar and the Yarasi, in fact, right up until our ancestors had pulverized their homeworld and blasted their fleets into dust. 

	Here in the Drift, there were always scattered reports of marauding, faceless aliens attacking freighters, but no one took the rumors seriously. There were probably cadets in Miranda’s class who assumed that the Dowd were almost as mythical as the Seraph herself. 

	If I weren’t staring at one right now, I might have felt the same way. In a galaxy filled with strange and unusual creatures, the Dowd had always seemed truly alien. Their bodies may have been vaguely humanoid, but the similarities stopped there. They didn’t have discernable eyes or ears or even a mouth, just a trio of strange holes on either side of their head where a human’s temples would be. The Dowd perceived the universe through a kind of echolocation rather than sight or sound. 

	At least, that was what the historical holos claimed. But those same sources also claimed that the Dowd were all but extinct.

	“They must have been in the process of boarding this ship when we arrived,” Miranda said. “We just couldn’t detect them.”

	“Which means their vessel could still be out there,” I reasoned. “We need to find that jammer and warn the Stormrider. We can take the bodies aboard and—”

	A sudden audible hiss rose up from the corpse in front of us. Acting on pure instinct, I whirled and dove on top of Miranda, pinning her to the deck beneath me in case we had missed a concealed bomb or dead-man switch. But there was no explosion, only the hiss that devolved into a sizzle and then vanished altogether.

	“Major?” she wheezed. 

	“Sorry,” I grunted. “Force of habit.”

	Her face was practically smushed against my visor, though she looked more surprised than upset. I lifted myself off her, remaining in a crouch as I rotated around to reexamine the body. It may not have blown up, but considering how little of it was left, it might as well have. 

	“Garathax powder,” I whispered. “Or something damn similar.”

	I swore under my breath when I realized there would be no autopsy—or any other proof that the Dowd were the ones responsible for this attack. The body in front of me had already dissolved, bones and all. The Intelligence Directorate was fond of this little trick, too—it was a great way to ensure that your operatives never became evidence. But I had never seen it used on regular soldiers before. 

	Assuming these Dowd were regular soldiers. It wasn’t as if we had a basis for comparison. 

	“I’ll check the others,” I said, standing. “But I have feeling we’re out of luck.”

	It took less than a minute to confirm my suspicious. Every single Dowd body had been dissolved inside its suit—and the suits themselves had taken a nontrivial amount of damage in the process. The captain would still want to send over a salvage crew to see if we could learn anything from the remains, but if the Dowd were this paranoid about being discovered, I couldn’t imagine that their little death trick wouldn’t take out most of their tech as well. 

	Tech like whatever jamming device they had been using. 

	“…getting this?” Ellis’s voice suddenly said into my ear when the com crackled back to life. 

	“This is Major Zeris,” I said. “We’re alive and well, sir.”

	“Thank the Seraph. What the hell happened?”

	“Too much to go into. But suffice to say, this ship wasn’t attacked by pirates or the Yarasi.”

	“What? Then who was it?”

	I glanced back at Miranda. She was no longer trembling, and her pale blue eyes gazed down at the dissolved bodies as if they were ghosts. 

	“I’ll explain everything when I get back, sir,” I said. “But I promise, you aren’t going to like it.”

	 

	 

	 

	
3 
The Return

	 

	“The Dowd,” Captain Ellis said, his dark eyes narrowed as he stood staring out the small viewport at the roiling crimson mist of astral space. “After all these years…”

	“It’s hard to believe,” I agreed with a sober nod. “And I’m not sure what it means.”

	“Nothing good. I can guarantee you that.”

	Back in my red-black uniform, I was sitting in the chair on the other side of his desk, my hands folded in my lap and my mind churning with a thousand unanswered questions. The scanning crews had finished up over an hour ago, but just as I’d expected, they hadn’t found any clues about where the Dowd had come from or where their ship had gone. All we knew for certain was that they were real. 

	And that, in all likelihood, neither the Pact nor the Yarasi would believe us. 

	“The last official sighting was what, forty years ago?” I asked. 

	“Thereabouts,” Ellis said. “Though unofficially, I can recall at least a dozen potential encounters, most in the Drift but a few in the Borderlands and the Traverse—places where the Admiralty tends to ignore everything without incontrovertible proof.”

	“I can’t exactly blame them for that. If even a quarter of the insane drek you see on the Holosphere was true, it would be terrifying.”

	Ellis snorted softly. He stared out the viewport for another moment, his dark eyes narrowed in thought, before he finally turned around to face me. “Bad enough to discover that a species of malevolent warmongers is still around. Worse when you don’t know what they want or what they plan next.”

	“Or how they pulled this off in the first place,” I said, leaning forward. “I’ve seen a lot of weird shit these past few years, but I never imagined I’d find a ship filled with dead Krosian warriors who didn’t even fight back.”

	“It defies belief,” the captain said. “It’s like they stunned everyone on the damn ship and then picked them off.”

	“But they didn’t vaporize the bodies or even steal the cargo in the hold,” I said. “There were enough weapons on that thing to arm an entire regiment. And enough ordnance to take out a column of mechs.”

	“Or a military outpost. Maybe a few, depending on the planet.”

	I bobbed my head in agreement. The scanning team had sorted out the details after Miranda and I returned to the Stormrider, but I had watched as the reports came in. The freighter hadn’t been smuggling weapons so much as hauling them openly. It was a clear violation of about a dozen interstellar treaties, including the Accords. The diplomats could have field day with this if we let them. 

	But I had a feeling that Ellis wouldn’t want to go that route. Not until we knew more about what was going on. 

	“The whole thing smells like a setup to me,” I said. “I’m not sure what other conclusion we could even draw. Falquan are awkward as hell to use without years of training. There’s no reason anyone would be using them except to try and pin the blame on the Yarasi.”

	“Agreed,” Ellis said. “Though it’s not clear how a non-Yarasi could use the psi-blades.”

	“The modern versions I’ve seen have a small crystal capacitor that can hold a charge,” I said. “Non-psychics could still get a few swings—more than enough for a few stabs in the neck.”

	The captain’s face soured. “Plenty to stage a crime scene, which would explain why they didn’t steal the weapons or vape the ship.”

	“Combined with the observations Cadet Pierce made when we arrived, it offers some pretty ironclad evidence that the Yarasi are to blame.”

	Ellis nodded gravely. “An accusation that could be the spark the Pact needs to start another war. They’re already on edge after Harkaeon. But now…”

	A dark silence settled between us as we both considered the implications of another interstellar war after three decades of tentative peace. The bloody skirmishes before the Accords had killed millions. How many more would die now that every power in the Cluster had spent thirty years refining their weaponry and planning for the worst?

	“I imagine that the Admiralty will wish to begin a full investigation,” I said, breaking the pause. “And ask a lot of pointed questions about how the Intelligence Directorate didn’t see any of this coming.”

	The captain’s cheek twitched so subtly I doubted that anyone else would have even noticed. “What if they did?”

	“Sir?”

	The captain’s dark eyes briefly unfocused. “You and I both know there’s something going on out here, Kal. Something more than a few missing freighters and illegal weapons shipments. Maybe even something more than an unexpected incursion by the Dowd.”

	I studied him for a moment, but he eventually sighed and sank down into the chair behind his desk. 

	“After thirty years of peace, people start to get complacent,” he said. “They start to think that war is obsolete. There’s an entire generation of officers out there who’ve never fought in a serious fleet engagement. They think all the posturing and threats are just a game for the ’Sphere. But we know better. You most of all.”

	“Me?” 

	“You’ve seen the misery and the suffering—you know what life is actually like out there in the Colonies and the Borderlands,” Ellis said. “You didn’t spend your entire childhood in a hermetically sealed vault.”

	No, I got to have the shit beat out of me by pirates and raiders instead. 

	“Is that the real reason you assigned Cadet Pierce to that mission?” I asked. 

	Ellis cocked a graying eyebrow at me. “Excuse me?”

	“You didn’t send her over to that ship with me just to provide support,” I said, reclining in the chair. “Just like you didn’t invite me to the bridge just to get my opinion on who was responsible for the attack. You could have sent me over by myself to get answers, then called in a scanner crew for mop-up once it was safe.”

	“That almost sounds like you’re questioning your superior officer.”

	I shrugged. “He taught me to be perceptive—and to recognize the smell of bullshit.”

	He snorted again, though it gradually turned into a chuckle. “And here I thought I was being subtle. Why didn’t you bring it up earlier?”

	“You also taught me to trust your instincts,” I replied mildly. “And I figured you wouldn’t appreciate being called out in front of all those delicate little cadets.”

	“You’re not wrong,” Ellis said. “About any of it. I had a feeling that you and Pierce would work well together, assuming you could avoid killing each other. It seemed dicey for a few moments there.”

	“You knew it would be. But we figured it out eventually. She’s obviously very skilled.” I smirked. “Just ask her.”

	The captain chuckled once more, then his expression grew serious. “Confidence is a virtue right up until it becomes a liability. She’s one of the best there is, Kal. Every ship in the fleet will be trying to get her the moment she graduates. She could probably get a post on the Supremacy if she wanted.”

	“Probably,” I agreed. Personally, the thought of serving on the Dominion flagship surrounded by thousands of the most entitled jennies in the universe made my skin crawl, but it was inarguably the most prestigious post in the fleet. An ambitious officer like Miranda could end up with her own ship by the time she was thirty. 

	“The reason I mention it is because I’m considering making a play for her when we get back to the mothership,” Ellis said. “The Stormrider isn’t exactly the most coveted post in the fleet, but several admirals owe me a favor or two. Surely enough to borrow a fresh new lieutenant for a few months.”

	I raised both eyebrows. “You must have something big planned if you’re willing to call in old debts.”

	“As I said, we both know there’s something going on out here. I intend to find out what it is—and soon.”

	Jarod Ellis was many things to me: a mentor, a commanding officer, and most importantly, a good friend. I knew his secrets—secret, really—and he knew mine. He wasn’t prone to hyperbole…but I could hear the strain in his voice no matter how hard he tried to disguise it. 

	He wasn’t just worried. He was terrified. 

	“Sir, do you know something?” I asked. “Something you’re not telling me?”

	“I’m twice your age, Kal,” Ellis said. “I know a lot of things I haven’t told you.”

	I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean.”

	He took a deep breath before leaning across the desk. “The Intelligence Directorate believes that the Pact is arming for war. Their shipyards have doubled production in the last two years, and Seraph knows the Krosians breed like feral gimlix. Their ground forces outnumber us at least five to one. They probably outnumber the Yarasi twenty to one.”

	I swallowed. The Dominion and the Yarasi had always relied on powerful psionic technology to level the playing field against the Pact’s superior numbers, but five-to-one odds were pretty damn grim. And since the Intelligence Directorate had finally confirmed that a handful of seemingly random aliens in the Driftward Worlds had started to develop latent psionic abilities for as of yet unknown reasons…

	Well, I didn’t even want to think about how that could change the balance of power in the Cluster. If the Pact could figure out a way to breed psionic Krosians, we were all fucked. 

	“You really believe the Pact will risk an all-out war over a few lost freighters in the Drift?” I asked.

	“It’s more than a few lost freighters, Kal,” Ellis said. “Harkaeon raised the stakes. We’re lucky the Pact didn’t launch a counterstrike the next day.”

	I winced. Harkaeon had been a diplomatic disaster, and no one was content with the inconclusive findings of the Assembly’s investigation. Ostensibly, the Pact had built the outpost for “research and scientific” purposes, but its location within the demilitarized zone—and within relatively close proximity to the Yarasi border—had raised a lot of eyebrows. The Yarasi had claimed that it was a listening post meant to monitor their space, which the Pact had vehemently denied. The Dominion had made it clear that any attempts to build a similar installation near our border would be considered an act of war. 

	Then, about two months ago, the outpost had been completely annihilated. The Pact still insisted that the Yarasi were responsible despite their continued denials, but we didn’t have a definitive answer one way or another. 

	It had been the biggest diplomatic crisis in thirty years. Not just smuggling weapons or a satellite war, but threats of true retaliation. 

	“Do you think the Dowd are responsible for that, too?” I asked. 

	“What I think is that there are people on all sides who think the Accords were a mistake,” Ellis said, his jaw visibly tightening. “The Mire, the Rividian Column, even some of the brass. And now, after decades of silence, the Dowd show up and seem eager to give them an excuse to fight.”

	“So you agree with my theory,” I said. “You think they were trying to frame the Yarasi?”

	“Like you said, I don’t see any other conclusion. For all we know, the Dowd could be responsible for our missing ships in the Traverse. Or the missing Yarasi ships in the Spiral—that could even be where they got those falquan in the first place.”

	“That was my thought as well. Yarasi don’t sell their tech to anyone. I don’t know how else they would have gotten their hands on so many of those weapons.” I pursed my lips in thought. “I just wish we’d been able to run a damn autopsy. Without the bodies, we don’t have any physical evidence.”

	“That’s precisely why we need an investigation—and why I plan to ask the Admiralty to let me take the Stormrider into the Borderlands.”

	My eyes widened. “You want to prevent a war by violating every treaty on the books?”

	“I want to do what is necessary to learn the truth. And for that, I’m going to need good people. People who aren’t biased by decades of preconceptions.” The corners of mouth twitched. “People I can trust.”

	I tried to read his expression again. There was something there, not just in his face but behind his eyes…

	I inhaled sharply. “You already knew about the Dowd, didn’t you?”

	This time, his mouth didn’t move at all. “You’re being perceptive again,” he muttered. “I’m not sure I like it.”

	“Too bad for you.”

	Ellis snorted. “The answer is no, I didn’t know about the Dowd.”

	I waited. “But?”

	“But I’ve been suspecting an outside party for some time,” he said. “Peace is bad for business. And it’s even worse for zealots. You and I both know that there are factions within the Admiralty who are all too eager to send a fleet into the Borderlands and start another war. Two hundred years after getting trapped behind the Veil, and they still believe it’s our sacred duty to ‘unify’ every last sector in the galaxy in the Seraph’s name.”

	“What exactly are you suggesting, sir?”

	“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m merely restating what I already told you. There are a lot of people in this galaxy—including some on our side—who desperately want an excuse to fight.”

	Ordinarily, I considered interstellar politics above my paygrade—I went where I was sent and did what I was told. But I still understood that the current ceasefire between the major powers in the Cluster wouldn’t last forever. Triumvirates were inherently unstable, and while the Yarasi seemed more or less content to defend the borders of their ancient empire, the Pact was a different beast entirely. The Krosian broods thirsted for blood, and it was only a matter of time before their Sillibar masters set them loose. 

	Back in the Dominion Colonies, no one wanted to believe that three decades of peace could come to an end over a few missing ships, but anyone who had served on the frontlines knew better. I had seen the devastation wrought by the countless skirmishes and satellite wars in the Borderlands; I had cleaned up the mess after the Krosian hordes had butchered defenseless settlements. 

	And unlike the legions of self-righteous idiots on the Holosphere who claimed that the Dominion was just as bad as our enemies, I understood that the alternative to an imperfect order was nearly always deadly chaos. Growing up in a lawless shithole like Nirivarr, I had witnessed the brutality of pirates and slavers and petty warlords firsthand. I wouldn’t wish such a fate on anyone. Vacuums of power were every bit as deadly as deep space. 

	“Maybe the Pact deserves to get a bloody nose every once in a while,” I said after a moment. 

	“If the bleeding would stop there, I would be inclined to agree,” Ellis replied. “But we both know it won’t. It never does.”

	I nodded again. He wasn’t wrong; history demonstrated that well enough. The Dominion had been at war with the natives of the Tartarus Cluster for at least half of the two centuries since the Expeditionary Fleet had arrived. First the Dowd, then the Pact, then countless skirmishes with minor empires as we absorbed them…

	“This mission of yours,” I said. “You want to scour the Borderlands and see who else might be pulling the strings. Not just the Dowd.”

	“That’s the long and short of it, yes,” Ellis confirmed. “I want to stop a war if we can. But if we can’t…well, I want to make sure we’re fighting the right enemy for the right reasons. The Stormrider is one of the fastest ships in the fleet, and she’s hard to pin down. With a small but smart crew, she can go places the rest of the fleet can’t.”

	I scratched at my stubble. I could tell that he was still playing this pretty close to his vest—he knew more than he was letting on, and there was no way in hell he would be this on edge about a simple recon mission. No, whatever he was planning, he’d been thinking about it for a while, long before we had happened upon this Pact freighter or discovered the Dowd. 

	I would have kept grilling him for details if I thought it would do any good. But he wasn’t the type of man who kept secrets without a good reason. And since we were on our way back to the Pride of Keledon—a mothership filled with almost a million people, many of whom were powerful telepaths—it wasn’t hard to figure out why he was being cagey. 

	“I suppose we’ll have to see if the Admiralty agrees with you,” I said. “How long do you expect us to be on the mothership?”

	“If I get my way, not more than a few days,” Ellis said. “Whether I manage to hook Cadet Pierce or not, I plan to assemble a tight crew. The fewer the better.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “So, you’re saying I won’t be getting any backup?”

	“Do you need backup?” he asked dryly. “I’ll send the mission logs down to your quarters shortly. In the meantime, you should get some rest. You’d probably rather have me send you on another solo op to a wasteland planet than spend a few days on the mothership.”

	“There’s no ‘probably’ about it, sir,” I grumbled. “But I’ll manage somehow.”

	“I know you will,” Ellis said, a smile returning to his face but then fading almost as quickly. “We have to figure this out, Kal. Before it’s too late.”

	“We will, sir,” I assured him. “We always do.”

	 

	***

	 

	It was a four-day trip from the edge of the Stygian Drift back to the Dominion Fleet in deep space, and I intended to spend the bulk of the fifteen-hundred light-year journey in the Stormrider’s armory. Not because the maintenance drones needed help repairing my armor—they could replace the disintegrated plates within a few hours—but because it was the quietest and most isolated part of the ship. A place where I could train, work out, and think in peace. It might not have been a solo op on a wasteland planet, but it was the next best thing. 

	But barely a day after we set out, my plan fell apart. And not for any reasons I would have ever suspected. 

	I was on my way from the armory to my cramped quarters on the lower decks when I saw Miranda standing alone in one of the long, central corridors, just outside the ship’s infirmary. I slowed my gait when I spotted her, wondering if I should try to make small talk just to be polite. She was staring down at her holopad. 

	And crying. 

	My stride faltered. Few things in the universe were as attention-grabbing as the sight of a weeping young woman. Pact battleships jumping into a system always got my blood pumping, and there was nothing quite as invigorating as a life-or-death melee with a frenzied Krosian warrior. But I was convinced that there was something hard coded into human males to defend females in distress, and I found myself striding toward her before I consciously realized what was happening. 

	Besides a pair of other cadets having a chat in a semi-secluded nook behind me—and a Kali technician with a repair drone fixing a panel further down the hall—traffic in the corridor was thankfully light at the moment. Hopefully it would stay that way. 

	“Cadet?” 

	Miranda inhaled sharply as she turned, and I got my first up-close glimpse at her bloodshot eyes and seeping makeup. “Major!”

	“Are you all right?” I asked, resisting the urge to reach out and touch her arm.

	“What? Oh! Yes…yes, of course.” She lowered her holopad and quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her glove. “I’m sorry, I just…”

	She trailed off, and I could see the flash of embarrassment rush through her cheeks. And not the good, flirty kind—the kind where my stomach twinged in sympathy. No one wanted to be caught crying in public. And given how well she’d kept her cool back on the Pact ship, I doubted she lost her composure very often. 

	“I just received some unexpected news when we synced up with the Holosphere relay, that’s all,” she managed, her eyes darting to the other cadets as if in terror that they might notice her in disarray. 

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, hoping I sounded sympathetic rather than patronizing. Had I the power, I would have happily whisked her away to somewhere private to spare her dignity. But I was an Immortal, not a Psychoporter, so all I could do was try and position myself in such a way as to conceal her from anyone who happened to stroll by. Thankfully, my broad shoulders combined with my twenty-centimeter height advantage offered pretty effective cover. 

	“It’s not your fault,” Miranda grumbled. “It’s just…” 

	She swallowed, as if trying to decide whether she could—or should—share her news with me. I certainly wouldn’t have blamed her if she had excused herself and dashed away. But she didn’t. 

	“It’s from the Academy,” she said, her voice soft and trembling. “They have informed me that I will not be graduating with the rest of my class,” 

	“What?” I asked, frowning. “Why? I thought you said you were the top of your class in everything.”

	“I am! By all the real metrics, not the bullshit ones.”

	“I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head. “If you need a superior officer to vouch for you, I’m sure Captain Ellis would—”

	“It’s not that,” she interrupted. “It’s…well, it’s the Seeding.”

	I blinked. “The…what?”

	Miranda sighed. “Repopulation. The Admiralty wants us to constantly shore up our numbers without relying on the Colonies.”

	My expression remained puzzled. I had heard some wild rumors about relationships on a fleet, but I had always assumed that most were exaggerated. And honestly, I had never particularly cared to learn the truth. The jennies—“genetically engineered”—were practically an alien culture to anyone from the Colonies or the Borderlands.

	“All female cadets are required to produce at least one fertilized embryo before they graduate,” Miranda explained, sensing my confusion. “We get extra points for more, especially if they are from different men. Some of the girls produce dozens before they earn their commission…”

	I blinked again, still stunned. For once the rumors might have been less crazy than the reality. 

	“It’s ridiculous, right?” she said, hissing as if she were ready to chuck her holopad down the hall. “What kind of captain would take an officer who spent all her time spreading her legs instead of acing her exams?”

	“Not a good one,” I managed. The whole point of jennies, at least from my perspective as an outsider born beneath a real sky, was that they were lab babies grown and raised exclusively on starships so they couldn’t be “tainted” by external environmental factors. They were pure and perfect, distilled of all those annoying natty imperfections. 

	“It’s insulting,” Miranda growled. “I’m on this ship to learn and train, not fraternize.”

	She took a breath, her hands balling into fists as she tried to gather herself. But when she finally met my gaze again, she abruptly paused. Her pale blue eyes examined me for a long moment, as if they were trying to find an answer to a difficult question. 

	“So, maybe I just haven’t been paying attention,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder as another cadet passed by. “But I’ve been on the mothership several times, and I’ve never seen any pregnant women.”

	“Of course not,” Miranda said as if it were obvious. “They extract the embryos within a week of fertilization. They’re all moved to the labs where they can be modified. There are no actual mothers on the mothership.”

	“Ah,” I murmured as the pieces slowly came together. I suppose I had never really put much thought into it, but I had always passively assumed that jennies were conceived completely artificially rather than modified later. 

	It doesn’t seem possible, but these people are even weirder than I thought. 

	“Um…I know how this is going to sound, but…” Her prim voice gave out, and I saw another flash of pink in her cheeks before she threw up her hands. “Never mind. Forget it.”

	“It’s all right,” I assured her. “What is it?”

	Her blue eyes locked on mine, and she nibbled at her lower lip for a moment as she studied me again. “Would you…would you consider helping me out?”

	My heart skipped a beat. And then another. And then at least three more. “Uh…help you?”

	Miranda nodded. “I know it’s awkward. And I know there are obviously plenty of other men my age on this ship. But to be honest, I don’t get along with most of them, and you seem…well, different. I-I thought we made a pretty good team yesterday. So, if you’re willing, maybe you and I could…you know.”

	This time, my heart didn’t so much skip a beat as stop working altogether. I leaned away, mouth falling open, wondering if this was some kind of bizarre jenny prank. But Miranda didn’t strike me as the joking type, and after staring down at her perfectly symmetrical face for a few seconds, I knew she was serious. 

	This girl—this beautiful woman who had been upset when I had merely set foot on the Stormrider’s bridge with her yesterday—was asking me to get her pregnant. It was so far beyond the realm of plausibility that I genuinely wondered if my brain was getting enough oxygen in here. 

	And yet…

	“Yes,” I said quickly. Perhaps too quickly. “I mean, sure. Yeah. I wouldn’t mind trying to help you out. If that’s what you want.” 

	“Really?” she gasped, suddenly beaming. “You’d do that for me?”

	Yes. One hundred fifty percent yes. One thousand percent yes.

	“Of course,” I said as coolly as I could manage. I had to remind myself to breathe. “After all, the fleet can’t afford to miss out on someone who’s good at everything.”

	Her smile flashed so bright it was practically blinding. I grinned back, almost embarrassed at how hard my pulse was pounding in my ears. I was no green lad; I had been with plenty of women before I’d joined the service and plenty more since, including a fair number of alien girls with certain qualities that no human woman could match. 

	But even with all my experience, there was no denying that Miranda was unique. With her looks, she should have had every male cadet in the academy begging for the chance to push up her skirt and help her with this “Seeding.” She should have had every female cadet dying of jealousy. 

	“You’ve no idea how much this means to me,” she gushed, placing her hand on my chest. “Thank you so much!”

	“It’s no problem at all,” I said. “Just, uh, just name the time and place.”

	“Hmm? Oh, right.” She composed herself and tossed a quick glance around the hall. “How about my quarters at nineteen hundred hours?” 

	“Sure thing,” I said, trying not to sound too excited. “I’ll see you then.”

	“Great,” Miranda said. She started to turn but stopped herself mid-twist. “I really can’t thank you enough for this, Major. I won’t forget this, I promise.”

	Offering me a final, relieved smile, she turned on a heel and strode off down the corridor. I stayed in place, no longer able to ignore the taper of her waist, the curves of her hips, or the way she seemed to float atop the heels of her boots. 

	“Yeah,” I whispered. “Neither will I.”

	 

	 

	 

	
4 
A Favor

	 

	I was riding the lift up to the Stormrider’s crew deck when the chrono struck eighteen fifty-five, which Miranda would hopefully interpret as appropriately prompt without seeming overeager. I’d shaved and showered, my uniform was pressed, and my boots were polished to a mirror sheen. I snickered, amazed and frankly a little embarrassed at how much thought I was putting into this. I was twenty-six, not sixteen, yet I felt as nervous as the first time I had taken a girl out on a date. It was a bit ridiculous. 

	Then again, it’s not every day that the hottest woman in the Academy invites you to pollute their precious gene pool. 

	Grinning, I strode off the lift into the mostly empty corridor on the other side. There was another Kali technician working at an open access panel, her normally brown scales shimmering a thoughtful black as she ran a diagnostic on a power conduit, but otherwise I was alone. I tossed a quick glance down at my holopad as I approached Miranda’s door, confirming that I had a whole minute to spare. Taking a deep breath, I touched the door chime.

	“Come in!” Miranda’s voice called out. The door whooshed open, and I stepped inside. 

	Into quarters fit for an admiral.

	My mouth fell open as I swept my eyes around the spacious room—or, more accurately, the two spacious rooms linked together. The first, directly in front of me, was about the size of Captain Ellis’s office on the bridge, and it seemed to serve a similar purpose. Miranda was currently sitting at a workstation set against the far wall by an oval viewport, while the middle of the room was basically a lounge and entertainment center with a couch, a table with an integrated holo-projector, and several wall-mounted vid-screens. The adjoining room to my right must have been her sleeping quarters and washroom—I could just see the end of her bed from where I was standing. 

	“Sorry it’s a little cramped,” Miranda said as she turned, uncrossing her legs and bouncing to her feet. “Cadets don’t get full quarters like the officers.”

	I thought about telling her that my quarters on the lower decks were a third this size—and that I had once spent six months on a ship sharing such a space with three other soldiers. After that, I considered explaining that most ’pounders who deployed in active combat zones would have gladly traded an eye for a real meal, let alone a comfy bed.

	I really need to have a word with Ellis about this. 

	But then she strode toward me on those long, shapely legs of hers, and I decided that no grudge in the universe was worth killing the mood. 

	“It’s…cozy,” I said instead. 

	She stopped half a meter in front of me, her red lips still wide in a smile. She had repaired her makeup and perhaps even added an extra splash of eyeshadow to highlight the brilliance of her blue irises. 

	“I can’t thank you enough for agreeing to this,” she said. “I know it’s awkward, and I’m sure you’re very busy. But hopefully this will be as quick and painless for you as possible.”

	I arched an eyebrow at her. “You almost make it sound like a surgery.”

	“What? Oh! T-that’s not what I meant!” Her face flushed. “I just…I mean, I-I don’t have a lot of experience with this particular…um, activity.” She paused and shrugged. “I don’t have any experience with it, really.”

	Stars, she’s a virgin? How is that even possible?

	“It’s all right,” I soothed with the most reassuring smile I could muster. “I was just teasing, that’s all. Breaking the ice a little, you know?”

	“Right. Right, of course.” 

	She cleared her throat and glanced away, and I couldn’t help but marvel at the difference between the anxious, flustered girl in front of me and the cool, confident cadet I had worked with on the Stormrider. It was shocking…and, well, cute. It made me want to take her in my arms and pull her in for a firm, reassuring kiss. 

	Don’t rush her. And don’t do anything stupid. It’s not like I haven’t done this before. 

	“Would you, um, would you like a drink?” Miranda asked, eyes finally returning to me. “I was given a bottle of Drellian brandy last year that I’ve never opened. I hear it’s quite good.”

	“Sure,” I said. “I haven’t had a real drink since I came aboard.”

	“Great! Let me get you a glass…”

	Turning, clearly glad for a respite to get her bearings, she dashed around the corner into her bedroom. 

	Once she was out of sight, I strolled closer to her desk and inspected the rest of her quarters more closely. Surprising no one, every centimeter of the room was spotless. She struck me as the type of girl who attacked clutter with the single-minded fury of an antibody exterminating a virus. 

	Frankly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she even cleaned everything in here herself rather than relying on one of the janitorial mechs to do it for her. My own quarters would certainly be tidier if I could telekinetically organize it from the comfort of my bed.

	Glasses clinked in the next room as I swept my gaze around to study the accoutrements she had chosen for decorations. Or, more accurately, the lack thereof. Besides her personal computer and the furniture, there was nothing here—no artwork, no awards, no holos or even still images of family or friends. It was almost like she had just moved in, but I knew she had been serving on this ship with Captain Ellis for almost a month.

	He had once told me that you could learn a lot about a person from the knickknacks they kept in private places. These were obviously the quarters of an ambitious, highly driven woman—one who had no meaningful social connections whatsoever. 

	“I’ve never tried this myself,” she said as she came around the corner with a glass in either hand. The dark yellow liquor inside seemed to swirl with a constellation of stars as she moved. “It smells…interesting.”

	“It’s usually pretty strong stuff,” I warned. “And oddly tart for a brandy.”

	“Hmm.” She stopped and handed me the glass. “I’ll have to take your word for it. You may find this hard to believe, but I don’t entertain guests very often.”

	I shrugged. “Nothing to be ashamed of. It’s something else we have in common.”

	She grinned. “Surveying backwater planets behind enemy lines seems a bit different than serving on a starship with a million other people.”

	“They’re both hostile environments in their own ways. Sometimes the local wildlife leaves you alone, other times it tries to eat you. Sounds about like every ship I’ve ever served on.” 

	“I suppose so,” she said, her grin turning back into a real smile.

	Damn, it looks good on her. Now if I can just get her to laugh, maybe she’ll finally relax.

	“Well, here’s to solo operations,” I said, tapping my glass against hers. “And safe nights in the wilderness.”

	I took a drink. I barely even noticed the tart, woody burn in my throat; all of my attention was focused on the way her eyebrows lifted in surprise the moment she took her first sip. 

	“That’s…really good,” Miranda said. She took another sip and delicately swirled it around her mouth for a few seconds. “I should have opened it sooner.”

	“If you like tart, I could try to get you Nirivian ale next time I’m in the Borderlands. I’ve never found anything else like it.”

	“I’d like that,” she said, finishing the rest with a final gulp. Though this time, she seemed to be paying far more attention to me than the liquor. “You seem very…experienced.”

	“Mostly at getting shot,” I replied. “But sometimes you learn a few things between pulse rounds.”

	Miranda smiled again, and she continued staring at me even as she set her glass down on the table behind her. When I polished off mine a second later, she gently plucked it from my hand then placed it next to hers. 

	“I bet you have a lot of incredible stories,” she said. “Planets you’ve seen, species you’ve met.”

	“A few. Some more entertaining than others.”

	“I’d like to hear them sometime. But you’re doing me a favor and I don’t want to waste your whole night. We should, um…we should get started.”

	Miranda swallowed heavily as she pulled her dark blue gloves from her fingers, then turned slightly as she set them down next to the empty glasses—at a perfect ninety-degree angle with her computer, no less. 

	“I’m afraid I don’t have your experience, but I assure you that I have thoroughly studied the instructional material,” she said, turning back around, her tone becoming businesslike. She raised her fingers to the low collar of her uniform, giving me my first glimpse of her immaculately manicured nails. “I familiarized myself with all the standard sexual positions. The holo-vids on the ship’s computer were very informative.”

	My pulse starting to race in my ears as she began to unbutton her uniform jacket. “Holo-vids?”

	“Yes, there were far more than I realized,” Miranda said, her fingers already down to the fourth button. “I’ve never had the opportunity to practice any of the techniques on a real male before, but I assure you that I’m a quick study. I’ll make certain that you enjoy yourself and—”

	I reached out and took her wrists. She gasped and looked up at me, confused, her top open just enough to give me a glimpse of her white bra and the porcelain cleavage it was struggling to contain. 

	By the stars…

	Pulling her close, I leaned down and kissed her. I inhaled her scent, catching a whiff of perfume, something rich and floral. It was always a risk to dive in and take the initiative with a new partner, but ’pounders learned to trust their instincts. And mine were telling me that this was exactly what Miranda wanted. 

	They were right. Her body seemed to relax all at once, molding against mine for the first time. She moaned softly when my tongue pierced her lips and again when it entwined with hers. I felt her breath catch and her body shiver, and when I relaxed my grip on her wrists, her hands almost immediately stretched out to rest upon my biceps. 

	Fuck, it’s tempting to lift her up onto the edge of her desk and push up that short little skirt of hers…

	But I forced myself to take it slow and explore every millimeter of her mouth and tongue. As hot as she was—as much as I wanted to push her down and fuck her tight little body until I filled her perfect jenny womb—I also wanted to respect the trust she had shown me. Her career was on the line, and it couldn’t have been easy to reach out to a natty ’pounder for help. There were dozens of male cadets on the Stormrider and tens of thousands on the mothership. 

	But she had chosen me. The least I could do was show her a good time. 

	“Oh!” she gasped when I finally pulled back, her lightly shadowed eyelids fluttering. 

	“Sorry,” I apologized with a thin smile. “I might have gotten carried away.”

	“No, that was…” Miranda paused for breath, her tongue slowly dragging across her lips. “That was not at all like I expected.”

	“There’s more,” I said, sliding my hands south to her waist. “If you’re interested.”

	Smiling, Miranda stretched up on her tiptoes and brought our lips back together. I kissed her deeply, content to languidly continue my exploration. She moaned every few seconds, her body practically melting into my arms. She seemed to gain confidence the longer we embraced; her tongue became less passive and more aggressive. Soon, she was the one dictating the moves of our dance. 

	As the minutes passed, I gradually shifted my hands up her sides until they were just below her breasts, and then I continued the work of unfastening the buttons of her uniform. Once the last one popped free, I gently slid my fingers inside and brushed them over her flat stomach. She gasped approvingly, and I felt a wave of goosebumps ripple across her flesh. 

	She definitely isn’t used to being touched. It’s time to remedy that.

	My fingers skated back up her sides, appreciating the silky smoothness of her flawless skin, until they eventually reached her bra. I unclasped it with practiced ease, triggering another startled but pleased gasp. I then finally allowed our mouths to separate, smiling at her still-fluttering eyes and the subtle flush in her cheeks. 

	There was nothing in the galaxy quite like kissing a woman for the first time. And we were only getting started. 

	Miranda had an unmistakably longing, desperate look in her pale blue eyes when they finally opened all the way. She pushed her uniform and bra off her shoulders, allowing them to fall in a pile behind her. And it was in that moment, when I drank in the full glory of her pert, pillowy breasts, that I decided genetic engineering might not have been so bad after all. 

	My hands drifted down to her lower back, and I half-lifted, half-pulled her closer so I could have a taste. Her breath stuttered when I took her left breast into my mouth, her eyes rolling shut and her head lolling back. I could feel her desire in the firmness of her nipple and the quiet coos from her lips. 

	She moaned when I fluttered my tongue over the stiffening bud. The noise caught at the careful graze of my teeth. She whimpered as my tongue began swirling, coaxing her nipple to full, straining hardness. 

	How this girl’s incredible body could have been ignored for twenty-two years defied all reason. It was practically a crime against humanity. 

	But now it’s all mine. 

	I shifted my lips to her other breast, latching onto her nipple and giving it the same loving attention, more tempted than ever to push up her skirt. I was about to give in and do just that when she unexpectedly put her hands on my head. 

	“Wait!” she pleaded, practically panting as she gently pushed me away. “The videos said I should get you ready.”

	Before I could say anything, she dropped to her knees on the carpeted floor. While her hands reached for my fly and pulled down my zipper, I couldn’t help but appreciate the view of her nubile body now stripped down to just her skirt and heeled boots. I had pretty much been hard from the moment she had invited me to her quarters, but at this point my cock was practically a thorotine rod trying to burst free. The moment the zipper was down, she reached inside to unwrap her prize—

	“Stars!” she gasped, her eyes flaring wide when my cock sprang to attention and nearly smacked her lips. “I thought you were a natty!”

	I grinned. “Yeah, well, we’re used to being underestimated.”

	Her eyes stayed round as she examined my engorged tip. She looked almost as surprised now as when she had learned that I was psychic. It made me wonder what rumors the jennies were spinning about us here on the fleet. Were we all supposed to be weak, stupid, limp-dicked barbarians? 

	Miranda wrapped her fingers around my thick shaft and began to carefully stroke me. “Is this correct?”

	“Yeah,” I breathed, nodding as a shiver of pleasure cascaded through me. “Just like that.”

	I had always been proud of my stamina, but it had been almost three months since I had been with a woman. Though given how beautiful Miranda was—and how amazing she and her incredible tits looked from this angle—I’d have been concerned about pacing myself even if I had jerked off in my bunk ten minutes ago. 

	“I suppose I don’t need to get you ready,” she said as a tiny droplet of pre-cum emerged from the tip. “But I’m curious…”

	Miranda trailed off as she stretched out her tongue and licked across my throbbing tip. Another shiver rippled through me, this one so intense it made my knees wobble. Experimentally, she gathered the pre-cum on the tip of her tongue and rolled it back into her mouth as if it were another sip of brandy. 

	“Interesting,” she whispered, though she seemed to be talking more to herself than to me. She leaned forward again, lips opening wide. I bit down on my bottom lip as I watched the swollen head vanish into her mouth…and then felt the warm flick of her tongue on the undershaft. 

	“Ngn,” I moaned, somewhat to encourage her but mostly because I was overwhelmed. While her fingers continued gently stroking the base of my shaft, her mouth became bolder. She began to bob up and down, swallowing another centimeter each time. I didn’t know if she was emulating a holo-vid or following her instincts, but either way, it felt amazing. 

	Maybe she’s not just a quick study—maybe she’s a prodigy.

	It wasn’t long before she took half my length in a single gulp. My hands instinctively reached out to grab a firm hold of her black hair, but I stopped myself short at the last instant. I had to remind myself that she wasn’t Ash—Miranda hadn’t spent the better part of the last seven years throating my cock every chance she got. I needed to let her learn at her own pace. 

	“Ooo,” she cooed when she finally pulled back, breathing heavily. “I almost forgot…”

	I was about to ask what she was talking about when she abruptly turned her head and thrust out her left hand. I had no idea what she was doing until I heard a faint, almost imperceptible rumble…and then watched a hairband soar down from her desk into her palm. 

	“The instructor in the videos said I should give you a handhold if you need it,” she stated matter-of-factly just before she placed the tie in her teeth. After using both hands to pull her black hair back into a tight ponytail, she used the band to clip it in place. “You can grab on if you need to—whatever you prefer!”

	Her eagerness left me speechless, and she dove back in before I could regain my wits to answer, her lips sliding over the tip and engulfing half the shaft. At the same time, her fingers began pumping the base of my cock, sending a fresh surge of euphoria shooting through me. My hand reflexively reached out for her hair again, but this time I didn’t stop short. I still thought it might be a mistake, mostly because I didn’t know how much longer I could last, but also because I didn’t want to disappoint her. After all, she was the one who had offered. 

	My fingers got a firm hold on her ponytail, which I used it to firmly but gently guide her movements. As much as the animalistic part of me wanted to jam my cock all the way down her throat, I knew she wasn’t ready for that. Not many girls wanted to get choked on the first date. 

	That can come later. 

	“You’re doing great,” I rasped, tugging on her hair to draw her back along the shaft. “That feels incredible…”

	Her blue eyes glinted as she looked up at me. Knowing her, she was probably treating this as a personal challenge—another skill she could improve and master. But something about the way she reacted every time I gasped or moaned made me wonder if it was more than that. I suspected she was genuinely enjoying how good she was making me feel. 

	A little too good, if she wanted me to help with the Seeding. 

	“Wait!” I said, pulling back on her ponytail before I crossed the point of no return. “We, uh…we need to be careful.”

	Her eyes settled on my cock, mouth still parted and her ponytail held high in my fist, and from the way she hungrily licked at her lips, I thought she might dive back in anyway. I wouldn’t have stopped her—I had no problem finishing however and wherever she wanted. But her reason seemed to eclipse her lust at the last moment, and she quickly nodded. 

	“Right, sorry,” she said, swallowing. “It’s just…that was a lot more fun than I thought it would be.”

	“I’m glad you think so.” I released her hair and ran a finger along her cheek in a tender caress. “I think you may be a natural.”

	“Really?” she asked with complete earnestness. “You aren’t just saying that?”

	“Not at all,” I assured her. “It’s, um…it’s obvious you’ve read the material.”

	She smiled up at me for a moment as she caught her breath, then leaned forward to gather another bead of pearly fluid from my swollen tip. “We should focus on the Seeding,” she said, the faintest twinge of regret in her voice. “But later…um…would you mind if I tried this again? For practice, I mean.”

	The urge to grab her hair and shove her back onto my cock suddenly rose again. Stars, the things I wanted to show this girl…

	“I’m sure we can find the time,” I said instead.

	“You mean it? That would be wonderful!” Relinquishing her hold on the base of my stem, Miranda bounced back to her feet. “If you’re ready, we could move to the bedroom. The holo-vids recommended we—eep!”

	She squeaked in surprise when I reached out, grabbed her thighs, and hoisted her up into my arms. Her skirt naturally rode up her waist, and my hard cock pressed against the fabric of her panties. It would only take the subtlest push to slide them out of the way, and I would have happily bet my pension that she was already wet enough to take me. 

	But if her videos wanted us on her bed, who was I to argue?

	Leaning in to kiss her again, I carried her into the adjacent room. Her arms seemed to instinctively curl behind my neck, first for support but then to pull me more tightly against her. Her thighs squeezed into my sides, and the tip of my aching cock kept nuzzling harder and harder against her panties as I moved.

	I kept my eyes open enough to navigate even while hers remained closed, but thankfully her bedroom was just as tidy and well-organized as her workspace. I was so fucking horny that my brain barely even had time to process the fact that her bed was twice as large as mine, or that she had her own private washroom, kitchenette, and food storage…

	I gently laid Miranda down on the edge of the bed, fully content to kiss her for another minute while I disrobed. But before I could pop off a single button of my own uniform, however, she pulled me down on top of her as she leaned back onto the creaseless, perfectly straight sheets. I belatedly noticed that her boots had locked behind my back, holding us together, and I would have smiled if my lips weren’t otherwise occupied. 

	I growled my approval against her lips instead, running my hands along her naked sides with possessive affection before returning them to their task. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t reward her initiative.

	Slowly but precisely, I began to grind my manhood against her while we kissed. Her pleased gasps were music in my ears, driving me to grind harder while I worked at unbuttoning my black jacket. Her hands soon joined me, starting from the bottom and working upward until we met. Her fingers pushed inside the moment it was clear, dragging across my chest and its sharply defined muscles, finding the dozens of old scars over my abdomen and ribcage. There was a story behind each and every one. 

	Maybe one day I’ll have the chance to tell her.

	I’d worried that my scars might bother her. On the contrary, her kiss grew hungrier as her touch continued to roam, migrating around my sides to my back. She moaned into my mouth, low and admiring.

	While she explored my chest and back, I dropped my hands to my waist and unbuckled my belt. I pushed my pants from my hips, finally liberating my full manhood, and she used the opportunity to do the same with her skirt. It took a bit of clever twisting, but she managed get it off her legs without breaking our embrace. 

	Her heeled boots stayed on. Exactly the way I liked it.

	Then, at last, there were no more obstacles. I could feel her carnal heat as I brought my manhood to her waiting folds, unsurprised in the least to find that her glistening sex was shaven clean. Her labia rubbed along the underside of my shaft like soft, satiny velvet, and her slickness was molten lust. Her thighs wrapped around my waist again and pulled my hips tighter against her, a clear invitation to give her what she needed. 

	And take what I so desperately wanted. 

	With an experienced tilt of my hips, I aligned to her entrance, then slid a hand between us to guide myself. I gently eased the tip inside her. Our kiss broke almost instantly as she gasped, her head rolling back and her fingers digging into my spine. 

	I held myself in place for a moment, allowing her to adjust. But when her blue eyes met mine and a contented smile graced her lips, I knew she was ready for more. 

	I pushed again, holding my breath as my cock stretched her open. The feeling of taut, warm silk that crept along my shaft was utterly intoxicating. There was something undeniably special about being the first to take a virgin cunt, and any man who denied it was a liar. And it wasn’t merely the tightness or the heat or the physical pleasure—it was the connection, the bond, the trust she was placing in you. It was a moment she would always remember, but you were the one who owed it to her to make it truly unforgettable. 

	“Oooh!” Miranda gasped, eyelids fluttering as I claimed her virtue with a final roll of my hips. She was as wet as I imagined and as tight as I’d dreamed, but I promised myself that I wasn’t going to spill until she did, no matter how careful I needed to be. 

	I paused again to let her adjust, studying her face for any sign of discomfort but finding none. She seemed lost in the sensations, her heavy breaths fanning my face, her chest rising and falling centimeters beneath my own, while her inner muscles tensed erratically as my full length rested inside of her. 

	When her eyes found mine, lidded with need, I knew it was time.

	I pulled back and thrust into her again, and then again, adopting a slow but deliberate rhythm that drew a breathless moan from her lips each time I bottomed out inside her. I was more than happy to remain in control, but she didn’t stay passive for long—by the third thrust, she was already churning her hips against me, her nails scraping my shoulder blades. 

	“Harder! Please!”

	Her cultured voice was a ragged, quivering mess, and the sound of her losing control—plus the sight of her biting down on her lip in desperation—sent a delighted shockwave rippling through me so violently I almost burst. One day, I promised myself, I was going to ruin this girl. Her perfect hair, her perfect makeup, her perfect quarters…I would utterly destroy them all while she begged me to do it. 

	But right now, I was just going to fuck the hell out of her. 

	Grabbing hold of her thighs, I slammed into her with a feral grunt, the smack of our joining flesh mingling with her delirious cries in a euphoric echo. I drove into her heat, savoring the crushing grip of her virgin walls, fighting against the rising urge to flood her womb every time I bottomed out. 

	But it was a losing battle and I knew it. I bought myself a few seconds by pausing to reintroduce my lips to her breasts, then another handful by changing positions. I reached beneath her knees and pushed her legs back until they were nearly parallel with her body, allowing me to drive even deeper. Her gasps rose rapidly in pitch. The heels of her boots wobbled in the air above my head, her blue eyes rolled back until there was nothing but white…

	And then Miranda’s back arched, her breasts pressing into my chest as her body seized up in climax. She didn’t so much whimper as mewl when the air rushed from her lungs, leaving her practically paralyzed in bliss. Her walls spasmed, pulsing along my thrusting length. Her nails might have actually drawn blood if I had let them, and her thighs pressed against me as if trying to curl over my shoulders and prevent my escape. 

	Not that I ever would have tried. I was long past the point of no return. Snarling in possessive triumph, I hammered into her one final time—my tip mashing against her cervix—as I exploded, pumping months and months of pent-up natty seed straight into her unspoiled jenny womb. Spurt after spurt, shudder after shudder…

	Waves of ecstasy radiated through me, lingering long and swirling deep, sustained by the knowledge that this wasn’t just a climax, or even fantastic sex. It was the first finish she’d ever experienced, and every soft, vulnerable sound she made drove home that I wasn’t just making love to her.

	I was breeding her. 

	And then peace. I slumped on top of her, breathing harder than I had any right to as I released my hold on her legs and let them slide back down my sides. Arms still wrapped around me, she gripped me against her as she caught her own breath, her mind gradually returning to her body. 

	“Oh…stars…” she blubbered, struggling to form a coherent sentence. “Thank you, that was so—”

	I leaned down and kissed her again, sharing in her stilted breaths and basking in her afterglow. I never expected to find myself in bed with any fleet jenny, let alone one this beautiful. Or brilliant. Or just the right amount of bitchy…

	“My pleasure,” I whispered when our lips parted. “I’ve always wanted to help train new cadets.”

	She looked up at me, tiredly but tenderly, as her fingers reached up to touch my short brown hair. Her eyes seemed to drink me in as her breath steadied, and I lost myself within their depths, so much so that it was only when I leaned back to pull out of her that I realized she had again locked her ankles around my back.

	“I’m not technically back on duty until oh-six hundred,” she breathed. “Would you, um…would you like to do that again? Just to make sure the seeding takes. We could try a different position, if you like. Some of them looked quite promising.”

	“Sure,” I said, smiling down at her. “Anything to help the cause.”

	 

	 

	 

	
5 
The Mothership

	 

	Despite my seven years of service spread across dozens of Dominion starships—and despite the fact that I’d had more than my share of flings with fellow service members—I had never actually woken up in a woman’s quarters before. Mostly, I’d never had the opportunity, since my fellow natties rarely had the space or privacy for such dalliances in their bunks. But I’d also never particularly wanted to.

	Until now. 

	“Shit!” 

	Miranda’s sudden hiss snapped me back into the waking world, and I felt the mattress shift as she vaulted over me and snatched her clothes from the floor. It took me several more seconds to clear my head and lean up—an embarrassingly slow response for someone who had learned to sleep in warzones and come alert at a moment’s notice—but when I did, I saw her naked figure frantically dive into the washroom, uniform in hand. 

	“What’s wrong?” I croaked. 

	“I’m almost late for duty!” 

	I knuckled the sleep from my eyes and glanced down at the floor where my holopad was lying atop my pants. I had a persistent daily alarm set for oh-five-thirty, and for a heartbeat I wondered if we had both somehow slept through it. But when I saw the time display, I had to do a double take to make sure I wasn’t going blind. 

	“I thought you weren’t on duty until oh-six hundred?” 

	“I am! I should have been up an hour ago.”

	I blinked at the holopad screen again, just to make sure it still said oh-five-one-five. She wasn’t on duty for forty-five minutes, yet she was scrambling like the ship was under attack. 

	I snorted as I slumped back into the pillow. I was an early riser, too, though more out of habit than preference. This, however, was borderline pathological. I had taken her a second time last night, a long and slow marathon that ultimately built to a rough crescendo that had left us both gasping with fatigue, yet apparently I still hadn’t fucked her hard enough to loosen her up. If only the trip back to the mothership were a bit longer, I might have had the chance to remedy that. 

	But if everything went as planned, we would arrive back at the fleet later tonight. And after that…

	Well, after that, the future seemed uncertain. Hopefully Miranda would be able to earn her commission, and hopefully Captain Ellis would be able to secure her a posting for our mission into the Borderlands. But the timetable seemed stacked against us, and I didn’t want to get my hopes up. In all likelihood, she would take a far more prestigious posting than a frigate. Why derail her career by serving on the Stormrider instead of the Supremacy?

	I sighed when I heard her shower kick on, and an oddly morose feeling settled over me as I put my hand in the warm pocket where she had been lying. The bedding was an absolute disaster; I was a little surprised that she’d been able to sleep in such an untidied space. I smiled when I remembered how good it had felt to make her lose control. The trembles, the whimpers, the cries…

	I wasn’t used to attachment. After leaving Nirivarr, I had spent years trying to break myself from them, in fact. Except Ash—the one and perhaps only bond I would never break—but I hadn’t seen her in almost six months now. I was used to burying that pain. As for my other flings…well, they had been fun diversions but nothing more. 

	So why does this jenny cadet of all people feel so different?

	I didn’t have a good answer by the time I got dressed, nor by the time she finished her shower and emerged from the washroom. Somehow, her hair and makeup were absolutely perfect again, as if she had mastered a secret psionic power to groom herself in twenty seconds flat. 

	“You can help yourself to any food you want,” Miranda said distractedly, her fingers fumbling in their haste to fasten the last few buttons of her blue uniform jacket. “Do you want to use the shower? You can if you need—” 

	“I’ll just head back down to the lower decks,” I interrupted, smiling as I moved up in front of her. “One of the advantages of being the only trooper on the ship at the moment is that no one’s waiting for me to report in. At least, not until the official debrief on the mothership.”

	“Right. I suppose that makes sense.” 

	She secured the last button, her eyes finding mine as we both chewed on the awkward silence. For the first time, we found ourselves in a place where neither of us had much experience. 

	“Last night was…” She hesitated and smiled. “It was better than I ever could have hoped. I’ve never had a night like that before.”

	“Me either,” I said. “I just…well, I hope you end up getting what you want.”

	“So do I.”

	Miranda stepped in so close to me she had to tilt up her chin to maintain eye contact. Her hands settled on my flanks. “Do you know how long you’ll be on the mothership?”

	“Not exactly,” I said, resisting the urge to caress her face or mess up her hair. “A few days, at least. Maybe a week.”

	She nodded, a strange mix of anxiety and hope in her expression. “Well, if it doesn’t work…could we try again before you leave?”

	I smiled back at her. “I’d like that.”

	“Good,” she said, sounding equal parts elated and relieved. “And don’t worry, my quarters there aren’t nearly this cramped.”

	I chuckled, only to realize she wasn’t actually joking. But before I could turn sour at the latest reminder of jenny privilege, Miranda stretched up on the tips of her toes and brought her lips back to mine. It wasn’t long before her tongue pushed through my lips in search of a partner, and my hands lowered to find her hips. Messing up her hair was suddenly the least of my worries; now I was struggling to resist the urge to throw her down and fuck her again before she started her shift. 

	Right before we crossed the event horizon and ended up back in her bed, Miranda pulled away. “I need to get to the bridge,” she said, almost apologetically. “But I’ll contact you again soon, all right?”

	“Sure,” I said, wondering if I should believe her. “Until then.”

	 

	***

	 

	The rest of the day passed uneventfully, and I spent most of it rotating between working out, finishing my datawork, and browsing the Holosphere archive for any recent news I’d missed while deployed on Secunda. But when evening rolled around and Captain Ellis announced our imminent arrival over the ship’s PA, I made it a point to head over to the Stormrider’s lounge and get myself a stiff drink. 

	Despite my frequent deployments planetside, I had spent enough time on Ellis’s ship to know that the bar’s wall-length viewport offered the best view. I also knew that the lounge would be mercifully cadet-free at the time, since Ellis would have them all on duty preparing for the end of their little training cruise. So when the ship shifted from astral space to normal space, replacing the opaque crimson swirls with a black starry abyss, I was completely alone aside from the grizzled Kreen bartender and the four-legged janitorial mech he treated like a living, breathing bisk hound for some unfathomable reason. Space did weird things to some people. 

	I propped my armored boots up on the table as the myriad ships in the distance grew larger and larger outside the viewport—the vast majority starting out as pinpricks of light that gradually resolved into tiny motes of silver. With one exception. 

	Two centuries ago, when the Seraphim Council had first sent the Expansionary Fleet to explore, colonize, and conquer the uncharted stars beyond the Terminus Reach, the fleet had consisted of about a hundred ships in total. Nearly half of those had been destroyed when the fleet had been rudely yanked out of astral space by the Veil—the mysterious phenomenon that shrouded the Tartarus Cluster—and the war against the Dowd had destroyed many more. Given that they’d had no way to contact—let alone return to—the rest of the Dominion, the fleet’s survival was remarkable. 

	The fact it had prospered was nothing short of a miracle. 

	I couldn’t see all the ships out there with my naked eyes, of course, but there were usually at least two hundred in total traveling with and protecting the mothership at any given time. The rest of the fleet, nearly a thousand vessels commanded by the dreadnought Supremacy, were deployed throughout thirty Dominion-controlled sectors to defend and police the Colonies within. 

	But unlike its escorts, the true heart of the fleet had been easily visible the moment we shifted back into normal space. The Pride of Keledon, the massive ten-kilometer-long mothership, could have been a white whale drifting through the stars. Long, wide viewports girdled the forward section almost like the visor on a helmet, and the bulbous midsection made it seem like the ship was perpetually pregnant. I doubted that the Dominion engineers back on Keledon had designed it that way on purpose, but it was an amusing image considering what the vessel had evolved into over the past two centuries. There were literally millions of jennies aboard it at all times, from children to fresh cadets—and that didn’t even include the labs with the countless fertilized embryos that were evidently being kept in stasis.

	Every time I returned to the mothership, I found myself wondering if this was what our ancestors had intended us to become. Had they really expected us to breed future generations of military leadership purely in space? Or had they dreamed that the next generation of warriors—of Seraphim—would be born beneath new suns on new worlds? 

	Either way, crashing into the Veil had almost certainly thrown their original plans out the airlock, and this was the reality we lived in. And as interesting as it would be to learn the truth, Fleet Command always encouraged us to think about the future, not the past. The Tartarus Cluster was all we had now, at least until the Science Directorate finally figured out a way to pierce the Veil and get us back home. 

	I stayed in the lounge the whole time we approached, passing through pickets of destroyers and patrolling fighters. I finished my drink as we slowly swung beneath the mothership’s enormous bulk to align with the largest of its three ventral hangars. While the Stormrider could have easily fit inside, warships larger than corvettes rarely docked with anything other than space stations. A shoal of transport shuttles would be prepping to pick all of us up and deliver maintenance crews right now. 

	As much as I was dreading several days—and potentially an entire week—on the jenny flagship, I did have some personal business to take care of. And I planned to get it out of the way tonight, just in case Captain Ellis had an easier time convincing Fleet Command to take action than either of us expected. 

	Rising, I gave the bartender a friendly nod, then left the lounge. 

	I met up with Captain Ellis just before he boarded the last shuttle, clad in my repaired armor and with a duffel slung over my shoulder. I was actually grateful that Miranda wasn’t present. Not because I didn’t want to see her again, but because I didn’t want to stand there trying to keep my composure in front of the captain. I probably would have resorted to putting on my helmet instead of holding it in my arm. 

	It wasn’t as if we’d done anything wrong—Fleet Command encouraged fraternizing during downtime. Our dalliance wasn’t any of his business. But since he had clearly set me up to work with her in the first place, I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing that we’d continued our team bonding exercises in her quarters later. I had endured enough of his smug smiles over the years, usually when I finally grasped whatever lesson he had been trying to teach me. Frankly, his ego didn’t need the boost.

	The flight over only took a few minutes, though as usual, I was blown away by the sheer size and scope of the mothership’s hangar, especially since there were several others just like it. Dozens upon dozens of shuttles and transports were docked in here at all times, along with a full wing of Valkyries. 

	I grinned at the rakish outlines of the sleek, deadly starfighters as our shuttle drifted past them. I resented plenty of things about the fleet and the people who ran it, but Valkyries had always fascinated me. Their pilots might have been the only jennies I truly respected. It took balls to go up against warships a hundred times your size with nothing but a thin layer of thorotine and the strength of your own mind to protect you. For a brief time, Captain Ellis had considered trying to get me into the Wings of the Seraph, the legendary corps of psionic fighter pilots who flew the Valkyries, but ultimately it had seemed like a waste of my unique talents. 

	Ash would have done anything to be this close to one. If the Wings would have given her a chance, she might be here with me right now…

	With a determined effort, I buried the old bitterness and followed at the captain’s side as we descended the ramp after we landed, knowing that he would want me to accompany him up to the Command Deck to aid in his initial debriefing. As tempting as it was to don my helmet just so I could scowl at everyone around me, I kept it tucked under my arm and my face professionally neutral like a good little soldier. 

	The air was noisy with the sound of machinery, and the tang of industrial lubricants stung my nostrils. The deck underfoot was solid, clean. 

	Ellis and I made our way over to the tram car that had just pulled up. Only a handful of technicians hopped off the open-bed conveyance, but there were dozens of us waiting to get on. As always, I had to bite back my annoyance. If I were in charge, no starship would ever need its own fucking tram system just to get around, but the Pride of Keledon was so gargantuan it felt like navigating a damn city at times. 

	By the time we started moving, there were easily fifty other people packed in here with us, mostly eighteen to twentysomething cadets in their blue-gold uniforms. My black trooper armor and weaponry made me stick out like a V’rath at a strip club, but thanks to the captain’s presence, only a few of them had dared to throw me any strange looks when I boarded behind him. As the tram smoothly glided into motion, though, the sideways glances increased in number and intensity.

	Or maybe I was just imagining it. I could almost hear Ellis scolding me about the galaxy-sized chip on my shoulder, though honestly, I suspected it had more to do with how much I was dreading being on this ship for a week. No one sane would have looked forward to a debriefing with the Admiralty even if they’d held it on a tropical planet instead of a ship full of jennies.

	It took us at least ten minutes to reach the Command Deck, mostly because there were so many stops along the way. The tram tunnels ran like veins throughout the ship, and had stations just like a regular city, all filled with dozens of officers trying to get somewhere. It was so chaotic during normal operation that I didn’t even want to imagine what it would have been like during a red alert. 

	Distantly, I wondered how tightly the labs controlled population to account for space and resources. Hopefully someone was putting real thought into it. 

	I took a calming breath as we exited the final station before our goal, a massive hub with a fortified checkpoint and security screening. While the buzzing, spherical drones gave us a quick scan, I mentally prepared myself for the ordeal ahead. As we finally crossed through the checkpoint into the Presidium, I was reminded that there was another sight on this floating whale that could still take my breath away. 

	The first time Ellis had brought me up here, I’d almost had to manually hold my jaw shut. The cavernous area was a circle fifty meters in diameter, with spotless ivory walls and a grand, sweeping ceiling, almost like the type of gargantuan foyer one might expect at a corporate megaplex on one of the Golden Worlds like New Keledon or Eladrell Prime. But while the Command Deck may have been as bright and clean as any business headquarters, the similarities ended there. Outside the narrow lane on which trams traveled, holographic starmaps, either classic or tactical, were practically everywhere on the walls and floor monitors. Dozens of progressively smaller circular platforms were stacked above the main floor, held aloft by invisible forces, creating a tiered, multi-level mezzanine. No matter where you stood, it always felt like someone was walking above you, often crossing one of the translucent energy bridges connecting the different hubs. 

	Or flying on disks propelled by their mind. 

	Of all the wonders I had seen on the mothership, the disks weren’t the most remarkable, but they were the most different from anything I encountered elsewhere. Since telekinesis was considered a core psionic discipline, nearly every officer had developed the skill, and I could see at least half a dozen uniformed men and women—ensigns, lieutenants, even a captain—flying between the levels by mentally manipulating a thin circular platform beneath their feet. 

	The resulting spectacle was like something out of an abstract painting one could view in the historical archives. And yet what could have been a chaotic mess somehow seemed orderly when all was said and done. 

	Which is, I have to admit, a pretty decent description of the Dominion as a whole. 

	From here, we could reach any of the mothership’s major nerve centers arrayed above us. The bridge, CIC, stellar cartography, even the Synapse where the memories of the Synesthetes were stored in psionic data crystals. 

	And speaking of the Synesthetes, I was a little surprised we had been able to disembark and walk this far into the Presidium before—

	Greetings, Captain; Major, a disembodied telepathic voice said into both our minds simultaneously. Admiral DeGale is waiting for you in his office uplevel. Do you require assistance?

	“No,” Ellis said aloud to no one in particular, a habit that would have made him look crazy where I’d grown up but was perfectly normal on a ship haunted by psionic ghosts. “But please let him know that we’re on our way.”

	Of course, Captain. Have a pleasant day. 

	“I’m never going to get used to that,” I grumbled, squeezing my helmet tighter against my hip. “I thank the Seraph every day you didn’t insist on sticking one inside the Stormrider.”

	“They have their uses,” he replied neutrally, though I knew his opinion on the matter was anything but. As always, I couldn’t help but admire how he seemed to have the effortless poise of a Thursk monk, only without the self-importance or hatred of technology. 

	“I suspect DeGale will want to keep most of this private as long as possible,” I said, making sure to be as vague as possible as we passed a commodore with a pack of fresh-faced aides riding her coattails. “Until we have a chance to get some real evidence.”

	“Definitely,” Ellis said. “Mouth shut; mind focused. You know the drill.”

	I nodded in understanding. The very prospect of standing on a ship filled with telepaths—let alone one controlled by psionic ghosts—had always made me uncomfortable, though at least Dominion protocol was clear and ardent about the sanctity of personal thought. The Yarasi were apparently the polar opposite, with virtually no conception of personal privacy whatsoever. I couldn’t imagine how their society had survived for thousands of years; ours would collapse in ten seconds flat if people knew what everyone else actually thought of them. 

	The deeper we moved into the Presidium, the less corporate and more military it became. While the lowest level remained filled with civilians, particularly from the Diplomatic Corps and Science Directorate, the upper areas were staffed almost exclusively by uniformed personnel. And since there were no conventional lifts or stairs, we had to rely on one of the attendants to help us up. 

	Ellis and I waited as a young ensign mentally propelled us upward atop one of the larger, multi-person disks. Most captains probably would have been embarrassed about needing help, but Ellis was one of the rare senior officers with only minimal psionic ability. He took it in stride like everything else, and we were soon on our way.

	My stomach lurched when the disk wobbled ever so slightly, and I had to remind myself that the anti-grav safety nets in the walls were primed to catch us if we fell. A ten-meter drop may not have been much of a threat to an Immortal, but Ellis didn’t have the luxury of near-invulnerability. 

	We ascended to the third level, left our disk on the arrival platform, and were on the glowing blue energy bridge leading to Admiral DeGale’s office when a tall, lean woman with graying red hair, a sharp face, and a dizzying array of commendations on her dark blue uniform jacket approached us. From the briskness of her stride—and the intensity in her brown eyes—I knew to expect trouble. 

	“Captain Ellis, it’s good to see you again,” she said, offering him a thin smile. 

	“Admiral Lochlan,” Ellis replied with a crisp salute. “We were just on our way to—”

	“Yes, DeGale is expecting you. But I was hoping to borrow the major here for a few moments.”

	She’d framed it as a question even though it was clearly an order. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and for a fleeting instant, I wondered if the Admiralty had finally uncovered the captain’s dirty little secret. But no, if Lochlan or any of the other admirals actually knew anything, they would have already thrown me in the brig and dragged Ellis into an interrogation chamber. I quickly buried the errant thought—just in case a telepath was prying—and stayed quiet to allow my superior officer to handle this. 

	Mouth shut; mind focused. 

	“Of course, Admiral,” Ellis said, gesturing back at me. “Just catch up when you can, Major.”

	“Yes, sir,” I said, shifting my gaze to Lochlan. “What can I do for you, Admiral?”

	“Please, come with me, Major,” she said. “This will only take a moment.”

	I followed her over the energy bridge and down a hall to her office, my pulse quickening despite my best efforts to keep it under control. The door hissed shut behind us, and I waited for the admiral to take a seat. The office was about the same size and shape as Captain Ellis’s aboard the Stormrider, though without the plush wall couch or personal decorations. The viewport was also quite large—practically the entire wall was a window looking out into space. Our escort ships were too distant to make out many details, but several Valkyries soared past in a loose formation less than a hundred meters away. 

	“Have a seat, Major,” Lochlan said. “I’m sure Captain Ellis has you on a tight schedule, but there are a few things I wished to discuss with you while I had the chance.”

	I sat down in the chair opposite her desk and put my helmet in my lap, suddenly wishing that my psionic fortification could protect me from verbal flensings as easily as pulse rounds. But there was always a chance that I was wrong about her motives; perhaps she had called me in here to tell me how great I was and how much she appreciated my service. 

	“I must say, none of us were ready for this report when it came in yesterday,” Lochlan said, scrolling through the holographic display floating above the right side of her desk. Even though I could see the text, the privacy filter made it unreadable from this angle. “It was…unexpected.”

	“We had the same reaction,” I replied coolly. 

	“The Dowd returning after all these years would be bad enough. But the idea that they might be trying to instigate a war between the major powers in the Cluster…” She let the implications hang as her dark eyes flicked back to me. “I’ve no doubt that Captain Ellis will wish to launch his own investigation.”

	That’s bait. 

	“The captain hasn’t told me where we’re going next,” I said more or less truthfully. “Only that he hoped it would be soon.”

	“And wherever he tugs the leash, his loyal hound will follow,” Lochlan said, her lip curling. “Do you have any idea how many captains in the fleet would love to have their own personal Immortal at their beck and call?”

	That’s even juicier bait. 

	“I go where I’m sent, ma’am,” I told her. “Command assigned me to the Stormrider in order to—”

	“Let’s cut through the bullshit, Major, shall we?” she interrupted. “You’re not just any SpecOps commando. The Immortals are a vital military and strategic asset. You’re the most powerful soldiers in the Dominion.”

	“Respectfully, Admiral, I’m not sure I’d go that far. The Blades of the Seraph—”

	“The Blades are not part of the military. But you are, Major. And to be blunt, serving on the Stormrider is a complete waste of your potential.”

	My cheek might have twitched despite my best efforts to stop it; I wasn’t entirely sure. “The Admiralty could reassign me at its pleasure, ma’am.”

	“They could, but they won’t,” Lochlan practically spat. “Because for Seraph knows what reason, they all seem to bow before your captain’s every precious whim. He asks to command a state-of-the-art starship, and they give it to him. He wants to take the elite cadets out on a training cruise, and they’re all on board by the end of the day.” Her mouth twitched as if she were trying and failing to swallow her rage. “He wants his own Immortal to send off on pointless missions to godforsaken planets? They give him that, too.”

	She wore her bitterness like a cloak, and it didn’t look particularly good on her. I didn’t have much experience interacting with the Admiralty, but I knew that she was one of the newest inductees. I had always assumed that Command would prefer the calm, calculating, and reasonable type, but perhaps there were more internal politics at play than I realized.

	Or perhaps Lochlan was just a cunt. I was open to either explanation. 

	“Is there something specific you wanted from me, Admiral?” I asked. 

	“What I want is to know why one of the Dominion’s elite weapons is being wasted,” she said. “We didn’t create you so you could become glorified scout.”

	“With all due respect, ma’am, you didn’t create me at all. I was born the old-fashioned way.”

	I knew it was a mistake the moment I opened my mouth. Flinging my natty heritage in her face was pointless, petty, and almost certainly counterproductive. But I couldn’t deny that it felt damn good to see the annoyance flash in her lab-grown eyes. 

	“The Dominion molded you into a killing machine,” she said, voice lowering at least ten degrees. “We’ve spent countless resources training and equipping you. You are an investment, Major, and it is my duty to ensure that you’re worth the price.”

	“My service record speaks for itself, ma’am. The real one, which I’ve no doubt you have access to.”

	“A record I’m convinced that Ellis has doctored. Or did he really send an Immortal to Secunda Minor in search of pirates?”

	He didn’t. But our mutual friend did.

	“It’s all there in our report, ma’am,” I said instead. “The Intelligence Directorate had a lead that one of the larger groups in the Traverse was—”

	“I’ve read the DID report,” she snarled. “If it’s true, then it’s a waste of Dominion resources and personnel. If it’s a lie, then it’s treason.”

	She glared at me for a long moment, eyes smoldering like coals, before she hissed softly and leaned forward. “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you how precarious your position is here, Major. Enlisted Colonials rarely ascend the ranks as quickly as you have. And without Captain Ellis to protect you, your service record will come under a great deal more scrutiny. What do you think of that?”

	That you’re desperate but toothless. And if you really believed you could intimidate me just because I wasn’t born in a petri dish, you’re even more out of touch than I thought.

	“I think that I go where I’m sent, ma’am,” I replied calmly. “And if you have any issues with the report or my current assignment, I suggest you bring it up with my superior officer.”

	Lochlan scoffed. “Loyal hound, indeed. What I can’t stop wondering is what he’s done to earn it.”

	“He’s my captain, ma’am. He doesn’t need to earn it.”

	She liked that answer even less, but I could tell that she’d realized this meeting wouldn’t get her what she wanted. I just hoped that I’d have a chance to confer with the captain before she sprang her inevitable contingency plan on us. 

	“This isn’t over, Major,” Lochlan said. “I promise you that.”

	She scowled at me for another few heartbeats, and I idly wondered if she might be trying to read my thoughts despite standard privacy protocols. I decided to imagine what she might look like beneath her uniform just in case. 

	“Dismissed,” she growled. 

	Standing, I offered her a quick nod and quicker salute before I strode for the door, hoping she couldn’t see the smirk on my face.

	 

	 

	
6 
The Wards

	 

	All told, it took the better part of an hour for the captain and I to deliver our report, though, unlike me, I knew he would be spending a lot more time in the Presidium over the next few days. DeGale booted me out of the meeting before grilling Ellis for more details, and I was grateful as always that he was willing to fall on this particular sword for me. It was one of the rare situations where my low birth was actually an advantage; the brass probably thought I was too stupid to understand the political ramifications of my missions, so they didn’t bother keeping me around any longer than they had to. 

	Mostly, though, it wasn’t my job to worry about the politics. My rather unique position in Special Operations gave me an enormous amount of autonomy, and most of the admirals—except Lochlan, apparently—knew it was in their and the Dominion’s best interests to give me a long leash. I didn’t have a squad leader to report to or even my own squad to manage. In many ways, I had more freedom than the captain did.

	The stark reality was that Immortals were far more useful in SpecOps than we ever would have been on the frontlines with regiments of shock troopers, especially without a hot war to fight. I had my issues with the Admiralty, but at least they weren’t stupid enough to believe that the Accords had solved all the galaxy’s problems like some of the planetary governments in the Colonies did. Peace didn’t mean you stopped fighting; it just required a different kind of warrior.

	One like me. 

	I was back on the tram a few minutes after leaving DeGale’s office, and this time I put my helmet on so I could close my eyes or scowl or do whatever else I wanted in peace. I gripped the handrail that was more for show than for safety, leaned my shoulder against the invisible tensor field that kept things inside the tram, and ignored my fellow passengers as we sped through the ship. 

	I didn’t have permanent quarters on the mothership—no ’pounders did—but the aft barracks had accommodations for trooper detachments on temporary duty or on layover between postings. When I eventually arrived, I noted that the space I had been assigned was larger than I had expected—which was to say, only half the size of Miranda’s bedroom on the Stormrider. I had a bed, a desk, a basic computer terminal and vid-screen…and that was about it. 

	As my original drill sergeant had once eloquently said, “bunks are for sleeping and masturbating.” Though I had no intention of doing either here tonight if I could avoid it. After storing my armor and equipment and locking everything up, I set out for the only place in the mothership—and perhaps the entire fleet—where natties were treated like kings.

	The Alien Wards, colloquially and collectively known as “The Womb,” came into view at the end of a long, tedious tram ride. The Wards encompassed a huge swath of the mothership’s bulging lower midsection, which had prompted the stupid nickname as well as hundreds of tasteless jokes about the ship’s “pregnant” belly swelling with the Dominion’s unwanted children, alien and natural-born alike. When Ellis had first brought me here, I couldn’t believe that a starship would even have districts, let alone segregate its people so callously. But once I accepted that the Pride of Keledon was a spacefaring city, it made more sense that the people who lived on it had divided themselves into haves and have-nots, just like every other urban area. Jennies may have controlled most of the ship, but there were enough natties on board at any given time that we needed our own place to live and recreate, too. Over the course of many decades, our district had slowly absorbed the adjacent decks originally set aside exclusively for aliens, creating a diverse, multi-cultural melting pot where the misbegotten members of every species could live in squalor together. 

	I winced at the thought as the tram came to a halt. The situation here was a disgrace, no two ways about it. Growing up on a shithole like Nirivarr, I had learned long ago that cruelty always worked its way downward. Natties were used to being treated like garbage by jennies, but at the end of the day, even the lowest of lowborn were still human. The descendants of the hundreds of thousands of aliens the Expansionary Fleet had brought along didn’t have even that small luxury. Those who hadn’t been able or willing to leave the mothership for the Colonies had become our servant caste—and all too often our punching bags. 

	And there were days when I felt like Captain Ellis and I were the only ones trying to fix it. 

	The tram dumped me in a crowded transit hub at the edge of the ward, and other than the high, warehouse-like ceiling instead of a sky overhead, the view when I stepped off was practically identical to any of a dozen worlds in the Borderlands. Whatever bulkheads had once existed on these decks had long ago been removed, creating an open sprawl of tightly clustered buildings lining narrow avenues. Neon signs advertising everything from live music to holo-dramas to nightly sportscasts filled the street directly ahead of me, while the scent of food from the alien market to my left assailed my nostrils with a bizarre mix of sweet, savory, and spicy that simultaneously made me hungry and a little nauseous. And to my right…

	Well, to my right was the place where natties of all ranks, from ’pounders to technicians and everything in between, blew their monthly salaries on the best entertainment the mothership had to offer. And that was where I was headed now. 

	I moved at a brisk pace, keenly aware of the (mostly alien) girls in revealing outfits sizing up everyone who came off the tram to identify fresh marks. The rank insignia on my jacket usually protected me, however, since their ideal target was the younger, dumber version of myself I had left a few years in the past. 

	Most of the nearby buildings were made of refurbished materials from other parts of the ship, “graciously” donated by jennies rather than simply jettisoned after periodic overhauls. The mothership’s maintenance department still looked after the cleaning bots that faithfully serviced this portion of the ship—when they had the time. The resulting grimy, run-down atmosphere was depressingly inevitable.

	I braced myself as I approached the nightclub, eyeing the long line of customers snaking around the street and those in front demanding that the bouncers let them inside. Nirivarr was littered with seedy nightclubs and seedier bars, of course, but growing up planetside, I had never conceived of such a place existing on a starship. Life in space just seemed too sterile and perfect for any establishment beyond a high-class bar where officers could get drunk after a hard, exhausting day of having every one of their needs catered to. But after understanding the cultural and social differences between natties and jennies, places like this made a lot more sense. 

	The muffled pulse of the fast-paced music inside was easily audible from the street, and a trio of massive vid-screens showed off clips of past routines from two new featured dancers of the evening, a Neyris and a Velothi. They were young, pretty, and seemed extremely talented. 

	Not that I would have expected anything less from the Second Wind. 

	The bouncers let me pass the moment they saw the rank on my uniform, knowing that while the official policy was to let ’pounders in for free, they could always find some privates or corporals who were so desperate to see naked alien girls that they’d gladly cough up a few extra credit chits just to get inside. But officers generally weren’t worth the trouble, especially me. They both knew they would get the shit beat out of them if they tried to turn me away. 

	Not with my fists, though. I wouldn’t need to throw any punches, since the owner would happily discipline them on my behalf. 

	Grinning at the thought, I stepped into the long, wide corridor connecting the streets outside and the actual club. The area looked almost like an airlock designed to provide a seal between the two different environments, but its true purpose was to provide a second layer of security. The sensors in the walls were reasonably powerful, and the two security mechs at the end of the hall were programmed to detain anyone who had managed to smuggle a weapon inside past the bouncers. 

	But they left me alone, and after one more door, I finally entered the actual club. The pounding music instantly tripled in volume, and the flashing lights from the main stage were almost blinding until my eyes adjusted. 

	Tables of all shapes and sizes filled the majority of the ground floor, with most reserved for gambling but a few set up for girls to dance on, while the periphery had shrouded booths for business transactions or one-on-one performances. A spiral staircase to my right led up to the top floor, where the girls could give shows for smaller groups or take big spenders into one of the rooms for private dances. 

	My destination, just like the last half a dozen times I’d been in here, was one of the booths in the back. I caught the eye of one of the dancers on the way—the cute Neyris girl from the sign outside, in fact. She had the daintiest veroshi tendrils I’d ever seen sprouting from her head and the highest heels I’d ever seen cradling her feet, and her translucent, gossamer black dress didn’t leave much of her smooth yellow skin to the imagination. Once she sauntered over to me, she flashed me a smile that let me know she would fetch her mistress as soon as she could. I snagged a drink from the bar on my way past, made quick small talk with a few regulars I hadn’t seen in a while, and then continued on to the booth. 

	Only to stop when I saw a group of young men—all fellow ’pounders, judging from their red-black uniforms—getting a bit too handsy with the Velothi girl dancing atop their table. 

	I could have ignored them. Lady Saleya had bouncers for this type of thing, and unlike most of the strip clubs I’d known on Nirivarr, she actually treated her employees well. But I could tell that this girl was in over her head, especially when one of the men kept grabbing and pulling her tail despite her admonishments. And when the same man smacked her blue ass hard enough to make her yelp…

	I was standing over them in a heartbeat. All at once, the four men turned and looked at me like I was an angry thundercloud about to piss on their parade. 

	“She said no touching, gentlemen,” I reminded them, my voice hard and cold. “You can listen to her, or you can leave. It’s that simple.”

	The main culprit—a scrawny, red-haired private with enough freckles to form a galaxy on his cheeks—whirled around to glare at me, his face scrunched in indignation. I expected him to snarl or maybe even give me a shove, but once his inebriated brain registered the insignia on my jacket, I figured he would come to his senses pretty quick. I’d give him an earful, shoot a glare at his friends, and maybe suggest they go cool off somewhere else and cut their losses for the night. 

	Instead, the dipshit reared back and punched me in the face. 

	Plenty of things could compel a young man to do something ruinously stupid, some more understandable than others. Anger, booze, desperation for alien pussy…or, in this idiot’s case, probably a combination of all three. So instead of pausing to think about what he was doing, he just lashed out with all his drunken frustration at the closest available target. 

	It was a good punch, too, a solid right hook worthy of an amateur throw-boxer. It probably would have dislocated the jaw of any of his comrades. But since he’d made the mistake of swinging at me instead of them, he just broke his own hand instead. 

	He shrieked when his knuckles shattered on my jaw like glass against stone, and he was lying on the floor clutching his mangled fingers a fraction of a second later. The music was loud enough to drown out most of the whimpers, though we got plenty of attention from the nearest tables. 

	“Oh, shit!” one of the others cried out before I turned my unblinking glower on them. But to their very mild credit, at least none of them tucked tail and tried to run away. 

	“This your party, Corporal?” I asked, voice deadly. With a crack of my neck, I faced the broad-shouldered man across the table. 

	“Uh…no, sir!” he replied with the look of a man who may have already shit his pants. “I mean, y-yes, sir! I organized a little celebration for—”

	“Then I want you to take the private here to the infirmary. The one on Deck 25.”

	He paused, uncertain, probably trying to decide if I knew that there was a clinic two blocks from here or if I realized that the one on Deck 25 was at least ten minutes away. Regardless, he was apparently smart enough to realize it wasn’t worth challenging me. 

	“Yes, sir!” he said, head bobbing like a grapo hen on stims. “Right away, sir!”

	I waited for him to slide out from the table and start to lean down to help his companion when I grabbed his arm. “One last thing, Corporal,” I said, twisting him around to face me. “If this was your party, then it’s also your responsibility. I don’t want to hear about something like this happening again.”

	“You won’t, sir. I promise.”

	I gave the rest of his group another glare, this one hot enough to melt lead, before gesturing toward the door. He and his compatriots carried their friend out with borderline superhuman speed. 

	Once they were gone, I felt a rush of air at my side, and I turned to see the Velothi dancer smiling up at me. Two horns, the same azure hue as her skin, protruded from her black hair, sweeping back along her scalp with a lovely curl. With a start, I realized she was the other featured dancer on the vid-screens outside.

	“Thank you, uh…Sergeant?” she said, her luminescent blue eyes narrowing at the rank insignia on my uniform.

	“It’s all right,” I said, glancing back at the handful of chits on the small circular table where she had been pirouetting. “Did they pay you what you agreed?”

	“Erm, c-close enough,” she said. 

	She was very young and very attractive, even for a Velothi, with a white two-piece outfit that was essentially glorified underwear with frills and laces draping from her bra and panties. The garment did a fine job of drawing attention to the curve of her ass and the swell of her breasts. She had a silver band around her tail as well as each of the four cranial tendrils framing her jaw, which undoubtedly made her appear even more exotic to the fresh-faced natties who came in here. 

	She had all the trappings of a newcomer, and between her wide eyes and flushed cheeks, I could have easily believed that she was enamored with the man who had just defended her honor. But this wasn’t my first time in the cockpit, and there was something in her mannerisms that told me she wasn’t viewing me as a savior, but rather as an easy mark. Specifically, the kind so eager to be a hero that he’d empty his credstick in a heartbeat to help a girl in need. 

	“Would you, um, would you like a private dance?” she asked. “For free, I mean! Unless you—”

	“The Major is spoken for, Nyxe,” a dark, sultry voice said behind me over the music. “But table seven just filled up, and they’re looking lonely.”

	The dancer’s eyes went even wider at the unexpected appearance of her mistress. “Of course! I, uh…thank you again…Major.”

	The girl quickly swept her credit chits off the table, then disappeared with the grace and speed of a professional thief. 

	“You’ll have to forgive her—she’s used to working the dregs in the Driftward colonies. Though I suppose it’s better for her to meet our stalwart protector sooner rather than later.”

	I turned as Lady Saleya’s lithe red body materialized a few meters away like a shadow detaching from the wall. The sway of her hips and rhythmic undulation of her tail were hypnotic, and I still couldn’t believe how effortlessly she could move on her twelve-centimeter stiletto heels. Her backless black dress was more elegant and less scandalous than the costumes of the girls who worked for her, though that wasn’t saying much. The slits on either side of the long skirt went all the way up her thighs, and the cleavage window in front was large enough for a dreadnought to pass through. 

	“I see you didn’t get yourself killed,” Saleya said, flashing me a sweet smile as she sauntered up to me.

	“Not yet,” I told her. “Disappointed?”

	“That poor little corporal is,” she replied, her ruby-red tail flicking toward the door. “You sure I can’t convince you to resign and become a bouncer?”

	I shrugged. “Maybe when I retire.”

	“You definitely won’t live that long. Not at the rate you make enemies.”

	She tittered as she took my hand and walked me out of the center area toward one of the private booths. She sidled up next to me the moment we sat down, her long legs crossing as her hand touched my cheek. Her perfume was stronger than ever, evoking pleasant memories of the last time she had taken me upstairs to her room. Of all the people on this flying whale, Saleya may have been the only one I trusted, and she was definitely one of the nicest to look at. Her glowing pink eyes—as rare a shade for a Velothi as her red skin—practically lit up the otherwise shadowy booth. She had horns like the rest of her species, as well as a lush mane of long black hair. Thanks to a brutal mutilation from her former master, though, she only had two cranial tendrils remaining, one hanging on either side of her jaw. 

	But just because they were fewer in number didn’t mean they were any less skilled. When combined with her tail, they were capable of truly amazing feats of dexterity. 

	“I’ve missed my best customer,” she cooed. The fingers of her right hand crawled up my leg, brushed across my groin, and then continued up to my sternum. “You may be the only one on this ship who actually pays down his tab.”

	I smiled. In other words, her friends on Secunda Minor already let her know that I helped them like she asked. 

	“I’m a Dominion officer,” I declared with a grandiose sweep of my left hand. “A paragon of virtue and the best hope for a prosperous tomorrow.”

	“Perhaps you should explain that to the rest of them,” she said, her tail lifting up and pointing at another group of soldiers a few tables away. “They were getting a bit aggressive with Astra before you broke that man’s hand.”

	I followed her gesture to a table with five men all leering at the Neyris woman I had noticed earlier, now dancing on their table. She appeared to be flashing more of the yellow skin beneath her gauzy dress every moment, and her audience was politely enjoying the reveal. 

	“They just need a stern reminder every now and then,” I said. “I thought you had people for that?”

	“I do, but it’s just not the same,” Saleya said, a touch of genuine sadness in her tone. “You know we don’t really have the authority to do much. If one of my boys gets into a fight with your people, you know who the Adjudicator will side with.”

	I nodded soberly. She wasn’t wrong; on the rare occasions when someone got seriously hurt down here, the hammer almost always fell on civilians, especially if they weren’t human. My position allowed me to throw my weight around more than any of her hired thugs ever could. 

	“But enough of that,” Saleya said, her tendrils flicking dismissively. “We’d better get to business before anyone gets suspicious.”

	“Right,” I said, tossing a few chits on the table. “I wouldn’t want people to get the wrong idea about us.”

	“Definitely not,” she agreed, her voice turning husky as she brought her mouth perilously close to mine. She swung her leg over my lap, gently but quite intentionally brushing her knee across my manhood, before she fully straddled me. Her barely covered red tits were suddenly right in my face, and I could have easily reached out with my tongue and run it along her cleavage. But then she was leaning forward and pushing her lips against mine.

	I let out a groan as my mouth parted automatically to taste her. As our tongues met and melted together, my hands fell beneath the table to her lower back, feeling the heat of her supple skin through the soft fabric of her dress. 

	Her hips began rolling against my lap in a slow, skillful grind. Her scent, a heady mix of cinnamon and sweat, infused every part of me. When she released a low, throaty moan into my mouth, my hands dipped lower to cup her tight, firm ass.

	Saleya knew exactly what she was doing; I had learned that within minutes of meeting her the first time. She knew how to talk, how to move, how to kiss…

	She had quite literally been designed for it, in fact, as much as the fleet jennies had been designed for military service. The manufacture of sapient slaves—be they clones or lab-grown—had been illegal in the Dominion for well over a century, but the business of manufacturing a perfect servile companion was simply too lucrative to disappear entirely. Several labs in the Borderlands still created and trained Velothi Succubi for the black market. Saleya’s unique look had been specifically chosen, not randomly cultivated.

	She was free now, thank the Seraph, but that didn’t mean her Succubus skills or training had vanished. On the contrary, she had only refined them over the years…and used the profits to build an underworld organization with reach and influence across the Colonies. 

	But an Immortal could do things that even her strongest allies never could, like take a pulse round to the face. Or break into the secret headquarters of a powerful slaving ring and exterminate the entire leadership in a single night. 

	Saleya eventually pulled away, hips stilling and a smile almost immediately gracing her lips. “I don’t know why I always forget that you’re such a good kisser.”

	“I have other talents,” I said, my hands returning to her trim waist. Being this close to her unblemished red skin made it difficult to remember that she was more than twice my age. In human terms, she didn’t even look thirty. Only Yarasi and Sillibar had longer lifespans. 

	“How long are you planning to stick around?” Saleya asked, lips still hovering a half centimeter from mine.

	“I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “Hopefully just a few days. With my luck, probably at least a week.”

	“Plenty of time for some fun, then.” Her tendrils lifted to caress my neck and cheeks, their touch satin-smooth, probably grateful that I’d shaved last night but disappointed I hadn’t done so again this morning. “You want to take me upstairs for a bit?”

	“Tempting,” I said in the understatement of the century.

	She clicked her tongue softly in admonition. “I don’t mind. You know that, right?”

	“I know.”

	“None of the other girls would mind, either, I promise.” Her smiled turned lascivious. “I could call Nyxe back. Or you could steal Astra from those other idiots right now. She’s fresh off a shuttle from Thandinar. I can’t think of anyone better to break her in.”

	Or both at once. Or maybe all three at once…

	“Maybe later,” I managed. 

	“Oh, come on, Kal,” Saleya scolded. “All you’ve done for us—for me—you deserve it.”

	“I’m not doing this for payment.”

	“Then don’t consider it as payment,” Saleya said. “Just some well-earned relaxation.”

	She had a face and body and everything that made it almost impossible for a man to say no. Tonight, the challenge was even harder—it had been a long time since she had finished me and even longer since we’d spent the night together. Yet I knew she would gladly and enthusiastically do anything I asked, from a quick tailjob under the table to a wet, sloppy blowjob in the washroom to a night of non-stop ass-fucking in the private rooms upstairs—or even her quarters. 

	Honestly, she might have even let me Imprint on her, as insane as that would have been. Anything to ensure I continued helping her out. 

	But if I wasn’t doing this for credits, I certainly wasn’t doing it for sex, either. Saleya was a good woman taking an enormous risk on behalf of people who had no one else to turn to. I wasn’t about to take advantage of her, and anyone who did…

	Well, the ones who did ended up like the slavers I had left behind on Secunda Minor. 

	“Sometimes it’s hard to tell whether you’re an idiot or a hero, you know that?” Saleya said, tutting as she patted my cheek.

	“It’s how I keep my enemies off-balance,” I replied dryly. “It’s worked so far.”

	She snorted and pulled away another centimeter. “Come on, do you really want to go back to that Kreen girl of yours without new experiences for her? You are still with her, aren’t you?”

	“I’ve never not been with her,” I said. 

	“Good. Then she’ll be expecting something different next time you see her, right?”

	I couldn’t help but grin. The two women had never met, but Saleya knew all about Ash’s rare psionic gift. Ash was the opposite of the jealous type—the more experiences I brought back to share with her, the better…

	I was tempted to tell Saleya about Miranda, too, though that would have been a bit more difficult to explain. Being in love with a miscreant half-breed from the Borderlands was one thing, but fraternizing with—and trying to impregnate—a jenny cadet was something Saleya never would have expected of me. Frankly, I was still a little surprised that I’d agreed to it.

	I would have been lying if I denied that I was having thoughts about Miranda right now, though, and not just her perfect jenny body or the sweet sound of her whimpers when I’d pierced her virgin flesh. As incredible and frankly unbelievable as it seemed…I actually just wanted to get to know her better. To sit down and talk or eat or maybe even watch a holo-vid. 

	And then spend all night ruining her again. 

	But I knew that there was a very real chance that I’d never see her again. If she didn’t graduate, or if she decided to take a different posting…

	“I’m sure Ash would appreciate something new and exciting,” I said. “If you have anything to offer.”

	“Is that a challenge?” Saleya asked, nuzzling her nose against mine. “Because you know how much I love challenges.”

	“I suppose it is.”

	“Good.” She smiled and kissed me on the cheek. “My room is empty and waiting upstairs. I’ll meet you in a few minutes.”

	She lifted her body off me without waiting for a reply, then swept up the chits I’d left on the table as the dance was over. She strolled away, hips and tail swaying seductively. 

	“Well,” I whispered, taking another sip from my drink, “maybe staying on the mothership for a few days won’t be so terrible after all.”

	 

	***

	 

	Other than their modest size, Saleya’s private room could have easily been a copy of any of the resort suites on Ramanis. Most of the furniture and decorations had probably come from there, in fact—the roolean silk sheets alone had probably set her back several thousand chits, and I knew she had paid a governor’s ransom for the personalized holo-murals on the walls. Yarasi art wasn’t cheap. 

	Though if she can ever convince one to work in the club for a while, the extra revenue will probably pay off the whole thing in no time. I know some of the senior natty officers who would gladly drain their pensions for a night with one of their “enemies.”

	I emptied my pockets on the nightstand by the bed, then loosened the top few buttons on my uniform jacket as I looked around for bugs. I couldn’t imagine that Saleya would do such a thing, but it was a tough habit to break. Life in the Borderlands had made me paranoid of all sorts of things, especially after Ash and I had caught some idiot trying to record us on Vabule. He was lucky I’d settled on breaking his knees instead of his face. 

	Trust aside, I would never regret the impulse to stay on my toes. Saleya knew for a fact that the Intelligence Directorate was keeping an eye on her, which was precisely why we didn’t openly discuss business even here in the “privacy” of her establishment. Some of the more forward-thinking brass wouldn’t be bothered by what her organization was trying to accomplish—they understood that aliens were as important to the future of the Dominion as any human. But on the whole, men like Ellis remained the exception rather than the rule. 

	I had just finished a casual sweep of the room when the door opened and Saleya effortlessly glided inside. The lights in here weren’t much brighter than the ones downstairs, but I still appreciated the extra vibrancy the added illumination gave her red skin.

	“You really think I’d risk recording you?” she asked as she slid her hands around my waist. 

	“Hmm?” I asked innocently.

	“We’ll have to move next door if you want that feature. And you might, once you see what I have in store for you.”

	“I’ll take my chances.”

	Saleya smiled as she brought our lips together again. I honestly didn’t need anything special; the thought of spending the night alone with her was more than enough to stoke my desire. She may have lacked Miranda’s innocence, and no one in the galaxy could compete with Ash’s fiery passion…

	But she did have a tail—and she knew how to use it. 

	My hands had only just begun to explore the soft skin of her bare back when I first felt the tip of her tail brush against the front of my pants, and it somehow managed to wriggle beneath my waistband and into my underwear. I didn’t know if all Velothi were this dexterous with their appendages or just her, but she had managed to surreptitiously get me off on more than one occasion without even removing my pants. The inevitable mess was unfortunate and uncomfortable, but I always found a way to get even with her…

	“If you don’t help me get you out of this dress soon,” I said as I pulled my lips back, “I’m going to rip it apart.”

	“This silk is worth more than you are, dear,” she purred, her cranial tendrils reaching up to brush my jaw. “Now get on the bed where you belong.”

	Saleya gave my sternum a hard push with two fingers. Playing along, I moved over to sit down on the edge of the bed. I imagined that she might want to take it slow, since I hadn’t been down here in a while, but part of the fun with her was that I could never be sure. 

	I was surprised when she didn’t give me a little strip dance, though, and even more surprised when she left her dress on as she joined me on the side of the bed. She did help me finish unbuttoning my uniform jacket, however, and she pulled it and my undershirt off with the same smooth motion. 

	“Lie down,” she instructed. “I want you on your back.”

	I did as she asked, wondering where she planned to go with this. Perhaps she just wanted to reacquaint her lips with my cock without scuffing her knees on the floor…

	The moment my head touched the pillow, she reached out and took my wrist, then gently pushed it up to one of the corner bedposts. It had been years since she had used the thin manacles she kept back there, but she deftly cuffed my wrist in place. Apparently, she really did have something special in store for me…

	“You know those can’t hold me,” I said as she locked the cuff. 

	“You’re a big, strong boy, I know. But this bed’s worth almost as much as the dress, so you better not break it, either.”

	I snorted softly as she took my right hand and pulled it to the other post. She had to reach across my body for this one, and the whiff of her perfume—and a point-blank look at her cleavage—sent a delightful tingle of anticipation through me. Once it was fastened securely, she leaned back and rose from the bed, a coy smile on her face. I assumed that now I would finally get the dance I’d expected. 

	But no. She had something even better in mind. 

	“He’s ready!” she called out. 

	My hands clenched into fists when the door opened, my combat instincts momentarily taking over in anticipation of an ambush. But the two figures who strolled through the door weren’t battle mechs or soldiers.

	It was Astra and Nyxe.

	“You’ve already met my newest girls,” Saleya said. “But they never had a chance to give you a dance. I figured you wouldn’t mind being a captive audience while they practice a new routine.”

	The girls flashed me two of the hungriest, most sinful smiles I’d ever seen. And one look at their young, nubile, and nearly naked bodies was all it took to make my manhood yearn to burst free. Astra was still wearing her translucent, gossamer black dress as well as her impossibly high stiletto heels, and Nyxe was still clad in her frilly white lingerie. They were holding hands as they approached the bed, but they stopped just before they reached the edge. 

	“They’ve been friends for years,” Saleya said. “But Thandinar and most of the Veilward colonies seem to be getting more dangerous all the time. I told them that the Wards here can be a little rough, too, but I’ll look out for them. And so will you.”

	“As best I can,” I promised, and not just because I was so hard I would have said practically anything if it got their bodies closer to me. 

	“I also told them you have a special friend with rather…unique needs,” Saleya said. “And that you challenged me to bring her a new experience. Well, consider the challenge accepted.”

	She touched a keypad on the nightstand, dampening the thumping sounds from the club downstairs and playing a slower, more orchestral tune. The moment the music started, the girls pivoted to face one another, their bodies so close their breasts nearly touched. They held that pose, Nyxe’s glowing blue Velothi eyes locked with Astra’s brown Neyris ones, their mouths slowly drifting closer together. I would have bet a year’s pay that they were about to kiss, but they stopped just short…and began to dance instead. 

	Their movements were so fluid, so graceful, it was like they were serpents made of water. They fawned over each other, their bodies moving in a rhythmic, mesmerizing motion as if they were making love while standing straight up. Yet they never quite touched—their mouths and hands always skimmed about a centimeter above the other’s flesh, as if they had partnered with their own shadow. Even Nyxe’s tail somehow curled around the Neyris’s slender yellow calves without ever quite squeezing. 

	“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Saleya said as she shifted back to the edge of the bed near my leg. She didn’t look at me, and I couldn’t tear my eyes from the girls, but I could feel her red tail crawl up my leg toward the bulging mound in my uniform pants. I thought—I hoped—she might use her dexterous wiles to liberate my manhood from its prison and perhaps stroke me to release, but she was clearly in a cruel mood tonight. The blunt tip just danced across my bulge, teasing me through my uniform to the rhythm of the music. 

	Dammit, I love to hate her.

	Nyxe and Astra reached a crescendo in their performance, yet again coming to a halt with their mouths open mere millimeters apart. Even their eyelashes were nearly touching. I watched their tongues—blue and pink, respectively—emerge from within their lips, but even they didn’t quite touch. They just looked into each other’s eyes as the music stopped, holding the pose for what seemed like an eternity…and then a new song began. It was even slower and sultrier than the first, and the girls once again began to move—not their bodies, but their tendrils. Four of Astra’s five veroshi—all but the one running down the center of her back—stretched out to sensuously caress her partner’s cheeks, and Nyxe’s delicate cranial tendrils did the same with the other woman’s chin. Meanwhile, their hands settled upon one another’s waist, pulling each other close enough their frilly bras began to touch…

	And then their tendrils, not their tongues, darted into one another’s mouths. I gasped despite myself, utterly spellbound as Nyxe gently sucked a veroshi through her lips, her tongue lathering the smooth flesh as if…well, as if it were a cock. 

	Fuck!

	Astra did the same with Nyxe’s thinner tendrils, voraciously licking and then gently sucking on two at once. Their meticulously painted eyelids began fluttering in delight, and their previously steady legs both began to wobble. I wasn’t sure how long they would be able to keep it up…

	“If they ever take this to the main stage, I imagine I’ll have to hire extra muscle to keep your natties at bay,” Saleya said, her tail rubbing significantly harder across my cock even while she casually crossed her legs. “Unless you happen to be around. There’s a special finale they put together just for you.”

	The girls slowly separated at their mistress’s verbal cue, their lascivious smiles returning as they turned to face me again. Saleya herself rose, and I couldn’t help but groan when her tail broke contact with my groin. All three women eyed me in amusement for several seconds, prolonging my torment, before Saleya nodded. 

	Astra glided forward and sat down on the edge of the bed to my left, while Nyxe sashayed around to sit on my right. Once they were both in position, they each put a hand on one of my legs and slowly traced their way up to my belt. Astra’s yellow fingers arrived first, and they made short work of the buckle. I was so hard that unzipping the fly might have actually been perilous, but thankfully the girls didn’t bother. The instant the buckle was unfastened, Nyxe helpfully gave my pants a solid tug to pull them from my hips. 

	And then I was finally free. 

	“Ro’kash!” Nyxe breathed, blue eyes widening when she saw how hard I already was. She and Astra shared a smirk which quickly turned into a giggle, and when they leaned down over me, my cock throbbed in anticipation of their warm, wet lips…

	But just like in their dance, they paused a centimeter before they made contact, turned their heads, and kissed each other instead. 

	It was a cruel joke, and one I was positive Saleya had designed herself. My cock was just sitting there, a throbbing spear pointed right at their faces, yearning to thrust into eager young flesh. But all it could do was throb and twitch helplessly as their tongues danced just beyond its reach. 

	Worse, where their teasing had been a joke, their kiss was absolutely not. They looked to be enjoying each other just as much as I wanted to be enjoying them, mouths widening to devour each other more deeply. They were skilled and playful and passionate, their genuine affection plain and beautiful to witness.

	I looked up at Saleya, frustrated near to pleading, but she just grinned back at me, arms casually folded over her chest. I knew from experience that she was a patient woman; she would have no qualms about letting this go on for some time. 

	“Oh, don’t worry, soldier,” Saleya purred. “This routine requires audience participation.”

	I felt something soft brush against my testicles, and my eyes shifted back down to Astra and Nyxe just in time to see one the former’s veroshi dip down to gently massage the sensitive flesh. A heartbeat later, Nyxe’s tendrils followed suit, lowering to gently graze my shaft.

	Moaning, I tilted my hips up, starving for more contact. But the girls didn’t seem to be in any hurry…at least, not until Nyxe’s tail joined the show. 

	I didn’t even see her lift it, but I suddenly felt the smooth blue appendage curl around the thick base of my need and begin slowly stroking me like a pair of fingers. Another of Astra’s yellow veroshi descended to join in, tugging me in the same motion as her partner. 

	“Ngn!” I moaned again, wondering if they realized they had a volcano pointed right at their kissing faces—or how much of a mess the eruption would make. 

	Snickering, clearly quite pleased with herself, Saleya sauntered around the bed until she sat perched right next to my shoulder. She reached out to stroke my bare chest, her long, elegantly manicured fingernails raking across my flesh.

	“No matter how much they argued, they couldn’t decide on who would get the first taste. We settled on a compromise.”

	I grimaced, pulse pounding as the girls began stroking me harder. Without breaking their kiss, Astra opened an eye to shoot me a knowing wink, which somehow made the whole thing even hotter. So the girls did know that they were teasing a volcano.

	And they were looking forward to the mess.

	“He’s almost there,” Saleya coaxed, her voice husky. “Just a little more…”

	My breath caught in my lungs as I approached the point of no return, and the girls felt it coming. Finally breaking their kiss, they left their mouths open and their tongues resting upon their bottom lips as they turned toward me with their foreheads touching, creating a narrow, upside-down V right over my cock. And then, at the exact same moment, they both turned their gazes on me as their glorious alien appendages tugged me over the edge. 

	“That’s it, soldier,” Saleya crooned. “Let ’em have it!”

	The volcano erupted. I cried out as I fired a thick load right between their faces, each full, heavy spurt striking their joined foreheads before quickly dribbling down across their noses, lips, and chins. They both gasped in surprise but then giggled in amusement as the spurts kept coming, painting their beautiful, intricately made-up faces in a glorious, gooey mess. 

	“So much warmer than you’d expect, isn’t it?” Saleya cooed, pink eyes glimmering. “Give him a moment to appreciate it…”

	The girls stayed still, all smiles as they looked at each other, taking in the damage I’d caused. Both had a glob dangling from the tip of their nose, and I could see their tongues poised on the edge of their lips, just waiting for their mistress to give them permission to clean up.

	Saleya waved a hand with an exaggerated sigh. “All right, go ahead. Make sure he can see how much you enjoy it.”

	Their tongues immediately darted out from their lips to bathe their partner, first by gathering up the loose globs and then continuing on to find any lingering smears on their cheeks and chins. Nyxe’s tendrils were fast on the scene to help, though Astra’s veroshi weren’t far behind. When one girl would gather a bit on a tendril, the other would eagerly lick or even suck it clean. I had never once imagined that mutual grooming could be so hot. 

	They begin to kiss again once they’d finished, the tips of their tongues swirling together as if to ensure they both could savor a final taste of the meal they’d worked so hard to prepare. Saleya seemed perfectly content to let them take their time while I caught my breath and recovered. 

	“The most frustrating part of human males is their lack of endurance,” she said calmly, though I could feel her own excitement building in the subtle swishes of her tail along my ribcage. “And the older they get, the more rest they need. It’s one reason you can never go wrong with having a partner to pass the time.”

	She smiled down at me, her glowing pink eyes glittering in amusement as she dragged her fingertips across my shoulders and then up the sides of my neck. A contented shudder ran through me; she always seemed to know exactly where to touch me.

	“Thankfully, this one is better than most,” she said. “He just needs a bit of encouragement. Go ahead and clean him up…”

	Having finished grooming each other, the girls returned their attention to my semi-hard member. Astra’s pink tongue started at the base of my cock, while Nyxe’s blue one started at the tip. I was already swelling again when they met in the middle and shared another long kiss. 

	“That’s enough for now, darlings,” Saleya said, rising again. “I’ll take it from here.”

	The girls kissed my cock one last time before they slid off the bed, their faces still alight with giddy desire—but perhaps also a hint of disappointment. If so, I knew how they felt. I had been looking forward to spending the next few hours fucking every one of their tight, alien holes…

	But then my eyes shifted back to Saleya, and I saw her tugging at the shoulder straps of her expensive dress. Her tail gestured the girls to the door. 

	“Next time,” Nyxe said, giving me a seductive wink, then taking Astra’s hand and gliding out of the room with a girlish giggle. 

	“There’s something to be said for youthful enthusiasm,” Saleya said as she pushed the straps from her shoulders and let the dress fall to the floor. “But I like to give you reasons to come back.”

	“As if I need one,” I managed. 

	She pivoted toward me, red skin shimmering in the dim lighting as she sauntered back to the bed, still wearing her stiletto heels and nothing else. My gaze feasted on her full, perky breasts, capped by the erect peaks of her burgundy nipples. I took in the flat plane of her toned abdomen, her wide, shapely hips, and the gorgeous seam of her hairless, glistening sex. Her pink eyes flashed hungrily as she swung her leg over my waist and crawled on top of me.

	“We all owe you,” she purred, her breasts pushing against my chest and her lips mere millimeters from mine. “More than we can ever repay.”

	“You don’t need to,” I insisted. 

	“I want to,” Saleya said. “And so did they.”

	She kissed me, even harder and deeper than down in the club. While our tongues danced, her two tendrils returned to gently massage my jaw, and it wasn’t long before I felt her tail slither around my swollen cock. 

	I knew from experience that she would be more than willing to keep this up forever. A long kiss, a slow tease, anything to keep the fires hot for as long as possible so the final release would be that much more glorious. And if she hadn’t just let two of her girls have their way with me, I might have even been into it. 

	But now, I’d had enough. 

	“I want your ass.”

	Saleya raised a black eyebrow when I unexpectedly broke our kiss. “Just like that, huh? No time for a bit of play first?”

	“I’m done playing,” I said, voice a low growl as I used my psionic powers to flood my body with adrenaline. “I want your ass. Right. Now.”

	“Then I guess it’s too bad you aren’t in charge here, Major.” She grinned, tapping my chest with her fingernail. “Because I intend to take things nice and slo—!”

	She gasped when I tugged my restraints and snapped the thin metal shackles right off the bedposts, then again when I grabbed hold of her waist and rolled both of us over until I was on top of her. Her glowing eyes widened as if she realized her plan to antagonize me had backfired, Though frankly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if this was what she’d wanted all along. 

	She was a Succubus, after all. She needed this as much as I did. 

	Sliding my hands down her soft, smooth thighs, I hooked my fingers beneath her knees and pushed them open wide, giving me full access to her bald Velothi cunt. Her labia were slightly parted, letting me glimpse the vibrant pink flesh within her moist entrance. I could have claimed her so easily if I’d wanted to, and she wouldn’t have resisted in the slightest. In fact, she might have even welcomed it. 

	She’d needed intense genetic therapy to break the Imprinting bond her master had forced upon her all those years ago, and now she was again as fresh and unspoiled as a young Velothi like Nyxe. If I fucked her cunt like I so desperately wanted to, her body would Imprint upon me; it would literally need me to survive. 

	But neither of our lives were ready for that kind of commitment right now. She had her girls and her organization, and I had Ash to think about, and perhaps Miranda now, too. But someday, perhaps…

	Growling again, I dragged my tip over her swollen slit, teasing her with the prospect that I might claim her after all. I even began to push inside her, just a few centimeters, prompting her to bite down on her lip in anticipation as she stared up at me, a primal, aching need blazing in her eyes. The impulse to hammer her into the mattress and fill her alien womb was overwhelming.

	But then I abruptly pulled back, cock glistening with her nectar. Saleya gasped, brow furrowing in disappointment—

	Until I pushed her knees all the way back against her shoulders, lifting her ass off the bed and presenting me with a new target. I placed the tip of my manhood against her puckered nether entrance…and slowly pushed inside. 

	Saleya inhaled raggedly, lungs faltering, as her taut ring of muscle yielded, widened.

	I’d never been an ardent fan of anal sex with human girls because I was afraid to hurt them, though I’d certainly had fun with the ones who’d craved it. But Velothi bowels were something special. They had nearly as many erogenous zones in their asses as their cunts, and Saleya began shuddering uncontrollably as I plunged deeper, her own juices my only lube. 

	“You brought this on yourself,” I snarled, our mouths so close I could taste her breath. “Now take it!”

	With a snap of my hips, I jammed the last few centimeters inside her. Her eyes rolled back into her head even as her lids fluttered, and I could feel the warm, tight walls of her bowels clenching and unclenching around my manhood, yearning—no demanding—to be claimed just like her cunt. 

	Velothi girls, I thought, smiling as I paused to enjoy the gripping heat. There’s nothing else in the galaxy quite like them.

	Keeping her legs pinned wide, my eyes drinking in the delicate red feet and stiletto heels bobbing helplessly in the air by my ears, I gently pulled my hips back…only to roughly spear my full length into her again. Saleya didn’t so much gasp as heave, her hands reflexively finding my sides and her nails clawing futilely into my back. I resisted my natural impulse to restrain myself and let her adapt to my assault the way I would with any other woman. After all, this was hardly our first date. 

	What Saleya wanted—what she needed—was for me to fuck her ass so hard she couldn’t breathe. And that was exactly what I planned to do. 

	I pulled back and slammed into her again and again, not with gentle grace like how I had taken Miranda for the first time, but with relentless, furious force as if I were fucking an enemy into submission. Saleya gurgled with every wet slap of our thighs, her body locked in a continuous orgasm—the curse (or perhaps boon) of her Succubus genetics. Seeing her like this, breathless and delirious and vulnerable, made her seem like a completely different person than the powerful club matron who was secretly running a Cluster-spanning underworld organization. She was normally so refined, so calculating, so in control of the situation.

	But not here, and not with me. When we were in bed, she was little more than my submissive alien cunt. And she loved every second of it. 

	“Fu—oh!—fuck me!” she stammered. “Hard…harder!”

	I fucked her asshole with reckless abandon, driving myself inexorably toward another explosion with the delicious squeeze and heat and friction of her channel. I’d already made a mess of her girls, and it was incredibly tempting to make a mess of her next. I knew how much effort she put into crafting her public persona. Her eyeliner, her blush, her lash extensions…they were all curated, all carefully designed. And the knowledge that I could ruin them in a heartbeat was so hot I almost couldn’t stop myself. 

	But when Saleya churned her hips, and her bowels clenched at my shaft as if begging me to spill, I knew what needed to be done. It might not have been the right time to claim her womb, but her ass was mine. 

	Pinning her knees flat against the mattress, eyes locked with hers while I rutted her like a hog, I abruptly buried myself and burst. Spurt after spurt, spasm after spasm, I gave her exactly what she’d so desperately wanted from the moment I’d entered her club. And she reveled in it.

	“Kal…” she panted, eyelids still fluttering and nails still biting into my back. Through my own haze of ecstasy as I filled her with my seed, I even felt her tail curl around my leg and squeeze like a blood pressure band. 

	As a wave of glorious, satisfied fatigue crashed over me, I leaned down to kiss her wriggling tendrils while we both caught our breath. I slid my hands down from her knees to her inner thighs, appreciating the seemingly impossible velvet smoothness of her red flesh. 

	“My protector,” Saleya breathed, a sated smile on her lips as she gently stroked my cheek. “I hope you’re not done with me.”

	I grunted softly as I kissed my way back up her neck to her waiting lips. “Not even close.”

	 

	 

	 

	
7 
Downtime

	 

	I woke up naked and alone, though the latter was more surprising—and disappointing—than the former. A glance at my holopad confirmed it was almost morning, insofar as any starship truly had a “morning” while gliding through deep space. Though even without a chrono or a proper day/night cycle, I could have known what time it was by the fact there was no music thumping downstairs. Here, in the early morning, the Second Wind may have been the most tranquil place on the whole damn ship. 

	I slid out of bed and into the shower, idly wondering how much of my salary I’d have to offer Saleya to become her full-time roommate whenever I was on the ship. Despite the typical reputation of strip clubs across the Cluster, the room was probably cleaner than half the officer’s quarters. Saleya’s off-world janitorial mechs were incredibly thorough—a necessity in any space shared by multiple sapient species.

	Ten minutes later, I was dressed and heading for the door, though I took one last look around the room to make sure that Saleya hadn’t left me an information packet somewhere. She didn’t dare risk telling me about her organization’s missions aloud or even over encrypted coms. At first, her caution had struck me as a bit paranoid, but the Intelligence Directorate really did have eyes and ears everywhere on this ship. A little extra caution couldn’t hurt, especially given the stakes. If even a whiff of my “side project” got out to the Admiralty, Ellis would be court-martialed and I would probably get fired out of a torpedo tube alongside him. Such was the price of doing the right thing.

	I headed out when I didn’t find anything, content that she would figure out a way to get me the information when it was ready. Both of the janitorial mechs were already busy cleaning the main level—now brightly lit—when I came down the stairs. The place was nearly deserted at this point save for one of her bouncers and the Kali technician who kept everything running right. The chameleon-like scales on his long neck shimmered a dark purple when I walked by, which I had always taken as a signal of quiet amusement. Kali were practically asexual, as far as I could tell, so I could only imagine how strange a place like this must have seemed. 

	I was back on the streets a minute later, marveling at how their transition from day to night wasn’t nearly as stark as the club. The biggest difference wasn’t the number of people, but rather the type. I was currently one of the only humans anywhere in sight. I might have been imagining it, but everyone else seemed much more relaxed as a result. 

	When I was halfway back to the tram station, I caught a glimmer of movement out of the corner of my eye and turned, recognizing a familiar face beckoning me over to an alley at the side of the street. I should have recognized her body, too, but Astra’s transition from dancer to civilian was so dramatic I had to do a double take. She was dressed in a baggy black jacket and pants that completely concealed her slender figure, and she was so much shorter in her flat, sensible boots that I realized I might have actually underestimated the height of her heels last night. 

	“Hey,” she said, smiling as she led me out of sight of the main drag. “Sleep late?”

	“A little,” I replied, returning the smile and trying not to look too hard at her veroshi. Watching them casually sway back and forth just reminded me of how they’d felt wrapped around my cock last night. “I was more tired than usual for some reason.”

	“Maybe you should get that checked out by one of those fancy jenny medics,” she said, moving in so close she had to tilt back her chin to keep eye contact. “But before you run off, I just wanted to make sure you enjoyed our routine.”

	“Definitely,” I assured her. “You’re both very talented.”

	“I’m glad you think so. Nyxe and I have never added that last bit before. But it was…invigorating.”

	She placed her hand on my chest, and I felt her knee brush gently against my groin. “Saleya said you’d be back sooner or later. Let me know when you are, all right? Nyxe and I would be happy to give you another show. Maybe even add something else to the end?”

	“I’d like that,” I said, resisting the urge to take her in my arms. “Very much.”

	“I thought you might,” she purred, her voice suddenly as sultry as it had been last night. “There is one last thing I needed to give you real quick.”

	“What’s that?”

	Astra reached out and touched the back of my head, then gently pulled me down for a kiss. It was short but sweet, and I felt her veroshi lift up to massage my cheeks and jaw. 

	At the same instant, I felt her transfer the small, capsule-sized data drive from her tongue to mine.

	I took it in stride, moving it to the back of my mouth behind my molars for safekeeping. Evidently Saleya had some new information for me after all. 

	Astra pulled away a moment later, her eyelids fluttering sweetly. “Stay in touch, all right, Major?”

	Flashing me a final grin, she turned and disappeared down the alley. 

	“I will,” I whispered. “I guarantee it.”

	 

	***

	 

	Following another long tram ride where I contemplated the many virtues of Neyris veroshi and Velothi tails, I finally returned to my temporary quarters in the aft barracks. There weren’t many other people around, thankfully, and I closed the door behind me the moment I entered. 

	After checking my gear to make sure nothing had been touched—an ingrained habit from growing up on a planet where thieves were all too happy to steal anything that wasn’t bolted down—I sat on the cramped bunk and finally removed the data capsule from my mouth. 

	The protective case was easy to open with the edge of my fingernail, and I slid the tiny data drive into the access port in my holopad. The progress bar for the decryption algorithm filled up in only a few seconds before the holoscreen popped up and I finally got a look at Saleya’s latest report.

	For the most part, the drive contained what I expected: information on the latest movements and plans of the major pirate and slaving cartels in the Cluster. The Sykaris Shrikes were getting surprisingly bold despite the thrashing Ash and I had given them on Dormire, though admittedly that was almost seven months ago at this point. Time flew by when you were running black ops missions for the Dominion while playing interstellar vigilante at the same time. 

	Saleya had also included an updated and sadly growing list of missing persons from the Colonies, including potential bounties for anyone who managed to get them back. I didn’t have the skills to help them, unfortunately, and with a pending mission on my plate—a mission that could last for weeks or potentially even months—I didn’t have the time, either. But my partner didn’t have those kinds of limitations, and finding lost people was her specialty. All I needed to do was forward her the information and Ash would take care of the rest. 

	I made a mental note to add this to the transmission queue before we moved within range of the Praxian relay, then scrolled down. 

	The rest of the data seemed like old information, and I was just about to eject the drive when a last bit of info caught my attention. One of her contacts had apparently aggregated reports about lost freighters, presumably as part of the search to find the missing persons. But amidst those reports…

	“Three Yarasi-aligned freighters in two months,” I whispered, double-checking the reports. “All in the Spiral, all within fifty light-years of the Veil, all discovered with the crew dead.”

	I leaned back in the bunk and blew a thin stream of air through my teeth. Lost or missing freighters weren’t uncommon, at least not in the absolute sense. The Tartarus Cluster contained thousands of inhabited worlds, billions of planets, and trillions of sapient lifeforms. Even though only a tiny percentage of ships disappeared or got ransacked by pirates, the raw numbers were staggering. I could have easily been forgiven if I had skipped right over this particular entry. 

	But thank the Seraph I hadn’t.

	While the Pact had been smuggling supplies and weapons through the Stygian Drift in the northern section of the Borderlands, the Yarasi had frequently been accused of moving their own shipments through the Spiral in the east. In both cases, the routes were perilously close to the edge of the Veil, and the indirect routes added a bit of plausible deniability in case they were ever caught red-handed. After all, both the Drift and the Spiral were neutral space, free from the terms of the Accords. 

	But this was the closest thing I had seen to an “official” confirmation about the Yarasi losing freighters, too, and one of the reports even had an eyewitness account from the first ship on the scene. The description was quite different than what we had found. Rather than a ship that looked like everyone had been summarily executed, they had found dozens of dead crewers, most brutally bludgeoned to death by Krosian gravity hammers after putting up a valiant fight.

	But the report also indicated that the Yarasi had been dead for almost three days when the witness had arrived—more than enough time for someone to have made it look like Krosians were to blame. The ship we’d found had been a fresh kill, and if my reigning theory was accurate, we had interrupted the Dowd’s little adventure before they had been able to design whatever scene they wanted. 

	My theory could have been wrong, of course. It could have been an isolated incident, just as all these attacks could be completely unrelated. The Dowd could have simply been raiding ships for supplies. 

	But I didn’t believe that for a second, and neither would Captain Ellis. These weren’t random acts of piracy. The Dowd were up to something, perhaps something even bigger than just trying to enflame a war between major powers in the Cluster…

	Which brought me to the very last entry of interest. There was a brief note about the destruction of the Pact outpost at Harkaeon, the event which had kicked off recent hostilities in the first place, followed by unconfirmed rumors from one of Saleya’s sources about a new Yarasi deep-space outpost on the other side of the demilitarized zone, near the Ketule Nebula at the edge of the Veil. I had never heard of it, and a quick cross-check with Dominion records confirmed that no one else had, either. But if it was real, it would be a tempting target for Pact retaliation. 

	Or for the Dowd. 

	An anxious knot twisted in the pit of my gut. At the time, Harkaeon had seemed like it might be the end of three decades of peace. But the lack of damning evidence—and frankly, the Yarasi’s well-known cultural aversion to firing the first shot in any conflict—had allowed cooler heads to prevail. But the embers were still hot, and it wouldn’t take much more stoking for them to flare up again. 

	The captain definitely needed to see this at some point. Though given the source, it wasn’t exactly evidence he could dump on the table for the Admiralty. They would ask too many questions about where he had gotten the intel, and neither of us—or Saleya’s organization—wanted that kind of scrutiny. 

	But it was a potential lead for when and if we actually got permission to head into the Borderlands, so I quickly downloaded all the relevant data to my holopad just in case. And as for the rest…

	Well, Ash would be disappointed that I couldn’t deliver the information in person, especially since I was several months overdue for a visit, but it wasn’t as if I had any better options right now. Before returning to the mothership, I’d barely had any downtime for the past six months, and I couldn’t just borrow a shuttle and traipse off into the Borderlands for shore leave whenever I wanted. I had to plan my visits carefully, coinciding them with missions, and I usually ended up needing some cover from Captain Ellis to pull them off. 

	But Ash would understand. It would probably involve more than a few tears, though, which always made me feel like a monster. Even now, seven years after I’d enlisted, it still wounded her that I had willingly signed up to serve alongside a bunch of stuck-up fleet jennies…

	And stayed after they rejected her. 

	One day, I hoped that I could change her mind. The Dominion was far from perfect, and people like her and Saleya and all the aliens on the Colonies deserved to be treated better than they were. But the cold, hard, and sometimes uncomfortable truth was that people wearing this uniform—even the jennies—were the best hope for the future of the Cluster. 

	Sighing, I encrypted the data and sent the message. The system confirmed receipt and displayed the pending queue for the relay at New Praxius. It would take a couple of days to reach her on Sykaris after, but at least Ash would get the info. What she did with it then would be up to her. 

	 

	***

	 

	Five days later, I was approaching my wit’s end. Getting stir-crazy on a city-sized ship didn’t really make any sense, considering that I could have spent each of the last hundred-plus hours walking one deck after another without ever retracing my steps, but that was how I felt. It wasn’t merely that I preferred being outdoors beneath the sky or that I was sick of being around so many jennies, either. Mostly, I just hated being idle. Other than my short visits to see Ash, I usually detested shore leave. I enjoyed rest and relaxation as much as anyone, but there was a difference between taking a night off and taking a week off. One helped recharge my batteries; the other just made me antsy. 

	But on the fifth morning, Captain Ellis assured me that Fleet Command had eventually agreed to his plan, and it wouldn’t be much longer before the Stormrider ventured out again. So rather than sit in my quarters and stew, I decided to go down to the largest natty rec-room on the ship and let people punch me until they passed out.

	Throw-boxing was a gritty, old-fashioned sport that, over time, had actually grown more popular rather than less. The fleet held regular competitions—both official and the other, more entertaining kind—while nearly every human-dominated planet in Dominion space had its own leagues. My particular set of powers disqualified me from becoming a serious competitor, for obvious reasons, but they made me an excellent instructor. 

	It was the perfect excuse to continue honing my Immortal powers and get some exercise at the same time. Plus, I usually got to punch or kick some annoying brats burdened with more ego than sense, which I always considered a bonus. 

	I had a rapport with the regular instructors, who were always happy to let me pitch in for a day or two whenever I happened to be on board. I started off by working with one of the intermediate classes. A group of fellow natty ’pounders—mostly in the eighteen to twenty range—got to take their turns whaling on me while I showed them how to throw a real punch and execute a real kick. It didn’t take long before they started to appreciate the advantages of being able to strike an actual person rather than a training dummy or hologram. They could do anything they wanted to me, even kick me in the balls—though the first private who tried it got a stern reminder that the move was illegal followed by a swift punch in the face just to emphasize the point. 

	I had drawn something of a crowd by the middle of the day, including from students in the advanced classes who wanted a crack at the “invincible man.” Even the ’pounders in the vanguard divisions almost never worked with Immortals directly—most of us were in SpecOps, and I was the only active Immortal I knew of that was a natty, not a jenny. I was something of a minor celebrity, though I hated thinking that way. We were all soldiers of the Dominion; I was just the one who’d gotten luckier than most. 

	After about six hours of solid training, I was ready to call it a day and relax before we shipped out. And that was exactly what I would have done if Arneson hadn’t shown up. 

	“There you are, Zeris.”

	I had just taken my gloves off when the two-point-one-meter-tall mass of muscle and ego emerged from the crowd of onlookers just outside the training ring. He seemed to have brought a posse with him, including two junior officers who were clinging to his orbit like his personal moons. There were also four girls with him, all cadets around Miranda’s age or even younger. 

	“Lieutenant,” I said, making sure to emphasize his lower rank just enough to annoy him but not enough to be obvious about it. “Something I can help you with?”

	“It’s captain now, actually,” he corrected, strutting toward the training ring with all the subtlety of a peacock. “Command was impressed after that mission on Coperos. Lochlan herself gave me a medal.”

	“I’m sorry I missed the ceremony.”

	Arneson stepped up to the edge of the ring, leaning against the ropes and smiling. “It’s all right. I assumed you had your head buried so far up Ellis’s ass that you hadn’t heard about it anyway.”

	Sudden stillness descended over the room, so thick a plasma torch might not have been able to cut through it. The natties around me went rigid, and even his own posse seemed surprised by his boldness. We may not have been on duty, but insulting a senior officer in public was a serious breach of protocol no matter the circumstances. Not that it had ever stopped him before. 

	And not that I would ever stoop to reporting him since I could just humiliate him instead. 

	“What are you doing down here, Arneson?” I asked. “Take a wrong turn somewhere? I know the signs can be confusing, what with having a letter and a number.”

	He smirked. “When I heard you were back aboard, I thought I might see you in one of the rec-rooms or arenas—the good ones, I mean. But I suppose it makes sense you’d rather stay down here in the warrens with your own kind.”

	His two goons snickered, and the girls behind them tittered. The whole display was so utterly juvenile I was almost embarrassed on their behalf. 

	“I do prefer to spend time with real soldiers, it’s true,” I replied mildly. “But don’t worry, I’m sure the Krosians will be impressed when you beat them at krekball. Assuming you’ve worked on your penalty kicks since our last match.”

	Arneson’s smile faded. He had one those faces that made you want to break his nose even before he opened his mouth. And when he finally did, his nasally voice and brash overconfidence kind of made you want to shoot him instead. The last time I’d seen him, he’d been screaming at one of the referees after I’d stopped him cold on his free kick, claiming that I’d come too far out of my crease. The game had ended in a tie, and he’d acted like it was one of history’s great injustices. 

	That’s how jennies are when they don’t get their way. 

	“We should set up another game before you ship out again,” Arneson said, slipping under the ropes and joining me in the ring. “Assuming you are shipping out again. Or is Ellis just going to keep you under his desk full-time?”

	Another awkward stillness descended over the room as he stepped within a meter of me. Everyone nearby was watching the show, though most of them were currently scowling at the newcomer. I could have started a brawl with a single word, and five years ago, I might have done just that. But thankfully, today I was a little older and a little wiser. 

	And a hell of a lot more powerful. 

	“Oh, we’ll be shipping out soon, don’t worry,” I said. “If you ever get another promotion, you might even have the clearance for me to tell you about it.”

	Arneson’s grin returned, thin and cold. Our longstanding rivalry was as tedious as it was inevitable. Originally, it had just been a bit of mostly harmless chest-thumping between Immortals, but it had gotten worse over the years—especially after he had been assigned to serve under some of Captain Ellis’s rivals. Now it almost felt like we were locked in a damn proxy war between our superior officers. 

	“Well, before you leave, I thought maybe we could go a few rounds,” he said. “You know, a demonstration for the students. Assuming you’re sick of not being able to punch back.”

	It was a trap and we both knew it. There was a good reason why jennies and natties weren’t allowed to compete in the same leagues—on average, they were twenty percent stronger and faster, with commensurately more stamina. That, coupled with the fact I’d just been working out for the better part of the past six hours, put me at a tremendous disadvantage. It was like voluntarily joining a krekball game halfway through the third period where you were already down 3-0. The prudent course of action for a man in my position would have been to decline and then return to my quarters. 

	“Sure,” I said instead. “If you’re up for it.”

	His smile turned downright wolfish. “Always.”

	He stepped back to the side of the ring to peel off his shirt. He had far fewer scars on his sculpted chest, which he probably considered a mark of virtue even though I thought the opposite. My wounds were memories—and valuable lessons etched in the blood. His waxed chest was like a monument to mediocrity. 

	Still, I was keenly aware of how many eyes were now upon me. If I got my ass kicked, the story of my downfall would eventually make its way across the mothership, or at least to all the other ’pounders. My celebrity status down here would probably never recover. 

	The bigger risk was that my defeat would confirm what plenty of my fellow ’pounders already believed about themselves—namely, that they weren’t as important to the military as the lab-grown jennies who ran the fleet and ruled the Dominion. But I had come down here to play instructor today, and counteracting that bullshit was the best thing I could teach my fellow natties. 

	Assuming I didn’t fuck it up. 

	Arneson didn’t bother grabbing a set of gloves, and I didn’t bother putting mine back on. We were Immortals; there were no helmets or mouthpieces or protective gear at all, just bare fists and raging egos. 

	“One round enough?” Arneson asked as he sauntered back to the center of the ring. Behind him, his groupies took up position at the edge of the ropes. “Or do you think you can do two?”

	“There’s no reason to time it,” I said, settling back on the balls of my feet. “Borderlands rules: first one who concedes or leaves the ring loses.”

	His delighted chuckle very quickly became a sneer. “Whenever you want to tap out, you just say the word.”

	“I wouldn’t worry about that.”

	He stepped in close to bang our fists together in the traditional salute, then leaned in even closer and lowered his voice. “You know, you might want to dial up Ellis’s frequency on your holopad ahead of time. That way, we can just hit a button and have him here to kiss your wounds in no time flat.”

	I punched him. There was no finesse, no elaborate technique, no long-term strategy. I just hit him as hard as I could, hoping he might be so arrogant that I could catch him off-balance and maybe cost him a tooth or three. But even he wasn’t that stupid. My knuckles struck his jaw, and the force of the blow knocked him back almost a meter, but there was no spray of blood and teeth, just the loud crack of bone on bone. 

	“Struck a nerve, eh?” he taunted, snickering at the stunned gasp of the crowd. “Why am I not—” 

	I didn’t wait for him to finish. Lashing out with a quick one-two combo, I jabbed for his face, then followed it up with a swift right cross. I didn’t expect it to accomplish much, and it didn’t. Arneson lifted his guard and blocked both, then retaliated with a cross-hook-cross that was far faster and harder than I expected out of the gate. The combo would have put any of the trainees I’d just been working with right on the mat. 

	I barely even felt it. 

	“Sloppy,” Arneson taunted, bouncing away with his hands raised. “And a lot slower than I remembered…”

	He came at me this time, trying to catch me off-guard with a feint followed by an illegal leg sweep. And even though I saw it coming, it almost worked. I leapt over him at the last instant, and I even managed to knee him right in the face a second later. The impact was impressively loud, and it did temporarily throw him off-balance. But without pain to slow him down, he had no trouble getting his guard back up and preventing me from landing a serious follow-up blow. 

	I’d once heard it argued—fairly convincingly—that a throw-boxing match between two Immortals was the textbook definition of futility. After all, men who could survive a pulse blast to the chest at point-blank range weren’t going to be fazed by a few punches. It was poor entertainment, too, since no one wanted to watch two people hit each other unless one of them would end up bloody and unconscious.

	But the truth was a little more complicated. Despite popular perception—which Fleet Command had encouraged in its propaganda vids in the Colonies—Immortals weren’t actually unkillable. For one, experience mattered. A veteran Immortal could weather a hellish firestorm, while a novice might get ripped apart after a few hits. The body was only as strong as the mind fortifying it. 

	For two, it was difficult to protect oneself against multiple types of attacks at the same time. High-powered ballistic weapons required a different type of focus than directed energy weapons, not unlike the difference between kinetic and thermal shielding inside most modern body armor. I’d fought enough battles to learn how to handle both at once, but few others had.

	In a good old-fashioned slugfest, though, it was mostly a competition of force and endurance. A punch to the chest might not crack a rib, but it could still move you out of position. And after a long enough fight, it boiled down to who would run out of fuel first. In a contest with a jenny, that would almost certainly be me. 

	Which is why I need to be patient and clever. 

	Arneson came at me again, this time with a blistering flurry of punches designed to pummel my gut and force open my guard. There was no denying that he hit like a freight tug; his fists pounded my ribs so hard they should have cracked, and he was fast enough that he scored a savage uppercut, too, clacking my teeth together and putting me on my back. He was on me in a heartbeat, grabbing my arm and wrenching it outward as his knee drove into my chest. The sudden stretch of my muscles hurt more than the damn punch. 

	“You don’t deserve to be in SpecOps, Zeris,” Arneson snarled as his legs wrapped up mine and he tried for a pin. “You never have.”

	I slammed my head forward, cracking our skulls together and momentarily loosening his hold. I tried to wrestle him into one of my own, but he was just too fast…and too strong. Leveraging his superior height and weight, he managed to flip me all the way over and crush my neck in a lock.

	“Ellis can’t protect you forever,” he hissed into my ear. “Lochlan thinks you’re being wasted, but I say you’re just a waste. And no one can figure out why one of the most decorated captains in the fleet would waste his time with a natty trencher from the Borderlands.”

	I headbutted him again, even harder this time, though I didn’t repeat my mistake and try for another hold. I slipped away instead, rolling clear and then bouncing back to my feet in an attempt to reset the fight. My audience let out a surprised cheer, while his floozies heckled and jeered. 

	Arneson just grinned as he rose back to his feet, his hands rising back to guard as he drew close again. “At first, I thought that maybe Ellis was just looking out for one of his own,” he said, his voice just low enough that the others probably couldn’t hear over their cheers and conversation. “I figured maybe he was a natty from the Colonies who somehow worked his way through the ranks before Command tightened its standards. But no, he’s Gen-43, one of the best there’s ever been.”

	I slammed him with another quick combo, jab-jab-cross, mostly just to keep him guessing and set myself up for the future. His response was swift and brutal—I took a jab to the gut that should have stolen my breath, a cross to the face that should have knocked out a few teeth, and a hook that should have knocked me right onto my ass. But I managed to slide away and get out of his reach just before he walloped me with a whirling kick. 

	The natty cheers got louder but more concerned, while the heckling laughter of his goons just got more annoying. They clearly saw the end in sight, and at the rate he was pummeling me, their confidence seemed justified. 

	“That’s when I finally realized I was looking at it all wrong,” Arneson pressed, as casually as if he were sparring with an amateur. He wasn’t even breathing particularly hard. “You know something about him, don’t you? Something secret—something even Command doesn’t have a clue about.”

	My stomach twisted. I had never given Arneson much credit for smarts, but I knew he wasn’t channeling his own brainpower here. He was just repeating what he’d been told, which frankly was a whole lot scarier. The fact that Ellis had enemies wasn’t news, but if they had actually started putting things together…

	Well, we both might be in a whole lot of trouble. 

	“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said. 

	“Oh, I think I do,” Arneson said. “And I’m going to figure out your little secret, Zeris—right after I put you down like the stray hound you are.”

	He came at me with the fury of a hurricane, unleashing a series of blows I couldn’t have kept up with even if I’d been fully rested. Ribs, chin, ribs, cheek—he drove me back toward the ropes, his fists a blur of movement. The natties held their breath as he pounded me like a stake, and his floozies cheered as he moved in for the killing blow…

	But this time, I dodged. And as his errant blow whistled past my cheek, I balled my right hand into a fist and punched him right in his waxed gut.

	Under normal circumstances, I doubt he would have even noticed the blow. But as I’d learned to better control and understand my powers over the years, I had discovered I could do more than just absorb punishment like a walking suit of armor. I could also store some of that kinetic energy and release it in a nice, big retributive burst. All I needed was for someone to whale on me a bit first, and Arneson had been all too willing to fall into my trap. 

	When my knuckles slammed into his gut, they carried all the force of my psionically enhanced muscles plus his last twenty punches combined. The result was a blow that would have shattered every bone in a normal man’s chest, and even made Arneson’s ribs buckle around my fist before his body flew backward like I’d fired him out of a torpedo tube. He soared over the ropes, over the spectators, and onto the open floor, landing with a whimpering wheeze that was lost in the startled gasp of the crowd. 

	“Thanks for the demonstration, Captain,” I said into the stunned silence, shaking the vibrating rattle from my hands as I strode toward the ropes. “I’ll see it’s added to the next training vid.”

	Like a spell had been broken, the natties erupted in wild celebration. His goons raced over to check on him, but Arneson pushed them away. He struggled to stand and spat a wad of blood onto the floor, glaring plasma bolts at me the whole time. But he knew he was finished, and for once, he was out of taunts. 

	“Let me know when you want that krekball rematch,” I said as I bent under the ropes. “I’m looking forward to it.”
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	Some of the other natty ’pounders followed me to the locker room, laughing and crowing like they had just watched a championship bout. I humored them on the way, though frankly I was more amused by the way the jenny girls in Arneson’s posse were looking at me after the fight. I probably could have polluted their gene pool a bit more that night if I’d played my cards right, but I decided to gracefully slip away and leave my fellow Immortal with a shred of his dignity intact. It wasn’t until I was showered up and ready to leave the now-deserted locker room that my decision was validated.

	“It looked dicey there for a few minutes.”

	I looked up from the bench where I was lacing up my black boots. At first, the only thing I could see in the shadowy doorway was a pair of bare, slender legs, but then Miranda stepped all the way into the light. She flashed me a grin, arms folded over her chest.

	“I really thought he was going to pitch you over the ropes,” she added. “But you always seem to have a trick up your sleeve, don’t you?”

	“Usually,” I said, smiling up at her as I finished tying my laces. “I admit, I never would have taken you for a throw-boxing fan.”

	“Oh, I’m not. But when I decided to track you down, I wasn’t all that surprised to see you were interested in the only sport where you get repeatedly punched in the face.”

	“What can I say? I’ve always been a glutton for punishment.”

	Miranda chuckled. “To be honest, I’ve never understood the appeal. Throw-boxing in particular has always just seemed so…”

	“Brutish? Savage?”

	“Primitive.”

	“Ah.” I rose to my feet and gave her a full-body shrug. “Well, I am a natty. We’re basically barbarians.”

	Her smile turned wry. “True enough.”

	I stepped closer to her. “What made you track me down? We’re a long way from the Command Deck.”

	Her face brightened as she uncrossed her arms and pointed at the new insignia above her left breast. “I just wanted to share the good news. I officially earned my commission this morning.”

	“Congratulations, Ensign,” I said earnestly. “Does that mean that your plan…?”

	“Worked flawlessly,” she beamed. “On the first try! Can you believe it?”

	“That’s…incredible,” I breathed, glancing down at her stomach even though she obviously wouldn’t be showing after only a few short days. Honestly, it seemed miraculous that they knew she was pregnant this early. 

	“The clairvoyants said the embryo already shows great potential,” Miranda said. “The medics will extract it soon and move it to the cryo-labs to be put in stasis until the next birthing cycle.”

	I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. This whole arrangement still seemed surreal—and a little disturbing. When you got a girl pregnant back home, it was a life-changing affair. She puffed up and you earned yourself a whole host of new responsibilities. But here…here it was like it didn’t even matter. 

	Children didn’t even matter.

	And knowing how quickly my seed had taken, I was suddenly thankful that the alien women I slept with on a regular basis had incompatible DNA. Ash would have resented me for thinking that. I knew how badly she wanted kids—my kids—but starting a family had never been on my radar. 

	“That’s…good,” I managed. “You didn’t lose points when you told them I was a natty?”

	“I would have if you hadn’t been an officer,” Miranda admitted. “But you’ve proven yourself and you have psionic potential. The Science Directorate always wants to diversify embryos as much as possible, even if engineers need to spend more time…well…”

	“Scrubbing off my lowborn genetic muck?” I asked. I knew I should feel insulted, but I didn’t really care. 

	“No! That’s not…” She shuffled in place. “That’s not how I would put it. The lab can make tremendous improvements and screen for all kinds of genetic conditions. The child will live a long, healthy, and productive life, just like all the others.”

	“And we’ll never know him,” I murmured. 

	Miranda frowned. “Well, no, of course not. It’s vital to keep emotional distance between the donors and the children.”

	Donors. Not parents—donors. 

	I bit down on my lip and glanced away. I wasn’t sure why I felt so bothered by this—it wasn’t as if it was truly a surprise. But I suppose it had all just been an abstraction before now…

	Now it was just fucking weird. 

	“I’m glad it worked out for you,” I said, trying my best to push the thought aside. “It would have been a shame to derail such a promising career.”

	“All thanks to you,” Miranda said, placing her hand on my arm. “And I have more good news.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Captain Ellis offered me a post as the Stormrider’s operations officer,” she said. “He’s about to take the ship on a special assignment…and I hear that you’re coming along.”

	My smile returned, slowly at first but quicker the longer I looked down at her. So, the captain had apparently pulled off two coups in one day—convincing the Admiralty to green-light his mission and scoring the hottest cadet out of the Academy. I never should have doubted him. 

	“That is good news,” I said. “He mentioned that he was going to try and make a play for you, but I didn’t think our little ship could compete with the juicier postings he knew you’d get offered.”

	“The Stormrider is one of the newest ships in the fleet, and Captain Ellis is one of the fleet’s most decorated commanders,” Miranda said, though I noticed the faintest flush in her cheeks. “This is an opportunity to learn from the best.”

	“True enough.”

	She paused. “And…I-I figured there are a few other advantages to the posting as well.”

	“Really?” I tilted my head to one side. “Such as?”

	“Well, I thought that you and I could…” She swallowed and glanced around as if to ensure we were still alone. “We never had the opportunity to experiment with any of the other positions from the instructional materials. I would love to learn more…that is, if you’re willing to help me again.”

	“I’m sure I can make the time,” I said coyly. 

	Miranda smiled again, instantly banishing the embarrassed flush from her cheeks. “Great! I can’t wait.” She hesitated for a heartbeat. “I mean, I look forward to working with you again, Major.”

	“Me too, Ensign.”

	I held her eyes for a long moment, beyond tempted to pick her up, push her against the lockers, and experiment with some of those different positions right now. That damn skirt of hers would make it so easy to bend her over practically anything…

	But then there was a shuffle of footsteps from outside the locker room, followed by several voices signifying that we were about to have company. Miranda immediately backed up a step and gave me a crisp nod. 

	“I’ll see you on board tomorrow, Major.”

	Flashing me a final grin, she spun on a heel and strode out the door.

	 

	***

	 

	While I was on my way back to my quarters, Ellis sent me a message confirming that his proposed mission into the Borderlands had indeed been authorized by the Admiralty. He was scarce on the details, given the inherent security vulnerabilities of even ostensibly secure messages, but we had been working together long enough that the subtext was clear: he’d had to put up a fight, and there had been a lot of pushback from the usual suspects. But ultimately, he had gotten his way. 

	He almost always did. Admiral Lochlan was right about that. 

	We were set to leave at oh-six hundred tomorrow morning, and he wanted to meet tonight on the ship before final preparations were made. I smiled at the last part, knowing that he’d probably arranged it to give both of us an excuse to leave the mothership early. For me, it was a matter of psychological comfort. For him…

	Well, every hour he spent on the Pride of Keledon surrounded by telepaths put his secret—and our careers—at risk. The sooner we were out on our own, the better. Especially now that I knew Lochlan and the others had apparently put Arneson and Seraph knew who else on the scent. As Ellis had once told me, saving the Dominion often meant staying as far away from its center of power as possible. 

	It took me less than twenty minutes to gather my gear, suit up, and head to the hangar. It was as busy as ever—drop shuttles were constantly arriving and departing, which probably meant that a new ship had arrived recently. A Valkyrie squadron was preparing to take off, too, presumably for training exercises. But one of the drop shuttles had already been assigned to ferry crew over to the Stormrider, and I made it aboard just before it left. I recognized several of the cadets from our last mission, including Nohani and Reyes. They both had ensign’s insignia on their blue uniform jackets now, too. 

	I nodded at them as I boarded, but beneath my helmet I couldn’t help but frown. With Miranda joining us as well, that put the ship heavy on youth but dangerously light on experience. Ellis had clearly done that intentionally—he did everything intentionally—and as we flew across the void to the Stormrider, I tried to reverse-engineer his reasoning. 

	Was this because Fleet Command hadn’t wanted to give him more valuable officers, or had this been the plan from the moment he agreed to do the cadet training cruise? The latter seemed more likely to me for several reasons, not the least of which was that Ellis had always preferred to work with younger officers whenever possible. He preferred open minds, and years of service in the fleet had a bad tendency to close them.

	Still, his style wasn’t without drawbacks. I didn’t particularly enjoy the thought of taking the Stormrider into battle with a crew of fresh-faced jennies, though if this turned into a combat mission, crew inexperience would probably be the least of our troubles. After all, we were trying to prevent a war, not start one. 

	The Stormrider’s deck crews were already hard at work when we landed, though I noticed that the D-14 shuttle had been replaced by a simple, nondescript civilian vessel—a Foreclaw-class light freighter, aptly named for its curves and shape. Using a Rakashi-designed civilian ship made perfect sense, given the nature of our mission. Flying around in a Dominion shuttle would be a great way to advertise that we were violating the Accords. Still, the sight of a strange craft surprised me. Requisitioning something like this normally required a frankly oppressive amount of datawork, which meant that the captain must have gotten that particular ball rolling the instant we had arrived or even before. 

	I guess that answers that. This whole thing was definitely planned well ahead of time—the mission, the cadets, the freighter. Just what in the hell are you up to this time, sir?

	I was on my way back to my original quarters to drop off my gear and change out of my armor when my holopad pinged. I transferred the incoming message to my visor and saw that my official orders had come in. Given that I had previously been attached to Ellis and the Stormrider, the changes were negligible other than a few shifted dates, but there was one small but noticeable difference: I had been given new quarters. 

	Big ones. 

	I grinned and double-checked to ensure I wasn’t mistaken. Ellis had actually gotten me into genuine fleet officer quarters. I couldn’t wait to see how the jennies on the bridge reacted to that news. 

	Turning around, I went back to the lift and rode it up to the officers’ deck, wondering how many other natty ’pounders had ever enjoyed this treatment. None on this ship, given how new it was, and probably not that many on the rest of the fleet, either. 

	When I finally arrived, I was tempted to roll around the floor in an ad hoc combat drill just to appreciate the vast, open space suddenly at my command, but Captain Ellis would be expecting me in his office on the bridge before it got too late. So instead of playing like a kid with a new toy, I emptied my duffle, stowed my armor, and then made my way up to the bridge. 

	The stations were empty, since we were still tractor-anchored to the mothership, but the light was on beneath the door to the captain’s office. I tapped the panel to let him know I was outside. 

	“Come in, Major.”

	I opened the door and stepped inside. Ellis was there at his desk, a datapad in hand. The vid-screen on the wall across from him—directly to my right—was playing what appeared to be spliced-together combat footage from a large-scale naval battle.

	“There you are,” he said, setting the pad down. “Sorry to call you in so late, but we need to talk before we depart.”

	“Yes, we do,” I agreed, moving into the room but turning enough to watch the vid. “A battle from the archives? I don’t recognize it.”

	“I wouldn’t imagine so, since it took place about a hundred and seventy years before you were born,” Ellis replied dryly. “It also happens to be classified footage.”

	I frowned at the display. It was a truly massive engagement: there were at least forty Dominion ships including the dreadnought Supremacy, the battlecruiser Destiny, and many other vessels from the original Expansionary Fleet. And as for the enemy…

	“It’s from the Dowd War,” I said. 

	“The final battle at Maltar, yes,” the captain confirmed. “Any sensible species would have surrendered long before an enemy reached their home system, especially an enemy that was willing to negotiate for peace. But the Dowd fought to the last ship.”

	I nodded as I watched the battle unfold. The Dowd navy had been unlike anything the Dominion had ever fought before; other than a few massive hive ships, the bulk of their fleet consisted of quick, smaller vessels that were more than willing to sacrifice themselves on suicide runs—a tactic that remained quite deadly against unshielded vessels to this day. But the psionic shielding of Dominion ships had proven to be an effective counter to all their tactics, even the self-destructive ones, and the Dowd had ultimately been defeated. 

	“The Sillibar had the most advanced technology in the Cluster before the Dowd arrived,” Ellis said, reaching out to take a sip of the near-empty tumbler of amber liquor on his desk. “But their kinetic shielding was relatively weak—they hadn’t faced a foe using mass drivers or gauss cannons in decades. Then the Dowd showed up, and during the first battle, they crashed twenty of their ships into a command carrier. Fifty lives for five thousand, just like that.”

	I watched on the monitor as a screen of swarm ships crashed into the Supremacy and were utterly disintegrated on impact. Most of the rest weren’t getting that close, thanks to the Wings of the Seraph and their Valkyries. 

	“Yet they never changed tactics,” I said. “Like knights trying to charge a line of musketeers.”

	“Clever enemies may be the most dangerous, but fanatical ones are the most terrifying,” Ellis said. “They never negotiated, never surrendered. They didn’t even make demands when they were ripping apart the Cluster. They would appear above a world and either exterminate the population wholesale or drag them off as slaves. Even the Krosians aren’t that merciless. They at least fight on principle and for the glory of their clan. They’re…comprehensible.”

	Ellis took in a deep breath and finished his drink. “A galaxy filled with wonderous species, and one that is truly alien.”

	I watched a few more seconds of the battle before striding over to sit in the chair opposite the desk. Ellis muted the volume on the vid-screen a moment later, then set down his empty glass. 

	“You didn’t call me up here to discuss history,” I said. “I think you owe me some details, sir. Like how you managed to get that freighter requisitioned so quickly. And how you managed to convince the brass to green-light this mission, especially with a crew of jenny ensigns.”

	“Very carefully,” he responded mildly. “Like always.”

	“Cute,” I muttered. “But I’d prefer the non-bullshit version, if possible.”

	Ellis grunted. “Let’s just say that it took longer than I’d hoped, and even after they agreed, the vote was hardly unanimous. There are still quite a few holdouts.”

	“Because they’re scared of us getting caught violating the treaty?” I asked. “To be fair, sir, it’s not an unreasonable concern. The Stormrider is quick and has a small sensor profile, but without a real cloaking device we—”

	“That’s not it,” Ellis interrupted, his lip curling for a moment. “At least, not completely. The bigger obstacle, frankly, is that most of the members of the old guard aren’t all that motivated to investigate this little mystery. They see this whole situation as an opportunity, not a crisis. They don’t care if our enemies start slaughtering one another, not if it leaves us in a stronger position. Some of them are convinced it will eventually let us just take the Borderlands by force.”

	“But that’s idiotic,” I scoffed. “The war won’t stay contained in a few sectors, but even if it did, we’re talking about billions of dead across dozens of systems—and that’s not even the worst-case scenario. They should know better.”

	“They do know better. That’s the problem.”

	He turned away, clearly drained and annoyed after a week of debate with some of the dumbest smart people in the galaxy. I sometimes imagined that every gray hair in his beard marked a conversation with Fleet Command, almost like the rings of a tree, but denoting brushes with stupidity rather than age. 

	“But you did get through to them eventually,” I prompted. “What changed their mind?”

	“Nothing I did. Just circumstance.”

	“Sir?”

	“Forty-five hours ago, the Pact representative in the Assembly reminded everyone that they still blame the Yarasi for the destruction of their ‘research’ outpost on Harkaeon two months ago. And they dropped new accusations about attacks on their ‘unarmed’ freighters in the Drift.”

	“Sounds like normal politics,” I commented. “Bloviating into the void.”

	Ellis slowly turned back to face me. “It was, until they put all their bases along the Borderlands on high alert. Our listening posts detected a massive deployment of front-line ships—two entire war fleets. And everyone expects there are more to come.”

	A stone settled in my gut. A little bit of saber-rattling was one thing; deploying hundreds of warships to the border was something else entirely. Even if those ships stayed put, their mere presence was a massive escalation all by itself. 

	“We’ll have to respond,” I whispered. 

	“The Third Fleet is already on its way to New Regdar. Seraph knows what the Yarasi are doing, but Intel is convinced that they’ve been amassing ships near Oscura ever since Harkaeon as a precaution.”

	I swore under my breath. With their psionic cloaking technology, the Yarasi could have already had an entire armada at the border and no one would know it. But they were even less likely than the Pact to commit ships without intending to use them…

	“That was the first thing that made Command reconsider our mission,” Ellis said. “The second is that somehow, the Pact got their hands on our report from the Drift.”

	I leaned halfway across his desk. “What?”

	“It gets worse,” he said, his cheek twitching beneath his beard. “Apparently the version of the report they received had been conveniently scrubbed of all mention of the Dowd.”

	I blinked in disbelief. A data leak of this nature was serious enough, but that could have at least been chalked up to regular espionage. It wasn’t news that every power in the quadrant spied on one another, and I knew firsthand that the shapeshifting Sillibar were better at infiltration than anyone. 

	But there was stealing a report, and then there was doctoring it before it got delivered. The implications of that were more distressing than the leak itself. 

	“How is this possible?” I breathed. 

	“I wish I knew,” Ellis said. “But based on the back-channel reactions our diplomats have conveyed, all the Pact knows are the basics: their freighter got hit, we couldn’t find evidence of a standard hyperspace corridor, and the entire crew was slaughtered before they could defend themselves. It didn’t take them long to blame the Yarasi.”

	My hands tightened into fists. Miranda and I had left that ship believing that we had interrupted the Dowd before they could properly set up a crime scene to finger the Yarasi. It had only been a theory, albeit a plausible one. But this…this seemed to confirm it outright. 

	“We ruined the Dowd’s little stage play,” I growled. “But somehow, they figured out another way to get what they wanted. As long as the shooting starts before we have definitive proof of outside involvement…”

	“There won’t be any way to stop it,” Ellis finished. 

	“Son of a bitch,” I swore. “Who do you think is responsible?”

	“That is the trillion-credit question, isn’t it? A mole? An internal leak? A Dowd spy?” He shrugged. “I’d love to know the answer, but we can’t afford to chase wild gazacks right now. Our job is to put out the fire before it spreads.”

	I nodded slowly, mind racing. The Stormrider was a small ship with a crew of about a hundred, and only a few of them would have had access to my report. Sharing it with the Admiralty added quite a few more people, however, potentially including their adjutants and support staff…

	Ultimately, plugging security leaks was a job for the Intelligence Directorate, not starship captains or soldiers, but that didn’t stop me from mentally compiling a list of my own candidates. None of them were pleasant. Some were downright conspiratorial. 

	“We need proof of Dowd involvement, and we need it soon, Kal,” Ellis said, his low voice drawing me out of my thoughts. “The Pact has been looking for an excuse to fight, but the Sillibar aren’t stupid. They won’t risk weakening their alliance if there’s another threat looming out there.”

	“Especially if that threat is the enemy that nearly wiped out their entire race,” I said with a sober nod. History may not have been my specialty, but everyone knew that the Dominion’s arrival in the Cluster had interrupted a genocidal war. The Dowd had hunted the Sillibar nearly to extinction. Even now, two centuries later, their population still hadn’t recovered. Many suspected it never would. 

	“Can you even imagine what those monsters might have out there?” Ellis asked, swiveling his chair toward his office’s vertical viewport. “A hundred years to watch and prepare in the darkness…”

	“It’s hard to believe they could have rebuilt a large enough force to threaten anyone,” I said. “Like you said, they fought to the last ship. They never surrendered.”

	“No, they didn’t. They just…disappeared.”

	My eyes narrowed, wondering if he knew something else he wasn’t sharing. “Surely someone would have noticed if they had been rebuilding.”

	“Space is big. Even if it sometimes feels like we’re always bumping shoulders. And there have always been rumors that they simply retreated into the Veil where no one could follow.”

	“Which seems impossible, considering no ship can survive out there for long.”

	“That we know of.”

	He stood and paced over to the viewport, hands clasped behind his back. In the distance, a Dominion destroyer and a screen of Valkyries appeared to be conducting battle drills. 

	“I checked in with a friend in the Science Directorate,” Ellis said. “She assures me that they’re closer than ever to opening the Straw.”

	I snorted. “The Directorate has been ‘close’ to opening the Straw since before I was born.”

	“You’re too young to be so cynical.”

	“Is it still cynicism if it’s true?”

	“Yes.” Ellis turned and eyed me for a moment before he smiled again. “I know how it sounds, but I believe her this time. The latest tests were promising. It might take another few years or even a decade, but the fleet may finally have a way back home.”

	“Maybe,” I replied neutrally. “What exactly does this have to do with the Dowd, sir?”

	“If the Dominion can figure out a way to breach the Veil, then someone else could, too,” he said. “Those monsters could be hiding out there, as cloaked from sight as the Yarasi fleet.”

	I didn’t reply, but I also didn’t bother hiding the skepticism from my face. 

	“There’s also the timing,” Ellis added. “That’s why I wanted to ask her about the Straw’s progress. Everything feels like it’s lining up for something big.”

	I shook my head. “Sir?”

	“Think about it, Kal: the moment we can bypass the Veil and summon reinforcements from the rest of the Dominion, it’s all over. The Straw is the endgame, the breakthrough that will change everything. And everyone in the Cluster knows it.”

	“Assuming the rest of the Dominion is willing to help us,” I said. “Two hundred years is a long time. For all we know, the Dominion doesn’t even exist anymore.”

	“Oh, it exists,” Ellis said firmly. “I don’t doubt that for a moment.”

	I studied him again as he went back to staring out the viewport, wondering what was going through his head. This particular line of thinking had never occurred to me before. But then, I also didn’t put much faith in the so-called “Straw,” a theoretical bridge that would allow a starship to maintain a functional hyperspace corridor even through the otherwise impenetrable Veil. 

	“Even if the Dominion is still around, I can’t imagine that a reunion would go smoothly,” I said. “Honestly, sir, it barely even seems real. There are only a few dozen ships left from the original fleet, and even their Synesthetes have degraded by now. The Seraph, the rebellion, the Unification Wars…it might as well be a holovid series.”

	“Humans are known for their short memories,” Ellis said. “But I promise you, everyone in the Cluster is terrified of this possibility—so terrified that they’ll go to any lengths to stop us from making contact. The Directorate has tried to tighten up security, but we know better than anyone that they have their blind spots. Our enemies are watching, and the timing here is just too convenient. The Dowd, the start of another war…”

	I watched him in silence for a few heartbeats. 

	“So, we need proof of Dowd involvement if we’re going to stop the war,” I said. “How exactly are we going to get it?”

	Ellis took a deep breath, and he seemed to pull himself out of whatever abyss his mind had fallen into as he returned to his chair and sat back down. “First, we cross into the Borderlands and send out a few probes. Based on the locations of the other attacks, we’ve narrowed down the potential areas where the Dowd could be striking from.”

	“Space is big, sir,” I echoed sardonically. “We’d have an easier time trying to find a single Krosian in a sea of birthing pods.” 

	“It’s a longshot, I know. But it won’t take long to set up, and it’s worth a try.” 

	“All right. What then?”

	“Then,” Ellis said, laying his hands on the desk, “we head to Sykaris and ask your old friend for help.”

	My stomach flipped. “Excuse me?”

	“It stands to reason that the freighter we found in the Drift wasn’t the last one the Dowd will ambush. We need to know exactly where the Pact plans to smuggle in weapons over the next few weeks.”

	“You’re hoping to catch them in the act.”

	“If possible, yes. But to do that, we need to narrow down where they might strike, and Nashira Telaar knows the Borderlands better than anyone.”

	I let out a wry snort as I leaned back. “I’m not sure I’d go that far, sir.”

	“Then how about this: she knows the Borderlands as well as anyone we’re likely to get to talk to us. She also happens to be a very resourceful young woman, and even if she doesn’t know, she can probably point us to the person who does.”

	He wasn’t wrong about Ash or her capabilities; I just hadn’t actually expected to get the chance to see her again for a while yet. It was exciting…but also a little distressing. Not because I didn’t want to see her, but because I wasn’t sure how she’d respond to me showing up and then leaving again almost immediately.

	“Ash will help if she can,” I said. “I can send a message before we set out.”

	“Good.”

	“But even if we know the smuggling routes,” I added hastily, “that’s going to be a lot of ground to cover. There’s no guarantee we can catch the Dowd in the act.”

	“There’s no guarantee of anything,” Ellis corrected. “But it’s the best lead we have at the moment.”

	Pursing my lips, I pulled up my holopad and transferred data to the computer on his desk. “Speaking of intel, I did get this.”

	Ellis tapped his desk and called up a projection. I had winnowed down the data Saleya had given me to the important bits—namely, the intel on the Yarasi freighters and their alleged secret outpost near Sykaris.

	“Now that is interesting,” he said thoughtfully. “Another secret outpost, this one in a great position to surveil half the Borderlands.”

	“And Dominion space,” I added. “Probably doing the exact same things they accused the Pact of doing at Harkaeon.”

	“If the Dowd are trying to fan the flames, this would be one hell of a tempting target.”

	“Frame the Krosians and force the Yarasi Executrix to retaliate,” I agreed. “One last push before the real fighting begins.”

	Ellis scratched at his beard. “If we warn them, they’ll wonder how in the hell we learned about this in the first place.”

	“It might still be worth trying, I don’t know,” I said. “I didn’t want to risk sending this over normal com channels, and it’s not like you could have handed it over to the admirals without coughing up the source.”

	“Definitely not. But it’s something to think about. Sykaris is filled with spies—maybe your friend can slip a warning to the Yarasi on a back channel. Just in case.”

	“Maybe,” I said. “How long do you think we have, sir?”

	Ellis arched an eyebrow. “Until what?”

	“Until someone fires the first shot. Until the war starts and no one can stop it.”

	“Not long enough,” he said, a hint of old sadness in his voice. “But it’s not over yet. We just need proof, Kal—something besides disintegrated bodies. And it’s out there somewhere just waiting to be found.”

	“Then let’s find it,” I said, rising to my feet. “Oh-six hundred hours?”

	Ellis nodded. “Oh-six hundred. And I want you on the bridge.”

	I grunted. “You’re sure about that? Those jennies will probably be pissed enough that you gave me real quarters.”

	“They’ll learn to live with it,” he said. “And I wouldn’t want you to miss my speech. It’s going to be a good one.”

	“I’ll bet,” I said, offering him a warm smile. “Just promise me one thing, sir.”

	“What’s that?”

	“That you’ll actually go to bed and get some sleep.”

	“We’ll see, Kal,” Ellis said, eyes drifting back to the battle unfolding on the muted monitor. “We’ll see.”
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	I took a surprisingly long time to settle into my larger quarters, as if my brain couldn’t handle having so much space with nothing to fill it. I downloaded several of the recent krekball playoff games from the mothership just to have something to watch on the enormous vid-screen in the living area, but when I laid down in bed and tried to sleep, my brain didn’t want to shut off. 

	I couldn’t stop thinking. About the Dowd, about the last war, about the corpses on the freighter we’d found…

	We still had no idea how the faceless aliens had been able to hide from our sensors or where their ship had gone. I found it difficult to accept that they could have constructed a new armada somewhere in the Cluster without anyone knowing, but even without one, they could still pose a serious threat. Starting a war between the major powers would certainly thin the herd.

	But there were other possibilities, too. Ellis had mentioned how Dominion shields and weaponry had been a decisive advantage in the first war. What if the Dowd had developed countermeasures? Like, say, a weapon that could disable an entire crew?

	Once I eventually forced myself to set aside my useless ruminations, I found my thoughts drifting to Ash instead. Specifically, how happy she would be to see me again—and how she might show her affection. I’d put another message for her into the system right before turning in. There was no way I’d ever convince her to spend any time aboard a Dominion ship with me, but damn these quarters would feel a whole lot less empty if she were here in bed with me right now. And while I knew she would be a little annoyed that I had spent time with someone like Miranda, her powers would let her appreciate the virtues of a taut, young jenny body as much as I had…

	I had just started planning out exactly what I was going to do to her during our reunion when the door chime to my quarters beeped. My eyes shot open, and I frowned and waited for a second chime just to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. But when the noise repeated, I hopped out of bed and strode over to the door.

	“Yes?” I asked, touching the wall panel speaker.

	“Major? It’s Ensign Pierce. I know it’s late, but—”

	I opened the door. She was there in the hall, still in uniform, though she gasped when she saw me standing around in nothing but my boxers.

	“Oh! I-I didn’t realize you’d already gone to bed.”

	“We set out pretty early,” I reminded her. “Come in.”

	Miranda glanced around the empty corridor for a moment, then hurried inside. She looked the same as she had six hours ago in the locker room, except that she had tied her black hair up into a neat ponytail.

	“I thought you’d be on the mothership,” I said. “You aren’t scheduled to come aboard until morning.” 

	“Yes, but, well…I like to get an early start.”

	“Ah,” I murmured, not buying the excuse for a moment. “Reasonable enough—the shuttles will be packed in the morning.”

	“Exactly,” she replied a little too quickly. 

	I raised both eyebrows. “That doesn’t explain why you’re here, though.” 

	Miranda anxiously brushed her fingers through her hair. “I wanted to let you know that I was on board. Just in case…well, after what we talked about in the locker room…”

	A part of me really wanted to sit there and watch her squirm for as long as possible. There was something wildly entertaining about such a prim, perfect, put-together girl fumbling with her words, especially since I knew exactly what she wanted. After twenty-two years of single-minded focus on her career, she was finally experiencing the urge for a quick, late-night hookup. 

	With me, the only man she’d ever been with. 

	Even if I hadn’t been horny before she showed up, I wouldn’t have had the patience to wait this out. So instead of stringing her along, I lunged forward, pushed her against the door, and kissed her so hard she barely had time to gasp before our tongues were grappling deep in her mouth.

	I wanted to fuck her right here against the door. Considering I had already stripped down to my boxers, it would have been a trivial matter to grab her by the thighs, hoist her up in my arms, and hammer into her until I burst. Short, simple, and satisfying—and probably a decent warm-up before I hauled her over to my bed and took her again. 

	But as my hands began pushing her skirt upward, I remembered that she’d put her hair in a ponytail…and a girl like Miranda didn’t do anything by accident. She had probably intended to give me a nice, convenient handhold while she finished me with her mouth for the first time.

	It was a charming gesture, and I definitely enjoyed the mental image of a young jenny on her knees choking on my cock a little more than I should have. I had been getting myself hot thinking about Ash for a while now, though, and I was tempted to skip the foreplay altogether. 

	Don’t be stupid. Only a fool would say no to a woman who wanted to taste him. 

	I kissed her hard, basking in the softness of her tongue and the passion of her wandering hands as they clawed across my bare chest and back. Her fingertips slowed as they traced along my myriad scars, as if she were concerned they might still hurt. But just like the last time we’d been together, touching my old wounds only seemed to enflame her hunger. 

	After another minute, right when our groping and clawing had reached a fever pitch, I finally pulled our mouths apart. Miranda gasped, her pale blue eyes looking at me expectantly. With a single meaningful glance, I could have compelled her to kneel, bend over my desk, or even climb onto the bed and spread her legs wide. Like a good junior officer, she was obediently awaiting my orders…

	“On your knees, Ensign,” I ordered. 

	She eagerly obeyed, sinking in front of me without a moment of hesitation while still looking up at me for guidance. When I nodded, her hands flashed up to the sides of my boxers and tugged them down, freeing my already swollen manhood. Her eyes widened for a fraction of a second at the sight, as if belatedly remembering the formidable task in front of her, but Miranda Pierce wasn’t the type to back down from a challenge. 

	Just like the first time she had knelt before me, she started with a swirl of her tongue across my engorged tip while her fingers stroked my thick base. But she wasn’t nearly as experimental or hesitant as before. Now her eyes glinted with a singular purpose: she was going to get me off and swallow my load for the first time. 

	Her lips engulfed my tip almost immediately, and it wasn’t long before she had worked half my length into her eager mouth. I got the feeling that she had been imagining this dalliance for a while. I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her lying on her bed alone, watching her instructional materials and studiously taking notes…

	Now Miranda had made it to her exam, and she was putting theory into practice. While her right hand began to gently fondle my testicles, her left continued pumping the base in strong but teasing strokes. Her tongue curled back to continue flicking at my tip even when I was buried in her mouth, coaxing me closer to the edge. 

	But most importantly, her blue eyes were wide and locked on mine. It was such a small but important detail, and one Ash and Saleya had both mastered. It was absolutely vital to look up at the man you were pleasuring, especially when down on your knees. It let him know how invested you were in his reaction—and that you were eagerly and willingly submitting to his masculine power as only a woman could.

	“Nnn,” I moaned, reaching out to take hold of her ponytail. I saw the pleased twinkle in her eye—she was clearly proud of herself for thinking ahead—and I used my new leverage to guide her movements, pushing and pulling her up and down my shaft. My primal urges shouted to force every last centimeter of my manhood down her throat, but somehow, I managed to hold back. She would need hours and hours of practice to accomplish such a feat—training I sincerely hoped she would let me give her during the many long hours of astral travel ahead of us. 

	In the meantime, I was more than happy to settle for the pleasant friction of the back of her mouth. My eyes rolled back as a wave of pleasure roared through me, a harbinger of my inevitable plunge over the edge. Miranda showed no signs of fatigue—not in the pumping of her fingers, the swirls of her tongue, or even the sucking compression of her mouth. If anything, she seemed to be getting more energetic the longer she worked—and the harder I pulled on her hair.

	“Here it comes!” I warned, gritting my teeth and making eye contact with her again as I approached the point of no return. She redoubled her efforts, pumping the base of my shaft more fiercely to milk her prize out of me…

	And I gave it to her. Grunting in release, I fired salvo after salvo, flooding her mouth to the brim and beyond. Ash had taken months of practice to learn to properly brace herself for the deluge, but a rookie like Miranda didn’t stand a chance. Several thick, creamy globs frothed over her lips as she lost containment. Her eyes and nostrils flared with alarm as her cheeks swelled. Yet somehow, she didn’t panic. She waited until the last spurt painted her tonsils before gulping it all down, and she let the dribbling lines slide down her chin as my manhood gradually softened. 

	“Oh!” she gasped when I finally pulled back on her hair and let my cock slide from her lips. “Is there…is there always so much?”

	“That’s your fault, Ensign,” I panted, smiling down at her. She looked even more beautiful with my cum on her lips, though I hadn’t throated her nearly hard enough for her makeup to run. 

	Something else to look forward to on the long flight to Sykaris. 

	Gathering the leakage onto her fingers, Miranda methodically licked them clean. “It was enjoyable, then?”

	I laughed. “Another thing you’re great at.”

	“I hope you’re not placating me. I don’t bother learning new skills unless I plan to master them.”

	“Then I suppose we’ll have to practice some more during this trip.”

	Miranda smiled lopsidedly as she stroked my wilting cock from the base upward, as if trying to squeeze the last morsel from a ration pack. She licked up the pearly drop that emerged and rolled it over her tongue. “Every day, if possible. Repetition is the key to success.”

	Every day? And here I grew up believing jenny girls were prudes…

	“Then we’ll just have to make the time,” I said. 

	She continued smiling up at me, her gaze turning downright lascivious as she gently kissed the sensitive head. Ash was definitely going to like this one, if I could just convince her to give a jenny a chance…

	“Males your age are supposed to recover quickly, right?” she asked almost poutingly. 

	“Usually, yeah.”

	Miranda smirked. “Even natties?”

	I scoffed, tempted to give her jaw another round of practice. And given the late hour, she surely wouldn’t mind it if her makeup got a little smeared…or maybe a lot smeared.

	“We manage just fine,” I said. 

	“I suppose we’ll find out,” she said, stroking me harder. “Unless you’re tired and wish to sleep? Natural-born humans require at least six hours of—”

	“On your feet, Ensign,” I ordered.

	Her eyes twinkled for a moment, and she kissed my tip one last time before she released my length and obediently rose. My cock ached for the grip of her fingers and warmth of her lips, but I’d had enough foreplay. No, as tempting as it was to shove my cock through her lips again, it was time I learned what kind of girl Miranda Pierce truly was. 

	Reaching out to take her hand, I tugged her away from the door and deeper into my quarters. I could tell that she was expecting me to take her over to the bed and possibly repeat our first gentle but deliberate encounter. But I was so hot that five meters seemed like five light-years. And besides, the bed wouldn’t teach me what I wanted to know. 

	And so instead, I placed my hand on her back and roughly shoved her toward my desk. She yelped in surprise when she bumped against the edge and then again when I tightly pressed myself against her from behind. My hands reached around her, groping for her breasts even as my mouth sought out the nape of her neck. A soft moan escaped her lips when my teeth grazed her flesh. 

	Under any normal circumstances, I would have gladly taken the time to open her jacket and liberate her plump jenny tits. But despite her concerns about my natty endurance, my cock was hard, ready, and very impatient for a new home. 

	Snarling, I shoved Miranda forward and bent her over the desk. She squeaked with surprise, then outright squealed when my left hand clutched her ponytail and snapped her neck back until my teeth and tongue were at her ear. I paused for a split second, giving her time to protest if she was truly frightened or uncomfortable, but the excited, expectant shudders I felt rippling through her body were all the permission I needed to continue. 

	My free hand slipped down between us to push her skirt up her thighs and over her smooth, pale ass. I smacked it hard enough to prompt another gasp, but again it only seemed to make her hotter. Her panties were as easy to push aside as I’d imagined since first laying eyes on her on the bridge, and I nestled my aching, swollen, and desperate crown right up against her quim. 

	Miranda was utterly, thoroughly soaked, and while the heels of her boots were helping to compensate for our height difference, I still felt her stretch up on her tiptoes to give me an even better angle. 

	In other words, she was presenting herself like a bitch in heat. It was almost too bad that I’d already gotten her pregnant, because I couldn’t think of a better position to breed a jenny slut. 

	I kept her hair yanked back while I mounted her, my teeth grazing her ear as I pushed my tip inside. Her cunt was so wet, so ready, there was practically no resistance. Blissfully soft, sensitive flesh engulfed me. Miranda gave a low moan as her walls began to stretch. I pushed deeper, centimeter by centimeter, savoring her feeble whimpers and stilted breaths as I claimed her. 

	She cried out when, with a sudden, selfish thrust, I hilted my full length inside her, the front of my thighs slapping against the back of hers. Her carnal walls were every bit as warm and welcoming as before. They squeezed around my shaft, fluttering as my tip nudged her cervix.

	“Take it,” I breathed into her ear. “Take it all!”

	I pulled back, then slammed into her again, my free hand slapping her ass as if to punctuate the thrust. She squealed in surprised delight. I made sure to keep a firm grip on her hair to keep her head upright, facing the viewport behind the desk, and thoughtfully pinned her with my body weight. I could have been a lot rougher with her—and one day, Seraph willing, I would get that chance. But for now, I just wanted to give her a small taste of helplessness to test her limits—and whet her appetite. She could barely even squirm beneath me, and there was no way she could possibly escape. 

	Best of all, Miranda got to watch her own conquest in the window. Without the mists of astral space outside, the viewport was a flat, starry black, giving us a near-perfect reflection of her splayed over the desk, skirt hiked up her thighs with me savagely rutting her from behind, my body hunched low over hers like an animal. I wasn’t just fucking her—I was dominating her.

	And just like I’d hoped, she was loving every second of it. I drove into her again, harder this time and harder still with every subsequent thrust. The desk rattled as I continuously slammed her body against it, and her knuckles had turned white as she clung to the edges for dear life.

	“I’m going to breed you again,” I panted into her ear between thrusts.

	“Ooo!” she moaned out as I jerked back on her hair again.

	“I’m going to put one natty baby after another in that jenny womb of yours,” I said, nibbling at her earlobe. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

	I could see her biting down on her lip in the reflection, and I could feel the climax swelling inside her—and me. 

	“I asked you a question, Ensign,” I pressed. “You want me to breed you again, don’t you?”

	“Y-yes!” Miranda panted, barely able to speak.

	“Then you’d better beg me for it,” I snarled. “Tell me you want me to fuck you.”

	“I—ngh!—I want you to fuck me!”

	“Tell me you want me to cum inside you.”

	“I want you…I want you to cum inside me!”

	“Tell me you want me to breed you,” I demanded, “like the jenny whore you are!”

	“Breed me!” Miranda wailed. “Please!”

	I drilled into her again and again, hard but still deliberate, until the moment I felt her crest. Her walls contracted around me, and her blue eyes rolled back in the reflection. And then, finally, I abandoned my restraint. 

	I fucked her as hard as I could—harder than I should—but I swore I could feel her body yearning for it, begging for it. Not just in her cries or staggered breaths but in her blubbering desperation. 

	“Fuck!” I snarled, wrenching back her hair one last time as I exploded deep inside her, pumping my seed into her womb. One spasm, then two, then three…

	She gasped sharply with each spurt as it landed within her. She seemed barely self-aware as aftershocks wracked her body, passing into me through her back, her thighs, her core—everywhere our flesh was pressed as one.

	Nothing existed outside that moment of shared bliss, that bright, shining euphoria that outshone every star. There was only us, and the pinnacle we’d reached together. 

	I held her head back until I had given her every last drop, and then for at least thirty seconds more before I slumped on top of her, my hand leaving her ponytail and caressing her neck and cheek instead. She turned her head sideways, face pressed against the glass of the desk, breaths haggard but content. 

	I leaned forward enough to kiss her cheek, and I gently feathered my fingers through her hair. “Did they have that in any of your instructional materials?”

	“Not…not exactly,” she whispered. 

	“Did you like it?”

	She nodded sheepishly. “Yes.”

	“Good,” I said, grinning and pecking her cheek again. “We’ll have to see what else you like during this trip.”

	I expected her to smile, but instead she swallowed anxiously. “Did you mean what you said?”

	I frowned, trying to remember everything I’d blurted out in the heat of the moment. “You’re not a whore,” I said, suddenly worried she might have taken it literally. “That was just some dirty talk to—”

	“Not that,” Miranda said. “What I meant was…would you be willing to breed me again?”

	My cock, softening but still inside her, twitched within her warmth. It was the kind of question I’d never expected to get asked, but it was one I had no trouble answering. 

	“Absolutely,” I said, perhaps too quickly. “If that’s what you want…”

	“I won’t be able to get pregnant again for several weeks, but after that…” She shrugged as much as she could with my body still atop her. “I mentioned before that most female officers prefer to have children with a variety of different men to optimize genetic diversity, but I…I would prefer to have more with you. If you’re willing.”

	Oh, I’m willing. Who in their right mind wouldn’t be?

	“As many as you like,” I said. “And maybe we can review some more positions in the meantime?”

	Miranda finally smiled. “Yes. There are so many left.”

	Slowly, gingerly, I leaned up. My cock finally slipped out of her, but the moment it did so, I took hold of her waist and spun her around to face me. I stifled her surprised gasp with a deep kiss, and I held her against me for several long minutes before I pulled away. 

	“Let’s get you to bed, Ensign,” I said, brushing a lock of black hair from her forehead. “Sounds like we’re going to have a busy trip ahead of us.”

	 

	***

	 

	Falling asleep with a woman in your bed was easy. Mustering the will to get out of bed afterward was the real challenge. 

	Miranda didn’t dive into the washroom this time when our holopad alarms went off, but she did look down at her rumpled uniform on the floor with a mix of dread and frustration in her eyes. 

	“Shit,” she breathed. “We’re supposed to be—”

	“It’s all right, we have time,” I said with a yawn as I propped myself up on an elbow. Beneath the sheets, I slid my hand down along the smooth plane of her stomach to her shaven quim, stopping just short of her clit and wishing that I’d set the alarm for half an hour earlier so we’d have enough time for a wake-up tumble. But if getting out of bed now was proving difficult, I couldn’t imagine how hard it would be while basking in the afterglow of filling her up again. 

	“I need to shower,” Miranda said. 

	“You can use mine,” I suggested. 

	“I also need to put on makeup and get a new uniform.” She paused and nibbled nervously at her lower lip. “Most of the other officers were moving in this morning. Half of them are probably out in the corridor right now…”

	I glanced at the bedroom doorway. She was probably right. The shuttles from the mothership would have already begun ferrying over the rest of the crew, and the officers would need to get situated in their quarters before they reported for duty. Just like the last time we’d slept together, we hadn’t broken any rules…but I could appreciate her reluctance to do a walk of shame thirty minutes before starting her first assignment as a bridge officer. 

	Which meant it was time for me to do what I did best—fall on a grenade so no one else had to. 

	“Did you get the same quarters assignment as before?” I asked. 

	“Yes,” she confirmed. “One four one, right down the hall.”

	“Then get dressed while I take a quick shower. I’ll take care of the rest.”

	I hopped out of bed, not bothering to explain as I shuffled into the washroom for a quick, ninety-second scrub. Getting in uniform only took another minute, and I was mostly presentable by the time she was dressed in her wrinkled uniform and waiting anxiously by the door. 

	“I’ll get their attention,” I said. “And I’ll see you on the bridge.”

	I gave her a quick kiss, fearing that anything more might lead to me bending her over the desk again, then moved into the hall. Sure enough, there were two other officers out there, chatting casually after probably having arrived together just a few minutes ago. I recognized both of them from a previous assignment from before our cadet training cruise; Lieutenants Karas and Olshenko were among Ellis’s favorites.

	They were a decent enough sort. I moved out to join their conversation, smiling and positioning myself to block their view so Miranda could scurry away. I couldn’t help but feel a bit silly about the whole thing, but there was something oddly exciting about it, too. Maybe I just missed the days when Ash and I used to have to hide from my parents whenever we got together. All the clever tricks we’d used to sneak in and out…and the creative ways I’d found to gag her so she didn’t wake everyone up. 

	I held their attention for a few minutes, mostly by subtly probing them to see how much Ellis had told them about the mission. The answer turned out to be quite a bit, which shouldn’t have surprised me. Like everyone else on the duty roster, Karas and Olshenko were here because they were young, open-minded, and loyal. They had a little bit of real combat experience, too, though it still seemed like the captain had brought along a pretty green crew for an illegal mission into the Borderlands. 

	We eventually headed off for the bridge, and somehow, Miranda beat us to it. Her new uniform was neatly pressed, and her eyeliner and lipstick were absolutely flawless. Even her walk was as smooth as ever—which definitely hadn’t been the case when she’d gotten out of bed. Once more, I found myself flabbergasted by how quickly she could get herself back together.

	The rest of the bridge officers were all there, too. With Reyes at the helm, Nohani at science, and Miranda at ops, it almost felt like we hadn’t really left the cadet training cruise behind. I still wasn’t exactly sure what to make of that development. 

	Captain Ellis emerged from his office at oh-six hundred on the dot, holopad in hand. He swept his gaze across the bridge, pausing at everyone in turn, as he halted in front of the main viewport. 

	“All of you know each other, so I’ll skip the long-winded introductions,” he said. “But I do want to congratulate our three new ensigns on finally being off the Academy’s leash. Let’s hope you’re all as ready for the real galaxy as I think you are.”

	While Miranda maintained a stoic, professional silence, Nohani and Reyes shared an awkward chuckle, and Karas and Olshenko smiled, too. The lieutenants didn’t seem particularly concerned about suddenly being the most experienced junior fleet officers on the ship, but perhaps they were just looking forward to being kings of the proverbial hill for a little while. 

	“I realize we have a fairly unorthodox crew,” Ellis went on. “But this is an unorthodox mission, and I didn’t want the officers on my bridge to be influenced by decades of preconceptions. Fresh faces, new ideas…you’re all here for a reason, and I have the utmost confidence in your abilities.”

	He continued sweeping his gaze over them until it finally came to rest on me. “Special Operations was kind enough to loan Major Zeris to us yet again. And given the nature of our mission—and the fact that Command didn’t want to spare me a lieutenant commander—he will be serving as my XO. I trust that no one has any problems with this.”

	I kept my eyes locked on him rather than the officers, wondering in the back of my mind if this had been part of his rationale for selecting the crew all along. A ship staffed with older, career-minded jennies would have absolutely had a problem with a natty ’pounder—even one with the rank of major—taking on the role of XO. But everyone on this bridge had served with me before, and they didn’t bat an eyelash at the decision. 

	“Good,” Ellis said. “I have already requested a small contingent of troopers to join us. While I don’t anticipate the need for a significant ground operation, I want to be prepared for anything.” 

	He took a breath, and his expression turned grave. “I know the mothership is rife with rumors these days. There hasn’t been this much talk of open war since back when I was a cadet on my first assignment. Since the destruction of the Pact outpost on Harkaeon, the Admiralty has feared that an end to the ceasefire might be imminent. The Pact has the weapons, the ships, and the sheer force of will to rip apart everything the Dominion has spent the last two hundred years building in the Cluster. I refuse to let that happen.

	“There are some on the fleet who will say that we’ve been at peace for too long, that we abandoned our original mission when we signed the Accords. They believe another war is our chance to expand our territory and claim the Borderlands for ourselves. Some even think it might be our best chance to break up the Pact once and for all. But I hope that everyone on this ship knows better. If there’s one lesson I’ve tried to impart to each of you, it’s that winning this peace is every bit as vital to the future of the Dominion as winning the next war, when and if it comes. And that is why we’re here.”

	Ellis moved aside and tapped the operations console, superimposing a map of the Borderlands over the viewport. The demilitarized zone snaked between the territories of the three major powers in the Cluster like a wide river. 

	“We still have no idea where the Dowd are hiding,” he went on, “nor do we understand the nature of the technology that has allowed them to evade detection and disable vessels so easily. But since the other major powers in the Cluster have been unwilling to share their own intelligence, we’re going to have to figure it all out on our own. Our working theory is that the Dowd are attempting to provoke a war to weaken their old foes, perhaps as part of a long-term plan for a renewed invasion.”

	The captain turned back to face us. “Two hundred years ago, these faceless monsters nearly wiped out the Sillibar race. They slaughtered billions and enslaved millions more. The scars of their attempted genocide still run deep. Whatever they’re planning now, we cannot allow them to succeed.”

	Ellis took another deep breath, eyeing each of us one last time. “Take your stations.”

	The crew moved to their posts with determined vigor, as good a sign as any that his speech had worked as well as he’d hoped. Then again, it didn’t usually take much to get new ensigns excited. Maybe that was the reason he’d brought them aboard. 

	I took my place at his left side as he sat down in the command chair. “Coms, open a channel to the mothership and request clearance for departure.”

	Karas paused for a moment at his station to my left, his hand touching his earpiece. “Clearance granted, sir. Remote system access has been terminated; shift point has been assigned.”

	“Helm, one quarter sublight,” Ellis said. “Spin up the astral drive and prepare us for a shift.”

	“Aye, sir,” Reyes replied. “One quarter sublight.”

	I watched the viewport as we accelerated away from the Pride of Keledon, internally debating when we might return…and if the Tartarus Cluster would be at war when we did. Ellis was right that there were too many people on that floating whale who were probably looking forward to testing the fleet’s might again. To them, war meant renewed purpose, and a long-delayed shot at glory. But all I could think about was how much people like Saleya, her allies, and the billions of natties out there in the Colonies would suffer. Peace might not have solved all of the galaxy’s problems, but it was sure as hell better than the alternative. 

	“We will reach a safe shifting point in one minute, twenty-three seconds, sir,” Reyes said. 

	“Once we’re in position, set a course for the Borderlands, Ensign,” Ellis said. “Seraph willing, we can still fix this before it’s too late.”

	 

	***

	 

	It was a six-day journey from the mothership to Sykaris, even at the incredible speeds which were only achievable in astral space or a pre-tunneled hyperspace corridor. Thanks to the Science Directorate’s newest shield design, the Stormrider didn’t need to shift back into normal space periodically to give our minds a rest from the Koro Effect, the neural degradation caused by long-term exposure to astral energies. But we still dropped out at least once each day in order to sync up with the closest Holosphere relay and ensure that we hadn’t missed any vital news. 

	I had always found that period of “disconnection” annoying, but such was the cost of traversing a different dimension where the laws of physics couldn’t slow you down. And now that the Koro Effect wasn’t an issue, there were really no other drawbacks of traveling through astral space rather than hyperspace. We could move twenty light-years an hour, the same speed as a pre-tunneled jump corridor and twice as fast any hyperdrive without one, and we couldn’t be detected en route. It was one more way we could (hopefully) avoid being caught breaking the Accords.

	I spent most of my on-duty hours designing and running training sessions with the four other troopers we picked up at NP-784, one of the military installations along the way. I had never met any of them before—Ellis apparently hadn’t been able to requisition any of his favorite fireteams—so I thought it was extra important to try to build some basic chemistry and expectations with them. They all seemed quite happy to have an Immortal on board to support them. 

	My duties as ship’s XO weren’t as onerous as I feared. Automated systems took care of most of the datawork involved in day-to-day operations, and I wasn’t required to stand a watch on the bridge. What time I wasn’t training with the other ’pounders or tending to admin work was spent on research.

	The off-duty hours were a bit harder to fill at first, though the captain and I spent quite a bit of time reviewing the data we’d recovered from the Pact freighter and consulting the old battle archives he’d brought along. I probably learned more about Dominion naval tactics in those few days than I had in the past seven years combined. 

	And then, of course, there was Miranda. She came to my quarters after dinnertime each day, but without fail, the only thing we ended up devouring was one another. She got more confident, more skilled, and, frankly, more ravenous each night. At the start of the trip, she had needed a solid five minutes to get me to spill in her mouth, but by the third night, she was coaxing a meal out of me in two minutes flat. 

	Her list of potential positions was also longer than I had expected, and we tried them out one after another. We were even happy to use the furniture when appropriate: I fucked her against the wall, over the desk, and once in the shower. And I took no small amount of pride in the fact that I always got her off before I popped inside her. 

	But for all the extra time I spent exploring her body, I spent nearly as much getting to know her mind. She told me all about her scientific studies in the academy—about a quarter of which I understood—and I told her a bit more about growing up on a lawless, rustic world like Nirivarr. We also ended up watching most of the krekball matches I’d recorded, though by halftime we were rarely paying attention, and by the fourth quarter I had usually already left at least one deposit deep in her jenny womb.

	The rest of the bridge crew had surely noticed our nightly dalliances by now, given how reliably she came to my quarters. But other than a few knowing snickers here and there, no one seemed to mind. Dimly, I wondered if any of them had known about Miranda’s graduation crisis…or that I was the one who had helped her out of it. It wasn’t any of their business, but I had never been attuned to the jenny rumor mill. Maybe this type of thing was common enough that no one cared. 

	Half an hour before we were scheduled to return to normal space, Captain Ellis summoned everyone to the bridge, just to ensure that we were alert and ready. The odds of accidentally stumbling into anything dangerous were astronomically remote, given that we planned to emerge well beyond the system’s heliosphere, out in the middle of nowhere, but it never hurt to be prepared. 

	“Approaching the target destination, sir,” Reyes said from his station at the helm. “Shifting to normal space in ten seconds.”

	“Very well, Ensign,” Ellis said, legs crossed and hands folded calmly in his lap.

	On the viewport, the crimson mist of astral space was replaced by an endless starfield. I didn’t realize that I’d been holding my breath until I checked the tac-holo between the stations and confirmed that, as expected, we were all alone. 

	“Sensor sweep commencing,” Nohani said from the science console. “No contacts within range.”

	“Why do you look so surprised?” Ellis asked me, favoring me with an amused glance. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

	“And space is big, I know,” I muttered. “Just a habit of expecting the worst, sir.”

	Ellis snorted as he consulted the holographic status boards within easy reach. “Systems check?”

	“All systems green, sir,” Miranda reported from ops. “An enemy would have to be right on top of us to notice our presence. And probably looking out the window.”

	“Good,” the captain said, superimposing a navigational map of the surrounding area onto the viewscreen. A lone dot lay at the edge, just within the star system’s boundary. It was one of Sykaris’s com relays, a dormant backup positioned out here in secret to make it less vulnerable to attack. “Send a ping to the Sykaris relays and download a quick news report from the Holosphere. Hopefully the galaxy hasn’t fallen apart in the past thirty hours or so.”

	The crew went about their business as we waited for the feed, and I swore I could feel everyone bracing for terrible news. An end to the ceasefire, a Pact invasion…

	We were far enough from Sykaris that there was a five-minute delay before we could receive the data, which was more than enough time for my mind to conjure up a hundred separate calamitous scenarios. But once we connected, a quick perusal indicated that the galaxy had not, in fact, fallen apart while we were gallivanting through a different dimension. No Pact invasion, no provocative buildup on the border, nothing out of the ordinary. Or at least, nothing within range of the relay. 

	“Looks like it’s time to get to work, then,” Ellis said. “Ensign Nohani, I trust that you’ve plotted an optimal deployment plan for our probes?”

	“Yes, sir,” the other man replied. “It will take us approximately seventeen hours and require at least five astral shifts to complete.”

	“Good enough. And it should give our ground team the time they need to achieve two objectives at once.” Ellis turned back to me. “You’re up, Major. The engineering team should already have the Foreclaw prepped and waiting. I want you and Ensign Pierce on your way to Sykaris within the hour.”

	I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

	I saw Reyes and Nohani exchange a confused glance. Sending Miranda with me on the training cruise had been odd enough, but at least then we had been short-staffed. Here we had a full crew and trained troopers aboard. 

	But then, the whole point of taking a neutral freighter was to conceal our Dominion affiliation, and sending a squad of soldiers along wouldn’t exactly help us blend in. Miranda’s telepathic abilities could also come in handy again, especially if we ended up in a position where we needed to probe one of Ash’s contacts for information. 

	On the surface, the captain’s logic was sound enough. I feared that the crew might believe he was giving her special treatment, however, but when I had raised my concerns to Ellis in private during the journey, he had quickly dismissed them. He repeated the same points every time: our abilities complemented one another, and we had made a good team on the last mission. 

	Whatever his actual reasons for putting us together were, he was still keeping them to himself. It remained annoying, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. And it wasn’t as if I was upset by the decision, so it wasn’t worth arguing the point. 

	And it’s not like any fleet jenny in their right mind would want to visit Sykaris, anyway. The others dodged a pulse round whether they realize it or not. 

	Frankly, my biggest concern—and the one I was most hesitant to bring up—was that I would have preferred to reunite with Ash alone. Mostly because it had been six months since we’d seen each other, but also because I was concerned about how the two women would get along. 

	Because in all likelihood, they wouldn’t. At all.

	“One hour, Kal,” Ellis prompted when Miranda walked past us toward the lift. “Let’s hope that your contact will come through for us.”

	“She will, sir,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about that.”
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	Miranda and I split up to get our gear, then rendezvoused at the freighter a few minutes later. Unlike our last outing, however, neither of us were wearing uniforms, armor, or anything that might identify us as Dominion officers. I had thrown on some dark casual clothing and a heavy, nondescript black jacket that wouldn’t draw a second glance on virtually any planet in the Cluster.

	My partner had dressed nearly the same, and I couldn’t help but take a moment to appreciate her attempted transformation from fleet jenny to fringe world ruffian. At a glance, the illusion worked well enough, but she couldn’t shake off her heritage just by throwing on a duster and civilian clothing. The way she moved, the way she talked…any remotely cunning observer would be able to peg her as a soldier in a heartbeat.

	Still, I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed her new look. Losing the skirt was unfortunate, but if she’d put on just a bit more eyeshadow, her dark pants, cutely cropped undershirt, and heeled black boots would have made for a flawless recreation of the badass punk girl that teenage me would have fallen for in a heartbeat. If the jump to Sykaris weren’t so short, I would have been very tempted to bend her over one of the consoles and fill her up one last time before we landed. 

	But we stuck to the script instead, and it wasn’t long before I was guiding the Foreclaw out of the Stormrider’s hangar and punching in a course for Sykaris. 

	“I have to hand it to the Rakashi,” I said, my hands skating across the instruments in the cramped, two-person cockpit. “They know how to build maneuverable ships.”

	“But not how to make comfortable chairs,” Miranda groused from beside me. “Or implement proper ergonomic design.”

	I grinned as she familiarized herself with the controls. They weren’t all that different from a standard Dominion drop shuttle, really, but the high-backed seats definitely weren’t built for human physiology. The lanky Rakashi had much longer arms and legs, not to mention claws that helped them reach spread-out buttons without moving their entire hand. Of course, they also shed fur all over the upholstery, so at least we were able to avoid that particular pitfall. 

	“Stormrider, this is Nomad,” I said, flicking on the com as we began to accelerate. “We’re plotting our jump now.”

	“Understood, Nomad,” Ellis’s voice came back. “We’ll meet you at the rendezvous in twenty hours. Good hunting, Major.”

	Nodding, I gestured for Miranda to go ahead and make the jump. It had been a while since I’d been on a ship with a hyperdrive, but I had always enjoyed the way the stars beyond the canopy melted into long lines before transforming into a flickering blue blur. As silly as it sounded, the visual smear made it easier for my brain to grasp that we were moving quickly, like trees or a field whipping past a ground car. Without stars or any celestial bodies as a reference, astral space just didn’t have the same impact. It was like driving through fog so thick you couldn’t even see the vehicle in front of you. 

	There was also something to be said about not being completely blind while you traveled. Even while we accelerated to the freighter’s top speed of six light-years an hour—a reasonably quick pace unless you were following one of the pre-tunneled trade routes that could hit twenty LYPH—we were still able to register the Stormrider on our tac-holo until they shifted to astral space. And as we crossed into the Sykaris System, we could actually see where we were going, too. 

	“How long do you think it will take to meet up with your contact?” Miranda asked as the jump timer counted down. 

	“An hour, maybe less,” I said. “I sent a message, so she knows we’re coming. It’s really just a question of how easily she can get away from whatever she’s doing.”

	Miranda nodded, a dozen unspoken questions behind her eyes. She had been remarkably quiet about the specifics of this mission since the captain had told her that she would be tagging along. I wasn’t sure why, but I didn’t doubt that she would question me in detail about Ash sooner or later. I may have only met her a week and a half ago, but I already knew that she was more than willing to speak her mind when necessary. 

	A few minutes later, the starlines collapsed into tiny pinpricks of light as our hyperspace bubble popped, and our destination became visible outside the viewport. We were still too far away to make out more than a vaguely yellowish dot, but the tac-holo between our seats updated with a projection of the planet Sykaris, its glorious icy ring, and all seven of its moons. 

	“It’s beautiful,” Miranda said. 

	“Especially from the surface,” I agreed, calling up a few choice photos from the stellar cartography archive onto the console. They were still images, not true holo-photography, but the view from some of the mountain ranges of the broad silver band swooping across the sky was nothing short of breathtaking. The rings and most of the moons were always visible, even during the week-long daylight cycle. 

	“It’s a pity there’s no atmosphere,” she lamented. “No indigenous life whatsoever.”

	“That’s probably for the best.”

	Miranda turned and arched a thin eyebrow at me. “Why would you say that? You don’t think it would make a wonderful resort colony?”

	“I do—that’s the problem,” I told her. Adjusting our vector, I put us on course for the planet. With all the freighter traffic moving throughout the system, it seemed unlikely we’d draw attention, but I kept an eye out just in case. “Sykaris is a gorgeous planet whose rings are stuffed with more corthix gas than any three other mining worlds combined. You could charge a few trillion pulse cells and still have enough fuel left over for a whole fleet without any other sources. If Sykaris could also be terraformed into a resort planet, no one would have agreed to leave it ‘unclaimed’ in the Borderlands. Millions would have already died fighting over it.”

	Her cheek twitched. “That’s a grim way to view the galaxy.”

	“Resources are power,” I said with a shrug. “If you don’t claim them, someone else will.”

	“Perhaps we should have, then,” Miranda said, turning back to the tac-holo and pointing to one of the moons. “You can bet that the moon base there wouldn’t be a slum if the Dominion were in charge.”

	I resisted the urge to mention the billions of people living in squalor throughout the Colonies right now. Or the thousands of aliens trying to eke out a living on the mothership we had just left behind. 

	But then, she wasn’t entirely wrong. The Dominion fiercely protected—and invested in—any world it deemed valuable. The hard part was getting your world into that category in the first place. Sykaris wouldn’t have had that issue, and even the worst planetary governor would still be infinitely better than the independent guilds who controlled the system now. 

	After a few more minutes, the planet’s moons and ring grew large enough for us to get a good look at them with only a bit of magnification from the viewport, as did the hundreds of other vessels in orbit. Merchant ships, mining tugs, cargo haulers…there were no official military ships here, thanks to the Accords, though even a cursory sensor sweep revealed that almost a third of the heavy mining freighters were impenetrable to scans. Some of them were probably equipped with more military-grade ordnance than your average frigate or corvette, while others probably owed half their mass to automated fighter drones. 

	Though no matter what the sensors said, there could have easily been a Yarasi cruiser or two out there as well, if only to ensure that none of the other powers tried anything. Their cloaking devices were so far beyond modern sensor technology that they could have had a whole fleet lurking out there violating the Accords without anyone knowing. Seraph save us all if the Pact ever got its hands on that kind of technology…

	“Taking us in,” I said as I began to reduce our velocity. “Too bad this thing handles like a freight hauler.”

	Miranda gave me an odd look. “It is a freight hauler. How else would it handle?” 

	“Never mind,” I muttered. 

	The planet, a sandy yellow ball, grew to fill the viewport, and the lone settlement on Sykaris’s otherwise barren surface, Aruuna, rolled into view. I had always thought that it looked more like a giant wad of scrap metal welded onto a canyon than a true city, but most of that was just the haphazard nature of the architecture. A massive shield dome extended over all ten kilometers of the city, sealing in the artificial atmosphere and protecting the surface from the seemingly incessant rain of meteorites. 

	Since Aruuna had originally been built in a sheer-walled canyon by early miners, there hadn’t been anywhere to expand except upward, which was part of the reason the city looked like such a junk heap today. Dozens of tightly clustered buildings stretched toward the edge of the shield, creating an almost forest-like canopy that left the streets below shadowed in perpetual twilight. The people who lived on the lowest levels of the city couldn’t even see the beautiful rings or moons in the sky. It was almost as tragic as the conditions most of them worked in. 

	“Your contact really lives there?” Miranda asked quietly as we began our approach.

	“Technically, she lives in her ship,” I said. “But if you want to do business in the Borderlands, there’s no way to avoid spending time on Sykaris. Every major guild, syndicate, and pirate gang has representatives here.”

	“And what is her business, exactly? You’ve been rather evasive.”

	And there it is. I wonder what took her so long?

	“It’s not as bad as whatever you’re thinking.”

	“That sounds even more suspicious.”

	“She’s not a pirate or a slaver or a drug-runner. She’s…well, I suppose you’d call her a bounty hunter.”

	“What?” Miranda stammered. “We’re going to make a deal with a professional killer?”

	“I said bounty hunter, not assassin.”

	She snorted contemptuously. “I didn’t realize there was a difference.”

	“Of course there’s a difference! This isn’t New Keledon or Eladrell Prime, with police precogs out there stopping crimes before they happen. In the Borderlands, people have to learn to fend for themselves.”

	I didn’t realize that I’d raised my voice until after I finished speaking and saw the surprise on her face. I sighed, running my hand over my eyes and reminding myself that it wasn’t her fault she had no idea how the galaxy actually worked. 

	“The authorities out here, such as they are, often need help tracking down criminals,” I explained. “But honestly, most of what she does is try and find lost people. People who were kidnapped by slavers or just disappeared one night and never came back.”

	“I see,” Miranda said, sounding chastened. “I suppose that isn’t as bad as what I was thinking.”

	“I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just that I…well—”

	“You care about this woman.”

	I pressed my lips into a thin line. Miranda’s fingers were dancing across the console to her right, as if she were performing a vital task and only lending the slightest bit of attention to our conversation. But all she had done was queue up a completely unnecessary environmental diagnostic. She was, in fact, paying very close attention to my words while trying to act nonchalant. 

	In other words, she probably is going to be the jealous type. Wonderful. 

	“Ash and I go way back,” I said, debating how much I should tell her. “We both grew up on Nirivarr. I met her a few years before I enlisted.”

	“Ah,” Miranda said neutrally. Her fingertips were moving even faster over the display screens as if she’d found something interesting. “She didn’t enlist with you?”

	Not after the Dominion told her they weren’t interested in a genetic mutt. 

	“No,” I said instead. “Rules and regulations aren’t really her thing.”

	“Ah. Well, then perhaps it was for the best. Not everyone has the discipline to be a soldier.” 

	I smiled despite myself. Ash had plenty of discipline, just not in any way that Miranda would define it. Putting the two of them in the same room was definitely going to be interesting. I just hoped it wouldn’t be catastrophic. 

	It wasn’t long before we received a signal from the port controller, and I arranged for us to set down in the Haze, one of the ground-level mercantile districts wedged between the territories of two different mining guilds. Not exactly the safest place to visit, under normal circumstances, but it was where Ash usually met most of her clients. 

	As I brought our ship through the shield dome, the controller gave me more precise coordinates and assigned a tug drone to follow us in—and keep us from doing anything crazy like dive-bombing a landing pad. The blocky craft was only half our size, but it had a capital-ship-grade tractor emitter on its dorsal side. In a worst-case scenario, it could grab onto an out-of-control ship and hold them still for as long as necessary. 

	Most heavily populated worlds had similar protections, or even something more draconian like full landing automation. I knew a few pilots back on Nirivarr who had found such standards overbearing, but they hadn’t grown up on a planet where people were packed together like roaches. 

	Sykaris definitely fit that description. We descended into the gloom created by the dense metal forest of kilometer-high buildings, threading through canyons of steel that had supplanted one of stone. The landing pads lay far below. Staring down at them too long always threatened to give me vertigo, so I tried to focus on steering instead.

	“Hnn,” Miranda grunted suddenly, hunching over in her seat and pressing her fingers against her forehead. 

	“Something wrong?” I asked. 

	“N-no,” she managed. “There are just…so many minds at once. I’m not used to blocking them out.”

	My brow creased. “I wondered if that might happen. There are a lot of people on the mothership, but it’s not a planet. And most of the people here are—”

	“Aliens,” Miranda said, grimacing. “I just need a few moments.”

	I put a hand on her arm and gave it a supportive squeeze. “We can stay at this altitude for a while if you want,” I offered. “Or even head back up and come in more slowly to give you time to adjust.”

	“No,” she insisted, gritting her teeth. “I will be fine.”

	I strongly considered aborting our approach anyway, if only to buy her a little more time to brace herself before we touched down. Taking a few extra minutes wasn’t going to disrupt our schedule, insofar as we even had one, though it might irritate the traffic controllers if they had to guide me back out again. And that irritation might very well draw us attention we didn’t need…

	“All right,” I said, keeping us steady. “If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know.”

	I wasn’t even certain she heard me. She was staring out through the industrial fog, her face set in thorotine. From what I’d personally witnessed with other telepaths, situations like this—giant worlds filled with millions or even billions of sapient alien minds—were the most difficult for strong but inexperienced psychics. Weak telepaths couldn’t sense enough conscious minds at once to be overwhelmed no matter where they were, and experienced telepaths had usually already gone through a similar crucible and mastered techniques to block out the excess “noise.” 

	Knowing Miranda, her pride alone would probably get her through this. Still, I really did wish I could help. Unfortunately, there were times when even an Immortal couldn’t protect his comrades.

	We approached the landing pad a few minutes later, and by then, Miranda had regained much of her composure. Our pad was one of hundreds of circles of various sizes arranged around a central building, their clustered arrangement providing an illusion of security where none truly existed. We landed cleanly without the tug drone’s help, and once we were secure, it took off toward another nearby platform, presumably to shadow some other ship lifting off.

	“I’d feel better if we had a sentry mech to guard the ship,” I said as I finished the postflight checks. “Or maybe a platoon of soldiers.”

	Miranda raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “I find it highly unlikely that anyone on this world possesses the technology to breach our security.”

	“There are slicers all over Aruuna who could chew through that encryption in a few minutes,” I said, trying to sound informative rather than patronizing. She had enough to deal with right now, and it wasn’t as if she knew any better. “I’m just hoping that no one will think we’re worth the trouble.”

	“And if they do think we’re worth the trouble?”

	“That’s what the pistols are for,” I replied, patting the sidearm holster concealed beneath my jacket. “With any luck, we’ll be in and out of here in a few hours. You ready?”

	“Yes.” Miranda didn’t exactly nod, but her steely expression flickered as she unfastened her restraints. Before she could stand, I reached out and took her arm.

	“We can wait as long as you need,” I said. “I know this has to be overwhelming.”

	“I told you, I’m fine,” she said, fire flashing behind her blue eyes as she jerked her arm away and came to her feet. But before she stormed off toward the landing ramp, she stopped and sighed. “I’m sorry. I…”

	“No need to apologize,” I said as I rose behind her. “You’re the one with the migraine. And believe me, I was on edge the first time I came here, too.”

	Her face gradually softened. “I’m not accustomed to people doubting me, and I’m not fond of it when they do. You may have noticed this.”

	I smiled wryly. “Once or twice.”

	“The Academy is very competitive. Showing weakness is just an invitation to get piled on.”

	“Well, this isn’t the Academy,” I said. “And as far as I’m concerned, you have nothing more to prove. The captain wouldn’t have fought so hard to get you if he didn’t believe you were ready. And I wouldn’t have agreed to take you along if I didn’t know you were up to it.”

	Miranda smiled, tightly but sweetly. “It may surprise you, but this isn’t the type of mission I was trained for.”

	“Maybe not, but you look good in that jacket. And I like the shirt.”

	She snorted softly and glanced down at her outfit. The two-centimeter band of visible midriff was just enough to look sexy without being overly suggestive. “I feel ridiculous. Who wears this much black?”

	“People who want to look like a badass but usually aren’t,” I said, squeezing past her and grabbing a pair of rebreather masks from the storage compartment at the back of the cockpit. “Just do me a favor and let me do most of the talking, all right?”

	“You are the superior officer. And you clearly know more about this environment than I do.”

	“I mostly meant because of your accent. It’s a dead giveaway, even if they don’t have a translator.”

	“Ah,” she murmured, accepting the mask. “I see.”

	I smiled as I attached the rebreather. The atmosphere wasn’t so toxic that we needed to worry about skin or eye protection, but there was no reason to breathe it if we could help it. The oxygen recyclers beneath the dome weren’t designed for humans, and even if they were, I wouldn’t have trusted the centuries-old filtration systems. 

	We were standing outside the landing ramp a moment later, and I walked across the platform slowly enough to give myself a chance to absorb my surroundings. The port here was as busy as always; we were lucky we hadn’t needed to wait for a pad. Most of the other nearby ships were about the same size as ours, and nearly all of them were unloading or getting loaded with cargo. The only lighting was a dim, artificial yellow, everything around us was dirty, and the air was thick with a miasma of misery and despair.

	I found myself wishing that I knew exactly where Ash was right now. Despite my assurances to Miranda, I didn’t know for a fact that she was even on Sykaris. She should be here somewhere, assuming she’d received my last message, but it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that she’d been too far away to get back in time for the rendezvous. And if that was the case, this entire trip would just be a huge waste of time. 

	I led Miranda off the landing pad and into the Haze, my eyes continuously searching the area for danger as we joined the press of aliens walking the main drag. My helmet would have made all of this so much easier; I would kill for the thermal imaging sensors right now, to say nothing of the threat assessment and targeting software. But walking around wearing Dominion commando armor simply wasn’t an option in the Borderlands, especially not in public. We were just going to have to rough it. 

	The Haze was about five blocks wide at any given point, yet it somehow managed to feel claustrophobic. The sheer density of apartments, shops, and other buildings almost defied belief, but it made sense—it was the only stretch of real estate where the owners could avoid paying protection money to one gang or the other, at least in theory. 

	In practice, of course, they probably spent almost as much on private guards, some of whom were probably working for one of the gangs anyway. It wasn’t as if you could magically escape the gravitational pull of corruption just because you moved a little farther away. Ash had often described the Haze as the Borderlands within the Borderlands, and it wasn’t the worst comparison. Different factions fought for control here; the only difference was that they worked harder to keep it out of public view. 

	The Haze had a remarkably diverse population compared to most of the alien ghettos in the city; everywhere I looked, I saw a different species, often one I had never even seen before. But the insectoid Merzeg probably outnumbered everyone else, as was typically the case wherever they went. Their spindly, bullet-shaped green bodies may not have looked all that tough, but their six blade-like limbs could mulch human flesh in a heartbeat. 

	Their collective chittering blended with the low roar of the gas processing stations that ran at all hours, but I tried my best to ignore it. Miranda was definitely having a harder time. Her blue eyes gaped wide beneath her hood, filled with a sort of childlike astonishment as she took it all in: the aliens, the noise, the poverty and desperation…

	Distantly, I wondered if she even knew about the Alien Wards on the mothership, because I couldn’t imagine that she had ever visited them. I wasn’t even sure whether she had actually set foot on a real planet before…

	“Just stay close and try not to stare,” I said, my voice sounding almost robotic through the rebreather. “We need to reach the other side of the market.”

	Miranda made eye contact and nodded. We continued onward past the machine shops and into the vice strip, a seemingly endless stretch of brothels, nightclubs, and brothels that pretended to be nightclubs. Pounding music, flashing signs, toxic alien food…it was a veritable assault on the senses. Once again, I wished I was wearing my helmet, though this time to dim the lights and mute the music. 

	Still, at least the rebreather blocked out the worst of the stench, and it wasn’t long before we moved on to the casinos and cyber shops. I checked Miranda periodically, wishing I could help to soothe her obviously frayed nerves, but there was really no solution to this type of thing besides experience. And to her credit, she remained focused enough to do her job while sticking close to my side. 

	“I sense trouble,” she said, her prim voice heavily distorted by the rebreather.

	“Hmm?” I asked. 

	“We’re being followed,” she said. “The two Merzeg near the fried unsaki vendor twenty degrees to your right.”

	“There’s a third one up ahead of us,” I added. “Though he’s been keeping his distance so far.” 

	I felt her eyes on me even without looking. “What?”

	“They picked up on us less than a minute after we started walking. Probably watching the pads for potential marks. The only question is whether they’ve identified us specifically or if it’s just a random mugging.”

	I feared that she might start wildly looking around—I had done enough missions with green fleet officers that it wouldn’t have surprised me. But just like back on the Pact freighter, I underestimated her poise. Miranda didn’t break her stride or make any sudden movements; she just kept walking naturally alongside me as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

	“What do we do?” she asked.

	“Give them what they want, of course,” I replied mildly. “See that alley up ahead about thirty meters? The one we basically have to turn into if we don’t want to try and squeeze past that clump of Merzeg miners? Perfect spot for an ambush, if you ask me.”

	She hesitated. “I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t we—”

	“Because we need to know if they’ve identified us. And if they have, I want to know how. If not…” I shrugged. “I prefer to deal with problems head-on.”

	Miranda didn’t reply, but her gait did falter for a moment as she processed what I was suggesting. I wasn’t trying to test her; I really did believe that this was the best strategy. 

	Especially since I’d just noticed that we had an ally tracking us now as well. 

	I smiled beneath my mask, flexing my hands at my sides in anticipation. After five days on the fleet and then another six in transit to Sykaris, I had been hankering to crack some skulls. Or maybe shells if I got lucky. 

	I made sure to position myself a bit in front of Miranda as we turned into the alley, fully expecting a welcoming party on the other side. 

	I wasn’t disappointed. There, about fifteen meters away, in front of a guard-railing at the end of the alley blocking off a sheer drop, was a V’rath holding a massive gravity hammer. The alien was so wide it legitimately looked like there might have been two whole bodies crammed inside his protective, beetle-like shell. Or perhaps I’d just never seen a fat member of the species before. 

	Standing next to him was an Angoth male who had definitely seen better days. Two of the four narrow horns crowning his head had been chipped at the tip, and his sunken, leathery face was badly scarred. His wings didn’t seem to be in much better shape—the left one was sagging quite noticeably.

	I might have genuinely felt bad for the poor fellow if he wasn’t pointing a pistol at us.

	“That is far enough, human,” he said in an almost melodic voice that didn’t fit his grisly exterior at all. “Lift your hands and make no moves.”

	I halted and slowly raised my hands. The alley was filthy; the metal walls were so rusty they almost looked like they were brick. Heavy, muffled music thumped through one of them, indicating an adjacent club. But there was a sheet of reasonably glossy scrap metal to my right, and it let me see the reflection of our two Merzeg friends as they turned the corner behind us. I wasn’t all that concerned about being flanked, other than the fact it meant I would have more trouble protecting Miranda if these idiots got trigger-happy. 

	“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize this was a dead end,” I said. “I guess we took a wrong turn.”

	“You come with us, human,” the V’rath growled in its low, scabrous voice. “Not safe for you here.”

	The giant alien pounded the butt of his two-meter-long weapon against the ground, and a heartbeat later, a hover skiff floated into view just behind him. From memory, I recalled that beyond the guard-railing was an old mining pit that had been hollowed and converted into a ghetto for a few of the subterranean species who lived here. It was probably at least a forty-meter drop beyond the railing, and there weren’t any anti-grav safety nets on the other side. Sykaris wasn’t exactly overburdened with safety regulations. 

	“The Haze is neutral ground,” I reminded him, trying to buy a little time. “We’re just here to spend some chits, and then we’ll be on our way.”

	I had hoped that the Angoth might react at the mention of a payout. A widening of his eyes, a subtle twitch of his wings—something to indicate piqued interest and confirm that this was just a random shakedown by a local gang trying to get its footing in the Haze. If that was the case, it would be easy enough to scare them off. Baiting one of them into striking me—and then watching their fist crack against my fortified skin—probably would have worked as well as it had on the drunken private back in the Second Wind. 

	But when the alien’s face remained frozen, it told me all I needed to know. 

	He’s a professional, which means he knew that we were coming. But whoever tipped him off must have been light on the details, otherwise he would have been packing something a lot more dangerous than a pulse pistol. 

	“Get on the skiff,” the Angoth said, his gaunt face tensing. “Resist, and I will kill your female.”

	I saw Miranda tense up out of the corner of my eye, just waiting for my signal to draw her own pistol or lash out with her psionic powers. It would have been great if I could speak with her telepathically like the Blades of the Seraph or other elite Dominion groups, but my natty brain had never developed that ability. 

	She might have been trying to read my mind, though, and so I tried to picture my plan as vividly as I could just in case…

	And when I saw her abruptly turn her face to look at me in surprise, I knew she had gotten the message. 

	“There’s no reason we can’t talk about this,” I said, mentally counting out the steps it would take for me to reach the V’rath. “Look, I’ve got a thousand krotask chits right here—you can have them all. Or half that many Dominion credits if you prefer.”

	“Get on the skiff!” the Angoth repeated in a snarl. “I will not ask again.”

	“Oh, you won’t have to,” I said, smiling. “Don’t worry about that.”

	On cue, there was a choked-off chitter from the rooftops above us, audible even over the muffled beat of the club music. And then, before anyone even had the chance to look up, a Merzeg body suddenly came crashing down into the middle of the alley, its chitinous frame shattering with a nauseating crunch.

	“I’ll make this easy,” I said. “Tell me who hired you, and you don’t have to end up like your spotter here.”

	For a fraction of a second, I thought the Angoth might actually come to his senses. The way he looked at the body suggested he understood how precarious his position was, since our ally was now in a perfect sniper’s roost on the rooftop. But when he glanced back to me, the sudden deepening lines of his gaunt, bony face told me that he feared whoever had sent him more than us. 

	“Now!” I called out in warning. 

	Miranda had gotten my earlier message, all right. Dropping to a knee, she whirled around and thrust out her hands, slamming the two Merzeg behind us with a wave of telekinetic force before they could move. They flew back into the main street, tumbling end over end and dropping their weapons in the process. And with them and the spotter neutralized, I was now between her and the only other threats on the battlefield. 

	Which was exactly where I wanted to be. 

	I strode purposely at the Angoth, ignoring the flashes of heat on my skin as he unloaded half a dozen shots into my chest. I left my own pistol holstered at my side in the hopes he might wise up and drop his weapon before I made it to him, though I wasn’t the least bit surprised when he tried to flee instead. Spinning around, apparently content to leave his V’rath friend behind, he vaulted over the guard-rails and onto the hovering skiff. 

	I couldn’t stop him. Even without the skiff, he could have unfurled his wings and flown away over the pit if he wanted to—Angoth bodies were so light they needed remarkably little momentum to get off the ground. But I had a feeling that our ally wouldn’t let him escape so easily, and I grinned when a bolt of green energy streaked down from the rooftops and went right through his chest. 

	It didn’t kill him—at least, not directly. There was no burn mark as if he had been blasted with an energy weapon or exploding flesh as if he had been struck by a ballistic round. He simply seized up, eyes wide, as if he was being electrocuted…and then his unconscious body collapsed backward and fell off the side of the skiff into the pit below. 

	Leaving the V’rath for me. The hulking alien didn’t seem particularly impressed that I was still walking despite the sizzling holes in my jacket—probably a side effect of having a nearly impregnable shell wrapped around his own body at all times. But he did seem pretty excited to try and smash me into paste with his hammer, and the moment I got within reach, he hefted it with both pincer-like hands and smashed the wide head into my chest with enough force to cave in the torso of an armor-plated mech. 

	It hurt—there was no denying it. My psionic powers may have prevented my ribcage from being crushed, but the force of the impact still hurled me into the alley wall so hard it left a me-shaped dent in the ferrocrete. Dust spilled around my body as I sank to the ground amidst a shower of grit, and I heard Miranda shout in anger as she fired a salvo of blue pulse bolts into the V’rath. But as much as I appreciated her efforts, the alien’s thick carapace absorbed the energy almost as easily as my skin. Our benefactor on the rooftops could have helped, too, but she knew better than to interrupt me when I was having fun. 

	And this was going to be great. 

	Vaulting to my feet, I stormed back toward the V’rath. His beady yellow eyes flared in surprise that I was still alive, but he didn’t hesitate to take another swipe at me. This time I actually dodged, however, and as the head of the hammer whistled past my cheek, I balled my right hand into a fist and punched the alien right in his bloated gut. 

	I had once seen a V’rath go six rounds in a throw-boxing match with a man twice my size and not suffer a single bruise, but this one got a rude surprise when I hit him with the force of his own blow. His carapace buckled around my fist, and his fat body flew back against the opposite wall. He didn’t just leave a dent in the ferrocrete—no, he blasted right through it and into the nightclub on the other side. 

	There were screams, confusion, and a frankly shocking amount of yellow-green V’rath blood all over the place. But it was exactly the kind of chaos we could use to get the hell out of here, and that was precisely what I planned to do.

	“Let’s go,” I beckoned to Miranda as I raced toward the skiff. She was still staring at the hole in the wall when I reached the guard-rail, plainly in shock, until I banged on it. “Come on!”

	She snapped out of her stasis and rushed to join me on the skiff, pistol still in hand. Once we were both on board, I grabbed the control stick and steered us twenty meters straight up until we came level with the flat roof. Our ally was there waiting for us, her dark jacket and blond hair cast in the eerie green light from the glowing string of her energy bow. The bottom half of her face was covered by a rebreather just like ours. A vertical slash of emerald war-paint began on the left side of her forehead, covered half her eye, then vanished beneath the mask, where I knew it continued to her jaw.

	“Was that really necessary?” Ash asked in the thick, Nirivian drawl I had long since left behind. “I could’a stunned that fat bug just as easy!”

	“I know, but he deserved more than a headache,” I said, gesturing for her to hop on. “He hit me with a hammer.”

	“Only ’cuz you let him!” 

	“I hardly see how that matters.”

	Her scoff was three times louder thanks to her mask, but I could see the amusement in her piercing green eyes. She had never been one to walk away from a brawl, especially if I was the one doing the brawling. Her exotic vertical pupils went wide as she leapt in next to us, though they immediately narrowed when they fastened on Miranda. 

	“Unbelievable,” Ash breathed, shaking her head and her long, lustrous mane with it. “You brought a jenny skirt to Sykaris?”

	Miranda’s eyes narrowed. “What did you call me?” 

	“Let’s save the introductions until we get somewhere safe,” I said, glancing down at the chaos unfolding beneath us and wondering if the shattered wall and splattered blood was just a tame preview of the inevitable clash between the women next to me. “We have a lot to talk about.”
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	The hover skiff wasn’t the fastest or most inconspicuous way to move around the Haze, but I never intended to stay on it for long. After flying us across the old mining pit, I brought it up to another set of guard-rails and signaled for the girls to hop out. We were only a few blocks away from where Ash always parked her ship—a small private hangar rather than one of the open-air landing pads. I still didn’t know the details of how she had secured the rights to it, though there was a decent chance that the owner owed her for something. 

	That, or she might have just kicked the shit out of him. With Ash, the odds were about even.

	We moved at a brisk pace after ditching the skiff, dipping into alleys and darting through side streets where appropriate. No one harassed us, which wasn’t all that surprising—it wasn’t as though there was a local police force to come after us. This was the type of planet where you could shoot a man in the middle of the street and no one a block over would even notice or care. 

	Once we arrived at our destination, I saw the visible disappointment on Miranda’s face. I couldn’t blame her—the building looked as shabby as everything else around here, and it didn’t resemble a hangar at all. The rusty, uneven metal walls made the whole thing look like it had been cobbled together out of scrap in an afternoon. For all I knew, that might have even been true. 

	“You were supposed to come alone,” Ash said as we approached. She tapped in the security code on her wristpad to disable the small turrets concealed within the walls. The rusted hatch that served as an entrance slid open with surprising smoothness and quiet for something that looked about a century old. 

	“Small change of plans,” I said, habitually glancing around to see if anyone new was tracking us. But Ash had made arrangements with the local businesses—and their muscle—to guarantee privacy. 

	“It’s hard enough for one human to blend in here,” she said. “You didn’t think two would cause a fuss?”

	“You and I don’t normally have a problem.”

	Ash stopped in the doorway, her green eyes locking on Miranda. “Yeah, well, I ain’t really human, am I? Just ask the skirt here.”

	Miranda scowled, but I held up a hand before she could say anything.

	“Not here,” I interrupted, repressing a sigh. 

	Ash closed the door behind us once Miranda and I were inside. The interior didn’t resemble a hangar any more than the exterior; if anything, it looked like a mechanic’s workshop. The various benches, tools, and gizmos Ash had gathered around the edges could have belonged to any machinist on a hundred different planets from here to the Traverse. The middle of the hangar—a wide, thirty-by-thirty-meter area—remained completely empty.

	Or at least, it was meant to appear that way. 

	“I know it ain’t much to look at, ’specially for a jenny,” Ash said. “But the air’s clean enough in here, I promise.”

	She reached up and removed her mask. The innocent, youthful, and undeniably beautiful face beneath instantly brought a smile to my lips. If Miranda was the girl who seemed too perfect to ever notice you, Ash was the sweet girl next door you could never stop thinking about. 

	And yet I haven’t been here in six months, I thought, my gut twisting as a fresh wave of guilt crashed over me. I have to figure something out. We can’t keep doing this forever…

	“You…live here?” Miranda asked, eyeing the numerous half-finished projects and piles of scrap. Notably, she still hadn’t touched her mask. 

	“Yeah, I just grab one of those blankets and sleep in the dirt over yonder,” Ash deadpanned, pointing to the empty area in the middle of the hangar. “Gets annoyin’ when the rats start nibblin’ on ya, but we natties just can’t get enough of the filth and squalor, ya know?”

	Snorting, she unfastened her jacket and tossed it atop one of the workbenches. The sight of her lean, athletic body promptly reminded me that I had missed it every bit as much as her face. She almost looked like a ’pounder who had taken off half her fatigues; her black boots and pants appeared military, as did the extra energy cells and ammo pouches on her belt and bandoleer. Her cropped green and black vest showed off a solid eight centimeters of what I had long considered the sexiest midriff and lower back in the galaxy. 

	Ash had always been obsessed with fitness, a passion that was undoubtedly driven by the inferiority complex she couldn’t seem to shake. I resented fleet jennies because so many of them thought they were better than me; Ash resented them because deep down, she believed they actually were. And no matter how hard I had tried to convince her otherwise over the years, I had never truly succeeded.

	“She lives in her ship, which is quite nice,” I said as patiently as I could manage. “But we’re overdo for introductions. This is Ensign Miranda Pierce. She was just assigned to the Stormrider.”

	“And this,” I said, turning, “is Nashira Telaar. We’ve known each other since—”

	“Ash,” she interrupted. “That’s what my friends call me.”

	“I see,” Miranda replied. “Well then, A—”

	“But you an’ me ain’t friends, jenny,” Ash interrupted, “so you don’t get to call me nothin’.” 

	I clenched my jaw, fearing that Miranda would retaliate. The two women glared at each other, blue eyes versus green eyes, pulse rifles versus plasma rifles. Anyone in the middle would have gotten burned to cinders. 

	Except, maybe, an Immortal. 

	“Let’s all just take a breath and relax a bit, shall we?” I suggested as I removed my own mask. I was about the last person in the galaxy who had any business playing diplomat, but it didn’t seem like I was going to have much choice. “We’re all on the same team here.”

	Ash snorted and crossed her arms. “Aw, come on, Kal. I am not on the same team as some Dominion cheerleader!”

	“What is your problem?” Miranda asked.

	“My problem is you!” Ash snapped. “You don’t belong here, jenny. And Kal should’a known better!”

	“I brought her here because I need her help,” I said, keeping my voice as level as I could. “You got my message. You know what’s at stake. The cold war is getting too hot for comfort, but we’re hoping there’s still a chance to put out the flames before they spread.”

	Ash’s cheek twitched, but she didn’t break eye contact. I reached out and gently squeezed her bare arm, impressed as always by the stark juxtaposition of her soft skin contrasted with the firmness of the sculpted muscles underneath. The sheer heat of her body was also shocking—and soothing—after so many months apart. Along with her eyes, it was the only other notable manifestation of her half-Kreen genetics. 

	“Good luck with that,” Ash murmured, though she did finally look away from Miranda. “Every Pact soldier from here to the Expanse thinks the Yarasi trashed Harkaeon. And they’ve been movin’ more weapons inta the Borderlands in the past month than the past two years combined.”

	“I know,” I said gravely. “That’s why we need proof that the Dowd are behind it.”

	“Yeah, the Dowd…” Ash murmured. “You realize half the people ’round here don’t even think they exist, right? No one left alive has ever seen one.”

	“Except the Sillibar. You don’t just forget about attempted genocide.” I paused and took in a deep breath. The recycled air smelled of ozone and iron. It might not have been as clean as on the mothership, but it was far better than outdoors. “If we could give their leadership something, anything, to suggest that their old enemies are back… They won’t take the Pact to war if they think the Dowd are still out there.”

	“Prolly not,” Ash agreed. “But if there’s any proof that they really are, they’ve done a damn good job of hidin’ it. No ships, no bodies, not even a single legit holo-image. They’re basically ghosts.”

	“And everyone is more than willing to believe that the Pact and the Yarasi are raiding each other’s freighters,” I conceded. 

	“Wouldn’t be the first time. And you know how bad things’ve gotten in a few sectors. There’s gotta be enough Pact weapons on places like Bas Garopa and Vabule to arm half the people on each planet. Things have been comin’ to a head for a long time now.”

	“So we’re at a dead-end,” Miranda grumbled. “I knew coming here was a waste of time. The captain should have—”

	“Don’t get your skirt ruffled just yet, jenny,” Ash said with a scoff. “I didn’t say there wasn’t proof, only that ain’t easy to find. But one of us happens to be an expert at findin’ things people lost.”

	I felt a smile tug at my lips. “You do have something for us?”

	“Somethin’, yeah. But you ain’t gonna like it.”

	She trapped her wristpad again. An odd humming vibration filled the air around us, which started to shimmer…

	And then the middle of the hangar was no longer empty. 

	Miranda gasped, and I couldn’t help but smile even though I knew what to expect. Sitting in the open area, its running lights flicking on all at once, was a ship that would have looked wildly out of place almost anywhere, but especially in a pisshole like Sykaris. 

	“Yarasi,” Miranda breathed. “You stole a Yarasi ship?”

	“I didn’t steal nothin’!” Ash protested, her pupils contracting into dangerous vertical slits. “You shouldn’t make assumptions about things you don’t understand, jenny.” 

	Miranda shook her head. “But then how…?”

	“Y’see, girl, out here in the real galaxy, we have to work for a living. And sometimes we’re so good at our jobs we get to buy ourselves something nice.”

	“The Yarasi don’t sell their ships. To anyone. Ever.”

	“She’s got you there,” I said with a smirk. 

	Ash’s face soured. “Yeah, well, I still didn’t steal her. I found her, okay? And now she’s mine.”

	My smirk turned into a genuine grin. The ship really was incredible. Like nearly all Yarasi craft, the hull design was deeply inspired by natural elements. From above, it looked like a slender, three-pointed leaf mounted atop a disk, with the cockpit canopy set above the central tip and a pair of psi-cannons mounted on the wings. The hull used to be a deep, glossy purple, but Ash had painted it a shimmering silver just to make the origin a bit more mysterious. 

	Not that something as simple as changing the color would fool anyone for long. Beyond the aesthetics, her ship also enjoyed the other virtues of Yarasi design, namely the incredible fusion of ordinary and psionic technology. While the Dominion had made a lot of progress trying to get the two disparate types of engineering to work together, the Yarasi had mastered it centuries ago. The ship had a virtual intelligence rather than a Synesthete, as well as a traditional fusion power core…yet it also had enough crystal capacitors to use psionic energy for propulsion, shields, and weapons when necessary. The interior was sized for a small crew of four or five, but it only required one pilot to function.

	On the open market, the ship would probably be worth as much as a Pact frigate…but then, Yarasi didn’t sell their technology under any circumstances. Even Ash’s energy bow was practically impossible to come by. I had always been concerned that one of the aliens would show up and try to reclaim this ship eventually, but so far Ash had avoided their notice. 

	“You replace those manifolds yet?” I asked. 

	“Naw,” Ash lamented. “Can’t exactly find replacements in any ol’ salvage depot. But I fixed the cracks and they’ve been working fine…mostly.”

	“Mostly?”

	“Haven’t exploded yet. Good enough for me.” 

	She paused, eyeing Miranda and clearly amused that the other woman’s jaw was still hanging open at the impossible sight. I let her enjoy it for another few seconds before I pointed to the open landing ramp. 

	“You have the info on board?”

	“Kinda,” Ash said, nodding. “Come on.”

	I followed her inside, Miranda closely in tow. I couldn’t imagine that Ash would want to—or even be willing to—give my new partner a full tour, and so we went straight to the small lounge nestled behind the cockpit. I had no clue what decorations or furniture had been in here originally, but Ash had installed a simple kitchenette and refrigeration unit on the starboard wall, while the port wall opened into a corridor that led to the rest of the ship. At the center was a large but simple holo-projector along with two curved couches.

	Miranda froze. “What the hell is that?” 

	Ash paused, blond eyebrows raised. “It’s a holo-projector, honey. Do they still have ’em on that fancy mothership of yours, or do the ghosts livin’ in the walls just blast the images straight into your brain?”

	“I know what a projector is!” Miranda swallowed and pointed at the small, furry creature sitting atop the projector like it was his own personal throne. “What is that?”

	Ash blinked, then turned to face me. “Please tell me she’s seen a cat before.”

	“I doubt it,” I said. “No pets on the mothership.”

	“Other than your admirals and their fancy concubines, ya mean,” Ash muttered as she offered her hand to the black cat. He immediately pushed his head into her palm, though he kept his green eyes focused on the newcomer. “This is my co-pilot.”

	“Your…” Miranda trailed off. “What?”

	“His name is Kal,” Ash said, scratching behind the cat’s ears. “Little Kal, technically. Or Kalycos, if you’re feelin’ formal.”

	Miranda opened and closed her mouth three times before she managed to speak. “You named your pet Kal?” 

	“He’s the only thing we brought with us from Nirivarr,” Ash said. “He’s tall, handsome, and way more reliable than the real thing.”

	I groaned, but the instant she stopped stroking him, he sauntered across the projector to bump into my arm. And when I gently scratched between his shoulders, his deep, rumbling purr wasn’t far behind. 

	“He’s a Praxian shorthair,” I said, digging my fingers into the spot I knew he liked. “All the Colonies have access to the genetic database. The first generation was cloned, obviously, but most places have been breeding them for generations now.”

	“Even he’s more natural than you, jenny,” Ash needled. “Pretty wild, huh?”

	Miranda’s blue eyes flashed. “Would you please stop calling me that?”

	“It’s what you are, though. Livin’ in your big ship, strutting around in your skirts like a buncha—”

	“That’s enough,” I warned, my patience about spent. “Miranda is here to help. She’s good at what she does, and I trust her. All right?”

	Ash glared back at me, her pupils so thin that her irises were nearly solid seas of green. We knew each other so well we didn’t need telepathy to share how we felt. I could see and feel her frustration, and I hoped that she could see mine, too. She had every right to resent the Dominion, but Miranda wasn’t the officer who had called her a worthless mutt or the admiral who had denied her application for enlistment.

	“Sorry,” she mumbled after a moment. She took a deep breath, then sighed and crossed her arms. “I’m not always a bitch, I swear. It’s just…y’know.”

	I looked at Miranda, genuinely unsure of how she would respond. Would her jenny ego compel her to escalate, or would her remarkable poise triumph once again?

	“It’s all right,” she said, forcing a thin smile. “But I’m not your enemy.”

	“If Kal thinks you’re all right, that’s good enough for me,” Ash said. 

	“She’s better than all right,” I said. “Miranda is—”

	“Not you,” Ash interrupted. “I mean the good Kal.”

	I glanced down at the cat. Kalycos had moved within a few centimeters of Miranda, and his tail was swishing with interest.

	“If he lets you pet ’im, we’re all good,” Ash said. “Go ahead.”

	“Um…” Miranda faltered. But when her eyes flicked to me once more for guidance, I just gestured at the cat. 

	“Think of it as a rite of passage,” I said. “He probably won’t bite.”

	Her cheek twitched, and for a few heartbeats I wondered if she might refuse. But then she reached out to pat him, and Kalycos pushed his head into her hand and began to rub across her arm. 

	“Guess that settles that,” Ash said with a grunt. “Welcome aboard, honey. Sorry for all the fuss.”

	“Erm, thank you…I guess,” Miranda managed, still eyeing the cat as if she had discovered an entirely new lifeform. 

	“I’ll let you give him a treat later. But for now, I guess I should actually give you what you came here for, huh?”

	“That would be nice,” I said. 

	“Right, well, I read over everything you sent,” Ash said, activating the projector and summoning a holographic display of the data packet I’d forwarded before we had set out from the mothership. The instant the floating images appeared, Kalycos lost interest in Miranda and turned to watch the moving lights with rapt attention. It was only a matter of time before he dove off the edge of the projector trying to grab one…

	“What did you think?” I asked.

	“I hit up some contacts t’see if I could confirm anything for you, but they didn’t know squat. Like you said, everyone’s convinced this is just normal cold war shit. You arm this planet, they arm that one; you blow up their freighter, they blow up one of yours. The usual.”

	“But?” 

	She pressed her tongue hard into her cheek. “But Saleya’s people are right about that Yarasi outpost right at the edge of the Veil.”

	She pulled up a navigational map of the sector. Thanks to the Accords, Sykaris was roughly equidistant from the Dominion and Yarasi borders, but the edge of the Veil was only about two hundred light-years away. There, in a large nebula that bled between the demilitarized zone and Yarasi space, was a glowing indicator of an outpost.

	“It’s real,” Ash said. “And it ain’t no research outpost, I promise you that. Supposedly, its sensors can reach across two whole sectors, which is more than enough to watch Sykaris and about a dozen other planets.”

	“As well as the Dominion border on the other side,” I said, grimacing. 

	“Yep. And here’s the real kicker: it’s been online for almost six months now.”

	“Six months?” Miranda breathed. “And the Pact doesn’t know about it?”

	“They didn’t know about it,” Ash corrected. “The Yarasi are good at hidin’ things. But I bumped into some Pact soldiers on Dormire two days ago, and the secret’s officially out. They want revenge for Harkaeon, and now they got themselves a juicy little target.”

	“You think they’re going to attack it?” I asked. 

	Ash nodded grimly. “They definitely want to. Still an open question whether command will give ’em the go-ahead, but they had a warship nearby. Harkaeon seemed personal to this group of tusk-heads, so I wouldn’t put it past ’em to fly in there with guns blastin’.”

	“How did you acquire this information?” Miranda asked, frowning. “The Krosians wouldn’t just tell you all of this.”

	“People don’t need to tell me anythin’, honey,” Ash said. “Not when their possessions are more than willin’ to spill their secrets for ’em.”

	“What is that supposed to mean?”

	“Psychometry,” I explained. “She can touch objects and…speak to them.”

	“Well, not literally,” Ash said. “But if an object is important enough to someone, their emotions get imprinted on it. If the connection is strong enough, I can see images, flashes, even memories…”

	Miranda frowned. “The Academy considers psychometry an unreliable discipline.”

	“Yeah, well, people who spend their whole lives in space an’ never breathe real air believe a lot of stupid shit,” Ash replied flatly. “No offense.”

	“If a Pact warship openly violates the Accords, the Yarasi Executrix will have no choice but to retaliate,” I said. “Her war council will demand it.”

	“That’s true, but you might still have a little time. The Krosians weren’t scheduled to leave Dormire ’til today, and if they wanted to summon reinforcements, it would take a few more days.”

	“Does it even matter?” Miranda asked. “If they’re already planning an attack, we won’t be able to stop them without indisputable proof that the Dowd are involved.” 

	My eyes narrowed as I turned back to Ash. “You said you had something.”

	She nodded. “I wasn’t actually on Dormire lookin’ for tusk-heads. I was there to meet with a different contact—someone who was on the scene when they found that dead Yarasi freighter a few weeks back.”

	She reached into one of the black pouches on her bandoleer and withdrew a slender purple crystal with several cracks on the surface. 

	“From the freighter?” I asked, pulse quickening. Only the Dominion and the Yarasi used psionic data crystals for storage, but theirs were notoriously fragile—and nearly impossible to find. “How in the hell…?”

	“Because I’m that good,” she said, slotting the crystal into a matching receptacle mounted on the side of the projector. “It was damaged pretty badly, but you happen to be lookin’ at the only independent operator in the Borderlands with a Yarasi ship. I pieced together what I could until I found this…”

	An image from the interior of a Yarasi freighter flashed in front of us, replacing the data stream and startling Kalycos enough that he hopped down and planted himself on the couch instead. We appeared to be looking at a lounge quite similar to this one, which wasn’t surprising considering the freighter was probably the same model. 

	“A recording?” Miranda asked. 

	“From inside the ship before it was attacked,” Ash said. “Unfortunately, almost everythin’ was jumbled…’cept for this.”

	The image shifted abruptly. The resolution was poor, thanks to the damage, but we could clearly see a pair of dead Yarasi warriors lying on the floor of the lounge, their strange, staff-like falquan rifles lying unpowered next to them. The sight of their corpses was more disturbing to me than the dead Krosians, probably because their elegant, fey-like faces were more human-like. 

	And, if I was being completely honest with myself, because they were all women. 

	“Wait for it,” Ash said.

	My eyes narrowed at the image, wondering if it was even playing, when a third figure suddenly appeared over the bodies. The tall, faceless alien stepped closer to the camera…

	And then the clip ended. 

	“I told you, it ain’t much,” Ash said quietly. “But it might be enough.”

	“It’s enough,” I said, heart racing. “We just have to figure out a way to get this to the Sillibar.”

	“And the Yarasi,” Miranda added. “They’ll be much more likely to believe corrupted data off one of their own crystals.”

	“Oscura’s almost a week away. But that outpost…the Stormrider could get there in five hours.”

	Miranda looked at me. “They might not be happy about us showing up on the doorstep of their secret facility.”

	“Better us than the Pact,” I said. “And if she’s right about those Krosians and a warship is already on its way, I’d rather be there with evidence first. We might be able to stop the shooting before it starts.”

	I knew that Captain Ellis would agree with me—there was no doubt in my mind. The biggest problem was that we needed to get a message to the Stormrider, otherwise we’d be waiting at least another fifteen hours for them to pick us up. 

	“When’s the next time they’ll be out of astral space?” I asked. 

	Miranda activated her omnitool. “They’re scheduled to deploy the first probe in just under two hours.”

	“We can signal them then.” I let out a deep breath and turned back to Ash. “We owe you. Hell, everyone in the Cluster might owe you.”

	The projection faded as she withdrew the data crystal. “Yeah, well, I won’t hold my breath on any of ’em paying the tab,” she said sardonically, offering the crystal to me. “I just did the best I could. And luck was on our side, for once.”

	I wanted to walk over and hug her. I’d never doubted for a minute that she would find a way to come through, but this…this was beyond anything I’d expected. 

	“Thank you,” Miranda said, and sounded sincere. “This is incredible. Truly. You might have saved millions of lives.”

	Ash smiled back. “I hope so, but it’s hard to stop a tram that’s already left the station, ya know? Lotta folks out there won’t accept peace unless they have to.”

	“We need to leave reasonably soon if we want to be able to beam them a transmission in time,” I said. “It’ll take us at least half an hour just to get back into orbit.”

	“Then you’d better get, huh?” Ash said, the smile sliding off her face. “Don’t worry, Little Kal and I’ll still be here the next time you need a miracle.”

	The forlornness in her voice was like a knife straight to my gut, and even my Immortal powers couldn’t protect me. I would have asked her to come with us if I thought there was even the slightest chance she might agree. Captain Ellis would make sure she had decent quarters, and he’d excoriate anyone on his ship who treated her poorly. 

	But Ash wasn’t a soldier and never would be. She had made her own life out here—one very different than mine—and we had always struggled to reconcile the gulf between us. A gulf that was only getting wider. 

	“Can we talk for a minute?” I asked. “In private.”

	Her piercing green eyes locked with mine, and she nodded. “Sure. Little Kal’s pretty good at entertaining company.”

	“Ensign Pierce can comb through your navigational data on that outpost, if you don’t mind,” I suggested. 

	Miranda raised an eyebrow at me, but Ash just nodded. “Sure. Just be careful and don’t prod around. Yarasi tech has some mean psychic encryption. Wouldn’t want to fry that superhuman brain of yours.”

	“I’ll be careful,” Miranda said. “But we really can’t afford a delay, Major. If it takes us an hour to get back into orbit—”

	“This won’t take long,” I told her, eyes never leaving Ash. “I promise.”

	 

	***

	 

	Ash led me out of the lounge and into the corridor that spiraled around the rest of the ship. We probably could have just chatted in the hall, but I wasn’t surprised when she led me all the way into her quarters. They were pretty roomy for a ship this size, though the floor was so cluttered it looked about half the size. She had clothes and gadgets everywhere, as well as two separate beds and a crawling house set up for Kalycos. 

	“All right, spill it,” Ash said, crossing her arms when the door shut behind us. “Promise me you’ll be back in no time before you vanish for a couple months. Or six.”

	I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m sorry. There’s no excuse.”

	“I’m sure that won’t stop you from spinnin’ one. So go ahead, lay it out. Make it good and I might even believe it for a while.”

	The knife in my gut twisted again. “I don’t want to leave you,” I told her. “I never want to leave you. Especially not like this.”

	“Oh, you’ll be fine,” Ash said. “You got a jenny girl to keep you company now. Real pretty one, too. Must be damn hard to concentrate when she’s in uniform.”

	I sighed again. “We have to get this information to the Yarasi and the Pact. After we do, I’ll come right back.”

	“Sure. And I’ll be waitin’ right here, like usual.”

	“Ash…”

	“At least tell me you’ve missed me.”

	“Of course I missed you!” I said, placing my hands on her bare arms. The familiar radiant heat of her skin sent a ripple of comfort through me. “And I honestly expected I’d be able to visit more, but I haven’t had time for shore leave in…”

	I trailed off, wincing at how lame the excuse sounded. I could have made the time. I should have made the time. The fact that I hadn’t was on me.

	“Six months, Kal,” she bit out. “You’ve left me alone out here for six months!”

	“I know,” I whispered. “You deserve better.”

	“I deserve you,” she said, pushing a finger hard into my sternum. “We are still a team, aren’t we?”

	“Always. You know that.”

	“Do I?”

	I grimaced. I couldn’t blame her for that…or for anything, really. Back when I’d enlisted, I had made her two promises. One, that I would eventually figure out a way for us to be together all the time; and two, that I would solve the mystery of how I could give her the kids she so desperately wanted. 

	So far, I had failed at both.

	“I will do everything in my power to get back as soon as I can,” I promised. “And you know you’re always welcome on the—”

	“Don’t say it,” Ash interrupted, putting her fingers on my lips. “You know I ain’t gonna follow you onto that viper nest.”

	“Yeah,” I murmured. “I do.”

	She stared at me intently for another few heartbeats, her green eyes welling up without quite coming to tears, before she sighed and shook her head. “Just kiss me at least once before you go, all right? You better have time for—”

	I cupped her face in my hands and pulled our lips together. Ash stretched up on her toes to help reach me, and her arms almost immediately slid around my neck to hold me close. To this day, almost a decade after we’d first met, I had never found anything to compare with her kiss. Raw heat effused from her tongue and spread throughout my entire body like I’d just wrapped myself in a thick blanket. 

	But there was more to her lips than just the heat. I had also never met anyone who poured her whole heart into everything she did, no matter how mundane. Ash kissed with her whole body, not just her lips. And it was a gift she had no interest in sharing with anyone else.

	I didn’t want to let her go, and I certainly didn’t want to leave. No matter how important our mission was, no matter how quickly we needed to move to hit the Stormrider’s com window, I couldn’t have lived with myself if I had been the first to break our kiss. And so I waited…and waited…

	“That’s a little better,” Ash said when she finally pulled back, her eyelids fluttered and her tongue dragging slowly across her lips. “At least now I know that your jenny girl is a decent kisser.”

	I winced. Thanks to her psychometry, Ash had probably just relived every kiss I’d shared with Miranda. Normally she reveled in it, but today might be different…

	“Little bit of Saleya in there, too, huh?” Ash asked, still sampling the memories. “How’s she doin’?”

	“Good,” I said, feeling a bead of sweat trickle down my brow. “Still has a standing offer to give you a free dance if you ever come aboard.”

	“I’d need a lot more than a dance for that.”

	“I’m sure the terms are negotiable.”

	Ash grinned, her tongue pausing halfway across her bottom lip. “Got two of her new girls in here, too, huh? Damn. There’s the real crime of you runnin’ off so quick. You’re supposed to share, but you never have the time!”

	I smiled and brushed a hand through her wild blond hair. “You want a little preview?”

	Ash arched an eyebrow. “I’m listenin’.”

	“I can spare five minutes.”

	“That ain’t much time for a girl to enjoy herself.”

	The fate of the Accords—and possibly the entire Cluster—might have depended on us contacting the Stormrider. But the girl of my dreams was right here in my arms…

	“How about ten?” I asked. 

	“I suppose I’ll have to make do,” she said. “But you owe me.”

	“You know I’m good for it.”

	Flashing me a coquettish smirk, she placed her palm on my chest to push me back a few centimeters until my back hit the door, then gracefully squatted in front of me. Her hands reached for my pants, and she had the zipper down and fly open faster than she could draw and fire her bow. A surge of anticipation shot through me when her impossibly warm hands freed my rapidly hardening cock from its prison. 

	“There he is,” Ash cooed, the fingers of her right hand curling around the shaft and pushing it upward while those on her left fondled my testicles. “Tell me all your secrets…”

	Closing her eyes, she gently dragged her tongue across the full length of my hardness, balls to tip. Her technique always sent an excited tingle racing through me, but today, six months separated from her Kreen heat, it was more like a jolt of electricity straight up my spine. And when she repeated the motion an instant later, sliding all the way down and then back up again, my knees practically turned into jelly. 

	“I should’a known you’d already had fun with that jenny girl,” Ash said after her third lap, eyes reopening and fastening on me. Her pupils were so large they nearly blotted out her green irises. “A lot of fun, feels like.”

	A moan escaped my lips, and I thanked whatever intergalactic powers that might have been listening that Ash enjoyed my conquests almost as much as I did. If not, I would have been a lot more nervous about her teeth being so close to my cock. Psionic fortification was great, but there were some chances you just didn’t want to take. 

	“Shame I wasn’t with you,” she purred, dragging her tongue sideways up my shaft this time. “Could’a shown her the ropes together. Seems like a real quick learner…”

	“Ash,” I grunted even as my pulse quickened. “We don’t have time for—”

	“You gave me ten minutes, and I intend to use every second,” she said. “Now, what else did you bring me…?”

	Her eyes fluttered shut again, but this time she parted her lips and enveloped the entire bulging crown. I bit down on my lip, my hand still threading through her hair. It was beyond tempting to grab hold and force myself right past her tonsils. Miranda was still trying to figure out how to choke down the last few centimeters, but Ash could handle my full length with no problem. 

	The trouble was that she preferred to take her readings slowly—or from my perspective, torturously. I had a feeling that was more preference than necessity, though I could hardly blame her for wanting to enjoy her meal of memories before I gave her dessert. 

	“That Saleya is somethin’ else,” Ash breathed when she pulled back again, her pupils still huge. “I need to find myself a sweet Velothi girl of my own.”

	I groaned when she started stroking me again. I had spent an almost embarrassing amount of time over the years imagining what it would be like when I finally got Ash to visit the Second Wind with me. She would enjoy watching Saleya’s girls work almost as much as I did, and I had no doubt that they would all adore her. 

	“Then there’s this Neyris,” Ash cooed after her tongue took another lap. “What’s her name?”

	“Astra,” I said, eyeing the sizzling sheen of saliva now covering my cock. 

	“Didn’t fuck her yet?”

	“Not yet.”

	“Well, you’d better. I’d love a taste of that. The other Velothi girl, too.” She paused again, eyelids fluttering and tongue pressed against her lips. “Mmm…bring this many new girls back to me and I can almost forgive you for running out.”

	She made one final swirl around my throbbing tip before she finally leaned back on her haunches and paused. “Guess I should get to it, huh? You ready?”

	Nodding, I gritted my teeth and reinforced my skin as if I were about to run straight into a barrage of plasma bolts. “Always.”

	“Then give it to me,” she said, opening her mouth wide and crossing her wrists behind her back. “As much as you can.”

	I smiled down at her, marveling as always at the sight of her fit, young body and wishing desperately for enough time to fully reintroduce myself to it. But for now, I feathered both hands through her golden mane to get a handhold, then pulled her mouth down over my cock. I felt the tip graze past her teeth, travel through her mouth, and slide all the way down her throat.

	And then I started fucking her. 

	It was a glorious thing to have a woman kneeling in front of you, eager and willing to worship your cock, but it was more glorious still when she offered herself as if her body was nothing more than a toy for your amusement. Ash didn’t try to guide me; she didn’t even brace her hands on my legs for support. She just gave her throat to me, content to let me use it—use her—however I wanted. 

	And by the Seraph do I love her for it.

	With her hair as leverage, I had no trouble pulling her away, then slamming her back down onto me as if her lips were a cunt. She stared at me the whole time, her pupils dilated and her green irises sparkling with need. The fire of her Kreen throat greeted me every time I pushed past her tonsils—a fire that could have scalded a normal human man. I had never been more thankful for my Immortal gifts than when she’d leaned over into the driver’s seat of our car and taken me into her mouth for the first time…

	“Ngn!” I grunted as the pressure within me built with every thrust. I really, really needed to get back here as fast as possible when this was all over. I needed to feel those slender legs of hers wrapped around me. To hear her desperate whimpers as she begged me to fuck her.

	To feel the grip of her even hotter cunt as she pulled me deep inside her…

	“Shit!” I cried out, slamming my cock into her one last time as I exploded. It didn’t seem to matter how many times I’d filled up Miranda in recent days or that I’d done it twice more this morning—I still had more than enough left in the tank to pump load after load straight into Ash’s gullet just the way she liked. 

	She moaned softly as I held her against me, perfectly content to keep my manhood in her throat as long as I wanted. She probably knew that the longer I stayed like this, the harder it would be for me to leave. And she wasn’t wrong. 

	“Oh…” I breathed as I released my grip, letting her lean back and pull away. She kissed my wilting tip when it emerged from her lips, then held the shaft as she licked me from balls to tip one last time. 

	“Jenny girl can’t give you that, can she?” Ash teased breathlessly before she finally let my manhood go. “Poor thing. Be sure to let her know I’d be happy to teach her a thing or two for the right price.”

	I smiled down at her as I gently brushed her cheek. She was so much more than just an old flame. She was my partner, my lover, my best friend…and the sweetest girl I’d ever known. I owed her so much more than this. 

	“Clock is tickin’ away, Kal,” Ash said, helping me stuff myself back into my pants as she rose to her feet. “You gotta go save the galaxy and all that.”

	“I’ll be back,” I promised. “I’ll always come back.”

	“I know,” she said quietly. 

	I wished I knew if she meant it. 
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	Miranda and I were back on the streets a few minutes later, and we were far enough away from our landing pad that I decided it was worth the risk of calling a taxi to ferry us back, especially since I wanted to avoid getting anywhere near the ruckus we’d caused outside that club. I made sure to get us one of the automated ones; I trusted the drone AI more than any organic pilot I’d find on this rock, both in skill and discretion. 

	We stayed silent during the short trip, mostly because we couldn’t risk talking about anything we’d learned where prying ears or listening devices could overhear, but I could feel an unspoken tension building between us. Even since the captain had told me that we’d be heading to Sykaris, I’d been wondering how things might play out if Miranda and Ash met. It hadn’t been a disaster, by any means—Miranda had shown remarkable restraint—but it still seemed like the encounter had left a bad taste in her mouth. And it wasn’t like I could completely blame her. 

	Despite the awkward silence, I tried my best to stay alert and watch our surroundings, still wondering who had paid the Angoth and his crew to ambush us. But we didn’t encounter any other troubles, and our freighter seemed undisturbed when we got back. After a cursory examination of the hull to make sure no one had planted a tracker on us, we got back aboard and prepared to get the hell out of here. 

	“Next time we get sent on an away mission in the Borderlands, I’ll try to take you somewhere nice,” I said lightly as we rose from the pad and synced up with another tug drone to escort us out. “Talumi is actually pretty gorgeous and mostly free of gangsters.”

	“That sounds pleasant,” Miranda said, eyes locked on her console. “The tug drone has given us nav points. Plotting a course now.”

	I sighed softly as I nudged the throttle and set us on a course through the city. There was no point in putting this off any longer, so I braced myself for whatever she had to say. 

	“Look, I just wanted to—”

	“She’s very pretty.”

	I blinked in surprise. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Your friend,” Miranda said. She sat perfectly still, hands resting on her controls. “I can see why a man like you would be drawn to her. Her eyes are unlike anything I’ve seen before.”

	“Ash is…unique,” I said, feeling a bit of the tension drain away. “In more ways than one.”

	“I didn’t think that Kreen and humans were genetically compatible.”

	My stomach twinged when I thought about the promise I’d made to Ash…and how I’d so far failed to keep it. “They aren’t,” I said. “Kreen aren’t compatible with any other sapient species that I’m aware of.”

	Miranda frowned and turned her head to look at me. “But she’s…I mean, she is half-Kreen, is she not?”

	“More or less,” I said. “It’s a little complicated.”

	Her blue eyes studied me for a moment. “If you don’t wish to share, I understand—”

	“Kreen are practically immune to pathogens,” I said. “Bacteria, viruses…I’m sure they covered that at the Academy.”

	“Yes. Their immune systems are incredible.”

	“So incredible that scientists have been trying to figure out how to splice their DNA for a long time. No one ever would have guessed that the first one to succeed would live on a backwater planet like Nirivarr—or that he would have done it just because he wanted to have a kid with his wife.”

	“Her parents?”

	I drew in a deep breath, wondering why I was even telling her this. It wasn’t harmful, but it was personal. Still, Ash probably wouldn’t mind.

	“Her father was a biologist,” I said. “I don’t know all the details and neither does she, but the short version is that he figured out a way to have a child with his human wife.”

	“Incredible,” Miranda breathed. “And he never tried to sell this technology? Surely there are people in the Colonies who would—”

	“He never had the chance. Because when the Mire found out, they killed her parents and took his research—including her two older siblings. She never saw either of them again.”

	Her face paled. “I’m…that’s horrible.”

	“It’s life in the Borderlands,” I said roughly, throat tightening. 

	Miranda slowly turned back to her console. “That’s why you’re so protective of her.”

	“It’s one reason. We’ve been together for a long time, even before we were adults. She’s…”

	“You love her,” Miranda whispered. 

	“More than anything,” I said. “We planned to stay together forever, but when the fleet rejected her application for service…”

	I scowled and blinked to clear my vision as we passed through the shield dome, the tug peeling off. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you the rest some other time. But the point is, I try and get back here whenever I can. It’s…not easy.”

	Miranda seemed to chew on that for several minutes. “I had no idea. None of this is in your service record.”

	“A lot of things aren’t in my service record,” I told her. “Ellis has made sure of that.”

	She looked like she was about to ask why, but then her brow furrowed. “I’m confused about one thing.”

	“Just one?”

	“If you and Ash are so close, well…” Miranda paused and fumbled for words. “You and I spent a lot of time together on the way here. You told me that you’d be more than willing to help me with the Seeding. But won’t she be upset when she learns about us…?”

	I smiled. “She already knows.”

	Miranda arched an eyebrow, but then her expression abruptly cleared. “You mean because of her psychometry.”

	“Yeah. And don’t worry, she doesn’t mind. She’s happy about it, in fact.”

	“But…” Miranda blinked. “Seriously?”

	“Ash loves girls. She’s just always been too shy to do anything about it. But when I come back, I usually bring a few new ones with me. So, in a way, we still get to experience things together.”

	Miranda’s brow furrowed. I knew how strange it must have sounded, but it was the truth. And if this arrangement was going to bother her—or perhaps even drive her away—it was better to learn sooner rather than later. 

	“I’ve never heard of anything like that,” she said after half a minute. “It’s so much more…intimate than the relationships I heard about on the fleet.”

	“It is that,” I agreed. “Anyway, I know that’s a lot to take in, and we didn’t have much time for idle chat. But honestly, the two of you have quite a bit in common.”

	“You can’t be serious.”

	“You’re both very determined young women. When you put your mind to something, you don’t let anything stop you. And you’re perfectionists in your own way.”

	“I see,” she replied, eyeing me for another moment before turning back to her controls. 

	“You’re very different, too, obviously. All I’m saying is that, after seeing you together, I think the two of you would get along just fine.”

	“Mm,” Miranda murmured. “She really is pretty…”

	I found myself smiling, wondering if this might end up working out better than I could have possibly hoped, when a beep from the controls demanded my attention. “We should have plenty of time to hit that communication window,” I said, running through some quick calculations. “Can you calculate the best new rendezvous point?”

	“I’m already on it,” Miranda said. “I will be curious to see the captain’s reaction when we show him the video.”

	My smile faded as the harsh reality of the situation reasserted itself. As much as I would have rather been thinking about Ash and Miranda, I suddenly couldn’t get the image of the Dowd soldier from the recording out of my head. 

	I knew exactly how Ellis would react to seeing that faceless horror. The only question was what he would choose to do about it. 

	“We’ll find out soon enough,” I said as the planet’s icy rings grew larger outside the canopy. “But hopefully he agrees that our best chance is to head for that Yarasi outpost and hope we beat the Krosians to the punch.”

	“And then?” Miranda asked. 

	“Then we hope we’re not too late.” 

	 

	***

	 

	We reached the rendezvous point with the Stormrider just over two hours later, which gave me ample time to rotate between fiddling with my gear and anxiously pacing through the ship’s cramped corridors. Every hour that slipped by felt like one more step toward oblivion. If Ash was right and the Pact was already planning to strike that Yarasi outpost…

	Once the Stormrider shifted back into normal space, I wasted no time in getting us aboard and heading straight for the captain’s office on the bridge. I gave him the shortest possible version—enough to convince him to immediately set course for the Yarasi outpost—before we slowed down and laid it all out in full. 

	“I knew that girl would come through for us,” Ellis said, tapping his chin as he perused the data logs. “She would have made one hell of an officer.”

	“I know,” I said, not bothering to keep the old bitterness from my voice. As difficult as it was to imagine Ash on a Dominion ship, let alone wearing a uniform, there was no question in my mind that she would have excelled at anything she’d put her mind to, even SpecOps or the DID Silencer program. 

	But ultimately, that was a battle from the past. This was about saving the future. 

	“I just wish we had more than a short, distorted video from a data crystal,” I added. “Especially since Ash’s psychic impressions are…well, prone to interpretation. I’m not sure it will be enough.”

	“It will be plenty for the Yarasi,” Ellis said. “The crystal came from their ship. And they’re also far more likely to accept psychometry as a legitimate source of evidence. The Dominion Academy might not put much faith in it, but Yarasi mystics sure as hell do.”

	“Assuming they aren’t pissed we violated the Accords to get it.”

	“They’ll get over it if it prevents a war.”

	“Maybe,” I said noncommittally. “But the Pact is a different beast. They might not—”

	“They will,” Ellis said firmly. “I told you, the moment we get that clip in front of the Sillibar, we’ll have their full attention. They won’t risk weakening themselves if the Dowd are still around.”

	I pursed my lips. He hadn’t enabled the privacy filter on his desk, so I could see the projection as clearly as he could. Unsurprisingly, it was frozen on the image of the faceless alien stalking the corridors of the Yarasi ship. 

	“Are you all right, sir?” I asked quietly. 

	“Yes.” 

	I paused. I didn’t believe him, but I didn’t confront him about it, either. I just sat there in silence as he gradually pulled his dark eyes away and shut down the projection. 

	“But I suppose there’s a part of me that was still holding out hope that you and Miranda were somehow wrong about what you saw,” Ellis added. “It’s…difficult to accept.”

	I nodded in wordless understanding. Every captain in the Dominion knew about the Dowd, obviously, but Ellis’s connection to them was personal rather than a historical abstraction. Just like how slavers were often just another story on the Holosphere to the people I served with, while I had witnessed their viciousness firsthand on Nirivarr. 

	“Even if the Sillibar doubt the veracity of the source, it will at least buy us some time while they investigate,” he said, swiveling his chair toward the crimson-fogged viewport. “And who knows, perhaps one of the probes we deployed along the edge of the Veil will get lucky and give us all the evidence we need.”

	I snorted softly, not believing that for a minute. The galaxy had already done us one big favor. It seemed unlikely to give us another. 

	“Let’s say it does all work out,” I mused. “What happens then?”

	“A common enemy is the most unifying force in the galaxy,” Ellis said. “Before the Dominion arrived, the Sillibar and the Yarasi learned to work together from time to time. There’s no reason history can’t repeat itself.”

	“With all due respect, sir, I doubt it will be that simple.”

	“I never said it would be. And I have plenty of my own doubts. But if the Dowd are still out there, it’s in everyone’s best interest to find them—and stop them.”

	He let out a long, slow breath as his eyes returned to mine. “You should clean up and get some rest. In a little over three hours, we’ll be at a Yarasi outpost on the most important diplomatic meeting of our lives. I need you alert and ready.”

	“Do you plan on bringing them the intel yourself?” I asked.

	“Yes, with you and a few others,” he said. “With any luck, their commander will at least be willing to talk.”

	I nodded, keenly aware of the danger of him getting too close to the Yarasi, and not only because of the trove of sensitive Dominion intelligence locked away in his brain. Though if he had learned how to shield his mind from the telepaths on the mothership, he could probably handle a few alien telepaths. If not…

	Well, if not, then the Dowd might end up the least of our troubles. 

	“Go on,” Ellis said. This time, it was clearly a dismissal and not a suggestion. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

	I nodded and rose to my feet. As I moved through the door, I tossed a final glance over my shoulder and saw him staring at the still image again, eyes vacant and face cast in stone. 

	 

	***

	 

	One shower, two protein bars, and three hours later, the Stormrider arrived at its destination. I was on the bridge when we shifted, but for once, the crimson mists of astral space weren’t replaced by an endless starry backdrop. The Ketule Nebula shrouded everything outside in a light purple haze, as if we had merely adjusted the contrast of the viewport’s color filters rather than exited a different dimension altogether. 

	“Sensor sweep commencing, sir,” Ensign Nohani said. “No contacts within range.”

	“That we can see, anyway,” Ellis replied soberly. The personal demons he had been fighting in his office for the past several hours didn’t seem to have left any scars; his voice was back to being calm and cool. “But if the Yarasi do have a cloaked warship out here, let’s make certain we don’t do anything to startle them. Set a course for the outpost, one-quarter sublight.”

	“Course laid in, sir,” Reyes said. “ETA to sensor range…ten minutes, twenty-three seconds.”

	“A bit of a leisurely pace, isn’t it?” I asked. “We already made sure to shift far enough away they could see us coming.”

	Ellis smiled thinly as he stroked his beard. “A few extra minutes won’t be the difference between war and peace, Major. But it’s always polite to slow down when you’re entering someone’s neighborhood for the first time. There could be children about.”

	I snorted softly. He was probably right, but that didn’t stop my gut from clenching in anticipation. Yarasi sensors were more advanced than Dominion ones; they had probably known we were here the moment we shifted into normal space. Creeping forward seemed like drawing out the inevitable. 

	But then, the Yarasi were a cautious and patient people, and the whole point of this little gambit was to get them to trust us enough that they would overlook our casual treaty violation and listen to what we had to say. 

	Still, the ten minutes crept by like ten hours, and I was about to lose my mind when Miranda’s console beeped. 

	“Entering sensor range of the station now, sir,” she reported from the operations console. 

	Ellis nodded. “On viewer.”

	The viewport shimmered as Miranda overlaid a view of the distant station. The image was badly distorted, thanks to the nebula, but after she had cleaned it up a bit and increased the magnification, a cold, haunted silence settled upon the bridge. 

	“It’s already begun.”

	My brain didn’t process who had spoken the words, but whoever it was had merely given voice to what we all were thinking. The Yarasi station was there, all right, but it had suffered tremendous external damage. The main hub at the center of the roughly Y-shaped facility was charred black in several places, and the weapons blisters looked like they had been badly damaged. The massive sensor blister beneath the main hub had simply been obliterated. 

	And beyond the station, adrift two kilometers away, was the semi-intact wreckage of a Pact destroyer. 

	“I need details, Ensign,” Ellis said, voice controlled but tight. “Power readings? Survivors?”

	“O-one moment, sir,” Miranda said, eyes falling back to her console. “No power readings from the destroyer—it’s dead in space.”

	“And the station?”

	A brief pause. “I’m detecting low but consistent power readings. Environmental and life support remain online, but its sensors and shields are down.”

	“Survivors?”

	Miranda shook her head. “The nebula’s interference is too strong to get any accurate life readings from this distance, sir.”

	I fought to stay calm as I ran through potential battle scenarios in my head. There weren’t many. Ash had been convinced that the Pact would send a warship to retaliate for the destruction of Harkaeon, and this certainly looked like the aftermath of a straight-up slugfest between that ship and the station.

	But the back of my neck started tingling when I examined the destroyer more closely. The arrowhead bow and sleek hull were a stark contrast to the blockier design of their non-combat vessels like the freighter we’d found in the Drift, and the scorch marks were difficult to see on the hull since it was painted a dark gray. Pact destroyers were probably the most common warships in the entire cluster; they were more than twice the size of Dominion frigates like the Stormrider and had a significantly heavier armament, a firepower gap the Dominion only closed thanks to our superior psionic technology.

	The Yarasi had the same advantage, which was what confused me now. Ever since the Krosians had joined the Pact, its military doctrine had been to leverage its superior numbers to compensate for its weaker technology. Any Pact commander with a modicum of self-awareness would know that a single destroyer wouldn’t stand a chance against a Yarasi station, even a simple listening post. 

	“If life support is functional, the Yarasi might still be alive,” Olshenko suggested from tactical. “They could be attempting to perform repairs after the battle.”

	Ellis nodded. “What about the battle damage? Any anomalies?”

	“None that I can discern, sir,” Miranda said. “The residual energy signatures are consistent with Pact plasma cannons and torpedoes.”

	“Both, or are you confusing them?”

	Miranda frowned and glanced back over her shoulder. “Sir?”

	Ellis tapped his armrest and pulled up a holographic display directly in front of him. “The energy patterns have subtle differences if you know what to look for. Note the point concentrations—the strikes were penetrative, not diffusive. These signatures appear to be torpedo detonations—maybe eight or nine of them. But there’s no indication that the destroyer fired a single barrage from its cannons.”

	“You’re right,” Miranda breathed. “I mean, of course you’re right, sir.”

	Ellis steepled his fingers. “Thoughts, Major?”

	“A few,” I said, examining the readouts again. “The first is why would a Pact destroyer unleash a salvo of torpedoes but not bother firing its cannons, especially at close range against a stationary target?”

	“Agreed. And the second?”

	I paused, eyes narrowing. “If the Pact came here planning to attack, why in the hell would they have only sent a single destroyer? Yarasi don’t skimp on static defenses for manned outposts. Even a listening post would have enough firepower to repel anything smaller than a cruiser.”

	“Maybe it was just a single rogue ship,” Olshenko suggested. “You know how Krosians are.”

	“Too well,” I murmured. “Our contact on Sykaris did suggest that the Pact soldiers on Dormire were out for blood after Harkaeon.”

	“A Pact destroyer has a crew of one hundred, at least half of which wouldn’t be Krosian,” Ellis said. “And it’s far less likely that an Angoth or Sillibar captain would send their ship on a suicide mission.”

	“What if they were part of a larger task force?” Karas volunteered from coms. “Maybe they got smacked in the nose and the rest of their forces backed off to regroup.”

	“That still wouldn’t explain the lack of more wreckage,” I said. “Though the nebula could be affecting the readings.”

	“Or maybe that destroyer didn’t come here to fight,” Ellis said, brow creasing. “The Yarasi could have fired first in the hopes of protecting their little secret.”

	I scowled as I looked up at the magnified husk of the Pact ship. No, something about this still didn’t feel right…

	“I can’t imagine them responding that way, sir,” I said. “The Yarasi ethos is to never fire first but—”

	“Always fire last,” the captain finished. “Yes, I’m aware. But someone could have panicked, especially a technician who never expected anyone to find this place, let alone attack it. And if they disabled the destroyer’s cannons in the first volley, it would explain the torpedoes.”

	“True, I suppose. But if they attacked first, I don’t understand what wrecked the station. Without the element of surprise, there’s no way a single Pact destroyer could inflict this much damage.”

	Ellis tapped the side of his cheek. “Ensign Pierce, are the Yarasi com systems online?”

	Miranda consulted her instruments. “I’m sorry, sir, but there’s no way to tell from this distance. But they aren’t broadcasting anything.”

	“Hardly surprising if this is supposed to be a secret facility.” Ellis drew in a deep breath. “Helm: increase speed to one-half sublight. Coms: open a channel.”

	“Channel open, sir,” Karas said. 

	“Yarasi outpost, this is Captain Jarod Ellis of the Dominion frigate Stormrider. Our sensors show that you have suffered significant damage. May we offer any assistance?”

	He paused, waiting a full ten seconds for a response, before arching an eyebrow. “Anything?

	“Assuming their transceiver is working,” Karas replied, “they should have received the signal, sir.”

	“Repeat the message every minute as we approach,” Ellis said. “How long until we’re close enough to get lifeform readings?”

	“At current speed, three minutes, twelve seconds,” Miranda reported. 

	The captain nodded. He remained the picture of composure: back straight, face revealing nothing as he perused the sensor data on his console. He looked like we were performing a routine sensor sweep, not like we had stumbled on the aftermath of a battle that could trigger a war and kill billions. 

	“No evidence of hyperspace bubbles,” he commented after a moment. “Not even from the Pact ship.”

	“Odd,” I muttered. “So they’ve been here for a while.”

	“Much longer than the battle damage would suggest,” Ellis said. “Plasma signatures decay very quickly.”

	I frowned, still trying and failing to assemble a reasonable sequence of events together. None of this made any sense. 

	“Maybe they had a standoff?” I suggested. “The commanders yelling at each other about treaty violations, then someone pulled the trigger?”

	“Maybe,” Ellis murmured. “Still no response to the hail?”

	“No, sir,” Karas replied. “And I don’t think their transceiver has been damaged, at least not externally.”

	Ellis watched the magnified station grow larger in the viewport. It was getting more detailed by the second. “So either no one’s home or they’re too busy to answer.”

	Or too dead to answer, I thought darkly, though I didn’t vocalize it. Unless something had happened with the life support systems, the damage didn’t seem extensive enough to have killed the entire crew. The station’s main hub would have an impressive amount of ablative armor and internal shielding; Yarasi outposts always did. 

	The minutes slowly ticked by until Miranda finally nodded. “We’re close enough to perform a more detailed scan,” she said, fingers flying over her controls. “I am detecting life signs on the station, but not nearly enough for a full crew. Perhaps a dozen, maybe fewer. Most are clustered together near the command center.”

	“Yet they aren’t responding to our hail,” I said. “Why?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t know, but most of the life signs are faint. They could be wounded…and dying.”

	“And the Pact ship?” Ellis asked. 

	“Nothing, sir,” Miranda said. “Though if I’m not mistaken, I believe that some of the life signs are…human.”

	“What?” the captain and I asked at the same time. 

	“She’s right,” Nohani said, staring down at the science console with a perplexed expression. “The nebula could be interfering with the sensors, but I’m detecting several human life signs as well as at least one Angoth and a few Krosians.”

	“Are they throwing a damn party out here or what?” Olshenko asked. 

	“The readings are quite faint,” Miranda added. “And…now they’re gone.”

	The captain’s eyes narrowed. “I need you to get over there, Kal. Immediately.”

	I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

	“Coms, tell engineering to get the drop shuttle prepped ASAP,” Ellis said. “And tell Lieutenant Draven to get his troopers suited up and report to Major Zeris in the hangar.”

	“Yes, sir,” Karas said. 

	“We’re going in hot?” I asked. 

	“You’re going in cautious,” Ellis corrected. “But you need to get to those survivors while you can. They’re the only ones who can tell us what happened.”

	“Understood, sir.”

	“Ensign Pierce, they’re going to need your medical expertise,” the captain said. “I’ll send in Doctor Trevas if needed, but she’s a civilian without combat experience. I want you to get in there, let Major Zeris secure the area, and keep those survivors alive. Understood?”

	“Yes, sir,” Miranda said, standing from her station. 

	“Good,” Ellis said, giving me a hard look. “Remember, the war hasn’t started just yet. And Seraph willing, there’s still time for us to stop it.”
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	Lieutenant Draven and the three other troopers we’d brought on board were waiting for us at the drop shuttle when we arrived. All four men were clad in their heavy body armor, and from the reflective shine of the thick, black polycarbonate plates, the maintenance drones had done a thorough job cleaning and polishing everything up. Miranda was back in her skin-suit, sidearm in the holster on her hip, medkit on her back, and omnitool charged on her wrist. 

	“Shuttle is prepped and ready to go, Major,” Draven said, his deep voice almost menacing filtered through his helmet. 

	“Good.” I gave the shuttle a quick once-over. “Let’s get moving. Those survivors may not have much time.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	As I watched the four troopers file into the drop bay in the rear of the shuttle, I found myself wishing that Ellis could have snagged one of the squads we’d worked with before. Draven and his men had performed just fine during the brief training exercises I’d run on our way into the Borderlands, but we were truly heading into the unknown here. Given the choice, I would have preferred to work with people I knew for a fact could handle it. 

	Pushing my doubts aside, I moved into the shuttle behind them, and I was in the pilot’s seat and taking us out of the hangar less than sixty seconds later. The Stormrider had already closed to less than a kilometer from the station, so it was a short trip through the purplish mist of the nebula to the rectangular, maw-like hangar at the end of one of the station’s arms. The containment fields were active, meaning that it hadn’t decompressed, but the hangar’s massive door was wide open. 

	“Things have to be pretty bad if the survivors haven’t even buttoned up the hangar,” Draven commented from his position in the doorway to the troop compartment. 

	“Yeah,” I agreed grimly. At the angle we were approaching, we couldn’t quite see inside just yet. “The real question is why they opened it in the first place.”

	“I’m not detecting any life signs in the hangar,” Miranda said. “Or anywhere else on the station now. I hope we’re not already too late…”

	“Like you said, the nebula could just be messing with us,” I told her. “We could be chasing ghosts.”

	“Right,” she replied quietly, though I could tell she wasn’t convinced. 

	Then again, neither was I. Especially when we swung around and I finally got a look inside the hangar. 

	“I’ll be damned,” I said. 

	The blue containment field still obscured our vision a bit, but there were two Yarasi freighters in the bay, both nearly identical to the one Ash had salvaged. But a third ship was decidedly not Yarasi—a small, fin-shaped vessel about the size of our shuttle. 

	A Pact transport.

	“What the fuck?” Draven swore. “Why in the hell would these grayears open their hangar for a bunch of tuskies?”

	“Great question,” I said. “Anything notable on sensors?”

	Miranda consulted her console. “Low power readings…the engines haven’t been on for several hours at least.”

	“And still no life readings?”

	She shook her head. “Nothing.”

	I grimaced as I moved us within a few dozen meters of the shield. Even from this side, the bodies and scorch marks on the hangar floor were clearly visible. 

	“Looks like a firefight,” I breathed. “All the dead appear to be Yarasi.”

	An eerie sense of déjà vu washed over me as I swept my gaze over the bodies scattered across the hangar. There were perhaps a dozen in total, all Yarasi women, most seemingly gunned down while trying to take cover behind one of the other ships or a cargo crate. Only two of them were wearing armor, however; the rest were probably engineers and technicians. 

	The back of my neck had been tingling ever since we’d spotted the decimated destroyer, and the sensation only grew more intense when I eased our shuttle through the containment field. Something was very wrong about all of this…

	“It looks like the Pact shuttle was invited aboard,” Miranda said. “But from the pattern of the carbon scoring on the deck and ships, the Yarasi must have been shot at from the doorway leading into the station.”

	“So the tuskies got off their shuttle, walked to the door, then turned around and mowed everyone down,” Draven said. “Pact scum.”

	I didn’t reply. On the surface, the analysis seemed plausible enough. It certainly wasn’t inconceivable that a vengeful Pact commander would pull such a stunt. I just wasn’t convinced that Yarasi would fall for it. Even though they staffed their ships and installations with small, tightly knit crews, the fact that there were only two dead soldiers in here seemed suspicious as hell. They never would have been that trusting of a Pact ship, especially one that had stumbled on their secret listening post. 

	“Setting us down,” I announced. “Keep your eyes open.”

	I landed less than ten meters from the Pact shuttle, half expecting to crash into a hidden Yarasi freighter on the way down. But thankfully, they didn’t cloak their ships in their hangars like Ash so often did. 

	“Atmospherics and gravity all check out,” Miranda said. “It’s safe to leave the shuttle.”

	“Keep your mask on anyway, just in case,” I instructed. “And make sure you stay behind us.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Setting the shuttle controls on standby, I stood, grabbed my TAC-6 pulse rifle, and moved back into the hold with the other troopers. They had seen everything I had over the status monitor in the overhead, and they were ready and awaiting my order. Though, as the troop bay’s door opened and extended into a landing ramp, one of them—Bakari—reached into the small-arms locker beneath one of the benches and retrieved a sidearm. 

	“Peacemaker, Private?” I asked. 

	“I figured we may as well be prepared for anything, sir,” Bakari said, taking the compact GV-X “Peacemaker” pistol and clipping it to his armor’s magnetic belt holster. “If one of the survivors gets hostile, we can put ’em on the floor for questioning.”

	“Good idea,” I said, nodding. Dominion troopers weren’t normally in the habit of using nonlethal weaponry, but given the unusual circumstances, taking along an anchor gun probably wasn’t the worst idea. While I’d never used one, they were a favorite weapon of riot police across the Golden Worlds, allowing them to easily neutralize hostiles without the inherent danger of shock guns or stunners. I’d never needed to carry one myself, I’d seen them in action several times. 

	“Stay sharp, and don’t shoot anything that doesn’t shoot you first,” I warned. “The last thing we want is to gun down an enemy civvy. Let’s go.”

	I stormed down the ramp first, rifle sweeping the area as my helmet scanned for threats. When my HUD remained clear, I signaled for the others to fan out and search the hangar. 

	It didn’t take long to reconstruct the basics of what had happened. The charred holes in the dead Yarasi combined with the location of the carbon scoring on their cover confirmed Miranda’s previous assessment of the direction of fire. A close scan of the wounds and the scope of the burns also confirmed that Pact plasma weapons had been the culprit, and the surprised looks on the faces of the dead Yarasi suggested that they hadn’t seen the attack coming. 

	All in all, it should have been less unnerving than the carnage we’d found on the Pact freighter two weeks ago. These Yarasi had at least tried to defend themselves; they hadn’t simply been executed at point-blank range. This looked like a relatively normal battlefield that I’d seen a hundred different versions of over my career.

	And yet…

	I grimaced as I knelt down over the body of one of the two dead Yarasi soldiers. Her solid white eyes were frozen wide, their inner luminescence having faded with her heartbeat. Her long silver hair, clipped back by a black, almost tiara-like headpiece, was splayed out in a fan beneath her head. 

	Just like when I’d watched that recording Ash had shown us, I couldn’t help but notice how much more disturbed I felt staring down at a bunch of dead women. I didn’t know whether it was a misguided sense of chivalry or maybe just old-fashioned chauvinism, but it still turned my stomach. 

	“Major!” Draven called out from the Pact shuttle. “One body inside the enemy shuttle. Looks like the pilot.”

	Rising, I tapped my wristpad and synced up with the lieutenant’s helmet feed. A tiny window appeared in the corner of my HUD, showing a single dead Angoth male wearing a pilot’s uniform. Unlike the others here, he seemed to have tried to hide in his ship. 

	“Someone went in there and shot him,” I said. “Anything else notable?”

	“It looks like he tried to pull up the landing ramp, but something damaged the hydraulics. Hard to say what; there aren’t any scorch marks. It just looks…sort of crumpled?”

	“They buckled due to pressure from an external force,” Miranda said, rising from a nearby body and drifting toward the shuttle, her omnitool flashing as she ran a quick scan. 

	“External force?” I asked. “Like what?”

	“I don’t know, but…”

	“But what, Ensign? Spit it out.”

	She examined the readings for a moment more before glancing over to me. “If I had to guess, I would say the most likely culprit is extreme telekinetic force.”

	“Telekinesis?”

	“Maybe one of the grayears got mad and tried to rip this thing apart,” Draven said as he reemerged from inside the shuttle. “Then went in and shot the pilot.”

	“I don’t see how that’s possible,” Miranda said. “The soldiers aren’t anywhere near the shuttle.”

	“They’re all psychic, aren’t they?” Bakari asked. “Maybe one of the techs did it.”

	I swept my eyes across the dead Yarasi deck crew. They weren’t in position to do anything of the sort, and none of them appeared to be carrying a weapon. 

	“No,” I said. “They didn’t kill anyone.”

	“Who else could have?” Draven asked. “Unless you think the tuskies shot their own pilot.”

	“That body was badly burned—a plasma weapon at close range.” I shook my head. “We’re missing something. Again.”

	Miranda’s eyes met mine. “Sir, if anyone is still alive on the command deck, we need to get to them soon.”

	“Agreed,” I said, toggling on my com unit. “Stormrider, this is ground team. We got ourselves another mess here, captain.”

	I signaled Draven and the other troopers to form back up as I gave the captain a short recap of our findings. Unsurprisingly, Ellis wasn’t any happier about them than I was. 

	“Something doesn’t add up,” he said, his voice more distorted than I expected from the nebula’s interference. 

	“Nothing adds up,” I said. “It seems like the Pact were invited over and immediately turned on their hosts, but why would the Yarasi fall for it? And what the hell happened to the pilot?”

	“I don’t know, but we still haven’t gotten a response to our hail, and Nohani hasn’t been able to pick up those life signs again. You need to get up there fast, Kal.”

	“We’re on the way now, sir,” I said, striding toward the door leading out of the hangar bay. “We’ll keep you apprised.”

	“Chang; Raskers: stay here,” Draven ordered, signaling for two of his men to remain. “Just in case someone tries to get cute and double back to the shuttle.”

	I thought about contesting the point—the odds that there was anyone still alive here, let alone someone that might get into the hangar, seemed pretty remote. But it was standard procedure, and there was little point in taking chances. 

	I went ahead to peer around the door and sweep the area, but there was nothing on the other side except the wide corridor leading from this part of the Y to the station’s central hub. Once Draven, Bakari, and Miranda came up behind me, I turned the corner and took point, keeping a brisk pace as we continued forward. 

	Like all Yarasi architecture, the corridor was clean and elegant without seeming sterile like so many other similar stations I’d seen. There were physical paintings, murals, and even living plants on the walls rather than holographic imagery or vid-screens. About ten meters down, the passage’s outer wall became completely transparent like a one-way viewport, offering what would normally be a breathtaking view of the Ketule Nebula beyond. Sadly, the flashing alert lights kind of ruined the mood, as did the wreckage of the Pact destroyer floating ominously just outside. 

	And, of course, the bodies. 

	“Looks like the firefight spilled out here,” Draven commented. “And there wasn’t any cover.”

	We passed a trio of dead Yarasi, one soldier and two others wearing lab coats. From the position of the bodies, the chain of events seemed clear enough: the soldier had crouched and tried to use the collapsible energy shield from her falquan to project a shield for herself and the others, but she had been overwhelmed with superior firepower. And once she had dropped, the unarmed women huddled behind her had been easy targets. 

	I could already tell that this was going to be one of those nights where I would try to avoid sleeping just to keep the faces of the dead from haunting my dreams. Just like the operations on Chophus and Vamaria and so many others…

	“We need to keep moving,” I said, dragging my eyes from the corpses and continuing forward. “Come on.”

	Outside the next transparent wall to our left, I caught a glimpse of the Stormrider hovering just above the dead Pact ship. But I tried to stay focused on the sealed door at the end of the corridor. It had been partially blasted open with an explosive device, and the mangled remnants made it difficult to see much on the other side. My helmet still wasn’t picking up any life readings or potential threats, but I kept my weapon ready. 

	“I’ll perform a quick sweep,” I said once I reached the door. “Hold this position.”

	“Yes, sir,” Draven said, positioning himself protectively in front of Miranda while Bakari swiveled to cover the rear.

	I had to crouch to move through the mangled door, and I half expected a platoon of Pact soldiers to be waiting beyond. But instead, the view was remarkable…and every bit as disturbing as the hangar.

	I had entered the wide, circular hub that served as the junction between the three tube-like arms of the outpost, much like what you’d find on many smaller space stations or starports throughout the Cluster. Such areas were usually meant to give travelers a place to relax, eat, and shop while their ships were refueled and unloaded. The domed ceiling here was at least forty meters high, and the open area below it was probably twenty meters wide—more than enough space to accommodate a few hundred people, which I found surprising, since I couldn’t imagine there were anywhere near that many Yarasi assigned here. 

	A great, round platform was elevated about halfway up the wall directly opposite where I had entered, forming a lowered roof over a large portion of the chamber. It was ringed by a guard-rail, but I couldn’t see what else was up there from this angle.

	In the center of the promenade was a food court with several tables and dispensers, and behind them were two open-faced lifts that led straight to the upper level—presumably the nerve center of the outpost. 

	Thanks to the large sections of transparent wall and flooring, I almost felt like I was floating through the nebula while I walked. Below me was a surreal, borderline psychedelic haze of shifting, colorful clouds, and to my left I could look out and see the Pact ship and the Stormrider.

	That was the remarkable part of the view. The disturbing part, like everywhere else, was the bodies. 

	There were over a dozen of them, mostly more Yarasi scientists along with a handful of technicians who had tried to use the tables as cover and been ruthlessly gunned down anyway. Some of the furniture had been hurled across the junction, either by an explosion or perhaps telekinetic force, and at least one plasma grenade had clearly gone off in the food court. Several people had been caught in the blast, and there was precious little left of them but bones and ash. 

	But this time, the Yarasi weren’t alone; there were three dead Krosian soldiers among them. One appeared to have been caught by surprise, but the others had rolled into cover, as if they had been fighting shoulder to shoulder with one of the Yarasi. 

	The tingle in the back of my neck returned with a vengeance. “Looks like there was another shootout in here. I count fourteen dead, including three Krosians.”

	“So the grayears did manage to bag a few tusk-heads after all,” Draven said. 

	“No,” I said. “The Krosians were fighting with the Yarasi.”

	I heard Miranda gasp over the channel. “What?” 

	“I don’t know,” I admitted, sweeping my rifle upward to the balcony. “If there are survivors, they must be on the upper level. But my sensors still aren’t picking up anything.” 

	“Hold on,” Miranda said. “We’re coming.”

	I tossed a quick glance back over my shoulder as she and the two troopers crawled through the narrow opening and joined me. Her omnitool glowed on her arm as she came forward, head shaking in disbelief, while the soldiers fanned out to my flanks. 

	“I don’t understand,” she breathed. “What is going on here? Who were they fighting?”

	A dark chill rippled through me. “Maybe our faceless friends got here first again.”

	Miranda paused once she was standing next to me. “The Dowd? But there’s no trace of them. And how could they have gotten aboard?”

	“There was no trace of them on the freighter, either, until they started shooting,” I reminded her tightly. “As for how they could’ve gotten aboard, if they didn’t come in through the hangar, that still leaves an emergency evacuation airlock on the dorsal side of the station. It showed up on the scans.”

	“There’s no way anyone could have used that without being detected,” Miranda said. “Even a cloaked ship would have set off a dozen alarms if the airlock was opened.”

	It was an excellent point. Unlike the Pact freighter in the Drift, there were no signs of boarding pods attached to the station and no evidence that another transport had blasted into the hangar. So unless the Dowd had found a way to walk through solid metal, there was no way they could have gotten on board. 

	Then what the hell killed these people?

	I took a deep breath and swept my visor around the area again, unable to shake the feeling of imminent dread. None of this made any damn sense…

	“Shouldn’t we get up to the command center, sir?” Private Bakari asked impatiently as he waited a few meters to my right. 

	“The private and I can hold this position and look around, if you prefer,” Draven put in. “We really ought to keep an eye on those two other entrances.”

	“Right,” I said, nodding and lifting my eyes to the level above us. “The lifts look operational. I’ll head up to check it out and…”

	I trailed off when I saw Miranda staring at the lieutenant, her brow furrowed and her blue eyes oddly focused. 

	“Something wrong, Ensign?” I asked.

	“I’m not sure,” she murmured. “I thought I sensed something…”

	I gave her a moment. After a few seconds, she looked increasingly concerned.

	“With all due respect, sir, we’re wasting time,” Draven said irritably. “There could still be survivors up there. The captain said—”

	“You don’t care what the captain said,” Miranda whispered. “You’re lying.”

	“What?” I asked. 

	“He desperately wants you as far away from him as possible. He’s…scared of you.”

	I glanced between them, thoroughly confused. 

	“Jenny ensigns,” Draven said with a snort. “Losing their nerve at the first sign of trouble. Sir, we should—”

	“He wants to get you away from me,” Miranda said, her eyes flicking back and forth. “So they can…oh, Seraph…”

	“Shit,” Bakari hissed. “Fucking telepaths.”

	I barely had time to turn my head before the soldier’s hand flashed down to his belt, drew his peacemaker, and shot me. 

	The tiny projectile struck me right in the chest, crumpling against my armor and sticking to me like a wad of glue. But then the anchor module inside triggered, and it suddenly felt like the gravity in the station had increased by an order of magnitude. The sudden pull slammed me straight down and pinned me against the floor. 

	“No!” Miranda shouted.

	“Stop!” Draven snarled. “Move and you die, Ensign.”

	Snarling into my helmet, I struggled futilely against the unbreakable anchor. It was all I could do to lift my head up enough to see both soldiers pointing their rifles at Miranda. But I couldn’t get back up no matter how hard I struggled. It was like my armor weighed as much as the Stormrider.

	“Traitors!” she spat, trembling even as she raised her empty hands in surrender. “What the hell are you doing?”

	“Saving the Dominion from spineless fools,” Draven said. “The Admiral hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but Ellis never met an alien he didn’t like. He just couldn’t resist sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. Maybe when his friends back home learn that the Pact killed him and his entire crew, they’ll finally realize we never should have made peace with this alien filth.”

	“She’s too dangerous to keep alive, sir,” Bakari said. “If she doesn’t know everything yet, she will soon.”

	“You’re probably right,” Draven said. “Nothing personal, Ensign, but you should have taken that post on the Supremacy.”

	He took aim at Miranda. 

	Move, Kal. Move, dammit!

	Despite the force crushing down upon me, despite the pain ripping through my body as I willed my muscles into action, I somehow broke free. The anchor overloaded with a spark and crackle just as Draven’s rifle flashed and sent a flash of blue energy at Miranda—

	And hit me instead. The flash of dulled pain was barely noticeable compared to the burning strain in my muscles, and even though the pulse blasts scorched through the light polycarbonate plates of my armor, they were no match for the psionically fortified flesh beneath. 

	“Oh, shit!” I heard Draven shout. “How the fuck—?”

	He never finished the sentence. With my body shielding her, Miranda thrust out her hand and slammed both troopers with a wave of telekinetic force, throwing them back and sending them tumbling across the floor. It only bought us a moment, but a moment was all I needed. 

	I spun around, drawing my pistol in the same smooth motion. Bakari had already skidded to a halt, and his rifle was sweeping back up in search of targets when I put two pulse rounds right through his chest. Miranda was almost as quick; she drew her own pistol as she dropped into a crouch, and as Draven hissed and brought his weapon to bear, she shot him cleanly in the head. 

	Silence fell upon us, oppressive and deadly. There were no alarms, no explosions, only the faint sizzling of the corpses. Miranda’s pistol trembled even as she tried to keep it pointed at the bodies. 

	It didn’t seem real. It didn’t seem possible. 

	Yet, here we were, standing over two dead human troopers. And in that moment, as I panned my eyes across the Krosian and Yarasi corpses filling the hub, I realized that neither the Pact nor the Yarasi nor even the Dowd had broken the truce.

	The Dominion had. 

	 

	

  14 
The Battle for Peace


   


  “What…?” Miranda gasped, voice trembling. “What’s happening?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, breaths loud inside my helmet. I dragged my eyes to the damaged door we had come through and remembered the two other men still in the hangar with our shuttle. The captain had to be told about this…


  “Stormrider,” I said, activating my com. “Stormrider, this is ground team, do you copy?”


  Thanks to the transparent walls all around us, I could still see the ship outside. But there was no response. 


  “Shit,” I swore. “Someone must be—”


  I caught the flicker of movement from the balcony above us a split second before it was too late. The barrel of a plasma rifle appeared over the edge, and just as it erupted with green-white fire, I tackled Miranda with enough force to slide us behind one of the overturned tables. It absorbed the first few hits, but the shots quickly started burning through the thin metal, penetrating in places and grazing my armor. 


  “Dammit!” I snarled, stretching out on top of her and making myself as large as I could to protect her. My HUD still wasn’t displaying any targets, but a second gun had joined the first, spraying the area around us with another salvo of fire.


  Gritting my teeth, I turned my head back toward Draven’s corpse. The five meters separating my hand from the rifle near his body may as well have been five parsecs, and the closest other weapon—a Yarasi falquan—was almost the same distance in a different direction. Which meant that all I had was my sidearm, and while SP-2s packed quite a punch at short range, they weren’t exactly the weapon of choice for shooting someone on a fucking balcony fifteen meters above you.


  I tried anyway, lifting it over the edge of the table and squeezing off a few blind shots in the hopes of buying myself another second or two to think. The plasma bolts may not have been particularly threatening to me, but I couldn’t get up and take proper aim without exposing Miranda. I also couldn’t just lie here forever and hope their power cells overheated before they finally got a lucky hit past me…


  “Can you get me up there?” I shouted over the din. Another plasma shot burned through the table and seared into the back of my leg.


  “What?” she shouted. 


  “I need you to throw me up there! Can you do it?”


  I turned my visor down at her as I unleashed a few more blind shots, knowing she couldn’t actually see my eyes but hoping her telepathy would reveal my intentions. I visualized my plan for her…


  “Are you insane?” she stammered. 


  “Probably. Now do it!”


  Squinting against the green flashes exploding all around us, she placed both hands against my chest. Her eyes locked onto mine for a moment…


  And then my entire body lurched as I flew upward. My stomach had never particularly enjoyed zero-gee drills, and evidently it wasn’t overly fond of being spontaneously hurled straight up into the air, either—especially when Miranda hit me with another invisible wave from the side instead of below, violently throwing me sideways toward the balcony as if I had just fired a maneuvering thruster out of my ass. 


  I only had an instant to examine the shooters and their surroundings as I tumbled through the air, but just before I crashed down next to them, I noted that the low walls of the command center were as transparent as everything else, and the round platform appeared to be filled with more Yarasi bodies. 


  And then I came crashing down on the balcony with all the grace of a drunken V’rath. I expected at least two shooters to be there waiting for me, but when I finally stopped my momentum and lifted my head, I saw that there were twice that many. 


  All of them human. 


  What the fuck?


  Every soldier was clad in the standard black Dominion trooper armor. They were carrying Pact plasma rifles, however—the cumbersome, unwieldly kind with long barrels typically only lugged around by Krosian warriors. They probably hadn’t been trained to deal with the extra weight, and that, combined with the fact that I’d been hurled up there like a stone from the catapult, might have explained why it took them a whole second and a half after I landed to open fire. 


  In a firefight, that was practically an eternity. 


  I shot the first one before he could move, the pulse burst detonating right in the middle of his chest and throwing him over the edge of the balcony. The second one shot me at the same millisecond I shot him, a trade I gladly made. The flash of heat in my shoulder was nothing compared to the hole I left in his face.


  But the others had plenty of time to bring their weapons to bear and unload, and the flashes of heat soon became flashes of pain as blast after blast melted through my armor and singed the hair beneath. At this range, their weapons probably could have melted through a ferrocrete wall, but even as the blinding flashes obscured my vision, forcing me to rely on the target outlines of my visor, my Immortal powers held. I gunned down the third trooper and then the fourth…and was suddenly overwhelmed by a spike of pain unlike anything I had ever experienced. 


  Not in my body, but directly inside my mind.


  I cried out and collapsed before I even knew what was happening, my pistol slipping from my grip as I instinctively clutched at my helmet. It was like a thousand bees had been released inside my skull to repeatedly sting my brain. I couldn’t see. I could hardly breathe. And there was no way I could concentrate well enough to defend myself…


  And then the pain vanished as quickly it had begun, as if someone had flicked a switch. But in place of the stinging bees was a dark, dissonant voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once. 


  [Child of the Seraph.]


  I sucked in a jagged breath, filling my oxygen-starved lungs as my eyes refocused enough to see an armored figure standing just a few meters away. Unlike the others, however, his long arms and legs were decidedly not human, nor was the black, leathery expanse of skin where his face should have been. 


  [The song is discordant. Impure. Not of the Chorus.]


  I blinked as I stared up at the Dowd, my gaze flicking between him and the dead Dominion soldiers, wondering what in the hell was happening. But before I could move, the Dowd stretched out its long fingers, and one of the soldiers’ fallen plasma pistols flew into its hand. 


  Another blinding spike of pain lanced through my skull, so intense I felt my concentration shatter—and with it, my Immortal powers. 


  [It must be silenced!] the alien voice screamed into my brain. [The Chorus becomes a Dirge.]


  It pulled the trigger. 


   


  ***


   


  Despite the nature of my powers, I was no stranger to pain. I had the scars to prove that I hadn’t always been able to activate my abilities when I needed them or to properly control them even when I did. I could vividly remember the time I had leapt in front of a thug to protect Ash and gotten a mono-molecular dagger through a gut for my trouble…and the time I’d dove onto a frag grenade to defend my squad and ended up with enough shrapnel in my gut that I’d puked blood. 


  And yet, it was nothing compared to this. 


  The shot burned cleanly through my armor and the flesh beneath, igniting my chest and shoulder in unquenchable flame. I had never even conceived of the scent of my own burning flesh filling my nostrils, nor the searing agony that followed as my bones were burnt black. In that single moment of excruciating agony, I yearned for the Dowd to fire another shot and finish the job. 


  But he never had the chance. The tip of a brilliant blue-white blade inexplicably jutted through the center of his chest, and the small holes on the sides of his otherwise featureless face flared open as if trying to draw breath one last time before his body crumpled forward. 


  Half-kneeling behind him, holding her falquan rifle like an ancient spear, was a Yarasi warrior. 


  “Human…”


  It seemed like a question and a statement, spoken in a thickly accented but perfectly understandable female voice. Her psionic bayonet blazed as if she was weighing whether or not to skewer me with it next, and her iridescent bluish-violet eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. She was badly injured, perhaps only slightly less than I, with several black marks marring the dark violet plates of her body-hugging armor. A trail of blood trickled down past the serrated lobes of her pointed ear.


  I thought she might kill me. But as the seconds ticked by, the plasma fires on my chest still blazing, trapping me in a well of incandescent torment, I became more worried she might simply watch me die instead. After another glance between me and the other dead soldiers, however, she dropped her rifle and lunged next to me. 


  Black spots clouded my vision as I struggled to breathe, and the pain threatened to drag my consciousness into the abyss. But suddenly, for seemingly no reason at all, the burning agony consuming my chest began to cool as if I had been sprayed by a soothing mist, and my vision refocused enough for me to see the Yarasi’s glowing eyes fluttering just a few centimeters above my own. I was vaguely aware of her hand pressing against my chest, and I thought I heard her cry out…


  And then my mind flooded with images. I saw the Yarasi warrior in the command center as she looked out upon the Pact destroyer, frissons of doubt shuddering through her as the enemy deployed a shuttle carrying a diplomatic envoy. The image shifted, and now I saw her standing atop the balcony as the envoy arrived in the central hub, a single Angoth flanked by several Krosian warriors. And then, with a final shift, I saw a squad of Dominion troopers materialize seemingly out of thin air in the hub, a hooded Dowd standing between them. They opened fire…


  I gasped, my eyes shooting back open, and I found myself looking directly into the Yarasi warrior’s face. Within her glowing eyes, I saw everything—the massacre below, a brief, desperate battle in the command center as the Dowd unleashed a psionic attack that left everyone reeling…


  [They must know,] her voice said into my thoughts. [You must tell them.]


  “What…?” I croaked. “What are…?”


  And then she collapsed on top of me. My vision blurred again, and I may have even lost consciousness. But then I heard Miranda’s voice calling out to me as if from a great distance.


  “Kal! Kal, are you…shit!”


  I inhaled sharply again, and this time when my vision returned, there was no Yarasi atop me, only Miranda crouching over me. She had a stim injector in her hand, and it was currently jabbed in my chest.


  “Miranda?”


  Her blue eyes snapped to mine. “Kal? Can you hear me?”


  “Yes,” I rasped. Incredibly, there was no pain. She must have hit me with one hell of an anesthetizing agent. 


  “What in the hell is…how did the Dowd…?” She shook her head, as she glanced around at the carnage surrounding us. “More Dominion soldiers?!”


  “They came with the Dowd,” I managed. “They teleported aboard and slaughtered everyone.”


  Her face paled so fast she looked sick. “What?”


  “The Yarasi,” I managed, propping myself up on an elbow. “Where is—?”


  I saw her body lying next to me before I could finish. Her eyes were closed, and she wasn’t moving. 


  “Is she alive?” I asked. 


  Miranda was still staring straight into nothingness as if she hadn’t heard me.


  “Ensign, is she alive?”


  She blinked and glanced down at the other woman. “Barely. She has serious internal injuries as well as third-degree burns.”


  “Burns?” I asked. “But she didn’t have any…”


  It was only then, when I finally glanced down to examine myself, that I realized my chest wasn’t a blackened husk. In fact, if not for the gaping hole in my armor and the charred pits surrounding it, I didn’t look particularly hurt at all. 


  “Oh, shit,” I said, staring down at the unconscious woman in disbelief. A complete stranger, and she had not only saved me from the Dowd, but then nearly killed herself healing me afterward…


  “Kal?” Miranda asked.


  “She saved my life,” I breathed. “She siphoned my wounds into herself.”


  Miranda blinked. “Empathic healing? Why would a Yarasi do such a thing?”


  “So that I could tell her people what actually happened here,” I said. “She showed me everything.”


  She glanced behind herself, first to the dead Dowd and then to the Dominion troopers. “I don’t understand.” Her voice shook. “Kal, what’s happening? How did they even hurt you?”


  “The Dowd,” I said. “It was psychic.”


  I might as well have told her that the Seraph had been a Tarreen. “What?”


  “It hit me with some kind of telepathic attack,” I said. “Probably the same kind that stunned all those Krosians on the freighter we found.”


  “But how is that possible?” she stammered. “There’s no record of any psionic Dowd. Only humans and Yarasi—”


  The entire station shuddered around us, and alarm klaxons began wailing. The PA system—an eerily calm Yarasi voice—solemnly warned us of an explosive decompression and the activation of emergency bulkheads. 


  But we didn’t even have a chance to ponder what had happened before we saw a flash of energy outside the transparent walls as a salvo of green energy bolts streaked toward the Stormrider. The ship’s shields absorbed the blast, and it immediately broke off into an evasive maneuver and returned fire, unleashing a brilliant beam of blue energy from the psi-cannons in the seashell bow at an enemy we couldn’t see…


  Until two shadows passed over us like storm clouds blotting out the sun. They were only about half as large as the Stormrider, but I instantly recognized the design—not from any battle I’d fought in, but from the old battle records Ellis had played for me on the Stormrider. 


  Dowd swarm ships. 


  “Is there any way you can get through this jamming?” I asked, sitting all the way up. “We have to get a message to Ellis and tell him what happened here!”


  Her eyes were so wide with horror that I feared this would finally be the time she froze up. But she sucked in a deep breath and visibly braced herself, then shook her head. 


  “Not without specialized equipment,” she said. “I don’t know what’s creating the field, but there could be something on the station somewhere.”


  Like the troopers back in the hangar, I thought darkly to myself, though they hadn’t been carrying any strange gear. Jammers were typically pretty cumbersome. 


  “The field is localized and fairly weak,” Miranda added. “If we had a stronger transmitter, we could probably punch through it.”


  “How about their com system?” I asked, pointing into the command center next to us. “Our scan earlier showed that it’s still working, right?”


  “In theory, I suppose. But I don’t know anything about Yarasi tech.”


  “I might,” I said, hoping that my time with Ash’s ship might pay off. “I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, do what you can to try and stabilize her. She’s the only living witness to what happened here. We have to get her out of here if we can.”


  Miranda glanced down at the wounded Yarasi. “I’ll do what I can.”


  Squeezing her shoulder, trying hard not to get distracted by the battle raging outside the transparent walls, I brought myself back to my feet. I knew that I had no business being alive, let alone walking upright, but psionic healing was incredible—assuming the psychic was willing to endure the pain of her patient. It wasn’t exactly traditional medicine. 


  I dashed into the command center. I knew enough about Yarasi design to find the communications console, but actually using it was a different challenge altogether. It had taken Ash six months to figure out how to work everything on her ship, and she’d only taught me bits and pieces. I hadn’t been around enough to learn many specifies; we typically had more aerobic ways to spend our time in the rare moments we were together. 


  A lump suddenly formed in my throat. I promised her that I’d be back soon, and now we might not even get out of here alive…


  “This thing only responds to psionic energy,” I murmured, my hands touching the strange, almost glyphic holographic controls. “If I focus on what I want to do, it might just open the coms for me…”


  “Are you sure?” Miranda called back. 


  “Not in the least,” I said, hitting what I thought was the button to open a hailing frequency. “Stormrider, this is ground team. Can you read us?”


  The com crackled. “…Kal?” Ellis’s voice came back. “Kal, can you hear me?”


  “Yes, sir!” I practically shouted, resisting the urge to slam my fist on the console in triumph. With my luck, I would probably break the damn thing.


  “Thank the Seraph,” the captain’s voice returned. “We’re under heavy fire out here. Two Dowd swarm ships came out of the nebula and—”


  “I see them,” I said. “Sir, we have a problem.”


  There was the briefest pause, and I feared I had lost the signal. “What’s your status?”


  “This place is a graveyard, sir,” I said. “There’s one Yarasi survivor we’re trying to keep alive, but two of our troopers are dead.”


  Ellis hissed something unintelligible. “Enemy hostiles?”


  “Negative, sir,” I said gravely. “Draven and Bakari tried to kill us.”


  The silence was perfectly intelligible. “Say again?”


  “Draven and Bakari turned on us once we reached the central hub, and there were several other Dominion troopers waiting in ambush for us,” I said. “They had a Dowd with them. They were all working together.”


  I couldn’t even imagine the faces of the rest of the bridge crew, but with the two Dowd swarm ships still pounding their shields, they weren’t exactly going to get much time to process this insanity. 


  “Chang and Raskers stayed back at the shuttle,” I added. “I don’t know their status, but I’m going to assume they’re hostile as well.”


  “The shuttle launched just before the Dowd ships destroyed the hangar,” Ellis said. “We thought you might be on it.”


  “The hangar is gone?” Miranda gasped as she shuffled into the command center with me. 


  “I’m afraid so,” the captain replied, his voice increasingly distorted by static. “…try to get around and pick you up, but we’re in one hell of a dogfight at the moment. Just stay put and—”


  “Captain, you need to get out of here and warn the Dominion,” I said. I could feel Miranda’s horrified gaze on the side of my face. After all, I was basically telling Ellis to just leave us to die. “The Admiralty needs to know what happened here—and that our soldiers were responsible.”


  “Kal, we’re not—”


  “You need to tell them that our people were working with the Dowd,” I pressed. “And that the Dowd have somehow developed psionic abilities.”


  “Seraph save us,” Ellis breathed. “Are you sure?”


  “Completely,” I said. “And it explains a lot, like how they stunned those freighter crews.”


  “We’re not going to leave you out there.”


  “You don’t have a choice, sir!” I insisted, wincing as I glanced back at the unconscious Yarasi warrior. If her sacrifice couldn’t save us, at least Ellis could carry her message. “If the Stormrider is lost, the people responsible for this will have all the time they need to make this look however they want. Seraph knows what else they have planned, but the Pact and the Yarasi will blame each other for this massacre. This the only way.”


  Another silence, the longest yet.


  “There might still be an escape pod or emergency vessel somewhere on the station,” Ellis said. “If you can get far enough into the nebula, the Dowd’s sensors might not be able to pick you up, especially if we draw them away a bit first.”


  It was, we both knew, the equivalent of flicking a single pea at a starving man. Even if there was an escape pod, the Dowd would almost certainly destroy it. And even if they didn’t, we would just drift in the nebula until the pod’s life support systems died. No one would ever be able to find us without a distress signal—a signal we couldn’t send if we wanted to stay hidden from the Dowd. 


  But offering hope, even faint, was what good commanders did. And so was making the choice that might save millions in exchange for a few officers who knew the risks. 


  “We’ll look around,” I said. “Just get out of here before—”


  “If you boys are done bein’ martyrs, I have another idea.”


  I froze, my eyes locked on the console, then flicking back to Miranda. She looked as stunned as I felt. 


  “Ash?”


  “Find me a place to land on that damn thing and I’ll come pick you up!”


  My mouth hung open for three solid seconds before I managed to speak again. “How in the…did you follow us?”


  “What do you think?” she replied with a snort. “But your captain needs to use that fancy ship of his to keep these bastards off me long enough to decloak without gettin’ slagged.” 


  “We’ll lead them as far away from the station as we can before shifting to astral space,” Ellis said, and I swore I could hear the smile in his voice. “Kal will know where to rendezvous with us, Nashira. We owe you.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’ll add it to the tab. Now hurry up!”


  I smiled, a welcome surge of adrenaline shooting through me. Somehow, there was still a glimmer of hope…


  “There’s an emergency airlock on the dorsal side of the station,” Miranda said. “Can you get to it?”


  “Already movin’ into position,” Ash came back. “There’s another ship headed for it right now—a small one, probably pickin’ somebody up. I can’t blast ’em without droppin’ the cloak, and I’m not doin’ that ’til you’re ready to leave!”


  “We’re on our way,” I said. 


  Grinning, I dashed out of the command room to the Yarasi warrior. “Could you help her?”


  “I gave her a koboro stim,” Miranda said. “It’s not much, but it should stabilize her for a while. But she needs—”


  “Is she stable enough to move? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Grab that falquan and let’s go!”


  Without waiting for a reply, I snatched up my pistol, locked it to my belt, and then knelt down and swept the woman up into my arms. I doubted she weighed much more than seventy kilos even in her armor, but I would have figured out a way to bring her with us even if she weighed as much as an adult granth. 


  We rode the lift back down to the main level, then hustled as quickly as we could to one of the other branches of the Y junction. This door hadn’t been blown to bits, thankfully, and the corridor beyond seemed completely empty as we moved. Outside, the flashes were growing more distant as the Stormrider drew the Dowd ships further and further away.


  And then we arrived. To our right was a narrow corridor that led out to the airlock almost like an umbilical, and I was mildly surprised the door leading into it wasn’t locked. 


  “Several life signs inside,” Miranda warned, eyeing the omnitool on her wrist even as she gripped the staff-like Yarasi weapon in both hands. “It’s hard to tell how many.”


  “Human?” I asked. 


  “I don’t believe so. I think they’re…Dowd.”


  I nodded. “The last few stragglers hoping to get picked up.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  Signaling for her to hang back and off to the side, I reached out to touch the keypad to open the door while both of us stood out of sight. The instant it slid open, we were met by a hail of plasma fire.


  “Dammit!” Miranda hissed. “How many are there?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” I told her, sinking to a knee and setting the Yarasi warrior down as gently as I could. I then reached out and took the falquan from Miranda. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” 


  Holding the weapon out like a spear, I flicked one of the glyph-like buttons with my thumb. I felt a strange tingle in my mind as the weapon drew upon my psionic powers, and an energy shield materialized about halfway down the shaft of the weapon. The barrier was easily wide enough to function as cover for someone who wanted to kneel behind it and shoot. 


  But I was done hiding. And shooting. 


  It was time to start stabbing. 


  I spun around the doorjamb into the narrow umbilical-style corridor. Another volley of plasma bolts instantly struck and dissipated upon my shield like raindrops pounding on a window. I could feel the weapon’s capacitors drawing additional psychic energy from me, a strange and frankly disturbing sensation I had only experienced one other time when firing Ash’s bow. The Dominion possessed similar tech, but we had always limited its use to machinery like starfighters and warships, not personal weaponry. But maybe the Yarasi were onto something after all.


  I stormed forward, teeth clenched, as three Dowd soldiers hosed down the corridor with enough fire to take down a platoon of battle mechs. But the few shots that didn’t hit my shield only grazed my armor, and I was so fucking pissed that I would have ignored the pain even if I’d been charging bare-handed. 


  Fifteen meters. Ten. Five…


  The Dowd unleashed everything they had at me, pushing their rifles to brink of overload. But by the time their blistering salvo finally overwhelmed my shield, I was already upon them. And then, with a primal roar that would have made a Krosian warlord proud, I ripped them to fucking pieces. 


  I stabbed the glowing blue psionic blade at the end of the staff right into the first Dowd’s faceless head, frying whatever he used for a brain, before yanking it out and sending his twitching body to the floor. His closest comrade didn’t even get that clean a death; rather than using the bayonet, I just bashed him as hard as I could with the butt end of the staff, crushing his skull with a nauseating but eminently satisfying crack and spraying the wall with a glob of black, oily blood. 


  I didn’t know if their species had a metaphor for shitting their pants, or if they even had assholes capable of such a thing, but the last Dowd stopped firing once I’d butchered his companions. For a fraction of a second, I thought he might shoot himself in the head just to deny me the pleasure, but then he dropped his gun at his feet…and activated the plasma grenade clipped to his belt. 


  The massive green fireball could have melted through the hull of a tank mech, and even though I dove away and curled myself into a ball, there wasn’t much of my armor left when the inferno finally stopped roaring past my ears. I heard Miranda calling out my name from down the corridor, but it took every spark of concentration I could muster to fortify myself against the white-hot spikes of pain shooting through my entire body. 


  But then it was over. I groaned as I turned and glanced behind me at the charred remnants of the corridor junction, fervently grateful that it hadn’t been blown open to space. The Dowd bodies had been totally incinerated along with the bulk of their equipment. My mind flashed back to what Captain Ellis had told me about the first Dowd War, how they had been willing—perhaps even eager—to make suicide runs with their ships in order to overwhelm the Sillibar war fleets. 


  “Kal!”


  Pulling my eyes from the devastation, I turned back to see Miranda rushing toward me, the Yarasi warrior held awkwardly in her arms. 


  “I’m fine,” I said, thankful that my helmet could filter out the smoke. “Just a bit singed.”


  Her eyes were still locked on the blackened circle that surrounded me when the station suddenly rumbled beneath us. Miranda lost her balance and fell against the wall, barely managing to keep hold of the Yarasi. 


  “Shit,” I hissed, rising to a knee. “That sounded like a—”


  “Kal you better be at that hatch!” Ash’s voice exploded inside my helmet. “Because another ship showed up and just started blasting the hell out of that place.”


  “They know their teams are dead,” I said. “They’ll come after you next.”


  “Naw, really?” she snarled. “Get your ass on board. Now!”


  Gritting my teeth, I reached out to take the unconscious Yarasi woman from Miranda, then gestured with my head for her to move. She picked up the falquan that had been trapped beneath me, then raced through the scorched corridor with me right behind her. The keypad for the emergency airlock hatch wasn’t security-locked, thank the Seraph, perhaps because the Dowd had already sliced it so they could leave when their pickup arrived. For once, the faceless monsters had done us a favor. 


  We rushed through the hatch into Ash’s ship, and I heard the thrusters roar as she blasted away the moment the door closed behind us. I told Miranda to get to the cockpit while I secured our guest. 


  The ship’s infirmary was pretty small—just a single bed with a few supply cabinets and a single status monitor—but I set the woman down and toggled the restraints before I rushed back to the cockpit to join the girls. Ash was in the elevated pilot’s seat at the center, one hand clutching the control stick between her legs while the other scrolled through the holographic readouts floating in front of her like a traditional HUD. Miranda had already secured herself in the passenger seat to Ash’s left, though she was scowling down at the display on her control board. 


  “Who designed this mess?” she snapped.


  “People smarter than us, honey,” Ash said. “Now hold on!”


  She jerked hard on the stick, throwing the freighter into a barrel roll that nearly sucked my lunch of out my stomach despite the inertial compensators, and it was all I could do to dive into the empty seat as a brace of plasma bolts flashed right past us outside the canopy.


  “They are really mad, Kal!” Ash said. “Not sure how long I can keep ’em off us!”


  Strapping in, I stole a glance at the tac-holo below Ash’s seat. The two Dowd ships had multiplied into four, with the third pounding the Stormrider and the last one pursuing us. 


  “Can’t we cloak?” Miranda asked, still staring at her controls in total befuddlement.


  “Sure, if I wanted to lower the shields and get us blasted into oblivion,” Ash replied. “But I’d rather—”


  “Nashira, this is the Stormrider, do you read?” Captain Ellis’s voice said over the com.


  “We’re on board, sir,” I called back. “But there’s no way we can make a jump with them all over us.”


  “Understood,” he replied, voice crackling due to the continued jamming attempts. But if I wasn’t mistaken, I could hear alert sirens in the background on the bridge. “Try to make your way back toward us and we’ll lay down as much covering fire as we can.”


  A single look at the status readouts on the tac-holo was all it took for me to nix that idea. “Your shields are almost gone, sir. You have to get out of here. We’ll meet you in a few days.”


  Ash threw the ship into another evasive roll as the captain paused. “Dammit,” Ellis growled. “We’ll see you there, Kal. Don’t—”


  The com cut out again, and Miranda shook her head. “We lost the signal…I think. I have no idea how to read this thing!”


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said, eyeing the tac-holo as the Stormrider pumped everything it had into its engines. For a moment, it didn’t look like they would have enough acceleration to get away from the swarm ships, but then the status monitor flashed…and they were gone. 


  Unfortunately, the trio of Dowd ships disappeared along with them a second later. 


  “The Dowd do have astral drives,” Miranda breathed. “The Stormrider can’t escape…”


  A knot twisted in the pit of my stomach. For the better part of two centuries, Dominion captains had enjoyed the luxury of being able to break off from nearly any engagement at will. Since we had never officially skirmished with the Yarasi, we’d never had to worry about our enemies being able to follow us into astral space. But if the Dowd had developed psionic abilities and learned how to integrate it with their technology…


  “The captain has gotten out of worse situations before,” I murmured. “There’s nothing we can do to help.”


  “I’m a little more worried about us right now!” Ash said. “I can’t get us away from this thing! And there’s no way to…”


  She paused, eyes flicking across the navigational display in front of her even as the ship lurched from another hit. From the readouts, I could see that she had shunted all the power into our aft shields, but they still wouldn’t hold against another hit by frigate-grade plasma cannons at this range. 


  “What is it?” I prompted. 


  “I got an idea,” Ash said. “Hold on.”


  She slammed the throttle as she wrenched the stick to her right, throwing us straight toward the wreckage of the Pact destroyer. I assumed it was only the first part of her plan…but then we kept barreling straight at it. 


  “Uh…what are you doing?” Miranda asked. 


  “Their sensors should lose us for a second when we pass through the hull,” Ash said, pointing at the narrow gap in the ship’s hull where a cannon had carved through the midsection. “And better yet, it will give us a bit of cover for that same second or two.”


  “And then?” I prompted.


  “And then we cloak and hope their sensors can’t pick us back up. Because if they can, we’re fucked.”


  I met Miranda’s eyes, and the horrified look on her face left no doubt as to her feelings about this plan. I didn’t particularly like it, either, but it wasn’t as if we had much choice. 


  Besides, I trusted Ash. 


  There was no way she would ever let anything happen to Kalycos. 


  “Here we go,” Ash said, tapping a sequence of glyphs on the panel to her right as the proximity alarms began to warble. “Wish I had those jenny reflexes right now.”


  “What?” Miranda gasped. 


  “Just kidding, mine are good enough. Prolly.”


  I braced myself as she twisted the flight stick, throwing the ship into a spiraling roll as we curled through the jagged gap. The entire destroyer seemed to come apart around us as the Dowd ship bombarded it with their cannons, ripping apart or melting what was left. It took every scrap of willpower I could muster not to close my eyes, but then the entire bridge turned a soft shade of purple as she triggered the cloak—


  And we emerged out the other side of the ship. There were no explosions, no blaring warnings of a weapon lock, nothing at all. Just a confused swarm ship annihilating what was left of the Pact vessel as we pulled away. 


  “No sign of pursuit,” Ash said, slumping back in her seat. “But I’ll put a little distance between us before I fire up the jump drive. The nebula should conceal our hyperspace bubble. For once, I’m glad I could never figure out how to fix the astral drive on this thing.”


  Miranda closed her eyes and breathed something that sounded like a prayer. “I can’t believe it.”


  “Aw, that wasn’t even that close,” Ash said, spinning her pilot’s seat toward her, a lopsided grin on her face. “You gotta stick around Kal and I more often. We almost never get away clean.”


  Miranda eyed the other woman like she was mad, but then she finally cracked a smile and let out a long, tension-relieving chuckle. “You’re insane.”


  “Only a little,” Ash smiled back at her for a long moment before her green eyes finally shifted over to me. “You look like absolute shit.”


  “Thanks,” I muttered, glancing down to the smoldering bits of my neoflex armor. After the plasma grenade, I was honestly surprised there was enough left to even hold it together. I finally tore off my helmet and tossed it to the deck. “I’ve had better days.”


  Her smile slowly faded. “I only heard half of what you told Ellis, but is it really true? The Dowd have psionic powers?”


  “Yeah,” I murmured. “And I can’t believe I’m saying this, but that might actually be the lesser of our problems right now.”


  “Meanin’ what?”


  “Meaning that Dominion soldiers tried to kill us,” I said. “And they’re the ones who set this whole thing up.”


  Ash’s mouth fell open. “You…pardon?”


  I didn’t have an answer. For any of it. But the images I’d seen in the Yarasi’s mind were as clear as day. The Pact had sent an envoy onto the station—not to start a war, but to try and stop one. And then Dominion soldiers had massacred them.


  Dominion soldiers who had been working with the Dowd. 


  Saving the Dominion from spineless fools, Draven had said. The Admiral hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but Ellis never met an alien he didn’t like. 


  “We have to rendezvous with the captain,” Miranda said. 


  My lip twitched. “The emergency rendezvous point is just outside Takanis. How long until we’re back in Dominion space?”


  Ash dragged her eyes away from me to her controls. “With our hyperspace bubble and no jump corridor, about two days. Almost three before we make it all the way to Takanis.”


  “Three days…” Miranda swallowed and shook her head. “We have to get a message to Fleet Command. And to the Yarasi and—”


  “There ain’t no relays out here, honey,” Ash said. “Unless you want to beam a message to Sykaris, where nobody’ll give a damn.”


  Miranda looked back at the navigation holo. “What about the colony on Korath?”


  “The Thursk monks don’t believe in satellites,” I said. “But there is a military com relay on one of the listening posts near the border. We can bounce a transmission from there to New Praxius…it should take about thirty hours to arrive.”


  It sounded like an eternity even to my own ears. Almost a day and a half before anyone in the fleet learned about the attack or the Dowd psychics…


  Or that Dominion soldiers had been fighting alongside them. 


  I felt a cold blade twist in my gut. Someone in Fleet Command had made sure that Draven and his squad were the ones assigned to the Stormrider, and that someone would almost certainly be paying close attention to any transmissions that came back out of the Borderlands…


  “I want to load up a data package for Dormire and Sykaris, too,” I said, glancing down at my helmet. “As much video footage as we can cobble together of the Dowd. We’ll dump it onto the Holosphere.”


  Ash arched a blond eyebrow at me. “You really think the locals will care about that?”


  “The Dowd have been the monsters under the bed for Borderlands colonies along the Veil for a long time. It’ll make the headlines, I promise. But beyond that, the more people see the footage, the more likely it will get back to the Pact and the Yarasi. This isn’t a secret we want to keep—it’s one we want to share as broadly and quickly as possible.”


  “All of it?” Miranda asked quietly. 


  I glanced up and saw the dread in her pale blue eyes. Informing the major powers in the Cluster about the Dowd was one thing, but if we revealed that humans were involved in a joint massacre…


  “No,” I said. “The rest we keep to ourselves until we can confer with the captain and figure out what the hell is going on.” 


  She nodded soberly. “What about our guest?”


  “See if you can do anything for her,” I said. “We have to keep her alive until we can reach a real medical facility. She saw everything, including the fact that we were fighting our own soldiers. I don’t know if that will mean anything, but…we have to try.”


  Ash shook her head. “Even if the Dominion does get the message, what do you think is gonna happen?”


  “I don’t know,” I admitted, the cold blade of dread still lodged in my gut. “I just don’t know.”
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Prologue 
 

	Nirivarr, the Borderlands

	Seven Years Ago

	 

	The first bombs landed when we were still in the car. Ash was trying to fix her makeup in the mirror, and I was trying to figure out where the hell I’d put our tickets. Initially, I mistook the rumbling for distant thunder, mostly because we’d put so much effort into getting dressed up that it seemed like the perfect opportunity for a spiteful galaxy to ruin our carefully laid plans with rain. But this wasn’t another storm brought on by the wet season. 

	The colony was under attack.

	A soundless shockwave smashed into the car, rattling it so hard I banged my head on the steering wheel. The soundwave was next, a deafening crash that sucked the air from my lungs and made my heart feel like it was about to explode. 

	Then the parking garage began to collapse on top of us. The ceiling above us splintered into a spiderweb of cracks before bursting open in a shower of rubble. Ash shrieked when the first chunk of ferrocrete crashed down on the hood of our car, and I instinctively dove on top of her as the second and third chunks landed on the roof, buckling the metal until it was nearly digging into my back. Clenching my teeth, I held her in a crushing grip beneath me, my heart pounding with terror, knowing full well that my strange powers wouldn’t do either of us any good if we got buried alive.

	I didn’t move again until the world stopped shaking. I held my breath, waiting for another collapse, but the only thing I could hear were discordant alarms and muffled screams from somewhere beyond the rubble half-burying our car. It was only then, when the world stopped imploding around us, that my survival instincts took control of my body. 

	I kicked my right leg out behind me, smashing the warped driver’s-side door open with a single violent blow. Pulling Ash along with me, I began to slide my way out of the car. She was little more than sobbing jelly in my arms, but at least she was alive and unharmed. 

	And I was going to keep her that way. No matter what.

	“It’s all right, baby,” I soothed. “Just hold on, okay?”

	She clutched me even tighter as I pulled her free, the heat of her half-Kreen body warming me through my suit jacket. I knew we had to get out of here as fast as we could, but I had to wait several seconds for my eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness enveloping us. Nearly all of the halogen lights on the garage’s support columns had been knocked out, either because they had been smashed by falling rubble or deprived of power. The only sporadic illumination came from the flickering headlight beams of the handful of cars that were still running—or whose emergency blinkers had turned on when they had been half crushed in the collapse. 

	I gave Ash a reassuring squeeze as she continued trembling. Her bright eyes were shot wide with fear, and the beautiful face she’d tried so hard to make up for me was stained with tears. The green dress she’d borrowed for our special date was ruined by dirt and dust. 

	It had taken me two months—and no small amount of help from my dad—to save up enough credits for a dinner and a show at the Parthax multi-plex. If Ash hadn’t taken so long getting ready, we would have been up there in the restaurant instead of fashionably late down here in the parking garage when the bombs had started going off. 

	In other words, we probably would have been dead. 

	I grimaced, squinting to try and peer through the darkness and haze of dust to the other side of the parking garage. I didn’t see anyone else moving, and the muffled screams had all fallen ominously silent. There had only been a few other people down here when the explosions had started—most of the other guests were already enjoying their pre-show dinner rather than frantically trying to find a parking spot like we were—but there had been another couple chatting and giggling next to the yellow Vesira Firestar two cars down. Grimly, I wondered if they had found shelter somewhere or been crushed by the debris. 

	Either way, we couldn’t afford to stay put. The dust in the air had started making both of us cough, and the rest of the building could collapse on us at any time. 

	“We need to get outta here,” I said, prying one of Ash’s hands from my shoulders and giving it a squeeze. “Come on, I gotcha…”

	I would have gladly carried her out of here if I’d needed to, but once my hand squeezed hers, I swore I could actually feel the wave of determination sweep through her. My dad always said that Nirivian girls were made of sterner stuff, and at least as far as Ash was concerned, he was right. She rose beside me, cautious but resolute. I kept my arm slung protectively over her as we began to move just in case this place started coming apart again…

	Which it did, almost immediately. We barely made it ten steps before another tremor shook the building, either from a new bomb or perhaps the aftereffect of the old one, and I pulled Ash beneath me as another massive chunk of ferrocrete dropped on top of us. It should have pulverized me—the chunk was more than a meter long and probably weighed at least fifty kilos. But instead, it shattered over my back as if my spine were made of thorotine. 

	I still didn’t quite understand why. But somehow, as long as I concentrated, my body became virtually invulnerable. Knives, rocks, even guns—none of them could hurt me. It was like I could ignore pain and injury through sheer force of will. It was how I’d survived a shot to the stomach during a gang war last month…and how I was able to make love to a half-Kreen girl every night without burning up inside her. 

	My ears were still ringing when the debris stopped falling, and I waited several seconds before I risked a glance upward to make sure another chunk wasn’t on its way. But what little I could see of the ceiling seemed stable, at least for now, and the bigger concern were the clouds of noxious ash and dust that were going to make it impossible to breathe in a few more minutes. We had to get out of here now, or we never would. 

	After carefully helping Ash to her feet, I tried to guide her along with me at a steady jog. But her fancy shoes—the ones she’d spent weeks scrimping and saving for—weren’t up to the task. She almost tripped when one of the high heels broke, and she kicked them off to go barefoot instead. But with shards of rock, glass, and metal scattered across the floor, I knew she’d just end up hurting herself. So instead, I hoisted her up into my arms and broke into a sprint. 

	Pushing myself as hard as I could, struggling to get air into my lungs without coughing, I carried her toward the passenger lifts that led up to the main level and the theater beyond. They wouldn’t be able to move without power, but I wouldn’t have risked taking them regardless—if the ceiling on the lowest level had collapsed, it meant that the main level must have been almost completely obliterated. Going up the lifts would be a death sentence. 

	But there was an emergency stairwell adjacent to them, and I wasted no time in charging over to it. After kicking open the door, I rushed up both flights of stairs and then down the narrow auxiliary corridor, praying to the Seraph that the door to the parking lot outside wouldn’t be blocked off…

	Shit. 

	The door may not have been blocked, but the lot on the other side was. Curtains of smoke and flame rose from the lines of vehicles parked outside, and the blaring sirens of a dozen anti-theft systems blended together in a cacophonous chorus that made my ears want to bleed. A bomb or a missile or something must have gone off right in the middle of the lot, vaporizing dozens of vehicles and damaging or destroying dozens more. The debris and overturned cars had practically turned the lot into a maze of fiery wreckage. I couldn’t even see the exit to the security fence that should have only been about thirty meters in front of us. 

	Still, at least the outdoor air was cooler and more breathable than anything in the garage, and I crouched low as I hauled Ash outside, hoping to keep us below the smoke long enough to give our lungs a chance to get some oxygen. 

	“What the hell is goin’ on, Kal?” Ash asked, finding her voice for the first time as I set her down and helped her crouch next to one of the only intact cars near the door. 

	“No idea,” I said, throwing a glance up and behind us. The Parthax had definitely been hit by something; the top floor was a roaring inferno. The pall of smoke was so thick I couldn’t see anything in the skies beyond, but I didn’t need to. Marauding slavers had always been a plague on Nirivarr, though they typically focused their attacks on the outlying settlements, not urban centers like the capital. They also usually tried to avoid blowing up the groups of people they wanted to turn into chattel. But perhaps they were just hoping that the shock would allow them to grab more people in the chaos.

	“I can’t—” Ash broke into a hacking cough as she tried to cover her mouth. “I can’t breathe!”

	“Just try and stay low,” I said, blinking as the smoke stung my eyes. I really hoped that there was some way to get around the wreckage and reach the gate, because there was no way we would be able to climb the ten-meter-high fence on the sides…

	The unexpected roar of a ship passing overhead drowned out the wailing of the alarms and the crackle of the flames, and I huddled protectively over Ash in case the attackers were about to drop another bomb. But there were no more explosions, only the fierce glare of floodlights cutting through the darkness and smoke as the shuttle circled overhead. 

	I couldn’t get a good look at it from our position, but it didn’t resemble any of the other dropships or transports I’d seen on the news and local Holosphere vids. Slaver transports always looked like beat-up hunks of scrap that were one maintenance check away from falling out of the sky, but not these. These looked too new, too clean…

	Too military. 

	The truth hit me even before I saw the large, muscular figures rappelling down from the open landing ramp of the hovering ship. Even if I hadn’t been able to catch a glimpse of their shrouded silhouettes through the smoke, their guttural snarls and savage war cries were more than enough to confirm that my initial guess had, in fact, been right. 

	The Pact had come to Nirivarr. 

	“Krosians,” I said as much as myself as to Ash. 

	The screaming intensified as the sounds and flashes of pulsefire filled the streets before the Krosian soldiers even reached the ground, and the low, teeth-chattering vibrations of their stun grenades weren’t far behind. If the rumors about Pact tactics were true, their initial bombardment was as much about sowing fear as softening up the enemy. 

	Not that there was much to soften here. The colony’s defenses were pathetic, even here in the capital. No one trusted the militia to stand up to a real enemy; they couldn’t be bothered to raise arms against the local gangs half the time. 

	Ash’s hand gripped my wrist like an industrial clamp. The terror in her grimy, bloodless face and wide eyes spread right through me. We weren’t soldiers; we weren’t even militiamen. We were just two terrified kids who didn’t even belong here in the capital. It would have been so easy to huddle here and pray that the Krosians would take whatever they’d come here for and then leave us alone. 

	And for several panic-stricken minutes, that was exactly what we did. But when I heard the guttural sounds of an alien language followed by the shuffling of heavy boots, I knew that hiding was no longer an option. Krosians weren’t known for their keen minds or dazzling intellects, but Pact soldiers weren’t idiots. They were obviously here for something, perhaps even slaves of their own to work the pulothium mines on one of their border colonies—or just conscripts to feed into the meat grinder of their secret war in the demilitarized zone. And their scanners were surely sophisticated enough to discern which colonists were healthy and worth keeping. 

	As a nineteen-year-old human male in excellent physical condition, they could absolutely use me for either one. But as for Ash…

	My jaw hardened as the sound of crunching footfalls drew closer. A single look down at her tear-stained face steeled my nerves. There was only one likely fate for a beautiful young woman caught in the Borderlands slave trade, and I would gladly spend the next century toiling in a dank, poisonous mine if that was what it took to spare her from it. 

	“Stay here,” I told her. 

	Her breath caught in her throat. “Kal, what’re you—?”

	“Stay here,” I repeated. “No matter what.”

	I didn’t wait for a reply, and I didn’t tell her goodbye. She only would have tried to stop me. 

	Rising to my feet, I dashed around the side of the car and straight out into the open. There was a Krosian soldier waiting for me less than a dozen meters away, his impressive bulk clad in a suit of dark gray battle armor. Despite the haze of smoke, I had no trouble seeing the dozens of bone trophies threaded into his baldric, the mono-molecular dagger wedged between them, or the neuroshock “pacification” power cell attached to his bulky rifle—a favorite of bounty hunters, slavers, and anyone else who wanted to take their prey alive. 

	I clenched my teeth and began to charge, but he saw me coming. His faintly glowing orange-red eyes widened as he snarled something indecipherable through the wall of fangs that filled his mouth, and he lifted his gun and unleashed a quick trio of blue-white energy bolts right into my chest. 

	Each hit was like the lash of a flaming whip, effortlessly searing through my flimsy blazer and burning the fabric from my flesh. The pain—dulled but still intense—nearly caused me to keel over, but rage and adrenaline kept me barreling forward. The Krosian couldn’t believe what he was seeing—the shots would have overloaded the nervous system of two-tonne krandark, dropping them to the ground in a twitching, spasming mass. 

	But not me. 

	Slamming into him at full tilt, hoping that my years of casual throw-boxing and half decade on the school’s wrestling team would pay off, I tried to tackle the soldier. But I was used to beating up on humans, not Krosians, and I was promptly reminded why the Pact had been breeding them as soldiers for the past few generations. He turned smoothly as I hit him, deflecting most of my momentum, and with a single muscular arm, he grabbed the remnants of my once fancy jacket, hoisted me into the air, and threw me into the wreckage of another car five meters away. 

	I smashed into the hood with all of the grace of a human boulder, an impact that should have shattered my elbow or least dislocated my shoulder. But despite the fresh shockwave of pain that rattled through my bones, nothing snapped or broke. I didn’t even get the wind knocked out of me. 

	If the Krosian was impressed, he didn’t show it. He shot me again, two more lashes from a flaming whip that somehow didn’t melt my skin. But I could feel my concentration waning, and I knew I couldn’t just lie on the hood and let him unload into me. So rather than try to rise, I rolled and fell off the back of the car, hoping the battered chassis would be strong enough to give me cover—and that my enemy wouldn’t switch off his pacification cell and blow the car to pieces with a regular shot instead. 

	Luck was with me. He shot the car a few more times, the stun blasts boiling off the bright red paint. But rather than switch firing modes, the Krosian did exactly what I hoped: he came closer. 

	He had every reason to be arrogant. I may have inexplicably withstood a few stun blasts, but he still faced an unarmed human with a fraction of his strength and none of his experience. Gritting my teeth again, wishing my damn heart would stop pounding, I listened to the crunch of his boots getting closer. If I could just time this right…

	I rushed around the car and charged. He only got off one more shot before I slammed into him again, fully prepared for his sliding juke-and-grab technique. Rather than try to tackle him like he expected, I grabbed for his weapon instead, using my momentum to rip it from his grip and send it flying away toward the emergency exit Ash and I had just crawled out of. Unfortunately, that same momentum carried me past him, and I awkwardly slammed into the door of another car. A heartbeat later, a green fist slammed into my jaw and a muscle-bound body tackled me.

	If trying to fight a heavily armed soldier without a weapon wasn’t suicidal, trying to win a brawling match against a Krosian certainly was. The brute had a ten-centimeter height advantage and twice my muscle mass. I didn’t have a chance in hell of overpowering this brute, and from the way he began raining down punches on my face, he no longer seemed concerned about taking me alive. His gauntlet-covered fists cracked against my skull in a furious procession of blows that should have made my brain leak out my ears. 

	But for reasons I couldn’t fathom, the strikes didn’t particularly hurt. It was almost like I was wearing my krekball goalie mask, and all he was doing was smashing shot after shot into the metal bars protecting my face. And the more he flailed, the more frustrated he got. His wall-of-fangs mouth opened in a frustrated, monstrous yell, and I used his shifting weight to wriggle beneath him until my right leg was mostly free. 

	And then, in a split-second delay between his relentless blows, I reared back and kicked him right in the balls.

	All four of them. 

	I had never heard a Krosian cry out in nut-induced agony before, but it turned out to be just as pathetic and mewling as every other species. His codpiece shattered around my foot, and he instantly keeled over, clutching protectively at his groin rather than continuing to pummel my face. As I squirmed out from beneath him while he was stunned, I was tempted to try and make a mad dash for his fallen rifle. But I couldn’t even see where it had landed, and scrambling for it would give him the precious time he needed to recover. No, I needed to grab the only weapon nearby with a chance of hurting him. 

	Diving back on top of him, I reached for the mono-molecular dagger in his baldric. I unsheathed the weapon before he had a chance to recover and slashed at his unprotected neck. But the Krosian saw the attack coming, and despite the crippling pain in his groin, he somehow managed to thrust up an elbow and redirect my slash a heartbeat before the blade slit his throat. I even missed his chin, but the wide tusk jutting out of his massive jawbone wasn’t so lucky. The blade sliced through the bone as easily as a plasma torch, triggering an agonized howl that was only slightly more dignified than his last one.

	With my first attempt thwarted, I desperately brought the blade around to try again, hoping that the pain might stun him long enough for me to slip beneath his guard. His massive alien hand grabbed my forearm mid-plunge, however, and he twisted it so hard I was surprised my arm didn’t tear off at the elbow. The mono-blade slipped from my fingers and landed right next to his other hand, and he wasted no time in reaching for it. 

	In that fraction of a second, when his orange-red eyes shifted to the fallen dagger and away from me, my own gaze fell upon the severed tusk lying on the ground to my left. It was about as long as a human fingerbone but twice as thick, with a tip that wasn’t quite dull but wasn’t exactly sharp, either.

	Good enough. 

	Reaching out for the severed bone, knowing I was in a race to see who could arm himself first, I picked it up, twisted it in my grip to angle the tip downward, and then slammed it into the Krosian’s right eyeball. 

	This scream definitely wasn’t mewling—it was the agonized, horrified shriek of a man suddenly plunged into darkness as the semi-dull shard speared into the molasses he used for brains. For a single instant, I was horrifyingly aware of everything; I felt the tip scraping his skull, felt his flesh resist as I dug deeper, felt brain matter squish as it was violated. I could have left him there, twitching and crying out in torment, as a kind of brutal retribution for the unprovoked attack. But my right hand was already reaching for the mono-blade that had once again dropped to the ground, and I ended his suffering with a brutal two-handed thrust that pierced straight through his breastplate and skewered both his hearts. 

	I stared down at the corpse of the alien beneath me, gasping for breath even as the thickening smoke stung my eyes and burned my lungs. My hands, trembling from the rush of a life-or-death struggle and spattered with green blood, lost their grip of the mono-blade. For what seemed like an hour but was probably only a few seconds, I was completely and utterly paralyzed by shock. 

	I might have stayed that way forever if not for the enraged roar of a second Krosian soldier. My eyes snapped up to see him storm through the smoke, his hellfire eyes blazing with vengeful fury at the sight of his fallen companion. 

	“Klo’bak!”

	I didn’t need to speak his guttural language to understand his seething rage and murderous intent. His bony jaw opened as he unleashed another hateful roar, and he lifted his rifle and took aim—

	And then a brilliant blue-white pulse blast blew his head clean off his shoulders. 

	I sat there in stunned silence, watching as the corpse crumpled to the ground like a wet sack. When I finally mustered the will to turn my head, I saw Ash crouched just a few meters away, her arms trembling as she clutched the first Krosian’s fallen rifle. I couldn’t believe that her thin arms could even hold the damn thing upright, but adrenaline was one hell of a drug. 

	And Nirivian girls were made of sterner stuff.

	“Kal…”

	Her voice snapped me out of my stupor, and I was at her side in an instant. She melted into me when I touched her, dropping the rifle and burying her face in my chest. 

	“It’s all right,” I said hoarsely, panting so hard I could barely speak. “It’s all right…”

	But it wasn’t. Another explosion rocked the burning top of the Parthax, and I could see the lights of several other Pact dropships in the skies overhead. The sound of screams and pulsefire were still clearly audible over the screeching car alarms and air raid sirens, and it wasn’t long before I saw the outline of several more soldiers heading in our direction. 

	It’s over.

	I couldn’t possibly kill all of them. I was too tired, too drained, too shaken. Even if I could somehow shrug off another shot or two—or even ten—there was no way I could hold on long enough to take out a whole squad. My only hope—no, Ash’s only hope—was for me to try and draw them away long enough for her to escape or find someplace to hide. I had no idea where the hell she would even go, but anywhere was better than here. 

	“You’re gonna have to run, baby,” I said, pushing her away far enough that I could look her in the eye. “As far and as fast as you can.”

	“What?” she gasped. “No!”

	“Listen to me!” I shook her shoulders while I tried to swallow the lump of burning fear rising in my throat. “I’ll get their attention and keep them distracted, but you have to get out of here. Do you understand?”

	“I am not leavin’ you!”

	“Ash, please, you gotta—”

	The sudden roar of an engine drew my gaze skyward, and I fully expected to see another slaver dropship swoop down over the city. But when the roar grew louder and louder—and when the silhouettes of the Krosian soldiers halted their advance—I wondered if I was mistaken. Had someone finally rallied the colony’s defenses? Had Sunaro City actually decided to launch one of its patrol craft to help us out?

	My answer came in the form of three sleek, triangular shapes streaking across the heavens like comets, vortices swirling off their wingtips as they sliced through the smoke. The delayed sonic boom of their engines seemed to drown out everything. They weren’t patrol craft, nor were they fighter drones from the militia starport up in the mountains. 

	They were Dominion Valkyries. 

	“What the hell…?” I breathed. The words had barely left my mouth before the three starfighters began spitting blue-white bolts of death at the other Pact dropships still hovering over the city. One dropship exploded, lighting up the sky with a brilliant flash before the flaming wreckage plummeted out of sight behind a distant tower.

	And then came the almost rhythmic drumming of dozens of heavy pulse rifles laying down curtains of fire. At first, I wondered if the Pact were shooting back at the Valkyries in an act of pure desperation, but then the silhouettes of the Krosians on the other side of the parking lot turned and began firing at something near the entry gate. The flashes were nearly blinding even through the smoke, and I knew I should have tried to drag Ash deeper into cover just to be safe. But we were both too stunned and too riddled with shock to move. 

	I couldn’t tell how long the fighting lasted, but the roar of the dropships soon grew muffled and distant. The incessant drumming of pulsefire grew even louder, however, right up until the flashes were almost upon us…and then it stopped.

	There remained far too much sound for it to be truly silent—between the smoldering vehicles, the wailing sirens, and the intermittent screams from the streets, the capital was clearly still a warzone. But it suddenly felt almost peaceful to me, right up until I saw new silhouettes moving steadily through the smoke. I hustled Ash behind another car, keeping us both low, and I reached for the pulse rifle just in case…

	But it wasn’t long before I could make out the heavy, solid black armor and glowing blue visors of Dominion troopers. The flashlights from their rifles swept across the wreckage, presumably searching for survivors, but they stopped about ten meters from us. One of them said something I couldn’t make out. 

	“You can come out now, son,” a deep, collected male voice called. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

	I didn’t budge, my teeth chattering and my arms shaking. As the rush of adrenaline faded from my body, all that remained was fear and shock and fatigue. 

	But I forced myself to swallow and straighten up as another figure emerged from the smoke, this one wearing the blue-gold colors of a Dominion fleet officer. He holstered his sidearm as he approached, his umber skin, black beard, and dark eyes a stark contrast to the bright hue of his uniform. 

	“My name is Captain Jarod Ellis,” the man said, a tight but warm smile on his face. “I’m a Dominion soldier. And I promise, everything is going to be all right.”
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	“Unbelievable,” Ash breathed, shaking her head. “When most people get a plasma grenade thrown at ’em, they at least try to get outta the way.”

	“He didn’t throw it at me,” I protested, wincing at the pinch when her tweezers plucked another piece of shrapnel from my flesh. “How could I know he was going to blow himself up?”

	“Maybe ’cuz you were fightin’ a remorseless, faceless monster whose people practically invented the suicide run?” she countered. “Why in the hell were you in his face to begin with?”

	“I lost my rifle. All I had was that Yarasi falquan.”

	“Falquan are pulse rifles, too, ya dummy,” she said, dropping the tiny shard into the dish at the side of the bed. “The bayonet is supposed to be a last resort!”

	“Yeah, well, I was agitated. What do you want me to say?”

	“That next time you might consider being more careful?”

	“I’ll consider it. Probably.”

	“Ass,” Ash scoffed, the vertical pupils of her piercing green eyes narrowed into slits as she dragged her fingertips across my bare chest in search of more lingering fragments from the casing of the plasma grenade. I was long past caring about finding them all; my mind was thoroughly focused on the all-encompassing warmth of her half-Kreen body straddling me. We had been lying on her bed for at least twenty minutes, me in my boxers and Ash in shorts and one of her slightly-too-small t-shirts that stopped a full centimeter above her belly button. My hands were enjoying the silken smoothness of her thighs, and my eyes were happily drinking in the view of what I still considered the hottest midriff in the universe—and not just because of the heat radiating from her toned abs. 

	“You told me that one of ’em stabbed a psychic knife into your brain and set you on fire a few minutes earlier,” she said, bringing her tweezers back in as she spotted another fragment. “What if the one holdin’ the grenade could’a done that?”

	“I was pretty sure he couldn’t,” I hissed, biting down on my lip as she yanked out the offending piece.

	Ash shook her head as she examined the jagged fragment. This one was almost three centimeters long. If not for the fact that my Immortal powers had stopped it a few millimeters in, it could have easily killed me. 

	“Liar,” she said, flicking the shard into the dish. “It didn’t even occur to you, did it?”

	I shrugged. “Like I said, I was agitated. But I’m sure it was somewhere in the back of my mind.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. I know you like to think you’re invincible, but you’re not. Those fancy powers o’ yours can’t protect you from everything.”

	She was right, of course, no matter how much I might want to deny it. I closed my eyes, and the memories flashed across the back of my eyelids: the faceless alien looming over me, the stabbing pain in my mind as it assaulted my psyche, the excruciating agony that engulfed my chest after it fired its pistol…

	And the Yarasi warrior who had saved my life. 

	My eyes reopened. That Yarasi was in the infirmary now, though we still weren’t sure if she would survive the three-day journey to the rendezvous point at Takanis in Dominion space. Miranda was doing everything she could to stabilize the other woman’s condition, but the Wildcat wasn’t exactly a hospital frigate. We just had to hope that bandages and a few koboro stims would be enough. 

	“I didn’t follow you all the way from Sykaris just to pick up your corpse,” Ash said, her normally sweet voice more biting than I expected. “What am I supposed to tell Little Kal if his daddy doesn’t come back?”

	I grunted softly and glanced up to the black cat watching us from atop his climbing house against the wall to my left. I was a little surprised Kalycos hadn’t stayed near Miranda, if only because his species seemed to possess a deep, instinctual desire to lurk around the people they made the most uncomfortable. If she’d been allergic, he would probably be glued to her side. 

	“I still haven’t thanked you,” I whispered, returning my gaze to the woman on top of me. “If you hadn’t been there…”

	Some of the tension flowed out of her shoulders, and a thin smile graced her lips. “Well, I am a psychic, remember? I know when my boy’s about to get in trouble.”

	“Liar,” I echoed her accusation. “You planned to follow us the whole time, didn’t you?”

	She shrugged innocently as she continued combing my chest in search of treasure. Her fingertips were so warm that she could unknot the tightest muscles with the lightest touch. The downside was that I could already feel the sweat beading on my brow, and it wouldn’t be long before my entire body was covered in a thin sheen. Such was the price of having a Kreen lover. 

	But it was one I’d been willing to pay for almost a decade now, and I didn’t intend to stop. Ever. 

	“I knew you’d get yourself into trouble the moment you brought that jenny girl down to the surface,” Ash said. “It meant things must have been serious. Ellis never would’a sent one of his precious skirts along otherwise.”

	I nodded soberly. “You aren’t wrong.”

	“Rarely am.” She snickered down at me. “Honestly, though, I’m surprised you went along with it. You’ve brought a lot of girls back to me in the past six years, but never one in person before.”

	I flashed her a teasing smirk. “You almost sound intimidated.”

	“By a jenny skirt?” she asked, cocking a golden eyebrow and planting a defiant hand on her hip. “Please. From what you showed me, that girl has no experience whatsoever.”

	“She’s learning—fast,” I said. “Even faster if you share some of your wisdom with her over the next few days.”

	Ash snorted. “You’d like that, wouldn’t ya? Havin’ two pretty girls fawnin’ all over you for days at a time. I swear, you have an easier life than Little Kal.”

	I smiled and continued stroking her thighs. They were so soft and smooth it almost defied belief. I had no idea how she pulled it off; it was almost like she had some Neyris DNA mixed inside her, too. 

	“All I’m saying is that we’re going to have a lot of hours to fill before we reach the rendezvous,” I explained. “To be honest, I was just hoping you two would spend some time getting to know each other. I think you’ll get along…eventually.”

	“Mmm,” Ash demurred skeptically. “As long as she understands that this is my ship—and that you are my boy.”

	She leaned down to kiss me, her tongue darting through my lips like a fiery serpent. I focused my mind before she unintentionally scalded me, fortifying my body as if I were about to charge into a hail of pulsefire. Her heat slowly spread through me, as if I were submerged in a tub of hot water and getting a massage all at once. I had never felt anything in the galaxy quite like it. 

	As grateful as I was that my Immortal gifts allowed me to survive wounds that would kill any other soldier, this right here was the boon I cared about the most. My powers were the only reason I could be with Ash. I wouldn’t have traded them for anything. 

	She pulled away after a long moment, her eyelids fluttering. Her wild mane had spilled over me like a golden curtain, blocking my vision of everything but her face. 

	“Though from what you’ve already shown me about your time with her,” Ash purred, “I wonder if it might be kinda fun to share. She definitely seemed…enthusiastic.”

	I smiled. “Very.” 

	She kissed the tip of my nose. “And you sure as hell didn’t waste much time getting her on her back.”

	“What can I say? I’m irresistible.”

	“Uh-huh. Or maybe you’re just a slut. You ever think about that?”

	“Often.”

	“Does it ever make you feel bad?”

	“Never.”

	Smirking, Ash touched our foreheads together and gave me a seductive smile that was easily twice as hot as her body. “Me, either.”

	I grinned as I at last lifted my hands from her thighs and gently combed my fingers through the gilded river that was her hair. I was as grateful for her powers as I was for mine. Without her psychometry, she wouldn’t have been able to share my experiences. I couldn’t even imagine how much it would have changed our relationship. When we had agreed to this intolerable but frequent separation, I had told her that I was more than willing to stay faithful to her. But she was the one who had insisted that if we were going to have to spend time apart, I should bring other girls back to her. It drove her absolutely wild. 

	On Sykaris, she’d only had a few minutes to enjoy my recent conquests. But with a three-day trip ahead of us, I had no doubt that she planned on taking her time savoring every thrust, whimper, and climax as if she, not Miranda or Saleya, had been the one beneath me. 

	And normally, that was exactly what we did during our reunions. Usually for hours, sometimes for days. I had shared dozens of girls with her over the years, from regular human ’pounders to exotic alien dancers. But neither of us had ever imagined that I would bring back a jenny fleet officer for her, let alone one as arresting as Miranda. 

	Staring invitingly into my eyes, Ash slowly leaned upright before resuming her search for shrapnel in my chest. She started using her nails as well as her fingertips, knowing it would drive me wild. I returned the favor, sliding my hands up the sides of her flat stomach. Stars, I could just lie her down and kiss that belly of hers all damn day…

	“There we go,” Ash said, swooping in with her tweezers and yanking out yet another shard. “Little bugger got pretty deep in that impenetrable skin of yours. Must’a been off your game.”

	She dropped it in the dish, but I reached out and grabbed her wrist before she could resume her search. “I think you got them all.”

	“You kiddin’?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. She passed the tweezers into her free hand, then slowly dragged the tip across my ribs where she knew I was ticklish. “Besides, I haven’t even started lookin’ below decks yet. Figured you’d want me to be extra thorough down there…”

	Wincing at the sensation of the cold steel, I snatched her other wrist and held her arms fast. Her cat-like pupils abruptly dilated, replacing her normally piercing green irises with a solid black void as if she were a cat about to pounce on her prey. 

	“Not very gracious considerin’ I pulled your ass outta the fire,” Ash teased huskily. “Unless you thought of some way to repay me…”

	“I’ve been pondering a few options.”

	“Talk is cheap, mister. You’d better have somethin’ to offer me—eep!”

	With a sudden tug at her wrists, I flung her onto her side and rolled until I was on top of her. She squealed in delighted surprise, her legs naturally parting wider as my weight pressed between them. I kept my hands on her wrists, exploiting my almost thirty-centimeter height advantage to pin them behind her head while I brought our mouths back together. 

	Her earlier kiss had been gentle and loving. Mine was neither. Fueled by six months of deprivation and the promise of plunging deep into her glorious heat, I devoured her roughly, frantically, as if I couldn’t abide the thought of being kept apart from her again. 

	Because I really couldn’t. The first time we’d been separated—back when I’d been sent to train on the mothership—had been the most difficult months of my life. Initially, I had assumed that the breaks would get easier over time, especially once I was actually deployed and had the chance to help people who needed it. 

	But the exact opposite had happened. Leaving Ash behind had very quickly become an unbearable burden. I spent every return trip to Dominion space debating whether or not I should resign my commission, no matter how many other people were counting on me. 

	These last six months apart had been the most difficult of all. No matter how many missions I’d completed, no matter how many times Ellis and I had been able to aid Saleya and all the other aliens across the Dominion who needed us, leaving Ash alone on Sykaris still always felt like a betrayal. We were supposed to be helping people together. But instead, it was like we were waging our own private wars on opposite ends of the galaxy. 

	It had to stop. And soon. 

	“Ooo,” Ash cooed when I finally leaned upright, eyelids fluttering as she gasped for breath. “I can feel them all over you, baby. Miranda, Saleya…”

	“They’re all yours,” I said. “Want another taste?”

	She swallowed and nodded as if bracing herself. “Please…”

	I leaned down to kiss her again. The instant our lips touched, her eyes rolled back into her head and her thighs locked against my waist like a vise. She whimpered softly every few seconds while our tongues danced in the furnace of her mouth, her hips churning gently against me as if I were already buried inside her. I had learned long ago that she could—and almost always did—get off purely by consuming the psychic impressions I brought her. It sometimes felt like I was an orgasm delivery boy. 

	Her reactions were always a delight to behold. And despite how hard and ready I was—despite the intense heat of her core pressed against my manhood—I was more than happy to let her feast. After all, there was nothing in the universe as satisfying as feeling the euphoric shudders of a beautiful woman whose body was wrapped around you. 

	A part of me had always wished I had telepathic abilities just so I could understand exactly what Ash was feeling. She had tried to explain it to me many times, of course, and I had read all about psychometry in the Seraphim archives on the mothership. But there was something about the clairvoyance discipline in general—and psychometry in particular—that just seemed hard for me to wrap my head around. She claimed that she could experience every moment and every emotion as if she had been there herself, almost as if she were inserting herself in a holo-drama or romance novel. She could take the place of either character, me or my partner, and apparently even shift back and forth to experience everything from both perspectives. 

	The whole thing seemed incredibly confusing…but also hot as hell. It was like a part of her was always there with me no matter whose bed I was sharing.

	It wasn’t long before Ash convulsed beneath me, her body seizing up as an echo of my climax—or perhaps Miranda’s or Saleya’s—shuddered through her. I pulled my lips away again, content to watch her eyes roll and listen to her breaths flutter. If I didn’t still have her arms pinned, I had no doubt that her fingernails would be raking my unbreakable skin. 

	“Ngnn…ooo…” she groaned between breathless pants. “Oh, baby…you gave it to her so good…”

	She kept trembling, seemingly unable to muster the strength to reopen her eyes. Her utter helplessness was so adorable that I was genuinely tempted to just wait and keep watching while she ate her fill. But my cock had exhausted its patience, and I wasn’t one to disobey an order from my commanding officer. 

	Releasing my hold on Ash’s wrists, I brought my hands down to her shirt and pushed it up over her head and arms. I wasn’t even certain she noticed; her eyelids were still fluttering as if her consciousness had yet to return to her body. But I tossed the shirt across the room, liberating her pert, plump, and deliciously natural breasts.

	I gently cupped them in my hands, which finally snapped her attention back into the present. She moaned when I leaned down to give each of them a kiss, and I gently rolled my thumbs across both rock-hard nipples, eliciting another delighted coo. 

	Later, I promised myself, I would properly reintroduce myself to the girls one at a time, and if I was feeling particularly social, I might even invite my cock to the party. But right now, he was desperate to return home after half a year on the road. 

	Leaning all the way back, I grabbed her shorts and yanked them from her hips firmly enough to take her panties along for the ride. She unlocked and then lifted her legs for me, allowing me to slide the pesky clothes up over her feet and cast them aside. I then slowly dragged my fingers down her ankles to appreciate the firm, feminine sleekness of her toned calves. A decade ago, the sight of her in a skirt in Cabari Park had convinced me to risk my teenage heart and ask her out. Now, almost a decade later, she was happy to spread these perfect legs for me whenever I wanted. 

	Propping her ankles up on my shoulders, I reached down to push aside my own shorts. She watched with heavy, deepening breaths as my throbbing need was revealed, then reopened the gates to her core and invited me inside, swinging her legs around my waist and nudging my lower back with her heels to pull me in closer. Ash’s eyes had completely refocused on me now, and her pupils dilated into black swirls again.

	“Come on, baby!” she begged, the fingers of one hand delicately sweeping across my chest while the other helped guide my cock. “Get in here where you belong!”

	Pushing my swollen crown against her slick folds, I focused my mind and fortified myself for my plunge into her molten center. Once, years ago on the mothership, I had told a fellow ’pounder that fucking a Kreen girl was like sticking your cock into a fusion reactor. It had been a crude but effective warning to keep his men from hitting on one of Saleya’s dancers, and it had the virtue of mostly being true. Kreen typically avoided interspecies relationships for a good reason. 

	But for those of us blessed with this gift, there was no greater thrill than playing with fire and not getting burned. 

	I eased myself inside. Ash’s scorching, velvet heat enveloped me as I felt the heavenly squeeze of her walls stretching to accommodate my girth. I recalled our very first time together, the night I’d snuck her into my parents’ house. Back then, I’d been a hormone-addled teenager so desperate to fuck his hot alien girlfriend that I hadn’t cared about the risks.

	Now…well, now I was a hormone-addled man so desperate to fuck his hot alien girlfriend that I still didn’t care about the risks. I wouldn’t have pulled out even if my powers stopped working this instant. 

	“Ngn!” she crooned, her ankles locking behind me and her hands clawing at my biceps. I had the satisfaction of watching her eyes roll back again, and this time it was purely because of me and not her psychometry. 

	Though that wouldn’t be far behind. Over the years, she had mostly learned to control her abilities—she didn’t immediately read every single object or person she touched. But just like my own abilities, she needed to be able to maintain a certain level of concentration, even subconsciously, to keep the floodgates closed. 

	And I knew from experience that nothing shattered her concentration quicker than taking my thick cock deep inside her cunt. 

	“Oh!” she squealed when I hilted myself inside her. Her blazing warmth suffused my entire body. Sweat broke out across my skin, but I gave myself to the dizzying heat, abandoning all caution or care. When I pulled back and slammed into her again, I had the satisfaction of watching her once-enormous pupils contract, leaving behind the tiniest vertical sliver amidst a sea of piercing green.

	And then she lost control. 

	Her wild scream echoed off the bulkheads, reminding me of all the creative ways I’d discovered to keep her quiet when I’d started railing her on a nightly basis in my parents’ basement. It wasn’t her fault, really; with the psychometric floodgates now officially open, my cock was like a psionic data drive with a recording of every mouth, tendril, and cunt that had come in contact with it in the last six months. And I was pounding those recordings into her mind with every thrust. 

	Riding the wave of her internal spasms, careful not to let them push me over the edge, I took hold of her slender waist and picked up the pace. She half cried, half gurgled every time I slammed into her, and the look on her face was so plaintive, so pleading, it was tempting to truly let myself go. 

	I was always careful not to hurt her, though, no matter how rough she wanted it. She kept herself in such excellent physical shape that it was sometimes easy to forget just how much smaller she was than me, not just thirty centimeters shorter but forty kilos lighter. There were times when it seemed like my cock shouldn’t even fit inside her. 

	But it did. Perfectly. Every time. 

	“Kal!” she practically screamed, her core clenching. “I’m gonna…!”

	Her thighs squeezed my waist like magnetic clamps, and she bit down on her lip so hard I saw a trickle of blood. I called this her “welcome home” face, the one she always made after we’d spent time apart and the memories covering my body were fresh and new. I wondered what specific event she was reliving right now. One of my many tumbles with Miranda? My adventure with Saleya and her girls? All of them at once?

	Either way, one thing was certain: I fucking loved watching her cum. 

	The way her legs latched around me, the way her abs flexed, the way her nails tried to dig into my flesh…and the way she looked so helpless and vulnerable and content all at the same time. It would have been perfect even if I wasn’t buried inside her. And since I was…

	“Nnnn,” I growled, teetering closer to the edge with each thrust. The heat in her core had grown so intense that rivulets of sweat dripped from my brow and slid down my chest. My vision was even starting to blur. I wanted to hold out, to let her explore the memories I’d brought her as long as she wanted, yet my baser instincts warred with that concern. 

	But then Ash’s eyes refocused as she came down, and when she looked up at me, I knew she had completely returned to the present—a present where I was fucking her and no one else. 

	“Come on, Kal,” she breathed, breasts heaving. “Give it to me. Give me everythin’ you got!”

	Snarling under my breath, keeping my eyes locked with hers, I began rutting her smoldering cunt. Later, I promised myself, I would fuck her from behind the way she liked—her taut little body was just begging to get bent over something, and her lustrous blond hair was practically begging to be pulled. But here, in this moment, I needed to look her in the eye. I needed to see her loving gaze and feel her ankles around my back.

	I needed to know that she was mine, body and soul. 

	“Cum for me, baby!” she pleaded. “Fill me up!”

	The primal need in her voice pushed me into the abyss and beyond. With a triumphant, animalistic roar, I slammed into her one last time…and burst. Her hands clasped my cheeks, holding me still mere millimeters from her face so I could see her contentment as I filled her to the brim. Her walls rippled, milking me with firm, frantic pulses as another climax shuddered through her. 

	And then I was spent. The wave of lethargy was so overwhelming I almost collapsed on top of her, but I braced myself on my elbows as her lips captured mine in another kiss.

	“Baby,” she sighed, nibbling at my chin as we came apart to try and catch our breath. “You fuck me so good…”

	“And I always will,” I promised. “You can count on it.”

	 

	***

	 

	Back when all I really knew about my powers was that they allowed me to stick my cock inside a Kreen girl and live to tell the tale, I used to wonder if there would ever come a day when I’d learn how to block out the heat so well that Ash wouldn’t even make me sweat. I still hadn’t quite been able to manage it, probably because focusing my mind that intently on my powers would take away from my ability to enjoy her body. And clearly, that was not an option. 

	So, after we kissed for another minute—and after I brought my lips to her ear and explained to her in hushed but commanding terms how hard and how often I planned to fuck her during the next few days—I rolled off of her and lay down to try and cool off. 

	“Hang on, baby,” Ash soothed. “I gotcha.”

	She crawled to the edge of the bed and opened the minifridge. Thankfully, we had gotten this part down to a science. She retrieved a water bottle as well as one of the hand-size ice packs from inside, then snickered as she returned and placed the latter on my chest. Normally, the sudden chill would have made me jump, but right now it felt incredible. 

	“So much for the invincible man,” she teased. “Better not let your enemies know you can still sweat to death!”

	I chuckled as she handed me the water bottle. I drank the whole thing in less than a minute, and I probably could have polished off another one, too. Satisfying a Kreen girlfriend was thirsty work. 

	“There’s gotta be a better way to handle this,” Ash said as she lay on her stomach, keeping about half a meter between us to let me cool off. “I hate that I do this to you.”

	“It’s worth it,” I assured her. 

	She smiled, though there was a hint of sadness behind it. “Just sayin’, if I could snap my fingers and change things for the better, I would.”

	“You don’t need to change anything,” I insisted, locking eyes with her. “You’re perfect.”

	Her cheeks flushed slightly while she reached out to help slide the pack into a new position on my chest. It was hard to believe, but even after all this time and all the things she’d accomplished—like finding and repairing this ship—she still constantly underestimated herself. While I had turned my natty heritage into a mountain-sized chip on my shoulder—a chip I used to motivate myself to this day—Ash hadn’t overcome her inferiority complex. I feared she never would.

	“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” I told her. “And no one else I’d rather be with.”

	Ash raised a brow and gestured meaningfully at the closed hatch. “Not even the jenny skirt?”

	I opened my mouth, but she giggled playfully before I could answer. 

	“I’m just teasin’,” she said. “Now that I’ve had a nice, long taste of her, I think I finally understand why you decided to keep her around. And that Saleya…she’s something else.”

	I nodded, wondering if she had experienced the full show with Astra and Nyxe before reliving the one-on-one fun with Saleya that followed. 

	“There’s a standing offer to come see her whenever you want,” I said. “As many free dances as you can handle.”

	Ash smirked. “If she ever leaves that jenny flagship, let me know. Tell her to open a club on Sykaris or Dormire—hell, even Nirivarr.”

	“Sadly, I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon.”

	“Too bad.” She paused, and her smile turned impish. “I did enjoy those girls of hers. Wish you could’a brought me back more than their tendrils.”

	“Next time,” I promised. 

	“I’ll hold you to that. Would love to get to know that Neyris one in particular…” Ash paused, her feet swaying playfully behind her as her smile became downright lascivious. “But you know what I enjoyed the most?”

	“What’s that?”

	“Seein’ that jenny girl of yours actin’ like such a slut.”

	I grinned. And even though I had just spent inside her, I could already feel my manhood stirring to life. “Is that so?”

	“Uh-huh,” Ash crooned. “Watchin’ you push up that skirt of hers, hearin’ her perfect voice crack when she begged you to take her…stars, that was hot! You’ve never brought me back anyone like her before.”

	“No, I haven’t,” I agreed. 

	“Guess this means that you and I got our work cut out for us.”

	I arched an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

	“Well, you obviously care about her. She’s different than most of the others you’ve shared, doncha think?”

	I looked into her eyes, searching for any hint of jealousy in the green swirls. As usual, though, I couldn’t find even the smallest trace. 

	“I didn’t think she was, at first,” I admitted, choosing my words delicately. “But it turned out that we made a pretty good team. She’s smart, determined, resourceful—”

	“Cute,” Ash said. “With those full lips and long jenny legs that never seem to end.”

	“They certainly don’t hurt.”

	“She seems a bit obsessed with you, too. Cares about you a lot—I could feel it.” Ash raised her eyebrows. “Don’t think she’s the monogamous type, do ya?”

	“No one on the fleet is,” I said. “Life there is…well, it doesn’t seem like their relationships last long, and no one gets married or has families like back home.”

	“But they have babies,” Ash said. “You shot one into her on the first try.”

	I winced. I had known that this would come up eventually, and I hadn’t been looking forward to it. As much as Ash enjoyed sharing women with me, I had never actually gotten one pregnant before. I had intentionally avoided it, in fact, for obvious reasons—and because Ash desperately wanted children herself. But humans and Kreen weren’t compatible, and despite my promise to find a solution…

	Well, I hadn’t. And a quiet, shunned part of me was starting to wonder if that secret might have died with her father and his experiments. 

	“Miranda was in trouble,” I said, hoping she would understand. “There are a lot of insane rules on the fleet. Female cadets are supposed to donate at least one fertilized embryo before—”

	“I know—I was there with you, remember?” Ash said. “Gotta stock up on soldiers for the next generation somehow, I guess. Just seems…I dunno, weird. How do all those people live like that?”

	“They’ve never known anything else,” I said. “Half of them have never breathed unrecycled air before, let alone touched grass or trudged through snow. They’re like children trapped in a biodome where nothing can hurt them.”

	“I suppose it beats worryin’ about getting kidnapped by slavers. Or gettin’ shot by your neighbor for lookin’ at ’em funny.”

	I snorted. “There are a few advantages.”

	“Well, I’m glad you could help her out.” Ash gave me the least convincing smile I had ever seen. “Gotta be nice finally bein’ with a girl you can get pregnant whenever you want.”

	The words were a knife through my heart, and even my powers couldn’t stop it. Looking at the pain on her face—pain she was trying but failing to hide—my stomach sank straight through the bed and out into space.

	“I’m not mad,” Ash insisted. “I mean it. She’s obviously a special girl, and I’m glad she’s here with us now. It’s just…” She swallowed, and her smile vanished as she abruptly glanced away. “I just wish it were that easy for us.”

	The knife twisted. “Shit, I’m so sorry,” I said, sitting up and tossing the ice pack to the floor alongside her vast collection of gadgets. “It’s not—”

	“I told you, I’m not mad,” Ash said, eyes still avoiding mine. “It’s all right. Really.”

	You have to fix this, Kal, I scolded myself. You have to fix it right now.

	“Come here,” I whispered, touching her arm and gently nudging her onto her side so I could nuzzle next to her.

	“Baby, you’re still overheated!”

	“I don’t care. Come here.”

	I slid my arms around her waist and pulled her body against me. As her heat enveloped me again, her eyes finally flicked up…and revealed the tears that were far scarier to me than a battalion of Pact soldiers. 

	“I made you a promise,” I told her. “And I intend to keep it, no matter what it takes.”

	“What if you can’t? What if there is no way? What if I’m just broken and—”

	“You are not broken,” I said, looking right into her eyes. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. You’re perfect just the way you are. Do you understand?”

	Ash swallowed heavily. “I just wish…” Her voice cracked, and I saw her jaw clench as she bit back a sob. “I just wish Daddy was still here. He might have been able to…”

	“Listen to me,” I said, squeezing her shoulders and putting our foreheads together. “We will figure this out. Together. I promise.”

	She looked at me, a look that showed how desperately she wanted to believe me…but also that deep down, she had already given up hope. 

	“You’ll never get those jenny doctors to take this seriously,” she said. “The Dominion’s not exactly in the business of creatin’ mutts.”

	“We still have options,” I said. “There’s a lab on Sotule that’s supposedly made a lot of progress with interspecies fertility, and I’ve heard rumors about independent researchers on Vamaria out in the Traverse. Hell, I’ve even heard some promising stories about Yarasi doctors on Oscura.”

	“Yeah. But when are we gonna have time for that?”

	“We’ll make the time. Whatever it takes.” I kissed her softly. “All of this has to change. I’m not going to leave you again.”

	“You’ve said that before,” Ash murmured. “But I’m not gonna live on a jenny ship, and you aren’t just gonna walk away from Ellis and Saleya and the others. Even if you wanted to, I wouldn’t let ya! Those people need your help. And the Dominion needs a man like you if it’s ever gonna be more than it is.”

	“Maybe,” I said. “But you and I can figure out another way to help Saleya’s people together, and Ellis…he’ll understand.”

	“He may need you even more than she does, Kal. If those admirals ever found out about—”

	“They won’t. If he’s run laps around them this long, he can keep it up a bit longer.”

	Ash swallowed again, but a faint smile slowly crept across her face. And unlike the last one, it was real. 

	“Always eager and willin’ to jump on someone else’s grenade,” she said, shaking her head. “I ain’t no doctor, but I think there may be somethin’ wrong with you.”

	I smiled and kissed her again. “Just one thing?”

	“I’m bein’ nice. Not that I’d trust a jenny to diagnose you anyway—can only expect so much from ’em. Though maybe your skirt friend will prove me wrong.”

	I chuckled softly and brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes, tucking it behind her ear. “I really do think you’ll like her.”

	“We’ll see,” she whispered, rolling onto her back and pulling my body along until I was lying on top of her again. “But there is somethin’ you need to know.”

	I shifted my weight as her legs parted and invited me between them again. “What’s that?”

	Grinning, she took my left hand and moved it between us, then placed it atop her belly. I felt the firm planes of the muscles beneath her skin. “If we ever do figure this out and you put one inside me,” she said, “I ain’t lettin’ anyone take it out and stick it in a lab somewhere. I plan to get nice and thick.”

	“And you’ll be more beautiful than ever,” I said, and meant it. 

	She giggled, a sound so sweet and sonorous it made everything else in the galaxy seem utterly unimportant. 

	“Well, how about you do somethin’ for me?” she asked, sliding her hands up my sides and around my back. “Why don’t you tell me again about how hard you plan to fuck me these next few days?”

	“I could,” nudging my rapidly swelling manhood against her molten core once again. “But I think I’d rather show you.”

	Ash moaned as I eased myself back inside her. “Good idea,” she breathed. “Who knows? Maybe one day we’ll get lucky and one of your little swimmers will survive inside me long enough to reach the shore.”

	“Well, one thing is for sure,” I said, grabbing her waist and putting my cock where it belonged. “It’s worth a try.” 

	 

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Dominion Cruiser Alaru

	Seven Years Ago

	 

	“Two Pact soldiers,” Captain Jarod Ellis repeated, more forcefully this time. “Unarmed, in the middle of a warzone with bombs still falling on their heads. With all due respect, Admiral, that goes far beyond impressive.”

	“To the point some would call it luck,” the woman on the other end of the transmission said. I wasn’t sure why Ellis had left the privacy screen off, but I could see her hard gray eyes, long red hair, and vice admiral’s insignia as clearly as if she were talking to me. Thankfully, the same wasn’t true in reverse. 

	“Does it matter what we call it?” Ellis countered. “The boy got pummeled by a Krosian and barely has a bruise to show for it, and the girl appears to have powerful psychometric abilities. I see absolutely no reason we shouldn’t bring them to New Praxius for testing and evaluation.”

	“Strange, since I can think of about a dozen.”

	I winced as I anxiously shuffled in place, wondering why the captain had invited me into his office during what was plainly an important conversation with one of his superiors. But since he hadn’t bothered to activate the privacy screen on his desk console, he must have wanted me to listen in. I just had no idea why. 

	Frankly, I was still dumbstruck by the fact I was even standing here on a Dominion cruiser, let alone in the captain’s office. Everything around me, from the still images of legendary fleet battles decorating the walls to the miniature models of famous Dominion starships like the Supremacy and the Liberator in the case behind his desk, seemed like something out of a boyhood fantasy. The stuff you’d only see on New Keledonian holo-vids I’d watched as a kid whenever I could get my hands on them. 

	“I understand that you’re still basking in Admiral DeGale’s praise for the success of your latest gambit, Captain,” the woman went on, “but there are those of us who still have concerns about flagrantly violating the Accords and provoking a Pact response.”

	“They were raiding the colony, Admiral!” Ellis said. “Not smuggling weapons to guerilla fighters, not bribing local officials…they were going to steal those people from their homes and do Seraph knows what to them!”

	“The colonists in the Borderlands know the risks,” the admiral replied matter-of-factly. “Many of them chose to leave Dominion space in spite of them. Nirivarr is not our responsibility to defend. In fact, the terms of the Accords expressly forbid it.”

	The captain’s cheek twitched beneath his trim black beard, and his dark eyes burned with quiet but righteous fury. “I make no apologies for defending the innocent, no matter where they choose to live.”

	“That decision is not yours to make, Captain,” the woman said, her voice so cold I swore the captain’s office chilled five degrees. 

	Ellis smiled tightly. “You’re right, of course. But then again, it’s not yours, either. As you pointed out, Admiral DeGale agrees with me.”

	“For now, perhaps. But the others are not convinced by your so-called defector. That Sillibar could be playing you for a fool.”

	“He’s the reason the Alaru was in position to stop the attack.”

	“And the reason you violated the Accords to do so. You’re far too trusting, Captain. The Pact would gladly sacrifice a few expendable soldiers if it turned the rest of the Cluster against us. When the Yarasi hear about this, they’ll be furious.”

	“The Executrix will respect the fact that we defended innocent people and then promptly left the Borderlands as the Accords require,” Ellis told her. He paused for a fraction of a second, then sighed and drew himself up in his chair. “But this isn’t why I called. I merely wanted your permission to bring these potential recruits to New Praxius for evaluation.”

	“And if I deny your request, will you turn around and dump the natty urchins back on the rock where you found them? Or will you try to go over my head again and contact DeGale?”

	“I suppose there’s only one way to find out,” Ellis said with a fractional shrug. “So, do I have your blessing, Admiral?”

	The woman’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You may bring them to a training facility, Captain,” she said, “but I make no promises that they will be accepted.”

	“I wasn’t expecting any, I merely think it’s worth giving them a chance. Thank you, Admiral. Alaru out.”

	The projection vanished, and Ellis let out sigh even as he turned to face me. “Sorry to keep you waiting like that, son,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from him. “Please, sit down.”

	I shuffled out of my corner and awkwardly took a seat. The upholstery wasn’t especially deep or flashy, but I still felt like I sank into it. “I hope we aren’t getting you in trouble, sir.”

	“No more than usual,” he replied with a sardonic smirk. “A man without enemies is a man who’s never taken a stand. And a man who’s never taken a stand…well, he wouldn’t be much of a man, would he?”

	I smiled. “I suppose not, sir.”

	“You don’t have to call me ‘sir,’” Ellis said. “You’re not a soldier under my command—not yet, anyway. But I’m still optimistic we might be able to change that.”

	I glanced at the com terminal on his desk. “The admiral doesn’t sound like she approves.”

	“Not yet, but I’m confident that will change. And regardless, that call was just a courtesy on my part. Vice Admiral Lochlan has a lot of pull at the Fleet Academy, but not nearly as much with the army. And that’s where I’m hoping you’ll fit in…assuming it’s still what you want.”

	I exhaled slowly. A week ago, when Ellis and his soldiers had saved us from the Pact raiders, I would have said no. Ash and I had never wanted anything to do with the Dominion—it wasn’t as if they had ever lifted a finger to protect Nirivarr or any of the other Borderlands colonies before. But now, after spending some time with this man and his crew…

	“To be honest, I’m not sure,” I admitted. “It’s not somethin’ I ever considered.”

	“Then perhaps it’s time to start,” Ellis said. “I’ve seen a lot of impressive things in my career, son, but discovering a young man who stabbed a Krosian soldier to death with his own tusk…well, that’s not what I expected to find on Nirivarr. You have a gift—a powerful gift. And the Dominion can teach you how to use it.”

	I swallowed. “To do what?”

	“To do the only thing worth doing—protect people.” His dark eyes bored into me so hard I felt like I was being scanned. “I’m not going to sit here and blow bullshit up your ass, son. You and your fellow colonists have a lot of good reasons to distrust the Dominion. But as you just saw yourself, it’s only a matter of time before the Pact tries to start another war, and we’re the only ones in the Cluster with a chance in hell of stopping them.”

	I didn’t doubt for a minute that the man believed what he was telling me. He had been incredibly earnest and forthright these past few days, not to mention kind. After what my dad had always told me about Dominion soldiers, especially the fleet officers, I had expected to be surrounded by the most arrogant, elitist people in the Cluster. Maybe he’d been wrong. 

	Or maybe Ellis was different. Either way, I suppose it spoke well of the man. 

	“You might be right,” I said. “But before a few days ago, the Dominion never seemed to care about us.”

	“That’s something I want to change,” Ellis said. “But I’m going to need the help of young men like you to do it.”

	I pursed my lips. “It’s not just about me. Ash is—”

	“A smart young woman,” Ellis said. “And a hell of a shot. I understand she’s spent a lot of time these past few days studying the flight manuals in our database. Valkyries, Harpies, even the larger Banshees.”

	“She always wanted to learn to fly,” I said. “But there was never really much of a chance back home.”

	“She’ll get one here. The trainers on New Praxius are very good at helping recruits hone their gifts. It takes a lot of hard work, but I’ve seen them whip teenagers with half your raw potential into fine soldiers—and even better men.”

	I nodded distantly as I looked over to the office window and the swirling crimson mist of astral space beyond. A part of me still wanted to go back home, mostly out of pure inertia. I had spent my whole life on Nirivarr. I knew the streets, the people, the culture…

	But the truth was that Ash and I didn’t have a future there. Her family was gone, and mine was too stubborn to move. My dad had always assumed I’d get a job with the mining or freight hauler’s guild, but I’d never wanted to do anything that would take me away from Ash for too long. 

	“I’d always heard that the Dominion didn’t care much for non-humans,” I said. 

	“There are those that don’t,” Ellis acknowledged. “Too many of them, to be honest. But times are changing, whether they realize it or not. They’ll have to learn to accept it.”

	I took in a deep breath and glanced around the captain’s office again. At the still images, the ship models, and finally the regal man himself. I suddenly understood why my dad had warned me to never let myself get blinded by Dominion propaganda. My grandparents had left Dominion space because life on the outer colonies was nothing like it was depicted in the vids. They had never trusted the jennies on the fleet to protect them, and they had actively resented the people on the Golden Worlds. 

	But standing here, on this splendorous warship, surrounded by history and grandeur…it made their cynicism seem bitter and unfounded. Ellis had saved our lives, and he was offering us an opportunity we could never get anywhere else. A chance for us to understand our powers, a chance for Ash to learn to fly…

	A chance to be a part of something larger than ourselves. 

	“Maybe you’re right,” I said. “Maybe it is time for a change.”

	 

	
2 
Ruminations

	 

	The Borderlands

	Present Day

	 

	Ash was asleep within ten minutes of me finishing inside her again, a testament to the immense mental drain of her powers and good, old-fashioned fatigue. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she hadn’t slept more than a few hours since I’d let her know that I was coming to meet her on Sykaris days ago. It’s just who she was. 

	I laid next to her for a while, using a fresh ice pack to cool myself off while she curled into a contented ball. Kalycos eventually decided to hop down from his house and see what all the fuss was about, and after bumping his head into me several times to get my attention, he crawled over me and wedged himself between us to bask in the heat. Cats were solar-powered, at least according to the Holosphere, and his mother’s body was practically his own personal fusion generator. 

	But while my powers had once again kept me burn-free, I was officially a sweaty mess. After chugging another bottle of water, I decided that it was definitely time for a long, cold shower. So once I was convinced that she and Little Kal were settled, I rolled off the bed and stepped into the corridor outside her quarters.

	The lavatory was off to my right, just past the adjacent crew quarters and the small gym. There was only the one communal shower on the ship, which was yet another sign of its Yarasi design. Privacy was as alien a concept to their culture as openness was to ours. 

	I sometimes wondered whether they even bothered with clothing when they were off duty. Probably, considering how valuable their clothing and fashion exports were to the rest of the Cluster, but there were plenty of adolescent human boys in the Borderlands—and probably the Dominion Colonies—that dreamed about ships filled with naked Yarasi warriors and their exotic gray skin. I certainly had, once upon a time. 

	Now there’s one in the infirmary, and we’re not even sure we can keep her alive. All because she chose to save the life of a stranger in the hope that he would tell her people the truth about what had happened to her comrades. 

	I took a breath and tried to empty my mind as I let the cold water pour over me, and it mostly worked. A few minutes later, I was dried off and wearing some clothes I kept in the closet of the crew quarters. This particular t-shirt—and the blue fire decal of the Yamorean band emblazoned across the front of it—had always been one of my favorites. The damn thing was older than Kalycos at this point. 

	Smiling at the old memory, I headed left down the U-shaped corridor to check on our guest in the infirmary. I half expected to find Miranda running tests, but she was nowhere to be seen. The only one inside was the Yarasi warrior, still clad in the damaged remnants of her sleek purple armor. She remained unconscious, long, lustrous white hair spilled around the table’s headrest. Other than her gray skin and pointed ears, she really did look remarkably human, especially with her amethyst eyes closed instead of open and glowing. Her high cheekbones, long lashes, and full lips could give any fleet jenny a run for their credits.

	“I hope I get the chance to thank you for what you did,” I said, stepping close enough to study her in greater detail. On impulse, I touched the back of my hand to her cheek. Yarasi body temperatures were only a few degrees cooler than humans, but she almost felt icy compared to Ash. “And to apologize for…everything else.”

	Images of all the dead Yarasi from the outpost flashed into my mind. So many people—so many civilians—gunned down by Dominion soldiers. Humans. Men who wore the same uniform I did…

	Whatever the hell is going on, we have to stop it now, I thought. Before it starts a war that gets millions more killed. 

	Swearing under my breath, I glanced up to the status monitors that displayed the woman’s vitals. They seemed about the same as before, which I took as a good sign. The longer she went without deteriorating, the more likely it seemed that she would make it. At least, that was my current theory. It seemed sound enough. 

	I brushed the back of my hand across her cheek again. Her face was so youthful she looked younger than I did, but for all I knew she could have been alive when the Dominion Expansionary Fleet had first gotten trapped in the Tartarus Cluster almost two hundred years ago. Yarasi could live a very long time, even longer than Velothi, and their age didn’t even seem to show until they were well over two hundred.

	I stared down at her for another few seconds, a dozen questions racing through my head—and not just about what had happened on the station or why she had made the seemingly insane decision to save a Dominion soldier at the possible expense of her own life. Strangely enough, I found myself genuinely wanting to know about her. 

	The Yarasi were a fascinating but enigmatic people. Despite all the aliens I’d met in my twenty-six years, their civilization remained a mystery to me. Oscura, the so-called “Gateway World to the Empire,” wasn’t even all that far away from Nirivarr—at least, not relative to the size of the Cluster—but most people had still spoken of it as if it were a place out of myth. It was the only planet in Yarasi space where outsiders were welcome, but the locals were still quite discerning about who they allowed to visit the surface. I had always assumed I would never have the opportunity, especially after I’d put on a Dominion uniform. 

	But from practically the moment I’d met her in that park, Ash had been convinced that the two of us would figure out a way to visit someday. When we were teenagers, she used to gobble up everything she could find on Yarasi culture, fashion, and music. It was why finding her bow—and reading it with her psychometry to locate this ship—had almost seemed like destiny. She was probably as excited as I was to talk to this woman, assuming we ever had the chance. 

	“Just hang on a bit longer, all right?” I said, gently squeezing the Yarasi woman’s slender arm. “Enough people have died already.”

	I turned away just as I heard a muffled bump from further down the curving corridor. Miranda must have been in the lounge. 

	When I left the infirmary and touched the panel to open the hatch, I confirmed my suspicion. She was bent over in the center of the lounge area by the holo-projector and couches, still clad in her blue-black skin-suit…

	But with a cloth in one hand and a bottle of cleaning solution in the other. 

	“Ah, there you are, sir,” she said, straightening up. “I wondered if you might have fallen asleep.”

	I froze, blinking in stunned disbelief as I slowly swept my gaze across the lounge. This area had never been what I would call tidy, but I wouldn’t have called it a disaster zone, either. Ash usually had at least one ongoing project sitting out on the table between the joined couches—there’d been the innards of an energy converter and a number of tools lying out a few hours ago. She wasn’t the type of girl who got bothered by the odd shirt or pair of shorts draped over the projector or balled up on the couch. If I wasn’t misremembering, she had also left her dark overcoat in the kitchenette. 

	But now, they were all gone. The converter, the tools, the jacket…and, quite possibly, every speck of dust along with them. Every metal surface gleamed as if newly finished. Even the upholstery looked factory fresh, without a single stray cat hair. It was like the whole lounge had been surgically sterilized down to the last molecule of grime.

	“There’s nothing else I could do for the Yarasi, so I thought I would tidy up a bit,” Miranda said. “Your friend’s janitorial mech must require maintenance.”

	“Um,” I muttered, still trying to find my voice. 

	“I thought I would handle the cockpit next,” she said, glaring at an almost imperceptible smudge on the projector before launching a full-scale assault with the spray bottle. “If we have time, it might be worth requisitioning one of the mechs from the Stormrider, at least for an hour or two.”

	“I, uh, I don’t think that will be necessary,” I managed, stepping the rest of the way inside the lounge. The floor was so polished I was a little surprised I couldn’t see right through the deck plates. “I think you did a fine job.”

	“For now, perhaps. But there is still a great deal to do.” 

	If she were anyone else, I might have thought she was joking. But then I remembered her quarters on the Stormrider, and I started to dread what might happen if she took a peek into Ash’s closet and saw two different pairs of shoes touching…

	“What about our guest?” I asked. “Learn anything new?”

	Miranda straightened up again and shook her head. “I’m afraid not. Without more advanced equipment, there’s little more I can do besides continue to monitor her condition.”

	I nodded soberly. “What are her odds?”

	“If she were human, low. But most female Yarasi have psychometabolic abilities, and she does seem to be healing faster than normal. If her body can compensate for the lost blood…” Miranda sighed and shrugged as she set the cloth and bottle down on the projector. “Honestly, I can’t even speculate. But she’s going to need surgery and a blood transfusion when we arrive. I just hope Doctor Trevas is up to the challenge. I doubt she has extensive data on Yarasi physiology.”

	“No one does,” I said, trying to quell a reflexive pang of guilt. It wasn’t as if I had forced this woman to use her powers on me, and we weren’t in a position to do anything else to help her. But when I thought about all the dead Yarasi on that outpost again, it made me sick to my stomach. 

	Someone was going to pay for this. We just needed to figure out who. 

	“I can’t stop thinking about that outpost,” Miranda said, echoing my unspoken thoughts. “How could the Dominion be responsible for this…massacre? And why were they working with the Dowd?”

	I drew in a haggard breath as I pulled my own thoughts back from the abyss. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “The Admiralty never could have authorized this, at least not officially. But then again…”

	She looked up at me inquisitively, her pale blue eyes shadowed with concern. “Sir?”

	“You don’t have to call me that, not here. The Wildcat isn’t a military ship.” I paused and pursed my lips, wondering how I should phrase things so she would understand…and hopefully not draw the wrong conclusions. “Let’s just say that that Fleet Command isn’t as unified as the Academy probably makes it seem. Nor is the Dominion as a whole.”

	Miranda shook her head. “I’m not sure I follow.” 

	I sighed. “Officers in the fleet live very different lives than the people on the Golden Worlds, and people on the Golden Worlds live very different lives than the people in the Colonies. It’s…well, there are a lot of competing ideas about what the future should look like.”

	Miranda studied me, and I wondered if she might be probing my thoughts, intentionally or otherwise. I tried to keep my mind as focused as I could just in case—a habit born from working with Captain Ellis. 

	“There are certain elements in the fleet who don’t think very highly of aliens,” I went on. “And there are others who think the Accords were a mistake. They’ve been looking for an excuse to fight for a long time.”

	“But no self-respecting Dominion officer would ever conspire with the Dowd,” Miranda said tartly. “You can’t possibly be suggesting—”

	“I’m not suggesting anything,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’m only trying to work through the possibilities. And you could be right—this might have nothing to do with Fleet Command. There are plenty of powerful pro-human groups out there who have similar views of aliens and the Accords. The Rividian Column has been trying to sabotage the treaty for almost two decades, and the Mire have been preaching about ‘genetic purity’ for longer than any of us have been alive. And they could use all these rumors about aliens in the Driftward Worlds developing latent psionic abilities to their advantage. Fear is a powerful motivator—and one hell of a recruitment tool in the right hands.”

	Miranda eyed me for another moment before hissing softly under her breath. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

	“I am,” I murmured, not bothering to elaborate. There was a lot she still didn’t know about me and Ellis and our efforts with Saleya’s organization…but this wasn’t the time for that discussion. “Let’s just say it wouldn’t surprise me if Lieutenant Draven and his troopers were affiliated with one of those groups.”

	“Dominion soldiers openly working with terrorist organizations to start a war?” she asked breathlessly. “That goes far beyond treason. You’re talking about an open insurrection.”

	“I know,” I replied gravely. “But again, this is all supposition right now. I glanced over their files when they came aboard, and everything seemed to be in order. The more interesting question is who assigned them to the Stormrider in the first place. Ellis couldn’t get ahold of any of the fireteams he was used to working with, and someone assigned us Draven and his men instead. But we can’t find out who without access to the command logs on the Stormrider.”

	“Captain Ellis could once we reach the rendezvous.”

	“He probably already has, but by the time we regroup…” I shook my head. “Whoever is responsible will have had almost three days to cover their tracks.”

	It’s also possible that Ellis and the Stormrider will never reach the rendezvous, I thought darkly. The Dowd swarm ships pursued them into astral space, and they could have easily had more reinforcements waiting nearby.

	“We’ll just have to wait and see what the captain thinks,” I said, burying the rumination before her telepathic brain snatched it up. “I don’t think there’s much we can do besides try and keep the Yarasi alive. And frankly, even that seems mostly out of our hands.”

	“I wish it weren’t,” Miranda said, her jaw tightening even as she finally uncrossed her arms. “I hate feeling so helpless.”

	“Believe me, so do I.”

	She sighed softly as she glanced down at the bottle of cleanser. “I think that’s why I felt the need to occupy myself. I don’t do well with idle time. In the Academy, I almost never had idle time.”

	“Starship travel takes some getting used to,” I said. “It’s not always easy to find things to fill the downtime.”

	“I seem to recall that you and I managed just fine on the way to the Borderlands,” Miranda said, a hint of a smile touching her lips. 

	“True,” I replied, smiling back. “We definitely did.”

	Her blue eyes briefly flicked to the aft wall and the living quarters on the other side. “I didn’t want to disturb your reunion with your friend, especially because…well, I could sense that the two of you were enjoying yourselves. Quite thoroughly.”

	I pushed my tongue hard against the back of my teeth. On our return from Sykaris, I’d had the chance to explain our rather unique relationship. Miranda was well aware of Ash’s psychometry and how it let me share other girls with her. But there was being aware of something, and then there was living it. 

	Or in her case, sensing it. 

	“You needn’t worry,” Miranda said, a faint flush of pink in her cheeks. “I did my best not to invade your privacy. Though her emotions were quite…powerful. That was why I needed something else to focus on.”

	I suppressed an awkward grimace. So, while I had been making love to Ash, Miranda had been left to clean the ship. That was…unfortunate. I’d earnestly thought that she would be completely occupied with our guest, but in retrospect, that had probably been a foolish assumption. With the Wildcat’s limited infirmary, there was only so much she could do. 

	“I’m sorry,” I said with a sigh. “We just wanted a little time to reconnect, but we shouldn’t have—”

	“You have nothing to apologize for,” Miranda insisted. “Nothing at all. You care for her deeply, yet you are forced to live apart for long periods. It must be quite difficult.”

	“It is. And it needs to change. It’s going to change.” I paused. “But I’m still sorry for putting you in this position.”

	She paused, examining me. “I will admit that despite my efforts to distract myself, I couldn’t help but feel her…well, satisfaction. And it made me wonder…never mind.”

	“It’s all right,” I assured her. “You can ask anything you want. Really.”

	Her hand anxiously—and probably unconsciously—brushed a strand of black hair away from her eyes. “When we were leaving Sykaris, you told me that her psychometry allows her to experience events from your past.”

	“That’s right.” 

	“The Academy considers the power unreliable compared to traditional clairvoyance and precognition. So, I was curious…exactly how, um, detailed are these sensations?” 

	“I don’t know about most clairvoyants, but Ash’s psychometry is reliable and exceedingly detailed,” I said, unsure whether to snicker or blush. “It’s almost like she can go back in time and exist in that moment.”

	“Fascinating. So, do you…?” Miranda faltered, as if trying to summon the will to ask increasingly sensitive questions. “Do you share all of your previous sexual encounters with her?”

	“Always,” I said. “I don’t keep anything from her.”

	“I assumed as much.” Miranda paused again, this time swallowing carefully. “When she experienced our time together…did she enjoy it?”

	So that’s where this is going. 

	“Definitely,” I said earnestly. “In fact, I won’t be surprised if she wants to relive those memories again later.”

	Miranda’s eyebrows both lifted. “Truly?”

	“Absolutely. She can mentally put herself in the place of any woman I’ve been with and relive the entire experience moment by moment.”

	Her flush returned with a vengeance. “That is…remarkable.”

	“It is,” I agreed, suppressing a knowing grin. “And like I told you, Ash loves girls. Always has. But I’ve never brought another one back to her in person before. It’s an…unusual situation.”

	“That’s an understatement,” Miranda said. “I’ve never even heard of a power like this. Much less imagined such an…intimate application.”

	I shrugged and leaned against the arm of the couch. “You can’t tell me that people on the fleet haven’t come up with all sorts of creative ways to use their psionic powers in the bedroom.”

	“I wouldn’t know. I never had much interest in such explorations…at least, not until I met you.” Her smile reappeared, and it seemed much more genuine this time. “There are few meaningful relationships among cadets and junior officers. We’re encouraged to fraternize freely. But, well…such casual liaisons hold no appeal to me.”

	“It’s not a crime to want to be with one person,” I said. “Traditional lifestyles are still very common on the Colonies and the Golden Worlds.”

	“So I have read. But I am only now beginning to realize the importance of tangible experience in understanding…everything.”

	“Speaking of,” I said, rising and moving closer to her. She may have had a solid fifteen centimeters on Ash, but without the heels from her normal uniform boots, I was still practically an entire head taller. “I hope the two of you have a chance to talk a bit over the next few days. You really do have quite a few things in common.”

	“I remain skeptical,” Miranda said dryly, though her smile lingered. “I suppose we’ll have plenty of time to find out.”

	“Assuming she doesn’t kill you for cleaning the ship without permission.”

	She blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

	“I’m teasing. Mostly.” I snickered and turned toward the doorway leading to the cockpit. “Though I highly recommend not touching anything up there until she’s awake. The Wildcat is her baby.”

	“So it would seem,” Miranda said, glancing around. “I still don’t understand how she came to be in possession of a Yarasi ship.”

	“It’s a long story that I’ll let her tell.”

	“Fair enough.” She cocked her head thoughtfully. “But this vessel does not have a science lab, and there is little for me to do in the infirmary. If you don’t wish me to clean, I will need to find some other way to pass the time.”

	“We’ll come up with something,” I said with a wry grin. “But for now, why don’t we get you out of that suit and try to find you some clothes? I’m sure you don’t want to spend the next sixty hours in that thing. Ash has to have some clothes that will fit you well enough. Besides, I’m sure you could use some rest. It’s been a long day.”

	“You’re the one who was set on fire,” she reminded me. “And shot. And nearly blown up by a plasma grenade.”

	I chuckled. “I can catch a few winks later. But at least one of us should be keeping an eye on our guest, and I thought I’d see what I could do about patching up my armor.”

	“What’s left of it. I doubt you can do much without a fabricator unit and one of the Stormrider’s maintenance drones.”

	“Yarasi fabricators are as good as ours—better, honestly,” I said. “Ash got one of them working last year. I can probably patch up the damage in a few hours.”

	For a heartbeat, it seemed as though she might reflexively protest, but then she finally exhaled and nodded. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to change and have a shower.”

	“There’s a crew quarters with another bed right next to the captain’s quarters,” I said, gesturing to the open hatch behind me. “They’re not particularly lavish, but they’ll do in a pinch.”

	“Very well,” she said. “But if anything changes with the Yarasi, please don’t hesitate to wake me.”

	“I won’t,” I promised. “Now come on—I’ll give you the tour.”

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Fort Tisarys, New Praxius

	Six Years Ago

	 

	There had to be over a thousand people gathered just beyond the gates of Fort Tisarys, most of them shouting and quite a few carrying hand-painted signs. I couldn’t make out the exact distribution of species from my vantage within the base, at least not without climbing one of the foreboding granite-gray defense towers, but it was clear they were nearly all aliens. 

	And that they were really pissed about something. 

	“Hey, Vrisk?” I called out to the Kali technician working on the gargantuan gen-3 Arach crawler mech on the edge of the snow-dusted parade ground. “Got any idea what this is about?”

	The Kali man leaned his sleek, serpentine body around the mech’s two-meter-wide leg to look at me. A splash of pink rippled across the normally gray skin of his long neck. “Have you not heard the news, Junior Lieutenant Zeris?” he asked in a cool, almost monotone voice. 

	“I guess not,” I said, squinting at the protesters again. The security gate at the far side of the base was at least thirty meters away, and the aliens were gathered outside the chain-link perimeter fence ten meters beyond that. But even with all the added racket from the other two crawling mechs crunching through the snow while they tested their new servos, I could still hear the crowd yelling in a mix of languages and dialects that even my new Dominion-issued translation implant couldn’t keep up with. 

	“Slavers from the Traverse raided the colony on Osaka IV ten days ago,” Vrisk said, his breath billowing out in great, steaming puffs. His lithe, reptilian body was wrapped in extra layers that all but obscured the drab brown coveralls he wore. “If the news reports are accurate, an entire town was taken, including the children.”

	Bile rose in my throat as I tried to suppress the memories of the Pact raid on Nirivarr that had ultimately put me on this path, but it was already too late to stop them from bubbling to the surface. I could hear the screams and explosions; I could see Ash’s tear-streaked face.

	And then, in a gut-twisting denouement, I was ambushed by the crushing wave of helplessness I’d felt upon seeing those drop shuttles in the sky over the capital. 

	“Shit,” I hissed, balling my hands into fists at my sides. “How’d this happen? Osaka’s gotta be at least five hundred light-years from the Traverse, right?”

	“Yes, but the colony was undefended,” the Kali replied.

	“Undefended? In Dominion space?”

	A ripple of blue flashed across his scales. I hadn’t spent enough time with him yet to learn all the color patterns of his species, but if I remembered right, this particular shade was an expression of curiosity. 

	“This fact surprises you, Junior Lieutenant?” he asked. 

	I frowned. “Shouldn’t it? Doesn’t the fleet have at least one frigate out there?”

	“The outer colonies are routinely informed that there are not enough starships in the Dominion fleet to protect them,” Vrisk said. “The veracity of this claim is a matter of debate.”

	“I don’t see how. It’s obviously bullshit.” 

	I scoffed and shook my head. The Dominion fleet was supposed to be massive, with hundreds of capital ships and thousands of smaller corvettes and frigates. And that didn’t even take into account orbital installations, ground-based defense systems, or the vast army of mechs and ground pounders…

	“The protestors believe that colonies without significant human population centers are not valued by the political leadership of New Keledon,” Vrisk added.

	I turned and studied the man more closely. I had never actually met a Kali before coming here; there may not been a single member of his species on Nirivarr. But after wandering around the base in awe when I was off-duty and asking him all kinds of questions about the equipment he maintained, I had gotten to know him reasonably well. Kali engineers were a hot commodity all across the Cluster, and he knew the ins and outs of every mech and vehicle in the base. He wasn’t exactly what I would call “fun,” but he was certainly interesting to talk to.

	Right now, though, it was a little bit harder than normal to read him. The colors had disappeared from his face and neck scales, leaving only a mottled gray behind. 

	“Do you share that opinion?” I asked. 

	“My opinion on such matters is not relevant,” he said. “Nor welcomed by those who inhabit this facility.”

	It was, I mused, a very strange response to a simple question. It was only when I caught a faint, almost imperceptible flash of orange across the back of his neck that I realized why. 

	He was afraid. 

	“Well, I don’t know ’bout anyone else,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. “But your opinion is definitely welcome to me.”

	He stared at me in silence for a few seconds, his yellow reptilian eyes blinking so infrequently I was surprised they didn’t dry out—or freeze. “The protestors express legitimate concerns,” he said eventually. “But I fear for their safety. And for their sake, I hope they disperse quickly.”

	He turned back to the open panel on the side of the mech, the blue glow of the omnitool on his left arm intensifying as he performed a diagnostic scan. The temporary flash of orange in his scales had faded, leaving nothing but a flat, mottled gray. I had heard that it was difficult for Kali to control their color reflex and nearly impossible to fake them, which typically made them poor liars. Maybe that was one reason I liked him so much. 

	“My grandparents used to say things like that about the Dominion,” I told him. “It’s why they moved to the Borderlands, in fact. Kinda seems like jumpin’ from the hot plate directly onto the fire though, ya know?”

	“The alternatives to living within Dominion space are not without difficulties,” Vrisk agreed. “The Borderlands are even more perilous than the Driftward Worlds. The Pact only welcomes those who wish to join its war machine. And the Yarasi do not welcome anyone at all.” 

	I nodded soberly. The senior officers I’d met here all insisted that the Dominion military was the only thing preventing the Cluster from descending into outright chaos. Having grown up in the middle of that chaos, I didn’t disagree. New Praxius may have been a frigid ball of ice, but it was also safe, prosperous, and beautiful in ways I’d never imagined. Pirates and slavers must have seemed like fiction to people who lived here on one of the Dominion’s Golden Worlds.

	But Osaka wasn’t a Golden World. And to them, the barbarians of the galaxy were still very real. 

	“Maybe Command will put together a team to rescue the captives,” I said. “Send a few ships into the Traverse to bloody the noses of the biggest groups and teach ’em a lesson.”

	Vrisk looked at me again, his neck scales shimmering a curious blue again. “Perhaps.”

	He didn’t sound like he believed it, but before he could elaborate, I heard the crunch of footsteps in the snow approaching us from behind. The glare of the blazing sun over my shoulder made it difficult to see anything besides a tall, muscular silhouette, but the instant I heard the nasally voice, I knew exactly who it was.

	“Little behind schedule, aren’t you, Vrisk?” Lieutenant Arneson called out. “Colonel Beckers was expecting all the mechs to be ready by this evening.”

	My muscles tensed. Keeping my cool around this jackass was going to be more difficult than my entire past week of endurance training put together. 

	“The task would be easier without such frequent interruptions,” Vrisk replied. A splash of irritated green crossed his face, but it gradually drained away when his eyes flicked back to me. “Though some are more tolerable than others.”

	Arneson snorted as he stepped up next to me, though his gaze was focused on the protestors outside. “Figured the Colonel would have had them hosed down by now. It’s too bad they aren’t as well behaved as you, buddy. These days, feels like all aliens want to do is complain. They just can’t appreciate how good they have it.”

	“The fleet is supposed to protect them,” I said. “They have a pretty good reason to be upset.”

	Slowly, deliberately, Arneson brought his gaze to bear upon me. I’d only had the misfortune of meeting him once so far, but he seemed to look at me with even more contempt than he did the protestors. Most of it, I guessed, was because I had been born the old-fashioned way rather than cooked up in a lab on the mothership. 

	But the rest of his dislike was because, despite our vastly different origins, the two of us happened to share the same psionic gifts…and would almost certainly end up in the Immortal program together. 

	“They knew the risks,” he said. “Settling out near the Traverse has always been dangerous.”

	“Since when is half a sector nearby to anything?” I countered. “There had to be at least one ship out that way that could’a driven ’em off.”

	The other man scoffed. “Didn’t realize you were an expert on military tactics, Zeris. Maybe you should write a letter to Admiral DeGale and explain to him why a natty from the Borderlands knows better than they do.”

	“It’s not about tactics,” I growled, trying and failing to tamp down my anger. Within the first ten minutes of meeting this asshole, I’d been convinced that someone should have pulled the plug on his jenny breeding tank long before his perfectly sculpted face and body had finished cooking. “It’s about doing our job. Unless you think those people don’t deserve our protection.”

	“What I think is that it’s not my place to question orders,” Arneson said. “I figured even you would have picked up on that by now. You must be pretty damn smart. After all, you didn’t even need to go through the Academy like the rest of us to earn those stripes. Pretty incredible, if you ask me.”

	The resentment in his voice was every bit as obvious as a flash of color on Kali scales. And if he’d been one of the other natty ’pounders here—someone who had lived on a far-flung colony like Osaka and left it all behind to join the service—I probably would have felt a little guilty about Captain Ellis letting me skip ahead in line. 

	With a jenny like Arneson, though, the bitterness just made me smile. Walking lab experiments whose brains had been molded by a telepathic flash-learning module didn’t get to be upset about battlefield commissions. Ellis may have helped me skip over a few hurdles, but jennies like Arneson had skipped half their fucking lives. 

	“Well, what can I say?” I shrugged. “I guess there are some lessons you can’t learn growing up in a lab. Like how to kill a real Krosian.”

	“Come on, Zeris, we both know that girl of yours probably did all the work. At least she has real talent. And some nice curves…” Arneson smiled. “Just a shame she’s got all that mutt blood inside her, or she’d be really popular on base. Could get herself seeded in a heartbeat, I bet.”

	My hands had already been balled into fists, but now they turned to stone. I didn’t just want to break his pretty nose; I wanted to shatter his entire fucking jaw. And if he said one more thing about Ash…

	“Ah, well, it’s not like the labs would ever let a mutt baby out of its tube, anyway,” Arneson said with a dismissive flick of his hand. “Still, it would be interesting to see if I could take the heat. Do you know if she’s busy this weekend?”

	I almost ended my career. The punch was locked, loaded, and aimed right at Arneson’s face. But then Vrisk’s voice cut through the haze of rage like a splash of cold water on my face. 

	“Lieutenant, I cannot perform repairs while I am distracted,” the Kali said, taking a step toward us. “Please, I must ask that you continue this…conversation…elsewhere.”

	Arneson smiled. “Anytime, anyplace,” he said. “You into throw-boxing, Zeris?”

	“I will be,” I growled. 

	The other man chuckled. “Great. Some of the boys and I have a casual tournament planned this weekend. You should stop by, show everyone why Ellis thinks you’re so special.”

	He stared at me for another few seconds, probably hoping that I’d still hit him. But then he finally turned and marched back through the snow toward the barracks. 

	“He is not worthy of your malice,” Vrisk said quietly. “Do not provide him with a victory he has not earned.”

	I swiveled my head around to look at the man’s serpentine face. A thoughtful black ripple shot up and down his neck. 

	“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked. 

	“It means that without men like you here, there will only be men like him,” Vrisk said, the black of his head scales turning a worried yellow as he swiveled his reptilian eyes toward the protestors outside. 

	“And then,” he added, “I, too, will be forced to live outside the gates.”

	 

	 

	 

	
3 
Hide and Seek

	 

	The Borderlands

	Present Day

	 

	After leading Miranda to the lavatory, I promised to find her something to replace her armor by the time she finished her shower. Once I heard the water start, I dipped into Ash’s quarters to peek in her closet for something suitable for Miranda to wear. 

	As I’d hoped, the search didn’t take long. Her jenny body was taller and a bit fuller, but Ash had a few baggier shirts that I guessed would fit well enough. Pants were a bit more difficult, though I eventually found a flexible pair made of stretchy black fabric that should be comfortable if not particularly fashionable. 

	I was just about to close the door and sneak back out when I noticed something familiar tucked in the shadows of the far corner. Pausing, I lifted my holopad and turned on the light…

	And saw the green dress Ash had been wearing the day Captain Ellis had saved us from the Krosian raiders on Nirivarr. I had no idea that she’d kept it all these years…or why she would even want to. Then again, it did look like she had fixed it up. Maybe she intended to wear it sometime. 

	I grinned at the thought, trying to separate the memory of the bombs dropping on our heads from the memory of just how damn good she had looked in it beforehand. It felt like a lifetime had passed since that day. Everything was different now. Especially me. 

	Wistfully, I reached out to touch the fabric, but I made the mistake of angling the light down another shelf. And there, hidden away behind a wall of shoes, was a folded blue Dominion uniform. 

	The same uniform she’d been wearing when the Wings of the Seraph had rejected her application.

	My throat constricted, and I immediately turned off the light on my holopad and closed the closet door. I was surprised that she’d kept that dress, but I legitimately couldn’t believe that she’d kept that uniform. With her powers, she could probably touch the fabric and vividly remember exactly how devastated she’d felt when she’d been rejected for her “genetic impurity.” Keeping it around seemed…unhealthy. 

	I glanced over my shoulder to the bed. Ash was still lying there on her side, her naked body only half covered by the thin sheet. Kalycos hadn’t moved, either; he was curled into a ball near the soothing heat of her belly, his green eyes locked right on me. It was almost certainly my imagination, but he looked annoyed that I’d disturbed his mother’s closet. That, or he was just hoping I’d give him one of the treats she kept in there.

	Taking a deep breath, trying not to dwell on the past when the future was still very much uncertain, I left the room and shut the door. Miranda stepped out of the lavatory just as I arrived, her body wrapped in a white towel. Her sour expression revealed exactly what she felt about the garments I’d picked for her, but I figured she’d get over it once she realized how comfortable they were. Probably. 

	I couldn’t help but snicker once she reemerged fully dressed—not because the clothes looked bad on her, but because they made her look so normal. Before she’d donned her “fringer outfit” for our trip to Sykaris, I had only ever seen Miranda in her armor, her uniform, and naked beneath me. Seeing her dress like a normal twentysomething colonial girl was disorienting. 

	And charming. 

	“I feel ridiculous,” she said, running her hands back through her black hair. It seemed longer somehow, probably just because it was still wet. “Who or what are the ‘Fighting Korthangs’?”

	I grinned at the faded decal of the six-legged lupine beast on the front of her shirt. “My old krekball team on Nirivarr. Ash loved to watch me play.”

	“Hmph,” Miranda murmured. “I suppose it will have to do.”

	I gently squeezed her arm and nodded past the gym toward the crew quarters. I didn’t know what the space had originally been designed for—like most of the ship’s interior, it had been quite thoroughly trashed when we’d found it—but Ash had moved in a simple bed and storage locker for me. I only used it when I was particularly overheated, though, since I preferred to be with her whenever possible. 

	The compartment’s true owner had a scratching post and a cushy little mat by the door as well as a food bowl and water dish. Miranda fired a wicked side eye at the tiny clumps of black fur clinging to the post, but before she ran off to grab cleaning supplies, I twisted her around and distracted her with a sudden kiss. Her arms eagerly wrapped behind my neck when our lips touched, and I felt her rise up on her tiptoes to try and compensate for her lack of heels. 

	I was just about to lie her down in the bed—and perhaps make a quick deposit in her jenny womb—when the lights in the corridor behind us suddenly turned red. 

	I paused, breaking our embrace and frowning. There were no diagnostic panels back here, and the Wildcat’s strange Yarasi design meant I couldn’t connect my holopad to the computer.

	“What’s going on?” Miranda asked.

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe the autopilot’s having trouble…or maybe the proximity sensors noticed something. We’d better check it out.”

	I dashed around the curving corridor, momentarily tempted to wake Ash on the way, but then decided to wait just in case it was nothing. Miranda and I raced through the lounge and then into the cockpit where we were greeted by a flashing light on the tac-holo display in front of the pilot’s seat. Considering how far we were from the nearest system, not to mention cloaked and traveling at hyperspace velocity, it should have been empty…but instead, there was a single blue blip. 

	A blip that was moving toward us with alarming speed. 

	I dove into the pilot’s chair, wishing that I knew half as much about this ship’s systems as its Dominion counterparts. But Ash had taught me the basics, and I reached down and touched one of the glyphs on the sensor console to my right. The Wildcat, like all Yarasi ships, responded to conscious thought more than a flurry of button pushes or verbal commands. I concentrated on what I wanted, hoping it would understand…

	The tac-holo flickered, giving us a full, three-dimensional hologram of the incoming ship. The design was quite familiar.

	“What…?” Miranda breathed. “That’s a—”

	“Dominion cruiser,” I finished. 

	A knot twisted in my stomach as I examined the readout. I had probably seen at least fifty Conquest-class cruisers over the past seven years, and I had personally set foot on three of them—including the Alaru, Ellis’s previous assignment. They were the workhorses of the Dominion fleet, capable of keeping pace with smaller ships while still packing significantly more firepower than any destroyer or frigate. The seashell bow design and widely spaced rear engines were reminiscent of the Stormrider, but this ship was well over twice the size and packed three times the weaponry. 

	“What is another Dominion starship doing in the Borderlands?” she asked. Her bare feet were deathly silent on the smooth floor as she stepped closer to me. 

	“The better question,” I said gravely, “is why it’s on an intercept course with us.”

	Her eyebrows both lifted as she examined the tactical display. “It can see us? I thought we were cloaked!”

	“We are cloaked,” I said. “But it doesn’t seem to care. It will overtake us in less than two minutes.”

	“How is that possible? Dominion sensors have never been able to counter Yarasi cloaking technology.”

	“Dominion sensors can’t. But maybe theirs can.”

	Miranda frowned. “I don’t understand.”

	I took a deep breath, my thoughts flashing back to the memories the Yarasi warrior had telepathically shared with me. Through her mind’s eye, I had watched Dominion troopers psionically teleport onto the outpost and massacre everyone, Pact and Yarasi—civilian and soldier—alike. 

	“What if Fleet Command didn’t send them here?” I asked quietly. “What if that’s not technically a Dominion ship?” 

	Her face paled as she considered the implications. What if the soldiers who had attacked that station were just a small part of something much greater? Something that, from her fleet jenny perspective, seemed utterly impossible to fathom?

	“It’s not sending out a Dominion transponder signal,” I said, pointing at the display. “And the sensors aren’t detecting any identifying markings, not even paint on the hull.”

	Miranda swallowed. “How could this happen? Surely Fleet Command would notice a missing cruiser.”

	“One would think.”

	My thoughts turned to Captain Ellis and the Stormrider. The Dowd swarm ships had chased them into astral space, and while they were supposed to meet us on Takanis a little over sixty hours from now, for all we knew they had already been overtaken and destroyed. 

	The Dowd—and their human allies—knew how important it was to silence the only witnesses to their massacre. And somehow, they had managed to get a ship out here fast enough to intercept us in a place where we had absolutely nowhere to hide. 

	My mind conjured all kinds of elaborate explanations for how this had all unfolded, each more convoluted than the last, but we didn’t have time to unravel them. Not now, not with that ship and its massive psi-cannons bearing down on us.

	I reached out and touched the com panel on the arm of my chair. “Ash, you need to get up here.”

	I heard a faint groan. “What…?”

	“Just get up here. Right now.” I closed the channel and touched a different glyph. “Changing course. Hold on.”

	The Wildcat’s powerful internal compensators made the warning mostly unnecessary, but Miranda still dove into the seat behind me. The ship rolled slightly to starboard, streaks of angry red appearing upon the spinning azure sides of the hyperspace tunnel beyond the canopy before subsiding. When the cruiser didn’t immediately adjust to match, I wondered if we might have been wrong—perhaps this was just the greatest coincidence in galactic history. 

	But then, a heartbeat later, it had once again placed itself on an intercept course. 

	“Well, that settles that,” I grumbled. “They can definitely see us. And we’re in the middle of fucking nowhere, so there’s nowhere to hide.”

	Swallowing heavily, I touched the vaguely S-shaped glyph on my panel, which superimposed a navigational map of the sector over the left-hand side of the canopy. Technically, we were still on the fringes of the Ketule Nebula, but the density of the gases wasn’t nearly high enough here to distort sensors. We were probably ten hours from Dormire and at least five from any of the other tiny colonies outside the major trade lanes…

	“Can you divert more power to the hyperdrive?” Miranda asked, her voice tighter than I’d ever heard. “Conquest-class cruisers typically only have a Class 3 backup hyperdrive. If we can increase speed, we might be able to—”

	“They’re hitting ten LYPH—almost twice our speed,” I replied as the time-to-intercept dropped to thirty seconds. “Someone has massively upgraded their drive. There’s no way we can outrun them.”

	Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the tac-holo. “The hyperspace bubble…”

	“Speak clearly, Ensign,” I demanded, years of crisis training kicking in and shifting me into fully military mode. 

	“We need to drop to sublight, sir. Immediately.”

	“So they can blow us up faster? One good hit from their heavy psi-cannons will rip this ship apart.”

	“I’m aware of that, sir, but they may not be able to track us once we leave hyperspace.”

	I blinked. “Why?”

	“Because this is a Yarasi ship, and Yarasi ships typically use astral drives, not hyperdrives. It stands to reason that the cloaking device may not be capable of concealing evidence of hyperdrive travel.”

	“Like a hyperspace bubble,” I reasoned as I worked through the logic. Ordinarily, hyperspace bubbles created wakes that could be detected across interstellar distances. It was one way ships found each other—and saw each other coming. “But Ash has run away from people in the Wildcat plenty of times. They’ve never been able to track her.”

	“I imagine those were civilian or pirate ships, not military ones. And if these traitors have upgraded the drive on that cruiser, who knows what they could have done to the sensors? The disturbance might be very faint.”

	I hissed softly. “It’s certainly an interesting theory. But as long as the cloak is up, we don’t have shields. And if we drop to sublight and they can still see us…”

	“If they can detect us, shields will merely slightly prolong the inevitable. As you said, sir, a single shot from their heavy psi-cannons will rip this vessel apart. Staying hidden is our only chance.”

	I nodded grimly. “It’s worth a shot. Dropping to sublight…”

	I touched another glyph, causing the Wildcat to rumble softly as the starlines outside the canopy collapsed into tiny, individual pinpricks of light amidst the faint purplish mist of the nebula. I used the thrusters to nudge us onto a new vector, and a split second later the tac-holo warbled again as the cruiser dropped out of hyperspace barely fifty thousand kilometers away, well within range of their weapons. 

	But they didn’t fire. Yet.

	“No target locks, no torpedo volleys,” I said, pulse racing as I watched our blip slowly pull away from the cruiser. “You might have been right, Ensign.”

	I half-expected her to flash me one of those know-it-all jenny smiles she’d been so fond of when we’d first met, but instead she was just leaning forward in her seat, her brow creased and her hands gripping the armrests. 

	“I still don’t understand these displays,” she lamented. “Can you tell what they’re doing?”

	I glanced at the tac-holo, trying my best not to think about how easily that ship could annihilate us with a single shot from one of its main guns. I was used to being almost invincible, not a bug to be squished underfoot. 

	“They aren’t doing anything right now,” I said. “But there’s no way to know—”

	I cut myself off when I heard the patter of feet outside the cockpit. Ash sprinted around the corner an instant later, wearing only a long, baggy t-shirt that ended at mid-thigh, eyes wide and hair rumpled. 

	“What the hell is goin’ on?” she blurted out. “Is that a Dominion ship?”

	“No—at least, not officially,” I said. “The current theory is that it was sent by our traitorous friends on the outpost to try and clean up their mess before we can report back to Command.”

	Ash ran a hand over her face as she stared at the tac-holo and sensor readouts, her lethargy mixing with her disbelief. She had never been what I would describe as a light sleeper, especially not after using her psychometry so intensely. But thankfully, adrenaline cured her grogginess pretty quick. 

	“They were able to track our hyperspace bubble even while we were cloaked,” Miranda said. “However, so far they don’t seem able to detect us at sublight.”

	“How…?” Ash trailed off. “Where did they come from? Where were they hidin’?”

	“We don’t know anything,” I said, sliding out of her seat. She claimed it without hesitation, her fingers dancing across the glyphic controls even while her eyes stayed locked on the sensor projection. Out of habit, I dropped down into the only open chair next to Miranda.

	“They’re blastin’ everything with a high intensity scan,” Ash said, hitting a sequence of buttons whose function I couldn’t even guess. 

	“Can they penetrate the cloak?” Miranda asked. 

	“I didn’t think anything could penetrate the cloak,” Ash replied tartly. “But if they saw us once, then who the hell knows? Maybe—”

	She inhaled sharply when a beam of brilliant blue-white energy erupted from the cruiser’s psi-cannons and flashed across the canopy. Even after it vanished, it was a solid three seconds before I remembered to breathe again. 

	“Shit,” I hissed. “That wasn’t particularly close, but they seem to be—”

	Another shot flashed past the canopy, causing us all to jump in our seats. But strangely, this one missed us by even more than the last one. 

	“They don’t know where we are,” Miranda said, eyes locked on the display. “They’re just trying to rattle us.”

	“Well, it’s workin’!” Ash spat. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Kal?”

	I grimaced as I looked at the navigational display in search of inspiration. Even if they couldn’t detect us, they could theoretically just sit here and wait for us to jump into hyperspace again. They would then follow and force us to drop to sublight, creating an endless game of interstellar cat and mouse. In the best-case scenario, it would take us weeks to return to Dominion space, assuming we didn’t go insane first—and assuming they never figured out a way to refine their scans and pinpoint our location.

	I refused to play that game. The trouble was, I couldn’t see any other viable options. 

	“We need to get back to Dominion space and warn Fleet Command,” I said. “If we can’t rely on the cloak, then we have to figure out some way to keep them from following us.”

	The cruiser’s psi-cannons unleashed another volley, this one a few thousand meters off our starboard bow. Ash jumped in her seat and swore under her breath. 

	“And how the hell are you plannin’ to do that?” she snapped. “Our guns won’t even scratch the paint on that thing!”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we need to come up with something before—”

	“I have an idea,” Miranda said, suddenly sitting upright. “Sir.”

	Ash spun around to face her. “Well, don’t keep it to yourself!”

	Miranda’s hands reached for the glyphs on her console, but stopped short as she growled in frustration. “I need a detailed scan of the cruiser’s aft section. Can you give it to me?”

	I looked at Ash. Her eyes flicked between us, then she nodded and touched another sequence of glyphs on her own panel. A detailed, high-resolution projection of the cruiser appeared on the tac-holo along with a scrawl of floating data including specifics on mass, shield strength, and about a dozen other entries I only partially understood. 

	“Excellent,” Miranda said, leaning forward over her console to peer intently at the tac-holo. A satisfied smile tugged at her lips. “As I suspected, we may be in luck.”

	“You want to explain how before we get vaporized?” I asked impatiently. 

	“During the cruiser’s pursuit, our sensors confirmed that its standard backup hyperdrive has been replaced,” she said. “It has been equipped with a state-of-the-art model that might even be faster than the Class 10s.”

	“Good for them,” Ash muttered. “What’s your point?”

	Miranda flashed the other woman an irritated look. “Hyperdrive size scales geometrically with output. In the same way that the cloaking device on this vessel was not designed to obscure the signature of the hyperdrive you added, a Conquest-class Dominion cruiser is not designed to mount a hyperdrive of that size. The engineers had to graft it onto the aft section and probably reroute half a dozen major power conduits.”

	“Meaning it’s exposed and unstable,” I said, suddenly following her logic. 

	“Meaning that a direct hit in that section could very likely destroy or at least badly damage the drive, preventing them from following us.”

	I found myself smiling thinly even as another blue-white blast of energy scorched through space three hundred kilometers ahead of us. When I actually studied the projection of the cruiser, the drive was like a cyst on the ass of the ship, right between the sublight engines. 

	“This is all great, but there’s one big problem,” Ash said. “Firing the weapons means droppin’ the cloak, and by the time we penetrate their shields, they’ll have blasted us into dust a dozen times over.”

	“Not necessarily,” Miranda said. “Prepositioning behind their aft quarter would keep us out of the firing arc of their heaviest cannons, and if we remain cloaked until the last moment, a skilled pilot should be able to keep us out of the arc of the dorsal and ventral arrays as well. Only their point-defense cannons would be a threat, and our shields should be able to endure their counterattack.”

	“Not for long!”

	I compressed my lips into a thoughtful line. “Yarasi weapons are notorious for their high shield penetration compared to their Dominion counterparts.”

	“More to the point, this is a psionic ship,” Miranda added. “It is capable of drawing power from the minds of its crew. And if I’m not mistaken, Yarasi vessels have the unique capability of drawing power from multiple crew members simultaneously. Every one of these stations should have a shunt that allows us to connect with the ship.”

	“They do,” I said, though I didn’t have particularly fond memories of the last time I’d let this thing draw power from me. I was much more comfortable being used as a human shield than a human battery…

	I looked at Ash, assuming she would reflexively nix the idea, but eventually her nervous, frustrated glare mutated into a genuine grin. 

	“I like the way you think, jenny,” she said. “And you’re on to somethin’. If I can get us in close enough, we should be able to get off at least a few shots before they vape us.”

	Miranda nodded. “And once we disable the drive, we can jump back into hyperspace…assuming their point-defense cannons don’t finish us off.”

	“Leave that to me,” Ash said, returning to her controls with renewed determination. “And strap in.”

	Miranda glanced down at her seat. “There aren’t any—”

	The seat’s grav restraints sucked her back into her chair an instant before Ash abruptly threw the Wildcat into a spinning dive, and I found myself smiling despite the fact we could easily get obliterated at any moment. After our narrow escape from the outpost, Ash had told Miranda that if she stuck around us long enough, she’d get used to frantic getaways and near-death experiences. It had only taken about six hours for the galaxy to prove her right. 

	After Ash brought us around in a tight, hairpin arc, the aft section of the mighty cruiser came into view outside the canopy, its sublight engines blazing a bright blue as it continued its hunt. Ash lined up a trajectory that would take us straight for the glommed-on hyperdrive, but before she could accelerate, the tac-holo beeped another warning…and three small, triangular vessels suddenly emerged from within the ship’s belly. 

	“Valkyries,” Miranda breathed. “The traitors have Valkyries?”

	I wasn’t sure why she sounded so surprised. If these insurrectionists—or whatever the hell they were—had managed to steal or even build a cruiser, there was nothing stopping them from doing the same with a squad or even a wing of Dominion starfighters. Or perhaps she simply couldn’t believe that any Wings of the Seraph would be willing to commit treason. 

	“Well, this is gonna complicate things a bit,” Ash bit out. “We can take a few hits from their point-defense cannons, but if those fighters get up our ass…”

	“Give it a second,” I said. “Let’s see what they do.”

	The three starfighters quickly accelerated away from the cruiser and spread out into a search pattern. On the surface, it seemed rather pointless—three meager starfighters couldn’t normally scan a particularly large area, especially considering we could have already been a few million kilometers away if we’d wanted to. 

	But Valkyries weren’t like normal starfighters. Their sensors, shields, and weapons were as strong as the pilot inside the craft. If those pilots were especially powerful psychics, they could cover a lot of ground in a short period of time…and potentially detect something the cruiser couldn’t. 

	“If we’re going to do this, it needs to be now,” I warned.

	Ash nodded. “Right. Here we go…”

	She fired the Wildcat’s thrusters, moving us toward the cruiser’s aft section. I held my breath as we nosed in directly between the two pylons that mounted the cruiser’s sublight engines, just waiting for one of the psi-cannon arrays to blast us with all the care of a great beast smashing a fly with its tail. Of all the reckless things I’d done in my life—a list that grew longer and longer every year—flying up the tailpipe of a Dominion cruiser may have been the most overtly suicidal. 

	The only thing that came close was the time I’d decided to attack a Pact soldier back on Nirivarr, but at least then I’d been a dipshit teenager with psionic abilities. Here, I felt utterly powerless, and not just because I couldn’t protect myself—there was also nothing I could do to protect the girls. 

	And that, for whatever reason, was the most frightening thing of all. 

	“Just a bit closer,” Ash said, reversing the thrusters to slow our approach. “About ten seconds.”

	From here, the bulk of the tacked-on hyperdrive was painfully obvious, like a spotless new addition to a half-century old building. The good news was that the target shouldn’t be difficult to hit; the rectangular housing was a solid twenty meters wide, only a little smaller than the Wildcat. 

	The bad news was that we’d probably only have about twenty seconds to destroy it before we were blown to pieces. And that might have been an overly generous estimate. 

	“Okay, this is the best we’re going to get,” Ash said, matching the cruiser’s speed once we were about five hundred meters away from the target zone. “Everyone needs to touch this glyph and focus on loaning power to the ship—it’ll do the rest.”

	I looked to Miranda, seeing her trepidation. Despite her training as a fleet officer, she had probably never merged her consciousness with a ship before. Most large Dominion vessels still employed Synesthetes for the psychic power needed to run their psionic systems; only Valkyries and other similar craft relied on the actual pilots and crew to provide energy. 

	But the Yarasi didn’t believe in binding the conscious minds of their people—even dying ones—to their ships. And without those Synesthetes, they had little choice but to tap directly into the power of their crew.

	“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” I lied, pressing my hand against the glyph. “Here.”

	I barely even had to concentrate before the ship began to siphon power from my mind. I had never felt any other sensation remotely like the drain of a psionic vessel. The only thing that came close was the sudden wave of lethargy after a particularly amazing blowjob…just without the climax, the beautiful girl, or any physical satisfaction whatsoever. Perhaps someone in the ancient Dominion had agreed with me and decided that permanently binding a few people to a ship was a small price to pay by comparison. 

	“Ready,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t sound as hoarse as it seemed. 

	Nodding, Miranda touched the glyph as well. Surprisingly—and a little annoyingly—she didn’t seem bothered by it. Damn jennies.

	“Ready,” she said. 

	“Just stay focused and give everything you can spare to the weapons, all right?” Ash said. “Once you blow it up, I’ll get us out of here no problem.”

	I clenched my jaw in preparation. “Do it.”

	“Droppin’ the cloak,” she announced. “Weapons and shields comin’ online…”

	The lights in the cockpit brightened as the cloak dropped, and it took approximately four milliseconds before the tac-holo screamed an alert about a dozen enemy targeting locks. But before the point-defense turrets could swivel around and fire, Ash powered up the weapons and pulled the trigger. The Wildcat spat a salvo of violet bolts from the forward cannons mounted on the wingtips, and I instantly felt the added drain from the ship. Spots filled my vision, but I was still able to watch, breathless, as bolt after bolt splashed against the cruiser’s shields…

	And harmlessly dissipated away. 

	Shit. 

	The Wildcat lurched as the first point-defense cannons whirled around and opened fire. Our shields held, but I felt every blast like a flash of heat on my back. It wasn’t quite painful, but it certainly wasn’t pleasant, either. 

	“Shields at sixty percent!” Ash warned. “Firin’ another salvo!”

	Another drain threatened to pull me under as she pulled the trigger, pummeling the cruiser’s shields. But while Yarasi weapons had always demonstrated an ability to particularly bleed through Dominion defenses in the past, this time they were stopped cold. 

	Which meant that we were in a whole lot of trouble. 

	“Torpedo lock!” Miranda called out. She was finally looking drained—her skin had gone ghostly white. “Valkyries incoming!”

	I confirmed her analysis with a single glance at the tac-holo. All three Valkyries had broken off their sensor sweep and were now roaring straight toward us. We were still well out range of their cannons, but not their pulothium torpedo launchers. 

	“We have to get out of here,” Miranda said, voice stressed. “Now!”

	“And go where?” Ash snapped back as the Wildcat shuddered from another volley. “We can’t cloak, we can’t run, we can’t—”

	“Wait,” I interrupted as a flash of sudden inspiration struck me. “Stay right here and transfer all weapon power to the shields.”

	“What—?”

	“Do it!”

	This wasn’t a military ship, and I obviously wasn’t Ash’s commanding officer. But she knew me better than anyone, and more importantly, she trusted me better than anyone. So despite how insane my suggestion might have sounded, she touched her controls and did what I asked.

	“Transferrin’ power,” she said. “But it’s not gonna buy us much more time, Kal. And it won’t do shit against a torpedo!”

	“It won’t save us from a direct hit,” I said, watching as the tac-holo squalled that not one, but all three Valkyries had just launched a torpedo. “But it might save us from the blast.”

	Ash rounded on me with shock. “What?”

	“Our weapons can’t penetrate their shields, but those torpedoes can,” Miranda said, blue eyes glittering. “Assuming they miss.”

	“Ash can dodge them,” I said. “And you and I will shunt everything we have left into the shields. The explosion should also give us a bit of cover to cloak and get the hell out of here.”

	“Oh, stars,” Ash breathed, her hand squeezing nervously around the flight stick as she watched the torpedoes streak closer and closer. “Kal, I don’t think I can—”

	“You can,” I told her. “Remember that time we were being chased by that Rakashi frigate near Chophus? Where you dodged those missiles at the last second?”

	“You mean the missiles with forty-year-old guidance systems? Kal, I—”

	“You can do it,” I repeated. “Just focus, all right? Miranda and I will take care of the rest.”

	The proximity alarm turned shrill as the torpedoes closed to within attack range. I turned and gave Miranda a nod, and I saw her brace herself as she focused all her mental might on the Wildcat’s shields. I did the same, preparing myself as best I could for the inevitable drain and hoping against hope that I wasn’t about to get all of us killed. 

	“Here they come!” Ash called out. “Three, two, one—”

	The Wildcat’s engines roared as she slammed the throttle to full. The grav restraints slammed me into my seat, stealing my breath and blurring my vision as we accelerated and rolled at the same time. Out the canopy, I could see us suddenly barreling straight for the cruiser’s hull as if we were making a suicide run. 

	That gray hull—unmarked, unpainted, and unaccountably ugly as sin—expanded until the bulge on its back filled my view. I could even make out individual hatches on its sterile skin…

	For half a heartbeat, I was sure Ash had left it too late. We would plow into the cruiser’s shields, right into that bulbous hyperdrive, and be as dead as if those torpedoes had caught us. But at the last possible instant, Ash fired the maneuvering thrusters and yanked back on the stick, shooting us upward and away in a maneuver that seemed to defy the very laws of physics… 

	The first torpedo detonated. I didn’t have the time or the concentration to tell where; with my body and mind connected to the ship, all I could feel was the sudden, intense heat on my skin as the Wildcat’s shields were slammed with the force and fury of a nuclear blast. Any other vessel our size—hell, even plenty of larger vessels—would have been utterly vaporized by a pulothium detonation at this range. 

	But we survived. The question was whether or not we could survive the next two. 

	The other detonations came in rapid succession before we had gained much distance from the hyperdrive or climbed into the firing arcs of the cruiser’s other weapons. This time the flash of heat on my skin brought a searing pain, just like when that Dowd had shot me with a plasma pistol. But instead of merely burning my chest, the flames felt like they were engulfing my whole body. On pure survival reflex, I nearly removed my hand from the console to disconnect myself from the ship, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Miranda do exactly that. She screamed, paralyzed in psychic agony, and I heard Ash yelling something as she continued pulling back on the flight stick and trying to get us clear before we were swallowed by the bloom of light and radiation. 

	But I knew that if I removed my hand, we were all dead. The Wildcat’s shields were buckling, and my power—my sheer force of will—was the only thing holding us together. No matter how much it hurt, no matter how much my brain was screaming at me to let go, I refused to give up and let the girls die. 

	And so I held onto the console. The ship, desperate for more energy, feasted on my mind like the psychic parasite it was. The pressure in my head built with every passing moment, almost as if it were being crushed in a vise. And then the pressure inexplicably reversed, as if my brain was about to be sucked out of my skull. 

	My skin still felt like it was melting, but the searing agony of the flames almost seemed soothing by comparison. I couldn’t focus, I couldn’t breathe, and soon I couldn’t even see. My entire universe was pain. 

	I was vaguely aware of Ash throwing the Wildcat into an evasive spin, and I thought I heard Miranda yelling my name, her voice as distant as if she were calling out to me from beyond the afterlife. 

	And then, as my grip on the console faltered and my body crumpled to the deck, the darkness finally swooped in to claim me.

	 

	
4 
Awakening

	 

	The Borderlands

	Present Day

	 

	I returned to consciousness gradually, my eyes only begrudgingly cracking open after what must have been several minutes of languid fluttering. I felt drained rather than rested, which was never an enjoyable state to wake up in, though the fact I could feel anything at all at least meant I was alive. And if I was alive, it meant that Ash must have gotten us away from that cruiser.

	Somehow, the Wildcat’s shields had held. Thank the fucking Seraph. 

	It took me several seconds to realize I was no longer lying face-down on the deck of the cockpit, and several more to figure out that I was on Ash’s bed. There was a slightly uncomfortable weight on my chest, which brought a smile to my lips when I imagined Ash sleeping next to me, her arm or leg slung over me. But when I reached out to touch her soft skin, my hand landed atop a very warm, very fluffy ball of fur instead. 

	“Dammit, Kal…”

	I groaned and leaned up slightly, much to the annoyance of the cat parked atop me. He glared haughtily at me, his eyes as green and vibrant as his mother’s, then bared his tiny fangs as he opened his mouth for a lazy yawn. 

	“I need to give you a better nickname,” I said, settling back onto the pillow, “just so I don’t sound like I’m a crazy person talking to himself. What do you think?”

	The cat’s only response was a sudden swish of his tail. 

	Sighing in resignation, I reached out to scratch the top of his head. An observer might have asked why I didn’t simply lift the five-kilo feline off my chest, or at the very least roll onto my side so that he would be forced to adjust his position. But for reasons I could only assume involved some kind of unholy pact with an ancient entity, his species had convinced everyone, including me, that inconveniencing them even the slightest amount was a monstrous act. So rather than move him, I scratched his chin and neck for several minutes, after which he finally stood up and sauntered away of his own accord. 

	“Such a hard life,” I murmured as I slid out of bed. I was shirtless, though it had been left folded in a neat pile on the nightstand. Miranda’s work, no doubt. A quick glance at my holopad confirmed it had been almost six hours since our confrontation with the cruiser. Seraph willing, our little gambit had damaged it severely enough that it would no longer be able to overtake us before we rendezvoused with the Stormrider at Takanis. 

	Retrieving and donning my shirt, I stumbled out of the room in post-trauma, pre-coffee haze, wondering what the girls were up to. I expected to find them repairing battle damage or perhaps even arguing about Miranda’s decision to sterilize the lounge, but the instant I opened the door, I heard voices coming from the small gym down the corridor to my right. Were Ash and Miranda both in there? At the same time?

	I stepped past the adjacent crew quarters and peeked around the corner into the gym. The girls were both in there, all right, and they were working out…just not in the way I had expected. 

	Ash was currently hanging upside down with her knees locked around the pull-up bar. It was her favorite position for so-called “gravity crunches,” which were basically vertical, inverted sit-ups. Her long hair was bound in a ponytail that snaked to the floor, and her green sports bra and matching shorts were thoroughly soaked with sweat. Her skin was flushed almost as red as a full-blooded Kreen. 

	By itself, none of that was especially out of the ordinary for her, given her long-running fitness obsession. What made it unusual was the fact the pull-up bar wasn’t attached to its frame on the starboard bulkhead.

	Instead, it was right in the middle of the room…and floating in mid-air. 

	“One more set,” Miranda said encouragingly, her left hand thrust outward, arm quivering slightly with strain. “You can do it.”

	Snarling, Ash curled her body upward, abdominal muscles bunching. She touched her elbows to her folded knees, then lowered herself back down before repeating the motion again. And again. And again. 

	Miranda, meanwhile, seemed to be getting a workout of her own. She might not have been sweating quite as much, but her tightened jawline and compressed lips betrayed the mental strain she must have been feeling. I knew enough about the telekinetic discipline to understand how difficult it was to hold an object perfectly steady over a long period of time…

	“Ten more,” Miranda said, voice noticeably quaking. “Come on.”

	Ash growled with each repetition, and for several heartbeats it seemed like she might not finish all ten. But I had learned long ago to never doubt her determination or willpower. 

	Or, quite frankly, the strength of her abs. 

	She roared when she finished, panting and allowing her hands to fall limp next to her head. Miranda smiled, wide and genuine, as she slowly eased the bar down until Ash’s body and legs were back on the floor. 

	“Impressive,” I said sincerely. “Both of you.”

	Ash barely seemed capable of acknowledging me, let alone speaking, but Miranda turned and nodded between her own heavy breaths. 

	“I sensed you awakening,” she said. “How do you feel?”

	“Like I was run over by a dreadnought,” I muttered. “I take it we got away?”

	“Narrowly. The torpedoes severely damaged their hyperdrive, but the explosion should have destroyed us as well.” She sighed and shook her head. “I want to apologize, Major. I wasn’t prepared for the intensity of the pain. I couldn’t maintain contact with the psionic shunt. If you hadn’t held on…”

	I nodded. “Well, I’ve had a bit more experience with it. Though never quite like that. I half expected to wake up with my skin burned off.”

	“There were no physical injuries,” Miranda assured me, placing her hand on my chest. “My medical training included the treatment of psionic backlash and overexertion. Given what happened, I feared it might have caused permanent brain damage.”

	“Yeah,” I murmured, suppressing a shudder. I was used to being a physical punching bag, but apparently the universe had decided it was time for me to be a psychic punching bag, too. 

	“I performed a telepathic examination as well,” she said. “I couldn’t detect any lasting trauma, though I still recommend you let Doctor Trevas take a look at you once we’re aboard the Stormrider with a proper medical facility.”

	“Kal loves doctors!” Ash said, snickering even as she continued breathing heavily on the floor. “Not scared of needles at all, no sir.”

	I flashed her a sour look, but Miranda arched a black eyebrow. “You’re trypanophobic?” she asked with open disbelief. “But, with your abilities—”

	“We don’t need to talk about it,” I said, waving a hand. “I’m fine. And I’m more curious about this joint exercise you came up with. Were you just trying to find something to pass the time?”

	Ash never would have let me change the subject so easily, but fortunately Miranda didn’t seem to mind. “I mentioned I was familiar with some of the routines commonly practiced by the Blades of the Seraph,” she said, turning toward Ash. “She then insisted we try to replicate them.”

	I smirked. I had never heard about that particular routine, but it wasn’t as if I’d spent any time among the Blades. They were the elite of the elite, the most jenny of the jennies, psionic warriors who had once been dedicated to serving the Crystal Throne and whatever Dominion Emperor happened to be sitting upon it. Life here in the Cluster had changed their role over the centuries, what with the lack of an emperor to give commands. The Blades now spent most of their time defending planetary governors and the like, though there were rumors that some members of the Admiralty had been using them like their personal commandos. Almost like how Ellis used me. 

	“Not quite what I’m used to,” I said. “We didn’t tend to get that fancy in Immortal boot camp. We just beat the shit out of each other nonstop until we called it a day.”

	“Why am I not surprised?” Ash said dryly. “Like a bunch of Krosians with clubs…”

	“Not even close. We have much better hygiene.”

	Chuckling softly, Miranda lowered her hand and glanced back at the bar. “The Blades eventually learn to do the entire exercise themselves.”

	“Hold the bar with their mind while doing sit-ups at the same time?” I asked. “Have you ever tried it?”

	“No,” she admitted. “The routine requires an immense amount of mental and physical discipline. Though one day, perhaps…”

	“You better not try show me up, honey,” Ash said, finally leaning up. “I gotta be the best at one thing on this ship.”

	Miranda arched an eyebrow again. “I suspect you are the best at many things. You have remarkable endurance and exceptional core strength.”

	“For a natty, you mean.”

	“For any human,” Miranda insisted. “Or any Kreen, for that matter.”

	Ash’s face was still so red it was difficult to tell that she flushed, but I knew her well enough to see it. “Yeah, well, I’m not invincible, and I can’t crush people’s bodies with my mind, so I need every edge I can get.”

	Smiling, I reached down to offer her a helping hand. She ignored it, bouncing upright with all the grace I’d come to expect from her, perhaps even a little more. I wasn’t surprised at her extra effort. After all, she was clearly trying to show off. 

	“If Kal’s finally up, then I’m gonna take a shower before he steals all the hot water,” she said. After smacking me playfully on the arm—then following it up with a warm squeeze—she turned and started to leave. But after just two steps, she paused and eyed Miranda. “I’d be up for tryin’ more later if you are. There’s gotta be some other ways we can use your fancy powers.”

	“Certainly,” the other woman replied. “I’ll try to think of something.” 

	Ash nodded, then walked off toward the lavatory, an extra spring in her step. Miranda probably didn’t notice the change in gait, though she may have picked up on the shift in emotion. Regardless, I found it hard to suppress a grin. I had always wondered how Ash might react if another girl was ever added to the mix. And now I finally had my answer.

	She’s flirting. And I’m not even sure Miranda realizes it. 

	“Well,” I said, folding my arms over my chest. “Seems like you two had fun while I was almost dead.”

	“You weren’t almost dead,” Miranda protested, frowning with concern. “I told you, we ensured that you were—”

	“I’m just teasing,” I said, touching her arm and reminding myself that wry sarcasm was still a bit advanced for her jenny brain. She was going to have to spend a lot more time around Ash and I before she got truly comfortable with our antics. 

	“I see,” Miranda said. “Well, it would appear that you were right after all—we do have a few things in common. She is…not what I expected.”

	“In what way?” I asked, genuinely curious. 

	“Based on the clutter scattered throughout her base on Sykaris—and in many parts of this ship—I assumed that she would be rather undisciplined.”

	I tried not to smirk. “And now?”

	“I was plainly mistaken,” Miranda said, eyes drifting back to the closed door to the shower. “Despite her modest stature, she is in incredible physical condition. It requires considerable mental discipline to achieve such a feat, even for someone with genetic modifications such as myself.”

	“Ah. And here I figured you would have learned not to underestimate us natties by now.”

	“That…” Her cheeks reddened as she turned back to look at me. “That is not what I meant!”

	“Teasing again,” I said. “Ash and I both learned early on that we’d always be underdogs, and we knew we’d have to work twice as hard for the same results. But with her…”

	I paused, not particularly wanting to relive the old memories of her rejection from the service. I kept them buried for good reason. There were also several events—and people—I wasn’t quite ready to share with Miranda. I wanted to trust her, and I would with most things. But her jenny indoctrination ran deep, and she wasn’t ready to hear about Saleya and her organization. 

	And she definitely wasn’t ready to learn Ellis’s big secret. 

	“After Ash was rejected by the Wings, she…changed,” I managed. “She became more determined to prove herself than ever. She learned how to fight…and how to survive alone in the Borderlands when I was away.”

	The last part roiled my chest with guilt. There were plenty of other reasons why she had chosen her current path, of course—she never would have allied with Saleya’s organization unless she believed in their cause of protecting the weak and vulnerable from a galaxy that seemed to want to chew them up and spit them out. And her psychometry really was the greatest gift a bounty huntress could wish for—literally no one else out there could track people and inanimate objects like she could. 

	But the truth was that none of that would have happened if the Wings hadn’t rejected her. Seven years ago, before the Pact raid that had driven us into the arms of the Dominion, Ash would have happily spent her days at home raising the kids she had always wanted. But now…

	“I’m surprised Captain Ellis hasn’t been able to get her into the Wings training program,” Miranda said. “With his recommendation, she could surely—”

	“He tried; didn’t work,” I said. “And it’s too late for that now. At this point, the Wings could probably send her an invitation signed by every admiral in the fleet and she’d throw it away. It’s hard to forgive someone after they’ve spat in your face.”

	I sighed and reburied the old bitterness. “Anyway, the point is, she’s learned to take care of herself,” I said. “But when I woke up, I figured that at least one of you would be sleeping.”

	“It isn’t easy to fall asleep after nearly being blasted into atoms,” Miranda said. 

	I nodded. “So Ash suggested you burn off some steam.”

	“After we took care of you and made some minor repairs, yes.” At my questioning look, she shrugged. “Two overcharged relays and a burnt-out capacitor, all in areas where the ship had been modified. Instruments indicate no loss of hull integrity, which I confirmed by a remote visual inspection.”

	“Not too bad,” I said. “But I’m awake now, so it might be time for both of you to finally get some rest. We still have a long trek ahead of us.”

	“You’re probably right,” Miranda admitted. Her expression turned pensive. “I don’t believe there’s any way the traitors could possibly repair their hyperdrive after the amount of damage we inflicted, but if they somehow did, they wouldn’t be able to intercept us until much farther along in our journey. And if that happens, we must be rested and ready.”

	“Agreed.” I glanced over my shoulder in the opposite direction. “Any change with our guest?”

	“I’m afraid not,” Miranda said. “Though I still believe there is a reasonable chance that her psychometabolic abilities will keep her alive.”

	“Here’s hoping.”

	Ash reemerged after a short shower, her blond mane spilling down over her towel in a wild, unruly mess. For whatever reason, I assumed I would have to put up a fight to get her back into bed—at least without me in it—but both girls surprised me with their willingness to finally get some rest. Apparently, the reality of stress and sleep deprivation was finally catching up to them. Even Miranda and her famed jenny endurance had limits. 

	Several minutes and a few short conversations later, they were both back in their respective quarters. And while it was tempting to crawl into bed with one of them—or perhaps both of them, one after the other—I decided to return to where I had expected to be six hours ago before that cruiser had shown up.

	Namely, alone in the peace and quiet of hyperspace with the whole ship to myself. 

	It almost seems silly, I thought to myself as I rounded the corridor and passed through the lounge. I’m here on a ship with two beautiful women who are eager and willing to share a bed with me whenever I want, but all I can think about is getting a few minutes of solitude.

	Perhaps it was silly, especially given the crises we’d just weathered. But sometimes a man just needed a moment to sit back, relax, and hear himself think. My dad had told me that once when I was younger, and Captain Ellis had repeated the same sentiment years later. Experience had shown me that they were both right. 

	And so, once I’d grabbed a protein bar and a bottle of water from the pantry in the lounge, I returned to the Wildcat’s cockpit. The flickering blue vista of a hyperspace bubble was there to greet me when I arrived, and I shivered involuntarily as I looked at the rear console that had nearly drained me dry. We obviously never would have escaped that cruiser if we’d been in a conventional starship rather than a psionic one, but the whole thing still creeped me out. If I never had to plug myself in like that again, it would be too soon. 

	Still, the fact that at least some of my Immortal gifts seemed to translate into space combat was certainly an interesting and unexpected revelation. I’d heard stories about the vast differences between Valkyrie pilots—that the strongest minds always made the strongest pilots, and that their unique gifts could often translate into incredible feats of combat. Clairvoyants in the pilot’s seat could weave their way through a storm of enemy fire without taking a single hit, while those who mastered energy manipulation could fire blasts from their fighter’s psi-cannons that rivaled the power of capital ship weapons. 

	And Immortals, it would seem, could make their ship as durable as a cruiser. It was good to know, even if repeating the experience was something I hoped to avoid. I would rather charge headfirst into a division of Krosian shock troopers than plug myself back into the Wildcat any day of the week. 

	Sitting down in the pilot’s chair, I scanned the instruments to make sure the bizarre Yarasi autopilot system hadn’t randomly changed course or anything. But no, we were still on our way to the rendezvous at Takanis, plodding along at a measly six light-years per hour. Still, at least all the systems were green, including the cloaking device. The shields hadn’t just held—they had apparently prevented any serious damage whatsoever. Some of that must have been my doing, but the Yarasi artificers who had built this thing deserved most of the credit. 

	There were engineers on the mothership who would give anything to get their hands on this thing and tear it apart, which meant that we were going to have to be very careful who we showed it to. I may have been a loyal Dominion soldier, but I had absolutely no interest in letting the Intelligence Directorate rip the Wildcat apart in search of Yarasi design secrets. Even if it weren’t Ash’s ship—even if she wouldn’t blow a gasket at the thought of some fleet jenny touching it, let alone dissecting it—I still wouldn’t want to hand this kind of tech over to the DID. Of all the organizations in the Dominion, I trusted them the least. And it wasn’t close. 

	What if they’re responsible for this whole mess? I thought darkly. Could this entire conspiracy have been cooked up by our own intelligence agency?

	It was one of the many possibilities I planned to raise with Captain Ellis when we got back to the Stormrider. He had even less love for the DID than I did, and not just because of the inevitable rivalry between military and intelligence services. He—along with quite a few other senior officers—had plenty of reasons to be skeptical about the purity of the Directorate’s goals. Their seeming inability to neutralize reactionary groups like the Mire and the Rividian Column made a lot of people wonder how hard they were even trying, especially considering how ruthlessly and expertly they seemed to put down any pro-alien groups across our space. 

	“You better still be out there, sir,” I whispered as I stared out the canopy, wishing that we had some way to get a message to the Stormrider. But normal coms couldn’t reach them in astral space, so there was ultimately nothing we could do besides wait. 

	Wait…and be prepared for the worst. 

	Taking a deep breath, I dimmed the cockpit lights, toggled on the canopy filters to block out the flicker of hyperspace surrounding us, and closed my eyes. One of the first things the Seraphim trainers had taught me after my enlistment was the importance of mindfulness and meditation. Fundamentally, psionic powers were little more than manifestations of personal willpower, and having a focused mind was every bit as important as having a fit body. Even just a few minutes of concentration and silence now and then could work wonders. 

	Assuming, of course, one didn’t simply fall asleep. That wasn’t normally a problem for me, but I also didn’t normally have my mind drained by a psionic ship or my body set on fire by a Dowd and his squad of traitors. It had been a very long and very educational day, and I needed to rest as much as the girls. 

	But I still wanted to take a few minutes to center myself, and that was exactly what I did. Slow breaths, focused thoughts. Even though no one was shooting at me, I pushed my powers to their limits, fortifying my body to the point it became as durable as the armor of a tank. I could take a missile to the face and walk away clean. 

	These traitors, these insurrectionists, would pay for what they’d done. I would make sure of that. 

	 

	***

	 

	The next day, after we’d all finally gotten some real sleep, was far more relaxed than the first. The girls started chatting again right away, with Miranda expressing her wonder at Ash’s energy bow, which then led to the two of them spending at least an hour in the workshop discussing it. Afterward, Miranda decided to emulate her fleet marksmanship training by telekinetically hurling target disks around the ship for Ash to shoot. They both seemed to have a lot of fun with it, with Ash doing her absolute best to showcase her skills and Miranda being utterly oblivious to the fact the other woman was flirting the only way she knew how. 

	I stayed out of it, hoping that they’d eventually figure it out on their own. And while they were occupied, I went to the cockpit and readied the Holosphere data-dump we had discussed after our escape. 

	After bundling it all together into a single bloated packet, I paired it with a simple program that would plaster it anonymously across various public info boards, then hit transmit. The signal would easily reach the relays at Dormire and Sykaris, and from there it would quickly spread into Rakashi and then Yarasi space. I included most of the images we had captured of the Dowd, including Ash’s initial recording of them attacking a Yarasi freighter. 

	There was no doubt in my mind that the images would get people talking. The faceless aliens had been the topic of countless horror stories in the Borderlands over the centuries, and the Sillibar in particular would have no choice but to pay attention. Attempted genocides were hard to forget, especially when the Dowd had nearly wiped out their entire race. 

	In the best-case scenario, the images and video would put an end to this talk of war and unite the Cluster against a new threat. In the more realistic scenario, the data dump would buy us time to figure out where the Dowd were hiding.

	And find a way to explain to the Assembly on Kenabrius why Dominion soldiers had been slaughtering Pact and Yarasi soldiers alongside them. 

	Once that was out of the way, I finally headed into the back of the ship to use the fabricator and repair my damaged armor. Finding Ash’s workshop/armory empty, I settled onto the bench in front of the fabricator and got to work. At a glance, the rectangular device looked almost like a standard Dominion engineering workstation, though up close the Yarasi glyphs on the control panel were obvious. In terms of its basic function, it was the same as any other industrial fabricator, just smaller. It could “print” virtually any object with the proper schematics, from pieces of furniture to simple tools to replacement armor plates. 

	But in this case, unfortunately, the machine was less helpful than I’d hoped. Not because it lacked the capability—Yarasi fabricators could even produce reasonably complex mechanical machinery within mere minutes—but because it lacked the necessary raw materials. The existing polycarbonate plates had been so damaged that they couldn’t even be cannibalized and repurposed; they just needed to be replaced. 

	I got all the holes plugged, though, and from a distance it might have even looked mostly intact. But up close, it was obvious that I needed to get some raw materials from the Stormrider before it could truly be restored. An Immortal like myself didn’t technically need the extra protection, naturally, but the suit’s stealth systems and vac-suit functionality wouldn’t work without true repairs. And even I couldn’t survive in vacuum for long. 

	The rest of the day was less eventful, with the biggest feature being a brief but intense argument about how much and how often the Wildcat needed to be cleaned. After dinner, we watched a very long and not particularly entertaining krekball playoff match I managed to download from one of the Holosphere relay stations near the border when we passed within range. 

	Had I been alone in the ship with one girl or the other, I had a feeling we wouldn’t have ended up paying much attention to the game. Historically, Ash and I had always struggled to keep our hands off each other for longer than an hour whenever we were on a couch together, and Miranda and I had experienced the same “problem” during our trip to Sykaris. But with all of us together…

	Well, the awkwardness was palpable, as if no one could figure out quite what to do—or how to make the first move. Under nearly any other circumstances, I would have happily done so myself, but this…well, this seemed different somehow. I wasn’t in the Second Wind with Saleya and her girls, and I had never had another woman around when I’d been with Ash before. The details were apparently just going to take a bit of time to work out.

	I volunteered to take the “night shift,” such as it was, and I was alone in the cockpit when we finally crossed over into Dominion space. I spent an embarrassing amount of time—several hours, at least—trying to figure out the Ash/Miranda issue. In my defense, though, it wasn’t as if there was much else to occupy my attention. There was no one to talk to besides Kalycos, and he was currently curled in bed with his mother enjoying her heat. I had already worked out twice today, so all I had left was to sit here thinking, meditating, or eating. And since I had just finished two protein bars and was halfway through demolishing a third, the last option wasn’t going to be on the table much longer. 

	It was then, right when I was about to get up to grab a bottle of Drellian brandy to help me relax, that the mottled blue mass of hyperspace suddenly melted into starlines and then into normal space. 

	I froze. Frowning, I rubbed my eyes to make sure I hadn’t imagined it. My first thought was that something must have gone wrong with the hyperdrive, but the diagnostic console would have been screaming bloody murder if that were the case. I settled down into the seat, but just when I reached out to touch the serpent-like glyph that activated the navigational console, the Wildcat lazily banked to starboard.

	“What the hell?” I breathed. 

	My heart started racing as I touched the controls…but nothing happened. Grimacing, I reached out to touch another glyph, but it didn’t respond, either. The console was clearly active—the glyphs were all glowing faintly, waiting for someone with a psionic mind to give them instructions. Yet none of them responded to my touch or my thoughts. It was as if I had been completely locked out. 

	And then, impossibly, we jumped back into hyperspace. 

	I held my breath, too stunned to move, then glared accusingly at the tac-holo at the front of the cockpit. Without the ability to call up the navigational display, I couldn’t be certain precisely where our new course was taking us…but based on our general heading…

	“Oscura,” I breathed. “Right into Yarasi space.”

	I leapt to my feet, fully intending to race back to Ash’s quarters—

	I never made it. Before I could whirl around, a hand grabbed my arm and an intense, stabbing pain shot through my entire body. My vision blurred as if I’d been bashed in the skull, and my knees buckled as if every muscle in my body had atrophied all at once. Before I could even process what was happening, I found myself lying crumpled on my side on the deck. 

	The last thing I saw before my consciousness slipped away was a pair of iridescent blue-violet eyes looking down at me. 

	 

	***

	 

	“Awaken.”

	For the second time in two days, my eyes shot open after I’d been plunged into darkness. I inhaled sharply and tried to spring to my feet, but nothing happened…and this time, it wasn’t because I had a cat perched on top of me. My body wasn’t responding to my brain’s commands, and it took three full seconds for my vision to refocus…and then at least two more for me to process where I was. 

	“Wha…?” I rasped, trying and failing to move again. I was lying on my back on the couch in the lounge, though the lights were so dim I could barely see anything besides the same glowing orbs that had been looking down at me when I’d lost consciousness. 

	The eyes of a Yarasi warrior. 

	“I have secured control of this stolen vessel,” she said in a coolly modulated but strangely accented voice. “And the rest of your crew has been neutralized.”

	A wave of dread crashed over me, followed by a flood of rage when I imagined Ash and Miranda ambushed in their quarters…

	“If you hurt them in any way,” I snarled, “I will break your—”

	“Your females are unharmed,” the woman broke in, a hint of contempt behind the words as if I had levied a vicious insult. “Your impotent threats are unnecessary.”

	I clenched my teeth, though my rage quickly burned itself out when my mind once again caught up with reality. This woman was a Yarasi warrior, which meant that her personal code of honor would prevent her from attacking unarmed foes, especially other females. 

	Theoretically, at least. But abstract cultural norms were one thing, and real life was another. Despite the woman’s assurances, I struggled to get the image of Ash and Miranda being murdered in their sleep out of my mind…

	“They are unharmed,” the Yarasi repeated, more softly this time. “I have merely sealed the doors to their quarters. They remain unaware of the situation.”

	She paused, her intense gaze sweeping across my paralyzed body. From this close, I was surprised at just how different her eyes looked compared to other species with luminous sclera. Krosian eyes only glowed in the dark, the result of an evolutionary adaptation from their original home that made them such effective nocturnal hunters. Velothi ones were the result of intense genetic engineering at the hands of their Tarreen masters many centuries ago, long before the Seraph’s revolution against the Tarreen. 

	The Yarasi’s were something else entirely. They almost seemed to thrum with energy, as if bleeding off excess raw psionic power from her mind. The thought was more than a little unnerving, blunted only slightly by their ethereal splendor. 

	“I have no desire to harm you, human,” the woman said eventually. “But I require an explanation of current events before I release you.”

	I tried to move again, but the effort was as unsuccessful as my last two attempts. My limbs were so weak it was like I had aged a hundred years in a few minutes.

	“What have you done to me?” I demanded. 

	She hesitated, as if trying to decide whether or not to answer. “I have inhibited your somatic nervous system. Temporarily, of course. But with your psionic gifts, I knew it would be difficult to subdue you in a direct confrontation.”

	I tried to curl my fingers into a fist, but even that was difficult. “That’s one hell of a trick.”

	“Human physiology is quite easy to manipulate.”

	“Good to know,” I muttered. My body may have been rendered useless, but she hadn’t seemed to have done anything to dull my mind. I might be able to turn the tables here if I played my cards right. I just needed to keep her off-balance a bit longer…

	“Since we’re getting acquainted,” I added, swallowing, “the name’s Kal.”

	“I did not ask.”

	“Yeah, well, among humans it’s typically considered polite to introduce yourself before having a conversation.”

	“I am not human. And this is not a conversation—it is an interrogation.” 

	I made myself meet her stare without blinking. Yarasi had a reputation of being difficult to deal with, partially because they were often contemptuous of “lesser races” and partially because they were so…literal. After speaking to this woman for ten seconds, I had already decided that both rumors were true. 

	Still, I reminded myself that she had saved my life, and nearly at the expense of her own. A little social awkwardness was a small price to pay by comparison. 

	Especially when your captor is so easy to look at.

	“Okay,” I grumbled, commanding myself not to think about her sleek body or full lips or flawless gray skin. “Well, how about you just tell me what I should call you?”

	“I fail to see why that is necessary.” She tilted her head fractionally, and the pointed tips of her ears seemed to twitch ever so slightly. “But if it will make you more cooperative, you may call me Velarys.”

	“All right, Velarys,” I said, testing out the name. “Whatever you think is going on here, we were trying to save your life. I don’t know how much you remember, but you were in pretty bad shape after the Dowd attack on your station.”

	“I will never forget the sight of human soldiers slaughtering my defenseless sisters,” she snarled. “Or the Dowd monstrosity who accompanied them.”

	Her expression hardened, and while it was sometimes difficult to translate alien expressions into their human equivalent, there was no mistaking the rage on her face…nor the flickers of pain following in its wake. 

	“We managed to get you out of there just before the Dowd blew the whole thing up,” I said, trying to keep her focused on the faceless psionic monster rather than the human soldiers who had been there with it. “We did everything we could to stabilize your condition while we brought you to a real infirmary.”

	The pain in her expression lingered. I sympathized, probably more than she could understand, but I also needed to make use of this distraction. With any luck, her anger would keep her from realizing that I was slowly breaking out of stasis. I may not have had an advanced repertoire of psychometabolic abilities to call on, but I’d picked up a few tricks over the years, like learning how to will my brain to flood my body with a burst of adrenaline on command…

	“Yes,” she murmured distantly. “I was surprised to regain consciousness in my physical body.”

	“As opposed to what?” 

	“As opposed to my astral form, of course. Within the Beyond.”

	“Right…” I recalled the tidbits I’d picked up about Yarasi spirituality, mostly from Ash’s teenage obsession. Their beliefs about the nature of astral space were precisely why consciousness was so sacred to them—and why they reviled the Dominion’s use of Synesthetes in capital ships. Imprisoning a consciousness within a synthetic shell was like locking it in eternal purgatory. 

	“Never once did it occur to me that a human might attempt to preserve my life,” she added. “Especially after your kind butchered so many of my sisters.”

	I winced, the images of all the dead Yarasi women we’d seen popping back into my head. Amazingly, they hadn’t yet invaded my nightmares, but I knew it was only a matter of time. 

	“But you saved me first,” I said. “You nearly killed yourself just to keep me alive. Why?”

	She scowled down at me. “What choice did I have? You killed the invaders, so you were clearly not aligned with them, and I had no means of escape. My only hope of exposing your people’s treachery was to implant the memories in your mind.”

	I nodded, my mouth going dry. “Still, that was one hell of an act of trust.”

	“Not trust—desperation.” Velarys paused again, her glowing eyes narrowing just slightly. “But I was not prepared to join my sisters in the Beyond. I am grateful that you saved my physical body.”

	“Don’t mention it.”

	Her left eyebrow twitched. “Why would I not mention it? You are not a telepath; how else would I convey gratitude?”

	“What I meant was…never mind,” I muttered, mentally chiding myself for not choosing my words more carefully. “But how about you return the favor and undo whatever the hell you’ve done so I can stand up? I’m happy to sit here and chat all you want.”

	“There is no need for additional verbal communication. Open your mind to me, and I will extract all the knowledge I require.”

	I blinked up at her. It belatedly occurred to me that she had probably been probing my thoughts this entire time, but apparently Ellis had taught me to control my thoughts pretty well over the years. And thank the Seraph for that. The last thing I needed was for her to realize I was regaining my strength…or to get a glimpse of my lurid prepubescent fantasies about being “captured” by a squad of horny Yarasi warriors who needed a seventeen-year-old human boy to teach them the ways of love.

	“You need to work on your advertising pitch,” I said instead. “‘Extraction’ doesn’t sound very pleasant.”

	Velarys almost looked taken aback. “It will not harm you. Your mind’s rudimentary structure will make it incredibly easy to penetrate.”

	“Oh. Great.” I scoffed. “Shouldn’t you at least offer to buy me dinner first?”

	She raised a white eyebrow. “I do not understand.”

	“Forget it,” I grumbled. Sarcasm, it seemed, was not this girl’s strong suit. “But I think we should stick to verbal communication for now.”

	“I could take what I need from you by force.”

	“You could, but you won’t,” I said. “Yarasi honor and all that.”

	Her anger returned with a flash of her glowing eyes. “You dare mock me?”

	“Not at all,” I said, trying to wave my hands defensively only to have them remain paralyzed at my side. “You have a code—a warrior’s code. I respect that.”

	“You know nothing of my code, human,” she nearly spat. “Your selfish, conniving species has no concept of the virtues I represent!”

	“Some humans might not,” I admitted. “But I do. That’s why I helped you back on that outpost. I don’t abandon defenseless people.”

	An eternity seemed to pass while Velarys remained still and silent, and I wondered if I might have misjudged her—or bought too deeply into the rumors of Yarasi honor. If so, I had no doubt that she could shred my mental barriers in a heartbeat if she truly wanted to. But I was almost ready…

	“We have more in common than you think,” I added. “But right now, I’m helpless. And more to the point, I saved your life. I don’t think I’ve earned your telepathic scalpel.”

	She sighed softly, and the rage in her features dissipated again. “You have not. Very well, we shall communicate with your primitive language.”

	“I appreciate that,” I said. “We’re not all savages.”

	Velarys swept her glowing gaze around the lounge. “That remains to be seen. But regardless, you are thieves. This is a Yarasi vessel.”

	“Yes, but it wasn’t stolen—it was scavenged,” I corrected, knowing how fussy her people could be about sharing any of their tech with outsiders. “We found it crashed years ago.”

	“Then you should have returned it to us. You would have been rewarded appropriately.”

	“Maybe, but it’s a little late for that now. And if Ash didn’t have this ship, she couldn’t have rescued us from your outpost. You’d be in your astral body, I’d just be dead, and the people responsible for this massacre would never be brought to justice.”

	Her gaze came back to me. It had taken me a while to get used to Saleya’s eyes—the lack of pupils made it difficult to know precisely what she was looking at. But while she was one of the most cunning individuals I’d ever met, with an uncanny ability to read people and more contacts in the underworld than the patriarchs of most Neyris crime families, she wasn’t a telepath. I was never worried that she would see through me. 

	“You make an interesting point, male,” she conceded. “But this vessel is Yarasi property, and it will now be returned to the Empire.”

	My jaw clenched. “We can’t do that. We need to rendezvous with our ship and tell them what happened. Otherwise—”

	“The Accords have been broken, and my people have been betrayed,” Velarys interrupted, her expression unyielding. “The Executrix must be informed immediately.”

	“I understand that,” I said, losing hope that I could settle this the easy way. “But if we don’t want to start a war, we need to be careful how we handle this.”

	“You should have told that to your soldiers before they massacred my sisters,” she said, her voice turning downright icy. “Their deaths will be avenged.”

	“Those weren’t Dominion soldiers!” I protested. “I don’t know who they were working for yet, but I assure you that—”

	She cut me off with a serpent’s hiss. “They wore your uniforms and carried your weapons. That is all the Executrix will care about.”

	“Which is precisely why we shouldn’t tell her just yet, not until we have more information. Unless you really want to start a war that will kill billions.”

	“What I want is irrelevant, male,” Velarys said flatly. “Honor demands that I inform my sisters as soon as possible.”

	I sighed. “I was afraid you were going to say that. For what it’s worth, I apologize for this in advance.” 

	With a mental command, I finally unleashed the reservoir of adrenaline I’d been building the past few minutes, sending a surge of strength through my muscles and snapping them out of their paralysis. I reached up and grabbed her arms before she realized what was happening, and with a fierce groan of exertion, I lifted her up and suplexed her face-down on the deck, then pounced on top of her with my suddenly reenergized body. 

	I had expected her to be surprised, perhaps even stunned. But Yarasi combat training was supposed to be second to none, and Velarys proved the conventional wisdom right. Despite my superior strength—and the fact that I’d caught her with my opening move—she still reacted before I could properly pin her arms behind her back. The instant I pressed my weight down on top of her, her right elbow slammed into my gut, a precise hit that would have knocked the wind out of any normal assailant. She followed up with a vicious reverse headbutt that likewise should have broken my nose. 

	Instead, it was like she’d cracked her skull against the bulkhead.

	I actually felt a pang of sympathy for her, knowing that this wasn’t a fair fight, but my overconfidence was nearly my undoing. Velarys had freed her right leg during her counterattack, and she kicked the couch with the bottom of her boot, giving her the leverage she needed to roll hard to her left and carry me with her. 

	Clever girl. 

	She wriggled free of my grip while we rolled, then bent like a reed and bounced to her feet with a graceful kip-up maneuver that made my back hurt just looking at it. The tip of her boot connected with my face a split second later, another clean but useless hit. And when I finally got myself upright, she launched into a series of quick, agile kicks that should have knocked out teeth, dislocated my jaw, and probably crushed my balls, too. Even with all my throw-boxing experience, I clearly wasn’t a match for her in a hand-to-hand brawl.

	Or at least, I wouldn’t have been if the only decisive factors were skill and training. But strength and size still made all the difference, and by that standard, this wasn’t much of a contest at all. 

	I managed to trap her leg against my hip during one of her kicks, and with a wild twist I hoped didn’t hurt nearly as badly as it looked, I threw her onto the couch. Lunging on top of her, I fended off a few more punishing blows before I finally managed to twist her around, wrench her right arm behind her back, and pin her for real. 

	“Stop!” I demanded. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

	Velarys snarled, teeth clenched and blue-violet eyes blazing. But while her body continued struggling beneath me, her voice turned almost…excited?

	“Incredible,” she bit out between labored breaths. “You possess moderate psychometabolic abilities as well as psionic fortification.”

	I hesitated, thrown off-balance by her response. If she were anyone else, I would have assumed it was part of a feint to make me lower my guard. But with a Yarasi…

	“Didn’t expect that, did you?” I grunted. 

	“No. I have never encountered a human with such a combination of abilities.” Her struggles abruptly ceased and she went limp beneath me. “In fairness, however, I have avoided interactions with your species whenever possible. Especially males.”

	“Sorry to ruin your streak,” I said dryly. “But we’re stuck here together, and this will be a hell of a lot easier if we all just cooperate.”

	I loosened my grip on her arm slightly, having no interest in causing her any unnecessary pain. I stayed ready in case she tried to squirm away again, but she remained passive. 

	“In my experience,” Velarys said, “the last thing Dominion soldiers are interested in is cooperation.”

	“Maybe not normally,” I conceded, puffing several strands of her long white hair out of my nose before it made me sneeze. “But I hope by now you’ve figured out I’m not like most Dominion soldiers.”

	“You are definitely stronger and more formidable,” she agreed, and this time I was certain I heard a trace of excitement in her voice. 

	We laid there in silence for several long seconds, the only sound the faint rumble of the ship’s hyperdrive. While Velarys was probably trying to decide whether or not to trust the man on top of her, I was trying desperately not to think about how closely this situation mirrored one of my juvenile fantasies involving a beautiful Yarasi warrior being pinned face-down beneath me…

	“What is your suggestion?” she asked. No, demanded. 

	“Nothing crazy,” I assured her. “I don’t know how the hell you took control of this ship, but I’d like to turn it back around.”

	“I told you, I cannot—”

	“Let me finish,” I said, squeezing her arm a bit tighter. “We’re about a day away from a rendezvous with our ship. I want you to tell my captain what happened. And with any luck, we’ll figure out some way to fix this without starting a war that will get a lot of people killed.”

	Her cheek twitched, and I half expected her to unleash some horrific psionic ability on me. I knew I was taking a risk even keeping her conscious without Miranda here to shield my mind, but my instincts told me that this was a gamble worth taking. Experience had taught me that they were right more often than not. 

	But if I was wrong…

	“The Executrix must know what happened to our outpost,” Velarys said flatly. “But I do not wish to start a war.”

	“Then we need to be patient and careful,” I told her. “Look, we already dumped some info about the attack onto the Holosphere, enough to stoke everyone’s concerns about a renewed Dowd incursion. But we intentionally left out the other details.”

	Her body went stiff. “You lied.”

	“I made a calculated decision to deescalate tensions,” I corrected. “As long as everyone thinks the Dowd are the culprit here, no one will start shooting. They’ll sit back and investigate…and that will buy us time to figure out what’s really going on.”

	I took a relaxing breath, trying to calm my racing pulse. I had spent a lot of time these past thirty hours trying to imagine what I would say to this woman when she was finally awake, but for whatever reason, all my prepared speeches seemed to turn to ash on my lips. 

	“The bottom line,” I added, “is that I want to punish whoever did this as much as you do. And we will tell your people what really happened. All I ask is that you give us a bit of time to get some more information first.”

	Her eyes closed briefly, cutting off their glow, and I found myself holding my breath. If she decided to be stubborn about this, then Miranda and I probably would have been better off leaving her on that doomed station. 

	But then, I suppose I’d had my own code to follow. 

	“Very well,” Velarys said. “I will relent…for now. But understand this, human: I will not keep this information from the Executrix for long. The dead must be avenged.”

	“And they will,” I told her. “You have my word on it.”

	“The word of a human male,” she said with obvious contempt. “I am curious how much it is worth.”

	“You’ll soon find out.”

	“So it would seem.” Velarys craned her neck just enough that she could look at me. “I have agreed to your terms. Do you intend to get off of me?”

	“I’m considering it,” I said, smiling thinly. “As long as you promise not to try anything.”

	“I could have freed myself at any moment.”

	I snorted. “A little overconfident, aren’t we? Especially after I broke out of your little spell.”

	“Your physical superiority is not in question,” she said. “However, I have only unleashed a fraction of my full mental abilities upon you. If I were so inclined, I could rip apart your fragile human mind with ease.”

	“If this is how Yarasi try to bluff their way out of trouble,” I said wryly, “you can consider me impressed.”

	“Yarasi do not bluff,” she replied flatly. “But if the prospect of enduring a telepathic assault does not concern you, I should also warn you that my psychometabolic abilities could make short work of your impressive musculature as well. I could stop your heart with a single touch, or even shrivel your swollen sexual organ that is currently pressed into my back.”

	“Okay, then!” I gasped, practically jumping off her. “Let’s, uh, let’s not do anything hasty, shall we?”

	Velarys sat up and stretched out her arms, her glowing eyes flickering in what I hoped was amusement rather than annoyance. “I shall return control of this vessel to you, at which point I assume you will wish to wake your females.”

	“Definitely,” I said, wondering how the other girls were going to react. Not well, I imagined.

	“Then I suggest you do so,” Velarys said, standing. “For I would very much like to speak with them.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Valisgrad, New Praxius

	Six Years Ago

	 

	The view outside the Iritash Hotel was objectively more grandiose than anything I had ever seen back home. The endless, almost forest-like columns of crystalline skyscrapers were so surreal, so fantastic, that they may as well have been a computer-rendered set piece from one of the latest science fiction holo-vids. Aircars swirled around them in equidistant layers, one stacked right on top of the other, a testament to both the sheer volume of traffic and the ingenious design of the grav fields carefully controlling the flow. There were probably more vehicles in my field of vision right this moment than on all of Nirivarr combined. 

	New Praxius was one of the Dominion’s Golden Worlds, after all, and nearly two centuries of intensive terraforming and breakneck industrial growth had turned a desolate tundra into one of the most prosperous planets in the entire Cluster. The planet was a major commercial nexus, with jump corridors leading both into and out of friendly space, as well as the largest military hub in the entire Dominion. 

	Yet despite the myriad technological marvels outside, my eyes were mostly drawn to the snow-capped mountain range in the distance. The Sorodov Peaks were even more beautiful from this vantage than from low atmosphere. For now, though, that’s all they were—a view. I still held out hope that Ash and I would have an opportunity to climb them before we got sent off to the mothership after completing our initial evaluation. For a month now, we had both been locked down at Fort Tisarys; this was the first time that we’d been able to head into the city for a weekend together. Hopefully, the Neyris restaurant I’d made reservations for was as good as the officers claimed. 

	The officers… 

	I sighed softly as I ran my thumb and forefinger over the silver junior lieutenant’s insignia on the collar of my red-black uniform. That dickhole Arneson was far from the only person on the base who resented my battlefield commission, though the criticisms still only bothered me when they came from my fellow natties. I had no interest in “cheating;” I wanted to pay my dues like everybody else. 

	But the captain insisted that the Dominion couldn’t afford to waste someone with my skills or psionic gifts. He wanted to push me through the proverbial grinder as quickly as possible and get me out in the field where I could make a difference. I still wasn’t sure precisely what he meant by that, but I couldn’t wait to find out. 

	I just wondered if he’d be able to work the same magic with Ash. The resistance to her being here was…worse. She claimed it wasn’t bothering her, but I knew better. Just like I knew she wasn’t telling me the worst stories for fear that I’d tear through the base and beat the shit out of anyone who looked at her sideways. 

	Honestly, her poise was pretty damn impressive. Unlike me, she seemed to be able to keep her eyes on the prize. She was champing at the bit to get to the mothership and finally sit in the cockpit of a real Valkyrie. 

	“Thought you said you’d be here an hour ago!” Ash’s voice called out from the bathroom on the other side of the suite. 

	“More endurance drills,” I said, dragging my eyes away from the wall-spanning window and turning back to the simple living area. “I could sleep for a week.”

	“You better not! You promised you’d watch the last season of Rividian Nights with me after dinner.”

	I tried not to groan as I removed my peaked cap and flicked it onto the couch. The thought of sitting through another one of her insipid docu-dramas made me want to gouge my eyes out. 

	“Don’t get too excited, now,” she said, voice turning wry. “We could watch somethin’ else; I don’t care. Isn’t there a tournament tonight?”

	“I think so,” I called back, grinning as I sank down into an armchair. I’d been far too busy to pay much attention to any of the krekball leagues this season, but Praxians preferred their grav-sled tournaments. It may not have been my favorite competition to watch, but the fact that Ash liked it was more than enough for me. And frankly, anything was better than Rividian Nights. Even Kiara Volante, quite possibly the hottest actress in the entire Dominion, couldn’t make that garbage palatable. 

	Though honestly, I doubted we would actually end up watching anything. I would much rather bend her over the arm of the couch and find a different way to entertain ourselves. The minifridge was filled with ice packs and water to help me cool off, and I had every intention of using them up over this long weekend. 

	In the meantime, however, we still had to get dinner, and I was looking forward to seeing what outfit she’d chosen for the night. She’d told me to stay in uniform, but I had a feeling that she’d used some of her stipend to buy a new dress for the occasion. Probably something light, sheer, and easy to slip out of in a pinch. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d bought some new heels, too. She enjoyed wearing them nearly as much as I enjoyed seeing them bounce in the air when I got her calves up on my shoulders. 

	I folded my hands in my lap, wondering what she was up to back there. In all likelihood, she was struggling to tame her notoriously wild hair, which I was surprised the trainers hadn’t yet made her cut. Kreen makeup took a bit more finesse to apply, too, though—something about the materials required to prevent smearing at such high body temperatures—and there was no way she’d come out until her eye shadow was perfect.

	Thankfully, we weren’t on a tight schedule today, and I was more than content to let her have her fun. I gave a soft sigh of contentment as I settled deeper into the upholstery. It felt like a lifetime had passed since we’d been able to spend any time together, let alone go out on the town. And tonight, Seraph willing, the Pact wouldn’t show up and ruin everything. 

	“Almost ready!” Ash announced. 

	“You’d better hurry,” I teased. “Don’t want me fallin’ asleep on the couch again.”

	“I’m not worried about that,” she replied, her voice getting closer. “I borrowed somethin’ that should get that blood of yours pumpin’ again.”

	She emerged from the bathroom, and my jaw dropped. She was indeed wearing a new outfit for me, but it wasn’t the cute dress I’d expected. 

	It was a Dominion fleet officer’s uniform. 

	I was too stunned to speak. I had no idea where she had gotten hold of one of the pristine blue-gold uniforms. If the officers saw her wearing it, they would probably flip out even worse than they had when Ellis had demanded they let a half-Kreen girl undergo the trials to join the Wings of the Seraph.

	Personally, I was flipping out because of how unbelievably good she looked wearing it. The short blue skirt barely extended halfway down her thighs, giving me a tantalizing glimpse of her slender, athletic legs. The heels on her matching boots were at least eight centimeters tall, perhaps even ten, but she moved on them as effortlessly as a cat sauntering across the room. Her piercing green eyes seemed even brighter than normal thanks to her carefully applied smokey eyeshadow, and she had tied up her long hair in a high ponytail I suddenly couldn’t wait to use as a handhold…

	“Whatcha think?” she asked, smirking as she parked her hands on her waist. “Pretty good, right?”

	I nodded, still mesmerized, as I struggled to remember how to speak. “Where…where did you get that?”

	“Borrowed it from one of the cadet girls after class,” Ash said, cocking a hip and posing in front of the darkened vid-screen up on the wall as if it were a mirror. “One of the only natties to qualify for the Academy last semester—said they’re takin’ fewer and fewer every year. We’re about the same size, but…damn, I wear it a lot better.”

	“You wear everything better,” I breathed as I finally rose from the armchair. “And nothing best of all.”

	She flashed me a dry smirk. “Patience, now. When a girl spends this much effort gettin’ dressed up for her man, you gotta let her have some fun before you tear it off her.”

	I swallowed, my eyes drifting up the back of her legs and appreciating the sleek curves of her calves. Ash had always been lean, thanks in no small part to her Kreen metabolism, but a month of combat training had toned her muscles. And boy, they looked great. 

	“Almost wanted to slip it on at the base,” she snickered as she cocked an arm behind her head and studied her reflection. “Would’a gotten us both in trouble, but it might’a been worth it just to see the jealous looks on the faces of all those jenny girls. Don’t need to be cooked up in a lab to rock a skirt!”

	I stepped up behind her, inhaling the heady aroma of her exotic perfume. It would be risky for her to wear that uniform out in the restaurant, too, though I was so horny I was starting to wonder if we’d even make it out of the hotel. 

	“The fleet really forces women to wear these?” I asked. 

	“Naw, ’course not,” Ash replied with a chuckle. “But it’s an option. Unless you think I’d look better in slacks…”

	“No,” I said before she could even humor the thought. “Absolutely not.”

	Ash chuckled as she turned around to face me. “Thought you might feel that way.”

	Her green eyes smoldered with desire, and I began to suspect that she hadn’t planned on watching anything tonight, either—or in making it to our dinner reservation. She reached up to cradle my cheeks in her warm hands, and thanks to the extra height from her heels, I only needed to lean down half as far as normal to kiss her. 

	Her scalding tongue slipped through my lips and hungrily probed my mouth. My powers could protect me, but I made a conscious effort to lower my defenses for the first few seconds. Sometimes, it was nice to feel the full intensity of her body heat, if only to appreciate how dangerous it was—and how even on a Golden World filled with powerful Seraphim, I was still one of the only humans alive who could enjoy the affections of a Kreen girl without getting burned. 

	And the only man in the whole galaxy who would ever have that privilege with her. 

	Ash abruptly pulled away, her tongue tracing along her bottom lip as she took a step backward. Her eyes twinkled impishly, their slit pupils thick with excitement.

	“You haven’t even seen the best part yet,” she teased. 

	“Really,” I murmured, yearning for another taste of her heat. “And what’s that?” 

	“Oh, you’ll see.” Eyes still twinkling, she took another step closer to the couch. “But it’ll be more fun if we’re both dressed for the occasion. Here, let me get your cap for you…”

	Turning slowly, deliberately, she leaned down to retrieve my discarded uniform cap. And as she did, her short skirt rode higher and higher up her thighs…

	Until it revealed quite decisively that she was not wearing panties. 

	The fatigue I’d been feeling from the day’s long endurance training instantly evaporated at the sight of her bald quim, and Ash wasn’t particularly subtle in drawing out the pose. She was one of the most graceful creatures I had ever seen, yet her fingers mysteriously kept fumbling with the cap as if she couldn’t quite get a handle on it…

	By the stars. 

	I almost rushed forward and mounted her right then and there. If I weren’t so paralyzed by how good she looked in that uniform, that’s exactly what I would have done. I could have effortlessly bent her over the sofa or even just thrown her down on the carpet. It wouldn’t have been the first time for either, but I was suddenly determined to fuck her as fiercely as if I thought it would be the last. 

	“There we go,” Ash said demurely as she gradually returned upright. “Don’t know why it was so hard to get a handle on…” 

	She flicked it over at me, but I didn’t even try to catch it. I was already racing toward her when it bounced off my chest, and she squealed in delight when I grabbed her arms, spun her around, and shoved her over the arm of the sofa. 

	“Eep!” she squeaked when I pushed her skirt back up her hips and slapped her bare ass. But despite her mock surprise, she wriggled her feet apart to give me the room I needed to mount her. Almost like this was exactly the reaction she’d been hoping for all along…

	Grinning and growling at the same time, I frantically unzipped the fly of my uniform, refusing to waste the extra seconds to remove my pants entirely. My cock was like a caged raag beast straining to be unleashed. I needed to be inside her. Right here, right now. 

	I placed my bulging tip against her sweltering folds. As expected, she was thoroughly soaked, and I fortified my skin as the scalding heat of her tunnel enveloped me centimeter by centimeter. My hands gripped her hips possessively, holding her in place. Her fingers clutched at the sofa as I pushed, her long, manicured nails digging into the green fabric for leverage. I was so impatient I didn’t stop until she had taken me to the hilt, at which point I pulled back my hips, then slammed into her again and again, one vicious thrust after another. No hesitation, no foreplay, just a quick and brutal conquest of her beautiful molten cunt. 

	Back on Nirivarr, we’d almost never had to rush. I had learned to take my time with slow kisses and languid strokes, the kind that only ended when I finally overheated and collapsed in exhaustion. But since we’d been here on Praxius, our time together had aways been short, and we’d had to learn how to adapt. Delicately fingering her in the supply closet, surreptitiously getting a blowjob in the auditorium during one of the training holo-vids, ruthlessly fucking her against the wall in the basement maintenance room…

	Tonight, with no responsibility and no one around, I could easily have taken my time. And that was exactly what I had been planning to do. But then I’d seen her wearing this damn skirt, and all my carefully laid plans had dissipated in a cloud of unquenchable lust. 

	I slammed into her again, then slapped her ass even harder than before. Ash cried out in glee as the smack echoed off the walls, but I wasn’t done. While my right hand clutched her waist, my left reached down to grab the long, tight ponytail she had so graciously provided me as a handhold. I jerked it backward, snapping her head upward and triggering a shocked but pleased cry. 

	“Oh, baby!” Ash practically screamed. “Take me! Take me like a jenny slut!”

	It was not the encouragement I’d expected. But for whatever reason, her plea sent a shiver of delight rippling through me. There was just something about her taut little body wrapped in one of these uniforms that made me want to rut her like a feral hog. 

	And that’s exactly what I did. I surrendered to my lust, fucking her selfishly, brutally, without a single care for her safety or pleasure. Which was, as I’d hoped, the exact attitude that pushed her toward the abyss even faster than me. 

	“Kal!” she breathed desperately. “Baby, I’m gonna…ngnn!”

	I yanked back even more fiercely on her hair as I felt her crest, knowing that manhandling her would send her spiraling even farther over the edge. Ash was an old-fashioned kind of girl in a lot of ways, the kind who loved sweet kisses, romantic walks, and tender lovemaking into the wee hours of the night. But then there were nights like this, when she got off just knowing how irresistible she’d made herself, and when the thought of her man losing control and treating her like a sack of meat could make her cum in no time flat. 

	“Oh…ngnn!” she blubbered as she convulsed around me. 

	I wouldn’t have been able to hold out even if I’d wanted to, which I most assuredly did not. I roared as I spent alongside her, pumping two weeks of buildup deep into her Kreen womb just like she wanted. Just like we both needed. 

	“Shit,” I hissed as I half slumped on top of her, releasing my hold on her ponytail and holding her waist with both hands instead. Even after I’d shot my last load into her, I refused to pull out. I kept my hips churning, grinding within her clinging satin depths, allowing her heat to infuse my entire body. Sooner or later, I would sweat through my uniform. I just didn’t give a damn. 

	“Guess you were happy to see me, huh?” Ash said, panting and obviously quite pleased with herself. 

	“Always,” I breathed, slapping her ass again. 

	She squealed into a giggle. “Still feel like goin’ out?”

	“Not really,” I admitted. “You?”

	She shook her blond ponytail. “Naw. I messaged the restaurant before you got here, told ’em to send takeout. Should be here pretty soon.”

	I smiled. I should have known better than to underestimate her. She always had a trick up her sleeve, something to surprise me even when it didn’t seem like it should be possible. She was my girl, and there was no force in the galaxy that would ever keep us apart.

	“If you’re ready for round two, we could try and finish before the delivery drone gets here,” she teased, bearing down and squeezing me within her. “Whatcha think?”

	“I think,” I said, still panting as I kissed the back of her ear, “that sounds like an excellent idea.”
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	With a tentative truce finally in place, I led our Yarasi guest out of the lounge and into the back of the ship. Velarys claimed that she had commandeered the Wildcat via the engineering console, and I found myself curious how the hell she had pulled that off with the security systems Ash had put in place. Yarasi warriors were renowned for their psionic powers, not for their slicing abilities. 

	The door to the ship’s small engineering bay—about eight meters away from Ash’s sealed bedroom—was already open. But Velarys came to a sudden halt just before she entered, the serrated lobes of her left ear twitching as if in response to a noise. 

	“It would appear that one of your females is awake,” she said. “And quite perturbed.”

	“Oh?” I asked, glancing down the silent corridor. 

	“She has realized that the ship is no longer under your control,” Velarys added distantly. “Perhaps you should placate her before—”

	Ash’s door abruptly whooshed open, and she rolled into the hall. Her blond hair was a tangled mess, and she hadn’t taken the time to get dressed aside from throwing on one of my oversized shirts. She had grabbed her bow, however, and there was a faint buzz as a string of green energy flashed into existence between the weapon’s limbs. As she drew it back, a similarly colored arrow appeared between her fingertips. 

	An arrow that was aimed directly at Velarys. 

	“Stop!” Ash snarled, teeth clenched. “Kal, what the hell is goin’ on?”

	“It’s all right,” I soothed, holding up my hands. “Our guest just woke up a bit early.”

	Her jaw visibly tightened. “She’s done somethin’ to the ship! I don’t know how, but—”

	“We’re about to take care of that,” I interrupted. “We, uh…we worked it out.”

	Ash looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Velarys, for her part, seemed transfixed by the bow. 

	“You have stolen a falkyr,” she murmured, voice a mix of surprise and anger. 

	“I didn’t steal it!” Ash retorted. “I found it. That makes it mine—just like this ship.”

	“You are not Yarasi—therefore, it cannot be yours,” Velarys replied icily. She paused for a fraction of a second, her forehead creasing slightly. “Though you seem to have mastered it.”

	“That’s right, I have. And if you don’t fix whatever the hell you did, I’m gonna use it to put you back in sickbay.”

	I sighed. “Ash…”

	“Falkyr can only be used by those with at least moderate psionic ability,” Velarys went on as if she hadn’t even heard the threat. “I was unaware that the Dominion’s genetic engineers had discovered how to splice human and Kreen DNA at all, let alone while retaining human psionic potential.”

	Ash scowled. “The only thing that’s gonna get spliced is your—”

	“Enough!” I barked, stepping between them. “Ash, put down the bow. Velarys, fix whatever you did to the ship.”

	For a moment, neither woman moved. I didn’t need telepathy to feel Ash’s frustration; she could usually keep her Kreen temper in check, right up until someone threatened her ship. Velarys still didn’t seem the least bit concerned by the threat of violence, though she was now looking at me, an odd expression on her face.

	“I already informed you that I would return control of your vessel,” she said. “But allow me to make one thing clear, human: I do not take orders from males.”

	Her glowing eyes flashed with an obvious challenge, as if she were goading me to give her another command…or perhaps brawl with her again. Strangely, though, I didn’t sense any anger behind her words. Defiance, certainly, but not anger. 

	“Then how about you take orders from me?” Ash asked, slowing bringing herself all the way to her feet. “Ya know, the girl with the weapon?”

	Velarys kept looking right at me, and I had the bizarre sensation of a predator sizing up her prey. Was that what this was about? Some kind of test of will to go along with the earlier test of strength? My instincts could have been completely wrong, but despite her words, I got the feeling that she wanted me to stand up to her…

	“Release control of the ship,” I said, playing the hunch and meeting her eye-to-eye. “Now.”

	There was a long pause, the only sound in the corridor the faint buzz of Ash’s energy bow. Then Velarys smiled thinly, as if she were somehow satisfied with the outcome, and her body language seemed to relax. 

	“I shall do as you wish, human,” she said, “but only because it is what honor demands, not because it is your will.”

	I suppressed a snort. Her declaration almost seemed petty, maybe even childish. Not exactly what I would have expected from a member of an ancient race whose people had been traveling the stars when humans were still using stone spears. 

	But it seemed I’d been right about my hunch—Velarys had wanted me to challenge her, or at least stand up to her. I didn’t quite understand the cultural implications yet, especially considering how contemptuous she seemed to be of men, but then I remembered how she’d looked when I’d had her pinned on the couch—not angry, but excited. 

	“Justify it however you want,” I said firmly. “Just do it.”

	Her smile returned momentarily before she looked at Ash. “I require access to the engineering console.”

	Ash held her aim for a few more seconds, then finally let her fingers go slack on the bowstring, the arrow dissipating as she did so. “How the blazes did you even get in there? I keep that hatch locked!”

	“The systems on this vessel are keyed to Yarasi genetics as well as our innate psionic gifts,” Velarys said. “There is nothing you could have done to prevent me from assuming control.”

	“Wait, what?” I asked. “You didn’t even have to disable the security systems?”

	“No,” she replied as if the very notion were absurd. “This vessel belongs to the Yarasi Empire, and it was constructed to heed the call of our warriors.”

	I frowned. “You’re saying that any Yarasi could just take control of this ship whenever they wanted to?”

	“Not a Yarasi male, of course. Only another female—a true warrior.” 

	“Right,” I muttered. “Still, that sounds like a pretty big security vulnerability to me.”

	“Why would—ah,” Velarys stopped herself mid-sentence and nodded. “I understand your confusion. You are used to the selfish and manipulative culture of humans. My sisters would never violate the Code—to do so would be a grave dishonor.”

	“And that’s never backfired?”

	“Only a small number of times across many generations—certainly not enough to worry. We trust one another. It is why our society has endured for thousands of years, and why yours suffers endless internal wars and strife.”

	A dozen witty retorts popped into my head, each more sarcastic than the last. This girl was definitely going to test my patience, there was no doubt about it. These little jabs of hers were all so weirdly primal, like two Nirivian apes having a stare-down over who deserved the right to lead the family. It wasn’t what I’d expected from her.

	But strangely, I already found myself looking forward to our next clash. After all, Miranda had tested my patience when I’d first met her, too, and we’d managed to work things out. Many times, in fact. Perhaps a little bit of culture shock wouldn’t be so bad. 

	Right at this moment, though, I reminded myself that we weren’t going to accomplish anything here without being diplomatic, and I decided to hold my tongue. Later, perhaps, I could remind her that the Dominion had built an empire three times the size of the Yarasi in about a fiftieth of the time. It would be interesting to see how she responded. I might even have to overpower her again…

	“Well, the console is right there,” I said, pushing away the thought before I started imagining her sleek alien body pinned beneath me. “Let’s get back on course.”

	“Very well,” Velarys said, and I was reasonably sure I saw a gleam in her eye before she moved into the engineering compartment and pressed two fingertips against the console. “It is done.”

	“That’s it?” I asked. 

	“Yes. You may now readjust our course. All other controls are online as well.”

	I shared a quick glance with Ash. Knowing her, she probably wouldn’t let herself sleep again until she figured out how to lock the Wildcat’s systems. If such a thing was even possible… 

	“Go ahead and wake up Miranda,” I said. “I’ll readjust our course…and then I think it’s time we all had a nice chat in the lounge.”

	 

	***

	 

	A few minutes later, we were back on course for Takanis. Ash and Miranda were dressed, the latter in another shirt that was a bit too tight around her chest, though I certainly wasn’t complaining. All of us were in the lounge with our unexpectedly conscious guest. Velarys was sitting on the couch, her long legs casually crossed despite her light armor. If I didn’t know better, I never would have guessed that she had been on her deathbed a few hours earlier. 

	Miranda was just as surprised. 

	“Incredible,” she breathed. She hovered over Velarys as she studied the readouts on her omnitool. “Your burns have almost completely healed, and your body seems to have replaced nearly all of your lost blood.”

	“I was unconscious for nearly an entire kalatra,” Velarys replied. “More than sufficient time for my psychometabolic trance to mend my wounds.”

	“I’ve heard of such techniques, but I haven’t worked closely with any Seraphim metabolists,” Miranda said. 

	“Definitely a neat trick,” Ash murmured. She was sitting on the edge of the projector next to where I was standing, close enough that I could feel the heat of her body even though we weren’t technically touching. Her arms were crossed over her cropped nightshirt, as if she were trying to put up a tough, distrustful front. But now that the adrenaline rush of the initial confrontation had passed, I could tell that she was mostly just stunned—and perhaps even a little awed—to be in the presence of a Yarasi warrior. 

	I understood the feeling, even though my boyhood fantasies about the Yarasi had assuredly been quite different than hers. She had wanted to be one of them; I had wanted to be with one of them. And while we’d all hoped we’d eventually be able to speak with the woman we’d rescued, we had assumed it would take place in the Stormrider’s infirmary several days from now. 

	“I have expressed my gratitude toward your male for my rescue,” Velarys said. “Allow me to express my gratitude toward both of you as well.”

	“No problem,” Ash said. “Though you had a funny way of showin’ it, takin’ control of my ship and all.”

	“In her defense, she woke up alone in a strange place,” I said, hoping I could disarm this conversational landmine before it exploded. I had already avoided telling Ash and Miranda that Velarys had paralyzed me, and I’d skipped over our tussle in the lounge as well. 

	“I acted as duty commanded,” Velarys said, shifting her luminous gaze to Ash. “It is somewhat ironic that your rescue was only possible because of this stolen vessel. Had I been conscious, I would have insisted we return it to Oscura immediately.”

	“Well, that ain’t happenin’,” Ash said with a snort. “The Wildcat is my ship now.”

	“The Yarasi Empire will not agree,” the other woman replied coolly.

	“I don’t care if they agree with it or not. It’s my ship. Understand?”

	I sighed. So much for disarming the mine. 

	“Look,” I said, “we should focus on—”

	“I can appreciate your desire for ownership, given the obvious sophistication of our engineering,” Velarys went on, ignoring me. “What I do not understand is why you are willing to take this vessel into Dominion territory. Surely they will attempt to seize it the instant we decloak.”

	“I ain’t plannin’ on flyin’ into one of their space docks, honey,” Ash said. “But Captain Ellis isn’t like the rest of the jennies. He won’t try and steal my baby.”

	“Indeed? I am not familiar with this particular officer, but I find it difficult to believe that his superiors would allow him to forgo such a prize. Your Intelligence Directorate in particular has expressed a keen interest in acquiring our technology.”

	“For good reason,” Miranda put in. “Your psionic interfaces are considerably more advanced than ours, not to mention your cloaking technology. The Dominion would benefit greatly from such advancements.”

	“Don’t you start!” Ash snapped. “Listen here, we aren’t—”

	“Ellis has known about this ship for a long time,” I said, raising my hands as I took a step forward, placing myself almost exactly between them. “He’s not going to try and take it, and he won’t let any DID agents within a million kilometers of it. End of discussion.”

	All three women continued staring at each other, and I couldn’t believe that I was yet again being forced to reprise my role as peacemaker—me, an Immortal whose specialty was charging into danger and getting shot in the face. 

	The universe had a dark sense of humor sometimes. 

	“I suppose we shall find out whether or not your faith in this man is misplaced,” Velarys said. “But you should be aware that I will not allow this vessel to fall into Dominion hands under any circumstances.”

	“Glad we finally agree on somethin’,” Ash grumbled. 

	The stare-down continued, Ash with a stubborn intensity and Velarys with…well, I couldn’t tell what the hell she was thinking, but the look was different than the ones she gave me. She seemed determined, but less openly hostile. And there was no trace of that primal challenge. 

	“On that note, why don’t we focus on the task at hand?” I suggested, hoping we’d finally escaped the minefield. “Like trying to figure out who was responsible for this massacre. I know you gave me some of your memories, but it’s still only flashes. You might as well tell us everything that happened in full detail.”

	“I showed you the most important events,” Velarys said, “but you are right that additional context may prove beneficial.”

	“I think it will. We might as well start from the beginning. There—”

	“We should start by making her explain why her people built an illegal outpost in the Borderlands,” Miranda interjected. “A clear violation of the Accords!”

	“There was nothing illegal about our facility,” Velarys said, firmly but coolly. “The Tripartite Accords ban the movement of arms and warships through the demilitarized territories, but as you saw, there were no Yarasi warships present, nor any stockpile of armaments.”

	Miranda scoffed. “You constructed an outpost inside a nebula with a massive sensor array! You were obviously attempting to spy on us.”

	“Yes, we were,” Velarys replied bluntly. “We do not trust the Dominion. The elements of your government that oppose the treaty have been growing steadily more influential over the past decade. The Executrix does not believe your leaders can control them.”

	I was tempted to join in and snap back, to tell her how arrogant it was to believe that no one would discover their listening post and explain how such careless actions would only escalate the stakes and add fuel to the fire. 

	But the protests turned to ash on my lips. Not because they were wrong, but because I couldn’t rightfully scold her when her people’s suspicions had just been proven correct. Dominion soldiers had conducted that raid and slaughtered those people, and Seraph knew where they intended to strike next. 

	Miranda, unsurprisingly, was not so easily deterred.

	“You truly believe the Dominion is less trustworthy than the Pact?” she asked with a derisive snort. 

	“The Pact forces that discovered us were willing to negotiate,” Velarys said. “They did not attack us—your people did.”

	“What happened?” I asked before Miranda could retaliate again. “Specifically, I mean. I only saw flashes from your memory—the Pact ship arriving, their captain coming on board…”

	Velarys slowly turned away from the other woman, as if she wasn’t quite ready to abandon the argument. But then her eyes glimmered and narrowed into slits as she recounted the events leading up to the attack. 

	“The Pact warship arrived approximately one of your hours before the massacre. I was not present for the initial conversation, but I was informed that they were quite agitated. They still believed that we were responsible for the destruction of their outpost at Harkaeon several months ago, and the Angoth captain made it clear that many of his soldiers were seeking revenge. Thankfully, our station commander eventually persuaded them to come aboard, and we lowered our shields as a sign of good faith.”

	I nodded. “You were hoping to convince them that someone else destroyed Harkaeon.” 

	“Yes, as well as offer to share some of the intelligence we had gathered on Dominion forces.”

	Miranda’s faced turned to stone. “What?”

	Velarys cocked an eyebrow at her. “As another show of good faith. It is no secret that the Sillibar share our concerns about the radical elements within your government.”

	“You cannot be serious,” Miranda breathed. “They breed Krosian warriors like vermin, and you’re concerned about us?”

	“We are concerned about all threats to our Empire. But the Mystics have assured us that despite the Pact’s incessant posturing and military build-up, the Dominion remains the greater threat.”

	“That’s absurd! You can’t—”

	“Let her speak, Ensign,” I said, putting a bit of fire into my tone. “We need to hear the whole story.”

	Miranda wasn’t happy about it. She downright hated it, in fact. But she did fall silent. 

	“You said that you’d lowered your shields,” I prompted, shifting my gaze back to the Yarasi. 

	“Yes,” Velarys said. “Their envoy came aboard, and they were on their way to the command center when the attack began.”

	I closed my eyes as the images she’d placed in my head washed over me. In one instant, the Pact envoy was walking along, peacefully if tensely; in the next, a squad of black armored Dominion troopers appeared literally out of nowhere and opened fire, cutting down everyone in sight. And with them was a single unarmed alien figure, its faceless head tilting up to the balcony and unleashing a violent telepathic assault upon Velarys and the other Yarasi defenders—

	I inhaled sharply, my eyes shooting back open as a ripple of dread shuddered through me. By trade and training, Immortals weren’t supposed to feel fear. But when that alien voice had stabbed into my head…

	[The Chorus becomes a dirge.]

	“Kal?” Ash asked, the heat of her hand on my thigh. “You all right, baby?”

	“I’m fine,” I said, my voice sounding hoarse to my own ears. “Just…unpleasant memories.”

	Velarys was looking right at me, and I could only assume that she was reliving the same memory. 

	“If they used psychoportation to get aboard, they must have been close,” I said. “Very close, within a few hundred meters.”

	“Our sensors did not detect the vessel until it was too late,” Velarys said. “It emerged from astral space mere moments before the assault team teleported on board.”

	I whistled softly. “That would require some incredibly precise planning. They would have needed to know exactly what was happening in normal space and exactly where everyone inside was going to be. All of which implies that someone aboard the outpost or the Pact vessel must have been feeding them that information.”

	Miranda shook her head. “How? Even the most powerful psychics can’t communicate between normal and astral space. There would be no way for them to coordinate with that kind of split-second precision.”

	It was a good point—a very good point, in fact. The Dominion had mounted some pretty incredible “shock-portation” assaults over the years. Intelligence Directorate assets would telepathically feed tactical information to a team of shock troopers who would then teleport to a precise location. It was risky as hell, and it put an enormous amount of responsibility on the Seraphim psychoporter. But I’d read reports from places where units had pulled it off, and the results were damn impressive.

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But let’s table the ‘how’ and focus on the facts of what happened. I assume their ship attacked the Pact destroyer?”

	“Yes,” Velarys confirmed. “Several other vessels also shifted out of astral space. I was unable to see much of the battle outside, but like us, the Pact vessel was caught without its defenses. I doubt it withstood the assault for long.”

	“Then afterward, those swarm ships fired some torpedoes at the outpost to make it look like you and the destroyer had taken each other out,” I said. “Just like with the freighters, they were trying to stage a crime scene. If we hadn’t shown up, I’m sure they would have moved the bodies to make everything more convincing.”

	“We should have known something was wrong when we boarded,” Miranda said, voice tight. “The fire directed at the shuttles in the hangar, the dead Angoth pilot…none of it made any sense. But now—”

	“Everything is always clearer with the benefit of hindsight,” I soothed. “There was no way we could have pieced all that together on our own.”

	She didn’t look convinced, but it wasn’t just a platitude. We had reacted appropriately given what we’d known at the time. Dwelling on it wouldn’t do any good, and second-guessing our future judgments could be deadly. 

	“Our own soldiers turned on us not long after we came aboard,” I said, eyeing Velarys. “They—”

	“Yes, I see it in your thoughts,” she murmured. “New soldiers brought aboard your vessel at the last moment. Curious. This suggests—”

	“What are you doing?” Miranda demanded. “Get out of his head!”

	Velarys returned a cool glance. “I am attempting to ascertain his motivations.”

	“That’s what this conversation is for.”

	“Speech is insufficient,” the Yarasi replied with obvious frustration. “Deception is the lifeblood of human culture. I must know that I can trust your words. You should not be concerned…that is, unless you have something to hide.”

	“This has nothing to do with honesty,” Miranda insisted. “This is about privacy. Dominion protocol is quite clear on the use of telepathy.”

	“I am not a Dominion soldier,” Velarys said tartly. “You have asked me to withhold information from my people. I will not jeopardize the safety of the Empire based solely on a verbal promise of a human male.” Her eyes fixated on Miranda. “Or even a human female.”

	“I don’t particularly care whether you believe us or not,” Miranda bit out. “I will not allow you to rummage through their minds.”

	“And you believe you can stop me?” Velarys asked in the condescending tone of a parent speaking to a child. 

	Miranda’s blue eyes flashed. “I have been trained to—”

	“At ease, Ensign,” I said, unable to suppress a deep sigh. “If peeking into my memories will make her feel more comfortable, then it’s not a big deal.”

	From the same astonished look that Ash and Miranda both shot me, it was clear they did not agree. I almost sighed again. It had taken forty hours of being cooped up together before they’d truly started getting along, but perhaps all I’d needed this whole time was a third woman for them both to unite against. It might have been funny if the fate of the entire Tartarus Cluster weren’t on the line. 

	I stepped over to the couch and sat down next to Velarys. I knew I was about to take a risk; I didn’t care if she learned more about the attack, but there were some secrets I needed to keep. About the Dominion, about Captain Ellis, about the fantasies I’d been having about Yarasi women since I was a teenager…

	But I also wanted to secure her trust, and this was probably the only way to ensure I did that. I just needed to hope that my mental discipline was as formidable as I hoped. 

	“Go ahead,” I told her. “But I want your promise that you’ll limit your…probing…to events surrounding the attack.”

	Her luminous eyes sized me up again, though without any primal challenge. “Very well,” she said soothingly. “You have my word.”

	“Break it, and I will know,” Miranda declared. “And we will see how quickly my ‘primitive mind’ can shred yours.”

	Velarys seemed to ignore the threat as she reached out her hand to touch my cheek. Before, when her eyes had been the only source of illumination in the room, I had found them utterly mesmerizing. Now, as she moved her face within a few centimeters of mine, I realized they were every bit as arresting even when all the lights were on. 

	“This will only take a moment,” she said, her voice soft. “And I will not harm you.”

	I took a deep breath. Oddly enough, I didn’t actually feel anything, though from the subtle flickering of her expression, I could tell that she had already started poking around. 

	“Remarkable,” she breathed after just a few seconds, her hand leaving my cheek. “It would appear that you had no knowledge of this deception, and your captain does seem to be an honorable warrior.”

	“He is,” I said. “And he’ll want to get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.”

	“Assuming he is still alive. The Dowd may have destroyed his vessel in astral space.”

	“Not a chance,” Ash said, shaking her head. “Not with Ellis in charge. He’ll make it.”

	“Perhaps,” Velarys said noncommittally. “But as I told you before, Kaldor Zeris, I will not keep this information from my people for long. You must discover who is behind this attack soon. And for your sake, and that of your Dominion, I hope your military leaders were not responsible. If they were—”

	“We’re all in a lot of trouble,” I finished. “Yeah. Believe me, I know.”

	We spent the next several minutes going over the last few details of the attack, including an account of how we had escaped the Dowd swarm ships. Velarys seemed genuinely impressed at how expertly Ash, a non-Yarasi, had been able to fly the ship, which I hoped might help put off further debates about the Wildcat’s rightful ownership, at least for a little while. 

	Miranda stayed oddly quiet for most of the conversation, her eyes laser-focused on the other telepath. I assumed that she was probably just making sure Velarys didn’t snoop on our thoughts, even accidentally, though for all I knew they could have been waging a silent mental battle. There was a reason that telepaths creeped out normal people more than most other psionic disciplines. Someone who could crush your bones with a thought was horrifying, but someone who could pluck the darkest secrets out of your mind was in some ways even worse. 

	When I’d first arrived on New Praxius and then the mothership, it had taken me quite a while to get used to the idea that I no longer had sovereignty over my own thoughts. Dominion protocols helped, of course, but the rules were often difficult if not impossible to enforce. Telepathy didn’t have an on/off switch like so many other powers. Sometimes thoughts and emotions just flooded in whether you wanted them to or not. 

	Still, I wasn’t overly worried about it. Miranda could protect herself, obviously, and there were only a few things I truly needed to keep from our guest. And as for Ash…well, she pretty much wore her thoughts on her sleeve anyway. And maybe if Velarys got a peek at how much Ash cared about this ship, it would push the inevitable clash even farther into the future. 

	A man could hope. 

	“Well, we’re still a little over a day from the rendezvous,” I said after we’d exhausted every avenue of discussion. “I know you’ve basically been asleep for two days straight, but if you need some rest…”

	“I do,” Velarys said. “I must meditate on what I have learned. Perhaps the astral winds will be kind and offer additional illumination.”

	“Uh…sure.” I shared a quick look with the other girls. What I really wanted was a chance to speak with them alone for a few minutes. Miranda could probably guarantee us some privacy with her powers, but only if we could get our guest into a different room for a while…

	“You probably want to shower and clean up, too,” Ash said, coming to the same conclusion. “I don’t know if I have any clothes that will fit ya, but you can raid my closet if you want. Everyone else is.”

	“Your offer is generous but unnecessary,” Velarys said. “This vessel’s fabrication unit should be able to restore my armor quite easily.”

	Ash shrugged. “Up to you, I guess. I know I wouldn’t want to sit around in that suit after thirty hours straight.”

	“You may be right,” Velarys admitted. “But I…”

	She trailed off as her head flicked to the side, and we all turned as Kalycos sauntered in through the open hatch to the main corridor, his tail swaying as he eyed the gathering taking place on the couch. 

	His couch. 

	“What is this creature?” Velarys asked, her posture suddenly stiff.

	“The real owner of the ship,” I muttered. “If you want to file a complaint, he’s the one you should see.”

	“It’s okay, baby,” Ash cooed, holding out her hand to entreat him. “You hungry?”

	After another inquisitive glance at the gathering, Kalycos continued his nonchalant saunter toward us. For a moment, it looked as though he might join his mother on the projector, but then he abruptly changed course and hopped up onto the arm of the couch between Miranda and Velarys instead. 

	“Why doesn’t he heed your commands?” Miranda asked. 

	Ash snorted. “He’s a cat, honey. He does what he wants. And right now, he wants to figure y’all out.”

	Little Kal stared right at Velarys, who still hadn’t moved. “What a majestic beast,” she breathed. “Like a tiny Rakashi, but without the greed or avarice.”

	“You haven’t seen him beg for treats,” I murmured. 

	I couldn’t tell if she’d even heard me. “Do not worry, little one,” she said, her voice lowering an octave to an almost breathless hum. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

	The cat’s tail swished. I wasn’t sure what to expect from him—he was notoriously mercurial—but after a brief pause, he stepped off the arm of the couch and moved within a few centimeters of the Yarasi. 

	“You desire affection, then?” she asked. “Very well.”

	She lifted her hand to his face, and he immediately rubbed his cheek across her gray fingers. When she scratched the bottom of his chin, his normally quiet purr was so loud we could have heard it even if we’d had a holo-vid playing on the projector. 

	Miranda looked vaguely horrified; Ash looked decidedly amused. 

	I simply smiled. Apparently, I had been going about this all wrong. Instead of trying to play diplomat myself, I should have just called for reinforcements. 

	“Yes, I imagine that location is difficult to scratch,” Velarys said. “But do not worry, I am happy to lend you my aid.”

	We all watched in silence as Kalycos soaked up the affection of the newcomer. It took almost a minute before he turned and hopped down from the couch only to promptly set an intercept course for his mother. He bonked his head into Ash’s shin, then wound his body and tail between her legs. 

	“A truly fascinating creature,” Velarys said. “Reminiscent of the yathool kittens native to Satera, though with a far more agreeable disposition.”

	“Huh,” I said. “We’ll have to take your word for it.”

	Ash crouched down to pick up Little Kal and hold him to her chest. He hadn’t stopped purring, though he did put his paw on her face to protest being hoisted up against his will. 

	“Now, I wish to avail myself of the lavatory,” Velarys said, bringing herself to her feet. “You may escort me to it, if you so desire.”

	“Sure,” I said, rising to join her. It seemed that the other girls and I would get our private conversation after all. “This way.” 

	 

	***

	 

	“It’s just over here,” I said once we had wrapped around the back corridor. 

	“I am familiar with the layout of a Vanu’ryth-class vessel,” Velarys replied, her eyes drinking in everything as we moved. “Though your associate has clearly made significant modifications.”

	“It was pretty beat up when we found it,” I said, glossing over the part where I had suggested that Ash sell off the salvage rights. It would have made her a small fortune, but her mind had been made up. “Took her months to get it in the air, let alone space.”

	Velarys paused in front of the door, her gaze peering around me to look into the gym a few meters away. “How and where was it discovered?”

	“A story for later,” I said, touching the panel and opening the door. The lavatory was larger than it looked from the outside, especially since there were no divider curtains or even blurred glass on the locker-room-style shower on the right. Ash had always meant to do something about that, but she’d never gotten around to it. 

	“There are plenty of towels in the cabinet,” I told her. “Along with everything else you should need.”

	“We shall see,” Velarys said. “But regardless, I shall wish to meditate afterward.”

	“No problem. We’ll set you up in the crew quarters or something.”

	“I will use the lounge.”

	I hissed softly, biting back a wave of annoyance. Yarasi forwardness and honesty had a certain charm to it, but her stubbornness was getting old. 

	“We’ll figure something out,” I said diplomatically. “In the meantime, I’ll leave you to it.”

	As I turned to leave, she shot something between a curious glance and an outright glare. “Are you not going to disrobe me?”

	My mouth went dry, and I had to repeat the memory in my head three times before I accepted that I hadn’t misheard. “Erm…can’t you do that yourself?”

	“Naturally, but that is hardly the point,” Velarys said. “You have been openly challenging my authority since I awakened.”

	“I’ve been…” I trailed off, too flabbergasted to form words. “You don’t have any authority here. This is our ship, and you are our guest.”

	“This is a Yarasi vessel, and I am a female. You should be eager to obey my commands.”

	The dryness returned. “Well, we’ve been over the first one—the Wildcat is Ash’s ship, not yours,” I said. “And as for the second part…what difference does it make that you’re female?”

	“What a ridiculous question,” Velarys said, shaking her head. “You are a curious specimen, Kaldor Zeris. Your behavior confuses me. You openly challenge me, yet when presented with the opportunity to make amends, you refuse to take it.”

	“Make amends?” I repeated. “What does removing your armor have to do with that?”

	“Everything,” she said. “Males are only disobedient when they seek the attention of a female. And if a female offers him the chance to impress her…”

	She paused, and the gray skin of her cheeks turned dark. “Clearly, I have misread your intentions.”

	“Uh…I guess so,” I managed, wondering what kind of opportunity I had just accidentally passed up. There was no way that she’d expected me to strip her and take her in the shower, right? My boyhood fantasies couldn’t possibly be that accurate…

	Velarys glanced away, her cheeks turning even darker. “This misunderstanding could have easily been avoided if you simply allowed me to probe your thoughts,” she said, a sudden edge to her tone. 

	“We humans value our privacy,” I said. “Maybe later, after you’ve earned my trust.”

	Her gaze snapped back to me, and this time she almost looked hurt. “I have no desire to harm you,” she insisted. “Only to understand you.”

	“I’d like to understand you, too,” I said, feeling an odd twinge of regret. “But, um…that’s probably going to take some time. And a few more acts of trust.”

	“So it would seem,” Velarys murmured, the light of her blue-violet eyes flickering again. Stars, it would be so easy to get lost in them…

	“By the way,” I said, “as long as we’re on this ship, you just call me Kal.”

	“Kal,” she echoed as if trying on the word. 

	“Easy to remember.” I offered her a smile. “I’ll leave you to it, then. Like I said, there are towels in the cabinet.”

	I stepped through the door and shut it behind me, then closed my eyes and forced myself to take a deep breath. At the start of my career, back when I’d been fresh out of the Borderlands, I’d had plenty of awkward experiences dealing with aliens I’d never personally encountered before. But it had been a long time since I’d felt this unprepared to deal with cultural differences. 

	Five minutes ago, I had been ready to choke this woman for being so stubborn, but now…now the possibilities were suddenly a lot more intriguing. 

	Grinning, I walked across the ship. My thoughts flashed to Captain Ellis, wondering how he would react when I brought a Yarasi warrior onto the Stormrider. The conversations would be interesting, I had no doubt about that. 

	Ash and Miranda were speaking in hushed tones when I arrived, both standing next to the couch and looking anxious. Kalycos, oblivious to the petty concerns of humans or the galaxy beyond, was giving himself a bath on the projector. 

	“All things considered, that could have gone worse,” I said.

	“Perhaps,” Miranda said. “But we are both worried about the security of the ship with her on board. I strongly recommend we don’t leave her unsupervised.” 

	“I really don’t think she’ll try anything at this point. But we could—”

	“I’ll stay up until we reach the Stormrider,” Ash interrupted. “Just in case.”

	“As will I,” Miranda agreed. “That way I can prevent any telepathic intrusion.”

	I stood there, flat-footed. Two days earlier, Ash had been spitting lightning at the “jenny skirt” I’d brought along to Sykaris, while Miranda had been struggling to grasp what I could possibly see in a half-Kreen girl from the Borderlands. Yet now they were forming a united front against a newcomer, and I wasn’t sure they even realized it. 

	As the old saying goes, I mused to myself, there’s nothing quite like a common enemy to bring people together. 

	“Let’s just try and remember that we need to keep her on our side,” I said. “The longer she’s willing to wait before telling her people what happened on that station, the better for everyone.”

	“That’s all well and good, but I’ll still feel better when she’s off my ship,” Ash replied. “’Least she won’t be able to argue about who really owns the Stormrider.”

	“Fair enough,” I conceded. “Though she might be able to help you fix some of the systems that are still giving you trouble. Like the astral drive, for example.”

	“I’ll pass, thanks.”

	I almost pressed it further, but from her body language—and the way she and Miranda were looking at each other in solidarity—I realized it would be a futile effort. The battle lines had been drawn, and there was nothing I could do about it besides try and hide my amusement. 

	“All right,” I said, raising my hands in defeat. “I just thought it would be nice to travel at three times the speed.”

	“We’ll manage,” Ash said. “In the meantime, we should—”

	Her green eyes abruptly went wide as she looked over my shoulder, and Miranda gasped. I spun around, my hand instinctively dropping to the holster I wasn’t wearing—

	Only to see Velarys standing in the doorway. 

	Stark naked. 

	“I informed Kal that I would require this room for my meditations,” she said, gliding forward, utterly care-free. Her hands feathered through her long and still very damp white hair. “Open spaces often help me focus.”

	For several heartbeats, the only sound in the room was Little Kal licking his paw. My old-fashioned Nirivian values were trying to convince me to shield my eyes out of politeness, but every other force in my body kept them locked upon the woman’s tall, statuesque figure as she came closer. 

	Despite her earlier injuries, her smooth, hairless gray skin was now completely unblemished, and her apparently lightning-quick shower had given it a shine like polished pewter. I drank in her feminine form, from her impossibly long legs to the shapely, sloping curve of her hips to the breasts that were both larger and firmer than I had imagined. The dark rings of her nipples stood out even more thanks to the glossy wetness of her skin, practically begging to be kissed. The way she moved—like a prowling, tiptoeing saunter rather than a crisp stride—seemed almost ethereal. 

	I had no excuse not to be more composed. It wasn’t as though I was a stranger to beautiful women, even beautiful alien women; I had slept with dozens of them over the years—tough women, elegant women, submissive women…

	But for whatever reason, the sight of a naked Yarasi made me feel like a teenager who had never even kissed a girl before, let alone seen one in her glorious flesh. 

	“Uh…” I stammered eloquently. 

	“Didn’t you tell her where the towels were?” Ash erupted. 

	“I do not require them,” Velarys said, fluffing her hair one last time before letting it fall gracefully over her shoulders in a shimmering silver tide. “My abilities allow me to reabsorb the moisture.”

	“Well, you’d better put on something!” Miranda demanded. Though she, too, seemed unable to look away. 

	Velarys halted barely a meter away from me. “I am merely performing an act of trust, as you requested,” she said, eyes glimmering. “I did not realize that my nudity would be such a cause for concern among other females.”

	“Ya thought wrong,” Ash said, her face flushed. “And Kal’s not a female!”

	“No, but he defeated me in physical combat and proved his worth. For that, he has earned the right to be treated as one.”

	It was, without a doubt, one of the strangest sentences I’d ever heard spoken aloud—and made even stranger that she clearly meant as a straight-faced compliment. 

	Later, I decided, it would probably be funny as hell. But right now…well, right now it was taking all my concentration not to stare at her tits. 

	“You know what?” Ash asked, cheeks still flushed but a grin finally tugging at her lips. “Let’s see if we can find you some clothing after all.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Fort Tisarys, New Praxius

	Six Years Ago

	 

	“This is a mistake, Kal.”

	I looked up from my rucksack, my teeth clenched so hard I could have chewed through a thorotine bar. Ellis was lucky there was no mirror in the back of my locker, otherwise the laser bolts I was shooting from my eyes might have burned straight through him. 

	“No,” I said, my voice a dark, bitter growl. “Our only mistake was agreeing to come here in the first place!”

	I grabbed the rest of my belongings and stuffed them inside the bag. I still had no idea how the hell I was going to get off this planet yet, but I was determined to figure something out. Ash and I didn’t belong here—the Dominion had made that very clear. 

	“The Admiral is wrong about her,” Ellis said, his voice as weary as I had ever heard it. “He’s wrong about a lot of things. They all are.”

	Slamming the door shut, I whirled around to face him. He was standing there on the opposite side of the empty locker room, his spotless blue-gold uniform looking out of place against the weathered wall of white tiles behind him. The rest of the men were all in bed; it was probably well past midnight at this point. 

	“You have every right to be upset,” Ellis said. “That girl deserves better.”

	“You’re damn right she does!” I snarled. “What the fuck are they thinking?”

	“They aren’t. They haven’t had to in a very long time.” He sighed softly and stepped away from the wall. “There’s never been an alien in the Wings, Kal—or the Blades or the Immortals or any other elite service. The fact that she has powers…it makes some people nervous.”

	“Too fucking bad for them.”

	Ellis didn’t flinch. “I haven’t given up on her,” he said. “And neither should you. I have some contacts back on the mothership who could—”

	“She doesn’t want your charity,” I said. “And she’s not going to beg.”

	“I don’t expect her to. But she needs to be patient—and so do you.”

	I snorted in disgust. “Forget it. They had their chance, and they blew it. I’m sorry, sir, but it’s too late. I told you on Nirivarr, it’s both of us or neither of us. And the Admiral just made that choice.”

	I stormed toward the exit, but he moved to block my path. 

	“If you walk out that door, there’s no coming back,” Ellis said firmly. “And there’s nothing else I can do for either of you. But if you give me a chance—if you give me some time—I can still fix this.”

	I glared at him. Just a few months ago, this man and his soldiers had saved our lives, and his generosity hadn’t stopped there. He had gone out of his way to help me, not only by clearing a path for me but by openly building one for me to walk on. He almost treated me like his son, not some random natty soldier from a backwater world.

	I still didn’t understand why he’d done any of it. My gifts may have been relatively rare, but they were far from unique. The Immortals had existed long before the Expansionary Fleet had entered the Tartarus Cluster, and there were surely other young men and women out there who deserved his patronage far more than I did. 

	But his unbending support was making it far harder for me to walk out of here than I expected, especially when I’d been at the peak of my fury a mere hour ago. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Ash sobbing. It would have been one thing if she had simply failed the proficiency trials, but that obviously wasn’t the case. She had the discipline and the reflexes and the instincts to become one hell of a starfighter pilot. 

	And she would have, if not for the Kreen blood flowing in her veins. 

	“Before you make your choice,” Elis said, “there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

	“But—”

	“Just speak with her,” he went on. “She won’t just explain to you why this is important—she’ll show you.”

	I scowled. “And then what?”

	“If you listen to what she has to say and still want to walk away, then I’ll arrange transport for you myself,” Ellis said. “But I think you’ll change your mind once you understand what’s at stake. I didn’t drag you all the way here from that mudball planet just to make you another ’pounder. I need something more—something special. A soldier who is willing and able to fight the enemies no one else can—and protect the people that no one else will.” 

	I glared at him, annoyed that he was even here. I had wanted this to be simple—to storm in here, gather my things, and leave. But Ellis always seemed to be one step ahead of everyone. Somehow, he’d found me before I could disappear forever. 

	“I need your help, Kal,” he said in an almost fatherly tone. “There are a lot of other Nashiras out there across the Dominion. And just like her, they need us. Please, hear what my friend has to say.”

	Grimacing, I tried to swallow the lump that had been lodged in my throat ever since I’d watched Ash’s heart shatter in front of me. But it didn’t move; it never would, not as long as she was suffering. 

	I couldn’t fix it, and Ellis probably couldn’t, either. But after everything he’d done for me—for us—I knew I owed him one last chance. 

	“Fine,” I growled, sighing and dropping my bag. “I’ll listen. But after that…we’ll see.”

	Nodding, Ellis placed a hand on my shoulder. “You won’t regret it, son,” he said. “I promise.”

	 

	
6 
The Rendezvous

	 

	Takanis System

	Present Day

	 

	Ash did ultimately find Velarys some clothes to wear, though convincing her why it was so vital she put them on proved to be more of a challenge. The past month had brought a lot of firsts—encountering the Dowd, having a fleet jenny beg me to get her pregnant, getting attacked by Dominion soldiers—but seeing a Yarasi warrior meditating in the lounge of the Wildcat while wearing one of my old t-shirts may have been the most surreal. 

	We did manage to avoid further conversational landmines, however, despite the fact that Ash and Miranda stayed on edge the whole time. Their joint suspicion and sudden, unexpected bond might have been cute under different circumstances, like if it had convinced Miranda to join Ash and I in her quarters for a night. But the presence of an outsider had thrown everything off, and the girls stayed awake just like they had promised. 

	I did not. I wanted to be nice and rested when we reached Takanis, and I made sure to get a full night’s sleep before we arrived. Even for someone like me, who was used to long travel times across Dominion territory, these last few days had felt like a small eternity. Probably because the stakes were so damn high, and because every hour we spent traveling was one more for the Dowd and these insurrectionists to scurry back into whatever hole they’d crawled out of…

	But then, finally, we were there. 

	“Droppin’ to sublight,” Ash announced from the pilot’s seat, her voice scratchy from lack of sleep. “Should I keep the cloak up?”

	“Absolutely,” I said as the starlines outside collapsed into tiny pinpricks of distant light. “At least until we contact the captain.”

	She nodded and called up a sensor display over the right-hand side of the canopy. We appeared to be completely alone, which shouldn’t have been all that surprising, given that we were on the very outskirts of the system, billions of kilometers from the Dominion colony on Takanis II. Ellis had presumably chosen this rendezvous so that we’d be well out of sensor range to make certain we could get everything sorted out before making an official report. 

	The problem was that he should have been here by now. 

	“They must have been delayed,” I said, as much to myself as anyone else. “What’s our best estimate for a time frame?”

	Miranda, sitting at her usual console behind and to the left of Ash, stared out at the silent stars for several heartbeats, then glanced down at her controls. “Even if they were slowed down significantly, they should have been here for at least a day and a half.”

	I grimaced. Where in the hell are you, sir?

	“If they were destroyed by the Dowd in astral space, it will be virtually impossible to locate the wreckage,” Velarys said. She was standing right next to me, clad in her mostly repaired light purple-gray armor. “We must account for that possibility.”

	“They’re not dead,” I insisted. “With over a day to kill, they could have returned to the mothership or gone on to New Praxius.”

	I felt Ash’s eyes upon me. “Kal, there’s no way—”

	“I’m not saying it’s likely, only that it’s possible,” I growled, trying to choke down the dread threatening to suffocate me. I had spent this whole trip forcing myself not to dwell on the possibility that the Stormrider had been destroyed, but now that the evidence was sitting here in front of us…

	Without Ellis, everything we’d been working for these past few years would fall apart. Our efforts to maintain the peace, my off-the-books missions with Saleya’s group, even my visits to Ash in the Borderlands…none of it would be possible without Ellis looking out for me. I would be reassigned in no time, and a natty ’pounder—even a SpecOps Immortal—only had so much leverage without a senior fleet officer in his corner.

	“All right, here’s the plan,” I said, swallowing. “First, we’ll head to—”

	“Wait,” Miranda interrupted as she frowned down at her console. “I believe I’m picking up a transponder pulse from somewhere else in the system.”

	I turned back to her, heart suddenly racing. “Can you show us?”

	“Erm,” she mumbled, looking over the strange controls. She had been so focused on watching our guest that she still hadn’t made much headway in learning how to use them. 

	“Like this,” Velarys said, stepping over and touching one of the triangular glyphs on the panel. The display superimposed upon the canopy flickered, then highlighted a distant transponder signal coming from halfway across the system. 

	“Is there an ID attached to it?” I asked. 

	Miranda studied it for a moment before a smile spread across her face. “It’s the Stormrider.”

	An invisible weight lifted from my shoulders. “You’re certain?”

	“Yes. There’s no message attached; it’s just a locator beacon. The captain must have changed the rendezvous and sent out a signal to let us know.”

	“Odd,” I said, suspicion tempering my immediate flash of excitement. “Ellis isn’t the type to change the play after it’s been called.”

	“They may have miscalculated their astral shift,” Velarys suggested. “And if their engines are damaged, they might not have been able to correct their mistake.”

	It was as good an explanation as any. The implications weren’t great, but they were a hell of a lot better than the ship being blown up. 

	“Plot an intercept and get us over there,” I ordered. “But keep us cloaked just in case.”

	“On it,” Ash said. “Here we go…”

	It took almost ten minutes to cross the millions of kilometers separating us, most of which I spent staring impatiently at the display. A wave of relief crashed over me once the ship appeared on sensors, though the incoming telemetry painted an even darker picture than I’d feared. And once we were close enough to see it with magnification…

	“By the Seraph,” Miranda breathed. 

	Bile rose in the back of my throat. The Stormrider was practically brand new, having only been officially commissioned six months ago. Before this mission, it hadn’t suffered so much as a scratch on its pristine white hull. 

	That was no longer the case. Most of the ship’s midsection was stippled black, as was at least a third of the seashell bow. One of the sublight nacelles had been savaged by several direct hits, mangling it almost beyond recognition, and the other wasn’t in much better shape. It was suddenly rather obvious why they hadn’t been waiting at the exact rendezvous coordinates. 

	“Life signs?” I asked, voice hoarse. 

	“Yes,” Velarys said, looking at Miranda’s display. “Life support systems are online, but not much else. Main power is out; auxiliary power appears to be operating at less than half capacity. Though based on the damage, they have likely been attempting to make repairs for some time.”

	“You’re tellin’ me it used to be worse?” Ash asked. “How are they even alive?”

	“Because Captain Ellis was in command,” I said, hearing both the pride and shock in my voice. The Science Directorate held out hope that the Stormrider would spawn an entire new line of easy-to-build assault frigates that could not only navigate the gravimetric currents of the Drift, but potentially dip farther into the fringes of the Veil. They were not going to be amused that their fancy new prototype had been beaten to a pulp. 

	But that was a problem for another day. 

	“Are their coms online?” I asked. 

	“I believe so, yes,” Miranda said, looking a bit grouchy to have our Yarasi guest hovering over her. 

	“Then drop the cloak and open a channel.”

	The lights in the cockpit brightened as Ash disengaged the ship’s cloak. A quick glance at the tac-holo showed no obvious reaction from the Stormrider, and I wondered if their sensors were even capable of detecting us—and if not, why the captain hadn’t called Takanis to get a maintenance tug out here. Takanis II lay right at the edge of the liquid water zone for its star, but its rich mineral deposits had earned it a modest naval station with enough system patrol craft to run off pirates. The five gas giants orbiting further out were also likely candidates for future exploitation. The colony itself was relatively small, with several dozen mostly automated mining operations supported by a single polar settlement, but the garrison surely had enough supplies to help with basic repairs. Perhaps he’d just wanted to hold off until we’d had a chance to talk…and get our story straight. 

	“Channel open,” Ash said. 

	“Stormrider, this is Major Zeris,” I said. “Do you copy?”

	The pause seemed to stretch on forever, but Captain Ellis’s image finally superimposed over the canopy in front of us. “Kal…thank the Seraph you made it.”

	“I was about to say the same to you, sir.” I only had a limited view of the bridge behind him, but it had clearly seen better days. The bits of shattered plastic scattered across the tactical console were hard to miss. 

	“Oh, we didn’t have any trouble,” Ellis said with a forced smile. Beyond the gray patches in his black beard, I could see sweat and grime on his umber cheeks. I doubted he’d slept more than hour or two over the past three days. 

	“Yeah, the ship looks great from out here,” I replied dryly. “You want me to see if we have some towing cables around here somewhere?”

	“That won’t be necessary, Major. Not yet, anyway.”

	“Captain, what happened?” Miranda asked. “Were the Dowd—”

	“I’ll explain everything once you’re aboard, Ensign,” Ellis said. “We should have partial main power restored in a few minutes.”

	“Understood, sir,” I said. “But you should be aware that we’re bringing a guest aboard.”

	“A guest?”

	I turned to Velarys, only to find her looking right at me. Through me, actually, or at least that was always how it seemed. “A survivor,” I clarified. “We were able to save one of the Yarasi soldiers before we escaped. It took some doing, but we’ve convinced her to hear us out before she tells her people anything. And I gave her my word we’d get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.”

	The captain leaned back, a dozen questions flashing in his dark eyes. But we knew each other well enough that I was sure he heard the unspoken subtext in my voice—and the warning buried within. 

	“I’ll make the appropriate arrangements,” Ellis said. “Go ahead and dock—the umbilical is still working just fine.”

	“Understood, sir,” I said. “Zeris out.”

	“At least they’re alive,” Ash whispered. “The Dowd sure beat the piss of out ’em, though. What do you think happened?”

	“We’ll find out soon,” I told her, my eyes locked on the plasma-scored hull. “Go ahead and take us in.”

	 

	***

	 

	The Wildcat was a bit too large to fit inside the Stormrider’s cramped hangar while it was still holding the Foreclaw freighter and a drop shuttle, but Ash had no trouble attaching us to the port-side umbilical. A few minutes later, the four of us were standing outside the airlock, myself in the lead alongside our guest while Ash and Miranda stood a few meters away. The former had finally put on her green “hunting” gear, including the bow strapped to her back and pulse pistol on her hip; the latter had put her skin-suit on, though I could tell she was dying to get back in her regular uniform. 

	Despite the patchwork repairs, I had donned my black neoflex armor as well, my SP-2 sidearm locked to my hip. Mostly out of habit and protocol, but also out of professional pride. Elite SpecOps commandos didn’t simply wander around military starships in their old t-shirts and comfy pants, especially not when they were bringing an enemy soldier aboard. 

	There was a hiss around the airlock door as the pressure equalized, and I found myself tensing up. If we had been on the Alaru, Ellis’s last command, there probably would have been ten armed troopers awaiting us to escort our guest. But since the Stormrider didn’t have any ’pounders left on board, I wondered if he might have decided to arm a few of his young officers and having them nearby as a show of force instead. 

	Then the door opened, and I had my answer. 

	“Welcome aboard,” Ellis said, standing alone and unarmed several meters away on the other side of the airlock. The gold epaulets of his normally pristine blue uniform were dusted with grime, and his face looked even more fatigued in person than it had over the projection. His gaze darted across the repairs to my armor, then over my shoulder to Ash and Miranda, and some of his worry lines eased. “Thank the Seraph you all made it.”

	“Sir,” I said, offering him a crisp salute. “Permission to come aboard.”

	“Granted.”

	Letting my arm fall, I gestured to our guest. “This is Velarys, the Yarasi survivor I told you about.”

	“Welcome aboard the Stormrider,” he greeted with a courteous nod. “I’m Captain Jarod Ellis. I only wish our meeting were under more pleasant circumstances.”

	“As do I,” Velarys replied, her blue-violet eyes boring into him with uncomfortable intensity. I doubted that she would use her telepathy with Miranda looming so close, but my stomach tightened nevertheless. Ellis had demonstrated remarkable mental discipline around Seraphim telepaths, but Yarasi methods could have been more intrusive…

	“Well, I’m eager to hear your report in person,” the captain said. “I just hope you’ll forgive the mess on the way to conference room. We have most of the mechs on repair duty, not janitorial work.”

	“I understand. But before we proceed, Captain, I wish to make one thing clear.” Velarys advanced a step, her voice hardening. “I have agreed to speak with you as a courtesy to Major Zeris, who saved my life. He believes that rogue actors are to blame for this massacre, and I am willing to hear evidence to that end. But make no mistake: my sisters were killed by human soldiers, and the Yarasi Empire will not allow their deaths to go unpunished.”

	It was, I had to admit, a pretty bold sentiment coming from a lone, unarmed soldier about to board a starship filled with her enemies. Under different circumstances, I might have laughed in her face. But even based on the short time I had known her, I understood that it wasn’t bluster or even a threat. In her mind, she was merely making her position crystal clear.

	It was this kind of behavior that made conniving merchants so eager to work with Yarasi traders. Good negotiators—like good gamblers—didn’t just lay their cards on the table for all to see. The Rakashi Alliance in particular had always been eager to exploit the earnestness of their neighbors. 

	But I was a soldier, not a merchant. And I was already starting to find that Yarasi earnestness refreshing. 

	“I understand your concerns,” Ellis replied, his expression sober but betraying nothing. “And I am as disturbed as you are by the implication of Dominion involvement here. I assure you, I am determined to punish those responsible for this barbaric attack.”

	“So you say,” Velarys returned coolly. “But the Executrix will require more than mere words before she is willing to trust you. And frankly, Captain, so will I.”

	“As well you should,” Ellis said. “And in the interest of honesty here, I should tell you that Fleet Command will not be pleased when they learn about a Yarasi listening post hidden in the Borderlands—one with the capacity to surveil half a dozen Dominion sectors. At some point, the Executrix will need to explain to the Assembly on Kenabrius why her government decided to violate the spirit of the Accords with such an aggressive move.”

	Velarys shrugged almost imperceptibly. “Likely the same reason the Pact built a similar station at Harkaeon. And the same reason that, even now, you are attempting to build a surveillance installation along the Veil beyond the Ketule Nebula.”

	My brow furrowed. “What?”

	“I’m not aware of any surveillance facilities outside Dominion space,” Ellis murmured. 

	“Neither were we, until our own installation came online several months ago,” Velarys said. “But it is there, Captain. And the Executrix may wonder if fear of exposure could be the motivation for your soldiers boarding our outpost and slaughtering our people.”

	My mouth was suddenly dry. She hadn’t said anything about this while we were on the Wildcat. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Miranda’s face scrunch in concern as well.

	“I will need to consult my superior and look into this,” Ellis said, his tone staying level despite his obvious worry. “But this isn’t the place to hold a discussion. Please, follow me…”

	He turned and led the way into the adjoining corridor with me, Velarys, and Miranda close behind. But it only took a few steps before we all realized that Ash wasn’t following us. She remained inside the umbilical, her arms crossed over her chest. 

	“You coming?” I asked, pausing and glancing over my shoulder.

	“I’m fine right here, I think,” she said. “Someone’s gotta make sure none of these jennies put their paws on the Wildcat.”

	“No one will touch your vessel,” Ellis assured her, brow furrowed. “You have my word.”

	She eyed him for a long moment, her vertical pupils so narrow they were practically invisible. “I appreciate it, Captain, but we both know I don’t belong on your fancy ship. No point in pretendin’ otherwise.”

	The air went still, and a shadow fell across Ellis’s face. The expression was not one I’d seen often; it was a mix of sadness, wounded pride, and perhaps even a little shame. In fact, I think I had only ever seen it once before in my life. 

	Six years ago, back when he had heard the news that the Wings of the Seraph had rejected her. 

	“You are welcome on the Stormrider anytime, Nashira,” Ellis said, his normally commanding voice almost plaintive. “I hope you understand that.”

	Ash’s cheek twitched. “I ain’t one of your jennies,” she said. “And we both know the Dominion doesn’t want me anywhere near—”

	“I don’t care what the Dominion wants,” Ellis interrupted. “This is my ship, and I make the rules. You are always welcome here.”

	For several awkward heartbeats, I wondered if she might refuse. It would have been stubborn and foolish and pointless, but I still wouldn’t have blamed her. After all, it wasn’t as if I’d made much progress sanding down the chip on my shoulder, either, and I hadn’t been thrown to the wolves for having “impure DNA” like she had. 

	“Please, join us,” Ellis said, extending his hand. “You’re the only reason we’re all standing here. And there’s no way we’ll be able to find out who is responsible without your help.”

	Ash finally swallowed and stepped forward. “Fine,” she murmured. “Let’s get this over with.”

	 

	***

	 

	The Stormrider had looked pretty bad on the outside. From the inside, the damage was even worse. 

	Entire corridors had been sealed off by emergency bulkheads during the attack, preventing decompression but turning the ship into a maze in the process. The acrid smell of burnt electronics hung in the air. There were bits of broken plastic from overloaded panels scattered across the carpet, even on the command deck, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the lingering naysayers in the Admiralty might take the damage as validation of their opposition to new Dominion vessels being constructed without Synesthete support. One of the main advantages of integrating psionic ghosts into a ship was their knack for coordinating repairs, which the crew definitely seemed to be struggling with. 

	Then again, they were trying to conduct major repairs in the middle of nowhere without the aid of a shipyard, external fabricator drones, or a team of trained Seraphim shapers who could psionically repair battle damage as easily as Velarys could repair flesh. That, combined with the inexperience of the crew, didn’t exactly make for a fair comparison. 

	The good news, relatively speaking, was that casualties from the attack had been light. Four people were dead, three from a single torpedo hit that had vented an entire corridor into space, and about a dozen had been seriously wounded. All things considered, a little debris in the corridors was a small price to pay for not losing more people. 

	The conference room was in decent shape, though, probably because one of the emergency bulkheads had sealed over the wall-sized window during the attack. We all took a seat at the long, oval table, Ellis at the head, Velarys on one side, and myself flanked by Ash and Miranda on the other. I planned to give the captain the briefest possible recap. But first, I needed to know how in the hell they had gotten out of their dogfight alive.

	“Not easily,” Ellis said in response to my question. “Once I realized they could follow us into astral space, I knew we were in trouble. The Stormrider is one of the fastest and most maneuverable ships in the fleet, but those swarm ships have frigate-grade plasma cannons and are almost as nimble as starfighters. I knew we couldn’t evade them for long, so I shifted us back into normal space and tried to use the nebula to our advantage.”

	He leaned back in his chair and laid his hands upon the black, glassy table. “I’ll show you the battle recordings later, but we managed to play cat and mouse long enough to keep them from ganging up on us. Once we finally took the first one out, I knew the other one would probably revert to old tactics. And I wasn’t wrong.”

	“Old tactics, sir?” Miranda asked. 

	“A suicide run,” I reasoned darkly, remembering the old battle vids he’d shown me. “To prevent you from returning with details of the attack.”

	Ellis nodded. “Yes. If Reyes weren’t such a talented helmsman, we might not be having this conversation. But we managed to keep our distance long enough to cripple their engines and then finish them off.”

	“Impressive,” I said, looking forward to reviewing the footage. I may not have been a naval strategist, but Ellis sure as hell was. There was no better captain in the fleet in a one-on-one engagement. Or perhaps even two- or three-on-one, where the Dowd were concerned.

	“I’m confused about something, sir,” Miranda said. “If you battled the Dowd in the nebula, how did you get here? There’s no way the Stormrider could have made it this far without main power.” 

	“You’re right, we wouldn’t have,” Ellis agreed. “Most of the battle damage was from our second engagement.”

	“Second engagement?” I breathed.

	“Three more swarm ships intercepted us just before we reached Dominion space,” he said. “We don’t know where they came from or how they tracked us, but we suddenly found ourselves in another fight for our lives.”

	I shared a stunned look with Ash and Miranda. So, while an unmarked Dominion cruiser had come after us, more swarm ships had gone after the Stormrider. It raised all kinds of questions, like where these ships had been hiding all these years. 

	“How did you survive this second assault?” Velarys asked from across the table. 

	“We ran. I eventually took a gamble that they wouldn’t be willing to reveal themselves in Dominion space, and I was mostly right,” Ellis said. “They pursued us right up until we got within sensor range of the Takanis V outpost, then broke off their pursuit.”

	“Thank the Seraph for small favors,” I murmured. “But it turns out they didn’t just go after you. We had a little pursuit of our own.”

	Ellis frowned. “Weren’t you cloaked?”

	“Yeah. Which made things a whole lot more interesting…”

	I laid out the details of our brief engagement with the renegade Dominion cruiser, including our creative means of disabling their hyperdrive prior to our escape. Ellis’s face cycled through the same emotions mine had, mostly on the shock and confusion band of the spectrum. 

	“A retrofitted Dominion cruiser,” he breathed once I’d finished. “How is that even possible?”

	“I wish I knew,” I said. “But somehow, I get a feeling they have more surprises in store for us…whoever the hell ‘they’ are.”

	“Surely Fleet Command can figure out where the cruiser could have come from,” Miranda suggested. “They could compare our sensor data against a list of decommissioned or missing ships.”

	Ellis nodded, and I could almost see the gears in his mind grinding through a list of theories. “The cruiser, the Valkyries, the crew required to operate it all…” He shook his head. “It’s almost unfathomable. The Dominion fleet does not just lose starships.”

	“There are those who will agree,” Velarys said, voice icy. “And suggest that the true explanation is more sinister.”

	Miranda shot the other woman an acidic glare, but Ellis took it more or less in stride. 

	“I’m not any happier about this than you are,” he said, diplomatically but with a touch of bite in his tone. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

	“On that note, have you had the opportunity to pursue our other potential lead?” I asked. “You’ve had plenty of time to pull the transfer orders for Draven and his squad.”

	The captain’s face darkened into a scowl. “I checked,” he confirmed. “But by the time we were in range of relay stations at the border, the official transfer orders had already been deleted.”

	“Deleted?” Miranda gasped. “Under whose authority?”

	“That’s an excellent question,” Ellis said. “Unfortunately, whoever ordered it did a hell of a job covering their tracks. I had Nohani check out all the recent order lists looking for anything suspicious, but there’s nothing, not even a single data remnant.”

	“There must be physical proof,” I suggested. “Draven and his men didn’t just materialize out of nowhere—they had previous assignments, previous commanders…there are plenty of potential leads.”

	“Yes, and once I get in contact with the mothership, I’m going to insist Command launch a full investigation,” Ellis said. “But that’s going to take time—time we may not have. The Assembly on Kenabrius is about as volatile as a pulothium isotope. If there’s any chance of stabilizing it, we need to act quickly. And probably take some chances we wouldn’t otherwise risk.”

	From the tone of his voice, I could tell that he’d spent plenty of time working through various possibilities over the past few days; though from the crease in his brow, I could also tell that he didn’t particularly care for his conclusions. 

	“There are numerous groups in Dominion space who don’t approve of the Accords,” Ellis said, “but only a handful that have any type of real influence over the military. Fewer still have anything resembling the capability to steal a cruiser without anyone noticing.”

	“The Rividian Column and the Mire are the only two that come to mind,” I said, watching Ash’s reaction out of the corner of my eye. She had been quiet so far, mostly because she felt so uncomfortable on a Dominion ship, but I saw her flinch when I mentioned the organization that had murdered her parents. She had spent a lot of time over the years trying to flush them out of hiding to no avail. 

	“The trouble is,” I added, “we could easily be dealing with a completely new faction here, one we know absolutely nothing about.”

	“We barely know anything about the ones we can name,” Ellis replied sourly. “I spent the better part of yesterday digging through the Intelligence Directorate’s files, and the truth is, the DID knows embarrassingly little about the command structure of the Column and the Mire.”

	“But that…that doesn’t make sense,” Miranda said. “They operate openly in Dominion space! How could the DID not know more about them?”

	“Because your leaders sympathize with their goals,” Velarys interjected. 

	“Some of our leaders sympathize with their goals,” Ellis corrected. “Too many, certainly, and I suspect the number may be even higher among the rank-and-file. But it’s far more complicated than that.”

	“Don’t see why,” Ash put in, arms crossed and voice bitter. “Seems like they got a tidy little relationship goin’ right now.”

	Miranda frowned at her. “What are you implying?”

	“That by leaving these reactionary groups unhindered,” Velarys answered instead, “your leaders are able to accomplish their objectives without active involvement. We have observed similar tactics all across human society from the moment you arrived in the Cluster. I believe the term your people use is ‘plausible deniability,’ is it not?”

	“That is pure speculation!” Miranda snarled. “If I were you, I would be very careful about levying accusations, especially after our captain graciously invited you to be present for what should be a classified briefing!”

	“I merely speak the truth,” Velarys replied. “Perhaps you should consider why it makes you feel so uncomfortable.”

	Miranda’s blue eyes flashed like angry pulse cannons. “Captain, I strongly suggest we remove this—”

	“At ease, Ensign,” Ellis said, his voice calm but his gaze hard. “Our guest has every right to speak her mind. We want her people to understand that we are being as open and honest in this investigation as possible.”

	Miranda visibly swallowed a retort, then nodded. “Of course, Captain,” she said. “I apologize for the outburst.”

	“Noted,” he said, leaning forward across the table and looking at the Yarasi again. “As I was saying, the situation is complicated. But most of the particulars aren’t important, at least not for our current purposes. The bottom line is that the official DID files have minimal information on the leadership of either major organization. Thankfully, however, I was able to make a few private inquiries to fill in the gaps.”

	He tapped a button on the table, and several holographic images appeared over the projector in the center, mirrored for each viewing angle. On the left was an image of a slender, middle-aged human man with a graying goatee; on the right was a fairly detail-light text dossier. 

	“His name is Soren Foln,” Ellis said. “My sources believe that he’s been in charge of the Rividian Column for almost ten years, though he’s gone by at least a dozen different aliases in that time. And according to one of my sources in the DID, he has strong connections to the Mire leadership as well.”

	“Foln,” Miranda breathed, frowning as she examined the dossier. “I recognize that name. It’s one of the Great Keledonian Houses from the old Dominion!”

	Ellis nodded. “Which I believe might be the actual reason that his name isn’t listed in the DID records I pulled. It’s less of a conspiracy and more of a standard cover-up. The idea that one of the scions from the Great Houses would be involved in something like this is downright embarrassing. If word got out, the political fallout across the Golden Worlds would be intense.”

	“But it does explain how the Column has been able to maintain funding for so long,” I reasoned. “Even a trickle of that legacy wealth could support a small army.”

	“Indeed,” Ellis agreed. “Both groups have been relatively quiet for the past few years, enough that they’ve fallen off the immediate radar. But there are those within the Directorate who have suggested the two groups might be regrouping to plan some kind of joint operation.”

	“Like trying to bait the Pact and Yarasi into a war?”

	“That was my first thought, but a plan of that scale—especially one that somehow involves the Dowd—is far more grandiose than anything either group has ever attempted. Even with the funding of a Great House, I’m not sure how they would gather the resources or personnel to pull off anything like this.”

	“Then perhaps they are merely a convenient scapegoat,” Velarys said. “And your own government is responsible after all.”

	At the edge of my vision, I saw Miranda twitch. I half-expected her to lunge out of her chair and tackle the other woman, but a warning glance from the captain kept her in place. 

	“If that’s true, then we are all in a lot of trouble,” Ellis said mildly. “But while I understand your cynicism, I still believe it is unfounded. Major Zeris and I have a history of taking on the more radical elements within Dominion space. There’s simply no way a plan of this magnitude could have been kept from us, not if it involved key leaders in the fleet.”

	“Perhaps,” Velarys replied neutrally. “I remain unconvinced, and based on what I’ve heard thus far, the Executrix and the Pact Military Council will assume the worst.”

	“Which is precisely why it’s so important that we expose the people responsible as quickly as possible,” Ellis said. “While the Assembly debates the images you uploaded, we need to take action.”

	“How?” I asked. 

	With a heavy sigh, the captain closed the projection. “At the moment, there’s only one real option. We need to confront one or both of these groups and see what they know, and we need to do it soon. And that means—”

	“Rividian,” Ash whispered. “The only place where we know they are for sure.”

	We all turned to her. She looked as uncomfortable as ever, and the fact that we were discussing groups who would want “genetic abominations” like her sterilized probably wasn’t helping. 

	“You still have contacts there, don’t you?” the captain asked. 

	“A few,” Ash said, turning and eyeing me. She finally seemed to relax the slightest bit, and I could see a faint flicker of amusement tug at the corner of her mouth. “I have an in with the Ibiz Aral—I found the missing daughter of one of their sector bosses a few months back. He might know something.”

	I winced. I didn’t particularly like the idea of reaching out to one of the notorious Neyris crime families, even one of the slightly less odious ones like the Ibiz Aral. They were discreet enough when they sold us information, but our connections to Saleya’s organization might work against us. She had worked to save a lot of Neyris girls from syndicate life and made plenty of powerful enemies in the process. 

	“I doubt they’d be able to help,” I said. “Pro-human groups aren’t exactly eager to work with alien crime families.”

	“The Ibiz Aral moves a lot of guns down the Ramanis Run to Rividian,” Ash pointed out. “You don’t think the Column could swallow their pride long enough to buy a few shiploads of weapons?”

	“Maybe, but I still think there are better options.”

	She shrugged innocently. “There’s always Lovar Dyss and his fellow Rakashi. He’ll charge us an arm and a tail, but he’s—”

	“I’ll pass, thanks.” I shot her a warning glower. “You do remember the last time we tried to do business with him, right?”

	“You mean when he tried to overcharge us for those grenades?”

	“No, I mean when he had one of his drones try to slice into my holopad while I was taking a piss!” 

	“I think he got the message,” Ash said. “You did knock out one of his fangs.”

	“Yeah, well, I still say he got off easy,” I grumbled.

	“How does a soldier know so much about these…miscreants?” Miranda asked. For the first time since we’d sat down, her blue gaze was focused on me rather than Velarys. 

	“Necessity,” Ellis replied before I could. “Life in SpecOps is more complicated than life on a starship, Ensign. Learning how to navigate the underworld can be crucial for more delicate assignments.”

	It was an accurate enough answer, if not a particularly honest one. And Ash was cagey enough not to give anyone the time to chew on it and figure that out. 

	“I think we both know where this is goin’, Kal,” she said. 

	“Absolutely not,” I insisted. “I refuse to go into that idiot’s bar ever again.”

	“That idiot is the most connected person on the planet,” Ash countered. “Well, the most connected one who isn’t a spy, anyway.”

	“I do not understand,” Velarys said, looking between us. “Who is this person?”

	“Nobody you want to meet,” I muttered. “And nobody I want to see.”

	Ash snorted. “You’ll have to forgive Kal. He’s been salty ever since Gor beat him in an arm-wrestling match.”

	“That’s not why I dislike him,” I protested. “And besides, he didn’t beat me. Not really. It wasn’t a fair fight.”

	“Why’s that?”

	“Because he’s a Krosian!”

	“Yeah, but you knew that when you took the bet!”

	“I took the bet because you needed me to give you a distraction,” I reminded. “And because I was completely shit-faced at the time.”

	Ash laughed. I did not. 

	“The point is he’s not trustworthy,” I said. “There has to be someone else.”

	“You know there isn’t. If the Column is up to somethin’ this big, Gor will know about it. Besides, he owes me a favor.”

	“I owe him a punch in the tusk,” I replied bitterly. But no matter how much I wanted to deny it, she was obviously right. Tagrath Xal’Gor had an impressive information-gathering network, and he had learned to use people’s natural biases against his species to his advantage. Krosians were bred for strength, not smarts, but he’d somehow managed to end up with both. I had always wondered if he might be a Pact spy, but Ash assured me that she’d never been able to dig up any connections to that end. The Xal’Gor clan was one of the rare few who had stayed in Dominion space after the massacre on Coperos that had driven the rest into the arms of the Sillibar and the Pact. 

	“Even if his organization is willing to help us,” I said, my tone conceding defeat, “he’ll charge us a governor’s ransom.”

	“If he can get us the information we need, we’ll pay whatever it takes,” Ellis said. “I would prefer to go through official channels, but that’s not an option right now. Fleet Command is still busy diverting ships to the border in case the Pact decides to cross into the Borderlands, and the Admiralty will be bogged down dealing with the political fallout from all of this. The DID will assuredly conduct their own investigation, but, well…”

	“Yeah,” I said, not bothering to hide my distaste. I had no doubt that there were plenty of good people in the Intelligence Directorate, but Velarys’s suspicions about the organization weren’t misplaced. Of all the valuable lessons I’d learned working with Saleya’s group, the most important was to be wary of the DID. 

	“Under normal circumstances, I would obviously prefer to take the Stormrider,” Ellis said. “But engineering doesn’t expect we’ll be able to move for at least two days, possibly more. So while we conduct repairs, Nashira will have to—”

	“I know,” Ash said, flicking her hand. “I should really start back-chargin’ you for all this fuel. Sometimes feels like your precious Dominion couldn’t function without me!”

	Ellis offered her an almost grandfatherly smile. “I’ve managed to free up some discretionary funds for just this eventuality.”

	“Some?” She uncrossed her arms. “How many zeroes is that?”

	“Enough, I hope,” he said. “To be perfectly honest, there are other advantages to arriving in a civilian vessel. Command is preparing to consolidate the bulk of the 4th and 5th fleets in the Rividian System as part of our defensive posture. I imagine that most fringe groups like the Column may be planning to go farther underground with all that military build-up overhead. It’s probably best not to spook them further.”

	Ellis returned his attention to me. “I want you to go there and get any information you can, Major. With luck, we’ll be able to rendezvous with you again by the time you get a lead.”

	If we get a lead, I thought. I still wasn’t convinced that the Column had anything to do with this. If I had to bet my pension on it, I would have gone with my new faction theory. Though if I were being honest with myself, I was probably just grumpy about the prospect of meeting Gor again. Stars, I hated Krosians, even the ones who didn’t smell like yesterday’s lunch. 

	“Does this meet with your approval?” Ellis asked our Yarasi guest. 

	Velarys considered for several heartbeats, her body almost eerily still. “I will refrain from sending a message to my people until after we have pursued this course. After that, I am honor-bound to tell the Executrix everything that has transpired.”

	“Then let’s hope you’re able to find the proof we need to convince her that this isn’t worth starting another war,” Ellis said. “Because that’s the absolute last thing any of us should want.”

	“Agreed,” the Yarasi replied.

	Ellis held her gaze for a few more seconds before he turned back to me. “I wish we had more time to let you catch your breath, but given the situation…”

	“I understand, sir,” I said. “I just need a few hours to get my armor repaired before we can depart. If we pick up the trade corridor to Rividian at New Praxius, we can probably shave the trip down to—”

	“Fifty-nine hours and thirty-eight minutes,” Miranda said. “Depending on hyperspace drift.”

	I smiled thinly. “Just enough time for you to get the Stormrider moving again.”

	“If we’re lucky,” Ellis said. “And if the Takanis colony can get some repair drones out here reasonably quickly. We’re going to need all the help we can get.” His eyes shifted to Miranda. “On that note, Ensign, I’m afraid you’ll be staying here.”

	She blinked. “Sir?”

	“We’re still down several crew from injuries, and I’m going to need your expertise to get us up and running again.”

	Her mouth hung open, and she looked between me and Ash almost plaintively. Miranda had experienced plenty of firsts on this assignment, but I got the feeling she’d never been given orders she’d strongly disagreed with before. Until now. 

	“With all due respect, sir, the Major and I have been an excellent team,” she said, voice quiet but insistent. “We—”

	“I know you have, and I’m certain you will be again in the future,” Ellis replied, coolly but not harshly. “I never would have sent you to help him otherwise. But at the moment, Ensign, I need you here.”

	She wanted to protest—I could see it on her face and in the tightness of her knuckles on the table. But at the end of the day, she was still a fleet jenny, designed from birth to serve on a Dominion starship. 

	And to follow orders.

	“Yes, sir,” she said. “I understand.”

	The defeat in her voice almost made me speak up in her defense, and if we had been alone with only Ellis in the room, I might have done just that. But questioning his orders in front of an outsider like Velarys would be unacceptable. I also had a feeling that there was more to this particular decision than the current needs of the Stormrider. Fleet jennies and the criminal underworld weren’t exactly a good mix. No matter how we tried to disguise her, Miranda would stand out like a Neyris dancer in a Krosian battle pit. She’d done well enough on Sykaris, but we had only gone there to meet with Ash, not a local crime boss. The dynamics on Rividian were going to be quite different. 

	Especially since Ash and I were already going to have our hands full trying to keep a low profile with a Yarasi warrior in tow. Adding Miranda to the mix would make a difficult task effectively impossible. 

	Still, it tugged at me to leave her behind. And I was reasonably certain I saw a flash of disappointment in Ash’s eyes, which seemed like a good sign considering that a few short days ago, they hadn’t wanted anything to do with one another.

	“Then you should start getting ready, Major,” Ellis said. “Contact me before you’re prepped to go—there are a few last things that you and I should discuss. In the meantime, I would like to speak with our guest in private.”

	I knew a dismissal when I heard one. Rising to my feet, I offered Miranda an apologetic glance. 

	“We’ll be underway as soon as we can, sir,” I told him. 

	“Just make sure you get those funds in my account,” Ash said, standing. “And feel free to be as generous as you like.”

	Ellis smiled. “I’ll see what I can do.”

	 

	
7 
A Short Goodbye

	 

	Takanis System

	Present Day

	 

	Compared to the damage that had been inflicted on the Stormrider, the damage to my armor was utterly trivial. It almost seemed like a waste of resources to even consider repairing it, and if not for the fabricator on the Wildcat, I might not have tried. The repair crews were already running the Stormrider’s fabricators at maximum capacity to print new consoles, bulkhead plates, tools, and dozens of other parts; they didn’t need me showing up and asking them to fix some armor, too.

	But since none of their repairs here had any need of the polycarbonate fibers used in personal armor and equipment, I was able to get the raw materials I required and load them onto the Wildcat. I could use them to fix the damage myself later. I raided the armory, too, just in case we ended up needing more firepower on Rividian. I snagged a TAC-6 heavy rifle to replace the one I’d lost as well as a slender Cobra light pistol I could conceal in my clothing on Rividian.

	I couldn’t resist snagging a box of frag and stun grenades, either, as well as a few variant power cells for my rifle. Explosive ones had their uses when grenades weren’t an option, and phasic ones would come in handy if we ended up needing to blast through some personal deflectors. 

	When I moved everything into the supply closet on the Wildcat, Ash saw fit to remind me that we were about to visit a highly populated urban center, not a warzone. She also implied I was probably overcompensating for another encounter with her old Krosian contact.

	But despite the teasing, she didn’t complain about having the extra stockpile on board. Nirivian girls loved their guns, after all, even ones who had learned to use Yarasi energy bows. 

	While she ran some maintenance checks on the ship—and kept an eye on Velarys—I headed back to the Stormrider for a quick private meeting with the captain before we set out. He was going to have his hands full dealing with this mess, especially since I knew he’d finally sent in the request for repair teams and would end up on the horn with the brass to deliver an official report. But there were a few questions I definitely needed to ask him…

	We met in his bridge office, which gave me another chance to appreciate the extent of the damage to the ship. Still, all the bridge stations seemed to be functional, and the freshly promoted cadets like Nohani and Reyes had a familiar shaken but determined glint in their eyes. It wasn’t quite the same look as ’pounders who had survived their first firefight, but it was closer than I had expected. Hopefully their jenny conditioning had prepared them for the worst.

	“One hell of a mess, isn’t it?” Captain Ellis groused as he brushed his black-gloved hand across the layer of silicate dust on his desk. The office itself was in decent shape other than the overloaded wall monitor that had showered everything in a fine layer of debris. “Still, it could be worse.”

	“I admit,” I said, eyeing my usual chair and deciding to stand instead, “there were times when I wondered if you’d survived.”

	“The crew did well. Far better than they had any right to, given the circumstances. And the next time we encounter these monsters, they’ll perform even better.”

	“That’s actually what I was hoping to talk about with you, sir,” I said. “With this sudden insurrectionist threat, it’s almost easy to lose track of how this all started with the Dowd. We still don’t understand what they want, where they’re coming from, or how they’ve developed psionic abilities.”

	“It is…troubling,” Ellis murmured, a strange shift in his tone as he brushed some more dust from his own chair. “Let’s hope the one you killed was an anomaly.”

	I scoffed. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

	“No.” The captain sighed softly and sat down. “It’s terrifying to think about how differently the first war would have played out if they’d had these abilities two hundred years ago. The fleet might not have survived. And neither, I suspect, would the Sillibar.”

	I nodded grimly as I studied his thoughtful but solemn face, wondering if he had sensed my shift in mood. Before coming in here, I had hoped that I wouldn’t have to confront him about this directly, but it now seemed as though he wasn’t planning on giving me a choice. 

	“With all due respect, sir, don’t you think it’s time we cut the bullshit?” I asked. “Even back when we first discovered the Dowd on that Pact freighter, you obviously knew more than you were letting on. Well, given the shitstorm we’ve just walked into, I think you owe it to me to put all your cards on the table.”

	He stared at me for a minute, his expression surprisingly hard, before it abruptly softened into a tight smile. “There are times when I wonder if I’ve taught you too well,” he muttered. “Or perhaps I should blame Saleya.”

	“You can blame whoever you want,” I said, bracing my hands on the edge of his desk. “As long as you tell me the truth.”

	His grin slowly faded. “I don’t know anything for certain, Kal. If I did, I would have mentioned it.”

	“Okay. So what do you know not for certain?”

	Ellis sighed again. “Command has been trying to investigate reports of Dowd incursions for almost two years now. Before our encounter with that freighter, though, they hadn’t discovered anything tangible—barely more than the rumors you could pick up in any bar in the outer colonies. But the hints were there, and over time, I started to get the feeling that the DID knew more than they were letting on.”

	“When isn’t that the case?” I grumbled.

	“The first time I realized there might be more at play here was during an intelligence briefing about six months ago,” Ellis went on. “It concerned the rumors about the handful of aliens who were suddenly developing nascent psionic abilities in the Driftward Worlds.”

	I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. Stories about nonhumans spontaneously developing psionic powers had been the bread and butter of every tabloid in Dominion space for decades. Most people assumed it was nonsense to drive engagement on the Holosphere, while the more conspiratorial minded accused the Science Directorate of wild alien experimentation and/or the Intelligence Directorate of spreading false rumors to scare the Admiralty into further crackdowns on alien freedoms. 

	Thanks in no small part to Saleya and her organization, however, Ellis and I knew the truth: aliens all across Driftward Worlds—as well as in the Drift and Traverse—had been developing those latent abilities for decades now. The Intelligence and Science Directorates had been desperately trying to figure out why…and put an end to it. 

	“You think this all related to the Dowd somehow?” I asked. 

	“I don’t know,” Ellis admitted. “But the DSD’s latest theory is that this phenomenon is some kind of mutation caused by long-term exposure to the energies of the Veil. And given the Veil’s proximity to the colonies in the Traverse and the Drift…”

	“Interesting,” I murmured. “So, if the Dowd really did find a way to hide in the Veil all these years like people believe…”

	Ellis nodded. “As I said, it’s just the current DSD theory, but it does present some interesting possibilities. If the Dowd have been slowly developing these abilities for generations, it might explain why they are finally ready to demonstrate their new gifts to the galaxy.”

	“Though not why these insurrectionists would want to work with them,” I pointed out. “If we really are dealing with human purity groups like the Column and the Mire, why in the name of the Seraph would they want to work with aliens who’ve developed psionic abilities? It seems more like they’d want to wipe them out as a potential threat.”

	“It does seem strange,” Ellis admitted. “All we have right now is our own theory: that someone was trying to bait the Pact and Yarasi into destroying each other to leave them both at the Dominion’s mercy. And if we’re being completely honest, there are plenty of my colleagues who would be quite happy with that turn of events. But it’s one thing to wish ill of our enemies and quite another to set in motion a false flag operation of this scale.”

	“And ally with the Dowd to do it.”

	“That, too.”

	I hissed. That was one of if not the biggest issue I saw with the idea of a grand conspiracy here. I had a pretty low opinion of the Intelligence Directorate and its motives, and I obviously had my issues with Command and the arrogant, out-of-touch jennies who made decisions that affected billions of people. But there was a difference between personal politics and treason. I could believe that someone in a position of power might be sympathetic to the goals of a group like the Column; what I found difficult to accept was the idea that they would openly conspire with the Dowd.

	“I just hope we’re talking about a group that’s small in number,” I said. “Maybe a few hundred or even a few thousand radicals who somehow got their hands on a cruiser.”

	“And who were able to assign soldiers to the Stormrider and then clear the records when the plan backfired?” Ellis countered. “I don’t think there’s any way around this, Kal. More people than just a Keledonian scion like Soren Foln are pulling some very important strings here. We have to figure out who they are and what those strings are attached to.”

	“And soon,” I agreed. “I assume that Velarys was pretty insistent about that during your private chat?”

	“Among other things.” He grunted. “Not exactly what I would call a charming woman, though there is something to be said for Yarasi honesty.”

	“I’ve found her amicable enough,” I said, feeling oddly defensive for some reason. “Annoying at times, for sure, but I can’t exactly blame her for not wanting to trust us—or for being insistent about protecting her people. If our positions were reversed, I doubt I would have been anywhere near this cooperative.”

	“We’re fortunate she’s so young and inexperienced, that much is certain.”

	I frowned. I had no clue how young or old Velarys was—our scans didn’t reveal anything, and her people didn’t physically age the same way humans or Kreen or others did. “How do you know that, sir?”

	Ellis shrugged. “This is clearly one of her first assignments outside the Empire—I doubt she’s been home for a single jahumir cycle yet. I suspect it’s the only reason she’s been willing to humor you for this long.”

	“I’m not familiar with that term,” I said, surprised that my translation implant couldn’t identify it.

	“One of the ten-year motherhood cycles where warriors return home to give birth two or three times,” he said with a flick of his hand. “They have to serve at least one tour of duty outside the Empire first to prove themselves worthy. It’s…overly complicated.”

	Unlike the Seeding, I thought to myself. Like most people, I knew practically nothing about the inner workings of Yarasi society, though I’d long been curious how they replenished their numbers with an all-female military. A part of me had wondered if they’d just thought babies into existence with their psionic brains. 

	But then my mind flashed back to the way Velarys had acted toward me in the lavatory on the Wildcat…

	“In any event, it seems to work to our advantage,” I said, burying the memory before it consumed me. “She understands the potential consequences if the Executrix overreacts. Hopefully, she’ll give us the benefit of the doubt if we can dig something up during our investigation on Rividian.”

	“Let’s hope,” Ellis agreed. “If the Assembly finds out that humans are working with the Dowd…”

	I nodded in understanding. “Then we should really get moving. We’ll send a message the moment we learn anything, sir.”

	“Good hunting, Major,” he said. “I know that you and Nashira won’t let us down. You never do.”

	Offering him a casual salute, I turned and moved toward the door…then stopped at the last instant. “One last thing, Captain,” I said. “It’s about Ensign Pierce.”

	“I’m sorry to have to take her away from you, Kal,” Ellis apologized, “but I meant what I said. I’m going to need her skills here to—”

	“I understand all that, sir,” I said, waving a hand. “My question goes back to that first mission in the Drift.”

	He paused and raised a black eyebrow. “How so?” 

	“With everything that’s happened since, I almost forgot how insistent you were that we work together at the time. But now…” I shrugged. “What was your reasoning?”

	“Oh, nothing in particular,” he said with feigned innocence. “I just had a hunch that the two of you would be a good team.”

	“I thought we were cutting out the bullshit, sir,” I said sourly. “Was this a hunch, or a hunch?”

	The captain smiled thinly. He had never advertised his minor clairvoyant abilities, even to Fleet Command. Officially, he had only ever developed rudimentary empathic abilities, not even full telepathy. But unofficially, there was a good reason he always seemed to be one step ahead of his enemies. 

	“Perhaps a little bit of both,” Ellis said. “I’ve learned to trust my instincts, and I knew I needed to get the two of you together. It was…well, I suppose you could say it was the will of the Seraph.”

	I snorted. “You don’t believe that mystical drek for a minute.”

	“No, but I do believe in the power of individuals to make a difference. And the two of you are obviously getting along well. I saw the note from Doctor Trevas that you helped her with her graduation issue.”

	My lip twitched, and I felt a flash of heat in my cheeks. I shouldn’t have had anything to be embarrassed about—the fleet encouraged fraternization among its officers. But there were times when Ellis seemed more like my father than the man who shared my name, and no one enjoyed talking about extracurricular activities in front of their own parents. 

	“We figured out a way to get along,” I said.

	“I had a feeling you would,” Ellis replied mildly. “The two of you are going to play a vital role before it’s all over.”

	“Is that a hunch, too?”

	He smiled. “Miranda and Nashira are very special women, Kal. But they’re going to need you to protect them.”

	“I will,” I said. “You can count on that.” 

	 

	***

	 

	I was halfway back to the docking umbilical when my holopad beeped. A quick glance at the screen revealed a message from Miranda asking me to come by my quarters while I had the chance. I smiled, surprised that she’d managed to get away from whatever Ellis had piled onto her long enough to even use her holopad. I had considered trying to find her and say a short goodbye before we left, but given the state of the ship, I’d assumed she would be so buried in work that we wouldn’t be able to get any privacy. 

	I was glad to be wrong, and I veered off down an adjacent corridor and returned to the crew deck. Distantly, I wondered how bad the damage was in that section. It would almost be amusing if I had finally gotten a respectable set of quarters only to have them blown up a little over a week later. 

	I passed four different teams of technicians on my way, most of whom were plainly battling their exhaustion with pure force of will. The Kali team was the major exception; until their next hibernation cycle began, they could basically work non-stop. It made me think about my old friend Vrisk and wonder what Saleya had him up to these days… 

	Miranda was crouched outside my quarters when I arrived, her blue omnitool flashing as she scanned a hunk of metal lying in the center of the corridor. I belatedly realized it was the remnants of my door, which had apparently been blown off the frame. 

	“Ensign,” I greeted, peering down the corridor and confirming that we were alone. This area was assuredly low priority for repairs, which made me wonder why she was here. 

	“Major,” she replied, smiling as she brought herself to her feet. She had already changed back into her normal blue-gold fleet uniform, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit how nice it was to see her bare, shapely legs again. 

	“Doesn’t look quite as bad as the other decks,” I commented. 

	“No, the damage is relatively minor. Though I’m afraid that your quarters appear to be the exception.”

	I stepped up next to her and looked in through the doorframe. The quarters definitely hadn’t endured the attack as well as the conference room; the viewport was packed solid with foam, suggesting that the emergency bulkhead must have been so damaged that it hadn’t been able to stop a decompression on its own. It was a rather stark and unpleasant reminder of just how close all of us were to the deadly vacuum beyond the hull. 

	The room’s carpet had been completely ruined, but at least the desk was mostly intact, aside from a bit of carbon scoring and a layer of grit. I was suddenly thankful that I didn’t have any possessions to worry about. Half a decade serving in SpecOps had taught me to take my whole life with me wherever I went.

	“Figures,” I muttered as I stepped inside. “I suppose cramped bunks are more my style, anyway.”

	Miranda followed behind me. “I’m sure it will be repaired by the time you’re back.”

	I turned to look at her, hearing an almost forlorn note in her prim voice. Her gaze seemed focused on the burnt remnants of the desk and couch. 

	“Probably,” I said. “Is something wrong?”

	“Not, um, not exactly,” she said with a slight stutter, and I caught a flash of pink in her cheeks. “It’s just that…well, we spent a great deal of time together in here during our trip to Sykaris. It was quite pleasant.”

	I smiled. She was right—of the three hundred or so hours we’d spent traveling from the mothership to Sykaris, it seemed like ninety percent of them had been in here. I had fucked her on every single piece of furniture in this room, up to and including the walls and floor. And she’d spent plenty of time on her knees in front of the couch practicing techniques from her “instructional videos.” I would never forget the self-satisfied look on her jenny face when, after almost a week of practice, she had managed to get me off with her mouth in just two minutes flat. One of these days, she was going to give Ash some real competition. 

	And stars, I can’t wait to be a part of it. 

	“I know you need to get moving, and I need to help the crew with repairs,” Miranda said. “But I wanted a chance to speak with you before you left, to wish you good luck.”

	“We’re going to need it,” I said gravely. “I’m not as confident as Ash that her contact will actually be able to tell us anything about the Column. But we don’t have a lot of time…or any better options.”

	“The whole thing still seems so strange. A Dominion soldier skulking around with underworld riffraff. The Intelligence Directorate should be providing us with the necessary information.”

	There were probably about a dozen ways I could have responded to that, most of them related to my low opinion of the DID. But I chose a simpler path instead. 

	“The galaxy doesn’t work out the way it should,” I said. “But like the captain said, he and I have more experience with this type of thing than most, and Ash…well, she’s had to learn how to navigate the underworld by necessity.”

	“I suppose so,” Miranda replied quietly. “But I wish I were going with you.”

	“I do, too. But the captain needs you here, and Ash and I can take care of things on the other end.”

	“Perhaps, but I worry about you spending several days alongside the Yarasi. Without me to protect you, there is no guarantee that she will not invade your minds.”

	“I know,” I said, suppressing a smile. Her dislike of Velarys shouldn’t have been nearly as amusing as it was. “We’ll just have to trust that she’ll keep her word. Yarasi honor and all that.”

	Miranda’s lip twisted, making her feelings plain. “Please, just be careful, Kal. Erm…sir. I understand why we need to cooperate with her, but she is still an enemy soldier and should be treated accordingly.”

	“We’ll be careful,” I promised, turning to study her by-now familiar but still arresting features. The elegantly styled black hair, the beautiful blue eyes, the high cheekbones and perfectly symmetrical features…there were moments on the Wildcat when I had almost forgotten that she was a consummate jenny, psio-engineered in the vast labs of the mothership for a single purpose: to be a loyal, steadfast officer of the Dominion fleet. 

	From her perspective, it had to be difficult to fathom why any Dominion soldier, even a SpecOps Immortal, would sully himself by associating with fringe elements. And she probably found it just as difficult to fathom how anyone in the Dominion could possibly be a traitor. Such considerations simply weren’t a part of her reality. 

	Then again, natty ’pounders hadn’t been a part of her reality before we’d met, either. 

	“I should get going,” I said, raising a hand to her cheek. “I’ll see you when we get back.”

	Her eyelids fluttered when my skin touched hers, and she sighed almost imperceptibly when I removed it. “Before you leave,” she said, placing her hand on my chest, “I did want to tell you one last thing.”

	I paused. “What’s that?”

	She smiled up at me. “I informed Lieutenant Ogachi that I would need half an hour to perform a complete analysis of the damage here on the crew deck. Obviously, that was an exaggeration on my part. I already completed the task with twelve minutes to spare.”

	“Okay…” I said, shaking my head. “You don’t need to try and impress me with your efficiency. I know that you—”

	“You misunderstand,” Miranda said, taking a half-step closer. “What I mean is that we have twelve minutes before I need to be elsewhere.”

	The sudden hunger in her blue eyes was as unmistakable as the sudden bulge in my uniform slacks. 

	“Twelve minutes, huh?” I asked, my hands rising to settle on her waist. “Any ideas on how we might spend them?”

	“Yes,” she breathed, stretching up on her toes until our lips were less than a centimeter apart. “Since the diagnostic scans did not require my full attention, I was able to assemble a thorough plan.”

	I smiled. “Oh? Then let’s hear it.”

	“Based on our past experiences, I should have more than enough time to bring you to sexual climax…twice.”

	“Twice?” I asked, eyebrows lifting. “That’s pretty ambitious, isn’t it?”

	“My skills are up to the challenge,” she said, her voice tinged with the haughty pride I’d once found insufferable. Somehow, I didn’t mind it nearly as much when her confidence revolved around her skill at getting me off. “As is your stamina, especially since you haven’t released in over forty-eight hours.”

	“Good point,” I said. Though with her perfect body, it wouldn’t have mattered if I had spilled ten minutes ago. She had proven that time and again on the way here. “So how did you plan to begin?”

	“First, I have allotted thirty seconds for a kiss,” Miranda purred. “Afterward, I shall bring you to a quick but satisfying climax with my mouth.”

	My cock throbbed against the zipper of my fly. “Seems like a good start, Ensign,” I managed, struggling against the impulse to grab her by shoulders, throw her down, and fuck her right here on the burnt carpet. “And then?”

	“Then, during your brief recovery period, you will carry me to the desk.” She gestured her head toward the back of the room. “At which point, you will proceed to fuck me as hard as you can until you finish deep inside me.”

	My pulse had begun pounding in my ears. “Sounds like a good plan,” I told her, bringing our lips within a hair’s breadth. “But there is one problem.”

	“What is that?”

	“We’ve already wasted at least a whole minute.”

	“Don’t worry,” Miranda said with a coquettish grin. “I planned for that contingency as well.”

	She kissed me, gently at first but more hungrily every second. Her arms wrapped behind my neck, and a ripple of contentment shuddered through me when I felt her sigh, as if she had been yearning for this for days. My thoughts flashed back to when she’d shown up at my door right before we’d left the mothership for Sykaris, so horny that she hadn’t even been able to wait until we set off before practically begging me to fuck her…

	“Nn…” she moaned when she abruptly withdrew. “We’re out of time.”

	I dragged my tongue across my lips, craving another taste of her. “I’m sure we could—”

	Too late. Intent to keep to the precise schedule she’d created, Miranda sank down in front of me before I could finish, squatting on the heels of her boots. I expected her hand to flash up and make short work of my belt, but surprisingly, she remained completely still. I started to frown, wondering what she could be waiting for…

	And then felt my buckle unfastening on its own. 

	It took my oversexed brain a solid three seconds to realize what was happening and another five to fully appreciate how much concentration and control it required to unfasten something like a belt buckle with telekinesis. It also seemed unnecessary…at least until I remembered our earlier conversation about Ash’s psychometry. I had teased about her fellow fleet jennies coming up with creative ways to use their powers in the bedroom, and she had apparently taken it to heart. 

	I should have known. Miranda wasn’t the type of girl who could resist a challenge. 

	Once the buckle problem was solved, she made similarly short work of my pants and underwear, using an invisible downward push to leave them in a clump at my feet. I gasped at the sudden rush of cool air over my flesh tempered by the heat of her breath as she parted her lips and brought them toward my throbbing tip. 

	“If we had more time, I would like to experiment,” she said huskily, eyes flicking up to mine as she placed her hands on the back of my thighs. “There are so many techniques we haven’t yet tried.”

	“You’ll get your chance,” I promised, resisting the urge to grab hold of her black hair and force myself into her mouth. As desperate as I was to feel the cling of her throat engulfing me, I reminded myself that she wasn’t going to have a chance to fix her hair or repair her makeup before she reported to engineering. 

	By the stars, I want to mess them up so badly… 

	When I felt an unexpected pressure on my shaft, I assumed I’d been too spellbound by her eyes to notice that her fingers had gotten involved. But her hands remained on my thighs despite the fact I could see the flesh on my cock moving as if it were being stroked.

	“Do you think Ash will be impressed if I can bring you to climax without physical contact?” Miranda asked innocently, lips still within kissing range of my tip.

	“I…I don’t know,” I breathed, wondering if she realized the precariousness of her current position. If she brought me off like this now, with my cock pointed right at her face like an overcharged cannon…

	“I am eager to find out,” she purred. “But for now, I wish you to share this moment with her soon after you return to the Wildcat. Please, ask her if she notices any flaws in my technique…and inform her that I would be happy to receive her personal instruction once you return.”

	Her blue eyes twinkling, Miranda parted her lips and swallowed me before I could respond. I inhaled sharply at the soothing warmth and sudden suction of her mouth, my hand instinctively falling to cradle her head despite my concerns about messing up her hair. I remembered how cautious but determined she’d been the first time she’d knelt in front of me, and it was genuinely striking to see—and feel—the increase in her skill and confidence in such a short period of time. She knew exactly what I liked, and it was as if she had found a way to flick a switch and disable her gag reflex…

	“Oh…” I groaned as I bottomed out deep in her throat. Her hands slid up my thighs, allowing her to hold me harder against her. And all the while, her eyes stayed locked on mine while she rocked back on her heels. 

	Yes, I thought to myself as another shudder of delight rippled through me, Ash will definitely enjoy reliving every second of this…

	I didn’t know how long Miranda had budgeted for my first climax, but she didn’t seem rushed. After pulling away for a brief pause to catch her breath—and frantically stroking me again with her telekinesis while she did so—she took me deep into her waiting throat with a single gulp. Even without my encouragement, she began to bob up and down, eyes staying locked on me as she teetered on her heels. 

	I groaned again as the abyss approached, once again resisting the urge to grab her hair and pull her down. “Here it comes!”

	The warning was almost certainly unnecessary, especially to a telepath. Miranda continued bobbing up and down, apparently confident in her ability to endure the pending flood. Perhaps she had calculated the exact instant the dam would break—

	“Fuck!”

	I burst into her mouth, filling it to the brim and beyond in just the first few explosive shots. From the sudden surprise in her expression, she had clearly underestimated how much I’d built up these past few days. But like the good jenny slut she was, she obediently performed her duties and held her ground while the excess dribbled over her lips and down her chin. 

	“Oh!” she gurgled, gulping down what she could once the last spurt had painted the back of her throat. “I did not expect…I thought Ash relieved you on the ship!”

	“Not since we first got aboard,” I panted. “We got busy, what with the stolen cruisers and crazy Yarasi women…”

	Breathing heavily, I watched as she gathered up the mess with her fingers before it dripped onto her uniform. Her eyes returned to mine as she licked them clean, plainly aware of how much I would enjoy the performance. It almost made me wonder if she had peered into my memories and watched Astra and Nyxe on the mothership… 

	“Well, you had best recover quickly,” Miranda said, teetering on her heels one last time before rising back to her full height and licking the last of my overflowing mess from her lips. “We have less than eight minutes now, and I am eager to—eep!”

	She yelped when I abruptly grabbed her thighs and hoisted her up into my arms, but she didn’t resist in the slightest. On the contrary, she immediately locked her legs around my waist and her arms behind my neck as I carried her across the room to the remnants of the desk. The inevitable wave of post-climax fatigue crashed over me, but I banished it with a focused burst of adrenaline. 

	If only I could figure out a way to resuscitate my cock as easily. Perhaps I could learn a trick or two from one of those instructional holo-vids of hers…

	Setting her down on the edge of the desk, I slid my hands up her smooth thighs and beneath her skirt until my fingers located the panties below. I yanked them from her hips with a single violent tug, then pulled them down over her knees and boots and hurled them across the room. 

	Miranda clamped down on her bottom lip in anticipation, her hands falling behind herself as a brace when I forcibly spread her legs and revealed her meticulously shaved, glistening quim. I could see the lust and eagerness in her eyes, tempered only by her curiosity as to whether I could truly recover so quickly after nearly drowning her just a moment before. 

	The answer, sadly, was no. But I was close; I only needed to buy myself a minute, perhaps two, before I could remind her how good it felt to have her delicate jenny quim remorselessly fucked by a brutish natty ’pounder. And in my experience, there was only one proper way to keep a girl distracted while you regrouped for your next attack. 

	Kneeling in front of the desk, I kissed my way down her inner thighs toward the pulsing heat of her womanhood. Miranda gasped the instant I reached my target, an electric shock of ecstasy visibly rippling through her when my lips brushed across her clit. 

	“We don’t…oooh!” she moaned. “We don’t have time for…ngnnn!”

	“We’ll make the time,” I said, grinning. 

	I slid my tongue along the length of her sex, sampling the sweet wetness between her silky folds, until I returned to her clit. I began a gentle, swirling massage, aided by the fingers of my left hand. While my tongue teased and circled her swollen pearl, my digits did the work of delving inside to explore and discover the places that would drive her mad. It wasn’t long before she threw back her head and seemed to lose her ability to speak whatsoever. 

	I had a feeling that she’d forgive me for disrupting her meticulous schedule. Like the rest of my intimate skills, I’d learned almost everything I knew organically with Ash, but Saleya was the one who had broadened my arsenal. She’d once had me spend an entire afternoon practicing on one of her girls, a sweet, eager Meldonian with green skin. I’d gotten her off so many times she’d had to the spend the entire night rehydrating in her water tank while I’d fucked Saleya senseless.

	Miranda turned out to be even easier prey. I lavished steady affection on her clit with my mouth while my fingers alternated between rubbing her entrance and dipping inside to curl against her front wall. I had her seizing up in climax so fast I almost ruined my plans to stall while I recovered. But the sound of her losing control of her breaths—and then losing control of her body barely a heartbeat later—had me as hard and ready as if I’d gone a month without female flesh to sate me. I didn’t even wait for the aftershocks to stop shuddering through her before I planted a last kiss on her clit, rose to my feet, and propped her dark blue boots up on my shoulders.

	Her sparkling eyes found mine as I pressed the tip of my revitalized cock against her sex. She removed her hands from the desk, allowing her back to fall flat upon it as if I were laying her down in bed. 

	Gentleness, however, was far from my mind as I drank in the sight of her flushed face and heaving chest. I wanted to rip open her uniform jacket to get a glimpse of her magnificent psio-engineered tits; I wanted to kiss them and squeeze them and perhaps even fuck them. But that, we both knew, would just have to wait. For now, all that mattered was giving her what she wanted most.

	My natty seed, injected deep into her jenny cunt. 

	With a firm push of my hips, I slipped inside, groaning as her soft, slick heat wrapped around my shaft, squeezing tightly. Her painted eyelids fluttered in delight, and her arms wrapped around behind my neck to pull me—and the legs propped on my shoulders—down against her. Our faces were so close that our noses nearly touched, and I began to pump into her with short, staccato thrusts to match our chorus of staggered, breathless gasps. 

	“There’s—ooooh!” she cooed. “There’s something…you need to know.”

	“That you’re my jenny bitch?” I asked, slamming into her hard enough that the damaged desk rocked beneath us. 

	I felt a thrilled shiver ripple through her, followed by a smile and contented gasp. Like every other meticulous, put-together girl I’d ever met, there was no easier way to bring out her inner slut than a bit of well-placed dirty talk. 

	“I spoke with…nnn…Doctor Trevas earlier,” she panted. “She said that everything is—oh!—right on schedule.”

	I slowed my rhythm. “Ready? For what?”

	Her pale blue eyes glittered. “To become pregnant.” 

	My cock throbbed inside her. “That quickly?”

	“I had the fertilized embryo extracted just before we left the mothership eleven days ago. If the standard timetable is accurate, I should be ready again in approximately two weeks.”

	I smiled. “Ready, huh?”

	“Yes,” she breathed, nodding. “At that point, I expect you to honor your promise and breed me again as soon as possible.”

	My cock throbbed again as I hilted myself inside her. This girl, I thought dryly. It’s hard to believe there was a time when I thought we wouldn’t get along. 

	“I’ll put it on the duty roster,” I said, pulling back before slamming into her again, as deep as I could get. “But what am I supposed to do in the meantime, Ensign?”

	“Just one thing, sir,” she said, her eyes flashing hungrily. “Fuck me as hard as you can.”

	Normally, I wasn’t the type to take orders from junior officers, but I had to admit that she was quite persuasive. And so, as I shifted my hands to get a firm grip on her waist, I pounded into her. Once, twice, three times—no longer in uneven, staccato thrusts, but in a smooth, relentless rhythm that stole her breath and sent her eyes rolling into her head. 

	I let myself go, unconcerned at the volume of our snarls or the echo of our slapping flesh, heedless to the danger of the increasingly wobbly table. I just fucked her hard and wild, primal and pure, until I pushed myself to the edge…

	I clutched her thighs as I spent, every spurt triggering a full-body shudder as I flooded her jenny womb. She let out a strangled wail as she held me against her, within her, her arms a noose and her thighs a vise. I groaned in satisfied fatigue when my cannon finally fell silent, and I brought my face down to hers as we both struggled to catch our breath. 

	“Please,” Miranda said, lips tickling mine as they curled into a smile. “Share this with Ash as soon as you can.”

	“The instant we’re alone,” I whispered. “I promise.” 

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Valisgrad, New Praxius

	Six Years Ago

	 

	Back on Nirivarr, the Serpent’s Tail nightclub had been one of only a handful of such establishments in the colony, and its reputation as a den of a vice, villainy, and exploitation had been well-earned. Ash and I had only ever gone there once, and despite how much fun she’d had dressing up for the occasion—and how much I’d enjoyed slugging every drunken goon who’d tried to touch her—the experience had convinced us to keep our distance. Even the amazing blowjob she’d given me in the train on the way home hadn’t made up for it. 

	Those memories had kept us away from the clubs in Valisgrad, too, although a vibrant metropolis with over ten million people was admittedly nothing like Nirivarr. The city was full of similar venues, all designed to serve one or more of the social classes who lived here. Most of the truly high-end joints for the cultural and political elite were actually in the mountains to the north for added privacy and ambience, while the seediest ones littered the more congested districts by the starport on the southern side. Those in the heart of the city, I was told, more or less split the difference. 

	But the one I was approaching now, the Pink Harlequin, was supposed to be unique. Its location within walking distance of the military base was not a coincidence, nor was the fact that the employees were virtually all nubile alien females representing nearly every species in the Cluster who were sexually compatible with humans. The instructors at Fort Tisarys had warned all of us about this place, not in the stern manner of senior officers who expected to be obeyed, but in the vaguely defeated tone of parents with grown-up children who knew the best they could hope for was to mitigate the damage. 

	Neither the drinks nor the food were supposed to be dangerous, but the girls were another story. The entire purpose of the establishment was to drain money out of the pockets of young, horny fools, though there were plenty of concerns about organized crime syndicates who took a cut of that money as well. And if Captain Ellis hadn’t pleaded for me to come here tonight and meet his “friend,” I never would have bothered setting foot in the place. 

	“Go on in,” the Crotarian bouncer rumbled, jabbing his thumb at the door behind him. “Just keep your hands to yourself.”

	He glared at me with all six of his eyes, including the two on his sloping yellow forehead, but I was in far too foul of a mood to care what this asshole thought of me. The loud music and pulsing lights beyond the tinted glass certainly weren’t helping, and for about the tenth time since I’d arrived, I strongly considered turning around, going back to Ash, and leaving all of this behind. 

	But once again, I reminded myself that it wasn’t as if we had anywhere else to go. That bitter reality, coupled with everything else Ellis had done for me over the past few months, was enough to get me to walk through the door and into the club. 

	The assault on my senses only got worse once I was standing inside the two-story establishment. The lights and music were one thing, but the mélange of smells might have been worse. The spicy food, alcohol, alien perfume, burning cigarras…any one or even two of them might have been manageable, but taken all together, the mix was downright overpowering. 

	Still, the effect only lasted a few seconds, mostly because I suddenly had so much else to pay attention to. There had to be at least forty different girls dancing right now, spread throughout the main stage, the individual tables, and the two-way glass booths. At least half of them were completely naked, with many of the rest topless or quickly heading in that direction. 

	Belatedly realizing that I was gawking, I pulled myself together and headed for the table Ellis had told me about, though I was starting to wonder what in the name of the Seraph he intended me to find here. Surely he didn’t think I’d change my mind about leaving because a few alien girls flashed me at a bar, right?

	Then again, I admitted to myself, there are some really incredible tits on display here… 

	I sat down and ordered a drink when the cute Meldonian waitress swung by, and I tried hard not to stare at the curves of her taut ass as she bounced away on a pair of platform heels that were essentially knife blades. My semi-circular booth was dark and relatively isolated, which I assumed meant it was intended for private performances. The table was also a bit higher than normal, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much time the girls spent dancing on top of it compared to crouching on their knees beneath it…

	“Always a shame seeing a handsome man drinking alone.”

	I lifted my eyes from the table, and they were greeted by one of the most breathtaking women I had ever seen. Her upturned horns and swishing tail marked her as a Velothi, but her skin was a bright red rather than the standard blue. Her iridescent eyes glowed a pleasing, exotic shade of pink, and her black, backless dress was so sheer I assumed she must have been on the payroll here.

	“A Ramanis sunrise, hmm?” she asked in a husky, cultured voice. “Not what I’d expect from a soldier. Most of the young ’pounders who come in here try to impress everyone by drinking the most toxic sludge on the menu.”

	She slid into the booth beside me, a movement that was so smooth and effortless it seemed like her body was made of water rather than flesh and bone. A wave of intoxicating perfume washed over me, binding me like a spell even as I forced myself to remember all the warnings I’d been given about this place. Specifically, Colonel Visser’s reasons to never stick your cock in an alien girl. 

	Not a Neyris, because you might end up accidentally fucking some crime lord’s daughter. Not a Kreen, because she’ll burn it off. And not a Velothi, because you’ll Imprint on her and she’ll never let you have it back. 

	“It’s sweet,” I said, clearing my throat and hoping I didn’t appear as flustered as I felt, “but strong enough to keep you on your toes.”

	I made the mistake of looking into her eyes, though it wasn’t as if I had any safer choices. Her crimson cleavage had its own gravimetric pull, as did her long, shapely legs and the twelve-centimeter heels cradling her delicate feet. 

	“I could get you a Lohirian Ale,” she suggested as she calmly crossed her legs. “Now that will keep you on your toes.”

	“Until I fall over dead, maybe. That shit is poisonous to anyone except Krosians.”

	“And Kreen,” she added, innocently pushing her long black hair behind her ears. Her slender cranial tendrils swished, and I belatedly noticed she only had two instead of the usual four dangling down her neck. “But then, men with your particular gifts are supposed to be practically invincible.”

	My eyes narrowed, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood. Ellis had told me that I would know his contact when I met her…

	“I thought you might enjoy a little thrill,” she said, reaching out to take my glass and bringing it to her violet lips. “There’s nothing like a brush with death to teach a man what’s really important in his life.”

	I watched as she finished my drink with a slow, seductive gulp—the kind that made a man wonder what else she could do with her lips and throat. Especially when her tongue began delicately tracing along her lips to enjoy the hint of sugar left behind…

	“I-I, um,” I stuttered, trying to gather my wits even though I seemed to have left them back at the base. “I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name.”

	The woman smiled and set down the glass. “You may call me Saleya. A mutual friend thought this might be a good time for us to meet and have a little chat.”

	“Right,” I murmured, realizing that the glass was not, in fact, empty. There appeared to be a small, pyramid-shaped device at the bottom—a device she had somehow managed to put in there while finishing the drink. 

	“He told me all about your troubles,” Saleya said. “It’s an awful shame the way they treated your girl.”

	My stomach tightened at the mention of Ash, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the small device—not even when I felt her slender red tail curl around my left calf. 

	“It’s not polite to stare, my dear,” she scolded, her fingers settling on my chin and turning my face to her. They were soft, gentle. “I just wanted to ensure that our conversation stays private. You never know who might be listening.”

	An alarm klaxon blared inside my skull, warning me to get the hell out of here before I got in even more over my head. But I couldn’t imagine that Ellis would have set this up if he didn’t trust this woman, and I didn’t see any malice in her glowing pink eyes. 

	Then again, she was obviously a professional. Her voice, her body, her…everything. I probably would have believed her if she had told me that New Praxius was a tropical paradise.

	“What happened to your friend is part of a larger problem,” Saleya said, her voice still husky but suddenly sober and serious. “A problem that some of us have been working to solve for a long time. But we need help.”

	I swallowed heavily. “What kind of help?”

	“The kind that only determined, honorable, and capable men can provide.” Saleya smiled, and I felt one of her smooth tendrils brush across the bottom of my chin. “Men like you, Kaldor Zeris.”

	My mental alarm blared again, though this time I had trouble hearing it over the dulcet sound of her voice. It was a good thing Velothi didn’t have psionic abilities, because otherwise I might have been convinced that this woman was a telepath. 

	“I’ll keep it simple,” she said. “There’s a rot inside the Dominion that long predates the Expansionary Fleet coming to the Cluster. You know it—you’ve seen it. Those of us who aren’t human don’t have an easy time here, but there’s nowhere else for us to go.”

	A dozen conversations I’d had with Vrisk popped into my mind. The alternatives to living within Dominion space are not without difficulties, he’d said. The Borderlands are even more perilous than the Driftward Worlds. The Pact only welcomes those who wish to join its war machine. And the Yarasi do not welcome anyone at all.

	“Captain Ellis and I have been working together for many years now,” Saleya went on, her lips getting even closer to mine, her words fanning my face. “We’ve been trying to cleanse this rot from the inside, and we’ve made a great deal of progress. But we need allies—allies we can trust. Allies who share our vision of the future.”

	“And what vision is that?” I asked. 

	“A vision where that girl of yours gets a fair shot—and where my girls here have opportunities beyond shaking their asses at every man who walks through that door.”

	I nodded slowly, finally beginning to grasp why Ellis had sent me to meet this woman here in the Pink Harlequin. He hadn’t wanted me to get seduced by all the naked alien flesh surrounding me; he had wanted me to understand it. 

	And perhaps to recognize how easy it would have been for Ash to end up in a place like this. 

	“I’m sure we’d all like to live in a world like that,” I said. “But it’s not like we can snap our fingers and make it happen.”

	“Who said we could?” Saleya asked. “I’m not talking about magic, darling—I’m talking about hard work. The trouble is finding people willing to do it.”

	“Do you often meet them here?”

	She smiled, and without warning, her left leg was sliding over my waist and across my body until she was straddling me. 

	“No,” she answered. “Now put your hands on my thighs.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	With a sultry snicker, she took my hands and drew them beneath the high slit of her dress and onto her red thighs. They were soft and warm, the kind you wanted to stroke and kiss and have wrapped around you while she was calling out your name. 

	“Isn’t this against the rules?” I asked, drowning the urge to explore even farther up her thighs.

	“Only if you aren’t invited,” Saleya said. “But the boys at the door know that the only way anyone here would put their hands on me is if I told them to. You have nothing to worry about…not that their fists would do much good against a man with your talents.” She shifted her weight, and her barely clothed sex settled upon my lap.  

	“Ngn,” I grunted, my head swimming with a heady mix of confusion and desire. There was no way in hell I could possibly disguise my arousal at this point; my manhood was practically splitting through my uniform pants. And the problem quickly got worse when she began actively grinding against me. 

	I was no stranger to this particular grift. The strippers on Nirivarr would do a lot more than this to try to part a man from his credits. But Saleya wasn’t doing this with any expectation that I would slip a few chits into her panties. 

	Her very sheer, very thin panties…

	“Many things seem impossible until the day they aren’t,” she said. “Do you know much about Dominion history? Before the fleet, I mean.”

	It was such a non sequitur that it drew me out of the haze of lust, at least enough to remember who I was and why I was here. Which was likely the intent. 

	“Uh…no,” I breathed, mustering every scrap of willpower I possessed to stay focused on her words and not the motion of her cleavage. 

	“I don’t blame you—not many people do.” Her tail squeezed my leg tighter, and her tendrils began to slowly stroke my chin. “There was a time when the Seraph’s followers welcomed everyone to the cause. After the Unification Wars, before the foundation of the Dominion and long before the Expansionary Fleet ventured beyond the Terminus Reach.”

	I wondered what she was getting at—and how she expected me to concentrate under these circumstances. Though even if we’d been sitting at a tram station, I doubted I would have had much to contribute. Most of what I’d learned about Dominion history had come from the Holosphere, which probably meant that almost all of it was bullshit. 

	“After the defeat of the Tarreen, every species who fought against them was united,” Saleya went on, slowing her subtle grind as she placed her hands behind my neck. “They tried to form a new government, a broad coalition, to be as different from the Tarreen as possible.”

	Despite the fact that my head was still swimming with desire, something clicked in the back of my mind—a stray memory about something I’d read a long time ago. “You mean the Seraphim Union.”

	Saleya smiled. “Ellis told me that you were a smart boy. It seems he was right.”

	“Maybe. But what does this have to do with anything?”

	“I wanted you to understand my vision—our vision,” she said. “There’s a sickness all around us, one that’s getting worse every year. It’s been over twenty years since the last war, and it is long past time for the Admiralty and Fleet Command to accept that things need to change.” 

	Her hips abruptly stopped churning, and she slowly leaned away from me. “I know you want to leave,” she said. “Half the people in this club feel exactly the same way. But if no one is willing to stand up and fight, then things are only going to get worse.”

	I held her glowing pink gaze. “But what if the Dominion isn’t worth fighting for?”

	“It isn’t,” she conceded. “At least, not today. But it can be tomorrow. It can be a place where my girls are safe…and where no one stops your friend from sitting in the cockpit of a Valkyrie.”

	I swallowed heavily and glanced around us, realizing that her spell was suddenly broken—and, perhaps more importantly, that she had intentionally allowed it to break. Not because she didn’t want my help, but because she did. 

	“I owe Ellis a debt I can never repay,” I said. “But—”

	“But you don’t want to abandon your friend,” Saleya said. “I know. When Jarod told me that, I was more convinced than ever that you were the right man for this job.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“What if I told you that you don’t have to abandon her? What if I told you that there’s a way you can both make a difference, not only in the Dominion but in the Borderlands?”

	“How?”

	“Not here,” she said, rising off of me and picking up my glass with the device still at the bottom. “There are some things that need to be discussed in private. Head upstairs in about ten minutes. The guards will let you pass.”

	I shook my head. “And then what?”

	“And then,” Saleya said, “we see if you’re the man I hope you are.”

	 

	
8 
Unto the Breach

	 

	Takanis System

	Present Day

	 

	“Just in the nick of time,” Ash commented as two repair tugs en route from Takanis appeared on the tac-holo. “Can slip out before anyone even knows we were here.”

	I eased into my chair as she activated the Wildcat’s cloaking device, then rapidly accelerated away from the Stormrider. I couldn’t help but stare at the battered ship on my display as it faded into the distance, wondering if the captain really would be able to get her moving again within the next few days. It seemed almost impossible…until I thought about Miranda and smiled. I wouldn’t put it past her to figure out a way to repair the whole ship through sheer force of willpower alone. 

	I hadn’t told Ash about the fun she’d missed quite yet, and I was strongly considering keeping it a surprise until I kissed her. It would be worth it to see the look on her face when the memories suddenly triggered her psychometry. She’d probably be all over me for hours trying to relive them. 

	“Can’t believe I’m sayin’ this,” Ash added. “But it almost feels weird not havin’ the jenny aboard.”

	“You two definitely seemed to be getting along better,” I said as innocently as I could manage while remembering Miranda’s growing eagerness to join Ash and me. The fifty hours between here and Rividian would pass a hell of a lot quicker with all three of us sharing the same bed…

	“She has her moments,” Ash said. “Haven’t had a workout partner in a long time.”

	I felt my eyebrows lift even though she wasn’t looking at me. “What, I don’t count?”

	“It’s not the same tryin’ to lift weights around a man. At least I can keep up with her…unless she cheats and uses that psychic jenny brain of hers.”

	“Well, you could always ask Velarys,” I suggested. “She could probably teach you some—”

	“I’ll pass, thanks,” Ash muttered as she touched her console and powered up the hyperdrive. Outside the canopy, the stars streaked into lines and then vanished into the flickering blue mass of a hyperspace bubble. “She’ll probably spend the whole time trying to get me to give up my ship…or my bow.”

	Frowning, I thought back to how much time she’d spent in her youth obsessing over Yarasi culture. The girl who’d grown up dreaming about becoming one of the elegant, fey-like warriors had finally had a chance to meet one…but so far, it hadn’t worked out like anyone had expected. 

	Still, things certainly could have been a lot worse. Velarys had ultimately been more accommodating than any of us had any right to expect, and I held out hope that she would even let go of her obsession with “Yarasi property” before this was all over. If she didn’t…

	“We should hit the Rividian corridor in a few hours,” Ash said. “But I don’t think there’s any way I’m going to be able to stay awake that long.”

	She swiveled around in her chair to face me. She looked exhausted, which wasn’t the least bit surprising considering that she and Miranda had insisted on staying awake to watch Velarys until we got back to the Stormrider. Frankly, I was a little surprised she hadn’t put up more of a fight when the captain had ordered Miranda to stay behind. Perhaps she had finally accepted that the Yarasi didn’t mean us any direct harm…or perhaps she’d just realized that arguing with Ellis wouldn’t have accomplished anything. 

	Either way, the shift in her demeanor since we’d returned to the Wildcat was striking. She was so much more comfortable here away from all those jennies, even while sleep deprived. 

	“I can handle things if you want to lie down for a bit,” I offered. 

	“And leave you alone with Velarys?” Ash asked. “Not sure that’s a great idea.”

	“Unless you plan on staying up for two more days, I don’t think there’s much choice. She said she’d be meditating for the next few hours anyway.”

	Ash looked mutinous, but she clearly didn’t have the energy left to fight about it. I almost suggested that I could go to bed with her, mostly so I could share Miranda’s surprise with her like I’d promised, but she genuinely needed sleep. It would be more fun if she was rested, anyway. 

	“Fine,” she said, toggling on the autopilot. “If you get bored, you could always brush up on your Krosian. I’m sure Gor will appreciate it.”

	I rolled my eyes, which at least drew a smile from her as we headed into the lounge. Velarys was in the same cross-legged pose in front of the couch as when we’d left her, but she wasn’t meditating. 

	She was staring intently at the black cat perched on top of the projector. 

	My stride faltered when I stepped through the hatch, and I had to do a double take to convince myself of what I was seeing. Little Kal didn’t even acknowledge our presence; his eyes stayed locked on the Yarasi, his tail swishing ever so slightly behind him. 

	“Looks like you got a new meditation partner,” Ash commented with a snicker. 

	“In a manner of speaking,” Velarys said. “Like all beasts, he has an enviable clarity of mind. No dithering, no doubt…just instinct and action toward a singular goal.”

	“Like staring creepily?” I said, cocking an eyebrow. “Because trust me, he does that a lot.”

	“I believe he is trying to ascertain why I am not feeding him. Thus far, my verbal explanations have been insufficient.”

	“He’ll get the hint eventually,” Ash said. “Though if you give him treats even once, he’ll never leave you alone.”

	Velarys continued studying the cat for a few more seconds. “Perhaps later, little one,” she said as if responding to an unspoken request. “But for now, my attention is required elsewhere.” Gracefully bringing herself back to her feet, she turned her gaze to us. “We are away?”

	“Yeah,” I nodded. “Everything’s on schedule. In a couple of days, we might finally get some real answers. Or at least a decent lead.”

	“Two more days,” Velarys whispered. The corners of her mouth tightened. “Of all the challenges I have faced after leaving home, these long periods of travel are by far the most taxing.”

	I recalled Ellis’s speculation that this may have been her first deployment outside the Empire. “You aren’t used to long trips, then,” I said in a tone that made it as much of a statement as a question. 

	“I am not,” Velarys admitted. “Before my assignment to the listening post, I had never spent more than a single kalatra in transit at one time. But I am under the impression that both of you travel a great deal more.”

	“You don’t know the half of it,” Ash said, reaching down to pick up Kalycos and cradle him to her chest. He placed his paw on her cheek as if to object, though the immediate and familiar thrum of his purr suggested otherwise. “I would’a gone crazy without this fella to keep me company.”

	I winced at the implication, even though I didn’t think she’d meant it as a slight against me. Not at this particular moment, anyway.

	“Every warrior requires companionship,” Velarys said, eyes fastened on the cat. “It has only been a short time since I regained consciousness, yet I already miss the presence of my sisters.”

	A shadow seemed to fall over her face, and I realized how different she looked than even just a few hours ago. The proud, defiant warrioress who had been sitting at the Stormrider’s conference table was gone, replaced by a forlorn doppelganger. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen such a stark transition in a person without an obvious triggering event in between. 

	But then it occurred to me that Yarasi probably wore all their emotions on their sleeves. She hadn’t suppressed her anger or confusion or frustration on the trip here; why would she hold back her vulnerability now?

	“With any luck, you’ll return to your people soon,” I said. “Once we find out exactly who’s responsible.”

	“Perhaps,” Velarys replied quietly. “In the meantime, I shall endure.”

	Ash was frowning at the other woman. “You know, if you’re bored, I got plenty of holo-vids you can watch…”

	“It is not boredom. It is…” Velarys looked away. “It is not something that should be discussed with outsiders.”

	I shared a quick glance with Ash, but she merely shrugged. 

	“Well, that’s up to you, of course,” I said. “But if there’s something we can get for you…?”

	The Yarasi closed her eyes and sighed. “My people do not function well in isolation, especially females.”

	Ash arched a golden eyebrow. “You’ve been on a ship with us ever since you woke up.”

	“We are in close proximity, but we are not connected.” Velarys reopened her eyes. “I have never gone this long without freely sharing the thoughts of others around me. It is…disconcerting.”

	If she were anyone else, I might have assumed that this was some kind of sob story to trick us into letting her read our minds again. But that obviously wasn’t the case; I could see the truth in the strained expression on her face. And more to the point, it wasn’t as if she needed our permission to use her powers. Without Miranda here, we couldn’t stop her. We probably wouldn’t even notice she was doing it. 

	“I suppose it’s like if we were asked to wear a blindfold for days at a time,” Ash said, shifting Kalycos in her grip when he started squirming. “Don’t think we’d enjoy that, either.”

	“The only Yarasi who venture beyond the boundaries of the Empire are the Andara Falkyr,” Velarys said. “They train for many cycles to endure the isolation.”

	“You mean the Huntresses?” I asked, recognizing the phrase. 

	“Yes. They travel the stars punishing those who have wronged our people. Such hunts can last many solar cycles; only a few can tolerate the stresses it places upon their minds and bodies. Most are…changed…when they return.”

	I shared another glance with Ash, wondering what Velarys meant. But before we could ask her to elaborate, the Yarasi woman abruptly straightened her back. 

	“You carry the weapon of a Huntress,” Velarys said. “And travel in one of their vessels as you cross the stars.”

	“I suppose so,” Ash replied warily, probably wondering if she was about to be accused of stealing again. 

	The Yarasi swept her gaze across the lounge. “Soon, we shall see if you deserve this honor. Prove yourself worthy on this hunt—prove yourself worthy of wielding a falkyr—and I shall recognize you a sister.”

	I turned to Ash and saw my own surprise mirrored in her face. After days of stubborn insistence about Yarasi property, was Velarys suddenly coming around? If so, what had changed?

	“Uh…okay,” Ash managed. “What does that mean?”

	“Everything,” Velarys said flatly. She approached within a few centimeters of the other woman, making their height difference that much more apparent. “Are you prepared for this challenge?”

	“I’m up for any challenge,” Ash said, setting her jaw. Her cat-like pupils narrowed as she unflinchingly met the other woman’s glowing gaze. I watched tensely, debating whether or not I should try to play diplomat again. 

	But before I could intervene, Kalycos reached out and placed his paw on Velarys’s chest. He was still purring, but his tail had begun swishing restlessly. 

	“He wishes you to release him,” Velarys said. 

	“He’s wanted that for a while,” Ash said with a snort as she set the cat down. After a casual stretch, he licked at the bottom of his paw, shook his ears, and then bunted Velarys’s shin before sauntering off through the hatch and out of the lounge. 

	“A worthy companion,” the Yarasi said. “He embarks now upon his own hunt.”

	“For the food dish?” I muttered. 

	“Not all hunts are difficult.” She shifted her gaze to Ash. “You mentioned some form of treats earlier. May I give him one?” 

	“Sure, why not?” Ash said with a shrug. “Come on, I keep ’em in back.”

	 

	***

	 

	All in all, the fifty-hour trip to Rividian passed much more quickly than I’d anticipated. Not getting chased by an insurrectionist cruiser was a big part of it, though it helped that all of us seemed determined to catch up on sleep to be ready for whatever awaited at our destination. The result was an ad hoc watch rotation where all three of us were only awake at the same time for a few hours here and there. And with Kalycos as the new cultural ambassador to our trifecta, there wasn’t a single argument to be had. 

	The biggest factor of all, though, was simply that I was able spend more time alone with Ash. The moment I fed her psychometry, it was like I flipped a switch in her brain. She’d always had a strong sex drive, perhaps due to her Kreen hormones, but sharing my twelve-minute fuck with Miranda made Ash act like she was eighteen and constantly horny again. 

	And stars, it was fantastic. 

	I waited about eight hours before sharing, enough to ensure she had a full night of urgently needed rest. I then slipped into her room and crawled into her toasty warm bed alongside her, grateful that she had stripped all the way down to her undies rather than sleep in one of my oversized shirts. I kissed my way around her tummy for almost a minute before she stirred, and she sighed contentedly when I slowly kissed a trail up between her breasts, across her neck, and ended at her waiting mouth.

	The instant our tongues touched, her breath caught in her throat. Her pupils dilated to the point her eyes went almost completely black, and her body began to convulse almost like she was having a seizure as she relived my memories. And at that point, the switch was officially flipped. 

	She didn’t speak a single word as she tore off her panties, clamped her legs around my waist, and begged me to fuck the memories right into her—which I happily did, ruthless thrust after ruthless thrust. She got off twice before I finished even once, but it didn’t even come close to sating her. She only gave me a minute to recover with the icepack before her lips were around my cock, searching for even more memories with her agile tongue and scalding throat. 

	Miranda had definitely winnowed the skill gap between them in a remarkably short period of time, but Ash was still the queen. She coaxed another load out of me in what couldn’t have been more than a minute, and then another ten minutes after that. All I could think of while I recovered, a wet towel draped over my forehead and an icepack on my chest, was how magical it was going to be when she and Miranda were finally back together. I had a feeling I would need to be very, very well rested beforehand. 

	In the meantime, though, Ash and I spent a frankly embarrassing amount of time fucking over the next two days, not just in her bed but all over the ship. Whenever Velarys retired to the crew quarters, Ash hunted me down and threw herself upon me. In the lounge, in the cockpit, in the gym…it was almost like she was trying to put her scent on everything to ward off competitors. 

	Perhaps she was. Velarys didn’t say anything either way, though I did feel a twinge of guilt whenever I remembered her comments about Yarasi and telepathic isolation. I just wasn’t really sure what I could do to help. 

	I ended up taking the last watch at the helm before we arrived, mostly because I wanted a bit of time alone to mentally prepare myself for whatever we encountered on the planet. Our odds of actually shooting anyone seemed low, but dealing with Ash’s contact, Gor, would likely end up being far more annoying than a gunfight. In fact, by the time this meeting was over, I would probably be champing at the bit to fight someone, if only to let off some steam. 

	We exited the jump corridor right on schedule, along with about twenty other ships who had entered at the same time as us at New Praxius. Most of them were independent freighters hauling goods back and forth from the Golden Worlds to the border, with a handful of passenger liners mixed in. None of them seemed remotely suspicious. Nevertheless, I punched the throttle just to get a little distance between us and the informal convoy, then signaled the girls to come up and join me. 

	Ash was in the pilot’s seat moments later, while Velarys and I took the stations behind her. And about a million kilometers afterward, Rividian II—the impregnable Dominion border stronghold—expanded into view. 

	By nearly every conceivable metric, Rividian was the complete opposite of the last planet we’d set foot on, Sykaris. The air was perfectly breathable, the biosphere was diverse and lush, and the planet’s population was spread nearly evenly across the major landmasses rather than all being cooped up in a single megalopolis. If not for the system’s location at the edge of the Borderlands, it could have easily been classified as one of the Golden Worlds by the Expansionary Fleet during the earliest years of Dominion colonization. But Rividian hadn’t been discovered until about fifty years ago, and astropolitical calculations had ended up driving nearly every early decision.

	In other words, a world that could have been another civilian paradise like Eladrell or New Keledon had become a bastion of Dominion military power instead. 

	I could feel the tension rise in the cockpit, mostly from Ash but some from Velarys as well. And it wasn’t as if I could blame them. Anyone without a favorable view of the Dominion would surely balk at the sight of the 4th Fleet in all its glory. 

	“Are you certain it is wise to land on this world in an uncloaked Yarasi vessel?” Velarys asked as we approached the imposing armada of ships hanging in both low and high orbit over the planet. 

	“We’ll be fine,” I soothed, my eyes focused on the tac-holo as the sensors continually updated with new information on other ships. “Rividian may be a massive military hub, but all the major ports are still run by the civilian authorities. They don’t have the time or resources or competence to flag small incoming ships unless there’s a specific bounty or DID bulletin out for it.”

	“Besides,” Ash added, “one of the nice things about your people never leavin’ Yarasi space is that most folks don’t even know what your ships look like. It’s saved my ass countless times.”

	“Surely you jest,” Velarys said. “Your computer systems cannot possibly be so incomplete that they do not include entries on Vanu’ryth-class interceptor vessels. The Empire has been using ships of this design for hundreds of years.”

	I suppressed a sigh. I liked a lot of things about this girl, but there were times when it felt like I was talking to a child. 

	“I don’t doubt that someone could identify us if they really wanted to,” I said, reasonably sure I caught Ash snickering out of the corner of my eye, “but despite the presence of the 4th Fleet, Rividian is still an open port. It might be different if we showed up in a Pact destroyer or something, but nobody cares about a random starship that could be some rich asshole’s customized yacht.”

	Velarys cast her gaze out the canopy. “Even on Oscura, local authorities are careful to identify and inspect any vessel attempting to land.”

	“At a cost that would drive most ports into bankruptcy overnight,” Ash said. “Last time I spoke with Lovar Dyss, he said his people would happily triple their investments on Oscura if you relaxed your security.”

	I grinned. I had no particular affection for greedy Rakashi sleazebags like Dyss, but I could easily envision him using much more colorful terms to describe how much he and his fellow merchants resented the Yarasi for making it so difficult to do business. The man had a rare talent for slurs and epithets, some of which would probably make Velarys even madder than I had been when he’d tried to slice my holopad. And unlike me, she wouldn’t have settled for knocking out a tooth when she could melt his brain instead. 

	“Anyway,” I said, waving a hand, “the point is that we’ll be fine. And if by some chance we aren’t, I have all the codes we need to get the authorities off our back. Trust me, this place looks worse than it is. Ash has taken the Wildcat here plenty of times.”

	“True,” Ash said. “Though never when it was like this.”

	She had a point. While Rividian always had plenty of ships in the system, this type of buildup probably hadn’t been seen since…well, since before I was born. Normally, the bulk of the 4th Fleet was stationed in a defensive posture near New Praxius, but with recent tensions—and evidence that the Pact had moved its own ships to the edge of the Borderlands—Command had obviously decided to show the flag. There were almost fifty warships out there, including the Spearhead. The newest and most advanced dreadnought in our fearsome armada commanded the two battleships, eight cruisers, and dozens of smaller escort vessels that made up the rest of the fleet.

	“Those jenny labs must be working overtime to crew all these ships,” Ash added quietly. “No wonder they started giving points for poppin’ out babies.”

	I watched the Spearhead grow large enough outside the canopy that we could see a squadron of Valkyries flying up into its massive underbelly. To call them insects would have been a gross overstatement; they were more like a school of harmless phelk getting casually swallowed up by a krim whale. The twenty-five-hundred-meter-long dreadnought was, from a certain angle, a relatively similar shape to the Stormrider, with the same seashell bow design as most of the new vessels constructed here in Tartarus Cluster. The similarities ended there, of course; the Spearhead was over fifteen times the size, its profile resembling an upside-down garden trowel with two nacelles married to the handle. It had a cavernous underbelly hangar and an armament of heavy psi-cannons that could rip apart entire enemy fleets like so much tissue paper. 

	“Such a needless show of aggression,” Velarys said with obvious contempt. “Do your leaders earnestly believe that mirroring the barbarism of the Pact will promote a lasting peace?”

	“Do your leaders believe that deploying a cloaked armada across half the Cluster will make everyone less paranoid?” I countered. 

	I felt her glowing glare settle upon me. “Our forces are defensive in nature. The Executrix has made it abundantly clear that we have no intention of expansionist behavior. We merely protect what is ours.”

	“It’s a nice theory,” I said, echoing the contempt in her voice. Standing up to this girl seemed to be the only way to get through to her. “In practice, all it really accomplishes is keeping everyone on edge all the time. If the Pact had an armada of cloaked ships, every planet in the Cluster would demand its own fleet for protection.”

	“We would never allow such technology to fall into the hands of the Sillibar,” Velarys hissed. “But even if it did, they could not use it. Without psionic abilities, they—”

	“That’s really not the point,” I said, turning to face her. As expected, those blue-violet orbs of hers were glaring right back at me. “All I’m saying is that while I appreciate your people’s commitment to never initiating hostilities, the way you conduct yourselves is every bit as responsible for this escalation as the Pact cranking out more ships every year.”

	“That is a foolish assessment. And a highly insulting one.”

	“If you two are finished,” Ash interrupted as she locked the ship into a course along one of the civilian approach lanes, “we should probably figure out exactly how we’re goin’ to handle this. I could send a message to Gor and let him know that we’re comin’.”

	“Don’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I’d rather not give him the chance to make any special preparations.”

	She snickered. “Aw, but he’d probably make me somethin’ special for dinner. Maybe even buy me a present.”

	I sighed. Oh, that was definitely what he would do, all right—anything to try and crawl under my skin like the oversized vermin he was. 

	“The more surprised he is to see us, the fewer of his goons he’ll have around,” I added. “And the better the bargaining position we’ll be in.”

	“Hmm,” Ash hummed with mock disappointment. “I guess that brings me to my questions. One, what exactly are you plannin’ to offer him?”

	I shrugged. “Ellis opened that discretionary fund for you.”

	“Haw-haw,” she grumbled. “That money is mine. This girl’s got bills to pay and a ship to fuel. Not that I’d expect you soldiers to understand.”

	“You are planning to pay this Krosian in exchange for information?” Velarys asked, not bothering to hide her disgust. Which wasn’t surprising, considering she never bothered to hide anything. 

	“That’s typically how it works, yeah,” I said. “Men like him don’t cough up secrets for free.”

	“Secrets,” she scoffed as if the very word left a bad taste in her mouth. “They are poison, and yet your societies all seem to cherish them.”

	“Well, we are all primitives, as you’re fond of pointing out,” I replied tartly. “Information is the lifeblood of the galaxy. He has it; we need it. It’s not complicated.” I paused and drew in a deep breath as the Spearhead and its destroyer screen continued to slide past the canopy. “I plan to trade information for information. Remember, we didn’t dump everything we had onto the Holosphere. We can offer some additional context, maybe even tell him a bit about the first freighter we found.”

	“Not sure that’ll be enough,” Ash said, “but I suppose it’s a place to start.”

	“This entire trade seems unnecessary,” Velarys said. “You said that this man is Krosian, yes? That means he does not possess psionic abilities. I could easily take the information we require from his mind.”

	“This is why your people don’t get invited to the good parties,” I grumbled. 

	She arched a white eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?”

	“He’s an information broker on a Dominion planet filled with Seraphim,” I said, ignoring the question. “He’ll have protection, don’t worry.”

	“Protection? You mean other telepaths?”

	“Absolutely,” Ash put in. “No casino in the Cluster’s gonna risk lettin’ some mind scramblers fess out all their secrets. Or manipulate the gamblin’ tables.”

	“I see,” she murmured, chewing it over. “Still, their powers are likely inferior to mine. I may yet be able to gather the information we need.”

	I smiled crookedly. Her Yarasi arrogance may have been chafing at times, but the soldier in me respected her casual swagger—especially since it wasn’t intended to be swagger. She was just speaking her mind and laying out the truth as she saw it. 

	“Maybe,” I said, “but it’s not worth the risk. At least, not as long as he’s cooperative. If he isn’t…we’ll see.”

	Velarys studied me for a few heartbeats, then nodded. “As you wish.”

	“This is a great segue to my second big question,” Ash said, turning around in her chair. “Before we land, we’re gonna have to do somethin’ about those pretty eyes of yours, honey.”

	“Meaning what?” 

	“Meanin’ that you’re gonna stick out down there. There aren’t exactly a lotta your people struttin’ around here in Dominion space.”

	“I imagine there are almost none.”

	“Exactly my point. But we don’t wanna draw that much attention to us. You’re going to need somethin’ to help you blend in a little bit.”

	I nodded my agreement as I looked the Yarasi woman up and down. Her purple-gray armor, like any combat armor, would stand out even if she’d been a Kreen or Neyris or any of the other more common species here in Dominion space. We couldn’t just waltz around a Dominion stronghold lugging around heavy weapons and clad in full combat gear. 

	Well, I could. But doing so would require contact with the local authorities, something I wanted to avoid on a sensitive fact-finding mission like this. The smaller the footprint we created here, the better—especially if Gor miraculously was able to point us in the direction of who was responsible for this. The last thing we needed to do was flush our quarry before we were ready to shoot. 

	“It shouldn’t be difficult to find her clothes once we’re planetside,” I said.

	“Clothes are good, but she can’t just walk around with a helmet coverin’ her face and expect people not to stare,” Ash said. “I think it’s best if I get the hologuise matrix ready. It won’t trick any serious security system, but it should at least keep the locals from gawkin’ at ya too much.”

	“A holographic disguise?” Velarys breathed, disgust plain on her face. “I am a Yarasi warrior, not a Sillibar spy. I do not deceive my enemies—I confront them!”

	“Unless you’re in a cloaked ship,” I muttered quietly. 

	Her eyes blazed. “That is completely different!”

	“We’re talkin’ about a bunch of drunk idiots at a casino, honey, not a ship full of Pact soldiers,” Ash put in before we could argue. “But like you said, there aren’t exactly a lot of your kind around here. If a Yarasi girl shows up at the port, people are gonna notice.”

	“I know it’s not your preferred battleground,” I said. “Believe me, it’s not mine, either. We’re soldiers, not spies. But this is our best chance of learning what these insurrectionists are up to, and if you want to come with us, a disguise is the only option.”

	“I will not wait idly on this vessel,” Velarys said firmly. “This information could be vital to the interests of the Empire.” Chin lowering, she pondered for several seconds. “If you believe that a disguise is absolutely necessary, then I will defer to your judgment. But I will not skulk in the shadows like a Rakashi or lie like a Sillibar.”

	“No one’s asking you to,” I said. “Honestly, you shouldn’t even need to interact with anyone until we reach the casino.”

	“Gor’s security people will definitely see through the ’guise,” Ash said. “And I’m not sure how he’ll feel about inviting a Yarasi to a business meeting.”

	“His feelings are irrelevant,” Velarys said. “We require this information, and he will provide it.”

	Ash and I exchanged a wary glance. We had both known from the beginning that having Velarys along would make an already delicate mission that much more difficult, but it wasn’t as if we had any choice in the matter. With any luck, we could still avert an interstellar war…hopefully without starting one in the underworld. 

	“Go ahead and prep the hologuise,” I said, my eyes flicking back to the canopy and the massive dreadnought lurking outside of it. “And let’s get this over with.”
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	With all the fuss over getting a proper disguise for Velarys—and keeping her from raging about the dishonorable nature of the whole plan—I fully expected us to also have a hard time wrangling with starport control over berths and fees and all that nonsense. Misery was contagious, the old saying went, and I had mentally prepared myself to chew out as many mid-level bureaucrats as necessary to get us a pad in the heart of Melandis City. 

	But miraculously, we didn’t have any trouble whatsoever. It only took two hours from the time we entered the system until we were setting down in the city’s major starport, which was almost certainly a personal record. If we were in the Borderlands on a place like Sykaris, the convenience probably would have made me suspicious. But here on a Dominion world, I was willing to chalk it up to a little overdue serendipity from an all-too-frequently malicious galaxy. 

	Velarys watched in apparent fascination as we began our descent beneath the clouds to the starport, her eyes widening at the sight of the sprawling metropolis and the seemingly endless expanse of lush green hills surrounding it. The view was damn impressive; I could remember being wide-eyed when I had first seen it through the viewport of a drop shuttle. And having grown up on a nearly defenseless world, I could also appreciate the shield generators and defense towers scattered across those same verdant hills. 

	Plenty of idiots on the Holosphere called for their removal, of course, arguing that the enormous projector dishes and barnacle-like turret emplacements marred Rividian’s natural beauty. They weren’t wrong; in a perfect galaxy, the installations wouldn’t have been necessary. But here in the real one, where the strong were all too willing to terrorize the weak, a few weapons in the hills were a small price to pay for security. There were colonies filled with aliens in the Driftward Worlds who would kill for a tiny fraction of this protection. 

	The automated tractor beams eventually pulled us in and set us down in one of the most isolated bays on the periphery of the crescent-shaped starport. It was a little annoying for how it would force us to walk that much farther to get into the city proper. I didn’t mind the exercise—in fact, I was looking forward to the fresh air—but the fewer cameras and people we exposed Velarys’s hologuise to, the better.

	Still, there was nothing for it, and a couple minutes after we touched down, the three of us were strolling down the landing ramp into a cool, stormy Rividian day. I felt oddly exposed being outside again, though most of that was probably just the fact that I was wearing normal civvie clothing with a long black coat rather than my armor. We didn’t even need a rebreather here; the air was fresh and clean, even in the starport. It was invigorating as hell after spending the better part of two weeks cooped up on relatively small ships with only Sykaris as a reprieve. 

	Ash was back in her green huntress gear, though she’d thrown on her dark cloak to conceal the light armor plates and gear pouches. Among the pouches on her hip was a holstered pulse pistol, but her bow was stored in a thin, meter-long, cylindrical bag slung over her shoulder. The collapsible nature of the weapon was one of the many reasons she preferred hunting with it. Weapon scanners couldn’t detect it, and I’d seen her reassemble it in twenty seconds flat.

	As for Velarys, I found myself doing a double take every time I looked at her and saw brown human eyes instead of glowing Yarasi ones staring back at me. Though really, the matching brown hair and pinkened shade of her normally gray skin were almost as jarring. The hologuise was projecting a long black jacket like mine over her armor, which would probably be enough to keep a low profile until we reached the casino. 

	“I hate not leavin’ him cloaked,” Ash fretted as the ramp slowly lifted and latched shut. “Really need to teach Little Kal how to hold a pulse pistol…”

	“That’s a terrifying thought,” I muttered. “You know he’d just use it to get into the treat bag and then yowl all night when he realized they were burnt to a crisp.”

	Velarys frowned at us both. “How would such a creature even fire a weapon?”

	“It was a joke, honey,” Ash said. “I just don’t like parkin’ in public ports, that’s all.”

	“Cloaking would only end up causing us more problems,” I said, glancing around as casually as I could while searching for surveillance equipment. The bay had two cameras placed in opposite corners, which was fairly standard for an urban starport. In all likelihood, the individuals monitoring them would be bored and underpaid. “We’d end up trying to fight off every ship thief in the sector.”

	“I assure you: no mere ship thief will be able to bypass the psionic locks,” Velarys said. “Your vessel and your pet are secure.”

	“I’ll hold ya to that,” Ash said as she turned toward the door leading out onto the tarmac. “Shall we?”

	“Yeah,” I said, sighing as I imagined the fraudulent smile and feigned civility of the man we were about to meet. “I can’t wait.”

	The rest of the starport was actually less busy than the last time I was here, which assuredly was related to all the Dominion ships currently in orbit. There was nothing quite like a sudden military buildup on the border to scare away business, especially tourism. The planetary governor was probably dealing with a steady stream of hateful complaints—complaints that were almost certainly getting redirected to the Admiralty. And probably ignored. 

	The relatively light crowds made me a bit more self-conscious about the appearance of our Yarasi companion, though her hologuise matrix seemed equal to the challenge so far. The bigger issue was her mannerisms—no disguise could make them any less obvious. 

	“I need you to do something for me,” I said, trying to keep my voice low as we followed the flow of foot traffic across the large, open mezzanine between the docking area and the exits leading out to the city streets.

	“Yes?” she asked, arching a human-looking eyebrow at me. 

	“Is there any way you can look around a bit less? It’s very noticeable.”

	“I am surveilling the area. There are potential threats in every direction.” Her brow furrowed. “You are a soldier. How are you not aware of this?”

	“I’m aware of it, believe me,” I said. “But this is a city, not a battlefield. There’s nothing wrong with being vigilant, but constantly looking around makes you look suspicious.”

	“I am suspicious.”

	Ash sighed. “Can we trade her back for the jenny yet?”

	“Just try to relax for me, all right?” I said, ignoring the comment and staying focused on Velarys. “I guarantee there’s nothing here that the two of us can’t handle.”

	“Of that, I have no doubt,” Velarys said. 

	Her posture visibly relaxed. Evidently, appealing to her pride was the way to go after all. I made a mental note to remember that for the future. 

	“Also,” I added, “it’s probably best if you don’t make eye contact with absolutely everyone we walk past. It’s—”

	“Creepy,” Ash put in. “And impolite.”

	Velarys stopped moving, which forced the quartet of Yol’teesh traders behind us swerve to avoid crashing into her. They cawed in annoyance as they walked past, the lone male ruffling his black feathers in the equivalent of giving her the finger. 

	“You would prefer that I not acknowledge their existence?” Velarys asked. “How is this not more disrespectful?”

	“I’m not saying to ignore them completely, but humans don’t usually stare quite as intently as you do,” I said, gently taking her arm and tugging her along. “It’s not a big deal. I just don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to you.”

	She glared at my hand in annoyance, and if not for the disguise, I had no doubt that her eyes would have been flaring indignantly. But, as usually seemed to be the case with her, the more forthright approach was also the more effective one. 

	“If you insist,” Velarys grumbled, pulling free of my grip but continuing to walk. “I was not aware that human society had so many unspoken rules.”

	“There are more where those came from, trust me,” Ash said, chuckling. “But we’ll show you the ropes, don’t worry.”

	“Ropes?”

	“Never mind.”

	I chuckled, though it only lasted until we reached the exit. We had been inside just long enough that I had almost forgotten the storm, but the sheets of rain pummeling the streets outside had created quite the backlog of passengers waiting for a taxi. I might have been tempted to head outside anyway, downpour be damned, but there were two problems with that idea. 

	First, Velarys’s hologuise wasn’t designed to endure inclement weather—every water droplet that struck the image would create a visible ripple effect that anyone could see. And second…well, the entrance to the Sapphire Star was about two hundred meters straight up. Without jetpacks, there was no way to reach it. 

	When Ash and I had first visited the club years ago, the location had seemed like a major oversight. On top of the enormous investment to purchase and then secure the permits for a massive hover barge, it seemed idiotic to intentionally make a business difficult for customers to reach. But eventually, I’d realized that the “hassle” was a minor benefit. Only people with disposable income—in other words, the only worthwhile customers—could afford the taxis to reach it. The bouncers wouldn’t have to waste their precious attention dealing with random riffraff trying to come in off the street. 

	Later, I’d learned that Gor also slipped a few credits to any driver that delivered customers to his establishment, especially chatty ones who might accidentally cough up a valuable secret or two about local businesses or the underworld or anything else. The result was that every driver in town had a pretty powerful incentive to prioritize potential customers of the Sapphire Star whenever possible, sometimes at the expense of making other fares wait. It was one of those small but ubiquitous grifts upon which all cities of sufficient size were built. 

	Thankfully, the wait today didn’t end up being as long as I’d feared. We caught a ride about ten minutes later, the three of us cramming into the backseat of a car that was clearly designed for two. Ash crawled onto my lap while Velarys gawked out the window as if she had never seen a city before. The images I’d seen on the Holosphere of Oscura were so breathtaking that I couldn’t imagine she’d find Rividian all that impressive, though perhaps I was mistaking her awe for horror. If I had actually tried to explain to her that corruption was a vital currency in cities, her poor Yarasi brain probably would have had an aneurysm. To spare her—and to quell my own growing impatience to get this over with—I offered the six-eyed Crotarian driver a few extra credit chits if we made good time despite the rain and traffic.

	It was, quite possibly, the biggest mistake I’d ever made.

	The alien slammed the throttle and took off at a speed that broke local traffic laws, exceeded the car’s safety specifications, and possibly even violated the laws of relativity. We were only inside the taxi for a few minutes, but they may have been the most stressful of my life—up to and including the time I’d been psychically blasted by a Dowd and set on fire. 

	Every few heartbeats, I was tempted to ask Velarys to melt the driver’s brain with her telepathic powers, just on the off chance that his sudden death might trigger the autopilot. But then it occurred to me that no autopilot failsafe in the galaxy would ever let a madman drive a vehicle this way in the open on a clear day, let alone in a city in the middle of a thunderstorm, which meant that the car probably didn’t have one. We were in the hands of the Seraph now, and there was nothing we could do but hold our breath and pray. 

	Mercifully, she had apparently blessed this idiot with the greatest reflexes in galactic history. Despite a hundred close calls with other cars, a few skyscrapers, and one very irate freight hauler, we arrived at the taxi pad at the edge of the Sapphire Star in one piece. I ended up tipping him an extra chit beyond what I’d promised, if only because I assumed we must have been kindred spirits. Only another Immortal could have had so little concern for his own health. 

	“Next time, I’m landin’ the Wildcat on the damn roof!” Ash grumbled as the taxi blasted away like a starfighter chasing an enemy drone. “I don’t care how many ships are in orbit!”

	“Agreed,” I said, straightening my jacket as I looked into the building in front of us, grateful for the overhang to block out the rain. The Sapphire Star was essentially a starship-sized aircar hovering above the city’s skyline like a neon cloud. The egg-shaped “building” was probably a bit larger than the Stormrider, though it could easily support several thousand customers at a time. The entrance about twenty meters ahead of us had a giant, one-way window that offered new arrivals a pleasant view of the gambling machines and game tables just inside. All of the more impressive—and presumably less legal—activities were buried deeper within. 

	“Let’s hope the rain keeps the crowds to a minimum,” I said, sweeping my eyes across the landing platform. “Especially since it’s the middle of the afternoon.”

	A small group of patrons had arrived about the same time we did, and there was also a short line on the far side of the pad for others trying to catch a taxi to leave. None of them were gawking at us, exactly, but we had definitely drawn some attention with the way we were dressed. To the rich assholes up here, we looked like we belonged in one of the street-level clubs, not in this palace in the sky. 

	I scoffed at the thought. Since Ash and I had never had the money to gamble when we were younger, places like the Sapphire Star had always seemed like alien embassies where we barely spoke the language. And personally, I’d never had any interest in the culture it represented. As annoying as I found the average fleet jenny, at least they were fellow soldiers with a purpose beyond themselves and their own gratification. The people here—the ones who had so much money they could literally throw it away—were just about the most useless dregs I could imagine. Their decadent, comfortable lives were made possible by the blood, sweat, and sacrifice of people like me. 

	Not that I was bitter about it or anything. 

	Ash had never shared my disgust for high-class living. If we’d been on Kenabrius or Bas Garopa or any other world in the Borderlands rather than the Dominion, she would have been begging me to let us dress up so we could roll some dice with money we didn’t have. Never mind the fact that plenty of folks in the Borderlands still would have balked at the sight of her Kreen eyes; never mind that a lot of people there sympathized with groups like the Column and the Mire and other idiots. She would have gladly ignored everything just to have some fun pretending to be “normal.” 

	And no matter how much I despised the lifestyle, I would have gone along with it to make her happy. 

	“I have heard of such venues on other depraved worlds,” Velarys said, having already reverted to her creepy habit of staring down everyone who passed us. “People spend currency that is not real upon games over which they have no control.”

	“The currency is real enough to the people who need it to live,” I said grimly. 

	“Does that not make it worse? How do your people justify such waste?”

	“It’s fun,” Ash said, shrugging. “No different than spendin’ money to watch a race or a throw-boxin’ match.”

	“And before you get all uppity,” I added, “I know there’s plenty of gambling on Oscura, too.”

	“If you are referring to the vice districts in Lower Deskaris, they are in no way comparable,” the Yarasi replied with the faintest bit of a huff in her voice. 

	“People play cards, throw dice, use machines…seems pretty much the same to me.”

	“Except the odds of success or failure are stated clearly in advance, and no one is allowed to wager more than a set amount,” Velarys said. “If the point of the activity is entertainment, then people should be entertained, not left in despair.”

	I started to protest before I caught myself. Why in the Seraph’s name was I standing here defending this gaudy shithole filled with useless, preening idiots? Was I really that desperate to score some imaginary points over the “superior race” just because she was a little annoyingly self-righteous at times?

	“You know what, you have a point,” I admitted. “Now let’s get in there and get this over with, shall we?”

	I started forward before the girls could answer, a little embarrassed at how jagged the chip on my shoulder could be sometimes. 

	As we approached the entrance, it became clear that the bouncers weren’t any more impressed by our outfits than the patrons. One of them—a two-meter-tall brick of a man who was probably a Golden World jenny and therefore almost certainly an asshole—stepped forward to intercept us before we reached the door. 

	“Good evening,” he said in a voice that was an octave higher than seemed normal for a man his size. Maybe the lab he’d been cooked up in had taken his balls out of the oven before they were ready. “I apologize for the inconvenience, but I’m afraid that our dress code here is quite…specific.”

	“Oh, that’s all right, we aren’t here to hit the tables,” Ash said in a sweet, innocent, colonial girl tone. “Tell Gor that a few of his business associates are here to see him. I’m sure he’ll invite us right in.”

	I had seen plenty of bewildered looks in my days, usually in the eyes of men who’d just witnessed my body’s indifference to pulsefire. And the bouncer’s stunned disbelief at our casual gall rivaled any of them. This was not the type of place—and Gor was not the type of person—that people just walked up and demanded an audience. 

	“We have an appointment,” Ash lied, sensing the man’s hesitation. “It’s all right, honey, we’re old friends.”

	The bouncer’s disbelief hardened into a sneer. “I’m afraid that Mister Xal’Gor does not take appointments.”

	“He’ll make an exception for us,” I said, taking a menacing step closer. “Now scurry along and fetch him before I get annoyed.”

	The man glowered at me. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to—”

	“Actually, do you think he’s watching the cameras?” I interrupted. “Because if it makes it easier, there’s an old hand signal we came up with the last time we spoke. Just so he knows it’s me and not an imposter.”

	I looked up into one of the tiny security cams above the door and raised my middle finger in its direction. 

	“Old Krosian tradition,” I said. “Helps recognize friends from foes.”

	I heard more than saw Ash slam her face into her palm. The bouncer, unsurprisingly, was far less amused. 

	“Sir!” he snapped, reaching out and grabbing my arm. “If you don’t—”

	“That’s enough.”

	The deep, cultured voice boomed from a hidden speaker somewhere above us. Both bouncers immediately froze at the sound, though mine didn’t stop glaring at me. 

	“Escort them upstairs,” the voice continued. “Don’t bother searching them. As the lady said, they’re old business associates.”

	I shot the bouncer in front of me my best “I told you so” smirk before I yanked my arm out of his grip. He had no idea how lucky he was that his boss had been watching. Most men who laid hands on me got a broken nose for their trouble…or worse. 

	“You heard the boss,” he said, gesturing toward his partner. “Take them inside.”

	“We appreciate the hospitality,” I said genially. Ash’s expression looked about equally split between amusement, embarrassment, and frustration, while Velarys looked icily determined. Her hologuise made her appear pretty much defenseless, but I had a feeling that her glowing eyes were currently shooting laser bolts at the bouncers. Distantly, I wondered how long she would have waited to get involved if there had been a confrontation. 

	Probably not very. 

	“This way,” the second bouncer said, opening the door for us. “Welcome to the Sapphire Star.”

	 

	***

	 

	Our little scuffle had caused quite a stir outside the casino. Inside, however, no one appeared the wiser. The one-way darkened glass obscured the view of the landing pad, and the customers on the main gaming floor had better things to do anyway. It was probably for the best: the bouncers were undoubtedly happy to have their egos protected, and Gor would feel the same way about the reputation of his establishment. 

	The entrance foyer was open and spacious, with plush red carpeting and several dozen holographic adverts on the walls pointing guests to the various amenities of the Sapphire Star. The gaming floor was hardly the only draw here; a sloping ramp beyond it led to a full-sized theater, several private lounges, and a massive bar with a wall-length viewport that looked out over the city below. The last one was probably my favorite place in the whole casino, if for no other reason than I liked to imagine that one day I’d get the chance to throw some rich asshole out of it. 

	From the sheer volume of the noise reaching us from the gaming floor, I had apparently underestimated how busy the place was this afternoon. Conversation and laughter carried over pleasant, relaxing background music, which meant that business must have been good. But our escort steered us to the left of the foyer toward an old-fashioned, sweeping staircase, which we ascended to the second floor where Gor did most of his real business. 

	Two more guards awaited us at the top of the stairs, one who fit the big, brawny enforcer stereotype to perfection and another who was so thin and pallid he almost looked like a walking corpse wrapped in a black jumpsuit. Despite the pistol at his belt, he looked remarkably non-threatening, which probably meant he was the far more dangerous of the two men. As Saleya so often reminded me, the underworld was all about misdirection. 

	The security checkpoint behind the two men was every bit as sophisticated as the ones at Rividian’s many military bases, if a touch less sterile. Rather than using one of the full-body scanners that seemed designed as much for intimidation as function, the casino had a single humanoid sentry mech with an omnitool attached to its left arm. The wall panel behind it projected the results of its scan, which in our case was a warning about the sidearms Ash and I were wearing. When it got to Velarys, however, the entire panel flashed red. 

	“It’s all right,” I interceded before any of the guards flipped out. “Just a little disguise to make moving around the starport a bit easier.”

	I nodded to Ash, who tapped a button on the inside of her green bracer and deactivated the hologuise. The illusion of the human brunette faded, revealing the armored Yarasi warrior beneath. The bouncer who had escorted us up gasped and reached for his weapon—

	“Intriguing,” the same deep, cultured voice we’d heard over the loudspeaker said from further down the hall. “And here I was about to be cross with you, Nashira. I had no idea you were about to deliver me such a rare prize.”

	The speaker strode across the crimson carpet into the brighter lights of the security area. No matter how many times I encountered Tagrath Xal’Gor, his appearance was always jarring. Before him, I hadn’t even been aware that Krosians could wear a suit, let alone look comfortable in one. But Gor had the traditional businessman aesthetic down pat, from his dark gray jacket and white undershirt to the polished black shoes that likely cost more than my weapons. His black, rope-thick dreadlocks were bound back in neat rows over his green head. It all looked so patently ridiculous on his muscular frame that I was almost surprised he didn’t wear glasses just to complete the absurdity. 

	His red eyes weren’t quite glowing thanks to the well-lit hallway, but they glimmered with interest at the Yarasi woman standing beside me. 

	“I am not a prize,” Velarys said defiantly. “I am here to acquire information that my companions assure me you can provide.”

	The Krosian smiled. It made his nightmarish face even more horrifying to look at, mostly because his species didn’t have conventional lips, so the expression only made his wall of sharp, jagged teeth grow larger. And there was something about the giant tusks jutting from his jawbone that made everything he did seem more sinister. 

	Or perhaps, I thought sourly, I’m just prejudiced against his big, stupid, ugly species. 

	Deep down, I knew my hatred didn’t make a lot of sense, given all the blood and sweat I’d contributed to Saleya’s pro-alien organization over the years. But something made Krosians different than Crotarians or Merzeg or even V’rath. I had fought too many of them, killed too many of them…and all too often seen the aftermath of their raids on undefended worlds in the Traverse and the Borderlands. Besides, it wasn’t my fault that there were billions of them out there just waiting for an excuse to burn and pillage every planet in the Cluster. 

	“My heartfelt apologies if I offended you, my dear,” Gor replied with a half bow. “But you are the first of your kind to ever walk through those doors. It is a great honor to have one of the noble Yarasi in my establishment. I only wish that Nashira here had contacted me earlier so that I could have made more elaborate preparations for the occasion. Perhaps dinner or a dance…”

	“We ate before we got here,” I muttered. “Now, can we go sit down and get started? There’s a lot to talk about.”

	Gor’s low, rumbling chuckle sounded like rasping metal. “I see you haven’t changed, Zeris. All the social grace of a—”

	“Krosian?” I interjected.

	His smile slowly faded, and his molten eyes eventually shifted to Ash. “Look at the hatred in that face. The barbarism, the savagery…what is it you see in him, Nashira?”

	“What he lacks in manners, he makes up for in other areas,” Ash said as she stepped between us. “But Kal is right—this is important. And you may be the only one who can help us out.”

	Gor chuckled again. “An appeal to my vanity from a beautiful woman. How could I refuse?”

	He reached out to squeeze Ash’s shoulder. I bristled, wondering if there was some way I could plant a microscopic bomb on him before we left, but I told myself to keep a lid on it and be patient. I already pushed our luck with our dramatic entrance, and even Gor would only tolerate so much insolence on his own turf. 

	Still, if he got too handsy with those enormous green mitts of his, I was fully prepared to break them off. 

	“We can speak in the back,” the Krosian said after a brief pause. “But first, there is one issue we need to address.” He turned to Velarys. “As intriguing as it is to finally meet one of your people face to face, my customers and associates here all expect a certain degree of discretion. I’m afraid they would not be happy if I told them that I allowed a Yarasi and her wondrous telepathic brain to wander the casino unattended.”

	“My companions anticipated your concern,” Velarys said. “They suggested that you would have a telepath in your employ.”

	I favored her with a glance, impressed at how well she was handling all of this. So far, I was the one who had made the biggest scene, not her. She hadn’t even made a derisive comment to his face yet. 

	But I wondered if she understood the true purpose of Gor’s probe. He obviously had another telepath here; he had only brought up the topic to see how she would react. It was an easy way to judge her intentions…and, it belatedly occurred to me, a chance to reveal whether or not she could detect his mental guardian on her own.

	Gor was cunning, I couldn’t deny that.

	“I only wanted to ensure that you were amicable to this arrangement,” Gor said, eyes leading to one of the guards. “Dumas takes his job here very seriously.”

	Velarys looked at the thin, pallid man, and I realized my earlier estimation of his heightened threat level had been justified. Later, I planned to ask our Yarasi friend if she had sensed the truth right away. 

	“The terms are acceptable,” she said. 

	“Excellent,” Gor replied. “I very much look forward to the opportunity to speak with a Yarasi…on even terms.”

	“Then let’s go,” I prompted. 

	He waited a solid three seconds before looking back at me. “In a moment. But first, you will need to leave your weapons here. I hope you understand.”

	“Aw, you don’t trust me?” Ash asked, sliding her pistol from its holster. “I’m a little offended.”

	“You may bring the bow, if it makes you feel better,” Gor said with another of his terrifying grins. “Though I can’t imagine anything would make you part with it.”

	“You’re right about that.”

	I grunted as I removed my own pistol and handed it over to one of the guards. My skin crawled at the prospect of being unarmed, and I probably wouldn’t have gone along with it if my skin weren’t impregnable. But as much I disliked this haughty green swindler, I often had to remind myself that he had slipped Saleya’s group a lot of vital information over the years. He had his uses, and I didn’t actually believe he would try to murder us. 

	“Wonderful,” he said, clapping his huge hands together. “Now, if you’ll follow me…”

	He led us down the hall and around the corner to a private office we had used before. I had no doubt that the place was bugged to hell and back, but there wasn’t much we could do about it. So, rather than make a fuss, I sat down at the opposite side of the oval table from Gor, with Velarys on my left and Ash on my right. The bouncer who’d escorted us up the stairs was long gone, but the other oversized thug took up a position right in front of the door. The pallid man moved to a far corner of the room several meters behind his boss where he could see everyone and everything.  

	“I must admit, I was quite surprised when you showed up on my landing pad unannounced,” Gor said, dropping into a chair that was twice the size of ours. “I can only assume it means the nature of your inquiry is particularly sensitive.”

	“You could say that,” Ash replied. “Tryin’a prevent a war and all.”

	His nostrils flared slightly, the rough Krosian equivalent of raised eyebrows. “You’re referring to all this drama about missing freighters and Dowd marauders striking from within the Veil? The Assembly is certainly up in arms about it.”

	“That’s part of it,” Ash said. 

	“Well, if you’re seeking information on the Dowd, I’m afraid I can’t be of much use. I’ve seen the same Holosphere videos as everyone else, nothing more.”

	“We’re not here for the Dowd,” I told him, though internally I was hoping that his ignorance on the matter would make the information we did possess a bit more valuable in trade. “We’re more interested in local matters.”

	“You mean the immense military buildup that has half the city in a panic?”

	“No. I mean the Rividian Column.”

	Gor’s nostrils flared again. “Is that so? Not a name I’ve heard much about recently. And I admit, I’m not sure what they have to do with a war.”

	“It’s complicated,” I said. “And classified.”

	“I see,” Gor replied with dry amusement. “How tantalizingly vague.”

	“We need to know if you’ve heard anything about what they may be up to,” Ash said. “Same with the Mire and other anti-alien groups. And if you know where they happen to be plantin’ their flag these days, even better.”

	“I’m sure I have some information you’d find useful. The more pertinent question is how you intend to pay for it.”

	Ash smiled sweetly. “A trade, like usual. Secrets for secrets.”

	“Ah. Secrets like why you are investigating the Column in the first place? Or why you have a Yarasi warrior accompanying you?”

	“Among others. But yeah, that’s the gist of it.”

	“Mm,” Gor murmured, stroking his right tusk. “I suppose that could be valuable, though I reserve the right to renegotiate once you’ve given me specifics.”

	I shook my head. “No deal.” 

	“Kal…” Ash warned, shooting me a glare. “We’ve always come to a fair arrangement with him before. No reason to think this will be any different.”

	“There are some other ways you could make up the difference to me,” Gor said mildly. “Your powers have proven quite useful in the past.”

	“Worth considerin’,” Ash said diplomatically. “But let’s start with you telling us what you know about the Column.”

	“Before we come to any arrangement,” Velarys interrupted, “there is a critical matter we must resolve.”

	Everyone turned to look at her. While her posture was still perfectly relaxed, her eyes seemed to be glowing more brightly than normal. 

	“Of course—whatever my valued guest desires,” Gor said. “What is on your mind?”

	“I wish to know how long you have been a Pact operative,” she said. “And how you have convinced my companions that this is not the case.”

	The accusation hung in the air like a toxic cloud, and I had to stop myself from swearing under my breath. We had gotten all this way without her Yarasi-ness mucking things up, but she’d apparently been biding her time until we started the negotiation. I should have known better… 

	“He’s not a Pact spy, honey,” Ash said, glancing apologetically at Gor. “We’ve been over this. Do you really think we’d trust him if—?”

	“It’s all right, my dear,” Gor soothed, seeming more amused than irate. “Her people live very sheltered lives. You can hardly blame her for falling back on her preconceptions. She sees a Krosian and assumes I’m working for the Pact. Never mind that I clearly wasn’t born in a brood pit with a rifle in my hand.”

	He leaned his elbows on the table as he looked at Velarys. “Perhaps Nashira didn’t tell you, but my family never left Dominion space. Not all of the clans did, you understand. Some of us chose to remain loyal.”

	“I am aware of these facts,” Velarys said. “They do not change the nature of the situation. Any information that is exchanged here will inevitably end up in the hands of the Sillibar.”

	Gor eyed her intently, as if trying to figure out what in the hell she was talking about. For once, he and I were on the same page. 

	“You seem…confused,” Gor said, a hint of irritation finally cracking through his calm veneer. “Unless you’re going to accuse me of being a shapeshifter. You certainly wouldn’t be the first.”

	Velarys shook her head. “No. You are Krosian, just as you appear.”

	“I’m so glad to have your validation,” he replied dryly. “As I’ve told your companions before, no Sillibar would be so foolish as to assume the form of a Krosian businessman. Spies, even well-hidden ones, are not in the habit of needlessly drawing attention to themselves.”

	“But there are many advantages to lurking in the shadow of one who does draw a great deal of attention,” Velarys said. “I assume that is why they chose to replace a member of your inner circle rather than you.”

	Gor’s red eyes narrowed dangerously. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Initially, I assumed that you were part of the ruse,” she went on, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward in her chair. “But it is now clear that you are merely an unwitting pawn feeding the Sillibar valuable information without even realizing it.”

	The Krosian’s jaw muscle twitched, moving the entire wall of jagged teeth that formed his mouth. “If this is what passes for Yarasi humor,” he said, his cultured voice dropping two octaves, “then perhaps your people’s self-imposed cultural isolation is best for everyone.”

	“I don’t know what you’re tryin’ to do here, honey,” Ash said anxiously, “but this ain’t helpin’.”

	“It will,” Velarys said, glancing over his shoulder across the room. “Once I have exposed our enemy.”

	We all followed her gaze to the slender, pallid man standing in the shadows by the corner. He remained as stiff and expressionless as a gargoyle even when we looked at him—not exactly the dramatic reaction one might expect from an operative who had just been exposed. 

	“Dumas?” Gor asked with a dark chuckle. “I admit, he’s not much fun at parties, but he’s been working here for almost two years now.” He turned back to Velarys, any trace of amusement gone. “I’m afraid you’ll have to do better than that.”

	Velarys didn’t reply. Her eyes stayed locked on the other telepath, and I wondered if they were engaged in some kind of mental battle that none of us could perceive. 

	“I have made every attempt to be a gracious host, Nashira,” Gor said with an air of strained patience, “and I was willing to humor your new friend’s eccentricities as long as they didn’t interfere with our negotiations. But I’m afraid they are growing rather tiresome. I have no intention of sitting here and allowing her to insult me or impugn the integrity of my associates. And I certainly won’t be manipulated into asking my telepath to leave the roo—”

	“He’s not a telepath,” I whispered, the truth belatedly striking me like a bucket of cold water splashed across my face. “That’s the whole problem.”

	Ash and Gor both looked at me like I’d lost my mind, but I could feel the pieces sliding into place. We had expected Gor to have protection on staff, and as a result, we hadn’t questioned him when he had credited the pallid man with telepathic abilities. There was no way for either of us to really know for certain if it was true, the same way we couldn’t know if Miranda or any other Seraphim had such abilities until they tried to fry your brain. 

	Velarys, on the other hand, did have the ability to make that determination. She had probably known the truth right away, and she’d then spent the next ten minutes trying to discern what it meant. 

	Gor’s eyes flashed angrily, and even his cultured voice and fancy clothes couldn’t conceal the Krosian monster hidden beneath. “I expected better from you, Zeris,” he snarled. “But if you’re here to waste my time rather than strike a deal—”

	Velarys exploded out of her chair. 

	She was halfway across the room before I even realized what was happening, and the bodyguard by the door was caught just as flat-footed. She reached the big man before his hand found his holster, striking him with a blindingly quick chop to the throat that dropped him to the floor in a gasping heap. His pallid partner, carefully positioned about ten meters away, should have had ample time to draw and fire his own weapon before Ash or I could do anything about it…

	And he absolutely would have, if Velarys hadn’t picked up his choking companion and hurled him like a human missile. 

	Such a feat of unbridled speed and strength should have been impossible for a woman her size—I had clearly underestimated the potential of her psychometabolic abilities. But I didn’t have time to think about it before Gor finally sprang into action, vaulting out of his chair and snarling at the perceived betrayal as his hand flashed beneath the table to retrieve his own sidearm. 

	He never had a chance to aim it. I dove across the table and tackled the larger man, sending his pistol skittering away as our bodies rolled across the carpet. I knew from experience that he had a massive edge in upper body strength, and if I’d hesitated the slightest bit, he probably could have thrown me off of him or outright pinned me. 

	But even though I had no idea what Velarys was doing—even though it was entirely possible that she was about to make a fool of herself—I couldn’t deny that I was enjoying the opportunity to tackle this smarmy Krosian.

	And so, using an old throw-boxing technique I’d dubbed “punching your enemy in the face as hard as you can,” I slammed my fist into Gor’s forehead, stunning him just long enough for me to get a firm hold on his left arm and wrench it behind his back. He snarled in protest as I pinned him face-down on the carpet, leverage and adrenaline helping me overcome his superior strength and reach. 

	“What is the—argh!” Gor growled, only to break off when I twisted his arm harder. 

	“Don’t move,” I ordered, enjoying the sight of his ugly tusks smushed against the carpet a little too much. “Let’s all relax while the good lady explains herself.”

	“She damn well better!” Ash snapped. She was standing upright, a look of shock and horror on her face. “It wasn’t supposed to go down like this!”

	“You will understand shortly,” Velarys said as she stepped toward the pair of bodies. The pallid man wormed himself free of his still-wheezing companion, though his weapon had slid several meters out of reach. He tried to slug the Yarasi woman with a wild cross, but she effortlessly caught his fist in midair, locking it in place, while her other hand grabbed his throat. 

	And then she proved that she had not, in fact, lost her mind.

	It started with a gasp of pain from the guard’s mouth, followed by a look of unblinking horror in his dark eyes. But then his pale human face began to slowly transform into glossy, membranous gray skin.

	“What?” Gor gasped, his body going rigid in my grip. 

	Ash didn’t say anything; she just cupped her hands over her mouth in disbelief as the true nature of the guard was revealed. It only took another few moments before his entire body reverted to its true form, an alien with two large, milky white eyes, an oddly bulbous forehead, and no discernable nose or mouth.

	The face of a Sillibar. 

	But whatever psionic power Velarys had used to force him into his true form hadn’t completely incapacitated him. He suddenly and violently wrenched his fist from her grip, then smacked away the arm clutching his throat. The Yarasi stumbled for a precious half-second, as if her efforts had left her drained, and the lapse nearly cost her life. The Sillibar’s left hand transformed into cat-like Rakashi claws, and he took a vicious swipe at her throat that she only narrowly dodged. 

	Having witnessed her hand-to-hand skills in action, I would have given her pretty good odds in nearly any melee, but when I saw the shapeshifting alien’s other hand sprout even larger Thursk claws, my combat instincts took over. Releasing my grip on Gor, I dove toward his fallen pistol, snatching it up from the carpet as I rolled…

	And shot the Sillibar in the chest. His body sank to the floor, both claws reverting into elongated gray fingers. The still-gasping guard next to the sizzling corpse turned pure white, and not due to lack of air. 

	“Now,” Velarys said, and there was no mistaking the satisfaction in her voice. “We may return to the matter at hand.”

	 

	
10 
Rividian Nights

	 

	Rividian System

	Present Day

	 

	Under different circumstances, I might have enjoyed watching Gor’s world implode right before his eyes. In fact, if someone had told me yesterday that I would get to watch him have a meltdown, I would have been in a much better mood for this visit. He was a pretentious asshole running a pretentious casino while dressed in a pretentious suit. I didn’t like him or his clients or his stupid, smiling face. 

	But it was one thing to imagine a rival getting what was coming to them and quite another to witness their pain and rage and confusion in real-time. Against all odds, I found myself empathizing with him, which was incredibly annoying. It would have been so much more fun if I could stand back and gloat. But I couldn’t, and I didn’t. We still needed his help, and it wasn’t as though I had any reason to celebrate a Sillibar spy infiltrating his organization. He sold secrets to Saleya, after all, and if I didn’t want the Dominion to know what she was up to, I sure as hell didn’t want the Pact to know, either. 

	“It’s not possible,” Gor said for probably the tenth time since he had been staring down at the corpse of the shapeshifting alien on his carpeted floor. “Klo’bak!”

	He had already warned off the flood of guards who’d reacted to the sound of gunfire and come storming down the corridor. None of them had actually seen the body yet, and I had a feeling that none of them ever would. The damage this revelation could cause to his organization was incalculable. His customers, his contacts, his associates…it could all fall apart if any of them realized that their trusted broker had been unwittingly feeding information to the Pact. And if this news reached the Dominion…

	Well, the DID would have no choice but to get involved. They might even send a Silencer to clean up the mess. 

	“You said he’d been working here for two years?” I asked, finally breaking into the silence we’d granted him. 

	“Yes,” Gor seethed. “Two years of looking over my shoulder, two years of pretending he could protect us from…”

	He trailed off, his red eyes blazing with naked fury. Since I had never seen him on the defensive before, I had no idea how or if he would be able to pull himself together. Then again, I doubted he would have made it this far in the underworld if he’d never learned how to cope with the unexpected. 

	“It is highly unlikely that the Sillibar has been here that long,” Velarys said. “He would not be able to hide his lack of telepathic ability forever.”

	“Maybe not forever, but probably for a while,” I told her. “I doubt any other telepath who came in here would be so eager to expose the truth.”

	I saw Gor’s face twitch, and it wasn’t difficult to imagine exactly what was going through his mind. He was probably remembering every meeting he’d had with an associate or client recently—clients who’d likely had their own telepath capable of reading his unprotected mind. No, they definitely wouldn’t have been eager to tell him that his supposed “protector” was a fraud. 

	I felt another pang of sympathy, but I pushed it away by reminding myself that this gave us another point of leverage. We had saved his organization and exposed a traitor. He quite literally owed us everything.

	“The most likely scenario is that the Pact identified a weakness in your organization and decided to replace a member of your inner circle,” Velarys said.

	I glanced over at the Yarasi. She had taken a few steps away from the body, though she hadn’t stopped looking at it. I had about a thousand questions I wanted to ask her about her people’s millennia-long feud with the Sillibar, but those would obviously have to wait until later. Right now, she had a point. 

	“And chose this guy so that his telepathy wouldn’t be able to expose their agent,” I agreed. “Which probably meant it was designed as a short-term mission to recover a particular set of secrets. Or maybe they knew you’d be meeting with a certain individual in the near future.”

	“Yes. Unfortunately, that means it is also likely the individual it replaced is dead.”

	Gor flinched once again, and just like before, it wasn’t hard to imagine what he was thinking. He was probably mentally sifting through every meeting he’d had in the last couple weeks and trying to judge the damage that had been done…

	I shared a concerned look with Ash. She would undoubtedly feel more sympathy for him than I did, given that she didn’t hate him nearly as much, but I knew she also understood that we couldn’t afford to pass up this opportunity. He was still the only one who might have the information we needed, and time was a major factor. 

	“I’m sorry about all this,” she said in her most charming, supportive voice. “I really am. I wasn’t expectin’ to show up at your door and drop this in your lap.”

	“If you hadn’t, things would be even worse,” Gor said, straightening up and finally dragging his eyes from the body. He turned to his remaining guard and pointed. “Go get Rotek and Vance. Tell them to bring the cleaning kit, and do not speak to anyone else. Do you understand?”

	“Yes, sir!” the big man said hoarsely. His throat had a nice welt where Velarys had chopped him, but his shock appeared to have numbed the pain. 

	Once he was gone, Gor grumbled under his breath. “This is a calamity. We have to learn how he was sending messages. If we can figure that out, then maybe there’s some way to mitigate this…”

	He trailed off again, his wall of teeth locked in a grimace. I eyed Ash meaningfully again, hoping she would know what I was thinking. 

	“Hold on,” she said, stepping over to the body and leaning down. “Just gimme a sec…”

	Closing her eyes, she touched the Sillibar corpse, and it wasn’t long before I saw them fluttering beneath her lids. There was never any guarantee that her psychometry would learn anything, but if it did…

	“It’s…difficult to read,” she said, voice strained. “I gotta lock onto strong, recent emotions, and I barely feel any.”

	“Kaori Tash agents are difficult to interrogate,” Velarys said. “Even in the rare cases our mystics have caught them, they have rarely learned anything of use.”

	I hissed softly through my teeth. I knew more about the Pact spy agency than the vast majority of ’pounders and probably even SpecOps soldiers. The Kaori Tash were notoriously ruthless, and whatever comparative disadvantages they faced by lacking psionic abilities, they more than made up for with their natural shapeshifting abilities. Even the best bio-scanners on the market couldn’t tell the difference between a human and a Sillibar posing as one. I had no clue what evolutionary necessity had created such an astonishing ability, but even the most powerful Seraphim metamorphs couldn’t replicate the form of another living being so precisely. 

	“There is somethin’,” Ash said eventually. “A flash…maybe a few weeks ago. Looks like a struggle, probably attackin’ your man…”

	She inhaled sharply and pulled away, her green eyes reopening as she looked up at Gor. “You on Talumi recently?”

	“Yes,” Gor said. “About three weeks ago.”

	Ash swallowed as she composed herself. “Well, I think that’s where it happened. Like I said, he’s kinda hard to read, but I thought I recognized the smell. Ain’t no industrial backwash quite like the Varaben starport, ya know?”

	“We were there,” the Krosian confirmed, his jaw tightening. “Klo’bak. I need to make some calls before—”

	“Hold on a second,” I said, stepping into his path. “We aren’t done here.”

	“What Kal is tryin’ to say,” Ash interjected in a more polite tone than I was even capable of, “is that I don’t think there’s anything else we can really do for you besides get outta your hair. But we still need your help, and seein’ as we did just do you a big favor here…”

	Gor’s eyes flashed again, and from the way he suddenly tensed, I thought he might refuse. I would have been pissed beyond words…but I would have understood the impulse. If my entire life had felt like it was collapsing around me, I doubted I would have wanted to stand around chatting, either. 

	But then he sighed. “The Column is gone. You’re too late.”

	“Gone?” I asked. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

	“It means exactly what it sounds like. Their forces began pulling out almost four months ago—slowly at first but quicker as the weeks passed. I’ve no doubt that they left a few eyes and ears behind, but the last of their equipment and important personnel departed just after the news broke about Harkaeon about…oh, ninety days ago.” 

	Three months, I thought bitterly. The Column has been off Rividian for three months and the DID didn’t even know it?

	I choked back a flood of anger, remembering Velarys’s words about the leadership of the Dominion sympathizing with the goals of anti-alien organizations. I understood the truth of her sentiment better than anyone; I’d spent the better part of the past six years doing everything in my power to fight against it. But now, staring into the barrel of what could easily turn into an interstellar war, it was really starting to feel like everything was all coming to a head. 

	“Do you know where they went?” I asked, voice rigidly controlled. 

	“No,” Gor admitted, shaking his head. “I’ve had people trying to find out, but whatever hole they crawled into, it’s apparently pretty deep.”

	I swore under my breath. “Can you hazard a guess?”

	“My people tracked several of the freighters they were using to move heavy equipment halfway across Dominion space before we lost them in the Drift. They could have a base there, for all I know, but that doesn’t exactly narrow things down.”

	“No, it doesn’t,” I agreed. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

	“I can’t do better, Zeris,” Gor growled. “I told you, we lost them. And no one has been able to pick up the scent since.”

	I paced away, fuming, trying to ignore the stench of burnt flesh that had spread throughout the room. Without specific coordinates, it would be impossible to locate a single installation across an area that spanned thousands of light-years of deep space, let alone the gravimetric disturbances of the Drift. There was a reason that region had become a haven for pirates, smugglers, terrorists, and anyone else who was willing to put up with the added hassle in exchange for even more isolation than they could get in the lawless Traverse.

	“Do you at least know what they were up to?” Ash asked. “And why they blasted outta here in such a hurry?”

	“Not specifically,” Gor said. “But they moved a lot of hardware, and not just the military kind. According to my sources, they’ve spent a veritable fortune acquiring scientific equipment. And their operatives inside the Science Directorate have apparently been feeding them a steady stream of data and research.”

	My eyes narrowed. “What kind of research?”

	“I’m afraid I don’t know that, either.” He paused briefly, a full range of emotions flickering across his brutish green face. Perhaps trying to decide just how much he wanted to tell us. 

	“But you do know something,” I pressed. “So tell us!”

	Sighing, he grabbed his holopad from his belt and gestured for Ash to grab hers as well. “My people were able to recover a few fragments of data from one of their abandoned bases, but not much. They were pretty damn thorough about deleting everything when they left. I had to pay a hefty price to hire a slicer capable of reconstructing this, and so far, it wasn’t worth the investment.”

	He transferred some files to her pad, and I crossed the room to join her, trying to read over her shoulder. It mostly looked like gibberish to me. 

	“Is that code?” I asked.

	“Yeah,” Ash whispered. “Genetic code. Badly fragmented, probably thanks to whatever recovery technique your slicer tried to use.”

	I was about to ask her how she would even recognize that kind of data, given that we were both products of Nirivian public education. But then I remembered that while she might not have been a scientist, she was the daughter of one. She could have seen something similar back in his lab as a child. 

	A sudden wave of nausea crashed over me. The Mire—another insane xenophobic group—had murdered her family just to prevent her father from teaching the galaxy how to splice human and Kreen DNA. And if Gor had found this in a Column base…

	“My people assure me that it’s too incomplete to have any value,” Gor said, sauntering over to us. “But their best guess is that it was related to Dominion psio-genetic engineering.”

	“Based on what?” I asked. 

	Gor tapped the pad and searched for a particular string. “Based on this.”

	I looked down at the highlighted text. “Gen-63 Gamma. What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

	“I was hoping you could tell me.”

	I stared at the entry, wishing that Miranda were here with us. I knew precious little about the labs on the mothership, but I was aware that the various generations of activated embryos were all labeled and numbered. Captain Ellis, if I recalled, belonged to Gen-43, the forty-third generation activated since the Expansionary Fleet had been trapped here in the Tartarus Cluster. Miranda was probably around Gen-59, give or take, which meant that Gen-63 would have been activated about twelve years ago. They would still be children on the mothership…

	“I have no idea,” I murmured. “But I might be able to find out.”

	“If you do, feel free to let me know,” Gor replied. 

	I grunted. There was no way in hell I was going to share this with him, but he probably already knew that. 

	“There is one other thing, another partially restored segment that’s virtually unreadable.” He touched her pad again and highlighted a section from a different file. “This was a transmission stored in the cache of their com system. All they could clean up was a very short clip.”

	“Activation co—” a female voice said before being cut off by static. “Last…coord…dow of the Seraph.”

	I frowned. “That’s it?”

	“They assure me it was a miracle that they were even able to recover this much,” Gor said. “But you’re more than welcome to see if your Dominion technicians can do any better.”

	I glanced down at the pad screen again, a cold shiver racing down my spine. “Of the Seraph,” I echoed. “Didn’t sound like Blades or Wings.”

	“Shadow?” Ash asked. “Does that ring any bells to you?”

	“No,” I said, shaking my head. “But that might not mean anything. We should get it back to the captain right away.”

	“I wish I could do more, but right now I have bigger problems on my hands,” Gor said. “But I will tell you this, Zeris: the Column is definitely up to something. They have more weapons than most planetary militias, and they aren’t just going to sit around polishing those rifles forever. Groups like that have a habit of striking at the worst possible moment.”

	“Like when the Assembly is trying to prevent another war,” I said. 

	He nodded. “For what it’s worth, I hope you’re able to stop them.”

	Ash arched an eyebrow. “I would’a thought war would be good for business.”

	“It is,” Gor said. “But humans who want me in chains are not. Whatever they’re up to, they need to fail.”

	“For once,” I told him, “you and I are in complete agreement.”

	 

	***

	 

	Leaving the casino proved far less complicated than getting inside, and a few minutes later, we were all riding another taxi on our way to the starport. This particular car was about twice the size of the previous one, giving the three of us ample room in the rear seat. And as an added bonus, the driver was also markedly less insane. Though admittedly, that was only because we had chosen one of the automated services. 

	“Ya know, normally I’d say that exposing an enemy spy would make for a pretty good day,” Ash said, resting her head against my left shoulder. “But now…”

	“Yeah,” I murmured. I had known all along that coming to Gor was something of a longshot; I had seriously doubted that he would be able to provide us the exact clue we needed to figure out the link between the Dowd, the traitors, the stolen cruiser, and everything else. Nothing was ever that simple. 

	But just because I had doubted that it would pay off didn’t mean I was happy to be proven right. At the very least, I had hoped for something we could give to Velarys to placate her people, but a few recovered data fragments with cryptic phrases weren’t going to cut it. 

	I drew in a deep breath as I tilted to my right to face her, only to find that her glowing blue-violet eyes were gazing right back at me. They looked more pensive than normal, though perhaps that was just a trick of the lighting in the car. 

	“I have given you the time you asked for, Kaldor Zeris,” she said. “I cannot wait any longer to report to the Executrix.”

	I sighed softly as a flash of lightning lit up the window behind her. The rain was coming down so hard that most of the buildings outside were little more than a neon smear. 

	“What are you going to tell her?” I asked.

	“The truth. Nothing more, nothing less.”

	I pursed my lips and glanced at the two empty seats in the front of the taxi. Just because we didn’t have a driver didn’t mean that this was a good place to have a sensitive conversation—Seraph knew what kind of surveillance equipment might be installed in this thing. Yet despite that, I found myself wanting to plead with her to give us a little more time. The limited information Gor had given us was certainly interesting, and I couldn’t wait to get back to the Stormrider to try and figure out what this Gen-63 Gamma stuff was all about. 

	The problem was that none of this would matter to the Yarasi. All they would hear was that Dominion soldiers were responsible for massacring their outpost, and their code of honor would demand swift and brutal vengeance. And then, on top of everything else, I would probably never see Velarys again. Or if I did, it would be as enemies on a battlefield. 

	I winced at the thought, wondering why and how it had even popped in there along with far more grandiose concerns. My growing but awkward relationship with a single Yarasi warrior was hardly even worth considering in the context of a looming interstellar war, even if we had saved each other’s lives. But the feeling was rattling around my head nonetheless, and I couldn’t seem to ignore it.

	I liked her. She may have been frustrating and ignorant and more than a little haughty at times, but there was also an openness and purity to her that was deeply charming. She was mysterious and exotic and intelligent. 

	And really, really hot. 

	“We can talk once we’re in the ship,” I said quietly. “In the meantime—”

	We had just curved around a large high rise and merged into the third tier of aerial traffic when the taxi suddenly lurched as if the autopilot had slammed on the airbrakes. All three of us snapped stiff when the invisible seat restraints activated to pin us in place, and I glanced out the window in search of anything that might have triggered the vehicle’s safety systems. The rainfall had diminished enough that I could finally see the forest of buildings around us reasonably well, but there didn’t seem to be anything in our way—no unexpected traffic clogs or police drones or even a rare collision of some kind. We had just come to a halt right next to a mid-sized building for seemingly no reason at all. 

	“What the hell?” Ash griped. “Stupid robot. Told you we should’a gotten a real driver!”

	“We tried that the first time,” I muttered. It was only then, when I shifted my gaze to study the display on the back of the empty driver’s seat, that I realized the autopilot had not, in fact, activated the airbrakes. 

	The engines were still on. We just weren’t going anywhere. 

	“We’re caught in an emergency tractor,” I said. I glanced out the window in search of the device that was holding onto us, wondering if a mechanical error had triggered the field. It happened now and then; the emergency tractors were a marvel of engineering that made aerial traffic schemes quite safe despite the visual chaos, but they weren’t infallible. Every once in a while, they would activate for no reason and freeze traffic in place, especially during storms. Though a wealthy planet like Rividian should have had a pretty aggressive maintenance schedule to counter the frequent inclement weather…

	The taxi lurched again, this time to the side. It took a second before I realized we were now being pulled toward the roof of the building beside us, as if we’d been in a wreck and the city traffic controllers wanted to get us out of the way. The taxi’s engines kicked off when the failsafe triggered a heartbeat later, and we slowly but surely began drifting to the side like a piece of cargo being eased into a hauler. 

	“Great,” I muttered. “Just great.”

	“Must be a system malfunction,” Ash said, craning her neck to try to see past me and Velarys. “They’d better not expect us to get out and stand around in the rain.”

	The hairs on the back of my neck started tingling as I examined the rooftop we were heading toward. There was nothing particularly strange about it; other than the satellite dish, a few boxy environmental units, and the pylon-shaped tractor projector itself, it was pretty much just a flat square of ferrocrete. There was a reason city traffic control had mounted the projector here and dubbed it a safe emergency landing zone in the rare cases where such a thing was required. It all seemed reasonable enough. 

	And yet…

	“Somethin’s wrong,” Ash whispered, the annoyance in her voice replaced by a grim anxiety as our car slowly dropped onto the edge of the roof. “Why are we gettin’ pulled off to the side when there aren’t any cars comin’ behind us? Actually…why aren’t there any cars comin’ behind us?”

	She made an excellent point. Most of the city had four aerial traffic layers all stacked one on top of the other with about fifty meters between them. On his particular street, however, there were only three, with us on the top level. Before we had turned, we had been part of a steady flow, like a school of fish all moving in near unison. But now, we appeared to be the only car on this level, as if the other traffic had just vanished. 

	Or been diverted. 

	“Shit,” I hissed. “Get on your holopad and try to—”

	I never finished the sentence. Without warning, Velarys’s window shattered inward, spraying the inside of the taxi with tiny glass shards. I didn’t see or even hear the shot, but I felt the heat singe the tiny hairs on my neck—and then saw the burning hole in the back of the driver’s seat.

	“Get down!” I cried out, grabbing one girl in either arm and trying my best to shove them protectively beneath me. They barely moved; the grav restraints were seriously restricting our movement, ostensibly to protect us from a collision. Right now, however, we were as helpless as a flock of wingless gernors caught in a hunter’s scope. 

	Which was, in hindsight, the whole point of this carefully constructed trap. 

	A second shot burned through the now-shattered window, several centimeters lower than the first. If I hadn’t pulled Velarys down, it would have blown her head clear off, but thanks to my awkward body shield, it struck my right shoulder instead. The flash of heat was intense and searing, and a surge of tingling pain shot through my arm like I had just bashed my elbow into a rock. Even a direct hit from a sniper rifle probably couldn’t breach my psionic fortification, but it was right on the damn edge. They were the most powerful personal arms in the galaxy, with high intensity beams capable of melting through the armor of some tanks. Even if I weren’t worried about a shot hitting one of the girls, I couldn’t stay here forever. 

	And I didn’t plan to. Wrenching my pistol from its holster, counting on the fact that even the best rifle on the market had a three-second cooling window, I unloaded two quick shots into the taxi’s passenger-side dashboard. The panel exploded in a flash of melted plastic and sparking electronics, and both girls slumped all the way to the floor as the invisible pressure against our bodies abruptly released. 

	“Stay down!” I ordered, trying to crawl over Velarys to the door. “I’ll try to—argh!”

	Another shot burned through the window, this one hitting me square in the chest. Rivers of molten pain flowed across my skin as if the beam had activated a volcano. I was positive I had suffered some burns, but I didn’t have time to stop and check. If there was any chance of us surviving this, I needed to get out of here and draw that sniper away from the girls…

	[Wait!]

	Velarys voice seemed amazingly crisp and clear for a woman tucked into an awkward ball with a man crawling over her, at least until I realized she had spoken directly into my head. And just before I tried to smash open the door to get outside, I felt her hand flash out and grab my leg. The pain in my chest vanished…and was replaced by a pulse-pounding surge of energy unlike anything I had ever experienced. 

	[Go. Quickly!]

	Roaring like a caged beast, I lashed out with my foot and kicked the door right off its hinges. I exploded out of the car to land on the rooftop, my heart thumping so loudly it drowned out everything—the storm, the traffic below us, even the sparking remnants of the taxi’s control console. My own limited psychometabolic abilities allowed me to release adrenaline on command, and Velarys had clearly used the same basic technique. But this…this was far beyond anything I’d ever done. Beyond anything I’d thought was even possible. It was like she had injected an entire case of stims directly into my heart.

	And it felt incredible. 

	Another shot lanced toward me, but I was so fucking amped I barely even felt the blast when it pelted me in the chest. I did finally spot the muzzle flash, though, coming from the rooftop of the building right beyond this one. 

	The shooter had a respectable perch—his building was several meters taller than this one and separated by a fifteen-meter gap. Not exactly the kilometer-plus ranges most sniper units preferred to operate from, but still insurmountable. With his quarry trapped inside the car, it should have been a trivial matter to pump a few shots through the door and kill everyone inside, all without the messiness of an explosion or the difficulty of getting that kind of heavy ordnance into the city in the first place. And the weapon he was using—probably an RPX-4 or even 5—was quiet enough that it wasn’t as if the shots would ring out across the city and bring police drones to investigate. 

	He’d had a pretty good plan, all right, even against an Immortal who might survive the initial barrage. There was no realistic way for anyone to get close enough to threaten him with mere sidearms, at least not before their heads got blown off. And even if his plan completely failed, physically reaching his position would be impossible for any human. For all my gifts, there was no way I could possibly jump a fifteen-meter chasm between buildings. 

	Not without help, anyway. Gritting my teeth, I sprinted across the rooftop, the rain lashing my face and my boots sloshing in the water. My heart was still hammering away in my chest, but I had never found it easier to breathe; it was like Velarys had somehow increased my lung capacity along with everything else.

	A third shot narrowly missed me when I’d made it halfway across the roof, and then a fourth missed when I neared the edge. From this range, I was even less certain that my powers could fully absorb the blast, but I was still a little surprised that the shooter didn’t abandon his position now that I’d gotten so close. Then again, had I been in his position, I would have assumed that no one would possibly be crazy enough to try and jump between a pair of buildings. I probably wouldn’t have been crazy enough to try it ten seconds ago, but with the girls pinned and Velarys’s power coursing through me…

	I jumped. The air howled in my ears and the rain battered my face, and somehow it didn’t even occur to me to look down. Thank the Seraph for that. I remained focused on the shooter lying prone at the lip of the other roof, holding my breath as I drew closer and closer, racing not only against my own momentum but against the barrel of the gun tracking me—

	I slammed into the shooter with the full force of my jump, throwing us both into a wild, violent tumble across the rain-soaked roof. One of my elbows cracked down hard enough on the ferrocrete to leave a dent, and my skull bashed into it a millisecond later. But my powers spared my bones and my brain from the full force of the impact. 

	I would have kept rolling for several more meters if I hadn’t slammed into a boxy cooling vent, but after shaking the stars from my vision, I got my first look at the attacker. He was wearing a long, dark coat over street clothes not all that different than mine, though he had a tactical mask on beneath the drawn hood—a Talidrex “Eagle Eye” model with full thermal imaging and targeting assistance, at that. 

	Despite his pained groans, he had already retrieved his rifle. In another second, perhaps two, he would have it aimed right at me. 

	I never gave him the chance. With my heart still drumming against my ribs, I lunged at him with supernatural speed, grabbing his rifle and wrenching it from his grip. He froze in place, probably as stunned as I was at how easily I had taken away his toy. His confusion was short-lived, however, because I smashed his head with the stock so hard his skull shattered like an overly ripe melon.

	I stood there stunned, panting heavily, my body twitching with unspent energy. I had no idea how long this surge of power Velarys had given me would last, but I had a feeling that the inevitable crash was going to be worse than any hangover. My heart felt like it was ready to burst in my chest, and I clearly wasn’t thinking straight. If I had been, I probably wouldn’t have attempted that jump in the first place. 

	But I had, and now it was over. Unfortunately, this shooter wouldn’t be answering any questions about where in the hell he had come from or who had hired him.

	Before searching the body, I retrieved my fallen pistol and dashed back over to the lip of the roof to check on the girls. They had both gotten out of the taxi and taken cover behind the bulky base of the satellite dish, and I waved a hand to let them know I was all right. When Ash stood, I could see that she had managed to assemble her bow. Frankly, that was probably as miraculous a feat as my jump. 

	I considered calling out to them, but between the storm and the normal ambient noise of a bustling city, there wasn’t much chance they’d be able to understand me. I did need to figure out a way to get them up here, though, if for no other reason than to have Ash use her psychometry on the corpse. She hadn’t gleaned all that much from the Sillibar back in the casino, but her readings with humans were usually a lot more accurate. 

	The trouble was, police drones would probably be here soon, and then we’d quickly end up buried beneath a mound of bureaucracy and datawork. Though if Velarys could grant Ash and herself a psychometabolic boost, the girls could potentially jump from the roof to the fire escape and climb up the rest of the way. Though the less insane method would be to have Ash use one of the grapple arrowheads she kept in her bandoleer and come across that way. 

	I was just about to wave them over and make that suggestion when I heard a metallic bang behind me. I turned around to see the roof access door fling open, and I half expected some local police or perhaps building security guards to come storming out to see what in the hell was going on. 

	Instead, it was a lone human woman. She wasn’t armed or armored; she was wearing a tight-fitting, sleeveless black bodysuit that wouldn’t have looked out of place on any world in the Cluster. The bottom half of her face was concealed behind a respirator, and her shoulder-length black hair seemed like it had been soaked by the rain even before she’d stepped outside. My first thought was that she was a bystander who had been trapped inside the building or perhaps even taken as a hostage by the shooter…but it only took a moment of studying her to realize that I wasn’t looking at a victim or a civilian.

	I was looking at a warrior. 

	Years ago, Captain Ellis had told me that you could often size someone up merely by the way they moved and carried themselves. It was a lesson I had taken to heart. The truth was right there in front of me, from the appraising glint in the woman’s amber eyes to the powerful, precise movements of her body as she began striding toward me. 

	“That’s close enough!” I warned, my hand having reflexively dropped to my pistol. 

	She continued forward as if she hadn’t heard me, apparently unconcerned about the corpse lying between us or the pool of blood spreading on the roof. A sudden anxiety gnawed at my gut. For whatever reason, there was something more unsettling about this unarmed, sixty-five-kilo woman than the man who had been shooting at us with a sniper rifle…

	“Stay back!” I warned more forcefully. 

	This time, amazingly, she halted. The seconds seemed to stretch out for hours as I stared into her eyes, trying to figure out who she was and what she was doing here. But then, with a sharp sizzle as if the air itself had caught on fire, a blue-white blade of pure psionic energy appeared in her right hand.

	Oh, shit.

	I drew and shot her in the chest. The burst burned a hole through her bodysuit…but the pale skin beneath was as unblemished as if someone had shot me. 

	And then she was upon me, her psi-blade scything downward and slashing the barrel of my pistol cleanly in half. Her boot came around in an arc, slamming into my jaw with a whirling kick that nearly knocked me off the edge of the building. 

	But miraculously, thanks in no small part to the psychometabolic surge still coursing through me, I managed to brace my foot on the lip of the roof and keep my balance. I tucked myself into a defensive ball as I dove left into a roll, hoping to gain some precious distance—and give my brain a second to figure out why in the name of the lost emperor a Blade of the Seraph was trying to kill me. 

	I had only encountered one of the legendary warriors once, almost five years ago during a mission to crush some Pact-armed insurgents in the Traverse. I never figured out why he was even there—the Blades weren’t technically a part of the army or even the military. The man had just shown up unexpectedly in the middle of an operation, and after briefly consulting with the captain in charge of our unit, he had stormed into the enemy compound all on his own. When my unit had finally caught up, all we’d found was a trail of bodies—including the insurgent leader’s decapitated corpse. 

	I could still remember the awe I’d felt, having never witnessed such a destructive, seemingly impossible strike before. It had taught me rather emphatically that the reputation of the legendary Blades was more than just apocrypha from the old Keledonian holo-vids. They were real, deadly, and almost completely unaccountable—virtually the same role that Captain Ellis had managed to carve out for me today. 

	But none of that answered the question of why one was trying to kill me here and now—or what in the hell I was going to do about it. 

	She was already charging at me again by the time I’d righted myself, her amber eyes blazing nearly as brightly as the blade in her hand. I dropped into a fighting crouch, a blend between standard Dominion hand-to-hand combat training and a traditional throw-boxing power stance. Neither martial technique was meant to battle people with swords, but it wasn’t as if I had any better options. And besides, she was going to be disappointed if she thought she could cut down an Immortal, fancy psychic blades or not.

	Her first attack was a wide, cross-body slash, forcing me to stretch upright and leap away. The tip of the blade grazed my jacket and burned a thin line through the fabric, but it didn’t quite reach my abdomen beneath. She followed up with a simple lunge, which I once again gave ground to avoid. And by the time the third and then fourth sweep also missed, I had learned everything I’d needed to know about her movements and combat style. 

	Perhaps all those throw-boxing matches were worth something after all. 

	Setting my teeth, keenly aware that I was starting to feel the power of Velarys’s boost starting to wane, I launched my counterattack. After dodging yet another strike, I planted my back foot and reversed direction toward my opponent, slipping beneath her guard and driving my fist hard into her stomach. Unfortunately, her body once again proved as durable as mine; I didn’t even knock the wind out of her. But I did cause her to adjust her movements and attempt a quick backhanded swipe with her blade, which was what I’d been hoping for. Ducking beneath the wild attack, allowing her own momentum to spin her out of position, I grabbed her shoulders and slammed my forehead into hers.

	The crack was like a peal of thunder unleashed by the storm. The woman stumbled away, stunned just long enough for me to haul back and slug her right in the jaw. I may not have had any built-up kinetic energy to unleash, but with the fading remnants of Velarys’s psychometabolic boost coursing through me, my fist still packed the force of a rampaging Krosian high on a steroid stim. My knuckles shattered her respirator like glass, and the blow sent her flying away several meters until she landed flat on her back with a spray of rainwater, some of it hissing into steam as it met her psi-blade. 

	“Well,” I said, breathing as heavily as if I’d just run a few kilometers. I was definitely starting to come down. “That’s enough of that, don’t you think?”

	Snarling, the woman leaned up. She was young—perhaps twenty or so—with the kind of pretty, sculpted face that was either the result of incredible genetic luck or psio-genetic engineering. She, too, was breathing heavily, but not out of exertion; she had started to wheeze as if she really needed that respirator…

	“Who are you?” I demanded. “Who are you working for?”

	She gave no reply as she struggled for breath, the only other sounds the patter of the rain against the ferrocrete and the hissing crackle of the psi-blade clutched in her hand. Despite the unbridled fury in her eyes, there was still a part of me that almost felt sorry for her. 

	Or did, right up until she screamed, vaulted to her feet and threw herself back at me. The blue blade scythed past my face again, driving me to retreat, and I had the sinking suspicion that this was now a race between her gasping lungs and my fading metabolic boost. Knowing that I couldn’t truly harm her until she was exhausted, I fought as defensively as I could, bouncing away and trying to keep my distance. This actually was a time-honored throw-boxing technique to wear out an opponent, though I’d only rarely needed to use it. 

	And my lack of practice was made painfully evident when she finally got me off balance and scored her first hit. The slashing blade burned through my shirt and jacket with the ease of a plasma torch, but I was counting on the fact it wouldn’t be able to pierce my skin so easily…and it didn’t. 

	The problem was that it attacked my mind instead. 

	It didn’t hurt, exactly—not at all like the Dowd’s psionic attack. This was far more subtle, more draining, less like my brain was being boiled inside my skull and more like she had figured out how to use a com jammer on my thoughts. It was as if I was suddenly reeling from a concussion without having hit my head on anything. My vision clouded, my concentration faltered…and then she drove her blade straight through my gut. 

	I screamed in agony, every muscle in my body seizing up as if I’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. I felt a rush of liquid in my throat as blood bubbled up into my mouth and frothed over my lips. 

	“I am the future,” the woman said in a gravelly, wheezing voice. “And you are a relic of a dying past.”

	She slammed her head into mine, but this time I was the one who flew backward. I landed hard in a pool of rainwater, my right hip striking the ferrocrete with a nauseating crack that sent a fresh spike of pain surging through my entire body. Spots flooded my vision as I clutched at my stomach…

	“Kal!”

	Through the haze of pain, I saw Ash standing on the edge of the roof next to the grappler she had used to pull herself up. Her shocked emerald eyes flicked from me to the woman standing nearby, and she immediately plucked the bow from her back and took aim. The glowing green string flashed as she pulled it back, an arrow of pure psionic energy materializing on it a split second before she fired. 

	The Blade tried to dodge, but either due to her missing mask or sheer surprise, she was a hair too slow. The arrow burned through her shoulder…and she cried out in pain and twitched in place. Too late for my own good, I remembered that Ash’s Yarasi bow—like all psionic weapons—was designed to strike at the mind as well as the body. And just like how the psi-blade had breached my defenses, the bow had done the same with our assailant. 

	But she was hardly down for the count. Snarling in rage, she didn’t charge like I anticipated—she threw her psi-blade at Ash instead. 

	I watched with slow, agony-soaked horror as the blazing weapon whirled toward Ash, a scything, scorching beam of death I was helpless to stop.

	But Ash was ready. Reacting instantly, she flattened herself against the roof in a physics-defying maneuver that seemed utterly impossible for any creature with a spine.

	It was not a maneuver she would be able to pull off twice. And I vowed right then and there that she wouldn’t need to. 

	A surge of power welled up within me, fueled by pure grit and determination like when I’d been pinned by the gravity anchor on the Yarasi station. I hauled myself back to my feet, and just as the wheezing woman formed another psi-blade in her hand, I charged right at her with the last of my strength. 

	She saw me coming, naturally, but I was moving far too quickly for her to react. I slammed my full weight into her with a shoulder tackle, lifting her from her feet and carrying her with me in an unstoppable bull rush that took us both right to the edge of the rooftop…where I let her go. 

	I almost couldn’t stop myself in time. My shins slammed into the lip of the roof just hard enough to painfully halt my momentum, but the Blade wasn’t so lucky. Her body flew off the building and began to plummet. She crashed atop a moving taxi some fifty meters down.

	Somewhere in the flurry of alarms, horns, and dodging traffic, she disappeared. 

	 

	***

	 

	I didn’t lose consciousness after the battle, but my mind was so scrambled by an odd, seemingly contradictory morass of numbness and pain that I may as well have. I could hear the sirens of approaching police drones, and I was aware of Velarys leaning over me and placing her gray hands on my body. I could feel the strange sensation of her healing powers coursing through me, a combination of soothing warmth and uncomfortable pressure as she quite literally siphoned the wounds out of me. 

	And harmed herself in the process. As my pain ebbed, her normally measured expression twisted into a hard grimace that showed her teeth, and her glowing blue-violet eyes flickered like lightbulbs connected to a faulty circuit. But after an indeterminate amount of time—seconds? Minutes?—the crippling agony riddling my body and the numbness suffocating my mind both began to recede. Rather than being on the verge of death, I was merely achy, wet, and utterly exhausted. 

	“Well?” Ash hissed. “Is he gonna be—”

	“He will live,” Velarys said, her normally strong, confident voice sounding almost sickly. “Though he will require additional treatment.”

	“I’m fine,” I said, a sentiment instantly betrayed by the way I winced when I coughed a second later. The rain still falling on my face was oddly soothing. “No problem here.”

	“You’re such an idiot sometimes,” Ash breathed, slinging her arm around my neck and giving me the tightest hug possible without squeezing the rest of my body. “What did I tell you about learning to duck!”

	I grunted. “I don’t remember.”

	“Why did you feel the need to kill our assailant?” Velarys asked, now leaning back on her haunches. Her long white hair was plastered across her face, and one arm cradled her abdomen where I had been stabbed. “I could have used my telepathy to interrogate him.”

	“Kal isn’t exactly big on restraint,” Ash snorted, still holding me tight. “If you hand him a club, he’s gonna use it to bash something…or someone.”

	“He was trying to kill us,” I reminded her. “And whatever Velarys did to me…I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly. It was like fight or flight cranked up tenfold.”

	Velarys nodded. “I did not have time to consider all the implications of using the technique on a male. But it is not surprising that it might have made you almost…feral.”

	“Because that’s what Kal needed,” Ash grumbled as she finally leaned back. “What in the Seraph-damned fucking hell was all that about?”

	“I don’t know,” I muttered, shaking my head and glancing down to the scorched hole in my shirt. My skin was cherry-red but intact, while my insides felt worryingly tender. “But we had better find out.”

	She glanced over her shoulder as the multicolored lights of approaching drones continued getting closer. They would probably be here in less than a minute, and a shuttle filled with actual police officers wouldn’t be far behind. I wasn’t worried about legal danger—the military could clear all of that up in time. But the bureaucratic tsunami might tie us up for hours on end, not to mention make it almost impossible for us to perform our own investigation. 

	“Well, thankfully we don’t need him to be alive to give up his secrets,” Ash said, pulling away from me and sloshing over to the body. Averting her gaze from the gore as best she could, she brought her hand to the man’s cheek.

	Her eyelids fluttered as she reached out with her psychometry, and from the way her cheek immediately started twitching, I could tell she was getting a much stronger reading than she had with the Sillibar in the casino. 

	I could also tell that the emotions and images flooding over her weren’t particularly pleasant.

	“I see…all sorts of shit,” she said. “It’s hard to put it all together.”

	I winced as I sat up. She needed to get this over with, but I knew from experience that trying to rush her would just be counterproductive.

	“There’s one answer, at least,” Ash said. “He was definitely working for the Column.”

	My chest tightened, and it had nothing to do with my injuries. “They knew we were here…and that we were looking for them.”

	“Sure seems that way. They set this up in a hurry after they were tipped off.”

	“By who?” I asked. “Can you tell?”

	The muscles in her jaw tightened. “’fraid not. Emotions aren’t strong enough to lock onto. The impressions are jumbled.”

	I held back a curse. This was precisely why the Seraphim weren’t overly fond of psychometry. Unlike telepaths, who could rummage through someone’s memories in search of particular information, Ash’s power relied on psychic tethers like strong emotions and formative experiences that grounded her in particular moments. It wasn’t as if she could search every minute in a person’s otherwise boring life for a single conversation. 

	Still, emotional moments tended to be important, and as long as she could find a recent one to tether her…

	“They only have a few agents left here on Rividian—Gor was right about that,” Ash said. “They’ve moved on.”

	“To where? To what end?”

	“Not sure this idiot even knew.” Ash paused again. “But there is somethin’—a conversation over the holo with…”

	She inhaled sharply and went stiff. Velarys turned to look at her, probably sensing a sudden intense shift in emotions. 

	“Are you all right?” she asked. 

	Ash abruptly broke contact with the man’s cheek and staggered back toward me, her face a ghostly white. 

	I reached out to touch her arm. “What is it?”

	For a few seconds, it didn’t seem like she had even heard me. But then her head abruptly turned, and I saw the shock in her Kreen eyes. 

	“I don’t know why the Column left…but I know exactly where they went.”

	“Where?” I pressed. 

	Ash swallowed. “Nirivarr.” 
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	Dealing with the Rividian authorities proved every bit as annoying as I’d feared. 

	The city police appeared on the scene scant moments after Ash’s revelation, and I had to set aside all my unanswered questions and focus on shielding my two companions from the bureaucratic hellscape of official inquiries. I had to flex my SpecOps status to the officers on hand, then their sergeant, and then eventually the captain of the whole precinct. None of them were happy about having a potential investigation thwarted so bluntly by a soldier, but the Admiralty had worked very hard to ensure that civilian authorities—even those on critically important worlds—had limited oversight over matters involving the military. I had no doubt that I would eventually end up having to sit in Admiral DeGale’s office explaining why his staff was getting inundated with complaints from irritated local officials, but ultimately, it wasn’t as if I had much choice. The last thing I wanted was for our Yarasi accomplice to end up on the news fueling rumors and speculation.

	And so, just before they arrived, I had her reactivate her hologuise and throw on Ash’s cloak and hood to help conceal the ripples from the rain striking the projection. It wouldn’t have stood up to real scrutiny, but after greeting the grim-faced officers and dropping a few terms like “classified Dominion asset” and “need-to-know basis” and “bumbling local fuckwits,” their attention remained squarely on me. 

	Eventually, I got the girls away from the scene entirely while I dove on the bureaucratic grenade, both on the rooftop and then later in the hospital once the medics brought me in for an examination. Velarys’s healing touch had stopped the bleeding, but the medics still jabbed me with several koboro stims and might have even stuck me in a regeneration pod if I hadn’t insisted on getting out of there as soon as possible.

	All told, it took almost six hours before I was finally able to return to the Wildcat, though at least it had given Ash and Velarys a much-needed chance to shop for supplies—including civilian clothing. There were about a million things I wanted to discuss with both of them once we were alone again, but I made sure we stayed focused on lifting off and sending a message to Captain Ellis first. 

	So while Ash brought us into orbit, I assembled a data-packet with everything we’d discovered during our visit, including the partially restored files we’d gotten from Gor and a complete description of our battle. Once I finished, I encrypted the whole thing with one of the newest ciphers Saleya’s group had cooked up—just in case the Column really did have operatives embedded in the DID—and fired it into the relay toward the Stormrider. 

	“It’ll take at least five or six hours before we get a response,” I said, glancing up from my instruments in time to catch a fleeting glimpse of the Spearhead’s majestic, curved prow disappearing past the edge of the canopy. “We could be well on our way to Chophus by then.”

	Ash swiveled her seat around to face me. “You don’t want to meet back up with them at Takanis?”

	I shook my head. “That would waste far too much time. If the repairs are proceeding even close to schedule, they should be able to meet us at Nirivarr by the time we arrive.”

	“Assumin’ Ellis decides to go there.”

	“He will,” I insisted, though I was pretty sure she already knew that, too. We hadn’t expended all that effort to get a lead on the Column just to sit around and twiddle our thumbs. Besides, if we beat the Stormrider there, we could do some recon in the Wildcat and potentially on the ground, too. 

	On the ground…back home. 

	I looked up at Ash, wishing that we’d had more time to talk about all of this before the police had shown up. A part of me still wondered if she could have been mistaken with her psychometric reading—surely the Column had a better place to hide than Nirivarr. But considering what the Mire had done to her family, it wouldn’t have been the first time that anti-alien fanatics had operated from our old backyard. 

	“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Ash admitted quietly. “It’s just been a long time now.”

	I watched her face, looking for traces of the emotions I knew were churning beneath the surface. I wondered how much the planet might have changed in the past five years. Not much, in all likelihood. Thinking about it filled me with sadness and resentment…and yet, for some reason, the thought of a group like the Column defiling it with their presence made me feel physically ill. 

	“The real question,” I said, turning to face the Yarasi woman standing stiffly at the front of the cockpit, staring out the canopy, “is what you plan to do.”

	Velarys stayed silent, her glowing eyes narrowed into slits as she stared out into seemingly nothing. She hadn’t done or said much of anything since we’d all returned to the ship. Having been dragged out shopping with Ash before, I knew how draining it could be after she tried on her 217th pair of shoes, but that didn’t seem to be what was bothering her. 

	“Back in the taxi, you said we were out of time,” I prompted. “Well, we finally have a lead now, if you’re willing to—”

	“You have no proof that these insurrectionists are responsible for the slaughter,” she said brusquely. “Nor do you have any proof that your government is willing to do whatever it takes to stop them.”

	Sighing heavily, she faced me. “The Executrix will demand more. And I will not be able to provide it.”

	I started to argue, to try and make the best case I could that with the lead Ash had gleaned for us, we had a real chance of finally getting to the bottom of all of this. There was no longer a doubt in my mind that the Column was a key player; the only lingering questions revolved around the extent of their plans and operations.

	But if I’d been in her position—let alone in the position of the Executrix and her advisors—I knew nothing I could say would have made a difference. They had every right to demand proof—real, tangible proof—and after almost a week since the attack on their outpost, we still had nothing to provide. 

	“So what are you going to do?” I asked instead.

	Velarys stared at me unblinkingly. “I must inform my people what has transpired,” she said eventually. “But not necessarily all of what has transpired. Not yet.”

	I felt both my eyebrows rise. “Oh?”

	“I will send a message informing them that I am alive, and that I possess critical information about the recent hostilities. I will also inform them that I am heading to Oscura to bring them my report in person.”

	“Nirivarr isn’t exactly on the way to the Empire,” Ash pointed out. 

	“No, it is not,” Velarys said. “But the Executrix is patient; if she is awaiting the arrival of new information, she will not act until it arrives.”

	“Sounds good to me,” I said, an invisible weight lifting from my shoulders. This may not have been the best example of pure Yarasi honesty that we had gotten used to this past week, but I certainly wasn’t going to complain if Velarys was willing to stretch the truth a little more to buy us some extra time. I was just…surprised. 

	She understands what’s at stake. Perhaps something on Rividian drove the point home. 

	“This is the final concession I will make, Kaldor Zeris,” Velarys warned gravely. “If we cannot find proof…”

	“I understand,” I replied with a sober nod. “And I appreciate it. Truly.”

	She held her stare for another long moment before she nodded. “I must prepare my transmission and then meditate. How long will it take for us to reach Nirivarr?”

	Ash turned back to her console. “Taking the Chophus corridor will shave off a bit of time. I’d say about forty-five hours.”

	“Very well,” Velarys said, offering us both a final glance before she strode through the hatch into the lounge behind us. 

	Ash waited a few seconds. “And here I figured she’d be done with us.”

	“We still need each other,” I said. “But this is our last chance and we all know it. If we can’t get answers…”

	“Honestly, I think I might be more scared what those answers will be,” Ash said. “Was bad enough when the Column were just random terrorists tryin’ to torment aliens. Now they got a cruiser and a Blade of the Seraph.”

	“She wasn’t a Blade. Not really.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	I drew in a long, slow breath. “I’m not sure exactly. But I don’t think it’s as simple as a rogue Blade. She told me that she was the future, and that I was a relic of a dying past.”

	Ash’s brow creased. “What the hell does that mean?”

	“I don’t know that, either. Maybe nothing more than crazed revolutionary nonsense.” I pursed my lips. “Or maybe it has something to do with that data fragment we found. A Shadow of the Seraph…”

	I exhaled as I trailed off, then winced at a sudden pain in my side. The bandages wrapped around my chest may not have literally been holding my guts in, but they still didn’t feel great. 

	“Well, whatever’s going on, I figure you should go thank that girl for savin’ your life…again,” Ash said. She gave me a flinty look. “One of these days you’re gonna get blasted to bits and she won’t be around to put you back together.”

	I winced again as I looked at the open hatch. I had to admit, I hadn’t felt this mortal in a very long time. I had gotten used to missions where the only threat was the limitations of my own mental discipline, not the actual weapons being used against me. Yet in the span of a week, I had nearly been killed twice. Dominion soldiers so rarely encountered psychics on the battlefield that mental attacks had never been much of a consideration. But now…

	“At least on Nirivarr, we’ll finally have backup,” I said. “Maybe Ellis can get a trooper detachment on his way.”

	“A loyal one this time,” Ash muttered. 

	I nodded absently. Knowing Ellis, he probably wouldn’t request anything. His natural inclination was always to handle things with as few people as possible to guarantee their loyalty. Whether Command would agree with him or not remained to be seen. 

	“We’ll find out soon enough,” I said. “In the meantime, we could all use some rest.” 

	 

	***

	 

	We were five hours into the trip and barreling hard through the Chophus jump corridor when the response from the Stormrider finally came in. The message wasn’t long—Ellis had never been one to opine over coms unless they were real-time—but the tone of his voice and the subtext of his words made two things abundantly clear: the Stormrider’s repairs were behind schedule, and the conversations he’d had with Fleet Command had been frustrating as hell.

	But the results, thankfully, were pretty good. The Stormrider planned to meet us on Nirivarr as soon as possible, along with another Dominion ship as backup. Admiral Lochlan had apparently insisted on it despite the risk of escalation. Technically, no Dominion warships were supposed to be in the Borderlands, but Command had obviously decided that the potential payoff was too important to pass up.

	I agreed whole-heartedly; in a best-case scenario, we could take down the Column and their allies in one fell swoop. And in the process, we could hopefully get some evidence to bring to the Assembly, too. Instead of starting a war, we might be able to build an interstellar coalition against these terrorists and the Dowd who seemed to be working with them.

	I didn’t expect the universe to play that nicely with us, of course, but I was willing to be surprised. Anything seemed possible these days. 

	I listened to the message twice just to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, then sent our reply with an updated timetable. I didn’t know what ship Command was sending or where it would be coming from, though Rividian seemed like a safe bet—the 4th Fleet could certainly spare another frigate or even destroyer. Regardless, I held out hope that we’d be the first ones on the scene despite the speed limitations of our hyperdrive. A little recon could prove invaluable when the cavalry arrived in force. 

	But there was nothing I could do about it either way. After checking to make sure everything was set up in the cockpit, I left with plans to take a quick shower. I needed to change my bandages anyway, and the hot water usually helped me think almost as well as a long workout. But the latter wasn’t much of an option right now, given how fragile my guts still felt. Besides, I’d had plenty of exercise for one day, what with jumping across a building, beating a man to death with his own weapon, and getting stabbed by a psi-blade. 

	Ash had crashed a few hours ago, but I expected to find Velarys meditating in the lounge. When she wasn’t there, I wondered if she, too, had retired to the crew quarters. I had never seen her sleep—her meditative trance seemed to do the job by itself—and I knew she actively disliked being alone. But it was always possible that she just wanted some privacy for whatever reason…or that she was having another stare down with Kalycos. 

	Grinning at the thought, convinced that I’d solved the mystery, I headed into the back corridor. I was nearly to the shower when I heard a grunt of exertion coming from the gym. I peered inside, both brows lifting curiously when I saw Velarys on a mat in the center of the room, holding her body in a perfectly straight handstand. 

	“New meditation pose?” I asked.

	When she didn’t reply or even acknowledge my presence, I wondered if she might have been in a trance. But then she slowly and carefully lifted her left hand until she was balancing her entire weight on a single palm. I had seen Ash practice the same technique before, though that didn’t make it any less impressive, especially since the Yarasi’s arm wasn’t even quivering with strain. Seraph knew I couldn’t do anything remotely that graceful. 

	“It requires considerable concentration,” Velarys said. “And with another torturously long trip ahead of us, I felt the need to occupy myself.”

	“Makes sense to me,” I said, my eyes drifting up and down her statuesque figure. Thanks to her shopping spree with Ash, she had finally consented to change out of her armor and into something that fit her—in this case, a pair of body-hugging white pants and a matching top. It was basically the same outfit Ash wore when she worked out, and I had always appreciated the way the tight, flexible fabric highlighted the most alluring parts of the female form. 

	“Do you wish to join me?” Velarys asked. “Perhaps prove that you can hold the pose longer than I?”

	“Uh…I think I’ll pass,” I said, my eyes settling on the tantalizing six-centimeter gap between the waistband of her pants and the bottom of her top. It was enough to show off her flat gray stomach from the belly button down, and while Ash may have remained the unquestioned midriff queen, it was abundantly clear that Velarys was not far behind. 

	“Strange,” she commented, her arm finally starting to quiver with exertion. “I was under the impression that human males were highly competitive by nature.”

	“Only when we know we can win,” I replied dryly. “This may surprise you, but gymnastics isn’t really my sport of choice.”

	“Do you not seek to attain mastery in all physical endeavors?”

	“Maybe someday. But we don’t all have centuries to master every possible technique.”

	“An interesting point. I hadn’t considered that rather obvious limitation of your species.”

	I scoffed. Having spent far more time around jennies than I wanted to over the past few years, casual arrogance was not a personality trait I particularly appreciated. But for whatever reason, hers didn’t seem to bother me nearly as much as theirs. It was definitely still annoying, but not in the “I want to slap her” kind of way. 

	On the contrary, I think it was starting to turn me on…

	“Well, I’m good at what I do,” I said. “Especially with you there to give me a boost. That was…I’m not even sure how to describe it. Incredible, but also a little terrifying.”

	Velarys took a long, deep breath, then slowly curved her legs backward and allowed gravity to pull her body toward the mat, though she never ended up horizontal. She snapped herself upright with a spine-bending twist that made me wince just watching it. 

	“I apologize that I was not able to prepare you for the technique, but we didn’t have time to consider strategy,” she said, taking another breath. I didn’t understand how, but her white hair remained as straight and kempt as if she had just brushed it. Maybe Ash needed to borrow some Yarasi conditioner…

	“I’ve given myself boosts of adrenaline before, as you know,” I said, finally drifting into the small room. “But nothing has ever felt like that.”

	“You are only a novice with psychometabolic enhancement, whereas I am an expert,” Velarys said matter-of-factly. “It is not surprising that my abilities far exceed yours.”

	I snorted softly. “Well, again, you’ve had a lot more time to…” I trailed off as something the captain said flashed into my mind. “Actually, I have a question for you.”

	“Yes?”

	“Captain Ellis was convinced that this was your first mission outside the Empire. That you had yet to return home for a motherhood cycle.”

	Her white eyebrows twitched. “He is familiar with the jahumir?”

	“Apparently,” I said with a shrug. “Was he right?”

	It was not a question I would have ever asked a human woman—or any other woman, for that matter. But it somehow seemed less invasive to ask Yarasi personal questions. 

	“He is correct,” Velarys said. “I have not yet completed my first tour of duty or earned the right of motherhood.”

	“I see,” I murmured, another inappropriate question popping into my head. “You don’t have to answer this if you don’t want to, but…how old are you?”

	She hesitated. I couldn’t tell if she was debating whether or not to tell me or why I wanted to know in the first place. “Nine Draconis cycles,” she said. “In your years…twenty-four.”

	“Twenty-four?” I blurted out. “You’re younger than I am?”

	She seemed confused. “Is this cause for concern?”

	My mouth had fallen open. Even after the captain had shared his theory, I hadn’t really processed what it might mean for her age. I just assumed that Yarasi didn’t leave their homeworld for a century or something. It wasn’t as if they needed to rush through life. But she was two years younger than me and one younger than Ash…

	“I’m not concerned,” I managed. “It’s just…well, you like to sit there all high and mighty like you’re more experienced than I am!”

	Her glowing eyes flashed. “I am a Yarasi warrior; I have been trained by the most elite combat instructors since I was a child. But you—”

	“Yeah, yeah, I’m just a human,” I said, snickering. “A human with more combat experience than you, apparently. Interesting.”

	Her eyes flashed again, more violet than blue this time, and I was reasonably sure I saw her gray cheeks darken in embarrassment. “Enough of this! It is time for us to spar again.”

	I paused, my smile fading. “Excuse me?”

	“I desire to spar with you again,” Velarys repeated. “If you are willing to accept the challenge.”

	I couldn’t tell if this was her way of changing the subject or not, but either way, I wasn’t sure it was a good idea. “I would, but the medics said I should take it easy for a few days.”

	“You needn’t worry—I am more than capable of mending any wounds you incur,” Velarys told me. 

	“Good to know,” I said, my hand drifting up to touch the bandages beneath my shirt. “Still…it’s probably not a great idea.”

	“I thought you said you were competitive when you were confident you could win,” she reminded me tartly. “You defeated me quite conclusively before; your physical superiority is undeniable.”

	I blinked. “Then what are you hoping to accomplish?” 

	“That is a strange question. I wish to practice and hone my skills. Do you only spar against opponents you are certain you can defeat?”

	“No,” I said, shaking my head. For someone who was so damn straightforward, she could still be hard to figure out sometimes. “Of course not.”

	“Then I do not understand your confusion. We are both warriors who seek to better ourselves. While there is a great deal I can learn from you, I suspect there are also several techniques you could learn from me.”

	“I’ve no doubt,” I said earnestly, remembering how quickly and precisely she had disabled Gor’s bodyguard. “Though from my understanding, most Yarasi martial techniques focus on redirection—using your foe’s strength against them.”

	“You are correct,” Velarys said. “Such techniques could prove useful for you against Krosians or V’rath, especially with your ability to absorb kinetic energy.”

	“Or that woman I fought on Rividian,” I thought to myself. “Somehow, I have a feeling that we haven’t seen her for the last time.”

	“I am inclined to agree.”

	“All right, fine,” I said, stretching out my arm and trying not to grimace at the painful pull in my stomach muscles—and the bandages yanking the hair on my chest.

	“Remove your shirt,” Velarys commanded. “I will tend to your wounds before we begin.”

	I considered saying no, if only to defy her obnoxiously imperious tone, but ended up stripping off my shirt and throwing it into the corner. White bandages encircled my stomach and lower back, wrapped tightly to restrict my movement so I wouldn’t risk tearing open the barely closed lacerations on my internal organs.

	“You needn’t have wasted time in your rudimentary medical facilities,” she said, stepping up to me and placing her fingers on my sternum. “I just needed more time to complete your regeneration.”

	“The authorities didn’t really give me a choice,” I told her, watching as her eyes went hooded, then closed. A soothing numbness spread through my entire body, and I saw her cheek twitch as she absorbed my discomfort into herself. “Also, it doesn’t hurt them when they bandage me up. I’m not fond of the idea of causing you pain for no reason.”

	“But there is a reason. It is part of the metabolic healing process.”

	I exhaled slowly as the last of the pain drained away. “And then what, you heal yourself?”

	“As long as I am conscious, I am capable of regenerating virtually any wound,” she explained. “A trained Yarasi mind has total control over her body.”

	“I’ll try to remember that.”

	Speaking of her body, it was difficult to not appreciate hers while she was standing this close. Her tight outfit didn’t leave much to the imagination. 

	“There,” she said, her eyes reopening. “You are nearly prepared to spar.”

	“Nearly?”

	“Yes.”

	Velarys reached out, placed her hand on my bandages…

	And then ripped them off with a single, brutal pull. 

	“Ow!” I screeched in the manliest way imaginable. “What the hell was that?”

	“The final step,” she said, bundling up the dressings and tossing them in a clump beside my shirt. I couldn’t be certain, but I was pretty sure I caught the faintest hint of a smile on her lips. 

	“Well, if you wanted me mad before we spar, you got your wish!” I growled, grimacing as I ran my fingers across the hairs she’d just torn out. I may not have been one of those gorilla men with forest-like chest hair, but it wasn’t as if I waxed or anything, either.

	“Excellent.” Velarys took a step back from me, her eyes flicking up and down my body. “Then you may disrobe.”

	My annoyance instantly dissolved into confusion. “What?”

	“You may disrobe,” she repeated. “If we are to spar, then the proper rites must be observed. No clothing; no barriers; no secrets between warriors.”

	My mouth hung open as she swiftly pulled her top over her head, then cast it aside. The sight of her bare breasts sent a fresh shiver of excitement shuddering through me—a shiver that only intensified when she pushed her pants from her hips a moment later. 

	“Why do you delay?” she asked. “Were my instructions unclear?”

	“Clear enough,” I rasped. Just like the first time she had strutted into the lounge naked, I had to spend a few seconds convincing myself that this was not, in fact, an interactive version of a personal fantasy I’d spent far more time jerking off to than I wanted to admit. The most incredible part might have been that thirteen-year-old me had actually underestimated just how beautiful Yarasi women were. 

	Setting my jaw, trying not to be overwhelmed by the rush of giddy eagerness surging through me, I unfastened my belt and removed my own pants, putting the unapologetic, turgid evidence of my arousal on full display. 

	“Satisfied?” I asked. 

	“That remains to be seen,” Velarys said. Even without pupils, I could tell that her eyes lingered on my manhood for several seconds. “Defend yourself!”

	She lunged at me like a cobra, her feet lashing out with a series of agile kicks just like in our first bout when she had awakened. I defended myself more competently this time, though barely—her opening kick probably would have dislocated my jaw if not for my Immortal powers. I was more than a little surprised she didn’t break a toe in the process, but she obviously knew exactly what she was doing. 

	“You are slow and awkward,” she said, pulling away after a hard kick at my cheek that I blocked with a forearm. “As if you are fighting in high gravity.”

	“I was being patient,” I lied. “You’ve never heard of the boxing technique where you let your opponent wear themselves out?”

	“I am familiar with the concept, yes. But it is a foolish tactic to use against me. I will never tire or relent.”

	She began to circle around me, as if sizing me up for another attack. I matched her movements, though it was a continuous struggle to pay attention to her footwork rather than her tits. 

	“That almost sounds like a challenge,” I said.

	“It is a statement of fact,” Velarys said. “Any advantage you may have due to your physical superiority can easily be eclipsed by a disciplined mind. It is why males have no place in the warrior caste.”

	“Is that so?” I asked, filing away the cultural implications of her statement to consider later. I knew almost nothing about Yarasi males other than the fact they almost never left the Empire.

	“Yes. As a perfect example, you are finding it difficult to concentrate due to my physical appearance, while I am totally unaffected by yours.”

	I grunted. “Why do I suddenly feel insulted?”

	“That was not my intention,” Velarys said. “You have clearly spent considerable time forging your body into a weapon, and your appearance is quite pleasing.”

	“Good to know,” I muttered. 

	“The fact that you are so attractive is merely another indication of my superior mental discipline,” she went on. “I am able to control my sexual arousal. You are not.”

	If she were any other woman I’d ever met, I would have assumed that this whole “rite” of hers was an elaborate troll. But no, she clearly meant every word…

	“Maybe,” I said, “but controlling sexual arousal is overrated, if you ask me.”

	“An unsurprising sentiment from a male who seeks to breed every female on his ship.”

	“Uh…what?”

	“I know your desires,” Velarys said. “But I will not submit as easily as they.”

	Her eyes flashed brighter as she lunged forward in another assault, this one even quicker than the first. She scored several punishing hits, including a powerful kick right to my sternum that knocked me back half a meter. But once I finally forced myself to concentrate and began anticipating her attacks rather than merely reacting to them, I managed to catch her smooth gray calf mid-kick. I grinned, rather proud of myself. 

	At which point she threw the rest of her body at me, locked her arms around my neck, and pulled me down to the mat before I even realized what was happening. I reflexively squirmed in an effort to escape, relying on throw-boxing instincts to avoid a pin, but Velarys was simply too fast and too agile. In less than five seconds, she had me in a chokehold with her legs locked around my waist from behind. 

	“Too slow, and far too eager to take the bait,” she hissed into my ear as I yanked futilely at her arms to try and pry them off. “How disappointing.”

	I snarled deep in my my throat, astonished by the raw strength of her grip. She definitely wasn’t holding back. And despite how nice the smooth flesh of her inner thighs felt upon my hips—despite how exciting it was to feel her breasts pressed up against me—I decided it was time for me to stop holding back, too. 

	Flooding my muscles with the surge of adrenaline I’d been banking since our fight began, I pulled as hard as I could on her forearm. But while it moved enough to let me breathe, I wasn’t even close to escape. 

	“Not good enough, male,” Velarys taunted, her lips grazing the back of my ear. “Strength alone will not be enough to defeat me.”

	Her voice was husky and breathless. Not from the strain of exertion…but from excitement. 

	An aroused shiver surged through me as I pulled even harder, more grateful than ever that she had healed my wounded chest. I had no doubt that I was going to ache like hell when this was all over.

	But so would she. 

	“You must be more than a mere brute!” Velarys reproached. This time, I felt her teeth—and then her tongue—graze my ear. “You must be clever.”

	“Fine,” I growled. “How’s this?” 

	I let go, allowing her arm to snap tight against my throat, only my fortification preventing my windpipe from being crushed. But the unexpected release in tension caught her by surprise, as her whole upper body abruptly smacked into the mat. And in that moment of confusion, I shifted my grip from her forearms up to her biceps, then rolled forward as hard as I could in an attempt to throw her entire body up and over me. 

	It shouldn’t have worked. The move didn’t resemble any conventional hold break, either from throw-boxing or any other martial technique. But it jolted her enough that her thighs couldn’t maintain their hold around my waist, and the adrenaline coursing through my muscles did the rest. 

	Velarys went heels over head before landing on her back hard enough that the air wheezed out of her lungs. Getting my own iron grip on her arms, I flipped her over onto her chest and pinned them just like I’d done in the lounge right after we’d first met. 

	“There,” I said, lowering my chest against her back to brush my lips against the tip of her serrated ear. “Happy now?”

	When she squirmed beneath me, I twisted her arms tighter. This girl really didn’t want to give up. 

	“What technique was that?” she demanded. 

	“Something I just made up,” I admitted. “Learn anything new?”

	She winced when I twisted her arm again, and I nearly relaxed my grip…until I heard the soft, almost delicate moan that escaped from her lips. “Yes,” she breathed, voice husky again. “Your footwork is significantly sloppier when you are not wearing your combat boots.”

	I snorted. “That’s it?”

	“Your stance in general was also more reserved, likely out of trepidation that I could more easily strike your genitals.”

	“Yeah, well, a man’s gotta have priorities,” I muttered, keenly aware that, thanks to our height difference, those same genitals were currently wedged right between her upper thighs and only a few scant millimeters away from her alien sex. “Shall we go another round?”

	I felt her breath shudder in her lungs. “That will not be necessary.”

	“No, but it could be fun,” I said, smiling. “Who knows, next time maybe you’ll—”

	“I do not understand your delay,” Velarys snapped. “I am defeated. Why do you not claim your prize?”

	My heart skipped at least two beats. “You mean…?”

	“You have earned the right to my flesh. Is that not what you have desired all along?”

	My mouth went dry even as my cock swelled between her thighs. My thoughts flashed back to our initial confrontation several days ago when she had assumed my challenge of her authority had merely been a male’s attempt to get a female’s attention. Warrior cultures just loved their elaborate rituals, and apparently the Yarasi version extended theirs to the bedroom.

	Pulse racing in anticipation, nearly overwhelmed by the throbbing desperation in my cock, I released my grip on her wrists and roughly flipped her over again onto her back. Her gray cheeks were flushed, and her violet eyes blazed more intensely than I had ever seen. I pushed my knees between hers, ready to force them wider, but there was no need. Her long legs instantly spread, granting my first, enticing look at her sex before they hooked around my waist, pulling me closer. And as for her newly liberated hands…

	They wrapped around my throat and squeezed. 

	“What…?” I gasped, grabbing her wrists.

	“I warned you that I would not easily submit,” she snarled. “I am a Yarasi warrior, not a docile human female!”

	Annoyed, surprised, and turned on at the same time, I once again tried to pry her off me…and once again found her grip virtually unbreakable. Her eyes blazed with psionic fury, making it abundantly clear that I would have to overpower her—not just once, but repeatedly and continuously—to take what I wanted. 

	Challenge accepted. 

	We both grunted and growled like feral beasts as I pushed and she squeezed. But as the seconds ticked by, my increasingly impatient manhood desperate to pierce her feminine flesh, I finally managed to pry her fingers from my throat. She half-growled, half-moaned as I gained the advantage, pinning her wrists at her side. 

	“Better?” I said between heavy breaths.

	While her arms continued struggling against me, her legs pulled me closer. Her eyelids fluttered when my thick crown nudged between her pink folds. 

	“Why do you hesitate?” Velarys said, voice pleading. “You have proven that I cannot stop you. Take me while I am vulnerable!”

	It was, without a doubt, the strangest invitation I’d ever had from a woman…but I was more than happy to oblige. With my hands still occupied pinning hers, I had to rely on the movement of my hips and the sheer stiffness of my cock to properly position myself at her entrance. From the wet, fluttering flesh that enfolded my tip, she was more than ready. I stared into her glowing eyes as I pushed deeper inside her—

	And gasped as if I had just been stabbed by a shock prod. 

	Before this second, I had no basis of comparison for what the embrace of a Yarasi cunt would feel like. But like most human men—or at least, those of us secure enough to admit the truth—I had spent a nontrivial amount of time imagining the possibilities. Were they as hot as a Kreen? As slick as a Neyris? As tight and velvet smooth as a Velothi?

	The answer, it turned out, was no. And yes. And everything in between. 

	The instant I was buried inside her, it was like every synapse in my brain—and every pleasure center in my body—started firing all at once. For the first few breathless seconds, I couldn’t tell if I was having a heart attack or about to detonate in the most explosive orgasm of my life. Or perhaps both at the same time. 

	“Ohhh!” I groaned. “Oh, shit—”

	“No!” Velarys demanded, a quiver in her voice. “You will not release. Not yet.”

	I didn’t understand how, but though I teetered right at the edge, I didn’t fall. It was as if she stopped my climax with the force of her will alone. The pressure was still there, a grenade with the pin already pulled, but she clearly wanted to let it cook until the last second before it exploded. 

	“I can’t…” I stammered, “It’s…”

	“Focus,” she soothed, the fire and fury in her voice replaced by a sweet, sonorous purr. “I will guide you.”

	Our mouths met, and the hands which had been squeezing my throat were now curled lovingly around the nape of my neck. And as our tongues began to dance, her legs pulled me deeper and deeper inside her tight, comforting alien warmth. My cock remained desperate to spill, but as before, it seemed frozen in the moment of its deepest desire where it had reached the edge of the cliff but couldn’t pass beyond. The sensation was as infuriating and frustrating as it was glorious. 

	Slowly but surely, no doubt thanks to her psionic ministrations, I was able to regain control and pull back from the edge. Her carnal heat remained glorious and intoxicating, but not so overpowering I felt like a virgin piercing flesh for the first time. 

	“There,” Velarys breathed, parting our lips. “You have adapted.”

	“Y-yes,” I said, swallowing hard and trying to regain my breath. Even with my renewed control, it was a difficult task with my manhood still buried inside her, feeling every pulse and ripple of her intimate depths. “Yes, I think so.”

	“Forgive me,” she said. “I was unaware of the reaction our fusion would trigger in your species. Your fragile mind was unprepared.”

	“Well…I think it’s prepared now.”

	“Good. For I have greatly anticipated this moment.” Her fingers brushed gently across my cheek. “You should know that if you wish to engage in gentle coitus, I will not be disappointed. The prospect of mating with a human male for the first time—especially one with your obvious physical prowess—is quite pleasing to me.”

	I paused, breaths stilted, as I studied the gorgeous gray face beneath mine. “But that’s not what you want, is it?”

	She swallowed and licked her lips as if searching for the appropriate words. “I will not be disappointed,” she repeated.

	“That’s not what I asked,” I said, withdrawing my manhood a few centimeters before thrusting into her depths again. “I know your people love honesty, so why not just tell me what you really want?”

	“I do not…ooh!” Velarys cooed as I began to settle into a slow but deliberate rhythm, angling my hips a little different each time while listening for her reactions. “I do not wish to deceive you, Kaldor Zeris. It is only that…ngn…I am still more accustomed to conveying my desires with thoughts rather than words.”

	Smiling down at her, I kissed the tip of her nose. “Trust me, words can be sexy,” I assured her. “So tell me what you really want.”

	“Very well,” she said. “I want you to overpower me, to prove…mgh…that despite my obvious mental superiority, I am no match for your brutish human strength.”

	“All right,” I said, still smiling. “And then what?”

	Velarys visibly swallowed. “I want you to take me as hard as I have felt you take your Kreen lover. And…agh…after you have thoroughly used me to sate your savage carnal appetites, I wish you to spill your seed upon my body, as if marking it as yours.”

	My cock throbbed inside her, and despite the fact she had helped me regain control, I nearly lost it again. By the stars, she’s literally asking me to cum all over her…

	“Though,” she added suddenly, nibbling at her lower lip. “There is an equally appealing alternative where you release deep inside me. While our species are not genetically compatible, the thought of your inferior human seed attempting to penetrate my womb is…very arousing.”

	Fuck. Fuck!

	“Yeah,” I said instead. “It sure is.”

	I reached out and grabbed her throat. I’d instinctively assumed that she would try to slap my arms away or at least grab my wrists and try to pry them off as I had done. But I obviously should have known better; she instead reached right for my throat. 

	And squeezed.

	The flare of excitement in her eyes was immediate and unmistakable, and it only intensified the harder I choked her…and the harder I fucked her. With strong, heavy rolls of my hips, I began to pound her tight alien cunt. Her walls were slick and ready but still tight, as if I were the first to plunder their glory. Perhaps I was.

	Velarys fought against me, contesting my grip with her own, challenging me to the last breath. I might have been worried if not for the fact I could already feel a climax coming. There was no way to hold back, not with everything that had happened. Not with the subtle, breathless whimpers escaping her lips or the enthusiastic churn of her hips meeting me thrust for thrust. Not with how unbelievably beautiful she looked beneath me…

	But somehow, I didn’t crest. I just slammed into her again and again, exactly as she’d wanted…but I couldn’t finish. It was maddening—and didn’t make any sense. 

	At least, not until I saw the knowing gleam in her eye. and finally realized the truth: it wasn’t that I couldn’t finish—it was that she wasn’t allowing me to finish.

	I inhaled sharply as the epiphany struck me. So many of the little things she had said since we’d met made a whole lot more sense. Nearly every Yarasi female possessed psychometabolic abilities, and those abilities allowed her to manipulate her own metabolism as well as anyone in physical contact with her. She had used those powers to incapacitate me when she had first awakened, and she was using them now to keep me permanently on edge and deny my release. 

	Unless I broke her concentration. 

	The corners of her mouth lifted into a grin as she sensed my revelation. I had earned the right to fuck her, but not the right to cum. And the only way I could make that happen was to choke her until she couldn’t concentrate on her own powers. It was…

	Well, it was kind of fucked up. And kind of hot. And really damn kinky.

	But there was another solution, one that probably hadn’t even occurred to her. After all, since she hadn’t returned home from her first tour of duty, she had probably never been with a man before. She had no idea what we were capable of. 

	So instead of continuing to play her game, I released my hold on her throat…and reached down to grab her tits instead. 

	Velarys gasped, clearly confused and possibly wondering if I was giving up. But as I brought my thumbs over the stiff, darkened peaks of both her nipples, she seized up in sudden, unexpected delight. I used the opportunity to abruptly smack the inside of her forearms, breaking her grip on my throat. And before she could recover, I leaned down and brought my lips to her breast, triggering a gasp so loud it reverberated off the bulkheads. 

	“Ooh!” she squealed. “What are you…? Nhnnn!”

	While my cock continued slamming into her, trapped on the edge of release, I lathered her nipple with my tongue while my thumb rubbed and massaged the other. And once I rotated and switched my attention between them, I felt her lose control…and knew that victory was finally at hand.

	For while she may have been an elegant, ageless woman with vast mental powers, she climaxed just as wildly and gloriously as any human girl. She cried out, delirious, as an orgasmic shudder reduced her to a trembling, whimpering heap beneath me. Her lips breathed alien words I didn’t recognize, and the light of her eyes flickered as if I had shorted out the power circuit behind them. 

	And then, at long and glorious last, the dam she had placed on my cock crumbled, and I let myself go. Hilting myself with a roar, I erupted deep inside her, despoiling her alien cunt with a deluge of my inferior human seed. Velarys groaned with every burst, walls spasming and clenching, her legs holding me against her until I was finally spent. 

	“Jah lefari,” she stammered, gasping for breath. “All is as it should be.”

	I smiled down at her. At those full lips and high cheeks, at her pristine white hair and pointed ears. And, of course, into her glowing Yarasi eyes. The truth, clearer now than ever before, was that no mere boyhood fantasy even came close to matching her beauty. 

	“I think you’re right,” I whispered, lowering my forehead to rest against hers. 

	She smiled back. Not the occasional subtle grin I’d seen on her lips, but a real, natural smile that lit up her face as brightly as her eyes. 

	“I can use my abilities to restore your endurance,” she told me. “And once I have done so, you shall take me again…but this time you shall spill your seed upon me, marking me as your mate. As we agreed.”

	“As we agreed,” I echoed. “I am, after all, a man of my word.”
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	Velarys proved that her powers could indeed restore me. I felt a surge of energy ripple through me, not altogether unlike when she had boosted me on the rooftops on Rividian. My heart raced and my muscles swelled, but unlike the last time, I didn’t feel an almost animalistic need to attack something. I didn’t want to kill.

	I wanted to fuck. 

	The sensations were probably more similar than they were different. But I could explore whatever deep psychological problem that revealed later. For now, I planned to satisfy my craving by absolutely ravaging the woman beneath me, and what was exactly I did. 

	Not once, after I’d left a sticky mess all over her gray tits and stomach. Not twice, after I’d decorated her back from the nape of her neck all the way down to her pert ass. Not even three times, after I had exploded deep inside her cunt again. Velarys just kept restoring me, and I kept coming back for more. 

	All told, we went at it for almost three straight hours before she claimed she no longer possessed the mental energy to resuscitate me, which I decided was both the best and worst news I’d ever heard in my life. Her powers had given me a taste of what a human male sex drive would be like without the need for rest, and it seemed fair to say that evolution had done the women of my species an enormous favor by wearing us out so quickly. If I’d had this ability as a teenager, Ash and I probably wouldn’t have left my room for days at a time. 

	We ended up stumbling into the shower once we had caught our breath. The warm water was deeply relaxing, and if I hadn’t been in there with a beautiful alien woman, it would have been difficult to stay awake. But Velarys seemed intent on keeping me busy by insisting that I help scrub off the mess I’d made on nearly every millimeter of her smooth gray skin. I happily obliged her decree.

	She made no move to clothe herself once we had dried off, even when I suggested we get something to eat in the lounge. Seeing her disappointment when I reached for my pants on the way, I decided to humor her and eat in the buff as well. It wasn’t something I planned to make a habit of, especially when everyone was awake, but for whatever reason it just felt right in that moment. 

	I could tell she appreciated it, not just because of her almost strangely cheerful demeanor while we ate, but because she flat-out told me so several times. To her, it was clearly more of an act of trust than anything sexual…at least until we’d finished eating and she demanded I mount her right over the holoprojector. After a brief but intense tussle where she forced me to hold her down, I left yet another human load deep inside her alien quim. 

	And then, finally, she was done with me. After a long and intense kiss I thought (hoped?) might end up in yet another tumble, she dismissed me with a flick of her wrist and began to meditate right in the center of the floor. I stood there for longer than I wanted to admit, admiring her body as she sat naked and cross-legged without a care in the galaxy, but eventually I returned to the gym to get my clothes. 

	Not that I ended up needing them all that much. Ash was starting to stir by the time I slipped into her quarters, and I strongly considered sliding beneath the covers without disturbing her to get some rest, too. But I decided that keeping this from her for even another minute would be downright cruel, and so instead of sweetly crawling up her body and kissing her awake like I normally did, I just hopped into her bed, pulled her panties from her hips, and got right to work “uploading” the memories into her. 

	Needless to say, I didn’t end up sleeping much over the next ten hours, either. But I did spend a lot of time buried in ice packs, sometimes while Ash was still riding me. And when I finally pass out from exhaustion, I went under for almost half a day straight. I was so famished when I woke up that I felt like I needed an IV line just to lift my head from the pillow. I killed several thousand calories worth of protein bars before I finally started feeling like myself again. 

	The girls’ relationship started improving a lot over the next day, as strange as that seemed, with them spending a fair amount of time together working on the Wildcat’s systems. Velarys was confident that the ship’s original astral drive could indeed be repaired, but only with some highly specific raw materials to feed into the fabricator. I was pretty pleased about the idea of traveling around at over three times the speed without the need of a jump corridor…but then again, these long trips had certainly given us time to work out some kinks. The bad and good kind. 

	The second day passed smoothly, all things considered, with the tension level slowly rising the closer we got to our destination. Ash’s mood darkened the most, just like I’d expected. I had left plenty of ghosts here, too…but not like her. 

	All three of us were in the cockpit when we finally slowed to sublight speed. The ten minutes between the edge of the system and the planet seemed to pass more slowly than the last two days combined, and it wasn’t until the brownish-green orb appeared on the magnified viewer that it finally felt real. 

	We were back. 

	“Hasn’t changed much, has it?” Ash whispered, her green eyes glossing over as she stared out the canopy. 

	“Not really,” I said. It had been a long time since either of us had returned—five years for me, and probably about the same for her. With her parents dead and mine having moved to Talumi, there wasn’t anything left for either of us here but the memories we’d buried.

	“Travelin’ around the Borderlands, I’ve heard some folks call it the ‘planet the galaxy forgot.’” She snorted contemptuously. “But for that to be true, someone would’a had to notice it in the first place.”

	I nodded absently as the sensor data began to scrawl across my console. Nirivarr looked the same, all right: it was an unremarkable, eminently forgettable place without a single major feature to distinguish it from the thousands of other inhabited worlds in the Borderlands. No major tourist attractions, no rare resources, not even a trade corridor. Just a few million colonists who had pinned their fates to a planet so unimportant they hoped that everyone would leave them alone. 

	In retrospect, the isolation was probably the reason that Ash’s father had come here to pursue his controversial research on splicing Kreen and human genetics. And it was almost certainly the reason the Rividian Column was here now.

	“Any other ships nearby?” I asked, looking across to Velarys at the other console. 

	“Only some commercial traffic near the communications relay,” she replied. “I do not detect any other Dominion vessels.”

	“So we got here first after all,” Ash said. “You must be right about those repairs laggin’ behind.”

	I scratched at the stubble on my chin, wondering why I hadn’t bothered to shave since we’d left Rividian. I guess I’d had more important and entertaining things on my mind. 

	“They’ll be along shortly, don’t worry,” I said. “I just figured that the ship Command dispatched as backup would be here by now.”

	“From this distance, anything smaller than a battleship could conceal its presence quite easily,” Velarys pointed out. “They could be lurking on the other side of the moon or even the planet itself.”

	“Maybe, but since we don’t know where this base is, someone has to head down there and look. If the Column is here, there’s no way they’re hiding in a base someone could detect from orbit.”

	“We could head down to the capital and ask around,” Ash said, though I could tell her heart wasn’t in the suggestion. “I don’t have any contacts here, but someone must know something.”

	“That could take a long time,” I said. “I think we’re better off performing our own recon.”

	“You mean scan the whole planet? That could take days.”

	“We should be able to narrow it down quite a bit. Did you sense any specific details in your reading?”

	“Not really. It was all just…flashes.” Ash pursed her lips in thought. “There was definitely a base, though, and a pretty big one, at that. Most of the walls looked like rock rather than steel…not really sure what that gets us.”

	I shrugged. “If I were building a secret base on a planet like this, I’d make sure no one could find it from orbit. And I’d make sure that any ships delivering supplies would have a convenient approach vector that let them avoid detection, too. So probably a mountainous region several kilometers away from any major settlements, and preferably away from the orbital tracks of the satellite grid and on the far side of the planet from the relays.”

	“That’s still a lot of ground to cover, Kal,” Ash said warily. “You’re basically describin’ half the planet.”

	“I know, but it’s a start,” I said, turning back to Velarys. “This is a Yarasi ship. Any secret tricks you’d like to share?”

	She shook her head. “I’m afraid not. But I can enter the variables you described into the computer and plot a search pattern.”

	“Sounds like a plan to me. We can just stay cloaked and see what we can find while waiting for the cavalry to arrive.”

	“Remember that this vessel’s cloaking device is not nearly as effective while in an atmosphere,” the Yarasi cautioned. “Even a modestly sophisticated sensor array could detect the air disruptions and heat—”

	“I know my own ship,” Ash cut in defensively. “But it’s still better than flyin’ around without it.”

	“There’s also a good chance the Column won’t have any kind of advanced sensor setup,” I added. “The power drain alone would make any base that much easier to find.”

	Velarys arched a brow at me. “What about the local government?”

	“What local government?” I said with disgust. “They won’t be an issue, trust me. Besides, we’ll be scanning places far away from the settlements, anyway.”

	Her eyes lingered on me for a few moments, probably sensing my burning contempt for the local authorities. But thankfully she didn’t press the topic, and she started programming in a search pattern while Ash flew us in closer. A couple minutes later, we were settling into a high orbit over the dark side of the planet. 

	“The search pattern is ready,” Velarys announced. “Depending on the tides of fate, it could take us anywhere from thirty minutes to three days to find what we seek.”

	“Then let’s hope those tides are generous,” I said, whistling softly. “We might as well get started.”

	 

	***

	 

	Velarys’s tides ended up favoring us after all. The first positive sensor readings started coming in from the Logara Mountains a little over an hour after we began our search, and thirty minutes after that, we had located our target.

	To my surprise, the base wasn’t particularly well concealed. Even from several kilometers away, I could make out two distinct landing pads along the slope of the mountains. The slope split into two terraces, the lower linked to the upper by a steep, rocky trail that reached it just before the giant, gaping mouth of a natural-looking cave. 

	The pads lay at the far end of each terrace, their white metal and gray ferrocrete standing out against the bleached orange rocks almost like pustules on flesh. The larger pad—clearly meant for cargo and supply haulers—was about a hundred meters down from the top of an otherwise barren plateau. The smaller pad—just as clearly designed for shuttles and other personal vehicles—was about fifty meters below that. 

	Like we expected, the base was inside the mountain, shielding it not only from the view of satellites and aircraft but from ground-penetrating radar as well. The peldricite deposits in the rocks weren’t valuable enough for anyone to mine, but they broke up scans more than twenty or thirty meters deep. 

	Not that we needed scans to notice the giant anti-aircraft turret bulging from the sheer rock face beyond the two landing pads. 

	“Good thing we’re cloaked,” Ash said as she eyed the readings. “’Cause that turret looks like it was ripped off the side of a Pact battleship.”

	“There could be others concealed nearby,” I warned. “Though from these readings, it doesn’t look like that one has fired in a while. It might not even have power…”

	“It does not,” Velarys confirmed, her hands dancing across the glyphs on her console. “There are minimal power readings within the mountain, likely generators for basic equipment and life support. But nothing sufficient to power defensive emplacements.”

	“Strange,” Ash murmured. I could almost see her hackles rise. “Maybe we stopped by while they’re all on vacation.”

	“Or maybe they’ve already abandoned the facility,” I whispered. 

	“That fast? But they only moved here a couple months ago.”

	“We don’t know that for certain,” I pointed out. “They could have been using this base for years in addition to Rividian. It would explain why that sniper knew about it, but it doesn’t mean this is their only rabbit hole.”

	I could hear the frustration in my voice, and I forced myself to take a deep breath and swallow. I wasn’t normally this pessimistic, but there was so much at stake here. If we found an empty base without any clues or leads, our grace period with the Yarasi would officially be over…

	“If they’d really moved on, don’t you think they would have buried this place behind them?” Ash asked. 

	“It’s difficult to say. Depends on if they planned to move or were flushed out. Though, since Gor hadn’t heard anything about them getting caught, it is strange that they’d leave anything behind during a planned evac.”

	“Your analysis is premature,” Velarys said. “We are not the only ones at this facility.”

	I glanced from her to my console to the canopy. We were still about a kilometer away, too far for my naked eyes to discern much of anything, but with the magnification overlay, I could see another ship about the size of the Wildcat on the lower pad.

	“It’s a D-4 drop shuttle,” I whispered. “Looks like our reinforcements may have beaten us here after all.”

	My insides twisted, torn between annoyance and excitement. The first because the lack of coordination could have ended up costing us valuable time; the latter because I’d feel a hell of a lot better storming a terrorist base with some real backup. 

	“Wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Ash warned. “If the Column stole a cruiser, it’s not hard to believe they snagged some shuttles, too.”

	I hissed. She was right, naturally; something as simple as a D-4 falling into the hands of a terrorist group was barely even news. The Dominion and the Pact had both fought enough satellite wars—and abandoned enough bases—that all kinds of old equipment could be found on practically every planet in the Borderlands, from ordnance to vehicles and everything in between.

	“The vessel landed recently,” Velarys said, studying the clustered glyphs on her display. “The engines are still on.”

	I scrutinized the detailed tac-holo projection of the craft. “Can we tell if they just arrived or are planning to leave?”

	“There are no residual disturbances in the atmosphere.”

	“So either they’ve been here for a couple hours, or they’re plannin’ to leave,” Ash reasoned. “We could wait around a bit and see what happens. It’s not like they can look out the window and spot us.”

	My eyes narrowed. “Can we get a magnified shot of the registry number from this distance? There should be a small marking right next to the port thruster.”

	“Yes,” Velarys said, touching a sequence of glyphs and sharpening the resolution of the image on the tac-holo. It only took a few seconds to clean up the image before the small cluster of numbers became visible, and it only took me another few seconds after that to punch the info into my holopad and confirm what I already suspected. 

	“That shuttle wasn’t stolen—it’s from the Firehawk,” I said. 

	My fingers drummed idly upon my console as I chewed over the implications. The Firehawk was a quick, maneuverable corvette about half the size of the Stormrider. Not a true ship-of-the-line by any stretch of the imagination, but a perfect fit for recon missions. They had probably shown up a few hours ago and done exactly what we did, and whoever was in charge had decided to send in a squad to investigate firsthand. 

	It was a big risk sending troopers blind into an enemy base, and not one that most starship captains would take without extenuating circumstances—like, for example, explicit orders to get answers before anyone else showed up. I recalled the captain’s obvious frustration about his conversation with Command, and it wasn’t difficult to fill in the blanks from there. 

	“Admiral Lochlan doesn’t trust the captain,” I said, lip curling. “So she sent her fastest ship ahead to beat us to the punch.”

	I felt more than saw Velarys looking at me curiously, but there was really no point in trying to explain it to her. For one, her people didn’t need to know about all the little political factions in the fleet. And for two…well, knowing wouldn’t change anything right now regardless. 

	“Would’a been nice if they left us a message,” Ash said sourly. “And here I thought the vaunted Dominion military was supposed to be coordinated.”

	“They probably left a sensor buoy somewhere in orbit, but since we were cloaked, they had no way of knowing we’d arrived,” I said. “Hopefully, it means the Stormrider isn’t far behind.”

	“If this team has entered the facility, it stands to reason that they have engaged the enemy,” Velarys said. 

	“If there was an enemy to engage. The bottom line is that we need to land. We can try to make contact with the other team once we’re down.”

	Ash gave me a quizzical look. “Sure you don’t wanna wait for the captain?”

	“Not anymore. If there’s another squad here, they might need our help.”

	On its face, the statement was true enough, though my true motivation was to get in there to make sure that Ellis and I stayed in the loop. I didn’t particularly like the idea of anyone else butting into our investigation, far less the captain’s biggest detractor among the Admiralty. For all I knew, this could have been a political stunt to claim all the credit for wiping out the Column. And the poor saps she’d sent in there probably hadn’t even realized it. 

	Or perhaps I was just being needlessly uncharitable. It had happened a lot recently.

	“Take us in,” I told Ash. “Stay cloaked, maybe try and find us a place to land on the mountain rather than the pads. We’ll head in on foot and see what we’re up against.”

	“You’re the boss,” she murmured, swiveling back to her controls. “But I’ll tell you right now, Kal—I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all.”

	“Believe me,” I said. “Neither do I.”

	 

	***

	 

	Ash took us in low and quiet as she put us down atop the plateau. We kept the ship cloaked, though if there were any cameras or other surveillance devices up here, anyone monitoring them could have easily noticed the whirlwind of dust kicked up by our thrusters as we touched down. 

	I didn’t love the idea of sneaking up on another Dominion commando team like this, even one sent by Lochlan, but it still seemed like the safer bet until we knew exactly what we were in for. Our scanners didn’t pick up any sign of com activity, though realistically there was almost no chance we’d pick up any background traces with all the peldricite around. There just wasn’t any way for us to get answers without dropping down and having a look for ourselves. 

	We were all suited up within a few minutes, and I made sure to kit myself out with everything I could possibly need, including some of the specialized explosive ammunition I’d taken from the Stormrider. With my helmet back on and my TAC-6 in hand, I already felt more at ease than I had on Rividian with only a paltry sidearm on my hip. If the Column did have something nasty in store for us, at least we’d be ready. 

	Velarys looked more comfortable, too, with her own body encased in her purple-gray armor. She was also holding her falquan for the first time since I’d watched her stab that Dowd with the psionic bayonet, which unfortunately triggered a flood of memories of all the dead Yarasi women we’d found. 

	I won’t let that happen to her. 

	“Whatever we find down there, make sure to stay behind me,” I told her as I hit the panel and extended the landing ramp. 

	“I understand,” she replied evenly. If she was at all annoyed by my sudden overprotectiveness, she didn’t show it. “But I do not sense any ongoing hostilities.”

	“What do you sense?” Ash asked as if she’d just remembered that our companion possessed that ability. 

	“There are numerous living beings in the cavern beneath us, though I cannot discern much else about them from this range.” Velarys’s cheek twitched slightly. “But I do not sense any of the extreme emotions I would expect during combat. They appear largely…sedate.”

	“But not dead,” I reasoned. “And probably not wounded, either. Maybe they did find an abandoned base.”

	I tried to mentally sort through the possibilities, but once the ramp had fully lowered, I decided there was no point in speculation when we could get the answers ourselves. Toggling my helmet sensors to maximum, I walked down onto the rocky plateau. There wasn’t a damn thing up here as far as I could tell—no surveillance devices, no hidden turrets, no physical spotters lurking around. So, after half a minute of sweeping around the ship, I led the three of us to the edge of the plateau where we could look down upon the landing pad beneath us. 

	“Knew I should’a invested in a jetpack,” Ash mumbled. “I guess we slide down?”

	I nodded. “Can you get us a decent zip line?”

	“What do you think?” she said with a sly wink. Pulling one of the grapnel arrowheads from her bandoleer, she attached it to an arrow. She had planned ahead for this moment, having preemptively coiled together a long enough cable to reach all the way down, which she attached below the grapnel.  

	“If only the jenny were here,” she mused, touching the Yarasi glyph at the center of the bow’s grip and activating the glowing green string. “She could probably lower us all down with her mind.”

	“Maybe,” I said as she nocked the arrow and took aim. 

	I kept waiting for Velarys to launch into a know-it-all lecture about her people’s technology and how Ash was doing something wrong, but she stayed quiet and watched coolly. Perhaps the prospect of looming combat had helped focus her on the matter at hand…or perhaps Ash was simply doing everything right. 

	She fired. Between the distance and the rushing wind, I couldn’t actually hear the grapple make impact, but her shot was right on the money. The grapple latched perfectly into place against one of the large, rectangular tractor projectors on the pad. After that, it only took a minute for us to lock down the cable to a boulder on our end and ensure that everything was steady. 

	I went first, attaching an ascender to the line and sliding down at only a moderately suicidal speed. I tried not to think about what would have happened to a normal person’s legs when I landed, by my powers absorbed the impact. I probably should have just gone slower, but I wanted to scout ahead as soon as possible and confirm whether or not a Dominion team really was here. 

	I had my answer in about ten seconds. After dashing to the edge of the wide cargo pad, I looked down over the edge to the smaller pad with the D-4 drop shuttle. Neither my eyes nor my helmet sensors spotted anyone, though they could have been aboard. Either way, there was one sure way to know if another team was here and whether or not they were in trouble. Wheeling right in a crouch, I panned my gaze up the path leading to the opening of the cave mouth, then flipped through the vision modes on my helmet’s overlay until I found what I was looking for: 

	Thermal imprints of the two rear guards the squad’s commander had posted right inside the entrance. 

	“There’s definitely a team here,” I said over my helmet com, a wave of relief crashing over me. “I’ll make contact and—”

	“Zeris?”

	I froze when a familiar male voice broke in over a different com channel. A black shadow emerged from inside the cave—one without any thermal imprint whatsoever. 

	“Arneson?”

	“Son of a bitch,” the other Immortal said, stepping all the way into view on the dusty terrace and lowering his rifle. “Techs swore they picked up something. Where the hell did you come from? And why didn’t you signal?”

	I grunted and lowered mine. Of all the fucking teams that could have possibly been assigned here…

	“We came in completely blind,” I said. “Didn’t want to give away our position with a transmission.”

	“Blind?” Arneson asked. “What are you talking about? We left a buoy in orbit.”

	I sighed as I started jogging to meet him. My armor’s HUD still wasn’t registering his presence. If nothing else, it was a pretty good demonstration of how effective the sensor-shielding and optical camo modules on my own NF-X armor could be in a pinch.

	“And if we’d come in on the Stormrider, it probably would have hit us with a data packet,” I told him once I’d crossed the thirty-odd-meter gap between us. “But we were in a cloaked Yarasi ship.”

	I couldn’t see his jenny face behind his red visor—something I would normally be quite happy about—but I could imagine his frown quite well. “What?”

	I suppressed another sigh. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Ellis hadn’t shared all the details with Command, but I also wouldn’t be surprised if Lochlan hadn’t shared everything with her team on the Firehawk, either. Their rivalry was usually merely annoying, but now that people’s lives were on the line, it had the potential to be a real problem. 

	“Long story we can cover later,” I said. “But you were told about our Yarasi guest, right?”

	Arneson nodded. “Yeah, but no one said anything about having one of their ships.”

	I glanced up the cliff face and signaled to the girls to come down. “A small one. Anyway, it’s doesn’t matter. How long have you been here? What the fuck is going on?”

	“We got in the system almost six hours ago and touched down about three later,” he said. “I went in solo to see what we were up against, but it didn’t take long to figure out there was no one here.”

	“No one?” I asked, my heart sinking. “You mean they abandoned it?”

	“No, that’s the weird thing. There is a metric shit-ton of scientific equipment in this place. It’s like a DSD lab in the middle of a mountain.”

	A warning tingle crawled down the back of my neck. “They have Science Directorate equipment?”

	“You’ll have to see it to believe it. We locked the place down, and I have the techs trying to pull any data they can find.” His head turned to watch as Ash zipped down the line only slightly slower than I had. “But I’ll tell you this, Zeris: I’ve seen terrorist bases before, and none of them were like this. Place gives me the fuckin’ creeps.”

	I turned as Velarys slid down in Ash’s wake. The girls then headed to join us. weapons in hand and eyes on Arneson.

	“You know Nashira,” I said, wincing as I said the words. I could practically feel the old wounds reopening from our time on New Praxius all those years ago. “This is Velarys.”

	I genuinely had no idea how Arneson would respond. He had made his feelings about Ash and her “mutt blood” quite clear in the past, and Velarys was an alien soldier of a hostile empire. There was a genuine risk that this could get real nasty, real quick. 

	“I’m glad you’re here,” Arneson said instead, unlocking his helmet and taking it off. He wiped the sweat from his brow and focused on Ash. “Captain Ellis said you’re pretty good at that psychometry stuff—that you’re the one who found this place.”

	“Uh…yeah,” Ash managed, clearly surprised at this attitude—or lack thereof. “That’s right.”

	Arneson nodded and glanced at the cave mouth. “Then maybe you can get another reading inside. Figure out where the hell the Column went or why they left in the first place.”

	“I…I can try.”

	She looked at me questioningly with her green eyes, but I didn’t have an answer for her. At least, not one that I could properly vocalize. It wasn’t until Arneson turned to look at us, his gaze hard and his jaw set in stone, that I belatedly understood. This was the same man I had physically and verbally battled more times than I could count over the past six years, but here, in this moment, none of the petty bickering made a difference. We weren’t old rivals; we weren’t a jenny and natty. 

	We were soldiers on a mission, and we had a job to do. 

	“Ellis said you’re here as a liaison for your government,” Arneson said, now looking at Velarys. “Well, they only gave us a single trooper squad and one tech team—no Seraphim support at all. A telepath might be able to sense something we can’t.”

	“Very likely,” Velarys said matter-of-factly, her eyes narrowing slightly as she gazed into the cavern. “I sense many lifeforms within. Most of them…are not human.” 

	“No, they aren’t,” Arneson said grimly. “Come on inside—this will be a lot easier if I just show you what we’re dealing with.”

	 

	***

	 

	The cavern ran deeper than I expected; the base lay at least forty meters down a wide passage. Arneson had disabled the static defenses about as gracefully as I would have, which was to say that he’d shot out both of the autocannons concealed within the walls and the laser tripwire grid on the floor. Of course, the lack of scorch marks suggested they hadn’t been powered when he’d come through, but he’d still blasted them just in case. 

	I approved. 

	The interior chamber was beyond an open set of thick, starship-grade doors, almost like someone had dragged part of a bulkhead down here and welded it into the rock. I could already hear the echoing voices of the technicians on the other side, and I cautiously stepped through…into a cavernous chamber so large it felt like we had walked into the heart of a volcano. 

	“You see what I mean,” Arneson murmured. 

	I nodded in quiet amazement. The giant, cylindrical facility was about a hundred meters across and probably double that straight down, as if a frigate-sized mining drone had speared its conical drill into the mountain and burrowed out a place for it to land. But it wasn’t just the size that was so awe-inspiring; there may have been more equipment in here than in the jenny labs back on the mothership. 

	The walls of the chamber were packed with human-sized stasis tubes arrayed in concentric circles spiraling all the way down. Each circle had its own narrow walkway, with an open lift car directly across from us that could be used to move up and down. The control center, consisting of a large, centralized computer with half a dozen smaller terminals and workstations, was directly to our left in a cleared space here on the uppermost level. 

	Arneson had been right. This wasn’t a terrorist base—it was a research facility. 

	“Those almost look like the flash-learning tubes from the labs on the mothership,” I breathed, taking off my own helmet as I moved to the railing and peered over the side. The sheer size combined with the spiraling design were a dangerous vertigo trigger, and the dim lighting certainly wasn’t helping. “What’s inside them?”

	Arneson’s face tightened. “Dowd.”

	My stomach folded in half. I swept my gaze up and down the levels, noting the scattered tech teams below who appeared to be examining individual tubes. It would have been disturbing enough if they’d been filled with human beings, though it would at least have made a degree of sense considering the ideology of the Column. 

	“What the fuck?” Ash breathed, moving to the edge next to me. “You’re telling me that these psychopaths are growing Dowd?”

	“Not growing—holding,” Arneson said. “The equipment isn’t configured for cloning or genetic alteration or anything like that. The techs only just started their analysis, but the pods seem designed for long-term life support. Only about ten percent of them are full right now, and the Dowd inside are—”

	“Trapped,” Velarys put in. Her eyes were closed, and she was gripping the rail so tightly I could see her hand shaking. “Caught between slumber and consciousness while their minds are assailed…”

	Arneson eyed her curiously, and I half-expected him to fire off a sarcastic quip about alien soldiers. “They’re in some kind of chemical stasis,” he said instead. “But like I said, the techs are still trying to learn the details.”

	Velarys inhaled sharply and leaned away, her eyes fluttering back open. “It is abominable. This facility must be annihilated—now.”

	I reached out and placed a steadying hand on her arm. She shot me an angry look—probably reflexive annoyance at a male trying to soothe her—but it faded as she recomposed herself. 

	“I apologize,” she whispered. “But touching their minds is…disturbing. It is difficult to ignore.”

	“I can only imagine,” I said, wondering if Miranda would feel the same way when she finally arrived. This was one of those times when I wasn’t at all envious of telepaths.

	“If it helps, I know how you feel,” Arneson said. “A part of me wanted to signal the Firehawk and have them come in and vape the whole mountain. But we can’t trash this equipment until we’ve studied it. We have a lot of work ahead of us before we can figure out what’s going on. And I’m sure your government will want the information.”

	“Yes, they will,” Velarys said. 

	Arneson seemed to size her up, his dark eyes lingering on the falquan on her back. “Ellis briefed us on what happened out there in the nebula. For what it’s worth, I want to find and punish the bastards responsible as much as you do. Murdering civilians, working with the Dowd…”

	He trailed off in disgust. 

	I gave him a wary, measuring look. I probably shouldn’t have been so surprised that a jenny would find treason unthinkable, given the indoctrination they all went through, but I wondered if it had even occurred to him that he hadn’t exactly treated aliens well over the years. Maybe he’d had an epiphany recently…or maybe people just saw what they wanted to see. 

	“Is this the whole facility?” I asked, turning to the railing. I gestured down about four levels to one of the catwalks where there appeared to be another bulkhead-style door.

	“Most of it,” Arneson said. “We haven’t been able to get that door open—probably going to take some explosives, since there doesn’t seem to be any keypad or access panel. The mineral deposits make it hard to get accurate readings, but as far as we can tell, it leads to another passage heading deeper into the mountain.” 

	“You mean there could be more of these tube things somewhere?” Ash asked, her face almost ghostly. 

	“It’s possible, but I doubt it. If I had to guess, I’d say it probably leads to the living quarters of the researchers and whoever else was staffed here. There’s nowhere for them to stay out here.”

	My jaw clenched. “So we don’t know if we’re alone.”

	“No, but we haven’t exactly been quiet—if someone was back there, you’d think they’d come out and say hello.” Arneson pointed to the six soldiers near the door and the sentry gun emplacement they had set up nearby. “If anyone does come through, they’ll get a nasty surprise.”

	I nodded. Without blasting open the door, it was probably the best we could do with the forces we had available. And if the Column did have an army somewhere in the mountain, it didn’t make any sense that they would allow a Dominion team to work in here for hours unopposed. 

	Still…

	“Do you sense anything back there?” I asked Velarys.

	“No,” she said, rubbing at her temples. “But it is difficult to concentrate. The minds of these Dowd are…alien.”

	I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know what she meant. But the thoughts and emotions of any species as misanthropic as theirs must have been nightmarish to behold. 

	“Let me show you the control area,” Arneson said. “The techs are trying their best to pull whatever data they can, but the encryption is pretty sophisticated. I have a feeling we’re going to need a whole lot more equipment.”

	We followed him across the walkway to the control center. The area was arrayed more or less like the science lab on the Stormrider. And every piece of equipment, from the consoles to the projectors to the padded chairs, could have been ripped right off the bridge of a Dominion cruiser. Perhaps they had been.

	A team of seven technicians was currently trying to access the computers. Six of them were human, but the seventh was a Kali man I hadn’t seen in almost two years. 

	“Vrisk?” I asked, smiling as I approached the spindly serpentine man. “It’s been a while, buddy.”

	“So it has, Major Zeris,” he replied in his typical modulated voice, though a faint shimmer of pleased purple rippled across his neck scales. “I am pleased to see that you are well, despite the unpleasant circumstances.”

	I resisted the urge to give him a handshake. His people weren’t big on that particular gesture for whatever reason. Of course, they weren’t big on hugs, either, but that didn’t stop Ash from giving him one. 

	“Vrisk!” she said, rushing past me and wrapping her arms around his slender body. “How in the Seraph’s name did you end up here?”

	He awkwardly placed his hands on her back and patted her gently, a brief flash of embarrassed red mixing with the purple. “A temporary assignment,” he told her. “I was on New Praxius when the Firehawk received special orders, and I volunteered to serve as chief technician for the mission.”

	I grinned knowingly. The truth, I imagined, was probably a lot more complicated. Vrisk had long been a member of Saleya’s organization, and I had a feeling that she had been working hard behind the scenes these last few weeks shuffling her people around to places where they would be more useful in a crisis—and where they could gather more information about whatever was really going on. 

	“This is Velarys, our Yarasi representative,” I said. “I assume you were briefed.”

	“Yes,” Vrisk replied, eyeing the woman behind me. “I offer you greetings.”

	She had an odd expression on her face, which I initially assumed was a lingering discomfort at the sensations she was feeling from the Dowd. But then I belatedly remembered that Kali were one of the only species in the Cluster with a natural resistance to psionic attacks—his mind was probably an empty void to her.

	“The Executrix will be eager to analyze any data you are able to recover,” she said. 

	“How is that going?” I asked, glancing between the workstations. 

	“Slowly,” Vrisk said. “We will not be able to decipher most of the data without additional equipment.”

	“Right,” I said, looking over the workstations again. If a tech team could get into those files, it would hopefully be exactly what we needed to get the Assembly on our side.

	“We are attempting to download the data as well as remove the physical drives, but the process could take several hours,” Vrisk added. “In the meantime, I was able to isolate some of the most frequently accessed files stored in the data cache. My personal decryption algorithm has had some success deciphering them.”

	I smiled. I had met plenty of people over the years who assumed that the Kali reputation for technical brilliance was exaggerated. They were very mistaken. 

	“What have you found?” Arneson asked. 

	Vrisk called up a display on his holopad. “This facility has been in operation for some time—at least five years.”

	“Five years?” I breathed, sharing a stunned look with Ash. But as strange and haunting as it was to think of our homeworld as a terrorist base of operations, the proof was all around us. A facility this vast couldn’t be built overnight. 

	“During that time, the researchers here have been storing numerous Dowd subjects,” the Kali said. “And using flash-learning modules to train them while they are in stasis.” 

	“Train them?” Velarys asked. “For what?” 

	“That remains unclear,” Vrisk replied, a shimmer of apologetic red rippling down his scales. “However, the learning modules have been connected to Seraphim data crystals rather than traditional, neural implant-based uploading hardware, suggesting that the information is psionic in origin.”

	A pit opened in my chest. “Psionic information…you mean like teaching someone how to use their powers?”

	A cautious orange ripple cascaded down his neck. “I reiterate that this is currently pure speculation,” he hedged. “We do not yet have sufficient data for a complete analysis.”

	“I understand,” I told him. “But I trust your speculation more than most people’s conclusions.”

	The shimmer faded. “I believe your supposition is correct, Major. The pods have been used to rapidly educate the specimens in the use of psionic abilities.”

	“That cannot be possible,” Velarys said firmly. “The Dowd never demonstrated psionic potential in the past. How could so many of them have developed the gift now?”

	“I do not know,” Vrisk admitted. “But the files I accessed contain numerous references to ‘Veilborn Dowd.’ Taken in the context of recent reports of non-human species developing psionic gifts in the Lethian Traverse—”

	“Exposure to the Veil,” I finished, the pit in my chest becoming a black hole. “Everyone thought the survivors retreated into it after the war. It must have…changed them.”

	His neck rippled with a yellowish splash. “That is a plausible theory.”

	I glanced over my shoulder to the vast facility behind us. Storing a bunch of Dowd in creepy pods was bad enough, but teaching them psionic abilities…that was the stuff of nightmares.

	“Seraph save us,” Arneson breathed. “Do you have any idea how many of them have passed through here?”

	“Once again, there is no way to know for certain without additional information,” Vrisk hedged. He swiveled his slender neck to look around, thoughts moving behind his amber reptilian eyes. “But based on the wear of the equipment, the standard time frame for telepathic flash-learning techniques, and the size of the facility, I would hazard a guess that the number could be anywhere between fifty and two hundred thousand.”

	The cavern went completely silent. The hum of the equipment, the chatter of the other technicians, even the echoing voices from the teams below were all sucked into a soundless abyss as the implications of the Kali’s words crashed over us. 

	“Two hundred thousand?” I exclaimed. “You’re telling me they’ve trained an entire legion of psychics in here?”

	His scales flashed yellow. “As I said, Major, it is still speculation. But it is within the realm of possibility.”

	I flicked my eyes between Arneson and the girls. Every face wore the same mask of unbridled horror. 

	“Command has no idea,” Arneson said. “The Fleet isn’t prepared for this.”

	“No one is prepared for this,” Velarys put in, her voice little more than a rasp. “We must learn where they’ve gone and where they are hiding!”

	I bit down on my lower lip and forced my pulse to settle. If the Assembly on Kenabrius needed any more proof of the threat posed by the Dowd, this was it. The fact that they had ostensibly been trained and organized by humans was still a big problem, but I had a feeling that particular detail would be overshadowed by the hard numbers. A stolen Dominion cruiser was bad; a legion of psionic Dowd was about a thousand times worse. 

	“There’s no reason to stop trying to recover as much information as you can,” I said when I finally found my voice. “The Stormrider should be here soon, though it might be worth contacting the Firehawk to—”

	As if on cue, the com in Arneson’s helmet beeped. Rather than putting it on and blocking us out of the conversation, he just toggled it while holding the helmet in front of him. 

	“Arneson.”

	“Major, thank the Seraph,” a crisp female voice I didn’t recognize came back. “Three Dowd swarm ships just shifted in from astral space. They don’t appear to have spotted us yet, but it’s only a matter of time.”

	Arneson swore under his breath. “Any sign of the Stormrider, Commander?”

	“Not yet, but one of the ships is heading into the atmosphere toward your position. They may try to—”

	The transmission broke off in a burst of static, then went silent. 

	“Shit!” Arneson hissed. “Anything you can do to get them back?”

	Vrisk consulted his holopad, then the omnitool flashing on his left arm. “No, Major. The signal is being jammed at the source.”

	“We’re sittin’ ducks down here!” Ash said. “If that ship decides to level the mountain—”

	“They won’t bury all their precious equipment,” I countered. “But they might try to land ground troops.”

	Arneson’s face tightened. “Ellis is your man, Zeris. Do you think he’ll get here in time?”

	“He will,” I said, wishing I felt half as confident as I sounded. “He has to.”
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	I had been on assignments with science and tech teams plenty of times before, and despite the rudimentary combat training most of them were given in the service, they almost never responded well when the shooting started. Grown men who could repair circuit boards and energy conduits with their eyes closed were reduced to blubbering idiots; grown women who could calculate hyperspace vectors in their sleep turned into screaming, hysterical little girls. I never blamed them—they weren’t soldiers, and men like me existed so they would never have to be. They just had a bad tendency of getting in the way and making our job a lot more difficult. 

	But here, today, it was readily apparent that would not be the case. Neither Vrisk nor any of his techs went into a panic at the news, and from the determined look in all their faces, I got the distinct impression that Admiral Lochlan hadn’t assigned a green squad to the Firehawk. These were seasoned veterans who had learned how to keep their heads in a crisis. 

	Thank the Seraph for that. 

	“We need to fortify our position,” I said, sweeping my eyes around the team. “There’s a giant AA gun embedded on the mountain. Vrisk, is there any way you can get it online?”

	“Not without power,” the Kali replied. “But we have not yet been able to locate the primary generator. It must be deeper inside the mountain behind the bulkhead below.”

	I grimaced and glanced over the railing to the spiraling circle of walkways below us. A dozen other techs remained scattered down there examining different stasis pods, while the soldiers were still parked at the closed bulkhead. 

	“What do you think?” Arneson asked. “Pull everyone up here to the control center?”

	I nodded and looked toward the rocky passage that led outside. “There’s only one place they can land troops. We can bottleneck them in the passage if we have to, especially if we pull up the sentry gun.”

	“Leavin’ that door unguarded seems like a real bad idea,” Ash pointed out. 

	“We’ll mine it,” Arneson said. “Couple of M-43s should ruin the day of anyone who tries to come through. And up here, we’ll be in a prime position to pick off any survivors.”

	“The LZ outside is the bigger problem,” I said. “If they just hit atmo, we probably only have a couple minutes before they take a potshot at the landing pads. The D-4 will be a pretty tempting target.”

	“I’ll call the pilot and tell him to bunker in here with us,” Arneson agreed.

	I shared a quick glance with Ash, thankful that we’d left the Wildcat safely cloaked on the plateau where it wouldn’t be a target. At least, not unless the enemy decided to land on top of it, not realizing it was there…

	“There is another option,” I said. “You could have the pilot take off and head north. The nearest settlement is in the Gorodon Valley about two thousand klicks away. They won’t love the sight of a Dominion drop shuttle, but it’ll be safer than sticking around here. And you’d be able to call them back once we’re clear.”

	Arneson considered, and I couldn’t help but imagine how differently this conversation would have played out under any other circumstances. He probably would have disagreed just to spite me. And frankly, I probably would have done the same if I’d been in his boots. 

	“Good idea,” he said. “I’ll send the rearguard with him as an escort in case there’s any trouble.”

	While he opened the com and gave the order, I continued sweeping my gaze over the facility, wondering if there were any other precautions we might want to take, when Velarys let out a piercing shriek. 

	Stumbling backward, she clutched at the sides of her head. Ash and I were the first to reach her, each taking an elbow to steady her even as her short-lived cry continued echoing through the vast cavern.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	“There is…ahh…” Her face scrunched in agony as if someone were driving a spike into her skull. “A catapsi field.”

	“Catapsi field? What the hell is—?”

	“Like a com jammer for telepathy,” Arneson said, eyes sweeping around the cavern. “Shit. There must be someone left here. I’ll get the men to withdraw and—”

	He was cut off when the lights in the chamber suddenly went out, plunging us into pitch-blackness broken only by the blue glow of the tech team’s omnitools. A deluge of curses poured from everyone’s mouth, including mine, and I put my helmet back on and activated the vision enhancement display. My surroundings reappeared, cast in eerie, spectral green.

	Arneson was one step ahead of me. “Graber, you copy? Good. Get the techs up here ASAP, then pick up the gun. We could have hostiles incoming from the pad any minute.”

	I switched channels on my com to hear the acknowledgements even as I squeezed Velarys’s arm again. “Are you going to be all right?”

	Her breathing halted as she looked into my visor. “No. They are coming.”

	Before I could ask what she meant, there was a hellacious screech of metal from below. I darted back to the railing just in time to see the door slide down into a groove and disappear. Blue muzzle flashes lit up half the cavern a second later as a storm of pulsefire poured out at our soldiers, driving them behind the makeshift barricades they’d erected. Mercifully, the gun’s targeting software responded immediately to the threat, hosing down the now-open doorway with its own blistering salvo of blue energy bursts. 

	“Suppressing fire!” I called out, hoisting my rifle up onto the railing and loosing a steady stream of my own fire into the doorway to keep the enemy at bay. My helmet’s HUD had revealed several potential targets on the other side, but not nearly enough to account for the sheer volume of firepower erupting from inside. They were Dowd, however—the sensors could confirm that much. I couldn’t help but remember our first encounter on that Pact freighter and how their jamming equipment and telepathic static had managed to conceal them all until it was almost too late…

	Still, some targets were better than none, and if they were expecting darkness to give them a decisive advantage, perhaps they didn’t know as much about Dominion tech as we thought. 

	Arneson joined me at the edge of the railing and hosed down the doorway. The hundred-meter-plus gap was near the limit of the TAC-6’s effective range, but it wasn’t as if we needed to be particularly accurate. We had a perfect vantage from this kind of suppressive fire; unless the Dowd had a tank mech hidden inside there with them, there was no possible way they could advance without getting ripped to pieces. 

	That was the idea, at least. And when we picked off a few of the faceless monsters and none of the others dared to try to advance, I started to wonder if this had been nothing more than a final act of desperation from a handful of soldiers who’d been trapped here when our team entered the facility. But even as I flicked my rifle’s toggle to full-auto and relentlessly poured fire into the opening, the nagging tingle in the back of my neck just wouldn’t go away…

	Then, in that moment, everything went straight to hell. 

	It started with a pair of flash grenades thrown by one of the Dowd inside. They bounced toward the sentry cannon and exploded in brilliant bursts of light that that would have blinded any soldier without protection. But our helmets were specifically designed to neutralize optical assaults; the dimmers automatically engaged, disabling the thermal imaging and enhancement system for a fraction of a second to save our eyes from the blast.

	But then a third grenade rolled out behind them, slowly enough to be covered by the burst of the flashbangs but quickly enough to roll into position before our helmet sensors could recalibrate and identify the device—or realize that our enemy had come prepared after all. 

	The detonation hit everything within at least thirty meters, far wider than any electro-magnetic pulse I’d ever seen deployed in the field. It fried the sentry gun in a heartbeat, as well as several of the nearby stasis tubes and the gear of the ’pounders pinned down behind them for cover. Theoretically, standard Dominion trooper armor was rated to withstand low-level EMP attacks, but in practice the shielding had never been especially reliable. The entire area was plunged into renewed darkness…right up until the waves of pulsefire from within returned with a vengeance. 

	“Covering fire!” Arneson shouted as he set his own rifle to full-auto and unleashed hell at the doorway below. “Graber, get your men out of there! Now!”

	To their credit—and that of their drill instructors—the men trapped below didn’t panic. Their weapons still worked fine even with their armor systems fried, so they fired and moved in a perfectly executed staggered retreat away from the door and toward the lift car on the far side of the walkway. I had no idea how we were going to get it working with the power dead, but it turned out to be a moot point regardless. 

	[Kal!] Velarys’s voice said into my mind. [Danger!]

	Half-turning to look behind me, wary of shifting my attention away from the open passage below, I caught a glimpse of Velarys on a knee with Ash practically holding her up. The Yarasi’s face was twisted in a brutal grimace as if she was barely keeping it together. But before I could ask her what she meant, she pointed a finger past me to my left. I whipped my head around to look—

	And saw nine Dowd soldiers materialize out of thin air barely ten meters away in an open space right next to the control center. 

	Psychoportation. Just like the attackers who had slaughtered everyone at the Yarasi outpost. 

	The technicians still feverishly pulling data drives out of the nearest consoles never stood a chance. Two of them were cut down without even seeing their attackers, and a third had just enough time to cry out before his head was blown off his shoulders. Vrisk, further away and blessed with an extra split second to react, was already diving for cover behind one of the larger consoles. 

	He didn’t make it. But Arneson did. 

	The other Immortal threw himself in front of the torrent of pulsefire just in time, shielding Vrisk and the other techs with his body. He returned fire even as shots shredded his armor, dropping two of the Dowd assailants with deadly precision. I joined in his counterattack, positioning myself to absorb any fire heading for the girls behind me while I gunned down three more enemy soldiers. 

	And then one of the remaining Dowd screamed. Not an ear-splitting audible cry but a brain-melting psionic one that seemed to rip straight through my skull. Having endured similar mental assaults now twice before, both back at the Yarasi outpost and just days ago when I’d been stabbed by a psi-blade, I was prepared…more or less. I stumbled backward, my vision flickering and my muscles clenching, exhausting every spark of concentration I had to maintain my Immortal powers…

	My defenses held. Several more pulse blasts exploded in my chest, scorching the plates of my armor but barely singing the flesh beneath. 

	Arneson was not so lucky. I heard him cry out as he took multiple hits, and even through my blurred vision I saw his body slam into the console behind him, his gun still firing wildly into the air until he finally collapsed to the floor, silent and unmoving. 

	No one else on our side was returning fire—Ash and Velarys had both crumpled to the ground at my heels, their hands clutching their skulls just like the surviving technicians. 

	Except Vrisk. The Kali had made it to cover; he was wedged tightly behind one of the consoles, his neck and face scales almost completely yellow but his reptilian eyes betraying no signs that he was crippled by the mental attack. 

	And he had a plan. Even while I clenched my teeth and held my ground, dropping another of the attackers with a shot to the chest, Vrisk pulled a plasma grenade from somewhere in his pack and rolled it between the consoles toward the still tightly clustered group of enemies. 

	The Dowd saw it coming, of course—or felt it coming with their bizarre echolocation—and one of the three remaining soldiers dove on top of the rolling grenade before it exploded. The detonation vaporized his body in an instant, but his sacrifice shielded his two remaining companions from the worst of the blast. Rather than being vaporized or immolated themselves, they were merely thrown back a few meters and temporarily stunned. 

	But it was enough. With the Dowd’s own concentration shattered, I was suddenly freed from the relentless psionic attack. I lowered my rifle and fired, taking out both remaining enemies in a single salvo. 

	I paused to catch my breath, still holding my gun on the smoking corpses and half-expecting another squad to teleport in to replace them. But there simply wasn’t any time to waste waiting around. Lunging to my right, trying my best to ignore the lingering ache in my skull, I peered over the railing to see a swarm of Dowd soldiers flooding out of the open passage. Without the suppressive fire from us or the sentry turret, they had finally been able to advance…and the troopers and techs below hadn’t stood a chance. 

	Fuck.

	I leaned away as a barrage of blasts pelted the railing, and after a fast check to confirm that the girls were all right, I dashed over to Arneson. His armor was smoldering in a dozen different places, and I could hear his breath rattling faintly in his chest. 

	“Zeris.”

	“I’m here,” I said, grabbing his arm. “Just hold on and we’ll move you to the—”

	“Get the men out of here, Zeris,” he demanded, his voice the snarling, determined rasp of a man with no breath to spare. “And make these bastards pay. All of them.”

	I stared down into his visor, wishing for the first time in my life that I could actually see his face…and look into his eyes until the end. 

	“I will,” I promised. “You have my word.”

	And then he was gone.

	I clenched my teeth so hard it hurt. Around me, the others were climbing to their feet. The girls had recovered; Ash had drawn her bow, while Velarys had retrieved her falquan. They were scared but determined, and there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that they would hold it together.

	As for the surviving technicians…I could see the horror on their faces. They may have been more poised and experienced than other teams I’d worked with, but that didn’t mean they were used to having their comrades cut down. And they absolutely weren’t used to seeing one of the Dominion’s legendary Immortals—men who were supposed to be able to go into hell and back unscathed—die right in front of them. 

	But I didn’t break my promises, especially to dying men. I was going to get Arneson’s squad out of here, no matter what it took. 

	“What are your orders, sir?” Vrisk asked as he emerged from cover. 

	“Grab everything you can,” I said, standing. “We’re going to fight our way to the pads.”

	A confused shimmer of blue rippled up his scales. “And if the enemy lands soldiers to block our escape?”

	“Then I’m going to kill them. And get you home.”

	 

	***

	 

	I didn’t know how the flood of Dowd below us planned to get up here to the command level, but I had no intention of making it easy for them. While I waved our group toward the exit passage, I popped the power cell of my rifle and replaced it with one of the explosive variants I’d taken from the Stormrider. The cell dramatically increased heat output and severely limited range, but I didn’t need accuracy or longevity right now. 

	And so, bracing myself on the railing as the others rushed past me, I fired three quick shots into the lift just in case these faceless bastards were planning to power it up somehow. The resulting fireballs melted through several of the support cables and vaporized most of the control console, rendering the whole track utterly useless. 

	The Dowd weren’t happy about it; they started firing back at me before I’d finished my assault. But I easily shrugged off the few blasts that slipped past the railing to scorch my armor, and once my work was complete, I turned to catch up with the rest of the group. 

	There were nine of us in total, including Vrisk and the girls, less than half the team Arneson had started with. But as long as I could get them onto the Wildcat, the ship’s cloaking device would allow us to take off and reach orbit unmolested. The true challenge would be getting everyone up the zip line Ash had put down. 

	But for now, I stayed focused on step one: getting us outside. I stayed in front of the group as we jogged through the passage leading out to the landing pads, with Ash and Velarys taking the rear. I kept watching and waiting for another squad of Dowd to teleport in behind or even ahead of us. We just had to hope that only a tiny handful of these monsters possessed that ability. Seraph save us all if that wasn’t the case. 

	We made it about halfway to the cave mouth before the rumble of aircraft became audible, and I called for a halt as I crept ahead to investigate. Since I didn’t trust my Immortal powers to absorb a blast from a dropship’s cannon as easily as from a pulse rifle, I made sure to stay back far enough not to expose myself completely. But once I had a clear view of the split path leading out and down to the different landing pads, I saw the approaching shadow of an incoming vessel. 

	Meaning that our only path of escape was about to get blocked. 

	Swearing under my breath, I rushed back to the group, glad that my helmet was concealing my undoubtedly grim expression. 

	“Looks like we’re going to have to fight our way out of here after all,” I said. “There’s a drop shuttle incoming.”

	“Then we shall deal with them,” Velarys said, the shield of her falquan casting her face in its purplish glow. “And ascend to the ship once the path is clear.”

	I sighed and shook my head as I examined the techs. None of them were injured, but I highly doubted that any of them spent their spare time rappelling or rock climbing. Frankly, it would still have taken too long to get a team of ten experts up onto the plateau. 

	“It’s not realistic to get everyone up there,” I said. “Even if we killed their entire assault team, the shuttle or their swarm ship would eventually realize what we were doing and figure out that we had a ship up there. They could just bombard the whole damn plateau, cloak or not.”

	Ash hissed and squeezed the grip of her bow. The reflection of the green string in her eyes almost made them seem to blaze like a Yarasi’s. “Then what the hell are we gonna do?”

	“I’m going to kill anyone they drop off,” I said bluntly. “And while I have them occupied, you’re going to ascend to the plateau and get the ship.”

	She stared back at me in disbelief. “You can’t be serious.”

	“Once you’re up top, take off in the Wildcat and swing around to the lower pad,” I said. “At that point, everyone runs down the ramp, gets on the ship, and we get the hell out of here.”

	“Kal, that’s crazy!” Ash said. “What if they drop off a whole platoon?”

	“Then I hope the fuckers behind us have enough bags to hold all the extra bodies,” I grumbled. “Look, there aren’t any other options, and this isn’t a debate. Trust me, I can handle them. And they’ll be so focused on the man shooting them in the face that they won’t have time to shoot at you on the line.”

	“The distraction will be more effective with two of us,” Velarys said. “You and I—”

	“No,” I said firmly. “I can’t protect you from a whole squad, not out in the open.”

	“I did not ask for your protection,” she growled defiantly. “I am more than capable of—”

	“I’m the only one who can get shot and live!” I snapped, my patience for her Yarasi pride long since exhausted. “But more importantly, I need you to stay here and defend them.” I said, jabbing a thumb at the techs. “Seraph knows how many of these monsters are back in there, and I guarantee they’ll figure out a way to get up here eventually even if they have to scale the walls.”

	I didn’t particularly enjoy the thought of manipulating her like this, but I didn’t see any other options. I knew her warrior’s code would compel her to stay and protect the defenseless, especially given the lack of alternatives. And the last thing I wanted was to be worrying about protecting her and Ash while we were trapped out in the open. 

	“Then I shall stay and defend them,” Velarys said. 

	“Good,” I replied, releasing the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. Things were always so much simpler on solo ops when the only one I had to worry about was myself. Perhaps this was the burden of command Captain Ellis liked to go on about. 

	“Then let’s do it,” I said, nodding to Ash. But just before I turned and rushed off, Velarys grabbed my shoulder. 

	“You will need my blessing to survive,” she said. 

	I frowned. “What are you—?”

	Reaching out to touch my neck, she wormed her fingers beneath the fabric of my gorget to get at my bare skin. And then, as I felt the surge of energy race through me, I understood. 

	“Now go,” Velarys said. “Quickly.”

	With my heart thundering in my chest thanks to the rush of adrenaline, I turned on a heel and raced ahead to the mouth of the cavern with Ash right behind me. The roar of the incoming shuttle’s engines was almost deafening by now, and the size of its shadow suggested it was directly over the upper landing pad. 

	Grimacing, I crouched down and waited, signaling to Ash to hang behind me. I had absolutely no idea what to expect from this particular enemy. Were they planning to drop off a few soldiers? A full squad? A whole damn legion? Anything seemed possible at this point. 

	But when the shuttle’s shadow stabilized and the rumble of its engines stopped getting louder, I started to wonder if they might be planning on hovering out there instead. It wouldn’t have been the worst strategy; they could just hose down the doorway with turret fire once their soldiers on the inside inevitably flushed us out. 

	And if that was their intention, then we needed another plan. Soon. 

	“Dammit,” I hissed, scrambling to come up with something—anything—we might be able to do against a shuttle. But before my brain could offer a suggestion, there was a faint rumble as if a hatch had opened outside, following by a sharp whistle of air. 

	And then a single figure dropped into view and crashed down atop the landing pad as if some poor fool had been pushed out the side of the shuttle without a parachute. The ferrocrete cracked around the figure upon impact as whoever it was crumpled into a ball, and I had to blink twice before I convinced myself that what I’d seen was real…

	But then the figure unexpectedly stood upright, her arms dropping to her sides as a pair of burning blue psi-blades sprouted from her hands, and I suddenly understood why the Dowd hadn’t bothered to send a legion of soldiers when a single woman would suffice.

	“Oh, no,” Ash breathed into my ear. “It’s—”

	“You need to get up to the Wildcat,” I told her as the shuttle’s engines roared and it began to pull away. “I’ll take care of her.”

	“Kal, she almost killed you!”

	“I know,” I said, rising with my rifle held steady. “But there’s no other way out. Get to the ship and prepare for the pickup. I’m counting on you.”

	I turned and looked at her, wishing that she could see my face through my helmet even if the others couldn’t. My thoughts turned to the Parthax multi-plex years ago when I had rushed into certain death to fend off those Krosian soldiers right here on Nirivarr. If any one of a thousand things had gone differently back then, I would have been killed and she would have ended up as a slave. 

	We had come a long way since then; we were both very different people, with perhaps the only similarity being that we were still together. Nothing had changed that. 

	And nothing ever would. 

	“I’ll get to the ship,” Ash said. “Just do me a favor and don’t get yourself killed, all right? Little Kal needs his daddy.”

	I smiled, wishing I had time to kiss her. 

	“I’ll be fine,” I promised. “Let’s go.” 

	Turning, I leveled my rifle and rushed into the fray.

	 

	***

	 

	The woman on the pad didn’t seem to be in any hurry to come after us. She was still standing out there on the wide cargo platform when we emerged, her blades blazing at her sides. Unlike the last time we’d met, she wasn’t clad in civilian clothes; she wore a suit of black NF-X armor that looked identical to mine, albeit without a helmet. Her shoulder-length black hair ruffled in the wind, and I could hear her raspy breathing through her mask almost the moment I stepped outside. 

	I wondered if she had known that I was here all along; I wondered if this whole thing had been an elaborate trap to draw us in. It didn’t seem likely—there was no plausible way these insurrectionists could have known we’d locate their base with Ash’s psychometry. Whatever their reasons for running this place on a skeleton crew, it probably had nothing to do with us, which meant that they were just reacting the same way we were. And now they were hoping that their invincible enforcer, their Dark Immortal or whatever she was, could stop us before we escaped with any more of their secrets. 

	They were about to be disappointed.

	“Do you have a plan?” Ash asked from behind me.

	“Yeah,” I said. “I’m going to shoot her.”

	I rushed forward, my rifle spewing a steady stream of energy bolts at the other Immortal, not breaking stride as the ground beneath my boots changed from dust to ferrocrete. I heard Ash curse behind me, as underwhelmed by my elaborate strategies as usual, but I didn’t see any point in being cute here. And with Velarys’s power coursing through me, I doubted I could have mustered the patience for something more subtle anyway. She had awakened a beast inside me, and it wanted to rip this masked bitch apart.

	The Dark Immortal didn’t bother trying to dodge my shots; rather, she crossed her double blades in front of her, forming an ad hoc shield of psionic energy to deflect some of the blasts. Not that it really mattered; I wasn’t expecting to do any damage, only to keep her attention while Ash began her ascent behind me. 

	And it worked. Like anyone with a scrap of sense, the woman wasn’t expecting anyone inside to come charging out of the cavern like an enraged kelock, at least not without the Dowd inside flushing us into the open first. Still, I found her stunned response a bit disappointing. I had assumed that anyone who shared my particular gift would appreciate a good, old-fashioned suicidal charge. What was the point in being an Immortal if you couldn’t act like a reckless fool from time to time?

	I was only a few meters across the pad, my rifle still blazing, when the small rear-view projection in my helmet’s HUD showed Ash using the ascender to fly up the zip line. The Dark Immortal seemed too focused on setting herself to receive my charge to notice, though, which was the whole point of this “plan” all along. As for what I was going to do once I got within melee range…

	Well, I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. But my opponent had: the instant I moved within striking distance, she pivoted to her right and chopped down with one of her blades, slicing my rifle in half while simultaneously trying to spin clear of my bulldozing charge. But thankfully, Velarys’s metabolic boost had given me agility as well as power, and I was able to shift my momentum at the last second and slam my left shoulder into her despite her attempt to evade. She went soaring back at least five meters before skidding to a halt. 

	“Round two,” I said, tossing down the remnants of my weapon and raising my gauntlets like throw-boxing gloves instead. “If you want to tap out, just let me know.”

	“You should not have come here,” she said, voice rattling in her mask. 

	I grunted as I slowly circled to the side, the adrenaline surging through my muscles practically forcing me to keep moving. “Worried that your little secret will get out? Well, it’s a little late for that. Once the Assembly learns what you’ve been doing with the Dowd, there won’t be anywhere left for you to hide. The entire Cluster will be looking for you.”

	“The Master will be disappointed. He would have preferred for the alien filth to kill one another.” I couldn’t see her mouth through her mask, but from the glint in her eyes, I was pretty sure she was smiling. “But I am more than happy to cull them myself. Starting with your Kreen mongrel.”

	She unexpectedly looked at Ash at the top of her ascent. The Dark Immortal didn’t have a gun, but after our encounter on the rooftops in Rividian, I knew she didn’t need one. Her psi-blade blazed in her hand as she twisted her body and drew back her hand in preparation to hurl it toward Ash—

	But I was faster. Exploding forward, propelled by Velarys’s boost of energy, I plowed into the woman’s flank just before the blade left her grip. I drove her backward all the way into the rockface, slamming us both against it so hard the impact caused an avalanche of tiny pebbles around us. 

	Then, using the split second I’d bought myself before she recovered enough to chop me with her sword or jab me with her knees, I got a firm hold on her waist, carried her back toward the edge of the pad behind us, and threw us both over the edge. 

	Ash probably wondered what in the hell I was doing. It was a perfectly legitimate question, considering I hadn’t quite figured out all the details myself. But protecting her from this psychopath was my top priority, and there was no way the Dark Immortal would be able to threaten her from down below on the smaller pad. 

	My stomach leapt into my throat at the abrupt plunge, and the Immortal’s elbow repeatedly drove into it as we jockeyed for position in midair. But as the second landing pad rushed up to meet us, I allowed her to “win” the struggle by positioning myself on bottom where I would absorb most of the impact—

	It hurt. A lot. My shoulder armor crumpled, and I was frankly a little surprised that my bones didn’t crack despite the protection of my powers. A painful vibration rippled through my entire body, rattling my teeth, stealing my breath, and nearly causing me to black out. I felt the weight of the Dark Immortal slide off me, and I instinctively rolled away, fully expecting her to turn around and slash me. 

	I was right. A microsecond after I moved, I heard the buzz of her psi-blade followed by a sparking hiss as it struck the landing pad. My vision had mostly cleared by the time I finished my roll, and I hopped to my feet and dropped into a defensive posture. My opponent was standing there a few meters away, blue blades blazing and yellow eyes locked onto me with murderous fervor.

	She rushed at me again, using her blade to make quick, short arcs and jabs, knowing that she didn’t need to cut me down or skewer me like a traditional opponent. All she needed to do was score a single hit, even a glancing one, to disrupt my concentration long enough to make me vulnerable just like on Rividian. Meanwhile, I could slip beneath her guard and punch her as many times as I wanted without accomplishing a damn thing. 

	It wasn’t a fair fight…but it didn’t need to be. While I had originally planned to keep this pad clear specifically so that Ash could land and pick up the techs, I realized that my little gambit had opened up a much better opportunity. It just relied on Ash being clever…and me surviving the Dark Immortal’s assault long enough to make the whole thing happen. 

	I was a lot more confident about the first part than the second, especially when the woman pressed her attack. Using her main hand to bait my movements with wild slashes, her off-hand continuously lunged toward me, hoping to score a hit the moment I lost my balance. And it worked—when I ducked beneath a deadly swipe for my head, I felt the tip of her other blade stab through my armor and into my thigh. The flash of pain was so intense it was like I had dipped my entire leg in a vat of molten thorotine, and the cascading ripple of psychic energy in my brain splintered my concentration. 

	Without the aid of Velarys’s power, I had no doubt that I would have been doomed. The Dark Immortal immediately went in for the kill, trying to impale me with both blades at once, but despite the haze clouding my mind, I managed to reach out, grab her wrists, and wrench them upward and out of the way. 

	She slammed her forehead into my face in response, knocking me over onto my back and nearly making me lose my grip. But even as she landed on top of me, straddling my waist, I continued holding her arms out away from my head on either side. Through my helmet, I could hear the brimming psionic energy humming mere millimeters from my ears.

	And I could see the cold, relentless fury burning in her amber eyes. 

	“You cannot stop us!” she growled, keeping me pinned while she struggled to push the blades closer as if my head was trapped in a vise with the sides rapidly closing in. “You cannot stop the Eclipse!”

	I had no idea what the fuck she was babbling about, but I couldn’t spare the concentration to care. I only knew two things: one, that I would die if I faltered for even a fraction of a second. And two…

	Ash was on the way.

	The Wildcat’s engines were remarkably quiet for a ship its size, which may or may not have had something to do with its cloaking capability. I had heard the keening, high-pitched whine so many times I would have been able to make it out even over the rushing winds perpetually battering the mountainside, but I had a feeling that this woman wouldn’t. I just needed to stall a little bit longer…

	“You are weak like all the others,” she spat. “Feeble. Impure. Unworthy of the Seraph’s legacy!”

	“Maybe you read the wrong history books,” I shot back, arms shaking with strain, “but the Seraph freed the galaxy from the Tarreen. Not just humans—aliens, too!”

	“And they repaid her mercy with treachery.”

	I frowned. “What?”

	“She offered them glory, and they turned against her. They cast down their own savior. And for that, they will suffer.”

	She headbutted me. Her mask struck my helmet hard enough that my visor cracked, and I heard the sizzle of failing electronics as the visual display flickered, then vanished. But I didn’t allow it to distract me; I kept her arms at bay, and I was sure I heard the Wildcat moving into position…

	“Even if you kill me,” I snarled through clenched teeth, “you’ll never get out of here. Our ship will bombard this place to rubble if it has to.” 

	“My death is meaningless,” she snarled back at me. “I am merely a Shadow of the Seraph. Easily forgotten and instantly replaced.”

	“Good to know,” I said. “Means I don’t have to feel guilty about this.”

	Mustering all my strength, I imitated her headbutt, slamming my helmet into her nose. And as her body jerked backward, opening up a tiny space between us, I abruptly released the kinetic energy I had stored up from our fall. Pulling my knees up and beneath her, I kicked her chest as hard as I could.

	Without any outside help, it wouldn’t have bought me all that much time. She flew backward, spearing her blades down into the pad, allowing the friction of them burning through the ferrocrete to slow her down before she tumbled all the way off the edge. 

	It didn’t put much space between us—only a few meters, really. But it was more than enough room for Ash to get the job done. I rolled to the side, flattening myself against the pad as the Wildcat decloaked just above us.

	And fired.

	Before today, I would have found it difficult enough to imagine a situation where I would ever watch one fellow Immortal die, let alone two. But as the ship’s psionic cannons vaporized my opponent, I once again couldn’t help but appreciate my own sudden sense of mortality. 

	This was no longer a galaxy where I’d spend my time fighting pirates with old pulse pistols on backwater worlds…or even one where I took on squads of Krosian soldiers and their otherwise lethal plasma rifles. 

	No, this was now a galaxy filled with faceless psionic monsters…and dark, twisted Seraphim whose powers were every bit the equal of mine. 

	“Settin’ down,” Ash’s voice said over my helmet com as the ship drifted over the pad. “You wanna get the others?”

	“Yeah,” I said, staring at the burnt streak of ashes on the opposite side of the pad. “It’s time for us to go.”
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  We were airborne in less than two minutes, with Ash reengaging the cloak within seconds of the last person rushing up the landing ramp. I wasn’t particularly thrilled about the idea of having a bunch of strangers onboard what had once been a very private space, but I reminded myself that Ash would like it even less. If one of them even flinched in the direction of her quarters and Kalycos…


  But right now, the techs seemed too terrified to be overly curious, though I had a feeling that would change once their nerves settled and they realized they were standing in a Yarasi ship filled with strange alien technology. But with any luck, we’d have them back on the Firehawk before their curiosity overwhelmed their fear.


  “Strap in and stay put,” I said to Vrisk, pointing to the couch in the lounge and patting him on the shoulder. “You’re in charge.”


  “Of course, Major,” he said, the fearful yellow in his scales having molted to a calmer gray. 


  I rushed up to the cockpit where Ash and Velarys were already at their stations. Outside the canopy, there was nothing but clouds and bluish sky. 


  “What’s our status?” I said, removing my damaged helmet and setting it down on the floor as I slid into my own station. 


  “One enemy swarm ship in low orbit,” Ash said. “Nothin’ else in range, but we can’t get much of a reading until we leave the atmosphere.”


  “Right,” I said, glancing down at my own console and taking a deep beath. I was a little surprised that a wave of fatigue hadn’t crashed over me now that Velarys’s adrenal boost had faded, but my body was probably still riding high on its own supply right now. When I closed my eyes, I could easily imagine the Firehawk getting ripped to shreds by the two swarm ships still up there…


  “Do you really think Vrisk is right about all this, Kal?” Ash asked. “That there could be tens of thousands of psychic Dowd out there right now?”


  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But even if we can’t decrypt any of the data the techs pulled, there’s no way the Assembly can ignore this.”


  “Including my people,” Velarys said, her eyes meeting mine. 


  I nodded in understanding. Later, once the rush of combat had faded, I would be able to think more clearly about what we’d uncovered here. But right now, it was difficult to think about anything besides the corpses we’d left behind. 


  “One minute until we’re clear of atmo,” Ash announced. “We should be…wait a second.”


  “What is it?” I asked. 


  “That swarm ship,” she said. “It’s headin’ right for us!”


  I glared over at the tac-holo. Sure enough, the Dowd swarm was indeed on an intercept course. I froze, wondering how it could possibly have detected us, when I remembered Velarys’s warning that the cloak wasn’t nearly as reliable in the atmosphere as it was in space. It wasn’t designed to conceal turbulence. 


  “We are nearly within range of their weapons,” Velarys announced. “We will not be able to evade them.”


  I grimaced. There was a chance that they wouldn’t be able to target us; our wake was probably giving our general position, but perhaps not an accurate enough one to shoot. A couple meters of inaccuracy could make all the difference, and in about half a minute our wake should disappear. 


  But as long as the cloak was up, we couldn’t raise our shields. And without shields, even a single hit could prove fatal. 


  “Drop the cloak,” I said. “Raise shields.”


  I half expected Ash to argue, but when I glanced down at my console, I realized she had made the same choice a second before I’d said the words. The lights in the cockpit brightened as the cloak went offline, and the Dowd fired almost immediately. 


  “Hang on!” Ash warned as she wrenched the Wildcat into a hard spin. A beam of green energy shot past the canopy, and another a few seconds later. The third struck our shields, triggering the grav restraints on my seat as the ship shuddered violently. 


  “Starboard shields at half strength,” Velarys said. “I suggest you turn and present them with our port flank instead.”


  “Thanks for that nugget of Yarasi wisdom,” Ash sneered as she twisted the ship into another turn. “Any other great tips?”


  “You could allow me to pilot instead.”


  Ash scoffed. “That’ll be the day. How about you plug yourselves in and give the shields more power instead?”


  Velarys did as she was asked, touching the glyph on her console and allowing the Wildcat to siphon energy directly from her psionic mind. I knew that I needed to do the same, but I found myself hesitating at the unpleasant memories of our encounter against the insurrectionist cruiser. I hadn’t particularly enjoyed the thought of becoming a human battery even before it had almost killed me. But realistically, there wasn’t any other choice. 


  I touched the glyph. The ship’s mental pull was as immediate and jarring as I feared, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of being slowly bled out like a stuck fengol. But the shields stabilized almost instantly, allowing Ash to divert even more power to the thrusters as we pushed hard for space. She managed to pull several maneuvers I didn’t even realize were possible in atmosphere, and in the back of my mind I couldn’t help but wonder if she only tried them to impress upon Velarys that she was the rightful pilot of the ship. 


  Regardless, twists and turns couldn’t keep the Dowd off us forever. Two more blasts hit our rear quarter, the second of which almost certainly would have destroyed our engines if the ship couldn’t draw power from its organic batteries. My console showed our shield strength still above seventy percent, but I didn’t know how much longer it would last. Swarm ships were only about the size of Dominion corvettes, but their plasma cannons packed a wallop—they were probably just as strong as Pact ones, if not a little better. 


  “Just a few more seconds,” Ash said. “If I can pull away while we’re in space, we can cloak and get the hell out of here.”


  It was a big if, though I didn’t dampen the mood by mentioning it. This swarm ship was fast, too—it was easily keeping pace with us despite being well over twice our size. And unlike at the Yarasi outpost, Ash wouldn’t have the wreckage of a Pact vessel for us to use as cover…


  Another hit struck the shields, and another right after. The flash of pain on my neck stung like a hot brand, and I saw Velarys wincing as well. This was going to be damn close…


  And then, out of nowhere, a barrage of blue energy bolts streaked past us and slammed into the swarm ship’s forward shields. My breath froze in my throat as the view outside the canopy transitioned from thick clouds to outer space—


  To reveal the Stormrider screaming right toward us.


  “Hell yeah!” Ash whooped, twisting us onto an intercept course while the frigate’s forward cannons blazed away. Whatever Ellis had done to mask their approach had worked perfectly: the swarm ship, now rising into the exosphere behind us, was caught completely flat-footed. The Stormrider’s psionic cannons ripped through its shields even as it tried to escape, melting armor and the hull plating beneath. Seconds later, the whole ship exploded in a brilliant fireball…and it was over. 


  “They’re hailin’ us,” Ash said, all smiles as she opened the com. 


  “Major,” Captain Ellis greeted us as his image appeared over the left side of the canopy. “Sorry we’re late.”


  “It’s good to see you, sir,” I said, hearing the relief in my voice as I unplugged myself from the Wildcat. “We were starting to worry.”


  He smiled, though it was noticeably tight. “We received a basic brief from the Firehawk on our way in, but they were in pretty bad shape after their skirmish with the swarm ships. I ordered Commander Masuda to pull back to the edge of the system and make repairs while we picked up any survivors.”


  I glanced down at the sensor readings scrolling above the tac-holo. “At least your engagement went better than last time. Taking out three swarm ships without much damage is damn impressive.”


  “We didn’t take them out—we just drove them off.”


  My brow furrowed. “And here I thought the Dowd didn’t retreat.”


  “They don’t, as a rule,” Ellis said grimly. “Which means they probably just withdrew to gather reinforcements. We need to get out of here before they return.”


  “Yes, sir,” I murmured, suddenly wishing that Lochlan had sent along a whole fleet instead of a single corvette. I didn’t much care for the idea of retreating, either, but it was clearly the right move. “If you can clear us some space, we’ll bring the Wildcat into the hangar. There’s a drop shuttle still on the planet, but I doubt you’ll have any room left.”


  “Unfortunately no. But the Firehawk should be able to swing back once they’ve made some repairs.”


  “Good. Their pilot has two troopers with him and should be secure for now. We have the other survivors from their ground team aboard.”


  Ellis’s face tightened. “How bad is it?”


  “Bad enough, sir. Arneson and the rest of his security element are dead. The techs pulled some data, but we couldn’t stay long enough to get everything.” I grimaced. “I don’t like the idea of leaving this base behind. They’ll either move everything or fortify the hell out of it before we can get back. You didn’t happen to bring along a trooper platoon, did you?”


  “I’m afraid not,” the captain said. “But considering what’s happened, I think it’s long past time we bring what we have to the Assembly on Kenabrius.”


  “Agreed,” I said, nodding. “We’ll see you on board in a few minutes.”


   


  ***


   


  On any other day, I doubt that Ash would have agreed to bring the Wildcat aboard any Dominion ship, even the Stormrider. Given our current circumstances, however, she didn’t even flinch as she tucked the vessel inside the hangar bay next to the crammed-together Foreclaw freighter and drop shuttle. Aside from the fact that we needed to get our passengers to safety, limping along through hyperspace at a measly six light-years per hour must not have sounded particularly appealing when the Dowd might be on our tail. 


  From what I saw of the hangar, it was clear that things were in far better shape here than when we’d left five days ago. The debris had all been swept up, and tech crews were no longer scrambling about trying to hold the hull together with tape and prayers. But I had a feeling the engineers still had a long way to go before the ship was truly back at a full effectiveness. 


  Once the techs were off the ship and situated with the Stormrider’s engineers, I took the girls and headed straight for the bridge. We drew plenty of sideways glances along the way, particularly Velarys, but they weren’t nearly as outright hostile as when she’d been aboard the last time. By now, hopefully, everyone had figured out that the Dowd were the real threat, not the Yarasi warrior who was cooperating with us. 


  Ellis was standing upright and waiting for us when we stepped off the lift and onto the bridge. And so, I couldn’t help but notice, was Miranda.


  “Sir,” I said with a nod as I stepped forward, trying not to let my eyes linger too long on the smiling woman next to him. I could see the questions on her face as well as the desire to run up and embrace me. But she was far too professional—and, frankly, too indoctrinated as a fleet officer—to lose her cool that easily. 


  “Thank the Seraph you all made it,” Ellis said. “After everything we heard from the Firehawk…”


  “It’s bad, sir,” I told him. “But at least you still have good timing.”


  He grunted softly. “You can thank Ensign Pierce for that. She calculated an approach vector to hide us from their sensors until the last moment.”


  “I’m just glad it worked,” Miranda said. She held my gaze for several long seconds before shifting it to Ash. “And that all of you escaped in one piece.”


  “It’s hard to even pick a place to begin,” Ellis said. “But we might as well get started. Helm, take us back to the Firehawk. Shift as soon as the drive is ready.”


  “Yes, sir,” Reyes replied from his console. It was probably my imagination, but he and all the young officers on the bridge seemed like they had aged at least a year in the past month. 


  “Let’s head to the conference room,” Ellis said. “Ensign Pierce can join us to—”


  “Tactical alert, sir!” Olshenko blurted out from his station right next to us. “Sensors are picking up a large astral disturbance, bearing zero-one-zero mark zero-two-one.”


  Ellis tilted his head, concerned but cool. “Our Dowd friends coming back?”


  “No, sir,” the lieutenant replied. “It’s a Dominion signature.”


  My eyes darted over to the viewport as a flicker of movement caught my attention. The tac-holo warbled a warning…


  And then a Conquest-class cruiser blinked into existence directly ahead of us. 


  “Oh, stars,” Ash breathed. “That’s—”


  “The same ship that ambushed us near Sykaris,” I finished. “Sir, we have to—” 


  “Shields up!” Ellis called out. “Battle stations!”


  The words had barely left his mouth before there was a flash of light from the cruiser’s forward batteries, and two beams of energy lanced out from its seashell bow to smash into the Stormrider’s shields. The deck rumbled beneath my feet, nearly knocking me over without the grav restraints of a seat to hold me in place. Ash caught herself against the railing by the lift, while Velarys clutched at the tactical console next to Olshenko. 


  “Evasive maneuvers!” Ellis said, lunging into his chair a split second after Miranda did the same with hers at ops. “Get us out of here!”


  The Stormrider might have been a warship, but the entire purpose of assault frigates in general and this design in particular was to emphasize speed and maneuverability over staying power. The ship rolled to starboard with the grace of a corvette half its size, and we accelerated away as fast as the best engines in the Dominion fleet could manage. 


  Which was not enough to avoid another salvo from the cruiser. This time, I had to drop to a knee to avoid completely losing my balance, and the alarms that followed the shuddering tremor in the hull were all the evidence I needed that we wouldn’t be able to take this kind of punishment for long. The aft shields were down to less than a third of their strength. 


  “Give her everything you have, Ensign,” Ellis called out, his voice forceful but calm. “Set a course bearing one-seven-three mark two-four-two. Get as much distance from them as you can.”


  “Yes, sir!” Reyes acknowledged. The captain had praised the young man’s piloting skills numerous times during our training cruise a month ago, and then again when we had rendezvoused with them at Takanis. Now, the Stormrider’s quick maneuvers made it clear that it hadn’t merely been helpful encouragement of a fresh officer—Reyes knew exactly what he was doing. We started gaining distance almost immediately, with the young ensign perfectly rolling and banking the ship to maximize the protection of the aft shields every time the cruiser fired. 


  “Ventral psi-cannons are online, sir,” Olshenko announced. “Shall we return fire?”


  “Don’t bother—we’re not going to try and slug it out,” Ellis said. “Divert all power from the weapons to the sublight engines. We need more speed.”


  “Diverting power now, sir,” Miranda said, fingers flying over her console. “They are matching course to pursue.”


  “Shouldn’t we shift outta here?” Ash blurted out, still clutching the railing. 


  “Not yet,” Ellis replied. If he was at all annoyed by one of his guests shouting over the bridge, he didn’t show it—probably because some of the other young crewers were thinking the same thing. “Not until we’re far enough away to leave their sensor range. Otherwise, they’ll just pursue us, and we’ll lose the maneuverability and speed advantages we have in normal space.”


  The ship rocked again as another blast struck our rear quarter, but the shields held, barely. 


  “But their starfighters could catch up to us no problem, and we know for a fact they have a squad of Valkyries aboard,” Ash pointed out. “So why the hell aren’t they launchin’ ’em?”


  It was an excellent question, and the moment she voiced it, I swore I could feel the tension on the bridge spike. The Stormrider could probably handle a couple Valkyries, though since the starfighters were as powerful as the psychics flying them, there was no guarantee. But even if they were mediocre pilots, it wasn’t as if they would need to destroy us—they would only need to damage our sublight engines or astral drive so we couldn’t escape. 


  So why weren’t they screaming out of the cruiser’s hangar bay?


  “Perhaps they left their fighters deployed somewhere else,” Miranda suggested. “Or perhaps they’re damaged.”


  “There’s no point in guessing,” Ellis said, his voice carrying the slightest edge. “Just keep us moving, helm. How long until we’re out of their weapons range?”


  “We’re beyond the effective range of their secondary cannons,” Olshenko reported. “We’ll be out of range of their primary guns in…fourteen seconds.”


  Ellis nodded grimly, and everyone seemed to brace for the inevitable tremor of another hit. I finally pulled myself up and dove into the XO seat to the captain’s left, and I gestured for Ash to follow and sit in the seat on his right. It wasn’t exactly protocol, but neither was having guests getting thrown across the bridge.


  But strangely, though the cruiser continued to pursue, it stopped firing altogether. Soon we were out of range…and yet they still didn’t launch their fighters. It should have made me feel better about our odds of getting out of here in one piece, but for whatever reason, the opposite was true: the sinking feeling in my gut kept getting worse and worse. There was no way the insurrectionists would just let us blast out of here uncontested…


  “The enemy cruiser has reached their maximum acceleration, but it is not enough to overtake us,” Miranda reported. “We should be out of their effective sensor range in four minutes.”


  “Prepare to shift the moment we lose them,” Ellis said. “A short shift, just to the edge of the system at the Firehawk’s coordinates. We need to let Commander Masuda know what’s going on. We’ll tow her damn ship out of here if we have to.”


  I grimaced as I studied the tac-holo. As much as I despised plugging myself into the Wildcat, at least it had given me something to do. I hated feeling helpless. I was a soldier, not a fleet officer. It wasn’t as if I could lean out the airlock and start firing at them with my rifle. 


  But I still had my instincts, and they were telling me that something was wrong about this. Very wrong. 


  “Sir, do you think they could be herding us somewhere?” I asked.


  “I don’t see how,” Ellis said. “There’s virtually nothing else in this system, and I picked our heading almost at random to get us away as quickly as possible.” 


  I nodded slowly. It made sense—to lead a quarry into a trap, you needed some degree of precision, especially in the vastness of space. And since weren’t heading toward any landmark in particular, there was no way they could reasonably set up a trap. But no matter how hard I tried to convince myself that we’d slipped out of their net with skilled maneuvers and adroit piloting, my brain refused to buy it. 


  “Captain, the enemy ship appears to be sending out a signal,” Olshenko said. 


  Ellis arched a brow. “To whom?”


  “That’s just it, sir—it doesn’t appear to be going anywhere. It’s like the transmission beam travels a few kilometers and then…disappears.” 


  “What?” I asked, scowling and glancing at him over my left shoulder. 


  “I don’t know, sir, it doesn’t make any sense. Perhaps the sensors are wrong.”


  “No, they’re not,” Miranda said tightly, spinning around in her chair to face the captain. “The transmission is shifting into astral space.”


  Everyone shot her the same blank stare, myself included. 


  “I didn’t think that was possible,” I said. 


  “It is not,” Velarys said, still standing next to Olshenko at tactical. “You must be mistaken.”


  “I am not mistaken,” Miranda replied, shooting the Yarasi an icy glare. “The spatial disruption around the transmission is identical to that during an astral shift, but very small. Almost like the signature created by a starfighter.”


  The bridge went silent. I could tell some of the others were thinking about arguing with her. Frankly, I was tempted to do so myself, and if we had still been back on that original training cruise where I’d first met her, I probably would have. By now, though, I knew Miranda well enough by now to understand that she was rarely wrong…about anything.


  Still, it didn’t make any sense. I may not have been an expert on starship combat, but I understood the technical limitations of communications. Ships in astral space were completely safe from phenomena and celestial bodies in normal space, but they were also blind and deaf to the other side. It was the reason that most Dominion vessels regularly shifted back into normal space long enough to connect with nearby relays during long trips. 


  “The swarm ships,” I said, breaking the silence. “You said they withdrew, sir.”


  Ellis wasn’t looking at me or anyone else. His eyes had gone distant. “If they’ve discovered a way to communicate through astral space, it would give them an enormous tactical advantage,” he rasped. “Perhaps even a decisive one.”


  “Yes, sir,” Miranda said, swallowing. “What should we do?”


  The captain continued staring at nothing for another few seconds before he took in a steadying breath and straightened in his chair. “We speed up our timetable in case you’re right.”


  “Sir?”


  “If they can contact their forces on the other side, then those swarm ships could easily position themselves ahead of us while in astral space and make this gambit pointless,” I reasoned. “We might as well shift now and take our chances before they can adjust.”


  “Exactly,” Ellis said. “Helm, go ahead and—”


  “Tactical alert!” Olshenko interrupted. “Multiple astral signatures directly ahead!”


  My stomach sank as the tac-holo updated with a swarm of new dots directly in our path. A heartbeat later, the now-familiar brown hulls of Dowd swarm ships appeared on the magnified viewscreen. Evidently, the swarm ships had already moved to cut us off.


  And they’d brought some friends with them. 


  “Report,” Ellis said, his voice as hoarse as I’d ever heard. 


  “Ten swarm ships on an intercept course,” Olshenko said. “They will be in weapons range in fifteen seconds.”


  An invisible hand of dread clutched at my throat. We might have been able to outmaneuver the cruiser by itself, but there was no way to escape that many swarm ships. Not in real space, not in astral space. 


  And everyone on the bridge knew it. 


  “Get our weapons back online,” Ellis ordered. “Transfer all available power to forward shields and set a new course bearing zero-nine-zero mark three-one-five. If we can get to the third moon, there are a few tricks we might be able to pull to confuse them.”


  “Yes, sir,” Reyes said, rolling the ship up and hard to starboard. Despite the tension in his voice, I could hear the faint glimmer of hope there as well—hope that Jarod Ellis, one of the most decorated and respected naval tacticians in the Dominion, would be able to pull off yet another miracle. 


  I knew better, of course. But I also knew that Ellis wasn’t the type of man who would let his crew die without a fight. He would do whatever it took to give his crew hope, right up to the bitter end. 


  “Enemy ships are firing!” Olshenko warned. 


  Green plasma beams lanced out from the swarm ships as they flashed by, burning into our forward shields and triggering a flurry of updated status reports across my control console. Miranda was doing her best to continuously rotate our shields to blunt most of the enemy fire, and it worked—for the first volley. But she wouldn’t be able to keep it up once they started striking at us from multiple angles.


  “Minor damage to the forward sensors,” Miranda reported. “But two of the power relays have overloaded. Inertial dampener backups have engaged, but the astral drive is offline.”


  “Get it back up,” Ellis ordered, jaw set as he tapped his console. “Lock weapons on my target and fire at will.”


  I watched the display as the Stormrider’s forward batteries unleashed a barrage at one of the swarm ships, forcing it to veer away at an oblique angle. An instant later, our ventral turret continued the assault, pummeling the enemy ship’s starboard quarter and scorching several black lines across its brown hull. 


  “Direct hit, sir!” Olshenko said. “But they’re coming for another pass.”


  While Ellis barked out new orders, I turned and looked at Ash. She was clutching the armrests of her seat for dear life, probably wondering if she should make a run for the Wildcat. But when we made eye contact, I knew she realized it would be futile. After a lifetime of close calls and narrow escapes, we had finally been pinned down with no way out. And neither of us could do a damn thing about it. 


  I then glanced at Velarys, expecting to see the same terror reflected in her glowing eyes. But all I saw was grim determination. Then, inexplicably, her eyes widened…


  And a smile lit up her face.


  “Energy surge dead ahead!” Olshenko called out. 


  “More swarm ships?” Ellis asked. 


  “No, sir. A ship is decloaking…” He gasped, and now he, too, was staring at Velarys. “It’s the Yarasi.”


  Right in front of us on the viewscreen, a massive, kilometer-long battleship shimmered into existence. The sleek purple vessel looked like a giant sword stabbing through space, sheathed in twilight armor adorned with unimaginably powerful psionic weaponry. 


  And it immediately opened fire. 


  The lead swarm ships didn’t stand a chance. A half dozen brilliant blue beams shot out from the Yarasi ship and carved two of the comparatively tiny corvettes apart with almost casual precision. The other eight, recognizing the danger, turned tail and banked away from their exploding brethren before they, too, were ripped apart. 


  But the insurrectionist cruiser wasn’t nearly as nimble as the smaller ships. The vessel was still barreling toward us, out of range of our weapons but not the heavier psi-cannons of the battleship. Its main guns opened fire, battering the cruiser’s forward shields and drawing two nasty black lines across its seashell bow in its first devastating volley. 


  This time, the silence on the bridge was one of awe, not dread. Even the normally unflappable Captain Ellis seemed at a loss for words.  


  For my part, I just turned around to face Velarys.


  “The message I sent from Rividian,” she said, voice proud and more than a little smug, “was received and acknowledged.”


  I smiled at her as the invisible weight that had been crushing my chest suddenly lifted. Ellis might not have been able to pull off a miracle, but she had. I made a mental note to apologize to her for everything I’d said about her people’s cloaked armada. 


  “The enemy cruiser has suffered significant damage to its forward weapons and sensor array,” Olshenko said. “They are not attempting to retreat.”


  “Their mistake,” Ellis said, standing and smoothing out his jacket. “Open a channel to the Yarasi vessel.”


  “With pleasure, sir,” Lieutenant Karas said from coms. 


  The viewport became overlaid with the image of an imperious-looking Yarasi woman standing in front of an elaborate, glyph-covered console similar to the ones in the Wildcat. 


  “This is Prelach Yeval of the Imperial Battleship Kasathra,” she said in a calm, commanding voice that was even more heavily accented than my companion’s. “We come to offer our assistance.”


  “We welcome it,” Ellis stand. “I’m Captain Jarod Ellis of the Dominion starship Stormrider. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Prelach.”


  Yeval’s chin lowered almost imperceptibly. “Kethron Velarys informed us of the situation. It would seem that we have a great deal to discuss, Captain, but this is not an opportune moment. Is your vessel capable of astral travel?”


  Ellis tossed a glance to Miranda, who promptly sent a report to his console. Engineering teams were already working to replace the overloaded relays.  


  “We should be in a few minutes,” Ellis said. 


  “Good,” Yeval said. “Then I suggest you set course for Kenabrius immediately, Captain. We shall cover your withdrawal and meet you there in approximately three days…at which point the Executrix will expect a detailed report of everything that has transpired here.”


  “She’ll get one.”


  Yeval cocked her head slightly, then closed the transmission. A hushed and disbelieving silence lingered for at least ten seconds before Ellis returned to his seat.


  “Status report?”


  “The Kasathra continues to engage the cruiser,” Olshenko said, unable to completely keep the giddy relief from his voice. “They have inflicted heavy damage on its shields and engines. The swarm ships have regrouped and begun to strike the Yarasi, but they have not been able to penetrate the battleship’s shields.”


  “I don’t understand,” Nohani said from the science station. “They’re no match for that ship. Why don’t they flee?”


  “The Dowd don’t retreat,” Ellis said, voice suddenly dark. “Or surrender. The only real question is whether the insurrectionist will blow up their own cruiser rather than let the Yarasi board it once they’ve been disabled.”


  I pursed my lips, wishing I was on an assault transport filled with a boarding team. “Should we offer to help, sir?” I asked. 


  He tapped a finger against his cheek. I didn’t vocalize the rest of my thoughts because I knew he would read between the lines. 


  “As nice as it would be to get a look at that ship before the Yarasi, there’s nothing we can realistically contribute in our condition…or without a platoon of troopers.” Ellis shifted his gaze to the helm console. “Get some distance between us and the battle.”


  “Yes, sir,” Reyes acknowledged. 


  “What’s the status on the astral drive?”


  Miranda checked her console. “One of the relays has been replaced. We should be able to shift in less than two minutes.”


  “Good. Get us out of here the moment it’s back online.”


  As we pulled away, I kept my eyes locked on the tac-holo to watch the battle unfold. It was, by any objective measure, a slaughter. A Yarasi battleship could probably take on two or even three Conquest-class cruisers all by itself, and neither the Dowd nor the insurrectionists seemed capable of penetrating the Kasathra’s mighty shields. But they were focusing their fire on the battleship’s port side in a desperate attempt to open up a crack in their defenses. It was smart, if ultimately futile. 


  “Sir, I’m detecting another cluster of incoming vessels bearing zero-zero-five mark two-seven-two,” Olshenko said, his giddiness gone. “They’re back near the planet at the edge of our sensor range.”


  Ellis raised an eyebrow. “More enemy reinforcements?”


  “I believe so, sir. Sensors are picking up numerous Dowd swarm ships as well as several other larger vessels of similar design. But they…”


  “But what, Lieutenant?” Ellis pressed. 


  “It appears to be an entire fleet, sir,” Olshenko replied nervously. “There are still more of them incoming.”


  “How many more?” I asked, staring at the tac-holo and waiting for it to update. 


  “It’s difficult to isolate individual signatures from this range. But I think—”


  “Four hundred seventy-three,” Miranda interrupted, her body rigid at her console. “And they are heading this way.”


  “That’s not a fleet,” Ash breathed. “That’s—” 


  “An armada,” I rasped. 


  A fresh wave of dread washed over the bridge, extinguishing every trace of awe and excitement we had all felt just a few seconds ago. Those ships were too far away to engage or pursue us right now, but that wasn’t really the point. Before we’d come to Nirivarr, I had understood that the Dowd were a dire threat, but it had never occurred to me that they might have an entire armada hidden out there.


  With potentially hundreds of thousands of psychics aboard—psychics trained by Seraphim traitors. 


  “Reopen a channel to the Kasathra.” Ellis said. 


  For several heartbeats, Ensign Karas didn’t move. He just kept staring at the tac-holo as if hypnotized. 


  “Ensign!” Ellis snapped. 


  “Y-yes, sir,” he said, hands flicking across his controls. “Reestablishing communication.” 


  Prelach Yeval’s face reappeared over the viewport a fraction of a second later. This time, she didn’t look imperious—she looked shaken to her core. 


  “Prelach,” Ellis said. “You have to get out of here.”


  “We are already moving to withdraw, Captain,” she said. “Do you require more time to make repairs?”


  “Don’t worry about us—we’ll be ready to shift in a minute.”


  “Then we shall attempt to—”


  The projection flickered and vanished. Ellis whipped his head around to glare at the com station. 


  “The swarm ships are generating a jamming field,” Karas said. “But I might be able to punch through.”


  “Don’t worry about it—we’re not sticking around,” Ellis said. “ETA on the drive?”


  “Coming online momentarily, sir,” Miranda said. “We should be able to shift in thirty seconds.”


  “And the Yarasi?” I asked. 


  “They are powering up their drive as well,” Olshenko said. “Two more enemy vessels have been destroyed, and all six of the others have suffered significant damage. They still haven’t been able to penetrate the battleship’s shields.”


  “But they have weakened them significantly, especially in the port quarter,” Miranda pointed out, her voice pinched. “They’re regrouping for a coordinated assault.”


  She was right: a moment ago, all six surviving swarm ships had scattered in seemingly random directions, allowing the battleship to easily absorb their incoming fire. But now they were now forming together into a tight cluster almost like a squadron of starfighters. The formation would allow them to overlap their shields for additional protection, at an extreme cost to their mobility. Since their only hope of surviving an attack run on the battleship was to be fast and evasive, it didn’t make a whole lot of sense. 


  Or it didn’t, until I remembered the old vids Ellis had shown me of the first Dowd War. 


  “Stars,” I breathed. “They never intended to punch all the way through with their cannons. They’ve just been softening up that quarter to—”


  “It’s too late,” Ellis breathed, his face that of a man who had seen his own ghost. 


  The Yarasi weren’t stupid—they had figured out what was happening, too, and their batteries began focusing all their fire in their vulnerable quadrant even as they came about and charged their astral drive. But the Dowd, sensing blood in the water, were not deterred. Their formation charged directly for the battleship, all their weapons pouring fire into the same section of shields. 


  I held my breath, helpless to intervene, hoping that the Yarasi might hold on long enough to escape. And for an instant, it seemed as though they would. Their fearsome psi-cannons eventually ripped through the overlapping Dowd shields, vaporizing one swarm ship outright and cutting another in half. But the other four were now in too close…and there was nothing we or the Yarasi or anyone else could do to stop them. 


  The first ship accelerated right up until the instant it rammed into the battleship, disintegrating in a brilliant flash against the shields. A second ship followed right behind, once again pounding into the shields and exploding…but finally opening the gap the Dowd had been waiting for. 


  The third ship slammed directly into the hull and ripped through the bulkheads like a bullet piercing flesh and tearing apart the organs beneath. The fourth followed suit, burrowing even deeper and bursting out the other end. 


  Even having watched the old vids, I wasn’t mentally prepared for the horror before me. The Kasathra, easily one of the most powerful ships in the entire Cluster, bucked and twisted like a dying animal as a cascading series of explosions riddled its hull. And when the cruiser’s remaining cannons pounded the now-defenseless purple husk, the entire ship exploded in a hellish firestorm of ignited gas and melted thorotine. 


  [No!]


  Velarys’s scream, I later realized, didn’t come from her lips. The psychic shockwave crashed directly into my brain, and I turned just in time to see her collapse to the floor. I was out of my chair and at her side in an instant, but there was nothing I could do to ease the horror frozen on her face…or stop the flood of tears pouring from her glowing eyes. 


  “Is the drive ready, Ensign?” Ellis asked, his voice a brittle whisper.


  Miranda’s hands were shaking so badly she could barely use her console. “Y-yes, sir.”


  “Are any of the other enemy vessels in a position to pursue?”


  “No, sir,” she answered. “The cruiser’s engines are badly damaged, and the incoming swarm ships are too far away.”


  “Then get us out of here,” Ellis said, his hands balling into fists on his armrests. “While we still have time.”
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Prologue


“I will not sit here and allow you to lecture  me about patience!” the Dominion admiral snarled, his face twisted into the furious scowl of a man who was used to getting precisely what he wanted—and being obeyed without question. “Not now, not when I’m the one taking all the risks!”
“You’re right, of course,” the Master replied smoothly. Somehow, he always managed to sound completely sincere without projecting even a hint of weakness. “You’ll forgive my clumsy choice of words. What I meant to say was that despite this unfortunate setback, our overall plan remains intact. All we require is a few minor adjustments.” 
The admiral’s full-sized hologram reared back in disgust, his blue-gold uniform a stark contrast to the kaleidoscopic swirls of the nebula surrounding him. The shimmering nimbus of the projection almost made him seem like an irate ghost floating in space, as did his echoing, booming voice whenever he opened his mouth to yell at the man seated at the center of the chamber. 
“An unfortunate setback? Are you mad? Those traitors are about to expose us to the entire Cluster!”
The Master smiled. His face and posture presented the cool, collected demeanor of someone engaged in a polite dinner conversation, not a heated debate about the future of the Cluster, the Seraphim, and quite possibly the galaxy. 
“The Dowd will be exposed, yes,” he conceded with a fractional shrug of the shoulders within his preposterously expensive suit. “And while that outcome is far from ideal, it is also not the catastrophe you’re describing. You have nothing to fear, Admiral, nor do any of your allies.” 
Standing in the back of the Master’s chamber, deliberately out of sight of the hologram, Leenam couldn’t help but smile. He wasn’t happy about the news from Nirivarr, either—the Dominion’s premature discovery of their training facility and the information contained therein was a significant problem, no matter how much the Master wished to downplay it. But he was absolutely right to call out the admiral for overreacting, and Leenam derived an undeniable satisfaction from watching one of the most powerful military leaders in the Cluster squirm while the Master remained utterly calm. 
The admiral, like the rest of the current Dominion leadership, was a product of the most advanced genetic cultivation techniques in the Cluster. Men like him absolutely deserved to be in charge of the lesser beings around him. But no amount of engineering or applied technology could ever truly replicate the Master’s power and wisdom. 
Like the Seraph who had anointed him as her champion, the Master was more than human. More than mortal. He had transcended time, space, and even the specter of death itself. There was only one term Leenam could think of to describe such a being. 
Divine. 
“For all we know, they got away with the facility’s logs!” the admiral snarled again. “I don’t care how good you think your encryption is. Sooner or later, they will—”
“It isn’t a matter of encryption, Admiral,” the Master interrupted, the faintest hint of annoyance finally seeping into his voice. “The Nirivarr facility was on temporary hold while we redeployed our forces. All vital operational data had already been moved. There was nothing there to implicate us or expose our long-term plans.”
“So you say,” the admiral grumbled. “But you also said that no one would ever find it in the first place. Just like you said there was no feasible way that anyone would discover what those faceless freaks were up to before it was too late!”
“I said it was highly unlikely,” the Master corrected. “Not impossible. But I assure you, Admiral, we will—”
“I’m not interested in assurances, Foln! What I want—what we need—is a new strategy.”
“And you shall have one,” the Master said. With a casual flick of his slender wrist, he produced an equally slender cigarra from somewhere inside his vest. Probably one of the Kreen brands from Sotule. The red-skinned aliens loved the damn things, but then, their metabolism and immune systems were more than capable of neutralizing the toxins within the smoke. Human lungs were not. In fact, the chemicals were so carcinogenic that the Science Directorate had banned their export off-world. 
It was a self-destructive vice that could only truly be enjoyed by a doomed man. Or, in the case of Soren Foln, a man whose physical body was little more than a temporary vessel for the mind within. 
“Feel free to enlighten me at any time,” the admiral replied bitterly. 
There was the faintest snap in the chamber—like the sound of a static discharge—before the tip of Foln’s cigarra ignited in a brilliant orange spark. No lighter, no open flame, just molecules pyrokinetically excited to the point of spontaneous combustion. The Master took a draw of the smoke, allowing it to simmer in his lungs for several seconds as if tempting fate to strike him dead, then slowly breathed it out again. 
“When the Assembly learns what has happened, several things will occur in short order,” he went on, ignoring the venom in the other man’s voice as effortlessly as the toxins in the cigarra. “First, the Yarasi will panic and withdraw their cloaked fleets to protect their precious Empire. And since they insist upon treating all their colonies equally, they will spread their ships so thin defending each and every world that they will have none left to consider mounting an offensive of any kind.”
He tapped the smoldering ashes into the tray on his armrest. “The Sillibar will do the same,” he went on, “though with several critical differences. The Patheon Genocide may not have destroyed their race, but it did irrevocably break their resolve. Fear will compel them to defend their new homeworld at any cost. Meanwhile, the Angoth will feel betrayed when their own colonies are bled of ships and resources. They will find that even their most important worlds are suddenly not worth the protection of the Pact fleet. And all the while, the Krosian clans will clamor for blood and war…only to discover that their god-like overlords are paralyzed by fear of an old enemy.”
The Master lifted the cigarra to his lips and took another draw. The flickering embers cast his surprisingly youthful face in an eerie orange glow. 
“As for the Dominion,” he said, “you know as well as I do that we’ve spent many decades and many millions of credits inserting the right people in the right positions. But even if we hadn’t, do you seriously believe that your colleagues in the Admiralty will be eager to deploy their fleets across the Borderlands in search of a new enemy they know virtually nothing about? All while the other great powers withdraw and retreat?”
“Some will see it as an opportunity,” the admiral countered. “A chance to prove to the unaligned races that the Dominion is the only power in the Cluster with the strength and will to enforce order. It might cause neutral systems in the Borderlands and Traverse to willingly join us.”
“A few, perhaps,” the Master conceded with the slightest nod. “But surely not enough to risk loyal officers and valuable ships. Besides, it’s not as if the Assembly would reward the Dominion for its efforts. Even if your fleets discovered and annihilated every Dowd ship, it isn’t like the Pact or Yarasi would surrender and put the Dominion in charge.”
“Maybe not, but we still have to do something,” the admiral said pointedly. “The Pact and the Yarasi may fall back, but they aren’t going to be fighting each other—and that was the whole damn point! The Dowd don’t have nearly enough ships to seriously threaten one of them, let alone both.”
“I agree. Our plans have to change—they already have, in fact. I sent the orders an hour ago.”
“Orders?” the admiral asked, face twisting into a wary frown. “What orders?”
“Recalling the rest of the Dowd armada from their other engagements.”
The pause was long, stunned, and completely understandable. Leenam wouldn’t have believed it himself if the Master hadn’t informed him of it earlier. The Dowd armada had been fighting another war on their behalf for years—one the people of the Cluster knew nothing about. Pulling it would back would significantly slow their plans, no matter how much the Master insisted otherwise. 
But then, it wasn’t as if they had any other choice. If the Pact and Yarasi weren’t going to cripple each other, the Dowd would have to do it themselves.
“I know how it sounds,” the Master said, waving the glowing stick in front of his face. “And yes, it will delay our original timetable, but it will not prevent us from accomplishing our goals. The ships will take time to reach us, but the Dowd we have available now can easily buy us the breathing room we need. They have more than enough ships to inflict serious damage—and not merely to infrastructure, but to morale as well. Fear will keep our enemies off-balance long enough for us to muster the forces we require.”
“Perhaps,” the admiral murmured. “But you’ve said yourself that the monsters are becoming more and more difficult to control.”
“Only because we’ve forced them to exercise restraint. You cannot bottle a tempest forever. Once we pop the cork, all we’ll need to do is sit back and wait.”
The admiral’s eyes glimmered thoughtfully. “If we want to undermine the Pact, then one of the Angoth colonies is likely the best target. Perhaps Sindade or Choth—their garrisons are relatively weak and unlikely to be reinforced.”
“The perfect targets to convince them that their Sillibar masters do not care about their safety or prosperity,” the Master agreed in that carefully metered tone he used when he wanted his servants to believe they were charting their own destiny rather than having it neatly laid out before them. 
“Striking the Yarasi will be more difficult, but the best targets will be strategically irrelevant worlds, just to convince their leaders that they are right to spread their forces so thin.”
The Master took another long, slow draw from his cigarra. “Perhaps Valtanis?”
“Tadryn would be better. It has never been attacked before, and its total isolation will make a raid that much more shocking.”
“I defer to your expertise, of course,” the Master said. “Get me a detailed battleplan, and I will ensure that our bottled tempest is ready to be unleashed. The sooner, the better.”
The admiral nodded slowly, most of the earlier fear and frustration having drained away. Watching the Master work was always fascinating to behold. 
“Our information on the Tadryn defenses is badly outdated, but I’ll do what I can,” the admiral said. 
“Even if the attack fails and all our forces are lost, it won’t make a difference,” the Master said. “It might sow more fear when the Yarasi elders are reminded of just how far their old enemies are willing to go.”
The admiral nodded. “Give me twenty-four hours and I’ll have something for you.”
“Excellent. I’ll begin moving some preliminary forces so that they’ll be ready to strike. We don’t want to let the Assembly stew too long without another demonstration—just in case they have stiffer spines than we think.”
“They don’t,” the admiral said with bizarre self-assurance, as if he hadn’t been paranoid about the opposite a few minutes earlier. “But there is one more variable to consider: I’m sure you’ll agree that Captain Ellis has gone from an annoying nuisance to a genuine problem. The plan to discredit him is taking longer than anticipated, and I’m loath to wait any longer before—”
“He is a problem, no doubt. But the plan to discredit him—and the movement he represents—is far too important to abandon now. If anything, exposing his Unionist allies is more vital than ever. It could pull more of your colleagues to our side.”
“Probably. But we can’t keep allowing him to act independently. I still don’t understand how he managed to find our base on Nirivarr.”
“Neither do I, but I do have a theory—one I plan to test before long. Ellis’s accomplices are more dangerous than the man himself. But thankfully for us, they are also easier to deal with.”
The hologram’s eyes narrowed. “His pet Immortal?”
“And his various associates, yes,” the Master said. “I’ve planted another seed to discredit Ellis, and without his support structure, he’s not a threat to us.”
The admiral’s cheek twitched. “I hope you’re right, Foln. Personally, I think we should kill them all and be done with it.”
The Master smiled. “The Unionists are a far greater threat than one isolated Dominion captain on a ship with an inexperienced crew. Don’t worry, Admiral. Everything will be made clear in time.”
“Then I will contact you again when I have the battleplan,” the admiral said. “Glory to the Dominion.”
The man’s face disappeared as the projection vanished. 
“And honor to the Seraph,” the Master added into the silence before returning his cigarra to his lips. 
Leenam allowed him to smoke in peace for almost a whole minute before he finally crept forward from the shadows. He had to fight off a wave of vertigo as he walked across the translucent floor of the chamber; it always felt like his next step would send him plummeting into the depths of the nebula surrounding them. Experience had taught to him to focus on the click of his boots instead. The sound was a necessary reminder that the ground beneath his feet was solid after all.
“Thoughts?” the Master asked. 
Leenam came to a halt a meter to his left, his nose wrinkling at the acrid wisps of smoke rising from the chair. “He’s lost his nerve.”
The Master chuckled. “Complacency is a virus. Crippling, virulent…and if not treated, quite deadly. The admiral and his colleagues have forgotten their purpose. And soon, we will see if they have lost their will to fight as well.”
“And if they have?” Leenam asked. “We’re at a critical point in our plans. If our allies are not up to their task, then—”
“We will know shortly,” the Master interrupted. “And we will react accordingly. The admiral is not our only asset, nor our most vital.”
Leenam paused for a moment, wondering how hard he should press the matter. For most of the other Seraphim here on this ship, arguing with the Master would be an unthinkable proposition. The Hand of the Seraph was far more than their leader; he was a symbol of what the Dominion had once been. 
And what it would soon be again. 
Thankfully, the Master possessed the temperance and wisdom to balance his awesome power. He was more than willing to listen to his loyal servants, so long as they were thinking clearly. He never would have invited Leenam to witness this little exchange if he hadn’t wanted an honest opinion. Leenam had no reason to hold back. 
“Calculated strikes against the Pact and Yarasi seem wise. And I agree with you that they should buy us more than enough time to recall the rest of the Dowd.”
“But?” 
“But,” Leenam said, choosing his words carefully, “the admiral isn’t wrong to be concerned. Fleet Command is already looking into Draven and his men more closely than I’d like, and they won’t be able to ignore the sight of a Dominion cruiser fighting alongside the Dowd. If this triggers a full-scale investigation, it will make it nearly impossible for us to—”
“As I explained to the admiral,” the Master said coolly, “we have spent a great deal of time and care placing people in important positions throughout the fleet. They can slow or terminate any potentially compromising inquiries easily enough. We have prepared for this.”
His voice carried more menace than sympathy, and Leenam knew that continuing to push this particular point was not without risk. But it needed to be said…and he needed to hear the Master’s assurances. 
“How do we plan to deal with Ellis, my lord?” he asked. “His vessel will arrive at Kenabrius later today, and none of our assets are in a position to intercept. There’s no way we can prevent him from sharing his findings with the Assembly.”
“We wouldn’t want to even if we could,” the Master said, tapping the ashes from the tip of his cigarra again. “Ellis is about to deliver something of immense value to us: fear. The more he tells them, the more afraid they will become. And the more horror stories of the Dowd spread across the Holosphere, the less interested anyone will be in their human co-conspirators. For a time, at least.”
“Perhaps,” Leenam replied, not entirely convinced. “You truly believe that the Dominion will follow the lead of the aliens and pull back to a defensive posture?”
The Master chuckled softly, probably hearing the disgust in his associate’s voice. “We don’t want them to attack. Our goal is to cripple the enemies of the Dominion, not the Dominion itself. In time, the rest of the Admiralty will fall into line of their own volition.”
“Yes, my lord,” Leenam said. He understood the plan; he had been helping to implement it for five years now. But while they had prepared for all sorts of contingencies, having the role of the Dowd exposed this early wasn’t one of them. It had all happened so suddenly and unexpectedly that it felt like everything was collapsing around them. The fact that Captain Ellis had stumbled upon the freighter in the Drift was bad enough, but discovering the Yarasi outpost and the base on Nirivarr…
It was bad. Potentially even catastrophic. And it was made worse by the fact that, despite what they’d told the admiral, they were fully aware of how Ellis and his allies had uncovered their secrets. 
The same way, Leenam thought, that I’ve been able to discover so many valuable secrets myself.
“As I told the admiral, our plan to discredit Ellis is already in motion,” the Master said. “Our DID allies have provided me with some intelligence to help the matter along, but there’s no need for drastic change. As for the captain’s associates…well, I’m sure you recognize the heart of the problem.”
It wasn’t a question or a statement. It was, in a way, a threat—or perhaps merely a test. Regardless, there was only one way for Leenam to respond. 
“The major’s half-Kreen lover,” he said, his lip curling at the words. “Her psychometry could have revealed the base’s location. Our operative on Rividian had been there before.”
“Something we’ll need to be far more careful about in the future,” the Master agreed, continuing to stare into the slow, breathtaking swirl of the nebula. “But in the meantime, she needs to be dealt with. We have several Shadows in the Borderlands…we could have one on Kenabrius in fifteen hours, twenty at the most.”
“Zeris won’t let her out of his sight,” Leenam said, “and the Shadows have already failed to kill him once. Twice, if you count Rividian. I’m not confident they can handle him.”
“He only defeated a Nine, and a particularly reckless one at that. But we have plenty of other options. Perhaps one of the Sevens could—”
“Let me handle him, sir,” Leenam said. “I can eliminate him with ease.”
The Master’s dark eyes swiveled to face him, and for a brief moment, Leenam wondered if his eagerness might have doomed him. The Master may have been willing to hear the opinions of his servants, but interrupting him was something else entirely…
“I have other plans for you,” the Master said, the tip of his cigarra snuffing out and going cold in his hand. “Our operatives on Kenabrius have identified a Union agent on the station. I want you to meet up with them and see what you can learn. Finding their leader remains our top priority.”
“I can do both, sir,” Leenam insisted. “One might lead me to the other. Zeris will likely make contact with the Unionists once he arrives, and the more proof we have of his entanglement with these traitors, the easier it will be to discredit Ellis.”
The Master studied him again, longer than before. Leenam couldn’t shake the feeling that those black eyes were looking through him rather than at him. Surely the Master wasn’t doubting his devotion or skills; he had proven himself time and again, especially over the past couple years. Immortals were dangerous, to be sure, and Dominion SpecOps training was the best in the galaxy, but Zeris wasn’t any more invincible than the Nines. A clever operative could find a way past the tightest defenses.
The man’s allies were even less impressive. A single Yarasi warrior wouldn’t be a problem, nor would the young fleet officer he worked with. And as for his half-Kreen lover…
Well, that would be a little more difficult. But if the Master or anyone one else here had any lingering doubts about Leenam’s loyalty, eliminating the so-called “bounty huntress” would put those concerns to rest for good. 
“Very well,” the Master said at last. “I will entrust you to deal with it.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Leenam said. “You won’t be disappointed.”
“I certainly hope not. The support team will be on the station waiting for you. Just remember that your priority is to expose the Unionist, then eliminate Zeris and the girl. Everything else is secondary.”
“I understand, sir. They won’t threaten our plans again.”
“See that they don’t,” the Master said, the tip of the cigarra flashing again as it spontaneously reignited. “We wouldn’t want to disappoint the admiral, would we?”
“No, sir,” he said. “Glory to the Dominion, and honor to the Seraph.”
Leenam turned on a heel and strode across the chamber. This time, he wasn’t the least bit disoriented by the invisible floors or walls. His mind was completely focused on the task in front of him. Once Zeris and his psychometric huntress had been neutralized, there would be no one left in a position to stop them, especially if he could finally unravel this mysterious Unionist organization that had been working behind the scenes all these years. There was even a chance that Zeris would help lead him to them…
The thought brought yet another smile to his lips as he touched the hidden panel at the edge of the chamber. A door suddenly appeared in front of him, its white frame shattering the illusion of the nebula. Leenam was about to walk through it when he caught a glimpse of his reflection in the glossy metal—not his whole reflection, just the only part of him that anyone here seemed to notice. 
His green eyes and the vertical, cat-like pupils at their center. 
Deep down, Leenam knew he could never truly purge the alien weakness from his blood, but he held out hope that the Seraph would one day accept him into Her infinite light regardless. She had freed many species from the yoke of the Tarreen. She had endeavored to save everyone, not merely humans. But the aliens had repaid Her mercy with betrayal…and damned themselves forever. 
But perhaps, just perhaps, the Seraph would be able to look past the impurities in his body and see the virtue within his mind. He had spent the last five years proving his loyalty to the Master, and he was willing to spend a lifetime proving it to the Seraph. And if the price of salvation was the death of his own sister…so be it.
Turning away from the reflection, his hands balled into fists at his side, Leenam left the room. 




1
The Looming Dark


Two days after our escape from the Dowd at Nirivarr, the  Stormrider remained as quiet as a tomb. Strolling down any random corridor, one might have assumed that Captain Ellis had called for momentary silence out of respect for the dead…and then forgotten to rescind the order after the customary ten-second pause. Engineering teams remained busy throughout the ship, but even their background conversations seemed more muted than normal. 
It had nothing to do with them being focused on their work, either. This wasn’t an example of stoic professionalism; it was fear and uncertainty, two of the most powerful and destructive forces in the galaxy. 
And, I mused darkly, the two things the sheltered jenny officers around me were the least prepared to deal with.
“Still nothing on sensors?” I asked from the captain’s chair at the center of the bridge. 
“No, sir,” Olshenko reported from behind me. “No traces of pursuit. No traces of anything.”
“Good,” I said, once again resisting the urge to stand up and pace around the bridge. My temporary position as XO for this mission granted me the right and duty to sit here whenever the captain was indisposed, but I still felt strange to be sitting here in his chair. I could only imagine the scornful looks I would have drawn on any other ship in the fleet; natty ’pounders weren’t exactly common sights on any starship bridge, let alone commanding them.
Thankfully, no one here on the Stormrider thought twice about it. It was a stark change from when I’d first come aboard, not to mention all the other ships I’d served on.
For the first time in my career, I felt a genuine sense of camaraderie with the jennies on this ship. Their low morale was my problem to fix, and I discovered I truly did want to fix it. I had been trying to come up with something to say for hours now. Not idle chatter, but something…inspiring. Comforting words to help them take their minds off the Yarasi battleship we’d watched get pummeled into oblivion by suicidal Dowd swarm ships. Seraph knew that I hadn’t been able to get that image out of my head. Every time I closed my eyes, the twisting, dying mass of the Kasathra was there waiting for me.
Thousands of Yarasi warriors vaporized in a heartbeat. And their sacrifice was the only reason we had escaped. 
“Where do you think they’ll send us, sir?” Ensign Reyes asked from the helm. The young man glanced back over his shoulder to look at me, a solemn shadow behind his dark eyes. 
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Probably depends what Ensign Pierce and Specialist Vrisk are able to pry out the data we recovered.”
Lieutenant Karas stirred at the com station back and to my right. “You think the Assembly will send a fleet to wipe the faceless bastards out?” 
“What fleet?” Olshenko asked sourly from tactical. “The Assembly doesn’t have any ships.”
“And there’s no way in hell they’ll give anyone else permission to send warships into the DMZ,” Reyes added. “Once the Pact have a fleet stationed in the Borderlands, they’ll never leave.”
“The Yarasi won’t wait for permission,” Nohani piped in from the science station. “They’ll have a cloaked fleet out here in no time. Probably scour the whole Borderlands in search of vengeance.”
I winced when my mind shifted to the Yarasi woman here on the ship with us. Velarys had spent the better part of an hour after the attack in what I could only describe as telepathic shock, and I’d helped her into my quarters just so she’d have some privacy. 
“I’m more inclined to think they’ll fall back,” I said soberly. “But I suppose we’ll know soon.”
“Glad I’m not the one who’ll have to explain all this to the Assembly,” Olshenko muttered. “Aliens and diplomats and politicians running around with their hair on fire…you might want to keep your armor on, sir. Maybe bring a grenade launcher, too.”
The other men chuckled softly. “Hey, if any of you want to give testimony in my place, you’re more than welcome. I’ll buy you a drink.”
“Just one?” Reyes asked with a snort. 
“I’ll throw in dinner and a holo-vid if you spare me having to meet with a bunch of angry diplomats afterward,” I said. “Best I can do on a major’s salary.”
“I think I’ll have to pass, then, thanks.”
I smiled thinly, and I felt some of the lingering tension on the bridge drain away. Not much—certainly nowhere near what I’d hoped from the nonexistent inspirational speech I’d been trying to draft in my head—but it was better than nothing. 
I leaned back in my chair and pulled up some diagnostic reports to try and keep my mind occupied while we continued through the astral void toward Kenabrius Station. With Velarys in my quarters, Miranda busy helping Vrisk in engineering, and Ash hiding out on the Wildcat in the hangar, there wasn’t a whole lot for me to do right now besides wait and prepare myself for the circus we were about to fly into. And this wasn’t something I would be able to let Ellis handle for me, either—the Assembly would want to interview the man who had seen the facility on Nirivarr firsthand. 
They were going to ask questions. Intrusive ones. The kind that would make me wish I was in the middle of a warzone getting shot rather than a forum being grilled by a diplomat with an overinflated sense of self-importance.
The com on my armrest pinged about an hour later, and I glanced down to see a summons from Captain Ellis. He hadn’t said what he’d been working on in his office these past few hours, but I held out hope that he’d been secretly writing up an interview script for me—something I could read to the diplomats before getting the hell out of there. 
If only. 
With a restrained sigh born of far too much sitting and far too little sleep, I strode across the bridge to the captain’s door and touched the panel. “Sir?” 
“Come in.”
I stepped inside. The captain was standing at the narrow viewport behind his desk, his dark gaze fastened upon the endless crimson mist enveloping the ship. He gestured to the open guest chair without turning, one of the telltale signs that he had probably been glued to that window for quite some time. “Stellar brooding,” I’d called it, though only once to his face. His decidedly frosty reaction had muzzled any future such wittiness on my part. 
“Still no signs of pursuit?” he asked. 
“Nothing,” I said as I took a seat. “Not even from the buoys we dropped in our wake. Looks like they’re not going to bother chasing us after all.”
“Which doesn’t necessarily mean that they won’t come to Kenabrius eventually. Though openly attacking the Assembly now is probably the stupidest move they could possibly make.”
I shrugged. “I know the station has all those fancy new gun emplacements, but there was a whole armada of swarm ships back there. And if they’re willing to suicide, they could overwhelm the station in no time.”
“I didn’t mean a tactical mistake—I meant a strategic one,” Ellis clarified. “I can’t imagine a faster way to get the great powers working together than by destroying the only communal station in the Cluster.”
“Maybe,” I replied noncommittally. “You don’t think our sensor logs showing a Dowd armada will galvanize them into action all on its own?”
“Not the action we want.” The captain paused for a second, a shadow crossing his features as if he were physically pulling himself out of a dark place. “How is our guest?”
“Resting in my quarters,” I told him. “The last time I checked in on her, she wasn’t in the mood for company. But I figured I should try again soon.”
“The Yarasi are good at many things, but grieving is not one of them,” Ellis said. “Their telepathic intimacy, especially among females, makes it particularly difficult for them to cope with loss. But then, you already know this.”
“Yes, sir.”
I knew it all too well, in fact. Before we’d arrived on Nirivarr, Velarys had explained how a week-long absence of telepathic connection to her sisters had left her profoundly unsettled. And then, mere minutes after she had finally reestablished contact, the Kasathra had been annihilated right before our eyes. I couldn’t even begin to fathom what it must have felt like to be connected to so many other minds only to have them suddenly go silent…
She had been in my quarters ever since, demanding to be left alone so she could perform a proper mourning ritual…whatever that meant. But I’d obeyed her wishes, and so had everyone else. 
“I’ve been trying to predict how her people will react to the news,” Ellis said, turning to face me. “Aside from the obvious rage and disbelief.”
“We just had a conversation about that on the bridge. Opinions varied, as usual.”
Ellis grunted softly. “The Sillibar and the Yarasi are the only species in the Cluster with a living memory of the last war—the Executrix and most of her advisors were all there to witness it. They could be cautious to a fault. You have to remember, Oscura has protected them for thousands of years; no ship traveling in hyperspace could sneak into the Empire without getting blown to bits.”
“But now the Dowd have astral drives,” I reasoned. “Which they didn’t two hundred years ago.”
“Exactly. They could never threaten more than a handful of Yarasi colonies at a time. But with astral drives, the technological edge that has protected the Empire for so long is effectively gone.”
“The Dowd could theoretically strike any colony at any time with almost no warning,” I said, having already spent a fair amount of time thinking about this myself over the past day. The military ramifications were harrowing, to say the least. 
Ellis nodded. “Technically, we could have done the same over the past two centuries, but if one of our fleets unexpectedly disappeared, the Yarasi would have known about it thanks to their spies and listening posts. With the Dowd, we don’t even know where they’re coming from, let alone where they might have bases or shipyards.”
“Or how many ships or soldiers they have after a few hundred years,” I added grimly. The part I’d been trying hard not to think about was Vrisk’s estimate about the number of Dowd psychics who had been trained in that creepy mountain laboratory on Nirivarr. We’d included that information in our transmission to the Assembly, along with all of our battle and sensor data. I shuddered to imagine the uproar—and outright horror—it had triggered among the diplomats and envoys on the station. 
The optimistic part of me held out hope that by the time we arrived, the Assembly would have developed a plan to deal with this sudden invasion from an old and supposedly long-defeated foe. The realistic part of me—which was to say, me—harbored no such illusions about the effectiveness of politicians in a time of genuine crisis. 
We were about to fly into a shitshow of generational proportions. There was no way around it. 
Ellis rubbed at his eyes. His entire face had the drawn, harried look of a man who had been replaying the same events over and over in his mind for too many hours. He probably hadn’t slept a wink since the battle…though it wasn’t as if I had, either. I was tired and increasingly cranky, but I didn’t have any particular interest in staring at the back of my eyelids when I already knew the haunting video clip they’d have queued up for me. 
“What do you think the Assembly’s response should be, sir?” I asked, breaking the silence. 
“In a perfect galaxy, the Security Council puts together some kind of joint task force to figure out what’s going on,” Ellis said. “We’ve obviously disrupted the enemy’s plans—they’re not going to get that Pact-Yarasi war they were hoping for. Now we need to hunt them down before they have a chance to regroup.”
“That’s the perfect galaxy,” I said. “What about the one we actually live in?”
The captain scratched at his increasingly gray beard. “I don’t have a good answer for you, Kal, I really don’t. But frankly, worrying about the reaction of the Assembly isn’t our job. They’ll do what they want, and that’s that.”
I raised a curious eyebrow. He wasn’t normally the fatalistic type, though in this case, I couldn’t argue the point. All we could realistically do was present our case and hope for the best. 
“So, what are we going to do?” I asked solemnly. 
“We’re going to give our presentation,” he said. “And then we’re going to get poked and prodded for details until we both want to walk out an airlock.”
“I mean after that. You’ve surely been planning our next move.”
“Plans are fragile things,” Ellis murmured, finally leaving the window and sitting behind his desk. “Especially when there are so many unknown variables.”
“That’s never stopped you from making them before. And it’s never stopped me from being glad you did.”
He smiled tightly. “We need to stay focused on rooting out these traitors—and finding out where they’re hiding. I think our best bet is to follow the leads we already have and see if we can put together any more pieces of this puzzle before things get even worse.”
“Vrisk and his team are doing their best,” I said. “Miranda, too. But decrypting that information could take days or weeks. All we’ve got is this vague mention about Gen-63 Gammas from that corrupted packet Gor gave us.”
“And the woman who attacked you,” Ellis said. “This ‘Shadow of the Seraph.’”
“Yeah,” I grumbled. “I don’t know what to make of that.”
“Nor do I. I don’t know where Command will want to send the Stormrider next, but I’m going to push for letting us do what this ship was designed to do in the first place—dive as far as we can into the Veil and try to figure out what’s inside. Finding a Dowd base and giving the Assembly a tangible target might be the only realistic chance we have of springing everyone into action.”
“Maybe, but there’s a lot of Veil and only one Stormrider,” I pointed out. I cocked my head conspiratorially. “Unless this is one of those hunches of yours…” 
“No,” Ellis said definitively. “Not precognition, just analysis. But I wasn’t planning on taking a tour of the Veil and hoping we get lucky. We need to lean on our resources and narrow the field.”
“Meaning what?”
“Meaning we need to get back in contact with Saleya,” Ellis said. “She’s had almost a month to put out feelers—I’d bet one of the Stormrider’s fancy new science consoles that she has at least one promising lead for us by now.”
“It’s possible,” I said, not nearly as convinced. Saleya’s sources were used to tracking pirates and slavers, not faceless horrors from within the Veil. But then again, the entire purpose of her organization was to counteract the anti-alien bias of the Dominion, especially on the outer colonies. There was a decent enough chance that one of her people could have a worthwhile lead on the Rividian Column and similar organizations. 
“We can reconnect with her network at Kenabrius,” Ellis said, “and pass along what we’ve learned. Later, she might be able to dig up some information for us from the Science Directorate. She has some important contacts—contacts even I can’t reach out to, not about classified projects. But Saleya can probably squeeze them for some intel on this Gen-63 Gamma stuff, whatever it is.”
I eyed him for a long moment, studying his expression. If anyone else on the Stormrider looked at him, they would have seen the same calm, collected captain as always. But I knew him well enough to notice the subtle tension in his eyes and jawline, not to mention the faint but discernible hint of desperation in his voice.
Yes, he had definitely been sitting here thinking about this too long. And the conclusions he’d reached hadn’t filled him with comfort. 
“In other words, we need to fire the scattergun at the wall and hope something gets through,” I said. “Not exactly our preferred strategy.”
“You wanted a plan,” Ellis reminded me. “It’s the best we’ve got. I’m just hoping we don’t have to stick around Kenabrius for long. Ideally, I want to be heading to the mothership within the next couple days. This situation is going to develop far too quickly for anyone to dawdle.”
“Right,” I said. “Well, I’ll go and check in on our Yarasi guest and see how she’s doing. I’m hopeful she’ll at least be able to convince her people that the Dominion isn’t responsible for all of this.”
“Indeed.”
I stood, preparing to leave, but I stopped and pivoted around before I reached the door. “One last thing, sir. These ‘Veilborn’ Dowd…when people hear about them, the news will confirm what a lot of people are already thinking about the other aliens in the Traverse and Driftward Colonies—the ones who’ve also spontaneously developed psionic abilities.”
“You mean because the Dominion won’t be able to ignore that the phenomenon is real?”
“That, but also the reaction it’s going to produce,” I said. “If I were a recruiter for the Column or the Mire or one of the other groups, this is the best tool I could ever hope for. Nothing is going to scare people like the idea that their once helpless, servile alien neighbors might suddenly be able to snoop in on their thoughts. It’s going to change everything.”
“I know,” Ellis said. “Saleya is going to have her work cut out for her.”
I nodded solemnly. “It could just be the weight of recent events, but it’s starting to feel like everything we’ve been working for is about to come to a head.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “It does.”
I studied him again, trying to gauge his reaction. The hint of forlorn fatalism was still there, but there was something else, too…something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Perhaps the weight of his responsibilities and the secrets he’d been keeping was finally starting to get to him. Or perhaps he really had seen something with one of his clairvoyant hunches—something he wasn’t willing to share for one reason or another. 
“You should try and get a little sleep before we arrive, sir,” I said. “I’ll hold down the fort.”
Ellis smiled, but there was no emotion behind it. “Dismissed, Major.”
Offering him a final, crisp nod, I stepped out the door. 
[image: image-placeholder]The Stormrider’s corridors were as eerily quiet as the rest of the ship. I only passed a handful of crewers on the way, none of whom did anything more than acknowledge my presence, and I didn’t notice a single maintenance crew, either. They were probably busy trying to repair the battle damage from Nirivarr, since fixing nonessential systems was much lower priority. But it still felt strange, and I found myself looking forward to reaching our destination despite the interrogation that awaited me. The “fresh” air would be nice for everyone, including the crew. I made a mental note to write up a list of bar and restaurant recommendations, since most of the jennies had probably never been to Kenabrius before. 
They were in for a treat…as long as they could handle some spicy Rakashi cuisine. The kajniv wings on the mothership just weren’t the same. 
I was about ten steps away from the door to my quarters when I felt a strange tingle in the back of my mind, like something was trying to tickle my brain. 
[I await your presence.]
Velarys’s mental voice was clear, smooth, and more than a little jarring. But she didn’t mean any harm by it, and it wasn’t as if she could stop herself from sensing my approach. Besides, her mental contact could have meant she was in a better mood than the last time I’d come by. Perhaps she’d finally gotten some sleep…or meditated or whatever it was Yarasi did. 
I touched the panel and opened the newly repaired door. Military priorities being what they were, the inside of my quarters still wasn’t in great shape. The carpet and furniture had yet to be replaced; and the maintenance drones hadn’t even scrubbed the carbon scoring from my desk by the window. I did have a new bed, at least, and Velarys was sitting cross-legged at its center, exactly as I had left her many hours ago. 
“I wanted to come check on you,” I said, stepping to the foot of the bed. “See how you were doing.”
Velarys remained still and silent, as if she were deep in meditation and hadn’t heard me. Between her relaxed posture and lack of expression, she looked quite serene…but I knew the anger and loss were roiling inside her. Not because of her body language or because I’d spontaneously developed telepathy.
But because if she were actually feeling centered, she almost certainly would have been naked.
“I feel the tremors of their deaths,” she whispered so softly her dark lips barely moved. “Shuddering through the astral winds.”
I grimaced. Watching friends die was bad enough when you just had to see their bodies stop moving. I couldn’t imagine feeling it…
“I’m sorry,” I said, hating how lame and inadequate the words sounded. “I…I don’t know what to say.”
“There is nothing to be said,” Velarys replied. “Only a pledge of vengeance to be written in blood.”
I pursed my lips. One woman vowing to extract vengeance against a fleet of enemy ships, perhaps even an entire species, would have seemed ridiculous to some people. But not me. The Holosphere was filled with idiots who enjoyed mocking the entire concept of a warrior’s code, but I always assumed they were bored Golden World jennies whose idea of communal sacrifice was passing up a third glass of wine at dinner. They would never understand what it meant to serve…or what it was like to lose a brother-in-arms. 
But I did. And if anything, it made me respect Velarys and her people more. 
“I have been unable to rest,” she said, eyes remaining closed. “Yet I have occupied your quarters for many hours. For that, I apologize.”
“There’s nothing to apologize for,” I insisted quietly. “I just wish there was something I could do to help.”
My hands curled and uncurled at my sides in frustration. If I had been in here with Ash, I would have immediately climbed onto the bed to hug and soothe her as best I could. But with Velarys, an alien woman whose culture I still didn’t completely understand, I found myself at a loss. Even something as simple as sitting down next to her might not have been the correct response…
But I decided to take a chance and do it anyway. I didn’t go so far as to sidle up against her, but I did sit down and get close to see how—or if—she would react. It only took a moment for her lids to flutter open, and suddenly those beautiful, glowing blue-violet eyes of hers were fastened upon me. 
“I am pleased that you have returned, Kaldor Zeris,” she said.
“I’m pleased to be here,” I replied. “But you know you can call me ‘Kal,’ right?”
“Kal,” she said experimentally. “I have observed the human fondness for shortening names. Or using the wrong ones altogether.”
“You mean Ash?”
“Her name is Nashira, is it not?”
“Yeah, it’s a nickname. Shorter and easier to say.” I arched an eyebrow. “You telling me no one has ever called you ‘Vel’ or something?”
“No,” she said flatly. “That is not my name.”
“Yeah, but…never mind,” I muttered, deciding to cut my losses before diving into that particular cultural rabbit hole. “Point is, you don’t have to say my full name every time.”
“If that is your wish, I shall respect it.” Velarys paused a moment, then smiled faintly. “I am pleased that you have returned…Kal.”
I smiled back. For all her alien eccentricities, there was something irresistibly charming about her, and it wasn’t merely the fact she was so attractive…though that certainly didn’t hurt. While I felt I’d gotten to know her reasonably well in the short time we’d spent together, there were still a lot of mysteries behind that deceptively human-looking face of hers. I really hoped I’d have time to solve them.
“Is there anything I can get you?” I asked. “Food, water, music…?”
“Your presence is sufficient,” Velarys said. “I no longer wish to be alone.”
Experimentally, I tilted my forehead down and pressed it against hers, hoping I wasn’t overstepping my bounds. She mimicked the gesture, and it wasn’t long before I felt the smooth skin of her gray hand slide along my cheek. 
“Most of the other males on this ship groom their facial hair,” she said. “Yet you only seem to do so…inconsistently.”
I snorted. “Is that your way of saying I need to shave?”
“No. Merely an observation.”
“Military regs aren’t too strict as long as it’s tidy. I’m just bad about keeping up with it sometimes. Ash likes to tease me about it.”
Her fingertips gently dragged against the grain on my jawbone. “Does she not appreciate the reminder of your masculinity?”
“Uh…mostly she just likes giving me a hard time. About everything.”
Velarys raised a white eyebrow. “I do not understand.”
“Love is strange,” I replied dryly. “But if it bothers you, I can—”
“It does not. I simply wish to understand the behavior.” Her fingers came to a halt beside my lips. “Yarasi males do not grow facial hair.”
“Really? Their loss, I guess.”
“Ours as well,” Velarys said. “I believe it makes you more physically attractive.”
I felt a rush of heat in my cheeks. If she were Ash, I would have assumed she was having fun at my expense, but Yarasi didn’t play verbal games. They said what they meant, and that was all there was to it. 
“Then I guess I’ll have to keep it,” I said. “Maybe grow it out a little.”
“Because I have expressed interest?”
“Well, you are the female,” I reminded her with a hint of playful challenge. “Means you’re in charge, right?”
“Not from what I have witnessed in your culture,” she said, apparently not picking up on the humor. “But if you are trying to impress me in order to increase your odds of mating with me again, you needn’t bother. I am eager to do so regardless of minor changes to your appearance.”
I pressed my tongue against the back of my teeth. The things that came out of this girl’s mouth sometimes…and how they made me want to fill it with something else. 
“I’m, uh, I’m glad to hear it,” I managed. “It was…special.”
“At no point in my life did I ever anticipate that I would mate with a human,” she said. “Nor did it ever occur to me that it would be enjoyable to do so.”
“Well, I’ve definitely thought about mating with a Yarasi female,” I admitted. “Often.”
“Yes, I know. I felt the truth in your mind during our coupling.” She pulled her forehead back a few centimeters, her eyes twinkling. “I am pleased that my beauty and skill exceeded the expectations of your fantasies.”
I paused again, struggling to conjure a response. The Yarasi reputation for arrogance was well-earned, but that didn’t always mean it was unfounded. She was easily one of the most beautiful creatures I’d ever seen, and I had no doubt that I would remember our first coupling—and the many that had followed afterward—for the rest of my days. 
“It definitely did,” I said, settling on honest flattery as a safe bet when talking with a woman of any species. “The sparring was fun, too.”
“There is a great deal more I wish to learn from you,” Velarys said. “But I have been attempting to prepare myself for the gravity of the duty before us…before me.”
I nodded gravely, the sudden shift in her tone slicing through the sexual tension like a psi-blade. I knew from experience that it was never easy to be the bearer of bad news, let alone catastrophe. She would probably end up getting mind-scanned by her fellow Yarasi on Kenabrius rather than delivering a verbal report, which seemed quicker but not necessarily any easier. With the telepathic intimacy Yarasi females seemed to share with one another, she would probably have to feel their grief mingling with hers in a horrifying crescendo of despair.
Suddenly, the thought of droning out answers to a few bureaucrats alongside the captain didn’t seem so bad. 
“I guess all we can really do is hope the news spurs everyone into some kind of joint action,” I said. “Though Captain Ellis has his doubts.”
“As well he should,” Velarys murmured, leaning away and unfolding her legs as she glanced at the bare bulkhead. “I do not know what will happen, but the mystics on Draconis will have already felt the Kasathra’s destruction. Fear and rage and pain will ripple through the Empire. I dread to imagine what the future will hold.”
“We prevented one war only to fall into another,” I lamented. “Unless you think your people will still be focused on vengeance over what happened at the outpost.”
She remained motionless for several heartbeats before her gaze finally returned to me. “I do not know. The destruction of the Kasathra and the threat posed by the Dowd are far more pressing, but my people have long memories. We do not forgive easily, and while justice can be delayed, it can never be denied.”
In other words, I thought darkly, someone is still going to have to answer for the carnage at that outpost eventually. 
It wasn’t the answer I’d been hoping for, but it was more or less what I’d expected. Like the captain had said, even a common enemy couldn’t undo decades or centuries of distrust overnight. It almost made me appreciate humanity’s comparatively short lifespan. When we died off, old grudges could fade into generational history. Neither the Sillibar nor the Yarasi had that same luxury. 
“I will do what I can to convey your willingness to help find these murderers,” she said. “And when I share my experiences, I believe they will understand. But in the future…I cannot say what will happen.”
“No one can,” I said. 
Velarys nodded solemnly. “I can only hope that the visions of the mystics grant the Executrix clarity in the days ahead. But one thing I have learned during our brief time together is that my people do not understand yours as well as they believe. I fear they may not be receptive to the experiences I will bring to them. Some will no doubt brand my actions…improper.”
“Because you agreed to work with us and didn’t send your report right away?”
“Because I mated with you,” Velarys said flatly. “An alien male. And before completing my first jahumir.”
I remembered the word. “One of the motherhood cycles you talked about?”
“Yes. Once a warrior has provided the Empire with children, she is often granted certain…indulgences. By allowing an alien to claim me first, I have violated a long-standing tradition. There are those in the Empire who will consider me…contaminated. Perhaps to the point that they will not wish to peer into my thoughts, lest the sickness spread.”
I felt my stomach twist. My kneejerk response was anger at the flagrant stupidity…but it wasn’t as if they were the only ones who thought that way about alien relationships. Even before my time with Saleya’s organization, I’d understood the xenophobic impulse. With the possible exception of the Velothi, there wasn’t a single species in the Cluster who eagerly embraced alien romances, especially when their daughters were the ones involved. 
“I wasn’t aware you’d have to deal with anything like that,” I said quietly. 
“Do not mistake me, Kaldor—Kal,” she corrected herself. “I do not regret my decision. You earned the right to mate with me through skill and combat. I may have undermined tradition, but the proper rituals were observed—the Code was not broken.”
“That’s something, I suppose,” I said, feeling more than a little sour. I didn’t like the idea that I might have unintentionally harmed her career prospects or social standing. But I also wasn’t overly keen on the idea of her sharing the details of our time together with every Yarasi she came across—even if the memories were pleasant. It felt entirely too…public. And if the other females would consider our coupling “unclean” since I was an alien, that made the whole thing even worse. 
I suddenly had a mental picture of the Executrix being briefed about the human who’d fucked one of her warriors and then sending a kill squad of Huntresses after me…
“There is nothing to fear,” Velarys said, her hand reaching out to grasp my wrist. “And nothing to be ashamed of. Your performance and stamina will be met with high praise.”
I blinked, wondering again if she was poking fun at me somehow. But no, the same earnestness was there in her face. She was going to broadcast my sexual prowess to the entire Yarasi Empire, and she didn’t think there was anything strange about that whatsoever. 
The teenage version of myself would have thought this was the best thing that had ever happened. The me of today…well, he couldn’t deny that it was kind of funny, even if it did seem more than a tad absurd. 
“However they choose to judge my behavior, they will not be able to ignore the reality of the situation,” Velarys went on. “Upon my report, the Empire will begin preparations for war against the Dowd…and anyone or anything that stands with them.”
I nodded, dragging my thoughts back from the ridiculous to the severe. “The threat of Dowd psychics is something no people in the Cluster have ever faced. And we still don’t understand what they’re capable of.”
“For many thousands of years, my people believed we were the only species to possess the ability to channel the power of the astral winds. The arrival of your people changed that…and now, the Dowd will change it again.”
Velarys drew in a deep breath, then seemed to push the thought away. “But that is the future, and I am happy for your company in the present. Will you stay with me until we reach Kenabrius?”
“Of course,” I said. “I figured we could maybe do something to help take your mind off everything. We could watch a vid or listen to music or—”
“I would prefer to spar with you again,” Velarys interrupted. “Proper training is vital for all warriors.”
“Or we could do that,” I said, throwing my gaze across the bedroom. “Though I’m not sure there’s enough space in here, and the main room is still a bit of a disaster.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps that is for the best. Sparring would likely only lead to more mating.”
An eager thrill raced through me. “You make it sound like that would be a bad thing.”
“Not at all. I would greatly enjoy it, as would you.” She shook her head. “But now is not the proper time for physical engagement, not when I can still feel the echo of death upon the astral winds.”
I bit my lip. I knew she wasn’t doing it intentionally, but the rollercoaster of emotion this girl could put a man through was genuinely shocking sometimes. 
“How about we just spend some time together?” I suggested. “The view in the lounge is pretty incredible, and the bartender makes a decent Talumi sunrise.”
“Humans are obsessed with verbal communication,” Velarys said. “And with consuming alcohol.”
I shrugged. “It’s a good way to get to know someone. And there have to be plenty of things about you I still don’t know. Favorite holo-vids, favorite music, what it was like growing up in the Empire…”
“I could share those answers with you telepathically,” she pointed out. “It would save a great deal of time.”
“Saving time isn’t really the point,” I said. “If anything, conversations are best when time isn’t a factor.”
Velarys seemed to mull it over. “Will we be alone?”
“I doubt there will be many other people in there. But if there are, I can clear them out. I could even give the bartender something else to do if you want the whole place to ourselves. Might as well throw around my weight as XO while I can. So what do you say?”
She smiled. “Very well. Let us have a conversation and imbibe one of your drinks.”
“Maybe even two,” I teased. “Or three?”
“We shall see,” Velarys said, her glowing eyes brightening ever so slightly. “Lead on.”
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Velarys ended up having five drinks when all was said and done. Given the alcohol content of the ones I’d whipped up for us to try, I was initially hesitant to give her so many. I didn’t know a lot about Yarasi physiology, but I was reasonably sure that alcohol affected them the same way as humans… 
It was only after the fourth drink—and after my head had started to spin—that I realized her psychometabolic abilities probably allowed her to cleanse her bloodstream on command. She likely couldn’t get drunk unless she wanted to, and I made a mental note to never organize a drinking game on the Wildcat. Ash and her Kreen metabolism had already humiliated me dozens of times over the years; I really didn’t need her and Velarys to team up. 
But the good news was that I was able to get her mind off the Kasathra for a few hours, and we talked about a dozen different things at the bar while I tried to remember how to properly mix a Talumi sunrise. Idle conversation may not have come naturally to her, but she proved to be a quick learner. I made her smile frequently, which was all I needed to consider this excursion a success, and she even showed me a few Yarasi warrior games that were mostly variations on arm wrestling. We almost graduated to full sparring at one point, but I ultimately decided it was a bad idea. The Kreen bartender, Zorec, had very graciously agreed to give us a bit of time alone, and it didn’t seem like a good idea to repay his generosity by smashing up some tables. 
Or, just as likely, by fucking our alien guest on top of them. Because from the challenging glint in Velarys’s eyes every time we wrestled, I knew it wouldn’t take much to push her—or me—right over the edge. 
We returned to my quarters about an hour before we were due to arrive, and I left her there to relax for the remainder of the journey before I reported to the bridge. I informed Captain Ellis that she was doing better, and he didn’t press for details. 
About an hour later, we finally shifted out of astral space. And there in front of us was Kenabrius Station, the great hope for peace after centuries of endless war. The undisputed hub of Cluster politics and trade.
And one of the ugliest installations I had ever seen. 
“What a monstrosity,” I muttered, staring at the magnified image overlaid across the viewport. “I’ll never understand how anyone agreed on that design.”
“I imagine it’s like anything else designed by committee,” Captain Ellis said, cracking a faint smile as he shrugged. “A jumbled mess of incongruent nonsense so desperate to please everyone that it ultimately satisfies no one.”
I grunted. “Sounds about right.”
Three decades earlier, when the newly founded Assembly had been desperate to choose a neutral location for a base of operations, precious few colonies in the Borderlands had put themselves up for consideration. When I’d first read that surprising factoid, it hadn’t made any sense—surely the new hub of regional politics would bring in virtually unlimited new business, trade, and tourism opportunities, not to mention less tangible but equally important benefits like prestige and respect. Growing up on a world that had none of those things, I couldn’t imagine why anyone would pass up such an opportunity. 
But later, after I had met more aliens, traveled to more worlds, and learned more about the realities of politics, the reasoning became clear: no one living in the Borderlands wanted anything to do with the major powers of the Cluster, not after the better part of two centuries trying to survive the constant clashes and satellite wars between them. Any planet that tied its fate to the Assembly risked being the first target when the peace broke down. And even in the best-case scenarios where that never happened, the world in question would still inevitably become a hotbed of corruption and espionage. 
The eventual compromise had been Kenabrius, an uninhabited, resource-poor system whose sole virtue was being almost perfectly equidistant from the border of every major power. As part of the grand bargain for peace, the four most influential governments had participated jointly in the construction of a massive space station as well as all the communications relays, defense systems, and supply lines required to support it. All told, the project had taken five years to finish. And the result…
The result was a colossal, unwieldy mass of metal and forcefields that looked like the rotting corpse of an interstellar starfish floating precariously above a ruddy yellow gas giant. A gas giant that, so far, had demonstrated the good sense not to reach out and eat it. 
“You think the architects ever secretly wished that a Pact war fleet would show up and blast it to scrap just so they could start over?” I asked. 
“Ugly or not, it’s fostered three decades of peace,” Ellis said. “At the time, no one believed the ceasefire would last one.”
I nodded silently. It was a perfectly valid point, but I still didn’t understand why no one had at least painted the damn thing a more soothing color than its oddly desaturated orange-brown. Vibrant Yarasi purple or steely Dominion gray would have looked a hell of a lot more dignified. I would even have settled for the matte black of the ugliest Krosian bulk cruiser. 
Thankfully, up close the view wasn’t quite as bad. The pustule-like nubs on the outstretched arms of the starfish eventually resolved into sensor and weapon blisters, while the central “body” became a massive, shielded biodome that contained an entire city, complete with streets and towering buildings but without the obnoxious stacked columns of aerial traffic. Many other smaller domes were scattered across the top of the arms, most holding distinct biospheres with their own ecosystems. Some grew food, others supported artificial lakes, and a handful were specifically designed for species who didn’t breathe oxygen at all. 
Looks aside, the station was a genuine marvel of collaborative engineering, with clear Angoth, Kali, and even Yarasi influences all over the place. I had no doubt that many of the people who had worked on it had genuinely believed it would be the first of many such projects across the Cluster. 
But if so, they were still waiting. 
“Incoming message from the station, Captain,” Lieutenant Karas announced. “Councilor Xeng wants to speak with you.”
“Put him on,” Ellis said, standing from his seat and straightening his blue-gold uniform jacket. 
The viewscreen flickered as the magnified image of the station was replaced by the head and shoulders of a middle-aged human man with the round face, cherubic cheeks, and black, angular eyes that were common across most of New Regdar.
“Captain, thank the Seraph you’re here,” Xeng said, his brow creased with tension despite the relief in his voice. “The Assembly is eagerly awaiting your report.”
“I’ll bet they are,” Ellis replied mildly. “You must have received our initial transmission at least eight hours ago. I assume the panic fires are still spreading?”
Xeng sighed. “So quickly I’m starting to wonder if we’ll ever be able to put them out. The news should be hitting the Pact and Yarasi relays soon, despite my attempts to keep this information contained here until we had your full report. I wish I could tell you that I knew what was going to happen, but I fear anything seems possible right now.”
“Well, I wish I could tell you that our full report would make things better, but I’m afraid the opposite might be true.” The captain paused to let Xeng process that unpleasant revelation. “And unfortunately, we don’t have any new leads on where else the Column might have built bases, so we can’t even offer any potential targets.”
“To be honest, I’m not sure how much that would help,” Xeng said gravely. “The last thing we want to do right now is remind everyone of human involvement. We’re lucky that the Dowd are drawing the bulk of public attention, but it won’t last forever.”
“I understand. Anything else we need to know?”
“A great deal, but I want you here in person—you and your man on the ground. I trust you’ve prepared him for the questions he’s going to receive?”
Translation: do you have your meat-headed natty ’pounder on a tight leash?
I felt a very old, very familiar urge to roll my eyes. I was tempted to assure the man that my simple natty brain was more than capable of handling a few bureaucrats, but it wouldn’t have looked good for me to be that openly bitter in front of the rest of the bridge crew. And besides, annoying the only person who would be on our side at this upcoming meeting wasn’t a smart strategy. So instead, I bit my tongue and let the chip on my shoulder get a little bit sharper. 
“The Major is prepared,” Ellis said. “We’ll be docking and unloading in about an hour. Stormrider out.”
The image of the councilor vanished, and we were once again looking at Kenabrius Station as we finally entered its defense grid. There were probably two hundred civilian vessels of various kinds on the tac-holo, but no military vessels other than us. That wouldn’t last, of course—with a Dowd armada potentially right behind us, there was no way the Pact and Yarasi hadn’t already called for reinforcements, treaty be damned. This system would be filled with warships within the next twenty-four hours, I had no doubt about it. 
“Is there a psionic power that makes you immune to the stupid questions of professional bureaucrats?” I asked. “Because if so, I wouldn’t mind a crash course before we land.”
“Neither would I,” Ellis said, returning to his seat. “But we know what needs to be done. Go ahead and get a copy of all the files the tech team has been able to decrypt so far. We’ll want to bring it with us.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. “I’ll meet you at the airlock in an hour.”
[image: image-placeholder]With a whole hour to kill, I decided to head to the Wildcat first. Miranda would undoubtedly be trying to squeeze every extra minute she could into her ongoing slicing efforts with Vrisk and his team, but I had no idea what Ash had been up to other than staying away from the jennies. 
The hangar was all but deserted when I arrived, since most of the tech teams were handling repairs elsewhere on the ship. The only other person within sight was a single engineering crewer running checks on the drop shuttle with a quartet of spherical maintenance drones. The Rakashi freighter we’d used on Sykaris was still tucked against the port wall, while the sleeker, blade-edged hull of the Wildcat was on the starboard side, farthest from where I’d come in. As I crossed the spotless deck, I half expected to find that Ash had set up a sentry turret at the foot of the ramp to make certain no one came aboard.
I passed beneath the silver underside and headed up the landing ramp, surprised at how much more noticeable the temperature drop was in the hangar when I was wearing my regular uniform jacket instead of my armor. It was rare for me to come down here when I wasn’t fully suited up. But the warmer air of the Wildcat washed over me as I moved into the actual ship, and I found Ash waiting for me in the lounge.
She was dressed in one of her cropped green t-shirts and a pair of casual pants rather than her hunting garb, and she was staring intently at a Holosphere newscast on the projector while leisurely stroking the black cat nestled in her lap. 
“Hey, baby,” she said, flashing me a smile. “Thought I’d sync up and see what the locals were sayin’. So far, seems about as panicky as you’d expect.”
I joined her on the couch, watching as Kalycos turned his green eyes to look at me as if he were staring straight into my soul. Or perhaps he was just wondering if I’d brought him a treat.
“With good reason,” I said. “How much does the public actually know?”
“Not too many details,” Ash said. “Mostly confirmation of Dowd sightings and the ‘alleged’ destruction of a Yarasi battleship. No actual footage of anythin’ yet.”
“Sooner or later some Assemblyman’s aide is going to leak our sensor logs and vid footage. And once people can see it for themselves…”
“It’s gonna cause riots,” Ash finished. “Stores gettin’ ransacked, supplies gettin’ stolen, migrations from unprotected colonies…you name it.”
I nodded soberly as she turned down the volume, muting the dulcet tones of the winged Angoth newscaster and his furry Rakashi partner. The media personalities here were as much of a joint effort as the station itself, but that wouldn’t be the case after the news hit the local relays throughout the Cluster. Once the usual demagogues and showmen had the chance to add their own personal spin, the situation would go from panic to scapegoating in about ten seconds flat.
“How’s our new friend holdin’ up?” Ash asked. 
“As well as anyone could be, given the circumstances,” I said. “Velarys is tough.”
“I kinda figured she might make her way back here rather than stayin’ in the Stormrider. Ya know, just to be on a Yarasi ship.”
“She spent most of the trip meditating in my quarters.”
“And you left her alone?”
I raised an eyebrow at her borderline accusatory tone. “She wanted to be alone.”
“I’m sure that’s what she told you, but you should know by now that girls say a lotta things we don’t mean.”
I grunted softly. “You sound pretty concerned.”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” Ash asked, the defensiveness in her voice as much of a tipoff as the way her eyes were suddenly avoiding me to focus on Kalycos. “After what she went through.”
“Right. It’s just that only a few days ago, you weren’t that thrilled about being alone in the ship with her without Miranda to protect us. And before that, you weren’t all that thrilled about having Miranda around…”
“I’m allowed to change my mind,” Ash protested, lifting her gaze back to me. “Besides, this was all before you shared both of them with me. I know ’em a lot better now.”
“I see,” I said, crossing my arms and trying hard not to grin. “I should’ve known that was all it’d take to win you over.”
“Don’t get smug,” she scoffed, gently smacking my bicep. “You know I can’t help it. The way I see it, your cock’s basically a seal of approval.”
I snorted. “Now, that’s an interesting mental picture.”
She cracked another smile, then shooed Kalycos off her lap as she stood upright in front of me. The cat didn’t look nearly as amused as she did; he gave her a huffy-sounding trill, then sauntered away as if getting up had been his idea all along. 
“Speakin’ of,” she said, voice turning husky as she reached out to fondle the buckle of my uniform belt, “I need to taste some of those memories again before they fade. Didn’t have nearly enough time to savor them all properly before you passed out.”
My eyes were instantly drawn downward. Not to her busy fingers, but to the way her shirt was just tight enough—and cut just low enough—to give me an impressive view of her cleavage…and the lack of bra supporting it. Below that, the tasteful gap between the bottom of her shirt and the buckle of her own belt gave me a tantalizing glimpse of the hottest, fittest midriff in the galaxy. 
“I’ve got a few minutes to kill,” I said, my pulse rapidly quickening. 
“I said savor it,” Ash reminded me with a smirk. “I’ll need a few hours at least.”
I swallowed heavily when she “inadvertently” brushed a hand over the rising tent below my belt. After spending the entire last leg of the trip drinking and flirting with a beautiful Yarasi woman, it didn’t take much to make my manhood snap to attention. 
A beautiful Yarasi woman…
“I guess we’ll have to be patient,” I said, belatedly realizing I had all the bait I needed already on the hook. “And I’ll have some new experiences for you, too.”
Ash raised a golden eyebrow. “New ones? I thought you said you left her alone?”
“I did, up until a few hours ago. Then I paid her a visit.”
“And somethin’ happened?”
“I’ll tell you about it later,” I said, casting the line and waiting for her to bite. “No point in spoiling the surprise.”
Ash bit down on her lower lip, and I could see the curious—and hungry—flash in her feline eyes when she considered the possibilities. There was no way in hell she’d be able to resist…
“Damn you,” she hissed before abruptly dropping to her knees. Her fingers, despite their earlier fiddling, skipped right over my belt buckle and attacked the fly of my black uniform pants instead. Her brow furrowed in impatience when she struggled to liberate her prize from my underwear, as if every second was too precious to waste. But a few heartbeats later, I was groaning in satisfaction as my swollen tip sprang free in front of her waiting lips. 
“Show me, baby,” she pleaded, angling the shaft upward as she slowly dragged her tongue from my base all the way to the tip. “Show me everythin’…”
Ash went rigid as the fresh sensations washed over her. I smiled down at the sight of her fluttering eyelids, eager to see her reaction…
“Wait,” she breathed. “You liar! You didn’t fuck her!”
“Never said I did,” I replied innocently, my heart pounding in anticipation from having her molten lips so close to my shaft. “Just some teasing and cuddling and casual romance…nothing you’d be interested in.”
Ash scowled up at me, her grip around my shaft tightening. “But you knew that once you had me on my knees, I wouldn’t get back up until I ate my fill.”
“Nirivian girls are taught to clean their plates,” I said, threading my fingers through her long, silky golden hair. “And like you said, you want to make sure you taste the memories again before they start to fade…”
She growled under her breath as she dragged her tongue along my shaft again. The stripe of sweltering heat she drew upon my flesh made me shiver. I didn’t feel the least bit guilty for teasing her since, despite her protests, this was what she’d been planning all along anyway. Her sex drive had always been as strong as mine, maybe even stronger. 
“Ooh, there it is,” Ash said, freezing mid-lick. “First time you slipped into her…oooh!”
I expected her to remain there trembling for a while as she glutted herself on the memories, but she must have been too hot to take it slow. Pulling back, she opened her mouth and swallowed my entire length in a single ravenous gulp. I cried out as the molten fury of her Kreen heat enveloped me, scrambling to focus on my powers and fortify my skin before she burned me to cinders…
Ash, for her part, went straight to throating me for all she was worth. I groaned anew as her tight, soft velvety mouth engulfed over a third of my length. It was the psychometric equivalent of gorging oneself, she’d explained—the more of her was touching me, the more intense and overwhelming the stream of memories became. It was why she carefully used her tongue to seek out very specific memories…and why she completely lost her mind when I was fucking her.
Deep throating me was something of a compromise that maintained full contact while still ceding her control. She pulled away for air and slammed back down at her leisure, like a deep-water diver seeing how much treasure she could retrieve in a single plunge. I was a little tempted to grab the back of her skull hold her in place. Between the heat, the suction, and the amazing view of a beautiful woman on her knees with my cock rammed down her throat, it wouldn’t take me long to fire a flood past her tonsils.
But today, I was more than happy to let her choose the pace while I watched, felt, and listened to her work. I could tell that the memories of my coupling with Velarys were still driving her crazy, not solely because of the constant tremors shuddering through her, but because of how hard she was struggling to keep eye contact. Her lids kept fluttering uncontrollably as tides of ecstasy repeatedly crashed over her.
I tried to hold out as long as could, but it was a lost cause and I knew it. Just as she came down from her second (or third?) psychometric climax, I finally grabbed her hair and took command. She reflexively went limp, allowing me to use her however I wanted to finish, and her green eyes finally focused enough to peer up and stare into mine…
“Oh!”
I shot at least five salvos right into her waiting mouth and halfway down her throat before my knees went weak. And after going two days with virtually no sleep, the boneless lethargy that followed nearly made me collapse altogether. But Ash’s hands gripped the back of my thighs, holding me firm and upright until she was absolutely sure I’d given her every drop. Then, and only then, did she pull away. 
“Damn, baby,” she gasped. “You gonna have any left for tonight?”
“You know me,” I replied, catching my breath. “I always find a way.”
“You’d better. Because I talked to the captain, and he’s already arranged a place for us to stay on the station.”
I paused mid-pant. “He what?”
“Probably thought I’d stay on the ship forever if he didn’t bribe me,” she said, licking her fingers clean. “But he doesn’t understand how much I’ve been looking forward to eatin’ at the Quintillion again.”
I felt my mood sour even as hers became borderline giddy. “I doubt we’ll be on the station long. With any luck, we’ll give our report and then—”
“I’m sure we’ll be here for at least one night, and that means you have to take me out to dinner,” Ash said, snickering as she effortlessly bounced back to her feet. “But don’t worry—while you’re talkin’ it up with those diplomats, I’ll be out on the town findin’ us both somethin’ nice to wear.”
I wanted to argue. I really did. While the Quintillion might have been marginally less odious than the Sapphire Star on Rividian, it was still fundamentally a place by rich assholes, for rich assholes. And the thought of eating dinner around a bunch of preening, self-righteous jackholes who believed they were personally responsible for holding the Cluster together didn’t exactly fill me with joy. 
But then again, seeing Ash in a new outfit was always worth the price of admission. And more to the point, I’d never been particularly good at telling her no, especially when all she wanted was the chance to dress up and look pretty…and then beg me to fuck the living hell out of her afterward. I wasn’t getting a raw deal here. 
“Just please make sure you get me a suit with fabric that can actually breathe,” I told her. 
“Who said anythin’ about a suit?” she asked slyly. “Was thinkin’ maybe one of those fancy kilt things the natives wear on Rylax. You know, the ones with no shirt? Figured I could show off my trophy boy a little. And the people on Kenabrius are so worried about bein’ polite they’ll never have the guts to call out a half-naked man.”
I groaned. “You’re lucky you’re so hot.”
“And smart and sweet,” she added, snickering as she reached up to adjust my jacket collar. “And clever and funny. And damn good on my knees.”
I couldn’t help but smile back. I had plenty of legitimate things to dread on Kenabrius, but a night out with my girl definitely wasn’t one of them. 
“I’ll look so pretty you won’t be able to think straight,” Ash said. “And when we get back to our room, you can mess me up however you want. Deal?”
I let my smile turn hungry. “Deal.”
“Good. Then get movin’, soldier!” she said, smacking me playfully on the hip. “And try not to get in any fistfights with bureaucrats this time, all right?”
I brushed my hand across her cheek. “No promises.”
[image: image-placeholder]The Stormrider wasn’t a large enough ship to justify housing its own specialized decryption section like cruisers and battleships, but Vrisk and his team had set up shop in engineering to do the best they could while en route. The captain had made it abundantly clear that any information gleaned from the data we’d recovered could be invaluable, and I had no doubt that the Kali man and his team had made good use of the available tools. It honestly wouldn’t have surprised me if Vrisk eventually cracked open the recovered files with his own holopad. He was personally responsible for half the encryption schemes used by Saleya’s organization, and she’d never had a data breach.
That said, it was readily apparent that the Stormrider’s engineers weren’t happy with how the newcomers had commandeered the circular array of status and diagnostic terminals on the port side—nearly a third of their already cramped workspace. Vrisk’s team was surrounded by a seemingly endless sprawl of clutter, from holopads to the data drives they’d pried out of the base on Nirivarr.
And there with them, sitting at a console with her legs crossed and her eyes focused on the display in front of her, was Ensign Miranda Pierce. 
“Major!” she called out, probably sensing me approach. She practically leapt out of her chair and hurried toward me. Between the hum of the engines and the background chatter of engineers and technicians, I could barely even hear the heels of her boots hitting the deck. 
Despite the fact that she had probably slept even less than I had since Nirivarr, her perfect jenny face didn’t show the slightest sign of fatigue. Her blue eyes were as sharp as ever, and her lipstick and eyeshadow looked as pristine as if they’d just been applied. Even her straight black hair and blue-gold uniform didn’t appear the least bit disheveled. 
“Got something for us, Ensign?” I asked, stiffening my posture to try and look as professional as possible in front of the others. 
“Several things, in fact,” she replied, though she wasn’t smiling. In fact, she seemed almost…nervous. 
“You can give me the quick version,” I told her. “Though the captain will need a full brief before he speaks with the Assembly.”
“We’re writing one up now. But I’m not certain how much of this he’ll want to share with foreign officials.”
She made a subtle gesture with her head toward the chief engineer’s office a few meters away. Since he wasn’t around at the moment, I followed her lead and shuffled inside to give us a tad more privacy. 
“What’s the big news?” I asked, tapping the door control to shut us in. “You find another base?”
“Nothing quite that direct,” Miranda said, lowering her prim voice. “But we did partially decrypt some command logs, and they explained why the base was so lightly defended. The previous batch of Dowd were picked up a few weeks ago, and they weren’t expecting another for some time.”
I frowned and scratched at the stubble on my chin. “Other than however many were hiding in the mountain to ambush us,” I muttered. “But the power was off, which didn’t make a lot of sense.”
“There were concerns about the locals potentially detecting the base’s power signatures during an unexpected mineralogical survey in the mountains. So rather than take the risk, they decided to lie low for a while.”
“Seems plausible enough, I suppose,” I said. Nirivarr was still lightly settled, and scouting expeditions into the wilderness hadn’t been uncommon. “Doesn’t matter much at this point, though. Anything else?”
“Thankfully, yes,” Miranda said, tapping the screen of her holopad. “We were able to open two files, the first of which concerned this Gen-63 Gamma entry.”
I raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “Have you figured out what it means?”
“More or less. We found some project codes I was able to cross-reference with Science Directorate files. And with the captain’s clearance, we uncovered a few connections we never would have considered otherwise.”
I resisted the urge to smile. I had suspected that Vrisk and Miranda would make a pretty good team, and it would seem that I’d been right. Her jenny brain was like a force multiplier to his slicing ability.
“Go on,” I prompted.
“The Gen-63 Gamma Program refers to an official DSD project drafted over fifty years ago, but it wasn’t implemented until somewhat recently—about a decade.”
“Okay,” I mused. “But what’s it about?”
Miranda paused for a moment, and her face gave me the distinct impression of a teacher trying to dumb down a lesson for her student without him realizing it. “I suppose the best way to describe it is a specialized program designed to accelerate the growth of generations on the mothership. The Gammas were embryos isolated within Gen-63 that were subjected to this process.” 
I pursed my lips, unable to completely suppress the reflexive disgust I felt anytime this topic came up. There was just something so…unnatural about discussing human beings like they were objects coming out of a fabricator. The reaction was probably a bit hypocritical, given that I’d recently and rather eagerly contributed to the genetic pool via Miranda…and that I hoped to keep doing so with her for years to come. 
Life was complicated. 
“Just how accelerated is this growth?” I asked when I rediscovered my voice.
“That’s not entirely clear yet,” she conceded, “but the project’s initial projections were targeting roughly double the normal speed. Essentially, producing fully grown and mature fleet officers within eight or nine years instead of eighteen.”
My insides went cold. Only nine years to produce a fully trained jenny. And here I thought the program was already stealing their childhoods by never letting them leave the mothership until they earned their commission…
“The benefits of such a project are obvious, though perhaps not as pronounced as one might initially think,” Miranda said. “It’s not as if the labs have ever had a shortage of viable embryos. If the goal was simply to shore up numbers, the DSD could have been breeding larger generations at shorter intervals. The current system of a new gen every three years has allowed a more meticulous screening process and a much higher success rate of psionically gifted children. And naturally, there are also space and resource concerns.”
“Naturally,” I murmured, feeling another wave of disgust. “Has this project actually produced results?” 
“I’m afraid I don’t know that, either. I had never heard of the project before, and there’s nothing about it in the files we have available here on the Stormrider. But the rest of the Gen-63s are about nine years old. I would think that someone would have noticed their peers growing twice as fast, but it’s possible that a second group has been sequestered somewhere. The mothership is quite large.”
I took a deep breath, my mind scrambling to figure out how this could possibly be relevant to anything. The thought of a bunch of nine-year-old adults wandering around the mothership was creepy, certainly, but so were the labs in general. And it didn’t have any obvious connection to Dowd or the insurrectionists I could see. 
“No indication at all why the Column had this information?” I asked. 
“None that we’ve found so far. My only thought was to wonder if it had something to do with this ‘Shadow of the Seraph’ woman you fought on Nirivarr and Rividian.”
I winced. “You’re saying you think I killed a nine-year-old?”
“Well, no,” she stammered. “I’m not really saying anything; I just wonder if perhaps there’s a connection.”
“Who knows at this point,” I said with a frustrated sigh. “All she told me on that mountain was that we couldn’t stop the ‘Eclipse,’ whatever that is, and that she is ‘easily forgotten and instantly replaced.’ Oh, and a casual assertion that aliens betrayed the Seraph somehow. I don’t know what to make of any of that.”
“Nor do I,” Miranda replied quietly. “But we will keep looking. And in the meantime, perhaps Captain Ellis can make some official inquiries with the Intelligence and Science Directorates.”
“I’m sure he will,” I said, despite knowing the captain would do no such thing until he had exhausted all other avenues and spoken with people he absolutely knew he could trust. If there was any information to be discovered through official channels—or hard evidence we could locate on the mothership—then tipping off any Column assets in the DID or DSD was the worst thing we could possibly do. 
The person we needed most right now was Saleya. Vrisk had prepared an encrypted data packet to send along to the organization, so she would know what was going on soon enough. But Kenabrius was a long way from the mothership, and even with the state-of-the-art relays here at the Assembly, it was unlikely we’d get a response for at least a day. We would have to rely on whatever local sources or operatives she had on the station. 
“You’re right that we shouldn’t share any of this with the Assembly,” I added. “We don’t know what it means, and there’s no reason to air the Dominion’s dirty laundry to the whole Cluster just yet.”
“A curious phrase,” Miranda said, raising a black eyebrow. “But I agree. This isn’t their business.”
“Not yet, anyway,” I muttered. “But you said earlier that you’d decrypted two files. What was the second one?”
She paused, a hint of the same nervousness I’d sensed when I’d first come in here flashing across her face. “The second file also contained bio-genetic research data,” she said. “But it was not related to the Gen-63 Gammas.”
“Go on…” I pressed. 
“The data involved cross-species gene-splicing techniques. Specifically, human and Kreen.”
A fist of ice clutched at my heart. “What?”
“The file was in an archival section of the data cluster under old encryption protocols,” she went on. “And the information itself is quite old as well—several decades, with no new addenda or modifications we could detect. The file had not been accessed in some time.”
“Then why was it there?” I asked, my voice so hoarse it barely sounded like mine. 
“We don’t know,” Miranda admitted, blue eyes studying me. “Are you all right, Major?”
I swallowed and tried to center myself, but it didn’t help. The mere mention of spliced DNA had already unearthed dozens of painful memories about the murder of Ash’s parents, and it was going to take time and probably a lot of alcohol to bury them again. 
“I’m fine,” I lied. “What else did you learn?”
“Nothing. But I remembered what you told me about Ash’s father back on Sykaris—that he’s the only scientist who ever successfully spliced human and Kreen DNA.” She paused. “And that the Mire killed him for it.”
I grimaced, unable to suppress the memory of the day we’d gone to her family’s home only to find her parents murdered, her siblings gone, and the entire property ransacked. I could still hear the inhuman shriek she’d let out when she’d seen the bodies…
“After what Gor told us about their funding, it seemed pretty clear that the various anti-alien groups had finally unified under a single banner,” I said. “I suppose this just proves it. The Mire stole the data from her dad’s lab and archived it, and now their operation has been absorbed by the Column.”
“That would also explain why the data was tucked away in an archival file section.”
I rubbed my fingers across my forehead. “We don’t need to tell Ash about this,” I whispered. “Not unless there’s more to it.”
“I understand,” Miranda replied. “I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant for you to hear, but…well, you needed to know what we found.”
“Yes, I did,” I said, still reeling. “I just hope there’s something else in there we can use.” 
“If there is, we’ll find it.”
She offered me a reassuring smile, and I could tell that she would have leaned forward to give me a kiss if we weren’t in public. Everyone outside could see us talking through the window. 
“First, you need some rest,” I told her. “Vrisk can keep going all the way to his next hibernation cycle, but you and the others need some sleep.”
“We will soon,” Miranda said. “The captain has arranged for the bridge crew to spend a few days on the station. Not shore leave, but a welcome change of scenery nonetheless.”
“Sounds like a good idea to me. Though I’m not sure how relaxing it’s going to be down there if everyone starts to panic.”
“I don’t know, but I am looking forward to seeing the station up close. I’ve viewed all the holos and read all about it, but this will be my first visit in person.”
The same as everywhere else, I thought dryly. She was getting more experience on her first mission than most jennies got in their first decade of service. 
“It’s an interesting place,” I said. “Filled with a lot of people trying really hard to get along even if they hate each other’s guts. But there are also more spies per capita than anywhere else in the Cluster, not to mention a massive underground smuggling ring. The sheer volume of credits passing through Kenabrius on a daily basis probably eclipses the income of almost every other planet in the Borderlands.”
She frowned. “How is that possible? Why don’t the local authorities try to stop it?”
“Because they want their illegal imports as much as the next person. You can get things there you’d never find anywhere else in the Cluster. Wine from Draconis, power cells from the Spiral, fresh gorgath tongue from New Krosis…you name it.”
I had to keep myself from smiling at the sudden look of horror on her face, and I found myself wondering how she’d respond if and when I took her to the Second Wind on the mothership. Despite all the new experiences she’d had in the past month—despite all those genetically engineered neurons firing in her brain—she had no idea how the galaxy actually worked. In some ways, she was even more naïve than Velarys.
“Anyway, there’s a lot of good food and music,” I said. “If we have time, there are a couple of places I could show you.”
“I would enjoy that,” Miranda beamed. “Very much.”
I once again resisted the urge to reach out and give her a kiss. “I’ll let you know how things go with the Assembly. Assuming I survive, we’ll figure it out then.”
“Good luck, sir,” she said. “I have to admit, the thought of being interrogated by a chamber full of aliens does not sound like a pleasant experience.”
“No,” I said darkly. “It most certainly does not.”




3
The Assembly


The delegation waiting for us at the end of the docking umbilical was smaller than I’d expected, albeit considerably better armed. Councilor Xeng was there, of course, along with six black-armored Dominion troopers and a tall, ginger-haired sergeant wearing the same black-red uniform as me.  
I had to admit that I was surprised to see a full squad of ’pounders acting as an escort. Every government in the Cluster was allowed a small garrison here, both to aid in the station’s joint defense and to provide protection for diplomatic personnel, but I found it hard to believe that the councilor regularly traveled around the station with this much firepower. That, plus the fact that the rest of the T-junction corridor around us had been completely cleared of civilian traffic, put me on alert.
Perhaps even more strangely, a single Yarasi warrior was there with them, the bluish psionic crystal in her tiara-like helmet glowing as brilliantly as her eyes. She had a falquan strapped to her back, the staff-like weapon as polished as her armor, and her attention was entirely focused upon Velarys. 
“Gentlemen,” Xeng said, giving us a cordial bow. “I hope you’ll forgive the lack of ceremony, but your presence is requested in the Assembly right away.”
“We understand,” Ellis said, offering a quick glance to me and Velarys. “We have a great deal to talk about, and time is obviously a factor.”
“Yes, it is,” Xeng said in a grave tone bordering on outright dread before his dark eyes flicked over to our companion. “Kethron Velarys—it is an honor to make your acquaintance.”
“Thank you, Councilor,” she replied evenly, her glowing eyes casually taking in the soldiers and the empty corridor before settling upon the other Yarasi woman. 
“Councilor Naralys has requested your presence at the Yarasi embassy immediately,” Xeng said, placing his hands together over his chest in a common Regdaran gesture of respect. “Zaikron Ysel will escort you.”
“I know,” Velarys said. Her eyes stayed on her fellow Yarasi for several more seconds before they briefly returned to me. “I will speak with you again shortly, Major; Captain. Thank you again for your hospitality.”
“It was our privilege,” I told her, wishing I could say more but knowing it wasn’t necessary. She knew how I felt even if she wasn’t actively reading my mind. 
The two women silently disappeared down the corridor, their conversation undoubtedly taking place in their minds rather than aloud. For whatever reason, I felt a strange tightness blossom deep inside my chest, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong…and that I might not be seeing her again for quite some time. 
“Now that that’s over with,” Xeng muttered, “I need to inform you that the rest of your crew is to remain on your ship until further notice.”
Ellis frowned. “And why is that?”
“Fleet Command has expressed concerns about mission security. The Stormrider and the Firehawk are the only ships with direct knowledge of what happened. And since Commander Masuda is already on her way back to Dominion space, well…”
“You’re worried about someone running their mouth and spreading gossip?” I asked. 
The man turned and fixed me with a dark glare that managed to convey his contempt for my phrasing, my choice of profession, and my natty heritage all at once. 
“Command is concerned about information control,” he said stiffly. “And as the highest-ranking Dominion official on this station, their concerns are my concerns.”
“We understand,” Ellis said, giving me a warning look of his own, “though I’m not sure the caution is warranted. If we’re going to testify before the Assembly, none of this is going to remain secret for long.”
“Yes…well, our plans have changed slightly,” Xeng said. “I will explain on the way.”
Ellis raised a graying eyebrow. “I see,” he murmured. “I had already planned to keep most of the crew aboard to continue working on repairs, but my senior staff will be spending the rest of the day enjoying the station’s amenities.”
I didn’t know Xeng personally, but I had always assumed that professional diplomats would be skilled at controlling their body language. Yet I had no trouble spotting the visible twitch in his cheeks or the growing tightness in his jawline, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he might not have been the right man for this post. 
Or perhaps recent events had everyone closer to full-blown panic than I realized. It would certainly explain the empty corridor and additional protection. 
“That is ultimately your prerogative, of course, Captain,” Xeng said. “But I’ll warn you right now, Command will not be pleased by the decision.”
“Maybe not,” Ellis said with a shrug. “But after what my people have been through, they’ve earned a break. And unless Admiral DeGale gave you direct orders for a full containment protocol, my officers will be along shortly.”
“If that’s what you think is best,” Xeng grumbled. “I just hope they know how to keep their mouths shut.”
“I trust my crew,” Ellis said flatly. “Now, what’s this about a change of plans?”
“As I said, I will explain on the way,” Xeng told us. “Please, follow me…”
He and his trooper contingent escorted us down the opposite direction the Yarasi had gone, and even though none of the soldiers had their rifles trained on us, this seemed more like a prisoner transfer than an escort. My mind flashed back to the betrayal on the Yarasi outpost where Draven and his men had tried to kill me and Miranda…
But I reminded myself that this was different. Xeng definitely seemed like an asshole, but that didn’t mean he was a Column sympathizer. The simplest explanation was often the correct one, the old saying went, and he was probably just cracking under the pressure of the job. Humans may not have had a living memory of the Dowd like the Sillibar and the Yarasi, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t grasp the scope of the calamity before us. 
It wasn’t long before we had left the docking ring and were staring out at the city-like expanse filling the central hub. The view was undeniably breathtaking, like a surrealist painting of a fantastical alien metropolis imagined by an artist who’d never actually left his home planet. The clash of architectural styles which looked so appalling on the outside had the complete opposite effect inside. I didn’t quite understand how, but the combination of curvaceous, sloping purple Yarasi buildings and angular, orange-brown Kali ones just…worked.
And above it all was the massive transparent dome shimmering with the orange light of the distant Kenabrian sun. The whole thing made me feel like I was trapped inside a snowglobe looking out in wonder at the stars. 
The idea of a city crammed inside a space station reminded me of the Wards on the mothership, albeit far more extensive and far less sleazy. The streets were kept absolutely pristine, and the towering buildings were so shiny they looked like they could have been erected mere hours before. Mixed-species security forces were abundant to the point of bordering on oppressive, though as I’d explained to Miranda, there was just as much crime here as on Sykaris if you knew where to look. 
An official-looking taxi was waiting for us—one of those long, black numbers with an enormous rear compartment and upholstered seats made out of some rare hide that was worth a small fortune. None of the councilor’s trooper contingent joined us; soon the three of us were alone in the back seat as the vehicle sped away. 
I didn’t expect the trip to take long, since we could see the Assembly in all its glory from here. The wide, pyramid-shaped building was the centerpiece of the entire city, with lights and statues surrounding it on all sides. The designers had definitely gone all out to make it look and feel important, which seemed like a good decision considering how often the building appeared on newscasts throughout the Cluster. 
Everyone had seen the holo-vids of the most famous Assembly hearings, even on backwater planets like Nirivarr. The place was practically built for such theatrics. Witnesses were forced to float out on a hovering disk right in the center of the sprawling, stadium-like chamber, and while they were practically blinded by the many spotlights, the representatives could bombard them with questions from all angles. I could still remember my dad watching the famous Tol’Drak hearings where that proud Krosian commander had stood defiant against accusations of war crimes he had committed on Talumi. 
I wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of standing beneath those lights myself, and not only because I didn’t trust myself not to snap at people who asked stupid questions…though that was, admittedly, a big factor. I resented the average politician even more than the average jenny. At least the latter served an actual purpose. 
“I assume the chamber has been in session nonstop since the news came in,” I said. “With a lot of arguing and maybe some screaming for good measure.”
Councilor Xeng grunted softly. “You would be correct. Though the Speaker has called for a temporary recess.”
“Until we’re up there getting grilled. Are the lights as bright in person as they are in the vids?”
“Brighter. But you won’t have to worry about that, at least not yet.”
Captain Ellis raised an eyebrow. “The change in plans you mentioned?”
“Yes,” Xeng said. “The Security Council wished to meet with you both in private first.”
I shared a surprised glance with the captain. The news probably should have come as a welcome relief, given how little I wanted to stand on that illuminated podium, yet it still made the hairs on the back of my neck tingle. Not because I was worried about being shepherded into a trap, but because it made me realize that the political situation here must have been even more frayed than we’d expected. 
“And you didn’t feel like you could mention this earlier?” Ellis asked.
“I wanted more privacy,” Xeng said. “As I told you, we’re all concerned about the spread of information.”
Because, I thought dryly, every meeting in the Assembly chamber is recorded, while private Security Council ones are not. 
In retrospect, it was a predictable enough twist. The Security Council was effectively the governing body of the Assembly, with one councilor for each of the four independent powers in the Cluster. While every independent world had the right to join and add their voices to the chorus of Assembly, the councilors were the only ones who made any real decisions. 
“You’ve all read my report by now,” Ellis said. “Didn’t you share it with the Speaker and the Assembly?”
“Not all of it,” Xeng said. “They know about Dowd ships and the destruction of the Kasathra. We have not yet informed anyone about the psionically gifted Dowd or the Rividian Column’s alleged involvement with them.”
“You don’t seriously believe you’re going to keep all of that under wraps for long, do you?” I asked. 
“Probably not,” Xeng admitted. “But the more time we have to plan a response, the better. I’m not sure that the two of you understand the bomb we’re standing on here. If the Pact or Yarasi become convinced that we are somehow behind this insanity, the ramifications would be disastrous. It could lead to war. In the worst-case scenario, it could lead to them allying against us.”
I throttled the urge to scowl. Welcome to our lives for the past few weeks, I thought sardonically. 
“I hope no one in Command earnestly believes that,” Ellis said. “For one, the Sillibar and the Yarasi have a millennium of bad blood between them. If our arrival two hundred years ago didn’t compel them to create an alliance, nothing will. And for two, they’ll be far too worried about the Dowd to do anything in the near-term besides fortify their borders.”
“I agree that it’s unlikely, but we can’t completely rule out the possibility,” Xeng said. “And Fleet Command wants to play this as safely as possible.”
“That’s all well and good,” Ellis said, “but I think it’s time you told us what this is really about.”
The two men eyed each other for a long moment, almost like a staring contest to see who would flinch first. I still had no idea what Xeng was up to, but I got the feeling it didn’t have anything to do with the Assembly or the Security Council—a feeling that got stronger when I tossed a quick glance out the window and realized we were only moving at half the speed of the regular traffic flow.
“The Admiralty is deeply concerned about the situation,” Xeng said. “In particular, our seemingly complete lack of warning about any of this.”
“As well they should be,” Ellis said coolly. “Getting blindsided by the Dowd is bad enough, but our lack of intelligence on the activities of terrorists groups like the Column is unforgivable.”
“I agree,” the councilor replied. “And Command does as well. But Admiral Lochlan was finally able to pry some secrets out of the DID director, and she shared them with me just a few hours ago.”
A cold tingle raced down my spine. “What kind of secrets?”
“An ongoing investigation into a threat brewing right under our noses,” Xeng said, retrieving a datapad from the inside pocket of his white coat. “The DID isn’t yet certain if it’s connected to these insurrectionists you’ve clashed with in the Borderlands, but we can’t ignore the possibility.”
“Some details would be nice,” Ellis pressed.
“The short version is that the DID has found evidence of terrorist activity on the mothership,” Xeng said. “So far, the details are relatively light—encrypted communications to the Driftward Worlds piggybacking on official com channels, suspicious fund transfers to numerous front organizations and temporary holding accounts, even security breaches in Science Directorate and military files. Nothing in the highest security areas yet, but obviously still a cause for deep concern.”
The tingle in my back turned in a chill. “That’s all pretty vague stuff,” I said, trying to keep my voice even and hoping I was wrong about where he was going with this. “What does it have to do with what’s going on right now?”
“We aren’t sure—yet,” Xeng said. “Honestly, I wouldn’t have even brought it up—and I doubt the admiral would have shared it with me—if not for a particular connection I wanted to bring to your attention. Evidently, the DID hasn’t had much luck with decrypting any of the transmissions they’ve intercepted, but one of their assets filed a strange report about two weeks ago.”
He handed the datapad to Ellis. There wasn’t much on it—just a few paragraphs written in the crisp, no-nonsense language of a professional operative. The problem was the subject matter: Secunda Minor, the nowhere planet where I had single-handedly taken out an entire base of slavers. 
Not on behalf of the Dominion…but on behalf of Saleya and her organization. 
“What is this?” Ellis asked, his voice much calmer than mine would have been.
“We were hoping you could tell us,” Xeng said. “According to your official logs, you dispatched Major Zeris to Secunda Minor. He was meant to follow up on a DID lead about pirates from the Traverse relocating to a different trade corridor. In his personal report, he claimed that the planet had been abandoned some time ago.”
“Because it had been,” I replied, perhaps a bit too quickly. “There was nothing there.”
“You mean other than a recently used base filled with dead bodies,” the councilor said pointedly. “The DID agent’s report was quite specific. He discovered dozens of Nazuri Geld slavers gunned down and left to rot. Are you saying you never encountered them, Major?”
It was a trap, of course, and one without any obvious escape routes. If I denied having any knowledge of the slavers, then it would make me look incompetent for not finding the base…or worse, expose me as a liar. But if I fessed up to it, I would be admitting to falsifying an official report—an offense that, at the very least, would eventually put me in front of a military judge on the way to being court-martialed. And no matter which response I chose, the result would draw more attention to Saleya and her people.
In other words, Xeng had given me the rope to hang myself with. And there seemed to be no way out of the noose.
“You don’t think we have better things to worry about right now than a random intelligence report about pirates in the Traverse?” Ellis asked. “Perhaps you weren’t paying attention, but there’s an armada of Dowd ships out there right now, and they could be headed this way!”
“We’re all quite aware of the threat, Captain,” Xeng said flatly. “And I’m sure you would agree that it’s precisely why we need to root out and destroy these terrorists as quickly as possible. The Dominion cannot be seen as an active co-conspirator with the Dowd.”
“Now you’re accusing us of helping the Dowd?” Ellis snarled. “We’re the ones who discovered them in the first place! We’re the ones who exposed the Column and these traitors while the DID was doing Seraph knows what for the past ten years!”
The air in the taxi suddenly felt as cold as a New Praxian winter. I had only rarely seen the captain lose his temper, and never like this. He wasn’t just trying to cover for me, either. He was genuinely infuriated by the implication…and undoubtedly rattled that the veil of secrecy he had worked so tirelessly to draw around Saleya’s organization might have finally lifted. 
“No one is accusing you of anything,” Xeng insisted, his tone softening the slightest bit. “But there are questions that need to be answered. Admiral Lochlan agrees with you that the DID response has been utterly insufficient, and she is determined to pursue every lead.”
“Then pursue them,” Ellis growled. “Find these traitors so we can destroy them before it’s too late. But I’m not going to sit here and let you impugn the major’s integrity while he has been risking his ass on the front lines. You read his report; there’s nothing more to it.”
I sat up a bit straighter. Ellis might not have cut the noose off me, but he’d certainly helped give it some slack—and hopefully bought us a little bit of time to figure out just what the hell was going on here and why the DID had suddenly been pointed in Saleya’s direction. 
It was the height of irony that the organization Lochlan was pushing to investigate was the exact ideological opposite of the Column and other human supremacy groups. Saleya wanted to mold the Dominion into something closer to the Seraphim Union that had originally governed in the wake of the Seraph’s triumphant victory over the Tarreen four hundred years ago; the Column wanted to resurrect the warlike attitude of the Expansionary Fleet which had come here to conquer unknown space.
“If that’s your official response, it’s all I wanted to know,” Xeng said, taking the datapad back and sliding it into his jacket. “The admiral was hoping you could shed light on the situation. As you said, we need to destroy these traitors before it’s too late.”
“And figure out how to handle the Dowd,” Ellis added, gesturing out the window of the taxi. “Because if the Assembly doesn’t offer a strong, united response soon, we’re going to have a big problem on our hands. The Dominion isn’t unique—there are rebellious elements in the Pact, too, and probably among the Yarasi. And the more frightened people get, the more they’ll flock to the ones offering the easiest explanation and simplest solution.”
Xeng nodded. “That’s another reason this meeting is so important—and why we need to be careful about what we say. I have some suggestions, if you’re willing to listen.”
Ellis grunted. “Your driver isn’t in any hurry, so we seem to have plenty of time.”
The two of them launched into an agreeable if slightly awkward conversation about how to approach this meeting with the Security Council. I tried to listen and absorb the political nuances, but I had trouble giving them much more than cursory attention. All I could think about was the hammer that had just fallen…and how we desperately needed to figure out why it had fallen now.
The fact that the DID had sent an operative to check my word on Secunda was disturbing enough on its own. The entire purpose of my report had been to label it as a dead end. Then again, Admiral Lochlan had grilled me about it back on the mothership, and she had very clearly sent the Firehawk to Nirivarr because she didn’t trust Ellis…
Or because she’s an insurrectionist and set this whole thing in motion.
I chewed on that dark thought for a second, but it didn’t stand up to even a cursory analysis. If Lochlan was a Column operative, she could have done a million other things to sabotage our mission by this point. Besides, Arneson and his team had beaten us to Nirivarr, and it wasn’t as if they had covered up the evidence. His men had been trying to get answers just like we were…and he had died protecting them. 
I winced at the memory. For all our differences, I had felt Arneson’s earnest dedication to duty on full display during that mission. He may have been a jenny asshole, but he’d also been a loyal soldier of the Dominion. If Lochlan had wanted to sabotage us somehow, she wouldn’t have sent a man like that—or a man like Vrisk, for that matter. 
So then what in the name of the Seraph is she up to?
I chewed on that thought the entire rest of the trip. But I was no closer to an answer by the time we arrived. 
[image: image-placeholder]Since the alleged goal of our meeting with the Security Council was to contain the spread of rumors across the station, I wasn’t the least bit surprised when we landed on Councilor Xeng’s personal landing pad. Nor was I surprised to find that our escort was small—just two men, both soldier-looking types wearing civilian suits rather than army or fleet uniforms. The logic was simple enough: the more this looked like a routine visit, the less attention it would draw from the local media.
I wasn’t convinced that it would work in practice. The Stormrider’s arrival wasn’t exactly a secret, and sooner or later the local reporters would track us down. Though if one of them tried to ambush me tonight while I was out with Ash, it would be a hell of a struggle to keep myself from knocking them out cold. 
The pad was about fifty meters off the ground, and we crossed the short walkway connecting it to the pyramid-shaped building as a group. There was a suspicious lack of drones floating around the area, security or otherwise. Probably another precaution to prevent anyone from slicing into the camera feeds to snoop on us…or perhaps the whole building was a no-fly zone. If so, it was a smart policy. 
Xeng’s codes got us through the security door, and our new escorts shepherded us down a long, polished hall of glossy white stone. Having never been inside the Assembly before, I was surprised at just how anachronistic it looked. There were no display monitors on the walls, no holo-photography of any kind…just a few paintings and plants for decoration. From what I’d seen on the Holosphere, the more public areas of the building weren’t like this, but it probably made sense for a more secure corridor. My opinion of the architects—and the policymakers who had commissioned the thing all those years ago—ticked up a few notches.
Eventually, we reached a small lift where two other guards were waiting, and after another quick exchanges of codes and credentials, we were riding down into the heart of the building. And then, finally, we arrived at our destination. 
The audience chamber was essentially a small courtroom, with half a dozen chairs on either side near the door and a tall, imperious-looking bench nestled against the far wall. Four beings were currently seated in semicircular booths, all partially cordoned off from the others by circular dividers that came up about five meters off the floor. I had seen a similar design before—the dividers doubled as privacy screens, allowing the person seated inside to activate a sound-proofing field so he or she could have a conversation with aides without broadcasting it to anyone outside their booth.
Right now, though, only one of the councilors had an aide with them—Vokal, the Sillibar councilor. The gray-skinned, mouthless alien watched our arrival with huge, milky white eyes that made him seem blind as well as mute. His aide—a tall, elderly Angoth man with parched brown scales and withered wings, always spoke on his behalf, at least in the videos I’d seen. 
“Captain Ellis, welcome,” the Yarasi councilor, Naralys, said in a calm, cool voice. She was probably ten times older than the elderly Angoth one booth over, yet she looked like she could have been in her mid-thirties. “We have been eagerly awaiting your testimony.”
“It is my pleasure to be here, Councilors,” Ellis said, offering a half bow to each of the others in turn. “And allow me to introduce—”
“Kaldor Zeris, rank of army major, member of Dominion Special Forces Vanguard Unit KL-23,” Golma, the old Angoth advisor, interrupted. “Currently on special detachment under your command, Captain. Is that correct, Major?”
“Yes,” I confirmed as calmly as I could. 
“Good,” Golma said, glancing to the silent Sillibar on his right and nodding as if acknowledging an order. “Councilor Vokal has many questions to ask you about recent events, Major. But first, perhaps you can explain your captain’s justification for violating the terms of the Tripartite Accords. The treaty is quite clear and specific regarding the prohibition against military vessels within the demilitarized border zone.”
Well, I mused darkly, that certainly didn’t take long…
“Councilor, we agreed to postpone that line of questioning,” Naralys said with an air of strained patience. “There are more important—”
“The question has been asked,” Solkresh, the Rakashi councilor, insisted in his scratchy voice. “An answer is now required.”
“You read our initial report,” Ellis replied. “You know that—”
“The question was directed at Major Zeris,” Golma interjected. “Councilor Xeng, you assured me that you explained the rules of the Council to your underlings. Is this yet another Dominion falsehood?”
I shared a look with the captain. Ten seconds. We’d been in here for a whopping ten seconds and I could already feel my patience peeling like cheap veneer. I should have come in here with a grenade strapped to my chest to make sure they focused on what was actually important.
“I’ll answer your question,” I put in before Xeng could respond. “Though before we start down that line of inquiry, you might want to wait until you’ve explained to your peers why there was a Pact destroyer in the Ketule Nebula.” I shifted my eyes to Naralys. “Or why the Yarasi Empire thought it was a good idea to build a listening post there.” 
I swept my gaze across both representatives, hoping that the message would sink in. There was plenty of guilt to go around here; I saw little point in pretending otherwise. 
“Or we could just put all those concerns aside for now,” I added, “and focus on the matter at hand. The Dowd are back, and they’re coming for all of us. All of us.”
There was another pause, this one as pregnant as a jenny girl at graduation, before the Yarasi councilor nodded. 
“Indeed,” Naralys said, her glowing violet eyes glittering. “We can address less critical concerns later. Major Zeris is here because he is one of the only individuals who have seen the Dowd and survived the encounter. Now, if you gentlemen would please take your seats, we shall begin.”
Taking a deep breath, bracing myself like I was about to have my teeth drilled, I sat down at the lone table opposite the bench alongside Ellis. Councilor Xeng tossed me a look—and a faint, approving smile—then entered his booth alongside his fellow councilors. 
“First, allow me to express this Council’s gratitude for your discovery of the Dowd threat,” Naralys said. “Whatever treaty stipulations may or may not have been violated, the fact of the matter is that without your perseverance, their presence may have not been exposed until it was too late.”
She paused for a moment and inclined her head slightly. “The Yarasi Empire also wishes to express our gratitude for your rescue of Kethron Velarys. She has given us her full account of events, and she spoke highly of your honor and integrity, Major.”
“Thank you, Councilor. I’m glad we were able to save her, too.” 
I tossed a glance at Xeng, wondering what precisely Velarys had said to her people. Or rather, what she had telepathically shared, since I doubted much actual speech had been involved. While we had been lazily heading over to the Assembly, she had been communicating with all her sisters on the station. It was like they were all plugged into their own private Holosphere. 
“And yet she is not here to participate in this inquiry,” Golma pointed out, firing a heated glare at the Yarasi councilor in the booth next to him. “The Pact Worlds once again protest this decision.”
“I shared the information she provided,” Naralys told him. “Her presence is not required at this hearing.”
She glared past him at his Sillibar master with the kind of raw animus I had only seen in bitter rivals…or couples who’d been married a few decades. The aide, Golma, almost seemed like he was hoping for Solkresh or Xeng to bail him out, but the other councilors remained silent. 
“I also made sure that our report was quite thorough,” Ellis added, perhaps as a bit of grease to get the gears moving again. “But we are eager to clarify anything you wish.”
“You can start by telling us everything you know about these Dowd warriors with psionic gifts,” Solkresh said, his spindly, cat-like body straightening in his booth beside Golma. “Your description of events is quite…disturbing.”
“Believe me, Councilor, being there was even worse,” I said. “All I can add is my assurance that this situation is every bit as bad as it looks. I’ve personally fought Dowd with telepathic and psychoportive abilities. But for all we know, that’s just the beginning.”
The four councilors all shared concerned glances, and Golma turned to look at his Sillibar master. Councilor Vokal was staring right at me with his milky eyes, and he held his gaze for several long moments before he tapped the pad in his lap and showed it to his aide.
“And you have no further explanation of how the Dowd developed these abilities?” Golma asked. 
“None so far,” I said. “Only theories.”
Xeng leaned his arms across the bench. “Since this committee is interested in facts, not speculation, we thought it best to focus on—”
“I wish to hear these theories,” Solkresh said, his claws scratching at his bristly orange mane. 
“As does Councilor Vokal,” Golma agreed. “Major?”
My eyes flicked to Naralys, which I belatedly realized was probably a mistake. The Security Council didn’t have a leader, so looking at her as if I was asking permission was probably a faux pas. But I tried to cover it up as best I could by glancing at the others in turn. 
“There was a reference in the files on Nirivarr that spoke of ‘Veilborn Dowd,’” I said. “The implication being that long-term exposure to the Veil might have caused them to develop psionic abilities.”
“A hypothesis with no evidence whatsoever,” Naralys said. “Since the Veil’s appearance thousands of years ago, no other species has ever experienced such a mutation.”
I shared a quick glance with Ellis, who merely nodded his approval. 
“There are numerous confirmed reports of non-human species on the outskirts of Dominion space who have begun to demonstrate psionic abilities as well,” I said. “There could be a connection.”
“We’ve no doubt there is,” Golma said, his voice suddenly dripping with venom. “Your Science Directorate has undoubtedly experimented on both!”
I blinked. “Excuse me?”
“You discovered Dominion technology in the Nirivarr base, did you not?” the Angoth pressed, the bony tips of his wings lifting like hackles. “Equipment that was being used to telepathically instruct these abominations?”
“Stolen equipment,” Xeng put in. “These Column terrorists must have—”
“Science Directorate equipment being used to train an army of psychic Dowd,” Golma snarled. “And by your own report, Major, hundreds of thousands of these creatures have passed through that facility.”
“Potentially,” I corrected, though it sounded rather feeble. “There’s no way for us to know the exact number. Our technician was speculating.”
“But there could be other facilities,” Solkresh said. “Potentially many other facilities.” 
“Precisely,” Golma replied quickly—too quickly, as if he and the Rakashi had been ready and waiting to launch this simultaneous attack. “Is the Dominion willing to provide us with an accurate list of its ‘missing’ technology? Perhaps then we could get a better assessment of how many of these abominations we’re dealing with.”
Xeng blanched. Whatever demands he’d been braced for plainly hadn’t included that. 
I was suddenly reminded of how he’d trapped us in the taxi on the way over, and if the situation had been different, I might have found it amusing to watch him squirm in a similar ambush. They were waiting for him to slip and string himself up. 
“We don’t know where the tech came from, but a lot of it had been heavily modified,” I said. “And regardless, it had nothing to do with giving these Dowd any abilities—they already possessed them.”
“Perhaps a different facility handled that transformation,” Golma suggested. “Perhaps even in Dominion space under Science Directorate supervision.”
Xeng’s face went as hard as ferrocrete. “I resent that implication!”
“You may resent it all you like. That does not change the fundamental truth that humans are responsible for this calamity,” Golma pressed. “The Dowd were raiding our freighters, not yours. If their deception had not been exposed, then the Pact and Yarasi may have already been at war—a war that would benefit your people above all!”
“The Rividian Column is a terrorist organization,” Xeng shot back. “The Dominion does not support or condone their actions.”
“Of course you don’t condone them,” Naralys put in, a steely edge creeping into a voice that had been remarkably collected until this moment. “You merely stay out of their way while they plot our destruction.”
A warning bell rang in the back of my mind when I saw all three councilors converge on Xeng. Naralys’s response hadn’t seemed scripted like Solkresh’s, but that made it all the more impactful. If even the Yarasi weren’t willing to listen to reason here…
“I wish to remind this council that the Dowd deception was exposed,” Ellis put in, his voice still calm. “By humans.”
“For which this Council is eternally thankful,” Solkresh put in, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “But the heroic actions of a small handful of Dominion officers does not excuse the greater crime committed here. The Rividian Column is made up of your people, and their power has grown within your jurisdiction. This is no accident. Unless you wish us to believe that your Intelligence Directorate is so incompetent that they could not even recognize a threat brewing right before their eyes.”
“The DID has promised its full cooperation with this Council, as you well know,” Xeng said. “The Dominion government is committed to locating and destroying these terrorists as soon as possible.”
“Which is already too late,” Naralys said icily. “Yarasi warriors were massacred by human soldiers—human soldiers that are in league with the Dowd. And now they threaten to destroy everything this Assembly has attempted to build over the past thirty years.”
“And they will succeed, if we cannot muster an effective joint response,” Captain Ellis said. “The terrorist base on Nirivarr remains intact, and it is highly likely that many of their vessels remain there as well. I strongly recommend the creation of a joint task force. As many ships as our governments can realistically scramble within the next few days. Together, we might be able to—”
“A joint task force?” Golma blurted out. “To attack an enemy we know virtually nothing about?”
“An enemy whose plans have been disrupted, and who were clearly not anticipating offensive action,” Ellis replied. “All the information we’ve recovered creates a clear and disturbing picture of a false flag operation designed to shatter the Accords and plunge the Cluster into war. But exposing the enemy has given us the advantage. We cannot afford to waste it by allowing them to react.”
It was, I mused, the best argument we could possibly make, both tactically and politically, given the realities of the situation. And while I didn’t hold out much hope for its effectiveness in front of a hostile audience, it didn’t take me long to realize that for once in my life, I hadn’t been nearly cynical enough. Because after the Council exploded into another argument—mostly with Xeng and not us—it became abundantly clear that the captain and I were little more than spectators here. None of them had ever cared what we planned to say, and they had never intended to do anything no matter what we had told them.
Once that fact crystallized in my mind, I also realized that my latent fears about being hauled in front of the Assembly and enduring a long, arduous interrogation beneath those bright lights had been laughably unfounded. If we had escaped Nirivarr cleanly, things might have played out differently. But the shockwaves from the destruction of the Kasathra, one of the most powerful ships in the Cluster, had been felt here a thousand light-years away. And while those tremors may not have literally destroyed the Assembly, they had clearly ripped apart the fragile webbing that was holding it all together. It was only a matter of time now before the whole thing came apart. 
Captain Ellis didn’t give up easily, of course; he fought to the bitter end. Appeals to peace, appeals to mutual danger, appeals to the basic triumph of rationality over fear when the enemy was at the gates. And there were a handful of moments over the next hour of vitriol and bloodletting where I thought he might have charted a way through. But even that corridor inevitably collapsed around us, and when Councilor Vokal turned and stormed out of the chamber in the middle of Ellis’s final pitch, I knew it was over. 
But the devastation, I feared, had only just begun. 




Interlude


The orange liquid was dry, bubbly, and sweet, a perky combination Leenam usually despised in his drinks. Yet amazingly, this Ongoolian sludge was so good it was addictive. He’d had to pace himself lest he end up drinking an entire case in one afternoon. The squat little aliens were practically waddling mushrooms, and they reeked like overcooked garlic, but Leenam couldn’t deny that they made a damn good drink. Whenever the Dominion got around to conquering their pathetic world, maybe someone in Fleet Logistics could figure out a way to mass-produce the stuff. 
“Looks like they’re coming out,” Firth said through Leenam’s com implant. “Seem pretty somber—sounds like they didn’t get the news they wanted.”
“Of course they didn’t,” Leenam replied, keeping the half-empty glass near his lips. “The Master knows how these alien wretches think. It’s only a matter of time before there’s a full-blown panic.”
He took another sip and tossed a casual glance around the mostly empty café. Between the station’s giant fans simulating a gentle breeze and the Kenabrian sun blasting through the transparent shield dome overhead, this was a remarkable simulation of a true outdoor dining experience, minus the chance of bird shit ruining your meal. 
There remained far too many aliens here for his taste, thanks in large part to the incredible Sillibar bio-technology inoculating everyone from the worst cross-species pathogens. There wasn’t a single planet in the Cluster—not Nirule or Rakshan or even Oscura—with this many different species mingling together in one place. 
And thank the Seraph for that. 
“You still want me to follow them?” Firth asked. 
“No,” Leenam said, repressing the urge to shake his head. “There’s no point. Keep your eyes on that Neyris waiter and let me know if there are any changes.”
“Right.”
Leenam finished the rest of his glass. While the fizz tingled his tongue, he looked out across the station at the Assembly a few hundred meters away. He could barely make out the vehicle departing from one of the upper pads, but he found himself smiling anyway. So far, the Master’s predictions had been as prescient as always, and in the few minor cases where the aliens had needed a nudge in the right direction, he and his team had been in a position to give them one.
He would have traded almost anything to sit in on the conversation where Councilor Xeng confronted Ellis and his lapdog about their unsanctioned raid on Secunda. It probably wouldn’t be enough to destroy the captain outright just yet, but it had at least eroded his position. If they really got lucky, Ellis might even panic and inadvertently expose his Unionist allies. The sooner they got those alien-loving wretches out of the game, the better. 
His waitress came by to take his plate a moment later, and Leenam gave her his best impersonation of a warm smile. Normally, he was quite good with females, even alien ones like this Angoth girl, but she hardly paid him any attention. The screens inside the café building were busy looping the local newscasts, and the bombardment of fearmongering and speculation was clearly getting to the locals. Leenam was honestly surprised that so many of them had even shown up to work. 
That thought brought another smile to his lips even as he stood and put on his jacket. Despite the sudden and annoying disruption of their plans—despite the very real threat it posed to the future of the Dominion—it increasingly seemed like the Master’s confidence was justified. Fear was already starting to disrupt life here, and after a few choice tactical strikes, the Assembly and the cold peace would hopefully be dead and buried.
And while it was rather annoying that they would be forced to commit and lose more Dowd ships than anticipated, what with the Pact and Yarasi not annihilating themselves, it was conceivable that even that twist of fate might prove to be an advantage in the long run. The Dowd were merely tools, after all, and there would come a time when they would no longer be necessary. The fewer of them remained to be culled after the Eclipse, the better. 
“You sure you don’t want any backup tonight?” Firth asked. “Rumor has it that Kreen mutt is pretty tough.”
Leenam winced. Kreen mutt. He should have taken it as a compliment; Firth’s willingness to casually throw out the term meant that he and the rest of his team didn’t see Leenam as an alien anymore. But for whatever reason, it still burned in the back of his throat. 
“I can handle one little girl,” Leenam said. “Just make sure you’re careful with the Yarasi. She might be able to sense you coming, and we can’t afford for you or your team to get caught. The blame needs to fall squarely on the Dowd.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Firth said. “After tonight, the Yarasi will have one more reason to pull their forces off this station and hide under the Executrix’s skirt.”
“Good,” Leenam replied, glancing up to watch the taxi fly overhead. “Then it’s time we all got started.”




4
A Night Out


Councilor Xeng didn’t accompany us back to his landing pad, and the lone guard he sent to escort us to the taxi only came halfway before he turned around. We lifted off toward the docking ring, but neither Ellis nor I broke the silence until I ran a quick bug sweep with one of the sensors Saleya’s techs had installed in my holopad. When the scan came back clean, I groaned and let out a long, weary sigh.  
“I suppose that could have gone worse,” I said. “No one pulled out a pistol.”
“Words are just as deadly,” Ellis replied pensively, his dark eyes looking at nothing in particular as we soared over the city. “That’s more or less how we expected them to react. The only major point of surprise is how little they seemed to care about us.”
“Like the battle lines had been drawn before we showed up,” I agreed. “Though as you said, our initial report was reasonably thorough. Other than listening to me personally recount everything that happened, there wasn’t all that much for us to tell. Seems like everyone already made the decision to run home, crawl into their shells, and wait to see what happens next. That’s not a strategy to win a war.”
“No, but it’s the only path forward any of them can see. And unless or until something changes…” 
I nodded solemnly. “So I suppose the question is, what the hell are we going to do about it?”
“Right now, I’m more concerned about Xeng’s ambush before the meeting. I assume you have some thoughts on that.”
“Only that we need to get a message to Saleya ASAP. Maybe have her shut down operations and go underground for a while.”
The captain’s lips formed a line between his salt-and-pepper beard. “I’m not sure that will be necessary. Not yet, anyway.”
“Why not? If they figured out what really happened at Secunda, it could open up—”
“Because the DID doesn’t actually know anything. If they did, they would have acted on that intel. This is…something else.”
I frowned. “Like what?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Ellis conceded. “But think it through, Kal. My rivalry with Admiral Lochlan isn’t new. She’s been annoyed about the leeway the rest of the Admiralty has been granting me for years, and she’s especially pissed that SpecOps assigned you to my ship. And given how irritated she was the last time we were on the mothership, it’s not unreasonable to imagine that she had an operative sent to Secunda.”
“So you think it’s all a coincidence? An old grudge combined with bad timing?”
“I think that’s a strong possibility. Maybe even the most likely one…though definitely not the only one.” He paused for a moment, his dark eyes shadowed in thought. “It could also be bait.”
“Bait? Meaning…?”
“Like I said, if the DID or the Column or anyone else knew specifics about Saleya’s organization, they would have already acted. But someone could have learned about Secunda and decided to let that secret out to see what happened.” 
“Spooking us into making a mistake,” I reasoned. “And accidentally giving them more clues to follow.”
“Exactly,” Ellis said. “Not a new technique, by any means, but it has always been an effective one. And from their perspective, it has the added bonus of making it more difficult for us to perform our own investigation now. With this fact hanging over our heads, everything we do from here on out will be met with more skepticism.”
“Tarnishing any accusations we make or clues we uncover.” I groaned in disgust. “Have I ever mentioned how much I hate cloak and blade bullshit?”
The captain smiled thinly. “On occasion. But Saleya’s taught you to be pretty good at it.”
“That doesn’t mean I can’t resent it. Anyway, speculation aside, we’re back to our original problem: what do we do next?”
“I don’t see any reason to change the original plan. We head back to the mothership, consult with Saleya, and hope that Vrisk’s team can get us some better leads. If we can track down another Column base—or figure out where the Dowd are hiding—then there’s still a chance we can put an end to this before it gets any worse.”
“Maybe,” I said, not bothering to try and conceal my doubts.
“For the immediate future, I need to get in contact with Command and try to convince them there’s little point in us sticking around here,” Ellis added. “You need to get some sleep.”
I grunted softly. “Ash told me that you’d arranged a hotel for us on the station.”
“She’ll be happier there than cooped up in the Wildcat or on the Stormrider. Besides, she’d never forgive me if I didn’t let you go out on the town for at least one night.”
“You’re right about that. Every time she sees this kind of glitz and glamor, she starts making plans. You know how it is.”
“Yes,” Ellis chuckled. “I also know that she’s the only reason we’re here. Without her powers, we never would have found that Yarasi outpost or discovered the base on Nirivarr. That girl might have saved billions of lives, so I suggest you sand down that chip on your shoulder for one evening and show her a good time.”
I arched an eyebrow at him. It certainly wasn’t the first time he’d assumed an almost fatherly demeanor where Ash was concerned—or me, for that matter—but there was something else there in his voice I couldn’t quite place. Maybe he was just mentally shadowboxing against the idiots in Command who had rejected her application all those years ago. 
“I’ll take care of her,” I promised. “But out of curiosity, how are you expecting Command to react?”
“Honestly? The same as everyone else.” Ellis shrugged. “The Dominion can’t order the 4th Fleet into the Borderlands without permission. But even if we had an open invitation from the Security Council, Command would still never authorize it. We don’t know enough about the Dowd and their capabilities to go in blind, Kal, the Council was right about that. Their shields and weapons seem to have caught up, and now they have astral drives—not to mention the ability to communicate with their ships in astral space. Seraph knows how they figured that one out.”
My thoughts flicked back to our escape from Nirivarr. The insurrectionist cruiser had seemingly been capable of coordinating with ships in astral space—our sensors had picked up their transmissions as they shifted over. No one had a clue how that was possible, but such an ability would be a tremendous advantage in a serious fleet engagement. Possibly even a decisive one. 
“Someone in Command is also bound to point out that the Dominion is probably safe from a direct attack,” I said. “Everything we’ve learned so far suggests that the Column’s overarching plan here was to manipulate the Pact and Yarasi into killing each other so the Dominion could swoop in and take over. If that’s true, having the Dowd attack us doesn’t make sense.”
Ellis nodded. “I know. And if they do start attacking the others, there’s a real danger the Admiralty will want to sit back and stay out of it.”
“A plan that any insurrectionist sympathizer will absolutely support,” I said sourly. “What a fucking mess…”
We sat in silence for the last few minutes of the trip. It was much quicker this time, since the driver wasn’t intentionally lollygagging, but it was still long enough for me to imagine about ten different worst-case scenarios for how things would play out over the next few days.
“Get some rest, then try to enjoy dinner,” Ellis said as we stepped out of the cab by the docking ring. “But plan to report for duty tomorrow morning at oh-six…ah, make it oh-nine hundred. The crew could use some sleep, too.”
“Yes, sir. And if the Dowd launch a full-scale invasion in the meantime?”
He flinched behind his beard. “Oh-nine hundred, Major,” he said. “I’ll see you then.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Would you please stop squirmin’? It’s not that bad!”
“It’s bad enough,” I muttered as Ash tried to fasten the high collar of my stiff shirt for the third time. “Why can’t I just put on my dress uniform again?”
“Because it’s ugly as hell,” she said. “And you hate wearin’ that every bit as much!”
I smiled despite myself as I peered into the washroom mirror of our hotel room. The four hours of sleep I’d snagged this afternoon had lifted the bags from my eyes, but it hadn’t done anything to cure my sour mood. Thankfully, I had Ash for that. 
“Besides,” she added as the last button finally snapped into place, “tonight, you aren’t a soldier—you’re the man with the hottest girlfriend in the whole station.”
She was half-right. Over time, I had become a firm believer in the old axiom that a man didn’t stop being a soldier just because he took off his uniform. And as for her second assertion…
Well, that wasn’t even debatable. She had done that thing with her makeup that took her from a 10/10 to breaking the scale completely, mostly thanks to her ruby lipstick and dark eyeshadow, and her backless silver dress and twelve-centimeter heels had been driving me crazy before she’d even put them on. I suspected that half the reason she had insisted on dinner was to force me to wait at least a couple of hours before I tore open the former and braced the latter atop my shoulders. I had a history of ruining her outfits—and often her makeup—long before we ever made it out the door. Though it wasn’t as if she ever complained…
“There,” she said, retreating a step to inspect her handiwork. “You look positively dapper.”
“I look like a useless fop,” I said. I had never been fond of my dress uniform, nor the occasions that required wearing it, but civilian attire was even worse. While the black jacket and white undershirt fit perfectly fine, the pants were both too tight and too stiff. And the shoes just felt…weird. I had probably been wearing boots too long. 
“I promise, every girl in the restaurant is gonna be jealous of me,” Ash said, sliding her hand through my arm and admiring our reflection. Her blond hair looked especially cute pinned up with a set of long, decorative needles. “Not as jealous as the men will be of you, a’course, but that’s how it goes.”
I grunted, regretting that I hadn’t shaved now that my stubble was bristling against the tight collar. But Ash agreed with Velarys that the trim beard looked good on me, and at the end of the day, she always got what she wanted. 
“I figured out why I hate it,” I said. 
“Because you’re naturally grumpy?”
“Yeah, but it’s more than that—it makes me look like Gor.”
For some reason, I had expected her to be supportive, perhaps with a comforting squeeze on the arm or maybe some basic verbal soothing. But instead, she laughed so hard she nearly fell over.
“You’re not helping,” I muttered.
“I’m sorry, it’s just…” She laughed again and braced herself against the counter. “I didn’t even think it before you mentioned it, but now it’s all I can see! You two would look adorable in the same room together.”
I groaned, half tempted to rip off the collar and abort the whole evening. But my sleep-deprived grumpiness was no match for the sound of her laughter or the amused sparkle in her green eyes. Especially when I remembered that a few hours from now, I would be buried deep inside her until the wee hours of the morning. A little discomfort now was a small price to pay. 
“We should probably be moving,” I said, straightening my tie. “Seraph knows how crowded this place is going to be.”
“Very,” Ash said giddily. “I can’t wait!”
She clung tightly to my arm as we moved through the hotel at a leisurely stroll, and she insisted we head through the main lobby rather than take the sky bridge to the landing pad. I didn’t bother protesting; this night was for her, after all, and if she wanted to show off for as many people as possible, so be it. 
The cab ride to the restaurant only took a few minutes, during which it was a supreme challenge to keep my hands off of her when she was snuggled so tightly against me. But her body heat was already starting to bake me inside my suit, and I had to rub the cold towel I’d stuffed in my pocket across my forehead to mop up the sweat. I would have forgiven a lot about the suit’s uncomfortable design if someone would have figured out a way to install a cooling system in the jacket. 
It had been a while since we’d eaten at the Quintillion—closing in on three years—and the last time had only happened because Saleya had called in a favor for me. There were probably a hundred other restaurants here in the commercial district of the station, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if most of them had better food. But no one else had the prestige or name recognition of the first multi-species venue ever opened on the station, and that alone made the Quintillion unique. 
I got out first when we arrived, and I did my best impression of a real gentleman by walking around to open her door and offer her my hand. Ash beamed as I helped her up, then hooked her arm in mine as we sauntered forward, basking in the opulence and grandeur. It was like one of those insipid film specials where celebrities from across the Dominion would gather beneath the cameras to promote their newest holo-vid and fake charities. We weren’t surrounded by a flock of paparazzi and sycophants the moment we emerged from the taxi, thank the stars, but the neon lights and purple-gold carpet were clearly designed to make patrons feel big and important. Most of my attention focused on the two statues flanking the entryway, one an elegant Yarasi female and the other a winged Angoth male. 
Dimly, I imagined the conversation the original architects must have had when they were trying to decide which Pact species to immortalize in stone. A statue of a Sillibar probably hadn’t been on the table, given the inherent formlessness of their species, while a statue of a Krosian was an obvious no-go for a business establishment that didn’t want to scare away customers. And since none of the other species in the Pact had nearly as much influence as the “big three,” the Angoth must have won by default. 
Unlike our visit to the Sapphire Star, our reservation got us inside without me having to flip off any of the cameras, and before long we were staring at the Quintillion in all its glory. Saleya had once described it to me as “three fancy dinner plates stacked atop one another,” and the image had stuck in my head ever since. The lowest plate was the gaming room, which could have easily been plucked out of Gor’s casino on Rividian. The middle plate was the actual restaurant, capable of seating perhaps two hundred sentients at any given time. The top plate was something of an observatory/gathering room, where guests who didn’t want to gamble while awaiting their table could look out upon the glory of Kenabrius’s magnificent cream-colored rings through a magnified viewport. The stunning optical illusion made it seem like you were right on top of them rather than hundreds of thousands of kilometers away. 
I half expected Ash to drag me to one of the gaming tables, but to my surprise, she led me straight to the spiraling stairs heading up to the restaurant. Perhaps she, too, was looking forward to having me tear that dress off her the instant we were out of here. Or perhaps she could just sense that I wanted nothing to do with the people down here and was humoring me. 
Either way, I could tell she was enjoying herself as she glided across the carpet in her towering heels with a grace and poise that would rival any dancer in the Second Wind, perhaps even Saleya herself. In my younger and stupider years, I would have been tempted to run over and threaten every man who tossed an admiring glance in her direction, especially if their eyes lingered. But the more refined and mature person I’d become contented himself with knowing that she was enjoying the attention…and that I was the one whose name she would be crying out in a few hours when I fucked her out of her mind.
Perhaps I hadn’t really matured that much after all. 
The guests in the restaurant were as diverse a group as one could have imagined, with virtually every major species in the Cluster represented at one if not multiple tables. All in all, little had changed from the last time we’d been here, though the mood was clearly different. Even the soft music and softer lighting couldn’t mask the tension lurking behind the hushed conversations. A lot of these people had probably come here in an effort to forget the looming crisis, though it didn’t seem like all that many had succeeded. 
The only real surprise was the group of Dominion fleet officers gathered around a table near the currently empty music stage on our left. They were all still wearing their blue-gold uniforms, and I belatedly realized they were all from the Stormrider—including the raven-haired ensign at the edge of the table. 
“What the hell’s she doing here?” Ash asked when she noticed Miranda. 
“Ellis probably got some other people invitations, too,” I said, smiling. Nohani, Reyes, Olshenko…most of the bridge crew was there, all right, along with some other officers from engineering I didn’t know by name. 
Miranda smiled when she saw us, though her blue eyes widened slightly and seemed to linger on Ash, but she quickly returned her attention to the ongoing conversation. 
“Wild,” Ash breathed. “Should we go over and say hello?”
I pursed my lips, wondering the same thing. But there was something in Miranda’s expression that warned me away. It wasn’t concern or anxiety or anything bad; it was more like…subtle amusement? I didn’t know what it meant, but I decided to give it a minute and see what she was up to.
“Later,” I said, gesturing toward a table about ten meters away from the bar. “Let’s order first.”
An usher rushed over to show us to our seats. The scrawny but well-dressed Neyris man’s scarred veroshi tendrils suggested a previous life of violence, either as a slave or perhaps a goon in one of the family syndicates. He was pretty much the exact type of person Saleya’s group spent so much effort trying to save…and when he handed us our old-fashioned paper menus, I saw the glint of a familiar ruby wristband beneath his shirt. 
“Can I get you something to drink, noble patrons?” he asked.
“Any Oscuran port from 1052 or earlier?” Ash inquired. I pulled out a chair for her on the same side of the table as me, mostly so we could be close enough to touch each other but also because it put both our backs to the nearest wall.
“Absolutely—an excellent choice,” he said, shifting his gaze to me and flashing a knowing smile. “Your server will be along shortly.”
He gestured toward a feathery Yol’teesh currently drifting between tables. The waddling walk of his species seemed like it would pose a major challenge for keeping trays flat, but he seemed to be managing. 
“Before you depart this evening,” the Neyris added, “I highly recommend sampling the tralasca mint sundae.”
“Sounds good,” I said, smiling back as I mentally translated the innuendo.
Ash put her hand on my leg and leaned in close the moment he was gone. “A data packet that quickly?”
“Faster than I expected,” I said, nodding. “Vrisk mentioned he’d made contact, and he said someone would reach out by tomorrow. Wasn’t expecting it here, but it makes sense.”
Ash whistled softly and shook her head. “This girl really does have people everywhere, doesn’t she?”
“Yes, though half the folks on this station are spies. I’m sure Gor has someone here, and the big information brokers like Quill and Cordasco, too.”
“Still hard not to be impressed.” Ash shrugged. “I gotta meet her someday.”
You might get your chance sooner than you think, I thought, though I kept it to myself. If everything went as planned, I might finally be able to get Ash to the mothership…but I didn’t want to sour the evening by potentially starting an argument. No matter what happened, convincing her to board the jenny flagship was going to be a monumental task. 
As I examined the menu, idly curious how many copies they kept in the back with different languages, I found myself wondering what information the organization might have put together for me. Probably just local news, though that would have to include everyone’s reaction in the wake of the revelations from Nirivarr. It was hard to know if that would do us any good at this point, but if nothing else, it would certainly be interesting. And just as importantly, it would give me a chance to send a warning Saleya’s way as well. 
Pushing aside the thought, I focused on the menu. My decision was made the moment I saw that they had charred kelock steak, and while Ash continued to browse, I took another visual survey of the room to see if anyone was paying attention to us. They weren’t, as far as I could tell, though that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Mostly, I noticed the lingering aura of anxiety hanging in the air. The Quintillion—and the entire station, for that matter—had always felt a little bit like a hermetically sealed bubble, an eye in the storm of political chaos. 
But not tonight. It wasn’t easy to quantify, but I could see the fear and concern lurking behind every smile and every laugh. Like everyone wanted to pretend that life would go on as normal even while they knew it wouldn’t.
“Pretty impressive, huh?”
I blinked and turned back to Ash. “What’s that?”
“All the different types of folks sitting in one place without shootin’ each other,” she said. “Never seen anythin’ like it elsewhere.”
I smiled despite myself. Here I was, out for a fancy dinner in a nice suit, and all I could do was look around and see how nervous everyone was. But as usual, Ash had a completely different—and refreshing—perspective. 
“There are times I remember exactly why I love you,” I said. 
She raised a blond eyebrow. “You sayin’ you sometimes forget?”
“No,” I assured her. “Never.”
“Good answer,” she said, smiling as she threaded her arm through mine. “Because I am easily the hottest girl in this room, and you better appreciate it!”
“I do. And I’m going to show you how much the moment we get out of here.”
“Promises, promises,” she teased, a lascivious glint in her cat-like eyes. She tilted her head up as if she were about to kiss me, but she must have realized how dangerous that would be and stopped herself at the last second. My pants already felt tight. “Guess we better eat fast.”
“Very fast,” I said, my eyes drifting down to her crossed legs and the high heels dangling from her feet. Sitting this close to her was going to make it incredibly difficult not to imagine how good it was going to feel when they were wrapped around me later…
Ash shifted her gaze to the table with Miranda and the other bridge officers. “Wanna say hello after we order?”
“Probably should,” I said. “I’m just surprised they’re…ahh!”
I broke off when I felt a sudden pressure on my belt. When I glanced down, I expected to see Ash’s hand teasingly gliding over the buckle despite the fact we were in public…but there was nothing there.
“Somethin’ wrong?” she asked.
“No, I just thought—hnn!”
I felt the pressure again, but this time the mysterious force was pushing down against my entire crotch at the same time. I froze, wondering what in the hell was wrong with me, when the pressure shifted from atop my pants to inside them. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn that an invisible hand had suddenly grasped my cock. 
“What’s gotten into you, baby?” Ash asked, face creasing with concern when I abruptly pushed my legs together. “You in some kinda pain?”
“N-no, it’s…” I trailed off again when the pressure began tugging at my shaft. I blinked, wondering if I was even more sleep-deprived than I realized, before I glanced up—
And spotted Miranda looking back at me with the most devilish grin I’d ever seen on her lips. 
No, I thought to myself. No, she can’t be…
But she was. Her right hand was propping up her chin as she leaned across the table, feigning interest in whatever war story Olshenko was going on about, but her left was dangling down by her thighs making small stroking motions perfectly aligned with the pressure on my cock.
“Oh my stars,” Ash breathed, face lighting up in recognition as she realized what was happening. “There’s no way…”
She turned and locked eyes with Miranda, and I got the distinct impression that the two women were silently planning my downfall. Especially when the former winked and the latter smirked. 
“That jenny slut,” Ash said, but this time there was no mistaking the delight—or arousal—in her voice. “She’s cheatin’!”
Miranda turned back to pay attention to the conversation at her table, but it only took a moment before her telekinetic fingers picked up the pace, sliding up and down my shaft in a full pumping motion. 
Fuck!
I squeezed the tablecloth, crumpling it up beneath my hands and trying desperately to keep the tent in my pants out of sight. They had been a little tight in the crotch before, but now there was a very real chance I could split the seams wide open. And even if I didn’t, the best-case scenario was that I would end up stumbling into the washroom to try and clean myself up…
“She won’t stop ’til you pop, baby,” Ash said, snickering and leaning her elbow on the table to help shield me from view. “You’re gonna have a big mess on your hands in no time.”
“Glad you’re so…ngn!…amused,” I growled, pulse racing and breath quickening despite my best efforts to resist. I couldn’t believe Miranda was doing this—or that she was even able to do this. The amount of fine control required was incredible. It felt precisely like those slender fingers of hers were milking me for all I was worth. 
But then, for seemingly no reason at all, the motion stopped. I moaned as I looked back over at her, noticing that her hand had frozen in place beneath the table. She just squeezed me more tightly instead, and I wondered if her intention all along had been to tease me to the brink but then leave me hanging. If so, I couldn’t decide if that was better or worse than having to conceal the mess.
“Are you ready to order, kind patrons?”
I yelped and practically jumped out of my seat when the screechy voice of our Yol’teesh waiter sounded right behind my ear. Between the tapping of their taloned feet and the near-constant ruffling of their feathers, the species wasn’t known for their stalking skills, yet I still hadn’t detected his approach. Ash clearly had, though, as evidenced by her desperate struggle to keep from bursting out laughing.
“Oh, we’re ready,” she said, holding out our menus. “I’d like to try the spiced Niskarian soup—isn’t that the kind that starts bubblin’ when you add spice and stir it too hard?”
“Yes, the crotanga causes a chemical reaction,” the Yol’teesh said, hopefully not noticing the scowl I was throwing at my date. “If you are not careful, it can make quite a mess of the table…and your clothing.”
“Well, I’d hate to ruin my new dress,” Ash said, and I suddenly felt her bare foot pressing against my shin and sliding up my leg beneath the table. “But I bet if I stir it nice and slow it won’t pop until it’s ready.”
“Excellent, madam,” the alien said, tapping the note on his datapad. “I have been told it is quite delicious.”
“Oh, I know,” she said, her pupils narrowing to gleeful slits as she looked at me. “Especially if you get it when it’s right out of the oven.”
It was then, right when the Yol’teesh focused his beady black eyes upon me, that Miranda’s invisible hand resumed slowly tugging at my shaft. 
“And for you, sir?”
“I’m not hungry,” I gasped, praying he didn’t notice the sweat beading on my brow…or how hard I was trying to resist the urge to grab the tablecloth again. 
“Oh, come on, the captain said he was payin’!” Ash teased as she slid her foot back down my leg. “He’ll take one of those charred kelock steaks with the tabarra grisco sauce. Little on the rare side.”
“Of course,” the waiter said, sounding polite and utterly oblivious to what was happening. “Will that be all, treasured patrons?”
“I think so,” Ash said, smiling and lifting her glass to her lips. “Actually, could we get a few more napkins? Ya know, just in case I end up stirring the soup too hard and make a mess.”
The Yol’teesh cooed pleasantly. “Absolutely, madam. It shall be ready in about ten minutes, perhaps a bit sooner.”
“Definitely sooner,” she murmured once the alien had turned and walked away. “Prolly less than a minute, right?”
“This isn’t—ngnnn!” I stifled a groan as Miranda began pumping my shaft for all it was worth. “This isn’t funny!”
“No, it’s hilarious,” she giggled, nibbling at her lower lip as she tossed a glance back at Miranda. “And pretty hot. Gotta give the jenny credit—didn’t know they made ’em this mischievous.”
Continuing to snicker, Ash scooted her chair a few centimeters closer and leaned her head against my shoulder, then surreptitiously drew one of the long, decorative needles out of her hair. 
“I’ll take care of you, baby, don’t worry. Just warn me a few seconds before you’re gonna pop, okay?”
I looked down at her smiling face, but it didn’t bring any relief—on the contrary, the sight of her glittering green eyes, ruby lipstick, and smoky eye shadow almost made me burst on the spot. And shifting my attention to Miranda didn’t help, either. She was squeezing her crossed legs together as if she were trying to quench the fire in her own quim while trying to pay attention to the conversation. And looking at her jenny body in that uniform just made me think about how badly I was going to reprimand her the next time we were alone on the ship…
“Shit,” I hissed, squeezing the tablecloth again. “Here it comes!”
But Ash was already moving. With a sudden flick of her wrist, she sent the tiny hair needle flying across the restaurant toward the empty stage. The high-pitched ring when it struck an ornate brass gong drew everyone’s attention…
And in that instant, she leaned down, unzipped my fly, and took my cock into her mouth.
I exploded instantly. There was so much she couldn’t possibly contain it all, but Ash knew how hard I could burst and had prepared appropriately. I felt her swallowing even before I’d finished, ensuring that there would be no overflow. And within moments of me firing my last shot, she abruptly straightened up in her seat as if nothing strange had happened at all. 
“Not quite the same when you don’t do your own cookin’,” she said, tongue flashing across her lips as she gave Miranda an impish wink. “But still…a meal’s a meal, ya know?”
Groaning, I stuffed myself back into my pants as quickly and subtly as I could, then tossed a few surreptitious looks around the restaurant to see if anyone had noticed. But while everyone’s interest in the gong had started to wane, no one seemed to be paying attention to us at all. I didn’t even spot anyone gawking or smiling coyly. 
“Fuck,” I swore, struggling to catch my breath. Miranda had shifted a bit to appear like she was even more focused on whatever the other officers were saying, though I could see the corner of her lips curving upward. “When we get back to the ship, I am going to destroy her.”
“Damn right you are,” Ash said, taking another sip from her glass. “And afterward, you’re gonna march your ass onto the Wildcat and share it with me.”
I snorted softly, the post-climax haze of fatigue-laced contentment washing over me. At the same time, I felt as exhilarated as if I’d come out of a firefight. “You don’t have to wait,” I told her. “You could just come with me and join us.”
A flash of red splashed across her cheeks. “Oh, I don’t know about that,” she mumbled. “Wouldn’t wanna make her uncomfortable or anythin.’”
I cocked an eyebrow at her. Apparently, after all our years together, she could still manage to surprise me. Her embarrassment was absurd on its face for about a dozen different reasons, not the least of which was that she had been bold enough to dive beneath the tablecloth and suck me off in public a minute ago. But no matter how much she liked the girls I brought back to her, she’d still never had a chance to be with one. 
That needed to change. That was going to change, and soon. 
But right as I opened my mouth to say something, I heard the rustling feathers of a Yol’teesh behind us, and the spicy scent of tabarra grisco sauce assaulted my nostrils.
“Well, that was quick,” Ash commented as he set her bubbling green soup down in front of her. 
The alien puffed out his chest with pride. “You indicated that you desired haste for your meal.”
I frowned as he laid the charred steak in front of me before I remembered that his species had excellent hearing. He had probably heard Ash teasing me and taken it the wrong way…
“It looks amazin’, thanks,” she said. “I think we have a dessert comin’, too…but, um, can we get something simple to go instead? We’re kinda in a rush.”
The alien’s feathers ruffled. “Is your partner ill?”
“What?” I asked. 
“You are perspiring,” the waiter said. “Profusely.”
“He gets like that when he’s horn—erm, hungry,” Ash said. “But he’s fine, don’t you worry.”
“As you wish, noble patrons. If you require anything else, please let me know.”
I threw her a glare once the waiter was gone. “You’re in a spicy mood tonight, aren’t you?”
“Just havin’ fun bein’ out,” she said innocently as she grabbed her fork and eyed my steak. “You gonna cut that or what?”
“What about your soup?”
“Oh, Niskarian soup is kinda gross.”
I frowned. “Did you seriously order it just to make that bubbling-over joke?”
“Maybe,” Ash said with a giggle. “Besides, I figure you’ll eat anything, so I can take half your steak. Now, cut it up for me, would ya? It’s gettin’ cold.”




Interlude


The observatory on the uppermost level of the Quintillion offered an undeniably stunning view of the Kenabrius’s icy rings, and the two dozen patrons milling about its black parquet floor were all thoroughly enthralled by the magnification filters that made it look they were standing a few meters from the rings rather than hundreds of thousands of kilometers away. Leenam had taken a moment to appreciate the view when he’d first come up to this level as well, though after spending so much time in the master’s observation chamber, everything else seemed almost quaint by comparison.  
“Zeris just arrived,” Firth’s voice came over Leenam’s com implant. “He has the girl with him.”
“As expected,” Leenam replied, lifting his glass to his lips. Businessmen on Kenabrius often looked like they were talking to themselves while on calls, but he still preferred to conceal his conversations whenever possible. “How about the officers?”
“No changes. Give it a minute and we’ll make our move.”
A Meldonian server came by to pick up drinks and offer more, and Leenam placed his empty glass on the man’s tray, snatched up a new one, and then made his way to one of the balconies where he could look down on the dining area through the octagonal gap in the floor. Allowing people to loom over your customers while they ate dinner seemed like a rather strange breach of privacy, but it was probably the inevitable result of the observatory needing to be constructed on the top floor. And the unusual design did have the benefit of forcing everyone up here to smell the food and whet their appetites.
Regardless, the layout was ideal for tonight’s purposes. Leenam had a perfect vantage point to keep an eye on the Neyris waiter they’d been tracking all day—as well as Major Zeris. 
And there Zeris was now, entering the dining area with the half-Kreen girl on his arm. Her alien eyes weren’t visible from this distance, but her long blond hair and athletic body sheathed in Denebrian silk certainly made a statement. She moved on her heels with effortless grace, and her iridescent silver dress was cut high enough to show off an impressive expanse of toned thigh and low enough to display a tasteful glimpse of cleavage.
Leenam lips thinned when he saw her. The vault of memories in the back of his mind—the vault the Master had spent a great deal of time helping him seal away—rumbled as if it were about to crack open. He remembered being close to her…he remembered caring about her…
But that was a different lifetime, and he was a different man now. His salvation lay ahead of him, not behind him. The Seraph and Her glorious light were waiting to cleanse his impurities if he could just prove his worth.
Clearing his mind, he focused his attention on Zeris. The man moved with the unmistakably purposeful gait of a soldier…and the unmistakable discomfort of man who loathed the suit he’d been stuffed into. Which wasn’t to say he didn’t wear it well; a young, undeniably handsome man of his impressive height and musculature could probably wear anything well. He had already drawn the gazes of more than a few female patrons, much to the chagrin of the men they were currently with. 
Zeris’s other female companion—a young fleet ensign—had been here for about half an hour, and she was engaged in a conversation with several other Dominion fleet officers, all wearing the same blue-gold uniform. She was the only member of his little cadre that Leenam had any interest in protecting; her scores in the Academy placed her at the top of her entire Gen-58 class, and the Dominion couldn’t afford to squander once-in-a-generation talent like hers. 
But then, her records also showed that she had allowed Zeris to breed her, which was so revolting that Leenam couldn’t help but scowl. To waste her incredible genetics on a mere natty ’pounder was a crime against the Seraph’s legacy. 
“They’re here,” he said, taking a sip of his wine. “The server is making his play.”
He watched as the Neyris man escorted Zeris and his date to their table. He departed after they’d exchanged a few words, and he didn’t pass along anything besides the menus. Probably waiting until later, Leenam reasoned, which would work just fine. He was willing to be patient. 
“Would you like another round of drinks?”
Leenam turned to see the Meldonian server standing at his elbow, the tiny gills on his green neck opening ever so slightly as he flashed his guest an affable smile. 
“I’m quite all right,” he said as politely as he could manage. “But thank you.”
“Are you certain?” the server pressed. “The line is quite long tonight without a reservation. It may be some time before your name is called.”
“I’m fine,” Leenam insisted, wondering why in the hell the fool had taken an interest in him of all people. There were dozens of other patrons up here, and he had just refreshed his drink. “But I appreciate the concern.”
“It is my duty to ensure that the needs of all the Quintillion’s customers are met,” the Meldonian said. “But in this case, I am afraid I must insist.”
There was a whisper of movement behind Leenam’s left shoulder, and he suddenly felt the unmistakable pressure of a pistol muzzle against his back. Years of intense training kept him from visibly startling, and he only had to shift his gaze a few centimeters to catch a reflection in the polished brass railing. A female Kali—a woman in a sea-green wrap who he had mistaken for another guest—was standing right behind him with a pistol in hand. 
“I see,” Leenam muttered, not bothering to resist. Of all the alien filth on this station, the Kali may have been the most vile; their innate resistance to telepathy was incredibly obnoxious. He had always thought that they could have been molded into superb spies if they weren’t so obsessed with technology…and apparently someone else had realized that as well. 
No, not someone—the Unionist sympathizers. Leenam knew it in his bones. It seemed Firth’s surveillance team hadn’t gone undetected after all. 
“This way, please,” the Meldonian said. “We have a much larger selection for you to sample downstairs.”
Leenam could have resisted. In five seconds flat, he could have had the Kali flying over the balcony and the Meldonian gasping for breath through a crushed trachea on the observatory floor. But as interesting as it would have been to learn if his species could wheeze out of their gills as well as their mouth, Leenam knew this wasn’t the time or the place for such an experiment. Losing his ability to observe Zeris was annoying, but if he played his hand right, this might net him something equally valuable. 
“Lead on,” he said. “I can’t wait to see what you have.”
The Meldonian led them across the observatory with the Kali tucked behind them. She stayed closed enough to deter him from trying anything, but not so close that it looked suspicious. All in all, he had to admit that this was a far more professional operation than he’d anticipated. For these Unionists to have not one, but three or potentially even more agents working in or observing the Quintillion…
Well, it made perfect sense. Kenabrius was a haven for spies, and every organization with the means had a presence here. Their enemy was more resourceful than they had anticipated. Which meant it was all the more critical for him to identify and eliminate their leader as quickly as possible. 
Leenam was herded through a door to the employees’ stairwell, and the moment they were out of sight of the other guests, he felt the Kali’s pistol push into his spine again. He briefly considered taking them both out now, if only to prevent them from getting additional backup, but he was curious to see how this played out. These Unionists clearly didn’t know who he was or what he was capable of. If they did, they would have already shot him…or been smart enough to never approach him in the first place. 
The stairwell descended past the restaurant’s other two floors to a sublevel that was sealed off by a security door. The Meldonian keyed in the code, then led the group into a spacious stockroom filled to the brim with crates and shelves. Nearly all of them were empty, however, which made Leenam assume it was secondary rather than primary storage for the restaurant. Regardless, the thick thorotine walls seemed reasonably soundproof. 
“Hands up,” the Meldonian demanded the instant the door closed. He reached over to one of the shelves, and when his hand reappeared, it was holding a pulse pistol. “And stay very still.”
Leenam did as the alien asked. The Kali began patting him down with her clawed, ruddy brown hands, and it didn’t take her long to locate the small gun nestled on the inner sleeve of his jacket or the spare clip of slugs in the opposite sleeve. She snatched them away, and he could imagine the ripple of surprised blue flashing across her scales when she studied them. 
“Ballistic pistol?” the Meldonian asked. 
“Yes,” the Kali said in a flat voice. “Though unlike any model I am familiar with.”
“Interesting weapon for a dinner guest,” the Meldonian murmured. “The Quintillion’s management would love to know how you slipped that past the scanners.”
“Invite them in and I’ll be happy to tell them,” Leenam said conversationally. “Security is something of a passion of mine.”
The green alien smiled thinly. “I must admit, it’s refreshing to find a professional who doesn’t bother forcing the charade when he knows he’s been caught. Now then, I suggest you continue to impress me by telling us what you’re doing here and who you’re working for.”
“I was about to ask you the same question,” Leenam said, keeping his hands raised and his voice calm. “The last time I visited, the Quintillion’s staff was more hospitable and less well armed.”
The Kali made a strange, vaguely hissing noise behind him. “You will provide answers to his inquiries, or you will die,” she said. “Choose wisely.”
Leenam grunted. She had set his gun and the slugs down on one of the shelves next to her—at least three meters away, well out of easy reach unless he wanted to get shot while lunging for them. But then, he didn’t really need the weapon; the slugs would do just fine on their own. He only needed to buy himself a moment to concentrate and mentally focus on the spare clip…
“Well, my employer won’t be happy if I talk, but I suppose you are the ones holding weapons,” he said. “I’m investigating a traitor to the Dominion—Major Kaldor Zeris. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”
From the way the Meldonian’s gills flared, it was clear that he hadn’t expected Leenam to cooperate so easily. And from the way his black eyes flicked with alarm to look at the Kali behind him, it was equally clear they knew who he was talking about. 
Leenam’s intuition hardened into absolute certainty. He’d found what he sought.
“You are not DID,” the green alien said. “Their spotters wouldn’t have been caught following Torel, and a Silencer wouldn’t have bothered trying to blend in.”
“True,” Leenam said. “A Silencer would have cloaked himself, and even your Kali friend here wouldn’t have seen him. I guess that makes you unlucky.”
The Meldonian’s eyes narrowed. “What?”
“If you hadn’t noticed him, he wouldn’t have had to kill you,” Leenam said. “Me, on the other hand…”
There was a faint hum in the room when he mentally created the magnokinetic field, and the micro-railgun slug he’d finally freed from the clip shot across the room as if he’d fired the pistol. The bullet ripped right through the back of the Kali’s scaled head, and before her snake-like body even hit the ground, Leenam adjusted the field and arced the bullet back toward the Meldonian. It tore through his gills like a knife slashed across his throat, and he dropped his weapon and collapsed with his partner. 
“I can’t afford loose ends,” Leenam finished, adjusting the magnetic field a final time and calmly pulling the bullet back to his hand. 
While the green alien gurgled and clutched at his torn-open throat in a vain attempt to stem the bleeding, Leenam performed a search of the Kali. She didn’t have anything useful on her, and a quick perusal with the microscanner in his wristband confirmed she didn’t have any implants, either. But with any luck, the Meldonian could give him all he needed. 
The alien had stilled by the time Leenam got back to him. The stench of its brackish blood was particularly pungent, but he did his best to ignore it as he repeated his quick search and scan. Once again, he found nothing—the Unionists definitely weren’t fools, he had to give them that. 
But it didn’t really matter. The Seraph’s power could uncover secrets that mere technology never could. 
Taking a deep breath, Leenam reached out a hand and placed it upon the Meldonian’s face. The clammy flesh was still warm. 
A few short years ago, the deluge of memories would have been immediate and overwhelming. But he’d trained hard to master his psychometric abilities, and he had learned how to meticulously separate the individual streams from the flood. Strong emotional reactions were the key; they were like anchors holding the mind together, and as long as he tethered himself to the right ones, he had all the time in the world to look around. 
Most Seraphim Seers considering psychometric readings a lesser form of clairsentience, and Leenam was more than willing to admit that it did pose some unique challenges. But as he searched the Meldonian’s recent experiences, he realized he had found a trove beyond his wildest expectations. He would have settled for something simple, like the name of another contact here on the station his team could investigate on the long trail to the Unionist leader. But this alien…he had actually met that leader. Not recently enough to get a clear reading or a precise identity, but Leenam could visualize the silhouette of a tall alien woman with horns, a tail, and bright red skin…
He inhaled sharply and pulled away, a smile tugging at his mouth.
“Firth, you copy?”
“Still here. Was starting to wonder if something had gone wrong.”
“Quite the opposite,” Leenam said, standing upright and retrieving his gun from the shelf. “We can call off the investigation. I found her.”
“You…you what?”
“I found the Unionist leader. On the mothership, hiding right under the nose of the DID.”
Leenam didn’t have any trouble imagining the stunned, breathless look on the other man’s face. It was the same one he’d made himself a moment earlier.”
“You can’t be serious,” Firth said. “How…?”
“It doesn’t matter. The point is that we’ve found her. Send out the order and get a ship ready for us. We need to leave as soon as possible.”
Another pause. “What about tonight? Are we cancelling the attack?”
Leenam considered. While it was tempting to get off this station and head for the mothership as quickly as possible, realistically they wouldn’t be able to arrange transport for at least a few hours. Besides, there was no good reason to abandon their current plans. They were here to sow chaos…and deal with the Kreen girl who shared his psychic gift. 
“No,” Leenam said, tossing a final glance down at the bodies at his feet. “We go forward as planned.”




5
Midnight Summons


Ash and I demolished my steak so quickly that we were done eating before anyone at Miranda’s table. I had walked in here resigned to the fact that Ash would want to get dessert and probably waste at least a little money gambling before we left, but Miranda’s gambit seemed to have altered her priorities for the evening. She was so turned on she couldn’t keep her hands to herself; every few seconds, the fingers of her left hand would graze my crotch. It only took a few passes before my manhood was practically splitting through my pants again, and when she eventually let her palm rest upon the bulging mound, the heat radiating from her skin made it impossible to think about anything else. 
She kept tossing furtive glances at Miranda, as if trying to bait the other woman into giving me another telekinetic handjob, and they made eye contact so many times I was a little surprised no one else at the officer table seemed to notice. I wondered if it was some kind of nonverbal female competition thing; I had the distinct impression that if we weren’t sitting in the middle of a crowded restaurant, they would have both been down on their knees seeing who could get me off first. 
Or perhaps that was just my own imagination running wild, since I had fantasized about that exact thing on more than one occasion since they’d met…
Just before we paid, the Neyris greeter stopped by our table to slip us a complimentary “mint,” which I promptly tucked into my jacket for later perusal. Before I could even start thinking about what data might be on it, though, Ash hauled me out of the chair and started for the exit, shooting Miranda a decidedly smug look along the way. Ash also seemed to put an extra sway into her hips as she walked, though that could have been a result of her heels…or another figment of my increasingly horny imagination. 
I concerned myself with hunching enough that my arousal wouldn’t be as obvious, though I couldn’t do anything about the perspiration gathering on my collar or forehead. Perhaps this was another advantage of being in such mixed-species company—the random alien patrons might not notice the obvious signs of a human man desperately trying to conceal his raging hard-on.
We had to wait less than a minute for one of the station’s automated taxis to swoop by and pick us up, but every second felt like an epoch. Ash wasn’t making it any easier. She knew better than to aggressively paw at me in public, but she was standing so close that the heat of her body was practically melting me inside my suit. That, plus the unmistakable “I want you to fuck me” look in her eyes almost made me want to drag her behind one of the impressive statues and rail her against the ferrocrete just to let off of some steam. 
But this wasn’t a traditional city, and there weren’t any convenient alleyways without cameras or foot traffic. I also didn’t have any ice packs with me, though I had a feeling that wasn’t going to stop her from swallowing me the moment we were in the back seat of the taxi. It was a short trip—only about three minutes—but her lips wouldn’t need nearly that long to finish the job. Not unless she wanted to toy with me…
When the cab arrived, I opened the door for her like a proper gentleman, trying to act as casually as a man could when he knew that a set of soft, warm, passionate Kreen lips would be wrapped around his cock ten seconds into the future. But Ash surprised me—she didn’t lean over in the seat and unzip my pants to start cooking her dessert. Instead, she pushed her panties down over her heels right after I closed the door, and I barely had a chance to punch our destination into the control pad before she swung her leg over my waist and straddled me. 
“Fuck me, baby!” she pleaded, her hands sliding between us to try and liberate my manhood. “Come on!”
Between the two of us, we had my belt unbuckled and pants unzipped in record time. My cock was only visible for a fraction of a second before she directed the tip inside. I moaned as the scalding heat of her Kreen cunt enveloped me, and even with the protection of my powers, I still felt like I was fucking a piece of the sun. 
And it was incredible. I moaned, low and guttural, as the grasping silk of her walls squeezed me within her. Ash’s answering mewl of pleasure fell sweetly upon my ears as I stretched her open.
She didn’t waste any time before she began grinding against me, her hips and abdominal muscles milking me for all I was worth. I let my hands settle on her waist, content to let her take control for a change. Her painted eyelids fluttered shut as she threw back her head in ecstasy, her long blond mane spilling in a golden river past her shoulders.
“Hnngn…” she moaned. “Show me more of that jenny slut!”
Hooking her hands around the back of my neck, Ash pulled me in for a long, deep kiss even as her hips continued churning. Her tongue was a scorching serpent slithering through my lips and into my mouth, and I swore I could actually taste her need. This was going to be one of those nights where she’d demand I finish inside her over and over until I was completely drained. 
“You’re gonna give it to her hard the next time you see her, right?” she breathed when she pulled back.
“So hard she might break,” I panted. 
A shudder rippled through her body as she began to churn even harder, her wet, blistering lips nibbling from my mouth to my ear. “You better. And when you’re done, you’re gonna come share with me, okay? Don’t even wait to clean up. I want it right away.”
“You’ll get it,” I promised. 
“Mmmgh. Oh, baby…I wanna feel it. I wanna feel her. I wanna…I wanna…oh, stars!”
Her arms squeezed me against her as she climaxed, holding me so tightly I could barely breathe. The frantic tremors rippling through her pushed me over the edge alongside her, and I squeezed back as I drove my hips upward and fired salvo after salvo inside her…
I was a hot, sweaty mess when our taxi pulled up to the curb of our hotel, worse than if I’d played a krekball tourney all afternoon. Ash was only slightly less disheveled with her rumpled dress and tousled hair, but she didn’t try to hide it. She didn’t even put her panties back on; she just stuffed them into her purse as we got out of the vehicle. 
I knew we’d draw plenty of attention as we moved through the hotel back to our room, but I honestly didn’t care. All I could think about was getting out of this suit and back into Ash as quickly as possible. I didn’t even realize how swiftly I was moving until I saw her start to teeter on her heels while trying to keep up out of the elevator, but I refused to slow down. Hoisting her up into my arms, I carried her the rest of the way down the hall while she kissed, licked, and nibbled at my earlobe, all while quietly begging me to fuck her again and again. 
And that was exactly what I did. 
[image: image-placeholder]Standing on the balcony of our hotel room, an ice pack in one hand and a cold bottle of Drellian beer in the other, I couldn’t help but savor how good it felt to be alive. Sure, the fabric of interstellar society was fraying at the seams, and sure, a genocidal enemy with a lethal armada was out there waiting to strike, but things still could have been a lot worse. At least I wouldn’t die lonely and horny. 
Snorting softly, I downed a gulp of the bitter brew, took another long look at the sparkling lights of the city and the shimmering expanse of stars beyond the overhead dome, and then glanced back over my shoulder to the naked woman on my bed. Ash was only about half covered by the sheets, and her blond hair was spilled across the bed where she’d finally passed out after our third bout. Her dress—and the pieces of my suit—were scattered about the floor. 
We’d made a mess like this in so many places it was getting difficult to keep count. I’d railed her in the jungles of Dormire, on the wasteland flats of Chophus, and even once in a cramped submersible on Baz Garopa. Long-distance relationships may have been terrible, but they taught you how to fuck like animals in every conceivable environment—and at every possible opportunity. The fact that she was also desperate for me to “upload” new girls into her mind during our reunions made it all the more intense. 
But no reunion sex, no matter how good, could make up for how bad it felt whenever I had to leave her behind. 
I sighed and took another sip. We had been so deep in the thick of things the last few weeks that I hadn’t taken the time to appreciate how wonderful it was to be together continuously. And with everything that was happening—and our unique position at the center of it—it seemed like we weren’t going to be forced to separate anytime soon. Though that development would have been more heartening if it didn’t feel like the galaxy was about to fall apart around us. 
Still, I knew it was something I shouldn’t take for granted. We were together, and that was what counted. Now if Ellis could only convince Command to send us back to the mothership—and if I could convince Ash to finally come aboard and meet Saleya in person…
Grinning at the thought, my endurance restored at the mere thought of seeing Ash’s face when she entered the Second Wind, I turned to crawl back into bed beside her. But just as I braced my knee on the mattress, my holopad began vibrating somewhere on the floor. 
I almost ignored it. I definitely wanted to—I hadn’t even been willing to read over the data packet we’d gotten from the Neyris server yet. This was supposed to be a night off. 
But two seconds later, I was rifling through my rumpled pants until I located the device and saw Vrisk’s frequency—not his standard one, but one of the encrypted lines he’d set up for emergencies. With a grimace, I stepped into the washroom, quietly closed the door, and flicked it on. 
“Zeris.”
“Major,” the Kali’s cool voice came back. “I apologize for the interruption, but there is something we must discuss.”
A warning klaxon sounded in the back of my mind. For Vrisk to reach out to me at this hour on this frequency in the middle of Kenabrius Station…
“What is it?” I asked.
“A problem. Two employees of the Quintillion were murdered.”
I blinked. “What? When?”
“The report came in recently. The bodies were discovered in one of the restaurant’s stockrooms approximately an hour ago.”
A sudden tightness gripped my chest. Violent crime was pretty rare on the station, and a double homicide in its most famous restaurant was the kind of news that would make headlines across the Cluster. 
And if Vrisk was calling me about it… 
“Do you know what happened?” 
“Not specifically, but both individuals—a Meldonian male and a Kali female—appear to have been killed by a ballistic round.”
“They were shot? Right when we were having dinner?”
“So it would seem.”
“How is that even possible? We didn’t hear anything. No one did.”
“It is difficult to speculate, but the projectile that killed them was not found at the scene. Detailed forensic analysis will be required to learn more.”
I glanced at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. I looked every bit as confused (and tired) as I felt. 
“Such an event would be shocking under any circumstances, but there are additional concerns,” Vrisk went on. “The individuals who were killed were not simply employees. They were agents of the organization.”
My mouth went dry, and the tightness in my chest moved to my throat. I recalled our confrontation with Xeng earlier, and how the DID had discovered my operation on Secunda…
“Oh, shit,” I rasped.
“It is unlikely that we have been compromised,” Vrisk said, perhaps predicting where my thoughts were going. “Neither individual had anything on their person to link them to us or the organization. However, several witnesses on the scene reported the operatives speaking with a human male on the observation deck. They were seen escorting him to the stairwell…and then never again.”
I hissed through my teeth, belatedly remembering the “mint” I’d stashed in the pocket of my blazer. Perhaps it couldn’t wait until morning after all. 
“I got the data packet from the restaurant,” I said, “but I haven’t looked at it yet. Think this has anything to do with it?”
“Unlikely. The agent who passed it to you is still alive—he is the reason I learned about the murders so quickly.”
I pursed my lips. “What kind of operation are we dealing with here? Someone who only identified a few agents but not the others?”
“That is also unclear, but the human male in question was paying you and Nashira undo attention.”
I shivered involuntarily. Someone had been watching us in the restaurant? But who? And why? My sleep-deprived mind raced through the possibilities…
“This station is crawling with informants and spies and Seraph knows what else,” I said. “Any guesses at the identity of this person?”
“None at present,” Vrisk replied. “The organization has not experienced any difficulty in this sector for some time, and the mistress has expended considerable resources to stay in the good graces of other neutral organizations. I find it highly unlikely that any of them would be involved.”
“So not Cordasco or Quill or the Vekachi Sisters,” I murmured. “And if this killer was a human…”
“There is one obvious conclusion, but obvious does not always mean accurate,” Vrisk said, though the reflexive hedging seemed a bit forced. “If the Intelligence Directorate was keeping an eye on you, they could have easily deployed a Silencer.”
“True, but the DID prefers to rely on mundane assets instead of their super assassins whenever possible,” I replied. “And there’s the fact that Councilor Xeng ambushed the captain and I with a few choice questions when we arrived. Evidently, Lochlan had the DID snoop around Secunda, and they didn’t like the mess they found there.”
“Curious,” the Kali mused. “And troubling.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” I muttered. “Someone’s obviously trying to ruffle our feathers. But if they knew enough to fully expose us, you’d think they would have already done so.”
“I agree. Which means it is not yet time to panic. Though I highly recommend we return to the mothership with great haste.”
“The captain’s working on it, but it might take a few days.”
“Then I shall focus my efforts upon the encrypted data. Unfortunately, my hibernation cycle is fast approaching.”
I nodded. This wasn’t the ideal time for a three-day nap, but I knew from experience that his species couldn’t put it off for long without some pretty extreme consequences to their health. 
“Just do what you can beforehand,” I said. “If we can get out of here soon, you can sleep on the way home.”
“That would be ideal,” the Kali replied mildly. “I will stay in touch with any new details, Major. Good luck…and be careful.”
“You, too,” I whispered when the com clicked off. The bottle of beer I’d left on the nightstand suddenly seemed a lot less appetizing, and the galaxy I’d been so fond of five minutes ago didn’t seem nearly as welcoming, either. 
Grimacing, I went back into the main room to find the small mint. It only took a moment to remove the protective case and withdraw the chip stashed inside. Pushing it into the reader on the back of my holopad, I loaded up another of Vrisk’s decryption algorithms, sat down on the couch on the opposite side of the suite, and settled in for a nice, long read. 
[image: image-placeholder]The data packet didn’t contain anything particularly mind-blowing. The vast majority of it focused on general information the organization had picked up over the past few weeks, including reactions to the news of our ongoing adventures against the Dowd. Most of it was quite dull, at least to me, and I didn’t find any miraculous, timely discoveries about secret Rividian Column mobilization or anything else relevant to the situation. 
The only bit that held my interest was a report from inside the Science Directorate. I knew that Saleya had a bunch of her girls working in the top levels of nearly every agency where alien consorts were the norm for powerful men, and one was apparently attached to the junior director of the Terminus Project, the DSD initiative to construct a stable hyperspace corridor through the Veil and back into the rest of the galaxy. The “Straw,” as it had come to be called, was probably the greatest boondoggle in a century; it had received limitless funding yet never produced tangible results. The latest estimate for completion was about a decade, which the DSD had been saying for longer than I’d been alive. 
That was what made this particular report shocking. Saleya’s agent seemed convinced that the project actually was getting somewhere, and the resounding success of the recent simulations was making a lot of senior officers nervous. Not because they didn’t want to succeed, but because they understood the political ramifications. The Straw was the endgame—if the other powers in the Cluster knew that the Dominion was close to reestablishing contact with Keledon and potentially bringing in countless reinforcements from the wider galaxy…
Well, a month ago I would have been concerned about the potential for widespread war. But now, with the Dowd breathing down everyone’s neck, worrying about a science project that might never even work seemed quaint. Successful models were one thing; building a jump gate and putting it into practice was another. People had far more important things to worry about. 
Sighing, I tossed my holopad on the couch and rubbed at my tired eyes. The rest of the report being uninteresting wasn’t really a surprise. After all, it had been almost exactly a month since we’d stumbled on that derelict Pact freighter in the Drift, and about two weeks since our escape from the Yarasi outpost. It felt like a year could have already passed to me, but to the rest of the Cluster, little had changed. There was nothing for our contacts to find, which was precisely why I needed to speak with Saleya in person. 
Everyone who signed up with her organization understood the risks, and this was far from the first time that her operatives had gotten killed. But it was still a stark reminder of how dangerous this game was that we were playing, and how bloody it would be if the organization was exposed before it was ready. 
Assuming it was ever ready. Ellis had always said that transforming the Dominion would be a slow, generational process, and that a lot of us wouldn’t live to see it come to fruition. Dimly, I wondered if he put himself in that category. 
Moving to the bed, I was about to slide beneath the covers for some much-needed sleep when I was interrupted yet again. But this time, it wasn’t the buzz of my holopad—it was a buzzing inside my mind. 
[Kal.]
I inhaled sharply. The mental voice belonged to Velarys. When I closed my eyes, I could feel her mentally reaching out to me…
[Come to me. We must speak.]
I paused, wondering if I could communicate back to her in some way. Then an image forced its way into my mind: the massive arched bridge stretching like a steel rainbow over the station’s famous solarium in the heart of the city. I caught a glimpse of Velarys there waiting for me…and then the connection was gone. 
For a long moment, I just stood there next to the bed, wondering why she had reached out to me in the middle of the night. Perhaps she had also heard about the murders at the restaurant…or perhaps she had something else she needed to tell me. 
Something so important that it couldn’t wait. 
Rubbing at my tired eyes again, I leaned down to place a soft kiss on Ash’s cheek. She didn’t even budge, and waking her up when she was in one of her deep, Kal-just-fucked-the-hell-out-of-me comas was always a bad idea. So instead, I just left a message on her holopad and placed it on the bed where she would hopefully see it. 
“I’ll be back soon,” I whispered. Heading to the closet to collect my uniform, I dressed as quickly as I could, then headed for the door. 




Interlude


The Zyphora was one of about a hundred hotels scattered across the urban sprawl of Kenabrius Station, and based on its appearance and general cleanliness, it was definitely in the upper quintile of quality. The rooms were large, the carpets were clean, and the food was better than average. The air filters pumped in a constant stream of inoffensive scents designed to please but not overwhelm the nostrils, and a friendly, diverse staff saw to the needs of every humanoid species that came through the door.  
But amenities were one thing; security was quite another. Leenam had no issue purchasing a room with his fraudulent credentials, and the lack of internal weapons scanners meant the dampening field inside his equipment bag ended up being overkill. Not that there was any harm in being cautious.
The unexpected Unionist ambush in the restaurant had put him behind schedule, especially when he’d learned that Zeris and his companion had finished their dinner and left while he’d been otherwise occupied. But it didn’t matter. His prey would be here all night, and Leenam still had time before the assault team snapped into action. 
Thirty minutes after he’d checked in, he had his sniper rifle reassembled in the cozy little reading nook kitty-corner to the bed. Ballistic weapons weren’t common in general, what with the inherent danger of puncturing a thin bulkhead and exposing a ship to vacuum, not to mention the wide variance in gravity between planetary theaters. And this Sporoz-Gau design was a true relic from the past, having been instrumental in the Seraph’s rebellion against the Tarreen some four centuries earlier. 
His updated model was quite different, of course, thanks to centuries of refinement to materials and ammunition. But Leenam had made further modifications, transforming most of the firing chamber into an elaborate electromagnetic rail. One of the many advantages of his psionic gifts was that he could completely bypass the normally extreme energy requirements of such tech by charging it himself. The gun carried an ultra-dense capacitor the size of his fist, a five-round magazine, and no power source whatsoever. The result was a personal-scale weapon powerful enough to rip straight through a tank mech. 
Or an Immortal. 
Leenam grinned as he performed a final check on the weapon, then stepped over to the northern wall where he had already erected the tripod. He flicked on the scope after clamping it in place, then gave it a moment to calibrate as he angled the rifle down about fifty degrees toward the floor. 
“Come on,” he whispered as his thumb gradually adjusted the zoom. “I know you’re there somewhere…”
The exographic scope was powerful enough to see through half the walls in the damn hotel, but his targets were only one floor down and two rooms over. He’d run the calculations in his head earlier, but manual adjustments sometimes took longer than expected.
But not today. Viewed through the scope, the target area was a spectral shade of blue, as if Leenam were looking at transparent holograms rather than flesh-and-blood people. The details of the room were perfectly clear despite the distortion, however, including the two people inside it. The half-Kreen psychometric was lying in bed, while Zeris appeared to be on the couch reading something on his holopad. 
Leenam grimaced. Ideally, he’d wanted to catch them in bed where a single well-placed shot could rip them both apart. Firing twice would create one hell of a mess, what with the rail slug tearing through the walls in multiple places and making a terrifying amount of noise in the process. Whoever didn’t die in the first shot would instantly be alerted, and given the nature of this weapon and the concentration required to activate it, the odds of him hitting a running target were virtually zero.
Thankfully, he was a patient man. Waiting a few more minutes wouldn’t be a problem, though he couldn’t help but wonder what the man might be reading at this hour. 
Leenam had just fixed Zeris in his crosshairs and was toying with the idea of charging the weapon and pulling the trigger when his com implant pinged inside his head. 
“Trouble?”
“Potentially,” Firth’s familiar voice came back. “The freighter will be in position in twenty minutes, and everything’s set with the power spike. The gap in the shields should last twice as long as we planned for.”
“Good. So what’s the problem?” 
“Our target didn’t stay at the embassy. She appears to have headed to the solarium.”
Leenam’s black eyebrow rose above the scope. “That should make your job even easier. You don’t have to worry about Yarasi security spotting you.”
“I understand that,” Firth growled. “The problem is that most of the team is already committed. We can’t give the Dowd any support from halfway across the station. And we can’t just sit around and hope that alien bitch comes back in time. Those shields are coming down whether we’re re—”
“The Dowd don’t need support,” Leenam said flatly. “Frankly, they don’t even need to succeed. The goal is to sow fear and chaos. The Yarasi girl is a bonus. Once the rest of the aliens realize how pitiful their defenses are, they’ll shit their collective…”
He abruptly trailed off when he saw Zeris rise from the couch. But strangely, the man didn’t climb beneath the covers—he halted suddenly, then hurriedly donned his uniform and headed straight for the door. 
“Wait a minute,” he muttered, gritting his teeth in frustration. “Zeris is leaving the hotel.”
“At this hour?” Firth asked. “Why?”
Leenam clucked his tongue against his teeth as he pivoted the rifle to watch Zeris lock the door and take off at a brisk jog down the corridor in the direction of the rooftop taxi pad. “I’ll bet half a million chits he’s headed to meet the Yarasi.”
Firth swore under his breath. “The Dowd aren’t equipped to handle an Immortal. And unless he takes the scenic route, there’s no way they’ll be able to strike before he gets there.”
Leenam pulled his eye from the scope and paused to think. This was a rather annoying hiccup, to be sure, but not an insurmountable one. 
“It doesn’t matter,” he decided. “Zeris is a nuisance, but he’s not our priority. Order the Dowd to focus on the Yarasi. Withdraw your team and move to extraction.”
“Even if they manage to kill her, Zeris will rip them apart.”
“Obviously. But as I said, it doesn’t matter. You know how they are—they’ll throw themselves at him and make a mess before they die. We couldn’t ask for a more terrifying demonstration.”
“If you’re sure…”
“I’m sure,” Leenam said. “You have your orders.”
“Yes, sir.”
There was a faint click in Leenam’s head as the com deactivated, and he took a deep breath to try and refocus. 
“No more distractions,” he murmured, pushing his eye back into the scope and bringing the rifle around. His other target was still sound asleep in bed, but he needed to give Zeris a few minutes to get in the taxi and leave. After that, he would take the shot. He didn’t even need to be all that accurate; the nature of the weapon meant that a single round would blow her in half. 
And once she was dead, no one would ever question his loyalty again. 
Fixing the crosshairs on her back, Leenam locked the rifle in the tripod so it couldn’t move, then concentrated on his powers. The Master had honored him by spending a great deal of time and effort helping him develop his magnokinetic gift, but this type of fine manipulation remained taxing. Focusing his mind on the armature within the barrel, Leenam wove a dizzying nest of tightly coiled, rapidly flipping magnetic fields that started to charge the rails with electricity. 
The weapon began to hum with power, and he could feel a tingle racing up and down his scalp. He hadn’t taken a shot in a few weeks, but he knew he could do it. Just a few more seconds to build power…
And then his target rolled over. Leenam froze, the magnetic fields he’d been maintaining fizzling out along with his concentration. In the minutes leading up to this, he had told himself not to look too closely, especially when he was powering up the weapon. But now he couldn’t look away from her face. It was so…peaceful. So gentle. So familiar. 
Not the face of a stranger…but the face of his sister. 
His hand trembled hard enough that his thumb inadvertently flicked the zoom and made her appear even larger. He took another deep breath and tried to swallow, but his mouth was a desert. He could feel the memories stirring in the back of his mind, gnawing at the bars of their prison like rats in a cage. The Master had shown him how to bury them; he had even helped to wipe most of them away altogether. But there were always a few that stubbornly lingered…
Holding her hand as Dad took us into the city for the first time. Laughing at my stupid jokes in front of the campfire at Dules Summit. Warning me not to threaten her boyfriend when she brought him home for the first time…
“Nashira.”
Leenam inhaled sharply and stepped back. His hands were shaking—his entire body was shaking. And there was the gun, sitting on its tripod just waiting for him to pull the trigger and take control of his destiny. 
But he couldn’t touch it. He didn’t want to touch it. And there was no way in hell he would look through that scope again. Not when her face would be there waiting for him…
Biting down on his tongue so hard he tasted blood, Leenam activated his com implant. “There’s…there’s a problem.”
“What is it?” Firth’s voice came back. 
“I have to abort,” Leenam said. “I don’t have a shot.”
“What?”
“Keep coordinating the attack. Zeris should be there soon. I’m going to head for the shuttle early and get out of here before security triggers a lockdown.”
“That wasn’t the plan!”
“Plans change,” Leenam snarled. “Get it done!”
He turned off his implant and stared at the rifle in silence. The Master would be furious, and there would be no way to lie to him. He would see his servant’s weakness. He would see his failure. He might even kill Leenam for it. 
But he might not. If Leenam could find the Unionist leader, if he could break her and expose all her traitorous followers…then perhaps the Master would forgive him. Perhaps he would even help Leenam save his sister by offering her the same chance to purge herself of her alien weakness… 
Still shaking, Leenam reached for the tripod and began to disassemble the gun.




6
Breached


All told, it took me about twenty minutes to reach the solarium, almost half of which was spent making my way up to the bridge. While the massive arch was designed for foot traffic—the view of the arboretum and artificial lake below was stunning—there were no vehicle pads anywhere within several hundred meters.  
I probably could have talked or bribed a real pilot into flying me up there, but the AIs that operated the transportation system here couldn’t be cajoled so easily. That, or the whole system was still holding a grudge at me for fucking my girlfriend in the back of one of their taxis a few hours ago. 
I spent most of the journey speculating about what Velarys wanted to tell me. Had her government decided how to respond after our presentation to the Security Council? It seemed plausible enough. But if that was true, the tension I’d felt from her suggested they hadn’t come to a decision she liked. That line of thought led me down a few darker mental paths until I finally convinced myself to give up the exercise altogether. 
Velarys was waiting about halfway across the bridge, at the apex of the arch. Surprisingly, she wasn’t wearing her combat armor; she was wrapped in a sari-style dress that combined a long, flowing white skirt with a matching halter top. A decorative silver sash draped across her body from her left shoulder to the opposite hip, and several of the gemstones embedded within were glowing the exact same blue-violet shade as her luminescent eyes. 
It was a stunning look I’d only seen before thanks to Ash’s teenage obsession with Yarasi fashion. But that had been a long time ago, and holograms of famous models didn’t look anywhere near as good as Velarys did right now. 
She turned toward me as I approached, her eyes glowing even brighter thanks to the artificially dimmed illumination to simulate nighttime across the station. She was tall and exotic and achingly beautiful. There was no one else up here aside from the occasional patrolling security drone, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she had arranged that somehow.
“I am glad you have come,” she said, gliding toward me with fey-like elegance. 
“You sound surprised,” I commented. 
“Not at all. Merely pleased.”
“That’s a relief. What is it you wanted to—”
She didn’t let me finish. The moment she moved within arm’s reach, she took my face in her hands and pulled me in for a kiss. My lips began to buzz as if hers carried an electric charge, and when her tongue slipped through and swirled together with mine, it was like I had decided to make out with a power conduit. I knew it was just in my head—some kind of resonance between her psionic power and mine—but that didn’t make it any less real. 
Or any less exciting. 
My hands were at her hips in an instant, and given how tightly she held me against her, I half expected her to pull me down on top of her and demand I fuck her right here in the middle of the walkway. I would have been lying if I claimed I’d never thought about having sex up here; the last time Ash and I had been on the station, we had spent half of lunch one day brainstorming ideas for how I could bend her over the railing and take her without anyone being the wiser. 
But while it didn’t seem like Velarys and I would have to worry about getting caught by random pedestrians, there were two other problems we had to deal with. For one, station security would surely catch us on video; for two, I had already finished five times in the past few hours. Even an Immortal had his limits.
Unless my Yarasi lover used her psychometabolic abilities to restore me…
Smiling into our kiss, I was just about to grab her by the thighs and hoist her up into my arms when she abruptly pulled away. Her eyelids fluttered, and she ran her tongue across her lips as she feathered her fingers through my hair. 
“I wish to mate with you again as well,” Velarys whispered. “And I could easily restore you to optimal performance.”
“Sounds like a fun night to me,” I said breathlessly. “Though we might want to find somewhere more private to—”
“But I’m afraid that is not why I asked you to meet with me.”
I blinked, and I swore I could actually hear the faint hiss of my cock deflating. “Um, okay. So…?”
“There is something we need to discuss,” she said, taking a step back. “It is not pleasant.”
If she had been human, I would have assumed we were about to have a dreaded “we need to talk about our relationship” moment. But something in her expression told me that this was even worse. 
“I have received a new assignment,” she said. “The Executrix has ordered me to return to Yarasi space immediately.”
My stomach sank. “What?”
“She is grateful for my service in exposing the Dowd plot, and I am to receive a commendation for my actions following the attack on the outpost. But she believes that my tour of duty is now complete, and she wishes me to return home to begin my first jahumir.”
“You mean…” I paused, trying and failing to pick my stomach off the floor. “You mean a motherhood cycle?”
“It is time,” Velarys confirmed. “Especially if another war is upon us. No warrior in good health can eschew her duty to provide children for the Empire under such circumstances.”
I tried to speak, but nothing came out. I felt sick, and it wasn’t only the reflexive disgust at the thought of another man touching her. That was a big part of it, but not all of it—I also felt kneecapped at the sudden realization that I might never see or talk to her again. 
“But we need you,” I said, and meant it. “If the captain gets his way, we’ll be heading back to Dominion space soon. If we can learn more about the Column’s plans, we might be able to find more bases and—”
“I explained all of this to my superiors,” Velarys interrupted. “They were not swayed. And when I suggested that I could perform my jahumir with you instead, I believe I made the situation worse.”
My jaw sagged open. “With me?”
“Yes. Yarasi and human genetics are normally not compatible, but there is a high probability that my psychometabolic powers could overcome this obstacle.” She paused and stepped over to the railing at the side of the bridge. “I proposed that our child could serve a unique diplomatic role as well. This suggestion was also meant with…resistance.”
I was still struggling to come to terms with it. Of all the things I’d expected her to say tonight…
I mean sure, we’d had sex. A lot of sex. A lot of great sex. And sure, we’d learned to work well together as a team. I’d even admit that my feelings for her were romantic. But being willing to have a child with me was…
Shocking. Thrilling. More thrilling than it had any right to be, if I was honest. And far beyond anything I’d anticipated. 
“Many of the Executrix’s advisors believe that peace with your people is and has always been a mistake,” Velarys said, voice oddly quiet. “They do not believe in the Assembly or the Accords.”
“Maybe they should sit down with the Column,” I said. “Sounds like they have a lot in common.”
Bracing her hands on the railing, she peered down over the side to the sprawling solarium below. Even in the nighttime lighting, the sight of the multicolored flora taken from a hundred different worlds was fascinating to behold. The vibrant splashes of orange and red amongst the green gave me the impression of looking down at the canopy of a thick Nirivian forest in the middle of autumn. The only structure amidst the greenery was the rectangular conservatory. I had only seen it from the streets, but I knew it was where the groundskeepers kept the gardener mechs and the sprinkler control system. 
“I’ve no doubt they will make it difficult for me,” Velarys whispered. “Some will wish to deny me reentry to the Empire altogether. They fear that once I have shared my experiences, the memories will ripple through the minds of countless others, infecting them.”
I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. “You make it sound like uploading a video onto the Holosphere.”
“It is not entirely dissimilar,” she conceded. “My people share everything. Our deep connection is our strength…but it can also be a vulnerability in ways I had not anticipated. The elders take great care to control the spread of new ideas. Those that carry them are often kept away from Draconis.”
I winced. “If I had known how much trouble this would get you in, I never would have—”
“I told you before that I do not regret my actions,” Velarys said, swiveling her glowing gaze back to me. “You earned the right to mate with me by strength and deed. That has not changed.”
I stared hard into her glowing eyes, wishing I could come up with something to say. I’d had my share of one-night stands over the years, either with one of Saleya’s girls or the occasional female ’pounder, and those couplings had never carried any expectations. My tryst with Velarys should have been the same way…but it wasn’t. We had a real connection. This felt more like saying goodbye to Ash whenever I was forced to leave her behind in the Borderlands…
“I should have known how they would react,” she said, almost as if to herself. “And I should not be surprised by my reassignment. Even if the Executrix did not wish me to begin a jahumir, I would still have been dispatched to a different outpost. Just as you are likely to be dispatched elsewhere as well.”
“I suppose so,” I replied, my voice hollow. She wasn’t wrong; we were both soldiers, and soldiers went where they were sent. This relationship was never going to be…traditional. 
“When do you leave?” I asked quietly. 
“Tomorrow,” she said. “Several Yarasi transports are scheduled to arrive in the morning. Most of my people currently on the station will be returning to the Empire.”
I nodded, a leaden feeling in my gut. “The beginning of the end. You can practically feel this place coming apart.”
Velarys placed a hand on my cheek. “Do not abandon hope. Once the Dowd have been defeated, we can…”
She broke off, stiffening. 
“What is it?” I asked as her hand fell back to her side.
“Something is wrong,” she said, her blue-violet eyes narrowing in concentration. “I sensed a flicker of strong emotion from nearby…and then nothing.”
My body tensed as my survival instincts kicked in. I tossed a glance back and forth toward each end of the bridge, but I didn’t see anything unusual going on. There didn’t appear to be anyone skulking around in the shadows, and we were still alone up here aside from the patrolling security drones overhead—
Except they, too, had vanished. My pulse began to race as I visually scanned the air in search of the tiny devices, but I couldn’t find any trace of them. The solarium had been peaceful before, but now it felt like a damn crypt…
“The drones are gone,” I said, reaching down to confirm that my SP-2 pistol was in my jacket holster. “We need to get out of here.” 
Velarys grimaced and pressed her fingers to her temple. “I cannot sense anything,” she said. “Someone is projecting a catapsi field!”
I reached out to grab her, fully intending to haul her along with me and get the hell out of here. But the instant my fingers curled around her forearm, the long shadows at the end of the bridge to our right seemed to move, and the air sizzled with blue flashes of pulsefire. 
The Dowd had breached Kenabrius. 
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Just me. 
Keeping her tucked tightly behind me, I made myself as large as I could as the blue bolts tracked toward us. The energy blasts burned through my uniform only to dissipate harmlessly against the flesh beneath, and if there had only been one shooter, I might have risked charging his position. But I counted at least six guns out there, possibly more, all coming from slightly different angles… 
[Behind!] she warned, her voice stabbing into my head. 
Twisting my head around as another blast exploded in the center of my chest, I spotted a second group of shadows swarming up the opposite side of the bridge. When their guns joined the chorus in the next few seconds, this would officially be over. I could survive the barrage, but there was no possible way I could shield Velarys from multiple directions at once.
Which left precisely one option. 
“Hold tight!” I cried out. Spinning around, wincing as another barrage broke against my back, I grabbed Velarys by the waist, lifted her up into my arms—
And threw us both over the side of the bridge.
It was a solid fifty-meter plunge down to the solarium, more than enough to shatter every bone in our bodies—which was precisely why tractor nets had been installed beneath every bridge on the station. We had only fallen about ten meters, just enough for my stomach to lurch at the sudden drop, before an invisible tractor field slowed our descent, then stopped us entirely. 
Velarys gasped at the abrupt shift in momentum, though unlike most people who had been tackled off the edge of a bridge, she didn’t scream or panic. As strange and disorienting as it was to be floating in mid-air atop what was essentially an invisible spider web, I couldn’t deny that the net was a truly remarkable device—and a sadly necessary one after a rash of suicides some years ago. 
Normally, I would have been happy to wait for a police skiff to come retrieve us, but the moment the Dowd made it to the railing, they could easily lean over the side and pick us off like fish in the proverbial barrel. 
Which meant it was time for a little collateral damage. 
“Hang on!” I called out through clenched teeth. “Whatever happens, make sure you land on top of me!”
Reaching to my holster concealed beneath what was left of my jacket, I drew my sidearm, distantly grateful that the deaths at the Quintillion had prompted me to grab it as I went out the door. Struggling against the invisible field that made it feel like I was swimming in molasses, I took aim at the tiny projector barely visible beneath the bridge. My first shot wasn’t even close—it spanged harmlessly off the metal several meters away. My second came closer, and my third scored a hit. 
But as powerful as Scorpions were at short range, they weren’t designed for accuracy or power beyond a few meters. The energy had mostly dissipated by the time it reached its target. I still lined up a fourth shot, knowing it would have to be absolutely perfect for this to work…
And just as the first wave of Dowd reached the balcony and began tracking us with their weapons, I pulled the trigger. 
The blue-white blast hit the projector dead on. My stomach dropped as the tractor field abruptly released, and the Dowd opened fire right as we began falling again. It was all I could do to pull Velarys more tightly against me as we plummeted straight down into the green canopy below. 
Gritting my teeth, I focused all my mental energy on fortifying my body and preparing to absorb the kinetic energy from the impact. In theory, I would be able to dampen it enough to save myself while acting as something of a cushion for Velarys; in practice, our bodies might end up splattered across half the solarium. 
It only took a heartbeat to find out. We crashed through layers of branches on the way down, but their angry clawing didn’t slow our fall. I held her as tightly as I could, bracing for the inevitable…
It hurt. A lot. A world-size sledgehammer drove all the wind from my lungs. Every bone in my body threatened to snap in the same instant, but my psionic fortification—and my kinetic absorption—kept me from shattering like so much glass against ferrocrete. I cushioned Velarys as best I could, though my vision went black before I could tell if she was all right. The entire station seemed like it was spinning around me, and I wondered if perhaps I hadn’t escaped as unscathed as I’d hoped…
[Get up!]
The telepathic command was like a splash of cold water across my face. I inhaled sharply, my eyes refocusing enough to see the canopy of trees and the ugly path of snapped branches we’d left in our wake. No more fire was raining down on us from the bridge above. Velarys was crouched next to me, her dress ripped in several places but otherwise seeming no worse for wear. A quick pat-down with my buzzing hands confirmed that I was all there as well, though my body had made one hell of a divot in the pristine lawn. At least I hadn’t lost my pistol.
“Fuck,” I groaned as she took my hand and helped me lean up. It was pretty dark down here, like a forest at midnight, and I fully expected the sprinkler system to kick on just to make this even more miserable. 
“We must move,” Velarys said, her glowing eyes the sole source of light within twenty meters. “Dowd do not relent. They will—”
She didn’t even finish before a salvo of pulse blasts cut downward through the canopy and scorched the ground nearby, leaving rings of ignited grass where they hit. I had no idea whether the Dowd could “see” us with their weird echolocation all the way down here, but it didn’t really matter. They had enough firepower that they could hose the place down and eventually pick us off.
Or at least, pick her off. And I was not about to let that happen.
“Into the conservatory!” I barked. “Now!”
I grabbed a handful of her dress, trying to keep her in front of me where I’d have a greater chance of taking a hit in her place. The blasts weren’t coming particularly close—yet—and if there’d been any solid cover at all, it probably would have been worth staying put for help to arrive. But the statue of whoever had forked over the money to build this place was on the other side of the solarium, and none of the little fences or trellises were sturdy enough to absorb pulsefire, so the only real option was to run into the conservatory and pray that the metal overhang was stronger than it looked. 
We barely made it. Just as the incoming fire tracked closer, with each shot seeming to blow out an even larger chunk of the grass, Velarys dove beneath the transparent steel awning and curled into a ball. I hunched over her, wincing as several shots pelted the structure, and half expecting them to penetrate. But the building was apparently sturdier than it looked, and the odds of a stray shot hitting Velarys became much more remote. 
“Stay down,” I ordered, wincing when another shot struck the awning. With the way the metal was already starting to blister, it might not withstand many more hits—especially when or if the Dowd realized where we’d gone and stopped firing randomly.
“Where is station security?” Velarys asked, hand squeezing my bicep.
“Not here,” I replied bitterly. “The Dowd probably set up a distraction to keep them busy for a while.”
“This structure will not hold. Especially if…”
She broke off when the shooting abruptly stopped. I tried to peer through the tree canopy toward the bridge, but when I couldn’t see a damn thing, I held my breath and tried to listen instead. Despite the sizzle from the burning grass, I was reasonably certain I heard some shuffling boots somewhere high above us… 
“We could make a run for it, but there’s not a lot of cover,” I said, glancing through the conservatory’s open entrance and out the other side. We’d have at least fifty meters in the open until we reached the wall hemming in the solarium from the street. “Can you sense anything?”
Velarys shook her head. “The catapsi field is too strong.”
I smothered a curse. A wisp of smoke from the burning grass tickled my nostrils and stung my eyes. Distantly, I wondered if the irrigation system had any heat sensors. Probably not…and the controls here in the conservatory would assuredly be inaccessible to anyone without the right codes. Normally, I would consider the added concealment from the smoke advantageous, but it wouldn’t do shit against the Dowd and their weird sonar. 
“We’re going to have to move,” I said, coughing and waving my pistol in front of my face to disperse the smoke. “Maybe we can—”
Before I could finish, there was a strange but familiar popping sound to our left. I whipped around just in time to see a squad of Dowd soldiers appear out of nowhere about thirty meters to our left behind a set of arching trellises in one of the flower gardens. 
I froze in the hope that they wouldn’t see us in the veiled darkness…but of course, the faceless monsters didn’t need to see anything. They could sense us fine. 
Grabbing Velarys by the shoulders, I hurled us both into the conservatory and flattened her against the floor as the first barrage of pulsefire tracked toward us. The blue bolts scorched through the building’s skeletal framework with ease, disintegrating or igniting the plants they hit on the way. The fence in front of us—a roughly three-meter-high stretch of thin metal—absorbed a few stray hits, but I had no illusions that it would hold for long. 
We needed to do something. And we needed to do it now. 
“Stay low!” I ordered, crouching up to peer through our disintegrating cover with my pistol still in hand. I squeezed off a couple of quick shots, hoping to at least make them think twice, but the only answer was a return blast that tagged my shoulder. 
Shit. 
The acrid stink of burnt fabric filled my nose, chemical and foul, making me wish for the merely woody aroma of scorched grass. As the flash of heat and dull pain dissipated, I squinted through the smoke in search of inspiration. There had to be something we could do, some way to escape…
But the conservatory held nothing of use. The dormant, ball-shaped gardener mechs in the corner were less than worthless, and I didn’t have the codes for the sprinkler control system even if the Dowd had been allergic to water. Which they weren’t. 
There was nothing in the solarium besides trees, shrubs, flowers, and the various fences and trellises to contain them. There was barely any tech at all besides the irrigation piping tucked neatly within the soil and out of sight. 
The irrigation piping…
The revelation hit me like a cresting wave. I belatedly remembered a seemingly irrelevant factoid about the flying chelgos on Dormire that I’d apparently filed away in the back of my mind for a rainy day. Ash had been forced to study them years ago, back when she had been tracking down some Rakashi nobleman’s son who’d absconded with the family fortune. The bloodthirsty chelgos made entire stretches of the lower wilderness incredibly inhospitable…except during the rainy season when the constant downpours mucked up their echolocation so badly they couldn’t hunt for shit. 
“This is not a well-thought-out plan!” Velarys hissed from below me, plucking the thoughts from my mind. 
“Those are the best kind,” I shot back as I handed her my gun. “Take this.”
She winced as a blast burned another hole in the wall a few meters away. “Why?”
“Because you’re going to need it,” I said. “But first, cover your ears.”
Drawing in a quick breath, focusing my mind on the residual kinetic energy still buzzing through my body after our fall, I prepared to release it all in a single burst. Not a punch, as fun as that would be, but something a bit more…destructive. 
Another barrage burned through the wall, forcing Velarys to roll a half meter to the side. But she kept her hands covering her ears even as she looked up at me in total bewilderment, perhaps rethinking her choice to get involved with this hapless human fool. 
I made my move. Keeping low, I rushed out of the conservatory, around its corner, and across the path surrounding it. I dove headfirst into some azaleas against the fence. By some miracle, the Dowd soldiers on the other side chose not to step closer to the fence and shoot me at point-blank range. 
Standing upright over the fence, knowing full well that I’d eat at least a few shots the moment I did so, I thrust out my hands and then clapped them together as hard as I could. The kinetic energy I’d stored from the fall exploded outward in a rippling shockwave, ripping apart the plants, grass, and topsoil in its path like a fault line had burst open in the station. But the important part was that it hit the irrigation pipes, too, and it only took a heartbeat before I heard the whine of buckling metal followed by a hissing explosion as the pipes ruptured. The cascading pops and creaks were followed by an eruption of pressurized water in a dozen different places, creating an artificial rainfall over half the solarium. 
“I’ll be right back,” I called out, gritting my teeth and leaping over the fence. I legitimately had no idea if the water would refract Dowd sound waves or not, but I knew it was our only chance. And it only took a moment to realize that my distraction was even better than I’d hoped. Whether due to the water or the screeching hiss of the pipes or perhaps even the alarms that had sounded thanks to the pressure loss, the hail of pulse blasts immediately diminished to a few errant shots. And once I was close enough to see one of the Dowd soldiers through the haze and darkness, turning jerkily from side to side as if he didn’t know where to look, it was abundantly clear that he was disoriented as hell.
My insane gambit had actually paid off. 
He managed to squeeze off two shots vaguely in my direction before I slammed into him with all my weight, tackling him to the grass and knocking his rifle from his hands. The tiny holes on the side of his ebon face had flared open as if in protest of the stimuli, but I solved his problem by bashing in his skull with my fortified fist. The spray of greenish blood made me almost thankful for the cold shower. 
Rolling forward, I retrieved his weapon and opened fire at his comrades, dropping two of them before they could even turn in my direction. 
“Now!” I called out, knowing that the vocalization might help them “see” me but also knowing it would keep their fire away from Velarys. Not that she needed an invitation to jump in—she had already rolled out of the conservatory, her pistol spitting fire with impressive aim. 
With time, the Dowd might have been able to recover from the sudden auditory assault the same way that a human would recover from a bright light. But with the two of us spraying the solarium with fire, they didn’t stand a chance. 
Thirty seconds later, it was all over. 
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Ellis’s voice reverberated off the walls of the small recovery room. Were it not for the privacy field covering the door, it probably would have carried halfway across the damn clinic. 
“Security doesn’t have all the answers yet,” Councilor Xeng said, bags of fatigue under his eyes. “Just a preliminary report.”
“And?” Ellis demanded. 
“And it’s not good,” Xeng replied, stepping over to the door and peering into the hall as if he didn’t trust the privacy field. I didn’t blame him. Despite the late hour, the clinic was filled to capacity. A second Dowd strike team—the one who hadn’t psychoported down on top of us—had apparently run rampant through the station, shooting anything that moved before they’d finally been pinned down and killed by station security. I hadn’t been privy to the exact casualty numbers yet, but it seemed bad. Probably dozens, possibly hundreds if you included the wounded as well as the dead. 
Velarys and I shouldn’t have even been in here taking up valuable bed space, but station security had insisted on keeping us here where they could run scans, get our testimony, and constantly badger me about the damage I’d caused to the solarium. I still hadn’t gotten any sleep, and my patience was nonexistent. If Ellis and Xeng hadn’t shown up when they had, I might have ended up putting a few more people in the intensive care unit. 
“Let me guess,” I grumbled, sitting up on the medical bed and looking forlornly at the scorched remnants of my once pristine uniform jacket. I’d opted to go shirtless rather than wear one of the flimsy blue hospital gowns. At least my pants weren’t in tatters, and the dark color hid the stains that would probably never come out. “Some kind of sabotage?”
“Yes,” Xeng said. “There was a power spike in one of the shield emitters, just enough to create a gap in the defense grid for a few seconds. Normally, it wouldn’t be a cause for worry—there’s no structural or radiation damage. But given what you’ve told us about the capabilities of the Dowd, it could mean—”
“The strike team psychoported through the gap,” I reasoned. “And somehow got to the solarium without being spotted.”
The councilor’s face darkened. “Yes.”
“Which means they would have had to be in close proximity to the station,” Velarys said. “Psychoportation is only possible over short distances.”
I turned to look at her. She had been standing upright next to my bed since we’d been brought in here, and she had refused any medical examination aside from a basic scan. She had also stiffly informed the clinic personnel that she had mended my limited wounds and that their aid was not required.
“Perhaps concealed aboard a cargo ship,” I suggested. “They come in all the time. Getting a team aboard one wouldn’t be that difficult.”
She nodded. “I will pass that assessment to my superiors.”
“Security is looking into the possibilities,” Xeng said. “They should be able to narrow down the list of suspects, but I can only assume that the perpetrators are long gone by now. Frankly, the bigger concern is how someone was able to sabotage the shields in the first place. Getting access to the station’s systems is virtually impossible. The security here is tighter than the mothership.”
For all that good that did, I thought darkly, though I kept it to myself. 
“This goes beyond sabotage,” Ellis put in. “The attack obviously wasn’t random. They knew where these two were, and they focused their efforts on them specifically.”
“Meaning that whoever sabotaged the shields clearly had eyes on us as well,” I said. “The question is why. If they were smart enough to pull off something like this, then they’re surely smart enough to know they wouldn’t be able to take out an Immortal without more firepower.”
“You’re assuming that you were the target,” the captain said, his attention shifting to Velarys. “That may not be the case.”
She arched a white eyebrow. “You believe they wished to harm me specifically?”
“You’re the only survivor of the massacre at your outpost, and I’ve learned to never underestimate spite as a motivating influence. But I suspect that the choice may be more tactical. A few dozen soldiers couldn’t threaten the station, but they would be more than enough to wreak havoc—especially if you don’t care whether or not they survive.”
Ellis paused and seemed to chew on something. “The enemy wants to frighten us, to make us feel vulnerable.” He eyed Velarys. “Especially your people.”
Her glowing eyes narrowed slightly. “Why?”
“To drive you off the station,” I said, feeling a knot twist my gut. “To encourage the Yarasi to fall back so there’s even less hope of organizing any kind of joint resistance. They know that your people are cautious, perhaps to a fault. And after what happened at the nebula outpost and to the Kasathra…”
Her gray cheek twitched. “An evacuation plan is in motion. The first transports are scheduled to arrive tomorrow.”
“And the Pact may not be far behind,” Xeng said, scowling down at his datapad as he read something. “A report just came in from the relay at Nirule. Six hours ago, a Dowd strike force attacked the Angoth colony on Choth right across the border of Pact space.”
A cold stillness settled over the room. 
“How bad?” I asked. 
“Bad enough,” Xeng replied darkly. “Knowing the Pact, it’s probably worse than they’ve publicly acknowledged. But early indications suggest twenty ships lost in total, mostly ore freighters and construction vehicles, but also a destroyer and two orbital plasma batteries. The details are a bit sparse, but it looks like a smash and grab. A strike team appeared inside one of the depots, wiped out the guards, and escaped with about a dozen tonnes of ore.”
He handed Ellis the datapad, and I pulled myself up off the bed and peered over his shoulder to read along. I didn’t trust public Pact reports any more than the next person, but even if this was embellishing the details, the damage was still pretty bad. 
And perhaps the worst part was that the defenders had only managed to take out two of the twenty swarm ships in the attack, one of which had made a suicide run on the destroyer to prevent it from withdrawing. 
“Why Choth?” I asked. “It’s lightly defended, but it’s also not particularly important. None of the minerals they export are particularly rare. No thorotine, no pulothium…”
“It’s not about the metals,” Ellis said, his voice so hollow it sounded like someone else. “It’s about the message. The same as the attack here.”
I frowned. “If they’re expecting the Krosians to fall back like the Yarasi, they’re going to be disappointed. The combined clans will be screaming for blood.”
“Yes, but they’re not the ones in charge.” Ellis turned and handed the pad back to Xeng. “Choth is an Angoth colony, and their Intendant will be demanding additional defenses now—defenses that are probably already en route to reinforce other worlds. The Dowd want the Angoth to see just how highly their Sillibar saviors truly value them.”
“Not very much,” Xeng muttered. 
“It won’t take long for the resentment to bubble over, and when that happens, the military and the government will be slower and slower to respond,” Ellis said. “Over time, it could create a cycle that tears their whole alliance apart.”
“Isn’t that being a little overdramatic?” I asked. “It’s one colony, and not an important one at that. Besides, the Pact has endured for over a century. It’s not going to fall apart overnight.”
“No, but it’s not nearly as durable as you think, either.” His umber cheek twitched beneath his beard. “Nothing is.”
I frowned, surprised at the intensity of his reaction. Ellis was normally the opposite of the doom and gloom type.
“But this does tell us one thing,” the captain added, some of the shadow seeming to lift from his expression. “The Column and the Dowd don’t have the firepower to take us on directly.”
“What makes you say that?” Xeng asked. 
“Because if they did, they wouldn’t have bothered with an elaborate ruse to trick the Pact and Yarasi into fighting each other in the first place,” Ellis replied. “But even setting that aside, there would be no reason for them to bother hitting a place like Choth if they possessed a truly overwhelming force, not when they could have demolished a major base or planetary garrison or even launched a full-scale invasion before anyone could muster a proper defense.”
“Same with the attack here,” I agreed, nodding. “Why bother sending in a squad of shock troopers if you could just take it?”
“Exactly. Whatever else may be going on that we can’t see, one thing is for certain: we scrambled their plans, and now they want to keep us on the defensive. That makes it absolutely imperative that we regain the initiative here. We cannot afford to let them dictate the course of the war.”
I smiled slightly. The moment of gloom had clearly passed. I spent so much time with Ellis that it was sometimes easy to forget that he was more than just a mentor or even a starship captain. He was a naval strategist to his core, perhaps the most cunning in the entire Dominion, with more front-line experience than anyone in Fleet Command. 
And now, facing down an old enemy, we were going to need his insights more than ever. 
“So what’s our next move?” I asked. 
“The Assembly has called an emergency session—I’ll be trying to put out fires all afternoon,” Xeng said. “But at least we didn’t find any trace of human involvement. And since one of our people was attacked, they won’t be able to lay this at my—our—feet.”
How nice for us, I thought bitterly. If I’d harbored any doubts about Xeng being a career politician, his dedication to covering his own ass would have cleared them up right away. 
“We’re leaving as soon as possible,” the captain announced. “Ideally within the next few hours.”
I looked at him in surprise. “Did Command respond to your inquiries and call us back?” 
“Not yet, but I’m not going to sit around here and wait. We need to pursue the leads we have. There’s nothing left for us to accomplish here.”
Xeng lowered his chin thoughtfully. “There are some members of the Assembly who probably want to question you directly, especially after last night. And under normal circumstances, I might be willing to humor them. But in this case…” He shook his head. “They can live with the testimony you gave to station security. There’s nothing to be gained by bringing you there.”
“Probably not,” I agreed, hoping he didn’t hear the relief in my voice. The last thing I wanted was to finally get pulled beneath those bright lights. 
“I’ll do my best to get everything cleared with station security on the way out, but I suggest you don’t tarry,” Xeng said, tossing a wary glance over his shoulder to the privacy screen. “The longer you linger here, the more likely someone will rope you into staying.”
“Then we’ll be on our way,” Ellis said, offering the other man his hand. “Good luck, Councilor. I don’t envy your job here.”
“Nor I yours,” Xeng replied dryly as he gave the hand a firm shake. “May the Seraph watch over you both. I only wish we’d met under better circumstances.”
He gave us both a tired but sincere smile as he turned to the door, but stopped just before he left. “Oh, and for what it’s worth, Major,” he said. “I’m glad you were there last night. If you hadn’t taken out that squad, the Dowd would have done even more damage before we put them down. You saved a lot of lives.”
“Feel free to put in a good word with the groundskeeping staff for me,” I told him. “Maybe don’t give them my full name, though, in case I ever come back.”
He snorted softly. Then, with a final nod, he was gone. 
“Think he still distrusts us?” I asked once we were alone. 
“He has bigger problems to worry about right now,” Ellis said. “We all do.”
His expression twisted momentarily; he probably had more to say but wanted to wait until we were back in private again. 
“I’ll do what I can with the bureaucrats downstairs to get you cleared, Major,” he said. “I want you back on the ship.”
“Understood, sir.”
Ellis turned to Velarys. “It has been a great pleasure to work with you. I hope we’ll have an opportunity to do so again in the future.”
“As do I, Captain,” she replied quietly. 
Like the councilor before him, Ellis gave us both a nod before he turned and left the room. And then, finally, we were alone. 
“He is more troubled than I would have anticipated,” she commented. “His thoughts are normally very tightly controlled.”
“He has a lot on his mind,” I said, hoping she hadn’t delved too deeply. No matter how much I trusted her, there were still plenty of things about Ellis she really shouldn’t know. “We all do.”
“Yes.”
I touched her arm and gently pulled her closer. Yielding to an urge, I drew her hand to my lips and kissed it. Her skin smelled of smoke and twilight. “I suppose this wasn’t exactly the midnight date you were hoping for, huh?”
“Date?” Velarys asked, frowning as her hand reluctantly slid from mine. “Ah, you are referring to a human courtship ritual of exchanging food and entertainment for mating privileges.”
“That’s…not how I would describe it,” I managed. “But it doesn’t matter. I just meant that it’s unfortunate our evening was interrupted.”
“Yes, it is.” She traced her fingertips over my bare shoulder where I had taken several hits yet hardly had a scratch. “Strange. Only a few kalatra have passed since we last mated, yet I already yearn to feel you inside me again.”
I bit down on my lip, once again shocked into silence by the things that came out of this girl’s mouth. “Well, you could resign and tag along with us. Ellis has a history of granting battlefield commissions. I’m sure he could squeeze another lieutenant onto the Stormrider.”
Her brow furrowed again in confusion. She stepped away. “You would ask me to abandon my duties and betray my code of honor?”
“It was a joke,” I said. “And obviously not a very good one.”
Her blue-violet eyes stared down at me, and I swore I could see them flickering in thought. “I wish that I could,” she said softly, returning to my bedside. “But my duty to the Empire must come before personal desires. To act otherwise would be dishonorable.”
“I understand,” I said. “I just…I wish we had more time.”
“As do I,” Velarys said. “But my superiors have arrived at the clinic. They expect me to join them.”
I hissed quietly. “And I’ll be out of here as soon as Ellis can arrange it. I suppose…well, I suppose this means goodbye.”
She paused for a moment, then reached down to her silver sash and pulled out one of the bluish-violet gemstones. It was only then that I realized it was slightly different than the others; it was a bit longer and thinner, but still small enough to fit in my palm. 
“Only for now,” Velarys said, handing it to me. “If you learn anything vital, this will allow you to contact me from virtually anywhere.”
I eyed the tiny crystal. “Some type of com?”
“Of a sort. It can store and project telepathic data.”
“Across what kind of range?”
“A few kilometers,” she said. “But the signal can be carried on any standard relay, and our listening posts in the Borderlands are programmed to retrieve and relay the signals back to the Empire.”
I stared at her in astonishment. “I’ve never heard of anything like this.”
“If you had, our operatives would not find them nearly as useful.” Velarys smiled thinly. “It will take time, but the message will reach me eventually.”
She leaned in to give me a kiss. My lips buzzed again the moment our mouths met, and then seemed to crackle when our tongues swirled together. All thought fled from my head but of her. I wanted to reach out and pull her down onto the bed with me and hold her there for hours on end…
But our time, it seemed, had already run out. 
“We will see each other again soon, Kaldor Zeris,” she whispered. “Kal.”
I smiled back at her. “I’ll hold you to that.”
She held her face close to mine for what seemed like a small eternity before she finally pulled away. And then, with a faint whisper of motion, she glided out of the room. 
As I sat there by myself, rolling the crystal between my fingers and waiting for my superiors to arrange my release, I couldn’t help but wonder if Velarys had just told her first lie. 




7
Breakthrough


Three hours, two hasty final interviews, and one hurried mountain of datawork later, I was back at the hotel giving Ash the abbreviated version of my midnight adventures. Amusingly, she had never actually gotten the message I’d left for her on the holopad—she had contentedly slept straight through everything.  
Her reactions started with shock and horror, then quickly moved on to anger at station security for allowing something like this to happen in the first place. But I still managed to catch a quick nap, pack up, and make it back to the Stormrider before most other guests on the station were even awake. 
About half of the officers were already back on board by the time I arrived, and even though a single night of relaxation barely counted as shore leave, their spirits did seem a bit higher. Honestly, they were probably just looking forward to putting as much distance between themselves and this mayhem as possible. 
That, or perhaps they were looking forward to going home. They were jennies, after all. 
Before anyone else showed up—and before I got saddled with any genuine duties—I took Ash to the Wildcat inside the Stormrider’s hangar bay. Now that we were officially getting out of here, it was time to have the conversation I’d been putting off ever since we blasted out of Nirivarr. 
“Well, hello, handsome,” Ash said as Kalycos strolled into the lounge thirty seconds after we’d arrived. He chirped at her once, then set a collision course for her shin before rubbing across her ankles. She picked him up during his second attack run and sat down on the couch with him in her lap. “You want daddy to scratch your chin?”
“Daddy has to get to the bridge soon,” I said. 
“But first, we need to talk.”
I took a deep breath, wishing that my Immortal powers worked half as well against words as they did against pulse blasts. Because arguing with Ash about how she needed to come with me to the mothership was not going to be easy, pleasant, or safe. 
“We should be leaving within the hour,” I began. 
“I know what you’re going to say,” Ash interrupted. “And even though it makes my skin crawl just thinkin’ about it, I know I gotta go with you this time.”
I blinked. “You do?”
“Yep.”
She scratched Kalycos some more, then sighed. “Things are different now. Saleya’s gotta know everythin’ that’s been happenin’ out here, not just with the Dowd but also her people gettin’ killed. And like you keep sayin’, it’s long past time the two of us met in person.” 
I nodded slowly. I was so used to having this argument—and losing—that my brain couldn’t figure out how to react. 
“But they’re still not gettin’ their hands on this ship,” she added tartly. “I don’t care if I have to park it in deep space, there’s no way I’m lettin’ any of them jennies get their paws on my baby.”
“It should be safe here on the Stormrider,” I told her. “We’ll have to take a shuttle onto the mothership, and the captain is pretty choosy about what maintenance crews he lets come over. I’m sure he can work something out.”
“He’d better,” Ash said. “If not, I’m blastin’ outta there. I’d rather get shot down than give this ship up.”
I smiled, and I felt tension I never realized I’d been holding drain out of my shoulders and back. “I’m glad you never had to fight with Velarys about returning Yarasi tech.”
“We worked it out. She told me the ship is only worthy of a Huntress, and that I’ve earned it.”
“Really?” 
“That’s what she said.” Ash shrugged. “I don’t claim to understand how their Code works.”
“I’m mostly surprised her superiors went along with it,” I said. “Assuming she told them.”
“’Course she did—that girl isn’t capable of holdin’ anything back. They must’ve okayed it.”
“Maybe,” I replied noncommittally. 
Ash arched an eyebrow. “Where is she, anyway? I figured Ellis would try to keep her around as a kind of ambassador.”
“Sadly, I don’t think that was ever an option,” I murmured. “She was reassigned. That’s why she invited me out to the solarium in the first place. She wanted to tell me that she was leaving on a transport in the morning.”
“Shit,” Ash whispered. “That’s… Shit.”
“Yeah,” I said, trying to ignore the sudden twist in my gut. “On some level, I think we both knew it was inevitable. But still…I don’t know. We went through a lot together in a short period of time. And it would sure as hell be nice to have a Yarasi liaison with us wherever the hell we end up going.”
Ash sighed. “Would’a been nice if she’d at least said goodbye.”
“I don’t think they gave her a chance. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if they keep her safe in their embassy until the transports arrived.”
“That’s the thanks she gets for riskin’ her ass fightin’ the Dowd? Locked up and shipped off? Unbelievable!”
“Her people didn’t approve of her spending that much time with a human,” I said. “I get the distinct impression that keeping her away from me was the deciding factor in her new assignment.”
Ash’s lip curled. “You’re serious?”
I nodded. “It’s not all that surprising.”
“Maybe it should be,” she muttered. 
I could see the genuine hurt in her face, and it wasn’t just disappointment about not having another chance to share Velarys with me. This went far beyond that, deep down to the core of her being. For a girl who’d spent her life being judged for non-human DNA…
Well, this was personal. Especially since she had idolized the Yarasi from adolescence. 
“We’ll see her again in no time, I’m sure,” I said, though it didn’t sound all that convincing. “In the meantime, I should be getting back to the bridge. The captain will want to set out momentarily.”
Ash nodded distantly, looking off into nothing as she slowly stroked the cat in her lap. “You know where to find me.”
There were a hundred things I wanted to say to her, but I really did need to get back to the bridge. Besides, this was definitely one of those cases where my presence wouldn’t help anything unless I could stick around for a while. She just needed time to process everything. 
And frankly, so did I. 
“I’ll stop by when I’m off duty,” I said. 
“I’ll be here,” she replied, offering me a faint, forced smile. “Like always.”
[image: image-placeholder]We left the station without incident, and I spent the next four hours in the captain’s chair while Ellis closeted himself with the department heads and discussed…whatever. I was half convinced that he just wanted to give me more time on the bridge as some kind of misguided grooming attempt, as if I could ever become a true fleet officer. It was such a patently ridiculous notion that I had trouble taking it seriously, but for some reason it was always there in the back of my mind. Not because I had any interest in it, but because I had no doubt that Ellis could have convinced himself it was possible. I had never met anyone else who could split the difference between realist and optimist so easily.
I managed to pass the time by rotating between idly chatting with the other bridge officers and continuing to familiarize myself with the command console. I had spent enough time on Ellis’s ships over my career to pick up most of the basics, but one of the major lessons my instructors had drilled into me on New Praxius was the importance of knowing my surroundings. It was as true in an alien jungle as it was on a starship, and if Ellis was going to insist on making me take more shifts here, I decided that I might as well fill the hours with something useful. 
That was especially true since Miranda remained absent. Ellis still had her working with Vrisk in engineering, and given that his hibernation cycle was fast approaching, they were probably trying to cram in as much work as they could on decrypting the rest of the data from the base on Nirivarr. Once we got back to the mothership, they’d have to turn it all over to the Intelligence Directorate. It would certainly be nice to get everything we could before then. 
Knowing that was going on, I probably shouldn’t have been surprised when Ellis contacted me from engineering and requested my presence rather than relieving me directly. I gave Olshenko the con, stretched out my legs, and then entered the lift. 
Vrisk, Miranda, and the captain were all waiting for me when I arrived. The Kali looked more than a little woozy, as if he might pass out in the next hour whether he was in his quarters or not. I could relate. I had never seen the color patterns on his scales such a flat brown. Hopefully he’d have a chance to hit the mess hall and slam down a few containers of those awful grub things his species liked to eat before they went under. 
“Breakthrough?” I asked, heading over to the cluster of consoles the decryption team had been using. The rest of his team was absent; they must have already been dismissed. The engineers had been cleaned out for privacy, too. 
“We have done all we can,” Vrisk said with a languid blink. “With time, the Intelligence Directorate might be able to recover or restore more data, but it will take more manpower and equipment than we have available here.”
“Overall, I would say there’s more than we expected but less than we’d hoped,” Miranda added. “We learned a bit more about the Gen-63 Gamma program, and we partially reconstructed a transmission stored in the buffer of their com system.”
I nodded, though I was paying more attention to her body language than what she said. For the first time since we met, she genuinely looked tired, though it was only noticeable in her posture. I still wasn’t convinced that her jenny face could even get bags under the eyes. Even her makeup remained perfect somehow. 
“Go on,” Ellis prompted. He was seated in one of the empty chairs, watching her patiently. 
Miranda exchanged a glance with Vrisk, who gave her a nod. “As we already learned, the Gen-63 Gamma program is being run by the Science Directorate—it uses an experimental growth acceleration technique to double the speed at which new cadets can be produced and trained. We weren’t able to find anything definitive about why the insurrectionists would care about this program, but upon careful analysis, I believe we can draw a few conclusions.”
She called up a display on her holopad with a massive scrawl of text and diagrams I couldn’t even begin to process. But just as she seemed about to launch into a lengthy explanation, she paused and appeared to reconsider. 
“I can provide a detailed explanation of my analysis later, but for now, perhaps I should stick with the conclusions.”
“That’s probably for the best,” Ellis replied mildly. “Proceed, Ensign.”
“We believe the Column has been interested in this program for two major reasons. The first is the telepathic flash-learning techniques. Because the Gen-63 subjects grow at twice the speed of a normal human, they require extensive supplemental education. The Directorate has been using advancements in flash-learning techniques to help bridge that gap. The Column has adapted this tech to teach the Dowd how to use their abilities.”
“Which is what we were seeing on Nirivarr,” I said.
“Precisely. The data we recovered had no baseline for the effectiveness in humans, but given that each Dowd only seemed to spend a brief interval in the learning tubes, it seems reasonable to assume that the Column has advanced this technology even beyond the DSD.”
“Disturbing, if not all that surprising,” Ellis said. “What’s the second reason?”
Miranda swallowed. “I must preface, this discovery is based more on supposition and advanced analysis than hard evidence, but I stand by my conclusion.”
“Noted,” the captain said. 
“Sir…I believe that the Column has been stealing embryos from the labs on the mothership.”
Ellis and I shared a long, disbelieving look before we turned back to Miranda.
“How?” I asked. “Why?”
“The ‘how’ I cannot answer,” Miranda said. “But the ‘why,’ frankly, is because they need people—specifically, crews for starships. I believe they have been using the Gen-63 Gamma accelerated growth techniques to create a new generation of fleet officers outside of Dominion control.”
Ellis leaned forward. “But you don’t have any evidence of this?”
“Again, this isn’t drawn from a single piece of data, sir—there’s no conversation snippet or log entry providing definitive proof. But we found several entries discussing the construction of a large flagship and the need to provide a competent crew. Some of the entries discussing the Gen-63 Gamma techniques also refer to the necessity of acquiring said crew as quickly as possible. The details will all be in my final report.”
I shifted my gaze to Vrisk. “You agree with this assessment?”
“I am an engineer and technician, not a data analyst,” the Kali said. “But I have no reason to doubt Ensign Pierce’s conclusions.”
Ellis scratched his beard for a moment. “Well, we can add ‘checking for missing embryos’ to our list of tasks on the mothership,” he said grimly. “Along with ‘checking for missing cruisers.’”
Miranda nodded. “As you’ll see in my report, I believe that the embryos were taken around the time that the program was officially launched, approximately ten years ago. Since only a fraction of available embryos are ever activated in a given generation, it is not inconceivable that some could be drawn from the lab without anyone noticing, especially if records were properly falsified.”
“Ten years would mean they’re fully grown by now,” I reasoned. “Which means they could already be trained and flying ships like that cruiser we encountered.”
“Before we spend too much time speculating, let’s move on,” Ellis said. “What was this about a partially reconstructed transmission?”
“We managed to restore several com logs, actually,” Miranda said. “Most of them appear inconsequential or incoherent, but one is quite relevant. The quality is poor, and we only have audio. But you’ll want to hear it nevertheless…”
She turned to Vrisk. A black shimmer rippled across the Kali’s neck as he started playback from an audio file on his holopad. There were two voices on the recording, both sounding like human males. The first had a thick old Keledonian accent; the second was more difficult to place. The audio had been scrubbed of fragments, leaving only brief but noticeable pauses between segments. 

“The Dowd are redeploying […] six hundred ships, mostly swarmers but several dozen […].”               
“Are you certain that’s enough? […] aliens don’t take the bait, we’ll—”
“They’ll take the bait. Six hund […] complish our goals. If we […] call in the reserves.”
“But, my lord, they are all busy fighting the […]. If we pull them back—”
“We won’t unless it’s absolutely necessary. But if that time comes, […] still on schedule?”
“Yes, my […] fully constructed and operational by the thirteenth, including weapons. It will have more than enough firepower to lay waste to any ship in the Pact or Yarasi fleet. The […] ready for deployment at Bararra nearly the same time. With the Fist of the Seraph […]”
“And you’re […] the Admiralty will […]?”
“Why wouldn’t they? In a few months, their enemies will […] desperate. The Dominion will be in a perfect position to offer help—and to dictate terms. When the Dowd […] humanity will be cast as heroes, not conquerors. We won’t need to convince anyone to join us—they will do so willingly, without […]. The Dominion—my Dominion—will be re—”

For a long moment, no one moved. The last click of the transmission cutting out seemed to linger in the air, its echo growing stronger with each bounce off the walls. 
“I’m…I’m afraid that’s all, sir,” Miranda said. “I wish there were more.”
“It’s enough,” Ellis replied darkly. 
“Six hundred ships,” I breathed. “That’s about what we saw at Nirivarr. And somehow they still have reserves? How many more can they have?”
Ellis took in a long, slow breath. “During the first war, the Dowd demonstrated a remarkable ability to build and crew warships. At least until the Dominion destroyed their primary shipyards at Maltar. Now they’ve had two hundred years to rebuild that capacity…somewhere.”
I hissed through my teeth and turned to one of the nearby consoles. With a quick query, I called up a projection of the Cluster. “Bararra…that’s barely five light-years from the Veil.”
“Far from any trade lanes and jump corridors,” Ellis said. “And so deep into the Drift that most ships would have trouble navigating without specialized equipment.”
“But not the Stormrider,” Miranda said. “Sir, if we changed course now, we could—”
“We’re not changing course, Ensign,” Ellis replied. “We’re not going to change our plans in the slightest. I still need to meet with Command and discuss the situation.”
“With all due respect, sir,” Miranda pressed, “we don’t know precisely when this transmission was sent, but it was before the destruction of the Yarasi outpost two weeks ago. It is logical to assume that the ‘thirteenth’ would be this month. That’s less than eleven days from now! If they have a weapon powerful enough to challenge the Pact and Yarasi fleets—”
“If they do, the Stormrider can’t stop it alone,” Ellis said, letting his voice cool several degrees. “No more than we could have turned around and taken on their forces at Nirivarr. We’re going to need support. Hopefully, this recording will help me convince Command to take action.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, subsiding with a grimace. 
I held back a skeptical comment about what this “action” could even realistically look like. It would take the entire 4th Fleet and change to handle the Dowd armada we’d found at Nirivarr. And if they had a substantial reserve—plus something capable of destroying the most powerful ships in the Cluster—it might take the entire Dominion war machine to stop them. And that was assuming some hypothetical battle in normal space, not the Drift. 
No, if this recording was true—and if we were interpreting it correctly—this would take a hell of a lot more than just a simple call to action. This would require a multi-species effort the likes of which the Cluster had never seen before, not even during the First Dowd War.
Which, after Kenabrius, seemed less likely than ever.
“What about this ‘Fist of the Seraph,’ sir?” I asked, shifting gears. “Sounded like a name for a ship. Maybe the cruiser we encountered?”
“Or the name of whatever they’re building,” Ellis said. “We don’t have enough information to guess. Even this embryo idea is just a theory.”
“True, but it certainly sounds like a name fanatics would choose for a powerful weapon,” I said. “When I was fighting that Shadow of the Seraph, she babbled something about aliens repaying the Seraph’s mercy with treachery.”
Ellis stroked his beard again. “Something to think about, but nothing we can act on. Not yet.” 
“What about identifying the speakers? From what I’ve heard about the scions of the Great Houses, they would definitely be egotistical enough to see the Dominion as theirs. Is there any way we could run a voice match?”
“Not here, but probably on the mothership,” the captain said. “But let’s assume for a minute that one of the voices is Soren Foln. I’m not certain what the DID or Fleet Command would do with that information. His family disowned their prodigal son a long time ago.”
Standing, Ellis swept his gaze around the room. “We have three days until we’re home. You’ve all done a tremendous job here, but it’s time you get some rest. With any luck, we’ll be on our way again quickly, and I’ll need everyone at their best.”
“Yes, sir,” Miranda said. 
Ellis turned to me. “With me, Major.”
I fell into step alongside him as we headed to the lift, and the instant the door closed, I cursed under my breath. 
“Let’s hope we’re misunderstanding what we heard,” I said. “Because if we didn’t…”
“There’s more going on here than we’re seeing,” Ellis said, his dark eyes unfocused. “A lot more. One voice suggested that the Dowd are busy fighting someone else. But who? And where?”
I shook my head. “I have no idea. But I suppose the Drift and the Traverse are pretty heavily unexplored. Maybe the Dowd discovered someone else out there?”
“Maybe,” the captain murmured, though he didn’t sound any more convinced than I did. “But if they have that many ships and that many psychics, it’s hard to imagine how anyone could control them, let alone a relatively small terrorist group like the Column. They aren’t mercenaries, and they can’t be cowed. During their first invasion, they never even offered to negotiate—there was no dialogue, no diplomacy, just slaughter.”
I studied his profile, wondering what else might be going through his head right now. He knew more about the Dowd than anyone else in the Dominion, and not only because he’d spent so much time studying the videos and tactics from the original war. He probably knew quite a bit about the Foln family, too, though I wasn’t as sure about that. 
“At least we narrowed down a potential location,” I said. “But Miranda is right to be worried about the timeline, sir. Bararra is a long way from Dominion space—at least three days from Betros, which is probably four days from the mothership. And it’s not like the fleet is filled with ships designed to navigate the Drift.”
“I’ll take wrestling with gravimetric currents over fighting the Dowd any day,” Ellis replied, a shadow crossing his features. “But the plan hasn’t changed. You’ll meet with Saleya, and I’ll meet with Command. Seraph willing, we’ll get some good news for once.”
I nodded gravely as the lift pinged, signaling that we’d reached the bridge. “Yes, sir.”
“Get some rest, Kal,” he said when the door opened. “We’re both going to need it.”




8
The Voyage Home


I expected the seventy-plus-hour trip back to the mothership to pass slowly, and the first stretch didn’t disappoint. I went back to the  Wildcat that night and crashed hard with Ash, and my next bridge watch seemed to last about a week. I spent some time in the armory afterward, mostly to get some solitude. I had always found equipment maintenance oddly relaxing, and it did help—almost as much as the three Drellian beers I pounded down at the same time. 
That evening, I planned to catch up with Miranda now that she’d finally been relieved from decryption duty. But when I stopped by her quarters, I was surprised to learn that she wasn’t there. When I didn’t find her in the lounge, either, I started to wonder if she was back in engineering working on the decryption scheme again. But before I could investigate, I got a message from Ash on my holopad to meet her in the Wildcat…and an addendum that Miranda was already there.
I paused as I looked down at the message on the screen, surprised and curious. We had been in such a rush since our trip to Rividian that there had been virtually no time for the two of them to relax.
Except, of course, for their little game in the Quintillion. 
I grinned at the thought. Ash had promised to get back at Miranda after that stunt, but she hadn’t had the chance yet. Perhaps she’d decided to change that tonight…
My pulse quickening at the possibilities racing through my head, I promptly pushed my holopad back into my pocket and set off for the hangar. The Wildcat’s ramp was down when I arrived, and I made my way around the curving wrap-around entrance into the lounge. They weren’t there on the couch like I’d expected, but I heard conversation carrying through the hatch leading to the back of the ship. 
Maybe they’re practicing their shared gym routine again. 
Grinning even wider, I headed into the back, wondering if I’d see Ash doing more pull-ups while Miranda held the bar aloft with her telekinesis. But when I heard what sounded like sobbing from inside Ash’s room, I frowned and rushed forward to the door—
To find them both sitting on the end of Ash’s bed, Miranda in uniform and Ash in simple sweatpants and a green tee. My stomach turned to lead when I saw the tears streaking down Ash’s face, but Miranda didn’t look upset at all. On the contrary, she looked…pleased. 
“There you are, baby!” Ash said, turning to me with a smile as bright as a star. “You gotta hear this.”
I stepped into the room, perplexed and more than a little worried. What in the Seraph’s name is going on?
“Hear what?” I asked.
“Tell him,” Ash encouraged Miranda.
“All right,” the other woman said, a flush of red in her cheeks. “I informed her that we discovered some of her father’s research data in the archives of the facility on Nirivarr.”
I winced. I had specifically wanted to avoid that. “Okay.”
“I spent a bit more time reviewing the information after my watch last night,” Miranda went on. “It really is incredible—he solved problems that Dominion geneticists have been struggling with for centuries. But now that I understand the basics, I am reasonably certain I can reproduce his results.”
“You mean…” I trailed off, my heart suddenly pounding against my ribs. Miranda nodded and smiled. “It should be possible to synthesize a fertility agent.”
I stopped breathing. My entire body went stiff with shock, and my eyes flared wide. 
“She can do it,” Ash blurted out, so giddy a fresh wave of tears spilled down her cheeks. “She can help me get pregnant!”
I glanced between the two of them, unable to speak or move or even think. After all this time, after all my fruitless searches…
“You’re…” I rasped, forcing air back into my lungs. “You’re serious?”
“It will take some trial and error,” Miranda said, beaming back at Ash. “But I don’t see any reason it won’t work.”
“We’re gonna have a baby!” Ash practically shouted as she lunged off the bed and into my arms. I caught her mid-leap, mind reeling as she clamped her thighs around my waist and pushed her lips into mine.
As her heat enveloped my body, a rush of excitement and joy and relief crashed over me all at once. When Miranda had discovered her father’s data, it had initially filled me with dread—I had been terrified to bring it up and reopen old wounds—or worse, plant false hope. But this…
A warmth flooded my chest that had nothing to do with Ash’s body heat. It was one that I hadn’t felt in what seemed a lifetime, and now couldn’t fathom how I had lived so long without. Yet live without it I had, ever since that terrible day that Ash’s family had been shattered…along with our dreams of children.
No longer.
Our kiss ended reluctantly, but our mouths didn’t move far. 
“We’ve waited so long…” Ash breathed, cupping my face in both hands. The blaze of her skin seemed almost cool compared to the beaming radiance of her smile. “A family, Kal! It’s finally gonna happen!”
She kissed me again, so hard and deep I could barely breathe. All the years of unfulfilled desire, all the years of disappointment, swelled together in a tidal wave of relief and joy so powerful it nearly knocked me over. 
We were going to have a baby. And it was all thanks to Miranda.
“I, um, I’m glad to have helped,” Miranda said, rising as if to leave. “I’ll head back to sickbay and get started on the—”
“Wait!” Ash gasped, pulling away and twisting around. “You can’t go!”
Miranda paused, her cheeks flushing darker than I’d ever seen. “I don’t understand. I may as well get started, and that way the two of you can—”
“You aren’t goin’ anywhere, jenny,” Ash insisted, her thighs unclamping from my waist as she returned to her feet. “I owe you too much.”
Miranda’s smile reappeared, but she shook her head. “You don’t owe me anything. I’m just glad to help. I know how much you’ve—”
Ash lunged forward and kissed her. And it wasn’t a little peck on the lips—it was a full-body, full-tongue, full-arms-around-the-waist kiss. The kind I gave Ash after we’d been separated for months. 
The kind I gave her right before I fucked her senseless. 
Miranda was surprised. Stunned, even. But it only took a moment before her eyes fluttered shut, and then another after that before her hands were gently falling to the other woman’s sides. A wide, joyous, and undeniably horny smile pulled at my lips. 
It wasn’t as if I’d been dreaming about since they’d first met or anything…
“Oh, sorry!” Ash gasped, abruptly pulling back and sucking in a lungful of air. “The heat…it’s…”
“Incredible,” Miranda breathed, her tongue chasing the fading warmth across her lips. 
“I just don’t wanna hurt you. I know sometimes it can—oomh!”
This time, Miranda was the one who lunged forward, taking the shorter woman by the shoulders and pulling them back together. Ash melted into her in a heartbeat. Miranda’s hands slid along Ash’s back beneath her golden hair, while Ash’s arms encircled Miranda’s waist before roaming south, squeezing her ass through her skirt. Their bodies became a breathless tangle as they devoured one another in a ravenous frenzy. 
“Oh…” Ash gasped when they finally separated again, her eyelids fluttering as she forced herself to take a step away. “I’m gonna burn you up. Kal, you gotta get her outta that thing so she can cool off!”
Taking the cue, I darted forward and took Ash’s place, spinning Miranda around and pulling her in for another kiss. I had never tasted Ash on another woman’s lips before, but it was every bit as amazing as I could have hoped. The echo of her Kreen heat lingered on Miranda’s tongue. I swirled mine together with hers like flint on tinder to keep the spark going. 
I am going to fuck them both so damn hard…
By now, my fingers were well practiced in getting her out of uniform. They didn’t waste any time finding the button at her collar and setting to work. I could hear the frantic rustle of fabric as Ash stripped off her simple t-shirt, and her hands were there to help pull off Miranda’s blue jacket and long gloves and cast them aside. The white bra beneath was usually a bit more of a challenge, but once again, Ash beat me to it. She opened the bewildering clasp with a blinding speed only another woman could manage. 
“Sweet merciful Seraph,” Ash breathed. “They really did enhance everythin’!”
I pulled back just in time to see Ash dive at Miranda’s newly liberated breast, first with her hand and then with her lips. The instant Ash’s molten mouth enveloped her nipple, Miranda cried out so loudly half the ship probably would have heard her if we weren’t tucked away in the back of the Wildcat. 
I forced myself to take a half step back. No matter how quickly my heart was beating, no matter how badly my cock was straining against my pants, I knew I needed to be patient and let Ash explore and play. 
Ash swiftly took advantage of the unfettered access to Miranda’s chest, cupping her remaining breast in a callused palm. Miranda’s sharp gasp devolved into a whimper as Ash’s fingers tweaked one nipple while continuing to lovingly suckle the other.
“Mmm,” she cooed, shifting her mouth from one breast to another. “Get him ready, would ya?”
Miranda, her blue eyes half-rolled back in her head, could barely speak. “W-what?”
“My hands are busy,” Ash said, gently squeezing both of the other woman’s breasts while her tongue flicked across an erect nipple. “So get him ready! You didn’t have any trouble with it at the Quintillion.”
Her jenny brain instantly caught on. Grinning, Miranda turned to look at me…and I suddenly felt a very familiar, very snug pressure curled around my cock. 
“I don’t…oh!” she gasped, biting her lip. “I don’t think he needs any help this time.”
Ash shifted breasts again, doing something with her tongue that made Miranda cry out and her knees buckle. “Then help him come out and play. I’ve always wanted to share.”
Miranda’s grin turned devilish, and I felt the pressure shift from my cock to the pants struggling to contain it. Her telekinetic fingers opened my belt and unzipped my fly with remarkable ease. A single downward thrust yanked them from my waist. 
“Good girl,” Ash said, pulling her mouth and hands away. “Now, you cool off for a sec while I heat him up, all right?”
She was down on her knees with her lips wrapped around my cock in a heartbeat. I gasped as she effortlessly took me into the fiery cauldron of her mouth, and again when her fingernails dug into my thighs. I had wondered how her approach would change if we ever took another woman to bed, and the answer—perhaps unsurprisingly—was that she was even more ravenous than normal. Whether spurred by her own lust or an even more primal desire to compete for the attention of her mate, she didn’t hesitate in the slightest before taking my full length into her throat. 
“Stars…” Miranda breathed, watching in awe as Ash got to work. There was no tugging, no tip-licking, no slow crescendo before eventually choking me down. She instantly had my cock bottoming out in her throat, a feat only one other woman I’d ever met could pull off so effortlessly. And Saleya’s Succubus genes were basically cheating.
My right hand instinctively fell to the back of Ash’s head. It wasn’t as if she needed any guidance, but I was starting to wonder if she planned to drain me right then and there as a show of dominance. If that was her game, I was more than happy to play along; I could already feel the eruption coming, and it wasn’t as if I’d have trouble recovering with the sight of their two naked, nubile bodies to inspire me. Besides, if they started kissing again, I’d have another batch cooked up for Miranda in no time flat…
Ash groaned when she suddenly released me to catch her breath. Her vertical pupils had compressed into tight lines, and the primal glint in her eyes when she examined my throbbing stem would have been terrifying if it weren’t so damn hot. Her Kreen sex drive was as powerful as a predator’s instinct; convincing herself not to go in for the kill clearly took all the willpower she could muster. 
“Your turn,” she said, casting a smoldering glance back over her shoulder. “Come on, show me whatcha got!”
Nodding excitedly, Miranda dropped to her knees. The sight of both of them together in front of me, kneeling as if I were a holy idol, almost broke the dam. Stars, they were so young, so beautiful…
So mine. 
I moaned in delight when Miranda’s fingers slid around my cock, wondering if her jenny pride might compel her to try and outdo Ash by taking me all at once. But I should have known better. Miranda was meticulous, not reckless, and she had spent a lot of time this past month learning what made me tick—and what made me pop. 
Her red lips kissed my swollen head, then lingered there as her fingers started to gently stroke the base. Her tongue began to dance across my tip before sliding down my shaft, and I had no doubt that she could taste Ash upon me as well as feel her residual Kreen heat. She kept her blue eyes locked on my gaze at all times, knowing from experience how much it turned me on. 
“Not bad,” Ash said, feathering her hands through Miranda’s black hair, then bringing her lips against her ear. “Not bad at all…”
She kissed her way down the other woman’s neck, and her hands never stopped cupping and massaging Miranda’s ample breasts. Ash had always been excited but shy whenever I’d brought up the possibility of bringing a girl home with me, and I had assumed she would be a tad subdued when we finally broke that seal. 
Obviously, I had been mistaken. Her inhibitions had been annihilated by Miranda’s beauty, and she was all-in on getting to know every centimeter of the jenny girl’s body. I had a feeling that it was going to be a very long, very sticky, very incredible night. 
And it had only just started. 
“Shit,” I breathed, feeling the floodgates opening. “Here it comes!”
Miranda pulled her lips back even while her fingers continued stroking the base, and she tossed Ash an inquisitive glance as if wondering how to share the spigot. But Ash smiled and shook her head. 
“All yours, honey,” she said.
Miranda barely got her lips back into position before I fired the first volley into the back of her mouth, and she forged a seal just in time to keep the second, third, and fourth from making a glorious mess all over her lips and cheeks. 
“That’s it,” Ash encouraged, hand sliding up to the back of Miranda’s head to hold her against me. “But don’t you dare swallow, ’kay?”
Only a single white stream was trickling over Miranda’s lips by the time I was spent, which was nothing short of a miracle considering how much I’d given her. Ash’s tongue was immediately there on the scene to clean it up, and when I withdrew my cock, her lips instantly covered Miranda’s. 
I stumbled back to the foot of the bed while they shared their prize with a long, deep, and searingly hot kiss. Beads of sweat were gathering on Miranda’s brow when Ash finally pulled away, and she seemed on verge of being overwhelmed by the heat. 
It was a look I knew very well.
“She needs a pack, baby,” Ash said. “And she needs to lie down.”
I went to the minifridge and retrieved one of the ice packs we kept inside, as well as a bottle of water. When I turned back around, Miranda was already lying on the bed, allowing Ash to slide her skirt and panties down her legs. 
Their eyes were locked. Both women might have been the only two people in the room in that moment. Once Miranda was completely bared, Ash shed her sweatpants, leaving them in a pile on the floor. 
Something silent passed between them, as if Ash was waiting for Miranda to say something, perhaps to criticize or find flaw. But Miranda’s face held only awe and excitement. 
Fully naked, Ash joined Miranda on the bed, plainly struggling not to dive on top of her. She hovered close, on her knees on the mattress beside her. Since she’d never had to deal with a lover who didn’t have Immortal powers before, it was going to be one hell of an exercise in personal discipline. 
“Put that on your head,” Ash said as I handed Miranda the pack. “And don’t worry, even Kal can’t endure it forever.”
“I’m all right,” Miranda insisted, though she exhaled in relief when she pressed the cold pack against her forehead. “I’ve studied Kreen biology quite thoroughly. Without active coitus, the risk of sustained contact between two females is less than with a male.”
“We’ll see about that, won’t we?” 
Snickering, Ash crawled around to the foot of the bed and gently pushed Miranda’s knees apart, revealing her pristinely shaven cunt and soaked, swollen labia. Ash’s eyes turned feral again as she practically dove between Miranda’s legs.
I had heard Miranda cry out many times from my cock and my mouth, but the noise she made when Ash’s blazing tongue dragged across her glistening slit was like a squeal and scream at the same time. Her toes curled, her body clenched, and her breath seemed to lodge in her throat. When Ash repeated the motion, Miranda squeemed a second time, even louder than the first.
“Oh, I knew you’d taste good, jenny girl,” Ash breathed as her fingers raked across Miranda’s flexing abdomen. “Now hold that pack tight, okay?”
Ash went in full bore, her tongue lashing across Miranda’s clit while she delicately slipped her left ring finger inside. I couldn’t believe how effective she was for her first time…but then again, I had shared countless memories with her of me doing the same. And Ash wasn’t the type of girl who ever went halfway. If she wasn’t an expert now, she would keep working until she was. 
It was a trait I deeply respected…and one both women had in common. 
I sat on the bed to watch, entranced by the way Miranda’s chest rose and fell with her shallow, rapid breaths. Eventually, Miranda seized up, hands grabbing fistfuls of the sheets as she wailed in climax.
Hearing Miranda cum from Ash’s ministrations wasn’t quite as satisfying as when she was squirming beneath me, but it was closer than I thought. The sound revitalized my cock in an instant, and it was beyond tempting to push Ash out of the way and take her place. I still owed Miranda one hell of a fucking after what she’d done in the Quintillion. 
Though with the way Ash’s tongue kept feasting—and the way her hands kept sliding up Miranda’s silky-smooth thighs—it was clear she had no intention of stopping yet. But that was all right. She had given me another target that was just as tempting. 
Swiveling around behind her, I smacked her hard enough on the ass to trigger a surprised squeak, then forced her stance wider to give me space. Shamelessly, she arched her back to present herself, offering up her parted, sensitive pink lips. I pushed the head of my revitalized cock against her sweltering slit and took a moment to appreciate just how thoroughly soaked she was.
But only a moment. 
“Umpf!” Ash cried out, her face still stuffed with Miranda’s sex as I plunged into her. Normally, my cock made her so delirious she could barely form complete sentences, especially when it carried new memories on the tip. But she was clearly determined to keep feasting on the woman in her bed, and her tongue and fingers continued their work even when I began pumping into her. 
The volcanic vise of her cunt seemed even more intense than normal, though that may have been my own inability to concentrate on my psionic powers. For some reason, Miranda’s naked, writhing body was more than a little distracting, and I started to imagine how much hotter it would look if I pulled out and left a triumphant glaze across her tits and belly. 
A glaze that Ash would instantly clean up. 
“Fuck,” I grunted, grabbing Ash’s slender waist and slamming into her again. Even having burst once, the fiery clutch of her womanhood was already baiting me toward the next abyss. I picked up the pace, pulling her hips toward me with relentless, possessive force that drove me as deep as her body would allow. Every stroke sent waves of pleasure rolling through me, and it only got better as I felt her contractions quicken, her walls tighten. I felt myself bottoming out inside her as I slapped her ass—
“Wait!” she cried out. “Not yet, baby.”
I clenched my teeth and froze mid-thrust, my cock throbbing within her. “What?
Ash looked up, past Miranda’s heaving breasts. “Can you get pregnant again yet?”
Miranda seemed too overwhelmed to speak. 
“Can you get pregnant again?” Ash repeated. “Back at Takanis, you told Kal you’d need a few weeks.”
“It’s, um,” Miranda panted. “Probably not…quite yet, but I suppose it’s possible.”
“Then you’d better give it to her just in case,” Ash said slyly, glancing back at me. “Come on!”
My cock slid out of her when she abruptly rolled to the side, and the rush of cool air on my skin nearly set me off. But Ash practically shoved me forward onto Miranda, and she used her fingers to guide me straight into the jenny’s glistening cunt. 
“Ngn!” I groaned, bracing my arms on the mattress. Her sex may not have been a blazing Kreen inferno, but it was every bit as tight. Wet, soft satin enveloped my shaft, tensing and squeezing as I sank into her. Feeling the differences between their bodies was delicious. She didn’t waste any time wrapping her legs around her back to pull me deeper inside. When my tip nestled into the smooth dome of her cervix, we gasped as one, Miranda following it with a broken whimper and I with a needful grunt.
“Oooh, yeah,” Ash cooed from behind me as her warm hands settled on my back. “What are you waitin’ for? Give it to her! Come on!”
A surge of delight rippled through me at the earnest desire in her voice. She wasn’t playing or talking dirty for the fun of it—she really meant it. She wanted me to fuck another woman.
She wanted me to breed another woman. Right in front of her. 
“Please,” Miranda panted, her blue eyes wide as her forearms wrapped around my neck. “Kal…”
Leaning in, I captured her lips in a brief kiss, then pulled back my hips and thrust into her. She squeemed again, and her heels dug into the small of my back. I reared back and slammed into her again and again until I couldn’t hear anything but her wanton cries and the wild slapping of our flesh. Meanwhile, Ash practically crawled on top onto me; I could feel the heat of her breasts on my back and her breath on my ears.
“Fill her up, baby!” she begged as her teeth grazed my earlobe. “For me!”
I gave them both what they wanted. With a triumphant roar, I pounded into Miranda one last time, rooting myself as I burst. Her thighs clamped even harder as I spasmed inside her, flooding her jenny womb with even more of my natty seed. Ash’s nails dug into my flanks, and I could feel her climaxing against me. It was only later that I realized her psychometry was likely feeding her real-time data from my cock…
We weren’t alone in our finish. Miranda’s body arched beneath us, pressing into me desperately as her lungs released a final, rapturous cry. Her core clenched around me while her spirit met ours at our summit.
“Ohhh…” I moaned once I was spent, fighting back against the cresting wave of exhaustion and heat crashing over me. When my vision refocused and I looked down at Miranda, I saw her beaming up at me. 
“Wow,” Ash wheezed, her arms sliding around my middle. “Baby, that was…
“Perfect,” Miranda finished. 
“Oh, you ain’t off the hook yet, jenny girl. He’s gonna fuck you all night.”
Snickering, she rolled off to my side and slid a hand across the other woman’s chest. “And so am I.”
[image: image-placeholder]My endurance held out far longer than I ever could have hoped, since watching Ash and Miranda continuously go at it proved to be just as powerful a stimulant as any drug or psychometabolic boost. We completely cleaned out the minifridge of ice packs and water, and even when Miranda and I both seemed spent, Ash insisted we move to the shower for a final round beneath a cold stream. 
She also demanded that I finish inside Miranda each time I popped, though every time after the first, she insisted on “sealing the leak” with her tongue. The sight of her mouth on Miranda’s cunt, eagerly delving for my release while Miranda whimpered and twitched, had a lot to do with my short recovery time. With every hour that passed, it became increasingly clear just how badly Ash had been yearning for me to bring a girl back for us to share in person, even if she hadn’t fully admitted it to herself. 
And the promise that she might finally be able to get pregnant certainly hadn’t diminished her libido, either. 
We nearly ended up in a pile on her bed, but after cleaning up, Miranda was firm on getting back to her quarters to grab some sleep for her upcoming shift—and for starting work on that fertility agent in the infirmary whenever she had spare time. That promise almost got Ash going again, but she settled for another long, sweat-soaked kiss before saying goodbye. 
Unsurprisingly, we spent a good chunk of the next two days together, always in the Wildcat but rarely in the bedroom. We worked out and fucked, watched holo-vids and fucked, and even did some ship maintenance and fucked. Ash didn’t badger Miranda for updates even once, choosing instead to continue the jenny’s initiation into our relationship. It was a productive trip. 
But about ten hours before we were due to arrive, I decided it was time to snap back into reality and prepare ourselves for what came next. I couldn’t wait to reconnect with Saleya, and I couldn’t wait for Ash to finally meet her in person after all these years. But there was another big consideration here—one I had been putting off ever since Miranda and I had first gotten together over a month ago. 
If Ash and I were going to bring her into the fold, then we needed to tell her the truth. About everything.
We were already in the Wildcat’s lounge when Miranda came in after her shift. She had a smile on her face and a hungry glint in her eyes, but both faded when she saw our expressions.
“Is something wrong?” she asked. 
“No,” I assured her, waving my hands. “But there are a couple things I wanted to talk about before we arrived, and now seems like as good a time as any.”
“All right,” she replied, black eyebrow cocked. 
I shared a glance with Ash. She was on the couch with Kalycos in her lap, dressed in her huntress gear for the first time in days, while I was standing beside the projector. We’d spent the better part of the last hour going over how to approach this, but we’d ultimately decided to lay it all out and go from there. If she reacted well, there wouldn’t be a problem. And if she didn’t…
Well, we needed to know either way, preferably before we returned to Saleya and set any new plans in motion.
“Ash and I will be heading down to the Alien Wards when we arrive at the mothership,” I said. “We were hoping you’d come with us.”
Miranda frowned. “The captain wanted me to check in with the DSD to follow up on my conclusions about the potential theft of the Gen-63 embryos.”
“I know, and you’ll definitely have time for that. But first, there’s someone I’d like you to meet. And something I’ve been meaning to tell you for a while now.”
Her brow rose another quarter centimeter. “What is that?”
“You might as well have a seat,” I said. “It will take a bit of explaining.”
When she hesitated, I started to wonder if she might stand there waiting for me to explain. But after a few seconds, she finally drifted over to the couch and sat down next to Ash. 
“Back on Sykaris, I told you how Ash and I knew each other,” I said. “But you’re long overdue for an explanation of how a couple of kids from the Borderlands joined up with Ellis and the Dominion.”
“You already told me that the captain recruited you after a Pact raid on Nirivarr.”
“Right. Well, there’s more.”
“Ash informed me how she was later denied by the Wings of the Seraph before she even attempted the screening trials.” 
I blinked in surprise. “When did that happen?”
“A while back,” Ash said. “Needed plenty of girl talk to fill all the down time, ya know?”
“I guess so,” I murmured. She hadn’t mentioned that during our little prep session. It was a bit of personal history she’d never shared with anyone outside of a very select list. Though, considering she’d also never invited another woman into our bed before, perhaps I shouldn’t have been so surprised…
“Her rejection was shameful for everyone involved,” Miranda said. “She clearly has the skill and psionic ability to be a valuable soldier of the Dominion. I cannot believe they would deny her on such petty grounds.”
“Unfortunately, there are plenty of close-minded people who wear that blue uniform,” I said. “Most of them have nothing to do with groups like the Column, and they’d probably consider it an insult to hear you suggest otherwise. But then they act like this. Makes it a little easier to understand how the group has such a wide reach.”
“I suppose. Our goal is to build the most powerful fleet in the Cluster, yet we are weaker for the loss of people like her. It makes little sense.”
“You’re right about that.”
“Thankfully, it worked out all right,” Ash said. “Never would’a found the Wildcat if I’d stayed in uniform.”
I nodded slowly, surprised at how relieved I suddenly felt. Knowing Miranda as well as I did, I knew I shouldn’t have been concerned that she would approve of Ash’s dismissal. But evidently, a subconscious part of me had been worried about it anyway. It wasn’t as unreasonable as it sounded—even the good jennies weren’t known for their love of aliens. Miranda had literally been conditioned from birth to serve as an officer in the fleet, and to perceive said fleet as a righteous force in the galaxy. Her contemporaries believed they were superior to natties like me, so of course they saw themselves as superior to aliens, too. 
“There is a bit more to the story,” I said. “Something no one else on this ship besides the captain is aware of. Something almost no one else in the entire fleet knows, actually. But with the way things are unfolding, it’s important that you understand everything that’s going on here.”
Miranda frowned. “All right.”
Taking a deep breath, I shared another look with Ash. There was the chance that Miranda would resent us for not telling her everything earlier…or even that she would consider our actions treasonous. Plenty of other officers would. 
But I was hopeful that she would understand even if she didn’t approve. And it was time to put that theory to the test. 
We told her everything. About how Ellis had introduced me to Saleya, about her desire to reform the Dominion, about the expansiveness of her organization…and what I had been doing to help protect her people behind the scenes for the better part of the last five years. 
It was a stunning and complicated admission, which I realized all the more after laying it out on the table so bluntly. It had been a long time since we’d brought anyone else into the fold, and the more disturbed her face became, the more I wondered if we had just inadvertently set off a bomb. 
I wasn’t admitting to treason—at least, not as some would define it—but it wasn’t as if all of this was above board, either. At best, we were confessing to the willful and frequent violation of several Dominion regulations. At worst…
Well, at worst I was laying out a case for me and Ellis to get court-martialed. 
But Miranda needed to know the truth, now more than ever. And the only way forward was through. 
“I don’t understand,” she said amidst the spiel. “You and Captain Ellis are taking orders from this woman?”
“Saleya doesn’t give us orders,” I said. “We don’t give her orders, either. It’s more like…well, we help each other out when we can.”
“From what you described, it sounds like you are the ones doing all the helping. And expending Dominion resources on unsanctioned operations.”
I shook my head. “The only resource that gets ‘expended’ is me. We don’t send ships or troop platoons or even military hardware. Ninety percent of what we do is trade information, and most of the time, we benefit more from that exchange than she does. Her people are everywhere—we get intel on groups we wouldn’t even know about otherwise.”
“And you share this information with the Intelligence Directorate?” 
“Sometimes,” I hedged. It was technically true—we did share information with the DID from time to time—but it definitely wasn’t the norm. “But the captain has good reason to go around the DID when we can. He doesn’t always see eye to eye with Directorate leadership.”
“That is not his decision!” Miranda insisted. “Fleet regulations are quite clear that—”
“Oh, come on,” Ash put in with a snort. “Remember Rividian? Remember how the DID didn’t know a damn thing about what the Column was doing there? They’re way too busy worryin’ about the Pact and the Yarasi to spend their precious resources trackin’ groups who only target aliens, even if those aliens are Dominion citizens.”
Miranda’s jaw clenched. “If they are not acting on the information he provides, the captain can file a complaint with the head of the Directorate. Or the Admiralty!”
“He’s tried,” I said. “It never works out the way we hope. And meanwhile, aliens across the Dominion don’t get the protection they deserve. So we step in when we can.”
Miranda’s blue eyes flashed as if she were about to argue another point, but then they cooled. “You aren’t a Dominion soldier,” she said to Ash. “How are you involved in this?”
“Saleya’s people are the ones who trained me,” Ash said. “And hooked me up with my first clients. For a while, most of my business was huntin’ down people who’d been kidnapped or lost in the Borderlands—usually aliens. Over time, that’s expanded to all sorts of things, but the basic principle stays the same. I’m just one of a whole lotta agents she has out there in the Borderlands gatherin’ info and takin’ on jobs no one else will or can do.”
“We’re not acting against the interests of the Dominion,” I added. “The opposite, really. We’re trying to save it from itself. Saleya has been battling groups like the Mire and the Rividian Column for years. And now that they’ve all apparently come together under the same banner…who better to help us fight back?”
Miranda’s cheek twitched, and she stayed silent for maybe half a minute before she finally stirred again. “If the Admiralty knew about this, they would strip Captain Ellis of his command.”
“He knows,” I said quietly. “But he also knows that you sometimes have to break the rules if you want to get anything done. Ash and I would be dead if he hadn’t broken the rules and stopped that Pact raid on Nirivarr seven years ago. And thousands more would have shared the same fate over the years if he hadn’t worked with Saleya and acted on her intelligence. That’s all this has ever been about.”
I let her process that. She turned her gaze upon me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was using her telepathy, consciously or otherwise. I almost hoped she was—it would make things clear in a way that mere words never could. 
“How do you think this Saleya will be able to help us now?” Miranda asked. 
“It’s difficult to say without speaking to her directly,” I said. “I doubt she’ll have the locations of any Column bases or anything that convenient, but her people might be able to learn something about this Gen-63 Gamma program and the potential for missing embryos if we get stonewalled by official inquiries.”
I braced myself. “But there’s another reason we need to speak with her. Two of her operatives were murdered back on Kenabrius just before we left.”
Her brow furrowed. “Murdered? But—” She broke off and inhaled softly. “I heard a news report about two Quintillion workers being found dead. They were hers?”
I nodded. “They waylaid someone who was paying Ash and I an undue amount of attention. Then a few hours later, the Dowd attacked me and Velarys on the bridge over the solarium.”
“You think it’s connected?”
“We don’t have proof,” I admitted. “We don’t have much of anything at the moment aside from an educated guess about the Dowd psychoporting in when the shields temporarily failed. But I’d bet my whole pension that Column agents were responsible for sabotaging those shields, and it wouldn’t surprise me in the least if one of their agents was also responsible for killing Saleya’s people.”
“There are two wars goin’ on here, honey,” Ash said. “One in plain sight, and one in the shadows. Your fleet can fight the first one, but not the second. Only Saleya and people like her can help us do that.”
“This is…” Miranda shook her head. 
“A lot to take in,” I said. “And I understand you could take all of this to Command if you really wanted to. But if Ash and I are bringing you into the fold…well, this is part of it. And you deserve to know.”
She fell silent again, a canvas of competing emotions playing across her face. I found myself holding my breath, wondering if we’d just made a huge mistake. But I assured myself once again that there was nothing for it—this conversation was long overdue, and the sooner we got it out of the way, the better for everyone. 
“When we get back to the mothership, I’m going to take Ash to meet Saleya while the captain deals with the brass,” I said. “I’d like you to come with us. When you see how things are in the Wards…well, maybe this will all make a bit more sense.”
“Very well,” Miranda murmured. “I will reserve judgment until I hear what this woman has to say. I admit, I am…curious.”
“If it makes you feel better, I’ve never met her in person yet myself,” Ash said. “Never been on the mothership, either.”
“A month ago, I don’t believe I would have understood why you would be so anxious at the prospect. But now…” Miranda pursed her lips. “There are days I feel like I’ve only begun to understand what I thought I knew…and how much I was mistaken.”
“For those of us without a super brain, that’s an everyday occurrence,” I said with a dry smirk. “But I promise, you’ll understand once you meet her. And I think you’ll agree how important it is to help her people.”
“I suppose we’ll find out,” Miranda replied quietly. “But I need to get back to the ship. I’m on duty again soon.”
“Same here,” I said, standing and tossing a glance back down at Ash. She seemed relatively sanguine about the whole thing—she must have believed that Miranda would in fact agree with us once she’d had time to absorb everything. I wanted to believe it, too, but there was always a chance I was wrong. 
And if I was…
“Come on, we can head back to the bridge together,” I told Miranda. “And maybe have a meeting with the captain to bring him up to speed.”




Interlude


The  Pride of Keledon was, without a doubt, one of the greatest technological achievements in the history of the galaxy. The enormous vessel was more than merely a colony ship; it was more than merely a mobile base of operations for the fleet. In a very real, tangible sense, it was the beating heart of the entire Dominion, filled not only with the best and brightest Seraphim, but also the embryos of future generations. Two centuries ago, the Emperor and his Seraphim Council had envisioned the mothership seeding dozens of new worlds in the farthest reaches of the galaxy, and despite the Expansionary Fleet’s ensnarement in the Tartaran Veil, the Pride of Keledon had still accomplished its mission. 
And so much more. 
Leenam spent the first several minutes after his transport’s arrival in-system trying to shake off the awe and wonder of finally seeing the mothership in person. He had been surrounded by Dowd swarm ships so often these past few months that it was invigorating to see human-made vessels again. There were over fifty of them in the mothership defense fleet, from the frigates and destroyers at the perimeter to the ring of cruisers and battleships running direct escort. He could feel the power here.
But somewhere inside this great whale of a ship was an alien cancer that he was about to carve out before it spread. 
Assuming he could beat Captain Ellis and his Immortal lapdog to the punch. Leenam knew that his lead was precariously short, perhaps even just a few scant hours. His transport from Kenabrius, a nondescript light freighter, had taken longer to depart than he’d liked, and his meeting with the Column’s contacts upon crossing into Dominion space had consumed precious time.
Not that there had been any choice. One couldn’t simply fly onto the mothership without proper credentials, after all. He had needed to acquire a uniform, and one of the state-of-the-art hologuises their operatives had liberated from the Intelligence Directorate. The full-body projection was overkill—a simple set of lenses could, and often did, disguise his eyes with a much smaller risk of detection. But the sensor dampening field would ensure that the checkpoint scanners wouldn’t detect his high body heat and recognize him as a Kreen. 
Getting transferred to an incoming troop transport had eaten up even more time. But at least now he was finally here, and he didn’t see the Stormrider waiting in queue to shuttle its crew over to the mothership. He still had time…and he intended to make the most of it. 
Leenam stepped off the transport into the enormous hangar along with the rest of the incoming soldiers. The sea of red-black uniforms was genuinely impressive—the Admiralty was clearing mobilizing the fleet for a full-scale war if such a thing became necessary—but he personally found himself enthralled by the sheer scale of the hardware on display here. Dozens of Valkyries, troop transports, and Banshee bombers filled the bay, even more than were on the Master’s command ship. It was almost a shame that the arsenal wouldn’t be needed for some time yet. The Dowd would have to do their work softening up the rest of the Cluster first. 
As expected, his credentials passed the security checkpoint in the hangar as easily as they had passed when boarding the troop transport, and he received his orders to report to one of the lower decks for evaluation and eventual assignment. They estimated that his stay would be a few weeks…but Leenam planned to finish his job here today. 
Separating himself from the flow of soldiers without being noticed required patience and a bit of tactical loitering, but it wasn’t long before he found himself on one of the trams traveling through the bowels of the mothership. The ride to the Alien Wards was surprisingly and irritatingly long, mostly because there were so many stops along the way, but Leenam used the delay to focus his mind on the task before him. 
He couldn’t afford to be sloppy here. The Unionist leader had managed to conceal her operation from the Intelligence Directorate while operating right under their nose. It wasn’t just impressive—it was downright miraculous. And it meant she obviously knew what she was doing. But thanks to the psychometric memory he’d unearthed from her agents on Kenabrius, he at least knew where she was and what she looked like, and he’d used that information to probe some of the ’pounders during the trip. Most of them had never been to the mothership before, but it hadn’t taken much to convince the few exceptions to tell him all about their adventures with the alien girls of the Second Wind. 
And about the mistress of the establishment, a red-skinned Velothi Succubus named Lady Saleya. 
Leenam got off the tram at the end of the line. He ambled forward, amazed and sickened at the sights and scenes in front of him. He might have stepped off a Dominion warship into the back alleys of Sykaris. What had once surely been an enclosed deck on a starship had been hollowed out and rearranged into something closer to a city ghetto, with scores of stacked, prefabricated structures arranged like buildings with narrow alleyways snaking between them. Holographic signs advertising sex, music, and food were everywhere, and the smell of all that alien cuisine assaulting his nostrils nearly made him gag in disgust. 
It appalled him that a place like this could exist on the mothership. It was as if one of the seediest red-light districts on Kenabrius Station had been absorbed by the Pride of Keledon…and then multiplied in size threefold. 
A score of scantily clad alien women accosted some of the other soldiers almost the instant they disembarked, promising drugs and pleasure and stars knew what else in exchange for the men’s currency. The ’pounders seemed to enjoy it; one even flipped a few credit chits at a perilously thin Neyris woman, who instantly attached herself to his arm. They continued into the district as a group and soon disappeared beneath a flashing neon sign. 
Leenam drew attention, too, but his unpleasant scowl combined with his purposeful stride kept most of them at bay. His research during the trip had at least explained to him where he needed to go, which turned out to be critically important given the sheer number of bars and clubs here. 
First, though, he needed to put on his new face. And for that, he needed a bit of privacy. 
He found it inside one of the prefabricated buildings that seemed to have once been a business of some sort judging by the way the interior was arranged. The shelves and counters had long since been picked clean, though from the shattered glass and plastic strewn about the floor, no one had bothered to send in a janitorial drone to clean up the mess. 
Always the same wherever aliens gather, he mused bitterly. Filth and decay. Pestilence and squalor. How can the Admiralty possibly tolerate this in the heart of the Dominion?
Burying his disgust, Leenam opened his duffel and started to quickly change from his ground pounder uniform into a rugged jacket and pants more befitting an alien vagrant. In theory, he could have his hologuise change his outfit as well as his appearance, but a DID instructor who was loyal to the Master had taught him to always keep things as basic as possible. Relying on technology was necessary sometimes, but it could also be a crutch. Despite how advanced this particular hologuise matrix was, someone could simply pat him down and realize his clothing felt strange to the touch. 
It was only once he’d finished changing outfits that he finally activated the device. The projection didn’t change his physical features, only his skin color. Rather than the pinkish hue of a human, he assumed the crimson red of a full-blooded Kreen. Luckily, the raven-black hair he’d inherited from his accursed father was a natural Kreen color, if a bit uncommon. 
After that, there was only one final adjustment—he removed the fake lenses from his green eyes and revealed the shameful evidence of his alien heritage. His vertically slit pupils would have stood out amongst the Dominion soldiers, but they were necessary if he wanted to pass as a down-on-his-luck Kreen with nowhere else to turn.
With that settled, he left the building and resumed his brisk walk through the carnival of depravity. A minute later, he was standing in front of the gyrating holograms that marked the entrance to the Second Wind.
As luck would have it, the hour was early enough that the line to get in was nonexistent. The bouncers didn’t run a scan or even pat him down, which may have ultimately been the biggest difference between the Wards and a true metropolis. The nature of the mothership meant that the aliens here didn’t have access to the weaponry one would find on the streets of a slum. At least, so he hoped. 
Inside, the lights and music were both at a reasonable, pre-crowd level. While Leenam had been to his fair share of clubs across the Cluster, from the highest-class to the lowest-brow, he wasn’t sure he’d ever visited one that split the difference so effortlessly. The natty men in here—genetic trash and cannon fodder both—could have easily fit into the seediest dive bar in the Borderlands, yet the alien girls working the tables seemed like they were three tiers above their customers. Their outfits weren’t cheap scraps they had thrown together in a fabricator; they were very clearly well designed and hand tailored. And every woman in sight had an ethereal quality to her, as if they had been taught to emulate the elegant mannerisms of the professional courtesans on Ramanis, not the two-chit whores of a Sykaris back alley.
A Neyris woman immediately caught Leenam’s eye, and she glided across the club’s clean, glossy floor on a pair of heels that were so high she probably needed every bit of her species’ legendary agility to move without stumbling. She was undeniably beautiful, and not merely because her skimpy, two-piece outfit of black mesh showed off more yellow skin than it concealed. 
“Welcome to the Wind, honey,” she said, a twinkle in her eyes and a sway in her hips. “Don’t see many Kreen boys around here these days. Can I get you a drink?”
“N-no, thank you,” Leenam replied, putting a touch of nervous uncertainty into his voice. He didn’t want to come off as a complete greenhorn, but he did want to make it seem like this place was a major step up from wherever he’d worked before. “But I was told the lady of the house was on the lookout for some more muscle?”
The Neyris woman smiled warmly. “You must be one of the newcomers from Verlos, then, huh?”
“Sotule, actually,” Leenam said, opting to stick to his cover. He didn’t know all that much about the current situation in the Dominion’s far-flung Kreen colonies, but he knew the potential for a lure when he heard one. “But I’ve worked on Panaldi and Rividian, too.”
“You certainly get around,” she said, sounding impressed but also a touch wary. 
“It’s not what you think,” he insisted with an anxious chuckle. “Just getting harder and harder these days, you know?”
“Especially on the border—people trying to get as far as possible the last few weeks. Probably killing business.”
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Leenam agreed. 
“Sadly, it’s true here, too,” she said, glancing around at all the empty tables. “Trouble is, most of our clients are getting sent in the opposite direction. More transports leaving every day.”
“Ah,” he murmured, wondering if he might have to change strategy here. He didn’t see his target anywhere. There were other Velothi working, but her rare red skin was hard to miss. At a guess, she was either up the winding staircase or perhaps in the ground-level office he spotted in the shadows behind it. The bouncer standing outside the door made him put his money on the latter. “Well…okay.”
“Don’t worry, though, she might be able to help you out,” the Neyris woman said, her smile returning. “But you’ll have to ask her yourself.”
She gestured to the bouncer, a massive Crotarian man who had all six of his eyes focused on Leenam. He whispered something into the com on his wrist, then made a beckoning motion with his hand. 
“Good luck,” the woman said with another smile. 
“Thanks,” Leenam replied with a sheepish grin. 
The bouncer silently looked him over as he approached, his dubious expression suggesting he wasn’t particularly impressed by the newcomer’s potential as hired muscle. Then again, it was hard to imagine any muscle the man would be impressed by compared to himself. 
“Don’t do anything stupid,” the bouncer said gruffly as he opened the door. 
Sitting inside behind a surprisingly opulent desk, her long red legs casually crossed beneath a glossy black dress with high slits and a plunging neckline, was the woman Leenam had come here to find. 
“Hello, my dear,” she said in a rich, sultry, and sophisticated voice. “Please, come in and have a seat.”
“Thank you,” Leenam said, doing his best to seem a little intimidated and more than a little aroused. The latter wasn’t remotely difficult. Velothi were already one of the most attractive species in the whole Cluster, and she was clearly at the top of that impressive distribution. Succubi like herself were every bit as meticulously engineered as the fleet officers on this ship, just for a much more primal purpose. 
He sat down in the chair opposite her, making sure to evaluate the room as he did. Comfortable furnishings of metal and wood, some tasteful hanging artwork, no obvious weapons. Good. 
More important, however, was the direction the room was facing. He had memorized the layout of the Wards before coming here—or at least, memorized the pattern of the outer bulkheads that enclosed the vast space—and by his quick mental calculations, he should be able to get her out of here without any trouble. 
“Tolgas mentioned you’re looking for work,” she said, offering him a pleasant smile as she flicked off the datapad she had been reading. “We might have an opportunity for you. But first, why don’t you tell me who else you’ve worked for?”
“Just a few club owners on Panaldi,” he said. “Nothing fancy. But I had a—”
“Oh, I don’t mean the employers for your cover story,” she interrupted, her smooth voice turning cool. “I mean your real employer.”
Leenam hesitated. “Excuse me?”
“Let’s save us both the trouble and cut right to it, shall we?” the woman said. “You might as well tell me what you’re up to—and who put you up to it—before I have one of the big, strong men outside take matters into their own hands.”
Leenam couldn’t help but smile. So, this woman wasn’t a fool, after all. That was good—he would have been disappointed if this had been too easy. 
“I’m here on behalf of someone who is very interested in getting to know the leader of one of the most secretive organizations in the Cluster,” he said. “A leader so clever and skilled that she has managed to hide right under the noses of the Intelligence Directorate for many years.”
“I see,” the woman replied, her voice betraying no sign of concern whatsoever. “Well, then I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed, dear. The Second Wind is hardly a secret from anybody, let alone the DID.”
Grinning, Leenam reached out his powers to the office door behind him, and with a practiced flex of magnokinetic force, he snapped the locking mechanism to ensure that no one would be able to get in and interfere. 
“Perhaps not,” he said. “But as you said, we might as well cut right to it, yes?”
Leenam held out his hand. The armrests of the woman’s chair groaned with strain as they suddenly twisted around to lock her forearms in place like manacles. Then, with a surge of magnetic force, he sent her chair flying backward across the office until it slammed into the rear wall. 
The pounding crash drew the attention of her guard—Leenam could already hear him trying to open the door. But by the time he or anyone else got through, it would be far too late. 
“My master is very interested in the details about your organization. And you, ‘my dear,’” Leenam sneered as he brought himself to his feet, “are going to tell me all about it.”
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Taken


I was on the bridge with Captain Ellis when the  Stormrider shifted out of astral space and began its approach toward the mothership and its accompanying defense fleet. My thoughts were usually conflicted when I saw the big white whale slowly filling up the viewscreen, since it so often meant that I was returning from a mission after leaving Ash behind. 
Today, though, I was mostly just impatient. I had rarely gone this long without reconnecting with Saleya before, and never while sitting on such a massive trove of information to give her. I couldn’t wait to find out what her organization might have learned about the Column in the meantime. 
And I really couldn’t wait to finally introduce her to Ash. Though hopefully meeting Miranda at the same time didn’t throw a wrench into the gears…
“We’ve received permission to approach, sir,” Karas said. “Shuttles will be waiting, and Admiral Lochlan wishes to speak with you on the command deck as soon as possible.”
“I’ll bet she does,” Ellis replied with a grunt. “Any news from the Holosphere sync?”
“Checking now, sir.”
I leaned forward in my chair as we sped through the sentry line toward the mothership, though I was focused more on the tac-holo than the viewscreen. Unsurprisingly, Fleet Command had increased the size of the defense fleet here by twenty percent, and I couldn’t help but wonder where those ships had been pulled from. Probably the farthest-flung colonies with alien majority populations—the kind that were already so vulnerable to pirate and slaver attacks from the Traverse.
“There are preliminary reports of several more Dowd attacks, including one in Yarasi space,” Karas said after a brief delay. “No official confirmations yet.”
“Probably won’t have any for a few days,” Ellis mused. “Anything else from Kenabrius?”
“Nothing I can find, sir.”
Ellis nodded as he turned to face me. “Well, it’s time to see if Command is willing to listen. With any luck, we’ll be out of here soon, too.”
“You’re sure you don’t want me to accompany you, sir?” I asked. 
“Is that a genuine offer?”
“Only if you say no.”
Ellis chuckled, then promptly sobered. “Your presence won’t help anything, at least not initially. But I’ll contact you tonight to exchange notes.”
“I appreciate the sacrifice, sir.”
Prostrating myself in front of the Admiralty sounded about as fun as standing beneath the lights of the Assembly, so I wasn’t going to lose any sleep by missing out. 
Yet for once, there was a part of me that wanted to see firsthand what was going on behind the scenes there. DeGale had authorized our initial run into the Borderlands against the objections of others, and Lochlan had trusted us so little she’d sent the Firehawk to Nirivarr and snooped around Secunda. Ellis was going to have a lot on his plate. 
But maybe the data we had uncovered at Nirivarr would finally make a difference. If the Column had stolen a bunch of embryos to crew its own ships—and if the Dowd were mobilizing their forces somewhere near Bararra in the Drift—then we needed to get some firepower out there and figure out what the hell was going on. Soon. 
I headed down to the Wildcat before the shuttles arrived to ferry the crew over. I wasn’t surprised to find that Ash had sealed her baby up like a fortress in case any fleet engineers tried to snoop around. After making one last check, the two of us joined the bridge officers on the first drop shuttle. 
To say that she looked out of place amongst the blue-gold uniforms would been a wild understatement, but at this point, the senior crew no longer questioned the presence of the “strange mercenary” who had been helping us out for a month by now. I didn’t know specifically what Ellis had told them about her, but they obviously knew that the two of us were together—and that she was apparently on good terms with Miranda. 
If only they knew just how good those terms were…
I smirked at the thought as we flew over, watching Ash’s reaction as she got closer and closer to the one place in the galaxy she had sworn she’d never visit. I was belatedly relieved that we were being dropped off in one of the smaller auxiliary hangars, otherwise she would have had to walk past the lines of the Valkyries and pilots. She had never truly gotten over the alternate future that had been denied to her, so seeing a bunch of Wings of the Seraph strutting around would make an already difficult process that much tougher. 
This particular hangar was set up exclusively for ground personnel. There were drop shuttles, tank mechs, and a whole array of light infantry vehicles. It was stocked full at the moment, another sign of the fleet’s increased readiness—the engineers and shapers on the mothership were probably working overtime these days. In all likelihood, these vehicles would soon be moved onto heavy transports and warships on their way to fortify the border. 
The thought of a full-scale war still filled me with dread…but I couldn’t deny that there was a part of me which couldn’t help but be impressed and even a little proud at the efficiency on display here. Intellectually, I understood that the Dominion had an awesome war machine, but it was a new experience to watch it all coming online in person. 
“Stars,” Ash breathed as we stepped down the shuttle’s landing ramp. “This is just one of the hangars?”
“The scale boggles the mind sometimes,” I said, resisting the urge to take her hand. Being here with an outsider, it was more important than ever to stay and look professional. “Let’s keep moving.”
Motioning to Miranda, I opted to walk to the back of the hangar rather than take one of the trams with the other officers, the better to give Ash a chance to drink it all in. We followed lanes painted into the burnished deck, past loud maintenance bays and serried rows of tank mechs, before reaching armored doors that led into the ship.
Ash trailed Miranda and I as if in a trance. The engineers and techs were so busy that no one seemed to pay her much attention, and the orders Captain Ellis had drafted for us got us through the checkpoint without any trouble. As expected, the scanners didn’t register her disassembled bow, stored in its cylinder slung across her back. And while I could have cleared her to take it through regardless, I still filed that tidbit away in the recesses of my mind. 
After crossing the hangar and passing through the armored doors, the three of us boarded one of the trams leading through the ship, which was only about half full. Ash seemed to unconsciously sidle up against me as we started moving, her eyes locking on the curving tunnel walls around us as the tram zoomed along. 
I could understand why. The first time I’d ridden one, it had seemed unthinkably dangerous to ride an open-bed conveyance whose only concession to safety was an invisible tensor field that encapsulated it like a bubble. The handrails spaced around the edges wouldn’t save anyone if the power failed and their flesh touched the walls at this speed. 
“Doing all right?” I asked. 
She blinked, then looked up at me, her face bathed in the soft blue light of the tunnel. “Huh? Yeah, why?”
“Just making sure,” I soothed, keeping my voice low. “This can’t be that different from riding the subway on Rividian or Bas Garopa.”
“I suppose not,” she said, flicking a glance at the group of ’pounders chatting amongst themselves on the other side of the tram car. “Not as many fancy jenny uniforms and smug attitudes as I expected. Erm, no offense.”
Miranda smiled. “It’s all right. But truly, you have nothing to worry about. The Pride of Keledon is the safest place in the entire Cluster.”
I had about a hundred sarcastic responses to that one cocked and loaded, but I managed to stifle them. There was no point in telling her what the Wards would show her in a few minutes. 
“If you want to see more jennies, we could always go join Captain Ellis on the Command Deck,” I suggested to Ash instead.
She snorted softly, but the tension in her shoulders seemed to ease slightly. “I’m good, thanks. Just keep me away from that and these ‘lab’ things and I’m sure I’ll be fine.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” I assured her. “Honestly, the Wards might feel like home. You’ll think we’re strolling around Aruuna on Sykaris.”
“I’ll believe that when I see it,” she murmured. 
Dimly, I wondered how many times I’d tried to explain the mothership to her over the years…and how many times she’d told me she didn’t want to hear anything about it. I could talk about Saleya or her girls, but that was it. Ash had so thoroughly distanced herself from my daily reality here that at times it had felt like I was living a double life. Perhaps taking her to the Second Wind would be another step in putting those days behind us for good. 
The tram came to a halt about half a minute later, and the guard-rails swung open. Ash inhaled sharply, a whirlwind of emotions crossing her face as she took in the Alien Wards in all their bizarre squalor. Miranda did the same, aghast, though for entirely different reasons. 
The ’pounders on the other side of the car didn’t hesitate; they barreled forward into the neon lights and happily met up with a quartet of young alien girls who could have been waiting specifically for them. Beyond them was a veritable gauntlet of hustlers, mostly men, who watched the ’pounders but decided not to try their luck. 
“Come on,” I said, gently taking Ash’s arm and leading her out of the tram. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been in far seedier or more dangerous places before—quite the opposite, given how often she had to track her quarries through the underworld—but expectations were everything. 
“It really is like Aruuna,” she said as we started down the street, Miranda following closely as if afraid to touch anything. “Or the nightside strip on Rylax.”
“It’s not quite that bad,” I said, sweeping my gaze around and making eye contact with anyone who looked like they might want to approach us. “It’s more like one of the redlight districts on Talumi. Weapons are highly restricted, and no cartels run the place. At least, not like any of the ones you’d find on Sykaris.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” Ash mumbled. 
“I don’t understand,” Miranda breathed, starting to look more disgusted than stunned. “How…how is this place on the mothership? I-I don’t…”
She trailed off when a pair of scrawny, spice-addled Rakashi noticed her blue-gold uniform and darted away down an alley. No one else nearby was being that obvious about it, but her presence was a stone skipping across a still lake. The ripples were spreading quickly throughout the Wards. I almost needn’t have bothered to look intimidating: Miranda was proving far more effective without even meaning to. 
“We have to inform security about this,” she said. “They’ll want to—”
“They know,” I said flatly.
She fastened her blue eyes on me. “That’s impossible. The Admiralty would never tolerate—”
“It’s complicated, all right?” I said, trying to calm her ire lest the ripples spread even faster. “I can explain it all later, but that’s where we’re headed.”
I gestured down the street toward the Second Wind…and then froze in place. At this time of night, Saleya’s bouncers should have been standing guard in front of a long line of drunk and horny men waiting to get inside, and there should have also been a couple of flashing holograms highlighting the featured dancers of the evening. But the doors were closed, the street was empty, and the pounding music was notably absent.
“Oh, no,” I swore. 
“What is it?” Ash asked. 
“Something’s wrong,” I said, my hands tightening into fists at my sides. “Come on!”
I took off at a brisk jog, her discomfort and Miranda’s shock suddenly forgotten as my eyes feverishly scanned the area for any clue about what might have happened. All the other nearby businesses—bars, clubs, diners, shops—seemed open for business, so it wasn’t as if someone in Command had finally dropped the hammer on the Wards. Only the Second Wind was closed. 
My mind flashed back to Kenabrius and the apparent murder of two of Saleya’s people in the Quintillion. We had never learned who or what was responsible, but if they had managed to expose the organization…
My jog turned into a sprint before I reached the door. It was closed, and I was half tempted to draw my pistol and shoot it just to get inside as quickly as possible. But the door opened a split second before I arrived, and a familiar yellow face peeked out. 
“Kal!” Astra gasped. “Oh, thank the stars…”
I stopped and gave her a once-over. Clad in what was essentially a mesh bikini and wearing a pair of impossibly high heels, the Neyris woman looked like she had been in the middle of a routine. 
“What the hell is going on?” I demanded.
“She’s gone,” Astra breathed. “Saleya’s gone.”
A mantle of cold dread fell across my shoulders. I felt paralyzed, yet somehow my body rushed past her through the security corridor and into the club. The lights were on at full luminosity—a rarity even during the daytime—and none of the employees inside were working. From the haunted looks on their faces to the way they were standing around in hushed silence, it felt like I’d walked into a crime scene.
With a better view of the main floor, I spotted one of the bouncers—an ugly but fanatically loyal Crotarian named Tolgas—loitering just outside the first-floor office underneath the spiraling stairs. He didn’t look hurt, but he did look pissed. His orange, pumpkin-like face was squashed in frustration, and all six of his eyes were glaring at his boots. 
“A Kreen man came into the club looking for work,” Astra explained as she caught up, the words coming out in a hurry. I wasn’t even sure she noticed Ash or Miranda rushing up behind me. “She took him in back, then there was this horrible, loud noise…”
A wave of fury propelled me the rest of the way through the club. Several of the girls gasped when they spotted me—and the fleet jenny behind me—but I didn’t stop until I reached the office. Tolgas didn’t try to stop me. There was nothing inside besides shards of splintered wood on the floor…and a large hole of twisted metal in the back wall that looked like a massive beast had gone on a rampage and punched its way out of its cage. 
“He was gone before we could follow,” Tolgas said in a low rumble. “The boys and I went outside to see if anyone spotted where they went, but nobody’s talking. It’s like they just…disappeared.”
“And you stopped looking?” I snarled.
“Gamik and Jorf are still out there,” the big man said. “And we sent word across the Wards. But it’s not like we can call up the jennies and ask for help!”
I conjured up about a dozen insults regarding the job performance of him and the other men Saleya had hired to protect her, but I managed to choke them down before I said anything I’d regret. 
“How long ago?” I bit out instead. 
“About an hour,” Astra said from behind me, hugging her arms about herself. “Why would someone do this? Where would they take her? What if she—?”
“She’s alive,” I interrupted. “Whoever it is, if they wanted her dead, they would have killed her. And this isn’t a commercial space station where someone could sneak off without anyone knowing. He took her somewhere, probably here in the Wards.”
I turned back to Ash, knowing that she would see the desperation behind my wrath. This was the exact opposite of what I’d envisioned for her first visit to the Second Wind. No smiles, no flirting, no dancing…
But if my life in the military had prepared me to keep my shit together in a crisis, her life in the Borderlands underworld had done the same for her. Her face was all-business, and I didn’t even need to ask before she dashed into the office, taking off her gloves and starting to look around. Miranda, spurred by her psio-genetically engineered poise and mental discipline, did the same. 
Tolgas moved to stop them. “Hey, what are—?”
I snatched his beefy hand. “They’re with me,” I growled. “Stay out of their way.”
Ash was already crouched down over the floor, her hands tracing across the tiles and her eyes flicking around the room. Miranda had activated her omnitool, though if Saleya had been gone for a whole hour, someone else would have surely run a scan by now. Without some highly specialized forensic equipment, technology probably wouldn’t be able to help us. 
But Ash hadn’t become one of the highest-profile bounty hunters in the Borderlands by relying on gadgets alone. Her psychometry would surely find something, especially since Saleya had been taken so recently…
“Stars,” she gasped, seizing up when she touched the jagged edges of the hole in the opposite wall. “The man who grabbed her did this.”
“How?” I asked, stepping in behind her. “Some kind of weapon?”
“No. With his mind.”
A chill ran through me. “You’re sure?”
“I’m sure,” Ash said, her eyelids fluttering. “A powerful magnetic field ripped the metal apart.”
“Magnokinesis,” Miranda breathed. “You mean we’re dealing with a Seraphim?”
“A psychic, anyway. Whatever ya want to call him.”
I grimaced. Magnokinesis was a relatively rare gift, just like all matter manipulation abilities. It was a particularly terrifying power on starships where everyone’s lives were dependent upon the metal barriers separating them from raw vacuum. But it definitely explained the hole—and possibly how those operatives had been killed by a bullet in the Quintillion’s basement without anyone hearing a shot.
The media report from Kenabrius had suggested that the killer was a human, however, and while the memory of witnesses was often poor even at the best of times, it was pretty difficult to miss the bright red skin of a Kreen. Something wasn’t adding up. 
“You said it was a Kreen man?” I asked Astra. 
“Y-yes,” she said, though she remained fixated on Ash. 
“Could it have been a hologuise?” 
“No,” Tolgas said with a huff. “You know Lady Saleya doesn’t let people back here without an active scan.”
“Scanners can be fooled,” I reminded him. “How accurate are the ones you have?”
“Accurate enough. His thermal signature was over sixty degrees—a hologuise throwing off that much heat would have made him sweat buckets.”
That wasn’t strictly true, of course, though arguing seemed pointless. In general, hologuise tech sophisticated enough to fool scanners was ludicrously expensive, the type of thing that only governments and massive organizations could afford. It seemed far more likely that the Kreen had disguised himself as a human at the Quintillion. 
But that just opened up a different set of questions. The only aliens with psionic abilities were Yarasi…or, more recently, one of the rare ‘Veilborn’ individuals who had appeared at the edge of Dominion space near the Traverse. But Saleya and her organization were probably their biggest allies—why would one of them kill her people and then kidnap her? 
“Anything else?” I prompted Ash, hoping she might still provide inspiration. 
“It’s strange,” she said, now touching the desk. “It’s hard to see much…the emotions weren’t strong enough.”
“How is that possible? She was being kidnapped!”
“Yeah, but she was remarkably calm. I can barely even pick up her presence…she’s like a shadow in the background.”
I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. Saleya was probably the most poised individual I’d ever met, a trait that had served her well during the long, methodical construction of her underworld empire. But surely even she would have panicked if someone grabbed her and ripped a wall apart with his mind…
“The attacker was angry,” Ash said, eyes still fluttering as she continued her psychometric search of the room. “Latchin’ onto him is tough, though. I’m not sure why. But whenever I do, it’s…well, it’s oddly familiar.”
I frowned. “You think you know this person?”
“Don’t see how,” she said. “Never met a Kreen who could rip open a wall with his mind. There’s just somethin’ about the emotions…and I can almost hear a voice…”
I stayed silent for a moment, not wanting to distract her. Despite how incredibly useful her power could be—as she had proven time and again these past few weeks—the Seraphim and the Yarasi both considered psychometry unreliable for a good reason. There were times when I’d watched her relive events as if they had been recorded, but then there were others when she struggled to get much of anything at all. I didn’t claim to understand the how or why of it any better than I understood clairvoyant powers in general, but I had learned to be patient and give her the time she needed. 
“The attacker was determined to get Saleya out of here,” Ash said eventually. “He wanted time to interrogate her, not kill her…”
Stomach clenched, I glanced back to Astra and Tolgas. They were both watching Ash with wide-eyed fascination, probably wondering who she was and where I’d found her. Or perhaps Saleya had let them know about the Borderlands huntress before. Astra may have been new, but Tolgas had been with the organization for years at this point. 
“That’s good news,” I said as much to them as Ash. “Means we still have time to find her.”
“She could be anywhere, Kal,” Ash burst, whirling to glare at me. “There’s no trail to follow!”
“You’ve tracked more difficult targets before,” I countered. I hadn’t seen her this nervous and flustered while doing her job since…well, since back when she’d started this five years ago. Perhaps it was the strangers watching, or perhaps she knew how important Saleya was. 
Not only to me, but to the organization. And to the very future of the Dominion.
“I know the Wards backward and forward,” I told her. “And there’s no way he could have taken her out of here without being spotted. If you can find anything, we can use it. A landmark, a smell, a particular language being spoken nearby…”
Ash looked into my eyes…and it was then, in that moment, that I realized I had it all wrong. She wasn’t suffering performance anxiety; she had sensed something truly disturbing in her scan. Something that had left her more rattled than I’d seen in a very long time. 
And one glance at Miranda confirmed it. She must have detected something with her telepathy—perhaps a shift in the other woman’s emotions. Either way, she looked pretty damn concerned. 
“Right,” Ash whispered, swallowing heavily and striding back to the hole in the wall. She put her fingers to the twisted metal and gently dragged the tips along the jagged edges like a craftsman searching for imperfections. She remained silent for what had to be a full minute before she finally turned around, a hand still touching the hole. 
“There’s a flash,” she said. “Something in his mind as he was leaving. But…it’s not much.”
“Anything will help narrow it down,” I said. 
“There’s a small alcove, like a maintenance area…and a giant tube filled with energy.”
I frowned. Unfortunately, that was not the tip I’d been hoping for. There were a couple of equipment shops in the Wards that would probably satisfy the first point, but giant tubes filled with energy? I had no idea what that could mean. 
“A tube filled with energy?” Miranda asked. “You mean a power conduit? Those are buried deep. There’s no way to even get near them.”
“I don’t know,” Ash said, pulling away and shaking her head. “But that’s all I got.”
“We’ll make do,” I said, turning back to Tolgas. “Get a message out to Gamik and Jorf to check out the chop shops. It’s worth a shot.”
The orange giant glanced between me and Ash a few times, probably trying to decide how much weight he should place on guesses from a woman he’d never met. But then he nodded. 
“We can go, too,” Ash said, voice suddenly distant as she looked out through the gap. “I think…I think if we head out through here, I might be able to track his psychic footprint.”
I raised an eyebrow. “It’s been a long time since you’ve pulled off that stunt. You always told me it’s pretty hard unless you know exactly who you’re chasing.”
“I know,” she whispered. “But I think I can do it.”
I eyed her for a long moment, wondering if she was going to elaborate on whatever was bothering her. But when she didn’t, I knew there wasn’t much I could do besides wait and see what happened. 
“That’s all I needed to hear,” I said. “Let’s get moving.”
[image: image-placeholder]The instant Astra had told me that Saleya was missing, I had been fully prepared to rip apart the Wards—perhaps even the whole damn ship—if that was what it took to find her. The mere thought of someone hurting her awakened something wild and primal inside me, even beyond my normal healthy (and occasionally unhealthy) sense of protectiveness. I wanted to hold her and tell her she was safe. I wanted to apologize for not being there when she needed me. 
And I wanted to rip apart the bastard that had done this to her. Slowly and painfully, if possible. 
But I knew that particular line of thought wasn’t going to help us find her, so I harnessed my self-control, quelled my darker thoughts, and focused on my surroundings as Miranda and I followed Ash across the Wards. Sadly, forcing myself not to think about Saleya just made me think about Ash instead, and I couldn’t stop myself from imagining what I would have done if something had happened to her when we’d been separated.
Forget destroying a ship—I would rip apart half the damn galaxy if she disappeared.
“You’re sure they went through here?” I asked when she dipped into a dark alleyway between two residential buildings-turned-tenements, each for a different species. The run-down exteriors and the trash scattered in front made it virtually indistinguishable from the all-too-common alien ghettos in the Driftward Worlds. 
“Positive,” Ash said, holding up her bow and using the eerie green glow of the bowstring as a makeshift light. She’d assembled it on the way, which had drawn plenty of wary glances from the locals. Without me standing here in my black-red army uniform—and Miranda in her blue-gold fleet uniform—someone probably would have confronted her about it.
“Doesn’t exactly look like a mechanic’s shop,” I commented, squinting at the apparent dead-end at the far side of the alley. We were right on the edge of the Wards, where thick metal walls marked the border with the rest of the mothership. “This leads right into a bulkhead.”
“It’s where he went!” she snapped. “I can feel it. I’m not makin’ this up.”
“I know,” I said, putting an apologetic note into my voice. She had been on edge since she’d studied the crime scene. I had wondered if she might calm down once we got away from the club, but if anything, her anxiety seemed to be ramping up.
Ash hissed softly when we reached the end of the alley. She moved her bow around to cast light on the solid barrier, and the blue of Miranda’s omnitool soon joined in. I didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary. If anything, the bulkhead dead-end may have been the biggest reminder that we were on a starship rather than a real city. Behind the grime that had built-up over the white metal, I could make out some of the tiny, scuffed-up serial numbers. It was crazy to imagine that this thing had been designed by engineers on Keledon over two hundred years ago, before the Expansionary Fleet had set off for the Terminus Reach.
“There has to be somethin’ here,” she breathed, placing her hands against the bulkhead and closing her eyes. “This is where the trail ends.”
Rather than point out the obvious about this being a dead-end, I stayed quiet and let her concentrate. And when Miranda glanced at her omnitool and shook her head, I signaled for her to give Ash a few moments of peace as well. Her psychometric tracking had led us on some pretty wild chases years ago, but it usually gave us something. And she seemed damn sure that our quarry had been here. I found myself wishing yet again that she and Saleya had met before. Not just because I wanted the two of them to meet, but because it would probably make her easier to track.
“I wonder,” I whispered, placing my own hand against the bulkhead. “We’ve seen the Dowd use psychoportation several times now. If this person possessed that power, he could have easily gone somewhere else from here. But I still don’t understand where he could hope to hide on this ship. Between DID surveillance and the Synesthetes, it would be almost impossible to—”
“They didn’t teleport,” Ash interrupted, her eyes shooting back open. “But they went right through this bulkhead.”
“What?”
She continued dragging her fingers along the grimy metal for several seconds before she abruptly stopped. “There’s a pressure plate behind the bulkhead. If you touch the right spots, it should…there!”
There was an unexpected click, and then, exactly like one of those spy thriller vids we used to watch together, the bulkhead recessed inward before sliding upward a full meter, a soft blue glow spilling out into the alley.
For about a split second, I thought Ash might have been mistaken in her earlier reading—that the giant tube filled with energy was simply a tram tunnel. 
I was dead wrong. 
We stood before an opening in the curving wall of a five-meter-diameter cylinder of spotless metal. Threading through it, trapped at the very center by bonds of invisible force, was a furiously pulsating ribbon of blue plasma hotter than a star. 
We were staring into one of the massive power conduits that ran through the mothership.
“Why aren’t we dead right now?” Ash asked in a hushed, horrified voice.
“Th-the conduit walls are a backup in case of power failure,” Miranda managed, sounding equally stunned. “The confinement field traps all but the tiniest amount of light and heat.”
My eyes lowered from the coruscating flow to notice the lip that projected from the tunnel wall just beyond the still-open hatch. It continued off to the right, leading further down the conduit like a maintenance walkway in a subway tunnel.
Except there weren’t supposed to be walkways in plasma conduits, because being inside one while it was active was absolute insanity.
“Son of a bitch,” I swore. “What do you want to bet this doesn’t show up on any of the ship’s schematics?”
“Nothing,” Miranda said, consulting a diagram on her omnitool. “Because it definitely does not.”
“I bet the DID knows about it,” Ash said.
“Maybe. But maybe not.” I pursed my lips, remembering something Ellis had found in the DID files about the Rividian Column. Their alleged leader was a man named Soren Foln, a scion of one of the Great Houses from Keledon back in the old Dominion. I didn’t know much about that particular family, but Saleya had told me all kinds of juicy tidbits about the Great Houses, none of which were particularly flattering. Their descendants remained the biggest movers and shakers on the Golden Worlds today, and I found myself wondering how influential they had been in the original decision to send the Expansionary Fleet out here. Could they have had secret tunnels built into the mothership that even Fleet Command, the DID, and the Synesthetes who ran the ship didn’t know about?
It seemed crazy. It probably was crazy. But if Saleya’s kidnapper was working for the Column, and if the Column was tied to the oldest blood in the Dominion…
“Let’s keep moving,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder to the street. No one had noticed the impossible spectacle, which was probably for the best. The flickering blue light from the conduit didn’t even reach to the mouth of the alley. “I’ll take point, just in case. I wouldn’t be surprised if whoever has been using this tunnel to move around left a few surprises behind.”
Ash and Miranda both nodded and let me advance through the opening first, pistol drawn and ready. It really was like a subway tunnel on the other side, with a two-meter-wide walkway against the wall and the rest taken up by the enormous river of plasma. I didn’t particularly love the idea of standing this close to an energy source of that magnitude, but as Miranda had said, the stream was heavily shielded. And since this seemed like the most likely place for our kidnapper to be hiding, I doubted they could pull off any serious sabotage in here without vaporizing themselves in the process. 
That was my going theory, at least. But there wasn’t much point in speculating. All that mattered was finding Saleya. Once we did, we wouldn’t need to worry about finding answers. 
Because I planned to beat them out of the man who was holding her. 




Interlude 


The Velothi Succubus awakened with a start, her pink, luminescent eyes fluttering open and immediately taking in her surroundings. To her credit, she didn’t visibly panic. Her delicate face remained expressionless, and neither her tail nor her cranial tendrils swished or twitched or gave any other indication of the fear she must have been feeling. Then again, if this woman truly was the leader of a vast, interstellar organization that had managed to avoid being destroyed by the DID, Leenam shouldn’t have expected anything less. 
“Good evening,” Leenam said, offering her a thin and decidedly smug smile. “My apologies if the restraints are too tight. Though with your choice of profession, I imagine you’re quite used to them.”
Her eyes continued to look around rather than at him, though the metal band pinning her head to the chair prevented her from craning her neck more than a few degrees in any direction. Not that there was much to see—they were alone in the small, five-by-five side chamber. The only equipment he’d left in her line of sight was the tray of needles and other varied interrogation tools the Master’s agents kept in here. 
“Still, you have to admit that the view is rather impressive,” Leenam said with an exaggerated shrug. “Without the heat shields, you and I would be vaporized in a matter of microseconds.”
Another knot of blue-green energy abruptly rocketed down the power conduit at the back of the room where her chair was currently facing. Once again, she gave no physical indication of fear or even surprise. The first time Leenam had come down here, he’d practically jumped out of his boots when the chamber had filled with plasma. Though in his defense, his ankles and wrists hadn’t been bound to a chair at the time. 
He had to give credit to the minds that had designed this place. Hiding it here had been genius enough. Incorporating the fact that the plasma conduit forked just beyond the hideout was inspired.
“Before you get ideas, no one on this ship even knows about this place,” Leenam said. “The Master made certain to include at least one private area like it on every major ship in the Expansionary Fleet—a place where his followers could gather in secret, if necessary. Even the Synesthetes have no presence here.”
“What did you do to my people?” the Succubus asked, her sultry voice suddenly hard. 
“Your alien whores are unharmed,” Leenam assured her. “So are your guards, other than perhaps their pride.”
“Good.”
He smiled. “You should—”
“For you,” she added harshly. “If you had harmed them in any way, he would rip you apart. You just saved your life.”
Leenam blinked. Bravado was a fairly common reaction in these situations, at least during the initial interrogation. But it was almost always undermined by the nervous trembling and wavering voice that betrayed the creeping dread beneath the surface. 
Yet in this woman’s case, there was nothing of the sort. 
“Is that so?” he asked with a dry snort. “I assume you’re referring to Major Zeris.”
“Yes.”
“Ah, of course.” Leenam took a step closer to her. “And what makes you think I’m afraid of an Immortal?”
“I’m not talking about Immortals,” she replied. “I’m talking about Kaldor Zeris. If you aren’t afraid of him, then you’re a fool.”
Leenam scoffed. “You truly believe that, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
Once again, he couldn’t help but be impressed by her composure. Her words weren’t filled with defiant bravado, but rather ironclad conviction in the man she was absolutely confident would come to save her. 
“Well, unfortunately for you, Zeris isn’t here right now,” Leenam said. “And since he has no way of finding you, I wouldn’t bother holding out hope for a rescue.”
Grabbing the only other chair in the room, Leenam pulled it in front of her and took a seat. Her legs had been forced apart, her ankles secured to the chair to keep them that way, though he’d allowed her to keep her dress for now. A fresh wave of her perfume washed over him, and just like when he’d entered her office, the gravimetric pull of her Succubus charm threatened to overwhelm him. He wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if she had been designed to emit some kind of pheromones, and if not for his Kreen blood, he probably would have found them irresistible. 
Perhaps his alien blood did have its uses from time to time. 
“Since you’re so worried about the safety of your employees, you should recognize how much danger they’re in,” Leenam said. “I wouldn’t even need to go back. With a single whisper into the ears of the DID, every one of them would be on their way to an interrogation chamber.”
“I’ve avoided their wrath for a long time now,” she replied evenly. “You’ll forgive me if I’m not impressed.”
He grunted. “Fair enough. I would prefer not to involve the Directorate anyway. And if you tell me what I want to know, most of your associates will be left alone.”
Smiling darkly, he held his right palm upward about half a meter away from her head. An instant later, one of the laser scalpels leapt out of the implement tray only to stop a centimeter above his outstretched hand. He allowed the magnetic field to hold it there, spinning slowly in place like an underpowered wind turbine. 
“Or,” he went on, “we can make this difficult, for you and for them. All I have do is—”
“You look like her.”
Leenam felt the corner of his mouth twitch. “What?”
“Your sister,” the Velothi said, her glowing eyes studying his face. “We’ve never met in person, but I’ve seen images. She’s quite lovely. And you have her eyes.”
The whirling scalpel froze as he nearly lost his mental grip. A barrage of images flowed over him from back at the hotel on Kenabrius Station. She was lying there in bed, totally helpless, her blond hair splayed across the sheets. All he’d needed to do was pull the trigger, and no one in the Dominion would ever doubt his loyalty again…
Nashira. 
“It’s remarkable that no one else has figured out the secret to splicing human and Kreen DNA,” the Velothi went on. “Your father must have been a truly brilliant man.”
“Enough!” Leenam snarled, using his magnokinesis to toggle on the scalpel’s laser and point it right at her. The red beam was short—only about half a centimeter—yet the fact it could cut through nearly anything should have at least made this bitch flinch. 
But she didn’t.
“You’re going to start by telling me everything about your operations on this ship,” he said, putting venom into every word. “I’d hate for you to have to lose those last two tendrils of yours before you cooperate.”
Her brow furrowed. “Put it down.”
The power conduit flashed with another surge of energy, and Leenam felt his incredulous anger stir with it. “I’m the one in charge here. I will—”
“Whatever ideas he’s put into your head, you know they aren’t right,” she interrupted, her words turning dulcet and almost…sweet. “This isn’t you.”
Leenam’s jaw tightened. He let the scalpel drop into his palm, then brought it within a millimeter of her right tendril. “I will happily cut that pretty red skin of yours to ribbons if I have to. Or maybe I’ll just bring you to the Master instead. He won’t bother asking questions; he will simply rip the truth out of your head. And by the time he’s finished, there won’t be anything left of your mind but—”
“I was created to serve a man more ruthless than this Master of yours could ever dream,” she said, a dark and callously cold edge creeping into her voice. “If you had any idea what I’ve seen, what I’ve endured, then you wouldn’t have even bothered with this…whatever this is supposed to be.”
Another surge of plasma rushed through the conduit, and Leenam nearly slashed the scalpel across her tendril. He couldn’t explain why he didn’t. It made no sense. He knew how important this was; he knew what he had to do. Was he really going to sit here and get talked down to by an alien whore?
“But it’s not too late,” she said. “We can still return to the club, and I can get you the help you need. No one will harm you. But you need to release me now, before it’s too late.”
Leenam’s hand quivered on the scalpel. It would be so easy to teach this bitch a lesson, and no matter how loudly she screamed, no one on this ship would hear her. All he needed to do was flick his hand the slightest bit…
But no. If she wouldn’t bend to fear, there was no point in trying to make her bend to pain, either. Not when he had a far simpler, far cleaner method at his disposal. 
“I was trying to make this easy for you,” Leenam said, deactivating the scalpel and placing it back upon the tray. “But your cooperation isn’t required. I can get what I need from you another way.”
Stretching out with his powers, he brought his hand to her soft scarlet cheek. A woman in her position would surely carry the psychometric imprint of a thousand powerful memories. He could learn about her allies, her plans, and the scope of her Unionist network. And then he and the Column could unravel it all piece by piece. All he needed to do was concentrate…
Yet somehow, there was nothing there to find. 
Leenam grimaced. He had failed to capture a strong reading before, of course; the lives of some people were so boring, so inconsequential, that they had little to show him beyond the most basic banalities of their menial existence. But this woman may have been one of the most consequential people in the entire Dominion. There had to be something here for him to find…
Yet it was as if those memories didn’t exist. As if she didn’t exist. 
“You can still end this,” the Velothi said, her pink eyes blazing. “Let me go, and I will get you the help you need.”
“I don’t need your help!” Leenam snarled as he pulled back. “You are going to—”
His com implant suddenly pinged inside his head. Gritting his teeth, he spun away and touched his ear to activate it.
“I told you not to interrupt me,” he growled. “What is it?”
“We have a problem,” Firth replied, his voice grave. “Someone just broke the perimeter.”
“What? How is that even possible?”
“We don’t know. But it’s the Immortal, sir. He’ll be here soon.”
Leenam hissed through clenched teeth. This “deck between decks” hadn’t been discovered by anyone, not even the DID, in over two hundred years. Only people who already knew it existed could possibly…
“Is he alone?” Leenam asked hoarsely as a dark suspicion washed over him. 
“No,” Firth said. “The half-Kreen girl is with him.”
Leenam felt the color drain from his face. And when he looked back down at the Velothi, she was no longer expressionless. 
She was smiling. 




10
Between Worlds


We only had to follow the power conduit for about a minute before the strange walkway ended abruptly. The conduit itself split just beyond it, the plasma stream dividing and vanishing in opposite directions, leaving nowhere else for us to go. The whole thing would have seemed like another dead-end if not for the suspicious-as-hell security door built into the conduit wall to our right.  
“Almost looks like a standard maintenance entrance,” I commented, eyeing the door and the control panel attached to it. Though the air had gotten warmer the further we’d traveled in, I wasn’t even sweating. “But I’m going to guess that it’s not on the official schematics, either.”
“It is not,” Miranda confirmed. She’d had the projection up on her omnitool the entire time we’d been moving, and she kept panning her left arm around in an effort to find out where in the hell we were. “This is all supposed to be sealed tightly around the plasma flow.”
I nodded. “What’s supposed to be behind this wall?”
“Two meters of reinforced thorotine housing, thermal shielding, and a tertiary power redistribution manifold.”
“In other words, an auxiliary backup system someone might not even notice?”
She pressed her lips into a tight, frustrated line. “If someone could spoof the diagnostic scanners somehow, then it’s unlikely anyone would notice an anomaly without the ship suffering damage in highly specific areas. This entire area is meant to be self-cleaning—you’re not even supposed to need to send maintenance drones this way.”
“Sounds like a perfect hiding spot to me. Anything surprising on the door itself?”
Miranda closed the projection and ran a quick scan. “Nothing I can find, other than the fact the security panel appears quite old.”
“Why bother changing the locks when no one even knows you have a door?” I mused as Ash hovered her fingers above the keypad. “Any chance you can get us the code?”
Her forehead creased as she placed her hand against the metal. “No. The kidnapper definitely brought her through here, but I can’t latch onto anything specific.”
“Figures we couldn’t get lucky twice in one day. Anything you can do, Ensign?”
Miranda moved her omnitool closer to the panel. The fingers of her right hand played across the holographic controls as she brought up the results of her scan. “I believe so. The age of the technology should work to our advantage, especially since Specialist Vrisk provided me with several of his security programs while we were working on decrypting the data from Nirivarr.”
“He’s a cunning little Kali, isn’t he?”
“He is brilliant,” Miranda said. “I’ve never worked with anyone else like him before.”
I was half tempted to point out that the only way to get more Kali into positions in the fleet would be to support Saleya and her people, but I decided against it. Right now, I just wanted to find her and make certain she was all right… 
While Miranda worked, I glanced down at Ash. The shadow hanging over her features had only gotten deeper. 
“Any inklings about who’s behind this?” I asked. 
“No,” she said, her left hand visibly squeezing the grip of her bow. “But they’re close—very close.”
“Let’s assume they know we’re here. Whatever is in there, I want both of you to stay behind me. Understood?”
They nodded. Taking a deep breath, I rechecked the energy cell on my pistol and found myself wishing that I’d come down here in my armor. Realistically, it wouldn’t have been possible—a fully-equipped Dominion trooper storming into the Wards probably would have caused a panic, and it wasn’t like I’d had time to go back and get suited up. Every minute we wasted was another minute Saleya was alone with this murderer. 
Thankfully, Miranda finished even faster than I thought. The panel flashed green after only a few seconds, and she gave me nod as she disconnected her omnitool, drew her pulse pistol, and positioned herself at the right side of the door. Ash instinctively moved to cover the left side, her fingers curling around the glowing green energy string of her bow.
Bracing myself for combat, I touched the panel and stepped through the door…
Into a shockingly cavernous octagonal chamber that looked like it had been ripped right out of a deep-space listening post, complete with a communications console and a decrypt/encrypt module. When nothing shot at me, I took a step forward, trying to stay vigilant for threats despite my surprise and awe. 
The two-meter-wide balcony right inside the door overlooked a chamber below, and a small lift to my right seemed to be the only way down into it without plummeting fifteen meters. There was also a single door in the back. Given that I didn’t see any other exits, Saleya must have been inside. 
“Stay up here,” I said quietly before they could come through, stepping up to the balcony railing. “I’ll head down and—”
A sudden blast of pulsefire from below burned into the balcony railing. I dropped into a crouch, but not before another shot sizzled upward and singed my left arm. The flash of heat passed quickly as my Immortal powers protected me, and I risked peering through the gaps into the rails to get a better look at my assailants. 
I needn’t have bothered. A split second later, three orb-shaped Oculus antipersonnel drones rose into the air, their needle-like pulse cannons spitting fire as they moved. 
Any normal soldier in my position would have been fucked. Now that the drones had elevated themselves to my level, I had no real cover whatsoever. But as irritating and mobile as these things were, they typically only packed the firepower of a heavy pulse pistol. I could probably sit here and let them blast me all day. 
So I decided to leverage my defense for offense. Keeping myself upright on one knee, I took aim at the drone on my right even as the others pelted me with fire. My first shot took out its weapon, and a quick follow-up sent the whole hunk of flying metal careening to the floor below.
Maintaining my poise wasn’t easy with more flashes of heat riddling my torso every second, so I shifted my aim to the next in line in the hopes of ending this as quickly as possible. But before I could pull the trigger, one of the blasts struck my pistol and blasted it out of my hand. 
Shit. 
The ruined remnants of the weapon skittered uselessly across the balcony before flying off the side. A flash of annoyance rose up inside me, and I was seriously considering jumping from the railing and tackling one of the damn things in mid-air when Ash leaned around the corner and unleashed a glowing green arrow from her energy bow. It hit the second drone dead-center, blowing it apart in a flurry of fire and shrapnel. As for the third…
“Get back!” I shouted when the drone abruptly stopped spitting pulsefire and switched to the undermounted micro-rocket launcher that had been concealed in its frame. The regular, explosive variant typically only carried the force of a standard frag grenade—lethal for normal soldiers, but not for Immortals. This one, however, had apparently been packed with a surprise. 
A nerve-killer stun rocket. 
I vaulted to my feet as the drone swiveled to aim at the girls in the doorway instead of the annoying but now unarmed man kneeled on the balcony. But the drone fired before I could take a step, and I watched in horror as its lethal dart streaked to the open door—
And froze in mid-flight. I didn’t have time to react or stop my momentum; my body was already moving to intercept, and a split second later I was in position to take the hit that was no longer coming. But then I heard the faint, almost imperceptible rumble in the air as Miranda used her telekinesis to twist the rocket around and send it right back at the drone. 
The nerve-shock stun effect from the explosion wouldn’t damage its electronics at all, but the kinetic force of the projectile did enough. The missile exploded in a flash of crackling blue lightning, and the drone went soaring across the room like a deflating krekball.
But it wasn’t over.
Before I could peer down over the edge to see if there were any other surprises waiting for us, the entire balcony lurched as if it was about to collapse. I tumbled forward and slammed into the railing, wondering if the drones had accidentally shot out the support struts during their attack. It was only then that I realized that the door on the far side of the chamber was now open, and I could just make out the silhouette of a humanoid man standing there with his hand outstretched. 
“Shit!” I snarled, whipping around to see the girls mercifully safe in the doorway. “It’s a telekinetic!”
I didn’t know if they could hear me over the cacophonous screech of straining metal as the support struts buckled, bent, and then completely collapsed. My stomach dropped as the floor literally fell out from under me, and it was all I could do to grit my teeth and refocus on my powers before I found myself in a freefall. 
Still, at least this time I didn’t have to worry about shielding a woman falling with me. I hit the floor with a bone-cracking crunch, absorbing as much of the kinetic energy as I could. But as the rest of the platform crashed down around me, I unexpectedly found myself pinned—and then immobilized.
I didn’t realize what was happening until it was too late. The platform twisted around me like a metal serpent, crushing my arms against my sides and constricting me until I could barely move. The amount of raw power required to bend and control this much steel with telekinesis seemed unthinkable.
Refusing to concede, I flooded my muscles with a quick burst of psychometabolic adrenaline as I flexed against my new restraints. When they still refused to budge, I focused on the kinetic energy I’d just absorbed from the fall and tried to release that in a wild surge around me instead… 
Nothing. I was pinned, helpless, and slowly being crushed. 
But I hadn’t come down here alone. There was a familiar twang in the air above me, and I caught a glimpse of a green arrow arcing across the chamber at my assailant in the doorway. Even firing from a difficult angle, Ash was an excellent shot—the arrow hit the man right in the chest. But rather than the lethal energy bolt she’d fired at the drone, she had apparently used a stunning version meant to overload the synapses of a living target and render them unconscious. It didn’t quite work; our adversary merely yelped and stumbled backward. But my metal prison did stop constricting me when his concentration faltered. 
“Leenam!” Ash called out. “Stop!”
My breath caught in my throat. 
Leenam.
It was a name I hadn’t heard in a very long time…and one I never thought I would hear again. Not after the Mire had murdered Ash’s parents, stolen her father’s research, and kidnapped her brothers.
I craned my neck to look as I pushed against my metal prison. I still couldn’t see my attacker’s body all that well from this angle while he stood in the doorway, but when I caught a glimpse of his face…
By the Seraph.
Snarling, Ash’s brother thrust out a hand, and an odd humming sound filled the room as a mess of lighter pieces of metal debris—including the smoldering wreckage of the defense drones—abruptly flew toward the doorway where Ash and Miranda were taking cover. The girls hunkered down just in time, and once the barrage stopped, Ash reemerged and loosed another arrow. 
This time, however, her brother was ready for her. A large, circular chunk of the fallen platform peeled away from my prison and intercepted the arrow mid-flight, then with a grunt of exertion, Leenam sent it hurtling toward the girls like a giant sawblade. It moved so quickly and was spinning so rapidly I wasn’t sure they could dive out of the way in time—
But just like with the drones, Miranda stopped it in its tracks with her telekinetic grip. The metal buckled and screeched in mid-air as the two psychics battled for control, and I took the opportunity to try and wriggle free. With some debris gone, my boosted strength was finally enough to start uncoiling myself. If I could only get over there and tackle him…
Before I could free my legs, the sawblade ripped apart from the stress. Ash popped back out, another green arrow blazing on her bow…at which point her brother lunged back into the room. 
“Leenam!” she cried out again. 
But there was no way for her to get down here quickly enough to do anything, which meant that it was all up to me. 
Gritting my teeth and flooding my muscles with another burst of psionic strength, I growled, strained…and finally broke free. Jagged metal tore and shredded my pant legs as I surged to my feet, but didn’t scratch my skin. I dashed toward the door, mind still reeling from the fact that Ash’s brother was the one responsible for this. But I knew better than to let my focus wander in the middle of the fight: I buried my questions, balled my hands into fists, and charged through the door…
There was one person in the small room, but it wasn’t Leenam Telaar. 
“You’re late,” Saleya said, a tight but relieved smile on her face. Her wrists and ankles were bound to a decidedly uncomfortable-looking chair, but she didn’t appear wounded. “Now be a dear and cut me loose, would you?”
[image: image-placeholder]Saleya had been secured to the chair with bands of warped metal, not conventional restraints, and without magnokinesis of my own, there wasn’t much I could do to break her free without a welding torch. Miranda could probably do the trick with her powers, though, and so I quickly called the girls down. The lift had been destroyed during the battle, but Miranda floated herself and Ash down more or less safely with her telekinesis.
While they started their slow descent, I hastily checked Saleya for injuries after looking around for any sign of where her attacker had fled. The only option was the small metal hatch built into the floor.
“He sealed it behind him,” Saleya said. “The others who were with him went that way the moment you tripped their perimeter sensors. I imagine they’ll be long gone by now.”
“Maybe,” I said, gritting my teeth as I strained to pry away the band restraining her head. With Saleya seemingly fine, my combat instincts were screaming at me to try and pursue. Yet there was no obvious control panel anywhere on this side, which meant it was clearly designed as a one-way escape tunnel to Seraph knew where. Perhaps another secret in-between deck…
Leenam. 
The metal yielded with a snap. I bent it away from Saleya’s forehead, mindful of any sharp edges, and she sighed gratefully as she rolled her stiff neck. 
Ash’s brother’s face flashed into my mind again, and I checked and rechecked my memory to make sure I hadn’t been hallucinating. I hadn’t seen him in probably eight years, back when he’d been the imperious elder brother trying to protect his sister from her older boyfriend. We had eventually reached an understanding, until Ash and I had returned that one day to find her house trashed, her father’s lab destroyed, and her parents murdered…
The blood-soaked memory festered in my mind as Miranda and Ash dashed into the room, the latter looking about desperately.
“Run a medical scan, Ensign,” I ordered. “Make sure she’s all right.”
“I’m fine, Kal,” Saleya said, sounding almost amused. “Really.”
For a woman who had been dragged out of her home, strapped to a chair, and presumably interrogated, she seemed impossibly calm. But then, she was the most poised individual I had ever met, even including Captain Ellis. I rarely saw her lose control. 
Unless I was fucking the hell out of her, of course. Her breathless squeals of delight were one of about seven million reasons I found her irresistible. 
“He didn’t drug you?” I asked once her wrists were free, taking her slender arms and checking for bruises. But even her fragile black dress barely seemed worse for wear. 
“Oh, no,” Saleya said. “Despite all the foolish ideas that have been put into his head, he didn’t want to hurt me. Not really.”
“He kidnapped you!” Miranda said, consulting the readouts on her omnitool. “And you don’t think he wanted to hurt you?”
“Not in the way you’re thinking,” Saleya replied. “But I appreciate your timing. He was starting to get frustrated, and he might have done something foolish.”
Shaking my head in disbelief, I finished my quick exam and squeezed her arms supportively. Seeing her alive and unharmed felt like a bigger weight lifted from my body than the hundreds of kilos of twisted metal I’d just crawled out of. 
“She appears healthy,” Miranda announced. “Let me try to get those restraints…”
Her face creased in concentration as she reached out with her telekinesis. Thankfully, the metal bands around her ankles were relatively thin, and she only needed to twist them half a centimeter or so for Saleya to get free. 
“Thank you, Ensign,” the Velothi said, offering Miranda a gentle smile as she rose unsteadily to her feet. “It isn’t often that someone wearing that uniform comes to my aid.”
“Can you get through this as quickly as the lock outside?” Ash interrupted. She was crouched over the small hatch, her hands hovering above the metal. “We have to get to him!”
“I don’t believe so,” Miranda said, shaking her head as she consulted her omnitool again. “There is no release on this side.”
Ash grimaced, and I could see she was on the verge of breaking down into tears…and probably would once the surge of battle adrenaline faded. 
“Can’t you rip it open, then?” she pleaded. 
Miranda pursed her lips. “It is highly magnetized and sealed with bolts of several centimeters of hull-grade thorotine. I don’t think—”
“Well try!” Ash demanded. “We gotta catch up to him!”
Miranda nodded hastily and stretched out her hand, but I knew it was a doomed effort before she even started. I had seen her exert a tremendous amount of force before, like when she had pulled apart the damaged doors on that Pact freighter during our first mission together. But twisting internal doors was one thing; moving bulkhead hatches strong enough to stand against vacuum was quite another. Short of firing up a plasma cutter or detonating a pulothium charge on the hatch, there was no way we were getting through. 
And Ash knew that. 
“Leenam,” she breathed when Miranda finally gave up, lowering her forehead to the hatch and pressing her eyes shut. “I don’t…I don’t understand…”
Leaning down over her, I put a hand on her arm. No matter how much I wanted to help go after Ash’s brother, we couldn’t afford to stay here for long. 
“We need to contact security and have them send a team down here,” I said to Miranda. “But first, check out those computers and see if you can pull anything useful.”
“Yes, sir,” Miranda said nodding. Her gaze lingered on Ash for a moment before flicking to Saleya. But then she moved out of the room into the adjacent compartment and got to work. 
“Definitely not the introduction I was hoping for,” I murmured, squeezing Ash’s arm again but looking at Saleya. “But the formalities will have to wait. We need to get you back before anyone else shows up. And before Tolgas has a nervous breakdown.”
“Yes,” Saleya said, her tendrils both twitching. It was the first crack I’d seen in her otherwise calm veneer. “It won’t be safe for any of us to stay in the Wards much longer.”
I suppressed a grimace. That thought had been shoved to the back of my mind ever since I had learned she was in trouble, and the demands of the moment had kept me from exploring it too deeply. But now…
Saleya had never intended for the Second Wind to remain her base forever. Ever since she’d first moved here from that strip club on New Praxius, I had been dreading when something would happen. For all the inherent advantages of being this close to the action, the risks were obviously high. Yet somehow she had managed, month after month and year after year, until running her organization right beneath the nose of the DID had become oddly normal. 
But that time was officially over. We may have gotten here in time to rescue her, but the scope of the investigation this incident would trigger couldn’t be overstated. Security would probably tear this ship apart looking for other such passages, and half the other directorates would be eager and willing to help. Within a few hours, the “Womb” which the jennies above had been willing to ignore would be the center of attention. 
One way or another, the party was over. 
“Come on,” I said, gently tugging Ash’s arm. “We need to go.”
[image: image-placeholder]We made it back to the Second Wind without incident, though the commotion from her disappearance had clearly started spreading throughout the Wards. I could see it in the eyes of the onlookers across the street. People may not have known exactly what had happened yet, but they would soon enough. And once security got down here to investigate…
We don’t have much time, I thought darkly. And Saleya has the least of all. 
She barked out instructions to her people the moment she was back inside, and the gravity of her tone made it clear that there was no time for any warm reunions. Tolgas sprang into action with almost military efficiency, grabbing various items from the bar and packing them up. The girls weren’t far behind, though they seemed to be focusing their efforts on getting to the changing rooms. 
Once everyone was busy, Saleya signaled for us to follow her up the spiral staircase to her room, where she immediately started opening her drawers and rifling through them. 
“We’ve had contingencies set up ever since we moved in,” she explained as she grabbed several duffels from her closet. “It’s not as bad as it seems. I have a whole host of freighter captains who owe me a favor, and one of them is here making a delivery right now. He has more than enough space to fit everyone who needs to go.”
I glanced around the familiar space, and I couldn’t hold back the wave of sorrow that crashed over me as I thought about what was going to happen. I had a lot of fond memories of this building and this room, and the thought that it was all about to vanish…
I understood why it had to happen. But it still hit me harder than I would have thought. 
“Slipping twenty alien girls past security won’t be easy,” I said, swallowing back the memories. “It’s going to trip about a dozen different alarms at the hangar checkpoints.”
Saleya snickered as she retrieved a box of jewelry from one of the drawers and slipped it into a duffel. “Oh, come on now. Do you really believe I haven’t thought of that?”
I smiled thinly. I should have known by now not to underestimate her. She hadn’t built and maintained this massive network by accident. 
But as cool as she seemed to be playing everything, I knew how badly it must be tearing her up inside, too. She may not have ever intended for the Second Wind to become her home, but that didn’t change the fact that it was in all but name. She had poured her heart and soul into this place, and the girls she had worked so hard to protect and nurture were about to have the rug suddenly and violently yanked out from under them…
“I’ll temporarily move operations to Ramanis,” Saleya added. “And there are some interesting opportunities near the Traverse, despite the risks.”
I nodded soberly and tossed a wary look at my companions. Ash was sitting next to me on Saleya’s bed, while Miranda was standing in the corner, distractedly rummaging through the files she’d downloaded from the Column’s computers. 
“I wish we knew more about how your people got compromised on Kenabrius,” I said. “But we didn’t even realize anything was happening until we were about to leave.”
Her movements faltered the slightest bit when she reached for another drawer. No one else would have noticed it—her tail, tendrils, and general body language didn’t give away anything. But the mention of the people she’d lost had struck home. 
It always did.
“We were expanding operations,” she said, moving some clothes into a different duffel. “They probably didn’t have as much experience as they should have. But we can’t afford to back down. If the Column are getting more organized and aggressive, then we have to be ready.”
I watched her in silence for another minute, wishing there was something else I could do. If Ellis wasn’t up there with Command arguing his case for us to head into the Drift, I would have strongly considered taking a leave of duty to help Saleya and her people get resettled. But with everything that was going on—and with Lochlan and potentially the DID watching the captain and I more closely—that obviously wasn’t an option.
“I assume he didn’t slip up and tell you anything useful,” I said. “Or explain how in the hell he was able to track you down in the first place.”
“I’m afraid not,” Saleya said. “None of the agents on Kenabrius knew who I was, at least not personally. The leak must have come from elsewhere.”
“No.”
We both turned to look at Ash. It was the first thing she’d said since we left the hidden passage. 
“They didn’t need to know you personally,” she went on. “Or even know your name. Not if any of them ever met you or had a strong connection with someone who did.” 
I frowned. “Psychometry?”
“He’s my brother,” Ash said. “We had the same gift. We could both read objects and people from a young age. We didn’t consciously realize what we were doing until much later, but…”
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath to steady herself. I gently squeezed her leg, though the gesture felt wholly inadequate. I had been waiting to say anything about Leenam until we had some privacy. 
Not that there was really anything to say. The shock of her brother being alive would have been cataclysmic enough on its own, but the fact that he was now apparently working for the very people who had slaughtered her parents and kidnapped him was…
Well, sickening didn’t even come close. 
“I’ll bet that’s how he did it,” Ash added after a moment. “A strong enough reading could have easily led him here.”
“That accurately?” I asked. 
She shrugged. “He could have just gotten a clue and combined it with intel they already had. Who knows? But you’ve seen what I can do, and Leenam might be even better at it. Seraph knows what those monsters have been teachin’ him—they’ve obviously been messin’ with his head somehow!”
A wave of nausea stirred deep in my gut. “Some kind of mind control or indoctrination?”
“Definitely not the former,” Saleya said with surprising certainty. “But there are many versions of the latter. It has been what, eight years since you last saw him?”
Ash nodded. “Before Kal and I left Nirivarr. It’s been so long. I thought he was dead…”
Her cheek twitched as she closed her eyes. I could almost feel the emotional walls she’d built up over the years starting to crumble, but there wasn’t a damn thing I could do or say to make it better…
“He didn’t want to hurt me,” Saleya said. “I knew that the moment he grabbed me.”
“Why do you say that?” I asked.
She raised a black eyebrow. “Because it’s what I was designed to do. I could see the conflict behind those green eyes of his. And when he spoke to me…” She turned her luminescent gaze on Ash. “I can’t even imagine what you must be going through, dear. I’m so very sorry.”
“You’re sorry?” Ash croaked. “You’re the one who got captured! You’re the one whose life is bein’ totally upended!”
“I will manage,” Saleya said, shifting another neatly folded dress into a bag. “To be honest, this was a welcome reminder that I can’t afford to grow complacent. Not now, not ever.”
I sighed. “Still, we should—”
I broke off when Miranda suddenly inhaled. 
“Got something?” I asked.
“Maybe,” Miranda said, eyes narrowing as her thumb flicked across the screen of her holopad. “This pad doesn’t have a great deal of processing power.”
“Vrisk should be up soon, and you could use the decryption setup from the Stormrider again.”
“It’s not a matter of decryption this time. There’s little data in these files. The Column was using a self-deletion algorithm to wipe information not long after it came in. If I had to guess, an agent on site probably transferred it to a different storage device, then moved it somewhere else.”
“Nice way to hide a trail,” I said. 
“We use similar techniques,” Saleya said. “But Vrisk has designed several of his own restoration algorithms.”
“Yes, I’ve already loaded the one he shared with me,” Miranda said, not quite tartly. “But the setup they were using here is more thorough than the one at the base at Nirivarr.”
“Makes sense, given the difference in location,” I said. “But if you happen to uncover any little factoids that will solve all our problems, feel free to share.”
“Unfortunately, I don’t think I’ll be able to recover anything. At least, not in terms of intact data. But I do think I know what they were up to…”
I raised an eyebrow as she continued fiddling with the pad. Whatever tangled ball she was trying to unwind, I trusted that jenny brain of hers to figure it out. 
“Yes, as I thought,” she said, a triumphant smile tugging at her lips. “The computer system wasn’t processing information, only gathering it.”
“In other words, it was a listening post,” Saleya reasoned. “Hidden in the innards of the ship.”
“Yes, exactly,” Miranda said, looking up at the Velothi with a fierce glint in her eye. “They had a tap on numerous information subsystems in the ship. As far as I can tell, they were pulling data from almost everywhere.”
“Like the Science Directorate?” I asked. 
“Science, Intelligence, Logistics…maybe even Command.” Her face hardened. “This is an absolutely calamitous breach of security.”
“Apocalyptic is more like it,” I said. “But it does help explain some things, like how they were able to steal DSD data.”
“Yes, but…” Miranda swallowed and lowered the pad. “I can’t understand how any of this was allowed to happen. How could anyone possibly build a secret base in the heart of the mothership without being detected?”
“That little base wasn’t new—I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s been there for a few decades at least, maybe even since the ship was built.”
She shook her head. “But why? The Column didn’t even exist two hundred years ago!”
“No, but their current leader’s family did,” I said darkly. “Someone obviously put it there for a reason. Maybe they didn’t trust the Admiralty to carry out their mission with the Expansionary Fleet. Or maybe they were just paranoid and wanted to surveil their own people.”
I shrugged. “Either way, if a member of one of the Great Keledonian Houses is funding the Column, it’s not that much of a stretch that they would know about that base and use it to their advantage. But I’ll bet a thousand chits the brass upstairs were kept out of the loop. This is certain to trigger a full-scale investigation. Admiral Lochlan in particular will want to tear open the whole damn fleet to look for more.”
“As well she should,” Miranda seethed. “This is absolutely outrageous! To think that these traitors have had access to some of our deepest secrets…”
“They did, but not anymore,” I reminded her. “Now it’s just something else we’ve taken away from them. We’ve exposed the Dowd, shot up one of their bases, and now smoked them out of their hidey-hole on the mothership.”
“We also know where they’re gathering, but we’re sitting here instead!” she snarled. “Command must authorize a response!”
“I’m sure they will. Especially after we take this to them. But in the meantime…”
I turned back to Saleya. “We need to figure out a way to get you onto the Stormrider. Ash’s ship is stashed in the hangar there. You could hide out until—”
“I’ll meet you aboard,” she said, smiling as she slid the last bundle of clothing into one of her duffels. 
I frowned. “How are you going to get past—?”
“You let me worry about the details, dear,” she said, standing upright. “You need to get this information to Ellis as soon as possible.”
“I know,” I said. “But—”
“Go, Kal,” Saleya insisted, gliding forward and placing her delicate red hand on my cheek. “Go help Jarod get his way. I promise, I’ll be there waiting for you when you get back.”
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“A terrorist surveillance post,” Admiral DeGale thundered, his thin face and gaunt cheeks looking even more skeletal—and frankly imperious—than normal. “Right in the heart of the damn mothership?” 
“That’s correct, sir,” I said carefully. “I wouldn’t have believed it if we hadn’t seen it for ourselves, but it’s all there.”
The other two admirals at the conference table were wearing similarly horrified expressions on their faces. Admiral Peligord was so stunned he wasn’t even habitually fidgeting with his black moustache, while Admiral Lochlan looked like her body couldn’t decide if it wanted to leap out of the chair or sink further into it.
“How could there possibly be hidden passages on a two-hundred-year-old ship controlled by Synesthetes?” Lochlan asked, her cheeks turning almost as red as her hair. “This is…”
“Entirely believable, I’m afraid,” Captain Ellis said from the seat at my right. “It’s no secret that the Great Houses have always been at each other’s throats, nor is it unthinkable that one of them could have organized something like this to spy on their family’s enemies. The passage could have been built for many different reasons—what we’ve discovered could merely be the latest evolution.”
“Are you accusing House Foln of sabotaging the mothership’s construction?” Admiral Peligord demanded in his pinched, nasally voice. 
“I’m not accusing anyone of anything,” Ellis replied. “I understand that they have long since disavowed the actions of their prodigal son, and I understand that the other families have allowed them to sweep that embarrassing scandal under the rug. But it doesn’t really matter, does it? Whether it was the Folns or the Trells or the Varladovs or whoever else, what’s done is done. Now it’s up to the Intelligence Directorate to sniff out the rest of these holes, if they exist. Our focus, to be blunt, should be acting on the intelligence about Bararra that Ensign Pierce has provided for us.”
“What would you have us do, Jarod? Send a fleet into the Drift when we don’t have a clue what’s out there?” DeGale scoffed. “We’re not going to mobilize valuable ships and officers based on one garbled transmission.”
“With all due respect, sir, it’s more than a single transmission,” Ellis said. “We know that the Dowd were hoping to start a war between the Yarasi and the Pact. We know that they have an armada sizeable enough to threaten countless systems across the Cluster. And most importantly, we know that the Rividian Column—and some of our own people—are helping them.”
He took a deep breath, and his dark eyes flashed with a fiery resolve that could have melted through a bulkhead. “And now we know that they’re constructing some kind of ship or weapon that will come online as early as eight days from now. This is the best chance we have to attack them before this war gets any further out of hand. It’s also our best chance to bring the other powers into the fold by demonstrating our willingness to stop our own people. With the right back channels, we could get a message to the Sillibar and to the Yarasi inviting them to join us in neutral space and investigate this together.”
“And you think they’d listen?” Lochlan asked.
Ellis shrugged. “I don’t know. But whether they do or not, making the offer gives us firmer diplomatic ground to stand on. And if we are able to locate this Fist of the Seraph…well, destroying it would quell any doubts our detractors might have about our willingness to stamp out this insurrection.”
“But Merrick is right,” Peligord said, nodding to DeGale. “We cannot commit ships and personnel without a firmer idea of what they’ll face. Your report identified over five hundred Dowd vessels at Nirivarr—if even a fraction of them are stationed at Bararra, it would take an entire sector fleet to deal with them.”
“A fleet which we can’t spare,” DeGale put in grimly. “Not with their incursions increasing by the day. Our listening posts on the border just confirmed two more attacks on Angoth colonies in Pact space.”
“Pact space, not Dominion space,” I noted. From the heated glares the admirals shot me, I immediately regretted speaking up in the captain’s stead. 
“Precisely,” Ellis said, giving no indication that he was annoyed by me jumping in. “Our enemy’s goal is to weaken the other powers so that we would have an easier time asserting control over the entire Cluster. The Dominion is not their target.”
“Which gives us even less reason to get involved,” Peligord pointed out. “If this situation were reversed—if it was some rogue Krosian element attacking our ships and our systems—do you honestly believe that the Pact would lift a finger to help us?”
“Probably not. But frankly, I don’t care. We’re not talking about Krosians here, Admiral—we’re talking about the Dowd. They are singularly ruthless—and a threat to everyone. We can’t just sit back and allow them to spread havoc and devastation across the Cluster.”
“On the contrary, that option is very much on the table,” DeGale said flatly. “There isn’t a single planetary governor in the entire Dominion that would encourage us to take ships from their defense fleets to chase down ghosts in the Drift. We’re already spread precariously thin, especially against a foe with astral drive technology.”
“The Great Houses have made it clear that they don’t want us to pursue any direct military action until we have more information,” Peligord added. “And the Lords’ Council on Eladrell was quite adamant that—”
“But thankfully, we don’t take orders from civilians,” Lochlan interrupted. “The Admiralty decides when and where military resources are spent, no matter how much the average Drellian noble wishes otherwise.”
The two men at the table turned to look at her, taken aback by her intervention on Ellis’s behalf. I had to admit that I was a little surprised, too. 
“Be that as it may, the wishes of the Golden Worlds cannot simply be ignored,” Peligord said, choosing his words carefully. “Especially with the increasing pressure from the governors to form their own body. The more we push against them here, the more we could end up compromising our ability to respond to threats in the future.”
“Evidently, they are compromising our ability to respond to a threat right now,” Lochlan countered. “The captain is right—we cannot afford to sit here and wait to see what happens. Especially if these traitors have been stealing embryos from the mothership’s labs.”
“That is pure speculation,” DeGale replied with an air of strained patience. “Based on the analysis of a single inexperienced ensign.”
“Who graduated at the top of her class in the Academy, and whose service record thus far is exemplary,” Ellis said. “I read her full report, and I agree with her conclusions.”
“That’s all well and good, old friend, but surely you understand why the rest of us would prefer to wait for an official DSD analysis,” DeGale said. “They should know the truth within a few days.”
“Personally, I think it sounds immensely far-fetched,” Peligord commented with a grunt. “The amount of secrecy, coordination, and skill to pull off something of this magnitude is frankly impossible to believe.”
My impatience reached a boil. “As hard to believe as a secret surveillance post built into the hull of the mothership?”
This time, the glares that came my way weren’t so much heated as downright nuclear. Peligord in particular looked like he was on the verge of deploying the fleet to bombard my chair. 
“If there’s even a chance this is true, it is beyond disturbing,” Ellis said before anyone else could open fire. “But it’s also independent of this ‘Fist of the Seraph’ the Dowd are creating. Whatever it is, anything that can overpower the strongest warships in the Cluster is an existential threat. Destroying it must be our immediate priority.”
“Yes,” Lochlan agreed, her thin finger tapping absently at the glossy table. “But if an attack is out of the question, we could deploy a small, nimble scouting force to see what we’re dealing with. After they’ve analyzed the threat, we can reconsider.”
“By the time any ships get out there and report back, it may be too late,” Ellis said. “Garbled or not, the transmission was quite clear about the timetable. It will take us at least a week for a strike force to get out there even if it left this moment. We simply don’t have the time to waste.”
“If we can’t send a proper assault force in time, then there’s even less reason to consider it,” Peligord said. “But it’s irrelevant regardless. We can’t afford to pull ships off the front lines, and we certainly can’t afford to send them into a potentially deadly combat zone with zero reconnaissance.”
Ellis mostly stifled a sigh. “Sir, if you would just—”
“The answer is no, Jarod,” DeGale said. “Not until we have more information.”
And that, it seemed, was that. The captain had already been arguing his position for hours before I’d even gotten up here, both to individual admirals and then eventually to the whole group. My revelation in the Wards had bought him another audience, but it hadn’t changed anyone’s mind. 
I bit down on my lip and stayed quiet as the meeting continued for another few minutes. I couldn’t help but remember one of the statements we’d heard in that recovered transmission from Nirivarr. 
We don’t need to convince anyone to join us, the voice had said. They will do so willingly.
I hadn’t thought too much about it at the time, given the other bombshells that had dropped, but I suddenly wondered if it might have been the most important piece of the whole puzzle. Because that was exactly the logic at play here: why should the Dominion take any risks when we weren’t the Dowd’s target? Why not sit back and wait to see what happened to our long-time rivals and occasional enemies?
The rest of Command had surely had that exact conversation in the week since our discovery at Nirivarr. And from a purely self-interested, rational perspective, it was the correct decision. They would undoubtedly want to stop the Column from spying on us or stealing equipment, and I had no doubt that the discovery of this surveillance post on the mothership would be subject of countless investigation and shouting matches. 
But none of that required the fleet itself to actually do anything. Command could content themselves with cleaning our own house while the neighborhood burned down around us. 
I had learned quite a few hard truths in my time in the service, from clichés like how even carefully laid plans rarely survived contact with the enemy, to more banal realities like the importance of bringing more toilet paper on a mission than you thought you’d ever need. But perhaps the most important revelation I’d ever had was to understand the power and inclination to cover one’s ass at any cost. 
In order to send a fleet out into the Drift, someone would have to put their neck on the block. And without a clear payoff, who would be willing to take that kind of risk? From the pure realist perspective, the best possible outcome here wasn’t all that great. Maybe we’d destroy this base or ship or whatever it was, but since the faceless aliens and their Fist of the Seraph weren’t planning to attack us, what would the Dominion gain besides a bit of diplomatic clout with the other major powers?
It just wasn’t enough. And I had no idea what to do to change that calculation.
DeGale and Peligord were gone a minute later, but to my surprise—and creeping dread—Admiral Lochlan stuck around. I recalled our confrontation with Councilor Xeng back on Kenabrius, and I wondered if she had chosen this moment to confront both of us personally about my adventures on Secunda a month and a half ago.
After all, with everything else that was going wrong at the moment, I wouldn’t put it past a capacious galaxy to fling a little more shit at us on the way out the door. 
“The others may not have said anything,” she said, her gray eyes hard as she looked up from her pad, “but you really have done us a great service here today, Major.”
I opened my mouth twice before I managed to respond. “Thank you, Admiral.”
“Incredible to imagine there could be places on our ships we don’t even know about,” she added as she leaned back in her chair. “Or people we don’t know we can trust.”
Ellis sighed. “If this is about—”
“Your discovery raises all kinds of interesting questions,” she went on, “like why you were so concerned about the kidnapping of an alien nightclub owner in the first place. Or where she and most of her staff have disappeared, considering that security has been unable to get interviews with most of them.”
I drew in a deep breath and braced myself. So Saleya was on the menu, but Secunda Minor wasn’t. That may have been an even worse battlefield to fight on. 
Ellis stirred. “Admiral—” 
“These questions need to be answered,” Lochlan said. “And they will be…but not right now. Not if this timetable of yours is to be believed. As you said, the enemy might be on the verge of completing this weapon of theirs at any time. We cannot afford to dawdle.”
I blinked, and it took all my self-control not to glance at Ellis in surprise. 
“I won’t mince words here, gentlemen,” she said. “I know you’re up to something. I’ve known it for a long time. And one day soon, I’m going to figure out what that something is. But right now, all that matters to me is stopping these traitors. And whatever else you may be doing, you obviously aren’t working with them. Whether the others want to admit it or not, you’ve accomplished more in the past month than anyone else in the Dominion. You’ve given us a chance to stop the bleeding. We cannot afford to waste it.”
“No, ma’am,” I agreed, voice hoarse. “If there’s a window of opportunity here, it’s closing as we speak. It will take a week just to get out to Bararra.”
“Then we need to get moving, don’t we?” Her jaw hardened, and her eyes flicked to the captain. “I want the Stormrider on its way to the Drift within the hour. Can it be done?”
My voice crumbled into dust. She couldn’t possibly be suggesting…?
“I can make it happen,” Ellis promised, though even he couldn’t keep the surprise out of his voice. “But we could use some special equipment for—”
“Anything special you need you can pick up at the border depot on Betros before you enter the Drift,” Lochlan said. “That’s also where you’ll be meeting with the rest of your task force.”
“Task force?” I managed. 
“The others are right that we can’t spare many ships, not with planetary governors across the Dominion on the verge of panic. But when we received your initial report from Nirivarr, I started quietly collecting assets to form a small, mobile fleet that could investigate any new intel about potential Dowd bases.”
She met Ellis’s eyes for a moment, datapad in hand, as if arguing with herself one last time about whether this was a good idea. But then, finally, she slid it across the conference table toward him. 
“Five ships, including the Stormrider and the Firehawk,” she said. “It’s the best I can do under the circumstances, especially since they all need shield upgrades to handle the Drift. But they’re all within a few days of Betros, and their engineers assure me they can have the modifications completed in time for your arrival.”
Ellis took the pad and studied the list. And as he scrolled through the names, a faint smile pulled at his lips. 
“That’s not a ship I expected to see on the list,” he murmured. 
“Captain Volja has been quite adamant about her desire to take the fight to the enemy,” Lochlan said. “Your influence, I’m sure.”
“Perhaps,” Ellis mused, offering me a look at the screen. Right there at the top was a name I hadn’t heard for some time.
“The Alaru will take the most refit work, but it’s also already at Betros as part of the sector patrol fleet,” Lochlan said. “I want you to meet up with the task force, take command, and lead them into the Drift.”
I felt a smile of my own tugging at my lips. Five ships—a cruiser, two destroyers, a frigate, and a corvette—was a sizeable peacetime task force, if not exactly impressive compared to the Dowd armada we’d spotted at Nirivarr. But it was still a hell of a lot better than going out there alone. And whatever this Fist of the Seraph was, we might have enough firepower to destroy it if we could get there in time. 
“Any questions, Captain?” Lochlan pressed. 
Ellis glanced up from the pad. “I could ask why.”
“I just told you. There’s no one else who can get the job done.”
They shared a long look, and I could almost hear the silent exchange between them. “Is Falcon Squadron still assigned to the Alaru?”
“For the moment, yes,” Lochlan confirmed. “They should give you a lot more flexibility, since the Valkyries don’t need modifications to handle the gravimetric currents.”
“What are our objectives? Are we authorized to engage the enemy?” 
“Only if you can destroy or disrupt whatever they’re building. Otherwise, your primary mission is reconnaissance. Find out what they’re doing and don’t take any unnecessary risks. We can’t afford to lose any ships on what the others will consider a misadventure.”
Ellis handed the pad back to Lochlan. “DeGale and Peligord will be furious whether we lose ships or not. Aren’t you worried they might—”
“One hour, Captain,” she interrupted. “You need to get moving.”
They shared another silent look. Her implication was clear—the rest of the Admiralty wouldn’t approve, but it was far less likely that they’d do anything to countermand her orders once the Stormrider shifted into astral space and moved out of contact.
Though honestly, I doubted they would do anything at all, simply because they were now personally off the hook. Lochlan was the one whose ass was on the line if anything went wrong. And that, as I noted earlier, was perhaps the purest motivating force in the galaxy. 
“We’ll stop them, Admiral,” Ellis said. “Whatever they’re up to.”
She nodded curtly, jaw remaining fixed in stone. “Then good hunting. Dismissed.”
The captain and I rose from our seats and offered her a crisp salute, then headed to the door. I was just about to key the panel to open it when Lochlan stirred behind us.
“One last thing, Captain,” she said, idly tapping her fingertips on the table. “Do you still have access to any contacts in Pact space?”
Ellis paused, his hands clasped calmly behind his back. “A few.”
“Then I suggest you reach out to them,” Lochlan said. “Share what we know and offer them a chance to participate.”
There was a faint twitch at the corner of his mouth, but he didn’t quite smile. “Of course, Admiral. But I can’t guarantee they’ll take us up on it.”
“No, but it’s still worth a try. And what about that Yarasi soldier from the outpost? Do you have a means of contacting her?”
Ellis turned to me, and I nodded. “I…I think so, Admiral,” I said. “But again, I don’t know if the Yarasi will be willing to help or not.”
“What’s important is that we make the offer,” Lochlan said. “As you said, Captain, this is our best and possibly only chance to bring the others into the fold—and to demonstrate our good will. If the Accords are going to survive this…”
“I understand,” he said solemnly. 
“Good. Then contact me with an update before you leave Betros.”
“Yes, Admiral. And…thank you.”
“Good luck, Captain,” Lochlan said gravely. “To both of us.”
[image: image-placeholder]Ellis and I barely spoke on our way across the Command Deck back to the hangar, though for once it had nothing to do with our concern for privacy. I was too stunned to form words. The absolute last outcome I would have predicted from this meeting was for Admiral Lochlan—Admiral Lochlan—to be the one who green-lit a mission to the Drift. 
I had so many questions, few of which I ever expected to get answered. If anyone had been willing to support the captain’s proposal, I would have assumed it would be Admiral DeGale, the man who had authorized our first mission into the Borderlands and gotten this whole ball rolling in the first place. Perhaps he had taken flak for that decision and backed off…or perhaps the news about the Dowd had simply scared him into a more cautious posture. 
Either way, we had gotten what we wanted, and my stomach was aflutter with a combination of surprise and excitement…and worry, whenever I thought about what was going to happen when all of this was over. Lochlan had very expressly punted on confronting us about Secunda and everything else, but there was no way we could avoid that reckoning forever. 
And when it finally came…
“I’ll contact the department heads and have them rally the troops,” Ellis said once we were inside the tram. “I told everyone to stand by for a quick recall, so it shouldn’t take long.”
“Right,” I murmured, tossing a surreptitious glance at the group of officers chatting a meter away. Even if we’d been alone, there were limits to what we could discuss here. “What about our other passengers?”
“Get them settled in the Wildcat,” he replied without missing a beat. “We’ll worry about logistics once we’ve shifted out of here.”
“Yes, sir.”
I thought about coming up with clever euphemisms for the dozen other things I wanted to ask him but quickly dismissed the exercise as pointless. We’d have some real privacy soon enough, and then plenty of days on the proverbial road to discuss strategy. It could wait. 
“Once that’s settled, go ahead and take the con,” Ellis added. “I have a few more things to arrange here before we depart.”
“Understood. What about Specialist Vrisk and his team?”
“They haven’t been officially reassigned yet, so I’m planning to take them along. It’s one of the orders I need to file before we leave. Otherwise, everything else should be taken care of.”
The tram came to a halt and opened. I flashed Ellis a lopsided smile, then headed out alone.
Olshenko and Reyes were already in the hangar when I arrived, which I assumed meant that they’d been checking out one of the new prototype assault transports and schmoozing with the techs who were working on it. My theory was confirmed when I saw how very cute and very female two of those techs were. I almost felt bad interrupting their conversations, but they both snapped to attention when they saw me. After offering them an apologetic smirk, I waved them over and called the deck officer to detach one of the automated shuttles to take us over to the Stormrider without waiting for the rest of the command crew. Ash and the others should have been aboard by now, and I needed to make sure they—especially Saleya—got settled in the Wildcat as quickly as possible. 
The Rakashi freighter we’d used on Sykaris had been transferred off, thankfully, which gave the Wildcat and the drop shuttle a bit more breathing room in the cramped hangar. Ash had left the landing ramp down for me after I messaged her that I was on my way, and I wasn’t surprised to find her and Saleya waiting for me in the lounge. 
“There you are,” Ash said, bouncing off the couch and racing over to me. “Stars, I half expected you to end up in the brig or somethin’…”
“Not yet,” I replied, giving her a hug. I could feel the relief in her embrace at seeing me…but also the lingering tension from our encounter with her brother. If she hadn’t been shepherding Saleya like I’d asked, she probably would have been in bed crying. Or maybe in the gym shooting targets with her bow. 
“So what happened?” she asked. “They have any idea how someone built secret passages in their precious ship?”
“No, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the Science Directorate engineers start tearing the ship apart looking for more,” I said. “I’ll catch you up on all the details later, but the short version is that we have new orders—we’re heading out to the Drift, and we’re going to meet up with a task force on the way.”
Ash blinked. “You mean Ellis actually got through to them?”
“One of them, anyway. We’ll be on the way to Betros soon. I just wanted to make sure everyone is settled in here.”
Kissing the top of her head, I looked over at Saleya. If not for the small rips in her black dress, I might not have known that anything was amiss. She was sitting on the couch, her long, shapely legs crossed in front of her and a glass of sparkling yellowish liquor in her hand. Kalycos was there on the cushion next to her, his green eyes locked intently on the crimson tail swishing slowly but tantalizingly within his reach. 
“Any problems getting over here?” I asked. 
“None at all,” Saleya said. “Ensign Pierce was concerned about getting me onto one of the shuttles, but I reminded her that Velothi companions are a common sight on the arms of senior officers.”
“She had one of those security guards eating out of her palm in about five seconds flat,” Ash said, sounding genuinely amazed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“You just have to speak their language, that’s all,” Saleya said with a dismissive wave of her hand. At the same instant, Kalycos finally made his move for her tail, but it flicked away from his paws at the last moment. 
“Tolgas and the others are already moving as well,” she went on as if nothing had happened. “Like I said, we’ve had contingency plans for years. Everything will be all right, in time.”
“I wish there was more we could do,” I said.
“You’ve done more than enough, darling,” Saleya said, rising from the couch. “We’ll be up and running again in no time.”
I forced a smile. While I had no doubt in my mind that she and the organization would recover, that didn’t mean this wasn’t a big deal—or that it hadn’t been traumatic. Once we’d shifted into astral space, I planned to sit down with her and have a long talk about it. 
“Ash and I were finally getting to know each other a bit,” Saleya said, giving Ash a warm look. “Long overdue, and hardly ideal circumstances…but this vessel really is quite wonderful.”
“Plenty of space for you,” Ash said. “And privacy, too. None of the jennies will bug us here.”
“I very much appreciate it. Though I will need to speak with the captain at some point. We have much to discuss.”
“We should get you checked out by the doctor, too,” I said, taking her arm and examining her again. “Just to make certain you’re all right.”
Saleya chuckled, her tail flicking away when Kalycos lunged off the couch and tried to grab the tip in mid-air. “I’m fine, dear,” she soothed, raising a black eyebrow at Ash. “Is he always this much of a worrier?”
“Only when his girls are in trouble,” Ash teased, though her smile remained haunted.
“Do you need to send any transmissions before we shift?” I asked. “If so, we should do that now, before the rest of the crew—”
“Everything is in motion,” Saleya said, placing her hand on my sternum. “I built the organization to be agile, as you know. Now go ahead and get us moving, all right? Ash and I will talk…and we can meet up later.”
I looked deep into her luminescent eyes. I could tell there were plenty of things she wanted to tell me, just like there were plenty of things I wanted to tell Ash. But for now, it would all have to wait. 
“Sure,” I said. “We’ll be on our way shortly. But if you don’t want to leave and see Doctor Trevas, I’m sure I can convince Miranda to come down and give you a quick scan.”
Saleya smiled. “If it would make you feel better, go ahead. I wouldn’t want you to be so distracted you can’t perform your duties.”
I grunted as I glanced between the two of them. No, these definitely weren’t the ideal circumstances for them to finally meet, but I did feel a lot better knowing they were here where I could protect them. Ash wasn’t wrong about that.
“I’ll be back,” I told them. “Hang tight.”
[image: image-placeholder]I stopped by my quarters on the way to the bridge, half because I wanted to quickly shower and shave, and half because there was one last thing I needed to do before we left. I had stashed the strange communicator Velarys had given me in the footlocker beneath my bed, and once I retrieved it, I sat on the edge of the mattress and ran my thumb over the bluish crystal. Just like the Yarasi tech on the Wildcat, it responded to thought more than voice, and when I concentrated on my desire to send a message, the whole thing began to glow. 
I had no idea how the crystal worked, but she had explained that it could generate a telepathic signal capable of piggybacking on standard com relays long enough to reach her. The DSD would probably be tempted to give me a promotion if I handed this thing over to them, but right now I just wanted to let Velarys know what was going on.
I could sense the crystal worming into my mind almost like when I connected myself to the Wildcat, and I got the vague impression that it was waiting for something. Gritting my teeth, I focused on the things I wanted to tell her: that we were on our way to Bararra to confront the Dowd, and that this was an opportunity for our people to work together if she could convince her superiors to send aid. 
The crystal hummed softly when I’d finished my thought, and as the light in the stone slowly dimmed, I felt the psychic tethers in my head vanish. 
“Creepy,” I murmured, as I twirled the device in my hand. All things considered, I would have preferred a regular text message. But hopefully this thing had worked…and hopefully she was right about how fast it could move across space. 
I showered and shaved after I put the crystal away, then slid into a fresh black-red uniform before heading up to the bridge. The next twenty minutes flew by, and amazingly, we didn’t encounter any complications as the crew scrambled to get aboard and shift out of here before any of Lochlan’s peers could do anything about it. The captain came aboard last, and I already had everything on the bridge ready to go by the time he stepped off the lift. 
“Captain on the bridge!” Karas announced. 
“Sir,” I said, standing and relinquishing his chair. “Any troubles on your end?”
Ellis shook his head. “None. The requisitions have been filled and the proper orders have been logged.”
In other words, he had successfully sent the signal to his old Pact contacts. Whether they would respond or not was a different question, but at least we’d done our part. 
The captain stopped in front of his chair but didn’t sit. “Coms, give me a shipwide channel.” 
Karas nodded. “Channel open, sir.”
“All hands, this is the captain,” Ellis said, putting just the right amount of cool confidence into his voice. “After everything we’ve been through these past few weeks, I’ve no doubt you were all hoping for a bit of a reprieve. But Command has recognized that we have a unique opportunity in front of us, and we can’t afford to squander it. We will be heading to Betros, where I will assume command of a five-ship task force. Our mission is to head into the Drift, see what the Dowd are up to at Bararra, and stop them if we can.”
He paused and drew in a heavy breath. “This won’t be easy. We don’t know what we’re going to face out there or how many ships the Dowd will have waiting for us. All we know for certain is that they’re out there, and that they’ll surely have some surprises in store. But I have full confidence in this ship and her crew to get the job done. This may very well prove to be the first engagement of a much larger war, and I’m not exaggerating when I say that our success or failure could very well determine its outcome.”
He swept his eyes around the bridge to all the young officers looking back at him, their faces a mix of anxiety and determination. “We started this fight a month ago on a training mission, and I’m pleased to say that you’ve all come a long way in a very short time. We survived an ambush in the Ketule Nebula and again at Nirivarr. But this time, we’ll be the ones taking the fight to the enemy. And it’s a fight I intend to win.”
He signaled to Karas to close the com, then slowly settled into his seat. “What’s the status of the ship, Major?” 
“All systems are green, sir,” I replied formally, repressing a smile. If I’d had to give a speech like that, I probably would have needed a week to write it. But knowing him, he’d probably come up with it on the spot. “The Stormrider is at your command.”
“Then take us out of here, Helm,” he said, steepling his fingers in his lap and staring straight ahead out the viewport. “One-quarter thrusters.”
“One-quarter thrusters, sir,” Reyes confirmed, hand gliding up his control panel. “Astral drive is powered and ready.”
“Shift us the moment we’re clear of the defense perimeter,” Ellis said. “It’s time to go to war.”
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Two hours after we’d shifted, I finally felt like I could afford to pause and catch my breath. We were officially on our way to Betros, and after handing the con to Olshenko, Ellis called me into his office for a meeting. 
“We’ll pop out near Thandinar for a quick sync-up with the Holosphere,” Ellis said as he sat down behind his desk with a steaming cup of coffee in hand. “Just in case there’s any news.”
“About Dowd attacks or about a mutiny in the Admiralty?” I replied dryly as I dropped into the opposite chair. “Because I’m still not sure I believe Lochlan’s sudden change of heart.”
“Because that’s not what it was. At least, not in the way you’re thinking.”
I frowned. “How do you figure that, sir?”
“Because she’s not a fool, Kal, and she’s not a traitor, either. If anything, she’s the opposite—a true believer.” He took a cautious sip, then leaned back in his seat. “Our little rivalry, if you want to call it that, has never had anything to do with my ideas about the need to reform the Dominion. Lochlan just likes her rules. And she especially likes it when people follow them.”
I thought back to the first time he’d brought me onto his previous command, the Alaru, where he’d had a tense verbal exchange with then-Vice Admiral Lochlan. I had been too overwhelmed to process everything at the time, but their back-and-forth had certainly sounded personal. 
“It’s always seemed like more than that to me, sir,” I said. “Especially where I’m involved.”
“She distrusted you the moment I gave you that commission,” Ellis said. “I set you on a collision course before you even met—you’re welcome.”
I snorted. “Thanks for that.”
The captain smiled thinly. “But in all seriousness, she’s not even wrong. It’s not as if we haven’t been up to something. And I’ve known all along that I couldn’t put off a confrontation with her forever. With any luck, we’ll return as heroes. Perhaps it will be too politically inconvenient to come after us after we’ve slain the dragon and saved the kingdom.”
“Perhaps,” I replied, not believing that for a second. “But I suppose there’s no point in worrying about it right now. I’m more concerned about Saleya and the organization.”
“She’ll manage,” Ellis said. “You and I both know that.”
“Sure, but that doesn’t mean it’s going to be easy. And I can’t believe that Ash’s brother is the one responsible for this…”
“Neither can I.” His dark eyes went distant as he took another sip. “After all these years… How is she holding up?”
“There hasn’t really been any time to figure that out,” I said. “So far, I’d say she’s working through it about as well as you’d expect. But with a lot of downtime ahead to think about it…well, that’s only going to make things worse.”
I sighed and rubbed my temples. “I’m still amazed Leenam is alive. We always assumed that the Mire just killed them. It was easier to cope with than thinking about how they were being experimented on or sold into slavery somewhere.”
“They obviously realized the value of his powers more than the Dominion did with Ash,” Ellis said bitterly. “And they’ve taught him how to use them. The DID has always had an internal debate about whether to cultivate more psychometric talent, given its unpredictability, but the Telaars have a unique gift. I wonder if her other brother has it.”
“If Markael is still alive, too.” I pursed my lips. “Saleya is convinced that Leenam didn’t learn anything from her, but with his powers, I don’t know how she could be sure. With the things she knows and the people she’s met, he could cause a lot of damage.”
“All the more reason to reshuffle the organization,” Ellis said. He stared into nothing for a long moment, the steam from his cup wafting past his nose. “I’ll speak with her later, but for now you should try and get everyone settled. We have a couple days to relax, think, and plan…we should try and use every minute.”
“Right,” I said. “The same goes for you, sir…though I’m not sure how you can craft a battle plan when we don’t even know what we’ll be up against.”
“We keep things simple. When we get near Bararra, we’ll need to have a look around. And the best option for that is a cloaked ship.”
“I see,” I murmured, almost wishing I hadn’t asked. “You get to be the one who pitches that to Ash.”
“I think not,” Ellis said with a smirk. “Delegation—it’s what good captains do.”
I snorted. On the one hand, Ash would undoubtedly be sick of being cooped up in the Stormrider by the time we got to Bararra. But on the other, the Wildcat was the third most important thing in the galaxy to her, behind only the two things named Kal. And since we didn’t even know what we’d be up against…
“The cloak probably won’t work nearly as well in the Drift,” I pointed out. “And we know for a fact they can spot us if we accelerate into hyperspace.”
“Only if they know exactly where to look,” Ellis said. “They were hunting for you before. This time, our arrival will be a complete surprise.”
“I suppose we’ll find out.” I glanced around the office and sighed. “Permission to leave the bridge, sir?”
He waved at the door. “Go ahead. You can take the night shift tonight.”
“By myself?”
“I’m going to make a bridge officer out of you yet, Zeris,” he said, taking another sip. “That includes learning how to sit quietly in a chair all night without going insane.”
I groaned. “Can I clean the armory instead?”
“With great quarters come great responsibility,” he said, waving his hand dramatically. “Go on. I want you back at twenty-one hundred ready to entertain Olshenko with some war stories.”
“Yes, sir,” I grumbled. 
I was standing in the lift a minute later with my hand hesitating over the control panel. I was tempted to head straight down to the Wildcat to check in on Ash, but after everything that had happened today, I decided it wouldn’t hurt to have a few minutes to myself. I hadn’t eaten anything in what felt like forever, and the Stormrider should have downloaded all the recent krekball matches from the Holosphere while we’d parked at the mothership. Just because faceless aliens were rampaging across the Cluster didn’t mean a man couldn’t check up on scores. 
I was a few meters from my door when my stride slowed, and my mind flashed back to when Velarys had mentally summoned me from this hallway. It had only been about four days, yet it already felt strange not having her around. I really hoped that the strange crystal thing she’d given me had sent the message like it was supposed to…
She promised me that the signal would reach her, I reminded myself. She’ll get it. And with any luck, maybe she’ll be able to convince her people to help. 
I chewed on the thought as I opened the door and headed inside—
To see the tall, slender silhouette of a Velothi woman in a black dress standing by the bulkhead viewport directly across from me. 
“I see that Jarod finally gave you some real quarters,” Saleya said, turning her head enough that I could see her smiling. “It must be a pleasant change after all those years being forced to live in a box.”
I paused and glanced around the battle-damaged room. “They don’t seem like my quarters all that often these days.”
“Yes, Ash said you were hosting the Yarasi warrior you rescued. A pity she’s not still here—she sounds like a girl I would absolutely love to meet.”
I stepped inside and let the door shut behind me. “What…how did you get in?”
“That jenny girl of yours gave me the code. Escorted me all the way here, in fact.” Saleya snickered. “Quite a charmer, that one. And utterly smitten with you and Nashira.”
Miranda gave her my door code? I thought. I guess I hadn’t needed to worry about her questioning our relationship with Saleya after all. Perhaps finding her strapped to an interrogation chair helped her understand. 
Or perhaps she just wanted some time alone with Ash. 
I glanced at the door. “Where is she now?”
“She was going to wait here with me for you to get off-duty, but I convinced her that you and I could use some time to ourselves.”
Saleya turned all the way around and glided toward me on her twelve-centimeter stiletto heels that only seemed to make noise when she wanted them to. She had changed into a different dress—still black—with scandalously long slits on either side. 
“You don’t mind, I hope?” she asked, pressing her left hand against my chest. 
It wasn’t a real question. Few things in the galaxy were as irresistible as Velothi females, and nothing in the galaxy was as irresistible as a Velothi Succubus. Especially one I had been desperate to embrace ever since I’d heard she was in trouble. 
“No,” I whispered, feathering my hand through her black hair and then across her left horn. “I don’t mind at all.”
I leaned down and kissed her. Her lips may not have radiated Ash’s heat or carried Velarys’s psionic charge, but they were so soft and moist and hungry that they always made me feel like I was the one being devoured. As my mouth opened to taste her, her tongue surprised me by thrusting deep into my mouth. And when her tail coiled around my leg and her cranial tendrils massaged my clean-shaven chin, I remembered exactly why she was so intoxicating. 
Not that I had ever truly forgotten. 
Her arms slid around my back to draw our bodies together, her soft breasts cushioning our contact. I continued to kiss her deeply, passionately. Her spicy scent filled my nostrils, bringing my blood to a simmer, but I held my lust in check. For now. 
“I didn’t have the chance to thank you for rescuing me,” she purred when our lips finally parted. 
“You don’t need to,” I assured her. “Ever.”
Saleya smiled. “My faithful guardian…I never doubted for a moment that you would come.”
“You didn’t even know where I was.”
“It didn’t matter,” she said, her tail squeezing my calf like a blood pressure cuff. “I knew you’d be there for me. You always have been.”
I smiled back. She was a professional liar—an illusionist who wove delicate deceptions around her customers, her contacts, and sometimes even her operatives. Knowing what I did about her, I could have reasonably discarded her words out of hand. 
But with me, she meant what she said. Within just a few years of meeting her in that nightclub on New Praxius, she had gone from a mysterious underworld figure to one of the most important people in my life. When she’d taken me into her bed for the first time, I had assumed it was a common occurrence, perhaps even a rite of passage among her chosen elite. 
I couldn’t have been more wrong. There was only me, the first person she had ever completely trusted after escaping the brutality of her previous master. Our relationship had blossomed into something different and more powerful than either of us had expected. 
“It’s only been a month, but it feels like it’s been an age,” she breathed. “So much has happened. So much has changed…”
Her normally smooth voice wavered, and I could feel a faint tremble shuddering through her entire body. Normally when I looked into her glowing pink eyes, I saw a woman who carried herself with a calm, unbreakable self-assurance that was almost supernatural. As if she already knew everything that was about to happen, and would always remain in control. 
But that mantle of invincibility seemed to be crumbling by the second. 
“It’s all right,” I soothed, reaching out to cradle her cheeks in my hands. “Like you told me, we’ll find a way to keep it all together.”
“I know, but…” Her eyes fluttered shut even as a trail of tears escaped the lids. “There’s so much at stake, Kal. So many people rely on me. If this doesn’t work, if we can’t rebuild…”
I pulled her forehead to mine. In all the years I’d known Saleya, I had never actually seen her cry. It was so unsettling my heart felt like it was about to burst. 
“I’ll do whatever it takes to help,” I said. “I’ve been debating if I wanted to take a leave of absence when this mission is over. I could—”
“No,” she insisted, pulling away a centimeter and looking me right in the eye. “Jarod will need you more than ever in the days ahead. And so will the Dominion, even if they don’t realize it.”
“Assuming we don’t get court-martialed,” I said. “If Lochlan found out about Secunda…this won’t just go away. Not this time. There are going to be a lot of questions, and we don’t have good answers.”
“I have faith in Jarod to figure it out,” Saleya said. 
“I have faith in you to figure it out,” I echoed. “So where does that leave us?”
She smiled, sadly but warmly, her glowing eyes glossy from the tears. “Right where we belong.”
She kissed me again, even more hungrily this time, and her hands wrapped around my neck while mine fell to her waist. I could taste her fear and uncertainty…but also her unconditional trust. I wasn’t merely the only man she chose to take into her bed—I was the only man who ever saw the true Saleya, weakness and all. 
Our mouths stayed locked together even when she began to steer me toward the bedroom, and it wasn’t long before we were standing beside the bed. By then, her nimble fingers had unbuttoned my uniform jacket, and my hands had slipped beneath the high slits of her skirt to palm her tight, firm ass. She wore no panties, and as my touch grew bold enough to dip between her warm cheeks, I discovered she wore nothing whatsoever. 
Her hands slid beneath my uniform, prompting a moan of delight as her nails raked across my ribcage, and our lips parted just long enough for me to pull off the jacket and toss it to the floor. 
Her dress was even easier; a single tug of the nearly invisible zipper in the back loosened it enough that I could push it from her shoulders. Her smooth, flawless red flesh was all that remained below. 
“No stage, no illusions,” she whispered, raking her nails across my chiseled chest again even while she stretched up on her tiptoes to bring her mouth to mine. “Just us.”
Gently, I laid her down upon the bed beneath me, her legs spreading wide to reveal her ruby labia, sensitive and glistening, the moment her back touched the coverlet. Her chest rose and fell more rapidly, and her smoldering gaze was lidded with desire that prompted me to renew our kiss as I went to my knees on top of her. My fingers slid up her smooth thighs to her taut stomach all the way up to her plump red breasts and burgundy nipples. I gave them both a delicate twist, knowing it would drive her crazy—and it did. She moaned into my mouth as her body convulsed beneath me, and I could already feel her hands working at my belt. 
I couldn’t remember the last time she had exposed me herself. She typically had one of her girls—or occasionally two of even three of them—do it for her to warm me up. But tonight, I was all hers.
As she pushed my pants and underwear down, her tail unwound from my leg to get out of the way…and then promptly found my cock instead. The smooth flesh was like a serpent constricting my shaft to squeeze the life from it.
“You’ve no idea what it’s like,” she rasped, pulling away from my lips and bringing her teeth to my ear. “A hunger I can never sate…”
“I can try,” I said. 
After kissing her neck, I leaned back enough to look down at her as I shifted my hips forward to bring the tip of my manhood up against her tense, warm nether entrance, feeling it flex in anticipation. Saleya looked up at me, her pink eyes beckoning me deeper. But before I could push inside, her tail pulled my throbbing stem upward to her crimson cunt instead.
I looked deep into her eyes, knowing I didn’t need to speak to ask such an important question. Velothi Imprinting wasn’t something to be taken lightly. It was even more sacred than pregnancy in some ways; a man could be separated from his child, but not from his bonded Velothi lover. Not without her withering away.
But there was a reason that Velothi, not humans or Kreen or even Neyris, were the most common species for Succubi. Imprinted Velothi lovers were like a priceless treasure. And having one offer herself to you willingly, eagerly, was something every man fantasized about. Yet when we had approached this particular jump corridor in the past, we had always agreed that it simply wasn’t an option. We both lived dangerous lives in our ways, and we spent most of our time apart. Imprinting myself upon her seemed both risky and foolish. I had my duties, and she had her organization. 
“But we can’t,” I said, moaning when her coiled tail began slowly stroking my shaft. “You know that.”
“Times change,” Saleya breathed. Her hands slid up my sides to cradle my jaw. “There’s no one else, Kal. And there never will be.”
Her legs lifted to squeeze my waist, pulling my swollen tip inside her. The warm, velvety embrace sent a shudder of delight racing through me, and it took all my willpower not to immediately claim her. 
“You need to be sure,” I told her, brushing my nose against hers. “Absolutely sure.”
“I’ve been sure for a long time,” she purred. “You’re the noblest man I’ve ever met. I’m willing to share you, but I’m not willing to go on without you. I want to be yours. I need to be yours.”
She clenched her thighs again, pulling me another half centimeter deeper. The further in I sank—the more of my shaft was caressed by the silky, fluttering muscles of her core—the harder it was to restrain myself. But my self-control was unyielding. 
This was the first cock she’d taken from someone who loved her. She deserved to savor the moment.
Her tail slowly unfurled from my shaft as she read my acceptance, and her eyes flashed with an almost demonic hunger befitting her Succubus namesake. 
“Take me,” Saleya demanded. “Claim me. Now!”
Rolling my hips, I pushed inside her, parting as much of her flesh as I could in a single, fierce stroke. Saleya’s expression contorted as sensations overwhelmed her, yet her eyes stayed locked on mine as she let out a broken wail of rapture. 
Of all the girls I’d been with—of all the alien girls I’d been with—the Velothi cunt was truly the final frontier. Her warm, silky embrace welcomed me as if it was where I had always belonged…and from the way it clenched so tightly around me, it never wanted to let me go. 
“Stars,” I breathed. “It’s…ngn!”
With a sudden, incredible ripple of her inner muscles, Saleya pulled me all the way inside. But the hunger in her gaze only seemed to grow more desperate when I bottomed out against her cervix, and her hips began to churn rhythmically, begging me to let loose and fuck her. 
I did. Overwhelmed by an animalistic lust and spurred by the perfection of the woman beneath me, I pulled back, then slammed into her again, knowing that every thrust crossed another Imprinting threshold from which there was no return. Moving inside her felt so good, so right, so perfect. But from the ravenous lust in her eyes, she needed it as much as I wanted it, and it only took a few more strokes before I began pounding into her with reckless abandon. 
“Yes, yes, yes!” Saleya cried. “More. Mmghh…fuck! Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop! Fill me…fuck me…use me! Just…guhh!” Her words dissolved into incoherent moans and sharp, vulnerable whimpers as she surrendered herself completely.
I slowed my pace, but only enough to stabilize my steep climb to climax. As wonderful as her body felt, and as much as my instincts roared at me to be as rough and selfish as I could, I wanted more from this. 
Shifting my weight onto my forearms flanking her head, I made my thrusts forceful but controlled. I let the steady rhythm of my hips slapping against hers stake my claim in a way that went beyond words. Every deep, full penetration, every slide of my throbbing shaft along her squeezing, quivering walls made it clear: she was mine.
Saleya gazed up at me with lustful adoration, our breaths mingling, our faces still centimeters apart. I wanted so very badly to keep kissing her, but I couldn’t while taking her this hard, this fast. Her arms around my back kept me close, her breasts pressed to my chest where I could feel her heartbeat pounding into me.
The wet sounds of our joining mixed with her gasps and my possessive grunts to form a symphony of sex. It rose around us as her contractions increased, her cries becoming shorter and more frequent when I found an angle that began catching her clit.
Heeding her body’s signs that she was close, I finally let myself run wild, spearing her with quick, punishing thrusts, wanting to push her over the summit even as my own beckoned. 
Her eyes rolled back into her head as her nails clawed into my back; she didn’t whimper or cry out so much as growl, a low, guttural sound of something primitive unleashed. Her tail rubbed at my back while her tendrils reached up to stroke my chin, and when she convulsed beneath me, the brittle dam containing me burst. 
And as wave after wave of my seed flooded into her Velothi womb for the first time, I knew that things would never be the same again.
[image: image-placeholder]“Awake yet?”
I groaned as my eyes fluttered open, feeling like I was trapped in a kind of purgatory between sleep and consciousness. I had no clue what time it was, but I was reasonably sure I hadn’t missed my shift. And if I had…
Well, it had been worth it. There was no doubt about it. 
“Almost,” I groaned as I tried to blink the haze from my vision. I was flat on my back in bed, and Saleya was lying on her side right next to me, the curves of her hips silhouetted in the eerie crimson light of astral space filtering in through the window. 
Despite all the years we had spent working together—and despite all the times I had visited her room in the Second Wind during my stops at the mothership—Saleya had apparently never shown me how ravenous her genetically engineered Succubus genes truly were. Our first bout had been just the beginning. She had drained me over and over until I was firing blanks, something even Ash and her Kreen sex drive hadn’t done in quite some time. 
“Can you recall the last time we woke up together?” Saleya asked as her fingernails trailed down my bare chest. Her tail was coiled around my upper thigh, though the tip was perilously close to my groin. 
“No,” I admitted. “You always run out.”
“That’s hardly fair. You’re the one who leaves the ship.”
I snorted as I tried to lean up, but her hand pushed down to keep me in place. 
“Tsk tsk,” she tutted. “Relax, darling.”
“What time is it?”
“You have another hour before your shift. There’s no need to rush off.”
I allowed myself to lie there and enjoy the softness of her touch. She traced little whorls across my chest with her nails, not quite enough to tickle but definitely enough to titillate. 
Lifting a hand, I cupped one of her shapely breasts to return the favor, tracing her nipple with my thumb and coaxing it to hardness. Her appreciative smile was all the reward I needed. 
After several minutes of play, I let my hand fall. “I suppose we have a lot to talk about,” I said. “Like where we go from here. The captain was pretty insistent that we drop you off before we head into the Drift.”
“He wants me off his ship that quickly? And here I thought I’d make a play to become the new bartender for the lounge.”
“Zorec likes his job too much to give it up,” I replied dryly. “Besides, I don’t think you’d like being cooped up here. And given all the attention we’ll be getting once this mission is over, it would look pretty suspicious.”
“Nonsense. Plenty of important fleet officers have Velothi consorts. There’s no reason I couldn’t be yours…”
For an instant, I thought she was serious. Deep down, there may have even been a part of her that wanted that life. The desire to serve and submit to a master was quite literally coded into her Succubus DNA. And I had to admit, the notion of regularly having the kind of sex we’d just had sent a tremor of lust through me. But then she chuckled softly and laid her face atop my chest. 
“Perhaps in a different life,” she said. 
“Perhaps,” I said, reaching out to run a hand along the side of her horns. “But I have a feeling that things are about to get more complicated, not less. Even if we succeed out there, the captain and I are going to have a lot of explaining to do.”
“You genuinely believe the Admiralty will care about your extracurriculars while the Dowd are running loose?”
“After they’ve torn apart the mothership looking for more secret passages, I think the DID will definitely been in the mood for a witch hunt. Secunda’s not enough by itself, but we’ve always known that a full-bore investigation could leave us pretty exposed. I’m just hopeful that if we succeed, Lochlan might cut us a little slack.”
“She does not strike me as the type to cut anyone slack.”
“No, she doesn’t,” I agreed soberly. “But then again, she didn’t strike me as the type to approve this kind of mission, either, so perhaps we’re not giving her enough credit.”
Saleya made another whorl with her fingernails, this time atop my bicep. “Jarod has always managed before. I’m sure he’ll do so again.”
Unless the Directorate really decides to delve deep, I thought. Ellis had managed to conceal his private thoughts—and his darkest secrets—for many years now, but there was a difference between evading passive telepathy and resisting a determined DID investigator. 
“Either way, we need to drop you off somewhere along the way,” I said. “He wanted to pop out in the Thandinar system to sync with the Holosphere, but I don’t think we’ll get anywhere near the colonies. I know Betros isn’t exactly a resort planet, but it should be easy enough to drop you there.”
“Betros will do fine. The organization has a few people in the mining consortiums there; one of them should be able to arrange transport for me.”
“To where?”
“To be honest, I’m not sure yet,” she said. “Somewhere I can lay low while we reorganize.”
I nodded absently and tried not to think how strange it was going to be without the Second Wind on the mothership. All those memories, all that history…
Saleya leaned back up, naked and breathtakingly beautiful. “We’ll start again, Kal,” she said in that dulcet, soothing voice of hers. Her earlier crisis of confidence seemed forgotten. “It will be even better than before. And this time, you can bring your other girls in for a proper introduction. Especially the Yarasi one, if you can. I would love to meet her.”
I smiled even as a knot twisted in my stomach at the thought of Velarys. The truth was, I still didn’t know if I’d ever see her again, let alone get the chance to take her to a club somewhere in Dominion space…
“In the meantime, I need to clean up and get ready,”I said, trying once again to lean up. 
She didn’t stop me. On the contrary, she rose right alongside me, then followed as I moved toward the washroom. 
“You want to go first?” I asked. 
“There’s no need,” Saleya said, eyebrow arched as if it was preposterous question. “There must be plenty of room for both of us. And if not…”
I grinned. “We’ll just have to make do, won’t we?”
“Yes. Yes, we will.”
[image: image-placeholder]It was surprisingly difficult to get clean when a Succubus wanted so badly to get you dirty, but Saleya and I eventually managed to wash off the filth, both old and new. I left her behind in my quarters once I’d dressed, confident that she’d find a way to occupy herself all day. She might not have been able to send any transmissions in astral space, but I had no doubt that she’d meet with the captain and Vrisk to do some preliminary planning for the future. I also assured her that she was always welcome on the Wildcat. 
That was where I headed first. There was just enough time before my shift that I figured I should stop by to check on Ash. 
To my surprise, the ship was locked up when I got there. I frowned, wondering if someone might have bugged her during the afternoon, and I was about to call her on my holopad when the landing ramp started to descend on its own. I headed inside, but before I even reached the lounge, I nearly bowled over Miranda. 
“Major!” she gasped, hopping a solid two centimeters off the deck when she saw me. She was in uniform, though her collar was still unfastened, which was something I don’t believe I had ever seen before. In fact, her long black hair might even have been slightly mussed. 
“Ensign,” I said, not bothering to hide my smirk. “Aren’t you supposed to be on duty?”
“In-in ten minutes,” she said, straightening her jacket. “I, um, I appear to have lost track of time.”
“It’s been known to happen on this ship,” I replied dryly. I let her fiddle with her collar for another moment before I reached out to cup her cheek and pull her in for a kiss. The moment our mouths touched, she rose up on her tiptoes…and a wave of satisfaction washed over me when I felt the residual heat on her lips and tongue. 
Oh, she had definitely been busy right up until the moment I’d arrived. 
“You’d better get moving, Ensign,” I said. “I’ll see you on the bridge.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, her blue eyes twinkling and her cheeks flushing as she scurried away. 
I continued inside, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised when Ash wasn’t in the lounge. I could hear her in her room the moment I opened the hatch to the wrap-around corridor, and I knocked gently on the wall before I keyed for the door. 
“Oh, hey, baby,” Ash said as she pulled on a t-shirt. “You just missed Miranda.”
“I caught her right before she left, actually,” I said, crossing my arms and holding back a smirk. “Though I was surprised to find her here so close to her shift.”
Ash shrugged innocently. “She stopped by last night. Said you were busy gettin’ Saleya settled, so we decided to have a little girl’s night and watch a vid.”
“Uh-huh. What vid?”
“You know, I can’t seem to remember,” she said as she turned to face me, the corners of her lips curling up in a devilish grin. “It was good, though. Real good.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” I said, reaching out to slide my fingers along either side of her bare midriff. “I was surprised when Saleya told me that Miranda gave her the passcode to my room. Didn’t realize she was trying to get me out of the way so she could have you all to herself.”
“Now you understand what I’ve been sayin’ for years,” Ash said. “Never trust a jenny.”
Snickering, I leaned forward to give her a kiss. There was no residual heat from Miranda’s human lips, but it turned out that she had left behind something even more obvious: the heady taste of her quim.
Ash had her own treasure to find. She seized up the moment we kissed as she got her first taste of my newest adventures with Saleya, and I knew if I let her explore them much longer, she’d insist on dropping to her knees to try and “download” the rest of the night straight from the source. 
Which sounded amazing and wasn’t normally something I’d be worried about in the slightest. But I really did have to get to the bridge, and frankly, I could use a long shift to recharge after today. 
“Ngn…” she gasped when I pulled away. “Hey, bring that back!”
“Just a quick preview,” I told her. “You’ll have to wait for later to get the rest.”
“Are you serious? You can’t do that to me!”
“Patience is a virtue.”
“Oh, hell no!” Ash protested. “You can’t come up here with Succubus all over you and tell me to wait!”
“I just did,” I said, flashing her a wicked smirk. “We still have a long way to go before we reach Betros. We’re going to have to stretch out the entertainment.”
Her pupils narrowed to thin vertical slits. “You bastard. Did you come down here just to tease me?”
“Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll be back later. I guess you’ll have to find a way to entertain yourself until then.”
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Into the Abyss


Stretching out our entertainment didn’t prove to be much of a challenge at all. I “uploaded” my adventures with Saleya to Ash that night, then returned to my quarters to make some new ones for the next day. It was a hell of a cycle, and it would have been even more entertaining if I could have managed to get all three girls together at once.  
But Saleya kept herself surprisingly busy, and Miranda did as well. The former spent a fair amount of time discussing strategy with the captain, while the latter spent a great deal of time in the infirmary working on the fertility agent for Ash. To my amazement, she managed to get the first treatment ready a day before we arrived, and even though Miranda insisted that it was likely to take quite a bit of time before it worked, Ash still insisted on having me make a nightly deposit inside her just in case we got lucky. 
A little over a day later, we dropped out of astral space long enough to sync with the Holosphere relay near Thandinar, but other than a few more unconfirmed reports of Dowd attacks in Pact space, the news wasn’t particularly shocking. The Admiralty hadn’t put a bounty on our heads or even rescinded Lochlan’s orders, which seemed to indicate that her prediction had been right. They were willing to sit back and see what would happen as long as she was willing to put her neck on the line. It was a truly inspiring example of leadership. 
Two days after that, we were finally approaching the last Dominion outpost before the Traverse.
“Entering the Betros System, Captain,” Reyes announced. 
“Good,” Ellis said. “Get us within range of the outpost and then take us out of astral space, Ensign.”
“Yes, sir.”
There was the faintest rumble in the ship’s drive, more felt than heard, and the crimson smear outside the viewport once again became the starry abyss of normal space. A white dwarf lay directly ahead, still so distant it was little more than a glittering pinprick of light without magnification. 
“Systems check?” Ellis asked. 
“All systems green, sir,” Miranda reported from her station at ops. “Full power available to sublight drive.”
“Then take us in. Go ahead and sync us with the relay once we’re in range.”
There were several acknowledgements, and Reyes cranked up the drive as the Stormrider banked slightly to starboard. Seated in my chair beside the captain’s, I watched approvingly as the crew went about their tasks with calm confidence. The viewport flickered as the magnification kicked in, and it wasn’t long before we were staring at the glowing blue halo of Betros III, a planet I’d once heard called “the barely habitable version of New Praxius.” 
If not for the mining consortiums who did business here—and the vast array of surveillance satellites and listening outposts pointed toward the Traverse—the system wouldn’t have been of much value. But the garrison here had steadily grown as pirate activity coming out of the Traverse had increased, until now the personnel on the planetary military base outnumbered the colonists trying to eke out a living in the unterraformed tundra. 
As the range dropped, it only took a few minutes before the tac-holo beeped as the sensors began to register other vessels. The vast majority of the blips were freighters hauling cargo between the various depots in the system, though there were also a handful of starfighter drones running simple escort duty with the more valuable craft. There was only a single genuine Dominion warship in-system at the moment, but it was one that Ellis and I both knew well. 
“Been a long time,” I murmured, unable to suppress a smile when I saw the Alaru. “Let’s hope the old girl still has some fight left in her.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Ellis said, the faintest hint of fatherly pride in his voice. “Coms, open a channel.”
“They’re already hailing us, sir,” Karas reported. “Shall I put them through?”
Ellis brought himself to his feet at the sight of the sleek, six-hundred-meter vessel in orbit of the planet. The engines were mounted higher on the cruiser rather than jutting out like the Stormrider, like a pair of shark fins that could peek above the waterline. But the sloping seashell bow was practically the same as ours, just three times larger and packing five times more power. 
“By all means, Lieutenant,” Ellis said. 
The viewscreen flickered, and the half-body image of a tall human woman with russet skin and short hair took the place of the ship outside. 
“Glad to see you’re still punctual, sir,” Captain Volja said, offering Ellis the faintest of smirks. “I worry sometimes about that little ship of yours getting lost in the astral winds.”
“She manages just fine,” Ellis replied mildly. “And we’re all going to need her sails to guide us through the Drift.” 
The woman’s brown eyes twinkled in amusement for a moment. Volja probably knew him better than anyone in the fleet aside from me, considering that she’d served as his first officer for seven years. 
“I see he dragged you along for the fun, Lieutenant,” she said, eyeing me wryly. 
“It’s Major now, actually,” I said, standing and moving up next to Ellis. “And you know me. I can never stay out of trouble for long.”
“So it would seem.” There was the faintest trace of the old disapproval in her voice—she had never liked the idea of Ellis taking a natty from the Borderlands under his wing—but she had been professional enough about it to respect the captain’s decisions. Hopefully, today wouldn’t be any different. 
“What’s the status of the rest of the task force?” Ellis asked. 
“The Firehawk arrived a few hours ago,” Volja said, her tone turning professional. “We’re still waiting on the destroyers. Our last projection put them about six hours out.”
“But they’ve already made the necessary shield modifications?”
“They’re doing so en route. It’s the only way they could even hope to make your timetable.”
“I’d be happy to give them more time if I could, believe me,” Ellis said. “But the sooner we get out there and see what’s going on, the sooner we can plan a proper response.”
“Assuming there is a proper response,” Volja said grimly. “Unless the admiral left something out of her report, we have no idea what we’re about to fly into. If even a fraction of that armada you faced at Nirivarr is waiting for us…”
“We’ll manage, no matter what happens. We always do.”
“True enough. I don’t suppose you slipped a message to the Pact to see if they have any interest in joining the party.”
“We sent the message, but I don’t expect a response,” Ellis said. “Aside from all the political reasons they might refuse, they’ll have a much harder time navigating the Drift without astral drives. I’m not even sure how many of their ships are set up for it aside from freighters and some basic escort craft.”
“What about the Yarasi? It’s a longer trek, but they certainly have the tech to handle it.”
“We sent that message, too. Nothing yet.”
Volja grunted. “Figures. They throw a fit about us being responsible, but when the time comes to do something about it, they’re about as reliable as a spiced-out Rakashi.”
“I wouldn’t give up hope on them just yet,” I said. “We have a connection now. It could still pay off.”
Ellis tossed me a sideways look. “We’ll find out shortly. What about your Valkyrie pilots?”
“Currently drinking on the station, but they’re scheduled to return in a couple hours.”
Ellis raised an eyebrow. “Getting lax with the reins these days, are we?”
“They’ve been running patrols into the Traverse for the past several weeks,” Volja said. “I figured they could use a break before asking them to try and fly starfighters in the Drift.”
“Good idea.”
She smiled again. “We’re all glad you’re here, Captain. I can’t think of anyone better to take us into uncharted waters.”
“And I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have at my back,” Ellis replied. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to come aboard the old girl for a bit. There are some scenarios I want to hammer out before we leave.”
“Of course,” Volja said. “But I thought you’d want to wait for the destroyers.”
“Not this time. I want to shift once they arrive. We’re on a tight timetable here. Every minute could count.”
“I understand. I’ll have a side party ready for you in the hangar in ten minutes. I assume you remember the way to the bridge?”
Ellis grinned. “I’ll see you there. Stormrider out.”
The com closed, and Volja’s image was replaced by the slowly growing mass of the Alaru.
“Worried she changed the carpet while you were gone, sir?” I asked.
He grunted. “I just want to inspect the modifications myself. And to make certain her engineers understand how to handle the gravimetric currents without accidentally blowing out the inertial stabilizers. Without any other large ships, the Alaru will have to be the anchor for the whole formation.”
He took a deep breath, then gave me a meaningful glance and continued. “I want you to pay a personal visit to the system quartermaster’s office on the main orbital to make sure the supplies we requisitioned are ready. I don’t care how much she protests, we need that delivery on time.”
“Understood,” I said, reading between the lines. I was going to visit the quartermaster, but the solo trip was also a convenient excuse for me to shuttle Saleya over to the station and drop her off.
“Go on,” Ellis said. “We have less than six hours until those destroyers show up, and I intend to be ready.”
[image: image-placeholder]An hour later, Saleya and I were standing in the orbital station on the promenade balcony overlooking the food court below. It was cozy enough place, with seats for perhaps two-dozen people I doubted were ever filled. The whole station had a backwater industrial vibe, which I had to assume was intentional, based on the particular shade of brown the architects had chosen. 
Supposedly, there were only about a hundred people here at any time; the massive cargo bays were managed by a semi-sentient AI that massively cut back on labor costs. There were thousands of other little depots just like this across the Dominion, and they weren’t what I would call tourist attractions. The day-to-day operations of vast interstellar empires weren’t any sexier than those of a random corporation on Keledon, but that didn’t mean they weren’t important. 
“What is it with you and military bases, anyway?” I asked with a smirk. “New Praxius, the mothership, Betros…”
“There’s no better place to open a gentleman’s club,” Saleya replied with a thin smile. Seeing her in unflattering civilian attire with a hooded jacket was still throwing me off. “Though I don’t think this qualifies as a military base. I’ve only seen a handful of soldiers.”
“Not a lot of travelers, either,” I said, peering down over the edge to look at a group of three Yol’teesh traders having a bowl of soup. They and the pair of Kreen on the opposite side of the food court were the only ones here. 
“I won’t have to stay long, and it’s better to keep a low profile.”
“I wish I knew where you were headed.”
“So do I. But as I said, I need to speak with a few people and make some arrangements.” She hesitated for a second. “Though there is a non-trivial chance I’ll end up on Rividian.”
“Rividian? Heading to one of the largest Dominion military outposts in the Cluster isn’t what I would call keeping a low profile.”
“Well, you know how much I enjoy hiding in plain sight.”
My eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to reach out to Gor.”
Saleya gave me an innocent look. “Why would you think that?”
I sighed. “Dammit. Seriously?”
“Still threatened by his charm? Or perhaps it’s his impressive musculature?”
“‘Threatened’ is not the word I’d choose,” I replied grumpily. “The man is a liar and a thief.”
“So am I. That’s never stopped you from liking me.”
I groaned. “That’s different.”
“Because I have a cute tail?”
“Because you actually believe in something,” I told her. “The two of you are nothing alike.”
“We’re both non-humans who use people’s preconceptions of our species to our advantage,” Saleya said. “And we both have a remarkable sense of fashion.”
I rolled my eyes, which only prompted her to laugh.
“One of these days, the two of you will work it out,” she said. “Perhaps sooner rather than later if the chits hit the table just right.”
“So you are going to speak with him.”
“He’s an information broker, darling, and the organization is always in need of secrets.” Her eyes glimmered impishly for a moment. “He’s also in a bit of trouble after recent events, or so I hear, and we might be able to offer him a lifeline in exchange for certain services he may be able to provide.”
My scowl lightened. “You didn’t tell me you’d have him by the balls.”
“I’m a crime lord and a Succubus—I have everyone by the balls.” She wrapped her arms around the back of my neck and pulled me in close. “Yours just happen to be the only ones I want.”
She gave me a long, deep kiss—the kind that made me want to pick her up and carry her back to the ship. 
“I wish you could come along,” I whispered. 
“You want me to fly into combat?”
“No, I want you close so I can protect you.”
Saleya tittered and caressed my cheek. “You know, there are some women who would find that incredibly patronizing.”
“What about you?”
“I think that I’ve spent most of my life in grave danger. And it wasn’t until I met you that I realized how nice it is to feel…safe.”
I took her wrists and gave them a squeeze. “Make sure I know where to find you when I get back.”
“You won’t have any trouble with that,” Saleya assured me. Her glowing eyes twinkled. “But you need to get going.”
“Right,” I said. “Please, be careful—even more than normal.”
“I will,” she promised. “Good luck out there. I know that you and Jarod will get the job done.” 
[image: image-placeholder]As hard as it was to leave Saleya behind, the galaxy at least had the decency to make the rest of my supply run painless. I hit up the quartermaster with the captain’s requisition list right away, and even though Betros was well off the beaten path in terms of Dominion outposts, its commander still ran an efficient operation. They had everything Ellis had requested packed up and ready to go, including the two-dozen heavy pulothium torpedoes. Our engineers hadn’t finished making the necessary modifications to the tubes in order to fire the higher-yield models safely, but Ellis was confident they could figure it out, especially with Vrisk’s help. 
Most of the other crates were stuffed with various spare parts, under the assumption that we were likely to take some serious damage battling whatever was out there. A few minor wounds were left over from the battles at Takanis and Nirivarr. All primary and secondary systems were working fine, but there were some lingering problems with non-essential systems where the teams hadn’t been able to get their hands on the necessary parts. 
As for the two destroyers, the Daradov and the Sirocco showed up on schedule a few hours after I was back aboard. Even better, their commanders both promised that the shield modifications for the Drift were completed and working properly. Commander Masuda and her Firehawk had already joined the Alaru and the Stormrider in formation, and Captain Ellis made me watch the quick briefing he gave all the commanding officers from the projector in the conference room. 
Under normal circumstances, there would have been several face-to-face meetings and probably a joint briefing on the Alaru before setting out, but given the timetable we were working with, Ellis pushed for efficiency and delayed an all-captains meeting until we were in astral space and on our way. He let everyone know what he expected from them and from our enemies, and no one gave him any pushback. The captain’s reputation went a long way, it seemed, and the fact that the task force was anchored by his previous XO, Captain Volja, probably helped calm some nerves as well. There was no doubt in my mind that she had vouched for him behind the scenes. 
We transitioned into astral space the moment Ellis had the rest of the ships in proper formation and synced for astral travel. Miranda calculated the trip at about sixty-eight hours, a bit shorter than distance would suggest since we had no plans to drop out and resync with the Holosphere relays…mostly because there weren’t any such relays in the Drift. There was nothing to see but the strange gravimetric phenomenon that made hyperspace travel difficult, long-range communications messy, and real-space piloting a straight-up pain in the ass. 
Without Saleya to worry about—or entertain—I spent most of my off-duty hours in the Wildcat with Ash and Miranda. We behaved pretty well, except for the first night where I shared the most recent Saleya experience with Ash. It ended up setting off a telepathic cascade where Miranda ended up overwhelmed, too. I limited myself to a single deposit inside each of them every night after that. 
Miranda and I were on the bridge several hours before our planned arrival, and Ellis gave us all some menial tasks to help occupy our minds for the final countdown. Diagnostics, department check-ins, even some simulation analysis—whatever it took to help each bridge member focus. And when the tension really started getting thick, he did that thing where he started casually telling a story from a past engagement—the kind that might have seemed like boasting from a different CO but felt oddly comforting when it came from him.
This particular one featured a standoff with a Pact cruiser about fifteen years ago, not long after he’d been given his first official command. It had long been one of my favorites, due to the repeated dramatic exchanges with an old Krosian commander who couldn’t quite speak the official Dominion dialect but was desperate to try. The captain’s unique impression always brought a smile to my face. 
He finished the tale with a few minutes to spare, which as usual was the perfect delay for everyone to get back to their duties without being long enough for them to start worrying. I needed to remember this technique the next time he sent me out with a platoon on some stars-forsaken planet. 
“Approaching the edge of the Bararra System, sir,” Reyes announced when the timer finally ran down. “All task force ships in position; they’re ready to shift to normal space on your command.”
“Very well,” Ellis said, his posture back to all-business after his little anecdote. “All ships: transition to normal space at time zero-five. Ops, make certain the shields and structural integrity field are ready.”
“Yes, sir,” Miranda acknowledged. “Standing by.”
There was the faintest rumble from the drive, and once more the crimson smear of astral space faded from the viewport. But today, it wasn’t replaced by a star-pocked void. If anything, it looked as if we had just emerged inside a thick gray storm cloud. Every once in a while, I could see a glittering light through the haze, like a distant crackle of lightning flashing through the sky. Mostly, though, it was little more than an endless gray mass. 
The grayness wasn’t gas or any form of physical matter that science could pinpoint. It was an effect on the fabric of space itself, created by the leading edge of the very thing that had given the Tartarus Cluster its name.
The Tartaran Veil. 
“Shields up; structural integrity field holding,” Miranda said. “The Drift shear in this area is only point three.”
“Not too bad,” Ellis said even as the ship rocked ever so slightly as if to protest his remark. Outside, the gravimetric currents were already battering the hull, but the Stormrider’s stabilizers minimized the impact to almost nothing. The Alaru probably wouldn’t be feeling anything either, thanks to its size, but the Daradov, Sirocco, and Firehawk were practically ancient seafaring vessels being crushed by whitecaps in a storm. Their crews might end up a little nauseous after a while, depending how well their modifications held out.
“Task force status?” I asked. 
“All ships have checked in,” Karas said from behind us to our right. “No problems; no contacts.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” Ellis said. “Helm, all ahead one-quarter sublight. Ensign Karas, order the rest of the task force to follow, then get those sensors up to full power.”
There were multiple acknowledgements, and I leaned back in my chair and called up the holographic display board over my left armrest. “No residual hyperspace bubbles or wake trail indicators anywhere,” I said. “Not that it means much out here. Charts say we’re looking at a red dwarf star with one planet right on the outer edge of the habitable zone. It’s a ball of icy rock. But I’m not sure how close you want to get to it. One would assume the Dowd have established some kind of defense perimeter in the area.”
“With the limited sensor range and gravimetric currents, I doubt they’d bother spending resources maintaining a wide net,” Ellis said, folding his hands calmly in his lap. “But I’d still rather keep our distance just to be on the safe side. We’ll move in about halfway to Bararra Prime, then let you take the Wildcat out for a stroll.”
“Understood,” I said, nodding. “Ensign Pierce and I can start prepping now, if you’d like.”
“Go ahead,” Ellis said. “Just make sure to…is something wrong, Ensign?”
I followed his gaze to Miranda, who was staring intently at her instruments. “I’m…I’m not sure, sir. Nohani, are you seeing this?”
“I am now,” the science officer said. “Looks like some kind of mass shadow.”
“Mass shadow?” I repeated. “You mean from an object.”
“Yes.” Miranda’s eyes narrowed. “Sir, I think there’s another ship out there.”
“On viewer,” Ellis said, voice suddenly stern. 
The screen flickered, replacing the formless gray mass directly ahead with a different section of formless gray mass somewhere in the distance. If I hadn’t been watching carefully, I may not have even noticed the switch.
“There’s nothing to see,” Nohani said. “I’m not convinced it’s even real. We encountered a ton of sensor ghosts on the training cruise, too.”
“But none of them were moving toward us,” Miranda countered. 
I frowned as I looked away from the gray nothingness on the viewer down to the tac-holo. Every few seconds, a tiny blip would appear and then vanish. But she was right about its course: it was definitely heading toward us. 
“Recommend we reinforce shields, sir,” Olshenko said from behind us. 
“Do it,” Ellis said. “And signal the rest of the fleet to reinforce theirs and hold position.”
My frown slowly turned into a scowl as I studied the strange readings. “Pretty bold for a single ship to approach a whole task force. Though if that transmission is to be believed, they seemed convinced that this project of theirs could take out any ship in the Cluster.”
“Whatever it is, it’s only about eighty or ninety percent the size of the Alaru,” Miranda said. “It’s impossible to get a precise reading.”
“Here’s a fun idea,” I said, turning to Ellis. “What if the weapon the Dowd were bringing online is a cloaking device?
A dead silence followed the question. Of all the surprises we thought we might find here—a shipyard, another fleet, some kind of superweapon—the idea of a cloaking device hadn’t even been on the table. But it was just as haunting in its own way.
“If they’ve discovered astral drives, maybe they’ve also reverse-engineered Yarasi cloaking tech,” Olshenko rasped. “If that’s true…”
“If that’s true, we’re all in a lot of trouble,” Ellis said flatly. “But let’s not jump to conclusions. We’re not even sure it’s a ship.” 
“The blip has moved within weapons range,” Miranda said. “Should I divert more power to forward shields?”
“Not yet,” Ellis said. “Tie in sensor data with the Alaru. Their Synesthetes should be able to—”
“Power surge!” Olshenko blurted out. “Ship decloaking!”
I braced my hand on the armrest, fully prepared to watch some kind of Dowd warship appear and open fire. But then the vague, formless shimmer transformed into a large purple vessel with a sleek, blade-like bow and a rear quarter that resembled the cross guard of an ancient sword. 
Olshenko stirred. “Sir, it’s—”
“A Yarasi battlecruiser,” I said, smiling. Thank you, Velarys.
“The vessel is hailing us, sir,” Karas announced, not bothering to hide the relief in his voice.
Ellis glanced at me, returning my grin, then stood and nodded. “Put them on screen, Lieutenant.”
The viewer flickered, and the image of the battlecruiser was replaced by that of two Yarasi warriors in full battle armor. I had never seen the woman on the right before, but the one on the left…
“Captain Ellis, this is Prelach Kithra of the Imperial battlecruiser Rusari,” the woman on the right said. “We would like to formally request permission to join your task force in its search for the Dowd.”
“We would be honored to have you join us, Prelach,” Ellis said with a nod. “I am pleased you were willing to come, despite the unusual circumstances.”
“It was not an easy decision,” Kithra said, turning to her right. “But Kethron Velarys argued persuasively on your behalf, and I volunteered my ship for the mission.”
“The Empire must know what the enemy is doing out here,” Velarys said firmly. “And the spirits of our fallen sisters must be avenged.”
“I understand,” Ellis said, signaling for Miranda to stand down from heightened alert. “I apologize for the defensive posture, but we weren’t sure what was out there.”
“I find no fault in your caution, Captain,” Kithra said. “Our cloaking devices appear to be less reliable in the Stygian Drift whenever we are moving. As a result, our ability to surprise the enemy will be limited.”
The captain nodded. “We’ll manage. We were about to deploy our recon team and begin a sweep of the area. If you would like, you are welcome to come aboard for a face-to-face meeting to discuss strategy and capabilities while we await their report.”
Kithra and Velarys shared a glance so brief I doubt it lasted even a second. “I agree to your terms, Captain,” the former said. “However, Kethron Velarys has requested permission to join your reconnaissance team. She has informed me that you are already in possession of a Vanu’ryth interceptor vessel. I would like her to act as my liaison…and as an Imperial steward of the technology you have borrowed.”
It took every kilo of self-control I could muster not to grin like an idiot. After everything that had happened, I had genuinely started to wonder if I would ever see Velarys again. I obviously should have known better than to question the promise of a Yarasi warrior. 
“We would be grateful to have her,” Ellis said. “I will contact Captain Volja and arrange for us all to meet aboard the Alaru. In the meantime, the Stormrider will be ready to receive Kethron Velarys, and our recon team will launch when she arrives. Whatever the Dowd have out there waiting for us, we need to be prepared for it.”
“Yes,” Kithra said. “We do indeed.”
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The Weapon


“I can’t believe it,” Ash said from the  Wildcat’s landing ramp as the small Yarasi shuttle, a wingless, streamlined craft shaped like the body of a sparrow, flew into the Stormrider’s hangar bay. It extended a trio of delicate landing struts and touched down gracefully. “They actually showed up.”
“Perhaps the recent attacks on Yarasi colonies inspired them to take action,” Miranda suggested. 
“Perhaps,” I said. “But I have a feeling that Velarys wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
I grinned as the shuttle door hissed and began to open, a short ramp extending to the deck. Captain Ellis and a few other officers had already taken the drop shuttle over to the Alaru to meet with the Yarasi commander and the other task force captains.
I had donned my NF-X suit, helmet clipped to my belt, and loaded the Wildcat’s hold with all the weapons, grenades, and detonator charges we’d taken from Betros. This may have been a recon mission, but I didn’t want to rule out the possibility that we would find a ground installation or other base I might need to infiltrate. And blow to high heaven. The Alaru had a full company of troopers aboard if we really needed them, but the whole point of the Vanguard division in SpecOps was to lead the charge and take the big risks whenever we could. 
Miranda had slid into her blue-black skin-suit and packed her modular medkit and omnitool, while Ash was back in her dark green tactical gear. Between the three of us, I was confident we could deal with anything we encountered out there. 
And then Velarys appeared at the top of the ramp. I resisted the urge to run out and pick her up when she stepped off the shuttle, if for no other reason than to try and maintain a shred of my dignity. She was fully armed and equipped, without any battle damage marring her sleek purple armor, and she was even wearing one of those black, tiara-like headpieces I had seen from time-to-time on the Holosphere. The glowing gem at the center was supposed to be some kind of psionic focusing device. 
“Major,” she said, stepping up to stand before me while the shuttle lifted up and away. “I am pleased to see you again.”
“Welcome aboard,” I replied as formally as I could. “And thank the Seraph you’re here.”
“Your messiah has little to do with my presence,” she said matter-of-factly, though her purple lips gradually rose in a smile. “But I appreciate the sentiment nonetheless.”
“Whoever is responsible, I’m just glad to have you back,” Ash said, stepping forward to give the other woman a quick hug. Velarys seemed taken aback by the gesture, but after the slightest hesitation, she returned the embrace. 
“I am pleased to see you as well, Huntress,” Velarys said. “And the rest of your team.”
“Havin’ one of your ships around should make a big difference.”
“Speaking of,” I said, “convincing your superiors had to be a fun conversation. You didn’t seem all that confident back on Kenabrius.”
“I knew that certain Prelachs would be more open to my arguments,” she said. “Kithra is less burdened by certain traditions than others. When I realized that her ship was near Oscura, I reached out as quickly as possible.”
“And the Executrix approved this plan?” I asked.
“The Empire is far too vast for the Executrix to personally approve every military operation. Prelachs are not chosen carelessly; they are given great authority and independence when and where they decide it is necessary.”
“In other words, your leader has no idea you’re here,” Ash replied, flashing the other woman a wry smirk. “Clever girl.”
“The situation is complicated,” Velarys said. “But I’m afraid we don’t have time for lengthy explanations.” 
“You’re right about that,” Miranda said, taking a step forward. A movement, I noticed, that positioned her right between the other two women. “Without precise coordinates, it may take a great deal of time to locate the enemy installation.”
Velarys turned and nodded. If she was annoyed about Miranda’s maneuver—or about being cut off—she didn’t show it. “Agreed. We should begin our search as quickly as possible.”
“Do you have a real helmet hidden in that suit somewhere?” I asked, frowning as I examined the skin-tight fit of her armor. She also carried a good-sized satchel at her side. “Or maybe in your pack? Because there may not be atmosphere where we need to go.”
“The tanu’solah can generate a protective field to repel the void,” she said, touching her headpiece. “And renew my air supply.”
“That’s handy,” Ash said. “Doesn’t even muss up your hair!”
Velarys arched a white eyebrow at her. “I doubt that was a consideration by the artificers who designed them.”
“Just sayin’, wish I had one of those…”
I chuckled and gestured up the Wildcat’s ramp. “Let’s go. We can let the brass chatter away while we do all the hard work.”
“The ’Cat’s prepped and ready,” Ash said. From the way her eyes flicked between the other women—and from the nascent smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth—she had obviously noticed Miranda’s movement as well. “Let’s get movin’.”
[image: image-placeholder]Ash and Miranda headed straight for the cockpit, and I told them to get us moving while I helped Velarys store her gear in the hold. It was pretty flimsy, as far as pretexts went, but I wasn’t sure if the others noticed. And the instant we were alone in the curving passage behind the lounge, I grabbed Velarys by the waist, pushed her against the bulkhead, and dove in for a kiss. 
That strange but titillating psychic energy crackled on her lips and her tongue, buzzing along my jaw as I tasted her. Even when the ship rumbled from Ash firing up the thrusters, I was tempted to hold our embrace as long as possible to make up for lost time. Velarys certainly didn’t seem to be in any rush; she melted into me as effortlessly as when we’d been back on the bridge at Kenabrius, moaning softly as her gloved hand hooked my neck. 
But then I felt the ship start to move, and I forced myself to focus and pull back.
“It’s good to see you,” I told her, brushing at a lock of her white hair. 
“And good to see you, Kaldor Zeris,” she replied. “But this is not the appropriate time for mating.”
I snorted into a chuckle. “Too bad, huh?”
“Once we have achieved victory, there will be ample time for celebration.” Velarys smiled and touched my cheek. “I intend to make wise use of it.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” I said, fighting back against the impulse to devour her again. “We have a lot to talk about.”
“Yes.” Her blue-violet eyes brightened. “I greatly look forward to it.”
We stayed still for a moment, almost as if we were having a standoff to see who would succumb to their desire first and let the other off the hook. But annoyingly, we both also had a sense of duty, and so instead I just gave her one last kiss before pulling away. 
“Let’s go see what the Dowd have waiting for us,” I said. “I can explain everything else on the way.” 
I led her back to the cockpit, though we were nearly thrown off our feet before we could pass through the hatch. Not because Ash did anything wrong, but because the gravimetric currents slammed into us the instant we left the protection of the Stormrider’s shield bubble. I snagged the hatch coaming to arrest my fall, and Velarys grabbed my arm to steady herself. It almost felt like the ship was trying to climb through a turbulent atmosphere, and the Wildcat’s stabilizers weren’t quite up to the challenge.
“Damn it,” Ash hissed as she eased our acceleration. “Are we sure we can actually move around at sublight without gettin’ ripped apart?”
“Yes, but we will need additional shield strength,” Velarys said. She eyed Miranda at the station to Ash’s left, then quickly dashed over to the open one at the right. “I can provide the ship the power it needs.”
Reaching for the console, she placed her hands on the spiraling glyph that controlled the shields and closed her eyes. The turbulence came to a halt almost immediately.
“Not bad,” Ash said. “Now if only there was a way to fix the sluggish handling. Feels like we’re flyin’ through soup.”
“Sadly, there is nothing I can do to improve maneuverability,” Velarys said. “But I have full confidence in your piloting abilities. I suggest we use a yachek search pattern to chart the system in the most efficient way possible. You can pull up the proper guidelines by accessing the ship’s—”
“I have already plotted an optimal search pattern,” Miranda interrupted. “Since there is only one planet, it is logical to begin our search there, then expand to the local comets and asteroids if necessary.”
“If that is your preference,” the Yarasi replied evenly. “I am transferring power to the cloaking device.” 
Miranda almost seemed disappointed that Velarys hadn’t put up a fight. As I released my death-grip on the hatch and moved forward to stand at the front of the cockpit, I wondered if I might need to intervene here just to make sure everyone knew we were on the same team. So far, though, Velarys either didn’t notice the challenge or didn’t care, and Miranda wasn’t the type to let anything get in the way of her duties. 
Ash, for her part, definitely had noticed, and she was having trouble wiping the smirk off her face. “Activatin’ the cloak,” she announced, pressing the glyph and dimming the bridge lights in the process. “Though I’m not sure how well it’s gonna work considerin’ how easily we spotted your ship.”
“We don’t know enough about Dowd sensor technology to hazard a guess,” Miranda said. “However, the Wildcat’s size should work to our advantage. The mass shadow we create in the gravimetric currents will be quite small.”
“Let’s hope you’re right,” Ash murmured. “Settin’ course for Bararra Prime.”
Searching the entire system at sublight speed would have taken forever, especially with the sensor interference from the Drift, so I really hoped that the Dowd hadn’t been clever with this alleged base of theirs. If the Dowd had decided to build this ‘Fist of the Seraph’ somewhere deep in the system, the odds of us ever finding it without specific coordinates were practically zero. 
Thankfully, that didn’t end up being a problem. After a quick sweep past a comet that was along our course, we headed directly for the planet itself. The cloud was a bit thinner here than at the rendezvous point where we’d arrived. The Bararran star was right there off to our left, blazing red through the fog like a lighthouse warning us to keep our distance. Directly ahead was the tiny brown ball called Bararra Prime. 
“Here we go,” I said, crossing my arms and habitually squinting out the canopy even though it couldn’t possibly help from this distance. “Anything?”
“Nothing yet,” Miranda replied, shaking her head. “But the currents are severely limiting our detection range. Can you do anything to increase sensor power?”
Velarys’s cheek twitched, and her eyes became glowing slits. “Yes.”
Her face creased in strain as the ship began to draw more power from her mind, and an involuntary shiver rippled down my spine. She claimed she didn’t mind being a living battery, but all I could think about was how uncomfortable it had been to plug myself in during our escape from the Column cruiser three weeks ago. 
“I’ll take us in slow,” Ash said, adjusting the throttle. “Don’t wanna get spotted rustlin’ the bushes out here if we can avoid it.”
We moved toward the planet, and I could almost feel everyone holding their collective breath in anticipation. 
But the sensors remained dormant, and when nothing had changed by the time the planet had grown from a tiny speck to a clearly visible fist-size orb, the first doubts started to creep into my mind. Had we misinterpreted that transmission somehow? Had we come all the way out here for nothing? Was this all a wild gazack hunt?
Then Miranda stirred at her console, and her fingers flicked across the glowing glyphs. “I am detecting several power signatures and wake trails on the far side of the planet. Bearing two-zero-five mark one-six-four.”
“Let’s sneak up on ’em,” Ash said, twisting the control stick and rolling the ship slightly to starboard. 
Blips began populating the tac-holo long before they became visible over the planetary halo. I once again held my breath, wondering just how large of a quivark’s nest we were about to kick up. If the Dowd had stashed a hundred more ships out here…
But mercifully, the blips stopped appearing at thirteen. Not a force to scoff at, certainly, but not nearly as bad as I’d dreaded. 
“Detecting ten swarm ships, all stationary in high orbit,” Miranda said. “There is another Dowd signature, much larger and more heavily armed.”
The tac-holo flashed with a magnified image of a large, dark brown vessel that looked almost like some kind of beetle with its wings half open. I recalled seeing a similar ship in one of Ellis’s recordings from the First Dowd War.
“It’s a hive ship—a carrier,” I said. “Loaded up with starfighter drones.”
“There is one additional vessel…it has a Dominion signature,” Miranda said. She looked up at me. “A Conquest-class cruiser.”
“How nice to meet our old friend,” I said sourly. The blip was a Dominion cruiser, all right, just like the Alaru. “Can you confirm it’s the same one we fought before?”
“Not from this distance. But it seems likely.”
I hissed softly as I eyed the enemy fleet. They certainly didn’t look like they were expecting any trouble; they were all sitting there doing nothing. 
“Given the size of the carrier, it could easily be hauling an entire wing of starfighter drones,” Miranda said. “Engaging them with the ships we have would be quite deadly.”
“But not suicidal, especially since we have Captain Ellis,” I told her. “But the question is, what the hell are they doing here guarding a dead planet in the Drift? And where’s this thing they are supposedly building?”
“There are no signs of a colony on the planet,” Miranda said. “And no indication of any orbital stations or mining operations of any kind.”
I stared out the canopy. “How about the moons? Anything there?”
“Nothing I can detect from here, though we may need to get closer. There’s—wait.” Miranda’s brow furrowed. “I am getting some readings from the fourth moon.”
“What kind of readings?”
“A substantial power signature,” Velarys whispered. “I am uncertain what to make of it.”
Nibbling at my lip, I glanced out the canopy to the moon in question. Like everything else around Bararra, it seemed utterly unremarkable. “Then let’s get closer and see what’s on the other side.”
“Right,” Ash murmured, voice tight. “Here goes…”
We were still far enough from the enemy fleet that I was reasonably sure they wouldn’t spot us, but I kept glancing at the tac-holo for signs of movement just in case. There were none, mercifully. The flotilla remained as motionless as a slumbering beast, and it only took a minute before we began to wrap around the small moon and catch a glimpse at what was on the other side. 
“Detecting a massive structure,” Miranda said. “Over six kilometers long.”
My hands curled in anticipation. “Some kind of base? A shipyard?”
“I don’t detect any other vessels, not even in dry-dock. Perhaps it’s…oh, stars.”
Slowly, almost theatrically, the object became visible over the glowing edge of the moon, emerging from the gray mist like a forgotten ruin from an ancient, evil past. It was massive, all right, and it definitely wasn’t a shipyard or battle station. From here, it looked like a giant metallic ring floating in space. Spikes of various lengths stuck out of the outer curve, while the panels of the inner ring glowed a brilliant blue. 
And impossibly, I had seen it before. Not in person, but in countless Science Directorate promotional vids. This ring was an exact copy of a project the DSD had been working on almost since the Expansionary Fleet had first gotten trapped here in the Tartarus Cluster. The great boondoggle of our time…and the only conceivable way home to the old Dominion. 
The Straw. 
“It appears to be a massive jump gate,” Velarys breathed. “Similar to the rings used to create stable hyperspace corridors through the Spiral, but those are a fraction this size. Are the Dowd attempting to build a hyperspace lane through the Drift?”
“No,” I said, a mantle of cold dread falling over me like a heavy cloak. “It’s meant to create a hyperspace corridor through the Veil…to connect with the galaxy beyond.”
Her head snapped toward me. “But that is not possible.”
“The Science Directorate believes it is. They’ve been working on constructing an artificial passage for generations.”
I could feel her eyes burning into me, as well as all the confusion and fear they were bringing to bear. “You are planning to summon an invasion fleet to conquer us.”
“I’m not doing anything,” I replied a bit too defensively. “And the DSD hasn’t succeeded—they’ve allegedly made some progress, but the gate is nowhere near completion. This is…”
“Incredible,” Ash breathed. “That transmission you decrypted made mention of callin’ in reserves and pullin’ back additional Dowd forces that were already engaged…you think they could be wagin’ war on the other side of the Veil? Maybe against the old Dominion?”
“I have no idea,” I whispered. “It doesn’t seem possible.”
“It isn’t possible,” Miranda snapped. “Where could these traitors have even gotten the materials to build this gate? And how could they have possibly succeeded when the Science Directorate could not?”
“Maybe they haven’t,” I said, my words little more than a weak croak. “Can we tell if it’s operational?”
Miranda remained frozen at her console, her eyes locked on the massive ring. 
“Ensign?” I prompted.
“Aye, sir,” she managed, swallowing and returning to her controls. She called up the sensor display over the tac-holo. “If the gate was actively creating a hyperspace corridor, it would be obvious to everyone looking at it. But I can’t make a determination if it is operational but currently offline.”
“What would be the reason to turn it off and on?” I asked. 
“Without knowing more about how it works, I can’t say.”
“The power usage even now is immense,” Velarys said, eyes narrowed as she stretched out through the Wildcat’s sensors. “It does not appear to have any defensive systems other than an energy shield, but I don’t detect any conventional emitters on the surface. I’m also not detecting any internal power generators.”
“Because it’s being powered and shielded externally,” Miranda put in. “Look.”
She magnified a section of the display. There, nestled between the moon and giant ring, was a smaller structure about the size of a Dominion frigate, shaped like a studded tube that was the same dark brown as Dowd hulls. 
My brows rose. According to Miranda’s passive scans, the station’s volume was almost entirely given over to an immense reactor. A labyrinth of pipes and fixtures criss-crossed the station’s skin, as if the designers had started by going for the biggest reaction chamber possible, then decided to make the rest work however they had to. Conventional weapons and defensive systems studded the station like cankers. One end of the tube was capped by an emitter that pointed at the jump gate like a giant relay dish. 
“Interesting,” I murmured. “The specifics of the Straw program are highly classified, and I’ve no idea how any of it is supposed to work. But if it’s that complicated, it makes sense the Dowd wouldn’t risk modifying it to make room for defensive systems or onboard power generators.”
“Seems to me like that makes it one hell of a juicy target,” Ash said. “Knock out the power, and we buy ourselves some time before they can use it.”
Miranda nodded. “Enough for the Dominion to send more ships to secure the device for study. We should—”
“It must be destroyed,” Velarys said harshly. “Now, before it can be used.”
“Destroyed?” Miranda gasped. “You can’t be serious! This is the greatest scientific breakthrough in generations!”
“It is a weapon that will be used to subjugate my people. The Empire will not stand by and allow the Dominion to call forth an invasion fleet from beyond the Veil.”
“You won’t allow? You’re not in a position to make that decision.”
Velarys turned to glare at the other woman. “You tamper with forces you do not understand. The barrier you so despise was created by the spirits of our ancestors to protect the Empire from the darkness beyond.”
“That is superstitious nonsense,” Miranda said with a snort. “But it doesn’t matter what you believe. The Dominion will make contact with our—”
“Enough,” I growled. “We’re getting way ahead of ourselves here.”
As I tossed each of them a warning glare, Captain Ellis’s words flashed through my head. Think about it, Kal, he’d said. The moment we can bypass the Veil and summon reinforcements from the rest of the Dominion, it’s all over. The Straw is the endgame, the breakthrough that will change everything. And everyone in the Cluster knows it.
It wasn’t difficult to imagine how events would unfold. Even if we destroyed the power generator and deactivated the gate, the Dominion would scramble to get ships here to recover and study it…while the Pact and the Yarasi would scramble ships to come and destroy it. Instead of being the site of a Dowd invasion, Bararra would become a flashpoint the likes of which the Cluster hadn’t seen since Haskin’s Fall. It might even start the very war we had been trying so hard to prevent ever since we’d discovered the Pact freighter here in the Drift last month. 
“I’m reading a power surge,” Velarys said, turning back to her console. “And a massive disruption in space-time.” 
Miranda had said that it would be obvious if the gate had come online…and she had been right. The interior of the ring began to glow so brightly it was nearly blinding, and suddenly a fiery distortion was birthed at its center, almost like we were staring at a quasar. 
“Oh, shit…” Ash breathed. 
The mantle of dread weighing down my shoulders became a solid mountain. We had known all along that we were potentially on a tight timetable here, but apparently we hadn’t realized just how tight it was. 
“Is there any way to tell if ships have entered the corridor on the other side?” I asked. 
“Not without direct access to the gate’s controls,” Miranda said. “We could be witnessing a test of its capabilities.”
I eyed her hard. “You don’t actually believe that, do you?”
She looked back at me and swallowed. “No.”
“If this thing requires an enormous amount of power, I can’t imagine they’d open it up to bring through one ship,” Ash said. “Or even a dozen.”
“I certainly wouldn’t,” I replied solemnly. “Then there’s only one question left. How wide is the Veil? Do we even know?”
“The phenomenon is impossible to study,” Miranda said. “Ships have never been able to venture more than a light-year inside its threshold without being lost or torn apart.”
I looked over at Velarys. “Your people are native to the Cluster. Do you know how wide it is?”
“Our vessels are no more capable of penetrating the sacred barrier than yours,” she said. “But our scientists estimate that it has been growing slowly over time as more and more of astral space bleeds into our dimension. At present, it is likely at least fifteen light-years wide, possibly twenty.”
“And a normal jump corridor moves ships at about twenty LYPH, right?”
“There is significant variance depending on the integrity of the corridor,” Miranda said. “But that is a reasonable estimate.”
“So we have about an hour before something comes through,” Ash said breathlessly. “What do we do, Kal?”
“Take us a few hundred thousand kilometers away from the moon,” I told her. “Then open a tight-beam channel back to the fleet.”
[image: image-placeholder]“By the Seraph,” Captain Volja rasped. Her half-body image, like those of Captain Ellis and Prelach Kithra, hovered over the center of the Wildcat’s projector in the lounge. “Are we sure it’s functional?”
“Functional, and about to spit out another fleet of Dowd ships,” I said. “In all likelihood, we have less than forty-five minutes to do something about it.”
There was a long pause as the captains muted themselves and spoke to their officers off-com. I understood and appreciated their shock; I’d been feeling the same thing ever since we’d spotted the jump gate. But I was also getting antsy as hell imagining the clock ticking down while we stood around stunned by the revelation. We were two goals behind, and the final period had already started. We simply couldn’t afford to sit back and wait. 
“That power station is the only viable target with the time we have available,” I went on. “Ensign Pierce analyzed the shields—even if we could get our task force into position to bombard it, there’s no way we could punch through before the enemy fleet cut us to ribbons.”
“Agreed,” Ellis said. “We’ll have to be creative. I’m going to send three of the Falcon Squadron Valkyries your way. They’re small enough that they shouldn’t be detectable as long as you wait on the opposite side of the moon. Meanwhile, the task force will move up to engage their flotilla around Bararra Prime. We should be able to pin them down long enough for you take out that station.”
“I don’t think that’s going to be enough, sir,” I told him. “That station has powerful shields of its own. The Wildcat and a few Valkyries won’t be able to punch through, certainly not before that carrier launches drones to intercept us.”
“The Valkyries aren’t going to destroy it—you are.”
I stared blankly at his projection. “Sir?”
“That interceptor of yours is Yarasi by design, which means it has phasic weaponry,” Ellis said. “If the three Valkyries weaken a single spot in the shield grid, the Wildcat should be able to follow them in and punch a hole big enough for you to get through and land on the station. At that point, your team will disembark and plant the explosives you’re carrying. Even if they aren’t enough to destroy the whole station, they should be plenty to knock out the power.”
I glanced at the girls, then back to him. Of all the ideas I thought he might suggest, this one hadn’t even occurred to me. Probably because it sounded completely insane. 
“It might work,” Velarys said as she studied some of the readouts on her holopad. “But I would suggest that your starfighters strike the opposite shield grid from a potential landing zone. If the interceptor remains cloaked until it strikes, it is likely that the enemy will readjust their shields to defend the quarter that is under attack. If only a fraction of the shield power is left to defend their flank, our cannons should be able to punch through long enough for us to land.”
“And if not, we smash into the shields and blow up,” Ash muttered. “This is not what I signed up for.”
“Perhaps not, but it’s our best chance of success,” Ellis told her. “And more to the point, we simply don’t have time for a debate. It will take the task force at least ten minutes to get into position and several more to effectively lock down the enemy. We can’t afford to wait.”
“Once the power station has been crippled, the gate will be defenseless,” Kithra said, her cultured voice sounding oddly brittle. “Our fleet can then disengage from the enemy and attack the gate directly.”
“Attack it?” Volja asked. “We will do no such thing!”
The Yarasi’s eyes narrowed. “This weapon must be destroyed.”
“It’s not a weapon—it’s a passage,” Volja said. “And our way to reestablish contact with the greater galaxy. Once we’ve disabled it, we must get a message back to Command so they can—”
“This point is not open for debate,” Kithra interrupted coldly. “That gate must be destroyed.”
I might not have been standing in the same room as the rest of them, but I swore I could feel the temperature drop a solid twenty degrees. This was it—this was the exact moment Ellis warned me about every time we spoke about the potential of the Straw. What seemed like a way home for our lost fleet would be perceived as an existential threat to every other empire in the Cluster. 
And annoyingly, I understood both perspectives. Because in a way, no one was truly wrong.
“Sir, tell her she’s being unreasonable,” Volja said through clenched teeth. “Explain to her that the Dominion is not going to destroy our way home!”
“A home that none of us have ever known,” Ellis replied quietly. “A home that’s been little more than a myth for dozens of generations. We don’t even know what has happened on the other side. The Dominion may not even exist anymore.”
Volja looked at him like he had gone mad. “You can’t possibly be agreeing with her…”
Ellis took in a long, slow breath. “Our first priority must be to destroy that power station to deactivate the gate. Once we’ve accomplished that, we’ll have bought ourselves the time we need to consider any future actions.”
Kithra went stiff. “Captain, I will not—”
“You wanted to join our task force, and I am delighted to have you fight alongside us,” he interrupted. “But the more we deliberate, the less chance we have of stopping that invasion fleet before it comes through. We’re going to engage their fleet and destroy that power station. After that…we’ll see.”
The Yarasi captain stared at him for a very long, very intense moment, and it wouldn’t have surprised me in the least if she had simply deactivated her com and flown off to try and destroy the gate on her own. But she surprised me for the second time today when she nodded slowly instead. 
“We will aid you in this,” Kithra said. “Do you have a specific plan of engagement?”
“I do,” Ellis said. “And I’ll make it quick.”
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We had the  Wildcat in position on the far side of the moon less than five minutes after Ellis finished relaying his plan. The haste was vital, not just because of the gate but also because it limited the time Ash and Miranda had to complain about my own plan to deal with the power station. I hadn’t considered the potential downsides of their own growing relationship when they were double-teaming me in the bedroom, but now that they were double-teaming me in debates, I started to wonder if I might have made a terrible mistake. 
Thankfully, Velarys took my side.
“This is the best plan to ensure mission success,” she said, cutting into Ash’s angry tirade about my perceived recklessness as we all waited in the cockpit. The girls were at their stations, while I stood beside Ash’s chair. “He is the most powerful warrior among us and should therefore lead the assault.”
“He can lead it all he wants,” Ash growled. “But doin’ it all himself is crazy!”
“We have no idea what kind of anti-personnel defenses they have on that thing,” I said, trying to keep my patience and hoping those Falcon Squad pilots showed up soon. “If we had more information and more time to plan, it might be worth going as a whole squad. But as it stands, the three of you will be more useful staying with the ship.”
“I may not be a trooper, but I am more than capable of defending myself,” Miranda insisted. “You know this!”
“But Kal is correct that we don’t know the nature of the static defenses protecting the platform,” Velarys countered. “He will have a more difficult time neutralizing them if he also has to worry about protecting us. This is the correct tactical decision.”
“I thought you were supposed to be some badass Yarasi warrior,” Ash bit out. “Don’t you want to be down there with him?”
“Part of being a warrior is understanding one’s role in a battle. Staying here on the interceptor gives me the best chance of defending the two of you from harm.” 
Ash and Miranda shared a glance, then turned their glowers back to Velarys. “You’re tryin’ to defend us now, too? We aren’t helpless!”
“Of course you aren’t,” Velarys said. “You are both quite capable, and I am honored to call you my sisters in battle. But you are specialists, not shock troops. I am the second most powerful warrior other than Kal, which means that your safety falls to me.” 
“Second most powerful warrior?” Miranda scoffed. “Yarasi arrogance truly is astounding. Both Ash and I could easily—”
“The decision has been made, Ensign,” I cut in, hoping to nip this in the bud before it became any more embarrassing. “You have your orders.”
“You can boss her around all you like, but that won’t work on me,” Ash protested. “Kal, this is crazy!”
“It is not,” Velarys insisted. She glanced out the canopy and pointed toward the glowing jump gate in the distance. “If our assault on the gate is to be successful, Ensign Pierce and I will need to funnel a considerable amount of our psionic power into the ship’s weapons. It may leave us too drained for battle.”
I hadn’t even considered that last point when I’d come up with the idea—their collective safety had been my overarching concern—but it was an excellent point. And better yet, it meant I had a built-in excuse not to plug myself into the ship for our attack run. I was going to need all my juice to survive whatever defenses were waiting for me on the power station. 
“I still don’t like it,” Ash said. “It’s—”
She was mercifully cut off by a beep from the tac-holo. 
“Astral surge,” Miranda said, her voice only a little sour. “Three Valkyries incoming.”
“Any sign that the enemy has noticed them?” I asked. 
“No, not yet. The task force should be in position to strike in two minutes.”
“Then go ahead and open a channel,” I said. “Narrow band, low power. I can’t imagine the enemy would be able to detect it over here, but there’s no reason to take chances.”
The com crackled, and I reached out to touch a glyph on Ash’s console. “Falcon Leader, this is the Wildcat. Do you copy?”
“We can hear you, Wildcat,” the deep, cool voice of Commander Jinko “Jax” Koshuri came back. “Definitely can’t see you, though. I don’t suppose you have any extra cloaking devices lying around you’d want to spare us.”
“I’m afraid not,” I replied dryly. “Do you understand the mission, Commander? I know we didn’t exactly have a lot of time to go over the details.”
“Don’t worry, Major, we’ll get the job done for you,” Jax said. His voice was filled with the unique brand of swagger all professional pilots seemed to wear on their sleeves. Personally, I’d always found it annoying. 
Right at this second, though, it was oddly comforting. 
“Besides,” he added, “we’re all looking forward to seeing an Immortal in action.”
“Some more than others,” Ash muttered, flashing me an annoyed side-eye. 
“I’ll give the call once the fleet engages,” I said, ignoring the comment. “Good luck, Falcon Leader.”
I closed the channel and watched the tac-holo as the trio of Valkyries moved just ahead of us in a tight triangle formation, the glow of their engines so bright I had to squint. Meanwhile, the mission timer in the corner of the taco-holo continued counting down, and I held my breath for the captain to make his move. 
“All yours, sir,” I whispered. “Don’t let us down.”
As the seconds ticked by, I found myself staring at the distant jump gate on the viewer. It was still hard to believe that Soren Foln and his Column insurrectionists had pulled this off. If Command had lost their shit over secret passages in the mothership, they were going to be apoplectic about a functional Straw. And then there was the problem of what was going to happen if we succeeded and the Yarasi insisted on blasting the whole thing to hell…
But that battle would just have to wait.
“Time,” Miranda announced. “They should arrive any moment.”
I looked back to the tac-holo as the task force—minus the Rusari—suddenly shifted into existence near Bararra Prime on the other side of the moon we were hiding behind. The four small blips and one larger blip began moving straight toward the Dowd fleet lurking in orbit, and after another few seconds, nine tinier blips appeared next to the Alaru as it launched its remaining Valkyries. 
“Seraph protect them,” Miranda whispered. 
“Now we get to test the enemy’s response time,” I said, eyeing the enemy ships and waiting for their reaction. “Who knows? Maybe the Dowd only know how to attack, not defend.”
We only had to wait about twenty seconds before that particular hope was quashed. The fleet of swarm ships all snapped into action at once, firing up their drives and arranging themselves in a loose line formation as they moved to engage the incoming Dominion ships. Their own cruiser promptly joined them, but the carrier did not. Instead, the beetle-like Dowd ship began slowly moving closer to the gate.
“That’s it,” I said, smiling grimly. “Make the smart move, hang back and don’t get baited out of position.”
Ash tossed me a frown. “The closer they are to us, the more fighter drones we’ll have to deal with!”
“But the more exposed they’ll be without those swarm ships for support.” 
I grinned. If nothing else, the lack of prep time and lengthy explanations meant that everyone else in our task force would be nearly as surprised—and hopefully impressed—by the captain’s battle plan as the enemy. 
“Well, I just hope they don’t get close enough to see us comin’,” she added worriedly. 
“They won’t,” I said, putting as much confidence into my tone as I could. “They didn’t pick us up at sublight speed back in the nebula, and they were actively scanning for us at the time. Today we’ve given them something else to worry about.”
Ash didn’t reply, but I could see her fingers clenching and unclenching around the flight stick. As the cliché went, sometimes waiting for the battle to start felt worse than the actual battle itself. That kind of drek was usually only coughed up by people who didn’t have to fight those battles, of course, and I knew it was entirely possible that I would get swarmed by an army of faceless monsters the moment I landed on that power station. That wouldn’t be a lot of fun, either. 
“Enemy carrier is deploying starfighter drones,” Miranda announced. “Ten fighters, two bombers. They are moving toward the task force.”
“So, what, probably about twenty-four left in reserve?” I asked. 
“Assuming they are carrying a full wing, yes.” She paused and frowned. “The enemy cruiser should have launched its own Valkyries by now. Standard doctrine would recommend deploying at least half your available fighters to provide a defensive screen around your line ships.”
“We’ve seen how quick and maneuverable those swarmers are—they’re not ships-of-the-line,” I said. “They’ll be an effective fighter screen on their own, and those drones will fill in the gaps.”
“But why wait to launch Valkyries?”
“Because sometimes you want to see what cards the enemy is holding before you put all your chits on the table.”
I could almost hear the captain’s voice speaking through me. He had tried to teach me about naval tactics over the years, yet I hadn’t realized how much I’d evidently picked up until now. Looking at the blips on the tac-holo, I was pretty sure I understood the how and why of every movement. 
It was ironic, really. Countless jennies in the fleet would have killed for the chance to be mentored in naval tactics by Ellis. Yet he shared most of his strategic acumen with a man who would probably never sit in command of a warship. 
“Our forces are nearly in weapons range,” Miranda said, her brow furrowing. “What is the Stormrider doing?”
I grinned again as the assault frigate slowly but surely retreated from its position at the tip of the V in the task force’s attack formation. The enemy might mistake the movement as a tactical error or perhaps outright cowardice. After all, the whole point of assault frigates in modern naval doctrine was to be at the vanguard of the fleet where they could use their superior speed and maneuverability to harass hostile fighters, intercept incoming warheads, and break off to pursue targets of opportunity. Meanwhile, the slower but heavier destroyers typically stayed at the perimeter of the formation, weathering punishment to screen the core of the battlegroup. 
But Ellis knew when to break the rules—and when to ignore them entirely. 
“The whole point of the attack is to keep their attention focused away from us,” I said. “Step one, commit a tactical error and hope your enemy is so focused on exploiting it they lose their peripheral vision.”
“And step two?” Miranda asked. 
“He’s going to ride the Alaru’s shadow, then make an attack run on the enemy cruiser to draw their attention.”
Ash looked up at me, both golden eyebrows lifting to their limit. “You’re kiddin’, right? The Stormrider’s no match for a cruiser in a straight-up fight!”
“Which is why he’s not going to give them one,” I said. “Be ready: we’ll be going in a moment.”
“Right,” she murmured. “Everything’s plotted on my end. As long as the guns are ready…”
“They are,” Velarys confirmed. “Assuming Ensign Pierce is prepared to connect to the interceptor and feed it additional power.”
“I’m always prepared,” Miranda said tartly. “On your order, Major.”
“Standby,” I said, putting my hands behind my back in my best impression of a calm, poised fleet commander. “Because here they go.”
Without the Stormrider at the tip of the formation to lead the attack, the Alaru’s heavy cannons were the first to fire. Brilliant blue beams of light burned across the tac-holo toward the incoming swarm ships, which had little trouble dodging at such extreme range. The cruiser’s torpedoes tubes fired next, hoping for a lucky hit despite the enemy’s maneuverability. There was a distant flash as the swarmers’ point-defense cannons unleashed a defensive barrage, but their loose line formation made it difficult for them to cover each other. Miraculously, one of torpedoes slipped through and found its mark, detonating at the port quarter of one of the swarmers and nearly blowing it to pieces. An instant later, the Alaru’s cannons finished the job. 
Then came the real flurry. The swarmers finally opened up, concentrating their initial bursts of disruptor fire on the Alaru’s forward shields. But with the Daradov and the Sirocco laying down a deadly wave of suppression fire, the Dowd couldn’t get close enough to inflict much damage without getting blown to pieces themselves. The enemy ships promptly split into two groups and banked away in opposite directions, probably hoping they could bait the destroyers out of position and attempt some kind of flanking maneuver. But while the Daradov and Sirocco stood their ground, the Alaru’s Valkyries accelerated to pursue, flying boldly into the storm of criss-crossing fire. It seemed almost suicidal…
Until Ellis made his move. The Stormrider shot out from beneath the Alaru like a massive torpedo, its shields and weapons at maximum power for an attack run on the enemy cruiser. I wondered if the swarmers might simply come about and pursue, but with the Valkyries now hot on their tail, blazing away with pinpricks of light that still held staggering power, they couldn’t have regrouped on their command ship even if they’d wanted to. They would be too busy just trying to stay alive for the next few minutes while the fighters harassed them into oblivion. 
I nodded in approval. So that was why Ellis had ordered them to pursue so aggressively. The Wings of the Seraph were the best pilots in the galaxy; if they couldn’t survive for a few minutes on their own, no one could. 
“Ready on my mark,” I said, looking at the range tracker on the tac-holo. “The moment they engage…”
Like the Alaru, the enemy cruiser initiated combat with a brilliant volley from its heavy cannons, and like the swarmers, the Stormrider was nimble enough to dodge the opening barrage. But it only took a few seconds before the cruiser’s main guns joined the fray, and I couldn’t stop myself from wincing when a flurry of blasts pounded the Stormrider’s forward shields. 
Reyes didn’t flinch. He twisted the frigate into a tight, rolling maneuver that minimized their profile while simultaneously accelerating for a quick run across the cruiser’s port bow. The shields of both ships flashed from hit after hit, and then the Stormrider streaked away at blinding speed. 
“That’s our cue,” I said, opening the com. “Falcon Leader, execute.”
“Copy that, Wildcat,” Jax replied. “Let’s do this.”
The three Valkyries shot forward, and Ash slammed the throttle to follow them in. Between the shadow of the moon, the miniscule size of the three starfighters, and the distraction of the main battle, the enemy hopefully wouldn’t see Jax’s squadron until they were already firing. 
“The Valkyries have reached the first waypoint,” Miranda said. “They are starting their attack run.”
I nodded. “Get us into position on the opposite side.”
“Yeah, I was payin’ attention,” Ash said sourly. “Here we go.”
Rolling the Wildcat languidly to starboard, she began to line us up for our eventual strike, curving around the oblong power station. First, though, we were about to see what Jax and the other Wings of the Seraph could do. 
Eyes locking on the magnified viewer, I saw the sudden flash of the Valkyries’ drives as they accelerated toward the target. They opened up with their psi-cannons the instant they were within range, raking the station’s shields with bolts of blue-white fire. The station’s point-defense cannons unleashed a blistering barrage in response, but the Valkyries were ready: they split apart in perfect unison, forcing the enemy guns to choose which target to track. 
Falcon Four drew the short stick. Her Valkyrie spun wildly away as the cannon fire chased her, drawing the attention from her wingmen while they curved back together and dove in for the kill. There was another flash as they launched their torpedoes at nearly point-blank range, and I held my breath as they peeled away, hoping that their speed and psionically reinforced shields were a match for the explosion…
But I needn’t have worried. Even as the fiery detonation engulfed the station’s port shields in a furious ball of red plasma, the Valkyries were already soaring away at top speed. In a few moments, they would be out of weapons range and could come about for a repeat run. 
Which meant that it was now our turn in the hot seat.
“Hit it,” I said. 
Ash slammed the throttle and sent the Wildcat barreling toward the station. In theory, they had no way to see us coming…but if they somehow did, our lack of shields while the cloak was active would mean that she’d have to pull off some pretty fancy maneuvers to keep us alive…
“The station has heavily reinforced its port shields,” Miranda said with a satisfied smirk. “Starboard shields are only at twenty percent.”
“Weak enough for us to punch through?” I asked Velarys. 
“I believe so,” she said. “But we will both need to provide as much additional energy as possible.”
Miranda nodded. “Then let’s do it.”
She placed her hand upon her console, and a tremor ran through her body as she allowed the Wildcat to begin siphoning psionic energy from her. When Velarys did the same, I had to repress a shiver. One day, perhaps, I would get used to the idea of living batteries on psionic ships. But not quite yet. 
“Forward weapons at two hundred percent power,” Miranda said, her eyes closed. 
“Moment of truth, then,” Ash said, eyes locked on her own console. “Target area selected…range in ten seconds.” 
“All right,” Ash said. “Droppin’ cloak in three, two, one…”
The lights in the cockpit brightened as the cloak dropped. I could only imagine the alarm klaxons blaring on that station…but it was far too late for them to do anything about it. 
“Fire!” Ash cried out, squeezing the trigger. Blue blasts erupted from the Wildcat’s wingtip psi-cannons and hammered the station’s shields. The first several volleys dissipated harmlessly against the translucent dome, and in the back of my mind, I remembered our failed attempt to punch through the Column cruiser’s shields when it had ambushed us back in the Ketule Nebula. If this thing’s defenses were stronger than we thought, or if the girls couldn’t muster as much power as we’d hoped…
But then, with a blinding flash of light, the shields visibly cracked open. Several of our shots burned through the gap and scorched the hull, and Ash immediately sent us toward the opening. The Wildcat surged forward into the gap…
And made it through. 
“We’re inside!” Miranda called out. “The defensive emplacements no longer have a firing solution, and I don’t detect any other response.”
“That’ll change,” I said. “Any life readings?”
“No, but there is a lot of interference from the power generations and shield emitters at this range. There could be someone inside that structure. It’s the only one on the station.”
I nodded as we decelerated. There wasn’t all that much to see. The station’s surface—or at least the only part that was reasonably traversable aside from what was plainly a landing area—was pretty flat despite a scattering of long pipes, blocky machinery units, and the occasional power conduit. The command hub at the center was the lone exception. Positioned about a hundred meters directly ahead, the vaguely octagonal structure was about two stories tall with a bed of conduits and pipes spewing out of it on all sides almost like the root network of a huge tree.
My plan was straightforward. We had limited explosives, which meant we had to make the most of them. If I viewed this station as one giant reactor, then obliterating its control mechanisms seemed likely to have one of two outcomes: emergency shutdown, or explosive overload. 
I was hoping for the latter.
“Go ahead and put us down,” I said. 
“On it,” Ash confirmed, decelerating and lowering us into the landing zone. At the moment, I didn’t see any ground-based defenses, only the embedded point-defense guns swiveling about in a vain effort to find new targets. But the Valkyries wouldn’t be coming back, and we were too close and too low to target. 
“Falcon Leader, this is the Wildcat,” I said, touching Ash’s console and keying the com. “We’re in position. Thanks for the assist.”
“Any time, Wildcat,” Jax’s voice came back. “We’re off to join the party. Good luck, Major.”
“Same to you,” I said, cracking my neck and knuckles as Ash set us down. “Time to get this done.”
[image: image-placeholder]I was at the landing ramp less than a minute later, my helmet on, my TAC-6 rifle charged, and my belt fitted with a frag grenade and an armor-piercing one in case I needed to blast open a door. Ash was still at the controls in the cockpit in the event something unexpected happened, but Miranda and Velarys were standing behind me with their own weapons—and with the crate of pulothium charges we’d brought along. 
“That carrier is finally spittin’ out drones in our direction,” Ash’s voice came over my helmet com. “Jax and the Valkyries are movin’ to intercept.”
“They’ll give us the time we need,” I said. “Just sit tight.”
“We will be ready if you need us,” Velarys told me, her falquan in hand. The light from the energy shield at the center cast her whole body in a soft violet glow. “You should expect considerable opposition.”
“Oh, I am.” I tossed a glance between her and Miranda. “Wait for my signal. And try to get along while I’m gone.”
I rushed out the moment the ramp touched down, my magnetized boots gripping the gray hull and giving me firm footing despite the lack of localized gravity on the surface. I felt slow and awkward as I moved forward, almost as if I were piloting an assault mech. My helmet’s sensors weren’t detecting any immediate threats. 
I focused on the command hub, assuming that any soldiers garrisoned here would have to come pouring out of it at some point, but there were no conventional doors anywhere I could see. It wasn’t surprising given the lack of gravity and atmosphere out here, and it suggested that Miranda’s scan had been accurate—this platform was entirely automated. 
Which meant that combat mechs were the only realistic means of defense. And unlike organic soldiers, they wouldn’t need to stay huddled inside a command hub with a life support system. They could emerge from basically anywhere. 
And that was exactly what they did. 
My helmet sensors detected the movement a split second before my eyes. On either side of the command hub, large hull plates flipped over to reveal two squads of TarSec sentry mechs. 
The simple but effective humanoid models had been a staple of security forces on the Golden Worlds practically since the Expansionary Fleet had arrived in the Cluster, and this batch looked reasonably up to date—probably Mark VIs and perhaps even Mark VIIs. They were durable, reliable, and competent.
But no match whatsoever for a SpecOps Immortal. 
I opened fire at the right group before their targeting algorithms had a chance to identify me as a threat. My TAC-6, configured to full-auto, unleashed a withering hail of blasts that cut down three of them before they could step off their platform. But I didn’t stay still—I sprinted toward one of the massive pipes coiling around the station and dove behind it for cover just as the left group of mechs started firing back. 
The pipe wasn’t particularly durable. It only took a few hits before a section of the metal ruptured, creating a geyser of green coolant. I continued lengthwise along the pipe, popping up to fire back every few heartbeats. 
Keeping low, I followed the pipe as it turned and twisted along the station’s hull, carrying me closer to the mechs. I had closed within ten meters of the left group when the pipe curved back into the hull. 
I abandoned the pipe altogether and rushed for one of the thicker, blocky machinery units instead. I took down two more of the mechs on the way, one with a clean headshot and another with a direct hit that burned straight through its torso and melted its circuitry. The survivors in the right group were pressing forward, advancing through the maze of fixtures and hoping to catch me in a crossfire. And if they had been living soldiers, they probably would have had the speed and good sense to pull it off. 
But as common and functional as TarSec models may have been, they were ultimately still just cheap replacements for actual troopers with a real brain. But the time they reached an angle where they could shoot me behind the cover I was using, I leapt over the machinery unit and charged the right group head-on. 
They only managed to hit me once before I scrapped them, and despite how intensely the scorch mark on my left shoulder was sizzling, the blast hadn’t seriously damaged my armor, let alone the skin beneath. 
Three left. 
Dropping into a crouch over the blackened chassis of my other victims, I took aim and fired back at the remaining mechs. They had spread out enough I toggled my rifle for single shots and calmly picked them off one by one. 
“Kal?” Ash’s voice entered my helmet. 
“Area looks clear,” I said. “Checking to confirm.” 
Cycling through my armor’s array of powerful sensors, I scanned the platform for any other surprises. I couldn’t fathom why they would have installed any, given how unlikely it was that anyone would ever be foolish enough to try and breach this place like I’d just done. But the station was obviously damn important, and if the Dominion had built this thing, there was no way in hell we would have skimped on defenses. 
On cue, the Column showed that they hadn’t, either. 
Another hull plate near the command hub slid back, and I lunged into cover behind a different pipe fixture and toggled my rifle back to automatic by the time the new threat arrived on its elevator. I almost pulled the trigger without checking my target, but it turned out that it wouldn’t have done much good if I had. My rifle had enough stopping power to punch through the toughest infantry armor, but it would barely scratch the paint of a tank mech. 
“Shit,” I swore. 
The Regdaran-made Titan—an infantry support battloid—was probably the second scariest armored infantry in the Dominion, behind only the massive Arach crawler mechs. Standing ten meters tall, Titans looked more or less like giant, headless humanoid robots. Each arm was equipped with a pulse cannon, and most models had a retractable swivel turret concealed in the torso as well. They were highly configurable, with options for greater offense or defense via internal shield systems, missile launchers, and practically anything else the greediest military contractors could imagine. 
They were tough. They were deadly. And unlike a squad or two of sentry mechs, they were more than a match for a single Immortal. 
“We might have a problem here,” I said. 
Ash swore viciously. “Are you fuckin’ kid—?”
I never heard the rest of the sentence. The Titan whirled around and opened fire with its right plasma cannons, shredding the pipe I was trying to use as cover like tissue paper. I fired back as I rolled away, mostly out of reflex rather than on purpose, and the blasts plinked off its armored chest as harmlessly as a light sidearm would off my skin.
“If you can find a way to shoot this thing for me, that would be great!” I said as I burst into a flat sprint back toward the ship. Not that I had any chance of making it—the landing ramp was a solid fifty meters away by now. 
“The guns don’t move!” Ash shouted back. “Unless you want to ask it to stand still in front of the ship!”
I dove behind another machine unit a split second before the cannon blasts caught up to me. My hope was that the mech might be hesitant to damage the station’s exterior…but apparently not. Bursts of energy pounded the structure until it was slag, forcing me to roll away once again before I got vaporized. 
“Get airborne!” I cried out, sprinting again. “Spin around to get line of fire before—”
The mech, tired of constantly firing behind me, adjusted its aim and shot the power conduit five meters ahead of me instead. I didn’t even have time to brace myself before the shockwave of the explosion slammed into me and hurled me backward. I landed amidst the smoldering debris of my last cover, a burst of hot plasma roaring around me before suffocating.
Lying on my back without any discernable cover, armed with a weapon that may as well have been a paint gun, I didn’t have a lot of options. All the mech needed to do was swivel about and blast me to cinders. 
But then a trio of pulse blasts flashed over me, and I turned my head to see Velarys crouched in the Wildcat’s landing ramp, peppering the mech with shots from her falquan. I had no idea what she was thinking. She had even less chance of inflicting damage from that range, and the Titan easily had the firepower to slag the Wildcat without the shields up. The mech was already swiveling to gun her down—
Rather, it was trying to. Its giant arms were trembling as the hydraulics attempted to move, almost like the whole suit was caught in some kind of tractor beam.
Or telekinetic grip. 
I spotted Miranda lurking behind Velarys farther up the landing ramp, her hand outstretched as she immobilized the mech. It was an incredible feat of psionic might…but also a doomed one. The Titan had to mass at least twenty tonnes, far more than she could possibly move. It would eventually break free, and then it would turn and annihilate them and the Wildcat. 
But before that happened, Miranda’s gambit had bought me a few precious seconds to act. She and Velarys were confident that I wouldn’t let them down. 
And I’m not going to. 
Vaulting back to my feet, teeth clenched from the aftershock of the explosion, I reached down to my belt and unclipped the armor-piercing grenade. It was meant to deal with heavy infantry, particularly Krosian shock troopers and their shellsuits, but the chemical reaction was theoretically powerful enough to damage tank armor as well. Though normally, no trooper would be suicidal enough to get this close to a Titan. 
I took off at another sprint and charged at the mech from behind. I could have easily thrown it from this range, but merely sticking the grenade to the Titan’s side wouldn’t be anywhere near enough to disable it. I needed a perfect shot here to score, and while I preferred to play goalie, there were times when the only defense was a good offense. 
The Titan lurched briefly as it got close, and I was well aware that if Miranda’s grip faltered for even a second, I would be reduced to a smear on the hull. But she held on long enough for me to get right up next to it, until I had a better angle at the tiny gaps in its armor that allowed its arms to move. Then, with a single crisp motion, I primed the grenade with my thumb and hurled it at my target…
And then ran like hell. I made it about ten meters before the charge went off, but AP grenades had a smaller effective blast radius than traditional frags. The blast wave still knocked me off my feet, but I rolled onto my back just in time to see the short-lived plume of flame followed by the coronal flash of frying electronics. The Titan, its back belching black smoke, froze unmoving in place.
It wasn’t destroyed—a good mechanic probably could have had the thing up and running again in a few hours with the right parts. But the blast had at least damaged its innards enough to disable its weaponry and motor functions. For now, that was more than enough for me. 
“By the…” Ash’s voice trailed off. “Is it dead?”
“Dead enough,” I said, rising to my feet. “But I’ll take a few extra shots to be sure. The rest of you can bring out the charges.”
I smiled as I swept my gaze across the blackened carnage between the Wildcat and the command hub. Sometimes, I had to admit, it just felt good to smash things. 
“Let’s blow this thing and go home.”
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“The last charge has been placed,” Velarys’s voice came over my helmet com. “I am on my way back to the ship.” 
“Good,” I replied, setting the remote detonator on my own charge. “I’ll meet you there.”
I took a step back from the command hub to appreciate my handiwork. Unless this station was a lot tougher than it seemed, the charges should reduce it to wreckage without a problem. And once it did, the jump gate would shut down and all would be well in the galaxy. 
Right up until every power in the Cluster sends a fleet to fight over it. 
Grimacing, I buried the dark thought and jogged past the slagged Titan mech back to the Wildcat. The others were already on board, and the timer on my helmet showed that we still had about ten minutes until whatever was in the Straw tunnel emerged. Though since that was purely an estimate, the sooner we took it out, the better. 
“Any fighter drones headed our way?” I asked, tearing off my helmet as I stepped into the cockpit with the girls. All three of them were back at their stations. 
“Not yet,” Miranda said. “The Valkyries and the Firehawk have kept them contained.”
I tossed quick glance down at the tac-holo. “Looks like things are going pretty well out there.”
“Better than expected,” she confirmed. 
“Then let’s get moving. We ready?”
“Sure, except for one big problem,” Ash said. “The shields on this thing are still up. How were you plannin’ on leavin’? We won’t be able to punch through them again on our own.”
“We won’t need to,” I told her. “The shields should drop the moment the charges go off.”
Her green eyes fired lasers at me. “You’re kiddin’, right?”
“It’ll work,” I said. “We just need to reroute everything into our shields instead of the weapons.”
She glared at me for several more seconds before she looked at Velarys. “Is he crazy?”
“In some ways, but not in this particular case,” the Yarasi replied. “Our shields will hold as long as we time our acceleration correctly.”
“See?” I asked. “Nothing to worry about.”
“If this doesn’t work, you owe me three nights in a row at the Sapphire Star,” Ash grumbled as she activated the thrusters. “And since it’s your idea, you should be the one feedin’ the shields.”
She was right, naturally, and I no longer had the excuse of needing to save my strength. “Deal,” I said, stepping over to Miranda’s control console. “Velarys and I can handle it.”
“I am prepared,” the Yarasi said, touching her console and connecting herself to the ship. “Shields at one hundred fifty percent effectiveness.”
Nodding, I touched Miranda’s console. The pull on my mind was instantaneous, and I couldn’t shake the mental image of a swarm of brain parasites burrowing into my skull. I had no idea how in the name of the Seraph Valkyrie pilots did this type of thing every day…
“Shields at triple normal capacity,” Miranda breathed. “Incredible.”
“Let’s get moving,” I said, clenching my teeth. “Give us a timer.”
The Wildcat stirred as Ash fired the maneuvering thrusters and lifted us off. Even though the engines weren’t drawing power from my brain, I still felt a strange tingle through my body when the ship moved, like a restless leg twitching in the middle of the night. 
“Setting the charge timer at ten seconds,” Miranda said. “Mark.”
“Here goes nothing,” Ash muttered. “Three…two…one…going!”
With my mind connected to the shields, I felt the sudden and intense flash of heat as the charges detonated. But Ash slammed on the thrusters a microsecond before the shockwave smashed into us, and the Wildcat surged forward…
And was free. A glance down at the tac-holo showed the detonations riddling the station, and just like I’d hoped, the whole thing came apart in a violent spasm of flame and metal before suffocating in the vacuum. 
“Hell yes!” Ash cried out. “We did it!”
“And to think, you doubted it,” I said as I removed my hand and severed my connection to the ship. 
She made a face, but there was no venom behind it. “Just because the plan worked out doesn’t mean it wasn’t stupid.”
I snickered and squeezed her shoulder, then glanced outside the canopy to the massive jump gate looming nearby. The interior was still glowing ominously, but there was a strange, irregular flicker around it. 
“The gate’s shields have dissipated,” Miranda reported. “And I am detecting significant power drain across all systems.”
I nodded, but my smile slowly melted into a frown when there was no other visible change. “Just a power drain? Not a loss?”
Slowly, grimly, she shook her head. “No. The jump corridor remains stable.”
“How is that possible?” I breathed, a rock sinking in my gut. “Some kind of energy reserves or—”
The answer came to me when my eyes drifted across her console at the control glyph I’d pressed to link my mind with the ship moments earlier. 
“Synesthetes,” Miranda reasoned. “The jump gate must have Synesthetes aboard.”
My stomach sank as I turned back to the glowing ring. The Stormrider had been designed to function without the need for a psionic consciousness to run its systems, but they remained in use on most Dominion ships. They weren’t exclusively a power source—every ship still had a reactor core—but just like how we had boosted the Wildcat, Synesthetes could be used as auxiliary batteries in a pinch. 
Though at a fatal and excruciating cost. 
“Abominations,” Velarys rasped. “There are trapped souls within the gate?”
“There aren’t any other power generation systems on it,” Miranda said. “It’s the only explanation.”
Ash hissed softly. “Surely a few psionic ghosts can’t power something like that for long, can they?”
“They don’t need to,” I said. “Those ships could be coming through in a few minutes.”
I pressed my lips into a tight line. All that cleverness, all that work to destroy the power station, and it had been for naught. The Wildcat didn’t have the firepower to fly over and destroy something that large. But the fleet could, or maybe just the Valkyries…
Grimacing, I shifted my attention to the tac-holo. The rest of the battle appeared to be going better that we could have reasonably hoped. The Firehawk and Jax’s Valkyries were hanging close enough to the Dowd carrier to intercept and harass its fighters while staying clear of its main guns, effectively keeping it out of the fight. Meanwhile, back in the main melee, the task force was holding firm. The Rusari had decloaked and performed a surprise attack on the enemy cruiser, and half the Dowd swarm ships had either been destroyed or disabled. 
Our forces were in much better shape, to the point that Ellis could have easily ordered a full offensive and gone for the throat. But the enemy fleet was no longer our biggest concern. 
We were out of time. 
“Open a channel to the Stormrider,” I said. 
“Too late,” Ash said. “They’re already hailing us.”
The canopy flickered as the view of the Drift was replaced by the captain’s face. “We saw the blast, Major,” he said, smiling. “Excellent work.”
“Not as excellent as we’d hoped, sir,” I told him. “The gate’s shields are down, but it has an auxiliary power supply. Our best guess is that there are enough Synesthetes on board to keep the lights running…and prevent the corridor from collapsing.”
The captain was generally pretty good at controlling his body language, especially in the heat of battle. But when he heard the news, his face twitched like he’d been stabbed. 
“We should have known it wouldn’t be that easy.” 
“The shields are down, so it is vulnerable,” I said. “If we can get the fleet in range…”
He nodded grimly. “Get back here as soon as you can. We’ve beaten them down enough that we might be able to disengage and make a run at the gate.”
“We’re on our way, sir.”
The com clicked off. Ash twisted the flight stick and looped us around, then slammed the throttle and sent us surging back toward the main battle. The hull rumbled as the Drift’s currents battered us, and I realized that Velarys was staring into space rather than plugged into the shields. 
“The gate must be destroyed,” she whispered. 
“We could disable it instead,” Miranda protested. “Technology that sophisticated is never durable. If we only inflict enough damage to disrupt the existing corridor, the Science Ministry could still—”
“Save it,” I interrupted. “We need to stabilize the shields.”
The two women looked at me, then each other, then their instruments again. Velarys pressed her hand against the glyph, and the turbulence dulled to a management rumble. 
Clenching my hands into fists, I forced my eyes away from the gate and toward the battle as Ellis attempted to organize an effective withdrawal. The Firehawk, positioned between us and the fleet to intercept any incoming fighters, didn’t have to adjust at all, and the Stormrider was able to break away quite easily thanks to its speed. The Alaru and the Rusari came about more slowly, and only after unleashing another concentrated barrage to force the damaged enemy cruiser into a full retreat. Meanwhile, the Daradov and Sirocco continued holding the formation’s flanks with concentrated salvos against the surviving swarm ships.
Some of our ships had taken more damage than the others—the destroyers in particular were down to less than half shields, and the Alaru had taken a few nasty hits to its port quarter. But they were all in perfectly fine fighting shape, and the enemy simply didn’t have the firepower to break through our lines without getting ripped apart. Even Dowd suicide attacks wouldn’t work; they’d never survive long enough to get close. 
Still, it was strange that the enemy cruiser had never ended up launching its own Valkyries. What could they possibly be saving them for? Perhaps they’d been assigned elsewhere, though it was hard to imagine them parked in the hangar of a Dowd vessel. Did that mean there were other stolen Dominion ships somewhere?
I chewed on that harrowing prospect and stared at the jump gate while we traveled, fully expecting it belch forth a fleet of Dowd ships at any moment. But nothing emerged by the time we rendezvoused with the Stormrider, and it had gained enough distance from the enemy’s beleaguered forces that it was able to lower the shields and let us dock. 
“Miranda and I will head to the bridge and check in,” I said the moment the ship was settled. “Go ahead and run the post-flight checks—we might have to launch again.”
“Got it,” Ash said, and there was no missing the tension in her voice. 
Miranda and I were on the lift less than a minute later, and we arrived on the bridge thirty seconds after that. It felt strange to be here in my full armor, but I had pulled off my helmet and tucked it beneath my arm just as we exited the lift.
“…cannot allow this,” Captain Volja’s image snarled from the right side of the viewscreen. “It’s far too valuable to destroy!”
“If you will not destroy it, then we will,” Prelach Kithra said from left. “And there is no more time to waste.”
Volja’s eyes narrowed. “If your ship so much as moves in that direction, I will have no choice but to open fire. That gate is a Dominion asset and will be defended as such.”
“A fleet of Dowd ships is about to come through at any moment,” Ellis growled, his voice as cold and commanding as I had ever heard it. “This isn’t up for debate. I want you and your Valkyries to lead the attack. You’ll target the—”
“No!” Volja snapped back. “I will not destroy our only way home. Let the Dowd come through if they want. Once we reestablish contact, we’ll summon an armada that will make every one of those faceless wretches beg for mercy.”
Ellis’s face hardened. “I am giving you a direct order, Captain. You will take the Alaru and you will—”
Her image vanished from the viewer. A moment later, Kithra’s did the same. 
“Get them back,” the captain barked. “Right now!”
“They’re not responding, sir,” Karas stuttered. 
Ellis’s face turned to stone, and he turned and waved me over to my chair. Miranda scurried past me along the way and relieved the other ensign who had taken her position at ops. 
“I’ve always known this could happen one day,” the captain murmured. “But not like this…”
“Sir, the Rusari is breaking away from the task force and accelerating toward the gate,” Olshenko said. “The Alaru is in pursuit.”
I winced as I glanced down at the tac-holo before the captain’s chair. The Firehawk and the destroyers were still holding formation with us, but the Alaru was pushing its engines beyond their normal limits to try and catch the faster Yarasi ship. I didn’t know which one I’d pick in a straight-up fight, but if Jax and his Valkyries followed their captain…
“What are we going to do, sir?” I asked. “If the Alaru opens fire on an Imperial battlecruiser…”
“How long until the Rusari is in weapons range of the jump gate?” he asked. 
“Sixty-three seconds, sir,” Miranda said. “The Alaru is arming torpedoes and locking weapons.”
“Volja won’t let them get any closer,” I warned. “If we’re going to do something, it has to be now.”
Ellis drew in the kind of long, weary breath that aged a man five years in a heartbeat. “Open a channel to the task force. Have all ships…”
His voice trailed off as his expression froze. I turned and looked at him, brow furrowed in concern. His entire body had gone stiff. 
“Sir?” I asked. “Is something wrong?”
“I’m not sure,” he whispered. 
“Astral surge directly ahead!” Nohani called out from the science station. “There’s another—by the stars!”
I whipped my gaze back to the viewscreen just in time to see a massive silver-black shape flash into existence between the task force and the jump gate as if conjured from thin air. At first, I thought it was an entire fleet of Dowd ships appearing from behind us to box us in…but then, as my brain caught up with what I was seeing, I realized it was in fact only one ship. 
One ship that made the Spearhead look miniscule by comparison. It had to be at least three times the size of a Dominion dreadnought—almost as long as the entire diameter of the jump gate. The imposing pillar of its prow was shaped like the muzzle of a rifle, jutting from a black hull that widened toward the stern in a shape that seemed to suggest stubby, forward-swept wings. Each was the size of a mountain, and the ship as a whole was as solid and majestic as a continent.
It was only then, while staring at that massive leviathan bristling with more weaponry than an entire sector defense fleet, that the last pieces of our scrambled transmission finally clicked into place. The stolen embryos, the need for a crew of jennies, the warning about a weapon coming operational…
The Fist of the Seraph. 
They hadn’t been talking about the gate—they had been talking about this ship!
“Evasive maneuvers!” Ellis called out. “Warn the fleet to—”
It was already too late. The Stormrider lurched violently as a blue beam of energy lanced out from the superdreadnought, smashing through the forward shields. My seat’s grav restraints held me in place when the stabilizers overloaded, but it still felt like the ship had suddenly capsized. 
“Forward shields at twenty percent!” Miranda called out.
“Helm, hard to starboard!” Ellis practically shouted over the din. “Get us out of here, bearing zero-one-zero mark zero-nine-seven.”
The ship rumbled again, muffling Reyes’s reply, but I felt the ship pitch and turn. A brilliant blast of energy streaked past the viewport as we narrowly evaded another attack, and I forced myself to calm down, grip the armrests of my chair, and look at the tac-holo. 
It was bad. I didn’t have time to study the readouts on the superdreadnought’s armament in any detail, but the firestorm pouring out of it turned my blood to ice. The Alaru and the Rusari, ahead of the formation en route to the jump gate, had each absorbed a horrific broadside from the shorter-range cannons. The Yarasi ship’s superior shields appeared to be holding for the moment, but flames were pouring out of the Alaru’s port flank as it listed wildly.
The rest of the task force wasn’t any better off. The Firehawk had tried to veer away in the opposite direction we’d chosen, but they’d never stood a chance—the entire ship was practically vaporized by a single beam when it carved through the hull as if it were sheet metal. The destroyers were a hell of a lot more durable than a corvette, but in this close, their larger hulls just meant they were absorbing more hits. They split away on different headings, clawing madly to gain some distance…
But there was nowhere for them to go. Not now, not with the surviving swarm ships accelerating to rejoin the fray. 
“Incoming swarm ship!” Olshenko warned. “They’re going to try and cut us off.”
“We need more speed,” Ellis called out. “We have to get out of weapons range. Order Falcon Squadron to engage those swarmers to—”
“Sir, I can’t get through to anyone!” Karas called out. “There’s a massive jamming signal being focused right on us.”
I clenched my teeth as I saw one of the swarm ships barreling toward us at full bore. “Sir, that ship…”
“I see it,” Ellis said as another blast struck our aft quarter. “Lock weapons. Fire at will!”
The viewport blazed blue as our guns unleashed a salvo at the incoming Dowd vessel. But despite the danger of charging an assault frigate head-on, they weren’t deterred. A yellowish disruptor beam surged toward us from their forward cannon, and with our shields weakened from the superdreadnought…
Something exploded beside me when the blast burned through what was left of our shields, and hot metal sprayed across my face. The alarms nearly blocked out Miranda’s voice altogether. 
“Forward shields are gone!” she cried out. “Trying to compensate.”
Her hands flew across her console, and Olshenko fired another salvo as the Dowd ship streaked past. But then there was an all-too-familiar flicker of movement across the bridge to my right…
And five Dowd soldiers appeared out of nowhere. 
They fired before anyone had the chance to react. Karas, barely three meters away at the com station against the wall, was gunned down before he could swivel his chair, and I heard a shriek from Olshenko behind me even as I slammed my fist into the chair to deactivate my restraining field. 
“Boarders!” I shouted as I lunged forward. 
Everything happened so quickly there was no time to process individual movements. In one second, the Dowd were hosing down the bridge with a relentless stream of pulsefire; in the next, one of them collapsed with a smoking hole in his helmet as someone managed to draw their sidearm to shoot back. 
And then, I was right in their face. One of them shot me in the chest, but even a missile couldn’t have stopped my momentum at that point. I slammed into the cluster of Dowd with a full-on shoulder tackle, knocking two of them flat against the deck and sending the others tumbling to the side. 
The melee was frantic and lethal. In the flurry of arms and legs, I pried away a rifle and bashed in the skull of the Dowd beneath me, then flipped it over in my grip and shot a different one at point-blank range. A friendly pulse blast took out a third, but the fourth—
[Child of the Seraph.]
An alien voice stabbed into my skull, but for once it wasn’t followed with a brutal telepathic assault, only words. 
[The Chorus becomes a Dirge. The traitor falls silent.]
A wave of force slammed into my chest, throwing my body all the way across the bridge until I crashed into a bulkhead. The impact sent the rifle I’d stolen skittering across the deck, and I looked up in horror as the last Dowd lifted his weapon to try and gun down the rest of the crew. He took aim at Miranda, who was crouched beneath her console for cover—
And then a pulse blast struck him in the head. 
As the body clattered to the ground, I saw Captain Ellis half crouching behind his chair, pistol in hand. Once it became clear that the Dowd were no longer moving, he dropped the weapon and slumped over…and it was only then that I noticed the wisp of smoke rising from his chest. 
“Sir!” I called out, dashing forward and taking in the scene around me with a single glance. Karas and Nohani were both dead. Olshenko was clutching at his sizzling shoulder, while both Reyes and Miranda seemed miraculously unhurt. But as for the captain…
He was alive. But he wouldn’t be for long without help. 
“Get our shields back up!” I ordered, pointing a finger at Miranda. “It’s only a matter of time before they realize their boarding party is dead. Then get on the com and find out if we were boarded anywhere else. Reyes! Get back on the helm. Let us drift like we’re dead in space but watch for anything that comes to finish us off. Stay focused on what’s out there, let me worry about what’s in here.”
I didn’t wait for them to reply before I sprinted to the back of the bridge to grab the emergency medkit mounted in the wall. Olshenko looked up at me as I rushed past, his face creased in agony as he clutched at his burns, and I tossed him one of the anesthetizing stims as I raced back to the captain. 
I was no medic, but I knew enough basic first aid to find the koboro stim and jab it into his chest. The wound was bad—almost no one survived a direct hit with a pulse blast at such close range, and while his chair seemed to have absorbed part of the blast, his burns were still severe. If he got lucky, the stim might keep him alive long enough to get to the infirmary…
“Just hold on, sir,” I said, squeezing his forearm before I glanced up to Miranda. “What’s our status?”
Neither she nor Reyes had moved. Her face was frozen as her eyes panned from Karas to Nohani to the captain…
“Ensign Pierce!” I snapped. “Status report!”
This time, it got through. She inhaled sharply, her years of obedience conditioning and officer training finally kicking in. “I…I can’t get the shields back online. There’s no response from engineering.”
Grimacing, I turned to Reyes. “What about the engines?”
Spurring Miranda back into action seemed to have bled over to him. The young man only had to lick his lips once before climbing back into his chair. 
“The sublight drive has suffered moderate damage, but it’s still functional,” he said. “The problem is power. We don’t have enough for anything besides maneuvering thrusters.”
Nodding, I reached out and slapped the com on the captain’s armrest. “Engineering, this is the bridge. What’s going on down there?”
For several aching seconds, the only response was the sizzle from the dead bodies scattered around us. But just before I could repeat the request, the com crackled to life. 
“Bridge, this is engineering,” Vrisk’s voice came back, though it sounded hushed. “Dowd boarders have taken the deck.”
I swore under my breath. “How many hostiles?”
“I am uncertain, perhaps three or four. Chief Engineer Capsun is dead, as are many of the technicians. Three of us managed to escape into one of the maintenance ducts…there is little we can do.”
Cursing viciously, I turned and looked at the tac-holo again. The Fist of the Seraph was eviscerating the rest of the task force rather than us, with the Rusari as the only exception. Somehow, it had managed to get even more distance from the superdreadnought, though it was currently fighting for its life against two swarm ships. 
“We need to get the shields up in case they decide to send any more teleporters,” I said. “Is there any way you can get us auxiliary power?”
“Not without access to the engineering consoles,” Vrisk said. “The automated repair drones are likely attempting to reroute power now, but I cannot track their progress from here.”
“I can’t restore shields, either, sir,” Miranda said. “There’s not enough power left.”
I bit back another curse, wishing desperately that I could somehow face all their insurrectionist traitors on the battlefield. I felt completely and utterly helpless…
“It’s over, Kal,” Ellis croaked from the ground. “You have to…”
I knelt next to him again. “Save your strength, sir. We’ll get you to the infirmary and—”
“No,” he snarled, his jaw clenched as he forced himself up onto an elbow. “Ensign Pierce…put me on shipwide.”
Her expression faltered when she realized what he was about to do. “Yes, sir…”
While she moved to Karas’s console, Ellis’s dark eyes fastened upon me. They were so shiny it looked as if he were crying…but I knew they weren’t tears. 
It was the first sign of a much larger problem.
“Channel open, sir,” Miranda said. 
“All hands, this is the captain,” Ellis said, wincing with every word. “Abandon ship. I repeat: all hands, abandon ship.”
Alarm klaxons punctuated his words even as he slumped back to the floor. Reyes left his console to try and help, but Ellis waved him away. 
“Get to the hangar, Ensign. Forget the pods—the Dowd will just destroy them. Get as many people onto the drop shuttle as you can, then get the hell out of here.”
His expression faltered. “But, sir, what about the Dowd boarders?”
“They’re the only reason we’re still alive,” Ellis said. “But Kal will handle them.”
“Sir—”
“Go!” he snarled. “Now, while you still can.”
“Y-yes, sir,” he acknowledged.
Reyes and Miranda both tossed me a questioning look, but I jabbed my thumb at the lift. 
“Get moving!” I ordered. “If there are too many for the drop shuttle, pile anyone else you need onto the Wildcat. I’ll join you when I can.”
I really thought Miranda was going to argue the point, but mercifully the two of them raced for the lift and helped Olshenko along the way. Ten seconds later, our only company on the bridge was smoke, alarms, and corpses. 
“I can carry you out of here, sir,” I said, gingerly pulling him upright. “Velarys is an incredible healer. Once we get you on board the Wildcat, we can—”
“No,” he managed. “There’s no time. I can’t…I won’t be able to speak much longer.”
I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood. “Sir…”
“You have to do one thing for me, Kal,” he said, shifting his gaze to the viewer. “The gate…you have to destroy the gate.”
I followed his eyes to the massive ring. We had been drifting toward it for several minutes now, and the blazing glow of the interior was even more haunting up close. Our clock had already run out—Dowd reinforcements could come pouring through it at any instant. Not that it would make much difference now…the only ship with a chance in hell of getting out of here was the Rusari with its cloaking device. 
“Today doesn’t matter,” Ellis said, grabbing the rim of my chestplate. “It’s tomorrow I’ve always cared about. If you destroy the gate, there will be an opportunity to unite the Cluster. But if it’s still intact…”
“I understand, sir.”
He smiled. Faint and brittle, but as warm as any star. “Take care of them, Kal,” he rasped. “All of them. Ellis dragged you off that mudball for a reason. He believed in you…and so do I.”
I swallowed. “I won’t let you down, sir. I won’t let any of them down.”
“You never have,” he said, reaching up to squeeze my forearm. “Now go before…arrggg!”
His body convulsed, and it only took another moment before he finally lost control. His beard vanished first, making it look as if he had just shaved, but his umber skin soon melted into a flat silvery gray. His eyes, still watery, became a pupilless milky white. His mouth was the last human feature to go, leaving him as voiceless as every other Sillibar in their true form. 
Jarod Ellis—or rather, the man who had taken the place of Jarod Ellis five years ago, reached up to squeeze my shoulder one last time. I didn’t know how old Razael was, only that he had been there when the Dowd had nearly wiped out his species. And now, two centuries later, that war had finally inflicted its last casualty. 
“Your secret is safe, sir,” I told him. “Go with the Seraph.”
He blinked at me one last time…and then he was gone. 
A knot of rage and sorrow and hate twisted inside me as I held his lifeless body in my arms. But I knew I needed to get down to the hangar to join the others. I had made the captain a promise…and somehow, I was going to find a way to keep it. 
“Kal? Kal, where are you?”
I could hear Ash’s voice through my helmet com lying on the deck behind me. I grabbed it and pulled it onto my head. 
“I’m here,” I said. “Miranda, Reyes, and the others are on their way to the hangar. You need to get everyone loaded up on the drop shuttle and the Wildcat, then get the hell out of here.”
“What?” she stammered. “What the hell is goin’—”
“There’s no time!” I growled, throwing one last look at the corpses around me, then striding for the lift. “Just listen. You have to get them loaded, and you have to launch. Tell Velarys to contact the Rusari and have them come pick you up. It’s the only ship with any chance of getting out of here.”
There was the briefest pause, and I tried to ignore the tide of bitter bile rising up my throat as I entered the lift and looked at the man the galaxy had known as Captain Jarod Ellis one last time. 
A man who had saved my life seven years ago when he made the courageous decision to abandon his home, his family, and his people to warn their enemies of an attack on a small world called Nirivarr. 
“Why are you makin’ it sound like you’re not comin’?”
“There’s something I have to do first,” I said, hitting the panel and closing the door. “But I’m going to need your help. While the drop shuttle heads to the Rusari, I need you to cloak the Wildcat and get close to the jump gate. If this works, I’m going to need a ride.”
“What are you—?”
“Just trust me,” I said. “I owe the captain one last favor.”
This time, the pause was cold and hollow. “Kal…”
“Good luck, baby. I’ll see you soon.”
I switched off the com. Normally, the ride down to engineering was pretty quick, but right now every second was punctuated by the sound of my heart pounding in my ears. If this didn’t work…
I stormed out of the lift the moment it arrived at engineering, rifle in hand and helmet scanners searching for targets. The surviving Dowd boarders must have known that I was coming, because a barrage of pulsefire instantly greeted me when the lift door opened. The three of them were spread out and dug in behind cover, making them harder to hit. I didn’t shoot back out of fear of hitting sensitive equipment, but I didn’t just stand there and take it, either. The shots probably wouldn’t hurt me, but they would damage my armor. And if this insane plan of mine was going to work, I needed it intact. 
So I tucked and rolled, dodging the spray of fire until I reached the door to the chief engineer’s office and took cover in the frame. A pulse blast immediately hit a panel next to me, spraying superheated metal fragments across my helmet, but years of Immortal training—and playing krekball goalie—kept me from flinching away. I methodically fired back at the enemy, taking out one of the warriors with a clean shot to the head and another with a blast to the torso. 
The third was crouching behind the console Vrisk had converted into a decryption station, which gave me a very poor line of fire unless I wanted to charge across the compartment. I almost did just that…but then I reminded myself that I needed to play it safe. 
And that for what I had planned, a decryption console was one thing I definitely wasn’t going to need. 
Flicking my rifle to automatic, I unleashed a firestorm at the console, ripping it apart and forcing the Dowd into the open…where I promptly shot him in the head. 
A haze of smoke filled the compartment, and my nose recoiled at the imaginary stench of ozone even though my helmet’s filters were blocking it out. There were bodies everywhere—the Dowd boarding team had probably cut down half of the technicians before they knew what was happening. Without any troopers down here, they’d been completely massacred. It was a damn miracle that Vrisk had gotten out of here alive, especially since his natural camouflage wouldn’t do a damn thing against their echolocation. But if I’d learned one thing from him, it was to never doubt the resourcefulness of a Kali engineer. 
Stepping over the bodies, I moved into the chief engineer’s office, then called up a damage control report on the main console on his desk. The automated drones were attempting to repair what they could, but the estimates weren’t pretty. That last hit had overloaded half a dozen power conduits that would require hours if not days to replace, and all but one of the shield emitters was fried. 
But the drive and maneuvering thrusters were still functional, as were the weapons. They just needed power…
“Computer, activate secondary command interface mode,” I said. “Voice command authorization Alpha 279, acting first officer Kaldor Zeris.”
“Command authorization confirmed,” the computer’s deep disembodied voice replied.
“Transfer all helm controls to engineering.”
“Transferring control.”
A set of holographic controls appeared over the desk display, but there was no way in hell I was going to try and pilot the ship. Thankfully, with something this straightforward, I shouldn’t need to. 
“Computer, set a course bearing one-nine-three mark two-six-two, maximum available speed.”
“Course engaged. Warning: collision hazard detected.”
“Believe me, I know,” I said, pulling up a tactical display as the ship slowly rolled to port and began moving toward the jump gate. We appeared to be out of range of the superdreadnought’s weapons, though that could change in a heartbeat if it decided to pursue. And the fresh blips all over the sensor display revealed that it had launched its own Valkyries—a full wing, too. Perhaps that was where the renegade cruiser’s fighters had gone…
For the moment, however, I had a clear path to the Straw. The trouble, once again, was the lack of power. Without more power, I couldn’t get more speed. And without more speed, I didn’t have a chance of getting there before the Dowd realized what was happening.
Vrisk might have been able to work some technical magic in time, but I wasn’t Vrisk. I wasn’t Miranda, either. I was just a soldier, and there was only one way for me to give the ship the boost it needed.
“Computer, activate emergency psionic interface,” I said. 
“Warning, psionic interface not recommended without—”
“Just do it!”
The right side of the console suddenly opened, and an orb-like device slid upward through the gap. Unlike the strange glyphs on the Yarasi-designed Wildcat, this psionic interface looked crude by comparison. It was basically a glorified handprint where someone could mentally plug themselves into the Stormrider’s reactor in case of an emergency. Every Dominion ship had one, even larger vessels with Synesthete support. Though I wasn’t sure if this one had ever been used. 
Bracing myself, I placed my hand on the interface. Just like on the Wildcat, the drain on my mind was instantaneous; unlike on the Wildcat, this drain hurt even before our shields were getting hammered. It felt less like brain parasites burrowing into my skull and more like an entire hive of bees was already living in there stinging away. 
One person couldn’t possibly power an entire assault frigate, of course, but all I needed to do was jumpstart the batteries and get enough juice to move…
“Auxiliary power reserves at thirty percent,” the computer said. 
“Transfer all available power to the drive,” I bit out, grabbing my forearm with my free hand to try and steady the tremors shuddering through me. “We need all the speed we can get.”
The drive roared back to life, and one glance down at the tactical display confirmed that the ship was indeed accelerating. In roughly two minutes, it would reach the gate. 
“Computer,” I said through clenched teeth, “how many torpedoes do we have left?”
“Four heavy pulothium warheads remain. None are loaded.”
“Good. I want you to arm them.”
“Warning: arming torpedoes while onboard the ship is not recommended.”
“Command override,” I snarled. “Arm the damn torpedoes. Set for maximum concentrated yield.”
“Command override accepted. Arming remaining torpedoes.”
I held my hand against the console for another ten seconds before I finally pulled away. The resulting power drain was immediate; I could see the levels fall back to critical on the display. But inertia would carry the ship the rest of the way, and in seventy more seconds, I would grant the captain his final wish. 
Assuming the ship survived that long. 
The Rusari was still fighting off two swarm ships while trying to get more distance from the superdreadnought, but now that the Stormrider was accelerating, the jig was up. The swarmers were already veering away from the Yarasi battlecruiser and coming straight for me. 
“Lock in current course,” I said, stepping away and clutching at my hand as a tingle skittered up my forearm. “Prepare escape pod 14-A.”
“Pod prepared.”
After taking one last look at the tactical display, I turned and sprinted across the deck and through the emergency hatch to where the starboard escape pods were waiting. There were five of them in a line, and the closest one slid open at my approach. 
“Wildcat, this is the Stormrider,” I said, activating my helmet com. The swarm ships were far enough way that they shouldn’t be jamming us anymore. “Ash, can you hear me?”
“We can hear you,” her voice came back. “We just launched. What are you doing in there?”
“Giving the Dowd a taste of their own insanity.”
“How—?”
The ship lurched violently around me, throwing me to the deck and sending me skidding several meters before I slammed into a bulkhead. A fresh wave of alert klaxons blared through the ship, and I half-expected the torpedoes I’d armed to go off. But the Seraph had apparently granted me one final act of mercy on my way to oblivion.
“Have Velarys tell the Rusari to hold off those swarm ships as long as possible,” I said as I climbed back to my feet. “I only need about a minute.”
“Kal—”
“There’s no time! Just be ready to pick me up.” Pulling myself back to my feet, I half-lunged, half-dove into the pod and sealed the hatch behind me. “I’ll see you soon.”
Closing the channel, I pulled the release. The pod shot outward like a rocket, and the grav restraints pinned me against the seat as its powerful but short-lived booster flared to life. The viewport panel on this thing was only a half-meter square, but it was more than wide enough to see the massive jump gate looming outside…and the Stormrider trailing flame like a comet as it headed for it. 
Yet my eyes were quickly drawn to the burning, quasar-like effect at the center of the gate. There was a sudden flash…and then one by one, Dowd ships began to appear as they came out of hyperspace. Five. Then ten. Then twenty.
But no more. Even as another yellowish disruptor beam struck the Stormrider’s aft quarter, shearing off one of the rear thrusters and sending the frigate into a listing spiral, it was already too late. The flailing ship careened onward, gas venting from its sides like blood gushing from a mortal wound. And before the swarm ships could finish it off, it crashed into the top section of the great ring…and exploded. 
The detonation was so bright that the dimmers on my helmet could barely compensate, and the flashes didn’t stop there. A cascade of smaller explosions rippled across the entire arm of the ring, consuming everything in its path. The glowing interior of the ring went dark, and the quasar at its center dissipated as the stable corridor collapsed. 
The Dowd ships that had just come through had no chance to react. The explosion swallowed two of the swarm ships, utterly consuming them, and sent a massive hunk of dislodged gate metal hurtling into one of the carriers, cutting it in half. 
“Seraph watch over you, sir,” I breathed, enjoying the view for a last few seconds before the inevitable. I braced myself as the shockwave finally reached me, slamming me back into my seat and sending the tiny pod hurtling end over end through the cold vacuum of space. 
There was fire. There was pain.
And then, as the darkness rolled over me, there was peace.
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        There was a flash in the distance as one of the tug haulers moved to recover another piece of shattered jump gate, and Soren Foln, the Hand of the Seraph, took another slow drag from the cigarra at his lips. The noxious gas seared his fragile lungs, yet strangely, there was no pain. The tissue was already so dead he could barely feel anything at all.  
“If you even try to spin this as a victory,” the Dominion admiral screamed from the ghost-like projection at the center of his sanctum, “I will come out there and personally mount your head on a spike!”
Foln chuckled. It was a hollow sound from a dying body. The last breath hissing from a corpse. “It is definitely not a victory, Admiral,” he said. “It is, in fact, a rather humbling defeat.”
“Well, then,” the other man growled, “I’m so glad we finally agree.”
“But that doesn’t mean there aren’t lessons to be learned here. Or that new paths haven’t been opened to us.”
“New paths? The only path I’ve ever cared about is now closed! How long will it take you to rebuild that gate? A decade?” The admiral snarled something profane under his breath. “Not that it matters. Now that everyone knows where it is, they’ll never let it stand.”
“You vastly overestimate the capabilities of our enemies, Admiral,” Foln replied. “With the gate destroyed, they won’t pull ships off their lines to attack us. But if they truly want to come here and try to take it from me, we will be ready for them.”
The admiral’s lip curled in disgust. “Without those reinforcements, you don’t have anywhere near the firepower needed to wage war.”
“On the contrary, the Dowd have all the ships they will require to succeed. They will need to be more careful, especially in their early engagements, but they can still inflict more than enough damage to cripple our enemies.”
The other man’s narrowed. “What are you going on about? You just stranded thousands of ships in the Veil!”
“Not thousands,” Foln corrected. “Dozens.”
The admiral blinked. “Dozens? But you said you were recalling the entire Dowd armada!”
“Yes, I did. And you’ll be pleased to know that more than half of them had already come through.”
Foln had the satisfaction of watching the other man’s fury melt into shock. “What?”
“I would never risk having them all come through at once,” Foln said, allowing his tone to become just patronizing enough to amuse himself. “Their convoys have been arriving for almost a week now. I would have preferred to have their entire armada, of course, but we can make do with what we have.”
The admiral’s face twisted as he chewed over the implications. “This changes everything.”
“As I said, new paths have opened up for us.”
“Such as?”
Foln shrugged as he took a draw from the cigarra. “Just think about what has happened so far, Admiral. Your colleagues are furious. An entire task force of ships has been lost, one of the most noteworthy commanders in the Dominion has been killed, and the only means of reconnecting our people to the rest of the galaxy has been destroyed. You said yourself that nearly all of Fleet Command views this as a calamity.”
“It is a calamity,” the admiral insisted. 
“And one we can use to further entrench your position and those of your supporters,” Foln said. “Do you honestly believe that any of your colleagues will attempt to be so bold again in the future? Especially when the Dowd continue their attacks on the Pact and Yarasi but leave Dominion forces alone?”
“Lochlan won’t let it go that easily,” the other man murmured. “And she still has some support. The surveillance post on the mothership, the theft of the Gen-63 Gammas, the fact that you are out there using our tech to build a superdreadnought…Command can’t ignore this.”
“Nor do I expect them to. And I will make sure to give them small victories when appropriate to appease them as necessary. But in the larger picture, we have blunted the most dangerous elements and convinced many aliens of the Dominion’s good will. After all, we just proved that we were willing to make a great sacrifice in defense of the Tartarus Cluster. I doubt that has gone unnoticed among the diplomats of the Assembly.”
“We’ve proven that we’re willing to shoot ourselves in the foot,” the admiral countered. “That’s hardly a way to appear strong in front of one’s enemies.”
“In this case, it’s not strength we want to project, but credibility. Now when the Dowd score more victories, the other empires will be more willing to ask the Dominion for assistance. The fleet will be invited into positions it could have previously only achieved by slaughter. It will expedite our plans considerably.”
“Perhaps.”
“There’s more,” Foln said. “With Ellis out of the picture and these Unionists going to ground, our plans are no longer threatened from within. Within a year or two, when the Dowd are finally defeated and the other empires lie in ruin, the Dominion will have the only intact fleet and a foothold in every corner of the Cluster. You will offer aid…and they will have no choice but to take it.” 
“You make it sound so easy and inevitable. Yet experience has continuously taught us that it will be anything but.”
“If I ever gave you the impression that you wouldn’t have to work to accomplish our goals, then I very much apologize,” Foln said acidly. “Even when the others are finally brought to heel, we will have a great many more challenges in front of us, Admiral. In case you’ve forgotten, the Dominion we left behind is no longer the power it once was.”
“So you have told us,” the admiral spat. “I’m not sure I’ll believe it until I see it.”
“You will. Perhaps sooner than you think.” Foln brought himself to his feet. “We will need all the resources and technology of the Cluster if we are to restore the Seraph’s vision to its former glory. But make no mistake, the new Dominion—our new Dominion—will not be reborn from the ashes without sacrifice and suffering and death. There is no other way to restore what our ancestors so foolishly squandered.”
“I’m more than ready to fight a war, Foln. Just make sure that your pets do their job. I’m getting tired of cleaning up their mess.”
The projection vanished, leaving only the starry abyss of deep space behind. Foln sat there in place for a long moment, allowing the embers of his cigarra to cool and fade to ash in his hand. 
“He should not speak to you in such a way, my lord,” a female voice said from across the dark, translucent chamber. “None of them should.”
“One day, I’ll let you and your sisters teach him that lesson,” Foln said. “But for the moment, DeGale still serves a purpose. As do the others.”
The woman emerged from the darkness along with two others that shared her face. Each was clad in the same black skin-suit; the only visual difference between them was the color of their hair and eyes. 
“Continue managing our efforts here,” Foln ordered. “Without access to the gate, I will need to leave this body to oversee matters personally on the other side of the Veil. It’s nearly time to deploy the rest of your sisters.”
“What of the deserter, Master?” the black-haired Shadow asked. “The team reported that he vanished after the incident on the mothership. Shall we not attempt to find him?”
Foln grunted softly. The Kreen had been an unexpected disappointment, but at least he had been able to flush the Unionists from hiding. In the long term, that might prove more valuable than anything. 
“There’s no need,” he said, waving a hand. “The mind seed has already been implanted. All we need to do is stand back and allow it to germinate.”
“What of the ones who escaped the Drift?” the blond Shadow said. “What of Major Zeris?”
Foln’s lips twisted into a scowl. Never in a thousand years would he have anticipated that a natural-born charity case from the Borderlands would prove to be such a nuisance. It was frankly infuriating…though perhaps also a reminder of the purity of the Seraph’s will. Her power coursed through him, perhaps stronger than anyone believed, and it would be a mistake to underestimate him again. 
“Don’t worry,” Foln said. “We will deal with him soon enough.” 
[image: image-placeholder]The admiral’s desk was so glossy even a vampire could have seen its reflection in the polished black surface, and the rest of her office was every bit as tidy as the last time I’d been called in here for a verbal flensing. Outside the wall-length viewport behind her left shoulder, I could see the distant bulk of a dreadnought—the Relentless, if I wasn’t mistaken—cruising alongside the mothership as it waited for supplies. Even a few weeks ago, I would have been awed by the sheer size and power of that ship. 
But now, after having seen the Column’s flagship in all its horrific glory, even the Dominion’s largest warship didn’t seem nearly as fearsome. 
“I won’t lie to you, Major,” Admiral Lochlan said as she swept around her desk and stopped beside her chair. “When we received your transmission from the edge of the Drift, I never expected to see you again. It took a brave man to come home after all you’ve done, especially without Captain Ellis here to protect you.”
“I’m just doing my duty, ma’am,” I said, keeping my voice even. “Someone had to come back and tell the Admiralty what happened.”
“But you weren’t the only survivor. Ensigns Pierce or Reyes or even Specialist Vrisk could have delivered your report. And none of them are currently under investigation by the DID.”
“I’m the only one who knew exactly what happened at every phase of the operation. You deserved to know all the details.”
Her steel-gray eyes drilled into me, but I didn’t look away. I had no intention of backing down, nor any reason to apologize for what I’d done. The fact that Science Director Kimiko wanted my head mounted on her wall didn’t faze me, nor did the endless laser-like scowls I’d received from the senior officers on the command deck as I’d made the long trip up here to Lochlan’s office. 
Alone.
I had done what was necessary to keep the peace. And if the Admiralty was going to hang me for it…well, so be it. The man who had recruited me into the Dominion was dead, and it was time to decide whether or not I still wanted to wear this uniform. 
“You aren’t worried that I’ll court-martial you for lying about your mission on Secunda Minor?” Lochlan asked. “Or the countless other unsanctioned misadventures you’ve embarked on over the past several years?”
“No, ma’am, I am not,” I said. “If you’re going to damn me for what I’ve done, so be it. I still don’t regret it. Ellis and I defended a lot of vulnerable people over the years—people the Dominion military left to rot. If a colony waves our flag, it deserves our protection.”
“You are a soldier, Major,” Lochlan said, leaning both hands on her desk. “You don’t choose where or when you fight. You go where you’re sent, and you shoot who you’re told.”
“I’ve never disobeyed an order, ma’am.”
“No. You and Ellis just made up your own whenever it suited you along the way.”
She glared at me for another long moment before she finally sank down into her chair. “I’ll be perfectly blunt with you, Major,” she said. “I like rules. I like order. And I especially like the chain of command. The Dominion fleet is the most organized and powerful force this part of the galaxy has ever seen, and that is no accident. We have enforced smart regs, cultivated strong principles, and preserved discipline.”
Her jaw moved beneath her cheeks. “But times change, and it’s clear we’ve made more than our fair share of mistakes along the way. Jarod understood that. He spent a lot of time and wasted a lot of words trying to convince others—trying to convince me—that we couldn’t afford to stay the course blindly. He wanted to fight for peace in a galaxy that was constantly thirsting for a new war.”
I nodded cautiously, trying to decide if she was about to lure me into a trap. “The captain believed in the Accords and the Assembly,” I said. “But he also believed that the Dominion was the only real hope for the future…if it could ever realize its full potential.”
“I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but the Yarasi have been singing your praises ever since that battlecruiser of theirs dropped you off on Betros. They are insistent that you averted a catastrophe. To them, the presence of a jump gate penetrating their ‘sacred barrier’ would have been a cause for war.”
“Can you really blame them?” I asked.
“No,” she admitted. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re right. The Dominion wouldn’t attack them just because the Straw was open.”
I didn’t reply. I didn’t need to; I could hear the uncertainty in her words, as if she were trying to convince herself they were true. 
“Whatever else may have happened here,” she went on, “several truths have been made abundantly clear. The Dowd are out there in far greater numbers than we expected, and their insurrectionist allies possess far more of our weapons and technology than anyone could have imagined. One stolen cruiser would be bad enough, but this monstrosity they’ve somehow built…”
“A monstrosity crewed by the Gen-63 Gammas. It has to be.”
Her jaw twitched again. “An entire generation of fleet officers brainwashed to serve the Column…it’s unthinkable.”
“The ship is a big problem, but it’s not the only problem, ma’am,” I told her, leaning forward and deciding to take the offensive. “They don’t even need to win this fight, not if we do their dirty work for them. They’ll keep attacking and weakening the Pact and the Yarasi, paving the way for us to eventually be the sole superpower in the Cluster. And they’re betting on the fact that you and the rest of the Admiralty will let it happen. They don’t need everyone in Fleet Command to be a traitor for this to work. All they need is for us to sit back and do nothing.”
Her eyes returned to mine. “After what happened in the Drift, it will be virtually impossible to muster another task force. The planetary governors expect the fleet to spread out and defend every system. They fear that a foe with astral drive technology could strike anywhere at any moment…and they aren’t wrong.”
“But the Dowd won’t attack us,” I pressed. “Not as the long as the Column is holding their leash.”
“I know that. So do plenty of others, whether or not they’ll admit it publicly. But after what happened, no one else is willing to risk their position. It’s so much easier to dig in and wait.”
An invisible weight pressed down on my shoulders as if I’d suddenly stepped onto a high-grav world. I had come here prepared to defend myself and my record, and frankly, I would have rather had that fight than be told point-blank that the Admiralty was about to play right into the hands of the enemy. 
My grandfather had once told me the great Dominion fleet we saw on newscasts hadn’t been built to protect people like us and our alien neighbors. In his mind, it had been built to keep the people who lived on it in power—nothing more, nothing less. For a long time, I had believed him, until Captain Ellis had changed my mind. 
But Captain Ellis—and the man who had taken up his name and face and cause—was gone. And perhaps the spark he’d represented had died with him. 
“Personally, I’m sick of trying to change minds,” Lochlan said. “That’s why I’m going to do something about it instead. And I’m hoping that you will be willing to help.”
My brow lifted. “Admiral?”
“There is a vessel stationed at the Drellian shipyards that is expected to leave for a shakedown cruise in two weeks. Officially, it’s part of a recon division attached to the 7th Fleet. Unofficially, it’s been a pet project of mine for four years. I’ve been making inroads with the Yarasi and Pact governments behind the scenes, hoping that we might eventually be able to put together a joint security force to patrol systems in the Borderlands. Nothing overly dangerous, but I’d hoped that over time it would evolve into a more meaningful cooperative effort.”
She tapped a button on her desk and called up a holographic projection of a sleek, Fenris-class frigate. The design was a tad smaller than the Stormrider, eschewing the traditional seashell bow for a more triangular profile. With the rear engines tucked in more tightly, the ship looked almost like an arrowhead. 
“After we learned about the Dowd incursion, the whole idea unraveled,” Lochlan went on. “I assumed it was probably dead for the foreseeable future. But after we received your initial report on the destruction of the Straw, I reached out to both governments again. I told them that we had a unique opportunity here, if they were willing to contribute. And once the Yarasi signed on, there was no way the Pact could refuse.”
“What kind of opportunity?” 
“The Dowd have been attacking colonies all over Pact and Yarasi space, and now a Rakashi settlement has been hit as well. You and I both know they’ll only get more destructive as time goes on…but we also know that sustaining an operational tempo like this requires a command structure and supply lines. They must have other bases out there like the one you found on Nirivarr.”
I nodded slowly, my pulse quickening. “I’m sure they do.”
“The point of this ship, quite frankly, is to find and destroy them,” Lochlan said. “To do that, it needs the ability to hunt the Dowd without worrying about borders and bureaucrats and red tape. It needs special authority granted by the Security Council.”
She smiled almost imperceptibly. “And Councilor Xeng informed me that as of this morning, it has exactly that.”
“That’s an…interesting premise,” I said cautiously. “But what does this have to do with me?”
“This ship needs a crew, Major,” Lochlan said. “Lieutenant Vrisk has accepted a position as chief engineer, but there are a lot of posts left to fill.”
I blinked. “Lieutenant? I didn’t think non-humans could receive commissions.”
“There’s no official regulation against it. And I’m sure you can agree that he has proven himself tenfold.”
“More like twenty,” I rasped, my voice oddly hoarse. 
She nodded. “I have also contacted the Yarasi government. They are willing to assign Kethron Velarys as first officer, news which I instructed Xeng to share with the Pact representatives. I’ve no doubt that they will be submitting a few officers for the roster as well.”
My throat had gone so dry I couldn’t have replied even if I’d thought of something to say. 
“Otherwise, I am considering transferring most of the surviving members of the Stormrider’s crew,” Lochlan said, lifting a datapad from her desk and thumbing the screen. “Captain Ellis had many good things to say about Lieutenant Olshenko as well as Ensigns Reyes and Pierce—I see no reason why they can’t assume similar roles, can you?”
“No,” I managed. 
“Good. Then that really only leaves one senior officer position unfilled.” She looked up from the pad. “The person who commands this ship needs to be familiar with all forms of potential combat engagement. He must also understand the importance of attempting to maintain the peace between the great powers—and have working knowledge of the different cultures he’ll undoubtedly be dealing with face-to-face.”
Lochlan slid the datapad across her desk. “As of oh-nine hundred this morning, I have submitted a request to transfer one Major Kaldor Zeris from Special Operations Vanguard Unit KL-23 to naval service under the 7th Fleet. And since Dominion regulations stipulate that any frigate-class vessel must be commanded by a senior officer of rank no less than commander, I have made the appropriate adjustments in your service record.”
I looked down at the pad and the official orders on the screen. If I hadn’t seen them in writing, I wouldn’t have believed it was possible.
“Congratulations, Commander Zeris,” Lochlan said. “That is, assuming you’re willing to accept my offer. If you have any questions, now is the time to ask.”
I didn’t drag you all the way here from that mudball planet just to make you another ’pounder, the captain’s voice echoed in my mind. I need something more—something special. A soldier who is willing and able to fight the enemies no one else can—and protect the people that no one else will.
“Just one, Admiral,” I said, picking up the pad. “When do we get started?”
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